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The early history of Columbia Records turns on 
some fateful calculations and miscalculations by the 
renowned inventor of the phonograph, Thomas Alva 
Edison. Edison was of course a giant during the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, which has been called 
the “age of inventions.” Among all of his creations, 
he would later call the phonograph his favorite (“my 
baby”), and he worked very hard, and for many years, 
on perfecting it. Yet had Edison concentrated more 
steadily on developing his invention, had he been less 
disdainful of music in favor of the spoken word, had 
he been more fl exible and less prideful in his approach 
to the business and technology of recorded sound, the 
entire history of the recording industry might have 
turned out differently. Instead, Edison left room for 
other innovators to improve upon his breakthrough 
and sometimes ruthlessly,surpass his efforts at reaping 
the full commercial rewards. In fact, one of the results 
of Edison’s wavering attention to his “baby” was 
the success of the enterprise that became Columbia 
Records, under the leadership of the shrewd, hard-nosed 
businessman Edward Denison Eaton.  
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In 1877, while at work on refi ning the telegraph, Edison hit upon the idea 
of transcribing sounds on a cylinder wrapped in tinfoil, and the patent for his 
“phonograph” was issued on February 19, 1878. The discovery instantly struck 
a chord far and wide. Soon afterward, a small, anonymously authored book, All 
About the Telephone and Telegraph, appeared in London and declared that Edison’s 
phonograph “promises to be one of the most remarkable of the recent marvels of 
science.” At fi rst blush, excited commentators imagined the phonograph as best 
suited not to recording music but to capturing spoken messages and aiding in 
stenography, especially for legal proceedings. There were also thought to be potential 
literary uses: “authors, too, may perhaps be saved the trouble of writing their 
compositions,” the little London book remarked. Edison himself listed “reproduction 
of music” as the fourth item on a list of ten possible uses for the phonograph, behind 
dictation, phonographic books for the blind, and the teaching of elocution.

After he secured his patent, Edison issued licenses to entrepreneurs who, in 
turn, for a nominal fee, exhibited the astounding talking machine to crowds around 
the country. These shows would conclude with the exhibitors recording a few of the 
onlookers’ voices. But the device proved very diffi cult to operate, the tin foil lasted 
for only a few playings, and the novelty of phonographic reproduction soon wore off 
with the public. Edison moved on to other projects, in particular the development 
of incandescent lighting—the lightbulb—and he sold his patent rights to the 
phonograph in 1878, against 20 percent of all future profi ts. 

In this age of inventions, though, no promising idea lay dormant for too long. 
Beyond the pursuit of scientifi c curiosity, the burst of scientifi c and engineering 
innovation was hastening the rise of mass production and mass consumption. 
Adaptations of Edison’s work with electric lighting, many initiated by Edison 
himself, would soon permit the illumination of entire cities; breakthroughs in 
metallurgy enabled the construction of the fi rst so-called “skyscrapers.” Such 
developments encouraged further innovations in science and engineering, which in 
turn created enormous new opportunities for commercial investment. And so the 
phonograph and its possible uses, laid aside by Edison, quickly attracted attention 
from the associates of another of the era’s greatest inventors.

In 1880, the French government awarded its Grand Volta Prize, worth a princely 
50,000 francs the equivalent of more than $100,000 today), to Alexander Graham 
Bell in honor of his invention of the telephone four years earlier. Bell invested the prize 
money in a new laboratory in Washington DC, where his cousin, Chichester A. Bell, 
a chemical engineer, and a scientist and instrument maker, Charles Sumner Tainter, 
began conducting further experiments in acoustics and recording. At fi rst, they worked 
on inscribing sounds on one side of a fl at disc, but the results were unsatisfactory. 
Instead, on May 4, 1886, Tainter and Chichester Bell gained a series of patents for 
what they called a “graphophone,” using a cardboard cylinder coated in ozocerite (a 
kind of wax) instead of tin foil, and employing a fl oating stylus instead of Edison’s rigid 
needle. Unlike Edison’s tinfoil strips, the wax-coated cylinders could be removed from 
the Bell-Tainter machine, stored away, and heard again on a later occasion.

