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Praise for The Mayor of MacDougal Street


“A genial and picaresque ramble.”


—New York Times Book Review


“Van Ronk’s wonderful memoir . . . is mandatory reading for anybody interested in what Utah Phillips called the ‘Great Folk Scare’ of the 1960s. Van Ronk is a fine raconteur, writing the compelling story of his slow rise to cult folksinger status and near superstardom without an iota of pretension. His anecdotes of rumrunners, mountebanks, and beatniks are often hilarious. . . . The great virtue of this memoir . . . is the capsule prose snapshots of about a dozen blues-folk greats including Ramblin’ Jack Elliot, Brownie McGhee, Sonny Terry, and Leadbelly. . . . There are many lively vignettes in this memoir. . . . But the charm of The Mayor of MacDougal Street lies in its unvarnished simplicity—just like that of its author.”


—Douglas Brinkley in the Boston Globe


“****. Gravel-voiced, folk singing giant Dave Van Ronk was an early Dylan mentor, and his (sadly posthumous) memoir lives and breathes the Village underground from the early 1950s through the late ’60s taking in the walk-up apartments, political infighting, Washington Square hootenannies, sleazy club owners, and primitive drug copping with a scraping wit that’s not afraid to deflate sacred cows on the Left, Right, and Centre.”


—MOJO


“The Mayor of MacDougal Street will, at some point, make you want to pull out a Van Ronk record, even if it’s just his familiar growling blues like ‘Cocaine.’ But the book is also a gem by itself, because Van Ronk was an urban griot, one of those tribal elders who passes on the history of the village interwoven with his personal asides, many of them hilarious.”


—New York Daily News


“As a chief conspirator, guitarist Dave Van Ronk observed much, and—in the posthumously completed The Mayor of MacDougal Street—captures the glory with wry wit. . . . Van Ronk is an erudite wiseacre.”


—Relix


“A funny, insightful and honest recounting of Van Ronk’s early days . . . Many readers may go to the book looking for stories about other people including Dylan—and they are here—but along the way they will discover, or rediscover, the story of Dave Van Ronk.”


—Associated Press


“Dave Van Ronk’s engaging and funny memoir, finished after his death by Elijah Wald, offers what may be the best account yet of the early Greenwich Village folk scene.”


—Montreal Gazette


“Reading this book is like spending an afternoon with Van Ronk as he regales you with anecdotes and trivia”


—HARP


“An intriguing look into an important period in American music, and the life of a musician who deserves far more renown.”


—American Songwriter


“Charming, evocative autobiography by one of the key figures in the mid–20th-century folk revival.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A richly evocative paean to a lost era.”


—Booklist


“In the engine of the NY Folk Scene shoveling coal into the furnace, one Big Man rules. Dog-faced roustabout songster. Bluesman, Dave Van Ronk. Long may he howl.”


—Tom Waits


“Hey, you won’t be able to put it down.”


—Pete Seeger


“Dave Van Ronk was a truly inspirational artist whose music overflowed with passion, intelligence, independence, and originality. Not to mention a wicked sense of humor and a great, loving heart. I hope this book will open the way for a huge new audience to discover this tremendous musical treasure.”


—Jimmie Dale Gilmore


“Dave was the man on MacDougal Street when I arrived in the Village over forty years ago, and he is once more raucously ruling the street in these pages. God’s in His Heaven and all’s right with the world.”


—Tom Paxton


“Everybody knew what a fine musician Dave Van Ronk was but who knew he could write a book like this! You can hear his voice on every page. Brilliant writing.”


—Christine Lavin
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Foreword: Back in the Day


Early in August 1956 I boarded a train in Buffalo and got off seven or eight hours later at Grand Central Terminal. I found the clock under which I was supposed to meet Paul Grillo, and remarkably, he was there. I’d recently completed my freshman year at Antioch College, in Yellow Springs, Ohio, where Paul had been one of my hall advisers. (In this capacity he and his roommate had mentored me and the other fifteen or twenty residents of my freshman dormitory.) Now, during a three-month work period, Paul and I were going to room together, along with a third fellow, Fred Anliot.


Paul had already found a place for us to live, and furnished me with the address—147 West 14th Street. He pointed me toward the subway and sent me on my way. I took the shuttle to Times Square, the IRT to 14th Street. I got a key from the landlady—Mrs. Moderno, if memory serves—and climbed three flights of stairs to a very large room with bright yellow walls.


We lived there for two or three weeks. Then we decided the place was too expensive—it was $24 a week, split three ways—and someone, probably Paul, found us a cheaper place at 108 West 12th Street. The rent there was $12 a week, but that didn’t make it a bargain, and we were just about bright enough to realize we couldn’t live like that. Within two weeks we were out of there and installed in a one-bedroom apartment on the first floor at 54 Barrow Street, where the rent was $90 a month. It must be a co-op by now, and it’s probably worth half a million dollars. Back then it was a terrific place to live, and I was there until the end of October, when it was time to go back to school.


So I was in the Village for only three months that year, and that’s awfully difficult to believe. Because I met so many people and did so many things. I was working five days a week from nine to five in the mailroom at Pines Publications, on East 40th Street. I spent nights and weekends hanging out, and where I mostly hung out was MacDougal Street.


That very first night in New York, I had two addresses to check out, and managed to get to both of them. One was a jazz club called Café Bohemia, at 15 Barrow Street, where I nursed a drink at the bar and listened to Al Cohn and Zoot Sims. The other was the Caricature, a coffeehouse on MacDougal Street, where a fellow I’d met a year earlier at Camp Lakeland—we were both counselors there that summer—was a regular player in Liz’s nightly bridge game.


