
ne,ar s • Paladin - -

lSOOb ld.ndea Ave: JJ. 
Sea~tle,.. Wash. 981') 
Julys, 1970 

;phone 2o£ .... 364-9408 

Her. • s the revio"i on ~ the Tq1 Gordon piece . Your 
a sista.nt ,.td a. nJce job r- re.rri tine;, 1 :t as you '11 see, I1ve 
bad either .. l#o drop or m.00.if'y so1119 chunks o't tte re'W?:"'l te ~, in 
a few ca ea, evert to my ori&ir.ial wo1tj ng. In each instance,. 
Jfve made ehange onJ.y because l ean·' t subsQribe to a sentiment 
expressed in ft line r"' nl:"'agraph, bacause the le' tar~ . ot er 
sour-eas Itve worked with indicate a circumstance was .Qi.ff'arent 
than the r.e expressed, or because I mve d.olbts. that .L~ • GolXbn' s 
v; sio of sonsthing l.S strictly accurate. , · 

As ya\i•11 see• I •ve jot.tad eommenti on the rem te end 
also typed same e.AttpJ.anati.ons of e.b2.ne;es I ve ma.de . 

A aw stray it ems . First.. I •m ver:y sonry, but quc te £: · 
Mr . C..!.o:rdon will h.ava tD be ·used exactly as tbey appeared in my 
original draft (and a. I 've reotored ttiem in my reviai on) ~ 
you. 'll have tD braeket bis additions and indi cat in tb. final 
footnote t at t mde t r.e additions \:tpon readir\g over fue article . 
'fbe slight changes may rna.ke him happiar, I kntM, but one of the 
f·er.r ir..:r:J.ex:ible rules J have is ver to altar quotes fttnn t ~s 
or net&s at all . . a.tural1y yo. ' re free to ~ 8!1.Y deletions 
or ellips-;s ·n the quotes- ••• 

The above is mare t\-1$,n quirk, incl entall -• One of the 
light c~ianges in a quot. by Mr. Gordon c mplat. ly alt s 'S-tbat 

he tole' m the :i.nte:r.rv:i .... w, s cm1pla of others are entirely 
different from his manner of ·~ aking . 

The seoord paragraph a :p. 4, beg:um.ing ''it kes li t·iile 
sense .••• u; l ould like to havs a stateirent of this sort in 
the piece, either as it ta.ndst parent,hetically, or in a footriote . 
The racial si~us.tian in this country is such that I feel it is a 
matter of professional integri.ty tor , e to say something alo~ the 
lines ar that paragraph s~wher.e early in thea.wticle . 

F r siJdlar r·ea.sore and as 
! 

1
d. appreciate it i£ .footnote 3 

it is . 

matter o! historical context, 
be included substantially as 

:r think that ' s a.11 . I hope the ttticle i ,s right t~ y 
now; I •11 be lo king forward to the fim 1 dr fr-om 7ou. 
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p. 1 -- I can't find in isslea oE ew Republic, 192.5-30, any 
r rence which ranks ith Roo s n and s, al ugh th.ere 

1.s an article about Ro eson which nentions tne other t • .. 1va 
ut. in a preci reference · ci ta ta f th t art· 1 • 

• 2 -- as my comm.en . indiea , I :t rre lines her ecause 
tho ht t~y mek d bit of hero 

.3 -- The .aragraph abolt jazz is go ; it ' s p rfectly all rig t 
ith ne use it as 1 as we 're all sure it doest ' t erive 

too directly fr tl'e langw.ge of tte s urce. In short,, I have to 
be certain e 're not · s iping s b y else's language wi out 
quote 1lBr :ks • 

PP• 4-5 -- Port.iom of this page e fitiex.tly d ive fr m 
and perhaps f m · lor hi nself J 've nged or dale 
what ! know of the S1 tua.ti on simply doe t t squ e Hi.th 
now elie s . For ins · e, That T l r 
puts a s · ·..: btly different aceer1t on his 

tir ; l t hour of tape recordif€, his letters 
to Van ec, ten~ d l own background :ln ,. b.i.. 
tell the ca e really is opposi' es t at : is lac makes 
bis story !erz di ""erent . Li tdse ie p int abort, poverty ra \Sb.er 
than pig en ta ti on s epara irig hirtt fro . his pears, ti. te phur 
al ays bas had cuildren· as poor as :ras .. Ard 1 the . nly e r 
f mily i · ·m't tl. Js j ., a11 i.i ace a.cy 1 aylor nolf' · 0 1e-Fes. 
In . t ar his adult llie the Go m were the only eg~ f ·l,y 
ir t,:y, n ,. :r n as a child (accordiI t uzy- ta.t in.terv:ie 
with Taylorts older sister, Ro ) probably there ere a nu. ot 
tt r egroe i.n :f'n~ in a per:i.00. ·'When tlarl · peopl in t 

had servants. Dit on .- ' version of why he left school; 
t :d · a be a tt.t·ibute direct.cy- tc 'l'aylor if it' · used, becallse 
I certai.nly do . ' t know that it is accurate. 

pp • 10-11 -- he quote begin:p..ing ' lt v er ha.ppe d 
I seg this an addition by ' ayl • It definitely ct;;'miot g into 
the artiele • Ullless bracketed and footnoted as TG ' s a.ddi.t:i onal 
omment after read-· t ., &"'tic p . In tbe tape . inter · . 1 • t ' hilll, 

it •s pretty pJain that the only reamn Taylor made the Or:"iginal 
c cent was that it · ppened o him; now• urrJ rs aJi ably, he 'd 
li -e to tone that dmm. 

p . 12 -- tr the extr-eme rmlge of :ds vole 1 from bas' through falsetto" i 
I on rt k_ 1 en ~gh abo :mu ic to kr. il such a r - ··e really is 
possible; let •s j i:, drop the final phrase unless there i so e 
so 'f ~ pr o t/.) 'i..-.s-.. 'r i t l • l.S -- .. ~ a.maz.- _ singer• 
but I want to be carefu.l in cl · s . de f' r him • 

.P• 17 -- I put bac in t~ re.ferenc to the Review oks 
er 1d ~ ca e .... \ ink it.' s a. necessary point oo arison . :\here 's 
nothing de11igrati or inaccurate in such a re£erence1 so far I 
can see; it's a very pertimnt social aompariso I think should be 
•d. • 



P• 18 -- Again, I restored a bit of my original language in the 
seeond paragraph b~cause it said wha. t I want to say, whiJ.e the 
r&vrJ.tten version b.aln'·t. I cantt seen any valid objection to 
making the paint that egroes have b.ad a bard time in o lr soeie ty, 
and. I don't reel my la,ng\8 ge overstates at all here . 

p. 18 -- Again,, no char.gas in quotes un1e ss bracketed and labeled 
s a ter the fact a !11ons • . 

p_. 19 ·- .:. tto the above~ and ev~ more stro~ly: Taylor's additions 
here don •t so nd re1wtely lilm he talks~ a.rd to any percep iire 
re der st§fld out glaringly,. I'm afraid . 

p. 20 - Let' s be careful with tbs Westminster Gazette reference; 
looldng over aylar 's citation of it, I'm not ab lutely sm-e which 
newspaper it's really .f'l'O • I 'll try track down the reference in 
the u.n..1."' e rsi ty library here • 

p. 22 -- Taylar by now b lieves his book w s est-seller until 
the stock market crash. But his L.ttars to Van Vechten at th9 
time indl.cGte it wns ~ 't ~ u.c a J.irarci.al from he start; 
a check of book revie o the ~riJd shows the book received some 
.... ttention, bu.t cert~ .. wa · o sensation; and the stock llrl t 
eras did not auto:r.m. tically- mean people stopped bu~ books. 
The Depre$sion did not fall on · :S cou. _try in one af"tern o ;.. 
in short, steer clear of aJ.lY' ref'ereroes to how magnificently 
Born to Be was doing before t e 11Bl"ket crashed -- unless yvu want 
to quote Tayler' s version and then set up my above eo ant as 
coun ;,,erpoint. 

p . 23 -- in pa.r8.6Taph 2, lil~ about h.im. makiq; best' of fue change 
etc. must be taken out; bis letters of tm ti.me show be was little 
short of despera:te. 

pp• 23 ... 4 -- I r estored my original ex1ding ~ not becau · thi k it's 
o gr t but because it's closer to t e. su'M!"lation ! want to make 

than is the amen 1e versi n. 

If you •d like mere ird'ormati. on about Taylor 's family· in t 'le article, 
lllJ' my I su gg~~,t you cor..sidar rur.· · ng an c t ·""rem orn to · ; 
Taylor tells his family story better there than anyone else can. 

I hope you don't find Il\Y revi. sicm of the rewrite t.o o extans.:. v e. 
The stei.cy line is t l:e s ra , as -·s t he oolk of the inat.eriaJ. . ~1y · 
changes si..l'fq)ly a.re adjustments I feel I must have in an article 
appearing u.n3 er rriy byline • AJ. ~ t ~ revised version represents, 
I think, a nice balance between Tavlor 's aun ords and facts I •ve 
been able to check out. ' 



Ivan. Doig 
1$004 Linden Ave I. 
·Seattle, Washington 98133 

fAYUlJt OOJU>Q 

by Ivan Doig 

"J..ank1' eix•fee", falsetto voice, lllGlassea l gh, and · all 

tbe r.e\ ot him," hie tnem. Carl Van Vechten; wrote of !aylor 

Gordon. !bat voioe i• of\en talse'tto when Gordon sits be.ck 

to tell etoriea ot lev ?ork•s 1nt,eUectual encl artistic eooiet7 

1n the lfiOle, taking all \be pate in pari71cene that nd.ght 

teaiiure $1.nolair Lettie,, Rebecca W.s~, Kari.el Draper 1 He,woocl 

Broun, Vaa Vechte,) ard & euppol"t1ng oaat ot dt.>sen1 ot other 

pereonali ties w1 th whoa be hobnobbed. But aostly the voice 11 

tenor - black tenor, fashioned tor the lqn llpirituals ht 

•anc •o well. 

Although Taylor Gordon'·• oioe •~ill has lite, mucb of h,:ts 

airtisti reputation. is tort;y rears and 'bvo thou.sand mil s t:roa 
~ 

hia bom 1a Whl te ulphur 8,pri~ a, Montana. In 'th• 1920 ' . 1 he 

was om at the leading legro singers in lw York City. applaudeci 

b)" a lw 1!!fubli~ critic as Paul Bobeson •.e •latest ri. vai • 1n 
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ing. Gordon 

was !,gnte bo$r .,_ j ast ~ he lad been d . te · rted. to be . 

In the llttle tcwn wtieJ"' aylar Oo.rd0;..'l 'l' as ~ ·n 0n A:pri l 29 i1-

3 893, be :recently s:s,ng for .l!t}f: wi! e am };1e m:en -we as'dod hiln .. 

v.~ sea h:ts eyes.9' Th~ ev.an tet"~t:i ;&..:r·a the orj.y w ., t - in · t · ta.rk 

fav"e . Then th.a voice:, strong a:rd <'J.e., • TLe Si. ~.::> roll 1t Clf" 

.; 

d ~.nate !i o • '' 

did c em . !nscr1. 

part or.· Tayl~ (lo'r'rkm 1 s l:t:r e . lt. Y<G-:c ds : J. 

Arra~~ . .,r 
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Seattle received yet another setback, however. In January, 

1884, Villard's financial empire col~apsed and the Northern 
i. 

Pacific again went into hands working for the Tacoma term-

inus instead of Seattle. 

From then on, McGilvra spoke and wrote against the 

Northern Pacific land grant, the even~ual plans of the rail-

road for a station in Seattle, its holdings on the Seattle 

waterfront, and the service, or lack of it, even tu.ally pro-

vided ' to Seattle. His 1887 open letter to Robert Harris, 

president of the Northern Pacific, provided an example of 

his ire: 

The generositf of the ~eople, has been rewarded 
by ingrat~tude, fraud and robbery. You are not 
alone in the perpetration of the great outrages of 
modern times upon the, mass of people of these 
United States. 

To the greed, fraud, robbery and op'pression on 
the part of aggr~gated capital mostly in the hands 
of giant corporations like yours, is to be attributed 
most of the sufferings of the laboring class, and the 
consequent labor troubles that are now seriously 
agitating the land from center .to circumference. 

The sovereign people have created ±hese great 
artificial persons, called Corporations; as they 
suppo~ed for the public good. Is the creature 
greater than the Creator, and are these creature 
corporations to bind, starve . and enslave, their 
Creator, the ~ov~reign Am~rican people? You will 
find that these creators can control and if neces­
sary destroy, but this control or destruction will 
not be by an unlawful .and unorganized mob, but it · 
will be by the i~telligent and patriotic sovereigns 
of these United States, through their lawfully 
constituted agents, and woe betide the agent who 
refuses to obey their high behests.149 

Albeit for reasons rooted in his own perso~ality, 

McGilvra typified some of the growing opposition to the 



Mannie Gordon troa Montana, who earned hi first llODV 

running err~• tor tb brothels iri White Sulph\il' Springe, bad 

found his role ill the 1920s ot legendt concert dates revi..,.d 

in The Jlew Tork Times, erfor.mancea on network radio, one long 
~------~.............., 

swirl of part! s end nightelubbing, Rarl 1n g10%7' time• 

Jazs set the exuberant temp ot the 1920 '•• 1ts a1nor 

keys am syncopated rhythms grew trom the 1pir1 tuals of lave 

daya, speeded up and inprov.lsed into a new torra d\11'1ng its stopover 

1n I• Orleans. When jasz bec8119 the mueic ot the land, 1t kindled 

an intere \in the older 1pir.l.'buU ••io. Gordon'• ver1a~le 

tenor voice and bis sinotx'ity With ap:trituala war the kqe to 

\be :lnte:mational 1ucce9e he en.1oyed during the roari.18 19 . • 

'lodq Tqlar Gordon 18 a tall, not ot 77 7eare, 

who · eem acre inpresaive than hi• .urronndinga1 whatever tbq 

happen to be. He has a slangy coul'tline••J. b1a talk i8 as au.ch 

Harl • .aa Montana, br.ight and elippe17 vi tb unf'in1ehed wora'• 

shortcut right through so• eantencea, and \be hard-eel ed iroDT 

a black an learns in a while societr-. 

He is a gO<>d-looki J in tber 1920' s ~ be vu a ve:z 

good-looking man. llis tace makes the right 110Ves, l1ning int 

full joy 11ben he laugh 1 turning intentll' serious a.a he triea 

to pey a nam boa -.017, o~ moods like tage lighttng 

to a,cooJJl>&ny the atory he is telling. 

Gordon ie ot the aam cut ae aan7 men oE rq lather 11 

gener tion in Montana• the vea\bered \ypes born and raieed t ei'• 
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im s.o~ ed to a mour.. · n:~ wo,r lei , and hope th t ht . nex 

b~loved cousin ,M1r y bave. tt· ,,. -Ji od luck tc put .. n enu to 

imii>::t.': p' r conduet. '# and u~ . ' n fired h - • 1be dauqbter o~ 

• "'""' . Fkldwi.n of ~ &'tttr~t.on . ·ount: , , stt ngton mei:ritory 

~,"""h~,i._~, , ~1.ympie, l l • 290) sbe h 4 been "a 

co · osi · or r t,be .Hl. 1~.,ng~n .::!!,~!;-,g, :l Olympi" before le~~v-

la o Corneli ,e a • . nfora, a .ri ing a · inqton ·fr .rrttory 

~'J; .. ye :10 ~e:e~e te~i;-:citori ·· 1 cbii f justi ~ i11 1ea- ar4'l then 

i'l feil~ al judge. It t»41Y ! ~e been tIU:·o~ll ~· ,a11fat"d thti • 

Mc<;ilvt .. ~ , ecallle a df,ff~n.ee attorney for !tis B ldlln .. n . 

12'.9'110 t=ri ·1 ~· '_ nad in MM Pr'enc , s~o on Apdi 2., 1883. 

