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INTRO


Wonderwalls, gold dust, discos become Tescos


In most cities there’s a club or venue, maybe two or three; places that cast a spell on a particular community, and spaces where a generation or two enjoyed unforgettable gigs, regulars experienced life-shaping moments, or found a lover, or danced until dawn. For so many people, nightclubs and music venues are the source of a lifetime’s music taste, best friends and vivid memories. Someone in their late teens in Portsmouth in 1966 might suggest the Birdcage as an example, and then pour out a hundred mod memories. Someone fourteen or fifteen years older might suggest Cy Laurie’s jazz club in Ham Yard in Soho in the early 1950s, where basement raves went through until dawn. We can trace many examples of the way venues have nurtured communities away from the mainstream, most potently in the history of gay clubbing. For music lovers in South Yorkshire in the 1980s, the Limit and the Leadmill in Sheffield hosted memorable live gigs and club nights but – in common with other significant clubs and venues – in doing so they were providing somewhere that like-minded people gathered, socialised, collaborated even, good times unfolding, ideas sparking into life.


As well as being sites of personal and communal importance, clubs and venues have had a significant role to play in shaping music history; the likes of Eric’s in Liverpool, the Dug Out in Bristol, the Twisted Wheel and the Haçienda in Manchester, the ‘Soul II Soul’ sessions at the Africa Centre, the Maritime Hotel in Belfast. Witness too clubs like ‘UFO’ in London, and venues including Mothers in Birmingham and the Magic Village in Manchester, which nurtured the psychedelic scene; and almost all major acts and DJs fashione d the foundations for their careers performing at grassroots venues. Britain’s small venues have always been crucial in the development of the country’s international reputation for innovative music and fashions.


Poignantly and disconcertingly, there’s no trace left of many of the significant music venues we’ll visit in this book. The Dug Out has become a restaurant, the Magic Village has been demolished, clubs have become car parks, discos have become Tescos. The new Ham Yard Hotel in London, close to Piccadilly Circus, buried a building with an amazing history, including a basement where Cy Laurie held his jazz raves, the same basement which, just a few years later, was the site of a club called the Scene, a pioneering, amphetamine-filled mod hangout which will feature at length in our story. We’ll also hear of other great clubs that have been located in Ham Yard, including the Hambone, founded in 1922 as a bohemian cabaret club and one of the most notorious nightspots of its time. When one regular, Trevor Allen, wrote the Hambone into his novel We Loved In Bohemia, a reviewer described the club as a ‘shrine of anti-convention and the home of talented rebels’.


Big clubs, corporate superstar DJs, the commercial mainstream and dance halls all feature in the chapters that follow but, to be honest, most of the time I’m prejudiced in favour of the dives. Or if not the dives as such, then the pioneers; the clubs and venues that have innovated not imitated, who have shaken things up. That’s when cultural activity is at its most exciting and effervescent, creating new scenes and future possibilities, with inspired and maverick pioneers ignoring or pushing against the mainstream – even if, as with the New Romantics, for example, they become the new mainstream. But that’s fascinating, too; how misfit kids and talented rebels gathered under a mirrorball between four walls of a venue can knock culture into a new phase. These venues are at the heart of our story.


Clubs and venues like Bolton Palais, Nottingham’s Rock City and the Barrowland Ballroom in Glasgow have played a central role in towns and cities for years and become embedded in the cultural and social life of a community in the same way that, traditionally, a university, cathedral or a factory might have done. Liam Gallagher recently explained the attraction of the Haçienda: ‘For people who went there it was their church.’ The depth of these connections explains why news of the closure of venues can be greeted like a dagger in the heart of the city, with shock and mourning.


It’s hard to imagine what Liverpool would be like if the Cavern or ‘Cream’ had never existed, or a career for the Animals without the plethora of jazz and r&b clubs in Newcastle. And what would the 1930s have been like without Mecca dance halls? Through the following chapters, we’ll celebrate some of the more remarkable, unforgettable, distinctive and pioneering clubs and venues around the country. We’ll also discover the identity of the man dubbed ‘King of the Ravers’, find out the club Muhammad Ali visited, the venue where blow jobs were all the rage and the music hall where a performer killed a heckler.


Over the following pages we’ll go nationwide, from Newcastle upon Tyne to Newport in South Wales. Arguably the most significant Newport venue of recent decades is TJ’s, a live music venue run by the late John Sicolo, which created and nurtured an alternative scene in the 1980s, a compelling example of the value of venues that kick against musical and cultural homogeneity. When John Sicolo died in 2010, one contributor to a BBC radio show in his honour said TJ’s was invaluable to teenagers in the Welsh valleys who weren’t at home in either the ‘strait-jacket masculinity’ of rugby clubs or the high street discotheques. It’s also said that TJ’s was where Kurt Cobain proposed to Courtney Love.


We’ll travel the country, but travel back in time too. It’s not only the different experiences of each generation that are intriguing but the similarities too. When you’re eighteen you hit the town and tend to think you and your friends are the first to discover cool venues, staying up late, losing your friends, losing your way, but this is Friedrich Engels writing about Manchester in the early 1840s: ‘On Saturday evenings, especially, when wages are paid and work stops somewhat earlier than usual, when the whole working class pours from its own poor quarters into the main thoroughfares, intemperance may be seen in all its brutality.’


Despite the reputation of the British for being reserved, there are long traditions of hedonism in this country, citizens living for the weekend. When Engels was writing, for the urban poor after a week of being ground down by factory bosses and mill owners, intoxication and music wasn’t just escapism; it was like sticking two fingers up at the bosses. It was as much an exercise in reclaiming life as enjoying it.


Life after dark can be chaotic and perilous, something of a secret time, a lost time, when in our actions what’s normal doesn’t apply, a chance for some casual flirting or sexual encounters, to seek pleasures, to look different, to be different, to be lost in music, to indulge in some daft craziness that in the morning we may regret but the following week may repeat. Some months ago a friend of mine went to a Bank Holiday event at a club in Leeds. It was crowded and underlit. There was a group of lads in there he described as ‘shady’. They were dealing, intimidating, occupying the dark corners. Occasionally they took off, barging across the room and, when a girl stood up to them, she fell to the floor and they started kicking her. The doormen seemed somehow in league with or in awe of the gang and it wasn’t until much later that they were cleared off the premises. Some venues might feel like home to you, but there are also always nightclubs and venues you may not want to revisit the next week, let alone three decades later.


As we’ll see over the coming chapters, life after dark is underdocumented and often hidden, and occasionally it’s on the edge of the law or in defiance of it: a tale of dark corners, gangland protection rackets, errant doormen, moral panics, ecstasy deaths. Actresses doing cocaine, cross-dressers, bare-necked girls getting off with sailors in Liverpool music saloons, we’ll meet them all.


The approach in this history isn’t encyclopedic, in the sense of attempting to include every nightclub or venue that’s made a contribution to life in British towns and cities, and to the progress of every band or genre; there are thousands of places that could make such claims. What follows includes a broad outline, from Victorian music halls, through the jazz age to the present day, via beat clubs, mods, psychedelic happenings, funk, soul and rave. But also, at points through the story, a number of key clubs are documented at length, and there’s some detailed focus on specific and significant bands, DJs, scenes and promoters. My own time promoting live shows and DJing at clubs like Haçienda has fed my passion for nightclubs and music venues. But the larger picture inspires me too; the sense that people for centuries have made or found their special nightlife spaces, in the same cities as us, maybe the same streets. I love having that sense of kinship with life after dark in the past. I love the idea propounded by the writer Aldo Rossi that there’s a collective memory attached to buildings. Maybe we can also tease out some of these memories?


Just a short walk from Ham Yard, deeper into Soho, another building with a rich nightlife history still stands: it’s 69 Dean Street, on the corner of Meard Street. In the autumn of 1978 a club night called ‘Billy’s’ opened in the basement; the venue, at the time, was called Gossips. Billy’s was hosted and promoted by Steve Harrington, who, emboldened by punk (and having seen the Sex Pistols in Caerphilly), moved from South Wales and took to calling himself Steve Strange. At Billy’s, Strange worked alongside his flatmate Rusty Egan (from the band the Rich Kids), who became the club’s DJ.


The ‘promoter’ in the world of clubs and venues is the person who originates an event. Some venues have an in-house promoter; many promoters work independently though, as Steve Strange did at Gossips. The independent promoter has to find the talent, secure a venue – perhaps by hiring a hall or club, perhaps taking a midweek night because it’s cheaper – sort out the ticketing and publicity and accept the financial risk. Done right, and built on good foundations, promoting can be a lucrative activity. During one recent financial year, live music promoter Simon Moran, founder of SJM Concerts, was said to be the highest-paid director of any business in the northwest of England, receiving a salary of £6.9m.


A first visit to the Haçienda might have inspired you to change your music collection or your wardrobe, or you might have met people you’d fallen in love with. But in addition, important clubs and venues were and are also a catalyst for activity outside of their wonderwalls: bands, DJs, a legacy, a mythology. The story doesn’t end when the last customer leaves.


The people who organised and frequented Billy’s (along with graduates of similar clubs of the era – including the Rum Runner in Birmingham, and Blitz, Strange and Egan’s next venture) went on to define and disseminate a sound and a flamboyant look that became known as ‘New Romantic’. The scene had its genesis in two or three small, left-field clubs. This is where it starts: clubs and venues. And it was the same with the mods, with the Beatles, with the Sex Pistols, with acid house. It’s within the four walls of the club that the first stirrings of a new wave are to be found.


