
[image: Image]


Praise for Thelonious Monk

“Extraordinary and heroically detailed . . . I doubt there will be a biography anytime soon that is as textured, thorough and knowing as Kelley’s. The ‘genius of modern music’ has gotten the passionate, and compassionate, advocate he deserves.”

—August Kleinzahler, The New York Times

“A massive and impressive undertaking . . . Thoroughly researched, meticulously footnoted, and beautifully crafted, Thelonious Monk presents the most complete, most revealing portrait ever assembled of the man known as the high priest of bebop.”

—Steve Greenlee, The Boston Globe

“Every step of Monk’s musical journey is teased out in meticulous detail . . . whether he’s charting the highs or lows of Monk’s emotional swings, Kelley rarely strays from his central theme of an extraordinary talent pushing against the boundaries of his art.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A wealth of historical context is richly studded with details of Monk’s family background and the broader world in which he lived and worked . . . Likely the most thorough possible illumination of the man behind the legend.”

—Library Journal

“An omnibus of myth busting.”

—Ben Ratliff, The New York Times

“Thelonious Monk was a true original . . . This affectionate biography fills in the fascinating and heart-wrenching backstory of an artist the world has always longed to know better.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

“Robin D. G. Kelley’s exhaustive, necessary, and as of now definitive [book] offers a Baedeker of sorts . . . Kelley has created a lush portrait of the private, off-camera Monk, one it would have been difficult to paint without the unprecedented access he had to the Monk family.”

—David Yaffe, The Nation

“This is an authoritative tome that pulls aside, without completely lifting, the shroud of mystery that has long surrounded one of the most enigmatic figures in the history of jazz.”

    —Russ Musto, AllAboutJazz.com

“As complete a picture of this complex, original and enigmatic artist as possible . . . this very welcome book is certain to be a go-to reference.”

—Down Beat

“A seminal examination of the man and his music.”

—The Bay State Banner

“Kelley hopes to balance Monk’s brilliance and historic achievements with his quirks and serious problems (bipolar disorder) to take the true measure of the man. Dedicated readers of jazz history and students of Cold War and Civil Rights Era culture won’t be disappointed.”

—New Haven Advocate

“Robin Kelley’s new biography Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original is a breath of fresh air among the biographies of our legendary jazz musicians. This book is thorough, detailed, and written with a true affinity for Monk’s humaneness and creative musical output. It fills in the missing pieces about the growth of the jazz scene in New York through the forties, fifties, and sixties, detailing each step of Monk’s development—who passed through his bands, what gigs he played, and what happened on those scenes. It’s an invaluable and close look at the center of the world’s most important creative musical developments in those decades: New York City.”

—Chick Corea

“Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original is one of the most anticipated books in jazz scholarship, and well worth the wait. Robin D. G. Kelley represents one of this generation’s most important voices equipped with the knowledge, passion, and respect for both jazz and jazz musicians required to interpret the many details and nuances of Thelonious Monk’s life. This compelling book will both challenge old assumptions and inspire new assessments of the life and legacy one of the world’s greatest musicians.”

—Geri Allen, pianist, composer, and Associate Professor of Jazz & Contemporary Improvisation, University of Michigan

“Powerful, enraging, and enduring . . . In Robin Kelley’s finely grained and surely definitive life-and-times study, Thelonious Monk, an American original, has found an original biographer.”

—David Levering Lewis, biographer of W. E. B. Du Bois and Pulitzer Prize winner

“An honest and eloquent treatment of one of our most important artists, Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original is a stunning tour de force! It is the most comprehensive treatment of Monk’s life to date. Furthermore, in Monk’s story, Kelley has found the perfect medium to shed light on a nation’s, and a people’s, history and persistent quest for freedom. In so doing he has given us a book that is as bold, brilliant, and beautiful as Monk and his music.”

—Farah Jasmine Griffin, author of If  You Can’t Be Free, Be a Mystery: In Search of Billie Holiday
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IN MEMORY OF NELLIE MONK

AND ALL THE OTHER FOLKS WHO INSPIRED AND HELPED ME WITH THIS BOOK BUT JOINED THE ANCESTORS BEFORE THEY COULD SEE THE FRUITS OF OUR LABORS, ESPECIALLY . . .

MARC CRAWFORD

TED JOANS

SEKOU SUNDIATA

STEVE LACY

PROPHET JENNINGS

KOFI GHANABA

WALTER BOOKER

LEM MARTINEZ-CARROLL

FRANKLIN ROSEMONT

IRA WINSLOW HAMILTON

ALBERTA WEBB SAUNDERS

AND MY GRANDMOTHER,

CARMEN CHAMBERS


Monk: It’s the High Priest of Bebop talking.

Nellie: (Laughing) Oh, God!

Monk: The one and only Thelonious Monk. The greatest pianist in the world.

Nellie: Who’d you say you were?

Monk: The High Priest of Bebop.

Nellie: And?

Monk: The one and only great musician.

Nellie: And?

Monk: The greatest musician who ever lived.

Nellie: And?

Monk: Huh? How much other shit you want me to be?

Nellie: I don’t know, darling, anything you want to be.

Private recording, circa 1961



PREFACE


“I know my music can help bring people together, and that’s what is important. I think that jazz is the thing that has contributed the most to the idea that one day the word ‘friendship’ may really mean something in the United States.” Although Thelonious Monk spoke these words nearly half a century ago, the depth of his insight became even clearer to me after I published this book. Within weeks of its appearance, Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original elicited hundreds of emails, letters, phone calls, and even visits from various readers expressing their profound gratitude for shedding light on an artist so shrouded in mystery. While some wrote to raise objections and offer corrections, the vast majority of correspondents and interlocutors shared their personal stories of seeing or hearing Monk for the first time, each one conveying how this seemingly impenetrable pianist changed their lives. Suddenly I was swept into a vast, intimate network of “friends” that crossed national borders, oceans, color, and language barriers, all connected through songs like “Well, You Needn’t,” “Brilliant Corners,” and “Criss Cross.” Monk, indeed, brought us together; as he predicted, his music has become the connective tissue for an ever-expanding, global friendship.

Through this unique friendship, I’ve learned even more about Monk and the world he inhabited, enabling me to make the paperback edition of Thelonious Monk a better book. Thanks to critical readers such as T. J. Anderson, Valerie Wilmer, Willard Jenkins, Larry Reni Thomas, James Liska, Todd Selbert, C. J. Hazevoet, James Leary, Marshall Zucker, Rob Gibson, Stanley Crouch, Mark Miller, Lewis Porter, Patrick Gaffey, Evan Goldfine, Irving Goldworm, Dave Barber, Richard Cutler, and Mose Allison, to name a few, I’ve been able to correct a few errors and incorporate new information in this edition. Old friends as well as Monk lovers I’ve never met generously shared original letters, concert programs, and ticket stubs, and archivist Rob Gibson offered up rare documents that filled in crucial gaps and helped me revise the story of Monk’s 1964 booking at Carnegie Hall. While the corrections, adjustments, and revisions have not changed my interpretation of Monk’s life and work, they have improved the book immensely. More important, the collective project of telling Monk’s story has broadened in unexpected ways, revealing an expansive community deeply committed to the artistry of Thelonious Monk and this wonderful global music we now call “jazz.” The circle continues to be enriched by so many extraordinary musicians who continue to tirelessly champion this book, especially Geri Allen, Randy Weston, Bill Douglass, Chick Corea, Larry Williams, and Eric Reed, whose new CD, Dancin’ Monk, beautifully captures the spirit of this American Original.

The memories people shared confirm what my book demonstrates: Thelonious Sphere Monk was a complicated, intelligent human being who could be warm and generous at times and incredibly difficult. Those who knew him said they not only recognized the “real” Thelonious in these pages but also acknowledged the central role family played in his life. And yet, I’ve also had several exchanges with people who, after learning I’d written a book on Monk, proceeded to recount incidents of bizarre and outrageous behavior, invariably concluding with “that was Monk.” Such stories are rarely firsthand accounts; indeed, in the telling they often take on the structure of a joke: “Did you hear the one when Monk . . .”

These legendary episodes—some of which I allude to in the book—are often apocryphal. Unfortunately, their pervasiveness has led some readers and a few critics to misinterpret my efforts to peel back the legends in order to reveal the truth. Contrary to some critics’ assertions, the book does not dismiss or ignore Monk’s unusual behavior, nor does it avoid the toxic territory of drug and alcohol abuse. Rather, I put Monk’s “eccentricities” in context, suggesting that some behaviors were deliberate—a facade meant to protect his privacy, part of his stagecraft, an expression of humor, or an act of resistance to what he perceived to be exploitative club owners or promoters. In some instances, his behavior was a sign of mental illness, or he might have been inebriated or dealing with an emotional crisis. The point is that each case needs to be understood situationally, not as some general condition or attitude. For me, the more interesting revelation was just how hard he worked: throughout his forty-year career he made most of his gigs, and when it was time to play, he delivered incredibly focused and inventive music. But gigs without incident don’t usually make for good Monklore.

In fact, a few readers complained of being overwhelmed by Monk’s exhausting schedule. But then again, Monk himself was often overwhelmed, which is precisely the point. I wanted nonmusicians to understand what every jazz musician knows: that making it in this business is incredibly hard work. Knowing the dizzying number of gigs he played, experiencing the financial stresses and strains, witnessing the daily emotional ups and downs helps explain those moments when exhaustion and fatigue kept him off the bandstand and, occasionally, drove him to the hospital.

Yet, as exhausting as Monk’s story may seem at times, it is also thrilling and tragic, funny and beautiful. Just like his music, his life cannot be skimmed or rushed through. As Monk himself once told his sidemen during a rehearsal, “Everybody don’t have to be showing how fast they can read. . . . Take one bar.” One bar, indeed. When listening to Monk, every note counts; every moment is electric. He made music and lived a life that resists neat sound bytes or samples, and thus sits uncomfortably in a contemporary culture built for speed and distillation. So if you’re coming to this book for the first time, or discovering Monk’s music, I urge you to slow down. Listen. Reflect. Savor every sound and every word. If you are willing to follow his path from the opening bar to the final cadence, I can assure you that patience will be rewarded.



PRELUDE


I have a choice here between writing about Monk as he is, or as he seems to be, and is generally thought to be. There isn’t any great difficulty about it, because both sides are fertile ground; the stories merely differ in plausibility.

Critic Paul Bacon, 19491

Benetta Smith—known affectionately as “Teeny”—loved to visit her Aunt Nellie and Uncle Thelonious. For a kid growing up in the late ’50s and early ’60s, the Monks’ tiny ground-floor apartment at 243 West 63rd Street, must have seemed almost carnivalesque. Uncle Thelonious sat at the piano turning Christmas carols into Monk originals, or holding forth with a string of friendly put-downs or challenging questions about the ways of the world. Aunt Nellie chatted away, sometimes entertaining the kids with wild and wonderful stories, sometimes cursing booking agents, managers, and anyone else who took advantage of her dear husband, sometimes gently scolding one of her nieces not to “bang” on the piano. Their two children, “Toot” (Thelonious, Jr.) and “Boo Boo” (Barbara), added to the drama and the fun; they were full of energy, and their parents encouraged them to express themselves freely. The apartment and the neighborhood became a playground for Teeny’s six siblings, as well as her cousins and their family friends. Uncle “Baby,” Thelonious’s younger brother Thomas, lived a couple of doors down, so his four children were always in the mix.

Like all his nieces and nephews, Teeny treated her uncle as an uncle—not as some eccentric genius or celebrity. During one of her many visits in 1959 or ’60, when she was about twelve years old, Teeny noticed a book of compositions by Chopin perched on her uncle’s rented Steinway baby grand piano. Monk’s piano was notorious for its clutter. It occupied a significant portion of the kitchen and extended into the front room. The lid remained closed, since it doubled as a temporary storage space for music, miscellaneous papers, magazines, folded laundry, dishes, and any number of stray kitchen items.

Teeny thumbed through the pages of the Chopin book, then turned to her uncle and asked, “What are you doing with that on the piano? I thought you couldn’t read music? You can read that?” The challenge was on. In response, Monk sat down at the piano, turned to a very difficult piece, and started playing it at breakneck speed.

“His hands were a blur,” she recalled decades later. “Then after he was through, he jumped up from the piano and just started grinning. So then I said, ‘You didn’t play that right.’ ”

“Whaaaa? What are you talking about? I played it ten times faster than anyone could!”

Teeny sassed back, “It is supposed to be played adagio and you played it allegro.”2

Monk loved that kind of one-upmanship, the playful banter, challenges from those who weren’t afraid to engage him. And he was proud of his family, including Teeny’s burgeoning knowledge of music.

For well over half a century, the press and the critics have portrayed Monk as “eccentric,” “mad,” “childlike,” “brooding,” “naïve,” “intuitive,” “primitive,” even “taciturn.” As Nat Hentoff, one of the few critics who got to know Monk, observed: “Monk . . . became a stock cartoon figure for writers of Sunday-supplement pieces about the exotica of jazz. Pictures of Monk in dark glasses and goatee would usually be captioned ‘Mad Monk’ or ‘The High Priest of Bop.’ Exaggerated stories of his personal life were the ‘substance’ of the articles. There was no attempt to discuss the nature or seriousness of his musical intentions.”3 Journalist Lewis Lapham’s sympathetic portrait of Monk for the Saturday Evening Post is typical of much of the writing about Monk. He described Thelonious as an “emotional and intuitive man, possessing a child’s vision of the world, Monk talks, sleeps, eats, laughs, walks or dances as the spirit moves him.”4 He was said to be uncommunicative, and music was the only way he could communicate. He supposedly lived in his own little world, exiled from reality, and had no interest in anything except his music and himself. The only music that interested him was his own, or the pop tunes and old standards that he transformed into his own idiom.

Even his fans and defenders made authoritative statements about Monk’s lack of interest and/or knowledge of other musical genres—especially classical music. In what was intended to be a genuine compliment, French critic André Hodeir insisted that this “true jazzman” had no interest in “serious music.” He assured his readers that “no twelve-tone sirens have lured Monk away from jazz. He probably doesn’t even know that such music exists. I can safely say that the gradual development of his language has been the result of intuition and intuition alone.”5 Pianist, critic, and educator John Mehegan said much the same thing in a 1963 essay. “The entire body of resources of Western man,” he mused, “relating to the playing of the piano, which dates back to the sixteenth century, remains unknown to Thelonious Sphere Monk for the simple reason that Monk is not Western man. He is a Black man.”6 Even fellow jazz pianist Bill Evans famously stated that Monk’s “unique and astoundingly pure music” can be explained by his lack of “exposure to the Western classical music tradition or, for that matter, comprehensive exposure to any music other than jazz and American popular music.”7 Quincy Jones extended the myth of pure genius to Monk’s entire interaction with the world, as if he were a sealed fermentation vat: “He is not familiar with many classical works, or with much life outside himself, and I think because of this he did not create on a contrived or inhibited basis.”8

The myth is as attractive as it is absurd. The truth is, Thelonious Monk possessed an impressive knowledge of, and appreciation for, Western classical music, not to mention an encyclopedic knowledge of hymns and gospel music, American popular songs, and a variety of obscure art songs that defy easy categorization. For him, it was all music. Once in 1966, a phalanx of reporters in Helsinki pressed Monk about his thoughts on classical music and whether or not jazz and classical can come together. His drummer, Ben Riley, watched the conversation unfold: “Everyone wanted him to answer, give some type of definition between classical music and jazz . . . So he says, ‘Two is one,’ and that stopped the whole room. No one else said anything else.”9 Two is one, indeed. Monk loved Frédéric Chopin, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Beethoven, and Bach, and like many of his peers of the bebop generation, he took an interest in Igor Stravinsky. And his life was no more monastic than any other urban jazzman’s. Indeed, it was far more colorful and interesting than a true monk’s. The myths surrounding Monk have gotten in the way of the truth, and the truth about his life and music is fascinating and complicated—and no less original or creative than the myth.

Monk wasn’t born with some kind of natural musical knowledge and ability, nor was he entirely self-taught (though he did have perfect pitch). He received a formidable music education and worked very hard to achieve his distinctive sound. Nor did he withdraw into an isolated musical meditation, away from the world. It took a village to raise Monk: a village populated by formal music teachers, local musicians from the San Juan Hill neighborhood of New York in which he grew up; an itinerant preacher, a range of friends and collaborators who helped facilitate his own musical studies and exploration; and a very large, extended family willing to pitch in and sacrifice a great deal so that Thelonious could pursue a life of uncompromising creativity. He drew inspiration, ideas, and lessons from family members, daily experience, joys and hardships, and the city itself—its sounds, its colors, its drama. Hence this book is not just about him, or his music; rather, it is an intimate story about the folks who shaped him—his hardworking and devoted mother, Barbara, his wife, Nellie, and her entire family, their children, his brother and sister and their kids, his musical kith and kin, his patron saint and friend the Baroness Nica de Koenigswarter, his childhood friends and first crushes, the people of the local community center, his ancestors and the legacy they bestowed upon him; not to mention the agents, managers, producers, critics, judges, cops, attorneys, and others whose actions and decisions directly affected Monk’s livelihood.

Thelonious Monk was very much of the world, at least until mental and physical illness finally caused him to withdraw, making his world seem much smaller, self-contained, and at times impenetrable. For most of his life he remained engaged and fascinated with his surroundings. Politics, art, commerce, nature, architecture, history were not beyond his ken, and Monk was the kind of man who loved a good debate, despite stories of his inability to communicate. Fortunately, many of his close friends and family members have been willing to share their stories, most of which have never been told before in print. They reveal a startlingly different Thelonious Monk—witty, incredibly generous, intensely family-oriented, curious, critical, and brutally honest. In addition, Monk himself was frequently captured on tape telling stories, debating, or just shooting the breeze. The tapes were made by his friend and supporter the Baroness Nica de Koenigswarter, the photographer W. Eugene Smith (at whose loft Monk’s big band often rehearsed), or by his wife, Nellie. Such tapes are a biographer’s dream, for they capture impromptu conversations and ideas unmediated by interviewers or media outlets.

One of those recordings, made by W. Eugene Smith during a big-band rehearsal in June of 1964, caught Monk in a funny conversation about the power of porpoises. Overhearing soprano saxophonist Steve Lacy talk about his friend, trombonist Roswell Rudd, getting a job at the Library of Congress working for Alan Lomax organizing recorded music from around the world, Monk’s ears perked up. Monk pressed Lacy for details, and Lacy in turn explained to Monk that he was listening to “Eskimo music . . . the wildest African shit you’ve ever heard, Chinese music . . . even the music of porpoises.” Monk then explained to the room, “They say if you can ever make a tape of a porpoise and play it back, down slow enough, it’s the same as the human voice. They are so close to the human species. Because they have the same box here [pointing to his throat].” After explaining that they communicate at very high frequencies, Monk performs a pretty convincing imitation of a porpoise cry. He then launches into a lecture about how man might benefit from harnessing the porpoise’s ability to sense everything around them: “You know, it’s an amazing thing to study the porpoises. With the study of the porpoise, they going to find out possibilities of completely obliterating a blind man’s stick. Walk down the fucking street blind as a bat, and naked. They’ll put a little sonar thing in his ear or something that is able to tell when you’re getting up to anything, the kind of object, the texture of the object, whether it’s a building or a person . . . it could tell that it’s either a hard surface or cloth. Because they’ve checked out porpoises and they can’t figure out, they hadn’t been able to figure out why a porpoise can swim in dark, murky waters, so you can’t see nothing at all, and they won’t hit a motherfucking thing.”10

Other tapes are more intimate, like the tapes Nellie made of Monk rehearsing at home. These tapes reveal Monk’s deep and abiding love of this music, Mrs. Monk’s delight in listening to her husband, and the joy they both derived from each other’s company. Between and during songs, the recorder captures snippets of a love affair. Sometimes they joked with one another, or simply conversed about how to work the tape recorder; other times Nellie sang along in unison with the piano. Monk had evident trust in her knowledge and opinions about music as well as in her ability to run the tape machine, even when she was just learning how to work it. These tapes are windows into more than Monk’s music. They reveal Monk as both a comic and a romantic—he had a tremendous sense of humor, and he deeply loved old songs. At the end of a tender rendition of “Tea for Two,” he turned to Nellie and asked, with even greater tenderness, “Were you recording that?”11

The critics who interviewed him backstage or observed him dancing across the bandstand missed these sides of Monk. Like most people, he was not one to unveil himself to strangers. Sometimes Monk’s eccentric public behavior was a way of salvaging whatever private life he had left. As he once told the writer Frank London Brown, “You know people have tried to put me off as being crazy. Sometimes it’s to your advantage for people to think you’re crazy.”12

He got a kick out of fooling people, particularly those whom he thought were too lazy or afraid to think for themselves. One of his favorite pranks was to stare intensely at a spot on the ceiling or in the sky, either in a crowded room or on a street corner. Invariably, several people would look up with him, searching for whatever elusive object apparently fascinated him. It was an experiment in mass psychology that brought him great amusement.

But not all of Monk’s bizarre actions were artifice. Thelonious suffered from bipolar disorder, the signs of which are evident as early as the 1940s. But by the early 1960s, just as he began to earn the fame and recognition that had eluded him for the first two decades of his career, various mental and physical ailments began to take an even greater toll, exacerbated by poor medical treatment, an unhealthy lifestyle, the daily stresses of a working jazz musician, and an unending financial and creative battle with the music industry. Some writers romanticize manic depression and/or schizophrenia as characteristics of creative genius, but the story of Monk’s physical and mental ailments is essentially a tragedy, a story of his slow decline and the pain it caused to those closest to him. Its manifestations were episodic, so he continued to function and make incredible music up until the day of his retirement in 1976. During these nearly twenty years, his ability to lead a band and to dig out fresh interpretations of compositions he had been playing for decades, in spite of his illness and a protracted struggle with the industry, was astonishing.

•  •  •

Three decades ago, when I was young, messing around with piano and studying bass slightly more seriously, my new stepfather, Paul, a professional tenor sax player, had me listen to Monk and Johnny Griffin perform “Evidence.” Soon I memorized everyone’s solo on that record, including Roy Haynes’s unaccompanied snare drum rolls, which is impossible to approximate verbally without spraying spittle on anyone standing within five feet of my mouth. I became completely obsessed with Monk’s sound, his clang-clang sound of surprise, rich with deafening silences, dissonances, and harmonic ambiguities. It was that ice cream truck sound: Monk the good humor man. I worked on that sound on piano, from Monk’s blues and intricate and lovely ballads to his up-tempo numbers, which nearly put me in the hospital. His sound seemed beyond my grasp, beyond my comprehension. I played more notes; I played fewer notes; I changed the chord voicings; I played in front of the beat, I danced around the beat, and finally gave up and retreated to rubato. I listened and listened some more. I even summoned him from the ancestors to help . . . and he came to me, in a dream. Decked out in divine alligator shoes, a dark green silk suit, yellow tie, bamboo sunglasses, and a cold straw hat, he snuck up behind me as I sat hunched over my stepfather’s Steinway upright, looked over my shoulder, and simply mumbled, “You’re making the wrong mistakes.”

