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To Mrs. T, who was never in doubt

























There is one very good thing to be said of posterity, and this is that it turns a blind eye on the defects of greatness.





W. Somerset Maugham
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We wear the mask that grins and lies.





Paul Laurence Dunbar

























PROLOGUE


“I WANT TO TELL AMERICA”
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HE WAS THE most chronic of procrastinators, a man who never did today what he could put off until next month, or next year. He left letters unanswered, contracts unsigned, watches unworn, and longtime companions unwed, and the only thing harder than getting him out of bed in the afternoon was getting him to finish writing a new piece of music in time for the premiere. “I don’t need time,” he liked to say. “What I need is a deadline!” Nothing but an immovable deadline could spur Duke Ellington to decisive action, though once he set to work in earnest, it was with a speed and self-assurance that amazed all who beheld it. At the end of his life, he left behind some seventeen hundred–odd compositions, a number that is hard to square with the memories of his collaborators, who rarely failed at one time or another to be frustrated by his dilatory ways. That was fine with him. He knew what he needed in order to create, and as far as he was concerned, nothing and no one else mattered. “As long as something is unfinished,” he told Louis Armstrong, “there’s always that little feeling of insecurity. And a feeling of insecurity is absolutely necessary unless you’re so rich that it doesn’t matter.” Few of his pronouncements can be taken at face value—he was never in the habit of telling anyone, even those who supposed themselves to be his friends, what he really thought—but this one has the ring of truth. “He wants life and music to be in a state of becoming,” said the trumpeter Clark Terry, one of the many stars of the band that Ellington led from 1924 until his death a half century later. “He doesn’t even like to write definitive endings to a piece.”


Whether it was true or merely one of his rationalizations for doing whatever he wanted to do whenever he wanted to do it, Ellington lived by those words. Time and again he found himself bumping up against deadlines because of his reluctance to finish what he had started. More often than not his talent got him out of the holes he dug for himself, and when it didn’t, he counted on his charm to see him through. “Duke drew people to him like flies to sugar,” said Sonny Greer, one of his oldest friends and his drummer for three decades. He was well aware of how charismatic he was, and used his powers without scruple whenever he thought it necessary. Once in a while, though, he cut it too close for comfort, and in the frantic days and nights leading up to his Carnegie Hall debut on January 23, 1943, some of his colleagues began to wonder whether Harlem’s Aristocrat of Jazz (as his publicists dubbed him) had finally outsmarted himself.


As early as 1930 Ellington was telling reporters of his plans to compose a piece of program music about the black experience. “My African Suite,” he called it. “It will be in five parts, starting in Africa and ending with the history of the American Negro.” Sometimes he described it as a multimovement instrumental work, sometimes as an opera, but either way he made it sound as if the ink were wet on the page, and his serpentine way with words never failed to hypnotize even the most suspicious of interviewers into assuming that the curtain was about to go up. In 1933 Hannen Swaffer, an English columnist, published an interview in which Ellington spoke of the unwritten work so evocatively that you could all but hear it playing in the background:




I am expressing in sound the old days in the jungle, the cruel journey across the sea and the despair of the landing, and then the days of slavery. I trace the growth of a new spiritual quality and then the days in Harlem and the cities of the [United] States. Then I try to go forward a thousand years. I seek to express the future when, emancipated and transformed, the Negro takes his place, a free being, among the peoples of the world.





Swaffer was no friend of jazz, or of blacks—he had once compared Louis Armstrong to a gorilla—but he bought Ellington’s story hook, line, and sinker. “All this was said with a quietness of dignity,” he assured his readers. “I heard, almost, a whisper of prophecy.”


Many more journalists would prove as willing to take Ellington at his oft-repeated word. That same year Fortune told its readers that he was writing “a suite in five parts … With this suite in his repertoire, Ellington may some day make his Carnegie Hall debut.” In 1938 Down Beat reported that he had finished work on a full-length opera about “the history of the American Negro.” The truth was less impressive. Not only had he written none of his African Suite, but he completed only three extended works of any kind prior to 1943, and the longest of them, Reminiscing in Tempo, ran for just twelve minutes, the length of the first movement of a symphony. Constant Lambert, the most perceptive of all the classically trained music critics to write about Ellington in the thirties, praised him as “the first jazz composer of distinction” and compared him to Ravel and Stravinsky, but he also acknowledged that Ellington was a “petit maître” whose best works were “written in what may be called ten-inch record form … Into this three and a half minutes he compresses the utmost, but beyond its limits he is inclined to fumble.” Even if his African Suite was anything more than a fantasy, how could a petit-maître manage to pull such a work out of his hat? Instead he kept on carving one three-and-a-half-minute cameo after another, and the only sign that he wanted to do something grander was his insistence on telling credulous reporters that he had either done so or was about to.


That was Ellington’s way. He talked not to explain himself but to conceal himself. Even Ruth, his adoring younger sister, said that he “definitely wasn’t direct. He wasn’t direct with anybody about anything.” Yet he talked so fluently and impressively that nearly everyone believed him, save for those who had reason to know better. In one of his most frequently cited verbal arabesques, he claimed that “Harlem Air-Shaft,” which he recorded in 1940, was a musical depiction of the sounds of black apartment life: “You hear fights, you smell dinner, you hear people making love. You hear intimate gossip floating down. You hear the radio. An air shaft is one great big loudspeaker.” It’s a splendidly quotable tale, so much so that one hates to point out that the composition now known as “Harlem Air-Shaft” started life as “Once Over Lightly,” a title that has nothing to do with life in a Harlem apartment house. Ellington talked with similarly seductive fluency when luring women into bed, drawing on an endless supply of the come-on lines that a friend of his dubbed “crotch warmers,” most of which appear on paper to be eye-rollingly florid (“I knew you were here because the whole studio was suddenly aglow with a turquoise radiance”) but which carried the force of iron conviction when spoken in his fine-grained bass-baritone voice.


Ellington kept on talking about his soon-to-be-completed tone poem–opera–symphony–suite for as long as he could get away with it. Then, in December of 1942, he stopped talking and started writing, announcing that the centerpiece of his Carnegie Hall program would be the premiere of what he now called Black, Brown and Beige: A Tone Parallel to the History of the American Negro. The concert, which took place six weeks later, was a celebration of his twentieth anniversary as a bandleader, and there were those, Ellington among them, who thought it far past time for him to appear at the best-known concert hall in America. Benny Goodman, after all, had played Carnegie Hall in 1938, and though three of Ellington’s top sidemen, Harry Carney, Johnny Hodges, and Cootie Williams, were featured at that concert, the humiliating fact was that the King of Swing had beaten Harlem’s Aristocrat of Jazz to the punch. Ellington, who was invited to sit in on piano with his own men and Goodman’s rhythm section, declined with thanks but came to the concert. “He was furious,” said a friend who saw him there. “He was just livid.”


The event brought Goodman reams of free publicity, not to mention vast amounts of highbrow réclame, a commodity that Ellington coveted fiercely. Irving Mills, the manager who was chiefly responsible for making him a celebrity, had gone to enormous trouble to promote him not merely as the leader of a black dance band but as a musical giant. The publicity manuals that Mills Artists Inc. sent out to the managers of the theaters and ballrooms that booked Duke Ellington and His Famous Orchestra explained that he was no ordinary jazzman:




Sell Ellington as a great artist, a musical genius whose unique style and individual theories of harmony have created a new music…. Ellington’s genius as a composer, arranger and musician has won him the respect and admiration of such authorities as Percy Grainger, head of the department of music at the New York University; Basil Cameron, conductor of the Seattle Symphony Orchestra; Leopold Stokowski, famed conductor of the celebrated Philadelphia Orchestra; Paul Whiteman, whose name is synonymous with jazz, and many others.





It was bold talk for a publicist, and it had the advantage of being true. No matter what Constant Lambert may have thought, Ellington was not the first jazz composer of distinction, but he was the first to write music that used the still-new medium of the big band with the same coloristic imagination brought by classical composers to their symphonic works. “You know, Stan Kenton can stand in front of a thousand fiddles and a thousand brass and make a dramatic gesture and every studio arranger can nod his head and say, ‘Oh, yes, that’s done like this,’” said André Previn, one of his best-informed admirers. “But Duke merely lifts his finger, three horns make a sound, and I don’t know what it is!” Nor were his innovations limited to the field of timbre. What set him apart was not his virtuoso command of instrumental timbre, but how he used it. Mere arrangers took pop songs and dressed them up in new colors and harmonies, but Ellington, though he recorded his share of catchy hits, was better known for the works in which he used the language of jazz to say things that it had never said before. Previn compared him to Stravinsky and Prokofiev, Percy Grainger to Bach and Delius, Ralph Ellison to Ernest Hemingway. Within the tight confines of a single 78 side, he spun “tone parallels” (a phrase that he coined) to every imaginable human emotion. He and the nine hundred musicians who passed through his band sang of joy and loneliness, passion and despair, faith and hope. His compositions included musical portraits of pretty women, tap-dancing comedians, express trains, Shakespearean characters, and the unsung heroes of his long-despised race, and he made it sound as if writing them were simple: “I just watch people and observe life, and then I write about them.”


It stood to reason that he should play Carnegie Hall, but Ellington claimed that Irving Mills had passed up an opportunity to book the band there in 1937, believing that the appearance wouldn’t bring in enough revenue to justify its expense. It had rankled ever since that Mills let such an opportunity to sell him as a great artist slip through his fingers. While the band had since given full-evening concerts at UCLA, the City College of New York, and Colgate University, all were too far off the beaten path of publicity to attract the attention of the press. The time had come to even the score, and William Morris Jr., Ellington’s new manager, meant to do the job right. “I want you to write a long work,” he told his client, “and let’s do it in Carnegie Hall.”
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The program that Ellington drew up opened with a new version of “Black and Tan Fantasy,” the 1927 composition in which he blended together the growling gutbucket trumpet of Bubber Miley, a Victorian religious ballad, and the funeral march from Chopin’s B-Flat Minor Piano Sonata, an exotic-sounding brew that put him on the map of early jazz. But most of the other numbers were written in or after 1940, the year in which the Ellington band reached the height of its collective creativity. “Ko-Ko,” “Cotton Tail,” “Jack the Bear,” “A Portrait of Bert Williams”: These were some of the now-classic pieces that he presented at Carnegie Hall, together with a half dozen others written by Mercer Ellington, his son, and Billy Strayhorn, a young composer-lyricist who joined the Ellington organization in 1939 and soon became his closest musical collaborator. The only tunes not by Ellington, Strayhorn, or Mercer were “The Star-Spangled Banner” and “Rose of the Rio Grande,” a specialty number long identified with the trombonist Lawrence Brown, one of Ellington’s most admired soloists. The band’s other stars all took turns in the spotlight as well, with the creamy-sounding alto-saxophone playing of Johnny Hodges making an especially fetching impression in Strayhorn’s “Day Dream.” Still, there was no question about who was standing at center stage. Everyone knew that it was Duke Ellington’s night to shine, and he knew it, too. Yet he had put off writing what was to be his crowning achievement until the last possible minute. He started work on Black, Brown and Beige in mid-December, and he was applying finishing touches to the forty-five-minute score on the day of the premiere.


Ellington began writing Black, Brown and Beige backstage at the State Theater in Hartford, Connecticut, where the band was sharing a bill with Frank Sinatra. Next came a string of dates in Connecticut, Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Canada, and upstate New York, with Ellington working on the score along the way. The band returned to Harlem on January 15, then started to go over the still-incomplete piece at Manhattan’s Nola Rehearsal Studio, then as now a popular midtown rehearsal space for jazz musicians. Howard Taubman, the music editor of The New York Times and a longtime fan, looked in on Ellington that week:




On the day of my visit to his apartment in Harlem he was still asleep at 1 P.M. He had worked all the previous night, knocking off at 9 A.M. Since the band had had a night off, Duke had spent it writing music for the Carnegie Hall concert. The piano was still in the corridor where it had been pushed so as not to disturb members of his family. Sheets of freshly written music were on the piano, under the telephone, in the living room. As we chatted, members of Ellington’s band drifted in, and from the kitchen they could be heard humming parts of the new score and arguing over how to do it.





On January 22, the night before the concert, the band gave a preview performance of the complete program at a high school in Rye, a suburb north of the city. Ellington’s friend Edmund Anderson, who had come to the dress rehearsal the previous day, saw Johnny Hodges running through “Come Sunday,” his solo spot in Black, Brown and Beige, “practically before the ink on the music sheets was dry.” While Anderson was thrilled by what he heard, others were doubtful. According to Barry Ulanov, Ellington’s first biographer, the consensus was that the new piece was “choppy” and hard to follow, perhaps in part because Ellington, who had yet to finish the score, was forced to rehearse it “piecemeal, section by section, sometimes in sequence, more often out of it.” Only Don Redman, the composer-arranger who had been Ellington’s opposite number in Fletcher Henderson’s band of the twenties, begged to differ. “You’re so wrong,” he told the doubters. But Ellington himself was unhappy enough with “Beige,” the last movement, to make a cut after the preview, dropping a win-the-war lyric (“We’re black, brown and beige / But we’re red, white and blue”) that was to have been sung at Carnegie Hall.


