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Figure 27. Two examples of 1960 Goldband and Excello 45 rpm records, both
with co-writing credits to producer and artist.

Once arrived in urban areas like Lake Charles and Houston, musicians
began altering the profiles of their music ensembles. On both sides of the
Sabine River—the dividing line between Texas and Louisiana—, the folksier
diatonic accordion gave way to the all-purpose piano accordion, and the
triangle or fiddle was increasingly exchanged in favor of electrified guitar and
bass. In this early shift, which occurred between 1940 and 1950, the
historically racially integrated musical life of Southwest Louisiana and
Southeastern Texas begins to fork into two race-based camps under the
simultaneous influence of the two-caste racial system of the metropolis, and
the codifying assignations of race in the American music industry.

In her dissertation on race and migration in Jim Crow Houston, Tyina
Steptoe specifies that Houston’s color lines underwent drastic changes in the
first quarter of the twentieth century. On paper, Houston’s legal history tells a
story of black-white conflict, with seceding neighborhoods (1915) and

organized responses to racial violence (1917) characterizing a search for black
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autonomy in the city.’54¢ White supremacist responses shored up the
appearance of racial dichotomy. But despite those outward appearances that
the “Bayou City” seemed to abide more or less by the same black-white racial
binary as the rest of the country, three large migrating populations, of
Mexican, Tejano, and black Creole origin, blurred the Jim Crow two-caste
racial system for city dwellers. Of the populations who repaired to Houston,
Mexican immigrants were the first to come en grosse at the outbreak of The
Mexican Revolution in 1910. Tejanos followed, who, like many Louisianian
plantation workers, left agricultural work in favor of the boom in industrial
labor jobs in Houston.

Elsewhere in Texas, such as along the southern border and in its
central counties stretching out from Dallas and San Antonio, politicians had
created laws that denominated “Mexican” as a third racial category. In
Houston however, no such legal division ever occurred, with Mexican
Americans legally considered white, and black Creoles (including those who
had identified as “mulatto” in Louisiana censuses) became “negro”. Therefore,
while on paper Houston operated along a single, and defined color line, at the
level of daily life was a set of inconstant color lines, Steptoe says. As the
century progressed into the Civil Rights era, several factors affected these
color lines including the heavy in-migration from SWLA and other largely

rural areas. The presence, new adjacency, and commingling of populations of

154 As early as 1908, black families were moving to an area in north Houston coming to be
known as “Independence Heights,” where black contractors were building homes for black
families. In 1915 the neighborhood officially seceded from the city. In the summer of 1917, the
installment of an all-black military regiment ignited racial tension in Houston; one private’s
response to an act of racial violence by a white police officer against an African-American
woman climaxed in what came to be known as the Houston riot of 1917. Steptoe 8-12.
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different ethnic backgrounds sparked conflict with racist white factions, and
activist minority movements grew in face of growing awareness of the
national political terrain.

The most influential population change that helped blur Houston’s
black color line, however, were the waves of black Creole migration that began
with the 1922 establishment of the “Frenchtown” neighborhood. A second
wave followed shortly, after the 1927 Great Mississippi Flood destroyed
plantation crops and swallowed small towns in the lower River Parishes of
southeastern and south-central Louisiana, displacing black Creole families to
the nearest dry land with room for residential construction and with jobs
waiting: Houston. South Louisianian black Creoles influenced black Houston
culture, for instance in food, in music, in language, and in religion with an
influx of Catholicism and Catholic traditions. By living in close proximity and
intermarrying with non-Creole African Americans, the new migrants became
more like Houstonians too, losing Creole ethos in those same cultural arenas.

As the oil industry continued pulling laborers from across Louisiana
until the decline of the industry in the early 1980s, black Creoles reseeded
towns from Lake Charles to Houston with Creole institutions, but with time,
even that French influx increasingly resembled Anglo-African-American
culture.’55 One reason Creole heritage “diluted” despite incoming waves of
Louisiana migrants was that the majority of initial migrants were male oil
industry workers who often moved alone. Furthermore, many laborers agreed

to contract work that had inherent expiration dates. That impression of

155 Steptoe 250.
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temporariness may have contributed to the decision not to displace their
families from points east in Louisiana. The resulting social structure in the
booming industry towns of Lake Charles, Orange, Port Arthur, Beaumont, and
Houston was a predominantly male population living outside the context of

home and family.

