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

In the tiny town of Neosho, Missouri, in 1885, when James Sylvester Scott was born into the humble Negro household of North Carolina bred James and Mollie Scott, prolific Missouri had added a name that, though it appears in no news items or directories of the day, was later to designate ragtime's second greatest composer. Today, twelve years after his death, James Scott's early years are recalled by his cousins Ruth Callahan and Ada Brown, the blues singer, and particularly by his sister Lena and his younger brothers Howard and Oliver.

James was about thirteen or fourteen when the family moved to Ottawa, Kansas, where his cousins lived. Before this he had become an accomplished pianist. Partly he owed this to an older Negro in Neosho, John Coleman, himself a fine player, who gave the boy about thirty lessons, including sight reading after Jimmy had already made considerable progress by ear. He had been born with that rarity, a sense of absolute pitch, which as a child he loved to exercise as a guessing game. Instead of guessing single notes, however, he insisted on chords. His training was all a catch-as-catch-can process because the Scotts owned no piano. James played his first composition on the cabinet organ in the Ottawa home of his cousin Ruth. It is amusing to speculate that the old, handed-down reed instrument may originally have been one of those sold from the ice-cream wagon of peddler John Stark.

The two families moved together down to Carthage, just above the town of Joplin in Missouri's southwest corner, where Kansas, the old Indian Territory, and Arkansas bordered the "show me" state. In Carthage, James continued to practice on the ancient reed organ until Ruth Callahan's family moved away. At this point Scott's father bought a piano for his talented son. James was next to the oldest in the family of six children housed in a wooden frame cottage at Fifth and Valley Streets. Lena was older than he, and he was followed by Douglas, Oliver, Bessie, and Howard. Their mother played the piano, and the other children became fair players by ear.

James never exceeded the five-foot-four height that he had then reached, though he later became more stocky. He was a quiet youth of a quick, knowing alertness. He went to work to help support the family, his first job being that of shoeshine boy in a Carthage barber shop. He was only sixteen when he got a job at the Dumars music store washing windows and learning a Dumars sideline, the art of framing pictures. One day the owner, hearing the muffled sound of syncopated strains coming through the stockroom door, surprised James playing on one of the pianos. He asked: "Can you read?" "Read and play," said Scott, and from that day he waited on customers and plugged the sheet-music stock of the firm. He was spurred to composition, too, and one of his march tunes, capturing Dumars's ear, put the music dealer into the publishing business much as Joplin's Maple Leaf had started John Stark. The Dumars career as publisher was short in years and sparse in issue, for he hit no jackpot such as Stark had hit.

The first Dumars publication was Scott's A Summer Breeze— March and Two Step, brought out in March 1903, when its composer was seventeen years of age. His Fascinator March appeared in the early fall of the same year simultaneously with a work called Meteor March by a fellow Carthage Negro, Clarence Woods. The following year Dumars published Scott's On the Pike March in celebration of the St. Louis Exposition, and with this number the efforts of Scott's employer lapsed until 1909, when the firm, then called Dumars-Gammon, issued two Scott songs with words by Dumars himself. These are entitled She's My Girl from Anaconda and Sweetheart Time. Six compositions make up the known publications of this firm. James Scott's first three instrumental numbers are finished products that, though reflecting the influence of Maple Leaf, show marked independence and originality. They are characterized by a flowing melodic content of strong Missouri country feeling.

Scott was a fixture with Dumars until around 1914, when at twenty-eight he ended his twelve-year connection with the music house and left Carthage. In the meantime he had visited St. Louis and met Joplin. His contact with John Stark gave him a publishing outlet that he felt he could depend upon for a long time to come. It was this year, which marked the out-break of the First World War, that the St. Louis house brought out with considerable success one of Scott's masterpieces, the Climax Rag, as well as a waltz, Suffragette, which commemorates a war then raging on the home front.

The year 1914 also saw a James Scott song, Take Me Out to Lakeside, with words by Ida Miller, published by Ball Music Company of Carthage. Lakeside Amusement Park was located midway between Carthage and Joplin, about thirty miles away. Between the time of the three 1914 publications and the last of those by Dumars, no less than eleven James Scott numbers had appeared, beginning with Frog Legs in 1906 and ending with an orchestral arrangement of The Fascinator brought out in 1912 by Berry Music Company of Kansas City. Alien Music of Columbia (publishers of Boone's Rag Medleys') issued Great Scott Rag in 1909. The remaining nine numbers, bearing the new, punning Stark trademark, which shows a stork, included the top-rank rags Hilarity, Grace and Beauty, and Quality Rag—"^ High Class Rag."

