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  It’s strange, I need to know the human side


  of all the great artists I like.




  OSCAR PETERSON




  


  





  INTRODUCTION


  




  “Fan-tas-ti-co! Fan-tas-ti-co! Fan-tas-ti-co!” The crowd chanted the one word over and over, rhythmically, accelerando and molto crescendo, like a growing great wave that smashes at last on rocks, and a roar of renewed clapping rose in the air. Roger Kellaway and I were behind a huge canvas curtain, the backdrop of the stage, peering through peep holes, over the shoulders of the Danish bassist Niels-Henning Ørsted Pedersen and the English drummer Martin Drew, at the broad back of Oscar Peterson. He bowed low, his hands prayerfully pressed together before him after the Indian manner. Five thousand Italians applauded and cheered the end of his first concert in Milan in fifteen years. The spotlights made a halo of his hair, which was turning grey now. I had met him for the first time twenty-seven years before, when a barber in Hamilton, Ontario, refused to cut it.




  This was the evening of April 8, 1984. The setting was a huge tent theatre somewhere on the edge of Milan, and the concert that preceded this moment had passed through every phase of Oscar Peterson’s playing, from the bravura displays his detractors deplore, to the pensive lyricism that is one of the loveliest aspects of his work. To make that day in Milan only the more memorable to me, I had that afternoon introduced the bearded Roger Kellaway,then forty-four years old, widely admired by musicians and critics alike as one of the world’s great jazz pianists, to Oscar, the childhood idol whom he had never before met, and who had in turn expressed his admiration for Kellaway to me. During an interview I had done with Oscar a year or two earlier, he’d said, “I love Roger Kellaway.” And I had copied that segment of the tape for Roger, who was thrilled by it.




  While some critics have derogated the sheer technical brilliance of Oscar Peterson’s playing, jazz pianists often name him as one of their favourites, and as an influence on their work. He was deeply admired by the late Bill Evans, himself one of the major influences on jazz piano, whose birthdate Oscar almost shared. Evans was born August 16, 1929, in Plainfield, New Jersey, Peterson on August 15, 1925, in Montreal, Quebec. Those who take astrology seriously will reflexively note that they were born in the sign of Leo, a characteristic of which is supposedly a great stubbornness. Evans was immovable when he had made up his mind to something. So is Peterson. Asked for his evaluation of Oscar, the Toronto trombonist Butch Watanabe, his friend for most of his life, said, “Well, first of all he’s a Leo, and that makes him very stubborn. He is also very generous.“




  Milan became yet another on the list of cities in which I have spent time with Oscar. He could probably name them better than I. His memory is phenomenal. Once, when I was editor of Down Beat and interviewing him for an article I was writing, I asked him a question. Long afterwards, I put it to him again, curious to see whether I could elicit a different response. He grinned and said, “I answered that for you ten years ago in Chicago.”




  The Monterey Festival, sometime in the early 1960s. Fog coming in from the Pacific, the night air uncomfortably damp. Oscar had a serious influenza, a respiratory problem to which he was prone, probably as a consequence of childhood tuberculosis. He had a temperature of 104 that night and shone with perspiration. Other musicians and the festival staff thought he should not perform. Oscar went out on the stage and played with a power that belied his condition.




  San Francisco and the Black Hawk, a famous jazz club that is now gone, once one of the regular stops on his endless tours. New York City and conversations at the Algonquin, where he usually stays. Newport, Rhode Island, where we both got caught in the jazz festival riot of 1960.




  The Detroit Jazz Festival, in 1959. Afterwards he drove me from Detroit to Toronto. That time we were both going home. As we came out of the Detroit River tunnel in Windsor, a bagpipe band was marching down the street.




  “Oscar,” I said, “is the bagpipe a chromatic instrument?”




  “Sure,” he said. “They’re in B-flat.” That’s when I realized he had absolute pitch. His family discovered it when he was five.




  Los Angeles. Oscar’s penchant for practical jokes is notorious. That night I decided to get him. It was in the Hong Kong bar of the Century Plaza Hotel, where I had gone with Lalo Schifrin, the film composer, and a prodigious pianist, to hear him.




  “You really got me that night,” Oscar said afterwards. “You know when you come off the bandstand that people are going to be coming at you. You’re warm – at least I am – and you’re perspiring, and still breathing hard, and the mind is still going. And people will come up to you and say, ’Oh, Mr. Peterson!’ And if they come out with that line, ’You don’t remember me, do you?’ I immediately come back and say, ‘No!’ At such a time I might not recognize my brother or sister. A friend of mine once said, ‘Oscar, if I were ever going to make an assault on you personally, do you know when I’d get you? When you come off stage. Because after a concert it’s all lying open. And,’ he said, ’all I’d have to do is go in there with a scalpel and do you up.’




  “And I had to agree with him. You are vulnerable at that time.”




  He was playing splendidly that night at the Hong Kong. Lalo kept shaking his head and saying in his Argentine accent, “No! Impossible! Ridiculous! Stop!” And I got an idea. I had recently grown a beard and suspected that Oscar would not recognize me. I noticed at an adjacent table a man who was wearing thick glasses. I asked him if I might borrow them, explaining what I planned to do. The man lent me the glasses, saying he regretted that he would not be able to see what was to come. The practical joke is almost the Argentine national sport, and Lalo Schifrin is very good at it. He led me – I couldn’t see – to the bandstand as Oscar was descending from it in a cloud of applause. I stood by, affecting a great dignity, as Lalo and Oscar exchanged greetings. Finally, Lalo said, “Oscar, I would like you to meet Vladimir Gretchkov, the music critic of Pravda.”




  “How do you do, Mr. Peterson,” I said in my best approximation of a Russian accent. “I am great admirer your music.” There is nothing that renders an artist as uncomfortable as excessive and intemperate praise, and I overpraised him to the point where he was becoming visibly discomfitted. But he maintained his urbane politeness, saying, “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Gretchkov, and I hope you’re enjoying your trip to America.” All the while I had never let go of his hand, never let him escape. And when the hook was really in, I took off the glasses and said in my own voice, “You jive mother!”




  He was puzzled for a moment. Then he recognized me, went mock ferocious, and said, “Okay! That’s it! I’ll get you for this.




  Don’t ever turn your back. I’ll get you.” Two or three years later, when I had almost forgotten the incident, he did.




