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Foreword


When tackling a demanding subject like Bach or Schubert or Duke Ellington, one is generally inclined, either through trepidation or modesty, to apologize for shortcomings. I don’t intend to apologize much, for I have said about Duke Ellington what I genuinely feel; and most of it is based upon deep and intuitive affection rather than the usual aggressive defence attitudes that are to be found in much jazz writing. If I had any doubts it was that my view of Ellington was an old-fashioned one that makes me admire his earlier periods, in spite of genuine effort, so much more than his later work. Because of this, I am deeply grateful to Burnett James, who went far beyond the bounds of his duties as series editor, in re-shaping some of the text; often, I am pleased to say, supporting my opinions, but occasionally modifying them or persuading me to a more balanced view. Although the book is fundamentally mine, he has acted more as co-writer than as mere editor. Beyond that it is impossible even to begin to thank all those friends and associates with whom I have enjoyed discussing Ellington; or all those who have written stimulating things about him. Beyond this, my main thanks must go to the Duke himself. My own brief acquaintance with him was a final delight to add to the years of pleasure I have had from his music. I can only hope that my assessment, however wayward, will at least steer a few more faltering steps towards the same rich enjoyment of his great and undying legacy.


PG.





The Piano Player


To those whose tastes developed during the fifty-year long golden age that we now refer to as the Ellington era, it seems incredible that Duke Ellington is no longer around; has, indeed, already been dead for more than a decade. The oldest jazz fan alive (who shall, tactfully, be left unnamed) may still just remember the emergence of the Ellington sound in the 1920s. But already the youngest will have been born too late to have heard that great musical chameleon, the Ellington orchestra, in the flesh. A decade or so is a comparatively short time in which to settle our thoughts on such a big and long lasting subject. In a hundred years’ time it will be much easier to encapsulate the total Ellington achievement, to give him his proper rank as a composer, when judgement has been helped by the contractions of time. Today, while memories can just about be said to be fresh, we can only make a personal attempt at summing up the past and estimating the future position of Ellington in jazz and overall musical history. It is hardly long enough as yet to take an unemotional view.


Supposition is not a desirable ingredient of history; but it has its uses in argument. Let us suppose that Ellington had simply been a pianist; just another black musician emerging in the early days of jazz acceptance. Our task would have been to persuade the world of the talents of a very unusual player. Perhaps, by now, we can see more clearly that the prejudices of earlier days that left him constantly underrated in this role have been over-balanced by estimates which may lean too far the other way. In the perspective of his total achievement there is really no point in being over vehement with claims that he was of the highest rank. He did not leave many virtuoso solos behind so that we could assess him alongside the likes of Earl Hines, Art Tatum, Erroll Garner or Oscar Peterson. If opportunity and inspiration arose he could launch into a gutsy swinging solo in the old James P. Johnson style. Mainly, his solos had a thoughtful, probing quality about them. Ellington’s playing was the aural sketchbook of a composer; sensitive, questing and imaginative; very rarely dull, repetitive or static. The fact that the interest in his work lay in its ideas rather than in technique or display would have perhaps always stood in the way of him becoming a popular soloist.


Within the band’s performances and recordings we soon realize that Ellington’s statement of themes, developments and variation, neatly inserted between instrumental sections, either as solos or linking passages, are very much the skeleton of the total concept. As he plays there is a sense of probing, gently pushing, experimenting. And often, though there was no doubt much premeditation behind it, there is a sense of improvization that always kept his music laced with the accepted spirit of a jazz performance. At the piano, he would often state the theme, suggest what was to be done with it, show the possibilities for later development—all within the space of eight or sixteen bars. The rest was a matter of dressing up these basic thoughts in the rich orchestral colours he had at his disposal. There was a fascinating record available, which is not often listed as an essential part of the Ellington collection, on which Duke plays in a duet with Earl Hines. The contrasting roles of orchestral catalyst and virtuoso executant are absorbingly demonstrated here on the track called House of Lords. Hines, naturally, is the dominant partner in terms of notes played and sheer skill: Ellington, as he would in his band, simply propels the whole thing along. Yet, without in the least underrating the contribution of one of the greatest of all jazz pianists, Earl ‘Fatha’ Hines, it may be said that it is often Duke Ellington who draws attention and whose contribution is, possibly, in the end, the most constructive and compelling.


