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Favorite Pioneer Recordip.g Artists
SYLVESTERLOUIS OSSMAN,
By ULYSSES
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How long ago Sylvester
Louis
("Vess") Ossman began making records and whether he acquired the
designation of "the Banjo King", before or after first
appearing
on
cylinders is a matter of conjecture.
It's certain that by 1898 he was
established as one of the handful of
pioneer recording artists whose work
had already gained wide popularity,
and that his services were eagerly
sought.
In keeping with the prevailing taste of the period, he recorded mostly negro songs, lively
ragtime
ditties
and marches,
but
what he played was performed with
true artistry.
Probably his banjo
solos of the late '90's and early 1900's
express the goo-ahead optimism and
accelerated tempo of the American
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life of those days as effectively. as.
anything could.
Ossman was one of a group of artists who signed exclusive contracts
with Columbia in October, 1898. The
late Dan W. Quinn lent me a faded
photograph, showing the performers
standing, with the three Emers·on
Brothers, who were recording experts, in front of the company's
Bridgeport factory. In the first row
are Clyde Emerson, George Graham,
Len Spencer, Mr. Ossman, Mr. Quinn
and George Emerson. Geotge J. Gaskin is sitting above them on a platform.. Behind Gaskin are George
Schweinfest and Victor H. Emerson,
and to Gaskin's right are Steve Porter and Russell Hunting.
The exclusive contract lasted only a year or
two-probably
two, because Ossman
was not included in a group photo
of Edison artists
made in 1900.
Quinn, however, is in the Edison
picture.
Besides cylinders, Ossman made
Berliner discs and was one of the
first Victor artists. I have said that
the Banjo King is a prominent part
of phonograph folk lore. His latest
appearance in this role was made in
October, 1946, when the Victor company held elaborate
ceremonies to
commemorate the passing of its one
billionth record. An R. C. A.-Victor
advertisement
in Life for October
26, 1946, said: "The oldest master
record in R. C. A.-Victor's huge library was made on January 21, 1901.
It is a banjo solo, played by Vess
Ossman, 'Tell Me, Pretty Maiden.'''
A few weeks later the New Yorker
gave a gently satirical account of the
celebration. The one billionth record
was supposed to be a: coupling of
"The Stars and Stripes Forever" and
"Semper Fidelis" marches, played by
the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra. The record was to be presented
to the U. S. Marine Corps, because
John Philip Sousa, composer of the
marches,
led the U. S. Marines
band from 1880 to 1892.. But, according to the New Yorker, a mistake was made which caused the
wrong
label
and master
to be
brought
out for the "Stars
and
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Stripes Forever" side, so that what
actually. was pressed. was Ossman's
"Tell Me, Pretty Maiden," already
mentioned as the first lO-inch instrumental number recorded by Victor .. The following is quoted from
the New Yorker:
"'Why,
that's
by Vess Ossman,
the old Banjo King!" Mr. Fink (one of
the pressing machine operators) exclaimed, One of' the other pressers
said: 'Somebody's
made an awful
mistake. Too late to change things
now, though. Anyhow, they're going
to gold-plate the record, and once it's
been gold-plated it can't be played.
The Marines'll never know the difference!' ".
. As early as 1899, Vess Ossman had
made a working
agreement
WIth
Arthur Collins and played the accompaniment for some of Collin's
negro songs recordings.
One of the
best known was the Edison cylinder
of "All .Coons Look Alike to Me,"
which had this announcement
by
Collins: "'All Coons Look Alike to
Me.' Sung by Arthur Collins, with
banjo accompaniment by Mr. Vess L.
Ossman. Edison record." More than
a decade later,
Collin's
partner,
Byron G. Harlan, was dangerously
ill of typhoid fever, Collins made
several solos for Victor, with Ossman's banjo substituting for the lack
of Harlan.
Another of Ossman's early associates was- Len Spencer. The amazingly ingenious and versatile Len wrote
a series of comic dialect sketches in
which he did the talking and singing
while Ossman played the banjo.
Some of these, recorded on both
seven and ten-inch discs, were "Banjo Lize," "Hot Times on the Levee"
and "The Nigger and the Bee." In
those days, Negroes were, considered
fair game for' ridicule, good natured
or otherwise, and their sensibilities
lacked the protection they are justly
given today when such terms as
"nigger," "coon" and even "darky"
are not permitted on radio networks.
Mr. Ossman also made a 'number
of duets with another of Spencer's
associates, Parke Hunter, a versatile
musician who seems to have been
able not only to play the banjo but
almost any other instrument.
Still
another of Vess's duet partners was
William ("Bill") Farmer.
By the 'early 1900's, Vess Ossman's
fame was world-wide.
In 1903 he
made his second concert tour of Eng-land, after having previously been
over in 1900. In those days, a New
York musical
instruments
dealer,
John A. Haley, was proud that the
Banjo King bought his strings from
him. He issued a circular quoting
extracts from several of Ossman's
letters, such as: "New York City,
September 12, 1899. Dear Sir: The
Banjo Strings- received, and they
have proved satisfactory
in every
particular.
Sincerely yours, Vess L.
Ossman, Banjoist. Banjo Sbudio, 121
West 125th St."
On April 24, 1900, Ossman wrote
to Haley: "I sail for London May
2, to play at the Big Concert. Send
my order of strings at once, also
two dozen of your J. A. H. Banjo

