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Miles Davis and Juliette Greco, Jackson Pollock and Jack Kerouac, Marlon Brando and Bob Dylan and William Burroughs.


What do all these people have in common? Fame, of course, and undeniable talent. But most of all, they were cool.


Birth of the Cool is a stunningly illustrated, brilliantly written cultural history of the American avant-garde in the 1940s and 1950s—the decades in which cool was born. From intimate interviews with cool icons like poet Allen Ginsberg, bop saxophonist Jackie McLean, and Living Theatre cofounder Judith Malina, award-winning journalist and poet Lewis MacAdams extracts the essence of cool. Taking us inside the most influential and experimental art movements of the twentieth century—from the Harlem jazz joints where Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker invented bebop to the back room at Max’s Kansas City when Andy Warhol was holding court to backstage at the Newport Folk Festival the night Bob Dylan went electric, from Surrealism to the Black Mountain School to Zen—MacAdams traces the evolution of cool from the very fringes of society to the mainstream.


Born of World War II, raised on atomic-age paranoia, cast out of the culture by the realities of racism and the insanity of the Cold War, cool is now, perversely, as conventional as you can get. Allen Ginsberg suited up for Gap ads. Volvo appropriated a phrase from Jack Kerouac’s On the Road for its TV commercials. How one became the other is a terrific story, and it is presented here in a gorgeous package, rich with the coolest photographs of the black-and-white era from Robert Doisneau, Henri Cartier-Bresson, Man Ray, and many others.


Drawing a direct line between Lester Young wearing his pork-pie hat and his crepe-sole shoes staring out his hotel window at Birdland to the author’s three-year-old daughter saying “cool” while watching a Scooby-Doo cartoon at the cusp of a new millennium, Birth of the Cool is a cool book about a hot subject . . . maybe even the coolest book ever.









“I’ve always been a fan of Lewis MacAdams’s writing. He brings the eye and ear of a poet and the heart of a journalist to his work.”


—JANN WENNER, EDITOR AND FOUNDER OF ROLLING STONE


“I loved this book, which is so redolent of the periods it covers. The history of hip, from the beginning. Lewis MacAdams connects all the dots—Monk and Miles, Burroughs and the Beats, Pollock and Sartre and Warhol and Dylan—in this vivid chronicle of the birth of a new postwar culture, high on art and Zen and heroin, too. The saga of the crazed jazz conguero Chano Pozo is worth the price of purchase alone.”


—KURT LODER, MTV


“The elusive quality of ‘cool’ needed a poet to keep it still long enough to glimpse its awesome pervasiveness. For generations of Americans, ‘cool’ has been the alternative to hypocrisy, the creative challenge to boredom, the hallmark of distinction. What began as the search for an attitude of defiance and beauty on the part of some Black musicians became a veritable ‘cool rush’ in the last decades. Lewis MacAdams charts the complex flows of this cultural force from its underground roots to its present ubiquitousness. This is a cool book written by one of America’s coolest poets.”


—ANDREI CODRESCU, NPR COMMENTATOR AND AUTHOR OF MESSIAH


“This book’s a dead-on hit. MacAdams combines a reporter’s sense for research with a poet’s voice. It’s not just the facts he comes up with, but that the facts are so entertaining.”


—JIM CARROLL, AUTHOR OF THE BASKETBALL DIARIES


“Birth of the Cool reads great, and connects dots that somehow have become disconnected over time. From the ethereal breath of jazz players to the inimitable gait of zoot suiters, from beatific bards searching for satori to pop musicians hiding their pain behind the baddest of shades, cool is not just highest sign of American signage; it is the very house of our being. Cool smashes the border between high and low art, cuts across the lines of race and class, provides a link between peoples and places with little in common other than their desire to reimagine themselves through style and create a language for that which cannot be spoken. MacAdams’s cool prose—an epic yet restrained ode—delivers the aesthetic history of twentieth-century America and prepares us for the cool to come.”