*''n . de.f. ~ e ~tttorney \;f&~ McGtlvra a a il s 1. Gray, & 

San t~rancisco .~tt.ornGy hQ was s tiend of MeGilvre• • • 

Gr y•s · peniny tat$mertt. outlined 'tbe plan of a _ ens~u 

"• ., • . WtfJI ezr,eet to l:ail: v;> · fil1~t ~ . ~ ~t' l\pt'il , 107')• nd . fo;re 

J& l~ z:y / 1882, the d:efeftd~.n beea~ ~l~lljec · i'A> ce-i·t... n 
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around t.h turn ot the century who now ere the old cowboys• 

the storytellers t the elders o£ the tribe. The d1f:terenoe i 

that Taylar Gordon ia black -- and that is a difference whieh 

has put bis stoTy into a perspective little noticed in American 

history until recent yea.re. 

It makes little sense for a white historian to try to 

describe the euotional aide of a black person's ll:f e, in boyhoOd: 

or in an,y other pnas • The slurs and barbs surely have to be 

~elt personally to b unierst.ood. ut a black person's own mem.oJ!iea 

andworids and actions 

article tries: to do. 

1 

White W.phur rings, where 'ta.ylor Gordon grew up, is about 

tifty air Dtiles e t fr Helena. He fought hie snowball fight 1 

did his cho ~,and trudged across town 1 to t grade school on 

th hill as hundr ds of other White Sulphur bo~ have done. 

The eulphur spring burbling down on tl'e flat probabl)r 

divided him and bis coq>.anions -- s t has Qther g rations 0£ 

ys -- into those who swore the bot, coarse va ter w the be tbie a\ 

elixir a soul could imbibe and those who likened it to rotte 

eggs and wouldn't touch the s-tuff. 

· Tb.at &umanuel Taylor Gordon -- Mannie to his friends -­

was fro a egro tc:q m.de little difference in b:l.• early 

chil1lllood, he ays now. Hi• aotbeia dicl not, make a po1nt of 

race; year lat r, when Gordon •do ·bis ti:r t trip to llorida, 

would be aatoniahed at how J1U17 black people there were. 
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· crap 0 are occ io l clippin on ho e cure 
' 

Ch is ti 

ci nc ( liver b c e a r 0 e ir t Chu:r:eh 0 

c tis ) , l istr:y, rt nc 0 os it · v 

think· lu~ no e ;Jiving e ad · e .... of 1 · s b.oal , ·--· ' 
ro let . .. 

·n C·ilV • s p.-.oble "rs~ <"! · t i in 

l t r t Caro1·n hat. to ("> w't ot " .. 
( 0 aroll. ur e, 0 • 17, l . ' . ) I 0 sev r l 

tri r d l r vele 00 d 1 it 

' 
ut it s that only r r,ly c ld l ce 

f o n h s co fort · ble _or ~ l. e . 

~ c• g i> fe • ch oru.c f. ·1ty • s only 

at .. o • n ~r ... 25, l o, .t ii:1 i e • f t er s 

co it to doct r I .., c~re , iy ... 0 t "'<ie1~. Oli ,,.CU d ox: 

i ,i.ty . (J to r • u 'llard, Mc; re 25 , l so, l tt r-

w 3, . ) He itt • !ills :1 s 2• s . .i i "L st 
' 

cto er in nity began to OW h rt h uld q p in t 

1ddle of n g nd ru 0 nei cryi co sp1r cy to 

i 1 i .. ( i .> c ,..il ra to1 t e octor Hill u b • -
ani fox d ctoring nd d sing' fot· th e ly 0 ye rs 

c ;ii. v.,,.., .. 
)" 0 " i•. nd tly !:,Q.._t_ .. l t. ~<1.cGil ... • s ... 

ot ind'cat il n \ ith 

i t l e. s do r..Ve n a·efec i to owa d 

t e i ng a ler-i ... , .. 
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. or-don 's ather, a ra:i..J..rood co.:ik temporarily rnrking in 

CarAda, h~' . been 1dJ.led i11 a railr ad accident -;..efore t.he bo 

eu .i.1 rene1 .. ber . i s . Gordon di la' .di .. ~ a:c.~l ocasiorall .oi:1 ked 

f or large d:i. mer par 1~~ ..... l. l~tra cash wa:s always 1elco in the 

ard. ther ent ou to f.:.nd payint::. jobs .o do . 

nordcn recounts that because be was lar[e for hls ·a6 and 

ha lost sor.1e t:L:me :3.n scho:>l ~brough i11r.ess .. m felt a;~kward in 

the classroom, be · nd t e bis own age. fhe only point tv school., 

as he· saw it, -vras to gv.t it fitd 0 hed, and be .finally q,u.it before 

conplct:ing high sch ol. 

"!'~ color line hamperi g a black person -.ro vided young Te~ylor 

(Jordon. w' th experlance : ·ch quickly maj.e L5.m a mn of the 

wc1rld • l e filled t..1ose ·obs a comm.mi ty ha lf-ex.pect.ed a bJ.ack 

oy to old .: er '"a!rl oy f~r t.h.:. brothels and saloons " lat er a 

il'orifen ''page" £or the fanciest of t he fancy houses. 

And then he went t \il:t' rk for ohn Rirg ling • -- reat 

.a:il:·cus started. by the Rtneling ·am:tly w::>s :nourishing,. and John 
~ - : 

RlngH.ng i"3 s . a , eal tl-1.y • n . e _ad a reputa.tion aJ1ot€ the 
. ) 

i:ngl~ig · brother~ ro . 'invest'irig . .:_ som'times on 'bunch a..1.one -

a:nyi here i:ri the country, btzying up a streetc r line in ore place, 
) -

• ~ • • • - ) ... ('. } ) - • t .... ..... ~ - } 

Moreover; ·Ringling was ·a railrCad buff ot the most, venture• 
I ) l"J - ,: c__ .J - - _ ~ .., • ! I I .~ , ) J ,•\ / \ • G jlt 

s-::tme scr~& ~ he liked to a n s 1or t-line railroads. ·in eXas 

bough\ the .astlam, llie. ita Falls1 arrl Gulf ne, which di n •t 
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Negro steamboat crewmen and river front roustabouts. • • • n 

Philip Durham arrl "Everett L. J@res, The Negro Cowboys, New York, 

'. 1965, 3, 140. 

4o Henry Ringling North and Alden Hatch, The Circus Kings, New Yark, 

1965' 3, 140 
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happen to run t.o Wichita Falls, am in Missouri be <lf'ned the 

St. Louis an:l Hannibal, which didn't ge very near St. Lepis. 

In Montana, he decided to bttlld t'- White Sulphur Springs and 

Yellowstone Park lire ... hich still operates today. about ene 

hundred miles north of Yellar stone Park. 

Drawn to the area by bis railrold visicms, Ringling ne.de 

nrious investnents in and around White Sulphur Spr~ s in tle 

first decade of this century. Eventually his holdings inclllied., 

beside the rail.road, a large house, an enormous dairy barni and 

about 70,000 acres in various parts ot Meagher County. 

Gordon went to John Ring~ ani got a. job -- rather, jobs. 

At various ti..ims 1 he was B.i.J\Jl.iig 's cbauff eur and,, later, handyman 

on the pr.iv ate railroad car Sarasota. 

In 1910, at age seventeen, Ool'lon went to ew "tar k on a 

ilroad pass .supplied by fling ling 1 ready to ork am see wtB t 

£orbl.ne ould bring. Gordon later renenbered that as be rode 

across continer:i; , t~ in the nnr scenery, he trl d tG loo 

disdainful -- a very thin vene r of sophistication, '\'e admits., 

over his excitement .• 

'through tirlglill$, be cane to knar Xinneapolis and Hew York,, 

ani had bis first experience with the American South. Runnil'fb 

errands from ~1.irg 's winter hone in Sarasota, Gord>n oon 

learned that he would be called, by ntmy~ a •mggah.8 He decided 

this as someba1 diff rent from a W'ord used in Northern cities, 

nigger." e also realize that freedom of move nt £or a nniggah 
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was keyed to bis employer's eat th. 

"They d. to call . 'Ii li~' all tm ti 1 • be lauglB 

nor. •And so• if anything hlppened wro~ • anybody anted to do 

sometbin ·' to re, t'OOy'd say, 'Oh, don't do it, watch out far 

him, tat •s Ringling's boy!.•• 

Drafted in 1918 a few days before Armis ti.De Day. Gordon 

was relea ed within a eek, surely one ot the shortest military careers. 

Soon ~ deci ed to try singing as a career: u I didn 1 t · tart to 

sing until I thought I could · ome money with it," le recalls . 

He began looking tor teachers in w Iork . Thq were, he· 

ays, 11sone too expensive, some t bad. " He as turned a q 

by so schools because, 18 was black. After false starts With 

di.tf'erent sing~ teachers, be found J . Rosam.oni J bnson. 

Rceam.ond ohnSO:n, a prod ct of th:l England Conaervatoey 

ot Music , pla:ved m'!Zic, arranged it~ taught it at hi chool i 

arle • His brother was the writei-, ·James· el.don John· n, au or 

of Gerl 's trombones, and tog ther ttey produced tte acelained 

Book ~American~ !J?:iritmls . Rosamom ctid t.he musical 

arrangements far the book am J~s Weldon wrote a lengthy preface . 

Gordon quit llinglll\t ,oroe again,. setting bimselt for a 

schedule of discipline ani hard work. He took a railroo.d job, 

ani explains s nwhen I vas railroa.din', I would sit'€ , learn how 

to sing better . I could get- better time off to meet Mr. Johnmn. 

• • • I eould neke my arrangements to meet him uch easier by 

railroad.in' than could any other job because be tad limited time, 
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y'knou •••• u 

Johns n required work1 and Gordon made himself work s ill 

?a.rd.er. "I used to do rcy- calisthenics at midnig ht," he says, 

"running out of the Jersey Cantral station to the yard, about 

half m..1.1e, so I <-A>tlld keep my 'Western breath up..'1 

e tried a touch of professional larceny) too. While vlth 

John Ringling, Gordon had seen Enrieo Caruso perform, an · he bottgb'tl 

Caruso aeor to st~ the great singer's techniques. "! •d take 

bis records and turn •em way doPll low and steal .from t.hat. lo 

l learned how to eing that waY'• • *' • !i' you take a soprano or 

a teno and turn 'em-slow so t.hey souhd like a baritone ·• • • you 

can learn all their tacbnique ot wbat they're doin' ~ see. ut 

sirigin• -raat, you,1d never get it-,. see.. turn: it . slow- and \hen 

you 1ea.m. a · tremendous lot ·abotit s:ing:tn• .n 

Goroo •s ten:or voioe was· so pr-om:tej.n· that in 1919 he -

was broug -t :br o a vand ville· at}t. Ros nd Johnson as forming;, 

~'the Inirdtabie Five.n. ·For the next' five. years·, Gordon -recalls. 

this singing group follwed the· aircUit, that round of stale 

'theiiters and'' night trB.ins Which was Wither a- pertoi'me-r's app,renticeehip 

tor the big tille o:r only a lot of hard work, 

Scomtu.lly compatiiig vaude-Vi1ie acts to Od.ern television 

pertO~rs~ GordOn say!i: •t'heJ: don't- haveuto ltQtk on t . . etag '" 

where the gu78 Up in the balce>nf could~ throw shoee at -yo aid 

pennie a and ans at yon if you weran 't good. 

Gordon got bis break f ronl the cir u1 t by w11y of the, Johnson 



WHAT'S PAST IS MONOLOGUE 

The illusion that he . sti.11 :i£ in Washington would require a 

little soft smudging o.f the rremory patterns, some erasure of the 

oJ.rl sensation of power pulsing out through the ganglia of his 

telephones arrl pushbuttons. But the illusive possibilities are 

there if he wants to work with them gently, some time-warped 

momsnt, perhaps as the early dark eases arourrl. the dome of the 

Texas state capitol, when past arrl present flit into each other 

for him. 

From his of fie e high in too Feder al Office Building , he 

can see in neighborhoods of Austin, as in Wash~mn, clusters 

of those heavy, near-white, the ou 



brothers and their anthology of· spiritua,ls. They ~~.C~1 ~ 

V .. aht~r:.,- novelist, erit,ic~ ani inf?J'T.lal pr~oter of the-Harlem 

uB}ack Renaissance.,/' and wp.nted , hi~ >(pinion o their col~ect;t.on. 

Gordon anl RosS3n_end ·Johnson ren.wsed a few sor~s an.cl sa:. th~ 
.. . - ' . ' 

at the Van Veehtens • home • . 

·The music held tho att$ntio11 .of Va].!. Vechtan a.nd. bis wi£ • . . . ~ '"' ,, 

ut th-e h ad . ti.eking out of the pantry door )leass~d th~ 
... - .. . . ~ 

I 
! .• 

tv hundred pounds, 1~t' sa+y-1 ·and vas six feet tall. u1' be 

t-rasn•· t. what they called a potb llied six. • • • Ite dressed very 

immaclllate ~ •• h liked two colora, two tones. He li" d pant• 

one color an his shirt another, tie another. • • • Its wore rings, 

y'knoi11 exotic rings, something tb.a.t ~ould stand ou'tt, or a 

br eelet, . ometbin • like that, , Be was quite a cb.araetar. 

ein • a millionaire he could do tbosi? things." 

, ., . 
Ger . n onee wrote that the .first tiri2e he met bim, Van 

lioJ-n in Io..,a1 Van Veehten vtae·· then in his .torties,, Vi?lg V~tl 

·.· air and other magaainea to promote and en"Qut•agtl · egro arta.aw. -
i th bi.a en thus! · sm.1 staying JlQW~r ,: and money, be· reveled in his 

role o ark Y n e ~iibassador to ~lem.7 

· · o inspee:tin • like Van e0.nt1:m l t -ran a line 1a ithe song 
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y'know •••• " 

Johnson required work, and Gonion ma:le · himself work still 

· harder. nr used to do my calisthenics at midnight, 11 he says, 

nrunning · out of the Jersey Central station to tbe yard, about 

half a mile , so I could keep my Western breath up. n 

He tried a touch of professional lareeny, too. While with 

John Ringling, Gordon had seen Enrico Caruso perform, arrl he bought 

· Caruso records to sttrly the great singer's techniques. ur 'd take 

his records and turn 'em way down low and steal from that. So 

I leanied 'Hmw to sing that way •• · •• If you take a tenor and 

turn· 'em ·slow so they sound like a baritone 
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0 Harle • Ot r quarters how d lee ---- ent 

unt. gazin a1 1n 19251 'Sullen-mouthed, sUq ... haired 

Aut ar V V ehten 1 tel;y, writing 

pre aces for the r · poe , h :ving around tbe h.oUBe, itlg 

Harl • 0 Ind • be as l ter to wr1 ta the pretac tor Taylor 

ordo • • 
hie w vent to ork in n..., a co c rt hal 

or ~ wo unknowns ani their progr ot iri t ls • It turned 

out to be the G. rick ater . their first earance in 

1 :te 1925, Jobn on end Gordon wer n their V9.7• 

By ril or the ollC¥1ng year' York · re mar 
I 

that they had ung han 15 ocasions hi 

ason. • Johnson, 
.- j 

pi no, ang 
(\ ~ 

,- l 

baritone ob· · ga loea, ordon d at-rated 
--r - T. . . 

t m.e range 0£ voic • The Ti s omment d that "Messr• . 
""\...., "°'\. i .,~ c \ " ,- ,-

Johnson an Gordon both osse s voices hicb erva them feitbtully 
c 

r • • . u 
" ,-

' ... 
ervor which carrl 

c 

c 

conviction t . t 
- ~ 

For the r s ot t 1920 s,, Gardon' s ~utation 

hi 

ove lapp in 
1· -

b tween the • 
..l .. ..J J -

arle and 

\. ,... 

io e tMo 

few ~ltutes• an at t os poi ts Gordon 
f' " . ' ' ~ I 
I~ I.. I-

s he remini ce oday, it is plain th t he saw 
.)' • .J ' - ) 

,1J _ J I."-' .JJ I-,- ,-..._; - "-'jj "'# 

Y~:k ' white high society two • parate world • 
: l , ' . -' . 

he tell 1 t, . he gr a st revela ti to him, arriving 

in York young n Ero . a n oo wn, wa not the urban 
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the Federal Office Building the library staff had. been wrestling 

the paperwork for months. "You just try to organ:iz e all this," 

Newland summed it up, with a slight smke of his tead. 

Organize, indeed • . A presidential library is a study in 

cross-purposes. Such libraries are run by the National Archives 

and Records Service, the federal agemy which preserves governmental 

records of lasting value -- historical raw material, so to speak. 

