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Introduction

I been making up songs all my life. I could get out among people ‘cause this here’s a gift … to me. An old lady told me, “Son, your mother had music in her heart when she was carrying you.” You know what that mean, don’t you? When I come into this world I was doin’ this.1

Sam “Lightnin’” Hopkins, at the time of his death in 1982, may have been the most frequently recorded blues artist in history. He was a singular voice in the history of the Texas blues, exemplifying its country roots but at the same time reflecting its urban directions in the years after World War II. His music epitomized the hardships and aspirations of his own generation of African Americans, but it was also emblematic of the folk revival and its profound impact upon a white audience.

What distinguished Lightnin’ Hopkins was his virtuosity as a performer. He soaked up what was around him and put it all into his blues. He rambled on about anything that came into his mind: chuckholes in the road, gossip on the street, his rheumatism, his women, and the good times and bad men he met along the way. In his songs he could be irascible, but in the next verse he might be self-effacing. He prided himself on his individuality, even if it meant he was full of inconsistencies. He often poured out his feelings in his songs with a heart-wrenching pathos, but it could be hard to tell if he was truly sincere. He peppered his lyrics with few actual details about his own life, but he was at once raw, mocking, extroverted, sarcastic, and deadly serious. Most of the time, Lightnin’ appeared to trust no one, yet he knew how to endear himself to his audience. While he voiced the hardships, yearnings, and foibles of African Americans in the gritty bump and grind of the juke joints of Third Ward Houston, he could be cocky and brash in his performances for white crowds at the Matrix in San Francisco, or at the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival, or a concert hall in Europe, where he was in complete control and was adored.

Lightnin’s down-home blues did not adhere strictly to a traditional, three-line, AAB verse form, but rather he improvised a form that suited the song he was singing or composing on the spot and expressed what he was feeling at that moment. If Lightnin’ held a line for one or two extra beats, if he abbreviated the musical time between lines, or if he lost his place during an instrumental riff, he was never fazed. But this is what made it so difficult for bassists and drummers to play with him, and his timing got more erratic as the years went by. He wasn’t schooled in the complex harmonic structures and precision of rhythm and blues, but instead stayed with a basic three-chord (tonic, subdominant, dominant) guitar pattern to accompany his vocal phrasing. In doing so, his vocal lines did not always agree metrically with his guitar lines. But for Lightnin’ the basis of his songs was rarely structure. It was the essence of the blues that he was after. “I come along, long about the time that the people first put the blues on this earth for the people to go by,” Lightnin’ said. “Well, I’m one in the number and the rest of them is dead and gone. I got in that number at a young age … and I just keeps it up ‘cause the blues is something that the people can’t get rid of. And if you ever have the blues, remember what I tell you. You’ll always hear this in your heart: That’s the blues.”2

Lightnin’ played both acoustic and electric guitars and was steeped in the Texas country blues tradition. From Blind Lemon Jefferson and Alger “Texas” Alexander, Lightnin’ absorbed stylistic and repertoire elements that included a melismatic singing style rooted in the field holler, mixing long-held notes with loose, almost conversational phrasing.3 Musically, “Short Haired Woman,” which Lightnin’ recorded for the first time around May 1947, established the signature sound that he used in just about every song, whether it was a fast instrumental boogie/shuffle or a slow blues. In his guitar playing Lightnin’ had an open and fluid style with his right hand, using a thumb pick and his index finger. He kept his right hand loose so he could move from playing sharp notes near the bridge to playing wider open chords up near the fingerboard.

Lightnin’ usually tuned his guitar in the key of E, though not necessarily to a concert pitch. He utilized what ZZ Top guitarist Billy Gibbons has called “that turnaround…. It’s a signature lick…. He’d come down from the B chord and roll across the top three strings in the last two bars. He’d pull off those strings to get a staccato effect, first hitting the little open E string then the 3rd fret on the B string and the 4th fret of the G string. He would then resolve on the V chord after doing his roll. It’s a way to immediately identify a Lightnin’ Hopkins tune.”4

Lightnin’ was tremendously appealing for aspiring blues guitarists to emulate because his signature turnaround was relatively easy to learn, but it was extremely hard to replicate his sound because of his distinctive held notes, pauses, string bending, and shortened and lengthened measures. Sometimes, as bluesman Michael “Hawkeye” Herman points out, Lightnin’ “played it in triplets, sometimes as a quarter note, sometimes as an eighth note…. He knew how to play the same lick/riff forward, backward, from the middle to the front, from the middle to the back, from the back to the front … each effort creating a completely huge guitar vocabulary.”5 Ultimately, it didn’t matter what kind of guitar he was playing, acoustic or electric. “He just had this feel,” guitarist and luthier Sam Swank maintains, echoing the sentiments of so many Lightnin’ devotees. “There aren’t that many blues guitar players in the world that when you drop the needle on the record, anybody who’s anybody knows who that is. Lightnin’ Hopkins is one of those guitar players.”6

Most people thought Lightnin’ was making up the words to his songs as he went along, and that his lyrics were completely original. But he was actually doing something more amazing and subtle. He was instantly accessing hundreds of floating lyrics from his memory and inserting them when and where they seemed appropriate. Many blues singers did this to a certain extent, but Lightnin’s ability seemed to exceed all of his peers. His capacity for improvisation was uncanny, and regardless of the source of his lyrics, he was able to make each of his songs his own by performing them in his inimitable voice and his signature guitar style.

If there were a dominant theme in his blues, it was the ever-changing and often-tumultuous relationships between men and women. Lightnin’ could turn the simplest phrase into sexual innuendo, and, just as easily, express the pain of being mistreated and the despair of being betrayed. He often bragged about his exploits with women in his songs, but other than identifying some names, he said little about his actual relationships. While he sang in the first-person, remarkably little of his repertoire was truly autobiographical.

I saw Lightnin’ perform once at the Austin nightclub Castle Creek in 1974, and when he came on stage, I was drawn into his performance like everyone else. But he was so different from what I had expected from having listened to his records. Every gesture seemed so measured—the placement of the guitar, the positioning of his hat, the towel around his neck, the half pint of liquor that he pulled up to his lips, the big, gold-toothed grin, and the dark sunglasses that kept him a mystery. By the time the show was over, I wasn’t sure how to respond. Still, his presence was indelible, and in many ways my memory of that night, that image of Lightnin’ in the spotlight, made me want to know more. Lightnin’ was an enigma. He was both compelling and disturbing. To what extent did the white audience listening to him shape his performance, and how did it relate to his roots in East Texas? How would it have been different in a juke joint on a backcountry road or in a little dive in Houston?

Years later, in the mid-1980s, Chris Strachwitz and Les Blank, two giants in the field of American roots music, talked to me at length about Lightnin’s importance as a bluesman and his significance in each of their lives. Chris, after hearing Lightnin’ in Houston, decided to start Arhoolie Records and he has since released hundreds of recordings of blues and American roots music; Les, after seeing Lightnin’ at the Ash Grove in Los Angeles, was inspired to make his first full-length documentary film. And for both of them, Lightnin’s passing marked the end of an era. They recognized the need for a biography, but they weren’t going to do it themselves. Les offered me the use of his interviews and outtakes from his films The Blues According to Lightnin’ Hopkins and The Sun’s Gonna Shine. Chris made himself available for countless conversations, sharing what he remembered and introducing me to people he thought I should interview.

Initially I was reluctant to begin work on a biography. Dr. Cecil Harold, who was Lightnin’s manager for more than a decade, and Antoinette Charles, who was his long-time companion, refused to be interviewed. I called Dr. Harold on several occasions but was repeatedly rebuffed. The first time he asked me to make a financial offer and said that “Mrs. Hopkins” might accept ten thousand dollars, but he then recanted. The next year he told me that “Mrs. Hopkins isn’t doing any more interviews,” and two years later he reiterated that “Mrs. Hopkins isn’t interested.” Three years after that, he explained that “it’s too painful for Mrs. Hopkins,” and in my last attempt, he asked me to write a letter in which I explained that I was completing a biography of Lightnin’ Hopkins and asked what terms for a conversation and/or interview might be acceptable. A few weeks later, I received a hand-written reply that stated: “Mrs. Hopkins … declines further interviews. She wishes to simply say … no more reviews of life with Lightnin’.”7 Then it occurred to me that I needed to see Lightnin’s probated will, and when I finally got a copy it all began to make sense. Antoinette was never Mrs. Hopkins. She had an affair with him that lasted an estimated thirty-five years, and during much of that time she was married to someone else with whom she had children. What mattered most to Antoinette was her privacy.

Finally, in 1995, after studying and writing about Texas blues for nearly two decades, I started talking to people in Centerville, Texas, where Lightnin’ grew up. I was trying to get a handle on how Lightnin’ was remembered where he grew up. At Ellis’s Drive-In on State Highway 7, near the intersection with U.S. Highway 75, eighty-three-year-old Estelle Sims leaned on the front counter with her elbows and smiled when asked about Lightnin’. The light from the street shone on her bristly white hair and the deep wrinkles of her face as she spoke in a solemn tone. “I remember hearing him play at a black-eyed pea festival not too far from here back in the thirties. He was good, but it’s been so long that I forget what it was that he actually played.” Then she looked up and pointed across the street. “I suspect that man over there might be able to tell you more. He’s a Hopkins.”

I thanked her and walked across the street, the July heat drawing a sticky asphalt smell from the pavement. Oland Hopkins was sitting in the shade of a post oak tree beside a rusty pick-up truck filled with hay and a few watermelons that he was casually trying to sell to passersby. As I got closer to him, he stood up abruptly and asked, “Can I help you, sir?”

I explained that I was looking for information about Lightnin’ Hopkins, and he muttered, “I’m a distant relation of his, but I don’t know too much. I used to hear him play at church association picnics and suppers, but that’s about it. You ought to talk to J. D. Kelly. Now, he should be able to tell you more.”

The pay phone next to Ellis’s Drive-In was hot and clammy. I dialed Kelly’s number quickly, and he answered after the second ring. Kelly had a hoarse but friendly voice and was eager to share what he knew. “That’s right,” he said, “I growed up with him. We just went from place to place to play all over this countryside. He had a guitar slung on his shoulder, and he picked and sang at ring-play parties. He was a playboy. All he wanted to do was pick.” He told me if I wanted to find out anything else, I should give Oscar Davis a call. He was a cousin of Lightnin’s and his last remaining kin in Centerville.

Davis, however, was more suspicious than the other two. He stammered, “Who are you? And what do you want?” I tried to answer, but before I could finish my sentence, he grumbled, “Talk to my wife. I’m hard of hearing.” When his wife got on the telephone, she was even more suspicious than he had been. “Sure, I remember Lightnin’ Hopkins. What’s it to you? I remember Lightnin’ Hopkins. He come to our house. He was my husband’s first cousin, but I didn’t really know him. You need to talk to Oscar’s brother and he’s right here beside me, getting ready to go to Houston.” There was a short pause, and then the brother got on the phone and said, “I’m too young. I didn’t really know Lightnin’. Sorry, I can’t help you. Thank you and good-bye.”

I hung up and walked back to my car, and I saw Oland Hopkins was staring at me. “May I have your card?” he asked in amicable way, “I’d like to help you if I can. If I find out anything more, I’ll call you.” I handed him my card and told him he could call me collect if he wanted to, but I’ve never heard from him. At that point in 1995, it appeared all that remained of Lightnin’ in Centerville were spotty recollections. I decided to set the idea of writing a biography of Lightnin’ Hopkins aside, though I did continue to collect stories about him whenever I got the chance. I interviewed Paul Oliver, the British blues aficionado who had traveled to Houston to meet Hopkins with Chris Strachwitz in 1960, as well as Francis Hofstein, the French psychoanalyst who had met Lightnin’ when he appeared with the American Folk Blues Festival tour in Strasbourg in 1964. I spoke with John Jackson, the Piedmont bluesman who was at the Newport Folk Festival a year later when Lightnin’ performed.

In 2002 the musician and impresario Pip Gillette called me and asked me if I wanted to give the keynote speech at the dedication of a Lightnin’ Hopkins memorial statue created by the sculptor Jim Jeffries. I agreed, and much to my surprise, more than three hundred people came to the event on Camp Street in Crockett, Texas, where Lightnin’ had performed in the 1930s and ‘40s. Pip introduced me to Lightnin’s daughter, Anna Mae Box, who lived in Crockett, and to Frank Robinson, who had played with Lightnin’ in the 1950s. I also had a chance to meet Wrecks Bell, who had played with Lightnin’ in the 1970s, and David Benson, who had been Lightnin’s traveling companion and road manager during the last decade of his life. Benson helped me to get a clearer sense of his personal life, especially as it related to his relationship with Antoinette and Dr. Harold during a period when he performed less, got paid more, and failed to produce any new recordings.

After speaking in Crockett, my work on the Lightnin’ biography had a new momentum. I went to Centerville to meet Clyde Langford, whom I had read about a couple of years earlier.8 Clyde had grown up across the road from Lightnin’s mother, Frances Hopkins, and had learned to play guitar from his brother Joel. Clyde lived in a small wood-frame house on FM 1119 and was eager to tell his story and what he knew about Lightnin’. When I asked Clyde about other people who might know something about Lightnin’ he was uncertain, but one time he mentioned Ray Dawkins. Dawkins, born in 1928, is eight years older than Langford, and his memories of Lightnin’ were vivid. Lightnin’s early years were coming into clearer view. I was beginning to cut through the hearsay to get a stronger sense of what actually transpired over the course of his life. But each time I returned to Centerville, I came away with a slightly different impression. I realized that it was in those varying perceptions that the truth about Lightnin’ Hopkins lies. Inconsistencies about the details of his biography abound, fueled as much by the idiosyncrasies of his own memory as his capacity to reconstruct his past to meet his more immediate needs.

For most people, Hopkins was simply known as Lightnin’, but he was sometimes called Lightning. However, he didn’t get his nickname until November 1946, when an Aladdin Records executive (probably one of the Mesner brothers) decided during his first recording session to dub him “Lightnin’” and his accompanist, Wilson Smith, “Thunder” to enhance their presence in the marketplace. In discussing Hopkins’s life prior to 1946, I refer to him by his given name, Sam, for clarity.

Hopkins often referred to himself as Po’ Lightnin’ in his songs, not only to elicit sympathy, but to identify himself with the plight of those who were listening. Lightnin’ was the lifeblood of his own myth. In this book, the stories he told and the accounts of others provide a base for understanding how myth and memory merge into the blues that ultimately defined the man.


1
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Early Years

Leaving Centerville on Leon County Road 113, midway between Dallas and Houston, the landscape of Sam Hopkins’s early years comes into view. Patches of mesquite interspersed with red bud trees and groves of hickory, elm, and oak spread through the rolling hills and grassy plains. The ranches are small, and longhorns graze in pastures abutting subsistence farms, which yield to rockier soil that is parched and cracked, even in the cool January sun. The road is still unpaved, and loose gravel rattles against the wheel rims as we near Warren’s Bottom, where Hopkins was born.

“Yes sir, the closer you get to the Trinity River, the terrain is rough. This was sharecropper land,” Ray Dawkins explains.1 In his denim overalls and flannel shirt, Dawkins emanates a bygone era. For a man of eighty, he has few wrinkles and still seems physically active. He drives a pickup truck and lives in a small apartment in town.

Between 1870 and 1960, 40 percent of the residents of Leon County were African American, but by 1980, the percentage dropped to 20 percent, and in 1990 to 12.8 percent. Dawkins says it’s difficult keeping young people in town. There are more job opportunities in Dallas and Houston, and the population of Centerville has continued to decline, from 961 in 1950 to 903 in 2000.

“Back when Sam was a boy,” Dawkins remembers, “black folks didn’t have opportunities. You did what you had to, that is, to get by.”

Little is known about the details of Sam’s early years. Even his birth date is disputed. In his Social Security application, dated January 24, 1940, Sam stated that he was born on March 15, 1912, a date that he reiterated in his song “Going Home Blues (Going Back and Talk to Mama),” as well as in numerous interviews over the course of his life.2 However, the Social Security Death Index lists his birth date as March 15, 1911, and his death certificate says it was March 12, 1912. Adding to the confusion is the fact that the Texas Birth Index recorded the birth of a Sam Hopkins on March 15, 1911, in Hopkins County, which is in northeast Texas, nowhere near Leon County. It’s possible that this was a clerical error, but it may also be a coincidence that another man named Sam Hopkins was born on that day. It’s difficult to say which date is actually correct; no birth certificate has ever been found. Still, by all accounts, Sam spent the first years of his life in Warren’s Bottom. Today all the sharecropper shacks are gone, and a chain link fence with a NO TRESPASSING sign posted on its gate blocks our way.

