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Scene: A Greyhound bus





Scene: a Greyhound bus, passing Garden City, Kansas on 10th July 1965




 





Full of hot flushes and a buzzing head, the writer was bouncing on this bus. Just one of the many acts in a rock ’n’ roll caravan of stars being carried from state to state. Scattered around him were history text books, because he was preparing to take the finals for his degree in modern history and political thought to be held at Trinity College, Dublin that very autumn.


Tired of reading a book about The Use of the Barricade in 19th Century Street Fighting he picked up a Karl Marx paperback. Inside this he found the bourgeois being eliminated and the state withering away.


He was riding high on all hit charts with his record ‘You Turn Me On’, an orgasmic panting sung in falsetto. ‘You can count on two years of gravy and bread off one stone hit,’ a rock veteran had told him.


The writer was young, but he felt old and what’s more his hair had been coming out in the Holiday Inn showers. Perhaps the pressure of the water?


During the classless society passages in Marx his mind began to wander over the events of the recent past, arranging them in apple-pie order. The sights and sounds inside the bus – the poker players, the soul singers, the comics readers – darkened …


This teenie Margarita had knocked on his motel door a few nights ago, asking could she come in because a top-tenner had tried to rape her and the writer wasn’t like the rest. He gave her shelter but he asked himself whether it was possible to be a fly-on-the-wall observer as he helped unzip her jeans. In Jacksonville, Florida, after taking two Contacs and a glass of sherry to fight flu he had found himself inviting the vast audience to knock down the police, mount the stage and have a good time. For this he was jailed. In Hollywood, stepping out of his car in order to take part as a featured guest in a Pop Awards show, he was ground into the sidewalk by police officers. They had mistaken him for a member of the public. In San Francisco he had held a sobbing girl in his arms after a Beatles concert. She knew that he knew the manager of the group. He was moved by this, but couldn’t think why. Nor could he think why he kept punching people: he’d slugged the policeman who’d called him a ‘punk’ and the one-legged man who’d called him a ‘Lady’. He’d tweaked the beard of the disc-jockey who’d called him ‘Ian baby’…


Back to Marx: ‘When classes disappear and the dictatorship of the proletariat dies out, the party of the first part will also die out and the Golden Age will take over …’


Suddenly, with a dull thoppp!!. a human book marker hid the print. One of the rock stars had placed his dong, his tool, his wedding tackle, right on the Marx.


The hot flushes became flashes. The writer felt these questions zoom into his head like a Warner Bros Looney Tunes trade mark: ‘Who am I? What am I? Where am I? What is this business in which I am involved? Is there a story and am I part of it?’


‘You Turn Me On’, his hit, lasted him out two years – as predicted. During this time the above questions continued to haunt him. He frequented libraries, he looked up old-time songwriters, he pursued ragtimers. He remembered that once the college postman had asked him: ‘What d’ye want to study history for? It’s all happened and there’s nothing ye can do about it.’ He had puzzled over this for years, but now he realized that there was something he could do about it: he could write it himself and in so doing he could find his place in the scheme!



















Part One


Happy Alley Days

























How Pop Music Began





At the dawn of the century Chas K. Harris published a little red book of rules and secrets called How to Write a Popular Song. Just inside there was a picture of him – a dignified figure with his wax moustache, wing collar and frozen tweed suit. Not unlike a trading Kaiser Wilhelm. He was very proud of the business to which he belonged: song manufacturing.


So well had he studied his craft that he knew in advance how many sheet music copies his songs would sell. To his readers he advised:








Look at newspapers for your story-line.


Acquaint yourself with the style in vogue.


Avoid slang.


Know the copyright laws.











If the reader did all this he (or she) might become rich and famous in the world of popular music. It was a trade both respectable, profitable and artistic. Had not Mme Adelina Patti, the noted high-class singer, ended a recent concert with ‘The Last Farewell’? And who wrote it? Chas K. Harris!


Rich and famous and working in New York, nerve-centre of world show business, he was a pillar of the pop music establishment. Pop – short for ‘popular’ and a trade term not for public use. Other pillars included the publishers Isadore Witmark, Jos. Stern & Ed Marks, Jerome Remick, Shapiro-Bernstein, Leo Feist. All were red-blooded Americans, hustling and bustling and jostling together in a couple of blocks they called ‘Tin Pan Alley’, feeding the near-by vaudeville theatres with all kinds of songs, flooding the western world with their wares: a million dollar business. We shall examine the workings of Tin Pan Alley in a later chapter. Meanwhile we must delve around in nineteenth-century America in order to find out how pop music originated. First there was a wide-open country, then there was the city, the mass, the hunger for leisure-pleasure, the bold men who supplied its music, and finally ragtime!


Chas K. had been one of the first pop publishers to move from the hinterland into New York. In the early 1880s, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, he had had a little shop with a sign advertising ‘SONGS WRITTEN TO ORDER’. His work tool was a banjo and on it he carpentered songs for births, deaths, marriages, junkets – anything. Maximum price: 20 dollars. He worked hard, like a real Horatio Alger hero, and one day he arranged for his three-verse story ballad ‘After the Ball’ to be inserted into the variety show ‘A Trip to Chinatown’. Inserted. The song had nothing to do with Chinatown, but insertion was getting to be standard practice. Good ‘exposure’ for your song, and if it ‘clicked’ then everyone was happy. Some shows were ‘sure-fire’ for years on the strength of one ‘hit’.


‘After the Ball’ was an instant hit from the very first night. Harris, of course, was publisher as well as author/composer. He wasn’t singer though. That was the job of actor J. Aldrich Libbey and he got a ‘cut’ of the ‘royalties’. Within a year ‘Ball’ was bringing in 25,000 dollars a week; within twenty years sheet sales topped 10 million. It was translated into every known language. Harris had hardly another such hit – but he could live nicely off this single work. In 1929, at the end of his life and still in his wing collar, he sang the old song in an early sound film (helped out by a cartoon cat who called him ‘Charlie’).*


‘After the Ball’, written and published by Harris in 1892 was the first million seller to be conceived as a million seller, and marketed as a million seller. Harris’s head was in the twentieth century, but his heart was in the nineteenth. The story and melody of ‘After the Ball’ were thoroughly Victorian: a little maiden climbs an old man’s knee and asks him why he has no babies and no home. He replies that he had a sweetheart once but he caught her kissing another at a ball. He couldn’t forgive her, wouldn’t listen to her explanation. Years later, after her death, the man he caught her kissing tells him that he was her brother. That’s why the old man is lonely, no home at all, because he broke her heart after the ball.


The chorus, in waltz time, went:








After the ball is over,


After the break of morn,


After the dancers’ leaving,


After the stars are gone.


Many a heart is aching,


If you could read them all;


Many the hopes that have vanished,


After the ball.











Story ballads like ‘After the Ball’ were Harris’s speciality. They were written for middle-class ladies to perform at home on the piano, only ‘Ball’ strayed much farther. Genteel parlour music had its origins in Europe but by the early years of the nineteenth century had found its glory in America. The piano, a triumph of engineering and a solid piece of furniture, was a sure sign that an American was doing well and going up. But he didn’t play it. American musical men were considered effeminate. The playing of ballads was left to ladies, mostly young spinsters, or to touring performers from Europe.


There were more pianos in America than anywhere else in the world and there seemed to be more lady pianists. Novelist Anthony Trollope, jotting down his North American experiences, remarked that hotel drawing rooms invariably contained a piano played by a ‘forlorn lady’. The instrument seemed louder, harsher and more violent than the European kind. Female voices ‘rang and echoed through the lofty corners and round the empty walls’.


Performance was an accomplishment, not to be flaunted and never to be offensive. An 1851 issue of Harper’s gave some ‘Mems For Musical Misses’: they must sit in a simple, graceful manner, never swinging the arms or turning up the eyes; they must aim more at pleasing than astonishing.


This genteel music market continued into Tin Pan Alley time. For example, ‘A Day in Venice’, published in the late nineties, combined business gimmickry with gentility: the purchaser opened the album to find a spread of free doilies.


The man who dreamed up the doily idea was a Harrisian. For this was the go-ahead progressive side of Chas K., inspired partly by the carnival tactics of P. T. Barnum but more by the extraordinary business fervour which filled America at the end of the nineteenth century. Business became ‘life’s greatest adventure’. ‘Furnaces are glowing, spindles are singing their song’, opined a Senator. ‘Books are becoming wiser and music sweeter,’ added a clergyman. All this optimism was made possible by the American Industrial Revolution. That great sweating engine, clanking away since the end of the Civil War, gobbling up the Virgin America so fast that by 1900 the USA had become Number One Industrial Power of the world! Pop music was a branch of that revolution.


The pop branch had worked hard. It had stripped-down catalogues, and complex sales methods. It was geared to scoring a hit. All this was a far cry from the sleepy days of genteel publishers such as Firth, Pond & Co. They had hits true enough – but they didn’t cash in on them. They didn’t plug. They had them almost in a fit of absence of mind. Lowell Mason’s hymn collection did a half million over the years and Stephen Foster’s ‘Old Folks at Home’ did a very slow million. There was no trumpeting and no award-giving.