I could have met Dave Van Ronk there that first night—at Liz’s, not at the Bohemia—because, as he mentions, it was a regular place of his. But I met him instead at one of the Sunday sessions in Washington Square Park, which is where I quickly learned to spend my Sunday afternoons. The circle was always overflowing with people playing instruments and singing folk songs, and there was something very special about the energy there. This was, you should understand, before the folk music renaissance, and before the curious synthesis of drugs and politics made college kids a breed apart. The great majority of collegians were still gray-flannel members of the Silent Generation, ready to sign on for a corporate job with a good pension plan. Those of us who didn’t fit that mold, those of us who’d always sort of figured there was something wrong with us, sat around the fountain in Washington Square singing “Michael Row the Boat Ashore” and feeling very proud of ourselves for being there.


The only thing wrong with Sunday afternoons was that they ended at six o’clock and some of us figured that there ought to be a way to keep the party going. For a while, 54 Barrow Street was our after-hours. Our apartment—living room, bedroom, kitchen—filled up with people with guitars and banjos and voices, and the party went on for four or five hours. I’m not sure how long we hosted it. We passed 54 Barrow to other Antiochians when we had to go back to Ohio, and they may have kept the party going for a while, but eventually it moved to larger quarters on Spring Street.


By then I was a lifer. I’d visited New York twice with my parents—my father had grown up in Manhattan and the Bronx—and I’d always assumed somehow that I’d wind up living there, but it was during those three months that I became a New Yorker and, more to the point, a Villager. I’ve lived in other places—Wisconsin, Florida—and in other parts of New York City, but Greenwich Village has always drawn me home, and has indeed been my residence for most of the past thirty years. I started out, you’ll recall, on 14th Street a few doors from 7th Avenue. Since then I’ve lived on 12th Street, on Barrow Street, on Bleecker and Greenwich and Jane, on Charles, on Horatio, on West 13th. Now, for about a dozen years, I’ve been on West 12th a few doors from 8th Avenue.


“Why should I go anywhere?” Dave said of the Village. “I’m already here.”


[image: ]


Whenever you got here, it was better ten years earlier.


That’s what people say now, complaining about gentrification. It’s what they said twenty years ago, complaining about tourists. It’s what they said forty years ago, complaining about hippie kids.


I suspect they’ve always said it. I suspect they said it to Edna St. Vincent Millay and Floyd Dell.


It seems to me—because I was around then, because I remember it fondly, because it was gone alas like my youth, too soon—that Greenwich Village was a very special place during my first years in it. And the people who just moved here yesterday will probably think the same themselves, when their youth is as remote and as inaccurately recalled as is mine.


Once, back in the early sixties, I decided to leave New York. I told Dave I was going to return to Buffalo. He was incredulous and asked why, a question I was somehow unable to answer. “Well,” I managed, “that’s my hometown. That’s where I’m from.”


He thought about it, then looked off into the middle distance. “I know a woman,” he said, “who was born in Buchenwald.”
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Dave Van Ronk and I became friends during my first three-month stint in New York. The friendship lasted for forty-five years.


I couldn’t begin to guess how many times I heard him sing. I caught him at no end of venues in New York, but I also managed to catch up with him in Los Angeles and Chicago and Albuquerque and New Hope, Pennsylvania, and somewhere in Westchester County. There was never a time when I didn’t want to listen to that voice.


One night he and I and Lee Hoffman sat drinking in her apartment—she was then married to Larry Shaw—and cowrote a batch of songs that wound up in The Bosses’ Songbook. (Songs to Stifle the Flames of Discontent was the subtitle, and nobody got author credit for any of the songs; a note in the introduction explained that most of the authors were on enough lists already.) Another song of mine, “Georgie and the IRT,” wound up on his second album. Some years later, I provided the liner notes for another album, Songs for Aging Children.


When Dave died, I spent a couple of weeks playing his records. The music lasts. The song’s there, and so’s the singer, present in every note.


What fades, what’s hard to recapture, is the off-stage presence. The nights—and there weren’t enough of them, just handfuls scattered over the years—spent sitting around and talking. Dave was self-taught, and never did a better teacher meet a more receptive pupil; he knew more about more subjects than anyone I’ve ever met.


I wish to God he hadn’t left us so soon. And I wish this wonderful book he’s given us could be a little longer. But then I wished that of every set I ever heard him sing. And Dave had a long-standing policy of never doing more than a single encore. You should always leave them wanting more, he said. And he always did.
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I was pleased and honored when Elijah Wald asked me to write an introduction to The Mayor of MacDougal Street. The task has turned out to be far more difficult than I’d expected, and I can’t say I’m happy with the result.


Dave doesn’t really need someone to open for him. I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’ll get off the stage now, knowing at least that I’m leaving you in very good hands.


Lawrence Block


Greenwich Village


July 2004




1


Prehistory: Youth in the Outer Boroughs


Back at Our Lady of Perpetual Bingo, where I went to school, along with the rack, thumbscrew, and bastinado, they had the curious custom of announcing grades in the final exams and then making everybody hang around for an extra week before turning us loose for summer vacation. Presumably they did this to reinforce our belief in Purgatory.


Needless to say, to a bunch of twelve-year-olds this was all of a piece with the spanking machine rumored to be kept somewhere in the basement. The nuns who taught us probably shared our views in this matter, for it fell to them to keep a facsimile of order among a seething, fidgeting mass of twenty-five or so preadolescents. In retrospect, I almost sympathize with them.


