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BIG MACED

The rare talent that Big Maceo brought to the RCA Victor studios in 1941
earned fame but ittle fortune in a career compounded of ironies and
i he near obscurity of Detroit's

Blaok Bottom, s vzcmdmg career started late and ended all too early
36 when he made s first session and but 41 when

c and reputation are well enough known but the man himselt
, cloal nonymity reserved for the biuesmen of his
Fa g o el s s ot ot reigned
His name and his background, The few cles provided on
me's in Toxgs, he sang s his vory fist ‘session
ond Tter pat urler Romage fo_His adopted eate. wv(h Tex
No one, not even his closest colleagues, saw reason fo
165 now over 20 years since Maceo died but the trail 't Guite cold
et, and talking with his widow Hattie in a Senior Citizens' project in
elralt or wit s ole remaining brothr the Reverand Roy Meriwcather
on the porch of his Dayton home brings closer into facus the features of

ot
Much romains o be tod for Htte's memory is faling white Ry,
Minister of the church since 1922, hardly moved in the same circles as
his famous hard drining ‘baby” brothr. Bt bits of the puzle gl
fall into place s the Reverend Meriweather wrzcks his memory:
“We was raised on  farm my brother and I ... in Cowo
auny belveen ewnan, S ant T £
west of Mianta . .. and th
ing bout m baby brth
ears it whar be wnt toAfanta and trore e would fang
around the restaurants and where they piay
Their parents Christopher (Kit) and Ora Menweaihev  Maceo ahways
spelled the family name “Merriweather”) were both born in Newnan as
were their 11 children. Maceo, hnm  ajor Mertather, March 31, 1805,
was the youngest of the five boys if not of all the chridren and por
sprt from anjoyig 2 itle mwmsm His chidhood coudrt have been
muc g Negro born into a Southern farming
Tl he turh of 1he Senty. e rre 1o mocician n e fomiy
at that time but there was a lot of singin
e e l singers,gited tosing by my athor, My daddy
was always singing when he came home from work. When he

When they moved from the farm, about 1920, Kit got a job with
I.nurel National Bank and the family settled at 52 Ham Street in Ca\lele
miles of Atlanta. Yheve Major first came into contact with
!h! pllnﬂ hy hangmg around the joints along Harvar 3
“He couldn't play a gwm in the country but he started play-
ing i ol r, e susr o Rt e st
in'churh thoug 7. He went to
church but e didt tat playing piang. i he chirch o for
ine hur—hv startad in esairant or o ki
Joint they caled it you kno
The ‘restaurant,’ the Rev. Merlw:amers euphemism for the kind of
lnml that would employ a piano player, is probably the hnuse that Hattie
embered Maceo telling her about when she recalled:
“He started playing just in somebody’s house, strted playing
fora iy ramed Rox and 4 wor far e 30 e’ o i

was adamant that nobody ‘taught’ Maceo, meaning formal musical
lessons, but he must have picked up some of his technique from his
unknown contemporaries:
“He couldn't play so good but he learnt by the other boys
playing. He ployed by car. | now he rined il cause

By s hme o ofthe oler hidren, Guy Lo and Odessa were already
i " Detrolt an Roy, who b . was persuaded to folow with
is fami
The net year, 1924, Waor too made the trip North. The Meriweathers
Joined th rest 8 the early migrans to Detroit setting on th East Side;
oy lived at 1904 Antietam just across from the Grand Trunk Railroad
{racks and Maceo toomed neary. There he kept up s piand playing at
ouse:par

nt around and played for houses y'know where people
sell whiskey and stuf ke that

And it was about this time that he got his v!wvdmz name “Maceo,”
curous coruption of il The addlan of ‘Bi” vas easir (0 under-
stan

m, was sixfoot our 1 beleve—looked like a big beart
He weighed about 256."
Roy didn't share the average church-members aversion to the Blues and
WIM z piano in his nnme Maceo would play there frequently; other times
w himat clubs, names long forgotten, on Russell and Macomb

il Then soon after oy an family too his moter to Daton were
ather ite ved and lost toueh wlth his younger brother.
and '30s s largely undocu:

