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“Excellent reading. . . . An insightful, fascinating book.” —Cashbox
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Preface

The saxophone-playing monkey with the six-pointed star on his lapel on the cover is a friend of mine. It might even be me. The image is from a Nazi poster denouncing “decadent” [entartete] music.
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I have set before the reader not an analysed summary of my researches but an account of the search itself.

A.J.A. Symons, The Quest for Corvo



Introduction

The subject of this book includes what happened to me while I was writing it because I was writing it. Eventually overrunning previously defined spacial and temporal boundaries, the subject became more than “the subject.”

I started out to explore a neglected corner of history but it ended up exploring me. The form is personal chronology, what happened to me next. There are no footnotes, no attempt has been made to be encyclopedic. Writing a good read came first. You will not find out who played piano with the Ghetto Swingers in Theresienstadt. Or maybe you will.

Names, dates, and places are factual, although it became increasingly difficult to separate imagination from fact. Imagination itself became one more fact. Imaginative facts are presented as such. Some characters are composites, and their names make that obvious. Certain twists and turns of plot were the same from country to country. The most evocative versions were used.
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The Third Reich in 4/4 Time

Luftwaffe Oberleutnant Dietrich Schulz-Koehn walked along the railroad tracks near St Nazaire with three other officers. Four American officers came towards them down the line. Small-arms fire could be heard in the distance.

The winter of 1944 was cold. The men danced and blew on their hands. The day was grey, like an old print of a black-and-white war movie. They had minor roles. It was a sideshow. The main theatre had moved east to the Fatherland.

One hundred thousand German soldiers were cut off and worn out here on the Brittany coast. The Allies were prepared to starve them out, but civilians were starving too and the Red Cross arranged evacuation negotiations along these tracks, an hour a day for two weeks now. The opposing sides began to fraternize. They took photographs of each other, traded the prints.

Today, an Afro-American officer who had been admiring Schulz-Koehn’s Rolleiflex asked: ‘How much do you want for that camera?’

‘It’s not for sale.’ The lanky, bespectacled German liked Americans, particularly Afro-Americans. He was more than pleasant about it, but he liked his camera too.

‘How about three cartons of Luckies and four pairs of nylons?’

No, that was not enough, but as a matter of fact there was something. Why not? A few beats went by. The war was almost over anyway. Schulz-Koehn straightened up and adjusted his leather coat. It was worth a try: ‘Do you have any Count Basie records?’
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Snarls

When the German commander asked besieged Bastogne, Belgium, to surrender during the Battle of the Bulge, defending American General McAuliffe snarled: ‘Nuts!’

‘Nuts’ is such an innocent, archaic euphemism. These days generals snarl ‘Balls!’ or worse. ‘Nuts’ comes out of Andy Hardy movies and Dick Tracy comic strips, from a time when it was clear who the good and bad guys were and good guys did not say ‘Balls!’ even when they snarled.

I was driving north from Paris to Bastogne, in the Ardennes, and then to the Ruhr to speak with elderly gentlemen who would never snarl, let alone say ‘Balls!’ They are good guys who were considered bad guys by good guys (‘no such thing as a good German’), and monkeys by the beasts who ruled them.

The fastest route from Paris to the Ruhr is not through the Ardennes, but I wanted some snarls to put the monkeys in context; I could say hello to ‘Blow’ Black in Aachen after I spoke with the major; and I had an appointment in Liege first to meet Nicolas Dor.

One evening during the autumn of 1941, Nicolas Dor was listening to Lester Young records in a bar in Liege. It was owned by three sisters, who also ran the bordello upstairs. One of them came and whispered: ‘Those two German officers over there want to talk to you.’

Dor did not want to talk to them. ‘I don’t speak German,’ he said.

‘They speak English,’ she pleaded.

She was a friend. He was a regular. They did not want trouble. The madam introduced him: ‘This is the drummer I told you about.’

