Hedges Brothers and Jacobson: Ragtime Invaders
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by Bruce Vermazen
Elven and Freddie Hedges sang and danced their way from an
Iowa circus at the start of the 20th century to the top echelon of
English music-hall performers around 1919. En route, in 1910,
they joined with baritone Jesse Jacobson to form Hedges
Brothers and Jacobson, “one of the first among the best”2
ragtime groups in what came to be called “the American
invasion” of British show business. After Freddie’s death in
1920, Forest Tell (born Richard Forrestel) took his place, and
the act survived until 1926, with a brief revival in 1929. The trio
is best remembered today for the recordings they made for
English Columbia in 1912-13 and Zonophone in 1920. Two of
the Columbia sides, The Land of Cotton and On San Francisco
Bay, are sometimes cited as precursors of jazz, and all the sides
offer one delight or another.

The trio’s senior member, Jesse Herman Jacobson
(1882-1959) was born in Mexico, Missouri, a small agrarian
metropolis just off the road west from St. Louis to Kansas City.
In 1868, his father, Herman, had emigrated to the United States
alone, at age 19, from the Grand Duchy of MecklenburgSchwerin. Herman, also called “Jake,” was a go-getter. In 1879,
he and his father-in-law, Simon Hirsch, opened Jake’s Saloon
in Mexico, and in 1881 the partners erected a new building to
house the bar and a billiard parlor, with a beer garden at the
back. The next year, Jake bought out Hirsch’s share and teamed
with Jacob Blum to build a new hotel (the Windsor) on an
adjacent lot. He also conducted a wholesale liquor business,
traded in wool and hides, opened a dry goods store, and served
as the first president of the city’s Jewish benevolent association.

Despite his seemingly deep roots in Mexico, Jake was
ready to pursue opportunities elsewhere. In 1884 he opened a
saloon in Kansas City, Missouri, and moved his family there;
but by the end of the year he sold the saloon, became a
wholesale agent for a New York clothing firm, and moved the
family to the Mississippi River town of Quincy, Illinois. After
three years in Quincy, the Jacobsons moved to St. Louis for a
year, then returned to Mexico where, in 1888, Jacobson
reopened Jake’s Saloon. A scant two-year stay in Mexico was
followed by seven years’ residence in Chicago (1890-97), with
Jake back in the “wholesale gent’s clothing” business.3

The experience of five moves by the time he was seven
years old may have left Jesse with the feeling that the pursuit
of prosperity was much more important than any attachment
to place, a feeling that would have served him well in the
nomadic world of professional entertainers. And more moves
were to come: a return to Mexico (1897-1900); a return to St.
Louis (1900-04 or later); and the momentous relocation to San
Francisco between 1904 and 1908 before Jesse left his family
behind forever in 1910.

Two of those periods were probably significant in
Jesse’s musical education. In 1893, when Jesse was ten,
Chicago mounted the World’s Columbian Exposition, an
extravagant trade fair that ran from May to October and is said
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by some writers to have attracted performers of then-nascent
ragtime from all over the Mississippi-Missouri River basin. It is
hard to imagine that Jesse was not taken, along with his five
siblings, to see the wonders of the Exposition, and it is at least
possible that he heard some early ragtime as a result.

It is even more probable that the Jacobsons’ second St.
Louis sojourn weighed heavily in Jesse’s musical development.
There is evidence that he lived in the city for a year or so (190001) before the rest of the family joined him, during which he
may have enjoyed a degree of independence that a 17-to-18year-old young man would have made good use of. And once
the Jacobsons had reunited, Jesse would have had the company
of his brother Fred, six years older and a veteran of the SpanishAmerican War, to visit the saloons and theatres of Chestnut
Valley, St. Louis’s extensive home of prostitution and ragtime.
During 1900-04, Chestnut Valley housed and showcased
legions of entertainers in the by then mature new idiom,
including pianist/composers such as Tom Turpin, Arthur
Marshall, Louis Chauvin, Joe Jordan, and even the “King of

Ragtime Writers,” Scott Joplin, who lived in the city off and on
during 1901-07. And in April-December 1904, not far from the
Jacobsons’ Fountain Park home, the city put on the Louisiana
Purchase Exposition, which attracted large numbers of ragtime
performers to the fair itself and to the hotels, restaurants, bars,
and brothels that catered to the almost twenty million people
who attended it (and the concurrent Olympic Games). The
influx of musicians multiplied Jesse’s chances of hearing the
best of ragtime. Alas, none of this conjectured exposure to early
ragtime has been documented, but, given the later course of
Jesse’s life, it has more than a little likelihood.

in Washington Territory, he was raised near Colfax, Iowa, the
birthplace of his older brother Charles Frederick (1886-1920).
Their father, Alonzo (Lon), was a farm hand with aspirations to
be a showman. Around 1900, the brothers (along with Lon and
perhaps their mother Flora) spent the summer traveling with
the Buchanan Bros. Circus, a fledgling show out of nearby Des
Moines. The boys sang, danced, walked a tightrope, and sold
books and refreshments to the eager Midwesterners in the little
market towns along the way. Soon after the Buchanan Bros.
tour, Lon and Flora mounted their own small wagon-borne
spectacle, featuring the boys, probably with Lon performing on
violin and bagpipes and Flora tickling the mandolin. The boys
also did blackface routines and took care of the show’s
menagerie of painted pigeons, a fox, a bear, and a raccoon. The
brothers later claimed that the family crossed the United States
twice with the show before ending up in San Francisco in 1906,
just weeks before a third of the city was destroyed by an
earthquake and fire.

