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FOREWORD

MR. JOSEPH D. OAKES
1234 OAK STREET
MIDDLETOWN, U.S.A.

Dear Joe:

Thanks for your letter. I can understand how you feel.
I’'m sure a few zillion others who weren’t around during
the big band era ask themselves the same questions you
asked me: what made them so great, how things were in
those days, and why the bands were (and still are) an
important part of the scene.

When you were born, the band era was just beginning
to wilt. By the time you were in grade school, the old and
new eras were overlapping; you could see it symbolized
when Elvis Presley got a couple of his first big breaks on
the Dorsey Brothers’ television show (yes, Joe, there was
a Dorsey Brothers TV series). Within a year or two after
that, the Dorseys were gone. In a sense, an era died with
them, because Tommy and Jimmy had been symbols of
so much that happened during the band years, through
their impeccable musicianship, their contribution to the
betterment of musical values and standards, their friend-
ships and quarrels, their discoveries of new talent (instru-
mental and vocal) and their part in molding America’s
musical tastes.

It’s hard to say exactly when the bands moved away
from center stage to the sidelines, and it’s even tougher to
fix the precise point in history when they were born. It
seems there were some ragtime groups that played for
dancing just before World War I, but many of them were
of small combo dimensions. Certainly, though, while my
generation was growing up, in the 1920’s and ’30’s we
were thoroughly indoctrinated into the sounds of the big
bands via radio remotes.
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Foreword

“Big Band” in those days meant ten men or more. As
long as there was that feeling of teamwork, of a group of
saxophones blending, a tightly knit brass section, it quali-
fied. This didn’t mean you were typecasting it, because,
you see, Joe, those bands ranged all the way from the
Guy Lombardos and Wayne Kings on through the Good-
mans, Ellingtons and Dorseys.

The big bands differed as much in personality as any
random bunch of individuals you might pass on the street.
Some tried for a strictly commercial style and a mass audi-
ence; sometimes the corn was as high as a piccolo’s A.
Others, and this was especially true when the swing era
began, had objectives that reached beyond entertainment
and dancing; they played for fans who wanted to listen,
think, and even analyze.

Regardless of which segment of the public they aimed at,
the big bands became vitally important, at home and
abroad. In the years between the two world wars, some
of our greatest bands toured all over the world; and wher-
ever they went, they told a little bit about America.

The bands molded everyone’s musical tastes. Their lis-
teners (including teen-agers like yourself) were emotion-
ally and physically involved. For the fans, these orchestras
were a healthy and meaningful pastime; for young musi-
cians, they were illustrations of how to work as part of
a team.

Fortunately, my own career got under way just in time
for me to take advantage of the opportunities the big bands
offered. Working with a good band in those days was the
end of the rainbow for any singer who wanted to make it
in this profession.

My association with the bands started just after a panic
period when I was running around doing every sustaining
radio show I could reach. Sustaining—that meant no spon-
sor, Joe, and you better believe it, that routine sustained
everyone but me. I was on four local stations, and some-
times I had it planned so I'd be on the air someplace or
another every three hours all through the day. Don’t think
I was doing all this work for nothing—I got seventy cents
carfare from Jersey to the Mutual studios.

On top of the eighteen sustainers a week, I landed a



Foreword ix

real paying job at a dance hall called the Rustic Cabin in
Englewood, New Jersey. I still went into New York every
morning to rehearse with Bob Chester’s band; then in the
afternoon I'd rehearse with another band. Get the picture,
Joe? I simply dug that big band sound around me.

At the Rustic Cabin I was emceeing the show and doing
a little singing too. One night, when I sang a number on
the air with Harold Arden’s band, Harry James heard me.
He had left Benny Goodman four months earlier and
started his own band. A couple of days later he asked me
to meet him at the Paramount Theater, and we set the deal.
1 was on the road with Harry’s band for the second half of
1939; then when Tommy Dorsey made me an offer, Harry
agreed to let me out of the balance of my contract.

I made my first records with Tommy on February 1,
1940, and stayed with the band until September 10,
1942. By that time, Dorsey had a vast band complete with
string section, which gassed me. I was always crazy about
strings for a vocal background; if James had had strings
at the time I was with the band, maybe I'd never have left
him, because in 1940 Tommy didn’t have strings.

Whether you were an instrumentalist or a vocalist, work-
ing in a band was an important part of growing up, musi-
cally and as a human being. It was a career builder, a seat
of learning, a sort of cross-country college that taught you
about collaboration, brotherhood and sharing rough times.
When it comes to professidnal experience, there’s nothing
to beat those one-nighter tours, when you rotate between
five places around the clock—the bus, your hotel room, the
greasy-spoon restaurant, the dressing room (if any) and
the bandstand. Then back on the bus to the next night’s
gig, maybe four hundred miles away or more.

I’'ve said this many times, but it can never be said too
often: a singer can learn, should learn, by listening to
musicians. My greatest teacher was not a vocal coach, not
the work of other singers, but the way Tommy Dorsey
breathed and phrased on the trombone.

It was while I was with the James band that I got my
first important write-up. The September, 1939, Metronome
carried a review of the band mentioning the “very pleas-
ing vocals of Frank Sinatra, whose easy phrasing is espe-
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cially commendable.” The review was signed by a young
fellow named George T. Simon, who spent his time listen-
ing to bands of every kind and doing his best, through the
great magazine that Metronome was in those days, to
inform and enlarge the public for bands and singers.

Ever since the great band days, Joe, there has been a
need for one really definitive book to answer questions like
yours, to document the fabulous stories that fellows like
you should know. Maybe you didn’t even know there was a
Paramount Theater or a Rustic Cabin; perhaps even the
names of the Dorseys are dim memories to you. But in
The Big Bands, George T. Simon tells it all like it was.
It’s a fascinating book. Don’t let your father swipe it; tell
him to go buy his own copy. I know he’ll find it as hard
to put down as you will; for him, though, it will be a well of
nostalgia. For you and others like you, it will be an edu-
cation.

Have fun reading this book, Joe, and don’t forget—if
it hadn’t been for the big bands, there are a lot of lucky
guys who might not have been so lucky, including

Yours truly,



PREFACE

TALK about luck! I was at the top of the list of all those “lucky guys”
Frank Sinatra refers to in his foreword. For early in 1935, when I joined
Metronome, the oldest and most respected music magazine, the big band
movement was just beginning. And there I was, living day and night in the
midst of all those great sounds and great people, listening not only to their
music but also to what they had to say about it and how they felt about it
and about one another and about everything else related to the big bands.
It was like having a lifetime pass to a front-row box. Nobody who loved the
big bands ever had it so good!

It might never have been that good if it hadn’t been for two men, Herb
Marks and Doron K. Antrim. Herb, a family friend and a leading music
publisher, had helped me keep together my college band (called The Con-
federates because we didn’t belong to the union) by seeing to it that we
received free orchestrations regularly. It was to him that I, by then a dropout
from Macy’s Men’s Slippers Department, turned again for help in 1935—
this time for an introduction to the folks at Metronome so that I could tell
them about my idea of starting a series of dance band reviews.

Doron K. Antrim was the editor. He liked the idea. But he had no money
in the editorial budget. We finally worked it out: twenty-five dollars per
month for the reviews, plus anything else I felt like writing. Antrim, an
exceptional human being, did nothing but encourage me, once even sug-
gesting a salary cut for himself so that I could afford to stay on. And in 1939
he voluntarily turned over the editorship to me.

During those first few years, he and I had comprised the entire editorial
staff. Except for free instruction columns by volunteer experts, out-of-town
news from unpaid correspondents, plus a batch of press releases, all the copy
was ours. But the readers didn’t know this. They kept reading record reviews
by Gordon Wright and sometimes by Henry S. Cummings, radio comments by
Arthur J. Gibson, band news and reviews by Peter Embry and Joe Hanscom,
and loads of inside scoops, gossip and opinions in a lengthy, rambling
column called “The Diary of Our Own Jimmy Bracken.”

What the readers didn’t know, of course, was that Wright, Cummings,
Gibson, Embry, Hanscom, Bracken and even some of the writers of some of
the more caustic letters to the editor were all one and the same lucky guy
named Simon, who’d happened on the big band scene just at the right time,
who was filled with a consuming desire to write about it, and who was
thrilled to be able to do so no matter what names he had to use. It was truly
one magnificent schizophrenic ball!
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As the big band scene expanded, so did our staff. Good and dedicated
writers came in: Amy Lee, Dick Gilbert, Ed Dunkum, Johnny Stolzfuss
and finally Barry Ulanov, who took over the editorship while I was serving
with the Glenn Miller AAF Band and then producing Army V Discs of most
of the top bands. Later during the big band era, Leonard Feather, Peter Dean,
Barbara Hodgkins, Bob Bach, Dave Dexter and others added their critical
pens.

Much of the writing was strong stuff. Ned Bitner, our publisher, encour-
aged our dedication to high musical standards. The bands that entered the
business purely for what they could get out of it distressed us with what we
considered their unconscionable gimmickry and blatant commercialism, and
we said so. On the other hand, those bands that kept trying to create some-
thing musically worthwhile, that did their best to maintain a high level of
musicianship, that continued to respect artistic creativity and, in the final
analysis, to put music above money invariably drew both our moral and
critical support.

This attitude or preference or bias or whatever you might want to call it
pervades this book too. The approach is primarily reportorial, though, I
must admit, not consistently objective. For I can never completely contain
my enthusiasm and respect for true musical creativity, talent and, above all,
integrity. On the other hand, even though it is now more than twenty years
since the end of the big band era (and presumably I have mellowed and
developed a greater understanding of crass commercialism), my enthusiasm
and respect for the less musicianly bands, no matter how successful they were,
have grown not at all.

This, then, is a report with a definite point of view, a report of the big
bands during their greatest years—from 1935 through 1946. For it I have
drawn upon not only the music but also the words—the personal words of
the leaders, the musicians, the vocalists, the arrangers and so many others
whose thoughts and ideas and feelings, as well as their music, made the
world of the big bands such a wonderfully rewarding one in which to live.

For making this book possible, my deepest thanks go to Donald Myrus
and Neil McCaffrey, who first approached me about writing it; to Bob Markel,
my editor, who has seen me through it all with such patience and understand-
ing; to Bob Asen, the present owner of Metronome and a former bandleader
himself, and to co-owner Milton Lichtenstein, who have permitted me to
quote so copiously from the magazine and to utilize its wonderful collection
of photos; to one of the big bands’ most illustrious alumni, Frank Sinatra,
for his charming foreword; to all those quoted in these pages who have
shared with me and my readers their thoughts and remembrances; and, finally,
to all the many magnificent, creative people for whose outstanding musical
contributions all of us who ever loved the big bands will be forever grateful.

GEORGE T. SIMON
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The Scene

DO YOU remember what it was like? Maybe you do. Maybe you were
there, Maybe you were there in New York two-thirds of the way through
the 1930’s, when there were so many great bands playing—so many of them
at the same time. You could choose your spots—so many spots.

You could go to the Madhattan Room of the Hotel Pennsylvania, where
Benny Goodman, the man who started it all, was playing with his great
band, complete with Gene Krupa.

You could go a block or so farther to the Terrace Room of the Hotel
New Yorker, and there you’d find Jimmy Dorsey and his Orchestra with
Bob Eberly and Helen O’Connell . . . or to the Blue Room of the Hotel
Lincoln to catch Artie Shaw and his band with Helen Forrest . . . or to the
Green Room of the Hotel Edison for Les Brown’s brand new band.

Maybe you’d rather go to some other hotel room—Ilike the Palm Room
of the Commodore for Red Norvo and Mildred Bailey and their soft, subtle
swing . . . or to the Grill Room of the Lexington for Bob Crosby and his
dixieland Bob Cats . . . or to the Moonlit Terrace of the Biltmore for
Horace Heidt and his huge singing entourage . . . or down to the Roosevelt
Grill for Guy Lombardo and his Royal Canadians and their extrasweet
sounds.

And then there were the ballrooms—the Roseland with Woody Herman
and the Savoy with Chick Webb. Not to mention the nightclubs—the Cotton
Club with Duke Ellington, or the Paradise Restaurant, where a band nobody
knew too much about was making sounds that the entire nation would soon
recognize as those of Glenn Miller and his Orchestra.

Maybe you didn’t feel so much like dancing but more like sitting and
listening and maybe taking in a movie too. You could go to the Paramount,
where Tommy Dorsey and his band, along with Jack Leonard and Edythe
Wright, were appearing . . . or to the Strand to catch Xavier Cugat and his
Latin music . . . or to Loew’s State, where Jimmie Lunceford was swinging
forth.

And if you had a car, you could go a few miles out of town . . . to the
Glen Island Casino in New Rochelle to dance to Larry Clinton’s music with
vocals by Bea Wain . . . or to Frank Dailey’s Meadowbrook across the bridge

3



4  The Big Bands—Then

in New Jersey to catch Glen Gray and the Casa Loma Orchestra with Peewee
Hunt and Kenny Sargent.

Of course, if you didn’t feel like going out at all, you still were in luck—
and you didn’t have to be in New York either. For all you had to do was to
turn on your radio and you could hear all sorts of great bands coming from
all sorts of places—from the Aragon and Trianon ballrooms in Chicago,
the Palomar Ballroom in Hollywood, the Raymor Ballroom in Boston,
the Blue Room of the Hotel Roosevelt in New Orleans, the Mark Hopkins
Hotel in San Francisco, the Steel Pier in Atlantic City and hundreds of other
hotels, ballrooms and nightclubs throughout the country, wherever an
announcer would begin a program with words like “And here is the music
of 1”

The music varied tremendously from style to style and, within each style,
from band to band. Thus you could hear all types of swing bands: the hard-
driving swing of Benny Goodman, the relaxed swing of Jimmie Lunceford,
the forceful dixieland of Bob Crosby, the simple, riff-filled swing of Count
Basie, the highly developed swing of Duke Ellington, and the very commercial
swing of Glenn Miller.

Many of the big swing bands were built around the leaders and their
instruments—around the clarinets of Goodman and Artie Shaw, the trumpets
of Harry James and Bunny Berigan, the trombones of Jack Teagarden and
Tommy Dorsey, the tenor sax of Charlie Barnet, the pianos of Ellington and
Count Basie and the drums of Gene Krupa.

And then there were the sweet bands. They varied in style and in quality
too. Some projected rich, full, musical ensemble sounds, like those of Glen
Gray and the Casa Loma Orchestra, Isham Jones, Ray Noble and Glenn
Miller. Others depended more on intimacy, like the bands of Hal Kemp and
Guy Lombardo and of Tommy Dorsey when he featured his pretty trombone.
Others played more in the society manner—Eddy Duchin with his flowery
piano and Freddy Martin with his soft, moaning sax sounds. And then there
were the extrasweet bandleaders. Lombardo, of course, was one. So was his
chief imitator, Jan Garber. So was the Waltz King, Wayne King.