But because of the tradition that presidm.tial papers beloq; to 

the President instead of to the nation, and because these museum­

archi ves customarily are bankrolled, directly or indirectly, by 

the President 1 s friends, such libraries also are a President 1 s 
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glitter 0 'bbe hugest htr·1.eari -'metropolis·, 'bnt' rather tlB fervent 

life of the •bla.ck eity-wi thin-a-city. J arleni was e black 

-e.apital <:£ Amari.ea• 'lhe ·most gifted ot the -te~o ~·tists there 

in the 1'20 •-s were p-at-terful talents by any neasure: Countee . . 

Oul:len, --I .. angst,bn ·· tU;haS, airl ,J .s · - · ldon Johns on in l~ tera tur e, 

Duke 'Elli.ngton-·ani Pa1l Robesan in ln.usie . 

The "Blaek Renaissance"' took uch of its st.reng th from the 

breadth of talent in HarlB · • . · ~oo secondary writers and musicians 

who do soliCi ~ ork or " teir own. and ·cballer ~e trie best 0£ tmir 

·~11\eague
1 

·nto greatness 'Per J:5 are tbe 'in.arks- -of a genuine 
. I I 

<;ul tural move ant. .... 
1 - . . • . . 

· Rarlem: bad suc:n a group ~ wtiose rreputati.on grew in boih 

acn. Carl Van Vaoh~~ rag d age.ins -m;t editors who regarded 

!{·egro artists S:s ncdv-e'lme , U]j:l~ wm..t-e el~epnants or black rose • -

--Negro no-velist allace - 11.ur- n dubbed the bl.aok artists subsisting 

on "the 'adin1.ration ·nr_ irthuential rihi' · s 11tha'- liggerati . • 

Three hundred thou.s-ani people were crnwded iI t 'o Harl~m, 
. I . - . - ' am Gordon as aware of the tension in the 'air. He reoountsl 

ni'Bay (Van Veentan and other white' .friends} would .call li)9 up; 

two r;_r- tht·eir -cl...o.c'k in tna mornif€ , and say, ' e want to· c m 

o· Harlem. · :iat· are ~·u 'cJoirig? Are you in bed? Get up." we 

W-&it"to see SO and S-0 a.:rrl SO • f nd ! •d get up and take ' em 

• • -· -Tbey always want.ed to bii ve at least one eoloted peTaon 
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performing spirituals. After much drifting and bouncing, Gordon 

was som3body, just as he had been determined to be. 

In the little town where Taylor Gordon was born on April 29, 

1893, he sang for rrry wife and m9 when we asked him. He closes 

his eyes. The even teeth are the only white in the dark face. 

Then too voice, strong and clear. The songs roll out of the 

house, just as they must have six or seven decades ago when 

his mother sang as she worked over her washtub. 

ttYou ever been before a big audience?" Taylor Gordon asks 

now. ttNo? Well, I tell you, you gotta know what you're doin' 

arrl you gotta whip them, too, you know. When you come out, the 

fir st thing they challenge you right away, mentally, say: 'Well, 

what can you do? ' And if you don't dominate 1 em, they 111 sure 

dominate you. 11 

His years on the way up to the concert stage, the hopping 

from job to job to make room for music lessons on his own time -­

that the payoff for his determination did coma, a concert program 

in the Carl Van Vechten papers at Yale testifies. Dated November 

15, 1925, it marks the night "dominating 'em" on a big scale 

beca.ne part of Taylor Gordon's lire. It reads: UJ. Rosamond 

Johnson, Arranger of The Book of American Negro Spirituals,, and 

Taylor Gordon in a Program of Negro Spiri tuals.n 

On the border of the program. is pencilled: "Dear Carl, 

This was our starting point, due to your efforts in _ per~uading 

Mr.o Lang~r to give us the start. Yours, Rosamond." 
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Gill' don knew, too 1 at color prej dices perated wit in 

Har1 . itself. r ex ·ple, the Cotton Cl lb, here D tke llington 

2.nd Ca Calloway r p1ayiw some o the best us:c of lmy era, 

$ known fo . its preferenee f r 1 high ye low·n complexions • An 

or on reme rs 13 h tr et as 1 Seri r A , ' th exclusive 

a.bode of black Jawyers an octors. 

ite salons ac1". ss t n el"'e celebr tirg t e 1920's ith 

fond legerrl. Carl an Vee t ~n eia··.med to '!le be rnnk throughout 

he winter f 1925- 26, still naging to rite a.no er novel; 

Heyr..rood roun sup osedly ould xcuse himself ri, y f m the 

car table d return wit, t~ moe!t lit rat eol tn nerica 

for the mxt day ' s ~ 2 ~Grld; Mab 1 Dodge was a edi ted ·1ith 

.ll cti a.r :sts a if th~ y ere -erforming pu: .. i.e & .. 

The arl m versions, no less int.rig 5.ng, ra m r .. to too 

pe;rs nalitie s of e.ther Di vi ne an ad ., . i aJ.k r, .. -:i.ch of• v ~om 

provided his m ts~ of soc al r evel.a ti n t o aylor ro~dor . 

A nan definit,e views, Gordon keenly feels th.11 t e 

chance to Mke a go fl it. the!" Di v:lne, the sr.<.all m t HhO 

gathered; ~large religious f'ollowir.g , left strlki g , !P.or:i.es i th 

Gordon. He believes that Father Divine we.s a ·vital social ag .... :ney 

in Harlem at the right time: 

n • • • When everyba:ly w.s brol<s , a 1 t of people would go 
1-, '. 

to Father Divine and get the best neal i.n the world for thirty-

five cents, see. And you 1 d be surprised -- white, blac ·, blae, 
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Gordon knew, too, that there 
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green, am the otb.er, tba7 1 d. eat in Fa'hbe't · D"i vine's, bei!aua·e • • • 

you. oo u1d get a :meal. y-0u couldn • t pay two: dollar-a for damtcwn 

:t r thirty-five Gents, ineludl.ng ice orea:m dessert ;. • ~ ~ .Ind 

he had •em. lined up,, yon ' d tbe~nt a baseball ga1 11as1 goia1 on.'• 

A different kind o.f sooial insight ee.rr..e i'ma -Goll'\\rn. •s 

aoquaintancia with Ma,lama Welke:r,. the ttl·timai&e in' Harlem higti soaietq. 

invented a inethcd for straightening the crinkle o~ of hair . Enough 

blacks regarG.a.ed kinky hair as a stigma to mke her a millionaire. 

~ · ~t;) built nansiortS in Harlem and at Irvington-on-tte-Huison, atid 

&;" e arle i a r:tcb streak . f h:gn sdciaty. n sne died in 1919, 

her ' ugt1ter _; A 1 Leilia ~ - a.lker · Robins(m, irmeri tad tlmtn the fat' tun 

d the int l."rinl title n . adame Walker . ' It vtas t the sal n r:§ 

this seoon:i Had e Ualker ·t;h.at Taylor Gordon ent . 

OnfJ h:i.story of Harlem describes the sacond !adaltle· Walker 's 

sa..1.o as a place where u the r egro r.ntelligents.:a nat i.ttf uent:LaJ. 

wni•ve people, parliculwly pub1i.shers, oritics; and potential 

. ' 
' po.nsors . rn It t'l rked that way for Gordon, tbrol.~h !adame \/11.alker's 

eonr e~tj.or .. with what might be cal.1.ed the Float ir€ Sal n. 
' ' 

e·· ther a ~e grs~hie1Al s tt:in nor a f. r gro upirie , the 

Flaa ting Salon was a mode of behavior • I ts wit wa.... the Doro thy 

larker-Alexanier oolleott br id which fl.ootled acro-ss the dinner 

table .a.ni pinked. the target low on the ego . Tb.e enterta.irunent was 

late ard liQ.\lid . The literary t1tpu.t generally showed more stylization 

than style; perhaps it was more than coincidence that Ernest Bemirgwa.y 
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better man than I am, and will step outside the courthouse, 

I ill give you a chance to prove it.° Clal;'k, said Prosch, 

apologized at once. 

Aft~~ 4is first few years of practice McGilvra was 

joined by his .first law partner :Ln ;:;eattle, James M. McNaught. 

McNaught arrived in 1868 and h:ls partnersh:ip wit l McGilvra, 

probably in 18 69 or 187 , was brief. McNaught st yed on in 

Seattle and became one of Washington Territory's foremost 

1awy~rs in hi partnerships with John Leary, John H. Mitchell, 

Elisha P. Ferry and his younger brother, Joseph cNaught. 

Although McNaught and McGilvra seem to have remained cordial 

to each other in p~blic, the paths each chose meant they 

were legal ~1d business :foes. McNaugh"t became an attorney 

for the Northern Pacific Railway, a company McGilvra bitterly 

opposed after its 18 7J decision to make Tacoma its Pacific 

terminus. 

By id-March, 18 72, McGilvra had formed a partnership 

with William S. Baxter. (The firm name appears in the King 

County inverted index o:f deeds in an entry d ted March 16, 

1872.) This partnership broke up in March, 1873, as bitterly 

as e~ilvra's Chicago partnership with L.C. :Wilkinson ended 

in the late 185o•s. Baxter, who took pains to seem a 

bachelor althou4e had left a wife and son in Carleton, 

ew Brunswick, appar~ntly took some o:f the ~irm's money with 

him when he le:ft Seattle. In August,. 1873, McGilvra reported 
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ir y to pre- ence in 

ric this y er d . 

a a s ·gnif~cance t its ti.. , 

r s nifieance a fut hi i 

our wn ay . So 

th ··ntellectaa. cu rents of the ti e owed · the . al n' 

ara. t. n conver s ti ns • o , loati _ Balon had so a i lJ:)ortano 

he people it kne and what it co ld for , m. 

uce f rei arti 11S eri cans, and ed wri er 

s, actor 1th inters . aylor n 

di covered, w r you had a k in n.1 1 ·t, was apab of 

provt · · · a pu. liruers sp ns ial vi. e, and illustrator . 

Gordon c l e ell cq inte tbrou h 

th link · tween t e ~l atL . the · rla intellig lt sia. 

rt the tt"i ng f 192 t y r.rere ~ o d .t r ie ns,. e~c n..ctin .: as t.,h 

ot er's guide 1:n hi0 1.hey .. nj yed ach the sruna 

ntertain ent,. an the ru. pr". n~ . 

mt>er m ni t , t .tor n stzy'S, ttre went a. 

Carl an I was dr essed as in Harlem, dressed in kirrl of sati.re • • '• 

ome mn ga: e both of ."'S sam hill . He s"" .. • d, '. • • ou t 

some thin ' to oft er the w r ld . You don 't have to do ytbi.rg out 

of the ordinary, j nst be yoursalves .' Carl ]aughed am sai , 

' ell, can ' t we have a little tun?•• -
On his part of the exchal16e• Gordon fourd himself clinldnf; 

glasse ·t white intellectuals ' parties jammed Trrlth bylines a d 
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The cas e ·w--· s cornplica ted hy ~mi th' s esce.pc. A:fter the 

territorial Sup reme Court ruled on~~~ ~pril 28, 18 70, 

McGilvra tried. £or several years to have the case heard by 

the Supreme Court o:f the United States. His records contain 

a series o:f letters, some asking the U.S. attorney general to 

help in bringing the case be:fore the Supreme Court and some 

requesting compensation t·rom the :r·ederal government for 

serving as S ith's lawyor in the case. (A request :for $1200 

was turn ed down by ttorney General illiams. Williams to 

JJM, May 23. 1873, MP.) Finally, in October, 18 76; the case 

was advanced on the Supreme Court docket. Chie:f Justice 

Morrison R. Waite delivered the opinion: the court would not 

hear argument on the case unless the plaintiff, John R. Smith, 

"submit himself to the jurisdiction o:f the court below on 

or be:fore the :first day o:f our next term." (!!•.§.• Reports, 

Supram Court, Boston, 1877, IV 9 97-8 .) 

John Hartman's estimation o:f McGilvr 's courtroom vigor 

notwithstanding, cGilvr& retained in his p rivate practice 

the combative spirit which occasionally had mado him lose 

his temper while serving as U.S. district attorney. 

Charles Prosch recalled an encounter between McGilvra and a 

1 wyer named Frank Clark. {Seattle Times, June .5, 1 895.) 

In the courtroom the much larger Clark "threatened him with 

chastisement." McGilvra respondeds "I:f you think you are a 



am stage nanes. Hi8 rale tor such atfa:trs: . If I wasn't talking 

about some trip or so thin' to t~ est, I ~pt my BlOutn hut. 

Those people ha . collega e ooati 113 am. ex:perienee of tbe world. 

Best way t be was j'tist listen and ink. 

Al thoo. Gordon ls o ha ad his hare of 

the nean experiences so ~1y blacks bav uni rgone in thia 

predominantl ~hite na . , m sp of that swirl f i society 

in the 1920 1 a wit eserved praise. For · , t~1e entry toke 

was talent., not color or e:t• 'While he ne.l<es no clai• 

hav~ been an intimate of a;l.1 the writers and artists partied 

~i ' , it is evi nt that ee in . tJ.y · d witb 

a ser.s e ol t .re er a. 

0 of tho 'e he bse~·V'i d was novelist. Sinclair Le ·_ ; 

1 e'd et down in l" en i ViUage ar1d Sit"clair Lewis, 

in his apartlae, , -- 03', th :t Sinclair Lewis, 

u knOR , he could a · g P101'e pirit als t an a l h~ 

' • 

e useo. to get dqwn here thr e, four clock in ha ornin' in 

his a art:rren t. .j • • oy • oo could really si!€ so s. He knew 

:more songs . knew abo o· hur dred; 1 think . kn w o than 

·- did. • • • He knew more ~ecular pirituals • • 

d Presbyterian sone;s. e ew ' all. mother -- I thought 

tllE:r kBe a lot of 'em, but be • • • 

Of writer iel &p"9r, author 0£ sic ~ Hiclaiet and 

a leadi character in th 

"Sbe as ex rtic. 

oating Sal.on, te aays t· 

little eccent.rie inhher ss at times, 
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see . • • • She 1 hair . er .. air ent cl ar dawn t.o her 

al.st , a.Iii she'd alw ys do it u.p tight , like you'd think she ' 

wearin' a wig . Or.le nicrht e ' s at a party m ome omn insinuated, 

hought that s e had on a wig . o uriel didn ' t say a. th~, 

just took all the pins llt nar hair am ·let it all clear down 

there . • • • She as a Ef€li h- type wa anJ sharp features . • • • 

he 1 s a very fi el ti. nis t 1 70 lmGl , and sh l.va.ya talked 

it her lips kirrla o t, like so and. so and so·, every- word had 

cut out just li th t . " 

On Re cea est and other vis it i~ li h writers' 

"H t all the:m English Je had i'unn7 thing bout 

c n ' a party• fher WO be f orty-iifty people in a rooa, 

and i party was p ose to be at eleven o'clock, they ' ·d 

co in a out tl-1 lve, t elve- thirty, _d Mllriel Dra:o r ' d b 

ittin ' in this bi c r . She a great big queen chair, 

she ' d be sitti back she ' could obser\re everybody that hit 

the door 1 see . • • • uriel says , oooh,. so ani so, an .. so and 

o l • hen they' d say, ' aaab. I ' hen the grand entry ••• 

wt oever the celebrity 
1 

&~, they al ays .got the grand salaam. • • • 

I renamber one time n Rebe a We t c in~ am I saw 

ebecea t din' ther • t's e waitin ' for ,. what ' s 

wait in ' tor? t 

inalq uri l said,_ •.Qoo h, beccal' 

the : •·ooo b, i 1 1 

-erybody-r ' Wh th t?' 
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ff qre t to o· litigatio , "the er tary of the 

nq County Bar .ssoci ion wrote in 1900 bo t ""eattle' '.I' 

ea~ly decadeo ~ (John thur , • 

ut in a to :Jn , f a few b ndred -in the 1860• s 

r ally rofit"' le case for a l wyer w e li ly to be o e-

wua r • .i:<tcGilvra •s cbie..: leg"'l cou1j0tit ' on int first 

ye re 11 Ike ., Hall, announc.: . in h .~ newsp pe advertisements 

up, ti.cular ttenti n given to collections". (Pu et Sound 

S ",. e kly , pril 9, 1866) an cGilvr •s ecoJ;ds show 

pendence on ill eolleetio , m 11 estate c _ses , and other 

i or egal work . Also, ~-cGil v e .rned ama1l f es by serving 

e not ry public for so- e y -r • (JJ~ to .A. win s , 

uly 17, 1883, lett ~ook 
' 

- .) Decade t r , llhen cGi l vra 

h d p cc.iced l w lon e - in e · tle than - iyone el e and s 

cus . om.a . ~ y acco ... dad th·e ho·norary 1:1 tle of .. Judge, l• his fir 

st" ll b dled in.or c l ectio11 cases <\long with more im· ressive 

work. 

is fir .t year in S ttle , cGilvr till s ctively 
• • t 

pu.:rsuinc . political office . He w s elected ·to the territori.al 

aou e 0 epresentatives in lSG and lost 'b n h ran aqain in 
.. 

