
Soho ’59

Spike’s directions only helped me so far, London was still an imposing and confusing

place that I needed to figure out myself. I hurried up Gerrard Street just after 8pm. I passed

no.43 and was immediately reminded of Kate Meyrick and her notorious 43 club where she

would host glamorous parties for the rich and elite. Now the head office of a tailoring

magazine, it stood silent. 30 years on, the parties had moved out into the streets.

Gerrard Street was everything I had dreamed of, bustling with inclusivity. People from

all walks of life roamed the pavements, celebrating the start of the weekend and drinking

their nights away. As I approached the basement at no.39 I saw the queue of people standing

outside. A neon sign suspended above them read Ronnie Scott’s Club and Bar, Jazz Nightly.

It pulled me to the queue like a magnet. Populating the line were men, women, young and

old, dressed in turtlenecks, argyle patterned jumpers and trench coats. British beatniks, they

really did exist. As we descended that narrow staircase, one by one gaining entry, light

became dark and traffic became music. Just beyond the door lay the sanctuary I had dreamed

of for so long. Anticipation had peaked, my thoughts overwhelmed with images I had

conjured in my mind from years of reading the work of Jack Kerouac and James Baldwin. I

slid through the door and into the basement.

The club was almost full, jazz enthusiasts and hipsters talking, drinking and smoking

under the comfort of one very low roof. The walls a dirty off-white, with cracks surrounding

the bricks and photographs of jazz giants like Django Reinhardt and Charlie Parker mounted

across them. The air was thick with what felt like the aroma of adulthood, smoke, beer and

perfume. Tables and chairs were tightly packed together between the stage and back wall, but

it didn’t matter, not that night. People stood around and leaned against the walls engaged in

conversation while others danced up by the stage.

On stage the Tubby Hayes quartet were performing A Night in Tunisia, a bebop

standard I had dreamed of hearing live for many years, and there I was, not just hearing it

but seeing it performed by one of the best saxophonists London had to offer.

Bebop was still highly popular at that time and while earlier that summer Miles Davis

had broken new ground with his modal-jazz album Kind of Blue, bebop felt more

appropriate in that moment. It was intricate and fast-paced. Confident yet restrained.

Echoing the roaring hustle and bustle of life in the city, and I finally understood that. Having



spent my whole life until then in the countryside, I had always seen the city as chaotic and

disordered, but looking in I realised that each person had their own routine, carefully

controlled and operating within the confines of the streets. Jazz recreated the rhythm of our

lives and turned it into something beautiful. The romance of the city. It was American music,

but its resonance was strong and for the first time it felt like it had found a home in the U.K.

What better place than a basement in Soho?

An actual jazz club, my hairs stood on end, just listening to the music wasn’t enough.

I wanted to fully embrace everything, converse with those like-minded, smoke, drink and

stay out until the sun rose. I headed for the bar.

As I jostled my way through the beatniks, I overheard snippets of conversation. People

were discussing topics I had never heard anyone but myself else express interest in before,

“…that title, the shape of jazz to come, don’t you think he’s getting a little ahead of

himself?”

“I think it’s perfect. It’s a very unique record, he needed a title that would turn

heads.”

“Unique is certainly one word for it. Jazz is about structure. All music needs

rules. Otherwise it’s just noise.”

I felt like joining in, but social anxiety gripped at my throat. One drink was all I

would need to wash it down.

At the bar, I found myself queuing again, trying to get the attention of the

barmaid, but to no avail. Many of the adults around me were considerably larger and

louder than myself. I turned my attention back to the band, watching them finish their

song in a crescendo of wailing brass and thunderous drums. The room erupted in

applause and I felt my cheeks ache. Ronnie Scott took to the stage. He was tall and

skinny, his hair slicked back and beginning to grey. He spoke into the mic, “Good

evening everyone and thank you for coming.” The room erupted again. His voice was

calm and friendly, like that of the local vicar. The tone of his voice filled me with a sense

of safety. “Tubby and the gang are going to take 5 and when they return I’ll be joining

them for a few tunes.” The band exited backstage. With the music over and the prospect

of socialising impossible without alcohol’s lubrication, I thought I’d take the time to

work on my letter.

I found a quiet spot at the end of the bar and took out the paper I’d stolen from



Spike’s typewriter. Just barely avoiding the spills of alcohol that drenched the rosewood

surface of the bar as I laid the paper flat. I took the pencil from behind my ear and began

to write.

Dear Mother,

I am sorry to have left you so spontaneously and without warning…

Someone tapped my shoulder.

I looked up and was greeted by a smile. The barmaid. Her eyes were a youthful green

and her hair was short and black. She wore a dulled yellow shirt and brown corduroy skirt.

“What can I get ya?” Her voice was strained and raspy. She looked young, but she

sounded as though she’d been smoking longer than my mother.

“Double of the house whiskey, please. With ice.” I just about managed to splutter out

my order, unfamiliar with the side of me that went to nightclubs.

She returned half a minute later and placed the drink in front of me. “What’re you

writing? You seem a little young to be a critic.” she gestured to my letter. I recoiled. The

thought of her knowing the content of the letter. Blood rushed to my face. “It’s a letter to my

mother. You seem a little young to be a barmaid.”

“Perhaps a little too old, I’m 26.” She chuckled and pulled a cigarette from her front

pocket, lighting it with a match.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.” I watched my abnormal reflection gulp whiskey

in the green of her eye.

“Let’s call it even. I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” she confessed. The ache in my

cheeks persisted. “So you’re not from around here?”

“I just moved. I’m from Gloucestershire. A small town called Cinderford.”

“A country boy eh? Well I was born and raised here, that’s my excuse. What brings

you to the big city?”

I finished my drink, “I want to be a jazz musician.”

“You’ve certainly come to the right place for that. What do you play?”

“Cornet.”



She beamed and leaned forward on the bar. “Cornet. What’s that?”

“It’s similar to a trumpet, but a different shape and uh, smoother sounding.”

“So like a trumpet, but way cooler?”

Blood rushed back to my face, “You could say that.”

“What’s your name then? So I can look out for it in lights,” she asked. I extended my

hand out to her over the bar, “Charlie. Charlie Altman.” A man and woman approached and

whistled at her. She groaned and left me with my hand hanging, calling out to me from the

other end of the bar. “Nice to meet you Mr Altman. You can call me, Elaine. Welcome to

Soho!”

I watched as she served the couple, who seemed equally as enamoured by her

presence as I. She was a mix of feminine class and boyish charm all rolled into one. Like no

one I’d ever encountered in the country. I found myself so captivated by her I didn’t even

notice the band had returned until they started playing.

This time with Ronnie Scott joining them. They opted to play a more relaxed number,

Autumn Leaves. Their musicianship struck me, a kind of maturity and respect I had never seen

before. Albeit the only musical performances I had seen until that point had been the village

marching band and local choir. These gentlemen were real musicians. Precise, controlled,

completely in-tune with one another, and not just from a technical standpoint. They were all

on the same wave-length. It was as though they had rehearsed every note, every change and

every stop perfectly, and yet they were improvising. The hairs on the back of my neck stood

to attention. It was clear I wasn’t going to finish my letter that night.


