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Introduction

“Detroit Blues Women” explores how African American women'’s blsasvived the
twentieth century relatively unscripted by the image-maketseomusic industry. Forged in the
1920s, women'’s blues carried over into the twenty-first centurpite sf the abandonment of
the genre in the late 1920s by the country’s major recording labklany blues women
succeeded in ensuing years despite having to struggle fornmeeongwithin a musical field
dominated by men —musicians, writers and chroniclers, spectatorbuaikess people--who
attempted to marginalize or trivialize their work and the workheir 1920s predecessors.
While the broad topics of sexuality and gender relations dominate folusis sung by women,
they are not the totality of women’s blues, which also embrdeax range of socio-economic
topics.

Embellished, revamped, and reinterpreted in the decades that haseacdrgone since
the 1920s, “women’s blues,” which is defined partially as musichthdiors and promotes the
core notions of individual and collective freedom, has historicaltyiged black women with a
space where self-expression is permissible and wherein blackecadn be conveyed. Within
this musical genre, black women blues singers have claimed indeperatah@ self-directed
sexuality that asserts female desires in place of an digdahale-imposed sexuality. In doing
so, many of the blues women have shown resistance to some thepvescice-, class-, and
gender-based notions of “what a [working-class black] woman dadig¢ and do” that arose in
black and white communities and were put forth by men and by women.”

This study also seeks to discount notions that the blues queens of the 1920s, or of any era,

were, to a large degree, the creation of the music industry, “agirodobommercialization,” or



novelty items, as is implied by some male blues scholars, asidhaul Oliver and William
Barlow? They instead developed out of the African American vernacular asitah sources;
the most prominent being blues music itself. Although the orwmjinlse blues are uncertain, the
music appears to have been a late nineteenth century Africanganinvention that built upon
many elements of then popular African American folk music, sadireld hollers, work songs,
spirituals, ballads, griot songs, and even the “coon songs” of mistelsormed by both men
and women. Lyrically, the blues portrayed many aspects dfimgpclass African American
life, including love, labor, and loss, and resisted and rebelled agam& of the external forces
that affected African Americans in the United States, such as race, @@adeass oppression.
Embodied in much of the blues music was also a yearning from freaddriberation,
which for poor black women required finding relief from the multiple pressurese®f ckass and
gender oppression. One of the first opportunities for working-é&lisgsan American women to
achieve upward mobility and to construct an arena in which their fgaies concerns were
audible presented itself in the 1920s in the field of entertainnmehthaough the predominantly
“white” world of commerce. While the music industry in thah evas indeed racist, sexist,
exploitative and limiting, and in many senses did “make” the 1920s llamen, “Detroit Blues
Women” argues that those African American working-class woar@hthe black working-class
Americans who initially supported them, had a great impact on the& nmakistry. Through
their writing and performances, working-class African Amerigeomen helped shape consumer
preferences. Working-class African American audiences, intietped shape the compositions
and performances of the blues women and the conduct of the recqodrgées) which in some
cases altered rosters and production and marketing strategiesptiarec an increasingly

substantial African American market for blues music. As theadie progressed, the black



working class called for a genuine southern sounds and performers, and the 1920scustsic
acclimated itself to this demand. While initially read fronsanewhat disingenuous script,
wherein white women and light-skinned black women--mostly nortgelst-who sang Tin Pan
Alley’s “northernized” blues, a southern women’s blues that waseclts blues born in its
ancestral habitat, yet was still recorded and produced in the urbidn swbained popularity in
the early 1920s.

The story of African American women’s blues in the twentieth uogntelates to two
migrations. The first was the real and physical event knowhea&reat Migration that brought
about a tremendous northward migration of southern blacks and essegd\alybirth to the
blues women phenomenon. In many cases, blues women of the 1920s, eshesmalyorking-
class southerners who moved north during the peak years of theMigeation, participated in
and documented the relocation of African Americans from the SouttetNdrth that occurred
primarily between 1910 and 1930. Many of the blues women who wrote &orngemselves,
and for others, helped provide the Great Migration with a workirgsctgerspective. Their
perspective was often more realistic and honest than the omedoffg the white, and black,
propagandists of both the North and the South who sometimes sugarteatedlities of the
Great Migration in their attempts to either spark or curb tteeles. Embedded in the Great
Migration was the journey of blues music and blues musicians to bungeooithern recording
centers such as Chicago and New York. Northern industrial ctiawesformed southern blues,
but not entirely. An urban sounding music made in the North maintsim@@ of the cultural
sensibilities of the South. To the migrants who came north fromn thet rural and the urban
South, blues music served as link back to the South and an introducti@riew, unfamiliar

urban North. With one foot in tradition and one foot in modernity, the Hluased both



backward and forward. According to African American women’ohiesh Tera W. Hunter, “the
blues . . . bore signs of historical consciousness . . . reflettedges in black life [and]
informed, and reflected broader African American working-cles-understandings in the
modern world.® “Detroit Blues Women's” first chapter is devoted to some ofli®20s blues

gueens who migrated to northern cities such as Chicago and Dattdiesped incorporate an
African American, working-class women’s blues into popular culture.

The second migration undertaken by the performers of woman’s blag an aesthetic,
spiritual, and transcendent journey that transported African Anmevicanen and their music
across barriers of race, class, and gender, as well as aarsigslndivides and categorizations.
In the three decades following the 1920s, different instrumentationgediffblues stylizations,
and different historical contexts altered women’s blues yeit¢etore elements (its yearning for
freedom and liberation, its allowance for a female subjectianyg sexuality free from the
conventions of patriarchy and its room for self-assertion) int&stroit Blues Women” focuses
in its second chapter on the first few decades of the sevens~ged-counting career of Detroit
Queen of the Blues, Alberta Adams. Adams, who began performing imtehd930s in the
black-and-tan nightclubs of Paradise Valley, the city’s blaatereainment and commercial
center, is old enough to recall Detroit performances of 1920s blueagliee Bessie Smith,
who she took as an early inspiration. With her assertiveness, ndependence, her
individuality, her wicked humor and her sparks of rebellion, Adams has exmhuadd
expanded upon, the legacy of the original blues queens, and she continues to do so.

Chapter three argues that the sexual repression and patriavobral that prevailed at
Motown in the early 1960s, along with the growing disinterest anyoning African Americans

in the blues, demonstrated by Motown president Berry Gordy, Jr. iaegnesident William



“Smokey” Robinson, helped to decrease opportunities for blues women ioitDeitiring
Motown’s heyday. The chapter ultimately reveals that a féellieus female artists at the label
continued in the blues woman tradition of assertiveness and residesite top-down attempts
to control them. Chapter four, which focuses on four modern Detroit bloesemwand shows
that with their assertive sexualities, their independent mindseltsheir self-affirming attitudes,
the singers retained many of the traits attributed to the 1920s blues women.

Chapter five describes the impact of two white musician/entiepre on women'’s blues
in Detroit, and deals with issues of race and authenticity withiesbimusic. Chapter six
expands on those themes and focuses once again on the career ofAdberta which, by the
1990s, had changed dramatically. Managed by a white man, playingvitdhmusicians, and
performing to white audiences, Adams and her career raflébte changes in the blues that
occurred in the latter half of the twentieth century. In the 19®@sBritish invasion and the
1960s folk and blues revivals combined to expose blues music a youngawtligmce and to
bless blues music with unprecedented commercial success. B®30s, Adams neared the
apex of her career, and changes in the music industry allowed lededse compact discs and
play to large festival audiences across the United State€anada. However, her continuing
tendency to equate the blues with freedom and her maintenance agsariive sexuality
refashioned for an elder performer reaffirmed her connection to the oiijiiesl queens.

Scholars of the blues often emphasize that, with the exception b®20s blues queens,
the blues has been predominantly masculine territory in terms of its aesli@md its performers.
Moreover, masculinity has become synonymous with authenticity irbltress and it is this
heavily gendered perception of blues music that sometimes suggp@sebfuscates the many

feminine perspectives that women have woven into the long history f tilusic. Few male



blues scholars have taken up the case of these women’s perspéattithes blues genre,
especially beyond the lives and legacies of the 1920s blues queeanale Bdues scholars, like
Daphne Duvall Harrison, Angela Y. Davis, Hazel V. Carby, Sandrd lasid Marybeth
Hamilton, have begun in recent decades to examine and assess bobinabpet of women’s
blues and the role of blues women in African American society attteitUnited State’. The
notion of “women’s blues” remains controversial, even among somesaf/dimen interviewed
for this study. Apart from the women’s blues written and perénl by blues women, some
songs written by men and reinterpreted by women transformed intcem®rblues. Otis
Redding’s “Respect” in the hands of Aretha Franklin, and Bo Diddigyrsa Man” as “I'm a
Woman,” in the hands of Koko Taylor, demonstrate that gender distingemerally add a
different meaning to a “male” song that is sung from a fenparspective. “Respect” by
Franklin, whose 1967 version far surpassed Redding’s in popularity, wag@dspan anthem
by the Black Power Movement and the Feminist MovementRedding’s version, “Respect” is
apparently about a man who demands respect from a woman and lalff@r,scommitment,
money, and just about all he has in return, but it can also be seetalasod a black man
demanding respect from a white man’s America. Franklin’s verfiom the perspective of a
black woman, adds an additional dimension to the song and reveals &onatldayer of
oppression. While black women who worked outside the home were neithap@raly nor a
new phenomenon in 1967, Franklin, by using the words of a man to representam, still
manages to subvert patriarchal notions of a woman’s “proper” plabe ih960s. In Franklin’'s
hands, the song elucidates more levels of oppression, but it atsbrgags to light additional
avenues of resistance. Franklin’'s “Respect,” which she transfotm& woman’s blues, does

much to describe the peculiar situation of black working-class women in the Urated. St



Carby declares that black women’s “exercise of power and coowesl sexuality was short
lived,” and restricted to the blues queens of the 192@smajor argument embedded in “Detroit
Blues Women” holds that women’s power and control over defining theirsewuality through
the medium of blues music did not die out following that brief periogdhith women’s blues
stood near the forefront of African American popular entertainmé&hteast within the realm of
blues music, black women have continued to formulate and portray a moredineoted
sexuality that both challenges and resists patriarchal, rawistlass assumptions regarding a
black woman'’s place. Seen in the larger context of African American higterip/ues women--
a very small minority among the masses of African American women, bunocgityrthat had the
potential to reach larger numbers of women--complicate notions ofibititys that some
historians use to describe the peculiar situation of working-blas& women in the twentieth
century. Their mere existence and their sometimes-loftysstadthin working-class black
communities also challenges perceptions that only intellectuabandyeois black men and
black women became race leaders. Bessie Smith, the dauigataborer and part-time Baptist
preacher, “more than any other women of her time,” came to sigalibke resurgent militancy
and racial pride of African Americans embodied in the New Negoedvhent, according to the
editors ofBlack Women in America: An Historical Encyclopefiia

The 1920s blues women played an important role in the African Amexigdang-class
communities of both the North and the South by serving as “cultural vatses” and “cultural
innovators.” These women provided working-class African American$ witportant
connections to the past and suggested ways to better navigate dlie pftlan often-chaotic
present and an extraordinarily indeterminate future during a &@wrand crucial period of

African American history. Their heirs continued to fulfill thiainction after the migration



subsided Throughout the twentieth century, black blues women showed other wibraien
assertiveness, independence, and liberation were within their gidsough the recording,
promotion and performance of their songs, many of the women becanmansu&empresses”,
and something akin to religious leaders for their African Aoagriaudiences. They “preached”
the blues with lyrics that sometimes simultaneously represéhéehighs and lows experienced
by an individual and the tragedies and triumphs that have affectédrib@n American people.
In so doing, blues women have also played a major role in shaping \eldpdeg blues music,
an African American working class invention that has done muchetdecthe unique musical
culture of the United States, a musical culture that has hadnmeendous impact on music
worldwide.

| would also like to include in this introduction my reasons for focusinghe blues
women of Detroit and naming this dissertation “Detroit Blues Wudnmestead of writing on
blues women nationwide or the blues women who have made their homesread ¢a
American cities other than Detroit.” As a matter of disclesushould first say that | was born
and raised in Detroit and its suburbs and that | enrolled in a PhDaprogr Wayne State
University, which is located in the center of Detroit. | hals® deen a fan of Detroit music
since, as a child, I first heard Motown music on the streeBetrfoit, and Motown truly did
invade the very atmosphere of the city in the 1960s. Since themtengst in the music of
Detroit has drawn upon some of the best the city has had tomffeck and roll, punk, rhythm
and blues, garage, blues, country, jazz, soul and funk. | have discovacedaf@inue to
discover) parts of a musical legacy that runs much deeper andebrban | could have ever
imagined. Thus, while those who name the “music cities” of thedworgjht overlook Detroit,

many Detroiters (and many non-Detroiters for that maktave long been aware that the city’s



unique and rich musical culture is perhaps, as Thornetta Davi®{dne modern blues women
who makes a substantial appearance in chapter four) puts it, Detroit’s “gem.”

While often overshadowed by other musical genres that have amivesiwake, blues
music set the trend in popular music that has characterizextyhef Detroit. It also stands as
the foundation and inspiration for many of the musical genres that déantually outrun the
blues in terms of popular appeal. While Detroit may not have arroftblues artists as
renowned as Chicago’s, there has been a blues scene of some smther a the city ever
since the 1920s. For every John Lee Hooker, there have been dozens Igftelgmééd blues
artists--maleand female--who have gone relatively unnoticed outside of the citeifoit.
“Detroit Blues Women” demonstrates that in Detroit 1920s blues quikenBessie Smith and
Sippie Wallace passed the tradition of women'’s blues on to jaeeided singers like Alberta
Adams. Partially because of her longevity in show business, Adamable to pass the torch to
modern day Detroit female blues artists like Thornetta Davidy 0a Cathy Davis, and Cee Cee
Collins, many of whom have been inspired by 1960s Motown and Aretin&lifra Since the
1920s, the tradition of women’s blues has remained strong in Detroiidge&etroiters have

chosen to make music an integral part of the city’s culture.
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Chapter One

The Blues Queens, Sippie Wallace, and the Emergence of the Blues in Detroit

Since the 1920s, when black women singers like Beulah “Sippie” ®dall@ertrude
“Ma” Rainey, and Bessie Smith rose to prominence and becameDapahe Duval Harrison
has defined as “blues queens,” black women have helped shape tleeafoinserican popular
music? The blues queens, or blues women, of the 1920s also established a sveoies'in
popular culture that sometimes equaled or surpassed that of premchisesmale-dominated
church®® Although the national spotlight illuminated the blues queens for ohlyefdecade,
the blues women still serve as antecedents and inspiration tdytfirst-century musicians
through their recorded work and in the place they have earned in the literature agthe bl

Beulah “Sippie” Wallace, like many other black female singers, wasd#ie success of
“Crazy Blues,” a blues song performed by Mamie Smith and Har Baunds in 1920. By
1923, American commerce discovered Bessie Smith, Sippie WalladeMa Rainey,who
claimed the title “The Mother of the Blues.” These three sgjgamong many others,
contributed what blues commentators would later describe as a more autherternsthanor to
the race records market in 1923. All three had included blues sorigsii performances for
years. Rainey had gone so far as to make the claim that sheveated the blues after she
heard a lonesome girl moaning a blues song in 1902 and incorporatex hermfraveling tent
show™ While it is difficult to determine when the blues first sagfd, or who first performed
the music, Ma Rainey was likely among the first professional female mosito perform blues-

influenced songs, a practice she began in 1802.
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Black cultural critic Hazel V. Carby contends that the blustaldished a sexual
subjectivity for African-American working-class women, wéiarthey became sexual subjects
driven by their own desires instead of as sexual objects, and tiest flusic helped to equip
black women with a politicized, feminist voi¢&. The blues women developed a rebellious
women’s blues that resisted oppression related to race, aladsggender and simultaneously
affirmed the self-reliance and assertiveness of working-alaemen in the black community.
Blues written and performed by black men addressed race ancwothgender issues, too, and
was a form of resistance. However, women'’s blues revedla@e-tiered oppression particular
to working-class black women and afforded some of those women anwppotd assert and
express a female subjectivity and sexuality rarely seem fwithe 1920s, the decade of a so-
called sexual revolutiol. Blues women of the 1920s reclaimed a black female sexuality and
claimed a subjectivity that allowed them what African Aween historian Evelynn Hammonds
describes as the power “to name [themselves] rather than be n&mddhé blues women
challenged the patriarchal conceptions of a “woman’s place” akpleorking-class society, and
black bourgeois ideals of what was and was not legitimateakfiiamerican culturé® As well,
many aspects of spiritual music such as biblical referenoés/@arning for freedom from all
types of oppression found their way into secular blues fofrisccording to historian Angela Y.
Davis, songs depicting love and sexuality by women often cloakediygarfor social
liberation*® Determining whether the women'’s blues that both Davis and Carby speak ed exist
beyond the 1920s among blues women is one of the questions posed within this work.

The origin of the blues is controversial, owing in part to the musiociergence from an
oral tradition that for reasons specific to Africa and Amergaained largely undocumented

until the twentieth century. Many blues scholars have speculsethe blues as a specific and
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somewhat fixed musical form emerged from the first gereraif African Americans born after
Emancipation, amidst the failed project of Reconstruction and twehemergence of the Jim
Crow South® Other authors will name the many component parts of the bluesopustsart
before identifying a time and place where the blues b&gdpbert Palmer lists the traditional
parts of the blues as one-verse jump-ups played by brass bandseglnsimsws, field hollers or
work songs, songster ballads, church music and African-derivedssere musié® Stating that
the “how,” “when,” “why,” and the “who” of the blues are not yet knowaoc Sante makes the
claim that the blues is “one of the early manifestations of magier Sante theorizes that
someone near the end of the nineteenth-century was able to putedistemt parts of the blues
together and make something new that represented a break withsthsipdar to inventions
such as the automobile, the movies, radio transmission and cylinder recéfdings.

W. C. Handy, known as the “father of the blues,” attributes nieound” songs to his
own authorship. He actually may have done more transcribing andatingdhan creating’
Near the turn of the century, Handy was about to doze off adim $tation in Tutwiler,
Mississippi, when he heard a southern African American man p&aplues. The experience
transformed Handy. “That night,” he wrote in his autobiography, “aposer was born, an
American composer.” Handy, an aspiring music businessman asasvell composer and a
musician, struggled to find a publisher for his blues adaptations until ¥@&3, he paid to have
“The Memphis Blues” published.Another origins story emerges in Jelly Roll Morton’s 1938
tale of Mamie Desdoumes, a pianist, singer and sometimes y®stho lived in Storyville, the
legal red light district that operated in New Orleans. Mortonn bor1885, said the event
occurred in his childhood, making it likely that he heard Desdoumes’s bturetime before the

turn of the century. Trumpeter Bunk Johnson also remembered Desdoumdsugs singer.
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One theory surrounding this tale has it that the blues could hayeated in New Orleans, and
“went feral in the countryside,” where it was later discoverggiofessionals like Handy and
Rainey as rural folk musié’

The commercialization of the blues may have been one of the first instanceseofn@hit
promoting and distributing a specifically African American prodoct a massive scale.
Commercialization occurred after many migrations, many fusiond, rmany interactions
between “black” and “white,” “man” and “woman,” and “human” and “machinad altered the
music. Initially influenced and embellished by jazz, vaudevilladsa brass bands, record
companies, and even vaudeville’s white songstresses of the teenshawhate know as the
“classic” or “vaudeville” blues began with the 1920 releaseGrazy Blues” by Mamie Smith
and Her Jazz Hounds on OKeh Records. What was new about “Crazy Whgthat it was a
blues song sung by an African American woman that the record cgnmmqanded to sell to an
African American audience. “She made it possible for us alld &diow blues queen Alberta
Hunter of Mamie Smith, a native of Cincinn&ti.African American blues women proceeded to
dominate the race market for the bulk of the de¢ada. mere handful of record companies
recorded over two-hundred blues women before £$38s the 1920s progressed, the record
companies proved very willing to pay attention to the African Americakehas long as profits
increased.

“Crazy Blues,” performed by Smith and her band and writtenTbhy Pan Alley
songwriter and publisher Perry Bradford — all African Americaggiiekly struck gold in what
became the “race” market, that is, the emergent African ®aremarket for songs performed
by blacks. It took a lot of convincing on Bradford’s part to get ©WRecords to put out a record

with songs sung by an African American woman, but the record cognghd not exactly take a
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shot in the dark. Fred W. Hager, the white manager of OKeh Reqmad=t company, the
General Phonograph Company, agreed to record and manufacture “Cragy Bkar that,
Bradford praises Hager in his autobiography. However, indicatioastrat an African
American market for phonograph records featuring African Acaeriartists had emerged by
1920%° The Victor Talking Machine Company already had broken the racietm 1913 by
signing Jim Europe, the African American musician and orchesder largely responsible for
the foxtrot ballroom dancing craze. White women had found successging the blues by
adapting blues songs written by black songwriters like Handy aadf@d. As early as 1915,
“The Chicago Defendereported that ‘the record companies’ were interested in knowing how
many phonographs were owned by ‘members of the Rateits0 in 1915, Handy succeeded in
getting white recording artists to record his compositions, buit“@razy Blues” was released
in 1920, the white record companies refused to embrace the blues ashysulsfican
Americans®'

Getting an African American to sing “Crazy Blues” was th#mgnation of several
actions and events that occurred in the several years immggiegeeding 1920. In her praise
of Mamie Smith, Alberta Hunter, a Chicago cabaret singsn fMemphis, who since 1917 had
been performing the work of W.C. Handy, had reduced the manysaawolved in launching
“Crazy Blues” to one. Bradford, born in 1895, was a tireless ptemof the blues. His mother
cooked for prisoners at Atlanta’s Fulton Street Jail at thedfithe century. Perry thus had a
window that revealed one of the worlds that nurtured the blues, églvsome to be rooted in
the work songs of the South and “carried” by ex-prisoners, migrarkens, casual laborers, and
hoboes’? White vaudeville artists like Marion Harris, who reputedly sasdf she were black

and was the first to be billed as “Queen of the Blues,” disaseethnic impersonators like Norah
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Bayes and Marie Cahill, who recorded Handy’s blues composition, Déllas Blues,” began
playing Handy’s blues compositions around 1&15Jewish American stage star Sophie Tucker
started performing Handy’'s blues songs in 1917 after hearing phexformed by African
American artists like Hunter. The blues, which had existedtftgast two decades in the South,
seeped slowly into the northern consciousness, a process thataedeleith the increase of
migrants heading from the South to the North. Prior to 1920, both blacktated vaudeville
performers as well as African American women who toured theh$ like Ma Rainey, Bessie
Smith, and Sippie Wallace, sang blues numbers, but the record compalyiescorded white
women singing blues.

White America became acquainted with blues in the World Wacddkeas blues songs
worked their way into the repertoires of the parade bands and sideshew laands and into
vaudeville®* According to Thomas L. Morgan and William Barlow, the emergerfiche three
genres of secular music associated primarily with Afridmericans—blues, ragtime and jazz—
“coincided with the invention of the phonograph, the rise of Tin Pan Adllegt,the organization
of a black vaudeville circuit, all of which served to popularize the music witlevabitiences®
Thus, for the first two decades of the twentieth century, whiterdemompanies ignored African
American music as performed by African Americans, with fexeeptions®® For years,
Bradford emphatically claimed, “14 million negroes will buy resoif recorded by one of their
own.”” The question is not why 1920, but why did the recording compani¢sumti 1920.
Racism, class bias, and the false conviction that blacks would ngihmunpgraph records, all
prejudices ingrained in the fledgling industry, may have predethte labels from tapping the

burgeoning African-American mark@t.
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By the time OKeh released “Crazy Blues,” a booking networlofack artists operated
by the Theater Owners Booking Agency (TOBA) had become entdnohAfrican-American
communities in the North and the South. Italian-American Anselnn@a8so founded TOBA in
1909, but African Americans later came to own a stake in the bookamgyggwhich catered to
black vaudeville theaters. The establishment of TOBA (alledc&lough on Black Asses”)
coincided with an increase in venues receptive to black perfsraneraudiences. In 1905, the
Pekin Theater in Chicago became the first major black-run thieatiee North. In 1909, Maria
C. Downs, a Puerto Rican woman, purchased a nickelodeon in Harlem arortnadsit into
the 800-seat Lincoln Theater, which booked African-Ameriedent almost exclusively. The
female entrepreneur expanded the Lincoln’s capacity to 1500 lsedf815. By 1921, blacks
owned and managed 94 out of the 300 theaters in the country cateringcam Afmericang?
Based on TOBA's success, there was clearly an African Aarenmnarket for black vaudeville.
TOBA'’s success, along with other factors, such as increasaul blwnership of phonographs
and the increased presence of African Americans in the Northaleayhave had an impact on
OKeh's release of “Crazy Blues.”

The assistance OKeh Records received fitva Chicago Defenden terms of providing
editorial comment on the success of “Crazy Blues,” sellinggl®Kdvertising space and giving
OKeh access to much of the African-American market viaréaeh of the widely distributed
newspaper proved a godsend to the record company as well as theAfmeay-Americans
involved with “Crazy Blues.” It seemed odd, though, that an institugpnesentative of the
Talented Tenth would lower itself to promote music developed by uben&ged Tenth, and
which Defendereditor Robert S. Abbot viewed as being unfit for consumption. Abbot, whose

own musical tastes dwelled in European classical music, desdrlbes and jazz--both very
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similar at the time--as brutish, initially sneering at tledatively new musical genre¥€.
Nevertheless, the influential African American newspaperaeqgl thepurchaseof “Crazy
Blues” with advancing the Race. The editor told readers totleiyecord “because a white
record company stuck its neck out,” despite harboring doubts that blgasheld any value for
African Americans of any class. Appalled by the blues phenomenometadnined to set
readers against it, an editorial writer working Tdre Detroit Contendeirfurnished anothesign
of middle-class reaction to blues music. Calling blues sintgosestles of tough luck” and
demanding “songs of hope,” the writer sounded a stern warning: fstuohly poisons the soul
and dwarfs the intellecf? Representatives of the black middle-class voiced displeasure with the
content of the recorded products, but admired the achievement thatiggales for the records
represented in terms of advancing the Race. The blues did and dittamotnaiddle-class
respectability, but the success of the music enhanced racial pride.

The black newspapers were ultimately overcome not only by the gbpelarity of the
music among their readers, but by cultural mediators such & and folklorist Zora Neale
Hurston, and poets Sterling Brown and Langston Hughes, witas&Veary Bluegublished in
1926, not only paid tribute to blues artists but incorporated the stalbtues forms into poetry.
The poets and writers lent credence to interpreting the btuas African American art form, a
lofty categorization that may have baffled some membetheblack working clas® Much
earlier, writers inThe Defendeibegan to bubble with enthusiasm, keeping their eye on profit
potential and the possibility of integration represented by the bdeesds: “not only do these
discs enjoy wide sales among the Colored Race, but they haw caugith the Caucasians®”
The Defendebeamed when Bessie Smith made her debut performance at Chidagoiue

Theater: “So much has been said of Bessie that Chicagoaaslae&ing for something far
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above average . . . she gave it.” Bessie had changed gownsabackesteral times while Ruby
Jones danced, giving the writer another reason to refhahe blues, a working-class form of
entertainment, received status uplift from some members of the black makHe cl

“Crazy Blues” sold—almost exclusively to blacks--about seventy-tioigopies in the
first month after its release and an estimated one-hundred thasarfd OKeh restricted its
marketing to African Americans in the northern urban centers, butscopibe record — similar
to copies ofThe Defender reached the South with the help of Pullman porters, who bought the
records by the dozens before heading southWaréerry Bradford arrived in Detroit on a
Saturday with the traveling company of Schubeb&ary Companyfollowing the release of
“Crazy Blues” and met with a pleasant surprise. *“CrahyeB had set the town plum crazy!
Colored and white bought Mamie’s records just as fast as tihe&irmusic shop could unpack
them.” He went to check out his room at a “first-class hotetébored people,” and he could
not believe his eyes. “It was packed with folks listening to Mamie Smithtsded*®

With its roots in the vaudeville tradition, its Tin Pan Alley flavand its jazzy
musicianship and vocalizing, “Crazy Blues,” like many of the bheesrds by the 1920s blues
women, has been placed outside the realm of authenticity in the blupesbl1950s blues
scholars and characterized as “classic blues” or “vaudevilles BftieHowever, it should be
noted that primarily white blues commentators had not yet invented thedaethefitic” to apply
to the blues in the era of the 1920s blues queens. In more reoaked, the authenticity of
“classic blues” has come under fire in relation to its instrnutateon, its vocal performances and
its lyrical content, but when it was released, “Crazy Blweas considered authentic blues and a
landmark achievement for Perry Bradford, Mamie Smith, the Raceamoand the Race mah.

As blues historian Paul Oliver writes, “It had meaning not oolythe singer but for every
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African American who listened to it¥ In Blues People: Negro Music in White Ameridaniri
Baraka (Leroi Jones) wrote that, socially, “classic blues” gm¢hzzy musical accompaniment
“represented the Negro’s entrance into the world of professional enteetat.®® Baraka makes
this statement despite the popularity achieved by African Aaremagtime music in the 1890s,
and the -popularity of black minstrelsy, most famously represent&eti Williams. Williams
became famous on the vaudeville circuit decades before 1915, whendw 4eigfield Follies,
on Broadway® While those musical phenomena make it appear that Barakssnetd is
incorrect, the post-World War One formation of modern mass cultwhech saw the
popularization of film and tremendous increases in American ownershipadios and
phonographs, revolutionized American show business. In effect, post-WordOwW&a show
business, like modernism, broke with the past, which was in partsesgpeel by Ragtime and
Minstrelsy>*

The question as to why black women rather than black men broke grounah fast
musical genre that had more impact on popular music in the tweceietiry than any other has
multiple answers. Perry Bradford made it clear in his autobpdgr that it had been a long-held
idea of his to have a “colored girl” be first, but he does notagxpthy. He may have thought
that a black woman would be more palatable to the white recorpany owners®> Amiri
Baraka explains the prevalence of women'’s blues at the tinmetinyg that many blues men at
the time stood outside the reach of the northern record companies éodlsaysworked as
migrants in rural areas. He also notes the prominent muslealvomen played in the African
American church, which translated to a great presence icahfrAmerican musical theatét.
Charles Keil speaks of the sex appeal of the women and thesexedlity present in much of

“classic blues.” He speculates that a black man displdyimgexuality to the extent that many
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of the blues women did would have been threatening and socially unaccedptaie white
businessmen who dominated the recording industry of the £920kere are few attempts to
disguise female sexuality in “classic blue¥” Some blues scholars dismiss the 1920s blues
women for their use, or over use, of sexual innuendo, double entendres, aidnereatl of
which prompted historian William Barlow to remark that blues queeforpeances became a
“burlesque of African-American sexuality.” Barlow specutbtbat record companies used the
blues women to titillate their customeérs However, it is possible that the burlesque of African
American sexuality performed by the blues women merelgctsfti, or perhaps, like black-on-
black minstrelsy, mocked, white racist conceptions of black ferselmiality. As George
Fredrickson points out iBlack Image in the White Mindhe 1920s saw resurgence in what he
calls “romantic racialism,” wherein qualities whites admiyalattributed to blacks like
spontaneity, emotionalism, and sensuality, imposed or imaginedieg#fiat were just as racist
as inferiority arguments, came to the fore. Black women wetetic primitives” and whites
expected them to act as stiéh.

In 1923, Bessie Smith signed to Columbia Record’s race recordsodiviMa Rainey
signed with Paramount’s race records division, and Sippie Wallgoedsito OKeh Records’
race records division. All three hailed from the South and wamsidered at that time to have
greater appeal to black record buyers than vaudeville blues slikgeMamie Smith, many of
whom had recently migrated from the South. The “women only” mold brgkai®-decade,
when the demand on the part of black record buyers for a diffetees sound led to the
emergence of male “country blues” stars such as Blind Lemon Jefferddsliad Blake, both of
whom were commercially successfilin turn, the success of these “country blues” artists

prompted record companies to scour the South in hopes of discovering uritappedy blues”
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as well as white “hillbilly” artists. The record companiproved highly successful in this
endeavor, which made 1927 to 1930 peak years in record production. The contgemissied
attentions, which went beyond “country blues” music, affected the boenen, many of whom
were shown the door as early as 1927. After the record labetsince with “country blues”
commenced, the best of the blues queens sold well, but other blues gict@ot fare as well:
OKeh dropped Sippie Wallace and Sara Martin in 1827.

The rush by record companies in New York and Chicago to sigmaftAmerican
female talent indicates a new willingness on the part of wiiterd executives to suspend
prejudice and racial exclusion for moneymaking opportunities. It alsalemany of the ways
in which the industry had suppressed African-American talent. kBazkims that the music
business was one of the few areas of employment for workasg-éfrican American women.
Their careers, which generally began very early in life, suggerstatement. Gertrude “Ma”
Rainey, who hailed from Columbus, Georgia, began performing mestaeld vaudeville in
1900 at the age of fourte&h.Bessie Smith used to “black up” by applying burnt cork to her face
just as white minstrels traditionally did and toured the Soutmdsayear-old in 1912 after she
left her home in Chattanooga, Tennes8edlberta Hunter left Memphis in 1914 at the age of
sixteen and headed to Chicago, where she became a regular festisted the cabarets of the
Black Metropolis®®> New Orleans native, Lizzie Miles, Lucille Hegamin fr@eorgia, Chippie
Hill from South Carolina, and Victoria Spivey and Sippie Wallacenf Texas joined Hunter in
Chicago®® Chicago, already renowned as a hot jazz town owing to its stattie destination
point of the New Orleans Jazz Diaspora that followed the 1917 clos@t®@ryville, the fabled
New Orleans red light district, became the adopted home of the. blbeme of these women,

such as Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, and Sippie Wallace, had been performsfabloager than
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the white vaudeville stars who added blues to their repertoire around A91tat time, though,
the white record companies were not paying attention, and certeihlyaying attention to the
South.

Sippie Wallace, like many of the blues queens, was a seasofaungeroy the time she
arrived in Chicago in 192%. The Houston native’s migratory trail and her career path, which
led her to Detroit in 1929, provide insight into the rugged life ofltlues queens and indicate
how complex the Great Migration could be. Her trail twists amdst and its progressions and
reversals, and its tragedies, serve to peel back some of #@re t#yglamour that obfuscate the
lives of the blues queens. In the months preceding the 1929 stock oragtetind the ensuing
Depression, Victor Records, which picked up Wallace at the begimfithat year, released her
from her contract, but she had an impressive career. Sippie recordedgs/ mostly for OKeh
Records, and a few for Victor Records from 1923 to 1929. Some of theiamgsshe played
with on those recordings — Louis Armstrong and Sidney Bechet — sweAaherican music
luminaries®® Wallace, decked out in ostrich feathers, jewelry, and furseled\by rail working
the TOBA circuit and making $100 per recording. She composed mahgs#f songs herself.
For performing up to five shows a day with her teenage brother aodnpenist, Hersal, she
brought in $50 a week. “Life was good — real good,” she 8&d. a point of comparison, a
maid working day shifts at that time in Detroit made about $2 &%day.

Born Beulah Thomas in 1898, the fourth of thirteen children belongingHouston
Baptist minister and his wife and later nicknamed Sippie becHwsgap between her two front
teeth that allegedly allowed her to “sip” some of her foodpi®is introduction to music came
via the churcH! Wallace grew up playing piano and singing at Shiloh Baptistfaiker’s

church. Neither of her parents had a fondness for popular musithendiarned their children
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away from it’> Her parents’ warnings had little effect on Sippie and sonfeosiblings, most
notably her older brother George, a pianist, songwriter, and latasia publisher, who coached
Sippie in songwriting. At the age of fifteen, Sippie had alrealotgined some show business
experience singing the blues, which she first heard as @ fthih the mouth of Ma Rainey.
When George decided to embark on a professional music career i@iEams, fifteen-year-old
Sippie went with him. In New Orleans, she soon met and marridadtdrusband, Frank Seals.
Her break-up with Seals shortly thereafter may have prommetb co write, “Adam and Eve
Had the Blues,” with her brother George. Mixing the sacred andeithdas in the blues is
common, but Sippie, who grew up playing both, was very comfortable with the blend:

Eve called her husband and got close to her spouse
She said, ‘Here’s some fruit, eat it, it will make us fine’
She said, ‘Eat some fruit, the good lord is gone’
Adam said, ‘Yeah, it won't take lodg’

It was neither unusual for young black female adolescents e le@me young nor to
marry at an early age. Wallace, in a sense, had a guandi&n older brother George, who was
probably about eighteen years old when he moved to New Orleans andppigkv@th him’*
Some of the young girls who would later become blues women did notheatberefit of family
when they reached their destination points, but they sometimes éadssfivho would put them
up, at least temporarily. Young black females could find domestik atoa very young age.
Alberta Hunter, who left her home in Memphis for Chicago at eedd sixteen, in part because
her grandmother moved to Denver, and also because she realized fjnat sbald not tolerate
southern racial repression, provides a good example of a singlehgirsurvived on her wits in
Chicago until she established herself as a singer. Firshgtayth an older female friend from

Memphis, Hunter pleaded for and received a job peeling potatoes and cleaninigeuipoatrting

house where her friend worked as a cook. Still sixteen, Hunterfowxd work singing at a



25

seedy Chicago dive bar called Dago Frank’s where she wewkédo years before she landed a
job singing at the more prestigious Dreamland Ballrddrhife in Memphis exposed Hunter to
W.C. Handy’s marching band and Beale Street, something akin to Bagddwblack musical
performers at that time, while she was a young girl resididgemphis. Hunter’'s romance with
show business was not an anomaly amongst southern girls. Thengramastrel troupes and
tent shows that roamed the South were the first indication to Sigaikace that her musical
desires lay far from sacred hymns, and they lured away wiathe other young women who
would become blues artists, such as Bessie Smith and Ma RairegeyRillegedly left her
home in Columbus, Georgia with a troupe at the age of fouffeéinis quite conceivable that
the troupes became something like family to the teenage performers.

