Christmas Blues Notes Vol. 2

Bo Carter was one of the most popular blues artists of the 30’s with an unparalleled ability to write dirty songs such as “Banana in Your Fruit Basket", "The Ins and Out of my Girl” and "Please Warm My Weiner.” Bo came from the musical Chatman family of Jackson, MS and with his brothers Lonnie and Sam recorded as members of the Mississippi Sheiks. Bo’s lone holiday number, “Santa Claus”, is suitably smutty: “When I get to using your Santa Claus/Want to use him different ways/I want to use you Santa Claus both night and day.”
“I am the Black Ace, I’m the boss card in your hand” sang Babe Karo Lemon Turner on station KFJZ out of Forth Worth, Texas in the late 1930’’s. He became known as the Black Ace, playing bottleneck on a National steel guitar on his lap, a style he learned from one time running partner Oscar “Buddy” Woods. He cut two sessions (a two song 1936 session went unreleased), one in 1937 for Decca and a final one for Arhoolie recorded at his Fort Worth home in 1960. “Christmas Time Blues (Beggin' Santa Claus)” features his formidable bottleneck playing, reprised at the latter session as “Santa Claus Blues.”

Mary Harris, who cut two sides for Decca at an October 31, 1935 session is most certainly Verdi Lee who cut sides on the exact same date, also in the company of fellow St. Louis musicians Peetie Wheatstraw and Charlie Jordan. The holidays were evidently in mind as the group cut the following at the same session: “Christmas Tree Blues”, “No Christmas Blues”, “Happy New Year Blues”, “Christmas Christmas Blues” and “Santa Claus Blues” (the latter two sans Verdi Lee). “Happy New Year Blues” stands out with the strong, nasal tinged vocals of Lee as she exhorts her band mates to “play it for me til’ I get young again!”  

Charlie Jordan was a fine singer, deft guitarist and imaginative songwriter who recorded prolifically under his own name between 1930 and 1936 as well as enhancing records by Hi Henry Brown, Lee Green, Jimmy Oden and others. Charlie obviously missed a few meals during the year and is looking forward to that Christmas dinner, described in vivid detail in “Christmas Christmas Blues”: “Christmas Christmas, how glad I am you are here/ Well I ain’t had a chicken dinner for this whole round year/Shiny bones and naked bones gleaming from around my plate/ …So pass me that chicken, the turkey, duck and the goose/Well all you birds gonna be one legged when I turn you-a-loose.” Don’t worry he gets to dessert and drinks as well!

In 1948 drummer-bandleader Johnny Otis with the aid of friends, including Bardu Ali, opened a nightclub in the Watts area of Los Angles called The Barrelhouse. The place was an instant success with, as Otis recalled, people coming from all over the L.A. area to hear the “revolutionary, new, loose, rocking thing called blues-and-rhythm.” The club was a breeding ground for talented newcomers such as Little Esther, Mel Walker, Floyd Dixon, Pete Lewis, The Robbins and many others. When Otis began recording for in the late 1940’s he had a stable of talented and eager performers to use on record. “Happy New Year, Baby” is a jivey, humorous example of what the band sounded like in those days featuring a playful duet between Cathy Cooper and Lemuel Tally. More popular was the teaming of smooth voiced singer Mel Walker with the sensational Little Esther. Otis recalls her debut at The Barrelhouse: “Esther sang the blues, the crowd went nuts, and that night, thirteen-year-old Little Esther began her historic, bittersweet career.”  Esther and Mel’s low-down “Faraway Christmas Blues” is a prime example of what made the duo so popular, hitting number four on the charts. Both had success after leaving Johnny Otis’ band but sadly both died prematurely, casualties of hard living. 

The dominating harmonica influence of the pre-war era, John Lee Williamson made the most of short life cutting well over a hundred sides for RCA between 1937 and 1947. He was murdered in 1948 at the height of his popularity at the age of 34. Mike Rowe described his appeal: “Sonny Boy had something. He didn’t have a dark, dramatic blues voice but he was easily the most expressive of any of the singers then recording. Happy or sad, Sonny Boy reached out from the grooves to his listeners and his pleasures or sorrows became theirs.” The warm, witty “Christmas Morning Blues” finds Sonny boy at his engaging best as he delivers a personal plea to Santa to give his baby everything she desires lest she run off with those other men. Sonny Boy has poor Santa lugging his woman a radio, electric fans and even a fur coat! 

