
Introduction 
On May 6, 1924, the seven members of the ‘Wolverine 
Orchestra’ went to the Gennett Recording Studios in 
Richmond, IN and waxed four numbers: Oh Baby!,  
Copenhagen, Riverboat Shuffle, and Susie. Riverboat Shuffle 
is the first Hoagy Carmichael composition that was ever 
recorded and soon became a jazz standard. Lord’s 
discography lists nearly 400 recordings between 1924 and 
2015.  

  We provide herein information about early recordings of the 
song and some intriguing aspects in the chronology of its 
copyrights.  

The ‘Wolverine Orchestra’. Richmond, Indiana, 
May 1924 
The ‘Wolverine Orchestra’ secured a steady engagement at 
Doyle’s Dancing Academy in Cincinnati, OH beginning on 
January 14, 1924. The Academy was located on the third 

floor of the building at the corner of Court Street and Central 
Avenue in downtown Cincinnati. 
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Figure 1, Doyle’s Dancing Academy, 1970s, shortly before the 
building was demolished. Courtesy of the late David 
Bartholomew.

Figure 2. The ‘Wolverine Orchestra’, Doyle’s Dancing Academy, January 1924. Left to right: Vic Moore, George Johnson, Jimmy Hartwell, 
Dick Voynow (standing), Bix Beiderbecke, Al Gandee, Min Leibrook, Bob Gillette. Courtesy of John Vincent.



  The edition of the Wolverines between January 14 and 
March 31, 1924 consisted of eight musicians as seen in 
Figure 2, a photograph taken at the Academy in January 
1924. 

  The Wolverines were not happy playing at the Academy. 
"They had caused a far greater stir among local musicians 
than among the paying customers," wrote Sudhalter and 
Evans about the Wolverines engagement at Doyle’s. [1] The 
Wolverines were popular with college kids, but the Doyle 
clientele consisted mostly of working youngsters.  

  George Johnson and Vic Moore had become friends with 
Hoagy Carmichael when the three spent the winter of 1923 in 
Palm Beach, Florida. [2] At the end of May 1924 Carmichael 
wrote to George with an invitation for the Wolverines to play 
at fraternity houses in Indiana University. [3] At the same 
time, Jimmy Hartwell learned that the Indianapolis Athletic 
Club was auditioning dance bands for its social functions. [1] 
Lured by these prospects, the Wolverines gave notice to 
Doyle’s management of their decision to leave. The people in 
charge of Doyle’s told the musicians that their contract was 
binding and that they could not leave. To ensure that the 
musicians would not depart, the management told them that 
they could not remove their instruments from the Dance Hall. 
But the Wolverines were determined to leave. Thus, Dick 
Voynow, who had stayed in the dance hall on the pretext that 
he had to work on some arrangements, lowered the 
instruments from the third floor to the street where the 
remaining Wolverines were waiting to load the instruments 
into cars. After lowering all the instruments, Voynow joined 
his colleagues, and all members of the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’, 
except trombonist Al Gandee, left early in the morning of 
April 1, 1924.  

  In April and May 1924, the Wolverines were engaged to 
play in a variety of functions on the Indiana University 
campus: several fraternities, the Boosters Club, a music store 
in Bloomington and the Women’s Self-Government 
Association dance. Life was idyllic. George Johnson describes 
it as follows: “That summer [N. B. in fact it was Spring] was 
time spent in Utopia. Enthusiastic dancers to play to, dancers 
who understood our music as well as we did, whole days 
spent playing golf, and a full purse to supply anything we 
wanted.“ [3] Bix spent a lot of time with Carmichael –

jamming, listening to Stravinsky, having dialogues about 
surrealistic themes with Carmichael and his friends in the 
legendary Book Nook. Sudhalter and Evans [1] describe the 
interactions between Bix and Hoagy’s gang: “It (the Book 
Nook) played host to everything, from deep philosophical 
discussions to the most disorganized of jam sessions. Bix fit in 
at once with Bill Moenkhaus, Ward Allen and the rest of 
Carmichael’s circle of rugged individualists, quickly 
establishing in just one memorable conversation his ability to 
think as imaginatively as they.” In that legendary 
conversation, Bix uttered, in response to the surrealistic 
Wheatena test the immortal “I am not a swan.” 

