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        INTRODUCTION
      

         

         ‘Dead ground’ is a term that I first came across during my brief spell as a trainee tank driver in the early 1980s. It refers to an area that is hidden from the observer due to undulations or obstacles in the terrain. You can see what is in the distance, but between there and here, things that stand in plain sight are obscured by the prominence of nearer objects, drowned in the contours of the landscape.

         Skiffle exists in the dead ground of British pop culture, between the end of the war and the rise of the Beatles. It’s a landscape dominated by Elvis and his British acolytes – Cliff Richard, Billy Fury, Marty Wilde – but beyond Tommy Steele, the terrain falls quickly away. In the distance, surrounded by a blue haze of sentimentality, looms the Second World War. In the dead ground between are those everyday features of post-war life that have proved immune to nostalgia: conscription; cod liver oil; smog; carbolic soap; polio; Izal medicated toilet paper; the gallows.

         That skiffle should be among them is no surprise. The vast majority of its practitioners were boys in their early to mid teens, whose amateur performances in youth clubs, school gyms and church halls left no permanent marks on our culture. Just as the soft parts of ancient organisms don’t fossilise, so there is little tangible evidence of the contribution made by tens of thousands of skiffle-mad kids, save for a few black-and-white photos of earnest youths posing with washboards, tea-chest basses and cheap acoustic guitars.

         Of the handful of skiffle artists who did make the charts, only Lonnie Donegan is remembered, and rightly so because he kicked the whole thing off and was by far the most successful proponent. Yet his later decline into singing novelty songs has tarnished the whole genre. Just as Elvis became a parody of himself when he went to Hollywood and made Clambake, so Lonnie betrayed his skiffle roots when he took ‘My Old Man’s a Dustman’ to the top of the charts.

         As pop became profound in the 60s, artists who had learned their chops playing skiffle tended to leave it out of their biographies. If you wanted to be taken seriously, better to claim you were initially inspired by Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly rather than Chas McDevitt and Nancy Whiskey. Thus skiffle became a bit of an embarrassment for Britain’s 60s rock royalty, like an awkward photo from a school yearbook, a reminder of the shabby realities of post-war, pre-rock Britain.

         Even when credit was given, skiffle often found itself edited out in the search for a snappier soundbite. Take George Harrison’s famous quote about how his band was influenced by the blues: ‘No Lead Belly, no Beatles.’ What Harrison actually said was: ‘If there was no Lead Belly, there would have been no Lonnie Donegan; no Lonnie Donegan, no Beatles. Therefore no Lead Belly, no Beatles.’ Due to the key role it played in the founding of the Fab Four, skiffle cannot be completely ignored by pop historians, but too often Donegan’s success with ‘Rock Island Line’ in 1956 is portrayed as a singularity, unfettered by history or context.

         Yet every now and then, it is possible to catch glimpses of how deeply skiffle affected the generation who first encountered this exciting music in the cultural desert of the BBC-mediated 1950s. When, in the last days of the twentieth century, I was invited by John Peel to have dinner with him and Lonnie Donegan, I was surprised to find that Peel said barely a word during the meal. It transpired that he was such a fan of Donegan that he needed me to be there so that he could listen to the great man talk, being too awestruck to engage his hero in conversation himself. 

         In many ways, skiffle is just the sort of music that Peel championed during his years as a major taste-maker. It was the first to reach the UK charts that hadn’t been spoonfed to record-buyers by Tin Pan Alley; it sounded rough and ready compared to the lushly produced hit records of the day; most of the songs were little more than a high-tempo three-chord thrash; and it fiercely resisted any notions of commerciality – the audience who booed Bob Dylan for playing an electric guitar at the Manchester Free Trade Hall in 1966 had likely been turned on to folk music by skiffle.

         Most importantly, skiffle was the first music for teenagers by teenagers in our cultural history. Not willing to sit passively and wait to be told what to listen to, this first generation of British teens took the initiative and created a do-it-yourself music that crossed over racial and social barriers. Taking their songs from black blues, gospel and calypso and white folk and country music, and their instruments from the jug bands and spasm groups that played in the streets of the American south, the skiffle groups mixed them together to create a sound that had never been heard in these islands before. In doing so, they faced resistance from generational forces that sought to control and dictate youth culture.

         We’re so familiar with the story of the Beatles and the Stones that we take it for granted that British kids always played guitars and wrote their own songs, that the spirit of self-realisation was somehow coded into their DNA. Yet that is not the case. It was skiffle that put guitars into the hands of the war babies, and this book aims to place that empowering moment in its proper context in our post-war culture, illuminating the period when British pop music, for so long a jazz-based confection aimed at an adult market, was transformed into the guitar-led music for teens that would go on to conquer the world in the 1960s. 
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        THE ROCK ISLAND LINE
      

         

         Anyone who knows anything about skiffle will tell you that its genesis occurred on 13 July 1954, when Lonnie Donegan recorded ‘Rock Island Line’, Lead Belly’s song about the wily train driver who fools the operator of a big tollgate just outside of New Orleans. Except the Rock Island Line doesn’t go to New Orleans and there never were any tollgates on American railroads. And Lead Belly didn’t write that song. So what is really going on here?

         To get to the bottom of the story, we have to go back almost exactly one hundred years before that historic recording, to 10 July 1854, when the Chicago & Rock Island Railroad was officially opened. For two years, work gangs had been laying steel rails forged in England along a 181-mile route due west across Illinois from the city of Chicago to Rock Island on the banks of the Mississippi. The plan was to cross the mighty river and bring the iron road to the American west.

         For the men who owned the railroads, the Mississippi presented a formidable physical barrier, still half a mile wide at Rock Island, a thousand miles upstream from the Gulf of Mexico. Beyond it, the western plains were beginning to be settled and, in 1846, the land across the river from Illinois became the state of Iowa. Riverboats had a monopoly on transport across and along the Mississippi, but the intentions of the owners of the Chicago & Rock Island Railroad became clear in 1851 when they asked the Iowa legislature to grant them land to build a depot in Davenport, directly across the river from Rock Island. 

         Based on a topographical survey conducted in 1837 by Lt Robert E. Lee, engineers had chosen a prime spot to build the first bridge across Big Muddy and construction began in July 1853. The largest island in the whole of the Mississippi, Rock Island offered a sturdy jumping-off point for the 1,528-foot wooden bridge, which was supported by six granite piers. The first train crossed over to the Iowa shore on 21 April 1856, linking up with the Mississippi & Missouri Railroad, which was making heavy going of building a track across Iowa towards Council Bluffs on the eastern bank of the Missouri River. Several other railroads had reached the Mississippi, but none had managed to cross it. The Chicago & Rock Island Railroad had brought the possibility of transcontinental trade a step closer.

         Before the coming of the railroad, rivers provided the main form of transport in the American interior, with a network of canals connecting tributaries and lakes, ferrying goods and people inland from the coast. But this distribution network was subject to seasonal changes: rivers in the north would freeze in the winter; some in the south would run dry in the summer. Many were prone to flooding. The railroad offered an all-weather form of transport and, since 1830, tracks had been laid linking eastern cities to the Atlantic coast.

         Their livelihoods threatened by the railroad, the riverboat owners opposed the bridge from the outset, arguing that it would cause an impediment to navigation. Informing their complaints was a struggle over trade routes across the US. The southern states had built their distribution networks on a north–south axis using riverine routes. In the north, the east-to-west expansion of the railroad threatened southern interests. Most vocal among those opposing the bridge was US Secretary for War Jefferson Davis, who would go on to lead the Confederacy during the Civil War. As the issue of slavery became increasingly divisive, southern legislators, fearful of being dominated by the more populous north, sought to ensure that any new states joining the union would be pro-slavery. Davis used his office to promote a southern transcontinental route for the railroads in the hope that the west would be settled by slave-owning southerners. When the notion of a river crossing in the upper Mississippi presented a threat to his plans, he took legal action to stop the Chicago & Rock Island Railroad from building their bridge.

         He was ultimately unsuccessful, but other interests were more determined. Just two weeks after the bridge was opened, on the night of 6 May 1857, the steamboat Effie Afton had passed beneath the open draw of the bridge when she suddenly veered to the right. Her starboard engine stopped, power appeared to increase in the port engine and she hit the pier next to the open draw. A stove in one of the cabins was overturned and soon the entire boat was aflame, with fire spreading to the wooden superstructure of the bridge, destroying one of the spans. Immediately suspicion fell on the riverboat owners. What was the Effie Afton doing so far north from her usual route between Louisville and New Orleans? Why was she out on the river long after other boats had tied up? How did she burn so quickly? And was she drifting helplessly or deliberately driven into the pier?

