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Sadie Crawford/Louisa Marshall

Louisa Marshall, known as Sadie Crawford, was a remarkable woman 
whose career could hardly have been foreseen and was hard to research. 
She came to the notice of researchers as Sadie Johnson of Crawford & 
Johnson, a song and dance act which toured all over Britain and Europe 
from 1906 to 1914. 

There was no problem identifying Adolph Crawford. He was an African 
American multi-instrumentalist born in Indianapolis on 21 August 1886, 
who came to Europe in 1906. He seems to have teamed up with Sadie 
almost immediately. Passports were not needed for travel to and within 
Europe in the Edwardian period, except for travel to Russia and Turkey. 
When the act needed a passport for Russia in March 1909 Adolph told the 
American Consul in Vienna he would be accompanied by his wife Sadie. 
Evidently no evidence of her identity was asked for. 

We have of course no idea what their act really sounded or looked like. We 
can only try to interpret what reviewers say in the light of related acts which 
did manage to get on record or film. In 1909, Der Artist’s reviewer at the 
Paris Alhambra said that “Johnson & Crawford, a lady and a gentleman of 
somewhat dark coloring, sing and dance the well known and popular dances 
and songs of their American home” 

By 1910 they were featuring a saxophone duet. In October a reviewer in 
Vienna (Rudolf Huppert) obviously didn’t quite know what to make of Sadie 
and said she was good-looking and a bit daring. In Britain in 1911 they were 
step-dancing, singing and playing saxophones. Their brilliant step-dancing 
was frequently commented on in both Britain and Germany. 

On 1 September 1914 in Christania (now known as Oslo) Adolph, 
accompanied by his wife Sadie, applied for an Emergency Passport “for 
protection”, and thereafter they were confined to Britain for the duration. 

In 1916 they joined a touring show called Dusky Revels, one of numerous 
black-cast shows which toured the music halls between 1900 and 1940. This 
show was the brainchild of an African American pianist named Billy Dorsey. 
It played a big part in Crawford & Johnson’s future because the book was 
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co-written by a Liverpudlian called Gordon Stretton, child of a Jamaican 
father and an Irish mother whose career is almost as remarkable as Sadie’s 
and will shortly be the subject of a biography by his great-nephew Jeff 
Daniels. 

In 1919 Adolph and his wife went to the States for a mid-western tour, but 
by December 1920 were in Paris involving themselves in the nascent jazz 
scene as the Roaring 20s got under way. They renewed acquaintance with 
Gordon Stretton, who had also migrated to the relaxed atmosphere of Paris. 
They continued with their Crawford & Johnson act but also worked as 
saxophonists in bands, both together and separately. In April 1923 they 
both recorded with Gordon Stretton’s Syncopated Six before going on a 
South American tour with the band. Gordon Stretton never returned to 
Europe but Adolph and Sadie came back to Paris. 

In December 1924, Mrs. Sadie Crawford is reported by the Chicago 
Defender as the only African American member of an otherwise white ladies 
orchestra formed in Paris. Another tour of South America was sadly brought 
to an end by a decline in Adolph’s health and he died of Hodgkins disease in 
the American Hospital in Paris in April 1929. Like other African American 
show people who died there, he lies in an unmarked grave. His effects were 
taken in charge by his widow, living at 20 rue Lecluse. 

Nothing in this history suggested that Sadie Johnson, who travelled as 
Louisa Crawford, was other than what she presented herself as, a light-
skinned African American whose origins were from a researcher’s viewpoint 
mysteriously impenetrable. 

And then came an extraordinary breakthrough. On-line newspaper 
availability with digital indexing brought up an article in the Baltimore 
Afro-American of 6 September 1941, in which Mrs Sadie Mozee of 2107 
Second Street Northwest, Washington D.C. told journalist Mable Alston of 
the sufferings of her English relatives in the blitz. Mrs Mozee claimed to 
have been born in Cairo of an American mother and an Egyptian father, but 
she named her relatives in Tooting and revealed that she had been the wife 
of Adolph Crawford. After his death she had hooked up with the Blackbirds 
company in Paris and come to America with them in September 1930. 
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Knowing the names of her English relatives it was not difficult to trace her 
ancestry to her birth as Louisa Marshall in Fountain Road in the South 
London suburb of Tooting on 27 November 1885, the daughter of Francis 
Thomas Marshall, carman, and his wife Ellen Maria, née Cooper, both 
London-born. 

Francis Marshall died in late 1890 leaving his widow with six children to 
raise, Louisa being the youngest. It is not surprising that ten years later, the 
1901 census finds 16-year old Louisa as a ‘General Servant Domestic’ in the 
household of James Anderson, a Tooting tailor. 

Realizing that this made her the first English woman we know of to record 
jazz, and in company with the New Orleans clarinettist Paul Wyer at that, I 
put her name forward when I was approached to contribute to a BBC 
programme on ‘Lost Women of British Jazz’. It is necessary to make the 
reservation “that we know of” because no one was keeping lists of musicians 
on records at this early date. 

That broadcast was heard by members of her family who got in touch and 
proved -wonder of wonders - to have a document left by Sadie for her 
nephews and nieces which fills in the missing period at the start of her 
career before she attracted attention in the public press as Sadie Johnson. 

By her own account she began her stage career at 15 and spent two years in 
the Empire Theatre chorus. In 1905 she went to St. Petersburg and then to 
Austria acquiring en route some rich suitors whose intentions were certainly 
not honourable. She was rescued from the fate of so many stranded 
showgirls by Laura Bowman. Laura and her banjo-playing husband Pete 
Hampton were ubiquitous figures in African American show business in 
Edwardian Europe, pioneer recording artists who were among the first to 
record, in Britain, music recognisably related to jazz. Louisa regarded 
joining their Dark Town Entertainers company as her first break. The 
arrival in the company of Adolph Crawford certainly changed her life. 

Louisa Marshall was a remarkable woman who carved her own path where 
most would have feared to tread and made her own little niche in the history 
of jazz.