  It was on the battered piano at the Book Nook that 
Carmichael composed Riverboat Shuffle. “I went into the 
Book Nook and I sat down at the piano… The Wolverines 
were coming down again next weekend to play a dance. I 
would compose a piece for them… The Wolverines were in 
town and Bix came over. I played it for him… Others of the 
Wolverines drifted in. ‘We’ll record it for Gennett.’ They got 
out their instruments and made an arrangement on the 
spot.” [4] Carmichael had named the tune Free Wheeling. But 
the Wolverines recorded it under the name Riverboat Shuffle. 
“The name was a composite of suggestions from the members 
in the band, Bix liking the Riverboat part and Bob Gillette 
suggesting the ‘shuffle’.” [3] 

The Vital Statistics for the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’ 
Recording of Riverboat Shuffle 
WOLVERINE ORCHESTRA 
Dick Voynow, p, dir. Bix Beiderbecke, c; Jimmy Hartwell, cl; 
George Johnson, ts; Bob Gillette, bj; Min Leibrook, bb; Vic 
Moore, d.                                     Richmond, IN, May 6, 1924 
11852 Oh Baby                                           Gennett 5453 
11853 Copenhagen                                     Gennett 5453 
11854-A Riverboat Shuffle                           Gennett unissued 
11854-B Riverboat Shuffle                           Gennett unissued 
11854-C Riverboat Shuffle                           Gennett 5454 
11855-A Susie                                             Gennett 5454 
11855-B Susie                                             Gennett 5454 
11856 Royal Garden Blues                          Gennett unissued 

 Upon completion of the May 6, 1924 recording session for 
Gennett, photographs of the Wolverines were taken in the 
Richmond, IN train station. The photographs, shown below, 

Figure 3. Gennett Recording Card, courtesy of Ralph Wondraschek.



belonged to George Johnson. He had sent them in 1936 
together with his article titled Wolverine Days to the English 
jazz magazine Swing Music. The originals were never 
returned to Johnson.  

Riverboat Shuffle Recordings 1925-1928 
Soon after the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’ recorded Riverboat 
Shuffle, several bands, some highly prestigious, others 
obscure, went into recording studios and waxed Carmichael’s 
song. The following is a list of the 1920s recordings. All credit 
composition to Voynow, Carmichael and Mills except the 
Mosby test pressing which does not give composer credit on 
the label. 

Band Date Release

Mosby’s Dixieland Blue Blowers 
Direction Henry W. Starr

c. 1924-1925 Test pressing

Isham Jones Orchestra March 12 1925 Brunswick 2854

The Cotton Club Orchestra April 27 1925 Columbia 374-D 
(2 takes)

The Benson Orchestra of Chicago May 23 1925 Victor 19688

Richard Hitter's Cabineers c. May 1925 Everybodys 1063

Jimmy Joy's St. Anthony's Hotel 
Orchestra

May 13/14 1925 OKeh 40388

Kit-Cat Band October 7 1925 HMV B-2167

Frankie Trumbauer And His 
Orchestra

May 9 1927 OKeh 40822

Red Nichols and his Five Pennies August 15 1927 Brunswick 3627 
(2 takes)

Alabama Red Peppers April 1928 Romeo 634

Little’s Collegians (pseudonym for 
Berlyn Baylor Orchestra)

April 20 1928 Superior 2817

Figure 4. Record Label of Gennett 5454.

Figure 7. Cover of 1925 Sheet Music. Note that Carmichael’s 
nickname is spelled ‘Hoagie’ (exactly as in the copyright 
registration for the sheet music, Figure 10 below), note the more 
usual ‘Hoagy’.

Figure 6. Label of Mosby's Dixieland Blue Blowers 
test pressing. Scan from Jazz Oracle CD BDW9003 
by courtesy of Dustin Wittman.

Figure 5. Record Label of Claxtonola 40339. ‘The 
Jazz Harmonizers’, pseudonym for the ‘Wolverine 
Orchestra’. Courtesy of Keith Adams.



Figure 8. ‘The Wolverines’ on May 6, 1924, Richmond IN. From left to right: Ezra Wickemeyer (Gennett recording 
engineer), Min Leibrook, Jimmy Hartwell, George Johnson, Vic Moore, Bob Gillette, Dick Voynow, Bix Beiderbecke. 
Scanned from George Johnson’s 1936 article and treated, courtesy of Nick Dellow.

