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Joseph Lamb 

1887-1960

[Följande text lånad från They All Played Ragtime, Janis & Blesh 1950]

It was in 1907 that young Joseph Lamb went into the New York office of John Stark to buy some rags. He was already known as such a good customer that he was regularly given a discount. Lamb tells about what happened on this occasion.

"There was a colored fellow sitting there with his foot bandaged up as if he had the gout, and a crutch beside him. I hardly noticed him. I told Mrs. Stark that I liked the Joplin rags best and wanted to get any I didn't have. The colored fellow spoke up and asked whether I had certain pieces which he named. I thanked him and bought several and was leaving when I said to Mrs. Stark that Joplin was one fellow I would certainly like to meet.

'Really,' said Mrs. Stark. 'Well, here's your man.' I shook hands with him, needless to say. It was a thrill I've never forgotten. I had met Scott Joplin and was going home to tell the folks. Mrs. Stark told him I had sent in a couple of rags for their approval. I had, all right, and they had come back two days later. Joplin seemed interested and asked if he could walk up the street with me. We walked along Twenty-third Street and into Madison Square Park and sat on a bench.

"Mr. Joplin asked if my rags were really good. I said: 'To me they seem all right - maybe they are not, I don't know.' He invited me to bring them over to his place. Needless to say, I didn't waste time. I went to his boarding house a few evenings later and he asked me to play my pieces on the piano in the parlor. A lot of colored people were sitting around talking. I played my Sensation first and they began to crowd around and watch me. When I finished, Joplin said 'That's a good rag - a regular Negro rag. That was what I wanted to hear.

Then I played my two other numbers, Dynamite Rag and Old Home Rag. There is a place in the first strain of Dynamite where the bass and treble originally went upward together. At Joplin's suggestion I made the bass move down in contrary motion to the treble. Joplin liked Sensation best of my first three rags."

At this first meeting Joplin offered to present Sensation to Stark personally. Lamb remembers that Joplin said: "We will put on along with your name: 'arranged by Scott Joplin.' People do not know you, and my name might sell the rag." Joplin was as good as his word. "He wanted to get me going," Lamb says. "A week later a letter came from Stark offering me twenty-five dollars and an equal sum after the first printing of one thousand was sold. He could have had it for nothing - I wanted to see it published. I got the other twenty-five dollars in a month. Then I brought in Ethiopia and Excelsior together. After that he took any rag I wrote."

Joplin's help had been decisive once again. James Scott and Joseph Lamb, two men he assisted, rank in that order as ragtime composers just below him, and the work of Marshall and Hayden as well as Chauvin's only rag survive because of him.

Joseph Francis Lamb is one of the phenomena of ragtime. Born in the East with little or no Negro music in his environment, he became one of the few white men to write rags that are thoroughly Negroid and worthy to stand with the very best. He did this without copying and while giving vent to his own original inspiration on a purely musical plane before he met Joplin. He simply liked ragtime, and that of Joplin best, and wanted to compose music of that sort.

It was not quite so simple as that, of course. Many had tried to copy Joplin with little enough success. Although this distinction may at first seem shadowy, the young white man emulated rather than copied the master. Joseph Lamb was able to do this because he possessed a rare ability. He could penetrate to the very sources of the developed and personal style of the other man. To this ability he added another perhaps even rarer: that of channelizing his own great creative powers into that style without in any way limiting his flow of ideas. That this was so can mean only one thing. What Lamb had to say - though his own - was so thoroughly American and so thoroughly of his time that classic ragtime was the one best medium for its expression.

The musical career of Joseph Lamb conclusively points up two facts. One is that classical ragtime, though of Negro origin, had become with Joplin a music for all America. The other was that ragtime showed itself capable of developing a strong and healthy tradition. Just as in European music, the ragtime tradition must be one in which composer succeeds composer, each working with individuality, yet carrying a homogeneous development onward.

Until we located Joseph Lamb, he was considered by most ragtime followers to have been a Negro. He was the hardest of all the ragtime survivors for us to find. Literally no one in the music world had ever met him. At one stage of our search we were almost forced to accept a current theory that his name was a Joplin pseudonym. Acceptance balked, however, at the indubitable fact that the Lamb rags, though delightfully Joplinesque, exude a personality of their own. The reason for Joseph Lamb's obscurity became evident when, finally, he talked with us.

In the modest little frame house in Brooklyn near Coney Island, where he has lived since 1911, Joe Lamb told his story with a kind of quiet amazement that what had happened so long ago could possibly interest anyone today.

"I was born December 6, 1887, in Montclair, New Jersey. I was fourteen when I went to college in Canada at a town called Berlin, later changed to Kitchener during the war. My mother hoped I would become a priest, but I thought I wanted to be an electrical engineer. I got far enough to pass the entrance exams for Stevens Institute. But in the summer I got a job in New York and I said: 'What the hell,' and never went back. It was in a fabric house, and I've been there ever since.

I had two sisters who were classical pianists, but I never took any lessons. I guess I just had inborn talent. At college I wrote waltzes and songs. The Harry H. Sparks Company in Toronto gave me five dollars for my Celestine Waltzes, named for one of my sisters. Then they asked me to set poems to music. I wrote a couple dozen. I would read the poem over and get the rhythm of the words - maybe it was a ballad, a comical song, or a novelty. The music would always come -  especially if the poem affected me.

