
1.  Old Rounder Blues
2.  Long Steel Rail
3.  Last Go Round
4.  Careless Lore
5.  Titanic Blues
6.  Freight Train Runs So Slow
7.  Trouble In Mind *
8.  Blues In The Morning
9.  You Ain’t No Woman
10.  Freight Train Blues
11.  Moaning Guitar Blues
12.  Going Back South
13.  Blood Red River
14.  Don’t You Put Your Hands On Me
15.  Jail house Blues *
16.  Key To The Highway *
17.  Master & John - story *
18.  Monkey, Baboon & Ape - story *
* Previously unissued
A ll other tracks previously issued on Testament 2201

Bill Jackson/ vocal & 12 string guitar.
Recorded in Philadelphia, PA, January I & 3, 1962



O n e  of the m ost gratifying and significant aspects of the blues reviva l of the past 
several years— part of the general resurgence of interest in A m e rica 's  folk m usic h e r­
itage— has been the d isco very  and consequent re co rd in g  of a n u m b e r of gifted blues 
artists w h o  pre viou sly had been un h erald ed o r little k n o w n  outside the ir im m ediate 
environs. C a t Iro n , M a n ce  L ip scom b, M em ph is  W illie  B o ru m , R obert Pete W illia m s , Fred 
M c D o w e ll , and K. C . D ouglas are bu t a fe w  of the nam es that spring rea dily  to m in d.

A ll are m en w h o , despite the ir w id e ly  disparate backgrounds, ages, and ge ograp h ­
ic origins, have in c o m m o n  a c o m m itm e n t to  the deepest, m ost expressive hum an 
resources o f the blues. A ll are perpetuators of a m usical tra ditio n  that at its m ost potent 
is one o f the m ost vital and e n ric h in g  folk expressions evolved  in this co u n try , yet one 
that is in grave danger of disappearing fro m  the A m e ric a n  scene due to  increasing a c c u l­
turatio n , the inroads of mass m edia and the seeping o f p o p u la r c u ltu re  into eve ry nook 
and cra n n y of o u r land, and the gradual eradication of the social c ircum stances w h ic h  
gave rise to and nourished the blues.

O f  this debilitating process c ritic  R obert Shelton has w ritte n : " W ith  the inroads of 
mass c o m m u n ic a tio n  and the shift in cu ltura l values o f rural N egroes, there is evidence 
to indicate that the old c o u n try  blues tra ditio n  has been e b b in g . "  H e  continues on an 
op tim istic  note: " T h e  v e ry  fact of a reviva l of interest in folk  art and folk m usic  in a p e ri­
od of this co u n try 's  greatest pro spe rity bids as m uch  for the con tin u a n ce  of a co u n try  
blues tra ditio n  as fo r the con tin u a n ce  o f the Spanish cante h o n d o , the R o um an ian doina  
and the Portuguese fado. T h e  blues w ill die w h e n  personal unhappiness dies. Folk art has 
n o th ing  if it has no d u ra b ility . "

D u ra b ility  o r no, it has been ap pare nt for som e tim e that the m o re  arch aic  blues 
traditions and practices h ave  been d y in g  fro m  neglect, for pe rpetuation sorely needs 
usage— and the o ld e r singing and p layin g styles have had increasingly few er outlets and 
opportunitie s  to be heard in the last tw o  decades, at the folk level, that is. O n e  asks just 
w h e re  the "co n tin u a n c e  of a c o u n try  blues tra d itio n " is to  com e fro m  if no t fro m  the 
folk itself, and the yo u n ge r N e g ro  ge neration, it m ust be adm itted, has v irtu a lly  turned 
its back on this tra ditio n  in favo r o f the sleek, cheap banalities c u rre n tly  served up by 
p o p u la r cu lture .

In the face of the sad but un avoida ble  fact of the g ro w in g  de cline  o f the olde r blues 
form s and practices, the ir preservation and do cu m e n ta tio n — w h ile  this m ay yet be 
done— becom es d o u b ly  im perative .



A ll o f w h ic h  is an extended apologia  fo r this re co rd in g , w h ic h  presents the m usic 
m ak ing o f Bill Jackson, a th in , gentle, dignified m an o f 57 years in w hose w istful, ingen­
uous singing and n im ble  fingers are carrie d  the N e g ro  folksong traditions o f his native 
M a ry la n d .

