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Foreword

Leigh Kamman






Joined at the Hip: A History of Jazz in the Twin Cities heralds an intriguing record of the American jazz experience. It connects Minneapolis and St. Paul to New Orleans, Kansas City, St. Louis, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, New York, and at least a half dozen other American cities.

Author Jay Goetting invites you to explore through the years the regional significance of such artists as Lester Young, Oscar Pettiford, Ella Fitzgerald, Maria Schneider, Anthony Cox, Frank Morgan, Eric Kamau Gravatt, Paul “Doc” Evans, and Butch Thompson, as well as producers like Tom “Tippy” Morgan, who went on to Capitol Records and recorded artists such as George Shearing and Nancy Wilson.

As your guide, Goetting borrows on his experience as a practicing musician (double bassist) and as a writer, editor, radio broadcaster, and programmer. He knows the ropes, having toured nationally with Buddy Rich and worked with such luminaries as Doc Severinsen and Brazilian pianist Manfredo Fest. Goetting’s approach is based on having lived and worked in the Twin Cities music scene and on his knowledge of the players and their history. Enriching this understanding, Jay continues to perform in both the San Francisco Bay Area and Phoenix.

What fascinates me most is the range of experience Jay Goetting brings to this project. Goetting shares the performer’s view as well as the producer and administrator’s vision.

You and I begin this trip when jazz emanates from a crank phonograph or airs from a crackling radio. Or live from a Mississippi riverboat docking in St. Paul, moonlit messages trumpeted by a young Bix Beiderbecke or Louis Armstrong more than a thousand miles from the Crescent City of New Orleans.

Goetting’s jazz compass points the way for us. Come along down the decades as he takes us to the ballrooms, theaters, concert halls, radio broadcasts, after-hours bistros, roadhouses, key clubs, strip clubs, and jam sessions. Live jazz presented by big and small combos challenges the local lock on popular, folk, and classical European musical culture.

I remember the depression years, when WDGY, 1130 on the AM dial, presented “White heat, y’all!” George Carson Putnam, a St. Paul Central High School student, offered pre-hip-hop exposure to the legendary trumpet player Henry “Red” Allen and Jimmy Lunceford’s powerhouse big band. Said Putnam, “That’s something scintillating, smooth … jazz, jittery jameroo.”

Or it may have been Lester Young, soloing nightly and soulfully with Boyd Atkins and members of the Pettiford family at another Cotton Club, this one in the Minneapolis suburb of St. Louis Park. Or Benny Goodman’s touring Camel Caravan, broadcasting live on KSTP Radio and coast-to-coast from the St. Paul Orpheum Theatre with Bert Parks and KSTP’s Putnam, who later joined NBC radio in New York.

I remember Rex Stewart, Johnny Hodges, Ivy Anderson, and Herb Jeffries, and I recall Duke Ellington when he performed in the Coliseum Ballroom at Lexington and University in St. Paul. About the same time Les Brown and his big band enveloped the Club Casino of the Hotel St. Paul, broadcasting on KSTP radio and the NBC network.

Barnstorming, the Jimmy Lunceford band, on a one-nighter, blew the roof off the Eagles Hall in Minneapolis … Wham! Re-Bop-De-Boom-Bam! After hours, members of the Charlie Barnet Band jammed ’til dawn at another Clef Club, this one in Minneapolis, while bassist Oscar Pettiford sat in, later landing a long assignment that included playing Carnegie Hall with Duke Ellington.

At CBS-owned WCCO, a studio band preserved traditional and mainstream jazz in a weekly broadcast series arranged by Vince Bastien and featuring brother Biddy Bastien, formerly a bassist in the Gene Krupa Band in the days of Anita O’Day and Roy Eldridge.

I recall nationally recognized trumpeter and cornetist Paul “Doc” Evans, founder of Mendota’s South Rampart Street Club and the Bloomington Symphony, transplanting the world of Bix Beiderbecke and Louis Armstrong for an audience sitting outdoors at Minneapolis’s Walker Art Center.

Threepenny Opera memories! Ella Fitzgerald shook out a lead sheet prepared by singer-composer and Atlantic recording artist Patty McGovern, a St. Paul native, for a world-class takeoff on “Mack the Knife.” The setting was Freddy’s in downtown Minneapolis on Sixth Street. Three weeks later Ella went on to Berlin with the song, and jazz history was made when her manager, Norman Granz, recorded it for his Jazz at the Philharmonic series.

Musical events like these signaled a remarkable lowering of barriers for jazz. No longer did residents and visiting firemen swing, stomp, and listen only to country songs, polkas, and schottisches generated by Slim Jim, Whoopee John, the Six Fat Dutchmen, and Fezz Fritsche’s Goose Town Band. No longer were ballroom, club, and concert venues reserved exclusively for opera, symphony, chamber music, and ballet buffs.



These days, a night on the town in the Twin Cities may offer a grand, concert-hall setting for jazz, such as Wynton Marsalis and the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra playing in Minneapolis’s Orchestra Hall. Across the river, Billy Taylor and the Vocal Essence team produce a tribute to Martin Luther King at St. Paul’s Ordway Center. In a more intimate setting, McCoy Tyner or Dave Brubeck appear at the University of Minnesota’s Ted Mann Concert Hall.

In a truly intimate environment, where people listen to and acknowledge the music, artist Roy Haynes performs and records his tribute staged at Kenny Horst’s Artists’ Quarter in St. Paul. Back in Minneapolis at the Nicollet Mall’s Dakota Jazz Club listeners can spend a night with Charles Lloyd or a new voice for jazz piano, Eldar Djangirov, compliments of club proprietor Lowell Pickett.

In St. Paul off Mears Park, Steve Heckler and his group spearhead a campaign for jazz during the annual Twin Cities Jazz Festival. In 2009 the journey from New Orleans to the headwaters of the Mississippi found Allen Toussaint, Esperanza Spalding, and Jon Weber headlining and broadcasting live on KBEM-FM (Jazz 88) from St. Paul’s Lowertown. This is a rich jazz scene.

Now, with another barrier down, Twin Cities middle and high school students get exposure to the jazz experience. Curriculum and opportunities expand as students study musical scores, sight-read, improvise, and perform beyond the repertoire of the formal European orchestra, chamber groups, and marching bands. Students begin digging the world of improvisation and its jazz roots. Their inspirations are Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis, Art Tatum, Teddy Wilson, Thelonious Monk, Stan Kenton, Benny Goodman, Oscar Peterson, and a host of others.

To the Twin Cities’ jazz life, add this startling connection: live theater becomes a catalyst and messenger for jazz language. In 2009 St. Paul’s internationally recognized Penumbra Theatre presented August Wilson’s full plays, which are deeply rooted in jazz and the blues. Penumbra hosted Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, the New York Drama Critics’ Best Play of the Year, along with The Piano Lesson, winner of the 1990 Pulitzer Prize for Drama. Brendon Gill in the New Yorker called Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, “A genuine work of art.”

The Twin Cities’ jazz experience reflects a century-long jazz journey from the outflow to the headwaters of the Mississippi. Who knows how many hours musicians invested in creating and delivering and translating this music and its messages on the journey from New Orleans, where some of its roots were planted, by way of Kansas City, St. Louis, Chicago, New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Detroit, Cleveland, and other cities?

In Joined at the Hip: A History of Jazz in the Twin Cities, Jay Goetting documents—and stimulates—the geopolitical evolution of jazz, its audiences, and its artists from country roads to urban centers. To quote Edward Kennedy Ellington, the Duke, “The music, Jazz, is a call for Freedom!! Freedom!!!”

I invite you to read on!



Leigh Kamman

THE JAZZ IMAGE™


    Introduction and Acknowledgments

Anyone who gets involved with jazz on a more-than-casual basis finds the music becomes an integral part of his or her existence. Jazz pervades the psyche. Jazz becomes an obsession.

Jazz players certainly know this. Serious listeners experience it. Writers, critics, and chroniclers of the art also know the feeling. I’ve been fortunate to fall into each of those categories over my lifetime. It was love of the music and an obvious unfilled need that led me to write this book.