before the Depression halted ‘Race’ recording and it w: ang to take
Maceo a long time to get on record. Whether he had une inferest B
recording or ’Iusl lacked the contacts is not known but he work
he day and i playig was probably confined 1o the house partes. One
of the houses where N played was run by a lady, Rossel Httio Bell
Soruel, who ater became is wife. Hatie a3 heuso and sold whiskey
upstars at 980 Alfred Street, between Rivard ant H

sAnd thatswhere | met i He usd t com

il thetime and 'd give im money and the o e e

Whiskey. And 1 101d him don't ke no sy, dartpay

yourself chean, Dont Ding o WhHeY of o wine Eaks

o0 s00n be 3 wnskey-head o wine hoed o nd o wor't gt

0 place. He did't know nothing a

times was bad he was a handyman, when times was go
orked steryuhere -1 aluays kept ajob.He workd a
Fords and he worked al o

Hatte ges every ndicaton o havmg been a good business-woman and
itws 5t her urging that Maceo Sought & recoring conrac
" sentmm to Chicago and when he went to Chicago he met
2 Red and Big Bill, and Tampa Red found Melrose.

Lester M lrose, the freelance talent scout employed by RCA Victor
and other companies, had a virtual monopoly of ‘Race' recording and he
st have been mpressed with his new artst On e 20, 1941 Maceo
wrote from Tampz s house at 3432 S. State Stre

My decr
e e 3 3pm and arve sately Baby e wil
record tues

o y

mis y liste
dartng Mis Tampa e i s veyting s
gumgmbeaHHzMzndlamnaundnw mt be lang fow So
Baby Dont think hard of me for not wiitng more bt

busy ©and Tam 3 unil | am womn out. Soyou Tistbe sweet
until your husburn come hom

M Merriveather
S Writsscanand et me o st o you ar eting alog

That munmng Yuesday June 24 Maceo accompanied Tampa Red on eight
sides and recorded six numbers unde his own name. It was a tarting
lebut.

His prodigious technique was evident from the start but combined
with a thoroughly traditional Blues styl

roonzy was later to confirm Maceo's grs
recounting thlr many musial arguments
Blues use a fou t th bar bassin wich o chord i struck on

Teft-handed. Another feature of Maceo's playing is the ext
uses earlier Dvann styles as a framework within which to create a new

mblin’ Bues for examle from thi first sesson

Syke es. As well as the

b bar sequence as

i Wn ed Life B!ues o e Seepy Jon Estes” Somepy
iR esTablished s name for alltime s the song passed Into

L3 " apertoire of countiess Blossmen: The most tsdibocs) soue.of

E

Negro folore 1 drawn upo or Gat Yoy Rea, & findting mosca

version of the ot The Mamy gt Ea‘ruon A litle local color is

et a0 s trestin to speclae

oy much of ths mmnax e peﬂmmed for Hatie, who Kiows e song

i mbers how Maceo and the band would come back to

mw s Ster work and spend the Mgt o ming and oing shom
lies!”




Apart from his pianistic ability Maceo had another great drawing card.
He s 3 ey moving singr and the crerey nd sggesson of s piano
playing always seemed subordinate to a special inner sadness in his
voice which coaxed every ounce of dolor hnm !hE reflective Blues he
generally favored. The exuberance of a song like Can't You Read is in
dw‘eu cnntra"t 13 the q ué!iwntmmlssnm IS‘;EIE'Dfd VA is ;WSVI in h
s syt By e b iy g o Tong

i B G e e
M lalnhsm Maceo was clearly a va\uab\e addition to Melrose's roster
of artists and Hattie adds meaningfully:
Mot v scry st o o s b
ey e s o

There were further wsns to the studios when in December 1941 Mace

IEEWdEd another six sides (all in the uncommon key of B-Flat) and Febm
1942 accompanied Tampa on another eight sides. Then in the July of

n. The previously unissued Some Sweet Day, in the key of EFlat, fur.
{her demonsirates Maceo's technica pofcrency il he agen unissued
0 Round shows his traditional background with its strong echoes
i SE. Louls pianists and Henry Brown in particular
v tis fst year s a recoding artst Maceo lied with Hatte in
Detroit, making frequent journeys to Chicago. He still played” house-
pariesn Detrit with 8 reputaton enanced b a big it fecod Hatte
eme

