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Sonny Clay’s Colored Idea arrive at Sydney Circular Quay, 19 January 1928. (Sam Hood Collection, State Library of NSW)





PROLOGUE


THE FRAME-UP


This is the story of an Australian political conspiracy. Not the kind that faked the moon landing or concealed alien life, but a secret plan designed to limit individual freedom, consolidate power and engineer social change.


The year was 1928. It was a time of technological wonder and flux, when people sensed a world growing smaller and turning faster, and time speeding up. When efficiency was glorified and its lolling, time-wasting twin derided and scorned. In homes, factories and offices, American gadgetry was transforming Australian lives, saving minutes, even hours. The citizenry expended the surplus on a new category of time a Puritan once called ‘idleness’ and advertisers labelled ‘leisure’.


In this new world, the single working girl made herself modern. Dance halls, moving picture houses, magazines, the wireless and gramophones opened gateways to the globe. Department stores stocked affordable copies of Paris fashions: fox stoles, Mary Jane shoes and skintight geometric knitwear. Hollywood vamps and ingenues narrated the pleasures and perils of Manhattan’s glamour and sophistication. Eye-rolling flappers telegraphed the allure of mascara, kohl and shingled hair. The fetish of the age, the female leg, specifically the knock-kneed or kicking dancing leg, was of more uncertain origins—although persistent allusions to ‘jungle rhythms’ pointed to other, and othered, worlds.


To a generation of leisured Australians, this looked and felt like Progress. But to committees of concerned citizens, policymakers and advisors, it smacked of Degeneration.


The dizzying speed of the modern world portended spiritual exhaustion, warned moral reformers and gatekeepers. Modern debauchery empowered ‘inferior’ people who were ‘weakening’ the ‘human stock’. Jazz violated the laws of harmony and tipped the world into chaos and confusion.


The ‘rising tide’ of Black and Brown people and ‘Negrification’ of American popular culture imperilled the supremacy of the ‘British race’.


To these many anxieties, one disgruntled former prime minister offered a simple, catch-all solution: ‘racial purity’.


‘We are a white island in a vast coloured ocean,’ proclaimed William Morris Hughes in the year of this particular political conspiracy. ‘If we are not to be submerged, we must … build dykes through which the merest trickle of the sea of colour cannot find its way.’1


When Billy Hughes wrote these words, Australia had never been so White, or so British, the result of a hard-line immigration policy that had deported thousands of Pacific Islanders and refused entry to all but a handful of Chinese migrants and other people of colour. Still, the former leader fumed: outraged that his party, the Nationalist Party, had gone soft on White Australia (and insulted that he was now a lowly backbencher, the victim of cold political expediency). The dykes he envisaged were all-encompassing in scale—and the rewards might even include his return from the political grave.


In so many nebulous ways, Billy Hughes was the spiritual godfather of the chain of events that was about to unfold, a master orator spinning a seductive vision of an all-White modern Australia.


Of course, he did not administer the conspiracy. That role fell to Major Longfield Lloyd, the New South Wales director of the domestic intelligence-gathering bureau, the Commonwealth Investigation Branch. Major Lloyd’s experience in dyke-building dated back to Billy Hughes’ internment policies of the Great War and purge of ‘enemy aliens’. Indeed, Lloyd’s swift progression through the ranks of military intelligence was hastened by the patronage of his friend and mentor.


In 1927, Major Lloyd had overseen the deportation of a knot of Black American boxers, one of whom was married with a child to a White Sydney woman. Yet the dyke continued to leak. From the pages of the daily press, the bold typeface of Tivoli Theatre advertisements announced the imminent arrival of a Black American jazz revue, Sonny Clay’s Colored Idea, the first to reach Australia: ‘25 Negro stars. 100 wonder minutes. Something New in Entertainment: Real Syncopation and Real Symphony.’2
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As bandleader Sonny Clay later told it, the ‘frame-up’ began with a sinister message tapped through to the SS Sierra the day the steamer came into radio contact with Sydney. On board were Harry Muller, the Tivoli Theatre’s West Coast agent and seventeen members of the Colored Idea, the all-Black jazz revue pieced together by Muller.


They were a remarkable bunch of dancers, comedians, vocalists and musicians. ‘Whirlwind stepper’ Willie Covan first choreographed the Charleston on the Harlem stage. Nini Coycault was a Louisiana trumpet master of ‘weavy patterns’ and ‘shivery stuff’.3 Cabaret singer Ivy Anderson could bring an audience to tears then wow them with a mad shuffle. She would soon shoot to fame with the Duke Ellington Orchestra. And, of course, 28-year-old Sonny Clay, the lanky, baby-faced bandleader was on the upward curve of a meteoric career. Five years earlier, he was playing fill-in spots in Tijuana jive joints. The week before he left California for Australia, the marquee lights outside Hollywood’s favourite ‘Harlem nightclub’, the Plantation Café, spelt his name. Inside, starlets waved to him from the dance floor. Big-name stars thanked him with hundred-dollar tips and bootleg liquor.


Sonny Clay projected himself as a man of the future, born of a disciplined devotion to the expansive sonic universe of rag, jazz and blues. An ally of the New Negro movement, he refused to conform to minstrel caricatures and the deferent ‘shuffling darkey’. He was part of a push seeking to weave Black culture into the very fibre of modern life.


The message received on the steamer aimed to clip Sonny Clay’s wings. The senders were cryptic in their words, but clear in their hostility.


‘Something’ undefined yet menacing ‘was being saved up’ for him, Clay later recalled.4


The threat confused Sonny Clay. He had met scores of Black comedians, jubilee singers and dancers who had toured Australia and returned with grand tales of triumph. Audiences ‘lauded them up to the sun,’ they boasted.5The press held them in high esteem. But this message suggested he, a jazz musician, was somehow unwelcome.


Only Harry Muller understood the code—although the Tivoli agent kept the messy details to himself. He knew that Black jazz musicians occupied a special place in Australian bureaucracy. In Sonny Clay’s rhythms, gatekeepers heard strains of a contagion that would contaminate the ‘pure’ British racial imagination. To prevent the mongrelisation of the mind, they had already blocked several efforts to import Black dance bands— and had no intention of allowing one to slip through the door. They resented Harry Muller’s clever workaround that circumvented the rules.


The message the ship’s radio officer passed on to Sonny Clay signalled the cat and mouse game was far from over. Only in hindsight did the bandleader understand that when the SS Sierra steamed through Sydney Heads, his enemies were ‘waiting’ with ‘scalping knife ready’.6


Certainly, Inspector Adams of the Commonwealth Investigation Branch stood on the gabled wharves of Circular Quay, waiting for the San Francisco steamer on the morning of 20 January. This in itself wasn’t unusual. Adams inspected every passenger boat. His task was twofold: firstly, to keep tabs on all ‘aliens’, the migrants and travellers from beyond the British Isles. And secondly, to prevent the entry of ‘prohibited and undesirable passengers’ as defined by the Immigration Act.


In the nine years since the Great War, this definition had already changed three times. Originally Inspector Adams determined undesirability by race, ethnicity and health—a diseased Briton as unwanted as a healthy Asian. But unnerved by the whiff of rebellion, both Irish and Bolshevik, and a surge in Southern European immigration, legislators had added political ideology and occupation to the list. With the docking of the SS Sierra, Inspector Adams identified a new undesirable occupation to add to the list of usual suspects.
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As the gangplank lowered, people on the dock sprang into action. The Tivoli Theatre’s publicity team unfurled a placard on the pier, and another on the ship, spruiking the opening dates of the Colored Idea. On deck, technicians from Radio 2FC strung microphones and the Sonny Clay Orchestra hit the airwaves, banging out the freshly composed ‘Australian Stomp’. The sound was hot yet restrained. A clarinet and trumpet wove ribbons of sound around the tight swinging beat, as if supplying two musical answers to a single question. To unfamiliar ears, it sounded like a jumble of brass with melody sacrificed to rhythm. It was faster, busier, rawer than the symphonic jazz of the White Californian bands known on Australian shores.7


A press photographer captured the moment. Hoofers Ivy Anderson and Dick Saunders jumped as if with joy. Beside them stood Sonny Clay, opened-armed and welcoming. Scattered around him were his musicians, unconstrained by regimentation, tooting the trumpet on an engine box or kicking back on the banjo. Their smiles were open but not wide enough to distort. Their gaze met the camera, warm and direct, without a glint of dewy-eyed gratitude or the comical roll of a minstrel. They were Black without blackface, fun without self-parody, high energy without Jim Crow buffoonery.8


At the docks to welcome this new type of jazz, Gayne Dexter, editor of a popular film magazine, was thrilled by what he heard. For years, he had watched high-society films where beautiful young things, from Manhattan or Montmartre, shimmied to a ‘Negro jazz’ orchestra. Finally, he too could experience the quintessence of modern cosmopolitan style. That week, his editorial congratulated Harry Muller for his tenacity and vision.