About the time I retired as a reporter for the Napa Valley Register, I was visiting my native Twin Cities and reading City of Gabriels, Dennis Owsley’s jazz history of St. Louis. In chatting with a good friend, pianist Ron Seaman, we noted there were published histories of the jazz scenes in the usual suspects—New Orleans, New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, even Portland, Seattle, Detroit, and Memphis—but nothing for the Twin Cities.

With newfound time on my hands, a grasp of the craft of wordsmanship, and the jazz obsession, I launched this project. I sent questionnaires to dozens of musicians and those in the know, and then began interviewing key players. Seaman recalled that two fellows had started a similar project in the early 1990s. One of them, Dave Sletten, had met an untimely death from melanoma in 2000. The other, Kent Hazen, lacked time to take the book any further.

I contacted Dave’s wife, Catharine Sletten, and after a sort of “job interview,” she seemed pleased that someone was able to pick up the gauntlet. She gave my efforts her blessing. My initial meeting with Kent Hazen produced similar encouragement. They gave me full access to the boxes of clippings, notes, hundreds of hours of recorded—but largely untranscribed—interviews, and assorted memorabilia they had amassed. After Dave’s death the materials had been housed at the Minnesota Historical Society in St. Paul.

With little written history of Twin Cities jazz available, the real treasure trove was the boxes of recordings and transcripts of dozens of interviews done mostly in the early and mid-1990s on KBEM radio by Dave and Kent for their series, Twin Cities Jazz Remembered. The informal single and group interviews, although occasionally imprecise, provide a wealth of material and emotional insight from some key players and observers of Twin Cities jazz, many of whom have since departed.

It is my hope that one day both the sound recordings and the transcripts, along with photographs and other material, will be publicly available in the archives of the Minnesota Historical Society and perhaps even at the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University in Newark, New Jersey, where assistant director Ed Berger was most helpful during my research visit. Both could serve as effective repositories for this valuable material.

Kent Hazen has become a real jazz friend, and he has continued to be “on call,” reading my manuscript, offering editorial suggestions, and helping fact-check bits of history, names, and places. He has my sincere appreciation. Thanks also go to Jan Pearson, who meticulously and accurately transcribed many interviews.

While I’ve known radio personality Leigh Kamman for many years, this project brought us in touch regularly. Kamman has been active in the Twin Cities jazz world since the mid-twentieth century, and he has an encyclopedic knowledge of the jazz scene. I’ve enjoyed chatting with him and hearing that great voice, known to so many radio jazz fans over the years.

The folks at the Minnesota Historical Society Press have been a joy. And don’t think I’m not really pleased to have a publisher excited about the project from day one. No knocking on doors with manuscript in hand. No letters of rejection. My original editor, Marilyn Ziebarth, got me off to a good start and ready for editor in chief Ann Regan, who has continued the encouragement. We all miss production manager Will Powers, who helped the book with format and graphics ideas and his more than passing fancy for the music we love before his sudden death in 2009.

Of course, thanks go to family and friends whom I believe understood when I said, “Sorry, can’t do it … working on the book.”

The full story of jazz’s evolution in the Twin Cities—which paralleled national trends beginning with Dixieland early in the twentieth century and moving on to include swing in the thirties, bebop in the early forties, and later styles known variously as cool, avant-garde, progressive, and free jazz—would require an encyclopedic work. While I’ve done my best to fill these pages with the names, places, and events of jazz significance for the better part of a century, many invariably were missed or ended up on the proverbial cutting-room floor. For that I apologize, but I am also gratified that the Twin Cities has produced such a wealth of talent over the decades.
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Cruising Up the River







“In this bright future you can’t forget your past.”

   —BOB MARLEY



It was a new sound. A different and exciting sound. Music that a person walking in downtown St. Paul before World War I had never heard before. It was a little like ragtime, a little like the old banjo-minstrel music, a bit like the brass-band music heard Sunday afternoons at the bandshell up the hill from the river. There was exuberance to it. Something that made a person near the steamboat landing quicken his step, even on a hot and humid July evening.

Wafting from the big sternwheeler at the Mississippi River landing at the foot of Jackson Street, which bustled until ice froze the river, came music that was brand new to these riverbanks. Jazz had stolen ashore, and it was quickly establishing a beachhead in the hearts and minds of curious Twin Cities residents.

Jazz didn’t originate in St. Paul, of course. Nor did it necessarily even begin two thousand miles down the Mississippi in New Orleans, although it certainly had strong roots there. If jazz was already being played in St. Paul or its neighbor, Minneapolis, there is no record of this in the earliest years. And if jazz was born in the late nineteenth century, it was still in its infancy at the dawn of the twentieth.

In the beginning, jazz was a relatively simple music with multicultural origins. It was music that would have had an impact on people within earshot, and their reactions certainly would have been mixed: a combination of smiles, frowns, blank stares, and puzzled looks. New things are often greeted that way.

[image: img]

The first jazz in the Twin Cities was likely heard near the foot of St. Paul’s Jackson Street, where riverboats from as far south as New Orleans made their northernmost stop. Bix Beiderbecke and Louis Armstrong performed with these early bands.

Minneapolis already boasted an opera house, art galleries, and a professional symphony orchestra, and both cities were noted for fondly supporting all manner of musical and artistic endeavors. So when that first hypothetical group of jazz musicians played there in the new twentieth century, the seeds they sowed fell on fertile ground.

Modern listeners transported back to this July day in the early 1900s might not recognize the music they heard as “jazz” since its parameters have evolved dramatically. The music played on the boats that traveled up and down the Mississippi and Ohio rivers was not strictly jazz of the improvised variety. Musicians inclined toward jazz had to sneak in its musical elements wherever and whenever they could. They might send little signals to one another and then subtly change the rhythm or judiciously insert improvised solos when they dared. Most riverboat bands probably performed stock arrangements of popular songs preferred by the boats’ operators.
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While St. Paul started out as more a jazz hub than its western neighbor, Minneapolis was growing, and its cosmopolitan atmosphere contributed to the growth of live music and jazz.

Big riverboats had traveled up and down the Upper Mississippi since the middle of the nineteenth century. They had helped build important hubs of commerce and social activity in cities such as St. Louis, Davenport, Iowa, and even La Crosse, Wisconsin. It was in the latter where one large boat, the J. S., burned to the waterline in 1910. The J. S., built for excursions in 1901, was operated by the Streckfus brothers, who encouraged patrons to call it the “Jess.” Some maintain that this boat nickname was the origination of the term jazz. Of course, pianist Jelly Roll Morton laid claim to having invented jazz music several years earlier. Morton, said music historian Irving Kolodin, rode a boat upriver to St. Paul in 1908.

Others assert that jazz, or the earlier spelling, jass, is a corruption of a term associated with sexual intercourse and that it dates to the early years when it entertained patrons in bordellos. In fact, although the word surfaced before the turn of the twentieth century, jazz was not a term in general use. Its first known appearance in a lyric was in the 1909 song “Uncle Josh in Society,” which included the line, “One lady asked me if I danced the jazz.” In some circles it was treated like many other four-letter words—with disdain. Etude Magazine in 1924 noted, “If the truth were known about the origin of the word ‘jazz,’ it would never be mentioned in polite society.”

Early jazz music was a hybrid of Western European, African, and Caribbean music synthesized and interpreted in great part by African American musicians. One jazz predecessor, ragtime, which “ragged” or syncopated the beat of popular marches, peaked shortly after the turn of the twentieth century with the music of Scott Joplin and others. Although it was notated music, it probably opened up some listeners’ and players’ ears to the possibility of experimentation and playing music off the page. But jazz’s multiracial and multicultural origins probably stoked polite late-Victorian society to view it as an embarrassing bastard, even a threat to the purity of white culture and civilization.

