
Kosher Jammers

Jewish connections in jazz

Volume 1 – the USA

Mike Gerber

Kosher Jammers: Jewish connections in jazz – Volume 1 The USA

Author: Michael Anthony Gerber © 2024

All rights reserved

Formatting and distribution: Draft 2 Digital

Art direction: Dave Richardson

Design and artwork: Kaye Richardson

Publisher: Gerber, in association with Vinyl Vanguard 

––––––––

The right of Michael Anthony Gerber to be identified as author has been asserted in accordance with section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Preface: A stormy introduction

Introduction to the 2nd edition

Acknowledgements

Chapter 1: Whose music is it anyway?

Chapter 2: Jazz Age conundrum

Chapter 3: ‘White Negroes’, black Jew

Chapter 4: Swing high, sweet clarinet

Chapter 5: The Chant

Chapter 6: Artie

Chapter 7: Fruit of a different tree

Chapter 8: Raising standards?

Chapter 9: Bop, Beats ... and Braff

Chapter 10: Blowing hot and ‘cool’

Chapter 11: Race for the studios

Chapter 12: ‘New Thing’, old sores

Chapter 13: The gender trap

Chapter 14:  Between rock and a smooth place

Chapter 15: Hustlers and straightshooters

Chapter 16:  Rooted cosmopolitans

Chapter 17:  Hip Heebs – an intermission riff

Notes

Sign up for Mike Gerber's Mailing List

About the Author

About the Publisher



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Ruth, Lillian and Max
We're not always in harmony, but there's not another combo I'd rather be in
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Preface: A stormy introduction 
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The denunciation of my proposed theme came like a bolt of lightning from God; or rather, Jim Godbolt, who as editor of Jazz At Ronnie Scott’s magazine mocked the very idea that anyone would want to write about jazz and Jews. 

But that is getting somewhat ahead of myself. The genesis of this book dates back several years earlier, to when I was approached to write a feature on the same theme for Jewish Socialist. Previously the only related article I had written was inspired by black clarinetist Don Byron’s Mickey Katz tribute CD. That too was for Jewish Socialist, so when the magazine’s editorial committee wanted a jazz Jews feature, they asked me. I phoned Godbolt hoping he would give me some leads. After all, the late Ronnie Scott had been Jewish, an award-winning tenor saxophonist, his club an international institution, and many of his jazz associates had been Jews too. Godbolt, as editor of the club’s magazine, knew him and would have known others.

Our conversation lasted barely half a minute, I didn’t even get a chance to give my name; Godbolt muttered some excuse and the call ended. A month later a friend phoned. Had I seen the latest edition of JARS? It contained a Godbolt editorial headed ‘Jews and Jazz’ that obviously alluded to my call. Strip away Godbolt’s sarky witticisms and his editorial undoubtedly makes a telling point, a serious questioning of my whole enterprise. Referring to me, he says: “What findings could possibly result from his investigations? All I could think of was that Jewish guys played jazz because they wanted to – as simple as that... Jewish people were attracted to jazz in the same way as were indigenous Scandinavians, British, French, Swiss, Italians and Russians.” 

Godbolt was not alone in questioning the jazz and Jews theme. Another strongly opposed was the legendary Jewish jazz musician Artie Shaw, though I am thankful that he granted me one of his last interviews. What I told Artie was that his misgivings, and those of the others, would be faithfully represented in this book.

And as I discovered in researching it, the Jewish input in jazz has been extensive, and fascinating.

The above is an abridged version of the original introduction.
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Introduction to the 2nd edition
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This book was originally published in 2010 as Jazz Jews in a single volume, Part 1 dealing with the United States, Part 2 with the rest of the world. Running to 654 pages, it was a chunky tome. For this second edition, as it now includes substantial additional US related material, I have decided to separate those parts into two volumes – volume 2 to follow in due course. This first volume, then, focuses on the connections between Jews and jazz in the country where jazz originated.

The book’s new title, Kosher Jammers, takes its name after Mickey Katz’s jazzy-comedic klezmer band of the 1950s. I’ve altered the title for no other reason than that I prefer it to the old one. 

For this new re-titled edition, I have updated, and inserted newly discovered information, where appropriate. And I’ve added an extensive chapter on the vital role that Jewish jazz facilitators – managers, impresarios, venue owners, label founders, record producers and such – have played, a sub-theme that contributes substantially to the value of this study.

A few words are pertinent on what I mean by Jewish. I don’t mean it in the religious sense: although Judaism, as a religion, is clearly a critical component of the Jewish story, the Jews have been around so long, dispersed so widely across the globe, that much of what can be defined as Jewish is not religious at all – Yiddish worker songs, for instance. Plenty of Jews, moreover, although identifying as Jews ethnically, have no genuine religious conviction. What I also do not necessarily mean by Jewish is what the Judaic authorities mean by it, as dependent on matrilineal descent. It depends on the individual concerned. Someone whose father, but not mother, is Jewish, may well have some Jewish ethnological sensibility, perhaps even profoundly so.

Clarification too on the following point: “Jewish-jazz”, hyphenated, indicates the fusion of Jewish music with jazz, or otherwise Jewish themed jazz, whereas “Jewish jazz musician” simply means a jazz musician who happens be Jewish.

I have retained British spelling throughout except when mentioning American institutions, or when directly quoting from American publications.

––––––––
[image: image]


Mike Gerber, London, December 2023
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Chapter 1: Whose music is it anyway?  
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In the beginning, Jews came to the promising land and saw that it was good. Or rather, they envisaged how good it could be if they worked hard, got the breaks, and surmounted the hurdles of establishing themselves in the New World, the United States of America.

Between 1881 and 1920, roughly two million Jews landed on America’s shores and as their presence became more pronounced, Jews were debarred from admittance to certain industries, academies, institutions and localities, conditions that prevailed until well into the twentieth century. Still, as Americans, Jews had much to be grateful for, whatever the initial privations. No longer could they be singled out as readily as they had in Europe; now they took their place alongside the patchwork of minorities that so invigorated America’s creative life. Whatever impediments were put in the way of their aspirations, America was ripe with opportunity for Jews that had the wit and drive to seize it.

Popular entertainment was a wide open and fast developing field where Jews rapidly made inroads as creators, performers and entrepreneurs. In popular music, Jews like many others found inspiration in the sounds of black America. Black composers and performers at the end of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the next pioneered the idioms that rapidly revolutionised America’s, and ultimately the world’s, cultural landscape – most significantly, jazz.

A generation after the abolition of slavery, Black people remained at the bottom of the social-economic order, yet their music was rhythmically and sonically so defiantly life affirming and emotionally sincere that it simply could not be ghettoised.

Few black musicians, composers and singers attained anything like the lucrative rewards pocketed by the most successful participants from the other groups, including Jews, that were heavily represented among the popularisers of music indebted in some way to African American idioms. Even today, when we’ve progressed to the point where some black artists are among the wealthiest musicians on the planet, one still occasionally hears the charge that black music has been stolen by the whites that most profited from it.