And there were the novelty bands, generally lumped in with the sweet
bands—Kay Kyser, with all his smart gimmicks, including his College of
Musical Knowledge and his singing song titles; Sammy Kaye, who also used
singing song titles and introduced his “So You Wanna Lead a Band” gimmick;
and Blue Barron, who aped Kaye . . . and so many others who aped Barron,
who aped Kaye, who aped Kyser, who aped Lombardo.

There were so many bands playing so many different kinds of music—
some well, some adequately, some horribly—all with their fans and followers.
The Metronome poll, in which readers were invited to vote for their favorite
bands in three divisions (Swing, Sweet and Favorite of All), listed almost
three hundred entries in each of the four years from 1937 through 1940.
And those were merely the bands that the readers liked most of all! There
were hundreds more all over the country that didn’t even place.
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Why were some so much more successful than others? Discounting the
obvious commercial considerations, such as financial support, personal man-
agers, booking offices, recordings, radio exposure and press agents, four
other factors were of paramount importance.

There was, of course, the band’s musical style. This varied radically from
band to band. A Tommy Dorsey was as far removed from a Tommy Tucker
as an Artie Shaw was from an Art Kassel or a Sammy Kaye was from a Sam
Donahue. Each band depended upon its own particular style, its own identi-
fiable sound, for general, partial or just meager acceptance. In many ways,
the whole business was like a style show—if the public latched on to what you
were displaying, you had a good chance of success. If it rejected you, you’d
better forget it.

Generally it was the band’s musical director, either its arranger or its
leader or perhaps both, who established a style. He or they decided what
sort of sound the band should have, how it should be achieved and how it
should be presented, and from there on proceeded to try to do everything
possible to establish and project that sound, or style.

Secondly, the musicians within a band, its sidemen, played important roles.
Their ability to play the arrangements was, naturally, vitally important. In
some bands the musicians themselves contributed a good deal, especially in
the swing bands, which depended upon them for so many solos; and in the
more musical bands, whose leaders were willing to listen to and often accept
musical suggestions from their sidemen.

But the musicians were important in other ways too. Their attitude and
cooperation could make or break a band. If they liked or respected a leader,
they would work hard to help him achieve his goals. If they had little use for
him, they’d slough off both him and his music. The more musical the band
and the style, the greater, generally speaking, the cooperation of its musicians
in all matters—personal as well as musical.

Salaries? They were important, yes, in the bands that weren’t so much fun to
play in. But if the band was good musically and if the musicians were aware
that their leader was struggling and couldn’t pay much, money very often
became secondary. Pride and potential and, most importantly, respect usually
prevailed.

Thirdly, the singers—or the band vocalists, as they were generally called—
often played important roles in establishing a band’s popularity, in some cases
even surpassing that of the band itself. A good deal depended upon how
much a leader needed to or was willing to feature a vocalist. Most of the
smarter ones realized that any extra added attraction within their own organi-
zation could only redound to their credit. Even after many of those singers
had graduated to stardom on their own, their past relationships with the bands
added a touch of glamour to those bands and their reputations.

Thus such current stars as Frank Sinatra and Jo Stafford still bring back
memories of Tommy Dorsey, Doris Day of Les Brown, Ella Fitzgerald of
Chick Webb, Peggy Lee of Benny Goodman and Perry Como of Ted Weems.
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Tommy Dorsey’s Frank Sinatra

Les Brown’s Doris Day




The Scene 7

And there were many others who meant very much to their leaders—Bob
Eberly and Helen O’Connell to Jimmy Dorsey, Ray Eberle and Marion Hutton
to Glenn Miller, Dick Haymes and Helen Forrest to Harry James, Kenny
Sargent and Peewee Hunt to Glen Gray, Bea Wain to Larry Clinton, Ivy
Anderson to Duke Ellington, Mildred Bailey to Red Norvo, Anita O’Day to
Gene Krupa, June Christy to Stan Kenton, Ginny Sims to Kay Kyser, Dolly
Dawn to George Hall, Wee Bonnie Baker to Orrin Tucker, Amy Arnell to
Tommy Tucker, Jimmy Rushing to Count Basie, Al Bowlly to Ray Noble,
Eddy Howard to Dick Jurgens, Bon Bon to Jan Savitt, Skinnay Ennis to Hal
Kemp and, of course, Carmen Lombardo to brother Guy.

But of all the factors involved in the success of a dance band—the business
affairs, the musical style, the arrangers, the sidemen and the vocalists—
nothing equaled in importance the part played by the leaders themselves. For
in each band it was the leader who assumed the most vital and most responsi-
ble role. Around him revolved the music, the musicians, the vocalists, the
arrangers and all the commercial factors involved in running a band, and
it was up to him to take these component parts and with them achieve success,
mediocrity or failure.

Jimmy Dorsey’s Helen O’Connell
and Bob Eberly




The Leaders

SOME were completely devoted to music, others entirely to the money it
could bring.

Some possessed great musical talent; others possessed none.

Some really loved people; others merely used them.

Some were extremely daring; others were stodgily conservative.

Some were motivated more by their emotions, others by a carefully calcu-
lated course of action.

And for some, leading a band was primarily an art; for others, it was
basically a science.

That’s how much bandleaders varied—in their ambitions, their idcals,
their motivations, their talents and their personalities, as well as in their
musical and ethical standards and values. They were as different personally
as their bands were musically. Yet, with varying degrees of intensity, each
sought success in one form or another—from the most purely artistic to the
most crassly commercial.

Their approaches varied with their personalities and their talents. Highly
dedicated and equally ambitious musicians like Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman,
Artie Shaw and Tommy Dorsey approached their jobs with a rare combina-
tion of idealism and realism. Well trained and well disciplined, they knew
what they wanted, and they knew how to get it. Keenly aware of the com-
mercial competition, they drove themselves and their men relentlessly, for
only through achieving perfection, or the closest possible state to it, could
they see themselves realizing their musical and commercial goals.

Others, equally dedicated to high musical standards but less blatantly
devoted to ruling the roost, worked in a more relaxed manner. Leaders like
Woody Herman, Les Brown, Duke Ellington, Gene Krupa, Count Basie,
Harry James, Claude Thornhill and Jimmy Dorsey pressured their men less.
“You guys are pros,” was their attitude, “so as long as you produce, you’ve
got nothing to worry about.” Their bands may have had a little less machine-
like proficiency, but they swung easily and created good musical and com-
mercial sounds.

Other leaders, often less musically endowed and less idealistically inclined,
approached their jobs more from a businessman’s point of view. For them
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Two perfectionists and rivals:
Benny Goodman and Tommy Dorsey at the 1939 Metronome All-Star record date

music seemed to be less an art and more a product to be colorfully packaged
and cleverly promoted. The most successful of such leaders, bright men like
Guy Lombardo, Kay Kyser, Sammy Kaye, Horace Heidt, Shep Fields, Wayne
King and Lawrence Welk, were masters at creating distinctive though hardly
distinguished musical styles; men respected more for commercial cunning than
for artistic creativity. They might have been faulted by Metronome and
Down Beat but never by Fortune or The Wall Street Journal.

At the other end of the bandleading scale were those not nearly wise or
calculating enough to realize that they never should have become bandleaders
in the first place. Among these were some of the most talented and colorful
musicians on the scene, to whom the music business meant all music and
no business. Their lives were undisciplined and so were their bands. They
swung just for the present. for a present filled with loads of laughs and little
acceptance of their responsibilities as leaders. Unfortunately, almost all of
this last group wound up as bandleading failures. For no matter what they
would have liked to believe, leading a band was definitely a business, a very
competitive, complex business consisting of almost continuous contacts—
and aoften difficult and crucial compromises—with a wide variety of people
on whom not merely the success but the very life of a dance band depended.

The leaders were called on to deal daily and directly—and not only on a
musical but also on a personal basis—with their musicians, their vocalists
and their arrangers, directing and supervising and bearing the responsibilities
of each of these groups. But that wasn’t all. For their survival also depended
a great deal on how well they dealt with all kinds of people outside their




Leaders greet Will Bradley and Ray McKinley at their Famous Door opening.
Left to right: Teddy Powell, Art Kassel, Bradley, Charlie Barnet, Ella Fitzgerald
(who took over Chick Webb’s band), Bob Crosby,

McKinley, Les Brown, Gene Krupa

bands—with personal managers, with booking agents, with ballroom, night-
club and hotel-room operators, with headwaiters and waiters and busboys,
with bus drivers, with band boys, with the press, with publicity men, with
music publishers, with all the various people from the radio stations and from
the record companies and, of course, at all times and in all places—and
no matter how tired or in what mood a leader might be—with the ever-
present, ever-pressuring public.
No wonder Artie Shaw ran away to Mexico!



The Public

THE ever-present public knew. It was hip. The kids followed the bands
closely, and they recognized not just the leaders themselves but also the
songs they played, their arrangements, and who played what when with whom.

The big bands were like big league ball teams, and the kids knew all the
players—even without a scorecard. Ask them to name Casa Loma’s clarinet
player and they’d tell you Clarence Hutchenrider. Ask them what trombonist
played jazz for Bunny Berigan and they’d tell you Sonny Lee. Ask them
what trombonist in Benny Goodman’s band never played jazz at all and
they’'d tell you Red Ballard. Ask them who sang and played lead alto for
Count Basie and they’d tcll you Earle Warren. Ask them who played drums
for Tommy Dorsey and—after they’d asked you on what records and you’d
told them “Song of India” and on “Opus No. 1”—they’d tell you Davey
Tough and Buddy Rich.

About records, which so many fans collected, they could answer most
readily and specifically. They could tell you that it was Jerry Gray who
arranged “Begin the Beguine” and Jack Jenney who played that great trom-
bone solo of “Stardust” for Artie Shaw; that it was Tex Beneke followed by
Al Klink on the series of tenor-sax passages on Glenn Miller’s “In the
Mood”; that it was Bon Bon who sang “720 in the Books” on the Jan Savitt
recording; Bea Wain who sang “Deep Purple” for Larry Clinton; Bill Harris
who was featured on trombone on Woody Herman’s “Bijou’’; Herschel Evans,
not Lester Young, who played the sax solo on Count Basie’s “Blue and
Sentimental”; and Irene Daye, not Anita O’Day, who sang on Gene Krupa’s
“Drum Boogie.”

But phonograph records offered merely one link between the bands and
their public. It was an important one, even though only three companies,
Columbia (including its Brunswick label), Decca and RCA Victor (including
its Bluebird label), were issuing almost all the big band sides, and even
though there weren’t nearly so many disc jockeys to plug the music over the
radio as there are today.

Radio stations did help to enlarge the big band audience, however, by
broadcasting many live performances—a few on regular commercial series,
but most on sustaining shows, many of them complete with crowd excitement,
directly from where the bands were playing. Every night the airwaves would
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PERSONNELS OF 1938's LEADING BANDS

SAX SECTIONS

Bends 1st Sax 2nd Sax 3rd Sax 4th Sax
1—Count Basle............ Earl Warren (h.) Lester Young (h)........... Ronald Washington. ... . .Hershal Evans (b t & c)
2—Bunny Berigan. 5 Scha S .. ..Gus Bivona (c)... ......Clyde Rounds
3—Larry Clinton.......... .Mike Doty................Tony Zimmers (h).......... Leo White (c) ....Hugo Winterhalter
4—Bob Crosby. . . 5 . . .Fazola (c).... ....Gil Rodin
$—Jimmy Dorsey......... . Milt Yaner....... e i e Leonard Whitney. ......Charles Frazier (b)
6—Tommy Dorsey. . in (b)... .....Jobnny Mince (¢)....... ... Dean Kincaide (h)
7—Duke Ellington. . . i ..Jobnny Hodges (ha)..... ...

.Dave Matthews tha).. ..

l—B.nny Goodm-n

.C. Hutchenrider (c)....... K
Tieber

“Bon Williams. ... Bruce Milligan
. Mascagni Ruffo. ... .Sam Musiker (b)
Sully Maso!

12—Gene Krupe
13—Kay Kyser...... .Herman Gunkler. . ly n
14—Guy Lom!| . .Lawrence Owen. . ...Victor Lombardo
15—Jimmie Lunceford . .Joe Thomas (Il) . ..Ted Buckner (ha). . .. Earl Carruthers

. .Gordon Beneke (h). .Wilbur Schwartz (c) ..Stan Aaronson

.. Maurice Kogan (b)
.Ronny Perry
. Waymond Carver

.Hank D’Amico (t). .
.Hank Freeman,.
Hylton Jeﬁ‘erson

..George Berg (b),

17—Red Norvo. ..
18—Artie Shaw. .

19—Chick Webb. . o 5
20—Paul Whiteman.........Al Gallodoro,.............. Art Dollinger (b)........... Sal Franzella (c) Frank Gallodoro
BRASS SECTIONS
1st Trumpet 2nd Trumpet 3rd Trumpet 1st Trombone 2nd Trombone
1—Ed Lewis................ Butk Clayton (b).......... Harry Edison (b) Dan Minor. ,..............
. man, .. . .Berigan (Ist & b). ..Nat LeBrousky. . .

2—Jobn Naptan.
3—Snapper Lloyd
4—Zeke Zarchi. ..

.. Walter Smith (b) Joe Ortolano. .....
..Bill Butterfield (Ist & h). ... Ward Silloway. .
..Don Mattison (3 trmb). . .. . Bobby Byrns (h)

S$—Ralph Muzzillo. Shorty Sherock (b) ..

§—Chbarles Spivak Yank Lausen 0000 Lee Castaido (b). ... ...Moe Zudecoff. ...... .

7—Wallace Jones. .. Cootie Williams (b) Rex Stewart (h) ...Lawrence Brown (h) ...

8—Harry James (b) ..Ziggy Elman ihg . Chris Griffen (b). . ...Vernon Brown (h).. e

9—Frank Zullo..... ..Grady Watts (b). . .Sonny Dunbam (h) ...Billy Rausch,..............

10—Warren Lewis. .. Frank Strasek...........c.ooiiiiiiseisrinaanan ...Jimmy Skyles

11—Clayton Cash. .. . .Mickey Bloom (h) . .Harry Wiliford (h) .. .Ed Kusborski (h).

12—Nick Prospero ..C. Prlnkluuxer (b) ..Tom Goslin th ) ... Toby Tyler....... ...

