/ X LONG STEEL RAIL Testament
Records T-201

NOTE: The following remarks have been transcribed from a
tape recorded interview between Bill Jackson and the writer,
Only Jackson's remarks have been included here.

I was born in Granite, Maryland, February 22, 1906, into a family of five. I first
started singing and playing when I was fifteen years old...no one else in the family
played. I just got interested. I saw a fellow by the name of Jim Fuller -- he was
about twelve years older than me -~ playing and all, and I just liked it. And then he
taught me a few pieces and I just went on from that.

It was the way that he played..,there was just something about it that just struck
me, I don't know exactly what...it's hard to explain. But the way he picked and sang,
and that lonesomeness in it, I just felt it was an outlet for my emotions or something
1ike that. Music didn't male any impression,until I heard him play. He brought every-
thing to a head. He was one of the most accomplished (musicians) I have ever heard,
and I haven't heard one until today -- outside of Maggie Matthews -- who could touch
him.

After I learned a few chords and all from him -- I guess about six months or so -- 1
got so that I could go for myself and I started playing for houseparties and things like
that. Well, I followed it on out, I guess, until I was about 25 years old. They used
to call me "Blue Bill."

The towns in the area were about equal, white and Negro. Most of the industry there
was quarry, sawmill, and farm work and, of course, institutional work like at the college.

Down there in the wintertime, why, that's all we did -- sit around and play music and
all. There were saloons there at that time too. Of course, they went out around 1921,
I think it was. And then, everybody just congregated at houses...one party after another.
That's the way it worked. But there were no clubs or nothing like that for musicians to
play at.

In the summertime, sometimes in the evening, you'd hear them sitting outside of their
homes playing their guitars. DBunch of them get together and they'd get to singing, having
a good time. Lot of times, like in the fall when they were making apple butter, a great
gathering would get together and they'd nail down a platform and then they'd have what
they call these reel dances, jig dancing, buck dancing and like that. The music would be
from maybe three pieces -- like, guitar, banjo and mandolin, or violins -- three or four
pieces. They'd play blues and folksongs and like that. One of the favorite banjo pieces
was GREEN CORN, YELLOW CORN, HOP AROUND MY JDMMY-JOHN; and THE FOX AND THE HOUNDS; and
another piece called RIP VAN WINKLE; and old railroad pieces.

This was in the early 1920s. I had heard of railroad songs long before I had heard of
Jimmy BRodgers. All those fellows used to play pieces pertaining to railroads.

That was another ocutlet too. A lot of the men through that section worked on the Bal-
timore and Ohio Railroad. All the time they would be working lining track or spiking they
would be singing songs. And they'd make up songs about different favorite trains they
liked, .

There were a lot of gang songs, In fact, they worked by songs. If they was lining the
track, they would have & man -- what we'd call the lead man -- he'd be between the foreman
and the gang and he would sing these songs and the men would line the track. One of them

" wag about OLD UNCLE BUD AND HIS DAUGHTER, They would sing about: :

Run here, mama, and look at sis,
®2he's out in the allevy trvin' to do that twist



and
Here comes Ring with his arm in the sling

and such things as that. Anything to keep in time and the men would line the rail by that.
Then when he'd holler: "Can't you line 'er, boys" and then they'd fall in and throw their
shoulders against their bars and line the rail.

But everything was done by singing. This set the rhythm for the work. Then, he might
sing JOHN HENRY, or when they would be spiking rails or something like that probably the
lead man would be singing about "This old hammer :illed John Henry, but it can't kill me"
and all like'that. And then he'd holler: "Can't you line 'er, boys, can't you line ‘er."
They used to sing IDA RED, a great banjo song, and the men used to spike and line rails
from that. .

A1l through the 1520s these gangs would ‘Eing these pieces and all, but in the '30s it ]
sort of went out. When I came here I used to see the men working on the Pennsylvania (Rail-
road), but they didn't go in for that. I never heard that, but it was dowm through Mary-
land when we worked on the Baltimore and Ohio. 4ll the men, they'd sing while they would
be working.

In every gang they had a lead man. It's all he done. The foreman would, say, be up
the track about a hundred yards from the gang and he would issue the orders down and say
whether to hit it again or whether not to. And then the lead man would transmit the orders
to the gang and he would sing and the men would work under his directions. He would give
directions in song, in rhythm. These leaders were men with a natural gift as songsters.