As a jazz musician, general and extraordinary rather than specifically as a pianist, an assessment of Ellington’s achievement is complicated by the fact, to put it bluntly (and, not beyond possibility, wrongly) that he may well have been forced (but also may have wanted) to pursue his career beyond its ideal span. Had his years of activity been those of his peak period (let us say from 1935 to 1950, with a little leeway either side) it is quite possible that his work would have hit us with even greater impact than it has done in its widely dissipated actuality. While some may justifiably disagree, it has seemed to many of his admirers, certainly the bulk of those who wrote about his later recordings and concerts, that Ellington’s music was no longer the vital force it had been. Not because it was any less accomplished or that his later soloists were lesser men than his earlier ones or less creative or imaginative; but because the Ellington style was no longer flourishing in the natural social and cultural environment that had inspired it. His music was a product of the late 1920s and the 1930s and came to one of its great peaks in the early 1940s just as jazz was breaking away from its origins. The original impetus lasted well into the 1950s. Ellington never made the mistake of trying to change his basic style to something that was foreign to his nature; but his later work often seemed to lack the natural authority of the earlier music. It could even sound like a careless parody of itself, and Ellington was often guilty of writing out the original lyricism of some of his creations.


It may be putting things the wrong way round to say that Ellington came into jazz history just at the right time for what he had to offer. Like virtually all truly original creative artists, Duke Ellington was both a child and a creator of the times in which he lived. If the times helped to form him, he more than helped to form the times, certainly the artistic times, the current climate and environment, social as well as artistic. He was there, as were others, to offer the growing art of jazz firm guidance as it left the carefree New Orleans days behind. He offered intelligence, imagination and organization to an often undisciplined music. He showed, in a number of directions, what jazz was capable of. He showed in particular what the big band had to offer, not simply by being, in time, a part of the Swing Era (his art was always too subtle for that) but by demonstrating superbly that jazz was was not just ‘hot’ sounds and rhythmic excitement but a field for real creative activity where lasting compositional masterpieces could be produced by means of the unique musical resources jazz possessed.


The idea that Ellington outlived his peak is not only based upon an assessment of his personal position. Because he was part of the big band era his most telling legacy was to big band jazz. But, sadly, by the end of his career even that was no longer a viable musical outlet. The type of jazz that Ellington and others was creating is now more or less extinct except for a few nostalgic re-creations. For a time a few continued—Kenton in America, Dankworth in England; Basie survived him for a while, and Buddy Rich still fronts a show case for his own drumming. But no one surpassed what Ellington had done at his best and Ellington himself never progressed beyond what he had achieved in his peak periods. In any case, the Ellington band differed from most others in that it was primarily a composer’s rather than an arranger’s band: it existed in the first place to play its leader’s compositions; it was kept in being even through the most difficult years when for economic as much as if not more than artistic reasons, big bands virtually disappeared from the scene and even Basie had to resort to a small group for a while. Though the Ellington band played for dancing, for shows and concerts, since, like every other it had to earn its living out on the stands and please the paying customers, its true raison d’être was to present Ellington’s own music. He always said that he was not interested in what happened to his music in the future; he wanted to hear it there and then, and that was why he kept the band going, even when it cost him money and caused endless worry. It was his way of subsidizing his own works.
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A Duke Ellington jam session: (l to r) Brad Gowans, Juan Tizol, Cootie Williams, Eddie Condon and Rex Stewart.





It would be gratifying to be able to assume that, when those writers in a hundred years time are assessing Ellington and our primitive jazz world they will be looking back at Duke as an early master of jazz composition; a Vivaldi or a Haydn at least, if not a Mozart or a Beethoven. The Mozarts and Beethovens of jazz now seem unlikely to appear. Those who saw jazz as a new outlet for serious musical expression have been disappointed. Jazz has made its impact, a total impact on the world of popular music; but it has never properly or wholly impinged on the world of what musical snobs like to think of as ‘serious’ music. It was assumed by various tentative and often confused writers of the 1920s and 1930s that jazz, in its more profound aspects, as typified by such divergent figures as Duke Ellington and George Gershwin, might well forge a link between the worlds of ‘serious’ and ‘popular’ music. Briefly, in the early heydays of both these figures, it seemed a possible if not necessarily a probable (or, to some desirable) development.


