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            Disclaimer text

         

         This book gives an account of the entertainment industry at a time, between the American Civil War and the beginning of the civil rights movement, when racism was not only endemic but overt. Offensive language has been retained in order to offer a true picture of the discrimination of the era; to erase it could suggest that these prejudices never existed.
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            FOREWORD

         

         To capture sound.

         It still mystifies me, more than a photograph, a film, a smart phone on GPS. To hear that moment when someone sings, voice or instrument, its timbre and its glory, to be present one hundred years ago or tomorrow, the unfolding of music as it is made, listened to, experienced. I don’t use the word ‘miracle’ lightly.

         What emerges from this crossroads of immediacy and temporality is Pop, its dizzying bursts of energy and eventual vanishing point, how it must continually transmute if it is to live on and outgrow itself. Pop is ever in flux, draping itself in the mode of the times, its lingo and seductive movements, absorbing technological shifts as ways to make music proliferate and disseminate, using new tools to manipulate and manufacture your personal soundtrack, its intention that you might be induced to sing along.

         Despite stylistic garb, the fashion statement of the moment, the pop song remains constant in its essential wish-fulfilment. We want to be loved, find love, express frustration and hostility, understand despair, accept happiness, go for a ride and forget who we are, who we hoped to be, and crank the volume for the chorus.

         In Let’s Do It, a prequel to his by-the-genres ‘modern’ history of the twentieth century’s second half, Yeah Yeah Yeah, the erudite and tireless researcher Bob Stanley has gone back to the beginnings of an entertainment medium that put the pop in popularise. The strict class divisions that separated music genres through the nineteenth century suddenly, with the advent of the phonograph, along with other means of mass communion like the radio, became porous. A music lover like George Templeton Strong could spend his musical life in the New York City of the mid-1800s writing meticulous accounts in his diaries of attending Lucrezia Borgia at the Astor Place Opera House, high on chloroform (30 January 1848); witnessing the Swedish Nightingale, Jenny Lind, at Castle Garden on 17 September 1850 (‘She is like the good little girl who spat pearls and diamonds out of her mouth … how much did each semi-quaver realize to the parties interested?’); frequenting private salons hosted in living rooms and parlours, though he would never deign to visit T. D. Rice’s blackface minstrel performances at the Bowery Theater only a few blocks away. And for those occupying the lower stratas of society, the expense of attending proper concerts and acquiring the necessary musical appreciation calcified into cultural division.

         In the early years of the 1900s, the flagship Red Seal label of the Victor Talking Machine Company was the high-society home of Enrico Caruso and Nellie Melba, leaving sentimental and novelty songs and dialect recitations mostly to Edison’s cylinders and Diamond Discs. But phonographs don’t discriminate on what grooves their needle, and in truth, there’s not a lot to differentiate a hummable hit single from the hook of a hit symphony. (Caruso’s mastery of ‘Celeste Aida’ from 1908 is on my hit parade; I’ve always wanted to undertake an electric guitar version of the mid-point love theme of ‘Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity’ from Gustav Holst’s The Planets; and glancing at my turntable – yeah, I know, geologic time – just now, the Incredible String Band’s second album is circling.) We are a jumbotron of that which is plucked out of the air and imprinted on our memory, whether we think we’re listening or not. And staring warily over their divide, music genres will miscegenate. Especially when there’s money to be made.

         Ralph Peer, when he ventured in July of 1927 to Bristol on the Virginia–Tennessee border to bring-back-alive the music of the surrounding Appalachians, went there on business. Unlike song collector Cecil Sharp, he wasn’t looking for the next variant of immigrant English balladry, though he wasn’t averse to ‘Pretty Polly’. When he was ‘director of recordings’ at Okeh he specialised in the ethnic – Polish and Swedish and Yiddish and ‘cajan’ – as well as commemorating any sensational disasters: ‘Floyd Collins Trapped in a Cave’. Moving to Victor, he proposed they send him on a field expedition, give him $60,000 for expenses and one of the new electrical recording machines, and for every side he would pay the performer fifty dollars and a 2.5 per cent royalty. He was hardly selfless; there was publishing to be acquired. Sentimental hymns were for weeping, banjos for foot-stompin’, fiddle tunes sold big at cutting contests throughout the South; and these hillbillies (we all need a good moniker) had the kind of voices that captured the threnody of the mountains, of a dislocated people who were pure in song. The same was true of the jazz working its way up from New Orleans, the rural blues that came out of the cotton fields, the city blues pumped in the bordellos, the vaudevilles and the talking pictures and Broadway musicals and the inescapable radio, where live performers could remotely travel over the airwaves and be heard by everybody, the conjugation of Tin Pan Alley and Carnegie Hall.

         For those of us born after the first half of the twentieth century, the crossbreeding well under way, this world of a lifetime ago can seem unfamiliar, naive and sepia-quaint, its breakthroughs so far removed from what they became that it’s hard to realise how innovative and upsetting and illuminating they once were. Dividing lines break down immediately, even if preserved in stylistic separation – that bin in the record store or your hijacked personal algorithm – in ever thinner slices of audience where genres today seem like microdots, each with passionate adherents, defined beyond comprehension.

         This only makes the concept of post-mod pop more surreptitious, invasive, prone to mutation. Stanley’s timeline of classic pop attempting rapprochement with the birth of rock ’n’ roll overlays a tension that enhances nostalgia even as its temporal moment recedes from relevance. Today, Bing Crosby, who died in the same year as Elvis Presley (each with a unique first name embodying a placemarker in the canon), is nearly forgotten, remembered more as a genial uncle, wearing the surplice of a priest or starring in cosy White Christmas specials, where the ‘younger generation’ (a respectful David Bowie) not only pokes fun at the gap in generations but also their similarities, joining voices together to sing ‘Little Drummer Boy’. Rum-pum-pum-pum. Now that’s a lyric for you. While Elvis continues to inspire lurid biopics, the blue-eyed bedroom crooner with a predilection for drinking and carousing and shaping how song could be intimated fades from memory, as in his last stand on Broadway in 1976, when he arrived for a two-week residency only to be greeted with a half-empty theatre. Pop has a cruel streak as well.

         * * *

         I first became aware of Bob Stanley when an album by an English trio named Saint Etienne found its way to me in the early 1990s. So Tough blended samples of musical fragments and juxtaposed film dialogue with a gentle rhythmic nudge towards the dance floor, Sarah Cracknell’s voice floating over mood swings of comforting electronica as Stanley and his co-conspirator Pete Wiggs referenced musical genres and then subverted them. The effect was contemporary in the soundscape of the time, even as it might allude in ‘You’re in a Bad Way’, with its soaring Joe Meek clavioline, to early-1960s Soho coffee bars where incipient bohemianism and rock’s irresistibility were being tailored to British sensibilities, discovery’s innocence. Or the gruff metal-ish guitar that unsettles ‘Conchita Martinez’, or the quote from The Flamingos’ exquisite ‘Golden Teardrops’ setting the scene for ‘Parking Jam’, or the simple heartbreak of ‘Hobart Paving’, which needs no subliminal recall. It’s all there for the taking, and the making.

         Musicians with a historical bent, like myself, might risk becoming too beholden to their source material. There is a dreaded taint to revivalism, being unable to do more than impersonate an influence, to be trapped by the tropes of style, no matter how irreverent your inclinations. But that doesn’t mean you have to reject immersing yourself in what has already transpired, that rather than staying blissfully unaware of how we’ve arrived at the note we’re about to play, knowledge gained perhaps informs how present-day pop evolves, revolves, becomes new again.

         Looking backwards to comprehend the emotional depths of great artisans and their journeys, of the musical moment in which they forged their identity, to hear them through their ears as well as yours as well as their listeners’, is a daunting task; cascading names and career arcs and accompanying discographical examples (much like the ones Stanley is so adept at uncovering) resist a simple timeline. To remember is to allow music to exert its primal power, because the lingual of music speaks directly to our emotions, when all there’s left is to choose between a major and a minor chord. Perhaps a 7th, so that it might hold the promise of resolve to the next in progression.

         Kind of like pop music itself.

          

         Lenny Kaye July 2023

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            INTRODUCTION

         

         As a kid I had a train set. My favourite thing about it wasn’t the tracks or the engines, but the buildings, made by a company called Superquick, that went around the edge. One of these was a cinema, and the film showing, that week and every week, was called The Music Man. The name was so generic I assumed it was made up. Then, when I was about eight or nine years old, I was given my first album, a hand-me-down copy of With the Beatles, and I discovered – thanks to Tony Barrow’s sleevenote – that Paul’s lilting ‘Till There Was You’ was from a film called The Music Man. Barrow explained that it had also been recorded by Peggy Lee, whom I thought of as a grown-up singer – nothing to do with the Beatles or the glam rock acts dominating the radio. What was The Music Man? I guessed (rightly) it was a musical. Who starred in it? Who wrote ‘Till There Was You’? How did the Beatles end up covering it? I assumed someone would tell me more about it when I grew up, but no one did. The moment had passed. The Music Man was a forgotten moment from my parents’ youth, and if it wasn’t for my Superquick cinema – freezing time in 1962 – I may never have come across it.

         When I was writing Yeah Yeah Yeah: The Story of Modern Pop, I was constantly aware that pop music didn’t begin with the Beatles in 1963, or Elvis in 1956, or even with the first seven-inch singles in 1949. There was a prehistory that went right back to the first recorded music, at the turn of the twentieth century, and that a tangled web of new musical forms – mostly American – had led to shows and films like The Music Man. What’s more, the chronology confused me. I had clots of knowledge about the Great American Songbook writers, and New Orleans, and blues, and early Hollywood musicals. I had read exemplary books on individual genres, but they rarely mentioned the myriad other contemporaneous pop forms. So much tended to be slung into an all-purpose folder labelled ‘old-time music’. I realised that no book described what xpopular music had sounded or felt like – or even explained what was truly popular, and when – before rock ’n’ roll.

         To that end, Let’s Do It is a guide through the pop music of the first half of the twentieth century, unravelling all the genres, styles and names that can seem tangled to the casual fan of George Gershwin, Billie Holiday or Rodgers and Hammerstein, and finding the silver threads and golden needles that bind them all together.

         
            * * *

         

         What makes pop music exactly? For me, its essence is the record itself – the grooves, the label, the feeling of permanence. The act of listening to something more than once, of playing a record again and again, separates ‘pop’ from the merely ‘popular’. The advent of records affected the way music was written, played and performed: if a 78 rpm disc could only handle three minutes of music, then a song couldn’t be more than three minutes long. 1900 is the sweet spot, when a brand-new musical form – ragtime – linked arms with the nascent pop music industry and launched the twentieth century. And that is where this story begins.

         In 1900 recording technology was still so primitive that acts had to play as loudly as possible in the studio, gathered around a giant horn. The story weaves through the fall of British pop influence during World War I, the rise of the American Jazz Age in the 1920s, the sound of swing, and the triumphs of Broadway and Hollywood musicals in the ’30s and ’40s. Post-war, pop’s forward motion faltered. We will discover an era that created some extraordinary music but lacked direction; when the Songbook writers were in decline and jazz splintered; when Frank Sinatra made his hippest and best albums, but with songs that were mostly decades old. Rock ’n’ roll moves into this vacuum in the ’50s, and the Beatles presage an unlikely swing of the compass from New York back to London in the ’60s. The story concludes with the beginnings of a rapprochement between the old pop world and the new age of rock and soul in the ’70s. As it turned out, and with the benefit of twenty-first-century hindsight, they really weren’t so cosmically different.xi

         Pop music developed, in almost every genre, every style, thanks to a constant push and pull. For every cheeky Lionel Bart, gamely making light of the Blitz, there was a prim Ivor Novello hankering for the cucumber sandwiches of his turn-of-the-century childhood. There was the maximal rhythm of Count Basie and the minimal softness of Claude Thornhill; the furrowed Jerome Kern and the flighty P. G. Wodehouse; the bellow of Sophie Tucker and the squeak of Helen Kane; the Andes siren sound of Yma Sumac and the lounge-bound purr of Julie London; the rough Louis and the smooth Hutch. Music could be hot or it could be cool, and that didn’t apply only to jazz. This was an age when mass media and pop culture were struggling to establish themselves. Multiple strands were all fighting their own corner: radio and jukeboxes did not work hand in glove; musical theatre looked down on Hollywood; Chicago mistrusted New York; Britain feared Americanisation. Binaries and dichotomies emerge throughout the story – trends and splits, the ebb and flow of the progressive and the conservative, the interplay of different classes, different cultures.

         Let’s Do It is about records that were made to sell, music that was intended to be heard by the largest possible audience, whether performed in travelling vaudeville shows, on West End and Broadway stages, on celluloid printed in Hollywood and Shepperton, or on 78, 33 and 45 rpm records. It is an Anglo-American story, with early nods to sounds and styles from Vienna, although outside influences are constantly absorbed and co-opted from around the globe – Hawaii, Cuba, Brazil – essentially as land-grabs.

         We’ll discover how calamities shaped the future. The baritone Jacob Schmidt was caught in a mustard gas attack in World War I, which permanently affected his voice; he re-emerged in the 1920s as Whispering Jack Smith, with his hit song ‘Me and My Shadow’. His voice was so soft it was inaudible on stage, but it was perfect for the intimate new world of radio – the crooner was created. During World War II, the Germans used their newly invented tape recordings to give the impression that Hitler was in eight places at the same time. The technology was brought home by victorious American soldiers and adapted so that Bing Crosby could play golf while his radio show was supposedly being xiibroadcast live. We’ll see how World War II broke up the swing bands, putting the post-war focus on solo singers like Frank Sinatra and Peggy Lee, and how Tin Pan Alley’s infantilism in the 1950s left the door open for the music of the underclasses – rhythm and blues, country and western – to win back the youth crowd with the schism of rock ’n’ roll.

         
            * * *

         

         I love pop music that delights in trespassing formal boundaries, but I like it even more when the trespass is accidental. I’m fascinated by how the Great American Songbook, the music of the nation’s second-generation immigrants, was a construct that its creators only pieced together once its commercial hold began to slip in the 1950s. I love it when a ‘fake’ form does something that the ‘real’ or ‘proper’ original has failed to, whether it’s Irving Berlin interpolating ragtime at the wrong speed in a New York bar, or Little Walter playing blues with a distorted, amplified mouth organ, or Gene Autry singing cowboy ballads with a Swiss yodel thrown in. Or George Gershwin’s ‘Rhapsody in Blue’, which in 1923 aimed for the ‘serious’ but also showed how pop could head towards new emotions, cleverness and fun; it suggested the sense of something quite different arriving, a possible future that was free of borders and discrimination.

         An unavoidable fact throughout Let’s Do It’s narrative, though, is that from the 1870s to the mid-1960s – almost the entire timespan of this book – segregation was legally in place in many American states, and for most of this time Jim Crow racism wasn’t ebbing away but intensifying. As well as jazz and blues, minstrelsy always lurks in the background of America’s pop energy. So, along with the creative triumphs of Louis Armstrong and Nat King Cole, there will be some horror stories.

         Another thing to be borne in mind is that women having any kind of career – let alone one in the music industry – was far less common in the first half of the twentieth century than it would become in the second. The upshot of this is that hardly any women had pop careers that spanned decades, so it feels good to have the chance to acknowledge under-appreciated female talents, like the pioneering crooner Vaughn xiiiDe Leath and the bandleader Ina Ray Hutton, as well as more familiar stars such as Sophie Tucker, Peggy Lee and Barbra Streisand, who did overcome the odds to enjoy long-lived success. Delving into the stories behind the familiar and unfamiliar names, we see how both the music and the lyrics tell the story of race, class and emancipation – not just telling it, but becoming the story, with pop music acting as a driver for social change.

         What is left out of Let’s Do It? The early days of recording technology are more to do with science and patents than music, and there are already a bunch of fine books on the subject. Classical music – or ‘serious’ music, as it was often called – impinges on the story, but it has its own separate narrative. Modern jazz begins to follow its own non-showbiz path in the 1950s, which, as it wasn’t always being produced with sales in mind, mostly made it non-pop. I won’t cover rock either, the ‘modern pop’ age, save for rock ’n’ roll’s initial, explosive effects on the pre-existing pop world; those years are dealt with in Let’s Do It’s sister volume, Yeah Yeah Yeah.

         
            * * *

         

         Historian David Lowenthal wrote that ‘a past nostalgically enjoyed does not need to be taken seriously’. The way in which genres like ragtime and barbershop, not to mention music hall and the British excursion into ‘trad’ jazz, have been largely written up as whimsical old-time music – not least by their practitioners – is something I wanted to overturn. History can be rewritten to suit modern tastes, and the (understandably) squeamish may want to sidestep the popularity of people like Al Jolson or Stan Kenton. Other emphatic historical switches are less easy to comprehend. Though both were great innovators, in 2020 Sun Ra is undoubtedly better known to the under-forties than his band-leading contemporary, the at-the-time infinitely more popular Count Basie. The work of the great jazz pianists Hazel Scott and Mary Lou Williams now seems to be explored only by sociologists and feminist academics. Bing Crosby, one of the great technical innovators, is written off as the punchline to a David Bowie joke on Saturday Night Live. I’ve aimed to xivgive these people’s lives and their music room to breathe, to give them back their place in the story, and to bring the whole, evolving world of early pop to life.

         I wanted to give personality and shape to names that are, like Irving Berlin, now just part of the furniture, and to give space to many others who are virtually forgotten but really shouldn’t be, the songwriters, singers and arrangers whose collected works hover on the brink of extinction. Harry Warren, Annette Hanshaw, Reginald Foresythe, Kay Swift, Pete Rugolo, Wynonie Harris, Ethel Ennis … these are the secret heroes of this story.