Dor was leading a combo modelled after John Kirby, his idol. They played benefits for Belgian prisoners of war – ‘Every Tub’ by Count Basie, ‘920 Special’, pieces like that. Radio Brussels’ programme from 7–9 a.m., which had an enormous audience of people getting ready to go to work, featured a jazz band. Jazz musicians played in clubs all night until curfew ended at six, then went to the radio station. And there were plenty of places to play for lunch. World War II was the golden age of Belgian jazz.

‘We understand you have some Jimmie Lunceford records,’ one of the Germans said, trying a bit too hard to be friendly. ‘We’d like to listen to them sometimes. We’re trumpet players.’ They said they had worked with Jack Hylton, a famous English bandleader influenced by Paul Whiteman, before the war.

Though they might be brothers under the uniforms, the connotation was unmistakable. It was an order one way or another. And who could be sure they were what they said they were? Dor gave them his address reluctantly.

Three days later, he was dining with his parents when the doorbell rang. His mother went to the window and exclaimed: ‘German officers!’

Dor peeked through the curtain. ‘It’s all right,’ he reassured her, ‘they’re friends of mine.’ He suspected that his mother suspected him of collaborating, until, over a cup of coffee, one of the officers said to her: ‘If you have any trouble about your son being sent to Germany, call me.’ Impressed labourers were leaving every day. He wrote down his phone number.

Dor and the Germans went to his room and listened to ‘Americano nigger kike jungle music’ for hours.

The quote is from Joseph Goebbels, who had banned jazz, along with foxtrots and the tango. Although repulsed by the ‘terrible squawk’ of jazz, he soon realized that swing between the harangues held listeners. The extent of the ban and the definition of the music had both been vague anyway. Nobody has ever really succeeded in defining jazz, which is one reason I love it so much.

Until just before the Battle of the Bulge, the Stan Branders big band played music by American Jewish and black composers over Radio Brussels without hiding the names. ‘ “Softly as in a Morning Sunrise” by Sigmund Romberg,’ he’d announce. ‘ “J’ai du Rythme” by George Gershwin’; ‘ “Duke’s Idea” by Charlie Barnet’. If this music was illegal, nobody seemed to be enforcing.

So it was not clear whether Dor and the Germans were breaking a law. He looked carefully up and down the street before showing them out.

Two months later he received the order to report for a physical examination. He called the German, who came, took notes, and said: ‘Go, but tell them you already received the same order.’

‘This is the second time I’ve had to come here with a piece of paper like this,’ Dor told the clerk, who signalled to his supervising officer. They scratched their heads checking the file. The clerk pulled out a document: ‘You never received a copy of this?’

He tried to remain calm. It was an official exemption, slipped into the file by a German trumpet player, citing a non-existent tubercular condition. ‘No,’ he said, ‘never.’

Annoyed by a breakdown in Aryan efficiency, the supervisor stamped it and Dor spent the rest of the war playing John Kirby tunes.

Forty years later, a producer for Belgian French-language TV, he smiled in the bright Broadcasting House dining-room and said: ‘So you see? Jazz saved my life.’

It was a cruel day in the Ardennes. Fields were flooded, rivers swollen. Gusts of wind shook the trees, the sky was a volatile, ominous series of grey-and-black swirls. Occasional spots of snow on the fields became a blanket and I ran into ice and a blizzard as the road rose.

The crawling line of traffic stopped dead on a steep hill. I pulled the handbrake another notch and switched the windshield wiper to fast. Up ahead the police were dealing with a snowbound semi-trailer blocking the road. I looked at my watch. The major was waiting. Nuts!

In the midst of World War II, Dietrich Schulz-Koehn had published an illegal jazz newsletter with articles in praise of ‘Americano nigger kike jungle music’ and flattering portraits of those who played it.

Schulz-Koehn’s illegal newsletter reprinted (in English) a piece titled ‘Real Musician’ by Norman Sullivan from a 1938 Saturday Evening Post, exactly the sort of ‘decadence’ the Germans were being told that it was honourable to die fighting to exterminate. He had sent me a cassette of himself reading it; I slipped it into the machine:

Q:    Are you a musician, Mr Snipeworthy?

