TOOT SWEET: WHEN JAZZ RULED MONTREAL

The righp place. The righp time. The righp Quy. From the 1920s to the 19507, the
good timers rolled in Montreal. The n_igh_bliFe woas wild. The jozz was hot. Too soon it

wars all over.

Speak easy, speak easy, and tell the bunch, | won't go east, | won't 9o wert, I've got
a different hunch: I'll be Ieovine in the summer and | won't be back till Fall, Goodbye
Broadway, Hello Mongtreal(+)

The Pree-spirited and rebellious rhythms and melodies of jazz that sprang From the
bayous of Louvisiana Found a Fertile grouqd in what at First sreems o be an
iqconeruou.r locale-Montreal, a conservative town known more For chansonneries than

Por Charlestonys.

But the lively, Flashy, rometimes doneerou.r muric ook root. And For several reasons-
8eogrophy. politics, hisbory, orgoqized crime, and race. Montreal would spawn some
of the best-known namers in jazz-Oscar Peterson, Myron Sutton, and Oliver Jones
among them. It would also be temporary or permanent home to a host of I:mvellin%

American muriciany.

What brough_b mony of them to Montreal was the ciby's reputation For good times-
likely because it was one of the Few places in 19205 North America where booze could
be bough_b cheaply and Freely. The Puebec goverqm_eqb never enacted prohjbition lows
as .rl:rineeqblg as bhe rest of the continent-after a 1919 referendum, wine and beer
were sold Iegollg bh_rough_ licensred dealers and spirits were available bh_rough_o
doctor's prescription. By 1921 these regulobioq: Rell by the wayside as the province
establirhed state-run liquor stores Go sell spirits, and hotels and n_igl'lbclub.r were
8mqt:ed licences o sell beer and wine.

Thus Montreal became internationally known as the place to go Por bourists .reekjn%



relief From the stricbures of temperance. Simple economics Gells the rest of the
story-with more people comjn% to the qjghpclub:. the call Por muricians Go entertain
them grew.

By the 1920y, jazz dominated popular mursic. Like the rock'n'roll Ehat Followed, its
roots lay in black communities in the United Stateys, to be "discovered,” and then
appropriated For white audiences by white muricians. What was considered “real”
jazz remained, For the most part, in Bhe black communities. When jazz music Found its
way north of the Lorder, its history was no different.

The story of jazz in Montreal, especially in its early yearys, is directly tied to the story
oF the black community in Montreal, which, l:h.ougll never very Iorge in number,
:bruggled to thrive in the Face of blatant racisrm and limited economic opportunities.
The community wars late in developine. The Pur-trade economy of fNew France never
needed the Iorge number of slaves the plantation economy of the American South
did. However, there were a number of slaves in the French colony - Iorgelg domestics,
imported as status symbols For the growine arisbocratic class. One of these was
Moarie-Joseph, f{n%elique. a domestic slave Por the household of Madame de
Francheville, the wife of a wealthy merchant. On April 10, 173Y, she ran away with her
white lover and burned down the de Francheville home to cover her escape. Such an
act could not be tolerated. Two months later she was recaptured, I'loneed. her body
burned, and her ashes scattered.

Other blacks in Puebec were Free, and rome became well known in the colony.
George Boneo. For example, was a nineteenth:century voyageur of almost Iegeqdorg
:I:renebll who worked For the North West Company. George was considered Go be an
expert q_egobiobor«o valuable sKill in the Fur trade.

Despite the iqdigeqou.r community of Freed slaves and reFugee: From the U.S. who
arrived via the quergrouqd Railroad, the black community in Montreal remained very
small compared o other provinces until the late nineteenth century, when the city's



economy begoq to boom. With canals, bridge.r. and railroads under construction, black
labourers were lured by the promise of jobs-From the U.S., believine they would be
Pree From racial oppression in Canada, From Nova Scotia's black settlements, brgine
to escape economic privations, and From the :egregobed communities of Ontario.
Slowly the community grew to a Few thousand.