         When it took just four months to repair the bridge, the riverboat owners resorted to the courts, demanding damages for the loss of the Effie Afton and seeking to prove that the bridge was a hazard. The Chicago & Rock Island company hired an experienced Illinois railroad lawyer to be their lead counsel. Abraham Lincoln had handled a number of cases concerning rights of navigation around railroad bridges on other rivers, some of which had gone all the way to the Supreme Court.

         The judge dismissed the case after a trial that lasted fourteen days and resulted in a hung jury. Seen as a moral victory for the railroad, the Rock Island Bridge case drew national attention, helping to establish Lincoln’s reputation ahead of his bid for the presidency in 1860. 

         The riverboat owners kept up their legal opposition for another decade, finally conceding defeat in December 1867. By that time there were several other bridges across the Mississippi and a transcontinental railway was being constructed between Sacramento, California, and Council Bluffs. The Mississippi and Missouri Railroad, in its attempt to cross Iowa ahead of competing railroads, had hit financial difficulties and was absorbed by the Chicago & Rock Island Railroad, whose track-laying gangs finally reached Council Bluffs on 10 May 1869.

         This event was overshadowed by news that, just the day before, the final spike had been driven on the transcontinental railway at Promontory Point in Utah, uniting the Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads. Where once wagon trains had taken six weeks to cross from coast to coast, the steam trains had now cut the journey to just six days.
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               Ride it like you’re flying: a Rock Island locomotive, c.1880

            

         

         In the railroad boom years that followed, the company, changing its name to the Chicago, Rock Island & Pacific Railroad, began building lines that radiated out from the Rock Island crossing: north to Minneapolis, west to Denver and south across the Missouri River into Kansas. In 1882, a song appeared extolling the virtues of the network, written by one J. A. Roff:*

         
            
               
                  
            Now listen to the jingle,
          

                  
            The rumble and the roar
          

                  
            As she dashes through the woodland
          

                  
            And speeds along the shore;
          

                  
            See the mighty rushing engine,
          

                  
            Hear her merry bell ring out
          

                  
            As they speed along in safety
          

                  
            On the Great Rock Island Route.
          

               

            

         

         Shortly after the song was published, the track gangs reached Herington, Kansas, where the line split, one branch heading southwest towards New Mexico while the other dived due south towards Oklahoma. This southern spur followed the Chisholm Trail, used by cattle herders to bring their stock to railheads in Kansas and Missouri. Crossing Oklahoma, the tracks reached the Texas border in late 1892. By the end of the century, the Rock Island Railroad operated 3,568 miles of track, all of it west of Chicago, and had an annual turnover of $20 million.

         In the early years of the new century, the company pushed south across Texas, heading for the Gulf port of Galveston. In 1904, it purchased the Choctaw, Oklahoma and Gulf Railroad, allowing it to link Memphis, Little Rock and Oklahoma City with Tucumcari, New Mexico, from where passengers could transfer to Southern Pacific trains serving California. In the same year, the Rock Island Employees Club was founded at the company’s headquarters in Chicago and, within a decade, had expanded to involve all levels of workers across the network, from brakemen and porters to engineers working in train yards. With separate organisations for black and white employees, the clubs staged social events such as picnics and sporting competitions between various depots. 

         In 1920, the company was actively encouraging employees to ‘boost’ the Rock Island brand. Music was at the forefront of this effort, with choirs and singing groups sent to perform at public gatherings, their members encouraged to write material that promoted the railroad. One of these booster groups, the Rock Island Colored Quartet, was formed by workers from the company’s central freight yard and repair shops at Biddle,† just outside Little Rock, Arkansas. In January 1930, the Rock Island Magazine reported that a member of the Quartet, engine wiper Clarence Wilson, had composed a booster song entitled ‘Buy Your Ticket Over Rock Island Lines’, which was being performed in the Little Rock area. The verses spoke of the different characters that worked out of the Biddle depot, while the chorus extolled the virtues of the railroad:

         
            
               
                  
            Rock Island Line is a mighty good road
          

                  
            Passengers get on board if you want to ride
          

                  
            Ride it like you’re flying
          

                  
            Be sure you buy your ticket
          

                  
            Over the Rock Island Line
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         In the north-west of the state, straddling the Texas–Louisiana border, lies Caddo Lake. At the end of the nineteenth century, the area was home to rural communities of African Americans who made up 65 per cent of the local population. It was in this secluded area, near the town of Mooringsport, that Huddie Ledbetter was born in January 1888. From an early age he showed an aptitude for singing and playing guitar, making a name for himself as a ‘musicianer’ by performing at social gatherings. He also gained a reputation as someone who would never back down from a fight. In the early years of the twentieth century, Caddo Lake still had the aura of a frontier town, where men were expected to resolve their differences without recourse to the law. By the age of sixteen, Huddie carried a pistol as well as a guitar to local dances.

         In 1910, he travelled to Dallas, where he teamed up with a teenage blues singer named Blind Lemon Jefferson. In the following decade, Jefferson would rise to fame as the first country blues artist, but during their time together, he and Huddie were just a couple of musicianers earning whatever they could by playing wherever they happened to be. A tall, well-built man with a strong singing voice, Huddie needed a powerful instrument to put his songs across, and during his time in Dallas he acquired the twelve-string guitar that was to become his trademark.

         In 1915, Huddie was settled with his wife of seven years, Lethe Henderson, in Marshall, Texas, just across the state line from Mooringsport. Their lives were shattered when Huddie was involved in an altercation that resulted in him being convicted of carrying a pistol and sentenced to thirty days on the chain gang. Unable to countenance the treatment meted out to him, he escaped after just three days, heading eighty-five miles north to live with members of his extended family in De Kalb, Texas. There he worked as a cotton picker under the assumed name of William Boyd. While walking to a dance with a group of friends in December 1917, Huddie, never the most faithful of husbands, became involved in an argument with one of his companions, Will Stafford, over the affections of a young woman. The dispute quickly escalated, violence ensued and Huddie pulled out his pistol and shot Stafford down. Convicted of murder, Huddie was sentenced to serve seven to thirty years and soon found himself Sugarland bound.

         The Central State Prison Farm, just west of Houston, took its familiar name from nearby Sugar Land, a company town built by the Imperial Sugar Company in the first decade of the twentieth century to process sugar cane from the surrounding fields. A humid, subtropical climate made labouring in the fields a challenge, but Huddie rose to become a team leader of a work gang. Realising that he would be at Sugarland for a long time, he used his talent as a performer to win a small degree of liberty within the prison regime. On Sundays, he was allowed to travel unaccompanied to other camps within the prison to entertain inmates with his songs and stories.

         It was during this time that he picked up the nickname by which he would come to be known around the world: Lead Belly. Many of the songs that he later popularised came from his time in Sugarland. Most famous of them all was ‘Midnight Special’, which took its name from a Southern Pacific train that left Houston every night around 11 p.m., heading west for San Antonio. Its lights would sometimes flicker on the walls of inmates’ cells as the train passed the prison, giving rise to the belief that if the light from the Midnight Special fell on you, you would be next for parole.

         In January 1924, Texas Governor Pat Neff visited the prison and Lead Belly was called upon to provide some evening entertainment. Desperate for his freedom, Lead Belly composed a song asking to be pardoned for his crime, singing, ‘If I had you Governor Neff like you got me, I’d wake up in the morning and set you free.’ Although he impressed the governor with his ability to write songs, Lead Belly had to wait a whole year before he got his pardon, signed by Neff on his last day in office. During his time as governor, Neff signed very few pardons, and the fact that he made an exception for Lead Belly is probably a sign of his generosity towards the convict musicianer – although any suggestion of excessive clemency is tempered by the fact that Lead Belly would have been eligible for parole just four months later, having served the minimum seven years demanded by his sentence.

         Lead Belly headed back to Mooringsport, where the discovery of oil had created an economic boom. He worked as a roustabout, performing at night in local barrelhouses. He again found himself in trouble with the law in January 1930, when he was arrested following an altercation with a group of white men. According to the press report of his trial, the trouble began when Lead Belly came upon the local Salvation Army band playing on a street corner one Saturday night. When he began to dance in time to their music, some white bystanders took exception, presumably thinking he was being disrespectful. When they told him to move along, he did so, but carried on dancing, provoking a group of men to go after him. When knives were pulled, Lead Belly drew his in self-defence and, in the scuffle that followed, he received a gash to the top of his head, while one of his attackers, Dick Ellet, had his arm slashed.