The three thousand ticketholders who packed the sold-out hall the next night applauded as Ellington was presented with a plaque citing his “twenty years of laudable contribution to music.” It bore thirty-two engraved signatures, including those of Stokowski, Marian Anderson, Count Basie, Cab Calloway, Aaron Copland, Benny Goodman, Earl Hines, Jerome Kern, Fritz Reiner, Paul Robeson, Artie Shaw, Max Steiner, Lawrence Tibbett, Kurt Weill, and Paul Whiteman, a veritable who’s who of American music in 1943. The audience responded no less enthusiastically to Black, Brown and Beige, clapping after every solo. But a recording of the concert reveals Ellington to have been audibly nervous, introducing the piece without his customary sangfroid. Small wonder: He had never in his life attempted anything as challenging as Black, Brown and Beige, and he had not given himself enough time for second thoughts, much less a second draft.


Despite the haste in which it was written, the score was littered with his fingerprints. Black, Brown and Beige was a compendium of Ellington’s musical language at its most advanced—now suavely lyrical, now earthily plain-spoken, on occasion as dissonant as anything by Schoenberg or Bartók—as well as the embodiment of his feelings about what it meant to be black. At every stage in his career, he had written pieces illustrative of his belief that the black experience was a fit subject for a serious composer. Their titles chart the course of his racial pride: “Black Beauty,” “Creole Rhapsody,” “Echoes of the Jungle,” “Harlem Speaks,” “Sepia Panorama.” In 1939 he told the readers of Down Beat, “Our aim has always been the development of an authentic Negro music … Our music is always intended to be definitely and purely racial.” He felt the same way in 1943. “The Negro is not merely a singing and dancing wizard but a loyal American in spite of his social position,” he said to Howard Taubman. “I want to tell America how the Negro feels about it.”


What he had to say was more specific than was immediately evident to the audience, for he had chosen not to publish the scenario, much of it written in verse, on which Black, Brown and Beige was based. In it he declared his theme to be the untold story of a suffering people: “Buried in the dark, uneasy conscience of Man / Lies the bright and glorious Truth / About your heritage.” At the end he made an even more suggestive proclamation about the nature of his own art:








And so, your song has stirred the souls


Of men in strange and distant places


The picture drawn by many hands


For many eyes of many races.


But did it ever speak to them


Of what you really are?











In Carnegie Hall he opted instead for mellifluous generalities, preferring to let the music speak for itself. It did so compellingly, if at times haltingly. Black, Brown and Beige was a patchwork, a not-quite-unified composition in which stretches of sustained musical argument were linked by transitional passages that sounded as though they’d been lifted from the score of a Broadway musical. It was clear that the last movement had been written too hurriedly, for its sections barely hung together. (One of them was a 1942 composition by Strayhorn called “Symphonette-Rhythmique” that Ellington renamed “Sugar Hill Penthouse” and shoehorned into the middle of “Beige” without bothering to give credit to his silent partner, a fact that did not become known until six decades later.) Yet Black, Brown and Beige was still an astonishing advance on the dance-oriented music of the other big bands of the Swing Era, so much so that Ellington’s own musicians found it hard to grasp. To take it in at a single hearing, much less to render fair judgment on what its composer had tried to do, was impossible, but every critic in town did his best, with results that ranged from reasonably perceptive to impenetrably dense.


The most favorable notice appeared in Time, which described Black, Brown and Beige as “one of the longest (45 minutes) and most ambitious pieces of tone painting ever attempted in jazz. Flavored with everything from Stravinskian dissonance to three-four time, it often seemed too ambitious. But there were stages of the emulsion that might appeal to any musician.” The New York Times praised the band but was evasive about the piece: “It had many exciting passages, but it was in the shorter works like ‘Rockin’ in Rhythm’ and the familiar ‘Mood Indigo’ that the leader seemed most completely himself.” The other reviews, written by critics who normally covered classical music rather than jazz—the newspapers of New York had yet to start hiring jazz critics in 1943—were rougher. “It hardly ever succeeds … because such a form of composition is entirely out of Ellington’s ken,” Douglas Watt wrote in the Daily News. “There is almost no continuity to the piece, filled with false climaxes.” Robert Bagar, who covered the concert for the World-Telegram, said that Black, Brown and Beige was not “an in toto symphonic creation” but “a series of brief, air-tight compositions, all prettily tied together by modulatory bridges … Mr. Ellington can make some two dozen brief, air-tight compositions out of Black, Brown and Beige. He should.” Henry Simon of PM criticized “Black” along similar lines, saying that it “all but falls apart into so many separate pieces,” though he admitted to being impressed with “Brown” and felt that the work as a whole “showed … how well and how far Mr. Ellington has emancipated himself from the straight-jacket [sic] of jazz formulas.”


Paul Bowles’s review in the New York Herald Tribune was unsparing, and his attack stung all the more because he was, unlike his colleagues, a classical composer of note:




It was formless and meaningless. In spite of Mr. Ellington’s ideological comments before each “movement,” nothing emerged but a gaudy potpourri of tutti dance passages and solo virtuoso work. (The dance parts used some pretty corny riffs, too.) There were countless unprovoked modulations, a passage in 5/ 4, paraphrases on well-known tunes that were as trite as the tunes themselves, and recurrent climaxes that impeded the piece’s progress.





Most of the jazz press put a happier face on the occasion. “Duke Kills Carnegie Cats! ‘Tone Parallel,’ Famed Soloists Slick, Click; Carnegie Kicked,” read the Variety-style headline over Metronome’s story about the concert, which was accompanied by a testy editorial called “Reactionary Reviewers” that dismissed the classical critics as “condescending” and “stupid.” Mike Levin of Down Beat struck a similar note in his review, but the headline hinted at his own reservations: “Duke Fuses Classical and Jazz! Stuff Is There … Needing Development to Attain New Art Form.” And there were plenty of dissenters, the most prominent of whom was John Hammond, a record producer–critic and a well-known skeptic when it came to the music of Duke Ellington, with whom he had had a public falling-out four years earlier. Now Hammond wrote a piece called “Is the Duke Deserting Jazz?” in which he claimed that Ellington had “alienated a good part of his dancing public … by becoming more complex he has robbed jazz of most of its basic virtues and lost contact with his audience.” He had said much the same thing about Reminiscing in Tempo, claiming in addition that Ellington’s biggest work prior to Black, Brown and Beige was “formless and shallow.”


Ellington’s public reaction to the reviews was unforthcoming: “Well, I guess they didn’t dig it.” Three decades later he described the Carnegie Hall concert as an “overwhelming success” in Music Is My Mistress, the autobiography in which he and Stanley Dance, his amanuensis, recounted his life and triumphs in language so circumlocutory that even his admirers found it hard to swallow. But at the time he had been worried about the likely response to Black, Brown and Beige, confessing his qualms to Helen Oakley in a preview of the concert that ran in Down Beat. He told her that he would have preferred to debut the work in Europe, believing as he did that European jazz fans were more receptive to “what [he was] attempting to do,” adding that it would be “a great disappointment to him and, he considers, a deterrent to the ambition of all progressing American composers” if “a sincere interest and an intellectual discernment are not notably factors of the New York audience reaction.”


To have unbent so far as to say such things to a journalist—even one who, like Oakley, was a friend—was both uncharacteristic of Ellington and indicative of his anxieties. Still more revealing was what happened next. The band repeated the Carnegie Hall program five days later at Boston’s Symphony Hall, and again the following month in Cleveland. The latter performance was the last time that Ellington played Black, Brown and Beige in its entirety. In 1945 he recorded eighteen minutes of excerpts for Victor, and until his death he performed snippets from the complete work, even recording a revised version of “Black” for Columbia in 1958. But never again did he permit the critics to hear his magnum opus from beginning to end. Too proud to expose himself a second time to their wrath, he preferred to leave it on the shelf.
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If Black, Brown and Beige mattered so much to Ellington, then why did he wait so long to start writing it? Because he had always worked that way, and always would. At times his disregard of the clock crossed the line into irresponsibility, as Norman Granz learned in 1957 when he recorded an album that teamed the composer and his band with Ella Fitzgerald. Ellington had agreed to write new arrangements of his best-remembered tunes, but he strolled into the studio all but empty-handed, forcing Granz to cobble together an album out of existing charts that were altered on the spot to accommodate Fitzgerald’s vocals:




We planned far in advance, but in the end Duke failed to do a single arrangement. Ella had to use the band’s regular arrangements. She’d do a vocal where an instrumental chorus would normally go…. Duke would ask Ella what key she was in and he would have to transpose and there would be a lot of furious writing to change the key. Then Ella would try and fit in and the band would get swept along by its own memories of just how it ought to play … Really, at one point she became so nervous, almost hysterical, that she began to cry. Duke went over to her and said, “Now, baby,” in his most gentle tones. “Don’t worry, it’ll all turn out fine.”





While Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Duke Ellington Song Book was an extreme case, it was far from atypical. Ellington composed as he lived, on the road and on the fly. He wrote his pieces in hotel rooms, Pullman cars, and chartered buses, then rehearsed them in the recording studio the next afternoon or on the bandstand the same night. He had little choice but to do so, for he was a professional wanderer who traveled directly from gig to gig, returning to his New York apartment, he said, only to pick up his mail. It would no more have occurred to him to take time off to polish a composition than to go on a monthlong vacation. Even if he had wanted to take a sabbatical to work on Black, Brown and Beige, the band’s touring schedule would have precluded it.


“I work and I write. And that’s it,” Ellington said. “My reward is hearing what I’ve done, and unlike most composers, I can hear it immediately. That’s why I keep these expensive gentlemen with me.” But maintaining a touring orchestra was for him not a luxury but a necessity. The band was his musical laboratory, the great good place where he experimented with new ideas, and he was incapable of functioning as a composer without its constant presence. A largely self-taught musician, he had never acquired the conservatory-bred facility that would have allowed him to write out a piece in his studio, bring it to rehearsal, and have his sidemen read it down note for note. He was himself a poor sight reader, as were some of his best-known soloists. “You couldn’t give him a piano part and say, ‘Play this piano part,’” recalled Juan Tizol, his valve trombonist. “He was not that type of player. He couldn’t play it.” Throughout his career he relied on staff copyists (of whom Tizol was the first) who could decode his quirky musical shorthand, transforming it into playable instrumental parts that were then performed by the “expensive gentlemen” for whom they had been handcrafted, a motley gaggle of ever-feuding troublemakers whose antics he viewed with wry resignation and a touch of pride: “There’s no attitude, no discipline, nothing…. Outrageous things happen, and then they come back and blow their ass off, play like angels, and I forget about it.” Even the music on their stands bore the nicknames by which they were known (Cootie, Rab, Tricky) rather than the names of the instruments that they played.


What Ellington sought and got from his “accumulation of personalities” was a loose, festive ensemble sound far removed from the clean precision of Benny Goodman’s band. He had no interest in the smoothly blended playing that leaders like Goodman, Jimmie Lunceford, and Artie Shaw demanded from their groups. He preferred to hire musicians with homemade techniques that were different to the point of apparent incompatibility, then juxtapose their idiosyncratic sounds as a pointillist painter might place dots of red and green side by side on his canvas, finding inspiration in their technical limitations (“With a musician who plays the full compass of his instrument as fast or as slow as possible, there seems, paradoxically, less opportunity to create”). That is why his charts never sound quite right when performed by other groups, however accomplished the individual players may be. It is also why a keen-eared virtuoso like Jack Teagarden, the greatest jazz trombonist of his generation, found it impossible to enjoy the Ellington band. “I never did like anything Ellington ever did,” he said. “He never had a band all in tune, always had a bad tone quality and bad blend.” What Teagarden meant, whether he knew it or not, was that the band had an unconventional tone quality, one that had little in common with received ideas about how a big band ought to sound. Asked why he hired Al Hibbler when he already had a singer on the payroll, Ellington replied, “My ear makes my decision.” To him, no other ear mattered.


Billy Strayhorn, who saw Ellington’s working methods up close and understood them best, gave them a name in a 1952 article about his mentor: “Ellington plays the piano, but his real instrument is the band. Each member of his band is to him a distinctive tone color and set of emotions, which he mixes with others equally distinctive to produce a third thing, which I call the Ellington Effect.” Sometimes he worked “on” his players as a choreographer  makes a ballet “on” his dancers, passing out or dictating scraps of music, then shaping and reshaping them on the spot into a piece that would later be reduced to written form. Even a work that had already been notated was subject in the heat of the moment to total transformation motivated solely by the whim of the composer. The goal, he explained, was “to mold the music around the man,” and the men around whom his music was so tightly molded rarely sounded more themselves than when they were playing it.


The cornetist Rex Stewart, who spent eleven years with Ellington, never forgot the experience of seeing the Ellington Effect in full flower at a rehearsal in the forties:




I recall one occasion when he’d jotted some notes for the saxophones (Toby [Otto] Hardwick, Harry Carney, Ben Webster, and Barney Bigard) and each was given a part, but there was nothing for Johnny Hodges. Duke had the saxes run the sequence down twice, while Johnny sat nonchalantly smoking. Then, Duke called to Hodges, “Hey, Rabbit, give me a long slow glissando against that progression. Yeah! That’s it!” Next he said to Cootie Williams, “Hey, Coots, you come in on the second bar, in a subtle manner growling softly like a hungry little lion cub that wants his dinner but can’t find his mother. Try that, okay?” Following that, he’d say, “Deacon,” (how Lawrence Brown hated that nickname) “you are cast in the role of the sun beating down on the scene. What kind of a sound do you feel that could be? You don’t know? Well, try a high B-flat in a felt hat, play it legato and sustain it for eight bars. Come on, let’s all hit this together,” and that’s the way things went—sometimes.





