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The Songs 

 

Jim Crow ï 1828 

 T. D. ñDaddyò Rice (1808-1860) one of his first parts in show 

business was that of a Negro field hand in a local drama titled ñThe 

Rifle.ò  Rice saw an old, deformed Negro cleaning the horses in a stable 

near the Louisville Theatre, singing an odd melody and doing a curious 

sort of shuffling dance. Every time he reached the chorus of his song, he 

gave a little jump that set his óheel a-nicken.ô His right shoulder was 

drawn up high and his left leg was crooked at the knee and stiff with 

rheumatism, so that he walked with a limp. Rice decided to imitate this 

old Negro on the stage, and to copy his song, making up additional 

stanzas of his own. His impersonation, his shuffling step and jump, and 

his song, all caught the fancy of the public. In the innumerable stanzas 

of ñJim Crowò we find echoes from topical events ranging from politics 

to the verse on Paganini. Thus riceôs song became the first great 

international song hit of American popular music.  

 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Negro Spirituals 

 

Rain Fall and Wet Becca Lawton  - 1867 ñSlave Songs of the U.S.ò 
 Who Becky Lawton was, and why she should or should not be wet, and 

whether the dryness was a reward or a penalty, none could say. I got the impression 

that, in either case, the event was posthumous, and that there was some tradition of 

grass not growing over the grave of a sinner: but even this was vague, and all else 

vaguer. 

 Lt. Col. Trowbridge heard a story that ñPeggy Norton was an old prophetess, 

who said that it would not do to be baptized except when it rained; if the Lord was 

pleased with those who had been óin the  wilderness,ô; he would send rain.ò Mr. 

Toulinson says that the song always ends with a laugh and appears therefore to be 



regarded by the Negroes as mere nonsense. He adds that when it is used as a rowing 

tune, at the words ñRock back holy!ò one rower reaches over back and slaps the 

man behind him, who in turn does the same, and so on. 

 If one does not take a repeat in measure 8, the form would be a 12 bar blues. 

Perhaps in transcribing the song the performer repeated the first 8 thinking 

perhaps he made a mistake. Usually in a repeat the words are different and the song 

makes sense if the repeat is not taken. 

 

 
 

Cakewalks 

 

Walking For Dat Cake  - 1877 ï Dave Braham 
 Written by Dave Braham and Edward Harrigan, this piece was published in 

1877. The cakewalk was originally a plantation dance accompanied by banjo music, 

generally on Sunday when slaves would dress up in fancy clothes and prance around 

to the music. The custom developed of the master giving a cake to the couple that 

presented the proudest movements. It first appeared in the minstrel shows and 

passed into the variety acts of early vaudeville. 

 The team of Harrigan and Hart presented, in 1877, a musical selection called 

ñWalking for Dat Cake.ò It was billed on as an ñexquisite picture of Negro life and 

customs.ò 



 The rhythms are laced with dotted figures with some use of syncopation. 

However, it is the words that seem to be of more importance than the rhythms. The 

lyrics give a good explanation to the cakewalk style and the social affair that it was. 

 The song is divided into four sections with the 4th section an instrumental one 

before it repeats to a D. C. This piece does not use the traditional cakewalk rhythm 

and perhaps should not be called an early ócakewalk,ô but the title indicates the use 

of the activity of cakewalking as a viable article. 

 The lyrics describe individual participating in the cakewalk. There is no 

evidence of the traditional cakewalk rhythm (short, long, short) but the song 

contains dotted rhythms (dotted 8th and 16th notes), and if we put two in a row 

(short, long, short, long) we see a quasi cakewalk rhythm. The lyrics do state: ñDen 

all forward four, just in de gay quadrille ï O Lord how we perspire. No use, we 

canôt keep still; Oh, please to stop dat music ï a walking for dat cake.ò 

 

 
 



 
 

 
 

Early Ragtime 

 

Youôve Been A Good Old Wagon ï Harney & Biller ï 1893 
 Written by vaudevillian Ben Harney in 1896, ñWagonò is probably the first 

American popular music piece that could be said to have elements of ragtime. We 

find the Cakewalk rhythm in the introduction and in the first two sections. There is 

a Negro dance presented in the 4th section. ñWagonò is one of the earliest examples 

of the birth of ragtime. Benjamin Robertson ñBenò Harney was born on March 6, 

1871 in Louisville, Kentucky. There was controversy as to whether Harney was 



white or black. W. C. Handy referred to him as ówhite.ô His song ñCake Walk in the 

Skyò is said to be a version of vocal ragging (early scat singing) and was singing 

authentic sounding blues in the 1890s. 

 

 



Blues 

 

One Oô Them Things ï 1904 ï James Chapman 
 Published in 1904 and written by James Chapman and Leroy Smith, the song is 

labeled ñRag Time-Two Stepò The song begins with an introduction in the cakewalk 

rhythm (short, long, short) then a 12 bar blues section is presented. The middle two 

sections, not in the blues form, are followed by a D. S. that repeats the first section in 

blues progression. There is use of syncopation in the blues section. Most blues (either 

authentic or so titled) were considered to be rags during the early 20th century, thus the 

labeling as a ragtime piece. The cakewalk rhythm is used sparingly in section two. These 

sections sound like a cakewalk. Thus we have the mixing again of styles and form. 

