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SIDE B

1. New Prisoner's Song. Hub Mahaffey, guitar.
. Hard Luck Blues. Hub Mahaffey, guitar.
. False Hearted Lover's Blues. Emry Arthur, guitar.
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Emry Arthur, guitar.
. Lost Love Blues. Emry Arthur, guitar.
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Introduction

"Let us now praise famous men.'" Dock Boggs
belongs among them. Most of his life was lived in
the obscurity celebrated in this Biblical passage.
He deserves fame for his struggles to live true to
what he believed his God expected of him. His was
never a conventional life but one shaped by extra-
ordinary gifts. Among them was an almost instinc-
tive capacity to see and hear the events of his
world newly. Dock worked forty-five years in coal
mines; only for a short period was he able even to
imagine he might have any other kind of life. Like
many miners he refused to be a company man, a par-
ticularly courageous stance in the days when the
coal companies held tyrannical power. He spoke
out, resisted, named his own course, and followed
it. From the early pre-World War I days he was a
believer in union, in the United Mine Workers,
quick to educate his fellows in the early 1930's
about a company attempt to thwart the creation of
a UMW local by offering a company union in its
stead. '""Emmet,'" Dock told the miner promoting the
company union, ''that paper you got ain't worth a
dime. Anything the company's head of and rules
and runs, why it isn't gonna do the men very much
good." He survived all the years underground
without suffering either injury to his limbs or to
his spirit, a feat which bespeaks luck and bril-
liant skill. He never bowed to the subtle arts or
flagrant acts of the powerful, of the "authorities"
who owned his work world, the communities he lived
in, and the political structure.

His music tangibly registers Dock's gift for
impressing his own design upon experience, his re-
fusal to accept anything simply as it was given to
him. The musical talent was not, I think, like a
graft setting apart an otherwise ordinary man. It
was, instead, integral to all his ways of being.
It was also an achievement both taken from him and
renounced. And so his music must have been a
haunting and frustrating and puzzling possibility
for him during the almost thirty-five years he
lived without playing or singing.

Dock Boggs became '"famous' in the convention-
al sense twice in his life--became known, that is,
to a public beyond his home precincts of Wise
County, Virginia and Letcher County, Kentucky. In
1927 he recorded eight songs for the Brunswick re-
cording company in New York City and, a few years
later, four songs for Lonesome Ace in Chicago, a
one-man company which went under in 1929, shortly
after the recordings were made. Dock's hopes for
a recording career went with it. He was initial-
ly discovered exactly as most important mountain
musicians were. Recording executives, in this
case from Brunswick, travelled through the South-
ern mountains auditioning talent to create record-
ings for a whole new musical market of country
dwellers and rural migrants to the cities. Their
tastes and interests were being discovered and
catered to by the new recording industry and by
radio, beginning in the mid-Twenties and reaching
a péak in the first years of the Depression. The
Brunswick people came to Norton, Virginia, to set
up at the Hotel, and of some seventy-five musi-
cians who came forward Dock was among the few
banjo players. His distinctive sound apparently
caught the talent scouts from his first notes.
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They needed to hear him play only a few bars of
his "Country Blues,' a rearrangement of a tradi-
tional song entitled "Hustlin' Gamblers," and of
"Down South Blues,'" a song he had adapted to his
voice -and the banjo from a black blues record.

His being recorded constitutes an important chap-
ter in the documentation by commercial record com-
panies of the history of the Anglo, Afro, and
ethnic American musical traditions.

