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PREFACE

Although the aesthetic appeal of African American popular music has always been its main drawing card, the lyrical content of the songs, sometimes overlooked, is at least equally to be credited for its staying power.

Two seminal works, both by Paul Oliver, can be said to have launched the study of songs and lyrics in this domain: Blues Fell This Morning: The Meaning of the Blues (London: Cassell, 1960; reprint: Cambridge University Press, 1990) and Songsters and Saints: Vocal Traditions on Race Records (Cambridge University Press, 1984), which complemented each other, covering the broad spectrum of African American popular music, secular and religious, blues and non-blues, as found on commercial recordings over a time span of four decades from the 1920s to the 1950s.

The treasure being by no means exhausted, I felt the need to organize two conferences on “The Lyrics in African American Popular Music” at the University of Metz, France, in 2000 and 2002. The former led to the publication of selected papers in The Lyrics in African American Popular Music (Bern: Peter Lang, 2001). The latter took place on September 27 and 28, 2002, and gathered scholars and experts, in and outside the academic world, who, almost without exception, may be seen as disciples of Paul Oliver, himself an indispensable participant in the proceedings.

Eight papers, resulting from years of thorough research, make up this volume. In all, the focus rests on the historical dimensions of the lyrics with the intention of setting the record straight or creating a record where none existed. In several, the examination of the subtext has proved enlightening, helping to establish the significance of African American popular song as a neglected form of oral history.

With “High Water Everywhere: Blues and Gospel Commentary on the 1927 Mississippi River Flood,” David Evans delivers the definitive study of the repertoire of songs about the greatest natural disaster in the history of the United States. The black population having been hardest hit by the flood, this historical event “served to give focus to many of the essential personal concerns found in blues and gospel song texts in general.” More particularly, Evans amply demonstrates the presence as a subtext of the application of the rigid Jim Crow system to the rescue and relief effort. This vast corpus of songs is an important supplement to the news reports and official documents of the flood and, as such, constitutes history from the point of view of the otherwise voiceless.

Similarly, in “Death by Fire: African American Popular Music on the Natchez Rhythm Club Fire,” Luigi Monge makes a detailed textual analysis of songs about another, this time exclusively, African American tragedy, the Natchez Rhythm Club fire of 1940. This accident, of minor social importance at the national level, started a continuum of songs which, together, convey a historical message and are constitutive of a popular consciousness among black Americans. The author suggests that consideration of a diachronic context here, and more generally for thematic songs, may overcome the limitations of mere synchronic analysis.

In “Lookin’ for the Bully: An Enquiry into a Song and Its Story,” Paul Oliver, as ever stimulated by historical enigmas, retraces the origins in early black popular music and the many avatars of the “Bully song.” He thus sheds more light on the generally obscure “pre-blues” period, assesses the song’s durable career in the blues idiom, and suggests answers to relevant questions regarding the emotions audiences must have felt when listening to it.

In “That Dry Creek Eaton Clan: A North Mississippi Murder Ballad of the 1930s,” Tom Freeland and Chris Smith choose a little-known ballad recorded in 1939 by John Lomax from a black convict at Parchman prison farm which describes and comments on a white murder and its aftermath. The question they address is how the ballad could have reached an African American singer and also remained so close to the Eatons’ version of the story. The article ends with an enlightening discussion of what makes a song African American and of the target audiences of black performers.

“Coolidge’s Blues: African American Blues from the Roaring Twenties” is a survey by Guido van Rijn of the blues of that decade. It delineates in effect the working-class African American point of view, leaving one with an impression in contrast with the general buoyancy of the decade as described in history books. The blues corpus of the period also reveals dreams of moving north to escape Jim Crow, often followed by disappointment after a brush with the difficulties of urban life.

My own contribution, “On the Electronic Trail of Blues Formulas,” presents a number of early conclusions concerning the dissemination of blues formulas on commercial recordings, a study now made easier thanks to electronic searches. Though the database used awaits further additions, it is already possible at this stage to underline the influence of classic blues singers on their country blues counterparts but also to offer evidence of cross influences even among the reputedly most seminal blues artists.

In “West Indies Blues: An Historical Overview 1920s–1950s—Blues and Music from the English-speaking West Indies,” John Cowley gives us a complete depiction of West Indian songs produced on the American mainland from the 1920s to the 1950s. With the cultural connections between the Caribbean and black America as a backdrop, the examination of aspects of cultural adjustment as well as musical and cultural interchange, informed as it is by lyric analysis, makes this a direly needed article on a treasure of black popular music which had until now received insufficient attention.

Closing the book with “Ethel Waters: ‘Long, Lean, Lanky Mama,’” Randall Cherry reappraises the early career of an often maligned blues and vaudeville singer. The Ethel Waters of the 1920s indeed deserves to be rehabilitated and given pride of place in the history of the genre right next to Bessie Smith, her main rival at the time. The recorded songs studied here reveal her sensibility, her sophistication, and her multifaceted stage persona in “a perfect marriage of lyrics and performer.”

Together, this collection presents African American popular music as a self-contained cultural domain and as a form of oral history which continues to be a permanent source of enlightenment as it serves to shine a light on several dark corners of official history. Another common thread is the characterization of the music as a close blending of folklore and commercial facets. Lastly, in its own way, it is a celebration of the tremendous vitality of oral tradition among African Americans, particularly in the first half of the twentieth century.

May the proceedings of our conference provide readers with an opportunity to tap into the often unsuspected wealth of African American musical texts, learn from the studies of their origins and dissemination, penetrate the historical significance of the songs, and form their own opinions about the interpretations proposed here. Though blues singer and pianist Leroy Carr once claimed that “nobody knows where the blues come from” (in “Papa’s on the House Top,” recorded for Vocalion in 1930), the contributors to this book, with passion and determination, have done their utmost to trace some of the roots and developments of this and other related genres.

Robert Springer

University of Metz, France

December 2004
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NOBODY KNOWS WHERE THE BLUES COME FROM


HIGH WATER EVERYWHERE

Blues and Gospel Commentary on the 1927 Mississippi River Flood

DAVID EVANS

The purpose of this paper is to identify and survey the texts of blues, gospel songs and sermons recorded by African Americans about the flood of the Mississippi River and its tributaries in 1927.1 Although to my knowledge this is the first survey of all such recordings that directly mention the flood, it benefits from earlier partial surveys of these songs and songs about other floods by Paul Oliver (to whom I would like to dedicate this paper), Chris Strachwitz and Pete Welding, Keith Briggs, and Steven J. Morrison, as well as the comments of many authors about individual songs and related matters.2 I shall briefly compare these recordings to other songs about the 1927 flood in popular and country music, place them in the context of the unfolding events of the flood and its aftermath as well as a broader American social and historical context, and relate them to the policies, attitudes, and promotional efforts of commercial record companies as well as relevant facts about the lives and compositional and performance styles of the singers and songwriters. It will be shown that these African American recordings offer a wide variety of perspectives on the flood, including direct personal experience of it, news reporting, sentimentality, moralizing, praise and criticism of the rescue and relief efforts, and tragic, heroic, humorous, romantic, sexual, social, racial, political, economic, and spiritual themes. Thus a real historical and very public event served to give focus to many of the essential personal concerns found in the texts of blues and gospel songs in general.

If one takes into consideration the factors of geographical scope, number of people killed, injured, and left homeless, loss of property, duration of the event, and its long-term impact, the flood of 1927 would have to rank as the greatest natural disaster in the history of the United States.3 It affected 16.5 million acres of land in seven states: Illinois, Missouri, Kentucky, Arkansas, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Although most of this land was owned by whites, almost all of it had a heavy, often predominantly, African American population, mostly farmers, farm workers, sharecroppers, and other rural manual laborers. It was this population that was hardest hit by the flood.

Despite the reinforcement of levees and the building of jetties in the 1870s, there were still occasional severe floods of the lower Mississippi River in 1882, 1884, 1890, 1897, 1903, 1912, 1913, and 1922. By 1927 it was widely thought that the levees had been sufficiently reinforced to be able to withstand any force of water that nature could hurl against them. No one, however, counted on the extraordinary amount of rain that would fall on the Mississippi River basin in the winter and spring of 1926–27. Severe storms occurred in the mid-South in December 1926, and, before the end of the year, there was flooding in Nashville, Chattanooga, and along the Yazoo River in the Mississippi Delta. The rains continued in January of 1927 along the Ohio River and its tributaries. Pittsburgh was flooded on January 23 and Cincinnati on January 28. Northeast Arkansas and other locations along the lower Mississippi valley experienced flooding in February, with thousands of refugees and several dozen deaths. In March there was another flood in Pittsburgh, and tornadoes accompanied by rain killed several dozen people in the lower Mississippi valley. In mid-April there were major breaks in the levee system at Hickman, Kentucky, and Dorena, Missouri, and on April 21 the worst break occurred at Mounds Landing, Mississippi, with the water rapidly inundating the city of Greenville and much of the lower Mississippi Delta over an area fifty miles wide and a hundred miles long. On the following day, President Calvin Coolidge appointed Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover to head the flood relief effort. Hoover had experience in similar efforts in Europe following World War One and was admired for his efficiency and organizational skills. Levees continued to break in Louisiana as the high water proceeded toward the Gulf of Mexico. The city of New Orleans was only saved from disastrous flooding by a decision to dynamite the levee at Caernarvon beginning on April 29 and lasting for several days, in order to allow the water to drain toward the Gulf. Two parishes were almost totally flooded as a result. Meanwhile, Hoover, with the aid of the Red Cross, organized the relief effort. By June, the waters had largely receded, leaving a vast mud plain. It was too late to plant, however, and many farmers in the affected area could not make a crop in 1927. Altogether, over 162,000 homes were flooded, 41,000 buildings destroyed, between 600,000 and a million people made homeless, between 250 and 1,000 people drowned, and up to a billion dollars in economic losses incurred. Over 90 percent of the flood refugees were black.

In contrast to its themes of destruction, tragedy, charity, and heroism, there were two aspects of the flood story that were especially controversial, revealing appalling portraits of selfishness, prejudice, and inhumanity. One of these centered on the decision to dynamite the levee at Caernarvon, Louisiana. While the city of New Orleans was saved from major devastation, large parts of St. Bernard and Plaquemines Parishes were inundated. Some ten thousand people were evacuated before the dynamiting, most of them to New Orleans. The decision to dynamite was purely a matter of Louisiana politics, with the political and economic power, social standing, and greater voting population of New Orleans prevailing over the forces of the two neighboring parishes. Most of the refugees lost their homes, property, and livelihoods. New Orleans political and financial leaders gave guarantees that the refugees would be compensated for their losses. Yet, when the time came for a settlement, the city proved itself to be stingy with its money. Most refugees received barely anything and were ruined economically. This episode, as important and shameful as it was, received only a single rather confused and not especially revealing mention by blues singer Sippie Wallace in the body of African American songs about the 1927 flood. The reason was undoubtedly the fact that most of the people affected in the two parishes were Spanish Isleños, descendants of earlier settlers from the Canary Islands. Blacks were a small minority, along with people of French, Portuguese, Hungarian, and Filipino descent. Although many of the residents were prosperous, they were viewed by other citizens of Louisiana as socially disreputable on account of their ethnic status and their occupations of fur trapping, fishing, bootlegging, and smuggling. Their plight simply did not capture the attention of America’s black community.4

The second controversial and appalling aspect of the flood story was the application of the rigid southern Jim Crow system to the rescue and relief effort. This issue did affect the black community in a major way. Although it is not the exclusive or even the predominant focus of most of the blues and gospel songs about the flood, I will attempt to show that it is alluded to, often cryptically, and is a significant subtext of many of the songs. Because of the fear and horror that it evoked, most blues and gospel artists, who usually lived in the South, toured there, or had relatives and friends there, were reluctant to address this issue overtly or were perhaps prevented from doing so by white-controlled record companies. Indeed, if one were to listen to all the songs about the flood by African American singers without knowing anything more than the fact that they were about a great natural disaster, one could easily come to the conclusion that the issue of Jim Crow is not even mentioned. It is only when one learns about the conditions that existed, the incidents of brutality and coercion, especially as reported in the African American press, that certain phrases in a number of the songs begin to reveal their deeper meaning. Some of the songs even reveal as much by what they don’t say as they do by their texts.

Herbert Hoover was in a difficult position. In the midst of spreading flood waters and new breaks daily in the levee system, he had to coordinate rescue efforts over a stretch of several hundred miles of the Mississippi River and further hundreds of miles along its tributaries. He had to see that the refugees were brought to safe places and received adequate food, clothing, shelter, and health care. He had to prevent looting and other crimes, and oversee the repair of broken levees. Finally, there was the clean-up and rebuilding effort. It was a daunting organizational and logistic task, and, to his credit, Hoover handled it with an efficiency that probably prevented the death toll from climbing much higher. In his work he enlisted the aid of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, state and local officials, the various state units of the National Guard, and the American Red Cross. All of these institutions and agencies were entirely controlled by whites as well as made up almost entirely of whites, while the majority of victims of the flood were black. The basic policy that emerged was to herd refugees into “concentration camps” on high ground or in locations outside the flood zone so that goods and services could be delivered to them more efficiently. This term had not yet acquired the sinister meaning it would have in later years, but, by the end of the flood, it was well on its way to a new meaning as many of these camps turned into virtual prisons and slave labor markets. There were 154 camps in all, 84 percent of them in Arkansas, Mississippi, and Louisiana. They were strictly segregated by race, and the black camps were supervised and guarded by whites. Perhaps the largest and most horrible of these was the camp at Greenville, Mississippi, the city hardest hit by the flood. It ran for eight miles north of the city along the top of the levee and was only about twenty feet wide on average. It held up to 13,000 black refugees and was patrolled by armed members of the all-white Mississippi National Guard.

Herbert Hoover was nursing presidential ambitions for the election of 1928, needing only the assurance, which was eventually forthcoming, that his boss Calvin Coolidge would not run for reelection. Hoover held frequent press conferences with announcements of successes in the relief effort. He consistently under-reported the number of deaths that had occurred after he took over and lavished praise on the Red Cross, downplaying the role of the National Guard. However, reports of abuses from the black press and black leaders eventually forced him to act. Hoover was no southern racist, but he could not risk alienating southern whites and causing a breakdown in the relief system that they controlled, as this might lead to further deaths and embarrassing incidents that would harm his electoral chances. Although he knew that most of them would vote Democratic in the general election, he hoped to make inroads in this constituency through his humanitarian reputation. However, he needed the votes of southern black delegates at the Republican Convention in order to win his party’s nomination, and he needed black votes in the general election in order to carry several northern states. As the chorus of complaints from the black community grew louder, Hoover finally appointed a Colored Advisory Committee at the end of May, more than a month after the major flooding in Arkansas and Mississippi. It was headed by Robert Russa Moton, President of Tuskegee Institute, and began its work on June 2. After individual members made investigations in various refugee camps, the committee assembled in Baton Rouge on June 10–11 to draft a report to Hoover. Walter White of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People made an independent investigation and issued a separate report complaining of peonage of black flood victims, which Hoover denounced as being “without foundation.” Hoover acted on the somewhat milder report of the Colored Advisory Committee, which was heavily censored before publication, and made some changes in some of the worst relief camps in late June. But by then most black refugees had been released to their plantations and were safely out of sight. Hoover managed to give the appearance of addressing wrongs against black people without upsetting the system of white domination, and he protected his reputation as a great humanitarian. He won the Republican nomination in 1928 and prevailed in the general election. Nevertheless, just as he largely ignored the needs and complaints of blacks, the black voters eventually ignored him when he ran for reelection in 1932. Certainly the black singers ignored him. His heading of the relief effort goes unmentioned in all of the songs about the 1927 flood, and he is only mentioned once during his presidential administration in a blues that describes a Depression refugee camp on the outskirts of St. Louis as “Hooverville.”5

