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‘Everyone Making Money But Me’
Henry Townsend Interview

ko whars | was golig — | ahaal cans, | Rnew | wasnl o ey e
ana get & whaaning, =

Hoew diid you gat to St Louls = by train?

‘feah, that was my first trip. | hoboed over here, | iode a rain over here. As
n@lnﬁlﬂurmﬂd:lgcl:lh:-mﬂuﬁn'.wﬁmﬁmh mind and
nathisg irh sighl. | jusl came ower o S Louis alors. | ddn'l give il much of
& Thaught

H“:rqmmmmdlrmpmﬂmmmhmtmNI
. Iwms running a 3 was
mﬂdhﬂmm i was a doantoawn place and it wasn't foo hard. You
pick up a few dimes, thers was =omething, some erand
snrnehady waried to do OF courss | il hatwe & Etalion thers of &
ke 1o alay, iwas af Bk an cnammight thing. Back then thans wes neal
i raey toward bide ard | gob help inos kol of ways, | ool | wes mona oF
lass inckapandant, but row that | undarstand | | wasn so indepsndant, In
mmy rrinad | wars bt | was gefin' hedp in a number of ways.

Tielll i about when you first ploked up a guitary
Wl | dan't rememibar 50 much, | can give vou wihal | remembes. Thes
was fhis youngeler when | Bral come up in Ilinoi Trom e south — hig
nama wab David Panchield — he was playing 9ood guitar ai the Gma. Ha
was ona of tha pecpla that made ma, Ha mada ma push mans fonsand
wwmuanmmmmuammmmmr_mm
my first desire o play a guitar. Those sounds just ook me away, the
Elh's:mddtd | promised Il weas ganna: play ane when | come 1o
Leowiiss, when | oould get al & guilar. firad one | gol | guess | was
oo anicus, 1 faulbed the guitar, ol mes for rol playing for me and | alupidly
rusdee] T wpl 1 veaenT long bafora | 9ol That replaced, | vant Trom e,
sharipd up with musicians, those wha would accapt me
‘Who would you W o influnnoes?
Wh&ugh:?laﬁmmpmﬁug. Iwmidwlmmﬂnmnkm
under Fis wing and belp me oul — we called him Dudiow Jos — Hamy was
i Tirel name. He walkosd re through 8 Teer things he knes' ard | was 26l
aeaociabed with with Denvid Parchiiald, The other was Son Ryan, he waa a

/I

HNH: Apooring o Brothar and Witke Divor, "Dhiolow
Jm'“:armumhm in ‘Deap South
Pizno: Tha Story af Litle {1970, Shudho Vista), Karl

A Fecars, | 1ea i oy May @ walking hass with one finger Men, bt afler
I gof pp around teahv, could opuhia up @nd play wills & af mey

Herwy Towrssersd 51 Lowés, 1887 Phofo: The BA Gresnsmafh
Cilacdion

anry Townsend was bom in 1900 and died in 2006 aged 3.

He was imterviewsd on 10th Ociober 1893 for Arf's radio

programme ‘Teo For Blues', broadcast on WORT-FM in
Madizen, Wisconsin, Hapry, was than agad 332, He was g6l sharp
and was skl ing the eccasional gig arownd St Lowis at the
th-nfﬂ-i'mu

&5: One of the owtstanding things about you is that have had
retords (e in the laal nine decadan, thal's Mo any olhar
Hiscman oF avan non bluasman. Thals soms accomplishmant, And
ﬁuudu-lunhum guitar and

T: That's the langest in the histany of reconding. ..

That's an anazing accomplishment. Why don you tell e about
whan e whars Yol wade BarmT
I was bom in 1909 in Shaly, Mississippl,

| umderstand mioved out at & earty and hoaded to St
Louis. Why ﬂﬁ:lmtmuhml i ot

Wall, wmmmmamanﬂlmahmdﬁwmm.lm
Going 10 blow Bome Sl Info My COUBIS aye, We Was vary young about
nirss VRAS OF tan yaars okl arnd bhoe £ inio iy daddy's e, but it bikew back
lﬁ:nﬂ.lllylﬂ. sanw ma and sakd | would ‘get somathing later on
and | didn't ward Shaf! | descided 1o out.
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hand. We called it Dudlow Joe." Karl Gert zur Heide writes that Willie
Dixon stated: "They used to call boogie piano Dudlow Joe in
Mississippi. | didn't hear it called boogie till long after. If a guy played
boogie piano they'd say he was a Dudlow player.”

Were there any artists out there who who were famous that you
considered you copied yourself on?

