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      IMPORTANT PERSONS 


      Conny Bauer: Trombonist, born 1943. Repeated appearances with Schweizer in the 1980s. Recordings with Schweizer and the London Jazz Composers Orchestra: Theoria (1991) and Radio Rondo (2008). Lives in Berlin. 


      Han Bennink: Percussionist, born 1942. Has worked with Schweizer since the recording of European Echoes in 1969. Countless appearances together in various ensembles. Duo CDs: Irène Schweizer – Han Bennink (1995) and Welcome Back (2015). Lives in Amsterdam. 


      Anthony Braxton: Saxophonist, music theorist, born 1945. Lives in Middletown (Connecticut). 


      Peter Brötzmann: Saxophonist, born 1941. Has known Schweizer since 1965. Occasional concerts together in the early years. Recorded on European Echoes in 1969. In 1984, Schweizer played in his ensemble at the Sound Unity Festival in New York. Lives in Wuppertal. 


      Peter Bürli: Journalist, head of the jazz department of the Swiss Radio DRS/SRF. Born 1957. Has done articles and programs on Schweizer since 1985; organized numerous studio recordings and concert recordings with Schweizer, some of which appear on Intakt CDs. Lives in Zürich. 


      Rüdiger Carl: Saxophonist, clarinetist, accordionist, born 1944. Met Schweizer in 1972 as part of the FMP scene, and then played in many ensembles with her. Various recordings together for FMP, and, after 1988, with COWWS. Lives in Frankfurt. 


      John Corbett: Cultural organizer, concert promoter, gallerist, born 1963. Presented Schweizer in Chicago; her solo concert there in 2000 was released on CD. Re-released the out-of-print live recording of the Tchicai-Schweizer Group at the 1975 Willisau Jazz Festival, “Willi the Pig,” on CD. Lives in Chicago. 


      Sylvie Courvoisier: Pianist, born 1968. Met Schweizer in the early 1980s. Lives in New York. 


      Monique Crelier: Born 1994; has been Schweizer’s partner since 2009. Formerly ran a hairdresser’s salon. Lives in Basel. 


      Marilyn Crispell: Pianist, born 1947. Duo CD with Irène Schweizer: Overlapping Hands: Eight Segments (FMP 1990). Lives in Woodstock. 


      Andrew Cyrille: Percussionist, born 1939. Various concerts with Schweizer; CD releases: Irène Schweizer – Andrew Cyrille (recorded live at Willisau Jazz Festival 1988) and Berne Concert with Trio 3 + Irène Schweizer (2007). Lives in New York. 


      Jacques Demière: Pianist, born 1954. Worked with Schweizer as composer and pianist in the mid-1980s. Lives in Geneva. 


      Hamid Drake: Percussionist, born 1955. Numerous appearances with Schweizer in Europe and Chicago. Their recordings from taktlos 1998 and Willisau 2007 appear on the Intakt CD Irène Schweizer – Fred Anderson – Hamid Drake. Lives in Chicago and Milan. 


      Pierre Favre: Percussionist, born 1937. First recording with Schweizer as Pierre Favre Trio: Santana (1968). Has since been a close musical partner and confidant of Schweizer. Was present along with Schweizer in 1969 at the recording of European Echoes by Manfred Schoof. Countless concerts and three duo CDs with Schweizer. Worked at Paiste from 1967 to 1972, Schweizer worked there as his secretary. Lives in Uster. 


      Peter K. Frey: Bassist, born 1941. In 1971, played in the Irène Schweizer Quartet with Makaya Ntshoko and Jürg Grau. Lived in the cultural-politically engaged musicians’ living community WG am Wasser with, among others, Schweizer and the pianist Urs Voerkel, from 1974 to 1977. In their Huus Trio, Schweizer played drums. Founded the Workshop for Improvised Music (WIM) and Swiss Musicians’ Cooperative (MKS). Lives in Zürich. 


      Jost Gebers: Bassist, social worker, born 1940. Founder of Free Music Production (FMP), directed FMP, organized the Total Music Meeting, Free Music Workshop, and other concert series in Berlin from 1968 to 2000. Produced and released numerous recordings with Schweizer, including Wilde Señoritas (1976) and Hexensabbat (1977). Lives in Borken. 


      Barry Guy: Bassist, born 1947. Leads the London Jazz Composers Orchestra. Various appearances and recordings with Schweizer, including Theoria (1991) and Radio Rondo (2008). Lives near Zürich. 


      Rosina Kuhn: Painter, born 1940, a friend of Schweizer’s since 1977. Performances together until 1983. Designed the CD covers for Les Diaboliques. Lives in Zürich. 


      Oliver Lake: Saxophonist, born 1942. Concerts with Schweizer, Reggie Workman, and Andrew Cyrille in 2007 in Bern and Zürich; a concert recording was released on Intakt as Berne Concert with Trio 3 + Irène Schweizer. Lives in Montclair, New Jersey. 


      Patrik Landolt: Cultural organizer, journalist, CD producer, concert organizer, editor for many years of the left-wing weekly paper WoZ. Born 1956. Has known Schweizer since 1976. Beginning in 1982, he founded, with Schweizer, various autonomous musicians’ and cultural initiatives, including Fabrikjazz, taktlos, unerhört! and, finally, Intakt. Close friend, confidant, and supporter of Schweizer. Lives in Zürich. 


      Joëlle Léandre: Bassist, born 1951. Has known Schweizer since 1978. Countless appearances together, including the trio Les Diaboliques with Maggie Nicols since 1991. Various recordings and releases together on Nato, FMP, and Intakt. Lives in Paris. 


      George E. Lewis: Trombonist, composer, professor of composition at Columbia University in New York. Born 1952. Many concerts with Schweizer in a wide variety of ensembles. Recordings together: Les Douze Sons (Joëlle Léandre, 1983), Live at taktlos (1984), and The Storming of the Winter Palace (1986). Lives in New York. 


      Paul Lovens: Percussionist, born 1949. Has known Schweizer since 1975, from the WG am Wasser. Played with Schweizer at the first taktlos festival in 1984; the recording appeared as the first Intakt LP, Live at taktlos. Lives in Nickelsdorf, Austria. 


      La Lupa: Folksinger, born 1947. Has known Schweizer since 1985, is her friend, and developed a concert program together with her. Lives in Zürich. 


      Rosmarie A.Meier: Sociologist, concert organizer, born 1955. Directs the Alters­zentrum Pfrundhaus-Bürgerasyl elder living facility in Zürich. Has known Schweizer since 1979 as a close friend and confidante. Organized the first Swiss Women’s Jazz Festival Canaille in 1986. Has organized concerts and tours for Schweizer, and founded the Intakt label with Patrik Landolt. Lives in Zürich. 


      Tommy Meier: Saxophonist, born 1959. CDs with Schweizer and his band Root Down: Root Down (2007), and The Master and the Rain (2010). Lives in Jonen. 


      Louis Moholo: Percussionist, born 1940. Has known Schweizer since 1964; countless concerts together in a wide variety of ensembles. Recordings and releases in trio with Schweizer and Rüdiger Carl from 1975 to 1978: Messer and Tuned Boots; duo CD Irène Schweizer – Louis Moholo (Intakt, 1986). 2003 tour of South Africa with Schweizer. Lives in Cape Town. 


      Mani Neumeier: Percussionist, born 1940. Has known Schweizer since 1963; played in the Schweizer Trio from 1964 to 1967. Recordings together: Early Tapes (1967) and Jazz Meets India (1967). Lives near Heidelberg. 


      Maggie Nicols: Singer, born 1948. Has played with Schweizer in a wide variety of ensembles since 1978, first in the Feminist Improvising Group FIG, later also in the taktlos group, and since 1991 in the trio Les Diaboliques with Léandre. Various recordings and releases together. Lives in Carms, Wales. 


      Lucas Niggli: Percussionist, born 1968. Works as board member with Schweizer in the Intakt Records Association. Lives in Uster. 


      Makaya Ntshoko: Percussionist, born 1939. Has known Schweizer since 1962, countless concerts in many different groups. Recordings and releases together: Willi the Pig: Live at the Willisau Jazz Festival (1975, with John Tchicai and Buschi Niebergall) and Can Walk on Sand (Where’s Africa Trio with Omri Ziegele, 2009). Lives in Basel. 


      Evan Parker: Saxophonist, born 1942. Worked with Schweizer sporadically over many years, beginning in 1969 in the Pierre Favre Quartet. Recordings with Schweizer and the London Jazz Composers Orchestra: Theoria (1991) and Radio Rondo (2008). Lives in Faversham, England. 


      William Parker: Bassist, directs the New York Vision Festival. Born 1952. With Peter Kowald, organized the Sound Vision Festival in New York in 1984, at which Schweizer appeared. Occasional appearances together since then in New York and Zürich. Lives in New York. 


      Barre Phillips: Bassist, born 1934. Occasional concerts with Schweizer in various groups since 1970; recordings with her and the London Jazz Composers Orchestra: Theoria (1991) and Radio Rondo (2008). Lives in France. 


      Marianne Regard: Neuropsychologist, born 1946. Has known Schweizer since the late 1960s; they have been friends since 1975. Since then she has become one of Schweizer’s closest friends, and has accompanied her on many concert tours. Lives in Zürich. 


      Urs Röllin: Guitarist, founder and director of the Schaffhausen Jazz Festival, born 1959. Organized many of Schweizer’s concerts, and has presented her work since 1990 at the festival in many different ensembles. Also a member of the festival’s advisory board. Lives in Schaffhausen. 