Our seventh-grade teacher, whose name I recall as Sister Attila Marie, tried desperately to keep us amused. Since her usual boffo shtick—twisting a miscreant’s ear until the audience howled with glee—seemed inappropriate to the circumstances, she resorted to subtler forms of torment. She led sing-alongs: as I recall, her big number was “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” She read us stories: I’ll never forget her reading of “The Lady or The Tiger”; her voice, in both timbre and accent, bore an uncanny resemblance to that of Jimmy Durante. And once, in a dazzling display of creativity, she hit on a program guaranteed to keep the class stupefied for an entire day: she required each pupil to give a fifteen-minute talk on “What I Want to Be When I Grow Up.” We had a day to prepare.


Me, I was ready. I had given the matter careful consideration, but to be on the safe side I jotted down a few notes, and I showed up filled with the anticipatory delight of the born ham. Seating myself at my desk, I resigned myself to listening to a sorry series of future postmen, priests, abbesses, lawyers, and nurses squirmingly tout their dismal aspirations.


Fortunately, I hadn’t long to wait. I was the first kid in the second row. When my turn came, I confidently strode to the front of the class: “What I want to be when I grow up,” I began, “is a migratory worker—which isn’t just one thing. I want to travel from town to town doing odd jobs to make enough money to move on . . .” I was just coming to the part about the boxcars, but I got no further. Sister Attila Marie was charging at me from the back of the room, her face an all-too-familiar beet red. She was screaming, “A bum! You want to be a bum!”


Needless to say, the moratorium on ear twisting was lifted there and then.
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I was born in a Swedish hospital in Brooklyn, on June 30, 1936. When I started to swell up to a rather enormous size at an early age, my grandmother used to swear I’d been switched. Whenever I’d trip over something—which was frequently—she’d say, “Oh God, it’s the Swede again.”


My father and mother separated very shortly after I was born. I never met the man, and I have never felt a pang or so much as a twitch of curiosity about him. What you don’t know, you don’t miss. Until I was nine or ten years old, I was sometimes with my mother and sometimes with one or another of a succession of “aunts.” Some were better than others, and one of the better ones was Emma “Mom” Hogan. She had been a rumrunner for Legs Diamond back in Prohibition and had even managed a speakeasy, so naturally I thought she was the greatest thing since canned clams. She loved jazz, and in that house the radio was always playing: Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Benny Goodman, Count Basie—I heard them all, sometimes on live broadcasts. Fats Waller had a regular show on Sunday afternoons, of which I was a devoted fan. Boy, I loved that guy! Years later I got to know Herman Autrey, Fats’s trumpet player, and when I told him how much I had loved his playing on that show, he laughed and said, “I don’t know how you ever heard me. They wouldn’t let me face the mike, just stood me in a corner and made me play into the wall.” I remember Eddie Condon, too, and the Chamber Society of Lower Basin Street. The small combos were my favorites, because they sounded like they were having fun.


Around 1945 my mother and I moved to Richmond Hill, in Queens. At first we stayed with my grandparents and my Uncle Bill, but the place was too small for all of us, so my mother took a furnished room a few blocks away. I hated Richmond Hill. There were trees, detached houses, back-yards—and paralyzing boredom. It was a neighborhood of working stiffs, all trying to be oh, so respectable. Sundays were especially excruciating. Of course everybody had to go to church, and afterward the kids weren’t allowed to change out of their Sunday best. No rough games, because you might tear something or get dirty. Mostly we would stand around on the corner, glaring down at our insistently shiny shoes. Everybody was perfectly miserable, even the grown-ups.


The move had a few compensations, though. My grandfather had been a semiprofessional pianist, playing in Catskill resorts around the turn of the century until my grandmother snagged him and put him to work. He knew all the pop songs of that time: Harry von Tilzer, Harrigan and Hart, Ben Harney, and of course Scott Joplin. “That was music,” he used to say. “This jazz stuff sounds like the tune the old cow died with” or, for variation, “like a nanny-goat pissing in a dishpan.” He was a country boy, and had a delicate way with the language.


I have only vague memories of hearing him play: I recall “The Maple Leaf Rag” and a rip-snorting version of “The Stars and Stripes Forever,” guaranteed to send any six-year-old into transports of martial ecstasy. Unfortunately, by the time we moved to Richmond Hill, there was no longer a piano in the house; my uncle had chopped it up and thrown it out, saying, “What do we need this for? We’ve got the radio.” He was a thoroughly modern American, with no interest in such archaic devices. He also threw out the autographed copy of Buffalo Bill’s autobiography.*


My grandmother was Brooklyn Irish, and time had stopped for her somewhere around 1910. She was a great storyteller, with an incredible memory for detail, and an indefatigable singer. She never stopped singing except to talk or eat—something was always either coming out or going in. And she didn’t have a great voice, but boy was she loud; she drove the neighbors nuts. Most of her repertoire had been learned from her mother in Ireland, and I picked up all sorts of songs from her: Irish music hall numbers, rebel songs, ballads, minstrel songs, tearjerkers—I can still sing “The Gypsy’s Warning” from beginning to end. I learned versions of Irish tunes with Gaelic choruses, though no one in my family had spoken Gaelic for hundreds of years; to us, they were just a succession of nonsense syllables: “Shonegga hanegga thamegga thu, baleshlecoghelee aushmedatheen.” Many years later, Bob Dylan heard me fooling around with one of my grandmother’s favorites, “The Chimes of Trinity,” a sentimental ballad about Trinity Church, that went something like:


Tolling for the outcast, tolling for the gay,


Tolling for the [something something], long passed away,


As we whiled away the hours, down on old Broadway,


And we listened to the chimes of Trinity.