In fact, quite the opposite happened, simply because of the awfulness of most of the hybrid efforts that materialized. The basic truth is perhaps that jazz can never be a wholly written-out music. Even within the settled framework of an orchestra like Ellington’s, with a distinctive creative mind like his behind it, the essence of a jazz composition is still what happens in performance. In one sense this is true of all music: it is what the Spanish composer long resident in England, Roberto Gerhard, implied when he said that performance is ‘the moment of truth’. The expressiveness of jazz cannot be set down on paper. Popular music, where the same improvisatory element now prevails, took over the jazz language, so that today virtually all popular music is to a greater or lesser extent jazz based. The potential links between ‘classical’ music and jazz finally disappeared when the jazz idiom that Ellington had written for, the big band, became itself a dodo while the classical world that might have been ready for the jazz flavour, i.e. the audience that used to welcome regular new symphonies and operas found that virtually nothing new was appearing that they could understand or enjoy. The so-called ‘jazz influence’ on certain contemporary composer in the 1920s, like Stravinsky, Martinu, or Walton, was in the truest sense superficial, concerned almost solely with surface effects and a few rhythmic derivations, and, like snakes in Ireland, virtually did not exist, despite a certain amount of specious propaganda. Concert audiences now spend most of their time listening to old music, much on the same principle that made William Hazlitt declare, ‘Whenever a new book appears I read an old one.’ A reactionary and obstructionist attitude, no doubt; but also an understandable one in the circumstances.


Even the kind of composer whose works, while difficult, might mellow into acceptability in a decade or so is a thing of the past, since figures like Stravinsky have gone. Today there is virtually no creation of truly popular ‘classical’ music; and perhaps there has not been since the passing of such once universally acclaimed figures as Elgar, Sibelius and Richard Strauss; or perhaps in certain specific examples, Mahler. Most of what is produced today, in whatever genre, and including jazz, will never reach more than a minimal intellectual audience. Both ‘serious’ music and jazz have become increasingly introverted and academic and of minority appeal.


Current popular music has always been aimed at a young audience, but the pop music of today is even more specifically orientated towards a teenage market which primarily loves noise, a heavy beat, and surface excitement. Because it often has no great musical or expressive depths, it now has to be supported with visual gimmickry, which may range from electronic juggling to erotic gymnastics. The performers wear grotesque costumes and makeup and do all they can to keep their audiences’ minds off the music by constant physical gyrations. And a video background, in whatever context, is gradually becoming an essential adjunct. Beyond this, the only universal outlet for popular music of a more adult flavour is the musical theatre.


The flourishing theatrical connection with contemporary popular music makes it even sadder that Ellington never managed to put his full powers into a successful musical which, containing songs and instrumental numbers up to his most exalted standards, might well have turned out to be another West Side Story or Porgy and Bess. His one or two more or less tentative sorties into this arena, like Jump for Joy, and his collaboration in others, give a few tantalizing glimpses into what might have been.





The Duke steps out


Duke Ellington was born in Washinton DC on 29 April 1899. He was christened Edward Kennedy; the Edward after his father James Edward Ellington, Kennedy the maiden name of his adored and beautiful mother, Daisy. When his parents were first married they lived with his maternal grandmother who was the wife of a Captain of Police and had raised a family of ten children. By the standards of most jazz lives, it was an eminently respectable background, ‘a wonderfully warm family life’ as Duke himself later described it, where he was loved and pampered and generally ‘spoilt rotten’ by all the women in a well-to-do home. In this he resembled that other famous band leader of the early days, Fletcher Henderson, who also came from an economically stable middle class family.


Duke’s father, in the early days, worked as butler in the house of a well known doctor and the contacts made there led to opportunities to cater for various social functions. A pleasant offshoot of this was that the Ellington family always had the very best of good food. Perhaps this was the origin of his formidable and famous appetite which lasted throughout his life. (There is a story about a time before the war when the band was in Paris, and a rather earnest party asked trombonist Joe ‘Tricky Sam’ Nanton, somewhat portentously, if ‘Mr Ellington’ was a genius; and Tricky put on that melancholy look of his and retorted: ‘Genius? I don’t know about that. But Jesus, can he eat!’)


