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Uenbion was'made in your papaer several times of the

performance of the blind negro boy "Tom", hut I soaroely could
give credence to them, until-I was fully convinced by actual
experience. "Tom" gave two concerts here last week, and an
invitation being extended by his master to come upon the stage
and play a duet with"B?.dm", in which he first would play the
accompaniment and afterwards the melody, I accepted the invitation, and in both concerts was astounded to see with what
correctness "Tom" would anticipate. He played both times the
arcompaniment perfectly when I repeated a part, and reproduced
the melody to a wonder ful degree*of perfection.
" He plays extracts from operas, which each would fill
about eleven or twelve printed pages, and these with great
expression. In the right hand he lacks power, but his scales
are marvelously liquid and smooth, besides he has great execution in octaves, and an almost unerring certainty in skips, f
which extend beyond an octave."
"His own compositions are all tending to- we Southerners
call-plantation melodies, but even in these, as in his improvisations, there is a rich originality.
" "Tom" does not know- the name of a note, nor of a key
on the piano, and his performance would do credit to a boy with
good eyes with the advantage of a teacher from almost infancy,

jt. ho*" nuch

lore in lue to a blind boy, reared in- ignorance

n a cotton nlantatlon.
" "'lou-'h 'l v.'oul3 not have you believe that he is
oz^rt, KoJ not even an approach to him, yet could you hear
.i^, you -"oulJ. bo., ^toniphed, an I have b5on; although 1 doubt .if
-'ill. 1-rvo rnp'-rortunity in bonbon, for "Tom" is a slave."

-
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'("from the Atlantic Monthly)
TO"
" -ointine in the year 1850,-a tobacco-plantor in
Southern

(Perry II.Oliver by name) bought a likely ne^jro

. -;ti

some ohher fi^ll-hnnds.

She wan stout, tough-muncled,

;i\lin?, promise 1 ti be a remunerative servant; her baby, however,
a boy

Jo-

';0!itb<= old, 7Jan only thrown in as a nakc^ci^ht to the

br<r*ain, or rather bccause .*r. Oliver "Jould not consent to

separate

^--.i-l child. Chrrity only could have induced him to take the
o i c u n i m y , in fuct, for he '.van but a lump of black flesh, born
blind, and ^ith the vacant srin of idiocy, they thought, already
^.-ta-inel on his face. The t*-?o slaves were purchased, I believe, from
a tracer: it has b^en impossibles therefore, for me to'ascertain
^here Tom v;an born or when. Georgia field-hands are not accurate
as Jo'.s in preserving their genealogy; they do not anticipate a
I"e<?siah.
"...""his i3.iot-boy, chosen by God to be annointed v?ith the

holy chrism, 19 only "Tom",-"31inJ Tom", they call him in nil
the Southern ^trbes, with a kind cadence always, beinr proud
of him; and yet-nothing but Tom?
mother, at work to-day in the Oliver plani-aHon,
can never comprehend why her boy is famous; this gift of 3od to 1.!.)
means nothing to her; Nothing to him either, .which is saidest of .it;
he is unconscious, ^ears his crown as an idiot might whose f:".(lt
is that? Deeper than slavery bh^ evil lies.
"The boy, creeoing about day after d.ay in the hot li^ho,
was as repugnant an object a <3 the lizards in the neighboring sr.'amp,
and promised to be as little use to his master. He was one of ^ho
lowest negro type, from which only field-hands can be ma!te-coal-blaic.!:
with protruding hiels, the ape-jaw, blu' ber-lips constantly ooon,
the sightless eyes closed, end the head thrown far back on t^e
shoulders, lying on the back, in fact, a hubit which

bo ntlll

retains, and which adds to the imbecile character of his face.
'Jntil he wps seven years of age, Tom was regarded on the olantation
as an idiot, not unjustly; for at the present time his judgment and
reason rank but as those of a child four ye^rn old. hu showed a
T.og-llke affection for some members of the household-a son of Kr.
Oliver's especially,-and a keen nervous sensitiveness to the slightest blame or praise from them,-possessed, too, a low animal irritability of temper, giving way to inarticulate yelps of passion when
urovoked. That is all so far; we find no other- outgrowth of intellect
or soul from the boy; just the same record as that of thousands of
imbecile negro-children.
" It was nob until 1857 that those phenomenal cowers
latent in the boy were suddenly developed, which stamped him the