The real population boom didn't occur until 1897 when Canadion railwayys, m_lm_lcl-ung
their American counterparts, begoqo policy of hjrine blacks as porters Por their
passenger service. Blacks Rit Ghe class prejudices of the white customers: they were
I:hpughp suited to menial work, and could be paid less. They 8eqerollg lived in the St.
Antoine district of the city (named PFor the major street), where rents were cheap,
and they had easy access bo both major railway stations.

For a Ione time, l:hpugh, Canadian railways persisted in hjrin% only American and
sometimes West Indian blackys, igq_orine the Canadian population, Th_ough_ these men
8eqerollq would set up aparbments in Montreal, Iivine and worliine in the city, they
were not, as a rule, allowed to brine their wives or children north of the border. (The
policy of imporbin% Americans continued righp into the 1930y, when Depression-era
imm_igrobioq controls Rinally Forced the railways to end the practice.) The growbh_ of
a specific black, qeighbourllood. especially one with a Iorge number of .rinele men with
disposable incomeys, creabed a market For black enberbainment venues.

The early decades of the last cenbury saw tBhe creation of a number of clubs For the
black population in the J&. Antoine district. The Rirst opened in 1897, and by the 1920+
there were three. These catered Go all bhe vices of .rinele young meq-drir.h_ing.
8on1bline. and prostitution, The Nemderoloc Club ("Coloredmen” spelled backwardys, in
Q .rlone style popular at the time) became particularly well known to the police and
scorned by the Iorger black community.

The qighpclub: and jazz musicians were hardly the only culbural presence in the black
community at the time. There were several community associations and



internationally affiliated groups active in the city then, all brgine to work towards
the improvement of blacks in Montreal. These included the Universal l'[egro
Improvement Association CUNIAD, the Negro Community Centre (NCQ), the Coloured
Women's Club, and the nondenominational Union United Church. Not all of these
orgon_izobioq: looked Kindly on, rﬁghbclub.r. which often had criminal connections and
had the tendency to sully Bhe reputation of blacks in the ciby as a whole.

Jazz mursic was intensely disliked by older geqembioq:. much_like the rock'n'roll, rap,
and rave mursic Bhat Pollowed. An article in the ﬁugurb 192| edition of the Ladies
Home Journal summed up the I:hjqkjn% oF the time. In "Does Jazz Put the fin in
Syncopation?” Anne Show Faulkner dedared Bhat “Mever in the history of our land
have there been such moral conditions among our young people ... Ghe blame is laid on
jozz muric and its evil influence.” The artide went on to caim that the syncopated
rhychms of jazz don‘loged the brain,

An article the Followine June in the Montreal Herald elucidated the white
establirhment biases ogoiq_.rb the new mursical Form. Theodore KoslofR, a vi.ribine
Russian dancer, told the Herald that “jazz is dJoomed, the white part of North
America is rapidly opprooch_ine Q ‘m_orq_ine aofter’ dirgurb For her spree of sensual,
I'legroid doqcin%." He went on to caim that North Americans would roon devise their
own dances and mu:ic--igqorine the Fact that bhis is exactly what jozz was doine.

Mony in Montreal's black qeighbourhood: shared the view that jazz was an inferior
music and provided dassical mursic insGruction For qeigl'lbourllood children insbead, as a
way of overcom_ine q_egobive sGereotbypes held by whites. However, more than one
youngster schooled on Beethoven would go on to play bebop.

One of them was Harold “fteep” Wade, a saxophone player and pianist, who was
one of the best-known muricians in Montreal in Ehe 1930s and I9Y0s. In rome ways he
was bhe archetype of a jazz mursician-hard Iivine. hord lmlkjne. “cool," and devoted to
hisr music above all. Wade's parents were not very mursical, but they paid For his



younger sister o bake violin lessons and Por him Bo bake piano lessonys, bh_ough_ he
wasn't enthusiastic. Qccordine to some, he shunned his lessons, and instead learned
to play piano by wobch_ine the movement of the keys on a player piano. It wasn't
until he started to hpne out at the Famous Rockhead's Paradise when the house
musicians were rel'leor.rine that he decided to take plogine “the box" (as he called it)

more seriously.