Absence of Real Women and Home-place in the Golden Triangle
It has been established by feminist social geographers like bell hooks

and Doreen Massey that particularly in patriarchal, heavily gendered social
arenas structured by industry, such as the oil field and its related industrial
sites (not to mention within the blues itself), women carry and produce
culture. In Space, Place, and Gender, Massey explores the social structures
that are defined by local industry, and the ways that spatial and sexual
divisions of labor affect the constitutions of place, identity, and the local. She
problematizes the flattened notion of the “homeplace” as a nostalgic home-
base, the fons et origo that shapes selfhood, and an imagined, lost site of
authenticity. She argues that such a reading of home is inextricably bound to a
particular, essentialized cultural notion of Woman that has nothing to do with
real women. My discussion here does not intend to deny Massey’s critique.
Instead, I am suggesting that in the Golden Triangle, “homeplace” was a
flattened symbol of Louisianian past, and women existed, for a large part, only
in that imaginary landscape. Therefore, I do not challenge the essentialized
consideration of women and womanly roles because that gendered framework
was the most common to blues musicians in the Golden Triangle and the

record men to whom they eventually brought their music. Most important, in
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the music women are, mostly, static, text-based figures. The lyrical text
operates within a framework whereby women are, at best, archetypes, and at
worst, single-trait stock characters.

If real women’s perspectives are absent in this problematic, imaginary,
ideological creation of homeplace, it is attributable to the real absence of real
women in the daily rhythms of these migrant workers’ lives. So, in songs like
“I Got it Made (When I Marry Shirley Mae)” (Goldband 1957), “I Need Your
Love” (Rocko 1960), “Shoo Shoo Chicken (this Rooster Don’t Need No Hen)”

bbb

(Rocko 1961), and “Naggin™ (Excello 1963), whose subjects include typical
blues tropes that figure women as romantic subjects, muses, and antagonists
respectively, the ways in which the songwriters reflect upon women parallel
the ways in which the lost maternal lands of Louisiana figure in the new
Zydeco style.15¢ Creole traditions and institutions are similarly mythologized
in poles. Louisiana is either romanticized (Clifton Chenier’s 1954 “Country
Bred” and “Louisiana Stomp”) or villainized, and references in the songs to
Creole community or traditions similarly take place in the imaginary. In the
narratives of swamp blues songs written by musicians who lived and worked
in phases of migranthood, women tend to be fixed in singular roles, as stable
and stabilizing forces. Massey links this impulse to fix women in space

(domestic, private) and place (home, hearth) with the familiar masculine

impulse to fix space and place.!5”

156 “Louisiana” does not appear as a central theme in swamp blues songs—written by
musicians moved to SETX or otherwise—because, as a rule, the swamp blues are geared
toward an American share of the market; folk and folk-derived genres like Cajun and Zydeco
may revere or idolize Louisiana as home-place, but in general, the swamp blues will not.

157 Massey 11, 238. Citing C. Owens 75.
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Therefore, within the conscripted dynamics of temporary migrant labor
communities along the gulf coast, the production of culture and the ministry
of heritage often depended upon an absent feminine curation of (even the
imaginary) “homeplace.” In the daily lives of many black laborers in the
petrochemical industries, that domestic incubator from which culture, in-
placedness, and heritage emanate existed only in imagination. It makes sense,
then, that despite the aggregation of black Creole persons in the SWLA and
SETX towns of the Golden Triangle, in absence of the womanly and the
familial to sustain culture and cultural identity, Creole social institutions,
including music, began to flag. 58 In music, the dilution of Creole blackness to
the growing hegemony of “American” (Houston) blackness manifested in
black Creole bands increasingly adopting rhythm and blues styling, themes,
form, and instrumentation, while all-white Cajun groups incorporated
country and western and would soon be dubbed Rockabilly.»59 The influence
of the aggressively designatory record and radio industries of the 1940s and

1950s cannot be underestimated in these two contested shifts.

