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Smoky Babe (Robert Brown) was born in 
1927 in Itta Bena, Mississippi, a farming area 
some fifty miles from Clarksdale, the 
country blues capital of the world. This sec¬ 
tion of the state, part of the delta country, 
has produced a long line of blues singers- 
Charlie Patton, Son House, Robert Johnson, 
Bukka White, Muddy Waters, John Lee 
Hooker, Joe Williams, Tommy McClennan, 
and innumerable others who have never been 
recorded. His background consists of the 
stuff of which country blues singers are 
made=a few months of school, early years as 
a sharecropper on a plantation raising cot¬ 
ton, corn, and garden vegetables: frequent 
moves to other plantations when the crops 
petered out or he “didn’t get paid right,” a 
spell in city slums while working on a “hot 
truck” (a carrier of hot steel) in the mill at 
Bessemer, Alabama, a period as loader at the 
French Market in New Orleans while at the 
same time in the evenings he worked gigs in 
colored night clubs where he played for 
dimes, quarters, and half-dollars dancers 
tossed to the stage, dismal months working 
on the Mississippi near Baton Rouge cleaning 
barges, and later a post as grease monkey 
and mechanic at a filling station in Scotland- 
ville, Lousiana. 

In February, 1960, I was present at a jam 
session in Scotlandville at the house of the 
sister of Robert Pete Williams, Mable Lee. As 
usually happens at such get-togethers, neigh¬ 
bors hear the music pouring out and the 
vigorously thumping feet which make the 
floor heave up and down like jelly in an 
earthquake. They drop by to dance, chat 
with their friends, swap songs, laugh exu¬ 
berantly, and drink Jax beer, Mogen David 
wine, muscat (muscatel), or whisky. Smoky, 
who lives a short distance from Maple Lee 
Williams, swaggered in=a muscular wiry man 
of about 5’8”, wearing a hat tilted at a 
rakish angle. His guitar was in pawn so I 
loaned him mine. As soon as he had played a 
few bars, rich, full, resonant, and excitingly 
rhythmic, I knew that here was an outstand¬ 
ing blues man. 

Despite his rough and poverty-stricken 
life, Smoky is full of high exuberance, a joy 
in life, which he expresses in his dance- 
provoking style. Although several of the 
blues on this record are sad in text, the over¬ 
all effect of his performing is a vivid com¬ 
munication os his basic philosophy, that 
even under the most squalid and depressing 
circumstances, life is very much worth living. 
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TOO MANY WOMEN. This wild vigorous 
style of performing is usually identified with 
north Mississippi. 

TWO WINGS. Smoky Babe, vocal and 
guitar, William Dotson, vocal. Both singers 
carry on spirited antiphonal exchanges. 
Smoky’s use of a rough hoarse vocal timbre 
is characteristic of much Negro preaching-a 
means of communicating intensity of feel¬ 
ing. The style of singing and the form of 
Smoky’s variant come from a record by 
Reverend Utah Smith, “I Want Two Wings.” 
The guitar accompaniment is typical of 
Smoky’s irrestibly swingy personal style. 

I’M BROKE AN’ I’M HUNGRY. Smoky 
Babe, vocal and guitar. Frequently penniless 
and hungry, country Negroes have sung 
blues on this subject less often than one 
might expect. Some typical examples are 
Blind Lemon Jefferson’s “Broke and 
Hungry,” recorded for Paramount in 1926, 
and Sleepy John Estes’ “Brokenhearted, 
Ragged, and Dirty Too,” recorded for Victor 
in 1929. The theme of clandestine love, of 
slipping out in the morning before the 
woman’s regular lover returns, is a common 
theme in blues. 

MISSISSIPPI RIVER. Smoky Babe, vocal 
and guitar; Henry Thomas, harmonica. The 
broad expanse of the Mississippi has often 
appeared in Negro folksongs as a symbol of 
separation from a loved one. One is re¬ 
minded also of the English folksong, “The 
Water Is Wide,” collected by Cecil Sharp, 
which begins with the line, “The water is 
wide, I cannot get o’er.” 

MY BABY SHE TOLD ME. Smoky Babe, 
vocal and guitar; Henry Thomas, harmonica. 
Although Henry Thomas plays a chorus of 
melody, his style is primarily antiphonal, a 
frequent feature of the blues; the guitar or 
harmonica in country blues; the trumpet, 
harmonica or saxophone in city blues, imi¬ 
tating a human voice, answers the singer. 

