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Christopher Watkins (b. 1968) known professionally as Preacher Boy, gave a stirring performance at 

Aptos BBQ on Thursday, December 3d, 2015. As the blues and ribs are practically synonymous, Preacher 

Boy's renditions of originals and old folk and blues songs fit in perfectly with the smell of woodsmoke and 

molasses. 

While he played some of his rootsy original songs, he also, by request of the author, played some 

songs that pre-date the modern recording era and have been handed down by generations of Southern 

musicians and singers. Watkins hails from all sorts of places, but his down-home growl is equal parts white 

sharecropper, Louis Armstrong, and Tom Waits. His vocal inflections have a modern edge to them, but he is 

well aware of the sources he draws from. 

Watkins used two amplified acoustic national steel guitars, each tuned differently for a wider variety 

of sonic possibilities. His playing of the national steel is inspiring in its energy and deep groove that he lays 

down. Throughout the concert, he kept time with his foot tapping the beat. A finger slide (that looks like a 

metal clarinet ligature cover) remained on the ring finger of his left hand. The sound of a national steel played 

with a slide is instantly recognizable as a sound of the South and rural America. 

As for the songs, most of them represented what author Greil Marcus called “the Old Weird 

America,”1 the songs and poetry of nearly-forgotten generations of uneducated rural Americans. They 

descend from the ballads of the British Isles, but are mixed with African-American folk music. The canon, as 

it were,  is filled with songs about Jesus, death, betrayal, love, heartbreak, and other human conditions. 

Motherless Children is a blues standard that was recorded by Blind Willie Johnson in 1927,Blind Will2 

but likely was handed down in one form or another from generation. Watkins played in a slower tempo than 

Johnson's version, adding a few chords to what was a one-chord drone. He didn't holler it out as Johnson did, 

but the sadness of the lyrics came through. His delivery is gravelly and reminiscent of a hound dog's lament. 

1 Greil Marcus, Invisible Republic: Bob Dylan's Basement Tapes, (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 
1997,) 89-90.

2 Blind Willie Johnson, Motherless Children, Recorded 1927, Uploaded October 23rd, 2011. Accessed 
December 4th, 2015,https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-MWeDuS5ask
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 The overall feel is more swampy and bluesy than in Johnson's or Eric Clapton's 2009 performance, 3 

which is more upbeat and almost denies the true pathos of the lyrics. “Motherless children have a hard time 

when the mother is dead,” the song goes. “Nobody treats you like a mother when your mother is dead.”4

Ben Harney was a songwriter and performer in the late 1890s-1920s. His song You've Been A Good 

Old Wagon, But You Done Broke Down, was published in 1895, and became an instant hit. 5. It is one of the 

first ragtime songs ever written, and features repeated notes and syncopated rhythms. By using the guitar as 

his accompaniment, Watkins deviated from the ragtime piano feel by livening it up with a few new 

harmonies that gave the song more character and nuance than the original printed music showed. 

Compared to Len Spencer's jerky and hurried version from the 1910s.6 Watkins' pace was leisurely but 

well-timed. In his hands, the song didn't sound one hundred-twenty years old. It was fresh and exciting, and 

the lyrics weren't dated. He played it in a modern shuffle rhythm, alternating between G major and minor 

from beat to beat in the opening four measures instead of the traditional G major throughout. Where there 

had only been a tonic and dominant chord in the song, Watkins found ways to insert sub-dominant and 

relative minor chords that brought out the melody and lyrics even more than a plain rendition would have 

done. Even though the tempo and feel of the song are jaunty, the lyrics tell a story of a man who has failed at 

life and is brought before a judge for killing three men. Popular songs of a century ago were often much 

darker than the happy pop fluff heard on the radio today. 

Dock Boggs is one of Watkins' personal favorite country blues artists. Boggs' version of “Sugar Babe”

7from 1927 is, as Watkins wrote on his webpage, “a little bit creepy.”8This dark streak is a big part of Old 

Weird America, but Watkins supplanted Boggs' one-chord minor drone for an edgier and bluesier drone. 

3 Eric Clapton, Motherless Children, Recorded 2009, Uploaded June 2nd, 2014, accessed December 4th, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DpXoUIwmGxU.

4 http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/ericclapton/motherlesschildren108722.html.
5 Alec Wilder, American Popular Song: The Great Innovators 1900-1950, (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1972) 9-10.
6 Len Spencer, You've Been A Good Old Wagon But You've Done Broke Down, recording date unknown, 

Uploaded February 21st, 2015, Accessed December 4th, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=h1RnYmRMj9Y.

7 Dock Boggs, “Sugar Babe,” from Dock Boggs: Country Blues: Complete Early Recordings (1927-9). 
Revenant Records B000001Z3Y.CD.

8 The Website of Preacher Boy, http://preacherboyblog.com/category/recordings-albums/. 
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While Boggs told his tale in a pitchy and static tone, Watkins, growled out the lyrics  like an underworld 

minister :

Who'll rock the cradle, who'll sing the song

Who'll rock the cradle when I'm gone

I'll rock the cradle, I'll sing the song

I'll rock the cradle when you gone.

The song Spoonful Blues is probably one of the first songs written about cocaine, although its 

real meaning has never become clear. No matter the metaphor, it is an unusual song in its chord progression, 

which starts on the VI dominant 7 chord. Watkins drew on the 1929 recording by Delta-Blues pioneer 

Charley Patton,9 but flattened out the jerky phrasing and odd bar lengths that this version and many other 

folk-Ike songs have. Compared to Patton's version, Watkins began at a faster tempo, using some of the same 

portamento slides as Patton favored. Where Patton delivered his lines as if staggering in a bar, Watkins lays 

the tempo and feel down.  After a few verses Watkins sped the song up into a frenzy, only to come down to 

repeat the first verse at a slower tempo. This gave the song a larger emotional arc and added intensity to the 

performance. 

Throughout the set,Watkins showed considerable knowledge and musical depth in his vocal 

delivery and guitar playing. His mastery of the slide in particular could be felt on slow brooding tunes and 

fast ones alike. He switched guitars and tunings flawlessly and with little wasted time. His set lasted more than 

seventy minutes, and fascinated most of those in attendance, even if they had only come for the food.  He 

taps into the dark undercurrent of American song. What Greil Marcus said about Dock Boggs and his Old 

Weird counterparts could easily be said for Watkins: 

“One quality that unites the singers here is that they sound as if they are already dead, not 

though that they have accepted that the meaning of the songs they're singing can be fixed in advance.” 10 

9 Charley Patton, Spoonful Blues, Uploaded March 17, 2009, Accessed December 4th, 2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EyIquE0izAg.

10 Marcus, 114. 
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Preacher Boy is a performer and songwriter to watch and listen to, if not for his own songs, 

which are poetic and dark simultaneously, but for his refreshing interpretations of masterful old songs by 

long forgotten artists. 
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