Bell and Tainter approached Edison and proposed to combine forces with 
him to perfect the phonograph even further, but Edison threw them out, outraged at 
what he considered the theft of his invention. Bell and Tainter then joined with some 
associates to form the Volta Graphophone Company of Alexandria, Virginia (created 
on January 6, 1887, and incorporated on February 3), which would handle the 
commercial development of their new product. Among Volta Graphophone’s original 
stockholders was Edward Denison Easton. 

 

Edward Denison Easton, Stenographer 
and Father of Columbia Phonograph
Easton was a self-made, hard-charging, unsentimental businessman of the 

Gilded Age. Born in Gloucester, Massachusetts, in 1856, and raised in Arcola, 
New Jersey, he fi rst worked as a reporter for a Hackensack weekly newspaper. He 
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then mastered stenography—at the time a highly valued (and highly paid) specialty, 
performed mostly by men—and combined it with his newspaperman’s skills to 
become one of the nation’s premier legal reporters. In 1881 and

1882, having relocated to Washington, Easton covered the trial of Charles 
Guiteau, the assassin of President James Garfi eld. A year later, he reported the 
celebrated Star Route graft trials, involving high offi cials in the US Post Offi ce. 
According to an article later published in the New York Times, Easton received 
an astounding $50,000 for this work, described as the largest sum ever paid for 
such services. Well heeled but restless, Easton then enrolled at Georgetown Law 
School where, nearing the end of his studies, he became fascinated with the new 
fi eld of phonograph recording, which he had fi rst encountered when his witnessed a 
demonstration of Edison’s tinfoil device many years earlier. The great improvements 
introduced by Bell and Tainter apparently convinced Easton that sound recording 
might revolutionize every aspect of stenography, and he did not want be left in the dust.

In 1887, Easton joined a syndicate of investors that bought from Volta 
Graphophone the rights to the Bell-Tainter patents, founded its own American 
Graphophone Company to produce offi ce dictation machines, and started in business 
on G Street.ck After leasing one wing of an enormous abandoned sewing-machine 
factory complex in Bridgeport, Connecticut, American Graphophone hired a dozen 
workmen. The company began turning out machines at a rate of three or four a day, 
at fi rst, with the expectation that the federal offi ces in the nation’s capital would prove 
to be their primary market. Within a year, in February 1888, Easton, while remaining 
a major shareholder in American Graphophone, had taken on some new partners 
and secured from the company its exclusive sales rights for Delaware, Virginia, and 
the District of Columbia. The merchandising outfi t would take the name Columbia 
Phonograph Company, after its base of operations. Incorporated on January 22, 1889, 
the fi rm established offi ces in a brownstone at 627 E Street NW, in order to allow 
Easton and his partners to focus their business energies chiefl y on DC. However, the 
company, at Easton’s urging, soon pressed ahead with larger ambitions.

Before it fi nished its fi rst year in business, Columbia Phonograph had 
branched out beyond the marketing of offi ce dictation machines, and with 
good reason. Resistance to the devices had been growing. The equipment was 
expensive—$150 per machine—and it could be highly unreliable. More important, 
stenographer specialists, fearing imminent unemployment, despised the new 
technology and sometimes sabotaged it, while businessmen found that they preferred 
traditional dictation and transcription to shouting into a recording horn. Meanwhile, 
the possibilities of using the machines instead for listening to prerecorded 
music had already occurred to the early experimenters: Edison started work on 
producing musical cylinders in 1888. Then, in November 1889, Louis T. Glass, a 
San Franciscan working for the Pacifi c Phonograph Company, another marketing 
franchise, unveiled a machine that allowed the user to insert a nickel and listen, 
through elongated rubber ear tubes connected to the machine, to a brief musical 
selection or comic monologue. Coin-operated cylinder machines quickly began 
appearing in saloons, ice cream parlors, and other popular amusement spots. More 
than 1,250 of them were in operation around the country by 1891. 

