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Vodery was born in Philadelphia, Pa. in 1884. There is very 

little information about his early life or musical training. 

When he was 10 years old he played organ for his church 

and attended the Univ. of Pa. as a student and was the 

university's orchestra's pianist. During World War I he 

served in the 807th Pioneer Infantry Regiment, not a combat 

unit, but an engineering outfit that was on the front and 

built bridges. He also served as a bandmaster. 
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In his career, mostly as a musical conductor, composer, 

arranger and orchestrator, he collaborated with such names 

as George Gershwin (orchestrating the "Blue Monday/135th 

Street mimi opera, and the concerto in F), and Jerome Kern 

in "Show Boat." Vodery also was mentor to William Grant 

Still, George Gershwin and Duke Ellington. He worked with 

Florenz Ziegfeld in the Ziegfeld Follies and with the talented 

Florence Mills and Ethel Waters. His work was, as is most 

arrangers are, behind the scene working with these giants of 

music and show business. He also worked closely with 

vaudevillians Bert Williams and George Walker and with 

the famous Ada Overton Walker. Vodery was a talented 

musical composer, writing numerous popular Broadway 

shows, music for films and for vaudeville acts. 

 Beginning in 1910 to 1911 Vodery was the musical 

director for performances at the Howard Theater in 

Washington, D. C. During his tenure at the Howard he co-

wrote music and lyrics with J. Leubrie Hill's on "My Friend 

From Dixie."  which became known as "The Darktown 

Follies." This show became one of the standard landmark 

shows at the Lafayette Theater in Harlem. With Will Marion 

Cook he wrote the show "Swing Along" in 1929. 

 Vodery was a major influence on Duke Ellington. Barry 

Ulanov stated that: "Ellington drew his chromatic 

convictions, His use of the tones ordinarily extraneous to the 

diatonic scale, with the consequent alteration of the 

harmonic character of his music, its broadening, and the 

deepening of his resources." Duke serious appreciation of 
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those and other modern composers, Delius, Debussy and 

Ravel came after his meetings with Vodery. 

 From 1929 to 1932 Vodery was the musical director and 

arranger for Fox Films in Hollywood. He returned to New 

York City and arranged music for 'Shuffle Along of 1933" 

and for Ed Sullivan's Harlem Cavalcade.  

 He was also known as a bandleader and trainer of 

choirs. He was called: "The preeminent Africa-American  

musician of his generation." He was also friends and 

association with Oscar Hammerstein, Noble Sissle and so 

many other stars in musical circles. The Broadway shows 

that he orchestrated include: 
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Dates of some of Vodery's shows are listed below: 

 Plantation Review - 1922/23 

 Dover Street to Dixie - 1923/24 

 Plantation Review - 1924 (Feb.) 

 Dixie to Broadway - 1924/25 

 Plantation Review - 1925 

 Blackbirds of 1926, 27, 28, 29 
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 Blackbirds of 1933/34 

 Blackbirds of 1934 

  

 Most often it is the star's singing and dancing to 

arranged music that the audience is aware of, while the 

arranger of this music and the conductor in the pit is often 

not known to the audience. L ittle publicity is given to the 

arranger and orchestrator. Vodery is not known today as he 

was in his life time. He was one of the most important and 

influential musicians of his era. He composed many popular 

songs and did many scored for both Broadway, other theater 

groups and for vaudeville acts. Vaudeville was the popular 

entertainment in this era. Vodery wrote music for many 

vaudeville acts and was much in demand. He often was in 

the pit conducting the orchestra and often traveled with the 

road companies. Being an arranger he could still work 

arranging during the day and then conduct a performance 

at night. For his shows he often rehearsed the music.  

 The vaudeville acts and Broadway shows usual are 

presented only for a short time and a new act and music is 

needed for the next year to make the act fresh and current. 

Some shows lasted only a short time while some might last a 

year or two. So there was always a demand for new and 

fresh, current material and music.  

 Many articles and books do not include mention of 

Vodery. Negro vaudeville and Broadway shows are not in 

the main interest for many white newspapers and magazines 
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but are usually covered by black news media. Vodery was so 

talented and engaged that his race didn't seem to matter. 

 There are a few mentions about jazz in Vodery's works. 

Johnny Dunn, a popular jazz cornetist was in Vodery's 

band, With the Jazz craze all around music during his era 

much of his music must have had jazz elements.  

 

 Below is a chronological list of Vodery's activities. 

 

1904 - Vodery was an extremely gifted musician/arranger. 

He replaces J. R, Europe as musical director of the show "A 

Trip to Africa"  was a compilation of music by Europe, 

Vodery, Larkins and Dave Payton. Vodery was then 20 

years old. Noble Sissle says Vodery wrote and orchestrated 

the score. Vodery was still touring with the show in the 

spring of 1905.  

 

1905 - Vodery from 1905 to 1907 was in Chicago working for 

C. K. Harris Music House. He was also the librarian for the 

Chicago Symphony and is said to have studied with 

Frederick Stock. 