Until 1917, Sippie remained in New Orleans as part of a mu&eally that now
included George, her younger brother Hersal and George’s daughtet. Htiile too young to
go to nightclubs, Sippie attended regular jam sessions that Geddge tresir apartment, where
she became acquainted with musicians she encountered later agssipnafl, such as Louis
Armstrong, Sidney Bechet, Clarence Williams and Fats WalMnen Storyville closed in 1917,
George joined the exodus to Chicago and Sippie headed back to Houstonshkéhenet and
married her second husband, Matt Wallace. Both her parents had diesl tbye she got back
to her hometowri’ Still smitten with show business, Wallace finagled a job asa@ and a
stage assistant on a road show that traveled throughout Texathavitiope of drawing the
attention of show people to her own talent. It worked. She was soongsmgithe traveling
show and making her reputation as the Texas Nightingale.

Meanwhile, George, working as a composer and a song publisher for K¥wgall

Company and the director of his own orchestra, wanted Sippie, lHead&lociel to join him in
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Chicago.”® In 1923, Sippie, her second husband Matt Wallace, her brother Hersafoaiedi
moved north to join Georgé?St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton, the sociologists and authors
of Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern Citgscribe Chicago’s black belt as a
“colony” of African Americans. A long, relatively narrowrigt on the South Side of Chicago,
the black belt, or Bronzeville, was by that time an overcrowdiettg where overpriced housing
and related diseases prevailed. During the 1920s, hostile etbofusguch as lower-class Irish-
and prosperous Jewish-Americans bordered the long black belt on botrasttgsiarded its
territorial expansion. Hate crimes and bombings of Bronzeville kdraeame common in the
1920s*° In 1925, Chicago had the lowest death rate for any Americanwitity over one-
hundred thousand in population, but the death rate of blacks doubled that of vidxtesmely
skewed in cases of tuberculosis and venereal disease, the moidtielifgrr African Americans
was twenty-five times that of whites. Drake and Caytonedath diseases to a poor standard
of living and an ignorance of hygiefie.

The sociologists also presented figures on the work availabl&frican American
women in Chicago. On the eve of the Depression, most African Asmeriomen performed
service work. Among several service occupations, twenty-thousanderwata general
domestic work and many more worked in related service occupatiwhsas laundry work,
elevator service, and became cleaners, janitors, and wastreBsake and Cayton also list ten
“clean” occupational classifications for black women, and the nurobeékfrican American
women working under those classifications is quite small in cosgario those working in
service occupations. The “clean” categories employing blacknemo included actress,
messenger girl, restaurateur, and musician. Sippie Wallas®me of a small minority of about

two-hundred black female musicians who found work in Chi€ago.
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Record buyers who made up the African American market that sadp@te records
were demanding a more southern sound when Wallace signed to OKeldsRiecd923. In
October, OKeh issued Sippie’s “Shorty George,” which she co-wrdkeher brother Geord&.
“Shorty George” was backed by a composition of her own calledligCountry Blues.” New
York’s Columbia Records had just made the biggest splash in thdiekitéy signing Bessie
Smith to a recording contract. Smith’s first record, releagedJune, 1923, sold an
unprecedented seven-hundred-and-eighty-thousand copies within montts refease and
Bessie’s relatively unadulterated southern sound forced whitedreoompany men to conclude
that the African American record-buying public, fresh from Sloeith themselves in many cases,
preferred the southern souffd.From that point on, it was common for some of the record
companies to venture south with field recording equipment and bring “umlsiidsack to their
Northern recording studios. It was no coincidence that Paramooatd®aeleased Ma Rainey
and Her Georgia Jazz Band records shortly thereafter.ilaByn OKeh latched onto Sippie
Wallace, a southerner, a songwriter, an experienced performernaataaound professional
entertainef”

An African American presence on the business side of the recandingtry first made
itself known with the founding of Black Swan Records. African Agsrimusic entrepreneur
Harry Pace collaborated with W. C. Handy in January 1921 to laulaatk Bwan (the Pace
Phonograph Company). Black Swan dove into the race market thahgepledged to produce

a wide spectrum of musical offerings by African Amerigatists — “not just blues®

One
indication of the label’s wish to distance itself from the “ldewn” blues can be inferred from
its passing on Bessie Smith in 1921. Instead, Black Swan focused @motkesophisticated

Philadelphia born and bred vaudeville blues singer Ethel WateexauBe of her southern
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stylizations, though, Bessie Smith proved unacceptable to anyuabell923%" Having run
into serious debt in a matter of three years, Black Swan sobbsets to Paramount Records in
1924% Paramount bought the label and still marketed its imprint, bukB$aean could not
sustain its pledge for all black content and black ownership angidorkgr a short time, though,
it could boast of its African-American content as well aA&ican American stockholders. In
The DefenderBlack Swan regularly advertised a wide range of African Agaartalent. “The
only records using exclusively Negro voices and musicians,” reduly 4921, advertisement in
The Defendef® Whether it was tokenism or enlightened self-interest betananfount’s hiring
of African American recording director J. Mayo Williams — as weit24924 purchase of Black
Swan Records and its retention of Harry Pace — it was Wisliwho brought Ma Rainey to
Paramount. With Rainey came a southern women’s blues that did nathinggtiise its raw,
rural roots, which meant, as blues scholars would later put ayitenticity, and negritud8. A
revolution from the bottom up occurred in the blues field of the 1920s inMbwking-class
people steered the market in terms of desired content, and neitliecan@ companies nor the
black middle class could do much to stave it off. The record congpdrowvever, did not give
in to African American demands for better-quality products and more affordatss.pr
Competition among record labels for the race market was fidPe@amount advertised
as “the quality race record” Ajax, a small and short-lived Canadian label that issued race
records exclusively, touted itself first as the “superior r@o®rd” and then “the quality race
record.® In all actuality, there was little quality to be found in afiyhe race records. Chintzy
products to begin with, and designed to be so since they sold prinmadlfyican Americans,
they were often unshellacked and became useless after abpyidifs. The records, which

were not cheap at the time, cost anywhere from seventy-fiis t@ a dollar, a price that was
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dear to many working-class people in the 19204lthough race records made up a relatively
small percentage of overall record sales, they were cheapk® amal sold for a tremendous
profit. They made the record companies’ exploitation of thecaAfriAmerican population
threefold. The record companies reaped profit from sales, prarfit $hoddy production, and
profit from recording artists, musicians, and songwriters, who warg@ much less than they
were worth and often sold their publishing rights to the companies for a mininfakflat
Blatantly racist and stereotypical depictions of African Aweans in rural settings often
supported the condescending hyperbole in the print advertisements iluégsevomen. Since
many migrants and potential consumers still held a soft spot foe,hanspite of Jim Crow, the
advertisements’ creators often depicted blues singers in a dawa-lsetting to evoke
nostalgia® The way advertisers presented the blues women was no less pgnaed,
depending on the record company, they portrayed women in the commantygkeseof the
mammy, the sapphire and the jezebel, but visual depictions of the wortle advertisements
did not always reveal these stereotypes. Paramount Recordeddye Rainey in an almost
dignified fashion, and usually used only a line drawing of her head anddsh®aind depicted
her wearing dangling earrings and her trademark necklaade nof gold coins, but Mayo
Williams, a black consultant hired by the company to help witghadvertisements, approved
these ads. Columbia Records also used inset headshots of CldraaSinBessie Smith, but
also included in one advertisement a drawing of a minstrelesqukfdda caricature of a
gaudily-dressed black woman wielding a meat cleaver. The aimgriopy accompanying the
graphic depictions often revealed more sexual stereotyping thagrapkics. The advertising
copy hinted at salacious content in the songs, and the women oftere depicted being

extremely dangerous sapphires in the advertisements, espegfaly violence fit into the
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subject matter of the songs: Bessie Smith spills fire andirfiiHateful Blues,” reads the meat
cleaver ad. Clara Smith has “murder in her eye” in an ad Kéeah Papa.?”® The
advertisements often attempted to mimic the black vernacular,aahf24 ad for Sippie
Wallace’s self-penned “Underworld Blues” is typical: “The estvOKeh Record of Sippie’s is
some powerful wicked blues and no mistake. It is probably the sobbirgeoaninest,
weepin’est, moanin’est blues you ever hedfdThat these highly ambiguous and often overtly
racist full-page advertisements appeared@he Defenders a testament to capitalism’s capacity
to trump the newspaper's general defense of the Race. On thehatite white recording
companies and black middle-class institutions also bent to the witieomasses of working-
class African American consumers, who demanded more authentic bhdesnereased
representation in the industry.

The regal titles adhering to the blues women of the 1920seskedémholden to a
combination of record company hyperbole and the earnest apprecradiai®eotion of African-
American blues fans. Taken on a superficial level, the queens and their bludsgewliences
with entertainment, comedy, novelty, and escape. A theatricad plerdormance was all those
things, but it was also a spiritual, cathartic, and communal experithat transcended what later
would be depicted as crass entertainniéntThe blues women, particularly Bessie Smith,
achieved a level of popularity on par with men deemed racerfgautepolitical leaders of the
Race like Ida Wells Barnett. The blues queens espoused a politics of their own — the politics of
women'’s liberation and individual freedom. When the blues women samgtbwes, audiences
understood collectively and communaify.Their audiences, which contained members who, in

many cases, traveled hundreds of miles to find that the northemmded Land was as much a
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cold, hateful and unyielding place as it was a land of opportunity, ldgsdhe blues’ blend of
despair and hope as well as its spiritual message of freedom.

The blues woman, who traversed both north and south as a performer aral was
participant in and a chronicler of the Great Migration, broughtrtiestsage of the gritty reality
of migration to inexperienced southerners wishing to relocate, anxp&rienced graduates of
the Great Migratiori”® The appreciation that African Americans held for blues womentaeid t
blues, and the symbiotic relationship between blues and gospel, issaddirediterature on the
blues’® Remarking on Ma Rainey, Langston Hughes said, “a Ma Rainey rcavas rivaled
only by the spirited congregational ceremonies of the HolinésscBies.*® One of Bessie
Smith’s musicians remarked, “She was very close to God, vaegyore . . . that's why her blues
seemed like hymns:®® As both secular entertainment and a spiritual happening, a theatrica
blues performance offered audience participants opportunitiesdt@ffileast a temporary respite
from new or different constraints of race, class, and gendebtbké out with the migration.
With their songs, the blues women delivered parcels of AfricanAdndan American folk
wisdom, and the act of “preachin’ the blues,” in which blues womendnmalir everything they
had into melodic sermonettes, usually based on the intricaciemesbn-one relationships,
became a much-anticipated part of their’&ttThough often bawdy and diametrically opposed
to the teachings of the Christian church, a blues woman’s perfornante nevertheless
become a highly spiritual performance and a cultural event.

The attention the blues queens paid to their visual presentation ralegnkeir regal
titles. ' Detroit poet Robert Hayden sat in the audience at Detroit's Kofipéater against the
wishes of his father when Bessie Smith paid one of her mang tasiDetroit in the 1920s. He

later wrote “Homage to the Empress of the Blues.” In the poesydéh describes Smith
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wearing “yards of pearls . . . beaded satin . . . [and] . . . os&#thers.**® In 1924, Bessie
Smith made her second appearance at the Koppin Theater, a boprd®@0-seat former
nickelodeon on Gratiot that was rescued and reopened in 1919 by Jewisicantéenry S.
Koppin!® The Empress of the Blues did not let her Detroit fans down whiepgrformed
there. Wearing satin gowns and what biographer Chris Albertsaniloess as headgear “that
was a cross between a football helmet and a tasseled laogy’dBassie preached the blues. As
Hayden recalls, this meant songs of “Faithless Two Timing LOWe Love Oh Careless
Aggravating Love.*®® |In 1924, New Orleans native Lizzie Miles, whose stage experisegan

in the world of the traveling circus where she used to ride sidt@e=back and allow pigeons to
light on her shoulders, became the first African Ameriwaman to perform in Paris. In Paris,
she earned the nanh@ Rose Noir She translated that to “The Black Rose of Paris” when she
returned stateside. While in Paris, Miles obtained dazzling stagtumes, and “shoes with
rhinestone heels,” to present to audiences back h&hrexotic in appearance, the blues queens
dazzled their audiences and provided a display of black pride thatihketessed the primarily
working-class theater patrons.

The body thus adorned signified more than mere finery or a disptag dues woman’s
earning power; it represented a self-determined, liberatedlggxu@ertrude “Ma” Rainey, “the
Mother of the Blues,” started her show singing from inside a Nigeola while her pianist and
sometimes composer Thomas A. Dorsey accompanied her on piano. Wheorddoe front of
the machine opened to permit the stage entrance of Ma Rainey, she would “ste@ spatlight
with her glittering gown that weighed twenty pounds wearing a aeeldf five, ten and twenty
dollar gold pieces . . . the house went wild,” Dorsey recaffedippie Wallace also paid strict

attention to presentation. Like Rainey, the Texas Nightingalenbide a large record machine
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when the lights dimmed. Matt Wallace, a gambler whom she maeinarried in Houston prior
to her arrival in Chicago, announced to the audience that Sippie woule raditle to perform.
The husband and stagehand then proceeded to the seven-foot Victrola laitfe aecord,
purportedly a recording of Sippie. When the record played, Sippie’'soia burst through the
contraption before the huge box opened to reveal Sippie, feather boa aroumeckend
wearing a sequined gown: In the hands of the blues queens, female sexuality enshrouded a
woman'’s desires instead of becoming a representation of femalalisy meant to satisfy male
expectations. The wardrobe and the women were both a testament ©©antadescribes as an
“empowered presenceé’®

Sippie’s debut record, “Shorty George,” was as dazzling astdge show and it quickly
topped sales of one-hundred-thousand. Perhaps more importantly, Vileldcamong family
in Chicago. Her older brother George had already succeeded @hicago music world. She
had a new husband in Matt Wallace, who sometimes acted as hegemaishe arranged with
OKeh Records owner Ralph Peer to hire her younger brother HérgadaE as her pianist. In
1925, first the Gennett label and then the Okeh label released régofdsorge’s daughter,
Sippie’s niece, and fellow blues singer, Hociel Thomas. Hocigestwith OKeh until 1928"3
It seemed like Sippie Wallace came to the right place atigin time. She was a polished,
standout artist who could write a song, record it, and preseithifppanache, owing to her years
of experience. Underlining it all, Sippie could sell records. Ruedred dollars just for making
a record may have sounded like a fortune to her. She was eagakeé as many recordings as
possible. Sippie became a headliner on the TOBA circuit, ande¥@nsyears, she recorded
regularly at the OKeh studios in New York and Chici§oA small sampling of her song titles

reflect the era in which the records appeared. The emergétioe New Negro and popularity
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among the working class of figures like Marcus Garvey, who eng#thsiacial pride, are
apparent in “I'm So Glad I'm a Brown Skin.” “Murder’s Going te BAy Crime” and “I've
Stopped My Man,” turn on the theme of a woman'’s violent revenge agawmsingdoing man,
which was a theme of “classic blues.” One of the few esmtigys Sippie wrote--“I'm a Mighty
Tight Woman--" is sexual braggadocio, a theme that courses thtbedolues in general, but it
is also Sippie’s ode to being herself, and getting her own wagevéils an assertive female
sexuality, and Sippie expresses fearlessness and a willingnésise on whatever comes her
way:

‘Cause I’'m a mighty tight woman, I'm a real tight woman,

I’'m a jack-of-all trades

| can be your sweet woman, also be yo’ slave

| can do things so good, till you will not see yo’ head

If you're a married man, you ain’t got no business here

‘Cause when you’re out with me, I'll make your wife shed tears

‘Cause I'm a mighty tight woman, and there is nothing that Mear

In her bargain with OKeh, Sippie intentionally gave up royaltied eopyrights that

would have vastly increased and extended her earnings because stregtefbe paid a flat fee
for each recording™® She may have had little choice, because even well-schooled and sharp
businessmen like Handy and Bradford — the latter famously toldhQd«ecutives “Perry
Bradford doesn’'t waive anything but the American flag"—found ctilig royalties to be
difficult, if not fruitless, work™*” As “interpreters” who scoured the South in an effort to hear
blues that they could adapt as their own songs, Handy and Bradfordxpledee African
American talent® In the heyday of the blues women, exploitation in the music industry
recognized no color line, but some of the women did better than dthe@nlumbia Records

paired Bessie Smith with an unusually considerate record exeadmed Frank Walker, a

white man in charge of rural southern recordings who set asydéies for her. Regardless, she
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was sheared by a succession of go-betweens, including Afkicenican show business
entrepreneur Clarence Williams, who acted as Bessie Smit'snianager. Even the relatively
noble Walker, who set aside $20,000 in royalties for Smith appehevéodipped into the Kitty;

her record sales indicated she should have received $36°8Bhit Bessie Smith was Bessie
Smith. Sippie Wallace was not. OKeh Records paid Walladat de& of $100 per side. In
contracting with OKeh to receive the flat-fee payments, &¢allwaived her right to collect
royalties, even on songs she write.

Raking in 128 million dollars, the recording industry enjoyed a bayeearin 1926, but
radio and talking moving pictures ascended simultanedtfsiBy 1929, annual record sales had
dipped to six-million dollar$®® Taking note of the blues women’s declining recording sales, the
major record companies turned their attention to male “country” isingers who were paid far
less than the blues womé&ii. A combination of factors had put an end to the blues women craze
of the 1920s, including the 1929 stock market crash and the Great Depregsn.threw
many musicians out of work and bankrupted record companies. The end d@itfroluiosed
many venues, as did the advent of talking films and radio, whicledpgbke end for vaudeville,
and, consequently, most of the theatrical blues qué@ns.

Like many great blues artists, Sippie Wallace lived the bindsoth her personal and
professional lives. In 1929, Victor released Wallace’s most ergluecord, “I'm a Mighty
Tight Woman,” on which she accompanied herself on piano, and without suppousngams.
Victor did not bother to release her last record, “Ain’'t Nobody HdeMe,” until many years
later!?® The personal tragedies Sippie Wallace endured before moving rmitDet1929 may
have dwarfed any concerns she may have had about her diminishiegcereas show business.

In 1925, Sippie was called to the bedside of her sister, Lillie, wéb idi Texas that year. The
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following year, Hersal, her accompanist, show business running pamwkdearest brother,
died of food poisoning?’ After moving to Detroit with her husband, Sippie continued to receive
stage bookings until about 1932, but she eventually faded into obscurity the ¢banging
demands of a business in flux. She had neither the versatilitychéadtick around, nor the
stellar drawing power of Bessie Smith, who recorded until 1933. Sippieotl have the talent,
or perhaps the desire, to pick up work as an actress, and she tlhekeshfidence to step in
somewhere as a comedienne or a chanteuse. Daphne Duvall Hamtssn“klers was a raw-
country style talent well-suited to belting the blues, but not to sweet mellow#ita

The rush of humanity to Detroit that began when Henry Ford bditedraers in 1914
with the offer of $5 a day kept coming, with the 1930 African Ameripapulation nearly
tripling the 1920 count?® In all likelihood, Matt Wallace neither had a liking for Faravays
nor a desire to work in one of the many automotive factories ¢matd as magnets for bringing
both black and white southerners to the Motor City. Wallace likedblijagn and if it was
gambling he was after, he would find it in Detroit. The Watafound an established, African
American city-within-a-city in Paradise Vallé§? Between the years of 1915 and 1925, Detroit
received more African Americans than any other major icitghe United States based on
population percentage. Most of the black migrants found housing in Sarddlley™®! In
terms of its concentration of African Americans and its segiy quarantined ghetto
boundaries, Paradise Valley was not unlike Chicago’s Bronzeville.

Apart from insolvency, or the blade of a knife, a gambler like Wallacenbtiihg to fear
but the police, and the city’s practically all-white police fopaed little attention to the city’'s
African American population or its black ghetto. Paradise Valleg a tangle of societal

contradictions and ramshackle housing near Detroit's downtown thatcithe Jewish
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population had all but abandoned by 1925 and left to African Ameri¢aris. Paradise Valley,
gambling dens, policy kings, houses of prostitution, illicit drugs, ankialad-tan speakeasies
and cabarets thrived alongside churches, upright businessmen, handgwlaldaring men, and
women during Prohibition’s last yedf§. An acutely observant boy, Robert Hayden recognized
this variety as part of a unified whole that was the ghetto.euddegized his childhood home
years later after he came of age and the neighborhood met ttlengrball to make way for a
freeway:

My shared bedroom window

Opened on alley stench

A junkie died in maggots there

| saw his body shoved inside a van

| saw the hatred for our kind

Glistening like tears

In the policemen’s ey&$

Detroit’s lack of record companies at the time can partplagn why the city did not

attract a blues queen of its own until Sippie Wallace made&vagrto Detroit, but that is not to
say that the city was not on its way to developing its owrelculture by then. Detroit's
proximity to Chicago and Chicago record companies allowed bagesding artists like Blind
Blake to shuttle back and forth between the two cities. Be#igesaveling blues queens, who
made frequent stops in the city, the unique clash between theiprimeal southerners and the
pervasive and rapidly accelerating assembly-line rhythms of whsthen becoming the Motor
City combined to produce a blues sound unique to Detroit. Northers btke Detroit and
Chicago became melting pots of different rural blues stylesdéa¢loped in the American
South. Historian Ray Pratt identifies three styles of countrgshl Mississippi Country Blues,

East Texas Country Blues, and the “Piedmont Tradition” of the @amliGeorgia, and

Florida™® In the context of the North, these distinctions blur. The bending, pieshand
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reforming of these styles occurred in the era of the bluesngueecities like Detroit, where
Sippie Wallace brought an urbanized version of the Texas country tolu@stroit nightclubs
and speakeasies. Likewise, boogie-woogie pianists like BigeMdéMaceo Merriweather),
Speckled Red (Rufus Perryman), Charles Spand, and Will Ezell bremgfinern boogie-woogie
that would in two decades serve alongside to forge John Lee Hoolstirtive blues style as
much as his Mississippi Delta rodf. Blind Blake, who came from Florida, lived in Georgia,
and settled in Chicago while also spending a good deal of time inifDais evidenced by his
“Detroit Bound Blues,” and “Hastings Street,” brought the Piedmont styletmiD

The blues queens, who as itinerant troubadours probably stayed in @stroiich as
they did in any other stop on the TOBA circuit, are crucial taraderstanding of what went into
Detroit blues. The blues women, with their combined traditions of vdlglawinstrelsy, jazz,
and blues, were the first Americans to meld together an arfraygional blues sounds.
Multitudes of black Americans, male and female, young and old, and seme white
Americans, enjoyed the performances and recorded sounds of the blues quéask Qulture
and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from Slaverg&u&m Lawrence W.
Levine notes the paradox of the blues, which is that the “inventia"appears in the modern
world of the late nineteenth century as a highly individualized, moémm of musical
expression. However, based on African traditions, blues music dramsttie past. The blues
women, who in many cases controlled the lyrics and meaning of dles, dpoke in the first
person of individual experience. Perhaps more importantly, howeverintiagled themselves
and their audiences in musical portraits that revealed shapedence and spoke to a collective
“we” that contained African Americans migrants in general, afitct@# American women in

particular.*’
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Chapter Two

Alberta Adams and the Heyday of the Detroit Nightclub Scene, 1938-1962

The 1920s blues women were “cultural conservators” and “cultural irorsVdor the
ways in which they used the blues to both entertain and informftlea@ American population
enveloped in the Great Migratidft. For the black working class, they retained southern culture-
-a sense of tradition--as they stood poised on the cutting edge ofmpaméey urban music.
Temporarily silenced by the economic events and the changes enti¢ainment industry,
black blues women began to come back in the 1930s, albeit in a somewiat flazm. An
emblematic representation of the continuity between the blues qoktres 1920s and the ones
who appeared first in the 1930s is that Bessie Smith’s lastdiagassession and Billie Holiday's
first recording session both occurred in 1933. Angela Y. Davis artpa¢sHoliday, often
considered a jazz singer, interpreted jazz through the bluesanadiiihin this lineage, “and
specifically [the tradition] of the blues women of the 1928.”

Davis wrote that Holiday's work could be associated with the 1%#0s8s women
tradition through the connections the work reveals “between loxeakty, individuality, and
freedom.” According to Davis, three necessary conditions wexgeired to bring about the
moment of individualization in the African American community thali¢thy’s work reflected
so well. The conditions were the Great Migration north and thdtieg urbanization of much
of the African American community; the substantial number ofcafriAmericans who moved
into the middle classes, and, most importantly, “the tensions and teentds in the
consciousness of class difference” that became apparent in Helidagk audiences. African

Americans also dealt with demands for cultural and racial dason, and with the
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“intransigence” of racism’® Davis presented Holiday as a pivotal figure in African America
history and in the history of African American music. AccordiogDavis, Holiday helped
infuse jazz with the blues tradition, kept alive the traditionhef Race woman, and acted in a
racially subversive manner by providing middle- and working-ckfs&can Americans with
privileged insights regarding the dominant culttffe.

“Billie’s Blues,” written by Holiday and recorded in 1936, demorssahe above and
demonstrates Holiday’s ability to reference blues songs the¢ged her. With “Billie’s Blues,”
Holiday composed a song that resists and rebels against the pdudelayered oppression
related to issues of race, class, and gender that Africaridaneworking-class women have
experienced throughout much of the history of the United States. The song also chtesotinst
female assertiveness that had become endemic to women’s bluks bgne Holiday wrote
“Billie’s Blues,” which can be seen as an heir to the womenigdblof the 1920s. On the
surface, “Billie’s Blues” is about becoming free and estabiginmore balanced gender relations,
but the song, with its juxtaposition of “slave” and “man” and theffnmagery of a “man” who
is willing to starve his woman and put her outdoors, also seengoidial in relation to the
racism of Holiday's own time. When she composed the song, AfAcaericans were no longer
slaves in a legal sense but often treated like slaves, or ttogse lyrical bridge of the song, the
“man” (her man) is the cause of Billie’s blues:

My man wouldn’t give me no breakfast

Wouldn’t give me no dinner

Squawked about my supper then he put me outdoors
Had the nerve to lay a matchbox on my clothes

| didn’t have so many but | had a long way td“go

The man’s willingness to starve the woman, put her outdoors and senckiagpaith

practically nothing in terms of material possessions not only stmvpsychological abuse that
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women were subject to at the hands of men but also provides somiet im0 the gross
economic disparities between men and women. Moreover, the britlge dng brings to mind
the class cleavages so starkly revealed in the era of #a Bepression. In the song, Holiday is
perhaps hopelessly in love, but is also willing to “quit” her marhéf telationship becomes
unbearable. It does, of course. He treats here like a slavey sliiecputs up with, and then
treats her like a dog, but she refuses to roll over and begmadtdtly, what she received from
another woman--her mother--is “going to tear [her] throughwhidd.” While that could be a
sexual boast it could also be something that is going to helpveetome the troubles that pass
her way. By the end of the song, Holiday is no longer talkbogigone man, but many men.
She is admired for many reasons, and she has the power to putlthegether and become
“everything a good man needs.” A “good man” can mean one who meejsaiifications, too.

In the song, which is not without sexual double-entendre, Billie ikeredicquiescing to abuse
nor adoration from men. She recites some of her faults but mbexr attributes, and she does
not have to change to suit the desires of a man. Holiday's seassesfiveness and subjectivity
become apparent in “Billie’s Blues,” and whether that senseaisor something devised for the
sake of the song, it suggests to other women that they should detdreir@vn value, and not
leave that to men who might hold power over them.

Holiday, however, was not the only blues woman to straddle the amorphods di
between blues and jazz, nor was she alone in posing a challengeotts rafte working-class
black women’s place in African American communities and in theedntates. The former
occurred especially in the case of swing music, labeledntgwn relation to jazz and “jump
blues” in relation to blues. Dinah Washington, known as the Queen ofuks Bh a national

level, began to sing professionally in 1943. Another blues woman named Alberta Adams,
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who became “Detroit’'s” Queen of the Blues,” began her professional carterlate 1930s as a
jazz singer. Adams, still a teenager when she entered show businessazvasophisticate, just
like Holiday and Washington. All three women took the traditions mappetyothe 1920s
blues women, such as the focus on the paradoxes of human relationships yewring for
freedom and liberation, and carried on and embellished those tradifimdent in the lives of
these latter day blues queens, such as Holiday, Washington, and Ad#mas,they became a
different kind of migrant from one who traverses land and sea.y Wese cross-cultural
migrants who, like some latter day multicultural writers artists, were adept at performing the
kind of metaphorical border crossing now described in academic diedpsuch as cultural
studies** From the later 1930s through the postwar era, these women, wheeftermed for
mixed-race and mixed-class audiences, resisted and rebgdliedtaseemingly intransigent race-
and class-stratification through the world of show business.

Three-year-old Roberta Louise Osborne, known much later as Albéaim#\owing to a
marriage and a Detroit club owner’s idea to change her given mamed to Detroit from
Indianapolis somewhere around 1920. Alberta Adams and Paradise, alleh became
Detroit's African American ghetto around 1925 when the Jewish pbtipnl moved out,
practically grew up together. Paradise Valley contained fheah American commercial and
entertainment districts and some residences in an area tfraileasquare described in a 1938
Detroit Free Press article as bordered by John R. Street aveiieRussell Street on the east,
Medbury Street on the north, and Madison Street on the §8uttater descriptions of the area
show expansion. In a 1974 article fDetroit magazine on Paradise Valley, Elaine Moon
denotes Paradise Valley's borders as being Brush Street arestheHastings Street on the east,

Gratiot on the north, and Vernor Highway on the south. Moon also clambdy the mid-



48

1930s, African-Americans owned most of the nightclubs and businessesaiise Valley:*®
Hastings and Dequindre streets bordered the east and west of Bitckn, a severely
deteriorating near east side residential neighborhood that, thé&et920s, primarily housed
African Americans?*’ By the late 1930s, city officials began to debate whether thetlareas
should be part of a massive slum clearance project that wouldeegsteriorating housing and
what served as the black downtown area with public housing préfécts.

With its black-and-tans, Paradise Valley was a potential islandesfactal commingling
from the 1930s through the 1950s when it reigned as a center for nighttie otherwise
racially divided city of Detroit*® By day, the area was seventy-five percent black but at night,
interracial crowds filled the streets and nightclubs, accorifiogn**® Club owners made sure
their advertisements welcomed whites, and advertisements fordotdetans lasted well into the
1950s™°* The Club B&C featured “Swift's Black & Tan Revue.” BroadXub Zombie
distinguished itself as “Detroit's Oldest Black and Tat.” Developing harmony among the
races, if that was the case, was one reason to draw winb@péo the nightclubs, but increased
cash receipts brought in by white “slummers” may have appealed to clubsgusteas much.

The Michigan ChronicleDetroit’s largest African American newspaper, which was
located in Paradise Vallepromoted Detroit's African American nightclub scene with weekly
entertainment columns that covered nightlife like “Swingin’ witlgiNiifers,” “Swinging Down
the Lane,” “Detroit After Dark,” and “Zagging with Ziggy.As Larry Chism, original author of
“Swingin’ with Nightlifers,” made clear, Paradise Valley abulazzle the senses: “It's a place
where the Cadillacs are shinier, the sports are sportier, theaeatlassier, and the chicks more
frantic.”™®® Chism, and others, regularly placed these verbal sketches Matley into The

Michigan Chronicle’'scolumns. The following observations, taken from a subheading in the



49

column entitled “Hastings Street Scene,” brought readers atofieetstreets, if they had not
already seen for themselves: “Flychicks sauntering up to cool hepcatsngpeaki

words dripping with honey . . . . Men in groups on corners discussing waremvand jobs . . .
here and there an open-air checker game.” For all the “coohbebigks” Chism observed, he
did not omit the dark side of the ghetto. Paradise Valley, arsluits conditions, could cause
the pleasure seeker to sink into depression as much as the Istelgt dould evoke inspiration:
“Dirty alleys emitting a nauseating odor . . . A blind woman, Heat, holding an empty cup in
a wrinkled toil-worn hand*** The Chroniclepaid close attention to entertainment in the Valley,
devoting four full pages to music, theatrical arts, and movies &levasy week from the late
1930s to the early 1960s.

Growing up in the midst of this entertainment haven and crumblingogh®&iberta
Adams developed a strong taste for show business as a youngstdr, stdyied with her
throughout her life. She made sure to be at the Arcade and Dunbargtwataturdays, where
she caught vaudeville acts like the Whitman Sisters and Butestend Susi€> “I'd sit there
all day and watch them. Then I'd come home and I'd try some,8aidé>® She also saw stars
like Bessie Smith at Detroit's biggest vaudeville house, the Koppirater>” Getting in free of
charge during the Depression years by bringing food to théetse@lberta received her first
informal singing and dancing lessons in Detroit theaters likeAtoade and the Dunbar:
“Taking my potato to the show to get in and catch them vaudevilles coming in . .y lld\sat
to be a singer. | want to be in show business’ . . . They had togautof the theater. They'd
say, ‘little girl, you've got to go.*®® These quotes demonstrate Adams’s early interest in the

theater and indicate that she was often alone as a child and left to her own. devices
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Alberta could see that finding her own way in the world would predifficulties, and
she had already had problems with her extended family, even as a young bbiktay®d in her
birthplace of Indianapolis, Indiana, until the age of three, aftemiogher abandoned her infant
daughter in an orphanage. Her Aunt Pearl claimed her and brougbt Detroit. Two aunts,
Aunt Pearl and Aunt America, took Alberta into their homes, but Alberta ofteslifgited when
an inordinate number of chores became her responsibility rathrethtbaresponsibility of two
aunts’ own children. Alberta described her childhood as an early iotroduo the blues. She
first stayed with her Aunt Pearl, and later wound up with her Aunerica, who she said
mistreated her:

My blues came from when | was a baby, because | was an orphaple Pe
stayed with misused me. | had to eat the crumbs from the huézedfrom the
beans, go to school with no decent clothes. And to me, that is the Hhekids
all looking nice, and here | am. The teacher said, ‘Where areshoes.’ | said,
‘These are all | got.” And she asked my auntie, who was keep&do come to
school. And she lied, said, ‘She’s telling you a tale. We treanice.” Teacher
said, ‘I don’t think you do, because I'm looking at her. She comes tolseith
no lunch, looking like nothing . **°
Aunt America, who had nine children of her own, became Alberta’s childheoesis, and the
last of her many conflicts with Aunt America came when she ten years old. It began with
America’s demand for Alberta to wash a stack of dishes. Albveftised, thinking the demand
unfair since none of the other children were asked. “l saidplifgome near me, I'm going to
kill you.” She called her husband, said, ‘Ben come here.’-- My maRReberty -- Said, ‘Roberta
talking about trying to kill me,” and | said, ‘That’s what I'll dol’just had my little sack on my

back. At that time, carfare was six cents on the streetgt on the streetcar, and went back to

my Aunt Pearl. That's the one who had first got rf8.”
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According to Alberta, living with Aunt Pearl was unsatisfacttop, She longed to be on
her own, on her own terms. By the age of fourteen, she had been pigkisige jobs like
washing windows to save for her escape. It was at this bateAlberta met her first lover. “I
run into this guy, this guy, and, ah, it's a story,” Alberta saicbngéquently, she had a son
named James Draytdfit The teenager, who did not lack relatives in Detroit, felt alotle.
raised myself. | say | raised me. | just held my headngsaid, ‘I'm going to do it.” All I had
was myself,” Alberta sait®® Forced to drop out of Miller High School in the tenth grade,
Alberta found it tough supporting herself and her child. She paid$i6nth rent, and began to
pick up odd jobs in the neighborhood before she found sporadic work at area nigh8hes
said she might dance a one-nighter at a club, or sing jazz fanigineat another. “So | was
living at [Alfred and Brush streets] and getting jobs here hatetand paying my little rent and
food, and that's the way | just kept off®* Her lifestyle at the time was both an act of
desperation and an affirmation to herself that she could live on her own and support herself.

Alberta must also have met and married Billy Adams, thea@way star of
“Hellzapoppin,” in the late 1930s or early 1946%5.Adams, who helped Alberta learn to dance,
persuaded the owner of Uncle Tom’s Cabin on Eight Mile Road éAibrerta as a dancéy
Thus guided and mentored, Alberta embarked on a career in show business.

She says it was more for the love of show business than the lovenefym*“l loved it all my
life. Since | was seventeen, I've been in show business. #is &dong time. So | love it, but
some people do it just to get paid and they can't do notfiffig.”

Alberta first started performing as a tap dancer and asjager at the age of seventeen,
and she soon found herself with a new identity. The first advertrdevhber performing career

noted inThe Michigan Chronicl@appears in 1939, when she tap-danced at the Midway Club on a
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bill that also included a female impersonator and a shake d&Acdiree years later, she
appears as a singer along with seven other performers &ubeB & C, a “swing club” in
Paradise Valley®® Alberta said she was singing jazz in the late 1930s at tiyal Biue on
Russell Street when club personnel changed her name from Ruabéliderta. “Yeah, they
called me Alberta. They changed my name so fast . . . the pebpleged it for show
business*° Alberta had to fill smaller roles in show business beforébsiame a blues singer.
In order to do so, she had to lie about her age. “And then | put mypagé wanted to be a
chorus girl, so | went to a place on Hastings and Vernor Highwplaca called the Rosebdd.
So | went and told the man that | was 22-years-old, and he said, ‘Ok, you've got aljod job
disappeared as fast as it materialized when Alberta’s ao@ tathe club at two o’ clock in the
morning screaming that her niece was a mitbAdams may have won her independence by
moving away from her Aunt Pearl, but the two remained close.

In the early 1940s, the Club B&C ranked as one of Paradise \éatfest popular clubs.
172 As the nightclubs vied for top national and local acts, they saadake care of their future
by grooming local newcomers, who were both less expensive and moessiate than
nationally-known headlinersin March 1942, Adams inherited the title of “the Queen of the
Blues” while working at the Club B&C. That month, a performer réakarion Abernathy
starred at the B&C as “The Queen of the BIUg3.According to Ms. Adams, her opportunity to
make the switch from dancer to singer came when Abernathystuask ill. “When this girl
taken sick,” she said, “I took her place and the man told me, ‘You jgit singing the blues,’
and | stayed there five years* Alberta also became the new queen of the blliége Michigan

Chronicle also began to bestow upon Alberta the regal title in articlgslines and columns,
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reinforcing the efforts of the Club B&C to make it known that tQeiéen” performed regularly
in the club at the corner of St. Antoine and Beadon.

