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by Joe Allen

The guys reissuing the deep funk material have some issues that differ from mine because of the time frame of the music involved. But we also have things in common -- a concern for historical and aesthetic preservation, and a desire to present the music in a way that's both entertaining and informative. And I'm sure we also share many of the day-to-day headaches of trying to keep a business afloat!



 – Marshall Wyatt



As I was researching 78 collector Joe Bussard, it quickly became apparent that Marshall Wyatt’s story needed to be told as well. Marshall’s label Old Hat Records not only provided the access to the jewels of Bussard’s record collection with Down in the Basement (Old Hat CD-1004), but the impeccable 72-page accompanying booklet was clearly an invitation to further explore the world of 78s and the people who rescued them from oblivion. The other three CDs in Old Hat’s catalog to date are equally important cultural documents of our American past, thoroughly researched and annotated, and beautifully presented complete with period photos, postcards, painting, drawing, and of course, record labels and sleeves. The booklets place the music in its historical, cultural, and social context and thereby significantly inform and direct the listener’s experience. 


The roots of hip hop are much deeper than the funk-soul-jazz of the early 1970s; likewise, the roots of the funk-soul-jazz of the early 1970s are not solely the R&B of the1960s. In Blues People, first published in 1963, LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka) traces the history of American music back to the arrival of Africans on these shores. Over and over again, Jones emphasizes how the adaptation that was necessary for survival helped produce uniquely American forms of music and culture. He writes, “The Negro’s way in this part of the Western world was adaptation and reinterpretation.”1 The music collected on Old Hat’s anthologies documents such adaptation and reinterpretation by both black and white artists of musical forms that developed in the 19th Century. The spirit of adaptation and reinterpretation connect the stringband and fiddle music of the 1920s and 1930s squarely to the music explored in Wax Poetics and the aesthetics of sampling. Indeed, there are more links than just geography of the King & Carter Jazzing Orchestra from Houston, Texas to Conrad Johnson’s The Kashmere Stage Band also from Houston, Texas.2 


Marshall Wyatt started Old Hat Records in the late 1990s to fill in the gaps left by the extensive catalogs of Yazoo Records and County Records. His first release, Music From the Lost Provinces: Old-Time Stringbands from Ashe County, North Carolina & Vicinity, 1927-1931, displays the focus of his collector impulse. The sheer plethora of quality sides from North Carolina’s northwestern corner, a plateau surrounded by the Blue Ridge Mountains, is undoubtably remarkable. In the liner notes, Marshall explains how the isolation of the region forced the homesteaders to create entertainment that would provide momentary relief from their arduous lives: “It was social music that celebrated local events and provided a diversion from hard work, a music that created bonds between neighbors and served as a link from one generation to the next.” These cultural traditions began percolating in the late 1700s and persist in some form to this day in Ashe County. Music From the Lost Provinces provides a glimpse of old-time stringband music at the moment it was first recorded.  


Marshall broadened his scope with Old Hat’s second release, Violin, Sing the Blues for Me: African-American Fiddlers 1926-1949. By the time the recording industry found a market for blues and county music in the 1920s, black string band music was already viewed as anachronistic, harkening back to the previous century and the time of slavery. So even during the height of race records, fiddle music was substantially under-represented. Violin, Sing the Blues for Me affords unparalleled access to some of the earliest recorded examples of a merging of African and European traditions; Marshall describes, “Black musicians absorbed the polkas, waltzes, jigs and reels of the European tradition, but applied the syncopations and minor tonalities derived from Africa” as they played for both white and black audiences on separate occasions. 