"Well he's at my house and | took the kitty-y'know the
Kitybos | cated 1t stound ana when | e it s

etk ey e poar way mm 50 Mac
s, thatand the ofvr. And they & i Moo, i

e Bigaceo play my pece nd 14 g0 ount taking
evevynuaysnames Suetybody's pisce they wanted played and
Gy tham to i And he woudi'play | vy through
Here was 50 many paople wanted Worred Life he st iy it

e
ity more peaple done told i to play
L i and 3 Tt maped 1 onee o S

In Detroit e playedal though Back Btton” but s eguarstamp-
ing grounds were The Post an Warren Avenue on the West Side,
a5 the Crysal or o Hastings and 2 ber Grden,E Vido's, f Mack
& Russell. Maceo's abilty to play with brass and reed sidemen already
hinted at is confirmed by surviving group photos from Brown's Bar which
sfow him witha bard nluing a trumpetr and af et o sax playr

iy must have put on a big show for as Hattie nicely puts it

“Guys played guitar and al Kinds of tooty-horns and then he
ng”

had g S
These were the good years. Work was plenit, Htte and Maceo had
a daughter, Majorette, and it seemed as though the good times would

Contine, Maceo was or e road a lot and n hprl 1944 o wicke fom
521 W, Washington where he was staying with Bg Bil o say ned just
got back off the road after the tour of Tennessee and was soon off
Atlanta for two weeks
But from May 1344 for the rest of the year his letters make depressing
reading as_his troubles piled up, Mostly they are requests for money
m;.:n attc ol send but apart from unpaid billstere were probles
wi
\ ave got my coat stolden since I bin back to chicago
ont wa abut it when | comstoDetrat | want my

Deots to know tat | o o
Hattie joined him in Chicago later hat month for & hile and thngs
picked up' It when Maceo stared back o work. But nt fr ong and
ul im staying at Tampa's, out of work again and still worrying
‘about his clothes:

“My sister told someone to stop by to see was | ragged and

had gane down like they heard."
Maceo wouldn't return to Detroit until he looked the part of the success
ful Bluesm:

“I did wan to get me a overcaat before | come home listen

Bty i me i to gt someof my hing | vant t e ust

In nuaust e fag ‘e Kindy sic but the mst harrowng letter came on
September 12,

... 1 love you mare than the world but | am in a mes;

dor nasd 1o money o nothing ke tht and Dont think Ihat !

want to keep you in suspense you know Darling | bought

S ana fow ather things and fo 1 bin rying G walt Ul they

Start recardin ama poter on 2 train from chicago to

Lo o et and et | am gt

The American Federation of Musicians under th it 1. C. Pe-
trillo had banned recos 1 o the efect of uke boreson the el
hoods of their members but it had manifestly failed in its intentions—at
Teast as far as the professional urban Bluesman was concerned
had to get work s a train porter no wonder he was waiting “until they
start recording” but there wasn't long to wait for towards the end of the
year the ban was ifted, and in December, Tampa had a session with Blind
Jofm Davis on iano Tings ere about fo mprove and 1945 ws to be &
‘good year for Maceo. Ironically it was his Iast good year too.

Presumably this is when he and Big Bill got together again as Broonzy
recalls when he took Maceo with fim to Gatewood's famous club on
Chicago's West Side at Lake & S. Campbell:

e st ight we lred ig Mceo aed the house and |
did't have to sing but on

At tis they o shout forming a o and atded drmmr it
T (yrell Dixon) and later, bass player Little Joe and saxman Buster
Bennett joined. Bill ha a recording date in February 1345 and with
Maceo, Bennett and Little T they cut 12 sides. Then a few days later
Maceo had his own session ith Tamga and Lite T and provd tat the
sporadic activity of the last couple of years had ot affected his provess.

idman Blues was a fine up-tempo start to his second recording career
and it vas rotceale from Tuthr sessons i th year tht n kcping

with the times Maceo's tempos were increasing. In order to give an
added lift 1o an instrumental chorus Maceo Trequenty switched to an
tothebar ‘wal tave bass and this, Idest boogie
basses, e usad aimost excluively on the astr numbers, The incom
parable Chicago Breakdown, a solo of immense drive and power, incorpo-
Tates arotier anue r30enar, an ascending and descending lft-hand
fun in semi-tones, very diffcult for any but a left-handed pianist. But it
would be very wrng to think of Mac e-handed pianist for many
laracteiics of s ight and work were mitate lter by piansts

iverse as Otis and, on occasion, Ray Charles. The traditional
influences were sl all tere in is postouar sessons.— Maceo

employed a variant of the 44 Blues theme, Come On Home again reminis.