      Isolde Schaad: Writer, publicist, works for the left-wing weekly paper WoZ, born 1944. In 1967, she wrote her first article about Schweizer, and in 1990 she gave the honorary address when Schweizer was awarded the Georg Fischer prize. Originally from Schaffhausen. Lives in Zürich. 


      Margrit Schlatter: Younger sister of Irène Schweizer, pharmacist, born 1942. Married with a son. Lives in Schaffhausen. 


      Alexander von Schlippenbach: Pianist, born 1938. With Schweizer, was part of the recording of European Echoes by Manfred Schoof. Lives in Berlin. 


      Manfred Schoof: Trumpeter, born 1936. Appeared with Schweizer in 1967 at the Donaueschingen Music Days and the Berlin Jazz Days, in the project “Jazz Meets India.” Schweizer also took part in the recording of his European Echoes in June 1969 in Bremen. This influential LP was the beginning of the FMP label. Lives near Cologne. 


      Günter Baby Sommer: Percussionist, born 1943. Numerous appearances and tours with Schweizer since 1984. Recordings together: Live at taktlos (1984), The Storming of the Winter Palace (1986), and Irène Schweizer – Günter Sommer (1987). Lives in Radebeul. 


      Bruno Spoerri: Saxophonist, born 1935. Has known Schweizer since her first appearance at the National Amateur Jazz Festival Zürich in 1958. They performed together with his band Jazz Rock Experience in 1970. Lives in Zürich. 


      Co Streiff: Saxophonist, born 1959. Met Schweizer at the 1986 Canaille Festival; since then has played with her in various groups. Duo CD: Twin Lines (Intakt, 2001). Lives in Jonen. 


      Fredy Studer: Percussionist, born 1948. Played with Schweizer in the Jazz Rock Experience. In 1972, he took over Pierre Favre’s position at Paiste, where Schweizer worked as a secretary until 1974. Lives in Lucerne. 


      Niklaus Troxler: Graphic artist, founded the Willisau Jazz Festival in 1975, born 1947. Organized numerous concerts for Schweizer, and presented her work continuously and comprehensively in a wide variety of ensembles between 1968 and 1992. Presented Schweizer’s first solo concert, in Willisau in 1976. Lives in Willisau and Berlin. 


      Nikola Weisse: Actress with the Marthaler company in Basel, born 1941. Has known Schweizer since 1985; has been her friend and neighbor since 2004. Lives in Zürich. 


      Jürg Wickihalder: Saxophonist, born 1973 in Glarus. Recorded the Intakt CDs Jump, by the Jürg Wickihalder European Quartet feat. Irène Schweizer, and Spring, by the Irène Schweizer – Jürg Wickihalder Duo. Lives in Zürich. 


      Reggie Workman: Bassist, born 1937. Concerts with Schweizer, Lake, and Cyrille in 2007, in Bern and Zürich, were released on Intakt as Berne Concert with Trio 3 + Irène Schweizer. Lives in New York. 


      Omri Ziegele: Saxophonist, born 1959. Numerous duo concerts with Schweizer since 1997; founded and worked with her in the musicians’ initiative OHR. With Schweizer, recorded the CDs Where’s Africa (2005) and Can Walk on Sand (2009). Lives in Zürich. 


      A note on references 


      All publications are cited to the fullest extent possible. Missing or partial citations are due to unobtainable source information (for example, newspaper clippings with no date/author/publication title, from a personal archive). 


      THIS UNCONTAINABLE 
FEELING OF FREEDOM


      



      This music is the music of the hidden force of the universe
– Louis Moholo 


      Zürich, February 2013. A clear, cold winter’s day. Behind the city, the Alps are visible. From the main station, she’s told me, I should take tram line 3, direction Albisrieden, five stations. I’m on time, and at the Kalkbreite station she’s waiting for me: Irène Schweizer, pianist, avant-gardist, icon of Swiss and European free jazz and of the Anti-Apartheid and Women’s Movements. From here, it’s only a few minutes’ walk to her home on the Feldstrasse, in the Aussersihl district. She’s a little nervous, because her heating system picked today to break down. Despite this, we sit in her kitchen, drink tea, and begin to talk about her life. This is visibly difficult for her; she has never been a voluble artist. In preparation for our first meeting, she looked up some articles about herself—documents that she considers important and that were used as the basis for a documentary film about her, made by Gitta Gsell. But she hasn’t collected anything more than this, she says. There’s one longer article that she thinks is particularly good, in which she recounts her life in fifteen pages. More than that isn’t really necessary, she says. She opens up to questions reluctantly. Other people, she says, can certainly tell you more about her. Her companions, musicians, artists, friends, and neighbors. Her family. A few days later, she sends a list of names: companions in her life, or at least part of it. After this, we meet regularly in her apartment. Always in her kitchen, with the balcony overlooking the inner courtyard, where she sat in the past with Günter Baby Sommer and so many other musical colleagues and friends. Not in her studio, where her piano (a Grotrian-Steinweg) and computer reside. Not in her living room, between the paintings—one by Sonja Sekula, which Schweizer bought, and one by Gottfried Honegger, who invited her to choose one from his studio—and among her books, her movies, and an impressive collection of jazz records from the late 1950s to now. Amidst these markers of her life, her apartment is very well-organized and tidy; everything is in its place, as if she needed this orderly framework so that, within it, she could have a place to break the order, to split it open. To deploy this physical force, playing with her forearms and the edges of her hands, with cymbals and beaters, the work on the keys, the strings, the piano’s entire body. Jagged fragments woven into melodies as fine as spiderwebs. 


      A year and a half later: November 2014. A welcoming fall day. The Zürich “unerhört!” festival, which she co-founded, is in full swing. When I ring her bell at the appointed time, she’s surprised to see me—she thought I was coming the next day. Despite this, she invites me into her kitchen. In the months preceding and following this, there were many meetings and conversations: with her producer, Patrik Landolt of Intakt Records; with her musical companions of many years, Louis Moholo, Pierre Favre, and Han Bennink; with Maggie Nicols and Joelle Léandre; with Jost Gebers, longtime head of Free Music Production (FMP); with Peter Brötzmann and Alexander von Schlippenbach, comrades from the FMP era; with English saxophonist Evan Parker; with Niklaus Troxler, director of the Willisau jazz festival; with her American colleagues Andrew Cyrille and George Lewis; with Swiss saxophonist Co Streiff; with Rosmarie A. Meier, sociologist and founder of the Canaille festival in Switzerland; and with many more. These interviews, nearly 100 of them, are the basis of the present book, together with countless articles and liner notes from newspaper archives, the archive of the Darmstadt Jazz Institute, and Intakt Records, the record label that has promoted, distributed, and documented her work since 1984. 


      On this day in November 2014 she has a surprise for me: five file boxes full of articles she’s collected over four decades, from 1968 to 2008. Later that evening, when I tell Patrik Landolt about it, he tells me he’s heard about these boxes, but has never seen them. The fact that she has not only shown them to me, but has given them to me in a huge trunk to take to Berlin, is a real show of trust. With her life literally in my briefcase, I set out on my journey. 



      Childhood in the Landhaus: The Innkeeper’s Daughter



      Schaffhausen, June 2, 1941: on this Whit Monday in early summer, Irène Schweizer was born, the second daughter of Frieda and Karl Schweizer, restauranteurs in Schaffhausen, the northernmost city in Switzerland. Next door, Germany was at war with the rest of the world. In this city close to the border, bomb alerts were frequently heard, forcing the family to retreat to one of the air raid shelters. Three-year-old sister Lotte and baby Irène were joined in 1942 by Margrit, the youngest (the Schweizers’ first child, Helene, had died of a blood disease in 1936, at the age of nine months). Karl and Frieda ran the Restaurant Landhaus, across from the train station, which Karl rented from the local agricultural cooperative. This was not the picturesque part of the medieval city, with its wooden gabled houses. It was much more a working-class neighborhood. World War II had been raging for two years, and was now pressing against the border of Switzerland. Despite their declared neutrality, the Swiss had to perform military service at the border to secure it. This meant that Karl often had to be away from the family for long periods of time, during which Frieda had to take care of the inn and the children by herself. In 1941, Schaffhausen had a population of about 22,000; today it is almost 36,000. 


      When Schweizer was just 18 days old, the first meeting of the Schaffhausen Trust Agency was held in the Restaurant Landhaus. The agency was formed to address the question of distributing produce in Switzerland. The Schaffhausen newspaper, Schaffhauser Nachrichten, later reported: “As World War II drew ever closer to our country, measures were taken to ensure normal distribution of vegetable products within the country. Following the trust agencies successfully initiated and operating in Basel, Bern, Graubunden, Lucerne, and Zürich, such an agency was also started in Schaffhausen and in other areas.” (SN, January 17, 1948). 


      Functions and events of all kinds regularly took place in the main hall of the Landhaus, and the Schaffhausen paper reported on them as well. The paper was founded in 1861 and operated until 1940 as the Schaffhauser Intelligenzblatt; since then it has been known as the Schaffhauser Nachrichten. The paper often reported on gatherings in the decorated banquet hall: “On December 2, 1949, 72 women from the working school commissions of 31 communities gathered at the Restaurant Landhaus. The Schaffhausen Charitable Women’s Association was represented by its president and two members of the board, and the teachers’ association and school commission of the city of Schaffhausen were represented by four members. The topic of discussion was ‘Education of girls of post-school age.’” (SN, December 9, 1949). 


      Schweizer relates that before he became the innkeeper at the Gasthaus, her father Karl traveled all over Switzerland as a cook, “from hotel to hotel, from season to season. He worked all over, in the most important hotels, especially in Lucerne. That’s how he met my mother, when she was also working there. My father, who originally came from Hallau, wanted to open his own restaurant with my mother in Schaffhausen, and was able to rent this Landhaus. The offices of the Agricultural Association were also in the building. There was a room for meetings, parties and weddings, and, above that, there was our very large apartment, where the employees also lived. The assistant cook, the kitchen maid, and the house boy all had a room there. I shared a room with my younger sister.”