The Dean Street Townhouse hotel and restaurant now inhabits the building at 69 Dean Street. It’s in an area that was semi-derelict and ill-lit in the crumbling Soho of the 1970s, but now has a monied, satisfied atmosphere. In the restaurant the wallpaper features muted shades of green in a design reminiscent of the early 1950s, the Festival of Britain era. When I visited recently I met some of the staff, young and helpful, and willing to show me around. Cecilia, Jacob, Josh and I wandered upstairs and down, but found no sign of the building’s contribution to the story of London’s nightlife – a contribution that’s much more than housing Billy’s. I told them some of the people who’d danced and partied at 69 Dean Street – Henri Matisse, Tallulah Bankhead, Fred Astaire and Noël Coward – but I’m not sure which names they recognised from the depths of the past, nor those from more recent history like Boy George, Steve Strange, and Robert Smith of the Cure. Robert Smith visited when a club called the ‘Batcave’ opened on the top floor of the building in July 1982. Marc Almond, too; they knew Marc’s name, and told me he sometimes visits the Townhouse’s restaurant and has a bite to eat. I dropped more names, and then explained the story.


Nos. 69 and 70 Dean Street were two separate homes, built in the 1730s by John Meard for aristocratic families at a time when Soho was a self-contained district, with a reputation for housing a cosmopolitan community of traders, architects and artists. In 1834, composer Vincent Novello and his son Joseph took over No. 69, from where they ran a music publishing business; as it developed, they erected two upper floors to accommodate a printing press before purchasing No. 70 in 1875, creating the first link between the two buildings. In 1901, both Nos. 69 and 70 were turned into industrial premises and then in the mid-1920s the Gargoyle Club was opened on the upper floors by aristocrat David Tennant, which was reached via a lift. The grandest spaces for dining and dancing in London in the 1920s included the Café de Paris. But the Gargoyle was different, more intimate, less staid, and open all hours. And because you had to find the entrance door and then take a lift to the top floors, it had an air of secrecy. The subscription was four guineas per annum.


By day the Gargoyle tended to be the haunt of artists and writers looking for a drink and a chance to escape work. At night-time it became a favourite with the so-called Bright Young Things, a group of aristocratic types with a conspicuously dissolute lifestyle given over to spectacular parties. Many of the leading Bright Young Things were regulars at the Gargoyle, including Brenda and Napper Dean Paul, and Stephen Tennant. Stephen was owner David’s homosexual brother and a man, by all accounts, of much style and theatricality, with a ‘prancing’ gait and an ultra-flamboyant dress sense. At the end of the 1920s he represented fashion at its most extreme, and had taken to wearing lipstick and gilding his fair hair with gold dust. If he’d time-travelled forward fifty years, there’s no doubt Stephen Tennant would have been ushered straight in by the door staff at Billy’s.


The 1920s witnessed a boom in public dancing; new dance halls were opening and other venues were installing new, improved dancefloors. The ballroom on one floor of the Gargoyle, with a jazz orchestra in attendance, was a major feature but there was also a coffee room and drawing room, and a rooftop terrace and bar. Among the regular visitors to the Gargoyle, one name stands out: Henri Matisse. Matisse was a personal friend of David Tennant and regularly visited the Gargoyle in the early years of the club; Tennant ended up with two Matisse paintings gifted to him by the artist. He displayed one of these (The Red Studio) in the bar at the Gargoyle and the other (The Studio, Quai St Michel) on the club’s stairs.


In the post-war period, the Gargoyle became a little passé, and never regained its pre-war status as the original in-crowd moved on. Its membership list remained impressive in the 1950s, though – it included Lee Miller (the gorgeous, talented photographer and muse of Man Ray) and the spy Guy Burgess. In the 1950s, while the Gargoyle remained open on the upper floors, another private club, the Mandrake, opened in the basement. Although its official address was 4 Meard Street, owing to various linked basements, it shared the same building. The proprietor of the Mandrake was Boris Watson, who acquired the leases of adjoining basements and knocked through walls until he was able to put a music room in the cellar, the same cellar space that would be used by Billy’s in the 1970s, directly underneath where the restaurant now is.


As well as his passion for demolishing partition walls, Boris Watson loved chess – he invested in a dozen chess boards and made them available to all patrons – but it was mainly a private drinking club, one of many in Soho. The strategy was to create a constitution, a committee and a membership list. English licensing laws in the 50s stipulated that pubs stopped serving at two-thirty in the afternoon, shut at three and did not reopen until seven at night, but the law could be swerved by means of private-club licences, which allowed for drinking in the afternoon and after-hours.


I explained to the staff at the Dean Street Townhouse that if they’d been here one evening in the late 1950s, the chances are there would be two jazz bands playing on the premises; up the lift in the Gargoyle there would be Alec Alexander’s band, and down the twisting stairs in the Mandrake an in-house combo, including pianist Joe Burns, Percy Borthwick on bass and Robin Jones on drums, which welcomed impromptu jazz sessions with visiting musicians.


After looking around the basement of the Townhouse, where many of the rooms are now store cupboards, Jacob took me to the top floors, where there are beautiful bedrooms and the same rich, hushed ambience as the restaurant. I didn’t tell him that after Gargoyle’s had shut, the top floor had become a strip club; if I had, I’d have felt the need to whisper it.


On an assignment for The Face late in 1982, Derek Ridgers took some photographs of people involved with Gossips, and looking at these, I realised with Cecilia that the club entrance was down the side of the building; not on Dean Street but round the corner, on Meard Street. There are two fire exits there now. It seems to be the case that the door on the left was where the lift would have been to take Stephen Tennant and friends up to his brother’s Gargoyle club, and Marc Almond up to the Batcave. And the door on the right would take you to the ground floor and down into the basement, where artists like Edward Burra might spend an afternoon dining at the Mandrake, and late in 1978 Steve Strange, peering at the outfits in the queue, would grant entry to the lucky few, down an unmarked stairwell, to a couple of dark rooms and a mirrorball.


On Meard Street we recreate the scene as best we can. Cecilia stands outside the fire exit, strikes a pose and we laugh. Jacob joins us and takes a look at the photographs. He says he’d heard from his dad it was a bit rum around these parts in the old days.




CHAPTER ONE


Bare-necked ladies, shaggy-looking Germans, everyone is drunk


Music halls 150 years ago were key buildings and major commercial businesses, frequented by thousands of regulars; the raucous, communal, mass night-time entertainment of the day, part pub and part nightclub, part circus and part talent show. They’d present onstage a mix of comic and sentimental songs, magic tricks and satirical sketches. In some of them more sensationalist entertainments were available: human freaks, tightrope walkers, troupes of Red Indians and cross-dressing singers. The story of the British music halls also includes ersatz nudity, evidence of break-dancing in Liverpool a century and a half ago, an early attempt to create a mirrorball, and the sad story of the failed escapologist.


The standard audience tended to be young workers and families, but some of the halls were said to be the centres of vice and violence, frequented by prostitutes, drunken sailors and ne’er-do-wells. There are music venues in our current era that carry a heavy vibe but I’ve never seen the likes of this sign posted outside a tavern in 1872: ‘All persons are requested, before entering the dancing saloon, to leave at the bar their pistols and knives, or any other weapon they may have about them’.


Moral guardians, local churchmen, temperance campaigners and disapproving newspaper editors kept a close watch on music halls. Their fear was that Victorian values of sobriety and respectability could be undermined by the halls; that the working class, unfortunate women, and youths might be corrupted by risqué comic songs and the occasional glimpse of female skin in an environment of heavy drinking and enlivened passions, when instead they could be working, learning or praying. One of the first music halls was the Star in Bolton, owned and run by Thomas Sharples. In the mid-1840s, on some nights, 1,500 people would attend his venue, but his business suffered a setback after a fire in 1851. Having started work on the repair and rebuild, Sharples set a reopening date but his application for a new licence was opposed by some local religious groups, who petitioned the magistrates to deny a licence not just to the Star but to all other singing saloons in the town, claiming that they were ‘flood-gates of vice and licentiousness’.


In most parts of Britain there are still buildings that reveal a little of their past as a music hall, especially ones built in the late Victorian or Edwardian eras. Of those built earlier, there are several where elements of the facade of the building remains, for example the Gaiety Music Hall on Nelson Street in Newcastle upon Tyne where, visible from the street, above the door is a tablet inscribed ‘MUSIC HALL 1838’. In the case of the Alexandra Music Hall in Canterbury, built in 1850, with a variety of uses since – including some time as a shop and a current life as a student-friendly pub called the Penny Theatre – the basic layout and structure of the music hall is still apparent.


Some mid-nineteenth-century music halls didn’t last longer than a decade or two. As well as at the Star in Bolton in 1851, there were dozens of fires, including at the Surrey Music Hall in Sheffield (1865) and St James’s Hall in Liverpool (1875). Sometimes the halls were rebuilt, but some couldn’t fight off increased competition or closed in the early twentieth century when other forms of entertainment arrived (the cinema and the wireless). In the last hundred years, of course, venues of all kinds have been destroyed by German bombs, and property developers.


Of those venues that are more extensively intact, Hoxton Hall in London and the Britannia Panopticon Music Hall in Glasgow are two surviving mid-nineteenth-century music halls, but both are in a parlous state and engaged in fundraising for much-needed restoration work; both offer visitor tours and occasionally hold events. Two more have received Heritage Lottery Fund payouts, which have enabled them to carry out repairs and refurbishment: Wilton’s in London and the City Varieties in Leeds (the City Varieties also received over £5m from Leeds City Council). Both of these also offer guided tours and visits.


The City Varieties, like many of the first music halls, evolved out of existing ad hoc musical activity in a pub, in this case the White Swan, which had been established in 1760 and served drink and food. The pub had a function room above the bar which hosted informal ‘free-and-easies’, a traditional feature in all sorts of pubs when customers and enthusiastic amateurs would gather and entertain each other with songs. These were often accompanied by a piano and presided over by a ‘chairman’, a master of ceremonies who, in most cases, had a little wooden mallet with which he rapped for order before announcing the next singer. Other informal outbreaks of carousing and sing-songs would occur in pubs, of course. Travelling players might show up, carrying perhaps fiddles or tambourines, or musicians touring with a fair, or street performers on a night out would visit.