Tecording date and Tarp gain n ebrua
session with Maceo at the height of his powers for his second period of
fame was as shortlived as the first. About mid-1946 came the cruelest
law af il when Maceo sufered a stoke in Milwaukge and vas admited
to the People’s Hospital. Roy mamed the travelling life for
They cal tm fram New O here tomorron
oo what i ot etk vy e ot out

T T R T a, T T a




of the bed and they pick him up in a car and take him down
to New Orleans, They let him piay all day and night too and
then again, fet him nand estautile fight beck to
Dagton o Delrotagnand hat's
account of he didn'trest enough.”
Th resultant aralyss ofhis right sid virtualy ended his pang playing
nu%:. he was to struggle on for some seven years. Hattie sent
thel daughter o
nurse her
A

w e had his stroke, on

ouse and Maceo's lettrs give an idea of his pitiful existenc
March 10th 1948
ham s el 5 you expect But By | want you o send me
$20 o et me'a Koy Lamp . the Botor sy | ad o ave

Back in u.s hﬂspma\ inMay and trying to get sick pay:
“hattie the company say | would hafter to get my Badge.
Sefoe | an getany morey. Willyoupleasesin 1o me
" am i the Hosptal n tsking tretrmen
:ham lvylmg o'g6t all Bt pleast sind my Badg the ONE with
e pictu
Then in April that year Maceo had some good fortune when Art Rupe
of Specialty came into the city looking for talent and was directed to
Maceo whom he_discovered sick in bed.

and taught him the elements of his style) played piano in a close imit;
o of Big Maceo.Mace, i a he ws, sang 4 numbers eautitully in
that soft, w
n Wy o was witin i Wt again fo $10 and then i Jue, after
Hatle had Sent Some maney, Came e mot potgpant oot o ai.
|80t it b g to gt my and and s ke thoy was
o them 1o get well 50 | can be BIg ac

‘September was worse—although there were hopes held out of his playing
agin e was 15 1o GOl depaiment s Doon trestening

i with il ot an i bil o $20.80. Bt at et some of Mac
e o own v o, vy, b was actuly back
on the road a the h:gmnmz o Januay 1950 On ths, 160 of that month
was in Bowling Green, Kentucky and on his way to Knoxville, Tennessee.
Thzn February 10th he was in New Orleans. But back in Chicago in August
s, he same old stor, working jus enough to pay the rent and buy

o
e o5t or 1952 Big Maceo teamed up with the Chicago husband
r

ch of the imagination was he Gg Maceo' sgain.

Waceo's populaty was such that, spart Tt e iuence on the
Chicago mamsls ok Jones, Ol Span and Remry Gray, ne Inspires
a host of imitators:

““There used to be a whole lot of Maceos, Maceo Charles and

Maceo this-that-and-the-other right here in Detrait”
But one Little Maceo was actually his brother Rozier (R.Z) or ‘Bob'. He
had learned his piano playing in Detroit and:

wh could play ovry pice Maceo piayed. He could p

eter than Maceo H3660 e vigs Kinds iy Bob el ave

Heen onfecards bt Maceo VoLt pit Bob 6116 and

he would't take him to Melrose. He did't want nobody fo

et up there with him,

e gt tal ut of 3 :mnhm environ,” ;ays ﬁny “I don't
Know any other way they taught Major”
Hattie agrees:
Mo ust picked i up isel. iy, ho was  teacher—re
taugnt peapl. People would coms and he W teach ‘e
10 play. He could play it any way, could't e’ Piay it
Dahade e e s onp T ol s
Maceo the man as opposed to Maceo the musician begins to emerge
from th shadows 2 e, Proud and bave e certainly wasas see from
s eters an that he waz pogulr and much loved b th oiher artists
IS evdent I he as Jeaobs of ‘i Drather R then Detot pianis
Boogie Woogie Red paints a different picture of 3
oLused osiight there and ook ot is i et
playd the pan and | havey elhow ontre piano,And |
e t gy with im0 53, i tooka rherest
“chuse | s nterestad n hm g | Was 100 young m n on
{he plano but Macso ay, o, oo i’y ephev.
im get u
Hattie adds‘ i accuracy:
Evanoty Ukad tim_al th polcemens—he was 4 good
ondition persan. H wasn't a person to
Tase sand, St or nothng”