Here, more humbly, is an attempt to evoke his world in words, not music. Monk consistently and boldly spoke the truth, no matter whose feelings were hurt. One of his favorite mantras was “Always Know,” adding that the word “Know” was Monk spelled backward with the “W” inverted. He often illustrated the point with a huge custom-made ring that had “MONK” emblazoned across the top in diamonds, turning it upside down in case you didn’t get it. “Always Know!” All Ways Know!

This book is my attempt to “Know” Monk, the man behind the mystique.



1



“My Mother Didn’t Want Me to Grow Up in North Carolina”

(Slavery, Freedom, Birth, Exodus)

Thelonious Monk had much to celebrate on October 10, 1957. It was his fortieth birthday, and after more than two decades of scuffling his career was on an upswing. He had a regular engagement at the Five Spot Café in New York City—his first steady gig in several years. When he opened there three months earlier, Monk had just begun to emerge from relative obscurity. Now he was the jazz world’s hottest ticket, and the small East Village bar had become one of the hippest joints in the city. Adoring fans, hipsters, bohemians, and wannabes lined up outside the narrow storefront club at 5 Cooper Square, hoping to catch Monk and his legendary quartet—John Coltrane, bassist Ahmed Abdul-Malik, and drummer Shadow Wilson. That night, Monk wanted to celebrate. Friends, family, and enthusiastic fans surrounded him. His “ ‘un’ years,” as his wife Nellie used to call them, were about to end.1

Further uptown, on West 56th Street near Fifth Avenue, another Monk—Julius Withers Monk—also had something to celebrate. On that same Thursday night, Julius Monk’s latest opus, a musical comedy revue entitled “Take Five,” opened at Upstairs at the Downstairs, to excellent reviews. Known to the entertainment world as a fine pianist, satirist, male model, producer, and a bit of an eccentric, Julius Monk had worked at the famed #1 Fifth Avenue Bar during the 1930s and gigged in France before becoming musical director of Le Ruban Bleu, a popular supper club, in 1943. In the 1950s, he founded the Downstairs Room and subsequently launched Upstairs at the Downstairs as a combination theater/supper club where he produced several acclaimed comic revues.2

Thelonious and Julius probably knew of each other. In every issue of the directory for Local 802 of the American Federation of Musicians, Thelonious’s name followed Julius’s in the listing of pianists.3 They shared a lot more than the piano, the union, a reputation for eccentricity, Latinate first names, and the same surname. Both hailed from North Carolina—Julius from Salisbury in Rowan County (he was born in 1912), Thelonious from Rocky Mount in Edgecombe County (born in 1917). Their geographical origins are not accidental: a century earlier, Julius’s great-grandfather, Archibald Monk, had enslaved Thelonious’s great-grandfather, John Jack Monk.4

Julius Withers Monk took great interest in studying his family’s past. During the 1940s, he conducted extensive genealogical research and even commissioned a scholar to produce a detailed family tree of the Monks.5 Yet he was only interested in the Monks who looked like him, not the nineteen slaves his great-granddaddy owned in 1860.6 Had he known this history, he might have been inspired to head down to the Five Spot after his show and thank Thelonious personally for the privileged life he was able to enjoy. The scion of one of Salisbury’s wealthiest landowners, Dr. Lawrence Monk, Sr., Julius grew up in a well-to-do family and attended the Peabody Institute in Baltimore and the Cincinnati Conservatory.7 Julius’s excellent musical education, like his father’s and brother’s medical school education, was partly paid for with inherited wealth, the source of which turned out to be the sweat and toil of John Jack Monk and the other African-descended people held in bondage.

While Julius grew up in affluence, Thelonious had been born into extreme poverty. His mother and grandmother spent their lives scrubbing floors for a living, and his father, Thelonious, Sr., cobbled together work as an unskilled day laborer in the railroad town of Rocky Mount. His grandfathers had lived a life of debt peonage, sharecropping for ex-slave masters and surviving pretty much from meal to meal. Yet Monk inherited more than poverty. His family passed down a rich cultural, intellectual, and political legacy—a legacy that shaped his music and his worldview in both profound and subtle ways.

The vestiges of slavery were everywhere in the Jim Crow South. More important than the memory of slavery, however, was the memory of freedom. The two generations that preceded Thelonious’s lived through one of the greatest revolutions and counterrevolutions in the history of the modern world. Thelonious, his sister Marion, and brother Thomas were raised by people for whom freedom had tangible meaning. They heard first-hand stories of emancipation from their parents; stories of black men going to the polls and running for office, of former slaves founding churches and schools, and helping to build a new democracy in the Southern states. For any Southern black person living between 1865 and 1900, freedom wasn’t a word taken for granted or used abstractly. As Thelonious’s parents in turn passed to him, freedom meant more than breaking the “rules” of musical harmony or bending tempos. His grandparents were part of freedom’s first generation of African-Americans, a generation that could dream of a good life under a hopeful democracy. Yet his parents watched that democracy—and their freedom—burn, sometimes literally, under assault by white supremacists as Jim Crow laws descended across the South. The disfranchisement of black folk and the restoration of power to the old planter class was rapid and violent. Like many families, the Monks never lost their memory of post–Civil War freedom, or their determination to possess it once again.

Thelonious Monk’s music is essentially about freedom. He inherited much from those who came before him: not least a deeply felt understanding of freedom. His story begins with their song.

•  •  •

Monk’s ancestors came from West Africa. The majority of slave imports into North Carolina did not come by sea directly from the African continent. Most came over land, either from South Carolina or across the northern border from Virginia. The first slaves brought to North Carolina, during the earliest days of the colony, came mostly from Barbados along with their owners. Cultural affinities and practices can help point to the African ethnic origins of slaves, but not enough is known about Monk’s earliest ancestors to even speculate.8

We do know that all of Thelonious’s people on both his mother’s and father’s sides ended up bound to plantations on the coastal plains of eastern North Carolina, a region renowned for its dark, rich, alluvial soil, its many rivers and tributaries, and a flat landscape as far as the eye can see. Cotton was king during the antebellum period, but its domain wasn’t vast; much of the arable land in the region was used for tobacco, sweet potatoes, Indian corn, and beans. Livestock, especially pigs, was abundant.

Monk’s father’s people lived on both sides of the border dividing Johnston and Sampson counties. His great-grandfather, John Jack or just “Jack,” was born around 1797, and it is quite possible that he was born free in West Africa.9 In 1835, he became the property of Archibald Monk, through Monk’s wife, Harriet. Harriet Monk inherited John Jack from her father, Aaron Hargrove, another prominent Sampson County planter. Eight years earlier, Hargove had given John Jack’s first-born daughter, Chaney, to Harriet as a gift. Chaney was only nine years old at the time.10 With John Jack and Chaney reunited, they, too, became “Monks,” as did all the other slaves on Archibald’s Newton Grove plantation.

Archibald Monk himself was never much of a planter; his heart was in sales, and in political power. Born in Sampson County around 1789, he grew up to become one of North Carolina’s most prominent citizens. During the early 1820s he resided in Fayetteville and co-owned a successful dry-goods store on Hay Street. It wasn’t until after he married Harriet Hargrove in 1824 that he returned to the northern district of Sampson County and took up a life as a plantation-owner and public figure.11

The official Monk family history leaves out one crucial story popular among the black side of the Monk clan. Around 1825 or ’26—very soon after his marriage—Archibald’s house slave, reputedly a beautiful young woman of mixed Indian and African heritage, bore him twin sons, Solomon and Kaplin.12 He was still living in Fayetteville. Archibald caused quite a stir among the city fathers by bringing his mulatto children to the local Presbyterian church with him. According to the black Monk family lore, the congregation banned Archibald from coming to church, and he decided right then and there to establish his own church on his plantation where the white Monks worshipped alongside their slaves. His son, Dr. John Carr Monk, apparently inherited his father’s belief that the Lord’s House knows no color line (except perhaps between the floor and the gallery). Before the Civil War, John and his wife, Anne Eason Monk, attended a Methodist church in Sampson County known for admitting slaves in the galleries. They were there to mind the white children, although they were encouraged to worship. After the war, Dr. Monk was a lone dissenting voice against segregated churches for free black people. Not to be deterred, in the 1870s he converted to Catholicism, to the chagrin of his fellow white Protestant neighbors, and deeded a parcel of his land in Westbrook Township to establish “a colored school,” with religious instruction being first and foremost.13

Even when they worshipped together, antebellum blacks and whites didn’t worship the same things. Enslaved black people didn’t take much stock in “massa’s” God. They created their own version of Christianity and generally preferred to worship in the woods, in their poorly constructed cabins, anywhere beyond the seeing eyes of the white folks. Their sacred songs and prayers often spoke of freedom and justice, of a promised land without the lash or without toil from sunup to sundown. Their God could be forgiving, filling the master’s heart with kindness; or redemptive, turning his wrath on those who continue to hold God’s chosen people in Egyptland and smiting their first-born dead. Thelonious would imbibe African-American theology from this tradition, decades later.

Meanwhile the white Monks, Archibald and John, saw nothing wrong with holding other Christians in bondage, and they made a lot of money doing so. On the eve of the Civil War, Archibald Monk owned nineteen slaves and real estate valued at $10,000. Overall, his personal estate was worth $21,179, quite respectable in those days.14

John Jack was the oldest slave on the Monk plantation. By 1850, he was fifty-three years old and had already fathered three children, George, Isaac, and Richard, with the woman to whom he was probably married. (Slave marriages were not legally recognized, but the bonds among enslaved black people were just as deep, if not deeper, than marriage bonds recognized by the state.) She was a slave on the Monk plantation. Her name, unfortunately, is unknown, and she died before 1850. Jack subsequently married a slave on the Willis Cole plantation located in nearby Bentonville, just over the Johnston County line. Because of their proximity, slaves on the Cole and the Monk plantations had a history of social interaction. Several of the Monk slaves were wedded to Coles.15

We know almost nothing about “Mother Cole” except that she was part Tuscarora Indian, and proud of it. Before European colonialism, the Tuscarora occupied much of eastern North Carolina, including the coast. Between 1711–1715, the Tuscarora declared war on white settlers who were encroaching on their hunting grounds, but they were militarily decimated. Hundreds were enslaved and sold to English planters in the Caribbean. By 1754, barely 300 Tuscarora were left in the state.16

Though elderly by antebellum standards, John Jack and “Mother Cole” managed to have one child, Hinton, born on February 12, 1852.17 Hinton was Thelonious, Jr.’s grandfather. Raised by his mother and other members of his extended family on the Willis Cole plantation, he spent the first thirteen years of his life in slavery. Cole’s plantation wasn’t huge, about 300 acres. If Hinton was anything like most slave children, by the time he was eight he was probably milking Cole’s four cows, tending to the twenty-eight pigs, possibly digging up sweet potatoes, toting water to field hands, helping in the kitchen, and caring for infants. He was surrounded by other children; according to the 1860 Census, of the twenty Africans Willis Cole held in bondage, twelve were thirteen and younger.18

As Union armies marched south in the Civil War, they were confronted with waves of black men, women, and children, folks who boldly emancipated themselves with the hope that the men in blue would protect them from “massa” and the heartless “paddy rollers” (patrollers). The federal government and military called these escaped slaves “contraband,” since they knew that seizing slaves, along with livestock and land, was the best way to destroy the Confederacy. But these black folk were more than contraband; they were volunteer soldiers; they were the hewers of wood and toters of water who sustained the Union army in its march to the sea; and they were candidates for citizenship in the post-war democracy.19

Willis Cole’s “Negroes” were no different from other enslaved people caught in the whirlwind of this reluctant revolution. They traded tales of the Union army’s invasion and spoke in hushed tones about President Lincoln’s Proclamation that on January 1, 1863, all the black folk held as slaves in the rebellious states were henceforth free. That fateful day came and went, but nothing happened in Bentonville—no Union forces, no Lincoln, no mass exodus, no hand of God. When Hinton turned nine the following month, he was still a slave on the Cole plantation. And when the Union forces finally did arrive in Bentonville in March 1865, the Willis Cole plantation became the site of one of the most important battles in Civil War history. The Battle of Bentonville was not only the last Confederate victory of the war, it proved to be the largest military conflict ever fought on North Carolina soil, involving some 85,000 troops. It was the South’s last hurrah, for once General Sherman dispatched reinforcements the Confederates withdrew. Cole had turned over his house to Confederate commanders, and he likely fled, with his twenty slaves, to Fayetteville, where most eastern North Carolina planters took refuge.20

A month after the Battle of Bentonville, and two weeks after Robert E. Lee surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox, Confederate General Joseph E. Johnston officially surrendered to General Sherman, ending both the Civil War and slavery in the state of North Carolina. For black folks it was Jubilee; for local whites, primarily those whose way of life depended on unpaid black labor, it was Armageddon. Not every planter accepted the news that all slaves were to be emancipated. Throughout the summer and fall of 1865, there were hundreds of reported incidents of African-Americans still being held in bondage. The cultural landscape for both white and black Monks changed dramatically nonetheless. A new group of black leaders emerged out of the war, many of whom fought for the Union army and saw themselves as liberators. They raised money to build churches and schools, to hire teachers, and to purchase land. Some former slaves assumed that the land of their former masters now belonged to them. Indeed, there had been some wartime distribution of land by the Union army, and the Freedmen’s Bureau promised to settle former slaves on plots of their own. Not all former slaves were so bold. Tens of thousands throughout the state stuck close to their old plantations, afraid of starvation and severing deep family ties in the community. But even these families were vulnerable; there were many incidents of planters evicting their former slaves, especially those too old or weak to work.21

Despite these initial setbacks, black people were determined to own land, to enjoy citizenship, to exercise political power, and to live in a South where everyone would be free and equal. They remained optimistic because of the presence of federal troops and institutions such as the Freedmen’s Bureau. But once Andrew Johnson was sworn in as president following Lincoln’s assassination, he made his position clear: America is a “white man’s nation” and white men shall rule the South. Throughout 1866, President Johnson appointed avid racists to positions of power in the Southern Provisional government. They, in turn, disarmed the majority of black federal troops while white planters formed armed terrorist organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan and the Knights of the White Camellia. In 1866, white supremacists in government passed a series of laws known as the Black Codes. The North Carolina Black Codes restricted freedom of movement of blacks, the amount of land they could own, whom they could marry (interracial marriages were outlawed), and their right to bear arms. Some of the most draconian Black Codes were the apprenticeship laws, which allowed former masters to retain control of ex-slaves under the age of twenty-one, under the pretext that they needed a guardian. Abuse of apprenticeship was rampant throughout the state, especially in Sampson County.22

Hinton, Thelonious’s grandfather, who turned thirteen in the year of Jubilee, was ripe for such abuse. Both of his parents died, either during the war or immediately thereafter. Fortunately, Hinton’s half-brother Levin Cole and his wife, Harriet, took him in. He earned his keep as a farmhand, and learned to read and write.23 Literacy was a precious thing, especially for black people in a state where it had been a crime to teach slaves to read and write and where free blacks had been prohibited from attending public schools.

By the end of the 1860s, the prevailing political culture turned yet again. Radical Republicans in Congress overturned President Johnson’s weak Reconstruction policies and passed the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments to the Constitution, granting black people citizenship and male suffrage, respectively. These so-called Civil War amendments marked a profound shift in constitutional history, and for a time they appeared to make the new freedom a sure thing. Former slaves not only began to vote, they ran for office and held positions in the state legislature, Congress, and even the Senate. And they insisted that free universal public education was a pillar of democracy.

For Hinton’s generation, reading and writing were revolutionary acts in revolutionary times. He came of age when proud and eloquent black legislators, most of whom came up as slaves in eastern North Carolina, demanded equality under the law, the right of black people to serve on juries, a ten-hour work day, even woman’s suffrage. Yet he also witnessed a reign of terror descend upon North Carolina Republicans and black voters. Through violence and intimidation, Democrats succeeded in impeaching and removing the Republican governor in 1871 and regaining control of the state legislature. Four years later, they held a constitutional convention that amended the elective county government system (mostly by gerrymandering) in order to reduce black voting power in the eastern counties. The Democrats campaigned for the amendment on overtly racial terms, arguing that allowing black majority districts was tantamount to “White Slavery in North Carolina—Degradation Worse Then Death.”24 White supremacy was given a boost during the 1876 presidential contest between Samuel Tilden and Rutherford Hayes. Tilden had won the popular vote, but both sides claimed electoral-college victory in three key states. A commission was appointed to decide the dispute and an informal compromise was struck: the Democrats were willing to cede the White House to Republican Hayes in exchange for withdrawing federal troops from the South, thus removing the last vestiges of Reconstruction.

As the post-war battle in North Carolina swung from extreme to extreme, Hinton reacted like the majority of freed people, becoming a sharecropper on John Carr Monk’s land. After emancipation, Levin and Harriet Cole chose not to return to Willis Cole’s place. Instead, they moved just across the county line to Newton Grove, where they worked for Monk. Hinton, working alongside his eldest brother, had returned to the same land that his daddy, John Jack, worked a generation earlier. As a free man faced with the responsibility of choosing a surname, Hinton continued to use his mother’s name, “Cole.”25

Hinton Cole proposed to a beautiful and intelligent young woman named Sarah Ann Williams some time between 1875 and 1877. Born on August 3, 1856, Sarah Ann was the eldest daughter of Friday Williams, the former slave and “mulatto” son of Blaney Williams, one of Newton Grove’s richest and most prominent planters. At the time of his death in 1852, Williams owned 1,875 acres in Newton Grove, 475 acres in Duplin County, 442 acres in Greene County, and at least forty-eight slaves.26 In 1870, Friday Williams, his second wife, Eliza, and their then eight children were renting land from Blaney’s son, George Robert Williams. When Hinton and Sarah Ann met, they were practically neighbors. Ten years later, Friday’s family and Hinton and Sarah Ann Cole were all working land owned by John Carr Monk’s widow, Anne Eason Monk, and their children (Dr. Monk died in 1877).27

Like most first-generation free black Southerners, Hinton and Sarah Cole were forced into the precarious life of sharecropping. Every season they struggled to make ends meet, and still managed to raise ten children. Thelonious was the seventh in line, born in 1889.28 At some point between 1890 and 1900, the entire family relocated to Wayne County, just east of Sampson County.29 And yet, as residents of eastern North Carolina, they had reason to be hopeful. In 1892, while the rest of the South succumbed to white supremacy, a fusion ticket of Republicans and Populists defeated racist Democrats, winning the majority of state house and senate seats, electing dozens of African-Americans to local offices, and sending a black man, George H. White, to Congress four years later. Such interracial unity was short-lived. An appeal to white racial fears was all it took to destroy it.30

By the 1898 elections, Democrats swept back to power, with help from white Populists who traded interracial unity for white supremacy. And in the majority-black city of Wilmington, where Democrats could not win by vote, they took up arms and overthrew the elected government, killing scores of African-Americans and some loyal white Republicans.31 Two years later, they succeeded in getting a constitutional amendment passed, effectively disenfranchising black voters through the use of the poll tax and literacy requirements. During the 1900 election, Alfred Moore Waddell, former congressman who led the Wilmington Insurrection, called on whites to warn any “Negro out voting” to go home immediately, and “If he refuses, kill him, shoot him down in his tracks.”32 Nonetheless, slightly over two-thirds of black voters showed up at the polls in 1900. These were scary times, but Hinton, Sarah, and their children persevered. By 1900, at least two of their sons, Jack and Alonzo, reportedly had two years of schooling and could read and write. Eventually all of their children received some level of “common schooling.”33

It was during this period, before the turn of the century, that Hinton made the fateful decision to change his family’s name from Cole to Monk. By the time a Wayne County census taker recorded his family’s presence there in the spring of 1900, they were all Monks.34 Perhaps Hinton was asserting his independence from his half-brother, or maybe he had become indebted to another landowner and had to escape without settling his debt. Whatever the reason, Hinton, Sarah, and at least one of their children eventually returned to his birthplace of Bentonville as Monks rather than Coles.35

Hinton and Sarah chose their children’s names with imaginative flair. They picked Squire, Theodoras (also known as Theodore), Bertha—and Thelonious. “Thelonius” or “Thelonious” is the Latinized spelling of St. Tillo, a Benedictine monk renowned for his missionary work in France in the seventh century, who was kidnapped by raiders and brought to the Low Countries as a slave before he was ransomed and joined the order. In France he is called St. Theau, in Belgium he is known as Filman, and in Germany he was referred to as Hilonius.36 It is likely that Hinton learned a bit of Catholic history—maybe even some Latin—from the school Dr. John Carr Monk established for local black children.

Born in Newton Grove on June 20, 1889, Thelonious (Sr.) began working alongside his brothers and sisters as a boy, as the family tended to livestock and picked cotton in Wayne County. He received some formal education, learning to read and write, and at some point in his young life, he picked up the harmonica and learned to play a little piano by ear. But those moments of amusement were few and far between; most of his childhood was consumed by toil.

As a young adult, he left his parents’ house to join his sister and her husband in Rocky Mount. Many rural migrants were coming to the burgeoning railroad town, in search of steady employment and a decent place to raise a family. He did find Barbara Batts, another rural North Carolina migrant who carried similar hopes. But the financial opportunities the city promised proved to be elusive.

•  •  •

Barbara Batts, “Miss Barbara,” as she was affectionately called by friends and neighbors, hailed from Edgecombe County, North Carolina’s leader in cotton production, and the heart of the radical Republican Second Congressional District. Edgecombe not only had a black majority during and after Reconstruction, it developed a militant black leadership that fought tirelessly for the social, political, and economic rights of the state’s freed people.37 Barbara developed a lifelong commitment to political and civic engagement (though the Democrats would later become her party of choice), which she would pass on to her children.

Barbara’s maternal grandparents, Henry and Clara (Clearly) Knight, were both slaves in Edgecombe County. Henry was born around 1830 in Deep Creek Township, on a plantation owned by Lucy Knight Batts Barlow.38 Her family’s holdings were quite extensive: She had inherited eleven slaves from her father in 1809, and by 1860 she counted thirty-eight slaves among her household of field hands and house servants.39 Henry worked in the fields, picking cotton and foodstuffs. In 1859, Henry married Clara, a slave ten years his junior, who lived on the neighboring plantation.40 Although their marriage was not legally recognized until 1865, they insisted that the registrar record the correct year they were wed.