When the Jacobson family moved to San Francisco at
some time between 1904 and 1908, Jake became a bookkeeper
for a liquor distributor. His hustle seems to have been
transmitted to young Jesse, and Jake’s position in the spirits
trade probably facilitated Jesse’s employment by 1908 as
manager of The Cave (known to San Franciscans as “the
toughest place in the world”4), a basement dive on the Barbary
San Francisco, the most populous and vibrant of cities
Coast, Frisco’s center of prostitution and popular
entertainment. (Art Hickman took Sophie Tucker “slumming” on the Pacific coast of the U.S., immediately began to rebuild
there in 1910.) It was probably at The Cave that Jesse met the both its shattered infrastructure and its renowned night life. In
the post-fire world, the Hedges boys, both singly and as a duo,
Hedges boys.
ascended to the highest level of Frisco entertainers. Elven,
Although Elven Everett Hedges (1889-1931) was born besides being regarded as one of the best ragtime pianists on
the Pacific coast (though never rivaling the incomparable Mike
Bernard), was also noted for his “hot” saxophone playing.5
Freddie was lauded as a singer and guitarist. They worked
steadily all over the city and as far afield as Reno, Nevada. One
of their venues was The Cave, where they may have performed
casually with manager Jesse Jacobson. But the three seem to
have become an act only in early 1910, at a new cabaret called
Dunn Brothers’ Cafe, in a recently built enclave of liquor, song,
and retail intimacy called the Cafe District (now the worst part
of San Francisco’s Tenderloin neighborhood).
Although the trio’s debut at Dunn’s was a great
success, it lasted only a few weeks before they took up an offer
from Freddie Train’s Cafe in Chicago, on the fringe of that city’s
open redlight district, the Levee. Perhaps the astute
management of the Orpheum circuit of vaudeville theatres,
headquartered in San Francisco, had something to do with the
move. Because San Francisco was a magnet for talent,
Orpheum scouts kept a close eye on the city’s theatres, cafes
(as cabarets were called then), roadhouses, and dance halls for
any performer who might bring clientele into the dozens of
Orpheum houses planted in all the major cities of the West
Coast and across the mountains, deserts, and prairies eastward
to Chicago. Whether the Orpheum outfit had brought them to
Chicago or not, it soon gave them a tryout in St. Louis and sent
them on tour in the Midwest and South for a few months,
before they left the circuit for a prestigious engagement at
Hammerstein’s Theatre in New York and a subsequent tour of
the East Coast.

Elven and Freddie Hedges. They look too young for this to be a
photo from 1900, when they turned 11 and 14, but the date of their
reported tour with Buchanan Bros. circus is uncertain. It may have
taken place as early as 1898, when they turned 9 and 12. I wish I
could read those badges. Maybe the photo has nothing to do with
their circus lives. Photo courtesy of Beth Warner Perona

Reviews from this period give us the outlines of the act.
It began with Freddie and Jesse sitting on top of an upright
piano with Elven at the keyboard as all three sang a “coon
song,” and it went on to a rapid succession of trios, duets, and
solos, among them Freddie’s “great, grand and peculiar”6
specialty, “Some of These Days,” a fast and flashy piano rag
from Elven, and a sentimental ballad from Jesse. (When they
debuted in England, they were presenting seven pieces in
twelve minutes.) Most of the songs they recorded in 1912-13

during the 1910s. But even such acts were normally
accompanied by music from the pit orchestra, and it is a good
bet that some of the music was ragtime and that the share of
ragtime probably increased as the style became more familiar
to and popular with its new public. The ragtime that music hall
audiences were crazy for was not, however, the music
epitomized by the piano rags of Scott Joplin, Joe Lamb, and
James Scott, but ragtime songs such as “Alexander’s Ragtime
Band,” “Waitin’ for the Robert E. Lee,” and “Ragtime Cowboy
Joe,” sung in American style and accent, and preferably by
American performers. As in the Hedges Brothers and Jacobson
turn, a piano rag was sometimes offered as a brief ornament,
but the audience’s attention and affection were primarily
captured by the “quaint” new songs with slangy lyrics and by
the energetic, rhythmically loose, and engaging way they were
sung.

Freddie and Elven Hedges, probably taken in San Francisco,
c. 1906. Photo courtesy of the Cartwright and DeHoff families

were copyrighted in 1910 or earlier, so it’s safe to assume that
they were included. (The exceptions are “The Ragtime Violin,”
©1911, “Pucker Up Your Lips, Miss Lindy,” ©1912, and “The
Trail of the Lonesome Pine,” ©1913.) For the finale, Freddie and
Jesse sang as Elven supplied a hot ragtime obbligato on the
saxophone and all three danced the Grizzly Bear. Audiences
went crazy for the act, and critics praised it as something novel
and well above the ordinary run of vaudeville turns. Elven’s
virtuoso piano playing was often lauded and his “double
ragtime” or “double bass” (eight-to-the-bar rhythm) mentioned.

Once they hit New York in September 1910, billed as
“Those Entertaining Frisco Boys,” their box-office magnetism
was strong enough that vaudeville bookers kept them close to
Manhattan until February 1911, when they left abruptly for an
engagement in London, at the storied Palace Theatre. Around
1910, a previous transatlantic trickle of vaudeville turns from
the U.S. had increased to a steady stream, guided by
enterprising American agents like Martin Sampter, who
managed Hedges Brothers and Jacobson. Later it would
become a flood, referred to by the English, with varying degrees
of hostility, as “the American invasion.” The novelist Naomi
Jacob, in her biography of the great English singer Marie Lloyd,
spoke of “the early days of the American invasion, when every
second-rate artiste in the United States was dumping inferior
rubbish in the music halls.”7 In July 1913, Billboard counted
266 American turns, comprised of at least 473 performers, on
the boards in Britain.
Not every American “invader” was a ragtime invader.
English managers imported plenty of comedians, acrobats,
jugglers, and other non-musical entertainers from the U.S.