Woman in the (Swamp Blues) Imaginary and Katie Webster
It is worth noting that as imaginary as women are within many swamp

blues songs, they are fixed in an equally imaginary position in the popular

memory of the swamp blues music industry: Miller and Shuler both speak of

158 Davis 353. See Massey, 118-124, 171-172, 180-184, and 266-269.

159 See, for example, the stylistic development of African-American musicians such as
Clarence Garlow and Clifton Chenier, and of white musicians like Janis Joplin and Jonny
Winter. In conventional narratives, the “evolution” of genre appellations for white Cajun
groups is generally as follows: the white Cajun bands of the 1930s played “French” music. In
the 1940s the same bands were said to play rockabilly, then rock’n’roll, and under the
influence of the 1970s Cajun revival, these defunct white bands and their descendents were
placed retrospectively under the “Zydeco” umbrella. The racial division between Cajun and
Zydeco music is not as concrete in Louisiana’s popular memory as written histories suggest.
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woman musicians cursorily, with brevity and in a distant manner. Other
independent record company oral histories are similar. Furthermore, blues
magazines rarely featured women among their coverage of South Louisiana
music, and first-person interviews with women are virtually absent before the
mid-1980s.

Katie Webster is the only female musician either producer speaks of
with detail or nuance. Indeed, of 476 minutes of taped archival interviews
with Shuler and Miller, Katie Webster is the only woman whose discussion
touches on personality traits. Webster is the only woman of Shuler’s fifty-nine
year history with Goldband and Miller’s fifty years with whom the producers
seemed to have an interpersonal relationship resembling the relationships
between the producers and their most frequently recorded men.1© From
contemporary accounts of woman musicians and retrospective accounts,
Eddie Shuler speaks of women in the record business, broadly, as immature,
helpless, whiny, “all the time they bitchin’ about something.” Black women
were a particularly a touchy endeavor he said would endanger him with the
locally active KKK. Around 1960 Shuler passed two of his most frequent
studio backup vocalists, Barbara Lynn (of “You’ll Lose a Good Thing” (1962)
fame) and Katie Webster, onto other nearby record producers to record solo

cuts. Barbara Lynn thus recorded for Huey Meaux’s small Eric label in

160 For retrospective interviews, see Shuler 1990, 1991, and 1993; for Jay Miller, see Miller
1991; for John Broven, see Broven 1992. For contemporary accounts of Eddie Shuler’s
business relationships with women see the Eddie Shuler and Mike Leadbitter correspondence
1963-73 from the Goldband Collection at UNC’s Southern Folklife Collection. See also Shuler
1984, and Webster 1979.
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Houston, and Katie Webster with J.D. Miller. As Shuler recalls almost
verbatim, in separate interviews two years apart,

“and they [Webster and Lynn] was all beatin’ me over the head wantin’ to
record, well I didn’t wanna record ‘em ‘cause that was in the segregation
days and I couldn’t see me out there on the road with a black chick in my
car, ha! And the whatchacall it, the people with the hoods you know, ... they
would come and do me in, said I don’t wanna fool with those people
because they’ll tear me up, you know.” “I said, man I can’t make no
headway with no black female, the Ku Klux Klan would burn down my
building!”

With respect to her treatment as an African-American woman in the
two studios, in an interview with John Broven in 1979 Webster spoke with
uncharacteristic limited detail, and buffered herself with performative third-
person narration.