He made me sing it for him a few times until he had the gist of it, then reworked it into “Chimes of Freedom.” Her version was better.


If you had asked anybody in my family, they would have stridently proclaimed themselves to be middle-class, but that was more a matter of aspiration than reality. My mother was a stenographer and typist. My uncle and my grandfather both worked in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. My grandfather was an electrician and subsequently became something of an aristocrat of labor. He was a great admirer of Eugene V. Debs. My grandmother hated Debs because she thought he was leading my grandfather off the straight and narrow and getting him drunk. She was probably right. In any event, the family was mostly Irish and thoroughly working class.


I went to Catholic school, and did pretty well for the first few years, but by high school I was thoroughly sick of it. It was not particularly interesting, and by that time I had decided I was going to be a musician or, barring that, some other sort of colorful ne’er-do-well. I was a voracious reader, though, with extremely catholic tastes, of the small “c” variety. My family was not particularly literary, so they left me pretty much alone and I just picked up whatever looked interesting. I remember reading Grant’s memoirs, the Buffalo Bill autobiography, lots of Mark Twain, and a massive book called Land and Sea, which was some sort of anthropological study. I read Hemingway at thirteen, The Sun Also Rises, which bored me. My brain was like the attic of the Smithsonian.


My formal schooling ended when I was about fifteen. A truant officer picked me up in a pool hall—though he was actually there for the guy I was playing with—and I was hauled before the principal. That was an unprecedented occurrence: you never saw the principal, it was like being brought before Stalin. The principal looked down upon me from his authoritative height and called me “a filthy ineducable little beast”—that’s a direct quote; you don’t forget something like that. The upshot was that I was essentially told that if I didn’t show up for school, it would be all right with them, that they wouldn’t send the truant officer after me. That was fine with me.* The next year, I enrolled in something called “continuing education,” and for a while I would go out to Jamaica, Queens, once a month, but I didn’t take it seriously and that was the end of that.


My formal musical training was even less propitious. My mother had decided that I should learn to play the piano, so I used to have to go to the local Sisters of St. Joseph convent for my lessons, and then every afternoon I had to go to the same convent and practice for an hour after school. I leave it to the reader to imagine how much I hated that. It was the first time I learned how to read music, and I detested the whole experience with such a purple passion that until I was in my thirties, I had no desire to read standard notation or play the piano. At that point I began to notice how much better the piano would have suited my musical tastes, but by then I had been playing guitar for twenty years and had managed to make it into a serviceable substitute.


I always wanted to be a musician and performer. Looking back, the die was cast before I even realized I was in a crap game. When I was in first grade, one of the nuns discovered that I knew all three verses of the “Star Spangled Banner,” and she was so enraptured by this phenomenon that she paraded me from class to class singing, “Oh, thus be it ever when free men shall stand . . .” Needless to say, this made me one of the most unpopular kids in the damn school—I was like that kid in Tom Sawyer who had memorized the most verses of scripture. But I loved the attention; I ate it up.


My first instrument, aside from those damn piano lessons, was a ukulele. This was the late 1940s, and Arthur Godfrey had tripped off a huge uke and Hawaiian music revival. There were still plenty of flappers and sheiks around, people who had grown up in the twenties and could chord a uke, so picking it up was pretty easy. I think the first thing I learned to play was “Cool Water.” I must have played that thing a hundred times a day just for the pleasure of hearing it come out right. (I suspect the pleasure was all mine.) Pretty soon, I had a whole repertoire of ukulele numbers: “Back in Nagasaki Where the Men Chew Tobacky and the Women Wicky Wacky Woo,” “I Want to Go Back to My Little Grass Shack in Kealakakua, Hawaii,” and all that jive. I never got to be very good at it, because I could not develop a decent roll: you’re supposed to get a very tight series of up and down strokes with your right hand, so it comes out like a roll on the drum, and I could never do that.* Still, by assiduous application I managed to acquire a reputation as the second-hottest twelve-year-old ukulele player in Richmond Hill.


That summer I also learned my first blues song. A friend of my mother’s whom I called Aunt Esther had moved to Shaker Heights, Ohio, and I was packed off to spend the summer vacation there. It was, without a doubt, the most agonizingly boring summer I have ever spent in my life. Shaker Heights was even worse than Richmond Hill, and I was going totally bonkers. Then one afternoon I was sitting around the living room doing what twelve-year-old boys do best: sulking. In a desultory way, I was thumbing through a book that my aunt’s upwardly mobile family kept by the piano, The Fireside Book of Folk Songs, and my eyes lit on this song that just totally blew me away. It was called “St. James Infirmary.” I had to learn that song. Since my music-reading skills were minimal at best, I put the arm on my upwardly mobile cousin, who was studying piano at the time, and made him plunk his way through the piece, over and over, until I had learned the chords and the melody. That became my project for the summer, and it really saved my bacon. By the time I got back to Queens, I was playing the funkiest ukulele version of “St. James Infirmary” you ever heard.


Shortly, I got together with some of the local kids and we started a quartet. We called ourselves the Harmonotes, and on school-day mornings we would walk together as far as the “el” station, singing all the way. My mother had already taught me to sing harmony, starting me out on “Now Is the Hour,” which had been a hit for Gracie Fields somewhere back in the twelfth century. It was simple harmony, a pretty tune, and a good place to start. Anyway, Tommy McNiff, John Banninger, Bob Linder, and I would get together for rehearsals a few times a week. We had no lack of models: the Four Aces, the Sons of the Pioneers, the Mills Brothers, and of course the Weavers, who were a big phenom right then. I did not think of the Weavers as folk singers especially—they were just another pop group with interesting harmonies. (Incidentally, I do not understand why the Weavers have received so little attention for their abilities as musicians and arrangers. The harmony in “Kisses Sweeter Than Wine” is a perfect combination of simplicity and inventiveness, not to mention the part singing in “Tzena, Tzena” and Pete Seeger’s marvelous Zulu yodeling in “Wimoweh.”) Tommy McNiff didn’t like the Weavers, and I didn’t like the Four Aces, so we compromised and sang both, along with the hits of the big radio stars, people like Eddie Fisher and Patti Paige: “’Twas just a garden in the rain . . .”