Within this piece we find the cakewalk, the blues, the march form (or three sections with 

a D. S.) and the dancers dancing the two-step to the rhythm presented. 

 

              
 

        



I got the Blues ï 1908 ï A. Maggio 
 In my search and later collection of early printed jazz music I found what I think 

is one of the earliest printed arrangements of a blues. It is by the New Orleans musician 

A. Maggio. It is a true 12 bar blues and in section óCô it goes into the minor. I have the 

first page of the piano part and the full violin part which carries the melody, and the 

arrangements piano part. 

         Piano page 1 

 
 

 



     

 



 

 

At a Georgia Campmeeting  - 1897 ï Kerry Mills  
 Kerry Mills of New York was probably the first person to launch a ragtime piece 

on the musical market, no doubt innocent as a lamb at the time he set afloat his ñGeorgia 

Camp Meeting,ò that the syncopate fever would follow in the wake of this famous piece. 

 There is one anecdote about how Mills came to write the song. Mills was a 

teacher in New York and also played at dances and receptions. Harassed with tone deaf 

or careless pupils, as are many of our music teachers. Mills one day announced to his 

suffering fellow dance musicians, that ñI intend to do something desperate to extricate 

myself out of poverty and unsatisfactory musical environments.ò He did do something 

desperate! He wrote the music for ñGeorgia Camp Meeting,ò which is a clever 

composition and eventually became very successful. He published it himself and sold; it, 

leaving copies at various music stores in numerous cities. At first, sales were insignificant 

and the profits were not órollingô in. To push his music he dressed up in a fine suit of 

clothes with new patent leather shoes, a silk hat, a fancy cane and other accessories and 

looked as though he had just became wealthy. Then he visited music stores appeared to 

the owners as very elegant and prosperous. 

 They thought ñbusiness must be good. Kerry replied ñThat Georgia Camp 

Meeting of mine is going like wild-fire.ò 



The dealers didnôt see much of a demand for the piece but Kerry declared, ñthat Mr. so 

and so, was selling cart-loads of it.ò So Mills got the dealers interested and the piece 

began to sell. 

 After the advent of the song ragtime dances began to multiply and soon became 

the most popular form of popular music. 

 

                
 

 

 

                



 

Scott Joplin 

 
Magnetic Rag ï 1914  

 It is almost un-necessary to say much about Joplin that has not been said. He is 

said to have been a musical genius in his own field of Ragtime. Publishing numerous 

rags, and other popular song styles of his day that included a rag opera. His last rag was 

the Magnetic Rag and included in one section is a use of the blues form (but with two 

bars inserted in the progression. 

 It was published three years after Berlinôs ñAlexanderôs Ragtime Band.ò The 

publication of this piece hastened the fate of classical ragtime. These óTin Pan Alleyô rags 

were not really classical rags but popular songs using some ragtime rhythms and were 

much easier to perform. 

 The third section of ñMagnetic Ragò possesses a quasi blues form. There is an 

extension of the 12 bar progression after the first four bars are presented and continues 

with the blues progression after this insertion of two bars almost like an extension within 

a phrase. Perhaps Joplin did not want to use the 12 bar blues form as it carried with it a 

certain down grade of musical classicism. We find a description of Magnetic Rag at the 

beginning of Joplinôs collection of his piano works. It states: 

 óMagnetic Rag covers a range of moods unusual even in Joplinôs work, one that 

almost strains the capacity of the short form. The piece as pure music is an impressive, 

although sadly premature, close to Joplinôs piano works. It hints at future directions and 

demonstrates ragtimeôs potential capability of expressing profound musical thoughts.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



        
 



                  
 

 
 

 

 



All Coons Look Alike to Me ï 1899 ï Ernest Hogan 

  

 
 

 Ernest Hogan was born in 1865 in Bowling Green, Kentucky. As a young man he 

joined a minstrel troupe and in 1865. This song had a profound effect and influence on 

the development of ragtime music. 

 Hogan was not the author of the lyrics. He had heard a song played by a Chicago 

pianist in a salon called ñAll Pimps Look Alike to Me.ò Hogan changed the words and 

substituted ñcoonò for ñpimpò. He added a cakewalk rhythm he had been hearing in the 

backrooms of salons. The song sold over a million copies. Hogan remarked that it was 

really a love song. There were many imitators and a large group of ócoonô songs were 

written and became known as ñCoon songs.ò Because of this song and its inferences 

Hogan was overlooked as one of the originators of ragtime music. Just before he died 

Hogan stated: 

 ñThat song caused of lot of trouble in and out of show business, but it also was 

good for show business because at the time money was short in all walks of life. With the 

publication of the song, a new musical rhythm was given to the people. Its popularity 

grew and it sold like wildfire. That one song opened the way for a lot of colored and 

white songwriters. Finding the rhythm so great, they stuck to it, and now you get hit 

songs without the word ócoon.ô Ragtime players were the boys who played just by ear 

their own creations of music which would have been lost to the world if I had not put it 

on paper.ò 

 Hogan became the highest paid performer in vaudeville. Hogan and his wife 

Louise staged the first ñsyncopated musicò concert in 1905. 