At their first London stand, however, the Frisco Boys
flopped. Variety‘s “London Notes” datelined March 1, 1911,
said, “Hedges Brothers and Jacobson opened at the Palace last
week in real American style. And there is where the trouble lies.
The English audience or at least the Palace audience is not
educated up to the American ‘rag stuff’ that these boys put over
in such good shape. The act while it pleased didn’t create the
excitement it would have at either the Oxford or the Tivoli.
These boys will make good over here but it is going to take
some time before they are thoroughly understood by the
English.” The trio had expected four to six weeks at the Palace,
but they were sent on the road after just one, always trying to
adjust their performances to English taste without losing their
distinctive American flavor. Perhaps the most important
adjustment was to reduce the number of songs and increase
the length of each one so that audiences could grasp the new
idiom. By the end of 1911, instead of doing seven in twelve
minutes they were doing six in eighteen minutes. Just at the
point where they were about to buy passage back to America,
they landed another London engagement and, to their delight
and relief, got the kind of enthusiastic response from the
audience and critics of the capital that promised success
throughout Britain. Lon and Flora, optimistic about their sons’
future abroad, joined them in Newcastle early in 1912 and
settled in.

Advance bookings piled up, and at the end of 1912 the
trio, calling themselves “Pioneers of Rag-time Shows in
England,” boasted in an ad that they were engaged until 1917.
“The Stage” Year Book 1913, a yearly review published by one
of England’s leading show business weeklies, declared 1912
the year of a “ragtime craze,” and the boys’ publicist credited
it to them in that same ad:

We do not want to throw bouquets at ourselves, but
who will deny that the present boom in Rag-time is due
to the success achieved by us? Since our first
appearance at the Palace we have consistently featured
REAL Rag-time at all our performances throughout the
Kingdom. We have trained British audiences to
appreciate Rag-time. For the result See our date-book,
and count the Rag-timers who have followed us.
Rag-timers may come,
Rag-timers may go,
But we’ll be with you for
ever. (xxl)

Rumors that the Frisco Boys were about to break up
(or had already done so) circulated in 1912, presaging an actual
split in 1914. Elven, it was said, had quarreled with his partners,
and their “women folk” were somehow “back of” the dispute
(Variety, April 6, 1912, 4). No other details have surfaced.
Because the partners’ later wives were to play key roles in the
trio’s history, it should be noted that they weren’t involved.
Jesse’s first wife was a San Franciscan named Lorraine. They
had married in 1909 and were together in London for the April
1911 census, but by January 1915, they were apparently no
longer a couple. In that month, Variety reported that Jesse was
engaged to the recently divorced Helen Charles, and Lorraine
wasn’t recorded as Jesse’s spouse on his Consular Registration
Certificate in early 1916. There are some less revealing scraps
of evidence about the Hedges boys’ female companions in their
early days in England. The brothers were both single at the time
of the April 1910 U.S. census. Neither of the 1912 Hedges
“women folk,” whoever they were, had traveled with them to
England in 1911. But the April 1911 English census recorded a
Philadelphia-born Mrs. Freddie and a Mrs. Elven from San
Francisco, and later in the month all three couples
demonstrated the Grizzly Bear at a ball given by the Water Rats,
an organization of theatre artists for “philanthropy, conviviality,
and social intercourse.” A week after the Water Rats’ Ball, the
three wives accompanied the trio to a dinner hosted by the
Terriers’ Association, another show-business social club. Mrs.
Freddie (not necessarily the same woman) also turned up at a
party given in August 1913 as the boys were about to depart
for a tour of South Africa, as did an otherwise unidentified
Sascha Hedges. But when Elven obtained his Consular
Registration Certificate in 1915, the lines for recording one’s
wife’s data were left blank. I suspect that the Hedges couples
of 1911-13 were only informally married. Neither Elven’s later
wife (Blanche, whom he married in 1917) nor Freddie’s
(Lezette, whom he married in 1915) seems to have been in
England early enough to be identified with these earlier wives
or, therefore, to be blamed for the breakup. But perhaps
Lorraine Jacobson was still on the scene in 1912 and had
something to do with the trio’s impending split.

The Cosmopolitan Artistes’ Club, where the August
1913 farewell banquet was given, was an after-theatre center
of social life for American entertainers and of the ragtime craze
for the English public. A story in the New-York Tribune
(December 29, 1912) opined that “probably more ragtime [is]
played, sung and danced there than any place in the world;
certainly than any place in Europe.” Founded in 1911 by dancer
Jack May, a U.S. expatriate, by the end of 1912 it had amassed
about 2000 dues-paying members, among them several lords,
numerous “sprigs of nobility who have veiled their identity
under noms de nuit,” “a score of millionaires,” and “at least
one duchess.” The big attraction was impromptu performances
by music-hall personalities from the U.S. Both the first and
second floor had small stages with a piano available for anyone
who wanted to play or sing—the reporter mentions the Frisco
Boys, the Two Bobs, the Three Rascals, and Gene Greene—and
the third floor was a ballroom where nobles and commoners
mingled until 3 a.m. to do the latest steps from the States, such
as the turkey trot and the bunny hug. Besides being one of the
entertainers who, “out of sheer joy of heart and good
fellowship,” spontaneously rose to sing a number “whose
drawing powers with the public have led his manager to pay
him a headliner’s salary,” Jesse was to play an important role
in the club’s later history.
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In 1912 and 1913, Hedges Brothers and Jacobson cut
eight released sides for English Columbia (see Discography
below), and gaps in the matrix-number series suggest that they
attempted further titles. The trio lip-synched to at least one of
the 1913 recordings, “Trail of the Lonesome Pine,” in a short
Vivaphone (not Vitaphone) movie, but the visual component is
not known to exist. Perhaps some lucky collector has the film,
along with a test pressing of Freddie singing “Some of These
Days.”