In the fall of 1889, just before Glass announced his innovation, Columbia 
Phonograph began producing music cylinders, and Columbia quickly resolved to supply 
the “nickel-in-the-slot” trade. Soon, the company became the nation’s premier producer 
and promoter of musical recordings. In 1890, Columbia Phonograph issued its fi rst 
list of offerings. By June 1891, the list ran to ten pages, and it included marches, dance 
numbers, hymns and anthems, instrumental and vocal solos accompanied by piano, 
comic “dialect” routines, and spoken word recordings, priced at $1 to $2 per cylinder. 

Edison Returns and Columbia Commits to Music 

Even before Columbia Phonograph’s parent company, American 
Graphophone, was up and running, Thomas Alva Edisonthe great man who had 
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disappeared, had regained his interest in the talking machine. . In 1886, having 
successfully completed major advances in the distribution of electrical power, Edison 
repurchased his own phonograph patents and avidly resumed work on improving his 
invention and, in turn, manufacturing and marketing the new machines.. By 1888, 
he had perfected a new phonograph capable of making permanent recordings on 
wax cylinders. The directors of American Graphophone commenced what would 
become a recurring pattern of aggressive litigation, charging that Edison’s new work 
was infringing on the Bell-Tainter patents.

A courtroom confrontation seemed inevitable until a wealthy manufacturer 
of tableware glass tumblers from Pennsylvania, Jesse H. Lippincott, intervened. 
Interested in building a new monopoly along the lines of the American Bell 
Telephone Company, Lippincott, in 1888, bought up the stock of Edison Phonograph 
Works, along with its patents and exclusive sales rights to the Edison phonographs. 
He then forged a testy alliance with American Graphophone under the umbrella 
of his North American Phonograph Company, which would serve as a national 
sales and leasing agency for both companies’ machines, working through local 
franchises around the country. (Pacifi c Phonograph, where Louis Glass worked, was 
one of Lippincott’s franchises.) Columbia Phonograph, when fi nally incorporated 
early in 1889, retained the territorial sales rights it had obtained from American 
Graphophone, but now it had the additional rights to sell and lease Edison’s 
phonograph as well as the Bell-Tainter machine. Although formally licensed by 
North American Phonograph, Columbia operated very much on its own as it moved 
into producing music cylinders.

The North American Phonograph conglomerate was doomed from the 
start. The market for the cylinder machines, especially for the graphophones, was 
poor, as businessmen and stenographers continued to resist devices that were as 
bothersome as they were expensive. Edison had little use for the growing preference 
for recorded music, believing that it demeaned his invention, and he resented it when 
North American Phonograph decided to provide his machines as well as the Bell-
Tainter graphophones to the amusement-trade operators. Although Edison agreed 
to manufacture musical recordings, he did so grudgingly—“purely,” he wrote, “as a 
matter of accommodation to the North American people.” Lippincott’s business plans, 
meanwhile, proved disastrous. Efforts to coordinate the production and merchandising 
of two different machines manufactured by two different companies in two different 
plants led to constant disputes. Heavy unpaid bills and threats of litigation mounted.

Edward Easton, meanwhile, had become one of American Graphophone’s 
directors ck: was he not a director from the start? and in March 1890 the other 
directors sent him on a fact-fi nding trip to discover how the public was responding 
to the two versions of the talking machine. Traveling the country by railroad from 
Florida to Oregon, Easton learned that North American’s local dealers wished to 
sell one version or another, but not both, and that they greatly preferred the Edison 
phonograph, which produced clearer sound. Easton also came away more convinced 
than ever that the future lay in providing prerecorded music for the penny arcades, 
and eventually for private entertainment, not in building devices for business 
dictation. With live music readily available in concert halls and saloons, and with 
so many Americans making music in their own homes, it was not self-evident that 
musical recordings would prove profi table over the long haul, even after the “nickel-
in-the-slot” machines began to proliferate. But Easton—who appears to have had 
little interest in music, let alone any aptitude for it—took the risk. Strictly as a 
commercial venture, he and Columbia were in the music business for keeps. 