The old firms had dignity and much too much music (one of them had over 30,000 different pieces). Like an old country store they kept everything somewhere, only they weren’t sure exactly where. They had imported ‘motto’ songs, Swiss yodel songs, overtures, mazurkas, quadrilles, polkas, ‘The Pope He Leads a Happy Life’, funeral tunes, stacks of marches – including ‘The Ocean Telegraph March of 1871’, with a cover depicting the ‘side view of the Atlantic Cable laid bare, showing protection of 18 iron wires, each 7 strands’.


Hymns were extremely popular. America was a collection of small towns with space in between and, until show-business got organized, the church was chief impresario and she liked hymns for her suppers, meetings and get-togethers. As long as the words were uplifting it didn’t matter that the tunes were voluptuous. People sang ‘What a Friend We Have in Jesus’ even at work.


But in 1892 a strange thing happened. Not only was this the year of the first self-conscious million seller (‘After The Ball’), but it was also the year in which Coca Cola ceased being advertised as a patent medicine. It was no longer improving. It was now proclaimed a pleasurable soft drink. Fun is taking the place of moral uplift!


Tearful songs were next in popularity to hymns in those days. Tears were considered good and right and natural. And trembling, weeping, swooning were common occurrences. This was not just confined to America: Chancellor Bismarck of Germany wept often with Wilhelm I. Prime Minister Gladstone of England broke down in private and public.


Harris, American but a true Victorian, cried whenever he sang ‘After the Ball’. Fellow songwriter Paul Dresser, a big man, played through his new effort ‘On the Banks of the Wabash’ to his novelist brother Theodore Dreiser and soon both had tears streaming down their cheeks. The nineties were to be called ‘gay’ but they were full of tears …


The pardon came too late, the letter was edged in black, the widower sat on his wife’s grave with blinding tears falling as he sang of his lost pearl, the child asked the switchboard girl for heaven because her mother was there and the wires seemed to moan; the soldier’s last words were ‘Just break the news to mother’, and the boy’s last words were ‘Don’t send me to bed and I’ll be good.’


Spreading a soft glow of feeling all over the body, these songs mirrored a cruel world governed by Fate. The listeners had a good cry and then, sensibly, got on with the job. Right into the early pop music years these heart-felt songs flowed, but their days were numbered. Pretty soon they were relieved by the tear-jerker. And the parody: ‘Don’t Go in the Lion’s Cage Tonight’, written in the early 1900s, told of a circus mother who didn’t heed her daughter’s warning and conseqently had her head bitten off during show-time.


‘Lucky Jim’ (1896) is a curious piece – a transitional tear ballad, half jokey and half serious. In it, two pals are rivals but one of them, Jim, is always lucky. He marries the girl but dies and the narrator marries the widow. At last he’s lucky too. But: ‘Now we’re married oft I think of Jim, boys – sleeping in the graveyard by the sea. Oh Lucky Jim! How I envy him!’ Here we are with parody or tear-jerking or both. Anyway, we’re on the brink of decadence.


*


Hymns and tear songs were only a small part of the huge and scattered American popular music scene before Tin Pan Alley. We shall look into the orifices where ragtime and beat developed in the next chapter. Meanwhile we continue to delve about in gentility. It was a gentility that didn’t care too much for art. French chateaux were shipped in brick by brick, it’s true, but they sat lonely in the desert. As for art-music, it had to be spectacular or uplifting. Nevertheless, there was an appetite for certain kinds of refined entertainment, and nineteenth-century America was crisscrossed by European performers satisfying big-hearted audiences. Oscar Wilde, on a lecture tour, was impressed with the hearty miners, but Booth Slezengar-Davies, the Welsh harpist, found the natives ‘supremely vulgar’ (stranded in Montana without a booking and with two arrows in his instrument). Charles Dickens, never without bookings, noted with disgust several gentlemen of Washington ‘who in the course of conversation, frequently missed the spittoon at five paces’.


America was a plum. Audiences laid bare their hearts waiting to be massaged. One of the most popular roving entertainers was Englishman Henry Russell. Between 1833 and 1841 he roamed around the genteel circuit with his songs from the piano; self-penned melodramas including ‘Life on the Ocean Wave’ and many yearnings for the old village pump, the old family clock, the old spinning wheel, the old sexton. Old – essential ingredient of conservative popular song. Russell knew how to work an audience into high tension: he had a song about the axing of an old tree, with a chorus line which went ‘Woodman, woodman, spare that tree!’ This is the kind of thing that happened at concerts after he’d crashed out the final chord: old gentleman cries out, ‘And was the tree spared?’ ‘Yes it was, actually,’ admits Russell with an internal wink. ‘Thank God!’ sobs the aged party, ‘I can breathe again!!’


On his travels round America, entertainer Russell often bumped into other European acts – Swiss yodelling families, German trombonists, trick pianists. He had an interesting chat with Norwegian violinist Ole Bull, who complained that he’d lost a good deal of his audience in New Orleans to a ‘nigger fiddler’. This fiddler reportedly played a strange, awry music from the Bush. Could it have been early blues? Or ragtime? America was virgin, full of strange noises (later to be captured and tamed by Tin Pan Alley).


Meanwhile, the problem-task of bringing good music to Americans was vexing music reformers all through the nineteenth century. The idea was to stop Americans becoming American. They must be made to hear European classical music till they liked it. They must be taught how to play it correctly, that is, from the book. Yankee music teachers – coat-tails a-flying, mounted on wild horses – were dispatched to deepest Bush America to battle aberrations such as hillbilly mountain airs and fiendish jigs. This music may have come from Europe, but it was the wrong Europe, the uncivilized Celtic regions.


The blues writer W. C. Handy, musical director at an Alabama school in 1900, commented in his autobiography, ‘… there seemed to be an unwritten law against American music and any inferior song of foreign origin was considered “classical”.’


When it came to classical music the most popular item in America was concert variations on ‘Yankee Doodle’. But when it came to entertainment the Nigger Minstrels were tops. From 1840 to 1900 their ‘chaste, unique and instructive music’dominated the European acts and even spread to the Old World – to the Adelphi Theatre in London in 1842, then to Queen Victoria herself, and eventually to Delhi via a band called ‘The Hindu Ethiopian Serenaders’.


In the minstrel shows, their songs, dances and their presentation of the Negro, we have pop music in the making. The main character, the Invisible Man, had been discovered in late eighteenth-century England when the Age of Reason was giving way to the Age of Romance. Captain Cook revealed that there were noble savages in the South Seas living naturally, uncontaminated by civilization. This golden age soon had its own music. In London, white Charles Dibdin immortalized the blackamoor as both sufferer and comedian in polite songs which he performed at salon recitals. In America, land of the new golden age where there were plenty of real blackamoors, Gottlieb Graupner appeared as the ‘Gay Negro Boy’ in 1799. He was a rave and many white ‘black’ performers followed. The impersonation became more authentic in the 1830s with the success of actor Thomas Rice and his Negro dialect song and dance, ‘Jump Jim Crow’:








Wheel about an’ turn about an’ do jis so


An’ ebery time ah wheel about ah jump Jim Crow.











Yes, said Rice, this is what the darkies do. Even if it was, ‘Jump Jim Crow’ was uncannily like an old British folk song and an equally old British clog dance. The London Times reviewer even detected the ‘Scotch snivel, the Hibernian whoop and the English guffaw’.


Rice inspired a number of rambling Jim Crows. They were all ‘singles’ until, in 1842, a depression drove many of them to merge into troupes, the most successful being the Virginia Minstrels. They seem to have been a noisy but cheerful quintet, making music from the banjo (of African origin) and the bones (of unknown origin), singing their own plantation songs and performing their version of a Negro dance later to be dubbed the ‘Cakewalk’ (see the next chapter for details on this dance). A little later Ed Christy and his Christy Minstrels established the traditional minstrel show form: the semi-circle of darkies with, in the middle, their jolly boss Mr Interlocutor. He served as a ‘feed’ or ‘stooge’ for the jokes (mostly puns) of tambourine-man Mr Tambo and bone-man Mr Bones. Between the jokes were songs and dances. Halfway through the show came the ‘olio’ in which individuals (sometimes in white-face) were allowed to shine. The finale consisted of some gentle satire on topical events. These minstrel shows were originally a Northern phenomenon. In the 1850s the movement for the abolition of slavery was rapidly expanding. Jim Crow and his darky friends were often presented as pathetic and oppressed beings. Reason enough to get rid of the snoring South – so economically backward, too.


But there were other Negro characters popular in minstrel songs who weren’t at all pathetic. Old Dan Tucker, Zip Coon and Jimmy-crack-corn-but-I-don’t-care – they were sturdy frontiersmen, coloured Daniel Boones. Later there was Jim Dandy, another minstrel invention, and he foreshadowed the cocksure, city-bred Yankee Doodle Dandy, Mr Twentieth Century America himself, strutting to a Sousa march or a ragtime beat, out to astound the Old World. From black face into white face.