As the ragtime craze mounted, so did salaries for newly
imported American acts. Because many of the trio’s contracts
had been made at pre-craze rates, the three were earning
considerably less than their recently arrived compatriots. Their
solution to the problem, reportedly, lay in ditching their English
agreements (starting with the London Tivoli in March 1913) to
appear at Ciro’s Restaurant (English-owned) in Paris and then
negotiating higher wages as the price of returning to Britain.
Perhaps the stratagem failed, since, after returning to the British
circuit for five more months and then undertaking a tour of
South Africa in August-October 1913, they cut the tour short
and returned to the U.S. without touching base in London,
leaving Lon and Flora behind.

New York welcomed them back with plenty of work
and a Friars Club reception that included Irving Berlin and
Sophie Tucker among the guests. They were busy in variety and
cabaret from early November until the end of January, when
they suddenly switched to musical comedy. Elven had written
most of the music for a show called Bringing Up Father, based
on the comic strip about Jiggs and Maggie Mahoney, and the
trio had speaking and singing roles in the play along with a
segment in which they did a version of their vaudeville routine.
Jesse was the romantic lead, Freddie a comic juvenile, and Elven
the effeminate butler in the Mahoneys’ nouveau riche
household. Although the show never made it to Broadway, it
toured successfully for almost three months before the normal
summer recess in an era when most theatres lacked airconditioning. The act returned to vaudeville and had a summer

resort gig lined up at the Apollo Grill in Atlantic City, but plans
changed abruptly when the brothers’ motorcycle crashed as
they barreled down a Brooklyn street one afternoon in early
June. Freddie suffered a concussion and was out cold for two
days, and Elven’s nose was broken. We can only imagine the
arguments that ensued, the considerations that were weighed,
and the interventions from producers, Martin Sampter, Lon and
Flora, and the Apollo Grill, but the upshot was that Hedges
Brothers and Jacobson returned to the British music halls.
They opened at the Bristol Hippodrome on July 20,
1914, just three days after arriving in England, with songs from
Bringing Up Father added to their repertoire, along with other
fresh American material such as “By the Beautiful Sea” and
“You’re Here and I’m Here.” England was as crazy for them as
before, but they weren’t so crazy about each other, and by early
December some unknown casus belli, perhaps festering since
1912 or before, had led to the trio’s dissolution. Lon and Flora,
likely having seen the handwriting on the wall, had already left
for the U.S. in October. Freddie sailed on December 5, while
Elven and Jesse stayed behind and began careers as solo
performers.

Jesse had sung solo at The Cave and on the variety
stage in the context of the Frisco Boys, but he had never faced
the footlights as a single turn. He jumped into this new role
when asked to sub for an abruptly cancelled act at the Euston
Theatre, London, on December 4, 1914, before Freddie had
even boarded the Transylvania. He passed the test and was
immediately hired for more dates, but evidently he felt more
comfortable in an ensemble setting, and he opened on March
1, 1915, as part of a newly assembled act, Two Rascals and
Jacobson, with Eddie Fields (real name Edward Greenfield
[1894-1962]) and Charles O’Donnell (1888-1951). The name
derived from an American turn called the Three Rascals that
O’Donnell had belonged to, which had appeared in Britain and
South Africa in 1912-14 and had made numerous recordings.
Jacobson’s management skills were vindicated once again by
the new trio’s success, which included nine titles waxed for
Regal in 1915-16. To my ears, they are not as musical as the
Frisco Boys, but they have something of the same American
frenzy.

Fields drove an ambulance, and perhaps the others did too.
Shortly after their return, their agent, somehow discounting the
submarine threat, booked them for another South African tour.
Jesse didn’t show up for the boat, and the trio fissioned into
the Two Rascals and a single Jesse, who spent part of the next
year headlining a revue called The Passing Show of 1918.

Meanwhile, Elven had an auspicious debut headlining
as a single in December 1914, billed as Hedges and a Piano.
The Stage responded with a warm review: “Not only is Elven
Hedges a particularly skilful pianist, as is proved by his cordially
appreciated selection in what is called double ragtime, but he
is also a light comedian who invariably manages to get a great
deal of the real joy of life into his work. In other words, the
pleasure of listening to his songs is about equal to his apparent
pleasure in singing them, and in the cordial atmosphere thus
created, the footlights are almost forgotten, and the audience
is thoroughly at home” (The Stage, December 17, 1914). As an
encore, Elven brought out his saxophone and played variations
on the big English hit of the early days of the European war, “It’s
a Long Way to Tipperary.”
In April 1915, Elven joined the cast of Step This Way,
a touring revue that had already enjoyed almost two years of
success. He was the headliner, playing Mr. Wallingford, a
ragtime pianist who owns the piano store in which the play is
set. Elven was praised for his “natural breezy style” and his
“happy knack of putting everybody at their ease while he is on

From August 1914, the Great War had begun to
devastate western Europe. Coastal English theatres were closed,
and lights were dimmed in the London night. The Two Rascals
and Jacobson witnessed a number of Zeppelin raids, including
one in Hanley, where, by O'Donnell's report, thirty bombs fell
before British pilots shot one of the airships down (perhaps in
September 1916). The trio was even more directly affected
when, in January 1917, Germany resumed its earlier policy of
torpedoing British ships without warning. When the three
returned from a South African tour in April of that year, their
ship had to travel in a slow convoy with six other vessels and
an escort of two battleships, resulting in a voyage of thirty-two
days rather than the normal seventeen or eighteen. Soon after
Jacobson, Fields, and O’Donnell landed in England, the U.S.
entered the conflict (with Germany’s submarine ambushes as
one of the stated reasons), and they quickly signed up with the
American Red Cross to go to the Western Front in June, July,
and August 1917, during which the British and French began a
major offensive and incurred massive casualties. The three did The Hedges Brothers & Jacobson, London 1912. Photo courtesy of
serious work aiding wounded soldiers, twenty-four hours on the Cartwright and DeHoff families.
and twenty-four off, but occasionally made time to entertain.

the stage” (The Stage, April 8, 1915). Besides singing, dancing,
and playing piano rags, he repeated the “Tipperary” saxophone
number. After more than a year with the show, he took some
time off to develop a new two-act with fellow American Nella
Webb (later famous as Marie Dressler’s astrologer), a singer
and comedian who was already on the English stage before the
Frisco Boys arrived. The duo was well reviewed and lasted for
about six months before Elven went back to his single act in
June 1917.

