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PREFACE

I became interested in thé history of the Negro in Rhode Island
when Governor William K. Vanderbilt appointed a group in 1935, teo
represent the Negro on the Rhode Island State Tercentenary Commit-
tee.

We met and organized, deciding to write something of the history
of our race in the State. Different members were assigned various
categories such as: Churches; the Civie field; Medicine and Alliied
Sclences ;' lLawg Negroes in the General Assembly, noted Negroes in
the State; the first and only Negro woman chosen to be American
Mother, 1946 and others,

Some of the members gave me their material to go with mine for-
ming & nucleus for furthering this endeavor as a hobby.

A request came from a student at Syracuse University, N. Y. to
the Rhode Island Historical Society for information concerning
Madame Jones and they referred her to me. Her doctofiél disserta<i
tion is on the Negro's role in the 19th century concert life, her
central fligure being Madame Matilda Sissieretta (Joynor) Jones
who haid lived here in Providence, R. I. This caused me to type &
brief history of Madame Jones, this and other material I had col-
lected was made available to her.

In the meantime I heard that Radcliffe College in Cambridge,
Mass., had sought information from her church here as they were
sponsoring a biographical encyclopedia on Noted American Women
which would include her. I also sest them a copy of my notes and
they sent them to Mr. William Lichtenwanger of the fiusic division,
Library of Congress, Washington, D. C., who is to write the article
about her.

It has been a priviledge and an honor to have personally known
Madame Jones, the World's Greatest Negro Singer of her time and
to have been able To ecollect the following information about her.
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MATILDA SISSIERETTA (JOYNOR) JONES
"BLACK PATTI"
1869-1933

Matilda Sissieretta Jones was born in Portsmouth, Va,, the 5th
day of Januvary, 1869, the daughter of Reverend Jeremiah M. and
Henrietta B. Joynor. He was the pastor of an Afro-Methodist churech
there also chorister, being ably assisted by his wife, a soprano
of exceptlional ability. 1

In 1876 he received:-a eall te & ehureh im PHevidenee, B, I. &hd
he and his family came here, which was to be the scene of the first
musiical triumph of "Sissy" as she was called. 1

She started singing in Pond Street Baptist Church Sunday Scheol
entertainments. While a mere child, Madame Jones developed a voice
of remarkable power and quality that she attracted the attention
of the musical people of Prowvidence.

She began to study at the Providence Academy of Musie, when 15
under M. Meuros and Baroness Lacombe, ( & retired Italian singer),
at 18, she comtinued at the New England Conservatory of Music in
Boston, Mass., later going to New York where one of her teachers
was Madame Louise Cappiani, another Italian voice teacher. 2

During a year of training at the Conservatory, she appeared in
egoneert by invitation at Boston's Musie Hall in 188% before 5,000
people for the Parnell Defense Fund. (The Message, May 14, 1892) 1

It was after singing at the Sans Souci Garden in Providence, R.
I., she recelved a call to eame to New York to sing for Abhey,
Schoeffel and Grau. She sang with such success at Wallack's The-
atre that she was immediately engaged for a tour of South America
and the West Indies, which lasted two years. This was the real
start of her professional career in 1888. No other eolored artist
had ever appeared at Wallack's before. 1

She sang before 7,000, February 22, 1893 at the Talmage Taber-
nacle 1Im Broeklyn, N. ¥Y,, befeore 300,000 at the Buffale Expesliiien,
before 75,000 ln one week at the Madlson Square Garden, 12,000 in
Congress Hall Park in Chicago. She toured with the great lLevy's
Concef't Band as soloist, all over the United States in auditoriums,
expositions and halls, 1-2

Her voice in its early stages was a decided contralto and as it
matured, still contained the velvety richness so noticeable in such.
simgers &8s Sealehi @nd others. 1

1~ Her persenhal scrap book.
Z- Provlidéncece Sunday Journal, July 16, 1933
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Morris Reno, president of the Carnegie Music Hall Association of
New York, engaged her for a concert tour of the United States and
Europe. She made her first appearance in Berlin, Germany and the
Berliner Zaitung said, "no sooner had the real Patti departed than
a most worthy substitute appeared in the person of the Black Patti
from America! The European engegement lasted eight months and no
singer was ever recelved with more enthusiusm than Madame Jones.
She received a royal command to appear before King Edward while
in Britain and that popular monarch expressed the unqualified de-
Light with her performance. 1

In February, 1892, President Harrison invited her to appear at
a puncheon in the Blue Room at the White House. After the concert
Mfs. Harrison was so delighted that she presented her with a bou-
quet of White House orchids. She also appeared at the homes of
Chief Justice Fuller, Senator Andrews and others. She sang before
President's Theodore Roosvelt and William McKinley. 2

