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            For my dear dad, John Kay (1925 –2019),

who passed his love of Bessie on to me 

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.

            F. Scott Fitzgerald

            And freedom had a name. It was called the blues.

            Walter Mosley 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            THE RED GRAVEYARD

         

         
            There are some stones that open in the night like flowers.

            Down in the red graveyard where Bessie haunts her lovers.

            There are stones that shake and weep in the heart of night.

            Down in the red graveyard where Bessie haunts her lovers.

            
                

            

            Why do I remember the blues?

            I am five or six or seven in the back garden;

            the window is wide open;

            her voice is slow motion through the heavy summer air.

            Jelly roll. Kitchen man. Sausage roll. Frying pan.

            
                

            

            Inside the house where I used to be myself,

            her voice claims the rooms. In the best room even,

            something has changed the shape of my silence.

            Why do I remember her voice and not my own mother’s?

            Why do I remember the blues?

            
                

            

            My mother’s voice. What was it like?

            A flat stone for skitting. An old rock.

            Long long grass. Asphalt. Wind. Hail.

            Cotton. Linen. Salt. Treacle.

            I think it was a peach.

            I heard it down to the ribbed stone.

            
                

            

            I am coming down the stairs in my parents’ house.

            I am five or six or seven. There is fat thick wallpaper

            I always caress, bumping flower into flower. 

            She is singing. (Did they play anyone else ever?)

            My father’s feet tap a shiny beat on the floor.

            
                

            

            Christ, my father says, that’s some voice she’s got.

            I pick up the record cover. And now. This is slow motion.

            My hand swoops, glides, swoops again.

            I pick up the cover and my fingers are all over her face.

            Her black face. Her magnificent black face.

            That’s some voice. His shoes dancing on the floor.

            
                

            

            There are some stones that open in the night like flowers.

            Down in the red graveyard where Bessie haunts her lovers.

            There are stones that shake and weep in the heart of night.

            Down in the red graveyard where Bessie haunts her lovers.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         There are some people whose voices ring out across the centuries, who, even after they have gone, possess a strange ability to still be effortlessly here. Bessie’s voice has that quality. Unsettled most of her life, she still unsettles. Try to imagine asking her about anything that is going on today, from the floods, to the climate crisis, to the coronavirus, to the Black Lives Matter movement, to the Me Too movement, to the refugee crisis, and you would find an answer in her rich and resonant blues narratives. We could match any of today’s troubles and anxieties to her music. The blues are not past. Bessie’s blues are current.

         Her narratives are even eerily prescient – she sang about floods, about sexual abuse, about financial crashes, about sudden changes in circumstances, changes in love. There isn’t anything that life could currently throw at her that would surprise her. Her blues sought the truth – the truth in all its multiplicity; the hard truth, the strangest truth, the supernatural truth. The whole truth has a different ring to it in the world of Bessie’s blues. In these surreal times, where distinguishing the truth is a challenge, Bessie’s voice has a pure and true ring. She is telling it like it is. There’s nothing fake about her. And because she was not afraid to bear witness to her times, to rising racism and the Ku Klux Klan, to inequalities and class differences, to hypocrisy and the dangers of celebrity, she also manages to bear witness to our times. Pioneers don’t just lead the way in their own time; they continue to refract and reflect our time. Pioneers can perform the magic trick of being contemporary in any time.

         For my twelfth birthday, my dad bought me my first double album. It was Bessie Smith’s Any Woman’s Blues. I was drawn to the two-sided picture of her on the cover, the smiling Bessie and the sorrowful one. It wasn’t long before I made her part of my extended imaginary black family, before I felt not just as if she belonged to me, but as if I belonged to her. She felt like kith and kin. She felt like kindred. There was something in her that seemed to recognise something in me. Well, that’s what we think with people whose writing or music or art we love – it is not so much that we see something in their work, but that we are deluded enough to imagine they might understand us, comprehend the complex workings of our minds. They feel like soul mates. We feel known, intimately known.