—RUBÉN MARTINEZ, AUTHOR OF THE OTHER SIDE: NOTES FROM THE NEW L.A., MEXICO CITY, AND BEYOND AND ASSOCIATE EDITOR OF PACIFIC NEWS SERVICE


“The Doctor of Cool-ology’s text is in and it’s witty, informative, and rich—essential reading for anyone following American popular culture.”


—ROBERT FARRIS THOMPSON, PROFESSOR OF HISTORY OF ART AT YALE UNIVERSITY
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A two-time winner of the World Heavyweight Poetry Championship,  LEWIS MACADAMS is the author of ten books of poetry, a film documentarian (What Happened to Kerouac?, Eric Bogosian’s FunHouse, and The Battle of the Bards), and an award-winning writer for Rolling Stone, Actuel, Los Angeles Times Magazine, and L.A. Weekly, among many others. Born in West Texas, MacAdams graduated from Princeton in 1966 but got most of his education following beat poet Gregory Corso around the Village and the Lower East Side of Manhattan. He lives with his wife and two children in Los Angeles.
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    PREFACE


    
A COOLER WORLD


In 1949 and 1950, a black, twenty-one-year-old trumpet player from East Saint Louis named Miles Davis, and a white, thirty-seven-year-old big-band arranger from Toronto named Gil Evans, working out of Evans’s windowless basement apartment behind a Chinese restaurant on Fifty-fifth Street in Manhattan, created a new kind of music—brass accented and smooth; then suddenly jagged and cut-to-the-chase, with in-a-hurry titles like “Boplicity” and “Move.” The music wed the sophistication of Duke Ellington with the break-neck tempos of bebop. It melded the blues with the intellectual advances of the black avant-garde. It was “slow and strange,” admitted big-band leader Count Basie, whose music was formed in an earlier era, but it was “good, real good.”


Davis and Evans brought in some of the best and most innovative young players in town, including Gerry Mulligan, Lee Konitz, and Max Roach, for a trio of recording sessions, which were released as a series of 78s. In 1957, eight of the tunes were reissued by Capitol Records as one of the first wave of twelve-inch LPs. Titled Birth of the Cool—the phrase came from Capitol arranger-conductor Pete Rugolo, who’d overseen the original sessions—the collection was, as jazz critic Pete Welding pointed out, “anything but cool. As anyone familiar with the music can attest, it possesses an abundance of focused emotional power.” Birth of the Cool came to symbolize the style and attitude of an era. And Miles Davis, with his “clean as a motherfucker” custom-tailored suits, his Picasso-like “cold flame,” his “take no prisoners” approach to the work, came to epitomize its art.


I think I heard the word “cool” for the first time when I was about eight years old—roughly 1952—while tuning in to Cat’s Caravan, a rhythm ’n’ blues show on WRR radio that came on after the Dallas Eagles baseball games. The host of the show was the old “coffee-drinkin’ nighthawk,” Jim Lowe, the “Cool Fool.” Every night, when Buddy Morrow shouted “All abooard for the night train!” I embarked on a journey into the life I wanted to live.


In November 1959, my sophomore year at St. Mark’s School of Texas, Life magazine published a story about “beatniks,” a term that had only recently been coined by San Francisco gossip columnist Herb Caen. The word combined “beat”—beatific, so beat-down as to be forced to give one’s ego, one’s pretensions of control, up to the flow—with Sputnik, the name of the first earth-orbiting satellite, which the Russians had launched in 1957. The Life profile was meant as a hit piece on William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, and Jack Kerouac, the beats’ best-known literary practitioners. “Undisciplined and slovenly amateurs,” the magazine sneered, “who have deluded themselves into believing that their lugubrious absurdities are art.” But to me, they seemed very cool.


Even in high school I could see through the corny media image that was already spreading about the idea of the “cool.” To me, the July 1960 Mad magazine parody “‘Beatnik’: The Magazine for Hipsters,” featuring brooding, bearded, huarache-shod bongo players at a coffeehouse poetry reading (snap, snap) was the exact opposite of what Kerouac and Ginsberg meant by “cool.” Decades later, Ginsberg was still putting down the so-called cool scene for being so negative that it didn’t even bother to create works of art. “They became junkies or businessmen,” he told me once. What did I mean, then, when I thought that the beats were cool? I had no idea. I just liked the feeling I got when I said the word. “Cool” meant not only approval, but kinship. It was a ticket out of the life I felt closing in all around me: it meant the path to a cooler world.