Music heard on riverboats like the J. S. may have offered a respite from this rigidity. The J. S. and its sister ships were operated by the four Streckfus brothers, at least two of whom were musicians themselves. They often hand-picked their musicians. Among them was Fate Marable of Paducah, Kentucky, who ran the band on the J. S. beginning in 1907. Marable is often credited with bringing trumpeter Louis Armstrong aboard the riverboats, although John Streckfus likely ordered Marable to make the hire.

Louis Armstrong told New Orleans friends that in 1918 he planned to play on the steamer Sidney between New Orleans and Minneapolis. The following year, eighteen-year-old Armstrong probably saw the Twin Cities for the first time. This gave Twin Citians their first opportunity to hear a future jazz legend. Armstrong spent the better part of three years on riverboats but little time in St. Paul and Minneapolis, since he preferred the ambience of St. Louis, which later became his jumping-off point to Chicago and points east. An old-timer who played cornet in Weegee’s Entertainers band downriver in Wabasha, Minnesota, said Armstrong played on excursion boats and “when the [riverboat] approached a town, the band would be out on the deck playing.”

Many musicians including Armstrong, who called the riverboats his “university,” learned to read music by playing stock arrangements of the “pretty” music that filled the boats’ dance floors. But was this really jazz music? The Streckfus family, reflecting the era’s traditions and racism, preferred genteel, broadly accepted music associated with danceable sounds, not the “hot” music the musicians played in New Orleans. The function of the riverboat bands was to please and entertain, not to proselytize this new style of music. That the latter actually happened was an unexpected and most beneficial side effect.
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Louis Armstrong (third from right) told New Orleans friends he would be heading up the river to Minneapolis when he joined the Fate Marable band in 1918. Aboard the SS Capitol, he and the other musicians mug for the camera: (left to right) Henry Kimball, Boyd Atkins, Marable, John St. Cyr, David Jones, Norman Mason, Armstrong, Norman Brashear, and “Baby” Dodds.

Early Minneapolis musician Tela Burt said in an interview that work for Twin Cities musicians on the boats was limited. Burt, a black saxophone player born in 1891 in Warrenton, North Carolina, moved to Minneapolis in 1912. The boats were good for some gigs, he said, and he “played a lot of those boat excursions on the Mississippi. But the big boats brought their own bands. They’d come up here and play and go back to New Orleans.”

[image: img]

A young Tela Burt came to the Twin Cities in 1912.

Most band members aboard the riverboats were African Americans. They rehearsed new music almost daily. Armstrong was the only one who soloed in Fate Marable’s band on the steamer Sidney. Music historian Dennis Owsley in City of Gabriels, a jazz history of St. Louis, claims that “the romantic notion about jazz being played on the riverboats is false. There is little doubt, however, that the musicians did play jazz when they landed in cabarets and other halls.”

Playing with Armstrong aboard the riverboat Sidney was Boyd Atkins, a musician born in New Orleans who later settled in Minneapolis for a time. Atkins played violin in Marable’s aggregation and later became well known as an arranger and sax player at the Cotton Club and the El Patio (pronounced “PAY-show”) in suburban Minneapolis. Playing with Atkins were then-local luminaries Lester Young, Rook Ganz, Harry Pettiford, and Adolphus Alsbrook.

Another famous jazz pioneer, influential cornetist Bix Beiderbecke, first heard jazz around the steamboat landings in his native Davenport, Iowa. Born in 1903, he came to the Twin Cities at least once during his short-lived career on the water. He was aboard the 228-foot Majestic during its last full year of operation, playing cornet and piano for just two weeks in 1921 with the Plantation Jazz Orchestra. The Majestic traveled an excursion route between Davenport and St. Paul but was consumed by fire in 1922. Beiderbecke opted for land-based engagements after that, joining the Ten Capitol Harmony Syncopators under the baton of Doc Wrixon. By this time St. Paul’s steamboat landing was seeing greatly diminished commercial traffic because railroads, diesel-powered boats, and trucks were transporting goods more efficiently.

 

The pace of the dissemination of jazz across the land by live, in-person performances was necessarily slow. But the spread of jazz quickened after 1917, when the Original Dixieland Jass Band, a group of white New Orleans musicians, made the first popular jazz recordings, including “Indiana” and “Darktown Strutters’ Ball” for the Victor Talking Machine Company. Jazz recordings quickly began bringing the new music from the waterfront into the parlor. Within a decade, radio arrived in people’s homes, and with it broadcasts of dance band music. These new media combined to fan the embers of jazz into a full-blown wildfire.

In Minnesota’s capital city, the skyscraping, twelve-story St. Paul Hotel, which had opened in 1910 on Rice Park above the river, started to become a major venue in the local music scene. El Herbert’s band later made headlines when it was hired to perform there after the repeal of Prohibition, Herbert being one of the few black musicians to make a living playing in that era. (The Spanish Room on the hotel’s second floor was the site of many remote broadcasts in the early days of radio’s love affair with big bands playing swing music in the thirties and forties, and the hotel’s Gopher Grill would play host to both local musicians and road bands.)
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While documentation of early “jazz” events is rare, this 1919 photograph of Frank Pallma’s “Real ‘Jazz’ Band” was a harbinger of things to come. Personnel, left to right: Pete Bennetsen, Harry Anderson, Vic Blunck, Virgil Person, Frank Pallma, Ferd Oldre, Louis Garzon, H. Schreiber.

Musicians who came to the Twin Cities by riverboat occasionally stayed long enough for a short engagement at a number of local venues near the waterfront. Roy Robison, a native Minneapolitan whose parents were musical vaudevillians, recalled one of his earliest memories of hearing jazz in the cities. His father took Roy, who would become a prominent jazz saxophone player on the University of Minnesota campus in the early 1920s, to St. Paul to hear a jazz band perform in about 1914. “I knew what ragtime was,” he said, “but this wasn’t ragtime. This was jazz.” Most likely this unidentified jazz band had arrived in St. Paul by steamboat.

While most players would have left for milder winters and more active music scenes, Minneapolis and St. Paul had began to grow their own and to attract players from elsewhere in the Upper Midwest. Robison vividly recalled hearing music at the Nankin Cafe in downtown Minneapolis during World War I. The band was “led by Jack Ermitinger, who was a fine banjoist. He had a band that could hardly be called Dixieland. Probably it was kind of a cross between Dixieland and ragtime. But they played well and they played a lot by ear, which wasn’t too common.”

Tela Burt, one of the first black musicians in the Twin Cities to enter the jazz realm, recalled that many of his colleagues got jobs as chauffeurs when only the rich had automobiles —and even those disappeared during the winter months: “They put the cars up at Thanksgiving and took them out again at Easter. [Minneapolis’s] Nicollet Avenue was nothin’ but sleds and horses.” Burt, who lived at Twenty-seventh Avenue and Lake Street, regularly walked a long way to what would later become Minneapolis’s center of after-hours jazz, the Near Northside. It was the site of the Black Elks club, where a Mrs. McCullough taught dancing and ran a five-piece orchestra which prompted Burt’s short-lived musical career.

Burt worked at Minneapolis’s Odin Club, a gathering place for wealthy Scandinavians on Second Avenue and Sixth Street in a bank building. Prior to a stint in the army, Burt “went to work as a porter and I worked up to be bartender. Then they made me head bellman, and the next year they made me assistant manager. They called me the ‘smoked Swede’ cause I knew all the drink orders in Swedish.”

During World War I, Burt found himself in France as a supply sergeant who was responsible for ninety-eight band instruments. Only some were being used, so he began puttering with the saxophone. When he returned to the Twin Cities, he studied at MacPhail School of Music and took saxophone lessons from Chester Groth (before Groth established his well-known downtown Minneapolis music store). Burt began playing professionally around 1920. He called the sax “a clown instrument” but admired one of the top players of the day, Rudy Wiedoeft. Burt said that when Wiedoeft “played the sax, you thought it was a cello. I used to practice my tone from him. I got every record I could when he was playing.” Roy Robison recalled that Wiedoeft was his father’s friend: “When I was a kid, Rudy sent me an autographed picture and wished me well. I used to play one of his saxophone solos, maybe ‘Saxophobia.’ Later, I got to think of them as sort of old hat and corny. They were written saxophone solos.”

