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Edwina Handy DeCosta, Minnie Handy Hanson and Doal E. Hanson Interviews
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Minnie Handy Hanson (granddaughter),President of Handy Bros Music Co:

Company originally founded Memphis TN as Pace Handy Music. On a trip to NY to do recording decided to move to NY. Eventually Pace left to form Black Swan and Handy decided to stay with publishing and he made the right decision. We’re still here.

It was difficult for African Americans to get their own music published. Best thing was to publish his own works.

We handle the licenses for movies, TV, book quotes, films etc. We’ve always been on Broadway—88 years now.
Edwina Handy DeCosta (great granddaughter)

He started the business in Memphis. Memphis Blues was his first publication. It was music only—a campaign song. The tune was so popular he had to hire three bands to tour playing it.

There is a controversy whether Memphis Blues was first blues ever published. Dallas Blues had an earlier date. But Handy had to hire three bands and the man who wrote Dallas Blues has never been heard from again. So Memphis Blues was the first blues published.

Times were different then. For a black man born 8 years after emancipation to two former slaves, he could not have his music published.He used his initials, WC, because it would make it easier to get the music published. Handy Bros has been on Broadway 88 years but Memphis Blues was published in 1912, so this summer we are celebrating 94 total years as music publishers.
Columbia Records brought up the handy Memphis Blues Band to record, and the album still exists today.

His music is still so appreciated. And he understood copyright law and took time to research and have simultaneous copyrights. EMI represents the business in London today.
He had made a decision to move to Chicago but after the visit to NY he knew this was where he needed to be. He hit town with the songs Memphis Blues and St Louis Blues, and with the hit A Good Man is Hard to Find.

Handy Bros was for me as a five year old coming to visit the office or visit him at his estate in New York and you’d see Rosamond Johnson or Nat King Cole etc. it was like over the river and through the woods. We didn’t think we were any different as children. Our grandpa had an office where we would watch the Macy’s parade outside. By the time we were teenagers we would come to the office and see Louis Armstrong’s band coming in to say hello on their way to paris. We’re in the Ed Sullivan building and Ed Sullivan did a eulogy for my grandfather. My brother came home one time and he had met Lou Rawls. In 2005 I met Dr. Henry Louis Gates at the office, he was doing a PBS program on the blues.

He had a keen sense of enterprise and love of his people’s music to capture folk songs and create a venue for people to reap the benefits of their labor.

We were part of the Tin Pan Alley music scene. He was a trailblazer and laid the path for us to follow.

Minnie Handy Hanson: Fact that he wrote St Louis Blues and all blues and in writing it and publishing it, put it down on paper. Spread it throughout the country and the world. That is a great feat.

He incorporated the tango in St Louis Blues. That is what makes it and it also has blues in it. It’s the combination that everybody appreciates. He incorporated the 12-bar break in Memphis Blues, a change from the 16 bar. Today the 12 bar is mostly used; he used both.

Edwina:  His love for the tango dates back being able to tour Cuba in 1900. He was intrigues by the melody and melodic sound. He was with the minstrels. Later he heard the music in NY as a tango.
Spike Lee in Mo Betta Blues brought new light to the Handy name. There ‘s the new generation with WC Handy’s Harlem Blues.

When I was a child my memories include understanding who Nat King Cole was—he was featured in a movie playing WC Handy, also Eartha Kitt and the phenomenal, energetic Pearl Bailey—all presenting the story of WC Handy. By age 11, I noticed that my great-grandfather’s name was in the encyclopedia—this man was special.

Great-grandson Doal E. Hanson has now started working at Handy Bros as graphic artist. Handy’s autobiography talks about how he wanted to keep the business in the family. We’ve had Uncle Charlie and grandfather WC Jr, Aunt Lou, Aunt Katherine—all the family members who’ve worked here.
Minnie: I had the privilege of traveling with him in the 1940s and seeing him on TV before most people had a tv. Also in my elementary school he was guest of honor at the school. I knew then there was something there.

Doal E.Hanson (great grandson) Working here is a learning experience. I knew he was famous and have been to so many concerts of his music but I didn’t realize everything he’s done. To start a business and to open up to the world the blues. To bring the world the blues.That’s been a learning experience for me, along with learning about copyright law.

Minnie:  By publishing music, it took it out of the locality and spread it around the country. People bought sheet music and then recordings.

Edwina (talks about copyright law) Handy Brothers is here. If they find out everything about Memphis they know that in his autobiography WC Handy calls one chapter From Beale Street to Broadway. We are the true gatekeepers of his legacy.