 In 1906, while still in Chicago, Vodery contributed 

songs for Jordan's Pekin Stock Company in "The Man 

From Bam." Vodery is said to have also contributed to the 

show "The Time, The Place and the Girl," probably as an 

arranger or orchestrator. 
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 In May of 1907 was the revival of "My Friend From 

Georgia." Vodery's "Yankee Doodle Coon" was used later 

in "Oyster Man"  

 The New York Age of July 25, 1907 states:"  In late 1906 

or 1907 Vodery met W. M. Cook in Chicago when Cook was 

at the Pekin. Vodery then comes to work on "Bandanna 

Land" with Cook , starring Walker & Walker , and with 

Hogan in "Oyster Man" as musical director. This was his 

first big break. The show had about 14 to 17 musical 

numbers. It is the debut of Vodery as a composer of songs 

for the stage. The show was produced by Hurtig and Seaman 

that began an association between the men. From Sept. 26 to 

Jan. of 1908 Hogan was ill and the company disbanded. 

 Vodery is now writing now for both white & black 

shows with steady employment doing burlesque skits and   

has a large amount of his original music in 3 shows on the 

vaudeville circuit. They are: "Broadway Burlesquers," 

"Social Maids," and " Girls from Happyland." In 1909 he 

continues to write for Hurtig and Seaman. In the Happyland 

show we find two farce vaudeville skits - "The Man from 

Tiffany" and "Two Hot Nights."  

 In 1910 Vodery continues to write for a number of 

summer shows. He makes a cylinder with the 

"Indestructible Military Band."  
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 In June of 1910 he contributes music for comedian Leon 

Errol's act and receives first contract from Fl. Ziegfeld to do 

music for the "Follies of 1911." In 1918 he enlists in the 

Army in WWI (He returns in 1919 after the war is over.) 

 Also in June of 1910 Vodery conducts the Colored 

Vaudeville Benevolent Association (CVBA) Orchestra in a 

minstrel show in Newark, N.J. (The second part was 

Vodery's music.) In August of 1910 he writes all the music 

for " The Down in Dixie Minstrels" for John Rucker and the 

Smart Set Company. 

 In August of 1910 Vodery is appointed director of the 

Howard Theater Orchestra its opening date is on August 22, 

1910. He is preparing a vaudeville show in America and a 

tour of the Europe continent by the Howard Theater 

Company. He is now in the pits conducting the Howard 

stage shows. 

 

 
Howard Theater 
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 In September Vodery writes for Hurtig and Seaman for 

a show entitled "Night Life in Two Gay Cities."  

 In  October Vodery writes music for "My  Friend From 

Dixie" for J. Leubrie Hill. While at the Howard (in 

Washington D.C.) he mounts the "Big Minstrel Carnival." It 

goes for 2 weeks and he writes two new works for this 

production. 

 While at the Howard Vodery writes "Blackville 

Corporation" (also called "The Black Promoters"). In 

January of 1911 the next show at the Howard by its stock 

Company is "The Dixie Minstrels."  Vodery writes one 

original new number for the Olio, a musical farce called 

"From Natchez to New Orleans,"  that closes the show, a 

work that is said never before equaled in minstrelsy. Later 

in January Vodery resigned from the Howard Theater. He 

goes on the road with Hill's show in early 1911 as musical 

director until May.  

 In the Washington Bee of January 21, 1911 we read: 

"The music of "My Friend From Dixie" is by Will H. 

Vodery, for years director of this class of shows. Many white 

successes are using Vodery music under different names.  

 

 Now in Chicago Vodery rehearses 3 white shows with 

his music, probably for Hurtig & Seaman as musical 

director until May. He also writes and stages a parody on 

"Madame X" called "Madame X -cuse Me" 
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 In June of 1911 Vodery's first show for Ziegfeld is done. 

He is now under contract for Ziegfeld. In  August he 1911 

Vodery composes & rehearses "Dr. Bean From Boston" for 

the "Smart Set Company" and is in charge now as musical 

director  and as conductor in the pit. In December of 1911 

Vodery composes the music for Hurtig & Seaman's 

Burlesque Company called " The Social Maid." He continues 

to write for the "Social Maid" until 1918.  

 In 1912, in September, Vodery composes the music for 

Hurtig &  Seaman's "The Girls in Happyland" (an all white 

review that the company performs until 1933). 

 In  September of 1913 Vodery is now musical director 

for a huge Ada Overton Walker charity event on May 15, 

1913 at the new Star Casino. He writes for two vaudevilles 

skits 'Puerto Rice Girls' and "Happy Girls."  

 On June 16th of 1913 the Ziegfeld Follies opens with 

music by Vodery. In August Vodery is the musical director 

of the Frogs performance at the Manhattan Casino with J.R. 

Europe's exclusive Society Orchestra. In the fall of 1913 

Vodery ends as director of "Dr. Bean From Boston"(for a 

2nd season) and travels on the road in late 1913 with Ada 

Overton Walker's vaudeville show as musical director. 