Outside the car, the dust subsides. The land appears relatively fertile, but clearly Warren’s Bottom was in the flood plain, and much of the loamy topsoil has been washed away. Historically there were more small subsistence farms in Leon County raising vegetables, hogs, and cattle than large plantations, but once the cotton culture took hold, the number of slaves grew rapidly from 621 in 1850 to 1,455 in 1855. “Slave property was the most important possession of the majority of Leon County citizens,” Frances Jane Leathers wrote in Through the Years: A Historical Sketch of Leon County (1946). In 1855, slaves had “a value of $757,296, which was $300,000 more than the assessed value of all the taxable land in the county.”3

During the Civil War, this area of Central Texas was a stronghold of the Confederacy, and local historian W. D. Wood wrote in 1899 that “Leon County furnished 600 soldiers for the Confederate armies…. The fact is that everybody in Leon County, men and women, were doing their best in some way, to hold up the hands of the soldier, and sustain the Confederate cause. Even the slave at home, not only nobly protected the family of his soldier master, but was industriously engaged in making meat and bread for the soldier on the firing line.”4

Emancipation brought promise and hope, but the advances of Reconstruction were short-lived. Racism was rampant. J. Y. Gates and H. B. Fox wrote in A History of Leon County (1936) that a “lynching occurred in Reconstruction days when a negro was hanged on the tree [called “The Tree of Justice”] and allowed to swing two nights and a full day. Old timers can recall how the negro, swollen from long hanging, ‘bounced when he hit the ground,’ when he finally was cut down.”5 In 1910 the New York Times reported that Frank Bates was “lynched by hanging in the jail at Centerville” after trying to escape his jail cell where he was awaiting trial on a murder charge.6 In 1915, according to G. R. Englelow, writing in a Centerville newspaper called the Record, another man, suspected of murder, was tracked down and arrested without resistance, but the next day he was found with a noose around his neck, hanging from the limb of a large oak tree in the square in front of the Leon County courthouse.7 In 1919 a black preacher was hung for reputedly killing a white farmer after delivering “a sermon Sunday night…. The two had an argument the previous Saturday over cotton. A posse sought the Negro a week along the bottom lands … before he was found and brought to jail. When the sheriff was out of town, a mob made a key and opened the jail and hanged the Negro to the tree.”8

In this climate of racially motivated violence, the Hopkins family, like the others in their community, kept to themselves and worked their little parcel of land on shares, forced to pay the landowner one-third or one-half of the crop each year. But the rocky soil in Warren’s Bottom was tough to farm, and they could barely eke out a living growing cotton, peanuts, corn, and peas.9

Sam said that his grandfather was a slave who hung himself because he was “tired of being punished.”10 But Sam didn’t seem to know much more about his grandfather, or his other grandparents, though he did talk about his parents, Abe and Frances Hopkins. Abe was born in 1873 in Leon County and was working as a sharecropper when he met 15-year-old Frances Washington around 1900.11 They married, and Frances gave birth to their first son, John Henry, in 1901. According to the 1910 census (taken before Sam was born), Frances and Abe had four children: John Henry (age eight), Joel (age seven), Abe Jr. (age four), and Alice (age two). None of the Hopkins family was able to read or write.12

Sam called his father “a rough man” who “peoples didn’t like…. He’d fight right smart…. He killed a man. So, he went to the penitentiary, and he come back and married my mother, and from then on he started this family.”13 Clyde Langford, a distant cousin of the Hopkins family, grew up across FM 1119 from Sam’s mother. He says that she spoke fondly of her husband. She described him as a “tall, slender fella with a heavy voice,” who intimidated those who didn’t know him but who was “a man who wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 14

Frances Hopkins, Langford recalls, “was a little old skinny woman” who was “real fiery, frisky” though she didn’t say much. He met her when he was a boy of about ten or eleven. “My daddy would take me by her house,” Langford says, “and she talked to me. She kept a smile on her face most all the time. She was a church-going woman. She didn’t really go for her kids playing the blues, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Sam looked a little like her, but from what I can gather, more like his dad. She was a dark brown, but she wasn’t as black-skinned as Sam, not a high yella, but a medium brown–complexioned person. She dressed like a housewife, more or less; she wore an apron just about everywhere she went. She had what she called an everyday apron that she wore around the house, and then she had what she called her dressy apron that she would wear to church, or when she got ready to go up town. She put her work apron down and put on her ‘Sunday-go-meetin’ apron.’ All of her Sunday dresses would be neatly starched and ironed, but now her everyday aprons she never put irons on them. They’d just be wrinkly. She said it didn’t matter. She wasn’t going anywhere. The aprons were made from flour sacks…. You’d go to town and get a fifty-pound sack of flour and the sacks would be beautiful, with different designs and flowers. And her dresses were homemade, long, down to the floor. They would be different colors. She loved something flashy like pink, something with red, yellow, high yellow, some loud, flashy color.”15

When Sam was three years old, his father was shot and killed by a man named Floyd Johnson, Langford says, “over a buffalo nickel. They were in a card game called Pitty Pat. And they were playing for a nickel, and Floyd won that nickel and Abe picked it up and put it in his pocket. And Floyd killed him. Abe tried to bluff him out of it, and they scuffled and Floyd shot him.” 16 Sam, however, believed that the killing of his father was a conspiracy. “They put someone up to kill him because he was rough,” Hopkins said. “He raised good crops and he gambled, and … he’d win people’s cotton and all such as that. And they didn’t like him for it…. He didn’t love nothing but gambling and [he’d] drink whiskey and fight and shoot … so that’s the way his life was taken, see. So, that left nobody but my mother to raise us children.”17

Not long after the death of Abe Hopkins, Sam’s oldest brother, John Henry, left home because he said that if he stayed, he’d kill the man who had murdered his father.18 In time, Warren’s Bottom flooded out and the Hopkins family moved to Leona, another small farming community about seven and a half miles south of Centerville. Lee Gabriel was one of Sam’s friends in Leona until the age of sixteen. Leona, Gabriel said, “was a little country place. It wasn’t an organized town,” but it had little stores where sharecroppers and landowners could buy groceries and clothes. “The biggest grocery was owned by Mr. Tom Nash…. He was the leading food store. And he carried some clothing. When the store had something to wear, Sam would buy something. They had a good understanding. Nobody went around with a chip on his shoulder. He [Sam] bought his shoes there…. Lurie Thompson had the post office in his store. He was a grocery store too. Each store had a little hardware. There wasn’t much variety in the 1920s.”19

Life in the country was hard, and boys were expected to work in the field alongside their parents. “I worked,” Gabriel said, “Sam did too. Farm work, cotton and corn. I learned to plow with a horse and mule. I even plowed with oxen. That was hard work…. It would take several days to plow a five-acre patch.”20

Growing up, Gabriel and Sam attended a one-room schoolhouse that had two teachers; one was a woman named Miss Davis, and the other was the principal in addition to being a teacher. Gabriel, who was the son of a circuit preacher, was well-behaved, but he said Sam often got into trouble and was strapped, spanked with a thick leather strap, for not behaving.21

When Gabriel and Sam had a little free time, they often went hunting together. “We went rabbit hunting,” Gabriel said, “or for any other small animal. The last time we went we found a mink and killed him, skinned his pelt and sold it, got big money—$1.75.” Occasionally they went horseback riding, though Gabriel recalls, “Sam was not a very good horseman…. Sam liked to ride, but not as well as I did…. The big thing then was for kids to race. But Sam didn’t race. Sam liked to gamble. It was customary back then. There were lots of boys who gambled, mostly dice … craps … and the older boys played cards and bet on them local horse races.” Sam also got into fights. “Once in a while, boys get too idle,” Gabriel said. “Sam and this boy had a scuffle over a girl friend … kind of a push and wrestle. A lot of pretty girls back then.”22

Because Gabriel’s father was a preacher, his activities outside of school were restricted. However, on Saturday nights, he’d sometimes meet up with Sam at square dances. “Somebody would call the dances for each set—two-steps and waltzes,” Gabriel said. “Each dance lasted five or six minutes. They called them dances ‘breakdowns.’ They had fiddles and sometimes guitars. The guy who called the dance was Tom Butler. He was an older man. And at the end of the set, he’d say, ‘Hands in your pocket, go to the candy stand.’ Either get you a sandwich or get a plate for the ones who really wanted to buy dinner. They always had some kind of food, fishes or any of the meats. And they made corn liquor. That was during Prohibition. And I knew Sam to be guilty of drinkin’ corn liquor.”23

Lorine Washington was also a friend of the Hopkins family, but she didn’t remember any fiddles at the square dances that she went to in the area around Leona and Centerville. “There’d be two guitars,” she says, “sometimes one, and they did flat-foot dancing.”24

While Washington and Gabriel differ in their memories of the square dances, it seems clear that the music performed depended on the musicians who were available. The square dances were often held outside or in the front room of someone’s house, Washington says, and “they’d have to move the furniture out into the yard or into a back room.” Frequently, Sam recalled, the square dances were family gatherings that were organized around “country suppers,” where everyone brought a dish.

Musically, the country suppers mixed blues with a kind of music that Sam described as “fast old stomp time.” “That’s dance,” Sam said in 1967. “You get out there and dance. You see Scruggs [Flatt and Scruggs TV Show] and how they get to jumpin’ that hillbilly thing they get stompin’? That’s the way everybody dance when you get to playing ‘Oh, my baby, take me back’ or ‘Old Stomp Time.’ You be two or three out there dancing against one another … and the one [who] out dances the other get a quarter, four bits, sometimes a dollar if it’s well off white guys be down there…. Buck dancin’, they called it. Buck and wing … and them people dance on Saturday night, Sunday they go to church, Monday they go to the field.”25

Sam loved the country suppers and square dances, and, as he got older, he started bringing his guitar. “I’d go from farm to farm,” he said. “They have them dances why, because they been workin’ hard all the week, makin’ them big crops…. There were singers and players, quite a few … because near about everybody around them square dances could near about play for them. All you had to do was rap on your guitar and they’d pat and holler. Ole sister would shout, ‘You swing mine and I’ll swing yours!’ and all that. And sometimes they would have the blues played, but they mostly was really dancin’ you see. Have fast songs like ‘Oh, my baby, take me back’ and ‘You swing mine and I’ll swing Sue, We’re goin’ down to the barbecue….’ That’s jumpin’ at that time.”26

The square dances that Sam described were organized in a way that was quite similar to those of their white counterparts. Historically, African American musicians had played for the white balls in the big plantation houses in the years before emancipation, and this tradition continued. Moreover, black fiddlers, guitarists, and banjo players performed at barn dances or on the corn-shucking grounds of plantations and farms for what were called “Saturday night frolics.” They played the tunes for the quadrilles, cotillions, and set dances that were popular in white rural communities, and the musical repertory of black musicians influenced their white counterparts. In the 1920s white musicians like the Texan Eck Robertson, Riley Puckett, Fiddlin’ John Carson, and Gid Tanner made commercial recordings of country dance music, though relatively few black musicians playing this style were ever recorded. 27

Henry Thomas, an East Texas guitarist and quill player who often used a banjo tuning, was a rare exception, and his 1928 recording for Vocalion of a song called “Old Country Stomp” featured his singing of couplets and single lines that evoked the spirit of the square dances for which he had undoubtedly performed.


Get your partners, promenade 
Promenade, boy, round and round 
Hop on, you started wrong 
Take your partner, come on the train I’m going away, I’m going away 28



While Thomas’s recording does not illustrate the particular dance forms associated with his music, it does create a kind of composite picture of the instrumental accompaniment. Clearly, in performance, some of the dances were structured and patterned after established sets and quadrilles; others were more individualistic and rooted in African American tradition.

Langford says that in addition to playing guitar and singing at country dances, Sam was a dancer too. “Sam had one step that was out of sight, an extraordinary mixture of tap and the buck dance. Sam was also good at hambone [a style of dance that involves stomping as well as slapping and patting the arms, legs, chest, and cheeks] and Joel [his brother] was good too. One be on the guitar, one be doin’ hambone. And if someone said Joel was better, it would be fist city.”29

In the Hopkins family everyone played some kind of music or sang. Gabriel even recalled Sam playing the pump organ when he came by the church, though he didn’t remember him singing church songs. Yet Sam said that he not only played the pump organ but also that he participated in church services. “I come up in Sunday school too. I played organ in Sunday school, and I played piano in Sunday school. It was fine…. I opened up the church [service] with the piano…. They didn’t teach me them songs. They made ‘em up. Fact of the business, they sing ‘em. I played ‘em…. All they do is give me the tune…. But you see I wouldn’t be singing, I just be playing it. When my chorus come in, I just play it.”

Sam said that he learned to play the piano by sounding out the notes on that pump organ in church. “My piano playin’ … just come into life after I got out of church playing them songs about ‘Jesus Will You Come by Here’ [“Now Is the Needy Time”] and ‘Just Like You Treated Your … By the Water’ and all them songs…. Piano, you got to kinda thump it. But organ you pump it.”30

Sam learned to play the guitar as a child by watching his older brothers John Henry and Joel, as well as other musicians in his community. His mother’s cousin, Tucker Jordan, played the fiddle, and his wife was a guitarist, and they often played together at house parties and square dances. Albert Holley was a blues musician Sam remembered singing a song to his mother: “I heard him play, he was sitting on the foot of the bed. He was saying, ‘Baby, come sit down on my knee. I got something to tell you that keeps on worrying me.’ And he was saying that to Mama. I just listened. I just picked up on what he was saying. The song appealed to me and made me feel good…. So that give me some ideas how to sing too.”31

The first guitar Sam played belonged to his older brother, Joel, though he said he’d also made his own instrument out of a cigar box and screen wire.32 One day, when he was playing Joel’s instrument, Sam got caught, but Joel was impressed with his ability to play. Sam recalled, “I was too little to chop cotton. They come out the field and I was pickin’ the guitar one day—[Joel] give me that guitar…. They come in for dinner, and I’m sittin’ down with that guitar across my lap pickin’ it, and he wanted to know what I was doin’ with his guitar. I told him I was pickin’ it. He told me, ‘Let me see what you do.’ And I went on and played songs better than him. He said, ‘You can have that [guitar]. I’ll get me another one.’”33

Sam learned the guitar quickly, and when he was still only eight years old, he met the legendary Blind Lemon Jefferson, who was playing at the annual meeting of the General Baptist Association of Churches, commonly referred to as “the Association,” in Buffalo, Texas, about sixteen miles northwest of Centerville. In attendance at the Association were people from the surrounding communities, who brought their children each day for about a week for worship and fellowship. “That’s where all the delegates, preachers—they’d get there and they’d have a wonderful time,” Sam said. “Well, they’d have church in the tabernacle. And they’d sell sody water out on the grounds.”34

Ray Dawkins recalled that his father, Ike Dawkins, was on the board of the Association, and that in addition to “preaching and singing three times a day,” there were barbecues and social events. One of the primary goals of the annual meeting, Dawkins says, was to raise money for Mary Allen College, which was founded in 1886 on ten acres of land in Crockett, Texas, as a two-year school. It was originally known as Mary Allen Seminary and was established for the education of black women by the Presbyterian Board of Missions for Freedmen. “So every year they’d have the Association in Buffalo, and they’d have different singers and performers. I don’t know how many years Blind Lemon played there.”35

While Blind Lemon had only recorded two Christian songs for Paramount under the pseudonym Deacon L. J. Bates, anecdotal evidence suggests that he was, in fact, well known for his capacity to sing both blues and religious music.36 “That was one thing about Lemon,” Wortham postmaster Uel L. Davis told a Waco Tribune-Herald reporter. “He’d be singing in church one day, singing at a house of ill repute the next.”37 Sam didn’t say what song Jefferson was playing when he approached him, but he did emphasize its significance: “I run up on Blind Lemon Jefferson. He had a crowd of peoples around him. And I was standing there looking at him play, and I went to playing my guitar, just what he was playing. So he say, ‘Who is that playing that guitar?’ So, they say, ‘Oh, that’s just a little boy here knocking on that guitar.’ He say, ‘No, he playing that guitar.’ Say, ‘Where he at? Come here, boy.’ And I went on over there where he was, and he was feeling for me. And I was so low, he reached out, say, ‘This here was picking that guitar?’ Say, ‘Yeah.’ So, he say, ‘Do that again.’ So, I did a little note again, same one he done. He say, ‘Well, that’s my note.’ He say, ‘Boy, you keep that up, you gonna be a good guitar player.’ So, he went on and then commenced to playing, so I went to playing right on with him. So, I was so little and low, the peoples couldn’t see me. And we were standing by a truck. They put me up on top of the truck, and Blind Lemon was standing down by the truck, and me and him, man, we carried it on. And the excitement was me, because I was so little. And I was just picking what he was. I wasn’t singing, but I was playing what he was playing. That’s right.”38

Sometimes when Sam told the story, he said that Blind Lemon was displeased when he heard him play and shouted, “You got to play it right!” But when he realized the musician was only eight years old, he hoisted the child onto the truck and let him play. In another version, Sam said the meeting occurred in 1925, which would have made him about thirteen years old, not eight. It’s likely that Sam had his dates mixed up, but the fact that he had met Blind Lemon was important to him. By linking himself to Blind Lemon, who was the most successful male blues singer to record in the 1920s, Sam was able to elevate his own stature and lay a cornerstone in the myth he was creating for himself.39

Interestingly enough, Sam said that by the time he met Blind Lemon, his brother Joel had already left home and was staying with the Jefferson family. “That was in Mexia, Wortham, Waxahatchie, Buffalo, and another little old place I can’t ‘call the name. Blind Lemon Jefferson played at those places. He had a brother named Marcella Jefferson, George Jefferson, and the old lady … well, they used to dance and play.”40

In researching Blind Lemon’s life and career, there are no other accounts of either Marcella or George Jefferson. Nevertheless, Sam claimed that after meeting Jefferson he left home and did his best to follow him, going from town to town in East Texas. “People would see me ‘cause I traveled when I was young with a guitar all over them areas,” Sam said, “Buffalo, Oakwood, Palestine, Ben Hur, and all. Mama didn’t think nothing about it. She just know it was all right ‘cause I taken care of my mama all my life. From a kid up I taken care of Lady Frances. I buried her. Out of all the kids she had, I’m the one.”

What is clear is that Sam wanted to find a way out of the sharecropper life. “It wasn’t nothing on the end of the hoe handle for me,” Sam said. “Choppin’ cotton for six bits a day. Plowin’ the mules … that wasn’t in store for me. I went on with what the good lord gave me.”41 Once on his own, Hopkins’s musical skills evolved rapidly. As a child, he saw the influence that both the preacher and the blues singer could have. “You go to church,” Sam said, “and a real preacher is really preaching the Bible to you, he’s honest to God trying to get you to understand these things. That’s just the same as singing the blues. The blues is the same thing. When they get up there and put their whole soul in there and feel it, it’s just like a preacher.”42 And for Sam, the blues singer had as much power as the preacher in people’s lives. “Course I’m like a preacher,” he claimed, “I got to keep hearing that ‘Amen!’ from my congregation just the same as a preacher.”43

It was not uncommon for blues singers to compare themselves to preachers, though Sam rarely played religious songs. In fact, the only spiritual he ever recorded as a solo artist was identified as “Needed Time” on RPM.44 The actual title is “Now Is the Needy Time,” and had been recorded by the Wiseman Sextet for Victor in 1923 (unissued) and later by two other artists in 1928 and 1930, though it’s likely that the spiritual was traditional and predates any recordings. Sam did not record another spiritual until the 1960s, when he teamed up with Barbara Dane on “Jesus, Won’t You Come by Here” (which was actually “Now Is the Needy Time” under a different title) and with Big Joe Williams and Brownie McGhee on “I’ve Been ‘Buked (and Scorned).” In other recordings, such as “Prayin’ Ground Blues,” “Devil Is Watching You,” “Sinner’s Prayer,” and “I’m Gonna Build Me a Heaven of My Own,” there are passing references to religion, but the songs are not spirituals.45

Sam, like so many blues singers, believed that “when you born in this world, you born with the blues. Upset is the blues. Worry is the blues. The blues come by what you love…. You have the blues by anything. You can have a car and wake up in the morning and have a flat. You get to walking and nobody helps you; you ain’t got nothing like the blues. You gonna walk until you find somebody who says they’ll try to help you. Trouble is the blues. You can have the blues about being broke, about your girl being gone. You can have the blues so many different ways till it’s hard to explain. But whenever you get a sad feeling, you can tell the whole rotten world you got nothing but the blues.”46

Sam often bragged that he started writing his songs at an early age: “I been making up songs all my life, ever since I was eight years old when I got out on my own.”47 He never identified any songs he wrote at that age, but he did have a gargantuan memory.

