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PERSONNEL:
Rex Stewart (cornet);
Wallace Jones (trumpet);

Ray Nance (trumpet, violin, vocalist);
Joseph Nanton, Juan Tizol, Lawrence Browm (trombones);
Barney Bigard (clarinet, tenor sax);
Johnny Hodges (alto & soprano saxes, clarinet);
Otto Hardwicke (alto sax, clarinet);

Ben Webster (tenor sax, clarinet);

Harry Carney (baritone sax, clarinet);
Duke Ellington (piano);

Fred Guy (guitar, whistle);

Jimmy Blanton (bass);

Sonny Greer (drums);

Ivie Anderson and Herb Jeffries (vocalists).

Recorded live at the Crystal Ballroom, Fargo, North Dakota,
November 7, 1940
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In 1940, the “one-nighter” was a normal way of life with a big band. If a band
was lucky, it could look forward to those hotel and theater bookings, otherwise,
they were booked by the agency in New York or Los Angeles, and many was
the time when they traveled by bus or Pullman car, sometimes over six hund-
red miles between jobs. The Duke Ellington organization was no exception to
these “ground rules.” The band concluded a long stand in Chicago’s Hotel
Sherman (September 6 to October 24) and then took off for a group of one-
nighters in Indiana, Wisconsin and Ohio. On November 2, they returned to
Chicago for a record date and a single evening engagement at the Club Capri
At the end of work that night, the boys said goodbye to Cootie Williams, who
was leaving for New York to join the Benny Goodman band. On the road once
more, Cootie's trumpet chair was to remain empty until the eventful night of
November 7, when Ray Nance joined the band in Fargo, North Dakota.

The Fargo dance date would have been just another evening in the 1940
Ellington itinerary were it not for two determined young men who were to make
musical history that evening, recording the night's proceedings on a profes-
sional portable disc recorder. For this reason we go back a few years into the
1930s and introduce these two people, both native sons of South Dakota. Jack
Towers was in his senior year at high school in Brookings. S.D., and getting
ready to enter the state university when his classmate, Bob Burris, introduced
him to his older brother, Dick, who was already at university. Thus began a
long friendship which finally ended with Dick's untimely death in 1971. Dick
Burris introduced Jack Towers to both Ellington and the world of broadcasting.
Impressions are sometimes both meaningful and lasting, and Jack was to
remain in broadcasting from the time of his graduation until a few months
from now, when he will step down as the radio supervisor in Washington for
the United States Department of Agriculture, a post he has held since 1941
with the exception of his time in military service during World War II. Dick
Burris also worked in broadcasting and was working in the Detroit area until
his passing

The “plan” for recording the Fargo dance date was actually formulated on the
evening of July 17, 1939. Both men were in attendance at an Ellington one-
nighter at Neptune Park in Sioux Falls, S.D. This was the first time that either of
them had ever seen the Ellington band in person. At the end of a most enjoyable
evening, when they reflected on its excitement, one regret lingered. In the trunk
of their car was a portable disc cutter with its own battery supply. “Wouldn't it
have been just great to have set up a couple of microphones in the ballroom
and to have fed the music out to the cutter in the car?”, mused Dick. So
determined were these Ellington lovers, they contacted the William Morris
agency in New York for permission to record the Ellington band when they
learned the band was to play in Fargo in November of the next year. The agency
had no objections if the material were not to be put to commercial use and if
Ellington gave his permission. Duke did indeed agree and he later told Jack
that he was somewhat puzzled “Why anybody would want to record his band.”

On the afternoon of November 7, 1940, the special Pullman car arrived in
Fargo with the band aboard. They had traveled all the way from Winnipeg
Canada, where they had performed in the Civic Auditorium the previous night.

As Jack recalls today, “The band wasn't all that sharp. They seemed a little
tired from the long road stand. Further, the trumpet section wasn't up to snuff
for the new trumpeter, Ray Nance, had still to learn the Ellington band book.