A:    Yes, I’m a gate with a . . .

Q:    A gate?

A:    Yeah. I can swing way out wide. I’m a gate with a solid send of jive.

Q:    A solid send of what?

A:    Jive. The stuff that’s mellow. It sends you right out of this world if you’ve got an alligator ear.

Q:    Not so fast, Mr Snipeworthy. I don’t understand.

A:    An alligator ear is what hep-cats have got. It means you know good music, you’re not an icky.

Q:    And why were you speeding on Main Street?

A:    I was going after a dotmaker to keep a date to make a platter.

Q:    Stop! Confine yourself to English. What is a dotmaker?

A:    A guy who writes musical arrangements. We was hurryin’ to make a platter – I mean to cut the wax – that is, make a record. Well, just then the solid-beat man . . .

Q:    Hold on! The solid-beat man?

A:    The drummer. He looked at his watch and saw we was late. We’d been to a little E-flat meetin’ . . .

Q:    An E-flat meetin’. What’s that?

A:    Just a little unimportant engagement, your honour. Where the band can’t ride because it’s mostly paper-men.

Q:    What are they?

A:    Guys who just play the notes. Some of ’em can play maybe an honest trumpet, but not a go trumpet, see? Not real dixieland.

Q:    You are a member of a good band?

A:    Oh sure, we can really send. We really get ridin’ and lick our whiskers. We go right into it and jubit.

Q:    Jubit?

A:    Yeah, kick it, break it down. We’re murderistic. We beat you right down to your socks, send you swing-happy. Your honour, we just dream it up.

Q:    Well, I’m letting you go, but don’t do any more speeding in this town. I realize you probably couldn’t read our road signs, written in English. Case dismissed.

‘It was cockeyed,’ Schulz-Koehn had told me, ‘if we had been caught it could have meant big trouble. But we were young and foolish, and we so much loved the music.’

Frozen in traffic, I looked at the snow-laden thick forest on both sides of the road. It reminded me of a passage from Charles B. Macdonald’s history of the Battle of the Bulge, which had been fought around here:

Once magnificent trees were now twisted, gashed, broken . . . some trees stood like gaunt, outsized toothpicks. Great jagged chunks of concrete and twisted reinforcing rods that together had been a pillbox. The mutilated carcass of a truck that had hit a mine. Everywhere discarded soldier equipment – gas masks, empty rations containers, helmets, rifles, here a field jacket with a sleeve rent, there a muddy overcoat with an ugly clotted dark stain on it. One man kicked a bloody shoe from his path, then shuddered that the shoe still had a foot in it . . . Here and there bodies of the dead lay about in grotesque positions, weather-soaked, bloated, the stench from them cloying . . .

When the semi cleared, I slid into Bastogne for an appointment with Major Emil Engels of the Belgian army. There was no mistaking him. He had told me laughing over the phone that he would be ‘dressed for battle’. He slapped the snow from his beret and brushed off his fatigues: ‘This will give you a pretty good idea of the weather then. Only it was colder: ten below, centigrade.’

He told me about the Germans and what motivated them, their rules and personality traits and explained why they were the ultimate losers. He named divisions by number and complement, evaluated morale, specified commanding officers – a passionate, scholarly dissertation.

Some time previously, a German scholar had answered my request for information pertaining to jazz under the Nazis by writing: ‘I am quite surprised by your letter. There are dozens of people still alive who have suffered under the Nazis for their love for jazz; there are hundreds of articles written about this subject, thousands of documents – all in German – and here comes Mike Zwerin who has never much cared about this subject and who isn’t able to read the documents because he doesn’t speak German and wants to write a book about it. I expect this to become another model of careless journalism. I am writing about this subject since more than thirty years; many other people have done the same . . . Considering the subject is new to you and you are new to this subject I guess you have to live two or three years in Germany in order to meet all the people and interview them and study all the articles and books.’