JURJ-Iom

'
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anomiH../ ho is to-lay.
" One ni-"ht, sometime in the Summer of that year, llr. Oliver's
fr-iiily icrc -vak^ned by the sound of music in the drawing-room; not
only the simolo sirs, but the most difficult exorcises usually
clayed by his daughters were repeated again and aiain, the touch
of the musician beins timid, but singularly

true and delicate.

down,they found Tom, who had been left asleep in the hall,
seated at iLhe piano in an ecstasy of .delight, breaking out at
the end of each successive fugue into shouts of laughter, kicking
his heels and cla^pin^ his hands. This was the first time he had
touched the -ilano.
" '-sturdily, Tom became a nine-days wonder on the plantation. ^e

Jas brought in as an after-dinner's amusement; visitors

for him as the show of the place. There was hardly a conception, however, in the minds of those who heard him, of how d^ep*the
cnuse for ^onler lay.
""r. Oliver, as we have said, was indulgent. Tom was
allowed to hive constant access to the piano; in truth, he could not
live without it; when deprived of"music now, actual physical debility
followed; the gnawing Something had found its food at last. No a"<-temojs
was made, ho* ever, to p^ive him any scientific musical teaching; nox-?
I wish it distinctly borne in mind-has he ever at any time received
such instruction .
-

\

"The planter began to wonder what kind of a creature

this was which he had bought, flesh and soul. In what part of the
unsightly baby-carcass had been atoned away those old airs, forgotten
by every one ebse, and some of them never heard by the child but once,

^MRl-Tom
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but which he now reproduced every note intact, and with whatever
quirk or quiddity of style belonged to the person who had
originally

sung or played then? stranger still the harmonies which

he had never heard, had learned from no man. The sluggish breath
of the old house, being enchanted, grow into quaint and delicate
whims of music, never the same, changing every day. ;;ovor

lad;

uncertain, sad minor always, vexing tho content of the hearer,- one
inarticulate, unanswered question of pain in all, making them one.
Even the vulgarcst listener was troubled, hardly knowing why,-how
sorry Tom's music wasJ
" At last the time came when the door was to be opened,
when some listener, not vulgar, recognized the child as God made
him, induced hip master 3o remove him from the plantation/

^omethin

ouc-ht to be done for him; the world ought not to be cheated of this
pleasure; besides the money that could be made] So Kr. Oliver, with
a kindly feeling for

Tom, proud, too, of this agreeable monster

which his plantation had grown, and sensible that it was a more
fruitful source of-recerence than tobacco-fields, sot out with tho
boy, literally to seek their fortune.
"The first exhibition of him was given, I:think,.in
Savannah,G-eorgia;

thence he was taken to Charleston, Richmond, to

all the principal cities and towns in the Southern states.
'

" This was in 1853. from thr-t time until the prcnont

Tom has lived constantly an open life, petted, feted,, his real
talent befogged by exaggeration, and so pampered and coddled that
one might suopose the only purpose was to corrupt and wear it out.

llind Tom
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For these reasons this statement is purposely guarded,

restricted

to plain, known facts.
" "o sooner had Tom been brought before the public than
the pretensions put forward by his master, commanded the KKNKXH^X
scrutiny of both scientific and musical
subjected to rigorous tests. Fortunately

skeptics. His capacities weare
for the boy;

so tried,-

harshly, it is true, yet skilfully,-they not only bore the trial,but
acknowledged the touch as skilful; every day new powers were developed,
until he reached his limit, XKKX^gRyX beyone which it is not probable
he will ever oass. That limit, however, establishes him as an anomaly
in musical

science.
"... His memory is so accurate that he can repeat, without

the loss of a syTjable, a discourse of fifteen minutes in length, of
"hich he does not understand a word. Songs, too, in French or Germap.,
after a single hearing, he renders not only literally
rLn .oGos,

in words, buL

style, and expression. His voice, nowever, is discordant,

and of small compass.
" In music, this boy of twelve years, born blind,
utterly

ignorant of a note, ignorant of every phase of

musical

science, interprets severely

so-called

classical composers with a

clearness of conception in which he excels, and a skill in mechanism,
equal to that of our second-rate artists. His concerts usually

in-

clude any themes selected by the audience from the higher grades of
Italian and German opera. His comprehension of the meaning of music,
as " prophetic or historical voice which few souls utter and fewer
understand, is clear and vivid: he renders it thus, with whatever
mastery of the mere material part he may possess; fingering dramatic
effects, etc.: these are but means to^him not an end, as with most