“Folks, He Sure Do Pull Some Bow!”: Vintage Fiddle Music 1927-1935 continues this theme but documents the cross-fertilization of white and black musicians. Marshall illustrates, “Over the years, cultural exchanges between European immigrants and African slaves created music that was distinctly American, and the fiddle held sway as the dominant folk instrument of both races until the dawn of the 20th century.” One song, “G Rag” recorded by the white group Georgia Yellow Hammers but included fellow Georgian Andrew Baxter, a renowned Afro-Cherokee fiddler. James Cole’s String Band also recorded “country breakdowns,” but to this day it is unknown if the fiddler is the black artist James Cole or a white fiddler who had the same name. “This debate underscores the long history of interaction between the two races,” concludes Marshall. 


In addition to Old Hat Records, Marshall Wyatt has been publishing an ongoing series of interviews in the Old Time Herald: A Magazine Devoted to Old-Time Music where he interviews notable 78 collectors including filmmaker Terry Zwigoff.  It is not surprising that when I turned the tables on Marshall, he provided a definitive blueprint for the cultural significance of the record collector and the raison d’etre for an independent reissue label. He also contributes, in some respects, a different perspective to this column’s ongoing dialogue regarding copyright law. 

*     *     *     *     *

What led you to begin your series of interviews with 78 record collectors for the Old-Time Herald? Are there others besides Joe Bussard, David Freeman, Terry Zwigoff, and Bob Pinson?
Those are the four. And of course those four guys have things in common, but what's interesting is how different their personalities are. Freeman is thoughtful and reserved, whereas Bussard is a real wildman. And the two of them traveled through the South hunting records together back in the '60s. I'm sad to say that Bob Pinson died this past September. He was really softspoken and modest, in spite of his considerable accomplishments. He spent 30 years building an amazing collection of records for the Country Music Foundation in Nashville, and that collection is now languishing without him.

But it was Terry who motivated me to start doing those interviews in the first place. I got to know him when I lived in San Francisco, and from the beginning I felt that our musical tastes had a lot in common. Only he'd been a serious collector far longer than I had, and he knew so much more. For example, I was familiar with "Dallas Rag" by the Dallas String Band -- it had been reissued on various LPs, and it was widely known. But then I'd go over to Terry's house and he'd say, "Oh yeah, but have you heard 'Chasin' Rainbows' or 'Hokum Blues?'" And of course he had all of the Dallas String Band 78s, and he'd pull 'em out and play 'em. And they were ALL great. Or maybe he'd be excited about some record he'd just found -- "Oh man, you gotta hear this! This is the greatest!" And he'd put on "Western Union" by Doctor Lloyd and Howard Maxey, this completely off-the-wall hillbilly record from 1927, and I'd never heard it before. So he expanded my horizons that way.

Here’s one question you asked Terry Zwigoff: What is the importance of record collecting beyond your own personal gratification?
Phonograph records are cultural documents, so even if a collection is put together by a single individual for personal reasons, the collection is going to have broader implications. There's treasure in those grooves, and collectors are preserving it for future generations.

The 78s I know best are commercially issued American records from the 1920s and '30s, mostly from the South, so that's my frame of reference. These records provide a lot of pure entertainment, and that in itself is important. They're full of beauty and genius, and they say a lot about American culture. In the 1920s the music was heartfelt, and often very raw and quirky and personal. But recorded music changed profoundly in the 1930s, the recording industry changed and technology changed. The music became more formulaic and self conscious, and suddenly the older music was considered hopelessly dated, it was cast off and not appreciated. Fortunately, a small community of record collectors emerged, and they were the ones who saved this music from oblivion.

How do you view the role of the 78 record collector?
I think 78 collectors, like all collectors, are driven by deep seated forces. I'm sure a psychologist could lay out various explanations -- pivotal childhood events create obsessive-compulsive tendencies, that kind of thing. Or maybe there's a genetic component, some ancient biological need that comes into play. It's the old nature/nurture debate. In my case, I had a strong example set by my father, who was a positive influence. He was a writer, historian, artist, and a lifelong collector. That was not his career, but it's what he really loved to do -- he was an amateur in the best sense of the word.