“that’s when [1958] Ashton Savoy brought me into Eddie Shuler to record
but Eddie Shuler didn’t wanna have anything to do with Katie Webster
during those days!—only as a piano player with all the material that came
out of his studio. He didn’t want have anything to do with Katie Webster at
all other than that! So he sent me [1959] to J.D. Miller in Crowley and I did
some work for J.D. Miller in Crowley for some years, and I didn’t get
anything moving, uh, didn’t get you know,—*

Broven interrupted to clarify a few details of chronology during which time
Webster’s voice raised with audible pique:

“These songs, I never got a chance to know what they really did, you know,
because like I said you know I never received any royalties off of these
records so I never knew if they sold big or if they didn’t. You know, because
I never got anything for them. You know. But I knew that they were pretty
good records, [that] I had gotten good cuts on them and everything.
Because J.D. Miller is a perfectionist—you go in his studio you have to cut
perfect records, you know. Folks used to tell him perfect records don’t sell,
you hafta have a flaw in them somewhere, but in J.D. Miller’s studio you do
not cut a flaw. A record has to be perfect, you can not make not one
mistake, ‘cause he has microphones in his ears! And if you make one lil’
mistake and he hears it, you gotta do it over again because he hears—he
hears the least little mistake! I give him that. He hears the least mistake.
You cannot get away with nothin’ in that studio. When it comes to
recording. He’ll back it up, and play it, and show you exactly where, you
know, where you fouled up at.

JB: So he was a good producer, then you say
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KW: yes he was a good producer, as far as records were concerned, he
always would get a good sound.

JB: mm
KW: he’d get a good sound.
Systemic racism caused many musicians to abandon the industry and

find employment elsewhere. Most worked in petrochemical or other industrial
labor jobs nearby, where they still had plenty playing opportunities after-
hours. Webster was among those who opted to leave SLWA in order to stay in
music full-time. In 1964, after a famous night where Otis Redding invited her
to join him on tour from the stage of the Bamboo Club in Lake Charles, she
spent three years opening for and playing with Redding and band. Despite her
constant presence, including on the famous live Whisky A Go Go albums,
Webster has never been listed among the Redding personnel. His plane crash
was the final push she needed to leave the music business. She retired in 1968
first to raise her children, then in 1974 moved to California to care for her
parents. In the late seventies she recorded comeback albums for Goldband.

In the pages that follow I consider the case of another Texas-born
musician, Juke Boy Bonner, in whose career Southwest Louisiana figured
prominently. Like Webster, he was a Southeast Texan living, working, and
moving among Creole populations from Louisiana to California, but whose
music attests to an individual swamp blues aesthetic outside the French
tradition. Katie Webster and Juke Boy Bonner’s location in the overlapping
margins of guitar-led Texas country, piano-based boogie, small-ensemble and

multi-percussionist New Orleans rock’n’roll, and South Louisianian French

161 Shuler (1991), n.p., Shuler (1993) n.p., Webster, n.p.
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crooning tradition are exemplified in the following description of the standard
Crawfish Circuit audience, which I quote at length for the complexity and
precision of his characterization. In a 1979 interview with John Broven, the
New Orleans guitarist and composer Earl King described an awareness that he
and other New Orleans musicians had of the specific SWLA audience of the
fifties, and their stylistic leanings.162 The audience enthusiasm for local artists
that King saw in SWLA echoes the fanfare surrounding local celebrities
Lightning Slim and Slim Harpo in Baton Rouge, which Jimmy Dotson

described in the previous chapter. King said,

““Those Lonely, Lonely Nights” for Ace was a change of structure for me.
When I wrote the song in 1955 it was geared towards those people in that
[SWLA] area out there. It was a country/rhythm and blues-type song. We've
got a piano part in there where Huey Smith is playing a solo and it was
predominantly a guitar/mandolin type solo to get that country flavor, so he
gave that type of tone to it. The record broke first in South
Louisiana...There’s so many clubs down there and we used to play maybe
twenty dates a month, and every night we’'d play a different club in a
different little town. And sometimes two clubs in the same night. And some
of the standard ones, like in Lafayette they had Landry’s Palladium, which
was one of the big spots to play in, Ball’s Auditorium in Lake Charles, and a
bunch of other places in Lake Charles. It’s just so fast down there, it’s unreal
to even think that you got so many places all along the community out
there. You had places like Robinson’s Recreation, which had a lot of
entertainers went down there in Abbeville. One of the big places where all
the big acts from all over the country came down in Opelousas was the
White Eagle, Bradford’s White Eagle. All the big names came there, T-Bone
Walker, Ray Charles.... People would drive twenty, thirty, forty, fifty miles
in buses to go hear a particular group, it was common for them to do that.
They did it frequently, every week. It could be any day...I'm talking about
the area from Opelousas into bits of Texas, then back into Louisiana. Even
Orange, Texas, that bites on the borderline, you're dealing with the same

