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I had never heard of Charles B. Ward until the middle of 2010. I may have skimmed over 

his name on sheet music, but it certainly didn’t stand out among the innumerable songwriters 

active at the beginning of the 20th century. I would probably have never heard of him, except that 

his name appeared in a batch of vaudeville and Tin Pan Alley composers for whom I had agreed 

to write articles for the second edition of the Grove Dictionary of American Music. It is not 

unreasonable to ask why his story matters, and if nothing else, he was important enough to merit 

an article in Grove (SLIDE 2) 

Most of my eight assigned names were fairly well known, and some even had full-length 

biographies or autobiographies, such as Andy Razaf, Jay Gorney, Sol Bloom, and L. Wolfe 

Gilbert. Ward was decidedly the outlier in that the same two or three sentences of information 

were repeated ad infinitum across sources, with little or nothing more (SLIDE 3): Charles B. 

Ward was a vaudeville composer and performer chiefly known for “And the Band Played On,” 

and to a lesser extent, “Strike Up the Band, Here Comes a Sailor,” which predates Gershwin’s 

similar title by 27 years. He was born around 1865, and died in 1917. His name was not terribly 

distinctive, and at the time, the Wikipedia article on “And the Band Played On” conflated his 

identity with that of a U.S. Congressman (I fixed that). In the public memory, he was, at best, a 

one- or one-and-a-half hit wonder. I needed a few hundred words to say about Charles B. Ward, 

and my research was going in circles. 

Necessity is the mother of invention, and while “necessity” takes many forms, deadlines 

have a particularly inspiring way of encouraging resourcefulness (SLIDE 4). My first 

breakthrough came with the discovery of 13 New York Times articles available in their online 

archive; luckily for me, Ward’s entire lifespan was before the event horizon of copyright that sits 

at 1923, and the Times had accordingly made them freely available. Those provided an initial 



look into the venues where Ward performed, and the content of his performances, confirming his 

long career as a vaudeville actor and singer, and providing a small sliver of repertory. 

But Ward was also a songwriter. Here, digital collections came to the rescue again, as the 

New York Public Library’s online galleries of sheet music filled in a wealth of titles (SLIDE 5). 

These titles also offered a crucial insight into why so much of Ward’s work was forgotten: 

Vaudeville performances in the Gilded Age and well into the 20th century routinely included 

material that would be considered heart-stoppingly inappropriate and racist, and there were tunes 

and lyrics to go with them. Ward was by no means alone in being party to the production of so-

called “coon songs,” as sheet music from this time period is fraught with text that is 

embarrassing to read aloud, and casual racism abounded. Even newspapers casually referred to 

“darkies” in their stories. Ward was an active participant, and those titles are part of his story. 

Thankfully, the venues and audience for such material have evaporated, leaving their repertory 

as a testament that at least we’ve come that far.  (SLIDE 6), (SLIDE 7). 

 I had hoped to be able to find what the “B.” stood for in “Charles B. Ward,” and perhaps 

confirm dates of birth and immigration, and so consulted a source I had also used for personal 

genealogical research, FamilySearch.org (SLIDE 8). I still have yet to pin down a middle name, 

but census records did yield useful information. I happened to locate a Charles B. Ward in the 

1900 census, and while some information had been transcribed, a scan of the actual document 

was also available. Sure enough, the full census entry pointed to Charles B. Ward, who was born 

in London, came to the U.S. in 1869, and was a music publisher, at 559 West 106th Street 

in Manhattan. The census taker left some uncertainty about his birth year by writing a “4” over 

the “5,” or vice-versa. Ward lived with his wife, Catherine, a daughter named Alice, and his 

mother-in-law, Catherine O’Hara. (SLIDE 9), (SLIDE 10). Both his wife and daughter 



performed actively with him for years; the census data helps to link the Katherine Klare 

frequently mentioned with Ward – a vaudeville star in her own right, even dubbed the “Irish 

thrush,” and the “burlesque queen” – with the genuine Mrs. Ward. Alice, for her part, retired 

from the stage when she married “zinc king” Robert M. Lanyon in 1912. 1920 census data has 

the widowed Catherine living with them in Connecticut. 

