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Being Shirley Bassey is a tough way to run a life.
SHIRLEY BASSEY, 1964
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INTRODUCTION
For One Night Only



November 2009. I’m standing in the Roundhouse, North London, waiting for Shirley Bassey to come on stage. There’s a real excitement in the air. The crowd, a cheerful mix of gay and straight, young, old and middle-aged, have left the bars and they’re packed into the converted Victorian auditorium waiting to welcome a woman who started her career before most of them were born.


Some of the people here are obviously long-time fans, thrilled to see Dame Shirley again. But there are plenty more who, like me, have never seen her live before; have probably never listened much to her records, beyond the inescapable karaoke classics. But we, all of us, sense that this is something special, that we are about to be in the presence of an actual star. A ‘star’ from a time when the word meant something.


For young people growing up in South Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, Shirley Bassey was inescapable. She was in the singles charts when I was born, in 1961. She was on TV in the 1970s, when I was growing up. I never thought very much about her: she was just there on the telly, like Coronation Street or cigarette advertisements. Her music was not the music of my generation. Her great brassy voice was as far removed as can be imagined from the punk rock whine of the bands I favoured at sixteen. The TV shows she appeared on were the kind of thing my grandmother would watch when she babysat for us on a Saturday night: light entertainment.


If I thought about Shirley Bassey at all, it was because she came from my hometown of Cardiff. Wales being a small place, we’re always hungry for heroes and heroines, and in the 1970s we didn’t have many to choose from. We were always ridiculously proud if someone Welsh appeared on a quiz show or in an episode of Crossroads. Our handful of genuine big names were cherished regardless of whether we actually liked what they did: Richard Burton, Stanley Baker and the young Anthony Hopkins in the world of acting; John Toshack in football; Tommy Cooper in comedy. And in music there was Tom Jones and Shirley Bassey. They were our principality’s representatives in the big, wide world.


I didn’t know much about Shirley Bassey, just that she was born in Cardiff, in some dockland neighbourhood called Tiger Bay that didn’t appear to exist in the actual Cardiff I knew, at least not under that name. She didn’t live there any longer, of course; she had become glamorous and lived somewhere appropriate: London or Switzerland or Monte Carlo, somewhere James Bond-ish. I don’t recall her racial background as impinging on me at all. She certainly didn’t seem ‘black’ in the way that Bob Marley, say, or even Diana Ross was: that’s to say recognisably belonging to a black culture. Shirley Bassey’s culture seemed to be that of international showbiz, and her natural skin tone not that far different from the permatan of a Sacha Distel or Cliff Richard.


As I grew up and moved out of Wales I came across her less often, but throughout the next couple of decades her name would flicker into the national consciousness from time to time. A court case covered in the papers; a TV special glimpsed in a pub; a breakfast time TV interview lying on a bed with Paula Yates; launching the Rugby World Cup wearing a dress made out of the Welsh flag. Somewhere along the way she’d become part of Welsh heritage: a national monument, the girl from Tiger Bay.


But even so, I took her existence for granted. It was a chance viewing of a TV show that made me stop and reconsider. The programme was a fairly basic run-through of Dame Shirley’s career, but right at the beginning there was a piece of very early live footage. She was eighteen or so, belting out a song I’d never heard before called ‘Burn My Candle’, in front of a very staid 1950s TV orchestra. Everything about it was as cheesy as you might expect, yet the young Shirley was a revelation. She had her natural Afro hair cut short and she had a direct sexuality that seemed completely alien to everything I thought I knew about the austerity Britain of the 1950s.


Afterwards, when I started thinking more about the Bassey career, and reading up some basic biographical information, it struck me for the first time just how extraordinary her achievement was. Break it down to its bare essentials: in 1954 she was a seventeen-year-old black single mother living in Splott, Cardiff. Ten years later, when she recorded ‘Goldfinger’, she was an international star and seemed to come from the planet Glamour, which is a long way from Splott – and I speak as someone who lived there for a short while.


And the more I researched the more remarkable her story seemed. From the Tiger Bay of the 1930s, to the variety theatres of the early 1950s, to the Soho clubs of the late 1950s, Shirley Bassey’s life had been lived in a series of now vanished worlds, each of them a strange mix of the glamorous and the grim. So I resolved to write about her life, not the whole of it but the decades that shaped her. I would end the story in 1967, when she was thirty years old and an established star. For me it’s always the route to the top that fascinates, not life at the top, with its endless round of TV specials, profiles in Hello, and albums of Andrew Lloyd Webber songs.


The more I learnt about the young Shirley Bassey, the more she fascinated me. Very different from the diva stereotype: a deeply insecure and troubled, but remarkably brave, young woman. One who’d found herself thrust into a stardom she’d never anticipated or even particularly wanted, and was oscillating between having the time of her life and feeling desperately lost and alone. That said, she was also, and remains, a born survivor.


So where did it come from, the strength that allowed the young Shirley to win through in a world that routinely ate up starlets and spat them out again? The answer, I think, has to be ‘from her mother’. For if Shirley Bassey’s story is a remarkable one of triumph against the odds, her mother Eliza Jane’s is hardly less extraordinary and in many ways surprisingly similar. Both mother and daughter knew what it was like to have children out of wedlock when they were young, to leave the place they grew up in and make a new life on their own in a new city; both had their lives dogged by scandal – both even had lovers pull guns on them.


It must have been her mother’s example that gave Shirley Bassey the strength to live the life she has. When she was born, in the late 1930s, to be a mixed-race child brought up by a white mother in Britain was highly unusual. Today, in the major cities at least, it’s commonplace. What’s extraordinary about Dame Shirley is that she managed to make it seem unremarkable at the time, hardly worth commenting on. For a long period, during the radicalism of the 1960s and 1970s, her stance seemed out of place. When black Britons were fighting against racism, and for a distinct black British identity, Shirley Bassey was busy flirting with Prince Charles in a see through blouse, and sipping cocktails with Joan Collins, almost as if denying there was such a thing as racism to worry about.