 In 1914 the next version of the "Follies" opens on June 

1st with Bert Williams and Vodery's hit song "Darktown 

Poker Club."  

 In August of 1914 Vodery writes for Irwin C. Miller's 

"Mr. Rag time" whic h lasted over 2 years. Also in August of 

1914 Vodery is preparing music for a burlesque called 



11 
 

"Busy Little Cupid" for Hurtig & Seaman. In October 

Vodery has extended his role in the big Harlem Exposition 

with special music written and arranged. 

 In January of 1915 for the skit "Girls of the Moulin 

Rouge", a two act burlesque, has music by Vodery. In April 

there are plans for a revival of Hogan's "Oyster Man."  

 On June 21, 1915 the Ziegfeld Follies opens with music 

by Vodery. In August he writes some songs for "The Girl 

Trust", a Hurtig show that begins a tour of the vaudeville 

circuit. While continuing to write he leads the orchestra at 

the Cocoanut Grove of the Century Theater Roof Garden. 

 In September he conducts the orchestr a for "Town 

Topics."  Also in September he contributes music to "Two 

Husbands and One Wife." 

 

 The 1916 edition of the Ziegfeld Follies opens with, of 

course, music by Vodery. In August of 1916 Vodery writes 

music for "The Rag Doll of Ragland," a show with 9 scenes. 

Also the company "Bowery Burlesquers" have a new two-

act burlesque entitled "At Lobster B each" with original 

music by Vodery. The newspaper "New York Age" calls 

Vodery "One of the best orchestrators in Manhattan and the 

services are being dearly sought after nowadays by the 

leading theatrical promoters in New York. He is recognized 

as one of the best orchestrators of music in Manhattan." 

 

 In April of 1917 Vodery creates special Indian music for 

Doraldina's Montmartre in "A Cherok ee Indian Classics of 
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Historic Significance"  in her new Indian room at 

Doraldina's Montmartre at Broadway at 5oth. 

  In June of 1917 Vodery again writes music as the 

Follies present a new show. Also in June Vodery orchestras 

"Story Songs of the City." Also in August of 1917 the 

company "Some Babies" is a new vehicle called "The Love 

Cure" with music by Vodery.  

 In September Hurtig and Seaman Company have a new 

act " The Boys From Home" with music by Vodery. In 

November Vodery recommends George Gershwin as a 

rehearsal pianist for Ziegfeld's "Miss 1917." 

 

Vodery in the Army 

Black U.S. Army Bands and their Bandmasters in WWI  by 

Peter Lefferts  

 The other prominent black regimental band of WWI, 

Will Vodery's 807th Pioneer Infantry Band, began its 

overseas service with a taste of combat. "When we arrived in 

a certain part of France we were carry ammunition to the 

front under fire." Its "climatic su ccess" really began, 

though, when it was detached from its regiment to be the 

First Army Headquarters Battalion Post Band, the most 

distinguished and lengthiest assignment undertaken by any 

of the black regimental bands, in which capacity it played all 

over France. This opportunity was created when on October 

16, 1918, General John J. Pershing turned over personal 

command of the million-man US First Army to General 

Hunter Liggett, who commanded it until April 20, 1919. 
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Naturally, Liggett then needed his own headquarter band, 

independent of Pershing's and a competition was set up for 

the position, which was won when Vodery's band beat out 

four other (white) regimental bands. The band transferred 

to the First Army on November 13, 1918. Based first at 

Souilly near Verhun and then at Bar-sur-Aube in the 

countryside southeast of Paris, close by to Pershing's own 

headquarters at Chaumont. Vodery's men served as First 

Army headquarters Band for five months until the First 

Army was dissolved in April. In early 1919 Vodery stepped 

away for two months to do the Bandmasters course at 

nearby Chaumont, and a Vodery letter shows that after the 

course he expected to return to the US with First Army 

Headquarters. Instead, in late April, he and the band were 

sent back to their regiment, which had missed them solely. 

 A few references indicate the calibre of event for which 

Vodery's band provided entertainment in this assignment. It 

represented the American Army at a reception for French 

President M. Poincare and Mme. Poincare at  Verdun on 

November 20, 1918, When Poincare was traveling to join 

Marshall Foch and Petain for the ceremonial entries into the 

liberated towns of Alsace-Lorraine. Poincare "said it was the 

first colored band he had ever heard and its music was 

astounding." On December 5, the band played while 

General Liggett decorated eight aviator aces at Souilly. On 

January 8 it played at the services in honor of Colonel 

Roosevelt at which General Liggett and General Drum and 

staff were present (Theodore Roosevelt had died on January 
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6). Further, during January the band played at one of the 

Catholic Cathedrals, and it also played privately on January 

19 for the Prince of Monaco at his Chateau. "The Prince 

expressed particular pleasure in Negro music." On March 

21, they played for General Pershing, his staff and guests, 

the king and queen of Belgium, at Lignoi, the chateau that 

was Lieut. Gen. Hunter Liggett's headquarters, near Bar-

sur-Aube." On April 6 they played for General Pershing at 

Bar-sur-Aube. And they also made tours of base hospitals, of 

course. 