 
 

                 
 



   
 

Alexanderôs Ragtime Band ï 1911 ï Irving Berlin  

 One of the most popular and influential pieces of the early 20th century. 

Alexanderôs Ragtime Band paved the way for the beginnings of the famous ñTin Pan 

Alley.ò Berlin was primarily a popular song writer and whatever was selling was the style 

of his next composition. ñAlexanderò was the name usually attributed to the Negro leader 

of a band. It made Berlinôs career. During this era one of the most popular and socially 

acceptable was the band playing concerts and dances in the town square or park. With the 

popularity of ragtime this song bridged the gap between classic ragtime and popular 

songs that were called ragtime. 

 

 



    
 

      
 

Oceana Roll ï 1911 ï Lucien Renni & Roger Lewis 

 One of the greatest ragtime pieces ï it tells the story of a pianist aboard the 

USS Alabama. It was written by a Frenchman, Lucien Denni (1886-1947) who was 

born in Nancy, France and migrated to the U. S. around 1900 and found success and 

fortune in the ónewô world. He was a pianist in vaudeville and night clubs and as a 

composer. Roger Lewis (1885-1948) was born in Colfax, Illinois. 



 America was becoming a world power and the U. S. Navy ranked 2nd in the 

world, next to England. President Roosevelt sent the Navy on a world cruise. Lewisô 

lyrics as it refers to England and Spain and shows the confidence of the US before 

WWI. The song was a hit from the very start 

 

 
 

     
 



    
 

Jogo Blues (1913) & St. Louis Blues (1914) W. C. Handy 

 W. C. Handy is called the ófather of the blues.ô  

 

          Jogo Blues  

 

 

 

  

The Jogo Blues (Jogo-Negro) was published in 1913 in a band arrangement published by 

the Pace & Handy Music Company of Memphis, Tenn. This band arrangement was the 



one played by the Handy Band. As one can observe it is a rather difficult piece to perform 

and the musicians in Hendyôs Band must have been good readers and very schooled 

musicians. After a 4 bar intro we see the theme of St. Louis Blues used. There are 5 

sections to the arrangement and scored for a ósociety bandô ï violin (1st & 2nd parts), flute, 

clarinet (in A) cornet (2 cornets in A), trombone, bass, piano and drums. When used in a 

larger orchestra for theaters there is included a viola, horns in G and a bassoon part. 

 

 
 

Saint Louis Blues 

W. C. Handyôs most famous song was written after his song The Memphis Blues. 

Handy said he found his inspiration for the song while wandering the streets of St. Louis. On 

one afternoon he chanced to meet a black woman who was tormented by the absence of her 

husband: ñMa Manôs got a heart like a rock cast in de sea.ò He used this experience to begin to 

combine ragtime syncopation and a Latin rhythm and a blues feeling along with a spiritual 

tradition. 

Handy composed most of his songs in a Memphis bar named Pee Wees, on Beale Street 

which was his band headquarters. The bar was owned by an Italian immigrant named Pee Wee. 

The place had a back room which served as a band room where musicians would gather. It was 

a place to relax and talk to others about their music. Handy had written a band piece entitled 

ñJogo Blues,ò with a melody that came from Handyôs preacher and later used and called the St. 

Louis Blues. As a boy, the preacher chanted tune as the collection plate was passed. St. Louis 

Blues was dedicated to Mr. Russel Gardiner, a St. Louis friend, who had liked his previous 

composition, ñJogo Blues.ò The song was initially turned down by all the publishers Handy 

approached. The song began to gain popularity when Handy and his partner Pace, formed their 

own publishing company and moved to New York City. While the first performance was by an 

unknown singer, a young Ethel Waters heard it that night and acquired the performance rights 

and became the first woman to publicly perform the song. 

The song was said to have sparked one of the greatest dance crazes, The Shimmy. It is 

said that the first woman to sing the song on Broadway was the famous night club singer Gilda 

Gray who performed the song at the Winter Garden in New York City. The recording industry 

was thriving and helped the song and it gained popularity. Sophie Tucker recorded it in 1917 

and the record became the first blues to sell a million copies.  



It reached Europe and in 1940 the French called it ñLa Tristesse de Saint Louisò ï (the 

sadness of St. Louis.) In Vienna where the musicians continued to play American jazz it was 

called ñSauerkraut. 

 It might be mentioned that the St. Louis professional hockey team took the song 

and they became known as the St. Louis Blues Hockey Team. (My thanks to Tom Morgan for 

many of these above facts.) 

 

 
 

 

    