Figure 9. Another photo of the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’, just after they had recorded Riverboat Shuffle on May 6, 1924, Richmond, IN. 
Scanned from George Johnson’s 1936 article and treated, courtesy of Nick Dellow.



Riverboat Shuffle Copyright Registrations 
1924-1967 
The copyright history of Riverboat Shuffle offers illuminating 
details about the growth of a jazz standard from informal 
composition to formally published sheet music, and sheds 
light as well on Carmichael’s authorial role in the evolution of 
the song. 

  Sometime after the release of the Wolverines’ Gennett 
recording of Riverboat Shuffle, Carmichael received a 
telegram or letter from Irving Mills of Jack Mills, Inc., the New 
York music publishing company. Mills wrote that he had 
heard the Wolverines’ recording and wanted to publish the 
piece as sheet music. [5] (pp. 79-80) It was Dick Voynow, a 
leader of the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’ and a man already 
developing connections in the music business, who had most 
likely played the recording for Mills in late 1924. [6] (p. 120) 

  Jack Mills, Inc. published the sheet music—four printed 
pages described on the cover as a ‘Novelty Piano Solo’ — on 
June 17, 1925, listing the composers, in order, as Dick 
Voynow, Hoagie [sic] Carmichael, and Irving Mills. Mills had 
nothing to do with the composition of the piece; he was 
simply “cutting himself in on the royalties by adding his name 
to the composer credits.” [7] (p. 97) Voynow, who read music, 
may have played a role in the notating of Riverboat Shuffle as 
piano music, possibly with assistance from a staff arranger at 
Mills. Carmichael himself did not yet have the formal 
composing skills necessary for such a task. His ability to read 
and write music was still undeveloped in this period [7] (pp. 
70, 75) Two deposit copies of the published sheet music, as 
required by statute for registering the copyright, were 
received by the Copyright Office on June 24, 1925; and Jack 
Mills, Inc. was listed in the registration entry as the copyright 
owner-claimant, meaning that Mills owned the copyright 
either through assignment from the three coauthors or by a 
corporate work-for-hire arrangement, as was the usual 
practice in the music business at that time. [8] 

  Fourteen years later, in 1939, Riverboat Shuffle was again 
registered for copyright, this time as a “song,” that is, as a set 
of lyrics. The composers are listed as Hoagy Carmichael (now 
ranked first), Voynow, Mills, and (newly added) Mitchell 
Parish, who had previously composed lyrics for Carmichael’s 
Star Dust and One Morning in May. [7] (pp. 202-204) The 

date of publication, according to the copyright registration, 
was November 28, 1939, and the copyright owner of the 
‘new matter’ contained in the lyrics was Mills Music, Inc. [9]  

  In this period, an initial U.S. copyright term ran for 28 years 
from the year of first publication. If the copyright owner 
wished to renew the copyright for a second term of 28 years, 
the owner had to file an application and pay a fee for renewal 
during the final year of the first 28-year term. The 1939 
copyright for the lyrics of Riverboat Shuffle was duly 
renewed on November 6, 1967. Carmichael, Irving Mills, and 
Parish were listed as the ‘authors’ on the renewal registration. 
Voynow’s name was omitted, probably because he had died 
in 1944 and left no heirs who claimed a share of the renewal 
copyright. [10] 

  The 1925 copyright in the piano version of Riverboat Shuffle 
was renewed for a second 28-year term of protection on June 
17, 1952. Curiously, only Carmichael’s name is listed as 
author-claimant of this renewed copyright. [11] This might 
mean that Carmichael filed for renewal in his own name, 
treating himself as the sole author of the piano composition. 
After all, Voynow was dead; and Carmichael in later years 
inveighed against the practices of businessmen such as Irving 
Mills, who had forced his name into the credits of 
Carmichael’s first composition. [7] (p. 375 n.4) Carmichael, 
his lawyerly instincts aroused, might have thought it high time 
to restore his rightful sole authorship. We do not know the 
full circumstances of this renewal. 