Before I embark on the story of Jews in jazz, a few words about the identity of this music. We have no trouble defining klezmer as Jewish, rembetika as Greek, blues as black – even if others perform them. Jazz? Well, a fundamental – the fundamental – part of what we think of as jazz is African American in inspiration. But we cannot just leave it at that. Jazz, in the way it developed, had highly complex musical and social origins. New Orleans, usually ascribed as its birthplace, was an ethno-cultural gumbo. And jazz rapidly became more multicultural as the music spread north to Chicago and New York and other large cities. By the 1920s jazz was catching on in the rest of the world where, in time, musicians would gain the confidence to incorporate indigenous elements.

If jazz then is a coat of many colours, that does not diminish an essential truth: that until comparatively recently the contribution of the foremost black musicians has outweighed that of any other group. Every jazz musician, every fan, everywhere, has drawn sustenance from their artistry.

So much so that there is a danger of undervaluing the influence that non-black musicians have had. Time to meet a Jewish musician and jazz historian who took tremendous flak for claiming as much.


***
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The late Richard Sudhalter spent ten years writing Lost Chords, which documents the contributions that white musicians made to jazz in the formative 1915-1945 period. His writings were informed by his many years’ experience as a jazz musician, performing on trumpet and flugelhorn as Dick Sudhalter.

What leaps out is how prominently America’s other, non-black, minorities were also represented in the music’s first four decades. Lost Chords however struck a discord with some commentators. In an email to me, Sudhalter said: “Perhaps the best summation of the hostility came from the usually quite temperate [African American professor] Gerald Early, who in a moment of – inadvertent? – honesty, called it ‘a long mess of a book that is neither serviceable nor kind to its reader... To write a book such as Sudhalter's, that is a defence of white people in their whiteness, is, for many, racism trying to disguise itself as an exploration of diversity.’ In other words, whites should be content to be failed blacks where jazz is concerned, and not get any uppity notions about their own creativity or originality.”

Incendiary stuff, and for some, the controversy has soured relations. Here is what one Jewish jazz musician, whom I will not identify, said to me: “We were bleeding heart liberals, really tried to help black people. I got on well with black musicians. The Jews were like blacks, suffered persecution, to survive they’d do anything. I marched in ’62 for civil rights and all of a sudden, people being bulldozed by black militant bullshit. Jazz was not that kind of music. Benny Carter [saxophonist, arranger, bandleader] was colour-blind. He didn’t like a racial slant on anything, dealt with everyone one to one. We played jazz because it was fuck-you music. We played their music because we despised the social thing. It was a way out. I might just as well have been black. I’ve stopped hiring blacks. They live in ghettos by choice, I’m sick of them.” This, now deceased, musician’s embittered pessimism notwithstanding, there is today perhaps a greater degree of ethnic collaboration in jazz than ever.

Aware of the feelings aroused by Lost Chords, I asked Dan Morgenstern, before he retired as Institute of Jazz Studies director, for his view. Munich-born Dan, former editor of DownBeat, settled in America in his teens after he, a Jew, fled from Nazi-occupied Europe where Danish Christians sheltered him and his mother until they made their escape. Dan is upfront about the debt Americans owe their black compatriots; his essay Jazz – The Jewish-Black Connection concurs with Albert Murray’s thesis that “Blacks, in a sense, are the OmniAmericans because so many characteristics that we tend to think of as typically American are typically black American”. 1

Dan defended Sudhalter: “He did a remarkable job on that book. It was something that deserved to be done. It's controversial of course, and a lot of people jumped on it, but I think it was very worthwhile to do, he did a tremendous amount of research and it’ll stand when all this racial business dies down as a very valuable contribution to jazz history.”

Strongly opposed though was Loren Schoenberg, a Jewish jazz musician who, although Sudhalter was a close friend, told me: “About Lost Chords, we could not disagree more strongly. It’s revisionist.”

Loren rightly insisted on the overriding importance of the black American in jazz but endorsed my attempt to document the Jewish contribution: “Jews have a part of jazz, as does anyone else whose ethnic background is part of the United States. Jazz music is the ultimate expression of the American culture and the American identity, almost in a utopian sense, as De Tocqueville hoped for in the sense of the potential for an American race. And certainly, the Jewish contribution to America has been wonderful.

“Jazz music,” continued Loren, “has become a catalyst for expression in cultures all over the world, like any fine art, and in terms of Jews and their place in the jazz world, I think it’s high time for someone to really take a serious look at it and to try and figure out exactly what’s going on because it’s a situation fraught with so many misunderstandings and so much super-sensitivity. First you have relationships between African Americans and Jews, which was one based in many senses in exploitation. It was a relationship in that they both seemed to be outsiders. It was forged in so many different ways, it’s a complicated topic, but maybe you, like De Tocqueville, will come over from another country and take a look at what’s going on here and bring to it a fresh perspective that we can’t see because we’re much too much a part of it. The Jewish involvement in jazz music has not adequately been looked at.”
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Chapter 2: Jazz Age conundrum
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Although few of the very earliest jazz players were Jewish, a widespread perception took hold that closely associated Jews with the new music. New Orleans, its birthplace, had a substantial Jewish population, but notes Dr Bruce Raeburn in his essay Jewish Jazzmen in New Orleans, 1890-1940: “Among the competing ethnic claims to priority in the ‘creation’ of jazz in the Crescent City, Jews are conspicuous by their absence.” 1

Raeburn proceeds to show that “Jews did make their presence felt, as musicians, dance hall composers, song pluggers, and fans”. The most famous white New Orleans outfit was the Original Dixieland Jazz Band that in 1917 cut the world’s first jazz record. Raeburn makes no mention that any ODJB founding member was Jewish. Dan Morgenstern informed me that he believes the band’s original pianist, Henry Ragas, was Jewish but was unable to recall where he had read this, or how good the source was. I contacted Dr Raeburn, curator of the Hogan Jazz Archives at New Orleans’ Tulane University, but he could throw no conclusive light on Ragas’ ethnicity.