The abuses against blacks began with the first breaks in the levees.6 They were simply an extension of the racist patterns that had prevailed in the South for decades. As the flood waters rose in April, blacks were ordered by armed whites to work on the levees while white families fled. Many black workers lost their lives when the levees broke, and hundreds of others lost all their possessions because they were given no opportunity to make preparations. One black convict worker was shot when he expressed disapproval on seeing an aged woman carrying large sacks of dirt.7 At Inverness, Mississippi, a thousand black workers were prevented from fleeing the rising waters by plantation owners, fearful that they would lose their labor force.8 Along the St. Francis River in Arkansas, two thousand blacks and four hundred whites stood on a crumbling levee, awaiting death. A rescuing steamer took on all the whites and only twenty-five blacks.9 In the refugee camps, army cots, tents, clothing, and food were given first to the whites, while the blacks received the left-overs. A thousand dollars worth of toys donated by Chinese merchants for general distribution to children were given only to the whites.10 Black men were forced to engage in boxing matches for the amusement of the white guards. Whites ate at sheltered tables, while blacks often stood or sat on the ground and ate without utensils. In Greenville, black refugees were forced into a camp on the levee, while white refugees were housed in local hotels and other buildings in town. Unsanitary conditions prevailed in many of the black camps. A black man was shot by a National Guard soldier when he attempted to take food and clothing into a relief camp in Vicksburg.11 A young woman was gang raped by twenty national guardsmen at the camp in Cleveland, Mississippi, and found dead. Authorities stated that she was “drowned.”12 Blacks who died in the camps had their bodies slit, loaded with sand, and dumped in the river. Black men and women were not allowed to leave the camps, while whites could travel freely. When some women were allowed to go to Vicksburg, the men were kept behind in Greenville. Even so, the women traveled by barge, while white refugees traveled by steamboat. Black men in the camps were forced to work on the levees and the clean-up effort. Disease-breeding trash from the white neighborhoods was dumped in the black neighborhoods which were the last to be cleaned up. Black women refugees were forced to clean the houses of white people and were paid only one dollar per week. William Alexander Percy, in charge of the relief effort at Greenville, ordered that black families would receive no rations unless there was a man in the household who worked. He refused rations to any family if the man made more than one dollar per day, effectively setting a wage limit for the laborers. Visitors were not allowed into the camps, and the blacks were carefully protected from contact with labor agents. They were released only to the custody of the landlords from whose plantations they had come. On the plantations, relief supplies were given in bulk to the owner, who often charged them against his black workers, forcing them further into debt peonage. Essentially, the landowners used these provisions to run their plantations and hold their labor force. Returning refugees were often given flood-damaged rations from plantation commissaries, while the new Red Cross rations were held for sale. On top of all this misery, the tensions created by the flood led to a rise in lynchings.13

These horrible conditions were the inevitable result of long-established southern racial disparities as well as different understandings about the flood in the white and black communities. Most whites viewed the flood as a “tragedy” and “natural disaster,” one of God’s many random acts that man cannot understand. The people in the stricken area needed to rebuild and be vigilant against future floods. The black people should be grateful for the emergency relief they received and willing to work in the rebuilding effort. The furnishing they had received from white landowners before the flood and the relief supplies they received in the camps and on the flooded plantations were a debt that they needed to repay, even if they had no hope of replanting and making a crop in 1927.14 Naturally, most black people had a different understanding. They felt that the flood was a sign of God’s wrath against the sins of man, just as in the time of Noah. The flood had wiped the slate clean and cancelled all old debts. The Delta was now a new land. The soil that had been on the old plantations had been washed away and deposited elsewhere. It was now time to leave the plantations and head north for better opportunities. As the Baltimore Afro-American editorialized, “Thank God for the Mississippi river flood.”15 The same newspaper later reported that “one escaped refugee from Yazoo City camp, who arrived in Memphis the day of [sic] the earth tremors were felt, tells of being asked to ‘speak to his people for the land owners,[’] as he was a preacher and race leader. ‘I did,’ he said, ‘I told my people, and others, too, the Lord sent his flood to baptize sinners, master and servant alike. They were slow in accepting salvation, so he shook the earth, giving warning to take the first train to Memphis and then to the Promised Land, north or East. I had to leave so here I am, on my way.’”16 Blacks felt no duty to rebuild the Old South, and if they absolutely had to, at least they should be paid adequately for it.

The flood provoked a great outpouring of song and music, the majority of it from black Americans who were its primary victims. Even during the rescue effort in Arkansas, the Pittsburgh Courier and the Baltimore Afro-American reported, “In the St. Frances [sic] River District, situated below here, two thousand Negroes and four hundred whites stood on a crumbling levee, awaiting death. A rescuing steamer came up, took on all the whites and twenty-five Negroes, and left the others to perish. Facing almost certain death, these Negroes sang the songs of hope and triumph which their forefathers had sung during the dark days of slavery, and continued to do until a white man in a launch rescued them.”17 Another report stated that 500 people marooned for several days at Wayside, Mississippi, without food and supplies “sang plantation melodies and old time religious songs as they joyfully thronged the decks of the Wabash,” a steamer that had come to rescue them.18 Although a writer for the NAACP found a mood of “incredible melancholy” and “no music” in the refugee camps,19 other sources describe a variety of types of song and music there. Pete Daniel reprints two photographs of musicians taken in the camps, one of a black fife and drum band taken in front of the Red Cross headquarters in Tallulah, Louisiana, and another of two Cajun fiddlers playing for dancers in front of a large tent at Lafayette, Louisiana.20 A writer for National Geographic magazine, however, stated, “Now the spade is above the banjo. Pastimes are forgotten.” The only songs he heard in the camps in three weeks were camp-meeting hymns like “Throw Out the Life Line” and “Shall We Gather at the River.”21 Robert Russa Moton, head of Hoover’s Colored Advisory Committee, appears to have seen deeper into the hymn singing. In a memorandum to the committee he stated, “We were interested in a song that these people sang in the levee camps—that the flood had washed away the old account.… They felt that the flood had emancipated them from a condition of peonage.”22 Almost certainly, the song that Moton heard in the camps was a version of “The Old Account Was Settled Long Ago,” which had appeared in the widely used black hymnal, Gospel Pearls.23 The Norfolk Jubilee Quartette had recorded a version of it in February 1927, that was probably released a couple of months later, about the time the levees broke along the Mississippi River (Paramount 12499). It is perhaps of some significance that this record proved popular enough to be reissued on two other labels (Broadway 5051, Herwin 93020). Many listeners probably associated the song’s meaning with the flood. A reporter for the Memphis Commercial Appeal entered the refugee camp at the Memphis Fairgrounds, which had both white and black sections, and reported that on Sunday, April 24, the whites sang “Jesus Lover of My Soul” while the blacks sang “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” No clearer expression of the difference in attitudes toward the flood exists than this observation. The whites ask Jesus to protect them “while the tempest still is high,” while the blacks are looking for a band of angels “comin’ fo’ to carry me home.” The same reporter noted that on Sunday afternoon a band concert was given in the camp “by one of the negro musical organizations of Memphis.”24 A similar concert was given by the town band on Sunday, May 1, for refugees camped at the Agricultural, Mechanical & Normal School at Pine Bluff, Arkansas. It was reported that “even in their destitute condition the refugees gave an enthusiastic applause.”25 White Delta lawyer and businessman David Cohn was the only observer to detect a light-hearted mood in song. In the horrible refugee camp in Greenville he stated,

Three young bucks dressed in Sunday clothes snatched from the flood sat upon a battered dresser and sang:

A nigger’ll be a nigger, don’t care what you do;

Tie a bow of ribbon round the top of his shoe;

Button his pants up around his th’oat,

Put him on a collar, don’t need no coat.

He’s spo’tin’, we shall be free, (x2)

’Cause de good Lawd done set us free.26

Cohn seems to have heard what he wanted to hear at the camp and had his stereotype of carefree blacks reinforced, even in the midst of disaster. He makes no mention of more serious spirituals or blues.27 An equally suspect claim about music in the camp was made by Big Bill Broonzy, who was born at Scott, Mississippi, near where the levee broke above Greenville. In introducing his 1956 performance of the Bessie Smith song “Back-Water Blues,” Broonzy stated, “They sent for a lot of musicians to come down and write about this big flood down there in Mississippi at that time. They didn’t have to send for me, ’cause I was already there. … And the man said that whosoever that played, that wrote the best song, he got five hundred dollars. So Bessie got the five hundred dollars, so we always plays hers, you know.”28 Five hundred dollars was a huge sum, a year’s income for a sharecropper in a good year. Broonzy’s recording career had not yet begun in 1927, and he was therefore hardly in the same league as Bessie Smith. She, in any case, was nowhere near the Delta at this time and had already recorded “Back-Water Blues” on February 17, two months before the flood struck Greenville. Nevertheless, Broonzy’s statement revealed an understanding that there was money to be made in composing an original song about the flood. In 1937 he would compose two songs about the Mississippi River flood of that year. Others too saw commercial possibilities in music with a flood theme. The Pittsburgh Courier on May 21 reported a show opening at Snyder’s Theater in New York, starring Duke Ellington’s Orchestra, titled “Muddy Waters.” The article stated, “Muddy Waters is a corking good clean show—turning them away at every performance. We suggest change of name for title.”29 Other theaters, however, staged benefits for the flood victims. The Lafayette Theater in New York staged a “monster midnight performance” on May 17 that raised $2,500. Among the stars who donated their services were Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, Butterbeans and Susie, and Sissle and Blake.30 A midnight benefit show at Boston’s National Theater, with a cast of lesser-known entertainers, added another $1,000, while a program at Chicago’s Apollo Theater on the afternoon of May 6 that included blues artists May Alix and Frankie Jaxon and Louis Armstrong’s Orchestra raised a mere $200.31 T.O.B.A. theaters in the flood zone, however, reported “almost empty houses” and some engagements delayed because of the high water.32

Musical themes associated with the flood even made their way into American literature. The great African American poet Sterling Brown, who had used the Mississippi River and its floods as metaphors of fear and escape in “Children of the Mississippi” and “Riverbank Blues,” incorporated portions of two songs on flood themes recorded by Bessie Smith into “Ma Rainey” and “Cabaret.”33 In the former poem, Ma Rainey brings tears to the eyes of listeners in a town in the Deep South by singing “Back-Water Blues.” In the latter poem, set in a Chicago “black & tan” cabaret in 1927, Brown mixes images of “rich, flashy, puffy-faced” whites entertained by a jazz band and Creole chorus girls with images of the flood refugee camps further south and flashbacks to slave auctions while a singer wails the words to “Muddy Water.” In Mississippi novelist William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms, which is set along the Mississippi River during the 1927 flood, a group of black refugees emerges from a rescue boat carrying bundles of the few possessions they could save. One young man, however, carries nothing but a guitar, which he plays as he mounts the levee. A few pages later a white man who had been picked up from the roof of a cotton shed by another boat complains, “Never nobody came for me.… I set there on that sonabitching cotton house, expecting hit to go any minute. I saw that launch and them boats come up and they never had no room for me. Full of bastard niggers and one of them setting there playing a guitar but there wasn’t no room for me. A guitar! Room for a bastard nigger guitar but not for me.”34 We shall encounter the mirror image of this scene in a blues by Mississippi guitarist Charley Patton.

Besides the songs and music that were performed during the flood, in the camps and in benefit shows in theaters, there were a number of new songs composed about the flood itself and closely related matters, such as levee work, the refugee camps, and other natural disasters. Many of these songs were recorded during the months of the flood and for up to three years afterwards. A few became standards and were recorded many times. The greatest number of songs directly about the flood were by African American composers, who were usually the same artists who recorded these songs. Some of them had even experienced the flood directly. There was also a significant body of song commentary by white songwriters and performers, both in the popular and country music fields. Some of this material was taken up by black singers, while some of the white pieces drew from black blues and jazz sources. Although the purpose of this paper is to survey African American blues and gospel songs about the flood, we should briefly examine these white song expressions first, as they provide both a context for and a contrast to the material by black composers and performers.

Interest in the Mississippi River as a subject for popular song had already begun to develop before 1927, as the river and its way of life came to be viewed nostalgically by many Americans, now that trains, automobiles, and trucks were replacing riverboats and steamers as vehicles of transportation and commerce. The river was also frequently viewed in association with the new jazz music that was sweeping the country in the “Roaring Twenties.” These associations with jazz and “the good old days” are represented by Hoagy Carmichael’s 1925 composition “Riverboat Shuffle” and Ferde Grofé’s classical success “Mississippi Suite” of 1926. One of the biggest popular song hits of 1926 was “Muddy Water (A Mississippi Moan),” composed by Joe Trent, Peter DeRose, and Harry Richman. It came out late in the year and was mostly recorded in the early months of 1927, before the flood struck in Arkansas, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Bessie Smith was the first African American vocalist to make a recording of it (Columbia 14197–D) on March 2. She was followed by Evelyn Preer on March 27 (Banner 19723). The song is not about a flood at all but is instead an expression of nostalgia for the Old South of “Dixie moonlight, Swanee shore.” Nevertheless, in the midst of praise for the South’s “grand garden spots” and its life of “ease and comfort,” there is an undertone of menace as the singer describes “Muddy water ’round my feet, muddy water in the street.” Various writers have speculated why such a great artist as Bessie Smith would record this song.35 Everyone recognizes that her performance transcends the song’s theme, and I must agree with Angela Y. Davis’s recent conclusion that “she is summoning her audience toward a critical reading of the lyrics.”36 This conclusion gains strength from Sterling Brown’s quotation of the lyrics for precisely this purpose in his poem “Cabaret.” When Bessie Smith ends her performance with the line, “My heart cries out for muddy water,” the listener cannot help feeling that she has penetrated the mask of the song’s text. We shall see shortly that Bessie Smith was quite aware of the real meaning of “Muddy Water,” when we examine the lyrics of her “Back-Water Blues” recorded two weeks earlier. Columbia Records did not immediately make a connection between “Muddy Water” and the Mississippi River flood. Even though the record was released on April 20, the day before the levee broke above Greenville,37 it was advertised in the Baltimore Afro-American and Chicago Defender on May 14 with a caricature of a grinning barefoot black man strumming a banjo in accompaniment to a singing alligator in a pool nearby, with the caption “Bessie Smith fished up some mighty mean blues this time.”38 One week later, Columbia had changed its tune, advertising this record and Bessie Smith’s “Back-Water Blues” in the Pittsburgh Courier with a photograph of the artist and the equally absurd description of “Muddy Water” as “a vivid soul-stirring song of the ravishing levee-breaking Mississippi, a song picture of the disastrous Mississippi flood.”39 The short-lived Black Patti record company evidently also saw a potential connection between “Muddy Water” and the flood, as it released a recording of it made by singing banjo player Herman Perry on June 29, about the time when much of the Delta flood plain would have been turning to mud. Bessie Smith’s recording of the song was the only one of these to become a hit.

During the flood year of 1927 there was another veritable flood of new popular songs with themes of the Mississippi River itself, riverboats and showboats, roustabouts, levees, swamps, and cotton.40 The popularity of these themes continued to 1931 and beyond. Interestingly enough, with one obscure exception, these songs nowhere mention the great flood of 1927 or the controversial events surrounding it, although some of them do describe the power of the river. It was as if American popular culture could not focus on the tragedy and pain of this massive current event and had to fall back on nostalgia and stereotypes. Although I have not yet been able to determine whether some of these songs were composed before or after the cataclysmic month of April 1927, that year saw the following new songs: “Slow River” (Henry Myers, Charles M. Schwab), “Blue River” (Joseph Meyer, Alfred Bryan), “Here Comes the Showboat” (Maceo Pinkard, Billy Rose), “By the Bend of the River” (Bernhard Haig, Clara Edwards), “Chloe (Song of the Swamp)” (Gus Kahn, Neil Moret), and “Mississippi Mud” (Harry Barris, James Cavanaugh). “Chloe” does contain a suggestion of fear and menace that could have been applied to the circumstances of the flood, but the song itself was set in “the distant swampland” as the singer searches for Chloe “through the smoke and flame.” “Chloe” was recorded by several African American artists in 1928, among them Bessie Brown (Brunswick 3817), Jack Richmond (Paramount 12624), and Eva Taylor (OKeh 8585). The most insidious of these songs was “Mississippi Mud.” Its downright insulting lyrics were recorded by Paul Whiteman’s Rhythm Boys on June 20, as the receding flood waters were turning to mud. Utterly ignoring the significance of the mud and all the pain and loss it represented, Bing Crosby, Al Rinker, and Harry Barris crooned:

They don’t need no band.

They keep time by clapping their hands.

Just as happy as a cow chewing on a cud,

When the darkies beat their feet on the Mississippi mud.

There were no recordings of this song by black singers, but it may have given its name to several black artists in later years, after the pain of the water and mud had diminished. Mississippi Mud Steppers was the name used for the Mississippi Sheiks string band on recordings made December 15, 1930, and released in the OKeh “Old Time” series marketed to southern whites. A black vocal quintet that recorded on January 21, 1935, for Bluebird Records in New Orleans was called the Mississippi Mud Mashers, and Mississippi Mudder was the nickname used by Jimmie Gordon, Joe McCoy, and Charlie McCoy, on various records made for Decca between 1934 and 1936. The McCoys and probably Gordon were originally from Mississippi.

On October 4, 1926, the opera Deep River by W. Franke Harling and Laurence Stallings opened in New York, running for 32 performances. It starred African American baritone Jules Bledsoe. The key song was “Deep River,” an old Negro spiritual that had been published in an arrangement by Harry T. Burleigh in 1917. Another African American baritone, Paul Robeson, made a very popular recording of the song (Victor 20793) on May 10, 1927, during the height of the flood in Mississippi and Louisiana. Since Robeson had already made a recording of it on March 30, before the flood, that remained unissued, we cannot assume that he had the flood in mind when he chose this piece. Most likely he was simply trying to capitalize on the success of the opera of the previous year. The song, in fact, is not about a flood at all but about crossing the Jordan River, yet, because of the timing of Robeson’s recording, it was widely interpreted in connection with the flood. A few years earlier, in 1924, W. C. Handy’s daughter Lucille Marie Handy and Eddie Green had composed a “Deep River Blues” that was recorded that year by Katherine Handy (Edison trial recording) and Rosa Henderson (Banner 1452, etc.). Although this song also was not about a flood, its publisher W. C. Handy saw an opportunity in 1927 and began promoting it once again. The Baltimore Afro-American and Chicago Defender ran short pieces about it in June that appear to be drawn straight from a Handy press release, making connections between the song, the flood situation, and other song hits such as “Muddy Water” and even W. C. Handy’s “St. Louis Blues.”41 Handy was not able to get any black vocalists to record “Deep River Blues” in 1927, but several white dance bands and vocalists did.