So one role of record collectors is to play out their own personal and private scenarios, for better or worse. Fortunately, there's more to it than that -- collectors also take on roles that serve a much broader public. Among the 78 collectors I know are musicians, librarians, folklorists, radio hosts, historians, writers, editors, publishers, teachers, researchers, discographers, sound engineers, label owners, producers, record dealers, artists, filmmakers, publicists. And all of these people are involved in the world of 78 records and the body of music that 78s represent. Folk artists and folk musicians are sometimes described as "culture bearers," and I think that collectors, in their various roles, are also deserving of that title.

What did your father collect?
Dad loved all things baseball, starting at an early age. When he was 16, the local newspaper did a feature about him, and called him "the walking encyclopedia of baseball." He compiled countless scrapbooks of pictures and newspaper clippings of his favorite players and teams. Every year for decades he made a special scrapbook on the World Series. He also collected autographs of players all during the 1930s, including some of the great names in baseball. His next door neighbor here in Raleigh at that time was Victor Sorrell, who was a pitcher for the Detroit Tigers. And Vic helped him get all kinds of autographs. For instance, if the Tigers were playing the Yankees, Vic would stroll over to the Yankee dugout before the game and get autographs, and then later he'd give 'em to my Dad. And he got most of the great ones, including Gehrig and Ruth.

Dad's other great passion was silent movies, especially the Westerns, and again this started when he was a child. Late in his life he wrote two biographies of silent Western actors, and he collected related items. He put together an extensive collection of lobby cards from that era, not just Westerns but other genres as well -- Douglas Fairbanks, Buster Keaton, Lon Chaney. In writing his Western books, he'd contact families of the actors and get to know them, and they'd end up giving him things -- gun belts, six-shooters, leather chaps, spurs, monographed shirts, vests, hats -- things these actors had actually worn on-screen in the 1920s.

I could go on, but that gives you some idea of his interests.

How extensive is your record collection?
It's modest. The 78 collection seems to get less extensive all the time. By that I mean that I'm editing the collection, honing it down and getting rid of records that are not that interesting or where the condition doesn't measure up. I've probably got about 1,500 78s. That roughly breaks down into 350 race records, 1,000 hillbilly records, and 150 miscellaneous.

I also have a whole shelf of LPs, about 1,000 of them, and nearly all of them reissue music from the 78 era. The LPs make an excellent reference library -- not only for the music, but also the liner notes, which often contain information available nowhere else. But I'll never treasure LPs the way I do 78s.

The only CDs I collect systematically are those on the Yazoo and County labels, but I do have a good sampling from many other labels. Again, these are mostly reissue labels. I think this is a golden age for reissues -- I'm sure there's more old music available now than ever before. I'll admit I don't follow the current music scene very closely.

What is your most prized 78? Do you have any of those Joe-Bussard-like record collecting stories?
My most prized 78 is Columbia 15765-D by Frank Blevins And His Tar Heel Rattlers. It came out in 1932, not many were pressed and not many have survived -- there are just five copies of this record known within the collecting community. I actually have a couple of records that are more rare, but the Blevins record has such deep meaning for me because of my personal connection with Frank Blevins. And of course both sides are absolute masterpieces.

Runnerup would be QRS 7029 by the Old South Quartette. The history of this group goes back to the 19th century -- Mark Twain was a fan, he called their singing "a musical earthquake." What more can I say? It's a fabulous record, and very rare- I only know of three copies.

I got in the game relatively late, so I don't have a repertoire of fabulous stories like Joe does. But I will tell one:

I've hunted records at the Raleigh Flea Market over a period of years, and occasionally a decent record will turn up -- Alabama Rascals on Perfect, Walter Roland on Conqueror, Wilmer Watts on Broadway, that sort of thing. But when I moved back here from California in 1993, I found that I had a serious rival. Another record collector, who lived north of town, had made the Raleigh Flea Market his personal mission. He was there every week without fail and he knew all the dealers. And he was advanced as a collector; he knew the good stuff, and he was basically looking for exactly the same records I was.