Jews, anyway, were active in New Orleans jazz before the ODJB, Raeburn shows. He quotes ODJB’s trombonist Edwin Edwards, who, in a 1959 interview about his favourite jazz experience, recalled a pre-ODJB outfit, “the best... jazz band I... was connected with was, Achille Baquet, clarinet; Mike Caplan was the cornet player; Bob Stein was the drummer; Joe Wolfe, pianist; and myself on trombone”. The band, Edwards said, could “read music, improvise and play jazz too”. Edwards and Baquet became jazz stars but not the three Jewish members, Caplan, Stein and Wolfe. Why not? Raeburn speculates: “It is likely that they inhabited a world of ‘legitimate’ music-making in New Orleans (such as theater work) which enabled them to make excursions into jazz without actually having to rely upon it.” 2

Raeburn also mentions drummer John Kornfeld who, when learning his instrument, shared that knowledge with a “Creole of colour”, Louis ‘Old Man’ Cottrell – an early example here of a black-Jewish alliance. Clarinetist Louis Cottrell, Old Man's son, recalled: "My father, being poor in his youth, was not able to afford any music lessons, but... Kornfeld, who was taking drum lessons, would come from his lesson and teach him all he had learned... The two were close all their lives; Kornfeld... became a good professional drummer.” 3

As for Meyer Weinberg and Johnny Wiggs, they enjoyed long careers. Cornetist Wiggs was inspired to become a musician after hearing black cornetist King Oliver. Weinberg, aka Gene Meyer, a clarinetist, was active well into the swing era, recording with Louis Prima, and with Santo Pecora who testified to Weinberg’s originality: “He didn’t sound like anybody but himself... He didn’t sound like Artie Shaw or Benny Goodman.” 4

By comparison the Korn brothers, trombonist Marcus and clarinetist Monty, sons of an itinerant German rabbi, are obscure. Charles Edward Smith, surveying white New Orleans jazz, noted that the “era produced a ‘crying’ clarinet player whose name was Monty Korn”. 5 Is that an allusion to klezmer style clarinet, feeding into jazz in its infant stage? Dr Raeburn believes the “possible connection of a ‘crying’ clarinet style to a klezmer source in the Old World is enticing and deserving of further investigation”. 6

Dr Raeburn unearthed several other early Jewish jazzmen but concludes: “Too much emphasis on their Jewish connection is unwarranted. What is significant... is the similarity of their experiences to those of non-Jewish musicians – Italians, Irish, Germans, Greeks, and so on. The jazz community was multicultural in New Orleans, and we do not see reference to klezmer or other tangible ethnic traits appearing in the accounts of these musicians. Instead, we note musicians of diverse backgrounds coming together as Americans in their commitment to jazz. Indeed, the Jewish community in New Orleans had undergone a remarkable degree of assimilation even before the advent of jazz... the success of several Jewish jazzmen locally may be interpreted as a continuation of that process.” 7

Whatever the ethnicity of the ODJB’s Henry Ragas, the band, once relocated to New York, would have some Jewish influence with the pianist that succeeded him, J Russel Robinson. He had a Jewish grandmother and according to Hankus Netsky, Klezmer Conservatory Band director and chair of the New England Conservatory of Music’s Contemporary Improvisation Department, Robinson did “occasional explorations of Jewish roots”. Hankus directed my attention to Robinson’s ‘Lena From Palesteena’, recorded with the ODJB in 1919. Seth Rogovoy, author of The Essential Klezmer, identifies the bridge as Ma Yofus – “the very DNA of old-time Yiddish music”. 8

The Jewish New Orleans input could not possibly account for the strong tie in people’s minds between jazz and Jews. In the early decades of the twentieth century however, ideas about what jazz was had not solidified in the public’s or cultural commentators’ minds and that is where we must start for our explanation. Famous Jewish music figures emerged that were influenced by jazz and its antecedents, and that although not today thought of in jazz terms, undoubtedly played a part in broadening public tastes. These include Irving Berlin, Sophie Tucker and Al Jolson, three talents I will now consider, and George Gershwin, with whom I conclude this chapter.

As early as 1911, Berlin, a Russian-born New York-raised Jew, was hailed as the ‘King of Ragtime’, the idiom that was the immediate forerunner of jazz, because of his massive hit ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’. Alec Wilder, in American Popular Song: The Great Innovators 1900-1950, comparing Berlin with the contemporaneous Jewish American songwriter Jerome Kern, said: “One sees how... Berlin, a product of Lower East Side poverty, could have arrived at an American sound much sooner than Kern, simply because he was directly exposed to it in all its rawness. There was no sophisticated home life, no money for study, no time for anything but work... Berlin was at least out in the street where it was all happening. ‘Alexander's Ragtime Band’ was no accident. He’d heard what was in ferment around him and used what came naturally.” 9

Music historians correctly insist that the real ragtime king was Scott Joplin. While several of Berlin’s early compositions refer to ragtime in title and lyrics, musicologists discern little trace of the syncopated ‘ragged’ rhythms that characterise the real thing. Yet as ragtime expert Max Morath has observed: “It may be hard to find syncopation in Berlin’s music at this stage, but he had become a wizard at devising lyrics in syncopated slang... And in 1917, when a new label for American popular music finally surfaced, it was Berlin who led the pack with the neatly syncopating ‘Mr Jazz Himself’.” 10

‘Alexander's Ragtime Band’ in any case became a staple of early jazz bands. And ‘Mr Jazz Himself’ may indeed have led the pack because by the 1920s, many Tin Pan Alley songs were widely thought of as ‘jazz songs’ and some of the most enduring were written by Jews.

A further connection brings us to one of the most contentious manifestations in American culture, the blackface entertainer. Among the most famous were Jewish singers Sophie Tucker and Al Jolson.

Unlike Jolson, Tucker left blackface behind by the time she attained worldwide fame. Remembered now as a vaudeville singer, back then she was variously billed as ‘The Queen of Ragtime’ and the ‘Queen of Jazz’. And Tucker collaborated with some of the hottest white jazz musicians in her Five Kings of Syncopation.

Tucker was also billed as a ‘coon shouter’. Repugnant as the latter terminology is, it was part of showbiz vernacular back then. If by it we understand bastardised mimicry of black song, then it fails to do her justice. Tucker’s delivery, if at times schmaltzy, is heavily blues inflected and she often used material written by black songwriters. ‘Crazy Blues’, penned by Perry Bradford, which in 1921 caused a sensation as the first recorded ‘race’ song when Mamie Smith covered it, was originally earmarked for Tucker who was no mere mimic of blues singers. When she sang, the emotions seemed to well up from her hard experience of life, at her best a truly affecting vocalist. Billie Holiday for one admired her. 11

Al Jolson, America’s most popular singer of the era, starred as The Jazz Singer in the 1927 first talkie movie. Oceans of ink have been printed about the heavy symbolism inherent in that film, a tale about Jewish assimilation in Jazz Age urban America adapted from Samuel Raphaelson’s novel. All I wish to add is how relevant it is that jazz, if in name only, is the medium through which the character Jolson depicts transcends the shtetl mentality of his fictional cantor father. This portrayal would have resonated with the experience of any number of young Jews growing up in America’s cities who, like Jolson whose real father was a Lithuanian cantor, embraced the spirit of the age that jazz did so much to create. Against them you had the Jewish establishment personified by New York Rabbi Stephen Wise who, with biblical certitude, proclaimed that when America “regained its lost soul... jazz would be relegated to the dark and scarlet haunts whence it came” – that is, brothels. 12

Jolson is ignored by jazz historians as even in the film so titled, he does not come over as what people today would understand as a jazz singer. But it reinforced the belief that jazz and Jews were, somehow, intimately entwined. And Jolson is still turning people onto jazz; I know that because that is what happened to two musicians I interviewed, including Loren Schoenberg.