In the fall of 1890, Jesse Lippincott suffered a stroke and Edison, his principal 
creditor, took over direction of North American Phonograph. By the following 
spring, the company was clearly headed for collapse. Three years later, after a 
severe depression had leveled the national economy, Edison succeeded in his efforts 
to petition the North American Phonograph into bankruptcy. The move enabled 
Edison to salvage his patents and reclaim his company, but for two years, while 
the bankruptcy was being settled, he was not permitted to proceed with further 
perfecting and marketing his invention.

Phonograph Cylinders
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Easton and Columbia were poised to exploit the situation. In May 1893, after 
he had gained full control over the parent graphophone company (which had always 
retained its patents), Easton formed a new combination, with himself as president, 
in which American Graphophone would handle development and manufacturing of 
the machines and cylinders, while Columbia handled distribution and sales. (Because 
the company had acquired its sales rights to the graphophone before the formation of 
North American Phonograph, those rights would not expire when the conglomerate 
did; indeed, once North American Phonograph dissolved, Columbia could expand its 
base of operations well beyond its original sales district in and around Washington.) 

Thereafter, Columbia’s general attorney, Philip Mauro, launched aggressive 
attacks on Edison’s claimed patent rights, which would eventually lead to a cross-
licensing of patents. Two other employees pitched in with important contributions: 
Thomas MacDonald, the fi rst manager of the Bridgeport plant, invented a spring-
driven motor that would help make the graphophone an everyday household 
appurtenance, and Frank Dorian, a champion of recorded music, laid plans for 
marketing Columbia’s cylinders in Britain and Europe. By the mid-1890s, now 
focused on home entertainment as well as public amusement, Columbia had geared 
up to seize control of the market in cylinder recordings. 

Easton and Columbia did not have the fi eld to themselves, even with Edison 
once again standing on the sidelines because of the bankruptcy. Since the late 1880s, 
several other locally based recording companies had arisen, all of them as part of the 
Lippincott operation . The largest included the New Jersey Phonograph Company, 
the Metropolitan Phonograph Company (which was absorbed by the New York 
Phonograph Company in 1890), and the Ohio Phonograph Company. Columbia 
fought them off with aggressive marketing tactics, including extensive advertising in 
the two earliest trade papers, Phonogram and Phonoscope. In addition, at the start of 
each of its cylinder selections, Columbia inserted a little spoken advertisement—“The 
following record taken for the Columbia Phonograph Company of Washington 
DC,” or some such announcement—a tactic that helped spread the company’s 
name around the country. In the mid-1890s, the label struck a deal with the mass 
retailer Sears, Roebuck, whereby Sears would sell Columbia’s cylinders as Sears 
Graphophone Records. (Neither company took much effort to disguise the cylinders’ 
source: Sears simply pasted its labels, often carelessly, over Columbia’s.) In time, 
Columbia also opened graphophone parlors in Washington, New York, and Atlantic 
City—elaborately decorated arcades festooned with electric lights and fi lled with 
scores of coin-slot machines that were loaded with Columbia cylinders.

The steady demise of North American Phonograph and then the depression 
of 1893 caused many of the local recording companies to fail, and it badly weakened 
others.Columbia, which struggled but survived, remained combative, all the more 
so after the collapse of North American Phonograph freed it from its sales district 
restrictions. Accordingly, in May 1894, Columbia established and incorporated 
a new affi liate, Columbia Phonograph Company General, to help enlarge its 
business outside of Washington. A year later, the company opened a branch at 1159 
Broadway in New York, its fi rst offi ce located outside its original sales territory. By 
mid-decade, Columbia was adding important talent from other companies to its own 
growing list of artists. And by the turn of the century, much of the competition in 
manufacturing entertainment cylinders had disappeared. The great exception was 
Edison, who returned to the fray in 1896. 