Ma jor J. B..Pond, the proprietor and manager of the American
Lecture and Musical Agency was her manager. He also managed Clara
Louise Kellogg, Anna ILoulse Carey, the Reveren®¥ T. Delitt Talmage,
Mark Twain, Henry Ward Beecher, Sir Edwin Arnold, George Keenan
and ethers. 1

Once she remarked, "I woke up famous after singing at the Gar-
den and didn't know it'" when she sang before 75,000 people in one
week. For one week's appearance at the Pittsburg Exposition, he
demanded and received $2,000, the highest salary ever paid a col-
ored artist. Mrs. Alberta Wilson was under contract by Ma jor Pond
as the accompainist for Madame Jones. At a concert in Louilsville,
Ky., to the people who had never seen a finished colored pianist,
she was a curiosity and a revelation. l(Louisville Courier Journal)

later Messrs. Voelckel and Nolan became her managers and they
organized the famous "Black Patti Troubadours" which toured the
country in a special hotel Pullman car for many seasons. Madame
Jones enjoys the distinction of appearing in more consecutive per-
formances than any other living singer of her time, 1

A note of the hardships of early colored performers was that of
Bob Cole, as it was his master hand that made the Troubadours the
sensation they were. It was when the show was playing at Proctor's
58th Street Theatre in New York that he went to the managers for
better pay for the troupe. Unable to better this condition, he
tock the score,(his music) and left, 4

l- Her personal scrap book
2- Providemee Sunday Journal, July 16, 1933
4- Baltimore Afro-American, July 8, 1933
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Voelckel and Nolan, the financial backers had Cole arrested but
he could not be intiminated, sio they had him black-listed inducing
other managers all over the country to refuse employment to Cole
or any of his sympathizers but not in Canada. A few staunch fol-
lowers like Jesse Shipp, Billy Johnson, Lloyd Gibbs, Hen Wise and
others decided to fight with Cole to the finish. 4

Cole 1ssued the Colored Actor's Beclaration of Independence, "We
are going to have our own shows, we are going to write them our-
selves, our own stage manager, our own orchestra leader, our ownh
manager out front to ecount up, no divided houses, our race must
be seated from the boxes back. Cole organized his "Trip to Coon-
town company and the managers dealt Cole another blow, no house
ecould book another colored show, After terkific wild-catting they
wandered into Canada, obtaining a broken date in Ottowa, another
in Toronto and the dailly papers of the Dominion raved about the
novelty of the show so much that the managers there bid for it. 4

The news of it reached New York and Klaw and Englander defied
the lock-out, booking them for a New York opening at Jacob's 3rd
Avenue Theatre during Holy Week, the worst week in the year for
show buisness. Cromds were turned away at every performance thus
paving the way for colored artists. Cole had won his battle. 4

The New York Clipper, a theatrical paper gave her the name,the
"Black Patti" by which she became world famous, after singing at
Wallsick's Theatre in New York. It said, "she sings like Pattl
without the slightest effort™. 2 Madame Jones was very distressed
by that name, even while appreciating the comparison as a great
honor, but I do not begin to sing like Patti can. I have been an-
xious to drop this name but it has been so identified with me,
it 1s new impossible. 1 (Detrolt Tribune, February 12, 1893)

She married while very young, D. Richard Jones, & handsome mu-
latto and had one child who died and this was a great loss to
her. He was a race-track and gambling man whom she later divorced
for sufficient reasons after he had a grand time spending her
money. She was allowed to resume her maiden name but she prefer-
red Madame Sissieretta Jones for the stage. 1

She was engaged to sing at the Madison Street Presbyterian
Church in Baltimore, the gospel cafeteria of the first families.
Arriving in the afternoon for a private rehearsal, her volce
drifted across the sgreet to the ears of one of the dowagers
who was entertaining her club. Whose voice is that? On being
wakd: 1t was the Blaek Pattl said, TI'1l alleow her to sing fer
our party. She dispatched her colored cook to invite her over.
Madame Jones looked at the cook, saying tell your mistress if
she will contact my managers, arrange for an engagement, I will
be happy to sing for her, but it will several months. The ecook
returned and were their faces pfdthe blue bloods red., 4

l- Her personal scrap book
e EreVvildence Sundey Jourmal, July 16, 1983
4- Baltimore Afro-American, July 8, 1933
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She retained three of the seventeen gold medals which appeared
aeross her bosom in eoncert, possibly for sentimental reasons. 6