Not only was Ellington inspired by the sounds and styles of his musicians, but he plucked bits and pieces from their solos and wove them into his compositions. Some of his most popular songs were spun out of melodic fragments that he gleaned from his close listening on the bandstand each night. “He could hear a guy play something and take a pencil and scribble a little thing,” the pianist Jimmy Rowles said. “The next night there would be an arrangement of that thing the guy played. And nobody knew where it came from.” This symbiotic relationship was important to Ellington’s success as a popular songwriter, since his prodigal gifts did not include the lucrative ability to casually toss off easily hummable tunes. He had to work at it, and sometimes he needed a little help. “More than once,” Rex Stewart recalled, “a lick which started out as a rhythmic background for a solo or a response to another lick eventually became a hit record, once Duke’s fertile imagination took over and provided the proper framework.” He took it for granted that such joint creations were his sole property, but if payment was unavoidable, he tried when possible to dole out modest flat fees rather than share with his musicians the publishing rights to (and royalties from) the pieces that he based on their “licks.” It was as much a matter of vanity as money, for Ellington preferred for the public to think that he did it all by himself. “It wasn’t our thing any longer,” Hardwick said when he returned to the band in 1932 after a four-year absence. “It had become Ellington’s alone…. Ten years ago it was ‘We do it this way,’ and ‘We wrote that.’ Now the we was royal.”


Could he have composed in a more traditional manner? Undoubtedly, if he’d applied himself to learning how to do so—and Black, Brown and Beige might well have been architecturally stronger had he tried. But Ellington knew little of the symphonic literature when he wrote Black, Brown and Beige, nor was he inclined to press his talent into other men’s molds, instructive though the experience might have been. He insisted that Black, Brown and Beige was not an attempt to write a “jazz symphony”: “To attempt to elevate the status of the jazz musician by forcing the level of his best work into comparisons with classical music is to deny him his rightful share of originality…. Ninety-nine per cent of the jazz people aren’t interested in symphony techniques at all.” In his case this was almost certainly true, though it fails to explain why he felt the need to write a forty-five-minute piece and perform it in Carnegie Hall, or to devote much of the second half of his career to composing a long series of jazz suites and other extended works, some scored for symphony orchestra (albeit by other hands). Most of the critics found them pretentious, but Ellington continued to turn out suites on a near-annual basis, and his unshakable devotion to the form caused some cynics to wonder whether he was trying to impress the classical musicians whose techniques he disdained.


If that was what he hoped to do, then he had little choice but to do it his way. Ellington’s unorthodox methods evolved bit by bit and year by year, and by the time that he discovered their limitations, he had traveled too far down his own road to change course without a struggle. It was well within his power to familiarize himself with the structural techniques of the great classical composers, to learn how to write for string sections instead of hiring orchestrators, even to figure out how to write songs that drove the plot of a musical comedy rather than sounding as though they’d been written without prior knowledge of the script. (It was one of his biggest disappointments that he never succeeded in bringing a hit show to Broadway.) But accomplishing any of these goals would have taken more time than he cared to spare, and to do so he would have had to dismantle, either temporarily or permanently, the jury-rigged system that allowed him to keep his handpicked band on the road all the year round, playing his music as soon as he wrote it and pleasing paying audiences throughout the world.


So he chose to keep on being Duke Ellington, racing from town to town and sleeping with woman after woman, shoveling his songwriting royalties into the till in order to pay his expensive gentlemen salaries big enough to keep them riding on the band bus, cranking out shapeless suites whose inspiration varied widely, even randomly, from movement to movement, and passing the work of others off as his own. And—always—being a genius, a titan of modern music who to the end of his life could conjure high art out of thin air.
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Though he carried himself like a prince of the realm, he was the son of a butler and the grandson of a slave. Washington, where Edward Kennedy Ellington was born in 1899, was one of America’s most segregated cities, but it also had a black middle class that was proud and self-aware. Ellington’s parents belonged to it, and their only son, a high school dropout whose regal demeanor belied his poor grades and seeming lack of interest in music, went out of his way to acquire its manners. For all his polish, it was his artistry, not his personality, that was the source of his enduring appeal. But it was the personality that made white people who might not otherwise have done so give him a second glance, and in time it opened doors of opportunity through which few other blacks had been allowed to pass.


Ellington’s surface qualities were exploited to the hilt by Irving Mills. “We wanted Duke to be recognized as someone more important,” Mills told an interviewer in 1984. By this he meant that the best way to position his client in a market full of talented black bandleaders was to present him to the world as a different kind of black man, fine-spoken and expensively tailored, a fellow whom broad-minded white folks could imagine introducing to their friends, even if they might not care to bring him home to meet their wives. Accordingly, Mills’s advertising manual stressed Ellington’s presentability as much as his talent: “He is as genial as he is intelligent, always creates a good impression upon newspaper people with whom he comes in contact and invariably supplies them with good copy for their stories.” Ellington himself was happy to play the game, for he saw his public image as a contribution to the welfare of his people. “Every time you walk out [on] the street and you’re exposed to a white citizen, you know,” he said, “you’re acting in behalf of the race.” That was why he never let his guard down: He knew that there would always be somebody looking.
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A different kind of black man: With Rex Stewart and the band, Philadelphia, 1939. Ellington’s immaculately polished onstage appearance was one of countless manifestations of his lifelong resolve to “act in behalf of the race”








Over time Mills’s strategy paid off beyond either man’s wildest dreams. Long before Ellington died in 1974, he had become, after Louis Armstrong, jazz’s biggest celebrity, as well as the first jazz musician to be widely hailed as an artist of consequence—and not just by his fellow jazzmen, but also by such distinguished classical musicians as Constant Lambert, Aaron Copland, and Percy Grainger. Their praise gave his work a cultural legitimacy at which no posterity-conscious black artist would have been inclined to turn up his nose. Yet he was, like Armstrong, a popular entertainer whose music was meant to please a mass audience. Long before the Swing Era, his band was seen in films and heard on network radio, and long after most of the other bandleaders who followed him into the limelight faded into obscurity, Ellington continued to perform on network TV and girdle the globe, playing “Sophisticated Lady,” “Mood Indigo,” “Solitude,” “I Let a Song Go Out of My Heart,” and the other hits that had made him famous (if never rich). Twelve thousand people came to his funeral at the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine in New York City, his adopted hometown and the place that he loved best. By then his baggy eyes and sardonic flattery were almost as familiar to the mourners as his music.


Underneath his soigné exterior, Ellington was a self-centered hedonist who lived a nomadic existence in which everything was subordinated to his art—and, insofar as possible, his pleasure. John Houseman, who worked with him on Beggar’s Holiday, his first Broadway show, was fascinated by his way of life, though he mistook it for passivity:




At the time I worked with him the Duke had abandoned all attempts to organize his own life. Between late-night engagements with his band, concerts, recordings, interviews, composing and other activities he had turned over the scheduling of his days and nights to his wife, his manager and other associates. They woke him up when it was time, fed him, laid out the right clothes for him, transported and delivered him on time for whatever engagement he was committed to, picked him up, changed his clothes, delivered him once more, fed him again and finally put him to bed. In this way, he explained, by ceasing to concern himself with time and space, he was able to preserve his energy and his sanity. What Houseman did not see was that Ellington sought to exert the maximum possible amount of control over everyone in his life—by stealth.





“What you need to do is wake up after two o’clock, make phone calls, but don’t move an inch,” he told Mercer Ellington. “Just lie flat on your back and phone, and tell everybody everything that has to be done, and lay all your plans without going out anywhere…. When you come downstairs you’ll have prepared your day, and you’ll be The Greatest!” After he died, Mercer found a handwritten note among his father’s papers in which Ellington summed himself up in three lapidary sentences: “No problem. I’m easy to please. I just want to have everybody in the palm of my hand.”


His selfishness was unswerving, though it did not exclude benevolence, if only on his own terms. “Ellington is the most complex and paradoxical individual that I’ve ever known … a combination of Sir Galahad, Scrooge, Don Quixote, and God knows what other saints and sinners that were apt to pop out of his ever-changing personality,” said Rex Stewart. He was at once deeply (if superstitiously) religious and a tireless philanderer who, in the words of an admiring friend, had the sexual appetite of “a romping, stomping alley cat.” He pretended to be a devoted family man for the benefit of the ever-vigilant press, he deserted Edna, his first and only wife, later settling into a long-term relationship with a Cotton Club showgirl whom he chose not to marry (he never divorced Edna) and on whom he cheated as often as he liked.


He was careful to keep his love life out of the papers, just as he tried never to show his vulnerability to anyone who might take advantage of it—but vulnerable he was, and would always be. While he believed that his music was (to use the phrase with which he described his favorite artists) “beyond category,” he was painfully conscious of the racial slights that beset him throughout his life, even after he became a star. He was enraged when he learned that he had been passed over for a Pulitzer Prize in 1965. “That night I saw him, he was furious, he was so angry,” Nat Hentoff recalled. “He said, ‘That’s another example of what it’s like to be black. They think European music, classical music is the only criterion for art.’” It says much about Ellington that though he knew better than to take to heart the opinion of a board of musically uninformed newspapermen, he still longed for a Pulitzer, the ultimate token of establishment approval, and was devastated when he failed to get it.


None of it showed. The rage, the humiliation, the unbridled sensuality: All were kept far from prying eyes. His fans saw only what he wished them to see, and nothing more. So did his colleagues. “I think all the musicians should get together one certain day and get down on their knees and thank Duke,” said Miles Davis. Yet to Ellington’s own musicians, he was a riddle without an answer, an unknowable man who hid behind a high wall of ornate utterances and flowery compliments that grew higher as he grew older. And while most of his sidemen admired his artistry without reservation, many of them also believed him to be unscrupulous and manipulative. On occasion one of them would chafe at his high-handedness and give notice. Even Johnny Hodges and Billy Strayhorn, the band’s two seemingly indispensable members, lost patience with him in the fifties and chose to wander for a time in the wilderness. But the wanderers (Hodges and Strayhorn included) usually returned to the fold sooner or later, knowing that the preternaturally sensitive settings that he created for his players made them sound better than they could ever have dreamed of sounding on their own. They were stuck with him and he with them, no matter how badly they behaved—and a few of them behaved badly enough to land in jail.


Yet Ellington almost never fired anyone, having discovered the secret of making unwanted players depart of their own accord before he was forced to cut them loose. A rare exception was the bassist Charles Mingus, who claimed to have goaded Juan Tizol into pulling a knife and chasing him off the bandstand, thus triggering his own dismissal. Mingus set down Ellington’s farewell speech in his autobiography, and even if he embroidered it, as he surely did, you can hear the voice of the master in every petit-point sentence:
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Behind closed doors: Composing at the Dorchester, his favorite London hotel, in 1963. Unposed offstage photos of Ellington are comparatively rare. He went out of his way to shape his public image to his liking—and to keep his private life out of the papers










“Now, Charles,” he says, looking amused, putting Cartier links into the cuffs of his beautiful handmade shirt, “you could have forewarned me—you left me out of the act entirely! At least you could have let me cue in a few chords as you ran through that Nijinsky routine…. When you exited after that I thought, ‘That man’s really afraid of Juan’s knife and at the speed he’s going he’s probably home in bed by now.’ But no, back you came through the same door with your bass still intact. For a moment I was hopeful you’d decided to sit down and play but instead you slashed Juan’s chair in two with a fire axe! Really, Charles, that’s destructive. Everybody knows Juan has a knife but nobody ever took it seriously—he likes to pull it out and show it to people, you understand. So I’m afraid, Charles—I’ve never fired anybody—you’ll have to quit my band. I don’t need any new problems. Juan’s an old problem, I can cope with that, but you seem to have a whole bag of new tricks. I must ask you to be kind enough to give me your notice, Mingus.”


The charming way he says it, it’s like he’s paying you a compliment. Feeling honored, you shake hands and resign.





If it wasn’t true, it should have been. With Ellington, though, the truth was usually more than good enough, and the fact that so little of it can be found in Music Is My Mistress is frustrating. He of all people should have left behind a frank memoir, one in which he told the story of how a somewhat better-than-average stride pianist largely devoid of formal musical training managed to turn himself into a great composer—for that is what he was, and why he matters to us today.


