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BOOK REVIEWS

by Gilbert M. Erskine

Remembering Bix, by Ralph Ber-
ton. New York: Harper & Row,
1974, 428 pages, $10.00.

Bix: Man & Legend, by Richard M
Sudhalter and Philip R. Evans, with
discography by William Dean-
Myatt. New Rochelle, N.Y..
Arlington House, 1974, 512 pages,
$12.95.

In the middle 1950s, after a decade and a
half of languished interest, Bix
Beiderbecke’s star began to rise again in
the jazz world. There were many clear,
positive athirmations by respected musi-
cians on the quality of the Beiderbecke in-
fluence, and there were new appraisals
and warm commentaries from such
writers as Charles Edward Smith, Ralph
(ileason, Nat Hentoff, and Ceorge Ava-
kian. A number of research projects were
started, and, slowly and haltingly, the o-
missions and errors in Edward J. Nichols”
sketchy chapter on Bix in Jazzmen (N Y
Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1939) were
respectively filled in and corrected. By the
early 1960s, a number of important
biographical facts in direct conflict with
what had been known and accepted about
Bix were appearing in scattered
publications, and the belated discovery
was made that the nascent Kansas City
stvle had strong roots in the Beider-
becke-Trumbauer alliance of the middle
20s.

A new, full-scale biography was clearly
in order. As early as 1962, jazz researcher
Phil Evans had gathered, checked, and
collated virtually all of the pertinent
biographical data on Bix. But, because of a
number of problems, his work — which
needed only assistance in shaping and in

critical direction — was delayed in
publication until this year.

20

Musician-writer-critic  Richard Sud-
halter was Evans’ choice for co-author of
Bix: Man & Legend. The book is a
qualified success. Loncrete facts about
Bix's work-a-dayylife are, thankfully,
taithtully listed #nd described in detail
The gap between the time Bix left the
Wolverines in Ocﬁer 1924 and his join-
ing the Arcadian Berenaders in Septem-
ber 1925 is fully.geplained. Reasons for
the enigmatic beh@&ior of the man — the
seemingly deliberfe wasting of health
and talent in excéggive alcoholism — are
broadly sketched® here s an enormous
amount of drh‘lilc*a]l phases of Bix’s life,

all carefully check#d and rechecked, that
will be a boon ID‘%an'hers and scholars
in jazz history. %

Sudhalter’s critig! commentaries on
Beiderbecke’s recoings are lucid, to-the-
point, and, though de wonders how such
a superb Bix choru#gs on Just an Hour of
Love (Frank Trumisuer, OK W-81499, 9-
30-27) goes #Mmentioned, the

preponderant criti 15 right on track.
. provides an ex-

Sudhalter, moreoy
tremely interesti pendix on Bix's un-
orthodox cornet fifleying. showing how
the Bixian sound ofilertain phrases could
never be duplicategi@®y ordinary cornet
fingering because oflibe physical proper-
ties of the instrumé

But the ;wer.ﬂ 'i sentation in this
biography, ftor all“gd completeness, is
disappointing. Bix B o great gift, like
John Keats, like F. §ott Fitzgerald, and
there is no attempiiil this book to show
such things as thq@ama of the super-
charged energies inglderbecke’s creative
imagination in takéf ¢ ordinary sludge
of the Singin’ the¥es section of the
ODJB's Margie (Villlr 18717, 12-1-20)
and turning it inte hicle of exquisite
expression. (Singh he Blues, Frank
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Trumbauer, OK 40772, 2-4-27) In
Charles H Wareing and George Garlick’s
1958 biography, Bugles for Beiderbecke
(London, Sidgwick & Jacksen, Ltd.), there
is the unforgettable picture of Bix, after a
night of playing at Judson Lake, being lull-
ed to sleep by lzzy Riskin, playing
Debussy, MacDowell, and%twmd Lane

onanold Knabe pranoina . red socket-
light. and Bix “groaning afdelight” at the
harmonmies and the melu%urns. This, in
the summer of 1926, whegh Bix was mak-
ing giant strides in his opment, tells
volumes about the phanllom shapes of
musical ideas acting andiinteracting on
Beiderbecke’s highly cre. imaginative
processes, yet the incidenis not included
in the Sudhalter-Evans bogk.