  Strangely, a year later, in 1953, another copyright renewal 
for the very same piano version of Riverboat Shuffle was 
registered, this time citing as author-claimants both 
‘Hoagland Carmichael & Irving Mills’. [12] This 1953 
registration was a separate renewal of the very same copyright 
whose renewal registration had already been recorded in 
1952. Had Mills taken umbrage at the 1952 renewal of the 
piano-version copyright in Carmichael’s sole name? Did Mills 
insist on an amended registration to reflect his original status 
as author? Possibly. 

  There is still another copyright for Riverboat Shuffle, in 
addition to the 1925 and 1939 copyrights already discussed. 
On July 31, 1924, Carmichael registered the copyright in an 
unpublished musical composition of Riverboat Shuffle, listing 

Figure 10. Record Label, Victor 19688. Figure 11. Record Label, Everybodys 1063.



himself as ‘Hoagland Howard Carmichael, Indianapolis’. No 
other composer was listed, and neither Irving Mills nor the 
Mills publishing company was mentioned. [13] In this period, 
a composer could register the copyright in an unpublished 
musical composition by submitting to the Copyright Office an 
application, a fee, and a single deposit copy of the sheet 
music, typically handwritten. 

  This registration was made less than three months after the 
Wolverines had recorded the song on May 6, 1924. The 
registration, like the Gennett and Claxtonola record labels, 
gave only Hoagy’s name as composer. The naming of a 
composer on a record label was not necessarily an indication 
that a copyright in the recorded song had been registered, or 
that a copyright in sheet music even existed at the time of the 
recording. The Gennett recording itself would not have 
counted as a publication for copyright purposes in this 
period, so Carmichael was free to register the composition 
under a special provision of the 1909 Copyright Act that 
allowed for registration of unpublished musical works. 
Carmichael, a law student at the time, had probably learned 
of this option. 

  Moreover, it was becoming the practice of jazz musicians to 
register copyrights in songs that had been released as 
recordings, or were planned for release, and were likely to 
become popular as a result. The discs themselves were not 
eligible for U.S. copyright registration—either as musical 
compositions or as sound recordings—so a handy way to 
protect a recorded song from unauthorized exploitation was 
to register it as unpublished sheet music, typically in the form 
of an unelaborated composition often referred to as a ‘lead 
sheet’. Unpublished lead sheets by King Oliver, Fats Waller, 
Kid Ory, Louis Armstrong, Lil Hardin Armstrong, Red Nichols, 
Bix Beiderbecke, and other jazz musicians were registered for 
copyright during the 1920s. [14] Some lead-sheet 
registrations listed a music publishing company as the 
copyright claimant, but Carmichael’s 1924 registration listed 
only Hoagland Howard Carmichael of Indianapolis. 

  Carmichael would have had reason to register the copyright 
in Riverboat Shuffle so soon after the Gennett recording. The 
song was already gaining in popularity. Jess Stacy recalled 
that in July or August 1924 when Bix Beiderbecke was visiting 
a riverboat that had docked in Davenport, Jimmy Cannon and 
Tal Sexton greeted him by singing out his chorus from the 
Wolverines’ recording. [15] The fame of this revolutionary 
side was spreading quickly among musicians. 

  Carmichael (or someone acting for him) took care, in 1952, 
to renew the copyright in the 1924 lead sheet of Riverboat 
Shuffle. The renewal registration was dated June 17, 1952, 
and Carmichael alone was listed as author-claimant of the 
renewed copyright. [16] The fact that the renewal registration 
for the 1925 published sheet-music copyright in Riverboat 
Shuffle was also dated June 17, 1952 (as noted above), may 
indicate that Carmichael had a hand in both registrations, and 

considered the song his creation and no one else’s (or at least 
not Irving Mills’). 

  One mystery remains: who notated the lead sheet for 
Riverboat Shuffle that accompanied Carmichael’s July 1924 
application for registration of the unpublished composition? A 
lead sheet was indeed submitted as the required deposit copy, 
but unfortunately the Copyright Office has been unable to 
locate the lead sheet in its archives. Carmichael himself 
probably could not have notated the music, even to the 
extent of the basic melodic line, at this period in his career. 
Perhaps Dick Voynow was already assisting him with writing 
out the composition, but we will be unable to determine this 
unless the lead sheet can be found.  