Jazz was as much an attitude and a lifestyle as it was a murical sbyle. There were
always two Kinds of jazz, the commercial variety Found in the cdubs that Iorgelg
catered o white audiences, and “real” jozz-llord-drivin%. hjgh;eqergg muric with more
rogged rhychms and complex melodies. This was Bhe jazz of the after-hours clubys,
where jom sessions would go on ungil rqorqine. where muriciany, georqin% to Free
themselves From the shackles of show-bar perForm_ine. would gobh_er to play the
more dorin% and experimental music that I:ourin% musicions broughp From the U.J.

Wade was devoted bo the music and Go the lifestyle~perhaps at the expense of a
more lucrative career in commercial music. For older muricians, the lifestyle usually
included alcohol. For many, it included marijuana. By the 1930+ it sEarted o include
heroin, to which Wade and his drummer Friend Wilkie Wilkinron were bh_orough_lg
addicted.

Most jazz acts that came From Canada could only tour within Canada. Restrictive
American labour laws Forbade Canadian mursicians From, plogine in the States if an
RAmerican could do the job-unless Bhe act was a solo attraction with name
recogq_ibioq. Jo, despite beine one of the best “comp” (accompaniment) pionists in
Montreal (the Famed Oscar Peterson was considered o be more of a soloist), Wade
was unable to succeed in the Iorger moarket to the srouth, His heroin addiction, which,
was probably known to the RCMP, likely would have made it impossible anyway.

Wade was thus confined o Montreal, where he made his Iivine on "the corner.” Here-
where S&. Antoine meets Mountain SEreet-RuFus Rockhead's three-Floor show bar was



located. Focine it wars the Cafe S& Michel, where the Famed American Grumpeter Lovis
Metcalfe had his band For years, with Wade on piano. For a serious Montreal jozz
muricion, molﬁne your Iivine on the corner was the measure of success.

Rockhead's Paradise was perhaps the most Famous bar in Montreal. Owned and
operated by RuPus Rockhead, a West Indian irqmjgmql:. Rockhead's opened in 1928.
Legeqd hos it Bhat RuPus earned the sreed money to buy the club by .rm_uggline booze
into the United States while workjn% as a porter. RuPus would sband by the door of
his club, always impeccably Gurned out, only ollowine those people he knew by .righ_b
into the Fadilities, rloqdine roses Go the ladies. He always insisted on h,ovine the best
musicions, and would often tell individual members of bands he hired that they were
not good eqougll to play at his bar.

Recalls retired Montreal drummer Little Willy: “(When | was goune] l used bo go there
to see my groqdmobher (o deaner] in Rockhead's all the time, and when there'd be
rehearsals, I'd go over there and talk to the muricians. My 8qumol:ner always used
to yell at me, ‘Get away From those Fellas™

Therse experiences inspired his own entry in the music business. Lictle Willy played in
Montreal For decades, as a .rineer. and then as a drummer. His Family had mony ties
to Rockhead's-hisr mother was a .rh_owgirl there and hir brother was a doormon.

“Rockhead's, Cafe S& Michel-if you could play at them places you could play
anywhere," he rays. But the real money, he adds, wars in the uptown “white” bars.