In the early minstrel songs both poor slave and rip-roaring coon lived in a pastoral idyll called the Deep South where life was one continuous story, where lily-fingered, pink-faced girls with teeth like pearls laughed, where the air was filled with the scent of magnolias. But by the start of the new century this gentle evocation of plantation life was vanishing and the minstrel show featured ragtime and vicious coon songs. As a form it was decaying: white-faced comedians abounded, sometimes there were performing snakes, and the olio (the middle bit) was taking over. In the olio the hits of the day were sung and new songs were plugged. Stars began to emerge from the communal ranks: George Primrose, Al Jolson, Eddie Cantor. The wandering minstrel show was soon eclipsed by fast, brash, citified vaudeville. But the colourful darky and the sweet southern never-never land became staples of pop music, as we shall see …


Ironically, the minstrel show lingered on in the South as an entertainment featuring real Negroes, right into the thirties. These shows had little to do with the original minstrel idea and were dismal affairs, managed by white men, often merely an excuse to sell quack medicines. W. C. Handy has described well the sordidness and violence of these decadent minstrel shows in the land of Jim Crow.


‘Orange was the Texas town we dreaded most.’ (Handy was touring with the Georgia Minstrels.) ‘Whenever it became known to the home town mob that our show was routed their way, they would sit up all night waiting for the train to pass. Their conception of wild, he-man fun was to riddle our car with bullets as it sped through their town.’ Handy’s friend, the boy trombonist Louis Wright, was snowballed in a Missouri town by some white rough-necks. ‘He retaliated swiftly, laying down a blast of curses.’ Cornered later by a lynch mob he fired his gun into them. The sheriff arrested the entire minstrel troupe and gave Wright to the mob. ‘He was lynched, his tongue cut out and his body shipped to his mother in Chicago in a pine box.’ Jimmy Crack-Corn had come a long way.


It was a strange romance, this white obsession with the black. Nothing was to be done in halves. Today, even, the romantic blackman haunts pop. ‘If the Negro were not there we might have to invent him,’ wrote James Baldwin in our time. He is a figure either ‘saint or danger’. He is ‘the guilty imagination of the white people who invest him with their hates and longings’.


*


We jump back to early minstrel days. The success of Ed Christy’s minstrel show encouraged Stephen Foster to write his songs – ‘The Old Folks at Home’, ‘Camptown Races’, ‘Beautiful Dreamer’, ‘Jeannie with the Light Brown Hair’, ‘Oh Susannah!’ Could anyone have actually sat down and put together ‘Oh Susannah!’? That tune hummed in nurseries, dinned through Westerns! More likely it was entombed in rock and Foster dug it out. Actually he sweated hard to produce the vaguely familiar. Many of his songs failed. Then, as now, the successful popular song is the result of a marriage between pop man and public.


Foster is the first pop composer but he lived in prehistoric times, pre-Chas K. Harris, pre-Alley, pre-pleasure. He was from Pennsylvania, the son of a colonel. He dropped out of music school quite early and went and peeked shyly into the knockabout world of riverboats, blacks, roughnecks. He wrote about America (which was rare then) and his songs were spread by Christy’s Minstrels. Some of them sold in hundreds of thousands.


But his publishers were sleepy and pop was unorganized. And Foster was at first terribly ashamed of his vulgar songs; possibly he was affected by an attack in Dwight’s Journal of Music which, in 1852, condemned his tunes as ‘only skin deep … hummed and whistled without musical emotion’. Worse than that – ‘They persecute and hunt the morbidly sensitive nerves of musical persons so that they too hum and whistle them involuntarily – hating them even while they hum them.’


This was the noxious weed which was the pop song, insinuating itself into the brain of even good music lovers, and sticking there like sellotape.


Foster eventually plucked up enough courage to cut himself off from the genteel world and become a complete songwriter. He married and started pot-boiling, turning out stuff that didn’t sell. He tried writing straight lugubrious ballads instead of happy darky songs. He wrote a lot of songs about Willie, a dying boy. His marriage went on the rocks as the money ran out. He was drinking heavily. Broke and alone, he moved into a room in New York’s Bowery, a rough neighbourhood. One day he fell over a wash-basin. Somebody took him to Bellevue Hospital where he died on 13 January 1864.


A fatal calling was songwriting! In the ‘Bohemian years’ (before organization) many were the writers who ended tragically. James Thornton (also a singing waiter and monologist) often fell off the stage, once saw men with crab’s legs, and went on to write the lovely lilting ‘My Sweetheart’s the Man in the Moon’ and that close-harmony favourite ‘When You were Sweet Sixteen’. He died broke in the thirties. Charles Graham (‘Two Little Girls in Blue’) died in 1899 in the Bellevue Alcoholics Section. Hart Danks (‘Silver Threads among the Gold’) died in a New York rooming house, leaving a note which read ‘It’s hard to die alone.’ Paul Dresser (‘My Gal Sal’, ‘Banks of the Wabash’), a really nice person, tried song publishing but his firm collapsed. He died broke and broken-hearted.


All these men, true romantics and good company, warned of the perils of the BIG CITY. Of the girl who had left her sea-side homestead for the city and its strife and now her picture was turned towards the wall. Later, she was found in the city, in the gutter. But somewhere a mother was waiting for her who had seen better days and she would be buried in the old-fashioned country church.


Afterwards, the writers met at the ‘Grip’ or the ‘Black Rabbit’, or other such saloons and dives in order to get down to some heavy mixtures: brandy mash, sherry cobblers, rum and gum. The big city, with all its pressures, created a killing schizophrenia – had they but known about schizophrenia. Hard to live the eternal truths here amongst the canyons of soaring skyscrapers and creeks of festering slums! In the latter lived the one-time plough-boy and the one-time Russian (fresh off the boat from Europe), feeding the machines by day, and by night needing refreshment that had a bit of spice. Left behind were the home-town serenading, the simple pleasures of candy-pulling and progressive tiddlywinks. Left behind, too, was the dim age of folk music when the song was part of the work – bringing on the rain, helping the crops, blessing the marriage. The new city folk needed instant entertainment. Ready-made. Off-the-peg. A tune for every mood, washing the gritty bits of hard life away.


Between 1880 and 1900 the urban population more than doubled. America was still a rural country, mark you, but the city was the future and New York the Santa Claus factory where the fun was to come from. Did the city folk need the city? The city needed them!


*


Vaudeville, begun in New York, influenced by England, was America’s favourite entertainment by 1900. The olio of the minstrel show became the whole of vaudeville. Gradually the truly pastoral was eased out and the city slicker arrived, jeering at the rubes. ‘45 Minutes from Broadway’ – went George M. Cohan’s song – was hicksville and hopeless.


Tony Pastor was the first to use the dainty French word ‘vaudeville’, to describe the variety show he presented in 1881 in New York. It was aspiring middle class – what every American moved towards after he had been melted or absorbed. Pastor set the scene by having a prayer-room in his theatre and spruce ushers with undulating walks and high-pitched voices. His clientele, he claimed, were from the best families in the metropolis. Others followed the Pastor vaudeville. Keith & Proctor’s started non-stop vaudeville and established the ‘chain’. By 1900 they had 400 vaudeville theatres.


Vaudeville was an Irish stew of acts that included anything which might attract the public, from one-legged acrobats to John L. Sullivan (the fighter), William Jennings Bryan (the politician) and President McKinley’s niece on crutches. What the acts needed desperately was cheap music and this was where the new pop publishers came in: vaudeville became the chief vehicle for pop song, with the genteel lady trade a poor second.


And Chas K. Harris stood between the two. At last we are back with Chas K.! And the dawn of the century! The dark nineteenth will recede but may keep bobbing back.


Harris looked to a bright future. He was optimistic. There was a cockiness in the air. You could touch it with your fingers. You could hear it in the roistering Irish vaudeville songs like ‘Throw Him Down McCloskey’. You could hear it and feel it in the brisk, razzy All-American marches of John Philip Sousa. They said he was a foreigner but he wasn’t. Maybe he was the son of an immigrant but he was born and raised and inspired by America. At 26 he was appointed conductor of the US Marine Band. He wrote marches for this band, including ‘Stars and Stripes Forever’, a neatly assembled flame of controlled fire, guaranteed to make the lame walk.


At his concerts Sousa had many requests for Harris’s ‘After the Ball’. But he had many more for the new ‘Cakewalk’ sensations. Especially syncopation numbers like ‘Creole Belles’ and ‘At a Georgia Camp Meeting’. These appealed more to the body than to the heart, but Chas K. wasn’t worried. Such things would soon pass.


In his little red book he wrote: ‘The day of the rough coon song is over. Styles in songs change as quickly as ladies’ millinery.’




* By the way, like many notable pop writers Harris never learnt to read or write music.






















Ragtime











Got more troubles than I can stand


Ever since ragtime has struck the land,


Never so the like in all of my days


Everybody’s got the ragtime craze …







Cakewalk music, it fills the air.


You can’t escape it ’cause it’s everywhere.


First I didn’t want any at all,


But now you can’t stop me!







I got a ragtime dog and a ragtime cat


A ragtime piano in my ragtime flat.


I’m wearing ragtime clothes from hat to shoes


I read a paper called the ragtime news.


I got ragtime habits and I talk that way


I sleep in ragtime and rag all day.