Harry Muller was less assured. A stocky customs officer, with neither the disposition or savvy to understand the currents of global culture, could exercise his discretionary powers and subject the visitors to the notorious White Australia dictation test, bringing the tour to an abrupt end. Only when the gatekeeper accepted their exemptions and stamped all seventeen passports could Muller breathe easy.


As Sonny Clay’s troupe made their way to the street, a good-natured crowd clustered around them. Few, if any, Sydneysiders had seen a plumcoloured suit, as worn by one young horn player. Or the white jacket, homburg hat and cane sported by the nineteen-year-old banjo player. A group of young women, keen jazz fans, rejoiced at their sight, a sign sure to hearten Harry Muller. As he well knew, the ‘fairer sex’ constituted two-thirds of cinema audiences, with the consumer power to make or break an act.
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Sam Hood photographs the Sonny Clay’s Colored Idea performance of the ‘Australian Stomp’, 20 January 1928. (Sam Hood Collection, State Library of NSW)
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Sonny Clay and his bandsmen surrounded by Sydneysiders as they leave Circular Quay. (Daily Telegraph, 21 January 1928, State Library of NSW)


Another press photograph snapped the reception. Sonny Clay stood centre frame, flanked by his bandsmen, encircled by a crush of locals: a gaggle of boys to his left and three young women to the right, one of them gently tugging the hem of her dress and extending her leg.9


There was much for Inspector Adams to ponder. Firstly, the numbers: not since the Great War had so many Black American men landed in Sydney at one time. Secondly, clothing. Such elegance on the grandsons of enslaved Americans expressed a desire to renegotiate the social contract. Somewhere between the growl of the trombone, the sharply tailored suits and the casual presumption of equality, the Sonny Clay Orchestra projected an idea that, while hardly a coherent political manifesto, still felt like a threat.


Finally, and perhaps most troubling, was the enthusiasm of the young White women. All the officers at the Commonwealth Investigation Branch believed the success of the White Australia Policy hinged on female fidelity. White women were the mothers of the race—and some morally aberrant women were prone to breeding in the colour and needed to be saved from themselves.


Inspector Adams returned to the Investigation Branch office to report the threat to the nation. Major Lloyd thereupon instructed his agents to begin a surveillance operation on the Sonny Clay Orchestra.10


This was hardly the first time Sonny Clay had been the object of White suspicion. As recognised by fans and foes alike, the jazz troupe carried the styles, slang and sounds of an alternate future. One whose appeal unsettled the colour line. Whose angular intrusions disrupted the balance of neo-classicism. The Colored Idea’s jazz revue projected a ‘coloured idea’ that loosened an individual’s bond to a nation or empire and plugged audiences into a cosmopolitan modern push stretching from Shanghai to Paris.


Before Major Lloyd’s investigation ended nine weeks later, a collection of lives would collide: musicians, theatre agents, modern dance lovers, intelligence officers, union bosses, policemen, reporters, magistrates, social reformers, politicians, bureaucrats, beauty queens and domestic servants.


Authorities would angst over White women ‘consorting’ with members of the jazz band and display indifference to White men preying on Aboriginal women. Police would arrest five female friends of the band. Tabloid newspapers would titillate readers with details of a ‘nude’ ‘Negro orgy’. Eugenicists would fret about the unregulated sexuality of ‘wayward’ women. Major Lloyd would mobilise a secret army of disaffected war veterans. And Billy Hughes would deliver a rousing speech warning the federal government to end the ‘menace’ of Negro jazz—or else a group of patriots would.


The force of the disruption would expose the class, race and culture war at the heart of Australian Modernism.





PART I
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TIJUANA NIGHTS IN PHOENIX AND LOS ANGELES





1


THE EDUCATION OF SONNY CLAY


CRUEL IRONY RENT Sonny Clay’s Australian tour. Major Lloyd’s surveillance operation focused not on him, but his bandsmen. Even so, his name lay at the heart of a scandal that besmirched his good reputation back in the United States, and clung like a bad smell for years to come. The even crueller irony is that, if not for the incident in Australia, Sonny Clay would be little more than a footnote in jazz history.


The annals of Black jazz have been written as the triumphant tales of Big Men (leavened by occasional Big Women): The First, Greatest, Legendary, Most Famous. Beneath this pantheon of generals was an army of travelling performers, struggling year in, year out. Some attained fleeting success, others never realised their ambitions. Sonny Clay was something of a captain in this army. He led a band of working musicians at a time when ‘the Negro’ was in vogue and Jim Crow segregation was at its height. He negotiated business deals that opened up new markets for Black jazz bands and travelled across oceans and geopolitical borders to seed the Harlem sound.


He was the spokesperson, first ballyhooing his band, then defending it. The lone voice accusing the Australian government of a ‘frame-up’ and asserting the right of his bandsmen to associate with whomever they chose. He fought a battle not of his own making, but hardly at odds with the struggles faced by New Negroes back home in the States. His courage to speak truth to power was shaped by a life journey that owed as much to heavyweight boxer Jack Johnson as educator Booker T Washington, that looked as much to the Mexican Revolution as the Harlem Renaissance.
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Before the clock struck eight on the morning of Friday, 22 September 1911, a hundred or so people gathered outside the Sante Fe depot in Phoenix, Arizona, waiting for their honoured guest, the great educator Dr Booker T Washington to arrive. Forty-eight years had passed since Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation and the city’s three hundred or so Black residents were staging a jubilee.1


Balancing a solid bass drum on his chest stood tall, skinny, elevenyear-old Sonny Clay in a military-style uniform. Close by was his father, William Henry Clay, and fourteen young men in identical attire, each carrying a selection of horns, cymbals and kettle drums. They were bearers of a tradition born in the wake of emancipation: the Colored Brass Band.2


In the Black sections of Washington County, Texas, where Sonny Clay’s father was born forty years earlier, the free people’s brass bands had trumpeted the path from American slave to American citizen. Whether opening a Black Republican convention, honouring a visit from a congressional nominee, or celebrating an election day victory, the jubilant marches of the hometown ‘colored band’ kept the community’s eyes on the prize. They were the mortar in the bricks of the free people’s democratic life—even as White supremacists waged a campaign of terror.3


When Sonny Clay’s family moved west to the newly irrigated soils of Arizona’s Salt River Valley in 1910, his father carried this flame, forming and bankrolling the Phoenix Famous Colored Young Men’s Band.4  The tunes they rehearsed for Dr Washington’s visit had altered little since Reconstruction days, yet the march of ‘Negro progress’ no longer beat to the same political drum.5


Since the end of the Reconstruction in 1877, White supremacists had torn down the scaffolds of the nascent multi-racial democracy. Few in Washington County dared cast their vote after three Black Republican leaders were found hanging from a pecan tree. No brass band played outside the courthouse in 1897 when Sonny Clay’s grandfather sued the railroad company for throwing him off a White only carriage.6  Knowing one’s place became a fact of Black daily life, enshrined in law and policed by vigilantes beyond law.


The Clay family hoped for a new beginning when they moved west to Arizona. Boosters promoted the territory as the last patch of frontier, a ‘land of tomorrow where a man could forget his past and begin again’.7 But the spirit of Texas also followed them. Arizona would enter the Union upholding a legal doctrine the Supreme Court called ‘separate but equal’ but most people knew as the anything but equal ‘Jim Crow’. From housing to hospitals, a line separated people according to race.8


Yet as Booker T Washington insisted, racial segregation and political disenfranchisement did not impede race progress. ‘In all things that are purely social, we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress’, ran the most quoted line from Washington’s most famous speech.9


He measured advancement, not by political office, but in the trappings of respectability and restraint; in the school, church house, business and home; by the absence of violence and the protection of the law. This was the message the triumphant fugues of the Phoenix Famous Colored Young Men’s Band would announce to the Emancipation Jubilee. The progressive Phoenix Negro was on the up and up.


It was close to half-past eight before Dr Washington’s train pulled into the depot. William Clay’s brass band serenaded the revered leader as he ambled to a waiting automobile. The vehicle then set off down an avenue festooned with stars and stripes, followed by a carefully ordered parade. Jubilee queens proclaimed the civilising waters of feminine virtue. The Indian School Band confirmed the complex nature of southwestern race relations. Brightly coloured floats advertised a pantheon of prosperity and enterprise, while the Phoenix Famous Colored Young Men’s Band stretched their six-march repertoire all the way to Eastlake Park.10


Thus began the Phoenix Emancipation Jubilee, a three-day extravaganza of jollification and education. On Saturday night an ox was cooked up for the grand march and barbecue. Thousands filled the tabernacle tent to hear Dr Washington extoll the virtues of education, respectability and restraint; of Black men and women labouring with their hands.


