THE ‘FATHER’ OF COUNTRY MUSIC:
JIMMIE RODGERS AS INNOVATOR

David Livingstone

The Singing Brakeman

James (Jimmie) Charles Rodgers was apparently born in 1897 in
Meridian, Mississippi. There is some uncertainty about this detail,
but Rodgers himself referred to it as his hometown. He also spent
some of his childhood in Alabama, a neighbouring state in the Deep
South. Meridian is now home to the Jimmie Rodgers Foundation and
Museum. His family had a history of employment on the railroads
and Rodgers followed in the family tradition working on trains in
various jobs from his teenage years up to his mid-twenties. He also
performed music and learned first the banjo and then the guitar.

He was greatly influenced by African-American music, the Black-
face minstrel tradition, and medicine shows, among other things.
He not only picked up singing and playing skills from unknown,
frequently amateur, African-American musicians, but also from his
white predecessors and contemporaries.

Rodgers was diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1924, which
eventually caused his premature death in 1933 at the young age
of thirty-five. Rodgers played with several bands only to have his
breakthrough as a solo performer with the legendary recording
sessions in Bristol, Tennessee in August 1927, organized by the music
engineer and publisher Ralph Peer. This was also where the Carter
Family were discovered and recorded only two days earlier (Malone
1985: 65). Unlike many country performers who were initially
recorded in the 1920s only to fall into oblivion (for the story of
Mississippi John Hurt, see Livingstone 2023), Jimmie Rodgers took
the initiative and to traveled to New York City, where he contacted
Peer and made a number of new recordings, including the first of his
so-called blue yodels. Rodgers’ recordings were hugely successful,
and he became an overnight sensation and celebrity.
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Rodgers recorded and performed literally up until his death in
1933. Rodgers’ popularity was due to a number of factors, one of
them being his ability to market himself, most famously as the so-
called ‘singing brakeman’, wearing the ‘uniform’ of his former
profession. Rodgers’ 1929 short early sound film, The Singing
Brakeman, shows him in character performing three of his songs:
“Waiting for a Train”, “Daddy and Home”, and “Blue Yodel”. It
was played in cinemas between feature films. The film is the only
extant footage of Rodgers, but moreover it is also the first film of
a country singer and arguably the first country music video. In the
film, Rodgers wears his brakeman uniform, accents his country
‘homey’ background, while seemingly waiting for a train to arrive
at the small station, and plays several songs while one of the local
women prepares him a cup of coffee and another sits in a rocking
chair seemingly darning a sock. He opens the first song, “Waiting
for a Train”, with a whistle train sound and includes his classic
yodel in between the verses.

All around the water tank

Waiting for a train

A thousand miles away from home
Sleeping in the rain

I walked up to a brakeman

To give him a line of talk

He says if you’ve got money

I’1l see that you don’t walk

The protagonist of the song seems to be a hobo or someone down
on his luck, unable to come up with the money to pay for a ticket.
This would have been something quite usual during Rodgers’ days
working and traveling on the railroads.

I haven’t got a nickel

Not a penny can I show

Get off, get off, you railroad bum
And he slammed the boxcar door
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He put me off in Texas

A state I dearly love

The wide-open spaces all around me
The moon and stars up above

Despite the grim circumstances, the protagonist attempts to make
the best of things and smiles through the pain, this being reinforced
by the lively rhythm of the song and Rodgers’ optimistic phrasing.

Nobody seems to want me
Or lend me a helping hand
I’'m on my way from Frisco
Going back to Dixieland

Though my pocketbook is empty
And my heart is full of pain
I’m a thousand miles away from home
Waiting for a train
(Rodgers 2018)

The song is very much in the tradition of hobo songs popularized
by Harry McClintock and Goebel Reeves. There has been much
discussion concerning the origins of the song, but the exceedingly
lax approach to copyright at the time enabled Rodgers to claim it
as his own. However, there is absolutely no doubt that he put his
own stamp on it, and as Nolan Porterfield argues: “...he delivers the
lines with an authenticity born of his own experience, the burnished
memory of those many times, not long past, when he’d been
stranded alone and far from home, wet and hungry and hustling
his way back to Dixie.” (Porterfield 2007: 163) Unlike most of his
predecessors and contemporaries, Rodgers stylized and marketed
himself, not only via his brakeman uniform, but also through
musical invention with the use of the train whistle and, of course,
his legendary yodelling.
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America’s Blue Yodeller