We also loved barbershop quartet stuff, and for that we had the Mariners and the Chordettes, both from the Arthur Godfrey radio show. We were singing all kinds of chords and intervals—diminisheds, augmenteds, ninths, thirteenths—without having the foggiest idea what they were, and I picked up a lot of seat-of-the-pants knowledge from that kind of material. For the rest of my life I continued to use those big fat barbershop chords, especially when I was working out voicings for guitar arrangements.


We only had one gig, a Christmas party at a German fraternal hall in Ridgewood, Brooklyn. Our pay was all the beer we could drink—I suppose they figured, How much beer can a fourteen-year-old kid drink? I do not recall the answer to that, but I am told that they carried me home like a Yule log.


It was around this time that I expanded my instrumental skills to include a guitar. I acquired my first in a schoolyard swap, one of those perfect deals where both parties emerge feeling like successful thieves: in exchange for a pile of Captain Marvel comics, Conrad Fehling traded me a battered blond Kay orchestral arch-top. I forthwith removed two strings so I could play it like a ukulele, but the two unused tuning pegs rattled and clanked like Marley’s ghost, so over the next few months I added a fifth and finally the sixth string. Then, with the help of a Mel Bay instruction book, I set out to prove Segovia’s dictum that the guitar is the easiest instrument in the world to play badly.


By then my mother and I had our own apartment, and she would go to work every morning, leaving me to play hookey. I took the instruction book—it was called something like Five Million Chords for the Guitar—and made huge copies of the chord charts and tacked them to the ceiling above my bed. Then I would lie in bed all day and practice the changes. Of course, I didn’t know what to do with them—there you are, you can barely use three chords, and suddenly you’re playing an F sharp demented thirteenth, and you don’t have the faintest idea where to put it—but it sounded kind of weird and nice. I would lie there and practice going from one chord to another at random, when I was supposed to be in school, and that experience helped kick off a personal philosophy: “If it can’t be done in bed, it’s not worth doing.”


That was coming along fine, though one day a fellow truant came over to hang out and he didn’t notice the guitar lying on the bed, and he flopped down on it, splitting the top from guzzle to zatch. I went calmly insane, picked the guitar up by the neck, and broke the bottom over his head—one of the most satisfying things I have ever done. Then I went out and cadged a beat-up old Harmony from someone. I was a bad kid.


I was also a klutzy kid. I was big for my age and always tripping over my own feet, and to exacerbate the problem, I had been born left-handed, and somewhere along the line a well-meaning “aunt” had decided I should be changed to a rightie. To effect this change, she enforced a form of homemade conditioned reflex therapy, based on the Pavlovian system of rewards and punishments. The punishment consisted of a whack upside the head. The reward was the absence of a whack upside the head.


This was very effective, and as a result manual skills have never come easily to me, which proved to be something of a problem when I decided to be a guitar player. My left hand could handle the chords just fine, but getting my right hand to do what I wanted it to do always required a lot of effort. Years later, my wife Terri was talking to Barry Kornfeld, who is one of the best guitarists I’ve ever known, and she said, “Barry, Dave is such a klutz that he can barely tie his shoes. How is it that he can play the guitar?” Barry made a wise face, stroked his beard, and said, “It is one of the mysteries of the industry.” And indeed it is. I think quickly, musically. When I click into a piece—not when I’m just potchkeying around with it, but when I really get into it and find the groove—I know where everything should be, I understand what the structure should be, measure by measure. But getting my goddamn hands to do it is really a brute, and I had to accept the fact pretty early on that I was never going to be a superchops guitarist.


Even while I was fooling around with barbershop and pop songs, I had never stopped listening to and loving jazz. I wanted to play it, but there was nobody around that I could pick it up from, the way I had the other music. Finally, I realized I would have to bite the bullet and take some guitar lessons. There were not a lot of jazz guitarists teaching in Richmond Hill, so at first I wasted some time studying with a local hamfat who tried to teach me stuff like “Oh Mein Papa” and “Flight of the Bumblebee.” Then I got lucky, and somehow found out about Jack Norton.


Jack, or “the Old Man,” as we used to call him, had played in the Jean Goldkette band and known Bix Beiderbeck and Eddie Lang. He taught most of the band instruments, including some he didn’t even play, but he played guitar, drums, and all the reeds. He even played flute—he would say, “Well, it’s just a question of embouchure; the fingering is the same as saxophone or clarinet.” And he also taught trumpet and trombone quite effectively. In fact, I wanted to study trumpet with him, but he took one look at my teeth and said that too much air would escape and I would never be able to get a commanding tone.


Jack’s apartment was in Briarwood, Queens, and he used to hold court and teach on Saturday mornings and afternoons. A bunch of us kids would spend every Saturday there. We would sit in the living room playing records, arguing, trading licks, and generally horsing around while we waited for our turn in the studio with the Old Man. We were all jazz nuts, and very opinionated, a sort of Austin High Gang manqué. After the last lesson was given, there would be a big mess of spaghetti and meatballs cooked up by Norton’s friend Arlene. She was a big, blowzy redhead, very hip, and we were all sure she had “a past.”