Sometime around 1857 Charles Thornton became the licensee of the White Swan, and after just a few years he was encouraged to construct a music hall as an attachment to the pub. He did this in an ambitious fashion, creating a 2,000-capacity room with a high stage at one end and a gallery at the other, rows of benches along the walls and a few tables and chairs at ground level.


The City Varieties is on Swan Street, which runs between Lands Lane and Briggate, a narrow street and perhaps not easy to find. If you approach from Lands Lane you’ll see Swan Street running down the side of Betfred. From Briggate, look out for the Ann Summers shop and you’ll see Swan Street. Grace is the member of staff from the City Varieties who leads the tours; she knows the place well, having first visited the hall fifteen years ago when she signed up in the youth theatre there. The tour I attended on a brisk Wednesday morning was sold out. There were twenty-six of us, and it was busier than Ann Summers (even though they had a sale on). One couple told Grace they bought tickets for the pantomime every year, but the rest of us were first-timers.


People have been going out and getting drunk and tracking down pleasure and entertainment for hundreds of years. In London, by the 1840s, the range of venues where music was part of the entertainment included outdoor pleasure gardens like the Cremorne, or supper clubs like the one run by W.C. Evans on King Street, on the edge of Covent Garden. Pubs had long been a traditional feature of life in hamlets, villages, towns and ports of Britain, as were street entertainments, theatres, taverns and brothels. Some venues blurred definitions between, for example, taverns and brothels. St George’s Tavern in Belgrave Road, Pimlico, would regularly feature men-only free-and-easies in the pub’s function room: women who were invited to attend were most likely ‘daughters of joy’, as prostitutes were sometimes called.


What was new in Britain in the mid-nineteenth century was the rapid growth of new industrial towns like Leeds, Manchester, Birmingham and elsewhere. Families from rural villages, Ireland and, to a lesser extent, Europe, looked to find work in the new manufacturing industries, the factories, the mills. Manchester, for example, grew from a small market town of 48,000 people to a bursting metropolis of 455,000 in the space of fifty years (1801 to 1851).


The 1851 census revealed that for the first time in British history more people were living in towns and cities than in the countryside. Owing to this mass migration, the poor living conditions and the unregulated factories, most areas of many cities were chaotic and unhinged. The urban poor were rootless, strangers, worked to the bone; for these reasons, there was a widespread and almost desperate demand for night-time entertainment in the 1830s and 1840s. In addition, in 1851 around half the entire population was under twenty years old. Like each and every single, active, young person of every generation, the wish of the young Victorians was not to be kept inside the house, but to seek pleasure, and partners. This urban working class, these new communities, were looking for hedonism, sensation and escape.


To help meet this demand, the Theatres Act of 1843 relaxed the rules governing places of entertainment, especially entertainment on licensed premises. Some informal campaigning had been going on. In 1840 Sam Lane was running the Union Saloon in Shoreditch, east London, which despite not being licensed as a theatre was offering onstage entertainments, including sketches and songs. When the authorities prosecuted and fined him, he led a demonstration march, challenging the authorities with the slogan ‘Freedom for the people’s amusements’.


The Theatres Act triggered a sharp rise in the number of pubs building stages and offering not just free-and-easies but more formally organised live performances, or setting up designated ‘music saloons’ in adjacent rooms of buildings. The owner of the St George’s Tavern, Charles Morton, took over the Canterbury Arms off Westminster Bridge Road and, after operating it for a number of years as one of the first music halls in the country, in 1856 refurbished it to the tune of £25,000. Audiences flocked there to hear patriotic or comic songs, and marvel at acrobats, magicians and the likes of Dan Rice the Clown (‘And His Wonderful Performing Dogs’).


Not all music halls were on the scale of the ones built by Charles Morton or Charles Thornton; many weren’t much more than an add-on or a function room. Writer R.J. Broadbent documented the Liverpool music halls of the nineteenth century in his book Annals of the Liverpool Stage, and while a number of music halls were respectably conducted in Liverpool, from his writing it’s clear there were others of a more or less disreputable kind. Broadbent describes an un-named music hall on Williamson Square which appears to have been some kind of pick-up joint, with a less than sophisticated musical offering: ‘After ascending a flight of very rickety stairs we reach the concert-room – a long, narrow apartment in a filthy state. Congregated round the bar inside are a number of bare-necked, lightly dressed girls, women and foreign sailors, all in various stages of intoxication.’


The author also visits the more respectable Parthenon Music Saloon run by J.G. Stoll on Great Charlotte Street, also in Liverpool. The doors of the Parthenon opened at 6.30 p.m. and the programme of entertainments commenced at 7 p.m. As with other big halls, acts had a certain slot they were contracted to fill for a designated amount of time, which was advertised in a printed programme. In this era in most singing saloons and early music halls there was no admission charge as such, but customers gained admittance by buying a refreshment ticket for perhaps 3d (about 1p) which they would then exchange at the bar for drinks. At some venues, waiters would take orders for drinks and young lads would walk the floor with cigars and programmes for sale.


Along with Thomas Sharples and J.G. Stoll, by the end of the 1840s there were numerous venue owners in the provinces who already had thriving music-hall-style businesses, including John Balmbra in Newcastle. Balmbra’s was opened on the first floor of the Wheatsheaf public house and became a landmark in the town. It was there that George ‘Geordie’ Ridley performed the song ‘Blaydon Races’ in 1862. It’s still sung on Tyneside today. The opening verse includes the lines, ‘I took the bus from Balmbra’s and she was heavy-laden / Away we went along Collingwood Street, that’s on the road to Blaydon.’


The music hall and theatre world at the time was lively enough to sustain a magazine, The Era, concerned with matters theatrical and associated interests (including the licensed trade). A notice in The Era on 12 March 1865 carried an advertisement for Thornton’s Music Hall promising an ‘Astounding Array of Novelties’. Top of the bill on the opening night was Herr Schalkenbach, who had invented what he called ‘the extraordinary Piano Orchestra Electro Moteur’. It ended up being a lifetime’s work for Herr Schalkenbach, building and perfecting his early version of an electric organ, a very large construction (about the height of two pianos) which had the means to create whooshing sounds and percussion with drums, cymbals and gongs. He toured the invention, later appearing at the Metropolitan Music Hall in Paddington, Crystal Palace and elsewhere. Even more ahead of his time, this one-man Kraftwerk created a soundtrack to an imaginary shipwreck and devised a light show to complement the music he made. His act was deemed to be ‘vastly impressive’ by one reviewer.


The structure of the Leeds City Varieties is pretty much as it was when it was built by Charles Thornton. The sightlines even from the upper gallery are good, although when the venue was packed you’d expect to be jostling for position. According to The Era, there was also a spacious retiring room for the performers and a suite of dressing rooms immediately behind the stage. Grace takes us backstage, where the walls are covered with health and safety advice.


Although the structure and layout remain the same, much of what we see on the City Varieties tour are later additions, including the furnishings, the carpet, the gold leaf on the balcony fascia and the sturdy wooden chairs in the stalls at a comfortable angle. It was more basic when it first opened and Herr Schalkenbach played his electro piano; the venue was upgraded with the addition of balconies down the side and theatre-style seating later in the nineteenth century. Most of the changes were made after Charles Thornton leased the hall to John Stansfield (and ploughed his money into a retail arcade just down the road instead, an arcade that’s still in operation), and then when Thomas Dunford took over (it was during his tenure that, in 1894, the name was changed to the City Varieties). It enjoyed another upgrade in 1898 when it was bought by Fred Wood. Billiards and supper rooms were attached. The following year the ‘Clog Dancing Championship of the World’ took place at the City Varieties.


Upgrades of this sort were common among music halls in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, partly because, after fires and other disasters, the authorities were demanding improvements. But also proprietors hoped that by smartening up the venues and making them more comfortable they might attract a more bourgeois, wealthier audience. The recent work at the City Varieties has concentrated on returning the venue to an approximation of how it might have been in 1900 rather than back to its earliest days. You can see the wisdom in the decision; it’s now a very comfortable, working theatre, having featured in the recent past magicians and tribute bands, as well as the annual pantomime.


Grace asks us to imagine what this fine and gilded auditorium would have looked like in the hall’s first phase, in the 1860s, before the Heritage Lottery Fund, before the various Victorian refurbishments, and without the gold-leaf balcony adornments, the theatre seating and the swirly carpet. She explained that in the late 1860s, despite the spectacular entertainment, by today’s standards the venue was at the very roughest end of rough and ready, with a wooden floor covered with sawdust to absorb dirt, spilled alcohol and, it seems, much worse. There would be a few tables scattered around, chairs, some stools. ‘It would be different, very different,’ Grace tells us. ‘There’d be drink sloshing around and people standing, chatting, calling out to each other, it would be packed, noisy.’ And then she points up to the lower of the two balconies: ‘Young men who were up there would occasionally relieve themselves over the balcony onto the people below.’


Grace repeats the phrase ‘rough and ready’ a few times, referring to the hall, but life in general for the working class in Leeds and elsewhere was rough and ready. In those boom towns with their rapidly growing populations, housing was a mess, with gross overcrowding, insanitary conditions and exploitation by landlords. The working poor were inhabiting a cross between the Wild West and a shanty town.