Bass player Dave Faison, who knew Tela Burt in the early thirties, recalled a number of musicians who traveled up the Mississippi to the Twin Cities. The players on one steamer included Chet Gould on bass, Paul Cooper on piano, Stan Fritz on trombone, Nels Laxal on trumpet, Kenny Driscoll on drums, and Pappy Trester. All were considered good Dixieland musicians, but Faison added that they could vary their styles: “They used to do land office business every night … Before Spike Jones was ever known, the Twin Cities was the novelty band capital.” Vic Sell was one of the riverboat musicians. Fate Marable, who was aboard the riverboat Sidney around 1919, would spend summers on the Upper Mississippi. Later, in 1937 when Freddie Fisher and his Schnickelfritz Band “came up from Winona … and was discovered by Rudee Vallee’s agent at the Midway Gardens, it got him in a couple of movies.”

[image: img]

Tela Burt, at 103, shows off musical memorabilia dating back nearly seventy-five years. He was interviewed in his Minneapolis home by Dave Sletten and Kent Hazen in 1994. He died the following year.

Lawyer Ken Green, who was a pianist of some repute when boogie-woogie was becoming popular on the University of Minnesota campus, recalled hearing the song “Darkness on the Delta” in 1933 emanating from the Capitol steamer docked in St. Paul: “You’d go down to the foot of Jackson Street from downtown St. Paul, much the same as it still is. The boat would have cruises in the afternoon and at night … In a way it was a god-awful trip because of the sewage in the Mississippi River … You went by South St. Paul where the smell of those packing plants was frightful. You stayed inside.” He remembered mostly, though, being “very excited because they had this black band on there, and I thought it was going to be Louis Armstrong. I was disappointed it wasn’t Armstrong, but these guys were good.”
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Jazz, Jazz Everywhere—
and Not a Drop to Drink







“Suddenly there’s work. There’s tons of work for jazz musicians. Prohibition is loosening up morals. It’s doing exactly the opposite of what it was supposed to do.”

—GARY GIDDINS, critic and writer



In 1920, St. Paul author F. Scott Fitzgerald had just completed writing This Side of Paradise, a touchstone novel that came to symbolize the post-World War I flapper-and-jazz generation. In January of the same year, the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution outlawed alcohol in the United States. Its congressional sponsor was Andrew Volstead, a Republican congressman from Minnesota (who reportedly consumed a pound of chewing tobacco every day).

During the “Noble Experiment” legislating liquor consumption, alcohol went underground. Drinks became not impossible to get, just more difficult—depending on whom you knew and where you were. And jazz followed alcohol underground. Despite the clandestine nature of the music and its performance venues, what emerged came to be known as “The Jazz Age.” According to Fitzgerald, during Prohibition, “the parties were bigger … the pace was faster … and the morals were looser.” Jazz and “jazzy” music became the popular music of the day—a phenomenon that would last into the so-called “Swing Era” of the thirties, through Prohibition’s repeal in 1933, and on into the forties.

In the Twin Cities during Prohibition, speakeasies, after-hours joints, and “private” clubs serving liquor and playing jazz opened their doors and blossomed.

Even though alcohol was rarely served in many ballrooms and larger establishments before alcohol was outlawed, the legal ban seemed to tempt owners to bend the law. Saxophonist Frankie Roberts said, “There was no difference between then and now. People brought their own and bought setups. Speakeasies were not as classy as the hotels and clubs. You bought liquor from the speakeasies.”

Roberts often played for gangsters and underworld figures: “There was an all-night place in St. Paul—Chicago hoodlums used to come there when the heat was on them. We’d go up there several nights a week and just play for tips. They’d say, ‘Hey, play “Melancholy Baby,”’ and lay a sawbuck on us, y’know?” Violence could be part of the burgeoning underworld, and at one downtown speakeasy, Roberts “saw a sawed-off shotgun and thought the minute he moves toward it, I’m climbing over the upright piano … There were some pretty tough boys there. There were shootings. They found some of those boys in the alley.”

Nettie Hayes Sherman, who played piano at the speakeasy Than’s in downtown St. Paul in the 1920s, said syndicate members were well-dressed and good tippers: “The Chicago mob was active in St. Paul … and Than’s was a powerhouse. It was the place to go to be with people who were well known in St. Paul. Than was a protector of the mob. There was a house rule that no one was to be called by their name, so it was safe for frequenters such as Tommy O’Connell, John Dillinger, Baby Face Nelson, and so many others.” She recalled that Nelson had an eye for her. One night she was “being tormented by a black customer. The man yelled to me, ‘Honey, can you play “Shortnin’ Bread”?’ Baby Face Nelson walked up behind the man, picked him up by his shirt collar, and threw him onto the street.” Not long after, Baby Face proposed to her. “Of course I told the man no,” Sherman said.

The syndicate, she said, “used to come to St. Paul, which they called the ‘City of the Lam(b)s,’ after pulling a job … They would stay at a mansion on White Bear Lake, and at night they would come out and head for Than’s. They mingled with the crowd and no one knew the better for it … Those gangsters looked just like anyone else. They dressed in very fine suits and hats. They looked like businessmen. John Dillinger, for example … You just wouldn’t know they were gangsters unless you got to know them and they trusted you.”
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Frankie Roberts, born in 1905, was coming into his own musically when the Roaring Twenties and Prohibition were at their peak. Playing for underworld figures was commonplace. He eventually became one of the most in-demand musicians to hail from the Twin Cities.

Isadore Blumenfeld, who became known as “Kid Cann,” grew up at Sixteenth and Franklin avenues in Minneapolis. He had at least three nightspots on the city’s Near Northside. Most nightclubs and after-hours places were “key clubs” with strictly controlled memberships. Tela Burt recalled that the “key clubs were nothin’ but millionaire clubs where guys brought their secretaries … and those guys had all the liquor you could think of. They even played roulette out there, had gambling and everything.” Burt said that in Excelsior on Lake Minnetonka, just west of Minneapolis, “They had a policeman at the gate, and they had one when you entered the place. Nobody could get in unless he was a key member.” Burt said he’d “play all night on Saturday nights. I’d come back with thirty or forty dollars in my pocket Sunday morning. And they had a whole gang of them places. They had one down there in South St. Paul. They had another one about twenty miles south of St. Paul.”

Burt also played music at Kid Cann’s establishments on the Near Northside, though Burt recalled, “We just called it ‘Sixth and Lyndale North,’ that’s all … Downstairs they had a luncheon, and upstairs they had the dance hall. Cann used to come and sit right in front of the orchestra. He used to give us tips. He had a lot of money.” Kid Cann later ran operations from his Flame Night Club and Cafe headquarters at 1523 Nicollet Avenue (later known as Club Carnival). By 1942, the FBI had tagged Cann as “the overlord of the Minneapolis underworld.” Pianist and vocalist Jeanne Arland Peterson, matriarch of one of the Twin Cities’ premier music families, met Kid Cann when she was starting out in the late 1930s.

Although little evidence exists to substantiate the claim by newspaperman Walter Liggett that Governor Floyd B. Olson’s administration had ties to Kid Cann and other gangsters, Nettie Sherman recalled a strange meeting between Olson and Baby Face Nelson: “Floyd was sitting in a booth when Baby Face joined him … I watched the two of them talking for about two or three hours about lord knows what … Neither one had the slightest idea who he was talking to.” In 1935 Liggett was gunned down, allegedly by Cann, who was never convicted of the murder. Ironically, the busy thoroughfare that crosses Sixth and Lyndale North is known as Floyd B. Olson Memorial Highway.

Downtown St. Paul hosted another popular club of the time, the Green Lantern, where Red Dougherty played piano. Red recalled that John Dillinger might place a hundred-dollar bill on the piano in the company of Baby Face Nelson. Nelson, according to Red, played twenties-style ragtime and bar room piano. Drummer and vibraharpist Eddie Tolck played the Green Lantern with Dougherty and Chief McElroy on drums. Tolck described the venue as a place “where gangsters hung out,” including, on occasion, Al Capone. “They’d sit in a booth and divvy up money and sometimes deal with the St. Paul police. Gangsters didn’t bother the general populace,” said Tolck. “All the violence was within themselves.”