Jack showed me some of the fingerings I would continue to use for the rest of my life. He was of the old orchestral jazz school, the musicians who played nonamplified rhythm guitar in the big bands: “Six notes to a chord, four chords to the bar, no cheating,” as Freddie Green used to say. And he also would sometimes use wraparound thumb bar chords and things like that, which had dropped out of the jazz world when more classical guitar techniques came in.


Along with the basic instrumental skills, Jack taught us something far more important: how to listen. He saw musical phrases as sentences, with pauses, parentheses, asides, and raised or lowered dynamics for emphasis, and he heard the silences as much as the notes. He would sit his students down, put on a Duke Ellington or a Joe Venuti–Eddie Lang record, and analyze it with us. Or we would play “Name That Musician.” He would play a record without saying who it was and then ask, “Who was that on tenor?” This was not just some kind of parlor game. Though he never put it in those terms, it was ear training. He was making us listen, and after a while, if you really paid attention, you got so you could at least make a pretty good guess as to who was playing every instrument. There are people you can’t fool, people who can tell you, “No, that’s not Ben Webster, that’s Coleman Hawkins,” or “That’s not Pres, that’s Paul Quinichette,” and be right every time, and to do that, you can’t just groove with the music. You have to listen with a focus and an intensity that normal people never use. But we weren’t normal people, we were musicians. To be a musician requires a qualitatively different kind of listening, and that is what he was teaching us.


He used to play tricks on us. I remember one time he put on a Count Basie record, and it was one of those arrangements with a recurring theme, a riff going on and it builds and builds and builds. By about the third chorus it was raising the roof, and Jack said, “Watch what the rhythm section’s doing during that chorus.”


Two or three of us said, “Well, they’ve sped up a little, haven’t they?”


He said, “Let’s set a metronome and see.”


So we backed up a couple of choruses, set the metronome so that it was keeping the same time as the band, and listened to what happened. It turned out that we were right in a way, because the tempo did change. By that chorus the rhythm section had slowed down slightly—just a little, but you could tell from the metronome. So it was just the opposite of what we had thought: the tempo had slowed, and that was creating this fantastic tension.


That was a real education, and I have spent the rest of my life working with what I learned on those Saturday afternoons at Jack’s place. These days, I probably couldn’t tell you which one is Ben Webster and which one is Coleman Hawkins, but I used to could, and it would just take a few months of careful listening before I could do it again. I moved on to other things and did not need that particular skill anymore, so it was no longer important to me. But what has remained important, and what I use all the time, is that I learned how to listen.


Another thing I learned from Jack was that I needed to think like an arranger. I got in the habit of listening to the whole arrangement, not just what the guitarist was playing or what the singer was doing. Without that training and what I learned hanging out with other jazz musicians and would-be jazz musicians, all my other musical experiences would not really mean much. For the rest of my life, I continued to use things I learned from Jelly Roll Morton, from Duke Ellington, and from some of the stride piano players: James P. Johnson, Fats Waller, Willie “the Lion” Smith. That was my foundation, and it prepared me for all the music I would learn later from people like Leadbelly, Josh White, Scrapper Blackwell, and Furry Lewis, all of whom were marvelous arrangers. Jack taught me that less is more. Like Jimmy Yancey. Never use two notes when one will do. Never use one note when silence will do. The essence of music is punctuated silence.


Around this same time, I made another life-changing discovery: I found that just a subway ride away, there was a bigger world than Queens, or even Brooklyn.


Through my musical interests, I had acquired a sort-of girlfriend named Cindy, and she had a friend named Rochelle. Rochelle Weissman was hip. She was cool. She was an older woman (sixteen), and she knew all about something called folk music. Every Sunday afternoon she would haul her beloved Favilla—a flat-top, nylon-string guitar, the farthest thing possible from my big band arch-top—down to Washington Square Park in Greenwich Village, where the folk foregathered to raise their voices in song. “So,” she asked me one afternoon, “would you like to come over with me some Sunday?”


Would I ever! Folk music! Washington Square! Greenwich Village! I coolly said, “It might be amusing,” and we agreed to meet on the IND platform at Continental Avenue in Forest Hills.


When I arrived on Sunday, I barely recognized her. She was decked out in a leotard, a dirndl skirt, a Mexican peasant blouse, and silver hoop earrings. Her hair was ironed straight and tied back in a pony tail. I don’t recall what she had on her feet, but I like to think it was sandals. She eyed my Robert Hall slacks and sports shirt with undisguised contempt. “You look like a tourist,” she said. I noted the inflection she used when she said “tourist.” I was learning. Rochelle explained that these were her Village togs, which she wore on these occasions to “blend in.”


“With what?” I wondered, but I kept my mouth shut.


By this time I had heard and read a good deal about Greenwich Village. The phrase “quaint, old-world charm” kept cropping up, and I had a vivid mental picture of a village of half-timbered Tudor cottages with mullioned windows and thatched roofs, inhabited by bearded, bomb-throwing anarchists, poets, painters, and nymphomaniacs whose ideology was slightly to the left of “whoopee!”


Emerging from the subway at the West 4th Street station, I looked around in a state of shock.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “It looks just like fucking Brooklyn.”


[image: ]


*Don’t get me wrong, I loved my uncle. For one thing, he taught me how to play harmonica . . . Strike three, come to think of it.