The trajectory of Adams’s success at the Club B&C is appare The Michigan
Chronicle By mid-1943, she appeared in the newspaper’s column, “For Nifgts lOnly,” as
the club’s main attractioh’® In 1944, after the club became a nightspot for “theater bar
entertainment,” Adams was distinguished among the cast of th& Back and Tan Revue” as
“the Queen of the Blues:” “Theater bar entertainment” meant that floorshows becamerbigge
“They had a big band,” Adams said. “We had the MC. We had a com&tlmrhad a tap
dancer. We had a blues singer. We had chorus girls . . . and a shate"t4n8taying for five
years at the B&C where she could develop as a singer and carralvhefollowing had its
benefits. The Club B&C changed hands in 1945, with new owner Hermandfreenaming it
Club Owen. Still in her twenties, Ms. Adams stayed on and becamefdhe club’s veteran
performers, owing to her long association with the Club B&C. InMighigan Chronicle’s
view, Alberta’s long stint at the B&C defined her as a symbdhefclub: “Miss Adams is not
new to Detroiters. As far back as can be remembered, thisrsenbleies numbers has been
associated with the spot on the corner of Beacon and St. AntdinAécording to the article,
patrons demanded that the new owner bring her back to Club Owen whelukhihehanged
hands, and he did. “Three months ago, she opened, and has been headliningwhevevi
since.™® The five-year engagement at the Club B&C and the Club Oweblisktl her as an
audience favorite and a critically acclaimed local act. H&ydnd of her stay at the nightclub,
Alberta had become one of Paradise Valley’s best-known local entertainers.

During her five-year stint at the Club B&C, Alberta enthralldechigan Chronicle

writers, who frequently included capsule reviews of her act in their columns. 19424 Detroit
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after Dark” column, the author recognized Alberta Adams asstarfite blues performer: “. ..
swingin’, swayin’, playin’ was the thing of the hour when the plac&eadcas blues-singer
Alberta Adams dug them but groovy-like with ‘Gonna MovE€*'In 1943, Larry Chism wrote
in “Swingin’ with Nightlifers” that, “Alberta Adams is whiout a doubt the main attraction . . .
she leaves the patrons clamoring for such old favorites as ‘Rodkg Bed’ and ‘Going Down
Slow.”%2 With “Going Down Slow,” written and first recorded in 1941 by St. Lalilemy
Oden, Alberta professed a blues that seemed beyond her yearsingér waiting at death’s
door after having devoted herself to a lifetime of “fun” asksiendl to write her mother for
forgiveness:

| have had my fun, if I never get well no more

| have had my fun, if I never get well no more

All of my health is failing

Lord, I'm going down slow

I’'m going down slow.

Please write my mother, and tell her the shape I'm in

Please write my mother, and tell her the shape I'm in

Tell her to pray for me,

Forgive me for my sin,

For all of my sin®?

Alberta Adams performed the blues without pretensions, even in tied yaars of her career.
She said she qualified at a young age to be a blues singer on psitapand emotional levels.
“I can sing a blues because | have lived the blues. | come woatthe with the blues. That's my
thing. | know, you got to live the blues.” Sippie Wallace could not have said it b&tter.
When she was making three-dollars a night, Alberta found finasgpggort in men who
saw her at the clubs, and, once established as a headlineB&Ghélberta made $25 a night,
but she never forgot those three-dollar nights. “It was tight,"sslé “Like | say, your rent

wasn’t bad. Then | had a boyfriend. Well, | call them sponsorspaasor would help me.
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That's how | got over. That old money wasn’t nothihg.”She also had a manager in a man
named Chester Rentie, who insisted on taking a percentage of evemaltiest of Alberta’s
earnings. Rentie generally waited outside a club where Alpéateed and demanded his ten
percent. When she became a headliner at the Club B&C, thingsechatigvas getting $25 a
night and you were a star with that kind of money,” Alberta ¥8id.

Adams said performers at the B&C treated one another cgrdifditage, but competed
fiercely onstage®’ Alberta played alongside the best of the blues, jump blues, and early rhythm-
and-blues artists at the time, including Big Joe Turner, Louis dprdaBone Walker and
Wynonie Harris. Club patrons, given wooden knockers to pound the tablesnvwotiddr to
respond to the entertainers, could get loud in showing their admiratidam&ran into trouble
after she outperformed Wynonie “Mr. Blues” Harris at the CIukCB'® Set to do an
Indianapolis show with Adams after the two had played togethBetroit, Harris turned down
this new opportunity to perform with Adams out of hand. *“In those ddnwou’'d outdo
somebody [they'd say] ‘she burned him,” Adams said. “They calledonhedianapolis to do a
show with him, and he refused. They said, ‘What’'s wrong with héf@’ says, ‘Nothing’s
wrong with her. That lady bad, and I'm not going on the show with f&r.”

Listening to and watching others, practicing at home, and harbtivengelief that the
performer had to maintain an appearance more dazzling than that ofidtueners, Alberta
continued to build her showmanship skills. Adams said she stayed walhtiaes, especially
of other female performers who came to the club. Some of thdsartalsaid, kept her on her
toes. “I caught them before | went on. | said, ‘Wow.” Then I'tinge little book and say ‘what
am | going to sing.” You'd go up and say, ‘Lord have mercy,’” b@rdfiat first tune, applause

would get a little louder®® According to Adams, she also possessed a great capacitase ple
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and hold audiences: “When | hit the stage, everybody just [indisdtexe]. It ain't like
they're talking too loud or they don’t pay me no mind. They're on an€, | can hold an
audience. | got showmanship™®

A tremendous amount of competition also took place backstage for Allmidebecame
addicted to gambling early in her career and did not free hérgel her addiction until fifty-
years later. “l was a junkie gambler. I'd get up gambliae a bath, put my cap on, OK. Tell
me where the gambling’s at,” Alberta said. “My husband, we’d vaitelike money orders to
pay like a house note or light, gas, whatever. . . | took them into bliggngame . . . | lost
everything, car and everything.” She also lost to T Bone Walker, omegata time. “Me and
him gambled all night. We played Tonk, for a quaftér! said, ‘Why don't you raise it.” He
said, ‘Oh, no, no, play it for a quarter, all night.” I wound up the memtning with no
money.™®* Alberta said that in the late 1990s she finally freed hecéetie habit by turning
down offers to gamble. “They’d be calling me, ‘Girl, | went out andghdgome new shoes. |

got me a dining room set, and I'm thinking, that's my money.” Sstl $aid, ‘Oh well, 'm not

m194

going.
Adams is proud that she proved able to drop the habit in the late 1990s)ileushe
totally avoided being trapped in other vices like alcohol, smoking and,stigdoes not deny
that she had a serious problem with gambling that lasted decadesciavis, like other artists,
were known to be in the vanguard of vice, and often sought alternative lifestyéshera apart
from the “normal” or “square” world. The life of a gambler, withrisks and potential conflict
with the law, could be just as exciting as other forms of viée &lcohol, drugs, and sex.
Songwriters at the time wrote songs about gambling, just as thae wongs about drugs,

drinking and sex. In her world, Adams was just one of many who founaséhees hooked on
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gambling’®® Adams, who neither remembers how she got her start as a gamblemy it
appealed to her so much in the first place said she grew not dolyetto gamble but to need to
gamble. “l had to play cards,” she said. “I didn’t care where. | was tetfiile.

With a great deal of temporal distance from the actual evehfram the perspective of
someone who did not live in Paradise Valley, Elaine Moon remarkser 1974Detroit
Magazine piece “(The Past Prologue): Paradise Valley” that the 1948 rmt in Detroit
permanently changed Paradise Valley's reputation as thercehteightlife in the city of
Detroit’®” The riot, which lasted for four days near the end of June,Hefy-eight dead,
hundreds injured, and cost millions in property damage. Police violeaEenuch more severe
in black neighborhoods than in white neighborhoods. Historian B.J. Widick igentifio
distinct riots in motion during the four days in June. The most viaeet was in Paradise
Valley, where police reacted severely after some blacks haedl@td burned the remaining
Jewish businesses. Police killed seventeen blacks over the four-day sgamaftermath of the
riot, Michigan Chronicleeditor Louis E. Martin wrote that Detroit’'s African Americaesen
the liberals who believed in improving race relations-- had becomee nationalistic and more
chauvinistic and anti-white than ever befofé®Following the riot, some whites allegedly
became reluctant to go to the Valley clubs and/or police waheed to stay awa}’® The riot
not only deterred some whites from coming to Paradise Valleglboitapparently caused others
to sell their homes in adjacent areas, thereby opening up emwnalccity locations for black
residents and business€¥. Thus, Detroit's African-American population, including its
nightclubs, was able to move into the city’s near West Side and its North End mbayids

New clubs continued to open in the Valley, such as Sportree’s Masiand the Club El

Sino, (the latter located above the old Club B&C), but the declingeiivalley’s nightlife scene



58

shows up inMichigan Chroniclecolumns and in decreasing nightclub advertisements in the
newspapef®* Following World War Two, a&Chroniclewriter in 1946 proclaimed that Paradise
Valley was “jumping” on the night before his report. “Most of spets were ready to hang up
the SRO [standing room only] sign,” he wrdt&. In July, the paper's weekly column,
“Swinging with Nightlifers,” indicated a slump by stating, & comes that the Valley may
soon boom agairt® As if in affirmation, a 1949 listing of clubs in a columnTihe Michigan
Chroniclelisted only six of eighteen nightclubs with locations in Paradeéey. Evidently, the
postwar boom did not last, and that was understandable since businessap&oiplated slum
clearance in the aré&’

Chroniclewriters described Alberta as the “Queen,” “the Delineator,” “a Swirayed “a
Sender” of the blues, and the “Queen of Jump.” By the end of theeleb& newspaper had
also described her as a “crowd pleaser” and “the number one singer in tH&cifpe adulation
meant that the newspaper, club owners, and interested observersoibh \D@tred Alberta as an
outstanding performer and saw her as among the best of thefeiése blues singers. Dinah
Washington, the nation’s “Queen of the Blues” and a frequent visit@etooit, may have
momentarily superseded Adams when she spent time in Detdatvever, Alberta wore the
crown at the local level and beyond by winning accolades from &wav people and show
people like the Apollo Theater's Frank Shiffman, who also chmésteher the queen of the blues
after a performance at the Apolf8® Continued emphasis and repetitive mentions from the
newspaper lent Alberta extra credibility. It is also notelmothat later on in her care@&he
Michigan Chroniclerepeatedly cast Adams into the mold of the city’s blues queentelesm
promoters’ efforts to change the distinction to one more modern whegnmssical trends

emerged in the mid-1950s.
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Having paid considerable attention to Alberta numerous times throudteo@®40s, the
weekly newspaper continued to be a powerful booster for Adams int@9%@s. In 1948,
Adams completed a four-month engagement at the Bizerte Béled Bs “The Queen of the
Blues,” she started to earn paragraphs rather than senterides lichigan Chroniclé®’ In a
feature article titled, “The Favorite Blues Woman: Albertaad Waiting for a Break,”
journalist and music writer Roy Stephens predicted that with ptmking, encouragement and
the release of a few phonograph records, she “[could] easily leettemnext Detroit artist to
smash her way into the select circle of nationally known warbf€tsThe newspaper listed a
lengthy resume of places Ms. Adams had already been, as waleasf her greatest thrills--
singing with Duke Ellingtori®® It appears that “Detroit's Queen of the Blues” maintained her
title and her status as a headliner with a combination of talent and self-pmontlod willingness
of night club promoters to consistently use the title, and with quibt af help fromThe
Michigan Chronicle

In the life of a professional musician, travel becomes a siégesone desires to keep
working throughout the entire year, and while Alberta Adams genesfailbgd away from travel,
she eventually succumbed to the rigorous, and sometimes dangeroude libéstytraveling
musician. If the issue of race seldom came up for Albertan&dahile she was in Detroit, she
was awakened when she agreed in the late 1950s to tour the satdbesn At the time, blacks
living in and traveling through the South needed to be keenly awale isegregated states.
African Americans endured separate bathrooms, separate driiokinains, and very little, if
any, hospitable treatment from whites. There was diffjcultfinding lodging, getting around
exclusion from stores, and evading southern police, who seemingly conldltost anything

an African American did into a crime or at least a reasorhdmassment. Ruth Brown, the
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rhythm-and-blues singer known as “Miss Rhythm,” said touring théwaosSouth forced
musicians to learn “the art of survival.” That could mean mgttised to relieving themselves
near the sides of the roads, learning to cook on hotplates in motet,raooh getting used to
having to send white drivers or blacks who could pass for white intosshmreneeded items.
Brown, from Portsmouth, Virginia, said she was not used to the quatii@daconditions of the
deep South, and that she often expended a great deal of effort toimmlaersself in situations
where losing her temper could have caused serious conflict, amréstprisonment’® Alberta
Adams, raised in Detroit, where race-relations were undeniabbe tbut not codified, was
shocked at the way some southerners treated her. Sometimes she reacted.
One offstage incident she recounted took place at a five-and-daresis Nashville,
where a white woman refused to wait on her:
She said, ‘We don’t serve niggers here.” My aunt used to telsheesaid. ‘If
you’re going down South, please behave yourself.” | said, ‘If thikynzaby that
name, I'm going to jump on them.” So anyway, | said, ‘Come heftesaid,
‘What did you say?’ ‘We don’t serve niggers here’ and whensstheé that:
BLAM, | hit her. | seen the blood running. | grabbed my coat, | S4a)’re the

nigger, don’t call me that.”. . . | went outside and | got the Yel@ab, went

home, locked all the doors, put all the windows down, saying, ‘Thegneg to

kill me. They're going to kill me?!*

According to Alberta, a very real sense of danger filled heenvshe traveled in the South.
Naive and uncomfortable in the strange, southern environment, she dtkadegt-of-town
engagements that agents and managers convinced her were necehsgénert her career. “It
was dangerous,” Ms. Adams safd.

Going to Houston, Texas, about three in the morning. Everybody’s hungry.
We’'d come off a gig. Everybody got money. We seen a coloredtgaging on
the corner. We said, ‘Hey man, where can we eat around hersaidjeC’'mon,
I'll show you.” He had his car and we followed him through the abey when
we got there, everybody sit down, everybody order steaks and everybothey
money. So me, | wanted a bologna sandwich as usual. |Naid,I'm going to
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be different,” | said, ‘get me some steak and gravy.” Wlnencemes back, she

has white gravy and | said,” | don’t eat white gravy,” and shd, s[w]e don't

serve the other kind.” | took the whole platter and ‘bam’ over to wsleeewas

standing at. The rest of them said, “You're going to get us killeddid, ‘I don’t

care, this is sickening*®

Racial issues in the South, such as structural racism, extracred inequality, and

inordinately distributed poverty, were not supposed to exist in thghémtied North, but they
did, along with urban decay, which, in many old, industrial cities liggdx had become visible
before the turn of the twentieth century. For much of that centusyroid nursed an acute
housing crisis, which was in large part relieved in the postvaaby large-scale white-flight to
the suburbd!® Arguably, race relations in Detroit had not improved since 1943jictracial
catastrophe. The two 1950s city administrations, the first undeoViapert Cobo and the
second under Mayor Louis Miriani, proved unreceptive to African Amerared white liberal
demands to relieve the housing shortage through public housing—some rdégtated.
Adequate public housing could have allowed many black Detroiterscapeshe “decaying”
Paradise Valley and Black Bottom areas before the slum otEm@oject brought about their
demolition?*® Miriani particularly fell out of favor with blacks when he leal for a police
crackdown in black neighborhoods. It essentially pitted the neanlyhatié Detroit police force
against the city’'s black population and resulted in mass arrestjndgs and “legally
questionable detentions” of African American®.Detroiters could see a racial crisis like that of
1943 coming for many years before July 1967, when the African Aamefitsurrection, or
rebellion, occurred. For some, the term riot did not adequatelyildesbe uprising, which left

41 dead and 347 injured, caused up to five-hundred-million dollars in progemage, and

became “the bloodiest uprising in a half centifry.”
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Located outside of Paradise Valley and owned for the most paléwish Americans,
two new and very popular clubs, the Flame and the 20 Grand, which opened H960ndhe
year that the slum clearance project actually got underwayefféct, their appearance on
Detroit's music scene signaled that Paradise Valley wouldonger be the city’'s premier
African American entertainment center. In 1949, advertisemapizeared for Morris
Wasserman’s Flame Show Bar located outside of the Vallegctliat John R and Canfield.
Almost immediately, Wasserman brought in such top-flightaetions as Billie Holiday and
Dinah Washington. “That was the hottest spot,” Alberta é8idn 1953, partners Bill Kabbush
and Marty Eisner opened the 20 Grand Recreation Center at éihrtStreet and West
Warrerf® Both clubs presented full floorshows comprised of a headlinereamdséipporting
acts, and both initially debuted as glitzy, adult night clubs that catered torAfinaricans?°

The clubs booked big names from the national scene and certainhtccthe profits of
some of the remaining black-owned clubs, but Jewish ownership of nightclubs, record esmpani
and many business enterprises related to music was quite comrti@ nrusic industry. As
Nelson George writes in hiBhe Death of Rhythm and Bluesrican Americans were not the
only American ethnic group subject to discrimination and exclusion. Shumn@dall Street,
Jewish businessmen looked at the music industry as a businesseHwaaitgad few obstacles to
Jewish entrepreneurship. “They often turned to black neighborhoods—irnvspagaralleling
blacks’ discovery that their avenues for advancement weee bagicaded in the world of
entertainment®*! The Valley's established clubs began to change hands frequentiyg dhis
period, and at least one club received a tremendous amount mioattérom the Detroit
police?*? For years, the Flame and the 20 Grand presented African-@anetalent almost

exclusively, and both clubs frequently booked Alberta Adams. Thea&@d@specially, with its
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small room, the Driftwood Lounge, and bowling, represented a new kindgbt alub that
offered variety not only in music, but in its options for other leisure activities.

Another bid for Adams’s services occurred one night at thmé-lahen Chess artists and
repertoire man Dave Mathews stopped by on a scouting missioroféeréd Adams an
opportunity to record for the Chicago-based independent label. “I &, @YK, but you hear
that stuff so much | didn’t pay it no mind and | went back in thegiing room,” Alberta said.
“They sent for me again . . . | said, ‘Aw, well, OK." | recordbd next day.” Adams recorded
four sides for the label at Detroit's United Sound Studios withRed Saunders Orchestra,
brought in by Chess from Chicago, expressly to back up Albeitta. séngs included “Messin’
Around with the Blues” and “This Morning,” both released together amglesin October
1953%*® The other two songs, “Remember” and “No Good Man,” remained uredleatil
1992, when the 1992 Chess Blues box set contained “Remember,” a gpmgllgprcomposed
by Leroy Carr as “Six Feet of Cold Ground” with additional verseisten by Adams?*“No
Good Man” remains unreleased. Ambivalent when she agreed tocdbreling session and
record contract, Adams was ultimately disappointed. “I've alweeard a lot of stuff about
we’re going to do that and | didn’t believe none of them, but | recorded with Chess andeidn’
a dime, a nickel, not a penny,” she s&.

With the first line of every verse repeating in the traditiotied call-and- response
manner of African music, a cakewalk cadence, a melody reramtisaf “St. Louis Blues,”
Alberta Adams’s “Remember,” recorded in 1953 and released on dgotsc&hess label,
references blues music of previous decades and, through Albergsfgetation, falls within the
tradition of women’s blues. The song incorporates the wailing ofiasmuted trumpet, and a

very bluesy piano reminiscent of the instrumental backing of the 49BRies queens,
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“‘Remember” stays within the parameters of what by then hadnfee a traditional blues, yet
swings ever so slightly. It could be another deathbed song, or estecide note that urges the

singer’s lover to remember her, when she is in “six feet of cold, cold ground.”

Remember me baby, when I’'m in six feet of cold, cold ground
Remember me baby, when I'm in six feet of cold, cold ground
I’'m just another good girl who loved you

Just another good girl gone down

Don’t cry baby

Please don't cry after I'm gone

Don’t cry baby

Please don't cry after I'm gone

I’'m just another good girl who loved you
And | didn’t do anything wrong

Please remember me baby

And all the love that we once knew
Please remember me baby

And all the love that we once knew
Well | know we had some bad times
But there were some good ones, too

If you say you love me baby

And really mean it true

If you say you love me baby

And really mean it true

Everything | do in life

I'll do it just for youf?®

Songwriting was another element of Adams’s repertoire, andihiéblues queens of the

1920s, she believed that a song must tell a story in order to beveffetiike | tell everybody,
the blues tells a story,” Alberta safd’ She said her own stories, with titles like, “I Was Born
with the Blues,” “Say Baby Say,” “I'm So Tired of Being Algheften came to her in the night.

“I might be laying down and something comes to me. | jump ugantddown,” Alberta said.

“Then when | get up, | look at it, then | try and arrange it. Thegetsto be a story behind it,
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because all tunes are supposed to have a story behind “fielvith her songwriting, Adams
tried to translate troubles and tribulations she went through in heonaérlife into something
that would entertain and elicit empathy from a wider audiencealandvrote upbeat songs that
fit easily into the upbeat mood of jump blues and rhythm-and-blues.

As if in response to th€hronicle’s feature article titled “Show business may be in
Detroit, But What Happened to the Spirit,” Alberta Adams reinvehe&zdelf in 1953 as one half
of the Bluzette$?® Her Bluzettes partner, Chubby Newsom, a god sister and an oldiggm
partner known as “The Blues Bombshell,” performed regularly afldm@e. The two shared the
stage at the Flame the week of June 6, T&53dams later invited Newsom onstage with her
while she performed at the Crystal Lounge, a club on Detroit'st\8&le that billed itself in
1955 as the “Westside’s Most Beautiful Black and T&h."The duo played a succession of
Detroit clubs and quickly became a succ@8s‘We was bad, baby. We wore the same things.
It looked like it was one person. . . .Our behinds went the same @ayheads went the same
way. We were really bad,” Alberta saft® In an article on the Bluzettes that included sample
lyrics and colorful descriptions of the duo’s scintillating stalgews theChronicle concurred.
Prior to the article’s publication in August of 1955, the Bluzetvek their show on the road to
the Midwest and the Northeast, and the article’s author stadéthe group’s travels represented
the first time that Alberta Adams “stepped into the spotliglth &i‘big name’ band behind her.”
Tiny Bradshaw’s big band backed the Bluzettes, and the writer skgppa the fact that Alberta
had previously performed with many big name bands, including Duke Ellisgf®ond. Fowler’s
and Maurice King’s.

The Bluzettes, steeped in blues and early rhythm-and-bluesidated throughout the

New England states, and played the Crown-Propeller in Ghiaad Harlem’s Apollo Theater,
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which Adams says was an exciting, but exhausting experféhcét sounds big to say the
Apollo, but woo, all them shows every day. About five or six a day dagryyou know. |
mean the name was big, but doing all that wérR.In Detroit, many clubs stayed open seven
nights a week and expected three shows a night from performecty Atlams said could get
wearing. “l don't like that, every night. Well, then, Lee’s Sénsawas every night. At the
Flame, it was seven nights. And at the Frolic, it was se\@:?*® Demand for the Bluzettes
in Detroit from 1953 to 1955 required more time than Alberta would hied to work. In
1955, the duo performed many out-of-town dates and played for thirtedweeaks at various
Detroit clubs®*” Newsom, who had warned Alberta of an illness when the Bluzettes, ety
Adams in 1956 that she was sick and unable to gG%Although labor is not often associated
with entertainment, the work behind entertaining, including travel, re@leaand nightly,
multiple shows, could be exhausting, and both Newsom and Adams agretetthe Bluzettes
after “grinding it out” for two years.

Working from the blueprint laid out by the 1920s blues queens and the Jiudbe
was brought up on, Alberta insisted on including comedy as p&robnstage persona as a
solo artist in the Bluzettes. She used humor that particularly targeted menudidgreca to both
explore male-female relationships and establish control in hesrpenhces. In the duo, Alberta
played the role of the clown and she maintained that comedy hathéemgpart of her concept
of good showmanship. “I have done shows with no singing at all, with just talking, fehtie
show, and had them in stitches,” Adams $&idAlberta’s comedy, which often juxtaposed the
sexes in a playful yet stinging way, became an importantgéaner act. She believed that
communication between audience and performer was essential in shaesbuand she felt a

show was more enjoyable for both herself and her audience with¢hsiatal back-and-forth.
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“l like that, and they like it,” Alberta says. “The people thame out want to really be seen and
they enjoy you talking back with them and what not. [I'll askthat your wife you're with?’

Or, ‘I know that’'s not your wife, that’s your girlfriend, your wifvill wonder where you're at.’

It's just a little thing, you know?*°® Ms. Adams admits that she victimized men in the audience.
“. .. [tlhe men always say, ‘Alberta, why do you always thlout us men? There are all these
women out there, why do you always talk about us men?’ It be tdiatenthem good,” Alberta
said.

Through her comedy and its seemingly innocent motive of humiliatieg for laughs,
Adams engaged herself in an indirect form of social proltedgtdvertly contested male-female
relationships** She may also have been using the stage as sort of a shield beteffdrteto
turn the tables on male dominance. In attacking male suprenracygtththe guise of comedy,
Alberta posed no direct threats and sexual jabs were likeliewnff as all for laughs. Adams
was able to put forth a show of power over men that other women couldtem In making
fools of men, Alberta indirectly protested their dominance owanen and provided a spirited
lift for women in the room. Putting men in their place had by thecome a traditional feature
of a blues woman’s show, both as a comedic staple and in song$, eften deflated men
and/or bestowed upon women almost supernatural péifefo stand sexual relations on their
head was one of the freedoms of the blues women, who voiced theliorebemultiple ways,
including their thinly veiled use of comedy.

Apparently, local promoters and club owners felt that few actslsudceed without an
association with rock-and-roll. Alberta Adams, who at that monmetitne, appeared once at
the 20 Grand billed as “Detroit's Rock and Roll Bombshell,” was alsamporary victim of the

craze’®® In 1955-1956, a plethora of advertisements for rock-and-roll and new rhythislessd
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acts hit the entertainment pagesTdie Michigan Chronicleincluding advertisements for local
artists Andre Williams and the Five Dollars, Little Williohn, and Nolan Strong and the
Diablos?** National rock-and-roll and rhythm-and-blues acts, such as Eteisley, who first
appeared at the Fox Theater, and Chuck Berry, who played DetrGitsystone Ballroom.
Smaller acts, such as rhythm-and-blues doo-wop groups like the Rawerike Orioles, were
booked into Detroit's premier nightclubs, the Flame and the 20 Grandr Oitjetclubs
advertised events like “The Rock and Roll Cocktail Revue,” which wdd ke Club
Rendezvous. Even John Lee Hooker, otherwise known as a blues singer, caddapet the
taint of rock-and-roll. The Club Basin Street advertised that “Johnny bekedfl and his Boogie
Ramblers ha[d] an all-star rock and roll shar”

In the raging whirlwind of rock-and-roll and rhythm-and-blues, the bhaes become
passé and irrelevant, even embarrassing, to some youngemAdmeericans: “As a kid in the
1950s,” Stax recording artist Isaac Hayes tdlolwhere to Rurauthor Gerri Hirshey, “I was
taught to be ashamed of the blues. We thought of it as plantation darifieAnd that was
miles from where we wanted to bé* Nelson George, who notes that young blacks at the time
deemed the blues not only shameful, but also depressing, backward,cantmaclating to
white values, said he drew the line at the argument that the whgesgrelevant, but conceded
that many blacks actually felt that way. He concluded that#@i Americans also disposed of
many other forms of music, including swing, doo-wop, and ultimatetig-and-roll, which, like
the blues, all became “history to black&'” Amiri Baraka saw rock-and-roll as a
commercialized dilution of blues-based rhythm-and-blues, and he iddntife blues elements
present at the time in jazz. Baraka wrote that only be-boppersirarthadhe 1940s through the

1960s played in relative obscurity in comparison to the rhythm-and-lloesrock-and-roll
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players, truly paid homage to blue music. According to Baraka, thefygers relied heavily on
blues melodies and blues forms to create their particular brandznfand restored “the
hegemony of the blues as the most important basic form of Afrerisem music” in the

process®*® However, according to Baraka, the blues itself never regairsednie-time

popularity. Since it required neither the middlebrow proclivitiesmainy jazz fans nor the
highbrow tastes of classical music devotees, Baraka named rockibad the “blues form” of

the masses"’

As if to fill a vacuum, white admirers of the blues became mmore plentiful when
many African Americans turned away from the music and, in tbeegs, shed part of their
culture®® However, as Hayes points out, the desire on the part of some Afmcaricans was
not to preserve that culture, but to try to forget it. Africanelican poet and music historian
A.B. Spellman’s rebuttal to white critics of be-bop, who named sebras as conservators of
the blues, must have hit home for many blacks. While not wishing ¢tmbely associated with
the blues, some blacks nonetheless may have felt a sense ofapsdeiated with the
development of the blues into an African American art form and sesta proprietary interest
in blues music. Spellman’s question was short and to the point: "\Mhthese ofays [whites]
who've appointed themselves guardians of last year's blifé5?"

Aware that the African American blues audience was chargmogdiminishing in the
face of the faster and livelier new rhythm-and-blues and rock@hclub promoters attempted
to repackage Alberta for the new, younger audiences. Witmthefdahe Bluzettes, Adams was
back as a single, opening for rhythm-and-blues newcomers Andraméliand the Five Dollars
at the 20 Gran&? Keeping with the times, the 20 Grand billed her as “Detréitigthm and

Blues Bombshell?®*® When she came back to the 20 Grand in 1957, the club touted Adams once
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more as “Detroit's Rock and Roll Bombsheif” Alberta made it through the first onslaught of
rock and roll without altering what she had been doing all along.hd&said, “It's nothing but
the blues, that's how | put it. | got my own style and can’t nolsbmyhat | do. | don't try to
copy off nobody.?*® In its May 12, 1956, edition, tHdichigan Chronicleran a large photo of
Adams over a cut line hailing her once more as “Detroit's QuedheoBlues” and a “stellar
attraction.” Editors situated a 20 Grand advertisement billingaketDetroit's Rhythm and
Blues Bombshell” cattycorner to their own interpretation of Alberfde Chronicle true to
Alberta’s blues origins, refused to alter her royal titlethe city of Detroit. She remained
“Detroit's Queen of the Blues” despite the rhythm-and-blaed rock-and-roll craze. In this
case, the newspaper chose to represent the established tradfitibasblues rather than attach
itself to what many considered at the time to be a fad.

Even with Paradise Valley fading, Alberta Adams, a product ofnthsic scene that
developed in the Valley, stood at the height of her career. Halgngdsin 1957 with Detroit
booking agent and theatrical manager Rollo Vest, Adams had relyctagrded to take her
talent south on an extensive southern f8tivest signed Adams following 1956, a banner year
for Alberta in which she completed twenty-four week-long engagesnin Detroit nightclubs
such as the 20 Grand, the Club Gay 90s, Lee's Sensation, and the Aluito'BAlberta’s
hesitance to travel was well known, but her popularity in Detrsed gicreased her value on the
national market, and managers and booking agents convinced her that shbligated to
travel. In 1957, TheMichigan Chronicleran an article carrying the headline, “Blues Queen
Signs With Rollo West [sic].” The writer of the brief alanade it a point to bring up Alberta’s
reluctance to travel by stating, “This time she does havasmone She has been in such demand

in the immediate Detroit area that she has had no opportunity to be hnaktber sections®*®
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It is not difficult to understand Alberta’s reluctance to take d&t south. For decades, black
entertainers from the North, who were not accustomed to the pegpkaof segregation laws in
place in the southern states, had to contend with the discomfort and tlzetgeraveling the
South often entailed, and many of them, such as Ella Fitzgerald, evedfelfsed from touring
the South altogethér? In the 1950s, the South became even more dangerous for traveling
musicians as southern white supremacists reacted--often vielentlye threat of rhythm-and-
blues and rock-and-roll music, both of which threatened the soutlsrofvsegregated life and
ultimately, white supremacy itself. In 1956, Elvis, the bane of ynaouthern white
supremacists, exploded onto the American music scene, but 1956swdkealear that several
white men from the Birmingham, Alabama, Citizen’s Council violeattgcked Alabama-native
Nat King Cole while he was onstage in front of an integratebdestca playing to an all-white
audienc€® Even if she played black venues only, Adams had to travel from platace® and
from city to city, putting up with segregated and often substanttatging and bathroom
facilities, and even finding it difficult to get a decent me#ls a black woman, she was a
potential victim of sexual violence, incidents of which occurred with alarmimgérecy?°*

The previous year, In 1956, Alberta’s popularity in Detroit did not watie tve end of
the Bluzettes as she worked twenty-four full weeks that pe@narily at the 20 Grand. Onstage
she competed with local rhythm-and-blues and rock-and roll-sens&fiofibe article went on
to quote Alberta’s new manager, Rollo Vest, who said he had autliffime convincing
“Detroit's Queen of the Blues” to travel. He finally conviddeer by saying, “Look Alberta, if
Queen Elizabeth can come all the way from England to tour thedJ8tates, certainly you as
‘the queen of the blues’ can do it since you're already H&felh retrospect, Alberta viewed

signing with Rollo Vest — or any booking agent or manager she hawjdhese years — as a
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failed venture, and she seemed to have forgotten his role in conyiher to tour the South.
“There wasn’'t much he could do to help me with,” Alberta said. fiHght have sent me to
Cincinnati or Philadelphia, and he sent me to Chicago one time, bkingov he really didn’t do
too much for me2**

A 1958 advertisement for the Club El SinoTine Michigan Chroniclénvited readers to
“have fun every night in the Valley,” but the Valley, in the fatéts impending demolition, did
not likely have very much fun left in it. In 1945, city officidi®m Mayor Edward Jeffries
administration identified Paradise Valley as part of a lastjen clearance project that, save for
a few streets here and there, would remove the predominantly rAfficeerican districts of
Paradise Valley and Black Bottom from the map of Detroit. Althaig process of what some
call “negro removal” took more than fifteen years to complete, balinesses and residents
began to evacuate the areas long before the appearance of the wrecking balju€dlys most
of the seventeen black-owned nightclubs that served the area aroinbdatBduring the 1950s
closed their doors, or attempted to move to new locafidhsin addition, the traditional
floorshows that had thrived in Detroit for decades changed draiaticAlberta’s role as an
entertainer on the nightclub scene had changed as well. Mithéan Chronicle,a weekly
average of four nightclub advertisements featured floorshows ovhirtg-week period in
19582%° Throughout 1959, an average of three nightclubs with floorshows addegich
week.?®” Although this is an inaccurate gauge since many clubs may dwertised
sporadically, and others may not have advertised at all, it doestendickecline in the show bar
category. In 1958, only the Flame, the 20 Grand, the Alvito Bar, ant |Sensation
consistently presented the traditional floorshow made up of a headtiniger, a shake dancer,

and two other vocalists, which had become the hallmark of Paradissy Visdhtlife. Some
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clubs advertised a “traditional floor show” as though it were soimgtout of the ordinar§®®
As the traditional floorshow became more and more outdated, exokie dhaacers like Detroit
favorite Lottie the Body began to headline clubs like the 20 Gf&ndNear the turn of the
decade, and with few exceptions, the Detroit nightclubs that felafrecan American talent
would close down, shift format, or reduce the number of acts in their floorshows.

That Alberta Adams retained her status as a blues woman thioagrd of change and
fitted into these new formats is a testament to her expentithe entertainment field, her lasting
appeal to audiences, and the enduring qualities of the blues, whichAinemay Americans still
appreciated. At the turn of the decade, Adams, still an Afr&merican artist working in a
predominantly African American market, survived as a bluestatid remained a headliner in
Detroit and in other parts of the country. Noteworthy also areeffioets of the nightclubs to
associate Alberta with the blues in advertisements. Thisragisin of Adams to her blues crown
occurred in the early 1960s, when the 1960 congressional hearings oa (#igdly paying
money to disc jockeys in return for airplay) combined withriigious, moral and often racist
backlash that had brewed for several years against rock-andndll rhythm-and-blues,
temporarily quashed many performéfs. A 1961 ad for the newly opened Phelp’s lounge in the
city’s North End read, “Our star attraction . . . she walks, talks and swingsuge®f In 1961,
another new club called the Fabulous Rage Show Bar on Davison include@dvertisement:
“She sings the blues with jump and zirf¢®” For twenty years, Alberta Adams had retained the
title of “Detroit’s Queen of the Blues” and in the early 1960s,slproved that there was still
room for a queen of the blues in Detroit, despite the onslaughtlofiratroll and rhythm-and-

blues, and the changes in night club format.
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In 1959, Alberta bought a house for the first time. The house, ondB3tr@et on
Detroit's near west side, was located west df S2reet, the street that once divided black and
white residents. That year, Adams supported a household containindhitdi@rg her Aunt
Pearl, and her mother. Her mother reentered her life in thel®%0s and Alberta said she had
no bad feelings about taking her in. “No, no, no, no, | just took care ¢f Alberta said.
Alberta said she bought the home in order to better take cdrer ahother and aunt. Alberta
initially moved into a predominantly white area, but the raciakeup of the neighborhood
changed within a year. “Across Y1 5treet was all white, because when | moved over there,
where I'm at now, it was white on this side, white on this sidg w&hite across the street,”
Alberta said. *“l woke up the next summer, or whatever it wadspk around, ‘Where is
everybody?’ It was colored®

Fundamentally, Alberta Adams, like her brand of the blues, did not undergdical
change in her presentation at any point in her career, withodsble exception of her time with
the Bluzettes. During this period, Alberta Adams remained a blutestainer in the nightclubs
of Detroit. She fitted in well with the nightclubs’ practicepsésenting a variety-filled handful
of acts performing in a traditional floorshow. After all, wikieir variety, they were but one-step
away from the vaudeville theaters that preceded them. Tleey thie theaters that had first
enthralled Alberta as a young girl, and were home to the 1920s dpheems. Most of the
theaters were gone, but Detroit's queen of the blues, and the blues, remained tn Detroi

By the 1960s, Alberta had become part of the package tours emblefnatk-and-roll
and rhythm-and-blues, playing one-night- or short-engagementsnaéy@cross the country.
What had changed from the past for Alberta were the lengjthser engagements and the

decreasing variety included in the floorshow, which increasimgljuded only musical artists.
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In Atlanta, while appearing with the Coasters, Jackie Wilsardd_MWashington, and the Choker

Campbell Band at the Peacock Club, she moved up on the bill with a single stellar gectrm
The Coasters was hot, ‘Yackety Yak, Don’'t Talk Back,” you know, angrthe
getting all that big money. I'm getting $200, down from Detraitg ahey're
getting thousands. Like | say, | was neat. | had on a green dress shoes
with rhinestones on, and my hair? | was together. So in thsimyeoom, |
could hear them talking, ‘what’s she going to do, what’'s she going? Is she
from Detroit? They were talking about me big time, you k6.