  I have chided Oscar that all great virtuoso pianists are a little strange. The monomaniacal devotion that goes into the physical and mental mastery of any musical instrument puts the practitioner, shall we say, out of the mainstream of human concerns. And this is only the more so in piano, which is not inherently an orchestral instrument, except when it is used as a solo voice in front of the orchestra. On a jazz date, there may be several trumpeters and saxophone players, but usually there is only one pianist. “Piano players are all a little nuts,” I teased. “I wonder if it’s because they get lonesome, shoved out there all by themselves.”




  “No!” he asserted, laughing. “They’re planning on being out there alone!” Then he became serious. “It’s because, I think, pianists have dreams of being the primary, all-encompassing soloist eventually in their careers. Pianists think of going out there by themselves, or with a trio.”




  “Maybe,” I said, “that’s why they choose the instrument in the first place.”




  “It goes beyond that,” he said. “You choose the instrument, I think, as a matter of wonderment. It’s a lot of instrument. You look down and see that whole keyboard with all its possibilities sitting in front of you. I’m sure it intimidates everyone at some point. It did me. I looked down and wondered what the hell to do with all those keys, and where they go, and how I’m going to make them work, and then the three pedals, with” – he laughed; pianists know what he means – “the mysterious middle one.”




  On the afternoon of the April day in Milan, Roger Kellaway and I were walking across the Piazza del Duomo, the beautiful paved square in front of the fantastic cathedral that was five hundred years in the building. It is still the largest cathedral in Europe, excepting the one in Seville and St. Peter’s in Rome. It can hold twenty thousand people, and one could spend a lifetime studying the turrets and pinnacles and three thousand statues that adorn its façade. The weather was comparatively mild for April, and the pigeons rose in great flurries, to settle again on the pavement as the tourists threw com and photographers took pictures for these pre-season visitors to send home. Roger had just completed an engagement in London and was vacationing nearby in Switzerland.




  “What was the original attraction of Oscar’s playing to you, as a pianist?” I asked.




  “It was the whole trio,” Roger said. “It was the will to swing. It wasn’t just Oscar. It was Oscar, Ray, and Herb.” He referred to Ray Brown, the great and pioneering bassist with whom Oscar was associated on and off from his early twenties, and Herb Ellis, one of the finest guitarists jazz has ever produced. With Oscar, they constituted the first famous Oscar Peterson Trio. (Barney Kessel played with Oscar for a year before Ellis joined the group.) “I was listening to the Stratford Shakespearean Festival album the other night,” Kellaway continued, “and I got to reacquaint myself with an awesome pianist and trio. It certainly could have defeated me when I was young, because it was so brilliant. But it was the will to swing that I picked up from them, basically. I remember going into Storyville in Boston in the early 1950S to hear Oscar, with the intent of sitting in. And I never sat in. And that evening I did feel defeated.”




  “Oscar felt that way about Art Tatum.”




  “Understandably,” Kellaway said. “I think Oscar comes as close as anybody could to Art Tatum. But I couldn’t compare Art Tatum to anyone. Or Oscar either, for that matter. Oscar is his own person. The dexterity and the cleanliness of the sound are just impeccable, always. The will to swing. To get on the stand and pull it all together and have that kind of energy has always been to me the most astounding thing. One of the reasons I revere Oscar is that he plays the piano. He is a total musician. And in his relationship to the instrument, he plays what I call two-handed piano. All the things that differentiate the men from the boys. It’s a mind-blower. He’s absolutely complete as a pianist. It’s a kind of tradition that I feel is my responsibility too, now. You know, the artist rarely has the opportunity to be acknowledged by one of his heroes, and that’s already happened because of that tape you gave me, where he said, ’I love Roger Kellaway.’ I still have it. That was a milestone in my life already. And now to meet him, at a hotel, and in Italy to boot. It feels like life on the road.”




  We passed along the great arcade that forms the south side of the piazza, past the elegant outdoor cafes and the excellent boutiques full of handsome shoes and Italian fashions, turned into a side street, and entered a small and beautifully appointed hotel.




  At this point in his life, Oscar Peterson had received more awards and honorary degrees, including ten doctorates, than probably even he could remember, he had travelled to the Soviet Union as his country’s representative on Canada’s first cultural exchange program with the Russians (only to cancel part of the tour because of what he and his manager considered serious mistreatment by the Russians), and had been named companion of the Order of Canada, the nearest thing to a knighthood his country could give him. Excepting Glenn Gould, he was Canada’s most famous musician. He was assuredly the first Canadian to have a major international impact in jazz. A virtuoso without peer, he was idolized by pianists around the world.




  I called Oscar’s room. He told us to come up. He was wearing a dressing gown as we entered. I introduced him to Roger. They shook hands as if they had known each other for years. Musically, they had.




  I noticed that Oscar was walking a little heavily, as if in some pain.




  “How’s your knee?” I said.




  “I’ve got a barometer in there,” he said. “You know.” Some years ago, Oscar had a tom cartilage removed from his knee.




  “And the arthritis?”




  “It comes and it goes,” he said. He has had arthritis in his hands since he was very young; it runs in the family. No one has ever detected any sign of it in his playing, although at times he has been in great pain while performing. Another triumph of his will.




  “Otherwise you’re okay?”




  “Three times and out. That’s it,” he said. He was referring to the breakup of his third marriage. I had heard about it on the grapevine. I did not pursue the subject.




  “I hear your brother’s pretty sick,” I said. “I’m sorry.”




  “It’s not good,” Oscar said. His brother Chuck was in Royal Victoria Hospital in Montreal with emphysema, a heart condition, and kidney trouble.




  “I was in Montreal last week,” I said.




  Oscar raised his eyebrows, asking a wordless question.




  “Pretty sad,” I said. “They’ve ruined it.” The streets seemed dirty and crumbling, signs of the shrunken tax base caused by the flight of many businesses when René Lévesque’s provincial government passed laws restricting and even prohibiting the use of English in many areas of daily life, in effect institutionalizing a linguistic racism.




  “I refuse to speak French in Quebec now,” Oscar said.




  “I have the same feeling. And you know how I love the language.”




  “Roger,” Oscar said, “there’s a tune of yours I want to do. It’s in one of your Cello Quartet albums, but I can’t think of the title. It goes ...” And he sang the melody.