Today we can look back and see that, in fact, she was playing the long game. Throughout her career she was anticipating a time when all the old prejudices would be seen as simply out of date, stupid. For, in retrospect, Shirley Bassey seems to have been a pioneer who rejected all the identities society likes to put on people, a woman who refused to acknowledge the restrictions of race or class or gender. Shirley Bassey’s is a strangely modern life, then, or at least one with lessons for the generations that came after her.


And that’s why, that evening at the Roundhouse, what we were waiting for was not a nostalgia act, but someone who we all sensed had something to tell us about what it is to be British today. Someone whose past we could hardly dream of, bringing us lessons for the present.


And that’s the story I hope to tell here.





PROLOGUE
The Gambler



Kenneth had no idea what time it was, whether it was light or dark behind the curtains. He called out for the nurse but there was no reply – blokey must have slipped off down the pub. Maybe he would call Sheila for a chat – or had he called her earlier? He wasn’t sure. He had taken a sleeping pill, what … a few hours ago? He’d take another one soon. After all, if he was awake it must be time for another one, mustn’t it?


First, though, he would have a little think, a little think and a little drink, if nursey hadn’t found the cognac under the pillow. No, it was still there. Good.


So where were we? Oh yes, up shit creek all right, but still paddling. Hah, maybe that’s what he’d call his autobiography. He was going to have to tell Shirley something. He’d promised so much. Your musical will open in September, dear. On the West End stage. Josephine, starring Miss Shirley Bassey as the Empress of France.


She could stop all the touring, stay home with her girls, starring in the West End six nights a week plus two matinees. Then it would transfer to Broadway and then at last, at last there would be a film. Josephine in CinemaScope, followed by endless walks down the red carpets: Cannes, the Oscars. She longed to be a movie star. And all he wanted was to make it happen. And make a few bob as well, obviously.


But as usual he’d got ahead of himself, let his mouth run away with things. Announced in all the press, front page everywhere: Josephine will open in September. Broadway blah, Hollywood blah. Show would cost £110,000; he would be promoting it himself.


Oh, why was he such a bullshitter? A hundred and ten grand. Jesus, where was he going to get that from? He was down to his last ten. He’d been unlucky, of course. Everyone has one of those runs. The cards, the roulette. Well, especially the roulette. Maybe he should have one more shot. Pop down to Les Ambassadeurs and see what happens. Seize the day or go down in a blaze of glory. Sort of thing people will talk about for years: you remember the night Kenny Hume lost the lot at Les A? Should have seen his face.


Yes, soon as he felt better that’s what he’d do. Wasn’t like he could carry on the way things were. He was dying, he was sure of it. The pneumonia, the insomnia, the emphysema and the pleurisy: he was so weak the next thing that came along was bound to blow him away. Weak and tired too. So tired. Tired of all the graft. Shirley was going to find out sooner or later that all the money had gone. And she wasn’t going to be pleased. Three seasons in Las Vegas and the money all gone. Have to sell the house in Chester Square if something didn’t turn up.


Still, Shirley would be all right, she could always earn some more. She was starting at the Talk of the Town next week. ‘A Farewell to Cabaret’, he’d told them to call it. Might have to change that: ‘A Hello Again to Cabaret’ season. Or maybe ‘A more and more cabaret till manager and ex-husband Kenneth Hume Esq. stops losing it all in the casino’ season. Didn’t have much of a ring to it, that. No.


Six years they’d been together now. Two years of happily married life – well, in their funny way – and yah boo to all those people who’d said he’d only done it for the money, little queer like him, marrying a sexy girl like that! Love’s not all me Tarzan you Jane, you know. Shirley had had enough of all that. She’d wanted a man who could teach her stuff about art and books and interior decoration. And whatever they say about the money, he loved her too, she was funnier and a million times smarter than she thought she was, and they had a laugh, it had even been all right in the other ways too. If only he’d been able to keep it buttoned up around the boys, they’d still be husband and wife.


But they’d got over all that, hadn’t they? Just her manager now, but that was fine. Things were going well. He had, if he said it himself, done a good job. Taken her to the States: the Las Vegas deal, the American record deal, the Dean Martin Show, the Andy Williams Show, the Danny Kaye Show, the TV special Bassey Meets Basie. Done all of that, with a little help from Leslie, of course. Where was Leslie, anyway? And there was the new record, too. Best one in years. That song he found for her, ‘Big Spender’, that was a hit if ever he’d heard one. He’d done good. It was just a shame about the musical and the films, a shame he couldn’t answer all her dreams.


’Cause they still loved each other, you know. Of course, she had her fellers, he had his fellers, but any time they needed someone to talk to they’d be right on the phone. Day or middle of the night. Best friends. Which was why he couldn’t bear the situation. He’d let her down, he knew that. He wasn’t well. Pneumonia and now this … this awful bloody depression.


And this time nothing was working. Dr Ratner and his pills weren’t working. The trick cyclist Ratner sent round wasn’t doing the job either. Convinced it was something to do with him being a homosexual. That wasn’t it at all. He wasn’t one of those tortured fucking queers, he’d always accepted himself for what he was. Even after the business with Lord Montagu and the Boy Scouts. Kenneth knew who he was. No, he wasn’t depressed about that. It was just the way he was. Churchill’s black dog, well, that was a hound he was familiar with. And this time nothing was working. One more sleeping pill, maybe another little drink, make it through till morning. Call Shirley then, just tell her the whole thing. Have to postpone the play, just for a few months. It’ll work out in the end, you’ll see. Don’t worry, you’ll see. Just one more little pill and he could get some sleep and it would be all right. In the morning.