162 Far] King is a veteran of the New Orleans rhythm & blues world, and the composer of
several New Orleans r&b standards. His highest-achieving two songs were “I Hear You
Knocking” (Smiley Lewis 1955 —#2 on Billboard R&B Singles; Gale Storm’s white-washed
1956 cover reached #2 Billboard pop singles, and Fats Domino 1961 version has probably
become the best-known), and “These Lonely, Lonely Nights” (Earl King 1955—#7 on
Billboard R&B Singles). He also wrote or co-wrote “One Night” (Smiley Lewis 1956, reaching
#11 Billboard R&B Singles; Elvis Presley 1958 #4 Billboard Pop Singles; and Fats Domino
1961); “Do-Re-Mi” (Lee Dorsey 1961); “Big Chief” (Professor Longhair 1964); “Come on (Let
the Good Times Roll) Pt. 1” and “Come On Pt. 2” (Earl King 1960, made famous by the Jimi
Hendrix Experience 1968); and “Trick Bag” (Earl King 1960, the Meters 1976).
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people. Most of the people down there are French, and that’s an interesting
concept. 7163

Earl King, Dave Bartholomew, Fats Domino, Allen Toussaint, Guitar Slim,
and the rest of that first-generation New Orleans rockn’roll cohort recognized
that in the western corner of their home state, something very musically
distinct was going on. A vibrant scene of musical tastes and activity demanded
an admixture totally different from the standard New Orleans audience. Big
acts like T-Bone Walker and Ray Charles visited Southwest Louisiana, where
there seemed to be just as many music venues as there were people; the
audience had specific tastes and acted on them, traveling up to an hour’s
distance to hear a local favorite musician, even on weeknights. It was a place
where musicians had recurring work. From Southeast Texas, along Highway
90 directly across Southwest Louisiana until the Highway 9o split at
Lafayette, and up to Opelousas and down to Morgan City, an African-
American—not Afro-Creole—music tradition was firmly established, and
rooted in Southern Louisiana. These are the same musical and demographic

elements I have discussed in the first part of this chapter.

Musicians in Motion
The swamp blues sound that came from Jay Miller and Eddie Shuler’s

studios was borne of similar processes as the roughly contemporaneous
California and West Coast blues sound of the 1950s and 1960s. The Texas-
California migration of the 1930s-50s brought Texas-based regional styles and
white producers in California together; with black musicians like the Crowley

and Goldband bluesmen Clarence Garlow, Lafayette Thomas, Boogie Jake,

163 Broven 152-3.
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Vince Monro, Jimmy Wilson, and Juke Boy Bonner, came the heavy Texan
guitar and rock’n’roll backbeat. The rhythm and blues sound today associated
with what were the biggest indies, Specialty, Aladdin, Modern/RPM, and
Imperial, plus a slew of other Los Angeles and San Francisco-based
independents, has its roots in Texan blues tradition, not unlike the swamp
blues.164

As I discussed in my previous chapter, to be clear, I want to avoid
conceptualizing the swamp blues as recorded aural snapshots of community
music-making. The musicians who I profile throughout this dissertation in
many instances made these records on the go—while moving into Southeast
Texas or passing back through SWLA for jobs in lumber, shipbuilding yards,
rice farms, shrimp fishing fleets, on the Texas-and-New Orleans, Kansas City
Southern, or Southern Pacific Railroads, or in the burgeoning petrochemical
industry.?5 Many recorded in towns that were not their homes, nor where
they resided, nor their destination. While it is easy to think of the music as
having been based—in the sense of being rooted—in Jay Miller’s main street
store in Crowley and Eddie Shuler’s little white wooden ziggurat in Lake
Charles, the swamp blues did not stem from those places. Instead, those two
recording studios, while pivotal to the creation of the swamp blues and
without whom the swamp blues arguably would not exist, were pit-stops for

many swamp blues musicians en route for stays elsewhere.