 

In the Land of Popular Tastes: From Yodelers 
and Whistling Stars to the Marine Band 
Although Easton was fi rmly committed to recording music, the recording 

technology then in existence narrowed his musical options. The process of sound 
recording was entirely mechanical: sounds entered a large recording funnel, which 
terminated in a diaphragm to which a cutting stylus was attached; the stylus then cut 
a groove on the blank recording cylinder. But the reproduction of the sounds thus 
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recorded on the cylinders lost a great deal of the lower, bass frequencies. (Although 
the stylus actually recorded the bass tones, the cylinder players responded far better 
to treble sounds.) And until practical master molds for manufacturing cylinders 
were devised around 1901 and 1902, each cylinder had to be produced individually, 
meaning that recording was an extremely tedious process: performers had to repeat 
their speeches or songs dozens of times in a single session in front of multiple acoustic 
devices. Consequently, Columbia released a good deal of what would today be 
considered novelty material—gimmicky recordings for middle- and working-class 
listeners, much of it performed by acts from Washington and the city’s environs 
whose vocals were shrill enough for reproduction and who possessed the staying 
power to repeat themselves over and over.

The art of yodeling had been brought to America by visiting European 
performers in the mid-nineteenth century and been picked up by troupes of blackface 
minstrels. The yodeling sound was well adapted to transcription to cylinder and 
it was inexpensive to record. Consequently, one of Columbia’s early recorded acts 
was the policeman and yodeler Eddie Giguere, whom the companypromoted as 
“the well known yodeler of the Washington Police Patrol.” Whistling was another 
cylinder recording favorite, especially as practiced by John Yorke AtLee, the greatest 
of Columbia’s individual stars in the company’s early years. By day, AtLee worked 
at a modest clerk’s job at the Treasury department, but by night he showed off his 
talents as an artistic whistler in local theaters. Beginning in 1889, he also held private 
recording sessions in his own parlor, where, accompanied on a piano, he made 
thousands of recordings, three cylinders at a time, of such popular numbers as “The 
Mocking Bird,” “Home Sweet Home,” and “A Curl from Baby’s Head.”

The early cylinder singing star Len Spencer was another local talent. The 
son of a prominent Washington family—the slain President Garfi eld was his 
godfather—Spencer performed onstage in blackface and was skilled at inserting 
humorous minstrel-show-style anecdotes. After recording, unbilled, for Columbia 
in 1889, Spencer switched to New Jersey Phonograph, for whom he recorded 
exclusively in the early 1890s, until he returned to the Columbia catalog in 1895. 
His most popular cylinders included a rendition of “A Hot Time in the Old 
Town.”In 1893, with great fanfare, Columbia also announced the addition of tenor 
George H. Diamond, whose recordings of songs such as the baseball number “Slide, 
Kelly, Slide” made him, the label’s brochure boasted, “highly appreciated by users of 
the phonograph throughout the country.”

In 1896, Easton lured the recording manager Victor Emerson away from New 
Jersey Phonograph and appointed him “superintendent of records,” a precursor to 
the producers and A&R people of today. Emerson would be a mainstay at Columbia 
for the ensuing seventeen years, after which he formed a recording company of his 
own. While at New Jersey Phonograph, Emerson had recorded the fi rst African 
American recording star, George Washington Johnson, with whom he would 
later work at Columbia. Johnson’s enormous popularity revealed anew the long-
standing fascination with black performers among white listeners. It also brought a 
small (though certainly racist) breach of the color line just as racial segregation was 
about to gain validation from the US Supreme Court in the landmark case Plessy v. 
Ferguson (1896).