And it was enjoyable, you know. Even if the work was hard, you didn't feel it because
the song and the rhythm and everything, you just enjoyed it.

I worked on the Baltimore and Ohig in 1921 and 1922, ‘When I first started I was a water
boy, then I got to be a spiker because I loved to spike rails. I used to spike rails with
a fellow who was from Tennessee and T used to love to hear the ringing of the hammer. I
used to love to spike and Lkeep the peen of the hammer turning all the time in my hand, but
I'd always hit the spike with the same peen every time. It was just in the blood.

We had what they called a floating gang. We'd go in from one section to’the other -- in
fact, all over the road. And they had sleeping cars and they cooked on there and every-
thing, We just lived right on that.

Everybody had guitars or mandolins, violins and so forth, and we'd sit up half of the
night playing and singing. Next morning, go right on back to work,

A lot of the fellows in Maryland, no matter what their lines of work -- whether they
worked on farms, in quarries, or sawmills -- each one of them had their own individual
songs. They had songs to fit whatever work that they were doing. If they worked on a
sawmill, probably the sound of the saw going through the log would inspire them with a
song. And they'd make up a song from that.

The same way like working on the farm. Might be a mule that had certain characteris-
tics that might inspire him to make up a song off of this mule. So they'd do that.

I know I used to hear fellows come in off of farms,..there were certain horses or mules
that were there that they liked. Maybe he might be a -~ood lead mule and have a name, Bes-
sie or Kate or something like that, and they'd make up a song from that mule.

But all the songs would be different. The sawmill songs would be different from the
farmhands' and the farmhands' would be different from the railroad gangs. And this would
extend to the music too.



LONG STEEL RAIL -- that's from being out on the road and hungry and in the cold, no
place to go. And that was the birth of that song.

1 remember a fellow -- it was about 30 some years ago -- he was sitting down and play-
ing the banjo and I was in my twenties and this fellow was about fifty years old. There
was a bunch of honey bees swarming around and they settled on a tree. All of a sudden he
listened to them and listencd to their drone and he started to plunking, picking it up on
his banjo and he made up a song from that about the honey bees. So, anything that inspired
them to song they'd make up a song off of that. That's the way it was.

The first person I ever heard sing CARELESS LOVE was a girl. It's possible that this
girl had had a lot of bad luck in love and it inspired her to make this song from that.
That's the way she expressed herself. TROUBLE IN MIND -- that's from some experience that
someone had in life, maybe a lover running out or something like that, and that's where
it all stemmed from. ?

Now when records came in, back in Maryland, the people there would probably pick the
music that came closest to the kind of music they were used to hearing and making down
there. The popular record artists -- ones that everyone around there would buy =-- were
Bessie Smith, Sara Martin, Clara Smith, Blind Blake, Fletcher Hendersonm, Tampa Red, Blind
Lemon Jefferson and so on like that.

Now, a lot of the people would change the songs around to fit their own way and sing
them a little different {(than the records). Down around my section there used to be a
lot of fellows that played guitar and they would -- although they weren't recorded or
anything -- play like they wanted it. And it sounded good. Of course, I always have
said there's 2 lot of men out on the street who were a lot better than the artists who
were on recordings. The most admired and imitated of local musicians were Jim Fuller;
Maggie Matthews; Thelbert Wicholas; and Henry King, who could play any kind of stringed
instrument and whistle twe parts -- like alto and soprand -- at the same time,

I came to Philadelphia, August 29, 1927, For a while at first every weekend I'd go
back. For about two or three years I did that. I've been living here off and on ever
since then.

In 1925, this man heard me play at a house one time. I had never met hiﬁ before, but
I happened to be sitting down playing LONG STEEL RAIL and OLD ROUNDER, and he liked it
and fold me that he knew scme people at the Victor Record Co. and he thought they'd be
glad to put it on a record. He wanted me to go 'down with him; and he'd "sponsor" me,
get behind me, act as my manager.

Well, after he talked and talled, I decided 1'd go and try it. So I went down, and
the company they liked the piece very well and they wanted me to make it, but this fellow
insisted on getting a lot -- he didn't want hundreds, he wanted thousands -- and, they of
course wouldn't go for that. But they told me if I wanted to go on my own that they would
accept it. But then I never bothered anymore.