  “That’s the Ballade, in the second Cello Quartet album.”




  “I’d like to record that,” he said.




  “I’ll get it to you,” Roger said.




  We chatted for a while about music and computers – Oscar always has the latest gadgets – and about friends and travelling. I had met him that morning when he arrived at Linate Airport. As he waited for his luggage to come off the carousel, I slipped up beside him, waiting for him to turn and see me, hoping for once to catch him completely by surprise. Throughout his life his friends have been retaliating for his practical jokes. When he saw me, he didn’t turn a hair or raise an eyebrow. He said, “Hi,” as if it were the most natural thing in the world for me to meet him at the airport of Milan. He is famous for this kind of control. I told him, in the car on the way from the airport, that Roger Kellaway was also in town and wanted to meet him. “Come on by the hotel this afternoon,” he said.




  And now it was time for him to start dressing for the evening’s work. Roger and I took our leave, saying we’d see him at the concert.




  Pianist Mike Longo, who studied with Oscar in the early 1960s, said of him, “I think his personality is like Liszt’s.” It is an interesting perspective. Lalo Schifrin once said, “In their own time, it was said that Liszt conquered the piano, Chopin seduced it. Oscar is our Liszt and Bill Evans is our Chopin.” Almost all jazz criticism has viewed Oscar as the derivation of Art Tatum, although he himself acknowledges strong influences of Teddy Wilson, Nat (King) Cole, James P. Johnson, and almost everything in jazz piano that had gone before. Rarely is the influence of his sister mentioned, and never that of the Chicago pianist and singer Audrey Morris. Butch Watanabe said, “Art Tatum was the jazz influence on Oscar, but I don’t think he was the pianistic influence.”




  Oscar studied in Montreal with a pianist of international repute named Paul de Marky, a Hungarian. De Marky studied in Budapest with Stefan Thomán. Thoman studied with Liszt.




  


  





  
CHAPTER I



  MOUNT ROYAL’S SHADOW


  




  Montreal for a long time held a racy reputation among Canadians, not without reason. When the rest of Canada, imitating the Americans, forbade the public serving of mixed drinks and therefore effectively barred night-clubs, French-speaking Quebec declined to comply, and night-clubs roared in Montreal while the consumption of beer and ale in adjacent Ontario went on in sullen and seedy “beer parlours.” These beer parlours were segregated, with sections for men and others for women; a man could enter the latter only in the company of a woman. This was designed to prevent impromptu encounters and perfunctory indulgence in the sport for which men and women alike have shown an intemperate interest for some time.




  Meanwhile, in Montreal, depravity flourished along old Dorchester Street in three-storey, stone-fronted whore-houses. Cartoonist Ed McNally caught this earlier Montreal in a mural drawn for the Montreal Men’s Press Club, once housed in the high-rise Laurentien Hotel at Dorchester and Peel. The Laurentien was built in haste during World War Two close to the Canadian National (CNR) and Canadian Pacific (CPR) railway stations, both of which have a great deal to do with this story. When the press club moved to the basement of the older and more prestigious Mount Royal, the mural was photocopied and hung on the wall in the new location. It showed men chasing naked ladies over the rooftops and along the eaves of Dorchester Street. It captured an era.




  The character of Montreal is, like that of all cities, the consequence of geography and history. The island it inhabits, which is 384 miles almost due north of New York City at the confluence of the St. Lawrence and Ottawa rivers, was discovered by Jacques Cartier in 1535 on his second voyage to what we call North America. Huron Indians, who lived in a village they called Hochelaga, took him to the top of what he named Mont Réal – Mount Royal, as it is still known to those who speak English. Samuel de Champlain arrived in 1611, by which time the village of Hochelaga had apparendy disappeared. Champlain laid out the site of a settlement.




  The island extends north-northeast between the St. Lawrence River on the south and what the French-speaking residents of the city call Rivière des Prairies and the English-speaking call the Back River. It is ten miles wide at its maximum and thirty-two miles long, ending in the southwest at the village of Ste. Anne de Belleville and in the northeast at Bout de l’Ile – End of the Island. Montreal is bitterly cold in the winter – I once saw a German shepherd frozen to death on its feet in one of its suburbs. In the summer, since it is a river city and therefore very humid, it can be miserably warm, though the highest recorded temperature is 97°F.




  The island comprises an almost horizontal stratum of limestone, which contributed to Montreal’s distinctive architectural style, at least in the era before tall glass boxes. Those Dorchester Street bordellos were all fronted with this limestone, as indeed are churches, libraries, hospitals, museums, McGill University, the Montreal Neurological Institute, the waterworks, the house in which Oscar Peterson was born, and many of the city’s distinctive four-plex and six-plex dwellings. Though conventional apartment houses were built, the city’s French-speaking inhabitants and presumably landlords and builders showed a taste for private access to each residence; rows on rows of buildings have stairways curving or leading straight up to second- and even third-floor apartments. In the snow and ice of the city’s bitter winters, these outdoor stairways are dangerous, but they reflect the French passion for separation, the intense individualism, and a long street of these buildings is curiously attractive. The patterned recurrence of these railed stairways sets up visual rhythms encountered nowhere else in the world. Even to the eye, the city of Montreal seems to swing.




  Montreal is one of the great seaports of the world. Again, topography shaped its destiny. It is at the head of a thousand miles of wide water that slopes smoothly down to the Atlantic Ocean. Caravels and merchant ships had to halt here because of the Lachine Rapids, to the southwest of the city. (The first French explorers thought that they had reached China.) Above Lachine, one can travel by canoe or other vessel twelve hundred miles into the interior of North America. This was the route of the fur traders, and inevitably Montreal became the site of transfer of pelts from canoes to the sailing ships that bore them off to be worn by the ladies of Paris.




  Excepting Louisiana and the little archipelago of St. Pierre et Miquelon (which is still French), all of France’s North American lands were lost to the British in the Seven Years War. Montreal was peacefully surrendered to their forces in 1760, and the British moved with their customary political skill to reach a tacit accommodation with the Roman Catholic church: you support us as the legitimate and permanent government, and we will support you as the legitimate church.