The first musical career was short despite
Dock's several efforts to record more and to make
his music his source of livelihood. His second
encounter with the world's fame was longer, though
it did not occur until the 1960's, the last decade
of his life. Several of his Brunswick sides en-
joyed an underground reputation among students of
American country music, a small group at first but
one aware of the cultural riches available on
early commercial recordings. Charles Seeger, John
and Alan Lomax, the painter Thomas Hart Benton,
Robert Gordon, and Harry Smith were among the mem-
bers of a group who kept alive Dock Boggs's music
in a cultural world distant from the rural cul-
tures which generated and continued to sustain
such music. The popular folk revival of the 1960's
depended upon these collectors and appreciators.
In turn, the revival generated new collectors who
searched out practitioners of the "authentic'" mu-
sic of white and black Americans: new musicians
never before recorded were brought before the col-
lege-age and urban audiences that supported the
revival, and many musicians, known only through
older recordings or lore, were located and again
brought to performance before an audience--though
one made up of people very different from the
rural folk and working-class city dwellers whose
music this actually was. So it was that Dock
Boggs's second career began. Mike Seeger found
where Dock was living and met him in June 1963 at
his home in Norton, Virginia. Three weeks later
Dock made the first of what would be many festival
appearances in the next seven years by playing and
singing at the American Folk Festival in Asheville,
North Carolina. These seven years also included
three Folkways albums of his music (FA 2351,

FA 2392, AH 3903), far more than had been recorded
in the late Twenties, and an album of excerpts from
Seeger's interviews with Dock (FH 5458).

The songs on this album return us to the be-
ginning of Dock Boggs's musical career. Here, for
the first time, are all of the original recordings
Dock made in 1927 and 1929. Along with the 49
songs recorded between 1963 and 1968 and released
by Folkways, this album provides an unusually com-
plete documentation of a traditional musician's
repertory.

This essay draws upon another valuable and ex-
tensive survey of Dock Boggs's career: nearly forty
hours of tapes made by Mike Seeger. The tapes re-
cord a range of situations and reflections: Dock's
and Mike's first meetings; the first festival ap-
pearances and Dock's nervous introductions to his
songs, as well as his later, personally and musi-
cally more assured, performances; times at his home
in Norton, Virginia chatting casually over meals or
in cars en route to one or another musical event;
reminiscences about his life and the sources for
his songs and his style; and several intense, inti-
mate, troubled talks with Mike Seeger, the man
Dock came to see as his closest friend after their
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unexpected meeting in June 1963. These have been
the primary sources for the following chronology
and interpretation of Dock Boggs's life and music.

Dock often roughly estimated occurrences and
would suggest that a particular event happened
"twenty-five years ago,'" or "twenty-five, thirty,
thirty-five, forty years ago.'" It has not always
been possible to establish exact dates or the cor-
rect spellings of place and people's names, but in
several instances I have been able to do so either
by reconciling material in several interviews or
from independent sources. Two such dates: Dock
worked his last shift in the coal mines on April 29,
1954. It is more difficult to verify an exact date
when Dock pawned his banjo to a friend and thus
gave up the means of making his music. In the
1960's he repeatedly commented that he had not
played for twenty-five years and spoke of having
just begun to play again shortly before Mike Seeger
appeared. Twenty-five years before 1963 would have
been 1938, but Dock had ceased being an active
musician a good while before that year.

The evidence for a specific date is fragmen-
tary, but one explicit statement by Dock suggests
that he pawned his banjo during a '"bank holiday"
in the midst of the Depression. He needed cash
desperately, he remembered, and none of the banks
were open. The bank holiday may well have been the
one of the early spring in 1933, just before
F.D.R.'s inauguration, when virtually every bank in
the country had closed to prevent runs on their
funds. An earlier date in the Depression is also
a possibility, since bank holidays were declared as
local and state conditions dictated. Circumstances
were so straitened in the Southern mountains by
early 1930 that Dock was unable to continue playing
for money. People simply had no cash, let alone
surplus funds to support buying tickets for dances.
Recordings were even a greater luxury. After Dock
recorded four sides for the Lonesome Ace Company in
late 1929 he was able to sell them locally only for
a short time. By June 1930 he was forced to return
his stock to Lonesome Ace for a credit of $70, the
cost at wholesale of some 140 recordings.

This disappointment might well have discour-
aged most people. Dock, however, seems to have
persisted in hoping for the continuance of his re-
cording career. He wrote letters to a number of
record companies notifying them of his interest in
recording for them. RCA Victor, as perhaps did
others, responded with interest and a specific re-
cording time in June 1931. For two weeks Dock
tried every avenue to make or borrow the funds to
travel to Louisville for the session. No one
could spare the money and he had to cancel. One
assumes that he had kept his banjo until at least
this date.