Unfortunately, the couple spent most of the war apart, not only because they lived on separate plantations. Once the Union armies entered North Carolina, most slaveholding families in Edgecombe and Nash Counties fled to Warren County—but not Lucy Knight Batts Barlow. Referred to by family members as “Old Mother,” Lucy was a dyed-in-the-wool Southerner who, at eighty years old, stubbornly refused to leave her property, no matter how close the Union troops came. After many efforts to persuade her to move to safer ground, the local Confederate commanders gave up, and she “was provided a detail of Infantry which was quartered in the front grove.”41 Henry and “Old Mother” ’s other thirty-seven slaves had to live out the war years under constant Confederate surveillance while Clara toiled for her masters elsewhere.

It is no wonder that their first child, Georgianna (sometimes spelled Georgeanna), was not born until October 31, 1865. Georgianna Knight was Barbara Batts’s mother, Thelonious Monk, Jr.’s maternal grandmother. Conceived in the last days of slavery, she was among the first generation of children born free.42 Henry and Clara raised Georgianna and five younger children on “Old Mother” ’s plantation, but after her death in 1867 much of the estate was passed down to her grandson Isaac Batts. Henry sharecropped on Batts’s land, and his children helped him as soon as they were old enough. Clara “kept house” as best she could, but when hands were needed in the field they all worked. Nevertheless, Henry and Clara insisted that their children get an education. The 1880 census-taker in Deep Creek reported that three of the Knight children—Georgianna, Blunt, and Emma—had attended school that year.43 Of course, rural schools for African-American children were rarely open more than two months out of the year, but every working minute of class was sacred.

Georgianna’s formal education ended around the time that a farm laborer by the name of Speer (or Speir) Batts took an interest in her. Born in Deep Creek around 1856 to Jacob Batts and Nancy Kay, Speer spent part of his childhood as a slave and never attended school.44 But he was reputed to be an excellent fiddler who played for dances and local community gatherings in and around Deep Creek.45 In Scottish, “speer” means “to ask,” but it was more commonly understood among the English as an old scientific term for “celestial sphere.” As the word was passed down to the younger Thelonious Monk’s generation, the pronunciation (and spelling) evolved into “Sphere.” Thelonious eventually decided to adopt “Sphere” as his middle name, attributing it to his maternal grandfather. (He often joked that with such a name, he could never be accused of being a square.)

There were no career opportunities for black fiddlers in the rural South during the 1870s. Speer was expected to use his fingers to pick and haul coarse bolls of white cotton. When his father passed away in the mid-1870s, Speer, in his early twenties, had to take on the responsibility of caring for his aging mother and younger siblings. Between his mother’s meager earnings as a domestic worker and his wages as a farmhand, they barely made ends meet. In the fall of 1878, Edgecombe farmers endured one of the worst harvests in memory, due to severe drought and global economic depression. Throughout 1879 and 1880, poor black sharecroppers and tenant farmers found themselves in deepening debt, forcing many to take to the road in search of work.46

Speer, his mother, and his baby brother Joshua were among them. But unlike the thousands of other African-Americans who headed to Georgia and Florida to work in the turpentine industry, or west to sharecrop in Arkansas and Mississippi, or sought refuge and opportunity in places like Kansas, Indiana, or even Liberia, the Battses stayed in the county, moving to the community of Conetoe, North Carolina. The town is only a few miles southeast of “Freedom Hill.” Freedom Hill, or “Liberty Hill” as it was often called, was settled in 1865 by a group of freed slaves with the assistance of the Freedmen’s Bureau. A symbol of hope and a model for political militancy for freed people throughout eastern North Carolina, Freedom Hill drew African-Americans throughout the county in search of opportunities and a safe haven against rising white violence.47

They did not stay in Conetoe long, and it appears that Speer’s mother died there.48 Speer decided to return to Deep Creek Township and to ask Henry Knight for his first daughter’s hand in marriage. On May 8, 1884, with the Justice of the Peace presiding, Speer Batts and Georgianna Knight were married. He was twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old, she was six months shy of her eighteenth birthday.49 It is not clear how long they stayed in Deep Creek or what they did to survive. They might have lived for a while with Henry and Clara Knight, who would remain on the Batts place for at least another twenty years.50 But the tendency during the 1880s, especially among younger people, was to leave Edgecombe. Between 1880 and 1890, Edgecombe was one of thirty-five counties that experienced a net loss of African-Americans. By one estimate, nearly 50,000 black people left North Carolina in 1889 alone.51

The catalyst for the exodus was as much political as economic. The Democrats vowed to take the state back under the banner of white supremacy. Besides waging extralegal violent attacks against black civic and political organizations, in 1889 the state legislature passed the Payne Electoral Law, which gave registrars (who were predominantly Democrats) wider discretion to disqualify voters. In an effort to slow down the exodus, laws were enforced that made it illegal for a worker to break his or her contract.52 Speer and Georgianna chose to move out of the county, but they did not go very far. In 1892, when Georgianna gave birth to Barbara, her only child, they resided in Hamilton Township just across the Martin County line, about twenty-five miles east of Deep Creek.53 Unfortunately, Speer died soon thereafter, never having the opportunity to see his daughter grow to womanhood, or to meet his son-in-law, or to play with his three grandchildren. Whatever musical knowledge he might have passed on to little Thelonious traveled in the realm of memory and story.

Georgianna was determined to make it in Rocky Mount and to create a better life for her teenaged daughter. She wasn’t alone. For many rural black folks in the region, all roads led to Rocky Mount. With the erosion of civil and political rights and the deterioration of the rural economy in North Carolina, this rapidly growing railroad and mill town represented one of the few shining beacons in a dark age.

•  •  •

Nestled on the Tar River where Edgecombe and Nash counties meet, Rocky Mount had blown up in just two decades, from a sleepy little mill town to the largest metropolitan area in the eastern part of the state. In 1890, only 816 people resided in Rocky Mount, many of whom worked in the tobacco warehouses or the cotton mills. By 1910—three years after incorporating as a city—its population had risen to slightly over 8,000. The main catalyst was the expansion of the Wilmington and Weldon railroad, which ran along Main Street in the center of town and marked the county line between Nash and Edgecombe. The Wilmington and Weldon line had merged with several other local railroad lines to form the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad (ACLRR). In 1892, the ACLRR established repair and outfitting shops on unincorporated land just south of the town. The Emerson Shops, as they were known, attracted rural migrants looking for work.54

Thelonious, Sr. and Barbara were among them. They made their separate ways to the city around the same time, between 1907 and early 1909.55 They each quickly learned that Rocky Mount was no promised land, especially for poor black people. The city was full of idle black men in search of work, as white men had exclusive access to the higher-paying skilled and semi-skilled jobs in the Emerson shops and the Rocky Mount Mills, the city’s leading cotton manufacturer. The fact that both Thelonious and Barbara were literate and had some formal education did not matter.56 Barbara and her mother, Georgianna, did what virtually all employed black women did for a living: domestic work. Georgianna took in laundry while Barbara worked as a housekeeper for a private family.57

The city had yet to establish a public high school for black children, so her daughter’s education was informal at best.58 Yet Georgianna’s middle-class aspirations are apparent in the first photographic evidence of her and her daughter. Peering through round spectacles, Georgianna looks slightly down into the camera, lips pursed, threatening a smile. She is wearing a slightly tattered but delicate dress with a sheer bodice. Barbara stands beside her, a little distant, her bright eyes wide open. She shares her mother’s high cheekbones, smooth dark-brown skin, and small stature. (As an adult, Barbara would stand at five feet, four inches.) Roughly sixteen in this picture, Barbara wears a long-sleeved virginal white dress, reminiscent of an old-time baptismal gown.

Georgianna and Barbara rented a small house on Pennsylvania Avenue in a respectable black working-class community that straddled Edgecombe and Nash counties. Respectable, but poor. Appropriately named Crosstown, the community lay adjacent to the black business district on the Edgecombe county side (or west side) of the railroad tracks. Crosstown stretched eight blocks to the east of Main Street and six blocks north from East Thomas Street to the city limits, where many residents were able to maintain gardens and keep pigs and an occasional milk cow.59 There were a number of churches in town, and much of Rocky Mount’s social life centered around its religious communities. Both women were devout Baptists.60

Between work and worship, and with a fairly strict mother, Barbara had very little time to socialize. But at some point, between 1910 and 1913, she met the attractive young man with the most unusual name of Thelonious. Dark-skinned with deep-set, piercing eyes and strong African features, Thelonious Monk was three years Barbara’s senior and not a whole lot taller than her (contrary to later myth). According to his draft card, he was “short” and of “medium build.”61 Thelonious resided in South Rocky Mount in a black neighborhood known officially as Gibson Hill but more commonly as “Around the Y” (or “Around the Wye”), a community of mostly railroad workers and laundresses who lived in small two-room section houses. African-Americans in Crosstown and Happy Hill in the northern part of the city tended to look down upon residents in South Rocky Mount, partly because of its reputation for crime, vice, and violence, and because there were very few churches and schools in that part of town. The upstanding and pious folk from Around the Y usually went to the northside to attend church.62

Thelonious was one of several Monk children who left their parents’ sharecropping for the promise of the city. Around 1908 or 1909, Thelonious moved into a house at 112 Dunn Street with his older sister Eulah, her husband David Whitehead, and his younger sister Hettie Fernandez Monk. A relative named Sampson Monk owned the property initially, and he later willed it to their brother Theodore “Babe.”63 In 1910, Hettie was thirteen years old and attending school, Thelonious was nineteen and worked for the railroad as a common laborer, and his brother-in-law was employed as a fireman for the ACLRR. Three years later, their youngest brother Squire joined the household, and Hettie’s education came to a halt, as there was still no high school for black children in Rocky Mount. Hettie became a domestic worker.64

When Thelonious began courting Barbara Batts, she was young, pretty, hardworking, deeply religious, and lived in the better part of town, despite the fact that she and her mother were quite poor. They married on August 20, 1914.65

Thelonious moved out of the Whiteheads’ place. With his new bride and mother-in-law, he rented a small house at 815 Green Street, also called Red Row, just a couple of blocks from his brother-in-law’s house on Dunn Street.66 For Barbara and her mother it was a step down. The house they moved to was not only small but, like the houses on Dunn, was so close to the railroad tracks that they had to accustom themselves to the noise of locomotives pulling in and out of the city en route to Norfolk. (Thelonious Jr. would develop a fascination with trains, and their music.) At least, at age twenty-five, Thelonious was finally independent. Despite indecently low wages, Thelonious and Barbara earned enough so that Georgianna no longer had to take in laundry.

Just a year shy of fifty, her health was already declining. Georgianna probably stopped working in the early months of 1915 when Barbara was expecting her first child. Unfortunately, the baby died soon after birth.67 Within a couple of months of her loss, Barbara was again pregnant.

•  •  •

On January 18, 1916, the Monks called for Lucy Cooper, the neighborhood midwife who learned her skills in slavery, to come to the house, and that afternoon she delivered a beautiful baby girl named Marion Barbara Monk.68 Thelonious and Barbara struggled to support their growing household. Thelonious made very little money as a non-union manual laborer for ACLRR. Whenever his services were not needed, he was out of work. Perhaps for this reason, when the Selective Service Act was passed in 1917 in preparation for the U.S.’s entry into World War I, Thelonious lied to make himself more attractive to the draft board. On his draft card, signed June 5, 1917, he recorded his birthdate as June 20, 1892, taking off three years, even though Barbara was five months pregnant with their second child, Thelonious, Jr.69 There was significant black working-class opposition to the draft and to entry into a war for democracy abroad when African-Americans did not enjoy democracy at home. Yet many poor black men throughout the country saw the military as both a regular source of income and a means to escape the vagaries of domestic racism. Many hoped working for Uncle Sam and donning the uniform of federal authority would ensure that they would be treated like men.70

Despite the application, Thelonious failed to be drafted. Few black men were accepted into the segregated army. Just a couple of months after filling out his draft registration card, Thelonious lost his job with the ACLRR and began working as an “ice puller” for the Rocky Mount Fuel and Ice Company.71

By most accounts, this would have been an inauspicious time to have another baby. But to the superstitious or the devoutly religious, the circumstances of Thelonious, Jr.’s birth was a sign of good things to come. On October 9, Rocky Mount experienced one of the worst storms in decades.72 By daybreak the storm had moved out to sea and the clouds cleared for a gorgeous autumn day. That evening, October 10, 1917, Miss Lucy Cooper helped deliver Barbara’s first-born son.73

Thelonious, Sr., was happy to have a son, but the stress of work and financial instability took its toll on him; his health began to deteriorate even before he turned thirty. He suffered from asthma and related respiratory problems, and his work was irregular. Georgianna’s health did not improve either, and so much of the burden of caring for the family fell on Barbara’s shoulders.

•  •  •

During that final year of World War I, the city experienced massive food shortages due to wartime demands, not to mention a terrible outbreak of influenza during the fall of 1918. In the month of October alone, Rocky Mount reported fifty-eight deaths caused by a devastating strain of the Spanish flu.74

The Monks dodged the flu, but their struggles worsened. Barbara became pregnant again in the spring of 1919, and on January 11, 1920, Lucy Cooper was called over for a fourth and final time to deliver Barbara’s youngest child, Thomas Monk, who would carry the nickname “Baby” his entire life.75 A few weeks after Thomas’s arrival, the Monks moved into a slightly larger home across the street at 814 Green, presumably with a higher rent. Thelonious, Sr.’s employment had not improved, and Georgianna’s kidneys began to fail. Barbara had to stop working altogether to care for the children, as well as for her ailing mother. To stay afloat, the Monks took in boarders, an employee of the Emerson shops and his wife, who also worked as a domestic.76

Despite these and other hardships, the Monk household was filled with laughter and plenty of music. In later years, Thelonious told interviewers that neither his mother nor his father were musicians, though his definition of musician referred strictly to those who made a living playing music. As he explained in a 1963 interview, “My parents were not musicians at all, and I am the only one in the family to have gone in this direction. . . . My mother sung in the church, but that does not count.”77 Whether it counts or not, the truth is both of his parents played a little piano. Barbara learned to play a few hymns by ear, and Thelonious, Sr. knew a couple of songs that he loved to play in a rollicking, ragtime style. His main instruments were the “Jew’s harp” and the “blues harp,” better known as the harmonica. Like most Southern harmonica players, he deftly imitated train whistles. “My father was gifted as far as music was concerned,” Thomas Monk recalled. “He never had the opportunity to study, but he was gifted, really. He just had the ear for music.”78 Thelonious and his siblings also absorbed the music of the church. Besides attending church every Sunday, the kids listened to their mother—and possibly their grandmother—singing and humming hymns and gospel tunes in hushed tones around the house. Thelonious would later record some of the sacred songs he heard as a child, notably “Abide with Me,” “Blessed Assurance,” and “We’ll Understand It Better, By and By.”

Barbara, the only healthy adult in the house, faced a decision in 1921, as her mother’s kidney problems advanced beyond repair. For the past decade, over one million black southerners had decided to leave their rural homes and substandard, segregated schools, heading to the urban North and its promise of freedom, opportunity, and even the right to vote. The Great Migration of African-Americans out of the South swelled the populations of New York, Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia, and other cities.

When Georgianna Williams died on October 30, 1921, just one day before her fifty-sixth birthday, Barbara’s decision loomed large. The cost of Georgianna’s medical expenses left the Monks with little money for a proper burial. (Like many poor Rocky Mount residents, she was laid to rest in the city cemetery.)79 Thelonious, Sr.’s health had worsened. His own father had died in May, leaving his mother, Sarah Ann, and brother Lorenzo, thirty-four, unmarried, and apparently unable to care for himself, at home.80

Finally, in the spring of 1922, Barbara contacted her cousin Louise Bryant, who had relocated to New York City several years earlier. Barbara and her three children were joining the Great Migration. On some unknown day in June of 1922, the Monks rose early and made their way to the train station, three children and overstuffed bags in tow, to catch the 6:33 a.m. “West Indian Limited” to New York. 81 Thelonious, Sr. moved whatever was left at 814 Green Street to a small house at 120 Dunn Street.

Thelonious Monk, Jr., age four, would not be a Southerner after all.
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“What Is Jazz? New York, Man!”

(1922–1928)

For a woman traveling alone with three young children and their life’s possessions, a twelve-hour train ride can be exhausting. For the children, however, it was exhilarating. Four-year-old Thelonious spent much of the time with his nose pressed against the window, watching the familiar flat countryside fade into modern steel bridges and bustling cityscapes dotted with skyscrapers. When the train pulled into New York’s Penn Station around 7:00 on that fateful June evening, it was still light out and the summer’s heat hadn’t quite subsided.

North Carolina summers were nothing like the thick, humid, dirty, congested heat of New York City. Barbara Monk was giving up fresh country air, her house on Green Street with the porch and backyard, her familiar surroundings, and her friends and family for a tiny tenement apartment in the summer heat. It was worth it for the schools, and for the future jobs for her children. But it wasn’t easy.

With bags in tow, Barbara, Marion, Thelonious, and Thomas hopped on a streetcar traveling along Amsterdam Avenue. As Marion remembered, “All of us fell down when the trolley car started. The three of us, you know, we was two, four and six. And everyone was laughing and it was such a big thing. That’s why I remember that. That was our first entrance into New York.”1 Barbara’s cousin from North Carolina, Louise Bryant, met them after they disembarked from the trolley. Bryant, who was then fifty-one years old and unmarried, had been living in the San Juan Hill neighborhood of Manhattan for a few years and had encouraged Barbara to move north after her mother died.2

The Monks first moved in with Bryant, who had been living at 235 West 63rd Street, between Amsterdam and West End Avenues, for at least three years.3 Bryant’s building was not like the dilapidated, overcrowded tenement apartments that dominated the West 60s. Situated on the north side of West 63rd, closer to West End than to Amsterdam, 235 was one of the relatively new buildings funded by industrialist Henry Phipps to provide quality housing for the working poor. After he had built the first Phipps Houses on East 31st Street in 1906 for white working class families, a group calling itself The Citizens’ Committee for the Betterment of Tenements for the Negro People appealed to him to build similar housing for African-Americans on the West Side.4 Phipps purchased sixteen lots on West 63rd and West 64th Streets and constructed six brand new buildings to house black residents. When the final structures were completed in 1911, the Phipps Houses provided 348 units of comparatively luxurious yet low-cost apartments. Designed by the noted architectural firm Whitfield and King, the Phipps Houses were one of the first model housing developments in New York City exclusively for black families. Unlike older tenements, each apartment was equipped with toilet and bath facilities, fairly spacious rooms, good ventilation, and a small courtyard in the back. Because the Phipps Houses were the most desirable housing in the neighborhood, the management selected their tenants carefully, choosing only the most “respectable” working-class families to reside there.5

The Monks stayed with Louise Bryant a few months, and they would eventually return to the Phipps Houses for an apartment of their own a few years later. Meanwhile, Barbara got a job working in the kitchen at the Henrietta Industrial School, right across the street at 224 West 63rd. Founded in 1892 by the Children’s Aid Society exclusively for black children, the Henrietta School was referred to by residents as the “soup school” because it ran a soup kitchen for poor neighborhood kids. The pay wasn’t great, but the job was convenient for a single parent. Marion recalled, “My mother got that job because she could cook. And that was good for her, because the three of us went to the nursery and we had our lunch there and everything, which made it nice.”6

Barbara moved her family to an apartment in one of the old tenements on the same block, at 234 West 63rd, probably in the winter of 1922–23. 234 was more typical of the San Juan Hill neighborhood.7 Activist and social worker Mary White Ovington described the tenements there as “human hives, honeycombed with little rooms thick with human beings. Bedrooms open into air shafts that admit no fresh breezes, only foul air carrying too often the germs of disease.”8 Conditions were so bad that the New York City Health Department and the Vanderbilt Clinic put out a newsletter to provide public health education to the community. Launched in 1915, the short-lived Columbus Hill Chronicle ran stories about tuberculosis, flies, the high infant mortality rate among blacks, and alcoholism.9 In 1919, three years before the Monks arrived, the Woman’s Municipal League of New York, along with several other civic organizations, formed the Housing Committee of the New York State Reconstruction Commission and conducted a thorough investigation of housing conditions in the West 60s. They visited the homes of 1,600 families, concluding that “in general they were old, dark, dirty and not fit for human habitation.” Efforts at keeping them clean were impossible; the cellars were “full of rats,” and the halls were not lighted; “the plumbing was old and often out of repair so that the air was unbreathable.” Airshafts were littered with trash. There were many cases of illness attributed to the unhealthy living conditions.10 Another survey conducted a couple of years later classified at least sixty-three percent of the housing in the neighborhood as “absolutely undesirable,” and only twenty-one percent as “passable.”11

San Juan Hill was so named in part because several black veterans of the Spanish-American War settled in the area. (San Juan Hill, near Santiago, Cuba, was the site where the legendary black cavalry known as the Buffalo Soldiers, alongside Teddy Roosevelt and his Rough Riders, waged their most ferocious battle.) But the name stuck to the neighborhood for another reason: its reputation for violence. Legend has it that the name was first used by “an on-looker who saw the policemen charging up during one of the once common race fights.”12 Between 1900 and 1917, the place was famous for its race riots. In 1905, a reporter noted that the police in the vicinity “expect at least one small riot on the Hill or in The Gut [the West End side of San Juan Hill] each week.” In July of that year, what could only be described as race war overtook the entire neighborhood. Police officers from six different precincts were called in to quell the violence, but many of the officers made matters worse by ignoring white mobs and arresting and beating African-Americans. The rioting started when a group of young white men hanging out on Amsterdam attacked a black man for protecting a poor white rag peddler from physical and verbal abuse. Several black residents retaliated from the tenement rooftops, where they had stored piles of bottles and bricks ripped from dilapidated chimneys.13

Twelve years later, the black folks on the Hill found themselves embroiled in a series of riots. The first occurred at the end of May 1917, when a black man argued over the price of a glass of lemon and soda in a predominantly white bar on 65th and Amsterdam. The white patrons followed the man out of the bar and proceeded to jeer and slap him. He then sought refuge in a black saloon, but when the Home Defense League, a wartime outfit created to supplement the police, intervened, some members assumed the black man was the criminal rather than the victim. Men armed with guns, knives, bricks, and bottles began to stream into the streets. Over 2,000 people took part in indiscriminate fighting. When the smoke finally cleared, one black man lay dead and a thirteen-year-old black girl suffered a gunshot wound to her thigh.14