My subject is European not German; I am fluent in French; translators are for hire. I wrote a book about European national minorities without speaking Basque, Welsh or Lappish; and one about junkies although I’m no junky. Outsiders can have a broader perspective – and learning along with the reader makes good drama. And I cared so much I was about to lose twelve kilos and almost ruin my life. So much for careless journalism.

Germans make terrific heavies. People of other European nationalities frequently speak of the Third Reich with a certain nostalgia, as though grateful to have been able to count on such indisputable devils. Watching an old war movie on TV the other night, I realized, about twenty minutes into it, that we had not seen a German soldier yet and that I missed them. When the Wehrmacht finally arrived, I shocked my wife France by cheering. France lost aunts and uncles in the camps and as far as she’s concerned, there never was and will never be a good German. But I was happy to see them. We need our devils.

On 15 December 1944, the eve of what was to be the final blitzkrieg, Field-Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt sent a message to his twenty camouflaged divisions massed east of the Ardennes: ‘Tomorrow we gamble everything.’ The Americans across the lines were also looking forward to the sixteenth; Marlene Dietrich was scheduled to perform for the 99th infantry.

The Allies had been advancing through Belgium towards the German border since September; Hitler’s personal last-ditch battle plan called for a race back via Bastogne to capture the port of Antwerp.

Clues were ignored: German hospital trains marshalling on the banks of the Rhine, flatcars shuttling tanks towards the Ardennes, heavy road traffic at night, two Panzer divisions suddenly disappearing from intelligence maps, captured German prisoners displaying unusually high morale for ‘defeated’ soldiers.

When one American intelligence officer predicted a major German offensive in the Ardennes, it was diagnosed as battle fatigue and he was in Paris on leave when the German ‘Bulge’ began pushing towards the Meuse river. It would be the biggest battle of the war in Western Europe, a fierce battle on rough mountain terrain in the middle of a hard winter. The Germans gambled everything and lost.

The major recounted the siege of Bastogne like a western. In westerns, pioneers put their wagons in a circle, they shoot at the Indians and wait for the cavalry to rescue them, which of course it always does, just in time. Always from the south. And who’s leading them? John Wayne. The cavalry broke into Bastogne just in time from the south led by General Patton – John Wayne. The major clapped his hands with the perfection of it.

We were parked in Houffalize, a wide spot in the road. These small junctions circling Bastogne became strategic during the siege. Soldiers fought all day to capture a farmhouse just for a warm place to sleep. Through the flapping wipers, we watched three small children climb over a German tank on the corner, one of many such monuments; children do not forget World War II around here.

‘That tank belonged to the 116th Panzer division.’ The major pointed: ‘See the number 401 painted on the turret? To the right is a small insignia with a greyhound dog over a wavy line with what looks like three blades of grass. Only two weeks ago I discovered the meaning of the insignia. The 116th fought in Russia. This particular tank fought in Stalingrad and Bastogne. The division found a greyhound in Russia, adopted it as a mascot and called it Sacha. I’ve seen photos of the 116th in Normandy in 1944 – there are greyhounds with them. The wavy line and the grass probably represent the Russian steppes. They may seem unimportant to other people, but I love details like that.’

People are frequently nostalgic for war because it was the only excitement in their lives. And because they did not have to search for ‘meaning’. Later they worked, had families, retired. Peace, the absence of strife, is boring. Elderly European jazz musicians of many nationalities sighed with pleasure remembering World War II – their youth, all the gigs they could handle, no American competition, everybody loved jazz. ‘It was the Golden Age,’ I kept hearing; and, ‘Those were such wonderful days. Please don’t misunderstand, but . . .’

The Battle of the Bulge was the most exciting thing to happen in Bastogne in at least a century. The battle museum is a tourist attraction and the chamber of commerce sells memorial booklets. A municipal sign on Place McAuliffe, the town centre, proclaims the place: ‘Nuts City’.

In October 1974, Major William Desobry, by then a general, came to Bastogne on a pilgrimage at the same time as the German ex-general Hasso von Manteuffel. Thirty years earlier, they had opposed each other in a bloody engagement around the crossroads of Noville.