The Crystal Ballroom in Fargo was a large hall about one hundred and twenty
feet by eighty feet with excellent acoustics. Much of the area was sensibly laid
out for dancing and an area of much smaller dimensions set aside for tables
and chairs. When Dick and Jack arrived at the ballroom, members of the band
were already on the scene. Ivie and Barney were playing casino. Others were
walking around. The “new” man, Ray Nance, was sitting quietly observing the
goings on around him. Duke was nowhere to be seen. Jack recalls that, contrary
to what has been written in magazines and books where the musicians were
quoted as saying “It was so cold they played with their gloves on,” actually it
was a mild day and he and Dick worked up quite a sweat carrying the equipment
into the ballroom. While Jack and Dick were setting up their gear and mikes on
the floor close to the actual bandstand, the announcer and engineer from local
station KVOX arrived on the scene to set up for a 9:00 PM live broadcast

The 1940 edition of the Ellington organization has been called by many one of
the greatest Ellington bands. The ASCAP broadcast ban forced both Duke and
Billy Strayhorn into a remarkable period of creativity (in under a year over thirty
original compositions were turned out by both). Their musical output at this
time was rich in its harmonies, rhythms, and section work, and was most
distinctive in the showcasing of the great individual musical talents in the
band

Now to the sections of the orchestra: Trumpets: Here at Fargo this section was
somewhat diminished without the services of Cootie Williams. Ray Nance, an
outstanding musician in his own right, would soon be at home with the Elling-
ton book, and he was also to show us a beautiful tone in his open horn efforts
(the plunger solos would come in time). Ray, further, added to the band a great
swinging violin which had never before seen a part of the Ellington character.
On his debut night in Fargo he was not only to play a violin solo but also give
forth with his vocal abilities on a novelty tune. Rex Stewart and Wallace Jones
made up the balance of the section; enough said ! Trombones: This section
boasted the same trio that had played together since the early 1930s - Nanton,
Brown and Tizol - each with his own distinctive style. Reeds: This section was
probably without dispute the outstanding group in music at this time. Five
great musical chairs: Webster, Bigard, Hardwicke, Hodges and Carney.
Rhythm. Apart from Duke's great piano stylings the rhythm was rounded out
with the great Jimmy Blanton bass, Fred Guy's steady guitar and the tasteful
big band beat of Sonny Greer. The vocals were shared by both Ivie Anderson
and Herb Jeffries backed by those lush band arrangements

The doors of the Crystal Ballroom swing open a little before 8:00 PM and the
people begin pouring in. The band gathers on the stand and they begin playing
without Duke. Simultaneously, our eager and excited “engineers” drop the
cutting head of the recorder on their first acetate and start recording. (It should
be pointed out at this time that they were limited in that they had only one
recording machine with them and with the transition time of lifting off the
completed disc and getting the new one on the cutting table, portions of some
numbers and the beginnings of others would, in the course of the evening, be
missed).




The band opens the set with “It's Glory.” This is followed by a great “Mooche.

with wonderful work by Nanton and Hodges. The short set is concluded with a
fine “Sheik,” with solo honors to Lawrence Brown, Rex Stewart and Ben Webster.
With the time for the broadcasting growing near, Duke appears on the scene
smartly dre: (not in the sharp sport style of the Ellington of later years but
rather in contrast to the other musicians with their grey jackets and dark pants)

The broadcast opens with the 1940 radio theme “Sepia Panorama” and the
band swings into the great “Ko Ko,” with Joe Nanton leading the drive. Herb
Jeffries then sings “There Shall Be No Night,” but this number will be best
remembered for the beautiful lyrical Webster tenor solo. Two Ellington originals
follow, “Pussy Willow™ and “Chatterbox,” the latter with some remarkable Rex
Stewart. After the standard, “Mood Indigo,” we are treated to more Rex on
“Harlem Airshaft.” lvie Anderson then gives us her tasteful rendition of “Ferryboat
Serenade* and the broadcast signs off with “Warm Valley” in the background

