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The American Ragtime Ensemble
David Reffkin, Director
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Grandpa Stomps* / Lulu White / Brun’s Slow Drag / You Are
Mama’s Baby Doll; Mama’s Little Baby Doll# / Barber Shop Rag*
/ Campbell Cakewalk / Barrel House Rag / He’s That HardHearted Revenue Man# / Reminiscences* / Maple Leaf Rag* /
Ginger Snap Rag / Frankie and Johnnie Rag / Your Sweet Mama’s
Headin’ for Another Town# / Essay in Ragtime* / Salome’s Slow
Drag / Slow and Easy / Dream in My Arms; Guess Who’s in
Love# / Variations on a Theme by Joplin* / Twelfth Street Rag* /
Chestnut Street in the ‘90s / Blue Rag / You Are the One I Want
the Rest of My Life# / Sapphire “Blue” Rhythm* / Brun Campbell
Medley / Grandpa Stomps† / Salome’s Slow Drag† / Lulu White† /
Hal Nichols Introduces “Maple Leaf Rag” / Maple Leaf
Rag†. (*Richard Egan, piano solo; #Carol Ann Parker and/or Sean
Sharp, vocal; †Brun Campbell, piano solo)
Despite the fact that this book and this CD were each issued by
different companies, they are the result of a unifying project,
growing together out of a truly serendipitous occurrence. As many

ragtimers already know, Larry Karp is the author of three ragtime
mystery books, two of them based on the life of Brun Campbell
(1884-1952), the itinerant purveyor of folk ragtime who ultimately
settled in Venice, CA, opened a barber shop and left us two LP
records of his compositions but no written scores.
We may curse the internet at times, but occasionally it brings
unexpected good fortune. An antique dealer in Venice happened
to acquire three cartons of memorabilia belonging to Campbell
and, not recognizing the name, Googled it on the internet and up
came a reference to Karp’s books. Karp was contacted, was very
intrigued, and shortly the cartons arrived at his residence in Seattle.
What they contained was nothing short of unbelievable: bits of
an autobiography, short essays, photos, various souvenirs and
several original musical scores of Campbell’s rags and
songs. While many of us would be happy just to own this “stuff,”
Karp saw in it the essence of a non-fiction book, filling in the
missing pieces about the life of the original “Ragtime Kid.” As for
the musical scores, Karp contacted ragtime musician, author, critic
and historian David Reffkin. This contact ultimately led to the CD
listed above. But first: the book.
The initial thing a biographer must do is to check the
facts. This turned out to be a monumental task, for Campbell was
known for playing fast and loose with them at times. Thus, the
format of the book emerged: Campbell’s reminiscences and essays
were reprinted exactly as he wrote them, and after each few
paragraphs, Karp, in his own words, would describe his research
and whether his findings validated Campbell’s stories.
Through Karp’s careful detective work, the life of Campbell is
opened up to us, focusing on two major themes. The first was his
life as a drifting ragtime musician in the early decades of the
twentieth century, the places he played, the people he met and the
conditions he endured. This information is invaluable. We are
told of itinerant musicians meandering across the Midwest, taking
jobs wherever they could, stopping at places like the Rosebud Café
in St. Louis to rub shoulders with other such wanderers and then

moving on. But no one ever took pen to paper to describe what
that kind of life was really like until Campbell did it.
The second theme examines how Campbell in later life became
virtually obsessed with erecting a monument to Scott Joplin
recognizing his contributions to our musical heritage. Campbell
had little money to finance his campaign and no real knowledge of
how to go about it. Only his zeal from believing his cause was just
kept him going and the letters he wrote and the answers he
received from such people as Lottie Joplin (Scott’s wife), W.C.
Handy and other notables are truly illuminating. Karp labels the
aging Campbell as “the ragtime fool,” but his heart was in the right
place and his trials and tribulations make for very interesting
reading.
And now, the music. A surprise to everyone was the discovery in
the cartons of previously unknown compositions notated by Brun
and his brother, Harold Campbell. Who knew that they had
written songs? And here was a new blues/rag, Sapphire “Blue”
Rhythm, notated by Brun himself! Recognizing the historical
significance of these findings, Karp and Reffkin soon realized that
the contents of the three cartons had provided a marvelous impetus
to re-acquaint the ragtime world with the entire body - newly
expanded - of Campbell’s musical output.
Richard Egan, who painstakingly transcribed all of Campbell’s
LP recordings into a folio in 1993, was called in as a consultant
and ultimately contributed seven solo piano cuts to the CD,
channeling Campbell flawlessly. Reffkin arranged and scored 12
other numbers for his American Ragtime Ensemble, the first time
any of Campbell’s works have been performed by a group of
musicians. He also orchestrated the five songs and selected two
highly regarded vocalists, Carol Ann Parker and Sean Sharp, who
sang them admirably. As icing on the CD cake, four original but
somewhat scratchy tracks by Campbell were included, along with
an historic 1948 radio announcement praising Campbell’s efforts
to immortalize Joplin. Accompanying all this is a 32-page
illustrated booklet of liner notes by Reffkin, a worthy prize in

itself.
I cannot overemphasize the quality and the significance of this
project. Despite the mish-mash of written material found in those
boxes, Larry Karp has managed to organize Brun Campbell’s life
better than Campbell himself could do when he was alive, and has
produced a very readable book that shows him to be a flawed but
lovable linchpin in ragtime’s history. David Reffkin has matched
Karp’s tenacity with his arrangements and performances for and by
his American Ragtime Ensemble quintet, adding an entirely new
and exciting dimension to Campbell’s music. And kudos to both
McFarland Publishing and Rivermont Records for their unfailing
support in bringing these concepts to fruition. Highly
recommended.
The book, “Brun Campbell: The Original Ragtime Kid,” by
Larry Karp is available for $35.00 plus shipping from
www.amazon.com.
It is also available from www.mcfarlandbooks.com or by calling
their order line at 1-800-253-2187.
The CD, “Essays in Ragtime: The Music of Brun Campbell,”
produced by David Reffkin, is available for $16.00 plus shipping
from www.rivermontrecords.com.