Later, during World War I, Ellington senior gave up his career as butler and concentrated on catering, at one time for the U.S. Navy, where he also worked on blueprints. He retired when he began to suffer from arthritis.


There always seemed to be an adequate supply of money around and Edward Kennedy was given good schooling and, revealing some musical talent, was given piano lessons by a lady teacher. But at first his interests lay more in sport and art. At school he acquired the nickname ‘Duke’, an acknowledgement of his confident manner and smart way of dressing. He modelled himself on his father who was a colourful talker, a great dancer, a wine buff, a wit and a flatterer of women (this latter was another legacy which lasted all through Duke’s life and found expression many times in his music. He was a sucker for a pretty woman, a sophisticated lady, and his music reflects it). He was also brought up with a deep belief in God, especially by his mother. Both parents played the piano, respectable and often sentimental drawing room pieces and operatic selections, and their efforts inspired him, as a boy in 1914, to write a piece, a tribute to a spare time job he had in the Poodle Dog Cafe, called Soda Fountain Rag. His second composition—What you gonna do when the bed breaks down?—already seems to indicate a modest revolt against his respectable upbringing. As a teenager he frequented pool rooms and clubs with his school friends and was earning a modest reputation as a pianist. Washington in the immediate post-war years seemed to be full of pianists, some of them conservatory trained, and these Duke respected. But it was what he called the ‘unschooled’ that attracted him most, the ragtime pianists who vied with each other in ‘cutting contests’ in the local clubs. Ellington was a great listener and he absorbed all that he heard of such pianists as Louis Brown who, he remembered, had an ‘unbelievable technique’ and the expert Doc Perry who showed him a technical trick or two and how to ornament and improvize. There were others around too, such as Lester Dishman, Clarence Bowser, a great ‘ear-man’, Sticky Mack, Louis Thomas, Caroline Thornton, Roscoe Lee and Gertie Wells. Ellington remembered them all.


He became a ‘relief’ pianist, taking over minor jobs that one of the other pianists couldn’t fit in. At a local dance hall he found it created a good impression if he made exaggerated movements of the hands, like Luckey Roberts whom he heard and saw at the Howard Theatre. There is a picture from those days of Duke Ellington playing in the Washington DC cabaret of Louis Thomas. The drummer is Sonny Greer.


Before he left high school he had won an art scholarship, and for a time his piano was in the background. But the musical jobs were soon flowing in on a regular basis. In those days Ellington described himself as a ‘champion drinker’ but he became rather abstemious in later life. To keep up his reputation he was forced to learn to read and write music properly. The Ellington bands then were both small and fluid.


The great James P. Johnson came to Washington to play at the Convention Hall. When he played his Carolina Shout, a piece Duke regularly performed, Ellington was egged on to challenge the great man. Johnson was very kind about his young rival’s performance and a lasting friendship began. Ellington always felt indebted to James Percy Johnson for his early encouragement.


The nucleus of Duke’s first Washington bands was a family of brothers, the Millers, who played guitar, drums and trombone. Later his schoolfriend Otto Hardwick joined them, first playing bass but later switching to C-melody saxophone. Another local aspirant was another school friend, trumpeter Arthur Whetsol, and on banjo there was Elmer Snowden. At this time too, Duke met Juan Tizol, a member of a touring band that visited Washington. These familiar names suggest that Ellington was adept at adopting styles to his purpose, rather than the other way round. Importantly, in 1919 drummer Sonny Greer reappeared in Washington fresh from a stint with a trio led by Fats Waller. Greer had been to New York and told them many stories of his experiences there and of the great names in jazz who flourished in the big city. So when Greer landed a job in New York with the Wilbur Sweatman band, the rest of the Washingtonians followed. Waiting for the work to come in, they would spend their evenings listening to Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith at his Capitol Palace club and to Fats Waller at the Orient. Ellington himself was frequently allowed to sit in with the great ones. The other boys made their living meanwhile playing pool. Duke did his own housework and repairs and kept himself as immaculate as his nickname demanded.