Law makers were playing catch-up – the provisions of the Theatre Act reflected that, as did initiatives in the workplace that belatedly attempted to regulate working conditions and hours of work. The Factory Act of 1847 limited a working day for women and children to ten hours and the Factory Act of 1850 closed some loopholes and, among other things, formalised standard practice in the textile districts like Manchester that all work would end on Saturday at 2 p.m.


Some workers in the textile, mining and other industries would absent themselves on some or all Mondays. This wasn’t covered by law or regulations, it was simply custom in certain districts. This day off was dubbed ‘St Monday’ and would follow a Saturday payday and a night on the town. In some cases workers who’d grown up in rural or other traditions were resistant to regimented regular work imposed by mechanised manufacturing industries and given the choice between earning a few extra pennies or a day off, took the time off, especially if they were being paid piecework and could earn the money back by increasing their productivity another day. Some just wanted to enjoy drinking time. A royal commission on employment in 1842 found that Mondays in mining communities were ‘chiefly spent by the adults in intemperance or recovering from the effects of it, or sometimes mere physical repose’.


Sunday evening offered an extra chance for some carousing. Angus Bethune Reach toured Manchester and the surrounding districts, documenting the lives of the working poor, working hard, playing hard. There’s both fear and exhilaration in his account of being out on the Oldham Road one Sunday evening in 1849: ‘The public houses and gin shops were roaring full. The whole street rung with shouting, screaming and swearing, mingled with the jarring music of half a dozen bands.’


On corners or near markets, passers-by would be entertained by street performers, including singers with a surprisingly wide repertoire. One of the public houses Angus Bethune Reach may have visited that evening was the George & Dragon on Swan Street, where the entertainment included songs known as ‘broadsides’, often songs with a local connection, like ‘Manchester’s Improving Daily’, and ‘The Manchester Town Hall Waltz’.


The liveliness of music-filled nights out in public houses and the fast-growing variety of local, comic and romantic songs were easily transferable into more formal music hall programmes. In addition, performers and proprietors incorporated such pieces as Rossini’s overture to the opera William Tell and selections from the operatic works of Vincenzo Bellini in their programmes. In fact, some pieces from the classical canon became well known to almost everyone, even the street urchins, thanks to choirs, bands, organ grinders and street performers.


While the working class visited music halls and pub function rooms and experienced music and dancing on the street, the well-to-do had private clubs, charity balls and events in private houses. Thomas De Quincey came from a comparatively well-off family, who were wealthy enough to live among green fields two miles outside Manchester. He was an enthusiastic opium user and published Confessions of an English Opium-Eater in 1821. He would go to the opera or to music recitals at least once a week, carrying with him small tinctures of laudanum (a solution of crude opium in alcohol). He called these ‘portable ecstasies’ and said they enhanced his experience of listening to music.


De Quincey recalled having stones thrown at him by street urchins on his way to school, but apart from that there was very little interaction between the social classes. All had their own entertainments, traditions, venues. There was talk that the Alexandra in Manchester attracted sons of factory owners and wealthy merchants but it was assumed they were there for the prostitutes rather than the music performances.


The landowning aristocracy had been the unchallenged power in Britain but the factory owners and the wealthy merchants were new money, the bosses in the new world of large-scale industrial manufacturing. The new wealth in Leeds was in the hands of the mine-owners, the merchants and the textile barons. Taking as a model those London haunts of the ruling class, like Boodle’s and the Carlton Club, two houses on Albion Square were procured and, in 1852, opened as a prestigious gentlemen’s club; it was a meeting place for the town’s leading business and professional men, with a lavish classical interior including coffee, smoking and dining rooms, and a ballroom. It was all very different to Thornton’s Music Hall, 200 yards away.


In London, much of the social scene of the rich and aristocratic revolved around ‘coming out’, the formalised structure by which unmarried young female debutantes would be launched into the world in order to attract prospective husbands. The process took place during a ‘season’ of dinner parties, court occasions and gala balls. During the Regency and early Victorian era, the season ran from just after Easter to the end of June, but later in the nineteenth century it shifted a little and reached through to 12 August, the Glorious Twelfth as it is known, the start of the shooting season. At this point it was expected that the aristocracy and the gentry would have left London and taken themselves off to their country homes; the single men would put the search for a wife on hold and go hunting for red grouse instead.


The young ladies were expected to deport themselves in very particular and controlled ways, not just at the dances but at all times. They’d be accompanied by a chaperone (usually an older female relative) and were expected to be elegant and to have what Lord Byron called ‘a floating balance of accomplishment’, including the ability to ride a horse, and perhaps to be able to play the piano or to sing. There were rituals and rules for every situation, including those when, in the company of her chaperone, a young lady might chance upon a male. A well-brought-up young lady (and by implication a potential wife) was expected never to look back after anyone in the street, or catch the eye of a man at a social event, or at church, or the theatre.


It was a relentless few months for the young ladies during the season, when they would be attending three or four parties every night and arriving home at dawn. As with all grand balls and private dances, there were strict conventions covering who could dance with whom, how often, and in what way men and women could observe each other or converse. The liberties of the young ladies, on the face of it, were few, but a little bit of assertive behaviour was acceptable within clearly defined boundaries. For example, a young lady could engage in flirtation at a dance, by use of her fan. If she was to fan herself slowly, it was a sign she was engaged or otherwise unavailable. A fast fan indicated she was independent and not spoken for. A fan shut indicated there was no chance of an encounter, but on the other hand, a deliberate, repetitive opening and shutting of her fan was a very positive come-on. As in any era, you wouldn’t want to send or read the signals wrongly.


The aristocracy liked to feel virtuous but usually preferred to combine philanthropy with some pleasure, some conspicuous consumption and a chance to see and be seen. Not just during the season, but year-round and in all towns, there would be glitzy charity events. In April 1845 a grand fancy-dress ball, in aid of the funds for the formation of public baths and washhouses in Manchester, was held in the Free Trade Hall. According to one account: ‘The display was very picturesque and made a great impression.’ It continued to be the case that most nights out dancing for the well-to-do would be mainly dinner dances in grand halls, or special or charity ticketed balls.


In stark contrast to those nightlife venues where there was a value to being noticed, parading and being part of a glittering high-society occasion, there were other nightlife venues that preferred to be out of sight, including those where gambling or prostitution were a feature. The most extreme example of hidden venues were those where homosexual and cross-dressing men would meet in secret; taverns with function rooms, or select and secret coffee houses, or private homes known as molly houses. The molly houses made every attempt to stay away from the public gaze as they were genuinely outside the law and fraught with danger, given that sodomy was not only illegal but carried the death penalty (it remained a capital offence until 1861).


Rictor Norton in his book Mother Clap’s Molly House tells the story of one famous molly house on Field Lane in Holborn, one of the estimated 200 or so operating in the first decades of the eighteenth century. Margaret Clap (aka ‘Mother Clap’) rented out rooms to tenants and provided food, drink and entertainment. The social and cultural aspect of Mother Clap’s seems to have been important to her and her visitors (other venues were probably not much more than male brothels).


One Sunday evening in February 1726 forty customers were arrested in a raid on Mother Clap’s premises. Police investigations had included a number of undercover constables infiltrating the network. At the subsequent trial, the evidence of one, a Constable Samuel Stevens, was key. He reported that ‘Sometimes they would sit in one another’s laps, kissing in a lewd manner and using their hands indecently. Then they would get up, dance and make curtsies, and mimic the voices of women.’ Of those arrested, three men were found guilty of sodomy and were hanged (Gabriel Lawrence, William Griffin and Thomas Wright). The history of molly houses is littered with similar moments, raids and executions, including a raid in 1810 on a pub in Vere Street, to the west of Lincoln’s Inn Fields in London. In addition to activities and parties similar to those at Mother Clap’s, it was said that there a homosexual priest, the Reverend John Church, presided over ‘gay marriages’ at the venue. As a result of the Vere Street raid, two men were hanged for sodomy.


To avoid the gaze of the public and police, there were strategies gay men and women developed as the nineteenth century progressed: secret networks, drag balls in private houses or function rooms hired often under false pretences. On Friday 24 September 1880 the Temperance Hall at Hulme Place on York Street in Hulme, just to the south of Manchester city centre, was hired under the name of the Pawnbrokers’ Assistants’ Association. Unbeknown to the steward managing the hall, in reality the event was an assembly of men attending a party. Some of the forty-seven men there were dressed in ‘fantastical fashion’, according to later press reports, and almost half ‘in the garb of women’. The party was raided at two o’clock in the morning and all the men present were arrested.


The following day in court it was revealed that Detective Sergeant Jerome Caminada and the men in his charge in Manchester had instigated undercover surveillance of various assembly rooms since the previous Christmas. The drag ball organisers at the Temperance Hall had done all they could to ensure their privacy; most of the windows had been covered over with calico or paper. Caminada and his men used a ladder to look through a high window at the back of the building to espy the assembly for several hours, until the nature of the proceedings were confirmed to the police.


The police also gained knowledge of the secret code to access the drag ball – seven knocks, followed by the password ‘sister’. They rushed in, along with a group of local men enlisted by the police for the evening, and after a few brief struggles the arrests were made. Most of the attendees were from Manchester and Salford, including a waiter from Weaste and a stonemason from Lower Broughton. Nine men had travelled across the Pennines from Sheffield. One of the witnesses told Mr Cobbett (prosecuting on behalf of the police) and the magistrates, that the dancing he witnessed at the party was too indecent and disgusting to describe. Mr Cobbett said that everything pointed to the event being ‘one of the foulest orgies that ever disgraced any town’.