      Schweizer’s younger sister, Margrit Schlatter, remembers the Landhaus, which was torn down in 1999: “The innkeeper’s house was on the other side of the tracks, where workers lived. The restaurant did very good business, especially as long as my father was cooking there. It was actually the most popular restaurant in Schaffhausen, the place to eat. That meant that my parents could save a little money so that we children could have some opportunities. All the farmers came to the inn, but also businesspeople from Schaffhausen came to eat lunch there on Sundays. Many clubs also met there, because on the first floor there was the hall with the piano.”



      The origin and history of the Landhaus restaurant was closely connected to the farmers’ political movement at the beginning of the 20th century, and also influenced the milieu in which Schweizer grew up. “In the first decades of this century, a mood of optimism prevailed among the Schaffhausen farmers: throughout the canton, agricultural cooperatives were set up to help the mainly small farms to help themselves. In 1911, the Agricultural Cooperative Association of Schaffhausen [Landwirtschaftlicher Genossenschaftsverband Schaffhausen, GVS] was founded as a member of the Cantonal Agricultural Association [Kantonaler Landwirtschaftlicher Verein, KLV]. In 1914, the GVS rented space in the old peat shed on Spitalstrasse. In 1920, they acquired a storage area in a good location near the railway station and built their own mill. In 1918 the farmers asserted their right to have their voice heard politically and founded the Schaffhausen Farmers’ Party. From 1924 to 1928 they held three of five government-mandated seats as representatives.” (SN, April 1, 1999). 


      In 1932, the GVS went into the wine business, and a new building was opened, with its own meeting room and restaurant. The new “Landhaus” quickly became a center for agricultural trade for the entire region from Trasandingen to Stein am Rhein, and from Bargen to Rüdlingen. The GVS management and farmers’ secretariat, as well as the editorial staff of their own daily journal, the Schaffhauser Bauer, had their offices in the Landhaus. The hall hosted not only all of the cantonal farmers’ meetings, but also events such as a “Charlottenfels school examination post-party with folk tunes from Lüpfig, followed by student theater.” The well-run restaurant on the ground floor was also popular with those of differing political persuasions. On Saturday mornings for years, it was a meeting place for a rather unusual group from the city: “Walther Bringolf, Hermann Erb, Hermann Huber, Georg Leu, Armin Walter, and other true believers wearing the broad black hats of the then Socialist Workers’ Party felt right at home ‘with the farmers.’ Meanwhile, at the piano in the hall the host’s daughter—the now world-famous jazz pianist Irène Schweizer—could often be heard practicing” (SN, April 1, 1999). Schweizer was 18 years old when, on the night of February 25, 1960, a major fire destroyed most of the farmers’ center. Only the Landhaus survived. 
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The Landhaus restaurant and inn


      Daily Family Business: Guests First



      Day-to-day family life in the inn was organized around the opening hours of the restaurant. According to Schweizer, the kitchen maid was responsible for getting the schoolchildren out of bed and giving them breakfast. “I never knew when the employees got up, or where they had breakfast. The restaurant was always open until half past midnight, and then everyone went to bed late. The restaurant didn’t open before 9 AM, so we children were awake before that and had to go to school. We didn’t get anything to eat until all the guests had been served, the guests always came first. On Sunday afternoons, we were fed around 3 o’clock. There was a little room downstairs where the family and the employees ate.”



      Father: Cooking for 100



      Karl Schweizer was born January 2, 1902 in Hallau, a small town in the Blauburgunder wine region around Schaffhausen. He trained as a cook and worked in various restaurants in Switzerland, including in Lucerne, where he met Schweizer’s mother, Frieda Bösch. At the Landhaus, Karl did the cooking, while Frieda was responsible for the buffet. “We had a waitstaff: one woman who was temporary help and one who was a permanent employee. My mother organized all that. They both always had a lot to do; they worked themselves to death. My father died of a heart attack suddenly one day. I don’t remember him ever being sick. He just overexerted himself. He did a crazy amount of work. In the hall there were a lot of gatherings, and he would cook for 100 people. Really, innkeepers like that shouldn’t have had children. They hardly had any time for the children.”



      Schweizer’s sister Margrit says that the meeting hall was booked almost every Saturday: “About 100 people would be there. Sometimes there were concerts, or the city musicians rehearsed there. And whenever the hall wasn’t occupied, our older sister Lotte played there, from the time she was a small child. Later Irène did too, of course—they always went to play piano as soon as they were able and had the time.” Their father sang in the men’s chorus, and probably also had a clarinet, which the children later found among his possessions. Margrit thinks that Irène’s musicality came from their father, “who could pick up any instrument and play something on it. I remember him playing fiddle and harmonica. He was never allowed to learn to play an instrument as a boy. He probably would have been quite a good musician if he had had time and had learned an instrument.” Schweizer commented: “Unfortunately, when I started playing piano he wasn’t there to hear it.”



      Their memories of their childhood are fragile and selective. Schweizer remembers only a few hours spent with her father: “We didn’t have a car then, and my father couldn’t drive. But I know that he took me with him sometimes when he went somewhere in the country with a guest, visiting other inns. Afternoons, when he had a few hours free. Sometimes it was just me with them, sometimes my little sister was there also. Then I sat in the back, we’d stop for something to eat, and I was allowed to have a Fanta or a cola. Once I felt so bad that I threw up in the car—he was a little angry with me about that.” Margrit describes their father as “very emotional. Chefs are all a little like that, trying things out and getting upset when they don’t work. Irène gets impatient very quickly, and our father was like that too. If things don’t go the way she wants, or she has to wait, she also has this impatience. And she was already like that as a small child. She’d throw something out the window on impulse, not even knowing what she was doing. Once she broke a windowpane that way, just in the moment, in a frenzy.” Irène, though, doesn’t remember her father that way: “My father was a very energetic man—people said he had a short temper. I probably inherited that, as a child I also had a short temper. If I didn’t like something, I flipped out and broke things. I was very impulsive.”




      Mother: Always Working



      Their mother, Frieda Sophie (née Bösch), was born October 8, 1907 in Lucerne. She had to work as a waitress from a young age. Margrit remembers: “Our father died very young. Our mother was very busy and had little time for the three of us children. Irène soon created her own world to live in. It was a similar story for my oldest sister, Lotte – she left quickly and, after interning in Vevey, lived in the French-speaking part of Switzerland. She didn’t come home until our mother fell ill; then she found work here in Schaffhausen and stayed with her mother until she died. But the three of us never really had what I’d call a close family life. When I was 17 or 18, our mother couldn’t go on any longer, she had simply worked too much. At the end, she only lived a couple of years apart from the restaurant before she died.”



      Schweizer says her mother had always wanted to be a dancer, “and my younger sister had a little ballet career—she learned ballet, the ballet school held classes in our hall, and she danced ballet for years. My mother liked that direction, but she never forced us to do anything. Later, she knew that I played in Berlin and all over, but she never said anything about it, and she didn’t really know what I did. We were raised freely and our mother trusted us. At night, we could’ve brought men home with us, the bar was open until half past midnight. But maybe because we weren’t being watched so closely, we weren’t really interested in doing anything stupid. Nor was Lotte. She had a boyfriend, a pianist, and I had many friends, including the ones from school, and we visited each other.” She felt the lack of parental affection, even if this was partly compensated for by Odette, the server in the restaurant who took care of the children and who Schweizer calls her “second mother.” “My mother had no idea, never said anything about it, that in 1960 I won first prize at the amateur festival in Zürich. We didn’t talk about it.”
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The Schweizer family, 1940s. From left: Frieda, Margrit, Karl, Irène, Lotte


      Lotte: The Older Sister



      Lotte was born January 30, 1938. Margrit says that their father was very proud of Lotte’s gifts: “He even bought the piano. She went to the music school in Schaffhausen, and the teacher always praised how well she played. She gave her first performance when she was eight years old—our father was very proud. He wasn’t around long enough for Irène to have much time with him, which is a pity. But he was fiercely supportive of Lotte.” Later, Lotte underwent psychiatric treatment repeatedly, and “was in the psychiatric clinic for a relatively long time on two or three occasions. She just couldn’t adapt to life. She didn’t try anything new; she was no longer interested in anything, really. Quite different from Irène—I’ve always admired that about her, she has so many interests, political, musical, she loves to visit museums. Lotte didn’t do any of that. She withdrew completely and lived entirely alone. And she hardly played piano anymore. She had a job, and she played at home or for her girlfriend, when she came over. Or when there was a party she was often asked to play, and she always did. At some point, everything became too much for her. She reduced her working hours, first from 100 % to 80 %, and later less than that. In fact, Lotte could play anything on the piano, it was incredible, she was really talented, particularly with Chopin. But she was never able to make anything of her gifts. Sometimes with Irène as well I get the feeling that she doesn’t like to be alone; luckily she now has such a dear partner. I’m really happy that she has someone. Because she’s not a simple person, who would be able to live happily by herself.”



      When she was a child, Schweizer was given a concertina. “I took some lessons, and later I was a member of the Schaffhausen concertina club. We often rehearsed together, and played folk songs and hits from sheet music. Later, my parents bought a full-size accordion. That didn’t work, it was much too large for me, I didn’t like it. I stuck it in the corner and changed over to my sister’s piano in the living room. Lotte had piano lessons for years and played classical piano very well. She had private instruction, but she never wanted to become a teacher.”




