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BILL DE ARANGO
Guitarist Bill DeArango was born on September 20, 1921, in Cleveland where he still lives and runs his own
music store. Bill was educated at Ohio State University, and his early playing experience from 1939-42 was
gained with local bands. He was in the U .S. Army from 1942-44 and on his discharge he went to New York
and worked with tenor saxophonist Ben Webster for a year. Subsequently he played with a number of bands
including Charlie Ventura and a group of his own which featured Terry Gibbs.
DeArango, as his recordings testify, was one of the fastest and most technically accomplished of the first
wave of post-Charlie Christian guitarists. From 1945-47 he recorded extensively with, among others, Slam
Stewart / Red Norvo (Continental), Ben Webster (Signature/Haven), Ike Quebec (Savoy), Sarah Vaughan,
Dizzy Gillespie (RCA Victor), Charlie Kennedy (Savoy / Regent), Eddie 'Lockjaw' Davis (Haven/Signature).
He also recorded under his own name for Haven/Signature.
In the past 24 years DeArango has cut only two albums – a quartet set for EmArcy in 1954 and a session with
a Cleveland rock group, which he manages, called Henry Tree, in 1970. The latter album, on Mainstream,
does not mention DeArango's name on the jacket but he is featured on three of the six tracks.
For reasons described in the interview below, DeArango quit the New York jazz scene in 1948. In retrospect
it is strange that Bill and a number of his guitarist contemporaries have been out of jazz for long periods. One
thinks of Remo Palmier (formerly Palmieri) and Tal Farlow in this connection. Neither Jimmy Raney nor
Chuck Wayne have been particularly active in jazz for a number of years. The same is true of John Collins
and Irving Ashby. Their collective withdrawal has left jazz the poorer and led to a situation where for several
years the scene was dominated by Wes Montgomery and his many disciples- At least DeArango is still
playing and it would be interesting to hear him with pianist Bill Dinasco with whom he has worked in
Cleveland for more than a decade. Bob Shad, of Mainstream, would do jazz listeners a favour if he recorded
that group!
This interview took place in Bill's store in Cleveland and I am indebted to Harvey Pekar for asking my
written questions, and a lot more intelligent ones of his own. Thanks are also due to Mr. DeArango for
agreeing to talk to us and for loaning the photographs. M.G.
 
What was the Cleveland scene like when you were coming up?

Well it was strange because it was a Dixieland/Chicago scene. This would be around 1939. When I was
just starting there was a group playing in that Dixie/Chicago bag, and I was just learning songs in essence.
They sort of dominated the thinking. Then, one night I was listening to the radio and I caught Roy Eldridge
from the Three Deuces in Chicago. Of course all the static was going on and every- thing when they started
to play. I didn't know it was Roy Eldridge. The announcer came out while the band was playing and did an
announcement on the group and they played the same song for 25 minutes! With all the static and the fading
in and out. I think it was a thing called Blue Jazz or Little Jazz, that they were playing. The announcer said
'goodnight' and they were still playing the same song. So the next day I asked these guys if they'd ever heard
of Roy Eldridge. They said, 'Oh, you're not going to start listening to those people' and they were really
upset. They were putting him down like crazy, these Dixieland guys I was working with.

In the meantime they had me listen to these people that apparently played the instrument. Their favourites were
fumbling around. They had piano players they dug that really couldn't play; sounded like they were playing with
stumps. I'd heard Art Tatum and dug him – so they were undone. They put me down about that so I had to drift away
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from them.

Then I met some guys who were playing in clubs. They'd let me come in and sit in with them and they'd
teach me sounds. These were black musicians and they were just beautiful because they allowed me to grow
musically. I learned quickly – because of them really.
 
Who were same of your early influences when you were in Cleveland-Christian?

When I first started to play I listened quite a bit to Django. Then Christian, of course. I was impressed
with Django's way of playing. It was gipsy-like and different but it was good and I liked it. Christian was a
straight out jazz player whereas Django was a gipsy hooked on jazz.
 
Did you know any at the people who were around Cleveland at that time, like Tadd Dameron
and Freddy Webster?

No. They were out of town then, but I knew Tadd's brother Caesar; he was a beautiful alto man. I still see
him every once in awhile. He doesn't play much anymore. At that time he was on the side – very
progressive, very modern. Of course we're talking about a long time ago but he was playing differently and
was more involved in the music than most of the other guys I'd heard. There were many excellent musicians
around Cleveland but a lot of them were out on the road with big bands at that time because that was really
the only outlet except for some clubs where I'd go down and sit in with the guys. The clubs were not music
rooms. They were sort of like strip places and we would blow behind the stripper. Of course she didn't care
what we played so we just played our way. She'd run off and another gal would come on and we'd just
continue where we left off in the song. We'd go on like that all night.
 