  Millions of years ago, this area of North America was geologically volatile. Lava erupted up through the limestone strata. Eons of erosion removed the softer limestone, leaving a volcano’s core in the centre of modern Montreal. When Oscar Peterson was a boy, this graceful green mountain, Mount Royal, completely dominated the city, visible from almost anywhere. It rose like a great whale breaching in a sea of dwellings, its forehead toward the northeast, as if it were heading for Bout de l’Ile. On its dorsal slope rested the City of Westmount, then and now an English-speaking enclave. There the very rich Anglophones who dominated and exploited the French lived out their lives in lofty indifference to the suffering of their subservients, who could look up at them from their limestone houses on the city’s floor. The dominance of Mount Royal, which is 769 feet high, has been diminished by the downtown clustering of skyscrapers, but its crest is still the best place to view the city. On a clear day you can see into the Green Mountains of Vermont in the south. In autumn, the colours seem to come first to Mount Royal, spilling slowly and gloriously down into the city itself. The Dorchester Street whore-houses are gone, replaced by tall buildings or parking lots, and the street itself has been widened into a main thoroughfare – and renamed Boulevard René-Lévesque.




  Slavery existed in Central America among the various Indian groups before Columbus arrived. The introduction into America of the chattel slavery of Africans, purchased from other Africans, was the work of the Spaniards after they tried to use the native Caribbean Indians who, as the Canadian historian A.R.M. Lower put it, “as an alternative to slavery, died.” The descendants of Africans were already working in Jamaica when England took it from the Spaniards in 1665, and Britain in 1833 became the first European nation to condemn and prohibit slavery.




  The English were not, however, guiltless of cruelty, and there were uprisings in the islands. In Jamaica, many slaves escaped into the hills to mount guerrilla warfare against their masters. They made occasional treaties with their enemies, but the struggle continued, and after a particularly bothersome rebellion in 1760, the English burned its leader at the stake and hung some of the others in irons to starve and be eaten by birds. Jamaican blacks arrived in Halifax as early as 1791; their population swelled in 1796 when the English moved five hundred of the more rebellious element there.




  You will look in vain through the indexes of standard Canadian history textbooks for the word “slavery,” which is the reason Canadians believe it never existed in their country. It did. The last slave sold in Canada, one Emmanuel Allen (whose first name, let us note, is Oscar Peterson’s middle name), aged thirty-three, drew a price of £36 in a Montreal auction on August 25, 1797, six years after the settlement of those rebellious five hundred in Halifax. Slavery was abolished in Upper Canada (modem Ontario) by act of Parliament on May 31, 1793, and in Lower Canada (now Quebec) in 1834 on the British order prohibiting it throughout the Empire.




  But slavery was never a pinion of the economy, as it was in the United States, and the black population of Canada was small. In 1804, there were 142 slaves in Montreal. One of the sources of Canada’s black population was the “Underground Railway,” by which escaped American slaves made their way north to freedom. Its terminus was in the area around Windsor, Ontario, directly across the river from Detroit. Its importance has been somewhat exaggerated, however: many of those who arrived by this route were less than enchanted by the new country and went back.




  The big influx of blacks into Montreal was the consequence of the railways. Oscar Peterson’s very life was shaped by the railways. By the end of the nineteenth century, four railways serviced Montreal, the Canadian Pacific (CPR) and Canadian National (CNR), the New York Central, and the Delaware and Hudson; the latter two ran by contractual arrangement over the rails of the two Canadian lines, connecting Montreal to New York. The Pullman Company had made it a policy to hire only blacks to wait on its white sleeping-car customers, and when sleeping-car service was extended into Montreal, Pullman sent up blacks to do the same work in Canada. In 1897, an estimated three hundred blacks, mostly American – as opposed to West Indian – were living in Montreal, most of them working for the railways. During World War One, more American blacks were recruited from New York City, Philadelphia, Chicago, Washington, DC, and the South.




  At the same time, a substantial immigration from the West Indies began, and more blacks moved to Montreal from Halifax. Both of Oscar Peterson’s parents followed this route. In 1928, when Oscar was three, and already able to read and write, 90 per cent of the black men of Montreal worked for the railways, in sleeping and parlour and observation cars, as cooks, and as redcaps. They looked on this work as their own and bitterly resented and resisted attempts to open it up to European immigrants. For that matter, they resented the hiring of American blacks. On May 19 of that year, this letter appeared in the Montreal Star:




  

    I read in a recent issue of the Star a statement by the CPR concerning the number of so-called trained and experienced porters brought to the city from the United States. Now I should like to ask the CPR how it is that they have a colored instructor to [show the newcomers] how to make down beds and treat passengers. There are plenty of capable coloured West Indians who are better qualified than the men who have been brought in from the United States, and we appeal to the public to support us. We help to support the government of this country and pay taxes, so that it is only just to us to put an end to this unfair practice.


  




  West Indian from Jamaica




  One of the friends of Oscar’s youth, Lou Braithwaite, said, “If you were black in this city when I grew up, you could be a dancer or a pimp — or you could work for the railways. I swore I’d never work for the railways, and I ended up spending my life doing it.” Braithwaite, a Barbadian by ancestry, worked as a redcap at Windsor Station, the CPR’s Montreal terminus.




  As the black population in the vicinity of the two main railway stations increased, old limestone mansions began to be converted into apartments and boarding-houses and rented to these families. The CPR owned a lot of this land. Most of the city’s black residents lived in a strip between the two railway lines, the CNR on the south and CPR on the north, Windsor Street on the east and Glen Road on the west. There were small pockets of black population else-where in the city, including, in the east, a group of French-speaking immigrants from Guadeloupe and Martinique. But the group that lived between the railway lines was the largest and most coherent; the area was known as the St. Antoine district. There was a similar but smaller such colony in the nearby community of Verdun, which is walking distance away.




  Anticipating the summer rush, a CPR agent would visit New York, Philadelphia, Washington, DC, and Chicago, as well as black universities in the South, to recruit summer labour. These temporary workers boarded in the St. Antoine district and went home in the autumn – along with bookies and stable boys and walkers who came for the racing season, then followed the horses south when the weather grew cool.