Th is  disc is a d e bu t re co rd in g  in tw o  senses, fo r not o n ly  does it represent Jackson's 
initial re co rd in g , but it further offers the first extended sam pling of the vig orous  N e g ro  
folk m usic o f the state o f M a ry la n d , a m usical tra d itio n  that p rio r  to  this a lb u m  had not 
been represented on lo n g-p la y  disc, and one that is v irtu a lly  ignored in the one book 
dealing w ith  the fo lk lore o f the state, A . W . W h itn e y  and C . C . Bullock's 1925 statew ide 
surve y F o lk -L o re  F ro m  M a ry la n d  (published b y  the A m e ric a n  F o lk -Lo re  S ociety).

Yet, on the basis of this lo n g -p la y  co llectio n  alone (a nd other, m o re  varied  sam ­
plings fro m  this fecund area w ill fo llo w  on the Testam ent label), it m ay be rea dily  seen 
that the N e g ro  folk m usic o f M a ry la n d  is p a rtic u la rly  rich  and hardy.

Furthe r, it becom es evident that this folk song tra ditio n  is an e x tra o rd in a rily  m usi­
cal one, in that as m u c h  em phasis (if no t m o re ) is p laced up on go od, solid m usician ­
ship— as exem plified in Jackson's intricate, s tun nin gly detailed and percussive guitar 
acco m pa nim e nts  and in the rich  m e lo d ic  c on tou rs  o f the selections he perform s here­
in— as on the qualities o f total em otiona l c o m m itm e n t, dra m a tic  intensity, deep pathos, 
and d riv in g  fe rvo r that m ost usually in fo rm  N e g ro  folksong.

Th is  reco rdin g , in fact, lends added supp ort to  the belief vo iced  by m an y folklorists 
and blues authorities that there exists a distinct "East C o a s t" blues style— one that is 
c h aracterized  by a carefu lly  co n tro lle d  e m o tio n a lity ; a deliberate , m o re  sedate h an­
d lin g  of vocal and instrum ental techniques; a v e ry  conscious awareness of and a d h e r- 
ance to form al elem ents; and an extrem e ly high caliber o f m usicianship, especially as 
regards the c o m p le xity  o f instrum ental a c co m p a n im e n t.

Th is  pa rticu lar a p proa ch  to  the blues— u n d o u b te d ly  reflecting considerable influ ­
ence fro m  w h ite  folk m usic disciplines, w ith  the ir m o re  acute em phasis on form al and 
tech nical considerations— m ay lack the stinging em otive  p o w e r and u rg e n cy o f m ore  
elem ental N e g ro  folksong stylings (as, fo r exam ple , the acid, ra w ly  im passioned 
Mississippi D e lta  blues and religious song ap proa che s), bu t it does possess an u n d e n i­
able ch a rm  and p o w e r of its o w n . T h e  force  and em otion  are there, to be sure— but they 

are kept carefu lly  in check, subordinated to elem ents considered of greater im p orta nce  
in the region— m usicianship, subtlety, understatem ent, grace, and a d a ncing  m elo dic



line.
T h e y  are elem ents v e ry  m u c h  in evidence in the w o rk  of B ill Jackson, to  m y a d m it­

te d ly  biased w a y  o f th in k in g  one o f the m ost b rillia n tly  gifted blues guitar stylists to 
em erge in som e tim e (for a sam ple o f his instrum ental art at its m ost effective, listen to 
his w o n d e rfu l han dlin g o f Careless L o v e );  a capable singer; and the w rite r of a n u m b e r 
of m em o ra b le , finely w ro u g h t blues.

Bill Jackson w as b o rn  in G ra n ite , M a ry la n d , on F ebru ary 22 , 19 0 6 , one of five 
c h ild re n , and the o n ly  one o f his fa m ily  to  take an interest in m usic. B ill w as fifteen 
years old  w h e n  the p layin g of an o ld e r neighbor, Jim  Fuller, one of the region's finest 
guitarists, inspired in h im  a desire to  take up the instrum ent. A fte r six m onths of ru d i­
m en tary instruction fro m  Fuller, Jackson struck out on his o w n  and began p la y in g  at the 
house parties, c o m m u n ity  w o rk  parties, back co u n try  suppers and dances that c o m ­
prised the region's social life. Sm all th re e - o r  fo u r-p ie c e  string groups m ade up o f g u i­
tar, ba njo , m an d o lin  and v io lin  w o u ld  p lay reels, jigs, and bre akdo w ns fo r the dancers 
at these affairs.