There was another dramatic production of 1927 with a river theme, Show Boat, by Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II, again starring Jules Bledsoe. It opened in New York on December 27 and ran for an extraordinary 572 performances. The production as a whole, and its key song “Ol’ Man River,” are by no means about the flood, yet the latter was widely interpreted in connection with the flood. The song is given a dignified treatment by a stoic black dock worker, who stands in marked contrast to the frivolous white characters who populate this musical. Paul Robeson made another highly successful recording of this song with Paul Whiteman and His Concert Orchestra on March 1, 1928, and it became his signature piece for the rest of his long career.

The year 1928 also brought forth the songs “Ready for the River” (Meil Moret, Gus Kahn) with its theme of suicide by drowning and “Pickin’ Cotton” (Ray Henderson, Buddy DeSylva, Lew Brown) from the show George White’s Scandals of 1928. Another song from that year was “Dusky Stevedore” by the black songwriting team of Andy Razaf and J. C. Johnson. Its singer is a stevedore in need of money, “workin’ and singin’ a song.” He sings, “See my ragtime shufflin’ gait; happy ’cause I’m handlin’ freight.” The song was recorded by blues artist Mary Dixon in 1928 (Vocalion 1199) and most famously by Louis Armstrong in 1933 (Victor 24320). The year 1929 brought a philosophical piece, “Weary River” (Grant Clarke, Louis Silvers), comparing life to a river, and 1930 brought the light-hearted “Rollin’ down the River” (Fats Waller, Stanley Adams) and “High Water,” the latter recorded by Paul Robeson (HMV B-3663). The year 1931 saw the philosophical “The River and Me” (Harry Warren, Al Dubin), the light-hearted “Roll On, Mississippi, Roll On” (Eugene West, James McCaffrey, Dave Ringle), and “River Stay ’Way from My Door” (Mort Dixon, Harry Woods). The latter song is about a flood threat, but it is rather trivialized in the lyrics. It was a hit for popular white singer Kate Smith (Velvet Tone 2578–D) but was also recorded by Paul Robeson (HMV B-3956) that year. Robeson by this time was becoming a specialist in songs with river themes. In 1933 he recorded “Take Me Away from the River” (HMV B-4352), and in 1935 he starred in the British film Sanders of the River.

Although the 1927 flood undoubtedly inspired the composition of some of these pieces and contributed to their popularity, none of them actually mention this flood in their lyrics. The only popular song to do so was “High Water Blues” by Daryl Sinclair Conner and Clarke Tate, published in 1927 in Augusta, Arkansas, by Conner Publishing Company.42 It is described as “a real southern blues,” and the cover depicts a black man sitting on the porch of a shack in the midst of rising flood waters, with animals seeking shelter in the distance. The singer has “those triflin’ high water blues” as he sits on his porch without companionship, food, or a boat, contemplating the rising waters. Clarke Tate was a popular Memphis singer and music teacher and likely contributed the music to this composition. Daryl Sinclair Conner was undoubtedly connected to the publishing company in Augusta, Arkansas, that bears his surname. He probably contributed the lyrics. Augusta itself was not flooded, but the region around it was hard hit, with three hundred people stranded at nearby Peach Orchard Bluff for several days with few provisions.43 Although the song is written in black dialect and is a bit sentimentalized, on the whole it presents a fairly realistic picture of the ravages of the flood. Needless to say, it was not what the world of popular song was looking for in 1927, and it failed to become a hit.

In 1974, white singer-songwriter Randy Newman from Georgia recorded a retrospective “Louisiana 1927” in a lush arrangement with synthesizers on the album Good Old Boys (Reprise 2193). In 1977, the fiftieth anniversary of the flood, the song was reissued on a 45 rpm single record (Reprise 1387). The historically inaccurate lyrics depict the flood striking the community of Evangeline and suggest that the devastation in Louisiana was somehow a conspiracy of Yankee politicians, including President Coolidge, who pays a fictitious visit to Louisiana accompanied by “a little fat man with a note-pad in his hand.” In the booklet notes to a 2002 CD reissue of Good Old Boys (Reprise/Rhino R2 78243), Newman changes his interpretation of the event, claiming, still inaccurately, that the “Bosses in New Orleans” probably were behind a decision to let the flood take place upriver “above Clarksdale” in order to save their city.

The field of country music contributed a few songs about the flood of 1927. First into the studio was the immensely popular Vernon Dalhart, singing “The Mississippi Flood” composed by his partner Carson Robison (Victor 20611). This was first recorded by Dalhart on April 27, 1927, only six days after the levee broke near Greenville. The text is formulaic.44 “The springtime flowers were blooming” and the “folks along the levee were happy all the day,” when suddenly the skies grow cloudy and a “mighty torrent” falls to the ground. The levees break, waters rise, and people pray. The song concludes with the thought that “we can’t explain the reason these great disasters come” but that, somehow, it must be God’s will. Arthur Fields (Abe Finkelstein), a northern vaudeville performer and songwriter who occasionally recorded hillbilly material, made a recording in May 1927, of “The Terrible Mississippi Flood” (Grey Gull/Radiex 2334), which he probably also composed. It gives a straightforward account of the devastation caused by the flood and concludes, “Let’s hope this great stream can be harnessed.” Ernest V. Stoneman recorded “The Story of the Mighty Mississippi” on May 21, 1927, when the flood waters were still high. It was composed by Kelly Harrell. The lyrics tell of people on housetops, “children clinging in the treetops,” and “mothers wading in the water with their babies in their arms,” and conclude with the thought, “Let us all get right with our Maker.” Robison was from Kansas, Dalhart from Texas, Fields from New York, and Stoneman and Harrell from Virginia. All of their flood songs are very objective and give no hint of any involvement on their part in the events of the flood, although they express sympathy for its victims.45 Ernest V. Stoneman recorded another flood song at the May 21 session titled “Joe Hoover’s Mississippi Flood Song,” but it remained unissued. Not surprisingly, its composer is credited as Joe Hoover in the Victor session files. It is reported that Stoneman learned a flood song from a black janitor at the Victor building where he recorded.46 If this is true, it was probably this song, and it is ironic that the janitor bore the same surname as the head of the flood relief effort. Joe Hoover composed other topical songs that were recorded by artists for Victor and its Bluebird subsidiary. “L’Eau Haute” (“High Water Waltz”) (Victor 22562) by Louisiana Cajun artists Bartmon Montet and Joswell Dupuis, recorded in New Orleans on November 9, 1929, is probably another song about the 1927 flood.

We come now to the main topic of this presentation, the songs by African Americans that are specifically about the great flood of 1927. Using a method established by Guido van Rijn in his monumental study of blues and gospel songs related to the administration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt,47 we shall seek connections between song texts, information about artists and composers, recording and release dates, and historical facts. The songs will be examined in chronological order of recording dates. This sort of examination actually enables us to eliminate from consideration several recordings made from 1928 onward, which are about other unrelated floods, or depict purely imaginary flood scenarios, or are about flooding in a general sense. Even many of these later songs, however, probably owe their existence at least in a small way to the precedent that was established through the popularity and commercial success of some of the songs about the 1927 flood. Some listeners might even have associated them incorrectly with their memories of the 1927 flood. Certainly a number of researchers have wrongly associated some of them with that flood. We must, therefore, examine these other flood songs briefly.

On September 18, 1928, Reverend Sutton E. Griggs recorded a sermon titled “Saving the Day” (Victor V38516). Likening his topic to the story of the Israelites crossing the Jordan River on dry ground (Joshua 3:17), Reverend Griggs tells how a group of black levee workers repaired a break in the levee during a Mississippi River flood when they “offered their bodies as temporary sandbags. Wedging their frames into the break, they formed a human wall, and at the immanent [sic] peril of their lives held the furious waters in leash until sandbags could be rushed to the break. And thus the day was saved.” The sermon concludes with members of his congregation singing “Roll, Jordan, Roll.” Griggs was pastor of the Tabernacle Institutional Baptist Church of Memphis and the author of several books on Negro advancement, including Guide to Racial Greatness or the Science of Collective Efficiency.48 Although he has sometimes been labeled as an “accommodationist,” he actually was an advocate of the adoption of various “traits of character,” most of them drawn from the Bible, by which black people could advance the race and demonstrate their virtue, thus eliminating racial hatred by whites. While his sermon criticizes the reliance on levees to control floods, which had been an issue hotly debated in the wake of the 1927 flood, the actual example he cites pertains to an earlier flood of the Mississippi River in 1912. On April 11 of that year, the New York Times ran a story with the headline “Human Dike Used to Hold Back Flood: Negroes Lie on Top of Weakening Levee and Save Day Near Greenville, Miss.”49 What Griggs fails to mention, but which the newspaper article reveals, is that these several hundred levee workers did not “offer their bodies” but were “ordered … to lie down on top of the levee and as close together as possible” by a “young engineer in charge,” without doubt a white man. Although this sermon is not about the flood of 1927, the example it uses is set in the same location that drew most attention that year, and it deals with issues of compulsory dangerous levee work, race relations, and government flood control policies that were prominent during the 1927 flood.

In March 1929, severe floods struck rivers in southern and southwestern Georgia, as well as parts of Alabama, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Particularly hard hit was the town of Elba, Alabama. These floods inspired Ivy Smith’s “Southern High Waters Blues” (Gennett 7101), recorded on August 27 of that year, and probably George Carter’s “Rising River Blues” (Paramount 12750). Carter was almost certainly from Atlanta, and his name is likely a pseudonym for Columbia recording artist Charlie Hicks (Charlie Lincoln). The Carter recording session is usually dated ca. February 1929, but the flooding actually began on February 28 and was preceded by rising rivers, as in the song’s title. The song itself provides no textual detail and soon drifts on to other themes. Whatever the song’s point of reference was, it seems unlikely that it was the Mississippi River flood of 1927. Reverend J. M. Gates of Atlanta also recorded a sermon on the 1929 floods on March 21 titled “The Flood of Alabama” (OKeh 8678).50

On January 23, 1930, the Memphis Commercial Appeal ran the headline “Flood Menace Shifts to Mississippi Area: Swollen Tallahatchie Forces 400 Families Out: Ice Thwarts Rescuers.”51 One month later, on February 21 or thereabouts, a singer named Mattie Delaney recorded “Tallahatchie River Blues” (Vocalion 1480) in Memphis with the line, “Some peoples on Tallahatchie done lost everything they had.” Undoubtedly, she was singing about this recent flood. It was actually part of a series of floods that struck at this time, most seriously in northeastern Arkansas, accompanied by bitter cold and ice. No one died in the flood in Mississippi, but many families lost their possessions and livestock in flood waters that were three feet deep and turning to ice over 20,000 acres north of the town of Swan Lake.52

On July 19, 1933, Birmingham artist Sonny Scott recorded a self-composed blues called “Rolling Water” (Vocalion 02533). There were no particularly severe floods that year, and it is hard to tell what event Scott had in mind. This was his only recording session, and it is possible that the song was drawn from some past event, possibly the 1929 floods that did severe damage in Alabama. In the song, Scott’s woman loses her life in a storm that rises suddenly and causes a lake to flood. These details do not fit the Mississippi River flood of 1927.

Popular blues singer Leroy Carr recorded a song called “Muddy Water” (Vocalion 03107) on August 14, 1934, composed by someone named “Williams.” This is not the song of the same title that was composed in 1926. Carr’s song is vague in its details and juxtaposes the singer’s love life with the menace of a rising river. The singer escapes to a mountain and looks down on the river. Since there are no mountains anywhere near the Mississippi River, it is highly unlikely that this song refers to the flood of 1927.

On January 29, 1935, Houston-based singer Joe Pullum recorded “Mississippi Flood Blues” (Bluebird B5844) in a session in San Antonio. In it the singer’s woman in Mississippi sends him a telegram asking him to rescue her from a flood. He vows to save her “if through twenty feet of water I wade.” He finally succeeds, and by the end of the song he sings, “I’m back in my baby’s arms with those Mississippi flood blues.” Blues researchers have generally assumed that this song is related to the 1927 flood, although why a singer from Texas would sing about a flood that occurred in Mississippi eight years earlier is not clear. It is actually much more likely that Pullum’s song is an imaginative recasting of an event that was widely reported in newspapers through an Associated Press wire service story two days before Pullum’s recording session. The New York Times headlined it “Heroism of Negro Saves 100 in Flood: Mississippian Rows Six Miles with Frozen Hands to Obtain Large Boat.”53 Pullum would likely have seen the story in a Texas daily newspaper, as it was not reported in the Negro weekly papers until February 2, four days after his recording session.54 The story concerns John Little, a black man from Crenshaw, Mississippi, who, in the dead of night and in freezing temperatures, rowed for six miles in order to obtain a larger boat for rescuing a hundred flood refugees in danger of drowning. The article stated that “the Negro’s hands were frozen and his clothes had to be cut from his body, the flesh of his arms cracked and his finger tips may drop off. He is receiving the best of care from the white people and he is looked upon as a hero by whites and blacks in the Crenshaw area.” It seems likely that Joe Pullum wanted to be a hero too, at least in his baby’s eyes, in 1935, not in 1927.

In March 1936, there was severe flooding along rivers in Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Maryland. The city of Pittsburgh was particularly hard hit. These floods inspired Casey Bill Weldon to record “Flood Water Blues No. 1 & 2” (Vocation 03220) on March 25 and Carl Martin to record “High Water Flood Blues” (Champion 50074) on April 18. In January and February of 1937, there were very severe floods along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers that rivaled the flood of 1927. While the waters were still raging, Bumble Bee Slim recorded “Rising River Blues” (Vocalion 03473) on January 27, and Big Bill Broonzy recorded “Southern Flood Blues” (ARC 7–04–68) on January 29 and its flip side “Terrible Flood Blues” two days later. On March 12, Kokomo Arnold recorded “Wild Water Blues” (Decca 7285). Sleepy John Estes’s “Floating Bridge” (Decca 7442), recorded August 2, 1937, was also related to the flood of that year. Lonnie Johnson contributed a “Flood Water Blues” (Decca 7397) on November 8 and followed this up with “South Bound Backwater” (Decca 7461) on March 31, 1938, more than a year after the flood struck. The latter song, however, might have been about severe flooding in eastern Arkansas in late February 1938, or indeed about any flood. By this point in his career, he had already recorded six other blues on flood themes. On May 10, 1959, Roosevelt Charles recorded “Where Were You When the Archeta River Went Down?” in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, about the 1937 flood.55

As we focus now on recordings about the 1927 flood, we see that four record companies—Columbia, OKeh, Paramount, and Victor—engaged in a sweepstakes of sorts to see which one could come up with the biggest original “race record” song hit dealing with this theme. They had to work fast—in the months of April, May, and June 1927—as public interest in topical songs tends to wane quickly. The year 1927 was full of other interesting stories in the fields of aviation, sports, politics, crime, and further natural disasters. All of the initial entries in this sweepstakes were blues, although some gospel commentary would emerge subsequently. The initial lack of new gospel songs about the flood is probably due to the fact that themes of floods and dangerous waters already abounded in Christian imagery and especially in traditional African American spirituals and sermons. Most famously there was Noah’s flood, but other popular themes were Moses’ crossing of the Red Sea, the Israelites crossing the River Jordan (also used as an image for the entry into heaven), and Christ walking on the waters. Even the story of Jonah and the whale could be related to the flood theme. OKeh Records, in fact, did quite well with a sermon by Rev. J. M. Gates, “Noah and the Flood” (OKeh 8458), fortuitously recorded on February 22, 1927, and released about the time that the southern levees broke. It was well advertised in the African American press.56 We have also already noted the Norfolk Jubilee Quartette’s recording of “The Old Account Was Settled Long Ago” and Paul Robeson’s recording of “Deep River.” Deacon Leon Davis’s recording of “Didn’t It Rain” (OKeh 8426), made on November 1, 1926, probably also continued to sell during the flood months. Other spiritual and sermon recordings with themes relevant to the flood could probably be identified.

In the blues sweepstakes, the Columbia Record Company was in the lead from the start. Their most popular blues artist, and probably the most popular on any label, Bessie Smith, had already recorded “Back-Water Blues” and “Muddy Water,” and Columbia had these two records on the market by the time the levees broke in the South in April. For good measure, Columbia got its most popular country blues artist, Barbecue Bob, to record a flood blues in June. All three of these records were extensively advertised in the black press, and all three were hits. Both artists also recorded follow-up blues about the flood that were less successful, Smith in September and Barbecue Bob in April 1928. Kansas Joe and Memphis Minnie did not begin their recording careers until June 18, 1929, but on their first session they recorded a flood blues for Columbia. Mary Dixon, who also began her recording career after the flood, recorded in August 1929, a cover of a flood blues waxed the previous year by James Crawford for Gennett Records, and Clara Smith, Columbia’s second biggest blues star, recorded a revised version of a flood blues that Lonnie Johnson had originally made in 1927 for OKeh Records.