St. Paul was known as a safe city for gangsters during the 1930s. Journalist Susan Berman, who chronicled the activities of her gangster-father, Davie Berman, wrote in Easy Street, “For bribes of thirty-five dollars and upwards, and a promise not to commit any crimes within a fifty-mile radius of the city, the gangsters were safe. The police would look the other way.”

Prior to Mayor Hubert Humphrey’s city cleanup in the 1940s, Minneapolis officials were also known for looking the other way where mobsters were concerned. After-hours gambling clubs were everywhere, many of them featuring local musicians playing jazz. The “class” locations of the day had their share of underworld activity, too. Davie Berman was said to have operated his racing book out of a second-floor “office” at the Radisson Hotel and later at the Dyckman Hotel. Kid Cann owned the Williams Bar, where cornetist Doc Evans later played, and was said to have come in once a week to check the books with gangster Lucky Luciano at his side.

Player Roy Robison said that during Prohibition, “there was a lot of drinking, of course … and inevitably a bootlegger outside when you went in. He sold moonshine to whoever went by. I was standing out there during intermission, when somebody inquired about getting some moonshine and asked, ‘Is it any good?’ The dealer pointed to somebody laid out on the car seat and said, ‘Is it any good? He was drinking it.’ Out cold.” (Drugs, Robison said, were relatively uncommon, although by the thirties, marijuana may have been making an appearance.) Robison said Curly Shapiro, who owned and ran the thriving after-hours spot Curly’s at Sixth and Hennepin, wore a tuxedo and went “legit” after the amendment was repealed. When authorities “finally started to enforce after-hours drinking … Curly had the bright idea of serving drinks in coffee cups. You would come in at 1:30 at Curly’s, and here would be all these people sitting around drinking liquor but it seemed like they were drinking coffee.” (Curly’s later become the House of Hastings Restaurant, then Jimmy Hegg’s Starlight Club, before it burned down in 1958.)

 

During the 1920s Tela Burt’s calendar stayed full: “I’d have two or three gigs every weekend. There was no radio or nothin’. People didn’t hear any music, see, and you could take five numbers and play them for a year, and nobody ever wondered what was happening. But when radio come out in 1921 or ’22 and they started hearing these new pieces, they started asking you to play this and play that. The first four or five years when I had my orchestra, I had a repertoire of about fifteen pieces. And when I quit, in 1934, I had a repertoire of about forty.” Burt called himself a “mechanical musician.” He and his bandmates read from scores and did not improvise.

Hotels in St. Paul and Minneapolis provided opportunities for men like Burt to work musically, and otherwise. Blacks dominated the porter, bellman, and kitchen posts. Unusual for the period, Burt played Minneapolis’s Leamington Hotel at a time when most of the players were white. While the music Burt and others played in clubs and hotels might not have been true jazz, it was certainly “jazzy,” and it was laying the groundwork for more improvisational sounds to come.

In these early years, jazz was primarily dance music, not “concert” music for listening. Dance halls provided a home for larger musical groups, such as one called the Arcadia (also known as the Track). Burt said, “Maybe two or three times a year I’d have a big band. I’d get that dance hall in front of the courthouse. I’d have twelve or fourteen pieces. We never played over five men in the clubs, but down at the dancing school we had eight—they called it the Palms, at 242 Nicollet and right on the corner, upstairs. Women were available to dance with customers at ten cents a dance. A fellow named Stocking ran the place—I played there from 1924 to ’28 … four nights a week. That was called a practice dance. And that was open to men only. The girls received two and a half cents of the ten.”

Art Landry’s Curtis Hotel Orchestra is often credited with bringing dancing to the Minneapolis club and restaurant scene in 1919. Landry’s was also said to be the first Minneapolis orchestra to record commercially, initially on the Gennett label and later for the Victor Talking Machine Company. Few, if any, of the musicians in these recording bands were Minnesotans. Landry left the Twin Cities alone to seek his fortune back east, where he formed new bands, some of whose early recordings have survived.

One important Twin Cities venue, the Marigold Gardens (later Ballroom), began its long life in 1919 on Nicollet Avenue between Thirteenth and Grant. The spot became so popular in the 1920s and 1930s that Nicollet streetcars stopped directly in front—in the middle of the block—to let off dancers. The Marigold’s prominent sign promised, “Never Grow Old Dancing at the Marigold.” Big names played there, while local bands like Cece Hurst and Norvy Mulligan kept the regulars coming back for more. Over the years some three hundred “Cupid Club” couples who met at the room danced all the way to the altar.

In the 1920s Tela Burt played several times at the Marigold, which was by far the largest hall around. He also played at Minneapolis’s South Side Club, on Twelfth Avenue at Third Street, on Monday nights. Burt’s favorite player to call for work was Sidney Williams, whom he described as “the best piano player I guess Minnesota ever produced. He wrote music and played, and he had a studio in Minneapolis. He was the first guy I ever played with.” Williams recorded several impressive two-fisted solo piano sides for Victor Records in the early 1930s.

Another pianist with Burt, Clarence Johnson, had a hard time because he was unable to read music. “He couldn’t read note one, but if he heard a piece he could sit down and play,” Burt explained. Johnson “formed a band here called the ‘Shortnecks.’ None of them could read music, and brother, they could play. From the 1920s up until the ’30s, they had about six or seven pieces, but normally if you couldn’t read, you didn’t play with us. See, you had to read.”

Other popular early Twin Cities ballrooms included the Arcadia in Minneapolis, across from the courthouse on Fifth Street. In St. Paul, the Coliseum Ballroom, owned by John Lane and adjacent to Lane’s Boulevards of Paris, one of the cities’ finest nightclubs, was located at University and Lexington. The Coliseum, built as an ice rink in 1918, was known for music at all hours of the day and night. When it eventually met its demise, a portion of the building was used for the left-field wall at Lexington Park, home of the St. Paul Saints baseball club.
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Sid Williams, a highly regarded keyboard artist in the 1920s, recorded for Victor Records and ran St. Paul’s Como Theater, which opened in 1926 “with colored management.”
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Red Maddock fronted the Lloyd Cowden Band at the Trianon Ballroom, at Nicollet and Lake in Minneapolis, in 1933. Another Trianon venue was located south of the Twin Cities. Left to right: Arne Gilbertson, piano; Wally Schultz, basses; Sam Giltner, guitar; Buzz Nelson, drums; front row: saxes, Marv Wells, Bud Pike, Lloyd Cowden; back row: Barney Bakula, trumpet; Franklyn Miller, trumpet; Harold Moer, trombone; Ryan “Dutch” Fries, trombone; George “Red” Maddock, dancer and vocals.

Lesser-known Twin Cities ballrooms during Prohibition and in the 1930s included the Oxford on Selby in St. Paul, the Trianon south of the cities, and the Eagle Lake Pavilion northwest of Minneapolis near Osseo. Major hotels also had large rooms with dance floors that they called “ballrooms,” and dance pavilions popped up at Lake Minnetonka, Excelsior, and White Bear Lake north of St. Paul. Even the Crystal Ballroom in Fargo, North Dakota, was known in the Twin Cities. Duke Ellington’s Orchestra made a well-known live recording there in 1940 that included such Ellington standards as “Mooche,” “Ko-Ko,” and “Mood Indigo.” Sid Williams ran the Como Theater in St. Paul, which opened in 1926 “with colored management.” On the bill were Reginald Denny in Rolling Home, along with dancers Whiting and Willis, the “Masters of Syncopation.” Jane Green was listed as a top jazz vocalist singing “The Blues.”