*It was like the old joke about this guy in the army who keeps walking around picking up pieces of paper, turning them over, and saying, “That’s not it.” He does this for weeks and weeks, and no one can figure it out, and finally they send him off to the shrink’s office. He walks in, picks a piece of paper off the shrink’s desk, and says, “That’s not it.” Then he picks up another piece, and says, “That’s not it.” Finally the shrink says, “Clearly you are not suited for the military life,” and he writes out a psycho discharge. The guy picks it up, and says, “That’s it!” That was exactly how I felt.


*I actually studied drums for a while, but that went nowhere. It was all discipline and no kicks. On uke or guitar, there was discipline but also kicks: once you learn how to finger a C chord, you strum the strings and, by god, it sounds like a C chord. On drums, if you’re working on a nine-stroke roll, it takes days, weeks, months before it sounds like anything other than six men chopping wood in an echo chamber. There’s no immediate gratification, and I’ve always insisted on immediate gratification.
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Jazz Days


Inauspicious as it may have been, that first trip to Greenwich Village was the starting point for a desultory migration across the East River and into the life of a professional musician. There is no way I can sort out an exact chronology for this hegira, but it started around 1951 and continued in stages over the course of the next few years. I never officially left home, but I would go over to Manhattan and end up crashing on somebody’s floor overnight, and then it got to be two nights, then three, until eventually I was spending most of my time in Manhattan—though every few days I would make the trek back to Queens to change my underwear and see if I could mooch some money. Gradually these visits grew less frequent, and by the time I was about seventeen, I was living in Manhattan full-time.


Originally, my plan was to make a living playing jazz, and to that purpose I added yet another instrument to my musical armory: a tenor banjo. This probably requires some explanation, since it has been a good many years since anyone switched from guitar to banjo in order to be a jazz musician.


In the 1940s the jazz world had been rocked by what came to be known as the “mouldy fig wars.” During that period, a revival of interest in early jazz coincided with the beginnings of what is now called bebop. A duel to the death was proclaimed, and critics solemnly lined up: you were either a “progressive,” hailing the innovations of the boppers, or a warrior in the defense of the traditional New Orleans style—a “mouldy fig.” In hindsight, both sides had their merits and both took their positions to ridiculous extremes. The modernists were aesthetic Darwinists, arguing that jazz had to progress and that later forms must necessarily be superior to earlier ones. The traditionalists were Platonists, insisting that early jazz was “pure” and that all subsequent developments were dilutions and degenerations. This comic donnybrook dominated jazz criticism for ten or fifteen years, with neither side capable of seeing the strengths of the other, until it finally subsided and died, probably from sheer boredom. Before that point, though, a lot of otherwise sensible people had made asses of themselves.* I remember a friend during this period telling me that he had been on his way to some big jazz festival but had discovered that Charlie Parker was playing, and was so disgusted that he turned around and drove home. This made perfect sense to me.


Being an adolescent, I was naturally an absolutist, so as soon as I became aware that this titanic tempest in a teapot was going down, I had to jump one way or the other. As a result, I turned my back on a lot of good music. When I was twelve or thirteen, Charlie Christian was my favorite guitarist, I had amassed a huge collection of the Benny Goodman sextet, and I listened to bebop and modern jazz. By the time I was fifteen or sixteen, I had come to regard all of that music as a sorry devolution from the pure New Orleans style. I was convinced, intellectually and ideologically, that the traditionalists had the better of it, and that led me to a lot of good music, but it also led me away from a lot of good music and toward a lot of truly terrible music. It was an ideological judgment rather than a musical one, and it was stupid. It turned me on to Jelly Roll Morton, Sidney Bechet, and Louis Armstrong, but also led me to support any aggregation of toothless incompetents over Dizzy Gillespie or Charlie Parker. I gave away all my Gillespie records and acquired recordings of old New Orleans relics, many of whom had probably never been very good even in their youth and prime.


I also switched from guitar to tenor banjo, since according to the canons of those times, guitar was not a proper instrument for a traditional jazz band. (I have since seen pictures of the most canonical New Orleans jazz bands, such as Buddy Bolden’s, and they show guitars to have been at least as common as banjos back at the dawn of jazz, but I did not know that in 1953.) I did not like the banjo much—it clanged like some kind of windup toy, and I had trouble fitting my fingers on the neck—but there was a lot of pressure on me. So I switched over and quickly became one of the worst tenor banjo players on the trad scene. And to be the worst at tenor banjo, you’re really competing, because that’s a fast track. I couldn’t keep time in a bucket, I kept blowing the chord changes, and no sane jazz musician would ever have hired me, except for one thing: I had a loud voice and I didn’t mind taking vocals. A lot of people who played jazz at that point—and some even today—thought that taking vocals was infra dignitatem: a real jazz musician didn’t sing. (Just as a real jazz musician didn’t dance.) Exceptions were made for a few of the older guys, like Jack Teagarden or Louis Armstrong, but a lot of people stopped taking Mose Allison seriously as a pianist the minute he opened his mouth.


In addition, working in clubs that had no sound systems of any kind, anyone who wanted to be a singer had to be able to make do without a mike. I had a very loud voice—as some wit remarked at the time, “When Van Ronk takes a vocal, the hogs are restless for miles around”—and if the key was right, I could cut through a seven-piece band. (That was the standard trad outfit: trumpet, trombone, clarinet, piano, bass, drums, and of course a banjo. If there was a little extra money, they would sometimes add a second trumpet, because a lot of those guys liked the Yerba Buena’s two-trumpet sound.) So I took the vocals, and in return they would let me hold my banjo.