A little over a month later, a day after the Fourth of July, San Juan Hill erupted once again when a group of black National Guardsmen, all members of the Fifteenth Infantry of New York, ignored police orders to disperse. They had committed no crime, but apparently the sight of twenty-five black men in uniform gathered on the corner of West 61st Street was enough to arouse suspicion. Fighting began when one of the white police officers arrested Lawrence Joaquin, a black Puerto Rican guardsman who, coincidentally, had been arrested in the racial disturbances a month earlier. His comrades fought back in order to free Joaquin. As soon as whites on Amsterdam heard or saw what was happening, they came pouring out of their homes, initiating another massive melee. Several residents were injured, property was destroyed, and some of the guardsmen were arrested and jailed on Blackwells Island. African-American leaders sharply criticized the way the police handled the incident, and the commander of the Fifteenth Infantry defended his men and launched an investigation into the incident.15 A few months later, the Fifteenth Infantry was dispatched to the war front, where they were reorganized as the 369th Infantry Regiment under French command. Earning the nickname “Harlem Hellfighters” for their combat record, the regiment’s astounding band, led by Lieutenant James Reese Europe, introduced ragtime and early jazz to Europeans.16

The combination of anti-black violence, police inaction during the 1905 riots, and deteriorating housing conditions spurred a mass exodus out of San Juan Hill into the next up-and-coming black neighborhood: Harlem. In 1910, San Juan Hill was still the largest black community in Manhattan. A few years later, it would be surpassed by Harlem, although when the Monks arrived in 1922 it was still mostly black—at least off the avenues.17 Only whites, mostly Irish, Germans, and Italians, lived along the avenues—Amsterdam (Tenth) and West End (Eleventh)—and on certain streets. West 61st, 62nd, and 63rd Streets were all-black. Most of San Juan Hill’s blacks hailed from the South or the Caribbean. On Monk’s block in 1930, for example, about forty percent of the residents were Southern-born (primarily from Virginia, North and South Carolina, and Georgia), and about twenty percent came from the British West Indies and, to a lesser extent, Cuba and Puerto Rico. About thirty-five percent were born in New York City, a figure that also reflects the fairly large youth population in the neighborhood. San Juan Hill had its share of black professionals, but this was a community of porters, domestic servants, laundresses, longshoremen, cooks, chauffeurs, delivery men, truck drivers, a surprising number of musicians, and too many “general laborers” to count.18

With a diversity of people came a diversity of cultures. On West 63rd Street alone, the aroma of Southern-style collard greens cooked with ham hocks mixed with the distinct smell of Jamaican rice and peas and fried ripe plantain. English was the main language in the community, but it came in a Carolina twang and a West Indian singsong lilt, in addition to a distinctive New York accent. Spanish and French were also spoken on those streets, with German and Yiddish along the white-dominated avenues. Many of the local merchants were Italian. Alberta Saunders, a long-time resident of the neighborhood, recalled: “The coal man was always Italian. Had a fish man at 62nd and Twelfth, also Italian. And they were all named ‘Joe.’ You had Ice Joe to get your ice, Fish Joe to get your fish, and so on and so forth.”19

It is easy to romanticize this diversity—easy, and false. Ms. Mavis Swire (née Wilson), born and raised in the neighborhood and just three years younger than Thelonious, vividly remembered the tensions. “The Southern blacks called West Indians ‘monkey chasers,’ and we often referred to Southern blacks as ‘possum eaters.’ ”20 Thelonious was an odd exception: he reported, “They used to call me ‘Monkey,’ and you know what a drag that was.”21 Occasional fights broke out, and more than a few well-educated Caribbean men were known to treat their American-born counterparts with an air of superiority. But generally speaking, these communities got along—especially their New York–born offspring. “Our main fights,” Ms. Swire recalled, “were with the Irish and Italians on the Avenue. . . . You have to go to the stores on the Avenue. [The whites] would not let you go by on the sidewalk. You had to walk in the street around them. So when you go up to get what you’re getting, you get an empty wooden box. They’re always glad to give you a box because they know you have a coal stove and you need the wood to start the fire. Once you get the box, you break up the box and everybody gets a stick. You hit anybody you can and run like mad down the street! They’re not going to chase you.”22

The daily violence young people endured in San Juan Hill haunted Thelonious for many years to come. In a 1969 interview with drummer Arthur Taylor, Monk himself responded to a question about “Black Power” with vivid memories of the kind of interracial and intraracial violence that permeated his neighborhood. “I did all that fighting with ofays [whites23] when I was a kid. We had to fight to make it so we could walk the streets. There’s no reason why I should go through that Black Power shit now. I guess everybody in New York had to do that, right? Because every block is a different town. It was mean all over New York, all the boroughs. Then, besides fighting the ofays, you had to fight each other. You go in the next block and you’re in another country. Don’t look at a chick living in the next block and expect to be taking her home and all that; you might not make it.”24 And the police didn’t help matters, as far as Monk was concerned. They epitomized racism in the city. “It looked like the order of the day was for the cops to go out and call all the kids black bastards. Anything you did, if you ran or something, they called you black bastards.”25

Battles were not only limited to black and white, or between Caribbean and Southern blacks. African-American residents bitterly remember a Chinese restaurant on 59th and Columbus called Far East. It was notorious for not allowing African-Americans to dine inside—black customers had to come to the side or the back of the place to get takeout. Alberta Saunders remembers how she and her childhood friends would retaliate by standing outside the door and chanting, “Chinaman, Chinaman, eat dead rats.” Occasionally, an employee or the owner would come out and chase them down the street with a big knife.26

San Juan Hill’s reputation as a violent community was as strong as ever by the time the Monks settled there. About a year and a half after they arrived, San Juan Hill earned the dubious distinction of being one of the “busiest crime areas in New York City.”27 Not long after they moved into 234 West 63rd, one of their neighbors in the building, John Rose, was standing near the stoop, and suddenly drew a pistol and began shooting indiscriminately. It was a summer evening, the streets were filled with adults and children, and it is quite possible that Thelonious, Marion, and Thomas were among them. Rose managed to injure two people before police arrived. He fled into the building and barricaded himself in his apartment. After a brief standoff, the officers finally broke down the door and found him with a loaded gun and hypodermic needles.28

Stories of crime and violence dominated newspaper accounts of San Juan Hill. The neighborhood made great copy for voyeuristic whites fascinated by popular images of razor-toting, dice-tossing, happy-go-lucky Negroes. What the papers rarely covered was San Juan Hill’s rich musical culture. Perhaps the best-known event in the neighborhood’s history was the opening of the wildly successful all-black music revue “Shuffle Along” at the 63rd Street Music Hall near Broadway. Written by Flournoy Miller and Aubrey L. Lyles, with music and lyrics by Eubie Blake and Noble Sissle, “Shuffle Along” is often described as the production that launched the Harlem Renaissance in musical theater. It opened on May 23, 1921, and ran through July 15, 1922—closing just around the time the Monks moved to the neighborhood.29

Before the Harlem Renaissance pushed the black musical center of gravity up above 125th Street, the West Side, from the Tenderloin—also known as “Black Bohemia”—to San Juan Hill boasted the largest concentration of black musicians in the city.30 During Mary White Ovington’s six-month residence at one of the Phipps Houses in 1908, she discovered that music was a major source of income for African-Americans, even if it wasn’t always their main vocation. She recalled hearing music constantly in the hallways and in the streets. Every household had an instrument, she wrote, “a banjo perhaps, or a guitar, a mandolin or zither, or it may be the highly prized piano. Visiting an evening in the Phipps model tenement, one hears a variety of gay tinkling sounds.”31

The black residents of San Juan Hill also established a strong sense of community. As Thelonious’s future sister-in-law, Geraldine Smith, remembers about the neighborhood, “It was like a little village. Everybody knew everybody.”32 It had a rich associational life, with well over a dozen black churches in close vicinity. The more prominent included St. Cyprian’s Colored Episcopal Chapel at 171 West 63rd (the largest black Episcopalian congregation in the city) and St. Benedict the Moor Roman Catholic Church. Baptists dominated, though most of their churches were tiny storefronts. One exception was Union Baptist Church, a mainstay at 204 West 63rd until about 1930, when its pastor, the Reverend George H. Sims, decided to relocate to 145th Street in Harlem. Barbara Monk was a member of Union Baptist when she first arrived, although once it became clear the church planned to move (Sims had purchased the plot in Harlem during the summer of 1926), she switched to a small storefront Baptist church on West 61st near Amsterdam, pastored by the Reverend W. A. Johnson.33

Sims’s departure proved a great loss to the community. He not only provided leadership on matters of race and poverty on the West Side, but he earned a reputation as a great preacher. Gordon Heath, one of Monk’s childhood acquaintances, attended Union a few times with his mother. He loved the sermons delivered by Reverend Sims, who “shouted, wept, and exhorted God and the congregation to collect enough money to pay for the organ’s repair, the church’s roof, and the uninterrupted maintenance of his personal household. . . . Foot patting and hand clapping and rhythmic response to the minister’s evangelic fervor were the order of the day.”34

The God-fearing Barbara made sure her children went to church, but she was even more concerned about their education. At first, only Marion was old enough to attend the local elementary school, P.S. 141, located on West 58th Street just east of Tenth Avenue. By the time Thelonious turned six in the fall of 1923, he joined his sister on the five-block trek to school—a walk that often meant confronting gangs of white youths prepared to do battle with any black kids passing by. Black children necessarily traveled along Amsterdam in groups, which fostered friendship and kinship. Whites were in the minority at the school; by 1930, of the 1,104 pupils enrolled, 828 were black.35 Although black students outnumbered whites, they were still vulnerable to racist attacks. Black children at P.S. 141, as well as P.S. 69 (the neighborhood junior high school), complained regularly of the hostility they faced from both students and teachers. (During the 1920s, the vast majority of the teachers were whites who commuted from Queens, New Jersey, or the Bronx.36) The word “nigger” flowed easily from the lips of many teachers, who were also quick to side with white children whenever fights broke out.37 Saxophonist and bandleader Benny Carter, who also grew up on West 63rd Street, had vivid memories of racial discrimination during his years at P.S. 141 and P.S. 69. One incident, in particular, led to his expulsion from eighth grade during the year the Monks moved to his block. As he recalled, “We lived in a rough neighborhood and it was a rough school . . . I had a fight with a kid. A teacher intervened to help him. He kicked me from behind as I was going down the staircase, calling me a dirty nigger. I turned and punched him. I was expelled on the spot.”38

Thelonious’s formative experiences with other children did not take place at school but at summer camp. Barbara took advantage of the Fresh Air Fund, which ran a camp in Batavia, New York, a sleepy upstate town situated between Buffalo and Rochester.39 The Fresh Air Fund goal of giving working-class city kids from all ethnic backgrounds an opportunity to spend time in the country appealed to Barbara, whose memories of rural North Carolina contrasted sharply with the claustrophobia of West Manhattan. On the stifling hot day of August 2, 1923, Barbara put her eldest son on a New York Central Railway train along with forty-six other boys, heading off on a two-week adventure. When the train arrived the next morning, the boys were given a heroes’ welcome. They marched from the station to the courthouse park on Main Street, where each child was weighed, fed, and distributed to the various families to whom they were assigned. The local paper described the campers as “a motley collection of thin and cheaply-clad children. Some were pitiably pale, some had dark complexions that bespoke Italian and [H]ebrew parentage, but all aroused the sympathy and motherly instinct of the many women who watched them detrain.”40

The same journalist took note of one kid in particular. So did the Batavia fire chief. “If any boy in the Fresh Air bunch is assured of a good time, it is Phelonius [sic] Monk, a five-year-old colored youngster, who will spend two weeks doing what every normal boy would give a gallon of ice cream and a thousand marbles to do. Little Phelonious, who may have had some hard luck when his name was picked out, was lucky enough to become the guest of the firemen stationed at fire headquarters. They have decided to make a mascot out of him and equip him with a uniform. Phelonious, who is a cunning-looking chap, was on a fire truck ringing a bell five minutes after his arrival at the station, his pearly teeth uncovered by a grin that threatened to reach his ears.”41

The firemen were drawn to Monk on first sight. By the time he left two weeks later, he had thoroughly charmed the entire company, and he was reluctant to leave, despite bouts of homesickness. “A letter just received from his mother,” reported the Batavia Daily News, “made him a little homesick, but he said he would like to come back and be a fireman, after he had seen his folks. He nearly cried at the station when he heard the fire trucks going to a fire this morning without him.” He vowed that if he couldn’t stay longer, “he will be a fireman as soon as he is old enough.” He led the parade back to the train station, following the ritual weighing to see how much they gained as a result of wholesome country living. Thelonious was “strutting at the head of the line and banging away on a toy drum, his little chest proudly swelling inside his red fireman’s shirt. . . .”42

Stretching back to the late nineteenth century, there was an established tradition of white institutions choosing “colored boys” to serve as mascots, essentially pets. Fire stations, police stations, athletic teams, did it with good humor and implicit condescension. This was the age when images of “pickaninnies” and elderly black people were used to sell products and create an atmosphere of frivolity and innocence. When Thelonious returned to camp the following year, the entire department was there to greet him at the station, despite the pouring rain. This time the local paper got his name almost right: “Before the procession started moving a member of the Batavia fire department swooped down into the crowd, singled out a tiny colored lad and hoisted him into the air. Thelonius [sic] Monk, who for two weeks last summer lived the life of Reilly as the guest of the firemen, was back again this year. Thelonius, conducting himself as becomes a veteran fresh air child, gravely shook hands with the fireman, reached for his bundle and started at once for the scene of last year’s thrilling experiences.” Monk was such a sensation that the Batavia Daily News recorded his whereabouts and adventures on a fairly regular basis. They even interviewed Fire Chief George Benedict about their favorite mascot. Noting wrongly that Thelonious hails from the “roaring 40s,” known to upstate New Yorkers as the center of the Manhattan’s night life, the Chief expressed admiration for his good manners and gentlemanly comportment. “He’s the nicest little gentleman you’d every [sic] care to see. His mother certainly brought him up right. He played here all day long last year and got excited in the games, running around, but I never heard any bad language come from his lips. Another thing, Thelonius always says his prayers. Yes, he’s brought up right.”43

Barbara had indeed raised her children with very strong morals, but she was not a strict disciplinarian. She kept her children in line by relying on reason, faith, example, and her quiet, dignified strength. Unlike her husband, she did not believe in corporal punishment and she encouraged her children to be free-spirited, vocal, and opinionated, albeit respectful. As a child of the post-Reconstruction generation, Barbara also talked about politics. Around the time of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s bid for the presidency in 1932, she joined a local chapter of the New York Democratic Clubs, and, when she had time and her health permitted, attended a few of their forums.44 She wanted her children to be vocal, aware, and active in the world around them. Many children in those days were expected to be seen and not heard, and dinner-table chatter was not tolerated, but Barbara Monk encouraged her children to talk, laugh, and think of dinner time as family time. “We would talk about everything that happened during the day and what was going to happen,” Marion recalled. “I’d ask my mother this and that and we’d have a good conversation.”45

Barbara did what she could to introduce her children to the city’s rich cultural life. She frequently took them to Central Park in the summer to hear Edwin Franko Goldman’s sixty-piece orchestra perform classic works by European and American composers. During the summer of 1923, the inaugural year of the Central Park series, Goldman’s band gave sixty concerts, attracting as many as 15,000 people. Five years old, Thelonious spent many warm summer nights listening to such works as Schubert’s “Serenade,” Tchaikovsky’s “Slavic March,” Wagner’s “Tannhäuser Overture,” Rossini’s “William Tell Overture,” Strauss’s “New Vienna Waltz,” and plenty of Chopin and Liszt. Goldman’s band continued the tradition throughout the decade, and Barbara’s children frequently attended.46 Nor did Barbara miss opportunities to make music at home, especially sacred music. As Marion recalls, “We even used to have a quartet, you know, be singing, the four of us. We used to have a good time. That was our good time at dinner time because everyone was there.”47

Some time around late 1924 or early 1925, the quartet became a quintet when Thelonious, Sr., finally joined the family at 234 West 63rd St.48 He still suffered from chronic bronchial problems, and the horrible conditions of the tenement houses undoubtedly aggravated his illness. Nevertheless, he managed to find work, first as an unskilled laborer on the docks, then in the boiler room of a local theater. He took a variety of odd jobs performing manual labor until he was able to secure a more permanent position as a super/maintenance man in one of the tenements. Meanwhile, Barbara left her job at the Henrietta Industrial School and found a better position as a cleaner for Children’s Court located on East 22nd Street. She would remain in this job until she was forced to retire due to illness.49

Not long after Thelonious, Sr. arrived in New York, the family successfully applied for an apartment in one of the Phipps Houses. They moved there around 1926. Their still-new building’s thirty-four units were populated with working-class families from either the South or the Caribbean—families like the Brumbertachs, the Branches, and the Ortelys from the British West Indies, or the Caldwells from North Carolina and the Atkinsons from South Carolina. They made their living by cooking, cleaning, driving, or serving mostly white folks in restaurants, cruise boats, and private homes. Some made dresses and worked in factories, and nearly one-fourth of the households supplemented their income by taking in boarders. The rent was about three dollars a week. There were many two-parent families, but there were also plenty of widowers, divorcees, single mothers, and a few single residents with no children. Everyone worked hard to make ends meet, but all were considered respectable by the Phipps management. The Monks were welcomed largely because of Barbara’s kind demeanor and generosity. (The arrival of her husband probably helped her application as well.) The Southerners embraced them because they were from home, although many of the West Indians believed they had to be one of them with a name like Monk.50

The cultures of the West Indians and Southerners blended despite the tensions. With the music, cuisine, dialects, and manners of the Caribbean and the American South everywhere in the West 60s, virtually every kid became a kind of cultural hybrid. Thelonious absorbed Caribbean music. Through the radio and the sounds of the Victrola pouring out of his neighbors’ apartments, he heard the likes of Atilla the Hun, Lord Invader, the Roaring Lion, and other prominent calypsonians of that era, and he probably heard music from the Spanish Caribbean—rumba, son, habañera, tango. Block parties on West 63rd Street became another source of cultural exchange. In the early 1930s, a philanthropist known affectionately as “Uncle Robert” used to sponsor outdoor dances on West 63rd, with live bands and free lollipops for the kids.51 Monk was also familiar with many of the neighborhood musicians who played in local calypso or salsa bands. One can certainly hear explicit Caribbean rhythms in some of Monk’s original compositions, most notably “Bye-ya” and “Bemsha Swing,” which he wrote with his good friend, Barbadian-born drummer Denzil Best. The original copyrighted title was “Bimsha Swing,” Bimsha (or Bim or Bimshire) being a nickname for Barbados.52

After a very brief stay in a small apartment one flight up, the Monks moved downstairs to apartment 20, a slightly larger ground-floor, two-bedroom flat in the rear of the building.53 The apartment was designed around the kitchen. The front door opened into the kitchen; one bedroom was situated off to the right of it, and the living room could only be reached by walking through it. Off to the right of the living room was the other bedroom, and to the left was a tiny bathroom. The kitchen also included a hideaway bathtub. Although space was still limited, especially for a family of five, and not much sunlight found its way into their ground-floor windows, their new apartment was a giant step up from the tiny, dilapidated tenement across the street.

Once they arrived, Barbara and Thelonious, Sr. made a major acquisition that would change their middle child’s life forever: “A lady gave us a piano,” Thelonious recalled. “The player-piano kind. I saw how the rolls made the keys move. Very interesting. Sounded pretty good to me. I felt I did not want to waste this person’s gift, so I learned to use it.”54 He wasn’t the only one. His mother sat down on occasion and played the few hymns she had learned by ear. She knew just enough to earn a position as a principal pianist for the tiny storefront Baptist church she attended on West 61st Street.55 Thelonious, Sr. tickled the ivories a bit more frequently, and if the spirit hit him he’d bang late into the night, improvising on one of the two or three songs he knew. The neighbors weren’t pleased. One night some kids in the building placed a picture of a skull and crossbones on the Monks’ door while he was playing. The warning worked; after that he played his music at a decent hour and a bit more pianissimo.56

Not long after moving into the Phipps Houses, Thelonious, Sr. was compelled, once again by health reasons, to return to North Carolina. The polluted air and cold winters had aggravated what had become a severe case of asthma. After he was hospitalized for a major asthma attack, his doctor insisted that he leave New York immediately. Marion has no recollection of her father coming back to the house to say goodbye. There might be more to the story, however: During his brief stay in New York, Thelonious also suffered a near-fatal head injury in a fight with a man wielding a baseball bat. He began experiencing bouts of memory loss that would persist for the rest of his life.57

After just three or four years together, Barbara and Thelonious, Sr., split once again. This time it was for good. He made at least one more trip to New York in a failed effort to convince her and the children to return to Rocky Mount, but New York was now Barbara’s home. She had been doing a fine job on her own before he made the trek north, and she was determined to stay. Thelonious, Sr. moved in with his sisters, Eulah and Hettie, who still lived in the house on Dunn Street their brother Theodore (“Babe”) owned, and fell right back into the life of a common laborer, securing a job at a wrecking company.58

Thelonious, Jr., age eleven, had lived with his father for a total of seven years, some of which were before his earliest memories. From now on, he would be raised by his mother, and by New York City.
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“I Always Did Want to Play Piano”

(1928–1934)

“My first musical impressions, I guess, were from listening to piano rolls,” Monk once mused. “Everybody had a piano, and they used to play rolls all the time. So I had one, too. That’s all people listened to, mostly piano music.”1 Thelonious began teaching himself as soon as they rolled the old upright into the door. He banged a little, listened for differences between the black and white keys, tried to mimic his father’s two-fisted barrelhouse style, and in no time was picking out melodies he had heard on the radio or hymns his mother sang. But when Barbara decided that at least one of her children would receive formal lessons, that privilege was initially bestowed on big sister Marion. That didn’t surprise Thelonious, who explained years later, “The girls always took [lessons] in those days.”2

Barbara had other plans for her middle child: She envisioned Little Thelonious playing violin, like many of the West Indian boys in the Phipps Houses. But Thelonious had his own agenda. Perhaps inspired by Louis Armstrong, who was all the rage in the late twenties, or maybe his neighbor James “Bubber” Miley, a local hero and star soloist in the Duke Ellington orchestra, Thelonious wanted to play trumpet. Barbara accommodated her son and purchased a used trumpet, probably from a local pawn shop or from a musician in the neighborhood. He loved the instrument, but as Marion recalls, “The music teacher told my mother that he shouldn’t play the trumpet because it was affecting . . . his blowing and he got interested in piano. So my mother said she’d give him piano lessons. But before that he was playing the piano because my father used to be banging around on the piano.”3 Thelonious himself remembered it differently. He once told writer/radio host Russ Wilson, “I started to study trumpet, but the music teacher saw me playing on the piano and he said, ‘You got to take up piano.’ So I took piano.”4

Thelonious was eleven when he began taking piano lessons, although even his formal lessons began informally. He was so fascinated by the piano that he’d stay in the house during his sister’s lesson and study everything she did very carefully, including the notes on the page. “I learned how to read before I took lessons, watching my sister practice her lessons, over her shoulder,” Monk explained many times, in an effort to dispel persistent rumors of his musical illiteracy.5 He also had an excellent ear. According to Marion, Thelonious could “pick up any tune that came along without music. Mother said that if he was going to play he should learn how to play the right way, so the teacher who was teaching me, which I didn’t like piano lessons, he started teaching my brother in my place. So, he took lessons.” Marion, on the other hand, was really interested in playing the saxophone, “but they couldn’t afford to buy a saxophone for me so I didn’t play that.”6

Monk’s teacher was Simon Wolf. He taught a few of the neighborhood kids and was highly regarded among the parents who hired him. He wasn’t cheap; Barbara paid him seventy-five cents for an hour-long lesson.7 An Austrian-born Jew in his late thirties, Wolf was a fine classical pianist but primarily a violinist who had the distinction of studying under Alfred Megerlin, the concertmaster for the New York Philharmonic. He performed occasionally, but by the mid- to late-1920s, teaching had become his main source of income.8 Barbara learned about Simon Wolf through her neighbors, Cyril and Harriette Heath, whose son, Seifield Gordon Heath, had been studying with him. Gordon remembered Mr. Wolf as “a soft-spoken, small, elegant, young Jewish gentleman who wore his hair just a little longer than ordinary.” He was very well-trained, worldly, and “warm but impersonal, conscientious, and correct.”9 Gordon was a conscientious student, constantly working on scales, Ludwig Spohr violin studies, and Baroque pieces assigned by Wolf. But for all of his work, Gordon Heath never garnered the kind of attention Wolf lavished on his neighbor Thelonious.