Whatever the topic, Dr Washington’s mantra of racial uplift did not change. Each lecture reiterated the value of a high moral standard. Stable employment. A bank account. Savings. Home ownership. Income tax. He warned them against the ‘menace of the drifting class’, rootless individuals, prone to superficial displays of wealth and profligate, unclean behaviour. ‘A man without a home is an unsafe citizen,’ he cautioned, while prosperity would reward the industrious, thrifty and patient. Just as the ‘laws’ of human progress had elevated the ‘stronger’ White race, so it would uplift the Black but never so far as to outstrip them. By being the servant of all, the Negro could be great.11


Phoenix’s White newspapers proclaimed Dr Washington as ‘the greatest Negro of the twentieth century’, applauding a message free from demands for political representation and the vote.12
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Sonny Clay made no mention of Booker T Washington’s visit to Phoenix during his 1960 interview with John Bentley. Perhaps it’s unsurprising. Jazz record collectors such as Bentley were mostly White, middle-class men invested in a history of jazz founded in brothels and lowdown juke joints, not regimental bands and Black enterprise. But for all its limitations, John Bentley’s interview—a mix of taped recordings plus a sketchy handwritten transcript of the tapes that perished— remains the most comprehensive account of Sonny Clay’s thoughts and career.13


In 1960, Sonny Clay was sixty-one years old and a postman, his health ruined by alcoholism. Regret seeped through the stories of his life— the bad decisions, the bootleg liquor, the ‘scalping knives’ in Australia, the phone calls he never made. Untouched by the bitter tears of self-reproach were two childhood memories, both centred on the romance of the travelling musician.


The first was the Circus Days in his childhood home of Houston, Texas. On those days, either Ringling Brothers or Sells Floto arrived by railroad, a procession of stock cars and coaches bearing a thousand people and creatures from every corner of the globe. Sonny Clay lived in the ‘colored’ section of town, directly opposite the tracks, and on Circus Days his front yard view of the railroad became a ringside seat to the greatest show on earth.14


A short scramble away at the rail yard, a boy smitten by the circus could count off the Barbary lions, Bengal tigers and Californian seals descending from the stock cars. Or help roustabouts cloak the elephants, ready for the downtown street parade.15


Few could resist the call. On Circus Days, city workers turned away from the cotton trade to behold gravity-defying acrobats and body-befuddling contortionists. It was a time of wonder and drift. A readiness to abide situations that, only the day before, would have been unthinkable.


As a rule, a Black man in a fine cut suit was not a sight tolerated in Houston, Texas. And if a travelling man in a plaid ensemble appeared at Union Station, likely an officer of the law would escort him to a locker room and insist he change into a porter’s uniform, lest he start forgetting his place.16  But on Circus Day, Sonny Clay had every reason to believe the people of his race could do more than serve. He founded his faith in one man: PG Lowery, the cornet player who led the circus sideshow band, first at Sells Floto and later at Ringling Brothers. Hands down, Lowery fronted the finest brass band and ragtime orchestra from the mid- to southwest.17


‘It ain’t but the one and that’s P.G.,’ Sonny Clay once told a newspaper columnist, remembering the thrill of Lowery’s band marching through the business streets of Houston, looking sharp as a haircut in suits of blue wool and gold braid.18  Clay fixed his attention on the three drummers— bass, snare and cymbal—who twirled and tossed their sticks, setting a beat that slid between the ragged and the regimented. He could see Black and White people cheering them on. Hear the wave of applause that followed them down the street.


If it were not PG Lowery’s year in Texas, it would be another Black sideshow band. For Lowery had turned a generation of Whites onto the joys of syncopation—and unleashed a demand for more. By the time Sonny Clay was ten, there wasn’t a circus in the southwest without a Black ragtime band.19


Sonny Clay’s second memory was the ‘Bugle Call Rag’ played on a Phoenix street by three brothers from Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Several popular songs riffed off the army bugle call but something about this combination of trumpet, banjo and fiddle woke adolescent Sonny Clay to the promise of the future.20  The horn slurred and cried, did all that blues stuff in amongst the rag, a sonic experiment in bending sound and rhythm. The trumpeter ‘would have been a star today’, recalled Clay.21


Pine Bluff lay in the Arkansas bayou on the western edge of the Mississippi Delta. A river connected it to New Orleans. As in slavery days, so in freedom, cotton made the town. Plantations were vast and White men were few. On Sundays, churches rang with a bluesy gospel choir. It was a world Sonny Clay never knew. Unlike blues guitarist Big Bill Broonzy who was raised in Pine Bluff in the early 1900s, Sonny Clay never cut the earth with a plough or picked cotton till his hands bled, nor watched his parents bury one infant after the next, nor subsisted on a diet of cornmeal and pork fat. He knew nothing of levee camps and prison farms, nor learned to play music to the rhythms of the sawmill and train.22


Sonny Clay, instead, was freedom’s grandchild. He hailed from a prosperous family, anchored by steady employment and regular income. His father owned a barbershop on the Whiter, west side of town. His mother, her days as a domestic servant behind her, earned extra income from boarders. Sonny was on track to graduate high school, one of two Black seniors at Phoenix Union High, taught in the same classrooms as White students (although, under the school’s segregation policy, separated by a small screen from the rest of the class).23


As pianist in his father’s band, he played the Texan Circle Two Step and a selection of ‘Paul Jones’ dances at the White Phoenix Country Club. He knew the flavours of Mexico. Had watched the pageantry of the Saturday night street dances. Heard the Mexican migrant workers’ serenades of strolling Mariachi bands: the cornet braying over violins and strumming guitars, the open-throated harmonies and yelps of laughter. He knew how to read ‘every speck’ on the sheet music page. Could list the principles of music, the tonic and diatonic, the contrapuntal and counterpoint. Was drilled in the progressive catechism that yoked a higher order of music to racial and spiritual uplift.24


He knew too, the hostility and suspicion heaped upon itinerant musicians wherever they roamed. For these were the ‘drifting class’ warned off by Dr Washington. Rootless men and women, without homes, bank accounts and income tax receipts who splurged on diamond pins when times were good—and hocked them when they were bad. They were men and women who muddied the distinction between work and leisure, industry and pleasure. Mothers warned their sons of the profligate life.25  Washerwomen refused to handle their laundry. Black preachers denounced them from the pulpit. ‘Show folk ain’t nothing. You hear me? They ain’t nothin’,’ was the gist of a sermon endured by one horn player.26 Yet, these cautionary tales did not immune Sonny Clay from the draw of the bugle call and circus drum.


The precise circumstances of Sonny Clay’s sidewalk encounter with the ‘Bugle Call Rag’ are unknown but he framed the episode as a conversion, a moment that realigned his musical direction and ushered in an intensely creative period.27 He dedicated himself to mastering the trap drum and xylophone, and the performance art of acrobatics and juggling. He experimented with fancy embellishments on the piano. From sheet music stocked at the local Woolworth, he studied the blues of WC Handy and rags of Scott Joplin. He played alongside gramophones of old-time jubilees, and up-to-the-minute blues, foxtrots and rags, some performed by Chicago’s and New York’s finest Black musicians. He was part of a first generation whose access to shellac discs did to music what Gutenberg’s printing press had done to the written word.28


In mid-1917, a new word appeared on gramophone labels: ‘Dixie Jass Band One Step’ by the Original Dixieland Jass Band, ‘Everybody Loves a Jass Band’ by vaudevillian Arthur Fields.29  At its best, ‘jass’ was a spirited polyphonic duel of woodwind and brass, born of regimental brass, Missouri rag, Tennessee blues, Latin zest and the laconic drawl of New Orleans. More often than not, it was a commercial confection moulded by Tin Pan Alley’s novelty machine. Even so, these songs invited experimentation. Sonny Clay played with the tempo and stripped back the melody to improvise on the harmony. With brash self-assurance, he dismissed complaints that his music was too noisy and confusing, that the public would never accept it. Looking back over these years, Sonny Clay congratulated his adolescent self for staying ahead of the game. ‘Could see change coming,’ he vaunted in his interview.30


In September 1918, Sonny Clay’s four-piece jazz orchestra introduced the Phoenix Riverside Ballroom to a new modern sound, playing to the city’s three racial groups on segregated nights. Admirers declared them ‘the best jazzers that ever jazzed’.31


Sonny Clay recalled blowing his first pay cheque on a pair of baggy tailored trousers to hide his ‘ludicrously skinny legs’. It was the first of many thousands of dollars spent on draping himself in fine cut cloth. Light-skinned, well-spoken, with high cheekbones and wide, vulnerable eyes, he was doomed to look far younger than his years—although one who carried responsibilities far heavier than his classmates. A year before he graduated high school, Sonny Clay married 22-year-old Verbena Graves and moved into her family’s home. Six months later, the couple gave birth to a son (who would one day be a California superior court judge). Sonny Clay claimed he had the chance to pursue a career in law. But once he was a family man, he decided show business was a more lucrative bet.32
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Destined to look far younger than his years, bandleader Sonny Clay in 1926. (Jazzfinder Magazine, September 1948)


Clay credited his high school bandmaster for helping him land his first professional job. Yet this same bandmaster also sidelined him in school performances. Sonny Clay and the other Black senior did not appear in the school concert nor attend the senior ball. Instead, they marked their graduation with the congregation of the AME Church. At a special banquet, the preacher invoked Black unity while paying tribute to the two fine young men who were uplifting the race.33


According to Dr Washington, this was progress. A logic embraced by Phoenix’s Black leaders who affirmed their unequal place in the life of the city as they negotiated concessions. ‘We do not oppose it for any desire for social equality,’ stated a Black businessman as he begged Phoenix’s city council not to remove Black students from local schools.34  ‘We do not ask for social equality,’ prefaced the president of the Colored Women’s Club, as she battled to stop a screening of the Ku Klux Klan homage, Birth of a Nation.35


But even in Arizona, Booker T Washington’s model of racial uplift was beginning to fray. The insecurity created by the Mexican Revolution saw the deployment of tens of thousands of Black soldiers to the southwest. As on the battlefields of France, so on the borders of Mexico, Black troops expected their service to the nation to be rewarded with full citizenship rights under the US Constitution.