      Margrit: The Younger Sister



      Schweizer’s younger sister, Margrit Schlatter, was born September 30, 1942 in Schaffhausen. She worked as a pharmacist. “I’m married and we have a son. And I was working, we had our own business, and for 20 years I didn’t have much time to spend with my sisters. But now we are in contact more often, and I like that.”



      Odette: Server as Second Mother



      Odette, the server in the Landhaus, played an important role in the Schweizer household. Schweizer relates that she was very involved in taking care of the children: “she knitted things for us and took us to the Rhine Falls, or even to Zürich when she had the time. She devoted a lot of attention to us; she was my second mother. Odette always had one free day a week, while my mother never had a day off, because the restaurant was always open, every day.” Odette’s father was French, “and she spoke perfect French. She grew up in the canton of Bern, and her father was a language teacher in Schaffhausen; her mother had passed away. From my point of view, her father was already ancient; he might have been 60 or 70, but to me he seemed like an old man. Odette was around 30 when we were children. She was a very beautiful young woman.”



      Margrit remembers: “During the war, our father was sometimes away for a few weeks for national defense. Of course, our mother was then incredibly burdened. I don’t think we ever really did anything with our father, he never had time. Odette was very busy taking care of the guests, she was very fast and she had the reputation in town of providing really good service. The primary school and secondary school were only five minutes away, and the canton school was also close by. Odette’s father had a language school at the top of Herrenacker Street, near the city theater. It was a beautiful old house with a schoolroom and a small apartment. Odette was our second mother, sometimes she went swimming with us, or went along with us wherever we children wanted to go. She watched over us closely. She was involved in our upbringing, but you could say that we took care of ourselves and brought each other up to some extent. We were very much left to ourselves.”



      The Piano in the Festival Hall: I Had no Idea



      In the Landhaus there were three pianos: in the hall, in the small sitting room, and in the apartment on the upper floor. Margrit remembers that first Lotte took classical piano lessons, “and then Irène started to play concertina. But she suddenly changed to the piano; she didn’t want to have anything more to do with the concertina. And after that she played piano, but of course it wasn’t in a classical direction, it was jazz. From the beginning. She also had piano lessons for a little while, but after that she was completely self-taught. The piano was a bond between Lotte and Irène, of course. For our mother, how should I say it, this was always a crazy world. She never really understood it, probably because she was born in a time when there was absolutely no jazz in Switzerland. She liked Johann Strauss, operettas, that kind of thing. She thought jazz was awful, she never understood it. Besides classical music, Lotte also played piano in her friend’s Dixieland band. At the beginning, Irène also played boogie-woogie and ragtime, but the band was very well-behaved, I never saw anything wild.”



      Once a week, Schweizer took piano lessons from a young teacher, Erwin Schnell. She remembers: “he had some sheet music of pieces by Dave Brubeck and Gerry Mulligan, he was actually quite open-minded. I studied Bach with him, but I always had a hard time reading music. I really just wanted to play jazz.” The money for the piano lessons wasn’t a problem for their mother: “We just had to want to do it. Until I was finished with school I had piano lessons once a week, and then later in the French-speaking part of Switzerland too, and in England all I did was rehearse with musicians. I practiced a lot and worked out for myself how the chords went. Sometimes saxophonist Rolf Oechslin, who knew the chord changes to all the tunes, wrote some things down. Later he worked as a teacher near Schaffhausen.” From a young age, she always watched the hands of the pianist in the festival hall, “looking to see what he was doing, how he played. At that time I still had no idea at all about jazz or notes; I didn’t know anything. I always listened carefully, that was the beginning, and later when I heard music, I was very attentive to who was doing what. I was also fascinated with drummers—for many years I played drums, self-taught. I learned the most when I was living in London. Back then you still couldn’t get the Real Book, which has melodies and chord symbols for all the important jazz pieces, to play from, and anyway reading music was frowned upon. So I always wanted to learn everything by ear. And I always paid close attention to the musicians’ stage presence and how they acted when they played.”



      World War II: In the Air Raid Shelter



      Sometimes Margrit has the feeling that her sister Irène “can’t really remember anything, or doesn’t want to. Her childhood and youth seem to have bounced off her. She really doesn’t remember anything. Schaffhausen was the city in Switzerland that was the most affected by the war. Sometimes she’ll talk about how she was outside on her tricycle when the bombs came, and was quickly taken into the air raid shelter. She remembers that, but that’s it.”



      Schweizer says that on the day when the Schaffhausen train station was bombed, all the windows in the Landhaus burst, “and we had to go into the air raid shelter every time a bomb fell. Schaffhausen was being bombed by the Americans—they thought it was Germany because it was so close to the border. My father was a private, an ordinary soldier, and he often had to go perform service. So my mother was often alone during the war.”



      On March 28, 2014, in a piece called “When the Americans Bombed Schaffhausen,” the Swiss television channel SRF reported on the bombing of Schaffhausen on April 1, 1944. Schweizer was two and a half years old: 


      On April 1st, the bells will ring in the town of Schaffhausen. On this day exactly 70 years ago, this border town on the Rhine was attacked by the US Air Force. Around 400 bombs left behind a devastated city. This was during the Second World War. Switzerland—surrounded by warring countries—sought to preserve its neutrality and sovereignty without offending any of the countries at war. But, on April 1, 1944, one and a half years before the end of the war, Switzerland was caught between the fronts. At 10:58 AM, the US Air Force dropped 371 bombs over Schaffhausen. The bombing lasted 40 seconds. After it was over, 37 people were dead, hundreds injured, over 300 homeless, even more without food and desperate. Was the USA punishing Switzerland for supplying industrial goods to Nazi Germany from SIG Neuhausen in Schaffhausen? The official explanation is: no, Schaffhausen was the victim of a navigational error on the part of the US Air Force. The bomb squadron, departing from Great Britain, was supposed to attack the German town Ludwigshafen. Historian Matthias Wipf, who lives in Schaffhausen, is also convinced that the US pilots made an error: ‘The mission was a total disaster,’ says Wipf in Schweiz aktuell. ‘The US Air Force pilots got lost after setting out via England and France. Radar technology was new at the time, and in this case it stopped working,’ says Wipf. ‘The pilots had no idea where they were.’ Tragically, fifteen aircraft then bombed Schaffhausen. It is known that during the Second World War the air raid alarm sounded more than 500 times in Schaffhausen. Usually nothing happened, and the people got used to it. When the alarm went off again on April 1, 1944 at 11 o’clock in the morning, many Schaffhausen residents did not seek cover in the air-raid shelters. Instead, they ran out onto the street to see where the planes were. ‘It was almost considered an entertaining spectacle,’ says Wipf. He estimates that the number of deaths could have been a third less if the people had sought cover. The US President at the time, Franklin D. Roosevelt, later apologized to the population of Schaffhausen for the erroneous bombing. The US paid the city 40 million Swiss francs in compensation.



      Children’s Room: She’d Rather Be on the Scooter



      In the spacious apartment in the upper floor of the inn, Schweizer shared a room with her younger sister. Margrit remembers: “I played like other children, but we hardly ever played together. Irène didn’t play with dolls or with children’s toys. At most, she’d play outside with friends, riding a scooter or bicycle. Of course, we played jass [a popular card game in Switzerland]; almost everyone plays that here. And Irène still likes to play that game, and Monopoly, she liked that kind of game. But she never really played with toys, not even as a small child. Lotte was five years older than me. She had dolls, but she also never really played like a child. She was always pretty serious.” Unlike Margrit, who sometimes waited tables in her free time, Irène never really enjoyed helping in the restaurant, says Margrit. “She didn’t like the world of the restaurant at all.”



      Rhine: Rhybadi



      Like their father, according to Margrit, Irène felt very at home in the water. Even in their looks, she sees great similarities between Irène and their father, “especially around the eyes. Her personality is also very similar to our father’s. In the summer, we went to the Rhine public swimming pool, the Rhybadi, almost every day. My father liked that. He often went swimming after cooking. He really enjoyed the water. He taught our sister Lotte to swim. There was a kind of belt, a rope, you could tie it around yourself, and then you could walk above, and below she would swim, and he was walking, and at some point he just dropped the rope and said, ‘now you can swim.’ In the Rhybadi you can see fish when the river is calm. In the early part of the year, when the snow melts in the mountains, a lot of water comes down, and then the river is fast and wild. But in the summer it’s quite calm. Outside Schaffhausen, there was a meadow, the Spitzwiese. We went ice skating there in the winter; we had blades that you could tie to your shoes.”



      1951, Father’s Death: “Closed Today Due to a Death in the Family”



      On Tuesday, February 27, 1951, the Landhaus restaurant in Schaffhausen was closed for the day due to a death in the family: Irène Schweizer’s father died unexpectedly at the age of 49. Irène was nine years old. On February 23, the Schaffhausen newspaper reported: 


      It is with great sorrow that we inform our relatives, friends, and acquaintances that our dear, unforgettable husband, son, father, brother, brother-in-law, and uncle, Karl Schweizer, chef and innkeeper of the Landhaus in Schaffhausen, was taken from us this morning at 10:00. He died unexpectedly of a heart attack at the age of 49. We ask you to keep the memory of our dear Karl in your thoughts and in your hearts. In deep mourning: his wife, Frieda Schweizer; mother, ­Hermione Schweizer-Surbeck; children, Lotti, Irène, and Margrit; brother, Alfred Schweizer and family, Wallisellen, and other relatives. The funeral service will take place on Tuesday, February 27, 1951, at 1:30 PM at the Waldfriedhof in Schaffhausen.