Got ragtime troubles with my ragtime wife


I’m certainly leading a ragtime life!


(written in 1899 by Jefferson and Roberts)











A wave of vulgar, filthy and suggestive music has inundated the land. The pabulum of theatre and summer hotel orchestras is coon music. Nothing but ragtime prevails and the Cakewalk with its obscene posturings, its lewd gestures. It is artistically and morally depressing and should be suppressed by press and pulpit.


(from the Musical Courier, 1899)




Ragtime is the American Creation and the Marvel of Musicians in all Civilized Countries.


(his publisher, John Stark)


What is scurrilously called ragtime is an invention that is here to stay … Syncopations are no indication of light or trashy music, and to shy bricks at ‘hateful ragtime’ no longer passes for musical culture.


(ragtime composer Scott Joplin, in his 1908 instruction book, The School of Ragtime)


Syncopation is in the soul of every true American. Ragtime is the best heart-raiser and worry banisher that I know … Someday I’m going to write a syncopated grand opera.


(Irving Berlin)





Ragtime, like ladies millinery, was Queen for its day – reigning hard until it died, succeeded by parvenu ‘jazz’, THE QUEEN IS DEAD – LONG LIVE THE QUEEN! because this ragtime (a street word meaning constant, non-stop, marathon syncopation) once injected into the comfy body of nineteenth-century pop, set the heart-beat pumping, pulsing out a rhythm which, in 1900, was but a stately clatter, by 1917 a krazy zoo of jazz, by 1936 a streamline of sleek swing, and NOW is swollen into a thunder cloud of electronics pumped out of a smart city of amplifiers.


Poor ragtime! Real, classic, timeless ragtime – fine art form – has been much misunderstood, like Mae West. When I played a rag recently to a friendly rock record producer he knocked his knees, kicked his heels, crying ‘A scooby-doo, a razzamatazz-you’re just like Julie Andrews, man!’ Jesus wept!


Ragtime reigned from 1897 till 1917,* the year that America went into the Great War, marching to ragtime. After this last stand the music seemed archaic: upright stuff for the upright piano, or player piano jangle (for in 1919 these automatic pianos outnumbered the human variety) or just comic accompaniment for Keystone Cop movies.


Mortally wounded by jazz age taste, pioneer ragtime publisher John Stark refused to attend a jazz concert by Paul Whiteman, King of Jazz, and broadsided by titling a 1921 rag publication Don’t Jazz Me – I’m Music. About the same time Joseph Lamb, reclusive writer of baroquey rags, submitted some of his latest gem-works to Alleyman publisher Irving Mills. ‘Yes,’ asked Mills, ‘but can’t you write me some novelettes like “Nola”? That’s what they want.’ At the end of the twenties Bennie Moten, swing band pioneer, began a record with some two-fisted ragtime piano. Suddenly one of his side-men complained: ‘Hey, Benny! Stop playing that ragtime! Let’s get real low down!’… They did and played the ‘Get Low Down Blues’.


Classy old ragtime put down by the guttersnipes of jazz and blues!! Yet their time, too, would be over some day, just as soon as the city people, the mass middle class, decided they didn’t need such music any more.


Ragtime had been torn from the Bush, ragtime was thrown away on to the pop rubbish heap. Ragtime was rescued years later by a few music lovers.


*


But now – ragtime in its historical context, a close look at the syncopated locomotion which caused such a commotion …


In the ragtime era most people just danced, hummed, ejaculated ‘It’s a bear!’ to the new music. Not thinking twice they taxied to ragtime balls where they balled the jack, walked the dog, won the prize. Others, whose livings were in jeopardy, howled ‘It’s a disgrace!’ A select, precious few – those who wrote about serious music in journals and quarterlies, knew a B flat from an A sharp – argued whether ragtime was the real American Music or not.


Maybe Antonín Dvořák, classical composer, started the row during his American visit (1892–5) when he commented that ‘In the Negro melodies of America I discover all that is needed for a great and noble school of music’ By the time ragtime had surfaced, a few years later, native academic Rupert Hughes wrote that ‘Ragtime has come to stay’ and soon ‘would be handled with respect by the scholarly musicians of the whole world’.


This was fighting talk in the ivory studies! Into the fray rushed Daniel Gregory Mason, a New Englander and music writer, stating that ragtime was a mere ‘comic strip’, representing America’s ‘vices’ and ‘not a new flavour but a kind of curry’. His friend Dr Karl Muck wrote to him (in 1915, just before being expelled as an enemy alien), ‘I think what you call here your ragtime  is poison. It poisons the source of your musical growth, for it poisons the taste of the young.’


Argument was fierce because the awful truth was that young America had produced no such thing as a truly American music until this ragtime poison. Here was a rude noise which had emerged steaming from the hinterland bush of brothels and dives, presented on stage, record and cabaret in a negroid manner by Jews very often, and so popular that even high society gentlemen such as Vanderbilt danced to it. Crude majority taste had fostered this syncopation, not the approved hot-house of the musical conservatory – and where crude majority taste dominated, art languished and died.


Anyway, wrote Mason, all this syncopated music wasn’t even American; it was un-American. ‘The Jew and the Yankee stand in human temperament at polar points … Jewish taste has oriental extravagance and sensuous brilliancy.’ Even so, he admitted, ragtime may well be a reflection of these raucous times, because it was without ‘soul’, without those noble and uplifting thoughts of progress towards a better world and regrets for a misspent past, without, in fact, all the good which ‘good’ music could spread. This new music was full of ‘bangs and explosions, like a criminal novel’.


‘Exactly,’ joined Hiram K. Motherwell, as he entered the academic fight. ‘Bangs and explosions’ were important because this was the sound of the city, expressing its ‘jerk and rattle, its restless bustle and motion, its multitude of unrelated details and its underlying progress towards a vague somewhere.’


Ragtime was more than a music. It was Our Time – the ragtime life with patent leather shoes in many colours plus pearl buttons, a soft shirt of loud silk; female secretaries grabbing the snatched lunch, gobbling an evening meal made by just adding heat; all living on hot asphalt surrounded by autos, phonographs, movies and all part of a wider world which exploded daily in banner headlines –




ATLANTIC TIDAL WAVE CLAIMS 275 VICTIMS IN GALVESTON!


HEIR TO AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN THRONE ASSASSINATED!


HARRY K. THAW SLAYS NOTED ARCHITECT IN LOVE TRIANGLE!





Society balls, even, were filled by circles ‘of brilliant debutantes and impatient youths waiting for the first bars of some wonderful imminent dance music’ (Henry James). That music was to come, as we shall see, and pretty soon the whole ragtime life burst out of America and into the Old World. In France imaginations worked full-time to describe rag as ‘les temps du chiffon’, music hall singers excitedly sang:








Un deux trois!


On lance le ventre en avant


En t’nant les bras ballants


Comme un orang-outang.











Avant-garde artists saw this ‘chiffon’ music as just the stuff to go well with fauve painting, because of all those gobs and smears of notes. Stravinsky rushed into manuscript with something he called ‘Ragtime’. In Bradford, Yorkshire, England, J. B. Priestley, novelist in embryo, watched American ragtime acts at his local music hall and realized in later years that popular music could be prophetic:




Out of this ragtime came fragmentary outlines of the menace to old Europe, the domination of America, the emergence of Africa, the end of confidence and any feeling of security, the nervous excitement, the frenzy of modern times.





Herald of the Third World, Fauve Music, Sound of The City, America’s Music, Poisonous Curry, Julie Andrews Razzamatazz, Pure Filth – this is ragtime. Who invented it? Where did it come from? In the first chapter we examined a rather genteel nineteenth-century America full of tears, yet with an edge of wildness. We now journey into another nineteenth-century world – out in the stamping beaty bush – ready to join regular America. We journey to find the inventors of ragtime …


Many claim to have invented ragtime, just as many claim jazz and blues. But the inventor individuals have been lost in the folk fog of pre-history. You may figure that ragtime was African, an extension of the voodoo thump of the tom-tom, you may claim that it was nothing more than bar-room pianists getting fed-up with churning out the same old pop tunes and jiggling the melodies. You may say anything.


Most everything which makes us what we are today came out of that nineteenth century. Right now all I’m going to do is jab down a few comments and facts and then clear out of this territory, which I’ll leave to experts with all the paraphernalia and patience. I may well upset them in the following, and will be cut in campus coffee bars.


Nineteenth-century America was full of musics sold and taught: march music, minstrel songs, parlour pieces, hymn tunes. Musics which came from above. At the same time, and much mistier in origin, was music from below; untaught, unsold; story ballads, jig and clog dances from the British Isles. Performance was all wrong, all unorthodox because it was self-taught. Mixed up in this great stew was the ex-African, and exactly what he brought over from Africa is not at all clear.


A whole rustic band of musical folk grew up who sang wrong, played the fiddle cack-handedly, ill-fingered the piano, and messed with unorthodox instruments such as the stove-pipe and the jew’s harp. Wrong academically, right emotionally. All over the great sprawling virgin America, and especially in the South, were crevices and orifices unexplored by either teachers or salesmen.