2


INDEPENDENCE DAY


BANISHMENT WAS THE fate of most Black battalions in the United States Army: a posting to a remote and lonely corner of the country or territory, far from White populations. The four Black regiments fighting the Germans in Europe had been separated from their White countrymen, serving on the frontline under the French Tricolour rather than the Stars and Stripes. The remaining three were deployed to the US/Mexico border, bringing Big Northern City ideas about rights, equality and justice to Sonny Clay’s young ears.


Mostly, the Tenth (Colored) Cavalry guarded the 2000-mile border from Nogales to Yuma, Arizona, the monotony broken by the occasional incursions of warlord bandit Pancho Villa, and a cat-and-mouse game with gun-running rebel Yaqui Indians. Recreational diversions at Fort Huachuca included brothels, baseball and music. The mounted cavalry band were so skilful that White folk routinely enlisted them for public concerts and patriotic parades, finding them ‘an unexpected source of oft-remarked excellence’.1


For Black Arizonans, the 48-piece Tenth Cavalry band signalled so much more. Twelve years earlier, President Roosevelt conceded to Booker T Washington’s entreaties and, for the first time, appointed Black bandmasters in Black regiments. Amongst African Americans in the southwest, Tenth Cavalry bandleader Wade H Hammond was a revered name.2


On 27 June 1919, Wade Hammond and the Tenth Cavalry Colored Guard Band arrived in Phoenix to perform at an air tournament to honour the White Maricopa County men who had served in the Great War. The following day, they played at a Black community barbecue at Eastlake Park. It was inconceivable that Sonny Clay had passed up the chance to see them.3


The mood was upbeat although injustices, big and small, rankled the crowd. Black folk had agreed to billet the bandsmen, but the White memorial committee insisted they sleep on the floor of a local hall, with few sanitation facilities. More troubling was the fate of the White officer who, the previous year, shot dead a Black soldier for saluting him with a cigarette in his mouth. Despite sustained efforts by Black servicemen, local military authorities refused to prosecute the killer.4 Most galling was the wave of racial violence rolling across the nation that summer. The Armistice of 1918 delivered neither peace nor democracy for Black veterans, instead discharging a deadly White backlash. A few weeks earlier in Charleston, South Carolina, a brawl between a Black and a White sailor in a downtown poolroom ended in the deaths of six Black men. Strikingly similar dramas unfolded in Putnam County, Georgia, Monticello, Mississippi, New London, Connecticut, Memphis, Tennessee, and Annapolis, Maryland—the death or maiming of a Black man at the hands of Whites. Police intransigence. Groups of young Black men defending themselves with sticks, knives and guns. Punishing White retribution.


‘Bitter’ was the word Black Americans recited over and again. ‘Bitter’ that the president refused to condemn racial violence. ‘Bitter’ that Southern Democrats filibustered an anti-lynching law. ‘Bitter’ that authorities interpreted Black demands for equality and justice as Bolshevik-inspired subversion.


Five days after the community barbeque, on 3 July 1919, the Tenth Cavalry trekked thirty dusty miles from Fort Huachuca to the copper mining town of Bisbee, ready to lead the Independence Day parade. When they arrived, several thirsty men headed to the Black-designated Silver Leaf Club in the tenderloin district. Consistent with military regulations, they carried loaded weapons. But the sight of armed Black men so rattled the sheriff that he and his freshly deputised townsmen fixed upon disarming them.


A gun battle raged for hours and before the sun rose on 4 July, six cavalrymen lay close to death. Yet still the Tenth Cavalry band led the Independence Day parade down Bisbee’s main street as if they, and the heavily armed White spectators, were indivisible under one flag. ‘God fashioned a Nation of Love and called it—America,’ read the Arizona Republican’s front-page tribute, a column inch away from news of Bisbee’s ‘race riot’, one of dozens of outrages scourging the country.5


The White Arizona press regretted the violence while affirming the White man’s righteous ‘sense of superiority’. They advised Whites to exercise moderation and urged Blacks to keep quiet and be patient. ‘A good thing not to do is “start something”,’ ran one tip.6


The Black people of Phoenix ignored their counsel and instead formed a chapter of the NAACP, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Breaking with the teachings of Booker T Washington, they demanded the right to vote, political representation and equal treatment under the law. In the absence of police protection, they formed self-defence units.7


In contrast to clearly defined racial tensions in southern and northern states, the southwestern leg of this ‘race war’ was fought on two fronts, with no clear consensus on who was fighting whom—or who qualified as ‘colored’ or White. Anti-miscegenation laws classified Mexicans as Whites, yet in daily life all but the wealthiest lived on the other side of the colour line. Poor Mexicans competed with poor Blacks for the same low-paid jobs, stoking divisions between ‘native-’ and ‘foreign-’ born workers. Whites fretted about the political solidarity between Hispanics and Blacks, pointing to the racial equality edicts of the Mexican Revolution.8


America’s most famous exile, the Black heavyweight boxer Jack Johnson, was the poster boy of this alliance. Six years earlier he had fled the United States to avoid a prison sentence for a trumped-up charge of trafficking women for immoral purposes. By 1919, Johnson and his White wife, Lucille, lived a charmed segregation-free life in Mexico City, frequenting the finest clubs and rubbing shoulders with the revolution’s movers and shakers. Anyone who read Black newspapers could follow their Mexican adventures.


In the weeks after the Bisbee shootout, the Chicago Defender recounted the fate of a White drug store owner who refused to serve Johnson a drink: city authorities revoked his trading licence, forcing the White man to come cap-in-hand to Johnson’s palatial home, pleading forgiveness. The store owner had learned the hard way that Mexico was no ‘white man’s country’.9


Johnson delivered a sponsored message. His glowing praise for the Mexican Revolution assured him the patronage of the Carranza government. And against a backdrop of racial violence in the United States, his adventures served as an indictment of President Woodrow Wilson’s empty promise to make the world ‘safe for democracy’.10


In 1919 Sonny Clay witnessed the national reach of White supremacy—a diffuse, interlocking system of control sanctioned by state institutions and policed by economically insecure men convinced of their racial superiority.


He also witnessed a defiant Black response, a paradigm shift away from accommodating White supremacy to a bold pledge to dismantle it. For an ambitious Black youngster insulted by the indignities of Jim Crow, disillusioned by racial atrocity and weighed down by the burdens of family life, Mexico offered a tantalising escape. Before 1919 was through, Sonny Clay and clarinettist Charlie Green left Phoenix to seek their musical fortunes south of the border. In joining the ‘drifting class’, Sonny Clay would stray from Dr Washington’s path.
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ACROSS THE RIVER STYX: SONNY CLAY’S TIJUANA


UNTIL 1919, MEXICO’S border towns were little more than trading posts. Then the Anti-Saloon League persuaded Minnesota representative Andrew Volstead to sponsor the National Prohibition Bill. As the bill began its tumultuous journey through the US Congress that year, Baja California’s economic desert sprang to life. Governor Estaban Cantu lowered taxes and built dams and highways, determined to woo the moneymen behind America’s breweries, bottling plants, racetracks and casinos.1


By the time the Volstead Act came into effect in January 1920, the sagebrush plain was an oasis. Hundreds of thousands of American tourists flooded down the boulevards, eager to slake their thirst, free from the messing of do-gooders. Any virtue earned by a Protestant work ethic was expended by the luck of the draw. Governor Cantu reaped the tax revenues.2


Mr and Mrs Herman Koenekamp of Denison, Iowa, chronicled their Mexican adventure in a letter to their local paper. A clergyman’s billboard had damned the drive from San Diego and Tijuana as ‘the road to Hell’, although the Koenekamps found the road hellish with bumps, ruts and general cussedness. Still they persisted, pushing on to a clump of government houses where an arbitrary line delineated the USA from Mexico. There, a customs officer issued them with a one-day pass to play hooky from Prohibition America—a single automobile in an endless wave of daytrippers.