And as he drifted off Kenneth remembered an old, old idea. Maybe, if Josephine didn’t after all come off, they could revive it. It was a simple plan, obvious too, like all the best ideas. They would make a film together of Shirley’s life, Shirley’s extraordinary life – from the time he first met her back in ’55, when he directed her first TV appearance, just a gauche little kid with big eyes and attitude. Right up to now: international cabaret queen and true st-a-a-a-ar. There’d be flashbacks too – all that old Tiger Bay stuff, tell the truth about all of that. And even further back, back before that. Because if you wanted to understand Shirley, you needed to know about her mother. Yes, that would be the way to start. With the mother.





ONE
Mother and Father



So yes, let’s start with her mother, Shirley Bassey’s mother Eliza Jane Start, and the place she came from. That place was New Marske, an ironstone mining village in Cleveland that had been built no more than forty years before Eliza Jane was born there on 29 March 1901.


A century earlier this place, where the North Yorkshire Moors meet the sea and the marsh banks of the River Tees, had been a forgotten corner of England. There were a handful of fishing villages along the coast, Coatham and Staithes and Marske-by-the Sea, but you had to travel as far as the fishing-town-turned-coalexporting-port of Whitby for any sign of prosperity. Then came the Industrial Revolution, coal and iron and a new port at Middlesbrough. Ironstone mines were built, new towns were constructed by their owners, and the rush was on for the workless of Yorkshire and its surrounding counties to find new jobs and new lives. By 1870 there were around a hundred blast furnaces lining the River Tees to process the ironstone from the mines and Middlesbrough was known across the Empire as ‘Ironopolis’.


The mining village of New Marske takes its name from the ancient fishing village a mile or so down the hill. Among the first inhabitants of this new village, these half-dozen streets thrown up to house the three thousand workers needed by the pit, were the Barber family.


Shirley Bassey’s maternal grandparents were Eliza Jane Barber, who was born in Arthur Terrace, New Marske, in 1871, and David Start, a miner. After they married, they lived together in the same two-up two-down terraced house that Eliza Barber had grown up in. In 1901 their daughter, also called Eliza Jane, was born.


So Eliza Jane Start, Shirley Bassey’s mother, spent her first years in this tiny house in this tiny village attached to a fearful mine in which men worked and died. To walk out of the front door of number 60 Arthur Terrace was to be confronted by the Industrial Revolution in all its smog-ridden glory. Walk out of the back door, though, into the little allotment garden there, and you were confronted by something else entirely. Arthur Terrace is on the very edge of the village, and if you looked out from its garden you had an unbroken view over the fields to the old village of Marske-by-the-Sea, and beyond that you could see the sea, see the ships heading to Redcar and to Middlesbrough and to Stockton. And you could see them leaving too, see them heading to all those great ports of empire, to lands unimaginable, to Kingston and Georgetown, to Aden and Bombay, to Cape Town and Calabar.


Born in the same house her mother was born in, given the same name her mother was given, watching the boats go by, the young Eliza Jane’s thoughts must have turned to escape. And escape she did. By 1910 Eliza Jane, her siblings and parents, had moved from New Marske to Staithes.


Staithes was a fishing village ten miles to the east. At the time there were eighty boats going out to sea from Staithes. There was also a potash mine and, most likely, that’s where David Start would have worked.


Apart from its fishing, the other thing Staithes was famous for was singing. A boom in choral singing was one of the less predictable side effects of the Industrial Revolution. In the mining towns and iron town and fishing towns and port towns alike, on Sunday the men and the women went to church and the men would sing. Each mining town had its miners’ choir, each fishing town its fishermen’s choir. Staithes still boasts one of the last of the great fishermen’s choirs. One of its oldest members, Tom Hall, remembers how the singing was in the village in the early 1920s, not long after Eliza Jane and her parents lived there:


The fishermen all foregathered on the staith on a Sunday evening, in front of the Cod and Lobster, and they marched up the street singing at the tops of their voices … and then as they come to the various chapels, which of course they all had their own ones, they peeled off still singing, and went into it. And it was then that if you come down at this village on a Sunday evening you’d practically hear them lifting the roofs off.1


The Starts didn’t stay in Staithes for long, though. They went next to South Bank, Middlesbrough, a sprawling working-class settlement built on the Teesside marshland and caught between the river and the slag heaps thrown up by the ironstone mines to the immediate south. Locals called the place Slaggy Island. The family lived at number 65 North Street.


They were respectable working-class folk, David and Eliza Start. In the 1950s the local paper ran a brief article celebrating the couple’s sixtieth wedding anniversary. Their daughter Eliza Jane, however, was a less conventional sort. In 1919, at the age of eighteen, while still unmarried, she gave birth to her first child, a girl called Doris. No father was named on the birth certificate.


A year later on 20th November 1920 Eliza Jane married Alfred Metcalfe, a labourer from West Hartlepool, another fishing-village-turned-booming-port-town only a few miles north of Middlesbrough. Metcalfe was the father of Eliza’s second child – another girl, Florence, born just a few months after the wedding.


Like many a shotgun marriage, the relationship between Eliza and Alfred failed to last. Just two and a half years after Florence was born, Eliza gave birth again, to a girl she called Ella, and once more there was no father listed on the birth certificate. A cursory glance at Ella’s skin colour would have confirmed that, whoever her father was, he was not a labourer from Hartlepool, but a black man, no doubt one of the sailors who’d called into the already fading town they once called Ironopolis.


It would be hard to overstate how shocking this must have been at the time: a married woman with two young children giving birth to a black baby in the all-white town of Middlesbrough. Most young women in her position would have given up the baby for adoption immediately, tried as best they could to hush up the whole affair. Not Eliza Jane. She was determined to keep her baby, at whatever cost.