Alberta said the talk intimidated her until bandleader Choker Camepfieted some words of

encouragement before the band struck up a tune, and Campbell’'s encoatagasnenough to

motivate Alberta:
And | went out there and they applauded, and he’s standing right betend
saying ‘Sing! Sing! . . . And they went into it, and baby, thosesstti the
Peacock . . . | went into ‘Every Day | Have the Blues.’ . . alked offstage, all
the way outside! | was out there on Auburn Avenue singing ‘EDasy and the
band was still blowing. . . I tore that placeé {Tp

That bit of spontaneity not only caught the audience’s attention, tAlbard. It also caught the

attention of the other performers and the club manager, who demandegesha the bill.

Suddenly, Alberta was second to the headlining Coasters.
| said, ‘I'm way up there?’ They said, ‘Yes ma’am.” Hads ‘You bad. You're
a bad little girl.” He said, ‘You're from Detroit?’ | said, ‘Yes, Sif®

Directly informed by stage appearances of the blues queengasgster, and obtaining

in her formative years an informal education in performance and shostmp through

vaudeville, which she translated to the nightclub floorshow in hdrtis decades in show

business, Adams shared a great deal with the blues queens I820& Her songs, which

focused on love and sexuality, and her defining the blues in termseafoin, as well as her

proclivity to chip away at male superiority through her humor, vedirdeatures of her stage
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persona that connected her to blues queens such as Sippie Wallacajndg, Bnd Bessie
Smith. However, like the 1920s blues queens, who updated “country” blugplyyng urban

musicianship and placing their songs in both a “country” and an “udzartéxt, which seemed
required at the time, owing to the rural and urban components of #a Kigration, Alberta’s

accelerated “urban” blues also looked to the future.

In the early 1940s, massive migration again inundated industriad tkes Detroit, the
Arsenal for Democracy, and Adams, who began her career ag aifjger, continued to pull
lyrical themes out of love, sexuality, and human relationships, bwedsd them in new forms
of the blues. In part because of its fraternal relationshipjaathy musicians revved up the blues
during the war years and sprouted both the faster, swinging rhyhiusnp blues and early
rhythm-and-blues, two blues-based genres that until the 1950squeeesimilar. This new
blues was not the same as “country” blues or “classic” blité¢sould be up-tempo and joyous
as well as slow and mournfd” It could be nonsensical yet hip, like Lionel Hampton’s “Hey-
Ba-Ba-Re-bop.” Her blues had one foot in the past and another diteatard the future. Like
the blues queens of the 1920s, Adams became a “cultural conservatbra dcultural
innovator.”

Like the strange, urban environments of Chicago and New York thay wf the 1920s
female recording stars discovered as migrants, Adams’snveafdetroit became a another site
for exploration and musical innovation. With the incoming rush of wakevey the recent birth
of large-scale industrial unionization, the housing crisis, the oftatilofacial clashes, and the
resultant pressures on the city and its citizens, wartimmiDetas not the same city as prewar
Detroit. Alberta Adams discovered this Detroit environment asusmgy woman. Having long

before asserted her independence, Adams, as a nightclub singer oit'©Dbtack-and-tans,
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traversed back and forth between the social constructs of rass, alad gender until the
Chrysler Freeway, and not housing, replaced the entertainment ancecmatmistrict known as

Paradise Valley, the local matrix that, in many ways, had served to form her.
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Chapter Three

Taking the Blues out of the Girl: Motown Records and its Girl Groups of the 1960s

Detroit Metro Timeswriter Keith A. Owens has remarked that the success of Motown |
the 1960s was also the bane of Detroit blues, which floundered ye&nge when Motown rode
the top of the charts® Although in one sense the remark seems overstated and leads one to
believe that only a single factor prevented Detroit blues froorithing in the 1960s, it is not an
empty remark. Motown developed a unique rhythm-and-pop “sound,” which would atech |
be labeled as part of “Northern Soul” by English Motown fans. Hewehe local opportunities
that Motown offered young women aspiring to be singers, and the appednat Motown was
not receptive to the blues nor the raw rhythm-and-blues of the 1950$)avayersuaded some
young Detroiters to focus on giving Motown what Motown demariedn an indirect way, by
beaming black music directly at the white, American teenagepataphrase Atlantic Records
co owner Jerry Wexler—Motown, along with the British Invasion groupsegated an interest
in American blues among young, white Americans, and may leavhbse teenagers to explore
other forms of black music beyond Moto@Hi. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, blues in the
Detroit area became popular among white audiences who supportednsndhed the blues in a
number of ways, including attending blues festivals and blues clubs g llues records.
What may have been closer to reality is that rather than hauenced the blues in Detroit,
Motown became both a hindrance and a help to Detroit blues artistallyl.dMotown artists
dominated nightclubs and airwaves, precluding other forms of music. th® other hand,
Motown introduced a form of black music to whites, who could have sought outfotins of

black music, including the blues. In the Detroit area, whiteestan the blues would become
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apparent in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when local blues festhalsvents became
popular.

While Motown’s women appear to be standing in the shadows of the bioeen
looked at thus far, they also had a great deal of influence on Datreg women who appeared
later in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Under Bé&iyrdy Jr.’s formalized and
systematic process of production, little room existed for ime@a&tput on the part of Motown’s
female artists, who, after all, were at Motown to sing and loaizloty, and not take on
additional roles, such as songwriter or producer. This is strikingpmparison to the blues
gueens of the 1920s through the 1950s, most of who wrote some of their ownssomgsmes
chose their accompanists, and rebelled against male dominance.offiea wf Motown found a
classic patriarch in Gordy, the man who ruled the Motown “familyzordy shunned from
Motown the few who rebelled, women such as Mary Wells and Flogaltard, and left them
to their own devices to seek another record label or retire fnenworld of music. In many
ways, the women of Motown were the antithesis of the blues queens.

When artists signed with the Motown label, Motown led them to \eel@ family
business employed them and that by becoming Motown recordintg #ney became part of the
Motown family?®* Gordy was intent in Motown’s early years on making three-rainussical
commodities that would set sales records and garner radio play.dy,Gos producer-
songwriters, his artist development program, his quality control panélthe rest of his star-
making machinery often succeeded in developing the women of Motown inty kigidessful
recording artists and performers. As president of Motown, he promderdpted and
manipulated women at will. Some women who left the label, likeyMéells and Florence

Ballard of the Supremes, felt shunned or exiled from the faffily.
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Music historians, Motown executives, and Motown recording artist® Isaid that
Motown records, which appealed to both black and white audiences, helpedtentegsic in
the 1960s. Martin Luther King, Jr. indirectly concurred in 1967 when hetlsaticblack radio
announcers who played rock-and-roll and rhythm-and-blues “paved thefawasocial and
political change by creating a powerful cultural bridge betweackbhnd white.®** When
Motown music caught on in the early 1960s, the Civil Rights Movemehisduthern United
States had gained respect in many parts of the nation. Sonemstigrians who have focused
on Motown believe that the larger Civil Rights Movement paved the way for a lab&lditeevn
to take a cross-racial approach to rhythm-and-ifitfe3he formal distinction between rock-and-
roll, which came to represent white music, and rhythm-and-bteesinology that came to
signify black music, appeared only shortly before Motown’s incepitnod959. The music
industry in 1957 instituted a formal separation between the two geftleseparate charts, but
young blacks undoubtedly bought Elvis Presley records just as whitesybought records by
artists such as Chuck Berry and Little Rich&rd Except within the music industry, which had
generated and fostered racial distinctions in music since treage in the 1920s of “race”
records, there was no real musical difference between rhythsbhaesl and rock-and-roll. Prior
to 1957, many, including disc jockey Alan Freed, had used the terms intercharfgably.

Since Motown has been noted by music historians such as Peténi¢kufar its lack of
rhythm-and-blues content, arriving at an understanding of how Motibwuithiin the context of
the history of rhythm and blues is a challenge. Much has been said both criticakapgart of
the Motown “sound,” primarily regarding its cross-racial appedbme authors have asserted
that Motown represented a soulless pop sound aimed specificallyitat audience&®’ Other

authors, like Gerald Early, interpret the Motown “sound” differentBarly argues that Motown
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music acknowledged R&B sources and “reaffirmed the power of R&Pop music*® By
1960, pop no longer applied to white performers only and there had been ardssovdlack
performers such as Dinah Washington, Sammy Davis Jr., Nat Kirgg @uodl Johnny Mathis,
among others, had broken barriers on the pop cffartSrossover success also belonged to girl
groups of color such as the Chantels and the Shirelles. Succes&tulversions by white
singers of rhythm-and-blues songs, such as Bill Haley's ahdB&ane’s, urged some white
listeners to seek out the real thing and put money into the pockétisak artists, record
companies, songwriters and publistéfs Blacks seeking success on the pop charts generally
had to water down their rhythm-and-blues to accomplish whatteasnusical equivalent of
passing, as was the case with Nat King Cole. The people awwvalid something different.
They succeeded in getting airplay on blaokd white stations, and perfected their craft of
making hit records with black music as black and white teenageepted the music. In 1961,
the Marvelettes became the first Motown group to crossovér‘Riease Mr. Postman,” a song
that reached number one on Billboard’s rhythm-and-blues chart as wslpapithart®*

Although Berry Gordy Jr. was often suspected of using payolattVigewn records
played, investigations of Motown have come up empty and neither Gordyhyaf dis staff
was indicted for payola while working for Motown. What is knownhigt tGordy resorted to
unethical practices to keep Motown music on the minds of Detroit'solak disc jockey§®?
Initially, Detroit’'s black disc jockeys, who were quite an uieihce on the city’s white disc
jockeys, proved instrumental in getting Motown off the ground by “breaKaiging airplay to)
the records. Gordy, cash poor in the early days of the company, receivestgégumoney that
he could hardly fill. He did “take care” of the disc jockeys in pthays, such as dispatching

songwriter/producers Holland, Dozier and Holland to help move a wlstejockey to a new
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home. Gordy helped other disc jockeys with airplane tickets atfdswiall amounts of money

to pay their “traffic tickets2?*®* Gordy also became known for what Motown historian has called
“sexola” by dispatching Motown’s female artists on weekend-tentigps to ostensibly work
with out-of-town disc jockeys on radio-related events, even while treem were on to’*
Motown frequently flew them to other cities to do sock hops for Diu$ \asit DJs for
promotional opportunities. According to Raynoma Gordy Singleton, GeBcond wife and
business partner, Motown promotion directors beamed at the resources of Motostnhad no
need for payola because of its bevy of female $tars.

Although Motown signed blues shouters like Mabel John, who had a localll®é inbut
could not break out nationally, they usually did not last long at the label. John, ragthbiues
great Little Willie John’s sister, could not succeed singheggop songs that Motown producers
wanted her to sing° She left Motown in 1964 and later went on to record for the Stakitabe
Memphis, which is regarded by some as one of the true bastions of 1960s soul music —fa blend o
rhythm-and-blues, gospel, and energy that swamped the pop chartsMatawgn’s heyday>’

In the mid-sixties, when Motown partially reverted to wsigh and raunchy rhythm-and-blues
beginnings and began riding the soul wave of the mid-sixties arahtheMotown singers like
Gladys Knight, Junior Walker, and the Temptations no longer needdidguise their rhythm-
and-blues roots in order to hit the pop charts. The barriers hadaleen broken, not only by
Motown, but by Stax and Chess and Atlantic Records, among otherke beginning, Gordy
sought out a saleable sound, and one that would appeal to both blacks an&ffvhites.

Motown producers tended to shift their female recording artistsy &rom tough
sounding rhythm-and-blues and toward sweeter, less urgent soundseieagbssover success.

In the early years of Motown, Berry Gordy paired both WellstaedMarvelettes with Smokey
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Robinson, who intentionally smoothed their rough edgesRobinson, leader of the Miracles
and the singer-songwriter who inspired Gordy to set up his own lakel,salved as vice-
president of Motown from 1961 to 1988. Wells became much more known faoftes,
smoother sounds of Robinson-penned tunes like “My Guy,” “The One WhoyRealks You,”
and “You Beat Me to the Punch,” than she did for self-penned scordtef8{e Bye Baby.”
Referring to the above-mentioned smoother songs, Mary Wells tsstidhie songs, with their
cha-cha rhythms and their soft, buttery vocals, called for sybttéts what they call soul,” she
said**°with the Marvelettes, Smokey picked the soft-toned voice of Waraimg over the
tougher sounds of Gladys Horton, the group’s initial lead singer, te@ rmpap-chart-friendly
songs like “Don’t Mess with Bill,” “My Baby Must Be a Magan,” and “The Hunter Gets
Captured by the Game.” Although these producer-artist couplings showlotawn toned-
down raw rhythm-and-blues, they should not indicate that Motown desireteate a “pop”
song void of anything resembling rhythm-and-blues. Wells was; lge smooth, polished pop
sound is soul according to Motown, but it was not the edgier, ferventokisdul music that
typified artists on labels such as Stax and Atlantic.

Berry Gordy used the assembly line or production line methods @fdtreit automobile
industry and its division of labor as a model for his company whdigtenitiated the Tamla
label in 1959°* Tamla, along with a few other Gordy-owned labels, came undentbeslla of
the Motown Records Corporation when Gordy incorporated his assesaiie year. Also in
1959, Gordy’ s second wife and business partner Raynoma Liles disddfie two-story house
on Detroit's West Grand Boulevard that would become known as “HitdvileA.” and contain
all the departments of the record company in Motown’s earlgsy¥ A musical child prodigy

who studied harmony, theory and composition at Detroit's Cass Techigal School,
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Raynoma lived for music. She met Berry Gordy, Jr. in 1958 aftatent show performance.
Two years later, the two married, and the union was both a ronoergiand a business liaison.
The pair formed Rayber Voices and offered their services@gytmind singers to anyone who
needed a hand cutting a recdt.Ray also headed Motown’s Jobete PublisffigFrom 1960
to 1962, a beehive of activity among recording artists, musicians,dmnithiatrators coalesced
within the relatively small building on the Boulevafd. A strict division of labor existed under
the roof of Hitsville U.S.A., wherein recording artists could not begsariter-producers,
musicians could not be writers, and musicians, with few exceptionsl coubecome recording
artists>%

Sometimes singer-songwriters when they came to the labehldermcalists, with few
exceptions, quickly lost that classification when they signed Mitkown3°’ Writers wrote and
produced, and singers sang. Exceptions occurred for the women, but uspakarly in their
recording careers, and before Gordy had built up the strong stabtéesf, for which Motown
became knowrn® The Marvelette’s raucous “Please Mr. Postman,” was caenrtiy original
Marvelette, Georgeanna Dobbiifs. Similarly, but with less success, Wells came to Motown in
1960 with “Bye Bye Baby,” a sizzling rhythm-and-blues sorag 8he initially wanted to sell to
Jackie Wilson with the assistance of Berry Gordy, who had wri#éweral songs for Wilson in
the 1950S'° Berry and Raynoma Gordy convinced Wells to record it on her ot peaked

at number eight on the rhythm-and-blues charts, while making nuioltgifive on the pop
charts*** Gordy’'s growing desire not to let any artist, with theeption of vice president
Smokey Robinson, have too much a part of the hit-making process, ensuretbshaif the
women became strictly singers and performers of songs ateditheir producer/songwritet&

This meant less in terms of potential financial compensatiavelisas perhaps a diminishment
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in prestige for the young women, but some, like Martha Reeves, aimoecl to be a songwriter,
seem to have shrugged off that blocked avenue in the hope of becoming singing seti3ations.
Susan Whitall, author diVomen of Motown: An Oral Histargoncludes, in part, that
Motown ghettoized its female vocalists. Her conclusion is hard goeawith considering
Motown'’s strict division of labor regarding the creative proceswell as its efforts to separate
the women from the business goings-on of the compdniim Weston, who became most
famous for duets she performed with Marvin Gaye, and who was teeofMMotown producer
Mickey Stevenson, described the division of labor at Motown as werst@ining: “During the
time | was at Motown, the artists were not allowed to producesélees. And if they wrote a

d.3%> Weston also

song, they had to give the person [producer] part of it in order tib rgebrde
remarked that singing styles were in many cases letid tipe producer’'s whims, a practice that
left little room for creativity on the part of the vocadidt® Referring to Wells’s recording of
“My Guy,” Smokey Robinson said that during that period he wasngritsassy” and “sexy”
songs for both Wells and the Marvelettes — his “babig5.n reference to Wells’s “My Guy,”
Robinson acknowledges that he may have put her through fifty-plus ¢éktlee song before he
got what he wanted, which he describes as a “sassy little’ $¢ngvhen Gladys Knight and the
Pips signed to the label in 1965 for an eight-year stay, Knight, whoekeded signing with the
label but was voted down by the group, described a similar stagbettoization: “We were
artists and they didn’t go for artists doing anything but singing,” Knight*3aid.

Smothering creativity, adhering to the policy of dividing labor, dependmgveekly
guality control meetings presided over by Berry Gordy, Jr. to select fmmgdease, and relying

on the later addition of an artists development department that tsliogtivn stars real-life and

performance skills, all lent to the appearance that Motown “misleemale stard?® Berry
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Gordy, Jr. said, “I wanted a place where a kid off the stmdtdovalk in one door an unknown
and come out the other a recording artist — a &faihe kids off the street, however, did not
always come to Motown as untalented and unpolished as many Motown stchtons and
producers would have had the world believe. Gordy seldom shied esmaydbwnplaying the
recording artists’ creative ability: “We taught them himacreate,” Gordy said. “They couldn’t
do it for themselves, so we did it for thefi®” One of the Motown myths, Mary Wilson of the
Supremes said, was the Pygmalion myth wherein Berry Goakya bunch of unwashed ghetto
kids and made them into stars. “Not only is this view incorred,insulting,” Wilson wrote in
her memoir. “The truth is that Berry never signed anyone to Wotwho needed to be
remade.”®** Berry Gordy, however, thought differently, and, sometimes rightfully, llotown
as a sort of hit-making factory in which raw talent would go in onemtkand exit the facility at
the other end after being made into a saleable product, or a “star.”

To Berry Gordy, the Marvelettes, who came to Motown in 1961 #dfeeteenage group
starred in a high school talent show at Inkster High and consequstelyded a Motown
audition, must have at least looked like an “in” to crossover sucdeks.Perry Bradford, the
man who arranged for Mamie Smith to record “Crazy Bluesyd@believed that black women
would be less of a threat and more comforting to white audiencedldanmen, and that he
would have better luck getting a foothold on the pop charts and obtainingu@ossccess with
women3?* The first Motown group to have a number one song on the pop charts VeidseP
Mr. Postman,” the Marvelettes also became the first girl gtouget lost in the shuffle of
competition among Motown artists in the early 1960s. Signed bgwioRecords in 1961 after
a talent show at Inkster High School, where the top three winndhe italent show won an

audition at Motown, the Casinyets (which stood for the can’t sietg)ycame in fourth.
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However, the group convinced their principal to let them go along witthtee winners to the
Motown audition. Motown chief engineer at the time, Robert Bateimald the audition. The
Casinyets performed songs they had rehearsed for the talentlsiiddateman said that was not
enough — they had to come up with an original song since therdamesongwriters at Motown
at that time. Group member Georgia Dobbins, an Inkster High Schoot pwhb opted out of
the group when her father refused to co-sign a contract wotiowh, wrote the basis of “Please
Mr. Postman” with Inkster acquaintance and pianist William &am approximately two days
following the auditiort?

The Casinyets, who returned to Motown one month following their auditigueg@i
Gordy's interest. He changed their name to the Marveleti@stprthe recording of “Please Mr.
Postman.” After the newly christened Marvelettes brought ifdwmember Wanda Young into
the group to replace Dobbins, the girls and their parents signed atentvathout legal
representation, running for the duration of four years,. Motown held tlenaytrenewing the
contracts for an additional four years. The contract stated tbaaw would choose all the
songs to record, and that the group would record all songs to Motowiskad#&on. The
contract did not obligate Motown to release any recordings. Apeucent royalty rate went to
the Marvelettes, who would split that percentage five wa$fsAlthough songwriting credits for
“Please Mr. Postman” have changed over the years, withrideases also credited to Berry
Gordy, “Please Mr. Postman” originally listed the songwritessGeorgia Dobbins, Georgia’s
Inkster acquaintance, and pianist, William Garret, as well as Motown prodtreeidie Gorman,
Robert Bateman and Brian Hollaffd. Gorman, also a mail carrier, suggested a few things for
the song, but it is hard to believe that five people wrote “Plsas®ostman.” It was common

practice in the music industry then for producers and record compamgrs to claim
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songwriting credit to enhance their earnings. As minors, atidthe consent of their parents,
the Marvelettes signed contracts that were one-sided to bedm avil Georgia Dobbins
songwriter’'s share in the song diminished under the rubric of produatidrhi&emaking as
others claimed a piece of the song.

Motown, which often inflated the number of records sold to impressulbiéec and boost
the egos of its artists, kept the Marvelettes in the dark abootdresales, and often pressured
them to do things that the girls did not think were in their bestesig*® In 1961, the five
original Marvelettes--Gladys Horton, Katherine Anderson, Wanda ¢,0@eorgeanna Tillman,
and Wyanetta Cowart--never knew if “Please Mr. Postman’heshone million in sale¥?®
Since the song stayed for one week on the top of the pop charts anaveekserat the top of the
R&B charts, it probably did achieve gold record statisThe tremendous sales of “Please Mr.
Postman” prompted Motown administrators to send the girls on the m@d)@own pressured
them to drop out of high school. For some of the girls that was a pablem, but for others,
like Georgeanna, Wyanetta, and Katherine, who were all in #@iorsyear and looking forward
to graduation, it was a tough choice. The Marvelettes alstdiool when faced with Motown's
threat of having the Marvelettes watch five other girls frétve country singing their hit in their
place. Responding later to rumors that Motown officials wanted themntually to go back to
school, or take on tutors, Katherine Anderson responded skeptically.kéUh& Supremes, we
had a million seller right out of the box,” Anderson said. “Therefibrey didn’'t give a damn if
we finished or not>*

Until 1964, when Gordy decided to put everything he had at his dispekald the
Supremes, the Marvelettes prospered. Consequently, along with Motowersbay hitmaker

Mary Wells, they stood as one of the driving forces behind Motosucsess, but they also felt
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the wind sag behind their sails. Although they were still suidesisMotown, the Marvelettes
felt slighted by Gordy’s decision to concentrate on the Suprefilesy also felt like they were
playing a secondary role to Martha and the Vandellas, who wereghhuge successes with
H/D/H tunes like “Heatwave” and “Dancing in the Street.” ‘thse grew, you did feel slighted,
you did feel neglected, you did feel pushed to the curb because evegndirgerybody had far
more importance,” Katherine Anderson s&fd.To make matters worse, illness caused two of
the group’s members to leave, and the remaining members dtiikéekthey had not found a
home at Motowr?>®> From 1962 to 1964, the Marvelettes toured regularly and flitted from
producer to producer, depending on the record. That could mean that Miekenps®n, Brian
Holland, Robert Batemen, Freddie Gorman, or Lamont Dozier, or a patidm of the five,
produced the Marvelettes. In fact, it was often the case at Mdt@atvach individual producer
recorded an artist and competed for whose product was>heBhe group also began to lose
members. In 1963, Wyanetta suffered a nervous breakdown after naakieghbarrassing
remark on American Bandstand about the location of Inkster in relaiBetroit®>*® Then, in
1964, Georganna discovered she had sickle cell anemia and had to leayeuh&® The
Marvelettes continued as a trio featuring Gladys Horton, Kat@efinderson, and Wanda
Young.

Unlike the Supremes and Martha and the Vandellas, the Margetetterred to stay on
the so-called black chitlin’ circuit when Motown began to prep@rects for engagements at
upscale white clubs like the Copacabana in New Y&riWhether staying on the black club and
theater circuit was the idea of Motown'’s or that of the Miattes is a point of controversy, but
Marvelettes biographer Marc Taylor states that Berrydgadr. did urge the group to rehearse

show tunes in order to groom them for club work. Gladys Horton oMwevelettes “was
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adamantly opposed to such an avenue for her group.” In the Gladis quotes that followed
Taylor’s analysis inrhe Original Marvelettes: Motown’s Mystery Grqoworton said the group
just was not up to the demands of playing to what would be an enteelyaudience, which
expected a different repertoire and presentation from perferniétts not that we were pushed
aside, it's just that we couldn’t do it,” she said. “Everybody didate club material, and the
Marvelettes never have been a club group; we were a theater §rotfmtton referred to
theaters that had come to represent the Motown circuit, includingpbio in New York, the
Uptown in Kansas City, the Howard in Washington D.C., the Regal TheaBhicago, and the
Fox Theater in Detroit, which the Marvelettes had become accedtomplaying>® The new
night club circuit, with its mid- to upper-class white audiences only brought about class
anxiety for the Marvelettes, but fear, insecurity, and a convidtiah the group could not
perform as well in the upscale white clubs as it could in the country’s Hldzk @and theaters.
When the artist development program became fully functional in 1@®4the addition
of modeling, etiquette and performance instructor Maxine Powell, the Mtess who had been
training themselves in performance techniques for four yearse cander criticism for their
performance skilld*® Some insiders at Motown, such as Harvey Fuqua, who supervisstd arti
development and married Berry Gordy Jr.’s sister, Gwen Gondly|TdMI's Beans Bowles, took
an absolute dislike to the Marvelettes. Fuqua complained of #ogirof ability in performing
the tasks Motown set out for them, and their inclination to shirk thethe first placé** “A lot
of them could not. And a lot of them didn’t want to. That’'s probablybtgeeason . . . They
didn’t want to spend their time. They didn’t want to spend no time,” Fsaigt*> Beans
Bowles, who was also the manager of the Motortown Revues, crititiwen for their lack of

professionalism onstage. In reference to one of the MarvelBttedes said that when he saw
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her at the Apollo Theater, he thought, “[W]e got to do better thari tiiscording to Bowles,
“She walked onstage chewing gum looking like she was scared ongplaychurch or a talent
show.”™* Bowles and Fuqua both logged in years of show business before theyt@wame
Motown; most of the Marvelettes had just turned twenty-one by 1965, armbheedto Motown
while in high school. The Marvelettes had also logged in thres péaoadwork, in which they
created their own choreography.

William “Smokey” Robinson saved the Marvelettes from flounderinth&rrat Motown
when he became their primary producer in 1965, but he also raditahged the group by
choosing to focus on Wanda Young’s vocal talents over those of Gamtysn. First, he and
the Marvelettes scored a smash hit with Robinson’s “Don’t Megk Bill.” Under Smokey’s
direction, Wanda Young sang lead on most of the A-sides withy&lddrton relegated to the
B-sides of the single¥* Horton remained very popular with fans though, and Motown featured
her lead vocals on albums and B-sides in deference to popular d&handtring of Robinson-
authored hits featuring Wanda on lead vocals followed, which includexly'ré&'the One,” “The
Hunter Gets Captured by the Game,” “My Baby Must Be a Magjt and “Here | Am Baby.”
Their last hit, “Destination: Anywhere” (1968), also featurednda Young on lead vocals and
was produced by Motown’s first female producer, Valerie Simpsaod, @artner Nickolas
Ashford.3*® “Destination: Anywhere” did not feature Gladys Horton, who had taf
Marvelettes in 1967 to settle down with a new husband and have a family life witexpeated
child. *’ The contrast between the pre-Robinson-produced Marvelettes andatieldites
under the direction of Robinson is striking. The group, stripped down to a trio, had been retooled

from within and from without. By changing lead singers and fyrfailding a Motown producer
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who would work with them from record to record, the Marvelettes hedlyf found a unique
“hit.”

In combination with Wanda’s more subtle and softer vocals, Robinson’s songvior
the group intentionally avoided teenage themes and contained subjectandtgesound aimed
at adults as well. With Robinson-penned songs steeped in metaph6rHikeHunter Gets
Captured By The Game” and “My Baby Must Be A Magician,” Marvelettes again landed
near the top of Billboard’s pop and rhythm-and-blues c&ttsVith Robinson, the Marvelettes,
in terms of pop sophistication, distanced themselves from pastkatéFiease Mr. Postman”
and the Gladys Horton-penned “Playboy,” which were simpletruttsire and in lyrical content.
However, it is too easy to take the approach that Robinson brought dimuéntire
transformation. According to Robinson, the Marvelettes brought a khiettable. They had
three lead singers with a lot of range for different songs,. Rabiadored Wanda’'s voice:
“Wanda was in the group and Wanda had that little sexy voice thael. . . a little soft quiet
sexy voice . . . and | said, hey, her voice is a hit . . . lestad record them with her singing and
| had a lot of hit records on then’® Smokey is due credit for the songs, which are superbly
written, crafted and arranged. The instrumentation is excelemt, the overall sound of
Smokey’s productions is stunning in a way that does not exactligefiMotown mold. The
songs became hits, though, through the musical combination of producer, baadjsasicnd
the well-developed business acumen of Gordy and his Motown staff. oBmd®n said, the
Marvelettes and their individual talents brought a lot to the table.

Smokey Robinson continued to write for and produce the Marveletted 868| but the
group still felt like outsiders in relationship to the Motown fandlyd soon disbandéd’ The

young women all hailed from the small, suburban black communitipnksfter, and not the
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overgrown and then extremely volatile city of Detroit. At Motowhey often felt as if they
were treated like “country girls$™ Even Berry Gordy, who signed them to Motown, did not pay
them much attention. There is speculation that the achievementhwiber one single with
little input from Gordy stood as the reason for his inattentiohéayjtoup®>? On the other hand,
the Marvelettes could border on being ungrateful to Motown. Whencthdg have espoused
the label’s relationship to their success, they sometimes did otherwidethBd&@hirelles and the
Marvelettes had number one hits on the pop charts in 1961 and ofted playiee same bills
together. The Marvelettes praised the girl groups who came befarddhshowing them to the
ropes more than they did Motow?. Much later, their songs began to slip on the charts. Their
last single, “That's How Heartaches are Made,” releasddovember 1969, peaked on the pop
charts at ninety-seven and did not chart on Billboard’s Black Contengpdrarts, which had
become the trade magazine’s new designation for “race” redotdsAt that point, the
Marvelettes receded so much into the background at Motown thatame hard for some
people to tell if they were still on the laf&t. Motown was riding high on the charts again with
Norman Whitfield’s “monstrous funk” productions of Temptations’ sosigsh as “Psychedelic
Shack” and “Cloud Nine.” As outdated outsiders, the Motown group mosy e&siled into
“the girl group phenomenon of the early 1960s” disbanded in ¥§70.

The ways in which Motown Records attempted to control its fearéikts and the record
company’s bid for complete control over all of its artists serfeccthe court documents that
chronicle Mary Wells’s successful effort in 1964 to leave thapany. Wells filed the lawsuit,
in which she claimed she no longer had a contract with Motowm, sifeebecame twenty-one
years of age. Wells also accused Motown of withholding royadtnes other earnings from

357

her:. In Motown’s countersuit to Wells, the plaintiff, Gordy and vpgresident of sales
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Barney Ales requested that Wells turn over one-million dolarhé company because of the
plaintiff's alleged conspiracy to leave the label. Motown Recolaisned ownership not only of
Mary’s earnings, but her success and stardom as well. The daefeladgued that the company
spent $300,000 on training and promoting Wells. The defendants stated lgxghatitWells
owed everything to Motown: Motown trained her and “her name altaing” were property
of the company>® The defendants’ countersuit states further that Mary refusguytothe
required twenty-five percent management fee to Motown managemamthbinternational
Talent Management, Incorporated (ITMI) and refused to study andreghe She had also
publicly announced another manager, and conspired with her husband, Hermiar Gritfre
other Motown artists away from the label, the defendants’%4id.

Gordy and Ales believed they had total control over Mary Wedlaieer while she was
under contract, and they did do a significant amount of work for herrirs tef promotion and
attempting to improve her performance skills. Before the daystist development, Motown
hired Detroit’'s famed bandleader and talent coach Maurice KihglmMary Wells polish her
act. Motown also placed her on “The Steve Allen Show.” The compasyable to generate
many articles about Wells in teen magazines, and Motown’s pnésidd vice president of sales
also claimed to have supported Wells when her records flopped.s,\Wibld toured with the
Beatles and allegedly came to see music as an avenue leadmoyie stardom, was not happy
with Motown at the time. Morty Craft, president of Twenti€@ntury Fox Records, offered her
a $500,000 advance to jump ship at Motown and sign with Twentieth-Cemtyaraéeording to
the defendant¥?

For all Motown artists, signing with Motown also meant signinthwobete Music,

Motown’s publishing company, and ITMI, Motown’s management firm. Theamh that
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Motown not only had control of fees from the live performancessadiitists, it also controlled
their publishing proceeds for decades into the fufliteArtists could negotiate royalty
percentages, but with Motown, the rates in the early years were about tentpdviotown used
artists’ royalties were to pay for recording and productionscosta record. Motown owned
copyrights, even with songs written by the artf&fdviotown contracts sought complete control
with as little risk as possible, and the combined contract, in winicrtest signed with a record
company, a management agency, and a publisher, represented a abmflerest for the artists.
Artists also found out after signing contracts with Motown thaytcould be charged for hidden
costs against their royalties, such as recording ses&ions.

Wells, with her mother's consent, had signed with Motown in 1960 a@dke of
seventeer® She argued in the memorandum brief of the plaintiff that the amrghould be
nullified, since it actually expired in 1962. A letter to ren@w &nother one-year term never
reached her since International Talent Management, Inc. maiiedts own address. This, the
judge agreed, made the date of expiration of the singer's codtrgc8, 1962°° The judge
concurred with Wells and released her from her contfacEollowing her split from Motown,
Wells did not attain nearly the success that she had had at Maad the court case ironically
served to help Motown to hold onto its other artists by demonstratitigetn that Wells had
failed after leaving the Motown fold. Consequently, other Motownstartbecame more
convinced that they owed their success to Motown’s expertise, aredmd that there was
something to Motown’s producers and procedures. Although rumors circtiate®otown
used its connections with black radio to have Mary's post-Motown work qiiashaown

historian Nelson George speculates that, in 1964, Motown did not havee#ims or the power
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to crush an artist. Furthermore, George said, the recordings Wlster she left Motown
were clearly inferior to her Motown recordingé.

Martha Reeves, the leader of the Vandellas, is a case in posunwone trained in
music, which she practiced and performed before coming to Motown, and someone who, through
her own efforts to improve her talents, refutes the notion that Motovadéhits artists. Born to
a large family of eleven children that produced several namsct both her parents played
guitar and sang, and her father played blues -- Martha diffeved rfrany of the young women
who came to Motowri®® First, she was of age, unlike Motown stars such as the Mtesele
Mary Wells, and the Supremes. Unlike the Marvelettes, whaMuotchose to develop after a
high school talent show appearance, Martha Reeves had a substafuraigoece history before
she came to Motown. She performed as a solo artist and withrgips the Fascinations and
the Del Fis*® In early 1962, she recorded and released two singles witjrdwgy the Del Fis,
on the Chess subsidiary label, Checkmi&teShe performed everything from an aria at her high
school graduation ceremony to blues and jazz in Detroit areechilgbt including the famous
Flame Show Bar and the 20 Grand, before she signed to Motown in 1962agetbé twenty-
one. Once at Motown, she continued to hone her talents. Reeves and thea¥awtiellbacked
up Marvin Gaye so many times that they became known as Marvitandnhdellas, practiced
background singing to bolster their singing skills. Reeves pridedlhersher and the other Del
Fis ability to arrange three-part harmonies and she states memoir: “[Before] you could
effectively sing lead you had to perfect background singifig.”

Martha Reeves would prove to be as calculated in her ascéhbtatvn as she was
methodological in her approach to singing, and the opportunity she had aeieg Wor while

working as a secretary at Motown appeared as luck. Martha aiMamidellas got their break in
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1962 when Mary Wells’s absence from a recording session enabled them to rététavé To

Let Him Go,” their first song on Motown. Reeves called it tecording session the Del —Fis
— Rosalind Ashford, Annette Beard, and Gloria Jean Williamson—-andettats the group
Martha and the Vandellas. In 1961, Mickey Stevenson encountered Rewyag sit the 20
Grand. The end of her run at the nightclub, Stevenson expressed astimdrer. He handed
her his card and asked her to come to Motown the next day for aroauditie audition did not
pan out, but Reeves finagled a secretary job from Stevenson alatqu her with a great view
to watch all the goings-on at the compdfMartha Reeves had been at the record company
employed as a secretary for several months prior to the Vasdedcording. “I'll Have to Let
Him Go” did not chart well, but the other side of the single caethia song penned by Reeves
called “My Baby Won't Come Back** Reeves, described in literature on Motown as very
astute, realized very early on that although she wrote songsvtbetd be little or no advantage
for her to write them at Motowf* There is scant evidence that Motown “made” Martha
Reeves. It is more likely that with Motown’s resources, im&eof record distribution, ability to
obtain radio play, and its songwriting, Motown enhanced Martha’s skitlstalents and made
them marketable.

Some Motown producers and songwriters undoubtedly added some formidaibie ¢l
their own to the skills held by an artist. An example of suchemasf embellishment were three
Motown songwriters, Brian Holland, Lamont Dozier, and Eddie Holland (HyDwho had
combined forces at Motown in 1962 to become the songwriting team tatkaitown until
they wrangled out of their contracts in 1968 and left Motown to fitveir own labef™ The
combination initially was very beneficial to Martha and the Vdadelwhose next stab at the

charts succeeded with H/D/H's “Come and Get These Memibti@dMotown delayed the
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release of “Come and Get These Memories™ until 1963, but its ealesticcess would mean
more pairings of Martha and the Vandellas and H/D/H. Thessiens produced wildly
successful Vandellas and H/D/H pop-and-rhythm songs such as “(Edv&e) a Heatwave”
[1963], and “Quicksand” [1963]"" Taken aback by the combination of the Vandellas and
H/D/H, Berry Gordy had an epiphany after hearing “Memorie&ccording to Reeves, Gordy
said, “[t]hat’s the sound I've been looking for. That's the Motown sodffd.” Described
abstractly as magic by many Motown fans and employees, thewvosound allegedly
represented black Detroit. Lamont Dozier described the magie sumcinctly: “The Motown
sound is spiritually orientated, a mixture of rhythm and blues and pbpaniig beat bottom
combining black heritage gospel to produce a magical thifig.With “Heatwave,” which
provided Motown with a template for hit-making that would produce hitsyéars into the
future, the Vandellas became Motown’s second girl group to provide vdrdy Gad then come
to define as “The Sound of Young Ameri¢d® Motown chronicler Nelson George writes: “As
for Martha, her voice blasted through the production flourishes on “Weae” in a defiant,
lustful performance that shows an emotional intensity “Memories’ twaly hinted at.®*
Martha Reeves may have benefited as much from the expesleadaought to the label as she
did from Motown'’s helping hand.