When did you go to New York?

It wasn't until I gat out of the Army that I decided to make a living at playing. There wasn't that much
happening around Cleveland musically so several friends I knew in New York decided that this would be
the best thing for me. One of them was Morey Feld, the drummer. Another was a pianist who had been
working with Ben Webster after leaving Red Norvo's Band. He suggested I go to New York. He knew my
work as we'd played together quite a bit.

I should say same more about my influence because most of the people that influenced me were not guitar
players. After hearing Eldridge I wanted to play more like a horn. Then I heard Chu Berry who could really
play his instrument. So I was more influenced by horns than anything else. I guess perhaps it shows up in my
style, the development of it anyway.

When I got to New York I went down to 52nd Street and when I heard them I thought I ought to go home!
It was really a shock. I was introduced to some people down there and I sat in with Byas. He had that speed
then. We played something like Sweet Georgia Brown at a real crazy tempo. Ben Webster was in the room
and when we finished the set he asked me if I'd like to go to work with him; he was across the street at the
Onyx. It was one of those things – happened quickly. This was at the end of 1944.

It really was great working with him because Ben was receptive so far as the new sounds. In fact the first
job that Charlie Parker had on the street was with Ben – the same group that I'm talking about. Many of the
older musicians were rejecting the sound at that time but not Ben. It was pretty exciting working there
because Ben would allow people to come and sit in. Miles, who was just starting out, would come in and
Dizzy, who I guess was the most influential trumpet man among the young musicians. Roy was still the
popular big name trumpet player .
 
When did you start playing Bop or boppish?

I really don't know. I guess I always sort of played like that, although I hadn't heard any of the others, and
it wasn't exactly the same way some of the other musicians were playing. It wasn't quite what Parker and
Gillespie had worked out. I never did any recording in Cleveland before I went to New York because there
were no facilities; nothing was happening in Cleveland. I suppose my style was Christian-influenced – the
sound, the attack and everything, but perhaps just a little more involved with the line. Swinging, but not as
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straight forward. I was trying to extend it. I just floundered around for a long time. I didn't know what I was
looking for at the time but it sort of set when I got to New York and heard these other people. Being in an
environment where you were rejected because you were trying to extend the rhythmic and melodic line, I
might have been a little bit inhibited. But getting to New York and hearing Parker and Gillespie, I realised
that music was to be expanded, to grow, not to be stagnant.
 
Who were the other guitar players that were the scene when you first went to New York?

There was an excellent guitar player named Remo Palmieri; Chuck Wayne was playing. Herb Ellis was
playing with a big band. Tiny Grimes was working on the Street. And of course Barney Kessel was playing.
Kessel was always more interested in a heavier, more stomping style.
 
Who did you play with after Webster?

Well, Ray Nance got a little group together. We weren't together very long but we played a few jobs and
we did a good job – everybody reacted. We had two guitars, violin and Junior Raglan was playing bass. Ted
Smith was the other guitarist and we would take turns playing rhythm. Ray played trumpet, violin and sang.
Like I said, it was good, but nothing too much was happening. Ray finally went back with Duke. It was a
strange time because Fifty-second- Street in essence was thinking about folding because the Rockefellers
were going to buy the property and turn it into a new complex. It never became reality but there was the talk
about it happening. Of course all the club owners tried to find other rooms in new areas instead of getting in
an area where they would have the same situation as on 52nd Street. So they split up. The jazz audience was
not that large and they had to make a decision whether to go uptown, downtown or something instead of
being there all night. They would get there at 10 o'clock at night and they'd be there till four in the morning,
just moving from club to club. In the area we'd have maybe three or four groups in each room – at the
Downbeat, the Onyx. the Three Deuces, the Spotlite Club, all of them with at last three groups. So you had a
lot of activity, a lot of musicians on the Street, and people would be running back and forth, sitting in with
somebody else. It was exciting.
 
At what time did you hook up with Dizzy?

Like I mentioned, Ben was very progressive in his thinking. His playing was somewhat traditional, but his
attitude toward music was progressive, and Dizzy used to come in and sit in all the time. He wasn't even
thinking about working then; he was getting his thing together, so to speak. He'd come in and play with us
every night. I never worked in Dizzy's group, it was just the recording. Then Dizzy started his own group
with Parker on the Street. That was really the first group where everyone was playing purely in that bag and it
was something – a great group.
 
 