  The copyright history recounted here shows, among other 
things, that Carmichael prized Riverboat Shuffle as his first 
composition and took pains to register its copyright within 
months of its waxing by the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’. His pride 
in the piece was undiminished 28 years later when he (or a 
representative acting for him) saw to it that the copyright was 
renewed for an additional 28-year term. 

A Chronological Conundrum and a Hypothesis 
The date of publication listed in the copyright registration 
entry for the sheet music of Riverboat Shuffle by Voynow, 
Carmichael and Mills is June 17, 1925. Note, however, that 
the recordings of the tune by the ‘Isham Jones Orchestra’, 
‘The Cotton Club Orchestra’, ‘The Benson Orchestra of 
Chicago’, ‘Richard Hitter’s Cabineers’ and ‘Jimmy Joy's St. 
Anthony's Hotel Orchestra’ were cut between three months 
and a few weeks prior to the date of the copyrighted sheet 
music in the registration entry. Nevertheless, the record 
companies — Brunswick, Columbia, OKeh, Victor, 
Everybodys — assigned composer credit on the respective 
record labels to the names precisely as listed in the copyright 
claim  yet to be registered. The names of the composers listed 
in the Columbia record label are also given on the Columbia 
record card. 

  It will be seen that the date of the recording session was 
April 27, 1925, but that the date of publication of the 
copyrighted sheet music as registered with the Copyright 
Office was June 17, 1925, with the composers listed, just as 
in the Cotton Club’s record card, as Voynow, Carmichael and 
Mills and the publisher as Jack Mills, Inc. Since the sheet 
music was not published until after the Cotton Club and other 
bands had recorded the song, the question arises as to how 
the record companies knew about the three composers before 
the publication of the sheet music and the registration of its 
copyright?  

  

Figure 13. 1925 Copyright registration entry for the published 
sheet music of Riverboat Shuffle.

Figure 12. 1924 Copyright registration entry for the unpublished 
lead sheet of Riverboat Shuffle.



 To bring the problem into focus, it is instructive to present, at 
this point, the relevant timeline (see Riverboat Shuffle 
Recordings 1925-1928 above): 

May 3, 1924 Carmichael plays Free Wheeling for the 
‘Wolverines’ at Indiana University.  They like it, rehearse it, 
and rename it Riverboat Shuffle (‘RS’) (Evans&Evans 147). 
May 6, 1924 The ‘Wolverine Orchestra’ record RS for 
Gennett. 
May 31, 1924 The above Gennett record is released (Evans 
& Evans 150). 
July 31, 1924 Carmichael registers a copyright in the 
unpublished RS solely in his name. 
March 12, 1925 The ‘Isham Jones Orchestra’ records RS for 
Brunswick.  
April 27, 1925 ‘The Cotton Club Orchestra’ records RS for 
Columbia. [Two takes - see Ate’s Ramblings on page 3 - Ed.] 
May 1925 ‘Richard Hitter’s Cabineers’ record RS for the 
Everybodys label. 
May 13, 14, 1925 ‘Jimmy Joy's St. Anthony's Hotel 
Orchestra’ records RS for OKeh. 
May 23, 1925 ‘The Benson Orchestra of Chicago’ records 
“RS” for Victor. 
June 17, 1925 Jack Mills, Inc. publishes the sheet music 
listing the composers as Dick Voynow, Hoagie [sic] 
Carmichael, and Irving Mills, as indicated in the copyright 
registration entry for the sheet music. 

  The sequence of dates provides an explicit illustration of the 
chronological conundrum: there were five recordings of 
Riverboat Shuffle waxed between March 12, 1925 and May 
23, 1925, and credited to Voynow-Carmichael-Mills even 
though the copyright registration with the three names was 
not filed until June 17, 1925. How was this possible? 

  Soon after Gennett 5454 (Riverboat Shuffle by the 
‘Wolverine Orchestra’) was released, at least one music 
publisher and several record producers expressed an interest 
in Carmichael’s composition.  

  According to Rick Kennedy, in late 1924, Dick Voynow 
(pianist in the ‘Wolverine Orchestra’) played the Wolverine 
disc of Riverboat Shuffle for Irving Mills of the important 
music company in New York, Mills Music Company. Soon 
after, “Mills Music mailed a contract to Carmichael in 
Bloomington.” [6] Note that the publishing company, 
founded in 1919 with Jack Mills as president and Irving Mills 
as vice president, was named “Jack Mills Inc.” The name was 
changed to “Mills Music” in 1928. 