In 1944 a journalist dubbed Ellington “the hot Bach,” a comparison that is likely to have vexed him. A decade earlier he had claimed that “you can’t stay in the European conservatory and play the negro music.” He insisted that his own achievement was unique unto itself, so much so that he refused to call his music jazz. “I don’t write jazz,” he said. “I write Negro folk music.” He was wrong: His music is one of the cornerstones of jazz. But he was right about the singularity of his music, just as he himself was as singular as a human being can be, an improbably gaudy bird of paradise who spoke at least one undeniable truth in the self-interview that ends his autobiography:




Q. Can you keep from writing music? Do you write in spite of yourself?


A. I don’t know how strong the chains, cells, and bars are. I’ve never tried to escape.






















1


“I JUST COULDN’T BE SHACKLED”
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Fortunate Son, 1899–1917





WASHINGTON IS A theme park of power, a city to which fifteen million American tourists travel each year, there to gaze upon the marble monuments that enshrine their past and foreshadow their future. Few go looking for art, though no American city has more museums, and fewer still think of the nation’s capital as a center of jazz, though it’s said that before 1920 Washington was home to more nightclubs than Harlem. But even if that boast smacks of boosterism, it suggests the vitality to which there is ample testimony from those who saw it for themselves. And while only a handful of jazz greats grew up in Washington, one of them was Duke Ellington, who was born in a neighborhood whose name now evokes the black history that he would study in its schools as a boy and make for himself as an adult.


Robert Gould Shaw was the white colonel who commanded the otherwise all-black Fifty-Fourth Regiment at whose head he fell in 1863. Though a century went by before the creation of the Shaw urban renewal area in Washington’s northwest quadrant gave a new name to its principal black neighborhood, the exploits of the Fifty-Fourth and its martyred leader (which would be memorialized by Augustus Saint-Gaudens and Stanford White in Boston’s Shaw Memorial and, later, in the film Glory) would have been known to Ellington in his youth. The all-black schools that he attended made a point of teaching their charges such things. Late in life Ellington spoke of how R. A. Boston, his eighth-grade English teacher, had “spent as much time in preaching race pride as she did in teaching English,” explaining to her students that “everywhere you go … your responsibility is to command respect for the race.”


By 1900 Washington was home to eighty-seven thousand blacks, a third of the city’s population. While the poorest of them lived on the southwest side of town, most of Washington’s other blacks clustered in the vicinity of U Street, which runs through the center of Shaw. Some were professionals—doctors, nurses, lawyers, teachers, preachers—and a fair number worked for the federal government. A handful taught at nearby Howard University, Americacs most prestigious black college, and others at the Preparatory High School for Colored Youth, the country’s first public high school for blacks, which was later renamed after Paul Laurence Dunbar, the black poet who worked for a time at the Library of Congress. Together they comprised the core of the city’s black middle class, a group of Washingtonians as proud of their respectability as they were of their shared history. While they flocked to the fifteen-hundred-seat Howard Theatre, the city’s first black-only theater, to see traveling productions of Broadway shows like Shuffle Along and musical groups like James Reese Europe’s Clef Club Orchestra and Will Marion Cook’s Southern Syncopated Orchestra, many preferred The Evolution of the Negro in Picture, Song, and Story and the other race-oriented community pageants that were also mounted there. The churchgoers among them regarded ragtime and jazz as disreputable to the point of criminality, preferring to partake of the more decorous fare that was readily available. Glee clubs and choral societies, small orchestras and chamber ensembles, even a short-lived opera company: All could be found in the neighborhood at one time or another.


The goal of these men and women was to lift up their race through economic and cultural self-improvement to the point where whites could no longer ignore their achievements. Booker T. Washington would have approved of their plan wholeheartedly, and most of those who write about black life in turn-of-the-century Washington make a point of mentioning what he said about the city in Up from Slavery:




During the time I was a student at Washington the city was crowded with coloured people, many of whom had recently come from the South. A large proportion of these people had been drawn to Washington because   they felt that they could lead a life of ease there. Others had secured minor government positions, and still another large class was there in the hope of securing Federal positions. A number of coloured men—some of them very strong and brilliant—were in the House of Representatives at that time … Then, too, they knew that at all times they could have the protection of the law in the District of Columbia. The public schools in Washington for coloured people were better then than they were elsewhere.





But that was in 1878, a year after the close of the era of Reconstruction that had come in the wake of the Civil War. Soon the yoke of domination was set in place once more. George White, the last black congressman of the post-Reconstruction era, went back home to North Carolina in 1901, shortly after the Southern states disenfranchised their black citizens, and not until 1972 would a state that had once been part of the Confederacy send another black to Congress. Those were the days when books with titles like The Negro a Beast and The Passing of the Great Race were snapped up by white readers who learned from them that blacks were not only genetically inferior to whites but were breeding so rapidly that Western civilization was at risk. In 1913 Woodrow Wilson, the first Southern-born politician to be elected president since Reconstruction, segregated the federal bureaucracy by administrative fiat, thereby delivering a brutal blow to the fortunes of the city’s middle-class blacks. “I have recently spent several days in Washington,” Booker T. Washington wrote to a colleague shortly afterward, “and I have never seen the colored people so discouraged and bitter as they are at the present time.”


The blacks of U Street, demoralized though they were by Wilson’s actions, kept on striving, but their white neighbors took little note of their efforts. A historian of race relations in Washington later described the ghetto in which they lived as “a secret city all but unknown to the white world round about … white citizens of the District of Columbia manifestly were acquainted with only the most obvious facts about how free Negroes lived and knew almost nothing about what they thought.” Neither the well-to-do professionals who owned Victorian row houses nor the laborers who rented tumbledown shacks in the alleys and side streets were thought worthy of coverage by the city’s newspapers, which ignored anything that happened there short of actual violence.


Today that section of town, transformed almost beyond recognition by gentrification, is an integrated neighborhood where condos and renovated row houses change hands for six-figure sums—and where many aging black residents who grew up there can no longer afford to live. A New York Times reporter who visited U Street in 2006 described it as “the newest and hottest place in town for getting out on weekends after dark.”* But when Duke Ellington was a boy and for long afterward, it was the only place in town where blacks could buy a house, see a movie, eat in a restaurant, rent a hotel room, attend a public school, or shop in a department store. Even the pet cemeteries maintained a color bar. In a 1948 report on racial segregation in Washington, the owner of a dog cemetery explained that “he assumed the dogs would not object, but he was afraid his white customers would.”


Behind the invisible walls that separated them from the rest of Washington, better-off blacks salved their pride by erecting their own walls of disdain. They could never escape the daily shame of segregation, but they held their heads as high as they could, high enough to look down their noses at their less successful neighbors. “I could play the dances,” Sonny Greer said, “but I couldn’t mingle with all the highfalutin doctors and lawyers and all the fancy chicks from the university.” Langston Hughes, who lived in Washington in the twenties, was disgusted by their snobbery: “So many pompous gentlemen never before did I meet. Nor so many ladies with chests swelled like pouter-pigeons whose mouths uttered formal sentences in frightfully correct English.” He was disgusted, too, by the way that the city’s light-skinned blacks treated “the usually darker (although not always poorer) people who work with their hands,” taking scathing note of how “several of the light young ladies [he] knew were not above passing a dark classmate or acquaintance with only the coolest of nods” and “apologies were made by the young men for the less than coffee-and-cream ladies they happened to know.” Such intraracial prejudice was (and is) the dirty little secret of America’s black middle class, and jazzmen of Ellington’s generation were well aware of its existence. The New Orleans bassist Pops Foster minced no words about it: “The worst Jim Crow around New Orleans was what the colored did to themselves…. The lighter you were the better they thought you were.”


But there was no way for Washington’s middle-class blacks to ignore their dark-skinned neighbors, try though they might, since both classes were packed into one and a half square miles of crowded city streets. The lives of college professors and (in Hughes’s words) “the ordinary Negroes … folks with practically no family tree at all, folks who draw no color line between mulattoes and deep dark-browns” were inescapably intertwined, and an educated black who, like Hughes, felt more at ease among the “ordinary Negroes” who “played the blues, ate watermelon, barbecue, and fish sandwiches, shot pool, told tall tales, looked at the dome of the Capitol and laughed out loud” was never more than a stone’s throw from the buzzing street life of black Washington.


Nowadays it’s harder to see that both sides of this cultural coin have a like claim on our attention, since the popular culture of Hughes’s “ordinary Negroes” long ago prevailed over the genteel culture of U Street’s citizens. To listen to the first recording of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” made in 1909 by the Fisk Jubilee Quartet, whose members hailed from Nashville’s all-black Fisk University, is to be startled by its staidness. You might almost be hearing four gentlemen in high-button shoes warbling close-harmony hymns in the parlor. How to explain their near-Victorian tone? The answer is that the quartet consisted of university men, aspiring members of the middle class. Indeed, the mere fact that they were singing spirituals (instead of, say, part-songs by Brahms) was enough to make some of their fellow students look askance at them. In 1909 spirituals were still widely viewed in the black community, and in Fisk’s own all-classical music department, as quaint relics of the bad old days of slavery. The Jubilee Quartet’s singing of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” is polished to a degree that sounds “wrong” to postmodern ears—but does that make it less authentic? In 1983 a surviving member of the quartet told an interviewer that the group “interpreted [spirituals] as the slaves did … we were closer to slavery and we got a deeper, an in-depth feeling of that music.”


All of which is another way of saying that black life in turn-of-the-century America was far more complicated than it looks from a distance, and that the politer black musical styles of the period were as “authentic” as the dance-based working-class music that today’s listeners esteem. So, too, do the ambitions of the middle-class blacks of U Street (if not their childish bigotry) deserve to be taken seriously. Even at their most affected, they were trying to live decent lives and make a better world for their children and grandchildren, some of whom, Duke Ellington among them, would go on to do things of which they could only dream.
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What did Ellington think of the city of his childhood and youth? In old age he wrote of it with dewy-eyed affection. Washington, he said, was good to him—but he left it as soon as he could, never again to look back save through the comforting haze of nostalgia.


Here as always, one must read between the lines of Music Is My Mistress to get anything useful out of it. On occasion Ellington let slip a few indiscreet words about the realities of life in Washington, admitting that the black community there was divided into “castes” and that “if you decided to mix carelessly with another you would be told that one just did not do that sort of thing.” What he took greater care not to say was that his own parents belonged to the in-between caste that came to be known as the black bourgeoisie. It’s impossible to understand the man whom Ellington became without understanding this fact and its implications, yet he did his best to keep anyone from knowing the whole truth about his young years. Throughout his life he spoke warmly of James Edward Ellington (always known as “J.E.” or “Uncle Ed”) and Daisy Kennedy Ellington, and his praise was fulsome to a fault. What he said has mostly been taken as gospel truth, but there was more—and less—to J.E. and Daisy than their loyal son admitted. While he was more inclined to prettify than lie outright, the result was the same: The Ellingtons of Music Is My Mistress are candy-coated caricatures whose goodness beggars belief. The first step in understanding their son is to scrub away the sugar and see his parents as they were.


J.E. was born in North Carolina in 1879 and moved to Washington around 1890. He entered the service of Dr. Middleton F. Cuthbert, whom Ellington described as “rather prominent socially,” at some point between 1894 and 1898, eventually becoming Dr. Cuthbert’s butler. The two men seem to have been on friendly terms: Barry Ulanov, who interviewed Ellington at length for his 1946 biography, described J.E. as the doctor’s “confidant and very close friend.” Not having gotten beyond grade school, he educated himself further by reading the books in the doctor’s private library and acquired hand-me-down dishes and cutlery from other families whose parties he catered. “The way [J.E.’s] table was set,” Duke’s son said, “was just like those at which my grandfather had butlered.”


It would appear that he also picked up Dr. Cuthbert’s high-society manners. Whatever its source, J.E.’s suavity impressed all who met him, starting with his children. Ruth Ellington called him “a Chesterfieldian gentleman who wore gloves and spats.” Her brother’s memories were more specific—and worldly. He was particularly impressed by his father’s fancy turns of phrase, which made their way into his own speech:




I have always wanted to be able to be and talk like my pappy. He was a party man, a great dancer (ballroom, that is), a connoisseur of vintages, and unsurpassed in creating an aura of conviviality…. He was also a wonderful wit, and he knew exactly what to say to a lady—high-toned or honey-homey. I wrote a song later with a title suggested by one of those sayings he would address to a lady worth telling she was pretty. “Gee, you make that hat look pretty,” he would say.
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Beautiful and handsome: Family portraits of Daisy Kennedy Ellington and James Edward (J.E.) Ellington. These paintings, which hung in the living room of Duke Ellington’s Manhattan apartment, were seen on national television when he was interviewed by Edward R. Murrow on Person to Person in 1957








Daisy was born in Washington in 1879. Her father was a police captain, one of only forty black officers in the District of Columbia, and her grandparents included a white senator and a Cherokee Indian. In black Washington that constituted a good family, far better than that of the man she married. She was a regular churchgoer, and she also seems to have been a prude: Ulanov, possibly following her son’s lead, described her as “stiff-lipped” and “prim of mien and manner.” Her pince-nez and light-colored skin made Daisy’s gentility evident to all who saw her, as did her musical tastes. A competent pianist, she favored salon ballads like Ethelbert Nevin’s “The Rosary,” a favorite of Fritz Kreisler and John McCormack, which made her four-year-old son weep when she played it for him one day.*


Ulanov believed that “the violently crossed influences of his father and mother” gave the mature Ellington a “startlingly ambivalent” personality that was at once “introspective” and “exhibitionist.” True or not, Daisy and J.E. were an ill-sorted pair—they even went to different churches—and one wonders what her parents made of their decision to marry in 1898. They also appear to have been sexually incompatible: Mercer Ellington said that they “slept apart” after Daisy found out that her husband was having an affair with another woman. Though Ellington says nothing disparaging about either of them in his autobiography, he devotes far more space to Daisy, going so far as to claim, “No one else but my sister Ruth had a mother as great and as beautiful as mine.” What he found most admirable about his father, by contrast, was his smooth-talking savoir faire, which he would endeavor to emulate. J.E., he said, “spent and lived like a man who had money, and he raised his family as though he were a millionaire.” But he wasn’t: J.E. was in service to a white man, and it was only much later that he struck out on his own, first becoming a full-time caterer during World War I and then, in 1920, taking a job as a maker of blueprints at the Navy Yard.