      The Agricultural Association of the canton of Schaffhausen wrote: “For fifteen years, he put all of his energy into the service of the job he had taken on, and he successfully developed his business. We will always remember him with gratitude and honor.” The Schaffhausen men’s choir wrote in their obituary: “It is our sad duty to report the sudden departure of our dear member Karl Schweizer, innkeeper at the Landhaus. The memorial service will take place on Tuesday, February 27, at 1:30 PM in the Waldfriedhof. We hope that as many singers as possible will give our dear departed colleague his funeral cortege. Meeting at 1:15 in the Waldfriedhof.”



      The Innkeepers’ Association of the canton of Schaffhausen also paid their respects: “With great sorrow, we inform our colleagues of the departure of our esteemed actuary and colleague Karl Schweizer, chef of the restaurant at the Landhaus in Schaffhausen. Our friend Karl was taken suddenly by a heart attack. We offer our deepest condolences to his widow and children. Our colleague Karl Schweizer is now at rest, but his spirit lives on with us.”



      “It was a terrible blow, very sad,” Schweizer remembers. “It was very difficult for my mother. With the help of relatives and some others, she kept the Landhaus going until it was no longer possible.”



      Safety and Distance: Her Own World of Music



      Margrit recalls that Irène distanced herself at an early age. “I don’t know why she didn’t want to have anything to do with the family for a while. Maybe, as a child, she missed the feeling of security, or that someone had time for her. She just withdrew into music, it really brought her joy.” The experience of lack of parental attention and quality time with the family had a lasting effect on Schweizer. Later, she often said that the career of an improvising musician is incompatible with the decision to become a mother. 


      School Days: No Shrinking Violet



      Schweizer says that she was brought up in the Swiss Reformed tradition: “In school, I had religion classes, and sometimes I went to church on Sundays. My mother was Catholic, but she had a Swiss Reformed wedding, because my father wanted it. But none of us was really religious. In elementary school I was always a good student, but after my father died I didn’t do as well in school, and I failed the secondary school entrance exam. My teacher let me slide, though, because he understood that it was related to my father’s death. In secondary school, girls and boys were separated; we only saw each other during breaks. I had a very good teacher, Ortrud Gehrig. She had a warm personality, she was clever, and even at that time she was emancipated—she was no shrinking violet.” (In: Heinz Nigg, Wir sind wenige, aber wir sind alle [We Are Few, but We Are All], Limmat 2008, pp. 56–66). 


      “At the young age of 12 I fell in love with my teacher, and later with classmates. But there was no discussion of this then—it was taboo. I already knew at the time that same-sex love existed, and I had read a little about it in gossip magazines. Being gay was stigmatized, and what talk there was, was mostly about gay men; there were no lesbians in these gossip rags. It was painful for me already then. But I knew: I have music, it will get me through, I get so much from it!” (In: Nigg, pp. 56–66). 


      As a child, Schweizer spent a lot of time listening to the radio. “My favorite was a jazz program that was on Saturday afternoons at five, on the French station in Sottens. By the time I went to secondary school, we had a record player in the restaurant office. My sister and I often listened to Dixieland there.” (In: Nigg, pp. 56–66). 


      Margrit describes Irène as “pretty quiet. In school she did her homework and was very conscientious and punctual. She was a very good student and didn’t cause any problems. She did an extra year. Eight years of school are obligatory—five years of elementary school and three years of secondary school—but in Schaffhausen, it’s also possible to add a fourth and fifth year. Those are more like vocational training, and after the fourth year she went to Lucens, to a girls’ institute. After that, she attended the Raeber School, a trade school in Zürich. The girls at Lucens were mostly from wealthy families, but my mother thought that would be good for Irène. Probably also because they taught a little home economics, and Irène hated that kind of thing—cooking, cleaning, all that. I don’t think she was unhappy at all in Lucens. She got along well with others there and played piano a lot. In Schaffhausen, in the secondary school, her teacher already noticed that she didn’t like household work. So the teacher told her that she could go play piano in the auditorium. And after that Irène realized she could always find a way to the piano.”



      The students went to school on foot, or by bicycle. Everything was close by, says Schweizer: “I probably walked to elementary school, and then rode my bike to secondary school. I was in primary school for five years, and after that I was in the first secondary level. Actually, I should have gone for eight years, but I wanted to take another year because I didn’t know what to do. So all together I was in school for nine years. I didn’t have a plan, I felt much too young to decide on a career, but then my mother sent me to the French-speaking part of the country. After my father’s death, she didn’t have any time for me. All the well-to-do families sent their daughters to French-speaking Switzerland to learn French and home economics. It was a boarding school, all our classes were in French, and there was a lot of emphasis on good behavior. The Swiss have a reputation for knowing languages: Italian, French, German, Swiss German. There was an emphasis on language, because we are a country of languages. We learned French in school, but after school was done, no one could speak French. After that I spent a year in England, because I wanted to learn English more than French anyway.”



      Jazz in the Festival Hall: First Contact with Jazz



      Every Saturday night there was an event in the festival hall, usually until the early morning hours. “Sometimes our mother woke us up and said, ‘come quickly, something good is happening,’” Schweizer remembers. “Sometimes it was cabaret, or folk theater like Ueli der Knecht, by Jeremias Gotthelf” (In: Nigg, pp. 56–66). But the hall hosted more than meetings, dance, and regional theater. “When I started playing Dixieland with bands in Schaffhausen, at first I played drums. I got in contact with other musicians through Lotte’s boyfriend, who was the pianist in a Dixieland group. They played music on the side; they were all amateurs who rehearsed here in the hall. I always went to listen, and one day I heard a quartet, Four Ones, with four students who had rented the hall. This was on a Saturday afternoon. It was a quartet with saxophone, piano, bass, and drums, and it made me very curious because I’d never heard music like that before. Then I found out that they were playing pieces by the Dave Brubeck Quartet, and that’s how I heard modern jazz for the first time. I was totally fascinated, obsessed. The Four Ones were Werner Bührer, alto saxophone, Stefan Fröhlich, drums, Aldino Corchia, bass—he was a ‘secondo,’ an Italian living in Schaffhausen—and Thomas Amsler, piano. They were students at the cantonal school. Schaffhausen was really in the sticks. At first we played Dixieland mixed with a little bit of modern jazz, so without banjo and with tenor saxophone. We called ourselves the Crazy Stokers. I was the youngest; the others were at most two years older than me. We were very proud when the Schaffhausen newspaper wrote about us. At our performances, I wore a skirt and a blouse and the men wore suits, ties, and white nylon shirts. It was very restrained.”



      The Schaffhausen newspaper wrote about Irène Schweizer for the first time on August 17, 1957. She had just turned 16. “Jazz meeting with the Crazy Stokers. Last Saturday, the Landhaus seemed to be the meeting place for all the jazz fans in Schaffhausen. Hundreds of expectant young people filled the hall from the beginning of the concert, and crowds had to be turned away for lack of space. Some had to remain standing, while the rest left. This concert once again demonstrated the great popularity of our local jazz band. These musicians, only 17 and 18 years old, showed astounding gifts and did justice to their name, Crazy Stokers. From the first piece, ‘Pretty Little Missy,’ the group’s signature tune, the crowd was excited, and the band kept them that way the entire evening, judging by the constant bursts of spontaneous applause. Even when experiments took the upper hand over perfected skill, significant movements in the direction of modern jazz could be heard. Connoisseurs took note of, among others, the modern version of ‘Lullaby of Birdland,’ played by the young guest pianist Irène Schweizer in the style of the famous ‘block chord’ pianist Errol Garner.”



      Jazz Amateurs: The Crazy Stokers



      Since the age of 19, Schweizer has bought and collected jazz records. Her first ones, by Miles Davis and John Coltrane, are still in her collection today. “At the end of the 1950s, Radio Kaiser was selling the first LPs by Miles Davis, John Coltrane, and Thelonious Monk. At first I found Ornette Coleman pretty weird, but I still liked it. And Coltrane’s ‘My Favorite Things.’ I bought that one right away. You could actually buy that in Schaffhausen. Anyway, we bought every important record that came out—at that time there were four or five a year.”



      She was never actually interested in attracting a lot of attention with her music. On the contrary: “We earned very little from music. The audience at our concerts in the inn were schoolmates; my whole class from school, they all came to Schaffhausen and listened. They loved it. I couldn’t stand the girls who read Bravo, listened to rock and roll, loved Elvis Presley—I thought all that was awful. For me, Dixieland and modern jazz were what I wanted to play and listen to. Back then people still danced to our music. We played a lot of private parties and there was always dancing. I still remember very clearly the time we had a well-paid gig near Schaffhausen. It was a wedding party and we drove there in a car. But I was so pissed off the entire night that I could hardly play, because it was the Friday—April 8, 1960—when Miles Davis played in the Zürich Kongresshaus with John Coltrane. It almost killed me that I had to play this wedding instead of hearing that. I would’ve loved so much to see the concert in Zürich, it was really a catastrophe.”
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Crazy Stokers, March 1957: Werner Lempen, trombone; Rolf Oechslin, alto saxophone; Irène Schweizer, piano; Ruedi Lempen, trumpet; Charly Speichinger, clarinet; Paul Rodel, banjo; Dino Corchia, bass. Not visible: Herbie Velder, drums.




      Schaffhausen: The Step Across the Tracks



      Already as an 18-year-old, Schweizer fled the narrow conservatism of her hometown. She never returned to Schaffhausen: “The old city here, especially, is nothing but a backdrop, beautifully made up and clean. Always so clean. You hardly see anyone on the street. It’s incredibly quiet and everything is beautiful. The Bureau of Tourism calls Schaffhausen ‘The Little Paradise.’ I wanted to go out into the wide world. Here everyone knows everyone; when you went around the old city, you knew everyone you saw. It was just a hick town. But today I enjoy going back, it’s a nice city, with the Rhine, good shops, good restaurants, and some things are happening culturally.”



