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Donald Cobb was born in 1936 in Oakland, California.  His music-making began
in the family home, and at age fifteen in a hotel summer band.  He studied with
composers Richard Donovan, Leon Kirchner and Darius Milhaud.  He has taught
and led musical ensembles in many schools and colleges, including Mills College,
the Athenian School, Wildshaw School in San Francisco and Friendsville Acad-
emy in Tennessee. Community and traditional song has been an abiding study.
In the 1970’s, he was musical director of the Oakland Museum Spring Concerts,
highlighting music of American and California composers.  

Finding musical expression in poetic language and the contours and rhythms
of our spoken language led the composer first to the Irish poet W. B. Yeats, and
his Crazy Jane Poems, and followed over years to the possibilities for song in the
work of admired American poets, including Walt Whitman, Vachel Lindsay,
Robinson Jeffers, whose poems are the basis for Boats in a Fog, and Gary Snyder,
whose translation of Cold Mountain Poems by Han Shan is the basis of Cold
Mountain Songs.

In this publication, Fiddler Jones, songs Tom Beatty and Eugenia Todd were written
years ago in rural East Tennessee, influenced by hymn qualities. Light of Lights was
also written years ago but in a different spirit and in a suburban setting in North-
ern California. Fiddler Jones was composed in 2007. 

Edgar Lee Masters (1868–1950) grew up in several small towns in the Sangamon
and Spoon River areas of Illinois, which had been settled by people of distinctly
different traditions.  Near the Sangamon, where Masters had lived with his grand-
parents, the people were descendants of Kentuckians and Virginians; in Lewiston,
near Spoon River, the people were of New England stock. 

He read law in his father's office in Lewiston and moved to a successful law
firm in Chicago in 1892. In 1903 he went into practice with Clarence Darrow
and in 1911 set up his own practice.  

There was a great flowering of the arts in the Chicago region at that time, with
people from small towns a significant part of that flowering. Masters associated
with some of the leading lights, including Dreiser, Sandburg and free verse writers
for Chicago's Poetry Magazine.  Other notable figures  in the region were Sinclair
Lewis, Louis Sullivan, Harriet Monroe and Sherwood Anderson.  Masters wrote
biographies of Vachel Lindsay, a contemporary he admired, and of Abraham Lin-
coln, both from Springfield. 

In 1914 Masters began a series of poems about his boyhood experiences in
western Illinois, expressing through gravestone epitaphs the hidden lives of the
citizens. Spoon River Anthology, which he finished in 8 months, was published in
1915 and was a sensational success, becoming one of the most widely known works
in American literature. In 1920 he gave up law and moved on to a literary career
in New York City, but no subsequent work ever enjoyed the popularity of Spoon
River Anthology.
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TOM BEATTY

I was a lawyer like Harmon Whitney
Or Kinsey Keene or Garrison Standard,
For I tried the rights of property,
Although by lamp-light, for thirty years,
In that poker room in the opera house.
And I say to you that Life's a gambler
Head and shoulders above us all.
No mayor alive can close the house.
And if you lose, you can squeal as you will;
You'll not get back your money.
He makes the percentage hard to conquer;
He stacks the cards to catch your weakness
And not to meet your strength.
And he gives you seventy years to play:
For if you cannot win in seventy
You cannot win at all.
So, if you lose, get out of the room –
Get out of the room when your time is up.
It's mean to sit and fumble the cards,
And curse your losses, leaden-eyed,
Whining to try and try.

EUGENIA TODD

Have any of you, passers-by,
Had an old tooth that was an unceasing discomfort?
Or a pain in the side that never quite left you?
Or a malignant growth that grew with time?
So that even in profoundest slumber
There was shadowy consciousness or the phantom of thought
Of the tooth, the side, the growth?
Even so thwarted love, or defeated ambition,
Or a blunder in life which mixed your life
Hopelessly to the end,
Will like a tooth, or a pain in the side,
Float through your dreams in the final sleep
Till perfect freedom from the earth-sphere
Comes to you as one who wakes
Healed and glad in the morning!
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The earth keeps some vibration going
There in your heart, and that is you.
And if the people find you can fiddle, 
Why, fiddle you must, for all your life.
What do you see, a harvest of clover?
Or a meadow to walk through to the river?
The wind's in the corn; you rub your hands
For beeves hereafter ready for market;
Or else you hear the rustle of skirts
Like the girls when dancing at Little Grove.
To Cooney Potter a pillar of dust
Or whirling leaves meant ruinous drouth;
They looked to me like Red-Head Sammy
Stepping it off, to “Toor-a-Loor.”
How could I till my forty acres
Not to speak of getting more,
With a medley of horns, bassoons and piccolos
Stirred in my brain by crows and robins
And the creak of a wind-mill – only these?
And I never started to plow in my life
That some one did not stop in the road
And take me away to a dance or picnic. 
I ended up with forty acres;
I ended up with a broken fiddle –
And a broken laugh, and a thousand memories,
And not a single regret.

LIGHT OF LIGHTS

When the sea has devoured the ships,
And the spires and the towers
Have gone back to the hills.
And all the cities
Are one with the plains again.
And the beauty of bronze,
And the strength of steel
Are blown over silent continents,
As the desert sand is blown –
My dust with yours forever.
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How could I till my forty acres
Not to speak of getting more,
With a medley of horns, bassoons and piccolos
Stirred in my brain by crows and robins
And the creak of a wind-mill – only these?
And I never started to plow in my life
That some one did not stop in the road
And take me away to a dance or picnic. 
I ended up with forty acres;
I ended up with a broken fiddle –
And a broken laugh, and a thousand memories,
And not a single regret.