Might Ellington have been embarrassed by his father’s pretensions? If so, he never let on. But a later generation was to take a dimmer view of ballroom-dancing black men who exalted appearance over reality. E. Franklin Frazier, the chairman of Howard University’s sociology department, gave a name to such folk when he published Black Bourgeoisie, the still-controversial 1957 study in which he anatomized the “world of make-believe” in which they sought “to escape the disdain of whites and fulfill [their] wish for status in American life.” Malcolm X, born a quarter century after Ellington, wrote with biting contempt in his own autobiography of the lower-tier bourgeoisie of Roxbury, the Boston suburb where he had lived as a boy:




I’d guess that eight out of ten of the Hill Negroes of Roxbury, despite the impressive-sounding job titles they affected, actually worked as menials and servants. “He’s in banking,” or “He’s in securities.” It sounded as though they were discussing a Rockefeller or a Mellon—and not some gray-headed, dignity-posturing bank janitor, or bond-house messenger.





Was that how J.E. looked to the fortunate son who spent a lifetime putting the flesh of achievement on the bare bones of his father’s hand-me-down manners? Or did Ellington prefer to think of him not as a make-believe gentleman in spats but as a dead-earnest striver who played his cards as well as he could? The only clue to be found in the pages of Music Is My Mistress is this sibylline sentence: “My mother, as I said before, was beautiful, but my father was only handsome.” It’s tempting to hear in those last two words the judgment of a son on the failings of a parent, but if Ellington ever said anything else to anyone else about J.E.’s failings, it went unrecorded.
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Duke Ellington was a spoiled child, and proud of it. The very first thing that he tells us about himself in Music Is My Mistress is that his parents pampered him:




Once upon a time a beautiful young lady and a very handsome young man fell in love and got married. They were a wonderful, compatible couple, and God blessed their marriage with a fine baby boy (eight pounds, eight ounces). They loved their little boy very much. They raised him, nurtured him, coddled him, and spoiled him. They raised him in the palm of the hand and gave him everything they thought he wanted. Finally, when he was about seven or eight, they let his feet touch the ground.





It may seem an odd point for him to make so emphatically, but for once his memoiristic instincts played him true. Not only was he “spoiled rotten,” but the child was father to the man: He arranged his adult life in such a way as to reproduce as closely as possible the way that his parents had treated him as a boy. Born in the home of his maternal grandparents on April 29, 1899, Edward Kennedy Ellington was named after J.E. and Daisy, who thereupon gave him whatever he wanted, as did Daisy’s many female relations. While the fact that their first child had died in infancy helps to explain the favor with which the second was treated, the unremitting intensity of his mother’s love, along with her certainty that he was destined to do well in the world, were a thing unto themselves. Daisy instilled in her son an attitude that might be described as “Ellingtonian exceptionalism,” a doctrine to which he would subscribe forever after. “Edward, you are blessed,” Daisy told him. “You don’t have anything to worry about.” Such love can be smothering, but he was inspired by it. When he descended from his upstairs bedroom to go to school, he would deliver a little speech to his mother and aunt: “This is the great, the grand, the magnificent Duke Ellington. Now applaud, applaud.” He offered multiple explanations of how he acquired his lifelong nickname, but most of them point to his having been dubbed “Duke” by a childhood friend, partly because of his princely manner (the Duke of Wellington’s name would have been known to his playmates) and partly because his mother dressed him so stylishly. Whatever the reason, it fit him well, and the schools that he attended, which taught “proper speech and good manners,” improved the fit still further.


In addition to pampering him, Daisy and J.E., whose own father was a mulatto, gave him the medium-light brown skin that was one of his most recognizable features. In 1944 a reporter for The New Yorker, whose editors were sticklers for exactitude, described his color as that of “coffee with a strong dash of cream,” the same shade favored by the hoity-toity Washingtonians of Langston Hughes’s acquaintance. Ellington insisted that there was never “any talk about red people, brown people, black people, or yellow people, or about the differences that existed between them,” in the family home. Such things, however, need not be discussed openly to be understood tacitly. Ellington’s wife and the other women with whom he had long-term romantic relationships were all, like his mother, light-skinned or white, a circumstance unlikely to have been coincidental, any more than it was a coincidence that his closest black friends in later life (as well as most of the few musicians in his band with whom he socialized) tended to be members of his own class.*


Ellington spoke of the “wonderful feeling of security” that he drew from his childhood churchgoing, specifically mentioning it in connection with the way in which Daisy’s praise had caused him to see himself as “very, very special.” He went so far as to say that her belief in his uniqueness had made him fearless, which is absurd: He was a quivering mass of arbitrary, sometimes bizarre superstitions. Mercer believed that they stemmed from his having been overprotected as a boy, which makes sense. Yet it’s just as plain to see that the confident carriage of his maturity was the result of Daisy’s belief that he was born to higher things, and it probably also had something to do with the extent to which his parents had shielded him from life outside the invisible walls of U Street. The Ellingtons, Ruth said, did not discuss “hostile [racial] incidents” in front of their children. “I guess,” she added, “that was their way of protecting us.” Duke’s small world may have been less secure than he admitted—Washington city directories show that his family lived at fourteen different addresses between 1898 and 1921, an indication that J.E.’s fortunes fluctuated erratically—but he does not seem to have learned until later on what less privileged black children knew from the start of their young lives, which was that the color of their skin was enough in and of itself to get them killed, mutilated, or thrown in jail.


Instead of worrying about getting lynched, Duke played with his friends, read Sherlock Holmes and Horatio Alger, sang hymns in church every Sunday morning, and started taking piano lessons at the age of seven from a neighborhood teacher with the splendidly Trollopian name of Marietta Clinkscales. Within a few months, though, he lost interest in music and stopped playing altogether, later telling Barry Ulanov that what little he had learned “slipped away” from him. He was more interested in sports. For a brief time he sold refreshments at the city ballpark in order to watch the Washington Senators play, though he also cultivated a different aptitude: “All through grade school, I had a genuine interest in drawing and painting, and I realized I had a sort of talent for them. My mother and father both encouraged me, and the piano was allowed to fade into the background.”


The piano stayed in the background until the summer of 1913, when Duke went to New Jersey “to get out and try my wings.” He assumed that it would be easy for him to find work, but it wasn’t, and he spent the whole summer washing dishes in a hotel. Though he hated the job, he loved the money he made: “I went back home, not as a penitent, prodigal son, but as a young man on his own with a supply of good clothes and some money saved up.” It was there, too, that he first heard ragtime piano, in the form of a piano-roll version of Luckey Roberts’s “Junk Man Rag” cut by a Philadelphia-based musician named Harvey Brooks. As much as Duke loved money and clothes, he loved “Junk Man Rag” more. “I cannot tell you what that music did to me,” he said. “It was different from the average piano selection. The individuality of the man showed itself in the composition as he played it. I said right then, ‘[T]hat’s how I would like to play a piano, so without being told, everybody would know I was playing.’”


Duke stopped off in Philadelphia on the way home and tracked down Brooks, who shared a few of his “short cuts … to successful playing.” Then the awestruck boy returned to Washington, opened up the family piano for the first time in seven years, and started trying to play what he had heard. All at once the passion that Mrs. Clinkscales had been unable to rouse burst into full flower. “I hadn’t been able to get off the ground before,” he wrote long afterward, “but after hearing [Brooks] I said to myself, ‘Man, you’re just going to have to do it.’” Soon he started hanging out at Frank Holliday’s poolroom, located next door to the Howard Theatre on T Street, a few short blocks from Ellington’s home. Washington’s ragtime pianists gathered there, and Duke spent hours standing next to the house piano, listening to their varied styles and trying to learn from their example. “It wasn’t very long,” he remembered, “before I could hear a tune and after a few moments I could reproduce it, often adding different variations. Soon I began to play for small dances and house parties.”


Why had Mrs. Clinkscales’s lessons failed to pique the interest of a child who was so sensitive to music that hearing it made him weep? “There was no connection between me and music, until I started fiddling with it myself,” he explained. “As far as anyone teaching me, there was too many rules and regulations, and I just couldn’t be shackled into that. As long as I could sit down and figure it out for myself, then that was all right.” Very likely it was as simple as that: Then and thereafter, Daisy Ellington’s spoiled child would try to do things his way or not at all.


By 1913 the ragtime craze that had swept across the country for a decade and a half was starting to die down, but it had already left its mark on American music. Raglike songs were first published in 1895, and the popularity of Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag,” which followed in 1899, triggered worldwide interest in the music on which they were based. Even classical composers like Claude Debussy and Igor Stravinsky turned out pieces that incorporated the heavy melodic syncopation and marchlike “oompah” beat of ragtime. It was a fad, but one with lasting effects: Orchestrated versions of Joplin’s rags soon made their way to New Orleans, where they were taken up by dance bands whose players loosened up their off-center rhythms and seasoned them with the blues, an amalgam that evolved into the music that by 1913 was starting to be called “jazz” (if not in New Orleans, whose musicians stuck to the word ragtime for some years to come). Meanwhile, Irving Berlin had written “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” in 1911, and the song’s phenomenal popularity helped spread the gospel of ragtime to whites who, following the lead of Vernon and Irene Castle, started one-stepping their way across America’s dance floors. “In 1912 grandmothers of forty tossed away their crutches and took lessons in Tango and the Castle-Walk,” F. Scott Fitzgerald recalled two decades later in “Echoes of the Jazz Age.” The music to which they danced was much the same kind that had sent young Duke Ellington running to the parlor piano.


Much the same—but not exactly. In 1913 a group of East Coast pianists, the best known of whom were Eubie Blake, James P. Johnson, Luckey Roberts, and Willie “the Lion” Smith, was transforming classic ragtime into a more virtuosic style, one that replaced the evenly divided eighth and sixteenth notes of Joplin and his contemporaries with the fluid, tripletized rhythms that would soon be recognized as the trademark of jazz. The fast-moving, wider-ranging accompanying patterns that these men played with their left hands, in which fat midrange chords alternated metronomically with bass notes that dug deeply into the bottom half of the keyboard, caused their style to be dubbed “stride piano.” Some were classically trained, while others were self-taught “ear men” who, unable to read music, worked out their styles by ear. None of them was familiar with New Orleans jazz, which had yet to make its way to the East Coast, and so their playing, heard on record today, has a slight rhythmic stiffness reminiscent of the classic ragtime on which it is based. But it was still different from anything else that the fourteen-year-old Ellington had heard, and he was so transfixed by it that he composed a rag of his own in the spring of 1914, piecing it together note by note at the keyboard. He had a part-time job jerking sodas at a place called the Poodle Dog Café, so he called it “Soda Fountain Rag.”


Not until later did Ellington learn the rudiments of musical notation, and he never wrote down “Soda Fountain Rag” as an adult.* He did, however, play it in public on several occasions, and a few of these performances were recorded, giving us some sense of what the piece may have sounded like when it was new. It’s a pastiche of the musical devices heard in the rags then being released on player-piano rolls, unoriginal but assembled with surprising competence, though the left-hand stride patterns often go askew (Ellington’s right hand was more exact than his left). If the recorded versions of “Soda Fountain Rag” that have come down to us are representative of the piece that he wrote in 1914, less than a year after he first heard Harvey Brooks, then it is impressive how rapidly he assimilated the fundamentals of ragtime piano.


In those days it was common for middle-class black parents to react with horror if their children took an interest in ragtime. Not J.E. As Ellington recalled, “My father said something about playing that old ragtime music, or something like that, but I never had no real resistance against what I was doing.” The difference, however, may have been that Duke—or his parents—saw music as a hobby, not a vocation. Instead of enrolling in Dunbar High School, which had a good music department, he went instead to Samuel H. Armstrong Technical High School, a vocational school for blacks that had opened in 1902, where he studied to become a commercial artist. Armstrong was several notches lower than Dunbar on black Washington’s totem pole of caste, and its students, according to Mercer Ellington, were “practically regarded as incorrigible.” But Duke had talent as an artist, enough to win an NAACP-sponsored scholarship to New York’s Pratt Institute. “What I was getting out of music then seemed like a gift or a bonus,” he said, “and I didn’t realize that that was where my future lay.” At that point, though, it was the present that mattered more. In 1916 he played his first professional gig, and soon he was getting enough work to make him think twice about becoming a full-time artist. He decided that it made more sense to divide his time between playing music and painting signs, with the emphasis increasingly going to music.


