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Dancing with Dirty Jim 
By Terry Joseph

Just the name Dirty Jim’s Swizzle Club conjures up low-life imagery of a 1950s hole in the wall, on the floor of which you just might find a down-on-his-luck calypsonian sleeping—but that is precisely the rubric under which a new CD from Maturity Music is being released.

Calypso @ Dirty Jim’s—the CD—is being launched tonight (from 8 pm) at the Mas Camp Pub in Woodbrook, featuring live performances by the recording artistes of the works that, using modern technology, captures the sound of the fifties.

For those who came in late, Dirty Jim Swizzle was a South Quay nightclub (located just south of where the CCN building now stands), reflecting none of the unsanitary images that may be construed from its marquee which, in fact, had more to do with advertising the preparation of cocktails.

A haunt of calypsonians and other persons looking for nightclub adventure, Dirty Jim Swizzle also functioned during daylight hours as one of the earliest entertainment centres for cruise-ship passengers, putting on special shows for that clientele ; not that its proprietor outlawed jamettes but they hardly priority items on his menu.

They couldn’t be, given the proximity of Club Miramar, where the likes of Mayfield (Sparrow’s “May-May”) and Delilah effectively catered to such needs and because La Plata bar stood at the South Eastern apex of Charlotte Street, upstairs of which was a cheap hotel.

La Plata is more than neighbour to Dirty Jim in the ongoing calypso story, having doubled as the official mailing address for the 1955 king, Mighty Spoiler, and being the place where his 1964 counterpart, Mighty Bomber, secured his first job—as a bartender. Interestingly, Bomber won his only title with a song called “Tribute to Spoiler”.

Such stories were being made as calypsonians socialised at Dirty Jim, which also offered them a performance space. It was where Lord Superior first met The Mighty Sparrow in 1955 and now, nearly 50 years later, they meet again on the CD, with Supie doing justice to “Jean and Dinah”, the song that won Birdie his first crown (1956), when Spoiler did not defend his title, being on tour in Panama during Carnival season.

To hear the Calypso @ Dirty Jim, the CD, is to relive the period through the music. With names like Syl Dopson and John Henderson on cuatros, Ralph Davies on upright piano, Knolly Ahloy shaking shac-shac, Hayden Robin playing a muted trumpet, Leslie Clement on tenor sax and flute, Ken Clark’s congas, Harold Richards on upright bass and Holly Betaudier adding ambience as MC (and assisting the producers as historian) ; the disc captures beat, harmony, swing and consequently the era’s dance-friendly calypso music in its fullness.

Produced by Thierry Planelle for Maturity Music, Calypso @ Dirty Jim’s is a 14-track (only 13 are listed) album featuring lead vocals by The Mighty Sparrow, Bomber, Calypso Rose, The Mighty Terror and Relator and Lord Superior, the latter two doubling as guitarists with the band. Candice Antoine-Roberts and Judy Davies supply background vocals. It was recorded at Caribbean Sound Basin and mixed at studios in Paris, New York and at Studio 161 by Omari Ashby and Giandre Diaz.

Conceptualised by two Frenchmen, Planelle who lives in Paris and Jean-Michel Gibert who has been resident here and boss of Rituals Music, the project was born out of love for calypso. “We both wanted to do something with the older calypsoes,” Gibert said yesterday, “and we immediately agreed to bring back these songs and locate them in a scenario that people of that time would remember.

The title of the CD and genesis of its locator came from Alaskan Ray Funk, a celebrated calypso historian. The team felt a need to create from indigenous stock a virtual Buena Vista Social Club, as Gibert put it. “This has been three years in the making,” he said. “We met with Syl Dopson to get a group of musicians who understood the work and would play acoustic instruments.

“We recorded each musician on separate channels at Caribbean Sound Basin and did the remixing in Paris, using several top engineers. The mix is designed to attract local audiences as well as tempt the global market and a tour by the lead characters and a documentary is on the cards. Already, Warner Bros (France) is listed as one of two top labels that have expressed interest.

The work was recorded on August 12 and 13 and has been quickly packaged, hoping to begin delivering returns over Christmas, for which it is well suited, containing appeal for the more mature and by the same opportunity, offering a level of nostalgia often sacrificed by such productions in the attempt to “modernise” intrinsically vintage work.

No such foolishness is present on Calypso @ Dirty Jim’s, the CD presenting aura and ambience of the period by sheer choice of repertoire, using acoustic instruments exclusively and shac-shac to compliment the high-hat, enriching the feel of the overall work, whose liner notes were prepared by Funk.

Apart from “Jean and Dinah”, Superior sings Lord Pretender’s “Never Ever Worry” and Viper’s “White Man Wife”, a comment on upper-class philandering of the day. Relator does Lord Melody’s “Shame and Scandal in the Family (Woe is Me)”, Kitchener’s “Nora, Nora” and The Roaring Lion’s “Mathilda”. Bomber is good for another Roaring Lion hit, “Ugly Woman”, Kitchener’s “Doctor Kitch” (which enjoyed a revival this year in a cover version from Kaiso All Stars lead singer Deryck Seales) and “Bam Bam” a non-calypso from Toots and the Maytals conscripted to the cause on account of its resemblace to the mood.

Terror does “Life in London”, Sparrow offers “Memories” as the CD’s poignant piece and Calypso Rose is in with good voice and scatting on Lord Invader’s “Rum and Coca Cola”, the song that was unlawfully lifted by American producer Morey Amsterdam and given to The Andrews Sisters (“America’s Wartime Sweethearts”) making them the first foreign act to score with calypso.

As a bonus, the band’s reddition of “C’est Si Bon”, one of the most popular dance numbers of the period being recreated, is added to the CD ; rekindling memories of dancing on polished pitch-pine floors perhaps at The Princes Building. Although not part of the planning, members of the band wafted into the tune at the end of the session, not knowing it was being recorded. The result is wonderfully honest.

If you’re in the market for vintage calypso at easy dance tempo, rendered by artists of the finest diction, with excellent accompaniment (the muted trumpet, flute and plunking piano styles have been carefully guarded), then Calypso @ Dirty Jim’s is a suitable way of telling yourself (or the recipient of your choice) “Merry Christmas”; knowing the sentiment will really last the whole year through.