“But that's no reason to include him,” Loren said, when we discussed whether Jolson should have a place in my book. Then Loren relented: “Okay, why do we include him? Dan Morgenstern feels Louis Armstrong had five records... which define the jazz language that everybody speaks to this day. And one of those recordings, ‘Big Butter and Egg Man’, Dan feels that Louis Armstrong was doing a little Al Jolson there for a couple of measures. I agree with him. Jolson was doing things in a very swinging way before there really was even something called jazz music. That means that Jolson listened very carefully to the African American idiom and its bastardisation and distortion in minstrel terms and used it in his own natural style to become a great entertainer and a great singer.” London-based saxophonist Jeremy Shoham also got into jazz through Jolson.

It was in London too that I had an interesting exchange with saxophonist Bobby Wellins, whose Jewish father was a Glaswegian bandleader. Jolson was “brilliant”, said Bobby. Yes, I said, but obviously no jazz singer. “Oh, I think he was,” Bobby insisted. “I think he was so influenced by the black music. And he had all that phrasing, didn’t he? It just came naturally. He may have sung things that we would call cheesy now but when you hear him sing other things, when he had gone away and come back and made that movie, his voice was beautiful. I think it was jazz of that era, absolutely.”

Blackface unequivocally demeaned black people but it is misleading to load today’s ethical values onto the past. The Jazz Singer was favourably reviewed in black journals the New York Amsterdam News and Baltimore’s Afro-American, and black musicians Ethel Waters, Cab Calloway, Eubie Blake and Alberta Hunter, Jolson’s contemporaries, spoke well of him.
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Motoring mogul Henry Ford, in his Dearborn Independent article ‘Jewish Jazz Becomes our National Music’, pre-figured Hitler’s poisonous rants about Jews and jazz. Ford’s Jews were seen as cultural middlemen, popularising and profiting from African American forms adapted for and contaminating white tastes. If we discount antisemitic paranoia about cultural corruption, this perception had considerable grounding in truth. Jews, as musicians and facilitators, did figure prominently as a conduit between black and white cultural worlds.

In the sprawling American cities that most Jews settled in, they regularly encountered and often shared neighbourhoods with black communities. So first-hand contact with their culture was always within reach. The cultural exchange was not all one way. Louis Armstrong, as an orphan growing up in New Orleans, was so affected by the warmth with which the Karnofsky family he worked for treated him that he sported a star of David for the rest of his life and fondly remembered singing Jewish songs with them. The family helped him acquire his first cornet. Armstrong related his astonishment that “other white folks... felt that they were better than the Jewish race. I was only seven years old but I could easily see the ungodly treatment that the White Folks were handing the poor Jewish family whom I worked for”. 13

Some black people saw Jews as not quite white. A revealing anecdote is recounted by the wife of modern jazz pioneer Charlie Parker, aka Bird. Chan Parker, whose Jewish father had produced vaudeville shows and run a speakeasy in Jazz-Age New York, was “having another scene” with her husband in which “even Georgia the maid got involved... Bird, who was full of pills and whiskey, had become abusive. When Georgia tried to intervene on my behalf, Bird informed her that I was not white, I was a Jew.” 14 

Some Jews saw it that way too. Tenor saxophonist and journalist James McBride has written a touching book in tribute to his white Jewish mother who “never spoke about Jewish people as white. She spoke about them as Jews, which made them somehow different ... Later, when as an adult I heard folks talk about the love/hate relationship between blacks and Jews, I understood it to the bone”. 15

Yes, and a relationship of enormous significance in American history. Through Old Testament spirituals, religious blacks tacitly acknowledged a kinship of suffering with the ancient Hebrews, with the hope of eventual deliverance. Jewish newspapers drew parallels between physical attacks on southern blacks and pogroms. Alliances were forged between Jews and the black community through the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which Jews helped found in 1909 and supported organisationally, financially and politically. 16

Harvard academic Jeffrey Melnick has written a study about the black/Jewish relationship in popular music, recording that: “By the 1920s it was obvious... that not only had popular music become the special purview of Jews and African Americans, but also within this sphere members of the two groups came into frequent and significant contact.” 17

His emphasis is on how Jews used and adapted black music for purposes that had a great deal to do with their own ambivalent identity as Americanising Jews: “From the blackface of Al Jolson and Irving Berlin’s early attempts to translate minstrelsy into sound, through George Gershwin’s high-art aspirations to the white Negro of Mezz Mezzrow and Artie Shaw, Jews were holding an intra-group conversation about their status in America.” 18

And in Melnick’s understanding, the interrelationship between blacks and Jews has been mythologised with Jews “using music to establish black/Jewish relations as a healthy and necessary component of the American melting pot.” 19 His portrayal is essentially unflattering: “Among the large number of Jews who had enormous success in the music industry during the first few decades of the twentieth century, perhaps none were so successful as those who traded in a Blackness which did not benefit African Americans and often worked to exclude them from centers of cultural power.” 20

Nevertheless, we will see plenty of instances in these pages of Jews doing their utmost to elevate black musicians. Sure, there were inevitable tensions, including those arising from the economic relationship entrepreneurial Jews had with black people in popular music as in other fields, which was often paternalistic and at worst crassly exploitative. One should not however discount the liberal, humanitarian, and left-wing inclinations that motivated many Jews to support the underdog.

And there remained an underlying empathy that spilled into culture among those Jews that responded to the bittersweet blues strain so pervasive in black music. Gerald Early, the black cultural commentator, picks up on this in his essay Pulp and Circumstance about the white perception and intervention in 1920s jazz yet comes to the wrong conclusion: “If the uncultivated Protestant heard jazz with disgust, the more intellectual Jews of the period heard it as despair.” 21 Did they? Those Jews that took to jazz, I would counter, embraced the joyous release inherent in this music. Early’s essay is subtitled The Story of Jazz in High Places, a theme that obviously takes in Gershwin, and whatever Gershwin’s music was, it was emphatically not a music of despair.

Somewhere in the whole above-stated complex of reasons, then, is the clue to why musically talented Jews have proved adept at harnessing African American idioms, in combination with other influences, to produce works of universal appeal. In 1847, half a century before the first stirrings of jazz, New Orleans Jew Louis Moreau Gottschalk composed La Bomboula-Danse Negre, thought to be the earliest example of an attempt to marry black rhythms with classical music. Gottschalk grew up in New Orleans’ French Quarter near Congo Square, witnessing the weekly bouts of voodoo drumming and dancing.

Jews have produced several famous musical works that have – however imperfectly – grappled with African American themes, notably Jerome Kern’s Showboat and George Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess. Paul Robeson Jr, reminiscing about his father, the star of the original stage and film productions of Showboat, said: “He seemed to have an affinity to Jews and Jewish culture. They were the best friends we had, compared to other white folks. Jews weren’t the ones lynching blacks.” 22 The senior Paul Robeson’s affinity for Jewish culture included his renditions of Yiddish songs.