That left no time for homework, and Duke’s grades at Armstrong were fair to poor (average in English, history, and math, much worse in the sciences and—interestingly—music). Somewhere along the way his sense of destiny became so strong that he decided to stop wasting his time on formal studies of any kind. Bernice Wiggins, his first cousin, later spoke of a visit to the Ellington home during which he unveiled his rosy vision of the future to his mother:




I never will forget … he came in one evening and he said, “Mother, dear,” and she turned around and looked at him and he always would come in and kiss her on both side of the cheeks and she says, “What have you been up to today?” as a mother would. He said, “Mother, your son is going to be one of the great musicians in the world.” He says, “Someday … I’m gonna be bowin’ before the kings and queens.” And Aunt Daisy used to say, “The boy’s talking foolish.”





But Daisy was probably too busy caring for Ruth, her second child, who was born in 1915, to worry overmuch about Duke’s future, and in any case she seems never to have swerved at any time from the iron conviction that her precious little son, being blessed, would succeed at whatever he put his mind to doing. So he was left to his own devices, and in February of 1917 he dropped out of school, never to return.


The patterns of Ellington’s life and personality were now set, and they bore a family resemblance to the shape of life on U Street. The hours that he had spent rubbing shoulders with ragtime pianists, Pullman porters, petty thieves, and card sharps in Frank Holliday’s poolroom had introduced him to a way of living far removed from the middle-class world into which he had been born. To the end of his life he recalled with relish the lessons he learned there: “Interns used to come in, who could cure colds. And handwriting experts who would enjoy copying somebody’s signature on a check, go out and cash it, and bring back the money to show the cats in the poolroom what artists they were. They didn’t need the money. They did it for the kicks…. At heart, they were all great artists.”


Yet Ellington never turned his back on the other lessons that he learned from J.E., Daisy, and their neighbors. He regarded them as identically valid, just as he learned as much from listening to “the schooled musicians who had been to the conservatory” as he did from the untrained pianists whose methods he emulated: “Everybody seemed to get something out of the other’s playing—the ear cats loved what the schooled guys did, and the schooled guys, with fascination, would try what the ear cats were doing.” It did not occur to him that his own elegant carriage was inconsistent with his racial identity, any more than that the authenticity of his music might somehow be compromised by its urbanity. That, he knew, bespoke a constrictingly narrow notion of “blackness.” He took seriously the code of bourgeois manners to which his parents had introduced him, and though he shook off its tenets in adulthood, there was never a time when he failed to maintain the appearance of respectability. Throughout his life he pointed out that Harlem “has always had more churches than cabarets.” Moreover, the composer of Black, Brown and Beige needed no one to remind him that his people came in all shades. “Once I asked him what he considered a typical Negro piece among his compositions,” a white friend recalled. “He paused a moment before he came up with ‘In a Sentimental Mood.’ I protested a bit and said I thought that was a very sophisticated white kind of song and people were usually surprised when they learned it was by him. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘that’s because you don’t know what it’s like to be a Negro.’” At no time did he question his own knowledge of what it was like, or his ability to turn that knowledge into music that gave voice to his people’s anguish—and aspiration.




* One of the neighborhood’s landmarks is a slickly designed eight-story luxury apartment house called the Ellington whose website offers potential occupants “a level of living in sync with the vitality of U.”


* J.E. played piano, too, accompanying himself by ear in homespun versions of operatic arias and turn-of-the-century popular songs like “Sweet Adeline.”


* The low-born, dark-skinned Louis Armstrong had so pronounced a preference in the opposite direction that he once wrote a piece for Ebony called “Why I Like Dark Women.”


* Ellington also left unnotated his second “composition,” a mildly bawdy song called “What You Gonna Do When the Bed Breaks Down?” that he later described in Music Is My Mistress as “a pretty good ‘hug-and-rubbin” crawl.”
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“SOFT AND GUT-BUCKET”
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Becoming a Professional, 1917–1926





ONE OF DUKE Ellington’s favorite sayings was that luck amounts to “being at the right place at the right time, doing the right thing before the right people. If all four ‘rights’ are in good order, you may count yourself lucky.” He was unusually lucky, then, to have launched his musical career in the same month that the Original Dixieland Jazz Band made its New York debut. Until then New Orleans jazz was essentially unknown outside of the city of its birth and Chicago, where the five players who comprised the ODJB had caused a stir the preceding March. It was, however, nothing compared to the one that greeted their opening at Reisenweber’s 400 Club Room on January 27, 1917. Within hours the word was out that something very new and very hot had come to town, and the quintet’s first Victor recordings, cut on February 26 and rushed into print nine days later, introduced a generation of listeners—and musicians—to the raucous music that would give a name to the coming decade. Other jazzlike music had previously been recorded, but “Livery Stable Blues” and “Dixie Jass Band One-Step” were among the first 78 sides to be cut by jazz musicians from New Orleans, as well as the first whose label described them as jazz (or, rather, “jass”). Newspaper ads in New Orleans called the combined results “positively the greatest dance record ever issued,” and purchasers throughout the country agreed: Victor 18255 is believed to have been one of the earliest popular records to sell a million copies. Its success put an end to what was left of the ragtime craze, for other bands rushed to record in a similar style, and their music became the gold standard in dance halls across America. The Jazz Age had arrived.


Two and a half years later, a promising young bandleader who had served his apprenticeship as a sideman placed an ad in the Washington phone book:
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“Irresistible jass”: The Duke’s Serenaders, c. 1920. Sonny Greer is the drummer, Sterling Conaway the banjo player. The fledgling bandleader specialized in “under-conversation music,” not full-fledged jazz, but few Washingtonians knew the difference, and Ellington profited handsomely from their ignorance








Not that E.K. Ellington, Mgr., was anything like a fully grown jazzman in 1919. Few East Coast musicians were—even the best of the stride pianists were still feeling their way into the new rhythmic language of jazz—and it was not until 1923 that Louis Armstrong and Sidney Bechet started making the records that taught their contemporaries how to swing. Ellington was a mere purveyor of jazz-scented dance music that was played at parties, some black and others white, by bands that he led or booked. He later described what they played as “under-conversation music,” which sounds about right. Nor were his early clients discriminating about the songs to which they chatted and danced:




All the embassies and big shots in Washington were hiring small bands to play for parties. It didn’t seem to make much difference what band—they just hired a band…. I went down to the telephone office and arranged for a Music-for-All-Occasions ad in the telephone book. It was during the war, and there were a lot of people from out of town, war workers, who didn’t know Meyer Davis and Louis Thomas from Duke Ellington. My ad looked just like theirs, and I began to get work. And give it. It got so that I would sometimes send out four or five bands a night, and work in them, too.





Meyer Davis, Ellington’s chief competitor, had just launched his own long career as a society bandleader specializing in “music for exclusive and smart parties.” Like Davis, Ellington made a handsome living dishing out the unexceptionably bland commodity that was (and is) society-band music. In 1966 he told an interviewer that he had brought in $10,000 a year, the equivalent of $123,000 today. “Well, he picked up the piano by ear and now he’s making more money than I am,” J.E. boasted. His son may have been stretching the truth, and part of that sum came from the sign-painting business that he had launched around the time that he became a professional musician: “When customers came for posters to advertise a dance, I would ask them what they were doing about their music. When they wanted to hire a band, I would ask them who’s painting their signs.” But he was still doing well for himself—and for his wife and son.


We know little about Edna Thompson, whom Duke married in 1918 and from whom he parted a decade later. She was interviewed only once, for a profile published in Ebony seven years before her death in 1966 in which she spoke tactfully but, it appears, truthfully about their life together. They fell in love, she said, in high school, at a time when he had “just learned the difference between girls and boys.” She played piano herself and wanted to become a music teacher, and she claimed to have taught her dashing boyfriend “how to read music.” Judging by her pictures, Edna was both fair-skinned and pretty. According to Mercer Ellington, “My mother’s folks were from a higher station of black society than my father’s. They were school-teachers and principals, and they considered all musicians, including Duke Ellington, low-life.” Mercer thought that they would not have married had she not become pregnant. But the children of U Street were taught to do the right thing, so Edna and Edward were wed on July 2, 1918, with the birth of Mercer Kennedy Ellington following eight months later. In 1959 Edna spoke of the early months of their marriage as “hard days.” In addition to painting signs and playing piano with other men’s bands, her new husband was moonlighting as a messenger for the Treasury Department. But like many another teenage father, he was brought up short by what he later called the “tremendous responsibilities” of parenthood. He placed his first ad three months after Mercer was born, and soon he was making enough money to buy a house and a car.
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“I’m still hooked”: Edna Thompson, taken around the time that she married Duke Ellington in 1918. Though he left her for good a decade later, the unhappy couple remained legally married for the rest of Edna’s life








Ellington never spoke about Edna to reporters, nor did he publicly acknowledge that they did not divorce after separating. It was not until the Ebony interview that most of his later fans became aware of his wife’s existence, and all that she said at the time about their decision to remain legally married was, “I’m still hooked on Ellington…. I don’t want a divorce and neither does he.” He must have found it handy to use her existence as an excuse not to marry any of his later girlfriends, though it seems at least as likely that his philandering started early in their marriage. He claimed to have lost his virginity at the age of twelve, and his interest in women grew stronger as he grew older. “I think that what put him into show business in the first place, more than anything else, was that it was a good way to get a girl to sit beside you and admire you as you played the piano,” Mercer wrote in 1978.* But Ellington’s marriage was a closed book that he chose not to open: Edna, like all the rest of his women, goes unmentioned, even in passing, in Music Is My Mistress. In 1955, however, he wrote an unpublished play called Man with Four Sides whose protagonists, the Lanes, are a middle-class black couple of a kind familiar on U Street. The wife, Mrs. Martha Washington Penoctbottom Lane, speaks with “proper-type stiltedness” and “governs her little home with all the pomp and grandeur of an empress.” Otho, her husband, is a secret drinker who longs desperately to “escape from the atmosphere / Of this house—which my wife / Dominates completely.” Though Ellington never said as much, it may be that he meant the play as a withering critique of the life from which he extracted himself by leaving Edna.


Had he ever loved her? Or was their marriage an empty vessel of necessity and, later, of convenience? Fanny Holmes, the wife of Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., said that Washington is “full of famous men and the women they married when they were young.” Perhaps the Ellingtons were that kind of couple—but we can never know.
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The professional relationships that Ellington formed in the years after World War I lasted longer than most marriages. Sonny Greer, Otto Hardwick, and Arthur Whetsel, all of whom played in the Duke’s Serenaders, spent most of the rest of their professional careers working with Ellington and were playing with him long after he left Edna. They admired him both as a man and as an artist. Greer described him as “sharp as a Gillette blade … I’ve never seen another man like him. When he walks into a room, the whole place lights up.” Hardwick thought him “brilliant,” though he spoke with amusement about Ellington’s character: “Another remarkable thing about him is his passion for people. He’s warm-hearted, of course, but that’s not what I mean. He likes to manipulate. It’s not like using someone, it’s more like a game. Besides, what he does for you is beneficial. What he tries to get you to do—it’s good for you, if you do it.” All three men did what he wanted, and profited from it. They were the first in the long line of musical individualists who hitched their wagons to his star.


Hardwick and Whetsel were U Streeters, and both of them had gone to Dunbar High, where they acquired the same patina of good manners that served their future boss so well, just as their playing had a surface sheen that became a valued part of his musical palette. Hardwick, born in 1904 and always called “Toby” by his friends, started out as a bassist but took up C-melody saxophone at Ellington’s urging, later switching to alto saxophone. His slick, slightly oily tone and smooth lip slurs are among the most memorable instrumental colors to be heard on “Black and Tan Fantasy” and “Sophisticated Lady,” and though Johnny Hodges, who had a more up-to-date style, was to replace him as the band’s star saxophone soloist, Hardwick’s playing in the reed section was always instantly identifiable. As for Whetsel, Ellington appreciated his self-discipline and loved the gentle muted trumpet tone and “aural charisma” that light up “Mood Indigo” and can be heard to lovely effect on any number of other Ellington recordings of the twenties and thirties: “When he played the funeral march in ‘Black and Tan Fantasy,’ I used to see great, big ole tears running down people’s faces … his tonal character has never been duplicated, it was such a fragile thing, nobody has really had his gentility, fragility.”


Of the three, Greer was closest to Ellington, so much so that Mercer “thought of him as a member of the family.” Greer felt the same way: “Duke Ellington was like my brother, and I was like his.” Born in New Jersey sometime around 1895, he was a pencil-thin dandy who had worked in vaudeville as a teenager and thereafter played the drums with a stick-twirling flash rooted in his early stage experience. He hustled in poolrooms when jobs were scarce, but his musicianship was sufficiently honed to keep him busy. Greer moved to Washington in 1919 and started playing as a relief man in the pit band of the Howard Theatre the following year. Ellington, who met him around that time, was impressed that he had worked in New York: “Anybody who had been to New York had the edge on us.” The two men started playing together not long afterward, and before long the association became permanent. Ellington’s loyalty outlived Greer’s ability, and though he finally nudged the drummer out of the band in 1951, he kept his old friend on the payroll for years afterward.