         Now, more than twenty years since I first wrote about Bessie, that feeling is so ingrained in me that it feels a little awkward to state it. It feels like stating the obvious. I’m older now than she ever got to be, twenty years older, and yet trying to imagine her at fifty-seven or at seventy-seven is not all that difficult. Not difficult because the people you choose to accompany you don’t die, they hold up one of life’s oddly glinting mirrors. You’re not the young girl that loved Bessie Smith any more and danced to the blues in your living room. You are a fifty-seven-year-old woman whose odd reflection in the waiting mirror perhaps Bessie would catch? You’re not the same any more. You’ve changed physically, emotionally; you’ve learnt and unlearnt different things. But you still love Bessie. She is one of those folks you go to for comfort and understanding when the going gets rough, the rough gets going.

         Bessie Smith is the perfect antidote to these times. She tells no lies. Her voice is still authentic. Her stories seem ever more urgent. She’s still troubled. Her eyebrows still furrowed. Loving her blues, the exact timbre of her voice, no longer even feels like taste or choice. It goes deeper than that. I don’t know what gave me the idea back in 1996 when I first wrote Bessie to write about my life and write about her life together. How odd to try and do both at the same time. I wasn’t interested in writing a standard kind of biography. I think I was interested in how much our interests and passions form part of our own identity – how we beg and borrow and become ourselves, how much of a big mixture we are. I was interested in the point of intersection.

         I was working on my novel Trumpet at the time when Nick Drake asked me if I would put on hold what I was writing and choose a gay icon to write about instead. It was strange. I was having trouble with Trumpet in trying to find the right tone to tell the story – and, strangely, returning to the blues and immersing myself in Bessie and in her contemporaries clarified the voice of Trumpet. I started to see the style of the book as a piece of music. The whole chapter called ‘Music’ in Trumpet was directly inspired by thinking about how the blues journeyed into jazz. I was trying to find a metaphor for that fluidity in our own gendered identities. I was thinking about how we imagine states of identity to be static when they are in fact fluid. I had arrived at the conclusion that my hero, Joss Moody, would be called ‘he’ after he made the decision to present himself to the world as a man, and that to refer to him as ‘she’ would be a kind of an affront. Writing about Bessie and her blues, about her very fluid identity, how she was as at home in pearls and plumes as in a man’s suit, allowed me to create Joss Moody. The two books seem twinned. Writing about Bessie unleashed something and Trumpet kind of sprang to life.

         Twenty-odd years on it is amazing how much has changed in a relatively short period of time. The shift in attitudes to gay and trans people has probably been the biggest social change of our lifetime. It is not to say that prejudice does not still exist – but still it would have been impossible to imagine all the terms that have so quickly become part of our new vocabulary; we have walked into a changing language about ourselves, which is still shifting, still open to question, still partly greeted with derision in places, but which none the less has reshaped the gendered landscape that we lived in just twenty years ago. I want every bit of it, Bessie sang.

         I can see my dad, who died last year, sitting in his armchair singing ‘Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out’. I can see him relishing the words – the notion that people are fickle and that capitalism is a sham. I can see the enjoyment of the philosophy that is in the blues. There is something egalitarian and equalising about the blues. There are salutary lessons to be found. There’s a terrible reckoning in the space between ‘once I lived’ and now – and there’s nobody to save you. Falling so low is something that might have been predicted. No place to go. It seemed to me, in the way that my dad sang Bessie, that everyone who had ever been poor without ever being rich could yet understand the falling from grace, and could empathise. Everyone might intuit the shallowness of the well-to-do. Might sympathise with the trauma of being left on your tod to cope with whatever after having had ‘friends’. The story of the blues – Bessie’s blues, going from something to nothing, from having happiness to being wretched, from having love to losing it, from being feted to being ignored – those terrible trajectories were all around us. They were real life. The reason that I loved the blues was because they didn’t appear to me to be made up in any way. They sprang from life’s source, life’s true well and, well, they tapped into the well of loneliness on the way, allowed for a kind of transformation, a becoming. If you can recognise the other in you, the other side, then perhaps your life can be meaningful in some way you hadn’t yet imagined.