The Raleigh Flea Market generally doesn't get started too early, so I was used to arriving around 9:00 am. But this other collector would already be there and he'd already be picking through records. So the next week I got there at 8:30, only to find that he'd arrived at 8:00. So the next week I got there at 7:30, but he'd figured out what I was up to, so he'd shown up at 7:00. It was getting ridiculous -- what was I going to do, pitch a tent the night before? 

I realized I couldn't get there earlier than this other guy, but I tried to be diligent once I did get there. One Saturday I showed up really late, about noon, so my expectations were not high. Then I spotted one dealer who was set up under a tree on the periphery of the flea market, and he had a lot of broken down furniture, really a pile of junk. There were no boxes of records, but I did notice what looked like a little suitcase back behind the tree. And it was all dusty and beat up, but I realized it was actually a portable Victrola. And of course I knew that these little phonographs always had a pocket built into the lid that would hold eight or ten records. So I opened the lid, and sure enough I found eight or ten records in that pocket. They were all gospel records from the '30s, and not too interesting -- until I got to the very last one. That's when my heart skipped the proverbial beat. It was Paramount 12799, "Prayer of Death, Parts 1 & 2" by Elder J. J. Hadley -- a name that blues fans will recognize as a pseudonym for Charley Patton.

It's not considered a Patton masterpiece but it is a very interesting record, and it's rare. It sounds like he might have composed it spontaneously in the studio, which was unusual for Patton. It's a rambling spiritual, a pastiche of several old religious songs combined with "talking" guitar. And that's the only Charley Patton record I've ever found. It cost me a dollar.

What led you to begin Old Hat Records?
In a roundabout way, it was Frank Blevins. He was a fiddler who recorded a handful of sides for Columbia back in 1927 and '28. When I lived in California in the 1980s, I'd go to a 78 swap meet every month up in El Cerrito, in the parking lot of Down Home Music. At one of those meets I found a record by Frank Blevins And His Tar Heel Rattlers, and I think it cost me five dollars. And that record had a profound effect on me, something about that music struck a deep emotional chord. Later I found out that Frank Blevins was still living, and I tracked him down and went to visit him. That sparked a long running research project about Blevins and his colleagues who were active back in the '20s and '30s. I gathered a lot of information, and I collected all of the 78s by musicians from Blevins's home turf -- Ashe County, North Carolina and Smyth County, Virginia. This was a superb body of music that had never been reissued on CD, and most of it had never been reissued in any form. So it seemed like a logical thing to do, to make a CD, to present the music in a thoughtful way. And by this time I'd spent years interviewing people and collecting old photographs, so I already had the information and the visuals to go with the music. That became the first album, Music from the Lost Provinces.

How long did it take to collect everything by Frank Blevins? How did you know which records you were looking for?
It's actually a fairly small group of records. I found out about them by talking to other collectors and by reading various articles and interviews. An interview with Ephraim Woodie had been published in Old Time Music magazine, and a short interview with Frank Blevins had appeared in "The Devil's Box." Then I got to know Frank and several of his colleagues, and they filled in the gaps. It took me about six years to find clean copies of all of them. Some are common, but there were three that were tough to find, and that's why it took as long as it did. At first I ran a "wanted" ad in Joslin's Jazz Journal, and I found several records that way, a couple of near-mint beauties in fact. Other records I got by bidding on auction lists, a couple I bought off of collectors I knew, and I traded for one of the rare ones. And I turned up a few records from people right there in Ashe County.

How much time, effort, and research goes into one of your collections?
I probably spend more time and effort than any rational person would devote to a project. It takes me a couple of years to produce one of these CDs, and it usually starts with an idea that's been knocking around inside my head for a lot longer than that. I want to accelerate that process if I can, but I'm not going to compromise quality. Right now I'm working on three CDs simultaneously, and I think that will produce results more quickly than working in a purely linear fashion.