Racial srentiments of the day were also a Factor in Iimjl:in% Wade's career. White cubs
often would not hire black bands, especially after the Depression hit. Once the
popular Johnny Holmes Orchestra was nearly banned From, perPormjn% at the Ritz
Carléon hotel because they refused to play without their star pion_i.rb--goune Oscor
Peterson. Many clubs-even "black” bars-Refused to hire what were called "mixed"
orchestras. The racial divide hurt black and white muricians. Whites, many of whom



played jazz in Montreal, could often only play with black musicians in jom sessions
after hours; the Famed French:Canadian violinist Willy Girard was one of them,

Thjn%: started to Fall apart Por SEeep Wade in the late I940s and early I950y. In,
1949 Louis Metcalfe moved hisr band to the east end of the city. Wade quit a year
later. He played less often, but he was seen around the qeighbourllood bars just as
Frequently. He had a shortiived job at a small club plogine Por strippers, but that
didn't last. Friends starbed Go notice he was more withdrawn and temperamental, his

behaviour more erratic.

“Steep would rometimes Fall asleep at the piano, but when he woke up, he always

knew where he ways,” recalls bass player Jack Kostenuk,

In December 1953 his wife Johann, an American :h,owgirl. came home to their roomjne
house apartment to Find Steep dead at the age oFf thirby-Five. The diogqo.ri.r was
notural causes, but most people who knew him Lelieve it was "the heavy"-heroin.

Hod Wade lived, it is dJoubtRul he would have liked what happened to the Montreal
jazz scene. Rock'n'roll made iGs appearance, as did prerecorded mursic in Gaverns. The
election of Jean Lemge as premier and the reelection of Jean Drapeau as mayor in
quick succession in 1960 tGurned around both QPuebec and Montreal socieby. The QPuiet
Revolution, which broke the moral .rl:ronelehpld of the Catholic Church, meant that
the relatively innocent titillation offered by the .rh_owgirl.r of the chorus lines quickly
gave way o strippers-who, at best, either wanted a simple griqdine beat For
murical accompaniment or brough_b prerecorded muric.

Orgoq_ized crime was h_uge in Montreal. Gom_bline revenues alone brough_b in as much,
as 100 mjllion o year in the years immediately Followine World War ll-some years as
much as 4O mjllion more than the city's ax revenues. Many police, reporters, and city
haoll employees were in the pocket of the Mob.



In order o appear to be doine .rom_ebl'ﬁne about ¢rime, police would often padlock
brothels or 8on1bline houses - clo.rine dosetys, False doors, and side entrances. One
gombline house, which, brough_b in a reputed 2.5 mjllion every year, had Forty-three
“"apartments” For a Floor space of 170 srquare metres. The apartments were lictle
more than cardboard boxes, assrembled so the police could claim to have shut down
the gomblin% operation at that particular address~even as the dice rolled behind

them.

The crime bosses, bh_ough_ brutal to their enemjies, were relatively kind to the
musicians who played in their cubs. As one performer put it, "Whatever they did,
nobody knew. It was nobody's business, and they kept it that way. I'd rabher work
For them thon anybody. You didn't have to worry about your money, and nobody

would bother you."

Th_ough_ mony muricians admit the ¢rime was gebbine out of hand, they have Few
Fond memories of Drapeau. The mayor's compoigq to clean up the city's reputation
and make it an international centre of industry and culbure had the unintended side
efFPect of ruiqine the ciby's iqdigeqou: qighpliFe. In order Go limit the influence of
orgon_ized crime, Drapeav introduced restrictive Iiceq.rine and limited opeqine timeys,
which shut down a number oFf clubs that hired mursicians. AFGer-hours clubs, often the

only place muricians could play the “real,” noncommercial jozz, closed.

Mony clubs opted to cater Go choneine tastes and save money by becom_ing strip
bars or rock cdubs with canned mursic. €ven the venerable Rockhead's Paradise closed
its doors by Ehe 1970+ after a Failed incarnation as a dance club.

The St. Antoine district begoq to Fail oo as the industries Ehat Pueled its growbh_
moved away. The community was dealt a succession of near-fatal blows l:h.rough. the
1960s when half the qeighbourhood was bulldozed in Favour of the Ville Marie
€xpressway and hyge blocks of social hpu.rine. Renamed little Burguqdq. the
qeigl'lbourl'lood is .rbriving to recover From poverty, unemployment, crime, and an



itinerant population, The jazz dubs and srhow bars are all gone. The only evidence
that the qeighbourhpod was once the creative heart of Canada's most vibrant muric
scene is a small swath of green space tucked betbween social h_ou.rine developments,

in the rhadow of the massive maze of concrete overpasses-Le Parc de Jazzmen,.