For all we know, in this bushland there may have been folk dancing to ‘Rock around the Clock’. But even if rock existed in some hidden valley there would have been no great demand at this point in time, and so this music would have had to lie quiet, charming but irrelevant.


Until they reached for the restraints of middle-classness, these bush people, black or white and poor, were not rhythm-resistant. At white revivalist camp meetings of the 1840s, preachers excited crowds of up to ten thousand with rocking ‘call and response’ services. Three-line hymns, half sung/half spoken, framed a sort of blue-eyed blues. The congregation shook, whirled, hopped, jumped for joy. Some cut loose to ‘stamp out sin’ with their own religious dance, or suddenly broke into eery tunes snatched from the sky.


In the black churches rave-ups were in rhythm. In 1823 a genteel observer ventured into this Third World, into a black Brimstone Church to witness a black Methodist preacher chanting a musical Hamlet: ‘To be or not to be – dat is him question. Whether him nobler in de mind to suffer or lift up him arms against one sea of hubble-bubble and by oppossum endem.’ Upon the word ‘oppossum’ the congregation cried out for ‘Possum up a Gum Tree’, a current slave hit.


Was this an African tune? To the genteel observer it sounded British. But the hymns with their bell-clear righteous chords were twisted and broken by the voices of these people, black and white, so that they re-emerged as brand new numbers. Sturdy old British ballads suffered the same fate; in 1830 Fanny Kemble, an actress, was boat-rowed by slaves who sang a wailing air, ‘wild and unaccountable’, which she later identified as ‘Comin’ thru the Rye’. More important, she noticed that this British folk song was accompanied by a rhythm section of rocking rollocks.


There were other isolated black performers who dazzled audiences with their weird playing. Ole Bull, the straight Norwegian violinist, complained to concert balladeer Henry Russell about the popularity of a Negro fiddler in New Orleans. Juba, a black dancer, got as far as Vauxhall Gardens, London, where he gave dancing displays with his hands in his pockets. Picayne Butler, also black, picked waltzes and polkas on his banjo to a New York audience in 1857 – picked them so hard he bust two strings.


All this is interesting and colourful. But out of this underworld of stamping, raving, wild hymn-singing, banjo-picking, jigging and ‘Comin’ thru the Rye’ surfaced ragtime around 1890 – a music riddled with a rhythm called syncopation, but which also owed much to the harmonies of the gentler European world, the world bowed to by Chas K. Harris, and to the pattern of the march as developed by John Philip Sousa. Ragtime rumbled from out of the bush – but was to be written not for the banjo or stove pipe or guitar but for that dignified Victorian machine, the piano.


Wandering pianists were making a decent living playing for customers and dancers in what were called ‘tenderloin’ or ‘red light’ districts in the expanding cities. These districts housed saloons, brothels, clip joints, gambling hells, honky tonks, and jook joints. The popular piano style was termed variously ‘barrel-house’, ‘boogie’, ‘honky tonk,’ ‘jag-time’, ‘jig-time’ and the pianists were ‘professors’ or ‘fakers’. They could play anything. Stories are told by aged ragmen of legendary syncopated pianists who could rag the Messiah at 100 miles an hour, who could hold a pint of rye and still rag well, who were playing 13ths before they were invented, who had names like One-leg this or No-hands that. Most of the best tenderloin piano was to be heard in southern cities such as Memphis, Nashville, New Orleans and St Louis rather than the western San Francisco, the northern Chicago or the eastern New York.


One of these wandering honky tonk pianists, not content to celebrate just the passing moment, not wishing to kill himself with booze and the sporting life by playing mere dance music, fashioned this rough jagged/ragged time into a delicate form leaning to the concert hall rather than the hot crib. He was black Scott Joplin (1868–1917). His Joplin ragtime established the pop-to-art pattern that was later followed by both jazz and rock ’n’ roll.


*


Before we look at ragtime as song and dance I want briefly to tell the story of Scott Joplin and his art-form, classic ragtime.


He came from Texarkana, Texas. A German teacher gave him some piano lessons; later he studied advanced harmony at college. He wandered around southwestern cities playing the tenderloin circuit and then in Sedalia, Missouri he wrote ‘The Maple Leaf Rag’ (named after the Maple Leaf Club, a local honky tonk). Before this he’d put together some standard pop – sentimental waltz songs and a ‘Great Crush Collision March’ – but ‘Maple Leaf’, published by local white John Stark, became a best-seller (1899). From now onwards Joplin concentrated on his ragtime, polishing and honing it into a set form. He played a little vaudeville, but avoided the sporting belt, made some money giving piano lessons – and wrote and wrote: thirty-three rags by himself (more keep turning up), seven rags with others and a brace of ragtime operas.


In 1915 he tried out one of these operas, Treemonisha (a plantation story showing how the old voodoo superstitions must be discarded if the Negro was to get enlightened and modern). The Harlem audience was embarrassed by this seeming throwback to slavery days. And that was that. Next year he moved to a Manhattan hospital, his mind wandering. On April Fool’s Day 1917 he died† – the year that vaudeville ragtime marched American soldiers into the First World War.


Joplin gathered other rag classicists around him like Arthur Marshall and Scott Hayden, who produced gorgeous lyrical rags. Also attracted to Joplin rag was the unlikely Joseph Lamb, a white Catholic who had never played in a brothel but wrote at home in a frame house in Brooklyn – after work, for he was in the fabric trade. Lamb produced his baroque beauties right into the Elvis Presley age, unperturbed. All these classicists were published and championed by ragtime knight errant John Stark. Mostly the rags were sent in untitled so that Stark could express the artistic pretensions of ragtime by calling them ‘Grace And Beauty’, ‘Elite Syncopations’, ‘Euphonic Sounds’. He described ‘Coal Smoak’ as rendering up ‘the interior thoughts of the soul’.


Joplin seems to have been, like Stark, a rather serious, dignified man, aware of his own worth. He opined that ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ would make him ‘King of the Ragtime Composers’ but he also knew that he would not be a pop hero in his own lifetime. ‘When I’m dead twenty-five years people are going to recognize me,’ he told a friend. Just over thirty years later he was recognized: Rudi Blesh wrote a fat and rich book about ragtime (‘the true story of an American music’) – dedicated to the memory of Scott Joplin. Another writer spent several pages analysing Joplin’s rag ‘Euphonic Sounds’.


Classic ragtime, then, was a self-conscious art form. Each rag was stamped with its composer’s music marks; each rag was built to last. The finest demanded a delicate, unrushed performance by classically trained pianists. Joplin had published an instruction book laying down precise rules: ‘Exercise 5: the first ragtime effect here is the second note, right hand, but instead of a tie, it is an eighth note rather than two sixteenths with tie’.


Performed in the proper place – a quiet room on a well-tuned piano during a peaceful afternoon – classic ragtime is therapeutic. The fingers limber up as they dance over the keys. Diminisheds shake, sixteenths wobble, as you struggle through the luscious slices of the set form: first a fanfare flourish, then three or four strains with key changes announced by more fanfare flourishes. The brain swims in ecstasy, the feet tap. In 1900 a pianist trying out a rag could see before his very eyes the collision between old and new, the old oak replaced by the swaying skyscraper. As left hand marched steadily along with the safe old ‘oompah-oompah’, right hand syncopated, trying to trip up the traditional with cascades of battered notes. But thick German harmonies kept the whole exercise well-housed.








Och Himmel the carpets wave up und wave down


Und der light she go round mit a schwing


Dot hot razzle dazzle – I can’t find der notes


Und der time he gone crazy by Jing!











Average pianists just couldn’t manage real ragtime. Hands got tangled up, and besides, you hadn’t any words and you hadn’t any dancing. Really a very selfish exercise! In the 1890s most people preferred to enjoy ‘coon songs’ and to attempt a ‘cake-walk’ dance.


Today coonery seems at best quaint and at worst disgusting racism, so I shall just mention some statistics in an attempt to show the tie-up between this obsession for the black and the historical setting. From 1865 (the end of the Civil War), the ex-slaves had steadily emigrated from the countryside into the cities. The first dramatic increase in urban blacks was between 1890 and 1900 – and that was the decade of the coon vogue, when over 600 coon songs were published. By 1910 the urban black was becoming a fixture rather than a phenomenon: twelve cities with over 40,000 – and New York had had a 50 per cent increase. After 1910 the coon vogue vanished and ragtime became white-faced in both song and dance.


In song the pastoral plantation darky of Stephen Foster days was replaced by the coon, ludicrous and threatening. Who wrote the stuff? – white or black? Both because this was the ‘Age of Accommodation’ for the Negro, a time for attempting to join the white world. Like the East European Jews, they were so low on the social scale they just had to make it, or sink out of sight. There was no question of rebellion; those with spunk were determined to ‘move on up in the world’. Black society had its Elks and its clubs, such as ‘Sons and Daughters of “I WILL ARISE”’.