His many references years later to when he
gave up playing indicate how slowly his hopes died.
It may well not have been until sometime around
1938, the '"twenty-five years ago'" of 1963, that
Dock finally resigned himself to a life in the
mines. The banjo, tempdrarily pawned to a friend
in:1933 in expectation that such hard times could
not last much longer, would not be his again until
retirement. By then Dock could only believe play-
ing it would be a means of recovering the memories
of a time when he hoped for a different life. It
is not clear how long before Mike Seeger's visit
he had retrieved the instrument he had not played

for almost thirty years. Sometimes he said it had
been only a few weeks earlier, at others that he
had been practicing for about six months. His
recovery of his astounding technique and of many of
his songs so that he could record and perform imme-
diately after meeting Seeger was, in any case, a
remarkable feat. It attests to both will and a
superb musical talent. A musician of such quality
might conceivably, after so many years, bring back
his music with a few months' intensive practice,
but I would guess that Dock in fact had labored
longer, perhaps from 1956, the second year of his
retirement.

Recollection has its own rhythms, times when
details and textures flood the mind and times
when it seems parched, barely able to trace the
simplest chronologies. The mind turns back upon
itself differently in response to another's ques-
tions than it does to its own apparently direction-
less ruminations. The early interviews with Dock
are more directed by Mike Seeger's questions and
his efforts to reconstruct a basic outline of the
biography; as time passed and the relationship
between the two men deepened, Dock seemed to return
to what most concerned him: the rupture in his musi-
cal career and its causes; his religious beliefs
and practices, particularly in terms of whether his
playing music was sinful, as some of his community
insisted; and his anxieties about the return to
active music-making. This essay takes its focus
from these recurring elements in Dock Boggs's and
Mike Seeger's conversations over six years.

Some Patterns and Context

American history as written remains partial to
the rich and powerful who move on the national
stage. Just as the hierarchies of privilege get
reproduced in historians' versions of the past, so,
too, with the values embodied in the term '"fine
art" and its implicit contrast either to the ab-
sence of art itself or to cruder forms. Artists
like Dock Boggs or Robert Johnson, Molly O'Day or
Blind Lemon Jefferson have no place in the dis-
course, and their artistic and cultural signifi-
cance are not even acknowledged by it. A coal
miner like Dock might be recognized by a few cul-
tural "authorities'" as a '"folk'" artist, a naif
remarkable for his unsophisticated artfulness. The
folk designation obscures, however, his actual role
as an innovator in a complex musical tradition at
least as old as the first white settlement in
America.

Dock's life as a coal miner has an historical
importance equal not only to his musical achieve-
ment but also to that of any of the powerful and
famous who are named in history books. To explore
and to celebrate his role in the common life of his
fellow workers and neighbors proposes standards of
value which violate those taught to most Americans
in school, enforced at work, and played out in the
media. It is only from the materials of lives such
as his that we might learn the full dimensions of
American history. Incarnated in them are the di-
lemmas and promises of a democratic society still
struggling to realize itself. Dock's were the
struggles carried on by working-class Americans: to
discover and possess a measure of dignity, to earn
a living in an economy which denies steady and de-













































Band 4: 0ld Rub Alecohol Blues

The tune used here is in D, like Country Blues,
the tune Dock used to record False Hearted Lover's
Blues. This may be a unique tune. I have not been
able to identify it or to place it in any tune
family.

Troubles up and down the road,
And trials all the way around;
Never knew what trouble was,

Till my darling threw me down.

With nothing but old ragged clothes,
My heart strings broken to shreds;
Blues creepin' over my body,

Queer notions flyin' to my head.

If I ever meet that girl again,

Our troubles will all be o'er;

I'11 steal her out away from home,
We will sail for some foreign shore.