1869 • .Al !! ys · rod.1 ·ious writ r of lett rs o e editor and 

a n illing to ex :r- ss hi opini 'ls o co· n le ·s sub)ec 

•lcGilvra likely h d ore interest in politics and public affairs 

th n in his l -~ pra· ice ~ Sea·ttle l 1'.".fe-: "."'ohn • Hartman l ter 

re be.re cG1lvr s -nnot igorou in co r did b li e the ~ · 
b 

,,., ... , 
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On n: 

u e ocrl big :f'ellw, weighed about t o h dred 

•. d ten or twenty pounis_, ~o kn :r..v- , about six eet two , very 

fine sense of hUltl.Ot' • • • • I t hi own.town at lots of these 

rties , antl 0 in t;ro uced or .foreign people . He'd get, 

people fro:m .. uth rJ.o a and la am ustralia and Japan 

an:1 all :y er, all C!or ts of peop i bis -: • . • Heyw 

uit a .friendly ellot1 . I alw~ figured. b:l 's afraid ne ' d break 

the chair down,. that ' s \t\y he la· d t fl or . Lay on the 

noor and get hi glass a.rd talk there . " 

In 1927, OS J and qlor Gordon k their 

concerts to England~ d G rd n .de riands ng " at he call 

the "English eastn of on. 

:le air perfomed a.t priv te parties, one o.r which w 

report~ this 1ay in a. cli pi~ G r n still hast 

um ,Q ro m 1a paclted to a oh on an G r on aingin 

-egro spiritua , an c 1shio· covered aJ.m.ost th entire £1oor 

an overflowed on the stairs . d ev n (John) elsworthy t k 

one of t hose lowly seats • • • obviou ly enchanted i th t~ spirituals .• l°3 

Taylar Gordon tra.v led and discc.wered Eur ~. he wrote 

his inpressions in let'te-r to Carl Van Vech.ten, who in turn read 

t m t.o the loa. ting Salo 1 

Fro Eqsla.nd., ne letter to uear10" p cla:i. s t 8 an. Lut 

nigtt e ere o t t.o a party w ere e t ten Lords . 1¥ 



2 

") 
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• • • 
- . 

it did ~ t ' ta.Kl 

I would writ 

I te 

got 

ry cul ~ur d 01 n .. • • 

In the 

Mi l Co arr bia did t illu tr tions • 
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Seattle received yet another setback, however. In January, 

1884, Villard's financia~ empire collapsed and the Northern 

Pacific again went into hands working for the Tacoma term-

inus instead of Seattle. 

From then on, McGilvra spoke and wrote against the . . . 
Northern Pacific land grant, the eventual plans of the rail-

road for a station in Seattle, its holdings on the Seattle 

waterfront, and the service, or lack of it, eventually pro-

vided to Seattle. His 1887 open letter to Robert Harris, 

president of the Northern Pacific, provided an example of 

his ire: 

The generosity of the people, has been rewarded 
by ingratitude, fraud and robbery. You are riot 
alone in the perpetration of the great outrages of 
modern times upon the mass of people of these 
United States. 

To the greed, fraud, robbery and oppression on 
the part of aggregated capital mostly in the hands 
of giant corporations like yours, is to be. attributed 
most of the sufferings of the laboring class, and the 
consequent labor troubles that are now seriously 
agitating the land from center to circumference. 

The sovereign people have created these great 
artificial persons, called Corporations; as they 
supposed for the public good. Is the creature 
greater than the Creator, and are these creature 
corporations to bind, starve and enslave, their 
Creator, the sovereign American people? You will 
find that these creators can control and if neces­
sary destroy, but this control or destruction will 
not be by an unlawful and unorganized mob, but it 
will be by the intelligent and patriotic sovereigns 
of these United States, through their lawfully 
constituted agents, and woe betide the agent who 
refuses to· obey their high behests. 149 

Albeit for reasons rooted in his own personality, 

McGilvra typified some of the growing opposition to the 
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rn to · was publi had in the autumn ar 1929. 
" - ~ ........... 

.favorab r views appeared in th New ork erald Tribune ka 1 ~..........__. - - _.............. 

two ~ges after a revi w of young IVilliam Faulla:er's The __ ~ 
I{, 

L~· 
Van Veehten and uriel Draper had ad 'tbe vied not t: 

alter Gordon's unorthod.Q.1t spelli.ngs. contrac·tions, and syntax, 

even though his tqpist bad warr.ed that w en publisher saw the 

manuscript, "It•ll be thr-0wed in the wastepaper basket •1
' Bom -

to gave 6ordon the satisfaction ot havingpput hie lite into --
print and brought such comenta as delectable and "amusing ~d 

even &Kciting0 from. reviewer • But tl'e author soon vrot to Van 

v ch ten that the ork was a ~arge rinancial dlaappointnent . 

It was not the only disappointlllent of the sort tor Ti ylor 

Gordon in 1929 and the )'aa.l"S af'ta •. · e11 though iritn ls would 

be t oat approprigte son for t' Deir ea ·· . decade,. 

Gordon (n parted nth Rosamond Johns ) (X)\lld get few boold. 

ow t at bis autobiogr hy was a financial fail and 

ei.nging engageDPnts £ar apart, Gordon entered the lean ve 

al ng with ~t of the countxy . at. that the stock r t crash 
. ' ) . 

forttme £0~ , bim,. ~- . stens I add: ; "~t ' s the ClDSo1'tlon or 
~ver hoardin 1 any o ey. •. Van Vechten helped him .finaDCially,, 

I ' - J ' t . 

but that was no~ enough. And the erQWd or ager eponaors ai;id 
, - .!. • J - - t 1"' _,., I .. I I- ... _. ._/ j < • ~ · - -. 

admirers dwindled. 

"l wisti th r :t /was Heaven sent , black poet Lailgaton 

. \ 

• 
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Of Paris, le wrote: nI must tell you this place is the 

place of the world so fa.,r. tt 

Impressed with Gordon's perceptions and turns of phrase, 

Van Vechten cajoled until Gardon agreed to attempt a book woon 

he returned to the United States. 
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. ughes wrot ::n line t t as th ant_ of the 1930' • he 

ont p . rty bee . a a otandar to . f t 

t 'When v. or Gordon, w.t t. 

r t tecJ . t . a 

fl th. season' s o t suecessful rt. rar veeybaiy uc t 1i1 r t 

n . " And for tl"e h. st; o l t n dollar n t e af'fdr . / 

G n continue w king on e:r scripts and taking 

i turn • th 

cast of a H ywoo 

· ed. a role in e 

1 1935, how ar, ha • ter 

t irst wint r b kin th 

T is you could ta a pie tur of lt. whi ker 1 I.t .. dlqy 

y' be IlJ ' . 
let too back, ock will . It's a ns 

id 

He gave ncerts ro the st te, now in cbo 1. 

an ci c c nt rs . , e was t . ~ lling 

again, but live penanently i White S lpbur ;riz¥Zs sine 

1959. 

One eannot really s y that ylor Gordon retir 1 however . 

n 1967,: ote s ll to k r local hiS tOry , ut tm agher 

c • Sherman,, 

ilt Stone Castl • e al.so -- s to rite 8 q l to 

. · m to , --- over t :rear · sino 1929 • 
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that the city instead secure both Swan Lake and Cedar Lake 

"and construct the water works to these points at your con~ 

venience; as your supply from Lake Washi~gton is sufficient 

for years to come." 169 One-fourth of the receipts of the 

city water system could be set aside over the years, he 

continued, and used to buy the land needed at Swan Lake and 

Cedar Lake and for building the extensions of the water 

system. He said of the Thomson-Cotterill plan: 

• It is just such reckless speculations as 
the ordinance in question proposes that has in­
volved this city in the very great and almost in­
supportable burden of . its present · indebtedness. 

As a voter and taxpayer I protest against the 
scheme of this ordinance. 170 

Thomson thought McGilvra's argument strong enough to 

merit concern, and the day after McGilvra's letter appeared, 

Cotterill wrbte McGilvra a long letter full of the informa-

171 tion "you requested of me." Thomson included a note, and 

a week later McGilvra responded: 

Mr. Cotterill's statement of the scheme is 
very clear, and his reasons for the adoption of 
it, certainly very urgent • 

I hav~ always opposed and shall continue to 
oppose contracting debts for municipal luxuries, 
such as ten million dollar schemes for Parks and 
Boulevards and other wild and vicious specula­
tions that might be named, but when it comes to 
the matter of security to property and the neces­
sities of life, I will take the liberty to think 
twice, yes sir, I will think twice.172 

In the next few weeks Thomson and Cotterill sent 

McGilvra other information about their plan for Cedar River. 
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Two ot th a most v:t vtd parts of our history , at least as 

ve g-enerally think or. themJ tfe.te the frontier d~ and the 1920 1s . 

1aylo:r Gordon's life oombines both -- a boyhocd in White Sulphur - -. \ ·. ' \ .. 

Sprir;g s, a concert career in the Twenties . This black !kmtanan 
. ""'\ :·. •'""\ 

. s be_en t, :rough a re!"!arkable portlo.n .f our history -- 'u"tanky 

six-feet• falsetto v ice , 111.olasses la.ugh, ard all the rest of 

him. 

..), 

c 
1 ,.' 

l :' 

"'\ 1 ' .. 

"'\ 
,- . 

\ -
\· ' 
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access to certain sources, especially files dealing with foreign 

policy. Recurrently there are gripes about the ·Roosevelt Library 

as well, even though the FDR papers have contributed impressively 

to a number of solid historical studies. 

This silk gloves battle forever goes on, almost entirely 
~ 

within too pages of scholarly journals, aoout the right of sGaG;lar..s 

to examine fairly promptly the official papers of persons formerly 

in high office, especially the office of Presidento When it is 

proudly announced, as at the Roosevelt Library five years after 

FDR's death, that eighty-five per cent of a set of presidential 

papers are open to scholars, many a historian will react with the 

cry: "You rrean fifteen per cent aren't open?tt 

To all appearances, Lyndon Johnson IJBrely is following precedent 

about Which papers will and won't be open immediately to researcho 

That is, his staff men talk about the ex-President's devout wish 

that materials be open to scholarship, tren in the next breath 

mention that· of course "deliberate speed" will 

when some of the paperwork can become available o Officially, .._ 

guidelines to government archivists who administer the presidential 

which are to renro..n restricted: 

--Materials containing statements which :rray in any :rranner 
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1. The .!,e! Republ i e .;t March 3, 19261 43 . 

2. From the· J ames Weldon J ohnson Memorial Collection of egro 

Arts a..rrl Letters in the Yale University Libra.ry. The author is 

indebted t o t he Yale University Library for permission to examire 

copies of -tat•ial relathig to Taylor "crdon in this Collection 

an in tte Carl Van Vecht.en Pa ers in tl1£ Yale Collec ·on of 

American Literature , and for permission to quote from these so· ces • 

3. For ins tance, comparatively little attenti on has been paid to 

t he fact that black rren have had a. past in Montana about as long 

as tre v1bite na:n •s . Yark, William Clark ' s slave, accompanied t be 

Lelfis and Cla.rk Ex:pe diti on at• l8Cii -6. I.n later decades, th ere 

were N gro1 ci:xirboj'S on the Montana raqge , a conting~,nt of an 

estimat ed five t'housa.nd Magro CQfboys in the Am.e:ricf.ln Wast in the 

,ears a.fte?' the Ci vi.l War . Tw'o histori:ar1B who have written about 

tbe black man in tne West point. cut, hareve:r~ that sharing tha 

frontier heritage did not a.lwa;y"S gain Negroes a sha:re of social 

respect t 

u There were pro ba.bly fewer. Negro c:J.;'! boys j_n Idaho and r1 ontma 

ha:r il.'"1 any other part of the cattlenan's West . O~ reason ~ as 

race h.atrad and bi tt.ernass i €arly steamboat traffic up ~'le Missouri 

had resulted :ln the imnugratton into Montana of "'1B.ny • nreconstru.cted' 

·Southerners and the si llltaneous arr:i:val of' a number of tra.nsient. 
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egr 

p li Dur 

l.965, 3, 140. 

Ev tt t . 

v fro tr ~bouts • • 

1l 4• ey 
ngling orth a.rd Alden ate , _ Circ 

0 0 
York, 19 138. 

• • 

s, 

0 1l $. Ibid., 13 -9. Ii lirg 's grand1y-named little railr s at 

ti s b ht him joshir.g ithin the r , ue ast "It 

ty le L llg1 but it ' s just as ide as boqy' 

ra.ilr d . Actually, o 

intere in e.gher C y y b vi ed a.s a worthwbil t 

rge as a reso-rt that Whit. ulphur ri s ould ored y 

E17er sine t~.e tam 1 b:irth just te er the 

n. 

' vmo r s have trle to rofi t 

fro hich CQ tint OU. 1 .fro l spr1 • 

, t e n't neral t~.r C ~ bottled 

p Spr Q'S :ter &1 shippe it a.roun:l the c untry far sale . 

to ' sf er, James ~er, built bath 10 se; dur: ch 

the t3'11 ' llistory, gaseb .. wilt ov r th ings have 

becka d to m yone ld llill; to try the 

the er. o · ;gli 1 is said to up the oten i a 

. h..i. h.r Spri~s in io~s oi. aini par s to develop 

the at tractiori . of the · n al ri s . 



o'i6. ~' i3B . 

7. ran Vechten's st y · 11 to lil in the biography by Bruea 

Kellner 1 Carl V~ !e.chten and p .~- Irrev r nt Decades, " man, 

Okla • , 196 • An earl· r .d briafer 

Carl Van V chten and t~ e enties, Albu u que, 

9. . oo _York~, reh i~ April 1'7, 1 e6. 

o.. usaf'til perepect v · on Harlem in the 1920's has been proVid.ed 

by i ttley am ·11i 

J.n Intor ci. al History, l e Yo , 1967 . 

11. oi Ottley, Black Odyss , ru !'. k, 1948, 2;ff; Ottl y d ---·----
Weatherby, Negro in ew York, 21~5-6 . ---

l3 • es ldr. ster Gazett .... , Jlily l6 1 1927 • Clipping in posse sion 

of aylor ordon. 

lh... tter of July 19,. 1927 1 i . the Carl Van Veeht Papers. 

bs ent ref erene s this souri will design ted cw. 
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15 • CVV, letter of May · 30, 1927 • 

·1a. CVV, letter of Aprl 1 26._ 1936. 

Quotes by Mr. &ord.an not er-edited tt0 other sour~es are taken 

from a taped :lnterview by· too au.thor, July 34 . 1968. 

IJf!ll 



!Tan Doig 
4712 33d Ave NE 
Seattle, Wash. 98105 

Alnerica lost piece• et 1 teelt ba.ck in tbe slave ships am 
cotton fields. the promise of this new land lost au.ch or ita 

luster when black people were bamesaed into tlWl Amerioan adventure 

as one ore breed of farm. animal. Ever since• the nation's self'• 

respect decq d a bit eveey ti a d.l'.i-k pereon was denied an education 

u good aa a whit student's, or a job, or the right to get by 

in thi world Witho~ ha'Yin to kowtow 'before IJVery mean prejudice. 

~IJ&9'", bas bean the mis ed chances tar black: and white to know 

each other as persona instead or raoes. Thie curious barrier ()f 

color large:cy- has kept eao troa lmoving what. the other is like 

ordinartlz. Usual contacts between wbi te and black Americana take 

place amid. social tension, sttbtle or otherwise. 

lor aoe t of us 1 any breacbing of the barrier probabl.1' happens 

in oircumstances out of the ordinary -- trlen.dship born ot pres urea 

shared in mili ta;cy .erv.tc _ or on the athle'tto field, or reap c~ 

nurttll'ed by mutuil dedication to such ea.uses as civil rights. lor 

a tew others. the ba:rrl.er may- be broken dCY~ With an attribute called 
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talent. And that is where the story of Taylor Gordon must begin. 