OKeh took a somewhat different approach. Although they had their biggest blues star, Lonnie Johnson, record a flood blues only four days after the levee broke at Greenville and put his cover of “Back-Water Blues” on the flip side, the company otherwise seems to have conducted its own in-house sweepstakes. Blue Belle and Sippie Wallace were the winners with blues they recorded in early May. Their records and Lonnie Johnson’s were advertised by OKeh. The losing songs that remained unissued were Raymond Boyd’s “Hard Water Blues,” recorded on May 1, and Bertha “Chippie” Hill’s “Mississippi Waters Blues,” recorded on May 14. Lonnie Johnson evidently liked the flood theme, as he followed up with flood blues on December 12, 1927, March 13, 1928, and June 11, 1929, all of them advertised by OKeh in the black press. A blues singer from Clarksdale, Mississippi, in the Delta, known only as Keghouse, recorded a “Scott Levee Blues” for OKeh on February 17, 1928, but it remained unissued. Finally, Elders McIntorsh and Edwards, whose recording careers had not begun at the time of the flood, recorded the only original gospel song on this theme for OKeh on December 4, 1928.

Paramount Records also shot its big gun, getting its star blues singer Blind Lemon Jefferson to record a flood blues in May 1927. The record was heavily advertised in the black press. The company hedged its bets, however, by getting a newcomer, Alice Pearson, to record no less than three songs on the flood theme in July. Her records were released but were not given feature advertisements and apparently sold poorly. Reverend Moses Mason, in his first and only studio session, recorded the only sermon about the flood for Paramount in January 1928. The record was heavily advertised, but the flip side was featured. As late as October 1929, Mississippi blues artist Charley Patton recorded a two-part flood blues for Paramount. The company devoted one of its last race record newspaper advertisements to this record, which became a surprise hit as the Great Depression was setting in.

Victor Records pinned all of its hopes in the blues field on Laura Smith, a fading veteran of the vaudeville circuit. She recorded two blues about the flood on June 7, 1927, but Victor failed to promote the record. The company was doing well, however, with Paul Robeson’s “Deep River,” Paul Whiteman’s Rhythm Boys’ “Mississippi Mud,” and hillbilly flood songs by Vernon Dalhart and Ernest V. Stoneman.

The efforts of other companies to record flood blues were feeble in comparison to those of Columbia, OKeh, Paramount, and Victor. The best that the new Black Patti Record Company could do was to get Herman Perry to make a recording of “Muddy Water” on June 29, 1927, while Cameo Records got Viola McCoy to record a cover of “Back-Water Blues” in the same month. Pathé/Perfect recorded another cover of the same song that month by Kitty Waters. In April 1927, possibly after the southern levees broke, Uncle Charlie Richards (Blind Richard Yates) recorded “Levee Blues” for Pathé/Perfect. It was not on a flood theme, however, and in fact was a cover of a song that had been recorded before the flood by Billy Higgins (Ajax 17125, ca. March 1925) and George Williams (Columbia 14148–D, March 31, 1926).

Vocalion, Brunswick, and Gennett Records did not even enter the flood blues sweepstakes in 1927. Vocalion recorded a jazz instrumental tune, “Low Levee—High Water,” by Chick Webb’s Harlem Stompers on August 25, 1927, but it remained unissued. In January 1928, however, Luella Miller recorded a flood blues for Vocalion, backed with a blues about the more recent St. Louis tornado. The best that Gennett could do was a flood blues by James Crawford on July 11, 1928. Vera Smith’s “Farewell High Water Blues,” recorded for Gennett on July 2, 1928, remained unissued.

On June 18, 1927, the Baltimore Afro-American reported that “ ‘Back-Water Blues’ and ‘Muddy Water’ (a Mississippi moan) are probably in the fore of best sellers of the past week. Both are by Bessie Smith. Some owners of the record shops attribute the present popularity of these records to the publicity given to the Mississippi river floods which are laying waste to many former haunts of record buyers.”57 “Back-Water Blues” was by far the biggest hit song of the flood of 1927. In fact, it became a blues standard. Besides the cover records that were made in 1927, the following artists, among others, have recorded versions of it over the years: Albert Ammons, Lavern Baker, John Henry Barbee, Big Bill Broonzy, Dusky Dailey, Cow Cow Davenport, John Lee Hooker, Lightnin’ Hopkins, John Jackson, Skip James, Larry Johnson, Lonnie Johnson, Leadbelly, Mance Lipscomb, Sylvia Mars, Brownie McGhee, Memphis Slim, a group of women convicts at Mississippi’s Parchman Penitentiary, Buster Pickens, Brother John Sellers, Ruby Smith, Speckled Red, Will C. Thomas, Three Brown Buddies, Josh White, and Jimmy Witherspoon. Country music versions of the song were also recorded by Byrd Moore, The Three Tobacco Tags, and Dewey and Gassie Bassett.

“Back-Water Blues” was composed by Bessie Smith herself, but it was recorded on February 17, 1927, some two months before the levees broke in the southern states. This fact has caused some scholars to feel that the song is merely “a personal narrative of the distress caused by seasonal Mississippi floods,”58 and that its connection with the 1927 flood is a fortuitous result of its recording and release dates. Some may even have assumed that Bessie Smith was clairvoyant. In the song’s lyrics, she tells a fairly typical story of a rescue by boat from rising flood waters following a five-day rain. Pianist James P. Johnson creates special effects in the accompaniment that suggest wind, rain, and rushing waters. Bessie Smith gives no clues to the place or date of this flood, and to all intents and purposes it appears to be a generic flood song. Columbia Records’ initial advertisements on April 2 treated the song as a generic piece, but on May 21 they stated, “ ‘Back Water Blues’ brings to your mind the heart-rending scene of the thousands of people made homeless by the mighty flood.”59 A week later, their advertisement called it “a real blues about the great flood that you’ll want to have.”60

Bessie Smith, “Back-Water Blues” (Bessie Smith). Acc. James P. Johnson, piano. New York, Feb. 17, 1927. Columbia 14195–D.

1. When it rained five days, and the skies turned dark as night, (x2)

Then trouble taking place in the lowlands at night.

2. I woke up this morning, can’t even get out of my door. (x2)

That’s enough trouble to make a poor girl wonder where she want to go.

3. Then they rowed a little boat about five miles ’cross the pond. (x2)

I packed all my clothes, throwed ’em in, and they rowed me along.

4. When it thunders and lightning, and the wind begins to blow, (x2)

There’s thousands of people ain’t got no place to go.

5. Then I went and stood upon some high old lonesome hill. (x2)

Then I looked down on the house where I used to live.

6. Back water blues done caused me to pack my things and go, (x2)

’Cause my house fell down, and I can’t live there no more.

7. Mmmn, I can’t move no more. (x2)

There ain’t no place for a poor old girl to go.

There is only one source of information about the circumstances that inspired Bessie Smith to compose “Back-Water Blues,” and it is both enlightening and misleading. Her sister-in-law Maud Smith, who was a member of Bessie’s traveling show in late 1926 and early 1927, stated the following to Bessie’s biographer Chris Albertson:

After we left Cincinnati, we came to this little town, which was flooded, so everybody had to step off the train into little rowboats that took us to where we were staying. It was an undertaker parlor next door to the theater, and we were supposed to stay in some rooms they had upstairs there. So after we had put our bags down, Bessie looked around and said, “No, no, I can’t stay here tonight.” But there was a lot of other people there, and they were trying to get her to stay, so they started hollerin’, “Miss Bessie, please sing the ‘Back Water Blues,’ please sing the ‘Back Water Blues.’” Well, Bessie didn’t know anything about any “Back Water Blues,” but after we came back home to 1926 Christian Street where we were living, Bessie came in the kitchen one day, and she had a pencil and paper, and she started singing and writing. That’s when she wrote the “Back Water Blues”—she got the title from those people down South.61

There are four clues to the location and date of the flood in this statement: “after we left Cincinnati,” “this little town, which was flooded,” “an undertaker parlor next door to the theater,” and “those people down South.” The first two clues are misleading, but the last two lead to the solution of the mystery. Chris Albertson places Bessie Smith in Cincinnati twice during this period. He states that she opened a one-week engagement at the Roosevelt Theater there on January 17, 1927, before going on to Chicago for the following week.62 He has the troupe playing in Detroit on Saturday, February 5, then leaving for Columbus, Ohio, where they presumably would have opened on Monday, February 7. They played only one show in Columbus. Then Bessie broke her contract and fled to avoid a fight with her husband Jack Gee. She and her niece Ruby Smith hid out in Cincinnati for a few days before heading for New York and her recording session of February 17, when she recorded “Back-Water Blues.”63 Since Maud Smith was not with Bessie on this second visit to Cincinnati, the flood that she describes could only have been encountered following the troupe’s engagement there for the week of January 17. However, the troupe was headed for Chicago, not “down South.” Furthermore, it turns out that Bessie Smith was not even in Cincinnati the week of January 17. Instead, she and her troupe played at the Lincoln Theater in Louisville, Kentucky, that week, according to files of the Hatch Show Print Company, which made her tour posters.64 We must therefore find another scenario for her flood experience.

On Thursday, December 30, 1926, the Nashville Banner ran an advertisement on page 20 that stated: “The World’s Greatest Blues Singer/Bessie Smith/With Her All-Star Revue/Special Show for White People/Bijou Theater—Tonight 10:45/Regular Show 8:30—Colored Only/‘Passed by the Board of Censorship’/ Phone 6–5981 for Seats.” The headline that same day on the front page of Nashville’s other newspaper, the Nashville Tennessean, read: “River Rise Here Sets Record … 6,000 Homeless, 1,500 Out of Jobs; Rise to Continue.”

It is not possible to tell precisely when Bessie Smith opened at Nashville’s Bijou Theater. She was on the T.O.B.A. circuit, and it would have been normal to open on a Monday night and run through Saturday, with Sunday free for traveling to the next theater on the tour. This would suggest an opening on Monday, December 27. However, the listings in the Chicago Defender’s “On the T.O.B.A.” column of December 25 stated that she was to open at the Palace Theater in Ensley, Alabama, on December 20 and at the Frolic Theater in Birmingham on December 27.65 The latter engagement may have been for one or two nights only. Ensley was actually a suburb of Birmingham, now part of the city. Complicating this picture is the statement by Chris Albertson, apparently from information supplied by Ruby Smith that “the troupe spent Christmas of 1926 on the road somewhere in Tennessee, where Bessie threw a small party for her gang.”66 Everyone got drunk at the party, and afterward Bessie initiated one of her famed lesbian relationships with a dancer in the show.67 According to Albertson, “Several days later, Bessie was on stage at the Frolic Theater in Bessemer, Alabama.”68 The Frolic was actually in Birmingham, but Bessemer is a suburb and could be considered as part of “greater Birmingham.” In trying to piece all of this together, the best itinerary that we can come up with would have her opening at the Palace in Ensley on December 20. Christmas day, December 25, was the following Saturday, but it is likely that southern theaters observed this religious holiday and remained closed. Bessie Smith’s engagement in Ensley could have been for only one or a few days, and she could indeed have gone to “somewhere in Tennessee” for Christmas. The most likely place would have been her birthplace, Chattanooga, where she had family and friends. Chattanooga is only 150 miles from Birmingham and could be easily reached by train. It does seem odd, however, that Bessie Smith would pay for train fare for her whole troupe to come to Chattanooga, or anywhere else in Tennessee, when their next engagement was in Birmingham.69 Whatever the case, they evidently played the Frolic in Birmingham on Monday, December 27. On one of the next three days they must have traveled to Nashville, as we know she was booked at the Bijou there on December 30, if not even earlier. She continued at the Bijou for the week beginning Monday, January 3, 1927, playing on successive Mondays in St. Louis, Louisville, and Chicago.70 Thus Bessie Smith arrived in Nashville on December 28, 29, or 30, 1926, and stayed over until January 9, 1927.

When Bessie Smith arrived in Nashville, the city was in the midst of a major flood. It struck Nashville early on Christmas morning 1926. A short report in the next day’s New York Times sounds almost like the basis for some of Bessie Smith’s song lyrics: “Flood waters from rapidly rising Tennessee rivers, caused by excessive rainfall of the past five days, tonight menaced a wide portion of middle and western Tennessee, drove refugees from their homes, flooded highways and made highway traffic generally hazardous. One thousand persons are estimated to have been made homeless in Northeast Nashville, many of them Negroes, where the Cumberland River, which winds through the center of the city, ran rampant with the holiday spirit and inundated wide areas in low-lying residential sections.… At least a dozen families awoke Christmas morning to find water high about their premises.”71 The number of homeless was eventually estimated at 10,000.72 The inundated section stretched for miles, and many people had to be rescued in rowboats; disruptions in train service were reported.73 The Bijou Theater, where Bessie Smith played, was located at 423 4th Avenue North, right on the edge of the flooded section. Next door, at 422 4th Avenue North, was the establishment of William H. McGavock, Funeral, Undertaker & Embalmer.74 This was undoubtedly the place that Maud Smith remembered where the troupe was initially brought for lodging.

Bessie Smith’s “Back-Water Blues” corresponds to many facts of the flood in Nashville: five days of rain, flood in the lowlands, people waking up to flood conditions, rescue by rowboat, water that stretches for miles, and thousands of people homeless. There is nothing in her text that overtly suggests any racial dimension to this tragic story. Nevertheless, a racial critique can be read into the events. As the Chicago Defender observed in reporting on this flood, “The southern economic law, which assigns members of our Race to homes in the lowlands bordering dangerous rivers and swamps, might be blamed for the suffering widespread in communities occupied by members of our Race.… Relief work was begun immediately in the section occupied by whites. Our people have been forgotten by the police and various reserve workers.”75 With this report in mind, the line “trouble taking place in the lowlands at night” takes on a greater meaning.

There can be little doubt that Bessie Smith composed “Back-Water Blues” about the flood that she experienced in Nashville. The Cumberland River drains into the Ohio River and eventually into the Mississippi. Its rising waters at the end of 1926 contributed to the conditions that would eventually cause the levees to break further south in April 1927. Bessie Smith’s “Back-Water Blues” is thus in every way part of the complex of songs about this flood.76

The bursting of the levee above Greenville, Mississippi, on April 21 was the defining event of the 1927 flood, and the great rush to record flood songs began only after this catastrophe. The first artist into a recording studio was Lonnie Johnson on April 25, only four days later, in St. Louis, which is situated on the Mississippi River but outside the flood zone.

Lonnie Johnson, “South Bound Water” (Johnson). Acc. self and James Johnson, guitars. St. Louis, Apr. 25, 1927. OKeh 8466.

1. I live down in the valley; people comes from miles around. (x2)

Their little homes was washed away; they had to sleep on the ground.

2. Through the dreadful nights I stood, no place to lay my head. (x2)

Water was above my knees, and the water had taken my bed.

3. I climbed up on the mountain to find some place to stay, (x2)

’Cause the south bound water had washed my little valley home away.

4. The water was roaring down the valley just like a thunder storm. (x2)

Washed my little valley house away; there’s no place I can call my home.

Johnson’s performance is strong, but his text is altogether ordinary. If ever there was a generic flood song, this was it. Although Johnson was born in New Orleans, had lived for many years in St. Louis, and had toured throughout the Mississippi Delta, there were no mountains close to any of these places or anywhere else that the flood inflicted major damage. It would appear that Johnson, or someone at OKeh Records, realized that Bessie Smith’s record of “Back-Water Blues” was going to get a tremendous boost in sales from the recent flood events and decided that another record on a flood theme by a star blues singer might do equally well. Six days later, Johnson was back in the OKeh studio to record the flip side. It was a cover of “Back-Water Blues,” complete with storm effects on the piano by John Erby, and only the predictable change from “girl” to “man” in the first-person lyrics. OKeh’s advertisement for the record appeared on June 18, featuring “Back Water Blues” and a head portrait of the singer.77

In addition to making his own recordings, Lonnie Johnson was acting as a studio guitarist in OKeh’s St. Louis sessions of late April and early May. On May 2, he and pianist DeLoise Searcy backed up a singer known as Blue Belle on the first recordings of her career. One of the two songs she recorded was “High Water Blues.” There is some uncertainty about the singer’s real name. An OKeh file card calls her Bessie Martin, and the composer credit on her record is “Martin.” However, she later recorded for other companies under the names Bessie Mae Smith, May Belle Miller, St. Louis Bessie, and Streamline Mae.

Blue Belle, “High Water Blues” (Martin). Acc. prob. DeLoise Searcy, piano; Lonnie Johnson, guitar. St. Louis, May 2, 1927. OKeh 8483.

1. The rivers all are rising, ships sinking on the sea.

The rivers all rising, ships sinking on the sea.

I wonder do my baby think of me.

2. The waves is dashing and roaring like a lion. (x2)

My baby’s in the river drifting up and down.

3. I want to go to Cairo, but the river’s all over town.

I want to go to Cairo, but the water’s all over town.