13—Robert Guy.. ..Merwyn Bogue............. H. Carriere. . ..Harry Thomas. .... Max Williams

14— Lebert Lombardo, . . .Dudley Podm:k mellophone)........... . Jim Dillon

15—Eddie Tomplnns (h) Paul Welbster (b).......... Sy Oliver (b)...... James Young (h)........... Russell Boles

16—Bob Price......... ob Barker...... ..Jobnny Austin (h).... . Lightnin

17—Jobnny Owens ack Palmer (b) Barney Zudecoff.. o 0. oo 1 George
Chuck Peterson (h) . George Arus (b)

ndy Williams (b)

18—John Best (h)
.Jack Teagarden (b)

19—Dick Vance..

. .Bobby Stark (h) ...... Taft Jordan (b)..... 5
20—Don Moore.............. field

Charley Teagarden (h)...... Harry Goldfield. ...........

RHYTHM SECTIONS AND VOCALISTS

Plano Guitar Bass Drums Vocalists
1—Count Basie........... Freddy Green Walter Page.......... Joe Jones............. Helen Humes and James Rushing
2—Joe Bushkin. . ..Hank Wayland. ..Buddy Rich .Jayne Dover and Morgan
m Mineo. ..Walter Hardman. . . ...Charlie Blake. .Bea Wain & Chesleigh
4—Bob Zurke.... . .Bob Haggart... ..Ray Bauduc. .Marion M-nn, Crosby, Lamare & Miller
..Jack Ryan... ..Ray MtKinley. .Bob Eberle & Mattison

. .Edythe Wright and Jack Leonard

S—Freddy Slack. . .
X ..1lvy Anderson

6—Howard Smith. . . .Maurice Purtill,

..Gene Traxler.
.Sonny Greer. .

7—Duke Ellington. ..Pred Guy..... ..Bi Q000 0
8—Jess Stacey. .. ..Ben Heller....... .. .Dave Tough, . ...Martha Tilton
9—Howard Hall . .Jacques Blnnchene 0o is. . .Tony Briglia.......... Sargent and Hunt
.. AlvinoRey........... | .Bernie Matthewson. . ..Lysbeth Hughes, Larry Cotton, etc.
5 . .Emery Kenyon........ Judy Starr, Bob Allen, Dowell & Wiliford
s . Gene Krupa . .Irene Daye & Leo Watson

.. .Ginny Sims, Harry Babbitt, Mason & Bogue

13—Lyman Gandee 0 0 5
14—Frank Vigneau. . ..Francis Henry . .George Gowans....... Carmen & Lebert Lombnrdo

15—Edwin Wilcox. . .Albert Norris. .. .Jimmy Crawford. .....Grissom, Oliver, Webster, Thomas & Young
16—Chummy MacGreggor. . ..........uen 0 5 Bob Spangler ...Marion Hutton, Ray Eberle, Beneke & Miller
17— Bill Miller. 0o 30 5 ...George Wettling .. .Mildred Bailey & Terry Allen

18—Les Burness ..AlAvola........ a 0ocaa ...Cliff Leeman.... .. .Billie Holiday

19—Tommy Fulfor: .. 80 . ...Chick Webb. . . .Ella Fitzgerald

20—Roy Bargy. . .......... Art Ryerson. ......... Rollo Layl-nd Joan Edwards & Teagarden

1. Dick Wells, 3rd & hot trmb. 5. Jimmy Dorsey, hot alto & cl. 6. Fred Stulce, 5th sax
OTHER MEN IN ABOVE BANDS Dorsey, hot & lead trmb; Blmer Smithers, 3rd trmb. 7. Joe Nanton, 3rd (plunger) trmb. 8. Good™
man, hot cl.; Matthews also 1st sax. 9. Dan D’'Andrea, Ist & 5th sax; Guy, 6th sax; Murray MacEachern, Ist & hot trmb, 12. Dalton Rizzotto’
3rd trmb. 15. Lunceford, Dan Grissom, saxes; Elmer Crumbley. 3rd & most hot trmb. 16, Bill Stagmire, 5th & hot alto. Miller 21l hot & sweet
trmb. 18. Shaw, hot cl.; Harry Rodgers, 3rd trmb 19. Jeflerson also Ist sax; George Matthews, 3rd trmb, 20, Bob Cusumano also Ist trpt;

Hal Matthews, 3rd trmb.; Frank Signorelli, 2nd piano.
SYAMBOLS: o, alto; b, baritone; ¢ & cl, clarinet; h, hot; 8, tenor; trpt, trumpet; trmbd, trombone.




The Public 13

be filled with the music of the big bands. In addition, whenever the networks
had open time, either in the early evenings or at mid-day, or even sometimes
at nine o’clock in the morning, they would schedule similar broadcasts.

With all those records and radio shows inundating homes, anyone at all
interested in the big bands could learn a great deal about them and their
music. To educate the fans even more, magazines like Metronome and Down
Beat devoted their monthly issues almost entirely to news and reviews of the
bands. Occasionally some of the country’s major magazines wrote pieces
about some of the biggest names, but seldom did much of the daily press
devote significant space to any of them, except, of course, when some self-
appointed watchdog of the country’s morals might spout off about how
decadent swing music was or when some reporter might become impressed
with the sociological implications of a batch of kids getting excited listening
to a band in a theater. But the lack of interest, understanding and often
ability to get facts straight on the part of the newspapers was positively
appalling and proved pretty conclusively that, when it came to big bands,
one good arrangement or one outstanding trumpet chorus could be worth
more than a thousand words!

Of course, records and radio and the press couldn’t even approach the
potent impact of hearing a band in person. This was it! To stand in front of
one of your favorite swing bands watching its musicians make the sounds
you’d been hearing over the air and on records, and, most of all, hearing it
in all its roaring purity—with the trumpets and trombones blasting away
right at you and the saxes supporting them and the rhythm section letting
loose with those clear, crisp, swinging beats—it all added up to one of the
real thrills in life.

There’s nothing to match it today. The whining electrified guitars and the
flabby-sounding electronic basses of the sixties have power, all right—they
can virtually steamroller you. But hearing big bands in person was com-
pletely different. They didn’t knock you down and flatten you out and
leave you lying there, a helpless victim of sodden, sullen, mechanized musical
mayhem. Instead they swung freely and joyously. And as they swung, they
lifted you high in the air with them, filling you with an exhilarated sense
of friendly well-being; you joined them, emotionally and musically, as partners
in one of the happiest, most thrilling rapports ever established between the
givers and takers of music.

The free, spontaneous communication between the big bands and their
fans was a natural culmination of the music itself. The approach of most
outfits was so honest and direct that their fans could recognize instinctively
whether the bands were really trying or merely coasting. When a musician
played an especially exciting solo, they’d cheer him for it, and when the band
as a whole reached especially high musical and emotional heights, it would be
rewarded with enthusiastic, honest, heartfelt yelling and cheering—not the
kind of hysterics evoked by a rock and roller’s shaking his long tresses, but
real approval for a musical job well done.

It was easy to tell when a band was communicating with its audience, for



The public inside—listening to Harry James

when it did, many couples would crowd as close to the bandstand as they
could in order to catch every visual and aural nuance. Behind them, other
couples would be dancing happily to the swinging sounds. Then later, when
the band would lapse into a romantic mood, the listeners would usually
join the others, dancing gracefully to the mellower music.

The public’s appreciation and awareness of the music and the musicians
kept the big bands honest. When a jazz soloist recorded what the fans thought
was a great solo, like Bunny Berigan’s on “Marie” or Charlie Barnet’s on
“Cherokee,” they’d remember it, and they’d expect to hear it when the
band came to their town.

Jimmy Dorsey once recalled how this dedication could extend beyond
reasonableness. After his band had completed an engagement in a midwestern
town, he was invited to go to an after-hours spot to hear a local group that
featured a clarinetist who apparently idolized Jimmy. He could play the
Dorsey clarinet choruses note for note, just the way Jimmy had recorded
them. But the big shock came when the band went into a number on which
Dorsey had played a chorus of which he had been particularly ashamed. Out
came that same chorus note for note, including all the bad ones that Jimmy
had never meant to blow and had never blown since. Obviously here was one
king who could do no wrong.

The kids could also spot personnel changes within bands. Naturally they
would expect to see such established stars as Flip Phillips with Woody
Herman or Johnny Hodges with Duke Ellington or Roy Eldridge with Gene
Krupa. But such astuteness wasn’t limited just to the top bands and top
soloists. If Nappy Lamare wasn’t playing guitar for Bob Crosby, if Alec Fila
wasn't playing lead trumpet with Bob Chester, or if Harry Terrill wasn’t
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The public outside—waiting to hear Lionel Hampton

playing lead alto for Mitchell Ayres, there’d usually be one or more followers
who’d want to know why.

Ayres himself reportedly once became the victim of the keen ears of his
audience. He had been hired several months in advance for a school prom.
Meanwhile he had been booked into a steady engagement, and when the
Saturday for the prom rolled around, the spot’s manager wouldn’t release
him. So Mitch cut out, picked up a local band near the school and probably
figured he was doing all right with the substitutes, despite some doubting
looks from the dancers, until a couple of kids, either because they became
disenchanted with the music or for more personal reasons, decided to sit in
their car. There they tuned in their radio. Out came a familiar sound, followed
by a shocking revelation as the announcer intoned, ‘“From Murray’s Restau-
rant in Tuckahoe, New York, we are bringing you the music of Mitchell Ayres
and his Orchestra!”

If distinctive sounds, special arrangements, individual musicians and singers
and over-all styles hadn’t become so important to the public, a misadventure
such as the one that befell Ayres (and he wasn’t the only leader who had
been caught with his baton down) would probably never have occurred.
But the big bands, by their very emphasis on individuals and individuality,
had brought to dance bands a highly personal touch that they had never had
before. And the more successful they became, the more new outfits, each
emphasizing its own hopefully distinctive style, began to appear on the scene.
By 1940 there must have been close to two hundred dance orchestras, any one
of which a knowing fan could identify after hearing only a few of its stylized
musical measures.

Nothing like it had ever happened before.




The Musicians

ONE night in 1937 while we were driving—I can still remember it was under
the old Third Avenue El in New York—Glenn Miller turned to me and said,
“You know, you'd better make up your mind right now what you want to be
—a musician or a writer.”

The cause of his ultimatum was clear. I'd been moonlighting from my job
as assistant cditor of Metronome to play drums with his band, at rchearsals
and even on its first recordings. But my course was just as clear as his cause.
*“Thanks just the same,” I said, “but 1'd better stick to writing.”

Pass up a chance to play drums with Glenn Miller? Of course 1 did. I'd
been working for Metronome for only a couple of yecars, but I'd already
learned one important fact: a big band could be a wonderful place to work
for an outstanding musician, which I knew I wasnt. As a writer—well, I
figured I still had a chance.

The big band days were exciting and rewarding for the top musicians. For
them there was glory, there was glamour and there was good moncy. For
them it could be a thrilling ball, a daydream come true. But for others it could
develop into a chilling bore, a nightmare come much too true.

The big rewards—the recognition and often the top money—came readily
to those who, in addition to playing their instruments exceptionally well, could
also communicate easily with the public. Among them were most of the top
soloists, the individualists in each band who provided their own special brand
of musical excitement. Eventually several of them, like Harry James, Lionel
Hampton, Gene Krupa, Bunny Berigan, Charlie Spivak and Tony Pastor,
became successful leaders. Others, such as Benny Goodman’s Ziggy Elman,
Duke Ellington’s Johnny Hodges, Tommy Dorsey’s Bud Freeman, Glenn
Miller’s Tex Beneke, remained sidemen during the big band era, rewarded
handsomely by their leaders and by the adulation of their fans.

It was a good life for the star soloists. So it was, too, for many of the lead
men, the most important members of the brass and reed sections, mainly
responsible for the band’s ensemble sounds. These were the musicians often
accorded the greatest respect by their fellow sidemen. What’s more, a potent,
dependable, yet flexible lead trumpeter could always find work, and the best
of them, such as Ralph Muzzillo and Zeke Zarchy and Andy Ferretti and
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Jimmy Campbell, could and would choose their spots with any of the most
successful, best-paying bands. The same sorts of reward came to the out-
standing lead saxists like Hymie Shertzer, Toots Mondello, Milt Yaner and
Sam Marowitz and to lead trombonists like Buddy Morrow and Murray
MacEachern. These were the unsung heroes of the big bands.

Tommy Dorsey once compared a dance band to a football team. In the
backfield he put the soloists, the obvious stars. And in the line he put his
lead men—first trumpet, first sax and first trombone—along with the four
men in his rhythm section—the pianist, guitarist, bassist and drummer.

But there were a great many lesser-known men in the bands, those who
played in the sections but didn’t lead them and who didn’t get a chance to
play solos. These were strictly supportive players, their lives filled with little
glamour and seldom any overt appreciation. Whether life as big band musi-
cians was any fun at all for them depended a great deal on the specific band
they happened to be in.

The morale of the musicians was generally highest in the bands that played
the best music and were headed by leaders who knew how to treat not only
their music but also the men who played it. Les Brown was an outstanding
example of such a leader. Woody Herman was another. So were Duke Elling-
ton, Harry James, Count Basie, Jimmy Dorsey, Jimmie Lunceford, Gene
Krupa, Claude Thornhill, Stan Kenton and sometimes Tommy Dorsey. Life
in bands like these, as well as in some less successful ones in which respect
for good music and musicianship prevailed, could be and often was one
continuous ball.

In the bands led by the most exacting perfectionists, like Glenn Miller,
Benny Goodman and Artie Shaw, the living may have been a little less easy,
the atmosphere more tense and the good times less intense. But for any musi-
cian who had pride in his music, working with such exacting but experienced
leaders usually offered superior artistic rewards. Not so, however, in many
other, less musical bands, in which routine and discipline and protocol too
often assumed greater importance than the quality of the music itself.

This preoccupation with effect for effect’s sake appeared most often in bands
that emphasized musical tricks, gimmicks that required precise musicanship
but provided few opportunities for musical expression. Playing in such purely
commercial outfits could become both depressing and frustrating for musicans
with much of a creative urge of their own. I often wondered how much pride,
how much self-respect and how much joie de vivre men could retain playing
in bands like Sammy Kaye’s or Horace Heidt’s or Kay Kyser’s of the thirties
or in some of the many other mickey-mouse bands. Too often members of
strictly commercial bands were treated more like employees than artists, more
like Boy Scouts than grown-ups, and in extreme cases more like robots than
musicians.

Life in general, though, was rewarding to most of the big band musicians.
It was, after all, a life they had selected for themselves, and the fact that they




They traveled by car:
Dick Stabile and wife-vocalist Grace Barrie on the outside; musicians Frank Gibson,
Charley Arlington, Hank Reinecke and Pinky Savitt on the inside.

could earn a living doing what many of them would have done without pay
was certainly a big plus.