Just one year older than Heath,10 Thelonious turned out to be one of Mr. Wolf’s best students. One day, Gordon’s father asked Wolf for an honest assessment of his son’s progress. “He works hard,” Wolf confessed, “but I couldn’t say if he has talent.” Cyril Heath was taken aback. He then asked about Thelonious, and Wolf responded, “I don’t think there will be anything I can teach him. He will go beyond me very soon.”11 Gordon remembered spending much of his junior high school years being compared with Thelonious and enduring his father’s sighs of disappointment. Cyril would often say, “This boy—no father—his mother scrubs floors to pay for his music lessons and look at the progress he is making.”12

Simon Wolf was not a jazz musician; he taught Thelonious works by Chopin, Beethoven, Bach, Rachmaninoff, Liszt, and Mozart. Thelonious developed an affinity for Chopin and Rachmaninoff, and he loved to work through some of the most difficult pieces. Wolf was amazed by how quickly Thelonious mastered many pieces, not to mention his curiosity about the piano’s mechanics and his wide range of musical interests. Monk knew how much he impressed Wolf and was not bashful about saying so. “Didn’t have to study hard—used to amaze all the teachers! No one had to make me study. I was gifted, you know—music.”13

Wolf worked with Thelonious intermittently for about two years. By the time he turned thirteen, it was clear to Thelonious and to those around him that jazz was his first love. What Wolf could not teach him, Thelonious learned from the many jazz musicians who lived in the neighborhood. Besides saxophonist Benny Carter (who moved to Harlem after leaving his parents’ house14), his neighbors included pianist Freddy Johnson (who would later work with Benny Carter and Coleman Hawkins15), reed player Russell Procope (who played with Benny Carter, Chick Webb, and eventually Duke Ellington), and the phenomenal trumpet player “Bubber” Miley, a key figure in Ellington’s “Cotton Club” band in the 1920s, before he succumbed to tuberculosis in 1932 at the age of twenty-nine. The neighborhood was full of jazz sounds. When Thelonious was still in grade school, a group calling themselves the Carolina Five used to gather at the home of Percy and Theodosia Maples and hold informal rehearsals. Miley was part of that group, along with several other neighborhood musicians.16 Even Monk’s next-door neighbor, James Harrison, worked as a professional drummer in a dance band throughout the 1930s.17

The local jazz musician who had the greatest impact on Thelonious’s early development, however, was a diminutive black woman named Alberta Simmons. She appears in no jazz dictionary or encyclopedia, and she never recorded. But for a good part of her life, she was able to make a living playing ragtime and stride piano in the tiny speakeasies in the West 30s, on 53rd and Broadway, in Flushing, Queens, and out of town when opportunities came up. Born in Virginia in 1892 (the same year as Barbara Monk), she was barely in her twenties when she started hanging out at James Reese Europe’s Clef Club on West 53rd Street. There she met Eubie Blake, James P. Johnson, and Fats Waller—all pianists who would influence her style. Her career might have taken off, according to her daughter Alberta Webb, but “Things got tough back there in the 20s and she married again. . . . Being a woman, she got sort of sidetracked trying to raise her children. Unfortunately, things did not work out in later years.” For several summers, she had a regular gig at Jack’s Cabaret in Saratoga Springs, which gave her two children, Archie and Alberta, a much-needed respite from the city heat.18

Throughout the 1920s, she earned a little money giving piano lessons—enough, at least, to list “piano teacher” as her primary occupation in those years. During the Great Depression, she continued to teach but to survive she did domestic work.19 Among her students was Thelonious. Simmons and her children lived with her mother, Ida Washington, at 210 West 61st Street, through the 1920s and early 1930s, before moving to 117 West 60th Street, on the east side of Amsterdam. Simmons’s daughter Alberta, only two years younger than Thelonious, had vivid memories of his visits to the Simmons household. Sitting at her pristine brown Horace Waters upright, Simmons would teach him a variety of stride piano techniques and help him develop his left hand. “Thelonious used to come by and get the little rhythms that my mother had, what Fats Waller and them had. He knew about my mom.”20

The church proved to be another critical source of Monk’s musical knowledge. Barbara taught her son a few hymns on the piano, and every once in a while Thelonious would accompany her when she sang at Reverend W. A. Johnson’s church on West 61st Street. Although these performances were few and far between—usually around religious holidays such as Easter or Christmas—they were memorable. When Monk reached his late teens and early 20s, he continued to accompany his mother during these holiday performances, but as soon as the song ended it was his cue to cut out. He wouldn’t stay for the service. Nonetheless he became steeped in the sacred music of the black Baptist tradition. One account claims, dubiously, that Thelonious studied under “Professor” Buster Archer, Union Baptist Church’s legendary organist, but this is unlikely since the church had moved uptown by the time Monk turned twelve.21

In any case Barbara had much to teach. She adored gospel, hymns, and old spirituals, and could be quite a taskmaster when it came to learning the music. Thelonious’s nephew, Thomas Monk, Jr., remembers Easter Sundays when all the children would have to stand before the church and sing hymns with their grandmother. She’d insist on rehearsals: “We’d go to the house and she’d get on the piano. . . . And we’d be singing and she’d tell us, ‘You hit the wrong note. Up, a little up, a little down.’ She was like my uncle [Thelonious]. She was like a musical instructor. I’d say, ‘I know how to sing it, Grandma.’ She’d say, ‘No, no, you got to sing with this, that, more feeling. Bring out the voice.’ And we’d stay there for about two hours.”22

Besides his mother, the most important influence on Monk’s early development as a musician and as a young man wasn’t a person but an institution—the Columbus Hill Neighborhood Center (renamed the Columbus Hill Community Center in 1933). Armed with a $72,000 gift from John D. Rockefeller, Jr., the Children’s Aid Society transformed the old Henrietta Industrial School at 224 West 63rd Street into an elaborate after-school and summer program for children and adults. The stimulus for Rockefeller’s gift grew out of a study of delinquency among black children in New York City, conducted in the fall of 1927 by a joint committee representing several social agencies. The Center, which opened its doors in October of 1928, was not to be another recreation facility but a kind of hub of community social service. It housed, for example, the Columbus Hill Health Center (AICP), the New York City Health Department’s Baby Health Station, the Urban League, the Columbus Hill Day Nursery, the Child Study Association, and the Henrietta Health Center of the Children’s Aid Society.23

It was a true center of social life for black youth in the neighborhood. Within months of its creation, about 150 girls and 320 boys were active in eighteen clubs covering a wide range of activities, including athletics, swimming, homemaking, tap dancing, and orchestra. By March of 1930, over 800 kids participated in the Center’s various programs and clubs, and the staff consisted of twenty-three volunteers and twenty paid workers.24 For the most part, the clubs were segregated by gender. Boys signed up for metal work, carpentry, and photography with Mr. Banner, and many of the girls could be found in Mrs. McIver’s craft classes, where she taught advanced weaving and block printing.25 Within each gender group, kids were divided by age. Theo Wilson remembered three distinct groups—Junior, Intermediate, and Senior—and in his view, Thelonious policed the age boundaries vigilantly. “When I was a Junior he was a Senior,” Wilson mused. “And if I went into the Seniors’ room to play pool, he would come in and take my stick and say I followed him there. And sometimes I would give it to him, or I wouldn’t. And the last word was, I’d take a pool ball, and on the way back I’d give it to him. He was a big guy, and I didn’t belong in there. But I thought, ‘Who the hell is he? He doesn’t run the joint.’ ”26

Thelonious would beg to differ, especially once he became a Senior. But no harsh words were exchanged; both parties knew better. Strict rules of conduct were vigilantly enforced, and fighting or other acts of misbehavior often resulted in a revoked or suspended membership. Despite San Juan Hill’s reputation for violence, incidents of fighting or serious misbehavior were few and far between. Most children genuinely loved and valued the Center and its predominantly black staff. “It was the greatest thing in our lives,” Mavis Swire remembered. “[The staff] had a way of making you feel like you could do great things. You can do more with your life.”27

The Center was so popular, in fact, that when the Children’s Aid Society announced in April of 1930 that it would have to close its doors due to lack of funding, angry residents organized a mass meeting and accused the Children’s Aid Society of racial discrimination. Leaders of the institutions housed in the building vowed to keep the Center going. The Urban League organized a benefit performance of Marc Connelly’s play “The Green Pastures” less than a month after the announcement, committing all the proceeds to the Center. The mobilization succeeded. The closing turned out to be temporary; the freshly painted and newly repaired Center was back in operation within a few weeks.28

For Thelonious, Marion, and Thomas, the Center became their second home. Marion remembered playing indoor games such as dominoes, checkers, ping-pong, as well as outdoor sports such as paddle ball, a miniature form of tennis. Thelonious rarely beat his big sister at paddle ball, but he excelled on the basketball court (though, contrary to popular myth, he never played for his high school basketball team), and he was a shark when it came to billiards and table tennis. “He was good in pool,” Marion remembered. “He could beat everybody shooting pool, playing ping-pong. I think he won the championship with the boys in ping-pong and I won it for the girls, the championship. He was good.”29 Thelonious and Thomas, despite their two-and-a-half-year age difference, played on the same basketball team at the Center, in the “100-pound” division.30

Thelonious’s appreciation for the Center was captured in an essay he wrote for his tenth grade English class. Titled “Stormy Days in the City and Country,” it compared urban and rural lives for boys:

On stormy days [there] is hardly anything you can do in the streets, so mostly everybody [tries] to entertain hisself at home. Some go home and read, some play checkers, etc. But I don’t stay home very much on stormy days because there is a boys’ club near my home called Columbus Hill Community Center. In this club there is a lot of things to entertain boys with such as basketball, pool, ping pong, checkers, craft classes and many other things. This is the way the average city boy spends his time on rainy days because there are boys’ clubs all over the city.

In the country it is different than in the city because there are not any boys clubs around so the boys go home and maybe invite a couple of his friends over and tell stories to each other. If the boy happens to have some game at home he and his friends play with them. A country boy can’t play a game such as basketball because there is hardly any place to play such a game. If it happen [sic] to be such a place as a boys’ club in the country the boys have to travel so far to get there. This shows the life of the city boy and the country boy on stormy days.31

Thelonious never became a regular member of one of the Center’s orchestras, but he did participate in the music program.32 When he was about fifteen or sixteen years old, the Center held a music contest for a scholarship to the Juilliard School of Music. Thelonious entered, evidently played well, but took second place behind his friend Louis Taylor, a thirteen-year-old piano prodigy who lived a few doors down from the Monks at 227 West 63rd Street. Taylor’s father delivered coal for a living and his mother worked as a domestic for a private family, but they nevertheless considered themselves among the “better classes,” owing to their Barbadian origins. Nellie Monk and other members of the family believed that Taylor was chosen over Thelonious only because the administrators of the Center favored West Indians.33 Thelonious did envy the fact that Taylor had large hands. Thomas Monk recalled, “my brother used to sort of get aggravated because he couldn’t stretch like Louis or the other piano players.”34

Taylor was enrolled in the diploma program at Juilliard from 1936 to 1940, where he studied piano under Etta C. Garcia. He also took classes in Juilliard’s Extension Division and Summer School from 1946 to 1948, and he became a music teacher.35 Years later, according to Nellie Monk, on a rainy night in 1958 during one of Monk’s engagements at the Five Spot, Taylor came to the set, heard what Thelonious was doing, and passed a note to his former adversary, through club owner Joe Termini, indicating that Monk had deserved to win the scholarship that day. Monk just shrugged it off: “I’m glad I didn’t go to the conservatory. Probably would’ve ruined me!”36

•  •  •

Monk’s formal education was somewhat less successful than his informal music learning. As a junior high student, Monk appeared to be curious and engaging, but his grades were average. He graduated from P.S. 141 at the end of the winter term in 1928 and enrolled in junior high school JHS 69 on West 54th Street in the spring of 1929.37 Junior high was no different from his elementary school in that it had a predominantly black student body and an overwhelmingly white teaching staff, except Thelonious and his friends in the West 60s had to travel a few additional blocks to get to school, crossing the great divide: Amsterdam Avenue. Battles with neighborhood white kids along the Avenue were daily occurrences, but Monk had earned a reputation as one of the kids not to mess with.

Contrary to the common lore that Monk “excelled” in mathematics and physics, his grades were never very impressive. During the seventh grade and through the fall of eighth grade at JHS 69, his math scores were successively 65, 47, and 65. In the spring term of eighth grade and fall of ninth grade, his scores rose to a respectable 80 and 75, only to plummet precipitously once he enrolled in Stuyvesant High School. Besides, he essentially failed geography in junior high, with grades ranging from 35 to 57 during the same period. He performed somewhat better in English (65 and 76 at JHS 69), he earned about a B to B+ average in spelling and drawing, and he deservedly scored a 90 for penmanship.38 He proved quite the draftsman; his mother kept some of his junior-high school drawings for many, many years. His niece Jackie remembered seeing “a fine drawing of an old-fashioned iron. Mrs. Monk hung that drawing and others over the sink as long as I could remember.”39 For almost every other subject—physical training, science, and shop—Monk maintained about a C average. The one area in which he consistently excelled was music, earning Bs and As, which was enough for admission to the prestigious Stuyvesant High School. That, and some lobbying by Barbara.

There was no entrance examination for Stuyvesant in those days,40 and Barbara had good reason to send her son there, even though it was very far to the east and south, at 345 East 15th Street. First, Barbara worked a few blocks from the school, as a cleaner at Children’s Court on 137 East 22nd Street. She was always close to her middle child and preferred to have Thelonious closer to her, especially in light of the proliferation of crime and drugs in San Juan Hill. During the early 1930s, San Juan Hill became a leading center of the incipient heroin trade and the target of major federal drug raids.41 Second, the then-all-boys school was one of the best high schools in the city, then as now. Ironically, though it had an outstanding orchestra and band, Thelonious never participated in the school’s music programs, nor did he take any general music classes. There is no evidence that he even auditioned for the orchestra’s highly coveted piano chair. Stuyvesant did not have a jazz band at the time. Some have speculated that Monk was barred from the orchestra because of his race,42 but there were at least two black student members at the time. Solomon Moore, class of ’33, held a cello chair just prior to Monk’s arrival. Moore was also a star on Stuyvesant’s basketball team. Thomas J. Brown, class of ’35, played violin in the orchestra, performed in the school band, ran track, sang in the glee club, and was a leader in the Pan American Society.43

Thelonious appeared committed to school when he first entered Stuyvesant in the spring of 1932. During his first three semesters, he attended classes regularly, missing only 14 out of 285 days, and he was late only six times. He worked hard, especially for a teenaged boy who loved sports, pretty girls, and playing piano—not necessarily in that order. But in spite of his effort—and contrary to legend—Monk did not perform exceedingly well, continuing his junior-high grades. In his first semester he earned a 68 in English, a 67 in French, a 70 in math, and a dismal 40 in chemistry.44 His best subject that semester was “Mechanic Arts,” in which he scored an impressive 86. The following semester (fall 1932), his English grade dropped to a 40, French to 50, and math to 65. By the spring of 1933, although he attended classes regularly, he seems to have stopped trying. He earned “0’s” in physics and French, a 50 in biology, and a surprising 20 in mechanic arts. The one course that seemed to engage him was English. He not only earned a 66, his highest grade that semester, but his English assignments dominated his composition book.

His tenth grade essays reveal his curiosity, skepticism, and wry sense of humor. Characterizing Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities as essentially a violent conflict between rich and poor, Thelonious noted how the poor people of France were being “killed in a dreadful manner” while the nation’s rulers continued their profligate lifestyle. But even amidst tragedy, Thelonious always found something amusing: The one example he cited from the text told of a young Frenchman who was sentenced by the state to be mutilated and burned alive for not properly honoring a “procession of monks” that had passed a few yards away from him.45 In another assignment, he summarized a newspaper article about a group of University of California scientists who had invented a machine to revive patients whose hearts had stopped. The machine forced oxygen into the lungs, applied heat to the body, and rocked the patient back and forth until her/his heart began to beat. “The theory is,” Monk wrote, “that the steady change in position will cause gravity to send the blood coursing through the veins and will start the heart beating. I think this will help save a lot of lives providing it does what the inventor states.”46 Another, titled “What is the Best Kind of Stove?”, went for awkward deadpan:

Before the gas stove was invented people had to hang their food over the fireplace in pots. Then after a long time of this miserable way of cooking, at last the gas stove was on the market. Of course, when it first came out it costed [sic] a lot of money but finally it was down and mostly everybody had one. And like anything else it had a bad side to it. Sometimes the people would make a mistake and leave on the gas and the result most of the time was death. Then still it was a good stove because it cooks the food quick, you can cook more of the food and it leaves a better taste to the food.

According to those reasons stated above I think a gas stove is the best kind of stove.47

Oh, happy survivors.

•  •  •

It is often claimed that Monk played on his high school basketball team, but he never participated in any extracurricular activities at Stuyvesant. As soon as the final school bell rang, Monk rushed to the subway and headed for home. The neighborhood was the center of his social universe; here he earned the respect of his peers and developed a few deep and lasting friendships. When he wasn’t playing basketball or ping-pong at the community center, Thelonious would often visit his friend Harold Francis across the street. Like a number of Monk’s friends, Harold was of Caribbean descent; his parents hailed from Barbados. His father, Frederick, was a bit of a curiosity in the neighborhood because he worked as a stableman caring for horses. Harold and Monk had a lot in common. They were the same age and were known around the neighborhood as excellent pianists.48 The pair spent many hours together taking turns playing for each other, sometimes at the Monks’ house, sometimes at the community center. Occasionally they visited Alberta Simmons.

The Monks’ apartment was a popular hangout not only for Harold Francis but for many of the young neighborhood musicians. Barbara’s doors were always open for her children’s friends, and she enjoyed the music they played. Marion remembers those impromptu jam sessions fondly. The kids would pile into the front room and “they’d be playing and the rest of us would be dancing, you know.”49 Like Thelonious, Harold Francis was determined to become a professional musician. He would struggle until 1946, when he got his big break and replaced Ray Tunia as the pianist/arranger for the Ink Spots.50

Thelonious’s longest-lasting friendship began inauspiciously in the summer of 1933, when he was just shy of sixteen. One day, as he was walking down his block on West 63rd Street, he saw a group of kids preparing to jump a boy who was small and slight in stature and about a year younger than Monk. The boy was desperately trying to defend himself when Thelonious intervened. “Leave that kid alone. He didn’t do anything to you.” Monk was calm but firm. When the gang hesitated, Monk made it clear to all that if they continued with the beating, “you’re gonna have to deal with me.”51 Monk possessed the personal clout and reputation as a pugilist to persuade the kids to back off. In no time, Thelonious and the new boy became inseparable. His name was James Smith but everyone called him Sonny. Sonny wasn’t a musician, but he loved music and liked to improvise on the mandolin and piano. Monk came to respect Sonny’s ear, and Sonny became Monk’s biggest advocate.52

When Sonny met Thelonious, he and his family had just moved from a tiny apartment in a Brooklyn brownstone to a tiny apartment in a five-story tenement house at 226 West 62nd Street. At the time, the Smith family consisted of Sonny, his mother, Nellie, and his two sisters—ten-year-old Nellie and eight-year-old Evelyn, who also went by “Skippy.” Tuberculosis and related illnesses ravaged the rest of the family, including Evelyn’s twin sister, who died soon after birth. Altogether, Mrs. Nellie Smith lost five children to “consumption.” She buried her last child, fifteen-year-old Etta, on March 31, 1933.53

The Smiths’ story is similar to that of the Monks. They, too, were part of the Southern migrant stream that settled in New York City during the early to mid-1920s. And like Barbara Monk, Nellie Smith ended up leaving her husband behind in search of a better life for her children. Born in Florida in 1899 to Harry Young and Martha Brooks, Nellie was a mere teenager when she met Elisha Bennett Smith, a tall, handsome, and debonair Pullman porter who hailed from Sumter County, Georgia.54 Even in his old age, Smith’s niece remembered him as “a wonderful physical specimen . . . who loved to dress and loved music.”55 He played a little guitar and piano, but according to family legend he only knew one song. And every chance he got he played that one song, over and over. The son of former slaves, James Riley Smith and Rosa Alger Battle, Elisha grew up alongside very successful and highly motivated siblings. His brother, James Clifton Smith, became a renowned educator and activist in St. Augustine, Florida, and his three sisters, Rosa Bell, Annie Mickens, and Lula, were all well-educated, strikingly beautiful, and famously independent. In fact, Elisha (also known as E.B.) was sort of the rebel in the family. He dropped out of school early on, loved travel and adventure, and had a weakness for pretty women. One of those pretty women, Nellie Young, was twenty-four years his junior. They married some time during World War I, settled in Jacksonville, Florida, and started a family right away. Nellie bore eight children for E.B.—the sixth child, born December 27, 1921, she named after herself. While Nellie raised his children, E.B. spent much of his time traveling up and down the eastern seaboard for the Pullman Company. He never could suppress his wandering spirit or his eye for attractive women. In 1926, Nellie Smith and her eight children left E.B. behind and made the northern trek to New York.56

She first moved in with her sister Elizabeth Bracy, also known as Aunt “Yank.” Recently widowed, Bracy worked as a housekeeper but owned a small home on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn. Nellie, too, found work as a domestic, but it took four years before she was able to move out. But by the time they relocated to Albany Avenue about six blocks away, she had lost four of her children to TB and had contracted the disease herself.57 With Etta’s passing, Mrs. Smith and her three surviving children, Sonny, Nellie, and Skippy, packed their belongings and set out for Manhattan. After about a year living at 226 West 62nd Street, Nellie’s health deteriorated to the point where she could no longer work and the family had to go on relief. They were forced to move again to a slightly cheaper place across the street at 237 West 62nd. Much of the burden of caring for the two girls now fell on Sonny’s shoulders.