THE ESSENCE OF COOL


Where does “cool” come from? The Random House Dictionary of American Slang points to an 1825 reference in the English satirical publication Spy. A young Etonian is referred to as “a right cool [hence impudent, insolent, or daring] fish.” Most scholars point to an African-American derivation. In his pioneering African-American dictionary, Juba to Jive, Clarence Major finds the root of cool in the Mandingo word for “gone out” or, as we might say, “trippin’,” linking it to the hippies’ “far out” and the hipster’s “gone, man, gone.”
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Gil Evans, 1956.
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Zora Neale Hurston, 1950.




“Cool” was in use among African Americans in Florida as early as 1935, the year in which the flamboyant African-American folklorist and author Zora Neale Hurston published her book Mules and Men. In it, Hurston tells of a marathon hoedown that welcomed her back home to Eatonville, Florida, from Columbia University in New York, where she’d been studying with the great anthropologist Franz Boas. As Hurston and her friends pile into a jalopy that will haul them from one party to another, someone asks a guy named Johnny Barton if he’s got his guitar with him. “Man, you know Ah don’t go nowhere unless Ah take my box wid me,” replied Barton, who, Hurston notes, was wearing cream-colored pants with a black stripe down the side, a starched blue shirt, and a collar pin with heart bangles on each end. “And what makes it cool, Ah don’t go nowhere, unless I play it.”


As a calling card for his Cotton Club Orchestra, bandleader Cab Calloway in 1938 published Cab Calloway’s Cat-ologue: A Hepster’s Dictionary. Described as “the first glossary ever compiled of the colorful and unique words, phrases and expressions employed by Harlem musicians and performers on Lenox Avenue,” it contained two hundred words favored by the “hep cats . . . when they talk their jive.” In Calloway’s book, “hip” means wise or sophisticated. Anyone unhip is “square” or a “Jeff.” And even in 1938, Calloway and company were already using such terms as “groovy,” “dig”—as in “I’ll plant you now, and dig you later”—and “mellow.” A “viper” was a dope-smoker, a “drape” was a suit of clothes, and a “gate” was a “cat,” as in “Greetings, gate.” He doesn’t mention the word “cool.”


Following Calloway’s Cat-ologue came a much more ambitious effort from Dan Burley, a columnist for New York City’s leading African-American weekly newspaper, The Amsterdam News. At the urging of his friend Langston Hughes, Burley in 1944 published a two thousand-word “Negro-American lexicon,” Dan Burley’s Original Handbook of Harlem Jive. Burley included street-corner conversations from the heart of Harlem’s “Stroll,” the corner of 126th Street and Seventh Avenue, between mythical hipsters Joe Q. Hipp and Sam D. Home (“Just here from Rome”); as well as jive rewrites of Hamlet’s soliloquy, “The Night Before Christmas,” and Joyce Kilmer’s “Trees” (“I think that I shall never dig/A spiel as righteous as a twig”). “Cool” isn’t in Burley’s vocabulary, either.




[image: Image]


Lester Young, mid-1950s.




The brilliant tenor-saxophone player Lester Young was a fabulous wordslinger. He hung the name “Sweets” on candy-loving trumpeter Harry Edison, pinned rotund jazz singer Jimmy Rushing with “Mr. Five-by-Five,” and dubbed Billie Holiday (whom Duke Ellington pronounced “the essence of cool”) “Lady Day.” In the documentary Song of the Spirit, a Young biographer, Douglas H. Daniels, claims that Young coined the phrase “that’s cool.” Jackie McLean, the great bop alto player, agrees: “Anyone who tells you otherwise is bullshitting,” he warned me. “Lester Young was the first.”


An intensely private, solitary man, so cool he wore crepe-soled shoes, Young’s Fu Manchu mustache and trademark porkpie hat were pieces of a mask that hid many things. To most of the world, Young appeared unruffled and fastidious. He always came in a moment after the beat, just to remind you that you were on Lester’s time. Even when he was sitting in the window of his final room, across the street from Birdland at the Alvin Hotel, knocking down his daily quart of hundred-proof, cool remained Lester Young’s unassailable castle, his signature.