The band does not take a break at this point but continues the set with “Stompy
Jones,” “Chloe” and “Bojangles.” With so many new numbers in the band
book, neither Jack nor Dick were familiar with the titles and Duke obliges them
by announcing each one from the piano. At the end of “Bojangles” you can hear
Duke telling Jack that the title of the next tune is “On The Air," a unique original
which combines the melody lines of “You Took Advantage Of Me" and Fletcher
Henderson's riff chorus from “Rug Cutter's Swing.” Blanton and Stewart supply
the solo work. Before this set ends we are to hear Ray Nance's first solo effort
on the vehicle “Rumpus In Richmond.” He handles this with confidence and
injects his own ideas rather than emulating Cootie's famous solo line on this
piece. The intermission now gives Jack and Dick their first opportunity to hear
the results of their recording and they are genuinely pleased

The next set opens with Tricky's work on “Sidewalks Of New York,” and this is
followed by “Flaming Sword” with Rex Stewart playing Cootie's solo. At this
point we are treated to what was a daily feature of an Ellington dance date, a
segment featuring various members of the band as soloists. We hear “Never
No Lament” (Hodges), “Caravan” (Tizol), “Clarinet Lament” (Bigard), “Slap
Happy” (Carney), “Sepia Panorama” (Blanton and Webster) and finally “Boy
Meets Horn” (Stewart). Now comes a vocal showcase: first it is Ivie Anderson
swinging out with three favorites - “Way Down Yonder In New Orleans,” “Oh
Babe, Maybe Someday” and “Five O'Clock Whistle.” Herb Jeffries then sings a
medley of songs including “Call Of The Canyon” and “Heaven Can Wait." The
boys did not record this segment because Jeffries was singing off their mike
on the house microphone which created a hollow sound. The third intermission
of the evening now takes place.

Back on the bandstand, the Ellingtonians give forth with six more items from
the “book”: “Rockin‘ In Rhythm,” “Sophisticated Lady” (Hardwicke), “Cottontail”
(Webster), “Whispering Grass” (Hodges), “Conga Brava” and “I Never Felt
This Way Before.” By the end of this set, Tricky was feeling no pain and Jack
recalls him waving a white handkerchief from the trombone section. Further,
the musicians are more aware of Jack and Dick and their curiosity has been
sufficiently aroused for them to come over during this intermission and ask the
boys to play back some of the material for them. Ben wanted to hear something
Johnny did and Johnny wanted to hear something which featured Ben.

The next set was to be the first featuring Ray Nance on electric violin. Jack

Jack Towers 1940 Dick Burris 1940

recalls that Nance produced a rather beat-up inexpensive amplifier that he
had to adjust for him to keep the hum and feedback to a minimum. At any rate
the set opens with a beautiful performance of “Across The Track Blues.” Nance
and Bigard are then featured on “Honeysuckle Rose,” and then Ray entertains
the dancers with his delightful vocal on “Wham.” Ben Webster leaves the
stand and tells Jack that he is going to play a special arrangement of “Star
Dust” that he and Jimmy Blanton had put together. He would like Jack to have
a fresh disc ready. This was the beginning of a long friendship between Ben
and Jack. Needless to say, Jack did get the recording of “Star Dust” and over
the years made many, many copies on both acetate disc and tape for his friend
Ben Webster. The final intermission of the evening is now upon us.

It is almost one AM and the band along with Ivie Anderson go into her famous
rendition on “Rose Of The Rio Grande” with Lawrence Brown blowing behind.
We are now about to end this dance in great excitement. The band begins “St.
Louis Blues” with Barney's weaving clarinet solo over a rhythm background.
Ivie then comes on to sing a few choruses and Ben just about breaks everything
up with chorus after tenor chorus. But wait, this is not the end of things for here
comes Tricky with his plunger, wa-wa-ing over the jungle sounds of the brass
for the finale. As the entire sax section goes into a beautiful ensemble
performance of “Warm Valley,” Duke says his goodnights to the audience and
the evening closes with, of all things, “God Bless America.” Jack and Dick
hang around for quite a while and play different portions of the discs for the
musicians. It is getting late now and the equipment must be disassembled
and taken back to the campus at South Dakota State. About an hour later the
boys are in Dick's apartment still listening to more of the evening's work. Jack
can still recall Dick's words at that late hour: “We don't realize what we have
here.” Over thirty years later we can only echo the sentiments of Dick Burris
and be grateful that we do have the complete music of that evening and in

good sound too !
JERRY VALBURN

March 1974
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