 Gradually, I amassed enough information for the encyclopedia entry (SLIDE 11), which I 

submitted on time in January of 2011. It appears in the print edition, which was released in 

November of 2013, although Grove Online is still gradually ingesting “Amerigrove’s” new 

entries, Ward included. 

 Still, finding the seemingly un-findable seems to set off a certain hunter-gatherer reward 

response in the brain, and while I was contractually “done,” I still looked for more news articles 

and other documents during slow periods at the library service desk and more of Charles B. 

Ward’s story began to take shape. The earliest plausible mention of him comes in an 1874 article 

about school examinations “interspersed with vocal music” in Washington, D.C., followed by 

articles from 1883 about music at the Basilica of the Immaculate Conception in D.C., which have 

a Charles B. Ward singing tenor and bass. The earliest definite mention of him so far occurs in 

1891, in which he was a performer with Reeves’ English Opera Bouffe Company. By 1893, he 

had begun a successful run as a character actor in the New York theaters, and became known as 

“the Original Bowery Boy.” In 1895, he hit it big when “And the Band Played On” was 

published in the New York World. He shares the credit with John F. Palmer, though Sigmund 

Spaeth argues that Ward had little to do with the song except as a businessman, aside from a few 

finishing touches. No other source has yet supported that claim. 



 While bearing in mind that the line between reporting and advertising often seemed 

blurred in newspapers of the time, and that some papers (like The World) had a vested interest in 

seeing “their” people do well, it was surprising to find that Ward actually was a rather big deal in 

his day. His career certainly peaked in the mid 1890s, with a wildly successful run in theaters in 

Los Angeles and San Francisco in the spring of 1896, and he even traveled to England to 

perform in those years. New York City remained a home base, as confirmed by the 1900 census, 

though the comedy The Finish of Mr. Fresh enjoyed some success in D.C. Of course, Ward was 

also a businessman, and advertisements appear in the late 1890s for his Chas. B. Ward Music 

Publishing Company, and his New York Music Company. In what was likely a windfall in 1902, 

Harry Von Tilzer bought Charles B. Ward’s entire catalog. He continued to tour and perform, 

with an extended engagement in “The Stunning Grenadiers” in Salt Lake City in 1907, followed 

by the play which became more or less of a trademark between 1907 through 1912: Searl Allen’s 

comedy  Twin Flats, which also starred his wife, Katherine Klare. The latest news report for his 

performances was for Other People’s Money in 1915, though a 1917 article in the New York 

Clipper that reported him seriously ill had him performing up until his illness. He died about a 

week later at Roosevelt Hospital in New York, on March 23, with one source citing a stroke, and 

another citing an illness that culminated in pneumonia. He is buried in an Actors’ Fund plot in 

Evergreen Cemetery, in Brooklyn. 

 (SLIDE 12) Continued research has also brought about three interesting, though yet 

unconfirmed pieces of information: an 1870 Census that puts a Charles B. Ward of the right age 

in a New York orphanage (which would fit well with his “Bowery Boy” stage persona), while 

another claims a markedly different birthplace. Every piece of writing about Ward has his 

birthplace in London (including the 1900 census) except for his obituary in the New York 



Clipper. The Clipper states that he was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, though no connection 

to Pittsburgh has yet arisen to support that claim. A third article, an obituary in Variety 

magazine, has Ward in HMS Pinafore performances in Chicago in 1871, although the earliest 

historical newspaper’s mention I have located for “juvenile Pinafore companies” was at the end 

of that decade. Of course, there is often some lag time between a cultural phenomenon’s coming 

into existence, and gaining enough traction to be reported on. 

 In any case, I had an increasing number of documents, and plans to make something of 

them at some point. The catalyst for this presentation was the Carreño Project (SLIDE 13), by 

Anna Kijas of the University of Connecticut, which tracks performances by the classical pianist 

Teresa Carreño in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, plotting the venues on a map, 

and linking them to relevant documents.  