  Sometime shortly before or during World War One, a young boy named Daniel Peterson joined the merchant marine and left his native island of Tortola, one of the British Virgin Islands, which lie to the east of Cuba and the Dominican Republic. In time he became an able seaman, sailing to South America, Canada, the United States, and England. “I always wanted to play the piano,” he said years later. “But we didn’t have pianos aboard ship and I was never ashore much. I solved my problem by buying me a collapsible organ. All folded up, it looked just like a suitcase. Wherever I went, my suitcase went with me.” Aboard ship he taught himself music, studying theory from books he purchased when he was ashore. By the time he became a bos’n, he was a modestly accomplished organist.




  In 1917 he landed in Halifax and made his way inland to Montreal, where after two years he went to work for the CPR as a sleeping-car porter. He married a shy young domestic named Kathleen Olivia John, also from the Caribbean, from St. Kitts, one of the Leeward Islands.




  Kathleen John was of an educated family. Her father, Ishmael John, was a school superintendent who died when she was very young. The family was apparently highly musical, and an uncle, Vance John, was a pianist who was about to begin medical studies at McGill University when he was killed in an automobile accident. Kathleen John had two brothers, who became pharmacists, and three sisters. It was the family’s plan that the two brothers, on completing their educations, would help send the sisters to school, but one of the young men married a fellow student and disrupted the plan.




  In 1985, Oscar Peterson’s elder sister, Daisy Peterson Sweeney, then sixty-five, an esteemed teacher of the piano, recalled that opportunities for the girls were scarce in St. Kitts. “There was,” she said, “a company called Pittford and Black that had a steamship line to Halifax. The owners were in the West Indies at the time, and they said to my grandmother, ‘Why don’t you let the girls come to Canada and they can work for us and they’ll have an opportunity?’ Mum was always amazed by the fact that my grandmother wouldn’t let them out of the yard even, and if any noisy people came down, she’d close the shutters, because you’re not in that class. It ended, however, that this opportunity came along and she let her two daughters come to Canada. My aunt was a cook and my mother was a housekeeper. They were paid the grand old sum of five dollars a month. And Mum used to send some home. I think the woman she worked for was a bank manager’s wife. After they were there for a while and realized there was more money to be made in Montreal, they came up to Montreal.




  “She worked until she got married, the same kind of work. You weren’t allowed to do anything else. I worked as a domestic for years. I even went to the children’s hospital once when they advertised for chambermaids. The woman said, ‘The only thing I have for you is to clean toilets.’ That didn’t bother me, because somebody has to clean toilets. I said, ‘When can I start?’ She said she’d call me, but of course she never did.”




  The man Kathleen John married is remembered by everyone as an extremely quiet and very powerful man.




  “My father could sit all day and play solitaire,” Daisy Sweeney said in her soft accent, a musical mixture of Caribbean inflections and Canadian vowels. “Play solitaire and smoke a cigar. On the other hand, he’d read to us. I remember a book of poetry he read to us. Different books. There used to be a Sunday newspaper called the Standard. He would read that to us and ask us to explain it to him. This was his involvement with education. He didn’t have much himself, but he had a hunger for it, always. When my brother Fred was seven and I was six, the teacher gave us a sheet of paper and said we could all draw anything we liked. Fred and I decided to do long division and have a race doing it. The teacher came around to see what we had done. The other children had drawn stick figures and trees or whatever you draw in grade one. And Fred and I had done long division. We could all read and write fluently by age three. Well, the teacher took us into the office. And Fred and I were saying, ‘I didn’t know we made any mistakes.’ We were scared. And the teachers looked at what we had done and they put Fred up to grade two, but they left me where I was because I was too young.




  “When we were ten my father gave us this book a little more than an inch thick about psychology. We didn’t know what psychology was.” She chuckled quietly. “It is still doubtful what it is. We were not only supposed to read, we were supposed to memorize it, because some man on the train had told him you could look a man in the eye and know who he is, and you wouldn’t be fooled. My mother objected to this, and after a while the book disappeared. I guess he realized it was too advanced for us.”




  It is one of the few things, apparently, about which he ever relented. Like J.S. Bach, he taught music to his wife and all his children. All of them practised diligently under the wilful eye of this deeply determined man; all of them learned to play piano – and other instruments besides.




  Trombonist Butch Watanabe said, “I was a little afraid of Mr. Peterson.”




  “ A little?” said Lou Braithwaite, when the remark was quoted to him. “A lot. I’d be out playing with my friend Richard Parris, who is now a very fine saxophonist. In that black neighbourhood, if you were running along and passed any adult, regardless of whether you knew them, you had to stop and bid them good day, and then you continued on. I remember running with Richard and other friends on St. James Street past the Peterson door. Mr. Peterson would be sitting there. You didn’t want to stop every time you went by. But you did. He had that overwhelming quality about him, and you stopped, every time. And he never said a word to you.”




  


  





  
CHAPTER 2



  BETWEEN THE TRACKS


  




  In 1949, the year Oscar Peterson made his Jazz at the Philharmonic concert début in Carnegie Hall, Canada had about 18,000 blacks in an overall population of about 13 million. According to the Canadian census of 1951, the majority, 45.2 per cent, lived in Nova Scotia, 38.4 per cent were in Ontario, and only 3.1 per cent in Quebec. There were approximately as many black Americans south of the border as there were white Canadians north of it – 13 million in a population of about 135 million. One American in 10 was describable as black, but only one Canadian in about 722.




  So Oscar Peterson was part of a minority within a minority, an English-speaking black in a white city whose primary language was French.




  In 1928, when Oscar was three, Wilfred Emerson Israel submitted for his master’s degree in sociology at McGill a treatise titled “The Montreal Negro Community.” He estimated the black population of the city at between 1,200 and 3,000. Israel left us a fascinating portrait of the St. Antoine community at that time – of small boys playing softball, football, and lacrosse in back alleys hung with wet wash, sometimes flecked with soot from the two railways; of vegetable pedlars and ice men; of loafers and gamblers and bookies and con men, all drawn by the racing season each summer and resented by the permanent residents.




  “The bookie transacts his business,” Israel’s typed manuscript says, “on a strictly cash basis. Each office is equipped with a battery of telephones by means of which he receives reports of the local results as well as those taking place in other parts of the world. By means of the bookie, who takes advantage of modern communications and the mobility of city life, the opportunity of this expression of the self is extended to all classes, colors, creeds and nationalities.”




  Israel took careful note of the three different elements in St. Antoine’s black community – West Indian, American, and Canadian, meaning those whose families had been in Canada for some generations.




