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Charles Cohen
From servant to composer, writer, performer 

and teacher
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My name is Charles Cohen and this is the story of my life.

I’m going to tell you about how I followed my dreams and got to travel 

around the country as a musician, coming from strife.

Let’s start at the beginning in Georgia.





I was born in 1878 in Floyd, Georgia. My mother had been a slave.

When I grew up I worked as a servant for the Cohen family. Although I 

worked as a servant, what I really wanted to do was make music. I’ve 

always loved music and played a variety of instruments from the piano 

to the mandolin, to the banjo, and guitar.
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I come from a big family. I’m the oldest and have five baby brothers 

and sisters. Julius, Lizzie, Jacob, Celia, and Julia.
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When I was a teenage boy, I got the opportunity of a lifetime to travel 

to Pennsylvania.



I moved to Montrose, where I lived with Dr. Benjamin Carey and his two 

sons, Ralph and George. The Careys were like family to me. I was an 

outsider and they brought me in. Although they were white, they 

treated me as if I belonged. They let me live with them, they took care 

of me, and they helped me do what I love most: make music.



Ralph, George, and I all played music together. We were like birds of a 

feather. We played sold-out shows at the Montrose Village Hall and the 

Opera House. They were a first class act, and it was an honor to play 

with them and call them my family.





At the Opera House, we played to large audiences. People from all over 

traveled to Montrose just to see us. With all of this interest in a Black 

musician, people made quite a fuss. I also got to play with the church 

orchestra. Our musical program was called “The Child Jesus.” We 

played every Sunday and everyone sang along.





I loved working in Pennsylvania, and I played there for a few more years 

there, and over the state border in parts of New York, before settling 

down in Binghamton. I traveled around the East Coast like a nomad, but 

in Binghamton I found a home.





Here I got to teach music. As much as I loved playing music, I loved 

teaching it even more.





In Binghamton, I composed the tunes of which I’m most proud. I 

featured the local area in the ragtime piano piece “Riverside Rag.” 

Some of my most well-known work from this time also includes the 

songs / Still Love h/z/and Baby Lou, with lyrics by my good friend 

Kenneth Lacey. I also settled down and got married to Miss Lillian 

Rosenzweig. We bought a house and lived on the beautiful West Side of 
Binghamton.





In Binghamton, I continued to follow my dreams. I taught, composed, 

and performed on the piano and organ. With hard work and dedication I 

was able to follow my dreams and do what seemed impossible.





Going from being a servant in Georgia, the son of a former slave, to a 

composer, writer, performer, and teacher in New York wasn’t easy. Not 

everyone believed in me, and I didn’t always believe in myself. But I 

never gave up, and I never stopped following my dreams.





Author’s Notes
Charles Cohen’s life was somewhat of an incomplete mystery, where we added a little hit of improvisation with the 

extant sources avadable. Some ephemeral sources are available to find stilt such as an advertisement for where Charles Cohen 
was playing organ at a local theatre such as The Strand, lessons advertisements and advertisements to tune pianos and organs. 
Pictures, however, were so scarce that we used one picture to reference Cohen and used generic pictures for others. Cohen has 
local Broome County, New York ties not only in moving to Binghamton from Pennsylvania to play and compose, but in his 
personal life and death as well. He married a local woman, Lillian Rosenzweig, and lived on the West Side of Binghamton on 
Haendel Street. He is buried in Johnson City in the Floral Park Cemetery.

Our sources ranged from interviews with the very kind Ms. Theresa Lee-Whiting and Roger Luther to the Broome County 
Library to newspapers.com for clippings and can be found directly below.
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