Smokey Robinson rejects the idea that Detroit had any more tamtother large
American cities at the time, b@ne Nation Under a Groove: Motown and American Culture
author Gerald Early presents a strong argument in support afiCetran incubator of music:
He traces what he calls a “hothouse of musical talent” inoi2e¢b the emphasis Detroit blacks
placed on musical education. Early cites the pioneering tutimeetfwentieth-century work in

musical education of E. Azalia Hackley, a Detroit woman who eadled “Our National Voice
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Teacher” in the black press. Hackley taught classical Earopeusic®® He concludes his
argument by stating simply that “Motown could not have happendtwita strong musical-
education program in Detroit® Even if the city itself was not an incubator of music, it
appears that the high schools were. High school students need avalkther than down a
couple hallways to find musical instruction, and some Motown arasedyrmissed a chance to
mention their high school music instructors. Like the Supremesvisneelettes, Mary Wells,
and Martha Reeves benefited from the musical training at D&dilic School$® Martha
Reeves and the Supremes spoke highly of Northeastern High SchoochMRissctor Abraham
Silver. The Marvelettes’ Gladys Horton swore by the teachbinigkster High School’'s music
teacher Dr. Romeo Phillips. All the girls in the Supremes hadviarvelettes sang together in
their schools’ glee club®® Looking back to the early 1960s in a 1974 newspaper article, Silver
said,” students at that time did not mind hard practice. They drilled all th&¥imBractice like
this, along with inherent talent, is what enabled Reeves to singriviozas and made Ballard
and Wilson capable of singing opera. It also helped the Suprémgeosk and roll or rhythm
and blues, which was something they rehearsed frequently in high &¢hool.

Another argument for why Detroit at that time could virtually éndoeen “hothouse of
talent” is that the city was practically unexploited by rialecouts and such from the larger
record labels. Detroit talent remained pretty much untouched dinengme that Gordy set up
shop, and there were plenty of venues that Gordy unearthed talentssthtdished nightclubs
like the Flame and the 20 Grand, neighborhood sock hops, high school talegf ahdveven
street corners in the city where vocal groups rehedfsed.

Female performers struggled inside and outside the studio at Mdiawtie biggest test

of all for them was large-scale live performance. Nearlywhele family went out on tour
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together in the early sixties. Touring commenced in the roiddte Civil Rights Movement in
1962 with the Motortown Revu&® Esther Gordy Edwards, who headed ITMI or International
Talent Management, Inc., the Motown management agency thatdrgtdats with all Motown
performers, organized the tours. Thomas “Beans” Bowles serves@snanaget.® The first
Motortown Revue consisted of ninety-one one-nighters, with the exceptiba apbllo Theater
in New York, where the Revue played for seven days. The toedl&st approximately three
months. It starred Martha and the Vandellas, the Marvelettey, Walls, and the Supremes,
among others. In her memoir, Martha Reeves described the tourt skepAgpollo Theater as
thus: “For seven days we performed six shows a day startib?@® noon and ending at 1:00
a.m.”®¥?The Revue, which focused on the East Coast, the Midwest, and the South, bittbdom
nearly the entire Motown roster for live presentations, put them buasaand sent them to
venues across the country, was not the first package tour ofiats kiwas novel in a business
sense, though, since ITMI, which collected proceeds from the showstof$15,000 on a daily
basis while only paying the artists a small stipend on the ¢ould instantly use the profits to
promote Motown records and for other busin&$s.

Undertaken by Motown a year after freedom riders were beatemearly killed in the
South, the Motown Revue and its entourage, which consisted of one tandfige cars, filled
mostly with young black people, might have represented a freedens sequel to some white
southerners. The tour, which introduced Motown’s young performershairdescorts to rigid
southern segregation, had its harrowing moments. Although the rdause’sts automobiles,
and its passengers did not receive the same treatment fnibe southerners as the freedom
riders, one person shot at the bus, “and segregated facilities andl ureawment were

common.”®* Besides the usual trappings of segregation, such as sepaifatgois and
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drinking fountains, the inability of black travelers to dine in restaisr or easily find lodging in
the South, the Motown acts soon realized that not saying “sifhatdim” to white southerners
could be enough to get them killed. They also played to segremadéshces, usually divided
by main floor, where white patrons sat, and balcony, where blacksatat. If a theater did not
have a balcony, theater managers divided the room with a ropshistgefrom center stage to
the back of the theater. However, they could not totally contmlyoung patrons, who
sometimes broke through whatever apparatus of segregation wast @nedd¢urned the shows
into interracial dance partieS° These dancing melees further provoked southern white
supremacists, many of whom already feared that the allegediyptive “jungle music” would
lead to race mixing and miscegenation anyway, who were sd®irgntorst nightmares come
true.

Commenting on the southern stops of the 1962 tour, Katherine Anderson of the
Marvelettes said, “[tlhese are things that stay with youHerrest of your life3*® Traveling in
the South, where Motown women could not go anywhere without two or tuaegscorts, kept
the girls, especially, on their guard. “It became very, véightening,” Anderson saitf’
Something as trivial as not complying with the peculiar rofecial etiquette that prevailed in
the South at the time could be enough to get any member of theag@anitrouble. The young
women were also prone to rape and other types of sexual violedceacmowledging the
presence of multiple chaperones, were probably keenly aware of tiggrdaWhile all black
(and even some white) performers tried to outmaneuver racigedam the southern states, a
black female performer’s endangerment probably doubled in the Soldne wape and other
forms of “sexual violence against black women was endemic” and wfémt unpunished by

some of the white supremacists in the southern states who meted out'jfistice.
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Despite the shock of southern segregation and the rigorous perforscreshiles that
Motown had laid out for its artists, some of the Motown women, like Anderson and Regalyes, t
enjoyed the tour, saying it gave them a chance to get out ofsthraiewhat constricting and
stultifying black community of Detroit. Touring allowed them take new friends and
acquaintances in different parts of the country and the world, theeeha grow and expand
their worldviews and social worlds, and the opportunity to take in geomhs touring taught
them on how to deal with people from all walks of life. “As witamy artists who lived within
the black community at the time, it was an avenue that allowe to travel to other states and
cities and gave you that ‘out.” In doing so it also helped you to griatherine Anderson
said*®° Travel was beneficial to the early blues queens because it familigi®@dwith both the
southern and the northern United States and allowed them to both pick up drspédrse
acquired news, knowledge and wisdom. Likewise, travel in the £#88§s proved beneficial to
some of the Motown women, who found it an adventure rather than a lamdeppreciated the
sense of sophistication they obtained through travel.

On the tour, there were also some prohibitions on the artists. Motown rules &iriaitly
male-female contact, and the company attempted to repress any sexgsiayoduring the tour.
Chaperones accompanied the women and the girls on the tours, whisbme&thing that set the
women of Motown apart from the men. Nonetheless, two of the Marel&Eiund Motown
spouses during the initial tour, and many occurrences of the girls ¢sight playing cards with
men after curfed’®® The women, and the men, were very young. Martha had just turned-twenty
one that summer. The Marvelettes, Diane Ross, and Mary Wilsan alleeighteen. Mary
Wells and Florence Ballard were nineté&h Nearly all the performers were under twenty-one,

according to Beans Bowlé¥
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Motown historian Nelson George wrote that artists mixing withalder musicians on
the tour often resulted in the use of marijuana and alcohol arhengotinger womeff* “We
hovered over our artists, mostly female, to protect them during tiheer at Motown,” said
producer and A&R director Mickey Stevens8i. When Susan Whitall interviewed Martha
Reeves years after the tour, Reeves said that after abdbirtieeh night of the ninety-one date
tour, “we were all getting a little familiar with each atti€’® Reeves said she was not guilty, but
that giving the chaperones a hard time came naturally ta &fatown artists. Motown
executives and the chaperones constructed a rather shaky codeatifymand the young
Motown artists found ways around it.

Among the Revue’s youngest artists were the Supremes, whoskenserthen still in
high school and performing under the name of the Primettes,dstarteang out at Motown
when their brother group, the Primes (about one half of the groupwthatl become the
Temptations) signed a contract with Motown in 1960. Berry Gordgmed slowly to the
Primettes but soon came to view the girl group as his frontrunridoiown’s bid for crossover
success. Eventually devoting a great deal of time groorhangroup for the stage and singling
out Diane Ross (later Diana) to be the group’s star, Gordy uaddedily took a great deal of
responsibility for the Supremes phenomenal success. ThevgElenee, however, that shows
that the girls, as the Primettes, came to Motown with musadahts and performing skills in
hand. The group first practiced in the hallways and on the roofs &révester Homes projects
on the near east side of Detroit along with many other vocalpgt They competed “. . . for
attention . . . for a choice space to practice in . .. [and] . .soime kind of recognition in a
place that didn't offer too much hope for any of théfft.”"Mary Wilson said parents in the

Brewster Homes tried to encourage their kids by reminding thatite in Detroit in the 1950s
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for African Americans did not look as gloomy as it did when they grpw Mary’s generation,
she writes, “Was perhaps the first generation of black youthsigvéeheir individual potential
was unlimited.*®’

In the case of many vocal groups that later became Motowstsarthe youngsters
worked hard and practiced to achieve their potential and their dréldmag.were probably some
of the Detroit black kids who turned away from the blues of thearmarand took comfort in the
more positive themes found in rhythm-and-blues. Entering the reajmibdic performance
outside Brewster Homes became the girls’ first dream. &begmplished that by becoming the
Primettes, the sister group to the Primes. As the sistaipgto the Primes, a group that
contained future Temptations Eddie Kendricks, and Paul Williams, theefies made a lot of
headway on a local lev&?® As the Primes’s sister group, they rehearsed daily in Brime
manager Milton Jenkins’s apartméft. Thrilled with their first show, which took place at party
held in a local union hall, the Primettes had more reason tendfaMary Wilson remembers
that they excelled as a group, not as four individuals. She said they were constieusred of

the differencé!?

Although they may have been unpolished by Motown standards, tiegdarr
at the label in 1960 after the Primes signed with Motown ve#ined skills, experience, and
talent. Following their audition, Raynoma Gordy remarked thatgttie displayed excellent
dancing skills and sophisticated group voé#s.

Beginning in 1960, the Supremes (then the Primettes), or “the” gidsthey became
known around Hitsville U.S.A., came to Motown every day after high schdsley added
handclaps and background vocals to Motown Recordings. “[On] January 15, 18&hcEl

Ballard, 17, Mary Wilson, 16, Diane Ross, 16, and Barbara Martin, 16, digiédtown as the

Supremes ™3 With their parents’ consent, the girls signed a four-year contigtttMotown that
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required that they record a minimum of three masters fosuheof $12.50 each. Their royalty
rate was set at 2.4 percent per record, a sum paid only eftading expenses and production
costs were met. Like the Marvelettes and other Motown artis¢s Supremes concurrently
signed with Motown-owned Jobete Publishing and Motown’s management canipahly
According to Nelson George, “. . . with obvious foresight, [Gordy]nt@aned the unbalanced
relationship between black artists and record companies that \mhitealready established-*
Martin left the group in 1961 after she married and became pregmahbefore the remaining
trio of Wilson, Ballard, and Ross signed to Motofh.Due to several unsuccessful recordings,
Motown employees tagged “the girls” with the nickname the “no hit Supreftfes.”

It was during the “no hit” period that Berry Gordy, Jr. let Fhme Ballard know that she
had lost the competition to be lead singer. All the Supremesdshead vocals, but Ballard had
a bluesy and brassy vocal style. The group, which had once relmedrityion Ballard for her
gospel- and R&B-tinged lead vocals, instead relied on Ross’s tlear, chnd nasal voice.
Ballard, compared to straight rhythm-and-blues singers likeedo@v Baker, Ruth Brown, and
Etta James, reluctantly dropped her bid for the lead-singihg jBerry Gordy, Jr. wanted
nothing to do with a classic rhythm-and-blues voice. In the wordsiladral critic Jacqueline
Warwick, the voice doomed Ballard from the sfaftFlo sang lead on “Buttered Popcorn,” a B-
side on one of the early singles. The song started to getyampleadio stations in and around
Detroit. Gordy, who co-wrote the song, dismissed encouragementdéravnter Barney Ales to
give the song an all-out promotional campaign. Gordy’s decisionangromote the song
“reflected Berry’s decision to make Ross’s untrained voice the sound of the Sapf&me

Historians have written that the Civil Rights Movement cre#itedoroad umbrella under

which “integration as typified by Motown wide appeal could occuyt whatever the Civil
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Rights Movement did, the Supremes enhancétf iBeginning in 1964, the Supremes and the
producers Holland/Dozier/Holland (H/D/H) teamed up to almost consecuplaatg ten songs at
the top of the pop- and rhythm-and-blues ch&ftsWhen combined with Gordy’s efforts to take
the blues out of the girls and refine the group’s sound, H/D/H’'s popepetfgthm-and-pop
sound made the Supremes irresistible to an audience that crossgdaoueh barriers. Their
songs did not just appeal to whites. The songs usually charted jugthasn the rhythm-and-
blues charts as they did on the pop ch&MsCross-class, cross-gender, cross- generational and
cross-race, their popularity extended from high society to théleBetp fraternity parties to
urban ghettos. The songs played in the clubs of the North and in thieijutlseof the Soutf?

In his book,Souled American: How Black Music Transformed White Cultauétural critic
Kevin Phinney wrote that Berry Gordy’'s master plan to selbnegs on both sides of the racial
divide served more as a marketing strategy than an effortegrate. He also said that Gordy
had few illusions “of fostering social unity through musie”What Gordy had in the Supremes,
though, was a girl group that just may have accomplished that.

In memoirs and interviews of Motown artists, there is a béfhaf Motown music did
bring black and white together in the tumultuous 1960s. Supreme MaspWilrote that the
group’s music “transcended color,” “[bJrought all kinds of peoplettogg’ and “made [whites]
aware of blackness” in her memdreamgirl: My Life as a Supreme“Some people have to
march and scream and yell but | think Motown did it through music,” dWilsrote*** Four
Tops lead singer Levi Stubbs attributed the power to change to the Mbtden family, and
said much the same as Wilson: “Motown was responsible for blacklaitel music merging . .

. They wanted to reach everybod{> Whether marketing strategy or a genuine attempt to bring

about racial harmony--and it remains unproven whether one motive exthedether--the label
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could hardly lose in the 1960s when Motown placed over three-hundred sotigs arart§?°
Phinney remarked that Gordy may have thought that guidingc&-blaned business to major
label status in five years was a racial statementéff.fS Several years later, in a 19%4épia
article titled “America’s Biggest Black Business: The Moto#wmpire,” authors Patrick and
Barbara Salvo wrote, “Berry Gordy has done what no other blackcrmasi has ever been able
to do, take his own deep-rooted black music and exploit it effectbyeljrawing 70 percent of
his audience from the white middle clag&”

Many of the Supremes’ songs are instantly memorable threeensketches of love- and
life-tribulations that, at the time of their release, proved toab®rmidable cultural force,
particularly in the United States and Britian. The Supremestandi/D/H songwriting team
promoted love and romance in their songs, but none of the outright sgxasldused by the
blues women. All thirteen of the Supremes A-sides produced by H&ett on romance and
love.**® With few exceptions, H/D/H, which by that time had thoroughlylmed a modern
Motown sound, supplied the Supremes with lyrics that did not strdyofarthe established girl
group terrain of love and loss mapped out by such groups as theeShite# Chantels, the
Ronettes and Crystals. However, taking a cue from Gordy, tifeliemces also included the
yesterday sounds of the Andrews sisters and of classics dufied Tin Pan Alley and
Broadway. At that time, the Supremes literally competed orchlets with the Beatles, but
Gordy and the Supremes also figuratively competed with the Andsestesrs, a trio that sold
somewhere near 100 million records in their long c&f&er.

The Supremes acted as cultural conservators and cultural innovatibrthe group
conserved pop culture more than it conserved black culture. With twonféle¢ past — the

Andrews Sisters phenomenon of the late 1930s and 1940s, and the girl group picenointiee
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late 1950s and the early 1960s — the Supremes’ live presentationyeesl lavith elements of
pop music, past and present. Other elements of their presentatibnasube music that
propelled them forward, their slick, group dance moves, and their lstingl wardrobes,
represented the cutting edge of 1960s’ modeffiftyln this respect, they resemble the blues
women. With a stage show divided between nostalgic offerings,napatary show tunes and a
new sort of pop-and-rhythm that did indeed extend its allure aaoss and across generations,
the Supremes had mass, or as Gordy would say, universal appeaensea Gordy had given
them the means to obtain that appeal. Gordy, who had severaliryessted in honing the
talents of Diana and the Supremes, could look at the group as Motowstssuccessful and
most saleable commodity.

The Supremes presentation was the revolutionary aspect of the gruipyheen
Motown'’s Artist Development department set up shop in 1964 and becdyn&ihdtional, the
Supremes easily gravitated toward finishing- and modeling-ekfeexine Powell. Powell said
she trained the Supremes, and all Motown artists who became hey, pu@htertain presidents
and kings* In a more practical sense, Powell trained the Supremes i thamselves as
bourgeois women while they performed before middle- to upper-class.adihe indication of
Gordy’s out-of-the-ordinary investment in Ross is that he seriblartside modeling schools as
well.*** The incorporation in 1964 of the final detail of artist development, wbifered vocal
and dance training as well as what Powell offered, coincidédBerry Gordy Jr.’s decision to
put all he had behind making the Supremes Motown’s goldmine and DianaM®tsa&n’s
star*** Powell instructed the Supremes with the rules of proper etigaetteleportment, and
gave them tips on performance technique, such as how to properly halhophone. The

Supremes seemed to have truly admired Powell, yet they fearasalgging finger. Powell's
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lessons were ingrained in Mary Wilson’s head. “I can remerdading her eyes upon me as |
walked around with books on my head. Were my shoulders straight? Wasstuye good?*°
Wilson reported that the Supremes, unlike some other Motown acts, dovegl to Powell’s
classes and that the group became Powell's “star pufffis.“We weren't being taught
something we didn’t want,” Wilson wrote, “We aspired to be the.’beBerry Gordy Jr., who
continued to give the Supremes the best songs Motown could offer, the best training,astl the
stage apparel, helped reinforce their dreams of attainingllence. Given their willingness to
cooperate with all aspects of Gordy’'s crossover plans, the Supreine became another cause
for grief within the Motown family, stood squarely above all others at Motown.

Gordy seemed to have needed to push Ross to the front of the grogheasithred his
dream of a crossover success. Diana Ross fit well into Gongytkern-day brand of alchemy.
She was a girl from the projects of Detroit with a unique voiod laok who had more than
enough raw talent for Gordy to work with. Matched with the Mototan siaking machinery,
she could be just the kind of Motown star Gordy envisioned—one that he taught to
To be a star. Since Mary Wells, Gordy felt the best ahariccrossover success would come
with a female singer. The Motown president thought a black wosmald be less threatening
and more comforting to a white audience than a black man Wuecondly, he believed Ross
projected a more commercial and saleable voice and look than th&Sairemes'*® The voice,
once described as “a truly pop voice . . . an absolutely depthlesetsynibice,” is also a one-
of-a-kind voice, which was another ingredient Gordy thought wouledpeired to cross ovér?
Thomas “Beans” Bowles, commenting on voices at Motown, said:

Nobody at Motown could sing. But Berry’s thing was to get a voiaewasn't

easily duplicated. At the time, everyone would copy your recotidey had a
sound alike. And that would take all the money away. So nobody sounded like
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ignokey. Nobody sounded like Diana Ross. Nobody sounded like Marvin Gaye.
It might also have been Ross’s ability to hustle that led to tthehement between Gordy and
Ross. Nelson George writes that Ross was an enterprising jpangdmefore she was a success
at Motown. She gave permanents and sewed clothes, both for aheeals® became the first
black busgirl at J.L. Hudson’s, where she worked after sci8bl.

Berry Gordy, Jr. loved the fact that Martha and the Vandellas the Supremes
triumphed at clubs like the Copacabana in New York and at casinoatlubs Vegas, and, in a
certain respect, he seemed to value the upscale nightclub engégenoee than he did his
growing list of hit record$** Not only an effort to break into the adult, white mainstream and
bring in bigger revenues, engagements such as these becamensgesatines in civil rights.
The Supremes, who debuted at the Copa in New York City in 1965, becaroelyhal girl
group, the first R&B group, and the first pop act to play the elegghtclub®*® A Billboard
reporter asked Berry Gordy, Jr. in a 1993 interview about whaictgt him to the country’s
upscale nightclubs and Gordy spoke of the mesmerizing effenighteclubs of New York and
Las Vegas had on the people back in Detroit. And although the Supaechddartha and the
Vandellas arrived at the clubs loaded with show-tune arrangem@&usdy said playing such
venues acknowledged the “universal’ appeal of Motown music: “[Ouricinbsd become
something that [our artists] need never be ashamed of. |evas ashamed of it, but | realized
I'd fallen into the trap of thinking like thaf** On the Supremes opening night at the Copa,
Gordy felt as if he were betting all he had on the Supremiéghe Supremes flopped, they
could set our music back ten years. If they did well, it could dpens for other Motown acts,”

Gordy wrote in his autobiography. With Motown, Broadway and Tin Ay music on their
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side, the Supremes triumphed and Gordy wrote, “I was watchingthéatviewers would later
say was one of the most dramatic openings the Copa had evefSeen.”

Draped in gowns that harkened back to the glory days of Hollywoipbimg jewels and
displaying sophisticated stage etiquette, the Supremes gracestahes of the country’s
nightclubs for the upwardly mobile and became omnipresent imagesnenican television.
Interviewers and talk-show hosts solicited their opinions on voladal matters in the United
States**® Following the original girl group model, wherein adolescentsepitesl themselves to
adolescents as fellow adolescents, did not cross Gordy’s mind.Phik&pector, who set out to
make three-minute teenage operas, Gordy wanted hit records, baish®@ore ambitious than
that—he wanted universal appeal. When the Copacabana first engagédpremes in 1965,
the Supremes became adolescents masquerading as adults, toaaduémjitting “upwardly
mobile adult bourgeois charmi™ Perhaps more importantly, they became respectable. On the
air, they tried to quell the public following the King assad#imd*® Diana endorsed Humphrey
in the 1968 presidential electi8ff.Gordy engineered these media happenings, and gave Ross
instructions as to what to say. In a sense, television hosts hadegsot to ask these questions
of the Supremes. They sprang from the same environment as mémgy pdirticipants in the
1967 uprising in Detroit. Nelson George remarks that while Gordgrrspoke publicly about
the Civil Rights Movement, he did promote it first by releagirrgcording on the Gordy label of
King's “I Have a Dream” speech, recorded at the Great Mavchreedom in Detroit in June
1963 prior to the March on Washington in Augtit.Later in the decade, he established the
Black Forum label, which released spoken word albums by King, I$tGleemichael, and other

civil rights and black power figuré's:
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In public, the group played out the fairy-tale scenario that Glaidyout for them, but
as the vision of the fairy tale receded, a darker side emetge@erald Early’s words, behind-
the-scenes upheaval in the group mimicked the unfolding of a Geedy*>* By 1965, Mary
and Diana had reached the age of twenty-one, and Florence had reached tovgeigrévof age.
Ballard, who had long ago lost control of the group, also lost herssgs a sometimes lead
vocalist in the group. The occasion took place when Berry Gordy, érrupted her at a
Supremes rehearsal at either New York’s Copacabana or DetRobstertail nightclub and
commanded that Diana sing the song, “People,” first popularized haBaStreisand, which
Florence sang in the grodp’ Florence had developed a drinking problem by that time, and had
gained weight. She had also convinced herself that both Gordy anddruogg to undo hép!
Repeated barbs and insults from Gordy and Ross, and, perhaps more nttypd@ardy’s
tendencies to further and further minimize her role in the groug Bailard good reason to be

suspicioug?

® Finally, in April 1967, after years of Ballard’s suffering andapmia, Gordy fired

her from the group. She did not protest, and neither Diana Ross ngrWiison defended
Ballard. The Supremes’ all-for-one ethos had seemingly evadorderry Gordy, Jr. hired
Flo’s replacement, Cindy Birdsong, months before Ballard’s de@arand she was already
rehearsing to be a Supreffi@Gerald Early theorizes that Gordy had to push someone out of the
group to prove that other women in the Supremes were expendable ndRoslsatad become

the star and the necessary one. Ballard, as well as Wilstimat matter, had no function in the
group other than that of a background singéThough he had put her in that position himself,
Gordy now could justify thinking of her as expendaffe.

Ballard had started the group out of Brewster Homes, a séggdgoablic housing project

on Detroit's near East Side where all the Supremes grew up.eighth of thirteen children,
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Florence moved to the projects after first having lived in a houséagciougal Street in Detroit
that her parents bought and moved into in the early 1950s. Her fa@ieeyeolet worker and a
blues guitarist, first taught her to siftj.Ballard, a singer of blues, rhythm and blues, European
classical music, and opera before she came to Motown, seemechi siohgest candidate to
lead the group. Unfortunately, Berry Gordy, Jr. did not desireagst R&B singer, nor was
hers the sound that Gordy believed the teenage market of the 1960s twahéet*° By the
time the Supremes played to an adult market, Ross was wedinelnédd as lead singer.
Ironically, a voice such as Ballard’s would have fit in welthathe soul movement that Aretha
Franklin and Atlantic Records and Otis Redding and Stax Records representetke dhalpthe
talk of “family” at Motown over the years, Berry Gordy madeibess decisions based on his
rules, and, by complaining, talking back, gaining weight, sinking into dapreand developing
a drinking problem, Florence Ballard had broken them. In Gordy’s eyes, slawasannered
girl who no longer would be seen and not heard. By the time Gordy firetbhetHe group, the
two remaining members of the group would not speak in her support. bédrar did not earn
her renewed attention, nor respect from her peers. Instead, simeebemre and more isolated.
Since Gordy had made her visible, he quickly made her invisiblgpeAthe middle class values
ingrained in the Gordys, the Motown family saw Ballard’s detviaehavior as a threat to the
enterprise as a whole. However, the sense of respectabilitasted was still intact, because
that came through her upbringing. Unlike the elegant white glewes by the Supremes, Berry
Gordy, Jr. bestowed neither talent nor respectability upon Florendig@dBahough he may have
tried to strip her of botf*

In its early years of Motown, many aspects of the companyhkeghublic and Motown

employees to believe the Gordy family’s hyperbole that Matevas a diverse family business.
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On the surface, the company initially looked like one. Raynomes lBordy headed Jobete
publishing, and Berry’s sister Esther Gordy Edwards became \es&dpnt in charge of ITMI.
Her husband and Michigan State Legislator, George Edwards, bettemcompany’s first
comptroller. Berry’s father joined the fold as a Motown consulta@brdy’s sister Loucye
Wakefield often stepped in to take care of accounting and other Motowressf§® Gwen and
Anna Gordy contributed to the company through marriage. Gwen,cHoavieer of Anna
Records, married Harvey Fugua, who became head of record promotion. Anredriviarvin
Gaye, who went on to be one of Motown’s top stars. Berry Gordiyadlk no apprehensions
about hiring white employees either as long as they fit intobti@ness of selling records.
Barney Ales, vice president in charge of distribution, is onenpl@ of an experienced music
businessman and a friend of Gordy who Gordy brought to Motown because Ales coulgdbetter
Motown records to distributors, most of whom were white. Ales, howstayed on at Motown
long after he no longer dealt directly with distributSts.

There are numerous positive references by Motown artists ttamhié atmosphere at
Motown Records, but not all are flattering. Apparently, the famauld be both invigorating
and suffocating, depending on the perspective of the individual artistgalists like Smokey
Robinson, Martha Reeves and Levi Stubbs reminisce about the togethandesasi-for-one
attitude of Motown artists. Stubbs, of the Four Tops, remarks, “[W]dtown people, we were
like a big family really — we were our greatest faff§."Martha Reeves, squarely in the loyalist
camp as per her autobiography, still criticized the Motown ofatee1960s: “. . . the bigger the
family got, the harder the times gdf> Then there were those who fell out with the family and
left, feeling ignored, shunned, and abandoned, such as the Marvelettgs,WdHs, and

Florence Ballard. Mary Wells, who denied that her idea to leas®Wwh had anything to do
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with money, said she was having problems at Motown because stnebah the family, and
she felt that she was being abandoned: “You don't tell people fémily business and you are
family, and then you're left out. | was huff® The Motown family, patriarchal, dictatorial, and
capitalistic at its roots, apparently had to produce orphans and negitoeb that Gordy could
feel the full extent of his power. In the early years, thepaomg orphaned women more often
than the company orphaned men.

“The Sound of Young America” came from a young label with inngeaitieas, and
Motown depended on youth to sell its products. However, it is not clesther the label used
youth for its appeal to fellow teenagers as well as oldeergdons in the 1960s, or if Gordy,
who was twenty-nine when he started his business, focused on yoats&éccould somewhat
easily be exploited, manipulated and controlled. The careers @upeemes, Martha and the
Vandellas, the Marvelettes, and Mary Wells reveal how Motown liEslkeind reshaped some of
its female artists in order to obtain crossover success. Mdtadmotal control of the women’s’
careers. Providing them with songs, producers, managers, accoungsrsebooking agents,
and financial advisors, Motown encompassed, and sometimes stifledrébesand lives of its
“children.” Ironically, considering Gordy’s achievements asebrmade black businessman,
Motown frowned upon self-accomplishment in others. Gordy desired to take credit foangiha
stars.

Granted, Gordy supplied artists aspiring to be stars with maghand skills needed to
make hit records and to achieve fame that they did not otherwisegsodut they arrived at
Motown with talents developed on their own. Otherwise, record t#belals would not have
given them contracts. This becomes clear by looking at what iwesHect the “successive”

careers of the Marvelettes, Mary Wells, Martha and the Visdehd the Supremes, in terms of
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the time that the Motown spotlight shined on them, Gordy lighted on oo @it a time before
he pulled his attention away and turned to the next potential hit mBkentually, his attentions
landed on the Supremes, the ultimate girl group that not only could prodwafeehhit but also
had mass appeal beyond anyone’s expectations. The Supremes,duneeser, came with no
small bit of homogenization, suffering, and quibbling. By sifting alutof the rough edges,
including Florence Ballard, and breaking the group down to build it backanuly was able to
“make” his dream group, and watch it fulfill his dreams. Margld/and the other groups were
marketing “flings” that he promoted, soon abandoned, and ultimatéelyldfeir own devices at

Motown.
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Chapter Four
Expanding the Blues: Four Modern Detroit Blues Women--Their Music, the, $pidt
the City

This chapter examines several aspects of performance gelatinrhornetta Davis,
Loretha Tobar (Lady T), Cathy Davis, and Cheryl “Cee Cee”iplfour women who began in
Detroit blues in the 1990s during the decade’s blues revival. Theewoepresent a style of
blues best described as modern blues, which is not the “pure” oritiredlitstrain of blues
music preferred by many blues aficionados. Modern blues denotdsea presentation
supported by elements of rhythm-and-blues, rock-and-roll, soul, and fusic,nall of which
Cathy Davis described as “varief{f*Like the blues women who predated them, most of the
women interviewed also wrote songs, and their songwriting, utilizdmbth live and recorded
performance, made use of some of the blues-derived musical genreabisted As interpreters
of the work of others, the women also chose material that soewetveered outside the
boundaries of the blues genre and into the blues-derived genres of gtiuh-emd-blues, funk
and rock-and-roll.

As has been argued throughout this work, blues music mothered the blues-derived genres
In turn, blues-derived genres then dovetailed back into blues performarticat “living” blues
performances of these women, some of whom began performing puibltbly 1980s, attracted
racially integrated audiences, whereas the “old” or “traditiordliles music had captivated
predominantly white audiences beginning in the 198b4n the 1950s and 1960s, many African
Americans dismissed blues music for its irrelevance, its da@pgesature, its backwardness, and
its alleged accommodation to white values. Meanwhile, Ameriegired blues men, promoted

by British rock-and-roll-bands that played their music, earnexerthan they ever had before by
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playing for predominantly white rock-and-rollef&’ This racial shift of the blues audience
occurred before the modern blues women had ever appeared on a stageodiad one reason
why the modern blues women had less impact on African Americauredhan did the 1920s
blues queens. The 1920s blues women captured the imagination of thevbtlamg class in
that decade, when blues music became a commercial succesms extlemely popular genre of
music in black, working-class communities. Despite their lackooimerciality, modern day
blues women have nevertheless maintained the vitality, the urgdmcyauthenticity, and the
spirituality that was so powerfully present in the music and pedoce of the 1920s blues
women.

Each of the four Detroit blues women interviewed for this chdpsrretained many of
the traits commonly attributed to the 1920s blues queens, including indapendelf-reliance,
self-affirmation, and sensuality. These modern blues singersiase with the blues women of
the past an inclination to sing about sexual relations from a wonpan&pective. Scholars
Angela Y. Davis, Hazel V. Carby, and Daphne Duval Harrison havemxpéll of these issues
in their seminal work on blues women of the 1920s. Davis has sfudbyegdaced Billie
Holiday, who many thought to be a jazz singer, in what she t&eblues tradition” as well as
within an African American tradition of blues women that commencea commercial level in
the 1920s with the likes of Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smittl, Zippie Wallace. The latter
were just a few of many highly successful African AmeriteEmale vocalists who succeeded in
the 1920s blues boom. All of the above scholars have provided new and diffeneniof
historicizing and analyzing the blues women of the past from thpemiges of race, class, and,
most particularly, gender. However, they have not taken into acdwimiddern blues women

of recent decades who share many of the qualities possessied blpés women of the past.
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The modern blues women have also made viable the continuance of a blues wvadition
spanning from the 1920s through the first decade of the twentydinstiny. Davis’s, Carby’s
and Harrison’s arguments for the presence in the music of bluegmwpast of a “women’s
blues” different from the male genre are also generally sumgpbbstehe work of the modern
blues women.

One difference between blues women of the past and the modern blues wgothat
modern blues women sang out of a much different socio-historical tdnvex their 1920s
predecessors. As the first popular interpreters of blues musc,1920s blues women
participated in and chronicled the upheaval and monumental changeGretdieMigration. For
the modern blues women, the need to act as go-betweens for Afrinancans traversing
between the South and the North and the rural and the urban has vanished. Howeverrthe mode
blues women'’s belief that women’s blues music concerned itstéiffrdgedom and focused on
human relationships corroborates Davis’s assertion that women’s btues of the past
contained pronounced representations of love and sexuality that repieseated yearnings”
for freedom and liberatio® Harrison, echoing Carby and Davis, emphasizes the independence,
self-reliance, and the tendency toward self-affrmation, a# ase the sensuality, and the
extraordinary presence demonstrated by many of the 1920s blues wbmese modern blues
women share many of those qualitiés.Most of these modern blues women “traveled” toward
the idea of becoming blues singers after beginning their saaserhythm-and-blues, soul, and
funk singers, thus taking part in kind of a musical migration. Withiat tmetaphorical
migration, they have been influenced by blues music, but the woswhave reinterpreted that
music and revitalized it through performing a hybrid blues mihsitreincorporates other blues-

derived black musical genres yet again. The blues women of the 1920d)lended blues
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music with jazz and vaudeville instrumentation, and sometimesl retidboth black and white
Tin Pan Alley songwriters, created their own hybrid of blues music.

Blues music has gone through many changes and transformatientlsn&920s when
female performers established through the medium of vaudekidie version of the genre.
However, even in the midst of the blues queen phenomenon, blues women \weyehes
commercial grip on the music as white-owned and profit-driven rezmmnrgpanies were turning
their attention toward blues men. By the mid 1920s, and with continuedtimigof southern
African Americans to the North, some of the record companids race records divisions
started to sign and promote black, male, and rural blues artists, WwHmebame popular in the
South and performed blues later categorized as “country-" anda*Delues. Unlike the 1920s
blues women, who often required the support of many musicians and helddsgnee of
bargaining power due to their popular appeal, the rural blues menaljenssrformed and
recorded alone and were often ruthlessly cheated by the music businédémen.

Contradicting concerns regarding black male performers expreasigdon in the black
blues craze by men such as Perry Bradford, who deliberately choseamwwnibreak” the blues
into the world of popular music, record company decisions to put migésarnder contract
made sense at that point in time for a number of reasons., Witht continuing African
American migration from South to North, there was an increasingandeé for southern
authenticity in blues music to which the record companies began respamdi®g3 by signing
southern women such as Bessie Smith, Sippie Wallace and MayRa8igning the southern
blues men, already well established in the South, shortly fteareaade sense for record
companies that were trying to meet the demand for southern acityerecondly, record

companies had eliminated the threat to white people that blaekhtuas artists might represent
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by removing white blues audiences from the equation. They did ylsgdregating the music
industry in the early 1920s and establishing race records divisianhsnarketed and distributed
black music solely to black audiences. A major force in the blusscrmarket by the end of the
decade, men continued to dominate blues music performance throughstbéssvang and jump

blues, two permutations of blues music that attained popularity in the H80D4940s and

ultimately provided the basis for rhythm-and-blues and rock-and-raWithin the contexts of

these “new” blues-derived forms of music, and with few exceptioak performers continued
to hold sway in the black music market.

In Blues People: White Music in Negro Ameriganiri Baraka writes that changes in the
ways African Americans thought about the world and changes inaAfdenericans themselves
accounted for changes in black music, which Baraka said transfateedf from time to time
owing to a dialectic formed between African Americans and btagkic.*’® Blues music also
formed a dialectical relationship with its musical offspringyviting the foundations of new
musical styles as well as finding replenishment in the musical genrdgatiiie produce.