And the cost was considerable. To keep Ella, she had to give up everything. The story passed down through the Start family is that Eliza’s relations, the older folk a few miles away in New Marske, were so horrified by her carrying on with a black man that they gave her an ultimatum – ditch the man and get rid of the baby or leave town. Eliza made her choice. She left her oldest daughter, Doris, with her parents. She left Florence with Alfred Metcalfe. And she took baby Ella with her to find a place where they could live without shame.


Eliza did keep in contact with her mother and Doris over the years to come. Florence and Alfred, on the other hand, seem to have broken off contact completely.


In the 1920s there were only a handful of places in Britain where a white woman could bring up a mixed-race child without being the object of scorn. The best-known of these was Cardiff’s Tiger Bay. Perhaps she was told as much by the father of her child, perhaps she just heard it on the wind, but the next time Eliza Jane Metcalfe appears on the public record it’s September 1926 and she is living at number 15 Fitzhamon Embankment, Cardiff; another port town, another Victorian boomtown, but one with a well established multiracial dockland community.


It was there that she gave birth to her fourth child, Iris. Once again the child was of mixed race. On her birth certificate her first name is given as Iris and her middle name as Johnson. The baptism record makes sense of this oddity: there Iris’s father’s name is given as Samuel Johnson.


Thus by the end of 1926 Eliza Jane Metcalfe had established herself in Cardiff, on a street full of boarding houses looking over the filthy waters of the river Taff, along with her two mixed-race daughters. She was already a long way from the respectable life. There’s no sense, however, that she was ashamed of the choices she made. And she clearly came to some kind of peace with her parents. The magician Paul Daniels is also from South Bank and he told me that his mother recalls Eliza coming to visit her parents there, accompanied by a black man and two black children, a most unusual sight at the time. Most likely the children were Ella and Iris. The black man may have been Samuel Johnson. It’s also conceivable that he might have been someone else: the man who would become Eliza Jane’s second husband, Henry Bassey.


*   *   *


Henry Bassey was a thirty-year-old merchant seaman from Calabar in Nigeria. Calabar was an older port than either Cardiff or Middlesbrough. In the sixteenth century they traded in palm oil out of Calabar, there on the Niger Delta on the border between what is now Nigeria and Cameroon. Later the British came, and they traded in human cargo: slaves.


The slave ships out of Liverpool and Bristol would stop off in Calabar, purchase a slave cohort of mostly Igbo origin (the people of Calabar themselves being largely Efik in origin) and take them on the Atlantic crossing. Records suggest that the number of slaves trafficked via Old Calabar, between 1720 and the trade’s end in 1830, was around the million mark.


The slaves came from inland villages. Efik raiding parties went into the interior to capture them. Chiefs in the villages first sent out all their criminals, debtors and rivals. Others were taken by force. Men, women and children were shackled together and taken downriver in boats to Calabar. They would be traded with the ships’ captains for goods … copper rods and manillas, beads and cowrie shells, guns and gunpowder, brass pans, cloth, rum and whisky, gin and tobacco. The Calabar locals were as happy with the trade as the slavemasters back in Britain. The chiefs of Old Calabar, so the legend goes, would take albino girls downriver to sacrifice them to the deity ‘Ndem Efik’ in order to keep the traders coming.


After the slave trade ended Calabar continued to do business. Palm oil still, as well as ivory, timber and beeswax, but around the turn of the century, not long after Henry Bassey’s birth in 1895, its importance began to wane, eclipsed by Port Harcourt, the terminus of the new railroad.


As a result the sailors of Calabar joined the merchant navy and travelled the world. They were given new westernised names when they joined up, often following the pattern of a western-style first name and then a surname that is in effect more of a clan or tribal name – Bassey is one such name. Thus Henry Bassey was just one of a number of unrelated Basseys from the Calabar region to serve in the merchant navy.


Many of these West African sailors put in at the great coal port of Cardiff, with its famous Tiger Bay. More than a few of them stayed. Some stayed just for a while, in between stints at sea. Others put down roots. Typically they would buy or rent a house in the docklands and set it up as a legal, or more often illegal boarding house, catering to their fellow sailors. Henry Bassey was one of those who stayed.


He arrived in Cardiff in 1919, the year the city exploded into a series of race riots. Whether he was there for the riots themselves is unknown, but he must have been aware of them and their legacy: the sense that Tiger Bay was an embattled island in a city and a country that had little use for, or understanding of, black people. Over the next twenty years he lived at a bewildering number of addresses in Cardiff but all of them were either in Tiger Bay itself, or the community to the immediate south, known simply as the Docks, and generally seen as a slight step up from Tiger Bay.


What eventually anchored him in Cardiff was what anchored many of his fellow seamen: starting a family. Plus the fact that his job at sea was as a fireman or, more commonly, stoker. This was pretty much the worst job on the ship. Stokers worked in the boiling engine room shovelling coal into the boiler, gruellingly hard physical labour with a constant danger of suffering severe burns. It was not a job anyone would do for longer than they had to. Much of the time though, it was the only job an African sailor could get, the one no one else was prepared to do.