  “In the West Indian family,” he said, “the husband occupies the dominant and superior position. He is the bread-winner of the home. Largely under British influence and tradition, his conception of the position of his wife is one of the home-maker. To him, her place is in the home. To her, he delegates the task of attending to his bodily needs and comforts. His life outside the home is largely a personal one and the wife knows little of her husband’s outside interests. Matters of rent, light, gas, telephone and accounts other than groceries are all part of his duties. With the father insisting that he be the support of the home, he has to develop habits of thrift, and this is soon copied by his energetic wife. The allowance system to her is a constant challenge to be able to show a balanced accounting or a surplus in her expenditures. It is the claim of this group that every West Indian Negro carries some form of insurance.”




  Some West Indians, however, claim that the male dominance was more apparent than real. Since, during the days of slavery in the islands, men worked in the fields from early sunup until sun-down, women held control of the family, and the father was seen as a sort of absent tyrant who inflicted punishment for misdeeds when he came home after work. Behind the façade, these people say, West Indian society was essentially matriarchal.




  Israel says:




  “It has been shown that the West Indian group are rural people. They have to accommodate themselves to this organism which has been called the city. It is only in the most serious cases of economic depression that the traditional roles are reversed and the wife attempts the shouldering of the economic burden of the family.




  The home education of the children is one of restrictions, rather than allowing the freedom of city expressions. The West Indian parents cling tenaciously to the patterns of child development to which they were subjected. As a child matures with his wider contacts, he tends toward the development of city ways. Seeing life through the adult vision in terms of the child, is for this group a difficult task. Thus often it has been found that the conflict occurs between the parent who is clinging to the past and the child, who is leaning towards the behaviour of the city. As the English or Anglican Church is the established body in those islands, the religious education tends toward keeping the child away from the established Negro church in this city. Thus there are Negroes and their children to be found attending the different Anglican churches in this city.”




  The Peterson family at first attended St. Jude’s Anglican Church but felt the chill of prejudice there and moved to Union United Church, with a large black congregation, an important centre in the social life of that surrounded community. The United Church of Canada, formed the year Oscar was born, became the country’s largest Protestant denomination, linking the Methodist and Congregational churches and two-thirds of Canada’s Presbyterians.




  Israel contrasted the life of St. Antoine’s West Indian families to that of its American blacks. “The husband” in these American families “no longer dominates the wife and rules as a monarch. The city experience has filled her with that spirit of independence, and he is accepting this. Like the modern woman, she knows that marriage is not the escape from the world of reality. There is economic opportunity in the city, and marriage to her is a matter of choice. In the American cities, her economic life is expanding, and the husband has to put her on an equal footing, or she refuses his proposal. She knows her husband’s outside business interests and experiences and shares his success and his failures. A tolerant attitude toward the child and his taking on the city pattern in his behavior is characteristic of this group. The children enjoy the freedom of action necessary for their development, and make wide contacts. This American father is more of the companion than merely the stern but just father. He makes pals of them and enters fully into their confidence.”




  Israel apparently knew the West Indian community, but he seems naïve about the black American experience, overlooking important differences in the two histories. For one thing, the British in the islands – despite an occasional execution – do not seem to have mistreated slaves to the extent the mainland Americans did. American blacks were forbidden to learn to read and write. The British educated many West Indian blacks, and even sent a few of them to school in England, to make them more effective managers of their sugar plantations. The Americans mixed together Africans of different linguistic groups, so that they could not communicate and plot rebellion. The British did not do this – which may be one reason they had so many rebellions and mutinies in the islands.




  American slave-holders commonly showed no respect for family ties among blacks, selling them off separately, taking husbands from wives, children from parents. This weakened these links, and even the very tradition of family. The British allowed the blacks to live as families. American slaves were not allowed to own land. The British let them have individual family farm plots, which encouraged independence and the development of managerial skills.




  While Britain passed its Abolition Act in 1833, and provided for payment of compensation to those forced by law to free their slaves, it took the Civil War to end slavery officially in the United States, and even afterwards various laws were put in place to keep black Americans in a state of submission and de facto bondage.




  Finally, and this is one of the most significant differences of all, the blacks very early became the majority of the population in the islands. “Where I come from,” as one West Indian put it, “I am not part of a minority.” And, Lou Braithwaite said of islanders, “They are more British than the British.”




  Oscar was born in a limestone house on Delisle Street, the fourth of the family’s five children. The house, which in 1988 was still there, was at one time the parsonage of the Union United Church. Fred was the first-born, followed by Daisy, Charles, Oscar, and May. The exposure to music began before any of them could remember. Oscar has said, “There’s a good way and a bad way to expose children to music. If they’re exposed in the wrong way, it can turn them against it. Fortunately we were introduced to it in a good way, and we all learned to play.”




  Oscar began playing trumpet as well as piano when he was five years old. At the age of seven, he contracted tuberculosis and was confined for thirteen months in Children’s Memorial Hospital. When he left the hospital, he was pronounced cured, but his lungs had been weakened and his father decided he should give up trumpet to concentrate on piano. Both his brothers, Chuck and Fred, played piano. Oscar says that Fred was the best pianist in the family, but he died in 1934 at fifteen of tuberculosis, when Oscar was nine.




  In 1944, the public relations department of the CPR put out a press release on its musical porter and his family. It is a curious document to read, utterly of its time and place, and reflecting the forgotten PR man’s unease with the subject.




  “Eighty-eight keys, ten nimble fingers and a sense of rhythm born years ago on the Mississippi levees,” it begins, though neither Oscar nor any of his ancestors had ever been anywhere near a Mississippi levee. “These together paint a word picture of Montreal’s Oscar Peterson, who at 19 bids fair to emulate the pianistic success of Duke Ellington and the late ‘Fats’ Waller.




  “One of the four living musical Petersons, the sepia brood of Daniel Peterson, a Canadian Pacific sleeping car porter, Oscar is a rare individual who ran an amateur contest into what promises to be a stellar career at the piano keyboard.




  “Built like a piano himself, genial, mahogany-stained Oscar is close to six feet tall” – he was already six-foot-two – “and measures about four octaves wide at the shoulders. His broad smile displays a set of ivories fit to make the ivories on any piano keyboard turn yellow with envy, and it reflects too, the immense personal pleasure and satisfaction he derives from his ‘work’ ...




