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Shufiling off the bad times

For the Clark brothers, tap was not the sleek moves of Fred Astaire or Gene Kelly - it
was a way of escaping an impoverished and brutal existence. Ismene Brown meets
them

By Ismene Brown
04 June 2002 -12:01am
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The CVs of early American tap-dancers are not so much career documents as war
records. The respectability that tap-dancing now has - a study at university, a subject
for festivals and seminars - is a million miles from the social brutality from which it
emerged, and from which it represented a rare escape route.

On Thursday and Friday, London hosts a celebration of New York tap, demonstrating
the wonderful range and progression from early rhythm tap and swing to today's
power-tapping. But it's naturally the old-timers, the Clark Brothers, who are attracting
most of the interest - because how could they not, with such lives as theirs?

Steve Clark and his brother, Jimmy, aged 77 and 79 respectively, are thought to be the
last of the "brothers" acts of tap-dancing's golden age in post-war America - an America
of vicious anti-black racism on one hand and an avid adoration of showbusiness on the
other. Tap-dance, though eventually appropriated by the white movie industry, was a
black thing - like hip hop today - derived from the dances of African slaves.

There were many black brothers dancing up and down America in the Thirties and
Forties. Philadelphia, the Clarks' home town, had a ruthlessly competitive hierarchy of
street-corners - the better the performer, the better the street they danced on. Other
brothers acts were more acrobatic or "flash" - Steve and Jimmy Clark were known for
their ability to be suave in small spaces. They could make fascinating rhythm on the
spot, which was to come in useful in hotel lounges as well as clubs and theatres, and
they took any job they could get, without asking too many questions. This kind of thing
led many black tap-dancers into the pay of the Mob, which controlled all the top clubs
of Chicago, New York and Las Vegas.

"Mafia now that's a word that gets used in a certain kind of slant," Steve says sharply.

"But many of them were very good to us, protecting us from bigotry. Though I guess
they were protecting their investments." He should know - two of the most legendary
gangsters, Al Capone and Frank Costello, were investors in the Clarks' talents.

Conversation with the Clarks (mostly the talkative Steve, since Jimmy is shy) is
peppered with extraordinary names. Capone: "To us, he was the nicest person you
could ask to meet"; Grace Kelly: "She went to school nearby, as I reminded her when we
met 40 years later and she was a princess"; and Frank Sinatra, who told them to move to
Britain after the war, which probably saved their careers. And King George VI, for
whom the Clarks gave their first British performance.

It is an astonishing story, which began with the gospel-singing Clark Family - four
children growing up in poverty in Philadelphia, who, the moment school was over,
would run to pubs and churches and find singing gigs. Steve, the youngest, was four. By
12, he was a seasoned soloist, singing and dancing.

The two brothers' first engagement was at the Cotton Club in Harlem - when they were
15 and 17. Steve briefly joined the Harlem Globetrotters, the basketball team, but before
long he and Jimmy were off to join the legions of other tap-dancing acts that enlivened
a circuit of 200 American black vaudeville theatres. Black performers, with their



furiously energetic dancing, heartfelt singing and satirical comedy about their
segregated lives, were all the rage, but off-stage the whites treated them like dirt, and
worse. "As we drove around, it wasn't unusual for us to see the body of a black man
hanging from a tree," Steve recalls.

One of his school mates, though, became a Capone associate, and introduced the
teenaged brothers to him.

"Capone gets us to his table," Steve recalls. "None of the folks in this white Chicago club
has ever seen anything like this before - and he shakes our hand and tells Tommy
[Steve's friend], anything we want we are to have. Next day, the theatre manager that
yesterday was ordering us to go out the back door is bowing to us, 'Good evening, Mr
Clark'."

The New York godfather Frank Costello was another, even more devoted patron, who
hired them on the opening bill of his new Sands Hotel in Las Vegas - "it was just a
building site in a frying desert then". Hollywood stars who visited Vegas took their cue
from the gangsters, up to a point. Steve would squirm to watch the routine humiliation
dished out by Sinatra and his Rat Pack to Sammy Davis Junior, who was the Clarks'

second cousin.

The move to Britain was opportune. After the war in America, black tap was dropping
in popularity, eclipsed by Hollywood, Fred Astaire, Broadway gloss, even the rise of
ballet. Most black tap-dancers would be office cleaners and security men by the early
Fifties. But, in 1948, the Clarks were hired to appear alongside Gracie Fields at Windsor
Castle for the King and realised that England, with its variety shows, was a better bet
than America.

They became favourites in Northern working men's clubs; they wrote hits for Max
Bygraves and appeared at the London Palladium; and they opened a "University of
Showbusiness" in London, where Cliff Richard and Bonnie Langford were among their
pupils. They now live in Dunstable, and are prominent Water Rats (the showbusiness
charity).

It's almost inconceivably respectable, considering the past. Steve chooses not to be
resentful that people don't know where tap really comes from. "They got their main
idea from movies, the Hollywood fantasy world. Gene Kelly was never, to me, a real tap-
dancer; it was the way he'd come towards the camera that made him. Fred Astaire -
you'd never see him dance alone; he always had to have a prop or a trick, like dancing
on the ceiling. But tapping came from people that survived. It's like the blues, that's
how they feel inside. So all that stuff that happened, in a way it was an advantage. It was
how you presented all that inside your act that mattered."

¢ 'New York on Tap'is at the Queen Elizabeth Hall, London SE1 (020 7960 4:242), on Thursday
and Friday.