This is the kind of journey Henry Bassey made. On 19 July 1926 he signed on as a fireman and trimmer with a ship called the Trevarrack sailing out of Cardiff. A look at the crew list confirms that the engine room was indeed the province of the Africans: alongside Bassey was a Kofee Brown from Sierra Leone, another Sierra Leonean by the name of Tucker, and a man from Lagos with an unreadable signature. Two and a half weeks after setting sail they arrived in Philadelphia and spent five days on shore, in its deceptively named Quaker City sailortown. Four weeks later they were in the old slave-trading hub of Rio de Janeiro where they spent a week, no doubt investigating the delights of Vasco de Gama, the street where, as the sailor-turned-writer Stan Hugill has it, ‘Latin and Negro putas hung out of every doorway … catering for every form of sex perversion. It was a common sight to see little Negro and mulatto girls of ten and twelve offering themselves to foreign seamen. By the First World War the sailor quarter of the port also had a dirty film joint to add to its already doubtful pleasures.’2


Another week’s sailing and Bassey was in the river port of Rosario de Santa Fe on the Rio Parana in Argentina, famed for the quality of the Russian whores in its casas de putas. Four days there and a short sail to Buenos Aires where he spent ten days in La Boca, the dockland community with its pubs, cafés, dance halls and brothels, the Liverpool Bar and the Flags of All Nations, its crimpers and beachcombers, its flourishing trade in pornography, and its balconies boasting their all-female ‘German orchestras’, full of what the sailors called ‘silent pipers’. And after that a full month spent sailing back across the Atlantic, before reaching his final destination, Amsterdam, on 10 November.


By the time he returned home from that trip Henry Bassey was a father. On 29 October 1926, Eliza gave birth to their first child together, and her fifth: another girl, this one named Edith Grace, though known always by her middle name. The birth certificate reports that the child’s father was Henry Bassey, a ‘mercantile marine fireman’, and that he lived with her mother Eliza Jane Metcalfe at number 40 Loudoun Square, the once grand, now fading heart of Tiger Bay.


Five months later, Henry and Eliza Jane were married. Henry Bassey’s father’s name was given as John Bassey (deceased). Intriguingly, Eliza gave her father’s name as Alfred Metcalfe, which was actually the name of her first husband, and she claimed that he too was deceased. One can only presume that she was never divorced from Metcalfe and, to avoid the suspicion of bigamy, passed off Metcalfe as her maiden name rather than her married name, thus turning her husband into her father.


The couple had moved from Loudoun Square to number 164 Bute Street. Bute Street was the effective high street of Tiger Bay, at the time amongst the most notorious neighbourhoods not just in Cardiff, or indeed in Britain, but across the whole seafaring world, where it was known and treasured as one of the true sailortowns, a Celtic cousin to La Boca or Quaker City. And it was on Bute Street, Tiger Bay, that Eliza Jane and Henry would remain for the next decade and Eliza would give birth to five more children, the last of whom would be a girl called Shirley Veronica Bassey.





TWO
In Tiger Bay Before the War



This world-renowned sailortown in which the Basseys lived was not, in fact, the original Tiger Bay. In the memories of sailors there are three Tiger Bays. The first Tiger Bay was actually in London, in the Dickensian East End centred around Ratcliffe Highway in Limehouse. The sailor-turned-folksinger-and-writer Stan Hugill paints a vivid picture of that Tiger Bay’s inhabitants back in the 1840s:


Coming up from the docks one would meet dock-labourers, dirtied with the type of cargo they had been working; bewildered emigrants, with their bags and bundles; gaugers with their ‘spears’ dripping with rum or wine, and men with faces dyed blue from working indigo out of the holds of Indian traders. All types of seamen would be rolling by – tall, blond Scandinavians from the timber ships; black-faced Blackball-hatted Negroes; bland Orientals in half-masted, blue dungaree trousers and quilted jackets; and in their tarpaulin hats and black neckerchiefs, sunburnt East Indiamen. As they strolled along the Highway the Ratcliffe harpies would be out in force to meet them, taking no umbrage apart from a flippant Irish curse, at being brushed aside. The whole area teemed with brothels and prostitutes, foreign sluts as well as emigrant Irish girls … Other habitués of the Highway were the Negro street singers, the sellers of broadsides, and the ‘chaunters’ who, playing their fiddles, sang of recent fires, murders, crimes and executions.1


The other Tiger Bays, the one in Georgetown, Guyana and the one in Cardiff, Wales, both got their names in recognition of the degree to which they measured up to this lawless prototype. The reputation of the Cardiff version began to overtake that of the original as the nineteenth century wore on. Hardly surprising, as this was the period when Cardiff came from nowhere to become one of the great ports of the Victorian age; the one that provided the coal on which the world’s shipping ran.


When Henry Bassey arrived in Tiger Bay soon after the end of the first World War, it was a place under siege. The race riots of 1919 had made it clear that the multiracial settlers had better stay in their own dockland isthmus and not venture into the centre of town. And gradually what had begun with mob violence became enshrined in official policy. What soon became known as the ‘colour bar’ came down to deal with black immigration. Industry was almost entirely closed to blacks, and seafaring jobs were made ever harder to obtain by cynical manipulation of nationality laws. The slump of 1929 simply saw economic matters go from bad to worse. Tough times for families like the Basseys.


In that year a paper presented to the Conference on the Health and Welfare of Merchant Seamen reported that:


In Cardiff, and to a certain extent in Manchester, difficulties are increasing in connection with the association of coloured seamen with white women and the subsequent growth of a half-caste population, alien in sentiment and habits to the native white inhabitants. The Chief Constable of Cardiff has reported to the Watch Committee and suggested the desirability of bringing into existence legislation similar to that found necessary in South Africa to check this demoralising development.2


Thankfully Wales did not take this advice. It never introduced its own officially sanctioned version of apartheid, but the unofficial version was oppressive enough. Trapped as they were between the bigots and the murky green sea, the people who’d settled in Butetown, men like Henry Bassey, had to construct their own economy, based on catering to the traditional desires of men who have spent the last few months on the ocean wave. As time went by, Henry would go to sea less and less, and instead concentrate on subletting rooms to new arrivals and putting on rent parties – ad hoc gatherings with booze and women and dancing to live music.