Well yeah, Lonnie Johnson was out there when | got started. He and
his brother James — we called him James Steadyroll. They lived in the
St. Louis area. They was the strongest and after they recorded, they,
well that was it, they kinda took over in that field.

When did you start playing the piano and who gave you tips on
that?
At that time | met Roosevelt Sykes, he and | worked together. He was
from St. Louis also and he had made that number ‘The 44’, which had
put him on top. | didn’t work with him on that as | didn’t work on that
recording session, but | was working with him locally with him at all
times.

We made an agreement that we would teach one another. | taught
him guitar, he recorded with the guitar, and | recorded with the piano,
before we got separated.

You did a lot more piano than he did guitar over the years...
Yes | would have to admit that | did a lot more guitar than | did piano.
He kinda gave up on guitar but he could play guitar pretty well.

When did you become a professional?

Oh I really don’t know, | was just following through with it and doing what
| could do. Locally here some guy from Columbia Records was looking
for musicians and | was fortunate to be picked out of a dozen or so. |
forgot his name...

NB: The person referred to, according to Bill Greenmith’s biography
of Henry, was: “Sam WOolff, a Jewish fellow with a record store at 1319
Biddle Street, and he was the person responsible for me recording for
Columbia Records.”

Can you tell me about that first session you recorded for Columbia
—in Chicago in 19297

That was at 666 Lake Shore Drive in Chicago. That was my first
recording of course. | was like any other guy who went into a studio and
had never been in a studio. | was shaking and nervous and all of that —
| did what | could do — nervous as | was. They thought enough of it to
release it. It must have done fairly well....

NB: This was the original address for the Merchandise Mart in
Chicago. At the time of its opening, it was the largest building in the
world with four million square feet.

Although the Merchandise Mart didn’t officially open for business until
1930, recording studios on the 21st floor of this building opened in
October 1929. Henry recorded a four song session there November
15th 1929.

The address, 666 may have significance due to its biblical reference
as the ‘number of the Beast’ in the book of Revelations, chapter 13.
Recording in a brand new studio in the high up (for the era) world’s
largest building must have left a lasting impression on Henry to
remember this detail after all of those years.

Did you recall hearing it around St. Louis?

Oh yeah. That was one of the problems — if | had just known what to do
to get a fair deal it would have been better for me but | didn’'t and | went
on through life doing such things you know. Everyone making money but
me. | didn’t get an education — that was one of the major things.

You went on to record for Paramount in 1931 here in Wisconsin. My
understanding is that there was doubt if it got released or not. But
then they found it back in 1995 (‘Doctor Oh Doctor’/‘Jack Of
Diamonds Georgia Rub’, Paramount 13097) . | saw a picture of you
with it.

| don’t know how it come about but they found a copy! But one of my
records was released under Henry Thomas’s name. ‘Sick With The
Blues’ is its title — that's mine. The other side was by Walter Davis.
(Bluebird 5411). | don’t know why they did that.

There was another artist - Henry Thomas. Why did they change the
name - were they trying to fool the music listeners...?
| knew Henry Thomas, | really don’t know the reason why they were
released as by Henry Thomas - all | know there was something wrong
when | saw the label.

NB: These are two other sides cut for Bluebird by Henry Thomas,
released in December 1933.

You backed a lot of people, like Walter Davis, you made every
recording with him.

He done pretty well with the piano, he earned what he got — he did learn
to be a good piano player. | gave Walter his start. | was on almost on
every recording he made. A lot of people thought | started with Walter.
He done pretty well. He was playing a lot like me and Roosevelt you
know and | told him: “No you don’t do that — now that you know your
piano you should do what you can do for your own self.” Same thing that
| had to do with my own self. | used to be like Lonnie Johnson.

Walter Davis — | noticed that on his first recordings Roosevelt was
the piano player.

Yes, Roosevelt played in these recordings because Walter could not
play the piano at all at that time.

NB: The first and second Walter Davis sessions for Victor in 1930 and
1931 have Roosevelt Sykes on piano and Henry played guitar on the
1931 session. Davis played piano himself from from his Victor session
in February 1935. Henry appears on guitar on a number of Davis sides
cut for Bluebird.
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I read in the book you did
with Bill Greensmith that
Walter didn’t do any
performing to speak of.

No he didn’t. Maybe that was one

of the reasons he is not as well
known. | don’t know...

TEaRE CAME BOELIN DO
R E——
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There is an interesting story in the book
where you and Walter were travelling
around in the south and met somebody who claimed to be you. Did
you go and introduce yourself?

No, no....!