(+JHello Mongreal. Words by Billy Rose and Mort Dixon, music by Harry Warren. (11928
Irvine Berlin_ Inc.

His Master's (Canadian) Voice
Canada can be accredited with many little-known historical Rirsts in the history of

sound recordin%. both in Canada and the world. In 1888, For example, Thomas €dison
made a ph_oq_ogroph_ recordine Canada's governor geqerol. Lord Stanley, biddine the
RAmerican president a diplomatic welcome to the Toronto Industrial €xhibition. Canada
may not have realized it at the time, but it had just produced the world's Rirst
political sound Lite.

Canada would also give rise 6o the career of €mjle Berliner, the German:born inventor
of the gron'lophpqe. When he iniGially Railed to successPully market his invengtion in the
United Staters in the 1890y, Berliner sold his American patent to €Irid8e Johnson, who
would use it o Pound the illustrious Victor Talkjn% Moachine Company. Qegrebbine that
he had lost control over his invention in the United States, Berliner decided to
reassert it in Canada and by 1897 had obtained a Canadian patent and set up shop
in Montreal.

Berliner's Canadian gron'lophpqe dynasty can boast many Rirsts in the history of
sound recordine. Berliner was the First Go record French:-Canadian Folk mursic, the First
to record a speech by a Canadian politician (Finance Minister Sir Thomas White in 1918,
and the Pirst to adopt that now Famjlior trademark im_oge of the Fox Gerrier .rborine
quizzically into a gron'lophpqe horn. Berliner's son, Herbert, Purbhermore, would pioneer
Canadion jazz recordine in the early 1920s. S borbine up Rjox, a record label of what
was then called “"race records"-so-termed becaurse ibs intended audience was

exclusively APrican:American-Herbert Berliner made the First recordine.r of jazz arbists,



such as Millard Thomas and his Famous Ch_icogo Novelty Orchestra, who were From
Montreal's black community.

Th_ough_ Victor records would eventually buy out his company, €mile Berliner's
innovations left their mark upon Canada, and especially Montreal. Indeed, until after
the Second World War, as jazz historian John Gilmore relates in S wineine in Paradise,
Montreal was the only city in Canada where mursicians could record.

~Matthew Rankin

et cetera

S win%in% in Paradise: The Story of Jazz in Montreal by John Gilmore. Vehicule Press,
Montreal, 1988.

The Montreal Jazz Pochoge. three videos celebrobine oubrboqdine perfFormers From
the Montreal jazz scene: Show Girls, In Bhe Key of Oscar, and Oliver Jones in AFrica.
Notional Film Board of Canada, 1999.

Oscar Peterson; R Jazz Sfensabion, an exhibition at the National Library of Canada,
395 UJellineboq SEreet, Otbawa, Ontario. Open until June 23, 200I.
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J (BLACK > WHITED: The Canadion /-Inzbagfmdor/ (leFt, back row) pore with
entertoinerr and sEaFF at Ehe Cub Montmoartre, Montreal, October 6, 1937. The
Conadion Ambasrador, iqc/udir@ Jteep Wade (back, third From leFPt), war the /eaclir@
black band in Montreal For six yearr dur/‘qg the 1930:.
28nljpg
Clockwire, From neoar leFt: Montreals development ar a rail cenbre at the turn oF the
twentieth century led to the growt:lz OF the black community in Ehe Jt. Antoine
dirtrict, which war accesrible to the railwayr s&ations. Railwayr developed a policy oF
lziriqé) blackr ar porters For Eheir pasrenger service, poqder/‘qg to a white prejudice
that blackr were Fit only For meniol labour and could be paid less. Porterrs oFten



