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Preface


I grew up hearing about Linda Hopkins.  When my parents were in the mood for a stroll down memory lane, they would often reminisce about their days in the army.  In the early 1950s, my father, a master sergeant, and my mother, a discharged military RN, were stationed on Okinawa.  Linda Hopkins, who was performing on the island and on a “blues run” trying to escape and, as I was to learn later, heal a broken heart, lived with my parents for 4 months in 1953.  My father had known of Linda’s talent for years as far back as when she was called Little Helen Matthews.  They both grew up in the black ghettos of New Orleans the locals call “Gert Town” and “Zion City” which border  Xavier University.  My parents and Linda shared the common bond of being native Louisianaians who found themselves in a strange land under interesting and exciting circumstances.  Over the years, for as long as I can remember, my parents would pull out black and white pictures from those days and point to one photo in particular.


It captures a young Linda Hopkins standing before a microphone in the Non-Commissioned Officers’ Club dressed to the nines and ready to bust loose with a bluesy tune.  Her smile is broad and friendly, and her hair is full and wavy and carefully coifed.  I would learn later how and why she lost most of her then abundant hair.  Her gaze is indirect as though she were connecting with someone in the audience, perhaps an enlisted man who was just happy to be out for the evening.  She is dressed in one of those gauzy, strapless, mid-calf length gowns popular in the 50s, and she is wearing stylish black pumps.  She is posed to burst out of the frame of the picture and stomp out some blues.


While looking at this photo, one of my parents, sometimes in unison, would exclaim: “Lawd, that woman could sing!!!”  The inscription reads:




To Two of the finest




  people I know





M/Sgt. & Mrs Barrows





From a Home Friend





               Linda Hopkins
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I would discover later what a trauma learning to write had been for Linda Hopkins who still bares the scars on her left hand inflicted by the ruler of a misguided teacher determined to force her to write with her right hand.  This photo remained one of my mother’s prized possessions until her death in January of 2000.  My mother’s death disrupted my interest, motivation and passion to complete this project for two and a half years because she and my father were so intimately associated with the work.


And so it went for years.  My parents remembering Linda Hopkins, and my hearing about how that woman could sing.  But I had never heard her sing.  From time to time I would read or hear about her performances in newspapers or on television.  The most memorable moment for me was the night I saw her on television when she was nominated for the 1989 Tony for Best Actress in a Musical for Black and Blue.  I can remember the camera panning for a close up of Linda Hopkins when the list of nominees was announced and thinking, “Wow…This  lady is my parents’ old friend?”  I was impressed with my parents.  But, despite her successful Broadway career and her nearly 150 appearances on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, I had never heard her sing, until February 14, 1999 when she was the featured artist of the Southeast Symphony Association’s 51st Annual Tribute to Black Music.


I do not know what I was expecting other than a woman who could sing.  I sat through the first performances offered by the symphony thinking that I was happy that I had been able to bring my mother to see Linda Hopkins after all of these years and that I hoped Ms. Hopkins would remember my mother when we went to her dressing room after the performance.   (In fact, when she first saw my mother, she squealed with delight, hugged her and greeted her by saying: “Oh My God, I have been looking for you!”  I thought she had my mother confused with someone else; but no, after nearly 50 years they began to reminisce about Okinawa).  And then suddenly, Linda Hopkins walked from behind the shadows of the stage curtains of USC’s Bovard Auditorium and at age 74 belted out her first tune.  Her voice was strong and enormous. She took off her shoes, after telling the audience that they were new and she had wanted them to see them before she shed them, and she moon-walked across the stage; she executed a rowdy and wide hip-roll; she joked with the audience when she introduced the four musicians who were accompanying her as her sons each by a different father; she introduced extended “family members” who were present to help celebrate a belated birthday with her; and then she embraced the entire audience by opening her arms and proclaiming: “Aw shucks, y’all all my family!”  When there was a mix-up in the concert’s musical line-up and the finale was performed too early, she refused to leave the stage before she had closed with her gospel numbers.  She elicited the audience’s support for this and invited the symphony to remain on stage if they’d like to, but she wasn’t going anywhere until she had sung her gospel music.


I knew that I had to get to know this lady that I grew up hearing about.  I didn’t know that I’d be invited to call her “Mommy,” as do most of the younger people around her, or that I would be privileged not only to spend a lot of time with her but also to write about her life and her contributions to blues history, a work that is long overdue.


Linda was ready to tell her story.  Beginning in the summer of 1999 I initiated taped interview sessions and informal chats with her.   I did not provide Linda with advance questions. More often, I was invited to spend time with her at her home or when she was performing.  I met with her formally at least six times, but a good portion of what I recorded came to me by spending time with her at her home and in dressing rooms. I would later transcribe from memory the gist of our “chats.” These chats with Linda are ongoing but not always included here. This ongoing conversational information will be useful in another textual context, Linda’s autobiography.  My approach to this oral history material was to record and then transcribe Linda’s narrative as she told it to me “in her own words.”  When useful for continuity and coherence, I have provided some information and transitions, but the overriding methodology is to avoid my own narrative intrusion.


Additionally, I interviewed her oldest sister, Creola Matthews Carter, who is now dead; one of her closest friends, Myrna, who was living with Linda in 1999; Lupe, “her adopted daughter,” who was also residing with Linda in 1999; Lois Threats, the wife of Linda’s bass guitarist; her niece and nephew, Creola, Jr. and Lawrence Gilliam; her youngest sister, Roudeze Gilliam; and her musical director of 15-plus years, Robert Kyle.  When cited in the text, I footnote each interviewee. 


The importance of this work is that when I began this project there was minimal archival material available about Linda, although since then there has been an explosion of information especially in the electronic 

medium.   To the degree that such material was available, I relied on it especially for Chapters Three and Four. Those materials included reviews, recorded performances, my compilations of songbooks, my collection of photographs of Linda, and eventually Linda’s Official Web Site that was not launched until 2004 and maintained by her close friend, Mojo Mendiola. I would assert here that my work on Linda Hopkins has now “written her into the corpus of blues history and scholarship.”  That goal was the foremost design and purpose of undertaking the project.
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