31JLnd Tom
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artists. One could fancy that Tom was never traitor to the intent
or soul of the theme. What God or the Devil meant to say by this
or that harmony, what-the soul of one man cried aloud to another
in it, this boy knows, and is to that a faithful witness, lis deaf,
uninstructed

soul has never been tampered with by art-critics who

know the body well enough of music, but nothing of t^e living
creature within. The world is full of these vulgar souls that
palter with eternal Nature and the eternal Arts, blind to the '/Vord
who dwells among us therein. Tom or the daemon in Tom, was not one
of them.
"With regard to his command of the instrument two points
have been especially noted by musicians; the unusual
occurrence of tours de force

frequency of

in his playing, and the scientific

precision of hip touch. 7or example in a progression of augmented
chords, his node of fingering is invariably that of tho schools,
not that which would seem most natural to a blind child never
taught to place a finger. Even when seated with his back to the
piano, and made to play in that oosition, ( a favorite feat in
his concerts) the touch la always scientifically accurate.
" The peculiar power "'hich Tom possesses, howevor, is ono WE&
which requires no scientific knowledge of music in his audience
to appreciate. Placed at the instrument with any musician ho plays
accompaniment
a perfect bass HWMSXHYPtKRTS to the treble of music heard for the
first time as he nlavs.

Then taking the seat vacated by the

other performer, he instantly gives the entire piece, intact in
brilliancy and symmetry, not a note lost or misplaced. The

selections

of music by which this power of Tom was tested, two yoars ago, wore

llind'Tom
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-Onetimes fourteen an.! sixteen paff.es in length; on one occasion,
st an exhibition st the White louse, after a long concert, h- was '
tried with two pieces,-one thirteen, the other twenty pages long,
anit vjf;p successful.
" 7e know of no parallel case to this in musical history,
leing

c-lave, Tom never was taken into a "roe State; for the same

reason his master refused advatageous offers from European managers.
The highest ooints

forth at which his.concerts were given were

l^.ltimore rnd the upper Virginia towns. I heard him sometime in i860,
"lo regained a week or two in the town, playing eiaery night.
" Sore beautiful caged spirit, one could not but know,
struggle! for broath under that brutal for;a and idiotic brain. I wonder
-hen it will be free, rot in this life; the bars are too heavy.
("ce Atlantic ronthly, Vol. X, November 1862-Ho.LXI)
1LIX0 TOH by the author of "!!argret Howth"(^rs. R.
3.H.Davis) Boston, 1862)
Pa^e 530
'

^dttori^l

DwigAt's Journal of ;'usic
'loston, November 8,1862

(Page 254)

"211nd Tim".- -The story of this blind black Idiotic musical or
nua^i-ru^ical-nro^lgy, by the' authoress of "Margret Howth", which we
cony from the Atlantic Monthly, is. certainly wonderful and full of
interest, alike for uho strange phenomena recited and for the clever
nc<js and beauth of the recital. "We wish to put it on record in these
c o l u m s against the time when some' more satisfactory light may be
she! noon the ouzfling an3 imperfectly read facts. It is seldom, in
such c^res of allege! musical precocity, that wo got the right kind

'31ind Tom

Page

'

of evidence; we certainly have not got it in the present case,
with all that there is so appreciative and finely intuitive in
the "rtter's mind. Peoole who are unmusical, or half musical, or
musical, in a very superficial sense, are far readier to go into
ecstacies over some newly discovered

"musical genius"' than are

really the musical. Thin slave boy's musical fame is -'holly a
growth of the Southern States, whose institutions certainly have
never acted very favorably unon Art culture, or tended, to produce
any thing like Art or the love of it among r. people

se^i-bcrbarou^

through wilful rejection of the corner stone of civilisation -'hioh
is freedom. That this phenomenon should excite ruch admiration in
the ?outh, goes but a little way toward persuading us that' it' is
a case of musical genius, or that it *oan 35% properly be brought
into any comparison with such an instance as the childhood oi ^o^ar-,
'7e need the judgment of a roaliy musical community, or at leant of
those who really know what music is.
"...Purely a morbid, brainless memory, a freak of idiotirm,
is not a genius.-But the subject Is greater than we would fain
graople with, or think to clear up without far more time and
evidence. The phenomena may be full of vast significance to one .'ho
shall know how to read them truly.- 7e dismiss the matter, thanking
the reporter who has clothed it with such charming, sad rom- nc^, an
hoping for more light upon it.