But there were also numerous minuses. The actual living conditions for
most musicians would have been pretty difficult to take if they hadn’t had
their love of music to sustain them. The numerous one-nighter routines could
be especially discouraging. Planes and trains were too expensive and imprac-
tical, so that traveling was confined almost entirely to chartered buses or
private cars, none of which offered the riding ease or the luxuries of today’s
vehicles. Many times bands would artive by bus at a ballroom or dance
pavilion, wash up and change clothes in dingy dressing rooms or even in a
men’s washroom, play the job, hang around for something to eat, climb back
on the bus and grab some sleep while riding to the next spot. This time they’d
probably check into some hotel, usually a second-rater, wash up, eat, play
the job, eventually get to bed, then rise, much too early, to clamber back on
the bus and ride on to the next job. (By sleeping in hotels only every other
night they could save substantial sums, for leaders did not pay for lodging
or food.)

Some of the one-nighter jumps were pretty horrendous, especially during
winters and in mountainous areas. Accidents took their toll. Hal Kemp was
killed in one. Charlie Barnet lost two top musicians in another. Two out-
standing tenor-sax stars, Chu Berry, then playing for Cab Calloway, and
Hershal Evans of Count Basie’s band, suffered fatal injuries in other crashes.
Road accidents maimed musicians, some extremely seriously, like Enoch Light,



They traveled by bus:
clarinetist Clarence Hutchenrider, saxist Dan D’ Andrea, unidentifiable trombonist,
leader Glen Gray, trumpeter Grady Watts, guitarist Jacques Blanchette.

They sometimes traveled by plane:
Guy Lombardo and His Royal Canadians beside a specially chartered
United airliner; the Lombardos, Guy, Liebert and Carmen at left in front row.
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whose career was almost ended, and Barclay Allen, Freddy Martin’s brilliant
pianist, who was crippled for life.

One chief cause of the accidents was the length of the daily jumps—some
as long as five hundred miles—that the booking offices imposed on the bands.
The ridiculousness of it all was once beautifully expressed by members of the
Bob Crosby band. At a party, one musician stated that “We will now play a
game called ‘Rockwell-O’Keefe’ [the band’s booking office].” Whereupon they
produced a globe and a blindfold. “Here’s how we book the Crosby band,”
announced one of the musicians as he spun the globe. Then another musician,
securely blindfolded, stuck out his finger and stopped the globe. “There’s
where you play tomorrow night,” he announced, and the process was repeated
until a whole week’s tour had been arranged: Canada; New Zealand; Terre
Haute, Indiana; New Delhi; Fairbanks, Alaska; and so on.

Eventually the musicians’ union provided its men some sort of protection
by limiting jumps to four hundred miles a day, then during the war years,
when worn tires and worn-out buses made traveling even more hazardous, to
three hundred miles.

The union also succeeded in securing better working conditions for musi-
cians. Wage scales set by cach local differed vastly from town to town, and
often within a city there were different scales for different types of spots.
(Colored bands, which often belonged to separate locals, almost always played
at lower scales.) As the economy improved, so did musicians’ pay. This also
held true for working hours. In New York, for example, musicans for years
had been working seven days a week; finally, late in 1938, their union won a
six-day week.

With so much time spent in traveling and work, musicians’ extracurricular
activities were necessarily limited. During bus rides, however, in addition to
sleeping, they talked, played cards, read and drank. Often cliques developed
within bands—again, the card players, the readers, the drinkers and the
sports fans.

Bascball was the favorite sport among musicians. Not only did they follow
the big league scores, but quite a few bands fielded teams. There wasn’t a
more enthusiastic player than Harry James, who captained, pitched and led
the Goodman band in hitting during his first year in the big band league, a
season that saw Benny’s team win fourteen games while losing none.

“Our most recent victory,” Harry wrote in July, 1938, “was an eighteen-
inning affair against Count Basie’s Bulldogs, and we finally won out only after
Benny Heller (guitarist) tallied after some hard running from second on Red
Ballard’s (trombone) prodigious triple to deep left center. We’ve had three
road games. We walloped Glenn Miller’s Millers 15 to 5, Gene Krupa’s
Kangaroos 19 to 7 (which really steamed Gene, too), and in a very tight
pitchers’ battle just nosed out Woody Herman’s Herd by 26 to 15.”

On the subject of pitchers, Tommy Dorsey, a highly competitive gent, once
hired an old-time idol of his, Grover Cleveland Alexander, to coach his team,



Avid ball player
Harry James

while Muggsy Spanier took on another hurler, Pat Malone of the Cubs, to
teach his men.

Gene Krupa, an avid Chicago White Sox fan, whose team once beat Jan
Garber's by 18 to 8 (“due to the fact,” Krupa stated, “that I didn’t play”),
has pointed out the striking similarity between the lives led by ballplayers and
musicians: “. . . the road, the living out of suitcases, the constant time pres-
sures to get to another place so that you can perform on schedule, the
working with the same people every day, being watched all the time by the
public, trying to live up to a reputation, and, of course, all the mental and
emotional intangibles that must affect ballplayers just the way they affect
musicians.”

GOODMAN'’S BASIE’S
GARGANTUANS BAD BOYS
AB R H
Bernardi 3b 4 1 2 Washington
1i. Goodman 24 5 0 3
S8 L....n 5 3 3 Warren ss, 4 1 2
Elman 1f.. 55 2 g !\EIorton 3b.5 0 2
ames p... 2 vans 1h.. 5§ 0 2 . 9
Brown 1b,. 5 1 3 Lewis c... 5§ 0 2 This Goodman-Basie box score
Freeman rf 5 0 1 Clayton rf. 5 0 1 0 oy
Rollini cf.. 5 0 1 Green 1f.. 4 1 2 appeared ina 1938 edition of
Griffin 2b.. 4 0 2 Yeung p... 4 1 2 M
Heller sf.2 4 0 1 Edison ef..3 0 0 etronome.
rey c. 4 2 2 Roberts sf. 4 0 4 Lester Y oung pitched for Basie,
51 11 20 4 3 20 Harry James for Goodman.
GOODMAN.. 20410030 1—11200
BASIE,...... 12000000 0— 3200

Tlome run: James. Three hase hits: Elman,
James. Two base hits: Bernardi (2). H.
Gooxdmran  (2). Godfrey. Struck out by
James: 6. DBase on Balls off James: 2; of
Young: 1.
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Those intangibles often affected not only the playing but also the behavior
of musicians. Seemingly inconsequential actions and reactions within a band
could make a musician loose or tight, happy or depressed, ebullient or tired.
So could even more strictly personal matters.

There were, of course, many musicians who lived primarily for their art.
But there were others who wanted to lead fuller lives. Some were married
men, and if they happened to be worried about things at home, about finances,
about their wives or about their kids, their playing and their general behavior
could be affected. It wasn’t uncommon for a musician to play exceptionally
well one night and very uninspiringly the next. Also it wasn’t unusual for the
same musician to mingle graciously with his fans in one town and then to
fluff them off completely the next night in another town. Any number of
extenuating circumstances could have affected his mood, his outlook and his
creativity—a run-in with his leader, a bad reed, an out-of-tune piano, a hang-
OVer, a new musican sitting next to him who played terribly, a toothache, lack
of sleep, lousy food, a cold, a date who failed to show up and so on.

Musicians had numerous consuming interests outside of music. Harry
James and others had their baseball. Jack Teagarden loved to tinker with
cars. Bobby Byrne and Larry Clinton were involved in flying. Tex Beneke
and Kenny Sargent were fascinated by shortwave radio. Bud Freeman always
harbored a yen to become an actor. Artie Shaw was an avid reader, Davey
Tough an avid writer.

Of all the people who have written about jazz, Tough remains my favorite.
A wiry little man who weighed less than a hundred pounds but who could
swing big bands like Goodman’s and Shaw’s and Herman’s with a fantastic
drive, he was a midget dynamo. He was also a warm, witty, wonderful per-
son, and it all showed in the column on drum playing that he wrote in 1937
for Metronome.

One of my favorite passages, quite indicative of Davey’s wry way of treat-
ing the many frustrating conditions that faced musicians, appeared in answer
to a letter writer who had complained about his music school, about having
to buy a lot of books and about his drum teacher, who wasn’t a drummer.
Wrote Davey: “The realization that one has no natural aptitude, no tech-
nique and no knowledge of the instrument, along with the fancy that he would
have been a rather neat plumber, is too often followed as a sort of defense
mechanism by the morbid desire to teach. These abortionate percussionists
head for the facilities of music schools like homing pigeons, and for this
reason alone the schools should be avoided like the plague. . . .

“Being an old meany-andrew at heart, I should like to recommend to those
drummers who can neither teach, play nor plumb, the job of control man
at a recording studio. The only requirement for such a position demands that
you must know something about anything generally and you must not have
the foggiest wisp of an idea about music specifically. When the trumpet is
playing too loudly just say ‘too much brushes.” Say everything is awful, and
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when you think you should break down and say ‘yes,’ say ‘no,” twice loudly.”
Frustrations and aggravations, such as those created by control men in
recording studios; ballroom and hotel-room managers who seemed to be con-
stantly complaining about bands playing too loud; bookers, many of whom
never seemed to indicate that they cared at all about musicians as human beings;
fans who kept wanting to squeeze more and still more from musicians so tired
they could barely sit up in their chairs; out-of-tune pianos; bandstands too
small for anything resembling comfort; acoustics that made it impossible to
hear the musician in the next chair; public-address systems that didn’t work
—-all these and many more frustrations and irritations haunted the big band
musicians almost continually throughout their careers. I doubt whether any
other group of artists has ever managed to develop and produce so consistently
well under such trying conditions as did the musicans in the big bands.

Obviously they were all part of something more inspiring than mere mate-
rialism. They shared what too few other working groups share: a love of what
they were doing, a love coupled with a healthy conviction that they were
both playing and fighting for a cause to which they were deeply dedicated.
In addition, most musicians, jazz musicians especially, were then, as some
still are today, blessed with their own brand of humor, the kind that let them
laugh not only at humorous events that concerned others but also at them-
selves. Unlike many other artists, most jazz musicians have possessed the
happy faculty of not taking themselves too utterly seriously. Their work, yes.
But themselves, no. It was this ability to look at themselves and their circum-
stances with some degree of objectivity that frequently helped them to rise
above the frustrations that might have discouraged other artists from further
productivity.

Many big band graduates often reminisce with varying degrees of enthusi-
asm, but always with deep appreciation, about their experiences—experiences
that they freely admit taught them so much, not merely about music, but also
about people and places and things outside their world of the big bands. Theirs
was a tremendous education—unique, perhaps; unorthodox, certainly. It was,
as Frank Sinatra pointed out to Joe D. Oakes in the introduction to this book,
like attending “a cross-country college.” With, he might have added, a major
in music and a minor in human relations.




The Rise, the Glory
and the Decline

IT BEGAN with Benny Goodman. His was the band that sparked the whole
big band scene; he was the first truly important horn blower to bridge the
gap between the leaders and their bands and the general public.

Benny and his clarinet became a symbol, a direct line of emotional and
musical communication betwen those on the stand and those who gathered
around to watch, to worship, to dance and to listen—in person, on records and
over the radio.

The Benny Goodman band in early 1936:

pianist Jess Stacy; bassist Harry Goodman; guitarist Allan Reuss;

vocalist Helen Ward; drummer Gene Krupa; Goodman; trumpeters Harry Geller,
Ralph Muzzillo, Nate Kazebier; trombonists Joe Harris, Red Ballard;

saxists Dick Clark, Bill Depew, Hymie Shertzer, Arthur Rollini
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Several things set Goodman’s apart from all the bands that had preceded it.
One, of course, was the type of music it played—a crisp, clean, driving,
always swinging and exciting, always easily understood kind of music.
Another was its consistently superior musicianship. And then, of course,
there was Goodman himself, with the personalized excitement that he projected
through his horn. He and his clarinet created a kind of identity that hadn’t
existed before, providing an aura of glamour and personality and excitingly
superb musicianship that set the mood and the pace for a dozen glorious years.

Before Benny there had been many big bands—some very good, some very
successful. The most important of the early ones, Paul Whiteman’s, forsook
the accepted but dull routine of merely repeating chorus after chorus after
chorus of a song. Instead, like another band that started on the West Coast,
Art Hickman’s, it featured its own special arrangements. Other leaders soon
followed suit—Ben Selvin, Vincent Lopez, Fred Waring, Coon-Sanders,
Don Bestor and the Benson Orchestra, Abe Lyman, Eddie Elkins, Art
Landry, Bert Lown, George Olsen, Don Voorhees, Leo Reisman, Jan Garber,
Paul Ash, Paul Specht, Paul Tremaine and many more. A few were interesting,
some were merely adequate, many were unbearably dull.

Most musically creative and exciting during the twenties were some of the
colored bands, which played more than just gentle dance music. With almost
all the best hotel rooms and vaudeville houses reserved for white bands,
these spirited, pre-swing-era outfits blew their wares mostly in ballrooms and,
in the case of at least one of them, the brilliant Duke Ellington Orchestra, in
nightclubs that featured Negro talent for white clientele.

In addition to Ellington’s, there were several other top bands, including
two white ones, that played what by the then current standards must have
been considered progressive music. Many of their arrangements projected a
pure jazz feeling, not only in the ensembles but also in the freedom that they
gave their soloists: Fletcher Henderson’s, on whose style Goodman’s and many
other later bands built their arrangements; McKinney’s Cotton Pickers, who

MIES
.‘E . }’ 2 'l

Before the big band boom began:
Henry Busse and Paul Whiteman
in Coral Gables, Florida, 1926
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rivaled the Henderson band in musical proficiency and excitement; Bennie
Moten’s riff-filled Kansas City band, which later spawned Count Basie’s; Jean
Goldkette’s, which featured jazz stars like Bix Beiderbecke, Joe Venuti, Eddie
Lang and the Dorsey Brothers (before they joined Whiteman); and Ben
Pollack’s, which in the late twenties sported arrangements by a young trom-
bonist, Glenn Miller, and the clarinet of a young Chicagoan, Benny Goodman.

Then in 1929 came the stock-market crash and the Depression. The high-
living and the tempos slowed down. The mood and the music of the country
changed. The search for security, for sweetness and light was reflected in
the country’s musical tastes—in its acceptance of crooners like Rudy Vallee
and Will Osborne, and then Bing Crosby and Russ Columbo, in its preference
for dance music that encouraged romance and sentiment and escape.

This was the era that nurtured several outstanding sweet bands—Guy
Lombardo and his Royal Canadians and their saccharine sounds, Hal Kemp
and his light, tricky, don’t-take-me-too-seriously romantic approach, Isham
Jones and his broad, reassuring, melodic ensembles, Eddy Duchin and his
personalized pianistics, Ozzie Nelson and Harriet Hilliard and their sweet
simperings, and Wayne King and his whimpering waltzes.

Whiteman and Waring and Reisman and Lyman and some of the other
commercial bands kept going too. So did the great Ellington and Henderson
outfits. And another great colored band, Jimmie Lunceford’s, started to chal-
lenge them.