         When word spread that a ‘drunk crazed negro’ had attempted to murder a white man, an angry mob descended on the parish jail where Lead Belly was being held. Only the swift action of the law enforcement officers guarding the jailhouse saved him from being lynched. Knife fights had always been a part of Lead Belly’s life. His body bore the scars of many barrelhouse brawls. He’d often go and report what had happened to the local sheriff’s office, only to be told to stay out of town for a while. But this was different. Unlike his other victims, Dick Ellet was white and, as a result, Lead Belly would have to face the full force of the law. Convicted of attempted murder in a trial lasting just a day, he was sentenced to serve six to ten years’ hard labour.

         At the age of forty-three, Lead Belly found himself in one of the most notorious prisons in the whole of the US – Angola State Penitentiary. Here, the regime made Sugarland seem easy by comparison. Slavery may have been abolished at the end of the Civil War, but sixty-five years later, its practices were still being employed at Angola. Shackled together with chains, working in the fields from dawn to dusk in sweltering heat and humidity, at night inmates slept on the floor of dormitories that held seven hundred men, where the lights were never switched off. Surrounded on three sides by the Mississippi River and the tangled forest of the Tunica Hills in the east, there was very little opportunity for escape.

         As in Sugarland, Lead Belly soon gained a reputation as a talented performer whose skill on the twelve-string guitar drew the attention of prisoners and guards alike. When song collectors from the Library of Congress arrived at the prison in July 1933, looking to record vernacular material, Lead Belly was an obvious candidate for their project.

         John Lomax was a sixty-six-year-old college professor and folklorist researching African American work songs for the Archives of Folk Music at the Library of Congress. Equipped with the latest portable recording technology and assisted by his eighteen-year-old son Alan, Lomax toured labour camps across the south in search of material. His focus soon turned to prisons, where incarceration isolated singers from the popular music of the day. At Angola Lead Belly impressed the Lomaxes with the breadth of his repertoire and his storytelling skills. Among the seven songs he recorded that day was the one that would become his signature tune: ‘Goodnight Irene’.

         Believing that it had been his songwriting that got him out of Sugarland, Lead Belly resolved to try the same method to secure his release from Angola. When the Lomaxes returned to the prison in June 1934, Lead Belly recorded a song asking Louisiana Governor O. K. Allen for a pardon, which he asked John Lomax to take to Baton Rouge and present to Governor Allen himself. Lomax duly delivered the recording and within a month – on 1 August 1934 – Lead Belly was set free.‡

         He immediately wrote to John Lomax, offering to work as his ‘man’ – driving his car and carrying the heavy recording equipment. Lomax was in need of assistance. About to set off on another field recording expedition, his son Alan had been taken ill and was unable to accompany him. He hired Lead Belly and soon the pair were headed for Arkansas. Immediately Lomax realised what an asset he had. Rather than have to explain the nature of his project in patrician tones to often bemused and sometimes hostile prison staff, who in turn would order inmates to comply, he was able to send Lead Belly into the dormitories to tell the prisoners what was happening and to play them examples of the kind of songs Lomax was looking for.

         In the first week of October 1934, at Cummins State Farm near Pine Bluff, a twenty-one-year-old convicted burglar named Kelly Pace came before Lomax’s recording machine, leading a group of seven fellow convicts. In close harmony, they sang ‘Rock Island Line’ in a call-and-response style. This wasn’t the first time Lomax had heard the song. It was among those he had collected at Tucker State Prison, some fifty miles north, just the week before. In the five years since it was written by Clarence Wilson in the Biddle Shops, ‘Buy Your Ticket on the Rock Island Line’ had been transformed from a booster tune into a song offering redemption from sin. In Lead Belly’s hands, that process would continue. 
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         In many ways, Lead Belly was more of a song collector than John Lomax. While the learned professor needed to record performances in order to study them, Lead Belly could play a song after hearing it just a few times, appropriating material as he needed it. ‘Rock Island Line’ soon joined others in his song bag, although with just two verses it felt a little short. A talented improviser, Lead Belly had no compunction in extemporising a few extra verses, borrowing from children’s nursery rhymes and the blues tradition.

         When their work in the prisons ended, Lomax invited Lead Belly to come north with him to appear at an academic event in Philadelphia organised by the Modern Language Association. He would be required not only to perform the songs but to give some context to their origins. Over the next few months, Lead Belly would accompany John and Alan Lomax to such august venues as Harvard University, where folklorists were bowled over by the depth of his repertoire and the power of his performances. For many of them, Lead Belly was the first vernacular singer they had seen, and his back story of plantation and prison offered them an insight into the daily lives of the rural African American community.

         Lead Belly realised that the academics wanted to hear the stories behind his songs. Some, like those he had learned in childhood, were simple to explain. A song like ‘Rock Island Line’, however, had no background. Neither he nor Lomax had bothered to ask Kelly Pace where he had first heard the song, nor enquired whether it was used for work or pleasure. Recalling that the recording sessions at Cummings had been held next to the log pile, Lead Belly introduced ‘Rock Island Line’ as a chopping song. In June 1937, when he first recorded ‘Rock Island Line’, Lead Belly, singing a cappella, explained how a gang of men preparing a log would use the song to time the swing of their pole-axes.

         When Alan Lomax arranged for the Golden Gate Quartet, a popular vocal group, to back Lead Belly on a recording of ‘Rock Island Line’ in June 1940, he dispensed with any spoken introduction, performing the song in its original call-and-response style. Lead Belly’s January 1942 recording for Moe Asch featured a whole new introduction concerning a train driver and a depot agent. It contains the list of livestock familiar from later versions, but fails to explain their significance. Things became clearer in October 1944, when Lead Belly, out in Hollywood hoping to make a career in movies, recorded the song for Columbia Records, backed by Paul Mason Howard on zither. He begins the introduction by telling us that the Rock Island train is out of ‘Mule-een’ – possibly a reference to Moline, the largest city in Rock Island County, Illinois. The depot agent throws a switch over the track to send the train ‘into the hole’.§ Instructed to pull into a siding, Lead Belly tells us, the train driver explains to the depot agent that he’s carrying cows, horses, hogs, sheep and goats. Due to animal welfare considerations, trains hauling livestock were given priority over ordinary freight and so the agent lets the train pass. As he picks up speed, the driver calls back, ‘I thank you, I thank you.’
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         Five months later in San Francisco, Lead Belly records the song again, starting his introduction with the wood-chopping story before segueing into the tale about the train. This time, however, the driver fools the depot agent, calling back that he’s carrying ‘all pig iron’ – possibly a livestock pun. The definitive version of ‘Rock Island Line’ is recorded in the summer of 1947 in New York City. Again, Lead Belly mentions that the train is coming back from ‘Mule-een’. Again, the depot agent tells the driver to take the train ‘into the hole’. Told that the train is hauling ‘all livestock’, the depot agent waves it past, only to be told, ‘I fooled you! I fooled you! I got all pig iron.’ 

         It’s highly likely that it was on this performance that Lonnie Donegan based his version of ‘Rock Island Line’. Folkways released the 1947 recording in 1953, four years after Lead Belly’s death aged sixty-one. It was the title track of the second in a series of Huddie Ledbetter memorial albums. According to Chas McDevitt, this 10" thirteen-track record was a key source of inspiration for skiffle groups. Listening today, it’s easy to imagine that Donegan could have mistaken ‘Mule-een’ for ‘New Orleans’, given that Lead Belly himself hailed from Louisiana. Not so easy to imagine is where Donegan found the idea of the ‘big tollgate’. Lead Belly never mentions it, nor does he ever suggest in any of his recordings that a payment may have been due. In fact, there never were any tollgates on American railroads. Trains were charged to use tracks owned by other companies, but this was part of a contractual ‘trackage rights’ agreement, not a train-by-train cash fee.

         However, by extemporising a story that made sense to his audience, Donegan was doing no more damage to the song than Lead Belly did when he introduced it to the staid New England academics at Harvard. Kelly Pace had also taken someone else’s song and shaped it into something that made sense in his environment. Who is to say that Clarence Wilson, the engine wiper at Biddle Shops, didn’t base his lyric on a popular tune of the day? Before commerce made ownership the key transactional interest of creativity, songs passed through culture by word of mouth and bore the fingerprints of everyone who ever sang them.