I want to ride the train, but the track’s all out of line.

4. I’m gonna build me a ship and buy me a rocking chair. (x2)

If this water keep on rising, gonna rock on ’way from here.

5. My daddy’s got something make you talk in your sleep.

My daddy have got something make you talk in your sleep.

But these high water blues will make you hang your head and weep.

OKeh released “High Water Blues” somewhat later than Lonnie Johnson’s flood record and did not advertise it until August 13. Their advertisement was spectacular, however, depicting a young woman sitting in a rowboat without oars, holding her head in her hands, while huge waves tower above her. The caption read: “The great, green waves are rising high … like giant, yellow-eyed monsters they have menaced BLUE BELLE with death … she has raised her voice in song … all the horror of ‘HIGH WATER BLUES’ is waiting for you on this record. You see the stricken maiden … her struggle to safety … she holds you like a spell with her brooding Blues.”78 The performance is effective enough, but the singer’s text seems to be trying to reconcile two themes, a shipwreck at sea and the flood along the Mississippi River between St. Louis, her home as well as the recording location, and Cairo, Illinois, about 150 miles to the South. Her good loving man is “drifting up and down” in the river, with waves “dashing and roaring like a lion.” Contrary to the OKeh advertisement, which depicts the singer herself in a boat, Blue Belle is safe on land, although worried about the rising water. She expresses only a desire to build a ship and escape. She also tries to go to Cairo by train but is prevented by the high water there and uprooted tracks. Cairo lies at the juncture of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers and is in danger of floods from either direction. It was threatened by flooding as early as April 14, and, over the next several days, levee workers fought feverishly to contain the spread of the rising waters. Rail service there was reported seriously hampered on April 18.79 It is probably these events that Blue Belle had in mind when she recorded “High Water Blues” some two weeks later. The most spectacular loss at sea shortly before this recording date was the American freighter Elkton, which disappeared in the Pacific Ocean on February 16 and was declared sunk on April 8, with a loss of 37 crewmen.80

In 1949, Texas blues singer Melvin “Little Son” Jackson recorded “Cairo Blues” (Gold Star 663), containing the second line of stanza three of Blue Belle’s “High Water Blues.” Jackson also sang “The polices on the corner don’t ’low nobody ’round” and “Girl I love, she got washed away.” On July 10, 1960, he recorded another version of “Cairo Blues” (Arhoolie F1004), containing the first two of these lines. The remainder of his song abandons the flood theme. Jackson was born in 1916 near the city of Tyler in East Texas, and, so far as is known, did not experience the flood of 1927. Evidently, Blue Belle’s recording had reached him directly or indirectly by 1949 and the theme appealed to him. Jackson’s recording of that year, in turn, appealed to James “Son” Thomas, an artist born in 1926 in Eden, Mississippi, who later settled in the nearby town of Leland. Thomas recorded versions of the song, combined with lyrics from other records by Jackson, in 1968 (Matchbox 226), 1980 (L + R 42.035), 1981 (Swingmaster unissued), 1986 (Black & Blue 33.745), and 1990 (Rooster R96100). Although Leland is located in the Delta just a few miles east of Greenville and suffered greatly in the 1927 flood, Thomas was too young to have had any memory of it, and, in any case, his song is set far to the North in Cairo, Illinois. At most, his and Jackson’s song appears to reflect the influence of Blue Belle’s record and a generalized community knowledge about the consequences of floods and specifically about Cairo’s precarious position at the confluence of two mighty rivers, the Mississippi and the Ohio. Nevertheless, Thomas’s version had sufficient resonance in the Leland community some forty years after the 1927 flood for him to receive the nickname “Cairo.”81

Blind Lemon Jefferson recorded “Rising High Water Blues” for Paramount Records in May, most likely very early in the month, as the record was given a feature advertisement in the Chicago Defender on June 11.82 The illustration depicts a man and woman with their son and daughter, dog and mule, standing on a hill or levee watching housetops float by in the water. Even the letters of the song title are afloat. Next to a sketch of Jefferson with guitar, the caption reads: “The great and terrible Mississippi River Flood was Blind Lemon Jefferson’s inspiration for ‘Rising High Water Blues.’ This awful catastrophe is described in this sensational new Paramount record, making a selection you will always want to keep, and one you’ll never grow tired of playing.” This is one of the few recordings made by Jefferson on which he does not play guitar, although the record label states that a guitar is present. The only instrument that can be heard, however, is the piano, ably played by George Perkins, about whom nothing is known. Perhaps piano accompaniment was chosen in order to continue the precedent set on Bessie Smith’s “Back-Water Blues.” The composition is credited to Perkins, but it has all the marks of a typical Jefferson lyric. In fact, except for a probable factual inaccuracy, it is an excellent piece of blues poetry, perhaps the best among the flood songs.

Blind Lemon Jefferson, “Rising High Water Blues” (George Perkins). Acc. George Perkins, piano. Chicago, ca. May 1927. Paramount 12487.

1. Back water rising, southern people can’t make no time.

I said, back water rising, southern people can’t make no time.

And I can’t get no hearing from that Memphis girl of mine.

2. Water all in Arkansas, people screamin’ in Tennessee.

Oh, people screamin’ in Tennessee.

If I don’t leave Memphis, back water been all over poor me.

3. Paper states it’s rainin’; it has been for nights and days.

Paper states it’s rainin’, has been for nights and days.

Thousand people stands on the hill lookin’ down where they used to stay.

4. Children sadly pleading, “Mama, we ain’t got no home.”

“Oh, mama, we ain’t got no home.”

Papa says to children, “Back water left us all alone.”

5. Back water rising, come in my windows and door.

The back water rising, come in my windows and door.

I’ll leave with a prayer in my heart, back water won’t rise no more.

Blind Lemon Jefferson was from Texas and had been living part of the time in Chicago, where he made his recordings for Paramount. He is known to have performed in Memphis and the Mississippi Delta and probably would have done so in his travels in 1926 following the great success of his first records released early that year. The months of the fall cotton harvest would have been a good time for him to make money in the Delta region of Mississippi and Arkansas, which he could do simply by standing in a park or on a street corner and performing for tips. In 1927, he traveled from Dallas to Atlanta by train to make records for OKeh on March 14 and 15.83 This was just a month before the great flood, and he would have passed through regions of Louisiana and Mississippi that would be hard hit. There is no doubt that he had some familiarity with the flood zone and probably knew some people there as well. He may even have had a girl friend there, as he states in his song. He also states that he knew about the flood from newspaper reports. Although he could not see to read, his songs suggest that he had a keen interest in the world around him, and he easily could have heard news reports read by others.84 He begins his song with an expression of sympathy for all of the “southern people” who “can’t make no time.” The latter expression refers to hourly or daily wage work and would have had special applicability to many black workers in the flood zone. The subject would come up once again in a flood blues by Barbecue Bob, and the issue of wages was a major theme in the complaints directed against the flood relief efforts in Greenville and elsewhere. Jefferson takes a variety of perspectives on the flood, focusing on his “Memphis girl,” himself, the refugees as a whole, a typical refugee family, and himself again, ending with a prayer for something that would benefit everyone—an end to the rising waters. He mentions Memphis, the states of Tennessee and Arkansas, and a hill where people look down on the flood scene. Memphis, Tennessee, is located on bluffs high above the flood level of the Mississippi River. It experienced only relatively minor street flooding and backwater from its creeks. Its Tri-States Fairgrounds, however, were one of the largest refugee camps in the flood zone, and it served as the Red Cross headquarters for the entire relief effort. The camp began taking in refugees around April 23 and eventually held thousands, most of them from the St. Francis River area in Arkansas.85 Thus, Jefferson’s line in stanza two, “Water all in Arkansas, people screamin’ in Tennessee,” is quite accurate historically, although his fears about back water in Memphis had little foundation. The hill that Jefferson mentions in stanza four could well be Crowley’s Ridge, which runs parallel to the St. Francis River for much of its length. Just west of the river, it would have been a natural place of immediate refuge before people could be evacuated to the Fairgrounds in Memphis.

The remaining singer in the initial rush to record topical flood blues was Sippie Wallace. Originally from Houston, Texas, she had settled in Chicago and Detroit in the 1920s. She was probably familiar with the flood zone through her travels on the vaudeville theater circuit. “The Flood Blues” was recorded by her in Chicago on May 6. It has the fullest accompaniment of any of the flood songs, a four-piece all star jazz combo featuring Louis Armstrong on cornet. In 1982, Wallace told Eric Townley and Ron Harwood, “ ‘The Flood Blues’ was about the 1927 Mississippi floods. Now Bessie Smith had done ‘Backwater Blues’ and Mr. Peer came to my brother in Chicago and said they wanted me to do a flood blues so George and I wrote it.”86 George W. Thomas, her brother, was a successful Chicago blues songwriter and publisher and often supplied his sister with song material. Yet, the record credits composition of the song to “Wallace-Granger.” The second name would likely be the pianist on the recording session, probably Cleo Granger. Mr. Peer was Ralph Peer, who had supervised Wallace’s early recording sessions for OKeh, beginning in 1923. By 1927, however, he was working for Victor Records and would not have been involved in Wallace’s recording of “The Flood Blues.” Nevertheless, it is quite possible that some other representative of OKeh suggested the topic to Wallace’s brother.

Sippie Wallace, “The Flood Blues” (Wallace-Granger). Acc. Louis Armstrong, cornet; Artie Starks, clarinet; unknown, piano (Cleo Granger?); Bud Scott, guitar. Chicago, May 6, 1927. OKeh 8470.

1. I’m standing in this water, wishing I had a boat. (x2)

The only way I see is take my clothes and float.

2. The water is rising, people fleeing for the hills.

Lord, the water will obey if you just say “Be still.”

3. They sent out alarms for everybody to leave town. (x2)

But when I got the news, I was high water bound.

4. They dynamite the levee, thought it might give us ease. (x2)

But the water still rising, doing as it please.

5. I called on the Good Lord and my man too. (x2)

What else is there for a poor girl to do?

The text is quite focused on the singer’s immediate peril in the rising flood waters. It is notable for its religious imagery in stanzas two and five and its attention to factual detail in stanzas three and five. Alarms were sounded in advance of the flood waters in many towns, including Greenville. There was also dynamiting at many points along the levee system, both planned by authorities and in illegal acts by individuals, all hoping to divert flood waters and save selected sites from inundation. The most famous dynamiting, which, as we saw, began at Caernarvon, below New Orleans, on April 29, was widely publicized in newspapers and newsreels, and was very likely the scenario for Sippie Wallace’s song. The evacuation preceding the dynamiting was orderly and no one was stranded in the manner described in the lyrics. The affair was controversial, but Wallace gives no hint of this in her lyrics, although she does suggest that the plans of men are futile against the power of nature and that only God (and perhaps her man) can help.

Victor Records entered the flood blues sweepstakes last, bringing Laura Smith into a Chicago studio to record two flood songs on June 7, a month after Sippie Wallace’s session. She was a vaudeville veteran, now near the end of her career and suffering from bouts of ill health, but back in 1910 and 1911 she had toured in theaters all over the Mississippi and Arkansas Deltas in the Tri-State Circuit headquartered in Memphis.87 “Lonesome Refugee” and “The Mississippi Blues” were composed by Sidney Easton and Joe Simms respectively, according to Victor session files. Both were veteran vaudeville singers and comedians and had made a few recordings of their own. Laura Smith probably knew them from her many years on the circuit. Simms and Easton were co-producers of a musical comedy, Sons of Rest in Shiloh, making the rounds of northeastern black vaudeville theaters in May. On May 14, 1927, about three weeks before Laura Smith’s recording session, the Baltimore Afro-American reported that Simms, in Philadelphia at the Gibson Theater with the show, was planning a benefit program there for the flood sufferers. It added that Simms was originally from Vicksburg, Mississippi, and that his father, Rev. David Simms, had been pastor of King David Baptist Church there for twenty-five years. Rev. Simms at this time was “directing his church workers in the care and relief of flood victims.”88

Laura Smith, “Lonesome Refugee” (Sidney Easton). Acc. Clarence M. Jones, piano. Chicago, June 7, 1927. Victor 20775.

Tracks all washed away, wires down,

Levee is busted; good-bye, town.

All I had went floating down the stream.

You’ll never know ’less you’ve been there.

Oh, what a cross I had to bear.

Always I’ll remember what the levee watchman said.

Tide is rising, water’s everywhere.

Trouble in its wake and much despair.

Once a rosy lawn, but now a muddy pond

Floods the fields of cotton and the sugar cane,

And wrecks the shanties down in Pleasant Lane.

I’m so weary, heavy laden, and blue,

With no one to tell my trouble to.

I’m just a wandering homeless lonesome refugee.

I’m so weary, heavy laden, and blue,

With no one to tell my trouble to.

I’m just a wandering homeless lonesome refugee.

Laura Smith, “The Mississippi Blues” (Joe Simms). Acc. Clarence M. Jones, piano. Chicago, June 7, 1927. Victor 20775.

I’m blue; you’d be too,

If your home was washed away.

Mine’s gone, so long,

I’m weeping every day.

So sad, too bad,

Lost everything I had.

That’s why I sigh and sometimes cry,

I get so raving mad.

Water, water, more than I’ve ever seen.

The water is still rising from Memphis down to New Orleans.

I feel so bad, I don’t know what I’ll ever do,

And as long as I live, I’ll have the Mississippi River blues.

Mmmm, mmmm. (x3)

Now it’s water, water, more than I’ve ever seen.

Yes, the water is still rising from Memphis down to New Orleans.

I feel so bad, I don’t know what I’ll ever do,

And as long as I live, I’ll have the Mississippi River blues.

The lyrics of both songs have an oddly dated, at times even flippant, quality (“Levee is busted; good-bye, town”; “Once a rosy lawn, but now a muddy pond”; “So sad, too bad, lost everything I had”). This compositional style was more typical of popular songs than of blues in 1927. The lyrics depict more or less generic flood scenes, even in the one specific location that is given: Pleasant Lane. There is, however, a specific historical detail embedded in the second song, when Smith sings, “The water is still rising from Memphis down to New Orleans.” Although the initial devastation of late April and early May had long passed by the date of recording, a second rising of the Mississippi River was feared, and ferocious levee reinforcement was carried out near Greenville in the first week of June. It ended on June 7, the date of Laura Smith’s recording session, and the town was saved from further destruction.89 The work was done entirely by compulsory Negro labor, and many of the workers must have muttered something like Laura Smith’s lines, “I get so raving mad” and “As long as I live, I’ll have the Mississippi River blues.”

By mid-June, the flood stories were centered on the topics of mud, the cleanup effort, and taking toll of the losses. Atlanta artist Robert Hicks (Barbecue Bob) was in a New York studio to sing about them for Columbia Records in his “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

Barbecue Bob, “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues” (—). Acc. own guitar. New York, June 15, 1927. Columbia 14222–D.

1. I was walking down the levee with my head hanging low,

Looking for my sweet mama, ah, but she ain’t here no more.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

2. Lord, Lord, Lord, I’m so blue; my house got washed away,

And I’m crying “How long ’fore another pay day?”

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

3. I’m sitting here looking at all of this mud,

And my gal got washed away in that Mississippi flood.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

4. I hope she comes back some day kind and true.

Can’t no one satisfy her like her sweet papa do.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

5. I think I heard her moan on that Arkansas side,

Crying “How long before sweet mama ride?”

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

6. I’m in Mississippi with mud all in my shoes.

My gal in Louisiana with those high water blues.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

Spoken: Lord, send me a sweet mama.

7. Got plenty mud and water, don’t need no wood or coal.

All I need’s some sweet mama to slip me jelly roll.

That’s why I’m crying “ ’Sippi Heavy Water Blues.”

8. Nothin’ but mud and water far as I could see.

I need some sweet mama come and shake that thing with me.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

9. Listen here, you mens. One more thing I’d like to say.

Ain’t no womens out here, for they all got washed away.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

10. Lord, Lord, Lord, Mississippi’s shaking, Louisiana’s sinking.

The whole town’s a rinking [sic]; Robert Hicks is singing.

That’s why I’m crying “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues.”

Columbia advertised the record on August 13 with a photograph of the artist in a chef’s outfit serving a plate of barbecue, with the caption: “When Barbecue Bob mixes the notes for a vocal dish, you are sure that nothing better ever came off the fire.”90 Despite the inappropriate promotion, the record was a hit, and the song was covered years later in 1959 by Robert Pete Williams (Folk Lyric LP 111), then incarcerated at the Louisiana State Penitentiary in Angola, located on the Mississippi River. Since convicts were frequently drafted for levee work when floods threatened in the southern states, Williams probably knew what he was singing about. It is not known, however, whether Barbecue Bob had ever been in the flood zone, but surely he had heard details about the flood and its aftermath.91 He mentions the three states hardest hit, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Louisiana, distributing the action among them equally. The first six stanzas depict a tragic scene of a man searching the levee for his “sweet mama,” eventually to conclude that she was washed downstream in the Mississippi River flood. If he has any specific location in mind, it would have to be Greenville, as it is across the river from Arkansas, just a few miles above that state’s border with Louisiana. There must have been many there who walked through the eightmile refugee camp on the levee looking for loved ones. The line in stanza two expressing uncertainty about “another pay day” could also be related to the conditions at Greenville and the controversy over payment for the flood relief work done by African Americans. Following a pause in which Barbecue Bob says, “Lord, send me a sweet mama,” the remaining verses are focused on sex, or rather the lack of it. Several of the flood blues had mentioned spouses, boy friends, or girl friends, and Blue Belle had even stated, “My daddy’s got something make you talk in your sleep.” Barbecue Bob, however, leaves absolutely no doubt that he is really horny and sex is uppermost on his mind. Although this preoccupation may seem crass in light of scenes of death and destruction he has described earlier in the song, the disruption of many refugees’ sex lives under crowded camp conditions with little privacy and exhausting forced labor must have been a real factor in the flood zone. It is a topic that goes unmentioned in the press accounts and histories of the flood, and we are dependent on Barbecue Bob to reveal it. “Robert Hicks is singing” indeed!