Unnoticed at first by the general public, though impressing the musicians
and jazz fans as early as 1930, were the brisk, brittle, semi-swinging big band
sounds produced by the midwestern Casa Loma Orchestra. Perhaps they
never would have reached more ears if someone connected with the band
hadn’t hit upon the idea of interspersing its blaring, brassy bombasts with

The early Duke of Ellington
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some of the most mood-provoking ballads ever wafted by a dance orchestra.
By 1933 this group of smartly dressed sophisticated-looking musicians had
added to its repertoire of up-tempo killer-dillers (“Blue Jazz,” “Wild Goose
Chase” and “Casa Loma Stomp™) a flock of beautifully arranged ballads such
as “For You,” “Under a Blanket of Blue” and “It’s the Talk of the Town.”

Soon not only musicians were listening to Glen Gray and the Casa Loma
Orchestra. Kids, especially those in the colleges, flocked to hear the handsome-
looking band that produced such mellow, musical moods, then stood around
in awe as it let loose with an excitingly different-sounding big band barrage.
More than any other group, the Casa Loma Orchestra set the stage for the
emergence of the swing bands and eventually the blossoming of the entire
big band era.

By 1934 other musical outfits were also making attractive sounds. The
Dorsey brothers were noodling in the background; Ray Noble was threaten-
ing from across the sea. In New York, Benny Goodman organized a band
that played at a nightclub, Billy Rose’s Music Hall, and attracted nobody
except musicians.

But early in 1935 came Goodman’s big chance, a weekly Saturday-night
appearance on a coast-to-coast radio show. For the first time, all of America
could now hear a truly outstanding swing band.

The times were changing. FDR had instilled hope into the hearts and
spirits of Americans. Sentimental music, emphasizing self-pity, had satisfied
a need during the days of the Depression. But now it wasn’t enough. The
country, especially the kids, could envision happy, glistening daylight. Joy
and excitement, the sort that can be expressed so ideally through swinging

The band that led the way: Glen Gray and the Casa Loma Orchestra

Left to right: Pat Davis, Clarence Hutchenrider, Peewee Hunt, Bobby Jones,

Gray, Grady Watts, Billy Rausch, Sonny Dunham, Art Ralston, Fritz Hummell,
Tony Briglia, Jacques Blanchette, Stan Dennis, Kenny Sargent, Joe Hall, Mel Jenssen
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music and dancing, lay ahead. And Benny Goodman, the Pied Piper of Swing,
had arrived to lead the way!

Lead it he did—joyously, exultantly, and spiritedly—with a brand of swing-
ing dance music that captivated both the kids and many of their elders. A
whole new era of dance bands—the kind you not only listened to but watched
and worshiped—began to take over the American musical scene.

Goodman’s success paved the way for others. The Dorsey brothers suddenly
found acceptance, first in tandem, then individually. The Casa Loma Orches-
tra’s popularity perked up perceptibly. Ellington gained many new, converts.
And several outstanding instrumentalists, who'd been hiding their horn-
trimmed splendor in the radio and recording studios, emerged blowing in front
of their own bands—Artie Shaw, Bunny Berigan, Glenn Miller, Will Bradley,
Charlie Spivak, Jack Jenney and more.

From the field of pure jazz came more leaders—Jack Teagarden, Count
Basie, Charlic Barnet, Red Norvo and others., And eventually, from the
ranks of the new swing bands, came still more like the three famous Goodman
graduates, Gene Krupa, Lionel Hampton and Harry James, and Artie Shaw
alumni Tony Pastor and Georgie Auld.

Not all were strictly jazz players. With the emphasis now switched to the
leader of the band and the instrument he played, other instrumentalists who
communicated in a more romantic yet highly personal way gained their follow-
ers—Charlie Spivak and his trumpet, Claude Thornhill and his piano, Hal
Mclntyre and his alto sax, Freddy Martin and his tenor sax, and all those
Eddy Duchin piano imitators.

As more and more bands vied for popularity, the element of style grew
increasingly important. The easier it was to identify, the better chance a band
had for success. Thus arrangers began to front their own bands, figuring their
individual writing styles to be as distinctive and as rewardable as the sounds
created by mere instrumentalists, Topflight arrangers like Larry Clinton, Les
Brown, Will Hudson (of Hudson-Delange), Raymond Scott and, eventually
Glenn Miller, and finally Stan Kenton all doubled successfully on pen and
podium.

During the first couple of years following the start of Goodman’s triumph
in August, 1935, the greatest emphasis among the big bands was on swinging
sounds—bristling brass, pungent saxes, rollicking rhythm sections—and, of
course, on numerous jazz soloists. But not all of America understood or even
liked this exciting and rhythmic approach. This was especially true in certain
conservative sections in the Midwest. Cleveland, for example, proved to be
an especially tough place for many swing bands. Chicago, despite its accept-
ance of them in hotel rooms such as in the Congress and the Sherman, featured
sweet bands almost exclusively in its large ballrooms, like the Aragon and the
Trianon. And many other dance emporiums throughout the middle part of
the country found they could attract crowds more consistently by featuring a
blander, more conservative type of dance music.
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Fortunately, the appeal of the big bands had grown to such proportions
that both sweetness and swing prevailed. There was room at or near the top
for all kinds of bands, including Guy Lombardo’s and Kay Kyser’s and Sammy
Kaye’s and Jan Garber’s and Blue Barron’s and Lawrence Welk’s and Art
Kassel’s and all the others that featured syrupy-sounding saxes, emasculated
brasses and reticent rhythm sections (“What does Guy Lombardo’s drummer
tell people he does for a living?” quipped one swing fan), plus such musical
minutiae as singing song titles, funny faces and silly hats.

But even though there was room for all—in theaters, ballrooms, night-
clubs, hotel rooms and on radio and records—the element of competition
remained. Artie Shaw strongly challenged Benny Goodman for his King of
Swing crown. The two Dorseys kept trying to outdo each other. Bands raided
one another for their top stars. Sammy Kaye tried to wrest away sweet-band
honors from Kay Kyser, who in turn was trying to top Guy Lombardo’s popu-
larity. Count Basie began giving Duke Ellington and Jimmie Lunceford a stiff
battle. Glenn Miller finally emerged with more fans than any other band, only
to find Harry James challenging him strongly and then in 1942 overtaking
him in station WNEW’s highly rated popularity poll, which listed James,
Miller, Tommy Dorsey, Jimmy Dorsey, Vaughn Monroe, Benny Goodman,
Woody Herman, Kay Kyser, Charlie Spivak, Sammy Kaye, Alvino Rey, Claude
Thornhill, Gene Krupa, Count Basie, Artie Shaw, Charlie Barnet, Johnny
Long, Freddy Martin, Guy Lombardo and Hal Mclntyre as its top twenty.

1942 was also the year in which many leaders and musicians entered the
armed services. The first leader to go was Dean Hudson. Artie Shaw enlisted
in the Navy in April. Shortly thereafter, Orrin Tucker and Eddy Duchin
received Navy commissions. In October, Glenn Miller became an Air Force
captain, Claude Thornhill became an apprentice seaman in the Navy, and
Clyde McCoy’s band enlisted as a unit. Two months later, Ted Weems and
six of his musicians joined the Coast Guard en masse. And more maestros,
Bob Crosby, Larry Clinton, Ray McKinley, Alvino Rey, Bobby Byrne, Sam
Donahue and others, began donning uniforms quite different from those that
they had been wearing on the bandstand.

The contributions of the leaders and the musicians to the war effort was
massive. Miller’s, of course, has become legendary. Shaw’s, Thornhill’s and
those of numerous others have often been cited. Perhaps the most dramatic
of all, however, were the exploits of Saxie Dowell, once Hal Kemp’s portly
saxist and singer of novelty tunes, who along with his Navy musicians,
according to a 1945 Metronome report, “played through the fire and water
and muck of a crippled airplane carrier, the U.S.S. Franklin, as she lay on
her side in Pacific waters and crawled away from the scene of her disastrous
encounter with the Japanese in March.

“Dowell was at his battle station in a third deck machine shop when the
Franklin was hit. He stayed there for two hours before he was forced to
leave. Then he and his musicians put on an improvised musical show, with




The AAF goes overseas:
Glenn Miller conducts

as guest vocalist Dinah Shore
sings in London.

The Navy goes overseas:
Claude Thornhill leads his sailors on a remote Pacific island.
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whatever instruments they could rescue, deep in water on the charred flight
deck. They played, fought fires and stayed with the battle through to its
triumphant end, losing five of their number.”

Other leaders and musicians still in civvies also pitched in by playing in
service camps, and some bands, such as those of Hal Mclntyre, Shep Fields
and Spike Jones, toured with USO units to play in person for the servicemen
overseas.

Back at home, band business was booming. Tommy Dorsey once remarked,
“We all had it pretty good wherever we went. It was a cinch to break records.
And if we didn’t want to travel, it was excusable, because it was tough to
get transportation then. Even Army camps were hard to get to. There weren’t
enough musicians to go around, and the few good ones went from band to
band, trying to get the most money.”

Though some of the top bands, like Tommy’s and Harry James’s and
Les Brown’s, continued to do well playing camps for the USO and for Coca
Cola Spotlight shows, certain problems did arise, some of which were eventu-
ally to contribute to the decline of the big bands. Gas shortages made traveling
not only difficult for bands but also almost impossible for dancers who wanted
to go to places outside city limits. Top spots like Glen Island Casino and
Meadowbrook were forced to close. The government levied a 20 per cent
amusement tax, which discouraged people from going out to dance, then
imposed a midnight curfew, known as the brownout, as an added deterrent.

But the bands might have survived these developments had it not been
for some others that hurt them even more intimately. One was the attitude of
the musicians themselves. Those who escaped the draft had themselves a field
day. Many acted like spoiled brats. The economic law of supply and demand
was completely in their favor, and some exploited leaders by demanding
exorbitant salaries and playing one against the other. The attitudes of many
sidemen too often reflected contempt for the public and for the war effort.
1 can remember one group of musicians in a top band cursing servicemen
because they had to get up as early as noon to go out and play at a nearby
camp.

Many of the bands, especially those who couldn’t bid for the best sidemen,
offered inferior music. The leaders became disgusted. But worse, so did the
public. It was not uncommon for kids to leave a dance thoroughly disappointed
by the sloppy, uninspired sounds of a band they had once admired.

And then in 1942 came the monstrous recording strike, one that neither
the recording bands nor the record companies nor the public wanted. The
strike couldn’t have been more ill-timed. The girls at home and the boys
overseas or in camps were equally lonely, equally sentimental, and for the most
part preferred to listen to Frank Sinatra crooning instead of Harry James
blaring or to Peggy Lee whispering instead of Gene Krupa banging his
drums. The time was ripe for the singers, with their more personalized
messages, and the strike helped them blossom by leaving the entire popular




32  The Big Bands—Then

recording field wide open to them. It was theirs to take over, and take it over
they did.

By the war’s end, the world of popular music had become primarily a
singer’s world. Not only on records, but also on radio shows that once featured
the top bands, Sinatra, Perry Como, Dick Haymes, Andy Russell, Dinah
Shore, Jo Stafford, Peggy Lee and others had replaced Miller, James, Tommy
Dorsey, Goodman and other bands as top musical attractions.

The vocalists start to take
over: Perry (Ted Weems's)
Como and Frank (Tommy
Dorsey’s) Sinatra, sponsored
by Chesterfield and Lucky
Strike respectively.

The excitement and general feeling of celebration that followed the armis-
tice, plus the return of most of the top musicians and leaders, brought some
brighter days and nights to the big bands. But they didn’t last. The public’s
new tastes had been pretty well firmed. The musicians, either tired of traveling
or spoiled by the unusually high wartime wage level, became more apathetic
about hitting the road again. A number of them were attracted to bop and to
the progressive sounds emanating from bands like Kenton’s, Raeburn’s, Gil-
lespie’s and Herman’s.

But many of the new, more complicated big band sounds were difficult to
dance to. The beat became too vague. Kenton himself has admitted that his
band’s involved music contributed directly to the decline of the dance bands.
The idea of going out to hear a big band had been made even less attractive by
the higher prices the night spots were charging so that they could afford
bands with higher salaries and transportation costs and, of course, by the
continuing 20 per cent amusement tax. What’'s more, Americans became
more appreciative of and attuned to home life, and soon came the greatest
of all home entertainment—television.

Finally in December, 1946, almost a dozen years after Benny Goodman
had blown the first signs of life into the big band bubble, that bubble burst
with a concerted bang. Inside of just a few weeks, eight of the nation’s top
bands broke up—Benny Goodman’s, Woody Herman’s, Harry James’s,
Tommy Dorsey’s, Les Brown’s, Jack Teagarden’s, Benny Carter’s and Ina Ray
Hutton’s.

For a few year the bands hung on, but slowly more and more began to
hang up their horns for good, and the world that was once theirs now became
the property of a group of their most illustrious graduates—the singers!
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HOW important were the vocalists to the big bands? Very! Some hipper jazz-
oriented fans and musicians may have resented them and their intrusions. But
in the over-all picture, it was the singers who provided the most personal, the
most literal and often the most communicative link between the bandstands
and the dance floors, between stages and seats, and between recording and
radio studios and the perennial “unseen audiences.”

The era was filled with band vocalists. Some were terrible, some were
mediocre, some were great. But so long as they could communicate, whether
on ballads, novelties or swinging numbers, they earned their keep.

Not that the keep was usually very much. Unestablished vocalists were
generally paid less than the musicians in the band. One reason: they had no
union to protect them. Another: the supply was so great that as a group they
possessed little financial muscle. It wasn’t at all uncommon, therefore, for
boy singers, in order to protect their jobs, to double in various ways—watch-
ing over the music library, helping with the instruments, aiding with travel
arrangements, and so on. As for the girl singers—well, they didn’t double as
much as they sometimes were given discredit for.

Doris Day, one of the most respected of all girl singers, recently told me,
“Being on the road is not easy, especially for one girl among a lot of guys.
There’s no crying at night and missing mama and running home. So it makes
you become a stronger person. You have to discipline yourself, musically and
in every way. Being a band singer teaches you not only how to work in front
of people but also how to deal with them.”

Another highly successful big band alumna, Peggy Lee, elaborates even
further on the musical-discipline aspect. “Band singing taught us,” she notes,
“the importance of interplay with musicians. We had to work close to the
arrangement. Even if the interpretation of a particular song wasn’t exactly
what we wanted, we had to make the best of it. I can remember some songs
I sang with Benny when I felt they should have been treated just the opposite
way he’d had them arranged. So, like all band singers, I learned to do the
best with what they gave me.