One of Cardiff’s pioneering black musicians was the singer Don Johnson, who was actually brought up in the neighbouring dockland community of Grangetown. Talking to the historian Val Wilmer, he remembered Tiger Bay as it was in the early years of the century:


I first went to Tiger Bay when my father was still alive though he forbade us to ever go there. I used to sneak down with my brother Bully – we’d heard it was a wild place with lots of black people there. So one Sunday we went off and we got to Bute Road, a long road with a series of shops and cafés and almost every one was a brothel though we didn’t know what a brothel was. There’d be these girls would be sitting outside on chairs with their legs crossed, they’d say come here darling and they used to rub our heads for luck and give us some coppers. Once we discovered we could get money going down there, this became a regular thing on Sunday mornings. If my father had known!3


As it happened Johnson’s father died while his son was still a teenager and so missed out on seeing him become a leading light on the Bay’s music scene:


Later on after my father died I used to go to the Deniz house regularly. Their father played the Quattro and was teaching Frank, and Joe could play the ukulele so I started to bring the mandolin over. All we could play at first were calypsos, ‘Sly Mongoose’, ‘The Bargee’.* After about twelve months in the front room of Mrs Deniz’s house we became quite good. It was like a music shop in there, we were collecting all these instruments.


After a year or so we got a sort of reputation as a calypso group. We would play at house dances for when the seamen came back. We’d play from ten at night till five or six in the morning, non-stop. There’d be a long table with West Indian food, a lot of the men were good cooks or they’d teach their wives. The dances would be attended by all the local ladies of the night and all the West Indians, and after a while we’d be playing three times a week. Mr Riley would say, ‘Be at the house on Wednesday, I pay you five shillings.’ Calypsos was mainly the music that we heard, these guys would get hold of as many West Indian records as they could.4


Henry Bassey, then, was one of these men who threw house dances for the sailors. It’s a matter of some regret that the music that was played in the Bay in those years was never recorded, as it seems to have been a pioneering fusion. And while its direct musical influence on the community’s most famous daughter may be limited, it still provided a context in which a girl like Shirley Bassey could believe she might have a future in the world of music. So it’s worth exploring in a little depth.


*Both quite likely learned from records by pioneering calypsonian Sam Manning.


There was a lot more than just West Indian calypso in the Bay’s musical mix. Apart from the different ethnic musics that the sailors brought with them, the fact that Cardiff was a port meant that musical fashions from abroad came there first. In the 1920s the latest fashion was for Hawaiian music. So before long, Johnson and his friends were providing a home-grown Cardiff Hawaiian sound: ‘There was George Glossop, the charmer – he used to play Hawaiian guitar, Victor Parker, he used to play a lot of bass, Arthur George he played Quattro. In the summertime we’d go all over the streets playing this Hawaiian music, just because we liked to play’.5


When it came to making money, though, a lot of the best gigs were connected, in one way or another, with the area’s flourishing prostitution industry.


There were these two very nice ladies, a Londoner and a Welsh lady, and they were on the game. They knew about our music from coming to the dances and they figured out this scheme whereby they would get a couple of gents for the evening, and we would come and play, Victor Parker and myself, and we would provide the entertainment before the serious business started later on. We would get pretty good money for that: the punters would be told you’ll have to pay these boys if you want to have a dance. It was a good paying gig, these guys were plied with drink, there were Norwegians, Danes, Swedes, and if they wanted a particular tune they had to pay.6


This was the world that surrounded the Basseys as they made their home in Bute Street. It was a place full of illicit activities but one in which music offered both an escape from the struggle to get by and also, for the musicians themselves, the chance of a better life. By the 1920s the singers and players of Tiger Bay were starting to make a name for themselves in the wider world.


Some of the most significant players on the Tiger Bay music scene were the aforementioned Deniz family. Antoni Deniz was an African from the Portuguese-owned Cape Verde islands out in the Atlantic. Antoni married a mixed-race Cardiff woman, Gertrude Boston, and they lived in Christina Street in the heart of the Bay. Both parents were musicians, Antoni playing guitar and violin, Gertrude playing the piano, so it was unsurprising that their three sons, Frank, Joe and Laurie, all took up the guitar. Their first influences were the traditional Portuguese folk and fado they would hear at the Cape Verdean get-togethers at the family house.


Those influences were soon augmented by calypso and the Hawaiian boom. The oldest Deniz boy, Frank, followed his father into the seaman’s life and spent ten years on the boats, soaking up a wide variety of musical influences, American jazz in particular. Antoni died while working on the boats and the younger brothers, Joe and Laurie, showed little enthusiasm for such a perilous line of work. Joe soon followed his fellow Hawaiians George Glossop and Victor Parker up to London to try his luck there. Frank followed and in due course Laurie too. All of them became stalwarts of the British jazz and dance band scene, working with the likes of Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson and Leslie ‘Jiver’ Hutchinson.


What their success made clear was that there was at least one way for the mixed race people of Tiger Bay to make it out of Cardiff, and that was through the world of entertainment: through music and, to a certain extent, through films. Every once in a while there would be a British film that required some black people – as extras in films set in Africa, for example. And rather than fly in actual Africans the studios would send someone down to Cardiff to recruit some rather more local black people. This process reached its apotheosis with Alexander Korda’s 1935 jungle epic Sanders Of the River, a starring vehicle for the great black American singer and activist Paul Robeson, then the toast of London liberal society. The film required no less than 250 black extras and Tiger Bay provided many of them. (Others were African students living in London – among them, remarkably enough, the future Kenyan revolutionary leader Jomo Kenyatta, who was there studying anthropology.)