  In a letter to Yarling, M.B, Radio and Publicity Dept., Sears & 
Roebuck postmarked November 12, 1936, [17] Hoagy 
Carmichael told a slightly different story. “It was on this piano 
that I composed Riverboat Shuffle my first composition, the 
tune that the Wolverines recorded for Gennett. It was a swell 
tune for jazz or swing because it had a screwy verse and four 
'breaks' in the chorus. The record was a sensation and a New 
York publisher, (Jack Mills) wired me for rights to publish it.” 

  A third account, noted above, is provided in Carmichael’s 
autobiography [4] where he quotes a letter from Irving Mills: 
“Dear Hoagy: We have heard the Wolverines record of 
Riverboat Shuffle and we wish to publish the piece. Enclosed 
is contract with Mills Music, etc. etc.” 

  Putting all these accounts together, it seems clear that by 
early 1925 negotiations were transpiring between 
Carmichael, Voynow and Irving Mills and that the 
negotiations culminated in the publication of the sheet music 
for Riverboat Shuffle on June 17, 1925 by Jack Mills, Inc. 

  In the meantime, several record companies were contracting 
with various bands to record Riverboat Shuffle, probably at 
the suggestion of Irving Mills or a staff manager at the Mills 
company. It is known that music publishers were not only 
copyrights administrators and royalty collectors, but also 
played an important role in persuading artists and record 
companies to record the songs in publishers’ libraries. [18] 

  Evidently, beginning in late 1924 and continuing until mid 
1925, Irving Mills or a staff member was in contact with Dick 
Voynow and Hoagy Carmichael and, in addition, convinced 
several companies and bands to record Riverboat Shuffle.  In 
his dealings with the record companies and the artists, Mills 
plainly informed them that the composers were Voynow-
Carmichael-Mills, and thus the three names appeared on the 
record labels and cards, although the sheet music had not yet 
been published and the copyright registration for it had not 
yet been filed. 

  From all this, we find strong additional evidence that music 
publishers in this period played a very influential role in 
persuading record companies and recording artists to record 
promising tunes, sometimes (especially in the case of 
relatively untested songwriters) even before sheet music was 
published and registered as copyrighted works. By getting 
commitments from labels and artists to record songs, music 
publishers could guarantee that recordings by popular bands
—in the case of Riverboat Shuffle, recordings by five different 
bands, not counting the initial Gennett release of 1924—
would serve as advertisements for the sheet music, which in 
this period represented for music publishers a most valuable 
revenue stream. The music publishers could provide the 
artists with free professional copies of published or soon-to-
be-published music, and the recordings, once released, 
would spur sales of the sheet music—a valuable quid pro quo 
of the musical world. [19] 

  While music publishers in this period could expect some 
royalties from compulsory licenses for ‘cover’ recordings 
made of a song (under the mechanical license provisions of 
the 1909 US Copyright Act), payment of compulsory royalties 
was still erratic and cumbersome to enforce. At this point, 
radio had not yet become the dominant promotional vehicle 

Figure 14. Record Card scan for the April 27, 1925 recording of 
Riverboat Shuffle by ‘The Cotton Club Orchestra’ for Columbia. 
Courtesy of Ralph Wondrascheck.



for music that it would soon be, and so music publishers 
depended heavily on popular recordings to promote their 
sheet music. Music publishers had every incentive to 
coordinate with record labels and artists for the waxing of a 
song before or shortly after sheet music appeared. As jazz 
historian Tim Brooks has noted, “songs . . . were recorded 
before the official [copyright] registration date, and/or before 
the sheet music came out. Everybody knew what was in the 
pipeline.” [20] 

  The intriguing chronology of the recording and publishing of 
the Voynow-Carmichael-Mills Riverboat Shuffle suggests that, 
indeed, many parties in this case knew what was in the 
pipeline and collaborated to make the song a popular success 
on both turntables and pianos in American homes. 

Coda - Hoagy Carmichael Becomes a Songwriter 
In 1926 a young lawyer paused in his clerking at a 
West Palm Beach, Fla., firm to listen to some radio 
music floating on the sultry air. When he recognized 
the song, Washboard Blues, as one he had written, 
Hoagland Howard Carmichael forgot about the bar 
and set about becoming the old music master. 
TIME Magazine, March 20, 2000. 