“I will say this: I learned more about music from the men I worked with
in bands than I’ve learned anywhere else. They taught me discipline and the
value of rehearsing and how to train.”

33




Les Brown’s Doris Day, Stan Kenton’s June Christy
and Woody Herman’s Frances Wayne

Frank Sinatra has often commented on how much he learned merely by
sitting on the same bandstand with Tommy Dorsey and watching him breathe
as he blew his trombone. Because of that breath control, Sinatra pointed out,
“Tommy could make it all sound so musical that you never lost the thread of
the message.” So impressed was Frank with Tommy’s physical prowess that
he began taking extra breathing and physical-fitness exercises, including a
series of underwater sessions in the hope that he would be able to breathe as
effortlessly as his leader.

Sinatra has noted many times how important he feels it is for singers to
get their training with bands. Several years ago I ran into him in New York
when his son was appearing there with the Tommy Dorsey band directed by
Sam Donahue. Frank was absolutely delighted that Frank, Jr., was getting
this sort of experience. “I hope he'll stay with the band for quite a while,” he
stated then.

The comment jibed with one he’d made a generation earlier to his teacher,
John Quinlan. “If I were starting all over again,” he told Quinlan, “I'd get a
job with a band. I would sing and sing and sing. If a leader gave me forty
songs a night, I would tell him to give me sixty.There's no teacher like
experience.”

Not all singers were cither as appreciative or as dedicated as Sinatra. It
showed, too. Spoiled too often by too much attention, especially from teen-age
girls more impressed by gender than talent, some of the big band vocalists,
including some with the top bands, paid far too little attention to musical
development and far too much to the fuss that was being made over them.
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Bob Eberly, one of the greatest of all band singers, as well as one of the
best liked by all who knew him, recently admitted to me that “lots of times
I didn’t concentrate on what I was doing. I was preoccupied with other things
—like romance. I'm still surprised though,” he added, referring to the adula-
tion he and other boy singers received, “that something could have been that
important to somebody.”

The hysteria that greeted boy singers during the forties almost matched that
spewed on the vocal groups of the sixties. Mobs would wait for them outside
stage doors. In the theaters they’d howl and scream—perhaps not as blatantly
as the kids in the sixties did in the presence of their idols, but certainly with
a good deal more musical justification.

The relationships between boy vocalists and their leaders varied, depend-
ing upon how much talent the boy had and how much the leader wanted his
singer to be starred. If the boy could really sing and if the leader appreciated
his talents and his value to the band, he could go far, as singers like Sinatra
and Eberly and Dick Haymes and Perry Como and Jimmy Rushing and Jack
Leonard and Billy Eckstine and Eddy Howard and Skinnay Ennis did. But
no matter how good a singer might be, if his leader didn’t set him up properly,
either through poor planning or because of jealousy, his chances for success
were negligible.

Numerous circumstances, over none of which vocalists exercised much con-
trol, often determined how well a singer sounded and thus ultimately how suc-
cessful he could become. Some singers were forced to stray and strain outside
their vocal range because an arranger happened to goof or because they were
saddled with arrangements inherited from differently pitched predecessors.

Tempos, too, could help or hinder vocalists. Too often leaders sacrificed
singability for danceability, and singers, both male and female, would be
forced to rush through their choruses at ridiculous paces, unable to phrase
properly and sometimes not even able to make the words intelligible. I have
always felt that one reason Bob Eberly (who liked the looks of his last name
better spelled with a final “y”) was able to sound so much more convincing
than his brother, Ray Eberle, was that Jimmy Dorsey gave him slower, more
romanticized tempos than Glenn Miller ever gave Ray.

On recordings, singers often appeared to disadvantage because tunes were
tossed at them at the last minute and they didn’t have time to familiarize
themselves with them. After they had sung them several times during regular
engagements, they would do them more justice, making the lyrics more mean-
ingful and phrasing the tunes in a more relaxed manner. But they still couldn’t
erase the indelible impression of the inferior recording.

And there were other factors that singers often had to overcome—out-of-
tune pianos, not to mention out-of-tune bands and bands that played too loud,
and PA systems that were so inadequate that the singers couldn’t hear them-
selves at all. Then, too, there were purely physical problems, such as keeping
one’s throat in condition at all times (colds and lack of sleep were murder),
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looking well dressed and well groomed at all times despite the lack of money,
getting sufficient sleep and finding adequate laundry and tailoring facilities.

With girl singers some of these physical factors were even more important.
Good looks, a good figure, good grooming, attractive dresses (girls sometimes
had to make up on bouncing buses and iron dresses in ladies’ rooms) and,
of course, poise were almost as vital to success as talent itself. And so was, as
Doris Day pointed out, an ability to deal with all kinds of people.

A single girl among a pack of men certainly had her problems. If her leader
was especially wolf-bent, as some of them were, the difficulties increased in
proportion to his demands and/or his ardor. In addition, of course, there were
the musicians themselves. The female vocalist had to be tactful in dealing not
only with the men interested in extracurricular activities but also with the
group as a whole in the usual day-to-day relationships. Some girls tried very
hard to be one of the boys, an attitude that was often resented. Others pro-
tected themselves with a pronounced air of independence, which might have
been a good defensive maneuver but also produced much loneliness. Still
others tried the extra-feminine approach, which sometimes resulted in the
capture of one man for good.

Extra-feminine in their approach or not, many of the singers with the top
bands wound up with musicians from the same bands as husbands. Doris Day
married Les Brown saxist George Weidner; Peggy Lee married Benny Good-
man guitarist Dave Barbour; Jo Stafford married Tommy Dorsey arranger
Paul Weston; Frances Wayne married Woody Herman arranger-trumpeter
Neal Hefti; Mary Ann McCall married Herman tenor saxist Al Cohn; June
Christy married Stan Kenton tenor saxist Bob Cooper; Kitty Kallen married
Jack Teagarden clarinetist Clint Garvin. Other girl singers married their
bosses: Harriet Hilliard to Ozzie Nelson, Georgia Carroll to Kay Kyser, Irene
Daye to Charlie Spivak, Dorothy Collins to Raymond Scott, Ginnie Powell
to Boyd Raeburn, Ann Richards to Stan Kenton. Obviously a girl’s career as
a band singer was not necessarily a dead-end street.

Sometimes a girl singer would do so well with a band that she would carry
it to greater heights. Certainly Ella Fitzgerald, especially after she introduced
“A-Tisket, A-Tasket,” helped Chick Webb tremendously. Wee Bonnie Baker’s
“Oh, Johnny” brought brand-new fame to Orrin Tucker. And George Hall
made such a star out of Dolly Dawn that he finally turned over his entire
band to her.

Many of the singers became as important and familiar to the public as the
bands themselves. And when the musicians’ union called a lengthy and self-
defeating record strike in the early forties, a number of the vocalists whose
debut and development had occurred in those bands began to take the play
away from them.

When the big bands started to fade in the mid-forties, it was their former
vocalists—especially those with the most talent and the most brains—who
emerged as big stars. Among the men were Sinatra and Como and Haymes and
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Eckstine and Vaughn Monroe and Count Basic’s Joc Williams and Freddy
Martin’s Merv Griffin and Kay Kyser’s Mike Douglas and Dick Jurgens’ Eddy
Howard and Sammy Kaye’s Don Cornell and Gene Krupa’s and Glenn Miller’s
Johnny Desmond.

And then among the girls there were Peggy and Doris and Ella and Jo and
Charlic Barnet’s Kay Starr and Earl Hines’s Sarah Vaughan and Vincent
Lopez’ Betty Hutton and Shaw’s, Goodman’s and James’s Helen Forrest and
Krupa’s Anita O’Day and Kenton’s June Christy and Tommy Dorsey’s Connie
Haines and Lionel Hampton’s Dinah Washington and Noble Sissle’s and
Barnet's Lena Horne and, of course, Billic Holiday, who had been a band
singer with Shaw for just a short time, and Red Norvo’s Mildred Bailey, who
had started her own career even before most of the big bands, including Red’s,
had started theirs.

That’s quite an impressive list of graduates. What’s more, in the years
immediately following the big band cra and preceding that of the rock and
rollers (roughly from 1947 to 1953), just about every top pop singer, with
the exception of Nat Cole, Dinah Shore and Kate Smith, had come out of the
big bands. Even Bing Crosby, firmly established as the world’s foremost
singer by the time the big bands had begun to take over in 1935, had already
reccived his musical experience and education and had paid his dues in the
bands of Paul Whiteman and Gus Arnheim.

The vocalists may have done a lot for the big bands, but it was nothing
compared with what the big bands did for them!

Webb's Ella Fitzgerald Orrin Tucker's Bonnie Baker




The Arrangers

THE two men most directly responsible for the style of a band, and thus often
for its success or failure, were its leader and its arranger. The importance of
the first is obvious, that of the second somewhat less so. And yet without the
specific talents and contributions of the arrangers, none of the bands would
have had any individuality; all would have sounded very much alike, and
dance bands would never have become colorful, distinctive and entertaining
enough to attract such a large segment of the populace.

As more and more bands appeared on the scene and as radio and record-
ings began giving each of them greater exposure, the importance of the ar-
rangers continued to increase. For as competition became keener, so did the
public’s ears, and attractive and distinctive sounds—musical styles—became a
more and more crucial factor in the potential success of each band.

Arranging music well is a difficult task. It requires a knowledge not only
of the basic elements of music but also of form and of exactly what notes each
instrument can play and of how they can be most effectively voiced to pro-
duce the desired musical effects. Many arrangers knew all this. But it was
those with imagination as well as knowledge and training who created the most
successful, original, colorful, ear-catching sounds.

The list of those who did so well for themselves that they eventually rose
above the bands for whom they wrote is an impressive one. For just as the
big bands provided exceptional training grounds for musicians and vocalists,
so did they offer both the experience and often the exposure necessary for the
arrangers’ development and in many cases their own success as well-known
arranger-conductors.

Let’s take a look at some of the famous arranger-conductors who graduated
from the big bands. Paul Weston, Sy Oliver, and the late Axel Stordahl all
worked for Tommy Dorsey; Tutti Camarata and Sonny Burke for Jimmy
Dorsey. Nelson Riddle wrote for Charlie Spivak; Ray Conniff and Johnny
Mandel for Artie Shaw; Henry Mancini for Tex Beneke; Billy May for Glenn
Miller; Gordon Jenkins for Isham Jones; John Scott Trotter for Hal Kemp;
Gil Evans for Claude Thornhill; Pete Rugolo for Stan Kenton; Frank DeVol
for Horace Heidt; Neal Hefti and Ralph Burns for Woody Herman; Gerry
Mulligan for Gene Krupa and Elliot Lawrence; Eddie Sauter for Red Norvo,
Benny Goodman and Ray McKinley.

40



Benny Goodman and style-setter Fletcher Henderson

The role of the arrangers extended beyond merely writing down the notes.
Many leaders depended upon them for musical direction. Some worked closely
with their writers in the planning of arrangements; others gave them com-
pletely free rein. Usually, after an arranger had completed a work, he would
be the one who would run it through with the musicians, coaching them in
precisely how he wanted the notes to sound. Meanwhile the leader would
listen, and depending upon his knowledge of music, his patience and tolerance,
not to mention his ego, he’d approve, try to improve or else disapprove of the
arrangement.

Some leaders were also their own chief arrangers. Before the big band era
had begun, Fletcher Henderson and Don Redman, who had led his own band
and McKinny’s Cotton Pickers, had already formed their own styles. And, of
course, all through the pre-big band, the big band, and the post-big band eras,
Duke Ellington was creating his great music for his band. In addition, during
the big band days he took on an assistant, Billy Strayhorn, who soon developed
into one of the outstanding arrangers of all time.

Glenn Miller’s success was predicated principally on his own arrangements,
though after commercial interests began taking so much of his time, he turned
over most of the writing chores to Bill Finegan and Jerry Gray. Claude Thorn-
hill created his own particularly tasty music, later to be helped by Gil Evans
and Bill Borden. And the hard-hitting excitement that typified Stan Kenton’s
music was created by Stan himself, with Pete Rugolo and others eventually
supplying most of the arrangements.
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And there were other important arranger-leaders—Les Brown, Benny Car-
ter, Larry Clinton, Will Hudson, Elliot Lawrence, Russ Morgan, Ray Noble,
Boyd Raeburn and Raymond Scott, for example.

Musicians within the bands often developed into important arrangers. Sy
Oliver played trumpet for Jimmie Lunceford, John Scott Trotter piano for
Hal Kemp, Ray Conniff and Johnny Mandel trombones for Artie Shaw; Tutti
Camarata played trumpet, Joe Lipman piano for Jimmy Dorsey; Neal Hefti
played trumpet, Ralph Burns piano for Woody Herman; Henry Mancini was
a pianist in the postwar Miller band; Nelson Riddle played trombone for
Charlie Spivak, Gerry Mulligan sax for Gene Krupa. And three excellent
musicians, bassist Bob Haggart and saxists Matty Matlock and Deane Kin-
caide, wrote almost all the important arrangements for the Bob Crosby band.

Numerous musicians figured in the bands’ arrangements in a more informal
way too, for in many bands there were men who provided all sorts of musical
ideas, even though most of them never made any attempt to write them down.
This cooperative approach was especially prevalent within the swing bands.
There the musical esprit de corps was generally excellent. The musicians,
proud of what they were playing and often creative themselves, would offer
suggestions for improving or embellishing or perhaps even cutting certain seg-
ments within an arrangement. Often this occurred not when an arranger had
first brought in his work, but later on, after the band had been playing it for
a while and the musicians had become familiar enough with all its components
to be able to offer valuable ideas.

Some of the most exciting of all the swing band arrangements were essen-
tially composite works out of the heads of several musicians. Called head
arrangements, these often began with some simple musical figure, or riff, that
one of the men had been noodling around with. Others would pick up on the
idea and start helping to develop it. Perhaps some of the developments would
be discarded and others offered instead. Then, after one section—say, the saxes
—had established the musical figure, the brass might come along and offer
a counterfigure, and the whole piece would begin to jell.

Other times, swinging riff pieces evolved from spontaneous backgrounds
that one or more musicians had been blowing behind a soloist playing a well-
known piece. The background itself might provide such a catchy phrase that
it would become the central theme of an entirely new work. The technique
lent an element of spontaneity to the music. Lionel Hampton’s thrived on this
procedure. And the great Count Basie band, strapped as it was financially
through its early period, produced one catchy riff tune after another—many
of them based on the twelve-bar-blues theme—all head arrangements from
the collective craniums of its enthusiastic and creative sidemen.

Pay for arrangements varied considerably, depending a great deal on the
financial condition of each band. Sy Oliver revealed in an article published in
the February, 1946, Metronome, that he had been so enthusiastic about
arranging for the Jimmie Lunceford band when he first joined it that he had
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been perfectly content to supply it with some of its greatest scores for the
grand total of two and a half dollars per arrangement—and fully copied, at
that! On the other hand, when Sy joined the more affluent Tommy Dorsey
band, Tommy told Oliver that he’d guarantee him five thousand dollars a year
more than Lunceford had been paying him, no questions asked.