Anybody trying to define “cool” quickly comes up against cool’s quicksilver nature. As soon as anything is cool, its cool starts to vaporize. To Carnegie Mellon emotionologist Peter Stearns, cool symbolizes “our culture’s increased striving for restraint” to better blend into the social fabric. In his American Cool: Constructing a Twentieth-Century Emotional Style, Stearns says to be cool means “conveying an air of disengagement, of nonchalance, and using the word is part of the process of creating the right impression.” We can “lose” or “blow” our cool, Stearns points out. Cool, he goes on, “has become an emotional mantle, sheltering the whole personality from embarrassing excess.”


In her book What Is Cool?: Understanding Black Manhood in America, Marlene Kim Connor says, “Cool is perhaps the most important force in the life of a black man in America [italics Connor’s]. Cool is the closest thing to a religion for him, and it is easily his most basic method of determining manhood. Cool cannot be taught, or handed down from generation to generation.” For black men, “Cool essentially defines manhood.” Only one’s peers can bestow cool.


“Cool for us, was to be there without being into nothing dumb,” the poet Amiri Baraka writes in his Autobiography. In Newark, New Jersey, “where I was comin from, the brown side, we just wanted to keep steppin. The black had shaped us, the yellow had taunted us, the white had terrified and alienated us. And cool meant, to us, to be silent in the face of all that, silent yet knowing.” Later, cool meant well dressed: “dap,” “clean,” “down,” “hooked up.” To Baraka, just being from New York was cool. The coolest guy in his Howard University set was “Smitty from the city.” Bop was cool. The original Birth of the Cool 78s came out when Baraka was a senior in high school. “For me, Miles was what cool meant.”


Clarence Majors traces cool back to the first rebellious slave submerging his emotions in irony and choking back his rage. “Black cool,” adds Dr. Richard Majors, a psychologist and senior research associate at the Urban Institute in Washington, “is better understood as a complex system of coping mechanisms, a technique for black survival in America.” “I play it cool,” Langston Hughes wrote, “And dig all jive/That’s the reason/I stay alive.”


Marlene Kim Connor posits that cool arose when male slaves were forced to maintain an outward calm while their wives and mothers and daughters were raped by white men. For an African-American male, “being cool” meant that he had harnessed his anger. Indeed, as Connor writes, “A man’s ability to protect himself is at the very core of cool.” Cool, then, became the ultimate revenge of the powerless. Cool was the one thing that the white slaveowner couldn’t own. Cool was the one thing money couldn’t buy. At its core, cool is about defiance.


For a white hipster like Garry Goodrow, an actor in New York’s Living Theater throughout most of the 1950s, “to be cool was to be in charge, unfazed by the bullshit of life .... The outward signs of cool had everything to do with an appearance of easy competence .... To be cool was to be not frantic, not overblown.” In Goodrow’s world, black people had the keys to cool, “to many beautiful, life-affirming things—like jazz, like relaxation, like general enjoyment of life outside the commercial pressure cooker. Any white who felt a healthy disgust for the ridiculous society around him gravitated in that direction.”


The poet and critic Peter Schjeldahl sees cool as transcending race, citing the unemployed aristocracy disenfranchised by the French Revolution as one likely source of the cool. “Cool is one of the consolations for the aristocracy’s loss of power—[cool is] an inborn excellence that you don’t have to prove.”
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Amiri Baraka, holding his newborn daughter, Kellie, 1959.
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Gerry Mulligan, 1956




Cool can be extremely negative. Cool can refuse to get involved or to take a stand. Cool may reject all feeling and become, as William S. Burroughs put it, an “Ugly Spirit.” Before Burroughs understood that he could use writing to exorcise his demons, he shot his wife, rejected his parents’ love, and would live to see his only son kill himself with alcohol and drugs. In the ’30s, American gangsters said “to cool” when they meant “to kill.” To say “he’s cool” of someone meant that he wasn’t a cop. In Naked Lunch, William Burroughs described a character called the Rube whose need for heroin was absolute. “The Mark Inside was coming up on him and that’s a rumble nobody can cool.”