Lightnin’ said that the first time he got paid for performing was when he had just turned fourteen years old, and he met up with Jabo Bucks about two miles from the Association grounds in Buffalo. Bucks was a fiddler who agreed to go with him into town and play for tips in front of a cafe, and they were soon invited inside. From Buffalo, he and Bucks headed on to the nearby towns of Oakwood and Jewett, stopping when and wherever they could to play for pocket change.

People in the black parts of town in the rural areas of East and Central Texas responded well to Lightnin’s guitar picking and singing. But if he got the chance, he said, he “would go around to the white people’s houses,” where they might invite him inside to play the piano for them and pay him ten or fifteen cents, or even a quarter. 48 While the laws of separate accommodation in Leon County were viciously enforced, black musicians were sometimes welcomed into the homes of white families to entertain them, a tradition that dated back to the years of slavery. The History of Leon County, Texas, mentioned a group called the Serenaders, usually consisting of a fiddler, guitar player, and mandolin player, who walked through the streets of Centerville. “About the first Serenader I heard,” one unnamed resident recalled, “was Rob Dunbar, a left-handed Negro fiddler and a guitar accompanist [who] came to our house about Christmas time, and that was the sweetest music I had ever heard.”49

Mabel Milton, who grew up in Centerville, remembered that Lightnin’ also liked to visit the homes of the black families he knew. “Sometimes he play just walkin’ around, come to your house, and if you got him, he played for tips. He’d have his guitar with him. He just sit and talk, swap stories, tell jokes, maybe play a couple of songs, and folks give him a glass of lemonade, or a tea cake. He wouldn’t stay too long, two or three hours, and then he go on some place else. He was neat dresser, keep his hair lookin’ pretty all the time. Nice and clean.”50

Sam did the best he could to avoid working in the fields. With the little money he made from tips, he was able to support himself and help his mother, but he also got deeper into gambling. And it wasn’t long before he got himself into trouble: “I been on a chain gang four times. I was bridge gang. I wore ball and chain. That was in my young days. I used to didn’t stand no cheatin’. You ever heard ‘My baby don’t stand no cheatin’?’ I ain’t lying. That done growed up in me.”

No records have ever been found of exactly what crimes Hopkins committed to lead to him being sentenced to a chain gang. He did say, “The first time I went to jail … me and my little cousin and a guy got into it. Fact of the business, the man was older than we was, and he just thought he was going to knock us boys around. My cousin had a razor in his pocket and I hit the guy, and he had my cousin choking him, and I said, ‘Cut him.’ And he kind of slice him in the sides. Man, I tell you, that was a full Sunday.” Sam and his cousin left the man bleeding and took off, but they didn’t go very far. They were able to get work “choppin’ cotton” about twenty miles away. About a week later, they were arrested in the “cotton patch,” and brought to jail, but they stayed only one night because Sam’s brother Joel paid “the fine.” From then on, Sam said people called him “Jailbird” because he continued to get into trouble. “I went crazy,” he said, “Jail didn’t mean nothing to me then. You could put me in there every day.” But Sam knew, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t run from the law. “If I do something,” he said, “I go give up. Because that learnt me a lesson. Don’t. Never know that you did something and try to run away from it. It may be twenty years [for them] to get you, and then it’s worse. So, just go on and give up.”51

As often as Hopkins expressed his disdain for the law, the time he spent “chained up” forced him to control his temper. He once spent two hundred days on a bridge gang, toiling from dawn to dusk on bridge construction and repair and chained to a post every night in his bed.52 Another time, after getting into a fight in Grapeland, he was sentenced to time on a Houston County road crew. He somehow managed to escape but was picked up in Leon County and returned to the chain gang.53 Sam knew that he had to change his ways. “Mess with me a little bit,” he said, “I’d start me a little fight in a minute. So they was throwing a rope on me and puttin’ me in the joint and going on. I had to calm down. Wearing that ball and chain ain’t no good.”54

Sam’s time in jail and on the chain gang became fodder for the songs he later performed. He recorded the first, “Jail House Blues,” in 1949:


Well, I wouldn’t mind staying in jail 
But I’ve gotta stay there so long 
Thirty days in jail 
With my back turned to the wall



This rendition of “Jail House Blues” borrowed heavily from Bessie Smith’s 1923 song of the same title, and while Sam made it sound as if it conveyed his personal experience, only the final verse appeared to be his own:


Hey, mister jailer 
Will you please sir bring me the key 
I just want you to open the door
 ‘Cause this ain’t no place for me



Sam’s song “I Worked Down on the Chain Gang” was more of a talking blues, in which he recounted his experience with a ball and chain around his leg and emphasized the cold indifference of the guards: “I said, ‘Please don’t drive me too hard, I’m an old man.’/ They say, ‘We don’t pay no attention to the age.’” But he concluded by falling back on the refrain to “Jail House Blues” and reiterated his plea: “I says I just want you to open the door/ ‘Cause this ain’t no place for me.”

For a man who claimed to be in and out of jail a lot during the 1930s, Sam sang remarkably few, if any, original lyrics about his incarceration. Songs about prison experiences or run-ins with the law were fairly common in prewar blues, and were means for blues singers to present themselves as victims. While Sam may have exaggerated his jail time, he did indeed have tangible proof of his experiences, and when he started touring to festivals, folk clubs, and the white college circuit, he liked to show off the scars around his ankles.55 Back stage, he sometimes rolled up his pant leg and asked whomever he was talking to if they knew what those scars were from. Ultimately, what we know about Sam’s jail and chain-gang time is limited by what he decided to tell about those experiences, which actually isn’t very much. However, the large blank spots in his biography from 1930 to 1946 suggest the possibility of more jail time than Sam would later care to admit in the very selective interviews he gave. One has to wonder what got Sam sentenced to two hundred days on a bridge gang. Clearly he had a vicious temper and was prone to violence and aggravated assault during this period of his life, though it would not have taken much to land him in jail. Even a rather minor crime could have gotten a harsh sentence from a racist judge, and many completely innocent blacks served long sentences for things they didn’t do.

In his songs and in interviews, Sam usually shifted the focus from the crime to the punishment. He realized that it was in his best interest to portray himself as a victim who was able to triumph over his adversity. For example, in discussing one of his chain gang experiences, he began by asking, “You drive up around Crockett on them roads?” He then elaborated, “Well, I built roads by myself with a chain locked around this ankle. See the scar there, festering and scabby, ain’t it? Back in ‘37 or so. That judge came and says to turn me loose after I’d sung him a song about ‘How bad and how sad to be a fool.’”56 Here, Sam was in effect demonstrating his ability to adapt the Leadbelly prison release legend to his own purpose, as had Texas Alexander before him.57 Jail and the chain gang were integral to the persona he wanted to project and to the myth he built for himself. Hardship and suffering engaged the listener, and the ironic humor with which he articulated his plight in his lyrics boosted his stature as a man of words. Certainly, Sam did his best to stay out of jail, but the hardheaded recklessness that got him there also energized his music.

Perhaps Sam’s physical appearance played a role in the way he presented himself. He was of average height, but he was frail and skinny and could have easily been overcome in a fistfight. Maybe he adopted his knife-and gun-toting persona as a defense mechanism and as a means to establish that he could take care of himself if he needed to in the rough and violent worlds of the juke joints that were the lifeblood of his music.

Hopkins grew up fast, and by the time he was a teenager, he was ostensibly an adult; he had served jail time, worked as a farm worker, played music on the streets for tips, and traveled around East and Central Texas as a hobo. On September 21, 1928, at age sixteen, he married Elamer Lacy, also known as “Noona.” A year later, on August 29, his daughter Anna Mae was born.58 “My dad was a person that everybody liked that knew him,” Anna Mae recalled. “He’d sit there with his leg crossed and look out the window. And they’d come by and holler at him. He was a joyful person.”59 But he hated working in the fields. “It was hard times,” Sam said. “I was working in the fields, trying to take care of my wife, me, and my mother. Six bits a day. And that was top price. And I swear, I’d come in the evening, and look like I’d be so weak till my knees would be clucking like a wagon wheel. I’d go to bed, I’d say, ‘Baby, well I just can’t continue like this.’”60

But it wasn’t only the farm work that was a problem for Sam. “Me and my first wife were together fourteen years, and I never seen her naked in my life,” Sam said. “Wasn’t nothing wrong with her and I know it. She told me that it was something that she was born with, to never get naked with no man, regardless to whom, husband or anyone else. You understand me? We were together, but she was never showing me, just like you get up here and pull your clothes off naked. ‘You get it under the covers. You can pull off anything and you still won’t see me naked.’ And she never walked in front of me naked in her life. Now, I’m not lying to you.”61

Anna Mae said that her parents split up when she was five: “Mama left and went out to the country. We stayed with Daddy’s mother [Frances]. Daddy always loved his music. And he always let nothing or nobody keep him from it.”62 After Sam and Elamer separated, Anna Mae had very little contact with her father, “with him coming and going,” though she did say she always enjoyed seeing her grandmother, who was then living on Ike Dawkins’s farm.

“Folks were close-knit back then,” Ray Dawkins says. “Mama Frances was in Leona, Texas, down here. She got into some kind of debt and Daddy cleared it and moved her onto our farm. And she had a grey horse and a buckskin horse. We had two houses on the place. The big house was where we lived, and another house was down below. Daddy bought that farm in 1931. He give $900 for 80 acres, eight miles southeast of Centerville on the other side of Nubbin Ridge across Keechi Creek. I was a little bitty boy of five or six when I first remember meeting Sam—he was a tall, kind of slender man. I guess he was about nineteen or twenty, and he come back to help his mama. And in the evenings, he used to sit me on his knee and play and sing. I wanted to imitate everything that he did, but I couldn’t. So I became a dancer, and at house parties I’d tap or buck dance. Just about everyone had someone in the family who played guitar or piano. Not too many people could afford a radio. One or two had wind-up Victrolas. But playing music was the big entertainment. People would ride in a wagon if they had one. They go from one house to the next on Saturdays, and to church on Sunday. And if they didn’t have a wagon, they’d ride a horse or walk.”63

Sam didn’t spend much time with his mother because he was “always going off somewhere to play music or gamble,” Dawkins says, but he “did as much as he could to help her.” From the Dawkins farm, Frances Hopkins moved to Guy Store Prairie a few miles away. “They went to Herman Mannings’s place,” Dawkins says, “and when they left from there, they went to Ben Coleman’s place. Ben Coleman was white; Herman Mannings was white. Sam farmed down there, but he never did work too much. He played music all the time, and the white people had him playing music around the house, piano, guitar, organ. It didn’t make him no difference.”64

According to Dawkins, Sam stayed “some with his mother,” but also with Ida Mae, who lived about a mile and a half away from his father’s farm. “Ida Mae was a light-skinned girl,” Dawkins says, “and they lived together for I don’t know how long.” In Sam’s song “Ida Mae,” recorded for the Gold Star label in 1947, he sang, “Yes, you know that woman name Ida Mae/Folks say she good to me all the time,” but then implies that she was unfaithful, drawing upon a traditional blues verse that had been used by Robert Johnson, among others: “Yes, you don’t think cause Ida Mae got every man in town/Baby, you know ain’t doing nothing but tearing your reputation down.”65 However, Sam, on different occasions, said that Ida Mae was his wife, though there are no records that prove they were ever actually married. In another version of the song, Sam extolled her virtues and his devotion.


You know, Ida Mae’s a good girl 
Folks say she don’t run around at night (x2) 
Yeah, you know, you can bet your last dollar 
Oh, Ida Mae will treat you right66



Ida Mae, identified by blues and jazz researcher Mack McCormick (who would later play a pivotal role in Lightnin’s career) as Ida Mae Gardner, appears to have been involved with Sam through the 1950s, even though their relationship was at times tumultuous. By some accounts they had a vicious fight around 1937, and Sam stabbed her. But when Sam was sentenced to two years in the Crockett County jail and served his time on the chain gang, McCormick maintains she “got a job cooking for the prisoners in order to be close enough to Lightnin’ to attend to his wants and at the same time pay off his fine.”67 However, Dawkins says that he knew Ida Mae for many years and that she lived out her life in Guy Store. To his knowledge, she never married, and when asked about these contradictions, Dawkins speculated that there might have been more than one Ida Mae. Certainly, Sam’s loose attitude toward the term wife is a complicating factor in trying to sort out the women in his life. He often bragged about how many women he had over the years. “They just be around,” he liked to say, “don’t you know, I’m some bad man?”68

Sam’s exploits with women were well known in the African American community of Leon County. People recognized that he was gifted as a guitarist and singer who carried forward the musical culture in which he was raised, but many disapproved of his behavior. Dawkins and Langford were among the many who marveled at his capacity as a performer, but understated his reckless and at times violent conduct. As a person, Sam was scurrilous. He was affable and sharp-witted, but introverted; wary, but sly. He was a backslider by church standards, a drinker and a brawler who lied and gambled, doing anything he could to stay away from the chain gang and the cotton field. Yet he was apparently never completely ostracized, and over the course of his life, he never forgot his country roots. Sam’s blues gave voice to the hardships and foibles that he and so many in his community were experiencing, but by the early 1930s, he had gotten himself into enough trouble that he had to move on.
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Travels with 
Texas Alexander

Sam Hopkins was about twenty years old when he met Alger “Texas” Alexander at a baseball game in Normangee, about seventeen miles southwest of Centerville. Normangee was playing against a team from Leona, but off to the side of the field, Hopkins heard someone shouting the blues. “So, I got down there,” Sam said, “and I seen a man standing up on a truck with his hand up to his mouth, and man, that man was singing…. He like to broke up the ballgame. People was paying so much attention to him. They was interested in him.”

Baseball had been a popular sport among African Americans in Texas since the late 1880s. The numerous attempts to organize a viable, professional black baseball association culminated with the formation of the Lone Star Colored Baseball League of Texas in 1897 with clubs representing Galveston, Palestine, Beaumont, Lagrange, Temple, Austin, and Houston.1 The Normangee and Leona teams were not formally part of this league. They were likely amateur, or, in a sense, semi-professional, where the players aspired to advance their careers, but were not necessarily paid. Local teams got some local sponsorship to help defer the costs of equipment, and the games attracted people from the surrounding communities. A blues singer, like Texas Alexander, seized the opportunity to perform for tips.

Sam claimed that Alexander was his cousin, but no direct kinship has ever been established. Sam had a very loose definition of the term “cousin” that he tended to use more as an expression of endearment than a statement of fact. Texas Alexander was born on September 12, 1900, in Jewett, Texas, in Leon County, about seven miles from Centerville. He eventually settled in Normangee, a small town that grew up around the railroad stop on the Houston and Texas Central Railway established in 1905 at the intersection of Farm Roads 39 and 3. He was raised by his grandmother because his own mother was “rowdy” and “runnin’ around.” Growing up he toiled as a field hand, but by 1927 he had moved to Dallas, where he worked as a store man in a warehouse and made “spending change” by singing in cafes and on the streets of the Deep Ellum and Central Track area of the city.

Deep Ellum was the area of Elm Street in Dallas, north of downtown, where immigrants to the city flocked. The spelling Ellum resulted from the mix of dialects of the people who settled there—African Americans displaced by the ravages of the boll weevil in East Texas and Eastern European Jews fleeing the pogroms and persecution in their homeland. The juncture of Elm Street and Central Avenue was where day laborers were picked up and dropped off, taken to the cotton fields of Collin County or to do other jobs. Many of the black businesses were strung out along Central Avenue, which ran alongside the railroad tracks. Black show business and musical activity flourished in Deep Ellum. As early as 1908, John “Fat Jack” Harris opened the Grand Central Theater there and featured local and touring acts. The Grand Central was followed by the Swiss Airdome, the Star, the Circle, and the Palace. The Park Theater was operated by vaudevillians Chintz and Ella B. Moore and offered “high class vaudeville and moving pictures.” Black vaudeville entertainment took various forms, including the “tab” or “tabloid” musical comedy show, as well as touring minstrel and stock companies; novelty acts such as the five-hundred-pound Cleo-Cleo and Jack Rabbit, the hoop contortionist; comedians such as Little Jimmie Cox, a Charlie Chaplin imitator; high-kicking dancers; duos such as Butterbeans and Susie; and musicians and singers.2 In 1920, Chintz Moore and about thirty other black Southern and Midwestern theater owners established the premier black vaudeville circuit, the Theater Owners Booking Association (TOBA), which grew to more than eighty theaters and eventually became known as the “Chitlin’ Circuit.” Performers often joked that the acronym stood for “Tough on Black Asses” because contracts heavily favored management and the conditions of work were often harsh.

Pianist Sam Price, who worked at R. T. Ashford’s shine parlor and record shop on Central Avenue in Dallas and was instrumental in the discovery of Blind Lemon Jefferson, was looking for new talent when he heard Texas Alexander singing on the street. “Texas Alexander had an uncanny voice,” Price said, “but he couldn’t keep time. That was one of the things I had to teach him.” 3 With Ashford’s help, arrangements were made for Alexander to go to New York to record in August 1927 and for Lonnie Johnson to accompany him.