On the surface the police action seems heavy-handed, the language grim, but curiously, as the court proceeded, the magistrates and Mr Cobbett appeared to engineer the least draconian outcome, pressing for leniency. Despite acting on behalf of the police Mr Cobbett suggested a ‘mild outcome’ and, taking his advice, the magistrates decided merely to have the partygoers bound over for twelve months. None of the most extreme charges were laid, and the private lives of the accused remained unexplored. It could be that some of the accused were known in the wider community and were being protected from a long drawn-out trial or that the authorities had decided Manchester needed to hide the scandal as best it could. Whether Caminada felt he’d got an appropriate result after nine months of surveillance and a major use of manpower is another matter.


Such was the division and ignorance between classes, even though music halls weren’t hidden away out of necessity as molly houses were, they were in effect unseen by the upper echelons of society; or at least, if acknowledged, considered part of an underworld they’d not venture to. News of how the working poor would be entertained would reach the wider world through newspaper reports of fires or disasters, when coverage would be marked by a shock that such places were doing a roaring trade in the middle of the city, frequented (as the papers would have it) by women, young men, and ‘street Arabs’.


The activities and audiences at the music halls were often caught up in ongoing debates regarding drunkenness, although it was really only working-class intemperance that was considered problematic and targeted by a number of mainly failed initiatives. These included the Beerhouse Act, passed during the reign of William IV in 1830, which aimed to wean the populace off their ever-increasing desire for gin by encouraging beer drinking instead. So the act maintained controls on the sale of spirits but, for a payment of two guineas, allowed anyone to set up as a beerhouse with little or no regulation. Dozens of premises opened. An eyewitness at the time noted the carnage that ensued: ‘The new Beer Act has begun its operations. Everyone is drunk. Those who are not singing are sprawling.’


In music hall venues, where shouting and drunkenness were the norm, performers could struggle to get the attention of the audience and there was always room, as Grace at the City Varieties says, for ‘an act that was eye-catching’. For the working poor – with a routine pretty much consisting of, wake up, work in a factory or mill or workshop all day, go home, eat a sugar sandwich, go to bed, wake up, go to work, go home, eat a sugar sandwich – when a Saturday night came round they were ready for something totally bizarre, out of the ordinary. Many music halls were designed so that trapeze and high-wire acts could perform, and music hall proprietors often booked so-called ‘freak show’ performers like Siamese twins and Anna Swan, the Nova Scotia giantess. At the Surrey Music Hall in Sheffield, Thomas Youdan had a penchant for presenting performing dogs.


Music hall songs would cover subjects including life in the local town, the world of work, and love and marriage (depictions oscillating wildly between sentimental portrayals of true love and cynical songs about hen-pecked husbands, and between bawdy tales of extramarital affairs and censorious denunciations of adultery). During the nineteenth century there was much public sympathy for the plight of old and wounded soldiers. According to one historian, when singer Charlie Godfrey began performing a sketch about a neglected old soldier forced to beg, ‘The War Office took steps to have the sketch “barred” as it threatened to be “prejudicial to recruiting”.’


Generally (and for good reasons), commercial operators, required to apply annually to renew their licence, avoided antagonising the authorities. These realities partly explain the conservative nature of music hall songs. It was as if there were tacitly agreed parameters: songs about poverty were popular, but songs proposing radical solutions to poverty or inequality weren’t. Concern at the plight of old soldiers notwithstanding, most songs about Britain at war were unfalteringly patriotic. Audiences had paid their hard-earned cash and left their woes at home; they wanted to be entertained.


Later in the nineteenth century, among the performers who toured nationally, many of the most popular were those who incorporated stock characters into their act. The halls generally dealt in caricatures, like the shy maiden and the gruesome mother-in-law. Actor/comedian George Leybourne became nationally known for his portrayal of ‘Champagne Charlie’, a parody of an idle, hedonistic posh boy. One of the biggest stars of the late Victorian and Edwardian periods was Vesta Tilley, who began her full-time career at Day’s Concert Hall on Smallbrook Street in Birmingham. She was a gifted and celebrated male impersonator who performed various comic character roles, including Monty from Monte Carlo, and Burlington Bertie.


Journalists visiting music halls to report on the entertainment rarely found much that they considered of any artistic value. J. Ewing Ritchie paid a visit to a venue close to Brick Lane, where, on payment of a shilling, he was ushered into a very handsome hall to witness some ‘uninteresting bicycling by riders in curious dress’. Comic singing, relieved by risqué dancing, seemed to be the staple amusement of the place; when one of the female performers indecently elevated a leg, immense was the applause from the ‘rough element’ at the back of the hall.


One of the other forms of entertainment witnessed by Ewing Ritchie was minstrelsy, a tradition born in America but popular in Britain from the 1840s onwards. White performers blacked their faces with burnt cork or greasepaint or shoe polish, and with a range of props, including woolly wigs, created caricatures of black people and performed songs, sketches and dances. After Ewing Ritchie had watched someone dressed as a black man singing ‘a lot of low doggerel about his “gal”’, he didn’t criticise it for being offensive or demeaning, but for being shallow: ‘It is a curious thing that directly a man lampblacks his face and wears a woollen wig, and talks broken English, he at once becomes a popular favourite.’


In the 1860s, under the stewardship of Sam Hague, St James’s Hall in Liverpool was one of Britain’s most celebrated music and dance venues, with a strong line-up of ‘blackface’ performers. Received industry wisdom was that, curiously, many audiences were more entertained by songs and dances from white blackface minstrels than genuine black Americans, but St James’s Hall also featured a ten-member black minstrel troupe recruited by Sam Hague in the 1860s on a visit to the American state of Georgia. The troupe, dubbed ‘the American Slave Serenaders’, became successful, billing themselves as ‘the only combination of genuine darkies in the world’.


Clog dancing had a long tradition in both America and Britain, going back to the mid-nineteenth century, and accomplished clog dancers were a common attraction at music halls. On 18 July 1866, on the opening night of the Cambridge Music Hall in Toxteth, the Leno family appeared, including young brothers Henry and George (the latter would later take the stage name Dan Leno on the way to becoming a celebrated music hall performer). They were billed as ‘Mr. and Mrs. Leno, the Great, Sensational, Dramatic and Comic Duettists and The Brothers Leno, Lancashire Clog, Boot and Pump Dancers’.


Other engagements in Liverpool for the Leno family followed. In April 1867, George, Henry and their parents appeared at St James’s Hall performing various dances onstage, including clog dancing. But on this occasion part of their act was described as ‘American breakdown dancers’. It appears that break-dancing, all the rage in the late 1970s and early 1980s, might have had some roots in much older traditions. And, in common with the hip hop era, the breakdown dances seem to have been taken up by agile kids of a young age, who grew proficient in them and performed them as party pieces and in public. In 1866 Dan and Henry Leno were then aged six and eight years respectively.


The breakdown was one of a number of dances first performed by slave children (also known as ‘contraband children’), sometimes accompanied by an older slave playing an African ‘banja’, the forerunner of the American banjo. In areas of New York, Irish immigrants with their tradition of jigs and reels were mixing with the children of slaves and former slaves and a cross-fertilisation of dance styles occurred. In the early 1840s the American impresario P.T. Barnum had a young dancer called Johnny Diamond on his books. He’d been spotted dancing for cash at the old Fly Market in New York City. Barnum toured Diamond around America, taking on all-comers in dancing competitions. Another celebrated dancer of the breakdown and a dozen or more other dances was Master Juba (William Henry Lane). Juba (named after the Giouba, a hand-clapping and foot-stomping dance created by slaves) came to Britain with a minstrel company and his fame was such he danced before Queen Victoria in Buckingham Palace.


Dance competitions and other contests were a regular feature in music halls, sometimes with a bizarre twist. Henry Pullan in Bradford regularly presented singing contests open to members of the audience. To differentiate his hall from others, he took to requiring the guest singers to carry a live, squirming piglet in their arms while they sang. Ramping up the hilarity further, he then got the singers (still holding the piglet) to get on a donkey, which was then paraded around the stage while the song was sung. In addition to ludicrous live pig and donkey combinations, music hall proprietors could resort to real bottom-of-the-bill fare like these entertainments described in The Era: ‘Guessing the number of pins or peas in a glass bottle; getting coins out of a bowl of treacle with the mouth.’


There were, of course, also particularly stringent guidelines set out to outlaw the chances of halls presenting scantily clad women onstage, although most music hall proprietors found a happy alternative with what were called tableaux vivants. These were living statues, performers in appropriate dress creating a still scene, usually from history or a myth or legend. Subjects for tableaux vivants in the music hall included sensational moments of Greek or Roman history (for example, ‘Brutus Ordering the Execution of his Son’), but most often performers created scenes which required an underdressed young lady. The trick was the use of flesh-coloured body stockings, which avoided contravening laws on nudity. Among the most popular were scenes featuring Lady Godiva, Adam and Eve, the Goddess Diana, Helen of Troy or one or more of the Sultan’s harem (one often-performed tableau was entitled ‘The Sultan’s Favourite Returning from the Bath’). In retrospect a key ingredient in so many of these tableaux vivants appears to be titillation, but Victorians were to a degree in denial about this, as if the choice of presenting a mythical or historical or biblical figure or Roman goddess requiring young women to assume a state of undress was somehow a coincidence.


Audiences appreciated dramatic scenes. The Millstone Concert Hall in Bolton presented a re-enactment of the Siege of Sebastopol featuring backdrops painted by George Martin and directed by T.H. Merridy. Merridy specialised in producing large-scale battle re-enactments, often involving pyrotechnics and spread over several acres, including at Pomona Gardens in Manchester. Originally known as the Cornbrook Strawberry Gardens, the Pomona Gardens were developed as public pleasure gardens by James Reilly in 1868 and included many attractions such as a ballroom (the Pomona Palace) and multiple leisure attractions in the gardens, from dog shows to archery classes.