For all his crowd-conscious flamboyance, Greer’s main goal was to make his fellow musicians look good. “I always strove for delicacy,” he said. “I always tried to shade and make everything sound beautiful. It was my job to keep the band in level time, to keep slow tempos from going down and fast tempos from going up. Those things meant more to me than solos, which I rarely took.” A time came when his methods sounded outmoded to younger ears. Gene Lees called his playing “slushy,” while Johnny Mandel compared him invidiously to the drummers who followed him into the Ellington band: “We used to say that nobody but Sonny Greer, who had strange time, could play with that band. We did not foresee how good it would sound when Sam Woodyard or Louis Bellson was with it.” But they heard him in middle age, after years of drinking had gnawed away at his skill. “Greer was not the world’s best reader of music,” said Ellington, “but he was the world’s best percussionist reactor. When he heard a ping he responded with the most apropos pong.” Whitney Balliett’s description of his style has never been bettered:




He used timpani and tomtoms a lot, filling cracks and cheering the soloists. He used deceptive, easy arrays of afterbeat rimshots that drove the band while remaining signals of cool. He flicked cowbells to launch a soloist, and he showered everyone with cymbals. He sparkled and exploded, but his taste never faltered.





None of these men was known for his hot solos, yet another indication that the “jass” played by the Duke’s Serenaders was fairly innocuous sounding. Ellington says nothing in Music Is My Mistress about having listened to early jazz recordings, and except for a single encounter with James P. Johnson, he did not hear any of the foremost jazz instrumentalists of the day in person prior to 1923. What he knew about jazz was what he heard around him, and it’s unlikely that anyone who lived in Washington knew much more about it than he did. But if he was a one-eared prince in a kingdom of the deaf, he was also wise enough to know his limitations, and to do something about them. Having “built up so much of a reputation that [he] had to study music seriously to protect it,” he began studying harmony with one of the most accomplished classical musicians on U Street. Henry Grant was a pianist, conductor, and composer who taught at Dunbar (Hardwick and Whetsel played in his school bands) and led church choirs and neighborhood glee clubs. He helped found the National Association of Negro Musicians in 1919 and edited its journal, The Negro Musician, in whose pages he praised Eubie Blake, another of his pupils: “I marvelled at his natural technique and got my first lesson—an insight into the soul of an exponent of ‘Ragtime.’”


While Ellington could not have found a more suitable teacher, he was too impatient with book learning to take more than “half a dozen” lessons from Grant. During that time, he said, “I discovered that F-sharp is not a G-flat. That was the end of my lessons … because I found out what I wanted to know.” If this is true, then he stopped short of grappling with anything beyond the basics of elementary harmony, and he is not known to have listened to classical music other than occasionally at any time in the first half of his life. Barry Ulanov states flatly in his 1946 biography, written with Ellington’s cooperation, that “Duke had little direct contact with the main stream of traditional music,” and Ellington himself said repeatedly that he was not influenced by classical music: “If serious means European music, I’m not interested in that…. I am not writing classical music, and the musical devices that have been handed down by serious composers have little bearing on modern swing.” To be sure, he also said that Grant “lighted the direction to more highly developed composition.” But he never learned from Henry Grant or anyone else how classical composers use harmony to articulate and propel large-scale musical structures, and the day would come when his lack of that knowledge served him ill.


Ellington learned a more immediately useful kind of lesson when a friend played him a new piano roll by James P. Johnson. “Carolina Shout” was Johnson’s cheval de bataille, the showpiece with which he vanquished all comers at “cutting sessions” in Harlem. The version that he cut for QRS in the summer of 1921 allowed other pianists to copy it note by note by slowing down to a crawl the playback mechanisms of their player pianos. That was how Ellington learned the piece, and he learned it so well that he soon felt confident enough to play the piece for the master himself. The occasion was a Washington concert called “The 20th Century Jazz Revue” at which he and other local artists appeared alongside Johnson. Ellington’s fans insisted that he play “Carolina Shout” for the composer, who was sufficiently impressed to go club-hopping with his young admirer. It was a night that Ellington never forgot: “What I absorbed on that occasion might, I think, have constituted a whole semester in a conservatory.” From then on he studied Johnson’s playing so closely that Garvin Bushell, a saxophonist who heard him two years later, testified that “he was playing like James P.,” though there were other pianists to whose tricks he paid close attention: “I also tried to copy the spectacular manner in which Luckey Roberts lifted his hands high above the keyboard as he played.” Films of Ellington shot in the twenties and thirties show that he learned that lesson, too, though he never overdid it. In his showboating as in all other things, he took care to be tasteful.


He was, if anything, more impressed when he heard Sidney Bechet, who appeared at the Howard Theatre in January of 1923. It was, he said, his “first real encounter” with New Orleans jazz, and Ellington never forgot the “power and imagination” of the older man’s clarinet playing: “Bechet to me was the very epitome of jazz. He represented and executed everything that had to do with the beauty of it all, and everything he played in his whole life was completely original.” Bechet was the most advanced of all the early jazz soloists who made recordings by which we can gauge their prowess today. His performances of “Wild Cat Blues” and “Kansas City Man Blues,” cut for OKeh later that year, were not only as fluent and rhythmically secure as anything that Louis Armstrong recorded with King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band, but were also formally coherent to a degree that Armstrong, for all his prodigious gifts, had yet to attain.


Hearing Bechet and Johnson must have persuaded Ellington that he would have to leave Washington to develop further as an artist. He knew that his hometown was no paradise. In 1919 Washington had been put to the torch by a four-day-long race riot in which white mobs, inflamed by rumors that a black man had raped the wife of a white navy man, came to U Street with murder on their minds. Carter G. Woodson, a dean at Howard University, recalled their coming: “They had caught a Negro and deliberately held him as one would a beef for slaughter, and when they had conveniently adjusted him for lynching, they shot him. I heard him groaning in his struggle as I hurried away as fast as I could without running, expecting every moment to be lynched myself.” Ellington is not known to have spoken of the riot—he never discussed such things—but no black man who lived through those four nights could ever again doubt that he, too, was at risk. Perhaps that was when he first considered the possibility of moving to New York, for by 1923 he was sure that he wanted to live there: “Harlem, to our minds, did indeed have the world’s most glamorous atmosphere. We had to go there … it was New York that filled our imagination.”


Opportunity knocked when the clarinetist Wilbur Sweatman, who had played in Washington the preceding year, sent Sonny Greer a telegram inviting the drummer to come to New York and join his band. Today Sweatman is remembered as a novelty artist who was famous for playing three clarinets simultaneously, but he was a genuinely talented instrumentalist whose 1916 recording of his own “Down Home Rag,” made two months before the Original Dixieland Jazz Band cut “Livery Stable Blues,” comes close to breaking free from the rhythmic constraints of ragtime. Greer was interested in the offer but told Sweatman that he would only come if Ellington and Otto Hardwick could accompany him, and the clarinetist agreed to hire them as well. The three men went to New York in February, and a few days later they were playing at Harlem’s Lafayette Theatre with Sweatman, who was billed as the “MUCH IMITATED RAGTIME AND JAZZ CLARIONETIST.” It was Ellington’s first trip to New York, as well as the first time that he had played on a vaudeville bill: “It was another world to us, and we’d sit on the stage and keep a straight face…. [Sweatman] was a good musician, and he was in vaudeville because that was where the money was then, but I think things were beginning to cool off for him, and soon we were not doing so well.”


Sweatman went back to the road, and Ellington and his friends stayed behind in Harlem. Unable to find jobs, they hung out with other musicians, foremost among them Willie “the Lion” Smith, a cigar-chewing braggart who ranked just below James P. Johnson in the pantheon of Harlem pianists. Artie Shaw, who got to know Smith in the thirties, described him as having a “kind of nice, almost arrogant manner … he just knew who he was, he knew what he was about.” Smith in turn remembered Ellington as a “good-looking, well-mannered fellow; one of those guys you see him, you like him right away … I took a liking to him and he took a liking to me.” Ellington responded by listening attentively to his new friend’s compositions, which were unlike anything being played by his contemporaries. Smith was one of the first stride pianists to dispense with the rigid left-hand accompaniment patterns that he and his colleagues had taken from ragtime, replacing them with melodic figures and classical-style ostinati that made his salonlike pieces, which bore such titles as “Echoes of Spring” and “Morning Air,” sound like a blend of late ragtime and the light classics. Ellington was more open than most of his fellow pianists to Smith’s approach. In 1939 he recorded a gracefully swinging evocation of Smith’s musical language called “Portrait of the Lion,” and a quarter century later he said that the older pianist had been his “strongest influence.”


As much as Ellington and his friends loved New York and its artists, they could not live there without work, so they reluctantly returned to Washington. But they had seen the promised land, and the next time that Duke Ellington went there, it would be for keeps.
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By 1923 Harlem had replaced Washington as the unofficial capital of black America. It was a boiling cauldron of imaginative energy, and even its white neighbors were taking note of what would soon be dubbed the “Harlem Renaissance.” The flourishing of the black middle class had everything to do with the emergence of this movement, which throughout its decade-long existence was mainly literary. Black poets, novelists, scholars, and intellectuals like James Weldon Johnson, Alain Locke, Claude McKay, and (later) Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston published articles and books in which they proclaimed the emergence of what Locke, the head of Howard University’s philosophy department, called a “new Negro” who had broken “the vital inner grip of prejudice” and was becoming “a collaborator and participant in American civilization.”


Locke and his colleagues knew that blacks had made “substantial contributions” to American civilization through their music, but they paid little attention to jazz and the blues. Most of them seem to have felt that what black America really needed was a big-league classical composer of its own. Harlem’s jazzmen, some of whom were broadly aware of what was going on among the intellectuals, sensed in turn that the New Negroes had no great interest in them. “The two worlds, literature and entertainment, rarely crossed,” Cab Calloway said in his autobiography. “We were working hard on our thing and they were working hard on theirs.” No one then suspected that it was the jazzmen of Harlem whose contribution to American culture would turn out to have been more enduring than any of the books published by the writers of the Harlem Renaissance, much less that an obscure twenty-four-year-old society pianist from Washington would soon move to the front of their ranks.


In the summer of 1923, Sonny Greer, Otto Hardwick, and Arthur Whetsel returned to New York in the company of the banjo player Elmer Snowden, who had been offered a job there that failed to pan out. Ellington followed them, and after a few weeks of scuffling, the cabaret singer Ada “Bricktop” Smith engaged the five men to serve as the house band at Barron Wilkins’s Exclusive Club, the Harlem nightspot where she was headlining, with Snowden serving as their nominal leader. The club catered to wealthy whites but also admitted light-skinned blacks who could pay the tab, which was stiff enough for each member of the band to make thirty dollars a week plus twenty dollars a night in tips. The music they played, Ellington said, was “sweet and straight,” which was what the club’s patrons wanted to hear: “As a result of playing all those society dances in Washington, we had learned to play softly … we had arrangements for everything and it was what we’ve now named conversation music, kind of soft and gut-bucket.”
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“This colored band is plenty torrid”: The Washingtonians in early 1924. From left: Sonny Greer, Charlie Irvis, Bubber Miley (seated), Elmer Snowden, Otto Hardwick, and Duke Ellington. This six-piece combo was the seed from which Ellington’s later bands grew, and in Miley it had a major soloist whose plunger-mute playing became an indispensable element of Ellington’s orchestral style








Such fare may have satisfied the high-rolling whites who came uptown to drink at the Exclusive Club, but it failed to pass muster with the executives of Victor Records, for whom the band cut a test record on July 26, 1923. Like most other record companies, Victor assumed that it was impossible to market sweet dance music to black record buyers, who were thought to favor blues and jazz exclusively. As Snowden told Stanley Dance: 




We had been playing like most of the [white] boys downtown before, only doing it with five pieces, and we didn’t do any “jungle style.” When we first recorded for Victor—Elmer Snowden’s Novelty Orchestra—Whetsol [sic] wasn’t doing any of that stuff. He used to use a cup [mute] under a hat, and his horn would sound like a saxophone … our music wasn’t the kind of Negro music they wanted, so Victor didn’t issue it.





No doubt Ellington would have liked to sign a contract with the label that employed Enrico Caruso and the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, but there is no reason to think that he was displeased with the quintet’s playing. As he explained with every sign of satisfaction, he and his colleagues “were different in several ways.” “We paid quite a lot of attention to our appearance,” he said, “and if any one of us came in dressed improperly Whetsol [sic] would flick his cigarette ash in a certain way, or pull down the lower lid of his right eye with his forefinger and stare at the offending party.” They were, at least for the moment, content to play sweet and straight and be paid generously for doing so, enough so to allow Ellington to bring Edna up from Washington. He began working on the side as a rehearsal pianist at the newly opened Connie’s Inn, an even swankier whites-only Harlem club, where he got a close-up look at the process of putting together a cabaret floor show.


Around the same time, Ellington started going to Tin Pan Alley, the neighborhood in lower Manhattan where sheet-music publishers were clustered, to sell songs that he wrote with Jo. Trent, a black lyricist. None of them became a hit, but the flat fees that he accepted for writing such forgotten ditties as “Blind Man’s Buff” helped to sweeten the family pot still further. On one of Ellington’s first visits to Tin Pan Alley, Fred Fisher, the composer of “Chicago,” offered to buy a song from him and asked the fledgling composer for a “lead sheet,” a single-staff sheet of music containing the tune and lyrics. “I had never made a lead sheet before, nor tried to write music of any kind,” he later said. Snowden claimed that Ellington “couldn’t really read then,” by which he meant that the young pianist was not yet able to read written-out music at sight. While he had made considerable progress since the days of “Soda Fountain Rag,” he still had a long way to go before he could call himself a true professional.