Taking the Carreño Project as inspiration (SLIDE 14), I assembled just under 220 news 

articles and advertisements that mention Charles B. Ward, or Chas. B. Ward, as his name was 

frequently rendered, with the help of the Library of Congress’s Chronicling America project for 

digitizing historical newspapers, and from the Illinois Digital Newspaper Collections, from the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Items from the California Digital Library largely 

overlapped with those from Chronicling America; Google Historical Newspapers was of help in 

the past, though there remains more material to mine which is hidden behind paywalls, mainly 

from bigger-name papers which are still operating, such as the Chicago Tribune and Baltimore 

Sun. 

While the Carreño Project employs the Neatline plugin for geospatial data (SLIDE 15), I 

found Google’s Fusion Tables to be the most user-friendly system for plotting locations on an 



interactive map. Numerous free resources exist for geocoding – that is, converting a street 

address or intersection to coordinates on a map to be imported into a map system -- but Fusion 

Tables streamline the process by geocoding the addresses and plotting them on the map in one 

fell swoop. Comma-Separated Variable (CSV) files, which are essentially Excel spreadsheets 

saved under a different format, are the main vehicle for importing data, provided that one’s CSV 

file has the data properly parsed into appropriate columns to be ingested. Here, Fusion Tables 

again shows great flexibility in the data sets it can import and interpret. A close second, however, 

was CartoDB, which did offer a range of visualization options, like heat maps, and street-level 

maps, though not integrated with Google Street View as Fusion Tables are. 

(DEMONSTRATION of Google Map – SLIDE 16 and link). 

 While the Carreño project highlights selected events and material, each new mention of 

Ward adds to the only known information about him. Ward’s story also serves to highlight vastly 

different travel patterns and venues which are arguably likelier to have disappeared. In contrast 

to the site What Was There, which overlays historical photos of places on where they would be 

today, the present-day street views of old venue addresses provide an interesting study in “what’s 

there now.” Rarely, a venue still exists, like the former Orpheum in Salt Lake City; more often, 

the street view shows how much an area has changed, and how deeply buried its former identity 

is in the past.  In addition, Ward was not an island unto himself, but links to a network of 

performers, managers, venues, and repertory: One may note the clusters of venues on the map, as 

Ward’s haunts in New York City generally lie along Broadway between Union Square and 

Times Square. 



 Even ten years ago, this research would have been physically impossible due to the 

bandwidth, travel, time, and access to collections required even to find the haystack that might 

have a needle. The undertaking would be disproportionate to the amount of information one 

could find. The difference today is Big Data (SLIDE 17). There are various definitions of “big 

data,” which understandably skew toward scientific disciplines which use and produce petabytes 

and exobytes of data as a matter of course, but the humanities have a part in Big Data as well. 

Gartner Research provides an interdisciplinary definition of Big Data as “high-volume, high-

velocity and high-variety information assets that demand cost-effective, innovative forms of 

information processing for enhanced insight and decision making.” One might add that such data 

sets lend themselves to a variety of uses. It may not be mapping galaxies or chasing theoretical 

subatomic particles, but digitizing over a century of newspapers to a legible resolution and 

making the text searchable through Optical Character Recognition requires no small amount of 

data storage, metadata, and curation.  

As with the sciences, the ability to aggregate and access gargantuan volumes of data 

creates new opportunities, and new forms of research. Thankfully, the larger a data set is, the less 

sense it makes to hoard it all together and sit on it, as common sense as well as the First Law of 

Library Science dictate that it is there to be used. In that regard, the Library of Congress, CDL, 

Illinois Digital Newspaper Collections, the Texas Digital Newspaper Project, and others perform 

an invaluable service. Organizations who sit on their data or stuff it behind paywalls risk 

encouraging users to find open-access alternatives and rendering themselves irrelevant. 

 I have said before that I am always amazed at who comes out of the woodwork – though 

in this case, I did – when they become aware that a collection exists, bearing in mind an 

observation in a talk by Michael Millner, Director of the Jack and Stella Kerouac Center for 



Public Humanities at the first Digital Frontiers Conference in 2012, that new spaces attract a new 

public to occupy them. Wherever one vaudeville composer belongs in the grand scheme of 

things, my hope is that this demonstration may bring more humanities researchers to the 

haystacks of Big Data. There’s gold in them thar’ hills (SLIDE 18). 

 