Yes, the muddy dribble known as the Tijuana River did evoke the River Styx in Mr Koenekamp’s mind. And the staccato of the automobile hammering the rickety bridge rattled a sense of imminent collapse. Of civilisation, they wondered. Or the moral fibre of one sorry soul. Though once through to the main drag, the couple were surprised to find a village that felt like ‘home’. Not the tidy streets of Denison, Iowa, but the collective imaginings of a nation that once was the frontier.3


Tijuana ‘strikes you first as a Wild West main street scene in the movies, with a dash of Coney Island’, reported one stunned daytripper. No cobblestone Spanish piazza lay at its heart. Instead, cowpunchers in stetsons and tourists in sombreros strolled past wonky shopfronts sign-posted the Cafe Savoy or Hotel de Paris—although the plaster arches of the bordello, the Moulin Rouge, came closer to its Gallic promise.4


Dollars were welcome, English was spoken and the continuous jangle of jazz stretched the length of the main street. Not the lightly syncopated social jazz of hotel dance orchestras but a raw, raucous sound. In spaces no larger than dishpans, college kids and taxi dancers urged on players conjuring rags from overworked pianos. On the high-polished boards of well-appointed saloons, dancers swooned to ten-piece ‘Negro’ orchestras.5 At the Monte Carlo casino, Mr and Mrs Koenekamp watched a Fancy Dan peel hundred-dollar notes from a fat roll of cash and pondered the irony that, far from quelling vice, the Volstead Act had fermented a heady brew. In a world where drinking a mug of beer made criminals of law-abiding citizens, a spirit of rebellion took root.6


As they headed back to Denison, Iowa, Mr and Mrs Koenekamp declared the wide-open freedom of Tijuana as ‘fun, conservative fun’. But for Sonny Clay and a cluster of Black entertainers escaping overzealous sheriffs and murderous lynch mobs, the impact was electric.
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Sonny Clay’s route to Tijuana diverged from the Babbitts of the Midwest. As he later recalled, he and clarinettist Charlie Green first stopped at Los Algodones, a well-armed customs post on the Colorado River—and home to a strip of bars and brothels patronised by reservation Indians, Chinese road crews, American Buffalo soldiers, and Mexican revolutionary guards. But when a group of mutinous Mexican soldiers lynched ten Chinese labourers, they quickly moved on.7


Next port of call was the gated red-light district of Mexicali, a social experiment in state-regulated vice. Most famous was the Owl, an oversized cantina that sprawled like a scarlet city over an entire block. Around the clock, gamblers chanced on cards and dice, a fine whiskey never far from reach. Percentage girls worked the floor while an eight-piece jazz ensemble kept it loose at premium rates. Upstairs, slumming parties haunted the observation gallery, more interested in voyeurism than vice. The carousing in the back rooms never ceased.8


Sonny Clay kept on moving, shuttling back and forth across the border. North into Calexico, west to San Diego, then south to Tijuana where he discovered his El Dorado.


Never before had he played to such passionate crowds; dancers loved their jazz hot and rhythms raw. Never before had he seen Black and White people mix so freely. If a person had the green stuff, they could drink at the German beer hall, bathe in the hot springs, thrill at the bullfight, dabble in chance or seek the pleasures of just about every colour flesh. The charms of Tijuana held him in a spell. He kept returning ‘for the sake of the atmosphere’, even when the money was better north of the border.9


For Tijuana’s African American residents were not doing time in hotel lobbies and kitchens but owned sumptuously appointed hotels, bars and Cadillacs.10 Black millionaires were fixtures of the Monte Carlo racetrack and casino. By the paddock, professional betting men with names like ‘the Owl’ earned big bucks spotting the ringer.11 In shining mahogany bars, diamond studded dandies celebrated their winnings. Horse breeder Bob Rowe, once the undisputed kingpin of New Orleans’ tenderloin, always took home ‘plenty of potatoes’. George and Mabel Ramsey juggled horse breeding, cabaret management, property development and a few vaguely defined pursuits—it was never clear how they made their riches.12 Horse trainers Kid and Helen North were easy to spot: he in a tight-fitting salmon shirt and tartan tie, she in a sable coat with a five-figure price tag.13


When he first left Phoenix, Sonny Clay felt conflicted about the ‘wandering existence’ of an itinerant musician, conscious of his family and community’s disapproval. In Tijuana, his inner torment eased. Detractors painted the village as a false Garden of Eden where sinners ate from the tree of ignorance, blind to good and evil. But for Sonny Clay it was a road to Damascus, the scales falling from his eyes. He saw an oasis of enterprise, watered by universal rights, free from the weeds of American wrongs. A place where style was a virtue and a class of bon vivants saluted their liberty, untouched by the binding passions of hearth and home. Tijuana presented a seductive alternative to Booker T Washington’s Black America.14


Sonny Clay became a regular face at Sly Stewart’s opulent bars, the Newport and Kansas City, forging connections with Black gamblers and entertainers from San Diego and Los Angeles.15 He formed a musical partnership with ‘Pops’ Woodman, a nose-to-the-grindstone trombone player who had just moved west from Mississippi. He bonded, too, with ‘Ragtime’ Billy Tucker, a Chicago Defender columnist who knew every mover and shaker trawling the West Coast. The two men shared a love of the ‘moist soils’ of the desert town. They quoted Robert Burns as they toasted the sanctuary where ‘a man’s a man for a’ that’.16


A fortuitous chain of events placed Sonny Clay under the tutelage of New Orleans pianist Ferdinand ‘Jelly Roll’ Morton. They first met in Bob Rowe’s San Diego hotel on the eve of a Tijuana racing carnival. Of course, Sonny Clay knew ‘Mr Jelly Lord’ by reputation. As a composer, he was stunning, bristling with ideas. No one before him had notated the swinging, sophisticated language of New Orleans ragtime jazz. As a pianist, he was a virtuoso. In cutting contests from Biloxi to Chicago, Jelly Roll Morton’s languorous strolls and finger-breaking rolls were unbeatable. Since arriving on the West Coast four years earlier, he had created a sensation. The Hollywood crowd adored him.


Ferd Morton took the veneration in his stride, spruiking his own magnificence and reciting the tale of his grandmother’s cradle-side deal with the devil. Those who knew him did not discount the tale. He ‘dressed like a mad prince’, recalled a musician. ‘A man with strong spiritual and magnetic forces,’ said another. Gold teeth filled his mouth. A diamond decorated his front tooth.17


Sonny Clay hitched a ride with the musical legend in his spanking new twelve-cylinder roadster, a captive audience for Ferd Morton to relive his triumphs, denounce his competitors and air his many grudges. Tellingly, Morton’s three bandsmen followed behind, squeezed into a Stutz Bearcat built for two.18


For as his musicians could attest, Ferd Morton was an ornery toad: a paranoid and jealous man riddled with grievances he just had to scratch. He strolled around with a Colt 45 pistol in his pocket, liable to bawl out a bandsman for the smallest quibble. Yet no one questioned his remarkable talent. His tunes shone so brightly that Sonny Clay joined a long line of musicians willing to risk Morton’s gun-waving madness just to figure out how the hell he did it.19


By the time they had reached Tijuana, Sonny Clay was the xylophone player in Jelly Roll Morton’s band. For the next three months at Sly Stewart’s Kansas City Bar, he watched the nightly ritual unfold. The master sauntered in, regal but casual, removing his coat with a fancy flourish, carefully laid to reveal the silk lining. Sitting behind the piano to strike the first dramatic chord—Mr Jelly Lord had arrived.20


Each night, Sonny Clay studied the layers of textured arrangements. In these months, Jelly Roll Morton wrote the joyous ‘Kansas City Stomps’, a work feisty enough to propel a duel of brass and wind, yet delicate enough to savour the banjo’s trill, the tuba’s grunt and the piano’s shimmer. In time, this masterful mess would become a template for Clay’s own compositions.


Sometimes the master let the apprentice occupy his piano seat. Sonny Clay recalled Morton encouraging him to take musical risks. To experiment with chord structures, develop riffs and play with the breaks. Until then, Sonny Clay mostly played xylophone and drums. Now he approached the piano with the same rhythms in mind. He took on solos, slapping the keys and hitting the blue notes in ways that forever sealed his reputation as Jelly Roll’s protégé.21


Unfortunately, Ferd Morton’s golden touch did not extend to the racetrack. After a three-month losing streak in Tijuana, he returned penniless to his home in Los Angeles.22


Sonny Clay’s visits home also failed to deliver a bounty. At first, he frequently returned to Phoenix, but the gaps grew longer until he barely showed up at all. In 1921, his wife Verbena gave birth to their second child, a girl, who died before she was three months old.23 In his 1960 interview, Sonny Clay dodged the uncomfortable question of his family life, framing his decision to leave as essential to his career. His two-year stint in Tijuana opened up new ways of being.
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For much of Sonny Clay’s life, former heavyweight champion Jack Johnson was the most recognisable Black man on the planet. So naturally, when the boxer motored into Tijuana one April afternoon in 1920, with his wife and her Mexican maid, a wave of jubilation erupted in the streets. Black and Mexican doormen and waiters huddled around him, reaching to shake his hand. The fraternal order of Elks honoured him with a grand feast. For Jack Johnson was a force of nature, who had battered down the colour line to claim the heavyweight title in Sydney, Australia, in 1908 and retain it in Reno, Nevada, in 1910.


