JOAN SAWYER: JAZZ VAMPIRE
By Russ Shor

W

hen the first jazz recordings of the Original
Dixieland Jazz Band, Wilbur Sweatman, the Frisco
Jass Band and Earl Fuller hit the market in 1917, the
USA had been in the midst of a popular dance craze for some
five years, which is one major reason why they achieved
such sudden popularity with record buyers.
The origins of the popular dance in the US are varied but
there’s no doubt that the dance team of Vernon and Irene
Castle made ballroom dance popular and respectable just
before the First World War. Irene (1893-1969) was a stunning
beauty and British-born Vernon (1887-1918) was urbane and
sophisticated, and when they opened their New York dance
studio in 1912, the Castle House, the cream of International
society queued up to dance the Fox Trot, Tango, Maxixe (pronounced machichi), Turkey Trot, Bunny Hug and Grizzly
Bear. The Castles were revolutionary in another way; while
noted for introducing the tango and the Maxixe, the
emphasis was on ragtime, and hot dances, so they hired
James Reese Europe’s Orchestra, drawn from Harlem’s Clef
Club, to provide the music. Within a year, the couple was a
sensation, fashion-makers of their day. And, of course, James
Reese Europe had a Victor recording contract and so it was
inevitable that imitators would follow.
Joan Sawyer was a dancer who sought to rival Irene Castle.
A bit fuller of figure (and reportedly looser of morals) than
Irene Castle, she engaged Dan Kildare (1879-1920), the
Kingston, Jamaica - born pianist and vice-president of the
Clef Club, to front her orchestra when she opened her dance
club, the Persian Garden early in 1914.
Joan Sawyer, an attractive brunette, was an “exhibition
dancer, meaning that she demonstrated new steps to a
dance-mad public. She is credited with introducing the
Rumba to New York, though that dance would not be
popular until the late 1920s. She was born Bessie Morrison
in Cincinnati, in 1880 or El Paso, Texas in 1887, depending
on which story she gave out to whom. (She reportedly took
her stage name from an ex-husband, Alvah Sawyer, who she
had married in 1902). Her life in the spotlight was brief and
little is known about her. Her first press mention was in 1907
where she was noted as a dancer in the show The Vanderbilt
Cup, devised to promote the Vanderbilt Cup auto race, then
held on Long Island. By 1910, she had developed a dance act
with dancer John Jarrett, and, when the hesitating waltz (also
called the Boston) became popular, she took on another
dancer named George Raft, while gaining some notoriety off
the dance floor in a breach-of-promise lawsuit against a
wealthy man who allegedly changed his mind about marrying her.

with Kildaire went to the Columbia studios in May and
September 1914 with only seven or eight musicians, though
Columbia’s dim recording process makes it difficult to
ascertain the orchestrations with much accuracy. Bregeiro, a
Brazilian Maxixe (reissued on the Archeophone CD, Lost
Sounds) is a lively, melodic dance that has a banjo in the lead
(not surprising) and trumpet and trombone and possibly tuba
hiding in the muddy recesses of Columbia’s recording horn.
A slightly later recording, When You’re a Long Way from
Home does not seem to have a banjo (definitely surprising
since Europe featured as many as 50 in some shows), but
the lively, ragtimey melody is carried by violin and flute with
support from a superb ragtime drummer who sounds like
Buddy Gilmore. Tim Brooks, in his book Lost Sounds,
speculates that, instead of Kildare, this orchestra could be
led by a black musician named William Blacklock who was
advertised as playing at Joan Sawyers Persian Gardens.
Other than Dan Kildaire, there is no certainty about the
personnel in the recordings (at least the earlier one), though
given their difference in sound, it surely varied in the six
months between sessions, regardless who was leading the
ensemble.

Her moment of fame, before the infamy, came in January,
1914, when she persuaded the theater mogul Lee Shubert to
back a new dance club for his Winter Garden theater - Joan
Sawyer’s Persian Garden – which was located in the Winter
Garden building. She engaged Kildaire’s orchestra but Joan
apparently kept the band much smaller than Europe’s outfit
– seven pieces – because her agreement with Shubert
allowed her to retain a portion of her club’s proceeds with
their salaries probably coming out of her share.