Thelonious and Sonny became a conspicuous pair at the playground and on the streets. Many of the girls in the neighborhood found them both to be particularly good-looking, and a few developed serious crushes, despite the boys’ reputation for aloofness. A few of the girls, including Sonny’s sister Nellie, used to gather at Monk’s house to hear him play. Nellie remembered, “I was about twelve when I heard him play the piano, and that was at his house. A lot of young girls used to go to his house. His mother would let them in. Of course, a lot of girls had a crush on him. . . . All the teenage girls.”58 Nellie knew better than to expect sixteen-year-old Thelonious to take an interest in a bashful, skinny twelve-year-old. Still, after the couple was married, she recounted a far more romantic story of their first encounter: “I was playing in a playground, and we had heard about each other. One day he passed the playground, and our eyes met, and I knew him, and he knew me. We didn’t speak then, and we didn’t actually meet until six months later. Years later he could tell me what I wore that day.”59 Perhaps, but if Thelonious felt this way, many years would pass before he began to see little Nellie as the beautiful, intelligent, and charming brown-skinned woman with the distinctively high cheekbones and the penetrating eyes.

Meanwhile, Nellie befriended two sisters who lived just across the street, Geraldine and Edith MacMillan. The MacMillan girls, along with their older sister, Millicent Henry, moved in with their aunt Lizzie Brooks, at 238 West 62nd Street, after their mother died in 1932.60 (Their father left when they were quite young, and was not in a position to care for his children.) “Aunt Lizzie,” as she was known to practically everyone in the neighborhood, was the girls’ maternal aunt—their mother’s older sister. She was listed in the census as married, but her husband did not live with her and she supported the entire household on meager wages earned from domestic service. “She was everybody’s aunt,” Geraldine remembered. “Just a little spry lady [and] a real figurehead in the neighborhood.”61 By the time the Smiths moved to the block in 1933, Geraldine had just turned thirteen and Nellie was eleven. They all attended JHS 69 together, and Nellie and Edith became after-school playmates.

At first, Geraldine had no interest in hanging out with her little sister and her new friend. “She wanted me to come and play with them. But I said they were too young. I felt I was so big and grown. . . . She kept telling me, [the Smiths] are nice, you would like them. So then she thought she was really interesting me when she said, ‘They got a cute brother.’ ” Geraldine had heard the buzz around the neighborhood from the other girls, and she agreed that Sonny was very good-looking, but she felt he was hard to approach and a little too cool. Nevertheless, she agreed to join Edith at the Smiths’ house and in no time she and Nellie were best friends. It would be a little while before Geraldine would make Sonny’s acquaintance, and even longer before she met Thelonious. Eventually, Nellie’s “cute brother” began to take notice when Geraldine blossomed into a young woman.62

San Juan Hill was like a small town unto itself; every circle of friends seemed to overlap. While Thelonious and Sonny were still too cool, and too old, to hang out with Nellie and Geraldine, they were tight with Geraldine’s cousin, Charles Stewart, who also lived with Aunt Lizzie. Stewart, a talented trumpet player and fine arranger, started jamming with Thelonious when they both were about fourteen years old (Stewart was just a few months older than Monk). In later years, Monk would praise Stewart’s playing, comparing him with Clifford Brown. Stewart followed in the footsteps of his cousin (Geraldine’s older brother from a different father), Clarence Brereton, who played trumpet and sometimes trombone in Noble Sissle’s Orchestra during the 1930s, and in John Kirby’s Orchestra in the mid-1940s.63

Around 1933, Monk formed his first band with Stewart and another kid from the Columbus Hill Community Center named Morris Simpson. The son of West Indian immigrants, Simpson was a fine drummer who lived a couple doors down from the Center, where his father worked as a janitor. When Morris wasn’t in school, practicing drums, or playing tennis—one of his favorite pastimes—he helped his mother run a little newspaper stand on the corner of West 63rd and Amsterdam.64 The three of them were only fifteen or sixteen, but they managed to land a few gigs in local restaurants and at dances.

There are no surviving descriptions of their music, but whatever it was, the people liked it. Monk: “They used to have what they called rent parties and they used to hire me to play when I was very young. They’d pay you about three dollars, and you’d play all night for ’em. And they’d charge admission to people who would come in and drink. That’s the way some people used to get their rent together, like that.”65 Nellie wasn’t old enough to attend those parties, but she heard stories from Thelonious and her brother. “Sometimes he’d get money, sometimes they’d give him a story and all that.” On a good night, she said, the band could make up to ten or fifteen dollars—quite a sum at the height of the Depression. “It was always crowded. People would buy pig feet dinners and chicken dinners with potato salad, you know, a dollar a plate or fifty cents a plate.” The gigs were intermittent, but when he did get paid he would always give his mother some money and use the rest to keep himself sharp. “He was earning his own money, buying his own clothes,” Nellie remembered. “He was able to buy his shoes with that.”66

The trio made a few dollars competing in “Audition Night” at the Apollo Theater. Launched early 1934, “Audition Night” took place on Mondays, the professional musicians’ night off, and contestants competed for the grand prize of ten dollars. Second, third, and fourth place winners received five, three and two dollars, respectively. “Audition Night” was not the same as the more famous “Amateur Night at the Apollo” hosted by the Harlem personality Ralph Cooper. “Amateur Night” took place on Wednesdays from 11:00 to midnight, starting at the very end of 1934. Famously, unlike all the other competing amateur night competitions throughout Harlem—both the Alhambra and the Harlem Opera House hosted similar competitions in 1934—the Apollo’s “Amateur Night” was broadcast live on the radio.67 Audition Night was a quieter affair. Nellie, Monk’s siblings, and other family members remember the trio bringing home the ten-dollar grand prize pretty regularly. “The three of them,” Marion recalled, “would go up and they won every time they went up, so they barred them from coming up there because they were winning each time.”68 Nellie recalled in an interview that Thelonious won so many times, for five or six weeks the Apollo became a steady source of income. She, too, remembers the management telling him “Don’t come back anymore.”69 Oddly, Monk’s trio’s victories did not lead to bigger things. Just a few years later, women vocalists were touted by the press and/or earned professional gigs as a result of winning Amateur Night contests. Thelma Carpenter, Billie Drew, and Ella Fitzgerald were all “discovered” because of their Amateur Night performances.70 For Monk, by contrast, his legendary victories on the Apollo stage were just that—legendary.

•  •  •

For three young men with a little money in their pockets, there were many cheap entertainments in New York City during the Depression. Twenty or thirty cents bought a movie ticket at the Loews on 7th Avenue and 124th, or the Proctor or the Orient along 125th Street. The comedy duo Buck and Bubbles performed at the Mt. Morris Theater, and the Odeon had both movies and live acts. When Thelonious could swing it, he shelled out thirty-five to fifty cents to see some of the big bands at the Apollo, the Lafayette, or the Harlem Opera House—led by Earl Hines, Jimmie Lunceford, and Don Redman, among others. It is very likely that he went to see Willie Lewis’s band at the Lafayette in March of 1934.71 Billed as the “year’s greatest musical sensation,” the Lewis band was on its way to Europe for an extended engagement beginning the following month. Some of the buzz surrounding this band had to do with its sensational new pianist, Herman Chittison. Chittison was one of Monk’s favorite pianists, as Monk later acknowledged.72 Handsome, suave, nine years Monk’s senior, the Kentucky-born pianist, like Monk, had been introduced to music through hymns. At four years old, he had been able to play “Trust and Obey,” and he frequently played piano at his family’s church. At Kentucky State Industrial College for Colored Persons (1925–26), he became the pianist and director of the school orchestra. Two years later he hit the road with Zack Whyte and His Chocolate Beau Brummels and went on to work with Stepin Fetchit and Willie Lewis.73 Chittison tended to play a lot of notes and possessed a demonic ability to play fast; Monk tended to play fewer notes and preferred medium tempos. But Chittison’s influence is audible in recordings by the young Monk. Both loved descending runs, and “fills” (punctuation points at the ends of phrases in a tune) that were deliberately bumpy. Chittison had a strong and active left hand, which he used to create little counter-melodies. And like Monk, when Chittison backed a soloist—including a singer—he was never content to simply feed him (or her) chords in the background. He tended to be extraordinarily busy, filling in every conceivable space to the point of competing with the soloist.74 Chittison possessed a strong melodic sense. His improvisations maintained a solid connection to each tune, and he could really swing!

Playing at the Apollo was exciting, but Monk’s trio’s most important gigs were the Friday night dances at the Community Center. The trio wasn’t paid much, but they had a good time and always received an enthusiastic response. Sometimes they played for the fledgling tap dancers and singers in the neighborhood. Thelonious, who was himself a bit of a hoofer, enjoyed playing for tap dancers. One of the young dancers they backed up was Trotyrine Wilson, “Rita” to her friends. Born in South Carolina, she lived at the southern end of San Juan Hill, on West 55th Street. She was Alberta Webb’s occasional dance partner, and they frequently rehearsed their routines at the Center. Petite and attractive, with big brown eyes and a wide sparkling smile, she was a sensation on the dance floor. And she was a triple threat: She sang and played the piano, not to mention the ukulele. “That Trotyrine was something else,” Alberta mused. “She was a beautiful little gal with them feet.”75

Thelonious thought she was beautiful, too, and he was interested in more than her feet. He was still in high school when he began to court Trotyrine in earnest; she was fifteen and Thelonious was going on seventeen. They dated for a while, but as far as Trotyrine was concerned it was nothing serious. In fact, she already held a torch for Thelonious’s baby brother Thomas, who was a year younger than Trotyrine and painfully shy. (Too shy for Trotyrine, alas.) His son, Thomas Monk, Jr., had always heard that his father “was a wallflower. He wasn’t flirtatious; he wasn’t a womanizer. My father was always that way. Handsome guy.”76 Many of the girls in the neighborhood considered Thomas the better-looking Monk brother, though they each had their share of admirers.

While Thelonious was working hard to woo his first official girlfriend, the trio came to an untimely and unexpected end. Indomitable Aunt Lizzie Brooks had never liked the musicians’ life, and she gave her nephew Clarence Brereton a hard time about it. She had her reasons. “Her youngest brother was a minstrel and he used to travel,” observed her niece Geraldine. “He would write home and say how he didn’t get paid, hardship, he had no carfare to come back home. . . . [H]e finally did come home after many situations like that. But he developed tuberculosis and he died. And she was finished with musicians. She thought that was the worst profession anyone could have. So here are my two brothers, both of them want to play horn and go on the road!”77

Aunt Lizzie was determined to keep young Charles Stewart insulated from professional music, and she did everything in her power to monitor his movements. But with four children to care for and the demands of a full-time job, she could not be everywhere. He snuck out of the house to gigs, or came up with some story to cover his tracks. But one day, while the trio was performing at a club on West 61st Street, Aunt Lizzie stormed into the place, grabbed her nephew by the ear, and literally dragged him off the bandstand. That was the end of Charles Stewart’s music career. Thelonious continued to respect Aunt Lizzie, but he never forgave her for that night. Every opportunity he got, he would say to her, “Why did you stop that boy from playing? He would have been great!” She must have heard Monk say this to her many times; she lived to 105.78

All was not lost, however. Monk befriended another outstanding trumpet player named Denzil da Costa Best. Slight, dark-skinned, and soft-spoken, Best lived with his parents and four brothers on East 100th and Second Avenue—to some San Juan Hill residents, a universe away. Like Morris Simpson, Best was West Indian—his family immigrated in 1916, just one year before Denzil was born. His father repaired elevators for a living, but played bass and tuba in his spare time. Denzil began piano lessons at six, but then switched to trumpet against his father’s wishes. He practiced surreptitiously, and after graduating from high school joined Chris Columbus’s band. Once his dad heard him on the radio, all was forgiven.79 Thelonious thought Best was the Second Coming. “[He] was one of the best trumpets I ever heard. He’d outblow everybody in the place.”80 The feeling was mutual. They were kindred spirits, not only because they lived and breathed music, but because they were willing to take chances. Best admired Thelonious for staying true to his own musical vision despite disparaging critics and musicians. “People would call his changes wrong to his face,” Best later explained. “If he hadn’t been so strong in his mind, he might easily have become discouraged, but he always went his own way and wouldn’t change for anything.”81 Monk and Best became life-long friends. In the meantime, he was the perfect substitute for the grounded Charles Stewart.

•  •  •

Beginning in the fall semester of 1933, his junior year at Stuyvesant, Monk’s interest in his musical education trumped any glimmer of effort in the classroom. He virtually stopped attending class, showing up only sixteen out of ninety-two days and earning 0’s in all of his subjects. He made a half-hearted effort the following semester, but still only managed to make it to school thirty-one out of ninety-eight days. By April of 1934, Barbara was so concerned about Thelonious that she phoned the counselor to talk about her son’s performance. Thelonious was doing so poorly that school officials had already decided to ease him out. It is not entirely accurate to say that Thelonious dropped out of school. Instead, Stuyvesant officials thought it best to transfer him to Haaren High School.82 Located on 10th Avenue between 58th and 59th, Haaren was within walking distance from Monk’s house and it catered to students who had already entered the job market. The school developed a program whereby students were allowed to create a flexible schedule combining work and school, a good thing during the Depression when few young people could afford to concentrate solely on school.83

Yet Thelonious chose not to enroll in Haaren High. Now that he was making a little money with his trio, he saw no reason to finish high school. He was set: Music was his life. Barbara had left North Carolina and separated from her husband in large part for her children’s education, and now Thelonious had dropped out at age sixteen. He continued to live at home, play music, see Trotyrine, hang with friends, and help out with whatever cash he made. If Barbara argued with him about his schooling, there is no record of it. For a young African-American man in Depression-era New York, any income was welcome. And at least he was still at home with her.

But then the Lord called.
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“We Played and She Healed”

(1934–1937)

For a homebody like Monk, life was good in the summer of 1934. He was sixteen, enjoyed three square meals a day, a room with a piano, unlimited time to play and write, a girlfriend, and a high level of local popularity, as a handsome, prize-winning musician. But like most Depression-era teens, his pockets were rarely full. Although Marion secured a job at the Columbus Hill Community Center,1 the family lived mainly on Barbara’s meager wages. Thelonious earned a little playing solo or trio gigs here and there, and occasional rent parties, but he did not have a union card, nor was he pounding the pavement in search of a regular job. Barbara wasn’t opposed to his chosen career—as Thelonious recalled many years later, “She never figured I should do anything else. She was with me, you know. If I wanted to play music, it was all right with her.”2 But as hard as she worked, she would not allow Thelonious to just hang around the house, eating, sleeping and writing music. Working as a musician was perfectly fine, but he had to work, especially now that he decided not to attend Haaren High School in the fall.

He tried his hand at wage work, securing a job with the neighborhood ice peddler known to everyone as “Ice Joe,” like his father back in Rocky Mount some sixteen years ago. “[I]t was pretty strenuous work,” Thomas remembered. “He worked one day and said he’d never do that again.”3 He needed steady income from a piano stool.

Through an acquaintance of Barbara’s, Thelonious landed a job that not only kept him out of the house, it took him out of the city altogether. A devout Baptist (who would soon defect to the Jehovah’s Witnesses), Barbara befriended a black female evangelist and divine healer affiliated with a Pentecostal church. Some called her Reverend Graham, and she apparently earned the moniker “the Texas Warhorse,” but even her name has never been confirmed.4 She was preparing for a tour of the Midwest and Southwest in order to save souls and drive out affliction, and she desperately needed a band. She had heard Monk play, either in the family’s tiny apartment or while visiting Barbara’s church, so she asked him to organize a small ensemble consisting of a drummer, saxophone player, and trumpeter. As Monk later explained, the gig “wasn’t through the church. [It was] through other sources, other channels.”5 Now, all he had to do was convince his mama to let him go. Barbara wanted him to work, but traveling across the country at such a young age was not what she had in mind. “She finally conceded,” Thomas recalled, “ ’cause his heart was so bent on going. She was convinced that it was something that would be beneficial to him, ’cause he was playing the piano and that’s what he wanted to do. So she let him go. And when he came back, he had changed his style of playing.”6 He packed his bags, bid farewell to his mother, sister, brother, and Trotyrine, and piled into a car with his new quartet, pulling a small trailer loaded down with luggage, a small set of drums, a battered upright piano, and a box of Bibles. It would be more than two years before he returned home to West 63rd Street.

Unfortunately, Monk left no details about the tour. He didn’t talk about it with his family, and the journalists who interviewed him showed little or no interest. In 1956, he told Nat Hentoff, “While still in my teens, I went on the road with a group that played church music for an evangelist. Rock and roll or rhythm and blues. That’s what we were doing. Only now they put different words to it. She preached and healed and we played. We had trumpet, saxophone, piano, and drums. And then the congregation would sing. We would play in some of the biggest churches in the towns we went through. We traveled around the country for about two years.”7 Several years later, he told journalist Pearl Gonzalez, “I once traveled with an evangelist for a couple of years. It was in the Southwest, and I was a teenager.”8 That was it. He never mentioned the evangelist’s name, the names of the other musicians, or what towns they might have traveled through. Nor was he asked to describe the revivals, the music they played, or how many congregants they might attract on any given night. So why did he do it? Why abandon the center of the jazz world for the small towns and cities of Oklahoma, Kansas, Arkansas, Missouri, Indiana, and Illinois?

He didn’t earn much money on the tour, and he didn’t need room and board living at home. Perhaps the best explanation is Monk’s own, from an interview in 1965: “It was a lot of fun!” And for him, he was essentially playing jazz. “I always did play jazz. I mean, I was playing [church] music the same way.”9

It’s also conceivable that the spirit moved Thelonious. Many years later, after his friend, the pianist Mary Lou Williams, converted to Catholicism, he occasionally joined her, Bud Powell, and her ex-husband Harold Baker for Mass at 6:00 a.m. When Mary Lou first invited him to Our Lady of Lourdes for Mass, Monk was apparently so nervous that he consumed a whole bottle of wine in advance. It only made matters worse; when he arrived that morning he was so drunk he collapsed on the floor of the church. Fortunately, they were the only two people there. Monk continued to attend Mass for a little while longer, though he never converted.10 On the other hand, most people who knew the adult Monk remember that he rarely attended church and did not speak about religion in the most flattering terms. His brother became a Jehovah’s Witness minister, and sometimes Thelonious would get into arguments with Thomas and various family members over religion. “He used to come when we were having our [Bible] study,” his niece Charlotte recalls. “Daddy would say to Uncle Bubba, ‘Why don’t you sit down and join us?’ and Uncle would say ‘I’m God.’ . . . He was never into religion. Religion was not his thing. He thought he was God. He never went to Kingdom Hall with my grandma. He never went to church or any of that. And his kids, he never took them to church. He said they had to have their own mind about things.”11

When photographer and journalist Valerie Wilmer asked him in 1965 whether he was a religious man, Monk responded, “I wouldn’t say so. I haven’t been to church in a good while.”

Valerie W.: Do you believe in God?

Monk: I don’t know nothing. Do you?

Valerie W.: No, I do not.

Monk: It’s a deep subject, you know, trying to think about it. I kinda go along with you.12

We will never know what the teen-aged Thelonious was feeling or experiencing at the time, but we can know what he was getting into. What was this religious movement and how did it differ from the Baptist church in which he was raised? What did these revivals look like or sound like? What kind of music was Monk expected to play? What were the conditions on the road?

Despite his silence on the subject, we can be certain of some things about his teenage tour. First, we know that his evangelist was affiliated with a “sanctified” church, most likely Pentecostal, because Monk described her as a divine “healer.” Besides believing in divine or miraculous healing, what set Pentecostals apart from Baptists and other Christian denominations was their belief that speaking in tongues is the principal element of being saved or sanctified.13 Pentecostals were even more exuberant in their style of worship than the Baptists Monk grew up with. Congregants fall to the ground as if asleep or shaking convulsively—what is referred to as “being slain in spirit.” Women and men struck by the Holy Ghost make prophetic statements as if God is speaking through them. The healers, always charismatic preachers, heal the sick and infirm through prayer, special oils, a laying-on of hands, and the application of sacred cloths. They might invoke the New Testament for its references to divine healing, but their rituals closely resemble the rituals Monk’s West African ancestors practiced. Consciously or not, the Pentecostals share with Africans the basic philosophical tenet that one must draw on spiritual power in the service of the believer.14 Monk’s evangelist left a deep and lasting impression on him. Despite his later skepticism, family members recall Monk occasionally referring to “miraculous” things he saw while on the road. According to his sister-in-law, Geraldine Smith, “He thought that what he was seeing was for real. He would actually see people throw away their crutches and get out of their wheelchairs and walk.”15

Reverend Graham could have belonged to any number of churches. During the mid-1930s, the more visible Pentecostal churches included the Church of Christ (Holiness); the Church of God in Christ; House of the Lord; Church of the Living God; the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth; Mt. Sinai Holy Church; and the United House of Prayer for All People, founded by the enigmatic pastor Bishop C. M. “Daddy” Grace. We can narrow down the list somewhat. The Church of Christ believed that the use of musical instruments in the sacred space of the church was sacrilegious.16 The most likely candidates are the Church of God in Christ (COGIC) and the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of the Truth. Both had a presence in New York City as well as nation-wide, and both utilized women evangelists.

The COGIC banned women from ordination, but women were known to preach as traveling evangelists. Indeed, the crucial role women played as missionaries, saving souls and preaching the gospel, drew criticism from mainline Baptist and Methodist churches, where women were largely relegated to social reform and church organization roles. This does not mean that women in the COGIC necessarily exercised more power than Baptist or Methodist women. The ban on ordination did not keep women in the Pentecostal or Holiness churches from preaching or even entering the pulpit. Lizzie Roberson, the head of the Women’s Department for the Church of God in Christ from 1911 to 1940, stressed the importance of women in missionary work. Women, more so than men, built the congregations by attracting wayward sinners with their fiery street-corner and countryside sermons and divine healing abilities, even if they were not in a position to pastor churches.17 So it is quite possible that Monk’s first employer was not an ordained minister, but rather an itinerant evangelist preaching without a pulpit.