During 1917, Elven married Blanche Courty (or De
Courty), a French native who had emigrated to England in 1914,
and made two personal recordings at the Gramophone Co., Ltd.
The titles were That Cowboy Girl o’ Mine (composed by Elven)
and A Perfect Day. The latter may preserve some of Elven’s
saxophone playing, as he was then featuring a comic saxophone
version of the song in his act. No pressings are known to exist.
In the spring of 1919, Jesse and Elven, both now
working as singles and probably missing the high acclaim of
the trio days, got together with agent Bertram Montague and
hatched a project to reunite Hedges Brothers and Jacobson. So
let’s catch up with Freddie back in the States.

Boys (with the legendary Mike Bernard on piano), but the act
disbanded before the evening’s curtain went up. In May, he
turned up in Reno, Nevada, where he was entertaining at a cafe
and jailed for a night on a charge of public drunkenness. He
had probably moved to Reno to be near Lezette Hoskins, whom
he had met during his last London stay, as she neared the end
of a round-the-world vaudeville tour. Like the Hedges boys,
Lezette had been in show business since childhood. At five, she
had traveled from her native Elko, Nevada, to San Francisco to
perform on autoharp, alto horn, and piano, and as a teenager
she had toured with the Bob and Eva McGinley Comedy
Company, a very minor wagon show. The couple married that
summer, and by December they had a cabaret act (Hedges and
Hedges) at Reno’s Sagebrush Cafe. Lezette played piano, both
of them sang and danced, and Freddie probably played guitar
and maybe saxophone as well. In 1916 they did their cabaret
routine in (at least) Sacramento, San Diego, and Venice,
California. By October, their talents were on display in a lowbudget spinoff of Bringing Up Father called Bringing Up Father
in Politics, in which Freddie once again portrayed Billy McGee,
the comic juvenile. Their duo performances were singled out
as bright spots in the otherwise undistinguished show, whose
long travels and mostly short runs ended in January 1917 with
a stand in St. Louis.

Freddie’s tracks through show business in 1914-19 are
fewer and fainter than those of his former partners. In February
After seven months where the trail of Hedges and
1915, he appeared at a New York matinée as one of Those Four Hedges is lost—perhaps spent in cabaret work—the act

A promotional calendar for the Hedges Brothers & Jacobson, London 1913. Bruce Vermazen Collection.

appears on the Keith vaudeville circuit in August 1917. New
York reviewers liked their singing and dancing, but not their
clothes. Bookings were thin until March 1918, when the
Orpheum circuit gave them a crucial return engagement in
Manhattan, set up as a test to determine what kind of future
work the circuit would offer them. For unreported reasons, they
were unable to perform, and the failed gig marked the end of
their traceable stage career except for a brief August stand in
Philadelphia.

Two factors, separately or together, may have been
behind the failure. Reportedly, the couple had become parents
at some point before November 1918, so their inability to
perform may have been connected with Lezette’s pregnancy or
child care. The other factor was that Freddie, like so many
theatrical artists, was a heavy drinker. People so afflicted often
use alcohol as a way of escaping from problems that alcohol
use aggravated in the first place, such as the decline in Freddie’s
success after returning to America. By September, Freddie had
a Philadelphia address (perhaps only a temporary one, for
purposes of work) and Lezette was living in New York.

Just about that time, the first cases of the devastating
second wave of the influenza epidemic of 1918-19 began to
appear in North America. Worldwide, the disease killed
upwards of fifty million people, among them Lezette (on
November 4) and the couple’s child. After the double loss,
Freddie was shattered and drank more than ever. Except for a
one-night stand in a play called Pretty Polly, he seems not to
have appeared on the stage for the following nine months.

of letters and then committed suicide by inhaling gas from the
lighting system.

The trio was soon revived a third time by the addition
of Forest Tell (1888-1954; born Richard Forrestel), an American
entertainer who had made a name for himself in Britain starting
ca. 1912 as a blackface singer and soft-shoe dancer. Eugene
Stratton, one of the best-regarded American performers in
British music halls since the 1880s, was his uncle, and Tell often
advertised himself in The Stage as “Nephew and Pupil of
Eugene Stratton.” By 1914, Tell had met with success in London
variety, and in that same year he began to appear in a series of
revues (with such titles as Mind Your Own Business and Say
When!), sometimes as a principal, but more often not. In 1917,
just a few months before his uncle died, he went back to his
single act in variety, and after Stratton’s death, he often
recreated the latter’s routines for a nostalgic public. His dancing
was praised as graceful and agile. He seems not to have
reached the level of renown enjoyed by Hedges Brothers and
Jacobson, but now, cleansed of burnt cork, he was one of them,
“Brother Dick,” perhaps as early as March 17. When they
opened in London in May, the reviewer in The Stage ventured
that “the act has been seldom seen to better advantage” (The
Stage, May 20, 1920).

