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Finding ‘Son’ House
Step by Step, They

Followed a Trail

That Led to Forgotten Blues Singer

His name s Edcéie ~Sor™ ITouse and

“back’ In the 19313 ke was considered

among the bes: af tne blues singers wio
ived in the Mississippl Defta country. His
harsh, “gutly' singing 10ld of Jife ameng
he Negroes ¢<irme the Deptessicn. The
words are rab preiiv; cbhey ieli of work-
ing in whe fields for lcng hours and little
moncey, but with the hope that “'the sen's
gonna shine on my back doar somtedax.’”

In 1942, he made some tecordings fcv
folklorist Allen Loraax, who villed him
in Misslssippl on a field trip for the Li-
brary of Congress. Shortly aftsrward, Son
House disappeared.

No oe in the music field saw nin
after thar for more that 20 years. Bpa'
this week, when Lhe city's enmua; Foix”
Pestlvai is staged at Newpert, R.1., Scn
House will be cn the program. singing

o

i

Authdr Richord 4. Waterman {5 a
Boston journelist who oplen wriles
about folk mugie.

the same Delta blues he sany “hree decs
ades apgo. His stvie hasn't changed; he
still plays what folklorists cail "boitle-

neck guitar”—a style of periorming that | .

preduces 3 whining sounc by Izying the
recs of a bottle, or a piece of metal pipe,

: ._";a-!:rs&gﬁe guitar strings.

lompany’s producer snd one of
rs, “grow up without theater.
at {regedy—lke being denled

Search Covers 16 States

Sor House will be at Newpors berause
three folglorists found him ‘living n an
aperiment in Rachester. N.¥. The szarch
for him, conducted by me and Lwo other
men, covered 16 states and 4,080 -nlles

ringing the theater to the peo-  This is the stary o that search.

steps. Ewerything they need—
1ain, preps, sound equipment,
-is transported in a rented
ich frequently doubles as 4
ocm. They assembie the slage,
e piay, then pack up and

ted in 1962

nrany was formed ln the sum-

Tre hunt Segarn last Apuil. when a
Memphis blu2s  singer named Buxks
White was playing a taree-day engage-
ment v Boston. Whlle there, ke staved
with a young blues fan named Phil Spire.
One evening the two were LiSiEning o
scme recordings of cld-lime singers. and
Mr. White said a friend of his bad re-
poried seeing Mr. House n Memphis less

52 as an outgrowih of a play ham & year ago.

professionai and neighborhocd
the East Fourth Streel Better-
ociation’s sannual street fair.
o the Aaron E. Nerman Fund
he troupe to put on several
summer, lncluding Chekhov's
THE curfehit Season 13 Tinanced
totaling $6.500 from the Nor
. the New York State Councl)
ts, and tke Lotise L. Ottinger

TrLUSst.

That was encugh to sperk Mr. Spiro's
interest. But he had precicus liltle else
ta g0 on. He knew Mr. House had re-
corded for the now-gelunc: Paramount

g

Y

Lowr. heoaase 2 balé on ihe bhack of a
record albpre szid that Mr. House had
once Lved thers.

M7 Wikking waiked the cofton fields
with s day after day, talkitg to peaple
who might have own Son House, or
nught <now where e had moved o,
“Eiedlin dae™ Martin, a2 musiclan who had
also knewn Mr. Hous: many years age,
joined us in sar dally trlps. The elimina-
tion of leac a2fter lead was palnstaxingly
slow, and the seerch moved into iis sec-
onel werx.

Tha hol. dusty days were spent talking
‘o people as they heed cotton and scv-
bezns, walked by the side of Highway
£1, or sat ir smail hunches by general
swres. At might we visited people whom
we had been unable to {ocaze durlng the
day, and talxed wiz them o»n the steps
of Lheir shacks, fanning ourselves against
oppressive heat and hurnidity.

The trall finally led {c Benjamin
Brown, Sr., whose son had once been mar-
ried o ¥r. House's stepdaughter. He was
a patient at the Kennedy Veterans Hos-
pital in Memphis. We asked )f he knew
where Son Hcouse was living now.