RABBIT BLUES. Smoky Babe, vocal and 
guitar; Sally Dotson, vocal. Originally this 
song supplied the framework of a children’s 
game. It was also a lively feature of quilting 
time, as described to me by Willie J. 
Thomas, a blues and spiritual singer who 
lives a few miles from Smoky: “My mother 
use to sing it at quiltin’ time. Just before 
winter, on weekends an’ at night, they have 
quiltin’, an’ people come to quiltin’ like they 
would to some kind o’ big party. That was a 
big thing, quiltin’; the children play under 
the quilt while the sweet potatoes is roastin’ 
in the fire. We had sweet potatoes there an’ 
we had the hog meat boiled, an’ all the old 
women would get roun’ an’ quilt this quilt. 
When they nearly ’bout through rollin’ it, 
they begin to jump Mr. Rabbit an’ they sing: 

Met Mr. Rabbit in the pea vine, 
Asked him where he was gwine. 

Made a kissin’ sound with their mouth. 
They’d be jumpin’ Mr. Rabbit. They get 
their dress an’ tie it up like they come out o’ 
the field. Old people then used to tie their 
dresses an’ let ’em hang up behind, ’cause 
they wore much more clothes than the 
people wear now . . . They all do all kinda 
jumpin’, start to shakin’ their bustle an’ 
everythin’. Some o’ them ole women was 
over seventy, but people didn’t go down 
bein’ old like they do now . . . An’ they use 
to have a good time then. Men totin’ barrels 
o’ whisky, man knockin’ a barrel open with 
his head . . . They used to do some 
jumpin’!” 
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BLACK GHOST. Smoky Babe, vocal and 
guitar; Sally Dotson, vocal. The theme of 
being haunted by a ghost occurs occasionally 
in blues, as for example in Lonnie Johnson’s 
“Blue Ghost Blues” for OKeh in 1927, 
Robert Johnson’s “Hellhound on My Trail” 
for Vocation in 1937. Smoky and Sally 
begin by treating the idea of being haunted 
by a black ghost with grave seriousness, but 
as the song unfolds Sally treats Smoky’s fal¬ 
setto moaning with comic irony, comment¬ 
ing “This is sincere,” implying surprise that 
Smoky is taking it so. One begins to suspect 
that the black ghost is a creature of solid 
flesh, a secret lover. 

AIN’T GOT NO RABBIT DOG. Smoky 
Babe, vocal and guitar; Clyde Causey, har¬ 
monica. Smoky’s tune is essentially the same 
as that of the widely known bawdy song, 
“Uncle Bud.” Clyde’s vigorous swingy har¬ 
monica style is in the same tradition as Noah 
Lewis, who played in the late twenties and 
early thirties with Sleepy John Estes and 
Cannon’s Jug Stompers, and El Watson, who 
recorded for Victor in the late twenties. Al¬ 
though the song is basically gay in spirit, the 
line “Uncle Bill say, ‘I’m needed (needy) an’ 
I’m pore’ ” gives the rabbit hunt serious 
overtones. 

BAD WHISKY. Smoky Babe, vocal and 
guitar. In this song Smoky is playing in the 
bottle-neck style, an approach to the guitar 
widely used by other guitarists from north 
Mississippi, Son House, Robert Johnson, 
Muddy Waters, and numerous others. The 
technique is to wear the neck of a bottle on 
the little finger of the left hand, and to slide 
it on the strings (tuned to an open chord), 
creating a whining sound which resembles 
the human voice. As the player wishes, he 
can alternate using the bottle-neck with fret¬ 
ting the strings with his thumb, first, second, 
and third fingers, and it is even possible to 
combine both methods. Smoky’s equivalent 
of the bottle-neck is a smoothly machined 
metal tube about three inches long, an auto¬ 
mobile part. 

MY BABY PUT ME DOWN. Smoky 
Babe, vocal and guitar; Henry Thomas, har¬ 
monica. It has come to be customary for the 
singer to speak to the accompanying instru¬ 
ment toward the end of a blues, to say some¬ 
thing like, “Play it now ole guitar,” as 
though it were a human being. Smoky says 
to the harmonica, “Pick it up from there 
now,” and at the end of the song, “Talk 
about it now, buddy.” Henry Thomas’s har¬ 
monica responds with appropriately moody 
breaks, just right for a blues which is more 
tender in spirit than blues generally are. 

GOIN’ BACK HOME. Smoky Babe, vocal 
and guitar. A persistent theme in Smoky’s 
repertoire of blues is nostalgia for the farm 
country of Mississippi, for his mother, sis¬ 
ters, and brothers who are still there. In 
actuality Smoky goes home seldom and 
stays only a few days when he does. Ap¬ 
parently he feels that he can’t return to the 
old way of life, though his ties with his 
family are still strong. HARRY OSTER 
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