Taylor Gordon. •Lanky six .. feet, fals tto voice, molasses 

laugh, and all the rest of him,11, bis f'riend Carl Van Veobten once 

Th voice often is falsetto when Gordon sits back to tell 

stories of Mew York's intelleot'l1al society in the 1920 1 , ta.ld.ng all 

the parts in a party ecene etarrin becca Weet, Sinclair Lewie, 

Muriel Draper, Heywood Broud, Van Vechten. and a eupportlllg cast ot 

dozens of other personalities h hobnobbed with. But, mostly the 

voice is tenor -- black tenor, tashioned tor Negro 1piri twUs. 

In White SulphU?' rings, where Tayler Gordon was born on 

April 29, 1893, am. ·where he has lived since returning trom. bi• 

wide-ranging career~ he sang tor my wife and me vb.en we asked him 

to. He closes his eyes. The even teeth are the only wbi te 1n 

the dark face. then the soice, still ·Strong and clear. The song 

out of the bouae,. just as six or seven decades ago the 1ong1 

sung bl" Gordon's mother ws she worked over her wash tub went out 

all thro'1gb. this end of tarn. 

Yet do I marvel a,t this curious thing, ------ ------
To make a poet black aDi bid biJa sing I ---------

The voice still has lite, but Taylor Gordon's reputation is 

forty years and 2 ,000 miles froa White Sulphur lpring, Montana. lD 

the 1920s, he was one of the leading Negro tenors in Rev York City, 

o Paul iobeson and Boland Ha19s •••••• 



Outline for TAYUiR GOROOl 1 BlAOK MAN SINGING 

Tb.e article will be about Gord n's youth in Montana aM. is 

singing career in New Y rk in the 1 920s. H l a t th time was at 

t,,he height oi~ the : Black Renaissance,' · an impresai ve flCMer1ng of 

legro art, writing, and music; and rdo 4 was part of too scene. There 

ie nsntion ot b.im in several books a out thi& "Black Renal.saarie , • 

hich ean add a good d al to the article. 

But mor important, historically,. Gordon v part ot the larger 

lew York intelli© ntaia in tha l9'20 1s. There's au.oh material abo.it 

hill o1T.l.ng in the eame cii-clea as Sincla.11~ Lewis, Carl Van Vech.ten, 

Heywood Broun, Franklin P. Adame, Miguel Covarru8ias -- he groups 

which produced much or the notable artiatic aehi vemeut ot t e era 

and gave the deoad its characterist1.c tone. As I h.ope the quotes 

bow, Gordon is good at providing colorful material about the people 

he knw. And tbia 1s !re ll teri&l. ...... the 'Yi.wpo1nt of a blaek man 

in the best white American society or the tisruh 

An added nota on the Montana l velt the ar-t1ol ~ eours would 

inc;lude the role o!rcus king John Ringlli..g played in Gordon' ear er. 

the artiele, in hO'rt, ie about a black lUSJl from a small Montana 

town pulling himself rather high into the ew York 1ntell ctual whirl. 

:tt va a remarkable journe)J and b•th the quali tie a 1n Taylor Gordon 

which helped biDl aabieve it and the breaks he r eeived make him an 

·1nteresting subject. I think. 

P.S. You'U note near the bottom of' p. 2 an italicized quote tram 
legro poet Countee Cullen. I'd like to l\DOt.d,e ome quotes trom black 
writers and . musiciana throughout the article J 1 t would bring in their 
langu-s emotion better than I can paraphr e it, What do you think? 



On singing before large audieneesi 

They ant t try your air• see you :;>et uok aaue and run oft. 
Yun ever been be.fare a big audience? lo? Well, I tell you, you 
gotta know wbat ;r u'r d in' ar.d you gotta whip them, too, kn • 
When you oc:ne out, the first thing they challe:ng you right .qa7 

ntally) S~ I tt ell J What 08.D YOU. do'" And if U don It dominate 
, they'll sure dominate you;. 

On partying v1th Carl Yan Vechten• 

1 r her one night ve went t a arty. Carl and I wae dr ssed 
e.s 1n Harl , dressed in kind ot satire. • • Solle man gav both of 
us sam hill. He said, •What, you p ople -· dros in satire? You 
got samethin 1 to offer the world You don't hav to do anything out 
0£ the ordinary. Just be you.rselv s.° Carl la he and said, 
•w; ll, can't f :v-e a little Fl.JN?• 

On travelling in t loutb nth eirous man John llinglingt 

They used t · ·Call me "IU.ngli " all the t.i • And so 7 f anything 
bappemd wr n ~ Bn1body wanted to do omethin' to me, they'd &&:11 •on, 
don't do it. Watch od for him, that's ·1ngling's boy.• 

On omen• 

A women ' As tell1n 1 one t · , be says., "!qlor, I would marry 
you, yo •re a lovely man, but you't'e suoh ·- color d p ple ar 
such loub!a. roviders." I said, t do mean?" 11, 1£ they 
marry a ut.;ful woman, they can•t take care of the • They won't;J 
positiv ly on 1t take oare of them.• I says~ "They.::>l'f take care 
of '•? fhey couldn't take care of 1 if thq wanted to.• I aaya~ 
"Where do tl (ytJ g .. t the . oney tr- 1 Th ~r ' alwqs equeezed out or mv­
place th re' ee any- money, you und rstand t I ! T.h onJ.7 
oolored people made eny nAy ta pri~efight1!r, or a poli tioal man, 
or cae burglar." 

On not being atf oeted by the 1929 stock Jllir et era.sh' 

Th ;t 1e tbe consolation o£ never board.in' any oney. 



On Harlem. in the 1920s • 

MOst of the guns, ldll1ng, in Harl•was lov• a££aira or itaeketeer 
gamblln 1 affairs. • • In £ac\, Har lea wasn 1 t a gun lace. Let me tell 
,-ou somet.bin•. IIegro people onl.7 in tne last twenty' ;years have beoomt 
gun people. Bost gro people ·- w used to have clana, thq have 
clans in the South -- were cuttere ... TJeed. to have a e&)'in1 , back 
in the '14• and 11$4 • JI• know,. t.bey couJ.d tell what aeotl.on ol t 
oountry the tella cae froa b;r tbe brand that was on Ma, y•aee. 
It he was out here, he was trom Geechyland. I£ he was cut this vay, 
he was from Selma, Alab&u.. • • 'l'hey could tell wh re 1 d been in a 
£ight. 

Reason why those mark oa:me trom those places as, the game• 
that they played and bow tbe7 were cheatin'. It you were haot1n' 
·craps, you more or less would be bendi:n • down when yol.l got out and 
that wa;y you'd get it here. Whereas if you ware pla.11n' paker, you 
were ore apt to be sett.in' up, then you'd be 'Pt to get this one 
bere (across the cheek). Then if you were play.in• what they oa1led. 
'sld.n•, vhy you'd apt to gttt this other. So they could. tell what 
area he caie -- we used to laugh about that. So...and-.so, instead ot 
call b1m by his name, they'd call him "Alabama," trGeechy, tt or 
sometbin' like that •••• 

On Sinclair Levi.at 

'47, that 8inolair Lewi. , he was somebody. You kno 1 he could sing 
more spiritual than I oould. Oh, ii used to get down there three­
tonr clock in the mornin t in his apartm&t... and w 'd erld up s1ng1n' 
eongs, after talld.n' ell about Man~ all about the politlcs of · 
the world ••• Boy, he could real.ly Bing song • He knew re 80nge. 
I knew a.botit 200. I think he knew mol-e than I. di • • • knew MOre 
•eoular piri tuals - I mean, Cbri t.ian eonp •• than I did J like 
Jtethodiat and Presby\erian songs. Jle, knew '• all. My the:r -- I 
thought .,- mother knew a lot ot '•1 but he •••• 

0 
On lather Di vine a 

Ue came up there durin 1 the Dep~sion, when e rybod:r was· brolc , 
and a lot ot people would go to Father Divine and get the be t meal 
in the world tor 35 cents, see. And you'd b SUJl>riaed, white, black, 
bl e, green, ani the other, they'd eat in Father Divine 's, because 
when you couldn •t eat downt<nm 70u co.uld go to rather Divine' a and 
get a whole b.:Lf a chicken. You could get. a meal you ccW.dn • t pay 
two dollar• tor downtown tor 35 centsj including ice cream dessert ••• 
And \W· bad •em lined up, I uan 70u'd thought a baseball game was 
goin' on. 



Picture suggestions tor TAYLOR OORDOlf s BLACK MAB SINGIJfG 

It seems to me the best illustrations tor the article vould be tbe 
Covarrubias pie t.1Ures in Gordon ' s book, BORN ,.,0 BE. Covarrubias at 
th time was one of the beet caricaturists in t ·:ie coun:tey', working 
tor tha magazine Vanity Fair, and h went on to become a ,.en.owned 
painter ani etlmologist. --Y-think hie vo1'k tor 'BOil 1'0 BE is excellent, 
mu.ch rAOre e-xp,tessi ve than photos could be o 

As to photos, t ~ylo h& son ... ,._ Jrobably more than I've seen, in 
fact -·but I'• af'raid it would be up to you to get them. I don't 
plan to be in mrl.te Sulphur any time soon, an I can't think of anyone 
there lfh.o might persuade hia to let you \l8e the. Mqbe )'OU do. Or 
:maybe a l ttier from you to him, telling him hat rou '11 pay tor use 
of photos, might do it. H is a. cautious man. He's been bilked maz:J1' 
tilles batore, I thinlq al.so, he saya he hopes to write another book, 
and. he's relu.ctant, at l a.Bt until gete to kno person, to lat 
ut nu1ch a.bout himselt. 

There's a pho o of Taylor in the 1 28-.-29 edition ot Who's Who in 
Colored A nerica, ed. Joseph J. Boria. If you 1d like., I can have a 
print me. e from he eopy of the book her at the University of Washington 
tJ.brary. There are a.t least ttfo photo• of Taylor a boy in the 
pictorial iistory t . eagher CountyJ the book is not 'V ednu.mbered, but 
the pictures are n ar the center of the book. 

Otb&l' pictures you , 7 be interest&d int 

.... John Ringling, als() in the MP h r Cotmty piotori 1 history, and 
in The. Cireus wngs (Garden tli ty t • Y. • 1966) • by Henry R.lngJj.ng lorth 
and-r!den Bate -• 

..... Carl Van Vechten, in Carl Van Vechten and ha Irr 1Verent Decades 
(Norman, O • 1 1968) 1 by Bruce teliner. "'"'fh'ere 1 an apeciSlli 
striking picture of Van Vechten in 1926, whe T ~lor knmt him. 

-- Pictures o! Sine air Lewia• F ther D-~.vine, Marcus Garvey, Heywood 
Drl)un1 and others ho will be ntion d in th.e article can be found 
in bool(s abo .t them. I' s~ re . 

Another th ught on 'raylort in the cover picture or hi.s pamphlet, 'the 
Han Who :Built the $·tone Castle, I have a hut.oh tbat ·tie t llow atop 
tii'e pole -rs-1.raylor :--?? you contact him about ho toe, you might aJJk 
him. 

I hop the e ideas are en ugh. Na:tureJ.17 I'll be lad i;o help with 
pie ,. if I can •. 
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TAYLOR GORDON: BLACK Ml\. N SING rm 

by Ivan Doig 

America lost pieces of itself ba.ck in too slave ships 

and cotton field.so The promise of this new land lost much 

of its luster when black people were harnessed in-00 the American 

adventure as one more breed of fa.rm animal. Ever since, too 

nation's self-respect decayed a bit every ti~ a dark pm-son 

was denied an education as good as a white sttrlent 's, or a 

job, or the right to get by in this world without having to 

kowtow before every nean prejudic eo 

Th3 s h.arpest loss bas been the missed chances for black 

and white to kna-r each other as persons instead of races o This 

curious barrier of col(J[' largely has kept each from knowing 

what the other is like ordinarily. Usual contacts between whi. te 

and black Americans take plae e amid social tension, subtle or 

otherwiseo 
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For mast of us, any breaching of the barrier probably happens 

in circumstances out of the ordinary -- friendaiip born of pressures 

shared in military service or on the athletic field, or respect 

nurtured by mutual dedication to such causes as civil righ tso For 

a few others, the barrier nay be broken dOW'n with an attribute 

called talen to And tba t is where the story of Taylor Gordon 

must begin. 

Taylor Gordono "Lanky six-feet, falsetto voice, molasses 

laugh, and all the rest of him," his white friend .Carl Van Vechten 

once wroteo The voice often is falsetto when Gordon sits back 

to tell stories of New York's intelleotml society in the 1920s, 

tald.ng all the parts in a party scene starring Sinclair Lewis 1 

Rebecca West, Muriel Draper, Heywoa:l Broun, Van Vechten, and a 

supporting cast of dozens of other personalities he hobnobbed ITT.tho 

But mostly the voice is tenor -- black too or, fashioned for Negro 

spirituals. 
~o 

In White Sulphur Springs, where Taylor Gordon was born on 

April 29, 1893, and where he 119.s lived since returning from his 

wide-ranging career, re sang for my wife and me when we asked 

him too He closes bis eyes. The even teeth are the only white 

in the dark face. Then tre voice, sti 11 strong and c.lear. The 

soq; rolls out of the house, just as six or seven decades ago 

the songs SU!l?; by Gordon's mother as sre worked over her wash 

tub went out all through this end of town. 

Yet do !. mrvel at this curious thi~, 

To mke ~poet black and bid him singl 

--Countee Cullen 
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The voice still has lil'e, but Taylar Gordon's rE:putation is 

forty years and two thousand miles from White Sulphur Springs, 

Montana.o In thel\1920s, he was one of the leading Negro tenors in 

New York City, ran.ldng not so far from Paul Robeson arrl Roland Hayes. 

ttYou ever been before a big audieme?" Taylor Gordon asks 

nCM'o "No? Well, I tell you, you gotta knCM what you're doin' 

and you gotta whip trem, too, you knCM o When you come out, the 

first thi~ they challenge you right away, nentally, say: 'Well; 

what can you do? 1 Ani if you don't dominate 'em, they'll sure 

dominate youo 11 

In the Carl Van Vechten papers held by Yale University, 

there is an old comert program which cites the eveniqs woon 

dominating 'em on a big scale became vital to Gordono 

The Garrick Theatre in New Yark City, Surrla.y Evening, 

November 15, 1925, 8:40 P.M. 

Jo Rosamond Johnson, Arranger of the Book of American Negro 

Spirituals, and Taylor Gordon in a Program of Negro Spirituals. 

On the border of tl'E prq;ram is pmcil.led: nnear Carl -­

This was our starting point -- due to your efforts in persuading 

Mro Langner to give us the start -- Yours, Rosamon:lo" 

This start pitched Taylor Gordon into the 192C5 of legendo 

Concert dates reviewed in the New York Times. Too swirl of 

parties and nigptclubbing. Appearances on network radio. Harlem 

in glory time o A book, written wild and free in the hours 

beyon:l midnight. The spree of success at last was snothered, 
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as was t~ Jazz Decade itself, by the Depression. But that 

is a chapter Taylor Gordon himseJf still vows to tell om day; 

the story for here am. n<Y is this black nan's version of the 

1920s and hew re foun:i his way ino 

• o o laid on top of the Rocky Mountains, hatcted 

out by the broiling ~' educated by the griz~ly 

bear • o o 

--Taylar Gordon to Carl ani Fania Van Vechten, 

February 6, 19260 

About fifty air miles east from Helena is White Sulphur 

Springs o Taylor Gord.on grew up toore, fighting his snavball 

fights and trudging across town to the grade school on the 

hill as hum.reds of other White Sulphur boys have done o The 

sulphur spriq; burbling down on the flat probably divided young 

Taylar a.Irl his companions, as it has other generations of boys, 

into those who swore the hot, coarse water was the healthiest 

elixll- a soul could imbibe and those who likened it to rotten 

eggs and wcnldn't touch the stuff o 

To adults, White Sulphur Springs mattered because it was 

th3 county seat and the supply center for outlying ranches and 

farm in Meagher County. To a boy, tte town mattered mostly 

because it could be an interesting place to grew up. 