 Vodery's outfit was very much a theater troupe as well 

as a concert band, and could mount at least two different 

shows. A description of one of the shows performed in Bar-

sur-Aube in January mentions comedy sketches, a sax 

quartet, a comedian and a song & dance routine. 

 Indication shows that Vodery had found, amongst the 

regiment's draftees (or brought with him into the band as 

volunteer enlistees) many East Coast professionals. By one 

later description a band of 52 players, one photo shows a 

conductor and 47 instrumentalists. For theatrical shows they 

broke out a smaller group. There is a roster of Vodery's 

minstrel show and pit orchestra totaling 30 names, 

comprising about 10 actor-singers and 20 instrumentalists. 

More than half of these individuals can be traced as active 

professional actors and musicians in civilian life. One 

particularly prominent subset of men who played together in 

the 807th was Opal Cooper, Sammy Richardson. Louis V. 
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Jones and Earl Grandstaff-returned to France after the war 

and played together on-and-off for most of the 1920s. 

 

 
 The three most celebrated band were those of Jim Europe 

Tim Brymn, and Will Vodery. The African American Pioneer 

Infantry regiment bands sailed from 'August to October 1918 

and the 807 band assisted in the final bloody assaults on 

German positions and stayed on the continent much later 

(deep in the summer months of 1919). 

 

The three popular 'jazz' bands in France during WWI 

 

 Much has been written about J. R. Europe and his 

"Hellfighters Band" in France. Europe enlisted and his Col 

Haywood asked him to form a band. Band music of France 

and England were greatly superior to U. S. Pershing 

believed bands were essential to troop morale and 

implemented a training program to improve the Army's 

bands. He increased regimental band strengths from 28 to 48 

pieces. It was the ragtime and jazz that made American 

bands popular with both the troops and the civilians. He 

said: "Lieut. E urope I want you to organize for me the best 

damn brass band in the U. S. Army.  With help, Europe 

organized a band of recruits. Bill 'Bojangles" Robinson was 



16 
 

the band's drum major. In the fall of 1917 the band was sent 

to France as the 369 Infantry Band. The band, besides being 

a brass band (as were Tim Brymn's and Will Vodery's 

Bands) included musicians who could sing, dance, do 

comedy and all kinds of entertainment. The bands could 

break down to a dance or theater orchestra. The bands 

entertained the troops as well as traveling throughout 

France to entertain the local citizens. Much of the success of 

these bands was the jazz numbers they played. This success 

presented a demand for Negro musicians in France. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                        

     Europe's Band 

 Europe's Band success had an effect on other New York 

regiments thus came Tim Brymn's USA Field Artillery Band 

being sent to France. Brymn was a rival of Europe at the old 

Clef Club in New York. His band was described as an 

"overseas jazz sensation." It was named "The Black Devils 

Band," of the 350th USA Field Artillery Band. It was also 
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described as "the jazziest, craziest best tooting outfit in 

France.  

 After the war, unlike Vodery's Band, Brymn's Band 

took a world and US tour. They played a concert at the 

Manhattan Opera House and made recordings. He is created 

with introducing the song "The Black Bottom." The famous 

Willie, "the Lion' Smith was in the Brymn Band in France. 

He received his nickname in France for his bravery while in 

the unit. Many give him credit for introducing jazz to 

France. 

  Europe's Band did various activities upon returning to 

the US but his success was ended when a member of his 

band, drummer, Private Hebert Wright stabbed him on May 

9, 1919. He died a few hours later in the hospital. Vodery 

continued his earlier career as an arranger, orchestrator, 

composer of vaudeville, stage and musical comedy shows, 

mostly in New York, but did travel with various groups 

throughout the country. 
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Europe's Band at hospital in Paris 

 

Tim Brymn's 70 Black Devils of the 350th U.S.A. Field 

Artillery Band caused a sensation at the peace conference, 

playing for president Wilson. Brymn described his band as 

"A military symphony  engaged in a battle of jazz.ò 
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Tim Brymn -circa 1918 

 

 
Brymn's Black Devils 

 

 Of the 200-odd bandmasters there were 229 white 

bands and 11 non-white bands. 

 Vodery attended the Army band school in Chaumont 

operating from November 1, 1918 to June 1, 1919. The 

course of study lasted eight weeks. Will Vodery attended the 

school in late 1918 and early 1919. Vodery attended from 

February though early April. Vodery was the only African 

American among the 40 in his class. Vodery did outstanding 

work there. Vodery's band, when discharged did not become 

part of an enterprise in touring the US. Some thought that 

the Vodery band surpassed any other band that ever went to 

France. 

   Upon returning to America he wrote the music for Bert 

Williams' show, "The Pink Slip," which was produced by A. 