The birth of the cool took place in the shadows, among marginal characters, in cold-water flats and furnished basement rooms. Most midcentury Americans were defined by their role in World War II, but cool wasn’t drafted; and cool didn’t serve. Cool was too young, too weird, too queer, too black, too strung out, too alien to take part. Cool wasn’t part of the victory celebration.


The history of cool is a history of a shiver in the human heart. In the face of the atomic bomb, everybody felt powerless. After 1945, the idea that history was a steady progression toward perfection began to seem naïve. Absolutes were shaken; relativity entered the world. As the World War victory euphoria gave way to the paranoia and conformity of the Cold War, artists were forced to turn inward and go underground in search of ways to express the powerful new realities. Before, there had been many individual acts of cool. Now Cool—a way, a stance, a knowledge—was born.



A COOL REVOLUTION


Cool could not remain at the culture’s cutting edge forever. In January 1945, as tanks from General George S. Patton’s Third Army sliced into the German heartland, Jean-Paul Sartre, philosopher (Being and Nothingness), novelist (Nausea), playwright (No Exit and The Flies), hero of the intellectual underground and young France, was climbing out of an American military transport plane in New York after a twenty-hour flight from freshly liberated Paris. He brought with him an idea: existentialism. “God is dead,” the diminutive, pipe-smoking Sartre announced, therefore the universe is absurd. The only thing we know is that we exist. We alone are responsible for our destinies.


Wrapped in a battered sheepskin jacket and peering through Coke-bottle-thick eyeglasses, Sartre lectured up and down the East Coast and was the subject of adoring articles in New York newspapers and magazines. “One is free to act,” he told reporters, “but one must act to be free.” Beboppers like trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie and pianist Thelonious Monk picked up on him, appropriating the Left Bank café-intellectual style—the black beret, the horn-rimmed glasses, the wee goatee. Gillespie claimed to wear berets because they were the only hats that he could stuff into his pocket, but there was more to it than that: the beret was his, and other musicians’, way to signify that they were no longer to be looked at as clowns and entertainers, but as artists. The jazzmen’s adoption of the philosopher’s trappings was a merger of two potent stances—bebop and existentialism.


In Paris, the existential crowd, or “les rats,” hung out in “caves” along the Boulevard St.-German-des-Pres near the Sorbonne. In those tiny cellar nightclubs like Le Tabou, Le Mephisto, and La Rose Rouge, the scene’s reigning young chanteuse was Juliette Greco. Wearing a beret atop straight black hair that hung down over the turned-up collar of her loosely tied raincoat, whispering the songs of the poet Boris Vian into a microphone with an air of studied indifference, she expressed the world-weariness of young people who had lived through a war. In 1949, Miles Davis made his first trip to Paris to play the inaugural post-Occupation jazz festival; he and Greco met and fell in love. As Davis would later tell his amanuensis, the poet Quincy Troupe, Juliette Greco was “probably the first woman that I loved as a human being.” The offspring of their three-year, long-distance liaison—of the marriage of bebop and existentialism—was the birth of the cool.


As the Cold War deepened, the seeds were planted for what Robert Thurman, in his book Inner Revolution, calls “a cool revolution.” In 1950, Buddhist scholar D. T. Suzuki arrived from Japan to teach at Columbia University. The composer John Cage was one of his first students. Cage spread zen teachings through classes and performances at the two most important schools of cool, the New School for Social Research on the uptown edge of Greenwich Village, where an eighteen-year-old bongo-playing, blue jean–wearing Midwestern rebel named Marlon Brando was kicked out of his first drama class, and at tiny Black Mountain College in North Carolina.
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Jean-Paul Sartre in his trademark sheepskin jacket in Paris, late 1940s.
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Juliette Greco on stage at La Rose Rouge, Paris, 1950.