From 1923 to 1926 there were many ups and downs, followed by a fairly settled time at the Kentucky Club. Then, in 1927, they auditioned for an engagement at the famous Cotton Club on Lenox Avenue in Harlem. Six other bands responded and turned up on time. Ellington and his group arrived late—and so did the manager of the club. Theirs was the only band he heard, and they got the job.


The Cotton Club has now been fed back into the world of general public awareness by a highly romanticized and expensive screen epic produced by Francis Coppola. It has been portrayed, as almost every other subject with a musical or jazz background has been, in exaggerated dramatic terms. Otherwise it would not be box office. The Cotton Club, in those far off days of prohibition and gangster rule, was very much an integral element in the formation of the Ellington style.


The first club to inhabit the premises on the corner of 142nd Street and Lenox Avenue in Harlem was the Douglas Casino. In 1920 it became the Club Deluxe under the management of the former heavyweight champion Jack Johnson. It was taken over, behind the scenes, by the Owen Madden gang as an outlet for their bootleg beer and other more potent drinks. The Club was now refurbished in a style that was considered attractive to the rich and thirsty white customers that the syndicate wanted to pull in. The choice of the name Cotton Club is of uncertain origin, but it had enough of the privileged ‘white only’ tinge about it, together with a suggestion of black plantation style entertainment to give it an unpleasantly loaded reputation and atmosphere. It was given a jungle decor and until about 1927 the entertainment was mainly provided by black artists and musicians imported from Chicago. The food was Harlem style with Chinese and Mexican touches. The Club celebrated its grand opening in 1923 with a Negro stage revue, slick, commercial, fast-moving, glamorous, revealing. The material was written by songwriter Jimmy McHugh amongst others. High standards of behaviour were maintained to avoid too much police investigation. Unruly customers were ejected. They were strictly white (or, at most, but palely coloured) and it attracted a snobbish element. It was dubbed by Lady Mountbatten ‘the aristocrat of Harlem clubs’. Even so, the police managed to catch the club on its prohibition law violations and it closed in 1925.


It re-opened in 1926 with new management and a new revue produced by a director called Dan Healy who set out to make the show even slicker and faster than before. In 1927 it was decided that Chicago based entertainment was not good enough. A name band must be brought in. The job was offered to King Oliver and his Dixie Syncopators. He turned it down, strangely on the grounds that the money was not sufficient, for the Cotton Club was the highest paying place in Harlem. Jimmy McHugh suggested the Ellington band, but his suggestion was not received with enthusiasm. So the historic audition was called.


By 1926, the Washingtonians lineup was—Rudy Jackson, Percy Glascoe, Fred Guy, Toby Hardwick, Sonny Greer, Edgar Sampson, Joe Nanton and Bubber Miley. For the Cotton Club engagement Ellington enlarged to an eleven-piece band and the familiar lineups of the years from 1927 onwards began to settle into place. Duke himself has said that in those days it was expected that a band should be led and directed by a violinist, so they hired one—but the idea was not a success.


The Cotton Club, daringly exploiting ‘black’ entertainers, was one of those places, expensive and ‘classy’ that catered for the rich; one of the few clubs in Harlem where the ‘white’ audiences went. The performers were well paid. There was a regular chorus of twelve dancing girls and eight singers, ‘all beautiful chicks’. The entertainment and music provided had to be demonstrably ‘black’ in the most primitive sense. It was here that the Ellington ‘jungle’ sound was created, the African element emphasized in a way that might seem somewhat distasteful today. The air was full of tom-toms and gongs, with Miley and Nanton growling away on their horns like lions in the undergrowth. The credit side of all this was the superb music that Ellington created and was able to create out of such necessity, richly rewarding when all the undertones of race are conveniently forgotten.