‘There is something I’ve been wanting to ask you,’ Desobry said. ‘At one point you just stopped your tanks. You had destroyed us. If you had kept going you could have been in Bastogne in an hour Why didn’t you do it?’

‘That’s American reasoning, you see,’ the German answered. ‘In your army you left field commanders certain initiative. But a German general had to go to Berlin if he wanted even minor modifications in the plan of battle.’

When, later, I told a friend, Carlton Laughs, the von Manteuffel story over the phone, he said: ‘That’s the Germans all right.’

Laughs had just arrived in Paris after a week in Stuttgart where he produced a breakdance and rap spectacular: ‘I’ll give you another example. The show was televised by German TV. One camera was in our way and we asked the operator to move a couple of inches. Inches. Would you believe that he had to call over the director and the producer so they could approve it first? “Just following orders,” he said.’

The story doesn’t hold. A cameraman anywhere might have done the same thing. It’s always easy to find objective proof of preconceived prejudice. I admit to mixed feelings about Germany. I suppose I have a weak spot for German comfort. Oiled, upholstered, over-designed, muted, the country glides along nicely on certain levels. The phones work, heating systems are adequate, the cities are orderly and quiet and there’s a special soothing solidity to German residential suburbs. Trouble is, everyone over sixty should be bugged. You never know. There is something soiled about a place where youths can’t be sure about their grandparents. And I suppose you could call it ‘fat’ rather than ‘solid’. They are proud of their fat. Fat is essential to German comfort. They snarl when it’s threatened.

I held the receiver away from my ear as Laughs warmed up to the subject: ‘The promoter implied that business would have been better if our artists had been white. Imagine, white rappers! The Germans are all racist. That’s hardly news, but you hear a lot of nice things about young Germans, and frankly I don’t see it. You get the feeling that if the hot water doesn’t come on this morning the Nazis could be back tomorrow afternoon. They’re so easily manipulated. It’s in the culture. Everybody’s a cop. I was parking my car illegally and a woman picked up an SOS phone on the spot to fink to the precinct.

‘Listen, my wife and I took a walk one afternoon. We were staying in a hotel in the suburbs and there was this large, beautiful park nearby. You know, little walk in the park. We heard a lot of commotion and when we got closer there were three guys wearing thick gloves and special padded sleeves and trousers training German attack dogs. The dogs were snarling. So were the guys.’

I took leave of the major around six, drove to Aachen, checked into a hotel, drew a hot bath, opened my reading file and pulled out a photocopy of ‘Swing and Nigger Music Must Disappear’ by ‘Buschmann’ from the 6 November 1938 edition of a Stettin newspaper:

Disgusting things are going on, disguised as ‘entertainment’. We have no sympathy for fools who want to transplant jungle music to Germany. In Stettin, like other cities, one can see people dancing as though they suffer from stomach pains. They call it ‘swing’. This is no joke. I am overcome with anger.

These people are mentally retarded. Only niggers in some jungle would stomp like that. Germans have no nigger in them. The pandemonium of swing fever must be stopped.

We are not prudes, on the contrary. Everybody should work to do their part in building a greater Reich, but after this work they have the right to enjoy themselves. People who cannot enjoy themselves cannot work properly either. We are not afraid to say ‘yes’ to life.

Everyone should be able to enjoy the entertainment they prefer. One goes to the opera in the evening, another to the cinema, a third to the theatre. Maybe a boy wants to go out and dance with his girlfriend. Well and good. But there are limits.

Impresarios who present swing dancing should be put out of business. Swing orchestras that play hot, scream on their instruments, stand up to solo and other cheap devices are going to disappear. Nigger music must disappear.

Then I went to hear Blow Black. Except for a few cats on stools, the club was empty around ten when Blow Black finally arrived. The music should have started hours ago. The customers had all gone home. The gentle snow had turned to pounding rain, though there were still intense flurries inside Blow’s nose. He went directly to the men’s room mumbling something about ‘an act of God on the autobahn’.