         Blues led the way. It’s hard to think of so much music – jazz, rap, house – without the blues coming first. We can trace the etymology of the blues, the brilliant blues’ bloodline and find it riveting, fascinating, like going onto a genealogy site and finding ancestors. The blues singers are the ancestral voice, the one that can be heard still – those hauntings, those defiant mournful calls. Bessie’s blues are bang up to the minute. She calls and, across the years and miles, we respond.

      

   


   
      
         

            IN THE HOUSE OF THE BLUES

         

         I was adopted in 1961 and brought up in a suburban house in a suburban street in the north of Glasgow. A small semi-detached Wimpey house. Outside our house is a cherry-blossom tree that is as old as me. It doesn’t seem the most likely place to be introduced to the blues, but then blues travel to wherever the blues lovers go. In my street and in the neighbouring streets to Brackenbrae Avenue, I never saw another black person. There was my brother and me. That was it. The butcher, the baker and the candlestick maker were all white. (Although I never actually met a candlestick maker – has anyone?)

         So the first time I saw Bessie Smith, it really was like finding a friend. I saw her before I heard her. My father – a Scottish communist who loved the blues – bought me my first double album. I was twelve. The album was called Bessie Smith: Any Woman’s Blues and produced by CBS Records (John Hammond and Chris Albertson; Albertson went on to write her biography). I remember taking the album off him and poring over it, examining it for every detail. Her image on the cover captivated me. She looked so familiar. She looked like somebody I already knew in my heart of hearts. I stared at the image of her, trying to recall who it was she reminded me of.

         She looked so sorrowful and so strong. She would stand up for herself, so she would. She wouldn’t take any insults from people. I could see from her eyes that she was a fighter. I put her down and I picked her up. I stroked her proud, defiant cheeks. I ran my fingers across her angry eyebrows. I soothed her. Sometimes I felt shy staring at her, as if she was somehow able to see me looking. On the front cover she was smiling. Every feature of her face lit up by a huge grin bursting with personality. Her eyes full of hilarity. Her wide mouth full of laughing teeth. On the back she was sad. Her mouth shut. Eyes closed. Eyebrows furrowed. The album cover was like a strange two-sided coin. The two faces of Bessie Smith. I knew from that first album that I had made a friend for life. I would never forget her.

         The names of the blues songs transported me places, created scenes and visions. ‘Jail House Blues’, ‘Haunted House Blues’, ‘Eavesdropper’s Blues’, ‘Graveyard Dream Blues’, ‘Whoa, Tillie, Take Your Time’, ‘St Louis Gal’, ‘New Orleans Hop Scop Blues’, ‘Kitchen Man’, ‘Chicago Bound Blues’, ‘Worn Out Papa Blues’. Each name was enough to make up a story. That’s what I liked about the blues, they told stories. The opposite of fairy tales; these were grimy, real, appalling tragedies. There were people dying in the blues; people coming back to haunt the people who were living in the blues; there were bad men in the blues; there were wild women in the blues. People travelled places, or wished they were someplace else in the blues. Could I be a St Louis Gal? Or could I be Tillie? Might Chicago be a place I would go when I grew up? Was the New Orleans Hop Scop like hopscotch? There were Daddys and Mamas galore in the blues. Every next person was a Mama or a Daddy but they didn’t sound like my mum and dad. ‘Mistreating Daddy, mistreating Mama all the time.’ People got drunk and ate pigs’ feet in the blues. It was totally wild.

         We had an old-fashioned record player that looked as if it was pretending to be a bit of furniture until you lifted its lid and saw its strange black arm and needle. I’d place the record down into the player, lift the arm of the needle and try and get it on the exact line of my favourite track. Sometimes I’d miss and hear the end of another unfamiliar track that would, for a moment, make me want to listen to it. I liked the way the piano and the horn sounded comical, as if they weren’t taking any of this so seriously. Especially in songs like ‘Cemetery Blues’ and ‘Graveyard Dream Blues’; the musical accompaniment sounded like it was all one big joke, like the funny music in silent movies.

