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The City of Chester
- Long history (since Roman times) as a fortress, garrison town, market town, and 
administrative,  religious and business centre
- A major sea port (until the Dee estuary began to silt up in the 17th Century) and later an 
important rail interchange
- Close to Liverpool, but unlike Liverpool not bombed extensively during World War II
- On transport routes for Wirral, Liverpool, Crewe, Manchester, North Wales and Welsh 
Borders, Cheshire, Shropshire, Northern England, Scotland, the Isle of Man, Ireland, America

Timeline showing a selection of the photographs and newspaper clippings collected as part of this research project, in the context 
of wider historical events and contemporary Western popular culture. (H. Southall, 2009)

Based on Harford (T). (2006), The Under Cover 
Economist. London: Abacus

Dance venues in Chester in the 1950s
Ossie's = St. Oswalds (now a primary school)
Dev Hosp = Deva Hospital (now part of Countess of 
Chester Hospital)
MB = Majestic Ballroom
SH = Stafford Hotel
RTh = Royalty Theatre
NAAFI = Navy, Army & Air Force Institute
RPB = River Park Ballroom
BH = Bars Hotel
DH = Drill Hall 
AR = Assembly Rooms
GH = Grosvenor Hotel
B = Bollands
Q = Quaintways (2 or 3 floors, each with own band)
C = Clemences 
WC = Western Command HQ  
EH = Officer Cadet School at Eaton Hall 

Economic Places
Tim Harford used David Ricardo's 
theories of land, rents and profits in 
19th Century Britain to explain location, 
rents, profits and pricing of 21st 
Century coffee kiosks (for instance in 
Waterloo station).  Both emphasised the 
importance of 'marginal land', where it 
is just possible to make a shaky living, 
in setting the levels of rent for 'fertile 
land' where income potential is high.  
Chester in the 1950s seems to have 
been 'fertile ground' for live popular 
music provided by dance bands and 
small groups playing jazz-influenced 
music for dancing.

'We had so many [venues] in Chester we 
didn't need to go anywhere else.' 
[Interviewee S. Sweeney, referring to dancing 
& socialising in Chester in the early to 
mid-1950s]

Social networks
One particularly valuable resource for this project was 
a 1955 Musicians' Union pocket diary loaned by 
relatives of local bandleader and musician Wilf Field.  
This included lists of musicians and the instruments 
they played, as well as contacts at venues, rates of 
pay, and dates of engagements.  Together with the 
data contained in the photographs and interviews, this 
information will be used to investigate how the bands, 
venues and individual musicians interacted.  
Comparable studies related to other types of social 
networks will be useful sources of inspiration and 
analytical techniques.

Jazz Places
"Every work of art has to be someplace. 
Physical works, like paintings and sculptures, 
have to be someplace: a museum, a gallery, a 
home, a public square. Music and dance and 
theater have to be performed someplace: a 
court, a theater or concert hall, a private 
home, a public square or street. ... Jazz has 
always been very dependent on the availability 
of places to perform it in. For much of its 
existence, jazz was played in bars and night 
clubs and dance halls, places where the 
money to support the entire enterprise came 
mostly from the sale of alcohol and 
secondarily from the sale of tickets.  So the 
availability of places for the performance of 
jazz depended on the viability and 
profitability of such places."
Becker, H.S. (2002). Jazz Places.  Retrieved 20th March, 
2006, from http://buffaloreport.com/
020401beckerjazzplaces.html

'Rules for Resident Bands at the River Park Ballroom'
(personal collection : Frank Jeffes)

Wedding of Syd Lawrence & Catherine Ballard 
(Chester Chronicle - 1951)

Methodology and Findings
So far:-
- Interviews with 30+ local musicians, fans 
and promotors
- 200+ photographs, articals, business cards 
and similar material scanned into database
- Interviews transcribed; now being analysed 
and cross-referenced
- Presentations at Leeds International Jazz 
Conference (2008) and National Graduate 
Conference for Ethnomusicology (2010)

A Hidden History
Unlike famous 'music cities' such as New Orleans or 
Liverpool, the ancient cathedral city of Chester is not  
well-known for its contributions to popular music.  
However, anecdotal evidence from musicians still 
active in the early 21st Century suggested that there 
had been a thriving live music scene in Chester, 
especially during and just after World War II, and that 
this did not disappear immediately when recorded 
rock-n-roll and pop became dominant at most 
entertainment venues (especially those which catered 
mainly for a young audience).  My aim is to document 
and investigate the 'Hidden History' of a busy live 
music scene in a Northern English city, focussing on 
the mid- to late 20th Century.  How did the live music 
industry in Chester function?  In what ways was it 
uniquely adapted to the local situation in Chester at 
the time? And what can we learn from this story, that 
might illuminate the history of live popular music in 
other places and times?
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Extract from Interview Database: Interview No. 2 - Steve Lloyd 

Extract from the address book of local bandleader Wilf Field

Word Cloud - Roy Edwards (singer)

Word Cloud - Steve Lloyd (drummer)

Word Cloud - Mary Kelly (dancer)

Criminal networks as art: Mark 
Lombardi's illustration of a network of 
arms dealers and manufacturers 
linking the USA and Iraq in the late 
1980s

From the Hammond Jazz Inventory: An 
online  'Orghammogram' of US jazz 
musicians focusing on organist Jimmy 
Smith
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