Less triumphant, though no less compelling, was his private life. He openly travelled with his White wife and made no efforts to hide his complicated relationships with other White women. In 1912 the FBI tried to bring him down, pinning him with a White slavery charge. But he dodged that bullet by fleeing the country, first to London, Paris and Madrid. Then, in early 1919, he moved to Mexico City, living what appeared to be the high life.


But Jack Johnson was on borrowed time. Even before the assassination of his patron President Carranza in May 1920, his Mexican fortunes had turned. Ordered to leave the country, he was in Tijuana to negotiate the terms of his surrender. As the countdown began, the press contingent grew.


A showman to the last, Jack Johnson showed no sign of distress, even as the thumbscrews tightened. By night he frequented gambling houses and, once his wife left for Chicago, danced with all types of women in late-night cafes. Each morning he jogged to the border, sometimes sticking his toe over the line to the delight of onlookers. By day he held court at George Ramsey’s bar, the Main Event, flashing his golden smile at the stream of curious tourists (and enjoying a cut of the profits). He told admirers that he would return to the United States as a free man. He would fight Jack Dempsey and reclaim his title. He would feast on pork chops and beans at his favourite San Diego restaurant.
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Former heavyweight champ Jack Johnson (centre) outside the Main Event in Tijuana, 4 July 1920. Ragtime Billy Tucker is on the right of frame, a line of admirers to the left. (www.doctorjazz.co.uk)


On 4 July 1920, a photographer snapped Johnson outside the Main Event, alongside Sonny Clay’s pal Ragtime Billy Tucker and several others. To the side of the frame, a line of Black men fixed their gaze on the boxer’s physical majesty, as if his proximity might draw them into the legend.24


Thirteen days later Jack Johnson bid Tijuana goodbye. In a performance staged for the press, he began his last walk to the border, a knot of reporters following in his wake. The party stopped at the Main Event as Johnson shared a drink with several White women, shedding a tear of sadness as he walked away. It was hard to leave friends, he said.


Over the rickety wooden bridge and across the border, the former champ surrendered his passport to a federal agent, surrendering neither dignity nor optimism.


‘I am on my way to home, sweet home,’ read his official statement. ‘Returning voluntarily to take whatever punishment that lies in store for me, seeking no higher reward than the privilege of spending the balance of my days in my native land and to die and be buried in her sacred soil.’25


A newspaper photograph memorialised the moment: the fugitive and federal agent, smiling and relaxed, like old friends out for a Sunday drive. And indeed, they shared a meal of pork chops and beans in San Diego before the agent escorted the prisoner to the jailhouse. Inmates welcomed him with a rousing ‘Hail, Hail, the Gang’s All Here’, capping off a day filled with spontaneous cheers. ‘Among white and black alike’ there was ‘the deepest sympathy for the great fighter’, noted one report.26


Defiant, charming and good-humoured, Jack Johnson could not fail to impress. Sonny Clay had the rare privilege to study him at close range. To fathom the political subtext in the boxer’s appeal to national unity. To ponder the patriotic flourishes that smoothed over racial ruptures, enabling the fugitive to claim his rightful place in his American home. Jack Johnson returned, in triumph, impervious to the hatred of his enemies, as if the forces that drove him into exile never existed. Little did Sonny Clay know, one day he would draw on these lessons to execute his deportation from Australia with a modicum of style.


More immediately, Sonny Clay felt the pull of new opportunities. His Tijuana connections had paved the way to a new destination. After six months of slapping the keys at Sly Stewart’s Kansas City Bar, he joined his friend Ragtime Billy Tucker and headed to the City of Angels.27
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SOUTH CENTRAL AVENUE, LOS ANGELES


LOS ANGELES SPRAWLED: a coastal belt of gap-toothed development and automobiles, buckled by mountains, soothed by sea and watered by private utilities. At the turn of the twentieth century, Sunset Strip was little more than a cow path. Watts was a marshland good for crawfish and catfish, while Santa Monica was somewhere out in the country. But as each decade passed, the White population doubled and redoubled and the city sprawled even further. Single storey, free-standing bungalows radiated out into farmland and along the coastline. Hillsides sprouted the homes of the new Hollywood elite: white stucco mansions with horse stables, tennis courts and breathtaking views. Only the thirty blocks along the southern artery of Central Avenue grew tighter. The Black population was growing just as fast, but the so-called ‘colored belt’ had barely widened a notch.1


Sure, White Californians upheld the colour line with less fortitude than their Texan cousins.2 The Black citizenry could vote without intimidation—a few Black representatives even sat in the California State Assembly. Nor did they live in constant fear of Judge Lynch, as they had back in Georgia and Texas.3 But still, a system some called ‘James Crow’ governed Black lives. It was loose enough for a person to advance, even thrive, but tight enough for Whites to decide where Black folk could live, who they married, and how they moved through the city. Californian miscegenation laws, for instance, rendered ‘void and illegal’ any unions between Whites with ‘Negroes, Mulattoes and Mongolians’, while a system of residential covenants and deed restrictions created what one resident called ‘invisible walls of steel’. Black folk could not ‘lease, rent, purchase or occupy’ a property south of Slauson Avenue or west of South Park and Avalon Boulevard—although by wile and persistence, some Black homeowners penetrated the northern barrier, moving across Jefferson Boulevard towards the downtown area.4


As Southern migrants crowded into South Central Avenue, a once orderly district of church-going, house-proud residents became a hothouse of contradictions: poverty vied with prosperity, hardship two-stepped with enterprise, high culture collided with folk tradition, social climbers crossed paths with flophouse bums, political protection rubbed up against progressive zeal.5


By the time Sonny Clay arrived in Los Angeles in early 1922, South Central Avenue was lined with Black-owned businesses and offices: dry goods stores, insurance companies, newspapers, tailors, barber shops, undertakers, fraternal associations, beauty parlours, hot dog hawkers, shoeshine stands, fortune tellers, cafes, theatres and pool halls. The strip bustled but, as a cultural phenomenon, was well shy of Harlem or South Side Chicago. Musically speaking, Los Angeles was a ‘toddling town’, home to church choirs, classical recitals, brass bands and ‘ricky-tick’ mom and pop ensembles.6 It was the poor cousin of San Francisco’s Barbary Coast, the electric strip where get-off men in Black clubs made people cry and scream, and push-me, pull-you couple dances like the Texas Tommy were born. As one Barbary Coast bandleader had scorned: those Los Angeles musicians might be playing the notes correctly, but they ‘ain’t playin’ nothin’’.7


Sonny Clay arrived in Los Angeles when the fortunes of the two towns had begun to turn. A few months earlier, social purity leaguers pressured San Francisco police to raid the Barbary Coast’s clubs and dives, shutting the vibrant sporting district for what proved to be the very last time. San Francisco’s loss was Los Angeles’ gain as scores of Barbary Coast musicians headed south. Amongst the exodus was a coterie of young Oaklanders who had infused the rag jazz beat with the walking bass lines of boogie-woogie. And a core of seasoned New Orleans jazzmen, some students of the mythical trumpeter Billy Bolden.8 A decade earlier, these New Orleans men headed west when social purity crusaders pressured city authorities to shut down the brothels and dives of Storyville for what proved to be the very last time.


For this network of musicians, the centre of Los Angeles sat at the corner of Twelfth Street and Central Avenue, the crossroads of the B and U streetcars. There, Reb Spikes of the Spikes Brothers Music Store ran the closest thing to Los Angeles’ Black musicians’ union—a de facto clubhouse where newcomers could establish their musical credentials, swap yarns about life on the road or maybe pick up work or, at least, the work available to them after the White union snared the lion’s share. But even on this skewed playing field, Black bands had a rare market advantage.