By the late 1950s, cool could even claim its own turf; the denizens of Greenwich Village rose up to preserve Washington Square from the bulldozers of the master city planner Robert Moses, who tried to ram a highway through the middle of the park. This victory marked the first successful neighborhood revolt against urban renewal, and in the course of the battle, the first alternative newspaper, The Village Voice, emerged into its own. Cool signaled it would not be overrun by “progress,” the mainstream ideology. By the late fifties cool was capable of holding its own.


During the few years that separate Jackson Pollock and Andy Warhol, between the heydays of Woody Guthrie and of Bob Dylan, cool spread quickly from the edge to the cultural mainstream. By the 1960s, as Thomas Franks writes in The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism, cool had become a commodity—something money could buy. By the mid-1990s, there were, like, cool malls. Allen Ginsberg and Miles Davis appeared in Gap advertisements. Jack Kerouac’s On the Road speech celebrating “the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved,” had become a Volvo advertisement.


In his 1995 book I Sing the Body Electronic: A Year with Microsoft on the Multimedia Frontier, Fred Moody writes that, on the Microsoft campus, “cool” could mean any one, or combination, of the following, depending upon context and tone of voice: “perfect, phenomenal, awesome, ingenious, eye-popping, bliss-inducing, pretty clever, enchanting, fine or adequate, acceptable, okay.” That same year, I heard my three-year-old daughter say “cool” when she saw an ad for Scooby-Doo reruns on the Cartoon Network. Today, cool is everywhere. This book illustrates the theory and practice of cool—and shows how we got to where we are.



THE CAPITAL OF THE WORLD


Other cities may lay claim to being the birthplace of the cool. In late ’40s and ’50s, San Francisco was the center of American poetic style, and the tiny night-spot Jimbo’s Bop City in the Fillmore was one of cool’s cradles. In the 1950s, years before Jean-Luc Godard, François Truffaut, Claude Chabrol, and the rest of the “Nouvelle Vague,” Paris gave birth to filmed cool when director Jean-Pierre Melville dropped Bob le Flambeur, a film about a Parisian con man who drives only the coolest American muscle cars and wears Ted Lapidus suits inspired by American gangster cool. But cool as we know it was made in New York.


New York has always been the home of the American avant-garde. In 1775, as Martin Shefter writes in Capital of the American Century: The National and International Influence of New York City, New York agreed to host the General Magazine of Arms and Military Stores for all of British North America. In exchange for agreeing to stockpile munitions that could be used against the anti-British mobs of Boston and Philadelphia, the London Board of Trade made New York the western terminus for the first regular transatlantic postal route. As a result, Shefter argues, New York’s newspapers were the first to get the political, economic, and cultural news from abroad. Ever since, the United States has seen the world through New York City’s eyes.


In the latter half of the nineteenth century, every major U.S. newspaper chain owned a New York daily. The wire services—the Associated Press (founded in the offices of the New York Sun in 1848) and the United Press (founded 1907)—were New York–based. By 1880, most large book and sheet-music publishers had moved to New York from Boston, Philadelphia, and other cities. Sheet-music publishing evolved into the recording industry, which also came to be based in New York. The mass circulation–magazine business has been based in New York since the 1890s.


The modern advertising industry came into existence in the 1920s in New York, to service the mass magazines. Then, in the ’30s, advertising helped create the radio networks, which in the ’40s evolved into the four national television skeins: ABC, CBS, NBC, and DuMont, all of them live from New York. Until the coast-to-coast coaxial cable was completed in the early ’50s, all network-television programming in the U.S. originated in New York. In 1945, there were 6,000 television sets in America. By 1951, there were ten million, all receiving their entertainment from New York.


In 1945, Europe was exhausted, and its intellectual and financial capital fled to New York. The “liberty ships” bringing home our troops steamed through the Narrows into what had become the world’s largest port. By war’s end, the United States, with just 6 percent of the world’s population, boasted two-thirds of the world’s economic capacity. The United Nations secretariat going up on Rockefeller-donated land along the East River only confirmed what everybody already knew: Washington may have been the capital of the world’s richest nation, but New York was the capital of the world.