Some pundits claim that Porgy and Showboat demeaned black people; Melnick cites a 1993 Toronto protest against the restaging of Showboat, “...according to the leaders one of the many works created by Jews which malign African Americans”. 23 Mark the date though, 1993, a retrospective judgment, and one conditioned by recent black/Jewish tensions; it was hardly the composers’ intention to slight their black compatriots.

Showboat’s – and Robeson’s – most famous song, ‘Ol’ Man River’, became part of the Duke Ellington band’s repertoire in the 1930s after he first played it on request at the Cotton Club. What Duke thought about Showboat I have no idea, but we do know his take on Porgy. Pressed by a New Theatre journalist, Ellington said the depiction of blacks was not true to life. He thought the music “grand” but “did not fit use of the Negro musical idiom”. 24 Yet jazz musicians of all backgrounds have made rich use of the songs from Porgy, as they have of Gershwin’s Broadway songs.

***
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The impact of George Gershwin’s songs on jazz I consider in Chapter 8 but there is much to debate, from a jazz perspective, about his orchestral works, notably Rhapsody in Blue (1924), Piano Concerto in F (1925), American in Paris (1928) and Second Rhapsody (1931). Invariably filed under classical in record stores, these compositions when discussed by jazz writers are presented as part of the phenomenon that in the 1920s was dubbed ‘symphonic jazz’.

Jazz writer Max Harrison defined symphonic jazz as attempts to “fuse jazz with classical forms, and therefore a predecessor of the short-lived Third Stream movement” that surfaced in jazz in the late 1950s. 25 Idiomatic purists disparage symphonic jazz as attempts to dilute real jazz by ‘bleaching’ it. Whatever terminology one uses for efforts by composers, some from classical backgrounds, others like black jazz stride pianist James P Johnson, to synchronise these forms, such works pre-date Gershwin and continue being composed.

Invariably though, Gershwin’s is the name most invoked. Modern listeners would accept that however jazz influenced his instrumental compositions are, they are not jazz. Even towards the end of Gershwin’s short life – he died in 1937 – when the success of the big swing bands had dispelled earlier popular confusion about jazz, there were pundits that cited him as the man who elevated jazz to some higher realm, producing works worthy of the concert hall.

The misconception stems from ‘King of Jazz’ white bandleader Paul Whiteman, who commissioned Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue for a 1924 concert at New York’s Aeolian Hall and hyped the piece as having “made a lady out of jazz”. Gershwin’s piano accompaniments at Aeolian “made an unforgettable impression,” notes music historian Richard Crawford. “Rather than reading fixed musical texts, he elaborated them freely... Later commentators would question the ‘jazz’ label for this kind of music making. Yet Gershwin’s freewheeling approach to performance – he played in the style of an improvisation, though most details were planned – owed much of its spontaneity to jazz.” 26

After Gershwin’s success, we see an escalation in the trend for classical composers to utilise jazz elements, among them a striking number of Jews including Aaron Copland with Music for the Theater (1925) and Piano Concerto (1926). Although Copland perceived jazz as having a “narrow range of emotion”, it remained an element in his Americanisation of classical music. 27 As Jewish composer Leonard Bernstein observed, Copland’s mid-forties Third Symphony was “very symphonic and very jazzy”. 28

Bernstein’s feeling for jazz was unequivocal. It fed squarely into his works: his 1944 ballet Fancy Free is heavily based on jazz and blues themes, and a movement in Symphony No 2 ‘The Age of Anxiety’ contains a moody late night, Art Tatum-ish passage. And Bernstein’s 1950’s album What is Jazz? employs his gifts as a charismatic educator to explain jazz concepts and heroes.

In Bernstein’s essay Jazz in Serious Music, he contrasts the attempts of Gershwin and French Jew Darius Milhaud, composers from opposite ends of the Atlantic and different sides of the track, to blend classical music with jazz. Bernstein focuses on Rhapsody in Blue and Milhaud’s 1923 ‘jazz ballet’ La création du monde. While Milhaud was borrowing “foreign jazz elements”, Gershwin was borrowing European symphonic techniques “to have a soil in which to plant his natural bursting seeds of jazz... Hearing Gershwin’s piece is like biting into a fine, big, juicy apple and letting the juice trickle freely down your chin, while hearing Milhaud’s is more like taking to the same apple with an elegant fruit knife and fork, carefully peeling it, and savoring one proper bite at a time”. 29

Symphonic jazz is a thread that leads to Duke Ellington’s extended works, beginning with ‘Creole Rhapsody’ (1930), the jazz component in Ellington’s piece indisputable. Ellington, we know, was influenced by black predecessors that had experimented with similar generic cross-dressing – James P Johnson, Will Marion Cook, James Reese Europe, WC Handy. Melnick argues that “a major difference between Gershwin and, say, the African American composer and pianist James P Johnson is that, while both desired to write ‘great’ music built on American themes, only Gershwin had the institutional support”. 30

Yes, but not the major difference. What set Gershwin’s orchestral confections apart was his genius, his instrumental compositions distillations of all his cosmopolitan influences. Without conservatory training, Gershwin had, in 1924, only partly digested formal harmonic construction but with his intuitive feel for American idioms, Gershwin gets away with it. Rhapsody in Blue is definitive twentieth century music.

“It helped jazz, composition-wise, the fact that you could write it down and have an extended song form, and you could have avenues of expression other than just small groups in a club. That was fascinating, that someone would be able to compose something like that,” jazz trumpeter Randy Brecker told me. Another jazz musician I interviewed, Terry Gibbs, observed: “All those blue notes that he used in those things – it’s like, say, if you’re playing in the major key, using the minor third – those are the blue notes. Nowadays we all use them, but he started to play those things. I don’t know where he found them, it was a jazz feel compared with what was going on in those days in symphonic music. To me he was the greatest living composer.”

Black jazz contemporaries were admirers. Fletcher Henderson, asked about his band’s arrangements of Rhapsody in Blue, said he thought Gershwin’s piece “outstanding”. 31 From Fats Waller’s son Maurice we know that by the late thirties, Fats “constantly talked about his admiration for Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue and Concerto in F. He was introducing more and more classical themes into his music”. 32 And Billy Strayhorn, Duke Ellington’s arranger, wrote several pieces as a tyro composer inspired by the symphonic Gershwin, whom Strayhorn idolised. 33

Can it though be argued that Gershwin was an influence on Ellington himself? Mark Tucker’s scholarly Ellington: The Early Years references symphonic jazz yet there’s nothing on Gershwin. When I raised the question of the possible impact of Rhapsody in Blue on Ellington with Dan Morgenstern, he responded: “I’m glad you mentioned Ellington. Rhapsody in Blue did not have an immediate impact on jazz per se. It was a piece of very fine borderline popular music; Concerto in F is more of a legitimate classical piece with string jazz elements. But Rhapsody did have an influence on Ellington. And I think Ellington’s first extended composition that was recorded, which was about the same length as Rhapsody in Blue, is called ‘Creole Rhapsody’. Two versions – it was recorded for Brunswick on a 10-inch version, and for Victor on a 12-inch version which has a whole theme that wasn’t included on the shorter one. And if you listen to that, and in my liner notes I say, you can certainly hear that influence, although Ellington might deny it.”