You mention Roosevelt Sykes, you recorded with him and did some
performing with him over the years?

Yeah, | performed a whole lot with him. | didn’t go too much on his gigs
outside (St. Louis). A few before he got real famous. Went to Memphis a
couple of times. But after he got his band together | just didn’t feel up to that
travel too much. Travelling was pretty rough. So | didn’t travel too much at
that time. | was doing pretty well, so | just stayed on in St. Louis.

You also recorded with the Sparks Brothers.

That was one of the greatest tragedies that happened to me. | recorded
with the Sparks brothers — | recorded with Aaron, he done a song from me,
‘Everyday | Have The Blues’ — Aaron sung that song and like | said,
knowing nothing how to hold things or tighten up on things — it got away
from me. My name should be on that original label. But | can’t find that
anymore. | played for him on the original recording.

NB: Henry played guitar on Aaron Sparks’ (as Pinetop Sparks) Bluebird
session on 28th July 1935 and on Milton Sparks’ session for the label on
the same day.

It is important to note that Henry claims to have written the song and
played on it. His song writing credits would have earned him a lot of money
given all the artists over the years who have recorded versions of this blues
standard.

Just think if you had the money B. B. King got for that or whoever did
get credit for that.

No, B. B. — he done something but — he probably got something for
performing that, but it wasn’t his. Memphis Slim claimed it. He’s the one
that got the credit for that.
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Tammy Barkfread and Henry Towmsend at e Teobnlsonic Shiokos, St
Lowg, 7060 Bhalp: Chadis OBvevs From e BA Gresdsrit
Crdaciion

Ansather paraan youl did some reconding with waid Big Joa Williams for
Blusiird, ..

‘Baby Fleasa Don't Go', ha and | are bath on that, Hae and | used o
and saap werses. | helped wete it but didn't get credit for that. | was
-Ikiﬂa:mTpmadlmhnfnummh Jos couldn't read, so we
WMtdmmmwap:dm%dHﬂummﬁﬂ
NG Bigy Joe Williama recorbed wilh Hondy it Fabriay 1035 kv Bluobir,

ana an fiwe raocard, Howsiar, ey et baan imeohad in tha
=vE] s compastion and he oid recand wity Sig Jos.

Sormny Boy Willlarmson was another guy you meconded with?

‘Yeah, | did some sff with him - Lee Wilismmon and Fobert

Highihead. He was in The sesaion when we did thal ‘Evenyday | Have The
ﬂm‘.mmmmnm e wad Mightherak ever 3ince | have

Whan you listen to Mighthawk ha doaesrt play that slide = ha

'ﬁuhhud-ucumﬁmpfptdiﬁmhhuﬁpﬂinfﬂuwh He couwld
Maiﬂhuid-&ﬂll'r:ll‘nu Buil b chidn'l Sink hia dide was pafeciad

Eind of schoclad mwmmrwm | bt Knaey s misch
T lesarmad but | know ha pot some schooln’ from him,

Liule & roore wellavoursfor B plars playere 160 B g plaors.
& Is more o 0 r .
Why do you think that a7 e B
Wl | comT knoay bt yodd' e rightl the way things &, You know yaars ago
ha mhwmwmuwmmmmm

t hardly knces amythi rﬂ. - And That plaro could be
heard. #nd we used o do rrg:ihupl.t piana on a tneck and el it

Hanry Spaul did a song called “Cairo Blues® (recordod for
Brurswick in May 193%) and kinda took ower that song. Your

‘Wall, thals bis aong. I3 crazy, it done diferent aach time | reconded iL Al
| B ia | haar B sound and | 9o with it

Tl ma II:HHIEI'I'I]I'JIH“L

Hewas in I:lq.l'-hl:-pdll'rlhliﬁ-'lrtnﬁl
Hn'nnt Pumwﬁu & 'was & piano man, he was both, he
wias A quitar player. Ha was wvery famous sround the 3L Louis srea.