The proprietors of the halls were generally colourful characters, chancers, pioneers and idealists who stamped their personalities on their venues and rarely delegated any of the big decisions, and often acted as chairman. They invariably enjoyed the status ownership of a successful hall gave them in the town. In many ways, those music hall proprietors shared the mentality of many of today’s club promoters and not a dissimilar business model. They would take the risk and pay the fees for the night’s entertainment and commission advertisements, handbills and posters. The successful ones knew how to find and nurture a regular audience.


Among those with the highest profile in their home town was Thomas Youdan in Sheffield, the centre of the steel trade, a town of grinders, razorsmiths, edge-tool fitters and scissor filers. Thomas Youdan moved there from Doncaster and became a silver stamper, then began to run a pub on West Bar, the Spink’s Nest, building around it, adding rooms and creating a new venue that became known as the Royal Casino. He incorporated a spacious ballroom, a concert hall and a museum. When the chaotic affairs of the aristocratic Hunloke family of Wingerworth Hall caused them to find a buyer for the wild animals that had been collected there, Youdan snapped them up and opened a menagerie. The Royal Casino was, in fact, everything but a casino. It later became known as the Surrey Music Hall.


Youdan became a powerful member of the community, not least because in the 1860s his Surrey Music Hall was the biggest building in Sheffield (the locals hadn’t got round to building a town hall), and he was responsible for some of the most striking cultural activity in the area, indulging in various crazy schemes. In early 1856, to celebrate the end of the Crimean War, Youdan commissioned a four-ton cake from local confectioner George Bassett. Bassett used over 10,000 eggs in the recipe but when slices were distributed to the old and needy Bassett and Youdan were deluged with complaints that it was undercooked and therefore inedible.


In 1858 Youdan became involved in local politics, being appointed as a workhouse guardian and then taking a seat on the local council, but a suspicion lingers that not all was quite as it seemed with Thomas Youdan. He was attracting a couple of thousand people to his premises two or three times a week, and, like show-business characters in later eras, was embedded in the political establishment and involved in charity work. He was forever engaged in feuds with local venue owners, was several times in court for operating illegal raffle and lottery competitions, and had a shady private life. There was controversy concerning the paternity of a child born to one of his barmaids, who had been only fifteen when the child was conceived (there were allegations, which never went to court, that he’d raped the barmaid). He denied being the baby’s father but the courts found against him and he paid 2/6 (12½p) per week support for the following thirteen years. In March 1865 the Surrey Music Hall was destroyed by fire but within weeks Youdan had bought the old Adelphi Theatre in Furnival Road, which he reopened as the Alexandra Music Hall later the same year.


Sam Hague’s St James’s Hall was another venue that ended up destroyed by fire, in 1875. According to one account, ‘The whole of the roof, the scenery, dresses, and interior of the hall soon became a charred mass of ruins. Poor Hague when he saw the destruction of his popular hall cried like a child.’ Unfortunately Herr Schalkenbach’s famous electric organ, which had travelled safely all around Western Europe, including Paris where Herr Schalkenbach demonstrated it to Napoleon III, was in temporary storage at St James’s and was wrecked in the fire.


Despite the frequent campaigns by anti-alcohol temperance groups including the formation in 1853 of the United Kingdom Alliance for the Suppression of the Traffic in All Intoxicating Liquors, who would picket outside halls or licensing sessions and raise petitions, the prevailing wisdom among magistrates and police was that alcoholic excess was more likely to be found in pubs, beerhouses and gin palaces than in music halls. In addition, many music hall proprietors developed close and often financial relationships with the local police, giving themselves some leeway in the event of any incident or complaint. Furthermore, in all the government-led committees and enquiries (like the 1852 Select Committee on Public Houses), along with a need to be mindful of public morality there was also a desire to protect and enhance the tax revenues accruing from alcohol sales.


Music halls were occasionally the site of violence. Genuine troublemakers could cause disruption to an evening’s entertainment, but it was rare. In Manchester, the Victorian streets were home to ‘scuttler’ gangs, hooligans with a level of infamy which matched any gang in modern times, and on a par with the ‘peaky blinders’ of Birmingham. John-Joseph Hillier was one scuttler with a well-earned reputation for violence (he was jailed a number of times for attacking people with a butcher’s knife). Originally from Ireland, he grew up in Salford and was a gang member by his early teens. A scuttler had a certain look – hair well plastered down, a peaked cap worn at an angle, a white scarf, a union shirt, a heavy belt with a big buckle, iron-shod clogs and coarse cotton trousers cut like a sailor’s, with ‘bell-bottoms’.


Hillier became the leader of the ‘Deansgate Mob’, based in Manchester city centre and recruiting from the densely packed housing around where the high glass restaurants and corporate office blocks in Spinningfields are now situated. His mob frequently hunted down and attacked a rival gang who were based at a music hall, the Casino on Peter Street, and would do battle inside the hall. He revelled in his notoriety: when newspapers dubbed him the ‘King of the Scuttlers’, he had the phrase sewn onto the front of his jersey.


In reality, it’s unlikely halls were any more dangerous than the street outside (and possibly less so); Deansgate, for example, was described by a local policeman as ‘a plague spot’ of violent crime. The halls were frequented by a mix of the working poor and the lower-middle class, courting couples, husbands and wives, workmates and children. They would draw an audience from the locality and in those close communities everyone tended to know each other and some of the older men would intervene if ruffians were ruining the night.


As well as debates about the role of the music hall in encouraging intemperate drinking, and concerns about the content of the entertainment being less than uplifting, a further issue was prostitution, a widespread, blatant trade in Victorian Britain, particularly in London. That London was rife with vice was partly because there was a bigger reserve of well-off men who would pay for sex, and an ongoing supply of hot-blooded soldiers and sailors passing through the city. But prostitution is always present where there’s poverty, and women had a slightly different social standing in London as a result of the different opportunities for female workers. Factories and mills further north employed thousands of people, male and female, and a young woman could make a relatively good living as a factory operative. In London there were almost no large-scale manufacturing industries, and the most common jobs for working-class women were very poorly paid: domestic servants, for example, including nursemaids. The researcher/journalist Henry Mayhew suggested in the late 1850s that soldiers were notorious for ‘hunting’ nursemaids walking with prams in the park. He claims that a nursemaid or a shop-girl would prostitute herself, not full-time, but occasionally allowing herself to be accosted on the street: ‘She prostitutes herself for her own pleasure, a few trifling presents or a little money now and then.’


Mayhew visits a music hall above a pub on Ratcliff Highway in the East End of London where benches have been pushed back against the walls to create a central dancefloor. He doesn’t hesitate to label the women present as prostitutes, here, he thinks, to pick up sailors. He watches them, calling them ‘brazen-faced’ and describing them as ‘dressed in gaudy colours, dancing and pirouetting in a fantastic manner’. The orchestra of four musicians (a fiddle, a cornet and two fifes or flutes) he describes variously as ‘bearded’ and ‘shaggy-looking’ (‘probably Germans’, he concludes). The music and the waltzing he finds to be ‘exhilarating in the highest degree’. By the end of the evening he is less judgemental of the women in the venue, noting that they’re the most enthusiastic dancers. But he remains unimpressed by the male patrons: ‘The faces of the sailors were vacant, stupid and beery.’


In general, by the 1870s, even the most judgemental could see that the music hall reflected the ubiquity of prostitution rather than created it. Nevertheless there were one or two halls which seemed to encourage vice, and they were to be found in the West End of London rather than in the poorer districts. The Argyll on Great Windmill Street, for example, owned by wine merchant Robert Bignell, attracted some of the wealthiest and most dissolute men and achieved notoriety for its masquerade balls and unceasing rumours that prostitutes operated on the premises. All over London there were lodging houses where prostitutes and clients who’d met on the streets or in pubs or music halls could find privacy, at the cost of a shilling or two per hour. Rooms near the Argyll were the most lucrative in London.


An American, Daniel Kirwan, documented an evening out at the Argyll Rooms in his book about social inequality, Palace and Hovel: Or, Phases of London Life. He suggests the vast majority of men are there without their wives. The women, meanwhile, dazzle Kirwan with their silks and satins and velvets, rich jewels and gold ornaments. The men, many of them in full evening dress, he describes as ‘in respectable society’. The women not so: ‘No virtuous woman ever enters this place,’ he declares. Downstairs with ‘the vulgar herd’ he reckons it’s chiefly clerks and tradesmen dancing the waltzes and quadrilles with various partners. Upstairs in the gallery things move up a level, there are various titillating paintings, groups of wealthy aristocratic gentlemen and numbers of ‘fast women’. He’s introduced to Kate Hamilton, a former art student and once a great beauty, who controlled the trade in women at the Argyll and other venues.


The Argyll Rooms temporarily lost its licence in 1857 on the grounds that it promoted ‘great social evils’. After arguing that its closure increased local street prostitution a licence was granted again by the Middlesex magistrates, although the venue remained controversial and Bignell lost his licence for music and dancing again in November 1878 and the Argyll Rooms closed. As with anxieties about intemperance, the police, magistrates and most newspapers of the day – in all but the most extreme cases – favoured pragmatism. This attitude was neatly summed up by a policeman Henry Mayhew met in 1862: ‘The British Queen, a concert-room in the Commercial Road, is a respectable, well-conducted house, frequented by low prostitutes, as may be expected, but orderly in the extreme, and what more can be wished for? The sergeant remarked to me, if these places of harmless amusement were not licensed and kept open, much evil would be sown and disseminated throughout the neighbourhood.’


There were tidied-up, morally irreproachable ‘people’s concerts’ in the 1840s and 1850s hosted by organisations like the Glasgow Total Abstinence Society and the Leeds Rational Recreational Society. Pressure groups like these and other bodies campaigned for local authorities to build and run civic buildings that could host such events in more morally uplifting surroundings. St George’s Hall in Liverpool and Colston Hall in Bristol were both built with this in mind. Colston Hall opened in 1867 with three auditoriums: the main theatre was mostly used for live concerts, and the smaller halls for such music hall staples as minstrel shows and tableaux vivants.