Thirty-five of the songs recorded by Rodgers have the word
‘blues’ in the title, including some of his most well-known hits. The
third and final song included in the film, “Blue Yodel (T for Texas)”,
includes some quite shocking, racy lyrics, obviously inspired by the
raw African-American blues tradition. A reviewer at the time, Edward
Abee Niles, even referred to the song and Rodgers himself as “White
man gone black” (Porterfield 2007: 124). The song includes sexual
boasting: “I can get more women than a passenger train can haul”
and rather nonchalant threats of murdering his love interest, Thelma,
for leaving him for another man, who he also threatens to kill with
a shotgun: “I’m gonna shoot poor Thelma just to see her jump and
fall.” These brutal lyrics seem to meet with the benign approval of
the two country ladies, one bobbing her head to the song from the
window behind him. The song evolved from several earlier railroad
songs and Rodgers’ debt to African-American singers—and the
influence of the blues is undeniable. Porterfield draws specific
attention to the song’s blues authenticity and delivery as follows:
“his performance of ‘Blue Yodel,” insofar as it is a direct, serious,
and authentic rendering of the material, is scarcely distinguishable
from that heard on dozens of black blues recordings of the time
(Porterfield 2007: 123). The yodelling, however, is very much
Rodger’s own contribution, if not complete innovation.

Almost all of his songs include yodelling, giving rise to another
one ofhis nicknames: the blue yodeller. Barry Mazor in his biography
argues that Rodgers did not introduce yodelling to American country
music but did popularize it: “—whatever its origin—yodelling was
already very well established as a performance technique in the
nineteenth century; and some variety of yodelling could be found
everywhere in the world (Mazor 2009: 66). His influences included
Emmett Miller, the “Famous Yodeling Blues Singer”; Goebel
Reeves, the author of “Hobo’s Lullaby”, who apparently claimed
to have taught Rodgers to yodel in 1923, something Porterfield
finds highly improbable (Porterfield 2007: 43); and the yodeller
Riley Pucket. Mike Paris and Chris Comber in their biography
of Rodgers even argue for an African-American influence filtered
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through the blackface minstrel tradition: “What Rodgers developed
was, apparently, a unique yodelling refrain, owing some debt to
two sources: the Afro-American falsetto ‘blue note’ and Swiss-
style yodelling.” (Paris — Comber 38) Whatever the case may be,
yodelling was certainly his signature contribution to country music.
One of his greatest hits, “In the Jailhouse Now”, was, according
to Jocelyn R. Neal, not written by Rodgers but by Totts Davis and
Ed Stafford (Neal 2009: 132). It has become closely associated with
him, however, due to his recording from 1928. The song is once
again steeped in rough and tumble imagery involving drinking,
womanizing and prison. The song begins with an account of the
misfortunes of the singer’s acquaintance and run-in with the law.

I had a friend named Ramblin’ Bob
Who used to steal, gamble and rob
He thought he was the smartest guy in town

But I found out last Monday
That Bob got locked up Sunday
They’ve got him in the jailhouse way down town

He’s in the jailhouse now, he’s in the jailhouse now
I told him once or twice

To quit playin’ cards and shootin’ dice

He’s in the jailhouse now

The second half of the song goes on to relate his own adventures
with a lady friend, their own raucous escapades, and how they also
end up behind bars.

I went out last Tuesday
Met a girl named Susie
I told her I was the swellest man around

We started to spend my money
Then she started to call me honey
We took in every cabaret in town
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We’re in the jailhouse now,
We’re in the jailhouse now
I told the judge right to his face
We didn’t like to see this place
We’re in the jailhouse now
(Rodgers 2018)

The subject matter, as is often the case with Rodgers, does not
seem to fit the jaunty tone of the song. The song has been covered
by Ernest Tubb, Johnny Cash, and Merle Haggard, to name only
a few, and was featured in the popular Coen Brothers film O Brother,
Where Art Thou (2000) where it is sung by Timothy Blake Nelson
and the Soggy Bottom Boys.!