The coon-song was of folk origin, but the vogue was commercially started by vaudeville pianist/entertainer Ben Harney, a black who passed for white. He claimed to be the inventor of ragtime, but a very different kind to the retiring Joplin’s. The latter wrote a piece called ‘Chrysanthemum – an Afro-American Intermezzo’; Harney wrote ‘This Sportin’ Life is Certainly Killin’ Me’. That was a big difference, and in the ragtime era black performers like Ernest Hogan (‘All Coons Look Alike to Me’) and Irving Jones (‘I’m livin’ easy eatin’ pork chops greasy’) presented the happy zippy coon, whilst Joplin, serious and studious, presented the New Negro.


Harney was noisy and boisterous, tapping his feet as he delivered his rag songs to New York vaudeville audiences in 1896. His songs told of ‘hot stuff’ crap games raided by the police (‘Mr Johnson Turn Me Loose’) and worn-out floozies (‘You’ve Been a Good Ole Wagon but You’ve Done Broke Down’). They were all his own work, he said, but who knows? Possibly they were his versions of bawdy honky tonk songs – things like ‘Baby Let Your Drawers Hang Down’, performed at Babe Connors St Louis club where the girls danced the ‘Ta Ra Ra Boom Deray’ – full of bumps and grinds – on a mirror floor.


Harney broke up syllables: ‘Put a smile on each face’ became ‘Pugut agey smugile ogon egeach fagace’, a private patter in rag-time. His racy terms and bashed-up English countered the stilted ‘thee and thou’ of the sentimental Harrisian ballad and brought slangy speech into pop. Published by the house of Witmark, Harney’s songs became big hits and the coon vogue spread. Plump matronly May Irwin, white, was queen of the coon-shouters, reaching right to the very back of theatres with her stentorian (slightly off-pitch) voice in ‘If You Ain’t Got No Money Well You Needn’t Come Aroun’ (by A. Baldwin Sloane, composer of The Wizard of Oz and other extravaganzas).‡


Coon-shouters were popular almost into the twenties, but real blacks were much enjoyed, too. Norah Bayes and Sophie Tucker liked to surround themselves with dancing coloured kids called ‘picks’ by the trade. They could make the difference between a socko show and a flop. A vaudeville promoter advised ‘If the bill is weak add a dark act, and if that don’t do hire some picks.’


What of the songs themselves? They ranged from the vicious through the enlightened to the eupeptic. They pictured coloured city balls as colourful and dangerous. Reed and Ward’s chorus ran ‘Leave your razors at the door, don’t yer start no ragtime war’. But – ‘If you want some black man’s gore, don’t carve him to the core but take a good size brick and do the job up quick.’ Dockstader’s Minstrels had a hit with their warning ‘There’s a Dark Man Coming with a Bundle’. Andrew Sterling told the grim song-tale of a poor white man hired by a ‘kinky woolly head’ to dig a hole in the road. A crowd of fellow ‘kinkies’ surround the digging white as the black employer proclaims ‘I’ve got a white man working for me’. Furious, the digger grabs his employer and shoves him down the hole:




He grabbed another, sent him down to smother in the dusky gloom below.


They started scrapping, but he wasn’t napping as he cried ‘You all must go.’


When he got through he covered up the hole – they couldn’t see the light of day.


‘Remember, coons,’ he said, ‘I’m far above you don’t let me hear you say –


“I’ve got a white man working for me.”’





On the other hand the coon was very down-to-earth in a nice cosy way, like a Hobbit. He loved food, was always hymning hambones, lamb, watermelon, bacon, possum meat. Life held no greater joy than ‘the sound of chicken fryin’ in the pan – dat’s good enough fer me’. The country might be on the verge of war but the burning issue for coon-song hero Abraham Jefferson Washington Lee was ‘for de lawdy’s sake feed mah dog!!’ These charming children! Carefree, with no nation! In the 1900s New York was full of Germans, Italians, Irish, with their separate cultures and ‘Every Race Has a Flag but the Coon’ (as J. Fred Helf and Will Heelan put it). So the Blackville Club devised their own flag made of red flannel shirt, with a chicken sketched on it, poker dice for eyes, wavin’ razors round the head, a possum with a pork chop in its teeth, a big hambone with a banjo underneath.


On stage and in song, the new coon was a hit. In real life he was a threat and by 1900 there were fourteen states with segregation laws. Booklets warned of the ‘beast’ Negro, ‘a menace to civilization’, and anthropologists considered him cousin to the ape.


To be fair, not all the coon songs were nasty. In fact Witmark’s, the publishers, asked customers to ‘look over the Genteel Coon Deviation “Melinda’s Wedding Day”,’ and sold thousands of copies of their plantation slumber song, ‘Mammy’s Little Pumpkin-Colored Coons’. Carrie Jacobs-Bond actually wrote an anti-segregation piece in 1903 which did quite well:








Give de chillun equal chance to start out side by side


An as dey grows up big an’ strong along der paf dat’s wide


Dey’ll come to know each udder an dat ‘color-line’ will fade


An de Lord’ll surely bless us fer de peace dat we has made’.§











But the most potent figure of all in the coon vogue was the sexy strutter, best-beast in city clothes – a hot lover boy, whose girl begged ‘Pump away Joseph’ on your ‘Red Hot Member – with a Sting Like a Bumble Bee’. A liberated lover, able to chuck out his babe with the words, ‘Take Up Your Clothes and Go’. She too could be tough and put her easy rider out in the rain, later pleading ‘Bill Bailey Won’t You Please Come Home?’ Marriage wasn’t mentioned.


So though the new coon was a far cry from the gentle puns of the minstrel show, he was close to the new vaudeville audiences who, in 1910, were enjoying white-face songs like ‘Somebody Will If You Don’t’. ‘New’ was everywhere – in Tin Pan Alley a new breed of writers mixed coon song and syncopation with slick street wit (‘When Ragtime Rosie Ragged the Rosary’, ‘I Love My Wife but Oh You Kid’), and applied the coloured lingo-jive to all city types so that their songs were filled with ‘dolls’, ‘babes’, ‘A OKs’, as well as ‘wisenheimers’.


Irving Berlin (born Israel Baline in Russia) assimilated the rag-time style well and served up white-face ragtime in his clever ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ (1911) which had but one tiny dash of syncopation. No matter – for now ragtime was almost anything that was up-to-date and peppy. No longer were there only hot coons. The hot coon was joined by Ragtime Cowboy Joe, the Ragtime Soldier Man, the Ragtime Goblin Man, the Ragtime Suffragette, the Ragtime Violin, the Ragtime Temple Bell, the Ragtime Wedding Bell, the Ragtime Bungalow, not forgetting Ragtime Shakespeare.


So ragtime wasn’t simply coloured time in 1910 but also modern times. The witty and slangy vaudeville songs suited the ragtime age of sudden strikes, deep depressions, assassination. Variety, the show business trade paper, noted an increase in hissing, cat-calls and Bronx cheers and editorialized ‘Rowdyism must stop’. Musically, band ragtime fitted ill-rehearsed pit groups who could cut loose with laughing trombone, whinnying cornet, skidding violin and percussion barnyard effects – the very opposite of Joplin’s disciplined opuses. Nevertheless, ragtime.


*


Even better suited to the vaudeville pit band was a curious style distinguished by crushed notes packed in an unorthodox twelve bars called the Blues, which first appeared in 1912, became a dance and vaudeville fad in 1914, merged into jazz in 1919, but was of mysterious black bush origin (as usual). Nobody could discover the folkman who invented the blues, a music magnet pulling the singer’s voice towards a blurred squashy raspberry note, apparently just below the correct one. The effect was of a sob, a wail, most undignified; but it sent good girls crazy crying ‘Smear it! Smear it!’ Three blues numbers were rushed into print in 1912: ‘Baby Seals Blues’, ‘Dallas Blues’ and ‘Memphis Blues’. The 1912 blues wasn’t such a regular 12 bar form as the blues of the 1920s – many of them were sub-titled ‘ragtime novelty’ – but the smear-note style was there, best performed on horn or voice. Stenographer of the Blues (later to be called ‘Father’) was W. C. Handy, educated black dance band leader from Memphis, who wrote street moans down on paper. His bandsmen complained, ‘You’re always hanging about on street corners listening to beggars.’


Handy listened on a railroad station as a ragged Negro, the ‘sadness of ages’ on his face, plunked a guitar (pressing a knife on the strings) and sang, making ‘the weirdest music I ever heard’. Handy listened at a ball whilst his band rested and a coloured group consisting of guitar, mandolin and banjo ‘struck up one of those over and over strains that seem to have no very clear beginning and certainly no end … the strumming attained a disturbing monotony, a kind of stuff that has long been associated with cane rows and levee camps’. Maybe it was swamp blues or cajun blues or geechee blues, or embryonic rock? Handy listened hard, notated the sounds from beggars, cigar-box guitars, iron-pipe basses, Lard Can Charlie on his hot can – and decided that this was the stuff that people wanted. He got it published.


Soon Tin Pan Alley was producing as many blues songs as rag songs, Hawaiian songs and Dixie Songs. And many were tunes which could do service as blues, rags, marches, ballads, novelties – at one and the same time!


Handy wrote a colossal hit in 1914 in ‘The St Louis Blues’ (later an Abyssinian battle hymn, part of the repertoire of the Balmoral Royal Pipers and the favourite tune of George VI’s Queen). The tune (and early blues had roller-coaster tunes) began with a tango and then fell into a fox-trot. These were the two most popular dances of 1914, the climax year of an orgy of social dancing which had begun in 1911 with the turkey trot.