Texas Alexander’s slow moaning style and his inability to sing in meter made it especially difficult for Johnson, who remarked, “He was liable to jump a bar, or five bars, or anything. You just had to be a fast thinker to play for Texas Alexander. When you been out there with him you done nine days work in one! Believe me, brother, he was hard to play for.” 4

Despite the irregularities of his singing, Alexander’s emotionally charged vocal style had great appeal, and the sales of his records were unexpectedly high. He was invited back to the OKeh studios, and between 1927 and 1930 he recorded fifty-two songs with a wide range of accompanists, from Eddie Lang and Lonnie Johnson, who were already established as two of the best guitarists of the era, to an ensemble that included the great King Oliver, Clarence Williams, and Eddie Heywood, to lesser-known regional guitarists like Carl Davis and Little Hat Jones, and even the legendary Mississippi Sheiks with Bo Chatman (Carter) on violin, Sam Chatman on guitar, and Walter Vinson on second guitar. Unlike his other accompanists, the Mississippi Sheiks, a popular and influential guitar and fiddle group of the 1930s, provided Alexander with a rare string band setting that was uncompromising, forcing him to discipline his singing into an uncharacteristic swing.5

By the mid-1930s, when Sam met him, Alexander’s recording career had tapered off because of the Great Depression, but he was still highly regarded as a performer, and wherever he sang, he had a commanding presence. Hopkins recalled, as did others, that Texas Alexander carried a guitar with him so that anyone who wanted to accompany him could do so. Alexander didn’t play the guitar himself, and Sam picked up the instrument and showed him what he could do. “He come … ready with that singing. He couldn’t play no music,” Sam said. “Never played an instrument in his life. But he’d tote a guitar; he’d buy a guitar. But he’d tote it in case he’d run up on you or me or somebody could play, and he’d sing. And he kept a guitar because if he asked could you play a guitar and you say ‘Yeah.’ Well, he got one, see. And then y’all tear it off.”6 Before long, Hopkins was traveling with Texas Alexander and accompanying, or following, him on guitar. Given that Alexander often broke time, Sam must have struggled at first to keep up, but was apparently able to eventually learn his songs sufficiently to play with him. Clearly, Alexander was not that particular when he showed up at a little juke joint or cafe in East and Central Texas ready to perform.

Texas Alexander showed Sam that he could make a living singing blues. By the 1930s, Sam was fed up with farm work. “I didn’t make too much picking cotton,” he said. “I’m telling you the truth because they wasn’t paying but fifty cents a hundred [pounds of cotton picked]. Man, I’d make me two dollars and something. I was picking four and five hundred [pounds]. But you know, man, I’m telling you the truth, if you just know what it takes to get two dollars out of that cotton patch…. But I wasn’t on that farm much longer. I left.”7

While Sam was used to performing for tips, he was beginning to figure out how to get paid for his music. “I commenced to playing for dances,” he said. “See, when I got good, and when I went to finding them there places where they barrelhouse [drinking and dancing], I didn’t know. I just had to run up on them places, see, around Jewett, Buffalo, and Crockett. And they had little old joints for Saturday nights, you know. But what you gonna do through the week? I found Mart and out there and around Coolidge and where they had one every night, man, I did all right for myself because that was my business. Those joints, cafe joints, you know, where they’d get back in this part and they’d do a little dancing in there, and they’d drink a little. And I was getting three and a half [$3.50] in Coolidge, Texas. Got pretty good, and so they raised it to around six dollars to go to Mart, making six dollars a night.”8

With Texas Alexander, Hopkins was able to even earn more. Alexander was known as a recording artist, so he tended to attract bigger audiences wherever he went. Hopkins followed Texas Alexander through the East and Central Texas towns of Crockett, Grapeland, Palestine, Oakwood, Buffalo, Centerville, Normangee, and Flynn. For Sam, Texas Alexander became a kind of mentor, who, like Blind Lemon Jefferson, who played novelty songs and country tunes, in addition to blues.

Once Prohibition ended in 1933, juke joints and barrelhouses on the outskirts of little towns, which had essentially functioned as speakeasies, became more public. However, the laws related to the sale and consumption of liquor varied from county to county, and bootlegging was still rampant. The little joints where Sam and Texas Alexander performed were likely not licensed to sell liquor and probably served booze illegally. They were places where sharecroppers and day laborers alike found some reprieve from the hardships and suffering of the Great Depression, proffering booze, women, music, dancing, and gambling. It was in these gritty, smoke-filled shacks that Sam honed his skills as a guitarist and singer, composing and performing the blues that gave voice to what those around him were feeling and experiencing. While he ventured off on his own at times, he often played with Texas Alexander.

While Sam never recorded with Alexander, he was influenced by his songs, which not only evoked a poignant sense of what life and work must have been like at that time, but also expressed a bitter sense of irony. In “Levee Camp Moan,” Texas Alexander’s extended hums and moans drawn out over unevenly spaced measures punctuated the lyrics. “Section Gang Blues” combined elements of a traditional work song that might have been shouted by gandydancers lining out railroad track with a sarcastic commentary: “Nigger lick molasses and the white man likes it too/Lord, I wonder what in the world is the Mexican gonna do.” In “Boe Hog Blues,” [a mistitling of “Boar Hog Blues”] a sexual explicitness underscored the song’s strident sense of humor:


Oh tell me mama, how d’ye want your rollin’ done (x2) 
Says, your face to the ground and your poodle up to the sun 
She got little bitty legs, gee, but below her thighs (x2) 
She’s got something on-a-yonder works like a bo’ hog’s eye 
Says, “I’ll be your doctor, pay your bills” (x2) 
Says, “If the doctor won’t cure you, I’ve got something will”



From Texas Alexander, Hopkins learned to emphasize lyrics and the need to rhyme, often at the expense of meter. Alexander rarely sang in meter, though he could turn a phrase and extend his lyrics into a looser, more sprawling structure that might have an extra measure, or thirteen or fourteen bars instead of twelve. By taking this approach, Alexander demonstrated to Sam the power of improvisation, and how ordinary speech could become the fodder of a song lyric.

Moreover, Texas Alexander gave Hopkins a tangible sense of the benefits that making records might bring. Alexander drove a Cadillac, and it made Sam realize that even a black musician from a small town in Texas could be successful in the music business. “First Cadillac that I was known to be,” Hopkins said, “one them expensive cars, you know, he went somewhere and he showed up in Normangee and that was longest and most ugly car. Long Cadillac—one of those the first made, you know. Cuz colored people they didn’t have even T-Model Fords then. He come in a Cadillac. Texas was doing all right for hisself.”9 To own a Cadillac at the onset of the Great Depression was impressive, but apparently Texas Alexander’s records had sold quite well in the late 1920s to rural audiences, as well as among people who had started moving to the city but still enjoyed a taste of the older country styles.

In his song “Deceitful Blues” he sang, “I’m gonna trade this Lincoln, get me a Cadillac eight.” In these 1934 recordings, Texas Alexander was trying to keep up with the times, most significantly by adding a small jazz combo, but in the end, his efforts were in vain: his lyrics and singing remained as rural as before. In “Blues in My Mind” the lyrics had more conventional, and even sentimental lines, such as “I’m crying, with tears in my eyes.” But he still retained his irreverent edge in “Polo Blues,” in which he sang:


You can hand me my pistol, shotgun and some shells 
I’m gonna kill my woman, send the poor gal to hell 
You can get your milk from a polo [an animal that had had its horns removed], cream from a jersey cow 
Your pigment from your pig, and your bacon from a no-good sow



In “Prairie Dog Hole” he took pride in his irreligious life: “Lord, My Father, Lord Thy Kingdom come/Send me back my baby and my will be done,” and then declared, “I went to church and the people called on me to pray/I set down on my knees and forgot just what to say.”10

According to Sam, some time in 1934, probably after Texas Alexander’s second session for the Vocalion label in Fort Worth, they made it to Houston to audition for a radio station. They were joined by harmonica player Billy Bizor, another of Sam’s purported cousins, but it’s unclear whether or not they were actually given a radio spot. “First time into Houston,” Sam said, “I just went to

Houston because I heard the name of Houston, and what a town it was…. Texas

and I worked on West Dallas Street [in the thriving Fourth Ward]…. Texas an’ I’d work up and down the street, him and me.”11 The city piqued his interest, but he didn’t go back for nearly five years. At this point in his life, Sam wasn’t ready to leave the country. Life was tough in Leon County, but he knew his way around. “Big cities,” he said, “I hadn’t been used to ‘em. I’d been used to little three or four stores, and they call it Centerville and Leona.”12

By the late 1930s, Hopkins and Texas Alexander had gone their separate ways. Sam was in and out of jail. He was still hell-bent on pursuing his own music career, though working the juke joints wasn’t easy. He ended up getting in fights over booze, women, and gambling that got him arrested and sent back to the chain gang. “I was getting cooped up and knocked around pretty good,” Sam said, “I always somehow or another, I’d be lucky and manage to get out. And one time, I run away.”

Sam made his way to Mississippi. “I went to Clarksdale. That’s right, hoboing with one dime in my pocket.”13 The details of what happened next are not entirely clear. In Clarksdale, Sam recalled that he met up with his “wife” and her brother, though it’s unknown whether or not it was the same wife [Elamer] he had left in Texas. But he didn’t stay in Clarksdale very long. He found a job “picking up those pecans. They was getting nice money … dollar and a half a hundred [pounds].” When he wasn’t gathering pecans, he went off to a place called the Bullpen near the place where his “wife” and her brother were living. The Bullpen was, Sam said, “a hobo jungle…. It was under a shed, like…. So, I’d go down there. They’d gamble and pick guitars and drink. They had plenty to drink. So, I’d go down and play that guitar for them and make me three or four dollars and sometimes [get] women, twelve, fifteen of them. I done good … [and] walked away.”

When Sam got back to Texas, he wanted to see his mother, but he was only in Centerville for a short time. He continued to ramble around. “I caught a freight train in Crockett going to Palestine, Texas,” Sam said, “but I had a little weak string on my guitar around my neck, and that wind hit that guitar, and I ain’t seen that guitar since. But that’s the only time I got a freight train; that’s right. I taken my sister with me. She was sitting up there with me when that guitar said, ‘Whoop!’ Gone, man. I ain’t joking.”14

Frank Robinson recalls meeting Hopkins when he came to his hometown of Crockett, Texas around 1935. “My uncle [Clyde Robinson] was running around with him,” Robinson says, “and he had a daughter, which is Anna Mae Box [who lived in Crockett]. We grew up together, and he would always come and visit. My uncle, he couldn’t play, but he loved guitar music, so whenever a guitar picker would come to town, he would always bring them by the house. My family loved to hear guitar music, and I grew up knowing him…. Well, they drank and gambled together, but my uncle, he couldn’t play. He could sing, but he couldn’t play at all.”15

Robinson recalled that Hopkins had a deep voice and that “he was real friendly, but he liked to drink, and when he’d get to drinking, well, he was quite outspoken…. But other than that, he was really nice. Me and him, we talked. He said never a hard word to me the whole time I knowed him. And I looked up to him just like I did my daddy and my uncle, surely.”

In 1939, when Robinson’s family went to Arizona to pick cotton, Hopkins went along, but he didn’t spend much time picking cotton. “He liked to gamble,” Robinson remembers. “Gambling was legal at that time, out there, and they would all go gambling. We’d peep at them and go on about our business. And at last one day, we didn’t see Sam no more.”

Where Sam went after leaving Arizona is uncertain, but it’s likely that he went back to Texas to stay with his mother in Centerville and play on the street for tips and in little joints and cafes. He may have gone looking for Texas Alexander, but around 1939, Texas Alexander got into trouble. According to bluesman Frankie Lee Sims, Texas Alexander committed a double murder and was sentenced to prison. Pianist Buster Pickens maintained that Texas Alexander served time in the Ramsey State Farm around 1942. However, there are no prison records to substantiate either Sims’s or Pickens’s claims.

Guitarist Lowell Fulson said Texas Alexander had told him that he had been sentenced to life in Huntsville Penitentiary, but said that he was only incarcerated “three months and twenty-one days” because “he sung his way out of there. They run him off, telling him, ‘Come back down here again, and we’ll kill you.’ He said what happened was that they couldn’t stop him singing. He sang that old mourning-type stuff. Nobody wanted to be in the place where he was. He just got next to them all, so they let him go. They run him out of there.”16

Fulson maintained that he met up with Texas Alexander in 1939: “I worked in a string band for a while in Ada, Oklahoma—Dan Wright and his string band. I couldn’t get the blues feel for the type of music they were playing. So Texas Alexander came through there, and he wanted a guitar player. So he heard me…. I went on a trip with him to Texas. First, we started out in Western Oklahoma and played Saturday night fish fries and whatever else they had going on. They’d cut the nickelodeon [jukebox] if they thought you sounded pretty good. They let you play there, and they passed the hat around, take up a little collection.”17

Texas Alexander insisted that he had been in prison twice, once with a sentence of ten years on Ramsey Farm for murder or attempted murder “over some woman,” and then a second time, for singing the “obscene” song “Boar Hog Blues.” However, no prison records have survived to establish that Alexander was ever in prison. In fact, he may never have served prison time, but told people that to establish a badass credibility that even Sam found appealing.

Sam never talked much about Texas Alexander’s crimes, or how long or where he was in jail, though he did confirm that he was punished for singing “Boar Hog Blues.” However, when Mack McCormick asked him if they put Alexander in prison, Sam was vague: “Well, I don’t know. That’s what they tell me.”18

Texas Alexander made a huge impression on Sam, even though in the overall scope of Alexander’s career, Sam was a relatively minor accompanist. The peak of his popularity was probably between 1927 and 1929, but he continued to have a following that extended into Oklahoma and was concentrated in the small towns of East and Central Texas and the segregated wards of Houston. Alexander never exuded optimism in his songs. His music was always more unsettling than it was entertaining, and while he dwelled heavily upon the difficulties he claimed to have experienced, his actual biography remains inscrutable. Whether or not Texas Alexander was forthright in his songs wasn’t important. His lyrics had a resonance that moved those who identified with the hard luck and bad times that he sang about, and from Alexander, Sam learned that it wasn’t necessarily the truth of the song that mattered so much as the emotions it evoked.

Hopkins’s rambling vocal style is heavily indebted to Alexander, but Sam seemed to know few of his songs, at least the ones he recorded. Texas Alexander may have discouraged him or warned him not to imitate him, but then again, Sam may simply not have liked his songs, or perhaps was only interested in certain lines. As Sam matured as a singer and guitarist, the recordings of Big Bill Broonzy, John Lee “Sonny Boy” Williamson, Lonnie Johnson, and Tampa Red, among other popular blues artists, figured more heavily in his development. To Sam, Texas Alexander’s music probably seemed dated, and he wanted to keep up with his peers whom he heard on jukeboxes. Yet, on a personal level, Sam admired Texas Alexander, who demonstrated what success as a bluesman might bring—booze, women, and even a Cadillac car—but also made explicit the perils of a self-destructive life.
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The Move to Houston

With the growth of Houston as an oil-rich shipping port and industrial center, the African American population increased rapidly to meet the needs of an expanding work force. By 1920 there were an estimated 35,000 African Americans in Houston, and by 1940 the number had swelled to roughly 86,000 out of a total population of 384,000. In 1945 the Port of Houston was the fourth busiest in the United States, and by 1948, it was second only to New York in overall tonnage. While Houston embraced and promoted a Western image for itself (replete with rodeos and cowboy culture), it was very much a Southern city during the first half of the twentieth century, with everything that entailed, even as the burgeoning oil industry supplanted the cotton economy that had helped Houston flourish. The sharecropping system of the surrounding rural areas was collapsing as African Americans moved to the city looking for jobs and a better way of life. Houston’s black community was spread across principally the Third, Fourth and Fifth Wards. While the ward system of government was dissolved by the City of Houston in the early 1900s, the names remained, and as the city evolved over the years, so did the geographical boundaries of the neighborhoods they defined.

Racism was rampant in Houston. The separate-but-equal principle, upheld by the United States Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), legalized racial discrimination, and Houston, like other cities throughout Texas, passed Jim Crow laws that restricted African American access to public facilities and permeated every social, political, and economic institution in the city, including housing, education, and employment.

On August 23, 1917, years of racial tension erupted in a deadly riot that was triggered by the arrest of a black soldier stationed at Camp Logan on the outskirts of the city, for interfering with the arrest of a black woman in the Fourth Ward. Though the soldier was released, rumors spread to Camp Logan that he had been executed, and more than one hundred black soldiers marched on the city in protest, killing sixteen whites, including five policemen. The consequences of the riot were severe; nineteen black soldiers were hanged and sixty-three received life sentences in federal prison, and the separation of blacks and whites across the city was strictly enforced and more carefully monitored.1

Lower-, middle-, and upper-class African Americans lived and worked in close proximity to one another, but the level of education and income of the residents in the wards varied greatly. Articles in the Houston Informer, founded as the Texas Freeman in 1893 and still publishing today, attest to the diversity of life in the segregated wards, and point out the complexities of social, economic, political, and cultural growth among all sectors of the black population in which Sam Hopkins lived and worked.2

The Fourth Ward, established as a freedman’s town after the Civil War, was the site of the first black church, high school, and medical facility in the city. As it grew, so did the degree of stratification within the community there. It developed its own musical identity early on. It was home to what was known as the Santa Fe Group, a loosely knit assemblage of blues pianists in the 1920s and ‘30s which included Robert Shaw, Black Boy Shine, Pinetop Burks, and Rob Cooper. Together and individually, these pianists frequented the roadhouses along the Santa Fe railroad that sold “chock” (bootleg liquor) and prostitution, playing a distinctive style of piano that combined elements of blues with the syncopation of ragtime.

