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I only saw Handy about 3—4 times, always in a context with other people. A couple of times I was in Handy’s office—Handy was a great man for reminiscing—a couple of times he would go off into long silences and go off on another subject.

The big thing is he was a warm, human person, not at all stuffy. He didn’t take himself seriously. He was one of the nicest people I ever knew.

I met him by going up to his office to pick up files etc and he was sitting there and asked if I’d like a cup of tea and we started chatting.

At the time I knew quite a bit about him, this was after the war.

During the war I met Katherine Handy. Moe Ashe wanted to record her on 6 sides for an album. Pianist James P Johnson was a friend of mine. I was surprised to find Katherine had a trained operatic voice which I didn’t much like. The recordings have been reissued and Dan Morgenstern may be able to find them.  I was lucky to be able to do this because I was on leave. Moe had asked Charles Edward Smith to do it, Charles called and asked me to help out. The recordings were the inspiration for the Armstrong album in 1954.

 I wanted to do Chantez le Bas—I heard it and fell in love with it. Artie Shaw had recorded it as an instrumental. I knew Louis could interpret it in a lighthearted way.

The whole idea of the Armstrong recording came about when I was working at Columbia.  I had a dream of recording Louis but he was always under contract with Decca. There was one break when he did a movie in New Orleans and he recorded for RCA for one year then went back to Decca, but I didn’t take advantage of it. I had a long standing friendship with Louis that started when I was in college and I was working on classic reissues of 78s. I went to Columbia’s offices and was hired to come in one day a week and research masters and put out reissues. The Hot Jazz Classics, starting Spring 1940, 78 rpm albums with Louis Armstrong, Bix Beiderbeck, Fletcher Henderson and Bessie Smith. I thought jazz should be recorded on albums—in 1939 I did the first one for Decca. In 1954 I finally had chance to record Louis Armstrong doing Handy music. Louis was interested because in 1940 I had found unreleased masters and took them to Louis at the Apollo and  got permission to release them. That started a friendship. Louis knew I wanted to record WC Handy’s music and told me to choose the tunes and send him the music. We recorded it in Chicago over 3 days. I let the tapes roll with the interesting stuff going on in the studio. Years later when I put out the reissued CD edition I found the material and included it. It’s my favorite reissue album.

Handy came to hear the edited material with Louis. He came to the studio on 7th avenue. I had a photographer there who took a whole set of wonderful pictures. Mr Handy had lost his sight. He had suffered a fall which cost him his eyesight. He sat there with tears streaming from his eyes, it moved him so much.
At this time I was helping Ed Murrow with a project to make a documentary on Louis Armstrong in Europe. The film came about because I ran into Murrow in Paris. I was ther and was going to a family business meeting by train and ran into Murrow and we sat in the vestibule of the train and talked. There was a lot of interest in jazz and pop material from orchestras like Amsterdam’s Concertgebouw, so I took Armstrong to Europe and recorded him. Murrow said we should do a documentary on Armstrong—it was called Satchmo the Great. We filmed him in London etc. Fred Friendly called me in to help with the tape because the sound was uneven due to batteries running down.  We had to use record masters for the sound, and I got my brother to edit the film and sound together.

I gave Handy a set of the finished project. Some time later Fred was looking for a climax to the film. He filmed Louis in concert at the Lewison Stadium and got Handy to come sit in the audience. Handy was thrilled and said it was the most exciting experience of his life to hear the St Louis Blues played by the NY Philharmonic.
All this encouraged me to  do a record documentary on Handy’s career, this didn’t happen but I did interview Handy at his home in 1956. I went to his home and sat in the living room of his house near Mount Vernon. It was a lovely big house. I had been very fond of Handy’s first wife Elizabeth. By this time he was married to Irma who was a bit snippy and gave his family a terrible time after he died. They thought the house would go for a museum or something and she scotched that idea.

I would have used the Handy interview as part of the documentary on his life. I saved a little bit and used it in 1996 when I did the CD repackaging of Armstrong playing Handy, includes Handy talking about Louis. 

I thought I would let Handy talk and say whatever he wanted, later I would have used an outline  to make the documentary.

Handy talked a lot about his life. It was the standard story of exploitation of the Negro artist. The story of the Memphis Blues and how he was swindled out of it. The co-publisher told him he hadn’t sold many copies. Handy found out he had—later he said my copies sold but yours didn’t. A wonderful excuse for cheating him. After 28 years he got his copyright back and from then on he would hold onto all of them.
When I started working on the Armstrong Handy recording I found there were very few of his blues tunes I didn’t already know about. Handy’s career was not so much composing. His compositions were based on folk themes. He specialized in making arrangements of spirituals, hymns etc and composing supplementary material. He wrote arrangments for full chorus and traveled conducting them. The Library of Congress has some recordings of these compositions being performed but not with Handy participating.

At that time there were no royalties for producers. You didn’t even get production credit but I wrote liner notes and I always signed them so people figured out I was the producer. If I had even a small percent of the money the jazz reissues I did have made, I’d be really rich.

I produced the St Louis Blues Mambo with Nora Morales, the first Latin American pianist. He wanted to record a St Louis Blues Mambo and I started laughing and said “why not”, with a boogie=woogie version  and novelty versions of it already out.

So why not a St Louis Blues mambo. It was a flop, I didn’t even keep a copy. There may be one at Sony. It was made for the Latin public and they didn’t take to it.
The $64000 Question featured a question on St Louis Blues. Lou Cowan, who had made an album with Alastair Cooke playing jazz piano, developed the $64000 Question and had me write some jazz questions. The contestant was Rev. Alven Kershaw from Oxford, Ohio and he turned out to be a jazz expert. We included a St Louis Blues question but now I don’t remember what it was.

Handy took all kinds of blows with a sunny outlook. He had trouble in his life but it didn’t seem to bother him. His relatives say he looked at the sunny side of things. I said it was strange in someone who worked with the blues, but they said the blues is not all sad.

He felt strongly about not being appreciated as a serious musician. He was very fond of all his music. He said People only want to talk about the St Louis Blues. He thought his research work in making arrangements was extremely important but glossed over. He resented the fact that unless music had a “classical” quality it was looked down upon. 

In general, the efforts of black composers to write European style music have been disappointing. Handy felt strongly he had not been taken as seriously as he wanted to be. 

The one thing I remember from my interview with him, was his talking about pride of race. When he spoke about it he said it in a deliberate way, his voice trembled and I could see tears in his eyes.

He was one terrific guy, I wish I had known him earlier.
About Jelly Roll Morton, you always have these kinds of jealousies and Morton was a difficult person but it turned out he was right. 

Phil Pastores research on Jelly Roll Morton concluded that Morton was right about everything he said. He said if he could ever get the royalties he had been cheated out of it would be millions. His estate was finally awarded $3 mil but it seems a common law wife got it.

In 1940 I was helping Stan Smith who was getting a record store open. Jelly Roll Morton came in and I took him in the back room and just let him talk. It was a litany of complaints about how he had been cheated. It was a shame there was no recorder running.

About Handy, one wonderful thing is how the family has stuck together. The publishing company is still in the same location a t1697 Broadway, the David Letterman building. It’s run by Minnie Hanson and Edwina DeCosta, his granddaughter and great grandniece.

These two ladies run it very efficiently and see about collecting royalties. They came to my birthday celebration at Birdland—the band there plays Louis Armstrong’s music once a week.
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