  The May 1924 recording of Riverboat Shuffle by the 
‘Wolverine Orchestra’ represented a milestone in Hoagland 
Howard Carmichael’s life. Riverboat Shuffle was Carmichael’s 
first effort as a composer. At this time, he could not read or 
write music and was studying to be an attorney, but the 
success of the tune changed his life. A prestigious music 
publisher (Mills Music) sought to publish and copyright 
Riverboat Shuffle. Several major record companies 
(Brunswick, Columbia, Victor) issued recordings of the tune 
by well-established dance band orchestras. Years later 
(November 12, 1936), Carmichael commented in a letter to 
M. B. Yarling, Radio and Publicity Dept., Sears & Roebuck 
[17], “The record [Riverboat Shuffle by the ‘Wolverine 
Orchestra’] was a sensation and a New York publisher, (Jack 
Mills) wired me for rights to publish it. This is interesting 
because not once in a million times does a publisher come to 
an unknown writer for his first tune. That's the easy way to 
break into the song-writing business.” 

  Another factor that contributed to Carmichael becoming a 
full-time composer was his close friendship with and 
admiration of Bix Beiderbecke. In the spring of 1924, he and 
Bix spent several exhilarating days and nights drinking 
prohibition liquor and listening to and talking about music. 
One evening, described in detail by Carmichael in his 
autobiography The Stardust Road [5], he and Bix were 
listening to Igor Stravinsky’s The Firebird. 

“It’s Wonderful. Wonderful. Let’s have another drink.” 
“Sure is. Turn the record over.” 
 There was a long silence, “Whyn’t you write music,  
Hoagy?” Bix asked softly. 
“Naw, you’re the one that writes the music. Every time 
you put that horn up to your mouth you write music.” 
“You write music, Hoagy,” Bix said again like he hadn’t 
heard me. 

  An additional factor that may have helped Carmichael to 
decide on a life as a composer was a laudatory article in his 
hometown newspaper, appearing just two days before ‘The 
Cotton Club Orchestra’ recorded Riverboat Shuffle for 

Columbia (probably the “big talking machine company” 
mentioned in the article). 

 Seeing his photograph in the newspaper with the headline 
“Jazz Composer” and his composition Riverboat Shuffle 
“being accepted by one of the big talking machine 
companies” must have made a strong impression on the 
young Carmichael.  

  The definitive event that led Carmichael to abandon his 
career in law and become a full-time composer took place in 
late 1926-early 1927. The widely circulated story, reported in 
several sources and described in detail in Carmichael’s 
autobiography [5], is that he heard the sound of Red Nichols' 
recording of Washboard Blues emanating from a record shop 
and decided to give up law and devote himself to music. [21]  

Figure 15. Article in the Indianapolis 
Star, April 25, 1925.



  From his autobiography: “When he happened upon a 
recording of his composition of Washboard Blues performed 
by Red Nichols, he was so impressed that he abandoned law 
forever in favor of music.” [4] 

  The headlines in a three-part newspaper article read: [22] 

“Take $50 a month or try to write songs? He asked. 
Hoagy took a chance 13 years ago, now sure of 
$20,000 a year for life.”  

“Red Nichols’ record changed Carmichael’s career. 
Write Songs Win Fame.”  

  Hoagy Carmichael himself expressed his plans and 
aspirations in a February 1927 letter to Red Nichols. [22] 
Hoagy planned on leaving West Palm Beach, FL on April 3, 
1927 and wrote to Red about his options. “I don’t think there 
is a thing in Indiana. Mills asked me to come to New York 
and try to record. But actually I am getting so wet and out of 
date I haven’t the guts. But the thing that interests me most is 
writing tunes. I have three or four now that would stand 
consideration, but I suspect they would have to be recorded 
in order to get the idea over. Mills will take anything I send, 
but the hell of it is getting an orchestration written.” (Note 
even here Carmichael was thinking of recordings as the 
indispensable way of putting sheet music “over.”) 
Carmichael’s longing crystallized in less than a year. On 
January 5, 1928, Hoagland Howard Carmichael registered the 
copyright for his immortal composition Stardust. [23] 
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