In September he took a giant step toward that goal. Snowden’s band, which was now known as the Washingtonians, signed a six-month contract to accompany a floor show and play for dancing at a newly opened club called the Hollywood, located on West Forty-Ninth Street near Broadway. Though the basement cabaret was seedy to the point of sordidness and its owners seem on occasion to have resorted to arson to pay their bills, it had one incontestable advantage over the Exclusive Club: The Hollywood was located not in Harlem but in Manhattan’s midtown theater district, meaning that it was covered by white journalists. In November the Washingtonians got their first high-profile review, a rave in the New York Clipper, a trade paper:




This colored band is plenty torrid and includes a trumpet player who never need doff his chapeau to any cornetist in the business. He exacts the eeriest sort of modulations and “singing” notes heard…. The boys look neat in dress suits and labor hard but not in vain at their music. They disclose painstaking rehearsal, playing without music.





The “‘hot’ cornetist” who caught the ear of Abel Green, an entertainment reporter who later became the editor of Variety, was not Arthur Whetsel, who had gone back to Washington. It was James “Bubber” Miley, who had joined the band when it started playing at the Hollywood and expanded from five to seven pieces, taking on a trombone player and a second saxophonist. Unlike John Anderson and Roland Smith, about whom next to nothing is known beyond their names, Miley was, as Green’s review indicates, a find, the first jazz soloist of significance with whom Ellington had worked to date and the one whose contribution to his style was greater than that of anyone else with whom he played in the twenties.


Born in South Carolina in 1903, Miley was an experienced jazzman who had toured with Mamie Smith, a vaudeville performer who in 1920 became the first black singer to record blues songs. While on tour with Smith in 1921, he heard King Oliver’s band in Chicago and was staggered by the New Orleans cornetist’s muted “wah-wah” solos. Such playing had yet to be heard in New York—Oliver did not cut his first records until two years later—and Garvin Bushell, another of Smith’s sidemen, recalled in his 1988 memoir the overwhelming impression that it made on him and Miley: “Bubber and I sat there with our mouths open…. The trumpets and clarinets in the East had a better ‘legitimate’ quality, but the sound of Oliver’s band touched you more. It was less cultivated but more expressive of how the people felt.” Miley taught himself how to use a “plunger” mute (the rubber suction cup better known to laymen as the business end of a plumber’s helper) in order to mimic Oliver’s raspy, growling sound, and by 1923, when he signed on with the Washingtonians, he had mastered the technique.


Ellington was as excited by Miley’s playing as Miley had been by Oliver’s. “Our band changed its character when Bubber Miley came in,” he wrote in 1940. “He used to growl all night long, playing gut-bucket on his horn. That’s when we decided to forget all about sweet music.” Snowden was reluctant to make so drastic a change in the band’s style, but the Washingtonians, Ellington said, were “a sort of cooperative organization, nobody was really the leader,” and the group decided to go along with Miley. Their decision was cemented by the hiring in December of Charlie Irvis, a trombonist with a similar style. According to Ellington, Irvis “got a great, big, fat sound at the bottom of the trombone—melodic, masculine, full of tremendous authority.” With the two plunger-wielding brassmen in place, the Washingtonians started to take advantage of the stability afforded by their contract with the Hollywood, where they would perform for much of the next four years. Such long-term employment is crucial to the growth of a working jazz band, for it allows the members to get to know one another’s playing intimately and work out a collective style in relative tranquility. In addition, bands with regular gigs also find it easier to attract players of better quality, and by 1925 the Washingtonians were starting to acquire new members who, like Greer and Hardwick before them, would stick with Ellington for years to come.


Not, however, Elmer Snowden, whose departure from the band was both imminent and involuntary. When his colleagues found out that he was pocketing their share of a raise, they gave him the boot and persuaded a reluctant Ellington to take his place at the helm.* “It didn’t take long before we thrust leadership on Duke,” said Sonny Greer. “He didn’t want it, but his disposition was better balanced than ours. He could keep us in line without doing much. We were a pretty wild bunch in those days, myself in particular.”


Greer may have been wild, but he was also proud:




There were no small bands so well rehearsed as ours was then. Most of them played stocks, which we never did. Duke wasn’t writing so much, but he would take the popular tunes and twist them, and Toby was doubling on C-melody and baritone, so we would sound like a big band, but soft and beautiful…. We worked as one man. Duke was the brains, always prodding us to do better, showing kindness and understanding.





The fact that the Washingtonians did not normally play from published “stock arrangements” of popular tunes of the day (they sometimes used them, but not often) may have had more to do with Ellington’s limited sight-reading skills than the band’s ingenuity. But it was also a matter of principle. As one of his sidemen explained, “Duke worked largely from head arrangements and he insisted everyone memorize their parts. He thought you couldn’t get inside a piece of music if you were busy keeping up with the charts.”* And his method of developing those arrangements was, or purported to be, thoroughly democratic: “We would just sit down at the piano and we’d say you take this and you take that.” It is, however, notable that Ellington used the royal we, one of his favored turns of phrase, in the 1964 interview in which he explained how the Washingtonians arranged the tunes that they played. At that point Greer was at least as well known as Ellington: Not only did he double as the band’s vocalist, but his expansive personality made him popular with the club’s regular customers. But Ellington was already, as Greer put it, the “brains” of the group, and before long he was its leader in every sense.


In Music Is My Mistress Ellington spoke of the “new colors and characteristics” of the music that the Washingtonians were playing. They came not just from Miley and Irvis but from everything that he heard around him. He was as willing to learn from the quasi-symphonic sounds of the movie-house orchestras of New York as from the playing of Fletcher Henderson’s big band, the group that impressed him most. He even learned from Paul Whiteman, the plump bandleader with the toothbrush mustache whose dance orchestra had accompanied George Gershwin in the world premiere of Rhapsody in Blue on February 12, 1924. Whiteman was a regular visitor to the Hollywood, where he left behind fifty-dollar tips, and Ellington, who throughout his life would speak admiringly of his musical achievements, understood the landmark importance of Gershwin’s first “classical” composition. Two years later he wrote a short piece for solo piano called “Rhapsody Jr.” whose whole-tone tunes are as much a nod to Gershwin’s musical language—and ambitions—as is the piece’s title.


Ellington also studied informally with Will Marion Cook, whose story epitomizes the disadvantages under which turn-of-the-century black artists worked. Born in 1869, Cook was a U Streeter, the son of a Howard University law professor. His musical talent was so outstanding that he studied violin at the Oberlin Conservatory of Music and Joseph Joachim’s Hochschule für Musik in Berlin, and later on he also studied “a bit of composition” (as he put it) at New York’s National Conservatory of Music with Antonín Dvořák, who was fascinated by spirituals and incorporated their melodic shapes into his New World Symphony. Unable to establish himself as a concert soloist because of his race, Cook chose instead to become a composer of popular music, collaborating in 1898 with Paul Laurence Dunbar on Clorindy: Origin of the Cakewalk, one of the first all-black shows to play on Broadway. Five years later his In Dahomey made Bert Williams, the black vaudeville singer-comedian, a Broadway star.


“Dad” Cook, as his protégés called him, believed in the promise of what he called “developed Negro music” whose creators, putting aside “puerile imitation of the white man,” chose instead to draw on the untapped heritage of their own race. To this end he served as mentor to many younger men, including Sidney Bechet, James P. Johnson, and Ellington, who told of how




I got most of my instruction [from Cook] riding around Central Park in a taxi … he and I would get in a taxi and ride around Central Park and he’d give me lectures in music. I’d sing a melody in its simplest form and he’d stop me and say, “Reverse your figures.” He was a brief but a strong influence. His language had to be pretty straight for me to know what he was talking about. Some of the things he used to tell me I never got a chance to use until years later, when I wrote the tone poem “Black, Brown and Beige.”





It’s hard to imagine that Cook managed under such circumstances to do much more than offer him basic tips on composition and arranging, but Ellington was fond of quoting a piece of advice from the older man. “Dad, I don’t want to go to the conservatory because they’re not teaching what I want to learn,” he said. “You know you should go to the conservatory,” Cook replied. “But since you won’t, I’ll tell you. First you find the logical way, and when you find it, avoid it, and let your inner self break through and guide you. Don’t try to be anybody but yourself.”


Ellington was still trying to establish himself as a songwriter, and in the spring of 1925 he and Jo. Trent were invited to write several numbers for an all-black stage revue to be called Chocolate Kiddies. They were forced to work on the tightest of deadlines: “One day Joe [sic] Trent came running up to me on Broadway. He had a big proposition and there was urgency in his voice. ‘Tonight we’ve got to write a show,’ he said. ‘Tonight!’” Ellington knocked out five undistinguished tunes, only one of which, “Jig Walk,” outlived the show. Chocolate Kiddies was never seen in the United States—it was written for a troupe of black performers who toured Europe in the midtwenties—and seems to have done little to advance its composer’s career.


The Washingtonians, on the other hand, continued to receive favorable press notices for their performances at the Hollywood, which was renamed Club Kentucky in 1925 and transformed into what one contemporary columnist described as “a glorified interior of a southern negro cabin. Oil lamps flickered around the imitation stones and log walls, a mud-beamed ceiling crossed by rafters. Flower boxes along the small amber lighted windows.” Variety called them “the ‘hottest’ band this side of the equator” in April, and Billboard praised the band even more fervently eight months later: “Possessing a sense of rhythm that is almost uncanny, the boys in this dusky organization dispense a type of melody that stamps the outfit as the most torrid in town.” The following summer they left the club to tour New England, and a reporter for The Boston Post hauled out the biggest gun of all, referring to the group as “the Paul Whiteman of Colored Orchestras.”
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How good were the Washingtonians? Good enough to entice no less a giant of jazz than Sidney Bechet to play with them, though the irascible and sometimes unreliable clarinetist was too hard even for Duke Ellington to handle. After Bechet went missing for three days, Ellington demanded an explanation. “Where the hell have you been?” he asked. “I jumped in a cab and we got lost, and I just now finally found out where I was,” Bechet replied. That put an end to his stint with the Washingtonians, but his willingness to work with them at all means that they must have been more accomplished than the average jazz band of the day.


They were good enough to make records, too, for the Washingtonians cut ten 78 sides, the first recordings by the Ellington band to be released commercially, between November of 1924 and June of 1926. These sides are old-fashioned “acoustic” recordings that the group made by playing into a megaphone-like horn, and they are technically primitive by comparison to the up-to-date electrical recordings that other jazz musicians started cutting in the spring of 1925. To hear them now is to wonder what all the fuss in Variety and Billboard was about, since the Washingtonians sound like any number of other sprightly but rhythmically stiff-jointed dance bands of the midtwenties. “If one searches for embryonic Ellington elements,” says Gunther Schuller, “the pickings are very lean indeed.” Only two of the Washingtonians’ records are of songs written in whole or part by Ellington, and several of the charts appear to be based on stock arrangements. Even Bubber Miley’s growl-trumpet solos on “Li’l Farina” (named after a character from the popular Our Gang movie shorts) and Ellington’s own “Choo Choo (I Gotta Hurry Home),” the first of the band’s records to be issued, are only modestly interesting when heard in tandem with the playing that he would put on wax a few months later.


It may be, as some scholars contend, that the shortcomings of these records can be traced to the second-and third-rate songs that the Washingtonians recorded, and to the fact that several of their performances are based on written arrangements that the band may well have been sight-reading in the studio. “If the Washingtonians had been better readers, like Fletcher Henderson’s musicians, the results might have been more impressive,” Mark Tucker, an authority on Ellington’s early years, has written. Very possibly, but it is also true that Bechet, Louis Armstrong, James P. Johnson, King Oliver, Jelly Roll Morton, and Fletcher Henderson’s band had all managed by that time to make recordings of permanent interest that showed them at or near the peak of their abilities. Not so Duke Ellington. He was a reasonably seasoned twenty-seven-year-old professional when he recorded “Li’l Farina,” the last and best of the Washingtonians’ acoustic sides, in the summer of 1926, but had he been hit by a car on the way home from the recording studio, his name would be forgotten today. It took something more—and someone else—to propel him from the legion of faceless professionals into the ranks of the jazz immortals.




* Ellington agreed. “I started out playing for pussy, not money,” he told a journalist in 1964.


* Fred Guy, who replaced Snowden on banjo, stayed with the band until 1949. He started playing guitar in 1931, around the same time that other jazz banjo players were switching to the less percussive-sounding six-stringed instrument, thereafter becoming the unobtrusive but rock-steady linchpin of the rhythm section. “He was rather a serious type of fellow, and was always giving us advice,” Ellington said, “but his guitar was a metronome and the beat was always where it was supposed to be.”


* In jazz parlance, a “head arrangement” is a musical routine that is collectively worked out by the members of a band in rehearsal or on the bandstand. Such improvised “charts” are only written down, if at all, after the fact.
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