The six 1920 Zonophone sides by the new trio show
that Brother Dick managed Freddie’s high tenor parts very
nicely, though he couldn’t quite duplicate Freddie’s manic
energy. The recordings, made toward the end of the year,
feature five songs written by Elven, along with Cecil Law’s
Oh! I Wish I Was Tarzan.” Most of the singing is either by the
Freddie returned to New York and signed on to a YMCA ensemble or by Jesse alone, and Elven’s ragtime pianism is less
tour of American military camps in France, where hundreds of in evidence than it was on the 1912-13 disks. (See
thousands of homesick soldiers waited for repatriation, but “Discography” below.)
passport problems kept him from joining the company when it
sailed in April 1919. Then in early May, just after Jesse’s father
Elven, Jesse, and Dick played the music halls from
died in San Francisco, Elven cabled Freddie that the trio was to 1920 through 1923 and had added some unspecified “jazz
be revived as of June 23, and Freddie rushed to get a fresh items” by 1921 (The Stage, July 21, 1921). In the summer of
passport and a ticket. Variety reported that the contract (on the that year, they lent their name to a “spacious and comfortable”
Stoll time, one of Britain’s two most powerful bookers) was for seaside resort called the New Pavilion, at Coney Beach in
six years at £5000 per year. (Jesse later reportedly said that it Porthcawl, Wales (The Stage, August 4, 1921), though they
was for five years and a total of £46,000.) It was said to be the don’t seem to have performed there. Perhaps some of their
biggest contract ever offered in the world of British variety. To newfound wealth had made it possible to buy it; the absence
put it in context, the trio had been earning £60 per week in of advertisements in The Stage in subsequent summers
1914, and Elven had earned £10 per week in Step This Way in suggests that it was a poor investment. Later in 1921, Bertram
1915. Supposing they worked 50 weeks in a year, the new Montague rejected an offer for a tour of the Orpheum circuit
salary promised a raise of 66% over 1914 and, for Elven, of back in the States, on the grounds that the act was booked solid
233% over 1915. But to put it in another context, Marie Lloyd, in Britain. In 1924 they left variety behind for the most part to
one of England’s most popular performers, earned £11,000 in appear in a series of touring revues. Ginger ran from February
the tax year 1919-1920, according to her biographer, Naomi 1924 to February 1925; Night Lights followed, from March
Jacob (“Our Marie,” 234).
1925 to February 1926; and they headlined Hey! Hey! from
February until August 1926.
The English public and critics welcomed the revived
The first two revues were applauded all over Britain.
Hedges Brothers and Jacobson with the affection of years past.
But the work wasn’t easy. During the 1919 Christmas season, The music for Ginger was the work of Elven and Freddie
the trio was giving five performances per day, rotating among Malcolm, the show’s producer and star. The trio or one of its
three theatres. Freddie continued to drink, despite pledging to members participated in almost every scene, not only the
quit. On February 6, 1920, at the Portsmouth Hippodrome, musical ones but dramatic and comic sketches as well.
Freddie was absent when the trio was about to go on. He Naturally, one of the highlights of the show was a segment in
returned and the act started, but he wasn’t able to do his part, which they did their variety routine. In Night Lights, they were
and the audience walked out. Elven and Jesse decided to not as omnipresent, but they still did their trio bit (with Jesse
dissolve the act once again and left Portsmouth. Freddie stayed singing “Everybody Loves My Baby”), and separately they
behind in a boarding house in nearby Southsea, desperately added life to other skits and musical numbers. Elven featured
depressed. On the night of February 27-28, he wrote a number saxophone and musette along with his piano. During the

London run, they branched out to do some cabaret work at a
couple of clubs.

But the third revue was something of a flop. The
Stage’s writeup of the London debut of Hey! Hey! said that it
“suffers from a lack of really humorous material in the earlier
scenes, what fun there is being chiefly of an obvious order. . . .
In the main this revue is simply a succession of turns, clever
though they may be” (The Stage, March 11, 1926). Some of the
scenes, songs, and performers received praise, including the
Hedges Brothers and Jacobson, but the critic’s overall tone
would not have led to a scramble for tickets. Perhaps the
show’s lack of success led the trio to exit the cast in August
(though the show continued, with adjustments) and—once
again—to break up.

Before the month was over, Elven had resumed his
career as a single and Jesse had announced his retirement from
the stage and his opening for business as a producer and agent.
(Although he did some work along the latter lines, his
performance career continued on and off into the 1940s.)
Brother Dick disappeared from the pages of The Stage for a
couple of years before reappearing teamed with Jesse in Life
and Laughter, a badly rehearsed revue that lasted for only a few
weeks in 1928. After a few notices of a double turn with singer
Marion Carr, Tell disappeared again. In 1936, he returned to the
U.S. with his English-born wife and two children. At the time
of the 1940 census, he was a cashier at a hotel in Buffalo, New
York.

Mark Berresford Collection.

“the manager,” in a comic argument with a drunken patron,
starting about 44 seconds in.) He stepped down in June 1927,
but was soon managing the Piccadilly Club in the seaside resort
of Brighton, then went back to London to manage the Stage
Door Club, where, it was reported, he and Harry Adams
introduced the hot dog into British cabaret cuisine. The Stage
Door was “a happy Bohemian rendezvous that went down
before the new broom” of the British Home Secretary, Sir
William Joynson-Hicks, who started enforcing with vigour the
kingdom’s liquor laws against the numerous members-only
London clubs that “made entertainment and dancing merely a
screen behind which to carry on a prosperous but illicit trade
in bad liquor” (The Stage, February 13, 1930). On August 30,
1928, the club was raided and shut down, and Jesse was heavily
fined (£160). Jesse joked to Stage columnist A. C. Astor “that
there seemed little left for him in the future other than to
become a cat burglar” (The Stage, September 27, 1928).
Perhaps Jesse’s sudden lack of a job inspired the attempt, noted
earlier, to revive Hedges Brothers and Jacobson a fourth time.

