Joe Pullunn emains one of the mystery men of the
blues. In the mid-'305 he recorded 30 songs in s
than o yars, then disappeaed for 4 decade and a
hlf before making an obscure s bos. The or
knawn photogeapl of him i a smal mughalina
Bhiebird catalogue. 8 late as the mid-'80s,
ilographyconseof # singe magade artele, nd
s discography of just a few iracks on anthologies.
Tie s from Houston's Fourth Ward, and wher he
made his fist record in 1934 vas perhaps in his kate
205, Al some stage he had a radio show on Houston's
KTLG with a pianist caled Peachey. He moved to the
Wst Coast,probably i the 405, recorded for a couple
of Los Angele labels in the carly '505 (
0CD-5;

s (see Val.
) and s thought o have died in LA
about 1965. (‘muu[lm‘\ and anecdoles aside, this is
w0t of what we knov about Lim.

Vet he had a substantil il with s s recoding
“Black Gal What Males Your Il

11w cope I e e of 15 relese by Lero
Yoculion,Jimmy Gordon on Deccs (under the
fagrantly similar name of Joe Bullum) and M
Johnson, also for Decca. Versions continued to appear
over e nest e years, by Josh White, Clarence
Willas'Orceste, the aren s and ther
artists — and by Pullum himself, who Lu‘m(‘d Amu
further varians. By the 605, now sccn
the song had beexr reconded by arists as o
each otlier 25 Walter Torton, Lightuinr Hoplins and
Skip Junes.

What is it hout “Blacks Gal” that has lodged it in the
minds of so many musicéans and listeners? 1 firs,
surely, it was Pullun’s way with the sang, Though his
voice was pitched extremely high be sang with no scr
of elfort the socal line moves, lnnpid and graceful in
fong soss woops, interspersed with phrases that are
almost spaken. (Ouc begins 0 see why it should e
appealed 10 4 singer ke Skip James,)

Once Pullunys original had hegn to fade from
people’s mermorics, mdﬂd\‘ and lyrics continued 1o
hold an audience. Itwas an easy tune to remernber,
Al 1 T o w16
5 of “Black Gal” songs,for Pullum’s three
follow-ups were verbally dilferent both from the
original aud from cach other. and subsequent vrsions
by other peaplc ofien mingled stanzas from several
them. Pianist Ko\)e\!bhaW;l&.\\ ou Artoolie D 3
for instance, amalga s chunisofthe irst
Mtk Gat il il R
third versions,
The composite text of all Pullunn's *Black
ariants it s1anzas oflouging and even fenderness
with ones of extreme violence, as he secks to punish
his woman's hand-headedness — that s, her preference
for anothier man —with a “smokin® 447, or, i the
1951 update “y Womr — Parl 2” (DOGD-5394), an
atomic bomb, (Seein her with another tcoman,
orwever, leaves him o opton but suicide) uch of
the ect of “Black Gal” and Pullum's other
blues s derived from the contrast betweex iges of
g or despermon an e et pnncssof
his voice. Somelimes, ried Woman Rhues”,
T sound abost ypants is eaning ling o e
cool detachment o a olo by i
Most peaple credit Pullum il (ompmmx Black
Victoria Spivey claimed 1 hase becn there “in his
hause in the bloody Fith Sard in flousion, Texas,
when Joe was making up the words” — in 1925, she
thought —while Robert Shax had astory about him
conceiving it afer an encounter with 4 woman ata
pasty. “That Song come out of two men and halfa pint
of whiskey.” Mack McCormickcs vicw in 1963 was that
it “evolved with half a doren members of e [Santa
Fel group [of pianiss] contributing serses and melodic
it il Joe Pullun's it record made it & nationally
Known blues standard”, and given the known




complexity of sorme other blues” origins such a theory
seems at feast plausiblc.
“The thematic conirasts within the “Black Gal™
song-group are not 5o evident in his other blucs,
‘which. when slow, oflen express 4 conventional
downheariedness (Woman, Oh Voman', “Bad
Break Blues”, “Some Day”) or if fast elicil a more
biioyant aritude (“Rack It Back And Tell It Right").
Butwhatever the sisle of e song, Pullum had a
dextrous hand with a lric. Note the clegant synax of

"Tim coming t0 you, baby,

if throngh 20 feet of water I wade,
sor {can't siand fo see my baby
Jill ¢ walery grave.

(“Mississippi Flood Blues”)
or this neat metaphor in “Some Day”, perhiaps
m\puml m is relationship with bis record company

ockels are enmply And[l]mmtlgulummr
suulmm ed a contract, worn
fay brote all th time.

Pullum's A«'u)mpmM on the firs. 15 selections (ihe
soloiston items 6 and 14) was HOGENT GOOPER,
Know  contemporaries a5 “Pardul e
from Houston's Third Ward: he was pmbamv about the
S ige g l\mmlmg« of the repertoire shared by
e group — ike Robert
Shav, rmemp ks i Bt Pihers proved by
s readeriug of “Fere ] Comme Vith My Dirty iy
That Train Comin®) and
the flamboyant “MeKiancy Strect Stonip” wd (e
inventive blucs
improvisations with a tinge of ragime.
For bissecond session (tracks 8-15) Pullum came up
with a wider range of material. “Careful
‘Mama® was 4 “point” aumber that might have been
conceived by Roosevelt Sykes, bul with an additional
puint, as Paul Oliver notes: ear parking was a topical
sue in Houston at he time, and the city soon,

g
Mack McCormick; Vicioris Spivey G

allevards cimed the e, probably o  fercels
contested onc. of“Paring Metr Capital of the orld
ippi Flood Blues” — 1 curious subject as e
Ins acomic m\mlwr in the second line of

e: Pullum confuses s images and reports
e ey began 0 all’. The
surrounding items feature Cooper, romping in “Rack
it Rack And Tell It Right” and conjuring up an
aimospheric, dreamy mood in “Blues With Class”
Parl lllumx Pullum on his third session (iracks 16-24)

1 Wh

1D0CH-5394] for the reaainig two tens from this
jon and further information on Andy Boy.) Man of
these songs slare a lesurcly iempo and a similar vocal
fine, but some varation s provided by Andy Boy's
rococo solos. “1 Belicse In You” diflers in faving
wordier first line and an 456 (vther than the common
AAB) verse structure. “T Can’t Control Mysclf”, which
stares Urat structure, has cnough dull lines and
akward phrases (T'm just a poor fool un 1) to
gt hat Pl s el et of g
11 new songs. Bul the 32-bar “Dixie My Home” is an
aiactse number, The nostalgic memaries of
“mannmy” and “that Swanee shore” may sound as f
they come from a Stephen Foster song, and perhaps
they did, but as it happeus they closcy ccho the
sentiments of Lounie Johnsor's “Sleepy Waler Bies
1930)

Tony Russell (july 1995)
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