Growing up in a series of minty-fresh suburbs following the bulldozers north from Dallas, Texas, I knew only a few people besides myself who had any desire to bail out. My friends who were smart rednecks knew that they were pointed toward the greedy energy of Los Angeles. But Judy Marcus and Eloise LaGrone and I always knew—I felt as if we knew it in our genes—that our destinies were tangled up with New York’s.


At that time in Texas, one could still get a driver’s license at age fourteen and a half, and I did. On one of the first occasions that I borrowed the car, I drove it downtown, just so that I could stand at the only corner in Big D—probably the only such corner within five hundred miles—where the buildings were tall enough to form a canyon, and imagine how cool it would be to be in New York. It would not be saying too much to say that this book is the product of that dreaming.




[image: image]


[image: Image]


Charlie Parker Capitol Records, Hollywood, January 17, 1946.





“BIRD WAS BEBOP’S SPIRIT . . .


Charlie Parker was just nineteen when he left Kansas City on a freight train headed for Chicago in the fall of 1939. In the Windy City, he had to pawn his alto sax—his only possession—so that he could hitch a ride on a band bus to New York City. An old K.C. cohort, tenor player Prof Smith, bumped into Parker on a Manhattan street corner shortly after his arrival. “He sure did look awful when he got in,” Smith recalled. Parker was dressed in rags, and noted Smith, “he’d worn his shoes so long that his legs had swollen up.” It was an inauspicious beginning for a man whose name would become synonymous with cool.


When Charlie Parker was eleven his father was stabbed to death by a hooker in a drunken brawl. Parker hardly knew him. When he was fifteen, he asked his doting mother for a saxophone. Working the graveyard shift cleaning a local Western Union office, she scraped together forty-five dollars for a threadbare, twenty-year-old pawnshop sax held together by rubber bands.


His mother said Charlie was a bright child, but the only thing he ever worked at was music. He got his first horn when he joined the Lincoln High School marching band. During the Prohibition-era mayoral reign of a musclebound liquor vendor named Tom Pendergast, the nightclubs and dance halls of Kansas City’s red-light district, the lawless Combat Zone, featured African-American jazz bands ’round the clock. Night after night, Parker saw his momma off to work on the trolley car, then lied his way into the Club Reno or any one of a dozen other nightspots to drink in the saxophone glories of his heroes: “the Rabbit,” Johnny Hodges, from Duke Ellington’s Orchestra; “the Hawk,” Coleman Hawkins; and Parker’s main man, “the President,” Lester Young. Parker acquired a phonograph with a setscrew that allowed him to slow down the turntable so he could steep himself in Young’s blues-drenched nuances. When people heard Charlie Parker play, they said he sounded like Lester Young, only twice as fast.


When Parker was fifteen, a girlfriend, Rebecca Ruffin, a woman four years his senior, moved in with him and his mother. Parker and Ruffin had a son the next year. If Parker’s mother hoped the birth of her first grandchild would straighten out her unruly son, she was surely disappointed. When she was three months pregnant, Rebecca discovered her husband in their bedroom with the blinds drawn, shooting heroin. Calmly rewrapping around his neck the tie he’d just used to raise a vein, Parker came over, kissed her goodnight, and said that he had to go to work.


The jam session, Ralph Ellison writes in Shadow and Act, is a school where “it is more meaningful to speak, not of a course of study, of grades and degrees, but of apprenticeships, ordeals, initiation ceremonies.” The first session Charlie Parker ever got into was at Kansas City’s High Hat Club, which featured a gong like the one Ted Mack used on his network radio show, The Original Amateur Hour. When he got mixed up while playing the chorus of Coleman Hawkins’s hit “Body and Soul,” Parker was gonged. He spent the next two years woodshedding in the backwaters of the Ozarks before making his way to New York. One night in December 1939, during a jam session at Dan Wall’s Chili House, an all-night restaurant on Seventh Avenue and 139th Street in Harlem, he experienced a sudden epiphany: “I could play the thing I was hearing. I came alive!”