         Little of this story was available to the young Englishmen who avidly collected American jazz and blues records in the 1930s. For them, a single recording was definitive, offering an insight into a culture that seemed to offer more excitement than the bland music they heard on BBC radio. Like members of an underground cult, they collated details of recording sessions, trying to discern the landscape of a musical form that they found so invigorating, yet so distant. Frustrated in their attempts to understand what it was that so moved them, some began to pick up instruments in the hope of emulating the primal sounds of New Orleans jazz.

         
            * In 1904, William Kindt would publish a version of the song, with the same tune and slightly changed lyrics, under the title of ‘Wabash Cannonball’. Over time, and with many more lyrical changes, it would become one of the most famous songs in American folk music.

            † Biddle Shops served the Rock Island’s Arkansas–Louisiana Division as a central repair works and roundhouse for the trains that ran west to Memphis, Tennessee, and south to where passengers could catch the Southern Pacific’s ‘Sunset Limited’ train that ran from New Orleans to Los Angeles at Eunice, Louisiana.

            ‡ There is no evidence that Allen ever heard the record. Lead Belly was not pardoned; rather, he gained his release under a programme that sought to cut the sentences of well-behaved prisoners to save state expenditure during the Great Depression.

            § During the Golden Age of the railroad, before the post-war development of the interstate highway system made car travel more attractive, freight trains had to give way to the more lucrative passenger services, pulling into a siding – going ‘in the hole’ in railroad slang – to wait while the express thundered past.
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            RATION BOOK JAZZ

         

         Bill Colyer was the Godfather of Skiffle. He was present at its birth and presided at the christening, naming this purely British phenomenon after a distant American relative of whom he was very fond. This role fell to him due to his deep knowledge of American roots music, stretching back to when he began collecting jazz records as a teenager.

         His interest began in the 1930s, when he lived with his family in Soho, then the most multicultural district of London, where jazz had taken hold following the British debut of the Original Dixieland Jazz Band in 1919. In Madness at Midnight, his salacious memoir of London low life, Jack Glicco describes the multitude of clubs that sprang up in Soho between the wars: jazz was played until 4 a.m. in tiny rooms, most no more than twenty-five feet square and crammed with smoke, noise and people. A few tables were scattered around the walls and, on a small rostrum in an alcove at the far end of the room, a band played ‘like men possessed’.

         Too young to enter such places, Bill often loitered with his friends by the grating of a club called Jigs in an alleyway between Dean Street and Wardour Street, listening to the hot music rising up from basement sessions. Once a month, he’d cycle down to Levy’s music store in Whitechapel to spend whatever money he’d saved from his job as a trainee electrician on a 78 rpm jazz record.

         In 1938, when the Colyer family moved out of Soho to a housing estate in Cranford, west of London, Bill, then aged sixteen, had a collection of thirty or so records, which he kept in an old orange box lined with oilcloth. Every evening after work, he had a set time in which he was allowed to listen to jazz on his HMV wind-up gramophone, changing the Songster needle after every play, carefully wiping each record clean before it went back in the box. His younger siblings, Bob, Ken and Valerie, were all under strict instructions to never, ever touch any of Bill’s records.

         The Colyer children had endured a chaotic upbringing. Their father had drifted in and out of their lives, while their mother had suffered from bouts of ill health. At one point in the early 1930s, the boys were left to fend for themselves while their mother was in hospital with kidney failure, the three brothers, two of them under the age of ten, living rough in a disused railway carriage in the rural backwater of the Laindon plotlands in Essex.

         Moving to leafy Cranford offered the Colyers comparative stability even as events elsewhere were drifting towards conflict. Around the time the family arrived in the area, the plane carrying British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain home from Munich after negotiations with Adolf Hitler landed at nearby Heston Aerodrome. Chamberlain emerged waving an accord signed by the German Chancellor, proclaiming it would guarantee ‘peace in our time’. The crowds at Heston cheered, unaware that Hitler had other intentions.

         When war broke out in September 1939, Bill Colyer soon got his call-up papers, his brother Bob following shortly after. With their father again absent, youngest brother Ken was left to be the man of the house, looking after his infirm mother and younger sister.

         Ken Colyer was born in 1928 in Great Yarmouth, Norfolk, at the home of his maternal uncle, William Ehrhardt. His mother, unable to cope on her own, had put his two elder brothers into children’s homes at the time of his birth. Eleven years old when war broke out, Ken was quick to adapt to the new realities. With his mother preferring to remain in the house during air raids – some householders feared blackout burglars more than bombs – Ken took ownership of the air-raid shelter at the bottom of the garden, using it as a gang hut for his pals in the village.

         It was here that Ken discovered his musical ability. A neighbour gave him an old harmonica, which he quickly mastered. Then, with money earned from a paper round, he bought himself a second-hand guitar from Shepherd’s Bush market. Being left-handed, he had to restring the instrument so he could play the chords, but he was soon whiling away the time in the bomb shelter learning to strum tunes.

         By the time Ken left school aged fifteen in 1943, Hendon Aerodrome was home to squadrons of Spitfires and Hurricanes. But instead of the RAF, he attempted to join the Merchant Navy, despite being underage. His deception was discovered and he saw out the war as a milkman, doing a horse-and-cart round for the Co-op.

         In 1944, Bill Colyer took part in the Normandy landings, fighting inland as far as Brussels. Due some leave, he wrote to his mother to tell her he was coming home.

         ‘Now don’t be angry,’ she wrote back, ‘but Ken’s been playing your records.’

         Bill was seething. He’d survived D-Day, the house in Cranford had made it through the Blitz, but this was one bombshell that he was not prepared for. That little toerag had been playing his precious records!

         ‘He’s been treating them with great respect,’ she continued, ‘wiping them clean and using new needles.’ Any sense of calm reflection that these details may have brought was shattered by his mother’s further shocking revelation: ‘But also, your brother Bob took your racing bike out from the shed and has had a little accident and buckled the front wheel.’

         Clearly, on getting home to Cranford, the first thing Bill Colyer needed to do after kissing his mother was give his two little brothers a clip round the ear. However, by the time he arrived back, the wheel had been repaired, and once Bill saw that his record collection had been shown the same level of respect that he himself had lavished on it, he calmed down.

         Talking to Ken, he was intrigued to discover which records he had been playing. From the age of twelve, the youngster had been imbibing the country blues of Sleepy John Estes, the guitar-driven gospel of Sister Rosetta Tharpe and the boogie-woogie piano blues of Champion Jack Dupree. Not only was he listening to Bill’s records, he was learning to play along with them too. By the time Bill came home on leave, Ken had acquired a second-hand trumpet and was trying to make it sing. To encourage the lad, Bill bought him Nat Gonella’s tutorial Modern Style Trumpet Playing, but Ken never learned to read music, preferring instead to play by ear.

         The two brothers didn’t have much time to discuss their common interest in jazz and blues. As soon as Bill and Bob returned from the war, Ken was finally accepted into the Merchant Navy, joining his first boat as a cabin boy on VE Day. He had just turned seventeen.

         The British Hussar was a rickety old oil tanker built in 1923, and for the first year he was aboard Ken saw the canals of Venice, the Old City of Trieste, the troubled port of Haifa – restless under the British Mandate – Port Said, gateway to the Suez Canal, and the Arabian Gulf ports of Abadan and Aden. Merchant seamen don’t get to pick and choose which ships they work on. They sign up to the ‘pool’, are given the next available job and have to take it, no matter where the voyage may be headed. Frustratingly for a young man who longed for the jazz clubs of Chicago and New Orleans, the old bucket only seemed capable of sailing eastward.

         On returning home to Blighty, Ken enrolled himself in the Merchant Navy’s cookery school in the hope of escaping the lowly position of cabin boy. He managed to get a job as a galley lackey on the Waimana, a cargo ship that had been roaming the seas since before the First World War. Again his hopes of seeing America were thwarted when the ship headed south around the Cape of Good Hope to Australia.

         Ken had taken his guitar and trumpet to sea, and when he wasn’t strumming the blues on one, he was trying to find his tone on the other, studiously learning his craft seven days a week.

         Finally, he was able to find a boat to take him west. The Port Sydney was a refrigerated meat carrier, thirty years on the high seas and somewhat worse for wear. Ken didn’t mind at all, because this baby was going to take him across the Atlantic. The Port Sydney’s first destination was Montreal, where Ken witnessed a teenage Oscar Peterson pounding out boogie-woogie at the Café St Michel.

         Now elevated to the role of second cook, Ken’s dreams came true when he learned that the Port Sydney would next be heading for New York. In the years after the Second World War, New York became not only the biggest city on earth but also the most vibrant. While the European capitals struggled to piece their cultural life back together after the chaos and destruction of the war years, the Five Boroughs were busy creating the sounds of a new world.