  “With five pianists under one roof, the Petersons, a mutual admiration society, don’t worry much about where their next music is coming from, and it’s a rare day when one of the family at least is not at the piano, respectfully noting the classics or beating out the latest ‘jive’. One of their favourite tricks is four hands at the piano, and they frequently engage in what one of them terms ‘musicales’ in the family living room.”




  As a study in unconscious racism, the document is classic. But it does fill in some details about the family and gives us a glimpse of the tragic Chuck: “While Charles, 23, got his early musical start at the piano, he later went into brass, specializing in trumpet, which he calls ‘my baby.’ He also played with local dance bands before he donned the King’s uniform four and a half years ago.




  “Three years he spent attached to an artillery unit, and then he transferred to the Montreal Garrison Band playing tuba under the direction of Sgt. Major W.G. Black. His ‘oomp-oomp-oomp’ is heard regularly in Montreal railway stations, where the music of the garrison band greets returning overseas veterans.”




  One of his bandmates was clarinetist Lou Braithwaite. They were discharged from the army together at the end of World War Two. The CPR press release is incorrect in suggesting that the trumpet was Chuck’s instrument of choice. His true love was the piano, but you don’t play piano in army bands. And all the Peterson children played brass instruments as well. But Chuck had every intention of being a pianist when he came out of the army. Unable immediately to get work as a musician, Chuck Peterson went to work in an aluminum plant. He reached into a drop press to pull out something that had stuck. The press came down and crushed off his left arm below the elbow.




  “I remember when it happened,” Lou Braithwaite said. “We had a band, just a group of us, and we were cursing Chuck that night because he wasn’t there and he had all the music. He was working on the stamp machine. When we went to the hospital to see him, the marks he had made on the wall with the other hand, from the pain, were black.”




  Oscar said, “I was with Johnny Holmes’ orchestra when it happened. We had been working out of town, and I was coming home from Ottawa by train, and one of the porters said, ‘What are you doing on board?’ 1 said, ‘Just going back home,’ and he said, ‘It’s a drag what happened to your brother,’ and I said, ‘What are you talking about?’ And he said, ‘He lost his arm this morning.’ That’s how I heard about it.”




  Years later, a group of musicians were sitting around a hotel room during a Jazz at the Philharmonic tour. Someone asked Oscar how his brother was doing. Oscar said that he was doing studio and other work on trumpet in Montreal and was just fine. Somehow it came out that he had lost his hand in an industrial accident. And someone asked how it happened. Oscar told how Chuck put his hand into the machine ...




  “Stupid motherfucker,” one of the musicians, not noted for tact, interjected.




  Oscar grabbed him by the lapels of his suit, picked him up bodily, slammed him against a wall, and said, “You say one more word about my brother and I’ll kill you.”




  Oscar liked the piano, he would say later, so much that he could not be kept away from it. “I practised from nine a.m. to noon,” he told me in 1959, “took an hour off for lunch, practised from one to six in the afternoon, then went to dinner, and went back to the piano about seven-thirty. I’d keep practising until my mother would come in and drag me away from it so the family could get some sleep.” But his own statements at other times suggest that he resisted the ordeal the way most children do.




  In 1982, Oscar said during an interview for a Canadian Broad-casting Corporation documentary on his life, “The interesting thing about my dad is that he became a musician because of being a sailor. From what I understand he was a bos’n on a ship and he bought himself [that] little organ, I never did find out exactly what kind, and taught himself to play. And when he decided to settle in Canada – he sailed to Canada – and met my Mum, he taught my Mum how to play. And then he decided as the children came along that we should all have a workable knowledge of music. And I think it was wonderful. He worked a marvellous system, actually. He taught the older children, and then he expected them to pass on what they had learned step by step by step. Daisy did a lot of teaching in the house, and she helped me tremendously.




  “Daisy is a great tutor. Daisy has great patience. She understands human weaknesses, and she can relate to someone having difficulties. And Daisy is a great pianist.” Oliver Jones, ten years younger than Oscar and a neighbour during their youth, who emerged as a strong jazz pianist in the mid-1980s, was also trained by Daisy. He described her thus: “I always found her very, very easy. Her attitude was always very pleasant. But stem. If you didn’t practise, she let you know it.” Interestingly, and perhaps significantly, he has a technique similar in clarity, rapidity, and balance to Oscar’s.




  In 1946, when he was twenty, Oscar told an interviewer, “I owe a good deal to my mother. In the write-ups about me my father always gets the credit for teaching me to play, but my mother should get some credit too. When I wanted to swing music, she backed me up and said she thought there might be some future in it.” Daisy in tum said of him, “He had the range and the depth that I’ve never seen as yet in pupils.”




  Daisy Peterson, later Daisy Sweeney, born May 7, 1920, remembers growing up in Montreal during the Depression and World War Two as “pleasurable, though sometimes painful.” The family, she said, was rich not in material things but in culture and thrived in an environment that was socially stimulating, because “everyone knew everyone and felt responsible for each other.” It is a memory of the Depression shared by whites and blacks alike. Lillie Fraser Peterson, Oscar’s first wife, told an interviewer in later years that her family had been poor, but not as poor as the Petersons. She said that Oscar had never forgotten his burning embarrassment over his patched pants on his first day in high school.




  Oscar would later celebrate nearby Place St. Henri in his Canadiana Suite, evoking its mood with a vigorous stride piano. The style recalls an era, but also “I used it because Place St. Henri was a bustling and busy area,” he said.




  Wilfred Israel’s master’s thesis tells us a great deal about the life of Oscar’s father. “The post of porter is one that can be filled only by those in the prime of life. In some rare cases young men at 19 have been employed. On the trans-Canada trip, the travel is five nights and four days when Vancouver is reached. Here the porter has two nights and three days to rest at the quarters provided him by the [railway]. Then follows the return trip to Montreal followed by a rest of four days and three nights. While traveling he is permitted on this run to retire from one a.m. to five a.m. after which time he is on duty until the following day at one o’clock again. On the shorter runs he retires at 11:30 p.m., arises again at 3:30 a.m., followed by working until the night is again come. These men experience great difficulty in getting rest, for with a full car of passengers, [they] must attend their needs at all hours.