         Above all, I wanted Let’s Do It to be entertaining. Almost everyone in this book would have considered themselves an entertainer. I’d be letting them down if I wrote an encyclopaedia.
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            PROLOGUE
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         One of the things that strikes you when you look at the world at the turn of the twentieth century, on 1 January 1900, is how surprisingly modern it was. There was refrigeration, central heating, telephones; cars and aeroplanes were just around the corner. It was a different world, but still a very recognisable one. By 1900 industrial processes had begun to reshape all lives and all culture. Popular music was not immune, and it was about to be transformed.

         There was mass production in all things; this was a driving force in increased piano sales in both Britain and America between 1870 and 1910. Tens of thousands of pianos in the pubs and drawing rooms of Britain were provided by massive factories in Kentish Town, north xviLondon.* Historian Ann Douglas has said that piano literacy was almost as high as print literacy among wealthier American women. It was a sign of affluence and culture; in New York, the Gershwin family acquired a piano in 1910, which was hoisted through the window onto the second floor of their home, originally for their son Ira. As a result, in Britain and America the sheet-music industry obligingly filled a vacuum. The piano in the parlour became more viable once mass production brought down the cost of sheet music: in the 1890s it was still common for a copy of a popular song to set you back four shillings, but by 1900 you had the ‘sixpenny songsheet’.

         There were record companies too, which – once someone had the bright idea to affix a piece of paper to the blank circle in the centre of a disc – also became known as record labels. Thomas Edison had discovered recorded sound in 1878, but it wasn’t until 1894 that he finally agreed that the ‘talking machine’ or ‘phonograph’ that played and recorded on wax cylinders was a medium of entertainment rather than a stenographer’s aid or dictating machine. Throughout the 1890s he was engaged in legal, patent and copyright disputes with the German-born inventor Emil Berliner, who had come up with the flat ‘gramophone’ disc. The key to making it a commercial prospect was duplication. Berliner discovered that if he made a ‘negative’ metal disc from the original recording and used this negative stamper to press records, then he could go into business. In 1901 the biggest American label, Columbia Records, which until then had been using Edison’s wax cylinders, adopted Berliner’s more convenient 78 revolutions per minute ten-inch discs, and the format of the age – right up to the rock ’n’ roll era – was set.†

         xviiThe advent of recorded sound and talking machines also gave us the earliest days of the music press. Early gramophone magazines, when sales of 78s were low and slow, read much the same as they would in the 1960s. Phonoscope (US, 1896), Sound Wave and Talking Machine News (UK, both 1906) all featured lists of new releases and reviews of this week’s 78s, and they give a strong idea of what ‘popular music’ meant at the dawn of the recording industry: band favourites, military and otherwise; classical orchestral music; arias, operas, operettas and other musical shows; banjo duets; music-hall and minstrel songs; gospel; and, then as ever, popular ballads. Whistling solos were big at the turn of the century, as were vaudeville comedy routines. Recordings were apparently used in American schools to provide rhythms for marches, parades and assemblies.

         1894 saw the first edition of an American trade magazine called The Billboard, a ‘monthly resume of all that is new, bright and interesting on the boards’. It wasn’t initially set up with the intention of covering the nascent music industry, which it didn’t venture into until 1904, but was instead ‘devoted to the interests of advertisers, poster printers, bill posters, advertising agents, and secretaries of fairs’. It included a page of ‘Bill Room Gossip’ – by 1897 renamed ‘Stage Gossip’ – which paved the way for what would later inform and dominate the British and American music press.

         Popular music wasn’t invented with the gramophone and the 78. The first truly American songwriter, and one not scared to write about current affairs, was probably John Hill Hewitt, who wrote the most popular song of the 1820s, ‘The Minstrel’s Return’d from the War’, about a soldier torn between his girl and his country (150 years later, its theme would be revived on ‘Billy Don’t Be a Hero’, a transatlantic number one). Hewitt was quick to spot a trend, making him the first recognisable writer of American popular song. Opera was having a moment in the 1830s? He wrote ‘Gardé Vous’, for an operetta called The Prisoner of Rochelle. Swiss yodelling families were taking America by storm in the 1840s? Hewitt swiftly produced ‘The Alpine Horn’ in 1844.

         Most of Hewitt’s songs are barely remembered today, but Stephen Foster’s are: ‘O Susanna’, ‘Camptown Races’, ‘Swanee River’, ‘Beautiful xviiiDreamer’. It’s hard to believe they were actually written, with a pen and ink, by a human being, and not just plucked from a tree. ‘Beautiful Dreamer’, especially, is ageless; if you were told it had been written in the 1930s by Rodgers and Hart, or in the 1960s by Sedaka and Greenfield, you wouldn’t flinch. Foster wrote it in 1862, a couple of years before he died. That was also the year in which the first stretch of the Thames embankment was built; a law was passed in Britain that meant violent robbery was to be punishable by flogging; and dear Otto von Bismarck gave his ‘blood and iron’ speech about unifying Germany. Lord Palmerston was prime minister, meaning any public house called the Lord Palmerston had yet to be built. It was a very long time ago. (It was also the year George ‘Geordie’ Ridley first sang ‘Blaydon Races’ at Balmbra’s Music Hall in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, but more of that later.)

         Foster was the first writer of songs that were recognisably pop, tunes that would later be performed by Nat King Cole, the Byrds, Bing Crosby, the Beach Boys, Jerry Lee Lewis, Charles Ives, Mavis Staples, John Prine, Bob Dylan, Foghorn Leghorn and the Beatles, without anyone noticing that they were more than a hundred years old. Foster even looks modern in photos. He tried to make a living as a professional songwriter when no such profession existed. John Hill Hewitt had taught young ladies how to play piano and written songs in his spare time, but Foster was determined to be an innovator. Unfortunately, his sheet music would be published by several different companies, and – still some decades away from secure publishing copyrights – there was little Foster could do to stop it. He couldn’t phone a rogue publisher in New York and ask what the hell was going on, because there was no such thing as a phone. Instead, he moved from Pennsylvania to New York, sold his songs for a pittance and fell into poverty. One day, he slipped badly and hit the sink in his Bowery lodgings, gouging his head. He was taken to Bellevue Hospital, but they couldn’t save him because there were no blood transfusions yet, nor antibiotics. A man out of time, Foster died broke, aged thirty-seven, in January 1864.

         
            * * *

         

         xixNew Yorkers Alexander and Thomas Harms set up one of the very first American music publishing companies in 1875. T. B. Harms & Co. stood out as it proudly sold contemporary popular music, rather than religious or classical, and sold it well. The success of songs like Paul Dresser’s ‘The Letter That Never Came’ (1886) led other publishers to open offices near the Harms brothers, in and around Lower Manhattan’s Union Square. Max Dreyfus, who worked as an arranger for the brothers, bought them out in 1904 but kept the name, going on to turn T. B. Harms & Co. Inc. into a Broadway institution as the publisher for Jerome Kern, George Gershwin, Vincent Youmans, Richard Rodgers and Cole Porter. At one point in the 1930s the company would publish around 90 per cent of Broadway’s scores and show tunes.

         In 1893 a Milwaukee songwriter called Charles K. Harris wrote a maudlin ballad about a couple’s misunderstanding called ‘After the Ball’ and thought it had potential. Rather than sell it to the likes of T. B. Harms for an 85 cent payment, he published the song himself and then set about badgering established singers into performing it. First, it was shoehorned into an existing but failing show called A Trip to Chinatown, single-handedly transforming the musical into a hit. As a result, ‘After the Ball’ became the first sheet-music million-seller.

         Harris had started out with a little talent and a lot of neck. At the age of eighteen he had set up his own music publishing company at 207 Grand Avenue in Milwaukee. Outside hung a sign that proclaimed: ‘Charles K. Harris, banjoist and songwriter. Songs written to order.’ When John Philip Sousa’s military band played ‘After the Ball’ every day during a six-week engagement at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the song’s popularity snowballed, and Harris decided to move his office to New York. The continued success of ‘After the Ball’ was powerful enough to inspire other songwriters to do the same. Among his cheeky innovations, Harris was probably the first publisher to include a photograph of the singer on his sheet music. This both appealed to consumers and massaged the egos of the performers, endearing Harris to them even more.

         
            * * *

         

         xxThe Wild West feel of the nascent American music industry, where foreign songs were routinely pirated and royalties were the stuff of myth, had come to an end with the International Copyright Act of 1891, otherwise known as the ‘Chace Act’. One of the first songs to benefit was ‘The Man That Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo’, written by one Fred Gilbert, who sold it for £50 to the singer who made it famous in Britain, Charles Coborn. William ‘Old Hoss’ Hoey met Coborn on a trip to London and brought it back to the States, where his hoarse rasp of a voice made it an American hit. Coborn’s £50 was well spent: he made thousands from the song.

         These new hummable, disposable songs were commercial and intended to squash the old established musics. The classical canon, folk songs and ballads were now competing with, and being crowded out by, the din of professional songwriters in the district of lower Manhattan that became known as Tin Pan Alley. This was popular music, mass-produced to order. It was ‘pop’.

         
            * A large piano showroom still existed on the corner of Highgate Road and Kentish Town Road as recently as the 1990s. It is now a cab office.

            † Originally, in 1888, Berliner had made zinc discs coated with a fatty film; the surface was switched to black wax, then hard rubber, and finally to shellac discs – basically, the hardened secretions of beetles – in 1897. 78s were still prevalent in Britain until 1960. Cliff Richard’s first half-dozen singles were issued as 78s, as well as on the increasingly popular 45 rpm seven-inch format. 78s survived into the mid-1960s in India, with Beatles songs like ‘Day Tripper’ and ‘Michelle’ appearing on what looked like a disc from a bygone age.
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            1900: POP IN THE BEGINNING
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         Henry T. Finck, a forty-five-year-old critic for the New York Evening Post, was a Wagner man. He didn’t like popular music, parlour songs or even whistling in the street, and in February 1900 he made an acute, if heavy-hearted, observation about the coming century. ‘One afternoon, while I was watering flowers in the back yard, a boy in the street whistled a tune I had not heard before.’ While Finck screwed his eyes up and scowled at its ‘offensive vulgarity’, he also felt ‘certain I should hear it a thousand times during the summer. And my prophetic soul divined the truth. In the course of a week or two every boy in 2town was whistling that tune, every other man humming it, and every tenth woman playing it on the piano.’ It was, Finck hissed, ‘like an epidemic’. The song he heard was a ‘hit’, and for a couple of months it would be inescapable, locally and nationally. With communication getting ever faster and songwriting becoming more industrialised, this was how music would work in the new century, whether Henry T. Finck liked it or not. Hits of the day, here today and – on the whole – gone tomorrow. Just as algorithms would scare people in the twenty-first century, music lovers in 1900 worried about how organisations and capital were mass-producing music which fed on fads and left little to chance.

         The first use of the word ‘pop’ appeared in an advert in the British theatrical trade paper The Stage in 1901. It ran: ‘WANTED Managers to apply at once to the London Music Lending Library, the largest and best lib. in the world. All the latest Pop. Music. ALGERNON CLARKE proprietor, 18 Lonsdale Road, Barnes SW13.’ It was a handy shortening; the full stop was there to make it snappier, and cheaper to print, than ‘popular’. That it appeared in a London publication was not an accident: in 1900 American pop culture barely existed. So how did the twentieth century quickly become the American century? The answer will involve youth and renewal and modernity, plus a degree of class warfare. None of this would have seemed at all clear in 1900, with popular music in the US still largely in thrall to the most flowery of old-world values, producing home-grown operetta hits like Victor Herbert’s ‘Gypsy Love Song’ (aka ‘Slumber On, My Little Gypsy Sweetheart’). In some corners of the US something new and wild was stirring, as we’ll soon discover, but as yet it wasn’t widely known on the streets of New York or Chicago or San Francisco.

         What music was genuinely popular in 1900? There were hymns and there was folk music that went back generations; there was music hall and panto in Britain; there was vaudeville and minstrelsy in America; there was parlour music, operetta and musical theatre; and there were also marching bands. There was no fundamental split between classical and popular music. The great composers and the great singers – Tauber, Caruso – could dip into the popular idiom any time they felt like 3swimming in a public pool. Both were annotated the same way in sheet music; both could be interpreted by any performer, it just depended on how capable you were.

         What kind of popular music soundtracked the late Victorian age? Britain being Britain, in 1900 the popular music you heard, and where you heard it, depended entirely on class distinctions: for the upper classes, the aristocracy of light music was Johann Strauss; Gilbert and Sullivan were for the upper middle class, something to aspire to; the Gaiety Theatre shows of impresario George Edwardes, frothy musical comedies, were strictly middle-class; below that, there was a grading down through brass bands and Sousa marches and, eventually, music hall – the folk music of the urban working class.

         People who didn’t give two hoots about class distinctions were to be found in the halls, mimicking their betters with songs like ‘Burlington Bertie’ and ‘Champagne Charlie’. Some intellectuals preferred the grit of music hall to the powdered safety of musical theatre and light opera. Ford Maddox Ford edited The English Review from a box at the Shepherd’s Bush Empire. G. K. Chesterton wrote that ‘The most serious things we have left are the comic songs.’ But in the wider social scheme, where did music hall sit? The Irish dilettante George Moore said: ‘The music hall is a protest against the wearisome stories concerning wills and misers. It is a protest against the immense drawing room sets, the rich hangings, the velvet sofas. It is a protest against the villa, the circulating library and the club.’ In other words, it was a protest against what was becoming known as ‘musical comedy’.

         Everyone played instruments and sang. At the local pub, everyone joined in, so it didn’t matter if you couldn’t sing. Old ladies played the harp at recitals, where cultural weight might be added by ponderous parlour songs like ‘Come into the Garden, Maud’, which was loosely adapted from a Tennyson poem. On the streets of London there were barrel organs that sounded like hundred-year-old spirits. On the streets of Bradford there were brass and silver bands; in 1895 alone, there had been 222 brass band competitions in England. It wasn’t just the north. Among the hundreds of kids in London’s East End who grew up hearing both German and Salvation Army bands was Freddie Ricketts, from 4the particularly poverty-ridden district of Ratcliff, who was inspired to join an army band. In 1914, having ditched his none-more-cockney name for the more classless Kenneth Alford, he wrote ‘Colonel Bogey’. It became a sheet-music million-seller and was adapted during World War II as ‘Hitler Has Only Got One Ball’, before becoming the theme to the 1957 movie Bridge on the River Kwai and a Top 20 American hit for Mitch Miller a year later.* ‘Colonel Bogey’ is an early example of popular music’s longevity and time-travelling potential: you can follow it from the street-world of pub pianos, past the omnipresent marching bands, right through modern military nostalgia and into 1985’s Brat Pack movie The Breakfast Club, in which the kids in detention whistle it. More recently, it has become a jingle for a digestif in Germany. Much of 1900’s popular music is forgotten, but the marching band had legs.

         Music hall was at its zenith in 1900. It was the great working-class art – its singers, writers, even its impresarios were working-class. Songs dealt with the stuff of everyday life, the secret source of most great pop music. There were songs for the homeless (Morny Cash’s ‘I Live in Trafalgar Square’ – ‘with four lions to guard me’), the poor (Ella Shields’s ‘Burlington Bertie from Bow’) or families overrun by children (a late entry, Lily Morris’s 1927 hit ‘Don’t Have Any More, Mrs Moore’). The Victorian idea of charity was inclined to split couples and put them into different workhouses; this horror became the subject matter of Albert Chevalier’s ‘My Old Dutch’.† Grim reality was 5put to words and music. Almost nothing was out of bounds. 

         The queen of the halls was Hoxton’s Marie Lloyd, thirty years old at the turn of the new century, who didn’t record in her prime but made sauciness into an art form. With slightly crooked teeth, round cheeks and large, sad eyes, she wasn’t an obvious star, but her high-kicking songs and daring deliveries were dazzling. The writer Compton Mackenzie recalled going to see her in the 1890s. She was kitted out ‘in a cream dress with a cloud of amber underclothes. She sang and danced to Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay. It was highly respectable, there was hardly any leg distinguishable at all above the knee. I was rather shaken by the freedom with which she was kicking her legs about, particularly as my grim old nurse was present. I turned to [my friend] and said “She’s showing her drawers” which really was a frightful thing … Even until the first world war, I couldn’t have told that story in public.’

         Gus Elen, born in Pimlico in 1862, had made a living packing eggs for the Co-Op before he took to the stage. He made a science of complaining – ‘It’s a Great Big Shame’ (1895), ‘If It Wasn’t for the Houses in Between’ (1899) – the great essayist Max Beerbohm writing that Elen ‘too much resembles real life to be wholly pleasurable’. Sam Mayo, nicknamed ‘The Immobile One’, had an almost cosmic glumness, and his recordings had some of the best titles in music hall: ‘Rabbit and Pickled Pork’, ‘I Feel Very Bad I Do’ and ‘Things Are Worse in Russia’. Mayo created a record by playing nine halls in one night in 1905, and died in 1938 while playing billiards – a very music-hall way to go. Performing in blackface, Eugene Stratton scored one of the biggest hits of the new century with ‘Lily of Laguna’ (‘I know she likes me, I know she likes me, because she says so’), which showed that music hall could be just as sentimental as operetta in its own way. You want full, teary-eyed music hall? Marie Lloyd’s ‘The Boy I Love Is Up in the Gallery’ was a great big love-in for the entire scene. Cheeriness against all odds, that was the appeal.6

         Music hall’s popularity had grown in the last decades of the nineteenth century, as acts began to tour the country. From the 1880s chains of halls run by the likes of Oswald Stoll and the Moss–Thornton group began to push smaller, purely proletarian venues out of business.‡ Stars were still made in London, and agents and writers had to move there to make their name, but by 1900 Marie Lloyd’s songs would be as well known in Heckmondwike or Hetton-le-Hole as they were in Hoxton. The first publication devoted entirely to music hall, The Magnet, had been published in Leeds in the 1860s; growth was steady enough that halls were built for the first time in the relatively large towns of Dewsbury and Keighley in 1901, while The Magnet could advertise fifteen halls in Barnsley alone as late as 1913. The popularity of family-friendly pantomime, revived commercially in the 1880s by Augustus ‘Druriolanus’ Harris, had also brought in a more middle-class crowd, which served only to swell the numbers.