Jazz writer Gary Giddins, like Morgenstern Jewish, told an interviewer: “My favorite of Ellington’s extended pieces, the one that strikes me as most nearly flawless was originally called ‘A Tone Parallel to Harlem’... It’s a piece that I’ve always thought, and this is my opinion and speculation, I can’t prove it, but it’s a piece that I think is Ellington’s response to... Rhapsody in Blue... look at the comparisons. They are the same length to begin with... Rhapsody in Blue begins with a clarinet in an ascending arpeggio. Harlem is built on a descending trumpet arpeggio. Rhapsody in Blue has a series of, as a rhapsody would... rhythmic and thematic figures that finally, about two-thirds through hits on one gorgeous Gershwin melody that... becomes the theme for all the variations that follow through to the end of the piece. That’s exactly the way ‘Harlem’ is constructed.”

Barney Bigard, Ellington’s clarinetist, has left us a tantalising glimpse of what might have been: “Gershwin wanted to collaborate with Duke years ago in the Cotton Club. George Gershwin! Duke didn’t want to. Duke wanted to do it all by himself, but Gershwin wanted to be a partner with Duke. And that would have been terrific.” 34 Would it though? Ellington’s instinct was surely justified; far better musically that each followed his distinctive muse.
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Chapter 3: ‘White Negroes’, black Jew
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During the ‘Roaring Twenties’, the centre of the jazz world shifted from New Orleans to Chicago and New York. Around these loci of mass Jewish immigration emerged a loose fraternity of young whites who began to grasp what this music was about.

Several developed into jazz musicians, including the first truly significant figures of Jewish origin. From Chicago came pianist Art Hodes, clarinetists Benny Goodman and Mezz Mezzrow, drummers Ben Pollack and Vic Berton; from New York, trumpeters Max Kaminsky, Manny Klein, Henry ‘Hot Lips’ Levine, who replaced Nick LaRocca in the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, and pianist, arranger, composer Rube Bloom; from Indiana, clarinetist Izzy Friedman; while Artie Shaw got his start in Jewish bandleader Irving Aaronson’s New Haven, Connecticut band.

Most would make their main impact come the 1930s but the twenties is the decade with which we most associate Pollack and Berton. Ben Pollack first surfaces around 1923 as drummer in the New Orleans Rhythm Kings, a white Chicago combo of considerable importance as for many white jazz aficionados, it was their point of entry. “They played not in the zany, tongue-in-cheek spirit of the white bands... but seriously, mean and low down... always for real. As we said in those days – there was no higher praise – they played like niggers,” wrote Ralph Berton – Vic Berton’s brother and one of the first jazz writers. 1

From 1926, Pollack fronted a large ensemble of glittering young talent – Benny Goodman, Jimmy Dorsey, Glenn Miller, Gene Krupa, Jack Teagarden, Harry James, Jimmy McPartland, Muggsy Spanier, and tenor saxophonist Bud Freeman whose father was a Jewish tailor. All would desert him and there are names there that set the world ablaze come the swing era. Pollack slid into chronic depression as he watched one after another of his protégés outgun him. He formed other bands, launched the Jewel record label, owned restaurants at which he performed, but hanged himself in 1971.

Pollack’s importance in Benny Goodman’s early career prompted me to seek Goodman authority Loren Schoenberg’s verdict: “One of the great drummers of the early 1920s – his work with the New Orleans Rhythm Kings... you can hear him playing extraordinarily marvellous ensemble drumming. 2 Unfortunately, he got stars in his eyes and wanted to become like a Rudy Vallée, a singing bandleader, and Benny told me many times that it was a real shame, he should have stayed playing the drums and been a jazz drummer. But you see at the time that Ben Pollack wanted to be famous, which was 1928, 1929, they didn’t have the swing bands. If you were a commercial bandleader, you were a frontman with a baton and so he stopped playing the drums. A tragic figure.”

If Pollack compromised his art, we must perhaps allow for the commercial constraints that 1920s white jazz bands were under because of racial stereotyping. According to Richard Sudhalter, the recorded output of white bands, such as Pollack’s, often offers only tantalising glimpses of the hot licks their star personnel were capable of because the record companies reigned them in. Stereotyping worked contrariwise for black bands; they were encouraged to play sensual, ‘hot’, not ‘sweet’. 3

Vic Berton – real name Cohen – abandoned jazz by the thirties to take up more lucrative work in Hollywood, so today is little remembered. Burt Korall, in a book about the art of jazz drumming, recognised his contribution: “Berton’s admirable facility served the music. Very skilful in the playing, accenting and manipulating of triplets... a relaxed, swinging free ensemble player and soloist.” Jazz posterity owes Berton a considerable debt for his invention of what became known as the hi-hat. It comprises two small spring-connected facing cymbals allowing drummers to maintain the steady, propulsive accompaniment that we now take for granted. It made the drummer’s job easier,” said Korall. 4 Berton became buddies with Louis Armstrong, a friendship, says Armstrong biographer Laurence Bergreen, that was sealed by sharing a joint outside a Los Angeles club, an episode that nearly led to Armstrong’s arrest: a jazz-loving detective let him off.

Chicago Jew Mezz Mezzrow was so in thrall to the music that he considered himself black. Mezzrow was a jazz clarinetist of relatively modest abilities but as Dan Morgenstern informed me: “Because Panassié [French jazz writer] championed him to such a degree, calling him not just the greatest white clarinetist but almost the greatest jazz clarinetist ever, and because Mezzrow was a polemical and cantankerous person, he suffered from being overpraised and underpraised. Mezz did have a great feeling for the blues, he was a great blues player, limited in technique, but he had something.” Benny Carter, one of the most revered African American jazz musicians, was, said Dan, “very fond of him; Benny defended Mezz”. Mezzrow moreover was instrumental in the revival of his idol, clarinetist and soprano saxophonist Sidney Bechet’s career. When jazz became part of the cultural mainstream from the mid 1930s, many black originators got overlooked, whereupon Mezzrow “hustled gigs. He broke down the ‘colored’ line in more than one place”, as Art Hodes attested. 5

Mezzrow’s passion for jazz and blues was underpinned by his deep affection for the urban black way of life, such that in Mezzrow we have surely history’s first instance of the ‘white Negro’, some quarter-century before Jewish novelist Norman Mailer adopted the term for the beatnik generation.

In Mezzrow’s autobiography Really the Blues we learn that when he was jailed for peddling marijuana – an activity so associated with him that ‘mezz’ became street slang for a joint – he insisted on being classified a ‘Negro’ and was thrown in with the black inmates. 