What are the blues? The way I would say it it's sort of an inward and unexpressible
all-overness. It just gets all over you -- like religion. It's just in you and you can't
express it =-- .nmot fully =-- except in music or song.

Among the younger generation the blues seem to be dying out, but L still think it's
in the background of the older generation. It's just with them..,.. And after the older
people pass away, somehow or other I have a feeling that it will revive itself again. I

_dﬂn’t know why, but I believe it will revive again. It's like anything else: maybe this
decade it'll be hot, and then it will die out and come into existence again one or two
decades later. That's the way I feel about the blues.

" == Pataer J. Waldino
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T-2201, LONG STEEL RAIL. Negro folk music from Maryland--blues and
folksongs by songster, l12-string guitarist Bill Jackson in the mel=
odic. tradition of Mance Lipscomb and John Jackson; 13 selections.

T-2202, - ROUGH & READY. Boogie-woogie and blues for 4 hands (and
sometimes 2) by Chicago pianists Jimmy Walker and Erwin Helfer--im-
portant music for all its friendliness, good party music in the
tradition of Jimmy Yancey, Cripple Clarence Lofton; 14 selections.

T-2203, MODERN CHICAGO BLUES. An anthology of postwar urban blues by
traditional performers who came to Chicago and got electric; 16
selections by Johnny Young, Robert Nighthawk, Big Walter and others.

T-2204, THE LEGENDARY PEG LEG HOWELL. The first recordings in more
than 30 years by the important country bluesman--a valuable docu-
ment, but thorny listening; 10 selections.

T-2205, BACK TO THE COUNTRY. 19 selections in Mississippi string-band
style by bluesmen Big Joe Williams, fiddler Jimmy Brown and harmon-
ica player Willie Lee Harris. Really tough, lovely music.

T-2206, CALL THE DOCTOR. Singer, guitarist, harmonica player, drummer
Dr. Isaiah Ross in a stunning demonstration of one-man band blues;
16 blues, breakdowns, country dance pieces and harmonica solos.

T-2208, MY HOME “1IS5 IN THE DELTA. 'Bcttlenéck—accﬂmpanied blues and spir-
ituals by Fred and Annie Mae McDowell; 13 magnificent selections,

T-2209, THE SOUND OF THE DELTA. Music in the older Mississippi blues
styles by Ruby McCoy, Big Joe Williams, Elijah Brown, Arthur Weston,
Bert and Russ Logan, Fred McDowell and others; 16 selections.

T-2210, DOWN ON STOVALL'S PLANTATION. The historic 1941-42 Library of
Congress recordings by Muddy Waters in the style of Robert Johnson,
plus 4 selections by a country string-band led by Henry Sims, Char-
lie Patton's old fiddle partner; 13 selections & great bottleneck!

T-2211, NOBODY KNOWS MY TROUBLES. Singer-pianist Otis Spann in a fine
program of 9 piano blues and 5 samples of tough Chicago band blues,
with harmonica player Jimmy Cotton, guitarist Johnny Young, bassist
Jimmy Lee Morris and drummer S5.P. Leary.

S-01, CAN'T KEEP FROM CRYING. 11 moving topical blues on the death of
President Kennedy by.Otis Spann, Big Joe Williams, Jimmy and Fannie
Brewer, Johnny Young, John Lee Granderson, Jimmy Brown, Mary Ross,
Bill Jackson and Avery Brady; an important social-musical document.

T-3301, BABIES IN THE MILL. Traditional, industrial and sacred songs
from the Carolina textile mills by Dorsey, Nancy and Howard Dixon
of the noted hillbilly recording team, the Dixon Brothers. 19 songs.

T—33ﬁ2,'ETEEL GUITAR RAG. Jimmie Tarlton, of the old recording team
Darby & Tarlton, in a program of steel-guitar instrumentals and voc-
als from his vast repertoire of traditional song; 14 selections.

Suggested list price, $4.98. Watch for future releases by Johnny Shines,
J.B. Hutto and his Hawks, the McCoy Family, Floyd Jones, Eddie Taylor,
Robert Nighthawk, Bottleneck Blues, and others.
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