         My favourite of the lot was ‘Dirty No-Gooder’s Blues’. It sounded so bad. The very name made you think things you weren’t supposed to be thinking at that age. A Dirty No-Gooder? What was he? Some man that said filthy words and had no morals. Some man who could not be good; some man who dedicated his whole life to being bad. I found the blues so exciting because the characters were real ‘characters’; people who behaved badly, who did terrible things, who killed and murdered and went to prison and missed Chicago and wanted to ‘Take it right back to the place where you got it’, whatever the ‘it’ was. The men in the blues were lowdown and rotten, cheating and lying and lazy.

         
            
               There’s nineteen men living in my neighbourhood.

               There’s nineteen men living in my neighbourhood.

               Eighteen of them are fools and the one ain’t no doggone good.

               ‘Dirty No-Gooder’s Blues’

            

         

         At the age of twelve in my small suburban neighbourhood, the idea of describing men in this way was scandalous, hilarious. Mr Aird, Mr Tweedie, Mr Dunsmore, Mr Macintosh, Mr Murray, Mr Kerr, Mr Cochrane. Which one was no doggone good? Whenever I listened to the lyrics of the blues they made me feel I was being entrusted with a secret. I was being told a secret story about some no-good, no-count man. The story was for me and not for him. The story was a joke on him. Bessie Smith was singing for women. It was women who were singing those blues and the lyrics were mainly about the 101 ways a man could let you down. I guess I took the warning. Every woman could understand the blues. That’s why this album was called Any Woman’s Blues.

         I realised that I could choose always to have Bessie Smith in my life, that she was not going to betray me or go off with another friend, or move to Kirkintilloch, or suddenly turn nasty. Nobody could take her away from me. And when I grew up and went away, I could take her with me. And I did. Hours and hours looking at her face on the cover and many hours memorising the lyrics to the songs. They weren’t all blues; some were vaudeville, some were Tin Pan Alley. But everything Bessie Smith sang sounded like a blues song. I had my favourite songs that I would play over and over again. ‘Kitchen Man’, ‘Dirty No-Gooder’s Blues’, ‘I’m Wild About That Thing’, ‘He’s Got Me Goin”.

         
            
               Got me goin’

               He’s got me goin’

               But I don’t know where I’m headed for!

            

         

         When I listened to the songs on this first album, I always assumed that they were about Bessie Smith’s own life. (It didn’t occur to me to think this of folk, soul or rock singers.) The blues sounded like autobiography, like ordinary people telling the story of their lives. There was always an I in the blues. It was all first person. When I listened to ‘Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out’ and ‘Wasted Life Blues’, I felt so sad for Bessie Smith. I could picture her whole life suddenly changing. (Her whole life did change, strangely mirroring ‘Nobody Knows You’; she might as well have been singing about herself.) I felt so passionate about her, it made me angry. I’d listen to the lyrics of her songs and that voice of hers that no other voice can ever come near: 

         
            
               Nobody knows you

               When you’re down and out.

               In my pocket, not one penny

               And my friends, I haven’t any,

               But if I ever get on my feet again

               Then I’ll meet my long-lost friend.

               It’s mighty strange without a doubt

               Nobody knows you when you’re down and out,

               I mean when you’re down and out.

            

         

         I’d imagine her, wandering through the streets of segregated America, penniless, friendless. Down and out. There were many down-and-outs in Glasgow on Sauchiehall Street on a Saturday night. If nobody loved Bessie Smith when she was down and out, then nobody would love me. All that was left then would be to dream of death. Graveyard Dream Blues. Cemetery Blues. Wasted Life Blues. Somehow being down and out in America seemed to be inextricably linked with her colour. I could not separate them. I could not separate myself. I am the same colour as she is, I thought to myself, electrified. I am the same colour as Bessie Smith. I am not the same colour as my mother, my father, my grandmother, my grandfather, my friends, my doctor, my dentist, my butcher, my teacher, my headmaster, my next-door neighbour, my aunt, my uncle, my mother’s friends, my father’s friends. The shock of not being like everyone else; the shock of my own reflection came with the blues. My own face in the mirror was not the face I had in my head. 