In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the unhinged, unregulated chaos of urban life became a little tamer, and challenges to the social order from the Chartists and trade unionists had largely been brought under control. The relative prosperity of the era encouraged conformity among the populace and widespread investment in civic buildings and in leisure. In 1867 Queen Victoria laid the foundation for the Royal Albert Hall of Arts and Sciences, an ambitious building that took four years to build and aimed to rival the Cirque d’Hiver in Paris. On opening, however, and for nearly a century afterwards, the acoustics were derided (then partially fixed – in 1969, 135 large fibreglass acoustic diffusing discs were attached to the ceiling to cut down the echo).


During the 1890s, as new building regulations were introduced, proprietors refurbished their halls with Romanesque arcading, palatial staircases, oak carving and French Empire pilasters, and programming began to reflect more aspirant tastes. In many venues the original music hall audiences – the working poor (casual labourers, apprentices, soldiers, factory workers of both sexes, dockers, servant girls and families) – found themselves joined by middle-class audiences (including the likes of tradesmen, office managers and civil servants). In some establishments in the early days of the music hall members of the audience could arrive late, and come and go as they pleased, but a night out at a music hall was now a more formal occasion, closer to practices at the so-called legitimate theatre.


Another sign of the taming of the music hall industry was the rise of the chains – operators controlling and operating multiple venues. With only a few exceptions, the waywardness and local idiosyncrasies of the halls were replaced with standardised entertainment at venues owned by the chains. J.G. Stoll at the Parthenon in Liverpool was succeeded by his son, J.G. Stoll (Jnr), who married a widowed actress with children from her previous marriage, Roderick and Oswald. Subsequently, on the death of their stepfather, the two brothers assisted their mother in the management of the Parthenon. Oswald Stoll then began building a chain of music halls and became one of the major players in the industry. Edward Moss was another operator with several halls and variety theatres. Moss Empires was created when the two competitors combined (Stoll became the managing director of the company), and became the largest of the music hall chains.


These developments in the music hall industry, though, including concessions to middle-class tastes, were no defence when competition came from the cinema. Audiences in search of escapism and entertainment flocked to see so-called ‘moving pictures’ in the first two decades of the twentieth century, and many music halls closed, or were themselves converted into cinemas. The City Varieties took to showing films on some nights of the week, but they continued to find there was a demand for talent shows, and also instigated regular wrestling contests.


As we shall see in the next chapter, after the First World War the jazz wave crashed over Britain and a generation was swept up by it, and by the end of the 1920s the younger crowd were more likely to be found in dance halls on Fridays and Saturdays than old music halls. The remaining music halls were more widely known as variety theatres; comedy was now the staple diet. Harry Joseph took over the lease on the City Varieties in 1941 and, in the quest for financial survival, found a number of inspired ways to entice locals to his venue. According to Grace, on one occasion he presented a young woman attempting to hypnotise an alligator live onstage. I asked her how the alligator got on and off stage, as there didn’t seem room backstage to manoeuvre him (or her). She said she didn’t know if it was a him or a her and wasn’t sure where the alligator was kept. However, we both agreed we’d have paid sixpence to see such a thing.


In the 1950s, it wasn’t so much other kinds of live entertainment as the rise in home entertainment which threatened to keep crowds away from venues like the City Varieties, notably the increasing availability and popularity of television. Harry Joseph began to programme attractions that television didn’t include. In a typical bill from 1962 he would present a selection of strippers – Francesca, Maria and Renee – with other performers providing comedy capers and a risqué revue like Who Goes Bare? But he also forged a lucrative alliance with the new medium, scoring a coup in 1953 when the City Varieties became the home of the weekly BBC show The Good Old Days.


The Good Old Days, a more than slightly sanitised and nostalgic TV series, was a feature of the TV schedules for thirty years. The audience dressed in period costume and the chairman was Leonard Sachs. His role was one of the elements that had survived through the music hall era, inherited from the tradition of free-and-easies, and evolved into a performance in its own right. Sachs would introduce the entertainers with extravagant phrases delivered in a very elaborate approximation of aristocratic speech.


Almost 2,000 performers were filmed during The Good Old Days at the City Varieties, many of them household names then and since, including Ken Dodd, Bernard Cribbins, Roy Castle, Morecambe and Wise, and the great Les Dawson. Les Dawson was a bridge between the music hall of a hundred years before and the light entertainment of the day, a master of double entendres, more than proficient at the piano forte, with a range of memorable onstage characters, and he always raised a titter with jokes about the wife’s mother.


Other TV shows have had one foot in the heyday of the music hall, among them The Black and White Minstrel Show, which was on prime-time TV from 1958 to 1978, complete with blacked-up characters and stereotypes galore. The show was much mocked and parodied and the subject of a petition calling for its end as early as 1967. Since its cancellation, The Black and White Minstrel Show has come to be seen more widely as an embarrassment, despite its huge popularity at the time. Less controversially, in our present era we’ve educated ourselves to expect Saturday night TV to include a number of the elements of a night out as it might have been presented by Thomas Youdan or Harry Joseph: talent shows, dance competitions and even performing dogs.


Leeds City Varieties closed in 2009 and reopened, refurbished, in 2011. Wilton’s Music Hall – the other hall to receive major funding for refurbishment – evolved from a pub on Grace’s Alley in Stepney, east London, called the Prince of Denmark (also known as the Mahogany Bar). The Prince of Denmark was the haunt of sailors, thieves and prostitutes. It appears John Wilton hoped that by building a music hall behind the pub he could bring a bit of calm to the otherwise disorderly premises. Wilton’s Music Hall opened on 28 March 1859, packed with 1,200 people and with John Wilton in the chair. The entertainers in its earliest days included a resident choir and resident comics, including Sam Collins, a London-born former chimney sweep who presented himself as an ‘Irish’ singer; Mr and Mrs Randall, the character duologuists; and Mr Charles Sloman, well known for his improvisatorial talents, who was also Wilton’s first designated music director.


In the building of the hall, John Wilton prioritised the acoustics but didn’t underspend on the decor or the structure. One feature, a ‘sunburner’, created by Messrs Defries and Sons of Houndsditch, was a huge piece of lighting equipment; although there was no means of rotating it, it was not unlike a giant mirrorball. It hung from the ceiling covered by a combination of more than 20,000 prisms, shards and spangles, all illuminated by the flickering flames of hundreds of tiny gas burners, throwing light into the corners and across the room. The sunburner had a system of ventilation that produced a continual current of fresh air. The Era was impressed: ‘However crowded the room may be, as it was on the opening night, not the least inconvenience is felt from the heat.’


Despite John Wilton gaining a reputation as an authoritative chairman and the presence of two doormen at the entrance to the venue, Wilton’s was never going to find a wholly respectable audience, given the character of the neighbourhood and the realities of life in the East End at the time. These realities included a thriving sex trade. In 1862 a brothel ‘of the very lowest and most infamous kind’ just a few doors away from Wilton’s was closed down after the arrest and conviction of the owners. Prostitutes also operated in Wilton’s itself. On arrival at the hall men with their wives would make for the ground floor of the auditorium, whereas men looking for a less respectable encounter knew to go upstairs to the gallery. Given the clandestine nature and the passing of time, our knowledge of the activities of the prostitutes doesn’t extend much beyond a sense of dubious goings-on and dark dealings. For example, one of the rooms off the main auditorium was registered for use as a ‘Finishing school for young ladies’.


The refurbishment of Wilton’s has taken the venue back to its condition in 1878, some nineteen years after it first opened and a few years after John Wilton had moved on to manage the refreshment department at the Lyceum Theatre in the West End, but most significantly, just after it reopened following a fire in August 1877. It feels very much like a first-generation, unregenerated music hall, especially in contrast to the 1900-style City Varieties. It’s bare, dark, atmospheric.


Wilton’s didn’t have much of a life after 1878, closing as a licensed music hall in 1881. There’s evidence, however, that it remained open in some guise, perhaps operating illegally (there are reports of female prize-fighting and women singing shocking songs ‘of blasphemous indecency’). The next owners, though, came from a different part of the moral scale: Wesleyan Methodists, who took over the building and used it as a mission until 1957 when it was sold to Coppermill Rag Warehouse.


In the modern era, after being semi-derelict for several decades, Wilton’s has had various periods of fundraising and refurbishment, enough to provide a space for a number of events, including actress Fiona Shaw in an adaptation of The Waste Land in 1997, Mojo magazine presenting the Black Keys in 2008, a stage version of The Great Gatsby in 2013 and a showing of Fritz Lang’s silent film Metropolis with a live musical accompaniment in 2015. Like the City Varieties, guided tours are available. Mine started with a piece of cake in the Mahogany Bar and ended with a drink in the gallery bar. It was only early evening, about seven o’clock, but also in the bar were a couple in their twenties in a tight embrace, kissing (with tongues and everything). I fancy they’d been roused by a combination of wine and the aura of licentious history.


Undoubtedly, though, the most shocking episode in Wilton’s history occurred on 25 November 1863. Peter Melloy was a regular and popular performer at the venue. One evening he was singing at a charity event and the hall was packed with an estimated thousand people. But a large man in the audience – one Thomas Bunn – started to heckle Melloy, telling him to get off the stage. Then he got up from his bench and stood at the front of the stage shouting, ‘Shut up, we have had enough of that.’ Melloy was wearing a felt hat (it was part of his act) and he threw it at Bunn, and the two then got into an altercation during which Bunn continued to shout ‘insolently and impertinently’ (according to one account). Those who were seated rose to see what was happening and Melloy jumped off the stage and punched Bunn twice on the head. Bunn fell, and was taken to the supper room and then the bar-parlour, where he was still unable to stand. He was then carried home to St Mark’s Street where he died less than an hour later. According to James Sequira, a surgeon who discovered internal bleeding in Thomas Bunn’s brain, the blows received were most certainly the cause of death.