Butetown native and local historian Neil Sinclair recalls in his book, The Tiger Bay Story, the lasting impact the film made on the community:


Everyone knew the witch doctor dancing wildly in the African village was Mr Graham from Sophia Street. And that was Uncle Willy Needham in the loincloth that he kept for years after. The little black baby Robeson held in his arms was Deara Williams. Deara went on to become an exotic dancer with an act including a boa constrictor. And we all waited for the ‘River Boat Song’ to begin so we could all join in. ‘Iyee a ko, I yi ge de,’ we would chant in unison with Paul and all the African boatmen. Some twenty years later you could often see a gang of Bay boys on a separated timber log, singing the ‘River Boat Song’, rowing across the lake of the timber float, a little south of west Canal Wharf.7


The dancer Louise Benjamin, a contemporary of Shirley Bassey’s, came from another of the Bay’s musical families, and her mother appeared in the film:


It seems like in Cardiff loads of people went off and did things. I remember my mother saying that for Sanders Of The River they came to Cardiff to get black people. It was really good money. She was supposed to be a mother with two children in the African village and then the director called ‘Cut’ and pointed at one of the children and said, ‘He’s got wellington boots on!’


My mother and my auntie Alice were there and the director said, ‘Can all the light-skinned ones come forward?’ They were both mixed race and my mother wasn’t sure what to do but Aunt Alice who was very showbiz said, ‘I’m going forward, it might be a better part.’ She came back later and said, ‘Oh God, look what they’ve done!’ and she was covered in burnt cork. They’d put burnt cork on them to make them blacker!


That was 1935. It can hardly be a coincidence that among the children born in Tiger Bay in the next few years there would be a remarkable number of entrants into the world of show business. Where black and mixed-race children elsewhere in Britain could have little expectation of appearing on stage or screen, the children of Tiger Bay were able to see their mothers and fathers, uncles and aunties, up there on the screen, and they wanted to follow suit.





THREE
The Canadian Café



In 1936, the year after the making of Sanders Of The River, Eliza and Henry Bassey and their children were living in Bute Street, when a young sociologist called Kenneth Little made a study of Tiger Bay and its people. The study, published as part of a more general book called Negroes in Britain, was entitled ‘The Coloured Folk Of Cardiff’, and was a conscious attempt to counteract the commonplace racism of the British.


It was a bold and unusual subject to take up. At the time, most British leftists were more concerned with the fight against fascism and anti-Semitism. Anti-black racism had a lower profile, though it still existed. In July 1936, for example, the Daily Express ran an investigation into life in Tiger Bay which carried the subheading ‘Half-caste girl: she presents a city with one of its big problems.’ By this time, of course, the Bassey family included five ‘half-caste girls’, with another one on the way.


Kenneth Little offers a wealth of useful information about the area. He estimates that the population of Butetown would have been around ten thousand, the non-white community making up around six thousand of those. These would have included West Africans, West Indians, Somalis, Indians, Malays and Arabs, with the Arabs being the largest single group. The remainder of the population was made up of ‘Greeks, Cypriots, Maltese and Spaniards with a rather smaller number of Portuguese and Italian families’, as well as the Welsh, English and Irish.


The heart of what Little calls the ‘coloured community’ was around Loudoun Square:


… with perhaps eight coloured out of every ten persons … In comparison, for example, with similar communities in other seaports of the kingdom, such as Liverpool, London, South Shields, etc., the concentration and segregation of the Cardiff coloured folk is very significant and worthy of emphasis. Indeed, so plentiful are dark skins in comparison with light in Loudoun Square and its satellite streets that a stranger entering the district for the first time might well imagine himself in some oriental town.1


The Bassey family had lived for a while in Loudoun Square itself, but by the time Little was writing they were living on Bute Street, the main thoroughfare of the area. This was the road along which the Tiger Bay community interacted with the outside world, whether visiting sailors or their fellow Cardiffians.


It was lined with pubs and cafés catering specifically to sailors on shore leave. These were the establishments that gave the area its dubious reputation. The pubs with their colourful nicknames – the House of Blazes and the Bucket of Blood – were rougher than rough. The so-called cafés meanwhile were actually after-hours drinking dens generally offering prostitution on the side.*2


This was the world, then, that the Bassey family inhabited. Theirs was a hard-scrabble life in which people did what they had to do to get by. The family survived by subletting rooms in the houses in which they lived, and by organising rent parties. The extent to which this was a hand-to-mouth existence can be inferred from the fact that every time the family show up on an official record they have moved house again. This was life lived in perpetual fear of the landlord and with an ever-increasing brood of children.


* For more on Bute Street and its cafés, see the relevant appendix.


At the time they got married, in March 1929, the couple had already had their daughter Grace. Plus there were the two older girls, Ella and Iris. Their second child together was a girl called Verona who was born in June 1930, but died of gastro-enteritis just five months later. Two years later, in 1932, Eliza gave birth again, this time to twins: Eileen and Henry junior, her only son. Three more years and Marina Bassey was born. Then, on 8 January 1937, Shirley Veronica Bassey was born.


*   *   *


Shirley was Eliza Bassey’s tenth child. She was born in a street full of brothels. There was no money, no prospect of money. The community around her was in terminal economic decline and the wider world was starting to gear up for another war. The newspapers were branding girls like her as a social problem. To say that her start in life was inauspicious is to put it mildly.


By this time the Basseys were living at 182 Bute Street, in rooms above one of the street’s many ‘cafés’. This one was called the Canadian Café and it was run by a Sicilian called Lawrence Mollia. In 1930, when the police were pressurised by the politicians into making a token effort to clean up Tiger Bay, the following report on the Café was drawn up by one of the local coppers:


With regard to the Canadian Café which is occupied by Lawrence Mollia, a Maltese. He is really employed by another Maltese named Louis Fenech. In these premises dancing on a rather large scale takes place nightly.