         Swing music and jump jive kept the Manhattan ballrooms jammed with dancers, and modern jazz was emerging from after-hours clubs in Harlem. Frank Sinatra crossed the river from Hoboken to win the hearts of young girls everywhere, and Woody Guthrie blew in from California to ride the subways, his guitar emblazoned with the slogan ‘This Machine Kills Fascists’. Guthrie was a merchant seaman himself during the Second World War, working in the galley just like Ken. Had Colyer arrived a few years earlier, he might have heard the Dust Bowl Balladeer performing in one of the seamen’s bars near the 14th Street Pier where the Port Sydney was docked.

         When the twenty-year-old Ken Colyer arrived in the spring of 1948, Woody Guthrie was still living with his wife and kids in the flat on Mermaid Avenue in Brooklyn. He could have looked him up in the New York area phone book. Instead, he went to the first phone box he saw, opened the directory and looked for Mr Edward Condon – the simplest way to find the address of his club.

         Condon was synonymous with the switch from Chicago to New York that jazz made in the late 1930s. Born in 1905, he played guitar and specialised in a sophisticated version of the Dixieland style that harked back to the early days of jazz in New Orleans. Ken knew of him thanks to a series of concerts that Condon recorded at the New York Town Hall, broadcast in England by the BBC. In 1945, he opened his own jazz club on West 3rd Street in Greenwich Village. Heading to the venue Ken discovered he was in luck – Eddie Condon was hosting one of his jam sessions that very night. Managing to get a seat close to the band, Ken had a night he would never forget.

         ‘Within a couple of numbers, the band were playing with a power, swing and tonal quality that I would not have believed possible. It struck me for the first time that the gramophone record is badly misleading when it comes to jazz. No recording could ever capture the greatness of this music.

         ‘As each number got rocking, I seemed to be suspended, just sitting on air. And when the music finished, I just flopped back on my chair as though physically exhausted. The sensation I got from hearing Wild Bill Davison for the first time was a sort of numb joy that such a man lived and played.’

         Three years at sea had inured Ken to the effects of strong drink, but after nursing a few expensive beers for the whole night at Condon’s, he left dizzy from the emotional high.

         Ken became a fixture at the club, only wandering further into Manhattan when he learned that Eddie Condon always played a show at Town Hall on the first day of the month. To his delight he arrived to find a placard outside announcing that Condon’s special guest was Lead Belly, the acclaimed blues and ballad singer from Louisiana. 

         His euphoria was short-lived, however: the concert was already over. Jazz musicians tended to work nights in bars and clubs. If they gave concerts, they’d happen during the day. For the rest of his life, Ken would regret the fact that he’d missed seeing Lead Belly, one of the greatest blues singers of all time, by just a few hours. He was, though, able to pick up one of the albums that Lead Belly recorded for Moe Asch, as well as a first edition of the jazz hipster’s bible, Really the Blues by Mezz Mezzrow.

         Milton ‘Mezz’ Mesirow was the middle-class son of Russian Jewish immigrants, born in Chicago in 1899. A fairly proficient jazz clarinettist, he founded one of the first interracial jazz bands and financed recording sessions for New Orleans jazz men Tommy Ladnier and Sidney Bechet. His greatest claim to fame, however, is as the author of Really the Blues, his autobiographical exploration of urban African American culture, heavily focused on the jazz scene. Like Woody Guthrie’s Bound for Glory and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, it fired the imagination of a generation of readers who, in the stuffy atmosphere of the late 1940s and early 50s, yearned to find an exciting life beyond the four walls of their boring adolescent bedrooms.

         In his book, the hippest of the hip are always seeking Mezz out, conversing with him in jive. A quick look in the glossary will reveal that they’re mostly enquiring if Mezz has any marijuana to sell them: he’s a dealer in ‘hay’. Published just a few years before Ken Colyer visited New York, the jive section may have given Ken some new slang words to use aboard ship, but the deep appreciation of New Orleans jazz that runs through the book would have given him greater insight into the music he loved.

         When Bill Colyer read his brother’s letters from New York, with their excited accounts of spending nights enthralled by the most scintillating jazz he had ever heard, he too resolved to sign up for the Merchant Navy as soon as possible. After what he later referred to as ‘a lot of argy-bargy’, Bill was able to join Ken on the Port Sydney as a stoker, shovelling coal in the bowels of the ship, four hours on, eight hours off, every day.

         On the ‘corned beef run’ to South America, Ken and Bill teamed up with another shipmate, second cook Les Mullocks, for jam sessions below deck – Ken on trumpet, Les on banjo and Bill keeping the rhythm on a suitcase using wire brushes. Month after month they jammed, night after night, until Ken could play any song he heard by ear after just a couple of listens. Impressed by his brother’s talents, Bill began to wonder – with all the connections he had in the nascent London jazz scene, maybe the two of them could get a few gigs.

         Back in England, the first tentative stirrings of what would become the trad jazz boom were being made by pianist George Webb. He and his band began playing in a Dixieland style during 1943, eschewing the swing sound that was popular at the time, taking inspiration instead from the New Orleans revival. After seeing Webb’s Dixielanders perform at King George’s Hall, just off Great Russell Street in central London, while on shore leave in late October 1948, Ken decided to quit the Merch and look for work in a band playing New Orleans jazz.

         Despite the fact that a National Federation of Jazz Organisations of Great Britain had been formed just a few months previously, there were very few active bands looking for new members. Most outfits were little more than a bunch of jazz-loving pals who got together to jam wherever they could.

         For Ken, unable to read music and with no experience of blowing with other brass musicians, ensemble playing presented a considerable challenge. Offered the chance to try out for a band called the Jelly Roll Kings, Ken failed the audition. After years of playing to be heard above the thrum of a ship’s engine, he was simply too loud, and when he improvised he changed key without realising. But it wasn’t just his playing that put the Jelly Roll Kings off – there was also the matter of Ken’s temperament. For Dave Stevens, pianist with the band, the problem was really lack of communication. ‘Ken said very little to us, and we responded the same way.’

         By the end of 1948, Ken was living back in Cranford, working as a carriage cleaner on the London Underground. At the time, Cranford, although just fifteen miles from central London, was little more than a village on the main trunk road to the west. Other than the traffic rattling along the A4, there wasn’t much happening. Three pubs provided the nightlife, and there was the Continental Café for the teenagers to hang out in, but if you wanted to see a movie or visit a dancehall, it was a Green Bus ride away.

         Like all such communities, everyone of a certain age was just a few degrees of separation away from each other, and for someone with the advanced social skills of Bill Colyer, those networks were likely to be large. Bill liked to chat, especially about jazz, and as a consequence he knew most of the players in the area. His vast knowledge of styles and genres, coupled with his now formidable record collection, meant that he could often introduce other jazz buffs to rare 78 cuts that they would never hear on the radio. When he found out that one of his local contacts had a younger brother who played a bit of jazz, he suggested Ken go round and get acquainted.

         One Saturday afternoon, Ben Marshall answered a knock at the door to find a young man with a trumpet case and slicked-back hair. ‘My brother knows your brother and he tells me that you play guitar.’ Ben invited the stranger in and soon the two of them were jamming a twelve-bar on trumpet and piano.

         ‘We chatted and got along quite well,’ Marshall said of his first encounter with Ken Colyer. ‘Very enthusiastic he was. A little bit introverted, as he always is – he couldn’t really open up to you. Lived in this world that he’d created for himself. He was telling me he wanted to get a band together to play New Orleans music, which meant nothing to me at that point, really.’

         That soon changed. Ben had been playing with a group of friends, who had up to then been trying to master a mixture of swing and modern jazz. Ken introduced them to the music of the Crescent City. Playing along with 78s on Bill Colyer’s portable Dansette record player, the band was soon brought round to the Colyers’ way of thinking.

         Looking to escape the confines of their parents’ back rooms, they began to search for a rehearsal space where they could really let rip. In early March 1949, they secured the use of the British Legion hut next to the White Hart pub in Cranford, for a regular Tuesday-night get-together.

         Initially there were just four of them: Ben Marshall on banjo, Ron Bowden playing drums and Sonny Morris and Ken on trumpet. For such a small jazz band, it was unusual to have two horns, but Ben and Ron were insistent that Sonny should stay, and Ken, for once, acquiesced. What else could he do? He just wanted to play New Orleans jazz and these guys seemed willing.