Thus, with my Vega in hand, I set out to be a professional jazzman. By that time I was already six foot two and weighed about 220 pounds. Six or seven months later, thanks to my devotion to jazz, I weighed 170. I didn’t have the sense God gave a duck. I had never starved before, and I had no idea of the great range of possibilities out there in the world—one of them being starvation. At first I was just sitting in occasionally with pick-up bands, and for a while a bunch of kids my own age also put together our own group. Since we thought we were a pretty clever bunch, we came up with a real thigh-slapper of a name: the Brute Force Jazz Band. We thought that was very witty; audiences thought it was very accurate. We played where we could, at rare intervals and to no great acclaim, and then I ended up with a relatively steady organization called the Jazz Cardinals—though I was still doing pick-up work whenever I could get it. The Cardinals were led by a Dutchman named Eric Huystedt who sounded very much like Sidney Bechet, and we had a regular gig at a place called the Amber Lantern in New Jersey. Boy, did we get screwed! I remember one time we divvied up all the money we had made that evening, and it came to forty-seven cents each.


Those were the waning days of the trad-Dixieland revival. I was “just in time to be too late,” as the song says, and the trad scene was by then dominated by a bunch of cornballs in funny hats, moonlighting insurance execs, and a smattering of dedicated musicians eking out a meager existence by gumping meals at the Automat. (Gumping is when you race the busboy to an unfinished plate of food, finish it, and repeat the procedure until you are no longer hungry or you get thrown out, whichever comes first.) It was really slim pickings. Often you would play for union scale and then have to slip the owner something back under the table. You were lucky to get two gigs in a week; more often you would get one gig in two weeks. Trying to live on that, even in the golden fifties, wasn’t easy.


Still, I learned a lot by working with those bands. We were playing all the old chestnuts, things like “At the Jazz Band Ball” and “Fidgety Feet,” and I was picking up some relatively sophisticated chord changes, which gave me an enormous leg up a few years later when I got involved in the folk scene. The joke in the early 1960s was that I was the only folksinger in New York who knew how to play a diminished chord, and while that was not quite true, it does indicate what set me apart from a lot of the other people.


Most of the jobs I played were outside New York City, especially over in Jersey. There was a country club in West Orange, a place in Fort Lee. One of the nice things was that I got to meet some of the old-timers. One time, I did a benefit concert out at Welfare Island with a pick-up group, and Eubie Blake showed up; I vividly remember him playing “Baltimore Rag.” I also sat in on sessions at clubs like the Stuyvesant Casino and Child’s Paramount; I recall one night when the line-up included Miff Mole, Jimmy McPartland, Coleman Hawkins, Johnny Hodges, and Ben Webster, and there I was backing them.* I played with Joe Sullivan a couple of times, and once with Jimmy Rushing. I could never have worked officially in those places because I was not a member of the AF of M, the musicians’ union, but they managed to squeeze me in. If the union delegate came by, Rushing or whoever was the titular leader would take over and I would get offstage. Of course, my instrument was still up there and the delegate knew perfectly well what was going on, but he wouldn’t do anything about it.


There is an apprenticeship system in jazz, so even if the older musicians were not personally all that accessible or friendly, they felt an obligation to help the younger musicians. That is generally true of people who are serious about music. When the first Cro-Magnon started to bang on a bone, he was probably ready to show the second Cro-Magnon how to do it. Musicians are sweet people, and if you really care about music and want to learn, they will rally to you and do what they can to help you, even if you don’t know shit from Shinola.


Of all the older musicians, the one I remember most fondly was Clarence Williams. Clarence was originally a piano player out of New Orleans, and he had come up to New York around the time of World War I. By the early 1920s he had established himself as just about the key figure in jazz in New York, and he was well qualified for the role. He was a damn good piano player, but more than that, he was a composer and songwriter, a publisher, and what they called a “record contractor.” In those days, when a record company wanted to record some tunes, it would get hold of someone like Clarence and he would be given a budget to cut a certain number of sides. The rest was up to him: he would pick the tunes or write them himself, arrange them, pick the musicians, choose the recording studio, pay all the expenses, and whatever money was left over was his pay. Clarence arranged a lot of sessions for other people, and also plenty for himself under various names, the most famous of which was Clarence Williams and His Blue Five, a shifting group that at times included people like Louis Armstrong.


Where Clarence really earned his place in history, though, was when the blues boom took off. Around 1920, there was a fluke hit, a thing called “Crazy Blues,” recorded by a black singer named Mamie Smith. It came out of left field and sold close to a million copies, and all the commercial record companies immediately went into feeding-frenzy mode. One of them, Okeh records, called Clarence and said, “We want one of those.” So Clarence went down south on a talent hunt and came back to New York with this hot young blues singer, and her name was Bessie Smith. Following the old rule of “finders, keepers,” Clarence became the contractor for Bessie’s early records. That meant that he not only played piano on a lot of them but got to write—and more importantly, publish—the songs, which was where the money was.


When I knew Clarence, he was retired and had a little place on 125th Street called the Harlem Thrift Shop. It was his office and hangout—as far as I could see, he never actually sold anything out of there. All that he had in that shop was his own self and two pianos. It was a tiny place, but he squeezed the second piano in there because what he was running was a kind of clearinghouse for piano players. If some out-of-town pianist was passing through New York, he would stop by to say hello to Clarence, and of course a lot of piano players lived in the city as well. So there I was, at sixteen and seventeen years old, sitting in a corner and listening to Clarence Williams play piano duets with James P. Johnson or Willie “The Lion” Smith or Joe Sullivan, people like that. I would sit in a corner, with my eyes like saucers. I mean, I was a schmucky little kid in some ways, but I was not so dumb that I didn’t know how lucky I was.
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