H. Woods. 
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New York Age - July 20, 1918 

 The following have been booked for over "Uncle Sam's 

Time," Camp Dix, N. J., commencing July 19: Willie Loftus 

Gulfport of Crumbly and Gulfport; Jimmie Parker, 

formerly of Deas and Parker; Emanuel Garden, Nathan De 

Lorch of McKissick and De Lorch; Garland Howard of 

Howard and Craddock, and Will H Vodery, arranger, who 

is to become bandmaster. 

 

New York Age - December 21, 1918 - Will H. Vodery  

 Will H. Vodery, bandmaster of the 807 Infantry, in a 

personal letter to Alex Rogers, written in France, Nov. 22, 

has the following to say about the band: 

 "To begin with I am well and have been well ever since 

leaving the States, although there has been a lot of sickness 

all around me. The band has made over good with a bunch 

of raw true material. I have worked it up to the place that I 

can say I've got a real band. Headquarters has taken us 

away from the regiment and attached us to the headquarters 

as post band of the First Army. 

 Opal Cooper, Eddie Stafford, Grandstaff, and 

Blackburn, with the assistance of about twenty good voices, 

have put on a knock-out show, and seem to please them 

everywhere. Charlie Thorpe, along with the rest of the 

bunch, wishes to be remembered. We were commanded to 

play for the President of France on the 20th at Verdun and 

he said, in his language, it is astounding to hear such 
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wonderful music.' Well, those babies certainly did play. We 

have really done out bit and made good." 

 

New York Age - January 4, 1919 

 The organizing and development of an army band are 

told with considerable pride by Charles L. Thorpe, Jr., first 

sergeant, Headquarters Company, 807 Pioneer Infantry 

Band, now the Post Band of the First Army Corps. The work 

incurred in arriving at this  result is summarized and the 

active part played by the band in the entertainment of the 

soldiers is sketched in a lively manner. The appointment as 

post band was only made after a competitive tryout with 

four other bands. 

 How the band played for the President of the French 

republic, together with his comment on its performance, and 

something about the personnel of the performers, will be 

found in the letter below: 

 "It is a pleasure for me to write you about this 

wonderful organization. No doubt it will be of some interest 

to you, also to your readers, to hear from us. Mr. Vodery, 

our bandmaster, with his wonderful support, has made a 

reputation with this band in less than six months, almost 

equal to the American Army, in comparison to the German 

Army that  was. 

 When Mr. Vodery and myself enlisted at Camp Dix, for 

the purpose of organizing a band, on July 20, 1918, it was in 

our minds to have just what has materialized-a great band. 

In more than one way the work was hard-to get men to 
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enlist. However, a few did. The first one was Eddie Cole 

(Stofford), who had been a band man with the original "Old 

Kentucky" show, also a good first class performer. Albert 

Smith, who has made good on the clarinet, also was selected 

as cartoonist for the Camp Dix Times, and aboard ship. 

 However in looking around the camp among the drafted 

men we found quite a few men who were musicians. Among 

them were Ralph Redmond new assistant bandmaster and 

Paul Grundhoff, who have been a great help to us. Sergt. 

Redmond is indeed the man who can get the best results out 

of a man's musical ability and he is doing nice work with the 

band. We also have with us in Willie Lefton (Gulfport), well 

known in Harlem and or principal comedian, a good alto 

player. He and Stafford are partners in "The Jail-House" 

act. 

 We have entertained all over France and our shows and 

band are taken as marvelous production. Mr. Vodery has 

composed quite a few numbers since we have been here, 

namely: "The Col. Cary March" with words, and "My 

Bouquet," a sentimental chanson; also two complete shows 

with music, which we use in the Y. M.C.A.'s hospitals, Red 

Cross huts and aviators' quarters. 

 Finally we were selected to make a tryout for the 

position of Post Band for the First Army Headquarters with 

four white bands and it's up to you to judge the outcome. We 

are now the Post Band of the First American Army 

Headquarters. At Camp Dix we started our career giving 

band concerts and minstrel show at the Y.M.C.A. and 
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winding up at the Liberty Theatre. After a most successful 

trip across the Atlantic, in eleven days, without accident, we 

arrived safely and immediately started our work, making a 

real band and first class show at the same time. Opal Cooper 

who was the Drum Major was quite in place with his silver-

toned voice and was a great help to us. Mr. Vodery with his 

experience-first with Hogan's shows and lastly Ziegfeld's 

and the Klaw and Erlanger productions proved his ability 

was not lacking; our shows were therefore a great success.  

 I will give you a slight synopsis of one of them: Opening 

by orchestra-with violins played by the following men: Corp. 

Louis V. Jones, Boston, Mass.' Bernard Parker, New York; 

Ralph Howard, Providence, R. I. Trombones handled by 

John Reeves, New York; Douglas (Chink) Johnson, Cornet, 

Dallas, chambers, Bayonne, N. J. and Corp Chas. Wall, 

Pittsfield, N. J. Bandolines, Ernest Edmead, New York; 

Thos. L. Whaley, Boston Mass., Saxophones, Samuel 

Richardson, New York, Horns, McCormack, Samuel 

Wooding, Philadelphia, Piano, Clarence Wilson, New York, 

Georgie Howe, trap-drums, Brooklyn. 