When my worldly trials are over,

And my last goodbye I've said;

Bury me near my darling's doorstep,

Where the roses bloom and fade. (Chorus)

My pockets are all empty,

Like they've often been before;
If I ever reach my home again,
I'11 walk these ties no more.

The easiest thing I ever done,
Was lovin' and drinkin' wine;
The hardest thing I ever done,
Was workin' out a judge's fine.

The cheapest thing I ever done,

Was sleepin' out amongst the pines;
The hardest thing I ever tried,

Was keeping pork chops off of my mind.

Have never worked for pleasure,
Peace on earth I cannot find;
The only thing I surely own,

Is a worried and troubled mind.

If wine and women don't kill me,
There's one more plan to find;
Soak up the old rub alcohol,
Ease all troubles off my mind.

(Chorus)

Band 5: Will Sweethearts Know Each Other?

The tune comes from Don't Let Your Deal Go
Down.

Sweetheart, we may live lonely here,
While on earth we have to stay;

But there'll come a time, my darling,
When our souls will sail away.

Let us live just for each other,
During life's weary struggle here;
For our souls will be together,
Then we'll know each other there.
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Your smile on earth I may never see,

Nor your kind words ever hear;

If you'll smile on me in Heaven,

I am sure I'l1 know you there. (Chorus)

Hope to find a spot in Heaven,
Set aside for you and me;

We must do right on earth, dear,
So the angels we will see.

We have many friends in Heaven,
Who have gone on long before;
May we meet them and each other,
On that blissful golden shore.

If you enter that heavenly clime,
Before my stay on earth is o'er;

Keep the faith by watchin' and waiting,
For sweet Heaven is my only goal.

Should I reach the glory land,
Before your body in clay is lain;
May God ever be with you,

Till we meet each other again.

(Chorus)

Band 6: Lost Love Blues

The tune is a melodic waltz, a kind of tune
Dock rarely chose to play. The tune itself is from
the family of More Pretty Girls Than One.

I lost you darling true love,
And now I'm growing old;

My pockets are all empty,

0f both silver and gold.

While my money lasted,
You gave my heart ease;
But since I have nothing,
You court who you please.

I am heart broken and lonely,
No one can take your place;
Everywhere I chance to look,
I can see your smiling face.

Darling, Oh darling sweetheart,
Your name I'll never tell;

If you don't change your cruel ways,
My soul is doomed for hell.

Don't shed a tear my darling,

As the daisy o'er me grows;

Just decorate my lonesome grave,

With the withered faded rose. (Chorus)

If I had a pass to glory,

And it did not read for two;

I1'd trade it off for your true love,
And stay on earth with you.

Your eyes they shine like diamonds,
Your cheeks are like the rose;

The way I love you darling girl,
Great God in heaven knows.




Lost love, lost love, my darling,
How can you treat me so;

To leave your own true lover,
And with a false one go.

Many times over you I've pondered,
Happy hours with you I've spent;
You have won my heart forever,
While your own was only lent.

There'll come a time darling,

In just a few short more days;
You'll hang your head in sorrow,
As I'm lowered in my grave.

Keep all the little tokens,

I have so fondly gave;

Just grant to me my last request,
Take them with you to your grave.

(Chorus)

Credit is due many people without whom this record,
the booklet, and notes could not have been done.

A. Doyle Moore designed the cover. Richard Spotts-
wood provided the Lonesome Ace sides, Joe Bussard
one of the Brunswick sides. Peter Bartok and Mike
Seeger remastered the originals. Mike Seeger con-
ducted the interviews with Dock Boggs on which the
booklet is based. Ralph Rinzler, Richard Derby-
shire, and Gary Floyd of the Folklife Program,
Smithsonian Institution, supported the project with
tapes and time, advice and training for Barry
0'Connell. Gary Floyd deserves special thanks for
duplicating all the interview tapes. Madeline
Casey, English Department, Amherst College, tran-
scribed several of the tapes. Barry 0'Connell of
the Folklife Program at the Smithsonian and the
English Department, Amherst College, prepared the
booklet and song notes. Barry 0'Connell and Mike
Seeger co-produced the album.
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