The song “Mule Skinner Blues” (Blue Yodel No. 8) seems at
first listen to be merely concerned with an itinerant worker seeking
out work as a mule driver (not someone skinning the skin of the
animal). The protagonist seems unusually enthusiastic about this not
particularly glamorous job opportunity, especially when Rodgers
throws in his usual yodelling refrains.

Good mornin’ captain, good mornin’ shine
Good mornin’ captain, good mornin’ shine
Do you need another mule skinner
Workin’ on your new road line?

My line’s been rollin’
I’m rollin’ all the time
My line is work
I’m rollin’ all the time
I can carve my initials (ha)
On an old mule’s behind
(Rodgers 2018)

1. There is also a version of this song in Czech, “To vSechno odnes ¢as”, with lyrics by
Jifi Suchy, featuring the singer and banjo player Waldemar Matuska. Suchy used the
melody for his Semafor Theatre musical in 1960. The Czech version has absolutely
nothing to do with the original.
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Mules are frequently referenced in the music and literature of the
American south. Christopher Koy points out that “Mules play a major
role in the symbolism within African American folklore” (Koy
2005: 95) in his article on the ‘mulatto’ author Charles W. Chesnutt.
The lyrics themselves are not all that remarkable, unless interpreted
as sexual innuendo and erotic word play; in other words the sub-
genre of “dirty blues”. The fourth verse makes mention of the
motivation behind the job: “My good gal’s waiting on Saturday
night / just to draw my pay.” The final stanza reinforces this
interpretation with obvious sexual connotations behind the simple
meal she is preparing for him.

I smell your bread a burnin’
Turn your damper down
If you ain’t got a damper
Good gal, turn your bread around
(Rodgers 2018)

Suggestive food double entendres about sex are a staple of blues
music and of consequent genres which grew out of it.

This is yet another aspect of Rodgers’ contribution to country
and popular music, doing something which Elvis did once again
approximately thirty years later, popularizing African-American
musical traditions and making them more accessible to a white
audience. Unlike many black singers and even southern white
entertainers, Rodgers sang in a very clear, understandable voice
and became the blueprint in many respects of the singer-songwriter.
The contemporary singer-songwriter Steve Earle puts it as follows:
“it’s arguable that we just wouldn’t have this consistent, lasting
genre of music based on one guy singing and accompanying himself
on a guitar, that’s been pervasive in American pop music—country
included—without him. I think he’s the guy, the prototype, for
a Woody Guthrie, a Hank Williams, and an Elvis” (Mazor 2009:
112). Although Rodgers’ early recordings usually consist of the
above-described format, a solo singer with a guitar, he later fleshed
out his sound with a band and even recorded with the legendary
Louis Armstrong in 1930.

216



“Blue Yodel No. 9 (Standing on a Corner)” is also steeped in the
blues tradition with the added jazz influence provided by Armstrong.

Standin’ on a corner, I didn’t mean no harm

Along came a police, he took me by the arm

It was down in Memphis, corner of Beale and Main
He says, “Big boy, you’ll have to tell me your name.”

The protagonist of the song could easily be an African-American
harassed, due to racial profiling, by the police. The second stanza
refers to him as a hustler, although he seems more like a pimp with
his statement about leaving “his women alone”. The final stanza
resembles a murder ballad, along the lines of the blues standard
“Frankie and Johnny”, covered by a wide range of blues legends.

My good gal loves me, everybody knows
And she paid a hundred cash dollars just for me, a suit of clothes
She come to the joint, a forty-four in each hand
She said, “Stand aside, all you women and men,
Cause I’'m looking for my man.”
(Rodgers 2018)

The song would not be out of place in the repertoire of Ma
Rainey or Bessie Smith, both of whom also recorded with a young
Armstrong. Although Rodgers and the jazz legend seem to have
little in common at first glance, Porterfield argues the exact opposite:
“Jimmie was, after all, a bluesman, despite the pallid pigmentation
of his skin, and had been making jazz-oriented recordings since
early in his career.” (Porterfield 2007: 259)

Near the end of his short but intense career, Rodgers abandoned
his brakeman uniform for a cowboy suit, thereby contributing to
the most popular look in country music today. The most famous
representative of the ‘singing cowboy’ genre was, of course, Gene
Autry, who was a great admirer of Rodgers and even had a hit song
in 1933 with his “The Death of Jimmie Rodgers” including the lines:
“I know you’ll be yodeling in heaven / in that angelic choir way up
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there.” (Autry 2015) If Rodgers had lived longer, he would probably
have evolved yet again, perhaps donning a military uniform during
World War Two.