Sometime in July, Alice Pearson and her piano accompanist Freddie Coates appeared in Paramount Records’ Chicago studio to record six blues. This would be Ms. Pearson’s only recording session, and three of her songs would be concerned with recent natural disasters, “Memphis Earthquake,” “Greenville Levee Blues,” and “Water Bound Blues.” From their titles and lyrics, it would appear that Pearson experienced the flood at Greenville on April 21, spent some time in the refugee camp on the levee, and eventually made her way north to Memphis in time to experience an earthquake there on the morning of May 7. The only published information about her comes from an interview of Johnny Watson, better known as Daddy Stovepipe, made by Paul Oliver in Chicago in 1960. Recalling his days in Greenville, Mississippi, Watson stated, “There was another lady used to sing—Alice—Alice Pears think her name was and she had a pianner player call him Freddy. They used to be there.”92 These would seem to be Alice Pearson and Freddie Coates, but we cannot be certain whether Watson’s memory extended back to 1927. He and his wife Sarah recorded a “Greenville Strut” (Vocation 1662) in 1931, and Watson told Oliver he stayed in Greenville until 1937 when Sarah died. But in July 1927, he was in Birmingham, not too far from his birthplace of Mobile, recording with a male partner, Whistlin’ Pete, and before that, in 1924, he recorded alone in Richmond, Indiana, both times for Gennett Records. Whatever the period was that Watson remembered, there can be little doubt that Alice Pearson had some familiarity with Greenville. Her pianist, Freddie Coates, however, was a well-known musician in Memphis and had accompanied blues singer Sadie James there in a February 1927 session for Victor Records. Fred Coates (wife Ruth) is listed in the 1927 Memphis City Directory as a musician living at 223 Hernando St. He is not listed in 1928, but he reappears in 1929 as a musician living at 479 E. Iowa Avenue with a wife named Thelma. Whether Alice Pearson met him for the first time before her Chicago session or worked with him for some time is not known, but her first blues on a natural disaster certainly indicates that she had been in Memphis not long before the recording session.

Alice Pearson, “Memphis Earthquake” (—). Acc. Freddie Coates, piano. Chicago, ca. July 1927. Paramount 12507.

1. Earth quaked last night just about two o’clock. (x2)

You might have seen my bed began to reel and rock.

2. I wheeled and turned in my bed from side to side. (x2)

I’ll overcome next summer some day bye and bye.

Hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo.

Hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo.

Hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo hoo.

3. When the sun looked funny and the doves began to moan, (x2)

Lord, I knowed right then that something was going on wrong.

4. ’Fore the sun went down, I felt so sad and blue.

When the sun went down, I felt so sad and blue.

I knowed some[thing] was going to happen, and I didn’t know what to do.

On Sunday, May 8, 1927, Mothers’ Day, the Memphis Commercial Appeal replaced the latest flood news on its front page headline with the following report: “New Madrid Fault Caused Earthquake: Shocks Here Early Yesterday Felt Over 250–Mile Radius: Memphis’ 37th Quake: Shifting of Rocks Cause Temblors That Shook Houses, Caused Chimneys to Topple—No Connection Between Flood and Quake.” The article went on to state that the quake occurred between 2:30 and 2:35 on the morning of May 7 and lasted for six to seven seconds. The shocks were felt in five states but did only minor damage. Nevertheless, the newspaper noted, “The quakes yesterday morning just about put on the finishing touch to a series of weather freaks that have accompanied the worst flood in the history of the valley.” These “weather freaks” included tornadoes, lightning storms, and incessant rains. The paper reassured readers, “There is no connection between the flood and the earthquake, Meteorologist F. W. Brist said yesterday. He pointed out that the two are caused by different elements of nature, and declared that earthquakes are more frequent when there is no flood than when there is a flood.”

Memphis lies in the New Madrid fault zone. Tremendous earthquakes occurred in this zone in 1811 and 1812 that caused the bed of the Mississippi River to shift in several places and created Reelfoot Lake in northwestern Tennessee. If the area had been heavily settled, as it was only a few decades later, the loss of lives would have been huge. There have been many lesser earthquakes reported along the New Madrid fault in the years since then. Dr. Arch Johnston, Director of the Center for Earthquake Research and Information at the University of Memphis, states that the epicenter of the 1927 quake was somewhere between Marked Tree and Jonesboro, Arkansas, about fifty miles from Memphis, and that it was actually felt over seven states and had an estimated magnitude of 4.8, perhaps as high as 5, on the Richter Scale.93 Johnston adds, “The question whether the earthquake was in some way related to the 1927 flood is intriguing, but the bottom line is that it is impossible to say with certainty. The location is right along the SW extension of the New Madrid fault zone so in one sense it was routine, just part of the ongoing or background earthquake activity of the New Madrid zone. But earthquakes can be induced or triggered by external changes of surface conditions. One of the best examples is earthquakes induced by artificial reservoirs, and they correlate best with sudden changes in the reservoir water level rather than the absolute level itself. The great 1927 flood would qualify as ‘sudden.’”

The New York Times reported, “Some brick chimneys were tumbled down in North Jonesboro, Ark., and numbers of residents of other towns were shaken up, but there apparently was no effect on river levees, which at first it was feared might have been weakened by the earth movements. Residents of many towns, however, were badly frightened for they seemed to connect the shocks in some way with the flood.”94 It would certainly appear that Alice Pearson thought there was a connection. If she had just recently experienced the flood at Greenville, as she states in her songs, surely her nerves as well as her bed were shaken by the earthquake. In fact, in stanza two, she declares that it will take her a year to recover. She admits in her final stanza that she had been worried on the evening before the earthquake, and in the preceding stanza she recalls warning signs from nature. Folk beliefs that nature gives signs of impending calamities are universal. Dr. Johnston states that there are many reports of peculiar behavior by animals prior to earthquakes.

“Memphis Earthquake” was the first song Alice Pearson recorded at her Paramount session. Two songs later, she recorded “Greenville Levee Blues,” followed immediately by “Water Bound Blues.”

Alice Pearson, “Greenville Levee Blues” (–). Acc. Freddie Coates, piano. Chicago, ca. July 1927. Paramount 12547.

1. I woke up this morning, couldn’t even get out of my door. (x2)

The levee broke, and this town is overflowed.

2. And you could hear people screaming all over town.(x2)

And some was hollering, “Please don’t let me drown.”

3. When the water was rising, creeping up in my door, (x2)

I had a mind to leave, and I didn’t know where to go.

4. They was rowing little boats five and ten miles away.

They was rowing little boats, Lord, five and ten miles away.

They were picking up people didn’t have no place to stay.

5. Living on the levee, sleeping on the ground. (x2)

I will tell everybody that Greenville’s a good old town.

6. Delta water caused me to lose my clothes and shoes. (x2)

You can tell by that it’s left me with the Delta water blues.

Alice Pearson, “Water Bound Blues” (-). Acc. Freddie Coates, piano. Chicago, ca. July 1927. Paramount 12507.

1. High fever and sufferin’ really got me barred. (x2)

I can’t even get away. High water’s all in my yard.

2. I went to bed last night, water was easing over my white floor. (x2)

I got up this morning, water creeping all in my door.

Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, hey.

Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, hey.

Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, hey.

3. I went and climbed a tall old lonesome tree.

I went and climbed up a tall old lonesome tree.

I couldn’t stand to see my house float away from me.

4. All down the road the water’s all ’cross the tracks. (x2)

And I’ve left my home; you see I can’t go back.

“Greenville Levee Blues” clearly owes some lyric as well as melodic debts to Bessie Smith’s “Back-Water Blues,” yet Alice Pearson’s song has a greater immediacy and sense of terror. It is the difference between a song composed by someone who experienced the rapidly rising waters and one by someone who arrived in a flooded city a few days after a flood had hit. The “levee” that she has in mind in the song’s title is not the broken levee that let the flood waters into the Delta, but the levee that served as a “concentration camp,” with thousands of black people “sleeping on the ground.” Where did Alice Pearson stand on the controversies that surrounded the refugee camp at Greenville? We may never know for certain, and that is probably how she wanted it to remain. The last line of stanza five, “I will tell everybody that Greenville’s a good old town,” would seem to indicate approval of “living on the levee, sleeping on the ground.” Or does it? No doubt all of the refugees felt gratitude for their rescue and whatever provisions they received, since many had lost everything they possessed. No doubt they realized also that they were living under emergency conditions and that hardships were to be expected. The resentment arose only when it became clear that white refugees were systematically receiving better treatment and had greater freedom of movement. If “good old town” is meant in the same way as the common southern phrase “good old boy,” it would mean “typical,” with an added connotation of “wild, hell raising.” Alice Pearson used this ambiguous phrase to “tell everybody” about the conditions in the camp without challenging anyone’s sensibilities or inviting retaliation.

In “Water Bound Blues,” Pearson’s opening line, “High fever and sufferin’ really got me barred,” seems to describe a present state, while the remainder of the song recounts her experience in the flood, essentially stating how she came to be in this condition. Many of the refugees were not in the best of health even before the flood. Rickets, pellagra, and hookworm were common diseases in the rural South, but the unsanitary conditions in the camps led to outbreaks of typhoid fever, venereal disease, smallpox, and anthrax among cattle, with fears of epidemics. The Red Cross initiated a policy of compulsory inoculation. A correspondent from Natchez for the Chicago Defender described conditions in the camps in several locations in Mississippi, conditions that undoubtedly prevailed in Greenville. “To check epidemics of typhoid fever and smallpox in refugee camps here and throughout the state, the medical division of the Mississippi flood relief forces have ordered antitoxins for more than 90,000 persons, the majority of whom are members of our Race. The dread diseases are beginning to destroy hundreds of men, women and children who have been driven from their homes along the banks of the Mississippi. Members of our Race have been especially affected by the epidemic because of the poor sanitary conditions in refugee camps. Many of them are dying from the poor food they are receiving at the hands of white relief workers.”95 This article was written on May 13. The conditions were much worse in the camps two and three weeks earlier when Alice Pearson was presumably still in Greenville. She states that these conditions “really got me barred,” but it is hard to imagine she did not also have in mind the National Guard troops that patrolled the camp and prevented refugees from leaving. Somehow, she got out of Greenville. Perhaps she was among the refugees transferred to the camp at Memphis to relieve overcrowding. She concluded her song with the line, “And I’ve left my home; you see I can’t go back.” In 1928, Alice Pearson was listed in the Memphis City Directory as rooming at 249 S. Third St., in the Beale Street entertainment district. She had said in “Memphis Earthquake” that it would take her until the next summer to “overcome.”

By the end of July, the waters had largely receded, and blues singers could now even inject a bit of humor into flood themes. No doubt even the verses about Barbecue Bob’s sexual cravings in his “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues,” recorded on June 15, had raised a few chuckles. On July 30, Columbia blues artist Clara Smith recorded “Black Cat Moan” (Columbia 14240–D), a song evidently composed by her pianist Stanley Miller. It is not a flood song but a song about bad luck and the loss of the singer’s man, all brought about by a black cat that moans and crosses her path. In the third stanza, however, she sings:

You heard about the flood way down South.

I’ll tell you how it come about.

Two black cats had a fight.

I didn’t hear which one was right.

The black cats squabbled, and it rained every night.

Although it would be dangerous to read too much into these lyrics, the choice of flood imagery to express fear was an appropriate one. In the song’s next and final stanza Clara Smith sings:

Mmmm, I’m scared to death.

Mmmm, I can’t get my breath.

Mmmm, somebody hold my hand.

I’m getting weak in my knees, and I can’t stand.

I heard a black cat moaning like a natural man.

Bessie Smith and Columbia Records must have been pleased with the success of her “Back-Water Blues,” and between them it was decided to record a follow-up, “Homeless Blues,” on September 28. This time, the lyrics were composed by Bessie Smith’s pianist, Porter Grainger. The record was released shortly before Christmas, and Columbia advertised it extensively in the black press. The illustration was inappropriate, however, depicting a male hobo sitting dejectedly on a porch step and holding a cigar.96 The caption makes no mention of the flood, but the lyrics certainly do.

Bessie Smith, “Homeless Blues” (P. Grainger). Acc. Ernest Elliott, alto saxophone; Porter Grainger, piano. New York, Sept. 28, 1927. Columbia 14260–D.

1. Mississippi River, what a fix you left me in.

Lord, Mississippi River, what a fix you left me in.

Mudholes of water clear up to my chin.

2. House without a steeple, didn’t even have a door. (x2)

Plain old two-room shanty, but it was my home sweet home.

3. Ma and Pa got drownded; Mississippi, you to blame.

My Ma and Pa got drownded; Mississippi, you to blame.

Mississippi River, I can’t stand to hear your name.

4. Homeless, yes, I’m homeless, might as well be dead.

Ah, you know I’m homeless, homeless, yes, might as well be dead.

Hungry and disgusted, no place to lay my head.

5. Wished I was an eagle, but I’m a plain old black crow. (x2)

I’m gonna flop my wings and leave here and never come back no more.

In this song, the flood is definitely along the Mississippi River, not in Nashville. There are two strong expressions of racial pride here, even in the face of disaster, poverty, hunger, and homelessness. Just before lamenting the deaths of her mother and father, she describes their lost dwelling as “plain old two-room shanty, but it was my home sweet home.” One thinks here of the thousands of black people restricted in the camps and prevented from checking on their two-room shanties and their belongings, then forced to help clean up the grand homes of the white people. In her final stanza, she cannot be the king of birds, just “a plain old black crow.” But for all that, she is flying just the same and getting out of the flooded region never to return. This is precisely what thousands of flood refugees did as soon as they could. It was what the white authorities and plantation owners feared and tried to prevent with their “concentration camps,” but they could do so only temporarily.

Reverend J. M. Gates of Atlanta would record many sermons on current events in a career that stretched from 1926 to 1941. He had recorded “Jonah and the Whale” (OKeh 8478) and “Noah and the Flood” (OKeh 8458) on February 22, 1927, and these records sold well during the months of the flood. He was not in a recording studio again, however, until early October, and by then other natural disasters had been in the news. On October 6 in Atlanta, he recorded “God’s Wrath in the St. Louis Cyclone” (OKeh 8515), assisted by Deacon Leon Davis and Sisters Norman and Jordan. The sermon is mainly about the tornado that struck St. Louis on September 29, 1927, and left ninety-one dead and 5,000 homes destroyed. But Rev. Gates extends his theme of God’s wrath to Sodom and Gomorrah, Memphis (which suffered Yellow Fever epidemics in 1879 and 1880), Miami, Florida (which had suffered a hurricane on September 18, 1926, that left over 1,000 dead), Atlanta (which was burned by the Union army in 1864), and Chicago (which was devastated by fire in 1871). In the midst of relating these acts of God’s wrath, Rev. Gates states that “God not only rode through St. Louis, ah, in the cyclone, but He passed through Louisiana, and down Tennessee, Mississippi and Tennessee in a flood of water.” This theme of God’s anger at sin would recur in the lone religious song composed about the 1927 flood.

On December 12 Lonnie Johnson recorded “Low Land Moan” (OKeh 8677). It was not released, however, until a year and a half later. The song is not about a flood, but it describes work on the levees and in “the freight house yards.” The work pays a dollar an hour, good pay for manual labor in 1927, but it is “too long and hard.” He suggests that “six months in the lowlands has made some change in me,” making him mean and hard-hearted, and he threatens to kill his woman “just to see her fall.” The song may have a peripheral relationship to the 1927 flood, in the sense that there was plenty of levee restoration work to be had in the months following the flood, if one was willing to work “too long and hard.” On September 9, 1930, Clara Smith recorded a version of this song (Columbia 14580–D) recomposed from a woman’s point of view.