         There were cheeky songs too on this double album. ‘I’m Wild About That Thing’ – which contained the enigmatic line ‘I like your ting-a-ling’. (I couldn’t understand what was going on but it sounded sexual. Children approaching adolescence are adept at picking up on any hint of sex anywhere. And in the blues, it wasn’t so much a hint as a wallop.) There were the songs of defiance, of not putting up with it: ‘Take it right back to the place where you got it. I don’t want a bit of it in here.’ I feasted off those songs for years. It was ages before I got another album so this one was it. It is still my favourite. The first love. The first time I heard her voice it made me wonder what I was remembering. Her voice was so raw and fresh and different from any other singing voice I’d ever heard. It was not like the voice of Gallagher or Lyle. It was not like Lena Zavaroni or Joni Mitchell, Rod Stewart or the Bay City Rollers. It was not Simon or Garfunkel. It was not Donny Osmond or David Cassidy. It was not Lulu or Elton John. It wasn’t even like the voice of Ella Fitzgerald, who I heard live at the Kelvin Hall in Glasgow when I was fourteen with Count Basie accompanying her. No, Ella Fitzgerald’s voice had a girlish chuckle in it. Bessie Smith’s raw unplugged voice dragged you right down to a place you had never been. It seemed to drag you down to the depths of yourself. Her voice carried a kind of knowing that made you feel this woman knew everything about life and was not frightened of any of it. It made me stop reading Anne of Green Gables and look up sharp and listen. 

         What was it I was remembering? Her voice made me want to be her. I could never listen to her as background music; I still can’t. In the days when she performed live, people were mesmerised by her. They would not be distracted or try to do anything else while Bessie Smith was on. She captivated them. She had them under her spell. It is still like that even just listening to her. You listen so hard she practically inhabits you; her very soul seems to find a way inside you. I’d try and move my lips the way I imagined she moved her lips. I’d wonder if she was ever called ‘Rubber lips’ like I was. What would she have said? She would have fought anybody who called her names. I was certain of this. She wouldn’t have stood for it. ‘I won’t have a bit of it in here.’

         My mind would wander off to her life. I’d picture her on the road travelling from small Southern town to small Southern town. I had read all about segregation, how black people were not allowed to sit on the same bit of the bus as white people, how they had to use different roadside restaurants, how they couldn’t sit down in ice-cream parlours. When I listened to Bessie singing ‘Kitchen Man’, I pictured her living in a small wooden house with a porch. I could see the Kitchen Man himself, a black man with a white hat. One of those tall hats that scare small children. He would be out the back baking, flour on his fists. He’d bring her plate after plate of those sweet jelly rolls. She just lay on her bed, dressed up in her feathers and plumes, and said, ‘Thank you Honey,’ and tucked in to those goodies. I was a bit nonplussed when I discovered that all those jelly rolls and sugar rolls in those songs had nothing to do with food.

         What was it she reminded me of? Whenever I impersonated her in front of my mirror with my hairbrush microphone, I had a sense of something, at the edge of myself, that I mostly ignored; the first awareness of myself being black. I’d only ever think about it if something reminded me. Bessie Smith always reminded me. I am the same colour as Bessie Smith. I’d look at her hands then I’d look at my own hands. I’d look at her nose then I’d look at my own nose. Perhaps she is related after all. Maybe my great-great-grandmother was a blues singer. Who knows? The great thing about being adopted was that you could invent your family all the time. You could make them up and invent yourself in the process. At one point, every time I saw Shirley Bassey on the telly singing ‘Goldfinger’, I was convinced she was my birth mother. Any time I came across a black person, usually on TV, or in a book, or on a political poster that my father brought home, I tried to work out their relationship to me. I concocted an imaginary black family for myself through images that I had available to me. There were a lot of images in this politically internationalist household. Nelson Mandela, Angela Davis, the Soledad Brothers, Cassius Clay, Count Basie, Duke Ellington. I liked trying to connect one black person to another, a racial jigsaw puzzle. I was aware that racial discrimination existed all over the world. South Africa had sixteen legal definitions of black; South Africa had borrowed its system of apartheid from the American South. At Christmas time, I would sit down with my mum and send cards to the political prisoners in South Africa. All black people could at some point in their life face racism or racialism (I could never understand the difference) therefore all black people had a common bond. It was like sharing blood.