In these surro und ings, Jackson m astered the m usical style of the area. C h ie f 
a m o n g his accom plishm ents was his prow ess on the guitar, a definite style fo r w h ic h  
had evolved  and gained favor in the region. Th is  a p proa ch  w as noted fo r its richness 
and co m p le x ity ; it w as a hea vily  syncopated one, w ith  m e lo d ic  figures in the treble  set 
against re c u rrin g  bass patterns, b o th  cle a rly  defined and often in v o lv in g  a sim ultaneous 
ch orda l strum m in g. T w o - and th re e-fing er p ick in g w as no t u n c o m m o n , perhaps reflect­
ing a d irect influence fro m  the banjo  stylings that are still to be heard in the region; 
m a n y guitarists, for exam ple , are likew ise adept at the ba njo .

Jackson's m usic, d ire ct and im m ed iate ly appealing, requires little in the w a y  of 
explanation o r analysis. Stylistically his m usic— and that o f the region he represents—  
appears to  d ra w  eq ua lly  on N e g ro  and w h ite  c o u n try  m usic idiom s. Th e re  is in 
Jackson's singing and p layin g as m u c h  fro m  A n g lo -A m e ric a n  sources— as in the e m p h a ­
sis on form al design, m e lo d ic  clarity, and the restrained stateliness o f d e liv e ry— as there 
is fro m  the N e g ro  tra d itio n , especially that of ragtim e, w h ic h  exerts a strong influence 
on his a p proa ch . T h e  a p proa ch  is not at all unlike that of the various p o p u la r fem ale 
"classic" blues singers of the 1920s, especially Sara M a rtin , w hose recordin gs gained 
w id e  favo r in the region once they w e re  issued (p ro b a b ly  because th e y reflected the 
pre va ilin g  stylistic preference of the are a). H a rry  O s te r has noted a resem blance to the



w o rk  of H e n ry  "R a g tim e " Th o m a s  in Jackson's ap p ro a ch .
A fte r several years on the w o rk  gangs o f the B altim ore &  O h io  R ailroad— d u rin g  

w h ic h  tim e  he extended his love of m usic and his rep erto ire  and skills— Jackson m oved 
to  Philadelphia, Pa., w h e re  he has rem ained w ith  his w ife  and da ughter ever since, m ak ­
ing pe rio d ic  trips to his fa m ily  and friends in the G ra n ite -E llic o tt C ity -C a to n s v ille  sec­
tio n  o f M a ry la n d . In this m an ner has he been able to  m aintain  his allegiance to the pure 

m usical style o f the area.
In 19 28, shortly after m aking the m o ve  to  Philadelphia, Jackson had the o p p o rtu ­

n ity  of re c o rd in g  for R C A  V icto r. A  m an w h o  had heard Bill p e rfo rm in g  at a p a rty was 
so im pressed w ith  his singing and p layin g that he arranged an audition  at V icto r's  
C a m d e n , N . J. studios. O fficia ls  at the reco rd  firm  w e re  likewise enthusiastic over 
Jackson's songs— L o n g  Steel R ail and O l d  R o u n d e r Blues— but the erstw hile  m anager 
dem and ed an ex orbitant ad vance on the tw o  songs w h ic h  V ic to r w as understandably 
u n w illin g  to  m eet. N e ith e r side w o u ld  relent, so Jackson never reco rde d. V ic to r officials 
told  Bill that the y w e re  interested in re c o rd in g  h im  and, if he co u ld  get rid o f his m a n ­
ager and his unreasonable dem ands, th e y w o u ld  be m o re  than h ap py to  issue his m ate­
ria l; Jackson was insufficiently interested to go back later.