Established arrangers like Dorsey’s Oliver and Weston and Stordahl, Good-
man’s Fletcher Henderson and Jimmy Mundy, and others generally made
out better financially than most of the sidemen. Usually they were guaranteed
a certain sum over a specified period, during which they would supply an
agreed-upon minimum number of arrangements. So long as they met their
quotas, they could continue living rather rewarding lives.

In addition to those arrangers who worked exclusively for a specific leader,
there were numerous writers who peddled their wares from band to band.
Some of them did very well, though naturally they enjoyed less financial
security.

Many leaders welcomed these free-lancers. Often at rehearsals, which many
bands held after work, they would audition new works by new writers, and
though much of the stuff turned out to be unusable, once in a while a gem
would be unearthed.

Jimmie Lunceford’s arranger, Sy Oliver, '
and Duke Ellington with his arranger, Billy Strayhorn
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Some free-lancers made a good living working not for bands directly but
instead for music publishers. To get their tunes plugged on the air, some pub-
lishers would supply bands with free orchestrations, written especially for
them. Generally these arrangements were pretty second rate, however, because
the arrangers didn’t know the bands very well and because they had little
inspiration other than cold cash. Yet these arrangements served a purpose for
the leader, permitting him to vary his fare on radio broadcasts and, of course,
to save money. It’s worth noting that few really musical bands bothered with
this sort of subsidization, fully aware that too many lapses in the quality of
their music might not only reduce their popularity but also impair the valuable
spirit of their musicians.

The field of arranging for dance bands offered a wide variety of opportuni-
ties, from the most prosaic to the most inspirational. Writing for publishers
was generally dull and tedious. So was arranging for mickey-mouse bands,
whose heavily stylized, highly restrictive formulas permitted nothing more
exciting than the sound of a wet washrag crashing on a damp bath mat.

Chances for creativity naturally increased within the more musical bands.
And yet life could get pretty dull there too, especially when a writer was
called upon to rush through an arrangement of some stupid pop tune that the
band had been assigned to record the next day. Such assignments became
purely commercial ventures, requiring mere craftsmanship as opposed to
artistic creativity.

Some of the best bands did permit the arrangers greater freedom, encour-
aging them not merely in their interpretations of pop tunes, but also in the
composition of their own material. Often this resulted in wonderfully fresh-
sounding originals that redounded to the credit of the band as well as the
arrangers. A classic example was the series of inspiring instrumentals per-
formed by the Woody Herman band in the mid-forties—Ralph Burns’s
“Bijou” and “Early Autumn” (part of his “Summer Sequence” suite), Neal
Hefti’s “The Good Earth” and “Wild Root,” and Jimmy Giuffre’s “Four
Brothers.” So pleased was Woody with the results of such originals that he
even commissioned a classical composer, no less a personage than Igor
Stravinsky, to write an original for the band. The result: Stravinsky’s “Ebony
Concerto.”

Stan Kenton went Herman even one better: he encouraged his writers to
create not merely the usual swinging originals that followed in general the
over-all pattern of such numbers, but even more adventurous picces, ad-
mittedly unsuitable for dancing, that utilized classical forms. The results fre-
quently astounded and confounded Kenton’s most devoted fans and his
severest critics.

Few other leaders gave writers so much leeway. The great majority of
arrangers were limited by specific restrictions. Since they were writing for
bands that made their money playing for dancing, their scores had to be
danceable. This meant sticking to a basic four-four rhythm. Disonances were
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too risky—they might scare listeners away. Complicated voicings tended to
confuse many musicians and required additional rehearsal time, which many
leaders were loathe to supply.

And yet, just as singing with a band had trained vocalists to work within
specific restrictions, so did writing for one train arrangers. Certainly they
learned a great deal from their work with the big bands, and the proof of the
value of this training is attested to by the impressive list of graduates who
today have become the country’s recognized arranger-conductors.

Eddie Sauter, who wrote
for Red Norvo, Benny
Goodman and Artie Shaw,
and Bill Finegan, who
wrote for Tommy Dorsey
and Glenn Miller

Of all those who received training in the big bands, the arranger who kept
on impressing many of us, no matter which band he was writing for, was
Eddie Sauter, cited by his fellow-arranger Glenn Miller as being “ten years
ahead of his time.” Like other talented and creative writers, Eddie was faced
with many frustrations. Others, though, found it easier to compromise. But for
Sauter, a man of high ideals and equally high principles, writing within the
dance-band milieu remained a constant chore. In an interview a few years
ago, he stated categorically what other dance band arrangers may also have
felt but seldom admitted publicly. “Writing commercially,” he said, “is not an
art. But who knows,” he added hopefully, “maybe I'll be able to earn enough
money in the commercial field so that I'll be able to retire for a while and
really write!”




The Businessmen

FOR most successful bandleaders, the music business consisted of two
cqually important words, “music” and “business.” To arrange their music,
they engaged creative and communicative arrangers; to arrange their business,
they depended upon topnotch managers and bookers.

The terms “manager” and “booker” were often considercd synonomous by
the public. But they weren’t. Most band managers worked with one specific
band; bookers worked with many. Conversely, bookers performed primarily
one function: they found jobs for their bands. But managers handled a number
of business affairs for their particular bands, and how well they handled them
often had just as much to do with the success of a band as how well its musi-
cians played, its vocalists sang or its arrangers wrote.

Band managers functioned in various capacities—as travel agents, as ac-
countants, sometimes even as valets and often as fathers. They arranged all
travel arrangements and hotel accommodations. They handled all financial
transactions. Some concerned themselves with the appearance of the band,
making sure that each man was properly dressed and showed up on time for
each engagement. Many band managers spent many hours listening to and
trying to solve their musicians’ personal problems, often acting as buffers or
peacemakers between sidemen and leaders.

Equally important were the band managers’ activities outside the band—
with booking offices, with radio stations and recording companies and with
dance promoters and hotel and ballroom managers. They became the direct
financial links with those upon whom the bands’ very existence depended, and
it wasn’t uncommon for a band manager, after having spent the evening check-
ing attendance at the entrance of a ballroom, to collect the band’s fce and
carry the wad of bills around with him until it came time to pay off the
musicians.

Some of the bands, after they’d become especially successful and had ex-
panded their field of activity, operated with more than one manager. They
would employ both a regular band manager, who stayed with the band, super-
vising its regular day-to-day operations, and a personal manager, an executive
back in the band’s headquarters officc who concentrated on bookings, con-
tracts, finances and many of the leader’s personal business matters.

46
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The most effective personal manager I ever knew was a large, quiet, stolid
Bostonian named Si Shribman, who, along with his brother, Charlie, owned
and/or operated a string of New England ballrooms. Si evinced a great love
of bands in general and a great faith in a few new leaders in particular—
young unknowns like Artie Shaw, Glenn Miller, Tommy Dorsey, Woody Her-
man, Claude Thornhill and Tony Pastor. To them, Si gave more than mere
advice. He lent them money to get started, then kept them working in his
ballrooms and on college dates, which he booked, until they’d had a chance
to develop musically and to establish themselves financially. Leaders loved Si
Shribman, not only for what he did for them but also because of the quiet,
gentlemanly way in which he treated them. He was both a rare manager and
a rare man.

In New York another manager-booker, Moe Gale, helped his new, strug-
gling bands by booking them into his own Savoy Ballroom. Chick Webb devel-
oped there, as did Teddy Hill and Willie Bryant, and Erskine Hawkins made
it his home away from home while his Alabama Collegians tried to achieve
national recognition.

One of the most famous of all manager-bookers was Joe Glaser, who
single-handedly guided the career of Louis Armstrong. Joe’s hard-sell dedica-
tion established not only Armstrong but also other important leaders, such as
Les Brown and Lionel Hampton; and after the big band era, his office, Asso-
ciated Booking Corporation, became one of the most important of all band-
booking outfits.

About the softest-sell booker-manager I ever knew was a kindly looking,
nonpushing gentleman named Francis (Cork) O’Keefe. By the early thirties,
he had developed the Casa Loma Orchestra into one of the hottest properties
on the scene, and soon he joined forces with Tom Rockwell to form the
Rockwell-O’Keefe organization, which later became General Artists Corpo-
ration (GAC).

Unlike O’Keefe, Rockwell was an extrovert. He was a great salesman, espe-
cially when he believed in his product, and fortunately for the good of many
musical bands, he appreciated talent. As a recording executive, he had guided
the careers of Bing Crosby, Louis Armstrong, the Mills Brothers and the

Tom Rockwell and Cork
O’Keefe (second fram left
and far right) with Glenn
Miller (far left) and friend
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Boswell Sisters as well as the Casa Loma band. As a booking-office cxecutive,
he surrounded himself not only with artists but also with businessmen who
appreciated some of the finer points of music.

Rockwell-O’Keefe was only the second largest of the band-booking offices,
but it always seemed to be trying harder, possibly because many of its per-
sonnel really enjoyed music. Its enthusiasm and dedication attracted many of
the new bands headed by musicians who needed understanding and encourage-
ment. Jimmy Dorsey, Artie Shaw, Bob Crosby, Woody Herman, Glenn Miller
and Claude Thornhill all migrated toward GAC when they launched their
bands.

They might have gone to Music Corporation of America (MCA), the biggest
of all booking offices, once tabbed the “Star Spangled Octopus.” But MCA
could never match GAC’s understanding of the specialized problems of musi-
cians-turned-leaders. Working out of plush, handsomely furnished, distress-
ingly formal offices, MCA’s approach was strictly business—cold, dry, hard
but tremendously effective business. For bandleaders like Guy Lombardo,
Eddy Duchin, Horace Heidt, Xavier Cugat, Sammy Kaye, Wayne King and
those less interested in musical notes than in bank notes, MCA performed
magnificently well—especially its charming and tremendously convincing
salesman Sonny Werblin, who years later created such a furor with his
brilliant exploitation of the New York Jets football team.

Not that MCA represented no outstanding swing bands. Thanks to the fore-
sight and insight of one of its young bookers, Willard Alexander, the company
did sign Benny Goodman and Count Basie when they first started out. Harry
James, a Goodman alumnus, also joined up. So did Tommy Dorsey, con-
ceivably because his brother, Jimmy, had already gone with GAC and there
was no other major office with whom he could sign. Tommy never secmed
to be happy at MCA. He fought constantly with the office, for years refusing
to set foot in it, and when his contract finally expired, he took out a huge ad
in a trade paper which read in part: “Whew . . . I am finally out of the
clutches of you-know-who!”

MCA’s more conservative musical tastes reflected those of its two most

Jules C. Stein,
founder and president
of Music Corporation of America
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important executives, Jules Stein and Billy Goodheart, two very bright busi-
nessmen who during the twenties had worked as musicians with midwestern
hotel-type bands. But so firmly established had their office become by the
time the big band era began that they could afford to coast along with the less
controversial new bands. Thus the field was left open for GAC to ferret out
and develop the more progressive new bands, and this it did with great
success.

In 1939 MCA lost Alexander when he opened a band department for
William Morris, an agency which for years had booked many theatrical,
vaudeville and nightclub stars but which had done little along big band lines.
Willard, aided by Billy Shaw, a former trumpeter and bandleader, soon
developed a highly creative and efficient organization, servicing such veterans
as Duke Ellington, Paul Whiteman and Count Basie, plus numerous new and
musical bands like those of Dizzy Gillespie, Hal MclIntyre, Charlie Spivak,
Boyd Raeburn and Billy Eckstine.

GAC, MCA and William Morris—these were the biggest band-booking
agencies. The ever-driving, highly experienced Joe Glaser continued to do
well with Armstrong, Brown, Hampton, Andy Kirk, Jan Savitt, Teddy Powell,
Russ Morgan and a host of top Negro jazz stars. Moe Gale kept his office
operating under full steam and added new bands and singers.

And there were others: Consolidated Radio Artists, which started strong
but faded after a few years; Stan Zucker, who had a few good bands; and a
couple of midwestern-based offices, Fredericks Brothers and McConkey Music
Corporation, both of which concentrated on their portion of the country and
the mickey-mouse bands that appealed to most of their clients’ tastes.

How much did all these booking offices contribute to the success of the big
bands? Obviously some contributed more than others. But what many of the
executives in their high-backed swivel chairs too often forgot was that the
bands contributed to their success in return. In their frantic, competitive
efforts, they frequently overlooked the long-term aspects of their clients’
careers as they made shortsighted decisions to solve an immediate booking
problem that might never have arisen had the office planned more carefully
and knowingly in the first place.

Stan Kenton, whose music remained outside the ken of most businessmen,
once expressed his feelings and those of others like him when he stated, “Book-
ers know less about music than anybody in the music business, but they’re
always shooting off their mouths to all young bandleaders, giving ’em
the stuff about how they’ve been in the business for so many years and they
know what the public wants and just listen to them and you can’t help being
a success.

“If we [his band] become a really big success—and I sure hope we do,
because I feel I owe music something, and the best way I can repay it is to
help raise its standards—I feel that we’ll have become a success despite all
the things the guys in the offices tried to straighten us out on.”



Recordings

RECORDS were important to the big bands—but not so greatly important as
they are to today’s musical groups, who without ccho chambers and other
electronic trappings would be completely uncommunicative. The big bands
had more than records going for them. They had one-nighters, ballrooms,
theaters and live broadcasts. And most importantly, they had musicianship, so
that no matter where they went, they could duplicate in person what they had
played on records.

The musicians in the big bands differed from those of most of the popular
recording groups of the sixties. They were not kids dependent primarily upon
threec chords and a smart engineer, but real musicians who had spent years
studying music and mastering their instruments, playing in school bands and
working their way through territory outfits into the big league of dance bands.

Good musicianship and an ability to read quickly were necessities. Not only
were the musicians expected to complete their four (and sometimes six) sides
in three hours, but many times the music they played was music they were
secing for the first time right on the recording date. Speed and accuracy were
essential, because bands often vied with onc another to be the first on the
market with new songs.

Star vocalist Frank Sinatra,
producer George T.
Simon, recording super-
visor Mitch Ayres,
drummer Buddy Rich and
interested spectator Alec
Wilder on a Metronome
All-Star session
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There were few of the stop-and-go routines that later became accepted pro-
cedure at recording sessions. There was no tape to splice. Bands recorded
directly on either wax or acetate discs, and so it was not possible to utilize the
technique of combining part of one take and part of another and more of a
third to make up a complete performance. It all had to be recorded as one unit.