“Thousands of persons thronged the Patton Funeral Home Thursday afternoon for one last look at the man whose bizarre combination of bluish notes struck a deep sympathetic response in the souls of thousands of colored people throughout the country.” So went the article in the May 4, 1935 edition of the weekly Indianapolis Recorder just days after the death of Leroy Carr. Carr became an instant star in 1928 with his debut “How Long-How Long Blues” going on to record nearly 200 sides until his untimely death. “Christmas In Jail (Ain't That A Pain)” finds poor Leroy locked up and he does look mighty blue judging by the somber ad that appeared in the Chicago Defender. The text says it all: “If there’s one time that’s no time to be in the jail house, its Christmas. It may be bright and cheery outside, but it’s mighty dark and blue behind those bars.” 

Kansas City Kitty is a likely pseudonym for Mozelle Alderson who recorded several sessions for Vocalion and Bluebird between 1930 and 1934, usually with Georgia Tom on piano. “Christmas Morning Blues” is a finely wrought composition once again juxtaposing Christmas with the jailhouse: 

“I woke up Christmas morning, went out to get my morning's mail/A letter sent from Georgia, the postmark said Atlanta Jail/In a mean old jailhouse 'cause he broke them Georgia laws/New Year he won't be here, 'cause death will be his Santa Claus.” And the clincher: “Next Christmas I won't be here to get no bunch of bad, bad news/Just mark on my tombstone, "Died with the Christmas Morning Blues.”

Recorded sermons were among the most popular and best selling of the “race records” in the 1920’s and 1930’s. As noted previously with A.W. Nix, these records provided a fascinating look into the views and concerns of black America at a time when very few outlets existed for black expression. Rev. J.M. Gates was the most popular and prolific of them all. He waxed some two hundred titles between 1926 and 1941, which accounted for a staggering quarter of all sermons recorded during this period. Gates, not surprisingly, cut more Christmas sermons than anyone. It’s back to the jailhouse for “Christmas Dinner In Jail” which features some frank comments from a female parishioner: 

Parishioner: “Reverend let me make a little confession with you. I been in jail taking my dinner for three years and I expect to take my dinner at home this year, and serve the lord the balance of my days, because I know I been converted and I don’t want to stay in jail the balance of my life.”

“Death Might Be Your Santa Claus” starts off as a fairly conventional version of this popular theme: “We celebrate Christmas wrong, from the way I look at this matter. Shooting fireworks, cursing and dancing, and raising all other kind of sand. But death may be your Santa Claus.” What elevates this one is a rousing spoken/sung finish as the reverend works himself up into a fine lather.

Between 1926 and his untimely death in 1929, Blind Lemon Jefferson was the biggest selling blues artist of the era. He was the first male blues star and his success opened the door for all who followed. Paul Oliver described Lemon’s blues as: “Starkly dramatic, stripped of all superfluities, cruelly beautiful as the Texas landscape, Blind Lemon’s recordings burn their way to the hearts of his hearers.” As befitting his stardom, Lemon’s lone holiday record, “Christmas Eve Blues b/w “Happy New Year Blues”, was given a full-page advertisement in the December 12th edition of the Chicago Defender. Lemon does look mighty dejected, sitting alone with what appears to be the ghost of his sweetheart hovering above. The caption sums up the mood for both sides: “A sad, sad Christmas for him! Sweetie gone, nobody to hang up her stocking side of his-all alone! But it’s a plaintive soul-stirring melody that Blind Lemon Jefferson sings and moans in this “Christmas Eve Blues.”  

Poor Smokey Hogg, his reputation in collector circles has been anything but kind. It was Smokey’s eccentric sense of timing (one critic called it “fluid’) that usually gets singled out. A recent extensive reissue program of Smokey’s prolific output should be cause for a reassessment. As Tony Collins points out: "It's true that not all Smokey's output was of the highest quality...but most of his recordings stand up today as excellent examples of swinging, small-group, downhome blues.”  Between 1947 and 1958 he cut several hundred sides for numerous labels, the bulk for Modern where he was one of the label’s best selling country blues artists of the 40’s. “New Year's Eve Blues” captures Smokey in his prime and is one of several holiday numbers he waxed.

