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COUSIN JOE 
Cousin Joe, a blues singer from New Orleans, visited 
K-State in February to perform and discuss his music. 
Harriet Ottenheimer, assistant professor of anthropol-
ogy, coordinated Joe's visit and is presently collaborating 
with him to write his autobiography. 

The story of Cousin Joe's life is a fascinating 
account of the difficulties and opportunities in-
volved in growing up and forging a career as a 
black musician in the South during this century. It 
is a personal record of the relation of a man and 
his music; it is also an oral history of a part of 
America's culture, through the eyes of one man. 

Joe and I started working together in New 
Orleans in 1966; not on an autobiography at first. 
That came later. When we met I was a Ph.D. 
student in Anthropology at Tulane University, 
doing the field research for my dissertation. With 
interests in African-American culture and 
Ethnomusicology I wanted to explore the func-
tions and the cultural contexts of blues singing in 
New Orleans. To do this, I was interviewing and 
spending time with as many blues singers and 
their families as I could, learning about their lives 
and their music. Joe taught me more than most 
and a few months after we began working 
together we decided to do his autobiography. By 
the end of that year he had dictated much of his 
life onto tape for me to edit. A summer grant from 
KSU will now enable me to complete the 
manuscript and prepare it for publication. 

The excerpt that I have included here is from 
1942. It encapsulates Joe's thoughts on a number 
of themes: the difficulties of breaking into the 
New York music scene, the relations between his 
lyrics and the ideas they express, and his 
thoughts on the creative process in general. It 
also highlights the communicative as well as the 
emotional nature of the blues. 

Joe had been invited to New York to audition 
with the Inkspots, but they decided that his style 
did not match theirs. Not wanting to return home 
right away, he sought out his old friend from New 
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Orleans, Danny Barker, who was playing guitar in 
Cab Calloway's band. Danny introduced him to 
musicians, critics and record company represen-
tatives, and advised him to make himself as 
available as possible by spending all of his time 
on 52nd street." 'Cause if you lookin' for a job you 
can't expect a job to come to you. You go out 
there. A lot of times, opportunity present itself 
and you have to be right there to grasp it. If you 
don't, well then, ain't nobody gonna bother lookin' 
for you—unless somebody recommend you, and 
you have to be real good for somebody to recom-
mend you. 

"Now, to make it in New York you had to write 
somethin' nobody ever heard before. And you had 
to write somethin' that wasn't even close to the 
idea of anybody else. Well, everybody was singin' 
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