One of these was given her for singing at a benefit for the
Parnell Defense Fund in Providence, R. I. Inscribed was Madame
Jones ‘en the top bar; suspended another bar with. the date ‘April
a4y ee Y. hel@ ing & lyre surrounded with shamrocks and bepow the
medal W1th a seroll In. the center and arsuad the out51je Pre-
sented by her Providence Friends. 1-6

The largest gold medal was from President Hippolyte of the Hai-
tian Republie. From the top bar, a ribbon holding a bar inscribed
Madame Jones and bepow the medal with Black Patti around the top
with a diamond above, around the bottom, Republique-1891-Haiti
with a diamond below. 1-6

The third was given by the Socliety of the Sons of New York, a
leading colored organizafion who raised more than $1,100 for the
World Food Fund. Madame Jones was the star of the evening, her
fEs e namber was the waltz song by Gell, "lia Farfalils! and fler
ameneore, "The ‘Cows:. are 1in the Clover". Her seecond numper Was
Gounod 's "“Va Nairda t with piane and vielin obligate s lhcmneds .
HErem the Society of the Sons of New York on the top bar, below
e medal with ‘the: insignia of “the Seciely and in the ecenter off
this was the seal of the State of New York. 1-6

Some of the other gifts she received were; from the Governor-
Gemeral ol flemera®a , the richest of.all aF tidara ol Solldseaild
with three diamonds projecting; a hugh rough nugget of gold al-
se friom Memerara; the eostliest from the eitizens eof St. Thomas:
& large solitaire diamond in the center of a bar with emeralds;
the Gevermer of St Theomas gave her a biacelet of old gsld coils:
one being over 135 years old; from several gentlemen from Jammdca,
& miniature gold crown set with rublies and pearls; a gold star
friem the Governer of Barbados; a necklace of gold Egyptian sear-
wwalhed wWith a pearl pendant locket; an old gold Ivy Leaf frem the
American residents of Colon and many others. 1-3-6

Toward the close of her career her mother became dll and she
came home to care for her until she passed. She intended to re-
turn to the stage but made one appearance at the Grand Theatre
in Chicago, Hetiring to her nine room home at 7 Wheaton Street
which she bought for her mother. She owned two houses across
the street from no. 7 and two on Benefit Street around Church
and Howland Streets. She lived in one of these (in the Benefit
Street Restoration area) at one time when her mother remarried.

1-6

l- Her personal scrap book.
S« Belilmere Afro-Emerican, July...1938, N. E. Bditien.
&~ Cempilled with commenhts by Carl R. Gress, M. D., 1966
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Madame Jones spent a quiet life with some of the treasures col-
peected in her former days:- & large oll painting of the Grand Canal
by €. Valette, a Corot, a Murat, and the "™0ld Mill" by C. Ruebbe,
all famous artists. The top of her walnut piano was covered with
autographed pictures of many artists, notably, Madame Melba, Cole
and Johnson with their famous song, "Mudder Knows#'and many other
pieces of sheet music. Also retained were her two fur coats , her
wardrobe of some of the wonderful evening gowns loaded with sequins,
some gergeous airgrets, gloves and tther finery, the three gold me-
dals, her personal scrap boock, photographs of herself and her par-
rot which she bought 28 years ago in Argentina. She loved flowers
and when home summers spent hours in her rose garden. 3

She was very charitable, taking in motherless children, clothing
and feeding them as if her own until poverty forced her to sell
her Jewelry, silver, her four other houses, retaining 7 Wheaton
Street, golng on relief she had to assign this to the State. 3

Madame Jones was very religious and while in retirement was bap-
tized and jolned Congdon Street Baptist Church here in Providence,
R. I., where she sang on rare occasions during the serviece. 6

Mr. William P, H. Freeman, & Negro realtor and past president
pife e lgeal N, &. &, €. P., during the last two yeans .of her Sl
mess, pald her estate tax, water tax, wood and eoal billls, etes 3
I am told, he provided the grave to keep her out of "Potter's
Field" where the destitute of the city are buried. 6 It was he
who gave me the three medals, scrap book, photographs etec., and
knowing I was interested in Negro history in Rhode Island, said,
When my eyes are closed, these things might be thrown out and lost
to posterity. He is still living and has told me many things about
Madame Jones., 6

As a personal note about the most famous Negro singer of her
time, I recall my mother visiting her mother many times. Iater in
1903, my friend who roomed with her mother and I joined Jackson's
Band in Pawtucket, so I was in the house quite oftem practicing.
While she was home one summer, she introduced me to Mr. Voelckel
who was there on a buisness trip. Once I asked her to sing for me
S0 die plcked up & plece of music, asking me to play it, this was
the only time I heard that wonderful voice. 6