         I did not think that Bessie Smith only belonged to African Americans or that Nelson Mandela belonged to South Africans. I could not think like that because I knew then of no black Scottish heroes that I could claim for my own. I reached out and claimed Bessie.

         When I was a young girl, Bessie Smith comforted me, told me I was not alone, kept me company. I could imagine her life as I invented my own; I would not have grown up in the same way without her. Just at that crucial moment, before my periods, after my first bra, before I had any big romance, before I went to secondary school, there she was. It was perfect timing. I was just the right age for her to become my lifelong friend, my beautiful flame, my brave heartthrob, my paragon of virtue. My libidinous, raunchy, fearless blueswoman. My righteous, courageous, wild blueswoman. I am still full of her passion. I have her spark in my eye. I can burn with love, burn with the blues. I am still totally, utterly, Wild About That Thing.

      

   


   
      

          

         
            
               I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy bosom turn all golden in the sunset.

            

            
               I’ve known rivers:

               Ancient, dusky rivers.

            

            
               My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

               Langston Hughes, ‘The Negro Speaks of Rivers’ 

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHATTANOOGA, 1894

         

         According to the date on her marriage certificate, Bessie Smith was born in Chattanooga, Tennessee on 15 April 1894. But we cannot be sure. Chris Albertson tells us that ‘Southern bureaucracy made little distinction between its black population and its dogs; such official records as a birth certificate were not always considered necessary.’1 But Chattanooga it was, definitely. Not any of the other towns close by: Knoxville, Nashville, Birmingham, Atlanta, Oak Ridge, Blue Ridge, Scottsboro.

         What does a girl from Bishopbriggs near Glasgow know about Chattanooga? She might have heard that song: Pardon me boy, is that the Chattanooga Choo-choo? / Track 29, well you can give them a shine. But that’s about it. I looked up Chattanooga in my atlas. Chattanooga, Hamilton County, Tennessee. It made me feel even closer to her being able to find it in the atlas, to rest my finger on the town; it covered the whole of it. There’s a certain satisfaction to be had from finding a place in an atlas. The next best thing to going there. With my finger pressing into the name Chattanooga, I tried to picture it. Well, it wasn’t like Glasgow. It wouldn’t be like anywhere I had been. It might look like a town in a Western. Maybe. It would have a small railway station where the trains coming in and out of Chattanooga were a major event, a happening. The train would make a huge boasting noise as it came into the station, announcing its arrival. People with their collars turned up would be waiting in the cold wind. There’s gonna be a certain party at the station/ Satin and lace – I used to call funny face. What else? A sheriff. A sheriff’s hat. Dust. Horses. Poor black people living in shacks. A river. A long, long river that passes through practically every town in Tennessee. The Tennessee River. I traced it with my finger. The shape of a U. Parsons, Savannah, Decatur, Guntersville, Jasper, Chattanooga, Cleveland, Charleston, right up to Oak Ridge. Dinner in the diner. Nothing could be finer / Than to have your ham and eggs in Carolina. It was a bigger river than I could imagine. It was a dangerous river that could cause massive floods. A picture of people floating with furniture in the water rose up in my mind. A giant of a river.

         Chattanooga, 1894. The sheriff would have a gun and a gun holster, wouldn’t he? He would be white, definitely. He would be able to arrest a black man for just looking at him straight in the eye. A black man would have to keep his eyes down on the dusty street if he wanted to be safe. Someone new in town would be noticed. Chattanooga, 1894. The town would be packed with preachers. Many big brothers and big sisters. Large and lean religious people, black and white, the faces of people captured by religion. The white faces – pointed, pinched, spiteful. The black faces animated, arrested, actorish. Hymns, psalms, prayers, spirituals. ‘Go Down, Moses’, ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’. Bessie Smith would have gone to church as a young girl. (Church continued to play an important role in her life. She would often go after a heavy night’s drinking!) The emotion of those songs – ‘O Mary, Don’t You Weep’, ‘Rough Rocky Road’ – might have influenced the way she sang the blues.
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