      Writer and journalist Isolde Schaad, born in Schaffhausen in 1944, remembers hearing talk of a brilliant pianist who played at the inn. “She grew up in the inn, the innkeeper’s daughter, and she started playing there when she was quite a young girl. When I went to high school, we had only heard about her playing. At that time we hadn’t made this step across the tracks. It was like another world. And it wasn’t possible to just go there, because there weren’t any formal performances, it was just the daughter of the house who played there. She’s a few years older than I am, and I have to say that in the 1950s and 1960s Schaffhausen was really a town of strict class differences. Irène was from the working-class part of town, and I was part of the middle class. We really had no contact. I never personally met her in Schaffhausen, only later in Zürich. The petty-bourgeois establishment didn’t want to have anything to do with this wild music. But I was about to enter my wild years; I was already something of a rebel then, but I passed my university qualifying exam and went to Zürich to study. There she played in the jazz club Africana, where internationally known musicians were already appearing. Those included expatriate South Africans like Abdullah Ibrahim, who was still going by the name Dollar Brand then, and this young woman. They sat down and just played. They say that the prophet has to be recognized abroad before being appreciated at home. That’s an old pattern, and especially with this wild music it took time for it to happen.”



      The founder and director of the Schaffhausen Jazz Festival, Urs Röllin, first saw Schweizer playing with Pierre Favre in the Kammgarn. “It really made an impression on me. I almost couldn’t believe that she was from Schaffhausen. At that time I was in my early twenties, the Kammgarn was full, and I couldn’t make head or tail of free improvisation. In those days I was still listening to Led Zeppelin. I was at the concert with my girlfriend at the time and when, on a Sunday, we were invited to lunch at her parents’ place, I told them about this concert. My girlfriend came from a very musical family, and when I told them about Irène Schweizer her mother said ‘yes, we lived next to her upstairs.’ The mother was an organist in the church and was musically very talented, but then she added ‘but Irène can’t play piano. She always practiced the same thing, hundreds of times. I could’ve played it after playing through it once or twice. But she would practice the same passage over and over, I didn’t understand it.’ That was my first encounter with Irène Schweizer. I didn’t understand the mother’s criticism at all. I myself practiced guitar like that; I learned blues solos by ear and repeated them hundreds of times. When she said that I knew these were two different worlds.”



      “That repressed attitude is also typical for Schaffhausen. Classical musicians who just go to their music lessons don’t understand when someone repeats the same piece hundreds of times. But working on nuances is actually the key to music. Sometimes you sense that Irène is concealing something, that she doesn’t want to be noticed. But when she is with other musicians, she’s completely different. Maybe Irène doesn’t want to be recognized on the street, but in the important places, people know who she is. It’s really a great development that neither the city nor the canton, nor the people who have to do with culture, have the slightest doubt that she has made a truly great career. Irène was already well known; even in Schaffhausen she won prizes. But of course there were also people in Schaffhausen who made fun of her a little bit, envied her, didn’t want to understand.”



      “In Zürich, on the other hand, there’s often this cutting tone, ‘we’re the real thing.’ That’s why I can actually understand that even though she’s lived in Zürich for a long time, she’s remained a woman from Schaffhausen. She still speaks Schaffhausen German—I see that as her way of expressing pride that she’s from Schaffhausen. Even if she’s happy to have gotten out. Anyway, it’s too narrow there for someone who doesn’t want to have a regular job and that kind of environment. When I came back from Los Angeles, Zürich felt like just as much of a backwater as Schaffhausen.”



      “As a woman, as a musician, she’s accomplished so much. She grew up in Schaffhausen, had a job, and came to free jazz fairly late, but then changed that world in such a concentrated way, as well as the Women’s Movement, when she came out. For her it’s a matter of course; she’s so convincing about it. For her it’s completely normal, nothing special, and she also doesn’t think that now she has to play everywhere. That might also be a bit of a Schaffhausen mentality. One wants to get away from the narrow anxiety of that town, while also being proud of your home. The very direct manner that people prize in Zürich, we don’t like that so much. There’s this reserved character that I know from Schaffhausen. People are self-assured, they do what they want to, but they don’t really want to make a big deal about it, it’s more ‘yeah, I’m here.’ In what I do, sometimes I have the feeling that I’d be happy if it were more accepted, or liked, or tolerated, but on the other hand you have the feeling that yes, this is totally normal. That person’s going to work, I’m going to the concert. People from Schaffhausen aren’t interested in hype.”



      “It’s certainly that way for Irène too: ‘Playing in the concert hall is great, but I don’t want or need to make a big deal about it.’ That’s a typical Schaffhausen attitude: I do my thing, and I’ve been doing it for a long time, and now other people are taking notice, but I’m not interested in that. It’s a very nice way to be, and I’m very familiar with it in Irène’s case. It’s the strength to say ‘I’m sitting down here, and the king or anyone might be there, but I’m going to play my thing, and if they don’t like it they can go home, I’m going to do it.’ That focus is unique. She sits down, starts playing, stops, done. Leaves the stage and talks to me about her sisters. It’s quite funny.”



      Swiss drummer Lucas Niggli (born 1968) is familiar with Schaffhausen: his grandparents lived there, and it’s his mother’s hometown. “Irène was born the same year as my mother, and her birthday is one day after my mother’s. My mother can also be hardheaded, but I don’t think that’s a typical Schaffhausen characteristic. I think it was a big influence on Irène that her parents were innkeepers, and also maybe being close to Germany, that already gives you a kind of flexibility, more than in the interior of Switzerland. If you live at the border, maybe you’re more willing to cross boundaries.”



      The Modern Jazz Preachers, 1958–1961: the Legacy of Art Blakey



      In August 1958, the Modern Jazz Preachers from Schaffhausen, featuring 17-year-old Irène Schweizer at the piano, took part for the first time in the Winterthur qualifying round for the 8th National Amateur Jazz Festival in Zürich. 


      “The inclination towards modern sounds is a general phenomenon in jazz that has increased more and more in the last few years. The Schaffhausen combo with the ambitious name ‘The Modern Jazz Preachers’ plays in the classic cool style and shows notable musical ability. The members are (ladies first!): Irène Schweizer (piano), Mano Fenaroli (bass), Herbie Velder (drums), Werner Bührer (alto saxophone), and Rolf Oechslin (tenor saxophone). In Irène Schweizer, a very promising pianist, we have the rare case in which the female element makes an active appearance in an amateur jazz festival.” (SN, August 27, 1958.) 


      As it turned out, the Modern Jazz Preachers were selected to take part in the 1958 National Amateur Jazz Festival in Zürich. 


      “After spending the whole evening playing almost nothing but old and well-known jazz standards, Miles Davis’s piece ‘Four’ was like a breath of fresh air for the dutifully attentive listeners. With that piece, the Schaffhausen jazz combo, playing brilliantly, earned the greatest enthusiasm from the near-capacity audience at the Volkshaus, and made their participation in the NAJF a foregone conclusion. These young amateur musicians then proved that the success of ‘Four’ was no accident by following up with the significantly more harmonically difficult number ‘Walkin,’ in which Irène Schweizer attracted the greatest attention with her distinctive piano playing, full of ideas.” (SN, September 3, 1958.) 


      In 1959, the Modern Jazz Preachers took seventh place in the category “Orchestra in the Modern Style” at the 9th National Amateur Jazz Festival (NAJF). Irène Schweizer came in fourth in the soloist category for “Swing and Modern Style” on piano; the year before she had been awarded a special prize for best woman participant. 


      The group performed not only at the functions organized by the Schaffhausen Association of Modern Jazz Listeners (Schaffhauser Interessengemeinschaft für modernen Jazz, IGFMJ), but also sometimes at corporate functions. In March 1960, the Georg Fischer company presented an evening of music featuring the band, attended by almost 450 employees of the company, mostly young people. 


      A Modern Jazz Preachers concert in Singen, Germany, near the Swiss border, presented as “Jazz from Switzerland,” attracted 300 listeners. The Schaffhauser Nachrichten reported: 


      The trio numbers, played in the style of Errol Garner with soloist Irène Schweizer at the piano, and blues vocals by bandleader and tenor saxophonist Rolf Oechslin, were particularly well-received. This second concert by the Preachers in the Uhland concert hall in Singen was only the second time since the opening of the hall that as many as 600 people attended. Although during their first visit they played both traditionally and in the modern jazz style, this time there were no concessions to the audience, apart from the pieces presented by the Irène Schweizer Trio in the style of Erroll Garner: ‘Lullaby of Birdland’ and ‘Cheek to Cheek.’ The Preachers remained absolutely true to their modern jazz ideal, and for two hours they ‘preached’ cool and passionate hard bop, received with appreciation by the audience, which included critically sophisticated listeners. (SN, June 26, 1960.) 



      Gustav Sigg (1928–2017), a professional lathe operator, supported Schweizer’s early career as a musician in his free time. He wrote about her in the Schaffhausen newspaper, organized performances in Singen, and was the director of the IGFMJ. He remembers: “Irène had the good fortune to grow up in an inn. Already as a young girl, she was always around, and watched how the drummer and the pianist played. At the sound checks, she watched, and sometimes played a bit. Little by little she grew into it, she got more and more interested in music. Earlier on, even classic jazz pieces were played as dance numbers, with a swing feeling. So she got that feeling very early on. When the musicians set up their instruments in the hall, she would sit down at the drum kit. As the president of the jazz club, I was there on many such occasions, and I organized a lot of Dixieland concerts in the area near the border. Even while Irène was still in school, she found some students her own age to work with, and put together a Dixieland group. That was the classic instrumentation: piano, bass, drums. But they still didn’t have anyone to play piano. So in the mid-1950s, she appeared with a jazz band, the first and only woman in Switzerland to do so. At that time it was practically unthinkable to see a woman playing with a band of men. It was clear that she had a natural feeling for the music, and her technique was also very good. When the Dixieland group had run its course, she got curious about more modern pianists, and suddenly it was like a lightbulb went on for her, and that was it for the boogie-woogie and blues.”