It makes little sense for a white historian to try to 

describe t h3 anoti. onal side of a black per son 1 s ljf e, in boyhood 

or in any other phase. Tha slurs and barbs have to be felt 

pe rsona.lly w be uni erstocxi 1 it se en5 w me • But a black person's 
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ONn nemar'ies and words ani actions can be examined, and that 

is wte.t this article tries to doo 

Also, the circumstances shapiq; the boyhoai of a Taylor 

Gordon can be examined. By an:i large, they are what they are, 

whether or not they feel differently to a white skin o One 

circumstance was that Taylor Gordon's family was :among the early 

settlers in White Sulphur Springs an:1 was respected as upstarrling 

arrl enterprisi:q; o His parents came from Kentucky, where his mother 
I 

grew up in slavery on a plantation. Gordon's father left White 

Sulphur Springs when Taylor Gordon still was very you:q;, but 

his mother took in washing and raised the four boys and one 

girlo Taylor and his sister, Rose, both have said they first 

encountered the real sharpm ss of prejudice aJifay from their 

homtowno 

In larger terms, the little-noticed circwnstance was that 

black nen had a past in Montana about as long as the white man 1 s. 

York, William Clark 1 s sla. ve, accompanied the Lewis and Clark 

expedition of 1804-60 In later decades, there were Negro ccwboys 

on too Montana r~e, a contiqsent of an estimated five thousani 

Negro cowboys in the American West in tte years after the Civil 

War o Two his torians who have written about the black man in 

the West point out, however, that sharing the frontier teritage 

did not always gain Negroes a share of social respect: 

"There were probably fewer Negro cowboys in Idaho and 

Montana than in any other part of tre cattlemm 's West. Ore 
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reason was race hatred and bitterness: early steamboat traffic 

up the Missouri had resulted in tre immigration into Montana of 

mny 'unreconstructed' Southerna:- s and the simultaneous arrival 

of a nwnber of transient Negro steamboo. t orewnen and riv er front 

roustabouts. It 
• 0 0 

But in a way, the color line which hampered a black person 

provided Taylor Gordon with an education which made him a man 

of the worlsi very quickly. Giving up on the classroom early in 

high school, re became an errand boy for local brothels and 

saloons - ... tre sort of job a community half-expected a black 

boy to fi 11 o A series of odd jobs of the sort taught him to 
,,... 

fend for himseli, a training which later would stand him in 

good stead in New York City. Then he went to work for John 

Rirglingo 

De gospel train's a-comin', 

! hear <ie. ~ wheels movin r, 

An' runblin • through de la.n to 

Git ~ board, little chillen o o o 

--From a Negro spiritual. 

The great circus started by the Ringling family was flrurishing, 

ani John Rill?;ling was a wealthy nan. He ha:l a reputation amorg 

the other Rir:gling brothers for investing -- apparently on hunch 

alone, sometim!S -- anywtere in the country, buying up a streetcar 

line in one place, adding a steam laurrlry to his concerns in another o 
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John Riqsliqi; also was a railroad buff of the most venturesome 

sort: be liked to build short-line railroads o In Texas he built 

the Eastland, Wichita Falls, and Gulf line, which didn't happen 

to run to Wichita Falls, and in Missouri he built the Sto Louis 

and Hannibal, which didn tt go a.rJ.iWhere very near to St. Louis o 

In Montana he decided to hlild the White Sulphur Springs and 

Yellowstone Park line -- which still today operates about one 

hundred miles north of Yella1stone Parko 

Drawn to th3 area by his railroa:l visions 1 Ringling ma.de 

various investnents in ani around White Sulphur Springs in the 

first decade of this century. Eventually the Ringling holdings 

included, besides the WSS & YP RR, a large hruse 1 an enormous 

dairy barn, and about 70,000 acres in various parts of Meagher 

Countyo 

Ringling 's grandly~na.med little railroads at times brought 

him some joshing within tte family, such as ;''It may be only 

twenty miles long, but it's just as wide as anybody's railroad.on 

Actually, John Riq;ling's railroading arrl. other finai:cial interests 

in Meagher County nny be viewed as a worthwhile bet that White 

Sulphur Springs someday would emerge as a resort town o ~ 

Ever since the 'OOwn ts birth just after the Civil War unier 

the name of Brewer's Springs, various entrepreneurs have tried to 

profit from the mineral water which toils c.ontinuously from local 

springs o The notion of taking curative waters 1 after all, has 

not been restricted to th9 nineteen th century Europeam who 
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encamped at Baden-Baden and other spas. For a while the Montana 

Mineral Water Company bottled the White Sulphur Spr:i.qss water and 

shipped it around the country for sale. The tmm's foun:ier, James 

Brewer, built a bath house. Dur.i.. ng much of the town ts history, 

gazebos built over sulphur springs have beckoned to , anyone mlling 

to try the therapeutic attractions of the watero John Ringling 

is said to have talked up, tl'e potentials of White Sulphur Springs 

in hope of gaining partners tc develop the attractions of the 

--1- 1 . . J6 11u...uera springso -

-But for all the hopes, includi. ng any which Ringling nay have 

had, White Sulphur $pring s rene.ire a ranching and logging mwn, 

and you~ mm such as Taylor Gordon frequently have felt the need 

to go . elsewhere for bright lights and new experiences. Gordon 

went tD John Ringling and got a jobo Or, rather, jobs; at 

various tiroos, he was Ringling's driver and a ban:lyman on Ringling's 

private railroad car o. Ringling was an indulgent employer who would 

hire a rrnn back after he had quit and tried his han:l elsewhere 

for awhile; he extended this rehirirg policy even to a Chinese 

cook whose lone culinary talent seerred to be the ability to make 
I 

. II 
"sleventeen kinds of hasho 11 

Taylor Gordon took his opportunity and left White Sulphur 

Springs in 19101 at the age o.f seventeeno For the next several 

years he tried variolB jobs, inclwing whatever John Ringling 

would have available at the moment o He got to know Minneapolli 

airl. New Yark arrl had his first experience in tbe American Srutho 



Do:ig/9 

Ringling had a 'Wint er home in Sarasota, Florida.. When 

Gordon ran into racial threats, Ringling let it be known that 

anyone bothering Gorcbn would be tangling as well with Ringling 

and his considerable local influence. 
/ 

"They used to call me 1Rir:gling 1 all the time, 11 Gordon 

laughs now o "And so, if anything happened wrong, anybOdy wanted 

to do som.ethin' to 100, they'd say, 10h, don't do it, watch out 

for him, that 1 s Rir:g ling 's_ ·boy o rn · · · . 

Gordon was drafted · a "·few days before Armistice Day, 19180 

Soon after he was released from the army, be ma:le his decision 

to try singing as a career. "I didn't start to sing until- I 

14 thought. I could make some money 'With i t 1
11 he recalls o 

The dee is ion to sing for his livi q; led to Gordon 1 s long 

association with a black musician named J. Ros amon:i Johnsono 

--Janes Weldon Johnsono 

Johnson was a singii:g teacher a.rd arranger. His brother, 

James Weldon Johnson, wrote Gerl' s Trombo:oos, and the two Johnsons 

eventually collaborated on a well-known anthology of American 

Negro spirituals. Shortly after World War One, Taylor Gordon 

turned up, informing Rosamo:rrl Johnson that he wanted to be a 

singer. 15" 

Gordon grew up to the throb of his mother 's spirit ua.ls, 

but had no prof essiona.l training. In the latest of his roustabout 
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and studied unier Rosamond. Johnson in his spare tiroo o 
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ttWhen I was railroadin r," he explains, "I could sing, 

learn how to sing better. I could get better time off to meet 

Mro Johnson. At that tine h3 had a school in Harlem, a colored 

music school in Harlem, and I could mke my arrangements to meet 

him nmch easier by railroad.in r than could any other job because 

be had limited tine I y 1k:nav • • . o 0 11 J 

Self-discipline was required as well as the sessions with 

Johnson: 11 1 used to do my calisthenics at midnight, running out 

af the Jersey Central station to too yard, about half a mile, 

so I could keep my western breath upo" There was other self­

stu::ly, too, whioh involved a little professional larceny: 

"I'd sit there and hear Caruso, see, and listen •• o o 

It d take his records and turn 1 em way down low arrl steal from 

that. So I learned how to sing that wayo o o o If you take a 

soprano or a tenor arrl. turn 1 em sla1 so they sound. like a 

bari tore, or a soprano sound like an al to, you can le arn all 

their technique of what they're doin', see. But singin1 fast, 

you 1d rever get it, see. Turn it slow and then you learn a 

tremendru s lot about sing int o 11 • 

Gordon's tenor voice was so promising that Rosamond 

Johnson brought him into a vaudeville act he was forming. For 

tba rext several years, the act -- wrler various names -- followed 

the vaudevilJe circuit, that round of stale theaters an:l night 
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trains which was either a perforioor 's apprenticeship for the 

big time or just a lot of hard worko 

The next in too series of acquaintanceships which did so 

much to boost Gordon's singing career: the break from too 

vaudeville circuit to concert appearances came from Carl Van 

Ve ch ten. 

!_ tall, well-built young ~' he might have been ~ 

dutchman, ~ scarrlanavian ~ ~ american and he ~ 

~soft evening shirt with the tiniest pleats all ~ 

the front of i to It ~ impressive, ~ had ~ ~ 

heard that they~ wearirl?; evenir:g shirts like that o 

--A first impression of Carl Van Vechten, 

from Selected Wri ti. ng s of Gertrude Stein. 

ncarl Van Vechten was a big man," Gordon describes his 

friend. "He was a big Dutchrran, he had very buck teeth, rabbit 

teeth like, an 1 weighed about two hundred poun:ls, let's say, 

and was six feet tallo But ha wasn 1 t what trey called a pot-

bellied six. He was a prominent mrn, a very fine dresser. He 

dressed very immaculate o o o he liked two colors, two tones. 

He liked pants one color and his shirt another, tie anothero o o o 

He wore rings, y'lmow, exotic rings, something that would stani 

out, or a bracelet, some thin 1 like that o He was quite a character • 

.o. ci. o Bein' a millionaire he could cb those thir:gso" /g 

Gordon once wrote that the first time he :root him, Van 

Vechten was wearing "a phantom red New Mexican cowboy shirt o" 
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Van Vechten, born in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, in 1880 ani a critic 

and novelist in New York City by the 192CB, vividly played 

the mite advocate far m:tny black talentso "Go inspectin 1 like 

Van Vechten 1 n ran a lire in too song Go Harlem. Other quarters 

showed less enthusiasm for Van Vechten 1s Harlem talent hlint. 

Time said in 1925: 0 Sullen-moutbed, silky-hmed Author Van -
Vechten has. been playing wi"th Negroes lately, writiqs prefaces 

for their poems'· having them around the house, going to Harlemo" 

In Vanity Fair and other mgazines, Van Vechten praised ----- __ , -
Negro artists. As one of the better-knavn writers on the New 

York scene in the ' 19205, Van Vechten also had enough money 

to help out a hard-pressed singer or writer. With enthusiasm, 

stayir:g paNer, and money, vmi Vechten reveled in his role of 

Park Avenoo ambassador to Harlem o 

To us £!!too outside it ~magnificent, ~dream 

~true, the doctor continued, sippiQ$ his Sauterre o 

! Negro city almost ~ large as Rone 1 

-- Carl Van Vechten, in his novel Nigger Heaven. 

In Harlem wandering from street to streeto 

--Claude McKay, in Harlem Shadowso 

Perhaps the greatest revelation to Taylor Gordon, arriving 

in New York as a young man from a oowtcwn, was not the urban 

glitter of the hugest American matropolis, but the fervent life 

of the black city within the city. Harlem was the black capital 
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of .Amerioao Tre most gifted of the Negro artists there in th'9 

1920s were powerful talents by any measure: Countee Cullen and 

Langston Hughes in poetry, Duke Ellington, Ja.mss Weldon Johnoon, 

arrl Paul Robeson in music o But the exclana tory' term "Black 

Renaissance" owed most to tta breadth of Harlem talent. The 

secon:lary writers ar:d. musicians who do solid work of their am 

and challenge the best of their colleagues into great:ooss are 

. ~ 
the marks of a genuim cultural movemmt o 

Harlem had such a squadron. Its reputation grew in both 

the black world and tre white, despite occasional cynicism f:rom 

eacho Carl Van Vechten raged against white editors who regarded 

Negro artists as novelties, "like white elephants er black roses." 

The Negro novelist Wallace ThurnBn dubbed the black artists 

subsistir:g on the admiration of influential whites "the Niggeratio" 

Harlem was no bed of roses, black or any other shadeo 

Soire »hree hl.llldred thousand. Negroes had crowded into too neighborhood, 

arrl Harlem as tha largest urban soeie ty of black people in this 

country had too tensions and smoldering tempers which go .with 

any society. Color worked its prejudices even within Harlem. 

Tbe Cotton Club, where Duke Ellington and Cab Callcway played some 

of the best music of any era, was knavn for its prefereme for 

"high yellav" complexions. Arrl. Taylor Gordon remembers 139th Street 

as 11 Seri vers ' Row, n the ex cl us iv e abcxi e of black lawyer s ani doctors o 

But as with the 1920s beir:g celebrated across tC1.r1n in the 

salons of tte white intelligentsia, Harlemts 192(}; had its material 
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.for forrl legerrl o Carl Van Vechten clained he was drunk throughout 

the winter of 1925..-6 and still rranaged -00 write a novel? Heywood 

Br~un would eXcuse himself briefly from the poker table and return 

with the most literate column in America for. tomorrCM 1 s New York 

World? Mabel D~ collected artists as if they were performing 

puppies? The Harlem version, no less . intriguirg, ran more to tte 
) 

personalities of ,Marcus Garvey, Father Divire, and Madame Walker o 

Garvey and Divine were popular leaders among Harlem's blacks, 

and Taylor Gordon 1 s remirliscence·s will sketch them .. later in this 

article. Madame Walker deserves mention at this point because her 

Harlem parties mingled black performers . such as Gordon with whites 

who took an interest in tte careers of black performers o 

Mad~'Te C oJ. Walker was a Sto Louis laundress who invented 

a methcxi of straightening the crinkle out of Negro hair o Her 

product nade her a millionaire; soo hlil t mnsions in Harlem and 

at Irvington-on-the-Hudson and gave Harlem a rich streak of high 

societyo When she died in 1919, her daughter, A'Leilia Walker 

Robin.son, inherited both the money arrl the informal title "Madame 

Walker. 11 It was this seoorrl Madame Walker of whom om history of 

Harlem <?"elates: "At her'salon;' the Negro intelligentsia· net 
I s 

influential white people, particularly publishers, critics, and 

potential' 'sponsors o '" 

nyou ~ all ~ lost generationo" 

--Miss Gertrude Stein. 

In The Making of the President 19tlt., Theodore Ho White 
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offered the useful concept of tre Perfu.rood Stockade -- tre 

Manhattan enclave where "the image makers, th9 idea brok~s, the 

dream pack agers" mingle and affect our ill e style o In New York 

in the 1920s, similar to Mro White's PerfUITed Stockade in 

cohesiveness an::l durability rather than outlook or influence, 

there was a miniature of such an establishment. It might be 

called tbe Floating Salon o 

The Floating Salon was a mcxie of behavior, not a geographical 

setti~ or a firm groupir.ig o Its wit was the Dorothy Parker­

Alexander Woo,ott bran:! which flashed across tre dinner table 

a.Di pinked the target la4' on the ego. Its entertainnent was 

late an:l liquid o Its literary output generally showed mare 

stylization th an style. Maybe there is more than coincidence in 

the fact that Ernest Hemirgway am illiam Faulkner, both working 

their way to greatness, were not really nembers of the New York 

crcwdo 

Yet, the Floating Salon bad a significance to its time, 

perhaps roughly the sort of significance a future historian nay 

firrl in the New York Review of Boo ks group of our cwn day. Sona 

of the intellectual trurrents of the ti.Ire shewed up in the Salon's 

marathon conversations o Also, tre Floating Salon rad som~ 

importance because of the people it lmew and what it co.ild do 

for them. It chatted with Mencken when te was in town from 

Baltimoreo It intrOO.uced Er:glish writers to American literary 

pONers. It mixed writers with composers and actors with painterso 
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Arrl as Taylar Gordon discovered, the Floating Salon was perfectly 

capable of providi~ you with a publisher, sponsors, and an 

illustrator if you had a book in mind o 

The Van Vechten papers at Yale indicate that Carl Van 

Vechten and Taylor Gordon becane acquai. nted in late 1925. By 

the spring of 1926 they were good friends, each acting as the 

other 1 s guide into an exotic world o Gordon recounts: 

"They 1d call :rre up, two or three clock in the morning, and 

say, 'We want to come to Harlem. What are you doiq;? Are you 

in bed? Get up, we want to see so and so and so o ' I And I d get 

up artl take 'em aroun::l. • 0 o They always wanted to have at least 

one colored person with 'em for protection, see, if any argument 

co:rre s upon 

"I could kick you for not being at t~ theater tonight far 

the Hooffers midnight gambol," Gardon wrote to Van Vechten in 

May, 1926. 110h but they had a ccrkiqs gocxi shm10" Missing such 

an event seems to have been rare for the eager Van Vechteno 

"I remember one night we went to a party,u Gordon mld roo in an 

interviewo "Carl and I was dressed as in Harlem, dressed in 

kind of satire. • • o Son:e nnn gave both of us sam hill. He 

said 1 o o o You got somethin' to offer tte world. You don't 

ba.ve to do anythi~ out of the ordinary, just be yourselveso 1 

i 
Carl 1augood a.r:rl said, 'Well, can't we have a little FUN?'" 