         The promoter George Edwardes, owner of the West End’s Gaiety Theatre, had struck gold when he switched from burlesque and comic opera in the 1890s and introduced the Edwardian musical comedy – a mad perfumed world of romantic melodies, light songs, small plots and large hats. These shows were also notable for the hour-glass figures of leading ladies such as Ruby Miller, who remembered Edwardes’s ‘kindly blue eyes’. It was all extraordinarily polite – beautiful girls, suitably buttoned-up and demure – and the songs had powder-puff titles like ‘What Did the Butler See’ and ‘Moonstruck’. These confections were inspired by Gilbert and Sullivan, but were made entirely of icing.

         The big musical comedy hit of 1900 was Florodora, with words and music by Leslie Stuart. Its songs included ‘I Want to Be a Military Man’ (be careful what you wish for, Victorian England), ‘The Flowers Are Blooming So Gay’ (which could have been a line from Oklahoma!) and ‘Tell Me, Pretty Maiden’. The latter wasn’t much of a song, but the show stole a trick from vaudeville and the halls: when the song was performed, a bevy of beauties were brought onto the stage, twirling their parasols 7and fluttering their eyelashes. For the target audience, this was something quite new. Like Gilbert and Sullivan’s shows, Florodora transferred to Broadway to become an even bigger hit, its legend stretching all the way to 1930, when it was celebrated in an early Hollywood musical, The Florodora Girl. ‘Tell Me, Pretty Maiden’ might sound as if it was written by a small soft toy, but – hey! – look at those bloomers! Florodora sound-alike tunes proliferated for the rest of the decade. Even at this stage, popular music was a battleground for musical adventurers and bread-head reactionaries, but in the world of musical comedy, it wouldn’t always be easy to tell the good guys from the baddies, as we’ll see. 

         By 1900 the satire of Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic operas had been largely replaced by the sugary world of the musical comedy. Sullivan died just as the century was born, but W. S. Gilbert continued to be a source of inspiration to younger lyric writers like P. G. Wodehouse, who remembered: ‘I was taking lunch at his home in Harrow Weald. He was a great raconteur, and was telling a very long story, one of those stories where you make it as dull as possible up to the punchline, when everyone collapses and roars with laughter. There was a pause before the punchline. It didn’t seem funny, but I thought it must be funny because it was Gilbert. I laughed, and he gave me the dirtiest look. I never saw anyone look so furious.’

         Gilbert had taken operetta and made the lyric-writing key, creating a new popular art form. ‘I know nothing about music,’ he once claimed. ‘I can’t tell the difference between “Rule Britannia” and “Pop Goes the Weasel”.’ Nevertheless, he must have blanched at Edwardes’s barely middlebrow offerings. Ivan Caryll and Lionel Monckton were Edwardes’s chief composers for the Gaiety shows, which all translated across the Atlantic. Caryll would buy plays from France, write music for them, take them to director Florenz Ziegfeld on Broadway and tell him that they wouldn’t come cheap because the authors needed paying. Caryll, naturally, had already bought sole rights for himself and was robbing Ziegfeld blind.

         Londoners didn’t always get away with it. When the actor Seymour Hicks ‘borrowed’ some of his best lines for Edwardes’s show The Shop Girl from America after he’d played there in 1895, the papers were ready 8for him on his next trip, nicknaming him ‘Stealmore Tricks’. ‘Comedians beware!’ warned Variety. ‘Stealmore Tricks is in town. Padlock your gags! Lock up your jokes!’ But at the beginning of the new century the middle-class Englishman could ride roughshod over the American immigrant, safe in the knowledge that this was the natural order of things.

         
            * * *

         

         In the US, 1899’s big hit had been Paul Dresser’s panoramic ‘On the Banks of the Wabash’, its ‘new mown hay, sycamore, candlelight gleaming’ sounding endlessly romantic to the growing number of city dwellers. One of the first heart-tuggers of its kind, ‘On the Banks of the Wabash’ glorified America in a brazenly sentimental way. By the turn of the century there were dozens of similar self-mythologising American songs, even though the West was still fairly wild. Mark Twain – no stranger to mixing sentimentality and American dust himself – said that in 1900 Virginia City had ‘half a dozen jails, and some talk of building a church’.

         ‘On the Banks of the Wabash’ was also a pointer to the ruthless nature of the American music industry. In the British music halls, audiences would be encouraged to sing along with the choruses; once a song was a hit, no coaxing was necessary. This idea was borrowed by the nascent American music industry. Song pluggers would turn up with pianos – at racetracks, in parks, at political rallies, in factories, even at army training camps – and pass out chorus slips printed with lyrics to encourage singalongs. This also allowed shy listeners to hear the new songs and take home a piece of paper which mentioned the title and publisher of the song. From the start, pop music would be about interaction between the industry and the public.

         Take the jukebox, a staple of American pop culture, which has its roots in the nickel-in-the-slot phonograph invented by Louis Glass, the general manager of the San Francisco-based Pacific Phonograph Company. This was an Edison wax cylinder phonograph that you stuck a coin in before putting something that looked like a stethoscope in your ears, and the very first machine was installed at the city’s Palais Royal 9Saloon at 303 Sutter Street in November 1889. Very soon, they could be found at fairgrounds and amusement arcades, and on the Oakland to San Francisco ferry. Four different people could listen to your selection without disturbing anyone else; it was as much a primitive Walkman as a jukebox. The nickel-in-the-slot had no amplification, and the cylinders had to be changed every day as they wore out so fast. The sound quality must have been painfully poor. No matter: at Chicago’s first annual Convention of Local Phonograph Companies of the United States in 1890, the inventor and patent-holder Louis Glass claimed that his invention had already brought in more than $4,000. By 1900 there were plenty more nickels in his nickelodeon.

         
            * * *

         

         Vaudeville – a form of variety theatre with a dozen or so separate acts sharing a bill – was the American equivalent of music hall.§ And in 1900 the biggest craze in vaudeville was the ‘coon song’, which had first come to prominence in the mid-1880s and was still prevalent. The illusion of the South as a serene, happy Eden for all – typified by Stephen Foster songs like ‘Old Folks at Home’ and ‘Camptown Races’ – had been ruined by the civil war of 1861 to 1865. With the mass movement of the South’s black population to the northern cities, nineteenth-century minstrelsy’s good-time racial stereotypes of watermelons, corn and banjos were replaced with something worse. The black caricature instead portrayed them as dumb, indolent, dishonest and ‘new in town’, an unwanted foreign presence. Hits of the 1890s and early 1900s included ‘New Coon in Town’, ‘No Coons Allowed’, ‘I Wonder What the Coon’s Game Is’ and the 1901 singalong ‘Every Race Has a Flag 10But the Coon’.¶ The lyrics mocked African Americans’ aspirations to a place in society, and became more violent near the turn of the century, with songs like Charles Trevathan’s ‘The Bully’. This was a major hit in 1896 for Scots Canadian ‘coon shouter’ May Irwin,|| who sang it in a show called The Widow Jones: ‘I’m a-lookin’ for that bully and I’ll make him bow … Took along my trusty blade to carve that fella’s bones, just a-lookin’ for that bully, hear his groans.’ The violence in the lyrics was usually meted out on the black characters, but the implication that these violent interlopers walked the streets of the North was clear. 

         What separates the emergent world of pop music in 1900 from its twenty-first-century descendant? Most significantly, it was not associated with youth culture, because youth culture as we know it simply didn’t exist.** There was no such thing as a teenager; in Britain, fifteen-and fifty-year-olds alike were spending their wages on a Saturday night watching the same turns at the same music halls. Most teenagers would have been in full-time employment since the age of twelve: boys labouring or down the pits; girls in domestic service, both in mills and factories.

         Henry T. Finck’s prophetic outburst on whistling in the street was probably unwitting; he was snobbishly reacting against an old-world version of popular music that was now being streamlined and intensified by the industrialisation of culture. Still, it hinted at an awareness of new distinctive elements that would soon remake American music. The contrasts between Britain and America were about to be amplified 11by the recording industry, and by Europe’s slowness in coming to terms with the end of empire. Patriotism had begun to affect music hall in 1900. Songs were written to reflect the emotions of war; in the short term the messy Boer War that ran from 1899 to 1902 – ‘England’s Bit of Bunting’, ‘A Mother’s Gift to Her Country’, ‘The Boers Have Got My Daddy’. People began to forsake the hearts and flowers of the Victorian era in a dry run for the complete takeover of the British music industry fifteen years hence. With these sabre-rattling songs, Britain was marching gloriously into its own past. 

         Without a pointless war to hold it back, and with the popularity of coon songs on the wane,†† American popular music, starry-eyed and laughing, could look to the future. Will Marion Cook’s all-black musical Clorindy: The Origin of the Cakewalk had opened on Broadway in 1898. ‘Negroes are at last on Broadway, and here to stay!’ claimed the exuberant composer. ‘My chorus sang like Russians, dancing meanwhile like Negroes, and cakewalking like angels, black angels!’ Cook had studied under Dvořák, and later brought the jazz clarinettist Sidney Bechet over to England; for this kindness alone he deserves a statue. Meanwhile, minstrel show music had mutated and now concentrated on the luxurious steamboats that paddled up and down the Mississippi, ending in New Orleans – the Paris of the New World. It was here and upstream in Sedalia, Missouri, that the first truly American popular music was germinating.

         
            * Alford was stationed at Fort George in the Highlands in the weeks leading up to the outbreak of World War I. One morning he was playing golf, when his opponent whistled two notes instead of calling ‘Fore!’. The inventive Alford finished the whistled melody on the spot and named the tune ‘Colonel Bogey’, after the Edwardian golfer’s fictional foe, the spirit of the course. The colonel may be forgotten, but ‘bogey’ is still a golfing term.

            † Music hall’s origins lie in the Theatres Act of 1843. Prior to that, only the royal theatres at Drury Lane and Covent Garden were allowed to show plays; everybody else had to make do with charity benefits or musicals – in other words, variety shows. After the Act, the theatres could at last put on Shakespeare (this had previously been an offence punishable by closure). With relish, the taverns took on the variety turns that the theatres abandoned, opening a music room or song-saloon in a space adjacent to the pub. ‘Every publican’, wrote Willson Disher, ‘would now try to lay violent hands on the building next door, whether workshop or stable-yard, school or church. No opera house was too grand for the purpose, no shanty too mean.’ The Grapes in Southwark Bridge Road was the first tavern to coin the term ‘music hall’ when its ‘Grand Harmonic Hall’ was re-christened the Surrey Music Hall in 1850.

            ‡ By 1914 just sixteen syndicates owned 140 halls, roughly two-thirds of the total nationwide.

            § The impresario Tony Pastor had opened his first ‘Opera House’ on the Bowery in 1865, before moving up to a more respectable stretch of Broadway. His variety shows had middle-class sensibilities – no liquor, no obscenities – and he began calling them ‘vaudeville’ rather than ‘variety’ in 1876. Prior to Pastor’s taming of variety, medicine shows and ‘Wild West’ travelling acts had provided a similar blend of music, comedy, jugglers and novelty performers to a less urbanised America.

            ¶ By 1920 there was a red, black and green pan-African flag, hoisted by the Universal Negro Improvement Association and African Communities League. One of the main reasons for its existence was to shut down the still-popular ‘Every Race Has a Flag But the Coon’.

            || Women were discouraged from comedic vaudeville performances. A peculiar way around this was the development of ‘coon shouters’: white women – usually plus-size – who roared out songs that were either parodies of black masculinity or sexually suggestive. They rarely performed in blackface, which highlighted their exclusion from minstrelsy. Coon shouters who went on to become beloved entertainers included May Irwin, Mae West and Sophie Tucker.

            ** America was willing it into existence, though. Youth as a driving value had been part of the American landscape since New York Tribune editor Horace Greeley had written, ‘Go west, young man!’ in 1865, leading to the long-held belief that California was for the young.

            †† It may have dropped in popularity, possibly due to the growing violence in its lyrics, but the coon song didn’t go away. The banjo player sometimes called ‘the grandfather of country music’, Uncle Dave Macon, recorded ‘New Coon in Town’ as late as 1929.
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            ELITE SYNCOPATIONS:

SCOTT JOPLIN AND RAGTIME
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         Ragtime was America’s pulse. It just took a while for Americans to find it.

         In 1900 European music, whether Mozart or Marie Lloyd, was the real thing as far as New York was concerned; American music was as nothing, trivial, an embarrassment. To get over this hump, and for twentieth-century pop to begin, white America had to acknowledge that African American music existed. Enter ragtime. In contrast to the family of musics that were merely popular, ragtime was identifiably ‘pop’. Emerging in the last years of the nineteenth century, it was urban, it was democratic, it was innovative and it had a strong African American influence. It had a beat, it had syncopation. All of these things were unusual.

         Ragtime set the template for every successive twentieth-century pop boom. For a start, it immediately made you want to dance. This really wasn’t true of Victorian parlour songs or Sousa marches or music hall or even Viennese waltzes. Toe-tappers didn’t really exist before ragtime. Secondly, the heyday of classic ragtime had the lifespan of a butterfly; it would be messed about with and commercialised, to the horror of its originators, but to the benefit of pop’s advancement. Thirdly, it didn’t 13have rules (even though some people did write ragtime rule books), because no one wanted ragtime to be homework; it was fun, it was anti-snob, it was the soundtrack to good times. Fourthly, it was a threat – to morals, to public decency, and most of all to other musicians. Most significantly, it was a black music that would be transformed by the music industry, rewritten – with both zip and slightness – into a more digestible, more widely appreciated form.

         It was also a target for the press, and music-hall songs ridiculed it. It was supposedly a flash in the pan – so why wouldn’t it just go away? Ragtime, once it became a piano-based music, also attracted women to compose popular songs, since the piano in the home was primarily there for wives and children. In addition, it crossed music’s racial borders, which in the nineteenth century had been rigid and ugly. Ragtime was, at heart, instrumental, and so it was open to blacks, whites, professionals and amateurs alike. Lastly, it had pop’s first tragic figure, its own lost boy, the beautiful mind which could take no more. For James Carr or Donny Hathaway, Nick Drake or Kurt Cobain, read Scott Joplin. He felt the full prejudicial headwind for black composers. The pervasive legacy of minstrelsy and the coon song would provide the dark floor for Americans in the American century, and Joplin, ragtime’s greatest figure, would become its saddest victim. As well as many of the good things to come in pop, the ragtime era also highlighted how black America would struggle to impose itself, would see its culture nipped and tucked by the music industry, and would watch any potential profits inevitably go elsewhere.

         Where did ragtime come from? Geographically, the Mississippi basin in the 1890s. Like New York’s Tin Pan Alley a couple of decades on, and Liverpool’s Merseybeat in the 1960s, it was a result of immigration and trade creating a fluid society with a need for innovation to make ends meet.

         Why did it catch fire? What set it apart from the popular music that had gone before? Rhythm – the explicit beat, America’s heartbeat – was everything in this new music. You could play behind it, melodies and harmonies could twist around it, and the key word was ‘syncopation’ – in other words, putting an irregular beat over a regular beat. In ragtime the 14melody itself was fully syncopated; tune and rhythm were inseparable. It used oompah basslines taken from marching music and set melodies against them in ‘ragged time’, breaking free of conventional Western bar structures. In the European tradition, percussion had always been an afterthought.

         Syncopation was created by the pianist’s left hand creating a regular ‘boom-chick boom-chick’ rhythmic melody to get you on your feet. So completely did its relentless, euphoric sound mesmerise a turn-of-the-century audience used to maudlin ballads and cartoonish depictions of black entertainers that ‘ragtime’ was in the dictionary by 1902 – a ‘rag-time girl’ being either a ‘sweetheart’ or a ‘harlot’. All ways up, ragtime signified fun.*

         The written and recorded form would be the making of ragtime, its mass-produced driver. If it lost a little in translation from the bordello to the page, or from the bar-room to the studio and ultimately onto a shellac 78, then that was part of what made it new, industrialised and American. These ephemeral distortions were an essential part of what made it pop.

         
            * * *

         

         In the beginning you could hear it only in bars and bordellos. It was true tenderloin music. The first man to try and capture it from the smoky air, to write ragtime music down on paper, was Ben Harney, who had been born on a riverboat somewhere between Louisville, Kentucky, and Nashville, Tennessee, in 1872. Harney was white. He didn’t invent ragtime and didn’t claim to be the ‘father of ragtime’ (though he didn’t mind too much when he was publicised as such), but he thought of himself as an adoptive parent. In 1896 the sheet music for Harney’s ‘You’ve Been a Good Old Wagon but You Done Broke Down’ stated that he was the ‘Original Introducer to the Stage of the Now Popular 15“Rag Time” in Ethiopian Song’. Harney moved to New York in 1896 and became a regular at Tony Pastor’s 14th Street Theatre, where the New York Clipper wrote that he ‘jumped into immediate favour through the medium of his genuinely clever plantation negro imitations and excellent piano playing’. Before the year was out, the ‘rag time pianist’ had also played the Weber and Fields Music Hall and the Metropolitan Opera House, spreading the popularity of ragtime music like jam. He published his Rag Time Instructor in 1897. A white man who could shout the blues, who wrote and produced an all-black variety show called Ragtime Reception, Harney was a groundbreaker and was appreciated as such. Until the rise of Al Jolson in the 1910s, he was also the highest-paid popular musician in America. 