Tela Burt recalled other musicians from the twenties including the Curry boys, Paul on violin and Charles on trumpet. They were members of Burt’s band called the Unique Syncopators. The brothers’ sister, Nelly Curry, sang. George True, who eventually left the Twin Cities for Seattle, was the band’s drummer, and player Bill Moore moved to Canada. “I used to do bookings, and I had fifty or sixty musicians to book on my list,” said Burt. “About four or five were white. I always had a mix in my band. I had a sousaphone player; he was white. I had a trumpet player; he said he had Negro blood in him, but nobody would believe it if you claimed you had Negro blood. But he was one of the best trumpet players in town. I had him for about three or four years. And that guy, he couldn’t play unless he had half a pint of liquor in him, but he could play more trumpet than you ever heard. We called him ‘Red.’ He had red hair.”

Burt felt he had to keep the fact that he played jazz concealed from his family because his father, a minister, didn’t approve. Burt did not associate much with other players off the bandstand, and his colleagues who made their living playing were often hard drinkers and carousers. Burt gave up playing in 1934 and married his second wife, Edythe Smith, in 1940. He claimed that Duke Ellington married her sister (historical accounts refute this). Burt said, “Duke used to come here whenever he’d play, he’d come over to my house. If I had still been playing, he would have taken me into his orchestra.” Burt, who eventually had some success in real estate, organized marching bands and baseball teams and was active in the Johnny Baker Post of the American Legion before his death in 1995 at age 104.

 

In the years when Burt’s bookings were at their peak, fraternities and sororities at the University of Minnesota helped provide occasions for would-be musicians to develop their skills. Burt remembered at least a half dozen parties each weekend. Musicians welcomed jobs playing for Greek-society rushes, “sunlight hops,” and post-game socials, as well as the proms, balls, and formal affairs that usually called for bands of twelve pieces or more. Campus homecoming festivities were a bigger opportunity than New Year’s Eve.

Besides the professionals who played for these events, the campus hosted many student bands and orchestras. Even prior to 1920, the Minnesota Daily student newspaper listed such groups as the Casey Red Campus Dance Orchestra, Rawhide Murphy’s Stupendous Orchestra, the Campus Syncopaters, and the Minnesota Glee Club Jazz Band.

While the University of Minnesota campus was considered a hotbed of evolving jazz music in the Twin Cities, student musicians did not join the musicians’ union. Union members were typically older, and they depended on playing more conservative styles of music to make their living. Players often resented and felt threatened by the upstart new music that was turning the heads of the young people. Campus musicians apparently looked down their noses at the stodgier men in the American Federation of Musicians. Bad blood between the two factions was common and even tangible. Saxophonist Roy Robison said, “Those stooges that played down in the theaters, there was a certain snobbery really. They looked down on us.”

Robison said his clique of campus musicians didn’t actually play jazz: “It wasn’t jazz at all. It was just pop music … and we didn’t refer to any of the campus bands as jazz bands.” Robison’s “first exposure” to jazz was probably hearing Paul Wilke’s Orchestra, “a very fine campus band. That was probably in 1922 … A guy named [Kenny] Kramer was the trumpet player. They played somewhat of a Dixieland style, I suppose, or rather a campus style.” Reflecting back, he said, “I think there really was a University of Minnesota campus style. For instance, what Doc Evans was playing later was really Dixieland. But the style of music played on the campus in the mid-twenties was pop music and a lot of ballads, just the pop songs of the day.” (Robison also remembered that Ben Pollack’s band was “the best band that ever played regularly in the Twin Cities.” Pollack later used one of Robison’s tunes, “In the Evening,” as a theme song.)

Newspaperman Russ Roth wrote in the Minneapolis Tribune years later that the university campus was the center of jazz activities in the Twin Cities throughout the twenties. The two most popular groups were Norvy Mulligan’s and Fatso Palmer’s bands. The Palmer band, headed by Paul Wilke until 1927, like most others, went to Stiffy’s, a campus hangout, to listen to Red Nichols recordings. Stiffy Steadman’s Gopher and Joe Crane’s Bookstore in Dinkytown became places where students and campus musicians congregated to listen to Nichols, Duke Ellington, and Ben Pollack. They would copy different things from records. Even when they had to play the smooth, pretty tunes, they would use their newly borrowed licks when they gathered to play jazz for themselves. Roth wrote, “Everyone agrees that Red Nichols’ early records had the greatest influence on the course that campus Dixieland took. Much of this may have been owing to the fact that Palmer attended Culver military academy in the early twenties, where he was Nichols’ roommate.” It’s no secret that Nichols recorded more prolifically than Beiderbecke and that Nichols’s records were marketed more aggressively.

Musician and historian Carl Warmington recalled the “ultimate competition” between bands on campus. Two top groups, with at least a dozen players each, would stage a “Battle of Music.” That gave way to the “cutting contests,” which gave individual players the chance to show their stuff. Warmington said after these events, dancers and musicians alike would head for Child’s Restaurant on Nicollet Avenue, a popular spot for late-night pancakes in the early twenties. After it closed, the Rainbow Cafe on Hennepin and Lake Street became the place to go.

Instrumentation in campus bands ranged from three to eight pieces, depending on a fraternity’s or sorority’s music budget. The clarinet became popular as a doubling instrument for the saxophonist and increased the Dixieland flavor. The piano, drums, banjo or guitar, and bass, which could be a bass sax, tuba, string bass, or sousaphone, carried the rhythmic pulse. The two-beat rhythm gradually moved to four and produced a happier, more spirited brand of jazz. The horns usually played as an ensemble during the first chorus; the clarinet or sax, trumpet, and trombone followed with a chorus in that order, sometimes two or three choruses, if the spirit moved. All horns would join in the final “out-chorus.”

Warmington played with Paul Wilke’s Campus Band in the summer of 1922 on a launch, owned by Richard Putnam, that ferried groups around Lake Minnetonka. Warmington reminisced about some of the era’s popular tunes: “What exciting sounds floated across the lake as we waited in the launch for the one o’clock wind-up. Wilke’s Band played the popular tunes of the day, ‘Ja-Da,’ ‘China Boy,’ ‘The Sheik,’ and ‘Carolina in the Morning,’ but the most repeated selection was a new tune from the Broadway show Shuffle Along called ‘Running Wild.’ Over and over this song was played—encore after encore. The spirited tempo and the fascinating rhythm still bounces around in my memory after many decades. The Jazz Age was in full swing.”

John Marshall Palmer, who later became a Minneapolis attorney, had another popular band in the era. Roy Robison called Palmer “the greatest cornet player, next to Bix, that I have ever heard.” Palmer’s band featured him playing cornet, Jack Daniels on clarinet and sax, Art Goldberg on piano, Mel Wright on guitar, and Dwight Hammond on drums. Robison later took Daniels’s place on sax, while Gordie Bowen played bass sax whenever a job called for a six-piece band. “We couldn’t find a trombone player on campus who could play jazz,” Palmer said. “We had to make the bass sax do as a substitute. Our music was all instrumental. No singing. Goldberg was a magnificent pianist … He couldn’t read a note when he started with us. But we seldom, if ever, used music anyway.” It is especially high praise that the all-black union of domestic servants hired the Palmer band to play for its annual ball one year.

By the time Goldberg left the Twin Cities for Hollywood in 1934, he had established himself as one of the top keyboardists around. After going west, he adopted the professional name Arthur Morton. He had studied cello as a child, but when his mother prodded him to practice, he said, “I’d rather listen to Paul Whiteman.” Morton also cited Bix, Sam Lanin, and Boots Matern and his Musical Monkeys as influences. Years later, Morton compared the Twin Cities favorably with other centers of music around the country. Minneapolis had “the symphony. As far as I was concerned, it was the most. It was a wonderful time of my life; whether for jazz or classical [music], I was a lucky man to have grown up in Minneapolis.”

 

The music action in downtown Minneapolis began picking up as the city’s population edged up to almost 400,000. Among its popular venues were the modern Radisson Hotel, completed in 1909 between Seventh and Eighth streets by Simon and Edna Dickerson Kruse and labeled by the Minneapolis Journal “the last word in hotel perfection.” It offered good music for patrons as long as the Kruses ran it (until 1934). Nearby were two vaudeville houses, the Orpheum and the Miles Theater (later known as the Century).