According to Shaw, there were so many blues pianists in Houston during this period that each neighborhood had its own particular style. In the Fifth Ward, the most well-known pianists and vocalists were members of the George W. Thomas family. The eldest child George Thomas Jr. was born about 1885, followed by his sister Beulah, better known as Sippie Wallace, and brother, Hersal. Their style of piano playing involved more fully developed bass patterns than those of the Santa Fe Group.3

The Fifth Ward of Houston also had an area known as Frenchtown, where about five hundred blacks of French and Spanish descent migrated from Louisiana in 1922. As the population grew, the music performed there reflected both Creole and African American influences, not only in blues but in the emerging zydeco style. African American businesses, from restaurants, pharmacies, and doctors’ offices to undertakers, beauty parlors, and barbershops, flourished on Lyons Avenue and served the people who lived in the area, many of whom worked for the nearby Southern Pacific Railroad or on the Houston Ship Channel.

During the 1930s, the acclaimed music program of Phillis Wheatley High School in the Fifth Ward vied with Jack Yates High School in the Third Ward for local recognition. Their marching bands were a breeding ground for aspiring musicians, and the competition between them reflected the breadth of the Houston blues and jazz scene. Student members of the marching bands played at football and basketball games, and orchestra students played at all school functions. On weekends, many of the school band directors performed around the city (and some, like Abner Jones, Sammy Harris, and later Conrad Johnson, led jazz orchestras). Student musicians were often featured at church socials and at events sponsored by civic organizations, such as Jack and Jill of America, and Links, and by the numerous sororities and fraternities in the African American community.

By the late 1930s the Informer had started to use the phrase “Heavenly Houston” to describe the can-do attitude of the upwardly mobile African American population pulling out of the Great Depression. The Third Ward had the highest concentration of African Americans, and Dowling Street became the main street of black Houston. Lined with churches and African American owned businesses, it was the epicenter of community life. The opening of the El Dorado Ballroom on December 5, 1939, on the second floor of a Deco-style professional building at the corner of Elgin and Dowling Streets was a banner day for African Americans in Houston.4 C. A. Dupree, treasurer of the El Dorado Social Club and an employee of the very exclusive (white) River Oaks Country Club, was the driving force behind the building. The El Dorado Social Club was in existence for many years prior to the formation of the ballroom and lent it their name and support. The ballroom was comanaged by Dupree and his wife Anna and quickly became the showplace of the Third Ward, if not all of black Houston. “The El Dorado Ballroom made us feel like we were kings and queens,” blues vocalist Carolyn Blanchard recalled. “When you went there, from the moment you walked through the door, everything was taken care of. Anna and Mr. Dupree didn’t let you want for anything. They would get whatever you wanted for you. We always held our heads a little higher after leaving the El Dorado.”5

Black social clubs and fraternal organizations dominated the El Dorado Ballroom, and the Houston Informer usually covered their festivities. On March 9, 1940, for example, the Informer reported: “Amid a conglomeration of laughter, colorful gowns, well-fitted tuxedos and good music, sepia Houstonians came to the realization, last Tuesday evening at the swank El Dorado Ballroom, that this hitherto flat and backward Southern town has definitely broken into the glorious realm of glamorous and chic society. Seven hundred or more socialites were present to witness the advent of this great phenomena, a strictly formal affair given by the El Dorado Social Club, one of the oldest and yet one of the most active organizations.”

The El Dorado Ballroom featured touring stars and local performers, as well as talent shows and teen dances. Some of the top bands that performed there were the I. H. Smalley Orchestra, the Sammy Harris Orchestra, the Sherman Williams Orchestra, and the Milton Larkin Orchestra, which was a breeding ground for aspiring musicians, such as Arnett Cobb, Illinois Jacquet, Cedric Haywood, Wild Bill Davis, and Tom Archia. These local big bands, six to twelve pieces deep, played the music of Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Lionel Hampton, Louis Jordan, and the orchestrated swing-era hits of the time. And when they weren’t performing at the El Dorado, they might be found at other clubs around the city. The Downtown Grill, Pyramid Club, the Rendezvous Club, the Harlem Grill (a.k.a. Sportsman’s Club), Tick Tock Tavern, Southgates, and Abe and Pappy’s (a white club) all featured black bands on weekends and special occasions. Bigger-name national acts, like Jimmie Lunceford, Erskine Hawkins, Count Basie, and Duke Ellington, often picked up sidemen in Houston for shows at the Pilgrim Temple in the Fourth Ward or at the City Auditorium downtown.

Houston was rife with musical talent, and there were numerous orchestras and bands that, as early as the late 1930s, featured a mix of Texas-area performing artists, from Ivory Joe Hunter to Eddie Taylor, Henry Sloan, T. H. Crone, Giles Mitchell, Tack Wilson, Bob Williams, Jerry Moore, Joe Pullum, and the Prairie View Collegians. Pullum was one of the few to actually make records prior to World War II; most of these bands were ignored by the major labels recording in Texas at the time because company executives didn’t feel the music was commercially viable. Yet Pullum had a hit on Bluebird in 1934 with “Black Gal What Makes Your Head So Hard,” a song that Sam Hopkins covered and recorded in 1961.6

By the time Sam made his way to Houston in the early 1940s, the Third Ward was teeming with nightlife. But to middle- and upper-class residents of the Third Ward, Hopkins was probably invisible. He was one of the many poor rural blacks trying to get a foothold in the city, frequenting the lower-class bars, some of which, according to the Informer, were part of a bigger social problem. In a March 2, 1940, editorial, the Informer wrote: “County Judge Roy Hofheinz has announced a fight on honky tonks which sell strong drinks to minors…. There are Negro places that knowingly sell beer to minors…. There are some places which permit marijuana to be sold to minors in their places. Every Negro should endorse the campaign to close such places of business.”

Sam was not known to smoke marijuana, but he did play in the kind of honky tonks referenced in this editorial. In another article in the Informer, columnist Ted Williams gave a more visual description of the honky tonks, though he had a very condescending tone: “Yes Honky Tonks [sic], where one sees the other side of Houston’s nightlife. For these places are rendezvous for those who like the enjoyment in a crude way. Clothes are of the least importance. The men and women who frequent these places are usually in their work clothes…. Lacking in modern furnishings they make up for it with hilarity. The jocund strains of guitar music ringing from the nickelodeon sends the crowd there in to dances that crosses between the swing-out of today and the native dance of the dark continent. Women swing and shake their bodies, while the men do their numbers. Words of all description can be heard among the throng. Though somewhat primitive, it is an interesting spectacle.”7

During his early years in Houston, Lightnin’ also performed on the street and did whatever he could to eke out a living. “I stuck around there awhile,” he said, “and they come to find out that I was playing up and down Dowling Street there. So that began to get around, see, and I began to ride the buses free. The bus driver stopped and picked me up anywhere he’d see me with that guitar. And they’d have a big time on that bus…. I’d pick up quarters, halves, dollars. He’d even shill me a couple of dollars…. And one thing that the bus driver did—God in heaven knows that I’m not lying—he knowed that I drank, so he stopped at the liquor store on the corner of Dowling and Leeland at his own risk. Sent me in that liquor store and I got me a half a pint of liquor and he wait till I come back and then he takes on off. He brought me on back to Elgin and Dowling, and I goes on down to Holman, and I told him, ‘Now, I wants to get off here.’ And he say, ‘Well, I’m gonna let you off here…. But you try to catch me on my next round.’ And every day, I’d catch that same man. And that’s the way that I’d ride them buses and didn’t pay nary a dime. Just get on there with that guitar. And one night, I looked for us all to get arrested. They had a dance on the bus. I got to playing that ‘Little Schoolgirl’ [referring to John Lee ‘Sonny Boy’ Williamson’s ‘Good Morning, Little School Girl,’ recorded in 1937]. They all got up and went to swinging on the bus. Bus driver drive slow; he just had as much fun as anybody.”8

Sam didn’t move to Houston until about 1945. He was living in Grapeland, about 130 miles north of Houston in January 1940, when he filled out his Social Security application, but it is unclear exactly when he left. He did say that Lucien Hopkins, a family friend, lent him the money to buy a new guitar and urged him to go to the city. In interviews, Sam often jumped between time periods for the sake of telling a good story. One time, Sam said he got on a bus in Houston around 1940 and played a song that he said he had made up called “Play With Your Poodle,” but the girls listening to it didn’t know what he meant. However, Tampa Red actually composed “Let Me Play With Your Poodle” and recorded it on February 6, 1942. But for Sam it didn’t matter. He wanted to talk about those girls who apparently didn’t understand the lasciviousness of his song. “I’d see them little school girls come by,” he recalled, “and I’d say, ‘I want to play with your poodle.’ And they’d say, ‘Listen to that man. That man saying that.’ ‘I wants to play with your poodle. I mean your little poodle dog.’”9

As much as Sam bragged about the tips he made from his music during the early 1940s, it was barely enough to support himself, and he often went back to Leon County to stay with his mother. “She’d always take him in,” Clyde Langford says. “He might bring her a little something, maybe help buy a few groceries. He’d do what he could, though in those years, my daddy said it wasn’t much.”10

Sam never served in World War II, though he did say he was drafted. But on the night before his induction, he said, prior to moving to Houston, he was stabbed in a fight after winning all the money in a crap game, and his injuries made him unfit for military service.11 However, if he had indeed served time in jail or on a chain gang, he would never have been drafted in the first place. It’s likely he invented the stabbing story during the 1940s. It was another way for Sam to cast himself as a victim to elicit the sympathy of his audience. Moreover, it was means for him to save face; a man of his age and generation who didn’t serve in the armed forces was looked down upon.

Sam did sing “European Blues,” apparently about World War II, but he didn’t record it until 1949.12 In the first stanza, the tone was at once a lament and an admonition.


Yeah, you know there’s people raidin’ in Europe 
They’re raidin’ on both sea, land, and air (x2) 
Yes, you better be mighty careful, little girl 
Your man might have to go over there



But then, in the second stanza, Sam admitted:


You know, my girlfriend got a boyfriend in Europe 
That fool’s already crossed the sea (x2) 
You know, I don’t hate it so bad 
That’s a better break for me



In the last stanza, he alluded to what might have been a draft notice, and even if it wasn’t his, he sang in the first person: “Yes, I got a letter this morning/Sayin’ practically all these boys got to go,” and then ended the song by advising those who don’t want to serve to move away (so that Uncle Sam doesn’t catch them): “Yes, if you’re goin’ live bad, son, don’t live here no more.”

The fact that Sam never served in the military during World War II probably contributed to his decision to move to Houston, where he could get away from his past and build a new life for himself. He rented a room in a boarding house in the Third Ward.13 While Sam said he was married at the time, he never identified which of his “wives” was with him. Years later, he liked to boast that he’d written songs about “practically every wife” he ever had and often named Ida Mae, Katie Mae, Mary, and Glory Be, even though he was never legally married to any of them. In most instances, he referred to these women as common-law wives, though it appears that he used the title wife in the same sense that men use girlfriend today, meaning somebody he was sleeping with but not married to. Certainly, at that time living with a woman out of wedlock was considered sinful, and his use of the term wife was probably just a ruse to cover these illicit affairs. “I been married to ten common-law wives,” he said, but for him, his first wife had special significance: “The first woman that you marry, that was your wife until she die…. But you know, that’s just an old saying. You can grab a license and marry twenty times. But the first wife is the only one.”

However, he claimed, “Every time I get ready to go, I just throw the divorce money up on the table and the paper’s already signed. I’m gone. I done bought about seven divorces. I love these women. You know what I mean? But if they make me mad, I’m gone. Good-bye, honey, because there’s another somewhere else, just like the saying goes, ‘For the flower that blooms, there’s another of a different color.’ White flowers, blue flowers, I can pick any kind I want. And if I got a blue one that makes me mad, I go get me a red one. I kind of like to pick my flowers, and if I get hot, I pick a good one.”14

No records of any of Sam’s “divorces” have ever been found. His daughter from his first wife, Anna Mae Box, had in her possession the marriage certificate for Hopkins and her mother, Elamer, but wasn’t sure whether or not they were ever legally divorced, which might explain why there are no records of any of Sam’s other “marriages.”15 Hopkins did his best to avoid the judicial system by moving around, and his desire to play music, gamble, and carouse trumped being a responsible father and raising a family. Once Sam moved to Houston, Anna Mae lost contact with him.

During his first year in Houston, Sam mainly played in the little cafes and honky tonks, like those ridiculed in the Houston Informer, near where he lived in the Third Ward, though he did venture off into the Fourth and Fifth Wards as well as the surrounding areas. “I used to sing on Dowling Street,” he explained, and then “go to Fourth Ward and Fifth Ward, and back to the Third Ward. That was my run. I’d get money. They would give it to me. Sometimes two dollars, just to hear one song and all that. I was doing pretty good at that time. Sometimes, I’d make a round from Third Ward to Fourth Ward. I’d go on a bus out there and back and I’d have seventy dollars. See the people that were living there, they didn’t know how much I was making with them little fifty cents and two bits and dimes. All you have to do is keep working, and then go count your

money.”16

Generally Sam worked by himself, but sometimes he’d make his rounds with a friend. “I had a friend play with me by the name of Luther Stoneham. We was playing on the corner of Pierce and Dowling. We walked to Harrisburg [Boulevard] and every joint we play they want us and we get in that joint and play. When we got back from Harrisburg, we counted up on the corner Pierce and Dowling a hundred and eighty-one dollars. And that was just from that corner. But when we put out all that money on the concrete, here come a load of cops. They want to know where we got this money. That’s the only time I was ever questioned on Dowling Street. We had it down on the concrete. We had to divide it, you see. I had to call a man [to tell them] that I played in his cafe for them to know that we made that money like that. They thought we had done robbed something. I told them it would be silly for me, if I had robbed something, to count my money down on the street. I was talking to the cop and they called two more carloads of cops. I wasn’t intending for them to take it. So they told us, ‘Y’all get that money off the street and go to your house and count it.’ They knowed I was a musician.”17

Sam never played at the El Dorado Ballroom or any of the more “respectable” clubs in the Third, Fourth, or Fifth Wards. His talking blues spoke to the experiences of the people who listened to him on the street and in the cafes or bars that he frequented—the day laborers, the domestics, the custodians, and others who toiled long hours for low wages. He was building a reputation for himself, and in 1946 word of mouth about him attracted the attention of Lola Ann Cullum, who was married to the respected dentist Dr. Samuel J. Cullum and was well known in the African American community for her abiding interest in blues and jazz.

As early as 1940, Lola Cullum had organized a musical program for the Retail Beer Dealers Association, under the auspices of the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, in the hope of getting radio station KPRC to “replace the music by records, now heard on the Saturday night programs for colored, with that of local talents.”18 According to the Houston Informer, the program included a public school teacher and a quartet featuring Novelle and Leonard Randle, as well as Percy Henderson and the young blues guitarist Lester Williams.

On March 26, 1946, the Houston Informer reported in a front-page story that Dr. and Mrs. Cullum were the hosts of W. C. Handy, who came to Houston for the first time in forty-eight years to perform at Don Robey’s Bronze Peacock Dinner and Dance Club with the Wiley College Log Cabin Theatre. While Cullum had helped to plan musical programs around Houston, her first foray into the record business was with Amos Milburn. She had heard Milburn in a San Antonio nightclub, and was so impressed with his vocal capacity that she asked him to come see her when he was next home in Houston. When they finally got together, she made “some crude paper-backed tapes” of his singing and sent them to the Mesner brothers at Aladdin Records, who invited her to bring Milburn to California.19 Cullum had probably heard about the Mesners from Houston blues pianist Charles Brown, who was already an established star on the Aladdin label by the time she found Milburn.

Guitarist Johnny Brown, who worked as a guitarist and sideman for Milburn, recalls, “Mrs. Cullum was a full-figured woman. She was light skinned. And she had them Indian features. She had straight, long hair. Mrs. Cullum must have been around five ten; she wore all kinds of fancy clothes. She was a fancy-dressing person.”20

Brown met Cullum in 1946, shortly after moving to Houston. Brown says, “One club in particular where I played at was Shady’s Playhouse [then called Jeff’s Playhouse] on Simmons Street in the Third Ward. It was the most popular club in the Third Ward at that time. And Mrs. Cullum kind of found out. She went looking for young musicians. She was the kind of person who took the young musicians and kept them busy, kept them working.”21

Lola Cullum also let Milburn rehearse with his band at her house in the Third Ward. “She had a beautiful home at that time,” Brown says. “She had one of the upper-class houses in Third Ward, and she would make sure everything was just right. And if they [the sidemen] weren’t wearing the right clothes, she get them something. She used to take the doc’s [her husband’s] white shirts and put them on musicians.”22

Milburn’s first session for Aladdin on September 12, 1946 was well received. Sid Thompson of the Informer said that when Milburn returned to Texas, he had “crashed the movie and musical capital with his particular brand of blues. He cut six sides for Aladdin Recording Company … and is back here for a rest.”23 A month later, Thompson wrote: “Amos Milburn, newest recording star to flash across the jukebox world, has really hit big time with his boogie woogie singing and piano playing…. He is under the management of Lola Ann Cullum. This brings to mind the little known fact this lady is a song writer of excellence with several hit numbers to her credit. ‘Twas she who got the lucrative contracts for Milburn, who is quite a youngster and just out of the Navy.”24

With the success of Milburn’s records, Eddie Mesner from Aladdin encouraged Cullum to look for more local talent. She found out about the scene on Dowling Street, where Sam Hopkins sometimes played on the sidewalk with his old partner from pre-war days, Texas Alexander. Cullum told blues researchers Mike Leadbitter and Larry Skoog in a 1967 interview that she liked Hopkins’s music and that she made some test recordings to send to Aladdin.

While country blues, performed by such artists as Big Boy Crudup and Big Bill Broonzy, was dying on the charts, the Mesners thought Hopkins might stand a chance in the marketplace. Initially, Hopkins wanted to bring Texas Alexander because of his longtime association with him, but once Cullum heard a rumor that Alexander had just been released from the penitentiary, she was worried about his marketability and replaced him with Wilson Smith, an accomplished barrelhouse piano player. Cullum also had to make Hopkins more presentable, and gave him some money to get new clothes before she drove him and Smith to Los Angeles.25

Sam told the story of how Cullum discovered him countless times, but with each telling, he tended to embellish the details. To Sam Charters, he recalled in 1965 that he was shooting craps at home when a friend told him that a lady outside was honking her horn wanting to speak to him. When he went outside, she identified herself as a talent scout and asked him to get his guitar and play one song for her, after which she offered him one thousand dollars to come with her to make records. Two years later, during the filming of The Blues According to Lightnin’ Hopkins, Sam exaggerated even further and said Cullum, after hearing him play, gave him ten one-hundred-dollar bills before he even got in the car to go with her. A thousand-dollar advance was astronomical in 1946, especially for an unknown singer.