Bill Jackson supported him self as best he co u ld  in the m o re  than three decades that 
fo llo w e d  his m ove to Philadelphia. H e  w o rk e d  as a b u ild in g  superintendent, jan ito r (and 
w as w o rk in g  in this capa city w h e n  I first heard him  som e years a g o ), and even w o rk e d  
as a house b o y for a h istory professor so that he m igh t learn m o re  of a subject that has 
alw ays fascinated h im . A t  present he is e m p lo ye d  as a chauffeur by a firm  that provides 
lim ousine service to the residents of Philadelphia's affluent M a in  Line area. W h e n  these 
recordings w e re  m ade in Jan uary o f 19 6 2 , it was not u n co m m o n  to find Bill w o rk in g  12 

to  18 hours a day.
Further, he had played o n ly  infreq ue ntly  in the several years before these re c o rd ­

ings. In 1961 I was p ro d u c in g  a folk m usic  p ro g ra m  for Philadelphia's enterprising 
W H Y Y -F M , in the course of w h ic h  a n u m b e r of fine folk artists w e re  d iscovered, re c o rd ­

ed and presented.
Bill Jackson was the one single artist I was m ost anxious to  find . Som e five o r six 

years previous I had heard him  play briefly w h e n  he was w o rk in g  as a jan ito r in a b u ild ­
ing in m y  ne igh bo rh o o d and w as greatly im pressed w ith  the flu e n c y and striking c o m ­
plexity of his playin g. S hortly  afterw ards he had m oved ou t of the ne igh bo rh o o d and



repeated attem pts to d iscover his w here abo uts had prove n futile. I co n tinu ed looking 
even w h ile  in the arm ed service bu t w as unable to find a n yo ne w h o  k ne w  w h e re  to find 
Bill. Th e n , several m onths after the W H Y Y  series had been u n d e r w ay, I heard that Bill 
was w o rk in g  at an exclusive girls ' school in a Philadelphia subu rb . I called the school 
office and w as to ld  that, yes, Bill Jackson had indeed w o rk e d  there but had left som e 
tim e before. O n e  of the office w o rk e rs  recalled that he was then w o rk in g  fo r a taxi ser­
v ice  and often saw  h im  d riv in g  thro u g h  the streets near the school. T h e  next tim e she 
saw  him  she w o u ld  tell h im  that I w as lo okin g fo r h im .

T w o  weeks later B ill Jackson rang m y  d o o r bell, and after a long con ve rsation he 
tentative ly played a fe w  old  nu m b ers  fo r m e. T h e  p layin g was a m ere sha do w  o f w h a t 
is heard w ith in , bu t the ge rm  w as still there. O v e r  the next tw o  m onths Bill practiced 
d ilig ently  and his o ld  skill returne d to h im ; he likewise began to recall all the songs of 
his yo uth  in rural M a ry la n d . W e  held re c o rd in g  sessions regularly, e ve ry  tw o  weeks or 
so, at m y h o m e to  ch art his progress and so he m ig h t hear h o w  his p layin g m ig h t be 
im p ro ve d . T h e  recordings in this a lb u m  w e re  taped on Jan uary 1 and 3, 19 62, and offer 
a representative sam pling of the rich  and varied  m usic o f Bill Jackson and, co in c id e n ­
tally, o f the strong, fecun d N e g ro  folk m usic  traditions of his native M a ry la n d .

—Peter /. Welding

N ote: A ll selections are played on a tw elve string Stella guitar in the norm al Spanish tuning, E A D - 

C B E . Th e  songs are played in three keys, E, A  and C . Those in C  include O ld  R ounder Blues, Careless 

Love, Freight Train Runs So Slow , You A in 't  N o  W om an, and D o n 't  You Put Your Hands O n  Ate. 

Songs played in A  are Long Steel Rail, Last G o  Round, and Freight Train Blues. Th e  rem aining selec­
tions are played in the key of E.

Bill Jackson can also be heard on Testament 5007 C an 't Keep From  C ryin g  - Topical Blues O n  The 

Death  O f  President Kennedy

Produced by Pete W elding

C om pa ct disc mastering by Paul Stubblebine at Rocket Lab, San Francisco C A  

A rt D irection by Brian W alls at E Conspiracy, Berkeley C A  

Reissue supervised by Frank Scott & Bruce Brom berg