Some six months after Ellington’s arrival in New York he had met an astute businessman-cum-publisher and would-be singer called Irving Mills, who gradually took over management of the band. Some jazz historians are inclined to be unkind to Mills on various counts, not least his singing. Ellington summed him up as a ‘clever man’ and has acknowledged that it was Mills who made him realize that it was his own music that it was most important to plug and record. It was the efforts of Mills that got them their later club, theatre and film engagements at a time when there was still much prejudice against black bands. Mills had to fight hard to get the Ellington records into the general catalogues of the recording companies, to have the band accompany famous white artists, to get into the film lots, to tour in comfort in the South, even to get Ellington into ASCAP (American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers). But by 1930 the Ellington band was successful and respectable (it was even ‘famous’ on record labels), and it was Mills who organized the first visit to England in 1933 with appearances at the London Palladium and, as Ellington always delighted in emphasizing, meetings with the Royal Family. He was not called Duke for nothing.


Residence at the Cotton Club meant that the band became widely known from the radio programmes that regularly went out from there. In 1929 they had also played for Ziegfeld’s Show Girl with a score by George Gershwin. In 1930 they accompanied Maurice Chevalier at the Fulton Theatre, the band also featuring a selection of Ellington pieces. They appeared with Amos ‘n’ Andy in a filmed version of a popular radio feature Check and Double Check and made popular hits of the Ruby-Kalmar number Three Little Words and an Ellington-Mills composition called Ring Dem Bells. Two pleasant little Ellington legends of the time, concern firstly, Mood Indigo, which assumed its proportions of a chamber piece (originally called Dreamy Blues) because half the band were late for a recording session; and, secondly, Creole Rhapsody which became the first larger work in the Ellington output when Mills lightly referred, at a press conference, to what was then only intended as another three-minute item, as ‘part of a larger work—a rhapsody’. Ellington thought he had better live up to the claim. He wrote such a lengthy piece that they had to record two versions—a shorter one for Brunswick and a longer one for Victor. Mills had a lot of arguing to do before he could persuade either company to record a jazz number that took up two whole sides and more. It set the pattern for future ‘extended’ works, though Ellington was never wholly to shake off the early discipline of the three-minute 78 rpm records. Most of his extended works were suites that were simply a string of such pieces with a co-ordinating theme. There were exceptions, like A Tone Parallel to Harlem; but that was the general rule. It is something that was not always recognized and has caused some misunderstanding of the real nature of his longer works.


The Irving Mills coup of an appearance at the London Palladium, organized with Jack Hylton, really set the band on its international path. They pulled out all the theatrical stops for this visit to the world’s No. 1 variety theatre. Ivie Anderson thrilled the audiences with Stormy Weather, the Harold Arlen hit from the Cotton Club; Bessie Dudley danced seductively to Rockin’ in Rhythm, and there was polite enthusiasm for Mood Indigo. Even in those days the British critics—foremost among them, as an Ellington appreciator, Spike Hughes—did not find the Ellington stage presentation as replete with pure jazz as it might (and, so they thought, should) have been, and demanded an evening of serious jazz-making. The Melody Maker organized a Sunday concert at the Trocadero cinema at the Elephant and Castle, with all the British dance band world taking up a large percentage of the seats. They were there to learn. Ellington remembered that it was taken so seriously that Spike Hughes took up space in his review to criticize the audience for clapping in the middle of numbers. Duke and the band were astonished to discover how well known they were in Britain.


In the press, the influential ‘Needlepoint’ of Melody Maker, during a sustained controversy on the merits of black music, had frequently remarked, in company with others, that black bands could not swing. For a time remarkably few Ellington records were reviewed in those august pages. But by 1933 the appreciation of true jazz was blossoming. Ellington was appreciative of the way that ‘the most distinguished British composer of the period’ (his judgement), Constant Lambert, had written understandingly about their recordings. Lord Beaverbrook threw a big party to which the Prince of Wales and the Duke of Kent came. The Duke of Kent showed his knowledge of Ellingtonia by asking for Swampy River. The Prince of Wales, who fancied himself as a drummer, watched Sonny Greer all night. Said Ellington: ‘The atmosphere in Europe, the friendship, and the serious interest in our music shown by critics and musicians of all kinds put new spirit into us and we sailed home in the Majestic in a glow that was only partly due to cognac and champagne.’