Correspondence

Owight's Journal of runic
November 22,1862.Page 267

" H i n d Tom" Aga in
(From a lady who is, musical)

".,. Indeed, from all tha., I have learned about Tom's

- -'

(

11'Yn' To;;

,

-rn-.i -'Cr^on^
' ^thcr
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'-.rve lio^rd him, I mo^--e tk^u doubt

tfleiLs .iDrit l.lycu^^.lon:-but'it

---

seems, to me, thau

-o --a i\j-jytice to the olack race, to let -dm nass

c

. - -

--

soeciten 01.' tkeir lu^ical abilities-,

o-^'k-iliuies.
'.t-.^' n
"

tk.?^. of

h^t tkp blocks are

musical oio-lc, no one,

.eck of uhem, li^putes. 1 k..ve net with two cas^s
.uyical e*..r

mciory, as i*or.L'rk;ble

ile:^iny. f'^n the c se of
" .c^'i'-d, a

<rid cer-

511nd Tom. One wrs k. Leon

re-tck^/e^t-fkili.-n gDnLlenan (ebony b^ack, with *.'*'0ly

k ir), r^^lr?! sillier - n.^ o floor of tke 'jimpire, an! an esteemed
jf 3Gll.cs le'.tres ani! foreign lan-juapec in London. .."
"...Tkc

c.y
^k:
k^D

tkat of

a y'e***rrfal ^nl lovely contrulto voice of extensive
:

to attend .'Lk* [bench ooora ^itk her

n-yyer'**. f:nily every ni kt
-ky

-.-krt -In' k"d ke'rlJ

rikk Lr'tdl-'J
fir

slave girl who lived near us in ke"

I believe

ri^^ing * . s

luring the season;

nn poor Louise] kow

-k;. t nure intonybion, cleur scales,
-ke had a genuine nunical organization,

nor*

l.itatljn;

its Iramatic coloring some-

.f -j yrc y'yi, in truth and betuty, th t of the trained orima do-ina
?in in - k'jl furred her musical

education..."

"I think thi't tko exaggerated

)ilnien as to Tom's soility

1* o<d.y kel" by Southern -*<eoole, *"ko knve been so long accustomed
yi ye**.' n
rey

th?, bl.oks i-*** mere ^nluals, thoL they are astonished at

llfylay of intelligence i-nerr" them; or by geberous, but non-

mu^ic-'l oer^ens, like tko tolented authoress of the sketch in
-

wko r*re so anxious to aid the down-tro "den race-y-but whose

entk-^'insn ^bout Tom is clouded, not
'

-

.

clear-sighted."
F k R

7

H i n d Tom

;
Boston,
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Dwlrxht's Journal of Music ,lov. 22,1862
November 13*1862

(From a Spiritualist)

, (Page 263)

"My belief has been from the first, that he is one of
those beings of whom there are now very many among .u^-^ubj^cu
to possession by influences from the.other world."
W
Dwi^ht's Journal of Husic
November 29,1862
Page "275
"Black Tom"
(From the Springfield Republican)
"...A very strange and seemingly inexplicable case,
surely. But unless we take the supernatural view of it-which
we are not inclined to do-we hope, we shall not be called uoon
to believe in impossibilities. The writer in the Atlantic lets
it oass for genius. How a pianist must possess something besides
genius to do what this blind black boy is said to have done.-"
"... The feat of playing an accompaniment bo a now moloi;;
is not so remarkable as to need

special mention, were it not for

the statement that it was performed by a child, blind and an iJio^
to boot-"
"To our mind the story discovers not genius but a .i,-';Oiyextraordlnary in the highest degree and in its particular field
altogether unparalleled-coupled with perhaps considerably more
than the average taste for music."