Here we are at the final and most important aspect of ragtime. Not everybody could sing, less and less played instruments (except the phonograph), but everybody could dance these ultra-simple new steps. Shuffling, bouncing, hugging, neck-holding, the rapidly expanding ranks of the new middle class danced into marriage or fleeting alliance in the anonymity of dance halls, dimly lit restaurant dance floors, taxi-girl joints, all to the accompaniment of ragtime played by a novel organization soon to crystallize into the Dance Band.


A little back-pedalling is necessary here in order to explain the great change wrought by Dance Mania (1911–17).


The Dancing Professors of America formed a society in 1879 in order to regulate and teach correct dancing. At that time all accepted dances were imported from European society and were tricky to do, requiring the services of the professors and stiffly correct string orchestras. At one end of the social scale were the society balls where everything was work to rule whilst at the other end were unregulated dance halls – many integrated – where couples ground together all night, where Negroes evolved such dances as the funky butt and the buzzard lope.


San Francisco’s infamous Barbary Coast consisted of just three blocks of dance halls. Reformers ventured in and noted that: (1) men danced with their hands in their pockets, often smoking pipes as well; (2) women hoochie-coochied with their buttocks; (3) monkeys hopped about and chickens clucked. Even the waltz and the quadrille had become lecherous affairs – which was full circle because they’d originated in Europe as lecherous affairs and only later been cleaned-up by polite society!


The dance professors pretended that such dance halls didn’t exist. But gradually untamed Afro-American folk dances started creeping into polite society balls. The first to creep in soon swept out and all over the Western World. This was the cakewalk, a stiff-backed high-stepped prance – said to have originated on the old plantation (black servants parodying the high-faluting ball steps of their masters). Like the European ballroom dances the cakewalk required skill and great energy. Its accompanying beat was the same as that required for march, two-step or polka. Thus the slave-step fitted in with older, vigorous dances.


Even so, the Musical Courier attacked the cakewalk’s ‘lewd gestures’, the American Federation of Musicians passed a resolution condemning the playing of ragtime dance music, and the Dancing Teachers Association of America blacked syncopated dancing. George Hall put his finger on the culprit when he wrote in his 1901 book Pitfalls of the Ballroom: ‘Behold, the Night must light the Day! Africa must teach America!’


The cakewalk was a team effort done in lines, almost a light fantastic tripping compared with what was to come in 1911. Within the original black cakewalk there was room for individuals to fashion their own steps and it was from these inventions, these impressions of animals that the animal dances came. The dragging and shuffling of feet – the very opposite of ball ethereal tripping – the crouched body, all movement driven from the pelvic region – these were characteristics of African dance. George Hall had been prophetic!


Out of this communal Negro cakewalk came individual dance steps done by boy and girl, and it was these which appealed to 1911 Americans: bunny hug, turkey trot, grizzly bear, monkey glide, kangaroo dip, all these animal dances became the rage between 1911 and 1915. If such Afro-American dances hadn’t been shot through with sensuousness they probably would have remained as delightful folk dances. After all, Eastern American cities were crammed with ghetto folk dances from the Ukraine, from Serbia, from Hungary. Men in skirts struck tambourines on the beat cleanly. A ghetto sensation was the all-male Georgian dance (from Russia) which showed a military patrol reconnoitring enemy territory.


But Afro-American bunny-hugging had the advantage of neck-holding. Girls could make lovey-dovey as equal partners with boys in the black folk dances. So the animal dances won popularity over the Georgian military patrol. They were easy to do – in fact many animal dancers simply invented their own steps right then and there on the floor. A New Jersey girl was jailed for putting a leg split into her turkey trot. Visiting Colonel A. Weston-Jarvis surprised his wife doing the sheep dip with a shoe salesman in their hotel bedroom. He shot both. At the trial he justified himself by claiming ‘I put paid to suffragetting.’


Despite this opposition woman gradually took over the sexier steps until, in the Jazz Age she shook, shimmied and charlestoned whilst men just ogled.


Equal rights in dancing were, of course, a part of the suffragette movement. Only a minority were overtly political – the silent majority went about revolution in subtler ways. They wore hobble skirts and bloomers, they smoked, swam, drove cars, and ran away from home to become dance-hall hostesses.


Their men, husbands as well as lovers, were dragged along with them as they taxied to dance spots. In 1913, as the song said, ‘My Wife is Dancing Mad!’ and no restaurant could hope to survive without a dance floor¶ and a dance band. People danced at strange times of the day – lunch dances and tea dances – and in all kinds of places – even in Central Park.


Dancing was bang up-to-date. You didn’t change into evening dress as in olden days. You could dance in street clothes, past plashy indoor fountains, and shiny cocktail counters. Indirect lighting added a touch of romance, aided by a slower, dreamier kind of waltz introduced into America by the hit operetta of 1907, The Merry Widow. Rough barnyard dances were fine for eupeptic love but waltzing could clinch it!


Dancing became an alternative world to that of the cosy hearth of home. A cosmopolitan cast of people habituated the new dance spots, freed from the corset of Victorian rules. Travelling salesmen tangoed like latin lovers, young girls left home to hire themselves out as taxi-dancers, gigolos sucking either canes or their thumbs – seal faces and patent leather hair – waited with lambent eyes for the tea dance to open. At the taxi-dance halls young girls from broken homes were hired by immigrants anxious to be Americanized, by cripples in search of love, by high society slummers. The attraction of the ragtime dance with the ragtime band in the ragtime dance hall was that immediate satisfaction, by instant contact, was promised. The circuit of dance halls covering all America constituted that urban hobo life of passing kicks so beloved of the city folk. The new rag girl saw men as ‘easy dough’, as ‘saps’ and ‘suckers’, as providers of fur coats and diamonds. The man took a back seat, and was to do so for the next decade.


Curiously, and superimportant, at the very same time as this dance-mania and emergence of superdoll, a social reform campaign, bent on crushing variegated America into middle-class respectability, reached its climax. For example the anti-saloon movement whipped up much support, eventually winning temporary prohibition in the First World War and permanent prohibition in 1920. Red-light districts were first segregated and then closed down – the Barbary Coast in 1913 and New Orleans’s Storyville in 1916. Public dance halls had been under close scrutiny since 1910 when Mrs Israels and her New York Commission on Amusements and Vacation Resources for Working Girls (phew!) had investigated sample Cleveland halls and had found that a third of the dancers were inebriated, morale was lowered after midnight and that generally ‘reckless and uncontrolled dances’ were performed, thus turning an otherwise ‘proper and helpful form of recreation into an opportunity for license and debauch’. Ordinances were passed forbidding hat-wearing, smoking and turkey trotting. Finally in 1919 the Walker Bill was passed, requiring halls to have a licence and one of three gradings.


Most Americans supported this moral drive, whilst quite determined to keep their fun providing that presentation was tasteful. Thus: the ‘Roseland’ ballroom, with roped-off ‘hostesses’, movies at the ‘Bijou’, and ragtime re-titled as ‘novelette’.


But the dance hall reformers need not have worried unduly for millions of Americans chose to follow the graceful living style set by Irene and Vernon Castle. ‘They were easily the most potent factor in the development of ballroom dancing as a public pastime,’ wrote Fred Astaire in his autobiography. There were other society ballroom dancers and instructors but the Castles in 1914 were number one ideal married couple – that they danced too, was perhaps incidental. She was a willowy New Rochelle, N.Y., beauty; he was a well-mannered English gentleman. Both were decorative and decorous, up-to-date in the latest steps and fashions, but also well-versed in old world manners. High society, and the rest, adored and followed these entertainers, early members of that cafe society which was soon to usurp the trend-setting older ‘high society’.


The Castles established a dance empire which included ballrooms, Castles-In-The Air (on a New York roof-top) and Castles-By-The Sea (on Long Island) and Castle House where elegant dancing was taught. ‘Do not wriggle the shoulders. Do not shake the hips’, were amongst the orders. From out of the anarchic mess of social dancing came a style acceptably American.


For instance, everybody had been trying to dance the tango. Bones were broken, a youth died of it in a trolley car, the Pope denounced it. The dance had arrived from Paris by way of Buenos Aires, Cuba and Africa (where tangoing was a solo religious exercise). In its rougher form the girl was bent almost double by her pressing partner who sometimes planted a full frontal kiss. Plying for hire as demonstrators of the tango were corsetted dago types, causing much resentment from burly Americans. Vernon and Irene danced a much nicer version on the Broadway stage, remoulding this bit of ‘love-making set to music’ into a rhythmic display of married good manners. Tango was snatched from gigolos such as Rudolpho Guglielmi (later to be the famous ‘sheik’ film star Rudolph Valentino) and given a French grace at tango teas. The band played ‘Très Moutarde’:








Tango is the dance for me,


I trip it merrily,


Then have a cup of tea


And dance some more. WHEE!











Similarly, the negroid animal dances were banished by the Castles as ‘ugly, ungraceful’ and, much worse, ‘out of fashion’. A brisk walk done in four-four time was introduced: the ‘fox-trot’, the elegant animal who consumed the more riotous beasts, settled down to become a standard dance step.