Mezzrow hated being reminded of his Jewish roots: “I didn’t go for that jive at all; being a Jew didn’t mean a thing to me. Around the pool-table I defended the guys I felt were my real brothers, the coloured musicians.” 6 If Mezz took things to extremes, other white jazz contemporaries exhibited white Negro characteristics, including Benny Goodman though, unlike Mezzrow, Goodman didn’t reject his Jewish identity.

One who did, for reasons that ostensibly differ from Mezzrow’s, was Artie Shaw. Shaw changed his surname from Arshawsky to camouflage his Jewishness, about which he was first made to feel uncomfortably aware by boys that taunted him during childhood. Was that so different from Mezzrow? Sure, like many whites since, Mezz was captivated by the vibrancy of black culture. 7 But denial of one’s Jewish roots, whatever reason one gives for it, is rarely a positive action; it is I suspect like someone who has severed a limb – psychologically, the limb is still there. If you happen to be a creative person, that may well come out in your art if it is sincere, however you couch it.

Shaw wrote memorably about the period before he became famous when he sought out the company of black musicians in Harlem: “I was actually living the life of a Negro musician, adopting Negro values and attitudes, and accepting the Negro out-group point of view not only about music but life in general.” 8

A black jazz musician who had a profound impact on the young Shaw during this period, stride piano maestro Willie The Lion Smith, proclaimed adherence to Judaism: “You could say I am Jewish partly by origin and partly by association.” The origin part possibly stems from his father, Frank Bertlehoff, “a light skinned playboy” whom Lion’s mother kicked out before marrying his stepfather, John Smith. Lion, growing up Presbyterian, accompanied his stepfather selling hogs off a wagon. Some of their best customers, by Lion’s account, were Jews. While making deliveries to a family named Rothschild, he would hear a rabbi teaching the children Hebrew: “The chanting sounds coming out of the parlour during the lessons fascinated me from the beginning, and Mrs Rothschild... permitted me to... sit in and listen. It didn’t take much time before I began to learn the meanings of the Hebraic words. When the rabbi saw how well I was doing, he took special pains to teach me.” 9

Lion says he was bar mitzvahed in a Newark synagogue and served as cantor to a black Jewish congregation in Harlem: “A lot of people are unable to understand my wanting to be Jewish. One said, ‘Lion, you stepped up to the plate with one strike against you – and now you take a second one right down the middle.’ They can’t seem to realise I have a Jewish soul and belong to that faith.” 10 Some Jews are uncomfortable about Lion’s claim to kinship. A short Lion biography I found on a Jewish website ends: “We realise this entry is problematic because opinions differ on the ‘Jewishness’ of certain mostly black Jewish congregations.”

However that may be, Lion – his nickname an allusion to the Lion of Judah – felt an attachment not just to the religion: “The people with whom I have had the least trouble in my life have been the Jews.” 11 His jazz though was grounded in the African American tradition. Lion cited ragtime pianist One-Leg Willie Joseph as an early influence: “His ragging of the ‘The Stars and Stripes Forever’ beat out the phoney Mike Bernard, the Jewish ragtime kid, who copied the great ragtime originator Ben Harney’s style.” 12

About Lion, pianist Dick Wellstood told jazz writer Whitney Balliett: “I heard him sing ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’ in Yiddish, or what he claimed was Yiddish.” 13 Jazz musician and film composer John Altman related a similar story to me. John, who performed in Jewish musician Conrad Janis’s California-based jazz band, told me: “His band in the forties included Willie The Lion Smith, and we did a number which was ‘I Wish You Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate’, and the guitar player, Sheldon Keller, who was one of the comedy writers of the Sid Caesar show, sings a chorus in Yiddish, which is what Willie The Lion Smith used to do.”

Lion took a shine to Artie Shaw when the teenage clarinetist was trying to establish himself in New York. Shaw, interviewed in a radio tribute to Lion, said: “He didn’t know that I was Jewish. I didn't tell him that. But I was very surprised because his [business] card was in Yiddish characters.” Known by friends by his Yiddish name, Velvala, Lion wrote with considerable affection about his early relationship with Artie, recollecting how the young clarinetist impressed Sidney Bechet: “My boy Artie was a good student and the Lion was proud of him when he went out to jam after finishing our nightly stint at P’s &J’s... One morning at Goldgraben’s... Pops Bechet, who was particular about clarinet players, came up to ask about Shaw. ‘Lion, who is the musicianer?’” When Lion told him, Bechet praised Shaw, declaring him “a good blues man”. Shaw in turn helped Lion: “Artie used to encourage me to get my tunes written down and published. While at P’s & J’s I started to compose in earnest... Later when Artie had his first band, he recorded some of my numbers.” 14

And Lion once jammed with Benny Goodman when the clarinetist was still with Ben Pollack: “Goodman met the test once when he played ‘I Got Rhythm’ to my accompaniment in the key of E major – I got him into a tough key just for the hell of it.” 15

The swing craze was about sweep Goodman and Shaw, the sons of poor Russian Jewish immigrants, to riches and world fame.
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Chapter 4: Swing high, sweet clarinet
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Radio came into its own as free entertainment in the thirties’ economic depression when record sales declined, and the coverage that Benny Goodman’s swing band received on America’s airwaves propelled him to super-stardom.

Goodman inadvertently launched the ‘Big Band Era’ when a 1935 cross-country tour of gigs – some so dispiriting that he thought of disbanding – culminated that August in astounding scenes of youthful public acclamation at Los Angeles’ Palomar Ballroom.

A massive following had built up in California owing to the band’s Let’s Dance radio shows. Broadcast simultaneously coast-to-coast, it hit the Pacific at peak listening hours and unbeknown to Goodman’s New York-based band, an audience hungry to see them awaited out west. An augury of Palomar came at a one-nighter in Oakland. Frustrated by the compromises forced on them during the tour – including a Denver gig where the crowd demanded their money back and were appeased with waltzes – in Oakland Goodman’s men let rip and the patrons loved it.

Then the band stepped out at Palomar “and boom – that was the real beginning”, as Benny put it. Palomar was followed by a successful concert series at the Congress Hotel, Chicago and a nation succumbed. It could all so easily have been otherwise, said Goodman’s drummer Gene Krupa: “Had Benny thrown in the towel before his first great triumphs... many of us who have enjoyed success... would never have attained these heights... Benny built himself a band playing musicians’ music but didn’t shoot over the head of the public.” 1

In New York a month earlier, Goodman set in train a development whose implications would resonate well beyond the world of popular music. After jamming with black pianist Teddy Wilson, Goodman invited him to record in a trio. Comprising Goodman, Wilson and Krupa, it cut four memorable sides. In later sessions another black musician, vibraphonist Lionel Hampton, was added. Inter-racial recording was not a complete novelty. As early as 1931, Jewish clarinetist Ted Lewis included Fats Waller on a session – Lewis not himself a jazz musician but he employed jazz talent. Mezz Mezzrow was another who played integrated sessions, while Eddie Condon “insisted on using Negro musicians”. And in 1933, Goodman backed Billie Holiday on her first, and Bessie Smith her last, recording. 2 But as Goodman’s mentor John Hammond, a wealthy white record producer and critic committed to jazz and black civil rights, made plain, until the Goodman trio recordings, integrated records were all “done very secretly because the public wasn’t ready to see black and white together”. 3

Goodman’s next move was daring in the racial climate of the time. Prompted by Hammond, he took Wilson and Hampton on the road, beginning with an Easter 1936 gig. They were not integrated into Goodman’s big band but the small group became a regular side-feature at gigs.