         In May, Ken heard that John R. T. Davies, a multi-instrumentalist member of Mick Mulligan’s Magnolia Jazz Band, lived a few miles up the road in Longford. Ken paid him a visit, and within a week Davies had left Mulligan and was rehearsing with the lads in the White Hart hut, with his younger brother Julian in tow.

         John R. T. was just what the band needed. A privately educated, classically trained musician, he pointed out, ever so politely, their beginner’s mistakes. ‘There’s no key change in that tune,’ he told Ken at their first rehearsal. ‘What key change?’ Ken replied. Lacking any formal knowledge of music, the lads had been inadvertently breaking the rules, playing free-form jazz long before it became fashionable.

         The arrival of the Davies brothers had the effect of gelling this bunch of players into a viable unit. All they needed now was a name. On the summer nights when they couldn’t get access to the hut, they would take their instruments into the fields, walking down to the banks of the Crane River that had given Cranford its name. This minor tributary of the Thames, more of a stream than a river, now marks the eastern boundary of Heathrow Airport, but in 1949 it ran through a wooded vale on open heath land.

         Although Ken was clearly the leader of the band, in the spirit of democracy they decided against naming it for him and instead settled on the Crane River Jazz Band, adopting the old spiritual ‘Down by the Riverside’ as their theme tune. The locals, hearing them playing to the cows on the heath, thought they were mad, but on the Tuesday nights when they rehearsed in the hut behind the White Hart, drinkers would wander in with their pints and listen to the band. One night, a clarinet player by the name of Monty Sunshine came along to check them out and was invited to sit in. By the end of the evening, he was a member of the band.

         Eventually, so many people were wandering in – mostly teenagers unable to enter the pub – that someone suggested they charge a door fee, and so the Crane River Jazz Club was founded. To begin with, punters just watched the band rehearse, but slowly one or two began to dance to their tunes. If, while trying to master a number, they had to stop and start again, the dancers didn’t seem to mind. They just waited while the band discussed what was wrong, then carried on dancing once the music resumed.

         Now they had an audience, the Cranes’ playing took on a new dynamic, as they were able to see the effect their music had on the crowd. But pushing their performance to the next level put a huge strain on tired lips so, to give the band a break, Bill Colyer was drafted in to provide a record recital based on his extensive collection of jazz 78s. 

         Record recitals were a familiar aspect of the late-40s revivalist jazz scene in Britain. Fans eager to hear music that they had hitherto only read about would attend lectures by respected jazz critics such as Sinclair Traill, James Asman and Albert McCarthy, who played records from their personal collections to a seated audience. Between platters, they would discuss the different styles and genres and examine the lives of the great jazz musicians. These were well attended, stand-alone events: one man with a gramophone and a love of jazz.

         While the Cranes headed into the White Hart to refresh themselves ahead of their second set, Bill Colyer would offer the audience the benefit of his knowledge, playing his cherished records on a portable Colaro electric turntable.

         ‘We’re talking about kids – fifteen, sixteen, seventeen,’ Bill said of the crowd who gathered round to hear his recitals. ‘I would be playing 78s in the interval, entertaining if you like, but teaching too. I played the music I liked; it made me happy and it made other people happy and it always used to go down well. I’d do my thirty minutes, or whatever, then the band would come on again.’

         When drummer Ron Bowden left the Cranes to play a more modern jazz, Bill Colyer was drafted in as a stopgap, playing washboard in the rhythm section. Reminded of the days when they used to jam together in the Merchant Navy, Bill suggested to his brother that, instead of playing the records during the interval, the two of them could perform some American roots music on guitar and washboard, and if Julian Davies wanted to join in on stand-up bass, they’d have a great little breakdown group.

         It made a lot of sense to Ken. Not only would he get to rest his lips, he would also be introducing material to an audience that would have only previously heard the songs on record, if at all. And with Bill giving some background to each number, the process of enlightening the young jazz club members would continue. 

         The breakdown sessions mostly featured Lead Belly songs like ‘Midnight Special’, ‘Take This Hammer’ and ‘John Henry’. Big Bill Broonzy was another favourite, as were Brownie McGhee and Lonnie Johnson. The breakdown group was the first of its kind in the UK and, from October 1949, it became a regular feature of the Crane River Jazz Band. Though no one was calling it skiffle back then, Bill and Ken Colyer, through their urge to spread the gospel of the roots of jazz, had planted the seeds of a movement that would one day inspire a generation of British kids to pick up a guitar and play rock ’n’ roll.
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         As the new decade opened, the Crane River Jazz Band took to the road, playing various halls and clubs across west London as well as the occasional art school dance. Eventually they took up residency in the cellar of 11 Great Newport Street in Covent Garden. Appearing every Monday night for a year, they finally came to the attention of the jazz establishment.

         James Asman, founder of the Jazz Appreciation Society, loved their spirit but wrote that they were ‘rough and incredibly crude’. James Berman of Melody Maker dismissed their ‘primordial sense of jazz’. But the Cranes didn’t care, they were insurrectionists, a revolutionary cadre come to save jazz from commercialism by taking it back to basics, recreating the sound of the rowdy clubs of Storyville in turn-of-the-century New Orleans.

         An invitation to perform at the prestigious Royal Festival Hall in 1951 in the presence of two royal princesses did nothing to dent Ken Colyer’s outsider persona. ‘The Cranes were grudgingly allowed to play,’ he later wrote, ‘although there was strong opposition from some quarters. We were a bunch of roughnecks playing a purposefully primitive music. We might dirty up the place and offend the ears of Princess Margaret and Princess Elizabeth.’ In the event, a photographer was able to capture an image of a tieless Colyer and a fur-wrapped Princess Elizabeth smiling at one another during introductions at the after-show reception. A little over six months later, she would be queen and he would be back in the Merchant Navy.
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               The Crane River Jazz Band, c.1950

            

         

         That gig was part of the Festival of Britain, a year-long celebration of British culture and ingenuity that sought to draw a line under the war years, encouraging its audiences to look to the future. But for Ken Colyer and the Crane River Jazz Band, there was to be no future. The Festival Hall gig was the last time the friends from Cranford performed together. Earlier in the year, Ken, Ben Marshall and pianist Pat Hawes from the Cranes had done some recordings with members of Humphrey Lyttelton’s jazz band. The records were very well received, and when two of Lyttelton’s musicians, brothers Keith and Ian Christie, approached the Crane boys with a view to forming a permanent group, Colyer jumped at the chance, taking Hawes and Marshall with him.

         The Christie Brothers Stompers were formed in July 1951, and the money they were offered to play a residency at the 100 Club on London’s Oxford Street meant that the former Cranes could afford to give up their day jobs. And Bill Colyer came along too, playing the occasional washboard on recordings. They based their style on that of Kid Ory’s Original Creole Jazz Band, who featured one of Ken’s heroes, Mutt Carey, on trumpet.
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               The Crane River Jazz Band open for Big Bill Broonzy, February 1952

            

         

         The Crane River Jazz Band had tried to stay true to their ideals, relying on collective improvisation around a theme to produce peaks of excitement without solos. ‘A good New Orleans band has no stars,’ Ken told the Cranes. ‘It’s the ensemble sound that is important.’ And while he was initially at home in the Christie Brothers Stompers, he was ever watchful for deviations from the traditional New Orleans style. When Keith Christie began introducing other elements into their sound, Ken knew it was time to move on.

         But where? Nobody in Britain was performing the kind of music that Colyer wanted to play. The most successful bandleader from the revivalist scene was Humphrey Lyttelton. An old Etonian and former officer in the Grenadier Guards, Humph was all the things that Colyer was not: suave, sociable and blessed with the boundless self-confidence that comes from a public-school education. George Melly, in his autobiography Owning Up, described Lyttelton’s relationship with Colyer in a telling passage: ‘Even Humph, although he always denied it, was affected by Ken’s ideas. For a month or two he stopped to look over his shoulder. The ghost of Mutt Carey whispered in his ear. Then he turned away, and swam slowly and deliberately into the mainstream.’

         In Colyer’s eyes, Lyttelton was an apostate, someone who believed that leaving New Orleans for the bright lights of Chicago was the best thing Louis Armstrong had ever done.* Unfortunately for Ken, almost everybody in the UK revivalist movement agreed with Humph.
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         Ken Colyer’s biggest hero was Bunk Johnson, a jazz trumpeter born in 1879 and active in turn-of-the-century New Orleans. In 1910, Johnson left the Crescent City to tour with minstrel shows and circuses, never to return. In the decades that followed, he became a legendary figure among the fans of New Orleans jazz. 