By fusing blues music with its other musical children more thiiy years after blues
music became established, these modern blues women, who began tiregrangers in black
blues-derived musical genres and only later began performing blusg, helped the blues
retain its vitality. Paradoxically, the blues of some of tloelenn day Detroit blues women, who
incorporated into their music all types of blues-derived genrdk,nsinaged to present an
authentic blues music. They presented the music to an audiencashadtithe black working-
class audience that the 1920s blues queens captivated, but an integidisatte, perhaps
dominated by whites depending to some degree on whether perfornoanaa®d in the city or

the suburbs.
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With many from the South, the 1920s blues queens had maintained a s&asagcprin
black working-class culture of their time, and they performednd sold records to a black
audience, all of which lent them a certain realness or authgntidihe eyes of their followers
and supporter§® However, white, male blues scholars later called the “auditghtof the
blues women into question because of their associations with vaudewlléheir reliance on
jazz bands for musical support. Also criticized for their us€imfPan Alley songwriters, and
their use or overuse of sexual innuendo in their songs (which causedasticedo accuse them
of purveying “novelty songs”), the women were effectively demoteid ithe realm of
inauthenticity by these scholars in their literature on bluesafilsiHowever, their authenticity
lies in qualities other than the elusive “pure” blues music thetynscholars seek to define.
Blues music itself originated at some point in the late ningteeentury out of a patchwork of
nineteenth-century styles of music, and was somewhat of a hglsebtn with. As one of their
achievements, the early blues women helped to successfully trangptardal music into an
urban setting. To do so, they had to fuse elements from urban lifeasyazz and vaudeville
bands and even some of the city’s tawdriness, with the trappings 8btithern countryside,
such as guitar and banjo instrumentation, the sense of existdatiahess attributed to the
wandering minstrel, and finally the longing for freedom.

The authenticity of the blues women lay in their ability to invekeense of personal
freedom bolstered by an unbound yet controlled sexuality. Whether dnsotas true freedom
or a representation of freedom, the blues women conveyed it to thek, borking-class
audiences, who were searching for freedom down paths similar ® ofhdke blues women.
Many of them wrote their own songs and employed black musittaperform them. Their

bawdiness, their sexually suggestive songs, and their overt $excalild have been self-
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exploitative, a burlesque for the audience, or acted out according wostines of a behind-the-
scenes exploiter. However, despite whether exploitation dxistesither the performers or the
audiences, a blues woman’s performance could represent a movemard tibgration and
reclamation of one’s body that could inspire other women, and men. h&at920s blues
women, revealing their own idea of sexuality became anotheifisrgof authenticity, and
represented the transformation of a sexual object into a sekjats—the becoming of a more
authentic, less-oppressed human being.

The modern blues women worked authenticity into the blues in raddiffidyent ways
than the original blues queens did because they found themselvedinadlyralifferent social
context, or blues milieu. The emergence of the musical genrendgrgd by the blues had
expanded the musical palette available to create a blues $6rey since a sizable amount of
white middle-class blues music fans and entrepreneurs delved intolud® in the 1960s,
audiences no longer consisted primarily of the black working.¢{asBy the time the modern
blues women in Detroit began performing blues in the 1990s, white fer@savmajor presence
in blues audiences. Besides changes in the music, and the racasandochposition of the
audience for blues music, the context of gender relations and pensepti the 1990s were
presumably different from those of the 1920s. Apart from personahacthat can serve to
make a “rebel” in any day and age, ranging from nonconfortaityawlessness, blues women
were not the “cultural rebels” that their predecessors had besly &ol singing blues music and
being sexually assertiVd’ More occupations opened to African American women, so the 1920s
view that saw employment in show business as one of the fawadites to domestic work had
become less tenable. In terms of blues music, the modern bluesweni@med an updated,

hybrid blues music to a different audience. There was no Grigaatddn, or shift from the rural
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to the urban—this time, the music and audience changed. The modgoit Dlues women
performed a different blues than their predecessors had anddhagction with their audiences
explored different issues of gender and African American lifé¢ $psang from a new socio-
historical context. All of the women had been involved in perforngegres of black music
other than the blues prior to becoming blues singers. Putting mgsnats in historical
perspective, all of the women, as African Americans, “returnedilides music. In a sense, the
musical migration of these four women took the place of the Greggtatibn, which was not
only a physical transference but also transference of ideasthé-onodern blues women, who
performed to black and white audiences of all classes, this tramséetook place on levels of
race, class, and gender, and held as well a musical retooling of the blues.

The appearance that some of these women did dismiss blues moise @tint in their
lives only to focus on blues music when they got older raisestiguesertaining to their
motives in the music business. One could question the depth of thgonghips to the blues
and the authenticity of the women as blues performers. The twhihg entrance of some of the
women into the “revived” Detroit blues scene of the 1990s could lead obeligve that
pecuniary and commercial interests may have drawn them taubs. However, since it was
common for members of the black baby boom generation to dismiss the blues agd&levanir;
archaic or too referential to dark periods of African Ameridastory in which slavery,
sharecropping, and Jim Crow prevailed, it is not surprising that theseenv bypassed or
ignored the blues as young sing&fs Most of the women never did become traditional, or pure,
blues singers. They incorporated multiple genres of music in gleeiormances, and they did
not totally reinvent themselves. Nevertheless, they wound up withea btyle of music that

was more authentic to modern times, and one that pandered less tertuatpres of white
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blues fans for “old” blues. The Delta blues sound is one of the “old"doesds that became
entrenched in Detroit blues in the decade of the 1940s, and still dechiDatroit blues in the
1990s!"

Partially because of their histories as performers of otheregeof black music, the
women tended to focus on a more uplifting and upbeat blues than did many of theirgz@dece
Cathy Davis said she relied on the upbeat songs to inform audiendeensethat she had little,
if any, interest in playing sad, lowdown blues. “Uptempo, dancealil@nk that's the variety.
Who wants to go and hear the same blues songs over and over 8aitdlifting and upbeat
blues has a history that goes back to the swing era, and elspgergd blues, the black music
phenomenon of the 1940s that developed out of swing. The change in the “mood’kof blac
music attributable to the post-Depression era, and the World IV&ad Ipostwar years, in which
there were advances in civil rights, reflected an optimisrerdldsom the Depression years. In
the late 1930s and throughout the 1940s, upbeat, danceable twelve-bar blud&kedrmss
Jordan’s “Choo Choo Ch’'Boogie” and “Caldonia,” and Lionel Hampton’s “glyf#tome” and
“Hey Ba Ba Rebop,” a song that Alberta Adams, a contemporaHaofpton’s and Jordan’s,
sang frequently, came to the f8fé. It was jump blues, with its doubled-up beat, that became the
basis of rhythm-and-blué&® Though different in tempo and in spirit, these songs were not a
tremendous alteration of blues music, which relied primarily otvtlkeése-bar format. Even the
most lowdown blues sung by the blues queens of the 1920s, who pepperbtudsewith tales
of deceit, desperation, and death, still held the power to uplift dgrpences that served as
“purgative or aesthetic therapy® The development of blues music reveals the music’s
production of an unbroken chain of blues-derived musical genres that ndedrdff the blues

but also led these four modern blues women back to the blues, albengedhdues. Their
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form of blues music was upbeat and uplifting, not without meaning, aed mdfached out to
other women.

All of these women grew up in environments in which music becamg afgaeir lives
and their culture, and most of them began their singing careehytimr-and-blues and rock-
and-roll bands, initially resisting the blues because of itglatiant to older generations. The
rhythm-and-blues, rock-and-roll, Motown, soul music and funk that were pophikan they
came of age in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s influenced the women, who ranggamdgeir
late forties to about sixty years old. Cee Cee Collins, whiligi viewed the blues as music
that belonged to her parents’ generation and even generations tleatepréaeirs, recoiled from
the blues because she associated it with “old people’s” musiclingCbegan her career in
rhythm-and-blues and went on to tour internationally in a Supremes lcang’®* Cathy Davis,
once a member of an Episcopalian choir, said her parents and twossditinglly sang together
at the dinner table while she was growing up on the west sidetadiD She also fell under the
influence of Motown, and started out as a member of a Motownraaspirl group called the
Passions, a group that played frequently in Detroit at venueh&k20t Grand in the late sixties.
Thornetta Davis, from Detroit's east side, began her career mitheighties in a rhythm-and-
blues band called Josh that played locally. She then joined a whktandesoul band called the
Chisel Brothers, and later sang with rock-and-roll group Big Cthefgroup that backed her on
her 1995 solo album “Sunday Morning Music.” Lady T, born and raised est\Melena,
Arkansas, sang in the Greater First Baptist Church choichsda She also put together a small
gospel group with friends called the Gospel Pearls, and saidsgdeelil to blues and country on
Helena radio station KFFA-AM while growing up. While Lady Eesed to enjoy the blues and

country music as a child, even she cited her major influence éintbeo be Aretha Franklin.
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While the influences gathered above appear to be eclectic,thitsd# genres relate to the blues,
but most of the women considered blues passé and even obsolete @hbagan in the music
business.

Especiallyvis "a vistheir relationships with Detroit’s longstanding Queen of the Blues,
Alberta Adams, the modern day Detroit blues women became raetapadttblues traditions, but
as artists, the women placed their own stamp on “old” bitresThey also expanded the
boundaries of a blues performance by forcing those boundaries to contamdétived
“variety,” meaning other genres of black mu#it. The inclusive blues as presented by Detroit’s
modern blues women was likely to appeal more to black audiences, wha tralach looser
understanding of the term blue§®* When Thornetta Davis described herself as a “funky rock-
and-blues diva”, she said she was trying to convey to her audigtceghe had taken the fabric
of her past musical incarnations with her and woven them into a bldesnpence. “Well, |
like to do it all and | hope you can hear it all,” she §&idCathy Davis, who described the
process of sifting songs generally related to musical genres dtherthe blues into her
performance as bringing “variety” to the blues, said that sinergly preferred to keep her
performance upbeat and to stay away from the “cry in your lishe€s. For Davis, playing the
same old blues songs would be tantamount to admitting that blues nass@ museum piece
that pertained to a historically distant black culture, a calthat African Americans and non-
African Americans could only appreciate, collect and excharge & cultural distance. By
making the blues more upbeat, more celebratory, and more joyous, wittamging its basic
musical form or stripping away their desire to explore the hteigand depths of human

relationships, these women felt that they were placing blues music in a modewt.conte
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Although sharing with the feminist scholars an impulse to explore hingsic’s
relationship to black culture and its spiritual side, Detroit’'s modédéunes women sought first to
entertain their audiences and to improve the moods of ¥n&hese concerns made them no
different from the original blues queens, entertainers who condideee legitimate “job” to
present blues music to their working-class audiences despitentthency of some middle-class
writers to classify blues music as an art form and condeomsadf blues music that identified it
as pathological, obscene and salaciBisLike the blues queens of the 1920s, who took on
personas, like Ma Rainey’s “The Mother of the Blues,” and BeSeigh's “Empress of the
Blues,” some of the modern blues women carry constructed imagesydeles for the stage.
Thornetta Davis, with her flashy outfits and throaty vocal delivetsys “Princess of the
Blues.” Cathy Davis is the upbeat “hip-shaking marfi&.”

Lady T has become known as the “Lady Cobra of the Blues,” kadrlany of the blues
gueens of the 1920s, she incorporates a bold sexuality to entertaudlesrcas. For doing so,
she remains open to the above criticisms of blues music, even seaeesi&ter. She makes it
clear, though, that her persona is different from her personerying | sing about is not me,
but when | sing a particular song, I try to put myself in thatasttar, like an actor,” she said.
“The Lord knows your heart, and that’s the way | make my livingttggeout in the alley blues.
The raunchy songs are for nfé® Lady T said a man told her once that she was selling sex, but
added that she should not be offended and told her she sang about mantghttiother people
lack the nerve to sing. She said she worked in a physical ggxoatomplement the verbal
sexuality present in songs such as “Dirty Old Woman,” “The Boh@whkd,” and “Bone Me

Like You Own Me” into her act slowly, but that she found audience supp@tie became more
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daring. “At first | was a little shy about it,” Lady hisl, “but Alberta Adams told me, ‘You got
to work that stage. You got to work that crowd, girl.”

Though hardly more explicit than some of the sexual antics of petrmers of
rhythm-and-blues and rock-and-roll, Lady T's brash, powerfully meémei, and liberating
physical expression earned her the reputation of being Detr@iity“Old Woman of the
Blues.” “So, if they like it like that, I'm going to keep doing 4fiishe said. “And if | did
something that the crowd didn’t dig, | would stop . . . | wouldn't dd"*t For Lady T, the
confidence derived from the flowering of her musical talentddthso a sense of empowerment
and self-confidence as well as an apparently uninhibited freedom |l¢brate her own
sexuality’® Angela Y. Davis contends that aesthetic forms of protest in thes hlere often
indirect®®® In her performance, through its unabashed depictions of sexualityafiwoman’s
perspective, Lady T encourages “non-repressive values” émat themselves to forms of
freedom and protest for the performer as well as the audféhcéady T's exaggerated
performance of sexuality, which she claimed was a charaatierizand not an extension of her
true self, initially seemed to concur with an objectified, rakse interpretation of female
sexuality. However, it also represented a woman assertisglhie a public arena and defining
her own sexual prerogatives and desires and thereby affirming these fenwoher audience.

Black music as played and sung by African Americans holds airteatithenticity or
“realness” owing to the music’s relationship with black culfiifeThe modern blues women are
authentic in the sense that they and their music represent conseittian African American
heritage’® Their blues style is not one that is rooted only in the pastneuthat makes use of
their songwriting skills and references blues, jazz and sostsarsuch as Koko Taylor, Denise

LaSalle, Jeanie Cheatam, Motown and Aretha Franklin. IBhiss Music in the Sixties: A
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Story in Black and WhiteJlrich Adelt suggests for both African American listeners afrccéan
American performers this “variety” represents listening‘ttee blues in a larger sense” and
hearing blues music embedded into other genres, such as soul and fuikle. tidditional blues
rooted in the past, blues in a "larger sense" has flexible ptaerand is open to change. A
major change came in the years immediately following World Mia which the predominant
blues audience came from the white middle class rather thasiatie working clas&?® Adelt
also argues that white audiences and white blues aficionados hawveebestant to change by
preferring that forms of the blues, such as “country” blues @sigkippi Delta blues, remain
static.>®® Adelt also notes that this demand on the part of white bluesrsitbs for a safer,
depoliticized and older version of the blues occurred in the 1960s guafrigan American
demands for “black power” were on the 8&. Adelt argues that this decontextualizing and
memorializing of the blues on the part of white audiences, perfeynaed cultural brokers
enabled them to “create a depoliticized and commercially chatged culture*? By injecting
“variety” into the blues, the modern blues women may have dilutedlthes, but they also
revived the blues by reflecting blues-derived genres of black nhasic onto blues music. By
doing so, they gave it new life. Furthermore, what they are ptitegnmay not be a dilution at
all, but an effort to abide by the very spirit of blues music, wimeslructs its students to allow
for flexibility in blues music. As David Grazian writes, “musaits have continually reinvented
the blues tradition in order to suit the shifting tastes of their audiéftte.”

The modern blues women also shared with their predecessors a caressonisthe dual
nature of blues music, perceivable as pure entertainment butralsostood as a very spiritual
(in a non-religious sense) and emotionally powerful music. Withlues song, singers could

evoke spiritual feelings through non-religious topics, such as sexual dade human
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relationships, as well as the topic of freed8f. Some of the women interviewed said blues
music had the power to heal. “I knew | felt good when | sang,” Thtari#avis said, “but |
didn’t know | could be part of a healing process until people came to me and said, ‘Yommade
feel better today.?In performance, all of the women conveyed a message that traedcend
entertainment. Whether it was Thornetta Davis’s notion of thengealower of her music,
Collins’s intent to bring joy to her audiences, or the “get happyual evangelism of Lady T,
these women desired to help others through the medium of blues msusiellaas to help
themselves. The desire to help was also present in Cathydaigh that other women realize
themselves through her performant®sThornetta Davis said her knowledge of her ability to
help other with music came with maturity. “I'm an adult now. Igrewn wiser and | have a
gift—something that was given to me for a reastn.”

The ability of some of the early blues queens to interprdiltres in a fervent, emotional
manner akin to that of a black preacher, a practice known as “pretiehbsiues,” is one reason
why some scholars have explored the relationship between theiapantd the secular in the
music of some blues woméff Determining that relationship has much to do with one’s
concept of what spirituality is, that is, whether one holds an inclusivereligious view of
spirituality that, in the case of women’s blues, can be based onefeameuality and human
relationships, or the idea that spirituality represents a humaig’'sdies to God and religion.
Daphne Duval Harrison grasped the former conception of spirituahgnvehe wrote that the
1920s blues queens conveyed their spiritual nature by bringing out in jamoli@xorcizing
demons that haunted their female listeners, such as “alienatioandesexuality, tortured love,
loneliness, hard times, and marginality” as well as theiritandpr freedont® Jon Michael

Spencer, who has done extensive research and writing on the relgtibaskeen blues music
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and spirituality, sees spirituality in a more religious sende. argues that the “rural religious
residue” that was inherent in blues music before it became udoabzcame less and less a
feature of blues music as it became urbanized, commercializecoandodified>*® Thornetta
Davis articulated a third way of seeing the relationship betwagsic and spirituality. She said
that spirituality was present in the music itself. “Theee'spiritual connection. Blues is spirit.
| think music itself is spiritual,” Thornetta sait}.

Entertainment is not the sole purpose of a modern day blues wopafésmance, and
some of the women interviewed used blues music to drive the bluag from audience
members who might come to a performance in a low or distrangbtl, or to perform songs
related to social issues that others can identify with. Therfvis said blues music had the
power to heal as well as to entertain, a statement thatiseveannection to the female healers,
root doctors, conjure doctors and voodoo queens of the'padt.get onstage and say, ‘God
speak through me. Whatever | do, make it your will, and | hope | belplsody tonight, just by

Slnglngm 513

The blues women of the 1920s, many of whom emerged from southern
backgrounds rich in religious and folk culture, extended the folk tradittdribeir pasts by
utilizing them to help solve the problems of other black women. foims of healing took place

in public during a blues performance. According to Daphne Duvaidda, the process of a
blues performance worked in such a way that women could perhaps dispbysical,
psychological, and spiritual balancg® Both Thornetta and the 1920s blues queens engaged
with their audiences through blues performance, which attempts itbdutieed for leisure and
entertainment as well as a need for a spiritual, cathartic experience.

Hazel V. Carby, Daphne Duval Harrison, and Angela Y. Davis havassakrted the

existence of a woman’s blues different from men’s blues asyaoWaxplaining the continued
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involvement of African American and non-African American women imthas become a
predominantly masculine field. For Davis, women’s blues represemts pnonounced themes
of love and sexuality than those found in men’s blues. Davis alsolsdiddeas of love and
sexuality found in women’s blues as proffered by singers like 8&ssith and Gertrude “Ma”
Rainey contradicted mainstream ideological assumptions regandbmen and their being in
love. According to Davis, women'’s blues also challenged the masadtien of the domestic
sphere as a woman’s “placg” Finally, Davis suggests that the blues women tradition of
emphasizing love and sexuality in their work not only describes egggrience, but also acts as
a “coded yearning for liberation,” as indicated earfi&. Harrison writes that women’s blues
“introduced a new, different model of black woman—more assertive, sexg, sexually aware,
independent, realistic, complex, and alivE.” She indicates that the blues milieu of the 1920s
allowed blues women of that decade to construct new and rebelliouiédéit Carby, who
concerns herself with the cultural politics of women’s blues, filestwomen’s blues as the
playing field on which female blues singers struggle with mem geeder issues. That cultural
and political struggle opposes the objectification of femalaiaéy under patriarchy, and it
enabled the blues women of the 1920s to reclaim their bodies as s®nslpus subjects, at
least in song®® Carby sees women’s blues as a medium through which women ettpress
struggle against patriarchal sexual relations that objectify sss®k to control a woman’s
sexuality.

For Detroit's modern blues women, the difference between men’'svanten’s blues
boiled down to a question of a man’s or a woman’s perspectives asapipiigd to the
performance of blues music. Some said that a blues songnifritim a man’s perspective and

performed from a woman’s perspective, or vice versa, producedediiferent interpretations.
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Although she did not admit to the existence of a woman’s blues differten a man’s, Lady T
acknowledged a demand and a need on the part of fans for blues musfoosugwoman’s
perspectivé?® I think the blues is the blues, no matter who sings it,” Lady T said. “But | found
this to be true: There is a desire to hear a woman. Thelytawagee a woman up there singing
about male and female relationships.” Thornetta Davis also dletme existence of a
specifically “women’s blues,” but said social advancements had Ipeste for female
performers of blues music, and that she felt a sense of libetiarstrengthened confidence
that enabled her, and other blues women, to confront men through“$dadell them, ‘Go on,
get on then. | don’'t need this heartache in my life,” Thornetid. sél think we all grow
through the same blues. | don’t think it's a man or woman thiffg.Out of the questions
pertaining to the existence of a women’s blues, some of the waongaiéwed responded with
answers alluding to sexual differences in blues interpretatimhpeformances, but they did not
acknowledge the existence of a “women’s blues.”

Of the four women interviewed, only Cathy Davis agreed with #@mirfist scholars’
assertions of women’s blug€. Davis, who included songs protesting domestic violence in her
performances and was conscious of and opposed to, discrimination agaimesth in the music
business, said, “I think there’s a woman'’s blues. There aresthitag a woman goes through
that a man will never experienc&® Davis said that an equal playing field in terms of sexual
relations had never existed and that a women’s blues comes frodoubée standards that
disadvantage women. She also defined a women'’s blues as somethted brethe different
perspectives of men and women who sing a particular song. “You get onstandmg when a

woman sings it and one understanding when a guy sings it,” Dasti¥’$dt appeared that even
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when the women rejected the concept of women’s blues, some of thersessed that there
were differences between blues sung by women and blues sung by men.

In 1978, Chicago’s Queen of the Blues, Koko Taylor, quite overtly higi@dysome of
the differences between men’s and women’s blues with “I'm a ®/\gmher sexually-
transformed version of “Mannish Boy,” a 1955 song credited to Muddy ré/a#el London,
and Bo Diddley. Taylor used the same familiar melody and mhaicWaters and company
wrote but took the liberty to rewrite the lyrics. Included in botrsiems are boasts of sexual
prowess, but while Waters lays the main focus of his song oralis sts a “natural born lovers’
man,” Taylor uses the musical framework of the song to build 4 frgader statement on what
it means to be a woman. The mother character in Watergstsitsher boy that he is going to
be the greatest man alive, while the mother character in fTaylersion tells her daughter that
becoming a woman requires that she must learn to sing the blu#iseinwords, learn to suffer.
After growing into womanhood and becoming a blues woman, Taylor’'s “woimas’wisdom
and knowledge, and can boast of supernatural powers. She pledghak®e Hands with the
devil and make him crawl in the sand.” Taylor’'s “woman” is a lovaker, but she is also a
“rushing wind,” a “ball of fire,” and an “earth shaker.” Thus compasiethe earth’s elements,
the female subject in Taylor's song is multidimensional woman, wtolbve making as one of
many talents. The male subject in Waters’s version can only boast of histyexuali

Taylor out boasts Waters, but she also presents the listetiea vmetaphorical treatise
on what she feels it means to be a woman. The song also rbeealew of the inequality
between men and women. As a woman, she is told go out and to singabeid learn on her
own. As a man, Waters’s subject is told that he was born to lygehtest, and that his talents

are “natural born.” He is free to be a “rollin’ stone” and éfiere free of responsibility. On the
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other hand, Taylor's “woman” is so dedicated to the world, or perhapthéo women, that she
is willing to wrest control of the world from the devil, who Is@a “man.” She can “make love
to a crocodile,” another depiction of a man, without fear as wgeWithstand the powers of a
decidedly masculine devil. Although most instances of inteffiwatan blues music are much
more subtle and nuanced, Taylor lyrics cleverly and blatantiesept liberation and freedom
from patriarchy.

Interpretation often differentiates men’s and women'’s blues, buntémreter onstage
and the interpreter in the audience do not necessarily coincidens térunderstanding a blues
song. Cee Cee Collins articulated this in her own definition of btuesc, which she said she
admired for its applicability to real life. “As a listenére point may be different for you as the
point | get as a performer, but everybody gets [some] point andélag it to their own lives,”
Collins said®® Paul and Beth Garon have written that men and women actuatlyHeehlues
differently, and derive different meanings from the songs. Thiy &r an example a song
called “Maggie Campbell’s Blues.” According to the Garons niaée author of the song meant
the “Maggie” in the song to be a Maggie look-alike, or an imposkEmale listeners, on the
other hand, perceived Maggie to be a nearly exhausted, less confadsion of herself?°
With women songwriters, Angela Davis sees the creation oélactical relationship between
the subject of the song (not always the songwriter) and an inctagoremunity of women. In
other words, a song adopting the well-worn theme of a man dowmgnaan wrong would
represent a woman telling a story about the man to a communmityroén rather than lodging a
complaint directed toward the victimizer. The songwriter'ssutiar perspective allows
individual female listeners to place themselves within a grappreence, or a sisterhood, which

possibly could breed solidarity with other women rather than a sense of alon€ness
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Whether an imagined audience or a very real component of contemputesy
audiences, the historically rooted sisterhood, or community of wooren present in blues
music, plays a substantial role in blues music produced and perforyndge modern blues
women. This can be seen as both a tradition in women’s blues mugjodisaback to the days
of the 1920s blues queens as well as the product of more recens éffwerd women’s
liberation. Even when speaking of men, both wrong- and right-doing, blues mqfetbiespast
directed their complaints about men and their praise of merfdmae audience. Ma Rainey
asked their audience love-related questions like, “did you ever waké&hugour good man on
your mind,” and performed blues songs that commanded attention fromnworttee audience
(“Girls, | feel like screamin’ | feel like cryin§?®

Although they are not exactly performing the advice songs to woirantlie blues
women of the past frequently performed, some of the modern bluesrmasrsongwriters have
spoken directly to a community of women. Thornetta Davis’s “Sktends Indeed” is a song
written in praise of other women who have helped the subject sbtige (apparently Thornetta)
through her difficulties. The song, absent any references to imansong of thanks for the
women in the subject’s life in which the female objects ofgeraiould be family or could be
women in general. Acknowledging “sisters,” “sister powery’fniends and her mother, and her
idea that she is blessed because of their love; the song is amiaopyeblues-hymn to a
community of women that is somehow related to the subject of the song:

When | contemplated giving up on me
You were the one that helped me to see
That in this life there’s only one to live
And God gave me this gift to give

You had my back when no one else would
For that fact | wish you all good

Because of you | will always be
Forever grateful sister friend inde®d
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Cathy Davis believes that there is a women’s blues that ngt aifdrs a woman’s
perspective, but also one that can directly reach out to other wddinensaid she often performs
“Don’t Put Your Hands On Me,” a Koko Taylor song about domestic violeffgéhen | do it, |
get compliments from so many women who are battered at h@magis said. “They say, ‘You
just don’t know what that song meant to mé&** Cathy Davis said one of her intents as a blues
performer is to reach out to other women. *“l want to do somethiigsélya, ‘No, you're not
going to do this to me anymore,™ Davis said. “| want women td paek those layers’® The
notion of using the blues to rid oneself or someone else of the blues as a form of linealeen
an integral part of the blues woman tradition. The blues is confrontkdpwledged, and
named through song, which is, according to Angela Y. Davis, “the éiestieans of expelling
the blues from one’s life>*?

While the modern day blues women are more advisory and conciliattinyother
women—a trait attributed to the 1920s blues queens-- this is notsahllvaycase, especially
when it comes to conflicts between perforntéfsLady T complained of “some hating in the
game” and said one woman got in the practice of stealing fromepertoire as well as from her
persona. “l learned in the business. | learned to handle people @otig-handled spoon.”
Lady T said the woman said, “I love you,” at the same tirhe,stole from her act. “Folks in
this business are always saying ‘I love you, | love you,’ agat ko the point where | just started
saying ‘ditto,” Lady T said>>* A woman full of confidence, Lady T was reluctant to
acknowledge any gender discrimination in the music business, buaighehs did see that the
age of a female performer could be the cause of some discionin&he said that talent would

likely trump youth. “If she got no talent, and then you put my old ass loere,t the
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discrimination would be because this old woman can sing her assdati@ young one can’'t do
nothing,” Lady T said>°

The concerns presented by the women had less to do with performance of tipebiees
and more to do with their difficulty finding work in the city of B@t. Beginning in the late
1990s, blues venue after blues venue closed, radically shrinking avau&afdemance spaces.
Some of the modern blues women also complained about city offia@sirent lack of interest
to lend support, to promote, or to preserve its blues musicians or Bebivies legacy>°
Accustomed in Detroit to the lowest paying venues, the women sougbit-tmytn engagements
out of necessity and some looked forward to a day when they coulchdbstrbit and remain
close to family without having to survive barely in a marginalsim scené®” Some also
suggested that city officials could do something about increasingrtour Detroit, something
they said could serve as sort of a refresher to the citglindey blues sceng® At the time of
the interviews, the thought of the city or even corporate sponsorsewhoshers have dwindled
in support of Detroit music, taking action to support a blues scenetnoiDseemed unrealistic
since both the city and the corporate sponsors of the festivalsseaitag down instead of
taking on new project®¥® Staying in Detroit seemed to open some of the women up to the
criticisms that by doing so they are merely holding onto thsidh of having a career in music
and being reluctant to take the risk of relocation that coultkb#teir career. Some of the
women do not depend on music for their entire income and their deditabares performance
forced them to continue to seek new or novel venues for performance in Detroit.

Thornetta Davis, known as Detroit’s “Princess of the Blues,” saddgpended on music
for her living, and that by balancing Detroit shows with out-ofrtoengagements, she could

make one. She added, presumably in comparison with those less &rthattshe considered
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herself lucky to be living in Detroit and making a living playimgsic>*® Like musicians in a
number of musical genres, such as jazz, folk music, rock-and-roll, pAtbpj blues musicians
such as these women have learned to survive on the margins arieépatreeir presence known
in the city by playing small clubs and special events wheeaces still exist for them.
Because Detroit has become a very difficult city in whichnd fyear-round work in music, the
modern day blues women often have to leave the city temporaniptio blues festivals and
club dates. They have carved a place for themselves in the plitiesof an industry that like
so many others has sought to marginalize or suffocate their ambitions.

In the sense of seeking and demonstrating freedom and empowerment tkineug
medium of the blues, the modern day blues women of Detroit carriednos af the traditions
established by blues women in the past. Thornetta Davis obtaigeehter sense of freedom
through performing that led to the development of new skills thatvegas once apprehensive
about attempting. “I go to work to be free,” Thornetta said. hfhk music allows us that
feeling.”** Although she attributed her songwriting skills and her abilitestablish deeper
connections with her audiences, that is, her talents, to God, shadalgted that these things
improved for her with experienc& With over twenty years experience in the music business, a
business she once feared to get involved in, Thornetta became a self-managsdwosiag’
Though overcoming her fear of the business end of music led to nederfiegit was not her
intention. She said she simply had to find work, and, in the processp@hern the music
business** “You won’t work if you're afraid of the business,” she sdid.On the other hand,
the fact that these four women all managed their own caresyseaposed Detroit’s lack of

music-business-types, such as managers and booking agents. rid ¢hatois competitive and



150

often relies on the social networking that these music typeipaté in, a musician’s total
independence is not always desirable.

Apart from Thornetta Davis, who reached a point where she could sumgrself with
her music, these modern blues women have remained marginal oattbé Blues scene, which
has almost completely collapsed after experiencing a revieal the 1980s through the early
2000s. “We could do better if we had more oomph behind us,” Collinsasaighe referred to
the desire for help through city involvement in promoting Detroiteblartists*® Realistically,
however, there has been no history of city involvement in the musieesssoutside the city’'s
sponsorship of occasional musical events, which corporate sponsors tookarmdater
dropped®*’ Cathy Davis said she had no faith that the three recentlydasiihos in the city
would have anything to offer to most blues musicians and that tbaldvprovide a less than
ideal audience. “You have to be as commercial as you can whilee ytbere, because they
don’t want you to pull a big crowd from the gaming tables,” Davis ¥4id.

Perhaps the most detrimental aspect of playing the bluestiaitCfer these women was
the closure of a few key nightclubs that catered to bluessaatist blues audience in the past few
decades. In 1999, the Soup Kitchen, downtown Detroit's venerable home bfudse for
twenty-five years, closed its doors. The Music Menu, also idomentown area, which booked
blues, rhythm-and-blues and rock-and-roll acts and regularlyréshirhornetta Davis, followed
suit in 2003. The Attic Bar, a blues institution in Hamtramck faenty years, became a sports
bar in 2008. The local festivals that featured blues artists, sutte &hrysler Foundation’s and
the DTE Energy Foundation’s Festival of the Arts, ceased to epare2008. The Comerica
Bank-sponsored Cityfest, a four-day-long music festival that boolket/ hocal acts, ended in

2010>*°  Although not all the various clubs and festivals ceased to operegeiseeof the



151

economy, most of them did, and they served as examples related lamghand continuing
economic decline of the city of Detroit.

In the still existing clubs open to the blues, which are madstgted in the suburbs of
Detroit, some of the women said they ran into problems of compatibiid inadequate pay.
Lady T has turned down engagements in Detroit because she is @ppalie pay scale offered
to local blues musicians in relation to the amount of work expectsdrg bar owners. “They
want to pay you twenty, twenty-five dollars, not more than fifty, ewette worth more than
that,” Lady T said. “They want us to work three sets—that'setlee-hour sets™ Cathy
Davis also spoke up when confronted with the pittances Detroit bar ohangsoffered her and
her bands. “We are some of the lowest-paid musicians | know,” Daids ®avis said she had
no problem confronting bar owners when she felt she was being adkantage of, but she said
that that can also be somewhat of a curse that keeps her bt loétter clubs. “The quality
places that there are, I'm a little too raw for them . . . raw is becausal spy mind.>>*

Apart from regular, paid performances, some of the women eitincipate in or host
jam sessions at various venues in the Detroit area that inugiiams to sit-in with a band. Bar
owners usually paid the band for the jam session, but the musidensat in played without
pay. However, appearing at jam sessions when she first begarftom in Detroit was
beneficial to Lady T, because she made connections with otheciamgsand was able to
promote her performing skills, which led to paid work. “l went to geasions every night out
of the week until | got recognized and people started recognizihgjttleawoman . . . and then
fans started calling me to work with them, to do gigs with th&u.that's basically how | got
started,” Lady T said®® Thornetta Davis found her first working band, a white group called the

Chisel Brothers, at a local jam sessidh.The open-mic jam sessions also benefited the bands
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the various venues pay to host them. Both of Cathy Davis’s bands, th8eamchers and Cathy
Davis and the Guys, hosted jam sessions in 2005 at Nancy Whiskeyrait @nd the New Way
bar in Ferndale. Davis, who worked for the city of Detroit untileady 2000s to take care of
her mother and spend more time playing music, said she enjoyed gvarikinyounger or less-
experienced musicians. “lI have some young musicians that dome there that are able to
hone their skills with musicians that have been around for atloreg” Davis said. “They're
given tips; they're pampered and taken under the wing. Most of them call me Monayartv

Although the jam sessions in some sense can be viewed as anathetesof a marginal
blues scene where very few musicians are paid enough to supposelhesn they are also
related to the apparent tradition of musicians seeking to play otliter musicians, or for a
musically knowledgeable audience. Not just another free performi@ancall those who
participate except the host band, the jam sessions offer aowkesep musicianship sharp, or
offer training grounds leading to paid engagements. With the opeamisessions, blues
musicians have the opportunity to network with each other and to form graspeell as to
expose themselves to a wider audience. Up to the present, playensitted their skills against
another’s in the “cutting contests” that, in the 1930s, earned guitarist/ssoggwriter Memphis
Minnie the reputation of being “good as any man.” Alberta Adatestat to music continuing
after hours in the 1940s, that is, after the legal hours in whichabarsiightclubs could sell
liquor>>® Throughout their history, blues musicians have generally reservede ispahich
musicians could play for sheer enjoyment, camaraderie, and the opiyottuciompete and
learn in a relatively neutral zorng®

Since all these women would rather stay in Detroit rather thlacate to another city,

they utilize out-of-town blues festivals across the United Statd€Europe that take them out of
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Detroit for a short time. The festivals, which usually take elac the spring and summer
months, allow them to leave Detroit for short periods to performheratities. They also serve
as a viable alternative to relying on Detroit venues to neakging. Cee Cee Collins tours
regularly with Alberta Adams. Lady T crossed the UnitedeStand Canada with Kate Hart's
Detroit Women. Thornetta Davis, who first played the Frog Island dviesstival in Ypsilanti,
Michigan, before she went on to tour the United States, Canada, and Eentgyed a blues
contest in Memphis, Tennessee. Another blues singer who wound up arrargliog tour of
Norway for Thornetta after she saw her perform. “lI [was}e for a week, because one of the
ladies who was a blues singer saw me, saw my show, and therk aftezd had gotten back,
she called me . . . something even better is going to come out .ofl thelieve this,” Thornetta
said>’

Thornetta Davis, who was not alone among these women, also held thieofaénthat
economic improvement in Detroit would allow the city to begin to suppettoit blues artists
and foster Detroit's blues legacy. Although the location of three casinos in Detroit initially
held promise for Detroit musicians, they have been disappointed, dhe*g&’re not utilizing
our jewel, which is the music, musicians and the talent we hae¢’ idrornetta said. Thornetta
also believed that the city could help promote Detroit’'s musiattadad that the tourism Detroit
music generated could provide funds that could help pull the city ot e€@nomic doldrums.
9 There is a lingering hope among these women that the citgaraehow revive its music
scene, and if not replicate the golden age of Motown, then atdé#astitute Detroit’'s reputation
as one of the country’s finest music cities. Cathy Davisdadused to earn some respect from
other musicians just because she came from Detroit, but thah&iaged. Davis said there was

in the 1960s and 1970s national recognition of Detroit and its musict&lmsv, you're biting
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and scratching like the rest of them, but | think it's becaus@Muofpulled out of here and a lot
of other places have fallen by the waysid®.” Thornetta Davis, Cathy Davis, and Cee Cee
Collins, the three women born in Detroit, spoke proudly of the citys$ohy in music, but
admitted that what they faced was a dying local blues séénievertheless, they remained
dedicated to the city of Detroit. “We're loyally here, and welirokely here,” Cathy Davis
said®?
The women have reasons to stay in Detroit. They are all mothess have extended

families in and around the city, and they have invested in hosmeglaas invested themselves
in the city of Detroit by choosing to establish their careerBetroit. Thornetta Davis argued
that they should not have to leave Detroit to make a living in masd;, at this point, they are
not likely to do s&®®Most of them complain about lousy wages, but cannot see any remedy
except to play outside of Detroit more. Cathy Davis complaindaufkbiting and the
development of exclusive cliques in the city’s blues scene, algitfed many Detroit musicians
undervalue themselves by taking jobs that pay poorly. “[W]e ateeqt That's the only thing |
can say, because if you're not going to take it, there’s anothertharedthat will. And the bar
owners know this. If you don’t accept this, there’s another band hitiggur back to have that
spot,” Cathy saic?®* Some of the women were willing to put up with a less than adeblss
scene and maintain the hope that, in Davis’s words, “we can bring life backoit Diee it used
to be.’®%°

Even in a city like Detroit, where the music business is malgb the economy and
guality engagements are scarce, some of the modern Detroithmoesn have had to overcome

obstacles that have had much less impact on male musiciahers @eny that those obstacles

exist. Cathy Davis, who complained of a combination of fatismssexand ageism on the local
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and national blues scenes, which she said required that a woman beayalinggintain a sleek
figure in order to be viewed as commercially viable. Men, shek da not have to meet the
same requirements. Instead of seeing exclusionary values, whigataiarchal in nature and
have become key values in the commodification of female sexuagkening their grip in the
music business, she said they were increasing. She said #hasg applied to the local blues
scene, too, and that the masculine side of blues music still heydrs\Wetroit. “It's very male
dominant,” she said. “You can'’t just get up there and be good. You haveetthlah persona a
man is looking for.*®® Davis, who is a big woman, compared the situation in her day tofthat o
some successful blues women in the past. “If you look at BigdMEmornton and some of these
blues women in the day, they were heavy, belting women,” Dawis'% On the local level,
Davis brought up the now-deceased Butler Twins, who were very lagalvvery successful on
the local blues scene prior to their deaths in the early 2000sptiklit like this, the Butler
Twins? Put a heavy woman onstage? A woman has to go up thdre gadd and be eye candy

. it's changing for the worse to me,” Cathy Davis $&fdDavis said she deals with the
predicament by putting it out of her head when she perfdiis.