In addition, what went into a record came out exactly the same way, with
no souped-up electronic gimmicks. Until an astute recording supervisor, Morty
Palitz, hit upon the idea of placing a speaker and a mike in the men’s room
next to Brunswick’s studio to produce the first echo chamber—a move that
was great for a band’s music but rough on its musicians’ kidneys—most of
the recordings had a dry, dead sound that made recorded performances seem
dull compared with live ones. Eventually, as the companies began utilizing
larger studios, such as Columbia’s famed Liederkranz Hall, the records took
on a more brilliant, exciting sound. And as microphones and other equipment
were improved, records took on ever-greater fidelity. However, most of this
took place after the end of the big band era.

Of course, the pressure of recording four sides in three hours could have its
disadvantages. Often a band’s first reading of a song would turn out to be
quite different from the way it played it later in person. Familiarity with an
arrangement breeded new attempts at different phrasings, voicings and tempos,
as musicians continued trying to improve upon their too often hurried and
harried recorded performances.

A few years ago, after listening to Gene Krupa’s original recording of “Let
Me Off Uptown,” I mentioned to Gene that I was very surprised to hear how
slow the tempo was, that I’d remembered the band playing it much faster. “I
guess we did,” Krupa said. “But you know, it’s a funny thing about tempos.
After you've played a number many times, it seems you almost automatically
increase the tempo. Maybe it’s because subconsciously you feel that you need
to give it some added excitement and you can’t think of another way to do

Stan Kenton, standing,
assists recording supervisor
Carl Kress (one of the

erd’s top guitarists), as Nat
Cole peers into control to
see how he’s been doing.
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it. But you can work it another way too—you can slow down a tune purposely,
just to get it into a different groove.”

Tommy Dorsey, when he recorded “I'll Never Smile Again,” used that
slowing-down-the-tempo routine to produce a big hit. Glenn Miller had re-
corded the same tune three months earlier at a much faster, less intimate
tempo, but nothing had happened with his version. Tommy’s found the right
groove, and that was it. And Tommy Tucker used the same slow-down routine
with his big hit record “I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire,” which had
already been recorded by Harlan Leonard’s band, but at such a fast tempo
that his version had gone completely unnoticed.

A band’s name power, as well as its interpretation of a song, helped create
big hits. For example, Erskine Hawkins had already gained a bit of fame with
his Bluebird version of “Tuxedo Junction,” when Glenn Miller came along
and parlayed the tune into an even bigger hit—and on the same record label
at that! And Count Basie recorded his “One O’Clock Jump” in July, 1937,
but the big hit version was Benny Goodman’s, recorded seven months later.

New interpretations gave new life to old standards. Artie Shaw resurrected
“Begin the Beguine” and “Indian Love Call,” Bunny Berigan “I Can’t Get
Started,” Tommy Dorsey “Song of India,” Larry Clinton “Martha,” Charlie
Barnet “Cherokee,” Les Brown “I've Got My Love to Keep Me Warm,”
Harry James “You Made Me Love You” and Freddy Martin “Tchaikovsky’s
Piano Concerto.” And there were many more. Usually the bandleaders came
up with the idea of resurrecting such old standards. Sometimes they met with
strenuous objections from the record company artists and repertoire (A&R)
men, who were under constant pressure from their superiors to record “sure
hits,” and from music publishers, who constantly kept assuring them that their
particular tunes were those “sure hits.” It’s gratifying to those of us who were
constantly fighting for higher musical standards that the big band record hits
that have survived have almost always been those which the bands, not the
businessmen, dug up and fought to get on wax—standards like those listed
above plus instrumentals like Miller’s “Moonlight Serenade” and “In the
Mood,” Woody Herman’s “Woodchoppers’ Ball” and “Apple Honey,” Jimmie
Lunceford’s “For Dancers Only,” Frankie Carle’s “Sunrise Serenade,” Lionel
Hampton’s “Flyin Home” and, of course, the many brilliant pieces written
and recorded by Duke Ellington.

Of the three major companies that recorded most of the big band sounds,
Decca and Victor seemed more conservative, Columbia more daring. For
years, jazz and other creative musicians recording in Decca’s small, stuffy
studio were intimidated by a sign that read: “Where’s the Melody?”—which
reflected the basic philosophy of the company’s bright though often very
stubborn president, Jack Kapp. Victor’s recording supervisor, Eli Oberstein,
was an equally astute and equally self-confident executive who also liked to
run things his way. Both Kapp and Oberstein made lots of money for their
companies, but few converts among musicians.
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Columbia, on the other hand, especially on sessions run by Morty Palitz
and John Hammond, seemed to sympathize more with the leaders and musi-
cians. They were more willing to listen to other ideas, to experiment and to
approach recording sessions from the long-range rather than from the quick-
buck point of view.

Most bands were impressed with the promotional value of recordings, but a
couple of top leaders had little use for them. Both Paul Whiteman and Fred
Waring felt that recordings played over the air were self-defeating because
they were competing with live radio performances. Waring wouldn’t record for
ten years; it wasn't until late in 1941 that he broke down and signed up
with Decca.

But the man who seemed to recognize even less the importance of record-
ings to the big bands was the most influential man on the entire big band
scene, James Caesar Petrillo. Elected national president of the American
Federation of Musicians in June, 1940, and perturbed by the possible adverse
effects of recording on his membership, he hired Ben Selvin, a highly respected
recording executive and orchestra leader, to conduct a thorough study of the
entire recording field as it affected musicians.

James Caesar Petrillo:
The ban is on!

Selvin’s report was exhaustive. Presented at the annual convention of the
musicians’ union, it received a standing ovation from the delegates. Estimating
that by the end of 1941 the recording industry would have paid out more
than three million dollars to working musicians, Selvin recommended that “it
would be unwise, if at all possible, to curtail industries where such large
amounts are spent for musicians. There are remedies for the unemployment
caused by this mechanization of music, but a knockout blow, which could not
be delivered, is not the answer.”
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So what did Petrillo do? On August 1, 1942, he tried for a knockout—he
ordered his musicians to stop all recording. His argument was simple but
specious. If the record companies couldn’t devise some system whereby musi-
cians were paid for the use of their recordings on radio programs and in juke-
boxes, then he wouldn’t let them record at all. The big band leaders almost
to a man disagreed violently with Petrillo’s actions. They recognized far better
than he the importance of records to their future. But James Caesar stuck
dictatorially to his battle plan.

For more than a year no major company made any records with instru-
mentalists. They did record singers, however, usually with choral backgrounds.
Finally in September, 1943, Decca signed a new contract with the union. A
month later, Capitol followed suit. But the companies with most of the big
name bands, Columbia and Victor, fought for more than a year longer.

It was a big mess. Late in 1943 the War Labor Board (WLB) was asked
to help. Four months later, finding in favor of the record companies, it
recommended that the strike be ended and “conditions prevailing on July 31,
1942, be restored.” But Petrillo refused to accept the recommendation. Even
President Roosevelt got into the act, requesting an end to the strike. Again
Petrillo said no. Finally in November, 1944, Columbia and Victor capitulated
and agreed to pay the union a royalty for all records released.

Petrillo was jubilant. He claimed “the greatest victory for labor . . . in the
history of the labor movement.” In a way he may have been right. The rank-
and-file membership, two-thirds of whom, according to the WLB report, did
not depend upon music for a livelihood, had won a victory. As for the knock-
out blow that the Selvin report had predicted couldn’t be delivered—well, it
may not have been a knockout, but it certainly was a knockdown. Unfortu-
nately, though, it didn’t hit the recording companies nearly so hard as it did
the big bands. And then, when the bands finally did get up from the floor,
after a long count of two years and two months, they found that they were
no longer champions of the recording field. While they had been down, the
singers had taken over, and the recording field would never again be the same
for the big bands.
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THE big bands depended just as much on radio for exposure during the
thirties and forties as did the singers and the vocal groups in the fifties and
sixties. But there was one huge difference: much of the music of the big bands
went over the air live instead of on records.

Of course, there were disc jockey shows. But these were almost exclusively
on a local, unsponsored basis. To be sure, some attracted such large audiences
that they became important to a band’s success. Martin Block on WNEW in
New York and Al Jarvis on KFWB in Los Angeles, with their “Make Believe
Ballrooms,” a program idea each claimed to have originated, drew large and
faithful audiences. And so did other disc jockeys throughout the country who
concentrated on big bands and who often succeeded, through records, in
re-creating the sound of broadcasts from ballrooms.

Martin Block, boss man of WNEW'S “Make Believe Ballroom,” hands an award
to Woody Herman on the stage of the New York Paramount Theater as

saxist Sam Rubenwitch, guitarist Hy White, vocalist Carolyn Grey and
trumpeter Cappy Lewis look on.
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Almost every bandleader sought and welcomed such exposure. Some
romanced disc jockeys with intense and sometimes nauseating ardor. Some
jockeys reacted in kind. But many, genuinely interested in the music and its
makers, willingly lent valuable support. Not stymied, as many of their suc-
cessors in the sixties were to be, by strict adherence to a “top-forty” type of
programming, many disc jockeys actually sought out records by new, upcom-
ing bands and promoting such discoveries remained a labor of love for many a
big band disc jockey.

Naturally they also played the records of the top bands, and this sometimes
led to difficulties between those outfits and the sponsors of their live com-
mercial series. For why, reasoned some of the clients, should we pay good
money to these bands for live programs when some local stations can imitate
our show, almost selection by selection, through records? They had a valid
point.

Some of the top leaders took steps to protect their sponsors. For years, for
example, Hal Kemp refused to record his theme song, thereby preventing disc
jockeys from re-creating his live broadcasts. And Paul Whiteman and Fred
Waring, both heavily sponsored, stayed out of the recording studios during
much of the big band era, thus avoiding all competition with their live shows.

Big bands headlined numerous top radio series. Many were starred for sev-
eral years on the Fitch Bandwagon, which, during the late thirties, presented
most of the leading orchestras on programs that featured an MC named Tobe
Reed, who talked with the leaders and generally tried to humanize the bands
and musicians. Later, Coca-Cola with its Spotlight series also broadcast music
of many name bands direct from numerous locations, including, during the
war years, service camps.

As a group, the cigarette manufacturers really got behind the big bands.
Camels sponsored the Benny Goodman and Bob Crosby bands in series high-
lighted by a weekly commentary on the news, called “Newsy Bluesies,” com-
posed and sung by Johnny Mercer, with Dan Seymour, now head of J. Walter
Thompson, a major advertising agency, as announcer. Later the same cigarette
company sponsored Vaughn Monroe’s band. Chesterfield allied itself with
several top bands—Hal Kemp’s, Glenn Miller’s and Harry James’s, with
future movie star Paul Douglas as announcer. Raleigh-Kool sponsored the
Tommy Dorsey band for a number of years, with future television star Bud
Collyer as announcer. Philip Morris went along with Horace Heidt, while
Old Gold used numerous groups—Paul Whiteman, Artie Shaw, Larry Clinton,
Frankie Carle and Woody Herman.

But the longest-lived cigarette-sponsored series was that of the American
Tobacco Company, which in addition to its Kay Kyser’s College of Musical
Knowledge, sponsored what was first called “The Lucky Strike Hit Parade”
and later simply “Your Hit Parade.” Here the songs rather than the bands
became the big attraction as listeners were kept in suspense right to the end
of each program waiting to hear what tune had gained the number-one spot on
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“The Lucky Strike Survey,” a poll whose results sometimes baffled publishers
and bandleaders who felt that it should have been conducted more thoroughly
and analytically.

Lucky Strike, after going along for years with the almost martial music of
B. A. Rolfe and his Orchestra, eventually switched to the more danceable and
slightly more subtle sounds of Mark Warnow and his Orchestra. A large, well-
disciplined studio outfit, it employed some of the top musicians in town,
who, unfortunately, because of the sponsor’s and agency’s preconceived
notions of tempos and volume, seldom got a chance to project much of the
warmth or color that typified the music of the big name bands.

Studio bands continued to flourish during the big band era. Some had taken
on and continued to use the names of their sponsors, like Harry Horlick and
the A&P Gypsies, Sam Lanin and the Ipana Troubadors, and Harry Reser
and the Cliquot Club Eskimos. Reser, by the way, eventually emerged from
his carbonated commercial and formed an excellent band composed of some
fine young swing musicians.

Although some of the leading studio musicians, such as the Dorseys and
Benny Goodman and Artie Shaw and Glenn Miller and Claude Thornhill and
Will Bradley and Charlie Spivak, left to form their own bands, often taking
some friends with them, enough good musicians remained to stock very com-
mercial orchestras led by Paul Baron, Lud Gluskin, Al Goodman, Gus
Haenschen, Gordon Jenkins, Jack Miller, who was Kate Smith’s steady con-
ductor, Raymond Paige, Jacques Renard, Willard Robison, who led an espe-
cially musical group called the Deep River Boys, Rubinoff, who featured his
magic violin, whatever that was, and Ben Selvin.

An All-Star radio session:
violinist Jack Benny, trumpeter Dick Powell, clarinetist Ken Murray,
drummer Bing Crosby, trombonist Tommy Dorsey, pianist-singer Shirley Ross
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And there were more successful studio conductors—the Shilkret brothers,
Nat and Jack, Harry Sosnick, Leith Stevens, Axel Stordahl, who appeared
later on the scene as Frank Sinatra’s maestro, John Scott Trotter, who con-
ducted for Bing Crosby, Peter Van Steeden, Paul Weston, Meredith Willson,
later to gain fame as composer of The Music Man, and Victor Young, who,
when he wasn’t conducting for the top singers, was busy writing a flock of won-
derful songs.

Most of their music was different from that of the big dance bands. Much
of it was strictly background for singers. A good deal consisted of uninspired
readings of mundane arrangements. And almost all of it was constricted by
the penny-pinching of network executives who allowed their studio bands a
minimum of rehearsal time and personnel, by the old-fashioned attitudes of
some leaders who were coasting on their reputations, and by insecure, hard-
shelled advertising agency executives, who constantly kept quashing creativity
lest anything outside the norm offend their clients. Much of the radio network
programming of the thirties and forties rivaled that of television of the sixties
in the vastness of its wasteland.

Once in a while a studio band with a distinctive, musical sound would
emerge. Raymond Scott fronted an outstanding outfit in New York. And
Philadelphia produced three topflight bands: Jan Savitt’s, Joey Kearns’s and
Elliot Lawrence’s.

But by far the most exciting sounds came from the established dance bands,
some during their commercial programs but many more during their broad-
casts direct from where the bands were playing—Frank Dailey’s Meadow-
brook, the Palomar, the Hotel Sherman, Glen Island Casino, the Aragon,
Elitch’s Gardens, the Palladium and many, many more spots throughout the
country that featured name and semi-name bands.

These network broadcasts were exceedingly important to the bands. They
gave the groups exposure and publicity that they couldn’t possibly afford to
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