Matilda Sissieretta (Joynor) Jones died penniless June 24, 1933
in the Rhode Island Hospital in Providence, R. I., and was buried
in Graee Church Cemetary here, 6

Hnils pleee of histery is fast passing Inte disesrd &s one by
one, the ploneers of the stage pass on, "Black Patti™ is at the
end off her line%. 4 (Baltimore Afro-Ameriean, July 8, 1938)

3- Baltimore Afro-American, New England edition, July 1933

4- Baltimore Afro-American, July 8, 1933
6- Compiled with comments by ®arl R. Groess, M. D., 1966
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Some quotes from her personal scrap book about her voice.

The Globe, Toronto, 1l0-13-93; The unsurpassed songtress, Madame
Jones sings in concert under the auspices of the Elder Street Pres-
byterian Church, the 18th... Mrs. Alberta Wilson, a most execellent
planist is the accompianist for Madame Jones.

The Bmpire, Poronto, 1891l; T ha&ave had an effer teo Slng in thé
new ppera, "Se¢iplio Africanus" by the composer of Cavalleria Rusti-
@and. sss» I prefere the concert platferm fer the presents

Cincinatti, 3-14-93; Van Cleve's estimate of the power of her -
Violce;,.....in one of her encore songs she teck the A @bove staff
and held it feor 15 seeonds... beth her welce and her scheol remind
me more of Nordica than Patti.

The WMashimzsten Post, no date; A Phenominal Attraction..sss«s BHE
upper notes of her voice are clear and bell-like, reminding one of
Parepa Rosa and her low notes are rich and sensuous with a tropi-
esil eontralto guality..... In faet, the compass and gquality ef her
registers surpass the usual limltations and seem to combine the
height and depth of both soprano and contralto.

The Free Press, 2-11-93;. Her first number was the aria, Robert
toi que j'aime, which would test the resouces of any prima donna.

The New York Review, no date; Carnegie Music Hall presented an
animated appearance lMonday night, where the brilliant audience
hung with breathless stillness upon the clarion notes of the most
gifted singer the age has produced.... It was the first time any
company of colored artists had ever occupied the hall,

The New York Echo, no date;.... the Black Patti rendered a piece
by Verdi, called "Senpre Libria",... @and 1f WMadame Jomes 1s net
the equal of Patti, she at least can come nearer than anything the
Ageriecan public has heard.... Her notes are as clear as a mocking
bird amd her enunciation, perfect.

The Detrolt Tiribune, mo date; ... Her musiecal volee is of extiwa-
erdinary compass and even power., It is rich and full im the upper
meplSlFe. v .n Do seeond number was a walbtz song, "ia: Famfailliea”. s
her encore was the gem of the evening, "Way down upon the Swanee
Riéver and she sang it with a clearness and a feeling that was won-
dieirduis,

The Message, ©5-14-92;..1in Boston's Musie Hall in 1887, she sang
befode 05000 for Tthe Parnell Defemnse Fuldive.....sssShortly after
she made a tour of New England and after that a tour of England
and Scotland.....she was a source of curiesity, especially to the
lower class in England...... she relates a similar experience in
Spain, where the Moor is the only type of black seen commonly.

B i
o §C 1%
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l- Her personal scrap book, press releases from newspapers all
over the United States and Canada, Her picture on the front
cover and on the bdck side a clipping, no name, no date telling
of her birth, parents and when they came to Providence in 1876
also her signature.

2- The Closing Chapters of the life of "Black Pattiv, by F. C.
Terry, Providence Sunday Journal, July 16, 1933.

g- BLACK PATTI LEFT ONLY A SMALL ESTATE by Lydia T. Brown, The
Baltimore Afro-American, New England Edition, dJuly 1985

4- The Baltimore Afrp-American, July 8, 1933, Baltimore edition.

5- To Mr. William P. H. Freeman, a former president of the local
N. A, 8. C, P,, a deep sense of gratitude for her personal scrap
book, Three gold medals out of seventeen which she retained,,
several photographs of Madame Jones, & dodger of the Troubadours,
13th season, 1908-1909 showing pictures of the troupe and the
special hotel Pullman car in which they traveled all over the
United States.

Mr. Freeman now ninety years old, feared that when his eyes
closed, this material might be thrown out and knhowing my inter-
est in the History of the Négro in Rhode Island gave this to me.

6~ Compiled with comments by Carl R. Gross, M. D., Previdenece,
)~ S R 0 )

All this material is presented to the Moorland Collection on
Negro History, Howard University, Washington, D. C. , 1966.
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