The main difficulty is that while dancing is in progress the windows are heavily curtained and generally there is someone keeping watch on the front door so that we are unable to ascertain who places the pennies in the automatic piano which is essential to prove the case of public dancing in these places.2


The copper was at least able to detail the building’s layout and its inhabitants at the time:


The premises consist of a shop with a room behind. In the shop there are two automatic pianos (one of which is an electric piano)* purchased at a cost of about £300. There are also about six tables and eight chairs. This room appears to be used exclusively for dancing. It is frequented by women and foreign seamen. Upstairs there are seven bedrooms – the first is occupied by the keeper, Lawrence Mollia, the second by Beryl Davies, the third by Mary Ford, the fourth by Elizabeth Crook. The other three rooms are empty.3


* This was more than likely an Ampico reproducing piano. These were similar to the more common player pianos, but instead of being wound by hand they were electrically powered so that the rolls could fairly precisely reproduce the playing of a particular pianist. Many of the rolls were of classical performances by the likes of Rachmaninoff but the Ampico specialised in popular performances, thanks to ‘a lively band of musical arrangers and “hot” pianists’, who gravitated around the Ampico Studios, and not only recorded their versions of the latest hits, but in many cases created musical arrangements that almost no one could have played by hand. Zez Confrey and Ferdie Grofé, who was Paul Whiteman’s pianist, were regular Ampico recording artists. The popularity of these pianos was obviously limited; gramophones and radios were the coming thing, but their poor sound quality and feeble amplification rendered them unsuitable for dancing, so through the 1920s and into the early 1930s it was the electric automatic pianos that ruled the dance floor when a live band was unavailable.


Lawrence Mollia is described as a Maltese, fifty-one years old, who had previously held similar licences on other premises in the city. Beryl Davies and Mary Ford (‘or Lanchester’) are described as ‘servants’. Beryl Davies is twenty-two and from the Valleys. Mary Ford, ‘who manages the residential part of the business, and who cohabits with Mollia, is now in custody on a charge of wounding, the result of an affray in the dancing room.’4


This was not, by any stretch of the imagination, a respectable address. It certainly provides grounds for speculation as to just what kind of activities Henry and Eliza were engaged in when it came to earning a living. Whatever they may have been, though, they were about to change for the good. Because, just a year after Shirley’s birth, a hidden secret was about to blow the family apart.





FOUR
Life During Wartime



On 3 February 1938 Henry Bassey was arrested, and in the Cardiff police archive it is recorded that he was charged with ‘Defilement of a girl under sixteen years.’


Little more than a month later, on 4 March, the case came to trial at the Glamorgan Assizes. The records of what happened are still there in the archives. The charges against Henry Bassey are neatly written out by the clerk to the court, one Illtyd Allan. The first of them sets the tone:


Henry Bassey is charged with the following offence: Carnal knowledge of a girl under thirteen, contrary to Sect. 4 of the Criminal Amendment Act 1885. Particulars of the offence: Henry Bassey on a day unknown between 1st January 1932 and the 31st October 1932 in the county of Glamorgan had carnal knowledge of [name deleted], a girl of the age of nine years.1


Further more or less identical charges follow; only the dates are changed. The accusation is simple: that Henry Bassey repeatedly raped a young girl over a period of nearly six years, from the time she was nine till the time he was finally charged, when she was fifteen years old.


At the trial Bassey pleaded his innocence, forcing the girl to testify against him in open court. She was brave enough to go through with it. She told the court that ‘this sort of thing had been going on since she was nine’.2


The court believed her testimony and on 11 March Henry Bassey was sentenced to eight years’ penal servitude with a recommendation for deportation to Nigeria to follow. Two weeks later he sought leave to appeal but the judge refused, citing the compelling testimony from the girl. In the end Bassey would serve five years in prison before being deported back to Nigeria in 1943. He is reported, not necessarily reliably, to have died there some time in the 1950s. The girl involved in the case died more recently.


It would be hard to exaggerate how terrible this must have been for Eliza and her children. The affair scandalised the whole community. Scandalised them and shamed them too. Child abuse was far from unknown in the 1930s; a brief trawl through the court records of the time reveals that the Bassey case was hardly isolated. However, the other cases involved families in the chapel-dominated South Wales valleys. Bassey’s was the only case of the time to occur in Butetown and it was doubly upsetting in its implications. First, the crime itself is one that is most unusual amongst West Africans in Britain and as such a shocking blow to the community’s selfimage. Secondly, the people of Tiger Bay were all too well aware of the low regard in which the outside world held them. For one of their own to disgrace himself in this fashion was inevitably to bring disgrace to the community as a whole.


The case made the local paper under the headline, ‘Eight Years For Coloured Man’. It offered a chance for outsiders to tut and point and say, ‘Well, what do you expect?’ as they read the brief article, which informed readers that:


A coloured seaman convicted of six indictments alleging serious offences against a young girl in Cardiff was sentenced to a total of eight years in prison. He was Henry Bassey, aged 42, a West African, whose correct name was stated to be Okun Apauso.* What were described as ‘horrible details’ were given in the case.3


The paper did not, of course, elaborate on the horrible details, but the damage was done as far as the community was concerned. An already bad reputation had been further undermined.


Just how shameful the community believed this story to be can be gauged from the way in which it has been a jealously guarded secret ever since. It was a story that was soon forgotten by the wider world, but in the close-knit docklands it has lived on, all the more so when one of Bassey’s children became the famous Shirley Bassey, the girl from Tiger Bay. Even now, when I talked to members of the older generation of Docks people about the Basseys, I saw how guarded they became. Some would change the subject; others would try to gauge what I had learnt – ‘You know about her father?’ No one volunteered the information I found in the archives. And, remarkably enough, in the fifty years that Shirley has been famous, no one from the community she came out of has ever told the papers about the shame and scandal that surrounded her family at the time of her birth.
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