The only sermon completely devoted to the 1927 flood was recorded in Chicago by Moses Mason in January 1928. It was titled “Red Cross the Disciple of Christ Today” (Paramount 12601). Paramount advertised him in the Chicago Defender as “Uncle Mose Mason, the singing elder from the Delta land.”97 The company even advertised the record in May, July, and August 1928, in The Crisis, the journal of the NAACP, which had been highly critical of the flood relief effort and even the Red Cross. The advertisements, however, featured the record’s flip side, another sermon titled “Judgment Day in the Morning.” Moses Mason may have been a man of that name, listed in the 1930 U.S. Census for Washington County, Mississippi, Enumeration District 76–3, sheet 10–A, recorded April 26, 1930. He is described as fifty-one years old, married at age twenty-one, literate, born in Mississippi of parents born in Virginia, a farmer, and living with his wife Katie, age fifty. Greenville is the county seat of Washington County. Apparently the same Moses Mason was recorded in nearby Bolivar County in the World War One Civilian Draft Registration, said to be born June 1, 1878. The Chicago Defender advertisement contains a photograph of a man who appears to be about fifty years of age. A Moses Mason, who worked on the levee when the flood struck and who is still living in Greenville, is not the man who recorded this sermon. His wife told me over the telephone recently that her husband “wasn’t nothin’ but a boy” when he worked on the levee.98

Moses Mason, “Red Cross the Disciple of Christ Today” (-). Unaccompanied. Chicago, ca. Jan. 1928. Paramount 12601.

My subject will be the Mississippi flood of Nineteen and Twenty-Seven. My text will be “The Red Cross a Disciple of Christ.” Bretherens, I saw, when Jesus Christ came down here on this earth, I saw all humanity, Master, come running after Him. I saw all His people from Judea and from Galilee come running unto Christ. And when they were hungry, Jesus Christ took five, five little loaves and three fishes and fed five thousand. I want to call your attention today, ah, the Red, the Red Cross, a disciple of Christ, ah, obtained right there down in Greenville, Mississippi, and food to feed the suffering humanity, just what Christ was to the world. I saw, ah, when the water begin to rise, and as she rise, I’m told that boils got in the levee, and I heard the men that were watching the levee begin to notify, “Aaah, it’s danger. Aaah, it’s dangerous.” I want to call your attention, er, at that time, ah, when men was doomed, ah, to deaths in hell, ah, I saw heaven’s chariot begin swaying, ah, and, ah, He had no gun on His side, ah. It was then that Jesus Christ came, ah, and redeemed man, ah, upon his trust of the Lord. I saw the Red Cross when she heard the cry of men and women that was runned out from their home by the water that was coming down, ah, through the breaks it caused. I heard, I heard, ah, men crying, “Where is my son? Where is my son?” Women crying, “Where is my daughter?” Oh, look at the water as it washing down buildings. Look at the water, aah, as it washes through the land, ah, washing down corn cribs, ah, washing away cotton houses, ah, aaah, destroying railroads. Aaah, think on rebuilding. If you only hold up your arms, the Red Cross, she will take care of you. Amen.

Moses Mason was clearly impressed with the Red Cross relief effort, comparing it to Christ feeding the multitude. It is possible that he was one of the “Uncle Tom” and “jackleg” preachers of Greenville, ready to support the white authorities in return for their patronage. Such preachers were bitterly denounced by the Chicago Defender.99 However, he is not among the preachers of this sort specifically named by the newspaper. Actually, there were many refugees that appreciated the work of the Red Cross and viewed it in contrast with the cruelties of the National Guard and other authorities, even though some of the most militant black spokespersons saw the Red Cross as complicit in the pattern of discrimination against black refugees. Mason seems to have taken the milder view. In fact, he appears to contrast Christ in his chariot with the armed Guardsmen. Christ, he says, “had no gun on His side.” Mason does speak of “rebuilding,” but he fails to mention Herbert Hoover or any of the authority figures. His praise is entirely restricted to the Red Cross.

Vocalion Records had not entered the flood blues sweepstakes in 1927. However, on January 24, 1928, the company recorded Luella Miller in Chicago singing “Muddy Stream Blues.” Miller was from St. Louis, and the flip side of her record was “Tornado Groan” about the tornado that had struck her home city on September 29, 1927. She had tried to record both songs earlier, on October 11, 1927, but those recordings remained unissued.

Luella Miller, “Muddy Stream Blues” (-). Acc. unknown piano. Chicago, Jan. 24, 1928. Vocalion 1147.

1. Mississippi muddy water rose from bank to bank.(x2)

Prayed to the good Lord that the man I love won’t sink.

2. Sun rise in the east, and it sets in the west. (x2)

The way rain have did the people, left all their homes in a mess.

3. I’m going back South, going back there to stay.

Going back South, going back there to stay.

And I’ll see you, daddy, most any old rainy day.

4. I got the muddy stream blues; I ain’t got no time to lose.

I got the muddy stream blues; got no time to lose.

All this rain down South give all the farmers the blues.

The singer alternates verses about her personal problems with ones expressing concern for the people in the South. Her obvious presence in the North and her mention of east, west, and south seem to give her lyrics a universal significance. Her final line, “All this rain down South give all the farmers the blues,” refers to the fact that the flood waters had ruined the planting season and left many farmers unable to raise a crop. White plantation owners, knowing this situation, still kept many sharecroppers in peonage on their plantations to rebuild, charging their provisions to their accounts. Sometimes they even charged the relief supplies that were given free but delivered in bulk to the plantation owners for distribution to the workers.

The flood blues with the most overt theme of protest was “Broken Levee Blues,” recorded by Lonnie Johnson for OKeh on March 13, 1928. If he had recorded it ten months earlier instead of the rather sentimental “South Bound Water,” it would have created a sensation.

Lonnie Johnson, “Broken Levee Blues” (-). Acc. own guitar. San Antonio, March 13, 1928. OKeh 8618.

1. I wants to go back to Helena; the high water’s got me barred. (x2)

I woke up early this morning, high water all in my back yard.

2. They want me to work on the levee; I have to leave my home.

They want to work on the levee; then I had to leave my home.

I was so scared the levee might break, Lord, and I may drown.

3. The water was ’round my windows and backing all up in my door.

The water was all up ’round my windows and backing all up in my door.

I’d rather to leave my home ’cause I can’t live there no more.

4. The police run me from Cairo all through Arkansas,

The police run me all from Cairo all through Arkansas,

And put me in jail behind those cold iron bars.

5. The police say “Work, fight, or go to jail.” I say, “I ain’t totin’ no sack.”

Police say, “Work, fight, or go to jail.” I say, “I ain’t totin’ no sack.”

“And I ain’t buildin’ no levee; the planks is on the ground, and I ain’t drivin’ no nails.”

If this song is based on a specific incident, the details are a bit difficult to figure out. The general picture is clear enough, however. The area south of Helena, Arkansas, was hard hit by the flood, beginning April 15, 1927. Although Helena itself was safe behind five miles of high levees, railroad service to the town was almost completely suspended. A “concentration camp” was established there for refugees from the surrounding region of Arkansas. Men worked feverishly to reinforce the top of the levee that had been weakened by steady rains and tried to spot sand boils created by the river waters rushing by. Electric lights were strung along the levee so that the work could continue at night. The scene was no different in many other towns along both banks of the Mississippi River. In many places, black men who tried to leave the area, even those who were simply passing through, were arrested by white police and National Guard troops and forced to work on the levees. Some were even removed from trains. Questions were seldom asked. Blacks, who had no stake in the physical or social order of these towns, who were valued merely for their labor, were forced to work in extremely dangerous conditions to save and rebuild the world that the white folks had made and ruled. The defiance that Lonnie Johnson expresses in his final stanza very likely would have earned him a severe beating. If southern white people heard his record, they might have made life uncomfortable for him there. OKeh advertised the record in the black press, but the other side, “Stay Out of Walnut Street Alley,” was featured.100 One wonders what kind of illustration and caption OKeh might have run, had they featured “Broken Levee Blues.”

Like Bessie Smith, Barbecue Bob evidently felt that there was more material to be extracted from the flood theme. On April 21, 1928, the anniversary of the levee break at Greenville, he recorded “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues” in his home city of Atlanta. Columbia advertised the record in the Chicago Defender.101 A sketch depicts a hen and two ducks floating on debris in the river, as well as a floating house containing three black people. A woman in an upper window looks distressed, but two men lounge lazily on the rooftop, one holding an umbrella in apparent sunshine. The caption reads: “Stop cultivating the corn and cotton. Barbecue Bob’s singing the ‘Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.’ Mama and Daddy, it sure will make you step out with the best of them. Joining in, the guitar has a mean, wicked strumming.”

Barbecue Bob, “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues” (–). Acc. own guitar. Atlanta, April 21, 1928. Columbia 14316–D.

Spoken: Oh, it won’t be long now. Bob is back in Mississippi. Remember last

summer I sung you “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues”? Now I’m gonna sing

you “Mississippi Low-Levee.”

1. I’m back in Mississippi, worried over this mud,

Thinking ’bout that gal that went down in the flood.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

Mmmm, mmmm.

Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

2. I’ve been around here ever since last spring. Nothing to do but shake that thing.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

3. We can’t plant no cotton, can’t raise no corn.

Our house got washed away, and we ain’t got no home.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

4. Oh, it thunders and it lightnin’, rain and storm.

We had a hard time since this flood been on.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

5. Ain’t nothin’ but muddy water for miles or more.

Them low levee womens ain’t puttin’ out no more.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

Mmmm, mmmm.

Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

6. I’m in Mississippi, mud all in my shoes.

Gal in Louisiana got the low levee blues.

Now I’m singing “Miss-Low Low-Levee Blues.”[sic]

7. I walked down on the levee, where the water’s heavy,

Trying to find where my gal went down.

8. Lord, Lord, low levee’s shaking, river’s all ringing,

Barbecue Bob is singing.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

9. We ain’t burnin’ no oil, ain’t usin’ no coal.

The low levee women won’t sell no good jelly roll.

Now I’m gonna sing “Mississippi Low-Levee Blues.”

Musically and lyrically the song is quite obviously a continuation of the singer’s earlier “Mississippi Heavy Water Blues,” as he announces in his opening statement. He continues his preoccupations with mud, the death of his woman in the flood, poverty and loss of income, and sex, but here they are all mixed together. The singer has lost his woman and his home, he “can’t plant no cotton, can’t raise no corn,” and has “nothing to do but shake that thing,” but the women seem uninterested in him and “ain’t puttin’ out no more.” Perhaps they were preoccupied with other problems and immune to Bob’s “mean, wicked strumming.” Sometime around July 11, 1928, an otherwise unknown singer named James Crawford recorded “Flood and Thunder Blues” for Gennett Records, another company that had stayed out of the flood blues sweepstakes of 1927. This song is possibly about severe flooding that struck parts of Arkansas and Missouri and routed thousands of people between June 16 and 26, 1928. The yodeling and mention of a mountain in stanza four even suggest a hillbilly setting. But it is more likely that this was simply a song composed about the 1927 flood that the artist was unable to record earlier. His 1928 session was the only one of his career.

James Crawford, “Flood and Thunder Blues.” Acc. unknown trumpet, clarinet, piano. New York, ca. July 11, 1928. Gennett 6536.

1. Moanin’ and cryin’, people all dyin’,

Lightnin’ and rain in store.

Houses all swimmin’, children and women,

Stormin’ like it never did before.

2. Black cats whinin’, white dogs want to bite. (x2)

Clouds are wide open, days are lookin’ black as night.

3. Heaven’s angry, someone’s done some wrong.

Oh, heaven’s angry, someone’s done some wrong.

Trouble is spreadin’, been rainin’ too doggone long.

4. Fire burnin’ on the mountain high, oh lee oh lay-ee-hoo.

Fire burnin’ on the mountain high, oh lee oh lay-ee.

Wind’s a-blowin’, thunder rumblin’ in the sky.

5. Muddy water, nothin’ but sad news.

Oh, just muddy water, nothin’ but sad news.

Sad and I’m weary, got the flood and thunder blues.

Crawford mostly concentrates on the storm and the flood water, but his line in stanza two, “Black cats whinin’, white dogs want to bite,” could easily have relevance to the complaints of black flood refugees and the harsh policies of the white authorities. There is no other logical reason why the colors of cats and dogs should be of any importance. The singer’s line in stanza three, “Heaven’s angry, someone’s done some wrong,” echoes the sentiments about the flood expressed in religious songs and sermons.

On December 4, 1928, a group of singers from the Church of God in Christ in Memphis recorded “The 1927 Flood” for OKeh Records in Chicago. The group was under the direction of Elders McIntorsh and Edwards, but the strongest singers were Sisters Bessie Johnson and Melinda Taylor. This is the only known original gospel song about the flood, and it packs a powerful message. The singers were not yet recording artists in 1927.

Elders McIntorsh and Edwards, “The 1927 Flood” (-). Vocal duet, assisted by Sisters Johnson and Taylor. Tambourine, clapping, two guitars. Chicago, Dec. 4, 1928. OKeh 8647.

1. It was in Nineteen Twenty-Seven. It was an awful time to know.

Through many towns and countries God let the water flow.

The people worked in vain, but God wouldn’t stop the rain.

Lord, He poured out His flood upon the land.

2. He sent a flood to the land, and He killed both beast and man,

’Cause the people got so wicked, they wouldn’t hear God’s command.

All praying the water would yield, but for God they had no zeal.

Well, He poured out His flood upon the land.

3. Many sacks of dirt was gathered; men worked with all their power,

But the levees still was breaking, water rising more each hour.

They did all they could do, but God’s judgment must go through.

Lord, He poured out His flood upon the land.

4. He sent a flood to the land, and He killed both beast and man,

’Cause the people got so wicked, they wouldn’t hear God’s command.

They prayed the water would yield, but for God they had no zeal.

And He poured out His flood upon the land.

5. The evil hearts of men have brought this land to shame,

But God looked down from heaven to invade the Delta plain.

It’s we should be content with the flood that He had to send.

And He poured out His flood upon the land.

6. He sent a flood through the land, and He killed both beast and man,

’Cause the people got so wicked, wouldn’t hear God’s command.

They was praying the water’d yield, but for God they had no zeal.

And He poured out His flood upon the land.

7. God sent a flood through the land, killed both beast and man.

Them people got so wicked, they wouldn’t hear God’s command.

They prayed the water would yield, but for God they had no zeal.

And He poured out His flood upon the land.

8. Many sacks of dirt was gathered; men worked with all their power,

But the levees still was breaking, water rising more each hour.

They did all they could do; God’s judgment must go through.

Lord, He poured out His flood upon the land.

The heterophonic singing style and apparent inattention of the singers to the recording microphone make the text difficult to decipher. Nevertheless, it is clear that this group of singers believed, like Reverend Gates, that God had sent this flood to punish the sins of man. The song does not specify what these sins were or who were the sinners. The sin seems to pertain to all the Delta residents, black and white. The Delta had a reputation for being a place where huge fortunes were won and lost each year, where there was rampant exploitation of the land and human labor, where liquor and gambling ran unchecked, and where the blues, the devil’s music, was born.102 There was enough sin there to go around for everyone. The performance by the Sanctified singers is most effective, with the rough voices and urgent rhythm nicely matching the frantic levee work described in the lyrics.

On June 11, 1929, Lonnie Johnson recorded “The New Fallin’ Rain Blues” for OKeh Records. It was based on his earlier “Falling Rain Blues” (OKeh 8253), recorded November 4, 1925. It had been Johnson’s first recorded hit, his first release in fact, but it was not about a flood. The new record was, however. On both records he played violin instead of his more usual guitar.

Lonnie Johnson, “The New Fallin’ Rain Blues” (Johnson). Acc. own violin; unknown piano. New York, June 11, 1929. OKeh 8709.

1. Storm is rising, rain begin to fall. (x2)

Think some poor people ain’t got no home at all.

2. The dark clouds risin’, trouble in the low land, I know.

Dark clouds risin’, trouble in the low land, I know.

Lord, I wants to leave this old shack, but I’m afraid to go.

3. It’s been raining in this town forty days and nights.

Been raining in this town forty days and nights.

When the world turned dark, know it was trouble in the low land that night.

4. Storm started at midnight and never stopped until day. (x2)

Seen nothing but empty houses floating down the river all day.

5. Started to raining on Monday, rained forty days and nights. (x2)

When the world turned dark, I know it’s trouble in the low land that night.

6. When the wind start to howlin’, poor people begin to scream and cry. (x2)

The water roared like a lion and taken poor people as it passed by.

Lonnie Johnson might have had in mind the floods that struck Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, and Kentucky in March 1929, when he composed this blues. However, it is more likely that the song is simply an extension of his series of blues inspired by the 1927 flood. Whatever the case, the text has a generic quality, as if Johnson were more concerned with capitalizing on his earlier hit than with the flood theme itself. He borrows phrases and imagery from the biblical flood and Bessie Smith’s “Back-Water Blues,” and he repeats one of his stanzas. The text adds little to our understanding of the flood theme.

Kansas Joe and Memphis Minnie were two more blues artists whose recording careers had not yet begun in 1927. They were both based in Memphis, but on June 18, 1929, they were in New York for their first session to record “When the Levee Breaks” for Columbia Records. The singer is Kansas Joe, whose real name was Wilber McCoy. He had grown up in Vicksburg, Mississippi, spent some time in Jackson, but, by the time of this session, had settled in Memphis and hooked up with the guitar-playing Lizzie Douglas, who became Memphis Minnie as he became Kansas Joe. The song may well be autobiographical if he was still in Vicksburg at the time of the flood, as his home city lies on the Mississippi River.