         The ‘rules’ of ragtime would become part of its marketing. A Swede called Axel Christensen set up a school in Chicago that offered ‘ragtime taught in ten lessons’. He may as well have added, ‘and then you can get the money, and then you get the girls’. The ragtime pianist was the thing to be, and Christensen would end up as the ‘dean of ragtime’, with more than fifty schools across the States. ‘In 1902 and 1903 there was no accepted method or system of playing ragtime. No two pianists ever played syncopated numbers alike,’ he claimed, quite proud that he had brought some order and clarity to proceedings. Ragtime’s high-pop crossover would be where the music took off. Its specific technique would turn out to be nowhere near as powerful as the unhitched idea of ragtime.

         
            * * *

         

         An absolute precursor of ragtime was bandleader John Philip Sousa. Many rags would basically be marches composed for the piano, with added syncopation.

         There may have been no acclaimed indigenous American music in 1900, but recognisable styles were emerging, and the most popular music that could be called ‘American’ was that of the marching band. The most primitive early data for record sales in the 1890s have Sousa at number one for pretty much the entire decade. Among the 16most instantly recognisable tunes are ‘Stars and Stripes Forever’, ‘The Washington Post’ and ‘The Liberty Bell’, which had an afterlife as the theme from Monty Python’s Flying Circus. In 1868, aged thirteen, Sousa had tried to run away to join a circus band; instead, his father enlisted him as an apprentice in the United States Marine Band. The boy did well and ended up running the Marine Band from 1880 to 1892, but only recorded with them for the last two years. That didn’t stop them cutting 229 titles for Columbia in those two years. Whether Sousa made it to the studio or not, they bore his name, an early trademark of distinction in the fledgling record industry. In spite of the fame and prestige that records brought him, he didn’t like them, coining the phrase ‘canned music’ to describe them. Possibly with his military hat on, in 1906 he wrote: ‘Canned music is as incongruous by a campfire as canned salmon by a trout stream.’ To give Sousa his due, his thin, acoustic recordings must have sounded as awe-inspiring as tinned pilchards compared to the pumping presence of a real live band. Either way, there are more than a thousand recordings listed in the Sousa Band discography.

         As well as providing circus tent ‘screamers’,† military music was also seen as suitable for dancing, and Sousa provided both ‘two-steps’ (‘Washington Post’, from 1889, and ‘Triton March’, from 1896) and ‘cakewalks’ (borrowed from African American culture). Not satisfied with being the king of popular music, he decided to take his work into the realm of the classical. This would become a regular move for popular musicians who had reached the top of the tree, from Scott Joplin to George Gershwin to Paul McCartney, but Sousa was the first. He worked on suites, beginning with The Last Days of Pompeii in 1893, and following it with At the King’s Court (1904) and Dwellers of the Western World (1910). Just to remind us that these were less enlightened times and that even the lowest socially acceptable popular culture was still entirely white, the Dwellers suite was divided into three movements: ‘The Red Man’ is itchy, like skittering mice or cartoon-baddie music; 17‘The White Man’ is stately, regal, impossible to dance to, more there to accompany the swishing of gowns; ‘The Black Man’ is at least recognisably southern, a cakewalk, and easily the catchiest piece. But by 1910 Sousa would have struggled to hide his source material. 

         As fashions changed, the military bands adapted. The Victor Recording Company’s house Military Band would be put to use on a bunch of dance records from 1911, as the turkey trot, tango and foxtrot were introduced to America in the immediate pre-war years. The record labels dictated their purpose, stating ‘for dancing’, ‘trot or one step’ and even – in a proto-disco move, pre-dating beats per minute – ‘60 bars per minute’. The Victor Military Band cut the first recorded version of W. C. Handy’s ‘St Louis Blues’, as well as Eubie Blake’s ‘Bugle Call Rag’ and patriotic numbers like the Caruso-written ‘Liberty Forever’. They fell from favour only when the viola-and-piano-led society orchestras, like those of Victor’s Joseph C. Smith and James Reese Europe, became more fashionable at dances in around 1916, ushering in the 1920s sounds of Paul Whiteman and Isham Jones. By the time electric recording arrived in the mid-’ 20s – a means of truly communicating a marching band’s power – military bands were seen as antiques, a relic of a pre-war, more militarily innocent age. The Victor Military Band’s last record was released in 1919, but they’d had a pretty good run.

         
            * * *

         

         Before ragtime appeared as sheet music, there for posterity and archival hounds like me, it went undocumented; there was no Cecil Sharp or John Lomax lurking in saloons and bordellos to record whatever the pianist was playing.‡ Every saloon bar in America had a piano, which provided a ready source of employment for anyone who could play it. Usually, they would try and blend into the wallpaper, playing familiar tunes and never refusing a punter’s request. Somehow, freelance 18itinerants invented the style, playing whatever bawdy noise suited their surroundings, but it was Scott Joplin who decided it was something more than a soundtrack for boozing, scrapping, ogling and groping. 

         Joplin was pop music’s original Entertainer. His ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ was published by the local sheet-music publisher, John Stark, in Sedalia, Missouri, in 1899,§ and it was the first piece of sheet music to sell a million copies. It was stately, but it had an unmistakable wink; it was sweet, but genuinely uplifting – it made you want to hold your head high. Also, it was incredibly catchy, what music-lovers a hundred years on would call an earworm. Alongside the murk, morbidity and melted butter of turn-of-the-century American balladry, it came across like a freshwater fountain. Stark took the ‘Maple Leaf Rag’ two hundred miles east, to St Louis, where he sold half a million copies of it and started a craze which went national, then international. It was the biggest ragtime hit of all. More than Ben Harney, more than anyone else, Joplin was the genre’s creator and its leading light, and his ‘The Entertainer’, published in 1901, would sell two million copies as the theme from 1973’s The Sting. There’s longevity for you.¶

         Yet ragtime’s agency would be constantly doubted. There are no contemporary accounts praising a bright new musical genre, just queries over how ‘real’ it was. In this way, too, it broke fresh ground: more than a century on, pop is still confronted with questions of authenticity, seriousness, whether it’s too mechanised, whether it lacks heart. Fun, especially populist fun, isn’t enough for some people. While he conceded the music was ‘brimming over with life’, novelist Arnold Bennett described ragtime as ‘the music of the hustler, of the feverishly active speculator, of 19the skyscraper and the grain elevator’. All of this and more was thrown at ragtime, and Scott Joplin bore the brunt of it. 

         Joplin was responsible for making ragtime the first true American music, and his tunes gave it lasting significance. He had been born in Texas in 1868, the son of a former slave, and played the piano from an early age. By the time he was in his teens he was playing across the Midwest in boarding houses, casinos and bars. The first pop music would be born, like so many later genres, in the underworld.

         Many American cities had a ‘tenderloin’ district where men and women, blacks and whites could mix freely. Joplin found himself in Sedalia. It was a railroad town, and so had a pretty lively nightlife. It also had a college for black students, where Joplin would learn advanced counterpoint by day while earning money playing a cheeky piano at the Maple Leaf Bar by night. One night, a music-store owner called John Stark walked into the bar and heard Joplin playing a tune. Stark introduced himself and asked Joplin if the melody was his own. They struck a deal, and Stark published it; the tune was called ‘Maple Leaf Rag’. With a bit of money now in his pocket, the serious-minded Joplin set himself up as a teacher in St Louis.

         The American public would discover ragtime through a dance craze: the cakewalk. This had been started by black workers on plantations as they imitated and lampooned the formal European dances of the white plantation owners. It was a caricature, but as a spectacle it took on a life of its own. The cakewalk became part of the minstrel show and was in major vogue in the mid-1890s, with raggy compositions like Sadie Green’s ‘Cakewalk’ (1896). Joplin had the idea of writing specifically for the cakewalk and other neo-folk dances, like the two-step and the slow drag. He created The Ragtime Dance, a modern folk ballet, in 1902. Stark initially refused to publish it, fearing it was too ambitious and wouldn’t sell. Wasn’t ragtime meant to be simple good-time music? Wasn’t that why it was popular? After his daughter Nell convinced him to publish the nine sheets of music, Stark’s fears were borne out when The Ragtime Dance flopped. This didn’t stop Joplin from aiming high, his aspirations to serious music revealed by the subtitles of later tunes like ‘Bethena: A Concert Rag’ (1905) and ‘Fig Leaf Rag: A High Class Rag’ (1908).20

         Minstrelsy would have been a constant presence in Joplin’s life, whereas for us today it is simply an unfortunate pop-cultural flavour which we can choose to ignore. It was the key to the entire framework of American vaudeville culture for many decades, through the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, a language everyone spoke and shared. It was culturally strong as well as culturally nasty; the minstrel archetypes – stock characters like Zip Coon, the Interlocutor, Tambo and Bones – and topics like razor fights offered a powerful and seductive comedic structure. This culture was a limiting framework within which you could nonetheless flourish as a black performer or writer, despite the self-evident moral morass. Some of the biggest ‘coon song’ hits were by black writers, including the most famous (and to modern ears most repellent), Ernest Hogan’s 1899 hit ‘All Coons Look Alike to Me’. This is what Joplin was fighting against when he was trying to get ragtime taken seriously, not only as pop music, but as a cultural representation of black America. His high ideals would cause him huge heartache in the future.

         Joplin aside, who else was out there writing this music? In Kansas City there was Charles L. Johnson, who wrote the insanely uplifting ‘Dill Pickles’. It was published by the Carl Hoffman Music Company in Kansas City, Missouri, the same outfit that had published Scott Joplin’s ‘Original Rags’. It was a sheet-music million-seller, the second after ‘Maple Leaf Rag’, and it single-handedly pushed ragtime’s popularity up another level in 1906, just as it was starting to wane.

         Then there was James Scott, a song plugger at a music shop in Carthage, Missouri, who wrote rags in his spare time. In 1905 he travelled to St Louis to find his hero, Scott Joplin, and play him one of his tunes. Joplin was impressed. John Stark published the ‘Frog Legs Rag’ in 1906, and it became the best-selling tune in the Stark catalogue, after ‘Maple Leaf Rag’. ‘Everybody called [James Scott] “Little Professor”,’ remembered Scott’s cousin Patsy. ‘He always walked rapidly looking at the ground, would pass you on the street and never see you, always deep in thought.’

         In Baltimore, there was child prodigy Eubie Blake, whose parents had bought him a pump organ when he was just five. By the time he 21was a teenager he was playing in bordellos, as well as in church, and by 1912, aged twenty-five, he was on the vaudeville circuit playing his own ragtime tunes, such as ‘Charleston Rag’. He also played with James Reese Europe’s feted Society Orchestra, who accompanied the white dancing sensations Vernon and Irene Castle. Blake’s stab at immortality would be achieved with another black vaudeville act, Noble Sissle, and their 1921 all-black Broadway revue Shuffle Along, which included the deathless, post-ragtime ‘I’m Just Wild About Harry’.

         Another Joplin fan, Joseph Lamb, was of Irish descent and lived in New Jersey. He shared Joplin’s love of long, classical phrases. Lamb took piano lessons from a priest at school in Ontario, but quit after a few weeks because ‘the good father had nothing to offer Joe’. He took it for granted that ragtime was a respectable pursuit, something his hero Joplin could never do.||

         Joplin’s muse may have been leading him to think of a rag opera, but with the demand for more rags came commercial necessity. Other songwriters were less high-minded, and New York’s new publishing companies were happy to take advantage. You were only a marginally capable piano player, hoping to keep the wife and kids entertained? Write a rag, man! One writer who simplified the Joplin style and considerably sped up the ragtime tempo – a classic pop move – was George Botsford. His ‘Black and White Rag’ would be revived decades later as the manic, joyous theme to the BBC’s snooker show Pot Black.

         After John Stark, the most significant – and commercially savvy – publisher of ragtime was Charles Neil Daniels, who managed America’s biggest music publisher, Jerome H. Remick. A pianist, he had been noted at college for his exquisite pen-and-ink manuscripts. In 1901, while managing the sheet-music department of the Barr Dry Goods Company in St Louis, he wrote a song called ‘Hiawatha’. Daniels was offered the unheard-of sum of $10,000 for it by Detroit-based Jerome H. Remick; 22with this came the offer to manage Remick’s company. He accepted, and words were added to ‘Hiawatha’, creating a tableau of a simple, primitivist West. ‘Hiawatha’ sold millions of copies, kick-starting a craze for Tin Pan Alley-penned ‘Indian’ songs: ‘Feather Queen’, ‘Valley Flower’, ‘Golden Deer’, ‘Red Wing’ (based on a Robert Schumann melody), ‘Silver Heels’ (about ‘the sweetest and the neatest little girl’) and others, all glorious, whitewashed fabrications. Lyrics tended to revolve around ‘heap much kissing’, and the craze lasted right up until the outbreak of World War I. But Daniels wasn’t interested in writing more faux-Native songs, because he was a ragtime fan, pure and simple; he even encouraged his staff to write rags and scoured small towns for locally published work. Remick eventually published five hundred rags, roughly a sixth of all published ragtime songs, and Daniels nurtured ragtime with a fan’s enthusiasm and a businessman’s nous. (He was also smart enough to realise motion pictures were going to make more money than sheet music and wrote a song for Mickey, a Mack Sennett film starring Mabel Normand in 1919. It would become the first-ever film theme.) 

         
            * * *

         

         Ragtime began its spread across Europe in 1900, when John Philip Sousa introduced it as part of his repertoire on his first overseas tour. Vess Ossman, the banjo player, came over playing rags later the same year. Things moved slowly, and though the ragtime-associated dances like the turkey trot, the bunny hug and the grizzly bear crossed the Atlantic, it wasn’t until 1912 that the Original American Ragtime Octet reached Britain. Without witnessing American musicians playing the music, Europeans had found it hard to grasp its syncopation, but seeing the real deal made all the difference. Also in 1912, a British revue called Hullo Ragtime became the first of many, with more than seventy rag-based revues running in Britain by 1913. Music hall was not allergic to the new music’s charms, and Marie Lloyd’s ‘Piccadilly Trot’ was gently ragtime-influenced, even if it did claim the territory for its own: ‘No doubt you’ve heard about the turkey trot, some say it’s rot, some say it’s not. Well, I’ve got another one that beats the lot, and 23it doesn’t come from Yankeeland.’ Nevertheless, it was seen by many as a fad and didn’t entirely revolutionise British dance culture, which was still largely based on waltzes. Right up until World War I broke out, dance programmes were still printed with threads and came with tiny pencils. Take a look at one and it might reveal the occasional two-step, but outside of the music halls everything dance-related was still put together with military precision. The dancefloor revolution in Europe would have to wait a while.

         What did ragtime recordings sound like in the early scuffling days of the music industry? Those from the first decade of the twentieth century tended to feature either a banjo (accompanied by military band or piano), piccolo, accordion or xylophone – all high, percussive instruments that would cut through the grit and hiss of early 78s. The first ragtime record with solo piano – ‘Everybody Two Step’ by Mike Bernard – was released as late as 1912. Bernard was the orchestra leader at Tony Pastor’s Music Hall in New York; back in 1900, he had won a ragtime piano-playing competition sponsored by the Police Gazette and been rewarded with a diamond-studded medal that proclaimed him ‘Ragtime King of the World’.

         Once ragtime became an international craze, it was inevitable that things like subtlety and nuance would get lost in the rush and that writers would start adding lyrics for extra catchiness. Tin Pan Alley simplified ragtime, which may have wrinkled the noses of purists, but ensured its survival as the prime pop trend right up to 1917: hits included ‘Trouble Rag’, ‘Jungle Town Rag’, ‘Chocolate Creams Rag’, ‘Ragtime Insanity’, ‘Mop Rag’ and ‘Ragtime Cowboy Joe’. The latter was a miracle in that it squeezed together two trends: one for modernist ragtime, and another for melancholic, nostalgic cowboy songs. Mostly, lyrics gabbed on about just how super ragtime was. Even Scott Joplin was paired up with a Tin Pan Alley hack lyricist called Joe Snyder in 1910 for the self-absorbed ‘Pine Apple Rag’: ‘That tune is certainly divine … Hear me sigh, hear me cry for that “Pine Apple Rag” … Isn’t that a wonderful tune?’ Enough, already!

         The outbreak of World War I would prove to be the beginning of the end for ragtime, as patriotic songs took over, while a new music called 24‘jass’ – or ‘jazz’ – would be all the rage once peace had come. But the war did inspire a raggy unity anthem, Anna Chandler’s ‘The Dance of All Nations Ragtime Ball’. A mezzo-soprano, Chandler had been born on 4 July 1884 in New Cumberland, Pennsylvania, an early American settlement which was famous for little more than its annual apple festival. But Chandler sounded like a heap of new urban fun, a woman out of time, born a little too early for the Jazz Age. Though she tries to hide it, her vaudeville diction is quite apparent as she does her bit for world peace. There are ‘brown-skin gals’, Irish jigs and an obscure French move or two, while ‘a pair of would-be Castles spinned round like a top. They wouldn’t stop until she dropped.’ Chandler dropped ragtime after the war, like almost everyone else, and sang exclusively in Italian and Hebrew on the Orpheum vaudeville circuit right through to the 1940s.