Producing one of these CDs is a multi-faceted process, and I'm involved every step of the way- listening, collecting, choosing, sequencing, remastering, researching, writing, and designing -- not to mention the whole manufacturing process. I also sweep up at night. I could describe each step in detail, but that would get tedious. Suffice it to say, I'm not going to put out a CD unless I hear and learn and gather as much material as I can that pertains to the subject. The challenge then is to distill all of that information into a concise, coherent entity. I want to put the music into a proper historical context, but I'm not interested in a dry, academic exercise. I want the CD to be entertaining and engaging from start to finish. That's what I try to do. 

Why do you include such extensive and varied accompanying booklets with each release?
Why settle for a simple insert or foldout? Historical information and visual material can only enhance the music. It's all important, and it all works together. I want to create a memorable package, something that has an impact. At the same time, I don't want to present too much all at once, I think that could dilute the experience. I'm not all that interested in putting out a multi-disc box set; I'd rather present a single disc and make it as potent as possible, to make every detail count.

Why do you include many photos of records sleeves and labels?
This mainly applies to Down in the Basement, and there's an obvious reason for that. The music on that album is derived from a particular record collection, and the booklet is devoted to record collecting. If you don't know the world of 78 records, that album will give you a taste. And part of that world is the cult of the object. The music may be paramount, but to a collector that original piece of shellac is a crucial part of the equation. The labels, the sleeves, the ephemera, it's all part of the milieu, and I wanted to capture the flavor of that in the booklet.

In addition to record labels, the visual images in Violin, Sing the Blues for Me include postcards, paintings, drawings, 78 catalog supplements, and photos from the late 1800s and early 1900s. What role do the various images fulfill?
The music doesn't exist in a vacuum. Visual images help flesh out the world that produced the music. The images are important as historical documents, and they're aesthetically appealing. To me, music and visual art are natural complements. I'm fascinated by old graphics and photographs. There's a whole world of photographic imagery still waiting to be discovered -- in closets and scrapbooks, or under the bed in a shoe box. And there's still a lot of material in archives and museums that hasn't been thoroughly cataloged, just waiting for a researcher to dig it out.

How do you go about locating and collecting such material?
I contact other collectors and researchers to see what they might have, and usually folks are happy to help out. And of course I reciprocate if they ever need to borrow something of mine. I'm old fashioned, I like to get hold of the original document if I can, but I'll settle for a digital scan if that's what's available. Librarians at various museums and universities are often very helpful, although occasionally there's a lot of paperwork involved. It's always great to find a picture that's never been published, or perhaps only published once in some obscure journal.

I read and collect books on whatever subject I'm involved with at the time, and I'm careful to study the bibliographies because that will lead you to other sources, sometimes very obscure ones. There are some great 19th century periodicals like Harper's and Century that contain a wealth of beautiful drawings and graphics that relate to historical subjects, and there are magazine dealers who deal in this kind of thing.

The internet's been a big help. A Google search can turn up all kinds of sources you never knew existed if you have the patience to sort through them. And many's the time I've found myself trolling Ebay late into the night. Ebay has had a tremendous effect on collecting; it's flushed out countless items from every nook and cranny. It can also be addictive and expensive, so I have to restrain myself.

How much paperwork do museums or archives require for licensing a photo? Have you ever been refused?
I shouldn't complain, it's not really that hard to fill out a few forms. I do remember one case that was a little much, involving a photograph from the Hampton University archives that I wanted to use. It took several preliminary phone calls and letters, then I received a four-page list of regulations, then I had to fill out a five-page questionnaire and return it along with a formal letter of request and a licensing fee. I remember the questionnaire even contained an "essay question" about the significance of the photograph to the project I was working on. But it was an absolutely beautiful photograph, and never before published, so it was worth it.

Other archives have a more streamlined approach. The Southern Historical Collection at UNC-Chapel Hill has a simple half-page request form. The folks there are very helpful, they never charge a licensing fee, and they'll make expert photographic copies for a very low darkroom fee, and do it quickly.