 Then we follow with ensemble entitled 'Greetings." The 

setting-endmen: Eddie Cole (Stafford), Willis Lofton 

(Gulfport), Harrison Blackburn, Earl Gr andstaff, Opal 

Cooper, Duncan Pope, Wm. McMaster, Nathan De Loach, 

John H. Scott, Henry Turman, Chas. L. Thorpe, Jr. 

interlocutor, in a very up-to-date manner. 

 Our number is followed by jokes, the first part of which 

closed with a song, "Uncle Sammy," a number composed by 
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our Band Master and put over in fine shape by Henry 

Thurman and the entire company. 

 The Olio opened with a jazz number by the orchestra; 

in sequence came H. Blackburn, monologue; Opal Cooper, 

solo; saxophone quartet, S. Richardson, L. V. Jones, C. 

Williams, C. I. Thorpe, Jr.; the 807 Pioneer Infantry 

quartet, P. Richardson, Opal Cooper, W. Lofton, E. Cole; 

and last, but not least Cole and Lofton in the "Jail House." 

After this the band would play the closing numbers. If 

conditions permitted there was as a rule a dance with Jazz 

Band playing. 

 

After the War 

 

 Returning from the war Vodery returns to work for 

Ziegfeld. Many of the Negro bandmasters kept their bands 

intact and toured the country or played in various clubs. 

Vodery career mostly was in writing arranging and 

orchestrating music for various media - vaudeville acts, 

shows and special occasions.  One of his first compositions is 

the song "My Bouquet" for Margaret  Ward' s vaudeville act. 

  

 In 1919 he is hard at work. He arranges and orchestras 

the show "Three Showers" a two-act musical. He also 

arranges music for Mable Frenyears' new vaudeville act. 

 In September of 1920 Vodery contributes songs and 

orchestrations for "Broadway Brevities of 1920." The show 

stars Eddie Cantor and Bert Williams. 
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 In May of 1921 Vodery arranges and orchestrates music 

for Noble & Sissle's "Shuffle Along" and directs the colored 

orchestra and it is said that Vodery stages the show. At first 

Florence Mills was in the show and then Josephine Baker 

with Vodery as musical director. In 'December of 1921 

Vodery writes the music for Bert Williams last show "Under 

the Bamboo Tree" (original title "The Pink Slip").  

 Also in December Vodery becomes the band leader of 

the 369 Regimental Band of the New York National Guard 

for 6 months with Lieut. Noble Sissle as manager when Col. 

Little pursued the idea of a smaller ensemble. Vodery & 

Sissle did not like a smaller band idea so they quit. The Col. 

said a smaller band could get more work (and money). This 

plan of more activity did not go with the two's schedule. 

 Vodery opens a blues contest at the Manhattan Casino 

with Sissle acting as M.C. 

 

 On January 20th, 1922 a group of Harlem singers and 

entertainers who had been in Franc during WWI sponsored 

a blues singers contest and dance with music by a 67 piece 

regimental band, directed by Will Vodery. At midnight the 

dance floor was cleared for a blues contest. Four of the most 

popular blues singers of the day competed: Trixie Smith, 

Daisy Martin, Alice Leslie Carter and Lucille Hegamin. The 

winner was 'The southern Nightingale" Trixie Smith. It is 

not known of the Vodery orchestra accompanied the blues 

singers. 
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 In 1922 Vodery was engaged to organize his own 

orchestra for the Plantation, one of the smart cabarets in 

New York. Except for a short stay in Europe, where he was 

very successful, Vodery was at the Plantation until it closed a 

few months ago. 

 In 1922 Vodery makes a 156 page score for Gershwin's 

opera "Blue Monday." This small opera was a part of 

George White's "Scandals." It featured Gershwin's "Blue 

Monday Blues." 

 In March of 1922 and for the next 7 years Vodery 

writes for Ziegfeld and Hurt ig and Seaman. Lew Leslie 

produces the Plantation Club Review with Florence Mills. In 

Feb./March Vodery arranges the show "Night Time Follies 

in Dixieland."  

 Vodery is in the pit for Lew Leslie's show "Blackbirds 

of 19XX" series until 1929. He wrote for the show until 1933 

as a arranger and/or a conductor and toured with them 

which included an European tour. 

 From mid 1922 Vodery is out of the pit with "Shuffle 

Along" and is busy with his Plantation Orchestra playing for 

Florence Mills in the "Plantation Review." Vodery had 

replaced Tim Brymn as conductor. 
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Will Vodery, Florence Mills and Plantation group 

 

 

 
 

Vodery continues writing and arranging for the Follies and 

chooses 16 colored girls for the show. Vodery is busy 

arranging for the show that opens on June 5, 1922. 

