Red and Miff: Their First Recording Session Together.

By Albert Haim

Introduction.

The partnership between Ernest Loring “Red” Nichols and Irving Milfred “Miff” Mole in the second half of the 1920s was seminal in the development of jazz. In many of their small group recordings they played in a cool, modernistic, and intellectual approach style that has been described as chamber music. They were very prolific (at one point they were making more than ten records a week) and recorded under a variety of names, among others, Red and Miff Stompers, Miff Mole and His Little Molers, the Red Heads, and, of course, Red Nichols and His Five Pennies.

Ernest Loring “Red” Nichols was born in Ogden, CO in 1905. His father was a musician and teacher. As a youngster, Red played in his father’s brass band. In 1919 he went to Culver Military Academy where he played violin, piano and cornet. In the early 1920s Red Nichols played in the Midwest. In 1924 he joined Sam Lanin’s band at Roseland in New York City. At the tender age of 19, Red Nichols was, in the words of Richard Sudhalter, a “seasoned professional.”  

Irving Milfred “Miff” Mole was born in Roosevelt, Long Island, NY in 1898. His father was a musician and led a band called “The Mole Timers.” Miff first learned violin, piano, and alto sax; by age 14 he changed to trombone. He joined the newly formed Original Memphis Five in 1917 or 1918. In 1924 Miff was a member of Ray Miller’s Orchestra in the newly constructed Arcadia Ballroom in New York City.

Some of the information that follows was kindly provided by Red Nichols’ expert Stephen Hester: it comes from conversations and correspondence between Red Nichols, Miff Mole, Stanley Hester and Elwood “Woody” Backensto. The late Stanley Hester and Woody Backensto devoted a large portion of their lives to research the musical legacy of Red Nichols. Stan’s son Steve is the custodian of all the research and is currently writing the definitive biography of Red Nichols.
When and Where Did Red and Miff First Meet?

According to Stephen M. Stroff [1] Miff and Red met in September 1923 when Red replaced Bob Ashford in Johnny Johnson's orchestra at the Ambassador Hotel in Atlantic City. According to Stroff, the Original Memphis Five were also playing at the Ambassador. Red and Miff met and Miff made a big impression on Red. I quote from Stroff's book:

"Red and Miff became fast friends in Atlantic City and spent many a night "woodshedding", talking about music and playing records. Afterwards the Johnson orchestra, including Red, migrated north to New York City. Red split his time between playing with Johnson and free-lancing as a soloist for George Olsen’s Music. Mole, meanwhile, began to free-lance as well, especially for leader Sam Lanin. He first recorded with Lanin’s band in March 1923, and both Mole and Napoleon recorded for Lanin in April. Miff introduced Red to Sam, but since he was working two bands at once, Lanin could not immediately use the cornetist."

Some of Stroff’s account is incompatible with known facts. For example, Red did not play with Johnny Johnson’s orchestra in Atlantic City in the summer of 1923. In March 1923, the Syncopated Five changed their name to the Royal Palm Orchestra and followed Paul Whiteman’s engagement at the Ambassador Hotel in Atlantic City during four weeks in April-May. [2] 
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Courtesy Duncan Schiedt

The Royal Palm Orchestra was rather unsuccessful and returned to Idora Park in Youngstown, OH. Red Nichols left the band and went with Joe Thomas’ band at Lake James, IN for the summer. [2] In September 1923, Red Nichols joined Johnny Johnson’s band in Asbury Park, NJ and from there moved to the Pelham Heath Inn in the Bronx. [3] Thus, Red Nichols was not in Atlantic City in September of 1923.
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Johnny Johnson’s Orchestra, 1923. Courtesy of Vince Giordano.
Red is sitting second from the left.
There is another discrepancy in Stroff’s account. According to Brian Rust’s jazz discography, the first recording of Miff Mole with a Sam Lanin outfit is not from March 1923 but from July 1922: Lanin’s Southern Serenaders,  Good Mornin’ and I’m Just Wild About Harry, Banner 1100, Regal 9635. Phil Napoleon was the trumpeter in this recording session. Moreover, a thorough search of newspapers and magazines for 1923 failed to provide evidence for the appearance off the Original Memphis Five in the Ambassador Hotel, Atlantic City.

