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That Nice Boy

BIX: MAN AND LEGEND by Richard Sudhalver and Philip R. Evars with
William Dear-Myad! (Quartet, £4.95 and £].95)

Early in February 1922, the Principal of Perry Hall Girls” School wanted a

band from the neighbouring Northwestern University o play at their
dance. The leader. one Jimmie Caldwell, wanted to bring a rrumpeter:

1 wold her aboust this nice boy lrom Lake Forest, and bow well-mannered bhe was,
etc.. and she said he would do . .. Ar the imermission [said Caldwell] the old
girl grabbed me and marched me behind the pabm plans. She said, “That micee doy
of yours is exciting my girlst Make him stop.’ I told her e was playing what he
felt and it would be hard to calm him down, Do it she sald

Bix Belderbecke was 18 at the time and bad 10 vears to live, years in
which he established himself as the greatest white jazzman and demol-
ished himself with aleohol. Bom in 1903 in a handsome tree-surrounded
house in Davenport, lowa, his prosperous German-American background
seemed sufficient insulation against the rowdy dialect of Storyville, but in
1919 his ex-serviceman butler brought home some records. incduding the
Original Dixicland Jazz Band's “Tiger Rag'. Almost immediately Bix bor-
rowed a cormet from a schoolmate. In August of the same year (for
Davenport. after all, was on the Mississippl) he heard Armsirong on a
riverboat with Fate Marable. In September he bought his own comet for
S35,

From then on, legend ook over. The marvelious boy, self-taught and
unahble to read music, spiralied up through the campus dance field and fnto
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the Chicago Jazz sweene: no one who heard him ever forgot it. A doren or
10 Gennett recordings with a home -grown group called the Wolverines led
1o the big time with Jean Goldketie’s orchestra and, when Goldketie failed,
1o the bggent of sll tme, Paul Whiteman, His unique ringing sound, at
once assertdve and unworldly, becarne the volce of the WASP Twenties, the
era of Gausby and Jullan English. After his death in 1931, legend
fragmented ino snecdote: even the records generated rumour and ancer-
tainty. Which wlo was by the master, which by one of his numerous
pupils? Was Bix present, but 100 drunk o play? Could sny more undssued
test pressings possibly come 1o lght?

Thorough documemation has long been overdue. The presemt work
represents devoled research since 1957 by a diminguished and unselfish
team of collsboraors—Richard Sudbalies, journalisn and comer player in
the Bix tradition. and two Bix scholars and discographers, Phitlp Bvans in
Asmerica and William Dean-Myant in Britain, 11 is hard 1o think that anyone
aill alive who knew Biz has not been croms -exanvined, any date he played
on 1A verified in the appropriate newspaper files, any extam budiding
where be lived or played not reverently contemplated by one or other of
this dedicated 1o, Sudhaltes, well-known in British jazz journals a5 ‘Art
Mapoleon’, did the wiiting, bt his drafis were relayed 10 the others for
checking and amplification, The result Is an exhaustive 340-page life, with
& 60-page day-1o-day summary of Bix's musical snd persona) Hinerary,
atid a T0-page discography, nuch fuller than anyihing casily avallable
before.

s [3is 10 say that although the wealth of devail w0 assernbled is nearly
all unfamiliar, it doest's submiaraially alter the legend as we know i Bix
was a genlus: the Dawnport Democrar called i, st seven, “the rywws
taleniied child in music that there bs in this gy, He had prilect phich and
sl musical recall: one of his tricks was 1o name esch riote in any ten-
fngered chord you lked 1o sirike, Al the same tirme, he woulde's, or
Mt,h:mawnﬁdm:cm;hrm:mmwmmm.
and it was a measuce of his renows that orchestras would engage him as
Tmmmilhfwdﬂwtvmmmdmmtﬁsmm'm
s apparently well-lounded). At dmes this wontied hiny: when he
approsched Joe Gustar, the first-chair symphony trampet declined w0 1ake

i on. ‘1 envy yous,” hse sald, Yom have a great, God-given gift . . doer't
nwmwmunmmhemmmhnwmw
mw,ammmnmmwmmm-m
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JALZ WRITINGS

The authors’ somewhat haglographical approach eschews ‘revelations’,
but valuable reminkscence comes from Ruth Schaffner. whose affair with
Bix is padently documented, Though their relationship uldmately failed,
she Insists on his considerateness, his undenfable-—even il rather absent
~niceness’, There is a typical story of his buying clgarettes when, a
celebrity, he played on the Camel Hour programine. Bix didn't like Camels,
but he always asked for them, then adding that he would also take a packet
of the kind he really smoked.

On the central Bix question-—whether he played with the wrong people,
and mined his talent by becoming a piece of jazr icing on the large,
rasteless Whiteman cake-~the authors are firm. A generous defence of the
Whiteman orchestra asserts that Bix was in berter musical company there
than he would have been with

less complex men such as Bdidie Condon, Muaggsy Spanier or Jommy MaePart.
landd. As his weeks with Whiteman stretched (nto months, he nimesd increas.
Ingly to the plano, and 10 the possitalites inherent (o medern harmony

Given a normal musical lite, it's conceivable that he might have settled in
the ‘Rhapsody in Blue” territory, neither in jaze nor out of i, but whether
he would have taken his admirers (of whom Condon was one) much of
the way with him is doubetul, Nor is it easy 1o square this hypothetical Bix
with his seeming indifference to musical theory. In any case, {1 was not 1o
be. Little s sald about his drinking, nor is there much w say: the authors
suggest that he had passed from conviviality 1o addiction by Ocaber 1928,
and after that the descent was steep, One element, again, was his niceness:
he hated 10 say no, Another was surely the polsonous and uncertificated
Prohibiton booge. In the end he was drinking three botdes of gin a day.
When the Depression lilted, Bix, and the world of white jazz he had
inspired. were gone: the futuee lay with Goodman and his Henderson
svores, Only the indestractible delight of his records remains.
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