         The music became a victim of its bad press. Though syncopation had set ragtime apart, made it modern and cakewalk-friendly, a common misunderstanding was that there was nothing more to it than a boom-chick bassline, and therefore you could ‘rag’ any old song you liked. In Britain, the pianist with the travelling Original American Ragtime Octet, Melville Gideon, recorded ‘Ragtime Improvisation on Rubinstein’s Melody in F’ for HMV in 1912. Ragging the classics became a parlour game. Irving Berlin had early success with this gimmick on ‘That Mesmerising Mendelssohn Tune’ in 1909, a syncopated take on Felix Mendelssohn’s ‘Spring Song’. The biggest hit of all was Berlin’s ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ in 1911, which disgusted Scott Joplin, who had recently arrived in New York, and made him more determined than ever to have ragtime taken seriously as an American classical music. The industry’s sniffy attitude to the style, though, was epitomised by Louis A. Hirsch’s 1912 recording ‘Bacchanal Rag’: ‘Take some music, start to fake some music in a lag time, then you have some ragtime. Steal from the masters any classic you see, rag it a little bit with his melody …’ Unable to compete with cut-throat New York competition, John Stark closed his office and moved back to St Louis.

         Ragtime didn’t completely die out after World War I, not in its classic form. As Tin Pan Alley moved on to jazz and beyond, the way was clear for the ragtime classicists to resume their positions. And in Jelly 25Roll Morton, they found a brand-new champion, one who was happy to embellish his part in the story of jazz and pass anecdotes on for ethnographers like Alan Lomax, who ensured the legends were preserved, writ large. In the twenty-first century, original ragtime sounds more modern than what came immediately after because we’re used to hearing it on piano rolls rather than scratchy, acoustic-era 78s. Enthusiasts and clubs abound. Since the 1970s, ragtime – Scott Joplin’s work in particular – has been issued on classical record labels; these vinyl albums would be the music’s cultural redemption. But all this came far too late for Joplin.**

         He had written A Guest of Honour in 1903, an opera for the St Louis World’s Fair, and was distraught when the fair was cancelled (any manuscripts have long since disappeared). The lure of official acceptance, of a move away from mere pop and a welcome into the classical fold, obsessed Joplin.

         Treemonisha, a didactic opera about what Joplin called ‘the coming of age of the black race’, was finished in 1911 and ran to some 230 pages. John Stark turned it down. It contained Victorian parlour songs and extended dialogues on the betterment of black folk, and there was 26barely a rag in sight. You couldn’t blame Stark – what was a third-rate Verdi compared to a first-rate Joplin? It played once in a hall in Harlem, with Joplin playing all of the orchestral parts on piano, with no costumes, no funding, no other musicians. As a black pioneer, he experienced shut-outs and disrespect whatever he did: the classical world shut him out and, after a while, so did the popular market. There was no space in between for Scott Joplin. 

         Joplin and other black American musicians weren’t deludedly following a snobbish call to cultural quality. They were hoping to make the best of their lives at a self-set distance from the most appalling policing, cultural and literal, using whichever moves and tricks and masks and digressions allowed them to fashion music they could be proud of. They were forced to tread a difficult line between the ‘serious’ and the ‘popular’, between the ‘fake’ and the ‘proper’; what blocked them from their desires and ambitions in any given state or city was the inherited dynamics of a segregated country in which – until recently – they themselves could literally have been bought and sold.

         Treemonisha wouldn’t be entirely ignored: it went on to win the Pulitzer Prize, but not until 1976. Joplin would be committed to the Manhattan State Hospital for the Insane by his wife in 1916, suffering from the delusion that a black man could stage a grand opera. Then came death, and oblivion. He was buried in an unmarked grave, only to be honoured with a stone by ASCAP in the 1970s, after his name and his music had been miraculously revived. It turned out Joplin hadn’t been insane at all.

         After the success of The Sting and Joshua Rifkin’s million-selling recordings of Joplin’s rags in the 1970s, Eubie Blake said, ‘Ragtime wasn’t considered anything. Some people, if they don’t understand something they cry it down, they don’t give it a chance. I’ve spent all of my lifetime saying that ragtime was art, see?’

         
            * The first published syncopated melody was the anonymous ‘Bonja Song’, which had appeared in Britain as far back as 1818, pre-dating even minstrel shows. Though arranged for piano, ‘bonja’ meant banjo.

            † Marching music written for the circus, designed to build up excitement during a show.

            ‡ The first published rag is thought to be ‘La Pas Ma La’ written in 1895 by Ernest Hogan, a black comedian from Bowling Green, Kentucky.

            § It would be convenient for me and the story that’s about to unfold if Scott Joplin had been the first person to use the word ‘rag’ in a song title, but a white Chicago bandleader called William Henry Krell had beaten him to it with ‘Mississippi Rag’ in 1897. Tom Turpin’s ‘Harlem Rag’ – the first by a black musician – came in December of the same year. Like trying to discover the ‘first rock ’n’ roll record’, you can always go deeper: ragtime expert Ann Charters reckoned Charles Gimble’s ‘Old Black Joe’, from as far back as 1877, had the syncopation of ragtime. Eubie Blake could hear it in Franz Liszt; he could hear it in the church – ‘all God’s children got rhythm’. It’s an inexact science.

            ¶ It would also be used to sell Felix cat food in 2007.

            || When ragtime was revived in the 1950s, enthusiasts were delighted to discover that Lamb was still alive; what’s more, he was more than happy to sit down and talk about Joplin and the heyday of rags, and even cut an album – Joseph Lamb: A Study in Classic Ragtime – for Folkways in 1960. He died in Brooklyn later that same year, aged seventy-two.

            ** If ragtime had an heir, it was stride piano, a style analogous to the rise of jazz that would be perfected in the 1920s by James P. Johnson, Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith and Fats Waller. Like ragtime, it was built on the left hand’s rhythmic action, but had a ‘boom-chang’ – alternating a bass note and a chord – rather than the single, softer bass notes of ragtime. Not a huge difference, but enough to make stride pure party music, designed for Harlem. What’s more, unlike purist ragtime pianists, stride players were happy to play the day’s popular songs in the stride style. Johnson’s 1921 ‘Carolina Shout’ became a classic ‘test piece’ for young jazz pianists (Duke Ellington learned it note-for-note from a piano roll), while his 1923 song ‘Charleston’ (from the Broadway show Running Wild) still works as a two-minute precis of the Roaring Twenties. With Waller, stride seeped into swing; on recordings like ‘Truckin”, ‘Paswonky’ and ‘Yacht Club Swing’, you can feel the disparate American sounds of the early twentieth century coalesce. But, like Joplin, stride’s big names still aspired to the classical tradition. Willie ‘The Lion”s own compositions often referenced Impressionist painters; Johnson spent the 1930s writing mostly forgotten orchestral pieces; Fats Waller was never happier than when he was playing Bach on an organ, and never really got over his parents’ disapproval of his music. Tellingly, no one used the term ‘stride piano’ in the 1920s; they just called it ‘ragtime’.
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            SONGS FOR SALE: TIN PAN ALLEY
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         Ragtime’s rise to national, then international, prominence took a full decade. The first decade of the American century would see the creation and rapid rise of the music industry, which, once in place, both made ragtime a phenomenon and broke the spirits of its innovators. Recorded music needed to be marketed and sold, and songs needed to be written in order to be recorded. Lower Manhattan didn’t lack for a ‘can do’ spirit.

         In the 1900s dozens of would-be writers saw Charles K. Harris rolling around in ‘After the Ball’ dollars and, hoping lightning would strike Lower Manhattan again, bought themselves a little office space on West 2828th Street, between Broadway and Sixth Avenue. It became a warren of songwriters’ offices that was soon nicknamed ‘Tin Pan Alley’ on account of the noise issuing from multiple bashed pianos, not to mention the wastepaper bins – filling up with abandoned songs – that were being kicked in frustration.*

         Art and commerce were interchangeable on Tin Pan Alley. ‘Meet Me in St Louis’ was written as an advert for the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, otherwise known as the St Louis World’s Fair, in 1904; it would become a hit all over again in 1944 as the theme to one of Judy Garland’s best-loved films. The very soul of cockney London, Florrie Forde’s ‘Down at the Old Bull and Bush’ (1903) was actually American in origin: ‘Here’s the little German band, just let me hold your hand’ was a lyrical clue. It had been written by Harry Von Tilzer, whose real name was Harry Gumm; his mother’s maiden name was Tilzer, and he’d added ‘Von’ for a bit of Tin Pan Alley class. The song was an ad for Budweiser, brewed by Anheuser-Busch – you can imagine the original jingle. Von Tilzer also gave us the boisterous cheeriness of ‘Wait ’Til the Sun Shines, Nellie’, first recorded in 1905 by minstrel singer Byron G. Harlan, and fifty years later by Buddy Holly.

         The era’s biggest American hits, emanating from the Alley – as yet untouched by Missouri’s ragtime – were largely lachrymose stuff. The sentimental ‘In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree’, written by one Egbert Van Alstyne, was recorded straight by the Peerless Quartet and Henry Burr in 1904, but was so sappy that it was almost immediately parodied, nearly as sappily, by Billy Murray (‘I climbed up the old apple tree, ’cos a pie was the real thing to me’). More blubby yet was 1906’s 29‘My Gal Sal’, a last flourish from Paul Dresser, the writer of ‘On the Banks of the Wabash’, who cried every time he sang one of his own songs. The portly Dresser, in his cups, was legendarily generous – to his author brother Theodore Dreiser, to the homeless of New York – and gave all of his songwriting royalties away. He died in 1907, aged forty-eight, and so never lived to see himself played on screen by Victor Mature – in the 1942 biopic My Gal Sal – nor to delight in the fact that his on-screen persona would cavort with Rita Hayworth (the film remains one of Hollywood’s most complete rewrites of history – half of the songs in the film were written by Leo Robin rather than Dresser). 

         The biggest home-grown name, the most celebrated American composer of the decade, wasn’t really American at all. Victor Herbert had been born in Dublin in 1859 and moved to the States in the early 1890s; by 1898 he had his first operetta on Broadway, The Fortune Teller, featuring ‘Gypsy Jan’, ‘Romany Life’ and ‘Slumber On, My Little Gypsy Sweetheart’ – telltale titles that gave away his Viennese inspiration. New York remained largely immune to the charms of American music. What it needed was some pride, some self-mythologising, and the person to do that was a smug-looking man in a straw boater called George M. Cohan.

         Cohan became the first undisputed king of Broadway with a batch of songs he wrote in his mid-twenties, between 1904 and 1906, and a two-pronged attack that stood his work apart from Herbert’s light operas and home-grown ballads like the Haydn Quartet’s 1905 recording ‘In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree’. First, he was heavily patriotic – he was all about the New World. Secondly, he mythologised Broadway as a place of glamour (‘Give My Regards to Broadway’). No hokum about apple trees; it was all city slicker sentiments and love for the new century. Cohan had been born on 4 July 1878, which entitled him to a certain amount of loud-mouth chauvinism; in 1904 he wrote the most patriotic pop song of the lot, ‘Yankee Doodle Dandy’. He reacted to critical reviews of his work with a sharp ‘So long as they mention my name’. Along what lines did he write his plays? one critic asked. ‘Mainly on the New York, New Haven and Hartford line.’ He’s recognisably modern and even has a statue in Times Square, so why isn’t Cohan’s 30name better remembered? Well, he damaged his legacy by singing his own songs, which wasn’t a great idea, given his inability to stay in tune. Still, it makes for an entertaining listen today: 1911’s ‘Life’s a Very Funny Proposition’ suggests the odd rising and falling cadence of Bob Dylan, only sung in a half-Scottish, half-French accent.

         
            * * *

         

         As American songwriters like George M. Cohan began to create American theatre music free of any debt to Vienna or Gilbert and Sullivan, and Will Marion Cook introduced ragtime rhythms to Broadway with his 1903 show In Dahomey, so the gramophone was reinvented for the burgeoning American age in the shape of the Victrola. Thomas Edison himself had thought that any use of the gramophone beyond dictation was in the realms of novelty, and he had a point: it recorded the human voice much better than it did the violin; for any other use it was a squeaky mechanical toy. Talking Machine World was under no illusions and wrote that ‘the high-brow element professed to find nothing of merit in the talking machine’. The piano, on the other hand, continued to be a source of spiritual succour beyond the Victorian age. It took the business savvy of Eldridge Johnson of the Victor Talking Machine Company to make the gramophone an equally acceptable and desirable piece of household furniture in the Edwardian age.

         Johnson invented several things which any record collector or twenty-first-century vinyl obsessive would be familiar with today: a straight tone arm, a recess in the middle of the disc on which you could place a paper label, and a box under the turntable in which all of the mechanical parts were neatly contained. This was his new record player, and in 1906 it went on the market as the Victrola. It came in a four-foot-tall mahogany cabinet; Edison’s machines looked like industrial lathes by comparison. Soon, President Taft had a Victrola in the White House, and Johnson milked this news for all it was worth, using photos of Taft in his sales literature.

         Taking the gramophone away from penny arcades and fairgrounds and making them respectable by placing them in a mahogany cabinet 31was one thing, but Johnson also appealed to the snobbery of classical fans by starting the Victor Red Seal label. In 1904 he poached the operatic tenor Enrico Caruso from the British-owned Gramophone Company and sold the resultant recordings at $5 each, while a Harry Lauder or George M. Cohan 78 would sell for just $2. Caruso’s recordings included works by Verdi, Bizet and Puccini, but also ‘O Sole Mio’ (later adapted by Elvis Presley as ‘It’s Now or Never’, and in the 1970s as the ‘Just One Cornetto’ ad jingle) and sentimental numbers like P. J. O’Reilly’s ‘For You Alone’. The power of suggestion is a wonderful thing: because Caruso had recorded ‘For You Alone’, it would later be recorded by other popular operatic singers, like Mario Lanza and Richard Tauber, though the song had more to do with Irish whimsy than Puccini. What Johnson had realised was that by putting a high-class sheen on his records, he could appeal to people with money, allow people with less cash to feel classy, and essentially hype his own product. A Red Seal record in your living room expressed social power – you felt better about yourself. The class split between ‘serious’ and popular music was now laid bare in monetary terms.†

         Eldridge Johnson’s foresight also created the record collector. His Victrola cabinet included a shelf for storing your records; you were immediately tempted to fill it and create your own musical library. What’s more, the Victor Red Seal label itself was hugely appealing: deep red with gold-coloured script, which would continue to be used until the mid-1950s. Victor was unashamedly classist. It used blue and purple labels for Vaudeville and music-hall acts, and black ones for comedy and marching band records, which sold for just 75 cents. Unsurprisingly, Victor sold three times as many blue, purple and black label records 32– American popular music, rather than compressed European culture – than it did the high-end Red Seal records. 

         
            * * *

         

         Let’s look at a Victor record catalogue for July 1910 to get an idea of what was available. It features fifteen pages of ‘band records’ (virtually all by Pryor’s Band and Sousa’s Band); five of ‘orchestra records’ (essentially light music, from a Harry Lauder medley to Verdi, Puccini and something called the ‘Don’t Be Cross Waltz’); two of ‘Victor records for dancing’ (mostly waltzes but also covering other dancefloor needs, from ‘Cakewalk in the Sky’ and ‘Black Man Two Step’ to a handful of barn dances and quadrilles); ten pages of solos (including twelve banjo solos by Vess Ossman and church bell-ringers in Hastings); four of ‘sacred numbers’ (‘Abide with Me’, ‘Ave Maria’, a few sung by the Haydn Quartet); and forty pages of Red Seal records (printed on different coloured paper and in the centre of the catalogue, so that record dealers could easily detach them and separate them from the riff-raff). There are also fifteen pages of ‘popular songs’, with dozens by Ada Jones, Billy Murray and Henry Burr, a few Vesta Victoria music-hall sides like ‘Waiting at the Church’, and Collins and Harlan’s ‘Nigger Loves His Possum’ (‘a real old-fashioned darky shout’, says the catalogue, with a nostalgic tear for the fading minstrel scene).

         Victor had cut their first proper recording sessions with Enrico Caruso in March 1902, and these records became an object of desire, a cultural artefact in your front room. ‘Vesti la giubba’, from Pagliacci and sung by Caruso, became the first classical million-seller in 1907. But it was not the first record to sell a million copies: rather less well remembered is Arthur Collins’s ‘The Preacher and the Bear’ from 1905 (later revived by Baloo the bear himself, Phil Harris); and it’s probable, though not officially documented, that Len Spencer’s ‘Arkansas Traveler’ achieved the feat in 1902.

         Len Spencer was possibly the world’s first million-selling recording artist. What do we know of him? Born in Washington DC in 1867, his mother was a suffragette and political activist, while his father, Platt 33Rogers Spencer, was an education pioneer, creating Spencerian script, the de facto standard writing style for business correspondence until typewriters became standardised in the early twentieth century. Just as Spencer Sr’s career was running out of steam, his son became the first nationally known American recording star. The Arkansas Traveler was a popular comedy sketch on the vaudeville circuit, involving a city slicker trying to get information from a local farmer; the punchline comes when the city slicker turns out to be a better fiddle player than the farmer. It’s easy to see why historians might like to claim the great Caruso had the first million-seller rather than this trifle, but it was Len Spencer, accompanied by Charles D’Almaine on the violin, who most likely got there first.

         Spencer was an adaptable fellow: his other recordings saw him mug his way through ‘The Transformation Scene from “Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde”’ (1905) and impersonate a menagerie on ‘A Barnyard Serenade’ (1906). Oddly, it’s his recordings from the 1890s, which tended to be actual songs rather than sketches, rather than the ones from the early twentieth century that sound like harbingers: the inescapable vaudeville hit ‘Ta Ra Ra Boom De Ay’ (1892); ‘A Hot Time in the Old Town’ (1897), on which he was accompanied by ragtime banjo player Vess Ossman; his 1896 recording of Ben Harney’s ‘You’ve Been a Good Ole Wagon but You’ve Done Broke Down’, which he introduced, rather dismissively, as ‘a little ragtime foolishness’, yet it was quite probably the first time the term was captured on record.