Despite a fair bit of chart success, Larry Darnell remains a somewhat forgotten figure. He linked up with the Regal label in the late 40’s and by April 1950 he had three of the top seven best sellers for the company including his number one hit “For You My Love.” Other hits included “I’ll Get Along Somehow” and “Oh Babe!” backed by “Christmas Blues.”  In 1951 Regal went under and Darnell’s contract was sold to Okeh. Sales never matched his prior success and after stints with a few other labels he largely faded from the scene by the mid-50’s. Acclaimed as a ballad singer, he could rock with the best of them as he proves on this number, which builds steam for a rousing finale.

The Sons of Heaven were actually the Selah Jubilee Singers doing a little moonlighting for the Cross label. The Selah Jubilee Singers recorded extensively beginning in 1939, amassing a rather convoluted discography. They recorded under names such as the Selah Singers, the Jubilators, Southern Harmonaires and cut secular material under various names including the Four Barons, Cleartones and the Larks. “When Was Jesus Born” is a fine example of gospel quartet harmony featuring the powerful lead of Thurman Ruth on this oft-covered gospel chestnut.

Not much is know about blues shouter J.B. Summers (Joseph Blake Summers) who cut three sessions for Philadelphia’s Gotham label before drifting off into obscurity. Summers was a solid, hoarse voiced blues shouter backed here by a swinging little combo aided by the fine string-work of Tiny Grimes. Summers’ has his sights set on a very special present and knows exactly how it should be delivered: “Santa Claus, Santa Claus/Hear my plea/Open up your bag and give a fine brown baby to me/  …You can stop by my chimney/Drop her in the chute/ Leave your reindeer outside/Come in and get my loot.” 

Vocalist Sonny Parker's career lasted just a scant six years, recording with King Kolax (Columbia), Lionel Hampton (Decca, MGM), Johnny Board (Aladdin/Peacock), Gene Morris (Spire) and Jesse Stone (Brunswick). In all, 16 titles were issued under his own name plus another 21 between 1949-1951 released as Lionel Hampton recordings.  Parker was an expressive, powerful blues belter who was more than capable of being heard over Hamp’s roaring band. Parker delivers a rocking version of Mabel Scott's “Boogie Woogie Santa Claus” backed by a ferociously swinging band.

Drummer/vocalist Roy Milton was a prime mover on the early L.A. blues scene. It all started with “R.M. Blues" (first on the Roy Milton label, then on Juke Box and finally on Specialty) which was such a huge seller in the summer of 1946 that it established Specialty records as a major producer of the new Rhythm & Blues music on the west coast. Milton landed on the charts twenty times and become one of the biggest acts to tour the United States. Roy’s gently swinging “New Year's Resolution” finds him washing his hands of his woman as he outlines a no-nonsense approach for the new year: “I’m gonna deal them from the bottom/Ain’t going to play it fair at all/Please believe me pretty baby/I’m going to have myself a ball/Going to give up my apartment, and you know they’re hard to find/ I don’t want no last year’s memories running through my weary mind.” 

“I’m the Sonny Boy, there ain’t no other one but me” stated Rice Miller or Alex Miller (no one’s quite sure), so perhaps the more commonly employed Sonny Boy Williamson II is more apt. It’s just one of the mysteries of Sonny Boy’s life, a good part due to Sonny Boy’s own tall tales, fabrications and downright lies. After years of gigging around the Delta he got his big break in the early '40s, becoming the star of KFFA's King Biscuit Time, a daily 15 minute show that made Sonny Boy famous. His recording debut would have to wait until 1951 when he hooked up with the Trumpet label, sticking with them through 1954. These recordings were, as Mike Rowe stated, “…virtuoso performances from Sonny Boy himself, who towered over the groups like some country Colossus with his unique mastery of harp and voice.” “Sonny Boy's Christmas Blues” finds Sonny at his engaging best as he relates an intimate tale of the holiday blues, half spoken/half sung, punctuated with blasts of voice-like harmonica: “Got some mighty sad news and I ain't got nothin' to say/My baby left me, started me drinkin' on Christmas day/Lord, I tried to fetch religion but the devil would not let me pray/That's why I gotta stay drunk all day Christmas Day.”