Red Nichols spent some time in the Midwest in the summer of 1924 where he met Bix Beiderbecke, returned to New York City in Sep 1924, and joined Sam Lanin’s orchestra in Roseland. On May 31, 1924, Miff joined Ray Miller’s orchestra in Atlantic City and by October 1924, the orchestra was playing in the newly renovated Arcadia Ballroom. At the premiere of the engagement of Ray Miller in the Arcadia Ballroom, the attendance was reported to be 2,000. [4]
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Ray Miller’s Arcadia Orchestra,  1924 or 1925.
Miff Mole is in the front row, second from the right.
According to Red Nichols’ expert Steve Hester [3], “Both Red and Miff stated they "met" while Miff was with Ray Miller.” It must have been the fall of 1924 or the spring of 1925.

The Earl Carroll Vanities of 1925.

Earl Carroll (1893-1948) was a producer, director, composer, and writer. According to the International Broadway Data Base, Carroll produced, directed, and/or wrote nearly 40 Broadway shows. Carroll wrote the music and lyrics for the 1917 production of Canary Cottage, which featured the first appearance (a minor role) of Eddie Cantor in a Broadway musical. Earl Carroll was known as the “troubadour of the nude” because showgirls in his Broadway productions were scantily clad. In 1926, Earl Carroll had serious difficulties with federal prosecutors. At a party given in the Earl Carroll Theatre, a naked woman was brought in a transparent bath tube filled with champagne. Carroll testified that the bathtub was filled with ginger ale. He was found guilty of lying to federal prosecutors and sentenced to spend six months in the Atlanta Penitentiary. The front page of the March 21, 1926 issue of Variety carried the headline 
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The first Earl Carroll Vanities opened in 1923, the last in 1940. The third edition of the Earl Carroll Vanities ran from July 5, 1925 to December 27, 1925 in the Earl Carroll Theatre on Seventh Avenue and 50th Street.
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Earl Carroll Theatre, 1922. Courtesy Shubert Collection.

The July 1, 1925 issue of Variety ran a full page ad with the announcement of the opening of the production.
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The music was provided by Ross Gorman and His Earl Carroll Orchestra and the musical director was Don Voorhees. The musicians in the orchestra were listed in the ad, and it will be seen that Red Nichols and Miff Mole were the cornetist and trombonist respectively. The names of the musicians and their backgrounds were published in the (Brooklyn) Daily Star of Aug 17, 1925 in connection with the announcement that, beginning on Aug 17, 1925 and every Tuesday thereafter, Ross Gorman and the Earl Carroll Vanities Orchestra would transmit a concert from 8 pm to 8:45 pm directly from the auditorium of the Earl Carroll Theatre. Transmission was from the New York station WEAF which would relay it via six additional stations. The article further mentions that each artist is “a soloist of note.” Red Nichols is described as “late star of the California Ramblers, and Miff Mole as “star artist, Ray Miller’s orchestra.”

Here is a fascinating glance into the world of prohibition from the review of the show in the July 15, 1925 issue of Variety: “At the tables you can purchase ginger ale or other trifles as light in liquid form and smoke, but you won’t buy or smoke while the performance is on. It is not certain either if you can bring it in to mix with the ginger-nor is there anything in the program to indicate which girls drink, if any of them do, ginger ale or else.”

Ross Gorman.

Ross Gorman (1890-1953) was a remarkable multi-instrumentalist. A syndicated article published in several newspapers in September 1930 with the title “Musician Plays 27 instruments and is busy inventing others” gives a list of most of the instruments played by Ross Gorman. The majority was reed instruments, but he was proficient also in the marimba and drums. Here is an excerpt from the article: “Here's a man who can play 27 instruments and is continually inventing new ones to achieve some elusive or provoking musical effect. His name is Ross Gorman, known throughout the radio and musical world as one of the most versatile and sought after instrumentalists on the air.” 

Ross Gorman was born in Patterson, NJ, studied music with his father and appeared with him in vaudeville. In 1916, he was part of a five–men group that included Vincent Lopez. In 1919, Gorman formed his own Novelty Syncopators and recorded one number for Columbia. In 1919, Gorman joined Harry Yerke’s band. Gorman was a member of Paul Whiteman’s orchestra from 1920 to 1925 and achieved world-wide fame with his clarinet glissando in the opening of George Gerswhin’s Rhapsody in Blue. Here is a photo of Ross Gorman, Paul Whiteman and other members of the Whiteman orchestra..
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Courtesy of Enrico Borsetti. 

Photo ca 1923.

Standing, left to right: Ferde Grofe, Ross Gorman, Sammy Lewis
Sitting, left to right: Paul Whiteman and probably Tommy Gott.

Whiteman was a member of the Free and Accepted Masons of the State of New York,

St. Cecile Lodge #569.