Clyde Langford says that when he was a child in Centerville, he heard a radically different version of the story, not only from his parents, but also from Sam’s mother, Frances Hopkins: “That lady out of Houston [Cullum] first saw him in Centerville. He’d sit on the front porch and play his guitar sometimes. And he used to play on the street up there in town, on Highway 7, down toward the Lacy Grocery, toward FM 1119…. And that’s where he was picked up when he got his start…. He was sitting there thumpin’ an old, beat up guitar with a pair of run-over shoes on, no socks, overalls with all the tail ends of them tore out, an old, raggedy sundown hat, and she seen him and pulled over and stopped. And she asked him to get in and he got in and she drove off with him. He started to get into the front and she told him, ‘No, she didn’t want no trouble. He better get on the back seat,’ and that’s what he did…. And they went on into California and she bought him a gorgeous suit of clothes … and had that ole kinky hair, they call it conked. And he said she gave him a pocket full of money, it might not a been over fifty dollars … and he slipped away from her. She didn’t know when he left. He slipped away from her and went back to Houston and that’s where he made his home.”26

While Langford’s account is hard to believe, given it’s based on hearsay from the perspective of a child, it does underscore the way in which Sam had become larger than life in his hometown. Sam was a kind of folk hero in Centerville, and this rags to riches story, even if it does distort the facts, is nonetheless revealing about how he was remembered.

Cullum, in her interview with Leadbitter and Skoog, was adamant about the fact that she had discovered Hopkins in the Third Ward, though she never said how much he was paid. When they got to Los Angeles, Eddie Mesner decided to record eight sides in a session on November 9, 1946, four that featured Hopkins on vocals, and four with Smith. While they were in the studio, according to Cullum, one of the producers, presumably Eddie Mesner, dubbed Hopkins “Lightnin’” and Smith “Thunder.”27

Years later, Lightnin’ told different naming stories. To Dallas Morning News columnist Frank Tolbert, he maintained that “Blind Lemon said [in the 1920s] when I played and sang I electrified people. He was the one that started calling me Lightnin’.”28 But in the 1970s he told drummer Doyle Bramhall that he got his nickname when he was sitting on his porch and “got hit by lightning.”29 In many ways, how Lightnin’ recounted his life paralleled his approach to his music. He was free form, at once confiding, endearing, and deceiving, saying and singing whatever he felt. He was a man of the moment, and by changing his story or improvising a new verse or line to an old song, he was able to take control of his own destiny and to engage the listener with details no one else had ever heard.

For Lightnin’s first release on Aladdin 165, he played guitar accompaniment for Thunder Smith, who sang “West Coast Blues” and “Can’t Do Like You Used To.” Aladdin 166 was attributed to only Thunder Smith, and for Aladdin 167 Lightnin’ accompanied himself on guitar and sang “Katie Mae Blues” and “Mean Old Twister.” On Aladdin 168, Lightnin’ sang “Rocky Mountain Blues” and “I Feel So Bad.” For this session Lightnin’ played acoustic guitar, which he would record with only a few more times until 1959.

Of these recordings, “Katie Mae Blues” was one of Lightnin’s favorites, and he performed it often. Katie Mae was one of Lightnin’s “wives,” and while he extols her virtues when he sings, “Yeah, you know Katie Mae is a good girl, folks, and she don’t run around at night,” he admits that even though, “she walks like she got oil wells in her backyard,” she isn’t quite as good as what people think: “Yeah, you know some folks say she must be a Cadillac, but I say she must be a T-Model Ford / Yeah, you know she got the shape all right, but she can’t carry no heavy load.” The mixing of metaphors related to oil, cars, and sexual innuendo was traditional in blues, and in this song, Lightnin’ seized the opportunity to give the lyrics his own twist by establishing a solid call and response with the guitar, accompanied by Smith on piano and an unidentified drummer. Smith’s barrelhouse sound, however, is almost incompatible with Lightnin’s country flair, and it’s not surprising in future recordings that the piano is rarely ever used as accompaniment to his guitar, though he sometimes liked to have a bass and drums. Lightnin’ was not a finger-style guitarist like Mance Lipscomb and other country bluesmen. He tried to play bass and melody runs simultaneously with a thumb pick and a finger pick on some recordings in the 1960s, but nearly everything he played was single-string guitar style, without a slide, whether he was using an acoustic or electric instrument.

It’s difficult to say how well the first Aladdin records sold, since nothing from the session ever charted. But the fact that Lightnin’ was not invited back to record for nearly a year is a good indicator that they didn’t do very well. By contrast, Amos Milburn was back in the studio after only three months. Still, when Lightnin’ returned to Texas he was proud of what he had accomplished, and he went back to Centerville as soon as he could to tell his mother and friends that his records were going to be issued soon. Ray Dawkins recalled, “We was there at Jack Marshall’s farm. Everybody wanted to hear him play. And he told us about how he made up that song ‘Rocky Mountain’ after he saw someone being buried when they were passing through West Texas. And he told us how it was going to be hitting the deck in the next two weeks, how they were putting it out and how he had finally made it.”30

After Hopkins and Smith returned to Houston, they essentially parted ways. “Lightnin’ never tied himself down too long with anybody,” Brown says. “He was kind of freelance.”31 Brown got to know Hopkins at Lola Cullum’s house in the Third Ward. “I remember when he started doing tunes [after his first session],” he says. “I remember the times we’d be sitting there in her den, and Lightnin’ would be going through some of the things that she and Lightnin’ put together.”32 Cullum helped Lightnin’ write out his songs and corrected his bad pronunciation of words that she transcribed.

Brown wasn’t sure if Lightnin’ could actually read or write, but it’s likely that he was mostly illiterate. Lightnin’ bragged that he left home at age eight, and there was never much indication of how much schooling he actually had. He was able to sign his name, as evidenced by some of the contracts he agreed to—though his distrust of contracts that persisted throughout his life no doubt related to the difficulty he had in understanding them. No contracts with

Aladdin have ever been located; certainly Cullum was responsible for negotiating the terms.

Years later Lightnin’ complained that Aladdin had cheated him, but he claimed that the label had also paid him one thousand dollars for his first session. We have no way of knowing how much or how little Lightnin’ actually got paid for these records, but generally Mesner was held in fairly high esteem by other musicians who recorded for him. About Mesner, Houston blues singer Peppermint Harris (a.k.a. Harrison D. Nelson) said, “It’s hard to describe my feelings for him. He was like a father or a brother. He was the most important man in my life as far as my career was concerned. He did more for me than anyone I’ve ever been associated with. He was beautiful to me. It’s like Ella Fitzgerald felt about Chick Webb. Eddie Mesner showed me the way. He paved the way for me. He was straight about everything. Including royalties. I had no problems. If I wanted a new car, Eddie Mesner got it for me. He did things for me, like the only reason I’m a BMI writer now is because of him…. The only regret I have about Eddie Mesner is that the man died.”33

Lightnin’s interactions with Mesner and Aladdin were much more limited than Harris’s, but Hopkins was apparently looking for a better deal and a way to record closer to home, since he didn’t like traveling. He’d heard about Bill Quinn, possibly from Dowling Street record store owner Eddie Henry, who distributed Quinn’s early releases.

With a background in radio and electronics, Bill Quinn moved to Houston in 1939 and started a repair shop called Quinn’s Radio Service. By the early 1940s he expanded his small business to establish the Quinn Recording Company, located at 3104 Telephone Road on Houston’s east side. He began producing radio commercials and jingles, but saw the potential for producing records, though the materials needed were scarce. “The war had made materials short,” Mack McCormick observed, “and the four major companies had a practical monopoly on the manufacturing process. The independent labels of that period came into existence because of people like Bill Quinn. He invented his own method of making records. Somehow, he bought or confiscated an old pressing machine. He’d been experimenting and thinking about the process for years before he actually did it. The precise material—that is, the biscuit that goes into the pressing machine—was an industry secret. They called it ‘shellac,’ which is a mixture of insect matter and other resins and fillers…. One of the solutions he tried was to melt down other people’s records. Eventually, he found an independent way to go from the studio to the warehouse—recording, mastering, electroplating, and pressing his own records, and so was free to put regional talent in record stores.”34

Quinn soon joined forces with another radio repairman, Frank Sanborn, and a Houston-based hillbilly singer, Bennie Hess, and together, they founded the Gulf Record Company on July 14, 1944. But after a handful of releases, beginning around August 1945, including blues singers Jesse Lockett and Inez Newell (nothing by her was actually released, as far as we know), Quinn started his own label, which he called Gold Star, in the summer of 1946.35 His first release on Gold Star had the catalog number 1313, which was his address on Dumble Street in Houston, and featured Harry Choates, whose song “Jole Blon” exceeded all expectations. “Jole Blon” was a traditional Cajun waltz that had been recorded before, but Choates’s version accelerated the tempo and added prominent piano. It became a giant hit because it was done in the contemporary Western swing style of Bob Wills and was sung in such a charismatic way that it was immediately accessible. Quinn was not prepared by the response he got from that record, and it went to #4 on the Billboard folk charts twice in 1947. That same year, Quinn, who imprinted his label with the slogan “King of the Hillbillies” under the name Gold Star, decided to branch out.

The discs that Quinn produced were uneven and ranged from unlistenable to passable, but he was not deterred. Even Billboard magazine, as early as April 1944, had observed, “It is generally agreed that the public is not too particular about quality—either in the record (durability, etc.) or in the production. The indies say that a hot tune and a good ork [orchestra] will sell that are not the gems of perfection.” Quinn’s quality steadily improved, and by 1949 he was pressing good-sounding records on high-quality vinyl.

Lightnin’s debut release on the Gold Star label ushered in a new sound for him and simultaneously helped lead the direction that country blues would take after World War II. In a significant departure from his Aladdin session, his guitar was now amplified—a novelty that Quinn seized upon by printing ELECTRIC GUITAR in bold capital letters on the label, hoping it would catch the fleeting attention of retailers and jukebox operators. Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup had enjoyed some recent country blues hits featuring electric guitar, but his popularity was fading. Muddy Waters had cut an amplified session for Columbia in 1946, but it was left unissued, and he was still months away from recording his debut for Aristocrat Records. John Lee Hooker would not put out his first record for another year and a half. The country-born bluesman with an electric guitar, still finding his way during these immediate postwar years, was about to blend the old with the new into an alchemy that would force the record industry—and eventually the world—to take notice.36

The record Lightnin’ made was “Short Haired Woman” backed with (b/w) “Big Mama Jump,” for which Quinn gave the catalog number 3131, reversing the numbers 1313. “Short Haired Woman” immediately staked a presence on the jukebox with its unexpectedly bold and direct opening riff—barely amplified by modern standards, but commanding enough at the time when heard through large jukebox speakers. It was basically the same riff he had used on “Rocky Mountain Blues” and “Katie Mae Blues,” and had probably been playing for years. But amplification and the absence of a distracting piano now brought it starkly into focus.

Lightnin’ cut his usual twelve-to-sixteen bar introduction in half so he could declare:


I don’t want no woman if her hair ain’t no longer’n mine (x2) 
Yes, you know she ain’t no good for nothin’ but trouble 
That keep you buying rats all the time



As a white producer with little familiarity with African American slang or diction, Quinn had no idea what Lightnin’ was singing about, but black record buyers immediately appreciated the sly humor and directness of “Short Haired Woman”: a vain woman, familiar in the black community and a subject of its ridicule, she was liable to spend so much time and money forcing her man to purchase “rats” (artificial hair pieces) and wigs as to make her essentially “nothin’ but trouble.”

“Few people outside (Lightnin’s) race … readily grasp the song’s deep significance for Negroes,” McCormick wrote years later. “A glance at the popular Negro magazines advertising hair straighteners, hair grease, wigs, rats, hair pads, and so on, gives some idea of the energy devoted to overcoming the characteristics of short, kinky hair … the pampering attention to hair becomes a ritual in which the men are inevitably caught up and yet manage to regard with disdain. It is a touchy subject, and Lightnin’s song has become, for the race itself, the classic comment. The private humor and mockery of ‘Short Haired Woman’ speaks to the Negro as intimately as does ‘Go Down Moses.’”37

“Short Haired Woman” must have been a strong regional seller. The Bihari brothers at Modern Records (who had helped make “Jole Blon” a national hit) were quick to reissue it through their better distribution network, but it didn’t make the Billboard “race” charts (a catchall for African American recordings) on either label. It certainly sold well enough to convince Quinn that he could tap into the market for blues, and while the record was still hot, he started what he called his new 600 series that would be devoted to black music (separate numerical series for different genres—and races—being a then-common habit of the record business). He immediately called Lightnin’ back into the studio to record a couple follow-ups: “Shining Moon” and “Mercy.” Lightnin’ was soon selling enough records to establish a flat fee for the songs he recorded for Quinn, either seventy-five or one hundred dollars (the equivalent value of about seven to eight hundred dollars today), setting a precedent that continued into the late 1960s. The fee was based on expected jukebox and retail sales alone. Neither he nor Quinn had any understanding of the importance of copyrighting a song, which would damage both of them financially. But for the time being, it secured financial independence and local fame for Lightnin’.

The record probably set another, less creditable, precedent in Lightnin’s career as well: his refusal to honor exclusive contracts may have started here. No paperwork remains to prove what kind of contract, if any, he had signed with Aladdin the previous November, but it would have been highly unusual if the Mesners had given him anything less than the industry standard, one-to-two-year exclusive contract. His Gold Star session, probably occurring around May 1947, would have been in blatant violation of such an agreement. Eddie Mesner, shocked to find a contracted artist of his with a regional hit on a different label, moved swiftly into action, demanding that Lightnin’ return to Los Angeles immediately to rerecord both sides of the Gold Star single for Aladdin. Which is why, on August 15, 1947, Lightnin’ found himself back in California, covering his own record as closely as possible for Aladdin.38

When the American Federation of Musicians (AFM), beginning on December 31, 1947, barred its member musicians from making recordings until a settlement concerning rights and payments could be hammered out with the recording industry, Lightnin’s ability to record was not impeded. It has often been assumed that sessions dating from 1948, like those Lightnin’ recorded that year, must have been bootleg sessions. But there was no union that Lightnin’ could have joined at that time, even if he’d wanted to. The Houston local was largely comprised of classical and orchestral musicians—white, well-connected professionals. But this actually worked to the advantage of the small independent labels like Gold Star, for they could pay blues and country musicians whatever they could afford—usually pocket change—rather than the AFM standard scale of $82.50 for leaders and $41.25 for sidemen.39

Ultimately, the ban on recording union musicians benefited Lightnin’ and over the course of several days in February 1948, he made more than a dozen sides for Aladdin, including an update of Sonny Boy Williamson’s 1937 hit “Sugar Mama.” He also recorded “Shotgun Blues,” which became one of his biggest hits when it was released two years later. “Howling Wolf Blues,” a version of J. T. “Funny Paper” Smith’s 1931 “Howling Wolf Blues Part 3”; “Moonrise Blues”; and “Abilene” were also recorded. And Hopkins came up with “Whiskey Headed Woman,” which was a spoof on “Short Haired Woman”:


Didn’t want no 
woman I have to buy liquor for all the time 
Yes, every time you see her 
She lit up like a Nehi sign



Only one or two singles from Hopkins’s February 1948 session were actually released in 1948 and had little impact upon Quinn, who continued to record Lightnin’ because “Short Haired Woman” had sold so well on Gold Star. Lightnin’ was starting to make real money from his music. On May 7, 1948, he signed an “Option on Contract for Unique Services” with Quinn’s Gold Star label that referenced an earlier contract (now lost) that was due to end on May 21. This contract could have been with Aladdin, but it’s more likely that it had been with Quinn (who recorded “Short Haired Woman” in spring 1947). In either event, upon signing the new agreement with Quinn, Lightnin’ was paid $150, to “perform and make recordings … as stipulated in the regular artist’s contract,” which gave Quinn “sole and exclusive” rights. Apparently, Lightnin’s contract with Aladdin had already expired, as Aladdin never challenged Quinn and there are no records of lawsuits ever being filed. Aladdin did, however, continue to release Lightnin’s records into the early 1950s.

After Lightnin’s last recording for Aladdin on February 25, 1948, Quinn produced as many records with him as he could. However, unbeknownst to Quinn, Lightnin’ frequently claimed to have written songs that were in fact covers, such as “Baby, Please Don’t Go” by Big Joe Williams, who recorded it twice (1935 and 1945) prior to Lightnin’s Gold Star release.40

Quinn never seemed to question the origins of Lightnin’s songs, but instead focused on producing the best possible recordings. According to Texas Johnny Brown, who went to a couple of sessions, “Quinn knew that studio A&R part. He didn’t have too many people working with him. Matter of fact, he did most of that set up part himself in his own place. Lightnin’ would sing a whole song with all sort of things without you ever knowing what the title of it was…. If he come up with a word that matched pretty good and it sound like he could do something with it, he’d start playing and make a song out of it. There was no reworking or rehearsing. Turn your machine on and let him go.”41 Lightnin’ played amplified guitar for all his sessions with Quinn, except on Gold Star 634—the guitar in both “Walking Blues” and “Lightnin’ Blues,” recorded in March 1948, sounds acoustic.