Licensing fees will vary from one library or university to another, but most are reasonable. After all, these are non-profit institutions who in theory want to further the cause of scholarship. I can't think of any time I was refused permission. For-profit companies are another story. I once tried to obtain a copy of a 2-minute newsreel from the Sherman Grinberg Film Library in New York, but they were going to charge me about $800, so I had to pass. And I wasn't even trying to license it, I just wanted a copy for research purposes.

The collectors that I know personally are generally very helpful in loaning materials for a project. If they trust you and respect the project you're working on, then they're happy to help out, and most of them do it for
nothing -- "Just send a copy of the CD when it's finished." It's heartwarming to know there are still folks like that, and I really couldn't produce these CDs without them.  

To what extent is such exhaustive research and work on your part a money making enterprise for your record label?  

Nobody's ever going to get rich off this kind of music. It's been a struggle just to break even. But rather than cut corners to save money in the short run, I think it's worth investing more to produce a quality product because that's what will bring sustained sales, which over time will create profit. I do anticipate increased revenues in the future, enough to keep this enterprise going.

What obstacles do you face when trying to reissue a rare 78? Are there any obstacles in terms of licensing or copyright?
Nick Tosches is a brilliant writer, maybe the best writer who's working today. And he spent 25 years researching Emmett Miller, a minstrel singer who had a tremendous influence on American popular music of the 20th century. In spite of this, Miller was obscure and nearly forgotten, except by a handful of collectors and scholars. By 2000 Tosches had finally finished his book on Emmett Miller, and it was scheduled for publication. He'd seen a couple of my CDs and he got in touch with me, and was hoping I'd put together a CD project to go with the book, a two-disc set of the complete recorded works of Emmett Miller. At the time we assumed that all that material was still under copyright -- I'm not so sure now. 

Why? What has changed?
Nothing has really changed, except I now realize that research is needed to determine copyright status of this material. Each recording would have to be researched individually. The Sony corporation certainly wasn't going to do the research -- it was a lot easier, and more profitable, for them to simply say, "Oh yes, we own the material," when in fact they may not. For example, Emmett Miller's version of "Lovesick Blues" from 1928 is probably his best known recording. That song was published in 1921, so the composition is now public domain. Research might prove that Miller's specific recording of "Lovesick Blues" was never copyrighted to begin with, or it might prove that its copyright was not renewed after 28 years. If either case were true, then both the composition and the recording would be public domain, and anyone would be free to use it. But at the time I didn't do the research; I never got that far, partly out of ignorance and partly because of limited resources.

But the plan was to license the music and release the CD simultaneously with the book. The Sony corporation supposedly owned this music, so I called their offices in New York, and it took them weeks to even return my calls. When I finally talked to one of the vice presidents, he said, "OK, we'll license that music for $50,000." There was no way I could come up with that kind of money, he may as well have said $50 million. Nick Tosches thought that his publisher might furnish the money, but that went nowhere. They wouldn't put up a dime. So the CD project just hit a brick wall, and that was that. Of course the book came out, and it's absolutely great -- Where Dead Voices Gather. And I'm sorry I couldn't have been part of that.

The whole experience underscored my resolve to run my own label my own way. I won't kowtow to a bunch of corporate number-crunchers.

Do you consider the original 78 recordings in the public domain? Why or why not?
I guess there are some 78s still under copyright because of the Sonny Bono law, but the records I'm using are in the public domain. You're not going to see artists on my albums who are big names or cash cows. I use recordings that were made in the late '20s and early '30s, and subject to the 28-year renewal rule. They came up for renewal in the 1950s. Most of these records had generated very little money when they were current, and by the '50s they were completely forgotten. In many cases, the original metal masters were not even preserved. In addition, most of the music on these records comes from the folk tradition and was never under copyright to begin with.