         What was a recording session like in the early days of the industry? Everyone sang and played facing a large horn made of tin; the horn was connected to a hose, and the hose was connected to a needle which cut the sonic impulses into grooves on a disc. Noises that were too loud or sharp could cause the needle to jump out of the groove. If this happened, the wax would be melted with gas jets and smoothed out again, and the performers would start again. Initially, singers had to make do with little more than piano accompaniment, but by the 1900s whole bands would be crammed into tiny, stifling rooms. Wires holding musical scores hung from the ceiling. Londoner John Stroh invented the Stroh violin in 1899, which was designed exclusively for the recording 34studio and had two specially attached horns: one to face the recording horn, the other so the musician could hear what he was playing. It made quite a distinctive sound, but, boy, it looked crazy. Any mistake meant the recording session had to start again, as there was no possibility of editing. Tenor Walter Van Brunt remembered, ‘On the interludes between verses we’d duck down to let the sound of the orchestra past us. If you had a headache, it wasn’t so good.’ Until the advent of electric microphone recording in the mid-1920s, this was the norm.

         Who was buying these records? It was mostly women. Gramophones in the Edwardian age were thought of as furniture, interior design, which in polite society was entirely a woman’s domain. Music – to be played to the husband when he returned from a hard day’s work – was most definitely a wife’s job. She was expected to be an educator of her husband, her children, her community. Before the age of recorded music, she would be expected to play the piano and give recitals over afternoon tea. Given that they also had a home to run and kids to look after, it wasn’t surprising that many women jumped at the chance of playing records rather than spending months and years learning to play the piano. Social refinement could be bought, on Victor Red Seal.

         Good music was the order of the day, something Victor would drum into women by sending reps armed with the latest talking machine out to parent–teacher meetings, sorority gatherings, coffee mornings and afternoon teas at private homes. The only time men were involved in this business would be in writing a cheque that evening.

         
            * * *

         

         The dominant American sound on record in the 1900s was created by a cappella male quartets in close harmony. Some years after its popularity faded, the sound would become known as ‘barbershop’. Quartet singing cut through particularly well in the primitive age of recording. The names of the three dominant acts on record – the American Quartet, the Peerless Quartet and the Haydn Quartet – left no doubt as to how they might sound, and their line-up – first tenor, second tenor, baritone and bass – was similarly unwavering. The record that 35defined the sound was the Haydn Quartet’s ‘Sweet Adeline’ (1904), with its curious, affecting mix of jollity and an instantly nostalgic ache. Notes slipped and criss-crossed in a silvery way, and sometimes the whole group would slide up a note as one, which was particularly heart-tugging. Songs with giveaway titles like ‘Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder’ (Harry Macdonough, 1901), ‘In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree’ (Haydn Quartet, 1905) and ‘Let Me Call You Sweetheart’ (Peerless Quartet, 1911) were deeply sentimental but deftly arranged and performed. Among the more up-tempo hits, Billy Murray and the American Quartet’s ‘Casey Jones’ from 1910 – written about the 1900 Cannonball Express train crash – survived to become a kids’ TV theme in the 1950s, while the Peerless Quartet’s ‘On Moonlight Bay’ (1912) would later be swung by Glenn Miller in 1937 and even lampooned by the Beatles, with the help of Morecambe and Wise, in 1963.

         Before the recording era, quartets had harmonised on street corners and, when the sun went down, under lamp posts. While the best-known names were all white, there were also black quartets, though these were barely recorded (an exception was Polk Miller’s Old South Quartet, who first recorded for Edison Standard in 1909, though Miller – a white banjo player – probably had a lot to do with that). The earliest reference to ‘barbershop’ on record was 1910’s ‘Play That Barbershop Chord’, recorded by the American Quartet. It may have been related to a common sign outside American barbershops that read, ‘Four seats, no waiting’, but no one seems to have any hard evidence that white American barbers or their customers harmonised together. On the other hand, quartet singing in black barbershops was documented during the late nineteenth century: as racial prejudice barred black men from theatres and concert halls across the South, the barbershop was one of the few places they could get together and sing. By the time barbershop singing was revived in the 1930s, as a nostalgic memory of an innocent age that countered the Depression, the scene – and its rewritten history – had become entirely white.

         Given this, you might expect the story of close-harmony quartet singing to be another case of African American expression, alienated from its origin, consumed and appropriated by dominant white America. For once, though, here was a real example of musical miscegenation. There 36had been forerunners in New Orleans’s black gospel quartets (Louis Armstrong would remember harmonising on street corners), but the hybrid sound of the Peerless Quartet and their kin also drew on German and Austrian sources. The Tyrolese Minstrels had toured the US several times between 1834 and 1843 (during which they premiered ‘Silent Night’, among other songs), and they were soon followed by other singing groups from Germany and Austria who inspired choral societies to be formed across the US, as well as college ‘glee clubs’, which specialised in three-and four-part harmonies. Yale’s first glee club was founded by a German immigrant called Gustav Stoeckel in 1863.

         Barbershop went on to play a peculiar part in American misremembering: the idea that it was all about amateur community performance, untainted by commerce (members of the Peerless and Haydn Quartets, like Arthur Collins, Henry Burr and Harry Macdonough, were well-known singers in their own right), was a nonsense; and the perceived innocence of small-town American life before World War I which it came to represent was just as mythical. Norman Rockwell’s 1936 illustration Barbershop Quartet, which appeared on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post – there had been a hugely popular barbershop contest in New York in 1935 – helped to construct a national myth around cultural erasure. Rockwell’s image is almost camp; the music by then was regarded as little more than amusingly corny. This is a real shame, as barbershop was a rare crack in the wall of racial separation and segregation in the early-twentieth-century US, a cross-cultural sound, a hybrid that characterised the young country.

         The quartets would remain popular until the Jazz Age, gamely keeping up with the news through the 1910s. The Peerless Quartet alone would come up with ‘That Raggedy Rag’ (‘Oh, that beautiful rag!’) in 1912, ‘Since Mother Goes to the Movie Shows’ (‘Everything is on the blink, dirty dishes in the sink!’) in 1916, and a bunch of songs during World War I, including ‘We Don’t Want the Bacon (We Want a Piece of the Rhine)’.

         
            * * *

         

         37What was happening with the rise of barbershop and other nascent American musics was one of the most significant developments in pop: the natural American voice was gradually becoming more dominant. The light American accent would become the basis of a classic tradition, the lingua franca of pop music, conversational in tone, with a touch of gentility. Even now, a love song sung in an upper-middle-class English drawl (Ed Sheeran’s natural speaking voice) or a working-class London accent (like Adele’s) would sound awkward, basically unacceptable in pop terms, and so both singers lean on the same Americanisms. Back in nineteenth-century America, it hadn’t been just the home-grown songs that were seen as tawdry; the American voice itself had confidence issues, and the Old World – in particular the Italian operatic school, with its trills, ornamentation and exhibitionism – had squashed nativism in the local pop music scene. In Britain, untrained singing was still regarded as music for labourers, the soundtrack of the saloon bar; likewise, respectable Americans thought of American pop culture as low and barbarous. The rapid industrial changes of the twentieth century’s first decade made a huge difference. Single urban life, with no family to shame you with subtle class differences, meant a great thawing.

         Aside from the barbershop quartets, one of the key names responsible for this cultural thaw was Florenz Ziegfeld, a twinkle-eyed character of German and Belgian parentage who had been born in Chicago in 1867. The Follies were Ziegfeld’s adaptation of the French Folies-Bergère, with songs, colour, comedy and – the thing he cared about most – the notion of ‘glorifying the American girl’.‡ The costumes were superlative; the girls needed ‘to have personality, to have grace’, claimed Ziegfeld. ‘The eyes should be large and expressive … proportions of the figure should be perfect.’ And, as P. G. Wodehouse noted drily, an outstanding selection of dancing girls could push any show ‘over the thin line that divides 38the flopperoo from the socko’. The first Ziegfeld Follies show was staged in 1907 at the Jardin de Paris and provided a first bridge between vaudeville and musical theatre. The Follies would become a Broadway institution, introducing an extraordinary number of American songs and stars to the world, Eddie Cantor, Fanny Brice and Sophie Tucker among them. Before Hollywood, getting a part in the Follies was the most fail-safe way for an actress or singer to make her name. Ziegfeld’s basic but clever idea was to use the name Follies and simply add the year; this way he always made it feel like an event, something to look forward to in the calendar, which neatly hid the fact that he was basically putting on the same revue every year. 

         Ziegfeld had an embarrassing habit of forgetting to pay his writers their fees. P. G. Wodehouse wrote: ‘You feel that $100 bills mean no more to him than matches to a cigar store. And half the time he hasn’t enough to buy a knitted waistcoat for a smallish gnat.’ Unsurprisingly, Flo was not a popular man. In 1908 he was thrown into the swimming pool designed for a chorus-girls routine. More seriously, in 1912 a love rival tried to kick him to death outside the stage door of his own theatre.

         A 1910 article in the New York Times remarked that ‘the consumption of songs in America is as constant as the consumption of shoes, and the demand is similarly met by factory output’. Tin Pan Alley was a machine, where rhyming ‘moon’ and ‘June’ wasn’t yet a cliché; indeed, it seemed to guarantee popularity. The 1908 Ziegfeld Follies gave us ‘Shine on Harvest Moon’§ – a hit recording as a duet for Ada Jones and Billy Murray, and also for ‘Ragtime’ Bob Roberts – and a year later Gus Edwards wrote the equally popular ‘By the Light of the Silvery Moon’. Edwards, who sang at the Café del Opera on 42nd and Broadway, was quite the showman; he would emerge from a dark corner with a flashlight on his face and sing a 39song about a sentimental crook called ‘Jimmy Valentine’, who sounded rather like a forefather to the Sweet’s ‘Block Buster’: ‘Now, if you see a figure crouching in the ghostly pale moonshine, and the bullseye gleam through your startled dream, then it’s Jimmy Valentine.’ 

         The most significant song in the development of American pop, written by a scrawny twenty-two-year-old called Irving Berlin, was ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’.1 We may have been more than a decade on from ‘Maple Leaf Rag’, but a Tin Pan Alley song that finally acknowledged ragtime’s existence took the form to a new level, out of the rare and into the everyday. It was such a colossal hit that everyone wanted a slice of the pie. On vaudeville stages every single act wanted to perform it; theatre managers had to tell four out of five acts that they couldn’t. It had initially broken in Chicago – which had loved ragtime from the off – in 1911, sung by coon shouter Emma Carus. By the end of the year a million copies had been sold in America; by the end of 1912 twice as many had been sold in Britain and across Europe. Tin Pan Alley’s adoption of ragtime led to it displacing the sentimental ballad (for now, at least), the dialect song and the coon song (which both more or less disappeared), and rendered music-hall and vaudeville ditties part of an older musical world.

         ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ worked so well because it was an invitation to the masses (‘Come on along … let me take you by the hand’) that was so sure of itself. ‘Come on and hear,’ it said. Don’t be afraid. Embrace the new age. ‘People say “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” started ragtime,’ Irving Berlin said. ‘It did not. Ragtime was written years before I even thought of the phrase. But it did crystallise it.’ ‘Alexander’ alone was enough for Berlin to be labelled the ‘king of ragtime’ by the press in 1912, when he paraded down Broadway; a photo of the event shows Berlin grinning underneath his top hat, on top of the world, the toppermost, unimaginably successful. He had his own copy of the photo, and on it he’d written, ‘This is the life.’

         Among the biggest, post-‘Alexander’, Tin Pan Alley ragtime hits was ‘Oh You Beautiful Doll’, sung by Billy Murray and the American Quartet and written by Nat Ayer of Boston, who had also written songs for Ziegfeld and Hullo Ragtime, a show that would conquer London in 401912. High on the show’s success, Ayer stuck around for shows at the Hippodrome, where he was drolly reviewed by The Times: ‘Mr Harry Williams and Mr Nat D. Ayer are an American pair of a type now becoming familiar to London. One sings, one plays the piano and sings; both wear pronounced evening dress, and both perform ragtime. For complicated syncopation perhaps one of the songs sung by the gentleman at the piano is (in ragtime’s native idiom) “the limit”.’ That London in 1912 was still seen as the beginning and the end for songwriters – with few suspecting its popular culture was about to be put on ice for four years – was demonstrated by Ayer’s keenness to write for the London stage. His other song for the ages was ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’, a duet first sung by Kennington’s George Robey and Kentish Town’s Violet Loraine in the 1916 show The Bing Boys Are Here. It was a lush romantic piece, instantly nostalgic, but Ayer’s cruder, more effervescent number about a ‘great big beautiful doll’ was the one that would echo down the decades, with Nancy Sinatra going on to cut it as late as 1967.

         No singer was more indicative of America’s new-found effervescence than the insatiable Sophie Tucker, who emerged in 1912, aged twenty-six, as ‘The Last of the Red Hot Mamas’, though no one had previously been aware that red-hot mamas were endangered. Tucker was a Russian–Jewish émigrée whose family had opened a restaurant in Hartford, Connecticut, where young Sophie sang for tips. After eloping in 1902, aged sixteen, she left her son Bert with her parents and moved to New York in 1906 to seek fame and fortune. Told by promoters that she was too fat and ugly to be a star, she was only given work in blackface, and spent a year and a half touring as a minstrel singer. She hated it and began to sabotage her act: first, she would take off a glove at the end of her performance, revealing a white hand; emboldened, she would then rip her wig off to show her blonde hair. The crowd went wild. This got Sophie Tucker noticed.¶

         41Her big break came with the 1909 Ziegfeld Follies, where she sang as the sets changed behind her. After two jealous leading actresses got her sacked, the vaudeville agent William Morris picked Tucker up and helped her to become a star. The louder she was, the better she was. There was no room for subtlety in Tucker’s world, and men were crushed and broken in her clutches: ‘You’ve Got to See Mama Every Night or You Can’t See Mama at All’. She ruled her men, flaunted her brooches, bangles and feathers, and shamelessly used sex to keep them in line. Given that there were barely any songs written from a woman’s perspective in the 1900s, let alone feminist ones, this was a major breakthrough. Her fan club was called the Amalgamated Red Hot Mamas of the USA. During the Prohibition years, when you had to keep the Mob sweet to get any club work, Sophie would play cards with Al Capone until six in the morning. The cross-dressing J. Edgar Hoover once asked for one of her dresses. ‘You’ll never get into it,’ she replied.

         Singing off the beat, Tucker’s style pre-empted jazz singing, and by 1929, the year of The Jazz Singer, she was the highest-paid female singer in America. Age did not diminish her; it simply gave her extra repertoire, such as ‘Life Begins at Forty’2 (‘That’s when love and living start to become a gentle art … a good man when he’s forty knows just how to take his time’). Her signature songs were the gentle ‘Some of These Days’ (1911) and ‘Second Hand Rose’ (1920), but on her raunchier numbers she could get away with murder: ‘I Don’t Want to Get Thin’3 claimed that ‘The sweetest tasting peach is one that’s round and ripe,’ while on ‘My Extraordinary Man’ she boasted, ‘I’ve had ’em short, I’ve had ’em medium, I’ve had ’em tall’; when the band step up, she laughs, ‘I’ll take care of you boys later.’ In this way she made the songs her own, almost impossible for anyone else to perform without seeming second-rate. A smart cookie, she dubbed the Tucker-adoring Judy Garland ‘the next red hot mama’ after they appeared together in Broadway Melody of 1938. Tucker’s fame was still strong enough in 1945 that her recording of ‘My Yiddishe Momme’ was blasted out on a gramophone by GIs when they reached the Brandenburg Gate.

         
            * * *

         

         42One-man melting pot Irving Berlin created a whole undiscovered borough for Americans to move into. This place was fun, it was modern (kick out that dark Victorian furniture!), and it opened up vistas beyond for other young writers who had been struggling to find their way. Among them was twenty-seven-year-old Jerome Kern, who soon discovered a place between Berlin’s high-kicking gait and the mooning, waltz-friendly romance of what had come before. George Gershwin would have been just fourteen in 1912, soaking it all up as his dad introduced him to the local New York nobility at the Turkish baths and various restaurants he ran. The Gershwins may have arrived in America as paupers, but they carried themselves like gentry, and this would come across in young George’s songs. One of his first hits was another American classic, ‘Swanee’, which Al Jolson snatched from his hand in 1920. Berlin, Kern and Gershwin became friendly competitors who would egg each other on to more dazzling melodies and wittier lyrics, much as Lennon and McCartney, Dylan, Jagger and Richards, and Holland/Dozier/Holland would forty years later. In 1935, when Gershwin took his foot off the pedal to write Porgy and Bess, Cole Porter, Hoagy Carmichael and Richard Rodgers would step up, trying to snatch his hit-maker crown.

         But more on these names later. The point is that these writers and this music owed everything to ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’. It’s the mother of American song. Tin Pan Alley songwriters would go where the money was, and in 1912 stilted rhythms and syrupy lyrics were dropped like hot potatoes. At one stroke, ‘Alexander’ consigned all other kinds of popular music to the past. It also indicated where the action would be once the mud had dried in Western Europe.

         
            * The first music publisher to move to the block was the successful M. Witmark and Sons – Isidore, Julius and Jay – who moved uptown from 14th Street to 49–51 West 28th Street in 1893. Others soon moved into close proximity: Paul Dresser and Harry Von Tilzer from Indiana; and Charles K. Harris from Milwaukee, who had written the schmaltzy but wildly successful ‘After the Ball’ in 1893. By 1900 West 28th Street had the largest concentration of popular-music publishers in the US. A chance hit and a couple of hundred dollars could secure you an office. Tin Pan Alley quickly became so effective at the publication and distribution of sheet music that publishers in other American cities were marginalised.

