Listening Guide 11.4

“Waitin’ for a Train” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00

Vocal train whistle imitation


0:06
Intro
Trumpet melody (4 measures)


0:16
Verse 1
Vocal (24 measures)


1:07
Tag
Yodel (2 measures)


1:12
Instr. verse
Trumpet and clarinet (16 measures)


2:46
Verse 2
Vocal (24 measures)


3:36
Tag
Yodel (2 measures)


3:42
End
Analysis of “Waitin’ for a Train” (SCCCM, 2/9)

This recording was made in Atlanta in October 1928. It features a bowed string bass, Hawaiian slide guitar, guitar, muted trumpet, and clarinet, playing in a relaxed, jazzy, Dixieland style. This type of presentation demonstrates Rodgers’s and Peer’s tendency toward commercialism, a tendency quite distinct from the more traditional presentation and repertoire of the Carter Family. “Waitin’ for a Train” was indeed Rodgers’s most popular recording.

This piece begins with Rodgers’s vocal imitation of a train whistle, half whistled and half yodeled. The band then enters with the introduction. Note the role and sound of each instrument. The guitar provides the rhythm; the Hawaiian slide guitar provides a fuller sound with slides and sustained chords, “padding” the texture of the band. The muted trumpet and clarinet are reserved for an instrumental section between verses and do not provide padding or fill-ins during the vocal.

The lyric is about being a hobo, wandering along the railroad line. Contrasting with the “God, Mom, and home” lyrics of the Carters, Rodgers portrays himself as a wanderer and a misfit, down on his luck.

Rodgers’s vocal style is relaxed and wistful, lazily sliding from one pitch to the next and frequently employing blue notes, demonstrating that he was as much a white rural blues singer as he was a hillbilly singer.