The combined roles of record collector and independent record label support Justice Breyer's central argument in his dissenting opinion in the Eldred v. Ashcroft Supreme Court Copyright Term Extension Act case. He writes, "The potential users of such works [any works about to pass into the public domain] include not only movie buffs and aging jazz fans, but also historians, scholars, teachers writers, artists, database operators, and researchers of all kinds-those who want to make the past accessible for their own use or for that of others." What was you central impulse in working on your respective compilations?
I basically agree with Justice Breyer. It's too bad his was the dissenting opinion and not the majority. My central impulse comes from a love of the music and a fascination with it history and its artifacts. And yes, the past should be accessible; it's a healthy thing. The appreciation of the past can enrich the present, and it can inspire future creativity. If the original artist is still alive after 50 years, then I think the copyright should extend until that person dies, but no longer.

To what extent are you preserving the past?
Sounds cause a stylus to vibrate as it cuts into a rotating disc of wax. From the wax disc a number of metal casts are generated. From these metal casts an edition of shellac discs is pressed. The groove pattern on each shellac disc matches the one cut into the original wax. It's basic science, it's a technology well understood, it's so commonplace we just take it for granted. But, by God, there's still something magical at work. 100 years later you can drop a stylus into that groove and hear those same sounds again. The phrase Nick Tosches came up with -- "where dead voices gather" -- it perfectly describes the grooves of an old phonograph record. The collector is like a medium who summons the dead.

Record labels that are reissuing the old 78s are just moving to a technology that's another step removed from that original slab of wax. But it's a technology that's current and accessible to modern audiences, so it keeps the old music alive.

How should the original recording artists be rewarded for their artistic creation, now roughly 75 years out of circulation, and at the same time, how should their work be disseminated?
Artists should certainly be compensated for their work; I'm all in favor of that. But for how long? The artists on the Old Hat CDs are all dead, and their music out of copyright, so perhaps that question is moot. But what about the families of the artists? In a perfect world, there'd be plenty of money to spread around, but when you're dealing with obscure music of long ago, that's never going to happen. At what point does the music or art simply belong to the ages? Should all the descendants of Shakespeare be getting a royalty check every month? It wouldn't be practical, and it just doesn't make sense. That's why copyright time limits were established in the first place.

Most of the musicians on my compilations were originally paid a flat fee for their work by the record companies. Royalty deals were rarely offered to little-known, rural musicians of that era (although there are a few exceptions). Usually the musicians were sent a check shortly after their recording session, and often that was the last they ever heard from the record company. Many were not even alerted to the release of their records, and in some cases musicians were not aware of a release until a collector showed up on their doorstep fifty years later with a copy of the record!

Most of the aforementioned musicians were happy to get the flat fee (usually somewhere between $25 and $75 per side). In many cases, payment for a session represented more money than the musician had ever had at one time. And royalties of a few cents per record sold would in many cases not add up to as much as the flat fee. In the 1920s, a blues or hillbilly record would often sell 2,000 units or less. Sales of 5,000 were considered good. A  record that sold 20,000 was considered a hit. In the early '30s, when the depression hit hard, these numbers tumbled. In some cases expectations were so low that even a major label would press only a few hundred copies of a blues or hillbilly record.

Flat fees paid to artists applies primarily to rural artists who recorded one or two sessions, then went back to their regular day jobs. (And there were lots of records made in the '20s by artists who fit that description.) It probably would not apply to most fulltime music professionals, although some of them may have been paid flat fees as well -- in the early days, many musicians did not regard making phonograph records as an end in itself, and didn't always give them high priority. The records were considered aids to drum up business for personal appearances, which were their bread and butter.
In the end, you can't define everything in terms of dollars and cents. The lasting reward for everyone involved is the perpetuation of the music or the writing or whatever the art form happens to be, assuming the work has merit to begin with. The small independent labels are the ones who do the most to disseminate the vernacular music of the prewar era-blues and hillbilly, early jazz, and ethnic music, America's bedrock music. The contribution of labels like County and Yazoo and Arhoolie cannot be overstated. The big labels rarely touch this material because there's so little money to be made.