The other women interviewed did not see things the same wayag [@atis, and some
denied both the idea of age bias, sexism, and male dominance in thebomisiss, as they
knew it. Collins said that she believed blues men were not mapptrigues styles that women
clamored for anymore, and said that women now do well enough oritreir’® Lady T, who
held the belief that true talent would eventually conquer youth, saidhbalid not believe that
sexism had much of an impact on her career. When she imagirssf liempeting with

another woman, however, she defined the other women as both young and taidmwnd did
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not provide for the possibility that youthful competition could also taténtShe said her vocal
talents would succeed over “the young one [who] can’t do nothifig.”

Besides performing, a secondary concern that these women lggdding music
business was its business side. All the women interviewed wein@anaged and in charge of
hiring and firing band members. As solo performers, they booked theireagagements in
nightclubs and at festivals, and decided the logistics for bandrsaleand recording sessions,
all of which made them active participants in the music businpag &om vocations or
avocations as performers. Like all these women, Lady T léaabeut the music business only
after she became a part of the Detroit blues scene and thessmopref the music business in
Detroit that she learned through experience was not favorableordweg to Lady T, bar owners
were unsympathetic to the notion that some blues artists dependey fam parformances for
their livelihoods. She described the pay in Detroit as “rotteBie saw playing outside of
Detroit, where her and her band can make about six-hundred dollars aasighe only real
alternative to playing Detroit. “In Detroit, you never walk gwdath more than fifty dollars per
man,” she said’?

The modern blues women added to the blues woman tradition by expandingstikalm
parameters of authentic blues music through the incorporation ofdviesd musical genres
into their performances. They viewed blues music in the “largases that Ulrich Adelt
described as common among African Americans, who, in some caksged rether musical
genres to the blueéd® The melding of blues music and its offspring began in the 1920sheith t
close relation blues and jazz and continued through swing in the 1930s #nd-émgd-blues in
the 1940s. Adelt contends that black listenership to blues in a “lsegse” continued through

the 1960s with the advent of funk and soul artists like Otis Reddimgh&Franklin, and James
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Brown. Although the blues has continued to inspire other genres of blagik,much as hip
hop, it is the musical innovations of the 1960s and their extended irglukat have affected
most of the Detroit’'s modern blues women, and many of the non-tradiitioes they include in
their performances come from that era.

As was the case with Alberta Adams, what is missing in apaoson with the blues
women of the 1920s, and those of the decades since, is one of tiewdhaial purposes of the
1920s blues queens. The blues queens of the 1920s used their experienloerevdhd
sexuality, their goal of freedom and liberation, and their extermsigerience with travel, both as
migrants and as performers, to help them advise and inform other wotassggwomen, and
men. The blues women illustrated the differences between Nortlsauth, the differences
between rural and urban, and the differences between man arahwdine historical context of
their decade-long reign, which included the Great Migration, théeMaRenaissance and the
New Negro Movement as well as a tremendous amount of musimavation, meant some
advancement for African Americans as well as great uphaadatragedy. Their advisory role
on human relationships, their fulfilment of the need for new migrantse North for Southern
nostalgia, and their role as chroniclers of the Great Migrationdbthese women so tightly to
African American culture that their presence reverberatelll veyond the point that their
commercial appeal declined.

In Black Pearls: Blues Queens of the 1920mphne Duval Harrison described the
“essence” of the 1920s blues queens as “autonomous, indomitable, versabiépues,
industrious, and sensuous’® The modern blues women, who, in addition to their involvement
in the music business as performers, also overcame fears andeagmebl regarding the

business end of music in order to perform, carried on the essenice bfues queens of the
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1920s. They managed their careers, came up with marketing idebsddrahds. Their do-it-
yourself careers attest to a group of women who were stnomggk to face the local music
business and maintained the confidence required to demonstrate tteFigtls and
vulnerabilities in public settings. The essential qualities ofblbes women, as delineated by
Harrison, revealed themselves primarily through performance,ldmutsarfaced in the beliefs,

perspectives, and lifestyles of the women as expressed in the interviews.
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Chapter Five
From Street Culture to Manufactured Image: Race, Credibility, and thed8aof the

Blues

Having utilized their business talents in part to enhance the careers obfsDeteoit’s
best-known black women blues singers, white entrepreneurs and blues performers iylér Spa
and Kate Hart became important figures in relation to the survival of women’sibiDeg oit.
Spangler and Hart marketed and promoted “Detroit blues” and Detroit blues womenthoth wi
the city of Detroit and outside of its boundaries. Throughout the commercial histgoyran’s
blues, entrepreneurs such as record company owners, publishers, booking agentecuid nig
owners—for good or for ill--have been predominantly white and MfaRr. J. Spangler, a
drummer who has played with an array of Detroit’s black blues artists, manigesAdams
and has managed several other Detroit blues musicians. Spangler, bandleader aed fdrumm
R.J.’s Rhythm Rockers, the band that supports Alberta Adams, was patrtially rekgpforsi
sustaining African American blues music in Detroit for nearly four decadesakibeen able to
support himself with various music-related occupations that include musiciahpaatiager,
and co-owner of an independent record label. Kate Hart employed black femalartikie
such as Lady T in a racially and musically diverse band of female singexs Datroit Women,

a group that Hart marketed as a blues band. Hart, a vocalist first, also performdaueshe

groups and other projects she creatéd.
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Like many other blues artists, Kate Hart and R.J. Spangler have utilized hisiesas
both an artistic outlet and as a commercial busitiésShey have also demonstrated that the two
are far from mutually exclusive and often interdependent in the do-it-yours¥[f fDkiness of
music within which they operaté® Spangler and Hart have brought themselves and their artists
success and recognition through their own business talents, but their techniqudsomddlen a
similar fashion, have since diverged. Hart has utilized a variety of musiekagirofessionals
to assist her with the marketing and promotion of her musical projects. Spangteonehis
own membership in a quasi-old boy network made up primarily of baby boomers thatrtess g
quite a bit of control over business matters in the world of blues m{’si8pangler and Hart
have resorted to an array of music business methods, such as fostering andingaintai
relationships with booking agents, nightclub owners, and disc jockeys. They also have take
advantage of relatively new promotional tools, such as the Internet, and have uséablsdse
bring themselves and some of Detroit's blues women more exposure. Somewhaliyroni
Spangler, Hart, and the blues women associated with them have succeedddds bibes
artists and entrepreneurs primarily by focusing on markets outside oftDetr

Both of these artist/entrepreneurs said they became involved with the musicdhbgines
default — they grappled with the music business out of necessity in order to foeiheateers
and the careers of fellow musicians with whom they were involved. Kate Hart, whedo
Detroit Women in 2003 and whose history in popular music stretches back to the late 1960s, is a
singer and performer who ultimately became well versed in the music budieessaating out
with little more than confidence in herself and an assertive manner. Haedcaga produced
Detroit Women after having success with a similar band called Seattle W/arhi®90s group

she formed and produced in the Pacific Northwest, while she resided in Seattle. rigistlwvbee
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multiple-singer groups that featured black and white blues women and presergedl mhatwn
from other musical genres, like country music, hip-hop, and gospel. Hart disbandstl Detr
Women in 2008, but in its five-year lifespan, the group released several albums, won man
awards and accolades, and toured the United States and E&nhadaa bandleader, Hart guided
Detroit Women to an independent record label deal and ultimately hired a battesistairas,
including a publicist, a manager, and a road manager, to help the group achiess*&ucce
Native Detroiter Hart’s first foray into professional music came in 1968 atgbef
eighteen after she auditioned for and won a spot in the Detroit heavy metal bante&taif F
In 1969, she moved to Chicago, where she stayed until 1978 before moving to Seattleea city sh
lived in for approximately twenty-five years. Hart moved back to Detroit in 2002 anelccaut
her plans to form Detroit WomeR® Her recorded history in the music business began in 1972
when she returned to Detroit briefly after establishing her residaer@eicago. Back in Detroit,
she recorded “Syncopated Love,” a record that was distributed nationallpétyoit label
called Stag Records. Included in her press materials is a statement thedaie Stag
Records’ first white artist, a claim that shows that Hart sought tbles$taredibility as a blues
singer by associating with African Americans early in her caféeHart has since issued solo
albums Tonight | Want it All 1990;Queen of the Night.999; andAlone Again with Friends
2008) and albums by the groups Seattle Woriéa Are Not Good Gir|s1999, andBackporch
Gossip 1999) and Detroit Womelkiye at Memphis Smok2004;Rattle Your Cage2005;Sock
it to Me, Santa2006; andSassitude2007). In addition, she released a rock-and-roll aloum in
2000 using the alias of Lucy Mongrel. With years of vocal training under her bdlglbiar
established herself as a vocal teacher and has released a seriestohvooglcompact discs for

children and adults in the 2000s. Hart, also an actor and writer, has written slwst stor
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children’s books, screenplays, and a nd%&IShe received multiple Detroit Music awards for
her work with Detroit Women and several Northwest Area Music Associatiordaarher
work with Seattle Women, including awards for best female blues singeblbestrecording,
and best blues band.

Similar to black female blues musicians who manage their own careerfbkeeita
Davis, Hart said overcoming her fear of the business world had a lot to do with hessstitce
just took courage,” she said. “You've got to be fearlé¥sIh her role as an entrepreneur, Kate
Hart produced some of her recordings; put together large groups of women suchas Seatt
Women and Detroit Women; hired musicians, managers, and publicists; and negotiatedscont
with agents and record labéf€. As a bandleader, she handled the business for her bands, a task
she first took on in a 1970s Detroit band called Rocky Road. “That was in 1973, and the guy |
worked with was a really good business guy,” Hart said. “By working with Ihieally started
to understand what it takes to lead a band.” Hart said that when Rocky Road wentdtiandire
that did not please her, she formed her own band and “started to take on the btf§iness.”

In This Business of Music Marketing and Promatiauthor Tad Lathrop defines
marketing as “a systematic approach to following the money trail of conahengsic,” which
entails “shaping a product” for “maximum sales and expostifédart described marketing as
the art of “impressing people,” and provided her own definition: “Marketing [is] . . . how do
you get people to pay attention to yotr® With Seattle Women, Detroit Women, and her solo
recordings and performances, Hart set out make artistic works that would berc@ahanmel
potentially moneymaking. She designed her press kits toward those ends, emgplizaizi
Detroit Women, for example, was a regional and not a local band in an effort to mgkeughe

more attractive to potential employers. She listed the better-known actbe¢har Detroit
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Women performed with, believing that many people were impressed with nsswathovhich
they were familiaP®® She said it was one matter to form Detroit Women, and quite another
matter to shape the product to attract consumers and to obtain work. “So we’reahtking
marketing; we’re not talking about quality of music, or anything like that. $lkathole other
area. | hired the best players | could find, but it was about, ‘[W]hat can | dogbat{sto
impress a potential buyer,” Hart saitf. Commercial ventures from the outset, Seattle Women
and Detroit Women were groups based on the concepts of musical and raciaydaemsell as
facets of the blues women tradition, such as rebellion and emotive vocalizing.

Formed by Hart in 2003 primarily to play corporate events and music festivass dlce
United States and Canada, Detroit Women had many successes in its fivasaaective
group. The group, which eventually signed a contract with national booking agency, Aspen
Talent, won twenty-three Detroit Music Awards from 2004 through 2006. Filmmakers
documented their 2006 Canadian tour for an as-yet unfinished documentary. Detroitis weekl
alternative news magazindetro Timesjncluded Detroit Women in its 2004 one-hundred-year
musical genealogy chart of Detroit music after the group had been ian@adbr one year, and
the band was featured in and/or reviewed in national blues music publications kixchgas
Blues MagazineBlues Revue MagazinBlues WaxandBlues Beat Enhancing their
commercial viability, Detroit Women also obtained endorsement deals witmAlisttas-based
Dancing-Dingo All Natural Beauty Products and launched a national mercharchsipgign
for a Detroit Women clothing lin&> Hart claimed that the acclaim and the moneymaking
efforts were subservient to the main purpose of the group, which was to have a good time.
“[T]he whole point of why we were doing it, pretty much, it was always, aliiays Hart

said®®* However, Hart's intention to bypass engagements at small nightclubs, and heo plans t
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produce Detroit Women musical products such as compact discs indicate widesrsnishe
also condoned associating the group with nonmusical products, such as a line of chathing a
other products, and oversaw the making of a documentary film on the group, all of wbizh im
that Detroit Women was just as much about doing business as it was about having fun.
Born in Lafayette, Indiana, but raised in Grosse Pointe Farms near theleadt s
Detroit, Richard John Spangler, known to his acquaintances as R. J. Spangler, fostisanfa
the Detroit music scene in the 1970s. He performed in, and in some cases led, a number of
bands, including Kuumba, the Sun Messengers and the Blues Insurgents. lgi®jatts
included the swing and avant-garde band, The Planet D Nonet, and a jazz combo, the R.J.
Spangler Trio™® In the course of his career in music, Spangler became a well-known white
blues aficionado, performed on thirty-two albums, and produced fourteen atfumself-
defined “blues revivalist” best known for his attempts to breathe new life into ribersaf
Detroit blues musicians like Alberta Adams, Johnnie Bassett, Joe Weaverdessh®larris, all
of whom became Spangler's managerial cliefifsHe parted ways with Bassett in the 1990s
and Harris died in 2007. For the last sixteen years, R. J. Spangler has managayeahd pl
drums for Alberta Adams. He also leads her backing band, R. J.’s Rhythm Rockers, and other
clients who remained on his roster included Joe Weaver and the Motor City R&B Bjaneer
group made up of Detroit blues- and rhythm-and- blues stars of the 1950s, like Weawvey, Stanl
Mitchell, and Kenny Martiri?® Spangler expressed some concern that, due to the age of his
remaining performers and his lack of interest in picking up new clients,dnagement days
were numbered. However, he said he accomplished what he set out to do by bringnad nati

and international attention to the black performers he has repre3&hted.
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In 1994, Alberta Adams asked Spangler to manage her career after sldewasae
what he had done as manager for Johnnie Bassett, a Detroit blues man Spangieragad m
since 1992 Bassett, who in the 1950s and early 1960s was a session guitarist for Detroit's
Fortune Records, played a slick blend of “urban blues” that was not too distant from-gndihm
blues or the jump blues performed by Adams. Referring to his booking and manageesemt ca
Spangler claimed that he did not seek out any of the artists he worked withdibisais his
reputation as a music businessperson grew, he soon found himself with a roster of notable
Detroit African American artists, including Adams, who had come to him and requested hi
managerial service®? “These things drop in your lap,” Spangler said. “So | really didn’t
search them out. They came to M&."Artists came to Spangler, however, because they could
see what he was able to do with the careers of others, H&%4ithad been a Sun Messenger
for a million years, and I'd been playing with and booking Johnnie Bassett. | built @zisont
so | started getting things where they’d need a woman singer, so | stawtedddlittle things
[for Adams],” Spangler said. “She said, ‘How come you're not representingSoe?said,

‘Well, | can change that.**

With Adams branded as Detroit’'s queen of the blues back in the 1940s, R. J. Spangler
had no need to create a “brand” for her. As Detroit’'s queen of the blues, she alckadg.ha
However, since he began managing Alberta in 1994, he added much to that simple, tiowe,effec
promotional toof® Adams, who played in Detroit sporadically over the previous two decades
and had not recorded since the early 1960s prior to her 1994 association with Spangler, said that
he revived her career, “I've been everywhere [since her associationpaitigl8r]. To places |
always wanted to go. | finally made it,” Adams s&itlIn a later interview, Adams said,

“Without God, | couldn’t do it. | feel he got me across the country and back. He’'bgust t
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Down here, | give my thanks to R.¥*Unlike with some of her former managers and agents,
Adams believed Spangler was working hard for her and working in her besttsteres

Spangler toured extensively with Adams, especially in the South, where heusasd bl
clubs were plentiful and blues music remained an important part of Southern black®giltar
the 1990s, Adams was no longer reluctant to tour the South, which, apart from being more
welcoming in terms of race, was, and remains to be, a very lucrative rfaarktstck
entertainers. Besides having a multitude of venues and cultural ties to the bl&esjtthbas
long been the backbone of support for black music of all types. In the 1950s, “enticires%alari
as well as welcoming audiences drew northern black entertainers to thersstdaltes, despite
the dangers represented by Jim Crow segregation and prevalent white suprBraekyand
white southern consumers bought an inordinate amount of records, and northern enteitainers, li
LaVern Baker, saw their records break first in the S8th.

While Spangler did not create Alberta Adams’s brand as Detroit’s queen otids; hé
continued to promote her as such. In practice, Spangler did many of the same things in
promoting Alberta Adams that Hart did for her groups and her solo career. Hgedrradio
station interviews; he obtained record deals for her; he posted news about Albertanet Inte
websites that targeted blues aficionados; he solicited press coveragé puldications and in
national blues magazines likéving Bluesand he sometimes placed her with booking adéhts.
As far as booking her engagements, Spangler said it was not difficult. fil sfeawas on
Chess Records, and every MCA boxed set on Chess Records has an Alberta A#taors trac
two, or three. So true blues aficionados are interested in Alberta Adamsit i€ sBpangler’s
connections in the music world, in combination with the residual fame of Albertasidave

saved him trouble booking her, obtaining media coverage in print and on radio for her, and even
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procuring record deals for Adams, but he has resorted to modern marketing teclmidues
Internet websites, electronic mailing lists, and promotions to publicizetalbe

As they have progressed in their careers, both Hart and Spangler have beceme mor
sophisticated music business professionals. Hart accomplished this by hirimgstsjddooking
agents, and management firms, while Spangler launched on a similar trajestany t
professionalism by continuing to nurture relationships with those who could advancestirs ca
of his artists. Hart maintained a website and a presence on Facebook and Myspace, but
delegated other tasks related to promoting and booking Detroit Women to managers and
publicists, in the belief that her business acumen and her ability to work with other musi
business professionals would bring additional benefit to her projects. She had begureher care
doing all her business herself, but no longer desired to do so, thinking assistance from
professionals was much more effective. “You start out doing it yourself, angidheralize
that you've got to bring in the best and get people who know what they're doing. . . That's the
right way to do it. Now a lot of bands don’t do that, but they’re going from bar to bar,” Hart
said®?

As musicians who surrounded and associated themselves with black blues artists and
immersed themselves in black blues culture, Hart and Spangler strove to dbangrest
consume and sell authentic blues. They also strove for acceptance in a musicad veatch
white performers are often deemed inauthentic, and from which they are semeticluded*?
According to one definition, authenticity in blues music relates not only toakfidanerican
heritage, but also to other factors, including class, gender, and the possesiiackokss,” a
trope used to describe “the social experience of black people.” Often, “realhentacit

blackness is associated with the inner city, meaning that a workingAdtacsssn American
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would be closer to “blackness” than would a middle-class African American ireso
assimilate into white-dominated larger soci®fy Despite the success of black, middle-class
blues artists like Robert Cray, who blacks and whites have criticized fonduenclass
background, the claim made in 1963 by Amiri Baraka that a middle-class bluasvemie be
a “contradiction in terms” still holds sway for many whites and blacks wHotseefine
authenticity in the blue¥?

The authentic blues performer that dwells in the American mind, perhaps #gpecia
the white American mind, is the poor, nonconforming, homeless black man, best exemyplified b
Delta blues artist Robert Johnson. Johnson, as Marybeth Hamilton points out, wadermytdif
from the early blues queens in that he totally escaped the notice of black recosdhsme he
recorded in the mid- to late-193%8. Indeed, the blues queens are sometimes judged less
authentic in part because of their popularity and commercial appeal. Hart ante6gamgd
some degree of credibility by association with black performers, busingsie pand by
associating themselves with blackness, but for them, approaching anythiblyéke
authenticity involves a great expenditure of effort that is ultimatelyaslashce they are white
middle-class blues artists. Unlike Alberta Adams, who, as she said, lived théoghless the
blues, neither Hart nor Spangler could become authentic blues players based on whatsome ha
deemed to be the required criteria of blackness and working-class origins.

That does not mean, however, that they could not become technically proficient and
highly expressive blues musicians, nor does it mean that they could not accumuldtie valua
cultural capital and personal insight into blues music by associatingdghessvith black artists
as they made their way through their careers. R. J. Spangler, more so tharaslarchild of

the 1970s, but both of the musician/entrepreneurs partook in the counterculture of the late 1960s,
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which saw a growing number of white people listening to and playing music orijimate
blacks®!’ Hart said that she was the only white artist on a black label in her pressaiméoera
reason. Her implications were that she sounded black or that she appealed to blacks, both of
which made her potentially more credible to promoters and black and white blues aidience
Similarly, Spangler’s friendships with 1960s counterculture icons such as fellew bl
aficionado and blues promoter John Sinclair, as well as with his involvement Mita alder
statesmen of Detroit blues, increased his credibility as a blues arusidioreover, he also
became more credible in his business dealings, because the “name” amsisaged were all
black artists, even though the supporting musicians often were not. Spanglaizest tige
value of authentic black blues artists like Alberta Adams and became, in aftedture broker
who exposed them to new audiences but also profited through his efforts to help further the
careers of Detroit black blues artists. “All the great black artistetroid, from the late 1940s
to the 1950s, I've played at least one gig with. | know them all,” Spanglet'&aid.

R. J. Spangler and Kate Hart take two different approaches to marketingnbisies
which, for Spangler, appears as a precious black cultural commodity to be revesed/qut,
and reproduced. In the latter capacity, he serves as a cultural brokem@riaediary, who has
absorbed black culture and is willing to transfer his knowledge of it to others, who, like him
stand outside of that culture. His ability to find work for his artists is based omslaps that
have accrued between Spangler and other blues aficionados, who, he said, “run things.”
Therefore, he plays in several bands, manages several artists, and hadsaafifim blues-
music organizations such as the Detroit Blues Society. Through his musical aresbssills,
he has gained credibility as a blues musician and a manager. Blues naisoctiee source of his

living, and out of necessity, Spangler must appropriate it and exploit it bestas, el
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packaged primarily for blues aficionados--a relatively limited audietheermarketing of
Spangler’s blues music products is based in a low-level commercialism thatesomith the
DIY ethic of music production and promotion.

Springboarding off the legacy of black blues women, Hart’s formula for D&¥%aoimen
and Seattle Women combined racial and generational diversity with the cohomyatical
“variety” in blues music developed primarily by black female blues adigth as Detroit’s
modern blues women. Detroit Women, like the four Detroit modern blues women in the
previous chapter, indeed may have performed a “variety” blues (or Adelt'ss'bt the larger
sense”) that appealed to modern blues audieri¢eshe rebellious attitude of 1920s blues
women was quite similar to late twentieth-century and early twerstyeentury attitudes that
provided Hart with the rationale to tag Seattle and Detroit Women albums Veihstiich as
“We Are Not Good Girls” and “Sassitudé® In both groups, the women were united and
diverse and they professed a sense of solidarity among themselves and witlootbar Wn the
latter group, the women were associated with Detroit, which, in the popular inn@gimst
among the toughest predominantly African American cities in the world, areddresr
compatible with gritty, low-down blues music. Lastly, they were a fergalup of singers self-
categorized as singers of the blues, a musical genre known since the dehesEd@0s blues
queens for its masculinity and its blackness, and therefore somewhat olessden®** As
women, they were rebellious just by their existence in the masculine wohld bliues; their
womanhood alone meant rebelli¥ALike the blues queens, Adams, and Detroit's modern blues
women, Detroit Women presented themselves as sassy blues women full dittkendgf

attitude and the tenacity to survive in Detroit.
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Considering the history of all the blues women who came before them, Hart’adgfati
blues, female sexuality, and gritty, urban Detroit could conceivably have agdedan
authentic and even challenging female blues presentation, but maintaining tbét\Memen
also possessed something for everybody--owing to the group’s s racial digasity musical
variety—presented a conflict. Reviews and press materials on Detroit Wauihed from
national blues magazines indicated that Hart, or the group’s publicist(s), intdgtmaeéd
Detroit Women in the niche market of the blues, but she also made clear that\Wetran
sought universal appeal. The attempt to broaden the group’s appeal with too much “variety”
detracted from Detroit Women'’s credibility as an authentic blues band. Orhdréhand, that
same strategy of adhering to a blues image while not actually being dahegemade sense
commercially because a wide swath of consumers who might have been mordatdenfaith
other genres of music could still enjoy a blues band such as Detroit Women, a group éuhat play
to the crowd, so to speak.

Even for the blues women of the 1920s, maintaining a sense of commerciality and
contriving, constructing, and manufacturing an image that mass audiences adilidaiesorb
was common. Some blues scholars later criticized the blues queens and their gmTOspSr
more specifically, the men who in many cases stood behind the marketing ardgtres of the
blues women and their songs, for their distance from the “realism of the dmelsfor being “a
product of commercializatiorf? The realness, or authenticity, of many of those women worked
on several levels, including race, class, and geographical origin. It is\aedhat the
women overcame many of the more superficial aspects of the commetbatisgprrounded
them in the decade of the 1920s. After all, the Texas Nightingale really wagafsom Texas

name Sippie Wallace, and there were few, if any, arguments that Ma Raise\t, as she
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claimed to be, the “mother of the blues.” These women affixed their personas seltresnong
before their entry into the commercial world of the music business. In thefdaaeey, what
began as a self-bestowed and somewhat pretentious title became authéeticasysed across
the country “preachin” her blues.

Detroit Women is a group name that held representations of a Detroit that ag lamg
perhaps never, existed, as well as depictions of women’s sexuality and blueshaiusppear to
have been flattened and made one dimensional for commercial puiffoSesroit Women’s
press materials portray the group as compatible with the tough workingrokegs of Detroit.
Referring to the city of Detroit and “[iJts struggle, its evolution, iteo&on, its culture,” the
promotional material for the group goes on to state that, “Detroit Women —raweugan,
energy-infused rockin’ blues group — embody the gritty determination, the kinetectfat
drives the Motor City.” The promotional material is playing off mythologotdlstereotypical
representations of Detroit, wherein Detroit will and will always be whaag to members of the
baby boom generation, namely the Motor City, Motown, and the Murder City, despite its
progression beyond those characterizatféhsThe writer of the press materials is offering a
reified, neutered image of Detroit. Imagined as tough but not dangerous, and griiby toxic,
the city of Detroit magically becomes either devoid of urban danger origibbécause of urban
danger. Either way, its commercial appeal is increased. The “region” couldtbmpMitan
Detroit of Southeastern Michigan, or it could be the Midwest. It is more l&eatythical
“location” called Detroit, which is reified to appeal to middle-class consuareund the world
who believe that the automobile capital of the world, Hitsville, U.S.A., and the Murgera(it

time-relevant signposts, still aptly describe twenty-first-cenetroit.
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In promotional press material written by Hart for Seattle Women, her wiewsomen’s
sexuality, or her idea of how women’s sexuality should be presented in relatiorbtoabe
surface and are similar to her mythical conception of Detroit. Havingdefelgo at the door,”
Hart first pictured the appearance of Seattle Women as a “majot eventone-of-a-kind
happening” that would bring together the talents of the “northwest’s top rhyttrblaes
singers.” To that end, she first performed with singers Nancy Claites RA&n, Kathi
McDonald, and L. J. Porter--the four women who stayed in Seattle Women for the duration of
the group’s existence--because she wanted to “get [her] name out there hlonever, the
single event overwhelmed Hart and she quickly forgot that “selfish reagshkét to form the
group. She ultimately realized that it was bigger than she was, and it blosson&ehittie®
Women, a group with membership split between black and white women. Hart sthessed t
racial diversity of the group, but she also explained that women in the blues %nace anto
themselves” who shared the character “defect” of “feeling too much.” ribegrthe blues as
both “music” and an “experience” that all the women could relate to, Hart went oscitbée
how Seattle Women felt about blues music:

What each one of the women knew was that the blues we sang about is the pain
that’s so deep and secret that we weren’t sure we could share it with complete
strangers and, at them same time, knew it is the very pain that’s the most
universal. It is that secret pain we chose to sing about. We knew the blues was
the joy of sharing our pain.
Hart also created a metaphor for her personal experience with the group:€;Rberwomen’s
show became an amusement park and each woman a thrill-seeking ride.”-Saxgriywomen
performed at different times under the banner of Seattle Women, and Hart Wioté them

changed my life; how I live it; how | perceive who | am, and how | set myite®today.%°
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Challenging the idea of a “universalized woman,” bell hooks writes that the
universalization of the category “woman” generally refers to white @oand the experience of
materially privileged white females, and serves to deny race arsidittesence$?’ Apart from
describing “each woman a thrill-seeking ride,” Hart tended more to unizersabmen by
attributing a universal quality to her band mates, who differ by race anthpably by their
individual approaches to music. Hart attempted to broaden the appeal of the group by defini
women'’s blues as the “joy of sharing . . . pain.” According to Hart’s definitions Iohussic is
painful, emotionally wrought music blended with joy. Hart’s “blues women” anestl
portrayed from a male perspective, that is, with their character “defetfeeling too much”
and their deep wells of pain, which is somewhat eradicated by the joy climgl@ain. In
addition, Hart, who set the agenda in terms of image for Seattle Women aoid Weitmen,
strangely refers to the other women as experiences of her own. Certainlgfabiatas due to
the short format of a press release, and the premise of the press tabasetrying to sell a
product.

In seeking a show of solidarity and unity, Hart also downplays the differentes of
women. To her diversity does not appear to celebrate difference; but ratleeresa, which is
more acceptable on a commercial level. It is the idea that multicidtardbes not embrace
differences, but only shared qualities. Truth lies in simplicity, not in compleAilywomen are
alike and all the female blues singers are alike, because all the blues dipgato the well of
pain, wrought out joyfully in performance. Based on Erving Goffman’s seatethat “all social
life is performed” and his own search for authenticity, sociologist David &@razncludes
“authenticity is always manufactured” and “its status is a contriv&iééVhat Hart presents is

a contrived, manufactured blues band, but the same reasons that make it inauthenti@ such as



177

compressed multiculturalism and mythical representations of “women” aricbfQemake it
more appealing on a commercial level. Hart's marketing instincts cotifeatifferences and
inflate sameness, making for an imbalanced diversity that becomes part mhfachaed
commercial commodity rooted not in authentic black culture but in reifications of hitiake;
blues music, and blues women.

With merchandise, endorsements, and a line of clothing, Kate Hart has moved her solo
career, Seattle Women, and Detroit Women into the realm of high commerce and has
essentialized blues music as well as the women in her groups in order to makeoteem m
marketable and accessible. Hart has constructed musical productions baseoktyi arat
“diversity,” but both terms were redefined for a commercial audienceyingedn professionals
to help market her groups, Hart practically abandoned the DIY movement in order tagome
with a slick, commercial product. Unlike Spangler, who, like many white blugsradidos,
seeks to conserve blues music that originally appeared in Detroit in the 1940s andhi1g0s t
his association with black blues artists of that era, Hart seeks to promoteemrblues
enhanced by variety. In this respect, she is akin to the modern blues women, but the ways in
which she defines “blues” as both music and experience based on the “pain” of thiaiherpe
and the joy found in the release of that pain, offers not an enhanced vision of blues music but a
narrowed vision instead. Similarly, her description of female blues singefbrEsed of their
own” contradicts the message of diversity and makes it apply only to essentigds|salth as
race and age. Even those differences blur in the consumer-friendly homogenizedgreduct
called Seattle Women and Detroit Women, two conceptual groups that, with theaxoépt

geographical markers and personnel, are practically interchangeable.
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Chapter Six

Singing it for the Second Time: The Resurgence of Detroit’'s Queen ofulks,RI960-2000

After enjoying some of the best years in her career inatee1950s and early 1960s,
Alberta Adams felt that Detroit, in the remainder of the 1960sndichave much to offer héf?
The 1960s, a decade in which rock, rhythm-and-blues, and soul overshadowedghstéitesl
with promise for Adams, who in 1962 released a single containingotl a&5Feeling” and
“Without Your Love,” on Thelma Gordy’s Thelma Records label out efr@it.°*® She
performed frequently at Detroit's upscale nightclubs like the 28n& the Alvito Bar, and
Phelps Lounge, the latter being one of the most popular black mubg td open in Detroit in
the early 1960s. Later in the decade, Alberta Adams occasionattrmped at some of the
city’'s top black nightclubs, but new acts and sounds were moving in to hiakelace.
Nevertheless, she doggedly pursued her career during theyéstsrof the 1960s and the 1970s,
a period that saw other musical genres, such as funk and disdo,tlvatattention of black

listeners®®?

Adams’s climb back to her former status in Detroit did not ydadigin until the
1980s, when she was one of few women and jump blues artists paegoomithe Mississippi
Delta-based and predominantly male Detroit blues scene. By the 39@0sjth the help of an
astute and well-connected band member, promoter, and manager, R. JerSpdivgyta Adams
reached a point in her career that she described as “a dreaen tnmri®*? Although an
international blues revival that benefited many of Detroit’'s lakists accompanied Alberta’s
resurgence, Adams had much to do with her newfound success. Her tenacity, latiodedicd

her still vibrant performance and songwriting skills allowed thereassert herself as Detroit’s

gueen of the blues.
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By 1966, Phelps and the 20 Grand booked Motown artists and top soul and R&B acts like
Solomon Burke and Etta Janfé8.Very rarely did the club book a local blues artist like Alberta
Adams. Every once in a while, Phelps and the 20 Grand would presematgtknown blues
headliners like Bobby Blue Bland, Koko Taylor, and B. B. King, but Adaray showed up in
the advertisements for the nightclubs in ffiehigan Chronicle®** Instead, Adams performed at
lesser-known clubs on Detroit’s east side such as Blues Unlianigéthe Parrot Lounge, as well
as the Fox Cocktail Lounge on Detroit's west sitfe The Blues Unlimited 1966 New Year's
Eve show, which paired Adams with Detroit Delta blues stal\Batio Jenkins, was notable
among these advertisements since it indicated that the divisiddstroit between jump blues
and Delta blues were erodifif. During the rest of the year, Blues Unlimited, which advertised
having the “best in the blues,” relegated the blues to Monday night8Iu@ Mondays, the club
presented an array of mostly male Detroit blues stars, hetlestception of Adams, that included
John Lee Hooker, Little Sonny and his Rhythm Rockers, Mr. Bo, and the&/daeer Band®’
The Blues Unlimited’s blend of blues music and rhythm-and-blues ey seemed
incongruous to some whites, but some black audiences, which in masyhessd one style of
music in the other and vice versa, may have welcomed this v&tfety.