On his part of the ex cha Q?; e, Go :rOO n found himself cl inking 

glasses at parties jamned with bylires and stage names o ttlf 
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I wasn 1 t talkin 1 about some trip or somethin 1 to too West, I 

kept my mouth shut, 11 be reca.lls now. "Those people had college 

educations arrl experieme of the worldo Best way to be was just 

lis ten and drink. n ...,. 

Here are solll9 of his impressiom from the swirl of the 

1920s c> 

On novelist Sine lair Lewis : 

ttWe 1d get dcwn in Greenwich Village arrl Sim lair Lewis, 

in his apartnent -- say, that SincJair Lewis, he was sonebc:xiy! 

You knew, oo oou]d s~ more spirituals than I could t Oh, 

we used to get down there three, four clook in the marnin 1 in 

his apartnent o • o o Boy, he oould really sir.g songs. He knew 

more songs o I knew about two hundred; I think he knew more 

than I did •• o o He knew more secular sp:irituals o o o like 

Methodist arrl. Presbyterian so~ So He knew 'em all. My mother 

I thought my mother knew a lot of 'em, but he • o o" 

On writer Muriel Draper, author of Music at Midnight and 

a lea.ding character in th e Floating Salon: 

ttShe was exotic. A little eccentric in her dress at times, 

see. o • o She had loll?; haiT o Her hair went clear dCMn to re r 

waist, and she 1 d always do it up tight, like you 1 d think she 1 s 

wearin' a wig. One night we 1 s at a party and some woman 

insinuated, thought that she had on a wig o So Muriel d:irln 't 

say a thing, just took all the pins out of her ba.:ir and let 

it all al ear down there o o o o She was an Engl is h-typ:t woman , 
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sharp features" o o o She 1 s a very fine elocutionist, you kn.OW", 

arrl she always talked with her lips kirrla out, like so and so 

arrl so1 every word had to be cut out just like that on 

On Rebecca West an:l other visiti~ English writers: 

11Most all of them English people had a funny thing about 

comin' to a party. There would be forty-fifty people in a room, 

and if the party was supposed to be at eleven o'clock, they'd 

eoma in about twelve, twelve-thirty, arrl Muriel Draper' d be 

si ttin' in this big chair. She had a great big queen chair, 

she 1 d be sitting back and she could observe everybody tha. t hit 

the door, see. o o o Muriel says, 10oooh, so and so, an:i so 

arrl. so 1 t Then they 1d say, 1Aaaahl' '!re n the grand entry o 0 0 

whoever the celebrity was, they always got the grand slam.o • o o 

I remember one time when Rebecca West came in, and I saw .Rebecca 

starrlin 1 ttereo 'What 1s she waitin' for, what's she waitin' 

for?' 

-Finally Muriel said, 'Ooooh, Rebecca! 1 

And thm: 'Ooooh, Muriel! 1 

Everybody: 'Who was that?' 

1That 1 s REBECCA WEST 1 rtt f 

On columnist Heywood Broun: 

11 Heywood Broun was a big fellOW', weighed about two hundred 

and ten or twenty poWlds, you knew, about six feet two, and very 

fine sense of humor o o o o I met him dawn. tC1Nl1 at lots of t heS9 

parti.e s, and he introduced me to more foreign people. He 1 d get 



Doig/19 

people from South Africa and from England and Australia and 

Japan ani all over, all sorts of people in his home • o o 

Heywood was quite a friendly fella.To I a.Jl.Tays figured he 1s 

afr~d he 1d break the chair down, that 1 s why he laid on the 

floor. Lay on the floor and get bis glass and talk there.n 

Messrs. Johnson arrl Gordon both possess voices 

with a fervor 'Which carries conviction to the ------
hearer •• o 

-- The New York Times, March 1, 1926. -

Although nostalgia has done its best to deny it 1 there 

was a working side of the 1920s o Even the Floating Sal.on took 

tine, somehar, to write books and articles. Taylor Gordon and 

Rosamond Johnson were kept busy with concert appearanceso 

Johnson's note about the "starting pointn Garl Van Vechten heli:ed 

them with in November, 192.5, was well taken. On April 17, 1926, 

the New York Times remrked that the pair had sung in New York 

non no fewer than 15 occasions this season.t• ~ 

A typical program was likely to incl uie twelve to fifteen 

Negro spirituals. Among the songs Gordon and Johnson would 

feature were Go Dam, Mose~,; Done Foun 1 !1z Los 1 Sheep; It 1s Me, 

Oh Lord; Sing in 1 wid !: Sword in _ma Han 1 ; Didn t t my Lord Deliver 

Daniel; Witness; Father Abraham; and Band ~Gideon. Johnson had 

worked up musical arrangements for these songs when he and 

James Weldon Johnson prepared their book of Epirituals. '1 
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Peace! Good health, good appetite, prosperity, and 

~ heart full of merriress. _]_give you all an:i everything o 

--Father Divine 

But for all the success on too concert stage and too frie rrlships 

in tre white world, Gordon's life in the late 1920s centered on 

Harl-em and the fact of being a Negroo 

Two of the remcr able figures in Harlem at the tire made 

J.arge careers out of th3ir particular approaches to tte fact 

of being blacko Gordon recalls both Marcus Garvey arrl. Father 

Divineo 

Garvey established a Negro newspg.per and the Black Star 

steamship lire, but re is more clearly remeni:> ered for his back­

to-Africa moverrent. Gordon remenbers shaking his read about 

Garvey 1 s financial nanipulations in Harlem shortly be fare Garvey 

was sent to prison in 1925 on a charge of tSing the mi:l$ to 

defrau:l o 

Father Divine, the smll man who gathered a large religious 

follCloling, left more striking rremories with Gordono He believes 

that Father Divine was a vital social ageroy when too conmuni ty 

needed one& 

11 o o o When everybody was broke, a lot of people wouJd 

go to Father Divine ani get the best rreal in too warld far 

thirty-five cents, see. And you'd be surprised -- white, black, 

blue, green, and the other, trey'd eat in Father Divine 's, 

because when you couldn't eat damtcwn you couJd go to Father 
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Di vire 's and get a whole half a chicken. You could get a meal 

you couldn 1 t pay two dollars for downtown for thirty-five cents, 

incluiing ice cream desserto 0 0 o An:i he had 'em lined up, you 1 d 

thought a baseball game was goin' on. 0 

Taylor Gordon's own sense of being a black man in a 

white nation emerged as a book about his lifeo Born to Be 

was published in the autumn of 1929. Among the favorable reviews 

was one in the New York Herald Trib um Books, two pages after 

a review of a new work by young William Faulk:rer, Too Souni and 

the Fury o 

nr wouldn It have written Born to Be :if it hadn It been 

for Carl, 11 Gordon says now of Van Vechten 1 s encouragemEJlt. ttWhen 

I went to Europe, why, goin' around London I would see all 

these sights and I'd write back to Carl, and be 1d read the 

letter to the group • o o So he wrote ne back and he said, 

'Your letters are such a tremendous success at the parties,' 

he says, •you 1 ve gotta -wri. te a book when you core back • ' 

I said , t Oar 1, I can 1 t write a book. I can 1 t even spe 11 o 1 

•Don't worry about the spelling, 1 he says, 'you write 

the book. 1· 

When I cane back they kept after :rr.e •• o I'd say, 1Well, 

if' you insisto' 

I was singin 1 concert at the time and so o o • it didn't 

take rre more than five or six months to write it. o o oI I would 

write it between midnight and six o'clock in the morning, 
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because that 1 s the ti.me Harlem is the quietest and then nobody 

would bother me. When you write you gotta be holed up sonaplace. 

You can 1 t write if anybody ·s gonna break into your continuity. o o o 

I wrote it in longhand, see, and when it come to typin' it out, 

I got Edna (Thomas) . Edna had a Boston education, she was a very 

cultured womano 0 0 0 

So sbe started typing my book, and Ecina'd say, 1You can't 

put that down that way. '1'hat 1 s just not so o ' 

'You put it down that way anyhow,' I'd say. 

'Oh, my Goo, it '11 be throwed in the wastepaper basketo 111 g 

Sona of Gordon's letters from Paris and London in 1927 

are amorg Carl Van Vechten 's papers, and they indeed are lively 

reading o "Man last night we were out -00 a party where we met 

ten Lords,n runs one letter to ncarloo 11 From Faris he described 

the problems of gettir.g used to French plum.bing and concluded: 

11 1 must tell you this place is the place of the world so farott 

·Even notes he wrote while hone in Harlem showed a phrase-ma.king 

knack which intrigued Van Vechten: "These Hot days, the black 

gals are glor:ii'ying 7th Aveo 11 

Under Van Vechten 1s urgings, Gordon shaped his experiences 

into the 1:xJ oko Murie 1 Draper provided editing . help o Van 

Veehten paused during a vacation in Spain to write a prefaceo 

Miguel Covarrubias did tte illustrations o Althmugb Bom to Be 

gave Gordon the satisfaction of having put his life into print 

arrl brought such oomments as "delectable" and ":a.musing and 
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even exciting" from reviewers, the author soon wrote to Van 

Vechten that the work was a large financial d.issapointnento ' 

I wish tha rent 

Was Heaven sent • 

--Langston Hughes. 

The stock market crash of 1929 and the ensuing Depression 

did not ruin any personal fortune for Taylor Gordon. "That's 

the consolation of never hoard.in 1 any momy, n he says now of 

his absence from the national financial trauma. But he soon 

found that the Depression did affect him; musical bookings became 

scarce and white sponsors no lor:ger could afford loans to 

black artists as in the past. Van Veohten helped Gordon, but 

t te lean yea rs hung on. "1 I 

Early in June 1 1931, Gordon held a rent party in Harlemo 

A tenant lCM on funds would arrange for entertainment, send 

out :invitations, and ;friends would pay a snail admission fee; 

the rent party was one of the more oonvivial results of the 

Depressiono Gordon's rent party was singularly con vi vial; it 

was "the season's most successful party,n a Harlem newspaper 

reported, Ufor everybcrly except the rent ma.no" Gordon lost 

ten dollars on the affairo
4 

Meanwhile, be was working on other manuscripts and ta.king 

singing engagenents whereyer he could find them. A break ca.me 

when he landed a role in the Fred Astaire stage musical, The 

Gay DivorceY. But by late 1935, Gordon returned to Montanao 
1 
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111 wish you counld take a pie ture of my whiskers 1 n he l'trote 

to Carl Van Vechten after spending the next winter in the mountains. 

"If t hey were straight tooy rd be a FOOT LOID ! I can pull them 

out, and let them smp back, and knock myself out at will. It 1 s 

Ht.I 
a new ideao 11 

Gordon hopes to write a seque1Uto Born to Be t.o cover his 

years after 19290 Living in White Sulphur Springs for the past 

several years, he has written and publisred Too Man Who Built 

the Stone Castle, a small oook about a Meagher County rancher and 

mining m n named Byron R. Sherman. 

Two of the most vivid parts of our history, at least as 

we generally think af them, were the frontier days arr! the 1920s o 

Taylar Gordon's story combines ooth -- a boyhood in White Sulphur 

Springs, a concert career in the Twenties. This black Montanan 

bas been through a remarkable portion of our history -- "Lanky 

six-feet, falsetto voice, molasses laugh, and all the rest of 

him." 

I woni er wba t I was born to be. 

--Taylor Gordono 

### 
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TAYLOR GORDON: BLACK MAN SINGING 

~ylor GordOll-. "Lanky six-feet, falsetto voice, molasses 

laugh, ru? all the rest of him, 11 ~ his white friend1 Carl Van Vechten1 T tu.;rf.t .. --J 

once wrote. The voice {Often {EJ falsetto wr.eni\&ordon sits back · 

to tell stories of New Yark' s intellectual sec ie ty in tre 1920s, 

taking all too parts in a party scene featuring Sinclair Lewis, 

Rebecca West, Muriel Draper, Heywood Broun, Van ~echten, ani a 
.vv~tt( .... U.}$_-$-t '~'-· . . 

supporting cast{ of dozens of other personalities" he hobnobbed~ 

· But mostly the voice is tenor -- black tenor, fashioned for Negro 

spirituals o 

In White Sulphur Springs, Montana,_ where Taylor Gordon was 

born on April 29, 1893, and where he j:as lived since returning 
- I Ll,t,l V' ~ 
i~ ~ r 

from his wide-rangi ng career, refisang for my wife and me when 

we asked him to. He closes his eyes. Tm even t eeth are the X' . . 
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only white in the dark faceo Then the voice, strong and clearo 
EU-1. ~ 

Too soTig> rolls out of the house, just as~six. or seven decades .: .. 1---0 
-lt ..(~,,.,_ r~1, 

· ago--t-Ae--songs ~ung-by Taylor's ~other11 as she worked over her 
~ ~ Vv~cQ ft..,J.jJJ~ IJ./\./ #f,.,r\-{.,lf14, 

wasQ_~ub we-nt ont a.11 thr'-0ugh_thi s erd of t aID..L&. 

-,~ <:!-~ v fA'L-b./1 .. ~dA -(~ 
'tfu voice still has llie, but ~G~ reputation is 

Z/;._~~ -t/J.Ra vVJ;t., 1i<..~-:.cb.,~ ;tJ«.,rv. 
forty_ years and two thousarrl miles from WW:t-e-BtltpftuP-Spn-~, 

Mon+ ana • In the Ja te 192ds, he was one of t'he lE?ading Negro 
'"--t~J #'.!- 7t. i-vtA 

.tenors in New York City, rankir:g not /1- far,/rom Paul .Robes_on 

ani Ro land Hayes • He was Sore bed y, j us t as he had be en determire d 

to be. The years of success caITB after much dril' tir:g arrl. bounciqs, 

but this sim:H: ·tcwn Montanan shews the toughness which took him 

through to where h8 wanted to goo 

"You ever been before a big a~dierc e?u Taylor Gordon asks 

new o "No? Well, I tell you, you gotta knav what you're doin' 

am. you gotta whip them, too, you knew. When you come out, the 

first thing they challenge you right away, mentally, say: 1Well; 

what can you do?' An:l if you don rt dominate 'em, they '11 sure 
... 

dominate you. 11 l " 

In the Carl Van Vechten papexs oold by Yale University ;,v'- ]lJZLu rf.tn'-'2~1.. (~;;t.~ 1,, · 
. , I 

there is an old concert prcgram which cites the evening wten 
,, . " TµyL!rv 
· dominatir.g 1em on a big scale became vital to AGo~dono 

\ ).,~~ i{ I J 1jll~- (~.:.> 
A~ Garrick Theatre in New York City, Sun:lay evening, 

November 15, 1925, 8:40 p~~- i)!J -~c.c~,.,,.,,J/\-Q.-:M~ 

~. Rosamon:i John~::,-A;;~er :;;-t: Book of American Negro 

Spirituals, and Taylor Gordon in a Program of Negro Spirituals o 

,, 
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On the border of the program is pencilled: 11Dear Carl --

This was our starting-point -- due to your efforts in persuadin~ 

v 
Mr. Langner to give us the start -- Yours, RosamonL'r 

I 
This start pitched Taylor Gordon into the 1920s of leg errl ! 