 At the Music Box Theater, for the show "Music Box 

Review," he does the orchestrations for this venue du jour, 

beginning on October 23, 1922. In April 16, of 1922 the show 
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"How Come" opens. After the show comes of the road, 

Creamer and Vodery do additional numbers. Vodery not 

only adds numbers but does the orchestration and is musical 

director leading a pit orchestra of 20. He leaves on a tour of 

Europe with the Plantation Review in late April. 

 

 Vodery spends the spr ing/summer in England with the 

Plantation Review in the show "Dover Street to Dixie." He 

leave the U.S. on April 28th, 1923. (He actually leaves in 

early May.) He returns to the U.S. to New York on August 4, 

1923. (Florence Mills book says the run was from May 31 to 

September 1, 1923. In the fall he stays with Mills for the 

season of the Plantation Review, the latest version named 

"Dover Street to Dixie."  

 Still writing Vodery contributes music to the musical 

"Kid Boots' with Eddie Canto r  that is produced by Ziegfeld. 

He continues to write and rehearse for the holidays at the 

Plantation. Vodery shares in the orchestrations of the show 

"Round the Town."  

 Vodery stays with Mills for the 4th season of Plantation 

Review doing more arrangements and orchestrations. 
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For a memorial for his mother on the 10th anniversary of 

her death, Vodery and his orchestra appear at the Central 

Presbyterian Church in memory of his beloved mother. 

 During the year Florence Mills, with Vodery's 

orchestrations, appears in a new act with a swing on the 

vaudeville circuit. 

 The Vodery orchestra then appears in "Tan Town 

Topics" at the Lincoln Theater with Ethel Waters and 

Vodery's Plantation Orchestra; She plans to go into 

vaudeville with Vodery in the pit. 

 In July Mills takes a break and Vodery and orchestra 

appear in vaudeville at the Lincoln Theater for a week. Also 

in July, the Plantation Review and Vodery are on radio (July 

16th &the 23rd and August 4, 5, and 6th).  
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 In August Mills with Vodery's orchestra is at the Globe 

Theater. 

 Also in August of 1925 Vodery does the arranging and 

orchestrations for the show "How's the King."  

 In September, 1925, Vodery writes music and lyrics for 

a one-act comedy "Slick as Ever," a skit for vaudeville. Also 

in September Mills and Vodery are at Keith's Theater in 

Detroit and on to the Palace. 

 Var iety Magazine states on Sept. 9th, 1925 Gershwin is 

negotiation to do the score for a new Florence Mills show 

"Anna fr om Savannah." The show also has music by 

Vodery. 

 Mills opens in "Blackbirds of 1925" on October 30, 

1925 but goes to new show around Thanksgiving. It is a 

colored musical comedy. She is to appear in both her new 

shows "Anna" and her new Plantation Review. 

 Next Vodery arranges dance music for the Earl Carroll 

Vanities Orchestra. 

 Vodery's orchestra is still with Mills' Plantation Review 

in "Blackbirds of 1925" from November to April.  

 In December Ethel Waters and Vodery's band appear 

at Philadelphia's Forrest Theater for the annual Actor's 

Fund benefit.  

 

 In January of 1926 Flo Ziegfeld opens a revue 'Palm 

Beach Nights" at Club Montmartre with music by Vodery 

and his and Art Hickman's orchestras. The show 

"Blackbirds of 1926"  sails for France on May 22 through 
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august. The troupe goes to London with Vodery's Plantation 

Orchestra but Vodery is not with them. He is away from the 

group for basically a year. Vodery does arrangements for 

Ziegfeld's show with Friml doing the writing of songs. The 

show is "No Foolin" with Vodery's orchestra. 

 On August 13, 1926, Vodery is shot in left arm in a 

robbery in his apartment.  The wound is not life threatening. 

  On March 18, 1927 Vodery travels to Europe and 

returns on June 17. He returns to Southampton on July 5 

and stays until late September taking over for Conductor 

Shrimp Jones who had resigned conducting "Blackbirds of 

1927." He returns to the US around June 17 but returns to 

London remaining until mid September. He returns to New 

York City on September 28th. 

 In  October, 1927 he writes the choral arrangements for 

"Show Boat.' 

 Vodery refuses bids between Fox and Keith Albee 

bookers for the services of his orchestra. But Vodery doesn't 

want to do Vaudeville and takes his orchestra into a Lew 

Leslie night club. 

 In February, 1928, the show "Keep Shuffin" has 

orchestrations all by Vodery with his Symphonic Band. In 

April the one act comedy "Slick as Ever" opens with lyrics 

and music by Vodery. 

 In May Vodery's orchestra is in the pit for Lew Leslie's 

"Blackbirds of 1928" and Vodery is said to be working on 

music for "Blackbirds of 1929." 
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1928 

 

 

In October, 1928 Vodery does orchestration for Earl 

Dancer's "Deep Harlem." In December Vodery contribu tes 

music for the musical "Whoopee" with Eddie Cantor, 

produced by Ziegfeld that runs for a year. 