Blow had been on staff with a Düsseldorf radio and TV house orchestra with paid vacations, medical insurance and a retirement plan since we had both arrived in Europe fifteen years ago. He works with his own band a couple of nights a week. Though he reminds himself that back home in Cleveland he’d be just one more scuffling brother, the ‘German miracle’ notwithstanding, he was coming unglued.

He decided to refuse to speak German to the orchestra leader, who complained to the union about it, and about his dreadlocks. ‘I’ll cut his neck,’ Blow fumed to the mediators, ‘before I cut my hair.’

I’ve seen it often. ‘The Claw’. Eventually, it clutches inside the heads of all hard-core cocaine users and you can almost see it through the scalp. I don’t understand why people in general and creative people in particular pay so much money to put themselves in such a state. It is the perfect state of mind for robbing a bank. When the owner, who seemed civilized and on strong moral and legal ground, refused to pay, Blow screamed ‘Fucking Nazi!’ He landed a right cross on the owner’s chin before throwing his trumpet through a plate-glass window.

‘Kraut coke!’ Blow snarled with a straight face. ‘Turns you into a fucking stormtrooper. But if they think they can make a good German out of me they’re nuts.’

[image: image]
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The Ghetto Swingers

A thick mist delayed me, and despite Otto Jung’s map I arrived on the wrong side of the Rhine from his town, Rüdesheim, near Frankfurt. The tiny car ferry crawled. The German penchant for punctuality made me jumpy. Otto had invited me for the weekend, clearing his calendar though we had never met, and I did not want to appear ungrateful.

I could barely make out the banks. Frequent mist slows Germany down. You can touch the mist, it touches you like a facecloth. But there’s a rub. The mist keeps secrets. Germany has many secrets to keep; better not see too clearly. Years ago, driving north on the autobahn from Munich, the mist lifted at dawn as I passed the sign, just another autobahn exit: ‘Dachau’. You miss the mist when it lifts.

There is something reassuring about coming out of the mist into a dry, hushed German cafe, like a secret hideaway. So much softer, if less gay, than a percussive Parisian bistro. Tinkling china, elderly ladies cutting cakes for their grandchildren, daily papers clamped on wooden racks. An evolved culture pleading for sympathy, given reluctantly. The waitress, a small woman with a big face, would not take money for my telephone call to Otto for directions.

Otto Jung’s street address consists only of the name Boosenburg, a big house in a small town. The jolly trombonist Spiegel Wilcox, one of the last survivors of the Paul Whiteman orchestra, once mailed a letter from upstate New York addressed simply: ‘To Otto who lives a stone’s throw from the Rüdesheim post office in Germany’ (in English) and it arrived.

The imposing structure is three-storeyed and square; its adjoining vineyard slopes to the Rhine. From outside, Boosenburg looks austere and even haunted, like a Charles Addams house; though the inside is clean, modernized with respect for the past, anything but spooky.

Thin, reserved, moving with grace, Otto led me through a series of tasteful salons. We passed two grand pianos, a violin case against a wall. He plays Mozart transcribed for four hands and string quartets with friends in the evening. This is the Germany of Beethoven and Thomas Mann. It can be described as aristocratic.

There were Germans who disapproved of Hitler not for his policies, but because he was low-class. Some older working-class Germans still resent Count Claus von Stauffenberg’s circle of noble Prussian officers, who failed in their plot to murder Hitler, for being snobs who ‘stabbed Germany in the back’. On the other hand, German intellectuals who oppose deployment of American nuclear missiles compare their ‘resistance’ to von Stauffenberg’s resistance to Hitler. But a recent poll found that only thirty per cent of West Germans between the ages of sixteen and twenty-nine know anything at all about any plot in July 1944. Another German secret.

When he became a serious jazz fan in 1938, teenager Otto Jung began to resent the vocals on records he collected. Singers took time away from the real thing. He was isolated in Rüdesheim; nobody cared about the real thing, there was nobody to talk to. He wrote the Elektrola company in Berlin asking for a list of strictly instrumental Benny Goodman records.