He thought a minute and sald, ““He’s’

living somewhere in New York state. It's
um . . . Winchester.'”

“Ceuld I8 be Rochester?" we asked
His eyes 1it up with recognitian.
“That's it. Ii's Rcchesler, New York."

No Listing for Son House

An immediate call to Rcchester infor-
matisn ellcited o Eddie House, but at
leasy we nad ellminzted other Nor:ern
cities fram consideration. We went 1o see
Benjamin Brown, ér. He said Mr. House’s
stepdaughter. was now Ilving in Detrait

end hed marrvied the son of Mrs. Orzce -

Leng of Robinscnville.

Wre. Birong Zave us nher son's tele-
phone aumber in Detreil, znd we called
Fim ire following day. Ha aeid 4hat Sen
was still allve.

He gave us Son's Rocheszer agdress.
We Immediately sent olf & telegram ask-
Ing Mr. House ¢ cali us collecs.

No telephonz cal. camea the following
day. We called Deiroit again and obiained
the name 2znd phote number of James
Knox, with whom Mr. Fouse and his wife
rad once lved, It tock severel calls to
reach Mr. Knox, bul he promised o drive
to where Mr, Eouse was now llving and
have him call dack.

Contact at 11:98
The phope rang at 11:88 arm. an June
21, It was Son House. He siid be was Io
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1t’s ony hall-pa
ready more tgan 1
or new editions of
‘bern pubsisked this
ameng those that a
interest, Caomrnenh
views Lthat appegai
tiora; Qhbsecver.

FICTI
Home Js fhe 3
Arcada, translated
guese by Harriet ¢
293 pages; 548911
thor's fable ahoit
and  misadventure:
mariner 5 "ongs
books since Hugkle
One ¥ab Enpglish
ley Amis (Farccurt,
192 pages: $3.95—A
of nensense about a
publisher on & wor
America.

The Deputy, ty
[Greve Press; 302 pe
coraplete aight-hour
German playwright
drama atout the (
and Nazi Germany.

The Grancfathe
Rickier (Knopt: 180

. A 15-vear-oxd girl f

the secret of her ¢
hearty comedy abc
the western Mary:
Good fun, but d
weight.

The Martyred,
¥im Braziltes; 316
quietly dramatlc ©
Koreen War, wrIitt
Korean who fought
the mast rermarkal
vear.'”

The Night in L
Maria REMaErgIE, °
the German by F
(Harsourt, Brace
pages: $4.93—Thot
r.ovel Dy the anthor
the Western Front (
to that antiwar cas
cccasional sparks o
SUSPENSE.,

The Reclor af J
Auchincloss (Hough!
nages; $1.95—Thou
flaws {n this nowel,
cellent picture of :
boy's school, its fal
jleges, and the awe

good health and woald be heppy to record
and travei again,

We l2ft RMemphls the foliowing day and
drove styaight to Rochester. Waen we
drove vp I & four-story apetiment bulld-
irg gl 8t Greig 8t, # neatly dressed man
arg¢ woeman were walling on the steps.

KT 3pire asked, "'Can veu el ug which
apartment Ssn Heas2 lives in?'”

The man smiled and exteaded his

ey pays the pecsforrners' sala-
1 Eots 850 a week, the off-
minimum under Actors Equily
and other expenses, The Cos-
e loaned by the American
re Festival and Academy of
Comn., and the curtains and i
€ from the of!-Broadway (ate E 4
‘hose owner, Ly Turner, s (he 3
general manager,

Ann EAN ATAmem akildose sdeand

mans L.

e Spire, 9y ¥
(Karcour:, Brace & ¥
$193:—A  medievel
tiids a 40-fcot
church despite e
l:is master massn &
Whather s2en &s ¢
gary. & study of the
visicn and wracticr
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American

‘are Feslval and Academy cf
. Comn., and the curtalns and

e Irom the off-Broadway Gate

whese owner, Lily Turrner, i the

"8 general manager.

shan 503 Negia children attend-
perated day eamps convergec on
ane day last week to see the
serferm thiz season's production,
ged Englisk version of 4 Dactor

of Himsgelf. The kids and a scat-

" teachers and parents sat cn
tkiess benches Lhat students had . .