‘Every cafe in town is continuously crying out for us,’ reported Ragtime Billy Tucker in his Chicago Defender column. Already, Dink Johnson and the Five Hounds of Jazz were peeling a wicked onion at the Harmony Inn. Curtis Mosby’s Blues Blowers had sailors coughing up nickels and dimes at Solomon’s Penny Dance Hall on Santa Monica Pier, while at Leakes Lake, in the marshy wilds of Watts, King Oliver’s wails and thrills had people jumping out of their seats. Billy Tucker put out a call for a peppy jazz band, a combination unafraid to put some holy-roller grunt into their syncopation. He had ‘plenty of sunshine, work, money’ for them; ‘everything any sane person desires’.9


Sonny Clay quickly picked up work, a mix of solo jobs and fill-in spots with the New Orleans masters: Kid Ory, King Oliver and, of course, his old mentor, Jelly Roll Morton. He and Billy Tucker wrote songs with catchy titles like ‘Ain’t but the One’, their eyes on the million-dollar sales clocked up by blues divas Bessie Smith and Mamie Smith. He nabbed short contracts with talking machine companies, composing, arranging and accompanying White recording artists. He helped Sophie Tucker mix Yiddish burlesque with the Southern blues and kept Rudy Wiedoeft, the White bandleader at the Cinderella Roof Ballroom, in a fresh supply of tunes. He sometimes made guest appearances on the Cinderella Roof but mostly he worked behind the scenes, instructing White performers in the mysteries of Black syncopation.10


The role, he soon discovered, brought little prestige and even less money. Rudy Wiedoeft ‘went east and presented these songs as his own … grew famous … released recordings without SC’s knowledge’, reads the handwritten summary of Clay’s 1960 interview.11 Newspaper reports confirmed his claim: by 1924, Sonny Clay’s songs earned Wiedoeft a national reputation as the ‘Sousa Band of Jazzdom’ and ‘Synco Harmonists Supreme!’12 For Sonny Clay, ‘records were nothing more than a pocket change idiocy contrived in the east for the benefit of no one in particular’.13 As far as he could see, the real money was on the cabaret and theatre circuit.
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Sometime in the early 1920s, White folk began appearing on Central Avenue at an hour when most working Black folk were tucked up in bed. And not just any old White folk but ‘rich people, actors in silent movies and those who knew what was going on in show biz’, as one musician recalled.14 Most came for music, dance and cabaret entertainment, although some came in search of special kicks; the bizarre sexual predilections of rich Whites were the stuff of legend amongst sex workers and old-timers.15


A spate of Black and Tan clubs opened catering to a range of price points, from the White college students who filled the hastily formed ‘dance academies’ to the sumptuously appointed cabarets for ‘the spending class of ofays’. The drinks were reliably ‘wet’, the band hot and bluesy while a multi-talented diva and her skimpily costumed, exuberantly hoofing chorus line headlined elaborate revues.16 ‘Red hot’ eccentric dancer Carolynne Snowden headed the Creole Cutie chorus girls at the Apex Club, which was run and perhaps owned by Black businessman Curtis Mosby although, according to rumour, he fronted a White crime syndicate.17 However, there was no doubt his band, the Blues Blowers, was the hottest dance orchestra on the strip. ‘Those were hectic days, hectic days,’ remembered saxophone player Leo Davis, recalling fights between rival gangs spilling onto the orchestra dais. ‘You get the fists right and that would be the end of that.’18 For Carolynne Snowden the Apex Club delivered a different professional bump. Her headline role translated into motion picture work—once she swapped her sequin gown for a maid’s apron.


In the fall of 1922, eight months into his Los Angeles adventure, 23-year-old Sonny Clay recruited five musicians with an appreciation for hot rhythms, blues and stomp. He wished to capitalise on the White craze for slumming—as well as cater to Black dance audiences.19 Several halls on Central Avenue were still in the ‘service of the community’ and promoters promised a ‘shake that thing’ ‘jam up time’ with Sonny Clay’s Eccentric Harmony Six.20


The following year, Sonny Clay persuaded half of the much-celebrated Black and Tan Orchestra to jump ship and join his crew. In doing so, he secured Ernest ‘Nini’ Coycault (pronounced Cwah-co), a Louisiana trumpeter who had perfected his style in the bordellos of St Bernard Parish before pushing west to the Barbary Coast in 1908, ‘shattering the air’ with his ‘a-tootin’’ and ‘scrapin’’ and ‘gumbo stuff’.21 Nini Coycault was a ‘sweet trumpeter, who sang out but didn’t blast’, Sonny Clay told John Bentley—and for the Arizona bandleader, an ongoing source of inspiration. Coycault’s New Orleans licks inspired a raft of compositions that won Sonny Clay a deal with Vocalion Records.22 As he keenly understood, Nini Coycault was a hard man to replace and Clay managed to keep hold of him for years—even as the rest of the line-up chopped and changed more often than the name: after the Eccentric Harmony Six came the Stomping Six, then the California Poppies, then the Rhythm Demons.23


Considerable prestige clung to the title ‘bandleader’ but the position called for a hard head, aggressive self-promotion and ‘a lot of push’.24 As many observed, Central Avenue’s two leading frontmen, Reb Spikes and Curtis Mosby, were highly disciplined, even ruthless and uncompromising—and far better at business than music.25


To keep his band in work, Sonny Clay had to maintain existing networks and turn new connections into opportunities. He could make himself unpopular on Central Avenue if he tried to unseat a resident Black band. Or risk physical harm by pushing a White orchestra out of a job. And when he secured steady work, he paid for the smart tailor-made suits. And got heavy with club managers if they came up short on payday. And kept a musician in line if he turned up to the job half-drunk from the night before. ‘I’ve seen them make some bad mistakes in that condition,’ winced Reb Spikes.26
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Somewhere between the Cinderella Roof and a Central Avenue dance academy, Sonny Clay came to the attention of a team of European-born film producers, directors and actors—Adolphe Menjou, Paul Bern and Jette Gould. The trio had carved out a reputation creating the ‘Continental sex picture’, although ‘slumming picture’ was also an apt generic title.27 ‘Jazz, jazz and still more jazz, wild social activities, bathing baths, heavy drinking and love-making’, promised the publicity for their 1924 film Sinners in Silk.28 The plots usually began with a bored bourgeois American couple whose mad pursuit of bacchanalian abandon collided with a glamorous but drunken vamp, and a slick though brutish sheik, most likely at a Montmartre club or Manhattan society party. As one film critic observed, no party scene was complete without a ‘colored jazz band with a trick leader’ who was ‘going at the jazziest pace possible’.29 That role was frequently filled by Sonny Clay.


At a time when Black screen roles were confined to chauffeurs, roustabouts and maids, Sonny Clay played the young, handsome ‘colored jazz bandleader’ in dozens of films and two-reelers. The producer, he recollected, was confused by Nini Coycault’s bright complexion which did not conform to his primitivist fantasies of Darkest Africa—and, for the band, roused much laughter.30 By 1960, Clay had forgotten the names of the films, although he recalled his band donning ‘grass skirts’ and assuming the identity of a ‘Zulu band’ for a scene in a French cafe.


Trade magazines indicated the scale of demand. The sultry Russian actress Alla Nazimova gave Alexandre Dumas’ Camille a sophisticated art deco makeover with ‘automobiles, feminine coiffures’ and ‘a negro jazz band’. Dante’s Inferno, the journey of a slumlord millionaire through the nine circles of torment, involved ‘full nudity’ and a ‘comical negro band’, while The Snob, a cautionary tale about a once happily married man’s obsession with status, featured a ‘high powered negro jazz band’ at a New York supper club.31 Most audacious was Circe the Enchantress, where screen siren Mae Murray appeared in a ‘feverish’ party scene getting ‘hot feet’ and dancing ‘with a colored jazz trumpeter’.32 ‘I stand for jazz and gaiety and a certain bizarre slant on life,’ she explained to a film magazine. ‘Whatever I may be like off the screen, that is what I am like on the screen and shall continue to be until the public taste changes.’33 Like so many of Hollywood’s jazz enthusiasts, Murray was the child of European migrants raised in the great urban melting pots, less attached to the Yankee racial hierarchies of the previous three hundred years.


On their many visits to Hollywood motion picture studios, Central Avenue entertainers noticed a pronounced shift in racial protocols. As one actor reported, at meal breaks the entire cast, from studio chief to extras, ate together in one big dining room. What ‘a grand and glorious feeling’ it was for a headline star to ‘eat beside you regardless of color’ or to accept ‘the warm and unprejudiced handshake of the big officials’, he wrote. Even on films that reproduced an antebellum South where devoted flunkeys deferred to chivalrous gents, a free and easy spirit still pervaded the set.34


‘Filmland goes Harlem’, despaired gossip columnist Rosalind Shaffer. ‘The chic thing to do nowadays in Hollywood is to betake oneself and friends to the Apex Nite Club, down in the colored belt’, and watch the ‘eight fast stepping Apexettes’ and hear Mosby’s Dixieland Blue Blowers, ‘so hot they burn holes in a concrete wall’.35


More alarming for Shaffer were the leading actors who entertained Black colleagues in their homes and the young starlets working on their suntan. Why, she fretted, Joan Crawford’s complexion was so deep, one gin-soaked actor could hardly be persuaded she wasn’t ‘high yella’. Who knew what that made of the coloured-folks-can’t-dancewith-Whites rule.


Herbert Howe from Photoplay magazine offered her little consolation, describing his night at the Apex Club as ‘a most biggety affair’. Slickum, the ‘colored boot-black’ from the Metro Goldwyn lot, had introduced him to all the Black celebrities.36 Howe, at least, paid lip service to ‘the strict etiquette’ that forbade him to dance with a glamorous cabaret performer. ‘My complexion was off but what with my deepening coat of tan and a natural kink in my hair it won’t be long, hey! hey!’37


Sonny Clay had felt these cultural headwinds since his days in Tijuana, but by 1925, Black observers gave the social phenomenon a name: the ‘Negro vogue’—a White affection for ‘all things Negro’, or at least what ‘chic’ White people imagined was ‘Negro’.38


This fantasy of Blackness found voice in the literary prose of a generation of White bohemians and cosmopolitans who experienced Black music as a psychodrama where primitive ‘African’ musicians rescued ‘over-civilised’ White dancers from generations of Victorian sexual repression. Black rhythm, in this formulation, was a brand of bodily and psychic liberation—a Freudian antidote for a generation of Whites crushed and constrained by the narrow rules of ‘correct’ behaviour.39 But what felt and looked like ‘the new’ reprised old familiar themes, grounded in dubious theories of biologically inscribed racial difference.