         In the late 1930s, two American jazz buffs, Frederic Ramsey and Charles Edward Smith, set out to write the first comprehensive history of the genre. Their book, Jazzmen: The Story of Hot Jazz Told in the Lives of the Men Who Created It, published in 1939, sealed the reputation of New Orleans as the home of jazz. As they conducted interviews with the old-timers who had been playing in the early days, one name kept coming up – Bunk Johnson. But nobody knew what happened to him.

         Then, one night in 1937, Louis Armstrong was playing a show with Luis Russell’s Orchestra in New Iberia, a rural town about ninety miles west of New Orleans. A thin old man with no teeth came close to the bandstand to listen and during the interval called out to Armstrong. It was Bunk Johnson. Having lost his front teeth in a barroom brawl, he’d been unable to play and was making a living driving sugar cane trucks for local farmers.

         With his re-emergence, the authors of Jazzmen had access to a gold mine of memories from the dawn of jazz. Johnson brought first-hand experience to their narrative. His assertion that Buddy Bolden was the first person in New Orleans to play what we now know as jazz, and that he, Bunk Johnson, was right there playing second trumpet when it happened, ensured his legendary status.†

         The jazz buffs who had rediscovered Johnson raised the money to buy him a new set of false teeth and a serviceable trumpet and, to their delight, they found his playing still had enough tone and drive to lead a band. He played in an archaic, almost primitive style that allowed the young enthusiasts to believe that this was how jazz must have sounded before Armstrong went north. Excitedly, they began making plans to record their rediscovered legend. 

         The musicians assembled to work with Johnson were chosen from among those who had never left New Orleans, middle-aged men who held down menial day jobs while playing for a dollar a night in hole-in-the-wall joints in the city’s rougher districts: George Lewis on clarinet, Jim Robinson on trombone, Lawrence Marrero on banjo, Warren ‘Baby’ Dodds on drums, Alcide ‘Slow Drag’ Pavageau on bass and Alton Purnell on piano.
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               Bunk Johnson and Lead Belly with (in background) George Lewis (left) and Alcide Pavageau, Stuyvesant Casino, New York, c.June 1946

            

         

         The initial recordings that Bunk made were greatly appreciated by the small clique of New Orleans jazz fans, but it was only after he appeared in New York City that the revival really got under way. In September 1944, Bunk Johnson and His New Orleans Band created a sensation, playing four nights a week at the disused Stuyvesant Casino on the lower east side.

         Shortly before their New York engagement, most of these players had backed Bunk at the San Jacinto Hall in New Orleans on sessions later released on the American Music label. It was these recordings that caught the ear of the young Ken Colyer. Ken listened closely to Bunk’s playing, trying to translate the tone and feel of what he heard into sounds on his own trumpet. It was a frustrating process. There were no handy guides on how to play New Orleans-style. The best education was to watch someone actually playing.‡

         Sadly, Ken never had the chance to see Bunk Johnson perform. The veteran trumpet player died in July 1949, and, despite telling one gullible journalist that he’d once toured England with a circus led by a famous Russian strongman and made the sour-faced Queen Victoria smile with his parlour tricks, Bunk never graced our shores.

         Even if he had been inclined to take a trip to Britain, he wouldn’t have been able to perform. Since its creation in 1921, the Musicians’ Union had worked hard to protect its members from foreign competition. In the early 1920s this competition had mostly come from European orchestras, but as the decade wore on and jazz became increasingly popular, audiences in the UK began to clamour for American bands. In March 1923, the MU met with Sir Montague Barlow, Minister for Labour in Stanley Baldwin’s Conservative government, to argue that foreign musicians should only be admitted under strict conditions.

         A new policy was developed, aimed specifically at American musicians, stipulating that work permits should be issued for eight weeks only; any American band performing at a particular venue had to return home before they could be replaced by another band from the US; where an American band was employed in a ballroom or nightclub, a British band had also to be employed; where any American musicians were to be employed in an otherwise British band, there should be an equal number of British players. 

         While the key aim was to protect the livelihood of MU members – which is the whole point of forming a union – there is evidence that the policy was used to keep out a certain type of music. A later Tory Minister for Labour, Sir Arthur Steel-Maitland, explained the permit system to Parliament in February 1929 thus: ‘If the employer desires to bring in a complete band to play for dancing, he is required to engage, or to continue to engage, a British band equal in size to the alien band … Complete bands to play symphony or national music are admitted on assurance that no British band or British player is being displaced and that the alien band will not play for dancing.’

         The emphasis on dancing suggests that the MU was seeking to resist the tide of modernity that swept through the Roaring Twenties. Such a policy, however, whether by design or by accident, carried a racial dimension. Symphony orchestras and national bands were exclusively made up of white musicians, playing music from the classical canon. Popular dance bands from the US, however, would be playing music either written or inspired by African American musicians and might even include some among their number. The discriminatory nature of this policy is brought sharply into focus by the fact that, during the 1920s, the MU had no British dance bands among its membership.

         The situation was not helped by the attitude of the American Federation of Musicians, the US equivalent of the MU, who sought to block any application for a foreign band to tour the US. It was a tactic that proved remarkably successful. In the 1920s, over fifty American bands toured the UK, yet not a single British band worked in America during the same period. 

         While the US Department of Labor appeared willing to issue work permits, the threat of strike action by the AFM made the granting of visas almost impossible. One British bandleader who performed in the US in 1934, Ray Noble, was not permitted to take his own musicians with him and had to use American players. A further stipulation was that he take American citizenship.

         Things came to a head in June 1933, when Duke Ellington brought his band to the UK. The British press made much of the fact that Jack Hylton, the UK’s top bandleader, had recently been denied a work permit to tour the US. Despite the public outcry about the lack of reciprocity, the AFM refused to budge, and when another British tour was proposed for Ellington in 1934, the MU put pressure on the Ministry of Labour to get tough.

         While ministers had so far resisted an embargo on American bands, news from across the Atlantic forced their hand. In late 1934, the US Labor Department announced that it would no longer consider any work permit applications from British bands. In January 1935, the British government responded by announcing that it would oppose any applications from American musicians.

         So began the AFM/MU ban, lasting two decades during which British audiences were forced to go to Paris if they wanted to hear American artists. Some performers were brought in under an exemption for variety acts, which at the time included solo performers – a fact that enabled Fats Waller to visit Britain in 1938, a rare treat witnessed in Soho by a teenage Bill Colyer. In 1949, Sidney Bechet appeared unannounced on stage in London with British artists the Wilcox Brothers. The crowd of over 1,700 were ecstatic (and clearly all in on the plot), but the promoter was found guilty of contravening the 1920 Aliens Order and heavily fined.

         For Ken Colyer, this was doubly frustrating. It was hard enough to bear the knowledge that he would never see the musicians he loved playing a gig in England. Harder to deal with was the thought that they were still out there, playing two or three times a week, in the US.

         Bunk was dead, but his band, now led by clarinettist George Lewis, were back in New Orleans, gigging in those same old joints they’d always performed in. These weren’t young men: Alcide ‘Slow Drag’ Pavageau was born in 1888. Soon they’d be gone and the way they played would be lost for ever. In order to fulfil his artistic potential, Ken realised he needed to see these guys playing their chops, up close; to talk to them; maybe even sit in with them.

         But how to get to New Orleans? A visa for travel to the US cost a small fortune, and even if by some piece of luck he was granted permission, where was he going to find the money to pay his fare?

         Whereas young Americans take to the road when they want to discover their destiny, young Britons have traditionally taken to the sea. In November 1951, having quit the Christie Brothers Stompers, Ken Colyer packed his trumpet into his kit bag, went down to the Victoria Docks and signed back on for another spell in the Merchant Navy. He later explained his reasoning to Melody Maker: ‘In England, owing to the unfortunate restrictions, the jazz musician has no teachers to go to for the necessary tricks-of-the-trade. Records and articles gave me something, but I believed that only by mixing and playing with American musicians would I be able to round out my jazz education. With so much to learn, I felt I had to go to the only authorities I recognise.’

         
            * Armstrong was the first great jazz soloist, stepping out of the ensemble and into the spotlight, undermining what Colyer believed to be the original ethos of jazz – that all are equal on the bandstand.

            † Over time, Johnson’s claims have been contested. What scant evidence has since come to light suggests that Bunk was actually born in 1889, ten years later than he claimed. If true, this seriously undermines his claim to have been playing jazz in Buddy Bolden’s band in 1895. On hearing of his elaborations, clarinettist Wade Whaley, who worked with Johnson in the early years of the twentieth century, was heard to comment, ‘In New Orleans, we didn’t call him “Bunk” for nothing.’