Born in northern Virginia in 1846, Johnson had either been born free 
or, more likely, had been emancipated as a boy; either way, he was raised as a 
body servant and companion to the son of a well-to-do white farmer. Taught to 
read and write, Johnson also developed his musical talents and, after moving to 
New York in the 1870s, earned a decent living as a street entertainer, whistling 
the popular tunes of the day, displaying an unusual stamina. Recorded in 1890 
by Metropolitan Phonograph as well as by New Jersey Phonograph (he would 
soon also record for Edison), Johnson whistled and sang two novelty tunes that 
remained his signatures for several years, “The Whistling Coon” and “The 
Laughing Song.” The companies thought, correctly, that white audiences would 
delight in hearing a black man perform numbers that mocked blacks, but the 
songs’ popularity transcended the race of the performer. Rival recording labels 
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A demanding maestro as well as composer, Sousa had dedicated himself 
to improving the music’s instrumentation and elevating performance standards, 
in part by placing his musicians on a strict rehearsal schedule. Stationed near 
Columbia’s Washington offi ces, Sousa’s ensemble combined patriotism with 
excellent musicianship—and it also had Sousa’s rousing new military marches such 
as “Semper Fidelis” to offer, along with popular song favorites like “Little Annie 
Rooney” and “Down Went McGinty (Dressed in His Best Suit of Clothes).” Sousa 
was also a skilled promoter who used concert appearances and press interviews 
to good effect. By the end of the 1880s, the Marine Band had gained a following 
outside of Washington, and Sousa had become a recognized expert on patriotic 
music. Thanks to the Columbia recordings and an annual autumn concert tour 
initiated by Sousa in 1891, the band quickly achieved national fame, and its peppy 
rhythms sparked a popular craze for military music.

Still, Sousa’s and the Marine Band’s early connections to Columbia were 
problematic. Because the recording horns used to make the cylinders could not pick 
up sounds from more than a few feet away, it was impossible to record the entire 
band at once, and with only about one-third of the members actually performing, the 
recorded sound was greatly diminished from that of the band’s actual performances. 
The playing time allowed on the early cylinders, ranging from two to two and one-
half minutes, forced the stripped-down ensemble to truncate the band’s melodies. 
Sousa himself was delighted at the newfound publicity, and was happy to see some of 
his bad members earn some extra income (a dollar an hour per man), but he was far 
from enthusiastic about the recordings. He deemed the repetitive recording process 
a form of torture and regarded the recording engineers as a nuisance; he recoiled at 
the cylinders’ poor fi delity; and he was incensed that he did not receive any royalties 
for his own compositions and arrangements. The recording band was small enough 
that it did not require a conductor, so Sousa left an assistant in charge—and the 
bandleader never once set foot in the makeshift recording studio that Columbia had 
set up across the street from the band’s barracks. Columbia’s advertisements boasted 
of “the WORLD-RENOWNED UNITED STATES MARINE BAND, which 
plays at the WHITE HOUSE for President Harrison”—but only a few of the band’s 
members actually played on the cylinders, and they were recorded without John 
Philip Sousa.

As far as Easton and Columbia were concerned, though, the recording band’s 
quality (to which the maestro had greatly contributed) and the Marine Band’s 
rising reputation, formed a magical combination. Fifty-nine Marine Band cylinder 
titles appeared in the fall of 1890, an astonishing debut. Even after the great Sousa 
resigned his directorship to form his own private Grand Concert Band in 1892, the 
public’s appetite for Marine Band recordings only seemed to grow. By 1897, when 
Sousa’s successor, Francesco Fanciulli stepped down, four hundred different titles 
by the Marine Bandwere on the market, including “The Kiss Waltz” and “The 
Enthusiast Polka” as well as Sousa favorites like “The Washington Post March.”