Music critic Roger Pryor Dodge, for instance, believed that ‘Negro’ jazz players did ‘not consciously’ plot and compose, but derived their musical inventiveness from ‘uncontrolled frantic moments’ of ‘subconscious improvisation’. In other words, an ability independent of artistry and skill but contingent on the spontaneous outpourings of an inescapably primitive Black essence. These ideas underpinned White bandleader Paul Whiteman’s contention that his White, and thereby conscious, brand of jazz was a ‘lusty bawling infant whose mental development has hardly begun’.40


The same ideas informed Hollywood screenplays like The Jazz Singer, which followed the fortunes of a young White jazz musician played by Al Jolson, locked in an Oedipal struggle with his domineering father, who insisted he pursue a career in classical music. Jolson’s character only resolved this dilemma by donning boot polish and becoming ‘Black’. Only then could he cast off his parent’s bourgeois expectations and truly be ‘himself’—a paradox culture critics now call ‘racial cross-dressing’, although, at the time, White modernists were blind to the irony.41


Sonny Clay, of course, knew there was nothing ‘natural’ about his hard-won musical skills. Nini Coycault’s trumpet solos did not flow unchecked from an unrepressed id or by virtue of African ancestry. Yet to realise his professional ambitions, Clay needed to understand the White fad of slumming was more than a midnight visit to a Black and Tan club. It was the foundation of an alternative White identity founded on jazz—a mode of expression that played with the boundaries of race to challenge progressive purity. Simply put, few gestures terrified the establishment more than White youth sloughing off their Whiteness.


Clay’s challenge was, somehow, to mould his performative self to meet these expectations—while retaining the core of his true self. It was a predicament hardly unique to Sonny Clay but faced by generations of Black performers. Hollywood actor Clarence Muse described wrestling with the ‘dilemma’ of playing to two audiences: a Black one who expected depictions of ‘real’ life and a White one who expected ‘buffoonery’ and entertainment.42 One resisted White supremacy, the other generated wealth—with a whole lot of grey in between. For Black sociologist WEB Du Bois, this state of ‘two-ness’ was a hallmark of American Blackness. In 1897, he described the ‘peculiar sensation’ of ‘always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity’—a phenomenon he called ‘double-consciousness’.43


Sonny Clay was equally aware that the so-called ‘Negro Vogue’ coincided with the Black intellectual and artistic fervour of the Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro movement. ‘I’m the NEW NEGRO, of much sterner stuff/And not the “old darkey” so easy to bluff!’, read the 1919 poem of a Harlem elevator operator who knew his destiny lay beyond the caged shaft.44 By 1925, theorist and critic Alain Locke mapped out the path to the new mindset. In the preface to the New Negro anthology, he called for Black performers to transform unexamined cultural patterns into conscious choices by rejecting ‘unjust stereotypes’ and creating new ones.45


The clarion call rang in Central Avenue show business circles. Columnist Buddy Brown applauded the new generation of performers who refused to make themselves ‘ridiculous for the edification of the ofay’.46 Billy Tucker laid bare the collision of free market forces and regulated race restrictions that resulted in White money controlling Central Avenue’s entertainment world. ‘Could a Race Man … open a cafe strictly for colored patronage … in the heart of the white business district?’ he asked. ‘Wake Up … fight for the right which is yours.’47 He entreated readers to create places where ‘our people’ could enjoy themselves and ‘our money’ could come ‘back into our OWN pocket’.48 To accumulate institutional power, the musicians of Central Avenue unionised, founding Local 767, an affiliate of the Musicians Union of America that still denied full membership rights.49 Around them, Black entrepreneurs built elegant hotels and cafes and explored the possibilities of new media.50 As one radio promoter noted, a Radio Ball—as live transmissions from ballrooms were known—could turn an audience of several hundred into hundreds of thousands, even millions.51 This new technology knew no colour line but drifted through the ether into the domestic living spaces of Black and White America.
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THE LOST ANGELS


AT HALF PAST one in the morning, Radio KHJ Los Angeles broadcast the jazzy modern beats to the night owls of the nation, only stopping at dawn to give the transmitter tubes a chance to cool down. The stated ambition of the Lost Angels, as the crew of White jazz hounds liked to be known, was to transmit music so hot it kept listeners up all night—as if no one had a care for the regular hours of the workaday world.1


In April 1925, Radio KHJ was at the Rose Room, in the heart of downtown Los Angeles, sending the sounds of Sonny Clay’s Rhythm Demons through the airwaves. The Los Angeles Times had billed them as the ‘original sons of Satan’ and compared to the White jazz band in the line-up, their New Orleans polyphony inflected a suite of popular songs with devilish glee.2


The Lost Angels pitched the Rose Room as a haven of city sophistication, although locals knew it as a ‘nickel a dance’ place, crowded with White sailor boys hot-stepping with young women who earned extra income as taxi dancers.3 Sonny Clay entertained the Rose Room crowd ‘more times than he could remember’ but not until the Radio Ball did things begin to ‘move fast’.4 Suddenly every booker in town wanted him. Rival station Radio KNX won a piece of the midnight action, broadcasting the Rhythm Demons live from the Merry Widow Cafe, a Hollywood Boulevard rendezvous favoured by Charlie Chaplin, Fatty Arbuckle and a clutch of studio ‘bathing girls’.5


By July, Sonny Clay secured a regular seven o’clock slot at Radio KFI, wedged between a ‘radiotorial’ and a pipe organ recital.6 He wrote and recorded a batch of tunes with Sunset Records, then Vocalion: the sauntering ‘Roamin’ Around’ and breezy ‘Bogaloosa Blues’, each an uplifting interplay of New Orleans licks, thrum-thrum banjo and Harlem stride piano. In Chicago, a town he had never even played, ‘Bogaloosa Blues’ sold eight thousand discs on its first day.7


On Central Avenue, his regular Monday night residence at Hiawatha Dancing Academy was full to overflowing. One local reporter noted the ‘joys of the crowd’ as they danced to the high-spirited strut of the music.8 The local newspaper burst with pride: ‘This wonderful musical organization … has made history for our group along musical lines.’ The radio broadcasts had reached ‘millions’, earning Sonny Clay’s band a ‘national reputation’.9 Billy Tucker, too, basked in the glow of his friend’s success: ‘Sonny has made a fine reputation since coming out this way and is in demand all over the coast.’10


Before 1925 was through, an electric sign outside a Washington Boulevard cafe illuminated Sonny Clay’s name.11 The Plantation Café, as the name suggested, was a white-pillared mock plantation house plucked from a fairytale rendering of ‘Ole Virginny’, although the club’s reputation as a ‘Harlem nightclub’ transformed the antebellum playground into a searingly modern experience, at least for the exclusively White clientele.12


[image: ]


One of the many iterations of the Sonny Clay Orchestra in the mid-1920s. Louisiana trumpeter Ernest ‘Nini’ Coycault is fifth from the right. (polarityrecords.com)


The cafe traded on its Hollywood connections. Celebrity appearances littered the weekly roster, from middling stars to motion picture directors boasting an expert eye for undiscovered female talent.13 The Hollywood pack tended to show up on Sundays—the most impressive arriving by plane, fresh from a 24-hour journey from New York. Bootleg liquor was Sonny Clay’s abiding memory of these evenings. They ‘would kill themselves drinking’, he recalled in his 1960 interview. Often ‘starlets’ approached him, hoping for a guest spot on vocals. More often, a ‘big actor’ brokered their appearance; he would ‘sponsor’ each turn ‘starlet by starlet’.14


Sonny Clay recalled striking up a friendship with two Hollywood heavyweights. Matinee idol John Gilbert grew up poor but had the bearing of an aristocrat, or the profligate son of one, with four ex-wives and a reputation for carousing (rapidly deteriorating to inebriation). He routinely fell in love with his leading actresses, and his latest film Flesh and the Devil had broken all box office records, thanks in part to the tabloid’s fixation with his on-and-off screen affair with co-star Greta Garbo. According to the rumour mill, Garbo snubbed him at the altar, and Gilbert, in a drunken stupor punched studio kingpin Louis B Mayer. Sonny Clay, however, remembered a ‘perfect gentleman’ who nursed his broken heart with bathtub gin and the yen to hear over and again the lilting ‘I’d Climb the Highest Mountain (If I Knew I’d Find You)’ made famous by Al Jolson that year. In ten years’ time, alcoholism would kill John Gilbert, but in 1926 he was a powerful connection for Clay to cultivate and a glorious entry point into a rarefied world.
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