Irene and Vernon were not only setting styles but also supplying a need. Exoticism, dago or Negro, was exciting to watch but hard to identify with. But the Castles’ tripping seemed an extension of the ideal life. Every woman was determined to dance like Irene, and, also to move like her and to dress like her. So they bought Castle Hats and Castle Shoes. They bobbed their hair as Irene had. Every woman’s companion was determined to be as unobtrusively elegant as Vernon, who supported Irene as she flew around the dance floor. In life, too, the companion would support her as she flew around her world.


General America was able to examine the couple in action because they toured vaudeville theatres with an act consisting of those very steps which only recently they’d demonstrated privately to New York’s high society. The Castles became the highest paid act in vaudeville. Can you imagine? People paying hard cash to watch a man dance with his wife!


*


Back at home the audience could try out the Castle steps to the music of their record player. 1914 was a bumper year for dance records but the accompaniment, played by fifteen piece quasi-military bands, was correct but stiff. Nobody got very excited about Charles A. Prince and his Recording Orchestra, or the Victor Military Band. The regular ball orchestras were few and far between. They played only at the best houses. Most orchestras were hastily patched-together affairs consisting of concert musicians making a few dollars extra, or spirited amateurs. Anyway syncopation was tough to perform. Trained musicians of the old school couldn’t or wouldn’t master it.


The dance revolution called for a special accompaniment – a smallish unit of syncopation specialists playing night after night together and able to play suitable music for eating, talking and dancing. A style that embraced not only dippy foxtrot but also tango, maxixe and a clinging love song or two. Snappy. Stuffed with flutes, piccolos, harps, and so forth, erect in training and minus ‘feel’, the old fat string orchestras were no use. At their tea dances the Castles had been employing a specially shrivelled organization directed by the coloured band-leader, James Reese Europe: cornet, trombone, clarinet, two violins, some banjos, a piano and a battery of percussion instruments (called ‘traps’)||  presided over by Buddy Gilmore.


The Europe band played in unison as if they were alight. But Jim Europe was happier with a fifty-piece outfit playing rollicking marches and ‘The Memphis Blues’ with his Hell Fighters Band. They were a sensation when they played for the Allies in France in 1917.


Over on the West Coast, at the St Francis Hotel in San Francisco, a fellow called Art Hickman was experimenting with a regular dance band. By 1916 it had settled comfortably into trombone, trumpet, violin, piano, string bass; two banjos echoed plantation ragtime, a trap man provided a fire for the feet, and two saxophones harmonized soothingly bringing a refined sensuousness, and making more volume than fiddles.


The saxophone! During the roaring twenties the curvy saxophone played with a lot of wobble and a cute popping was to become the symbol of the Jazz Age. Then, in the thirties, whole sections of gangster-suited saxophonists swinging and swaying in high-precision Big Bands, spreading romance in waves of warm syrup or sending the fans with sheets of killer-diller riffs, epitomized chromium-plated all-America. And finally rock ’n’ roll wasn’t rock ’n’ roll without a saxist in sun glasses honking and squeaking.


But here, way back in 1916, was this Art Hickman pioneering a modern-type dance band with a saxophone section even before the appearance of jazz bands! Actually the saxophone wasn’t really so much of a novelty. It had become a standard military band instrument as long ago as the 1870s. Patrick Gilmore, the bandmaster whose concert band became very famous at that time, featured a whole quartet of saxophones. The minstrel shows and circus bands used them for extra blare, and around 1914 saxophone groups were a popular novelty act in vaudeville.


Quite often military and concert bands were called in to provide the music at large balls and dances where the usual string orchestra would have been too soft to be heard. So there were saxophones at pre-ragtime dances. But by 1914, with dance mania raging and cabarets, cafes and night clubs doing fast business, smaller cabaret bands were forming in the cities and a new trade was born.


Hickman’s stripped-down hotel band with its natty arrangements and heavy, almost soupy, saxophone sound was one of the most distinctive and by 1917 it had gained a considerable reputation on the West Coast. Struggling dance bandsmen, servants of the people – neither serious musicians nor ragtimers – were impressed by the snap and dash of Hickman’s banjos, the yearning harmony of his saxophones and the tap, patter and brush of his traps. Impressive too was the hotel setting and the evening dress. Art Hickman’s orchestra was ‘supreme in this new line’.


Florenz Ziegfeld, the great showman always on the look-out for sensations, heard the St Francis Hotel band and invited them to play in New York. In 1919 the band was at the Biltmore Hotel and next year it was a feature of the Ziegfeld Follies show. But by that time there were hundreds of other dance bands – some refined, some jazzy, some symphonic. Fred Waring, Ben Bernie, Vincent Lopez, George Olsen, Ted Lewis – veterans of the business by the thirties – all had dance bands. Many were becoming personalities in their own right. Some had organizations farming out bands for every occasion.


The most celebrated of the dance band leaders was Paul Whiteman (at one time first viola in the Denver Symphony Orchestra). He had been sacked from his first dance band job after one night because he couldn’t get the beat, but he soon found his calling was as an organizer of bands. He supplied them for hotels in San Francisco, Santa Barbara and Los Angeles before he was called to the East to play at the swank Ambassador Hotel in Atlantic City. He brought with him his ‘hot’ cornet player, Henry Busse (a German scarcely able to communicate in English), and his ace arranger Ferde Grofé, keen to employ the devices of classical music in dance music. All three men were conservatory-trained, but this new business looked promising and they genuinely wanted to tidy up rhythms and set the music on an even keel.


In 1919, while Whiteman was still in California, a dance band under the direction of Ben Selvin had a million-selling record with an instrumental called ‘Dardanella’. The number, a ragtime novelty by pianist Johnny Black with a little help from Alleyman Fred Fisher, was invigorating not only because it was a good dance record but also because Selvin had arranged it. A phrase here, a little bit of colour there. Dance bands scrambled to get recording contracts, and the record companies welcomed them. Paul Whiteman’s Ambassador Band suddenly became an internationally known name with the success of their first record, ‘Whispering’ backed by ‘Japanese Sandman’ (issued in November 1920). And no singing on either side. Millions of copies were sold and pretty soon Paul Whiteman’s face was appearing on the cover of sheet music. The Alley stuck photos of whole bands on music covers – dapper types dressed like yachtsmen, in blazers with brass buttons, creamy pants and matching shoes.


By 1922 Paul Whiteman had a press agent and a corporation worth a million dollars. Several Paul Whiteman orchestras were for hire. Tin Pan Alley had two rivals: records and dance bands. But both needed songs.


*


Alleymen didn’t understand half the words of the dance steps – do the dog over there, hands behind back, forehead on knees, that’s balling the jack – but nevertheless they went to work. From 1911 most songs had to be danceable and recordable so long story ballads with many verses were out. They drew on their imaginations for trips to ‘The Motion Picture Ball’, ‘The Devil’s Ball’, ‘The Old Maid’s Ball’, ‘The Ragtime Ball’, ‘The Yiddishe Society Ball’, etc.


Seymour Brown and Albert Gumble went back to the ‘dark and pre-historic age’ to describe ragtime dancing by Adam and Eve and Pinchme:








   Adam and Eve had a wonderful time! Oh, a wonderful time back there.




 





The old turkey gobbler, he taught them to ‘Trot’


   And the other professor, the ‘Grizzly Bear’.


All the birds and the bees used to sing in the trees,


   Why, old Adam and Eve used to dance as they please


                                                                       (I betcha!)


   Adam and Eve had a wonderful time. Yes, a wonderful wonderful time!











Ragtime and dancetime took their toll of the veteran writers. Edward Marks, the publisher, noted that none of his 1894 hit writers were producing winners in 1914. But a sharp new breed had appeared, ready to tackle anything. Typical was Fred Fischer,**  late of the Imperial German Navy and French Foreign Legion. He’d mastered English rapidly and was into the age early with ‘If the Man in the Moon were a Coon’. In 1919 he was still there ‘and how!’ with ‘Dardanella’.


Fischer advised Alleymen of the ragtime era: ‘Zong writing iss a question of zounds, not zense. If you create new zounds you make money. If you can’t get new zounds den you must write mit der passion!’




* But the ballad ruled, as we shall see in the next chapter.


† Not actually of a broken heart, but of an advanced form of syphilis.


‡ She utilized the media without fear, performing the first screen kiss with J. C. Rice in the peep show film Widow Jones, and making some cylinder and circular records of coon songs (her voice and the style suited the early recording apparatus well).


§‘Movin’ in de Bes’ Society’


¶ Reisenweber’s boasted seven dance floors.


|| Drumming was a major attraction between 1914 and 1915. Variety reported a drummers’ contest at the Strand Roof, New York, in 1915, in which Buddy Gilmore, of the Europe band, tied for first place with ‘Battle Axe’. ‘Bill Bailey’ Jones of Reisenweber’s cabaret came in second. All the contestants were coloured and the judges included show-tune composer Jerome Kern.


** He dropped the ‘c’ at the time of America’s entry into the First World War.
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