James Scott moved to Kansas City, Missouri, in 1914. Little is known about his first years there except that he married and began teaching music. In those first years he went from. house to house giving lessons. By 1919 he owned his own house, with studio, and taught his pupils on a new grand piano that was his dearest possession. In 1916 he became organist and musical arranger for the Panama Theater, and for the next thirteen or fourteen years theater work was a large part of his activity.

His cousin Patsy Thomas describes James Scott as he was at this period:

"He was a small man, only my height, weighing about 140 pounds. He was a light brown color with a thin face and a lower jaw that protruded a little. Everybody called him'Little Professor.'

"He always walked rapidly, looking at the ground—would pass you on the street and never see you—seemed always deep in thought. If anyone spoke to him on the street, he would jump, look surprised and pleased. For us, his cousins, he always wanted to kiss, no matter where. I was walking one day with my boy friend and we met Jimmy. He started to kiss me, but I only shook hands. From that day on, he disliked my boy friend, whom I later married. His parting words would always be 'Will you be home tomorrow? O.K. I'll come over and play my new piece for you.' With us this was always a delightful treat. We loved his music, although people who didn't understand it thought it was too fancy.

"Jimmy never talked about his music, just wrote, wrote, wrote, and played it for anyone who would listen. He wrote music as fluently as writing a letter, humming and writing all at the same time. He liked playing as many notes as possible under one beat with the right hand. I remember his hands so well: short fingers square at the ends, very thin fingernails cut very short—fingers that fairly danced as they covered the keyboard. He sat at the piano with the left leg wrapped around the stool, and his body kept very still, no bouncing with the rhythm as one sees today. His music thrilled me. Often today I hear his pieces on the radio, and if I close my eyes, I can still see his fingers flying over the keys."

During these years Scott stayed in touch with Stark, and nine more of his rags appeared in Stark's catalogue. Evergreen Rag (1915) and Honeymoon Rag and Prosperity Rag (both 1916) are outstanding among these, and the first is the only exception to an ever increasing complexity. His compositions reflect more and more his magnificently accomplished playing, though it must be said that no scores can completely convey the rhythmic subtleties of a great ragtime performance.

Scott made several piano rolls by the early direct-recording method. Other players describe these as sounding "like two people playing." Two of these rolls are listed at the end of this book.

The pages of the later Scott rags, abounding in four- and five-note treble chords and varied bass constructions, are what pianists call "black" scores. We owe the preservation of these compositions, so representative of serious ragtime, to John Stark, for no other publisher would have printed scores so impossible for the average player. At best they might have appeared in the simplified versions concealing many numbers that originally, under the composer's hands, were masterpieces.

Two other Scott numbers from 1919 were uncovered recently during an interview with Emil Seidel, who himself came as a ragtime player from the northwest Arkansas Ozarks, a hillbilly stone's throw from Joplin, Neosho, and Carthage. Midway on the path to his present high position in the musical-entertainment world, Emil engaged in music publishing with his brother Isadore. Emil exhibited two Scott originals bearing the date 1919 and the trademark of I. Seidel, Indianapolis. One, Dixie Dimples, is a rag; the other. Springtime of Love, a waltz.

In Emil's collection of sheet music appeared three further numbers by Scott's Carthage contemporary Clarence Woods. These were Sleepy Hollow Rag and Graveyard Blues, published in 1918 by Seidel, and a fine earlier number, Slippery Elm Rag, 1912, published in Dallas, Texas. Woods had evidently been around the Southwest for a number of years after leaving Carthage, for an item in the January 1917 Rag Time Review still dates him in this area: "An Austin, Texas paper has the following to say of a former Carthage, Missouri boy: Clarence Woods, the new pianist at the Majestic, is called the 'Ragtime Wonder of the South' and well deserves that title; because he just makes that piano talk."

When Scott and his wife settled in 1919 at 402 Nebraska Street in Kansas City, he was working on Pegasus—A Classic Rag for Stark publication the following year. The titling of this rag to utilize the cover design of a 1908 publication of the same name by Robert B. Stirling expresses better than words the final waning of the ragtime vogue in those years. So, too, does the dwindling of the once copious Stark output to a mere dribble. But John Stark was sticking with classic ragtime to the end. That year he brought out two more Scott tunes: Modesty Rag and the song Shimmie Shake, with words by Cleota Wilson.

Only three subsequent James Scott numbers remain to posterity, all published by indomitable John Stark. Victory Rag, a "heavy" number of great difficulty, went on the market in 1921. Its companion in that year was Don't Jazz Me—Rag {I'm Music). Scott's swan song was Broadway Rag, issued in 1922. Stark's title, Don't Jazz Me (Scott's rags were sent in untitled), reveals the ragtime pioneer's opinion of jazz, which was eclipsing the already "old-fashioned" ragtime. Ironically, of course, jazz carries on much of the ragtime tradition in band form, but the public that once had been swept away by the new name "ragtime" was now being entranced by a name newer still.