But according fo o, some of the Meriweathers had tempes and Maceo
was o exceptio
“He got s Tae once or twice | believe—well, Major
would fight so—he would fight. He'd mix up with you—very
good condition boy—he got cut onc
He did of course drink heavily and Hattie has the last word:
11 ik e hate been wel buthe idn'tstop dining
I3 o o,
o | ould make him [ve. He 6d tput he Hghis
gut i Dar i Detroft and hen he went o fo Chcogh and 1 fo
put
The lights. nnauy went out for Big Maceo on February 26th 1953 at 7:15
ufered, his finalaftack. i body was shipped to Detrait

for burial on Marcl
MIKE ROWE, 197
(author of “cmcagu Breakdown')

DISCOGRAPHY
Recorded 6/24/41 Maceo Merriweather, piano and vocals;
e
WORRIED LIFE BLUES (85.064190-1) Blusbird & 8827-8
RAMBLIN' MIND BLUES (55-064191-14) Biuebird B 8758-8
COUNTY JAIL BLUES (85064152:1) Bluebir 5 87584
CAN'T YOU READ (85-064193-1) Bluebird B 8772:4
ed, vocal
S0 LONG BABY (85-064194.1)  Blucbird B 8772.8
TEXAS BLUES (85:064155-1)  Bluebird 8 82274

Recorded 12/19/41 add Alfred Elkins, bass
TUFF LUCK BLUES (85-070633-1)  Bluebird B 89735
1 GOT THE BLUES (85-070634-1)  Bluebirg B 8939
IT'S ALL UP T0 YOU (85-070635-18) Bluebird B 8673:4
BYE BYE BABY (85-070636-1) Bluebird 8 50120
WHY SHOULD | HANG AROUND (85-07037-1) Biu
POOR KELLY BLUES (85:070638-1) Bluebird B 90128

9 8 89398

Recorded 7/28) 42 add Cifford “Snags" Jones, drums
replaces £

SOME swm DAY (85074638-10)  uissued

ANYTIME FOR YOU (85.074635-1) 30-0703.4

MY LAST 60 ROUND (35-074540-1) unissued

SINCE YOU BEEN GONE (85-074641.1) 3407038
Recorded 2/26/45 Maceo Werriweather, piano and vocals;

ipa Red, guitar; Melvin Draper, drum

"XIOMAN BLUES stz 1) 3407354

I'M SO WORRIED (0548317-14)  20-2505:4

THINGS HAVE CHANGED (05A8318-1) 3407355

MY OWN TROUBLES (0548319-18) 2023534

Recorded 7/5/45 Tyrell Dixon, drums replaces Draper
MACEQ'S 3220 (0588350-10) 20-2028-4
‘COME ON HOME (0s48351.1%) 2021738
TEXAS STOMP (0528352.14)  20-2026.8
DETROIT JUMP (0548353-14) 2021733

Recorded 10/ 18/45 Chick Sanders, drums replaces Dixon
WINTER TIME BLUES (05481204-14) 34-0733.8
WON'T BE A FOOL NO MORE (05481205-1) 2018708
BIG ROAD BLUES (05481205-14) 2018704
CHICAGO BREAKDOWN (05481207-18) 34.0743-4
Recorded 2/27/47 Maceo, ocal; Eddie Boyd, pianc;
ed, guitar; Ernest Crawford, bass; Chick Sanders, drums
Bnnlnnn HUNGRY BLUES (07V8338-1)  20.2687.%
IF YOU EVER CHANGE YOUR WAYS (07v8339-1) 20.2910.4
IT'S ALL OVER NOW (07v83¢0-1) 2025055
TLOST MY LITTLE WOMAN (07V8341-18) 2023538

All selections recorded in Chicago

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Muh ofths materia wes st published as “Tuff Luck Blues”
in Blues Us
interviews. with 1. o

oy Meriweather of
Dayton for the new information and to Bob Hall for the techni-
cal analysis of Big Maceo's piano style.
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