Dwight's Journal of Music '
.Vol. 26 Oct. 27,1856
Page 336
" " Blind Tom" has called forth some, remarkable

'

-
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testimonials in London. These for instance?
"in justice to "Blind Tom" I have much pleasure in
stating that I think him marvelously gifted by nature. I happened
to be present at a performance of his at Southsea, and at the request of Mrs. '".P.Howard began to test his abilities by extemporizing a short rhythmical piece, which he imitated to perfection,
thur proving beyond all doubt j that he did not impose upon the
public by preparation.,
" I then went so far as to play him that part.of my
"recollections of Ireland"

in which the three melodies are

blended, and even that he imitated with most of its intricacies
and changes.
" Having tested his powers of analyzing chords, and
found them all that I could desire, I next put my'bands on the
keys at random, and was surprised to hear him name every note of
such flagrant discord. Tom's technical acquirements are very remarkable, and his entertainment full of interest for the musician
and amateur."
"outhsea, Sep.t. 11,1856

*

"

I. Hoscheles. "

" I have this day. for the first time, heard Blind
Tom play on the pianoforte, and I was very much astonished by
his performance. His natural musical gifts seem to me quite
marvelous, and the manner in which he repeated several pieces
I Played to him, which he had evidently never heard before, was
most remarkable. Perhaps the most striking feature was the extraordinary quickness with which he named any notes struck by
me on the piano, either singly or simultaneously,.however, dis-.

Blind Tom .
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cordant they might be. I also named to him several notes,
choosing the most difficult and perplexing intervals; these he
instantly

sang with perfect truth of intonation, although they

might have puzzled a well-educated musician. Altogether, Blind
Tom aeems to me a most singular and inexplicable phenomenon.'
Greenboys, -27th ^ept. 1866

Music and Drama
Vol. II,No.9 June 3rd, 1882

" Charles Halle "

(Page 6)

' .
Hew York

'"Blind. Tom's Concerts
That musical gold mine, Blind Tom, in his travels up
and down the earth has reached New York again, and gave five of
his concerts in Association Hall last week. Just what to make of
this wonderfully gifted boy has been a puzzle to musicians for a
long time. To commend his playing as artistic and valuable is to
acknowledge that the sensuous charm of sounds and the emotional
character of music was

all there was to it, and thus to lower

the position of every intelligent musician in the world; for if th
work of a stupid, uneducated boy, not to say idiot, wag ortiatica
satisfactory, what has a man of brains to show for his greater
abilities and harder work? But, on the other hand, to writo Tom's
performance down as worthless and inartistic was, in the popular
judgment to fly in the face of facts.
The truth is Tom has done considerable good musical
work in his travels. Mapy a country piano teacher could have
learned from him something about the production of ,good tone and
the proper use of the pedal if nothing else, and Tom hag playol

Blind Tom
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considerable classical music to people that perhaps-never heard
it any other way. The fact is, Tom is to be considered as a sort of animated Phonograph or musical mirror. What he has caught from
a g.iod model or learned from a good teacher, he does well, and what
he has picked up from inferior sources he gives just as he received
it.

.
" neither

,

has idiocy nor his blindness are total, although both .

are no d*)Ubt genuine. His musical memory is, however, something phenomenal and enables him to bring out repeatedly after long intervals,
what he has taken in through the ears."

* -

Negro Musicians and Their Music
By
Maude Cuney-Hare

1

1936 (Page 215)

" a remarkable musical prodigy of the "eighties" was
the pnenomonon, Thomas Greene Bethune, known as "Blind Tom". He
ias born without sight, in Columbus, Georgia, on May 25, 1849, and
was of unmixed blood. He possessed absolute pitch, an unerring ear
rnd marvelous memory. He way said to have a repertoire of seven
thiurrnM piece? which he had learned by ^aving them played to him.
He traveled extensively and.created a stir in America and Europe,
A review in "'usic ^nd Praia", Hew York, appearing on June 3, 1882,
srid, "To -'rite Tom's performance-down as worthless and inartistic,
-.-as to fly in the face of facts. ..Many a country piano teacher could
hnve learned from him something about the production of good tone
and the proper use of the pedals."