“There were just so many good piano players in St. Louis in those days” recalled St. Louis Jimmy Oden. Among those associated with the city in the early years were Walter Davis, Peetie Wheatstraw, Speckeled Red, Henry Brown and Roosevelt Sykes. Sykes began his recording career in 1929, remaining in the studio during all but two of the next twenty years. He easily adapted to the folk and blues revival scene in the 1950’s, recording many albums, touring abroad and remaining active until his death in 1983. “Let Me Hang My Stocking On Your Christmas Tree” spotlights Sykes’ effortless piano technique and penchant for witty, risqué lyrics: “I won’t forget Christmas/You made Santa Claus come to me/You let me hang my stocking way up in your little ole’ Christmas tree.”

The provocatively titled “Santa Claus Crave” is another in the tradition of heartfelt pleas to Santa to bring that man/woman back in time for Christmas. The song was covered by Walter Davis as “Santa Claus” first in 1935 and revived by him again in 1949. Little is known of Elzadie Robinson who first cut the tune in 1927. She may have hailed from Shreveport, Louisiana, but remained in Chicago, after going there to record. She cut nearly three-dozen recordings between 1926 and 1929, and during that time she worked with several pianists including Bob Call, and her regular accompanist and fellow Shreveport native, Will Ezell.  An expressive singer, she delivers this low-down number with a strong bluesy moan. 

Walter Davis’ understated, emotionally direct songs obviously struck a chord with the blues audience, allowing him to cut over 150 sides between 1930 and 1952. Davis hit big right out of the gate as he related to Paul Oliver: “My first recording was “M and O Blues” and “My Baby’s Gone” and a few months later why it came out and it was a success, it was a great hit. I had my picture put in the Chicago Defender, The Pittsburgh Courier and other local papers and naturally I became pretty famous.” “Santa Claus” is a straight cover of Elzadie’s number filled out by the distinctive guitar work of long-time partner Henry Townsend who appears on both versions Davis cut.

Victoria Spivey recounted to Paul Oliver how it all started at Jesse Johnson’s De Luxe music shop in St. Louis: “Well I say, ‘I’m a singer and I wanna make a record!’ …I was darin’ you know. So I just sit there and commence to whippin’ on them ole’ “Black Snake Blues!” Recorded in St. Louis in 1926 the song became hugely popular and launched an unusually long career that, despite some gaps, kept her active until her death in 1976. “Christmas Morning Blues” has all the elements of a great Christmas blues song including the jailhouse (of course!) and even murder. Victoria’s impassioned plea is aided greatly by the supple guitar work of Lonnie Johnson who appeared on a number of her records, later reuniting with her for some fine recordings in the 1960’s. Kansas City Kitty covered “Christmas Morning Blues” in 1934. 

Mr. Bernard Isaac Abrams converted his family's residence at 831-833 Maxwell Street in 1945 to become the Maxwell Radio Record Co. He sold and repaired radios, other electronic items, and records. He also founded and operated the short-lived Ora Nelle label, making the first recordings of Little Walter, Johnny Young, Jimmy Rogers and the mysterious Boll Weevil. Boll Weevil (Willie McNeal) cut a pair of acetates for the label circa 1947-48, including “Christmas Time Blues”, and recorded once more in 1956 for another mom and pop label called Club 51. “Christmas Time Blues” is a tough country blues version of Sonny Boy Williamson’s “Christmas Morning Blues”, sounding more archaic then the original 1938 version.

While very much in the mold of the then popular Charles Brown, Floyd Dixon wasn’t merely a clone, adding a more energetic jump blues edge to the mix. Dixon had a string of hits for a variety of labels beginning with “Dallas Blues” in 1949 for Modern. He went on to record during the 50’s and 60’s for labels that included Specialty, Atlantic and Chess, among others. His 1997 comeback CD for Alligator garnered him a W.C. Handy Award for Comeback Album of the Year. Cut at the peak of his popularity, “Empty Stocking Blues” finds Floyd delivering a silky Charles Brown styled ballad sure to get the opposite se weak in the knees: “It’s Christmas Eve baby, I’m all alone the house is still/Looking at my empty stockings that only your love can fill.”

West Coast vocalist Mabel Scott waxed some solid jump blues from the late 1940’s through the mid-1950’s, hitting the charts twice with “Elevator Boogie” then with “Boogie Woogie Santa Claus” which debuted on the charts Christmas day 1948. The romping “Boogie Woogie Santa Claus” has become a holiday favorite, covered by Lionel Hampton, Patti Page, Mabel’s ex-husband Charles Brown and others.
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