“. . . DIZZY WAS ITS HEAD AND ITS HANDS”


One day in 1940, Dizzy Gillespie, a trumpet player in Cab Calloway’s horn section, was in Kansas City for a show at the Booker T. Washington Hotel when a local musician friend “pulled his coat” about a saxophone player named Charlie Parker. In his memoir, To Be or Not to Bop, Gillespie remembers that first encounter. Though he was only twenty-two, Gillespie had played around New York with saxophone giants like Benny Carter, Coleman Hawkins, and Lester Young.


Charlie Parker wasn’t interested in how he looked. The suit he was wearing looked like it had been slept in, his tie like it had been tied with a pair of pliers. But the fastidious Gillespie was “astounded” by what Charlie Parker could play. “Those other guys I had been playing with weren’t my colleagues,” he remembered. “But the moment I heard Charlie Parker, I said, there is my colleague.” Miles Davis explained the relationship to Quincy Troupe like this: “Bird was bebop’s spirit, Dizzy was its head and its hands.”
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Dizzy Gillespie, 1948.
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Cab Calloway in full zoot, 1943.




Dizzy Gillespie was born John Birks Gillespie on October 21, 1917, into a large and poor family in Cheraw, South Carolina. His mother was a homemaker and his father a bricklayer who also played piano in a weekend band. The youngest of the seven siblings who survived long enough to be christened, the young Gillespie was, by his own estimation, a “tough little rebel”—“a devil,” according to his brother. If he didn’t practice music, his daddy whipped him with a strap. At fourteen, Gillespie was a good enough trumpet player to get a band scholarship to Laurinburg Technical Institute in North Carolina. In 1935, after his dad died, Gillespie’s mother moved the family to Philadelphia. There, he began playing music for money.


No single tale accounts for how John Gillespie became Dizzy. Some people say that it was because he was just funny. He played practical jokes, like hot-footing an unsuspecting bandmate or covering a sleeper’s chest with cellophane and setting it aflame. He wore goofy hats, like his famous bearskin busby, and he smoked elaborate meerschaum pipes. But everybody who knew Gillespie knew he was dizzy like a fox, focused and determined to make a living by playing music, from the day he arrived in New York, twenty years old, carrying his trumpet in a paper sack.


According to Big Jay McShann, the bandleader who hired Parker for a brief, tumultuous stint when he was nineteen, Bird earned his nickname on the way to a date in Lincoln, Nebraska. The car he was riding in hit a couple of chickens, and Parker told the driver, “Man, go back—you hit that yardbird.” By the time Parker had transported the deceased fowl to Lincoln and presented them to the lady of the house, he had his name. “Bird” eventually came to refer not only to Parker the man but also to his spirit, the way he played, and the realization that Bird’s spirit needed to escape its body to truly sing.


In the late 1930s, no black bandleader save perhaps Duke Ellington ran a tighter business than Cab Calloway. Calloway paid his musicians as well as Ellington did. He could afford to: they were booked up three years in advance. And like Ellington’s, Calloway’s band sidestepped Jim Crow laws by traveling in their own private railroad car. In 1939, Calloway gave Gillespie his first steady gig. With that secured, Gillespie went out and married his ever-loving Lorraine, a blunt, outspoken chorine from the Apollo Theater. The Gillespies rented a three-room apartment at 2040 Seventh Avenue, one of the best blocks in Harlem at the time, in the heart of Strivers’ Row. Lorraine hung up her dancing shoes to manage her husband’s affairs, and they stayed together for the rest of his life.


Cab Calloway’s thing was corny—chanting “hi-de-hi-de-hi,” then cupping his hand to his ear as his band chanted back “hi-de-hi-de-ho”—but as a singer-dancer, he could drive a crowd wild, dancing himself into such a frenzy that his ’do would collapse across his eyes. Though the band was good, Gillespie soon wearied of the act, of popping up from the trumpet section to vamp “I’m Diz the Whiz, a swingin’ hip cat, swingin’ hip cat, I’m Diz the Wiz” three hundred nights a year. After he and Parker hooked up and began pushing each other to experiment with flatted fifth chords and odd-ball harmonies, it was inevitable that Gillespie and Calloway would clash. Finally, one night, Calloway stopped the music suddenly and screamed at Dizzy, “I don’t want you playing that Chinese music in my band!”
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