 In 1929 Vodery presents "Swing Along." Cook is in the 

pit while Vodery is with " Blackbirds." This may be 

Vodery's last 'big' compositional effort. 

 Columnist Dave Peyton, after visiting New York City 

wrote: "Will Vodery of New York is about the busiest 

musician in the city. He is the master arranger for the 

Ziegfeld interest and is much sought after by all branches of 

the profession for his services. His office is at 1547 Broadway 

which is the busiest place in New York." 

 In August of 1929 Vodery is still featured with his 

Plantation Orchestra in "Blackbirds of 1929." His office is in 
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the Gayety Building a.k.a. the Gayety Theater owned by 

George M. Cohen. It has been called the black Tin Pan Alley 

for  the number of African-Americans songwriters who rent 

office space there. 

 Also in August of 1929 he does work on the show "Show 

Girl' with "Mississippi" by Vincent Youmans.  

  

  In  1929 Vodery signs with Fox Film Corporation.  He 

has a three year contract. He is to be the general supervisor 

of the music at a salary of $26,000 a year. He leaves for 

Hollywood around October 15th. He begins writing music 

for "New Orleans Frolic" but returns to Ziegfeld i n 1930 to 

take charge of all musical arrangements and the Ziegfeld 

orchestra. 

 The follies of 1931 runs from July 1 to November 21, 

with Rosemond Johnson and several colored members. 

 In February of 1932 Will Vodery's band is used in the 

show "The Social Register." 

 In July of 1932 Florenz Ziegfeld dies. Vodery had 

written for all Ziegfeld's shows whether they had colored or 

white performers. 

 Vodery also wrote the music for "Shuffl in"  Stepin' 

Fletcher's movies including: "Heat in Dixie,' "Salute" and 

" Movietone Follies of 1929."  

 Vodery orchestras the ballet scene in "Such Men Are 

Dangerous" in 1930. Vodery, Gershwin and other musicians 

create song hits for the Fox Movietone reproductions. 
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 Next, Vodery assembles 16 colored singers for the show 

"Ballyhoo of 1938." His band, in October of 1932 appears in 

a two reel "Broadway Brevities" with  the Cotton Club 

Chorus. 

 Called a new revival of "Shuffle Along of 1932" it  is by 

Sissle and Blake with Vodery doing the choral arrangements 

as well as the orchestrations. 

 The Will Vodery singers next appear in the musical 

revue "Strike M e Pink" starring Jimmy Durante. It runs 

from March 4 to June 10. The singers appear in an Ethel 

Waters show in Pittsburgh. 

 In November 1933, Lew Leslie's "Blackbirds of 

1933/34"  open at the Majestic Theater in Brooklyn with 

arrangements by Vodery, Grofe and others. In the show is 

an extended sketch scene "Mikado in Harlem" with 

arrangements by Vodery. Ethel Waters recall in his auto 

biography that Will Vodery wrote a jazz version of "The 

Mikado" for a 1924 review of the Plantation club (Actually 

in 1934). 

 In June of 1934 "Vodery writes a script and composes 

special musical numbers that includes a minstrel show that 

he trains and directs. 

 At the August 25, 1934 spectacle, the Negro Pageant at 

the Chicago "Century of Progress Faire Vodery is a central 

participant and performer.  

 "The Man from Baltimore" rehearsals are under way 

in October, 1934. It is an all colored musical comedy. 

Vodery, with others, is responsible for the book and lyrics. It 
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is 25 years that Vodery has written for Hurtig and Seaman 

Productions. 

 In 1935 the new "Cotton Club Parade" begins on July 

18, 1935 with tunes and orchestrations arranged by Vodery 

and others. The Cotton Club closes its Harlem doors on 

February 19, 1934. Vodery still does the Ziegfeld Follies of 

1936/37 and contributes some orchestrations. 

 The Cotton Club, now located downtown on Broadway 

has the "Cotton Club Parade" for its 400th performance. It 

remains in 1937 with scores by Vodery. 

 Vodery does arrangements and orchestrations and 

organizes a choir of mixed voices for the big musical 

romance "Virginia" with black stars on Broadway from 

September 2 to October 23, 1937. It was said to be successful  

and making a big sensation but closed abruptly. 

 A choir of 50 voices is used by Vodery in the 3rd Cotton 

Club Review and writes the score. 

 A new 1938 Cotton Club show, the 4th Cotton Club 

Parade at the relocated Cotton Club, has music supervised 

and arranged by Vodery with his choir. Ethel Waters and 

the Duke Ellington Orchestra are in the show. 

 In  October another edition of the Cotton Club Parade is 

seen with Vodery's choir and his arrangements. 

 In  1939 the World's Fair edition of the Cotton Club 

Parade has Vodery's choir. He does some arrangements and 

orchestrations for 'The Hot Mikado" from Marc h 23 to June 

3, 1939. It is production of Michael Todd with Vodery as 

musical director. For some reason Vodery walked out of the 