Kansas Joe and Memphis Minnie, “When the Levee Breaks” (-). Kansas Joe, vocal and guitar; Memphis Minnie, guitar. New York, June 18, 1929. Columbia 14439–D.

If it keeps on raining, levee’s going to break. (x2)

And the water gon’ come, and have no place to stay.

Well, all last night I sot on the levee and moaned, (x2)

Thinking ’bout my baby and my happy home.

If it keeps on raining, levee’s going to break, (x2)

And all these people have no place to stay.

Now look here, mama, what am I to do?

Now look here, mama, now what I should do?

I ain’t got nobody to tell my troubles to.

I worked on the levee, mama, both night and day. (x2)

I ain’t got nobody to keep the water away.

Oh, crying won’t help you, praying won’t do no good.

Now crying won’t help you, praying won’t do no good.

When the levee breaks, mama, you got to move.

I works on the levee, mama, both night and day.

I worked on the levee, mama, both night and day.

Done worked so hard to keep the water away.

I had a woman; she wouldn’t do for me. (x2)

I’m going back to my used to be.

Oh, mean old levee, caused me to weep and moan.

It’s a mean old levee, caused me to weep and moan.

Gonna leave my baby and my happy home.

The singer sounds nervous and rushed in this, his first recording session. He garbles his lyrics in stanzas one and five and has to repeat them. It is also not clear how the levee has caused him to be separated from his woman in the final stanza. Perhaps he has been kept away from her by compulsory labor for so long that she has found another man. Whatever the case, the stanzas that deal with levee work, two, three, six, and seven, present a chilling portrait of the desperation of the workers. The work did indeed go on “both night and day,” and if the levee broke, there was no doubt that “you got to move,” either scrambling to safety or being carried away by the rushing waters. Many black workers, under the guns of white police and National Guardsmen, were lost when sudden crevasses opened in the levees during the 1927 flood.

On August 15, 1929, Sister Cally Fancy recorded “Everybody Get Your Business Right” (Brunswick 7110) in Chicago. Here the 1927 flood is merely alluded to vaguely in a catalog of natural disasters of the sort that struck the Mississippi Valley in that year:

God’s warning you in tornadoes,

Earthquakes and windstorms too.

He’s sending high water overflowing your land.

Friends, what are you going to do?

Another flood song was recorded on August 24, 1929, “Fire and Thunder Blues” (Columbia 14459–D) by vaudeville singer Mary Dixon. The song is a cover of James Crawford’s “Flood and Thunder Blues” recorded a year earlier, but the composition of Ms. Dixon’s piece is credited to “Cole.” Her text omits Crawford’s introductory stanza, but she adds two others:

Lost my daddy, he got washed away. (x2)

Oh, destruction; have some mercy, please, I pray.

If I must die, I’d rather die on land, (x2)

Than to be buried under all this mud and sand.

In his first recording session on June 14, 1929, the great Mississippi Delta blues singer and guitarist Charley Patton sang the following lines in his “Pea Vine Blues” (Paramount 12877), a song that memorialized a train that wound between Boyle, Mississippi, and Patton’s home plantation, Dockery’s, a few miles to the East.

And the levee’s sinking, and I, babe, and I …

(Spoken: Baby, you know I can’t stay.)

The levee’s sinking; Lord, you know I ain’t gonna stay.

I’m going up the country, mama, in a few more days.

These lines were merely a precursor for a much fuller treatment of the flood theme that Patton would deliver in his next recording session in October of that year, a two-part blues that he called “High Water Everywhere.” Why he waited until his second session to record it is unknown.103 Paramount did not release the record until the spring of the following year, but the company saw fit to devote one of its last feature advertisements to it, and they were rewarded with a hit during the depth of the Depression.104 The illustration depicts a family sitting dejectedly on the porch of a shack, looking at the rising waters. The caption reads: “Everyone who has heard this record says that ‘HIGH WATER EVERYWHERE’ is Charley Patton’s best and you know that means it has to be mighty good because he has made some knockouts.” Paramount was not exaggerating. Although this is the last original blues to be recorded about the 1927 flood, some two and a half years after the event, it conveys the greatest sense of immediacy and involvement. The listener is taken right back to April 1927, and deposited into the midst of the rising waters. Patton moans, growls, beats his guitar, snaps the strings, stomps on the floor, and carries on conversations with imaginary fellow flood victims. As in many of his other songs, the intensity of Patton’s performance, his speech accent and phrasing, his allusive compositional style, all combined with the surface noise on the records themselves, make transcription of his lyrics highly problematical. I offer the transcriptions here as my latest thinking on the matter, the product of many years of listening, revising, and considering the transcriptions of others.105

While the two sides of Patton’s record are called Parts I and II, they are really two separate songs about the 1927 flood. They differ in the events they describe, in mood, tempo, melody, and to some extent in their guitar parts. Thus it will be most instructive to examine them separately.

Charley Patton, “High Water Everywhere, Part 1” (Patton). Acc. own guitar. Grafton, Wisconsin, ca. October 1929. Paramount 12909.

1. The back water done rose all around Sumner, Lord, drove me down the line.

Back water done rose at Sumner, drove poor Charley down the line.

And I’ll tell the world the water done struck Drew’ses town.

2. Lord, the whole round country, Lord, creek water is overflowed.

Lord, the whole round country, man, it’s overflowed.

(Spoken: You know, I can’t stay here. I’m … I’ll go where it’s high, boy.)

I would go to the hill country, but they got me barred.

3. Now looky here now at Leland, Lordy, river was rising high.

Looky here, boys around Leland tell me river is ragin’ high.

(Spoken: Boy, it’s rising over there. Yeah.)

I’m gonna move over to Greenville. Bought our tickets. Good-bye.

4. Looky here, the water dug out, Lordy (Spoken: Levee broke), rose most everywhere.

The water at Greenville and Leland, Lord, it done rose everywhere.

(Spoken: Boy, you can’t never stay here.)

I would go down to Rosedale, but they tell me it’s water there.

5. Lord, the water now, mama, done struck Shaw’ses town.

Well, they tell me the water done struck Shaw’ses town.

(Spoken: Boy, I’m going to Vicksburg.)

Well, I’m going to Vicksburg on a high[er] mound.

6. I am going out on high water where land don’t never flow. [sic]

Well, I’m going on a hill where water, oh, it don’t never flow.

(Spoken: Boy, Sharkey County and Issaquena’s drowned and inched over.)

Bolivar Country was inchin’ over in Tallahatchie’s shore.

(Spoken: Boy, I went in Tallahatchie. They got it over there.)

7. Lord, the water done rushed all over that old Jackson Road.

Lord, the water done raised up over the Jackson Road.

(Spoken: Boy, it got my clothes.)

I’m going back to the hill country. Won’t be worried no more.

Part I is clearly set in Patton’s home state of Mississippi. In fact, all of the places he mentions are in the Delta region, the part of the state that was most affected by the flood. It would be impossible to read his text either as an account of the progress of the flood waters or as his personal odyssey through the Delta flood zone. Patton’s nephew Tom Cannon placed him in the town of Gunnison, close to the Mississippi River, when the flood struck, while Patton’s niece Bessie Turner had him ten miles to the east at Shelby.106 Patton’s musical partner Son House claimed that Patton stated he was at Rolling Fork, some eighty miles to the South, when the flood struck.107 None of these towns is mentioned in “High Water Everywhere,” although Rosedale in stanza four is less than ten miles from Gunnison. Patton was probably in several locations during the weeks of the flood, moving about in the manner described in his lyrics. The specific details and locations in the lyrics, however, are probably based on a combination of personal experience, experiences of friends, news reports, and perhaps even Patton’s imagination. Whatever the basis of the lyrics in fact, Patton places himself in the Tallahatchie County town of Sumner in his opening stanza, some twenty-five miles northeast of his home on Dockery’s plantation and on the outer edge of the flood zone. Over the course of the song, he takes us into areas of the Delta that were much harder hit. This is against all logic for someone fleeing the flood waters, and it must be viewed as a dramatic device of Patton the blues composer. His lyrics perfectly convey the sense of confusion that must have affected thousands of Delta residents as they observed and heard reports of “high water everywhere.” In some cases, they were driven “down the line,” as in stanza one. In other cases, they were able to get on the trains that were still operating, as in stanza three. But the waters kept rising. In stanza six, Patton presents a frightening image of two entire counties, Sharkey and Issaquena, totally inundated, and another county, Bolivar, deposited two counties over to the east on the shores of the Tallahatchie River. In this stanza, he has more or less described the range of the flood in the state of Mississippi. Except for those located close to the Mississippi River, the logical place to flee to was the “hill country” to the east or south of the Delta. Like many black Delta residents, Patton and his family had migrated from the hills some years earlier, in his case from a place near Bolton, located between Vicksburg and Jackson. He still had relatives there and in Vicksburg in 1927 and visited these places frequently in his travels. Vicksburg, safe on hills overlooking the Mississippi River, was the location of a large refugee camp. But it was mainly Delta whites who were sent there, especially from the area around Greenville and Leland. Patton, like many black people in the Delta, may have wanted to go there or elsewhere in the hills, but, as he sings in stanza two, “they got me barred.” This almost certainly refers to the conditions at the “concentration camp” on the Greenville levee or a similar camp elsewhere in the Delta. Patton, who continued to live in the Delta, manages to state his case and that of thousands of other black flood victims, while deflecting attention and potential retaliation through the use of the seemingly innocuous word “they.” Robert Springer has pointed out that this word often serves as an indirect and coded expression for oppressive white people in blues rhetoric.108

Charley Patton, “High Water Everywhere, Part 2” (Patton). Acc. own guitar. Grafton, Wisconsin, ca. October 1929. Paramount 12909.

1. Back water at Blytheville, backed up all around.

Back water at Blytheville, done struck Joiner town.

It was fifty families and children. “Tough luck; they can drown.”

2. The water was rising up in my friend’s door. (x2)

The man said to his womenfolk, “Lord, we’d better go.”

3. The water was rising, got up in my bed.

Lord, the water was rolling, got up to my bed.

I thought I would take a trip, Lord, out on the big ice sled.

4. Oh, I hear the horn blow, blowin’ up on my shore.

(Spoken: You know, I couldn’t hear it.)

I heard the ice boat, Lord, was sinking down.

I couldn’t get no boat, so I let ’em sink on down.

5. Oh-ah, the water rising, islands sinking down.

Sayin’, the water was rising, airplanes was all around.

(Spoken: Boy, they was all around.)

It was fifty men and children. “Tough luck; they can drown.”

6. Oh, Lordy, women is groanin’ down.

Oh, women and children sinkin’ down.

(Spoken: Lord, have mercy.)

I couldn’t see nobody home, and wasn’t no one to be found.

Part II is set in Arkansas, or at least its first stanza is. Blytheville and Joiner are both located in northeast Arkansas, close to the Mississippi River. The country around Blytheville was very hard hit by back water in mid-April 1927, especially from an overflow of nearby Big Lake. I have not seen any specific flood reports for Joiner, which is a few miles to the south, but no doubt it experienced flooding as well. One would assume that the first two lines set the scene for the remainder of the lyrics, but with Charley Patton’s lyrics anything is possible. The song seems to describe the abandonment and apparent drowning of fifty families (or men) and children, with a concentration on one particular family in stanza two. However, in all of my reading about the 1927 flood, I have not been able to find an incident that matches this description. Most of the hundreds of people who lost their lives in the flood did so individually or in small groups, as part of a single household. One rescue boat perished when a crevasse opened near Helena, Arkansas, but this is far to the south of Blytheville and Joiner. An untold number of workers were lost when the levee broke above Greenville, and there were similar incidents on a smaller scale. None of these events fits the picture drawn by Patton. However, it is clear that the Red Cross, and particularly Herbert Hoover, under-reported the number of deaths in the flood. Many families must have perished with no witnesses, their bodies washed far away or buried in mud. Their loss would be felt in the black community but would never become part of the official statistics. Patton mentions ice boats and reconnaissance airplanes that were used in the rescue effort, but the scene he describes here seems to be a failed rescue attempt, with a serious implication that the rescuers either did not care or did not make as strong an effort as they might have. There are many difficulties in interpreting this song, beginning with trying to establish the text itself. Patton compounds this problem through his compositional technique of taking multiple perspectives on the situation. He is a reporter, an eye-witness, a flood victim himself, and one of the rescuers. In truth, it was not unusual for someone in the flood zone to be all of these. The failed rescue is described in stanzas one and four through six, and it culminates in the cruel phrase, “Tough luck; they can drown,” uttered by one of the rescuers. This must have been the reality in all too many cases. We cannot automatically assume that there was a racial dimension to the particular incident Patton sings about, but there is no doubt that black housing was more often located in low lying areas, both in the towns and the rural districts. The housing pattern of the South, controlled by whites, assured that blacks would be the chief victims of floods. One other blues by a Mississippi singer-guitarist has a flood theme. It is Tommy Johnson’s “Slidin’ Delta,” recorded in December 1929. Johnson also had not begun his recording career in 1927, but this record was made at his third and last session. The song’s title is not, as it would appear, about the movement of water or mud, but is simply the name given to a railroad branch line running to Greenwood, Mississippi, from the Mississippi River. Different blues with this title were recorded by Mississippi artists John Hurt and J. D. Short.109

Tommy Johnson, “Slidin’ Delta” (Johnson). Acc. own guitar. Grafton, Wisc., ca. Dec. 1929. Paramount 12975.

Delta Slide done been here and gone.

Well, the Delta Slide, baby, done been here and gone.

Take me out o’ the Delta, baby, ’fore the water rise.

Take me out o’ the Delta ’fore the water rise.

If I don’t get drownded, baby, gonna sure, Lord, lose my mind.

Crying, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord.

Lord, I wonder what is I’m gon’ do.

Lord, I can’t do nothing but hang my head and cry.

Babe, when I leave, I ain’t comin’ here no more.

When I leave here, coming here no more.

Lord, I’m going away to wear you off my mind.

Crying, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord, Lord.

Lord, I wonder, wonder to myself.

Crying, you know that I wonder, that I wonder to myself.

Tommy Johnson lived most of his life in Crystal Springs and Jackson, Mississippi, but he frequently went to the Delta to play blues and pick cotton in the fall.110 The second stanza of his song clearly deals with a flood there, the most recent of which would have been the flood of 1927, and he expresses a strong desire to get away. It is impossible to tell, however, whether his final three stanzas are related to his flood experience or are simply general statements about having the blues.

Clara Smith recorded a woman’s answer to Lonnie Johnson’s “Low Land Moan” (Columbia 14580–D) on September 9, 1930, but this song is more about levee camp life than about a flood. The last original blues statement about the 1927 flood was made once again by Charley Patton in “Love My Stuff,” recorded on January 31, 1934, almost seven years after the event.

Oh, I’m gonna leave Mississippi now, babe, ’fore it be too late.

I’m gonna leave Mississippi ’fore it be too late.

(Spoken: Boy, you know I got to leave Mississippi.)

It may be like Twenty-Seven high water; swear it just won’t wait.

Oh, I once had a notion, Lord, I believe I will.

(Spoken: Oh, sure.)

I once had a notion. Lord, I believe I will.

I’m gonna boat ’cross the river and stop at Dago Hill.

By now the flood has become a symbol of some pressing circumstance that compels one to leave Mississippi. Patton had survived the 1927 flood, the 1930 dry spell, numerous fights, an attempted throat slashing, and recently had been driven from Dockery’s plantation by a white overseer angry at Patton’s popularity among the sharecroppers.111 He knew he suffered from heart disease, and, in fact, he would die only three months after recording this song. Dago Hill, a mixed black and Italian immigrant community in St. Louis, must have seemed like the closest thing to heaven on earth at this point near the end of his life.

The last original mention of the 1927 flood in a gospel song occurred in Charles Haffer’s “The Song of the Great Disaster (Storm of ’42),” a field recording made by Alan Lomax in Clarksdale, Mississippi, on July 23, 1942, for a joint recording expedition of the Library of Congress and Fisk University (AFS 6624–A-1). Fifteen years after the event, the singer merely mentions the flood in a list of disasters that had struck Mississippi. A recent storm is declared to be the most serious of them all. Although some listeners would no doubt have disagreed about the flood’s relative importance, it is clear that it had now become part of history. In 1942, America was at war, and several other natural and manmade disasters had occurred in the intervening years.

Our survey of blues and gospel songs about the 1927 flood has taken us through themes of fear, tragedy, love, sex, comedy, the wrath of God, heroism, sacrifice, race relations, and social protest. These are many of the major themes of blues and gospel songs in general, given focus here in this group of more than two dozen songs about the flood. The singers were both male and female, from the North and the South, from within and outside of the flood zone, performing in styles representative of the country frolic, the street corner, the urban house party, the vaudeville stage, and the holiness church. These songs serve as an important supplement to the news reports and official documents of the flood. They come from the flood’s victims, their friends, and members of their communities. Often they were people farthest down the social ladder, but they managed, in the words of Charley Patton, to “tell the world” their experiences, thoughts, and opinions about the flood and its aftermath.
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