164 Other Bay-area independents include Fantasy, Swing Time, Bay Tone, Down Beat, Globe,
Bob Geddins’ Irma, Cavatone, Big Town, and Veltone subsidiaries, and several more.
165 Wood (2001) 25-26.

187



Juke Boy Bonner (1932-1978)
Texas-born, Weldon Bonner spent most of his career touring around

the Crawfish Circuit alone as a self-styled “one man trio” with Houston as his
home base. Like many other gulf coast bluesmen in the fifties, he moved to
California in 1954, then back to Houston in 1959, when he took up his
travelling routine again. During one of those touring stints, on his way back
from New Orleans January 6, 1960, he stopped in Lake Charles for one day
looking to record at Goldband. He had come to Eddie Shuler because of a
Goldband record he once heard and liked on a jukebox back in California. By
Eddie Shuler’s account, Juke Boy precipitated the trip directly to Goldband.
Shuler is loose with the chronology and other facts, framing Bonner’s story as
evidential support for the import and excellence of Goldband Records in the
history of recording:

“Juke Boy Bonner was in Oakland, California when he heard Goldband
records on the jukebox. And he said I'm leaving now to go over there and
start recording. Got up and got on the bus and came to Lake Charles and
came to the door and said I'm here to record and I said what do you do?
And he started singing “Life is a Dirty Deal” so I said you're in like Flynn. As
far as I know he didn’t have a record with anybody else at that time.”

For Bonner, who had joined up with a New Orleans pianist for the return trip
to Texas, and recorded those first sessions with him, how or why he came to

Goldband was not of as much consequence as being recorded by an operation
that would keep histrionics to a minimum, and let him keep artistic control of

his own music.166

166 Shuler (1993), n.p.; Leadbitter and Shuler, 39; Jones, Max. "Juke Boy, the young
traditionalist from Texas: Men Who Make the Blues.” Melody Maker 14 (1 Nov. 1969): 14;
Jones, Max. “Juke Boy.” Melody Maker 15 (8 Nov 1969): 33; Leadbitter (1968b); n.p.,
Leadbitter (1970a), n.p.
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Bonner’s first number was the absorbingly trudging “Life Is a Dirty
Deal,” ahead of whose first take Shuler mistakenly called out in his
dipthonged country drawl “Li-ife is a cheater!—Dirty Deal, I mean, take
number one.” If he sounds optimistic, it is because he already had an idea of
what was to come, as his slip-up in naming the take indicates he had already
heard at least the song’s punch line of “I feel like life is a cheater, and it gave
me a dirty deal”. This first take was likely Bonner’s first run-through after
Shuler paired him with Guitar Joe on backing guitar. Bonner starts in on
harmonica and guitar together on a D7 triad, with harmonica in higher
profile, rippling crescendoing swells of minor third descant to the distorted
guitar’s descending baritone pickup. The two guitars settle into a bottomed
out bass register so raw that they blur; though Guitar Joe is outlining a bass
line and Bonner provides the percussive forward motion, Guitar Joe matched
Bonner’s timbre well enough that a signature muddiness takes hold making it
hard to distinguish the guitar lines from each other. This “wall of sound”
would come to characterize much of the swamp blues mostly thanks to J.D.
Miller’s engineering, but here Bonner creates the atmospheric sound
autonomously. It is worth noting that a certain muddiness inhabits both
Bonner’s musical performance and his lyrical framework. His raw guitar and
harmonica zealous with harmonic overtones (a common function of racked
harmonica) are matched in the gritty settings he commonly describes in text.

I am smiling like I'm happy but you don’t know how I feel
I am smiling like I'm happy but you don’t know how I feel
I feel like life is a cheater, and it gave me a dirty deal

I'm gonna tell everybody, please understand
My baby don’t want me no more, she got another man
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