In the COGIC, music was essential for converting sinners, saving souls, and healing the afflicted. Perhaps the most famous missionary in the church’s history was Sister Rosetta Tharpe, the great vocalist and guitar player who brought her brand of gospel blues to the very clubs and theaters from which sanctified churchgoers were banned. Just two years younger than Thelonious, Sister Rosetta was still a child when she accompanied her mother, the dynamic evangelist and mandolin player Katie Bell Nubin, throughout the South. Like Monk and his evangelist, Tharpe and her mother traveled from town to town, city to city, holding tent revivals, evangelizing in the streets, and even at night around places of amusement.18

If Monk’s evangelist was an ordained minister, she was probably affiliated with the Church of the Living God, the Pillar and Ground of Truth. Unlike other Pentecostal churches, the Church of the Living God not only ordained women but was founded by a woman, the Reverend Mary Lena Lewis Tate. Established in 1903, the church grew exponentially thanks to the missionary work of dozens of primarily female evangelists. By 1918, the church had a presence in forty-eight states with headquarters in Waycross, Georgia.19 All Pentecostal evangelists shared the same earthly mission: “preaching the Gospel (even to the poor); healing the lame, the infirm, and broken of spirit; freeing those who found themselves slaves to sin; restoring eyes that have been blinded to the truth; releasing hurting people from their oppressors; and letting the world know that now is the time of their visitation.”20

And saving souls. This was the evangelist’s raison d’être. Journalists and jazz critics mistakenly characterize Monk’s experience on the road as if it were analogous to joining the circus, with “healing” as a kind of sideshow or spectacle, and Monk merely providing music for the show. In reality, the life of an itinerant evangelist was demanding, highly exposed, and purposeful. For one thing, whenever a “prayer band” entered a town or a city, unless the evangelist was invited to preach at a local church, they had to “fish” for souls. Sometimes that meant handing out flyers announcing a tent revival, talking to sinners on street corners, recreation centers, or standing in front of job sites or places of amusement. An evangelist often would seek out a busy corner in the black community or, if at all possible, in sections of town where black and white gathered, and preach, either unaccompanied or backed by trumpet and drums. If it wasn’t convenient to roll the piano off the truck or trailer, Thelonious probably joined in on tambourine during these impromptu sessions. Once the word spread that a revival was to be held, they would set up a tent in an empty field—preferably near a river or lake and not too far from the road—and hold prayer meetings five or six nights in a week. Having access to water was important, since Pentecostals believe in baptism by immersion.21

As the congregants gathered, prayer bands typically opened with a familiar hymn—such as J. P. Webster’s “The Sweet By and By,” or “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” by Scriven and Converse. The evangelist would come to the makeshift pulpit and begin to expound upon a chosen text from the Bible. No matter where the scripture led, she would find her way to the essential point of the service: sinners must be saved and accept our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Her words would burn slowly at first, eliciting shouts, amens, interjections of “Preach, sister,” “Bring it home,” “That’s right,” “Lord,” “Jesus,” and “Heavenly Father.” The congregation’s “response” to her “call” was like gasoline on hot embers. The slow burn gave way to fire and brimstone, and invariably some soul would catch the Holy Ghost and begin speaking in tongues—the true language of the sanctified. At this point in the service, sermon became song, completely improvised and spontaneous, consisting of little more than a one- or two-line lyric, said to have been composed “under the spirit.” They were simple, blues-inflected melodic lines made of just three or four notes, sung by the preacher in a kind of gravelly, whining voice, and repeated by the congregation. The band was expected to jump in immediately and follow the preacher’s lead, punctuating at the right moments, building to a steady pulse. They had to pay attention to both the crowd and the preacher. (And it wasn’t unheard-of for a band member to catch the Holy Spirit.) The pulsing, syncopated rhythms joined, bodies moving, feet stomping, hand-clapping, and chants of “Power, Power Lord/We need Your power/Holy Ghost power . . .”22

Monk’s experience playing sacred music in the Baptist church did not fully prepare him for this. During the early 1930s, the music of the sanctified churches was more rollicking than in the black Baptist churches, possessing rhythmic elements we associate with blues, jazz, or even early rock and roll. In a 1965 interview, Monk compared the kind of gospel music he played on the road with contemporary rock and R&B. “The music I played with them,” he recalled, “seems to be coming out today. They’re playing a lot of it now.”23 Many of the black Baptist churches in the urban North, on the other hand, had eliminated congregational singing in lieu of the professional choir, and the hymnal had replaced the old Negro spirituals. The blues scales and chords and the heavy syncopation we tend to associate with black religious expression today were virtually absent in the mainline black churches in the North during the early part of the twentieth century. For most black Baptist and Methodist (AME) ministers at the time, those sounds, brought by southerners in the Great Migration, undermined refinement and decorum. Worse, many black clergy associated blues and jazz with the devil’s music. (Ironically, Pentecostal and Holiness preachers said the same thing, despite the jazz and blues elements in their own services.) Mainline church leaders sought to remake their flock according to middle-class mores. By the 1920s, most black Baptist churches developed a rift between ecstatic shouters and congregational singing, on the one hand, and refinement, quiet, “respectful” worship, on the other.24

Monk hit the road at the very moment when these tensions reached what can only be described as a musical revolution in the black Baptist churches. The very growth of the Pentecostal churches in the urban North had already compelled some mainline black ministers to adapt to the Southern folkways of their congregations. But the main force behind this “revolution” was a former itinerant bluesman turned preacher named Thomas Andrew Dorsey. Perhaps best known for composing “Take My Hand, Precious Lord” (1932), Dorsey was on a mission in the early 1930s to introduce his brand of “gospel blues” to the mainline black churches. He wrote and published new songs and sold sheet music, and he emphasized improvisation and the incorporation of “trills and turns and embellishments” associated with blues piano playing.25 Besides his own original compositions, the kind of music Dorsey hoped to introduce already existed in the sanctified churches, and some of that music had begun to circulate beyond the sacred walls of the storefront churches via radio and the phonograph machine. Such notable figures as the spectacular blind pianist Arizona Dranes, and Bessie Johnson and the Sanctified Singers, began recording on the “race record” labels in the late 1920s. Dorsey, a shrewd businessman, hired female vocalists such as Sallie Martin from the sanctified church in order to form “gospel choruses” in mainline churches.26 In other words, black female evangelists, not unlike the woman who employed Thelonious, laid the groundwork for the rise of gospel blues in the mainline black churches.

But even more than Dorsey, Monk was drawn to another important figure behind the revolution in black sacred music: the Reverend Charles A. Tindley. Tindley (1851–1933), an African-American Methodist minister based in Philadelphia, composed more than forty-five gospel hymns, including “Leave It There,” “Nothing Between,” “What Are You Doing in Heaven?,” “Some Day,” “Stand By Me,” and “I’ll Overcome Someday,” which, in a slightly altered form, later became the civil rights movement’s best-known anthem. Tindley’s gospel hymns not only had a tremendous influence on Dorsey, but they were hugely popular among Pentecostals and Baptists alike.27

Monk grew particularly fond of Tindley’s hymn “We’ll Understand It Better, By and By,” which he composed around 1906. Like so many “old school” gospel musicians, Monk always referred to Tindley’s composition by the first line of the chorus, “By and By When the Morning Comes,” and it was under that title that he recorded it in 1959 for the soundtrack to Roger Vadim’s film Les liaisons dangereuses.28 The tune’s medium tempo and swinging accents made it a perfect vehicle for Monk. In fact, Clark Terry and Monk’s version of “One Foot in the Gutter,” recorded in 1958, is based on the changes from “We’ll Understand It Better, By and By.”29 It is one of those songs virtually guaranteed to move a crowd. Because it embodied the theme of salvation, the idea that the road to heaven is paved with suffering and struggle and that only by traveling on that road with faith can we truly understand God’s will, Monk played it frequently at revivals. The lyrics were compelling in that setting, especially for poor souls:

We are often destitute of the things that life demands

Want of shelter and food, thirsty hills and barren lands

We are trusting in the Lord and according to His word

We will understand it better by and by.

CHORUS

By and By, when the morning comes

All the saints are gone to gathering home

We will tell the story of how we overcome

And we’ll understand it better by and by.30

The way the music “moved” congregants may have had a direct impact on Monk’s later performance style. Ecstatic expression in the sanctified churches involved the “shout step” and the “ring shout.” Worshippers stood up for the Lord, sometimes rocking from side to side or hopping up and down, both feet virtually glued to the floor in the shout step. The ring shout was a holy dance whose roots can be traced directly to West Africa. Although the ring shout occurs spontaneously at first, it merges into a kind of choreographed dance of men and women moving in a circle counterclockwise, shuffling their feet and gesticulating with their arms.31 Historian Sterling Stuckey suggested that in his mature career, when Monk left the piano bench to dance while his sidemen soloed, he was echoing the ring shout. His “dance” consisted of a peculiar spinning move, elbow pumping up and down on each turn, with an occasional stutter step allowing him to glide left and right. It was a deliberate embodiment of the rhythm of each tune: Every drummer interviewed who played with Monk said that he liked to get up to dance in order to set the rhythm; it was a form of conducting that required complete attention from the drummer. Was it also a sacred expression? Perhaps.32 At the very least, what Monk witnessed on the road with the evangelist reinforced for him the essential relationship between music and dance—music is supposed to move the body and touch the soul.

The world west of the Appalachians was an entirely different universe from the Manhattan he grew to know and love. And travel could be quite grueling. In those days, there were virtually no hotels or motels that accommodated Negroes, so like most traveling musicians they relied on the hospitality of strangers. Every black community in every small town and city had someone who took in guests or boarders passing through. They also secured housing through the local churches. For a small fee, commensurate with Depression prices, Monk and his band enjoyed a room, a couple of hot home-cooked meals, and perhaps a good conversation that took them out of the realm of the hereafter back to the here-and-now. Because they usually worked six or seven days a week, whatever free time Monk and his fellow band members had tended to be after hours.

But where could they go? After all, Monk was working for a devout Pentecostal preacher who forbade her followers to step foot in the Devil’s workshops: bars, theaters, movie houses, dances, parties, even community picnics. The Church of the Living God, like practically all Holiness and Pentecostal churches, preached total abstinence and maintained a long and detailed list of forbidden activities. Devotees had to refrain from all wines, liquors, medications that contain alcohol, “opium, morphine, cocaine, and any and all harmful drugs and habits.” There was no lying, stealing, cursing, gambling, or playing any “wicked and idle games,” including checkers, cards, or dominoes, nor could members attend “baseball games and horse races and all other wicked pleasures.”33

Monk clearly was not a true believer. He might have abstained, being a teenager, and perhaps he bypassed the movies and the gambling dens, but he certainly did not abide by the rule that “ragtime songs, jazzy songs, and all jazz and wicked festivals and all places of amusement for sinners are forbidden.”34 The only recorded sighting of him during this period is in Kansas City in 1935. Pianist Mary Lou Williams recalled, “I met Thelonius [sic] Monk, who came to K.C. with an evangelist. . . .”35 He wasn’t just hanging out, he was sitting in and playing every chance he could. Though still a minor, he looked old enough to get past the bouncers at Kansas City’s numerous nightclubs. Some of the better-known haunts included the Cherry Blossom, the Vanity Fair, the Lone Star, and the Sunset Club at 18th and Highland. The Subway Club, located just down the street at 18th and Vine, was notorious for its all-night cutting sessions. Williams, who was ten years Monk’s senior and a regular member of Andy Kirk’s Clouds of Joy when they met, was impressed with the new kid’s keyboard skills. “While Monk was in Kaycee [Kansas City] he jammed every night, really used to blow on piano, employing a lot more technique than he does today. . . . He was one of the original modernists all right, playing pretty much the same harmonies then that he’s playing now.”36 Although her last claim might be a bit of an exaggeration, especially in light of his brother Thomas’s remark that he “changed his style of playing” when he returned, it is conceivable that by the time he reached Kansas City the rudiments of his new approach were already in place. He had been on the road for at least a year.

Williams wasn’t the only one to discover Monk during his brief stay in K.C. Ben Webster saw Monk working with bassist Jimmy Blanton in a club, and Mary Lou hipped her boss, Andy Kirk, to Monk’s talent. A few years later, Kirk would hire Monk briefly to fill in for his regular pianist but it really didn’t work out since Monk was “too far out.”37 Given all the great musicians in Kansas City at the time, Monk probably made more than a few contacts. Trumpeter Hot Lips Page, who would later become one of Monk’s collaborators at Minton’s Playhouse in 1941, was with Bennie Moten’s band in Kansas City during the summer of 1935.38 Monk might have even run into Page’s former bandmate, pianist William “Count” Basie. Basie was the master of minimalism on the keyboard. In the Kansas City tradition of “riff-style” jazz—improvising over simple repeated phrases that formed the basis for melody and harmony—Basie played just a few well-placed notes over the riffs of the horn section, and generated tremendous musical excitement. There was also a minimalism to his arrangements: Instead of writing elaborate charts, the band relied on simple arrangements whereby Basie would play the first chorus of a tune—usually a 12-bar blues or a 32-bar pop song or a variation on “I Got Rhythm”—and signal each section to come in with the appropriate riffs. Often what they played was spontaneous and improvised. The streamlined arrangements and harmonies led to a greater emphasis on the rhythmic quality—swing. The music had to be propulsive, swinging, because all of these big bands were playing for dancers.39 After Moten died in 1935, Basie formed a new band out of Moten’s alumni. Although Monk left Kansas City before the legendary tenor saxophonist Lester Young joined the Basie band, he still could have caught Young holding court at the Reno Club.40

Monk, like Basie, chose his notes carefully and lived by the injunction that “Less is more.” He never sounded like Basie, nor did he ever identify Basie as an influence, but his travels introduced him to the Kansas City sound and the territory bands of the Southwest before most of his friends back home knew that sound. Monk had left New York thinking he was leaving the center of the jazz world, only to discover that, for the moment at least, the center had shifted. Kansas City was defining the shape of jazz to come. Pianist and band leader Jay McShann described Kansas City in those days as “a melting-pot of jazz, because you got musicians from everywhere, from the North, East, South, and West. And when cats came in . . . they’d hear different musicians. They’d hear sounds they’d never heard before.”41 Kansas City taught everyone the three principles of jazz: swing, swing, swing.

While traveling with the evangelist “was a lot of fun,” for Monk, after nearly two years away from New York he was ready to come home. And he was going stir-crazy in the House of the Lord. “I had enough of church. I was in the church every night.”42 Soon after the group hit Chicago, during the winter of 1936–37, Monk bid farewell, and, with the meager earnings he had accumulated on the job and perhaps from occasional gigs along the way, he bought a train ticket for New York City.43

•  •  •

Barbara hardly recognized the man who walked through her door. Nineteen years old, still clean-shaven and baby-faced and lean, he nonetheless had assumed an air of worldly confidence. Having traveled thousands of miles, met dozens of colorful people, saved Lord knows how many souls, and played lots of music, Monk was ready to make a name and a life for himself. Just as Thelonious had changed, however, the lives of those he left behind had changed as well. His baby brother Thomas was no longer a baby. He had just turned seventeen, was incredibly handsome, and was becoming a minor sensation in the boxing ring. Though still very bashful, now he was interested in girls—one girl in particular: Trotyrine Wilson. Much to Thelonious’s surprise, Trotyrine, just shy of her eighteenth birthday, was introduced as his new sister-in-law. As their son, Thomas, Jr., imagined it, “Monk was on the road for two years. She promised to wait, but after a while she said, ‘Well, he’s away, I don’t know what he’s doing.’ So she started hitting on my dad.”44

Thelonious wasn’t heartbroken. He gave “Baby” his blessings and moved on.45 They were men now. Besides, there was one unintended benefit to all this: Thomas had moved out of their tiny two-bedroom apartment, leaving more space for Thelonious, Marion, and Barbara. Committed neighborhood people that they were, Thomas and Trotyrine moved only a couple of doors down to 239 West 63rd Street. Their apartment was also part of the Phipps Houses; Barbara had secured it for them. On December 9, 1937, Trotyrine gave birth to twins, Thomas and Marion. 46

Sonny Smith was ecstatic to have his best friend back in the neighborhood. Sonny and his two sisters, Nellie and Skippy, had had a very difficult time during Monk’s absence. Their mother’s health deteriorated even further, finally succumbing to the disease that took most of her children. On July 19, 1936, Nellie Smith died at home of chronic pulmonary tuberculosis. She was thirty-seven years old. Four days later she was buried at Evergreen Cemetery in Brooklyn.47 “Aunt” Lizzie Brooks, who had already taken on the care of her own nieces Geraldine and Edith MacMillan and Millicent Henry, insisted that the Smith children move in. She lived across the street from Nellie and had tended to her on many occasions. Aunt Lizzie not only became a second mother to the children but she protected them from being taken by child welfare authorities and placed in an orphanage.48 Sonny was eighteen at the time of his mother’s passing. Nellie and Skippy were fourteen and twelve, respectively.

Geraldine remembered how Sonny practically worshipped Monk and constantly spoke of his return as if it were the Second Coming. “Sonny was always telling me how Thelonious was very good at almost everything he did. He beat everyone at this and that, and he was smart and played the piano. He was the idol of the neighborhood.” So when Geraldine finally met the legendary Thelonious Monk, playing at a Columbus Hill Community Center dance, she was expecting someone larger than life. She wasn’t entirely disappointed—he was good at practically everything and dazzled everyone in the neighborhood with his musical skills.49 But as she would discover over the course of their lives, he was still just a man, and often a difficult one at that.

Geraldine was more impressed with Monk’s friend and champion. She always thought Sonny was cute and now that they were living together—under the watchful eye of Aunt Lizzie—she became completely enamored. The feeling was mutual, and they found sly ways to acknowledge the budding romance between them. “We lived on the top floor,” she recalled, “and I would hear him play the mandolin, he would serenade me from the roof. I never knew whether to come out or just stay in and listen.”50 For the first couple of months after Monk returned, Sonny was in his element. He finally had his ace boon on hand and he was falling in love with one of the prettiest women in the neighborhood. Sadly, it came to an end when an aunt from Connecticut, one of their mother’s sisters, showed up to gather the three Smith children. Sonny, Nellie, and Skippy only moved to the next state, but it might as well have been China.51

Meanwhile, Thelonious tried to get back into the music scene immediately. He returned rich in experience, but as broke as he was when he left. He and his old drummer Morris Simpson got together for some community center dances, but Monk needed to make some real money. Surprisingly, he didn’t join the union right away, which severely limited his opportunities. Trumpeter Frank Williams remembered seeing Monk working in Albany, New York, some time around 1937.52 It’s likely that he also worked in Saratoga Springs, just thirty-five miles north of Albany, since his former mentor Alberta Simmons played there during the summers and she probably shared some of her contacts with Thelonious. Whatever the specifics, Monk ended up spending up to a week at a time outside of the city. This arrangement didn’t last very long, in part because the money was never great and all the real action was back home in Manhattan. But most importantly, he developed a compelling interest to return to the city. Her name was Rubie Richardson.
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“Why Can’t You Play Music Like the Ink Spots?”

(1937–1940)

“There were only two women in his life,” is the way Nellie Monk explained it to me. “Me and Rubie.”1 No one disputes Nellie on this point. Leaving aside Monk’s doting mother, Rubie Richardson was Monk’s first real love, a source of joy and pride and an even greater source of heartache. He named one of his most beautiful ballads, “Ruby, My Dear,” after her—although whether or not he wrote it for her is a source of great intra-family debate.