Elven’s solo turn lasted only a couple of months before
he teamed with former Rascal Eddie Fields, who had split from
Charles O’Donnell earlier in 1926. Hedges and Fields’s mix of
up-to-date songs and comic banter scored with variety
audiences. The duo performed nightly at the Friars Club (a new
London hangout for theatrical professionals) in 1928, and made
at least 13 sides for the Edison Bell Electron label, including
several songs written by Elven, in 1927-28. I have heard only
four of the sides, and on two of them, The Rain Kept Pattering
Down and Foolin’ Around (respectively 0155 and 1086), the
guitar accompaniment, probably provided by Elven, is
particularly fine. After the act dissolved in 1928, Elven rarely
performed on the stage except for a very brief revival of Hedges
Brothers and Jacobson in January 1929, with Eddie Sheldon, a
popular BBC singer, taking the place of Freddie and Dick.
Elven’s case was far worse, since one aspect of the
(Sheldon can be heard solo on a handful of 78s. He seems to crackdown, not applied in Jesse’s case, was that “aliens
have an American accent, but I couldn’t unearth much convicted of offences against the licensing laws would not only
information about him.)
suffer fine or imprisonment, but be deported as well” (The
Stage, February 13, 1930). In October 1929, after giving up the
Toward the end of the 1920s, both Jesse and Elven ran stage, Elven had opened the Elven Hedges Club, which, like the
afoul of the law, and in similar ways. Right after the trio’s 1926 Stage Door, was not properly licensed. After a plainclothes
breakup, Jesse connected with the Cosmo Club, a successor to detective walked in without paying the membership fee and
the old Cosmopolitan Artistes’ Club, which had faded around bought a drink for Elven, the place was raided and shut down.
1919. In 1925, Jack May had found a new and larger site and Elven was fined £140 and deported to France, his wife
opened the Cosmo Club, which rapidly became one of Blanche’s native country, in April 1930. Blanche and their
London’s most fashionable establishments, with Hedges daughter Marjorie may have remained in London.
Brothers and Jacobson among the first to perform there. The
new club relied less on its members’ spontaneous outbursts
About a year later, something, perhaps a stroke, sent
and more on hired top-drawer entertainers, for example, Noble Elven wandering through the streets of Paris, severely
Sissle and Eubie Blake. In November 1926, Jesse became the disoriented and delusional. Blanche didn’t know where he was
manager, wielding anew the skills he had developed on the until he was on his deathbed in the Hôpital Bicêtre, a centuriesBarbary Coast. (A short silent film, “London’s Famous Cabarets old institution in a Paris suburb that Blanche, in a letter to Lon
and Clubs No. 9—The Cosmo Club,” on britishpathe.com and Flora, called “that terrible place.” After a prolonged stay,
shows someone who is very probably Jesse, identified only as

during which Jesse flew across the Channel a couple of times
to visit, Elven died of a cerebral hemorrhage on May 2, 1931.
He was buried in the paupers’ grave, the fosse commune, of
the cemetery of Kremlin-Bicêtre a few blocks away, and, as is
still the practice today, after five years or so his remains were
disinterred and mingled in an ossuary with the bones of others
whose luck had run out.

In 1929-30 and perhaps beyond, Jesse was back
managing the Cosmo and contributing an occasional song to
the festivities. In 1933, he had begun managing the Water Rats
Social Club, where he was fined for running a gambling
operation. He seems to have performed only sporadically on
the variety stage or in revues during the 1930s. Perhaps the
London critic Ted Felstead was alluding to that period when he
wrote that “there was hardly a cabaret show in the West End
that was considered complete without Jesse Jacobsen” [sic] (S.
Theodore Felstead, Stars Who Made the Halls [London: T.
Werner Laurie, 1946], 154). In 1937 he headed a short-lived
“South Sea” act called Jesse Jacobson and His Coral Islanders,
which The Stage reviewed approvingly if not enthusiastically.
And in 1939 he was the master of ceremonies in the touring
show Stars of the Streets: A Kerbstone Kabaret, produced by
Adele Raymond, his wife. The cast was made up of London
buskers.