During Lightnin’s sessions for Quinn in 1949 and 1950, he recorded more than twenty sides. Of these, “Unsuccessful Blues (Can’t Be Successful)” and “Zolo Go” were standouts. “Unsuccessful Blues,” Quinn told Chris Strachwitz, was not planned as part of the session, but was made after Lightnin’ found out that his wife had already collected money from Quinn as an advance payment for recording it. So, as an afterthought, he went back into the studio and made up this song on the spot, accompanied by the jazz band that was assembling for the next session.42


Boy, you know, I went down to my boss man’s house 
That’s where everybody’s getting paid 
You know, my wife’s been down there 
Takin’ up all in this world that I’ve made 
You know I turned around and went back home 
With my mouth all poked out 
She had even nerve enough to go ask 
“Lightnin’, what is all this bull corn about?” 
And I told her, “Can’t be successful, no matter how I tried”



In the curiously titled song “Zolo Go,” Lightnin’ made it clear that he was aware of the music of the growing Louisiana Creole population in Houston’s Fifth Ward. The word zologo was apparently Quinn’s misunderstanding of Lightnin’s pronunciation of the word zydeco, because in his introduction, which was omitted from the 78 rpm record but was included on the original acetate (and appears on the Arhoolie reissue of the song), Lightnin’ explained: “Let’s zydeco a little while for you folk / You know, young and old likes that.” “Zolo Go” is the only recording in which Lightnin’ mimicked the sound of the accordion, as he accompanied himself on an electric Hammond organ.

Quinn’s recordings of Lightnin’ were remarkably well done, given the limitations of recording technology and duplication. Andy Bradley, a recording engineer and co-owner of SugarHill Studios43 (the current incarnation of Gold Star) speculates, “With the case of Lightnin’, Quinn parked one … omni-directional microphone in front of him to capture both the guitar and his voice. Probably a foot away from his mouth, and probably a few inches below it that would capture enough of the guitar.”44

In 1947, “There was no reverb,” Bradley points out. “Quinn was recording direct to disk, cutting a master on a lacquer-coated metal disk. And the cutter had a cutting needle that cut grooves in the master acetate. After he cut one song at a time on the acetate disk, the acetate disk went into an electrolyte bath from which would emerge the stamper, which was a negative image of that acetate. [In order to get protection, many places would offer three-step processing, which included not only the master, which could be used as a stamper, but also a “mother” that could then produce any number of stampers.] And he made a stamper plate for each side, and each plate was then placed on either side of a record pressing machine, and a glob of a warm compound that included shellac [which was generally known as “biscuits”] and that would be placed between the two metal sheets together with the two labels. Basically, the press stamped out the disk and when it was removed, it was put on a turntable and the rough edges were trimmed before it was put in a sleeve.” 45 Quinn frequently did not use full three-step protection because it was costly. The complicated part of the process was not the stamping of the actual disks, and he told Chris Strachwitz that several times the acetate master was destroyed in the electrolyte bath. “That accounts for some missing catalogue numbers,” Strachwitz explains, “though Quinn said that he sometimes forgot the last release number and for safety would just jump a few numbers ahead.”46

Quinn struggled to keep his business going, and by the late 1940s the competition between independent record labels in Houston was growing. Eddie’s, Macy’s, Freedom, and Peacock were all involved in recording local and regional blues musicians, such as Gatemouth Brown, Little Willie Littlefield, L. C. Williams, Goree Carter, Lester Williams, Peppermint Harris, and Big Walter Price.47 Of these, Don Robey’s Peacock label emerged as the most successful, and in time Robey acquired the Duke label and started the Back Beat and Songbird

labels.48

The differences between the Duke/Peacock sound and the music of Lightnin’ Hopkins not only underscored the breadth and complexity of the Houston black music scene, but was also indicative of the social stratification within the African American communities of Houston. Robey favored gospel music and the big band rhythm and blues sound that was popular among an upwardly mobile African American audience, who participated in the social scene of venues like the El Dorado Ballroom and the Club Matinee. For Robey, Lightnin’s blues lacked sophistication; there were no orchestrated arrangements. Lightnin’ played a gritty, improvised style of blues in the low-income dives of the Third Ward, and many of the people who listened to his music were poor rural blacks looking for work and trying to get a foothold in Houston—the factory workers and day laborers who struggled to support themselves and their families. Although there are no demographic studies about who bought Hopkins’s records, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that his blues did also appeal to some African American professionals, who had either moved to Houston from East Texas or who just simply liked Lightnin’s country flair. Dr. Cecil Harold, a respected surgeon in Houston who years later became Hopkins’s manager, says that he “always appreciated the way Lightnin’ could put into words the mood of the black community—especially a black community that was hit especially hard by the Great Depression.” 49

Lightnin’s records were stacked into jukeboxes in cafes and bars in the Third Ward and the low-income black neighborhoods of Houston, but he did also get some airplay. Black groups had been broadcast in Houston since at least the mid 1930s, when Joe Pullum had a program on KTLC. Moreover, on February 3, 1935, a Houston Chronicle radio log dated showed both Red Calhoun and Giles Mitchell broadcasting on KXYZ that day. In 1941, the Informer mentioned that the gospel quartet the Dixie Four were featured on a local station, and in 1945 the Eddie Taylor Orchestra appeared regularly on KTHT. Lonnie Rochon was the first black disc jockey in Houston (on KNUZ in February 1948). By 1950, there were several black disc jockeys on the air in Texas: Dr. Hepcat on KVET in Austin, Trummie Cain on KLEE in Houston, Bill Harris on KRIC in Beaumont, among others, but white deejays were also starting to play blues and other styles of black music.

Bill “Rascal” McCaskill, a white deejay on KCOH, says he played Lightnin’ on his show as early as 1952. “When I first started the ‘Harlem Boogie’ on KCOH in 1952,” McCaskill says, “Lightning Hopkins was one of my most requested singers. He was, in my opinion, a super talented artist who could really make a guitar talk. I also remember that when I was at KLEE that he was one of Trummie Cain’s favorite talents, too. Perhaps it was the advent of rhythm and blues and rock music that outdated his numbers as the requests for his songs dwindled down a great deal, but he was still one of the top music makers in the Houston area. I met him one time at the Club Matinee in late 1952.”50 In the summer of 1953 a group of black businessmen headed by Robert C. Meeker bought KCOH, making it the first black-owned station in Texas and the first station in Houston to target black listeners. KCOH was followed in late 1954 by KYOK. According to Texas Johnny Brown, once KCOH became a black-owned station, they rarely “aired any of Lightnin’s music. They were much more geared to the mainstream rhythm and blues of the day, which featured the Duke/Peacock sound.”51

Despite the limited airplay that Lightnin’ got on Houston radio stations after the mid-1950s, he had already become well known, especially in the segregated Third Ward where he lived and worked most of the time. Lightnin’s music had an edge that he had honed in the gritty juke joints of the Third Ward, and he had built his reputation by giving voice to the downtrodden. In fact, his first song to make it to a national chart was a very unlikely hit. The Gold Star release of Hopkins’s song “Tim Moore’s Farm” on February 12, 1949, went to #13 for one week on Billboard magazine’s “Most Played Juke Box Race Records.”52 Within weeks, Quinn had leased the record, called “a sleeper in the South” by Billboard, to the Modern label for national distribution.53 His strategy worked, and in many ways its success was unprecedented. It was a protest song unique to Texas and was one of the only unambiguous black protest songs to ever become commercially viable. Like his decision to release “Jole Blon,” Quinn was not guided by the usual commercial ideas that drove the record business, and this unpredictability is what makes Gold Star and other small regional labels like it especially interesting. A more experienced A&R man may have rejected “Tim Moore’s Farm” on the basis that few would know who “Tim Moore” was, or what exactly Lightnin’ was singing about, making it unfit for commercial release. Quinn was unintentionally oblivious to such considerations.

“Tim Moore’s Farm” was about the infamous Tom Moore, who owned a plantation in Grimes County, Texas, and was known for his cruelty to the blacks who toiled there. The song itself was traditional with as many as twenty-seven distinct verses that were added by the different singers who performed it. According to Mack McCormick, the song originated in the mid-1930s with a field hand named Yank Thornton who worked on the Moore plantation. McCormick first collected the song with Chris Strachwitz in 1960 from Mance Lipscomb, who at the time wished to remain anonymous on record because he feared reprisal from Moore. Lipscomb sang: “Tom Moore’ll whip you, dare you not to tell.” He believed that if Moore found out that “I put out a song like that I couldn’t live here no more…. ‘Goddam, you put out a song about me and you made a record of it—I’m gonna kill you!’ Or if he didn’t do it, he’d have it done.”

The song, McCormick wrote, was “a brutally truthful characterization of one particular hardened opportunist who has taken advantage and mistreated his laborers. It is a protest against ‘them bad farm’ where a farmer can get started with only a borrowed five or ten dollar bill, the ease of which dupes him into working against an ever increasing debt, his life circumscribed by fear of the big boss, and the bells which call him from the field to meals and then call him back to the field where the landlord stands with ‘spurs in his horse’s flank’ and ‘the whip in his hand.’”54

Lightnin’ said he had heard Texas Alexander sing a version of the song, and when he recorded it, he thinly disguised the subject by changing the name from Tom to Tim. But anyone black in East Texas knew whom he was singing about.


Yes, you know, I got a telegram this morning, boy,

it say, “Your wife is dead.”

I show it to Mr. Moore, he said, “Go ahead, nigger,

you know you got to plow a ridge.”

That white man said, “It’s been raining, yes, and I’m way behind 
I may let you bury that woman one of these dinner times” 
I told him, “No, Mr. Moore, somebody’s got to go” 
He says, “If you ain’t able to plow, Sam, stay up there and grab you a hoe”



While Lightnin’ never worked for Tom Moore, he inserted himself into the song, personalizing it and identifying himself with the hardships of those who did. For listeners in 1949, many of whom had already migrated from the country to the city, “Tim Moore’s Farm” epitomized the plight of black sharecroppers and the inhumane conditions to which they were subjected.

After the success of “Tim Moore’s Farm,” Lightnin’ wanted to get back in the studio at Gold Star as quickly as possible. On August 13, 1949, Billboard reviewed Lightnin’s recording of “Jail House Blues,” which was based on Bessie Smith’s song by the same title. He was accompanied on it by the steel guitar of Hop Wilson, not Frankie Lee Sims, as has been written for decades. The review doomed its potential by calling it “an old-style, sorrowful blues, warbled and guitared in the ancient manner. Staple fare for the Deep South market.” Still, on October 8, 1949, Lightnin’s song “’T’ Model Blues” made it to #8 on the Billboard R & B jukebox charts for one week, even though when it was reviewed with “Jail House Blues” it was called “a provocative double entendre slow blues in the same authentic manner.” 55

A year later, in September 1950, Lightnin’s “Shotgun Blues,” which he had recorded for Aladdin in 1948, was a hit for four weeks on Billboard’s “Best-Selling Retail Race Records” chart and peaked at #5. Hopkins was more popular than ever, and Quinn, probably because “Shotgun Blues” had sold so well, thought he might be able to boost his revenues with the sales of Lightnin’s records. On December 16, 1950, Quinn entered into another contract with Lightnin’ that gave him a two-hundred-dollar advance at each recording session at which four sides are recorded and a royalty of one and a half cents for each side of the record used for recordings. 56

A two-hundred-dollar advance at every recording session was generous of Quinn, particularly at a time when even bigger labels were paying less to similar blues artists, such as John Lee Hooker and Muddy Waters, but it also points out how well Lightnin’s records were actually selling, or perhaps, how Quinn expected them to perform in the marketplace. In fact, it was highly unusual for a label to give an artist an advance on every single release, much less an advance of two hundred dollars. How much money Quinn ultimately made from these releases is unknown, and there are no records to indicate whether or not Lightnin’ was ever paid any royalties.

By the early 1950s, Lightnin’ was nationally known and was firmly part of the R & B mainstream that updated older styles of down-home country blues. In many ways, Hopkins’s career paralleled many of his contemporaries. In Texas, Frankie Lee Sims, one of Lightnin’s cousins, had two acoustic releases on Blue Bonnet around 1948, but then was discovered in Dallas in 1953 by Specialty, which recorded him with electric guitar, bass, and drums. L. C. Williams, Lightnin’s friend in Houston, who was sometimes billed as Lightnin’ Jr. on his Gold Star releases, had a national hit with “Ethel Mae” on Freedom. Lil’ Son Jackson, who probably had little or no direct contact with Lightnin’, was also recorded by Gold Star and then Imperial. Decca discovered Andrew “Smokey” Hogg with B. K. “Black Ace” Turner and brought him to Chicago to record in 1937, and during or right after World War II, he recorded for Modern: his rendition of Big Bill Broonzy’s “Little School Girl” went to #9 on the Billboard R & B charts in 1950. Lightnin’, however, was the most successful of his generation of down-home blues singers from Texas, and the arc of his achievement was comparable to those of both Muddy Waters and John Lee Hooker.

Like Hopkins, Waters and Hooker came from rural farming backgrounds in the South and had ambiguous dates of birth; Waters was born in 1913, but always told people it was 1915, and Hooker’s birth has been variously reported as 1915, 1917, 1920, and 1923. All three had limited educations and moved to the city as soon as they were able. All three switched from acoustic guitar to electric, and in time, put together small bands that included bass and drums. Waters, of course, added the harmonica, and Hooker the saxophone, and their fuller and tighter band sounds certainly propelled them forward. However, during the late 1940s Hopkins was getting paid more than twice the union rate ($82.50) per session that Waters was likely earning, making him almost certainly the best-paid country blues singer of that era. By the early 1950s, Hopkins, Waters, and Hooker were competing with each other on the Billboard charts, and Waters ultimately became more famous, with sixteen charting hits between 1948 and 1958.

What hurt Lightnin’ the most during the early years of his career with Gold Star was that he didn’t want to go out on the road with the so-called Chitlin’ Circuit tours. These concerts at black-owned venues were organized by the Theater Owners Booking Association and promoted the records of those blues artists who were part of the touring package shows.57 Lightnin’ wanted to stay close to home and didn’t seem to understand that touring with his records would have made him considerably more money. Consequently, his records did not sell as well as they might have to the people who listened to them on jukeboxes and radios around the country. The early 1950s were the beginning of one of the most lucrative eras for blues, if the performers were willing and able to travel and promote their records.

By late 1950, Quinn was finding it increasingly difficult to sustain his label. His wife was dying of cancer. Harry Choates had left him for his rival Macy’s early in the year, and his country and blues series were selling poorly. Despite several national hits, Quinn had refused to aggressively market his label, and it remained, by all appearances, more of a personal hobby than a commercial firm. It must have come as a shock to him, then, when he received a fine from the Internal Revenue Service in early 1951 totaling an astonishing twenty-six thousand dollars. A 10 percent federal excise tax had long been established on the sale of records, but Quinn either didn’t know about the tax or had ignored it on his tax returns since forming the label five years earlier.58 The penalty probably represented the government’s account of the taxable percentage on the total number of records sold on Gold Star from 1946 to 1950. Quinn couldn’t pay the fine, and Gold Star was soon to be another casualty in the indie record business.59

On September 22, 1951, Billboard reported that the Modern label had “shelled out $2,500 for 32 unreleased Lightning Hopkins and L’il Son Jackson masters and the disk contract of the former. Deal was made thru’ Bill Quinn, Gold Star Records’ topper, who this week shut down his Houston diskery. Hopkins’ sides will be issued on Modern’s subsidiary…. Diskery will release two sides on each artist 1 October.”60

Relatively speaking, $2,500 was a fair sum to pay for thirty-two masters in 1951; Lightnin’ was still perceived as having commercial potential. Modern was quick to release Lightnin’s unissued masters on its subsidiary RPM label, including “Begging You to Stay,” “Jake Head Boogie,” and “Some Day Baby.” A standout in the RPM releases was the single “Black Cat,” for which Lightnin’ took the guts out of the Memphis Minnie and Little Son Joe 1942 hit “Black Rat Swing” and transformed the male “rat” in the original song into a female “cat” in his version.


Well I took you in my home, you ate up all my bread 
I left there this mornin’, you tried to mess up in my bed 
Well you’re one black cat, some day you’ll find your tree 
Then I’ll hide my shoe somewhere near your cherry tree



Quinn had tried to salvage his business by issuing one final release from Lightnin’, “Jackstropper Blues,” but ultimately had to discontinue his blues series.61 Any hope that his December 1950 contract with Lightnin’ would reverse his fortunes and revive Gold Star as a blues label were dashed when he learned that Lightnin’ had already recorded with another producer, Bobby Shad. Shad had founded the Sittin’ In With label in New York in the late 1940s, and had come to Houston in 1950 to record Peppermint Harris, among others, but also met up with Hopkins. He asked Hopkins if he was under contract to anybody, and Lightnin’, as usual, said no. In 1951, Shad brought him to New York and recorded eight sides with him, including “Coffee Blues” and “Give Me Central 209,” both of which would become hits. When Quinn found out about this, he was furious and told Shad that Lightnin’ was under contract to him and that he had already been paid. To placate Quinn, Shad bought a bunch of old masters from him and proceeded to release them. Quinn was essentially powerless; his business was collapsing. When Quinn shut down operations, Shad seized the opportunity to record Lightnin’ in Houston and produced another fourteen sides with him. Some of these recordings were done with portable equipment that Shad brought with him, and others were done at Bill Holford’s ACA studio.62

Texas Johnny Brown recalled one such session at ACA: “They had a little recording studio out Washington Avenue…. And we used to go out there, and he’d sit and play…. And I remember Lightnin’ used to take a board, put a board down underneath his feet. And if he didn’t have a drum, he’d just pat his feet real hard—on that board—and play right along with it. It always amazed me how he did it, because his timing was his own timing as far as rhythm is concerned.”63

In the session that Brown described, Lightnin’ and Shad were clearly trying to emulate John Lee Hooker and his foot-tapping records, which were making the Billboard charts. Lightnin’ was in his prime, and he knew what he needed to do to compete. He was eager to record so long as he got his money up front. He refused to be paid on a royalty basis. “Itinerant blues singers like Lightning Hopkins,” Shad told Arnold Shaw, “used to hop on buses, perform, and then walk around with a cup. When we picked him up and talked a recording date, he wouldn’t sign a contract. He wouldn’t accept a royalty deal. He had to be paid cash. Not only that, he had to be paid after each cut…. Before he started a new one, I’d pay him a hundred dollars. He did another, I gave him another hundred. He refused to work in any other way.”64

Lightnin’ had no management; he knew that he was selling his songs outright, but didn’t consider the consequences. Certainly, if one of his records was a hit, it would have made him a lot more than one hundred dollars. As owner of the songs Lightnin’ recorded, Shad is listed as the songwriter on most of his recordings, though he often used a pseudonym. While such a practice is, by today’s standards, unethical and evidence of scams that record companies foisted on their artists, in the 1950s it was common practice. It was by no means unique to blues singers or to black musicians. Songs were sold as a commodity, and any future revenues that resulted from them were usually unforeseen. Certainly, whether or not musicians sold their songs outright often depended on how stable their financial situation was, or how much they understood the workings of the music business, or how much they trusted the person or company they recorded for. To somebody like Lightnin’, who could barely support himself and lived literally from song to song, it made much more sense to simply sell all rights to a particular composition for $100 than wait four to six months for the possibility of a royalty check. In 1951, one hundred dollars, adjusted to inflation, is the equivalent of about eight hundred dollars today.