Soon, other major bands launched satellite groups as vehicles for star soloists. “Chamber jazz,” said Teddy Wilson, “originated with Benny Goodman.”

Dan Morgenstern underlined how significant was Goodman’s racial breakthrough: “Jazz was the first publicly integrated sector of American life. Jackie Robinson went to the Dodgers [baseball team] in 1946-47 and that was a big deal. But in the jazz world, Teddy Wilson and Lionel Hampton had been performing publicly with Benny Goodman.” 4 Hampton, interviewed in 1970, said Goodman did “something great for humanity. Civil rights really came about through music like the Goodman Quartet. I mean, everybody else was scared... Here’s a guy that did, and he’s got to have credit for it... He protected Teddy and I at all times... He’s one of the finest guys I know.” 5

When Goodman took Wilson and Hampton down south, Hammond, in an October 1937 DownBeat article headed ‘Predicted race riot fades as Dallas applauds quartet’, reported: “A minor revolution took place in deepest and darkest Dixie early in September when Benny Goodman’s boys invaded the South for the first time... All along I had the suspicion that if the trio and quartet made excellent music the crowd would swallow its prejudices and acclaim the artists.”

How much credit does Hammond deserve? “No, it wasn’t John Hammond,” Goodman biographer James Lincoln Collier told me. “He would always claim that, but the person really involved was Helen Dance. She came from a wealthy family in Canada. They had a jazz club in Chicago and they would hire top talent. And they had the Benny Goodman band when he was at the Congress Hotel, and Helen said, ‘Why don’t you bring on a trio, what do you think?’ and she paid for Teddy Wilson to come to Chicago, and they played and the important point about that was that nobody cared – DownBeat didn’t even make a big story out of it. And you have to give Goodman an enormous amount of credit. His band wasn’t very old, he’d had his first taste of success, the depression was on, twenty-five per cent of Americans were out of work, you had kids getting up in the morning and having coffee for breakfast. And here he made a breakthrough, it looked like he might be able to make some money. Now the question was, would he be able to play in the south? So he took the gamble. It was no gamble for Helen Dance, she had money, what was it going to cost her? Goodman had come out of the gutter but he took the chance and nobody cared.”

Black pundit Stanley Crouch, when I asked him, agreed: “Hammond always credits himself with that, but I’m not sure that you could take a guy who was standing on the line and have him risk his career because of your politics, and you already rich anyway. So I don’t buy that. In other words, if Goodman really didn’t want to do it, they wouldn’t be in his band. He didn’t have them in his band for some social purpose. If Lionel Hampton didn’t play better than anyone he could get on the vibes at a time when he could have gotten anybody he wanted to get, he wouldn’t have had him up there. It’s the same thing with Teddy Wilson. That way that Teddy Wilson played, you couldn’t play better than Teddy Wilson. So I don’t buy any John Hammond made him do that; suggested it, yes, perhaps encouraged him to take the risk, yes. But that’s like somebody talking to you in your corner in a boxing match; you don’t have to take the blows when the bell rings, right?” 6

All the jazz big bands relied on intricate arrangements that left ample room for solo improvisation, and Goodman hired black arrangers, notably Fletcher Henderson whose charts contributed greatly to the Goodman sound. Retrospectively, this has provoked some outrageous slurs. When the band broke big, it was Fletcher’s charts Goodman was mainly using and so, his critics charge, he was stealing black music. “I could walk into the Goodman band and play every arrangement they had, because Smack [Henderson] did it,” said drummer Art Blakey. “It’s Smack’s music. He didn’t get the credit for it.” 7

Charges of exploitation overlook the barriers that stood in the path of a Goodman-like ascent for black artists in 1930s America, and the fact that, as Lionel Hampton testified, Goodman paid his black collaborators well. 8

His acquisition of black trumpeter Cootie Williams highlights the issues. The ability of white bandleaders, following Goodman’s lead, to pay black musicians better salaries led to a drain of top talent from black bands. This generated resentment that white bandleaders “stole our players”. Williams was lured from Duke Ellington’s peerless band to work for Goodman, predominantly in a sextet formation. DownBeat received a hefty mailbag from Ellington aficionados criticising the move. Raymond Scott, an idiosyncratic Jewish bandleader and composer, even wrote a mournful tune about it, ‘When Cootie Left the Duke’. Scott was a composer of quirkily original, jazzy compositions who, though he packed his bands with jazz talent, pretty much eschewed improvisation, but he admired Ellington.

Goodman paid Cootie $200 a week, a hefty salary, but by Cootie’s account money wasn’t necessarily the main motivation. He adored Goodman’s clarinet playing, and his band: “I loved it. It had a beat and there was something there that I wanted to play with.” 9
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As a young saxophonist, arranger and big bandleader, Loren Schoenberg became closely associated with Benny Goodman, who appointed him his archivist and personal manager and hired Loren’s band at concerts. The relationship prevailed until Goodman’s death in 1986. I interviewed Loren at the National Jazz Museum in Harlem shortly after his appointment as its executive director. 10

“Let me,” began Loren, “talk about jazz and Jews in a way that I think might be helpful here, my attitude about it. I think that if you go back to the early years of the twentieth century, there were many populations that felt marginalised to a greater or lesser degree. If you read [Artie] Shaw’s book, The Trouble With Cinderella, he’s very eloquent, I can’t add anything to that. Benny Goodman was really not that eloquent, he didn’t talk that much about it, but if you read the standard biography by Ross Firestone, which is very good, there’s good detail about how poor Benny was when he grew up. And I think that there was a definite feeling among people who were excluded from the mainstream of American society, some kind of kinship, and on that level, I think that the early Jewish jazz musicians could probably empathise with the plight of African Americans maybe to a greater degree than some others could.”

Did Loren agree that the greatest black musicians of the big band era had more long-term influence than Goodman or Shaw?

“Of course, to this day the great majority of the icons of the music, the masters so to speak – a loaded term in this context – are without a doubt African Americans. That’s who you emulate, and you learn from them to be yourself. You ultimately learn that race is all important and that race is non-important, there’s no simple answer to it... No one played the clarinet better than Benny Goodman – I heard that from Roy Eldridge and I heard that from John Lewis [that is, from black jazz musicians] ... If we were to talk about
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