To what extent is your primary goal to make these obscure 78s "accessible" to other researchers and artists?
I want to make 78s accessible to researchers and artists, but my focus is fairly narrow. The music on the Old Hat label represents only a tiny fraction of the music from that era. My primary goal is to create anthologies of high quality music that provide both entertainment and scholarship. Other labels, like County and Yazoo, operate on a similar premise, but their output is more extensive.

In terms of pure accessibility, the Document label from Austria is unmatched. (Actually I think they're now based in Scotland.) As the name suggests, their catalog is like a giant reference library -- they've reissued every American blues and gospel record of the prewar era, and now they're starting on the hillbilly material. The sound quality can be very uneven, but it's great for research. For example, if you want to hear every known recording by Peetie Wheatstraw from 1930 to 1941, in chronological order, you can find that on the Document label.

How might the public benefit from the circulation of such previously inaccessible recordings?
I'd say the greatest benefit is the opportunity to hear some damn fine music. These old recordings provide a refreshing alternative to the crass commercialism that's so prevalent in today's music. Maybe more people will discover that there was life before MTV. There have been a lot of technological advances over the years, and music has become a complex business, but that really says nothing about the soul of the music. Quality is where you find it, and I think you'll find it more often in 1929 than in 1999. 

How would you characterize your next Old Hat CD "Gonna Tip Out Tonight”: Music of the Medicine Shows, 1927-1931?
Medicine shows are a fascinating part of America's entertainment history. Before the rise of electronic media, traveling shows spread all kinds of live performance across America, and music was a big part of that. Medicine shows put on free entertainment to draw a crowd, then the "Doc" delivered his pitch in an effort to separate that crowd from their money. Musicians of all stripes cut their teeth with these shows, and some of these artists also made phonograph records back in the '20s and '30s. Much of this music derived from the minstrel stage, the ragtime era, and vaudeville. It's lively, upbeat, and often humorous, so I think this album will be a lot of fun to listen to.

What is your next project after the Medicine Show collection?
I'm working on a collection of old-time music from North Carolina called In The Pines. The title track is by a banjo player from Wilkes County named Dock Walsh. It's an old folksong with a heavy dose of fear and loathing, to use a popular phrase. It's riveting, an absolute masterpiece. Somebody told me that Kurt Cobain recorded a version of that song. I've not heard his recording, but there's no way it could be better than Dock Walsh.

After that will be a collection of music of the Old South called When De Corn Pone's Hot. The title track is actually a poem by Paul Laurence Dunbar that's been set to music. The album will contain some material that's not politically correct, but the history is fascinating and there are some great performances.

www.oldhatrecords.com
Marshall Wyatt: What is the importance of record collecting beyond your own personal gratification?





Filmmaker Terry Zwigoff: My personal experience has been that it’s impossible to get any of these so-called archives to be very cooperative. If you’re doing research on a film or a book or whatever, just try to get them to cooperate enough to get a tape out of them or some music that you want to hear, to study, to do anything with. A lot of these curators consider it their own private fiefdom or their own private record collection, and they’re notoriously hard to deal with and stingy and uncooperative.





On the other hand, most private collectors are more than happy to make you a tape. Most guys will do it very freely. Some may charge you a nominal fee to do it, which is fine. It’s the way to go to have access to that stuff.





So to answer your question, I think that private collectors are just about solely responsible for having this music alive at all.3











1. Jones, Leroi. Blues People: Negro Music in White America. New York: Perennial, 1963. 27.


2. In reference to the King & Carter Jazzing Orchestra Wyatt explained, “Apparently they never made any recordings, and I've not been able to discover any information about them. No telling how many great ‘territory’ bands were out there making music, but who are now lost to history.”





3. � SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1� Wyatt, Marshall. “An Interview with Terry Zwigoff.” The Old-Time Herald. Fall, 1995.