            † While the classical world shouldn’t impinge too heavily on our story, it would be wrong to ignore early recordings by opera singers, because they were often given popular songs to record. Alma Gluck, the celebrated Romanian soprano, cut several Stephen Foster songs, as well as James Bland’s ‘Carry Me Back to Old Virginny’. John McCormack likewise recorded plenty of Irish songs that didn’t even qualify as folk, like 1910’s ‘Dear Little Shamrock’ – things you were never likely to hear in opera houses. This was down to technology. The human voice was much easier to record than an orchestra, and the strongest voices sounded best of all. The first symphonic recording wasn’t attempted until 1915.

            ‡ They also have a precursor that Ziegfeld may have been aware of in H. G. Pélissier’s Follies, a satirical annual show that started in 1903 and was run by the Finchley-born Pélissier with some extravagance; King Edward would request a Royal Command Performance by Pélissier’s troupe at Sandringham in 1904. The Follies ran until 1913, when Pélissier died of cirrhosis, aged thirty-nine.

            § The married vaudeville couple Nora Bayes and Jack Norworth took the writing credit, though the song was likely to have been written by Bayes’s piano accompanist Dave Stamper. As he couldn’t read or write music at the time, Stamper had been unable to copyright the song – though he’d tell anyone who’d listen that it was his – so Bayes and Norworth forced him to wear Japanese stage make-up, hoping that would put off inquisitive journalists. After he left their employ, he wrote dozens of songs for the Ziegfeld Follies, which rather backed up his claim.

            ¶ Her vaudeville years gave her the opportunity to meet black performers, and her style was indebted to them. She was tight with the dancer Bojangles, aka Bill Robinson. At a party she threw in New York, Bojangles was told by the doorman that he had to come in through the kitchen rather than the main door. A furious Tucker insisted that everyone would have to enter via the kitchen.
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            DOING WHAT COMES NATURALLY: IRVING BERLIN
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            I sit at my window and the words fly past me like birds – with God’s help I catch some.

            Jean Rhys

            Meter, melody, and everything else that relates to the construction of a song are secondary. All that is necessary is to have something to say and to say it as quickly as possible.

            Irving Berlin

         

         Irving Berlin is the first in line. Top of the bill and front of the queue. His name will crop up in almost every chapter of this book because he 44wrote hit songs for more than half a century. And that still allowed for a long, and somewhat tragic, retirement – but we’ll get to that.

         In the beginning, Israel Beilin had nothing. The Siberian village where he was born in 1888 was razed to the ground by Cossacks, and his family fled to New York’s Lower East Side when he was five years old. Israel Baline, as he had been rechristened at Ellis Island, became a waiter; then, once he started writing novelty songs in his spare time, he became a singing waiter. When he got an office, the first thing he did was to put a picture of Stephen Foster on the wall – the forefather of all pop music, the songwriter who had died in poverty in the mid-nineteenth century because the business of show business wouldn’t be invented for another half-century. Nothing else on the walls. This was modernity: immigration and integration, suffragettes and skyscrapers just outside the door, a telephone on his desk, an automobile to take him home. It was 1908.

         By 1911 Berlin* had already had more than two hundred songs published, which had earned him a very tidy £100,000 in royalties. 1911 was also the year he came up with ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’. He was waiting for a train to Palm Beach, Florida, and had twenty minutes or so to kill before he left his office; the song was finished before he picked up his tan leather suitcase and locked the door. Berlin was twenty-three years old, and even if he had written nothing else, he could have lived quite comfortably for the rest of his life. ‘Do I believe in inspiration?’ he wrote years later. ‘In having things hit you from nowhere? Big things you’ve never dreamed of? Occasionally – yes. I have never given Irving Berlin any credit for “Alexander”.’ It exploded, the hit of the year, everywhere. It’s possibly the first song that springs to mind if anyone brings up ragtime, though, in truth, it’s closer to a Sousa march. It’s ersatz ragtime, with no time for rule books, but it absolutely accords with the spirit that those rule books were meant to deliver.

         Berlin went from writing lyrics on napkins and slopping soup onto people’s laps to being tagged a revolutionary almost overnight. He hadn’t found his own sound before, but he did with ‘Alexander’. Some 45said it wasn’t ragtime at all, that it lacked the classic syncopation, and they were quite right. What Berlin did was to dip in and out of ragtime norms, throw in some vaudeville, have fun with his songwriting and create a definite New York sound. These were ragtime songs, rather than ragtime itself; this difference would go on to provide fertile ground for academics and sociologists ever after, but no one outside of purists in St Louis and Sedalia gave two hoots at the time. 

         What Berlin had created was a hybrid pop song. It had a great hook and a memorable title, and it was easy to sing. It also melded a slight melancholy, which Berlin reckoned he had learned from ‘Slavonic and Semitic folk tunes’, with the vogueish ragtime style, which is what gave it a subtle urban edge (he later wrote an essay called ‘Song and Sorrow Are Playmates’). It became so ubiquitous a hit that it lent itself to multiple soundalikes and follow-ups, not least from Berlin himself: 1914’s ‘He’s a Rag Picker’ was based on the charge that he had stolen the tune for ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ from Scott Joplin. ‘Naturalness’, he found, came to him as long as he followed his own basic lyrical rule: ‘Easy to sing, easy to say, easy to remember and applicable to everyday events.’ More than seven decades later, Bill Drummond would write The Manual on how to make a number-one record, but the first edition was Berlin’s. And as Drummond would with ‘Doctorin’ the Tardis’, a UK number one in 1988, Berlin added already familiar musical quotes to ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’, with a bugle call and a smidgen of Stephen Foster’s ‘Swanee River’. He wrote songs in the way a good cook can work with whatever is hanging around in the fridge. No one had done this before.

         Why was ‘Alexander’ so big a deal? It was the first major hit to emphasise the chorus, which was twice as long as it was on most songs, and Berlin dispensed with the second verse entirely. He was more interested in the sound and feel of the lyric than the narrative. The first verse was simply there to build up anticipation for the singalong chorus – ‘Come on, you know it!’ Music historian Alec Wilder reckons it to be the first popular song in which the verse and chorus are in different keys – C and F respectively. Berlin, writing in 1913, had little doubt about why it worked: ‘The whole art of a good ragtime song lies in giving it a rhythm that is snappy, and in making it so simple that the artiste can sing it, a baby can sing it, anybody 46and everybody can sing it. Its appeal is to the masses, not the classes.’

         Sat in his office, though, he constantly worried it would all suddenly end. He had no formal training; he had never learned how to read and write music. He would look at the picture of Stephen Foster on the wall and think about the number of deathless standards he’d written. Maybe the most important song Berlin ever wrote was ‘Everybody’s Doin’ It’ in 1912. It was as big as ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’, and it pushed forward, utilising America’s new-found dance-craze bawdiness. Tea dances in cafés and restaurants now lasted all afternoon, and tea wasn’t the only beverage on offer. Couples grasped each other as they did the turkey trot and the bunny hug. F. Scott Fitzgerald would recall how the dance craze of 1912 ‘brought the nice girl into the café, thus beginning a profound revolution in American life’. This seemed to open the songwriting floodgates for the freshly confident Berlin, but there was another reason why his output became even more prolific.

         In 1913 he married, but his wife Dorothy died of a fever as soon as they returned from their honeymoon in Cuba. They had been together for barely five months. Berlin decided to throw himself deeper into his work, which resulted in his first ballad, the troubled and highly personal ‘When I Lost You’. He also branched out into publishing; other songwriters would send material to Irving Berlin Inc., and if he liked it, they would become part of the family. He toured Britain, billed as the ‘King of Ragtime’, which enabled him to call himself an international star on his return. And at this point he launched his first Broadway musical, Watch Your Step. It seemed he had ridden out the tragedy and darkness in his life, that he had it all planned out.

         What Berlin was repressing was his grief. It’s rumoured that he stayed celibate for a full decade after Dorothy’s death. The year of the Charleston, 1923, was soundtracked by ‘What’ll I Do’; the following year by ‘All Alone’. Maudlin ballads were hardly what Mr Ragtime was known for, but both were huge hits.† It was widely known that Berlin, 47a Russian Jew from the Lower East Side, was now dating Ellin Mackay, an author with Algonquin Round Table friends and the daughter of the man who ran the Postal Telegraph. Ellin’s dad did not approve, and Berlin poured his distress into these ballads. His mood had hardly improved by 1925, when his heartache led to a pair of waltzes, ‘Remember’ (a hit for Ruth Etting) and ‘Always’. An underwhelmed Algonquin circle playwright, George S. Kaufman, laughed that the latter’s opening line of ‘I’ll be loving you, always’ should have been ‘I’ll be loving you, Thursday’. When Irving and Ellin finally married in 1926, he wrote ‘At Peace with the World’. This run of hit songs is one of the first, if not the very first, to qualify as autobiographical pop, something that wouldn’t become commonplace until the 1960s. 

         Irving and Ellin’s first date, on 24 February 1924, had been at a Paul Whiteman concert at the Aeolian Hall which aimed to raise jazz to the level of classical music. His medley of Berlin songs, unfortunately, was dreary and entirely eclipsed by a new George Gershwin piece called ‘Rhapsody in Blue’. We’ll hear more about the Aeolian Hall and ‘Rhapsody’ later, but it was clear to Berlin that he would have to up his game; it was equally obvious to him that he had found a muse, one who would take his songwriting to a whole new level.

         Ellin was fifteen years his junior, and an heiress. As her father had refused to let them marry, they had had to elope. It was a Jazz Age fairy tale, and the press loved it – a wealthy, literary Catholic girl and a Jewish immigrant who had started out as a singing waiter. In 1925 Ellin became one of the very first writers for The New Yorker, a weekly magazine for the smart, young and sexy, writing a piece called ‘Why We Go to Cabarets: A Post-Debutante Explains’. Class and social distinctions tumbled down; it was all super-modern.

         
            * * *

         

         The unlikeliest thing about Berlin’s huge success is that he never believed he was a genuine talent. He thought he’d just got lucky, and that if he ever learned about musical theory or chord sequences, or how to write down quavers and crotchets, his run of luck would end – he’d 48be revealed as a fraud, as if his whole life was an unending version of Sparky’s Magic Piano.

         Whenever it looked like he might be flagging, another hit would push him back to the summit. In 1926 he’d managed to insert a song into a Rodgers and Hart stage musical called Betsy, when the show’s star, Belle Baker, complained to him that none of the songs struck her as show-stoppers. He went round to her apartment with half an idea – a song called ‘Blue Skies’ that he was writing for his baby daughter Mary Ellin – and had the whole thing finished before Belle had made a pot of coffee. Berlin excitedly called the show’s producer, Florenz Ziegfeld, who told him it was Rodgers and Hart’s show, and there were contracts and moral issues to take into account, no matter how much Ms Baker loved the song. Baker then told Ziegfeld she wouldn’t go on unless she sang it. Ziegfeld rolled his eyes and relented, just as long as Rodgers and Hart had no idea who the extra song was written by.

         On the opening night Betsy seemed to drag. Belle Baker did her best but could feel she was losing the crowd, until, just as the show was about to stall completely, she sang ‘Blue Skies’. The crowd went bananas, calling Baker for encore after encore. Rodgers and Hart sat in the audience, confused; then a spotlight picked out Berlin, sat in the front row, lustily singing the chorus, and the decibels grew further still. Lorenz Hart headed to the bar.

         
            * * *

         

         Time frames melt into each other when you talk about Irving Berlin. More than a quarter century after ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’, he wrote the best-selling record of all time, with sales figures that – in the digital era – are unlikely ever to be surpassed. In December 1937 work began on the film of Alexander’s Ragtime Band. Berlin was in Hollywood, away from his family for Christmas, and unsurprisingly feeling homesick. Rather than wallow, he decided to write a song about his circumstances. Originally, ‘White Christmas’ had a verse about palm trees and swimming pools: Berlin imagined it being sung by elegant west coast types, sipping cocktails and reminiscing about the Christmases of their childhood.49

         Berlin would often get out a sheet of paper, write a new song title at the top, then work on it for days, weeks, sometimes years. He called these ‘square songs’. Other times he’d stay up, work through the night and have a ready-made classic by breakfast. ‘White Christmas’ was one of these ‘round songs’. When Bing Crosby was handed the sheet music, he gave it a look, took his pipe from his mouth and smiled, ‘You don’t have to worry about this one, Irving.’

         The melody of ‘White Christmas’ is simultaneously cosy and melancholy, and almost entirely downward. Just the odd line climbs incrementally up and then down (‘just like the ones I used to know’), as if trying to conjure the shape of a Christmas tree out of thin air. With Crosby’s warm blanket of a vocal, and a performance designed for film rather than built for the stage, it’s an incredibly intimate song. Yet it’s all about Christmases past, with the singer wishing everyone else future white Christmases. Lurking throughout is the melancholy of times long gone, of Berlin’s heritage, and the knowledge that Christmas can be the loneliest time of the year.

         It’s typical of Berlin’s work rate and astute commerciality that while he fretted over ‘White Christmas’, knowing its power and hoping Crosby and its parent movie Holiday Inn would do it justice, he was at the same time writing ‘square songs’ that were all for the war effort and unlikely to endure any longer than an open packet of crisps. There was the fierce ‘When That Man Is Dead and Gone’, which likened Hitler to Satan (and was sung in Britain by precocious child star Petula Clark), while ‘Arms for the Love of America’ was written especially for the US Army’s Ordnance and Ammunition Department; another song, patriotic and brave enough to take on the most unromantic of subjects, was called ‘I Paid My Income Tax Today’.

         Throughout his life Berlin worried that the music would suddenly elude him, that he’d just wake up one morning and there would be nothing. It caused him sleepless nights. He went to the doctor about his insomnia and said that he had even resorted to counting sheep. The unsympathetic doctor told him he should try counting his blessings instead, and another hit was born. 1954 saw two movies based entirely on nothing more than a three-minute Irving Berlin song: There’s No 50Business Like Show Business and White Christmas. The latter was an easy-going retread of Holiday Inn, but the soundtrack included Berlin’s last great song, ‘Count Your Blessings (Instead of Sheep)’. In the film it was sung as a duet between Rosemary Clooney and Bing Crosby, but contracts prevented Clooney from appearing on the single. Instead, Bing sings it alone, with great sleepiness, backed by an ominous low-key arrangement by J. J. Lilley. String lines jump octaves with no warning and counter Bing’s beautifully somnambulant delivery with an edge that threatens to drag the song down throughout. The effect is unnerving and truly beautiful. If any one song reflected the state of Berlin’s mind, it was ‘Count Your Blessings’.

         His other hit of 1954, ‘There’s No Business Like Show Business’, reprised ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ and ‘Puttin’ on the Ritz’, as well as reviving ‘Heat Wave’, first made famous by Ethel Waters in 1933 and now performed, in glorious Cinemascope, by Marilyn Monroe. Even as his legend was being amplified for the umpteenth time, Berlin was riddled with self-doubt. He took a rest week during filming, and when asked if he was feeling better, laughed, ‘I’ve just eaten the biggest lunch … never felt better.’ Later, though, he admitted to depression. During the filming of White Christmas, Bing Crosby had gone to his house to hear the new songs. Berlin was a bag of nerves, and Crosby, sensing his discomfort, asked, ‘Do you like them, Irving? Well then, they’re good enough for me.’

         In 1955 Berlin wrote very little, save for the ironic ‘Anybody Can Write’; in 1956 there was nothing at all. He took up painting, and wasn’t much cop, which at least inspired a song called ‘(You Can’t Lose the Blues with) Colours’. He wrote songs for his children, then for his grandchildren, but not for the world outside. ‘I got to a point I didn’t want to leave my room when daylight came,’ he remembered. He would live this way for decades.

         An unseemly number of the twentieth century’s great songwriters would be hit by misfortune, illness and depression, but Berlin – the first and the greatest – seemed to be haunted by his own jukebox. One of his earliest songs was ‘I’ll See You in C-U-B-A’; his first wife would die after contracting typhoid fever there. He wrote ‘My Little Feller’ 51for Al Jolson’s second talkie, but also for his son Irving Junior, born in December 1928, who died three weeks later on Christmas Day. After this tragedy, every Christmas Eve the Berlins would tell their daughters that they needed to pop out for some last-minute Christmas preparations, when they would lay flowers on the grave of baby Irving. Song and sorrow were playmates.

         For Berlin, then, ‘White Christmas’ had an entirely different meaning to the one it had for the rest of the world, for whom it became their favourite secular carol. Once his daughters left home, he never celebrated Christmas again. But by then much of the calendar, social or seasonal, had a Berlin song to match – ‘Easter Parade’, ‘Tell Her in the Springtime’, ‘Anna Liza’s Wedding Day’, ‘Call Me Up Some Rainy Afternoon’, ‘Five O’Clock Tea’, ‘Top Hat, White Tie and Tails’, ‘Our Day of Independence’, ‘Happy Holiday’, ‘Snow’, ‘Let’s Start the New Year Right’ – and in times of peril his adopted homeland would sing his ‘God Bless America’. His songs became folk songs, in the air, everywhere; they had flown past his window, and he had been smart enough to catch them.

         When asked to consider Berlin’s position in the hierarchy of American songwriters, Jerome Kern said that ‘Irving Berlin has no place in American music. He is American music.’

         
            * His final name change had come in around 1908, when someone misspelled ‘Baline’ as ‘Berlin’ on some sheet music.

            † ‘What’ll I Do’ became the theme to the British TV series Birds of a Feather as late as 1989. ‘All Alone’ became the title track of a 1964 Frank Sinatra album, which also included ‘What’ll I Do’.
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            A CULTURE OF CONSOLATION: MUSIC HALL AND MUSICAL THEATRE
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         In 1909 Europe seemed to be sleepwalking towards disaster. A music-hall hit of that year claimed ‘There’ll Be No War as Long as There’s a King Like Old King Edward’ (because ‘he ’ates that kind of thing!’), but unfortunately for all concerned, King Edward VII died in 1910.