            ‡ Years later, Ken recalled the night he saw Oscar Peterson playing piano at the Café St Michel in Montreal. ‘You see those fellows standing behind him?’ someone at the bar had asked him. ‘They’re all pianists trying to watch his hands.’
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         The popular music industry was born in the United States during the late nineteenth century, when syncopation – the displacement of beats or accents so that strong beats become weak, or weak strong – released first rhythm and then melody from the formalities placed upon it by European culture to create ragtime.

         The use of syncopated rhythms wasn’t new. Classical composers had for centuries been writing pieces that surprised the listener by placing the accent on weaker beats. For the likes of Bach and Mozart, syncopation was a way of introducing some variety into their pieces.

         Ragtime was different in that it was an entire style of music based on syncopation and, unlike the classically trained musicians who played those cleverly off-beat pieces, the African American artists who developed it weren’t performing someone else’s music written out for them and rehearsed in advance. Ragtime was all about improvisation, a rejection of formality in favour of feel, a change underscored by segregation. In the late nineteenth century, formal music tuition was simply not affordable for most African Americans. And even if they had the means, ‘Jim Crow’ laws designed to keep them in their place continually set obstacles in their way. With little access to formal training, the vast majority of African Americans were forced to play by ear, improvising melodies when asked to play popular tunes at dancehalls and parties within their own community.

         In the years following the American Civil War, slave songs had been carefully arranged in the European classical style. Smartly dressed choirs of students from ‘negro’ colleges were highly popular with white audiences. At the same time, minstrel shows toured the rural areas, offering a parody of black racial stereotypes as a form of entertainment. While whites lapped up these bowdlerised versions of black culture, the African American community were not only busy creating a style of music that was destined to become hugely popular, they were doing so on their own terms.

         The word ‘ragtime’ doesn’t appear in mainstream American culture until 1897, but as early as 1891 African American newspapers were using the word ‘rag’ to describe a grassroots social function at which string bands performed.* They were by all accounts roughhouse affairs. The Kansas City Star newspaper noted on 29 December 1893 that ‘when an Aitchison fiddler plays at a rag, he always sits by the door so he can get out when the fighting starts’.

         Two years later, the Leavenworth Herald carried a report of a rag held on Christmas Eve, noting that ‘the orchestra was composed of three pieces, a fiddle, bass fiddle and a triangle … that ever favourite dance, the “possum a la” was introduced, and it seemed to carry the house by storm.’

         The ‘Possum a La’, a black vernacular dance song better known as the ‘Pas Ma La’, is regarded by many as the earliest indicator of what would later be termed ‘ragtime’. Its appearance at this festive rag may be explained by the fact that African American entertainer Irving Jones published the first version of the song in 1894. The New York Clipper reported on 25 November 1893 that Jones was enjoying success with his new song, ‘The Parsamala Dance’, in Louisville, Kentucky, where he was performing with the Creole Burlesque Company. The Creole connection and the fact that the phrase ‘Pas Ma La’ sounds very much like a phonetic corruption of a colloquial French term suggest the possibility that the dance may have originated in New Orleans. 

         Forgive the qualifications that surround that last statement. Since the publication of Jazzmen identified New Orleans as the place where jazz was born, almost everyone who has written on the subject has felt the need to either uphold or debunk that narrative. For jazz, just like punk rock, didn’t originate in any one place in particular. There was no moment when jazz ‘began’. The musicians who we now consider to have been playing jazz in the early days actually called their music ‘ragtime’. ‘Jazz’ as a musical term was rarely heard before 1920.

         It was only when Tom Brown’s Ragtime Band went north in 1915 that they found they were playing a new kind of music. Five white New Orleans musicians, performing what we would now describe as ‘Dixieland’, they were booked into Lamb’s Café in Chicago for a six-week run. As non-union out-of-towners, they faced organised opposition from the local musicians’ union. When protesters gathered outside the cafe, one of them held a placard that read: ‘Don’t Patronise This Jass [sic] Music’.

         Whether it began as a derogatory term or was a slang word for the band’s vigour and pep, the term ‘jazz’ doesn’t come from New Orleans. What is undeniable is the fact that all of the early jazz stylists did.

         New Orleans in the nineteenth century had a social history unlike any other city in North America, not least because of its strong cultural connections with the Caribbean. Founded by the French in 1718, the city was ceded to Spanish control under the Treaty of Fontainebleau in 1762. Following defeat by the British in the French and Indian Wars, Louis XV of France realised that, having already lost his territories in Canada to Britain under force of arms, he was likely to lose the rest of his North American empire – known as the Louisiana Territory – during the peace negotiations that followed. Preferring to do business with his Catholic Spanish allies rather than hand a vital trading link with the Caribbean to the hostile British, Louis secretly passed Louisiana to Charles III of Spain.

         When peace between Britain and France was signed in Paris in 1763, provision was made to allow French colonists who didn’t want to live under British rule the freedom to move to other French colonies in the Americas. Many headed to Louisiana from the north-eastern maritime province of Acadia, becoming ‘cajuns’ in the local vernacular. Although Spain remained in control of the city until the end of the eighteenth century, this influx of French-speaking refugees ensured that New Orleans retained its French identity.

         In 1800, in return for agreeing to establish the Spanish Bourbons in Tuscany, Napoleon Bonaparte secretly took control of the Louisiana Territory in the hope of re-establishing French power in North America. Before his plans could be put into action, however, a slave revolt in the French possession of Haiti was successful in overthrowing colonial rule. Having lost his most important base in the Caribbean, and with war against Britain once again looming, Napoleon decided to cash in his chips, selling the Louisiana Territory to the United States government in 1804 for $14 million.

         New Orleans immediately became the biggest city in the US after those in the original thirteen colonies, and this new metropolis of the south was unlike any that America had seen before. Most of the inhabitants spoke French as a first language, the dominant religion was Catholicism and the city retained an aristocratic class of the sort that had been turfed out of the thirteen colonies by the Revolutionary War.

         The white ruling class in New Orleans referred to themselves as creoles, a French adoption of the Spanish term criollo – a person of Spanish descent born in the West Indies or Spanish America. The meaning of the term creole was broadened in 1804 with the arrival and swift integration into Louisiana society of the wealthy French-speaking slave owners who fled Haiti in the wake of the victorious slave revolt. They were followed by mixed-race Haitians, who feared for their safety now that darker-skinned former slaves had taken control of the island.

         In the French colonies, people of mixed race were categorised as gens de couleur libres – free people of colour – and they occupied a place in society above freed slaves. With the declaration of the Haitian slave republic, thousands of free people of colour fled to Louisiana, and in New Orleans they found that an urban coloured community was already thriving in the city.

         Despite the fact that it had always been a major slave-trading port, decades of rule by France and then Spain had produced a greater degree of integration in New Orleans than in other cities in the US. When the Spanish ruling class sought to marginalise French settlers in the late eighteenth century, it reached out for support to the black population of the city, allowing many slaves to buy their freedom.

         By 1840, New Orleans was booming, the third largest city in America, behind only New York and Baltimore. The commercial centre of the south, its prosperity was based on the slave trade. The American Civil War brought an end to that inhumane business in April 1862, when Union forces captured the city in the sea-bound assault that left its antebellum architecture intact.

         The Union was initially committed to integrating slaves freed by the victory of 1865, but within a decade of emancipation, reformers had grown exhausted trying to ensure that everyone enjoyed the freedoms guaranteed in the Constitution. Federal troops remained in New Orleans until 1877, but once they left, as in so many places in the south the white population of the city began constructing barriers to reassert the pre-war racial hierarchy. 

         In most places in the southern states, the question of who was white and who was not was relatively straightforward. In New Orleans, however, the French-speaking free people of colour had become an educated artisan class, used to enjoying a social status above that of African Americans.

         As English became more commonly heard in the city, free people of colour found themselves being referred to as ‘creoles of colour’, differentiating them from their fellow French speakers in the white upper class. In the difficult years following the withdrawal of Union troops, with segregation creeping into New Orleans society, ‘Creole’ became a catch-all term to describe the Francophone community in Louisiana, but one that was particularly applied to those of mixed race. Slowly, the restrictions that had previously applied only to African Americans began to eat away at the freedom of Creoles until, in 1894, those formerly regarded as free people of colour found themselves reclassified as ‘negro’ by Louisiana state law.
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