The Marine Band cylinders’ success solidifi ed Columbia’s business. So did 
the introduction in 1894 of the new spring-driven graphophones, priced at $75 and 
suitable for home use, which led to the recording industry’s fi rst true boom year in 
1897. Sales continued to skyrocket over the succeeding years. Ironically, Columbia’s 
prosperity due to the success of the Marine Band recordings led the company to 
move its headquarters in 1897 out of the nation’s capital (and away from the Marine 
Band) to New York. Manhattan was by now unquestionably the nation’s leading 
center for the lively arts and publishing as well as for business and fi nance—a city of 
great signifi cance around the globe that was about to become even greater thanks to 
the consolation of the fi ve boroughs into the City of New York. From his new offi ces 
in the Tribune Building at 154 Nassau Street, in the heart of downtown Manhattan’s 
commercial pandemonium, Edward Easton planned a business empire that would 
soon boast branch offi ces in London, Paris, and Berlin, as well as in Washington, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, Buffalo, Chicago, St. Louis, and San Francisco. Music 
played on machines that had originally been designed for dictation was swiftly 
becoming a part of American life, and Easton and Columbia deserved a great deal of 
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the credit. But new and grave challenges soon arose that eventually drove Easton to a 
near-fatal nervous breakdown. 

 

The Rivalry Begins: A New Format, the Birth of the Victor 
Talking Machine Company, and Columbia’s Two- Sided Disc
The fi rst hurdle Columbia faced involved shifting from cylinder recordings 

to discs. In 1887, a young Prussian immigrant named Emile Berliner had applied 
for (and, four years later, secured) a patent on a hand-cranked machine he called a 
“gramophone.” Berliner’s invention played recordings that had been photoengraved 
on one side of a plate-glass disc covered in lampblack and fi xed with varnish. This 
was the fi rst fl at disc record, which he also patented and called a “phonoautogram.” 
Berliner’s early discs introduced a new level of sound distortion and their tonal 
quality was thus inferior at fi rst to the best of the cylinders. But Berliner, who always 
envisaged his invention as a medium of home entertainment, worked steadily on 
improvements, and thanks to a forceful advertising campaign the gramophone began 
winning customers as the century came to an end.

For music lovers, the discs not only contained as much as fi fty percent 
more music than the cylinders and were much easier to store but also sounded 
as good as or even better than the cylinders. The discs’ greatest comparative 
advantage, though, lay in how they were manufactured. In 1901–02, both 
Edison and Columbia introduced the new cylinder mold process, which turned 
out duplicate cylinders by pouring wax into master metal molds—a far more 
effi cient method than recording the cylinders one by one, but still cumbersome and 
time-consuming.  By then, though, thousands of discs could be pressed relatively 
rapidly from a single metal master. As the demand for recorded music for private 
entertainment soared, disc recording became practically mandatory. Berliner’s 
invention made it possible for recording to become a major part of the music 
industry’s emerging mass market.

Easton needed to fi nd ways for Columbia to manufacture its own discs and 
graphophones that could play them without violating Berliner’s patents, and he 
had no qualms about being devious. The main diffi culty lay with discs, as selling 
recordings had become Columbia’s bread and butter. Columbia’s attorney, Mauro, 
helped to work out a partnership with a former Berliner employee, Joseph Jones. 
Columbia’s critics would charge that Jones had absconded with some improvements 
involving electroplated wax discs that he had developed while working for Berliner 
and then cofounded an independent company and applied for his own patents. 
But whatever the truth was, as early as 1899, even before Jones won the patent for 
his wax disc, Columbia was surreptitiously distributing red shellac disc records, in 
conjunction with Jones, under the American Talking Machine label. The following 
year, Columbia began selling discs made by Zon-O-Phone Records of Camden, New 
Jersey, through its own dealer network. Thereafter, Columbia joined with the Burt 
Company of Millburn, New Jersey, primarily a maker of billiard balls and poker 
chips, to form the Globe Record Company, which produced 7-inch disks under the 
Climax label. Finally, late in 1901, the courts awarded Jones his wax disc process 
patent, and in 1902, having taken over the Burt fi rm and moved it to Bridgeport, 
Columbia began manufacturing discs under its own label.

Events seemed to be moving in Columbia’s direction. Berliner’s American fi rm, 
which had made great strides in the 1890s, was forced to suspend operations in 1900 
as a result of costly litigation with a former sales agent. Edison, who had returned to 
the fi eld with his National Phonograph Company in 1896, had surpassed Columbia 
in the fi eld of wax cylinders and appeared to be fl ourishing, but cylinder recording 
was becoming outdated. Furthermore, Easton had advanced abroad as well as at 
home when American Graphophone organized a separate English branch, Columbia 
Graphophone Ltd., in London in 1899, which in turn established trademarks 
across Europe in the name of its American parent company. But the American 
Graphophone-Columbia company could not afford complacence.
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stealing the audiences for live concerts, including the Marine Band’s shows, without 
sharing profi ts with the composers.