The Radisson’s first major dining and entertainment space was the Chateau Room, which featured a quintet of Minneapolis Symphony Orchestra musicians. In 1925 Kruse installed an unusual moveable bandstand on rollers in the new Flame Room, the first of three by that name. The room could be reduced to accommodate one hundred diners or expanded to allow six hundred dancers. Craig Buie was a trumpet player in the Flame Room band fronted by Slatz Randall during the 1920s. He had spent a good deal of time on the road and aboard cruise ships, but when they played in Milwaukee, they got to know a dance team on the Orpheum circuit. The dancers often stayed at the Radisson in Minneapolis, and Buie asked them to help the band get a booking. It worked. “In a short time, we were filling the room on Saturday nights with almost no advertising,” Buie said.

Randall was a native of Little Falls, Minnesota, who played piano for Hal Kemp’s first band formed at the University of North Carolina, known as the Carolina Club Orchestra. Randall’s first band also took on the Carolina Club name. He traveled extensively before returning to the Twin Cities in 1929. Among the Randall sidemen was Ish Jones, a good arranger and “take-off man” on sax, later replaced by Gordie Bowen. Buie recounted an experience from 1929: “Columbia would send out recording units to record some of the Minnesota ethnic bands playing polkas. One of the unit managers stopped in and suggested that we make a trial record of [the more jazz-oriented] ‘Bessie Couldn’t Help It.’ Joe Roberts, our singer and banjo player, really would shine on that tune. Joe was a pretty good banjo and guitar player. He didn’t read music, but he knew the standard tunes. He was very placid when he was playing and looked half asleep.” Buie said, “Most jazz band directors were not good musicians, but they were good businessmen. Joe was not able to take advantage of his opportunity as a bandleader, but he was brilliant when he was selling a song.” Musician and historian Dick Raichelson described Roberts’s style as “high strung.” Roberts, who finally did lead his own band and became a Broadway producer, dressed in a waiter’s uniform when he sang.

Columbia made at least a half dozen recordings of the Slatz Randall band in 1929 and 1930 in Minneapolis for its Brunswick label. The Randall band played the Radisson until just before the stock market crash of 1929, and the group managed to stay together until 1937. “There were some mighty fine musicians in Minneapolis during those years,” said Buie. “We recruited them when we had sickness or resignations from our band.”

Local jazz scenes are microcosms of the world jazz scene, with good, bad, mediocre, and outstanding players, but some talent pools are bigger and deeper than others. Compared to other metropolitan areas of similar size, the Twin Cities always ranked favorably, enjoying the reputation of being a good place for traveling bands to pick up top-notch sidemen. Roy Robison recalled the “great number of good musicians in Minneapolis during the twenties and thirties, particularly. There were very fine musicians here. Many of them later went on and had careers in New York playing for bigger bands.”

Craig Buie’s own reputation was that of a hard-swinging trumpet player, and he played a long time, well into his eighties. He said, “Doc Van Deusen, the trombone player, paid me a compliment. He said a fellow came up to him and said, ‘This guy Buie has more drive than any trumpet player in town.’”

Also playing at the Flame Room for a half dozen years beginning in 1931 was Norvy Mulligan’s band. KSTP radio regularly featured the Flame Room on Dancing in the Twin Cities, its performers sharing the spotlight with the St. Paul Hotel band. Mulligan’s twelve-piece band also played at the Coconut Grove at Sixth and Hennepin above Schinder’s newsstand. Coconut Grove was a club frequented by gangsters, according to Raichelson.

One of the “mighty fine musicians” mentioned by Buie was Frankie Roberts. As a teenager in Albion, Nebraska, Roberts performed in a community band that sent off soldiers as they boarded trains during World War I and sometimes played for funerals of fallen soldiers. In 1917 the jazz bug bit him when he was standing outside his hometown drug store and heard the “Original Dixieland One-Step,” by the Original Dixieland Jazz Band. The drug store sold phonographs, and the record had been provided for demonstration purposes. “It was the first time I’d ever heard anything like that. That really turned me on,” Roberts remembered. Roberts tried to imitate Larry Shields, the clarinetist with the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, and by 1919 Roberts had formed a small jazz-oriented group: “We were probably pretty bad. The soldiers were home, and everybody wanted to dance. We’d go out and make all of five dollars each.”

The group left Nebraska in 1922 as McDonald’s Novelty Five. Roberts was billed as the “Saxophone Shark” and the “Clarinet Wizard.” The band first traveled in a Packard twin-six auto that would always overheat. In October 1924 the band drove up to Minneapolis from Omaha in a Model T: “We couldn’t figure out how to get downtown. We had heard that everyone spoke Swedish and the kids went to school on snowshoes. We saw a milk wagon and asked directions. We could hardly understand him.”

After six months of playing at the Marigold Ballroom, Roberts’s band was replaced by the New Orleans Rhythm Kings, a famous recording and touring band of white New Orleans musicians who influenced a generation of players in the Twin Cities and many other places where they performed. Roberts remembers that this Rhythm Kings engagement, which lasted several months, was a true watershed event for the Twin Cities jazz scene. All the local jazzers spent as much time at the Marigold as possible. Roberts claimed that local bands played a lot differently after this gig than they had before it. Other veterans who were there concurred with this assessment. Roy Robison said they weren’t yet eighteen, the legal age to get in to the Marigold: “Art Goldberg and I would stand out in the alley and listen to them. We’d get a soapbox or something and stand up right by the window where the bandstand was and listen to them.”
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Les Beigel’s Dixieland group was one of the most popular around in the mid-thirties: Hal Runyon on trombone; Biddy Bastien, bass; Frankie Roberts, clarinet; Chief McElroy, drums; Beigel; and unknown, piano.

It was 1925, and radio had not yet fully caught on, so Roberts’s bandleader bought a music store in Wayzata and turned it into a dance hall. The band went on the road again but eventually was booked at the Radisson, then back to the Marigold. About that time, Frankie Roberts and bassist Biddy Bastien went to see Ben Pollack’s band at the Nicollet Hotel. Pollack wanted Roberts to go on the road with him. “Don’t you want to get your name in DownBeat?” he asked the young reed man. Frankie turned him down since he was getting all the work he could handle close to home. Then, in 1937, Frankie Roberts and Craig Buie hooked up. Roberts “was a top clarinetist,” said Buie. “The band at Lindy’s [Fourth and Hennepin] was one of the bands that I recall. Les Beigel, Hal Runyon, and Frankie Roberts made up the front line. Randall thought Runyon was the best trombone player he had ever heard. Les had been there quite a while, and he was going to play in Chicago, so their band was breaking up. When I walked in, they booked me with a small band. I hired Jack Christy on piano. He was a great pianist, but quite a character.”

Les Beigel, who had gone to Chicago, wanted to return to the Twin Cities. “I wrote to Frankie Roberts, Biddy Bastien, and Hal Runyon in July or August that I wanted to go back. Gus [Arnheim] was going to the coast, and I didn’t want to go,” said Beigel. “I think Jack Malerich was instrumental in talking to the fellows at Lindy’s Café about putting together a Dixieland band. We had jammed so many times together.”

It was at Lindy’s that Beigel met Glenn Miller for the second time. (The first was back in Omaha in 1926 when Miller was touring with Ben Pollack’s band.) This time Miller had his own band at the Nicollet Hotel, and band members would come around to Lindy’s when they finished their hotel gig at 12:30 AM. “After midnight, we would have a jam session. Then Glenn said, ‘This town is not big enough for you. You’ve got to join my band.’”