  “The heat of the prairies is often excessive in the summer. Many complain of the dampness during the rainy season in crossing the prairies. Thus most of these men endeavour to locate themselves on the shorter runs whenever possible.




  “Salaries are kept at the same level on the two roads. The first six months he draws $82.50, followed by an increase of $2.50 per month for a full year. This is increased to $87.50, which rate is maintained until three continuous years of service have been completed. Following the completion of three consecutive years of satisfactory service, the maximum $95 is granted. Tips are always obtained on the different trips. These vary with the men, length of the trip, and the patrons. A round trip has been known to net the porter amounts varying from $15 to $35.”




  Israel says that the rest of the black population of the St. Antoine district – the 10 per cent that didn’t work for the railway – earned from $9 to $21 a week. Daisy says that in the depths of the Depression, the family had a comparatively decent income, though it was hardly rich.




  In 1949, when Oscar made that famous first Carnegie Hall appearance, the CNR employed 585 porters, of whom 340 were Canadian-born; 96 had immigrated from the United States, 118 from different parts of the British West Indies, and 31 from other parts of the British Commonwealth. The figures for the CPR were doubtless much the same. In an article titled “Three Thousand Nights on Wheels” published that year in Maclean’s magazine, the writer McKenzie Porter gave us a vivid portrait of the life of a black railway porter in Canada. He wrote of a man named William Ruffin, but most of what he had to say about Ruffin applied equally to Daniel Peterson.




  A railway porter’s salary by then had risen to $187 a month, and he could expect to pick up about $50 more in tips. His uniform was provided by the railway, and his food on the train was free. He could eat anything he wanted within reason from the dining car menu – and the food on Canadian railways at that time was excellent. Porters, however, were inclined to eat lightly. They were on guard against stomach ulcers caused by nervous indigestion, in turn caused by the constant motion.




  When the run was from either Toronto, where Ruffin lived, or Montreal to Vancouver, some three thousand miles away on the west coast, he would work on a sixteen-day cycle, reaching Vancouver on the fourth day. On the sixth day he would leave Vancouver, arriving back home on the tenth day. Then he would have seven days off. In twenty years, that amounted to three thousand nights and days spent over the click of the wheels.




  “His routine is never the same,” Porter wrote. “Some people sleep late, others rise early. Occasionally men will sit up all night yarning in the club car and go to bed just when others are shaving. He is kept on the hop. Yet to look at him, you would think from his bland smiling composure that he is your personal servant, wishing you would find him something to do.




  “Generally he begins his day by cleaning the shoes of his state-room passengers. Around six some of these are calling for coffee. Often he has a couple of mothers who give him baby formulas to prepare. He knows every infant food on the market and how to adjust quantities to every age. Between six and seven a.m. he dusts the club car, polishes the woodwork, and tidies up the magazines. While passengers are breakfasting in the diner he transforms their compartments from bedrooms to sitting rooms.




  “Soon after breakfast he is making morning coffee in his own kitchen, which separates the compartments from the club car and is so narrow there is room only for standing. He also serves soft drinks from a refrigerator....




  “During the afternoon, when passengers are given to dozing, he has his account books to make up. At night it is coffee and soft drinks and bed-making again.”




  Passengers expected porters to know the schedule exactly. Every once in a while one of them would ask, “Are we on time?” And the porter would look out the window at the coastal landscape of New Brunswick, the villages of Quebec, the bleak moon-like beauty of northern Ontario, or the great seas of wheat interrupted only by lonely grain elevators, or jutting peaks of the Canadian Rockies, or the frantic plunging waters of the Fraser River gorge, and he would glance at his pocket watch and say, “Two minutes behind, sir,” or “Twelve minutes ahead.” Daniel Peterson knew the contours of the land, the headlands and houses and valleys and crossings and bridges and church steeples offive thousand miles of CPR line.




  The pieces that make up Oscar’s Canadiana Suite, recorded first in 1964, proceed across Canada from east to west, which is the way the country thinks, in the precise sequence of the railway journey from the Atlantic to the Pacific: Ballad to the East, Laurentides Waltz (les Laurentides is the French name for the Laurentian Mountains of Quebec, and anyone born and raised in Quebec, like Oscar, tends to think of them that way), Place St. Henri, Hogtown Blues (Canadians traditionally dislike Toronto and have since time out of mind called it Hogtown), Blues of the Prairies, March Past, which refers to the Calgary Stampede parade, and Land of the Misty Giants (the Rocky Mountains). Those pieces are like views from a train window; or perhaps memories of a father’s descriptions of the land when he would come home from his journeys and supervise his son’s piano lessons.




  McKenzie Porter wrote that a porter often is “guardian to a child traveling alone and nearly always finds some elderly woman glad to help him with the responsibility. He tries to get the shy type of passengers into conversation by drawing them into sharing coffee tables. Sometimes he sees passengers begin the journey in a flurry of warm comradeship and end it bitter enemies.




  “He keeps his eye on the men who spend the entire journey in an alcoholic miasma, and on the parties which build up between men who have whisky in their compartments and women who are bored. If mixed parties keep quiet and do not offend the rest of the passengers they are left alone. If they become noisy he tips off the conductor.




  “He must do his utmost to remember what his passengers forget. He is always picking up after people. If many articles were lost he would fall under suspicion. So to protect his job [he] goes to great lengths in running things down.”




  Sometimes a porter would have to play midwife, and infants would come into the world in his compartment. Usually, however, he would be able to find a doctor among the passengers when a woman came to her time.




  Tips ran to about fifty cents per passenger in each twenty-four hours, and to get them, porters made a ritual of politeness. “No porter can afford to be surly,” William Ruffin said. The railways, he said, treated porters well but would not let them rise to any higher position. Why, Ruffin wondered, if they could make the white man’s bed, couldn’t they also take his tickets? There was only one way they could be promoted – to become instructors of porters. And the chances of that were one in a hundred.




  Ruffin, who was born in Chicago, had become a Canadian citizen. He said, “I know that if I had an altercation with a white man that ended in court I would get a just hearing. In some parts of the United States I would be judged guilty before the proceedings opened.” He noted that a black man had recently been acquitted of murdering an English war bride. “Cases like that,” Ruffin said, “make me proud to be a Canadian.”
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