Hew aboid 31, Louis Jimeny — Jimemy Oden and Speckled Fed?
‘Whila ha 'was in 5L Lous be ard | warked fogethar, but his fams wasen't al

Spudtdﬁzd-lddnﬁmhuﬁhmmmh One mumber that
e made yas The Dity Dozens’. Hanry Brown was another piaro player.
Browr: & | ddani samathineg for Mickoesl Slewar! for
NE: The abeim, Henry T Music Man, was smcored in 1974 for Adalody
wilh Sleman as Bachwats Fam Ak

Jﬂ.ﬂ'ﬂ'l—lurﬂlﬂtlrﬂ]m“'t“m“‘lm a0 wall,

J0. Ehort, | mever did understand his moody ways. | never did see the
reason wity the way he felt about me. He stabbed me a couple of Gmes. |
anded up in hospital for & wesl.

ol revange on JLD. Shorl He shof R o dhe groin and ieff 51
Wik, Th foal story of he redafionstin with J.0. Shor is fold' in
Bl Grewnsralh's hiagraphy of Fenvy. A Blaas L', pade 47

Art shan falls Hevry about e LI Catish GO, ‘Hanng's Blsas, by
Hanry Townsend and Friends (fssued in 20000 on winoh J.0, (5 ana
of his Trends”, much do dhair amusamant.

i

tima bands used 1o do thal. | played a compelition against one
l= gurys, | dan't know his nama. Everybody would come
) s wans alnaady Fhans,
Art asks Hanry did e play with Robart Johnson,

ﬂ:lrll'lldl! mmﬂnm‘mﬂn'hﬂuﬂﬂml
Gresrmmith ideniifiss houss as Ernest ker's, 1118 Jeflsson, 51
Lowis, aoimeliime in 1935

Witan did yoa) meove back to B Louis?
Wiell | was there about 1945 I stayed in about @ month. | was

atways in and oul of Chicagao, | led it [ working
& iy fob. | operd a it g busboesa and ot e my day job.

Iri this lads 1540s yeu necardad & bunch of Bhings For the Bullsl labal
with 5t Louls Jdimmy, Rocsevell Sykes and Walter Davis = do you
remember much about that?.

Wil | don't b boo much aboul B | remamber | econded with
Syles on ‘Candy Man Bluas, | recorded with him, 58 Louts Smimy, thay
ganve him @ claim on one of my reconds. | don't lnow the

1933 The ﬂ.fm“‘;,f“?jmm e
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You recorded with Walor Davis on his kst recording session, Tears
Coma Falling Down® (REA Wictor 1

iees, thal was ry Bong. | ool cradils with Thal, 1 ol copyrighl on thal. | didnil
cul anyihing whera | was s laadar,

How did conmeot with Sam Charters. and do your first LPT That
one you did with Tomrmy.

I denl know — Ty come looking Tor me! Barkhead playsd bass on Thal

reond,
_lin.ﬂ. Tinedl Of Baing Alsireatind” (Bluesdle BUWELLP 1041) - moored in
T

You recorded with your wife Yemnell on lster recordings.
e | i vocals and guiter with her, We played evensharns lagelber — she
wiith A prodecsional vocalisl, Al owar Europa — avansahana
| was listening to the album you did for APD ('My Story” isseed in
ﬂ‘lir"ﬂnu“dh you almost get better.

ol waork; often ercdagh fls just [k B practics | guess.
Hﬂlmwﬂmm yanr o tha Chicags Blues Fastival - last

ftima | saw

u'nid?:; mﬁmmnﬁm luse & allsd
HMEEMMEM'HHMMMEMHMM T wiikE g,
That's wiry | don't plag doa rasch guitar, Bui | hass o do e guitar for peophs
wiha oorres bo hear ma.

| noticed are recogniticn with a star on the 58 Louls Walk
ﬂF‘.‘MIﬁﬁ. elting

\all it makas ma think that rry offoms are nol invan, T means | just didni
coma on the scene. | 531 perform and | hae been to Europe. | turm down a
fea ‘put of siabes’, | don't traved by mmysed now, | ke b hase somebocy with
.

Hanry Tosmsand continuad bo parferm lor Bhres years
imerview. His lsst recordi Mnmmm

Deedta Bluesmen: im Dallas' for the Blue Shoe Project.
Henry died jusd heurs after Baing the first parson o recaive a Hey" al
Grafton, Wisconsin's Paramount Plaza Wallkk of Fame 3 age 36 He
was scheduled to parform at a blues fesiival in Grafton that weskend.
it the time of his award, be was the only surviving blues performer
bt recorded for Paramount,

Furthiar

Bil Greansmith: Towrsend - A Bues Life' Unisersity of linois Press
19,

Bill Graanemith: Hanny Towrsand Paramcun Discovaned, B&R 98,
E.:REWM * "Hanry Towrsand Honoured {51 Louls Walk of Fama Star,
Pbesl Silkawein Tmﬂmlﬂpﬁﬂ'l‘m'l Guilar.. Jﬂﬂmmm Like A Budbst!
Bl van der Tuk: H Lunnuﬂmhmu.ﬂ BERF1A

Ry Fempletor: Henry Townsend EIimmB&REM.
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