Beigel did a stint with the Miller band, but he remained a Dixielander at heart. He wrote an article for DownBeat that described Dixieland as “an American art form” with three important ingredients: “1. Improvisation—that means it is unrestrained by the written part. You may have a written part, but the player is not supposed to just sit there and read the notes as they are written—it allows for individual interpretation. 2. Syncopated rhythms—the drummers don’t just play band-style drums. You need individuality in the drummer. Accenting the offbeat mainly is what made the rhythm. When the brass band would go ‘one-dum-bom-bom,’ and you hear them ‘chut-and-chut-and chut-and chut.’ 3. Contrapuntal ensemble playing—two or more contrasting melody lines that complement each other.” When Roy Robison later compared musical genres, he contrasted rock and roll’s “manufactured excitement” with Dixieland’s “normal and real excitement.” Dixieland was “not a music of just teenage kids. It appealed to young adults as well, and even more.” Good dance or pop bands of that time made records, he noted, that “sold to everyone from fourteen to forty or eighty.”

Beigel recalled fondly his days with Red Nichols. The auspicious beginning with the famed cornetist and bandleader came in 1933 at the height of the Great Depression, when President Roosevelt closed the banks. Nichols had to pay his sidemen with IOUs. When Beigel needed a tuxedo, Nichols dug deep into his trunk and found him an outfit. He also supplied Beigel with a “new” Bach trumpet. Beigel recalled, “When I came on the job, I was feeling bad. They were really sad days. Then I saw the trumpet and said, ‘What’s this?’ He said, ‘Try it. If you like it, use it.’ I carried that tuxedo around for years, and when I left the band in St. Paul, I gave him back the trumpet.” Nichols, with Beigel, played the Hotel Lowry, then headed east, but Beigel again stayed in the Twin Cities as Prohibition came to an end: “We left Kansas City, and then beer came back. We watched the beer trucks come in that night. We played there on the way to Minneapolis. We stopped in Omaha, Sioux City, and Sioux Falls for one-nighters and went on to the Lowry in St. Paul. We worked there for three weeks.”

Beigel played the Leamington Hotel with Jack Malerich’s band after leaving Nichols. Malerich was a piano player and an alumnus of the Minnesota Theater Band, a small orchestra of about thirty musicians who played in the 1920s. It was led by Lou Breese (Calabrese), who was preceded by Johnny Green, the composer of “Body and Soul.”

Beigel compared the Twin Cities with the Chicago music scene in the era. “It was a melting pot mostly of the Nordic people,” he said, “and then it got other people. We used to play a lot of schottisches and polkas in those days. But … they are still rhythmic.” Beigel praised the Twin Cities’ “beautiful symphony orchestra” and said that “music is a combination of pleasing sounds, and as long as you have melody, rhythm, harmony, tone and color, and you have form or style, what else is there?” Beigel also noted that in Minneapolis, as in Chicago, “Every Chinese restaurant had a band. The two Long brothers, Emmett and Dick, each ran a restaurant that featured music. One had the Golden Pheasant … [and the other] had a band across the street from the Leamington Hotel at the Curtis.”

In 1924 violinist Dick Long had the band at the Nankin Cafe, and his brother Emmett played tenor sax with him along with Carl Bach on piano and Red Melby on banjo. Dick also had a three-piece band that played at Dayton’s department store tearoom, while down a few floors in the basement of Hudson’s Jewelers was a speakeasy known as Denny’s. The Golden Pheasant was a walk-a-flight Chinese restaurant on Seventh Street across from the Radisson with a large sign out front and flashing colored lights. The food was good and the decor pleasant. Drummer Wally Anderson had the band there, featuring Don Cowan on sax, Norm Hendrickson on trombone, Art Swaline on piano, and Les Backer on guitar.

Recalling the period, Willie Hagen, who occasionally filled in on guitar, remembered “subbing for Doug Nash over at Murray’s restaurant on Sixth Street across from the old Dyckman Hotel and at a wild nightclub over on Sixth called Curly’s.” He also helped his “banjo teacher Chester Gould at the Arcadia Ballroom, known as the Track, across from the courthouse on Fifth Street. We played continuous dime dances.” In 1929 Hagen was lucky enough, with the help of Art Swaline, to join a band directed by Emory Granger in St. Paul. It played at “the beautiful Boulevards of Paris, a café on the corner of Lexington and University. It was probably the finest nightclub that ever hit the Twin Cities.” During Prohibition “business just poured in. I had a signed contract with John Lane, the owner, who also owned the Coliseum [ballroom]. He had a lot of crazy gimmicks. Apparently he knew what a metronome was, for he would dash up and tell the bandleader, ‘Try 99 instead of 94, the tempo is a bit too fast.’ He was also credited with telling a bandleader to pick up the tempo because the music was slowing down by the time it got to the end of the hall. We started August ’29 and ran through March 1930. I was paid $69 a week, which was pretty good money back then. The band would get through at one o’clock, and then Art Swaline would play a tiny piano out in the middle of the dance floor.”

In the 1920s Norvy Mulligan’s band played the Nicollet Hotel at Washington and Hennepin avenues, broadcasting on WLAG from noon to one. The Nicollet gig lasted for two years while Mulligan got the band into the Minneapolis Athletic Club for dinner music and the Miller Cafeteria on Seventh Street. When the Mulligan band returned to the Flame Room, singers Harry Cool and Kitty Willigan were out front. Mulligan played a style Roy Robison likened to that of Fats Waller: “He played [the same kind of] left-hand kind of tenths with his thumb. He would play a counter melody. It would never be the note of the melody. He wanted it to be kind of a counter melody. It was an individual style … Norvy was a fine singer of pop songs, too.” Mulligan also had the band at the Nankin in 1928–29, featuring Doc Evans and Babe Eberhardt, guitarist Roland Williams, trombonist Luther Laraan, drummer Dwight Hammond, Rollo Witham, and Mulligan on piano.



[image: img]

Norvy Mulligan’s band held forth at the Radisson’s Flame Room in Minneapolis, among other well-known nightspots. This 1939 group included, left to right, Doc Evans, Rollie Williams, Luke Leraan, Elmer Eberhardt, Dwight Hammond, Rollo Witham, and Mulligan.

Trombonist Hal Runyon, who would later play with Doc Evans, remembers the era as one when traveling and local groups often crossed paths at major venues. Runyon, born in Iowa in 1903, got his musical start in the air service after World War I. He played the fair circuit, gigged in Milwaukee, and ended up with the Ringling Brothers, Barnum and Bailey Circus band in Florida. When that got old, he responded to an ad in Billboard and landed a job with Little Benny’s eleven-piece group, well known in Minnesota and Wisconsin. “One thing led to another, and I got a chance to join a band that was going to Minneapolis,” said Runyon. “It was in the summertime. The band—the George Smith Steamboat Band—was only five or six pieces. They got their name from having been on a trip to China or Japan or someplace. Then they happened to get this good job booked in the Marigold for six months.” The Marigold had a policy of booking two bands so it would have continuous music. The Guy Lombardo eight-piece band came into town expecting to dominate the scene. “Each member of the band had his own car and his own wife or companion riding with him—about eight cars for an eight-piece band,” said Runyon. “They were Cadillacs, because they not only played good, but they wanted to look good. They had thought they would just bowl the people over at the Marigold, but the people liked us. We’d been there, and we got as much applause as Guy Lombardo did, which kind of surprised them. Took them down a notch.”

Twin Cities-area music venues were not all so glamorous. Runyon noted a place near Anoka called the Old Mill. The man who owned it “also owned the Stables. They actually had been stables which had been used until recently for the fire department’s horses. This man thought it would be a good place to open a nightclub, so he cleaned the place up, and we played there.”

Runyon performed with several different bands at the Marigold, including Red Clark’s, Oscar Westlund’s and Harry Conners’s. It was with Connors’s band that he met early vibraphonist Red Norvo (Kenneth Norvill), later known as “Mr. Swing.” Runyon said that Red “didn’t play all night with the band. No, he’d just come up, and he’d do a special act. We’d play behind him. It was really just to get him acquainted with performing in front of people. He was good.” Runyon said Norvo had a kind of slapping style with hard leather mallets: “It would just kind of ‘plink.’ It wouldn’t ring afterwards.” Runyon added that Norvo, who also played piano, was playing what he described as real jazz. Jazz was evolving a new language and moving beyond Dixieland music into new territory.
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