      “Because of World War II, for eight years we were cut off from America, the country jazz came from. The first bebop records didn’t arrive in Switzerland until after 1949, and they made people crazy. Some people were totally enthusiastic, and others, especially older people, thought those records had nothing to do with jazz. In the jazz clubs there were wild discussions. There were a lot of meetings where old and new jazz records were played, and the traditionalists always said they didn’t want to hear bebop. So then there were schisms, and new clubs were opened. I went with the modernists. At the concerts we organized, we had the problem that the audience was for the most part not ready to listen to this new music for two hours. The young men came to the concerts because of Irène, but she wasn’t interested in them. Anything having to do with sex was absolutely taboo, and anyone ‘playing for the other team’ was looked down on. We’d wear ties to the youth club we organized, and the shy girls’ parents were there chaperoning to make sure everything was safe, sheltered. It took some time for the audience to train their ears, to be able to hear the new music. The musicians working with Irène weren’t Swiss, they were German. When we put on concerts with her in Schaffhausen, people would say she was playing wrong notes. People were hostile, they wrote letters about it, but Irène just shut everything out when she played. Then we noticed that after the war, the people in Singen became more open-minded. So we started organizing concerts there. And in Germany, young people got interested in this music right away—when Irène was at the piano, people came and sat all around her, on the floor, just to hear her music. It was incredible.”



      “Jazz Becomes Feminine” was the title of an article about the Swiss Amateur Jazz Festival in Zürich, which appeared in the September 8, 1960 issue of the journal Sie+Er. 


      In those years, the NAJF was the high point of a country-wide cellar jazz movement that attracted predominantly young listeners. On September 13, 1960, at the 10th Amateur Jazz Festival, which for the first time also included groups from outside Switzerland, Irène Schweizer was again awarded the special prize for best woman participant. In the category “group pianist,” she was awarded first prize, together with Paul Thommen (from Geneva), and in the category “group playing in the modern style” the Modern Jazz Preachers took second place. As a “gift from Zürich businesses,” the prizewinner “Miss Schweizer” was awarded a pack of cigarettes, a pack of chewing gum, and a men’s shirt. 


      On March 25, 1961, the Modern Jazz Preachers gave what was provisionally their final concert, in the hall of the Restaurant Falken. In a farewell tribute, the Schaffhausen newspaper celebrated the effect the band had had on the young listening audience: 


      The spontaneous, communal experience of a jazz concert or dance evening is very exciting for many young people, and often inspires them to seek out records in order to further explore the secrets of this rhythmically and melodically fascinating music. In this regard, the Preachers have done much good, and, in dozens of concerts, have achieved notable success. They have been particularly well received at their concerts in Germany—Singen, Konstanz, Waldshut, Tiengen—and the opinion of a German jazz expert, that the Modern Jazz Preachers are the best amateur Jazz group in the upper Rhine region, from Basel to the Bodensee, is certainly no exaggeration. In any case, no one can deny that the Preachers and their love of making music have brought joy to countless listeners, young and old. The band’s breakup, due to various professional changes in the musicians’ lives, is now a sad reality. Rolf Oechslin is taking on a position as a schoolteacher in the countryside, Mano Fenaroli is working in Zürich, Herbert Velder has completed his basic military training, Irène Schweizer is moving to England, and Wilfried Blättler is studying in Geneva. (SN, April 14, 1961).



      England, 1961: First Girlfriend



      In 1961 Schweizer traveled to Bournemouth, England, to improve her language skills. “I met my first girlfriend in 1961 at a language school, and had a six-year relationship with her. Her name was Monique Braun and she came from Biel. She spoke French and Swiss German. Her mother was French Swiss and her father was German Swiss. Since I didn’t like speaking French so much, we spoke English from the beginning. And one day she showed up with a copy of Sketches of Spain by Miles Davis, and I almost died. I had never known a woman who listened to or liked anything like this before, and she told me she had jazz records and that she listened to Miles Davis and Gerry Mulligan, and I told her I played the piano and I loved jazz.”



      “She was the first woman I met who knew something about jazz and had records. All the students lived with families, in rented rooms. Where I lived there was a piano. Monique lived with another family, and on the weekends we met and fell in love. It was very innocent and platonic between us. We didn’t want to go back to Switzerland after the language school, we wanted to go to London, so the school found au pair jobs for us. She fell in love with a bass player who lived in Bournemouth, but we remained friends. I visited her many times in Biel after we were done with school, and she also came to Zürich. She did an apprenticeship there as a nurse at the psychiatric clinic, and that was during the time when I was playing nights at the Africana. Monique got married later and had two children. Now she lives in Geneva. The separation was difficult, but we’ve stayed in touch with each other. I see her once a year; I go to Geneva, or we meet in Bern.”



      Authentically Lesbian: Inner Freedom



      According to Schweizer, her first girlfriend was “anyway not authentically lesbian, as I am. I already knew at school, at the age of twelve or thirteen, that I wasn’t sexually attracted to men. But it’s also true that my best friends were often men, some of the musicians were also my best friends. Feminism didn’t exist yet, and I didn’t know what it was, I just always thought, yes, there must be other women who are like me. But I was so involved in the music that I put all that to one side, I didn’t want to face it directly. The fact that I never brought a boy home with me was not an issue, no one ever brought it up or asked me about it. My mother just knew that I was friends with Monique.”




      London, Ronnie Scott’s: A New Dimension 


      Looking back, Schweizer has always called her time in London the best time of her life. “Monique worked for a Jewish family and I worked for a very wealthy family in Chelsea Park Gardens, a very expensive neighborhood. It was a family with three children, a nanny, and a cook. And all I had to do was clean a little, dust things, bring them breakfast and do the laundry. In the morning I worked and in the afternoon I could practice at the neighbor’s place. They had a grand piano. The woman I worked for knew that I played piano, and she arranged for me to be able to practice at the neighbor’s. In London I could occasionally practice piano in a music school in the afternoons, they rented the room by the hour for rehearsals, and my employer also arranged that for me.”



      Schweizer also took jazz piano lessons in London: “When I was an au pair in London, Eddie Thompson was my teacher. The bass player, who liked to flirt with Monique, sometimes played in a trio with Eddie, a blind pianist who also taught lessons. So I got his address and phone number, and I took the tube to his place every two weeks. It was almost 45 minutes away. He was a classic modern jazz pianist who knew all the standards, and I learned to play all the important standards with him, like ‘But Not For Me’ and ‘The Man I Love’—everything you had to be able to play back then. He was very nice, a good pianist, and he was well-known in London. That was actually the only time when I really had jazz lessons, with Eddie Thompson, and very briefly also with Terry Shannon, who performed regularly at Ronnie Scott’s. Apart from that I taught myself everything by listening to records and rehearsing with other musicians. Learning by doing.”



      On her days off Schweizer met Monique, “we went to the cinema in the evening and we experienced ‘Beatlemania,’ that was just starting then. But that didn’t interest either of us at all. We went to Ronnie Scott’s in the evening, to the old Ronnie Scott’s on Gerrard Street, where I got to know all the English musicians. I was there all the time, almost every night; it was practically my living room. I saw Tubby Hayes, Phil Seamen, Joe Harriott, all the English musicians, a different band every night. I was making five pounds a week. That was sixty francs back then. I don’t remember how much it cost to get in, but I was there almost every night.”



      She washed glasses behind the bar sometimes, too. When the club found out that she played piano, a bassist took care of her, Schweizer says. “He let me play in another, smaller club on Swallow Street, where piano trios played. When a musician was taking a break, I was allowed to step in and play one or two songs, sometimes on drums. They paid a lot of attention to me and encouraged me. In London, I moved around very freely. I was never afraid, even if I had to walk home late at night from Ronnie Scott’s in the West End. And nothing ever happened to me. Besides the music scene, I was also interested in English and French cinema. It was the time of Free Cinema and the Nouvelle Vague. I went to the movies all the time; I saw Godard’s films, and also the first films of Alain Tanner and Claude Goretta. I was fascinated by these films, because they were so different from ‘ordinary’ cinema. A new world of emotions opened up for me.” (In: Nigg, pp. 56–66). 


      In Evan Parker’s view, Irène Schweizer studied “the jazz life” in London and finally decided to become a musician: “Irène knew all the generation of English modern jazz players, that were also my heroes. And she was a little bit closer to them in the sense that she was at Ronnie’s every night, whereas I had to save up and go occasionally to those kinds of places. So, we have that connection with her history in London; I know what Irène is talking about. She came from the same place as she did the same listening. Like I said, she was at Ronnie Scott’s. People position themselves in those early years, late teens to early 20s. If you look at what all of those individuals did, you’ll find that they gravitated to be in the right place. Alex von Schlippenbach and Manfred Schoof lived in Paris, sleeping on the floor, playing for nothing, just opening up sets for well-known bands. And Peter Kowald, what was Kowald doing? He was drifting all over Europe looking for people. He came to London, he tracked down John Stevens. The first time I met Peter Brötzmann was when he came to London. And, everybody had that approach. Or, I’m sure when you look at the history of all those individuals, you’ll find that in that crucial period where they were just forming a sense of what might be possible. What from their own abilities, and what response would they get from the scene or the community? I think Irène came here to learn English, but what she really wanted was to play jazz and listen to jazz and see how the jazz musicians behaved, how did they talk to one another, what kind of opinions did they hold? You learn how to integrate yourself into a community. And Irène’s trip to London has to be seen in that context, and then there’s a period where you don’t know what happens next.”