Conce~t dates reviewed in too New York Tines} .lfoo swirl of 

parties and nightclubbing/ fppearances on retwork radio/ Harlem 

in glory t irre ~ ~ book, writ ten wild arrl. free in the hours 
,/ iv\~~4-1 . 

beyorrl midnight. Tte spree of success~ at Jast ~~mothered~ -
/ 

as was the Jazz Decade itself I') by too Depression. But-- that 

1.5-.~a--ehapter Eiordon himse]f . .still. vows . to .,..tel1 --0m-- -<lay; ~-~he 
, 

stor.yJor_ here ._ani .now ~s_ J;h.t~=Lblack man '.s .career.: tn .tq_e. __ 19.?_~ 

If there can be such demeanor, there is a slangy courtliness 

about Taylor Gordono His t_al~ is as much Harlem_ as Montam, 

bright an:l slippery with unfinished words, shortcuts rig ht through 

some sentences, and the hard-edged :irony a black rran learns 
. - ~N7~f~ 

in a white society. It all tumbles from a tall, erect rran/\who 

·~ seems mare impressive than his surroundings, whatever 

.they happen to be o 1fHe is a good-looldr:g man. Photos shcr..v tba t 

in the 19203 te was a very gocrl-looking man. His face makes 

the right moves; that is, it lines into full joy when h8 laughs, 
~L~ . 

turns ~~ serious as he tries to pry a na.ITB from ITBmor'y, 

changes moods like stage lighting to accompap.y tre story be is 

telling·. He is of the same cut as many ITBn of my father's 

generation in Mont am: too weathered types born arrl raised there 

aroun:l the turn of the century who na11 are the old c CXrJ boys, 
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the storytellers, the elders of too tribe. The difference is 

th.at Taylor Gordon is -black -- and· that is a difference which 

bas put 'bis story into a perspective little noticed in American 

history until recent years. 

About fifty air miles east from Helena is White Sulphur 

Springs, where Taylor Gordon grew up. He fought his snowball 

fights and trudged across tcwn to the grade school on tte hill 

as hurrl.reds of other White Sulphur boys have done o Tre sulphur 

spring)burbling doi:m on the fla_J>probably divided youq; Taylor 

. arrl his companions f\ as it has other ger:erations of boys f\ into 

tho.se who swore the hot, coarse water was the healthiest elix:lr 

a soul could imbibe and those who likened it to ~otten eggs 

and wouldn't touch the stuff o 

To adults, White Sulphur Springs :rra ttered because it was 

the county seat and the supply center for outlyir.g rancres and 

farms in Meagher County. To a boy, too town mattered because 
(v.A, . 

it was 11; pla.c e ~ gro,;ing up, 

It nakes little sense for a white historian w try to 

describe th3 emotional side of a black person's life, in boyhood 
~ .t1tf...!.·J.v..t."V (! /'M ~ {:(!.,t1. f- ld:. l\l ~l , 

or in any other phase)/\ Tte slurs ani barbs surely have to be 

felt personally to be understood. But a bla. ck person's own 

· memories arrl wards and actions can be examired, and that is 
~~ 

what this article ~ to do. 
~,, 

Als.o., the circumstances shapir.g the boyhood of ._ Taylor 

Gordon can be examined. he;y a! e -wha b Urey ea.re, 
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------ ..._ ... _ 

circumstance was tha. t Taylor Gordon's family was arnor:g the 

early settlers in White Sulphur Springs and was respected as 

upstandirg and enterprising. His parents came from Kentucky, 

~here his mo_ther grew up in slavery on a plantation. His father 

left White Sulphur Springs wh6n Taylor still w~s very youngcj) 

~ \ts mother took in washif€ ani raised~ four boys and 

one girl. Taylor arrl. his sister, Rose, both have said troy 

first encountered the real sharpm ss of prejudice away from their 

'home ta,m o fl 

In ·larger terms, the little-noticed circumstance was that 

black :rren bad a past in Montam about as lor:g as the white man'so 
. ~~b 

York, William Clark's~' accompanied ·the Lewis and Clark 

Expedition, of 1804 6. In later decades, there. were Negro c~wboys 

on the Montana range, a contingent of an estirnte.d five thousand 

Negro cowboys in the American West in the years after the Civil 

War.~Two historians who have written about the black m:m in 

the West point out, havever, that sharing the frontier heritage 

did . not always gain Negroes. a share of social respect: 
... ,,.~··· "'--" .... #<·'-"'\•'-··-~ . .......... -· .... _ ............ ...... ~\ .... . ... : .. .. ..,... •• _,.. ... _ • ....., _ _ ... ~-....--~-·-'· .. ,,.. , .... _~ • .---·-·,.,..~·--------... ~·___.) 

\.."There were probably fewer Negro par1boys in Idaho and 
-, .... ·, 

Montana .than in any other part of the cattlerran 's Wes to One 

reason was race hatred and bitterness: early steamboat traffic 

up tbe Missouri had resulted in the immigration into Montana of 

nany 'unreconstructed' Southerners an:l the simultan~ous arrival 

of a number of transi~nt Negro steamboat crewmen an:i river front 



.:!" l . .... . ~ 

.: . "' . . 
I' 

... 

rt .a· roustabouts. • • • 

But in a way, the color line wh?-ch hampered !J- black person 
~~11 .. L(,.~ ~ 

provided Taylor Gordon with a~on ~hich~made ~ him a man 

f; l 
of too worl<b\V.Sry q'J.ickly-. Giving up on t.ti.e classroom early in 

high school~ be beca.rre an errand boy for local brothels and 

saloons -- the sort of job a community half-expected a black 

boy to fill. A series of odd jobs of the sort taught him to 

· fend for himself, a training which :later stood him in good stea~ · 
c~~,~~---............. ,._....._ 

" .. i~ New YOFk-Cit¥-• .. Then he went to work for John Ringlirg o 

I i . ·. ' 
The great circus started by too Rirgling family was flourishing; 

and · John Riq; ling was a weal thy rran o He had a reputation among 
~~ -

the other Ringling brothers for investirg .-- a~· on hunch 
. ., - .,_ ···- - ·~~--- · · - ,.... ./ 

alone~~ ':"'::::.. anywhere in the country, · buyir:g up a streetcar 

line in one place; adding a steam laundry to his concerns in another .4 
,,~""') 
~~ing ~was a railroad buff of the most venturesome sort: 

he liked to build short-line railroads. In Texas he built the 

Eastland, Wichita Falls, arrl. Gulf lim, which didn't happen to · 

run to Wichita Falls, arrl. in Missouri" te built the Sto Louis and 

Hannibal, which didn't go anywhere very near to St. Lottj.s. In 

Montari..a he decided to build the White Sulphur Springs and 

Yellowstone Park line -- whichfst.ill ltcxiay_ operates about ore 

hurrlred miles north of Yellwstom Parko'S' 

Drawn to the area by his railroad vis i~rn, Ringling made 

. various investments in arrl around White Sulphur Springs in too 

first decade of this century o Eventmlly the Ringling holdings 
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~J)~~ 
included, besides the WSS & YP ~ a large house, an enormous 

dairy barn, and about· 70, 000 acres in various parts· of Meagher 

Countyofp 

.F~pesori befiarr·· .. ~or - t;1hite-su1'.Pntir "S:Pf'.L~;rn-

Lfami1y"1'iiay~~V'6'~~e·-e.;yocrrr~~·?~i-~~w~l!'~~~~~t.aifily 
, · . · A)-.' //'? , J., ._.,,.../( • 

·. to~a1k:.~'h~1'aw::tm:'~·-fio:rt:lt>tri~m:l~l~.tS"~~!i<Wl~t~lr'ffltft;~.~~u~ 
. 7 •J· . .J . . . ~ 

aboutr-*'too;:.-.itast-e-r~Y.~thatr'~!"':IJ:r~ef6ffi~t!:r~*1e-11~'!9~Q~)J£>~~: 

-~~rdon went to John Rirgling and got a job~ dr, rather, job~. 
~. 

~ varl o~s tilre s ,· he was Ring liri.g- 1 s dri ~er a-lid a handyn.a n on 
. ·. . p 

) Rirgling 1s private railroad car. Rirgling was an indulgent 

employer who would hire a man back after oo had quit and tried · 

his hand elsewhere for a*hile; h3 extended this rehiring policy 
l 

· even w a Chinese cook whose lore cuJ.tnary .talent seemed w be -;. ! '
7 

too. ability to rrake "sleventeen kinds of hash~ntf 

In 1910, at the age_ of seventeen, Taylor Gordon took his 

·. opportunity am left White Sulp0-ur Springso For the ne.xt several 

years he tried various jobs~ including whatever John Ri:r:gling 

would have available at tre mom:mt. He got to k:na-1 Minneapolis 

and New York and had his first experience in too American Southo 

Ringling had a winter home in Sarasota, Floridao When Gorcbn 

, . 
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ran into racial threats, Rir:gling let it be knovm tha. t anyone 

botheriq; Gordon would be tangli:n.g as well with Ringling and 
, ,_ 

his considerable local influenceo 

11 They used to call me 'R:Lng ling ' all the tinB , n Gordon 

la ughs no:,.r o "An:l so, if· anything ha.ppere d wrong, anybody wanted 

. to do somethin' to ~, they'd say, 'Oh, don rt do it, watch out 

for him, thatr s Ringling's boy{olj11 

.. . . . Lt,~ 
-Gordon was drafte_c;l a few days. before Armistice Day, 191El., ~,,..J ""~ JJ -

) ~')I._ .(,V·t•-'r./.-; J .. ",tlJ..s/•d ~ .... b:<-t- ~7.1-~'~y ~//If. cl.~ll"!J. 
1 

~!-<.( 'f:il,..vt.i..Pd .(,-;, ... .( C..<t.1-' ':+---<; 2' Ii~ li~Lyf 
1'-<L<-./. -1- 1.:...e_,,. ~ -t-'- At.."·"'-J .•• • .v:_e.c.uj,' -..; .:.!..£.t-rt..€./1./'-U .ot ' ~-<-J · . ..r!: i.....,d 1-~-y,,..._,i ~r."cy, ~ 

.. Soon after he was released from tlie army, he -made his decision 

~--t:cy--.singing as a careero nr didnrt start to sing until I 

thought I could rmke some money with it,n be recallso The 

decision to sing for his living led to Gordon 1 s long association 

with a black musician nam3d . Jo Rosamorrl Johnson. Johnson was 

a · singing teacher and _arranger in New York Ci W. His brother, 

. '· . rfanBs 'Weldon Johnson, wrote God's Trombones, arrl the two Johnsons 

eventually collaborated on a well-knavn anthology of American 

Ne_~ro spirituals. Shortly after World War One, Taylor Gordon 

. turned up at Rosamorrl Johnson's school, informing Johnson that 

he , ~~ ted to be a sir:g er ot{ 

Gordon grew up to tte throb of his mother ts spirituals, 
1A, 11 .. \..,<:7'-' [{ Vt l-\ ~ 

but had no professional traini11.g • . For a mrn who had hopped 
· . +o .S'-'ff~-1- ·,,.,, ..... .,,,~, r > h•s c..o...~ac..,~ ~ 

from j~b to jot( all his working ~oo showed~enarkable \ 
~ ,,..~~..t..C.. 

persisten6e);' Gordon rmkes it plain, in talking about his life, 

th.at he always has been a nan who liked a good time 0 By~··the 

:r I 
errl of World War Goo.>, he had seen some of the wor1d through too 
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life style of John Ringlirg. Un::ler such opulent tutelage, 

surely he had not failed to notice th.at the way to the high 

life was via money and reputation; a singing career was his · 

first chance at any appreciable deno:mira tion of eithero In 

the latest of his rol'.lstabout jobs, he was war kir:g on a railroad. 

He stuck with the job and studied under Rosamor:d Johnson in his 

free tirre. 

"When I was railroad.in', 11 he explains, "I could sirg, 

learn ho:iV to sing better. I could get better tine off to meet 

Mro Johnson. At that ti!l13 oo had a school in Harlem, ·a colored 

music school ·in Harlem,· and I cou1d make my arrangeTrBnts to meet 

him much easier by railrca.din' than could. any other job because 

he had limited tiITB, y 1know o o 
It ~-

0 . • 

1Self-discipline was required as well as the sessions with 

Johnson: ur used to do my calisth.enics at midnight, running out 

of the Jersey Central station to the yard, about mlf ... -..a ,.mile, 

so I could keep my western breath upon There was other self-

study, too, which involved a little professional larceny: 

"I'd sit there a.rd hear Caruso, see, arri listen ••• o · 

I'd .take his records ani turn 'em way down low ani steal from 

that. So I learned how to sing that way. o • o If you take a 

soprano or a tenor and turn 'em slow so they soun:l like a 

baritom, or a soprano sound like an alto, you can learn all 

trie:i.r technique of what they're doin', seeo But singin' fast, 

you'd rover get it, see. Turn it slow an:l tren you learn a 
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tremerrlous lot about singin'. n 

1\ 
Gordon's tenor voice was so promis ir:g that. Rosarnonl Johnson 

brought him in to a vaudeville act he was forming. For the next 

~everal years, the act folla.rnd the vaudeville circuit, that 

round of stale theaters and night trains which was either a 

performer's apprenticeship far the big time or only a lot of 

bard worko · ·· ( 
. . . - . . 

/ 

Too next in the series of acquaintanceships "Which did so 

much to boost Gordon 1 s singing career:. the break from the 

vaudeville circuit to concert appearances came from Carl Van 

Vechteno 

ncarl Van Vechten was a big nan, 11 Gordon describes his 
friend. "He was a big Dutchrran, oo had very buck teeth, rabbit 

teeth like, and weighed about two hun::lred pourds, let 1s say, 

and was six feet tallo But he wasn't what tooy ~alled a pot-

bellied six o He was a prominent rran, a very fine dresser. He 

dressed very immaculate • o o ·he liked two colors, two tones o 

He liked pants ore color arrl. his shirt another, tie another. o o o 

He wore rings, y'kncw, exotic rings, sorrethirg that would stand 

y 
/{J --

out, or a bracelet, som3thin' like that. He was quite a 

charactero • o • Bein' a millionaire oo could do those thiri.gs. 11 ./P 

~ordon once wrote that the first time he met him, Van 

\ Vechten was wearing "a phantom red New Mexican cavboy shirt. 11 

\ Van Vechten, l:x:>rn in Cedar Rapids; Iowa, in 1880 a~ a critic 

and novelist in New ~ork City by the 1920~, vividly played 

.. i 



. ' 
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the white advocate for Ir.any black talents. 11 Go inspectin' like 

Van Vechten!" ran a li_re in the soqs Go Harlem. Other quarters 

shaved less enthusiasm ·for Van Vechten's Harlem talent hunt. 

Tine said in 1925: "Sullen-mouthed, silh.-y-haired Author Van 

· Vechten has been playing with Negroes lately, writing prefaces 

for their poems, ha virg them arourrl the house, goiqs to Harlem. 11 

In Vanity Fair and other magazines, Van Vechten praised 

Negro artists. As one of the better-knarn writers on the New 

York scene in the 192ds, re also rad enough money to ttlp out 

ir 

a hard-pressed singer or writer. With enthusiasm, staying pow·er, 

and his money, Van Vechten reveled in his role of Park Avenue 

ambassador to Harlem o 

Starting with tbe boost-<rrom Van Vechten in November, 1925, 

Gordon arrl Rosamond Johnson were kept busy with concert appearances. 

~~ note_:~o~ too "starting point" Van Vechten helped them 
--------- ~ 

with was well takeno In several years together, the Johnson-
~ )' ... t. 

Gordon actAscarce1.y)rl5en above the vaudeville circuit o Gord.on 

reveafS·--the - -r~of that circuit when he points to a television 
""-----

set arrl says of toiay's performers: "They didn't have to work 

on the stage where· the guys up in the balcony couJd thr (Jrf roes 

at you and pennies arrl cans at you if you weren't goodo_" But ""'' vuffitL,. 
~J t:-:l~".{..L~ uvr v~,~ / .... _ J ,, 

with the llit to the roncert circuit in .late 192~ the pair ' ./ 

found better times o On April 17, 1926, the New York Times remarked 

that<,~iifJ~jf~New York "on no fewer than 15 occasions 

this seasono" Their reviews in the Times usually were along the 
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