Sousa expressed concern that ordinary people would cease to sing on their 
own, which had been a great national pastime, and that this would lead to a decline 
in the nation’s culture and physique. (“Then what of the national throat?” Sousa 
wrote. “Will it not weaken? What of the national chest? Will it not shrink?”) He also 
fretted over the inferiority of recorded music to live performances. Sousa’s complaints 
raised basic questions about the very meaning of music, and whether mechanical 
reproduction diminished or even destroyed the human pleasures of performing and 
listening. But his commercial concerns were paramount. Sousa duly joined with the 
popular operetta composer, Victor Herbert, to head a lobby that, in 1909, persuaded 
Congress to enact legislation that awarded composers and publishers a royalty of 
two cents per copy of all recordings. This reform, without endangering the recording 
companies, helped correct a glaring inequity in the music industry. 

Columbia did manage some important feats in these years, spurred by 
the competition with Victor. In 1907 , in response to the Victrola, the company 
introduced its own updated machine, the “Grafonola,” with an inside horn and 
adjustable front louvers. Also in 1907, the two companies reached an agreement to 
pool their patents in order to avoid costly future litigation. More important, during 
Easton’s absence, Columbia completed development of a new doubled-sided record 
model, suited to both its 10-inch and its 12-inch discs. “Music on both sides, two 
records for a single price . . . no other record is worth considering,” Columbia’s 
advertisements blared. The public responded eagerly. 

The double-sided discs, which were the fi rst records to feature the Magic Notes 
logo, probably saved Columbia from failing during the depression of 1907–08. Victor 
reacted furiously, claiming that Columbia was disrupting the recording business 
with a gimmick that the public neither needed nor wanted. Unable to concede defeat 
gracefully, Victor’s lawyers concocted a lawsuit by buying up a dubious 1904 patent 
for double-faced discs and then taking Columbia to court for infringement. But the 
suit failed, and Victor had to rush to begin pressing its own double-sided records. 
Victor’s overall sales declined in 1909 amid the double-sided disc furor, and it only 
gradually recovered in 1910 and 1911. It is quite possible that Columbia’s sales 
matched or even surpassed Victor’s temporarily during these years. Certainly, though, 
Columbia’s innovation triumphed in the long run, as two-sided records remained the 
norm for the recording industry for the next eighty years. 

 

Bert Williams

Columbia also enjoyed a major success on the artistic front in 1906, when it 
picked up from Victor the talented black musical and comedy star, Bert Williams. 
Born in Nassau, the Bahamas, in 1874, to a couple of mixed African and European 
descent, Williams moved with his family back and forth to the United States, before 
winding up in Riverside, California, where he graduated from high school. He then 
entered show business in a minstrel troupe in San Francisco and eventually teamed up 
with George Walker, another young performer. Walker would be his straight man, 
a slick, proud black dandy, the perfect foil for Williams’s “dumb coon” character. 
Billing themselves as “Two Real Coons,” Walker and Williams appeared with 
Williams, who was light-skinned, appearing in blackface – a common device among 
black performers that was both an extension and an inversion of the familiar white 
minstrels’ act. Williams was especially adept at using black-on-black routine—in 
which a genuine black man stood behind the makeup— to befuddle the racism 
that lay at the heart of so much American popular entertainment at the end of the 
nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. 

Walker and Williams went on to produce a succession of hit vaudeville shows, 
including, in 1901, In Dahomey, with music by the classically trained composer Will 
Marion Cook and lyrics by one of the seminal African American poets of the era, Paul 
Laurence Dunbar. That same year, the duo recorded several sides for Victor, including 
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