On their return to the US they played in Chicago during the World Fair and toured Texas. In 1935 Daisy Ellington died, and Duke was inconsolable for a long time. In her memory he wrote Reminiscing in Tempo. At the Cotton Club in 1937 Caravan, written by and featuring Juan Tizol, was a new hit and created a vogue for this kind of exotic material. In 1938 James Edward Ellington died, and Duke’s old friend Arthur Whetsol became too ill to continue with the band. Following the rewarding trip to England in 1933, the middle 1930s were not a happy time for Ellington on the personal plane, however well his career in music may have been going.


In 1939 Ellington and Mills decided to part and Ellington illustrated the loss of this guiding hand by writing a revue Jump for Joy which was designed ‘to fight Uncle Tomism in the entertainment world’. It lasted for only twelve weeks after playing to half empty houses. To revive their spirits after that they gave a concert at Carnegie hall. Next, a recording ban imposed by James C Petrillo to try to force all musical outlets to use union members now almost bankrupted the band which was losing a substantial amount weekly. They were saved when a cheque for $22,500 arrived on account of royalties on the song Don’t Get Around Much Any More. Such was the value of having so many different irons in the fire.
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The Duke Ellington band as featured in the 1942 film Cabin in the Sky. Photo: Max Jones files. (l to r, back row) Otto Hardwick, Juan Tizol, Harold Shorty Baker (with trumpet), Harry Carney, Johnny Hodges, Al Sears, Joe Nanton. (l to r, middle row) Ray Nance (below Baker), Ivie Anderson (vocalist), Rex Stewart, Ben Webster, Wallace Jones, Lawrence Brown, Sonny Greer. Front row: bass and guitar not seen; and Duke on piano.





By the 1940s a number of the original Ellington musicians had died or left the band for one reason or another. There was a period when Ellington seemed to have lost the art of writing distinctive songs and instrumental pieces. The jazz world was leaning towards bop and much of what was heard had already been looked into by Ellington. When he returned to England in 1948 he found a very different world from 1933. Food rationing was still in force. This time he did not bring the whole band with him—the Musicians Union ban on American and other foreign bands was operating and strictly enforced. He came, much to all jazz fans’ disappointment, as a sort of vaudeville act, his own piano playing augmented by the rather frail art of singer Kay Davis, who had appeared on some of the band’s recordings, and the trumpet/violin playing and other talents of Ray Nance. Ellington would play a medley of his popular songs, the favourite standby, and then Nance would indulge in mimicry on his instruments, sing like Sammy Davis and tap dance with astounding agility. Again there were some more jazz-orientated performances arranged with a group of English musicians to provide the backing. But somewhere in all this there was the grain of misguided taste that has been a weakness in the Ellington saga throughout. It has several times been demonstrated by his choice of unsuitable singers to go with the band. Only Ivie Anderson ever really satisfied the jazz buffs in this respect. There is no reason, of course, why Ellington or anyone else should only play what certain other people decide is ‘jazz’. Significantly, Duke himself had said, while resident at the Cotton Club: ‘We didn’t think of it as jazz; we thought of it as Negro music.’


At the end of the ’40s another recording ban kept the band out of the studios. Again he was losing some of the excellent musicians that he had trained up to replace the originals, such as Tyree Glenn who had become the stalwart of the trombone section. And it was near the end of the partnership with Sonny Greer, who was suffering from poor health. The 1950s started with a crisis for most American bands and long established groups such as those led by Count Basie and Woody Herman were forced to reduce or temporarily disband as the economic situation in America worsened. The Ellington band managed to survive and in 1950 started on a European tour. Don Byas joined the saxes for this to patch up any temporary weakness in that department; and the tour took them to Sweden, France, Denmark and Switzerland. Some sessions for the new Mercer label were followed by some more for Columbia, historic in two ways. They were the first to be recorded with the Long Playing record in mind and included lengthy versions of Sophisticated Lady, Mood Indigo etc, plus a new extended work, The Tattooed Bride. Secondly, they were to be the last records for some time with Johnny Hodges, Lawrence Brown and Sonny Greer, who were all departing to form a band under Hodges’s leadership. Hodges and Brown eventually returned to the Ellington ranks, but Greer never did though he had many active years ahead of him and died at an advanced age. The new star of the band was trumpeter Harold ‘Shorty’ Baker.
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