Shad, in his liner notes to a 1971 reissue of some of Lightnin’s 1950s recordings, wrote, “Our finances were completed at the end of every session.”65 Moreover, he said that Hopkins “would carry his money in his shoes or some hidden pocket,” and when he came to New York “once to do some sessions, he left the same night for home as the big city scared the devil out of him.” At that point in his life, Lightnin’ didn’t know anyone in New York, and the city was no doubt overwhelming.

Shad, like his contemporaries—the Mesners at Aladdin, the Chesses at Chess, and the Biharis at Modern—marketed his records exclusively for an African American audience, and the competition among them was fierce. For a brief period in the early 1950s, down-home blues was steadily selling on the Billboard charts, prompting columnist Hal Webman, on February 2, 1952, to write: “For the first time in many months, the down-home Southern-style blues appears to have taken a solid hold in the current market. Down-home blues had been taking a back seat to the big city blues, good rocking novelties and vocal quartet ballads for quite a good while. However, the Southern blues appears to have opened up to its widest extent in some time, and the lowdown stuff has been cropping up as bestselling of late…. Such artists as … Sonny Boy Williamson, Lightnin’ Hopkins … Muddy Waters, etc., have taken fast hold in such market areas as New Orleans, Dallas, Los Angeles, etc. Even the sophisticated big towns, like New York and Chicago, have felt the Southern blues influence in wax tastes.”66

Within weeks of Webman’s “Rhythm and Blues Notes” column, Bobby Shad released Lightnin’s “Give Me Central 209” on his Sittin’ In With label, and it quickly rose to the Billboard charts, where it stayed for six weeks and peaked at #6. “Give Me Central 209” expressed the down-home message of longing and despair that was also found in the music of John Lee Hooker and Muddy Waters, among others, but Lightnin’s performance style was distinctive in the marketplace. The words rung out with a deep sincerity that underscored the resonance of his country-tinged electric guitar and that pathos at that moment had great appeal.

“Give Me Central 209” had its origins in “Hello Central, Give Me Heaven,” which, according to McCormick, dated back to 1901 and was a sentimental song that “represented a child innocently trying to reach her deceased father.” McCormick pointed out that by 1909 Leadbelly was singing ‘Hello, Central, Give Me Long Distance ‘Phone” around Tell, Texas, and “the telephone idea was becoming a traditional opening gambit with which to link various leavingblues verses. (Tin Pan Alley returned during World War I with ‘Hello, Central, Give Me No Man’s Land’ and King Oliver produced ‘Hello, Central, Give Me Doctor Jazz.’) The number most often called is 209, just as in train-blues it is most often 219 that figures.”67 In Lightnin’s version, he was trying to reach out to his “baby,” but to no avail.


Hello Central, please give me 209 (x2) 
You know, I want to talk to my baby, oh Lord, she’s way on down the line 
Seems like the buses done stop runnin’, the trains don’t allow me to ride no more (x2) 
Ticket agent say my ticket played out, he’ll see that I don’t ride for sure



What was not said was amplified in the emotions of the stinging call and response he evoked in the plucking of the strings of his amplified guitar with his bare index finger.

Five weeks after “Give Me Central 209” hit the Billboard charts, Bobby Shad released Lightnin’s “Coffee Blues,” which also made it to #6, but was only on the chart for two weeks. The strength of “Coffee Blues” was that it characterized the mundane tension of the day-to-day life of the average worker. It was at once ironic and caustic in the way it described “papa” being mad at “mama” because she didn’t bring any coffee home. But the song was probably also helped by the popular familiarity of the chorus, which Lightnin’ lifted from the Buddy Johnson Orchestra’s early hit “I Ain’t Mad With You.”

Texas Johnny Brown recalled that after he returned from military service in 1953, he spent more time with Lightnin’ and could tell that Lightnin’ was more savvy about the record business. He sensed that the record companies were ripping him off, but he didn’t trust them to pay him any royalties. Consequently, he demanded his money up front. “He’d be playing places here in Houston,” Brown says, “and I’d be playing in different clubs. We had kind of a nighttime thing together. I used to get off my gig and go by his at night on weekends. And afterwards we’d sit there … and we’d share a gin bottle together and talk over business, who was playing where and who was getting what. We’d go to a little bar on the corner of Cleburne and Dowling. He didn’t talk about one thing in particular. We just be discussin’ how gigs went and where we going to be playing next…. He played out in The Heights, and then he played out in Acres Homes, and in a place in the Fifth Ward, they used to call Pearl Harbor [so named for the violence that occurred there], and it was just about like they said, Pearl Harbor.”68

Between 1951 and 1953, Lightnin’ recorded ten sides for Mercury, followed by another eight for Decca, and four for TNT. The Mercury and Decca sessions were done for Shad, who worked for both companies in addition to running the Sittin’ In With and Jax labels. Lightnin’ played acoustic guitar and was accompanied by Donald Cooks on bass for not only the Sittin’ In With and Mercury sessions in 1951, but for the Decca session in 1953. Several of the songs Lightnin’ recorded during this period were original compositions, and the topical “Sad News from Korea” was especially poignant.


Well, poor mother run and cryin’ 
Wonderin’ where could my poor son be (x2) 
Whoa, I just want you to have some of my prayer 
“Please, sir, God, Send my poor child back to me”



For the Decca session on July 29, 1953, Lightnin’ was once again accompanied by Donald Cooks on bass, but Connie Kroll was added on drums. The trio sounded tight, suggesting they had been playing together for a while and were not simply thrown together in the studio. Lightnin’s song choices were also carefully selected. “The War Is Over” was a topical song at the end of the Korean War. “Policy Game” was the only song Lightnin’ ever recorded about policy, or “the numbers,” which was essentially an illegal lottery in which individuals bought a betting slip in a cafe or other small business and picked the amount they wanted to gamble and the combination of numbers that they thought would come up when the policy wheel was turned.69 In Lightnin’s song, he reflected on the futility of policy, but also on how the game was a metaphor.


Everybody winning policy, oh Lord, but poor me (x2) 
I played 72, but I done decided to play 23 
Tell me, sweet baby, somebody gone win for you



In the end, Lightnin’ was determined to win, but didn’t know when to pull back and quit.


Played number 10 but God knows I couldn’t win (x2) 
I’m gonna keep on bettin’ till my bluff comes back again



“I’m Wild About You Baby,” “Merry Christmas,” “Happy New Year,” and “Highway Blues” are all strong, up-tempo numbers that Lightnin’ sang and played with a much brighter tone and an enthusiasm rarely heard on his later recordings. “Merry Christmas” and “Happy New Year” were in the great tradition of holiday blues numbers and were likely suggested by the producer because such songs were “evergreens” that could be sold each holiday season.

In “Highway Blues,” Lightnin’ is exuberant about hitting the road:


I’m going to take my girl, have some fun 
If my money don’t spend, I can shoot my gun 
I’m going, yes, I’m going, yes, I’m going on that highway



About “Highway Blues,” Billboard wrote, “Another good blues reading from the chanter—and in his usually effective style,” and also praised “Cemetery Blues,” which backed it on Decca 48312: “Hopkins’ tale of Grandpa’s death is told via his guitar, singing, and talking passages for a mighty effective side with lots of folk quality. The gimmick of a crying voice thruout [sic] adds appeal.”70 There’s no indication of how well the Mercury sides sold; none ever charted.

The next sides Lightnin’ recorded were for TNT, a new San Antonio label as small as Decca was large. They were produced by H. M. Crowe in Houston around November 1953, and for these, an amazingly distorted amplifier added to the brooding intensity of the four songs he recorded that were reminiscent of his earlier work: “Late in the Evening,” “Lightnin’ Jump,” “Leaving Blues,” and “Moanin’ Blues.”

It’s likely that the Mercury, Decca, and TNT sessions occurred at Bill Holford’s ACA studio, but there is nothing in the Holford’s logbooks that would provide definitive evidence. The logbooks only document the master discs that ACA made. They do not document sessions, unless ACA mastered them. This is also true for the Lightnin’ sessions for the New York–based Herald label (owned by Al Silver, Jack Braverman, and Jack Angel) in or around April 1954. It’s quite possible that Holford and Crowe, who had just started their own music publishing company (CHS Music, BMI), recorded these and then shopped them around to different labels.

The twenty-six sides that Lightnin’ issued on Herald took his music to a new level. While little is known of what actually transpired during these sessions, the results were phenomenal. Lightnin’s amplified guitar had an explosiveness that had not been heard before, but note for note, Donald Cooks on bass and Ben Turner on drums—two session players in Houston—were completely in synch with his every lick. It was the most rehearsed Lightnin’ had ever sounded, not necessarily because he had actually practiced the tunes in advance, but more as a result of a sense of familiarity among the players. They were ready, and the chemistry was just right. Not only did Lightnin’ update some of his older songs, like “Ida Mae” (which became “Don’t Think ‘Cause You’re Pretty”) and “Shine on Moon” (which took on the name “Shining Moon”), but he also introduced powerful new material such as “Sick Feeling Blues (I’m Aching),” “Don’t Need No Job,” “My Little Kewpie Doll,” “Had a Gal Called Sal,” and the “Life I Used to Live.” He may have repeated riffs from earlier instrumentals, but his attack on “Move On Out Boogie” and “Hopkins’ Sky Hop” was faster, louder, and played with more finesse. Billboard described “Sky Hop” as a “rompin’ instrumental blues played by guitar with rhythm. Could do business in country as well as r & b market, if it gets exposed.”71

The Herald sessions contain Lightnin’s usual mix of boogies, instrumentals, and down-home blues with the recurring themes of unrequited love, longing, and abandonment, but the ferocious drive, flair, and subtlety of his performance on electric guitar surpasses any of his earlier or later recordings. In two of the songs, it sounded as if Lightnin’ was still very much stuck on Ida Mae. In “Nothin’ But the Blues,” after a piercing instrumental introduction, Lightnin’ sang:


I don’t see why the blues come in my house every morning before day 
Every time it come in there, just about time it get there 
My little girl, she done gone away, and her name was Ida Mae



And in “Don’t Think ‘Cause You’re Pretty,” which is an updated version of his earlier song “Ida Mae,” he once again calls out to her after she’s left him.


Well, don’t think because you’re pretty woman, got every man in town 
You know the blues is a mighty bad feeling 
When you have them ‘long about the break of day 
When you look over on the bed where your baby used to lay



The Herald sessions were a watershed in Lightnin’s career. The intensity of his singing and the fierceness of his electric guitar single-string runs had never been greater. Whatever he did in his day-to-day life, when he stepped into that studio, he was on fire.

The Herald sessions were almost certainly done at ACA, but the only Hopkins recordings noted by Holford were the mastering for the Ace label of two songs with new titles from the 1954 Herald sessions. “Lightnin’ Don’t Feel Well” is an edited version of “Wonder What Is Wrong With Me” and “Bad Boogie” is the same as “My Little Kewpie Doll.”72 Clearly the producers wanted to disguise the fact that they were issuing the same songs on different labels.

By the time Lightnin’ recorded for Herald in 1954, his records were on jukeboxes across the country, and for a brief period, perhaps unbeknownst to him, he was named “President of the Blues” by WDIA, the fifty-thousand-watt radio station broadcasting out of Memphis. Deejay Moohah Williams, who wore different hats at WDIA, one of which was “Mr. Blues,” hosted a down-home blues show called Wheelin’ on Beale and held mock elections for the title of “President of the Blues, commander-in-chief of the Royal Amalgamated Association of Chitterling Eaters of America, Inc. for the Preservation of Good Country Blues.”73 Ballots appeared in the African American newspaper the Tri-State Defender, and Mr. Blues encouraged his listeners to vote. The 1954 contest pitted the incumbent president Lightning Hopkins against Muddy Waters (whom Mr. Blues liked to called the “unclean stream”). About the election, the Defender reported, “President Hopkins is campaigning on a platform which says the pure country blues field is being invaded by modernists who will destroy its pure form and solid corn sound.”74 Muddy Waters denied that his blues had been tainted by modernity and campaigned “on a platform of pure popularity because of recent hot releases.” Mr. Blues sided with Hopkins and became his campaign manager, and in an interview just before the election, he said, “The forces of destruction are on the march and are boring from within with an insidious deadliness. We must not be caught unaware. Vote now for a true blues ticket. Vote for Lightning Hopkins.” 75 In the end, Hopkins won and retained his title as President of the Blues, but Muddy Waters trumped him on the Billboard charts with “Hoochie Coochie Man” in 1954 and ultimately surpassed him in sales.

Historian Louis Cantor maintains that “radio formats targeted at the African-American marketplace made a wide range of ‘hidden music’ suddenly accessible to all Americans,” and “more than ever before, white listeners could tune in and vicariously eavesdrop on black culture and music,” though the extent to which white listeners tuned into WDIA is unknown.76 Yet as early as 1943, Hunter Hancock was broadcasting black music on a show called Harlem Holiday on KFVD in Los Angeles, and by 1950, Hancock’s program had changed its name to Harlem Matinee and had expanded to two hours daily with a rapidly evolving play list that was primarily focused on rhythm and blues, with an increasing emphasis on down-home blues. In part, the shift in programming was propelled by the independent record producers who offered records and payola, though, according to Joe Bihari, Hancock never accepted payola.77 However, KFVD could be heard only in Los Angeles and WDIA could be picked up only in Memphis, while WLAC in Nashville broadcast nationally and quickly became the most famous station for popularizing R & B. Both blues harmonica virtuoso Charlie Musselwhite and rock ‘n’ roller Elvin Bishop, for example, recall listening to WLAC when they were kids searching the airwaves to hear the latest songs by Lightnin’ Hopkins or John Lee Hooker, among others—Musselwhite in Memphis, and Bishop in Tulsa, Oklahoma.78

Lightnin’s Herald recordings did not make the Billboard charts, and by the late 1950s his appeal to record companies declined. Rock ‘n’ roll dominated the pop charts, using a blues-based song structure and insistent back beat to combine the influences of blues, jazz, rhythm and blues gospel, country, and rockabilly into a music that was fast and danceable. The Herald sessions had anticipated the rock explosion of 1955 and 1956, but Lightnin’ had a hard time keeping pace with his contemporaries—Johnny “Guitar” Watson, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, and Little Richard, to name a few.

Even without more national hits, Lightnin’ continued to have a local following in the little clubs and beer joints in Houston. The people in the Third Ward crowded in to hear him, and the raucous, smoke-filled banter fueled his live performance, but also stifled his career. As much as he was capable of the tight three-piece band sound of his Decca and Herald recordings, when he played locally, he was looser and more idiosyncratic. He played whatever he was in the mood for, and he’d sometimes let people he knew from the neighborhood sit in. Houston bluesman Rayfield Jackson, who grew up in the Third Ward, said he got interested in Lightnin’ when he was in high school in the 1950s. “I used to go over to his house,” Jackson said, “and we’d play on his guitar and laugh and talk. He would show me all he knowed, and a lot of times on the weekend, I’d go on a gig with him and sit in, play right along with him…. Mama knowed where

I’d be going, when I’d get out of school, so she didn’t fuss at me…. I played some

gigs with him, sure did. Right here in Sunnyside, up and down Cullen [Blvd.]…. And we was playing in little old joints with about three or four tables in them, and when you got five or six people in there, you had a crowd…. I’d go in there and play a little while, sit up there and back him up with the guitar, what he taught me how to do…. Wouldn’t have no drummer, just two guitars—and Lightnin’ stomping his feet. That’s it. He’d have them big old shoes on and one of them Big Apple hats, big old wide hats with a feather stuck up in it—looked like a peacock.”79

Why Lightnin’ didn’t travel more at the height of his popularity in the R & B market raises difficult questions about his deep-seated inhibitions. Certainly, if he had a manager to coordinate his bookings and touring, he could have sold more records and made more money from his performances. It’s likely, however, that in many ways, he was unappealing to reputable mangers who knew that he never adhered to the exclusive terms of any record company contract. Lightnin’ was fiercely independent and intensely private. He didn’t have a telephone, either because he couldn’t afford it or he simply didn’t want to be easily found. Moreover, he was a heavy drinker and gambler who lived day to day, following his whims without any apparent long-term ambition. Travel was treacherous for any African American during the years of segregation, and for Lightnin’, the perceived danger associated with unfamiliar places was no doubt frightening. Clearly, his experiences in jail and on chain gangs had imbued him with a deep distrust of law enforcement, the judicial system, and to some extent the white world in general. Yet his record producers were white and helped him achieve a stature and income that was unprecedented in his life, even if he didn’t trust them. Lightnin’ knew what it was like to work for white people. Certainly, the landowners in Leon County where he grew up were predominantly white. Lightnin’ did what he needed to in order to survive, and once he started earning more than subsistence wages, he was content to not take unnecessary risks by venturing too far from home.

When McCormick asked Lightnin’ why he turned down the opportunities for travel that had been presented to him, Lightnin’ explained that he stayed in Houston because he was “treated so nice. Everybody know me and I don’t have to get acquainted with too many people ‘cause they already know me. And in that way, it make me feel like I’m at home. Knowing I’m treated well—not much reason to get up and leave it.”80

As Lightnin’s recording career seemed to be slipping away from him and his income from his music was declining, a new audience of jazz and blues fans, writers and folk music enthusiasts, Europeans and intellectuals, were becoming increasingly aware of him. Lightnin’s records had made him a legend, but his whereabouts to people outside of his community in the Third Ward were largely unknown.
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