Sudhalter and Evans wisely avoid-
ed the controversy over flle possible in-
fluence New Orleans tist Emmett
Hardy might have had ot Beiderbecke.
Raymond Burke has said at Bix indeed
sounded like Hardy, but Pagl Mares’ claim
that Hardy's playing was @iperior to Bei-
derbecke’s best work dess not merit
serious consideration. Hardy died in 1925,
and the broad symmet sl of extended
phrases in jazz impg@visation, so
magnificently developed@®nd used by
Louis Armstrong and Bferbecke, are
almost nowhere found i@z 2 recordings
before 1925 Hardy did g record, but if
he was using sweeping, $hmetrical, ex-
tended phrases, the prasilile would most
certainly have been borrgilld and used by
other musicians before

The Sudhalter-Evans;
rate discography. Mrs. |§
indexing, and, sorry M
complete and sometimes)
researchers and histori
this book extensively;
develop their own index

Ralph Berton's Remv@l
has mixed results. Mr. B8
writer, has extensive i
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pk has a first
Rust did the
¥. it is in-
ACCurate. Jazz
will be using
will have to

__I‘il"lg Bix also
T isatalented
sts, and had

the good fortune to have met Bewder-
becke in 1924 through his brother, jazz
drummer Vic Berton In no sense 1s this
book a biography of Beiderbecke; it does
not pretend to be, and has, indeed, exten-
sive portions autobiographical to Ralph,
and extraneous to Beiderbecke matenal.

Nevertheless, Ralph has a keen ap-
preciation of the Beiderbecke psyche; it
is expressed in a depth not found in Sud-
halter-Evans, and one senses he is right
on target. Bix loved s family, and was
not loved much in return. Both Sudhal-
ter-Evans and Berton tell of the incident
where Bix discovered a package of
Whiteman records that he had sent home
lying unopened on a shalf closet, but in
the Berton telling we feel with painful
clarity the shock and anguish Bix must
have felt at his discovery.

I've always felt that Mr. Berton has
good instincts as a jazz critic. His com-
ments on the aesthetic effect of Bix's play-
g are excellent, and while Sudhalter-
Evans has many valuable technical
references on what Bix was doing, and on
what arrangers Challis and Satterfield
and Malneck were doing with Bix's
phrases, Berton is more satisfying in his
descriptions.

As a bonus, the Berton book tells us
much about brother Vic’s experiences in
the development of jazz drumming, all of
which ring true. The sock cymbal and the
ride cymbal, universally adapted and used
in jazz drumming were inventions of Vic
Berton. Eddie Condon, Louis Arm-
strong, and Red Nichols have all asserted
that Vic Berton was a first rate drummer,
and one only has to listen to the Louisi-
ana Rhythm Kings' Ballin’ the Jack
(Vocalion 15828, 4-23-29) to see what a
propelling beat he had.

But Ralph Berton, unfortunately, and
perhaps under
publisher, who in turn has his eye on the
cash register, has chosen in this book to
cast Beiderbecke in a mold calculated to

et

pressure from his
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appeal to today's youth, With every
sentence .Bix utters, blunt and studded
with expletives, he is made to resemble
the hero-type character created by Eric
Segal It's been reported to me that Hoa
gy Carmichael, who perhaps knew Bix as
well as Ralph Berton did, said bitterly on
reading Remembering Bix that “that’s not
Bix at all'”

And there is another facet to Berton's
writing that should be discussed: he ap-
parently is using, at least in part, the
technique .commonly used in journalism
today where the presentation s faithful
to the subject without being factual at all.
The description in Sudhalter-Evans of the
September 1924 trip by the Wolverines to
New York tor the Cinderella Ballroom gig
is so much at variance with Berton’s ac-
count that | decided to do some personal
investigation. The Sudhalter-Evans ver-
sion was supplied by Wolverine drum-
mer Vic Moore, who says that jazz
enthusiast Lloyd “Babe” Jones accom-
panied them from Miller Beach (Gary, In-
diana) as far as the Jones’ summer house
at Keuka Lake, New York. The
Wolverines were guests there, perhaps
for more than one night, and continued
on to New York City. In the Berton ver-
sion the Wolverines, after getting lost
twice in Pennsylvania, found themselves
at Slate Run, above Williamsport, where
Min Leibrook phoned Babe Jones at
Keuka Lake and asked for help. Jones in-
vited them to be his guests, and Berton
then gives us a vivid account of their stay
at Keuka Lake.

According to Berton, the Jones’ home
was a 30 room, 4 storied ancestral man-
sion on terraced grounds on the lake, and
Babe lived alone there with his grand-
Father and house staff. It had old, polished
furniture and a piano. | was able to locate
Mr. Lawrence Jones, Babe Jones' sur-
viving brother, who, along with Babe
Jones’ son, Lloyd Jr., kindly consented to
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be interviewed and have the Sudhalter-
Evans and Berton accounts read to them
The tacts are these: (1) Babe Jones’ pater-
nal prandfather was killed in the Ciwl
War, and his widpw, far from being rich
and established in the area, had quite a
struggle brmgmg up 3 boys. Babe's mater-
nal grandhther“ who, at least with his
beard and 'rf, resembled Berton's
p_randiarher d betore 1900. (2) Both
Babe's paren ere alive and well in
September %V living in the famuly
home at 219 E 1tben St., Bath, N.Y . (3)
The home at K Bk Lake, visited by the
Wulverines, a 2 storied, 8

summer cottagilt did not have a phone,
f1ther a prano there, nor

one at the 21 Stueben Street home,
pay in Bath, N. Y.

room,

some 6 miles dRa

Mr. Larry }oﬂ:'ﬁ.and his nephew, Lloyd,
Ir.. both enjoyé# Berton's lengthy story
about the unusgll and attractive “grand-
father,” but neilflier had the slightest idea
who he could hagl been, saying that there
was no family f#ind or anyone else in the
area even re similar to Berton's
character. Appligently Berton’s "grand-
father” was a ci@tive fiction, established
because of the cdilninating mystic reading
of Beiderbecke st ure and future. [t was
well done, but Bilhas already had such an
abundance of né#@sgnsc written about him
that he needs #ilimore.