Ne the courtyard from the gyiy. -
o the dingy, grey-walled schoal -

lults found shelter from the blaz-
-afterncon sun under umbre:{as_
s of nearby tenements tricikled"in,
dren too young to attend schoo:
ed their street games to inspect

SLIiosity.
4sing Start

irciogue, two monologs 'n Span.

L Shekespeare's Two Gentlemen
o, got the show off to 8 rousing
Kugh-most of them didn't know

*as saying, the chiliren howled
Julia, in the role of Launce, biew
with gusto and berated his hored
. nol weeping at his deparfure for

ndience’s exuberance wgs sus-
* the buffoonery of the first couple
5 of Mollere’s Seventesnth Cen-
edy. The kids laughed and loudly
1 the bibulous woodcutter Sgana-

fayed by Mauait Conley)

as he

Is shrewlsh wife {Miss Reynoids)
he stage and whaci;ed her with

i.mere characters made thelr ap-

. &nd extended dalog displaced
. the youngsters' attenticn waged
} spois began to appear on ihe
benches, In the end, enly about
children remained to caich the
ossed o thern by the cast,

who stayed,

however,

gave

dication fhey enjoyed the show.
¥ dida't follow much of the plot
iportant, Mr. Conley's red nase,
&ccent, and outlandish garh wers

) maxe anyone laugh—even spec-

Aredomlnately foreign-speziing

udience Reaction

+yearold Mlke Weeks said he
whole play, but his favorite part
I the guy (Sganarelle) was beat-

ste.” Ralph Brown, 7,

assessed

ictiox as “pretdy good.” but net
35 the other play he had sesn, a

‘oduction of Cindersila.

9 the plavers work for minimum
2 predugtions shat contribute aj-
ing 1o trelr protessional stature?
dfrey, who was featured in 4
ic India on Eroacway, does it
acling experience. Mr. Canley,

le bis acting

debut as Klt Car-

¥ In a silent-sereen Western,
Jag-range hope that the troupe
iting theater audlences of the
ind Clarice Taylor, ## zlumna
119 and an ardent civilrights
Is trying te Impresys on
hat raclat barriers can pe over-
®Q [emale mtembers of the cast
slaze manager are Negross.
“Ough tkelr motivations are dif-
'® aclors all share the comnmon

Hinging st Jeast a
‘eary ltves,

young

dollop of cuj-
—DANUL GREENS

Son House: A rick ard throaty wvoice.

Company i 1930, bt thal all at tw=s of
those records -were beileved broken or
Jost

Thea ¢ame zhe Lomax recordizgs and
¥:. House's subsequent disapparance.
None of his o.d friends Knew anything
asgut him, but It was often romered he
fa moved to a Northarz city.

Mr. White satd the ideatificaticn
ol Mr, House in Memphts had beex made
by Lillizh Glover, a Memphis blues singer
Wwho performs undsr the name *'Ma
Rainey”—nc relation to the greal originat
Ma Rainey. Mr. Spiro called Ma Bainey.
and she acknowledged she had seer Son
Heuse in Mempnis last vear.

- To pursue the search. Mr. Splra cone
taeted Nick Perls. a dlues fan and record
calleetor from Kew York City, and me,
We Jeft New Yark an June 18, Ia a Volus-
wagen loeded down with scitcases. re-
cordlng equipment, and sieeping 2ags.