By 1970, the black club scene in Detroit had reinvented itselhagaerms of new clubs
and locations, but Adams did not benefit from the changes. Well-ssi@thlclubs, such as the
20 Grand, continued to book Motown acts as well as acts like Detsotiéfunk innovators
Parliament Funkadelic. Phelps reserved most of its dates foasduR&B acts, but still saved
room for the occasional appearance by blues artist Bobby Blunel, Bdasoul blues artist who
remained very popular with black audiendds. Watts Club Mozambique and Ben’s Hi

Chaparral joined the surviving headliner clubs and brought in Detroit sigtsdike Bettye
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Lavette, The Monitors, Ivy Hunter, and McKinley Jackson, as welbeal blues artist Little
Sonny®® In March of 1970, Adams, billed as the Queen of the Blues, played arRitle
Monday show at the Metropole Lounge on Chene near East Grand Boui&vakthel's
Cocktail Lounge on Mack occasionally booked blues acts. However, £timked R&B and
soul acts primarily and maintained a reputation of being one oftiyis top disco dance clubs
by offering dance between band sets on the weekends and dancethmgigfiout the week.
Blues artists such as Little Milton, Esther Phillips, and Alb¢énmg surface inMichigan
Chronicle advertisements for Ethel's in 1985. Alberta Adams returned to Phelps Lounge in
November of 1986* Despite an apparent lack of work in Detroit, Alberta said that s
continued to obtain out-of-town bookings throughout these lean decades, plaguiarly in
cities like Ann Arbor, Chicago, Philadelphia, Nashville, Cincinnati, aesv Nork®** In the
1960s, she toured extensively with blues artist Eddie “Cleanheaddnifis Remarking on
what venues existed for her to play in Detroit in the 1960s, 1970s, and 198fss Aaid,
“There really wasn't too much of nothin§*®

Although Detroit’s black club scene appeared to grow tired obthes in the 1960s,
blues activity picked up in the 1970s with Detroit’s electric Mississippie&tlyle blues players,
who starred in Detroit area blues festivals that were jusingetinderway. The white baby
boomer generation’s interest continued to rise and bolstered attendartbe festival§?’
Depending upon one’s perspective, these white groups and solo aithistsoffered a sacred
tribute to American blues artists or simply appropriated theision All the above helped
galvanize interest in the blues amongst the white youth and the emergingc@@6@s culture of

the United State¥®
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Alberta Adams speaks of herself as fitting squarely withiawthentic African American
blues tradition and while she does not demean white players, gomeom she has shared
stages with, she does seem to see them as interlopersiittmytehat African Americans once
“owned.” Expressing a sense of disappointment with the apparent |atler@st contemporary
black musicians have in playing the blues, Adams said, “At one tireevhite man, or | want to
say white people, didn’t know what blues was . . . now . . . [the] whiteib®msging the blues,
and playing it. In fact, they’re taking it from us . . . we ao¢ doing anything with the blues as
of now.” Nevertheless, Adams would be the first to admit that shdédérefited from the racial
shift in blues audiences as well as the infringement of whitgigians on the blues. At the time
of her interviews, Adams’s band members were all white and she was quick to praif€ the

In the early 1990s, the shift from vinyl to compact disc driven gniign by music
manufacturers, the establishment of new venues, and the emergenderoblaes-related
ventures raised commercialism related to blues music towva laeel, and this hyper-
commercialization had a trickle-down effect on Detroit bluestarike Adams. The concerted
move on the part of the music industry decision makers to swiboh dne format to another
resulted in significant sales for old blues re-releases, whisk vepackaged and remarketed as
boxed sets, double-, triple- and quadruple-compact disc sets, and couhéess@y” products
that had mostly been previously relea$®dEntrepreneurial business ventures related to blues
music, such as the House of Blues, which over the course of the demezaliae a chain of
concert halls and restaurants designed to “recreate the ambfemdenky juke joint, but at the
cost of a million dollars,” also came to life in the 1988sThe House of Blues, dreamt up by
Hard Rock Café inventor Sam Tigret, “did not start these traattser, it [became] their latest,

slickest extension®? In 1992, former Kansas City club owner and promoter Roger Naber
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initiated the Legendary Rhythm and Blues Cruise. Naber, whssignee appropriated the idea
from a smaller blues cruise launched in 1991, chartered an ocegrehisted a multitude of
blues and rhythm-and-blues performers to take aboard, and invited falue®imusic to take a
Caribbean cruise whose ports of call included Aruba and the Bafam@amce admired by
white blues purists for its simplicity and relative exclugiviblues music in the 1990s was
reaching out to an ever-widening swath of consurfigts.

The first local signs in Detroit of recognition for Albea@ams may have come earlier,
but it is certain that by 1996 Adams was garnering increatsention®>> A 1996 article written
by George Seedorff imThe Michigan Chronicleindicated that the Detroit Blues Society
nominated Alberta Adams for a lifetime achievement award, wiiehwon in early 199%7°
Detroit Blues Magazinea quarterly magazine launched in 1995 by publisher Robert Jr. Whitall,
put Alberta Adams on the cover of the fall 1996 issue, and a lefegihyre article about Adams
was included inside the magazine. The headline of George Seededtire story on January
31, 1996, in the entertainment sectionTéle Michigan Chronicleead, “Alberta Adams: Still
the Queen of the Blues in the Motor City.” For the most part,sthey recounted Alberta
Adams’s early days in show business, but it also filled in soitiiee holes present in Detroit’s
blues history. Seedorff's article devoted space to some of Addrakéfs about blues music
and the blues in general. She believed that blues music &tetsed on life issues and reality
in their work. She also spoke of the spiritual power of the bluaghwshe said tended to
promote freedom. “Truth is, we all get the blues,” said Adawiso added that, “The blues is
about freedom and finding a way to be free, even when it sometimes seems htPéless.’

In 1997, the Minnesota-label, Cannonball Records released the firstenewdings by

Alberta Adams since her 1960s recording for Thelma Records.carhpact disc, called “Blues
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across America — the Detroit Scene,” was a compilation albusorts featuring Adams, the
Butler Twins, and Johnnie Bassett, who each did four songs on the &fbuts release, albeit

on a small independent label, indicated that the Detroit BluaseSuece again merited national
and international attention. It was not until 1999 that Cannonball eeledberta’s first solo
compact discBorn with the Blugsand 1999 was the year when things really began happening
for her. Besides her solo compact disc, material by Alltbeda was buried since the 1950s
appeared on two high profile compilation albunfs,J. Fowler and his Rockin’ Jump Band
(featuring Calvin Frazier)and the MCA/Chess compilation/omen Blues Singe?s’

In the late 1990s, Adams’s manager, R. J. Spangler, began booking Iner festival
circuits of the United States and Canada and Adams enjoyed leortithe road. According to
Spangler, the reception given to Adams all over the United Statie€anada pleased her to no
end. “My dream come true,” Adams said. “l always wanted tom lsbow business and | wound
up being nationwide. I'm all ovef*™ Spangler said that the first time Alberta appeared at the
New Daisy Theater on Beale Street in Memphis, photographérmsvesl themselves to get her
picture because it had been years since she had appeared in MefRgloigle were shocked.
These photographers just ran out like paparazzi,” hé*Saie. 2000, Cannonball followed up its
release of “Born with the Blues” with another full-length g@amat disc titled “Say Baby Say.”
Adams continued to cross the continent, from New York to San Fraramsc&rom Vancouver
to Montreal. She turned down an offer to tour in Europe due to her fégingt “There’s too
much water,” she saff> Adams was meeting friends she never knew she had and loving it at
eighty-three years old. She preferred the road to playing tmiDendicating like the modern
Detroit blues women she had helped to mentor, that she really falmdegpect and little in the

way of financial rewards in what had become her hometown. “Detveiain’t got it,” Adams
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said. “l don’'t care where | worked at on that road, there veaeatiful people. They come up to
you and tell you they enjoyed yoff* Releasing CDs and touring to support them, Adams felt
successful again.

Acknowledgement streamed in for Detroit’s queen of the blues, wittogsly received
such attention; in spite of her having already spent five decadésw business, she had “made
it” all over again. Although nominated for the Blues Foundation’s piessgW. C. Handy
awards in 2001, 2002, 2003 in the category of Traditional Blues — Femisde & the Year,
Adams lost every year to Koko Taylor, Chicago’s Queen of thee$l Adams said she
thoroughly enjoyed coming to Memphis for the awards cere$n§When | was in Memphis,
Tennessee, and all the big time musicians, and all these othémei lady singers, and | sit
there and look at them, | say “Wow,” and they were sitting thwskihg at me saying “Who is
she,” you know. But | made it with theri® By 2002, Cannonball Records went out of
business and R. J. Spangler and a partner started their own ladtlelywBeRecords. Spangler’s
Eastlawn issued Albertalsive AAin 2002 and’'m on the Moven 2003. That made for four
full-length compact disc releases in five years — each conggsome of Alberta Adams’s own
compositions. Each new release meant more songwriting and moreorkabwt Adams was
energized and willing to do the work. “[W]hen you cut a CD, youtgast cut that CD and
leave it right on the shelf,” Adams said. “You got to put it outetad you got to follow it . . .
that's how | made it.”

After nearly sixty years in show business, Adams had a desireatvel that had
evaporated when she was younger after she had several bad expaéni¢gheeBm Crow South.
Travel in her new career had helped her attain the stdteeafom with the blues that she had

been professing for most of her If€. Besides freedom and liberation, travel can represent
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power, provide a reason for self-affirmation, or symbolize stus female blues sing&t
Having journeyed in the Jim Crow South, however, Alberta Adams developsdctance to
travel®® For African American women from the North, travel in the Soutthé 1940s and
1950s was hazardous, at worst, and discomforting at best, when the womeit thificdlIt to
procure food and temporary lodgiffy. It is not difficult to imagine that such experiences would
contradict any ideas of liberation, yet in the late 1990s, Adams dgaiame excited about
travel. She was on the road with a band, sometimes with anotherviatuean, and a woman
who paid attention to her personal needs. Travel became rewarding agtthisgnto reflect on
when she came back to Detroit. “I lay at home and | look at the fka& for the weather,”
Adams said. “And | say, ‘I've been to all those places Il.davn in Key West, Phoenix. Yep.
California. We've been all over. I've been everywhé&r8.”

Although Adams’s associating freedom with the blues is not newsasiten repeated by
other blues artists, her acknowledgment of that relationship provasee msight into what
many blues queens have represented to others and to themselveblueehevomen of the
1920s, admired for their wisdom and professed expertise in worldly, weayught a new sense
of reality to vaudeville stages, and a new sense of freedomfahstcould aspire to and
admire®’* In the 1990s, Adams was a role model and an advisor to several ydinger
women and a new flock of fans. Like a minister, or more preciké/a blues woman, Adams
preached of love, relationships, and reality. In accordance withftitan American experience
in the United States, all of those subjects reflected a awbeatill to freedom, denied to
enslaved and emancipated African AmericHAs.

For Adams, her reality is synonymous with the music she sii8i® believes in the

blues, which is the main theme of the “story” she tells whersstgs. She advises listeners to
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accept as fact what her own life has taught her to accept.bllibe are omnipresent and real,
even though they may lay dormant at times. She bases her conss®uas the blues on her
own experience, which in a larger sense relates to the Aficearican experience in the United
States. “I let them know what the blues is all about, because ay goes by that | don’t have
the blues,” Adams said. “Ain’t going to be no day, no two days alike, but there is bargsiay

in your life.”"

Bringing in New Year 1997 with Chicago Blues Queen KoKo TaylFarndale’s
Magic Bag Theater, Detroit blues guitarist and singer BQBeen enthusiastically shouted,
“Move over hip hop. There’s a blues explosion happening right now and wamenbéy part
of it.” Detroit blues women apparently were playing a bigges tbhn ever before in Detroit’s
1990s blues revival. Apart from Adams’s success, Detroit blugsen like Thornetta Davis,
Mimi Harris, Joce’lyn B, Areleen Orr, and Priscilla Prigjoyed a spike in local attenti6ff. In
1997, Michigan Chronicle’s“Reflections” columnist Steve Holsey gave passing mention to
Alberta Adams who he named as part of Detroit's A-Team of lewmacalists. While Holsey,
who listed Adams alongside Anita Baker, Della Reese, Diana BRodspthers, may have been
merely compiling a list of Detroit female vocalists with $A’in their names, the attention to
Alberta Adams can be interpreted only as an honor, especiallideang the first-rate singers
with whom Holsey grouped h&F° Adams received another honor from her female peers in
November of 1997 when the Detroit Blues Society presented “WomBetmit Blues” at the
Scarab Club in Detroit's museum district. Prior to the show, bothnEtta Davis and Joce’lyn
B, second and third on the bill respectively, told Seedorff that Werg there because of the
mentoring and inspiration of Adarfi®. In his November 12, 1997 column, Seedorff attributed a

blues-gospel fusion to Davis and Joce’lyn B, and described Adamsis atua “sophisticated,
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world-wise, uptown style of jazzy jump blue¥? The style of music that Seedorff ascribed to
Adams was the style of music propagated by Detroit’s blues women of the 1940s.

Although still overshadowed by their male counterparts, it norethehppeared that
women were drawing more attention to themselves in the Detroit 19€s scene. However,
both Seedorff’'s columns and Robert Jr. Whitaldstroit Blues Magazinéocused primarily on
male performers. Of the approximately twenty-eight feattieles on blues musicians written
by Seedorff from the latter part of 1996 to early 1998, only fiveevadrout womefi’® The
Detroit Blues Magazinalso focused on masculinity in the blues. Out of eleven coveesstor
that ran under the banner DEtroit Blues Magazineone, which featured Alberta Adams, was
devoted to a blues womAf. Several Detroit blues women other than Adams, including B. B.
Queen, Thornetta Davis, Joce’lyn B, Orthea Barnes, Mimi HarrisleAn Orr, and Priscilla
Price, could have been featured blues artiSts.

Like Adams’s songs, the songs of the 1920s blues queens sought in s@esjocground
listeners in reality®* Market-driven and commercial, the songs of the blues queens wer® aki
popular hit records in later decades. Consequently, some bluegsdistaunt the authenticity
of the music of the blues queeffé. However, the songs were meaningful to the migrants of the
Great Migration. Referring to Mamie Smith’'s “Crazy Bllieblues scholar Paul Oliver
speculated, “[l]t had meaning for every African American whtefisd to it.?*®* The scouting
work done by the blues women during the Great Migration was edlgacseful to the young,
single women from rural areas in the South who considered a move hf*hoAiberta Adams
has clung to that storyteller tradition. “You write a tune, artélis a story, like, ‘I was born

with the Blues,’ ‘Blues Been Good to Me,” you know, ‘| Paid My Dues,’” I'm tellingoays’®®°
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The songs also targeted social issues, such as the legahsystit affected African
Americans, poverty, drug abuse, and alcoholism, as well as hpgntgonal issues, such as
human relationships. Their attention to things that generally wenentioned drew the blues
queens closer to their listeners. The blues women themselvesmanteof those songs, and
while male Tin Pan Alley songwriters, both black and white, also geavsongs, the female
singers who delivered them transformed them into songs sung froomanis perspectivé?®
The women were storytellers, and whether their storiee yayful, sad, or somewhere in
between, a substantial audience that has lasted until the phesentelcomed and perhaps
benefited from those stori€§’

Blues scholars often marginalize, conflate into a single dilmensr over-generalize
blues written and sung by women despite the multiple dimensions of M®rmleies. Blues
historians Charles Keil and Albert Murray argue that both raakk female performers used
“‘men’s” and “women’s” blues interchangeably and simply switcheadege references in the
songs when they performed. Poet/writer Langston Hughes wigtesa/ely on blues music and
in an interview recorded in the 1980s left his impressions on what hehthdiffggrentiated
men’s from women’s blues. He defined men’s blues as primangoguic blues: being broke,
being hungry, and being out of work. Women'’s blues, according to Hughes mostly about
love: a woman singing about a man who has gone off and left hexaimp&e®®® Apart from
the near certainty that a woman singing about a man who has gone off red Veftuld have an

economic meaning as well as a meaning based upon the subject ,ofhlenee are manifold

dimensions to women'’s blues. The above arguments are true to some degree, but they €o not tak

into account a woman'’s capacity to interpret a man’s song fromnaamne perspective and

transform the meaning of the song in the pro&&sdn addition, simply by changing gender
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references, the performer could radically alter the meawiirthe song, as a love song from a
woman to a man, or a woman to a woman, is more than likely to leeedifffrom a man’s love
song to a woman. Kiel denigrates the blues women for having sasdaetl and formulaic
blues form and writes that blues men of the 1920s modeled their blisgs on that of the blues
women not because they were inspired to do so, but to satisfy ttagesliof the record
companies and to appeal to the popular tastes of the fitha&hat he is doing, like many other
white blues writers, is chipping away the authenticity of thee®lwomen for the sake of a
predominantly masculine blues music history.

The blues songs written and sung by women, such as Sippie Wallac&®ainey,
Victoria Spivey, Bessie Smith, and many others, throughout the 192@$ @&t a difference
between blues music performed and written by women and bluesrped@nd written by men.
It is hard to imagine how a black male blues artist would perfophawsible switch of gender on
Ma Rainey’'s “Prove It On Me Blues,” a song that overtlyebedtes women’s same-sex
relationships. In the song, the female subject, wearing a fcotid a tie” and “talking to the
girls just like any old man,” pursues an errant lover, and revealseix@al preference in the
process:

They said | do it, ain’t nobody caught me

Sure got to prove it on me

Went out last night with a crowd of my friends

They must have been women ‘cause | don’t like n6%hen

Contrary to what Langston Hughes said about women’s blues musieenvdid not
write blues songs solely about love and sex. They also wrote #leoutdmen’s issues, socio-
economic issues, their communities, and a complex, nuanced and assgttal#ysthat stood in

opposition to the male construction of a woman’s “pl&é.”Bessie Smith’'s “Poor Man’s
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Blues,” is a timeless social statement about gross economjaaility.°>®> Her “Backwater
Blues,” which she wrote and recorded just prior to the Great $8ipgi Flood of 1927,
acknowledges the loss of lives and property and the woes of geactltet make natural yet
also man-made catastrophes so horrendous and stands as anothex ekamphg that eschews
the topic of “love” for social awarene%¥.

With “I'm a Mighty Tight Woman,” another song that would provide fodi#ficult
gender trade-off, an assertive Sippie Wallace offers theahbler desires her sexual expertise
and her belief that she can do anything in life to which shehsetsiind. She is a “jack of all
trades,” who can be anything for a man, including his “slave,” heitis essentially a fearless
woman who has got nothing to hide, and stands opposed to the patriarchal oconuieptiat a
woman ought to say and do—a woman’s place. Wallace concludes theisfotige following
lyric: “Cause I'm a mighty tight woman, and there is nothing that | f&&r.”

In her “Young Woman’s Blues,” Bessie Smith’s subject refusestoply with common
patriarchal mores that would have a woman settle down beforesstied to do so on her own.
Instead, and after her male partner leaves her one day, Ssubjéxt does not resolve to weep
away the hours, but makes plans to go “runnin’ ‘round” and to “run down” a dtoté men.
She pledges to “drink good moonshine” in the process. Despite otharg bal a “bum,” or a
“hobo,” the woman who gives voice to the song remains confident in hansehopeful for the
future: “See that long lonesome road, Lord, you know it’s got to end/And good woman and
| can get plenty men®®®

Blues queens such as Alberta Adams, Billie Holiday, and Dinah Washirtave
continued to define the power struggles between men and women and toashefinedefine

relationships. The blues women defined the struggle for power &etidlack men and black
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women from a woman’s point of view. Daphne Duvall Harrison writeBg“®nuous nature of
black male/female relationships lies at the core of bluesatiire.®®” The historical context and
the material conditions that led to the 1920s and 1930s rise and fadl blues queens have not
returned; however, subsequent blues performers have adopted many of thbld€2@gieens’
themes and recast them for their own times. The raunchy pergy $Gimme a Pigfoot (and a
Bottle of Beer),” written by Wesley Wilson but first popularized and dtbhe Bessie Smith, has
been redone by Billie Holiday, Lavern Baker, Nina Simone, and ChRass, four women who
represent almost every generation of songstresses that have aftéreSmith’$*® They sought
to redefine their place in that struggle, and they sang to @ntemd to impart life lessons they
had learned for their experiences. They illustrated in sonditfegences of interests between
black men and women and sought to redefine a woman’s place in $8tiety.

For Alberta Adams, establishing herself as a “dirty old lagy'tomical, but it also
conjures what Hazel V. Carby calls an “empowered preséfitt.is a bit of reinvention meant
to carry a middle-aged performer into old age, a time when relley performers cease to
perform. When Adams tells an audience, “I'm a dirty old lady andbetter watch me,” she is
being comical but she is also warning those watching her thas s#l a vibrant, ambitious
woman who is in control of her art and its presentation. She isgstnat she is still a threat and
that her audience should not take her lightly. In one sense, it is just another bit of
performance, but she is also drawing a line between audience and perfodnteiag charge of
the performance space. Instead of being an old woman who singsi¢ise Alberta maintains
her individuality with a comic’s flair and maintains her distimsage as Detroit's queen of the

blues, and establishes control in a performance space. She alsss@spupon her audiences
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that sexuality is not just the domain of younger women, and she coraratedtion as the focal
point in the venue for the duration of her performance.

Adams has said that a blues performer has to live the bloedento sing the blues, and
that her experience of her own life has earned her the rightdgathe blues. She has survived
her personal hardships and she lives to tell about them with her. n@lsicbelieves her talent is
a gift from God, yet she acknowledges her unique individuality amgs&s that she raised
herself. She admits to few, if any, influences. “l got my gtyhe, and can’t nobody do what |
do, and | don’t try to copy off nobody,” Adams sdfd. Billie Holiday, one of the most
influential female blues artists in the American musical cansaid, much the same thing when
asked of her influences: “You can't copy anybody and end up witthimg. If you copy, it
means you’re working without any real feeling,” Holiday saiénd, without feeling, whatever
you do amounts to nothing®® Adams no longer believes that singers should compete and try to
outdo each other. Everyone is unique, she said, “Just do yours. Do what you can @4 best.”

Adams’s longevity, which accounts for her first-hand experiencesag@ator in some
of Detroit’s vaudeville houses where she witnessed the performahbksges queens like Bessie
Smith, has given her an intimate grasp on the blues queens 920s8. She grew up with
vaudeville, which, in Detroit theaters, is where the blues queens dP&@s and early 1930s
performed. Adams had multiple encounters with the nationally known gpligesns of the 1940s
and 1950s who traveled to Detroit frequently because of its reputdtiring those years as
being a hot spot for entertainment. Adams’s travels to many amisatities in the country
also helped form her world-view, which, like the blues queens, she yd#dptmstage in song,

comedy, and danc&
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When Alberta Adams began performing in Detroit in the early 1946scountry was in
the throes of the Second Great Migration, and the migration of inlanks to Detroit was not
complete. The Second Great Migration, which began in 1940 and continuedlQir(@i)
exceeded the first in numbers, but unlike the blues queens of the 1920sjigvated North
themselves and spoke directly to other migrants, Adams was dototi¢the plight of the
migrant’®® Her own migration to Detroit, in which an aunt took Roberta Louse @stfoom
Indianapolis to Detroit around 1920, occurred when she was three ygarSta grew up in an
urban area, went to urban schools, and performed in urban nightclubs likentemgorary,
Billie Holiday. Alberta Adams was a Detroiter, an urban eneatvho knew little of the South
until she traveled there as a performer. In this way, shegliffem most of the 1920s blues
gueens, who had one foot in the then predominantly rural South and one fsetominantly
urban northern cities. However, just as Billie Holiday who, as AndelDavis proves, was
rooted in the women’s blues tradition initiated in the 1920s despiteategorization as a jazz
artist, Adams, too, explores the connections “between love, sexualdiduality and
freedom.”’

Beginning in the late 1930s, Adams carried forth and embellishedltieprint for
women’s blues that the blues queens of the 1920s had established, tesfgitt that the blues
had become a man’s world. When she first used her entertainméntckituate herself in the
company of nightclub patrons and theater audiences early in her,cslre resorted to comedy
to cool off unruly patrons, and to declare herself an equal to thenntles audience. Much later
on, when she became the self-described “dirty old lady” for tkévé& crowd, she also

established her “place” as a performer in control of her audien&&® succeeded in music

despite an aching consciousness of her own blues, which began in an cepsiaoidly after
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Alberta was born. Perhaps because of her style of blues anghigenistory in show business,
which led others to label her a blues singer, a jazz singerttanwkgnd-blues singer and a rock-
and-roll singer, purist scholars of the blues might question her aigtheot her place in the
larger blues world. That is what happened with the original bluesgueEor their alleged
commerciality, their use of the erotic, and their alleged novelies women ruffled some male
writers simply for subjecting themselves to the exploitation ¢hate with men’s ownership of
the means of production, that is, a record company, a venue, or icétdmioking agenc{’®
Throughout her career, Adams sidestepped one-sided record contractdyevroten material,
and maintained her own individuality, while still possessing a comme¢ti the early blues
women. Like the lives of the original blues queens, Alberta’s life confirmesetheeliance and

assertiveness of African American women in the black comm(fffity.
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Conclusion

Sippie Wallace’s career flourished in the 1920s when blues women dominated the field
of the blues. Her fame would rise again with the blues revival of the 1960s, when whste blue
aficionados, white blues musicians, and white members of the counterculture meeetooke
control of the medium of blues music, and began to rediscover African American bistss ar
In between Wallace’s two full-time stints as a blues singer, the pianisi@eglsinger played
and sang sacred music, and issued two albums of blues music while residing in Dekeit.
first incarnation, Wallace performed to African America audiences andedesongs like “I'm
A Mighty Tight Woman” from black working-class culture, added her individual pointesf,vi
and knit them back into that culture through her recordings and live appearances on the black
vaudeville circuit. In her 1960s return to show business, Wallace appeared on tk®televi
show,The Today Shovand became a cultural treasure for nearly all-white audiences in
Copenhagen, London, and Berlin, as well as Detroit, Ann Arbor, and New York'Ciitythe
forty years that separated Wallace’s two go arounds in the spotlighte’Simusic did not
change much, but the world of blues music had changed radically.

Wallace, who called Houston, New Orleans, Chicago, and finally, Detroit, home,
demonstrated with her life and with her songs the deep relationship between the ldusfjue
the 1920s and the Great Migration, and how wedded the songs of the 1920s blues queens were to
the black working-class culture of that tifffé. From the 1960s to the 1980s, she embarked on a
different type of migration that took her and her music across boundaries of rasganth
gender. During that same period, Wallace presented part of black wor&ssgealture--

embodied in her and in her music--to entirely different audiences, which receivedmuc
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Sippie’s message not as experiences applicable to their own lives, but as tatesesdaning
from a culture alien to their owit?

Wallace was notable for her insistence that women could perform both bluesamdisi
sacred music, despite her church’s sanction against women performing semitainmublic.
According to Daphne Duval Harrison, breaking the sacred/secular barrieri;waiss
Wallace’s “bold move.”®* Wallace, along with other survivors of the 1920s, such as Alberta
Hunter and Victoria Spivey, was also notable for sustaining the rebellious tone rénaf sipe
1920s blues queens. She was among the many woman blues singers of that decade who
struggled for individual and collective liberation during a time of great lsogreaval within
African American communities in the North and South. Unfortunately, that stroggiieued
throughout the second half of Wallace’s career.

James Grossman describes the Great Migratibarmal of Hope: Chicago, Black
Southerners, and the Great Migratias a representation of a then “new African American
strategy to obtain the full rights of American citizensHi{y.” The blues women of the 1920s
participated in and chronicled that migratidn.As African American women, they struggled
not only for “the full rights of American citizenship,” but for their own libexadl conceptions of
a black woman'’s “place” in the emerging “modern” social world that gavie feintvomen’s
blues. For many of the blues women, “home” was usually in the southern countrytbide of
United States, and, as migrants, they relocated to unfamiliar and usually martbesn
environments, where new concerns, problems and troubles surfaced. With the “classic” bl
music or “vaudeville” blues music of the blues queens, performers communicated their
perspectives on the great event to their black working-class audiences and shdreddmms,

new hardships and new constraints that came with the Great Migration.
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In many cases, the blues women spoke to members of the black working class,
particularly women, desiring to leave rural life for the city, as wetbahe many that already
had come north and found the urban North to be a disappointtiéftough relatively few
African American women actually headed back home, the idea that theeepheace that was
very different from the urban area of which they had become a part provided some eohfor
prompted the blues women to write and perform songs of nostalgia about the South, or
“home.””*” The blues women’s songs also criticized the North. “Wouldn’t stay up North to save
nobody’s doggone soul,” Bessie Smith sang in “Dixie Flyer BIGESs h Smith’s “Work House
Blues,” The overworked and exhausted female subject of the song pledges he ‘futtttrain
home.” Both songs sent a message to the black working-class women that the uttavaslor
not the “promised land” that ti@hicago Defendeand the industrial recruiting agents
described™®

Blues women’s songs celebrated and cursed the new urban lifestyle, and theyfspoke
love and good times and the underside of life represented by crime, prison, adubezcs |
poverty, and aching loneliness. They warned would-be migrants and those who had alread
arrived in the city to brace themselves for a lifestyle very distant thhenone that they were
leaving. Their songs challenged the whitewashing of the South propagated byigriaminers
dependent on black labor and by southern church leaders, who either attempted to dissuade
workers from leaving their southern employment for the North, or tried to convincantsig
already located in the North to return to their southern “hofffe&lthough some of the songs
of the blues queens presented listeners with nostalgic, overly glorifieprategions of “home,”
other more journalistic songs served as part of the informal information netlwatldeteloped

between northern migrants and folks down soGthThe southern tragedies related to the Great
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Migration, like the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, and the 1915 boll weevil infestatios, we
not recounted in song by blues women only for melodramatic purposes. Blues women like
Smith and Rainey focused on the reality of the Migration, and their blunt interpretaitidas

on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line stood alongside of the often-misleading proasyd
forth by those in the North and the South who held a financial stake in either discouraging or
encouraging more souls to join the Great Migration.

In song, presentation, and attitude, blues women of the 1920s, like Wallace, promoted
freedom and independence to the masses of black migrants who experienced thé apheava
well as the social repression of the Great MigratithThe blues women or blues queens of the
1920s were among the first black, working-class American women to #esedelves, win a
sense of liberation for themselves, and claim the right to freedom for themaetivether
African Americans—especially women--following the disappointmentswdiicipation and
Reconstruction. They reacted to the institution of Jim Crow in the South and to tfoertess
but very strict system of segregation in the North.

While the blues artists who migrated to Detroit during the Second Great idigmathe
1940s and 1950s were overwhelmingly male, exceptional blues artists like AldartssAose
to the top on Detroit’s nightclub scene. Adams continued the tradition of women’s bluds, reple
with its emphasis on freedom and independence, but revamped and re-energized undsa the gui
of jump blues, an upbeat blues that incorporated elements of jazz and became the basis for
rhythm-and-blues, yet another offshoot of blues m{fSics the elevation of masculinity in
Delta-style blues music became part of the overall Detroit bluesidradhdams, Detroit’s

gueen of the blues, nonetheless managed to sustain a career in music that woulch¢ast for
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than seventy years and stood as a concrete connection between the 1920s blues queens and the
twenty-first century?*

Smokey Robinson, the singer-songwriter who would also become the vice-president of
Motown Records, remembered his experience listening to his mother’s blues redbeds i
1950s as “torment or some degrading type of thiAiyReacting to that kind of sentiment among
black youth, Berry Gordy, Jr. tried to submerge the blues elements thaedurfdss girl
groups, and many other groups on his label, as he set out to develop a rhythm-and-blues/pop
sound that would achieve universal appeal. Motown treated its female artists gstbegs
label’s hit-making machinery, and as strictly singers in the label'smeged division of labor.
Motown ghettoized its female vocalists. Those in charge of the label trappsdrtten in a
creatively oppressive system of production wherein skills other than vocal wesardiged.

The producers and executives of Motown made every effort to take the blues out dfahé gi
may have convinced aspiring blues singers in Detroit at the time to changeubiealm
direction.

Through its monumental success, Motown Records may have suppressed the blues as a
viable musical endeavor in Detroit in the 1960s, but Berry Gordy and the compartstsofos
recording stars inadvertently widened the horizons of the blues women who surfaegein D
in later years. Thornetta Davis, in deference to Adams it seems, bikdf lasrghe “Princess of
the Blues.” She also refers to herself as “the funky rock-and-blues divald®eshe said, “she
does it all.”?® Lady T, who says her major influences are Aretha Franklin, rhythm-aed-bhd
soul singer Denise LaSalle, and blues queen Koko Taylor, is not springboardingwféa “

blues platform. In their performances, these women, who grew up on Motown music more so



205

than they on did blues music, play a variety of songs that, combined, make up a modern blues
performance.

This development of an “inclusive blues” seems as if it was a matter of couveas |
and it was not. Its appearance accords with the many reinventions of bluesbuusgialso
entails a new rebellion against what some have determined to be authentic blueBet/ditzs
modern-day blues women call “variety” is indeed “living” modern-day bluesdsrstood by
audiences that are both black and white. “Variety” in blues music, as this stushyolasg
evokes statements regarding authenticity that often locate the “authartie’music’s distant
past, but for as many people who have said that blues music begins and ends with thigpilissis
Delta, others have stated that blues music has always been a work in pnogr@ssrato
change. Therefore, “classic,” “country,” “urban,” “Delta,” “rhythmdablues,” “variety” are all
part of what Leroi Jones (Amiri Baraka) called “the blues continutifmThe old forms survive
in the continuum and the continuum incorporates new forms of blues music and other genres of
music with blues roots. Many of the musical categories that apply to blueshausicome not
from blues musicians, but from persons other than the music makers, such as musg, schola
writers and critics, record company employees, or fans. While someswritee dissected and
categorized in attempts to define authentic blues, in reality blues mugiope and changes
over time. It changes with the passing of generations, and it changes whetiaheahtexts
that inspire the blues change. Its boundaries are expansive and suited to indbhgesthausic
of the past as well as to innovations that might challenge the concept of a nathrentiaity.
Muddy Waters spoke of the “old blues” and placed himself firmly in the realm ofidrzali
blues music, which seems much easier to define than the authentié®bitfesre is more than

one type of blues and placing the word “authentic” on one type of blues while denying
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authenticity to other types, such as “classic blues,” makes little sensenighly suspect that
accusations of inauthenticity often fall upon the shoulders of blues women and not blues men
Despite the issues of authenticity, ownership, and masculine dominancel, as thel
pressures of a market-driven music industry, all of which have served asebgtagbmen’s
blues music, blues women across the generations of the twentieth century Haishedta
African American women’s blues in American popular culture. Establishedtprii920, when
Mamie Smith’s “Crazy Blues” launched the female-dominated and comi&lassic blues”
era, women'’s blues emerged in the South around the turn of the twentieth century. éfgerform
such as the relatively unknown New Orleans blues singer Mamie Desdoumesg&éavia”
Rainey, out of Columbus, Georgia; Bessie Smith, from Chattanooga, Tennessee, ahd Beul
“Sippie” Wallace, of Houston, Texas, led the charge, and many others cameaffé’
Contrary to being an invention of 1920s American capitalism, the blues women
represented a branch of southern African American culture, which, while not exfengiality
between men and women, granted women positions of power over matters of impdsathce.
in the church and in the realm of folk medicine, where a matriarchal network of voodoo
practitioners earned respect and authority for their knowledge of midwifeayahatedicine,
and sacred African deities, women were leaders, as they were to becomeecaln of blues
music’*® Although chastised by some male writers for being inauthentic, and cdevstthby
the masculine blues tradition, the tradition of women’s blues—uwith its yearfioinffsedom
and liberation for the individual and for working-class African Americans as a&whab
survived into the twenty-first century. Moreover, survival has been achieved idarpnantly

male world of blues music, wherein not only musicians, but the majority of ancillsyspsuch
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as festival organizers, nightclub owners, blues music writers, managers, andlegents
traditionally been male.

The modern-day blues women are still bearers of a blues culture simhat tf the
blues queens of the 1920s, which, with its wisdom, its truth, and its message of liberation,
fortifies and comforts many who put faith in it. While the role of the blues quedasbehas
changed since the 1920s, the essence of the blues queens that emphasizes independence,
liberation, and healing has remained intact. The music of the modern blues womansvidc
from an attempt to duplicate something from the past, nevertheless shows bothithstyamtd
the progression of women’s blues from the 1920s to the present. Due to the end of southern
migration to the northern states, much ofrhison d’etrethat increased the cultural value of the
blues queens of the 1920s was no longer valid beyond the heyday of that decade’s blues women,
but the blues queens of the not-so-distant past and the present fulfill other functionsueshe bl
from a woman'’s perspective, means something different from blues sung bydierttzerefore
unique in its own right. Women still use the blues as a means to define, describe, and find
freedom, liberation, love, and spiritual fulfillment.

Defining the blues in all-encompassing terms, such as Wallace’s equatlidosfmusic
with “art” and “life,” and Adams’s association of the blues with “freedom,$¢hBetroit blues
women embodied, or at least represented, what blues women, as a collective, draydi sieed
beyond the conclusion of the twentieth century. As African American women and blues mus
artists, they had helped shape American popular music, and they continued to do so into the
1980s, when they faced competition between their type of blues music and less geiciese a
They continued to portray “life” as they knew it with sincerity and skill. lthe Detroit blues

women who began to perform after them, Wallace and Adams, either in person or through
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recordings, have survived beyond the turn of the century. They made a place foribemsz|
male-dominated industry that sought to marginalize them once the blues queen tirtaze of

1920s had died out. Through blues music, African American women have struggled successfully
to establish an arena in which African American feminist thought and critt@smeached not

only African American women and men but also much of the rest of the world.
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ABSTRACT
DETROIT BLUESWOMEN
by
Michael Duggan Murphy
August 2011
Advisor: Dr. John J. Bukowczyk
Major: History

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy

“Detroit Blues Women” explores how African American “women’sdd” survived the
twentieth century relatively unscripted by the image-makerghef male-dominated music
industry. In the 1920s, African American blues queens laid out a foundati@sdertive and
rebellious women’s blues that the many musical heirs who suatdbdm in the twentieth
century and into the first decade of the twenty first cendustained, preserved, and built upon.
The dissertation argues that women'’s blues, which encouraged women to |Heraelves and
seek sexual, social, and political freedom, survived into the twestyekntury despite facing
the formidable obstacles of racism, capitalism, and patriarchy.

The story of African American women’s blues in the twentieth wwgntelates to two
different types of migration, the first being the very phgs@and concrete Great Migration of
1910 to 1930 that brought blues music and many southern African Amenmdhs The second
migration was the more abstract, aesthetic, transcendent jotraejyook blues women, and
their blues across barriers of race, class. and gender. Botlsefrtiigrations were crucial to the

ongoing formation of women'’s blues and to the development of the women who sing the blues.
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Some blues scholars often emphasize that, with the exception 1¥20e blues queens,
blues music has been predominantly masculine territory, in termgs oéudiences and
performers, and masculinity has become almost synonymous with acitiieint the blues.
Female blues scholars, like Daphne Duvall Harrison, Angela Y. Daigel V. Carby, Sandra
Leib, and Marybeth Hamilton, have begun in recent decades toirexamd assess both the
concept of women’s blues and the role of blues women in African idamesociety and in the
United States. The concept of women’s blues remains controvengea,among some of the
women interviewed for this study.

This study also seeks to discount notions that the blues queens of thed920g era,
were, to a large degree, the creation of the music businessy ehherged from African
American working-class traditions and innovations; the most prominanvation was blues
music itself, which appears to have been a late nineteenth cerftisgnAAmerican invention
that built upon many then popular African American musical elementsough the world of
blues music, African American women and the working-class blackridams who initially
supported them, had a great impact on the American music businessjmwimnahy ways was
forced to adapt to the burgeoning African American market.

A major argument embedded in “Detroit Blues Women” holds that wonpawer and
control over defining their own sexuality through the medium of biaasic did not die out
following that brief period in which women'’s blues stood at thefforg of African American
popular entertainment. At least within the realm of blues musickbomen have continued to
formulate and portray a more inner-directed sexuality that botlenlgak and resists patriarchal,

racist, and class-based assumptions regarding a black woman’s place.
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