In 1936, Paul Whiteman, guest-writing the Winchell "On Broadway" syndicated column, wrote: "In St. Louis, Missouri, we once met John Stark, the original 'rag' man. He was well over eighty then, and though his house issued the original 'Maple Leaf Rag,' he despised all forms of jazz. . . . Refused to attend our concert for any inducement."

In 1906, when John Stark had brought out his first publication by Scott, the scene had been different and the mood one of triumphant optimism. A far cry from the angry title on the 1921 opus was the blurb he had written then for Frog Legs: "Now we need adjectives in fifteen degrees with a rising inflection. We need letters a foot high and a few exclamation points about the size of Cleopatra's needle—but we won't tell you of this piece, we want to surprise you."

These early Stark words were right, as the publisher's blurb too often is not. The error in the general ragtime situation that John Stark did not share was that of its presentation as a mere novelty dependent on the fickle public fancy, an inescapable corollary of the Negro's position and the scenes in which ragtime was born. The dead inertia of society was against John Stark and Scott Joplin in their role of dedicated pioneers of "classic" ragtime as a serious music.

John Stark, once he had been converted to ragtime, formed a clear concept of its rightful place in musical history. Optimistically underestimating the hostile weight of prejudice and artistic snobbery and ignorance, he once wrote: "Since we forced the conviction on this country that what is called a rag may possibly contain more genius and psychic advance thought than a Chopin nocturne or a Bach fugue, writers of diluted and attenuated imitations have sprung up from Maine's frozen hills to the boiling bogs of Louisiana." Today the publisher's passionate convictions seem ready for vindication.

In those last years James Scott busied himself with teaching and in addition formed an eight-piece band that played dances and beer parks until well into the 1930's. He played solo and as orchestra leader and arranger in various movie theaters— the Panama on East Twelfth Street, the Lincoln at Eighteenth and Lydia, and the Eblon on bustling Vine Street in the Negro district—until sound pictures came in. He stayed on at the Eblon as organist until around 1929 or 1930, when, in company with thousands of fellow musicians throughout the country, the film-track music drove him out of the theaters for good. And during all this time James Scott, second only to the great Joplin as ragtime master, sat at his grand piano and composed syncopated pieces of an ever increasing complexity and seriousness, pieces that are lost forever.

When his wife, Nora, died, James, childless but accompanied by his piano and his pet dog, moved in with his cousin Ruth Callahan at 1926 Springfield across the Missouri River, in Kansas City, Kansas. His health was poor and began to decline rapidly in a condition of chronic dropsy. "Even then," Ruth recalls, "he kept on composing and playing, although his fingers were swollen and very painful." On August 30, 1938 James Sylvester Scott, aged fifty-two, died at Douglas Hospital. Two days later his body was laid beside that of his wife in Westlawn Cemetery.

MUSICAL COMPOSITIONS

RAGS: 
A Summer Breeze - March and Two Step (1903)

The Fascinator- March (1903) 

On the Pike - March and Two Step (1904) 

Frog Legs Rag (1906) 

Kansas City Rag (1907) 

Great Scott Rag (1909) 

The Ragtime Betty (1909) 

Grace and Beauty (1909) 

Sunburst Rag (1909) 

Ophelia Rag (1910) 

Hilarity Rag (1910) 

Calliope Rag (James Scott & Robert R. Darch, c. 1910/1966) 

Quality - A High Class Rag (1911) 

Ragtime Oriole (1911) 

Princess Rag (1911) 

Climax Rag (1911) 

Evergreen Rag (1915) 

Prosperity Rag (1916) 

Honey Moon Rag (1916) 

Efficiency Rag (1917) 

Paramount Rag (1917) 

Rag Sentimental (1918) 

Dixie Dimples - Ragtime Fox Trot (1918) 

Troubadour Rag (1919) 

New Era Rag (1919) 

Peace and Plenty Rag (1919) 

Modesty Rag - A Classic (1920) 

Pegasus - A Classic Rag (1920) 

Don't Jazz Me - Rag ("I'm Music") (1921) 

Victory Rag (1921) 

Broadway Rag - A Classic (1922) 

SONGS: 

She's My Girl from Anaconda (words by Dumars) (1909)

Sweetheart Time (words by Dumars) (1909) 

Take Me Out to Lakeside (words by Ida Miller) (1914) 

The Shimmie Shake (words by Cleota Wilson) (1920) 

WALTZES: 

Valse Venice (1909) 

Hearts Longing - Waltzes (1910) 

The Suffragette - Valse (1914) 

Springtime of Love - Valse (1919) 

ORCHESTRAL ARRANGEMENT: 

The Fascinator (arranged by E. W. Berry) (1912)
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