Melloy went on trial at the Old Bailey on an indictment charging him with the manslaughter of Thomas Bunn. Extraordinarily, even the wife of the dead man was among those in the court who called for leniency on account of the provocation Melloy had suffered when her husband interrupted his songs. At the trial much was made of Thomas Bunn’s drunken state (he’d tried to start a fight that afternoon in the Three Tuns). The court was told that the singer was a ‘well-conducted and on all occasions a well-disciplined man’. It took the jury just five minutes of deliberation to find Peter Melloy guilty of feloniously killing and slaying Thomas Bunn, but the jury strongly recommended mercy ‘on the grounds of gross provocation’. For killing the heckler, the singer was sentenced to just fourteen days’ imprisonment.




CHAPTER TWO


Dream palaces, degenerate boys, jazz-mad dancing girls


In the 1920s and into the 1930s there was a huge rise in the number of public dance halls. Some were relatively small and local but by the mid-1930s every town or city centre had a major dance hall, holding a couple of thousand people or more. Grand and palatial, these were the ‘palais de danse’ that within a generation had replaced music halls and variety theatres as favourite sites for Saturday nights out.


Most people were living in substandard housing, without access to anything remotely glitzy, but the likes of Bolton Palais, Streatham Locarno and Barrowland in Glasgow offered colour and thrill and sophistication. And not just in the interwar period, but beyond. In the early 1950s trombone player Eddie Harvey would tour with various dance orchestras: ‘The dance halls we played in were dream palaces. They really were. They were just lovely places to go and great places to cop off. That always happened on the last number. That’s when everyone made their move.’


There were also some borderline-illegal venues where flouting convention was the convention; for example, many of the less salubrious London clubs in Soho and the West End attracted drug-dealers, prostitutes, thieves, gangsters, police bribes and police raids. The Hambone was the kind of all-night venue that attracted a mix of bohemian artists, actors and actresses, and underworld characters. I can imagine a night out there being an exciting, powerful experience. You’d leave the glittering lights of Piccadilly Circus and move into the relative darkness of Windmill Street and then take a left into Ham Yard. Once through the door you’d follow an iron balustrade up a flight of steep stone steps, and with each step the banging drums and blasts of a saxophone grew louder. You might have to push your way past a girl in scarlet at the top of the stairs, but then you’d be in.


Ethel Mannin’s 1925 novel Sounding Brass includes a depiction of the Hambone and its clientele. She suggests that many of the patrons are men present with women who aren’t their wives (including one of the central characters, a shady married man who falls for a long-legged dancer). At the club, Mannin describes the musicians: four men playing saxophone, concertina, flute and drums, and a fifth member ‘at a baby grand piano, a pianist who might have been a masculine woman or a feminine man’.


In contrast to some of the goings-on in Soho, and certainly by today’s standards, the average glitzy palais de danse – where singles made their move, couples courted, and everyone danced their troubles away – were chaste places indeed. The most likely time for some action would be at the end of the night during the walk home, but not in the dance hall, where venue operators kept an eye open for intimate shenanigans.


When the Mecca organisation built up an empire of dance halls from the late 1920s onwards, they introduced strict rules about acceptable behaviour drawn up by head office and communicated to every staff member. Respectability was a reputation most dance hall managers craved, and most audiences expected. Some people were always on the lookout for instances of excessive fun, however. A leading Methodist, Lord Rochester, warned, ‘Dancing has been known to lead to impurity of thought, desire and practice.’


Bolton Palais was one of a number of palais de danse built with a ‘sprung’ dancefloor (another example is the Ritz in Manchester); its oak and walnut dancefloor was mounted on over 500 spiral springs. At most of the halls, surrounding the designated dancefloor would be small circular tables, with chairs. There would be balconies, a jazz band would perform from the stage, and cloakroom and toilet facilities would often be in the basement. The staff – bar staff, usherettes and cloakroom attendants – would wear uniforms of some kind.


Nottingham Palais opened on 24 April 1925 with a billiard saloon attached. Dancing would take place most evenings at 8 p.m., with daily thé dansants (tea dances) at 3 p.m. The venue had a large illuminated globe in its entrance hall, and inside was a fountain sending water twenty feet into the air, illuminated by rainbow lighting. Nottingham Palais has survived, though at some cost to its dignity and having undergone several large-scale refurbishments in recent years, it’s now the Oceana, featuring, every Thursday, a night called ‘OMG’.


Many of these palais-style public dance halls from the first half of the twentieth century, however, were turned into bingo halls or have disappeared beneath shopping centres, ring roads or apartment blocks. In Glasgow, the Dennistoun Palais was closed in 1962, converted into a Fine Fare supermarket and finally demolished to make way for flats. Galliard Homes have built a housing block, Vision 20, on the site of the Ilford Palais, a former cinema opened as a palais de danse on Boxing Day 1925.


So many of these dance halls remain deep within the communal memory of the towns and cities in which they were situated. On websites with strong local history content, the message boards about nightlife are often full of remembrances of old music venues and nightclubs. We associate going out dancing to favourite venues with our younger, more carefree days, but sometimes the strongest memory is a missed moment, an unrequited passion, a love that never blossomed. Many local papers carry a weekly column where readers try to reconnect with people they met at the palais and have never seen since, someone they shared a glance or a dance with still held in their memory, soundtracked by a certain tune perhaps. Not all letters or posts reflect memories full of poignancy or great fondness. On one website dedicated to celebrating life in Ilford, a former habitué of the Ilford Palais posted: ‘Outside the Palais my girlfriend’s brother had his jaw broken.’


The Hammersmith Palais de Danse opened in west London in October 1919, and in the 1970s and beyond hosted live performances by the likes of Slade, U2, PiL, the Ramones, Siouxsie and the Banshees, New Order and the Notorious B.I.G. We’ll make mention of the Hammersmith Palais throughout the next chapters and will discover the identity of the last man to invade the stage at the venue. But even if the Hammersmith Palais had closed after just a few decades, it would still have been considered a significant venue; it was the first of its kind, the blueprint for all the plush public dance halls that followed, and the venue that kicked off the Roaring Twenties in spectacular style.


Hammersmith Palais was opened by two American entrepreneurs, Messrs Booker & Mitchell, who bought up an old skating rink and gave the building an amazing makeover. It was so vast, done up so sumptuously, and – featuring the big new thing, ragtime – it made an immediate impression. The Daily Express gave the Palais an outstanding review: ‘This new super-palace of jazz and other dances of the day is declared to be without its equal as a dancing hall anywhere in Europe.’


Crowds flocked there; some reports claim over 6,000 attempted to attend the opening night. For the first nine months, the resident ragtime band were the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, who began their run of engagements sharing the stage with a dancer, Johnny Dale, employed to help excite the crowd and to display the latest dance steps. This wasn’t universally well received: one reviewer likened his moves to a ‘filleted eel about to enter the stewing pot’; another claimed the Dixieland Jazz Band ‘is doing its best to murder music’.


The Original Dixieland Jazz Band had been approached to star at the Hammersmith Palais after having already appeared at Rector’s on Tottenham Court Road, where their popularity grew so quickly a move to a bigger hall was required. Nevertheless, one commentator declared that Londoners ‘are bewildered by the weird discords’. Hammersmith Palais generated its own newsletter, the Palais Dancing News. In its first issue, in April 1920, the newsletter published an interview with the band’s founder Nick La Rocca, who appeared happy to stoke the controversies. He described his band’s music as ‘outbursts’, saying, ‘I even go so far as to confess we are musical anarchists.’


Ragtime made an impact across the range of venues; it was the first jazz craze, an import from America which was first heard in Europe around 1900. Its non-European and syncopated beat marked it out as very different from the waltz, which had dominated dancefloors through the Victorian era, and from other traditional dances. In his 1970 book The Edwardians, J.B. Priestley recalled being at a theatre and experiencing ‘the syncopated frenzy’ of ragtime for the first time in 1913. He’d seen a performance by the Hedges Brothers and Jesse Jacobson – a singing trio (the youngest Hedges brother, Elven, also played piano, saxophone and banjo) – who’d journeyed from America to accept a major music hall contract in England and were sent on tour. White musicians, with their roots in vaudeville, they were far from being what might be considered authentic, but to Priestley their irresistible ragtime rhythms were potent: ‘It was as if we had been still living in the nineteenth century and then suddenly found the twentieth century glaring and screaming at us. We were yanked into our own age, fascinating, jungle-haunted, monstrous.’


Priestley was recalling all this over half a century later, so his observations may well be coloured by hindsight, but he captures something of the various and ambiguous responses to early jazz. The music seemed primal and alive – which was thrilling to some listeners, but dangerous to others. Those twenty minutes in an old Yorkshire music hall, he wrote, signalled ‘the end of confidence and any feeling of security, the nervous excitement, the frenzy, the underlying despair of our century’.


This, of course, was before sound recording was widely available – radio emerged in the early 1920s, and only a lucky few had access to phonographs and gramophones – so in 1919 jazz was almost exclusively a live experience, mostly first reaching working-class listeners, as it did Priestley, through song and dance revues at the theatre. A monied few, though, had enjoyed access to jazz from just before the First World War at luxury private clubs hosting dinner dances. Murray’s in London, for example, had a restaurant on the ground floor and a large wood-panelled ballroom below, where the house band, led by the black American banjoist/vocalist Gus Haston, was often still in full swing at 5 a.m.
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