The connectiill between Babe Jones
and the Wolvililees was this: in the
summer of 1928 oapy Carmichael led a
band at the Keuviilotel, where Babe used
to sit in on tes
other musiciang}
the Jones’ cottag

pPre frequent guests at
the lake. The follow-
ited Carmichael,  and
fliller Beach to hear Bix
b It is likely that Jones
the Wolverines, but
ble to confirm this.

er-Evans and the Ber-
Yy new photos of Bix.

nentioned that Sud-
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halter-Evans have fullv accounted for Bei-
derbecke’s after #leaving  the
Wolvermes. It was long thgught that he
left to join Charlic Straight's band in
Chicago; we now know f went to the
Goldkette orchestra in D ‘-.: vit, and was
fired in a traumatic episoig with Victor
recording director, Eddie r ing. There
was, strangely, annt’nerlr atic fall-out
from the event of Bix's @it from the
Wolverines, and one thal@had 2 happy
ending that effected theh it unes of the
New Orleans Jaze Club 4 it first year
Sharkey Bonano was |1_':"'1 to replace
Bix, fired after one 8 nd publicly
humiliated in later years ifg@magazine ar-
ticle by the Wolverine's i- Bree Johnson
In the summer of 1948, ¢ two superb
concerts by Johnny Wiggsilhe Club hired

Muves

Sharkey for its 3rd coriillri. Much to
everyone's astonishmlt, Sharkey
almost blew the house dgllin. he was an

;Club well on
§ afterwards
e had always

amazing success and put th
its way. Lester Bnurh-:m'
that the Wolverine t'xpi'
eaten Sharkey inside, thallffe was keyed
up for this concert, 1o W everyone
what he could do with hygorn

Finally, there is the grej
Bixian style which both §
and Berton attempt Wi
different ways, neithe .I
success than anyone else}
itial orientation in jazz ',_'f
the grip was so firm thil
even after he had dew
sweeping, symmetrical -:
absolutely new and u
used in a romantic way
lyrical song (as opposed {
of the stomps, rags, mg
that were the repertoity
jazz bands), he continu#§
he had the freedom of &
record the ODJB tunes.§
he made Clarinet MillBlade (Frank
Trumbauer, QK 407 ree months
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nigma of the
halter-Evans
eal with, in
h any more
had. Bixs in-
e ODJB, and
h later years,
ped a lovely,
of phrasing,
in jazz, and
h the 32-bar
e Structures
ks, and blues
E the original
favor, where
B, to pla!,r and
Pruary 1927,

-

later, Ostrich Walk (Frank Truml:mjfi-,
OK 40822), and in the tollowing October,
In quick succession, there was At the Jazz
Band Ball (Bix Beiderbecke & His Gang,
OK 40923), Royal Garden Blues (Bix Bei-
derbecke & His Gang, OK 8544), and Jazz
Me Blues (Bix Beiderbecke & His Gang.
OK 40923). It has often been remarked
how the black style of jazz. so essential to
the development of all other white
jazzmen, was lacking in Beiderbecke, yel
we know how much Louis Armstrong and
Beiderbecke admired and studied one
another. Possibly someone will come

along who will explain Bix's continuing

propensity for the ODJB, and where the
Bixian romantic style came from.

One last observation. the closest and
most obvious influence that Beiderbecke
had on Armstrong is on Armstrong’s
1929 Mahogany Hall Stomp (OK 8680). It
15, like Bix's magnificent work on Clemen-
tine (Jene Goldkette, Victor 20994, 9-15-
27), and on Lonely Melody (Paul
Whiteman, Victor 21214, 1-4-28), highly
reflective and wistful, and in vivid con-
trast with the direct, immediate, im-
passioned outpouring of Louis on such
things as Wild Man Blues (OK 8474, 5-7-
27}, Muggles (OK 8703, 6-27-28), and
Tight Like That (OK 8649, 12-12-28). On
Clementine and Lonely Melody the
rhythm is in two until Bix's choruses,
when it changes to a straight-ahead four:
highly effective for Bix's solos. On Louis’
Mahogany Hall exactly the same thing
happens, and in spite of the contrivances
on the record — Louis’ held high C for an
entire chorus, for one — it could be easily
argued that this record ranks as one of the
15 or 20 top jazz records of all time. Louis
is so overwhelmingly surprising and
perfect, taking a Bix device and making it
s completely his own.
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