The company could not answer his question, but they passed the letter along to Berliner Hans Bluthner, another young purist who did not like singers for the same reason. Hans made the list, mailed it; they corresponded and they remain close friends today.

After the war, when Otto’s wife gave birth to a son, Hans suggested the name Lester – Lester Jung.

Hans was waiting for us on a sofa in front of a view of the misty Rhine. Unlike Otto, Hans is retired (from the construction business). He recently moved from Berlin to the nearby town of Hemsbach to be closer to his son and grandchildren. At the same time, relaxing in Boosenburg, for years a regular event, has become more convenient. The two old friends still listen to records together – old records, or new records in old styles. They listen for hours, in silence, sometimes checking personnel. Otto’s record collection is indexed and cross-referenced in a looseleaf notebook. The outgoing, heavy-set and ruddy Hans completes a sort of Saxon Laurel and Hardy duo with Otto. They often laugh, but would both seem undressed in anything but suits and ties.

‘You are the first person from the outside to be interested in this subject.’ Hans rose to shake hands. ‘Why do you suppose that is? We are so pleased you have come.’

You know jazz musicians. Heads in clouds, always late, unreliable. They had been worried I might change plans without informing them, might not show up at all. Disappointed rather than insulted by my tardiness, they were eager, hungry to talk about their youth, to reveal secret benevolence in that evil time and place.

German resistance to Nazism was not exactly a mass movement, though many now pledge retroactive allegiance. Older Germans jump at a chance to deny Nazi affiliations, but jazz is a powerful antidote and so let us be prepared to suspend disbelief.

‘Jazz meant more than just music to us during the war,’ Otto told me. ‘Please don’t take this out of context but, strange as it may sound, I remember it as a happy time.’

Otto Jung fell in love with Teddy Wilson in 1934. Other amateur musicians in his high school played in marching bands. Otto hated marching bands. He wondered why he was interested in what everybody else considered that crazy music. He was crazy about it, he must be crazy.

He transcribed Wilson’s recorded piano solos, attempted his own tentative improvisations. His friends found it interesting that he was interested in Benny Goodman. The others figured he was either a Jew-lover or crazy.

His father was a talented pianist who chose to manage the family winery, on the property behind Boosenburg, rather than a musical career. Otto, who manages it now, listened to his father play four-handed piano pieces with a family friend, composer Paul Hindemith, a frequent dinner guest before he emigrated to America.
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German Brunswick catalogue, 1939

Their maid denounced Otto’s father for listening to foreign radio stations, and she told the Gestapo that Jewish musicians frequented the house. When the Gestapo asked him about it, he said he was interested only in the music, he did not care about politics; but a weakness for Felix Mendelssohn cost Otto’s father four months in jail.

Otto listened to jazz records on the sly, copying solos and arrangements. Neither parents nor teacher approved. But after hearing his transcription of a Herman Chittison piano solo, the teacher, who was a close friend of Hindemith and performed his works in public, made a pact with Otto. He could play Hindemith and Chittison too. She was beginning to appreciate the life-affirmation in jazz, rough-and-tumble as it was. And anything the Nazis hated could not be all bad.

A fourteen-year-old Frankfurter named Horst Lippman, now a concert promoter, played jazz records for the customers in his father’s restaurant. Young fans began to gather there. Otto listened along with the others, including some impressed foreign labourers. After jazz was banned and current releases taken off the market, they continued listening to the old records and ordered new ones from France.

In 1941, they formed the Hot Club of Frankfurt. They wore blue shirts and white ties. There were gang fights with Hitler Youth in their brown and black. Club members served occasional jail sentences for delinquency.

‘In America, the acceptance of jazz was a social problem, black or white,’ Otto explained. ‘But here it was a political problem because everybody knew the Nazis did not like jazz and wanted to suppress it. That made us love it even more. We always felt that only people who were opposed to the Nazi regime could like this music.’
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