When he was with Whiteman he organized a Victor recording group -a band within a band, the Virginians. In the 1930s he did a lot of radio work and was a staff musician for NBC.

The First Recording Session of Red Nichols and Miff Mole Together.

The first recording session of Miff and Red together listed in Rust’s Jazz Discography is from ca Aug 25, 1924 with Bailey’s Lucky Seven, a recording band under the direction of Sam Lanin. Rust lists several more records of Red and Miff in 1924 and 1925 with the Arkansas Travellers, Bailey’s Lucky Seven and the Tennessee Tooters. However, Red Nichols’ expert Steve Hester reports [3] that “Both Red and Miff insisted they did not record together until the Gorman sides. Later they both said possibly a session or two with Lanin in 1923” but there are no recordings of Miff and Red together with Lanin in 1923.

The first recording session of Red and Miff together took place on Aug 3, 1925 in New York in the Columbia recording studios. It was also the first recording session of Ross Gorman and His Earl Carroll Orchestra. Two numbers were waxed: A Kiss in the Moonlight (takes 1-4, master number140806) and Somebody’s Crazy About You (takes 1-3, master number 140807). All takes were rejected. Both songs were featured in the third edition of the Earl Carroll Vanities. 
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The orchestra returned to the recording studio on August 18, 1925 and cut takes 5-7 of A Kiss in the Moonlight and takes 4-6 of Somebody’s Crazy About You, again without success. Finally, on September 9, 1925, takes 8 and 9 of A Kiss in the Moonlight and takes 7 and 8 of Somebody’s Crazy About You were waxed. Take 9 of A Kiss in the Moonlight and take 8 of  Somebody’s Crazy About You wee mastered and issued as Columbia 459-D, sides A and B, respectively. All the musicians in the list for the advertisement in Variety, except Jules Klein, were present in the recording session; Edgar Fairchild on piano and Dick McDonough on banjo (his first appearance on wax) were added for the studio recording.

For the rest of 1925 and between 1926 and 1928, Red an Miff recorded with various bands: Bailey’s Lucky Seven and Ross Gorman, Lanin’s Red Heads, Ipana Troubadours, Alabama Red Peppers, The Hottentots, the Red Heads, the Broadway Bell Hops, Sam Lanin, Red and Miff Stompers, Don Voorhees, Wabash Dance Orchestra, Red Nichols and His Five Pennies. In addition, Red and Miff were accompanists for recordings by Cliff Edwards, J. C. Flippen, Evelyn Preer and Annette Hanshaw.

The first time we encounter the name “Red Nichols and His Five Pennies” is in a recording session for Brunswick on Dec 8, 1926. Interestingly, this session does not include Miff Mole! There were only “Four Pennies,” Jimmy Dorsey, Arthur Schutt, Eddie Lang and Vic Berton.  They recorded two tunes: Washboard Blues and 
That’s No Bargain. 
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About two weeks later, on December 20. 1926, Red Nichols and His Five Pennies, this time with Miff Mole, recorded Buddy’s Habits and Boneyard Shuffle. Hoagy Carmichael, who was practicing law in Miami, FL in 1927, heard the Five Pennies recordings of his own compositions, Washboard Blues and Boneyard Shuffle. Immediately, Hoagy decided to give up law and devote himself to composing and playing music. He wrote to Red Nichols in March 1927, “I am planning on leaving this tin eared rendezvous [sic] of bank presidents and  screw driver’s union for points north on April 3.” [5]

Although discographies list recordings of Red and Miff until Feb 1929, according to Red Nichols’ expert Stephen Hester, the last recording session of Red and Miff together took place on September 14, 1928 in the Brunswick studios in New York City when they waxed several sides as the Wabash Dance Orchestra: 

Chloe E28220 A-B Duo D4006
Ready for the River E28221 A-B Duo D4008
Sweet Sue  E28222 A-B Duo D4009
She’s A Great Great Girl E28225 A-B
Because My Baby Don’t Mean Maybe Now E28226 A-B
Oh! Baby  E28227 A-B rejected. 
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The recording sheets for these specify “For British Brusnwick.” [6] These records were released only in England on the Duophone label. The Duophone and Unbreakable Record Co. had taken control of British Brunswick in August of 1928. Thus, American artists made their recordings in the American Brunswick studios but some of the records were released in England by Duophone. The records produced in this session represent the end of the great association between Red and Miff. 
Acknowledgment. I am grateful to Stephen Hester for his detailed answers to my questions about Red Nichols and Miff Mole.
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