      Secretary: Inner Security



      “My mother paid for my education, the boarding school, the language school in London, and the business school in Zürich that I attended in between the boarding school in Lucens—Institut protestant des jeunes filles—and England. After that, I worked as a secretary and I lived off that money. I was able to write shorthand in three languages, and I could type and do transcripts. I did nine-to-five jobs for various American companies. In Zürich I played music, rehearsed with musicians, and also earned a little money from music. But my main income was as a secretary. In Zürich, I had a furnished room very close to the Africana in Sumatra Street, five minutes from Niederdorf, where the Africana was.”



      Her younger sister Margrit says that Irène later left her job as a secretary and only played the piano. “Those were difficult years in the beginning, having to get by without a job, without any additional income. That was certainly hard, but she made it. We used to think that Lotte was the talented one. But in London, Irène was the one who got her act together.”



      “Compared to London, Zürich is a small town,” says Schweizer. “Zürich is so bourgeois and provincial, and London was my first real big city, it was incredibly fascinating. And I loved the language too. London was actually the most beautiful time of my life—but I didn’t want to move there, and in Zürich I made contact with all the good musicians who lived and played here. Then I started playing a lot in Switzerland, with Pierre Favre and all kinds of people. I’ve always lived better here, part-time jobs were pretty easy to find in Zürich. I couldn’t have done that in England.”




      International Amateur Jazz Festival in Zürich: Amateur Was an Attitude



      The amateur status of jazz musicians is a Swiss peculiarity. “Amateur” refers to those musicians who play their own music, without making compromises. They earn their living in other ways. By contrast, a musician who is considered “professional” typically has a position in a symphony orchestra. Schweizer describes the Swiss amateur jazz festival as “unique in the world—it existed already in the mid-1950s. All the musicians who took part had some other way to make money, which means that they played jazz but didn’t make a living from it. The musical standard among many of these musicians was insanely high. André Berner was the organizer of these amateur jazz festivals in Zürich. He was an important figure. Hans Kennel, Franco Ambrosetti, Bruno Spoerri, they all played the festival. They were all amateurs back then; they had a career or they were students. There were also people who came from very rich backgrounds, like Alex Bally—his uncle was the shoe company Bally—and Ambrosetti, who had a factory in Ticino. Ambrosetti and Kennel were amateur musicians because they didn’t play jazz as a profession, but they played everywhere. I don’t know how they managed to do all that—work, family, jazz. I was also an amateur musician at the time, but of course I wanted to stay a musician. Franco took over his father’s factory, so did Hans Kennel. Bruno Spoerri was a psychologist, he had a family and he knew that he couldn’t make a living from music. But it wasn’t like that for me; I didn’t want a family, I wanted to become a musician and stay one, and to be able to make a living from it. It took me a long time to get to the point where I could just play music. Then there were also the musicians who played commercial music. Hazy Osterwald played a lot of jazz in the beginning, he was a good trumpet player, but then the band got more and more commercial, a show band. He made really good money, but the music got worse and worse; it was really bad. ‘Amateur’ was an attitude, you preferred to work a job to earn money. You made music out of passion, that’s how it was with us. Most of the people who did that had jobs where they made good money and didn’t have to get too involved in the work. But then they could make the music they wanted to play, without prostituting themselves. That’s how it was with most musicians in Switzerland back then.”



      Saxophonist Bruno Spoerri is six years older than Schweizer: “That was a big age difference, of course, I was almost a father figure. When I met her, I was already married, and soon I had children, so I was in a completely different place. In some way, I came from the jazz tradition. I came to Zürich in 1962, after having lived in Basel and Biel. Because I had won first prize at the first Amateur Jazz Festival in 1954, I was practically part of the establishment. That was the relatively traditional Metronome Quintet, which later played light jazz and jazzy pop songs. I quit because I wanted to play more modern stuff.”




      From the Jazz Cousins to the First Irène Schweizer Trio (1962–1964): The Beginnings



      In 1962 the Schaffhausen newspaper wrote: “The new Irène Schweizer Trio with bassist Urs Rohr and drummer Herbert Velder performed with great success in the preliminary round of the Jazz Festival on August 25, 1962, at the City Casino Winterthur.” The new trio, which mainly played soul jazz, emerged from the hard bop quintet The Jazz Cousins, which included Schweizer, Rohr, and Velder, as well as cornetist Jürg Grau and saxophonist Alex Rohr. Her appearance with the Jazz Cousins “earned Irène Schweizer the winner’s pennant, donated by the company Sinalco.” (SN, September 3, 1962). Under the headline “Irène Schweizer: First Lady of Jazz,” the Schaffhausen paper reported on the second International Amateur Jazz Festival in Zürich, where Schweizer was the only female participant. Selections played by the Jazz Cousins included ‘Miguel’s Party,’ ‘Oleo,’ ‘Close Your Eyes,’ and the Horace Silver compositions ‘Sister Sadie,’ ‘Sayonara Blues,’ and ‘Tokyo Blues.’



      The trio opened with the Junior Mance piece ‘Jubilation,’ a well-known ‘hard bop’ theme in which the improvisations were perhaps a little too long. The second piece, an old Negro spiritual, revealed a strong basis in the ‘soul style,’ as the new piano style rooted in the blues is called. The jury noted with great attention the technical progress made by Irène Schweizer, who demonstrated pleasing block chords. The Irène Schweizer Trio’s fourth place award, announced later, can be regarded as a high honor (SN, October 5, 1962). 


      The recording of ‘Jubilation’ was released the following year on LP. 


      Since Schweizer did not return from her stay in England until the beginning of September 1963, her trio had to perform outside the competition at the Third International Amateur Jazz Festival, held at Zürich’s Cinema Urban. In November, she worked as a secretary at the Zürich branch of the US financial group Brunswick Inc., on the Limmatquai. 



      First Concerts with Uli Trepte and Mani Neumeier



      In December 1963, Schweizer played a three-day engagement at the Schaffhausen Cinema Scala, in a 50-minute program accompanying the jazz film All Night Long. In addition to saxophonist Alex Rohr, bassist Uli Trepte and drummer Mani Neumeier were part of the group. “Since the general public unfortunately showed little interest in this event, this kind of thing will probably not often be heard again.” (SN, December 21, 1963). 


      January 4, 1964 saw the launch of a new Swiss television series, Jazz Made in Switzerland, with the aim of introducing young and well-known amateur jazz musicians to a wider public. The first broadcast featured the Irène Schweizer Trio (SN, January 18, 1964). “The funny thing was,” says Schweizer, “that this trio was not really a Swiss trio. Uli Trepte and Mani Neumeier lived in Switzerland, but were actually Germans. Uli was from Constance and Mani was from Munich. They also had this uncompromising, searching, open-minded attitude. We met at the Africana jazz club and we knew right away that it was a good fit.”




      Irène Schweizer Trio with Uli Trepte and Mani Neumeier (1964–1967): Suddenly Free



      In 1964, at the 14th International Amateur Jazz Festival in Zürich, Schweizer took first place as a soloist and second place for the Trio. Radio and television recordings followed, and in August 1965 the Irène Schweizer Trio played with great success at the jazz club in Prague. At the 1965 International Jazz Festival in Vienna, the Trio was honored as the best visiting group. 


      Mani Neumeier remembers that the trio was initially rejected: “We were still playing in Schaffhausen in 1963, against a headwind, because the press said it wasn’t music. Prague, on the other hand, was a great experience. It wasn’t easy to get there; you needed certain permits. But once we were there we were totally respected by the audience and treated like gods. People brought us gifts. They were still half into Dixieland and swing and they were totally enthusiastic about what we were doing.”



      As Peter Bürli reports, Schweizer made radio recordings as early as the mid-1960s: “She played a bit more freely with her trio, but it was still clearly in the jazz tradition. I noticed that she always had these wave movements. I listened to her recordings in our archive going back in reverse chronological order, and that helped me understand where she stands today. If she’s coming back to her beginnings now, it’s not a reactionary movement, those are her roots. Simple and moving, that’s where she’s at home.”




      Africana: Still No Avant-Garde



      On the origin of her trio, Schweizer says that she met Uli Trepte and Mani Neumeier in the Africana, at Mühlegasse 17: 


      “At that time Mani was playing Ramsey Lewis pieces in a trio, and Uli was always hanging out at the Africana. Down in the basement there was a storage room that had been converted into a rehearsal room with a small piano. It wasn’t open to the public. The musicians who were playing upstairs in the café could rehearse downstairs in the afternoon. That’s where we got together. Remo Rau organized the concert program, and suddenly we were the trio. We rehearsed like crazy. Bill Evans and Paul Bley were my role models, and slowly we developed towards free playing, we stopped playing compositions, instead we went more and more to free passages, including playing without a regular pulse and functional harmony. We bought the first LP by Paul Bley, Footloose with Pete LaRoca on drums, and we were totally thrilled. Then came Coltrane with McCoy Tyner, and we copied all the tracks from the first Coltrane quartet records. That was exhausting, we had to rehearse a lot and there was no sheet music, we had to learn everything by ear. The songs, the harmonies, we learned everything from the records. The Africana hasn’t been around for a long time, now it’s the Hotel Scheuble. When jazz didn’t work financially any more, they booked English rock bands and ‘beat’ musicians, and at the end of the 1960s the café closed.”
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