Walking the Cofton Ficlds

Upen arriving In Memphis, we learned
thab Ma Rainey had teep unable to find
cul any additional news. Other Lecple had
arparently seen Mr. House In Menmphis
al aogut the same {ime, but they Krew
little except that Mr House ""had gome
octth ggain.™

Bul we were lucky to mcet the Aav,
Rebert Wilkiss, a former tlizes singet who
had known Mr. House in Lhe i030s. He
agrzed e Belp us In our search, Cur first
5.0p was Lake Cermorant, Miss.| & cotton

e L R N N AT LA RCI-F IR Y
drave ipwa foUr-stary apartmert buld-
ing al 6! Grelg 8i., a neatly dressed map
and woman were Wailng c<n the stens,

Mr. Spiro asked, “Can vou t=) us wiish
apartment Son House Hves inp'

The mav smlled and exterded hkis
aand. “'Tuls Is hlm," he sasd. [ laosed
ai my watch and made a mental note
that the search far 305 House tad ended
at exactly 8.33 p.on. on June 23, 1964—1wo
weeks afier it had begun,

We stayed ln Backester for *hrse days,
‘istoning Lo Son House Play again, He was
nervoas at first, and confessed he hadn't
Mayed regularly for about four years.

Mis Veoice Grows Richer

BY the tme we left, however, hp was
apain piaying as well as he kad over 30
¥EEIS ago. and singlng in a voute that
hed bseoree eves richer and more throaty .

Returning to New York, 1 contacted
the Newport otk Festival commitiee and
asked If it coold wmake plans an short
nolze o inctude Mr, Heuse on tha 1964
Flogram. Ralph Riteler, musicisn zng
‘cliinrist n charge of Newport's selec-
Loh o! talent, heard the iape rezordlogs
¥e had mzds in Roshester anc imme.
dlately extended an invitatisn for Mr.
Houge to sppear, Four record COIpanies
scon expressed interest in recording him,

Hr. Heuse Is s5ti)l rather bemused by
all the exciternant. &inee moving to
Rochester, he had worked z3 a raiiroad
porier, barbecue cock, ane as the pri-
vale chef of 2 gangster wha was at the

Apaiachin Convenlicr. He has been un- -

empioyed in recant years, thougzh, and had
no hovghts ol tecoming g pesiurming
FR1AaC1dl agaln.

~{ thought the old music was ail for-
gotien by now,’" he old us. *'T never knew
tha! =0 Toany people would want ip hear
it zgain '

His memaory of ne days when “coun-
iry bives™ was at its peak s emazingly
sharp, His contemporaries—Chazlie Pat-
ten. Willie Brown, Robert Johnsoi, and
others—are mostly fead, so Mr, House's
recollections will he a beon ta foliclorists,

I told Som that If he kacn't been back
In Memphls Iast year to visit relstive .
he never would have besn seen tiere, and
later rediscoverec.

He shook his tead and added a bizaree
cxclamation polet to our {rip.

"0 no. That couldn’t have been me.
¥ haven’s seen back to Memohis i almost

5 ¥PArs. S RICIARE AL WATRR Ay

Three folkiorists and their find From left, Nick Perls, Dick Water-
mar, Son House, Phil Spiro. Searchers were two weeks on the trail,
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aory, a shudy of
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| The Movie ]
From Lil
For McH

Remember when fils
one er iWo comit sup
Skelton or Bucd Abbott
packed the locel movie
yesterday, befors teley
comedy star s often a
rounded by a macagerie
baills,

The effectiveness of 17
frem smen TV series as
Skow, The Dick Ven
The Beverly Hillbille:
demanstrated in the ne
Navy. The pleture is
dunlicate of the two-ve;
with the same nrame.
da every weex on ‘M
characters steal the she

Lt. Commander Qu
grinning bear of a mg;
nest Borgnine, gnd ht
larcencus PT-hoat ore
o isiand paradise 3
Pacific and try fo lgne
being faught by the res

A Datle With the B

Once in 2 wkile, whe
rev gp their vesse: snd
ing Japarese submari-
the time they are 1w
pleasiradie pucswits--;
san with longhaired -
swindling theic fellow
winning Wotri¢ War [T
pal cceoupation s kee
seamps—and Eimsel{—-.

Indeed, their mafor
:he Japariese Nzavy bul
lor., their acerbic cor
whosz hesdquariers a
acrosg the lagoon frorr
wise, Captain Bingher
get McHale ang his '
than captitre the whol
Jo# Flynn's hilariovs c
tae frascible, beaspectac
gestive of an apoplectls

Next to McHale, th
I thing in Bloghambc
Parker Thy Conway
flng, bumtilny exect