         In the US, popular music continued to grow and develop in a peaceful world. The country’s immediate pre-war music scene was quite different to Britain’s and wasn’t about to be frozen solid for four years. America was ushering in new names, new voices and new styles that would seem even more important in Europe after the war. Its songs were now being mass-produced.

         Britain’s Edwardian age had been separated from its Victorian era by technology. In 1901 Marconi had sent a radio signal across the Atlantic; in 1904 came the first purpose-built cinema; and in 1906 the extended Bakerloo and Piccadilly lines were able to transport the working classes from Lambeth and Elephant and Castle to the more 53moneyed environs of Oxford Street and Regent’s Park in minutes. This new mobility – along with the football boom, the decline in religious observance, Electric Theatres showing ‘moving pictures’, and even the first roller-skating craze – were all meaningful strides away from tight British class strictures. The ermine-clad music-hall singer Vesta Victoria stuck it to lower-middle-class snobbery in 1907 on her recording of ‘Poor John’, where she found herself slowly being taken apart by a prospective mother-in-law, until the final verse: ‘She gave a sigh and cried, “I wonder what on earth he wants to marry for?” That was quite enough, up my temper flew. Says I, “Perhaps it’s so that he can get away from you.”’

         Poor John’s mother would almost certainly have gone to see the Gaiety musical play The Merry Widow, brought to London by George Edwardes in 1907, in which the Austro-Hungarian bandleader Franz Lehár depicted a colourful Paris and an impoverished Balkan state in the 1860s. It was a huge hit. Edward VII came to one of the first performances, which made it a must-see. But it says a lot about recorded music’s lack of popularity in Britain in 1907 – partly because of the limitations of the two-minute cylinder or shellac format – that no English-language version was made at the time, and there wouldn’t be one until 1942. Sheet music and pianos were still a better outlet for home reproduction of musical theatre.

         The Merry Widow’s star, Lily Elsie, was earning £10 a week from the show, but music-hall chorus girls were more likely to be on 35 shillings, even though the halls were more popular than ever. Grand London venues like the Empire Leicester Square, the Hippodrome and the Palace Theatre at Cambridge Circus – within yards of each other – were all late-Victorian, purpose-built music halls; they were also the work of architect Frank Matcham, who was keen on grand refinements, like the Indian-style interior and pagoda domes he added to the Empire Palace, Nottingham. Not to be outdone by Matcham, the Moss–Thornton group had cupids painted on the ceiling of their Liverpool Empire. These halls were now called ‘variety theatres’, the ‘t’-word distinguishing them from the older halls, which had been as much dining rooms and beer halls as places for entertainment.54

         Music hall had always been thought of as coarse and vulgar (which of course it often was), and had been battling against the moralists from the get-go. Yet, perversely, some of music hall’s strongest supporters were the ones trying to curtail its grubby charms. The Coliseum on St Martin’s Lane was built in 1903 by Oswald Stoll, a Liverpudlian impresario who was ashamed of music hall’s honest vulgarity and planned to improve it, clean it up, bring in some of the folks going to see The Merry Widow by making music hall a wholesome family entertainment – everything it hadn’t been. Signs appeared backstage: ‘Please do not use any strong language’ and ‘Gentlemen of the chorus are not allowed to take their whips to the dressing rooms’. In other words, said Stoll, mind your manners.

         In 1906 came a new bill that recognised a worker’s right to withhold their labour. The music-hall strike began almost immediately, in January 1907. The strikers’ demands seemed quite reasonable: ‘No artist can be transferred from one theatre without artist’s consent’; ‘Times shall not be varied without artist’s consent’; and ‘No bias to be shown against any artist who has taken part in this movement’. Oswald Stoll led opposition to the strike, while Marie Lloyd stood by the striking performers. Stoll dismissed her ‘utterances’ as being down to her ‘innate partiality for dramatic effect’. Twenty-two halls were picketed, and the strike lasted until June, when it was ended by arbitration in favour of the artists.

         Stoll needn’t have fretted so. What his fellow sensitive Edwardians had begun, new distractions for the working classes – the growth of spectator sport, the cinema, World War I and the advent of radio – all helped to finish.* By 1933 the Garrick was staging an evening of 55‘Old Time Music Hall’; within thirty years of the Coliseum being built, music hall was essentially a thing of the past. 

         When the halls became a political battleground, the combative atmosphere put off many aspiring new acts, preventing fresh blood from joining the ranks. Ten-year-old Bud Flanagan was a budding conjuror but quit his music-hall gig as Fargo the Boy Wizard to go to sea as a ship’s electrician in 1910.†

         The strike didn’t kill music hall; it just weakened its previously unassailable position. In 1909 Harry Champion brought the house down at the Metropolitan Theatre on Edgware Road with ‘Boiled Beef and Carrots’: ‘Don’t live like vegetarians on food they give to parrots. Blow out your kite from morn ’til night on boiled beef and carrots!’ (Champion also sang ‘A Little Bit of Cucumber’ to appease vegetarians.) 1912 saw the first Royal Command Performance at the Palace Theatre, London. Irving Berlin’s ‘Everybody’s Doin’ It’ was taken off the bill at the last minute, which must have pleased the rag-phobic George Robey. ‘The Palace girls danced charmingly,’ he recalled. ‘They actually dared to wear knee length skirts. I was surprised … some of my normally boisterous colleagues suffered at the hands of the censor who went through it with a fine comb.’ Robey sang alongside Harry Lauder and most of the music-hall greats, with the notable exception of Marie Lloyd. It was a respectable but very dull affair without her. Music hall hadn’t necessarily become more serious – Harry Champion’s ‘Any Old Iron’ (‘You look dapper from your napper to your feet!’) had been a hit in 1911 – but bawdiness was almost entirely eliminated. With the royal assent, music hall was now officially respectable, and its new status would be ridiculed in Wilkie Bard’s ‘I Want to Sing in Opera’: ‘I simply love Wagner, Mozart, Puccini, their music is really tip-top. So I mean to change my name Bloggs to Bloggini and see if I can’t get a shop … Signor Caruso told me to do so.’

         56The slow demise of music hall would also see the end of a potent weapon in the social struggle. ‘Boiled Beef and Carrots’ may have sounded boisterous enough, but songs about food – and the scarcity of it – were a reflection of working-class life that would never really be replaced. In 1901 J. A. Hobson had written: ‘Among large sections of the labouring classes, the music hall is a more potent educator than the church, or the school, or the press. The glorification of brute force and an ignorant contempt for foreigners are ever-present factors, which at great political crises make the music hall a serviceable engine for generating military passion. The art of the music hall is the only popular art of the day. Its songs pass quickly from the Empire and the Alhambra across the country, through a thousand provincial halls, clubs and saloons, until the remotest village is familiar with its songs and the sentiments.’

         Given their often very localised material, the stars of the halls were surprisingly popular in America. The songs could just as easily set off the tears of America’s homesick immigrants, whatever their country of origin. 1905 saw thirty-five-year-old ex-miner Harry Lauder become a star with ‘I Love a Lassie’, a song he had written for a pantomime at the Theatre Royal, Glasgow; by 1908 he was doing a private performance for Edward VII at Sandringham. Lauder had been working as a music-hall performer in Scotland and the north of England, mostly as a comedian, but became an international star when he decided to tone down his accent, drop the jokes that were dialect-dependent and appear on stage fully kitted out in kilt, sporran and tam-o’-shanter. This must have been a weird throwback for someone who had worked for a decade down the mines of Hamilton, Lanarkshire, starting when he was fourteen years old, but it was a look that seemed to fit his own stirring, romanticised, Scottish-esque songs: not only ‘I Love a Lassie’, but also ‘Roamin’ in the Gloamin” and, most memorable of all, ‘Keep Right on to the End of the Road’ (written in 1916, a few days after his son had been killed in action).

         Songwriter Irving Caesar’s family had arrived in New York from Romania in the 1890s. ‘Harry Lauder wasn’t loud, but he was a volcano,’ Caesar recalled. ‘My father had only been in this country ten or fifteen years. If he could go to a Harry Lauder presentation and come 57away and buy the records, and make the records part of their cultural experience, that proves something, doesn’t it?’

         Caesar was one of a rising tide of American songwriters whose work would eventually eclipse Austro-Hungarian operettas and British music hall, but for now the US wept to ‘I Love a Lassie’ and swooned to the decidedly non-American, Viennese sounds of Franz Lehár, Emmerich Kálmán (The Countess Maritza) and Oscar Straus (The Chocolate Soldier). These were the descendants of Offenbach, but this was operetta largely without the raised eyebrow, romantic rather than witty. Gypsies seemed to be their major lyrical preoccupation. Lehár’s The Merry Widow wowed New York as it had London. A phenomenon at the time, its charms are largely untranslatable – like the Goons or Frampton Comes Alive! – to modern ears.

         The Merry Widow had opened at George Edwardes’s Gaiety Theatre in 1907 and ran for more than two years. The Gaiety shows often made stars of their actresses, all of whom had hour-glass figures and milk-white skin, and The Merry Widow made Lily Elsie a huge star. Edwardes had originally signed up Mitzi Gunther, the original Merry Widow, who had made the operetta a hit in Germany and Austria, before he had met her; when she arrived in London, he got a shock and declared, ‘She has the voice of an angel, but no waist.’ The reality of weighty Teutonic operetta wasn’t for Edwardes, so he commissioned librettist Basil Hood to lighten the load and make The Merry Widow gayer and younger. The script now included the Ruritanian ambassador in Paris, Baron Popoff, and his troublesome pet, Hetty the hen. Lehár, a serious man, was unimpressed. Actor Joe Coyne, playing Prince Danilo, was such a lousy singer that he recited every song. When Lehár turned up to rehearsals, Edwardes convinced him that Coyne was ‘saving his voice’. None of this mattered. Lily Elsie became one of the most famous women in the country, and soon her face featured on chocolate boxes and biscuit tins. Middle-class women wore her wide-brimmed hat, and the ‘Merry Widow Waltz’ – reversed, in the Viennese style – was a sensation, selling over two million sheet-music copies.

         The actresses in Edwardes’s shows were maybe the closest thing Britain had to pop stars. Appearing in Havana, Hope Hillier remembered 58meeting her co-star Gladys Cooper for the first time: ‘She came into the dressing room looking so beautiful that I had to gasp for breath.’ Stage-door johnnies had to be kept at bay, and Edwardes always felt slighted when his actresses married. Ruby Miller, with her spectacular red hair, became a favourite of the ‘mashers’ – Miller recalled them as ‘resplendent young men in their tails, their opera hat and cloak lined with satin, carrying tall ebony canes with gold knobs and gardenias in their buttonholes’. Max Beerbohm was a regular at both the Gaiety and Edwardes’s second theatre, Daly’s, and wrote about the allure and ‘surpassing joy’ of the actresses: ‘The look of total surprise that overspreads the faces of these ladies whenever they saunter onto the stage and behold us for the first time, making us feel that we have taken rather a liberty in being there: the faintly cordial look that appears for a fraction of an instant … the splendid nonchalance, all so proud, so fatigued, all seeming to wonder why they were born, and born to be so beautiful.’

         In 1908 George Bernard Shaw’s sister Lucy returned from Germany and contacted Edwardes to tell him that Oscar Straus had turned Shaw’s Arms and the Man into an operetta called The Chocolate Soldier, and it was doing very well. The cocky Edwardes turned it down flat as Shaw had been sniffy about the Gaiety shows before, when he had been drama critic for the Saturday Review. His pettiness caused him to miss out on a huge hit – almost on the scale of The Merry Widow – and The Chocolate Soldier went straight to Broadway instead.

         Edwardes opened a third theatre, the Adelphi, in 1911, but he was stretching himself and overestimating the lasting appeal of his style of poperetta. The Count of Luxembourg premiered there with great fanfare. Lily Elsie – now on £100 a week – was its star, Franz Lehár conducted, and King George V and Queen Mary were in the royal box on opening night. The Daily Chronicle wrote that Elsie gave ‘the strange impression of being from another world, where stage romances are life-and-death affairs, and a touch of the fingertips, a glance, a whisper, are matters of almost religious ecstasy’. Unfortunately, the paper also noted that ‘it is delicious while it lasts, but one comes away with few definite musical memories’. The Count of Luxembourg did poor business; the craze for waltzes was fading. And in worse news for Edwardes, Lily Elsie told him 59that she was to marry and retire from the stage. Soon after, he suffered a stroke from which he never fully recovered.

         Changing musical tastes, ailing theatrical impresarios and the shadow of imminent war aside, the bioscope – or cinema, as it was soon to be known – was poised to replace the physical space of the variety theatre. Silent films threatened the musical play, so Edwardes came up with The Girl on the Film, a crude parody, in 1913. But a bigger threat came from the ‘revue’, an American import which didn’t have a need for a plot, just sketches, solo turns, songs and dances linked together by a vague central theme. Albert De Courville, a reporter for London’s Evening News, travelled to the US to study the way Americans produced their shows; he returned full of ragged-up enthusiasm and booked the Hippodrome to stage Hullo Ragtime in 1912. He brought a ‘trap’ drummer, cornet player and trombonist over to join the Hippodrome’s own orchestra. Its leader, Julian Jones, initially loathed this intrusion – ‘This is not music,’ he told De Courville, ‘it’s against all the principles of music!’ – but when the non-stop show was a runaway hit, he eventually conceded it was ‘quite effective’. De Courville allowed for no curtain waits and brought in an American dance instructor who drilled the chorus girls in a manner that was alien to Edwardes’s delicately staged routines. Everything about Hullo Ragtime moved faster, faster.

         
            * * *

         

         The difference in the pace of Edwardian Britain and America could be summed up by the story of James Bland, a black middle-class New Yorker.

         Genuine black minstrel troupes – known as Georgia Minstrels rather than Nigger Minstrels, who were in blackface – had been popular in Britain since the 1870s, in the halls as well as when performing for nobility (Queen Victoria was alleged to have cracked a smile for one Billy Kersands of the Hague and Hicks troupe). Bland arrived in London in 1882, with his five-string banjo, as part of the Haverly troupe. He was quickly acclaimed for his own compositions: ‘Oh Dem Golden Slippers’, ‘Hand Me Down My Walking Cane’, ‘Carry Me Back to Old Virginny’ (‘where the cotton and corn and taters grow’) and the 60sweet barbershop harmonies of ‘In the Evening by the Moonlight’. The pre-war South in all its mythic honeysuckle gentility was evoked by Bland’s songs, and Britain hailed him as a successor to Stephen Foster, slapped his back, bought him drinks and treated him with due respect. When it was time for the Haverly Minstrels to go home, Bland decided to stay on in London.

         His billing was ‘James Bland – the Idol of the Halls’, and he began to sing songs about London life while dressed immaculately in a suit. English hospitality began to catch up with him, though, and his fondness for pubs led him to turn up late for shows and stumble over his words, which his hosts put down to southern eccentricity. Yet when he returned to New York at the turn of the century, his homeland saw him as yesterday’s man, washed up. Ragtime was taking over, and his songs seemed old-fashioned, embarrassing, an echo of a past that newly urbanised America – especially black America – was keen to forget. Bland died, broke, in 1911.

         In the shadow of a war that some knew was coming, Britain felt like it was in a state of flux. In stark contrast to the metallic brashness of Sophie Tucker and ‘Oh You Beautiful Doll’, the pre-war gentility of Britain was summed up by one of 1912’s biggest hits, Sidney Baines’s ‘Destiny Waltz’. A piece of light music that led to a series of Baines waltzes – ‘Ecstasy’, ‘Mystery’, ‘Victory’, ‘Witchery’ and the language-mangling ‘Frivolry’ – it sold a million copies and couldn’t have been more date-stamped; it was allegedly one of the tunes played on the Titanic. The light classical sound of the English tea dance, as much as the newly tamed world of music hall, met its nemesis in ragtime. J. B. Priestley saw the revolution at close quarters: ‘Of all the new exciting things that were crowding into our lives, the most urgent hit me when I went over to Leeds to a variety show at the Empire and heard Ragtime. Suddenly, I discovered the 20th century, glaring and screaming at me. The syncopated frenzy of this was something quite new – shining with sweat, the ragtimers almost hung over the footlights, defying us to resist the rhythm, drumming us into another kind of life in which anything might happen.’

         Sophie Tucker was the physical embodiment of emancipation, and her American voice was the sound of Britain’s near future. In 1913 she 61began calling herself the ‘Mary Garden of Ragtime’ (Garden being a contemporary Scottish opera singer); she would have the pop nous to switch her nickname after the war to ‘The Queen of Jazz’ and picked up a new backing band called the Five Kings of Syncopation. Britain in 1913 was whistling a new music-hall song that still retains a sadness almost too great to think about. Florrie Forde recorded ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ as a lament from an Irish worker in London; a year later, it signified a far greater homesickness.

         
            * The same new pastimes meant that choral societies and brass bands – staples of the Victorian age – went into decline. In 1910 The British Bandsman’s Yorkshire correspondent asked, ‘Can anyone account for the apathy of the younger generation against becoming bandsmen?’ One answer was to be found in the centre of Bradford a year later, when Bradford City paraded the FA Cup for the first and only time, and ‘the multitude surged and swayed in Town Hall Square, Forster Square and Peel Square … a solid mass of people some of whom swarmed up lampposts in order to catch a glimpse of the Cup. The cheering swept through the streets in waves, and the teeming populace seemed almost frantic with joy.’

            † Ironically, Bud Flanagan, with partner Chesney Allen, would later became one of the last hold-outs of music hall. A gentle singing comedy duo, they didn’t work together until the mid-1920s, but had become beloved stars of the Palladium by the end of the ’30s. Their sound was somehow very comforting, with Flanagan singing and Allen vaguely harmonising in a semi-spoken voice. Flanagan’s own ‘Underneath the Arches’ became their signature tune.
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