worked on Ehree hours’ sleep a qig/zb', hauled bagf, made bedys, rhone rhoe, cleoned
ashbrays, and attended to pa//er@er/' needr in a variety oF other ways. They were
alro required to be impeccably polite and plearant, even b'/zoug/z as grown men they
were rometimer called "boy.” It war 196Y beFore blackr were permitted to work in
other povitions on Canada’s railway-s. A ploque /zoqoriqg the contributions oF black
porterr war unveiled in Montreal’r Windror SEation in 1999.
29nljpg ~
J (BLACK = WHITE): The Canadion Ambarsradors dur/‘qg o summer bour in forbh Bay,
Ontario, in the 1930:. In Ehe Depresrion, muricions ook work where they could Find it,
ond rometimer Ehat meant lea V/‘qg Montreal and b'ouriqé) smoll communitier o
survive. Clockwire From Eop: Willy Wade (drumy), louv Hooper (piano), Clyde Duncon
Cbarr), Bernice Jordan Cvocalr), Mack Mickenzie (Erumpet), Myron Jutton (alto
raxophone.): centre: lloyd Duncan (Eenor raxophone). Tina Bainer, Bernice Jordon, and
Morie-Cloire Germoaine at the CaFe Jt. Mlichel, o qig/zb'c/ub on Mountain SEreet. In the
1940, Ehe CaFe Jt. Michel war a revered jozz centre in Conada, home For mony yearr
to Americon Erumpeter lovir MetcalFe, who had perFormed with Duke €Ili:7é7t;oq ond
Jelly Roll Morton. like Ehe murical gewes with rootr in black Americon culbure Ehat
Followed ~rock'n'roll, hip-hop, rap - jazz war ot First i//-regarded by moinstreom white
rociety. RJd the unabashed raciol /bereobypirg prevalent early in Ehe twentieth
century ond you have carboonr ruch ar there, prinked in Ehe Montreal Daily SEor in
the 1920:.
3inljpg
J (BLACK = WHITE): A raciolly mixed, Montrealbarsed band (leFt) led by Erumpeter
Jimmy Joner Cat For r@lzb) durir@ a /943 engagement. Other emberr include, From
leFt to riglzt:, Mork ll/eiqberg (drumys), an nidentified basrist, Herb Johnron (Eenor
raxophone), Harold “SEeep” Wade (piono), and Harry Maxhom Calto rasophone).
Orcar Peterron (centre) on stage at Victoria Holl with the Johnny Holmer Orchestra
around 1946. In the baclygrouqd are drummer Rusr DuFort aond gufbarifb Armond
Jompgon. The Johnny Holmer Orchesbra war a popular Montreal big bond in the 19Y0:.
The /wir@ muvic it ond other b@ bandr played helped Eo popularize jozz, blzouglz or



individvoly, big—baqd muvicions were oFten peripheral to the jozz scene. fonethelersr i
woar a b@ band Ehat nurbured Montreal’s ~and Canada’s ~ most Fomour jazz stor,
Orcar Peterron Jean Drapeauv (neoar leFt, ot rig/zt:) with Pacifique Plonte, asrirbont
director oF the Montreal Police, /-Iugurb 18, 1955. Jince qiglzbclub/ were intertwined with
orgaq'zed arime, Ehe election of Jean Drapeau ar mayor in 1959 on o promire to rid
Monktreal oF vice and corruption /@qa//ed the begiqqiqg OF the end oF the jozz rcene
in Montreal, which, t:lzroug/z the 1950, would be Furbher eroded by prerecorded muvic
in bavernr and the rire oF rockn'roll. By the 1970, much oF the Jt. Antoine dirtrict -
the heart oFf the jozz scene ~ would Fall o the Iorge—.rm/e urban improvement, such
ar the Ville Moarie €xpresrway, Ehat were central Eo Drapeau’s virion oF Montreal ar a

Firr&rank world metropolis.
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