The so-called “Father of Country Music” was in fact an innovator,
one who masterfully adopted and adapted various traditions from
African American culture, European culture, etc. and moulded them
into his own robust style and look. Regarding the first mentioned
influence, Ben Wynne has written an insightful book comparing the
life fates and stories of Rodgers and the African-American singer and
guitarist Charley Patton (the father of Delta Blues). Patton was born
six years earlier, also in Mississippi, but never achieved the fame of
the more well-known and more accessible Rodgers. Wynne argues,
however, that these giants of country and blues music respectively
had a great deal in common and that despite the obstacles created
by prejudice, segregation and placement of recordings into “race
records”, both musicians “produced not black music or white music,
but American music that oppressive racial etiquette ultimately could
not soften or mute” (Wynne 2014: 8).

Although, as discussed earlier, Rodgers was not necessarily the
first American country artist to make use of yodelling, he without
a doubt popularized it and launched a yodelling craze amongst
his disciples. The technique is often now viewed with scorn as
exemplified by the use of the yodelling song “Indian Love Call”
by Slim Whitman in the silly film Mars Attacks! (from 1992) as the
secret weapon which ends up killing the invading evil Martians. The
blues musician and Mississippi native Vasti Jackson, nominated for
a Grammy for his album The Soul of Jimmie Rodgers in 2017, states
the following concerning the variety of influences on Rodgers in
a documentary/performance held at the Jimmie Rodgers Museum in
Meridian: ““...he began to mix those African elements and that’s when
he would say I am yodelling the blues. [...] [B]basically, what you
say is that I’'m Africanizing the British thing, the Swiss thing, and the
Austrian thing.” (Jackson 2005)*

2. 1 would like to thank the Jimmie Rodgers Foundation and Museum for drawing my
attention to this video.
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Rodgers was also steeped in the blues, as evidenced by the
number of songs specifically including the word ‘blues’ in them,
absorbing and incorporating lines and imagery from his African
American predecessors and contemporaries. Mazor is very much in
agreement in how Rodgers was part of the blues tradition: “Making
them your own, too, was a blues singer’s job. And there was no
musical fact more shaping of Jimmie Rodgers’ music and his lasting
image than the fact that he was a blues singer.” (Mazor 2009: 42)
When ‘purists’ argue for a strict country tradition using Jimmie
Rodgers as the founding father, they therefore ignore all of the rich
influences which the singer enthusiastically incorporated into his
repertoire. Rodgers would have had no shame in introducing an
innovation into his singing, playing, performing and recording if it
would make him money and generate a smile from a young lady in
the audience.’
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Summary

Jimmie Rodgers (1897-1933) is often referred to as “the father of country music”, “the singing
brakeman”, and even “America’s blue yodeller”. The first label implies that he established
a certain tradition which his successors have been influenced and inspired by, in other
words, a certain ‘purist’ country style. The following two labels, however, call this ‘purist’
categorization into question. Although Rodgers did work for a period of time as a brakeman
on the railroads, his ‘uniform’ was obviously a marketing gimmick, with Rodgers even
eventually abandoning the rail-worker cap and overalls for a cowboy hat and more elegant
clothes. Rodgers’ signature employment of yodelling (most frequently associated with
Alpine countries) launched a craze in American country music. Rodgers was also clearly
influenced by African-American music, being one of the first white musicians to refer
to a number of his songs as blues tunes, e.g. one of his most celebrated songs, “Mule
Skinner Blues” from 1931. Those who would argue for a ‘purist’ tradition in country music
therefore ignore the fact that Rodgers was constantly introducing innovative forms and
styles into his music.

Key words: country music, blues, yodelling, singing brakeman.
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