Beautiful and elegant, possessing smooth light-brown skin, a sparkling smile, shapely legs, and what most men in the 1930s thought of as a heavenly figure (despite a penchant for buttermilk), Rubie was undeniably one of the most desirable young women in San Juan Hill. You could identify Rubie from far away because she liked wearing a white flower in her hair, like Billie Holiday.2 She also ran with one of the most popular cliques in the community. Rubie and her younger sister Linette were members of a social group called the “Brown Snapperettes.” Mavis Swire, an acquaintance of Rubie’s and decidedly not a member of the group, remembered the clique as “all of those girls in the neighborhood with shapely legs, who danced well and who the boys adored! They were the in-group. These were very attractive, very well put together, very sophisticated girls.”3 They were known for organizing socials at the community center, but they also had a reputation for being “a little snobbish.”4

Monk’s nephew, Theolonious, described Rubie as “high yellow [light-skinned]. Her family was ‘up there,’ they were uppity. Rubie was crazy about Thelonious.”5 Sonny’s youngest sister, Skippy, was less charitable; she used to say Rubie was “such a much.” On the other hand, Marion Monk and Rubie had been the best of friends since they were about seven or eight years old. Geraldine Smith described them as “two peas in a pod.” Later, Rubie became godmother to Marion’s son, Alonzo, and all of Thomas and Trotyrine’s children grew quite fond of their “aunt.” Not surprisingly, Marion was responsible for introducing Thelonious and Rubie.6

If anyone detected an air of superiority in Rubie’s behavior, it had more to do with her Caribbean background than her actual class status. Her parents, Ackland and Florence Richardson, were born in the British West Indies, married on the eve of World War I, and immediately joined a small exodus of West Indians to Cuba seeking refuge from the British draft and work in Cuba’s cane fields. Five of their six children were born in Cuba, Rubie being the second, born in 1917, and the eldest of their three daughters. They did not stay long enough to learn the language. In 1922, Ackland decided that the United States offered a brighter future, so he headed north to secure work and housing for his family. Like most Caribbean immigrants who joined the post–World War I exodus, New York City was his destination. Within a year he found a job driving a truck for a plumbing supply company, moved into a tenement apartment at 205 West 60th Street, and sent for his family. His wife, Florence, found work as a laundress.7

Neither Thelonious nor Rubie had expressed any romantic interest in one another prior to his tour with the evangelist’s band. Although they were acquainted through Marion, they ran in completely different circles, in part because she was a grade ahead of Thelonious. However, when he returned, mature and worldly, Rubie began to look at Monk differently. The skinny kid who used to impress the neighborhood girls with his piano playing was now a confident, irresistible, ambitious, and eligible man. Once they came together (around 1937 or 1938), Rubie became a fixture in his world. She accompanied him virtually everywhere—community dances and parties, and the small dives where he worked. Frequently, Marion tagged along. “Oh, man, they could dance,” recalls Alonzo White. “My mother used to tell me her and Rubie used to go out to clubs when my uncle was playing. And in those days if you were a musician you’re playing to an audience who would dance. It was dance music that you played. . . . You were supposed to have some fun; they didn’t come there to listen. They came there to party.”8

Barbara adored Rubie and both of Thelonious’s siblings treated her like family. The same cannot be said about the Richardsons. “Rubie’s parents didn’t like him at all, period,” Geraldine Smith remembers. According to Nellie, Thelonious wasn’t allowed in their house. “They had to meet on the corner.”9 He didn’t make enough money, he was a musician, and he wasn’t of Caribbean descent. Rubie’s parents did not think much of Monk nor of his music, and felt that she was wasting her time waiting for him to make it. Rubie herself seemed skeptical of her boyfriend’s musical path. She often asked him, in a variation of the eternal nagging question asked of all struggling artists, “Why can’t you play music like the Ink Spots?”10 In the usual version, the struggling artist recalls this question much later, when he is wildly popular. Yet those nagging questions often have a grain of truth to their assumptions. Thomas Monk, Jr., recalls that “Uncle Bubba [Thelonious] would come to my father and would say, ‘I want to marry Rubie but I can’t because I ain’t got no money.’ And my father said, ‘Well, money’s not everything. When Rita and I got married I didn’t have a dime. I was broke and scuffling.”11

Despite his reassurances, Thomas was less than confident in his older brother’s ability to marry, settle down, and have children. Trotyrine, in particular, was thoroughly convinced it would never happen. After all, being on the road was an occupational hazard of the professional musician; it was not conducive to family life. So when Trotyrine gave birth to their third child on January 29, 1939, they decided to bestow upon him the vaunted family name of Thelonious. Someone had to continue their father’s legacy. When Trotyrine filled out the birth certificate application, however, her spelling error produced “Theolonious Monk.”12

Monk doted on his new nephew and relished the idea that they sort of shared a name, but he really wanted to marry Rubie. He also wanted to make enough money to move out of his mother’s house and make a living. “I tried to find jobs,” he recalled nearly twenty years later. “I worked all over town. Nonunion jobs, twenty dollars a week, seven nights a week, and then the man might fire you anytime and you never got your money. I’ve been on millions of those kinds of jobs. I’ve been on every kind of job you can think of all over New York. I really found out how to get around this city. Dance halls. Every place.”13 He took whatever jobs he could get—house parties, bar mitzvahs, local dives, even a polka band. According to Monk, these early gigs paid about seventeen dollars a week, and some were absolutely miserable. “There are a lot of things you can’t remember—except the heckles.”14 He once told a friend that he had to back up singers “who sing all kinds of songs and fuck up and blame it on the musicians.”15 He desperately needed a new piano. With help from his ever-supportive mother, he cobbled together enough cash to purchase a very fine, but used, Klein upright piano which became a fixture in his bedroom.16 The only thing left to do was join the union. So in March of 1939, he paid his dues and became an official member of the American Federation of Musicians Local 802.17

Monk joined the union along with Eddie Heywood, Jr., a fellow pianist whom he befriended. Just two years older than Monk, Heywood had been playing professionally since he was fourteen years old. His father, Eddie Heywood, Sr., was an accomplished pianist and singer who backed several jazz and blues artists during the 1920s and 1930s, including such forgotten legends as Sippie Wallace and Butterbeans and Susie. Eddie, Jr., began working with Benny Carter immediately after obtaining his union card, and over the course of the next few years he recorded with Coleman Hawkins and Billie Holiday. He would emerge as a popular ensemble leader in his own right.18

Heywood really encouraged Monk as he navigated the world of professional musicians. Thanks to his father, Heywood had already gotten to know many of the older stride piano players, James P. Johnson, Willie “The Lion” Smith, Luckey Roberts, Clarence Profit, and the incomparable Art Tatum. These pianists used to get together at each other’s homes for friendly jam sessions and to share ideas, and apparently Heywood brought Monk along and introduced him around. The time Monk spent among these elder statesmen and their students was as important, if not more important, to his musical development as the time he later spent with bebop greats. By Monk’s account, he left a lasting impression on several of them, including Eddie Heywood, Jr. As he put it in a 1963 interview, “Every day I listen to pianists who are using my technique. If you don’t know them, I know them very well. Listen to someone like Eddie Heywood, for example.”19

Pianist Billy Taylor first met Thelonious at one of these gatherings in September of 1939. Taylor, just eighteen at the time, had come up from Washington, D.C., to hear Teddy Wilson and Charlie Christian play with Benny Goodman’s band at the World’s Fair in New York.20 Much to Taylor’s disappointment, Wilson had left Goodman to form his own group, but when he tried to catch the Wilson big band at Harlem’s Golden Gate Ballroom, they had the night off. Instead, Taylor wandered into a small club managed by a friend of his father, the pianist Billy Taylor, Sr. He introduced himself, and the manager said, “ ‘Oh yeah! Your father tells me that you play the piano?’ I said yes and he said, ‘You’ll have to come back and play something for me.’ He takes me back there and there’s a trio playing.”21

“I proceeded to play my favorite song, ‘Lullaby in Rhythm,’ and I thought I was really doing something. The piano player kept looking at me funny and I didn’t realize it was Clarence Profit since I’d never seen him before. So here I am, playing his composition on his gig! Once I finished, Profit came up to me and said, ‘Hey kid, that wasn’t bad. I have some friends that would like to hear you play.’ ”22 The pair proceeded to a brownstone on 140th just west of Seventh Avenue. Taylor still did not know that his escort was Clarence Profit, or that the house they were about to enter belonged to the legendary James P. Johnson. “There’s some guys sitting around playing cards. He says, ‘Hey fellas! I have a piano player here!’ They said, ‘Sit down, kid, and play something.’ Now I should have known. [laughs] But I sit down and start playing ‘China Boy’ which was a tune I’d heard Teddy Wilson play. He was on my mind so I was doing my version of him. You know, my left hand was doing this little thing? I got about sixteen bars in when one of these guys comes over and says, ‘Hmmmmm, that’s nice. Let me try a little of that?’ He sits down and, man . . . ! This guy has got a left hand that I didn’t believe! He was just like Waller. Turns out that everybody in the room was a piano player! I mean, these guys sat down one after another and just played! Nobody had to say anything. I just sat there and thought, ‘Oh shit!’ ”23

“Turned out that one of the guys was Monk! It was the first time I ever heard him. But get this! . . . The other guys were Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith, a guy named ‘Gippy,’ and James P. Johnson!” Willie “The Lion” then called Monk over to the piano bench. “Willie ‘The Lion’ was kind of on his case. He said, ‘Play your thing, man.’ And he sat down and played a standard, I believe it could have been ‘Tea for Two.’ He was playing more like Art Tatum then. I think he really responded to the older musicians who told him to do his own thing.”24

Monk told Billy Taylor “that ‘Willie ‘The Lion’ and those guys that had shown him respect had . . . ‘empowered’ him . . . to do his own thing. That he could do it and that his thing is worth doing. It doesn’t sound like Tatum. It doesn’t sound like Willie ‘The Lion.’ It doesn’t sound like anybody but Monk and this is what he wanted to do. He had the confidence. The way that he does those things is the way he wanted to do them.”25

Willie “The Lion” never mentions Thelonious in his memoirs, but he described these evenings memorably: “Sometimes we got carving battles going that would last for four or five hours. Here’s how these bashes worked: the Lion would pound the keys for a mess of choruses and then shout to the next in line, ‘Well, all right, take it from there,’ and each tickler would take his turn, trying to improve on a melody. . . . We would embroider the melodies with our own original ideas and try to develop patterns that had more originality than those played before us. Sometimes it was just a question as to who could think up the most patterns within a given tune. It was pure improvisation.”26 A later generation of bebop pianists would often be accused of one-handedness; their right hands flew along with melodies and improvisations, while their “weak” left hands just plonked chords. To the great stride players that gathered at Johnson’s house and elsewhere, the left hand was just as important as the right. A weak left hand was one of Smith’s pet peeves with the younger bebop piano players. “Today the big problem is that no one wants to work their left hand—modern jazz is full of single-handed piano players. It takes long hours of practice and concentration to perfect a good bass moving with the left hand and it seems as though the younger cats have figured they can reach their destination without paying their dues.”27

Teddy Wilson, though only five years older than Monk but considered a master tickler of the swing generation, had nothing but praise for Thelonious’s piano playing. “Thelonious Monk knew my playing very well, as well as that of Tatum, [Earl] Hines, and [Fats] Waller. He was exceedingly well grounded in the piano players who preceded him, adding his own originality to a very sound foundation.”28 Indeed, it was this very foundation that exposed him to techniques and aesthetic principles that would become essential qualities of his own music. He heard players “bend” notes on the piano, or turn the beat around (the bass note on the one and three might be reversed to two and four, either accidentally or deliberately), or create dissonant harmonies with “splattered notes” and chord clusters. He heard things in those parlor rooms and basement joints that, to modern ears, sounded avant-garde. They loved to disorient listeners, to displace the rhythm by playing in front or behind the beat, to produce surprising sounds that can throw listeners momentarily off track. Monk embraced these elements in his own playing and exaggerated them.29

What Thelonious took from the elders he shared with the young cats. He spent many afternoons jamming with his peers. Besides Denzil Best, Monk hung out with another young trumpeter named Benny Harris. Nicknamed “Little Benny” for his diminutive size, Harris was also younger than Monk and Best by two years, but he had already established a rich, clear tone on his instrument. And like Best, he, too had Caribbean roots. His father, Joe Harris, was a Kuna Indian from the San Blas Islands off the coast of Panama, and his mother, Essie, was a North Carolinian who also claimed Indian heritage. Whatever their ancestry, it is clear that one or both parents were of African descent as well. It’s possible that they both emphasized their Indian heritage because, during the late 1920s and early 1930s, Joe was the live-in superintendent of an all-white building on East 18th Street. The idea that the family was “Indian” and not “Negro” might have made the tenants more comfortable.30 But they didn’t stay there long; they relocated to San Juan Hill where Little Benny became immersed in the musical community. He started out on French horn and Eb mellophone, becoming a member of The New York Daily Mirror’s children’s band at age twelve. At age thirteen he picked up the trumpet and practiced earnestly for two years after school.31

Harris got to know Monk after he returned from his stint with Reverend Graham, in part because they both hung out at the Columbus Hill Community Center. Being younger than Monk, Harris looked up to him: “Monk played the piano, always dressed sharp.”32 Like Monk, Little Benny was only fifteen when he went on the road with a touring band, though they only went as far as Pennsylvania. After he returned, Harris and Monk “played many afternoon parties together at which they not only earned money but filled up on good food, too.”33 In 1937, Harris met trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie and began to adopt his modern harmonic ideas as well as his sound. It was Dizzy who got him his first real gig with the Tiny Bradshaw band in 1939.34

Harris and Monk befriended a young drummer from Pittsburgh named Kenny Clarke. Kenneth Spearman Clarke (nicknamed “Klook”), born almost four years before Monk, began his musical career playing piano and organ in the church. He eventually took up the drums, toured with bands in the Midwest, and made his way to New York City with a pianist Call Cobbs. In 1936, Clarke formed a short-lived trio with Cobbs and Clarke’s brother Frank—a bassist who played in the style of Jimmy Blanton—and he gigged with various groups in the city, landing jobs with orchestras led by Edgar Hayes and Teddy Hill (1939–1940).35 At night he worked with veteran musicians, but by day he hung out with Thelonious and Harris, and sometimes he brought along another pianist whom he knew from Teddy Hill’s band—the Panamanian-born Sonny White (né Ellerton Oswald).36 Monk played with these guys and presumably worked out some of his own ideas. And he played quite a bit alone, working on new interpretations of standard tunes and composing his own songs—compositions still several years away from being recorded. As a sounding board for his own music, he always pressed his brother and sister for their opinion. Marion recalled, “He’d say: ‘Say, Sis, listen to this,’ and so I’d listen to it. If it was okay I’d say [so], you know?” On the other hand, if the music didn’t move her, she was honest about it, and he treated her criticisms seriously.37

Armed with a union card and a growing number of professional contacts, especially in Harlem, Monk began working in earnest in 1939. He formed a quartet consisting of Jimmy Wright on tenor, Keg Purnell on drums, and the mysterious bass player known only as “Massapequah”—the name of a hamlet on Long Island.38 Each of them lived in Harlem at the time. Jimmy Wright, who would later record with Louis Jordan and distinguish himself as both a reed player and drummer on early R&B recordings, began as a Coleman Hawkins imitator.39 Keg Purnell was a swing drummer with an easy touch who hailed from West Virginia. Though just two years older than Monk, he was a veteran of the music scene, having worked with King Oliver in 1934–35 and having led his own trio. He was only with Monk for a few months before joining Eddie Heywood, Jr., as a member of Benny Carter’s band.40

There are no recordings of the quartet. No doubt Thelonious played in the stride style with a lot of modern dissonance thrown in. They might have played one or two of Monk’s original tunes, since he had already begun writing, but most likely they played standards: “Honeysuckle Rose,” “I Got Rhythm,” “Indiana,” “Body and Soul,” and the like. As the group’s leader, Monk earned a bit more than his sidemen, but not much.

America was still in the throes of the Great Depression, and African-Americans were especially hard hit. Unemployment was high and many families in New York still depended on work relief projects created by FDR’s New Deal agencies. One of those agencies, the Works Progress Administration (WPA), hired musicians for various projects, but its low wages prompted Local 802 to picket their offices.41 The union had suffered a decade of setbacks caused by the closing of venues, a dramatic decline in record sales, an increase in the number of musicians moving to New York in search of job opportunities, and the rise of sound film. Once “talkies” replaced the old silent pictures, over 3,200 New York pit musicians were suddenly out of work. The union waged a campaign culminating in a strike, to return live music and vaudeville shows to the movie theater, but it ended in utter disaster in 1937, when it became clear that the rest of the working class would not support them. In a prequel to a debate fifty years later about using acoustic synthesized music on Broadway, the union was struggling against an inevitable tide of economics and consumers. Working people not only preferred sound films but appreciated the price of the ticket, which was lower without the live talent. Freed of wages and union regulations governing musicians’ hours, theater owners could show films all day long, and the jobless could escape the cold, the heat, or their general frustrations by spending their afternoons at the movies for a paltry twenty-five or fifty cents.42 Joblessness became such a problem in New York that Local 802, with the help of leading philanthropists and patrons of the arts, launched a Musicians’ Emergency Fund to provide relief for out-of-work musicians.43

Few black musicians uptown benefited from the Emergency Fund, and the union did little to challenge racial discrimination in the music industry. Lucrative studio jobs remained the preserve of white musicians. The union often looked the other way when unscrupulous record labels employed non-union black musicians to make “race records.”44 Despite the immense popularity of the bands led by Cab Calloway, Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Jimmie Lunceford, Lucky Millinder, Chick Webb, and others during the mid-to-late 1930s, black bands were paid significantly less than white swing bands. Throughout the 1930s and ’40s, black musicians unsuccessfully challenged the union’s policy of setting its pay scale considerably lower for Harlem dance halls and clubs than for venues in other parts of the city.45 Worse, African-American bands were virtually banned from the elite hotels from which many live radio broadcasts took place. Limited radio airplay meant fewer record sales and less publicity. Absent lucrative hotel gigs and commercially-sponsored radio spots, the black bands—including the Ellington Orchestra—had to endure a grueling schedule of one-night stands to make ends meet. Having just spent two years on the road, Thelonious knew exactly what this meant: Jim Crow hotels, rooming houses in black communities, and the ever-looming possibility of racial hostility.46

By the time Monk turned “professional,” it appeared as though the black big bands were on the verge of disappearance. In 1940, prominent music magazines as well as the black press ran several ominous articles predicting their death. In one headline, Down Beat magazine asked: “Are Colored Bands Doomed as Big Money Makers?”47 African-American bands simply could not compete with the new generation of white swing bands led by the likes of Benny Goodman, the Dorsey Brothers, and Gene Krupa, who sounded more and more like the black bands and could make money much more easily. They not only adopted—or at least gestured toward—the aesthetic principles of black dance music, but they hired black arrangers to write their charts. Benny Goodman employed Fletcher Henderson, Tommy Dorsey hired Sy Oliver from Jimmie Lunceford’s band, and both Paul Whiteman and Jimmy Dorsey relied on Don Redman’s arrangements.

The history of American popular music is often depicted as a series of stories of white musicians imitating black innovators and getting rich, from Benny Goodman to Elvis to Eminem. Of course, the story is more complicated. Beginning with Benny Goodman, the popular white swing bands began hiring black musicians. Many critics and fans applauded Goodman’s decision to bring arranger/pianist Fletcher Henderson, pianist Teddy Wilson, vibraphonist Lionel Hampton, and guitarist Charlie Christian into his band, characterizing this move as a triumph of integration. For many black musicians, however, it seemed more like “raiding” their most talented and dynamic musicians.48

Even if Monk had wanted to join one of the major bands in the forties, jobs were few and far between, and ultimately he lacked interest. He played briefly in bands led by Lucky Millinder, Skippy Williams, and Dizzy Gillespie, but “[The big] bands never did knock me out,” he told George Simon in 1948. “I wanted to play my own chords. I wanted to create and invent on little jobs.”49 A big-band piano player was expected to provide rhythmic and harmonic support for the horn and reed sections, and occasionally take a chorus or half-chorus solo. This is not what Monk had in mind when he got his union card. And he had no intention of going back on the road again. Most of his “little jobs” were in the small bars and dives in Harlem. Bassist Red Callender recalled seeing Monk playing at Mack’s in Harlem in this period. “Bedbugs would be crawling all over the joint, but Thelonious Monk was sitting at the piano. . . . Before the advent of so-called bebop, I’d hear all Monk’s licks and be thrilled with it. After his sets, we walked around Harlem together.”50

Harlem was becoming Monk’s second home. Lucky for Thelonious, his best friend Sonny, along with Nellie and Skippy, returned from their aunt’s house in Connecticut in 1938 and moved to Harlem. They returned to the city in part because “the aunt was really abusive, abusive in strange ways.”51 Also, Sonny made a promise to his sweetheart, Geraldine, to find his own home. Sonny rented a private house on 136th Street and Seventh Avenue. The property was sizable and well kept, and Sonny got it for a song because the owner, a notorious numbers runner named Ford, felt sorry for their having lost their mother so young. The paint on the walls was hardly dry before Sonny and Geraldine tied the knot on the 27th of June and she joined the clan uptown.52 Eight days before Christmas, they added one more resident: their first-born daughter, whom they named Jackie. Their second-born, also a girl-child, arrived on May 4, 1940, and they named her Judith.53

Sonny and Geraldine were still responsible for Skippy, who was only fourteen when they returned to New York. Nellie, on the other hand, was sixteen, practical, and quite independent. With two more years of high school left, she decided her immediate future lay in dressmaking, perhaps clothing design, so she enrolled in Central Needle Trades High School, one of the city’s leading industrial schools. Although it had been beset with budget issues in the mid-1930s, the school had made a remarkable comeback and almost overnight grew in popularity. By the time she started classes in 1938, Central Needle Trades had just moved to temporary quarters on Sixth Avenue and 23rd Street with the intention of moving into a brand new multi-million-dollar, eleven-story facility on 24th between Seventh and Eighth Avenues.54 She did not rule out college; on the contrary, Nellie was determined to further her education one way or another, but given their current financial reality, learning marketable skills and finding a decent job was paramount.

Shy little Nellie was becoming a woman now, and it seemed as though everyone noticed except Thelonious. He was far more preoccupied with having his old running buddy Sonny back in town, and the friendly uptown house was a bonus. Now he had a place to crash on late, cold nights when he didn’t feel like trekking back to West 63rd Street on the IRT. Although he never moved in with Sonny and his family, he was such a frequent visitor that he might as well have changed his mailing address. Geraldine recalls too many times when Thelonious would just come through the window in the middle of the night, wanting to sleep or, worse, to talk. “At that time, I got mad at him because he would do so many outlandish things. He would come in and wake you up if you’re sleeping. ‘Get up!’ And I would tell him, ‘Thelonious, if you don’t leave me alone.’ And after he would get everybody awake, then he would go to sleep.”55

Monk worked intermittently throughout 1940, and he found a hospitable community of like-minded musicians hanging out at a club inside the Cecil Hotel on 118th and St. Nicholas. The place was called Minton’s Playhouse. In January of 1941, the management offered him his first regular job as the house pianist. This small Harlem club was about to become a jazz legend.
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“They Weren’t Giving Any Lectures”

(1941)

Harlem. June 1941, in the wee small hours of the morning. If you could take a stroll down 118th Street, walking west from Seventh Avenue toward St. Nicholas, passing a few brownstones and parked cars, just before you got to the end of the unusually short block, you would reach the Cecil Hotel, an elegant five-story building on the south side of the street. A large, dark blue awning extends out from the building with the words “Minton’s Playhouse” emblazoned on it. You try to pass, but the faint sound of music draws you in. You climb the three small steps leading to the entrance, open the door, and suddenly you’re awash in cigarette and cigar smoke, chit-chat and laughter, and swinging music. You don’t see the musicians at first. To your left is a long bar, occupied by men and women whose days begin at sundown. “Togged to the bricks” in hip suits and kicks, hair conked to the roots and glistening with pomade, these are the politicians, pimps, and hustlers who run the parts of Harlem the Renaissance ignored; with them are the neighborhood regulars who found in Minton’s a place to go after the day’s hard work; and, of course, the musicians, dancers, and miscellaneous entertainers who make their living on stage. To your right is the coat-check room, tended by a pretty young woman with a lovely brown complexion, hair “done up,” who handles your coat and “lid” with great care.

You continue past the bar, past the never-ending debates and convivial conversations, past the dazed and lonesome souls nursing twenty-cent drinks, through a set of swinging doors. Now in the club proper, all you can hear is the music. To your left is a small bandstand, about twelve inches off the floor, and an equally tiny dance floor. Behind another set of swinging doors to the right is the kitchen with its delectable scent of fried chicken, greens, and candied yams. And in the middle are over a dozen tables draped with crisp, white tablecloths, surrounded by chairs. Nearly every seat is occupied, and nearly every patron is preoccupied with the music. There are moments when the music might sound altogether foreign, by comparison to the popular swing bands of the day. But to call it “revolutionary” or “avant-garde” would be an exaggeration. These young artists joyfully jam on the familiar, retaining the head-bopping, toe-tapping, danceable quality of swing music. The drummer, Kenny “Klook-Mop” Clarke, generates sparks like a blacksmith pounding on an anvil—he maintains a driving pulse interjected with off-beat explosions on the snare and bass drum (and interrupted by the occasional slamming of the bathroom door, located a little too close to the bandstand). The ultimate time-keeper is the bass player, a baby-faced kid named Nick Fenton. On trumpet and occasional vocals is Joe Guy, whose full-bodied tone sounds like Roy Eldridge. He’s joined by other horns: a trumpet battle with Roy Eldridge himself, maybe, or Oran “Hot Lips” Page, or Little Benny Harris; a serenade by the great Don Byas on tenor saxophone; or the little known Sammy Davis; or the soulful Herbie Fields, one of the only white cats in the room.
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