In September 1942, a reunited Two Rascals and
Jacobson briefly joined a traveling show of music hall old-timers
called Take a Look at This, but then defected to variety as an
independent act for seven or eight months. Charles O’Donnell
was on board, but the third Rascal is not known to me; he could
have been either Chick Wills (Wilson), a Rascal just prior to the
reunion, or Bill Cirett, a Rascal later in the 1940s. The
unidentified Rascal then left the turn, and from the summer of
1943 until the spring of 1944, Jesse and O’Donnell signed on
again with the American Red Cross, this time to entertain U.S. Elven Hedges, c. 1930. Courtesy of the Cartwright and DeHoff
families.
military personnel stationed in Britain.
Londoner), while Adele remained in San Francisco. (It was
Adele Raymond (1891-1968; born Adelaide Dewing), considered a mark of ignorance or bad manners to call it
the producer of Stars of the Streets, was still in her twenties “Frisco” by then.) Stockton city directories for 1955-1958 show
when she began (ca. 1920) providing dancers and him living in small residential hotels, first the Mark Twain and
choreography for revues, pantomimes, and other stage then the Travelers, in the city’s deteriorating core. On the
presentations, not only in Britain, but also on the Continent and Fourth of July 1959, he died of pneumonia at San Joaquin
in North America. She toured the U.S. in 1924 with her Eight County General Hospital. His ashes are buried in the Stockton
Elysée Dancers, and in 1926 she choreographed an edition of Rural Cemetery.
Night Lights that went on the road after Hedges Brothers and
Jacobson left the cast. Perhaps that was the beginning of her
Adele’s funeral record lists her employer as J. Arthur
relationship with Jesse, since they appear in The Stage as Mr. Rank Productions, but I have found no details about any such
and Mrs. Jacobson in 1927. By 1939 she was producing plays, connection after she left England. She was living in San
and during the Second World War, she starting working in film Francisco during the Beatles’ three concerts in the city (1964,
casting and ended up as a casting director for some very 1965, and 1966). I wonder if she attended and, if she attended,
distinguished movies: Caesar and Cleopatra (1945), with Vivien whether she saw in those cheeky Liverpool lads a skewed
Leigh and Claude Rains, Stairway to Heaven (1946), with David image of the Frisco Boys invading Britain with their “bloody
Niven and Raymond Massey, and David Lean’s Great din.”8 In March 1968 she was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer,
Expectations (1946), with John Mills and Alec Guinness.
and eight months later she died. The fates of Blanche and
Marjorie Hedges are unknown to me.
In July 1945, Jesse obtained a passport to return to the
U.S. Just before he left England in May 1947, he and Adele
Let’s all raise a glass to Hedges Brothers and Jacobson,
solemnized their long relationship by getting legally married. “Pioneers of Rag-time Shows” in Britain, whose performances
She followed him to San Francisco in October, and they settled wowed audiences on three continents a century and more ago
into a new life. (I wonder if he got in touch with anyone from and whose records provide a scratchy glimpse of the Frisco
the Barbary Coast days.) In a 1953 San Francisco directory, cabarets and London music halls of those distant days.
Jesse is said to be a salesman. Around 1954, he moved to
Stockton, California (a puzzling choice for a San Franciscan and

Discography of Hedges Brothers and Jacobson9

The main sources for this discography are Brian A. Rust, British Music Hall on Record (Harrow, England: General
Gramophone Publications, 1979), 116,; Edward S. and Steven Walker, English Ragtime: A Discography, 2d revised edition
(Stamford, CT: privately published, 2000), and a personal communication from Alan Kelly regarding the Gramophone Company’s
“Weekly Returns” or recording sheets. Although the pianist on the recordings is sometimes said to be Jesse Jacobson (for
example, by Ross Laird in Tantalizing Tingles [Westport, CT, and London: Greenwood, 1995], 86), all documentary sources
identify Elven Hedges as the pianist in stage performances, so I have credited the accompaniment to Elven in most cases.
Identification of the singers is based on close listening to these recordings and to other recordings where, for example, Jacobson
or Elven is present but not the other.

In the entries, the first elements are the recording location and approximate recording date. (Rust usually based his
conjectures about Columbia recording dates on known release times and the normal interval between recording and release.)
Next the personnel is given, followed by the matrix number, title, composers, and release number of each side. The composer
credits cite the actual composers rather than transcribing the composer credits from the record labels. When only one or two
singers are heard on a side, their initials, preceded by “v,” are given in parentheses after the title, thus: (v EH, FH). Columbia
and Zonophone issues are on the English, not the U.S., labels so named.
London, ca. December 1912

Elven and Freddie Hedges, Jesse Jacobson, vocal, accompanied by orchestra

28357 Let Me Live and Stay in Dixieland (Elizabeth Brice and Charles King)
28359 The Ragtime Violin (Irving Berlin)

Elven and Freddie Hedges, Jesse Jacobson, vocal, accompanied by Elven Hedges, piano

Columbia 2108
Columbia 2086

28361 Pucker Up Your Lips, Miss Lindy (Eli Dawson and Albert Von Tilzer)
Columbia 2086
28362 When We Are M-A-Double R-I-E-D (v EH, FH, possibly accompanied by JJ) (George M. Cohan)
Columbia 2108
London, ca. April 1913

Elven and Freddie Hedges, Jesse Jacobson, vocal, accompanied by Elven Hedges, piano

28529-1 The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (Harry Carroll and Ballard MacDonald)
Columbia 2172,
reissued on EMI MRSSP513 (After the Ball: History of Pop)
28530-1 The Land of Cotton (v FH, JJ) (Eddie Leonard)
Columbia 2172,
reissued on Timeless CBC 1-085 (From Ragtime to Jazz, vol. 4)
28535-2 On San Francisco Bay (Gertrude Hoffman and Vincent Bryan)
Columbia 2191,
reissued on WHRA-6003, disc 2 (That Devilin’ Tune: A Jazz History, vol. 1)
28539 Put a Bet Down for Me (George M. Cohan)
Columbia 2191
Hayes, Middlesex, November 1920

Elven Hedges, Jesse Jacobson, Forest Tell, vocal, accompanied by Elven Hedges, piano

22190-2e
22191-2e
22192-2e
22193-2e
22194-e
22195-e

Oh! I Wish I Was Tarzan (Cecil Law)
Oh, You Little Thief (Billy Howard and Elven Hedges)
If I Had the Lamp of Aladdin (Billy Howard and Elven Hedges)
Dear Old Songs (Billy Howard and Elven Hedges)
I Want a Boy (Billy Howard and Elven Hedges)
Old Fashioned Mammy of Mine (Billy Howard and Elven Hedges)

The present article is based in part on the research I embodied in an earlier
article (Bruce Vermazen, “‘Those Entertaining Frisco Boys’: Hedges Brothers
and Jacobson,” Journal of the Society for American Music 7:1 [February 2013],
29-63, ©2013 by The Society for American Music). A bit more than a third of
the present article reports on my research since the first article was published.
The narrative in the original article is heavily footnoted for anyone interested
in the documentary sources of the story, but the present article has footnotes
only where sources are directly quoted. I welcome inquiries and discussion,
and I would be very interested in any further information readers may have
about the Hedges Brothers and Jacobson.
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