It was in 1907 that ragtime hit me and I began to write it. I thought I was good - anybody figures his own music is good. But I wanted to find out. Scott Joplin's music was the kind I liked, so I thought of Stark and sent some rags in. A few days later I got a polite refusal. It was after that when I went in and met Mr. Joplin. I wrote heavy rags, the way I wanted whether it was hard to play or not. Chords might strike me first, or a melody, or a conjunction of chords and melody. I kept working it over until I got something. With my Ragtime Nightingale, it was the name that struck me first. You may have noticed that in the beginning of the trio I use a little part of Ethelbert Nevin's Nightingale Song. I saw it in an Etude magazine of my sisters'. I usually got one complete strain finished and the others would follow, but the strains have to fit with each other.

I didn't want to be in the music business - I hardly met any musicians except Scott Joplin - I wanted to keep my music in my private life. I didn't want to make any money on my things. I only wanted to see them published because my dream was to be a great ragtime composer.

John Stark always impressed me more like a Western farmer or ranchman. He did not look like a music publisher. He was an honest man. Around 1909 he and Joplin had a disagreement. Stark said that he couldn't afford a royalty deal on new numbers. He wanted to buy them outright, but Joplin insisted on royalties - said that was the way that Maple Leaf had been handled - but Stark explained that business had fallen off. Joplin never sold him any more music. I was sorry about this. Both felt they were right. I didn't know about the falling out until I took in a rag that Joplin and I wrote together, a very good rag. Stark liked it very much, but said he would never buy anything more with the name Joplin on it.

I wrote Contentment Rag for a wedding anniversary of the Starks, and Mr. Stark had a cover design made of an old couple sitting by a fire. But before publication Mrs. Stark took sick and he took her back to St. Louis, where she died. He brought the number out years later with the picture of an old man sitting alone smoking his pipe.

I feel as if I knew James Scott and Arthur Marshall and Artie Matthews - you have a common bond in music. I have always felt that American Beauty, Topliner, and Patricia are my best rags. Stark changed the names of a few of my numbers. My name for Topliner was Cottontail.

Stark published my rags as long as rags sold. The last one was Bohemia in 1919. It was in a difficult key, and Stark wrote to me to transpose it. Then he liked it in the original key better, anyway.

In the twenties I took a number of things up to Mills; they were the type of classic rags. Mills said to write some that were more novelettes, like Nola. He took my first one and wanted four more. Fifty dollars was all he would give me. He ordered ten more, and when I took them in he would only give thirty-five dollars for the lot. Finally I said: 'All right, I want to see them published.' But they have never come out.

I have written nothing since. I live here with my family, and my children and grandchildren are near. That was all a long, long time ago."

On top of the dusty pile of music that Lamb had brought up from the basement was a manuscript. Looking at it we were struck by the florid hand-lettered title. Lamb glanced at it, laughed, and said: "I wrote that when I was just a kid." The manuscript was dated 1900, and the title read: 

COONTOWN FROLICS

Two-Step by J. Francis Lamb 

"One of Lamb's Famous Hits"

MUSICAL COMPOSITIONS

RAGS WRITTEN AND PUBLISHED FROM 1908 TO 1919:

Sensation JSAS ©1908 

Excelsior Rag JSAS ©1909 

Ethiopia Rag JSAS ©1909

Champagne Rag  JSAS ©1910

American Beauty Rag JSAS ©1913

Cleopatra Rag JSAS ©1915

The Ragtime Nightingale JSAS ©1915 

Contentment Rag JSAS ©1915

Reindeer - Ragtime Two Step JSAS ©1915

Patricia Rag JSAS ©1916

Top Liner Rag JSAS ©1916

Bohemia Rag JSAS ©1919

RAGS WRITTEN FROM 1907 TO 1914 BUT NOT PUBLISHED UNTIL 1964:

Alabama Rag MMC ©1960

Blue Grass Rag MMC ©1960

Good And Plenty Rag MMC ©1959

The Old Home Rag MMC ©1959

Toad Stool Rag MMC ©1959


RAGS WRITTEN FROM 1915 TO 1959 BUT NOT PUBLISHED UNTIL 1964:

Bird-Brain Rag MMC ©1959

Cottontail Rag  MMC ©1959

Hot Cinders MMC ©1959

Ragtime Bobolink MMC ©1960

Thoroughbread Rag MMC ©1960

Chimes of Dixe MMC ©1960

Arctic Sunset MMC ©1960

Firefly Rag MMC ©1960

RAGS BOUGHT BY MILLS MUSIC BUT NEVER PUBLISHED

All Wet

Apple Sauce

Banana Oil

The Berries

Brown Derby

Chime In

Cinders

Crimson Ramblers

Knick Knacks

Ripples

Shooting the Works

Soup and Fish

Sweet Pickles

Waffles

OTHER UNPUBLISHED RAGS

Alaskan Rag 

Bee Hive Rag 1959

Chasin’ the Chippies 1914

Dynamite Rag 1907

Greased Lightning 1959

Hyacinth, A Rag

Jersey Rag 1959

Ragged Rapids Rag 1905

The Rag Time Special 1959

Rapid-Transit 1959

Sunset

Symphonic Syncopations (incomplete)

Walper House Rag 1903

WALTZES:

Celestine Waltzes (Piano Solo) HHST ©1902

Florentine Waltzes 

Playmates HHST ©1910

SONGS:

Gee, Kid! But I Like You (words by Jos. F. Lamb) MS ©1908

Love in Absence (words by Mary A. O'Reilly) ©1909

I’ll Follow the Crowd to Coney (words by Mrs. G. Satterlee) GS ©1913

I Want to be a Birdman (words by Mrs. G. Satterlee) GS ©1913

Note: There are many other songs by Joseph F. Lamb

Code symbols of publishers:

GS

G.Satterlee, Brooklyn

HHST
Harry H. Sparks, Toronto

JSAS 
John Stark & Son, Sedalia, St.Louis, New York

MMC

Mills Music Company, New York

MS

Maurice Shapiro, New York
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