On stage, Sawyer’s dance routines featured her with a
number of partners. Her dancer on When You’re a Long Way
From Home was an Italian-born, handsome creature named
Rodolfo Alfonso Raffaello Piero Filiberto Guglielmi. Here
things start to get complicated. Around the time that Joan
Sawyer recorded that song (November, 1914), Rodolfo was
reportedly in an affair with Blanca de Saulles (1894-1940), a

Unlike Europe, who used as many as 20 players on his
Victor recordings, Joan Sawyer’s Persian Garden Orchestra
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beautiful Chilean heiress who was then married to American
businessman John de Saulles. The affair took the de Saulles
to a divorce court in the heart of New York where the press
was waiting for every salacious detail. On the witness stand,
Rodolfo denied that he and Blanca were engaged in nasty
dancing but testified that Blanca’s husband was doing the
Bedroom Maxixe with Joan Sawyer.
Unfortunately for Sawyer, the time when notoriety and
impropriety would sell more records and draw more public
appearances had not yet arrived so her two 12” discs with
Dan Kildare and the Clef Club are very rare today.
Sawyer left the Persian Garden in early 1915 and toured the
country with Kildare’s group (an October, 1915 notice in the
Deseret News proclaimed her appearance in a Salt Lake City
vaudeville theatre). Within a few months after the divorce
proceeding, Sawyer was back at the Persian Garden,
renamed for her but Shubert quickly changed it to the
Montmartre Club. Shubert, however, went bust in another
flurry of lawsuits, after which he hired the exotic dancer
Doraldina (real name Dora Sanders!) to replace Sawyer and
hired a new “colored” orchestra, The Creole Band with
Freddie Keppard, Bill Johnson et al to accompany her.
By this time, Rodolfo was in jail (albeit briefly) and Kildare
was on a ship to London. Rodolfo, after clearing his legal
problems and broke, hopped a train to California to start over
under the name of Rudolph Valentino.
In early 1917 Joan Sawyer was back working in vaudeville
with dance partner Jack Gavin and a ‘Syncopated Orchestra,’
led by blind pianist Arthur Stone in which there was featured
an up-and-coming young clarinet and saxophone player
named Ted Lewis. The ‘New York Clipper’ said of the act;
“Little strength is given the act by the ‘Syncopated
Orchestra,’ composed of violin, piano, banjo, saxophone,
trombones, bass violin and drums, which makes up in noise
for what they lack in ability to furnish genuine melody.
Sooner or later some dancing act will discard these misfit
collections of musicians and assemble a string orchestra.” A
few weeks later Ted Lewis had been ‘poached’ by
drummer/bandleader Earl Fuller to lead his newly-assembled

Dan Kildare, centre with his Clef Club Orchestra, c. 1915.

8

Famous Jazz Band at Rector’s, the celebrated ‘lobster palace’
at 48th Street and Broadway, and the rest, as they say, is
history…
Sawyer went on the road at various times during this period
to campaign for womens’ suffrage that would come to a
Congressional vote in 1920. She proclaimed to one
newspaper that dancing aided womens’ minds, as well as
exercising their bodies, which helped shape new,
independent attitudes for women.
After the war, Sawyer reportedly played in England and
possibly Paris but seems to have dropped from sight afterward. In the mid- 1920s, she married George Rentschler, the
scion of a wealthy Ohio industrialist. In November, 1929, an
Associated Press report carried a headline, “Former Valentino
Danced Sued.” The article stated that Mrs Joan Sawyer
Rentschler was accused by a Hamilton, Ohio man of
“alienating the affections” of his wife and was seeking
$100,000 damages. Sawyer and her husband were divorced
in 1936. She died 30 years later in Miami, Fl.
Kildare, throughout the war years, was engaged at Ciro’s
Club in London, recording there for Columbia with his band,
labelled as Ciro’s Coon Club Orchestra and, slightly later, as
Dan and Harvey’s Jazz band, a band co-led with drummer
Harvey White. Kildare reportedly earned an excellent living
as a musician and songwriter in the UK, for a time, and
married a girl whose family owned a pub, but his life began
to unravel in 1919 and on June 21, 1920, he shot his wife
and sister-in-law dead then turned the gun on himself.
There were other tragedies spinning out of Joan Sawyer’s
circle. Blanca de Saulles killed her husband over a child
custody battle a year after her divorce. She was acquitted at
the end of another sensational trial and eventually moved
back to Chile where she shot herself in 1940. Valentino, of
course, died at the peak of his career in 1926, and,
peripherally to this story, James Europe was fatally stabbed
in a fight with his drummer, Herbert Wright, in 1919 and
Vernon Castle died in February 1918 when his training
aircraft crashed.

