Comic Bands - Kazoo and Zobo

Gavin Holman — August 2020 (2" edition)

A few years ago I was sent a picture of Professor Mugger-Swaggers Band from Batley.
Though not a true brass band, it was interesting as an example of the “comic” bands
which were active in the 1890s and 1900s, formed to entertain the public and raise
money for charity.

Professor Mugger-Swaggers Band

These bands were sometimes created ad hoc for galas ZOBOS.
aqd festivals, and occasionally hgd a more long—te.rm < 7;, i)
existence. Usually they consisted of kazoo-like v B
instruments and drums, interspersed with home- \\: f ,.(,, e
made and “real” brass or woodwind instruments. A

Zobo instruments, based on kazoo principles, were
invented and developed in the USA in the early
1890s, rapidly becoming a new craze for a while —
largely due to the ease of “playing” and relative low
cost of the instruments. The instruments also spread
across to the UK soon thereafter.




In the West Riding of Yorkshire these bands were known as Tommy Talker bands and
had interesting names such as Nanny Goat Lancers, Underground Artillery Jazz Band,
Royal Tramps, King Tut’s Lancers, Dr Hall’s Rough and Ready Band, Paddock Silver
Piggin Band, Keighley Wiffum Waffum Wuffum Band and Morley Parrock Nook
Anthem Band. The latter band was formed in 1900, its leader being Billy Commons, who
dressed as a dancing donkey. These bands were active on and off until WW2 — a later
example being the Edge Arpers of Thornhill Edge, Dewsbury, so-called because they
were local Air Raid Precautions (ARP) workers.

“Ordinary” bands were also involved in the comedy business from time to time. For
certain events they would dress up (or down, in tramp clothes), sometimes blacking
their faces, appearing as clowns, or adopting women’s clothing. The usual brass
instruments were used in the performances, but these were occasionally augmented or
replaced by zobo/kazoo equivalents.

This type of comic band was also to be found in the USA, with the added component of
“real” clown and comic bands from the various sideshows and circuses that toured the
country in the late 19th century and the first half of the 20th century.

Pictures of a number of examples of these bands are shown below, starting with British
bands, followed by those from the USA. Sadly, in most cases, it is not possible to identify
the bands, the locations or the events, but it is clear that both the public and the players
enjoyed their performances and appearance.



Further information

The Rise of the Zobo Instruments
http://www.kwintetgoedkoper.nl/Zobo.htm

The Tommy Talker Bands of the West Riding
https://www.mustrad.org.uk/articles/t_talker.htm

Zobo and Songophone
https://brasspedia.com/index.php?title=Zobo_and_Songophone

Association of American Kazoologists
http://kazoologist.org

e Langley, Otto - Instructor for Zobo Brass Instruments, for Soloists, Quartettes and
Zobo Bands - W.H. Frost & Co, 1896

e Wharton, R. and Clarke, A. - The Crown Street Comic Band

e Wharton, R. and Clarke, A. - The Tommy Talker Bands of the West Riding: The
History and Development of a working class entertainment - Wharton and Clarke,
Bradford, 1979
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Loco Duda band at Fleetwood, 1911



| :Alverthorpé r Men's Club Comic Band

Chelmsford Poor Law Institution House Officers Jazz Band, 1920
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The Moth & Beetle band - Chapel en le Frith Gala
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Bessies o’ th’Byre Band — Mickleton, 1915



Anothr, unknown, “Besses” parody band
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The Wiffum Waffum Wuffum Band was formed in 1902 and disbanded in 1907. Their
uniform was old painted clothes or sugar bags, and were led by Joe Murgatroyd on his
Hobby Horse. Their instruments were made from tin cans soldered into shape, and two
of their favourite tunes were Souza's March & The Death of Nelson.
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Tregony Silent Band - tey can't play a te, they ju go through the motions of laying while
a gramophone record churns out their only tune "Colonel Bogey" - conductor uses a stick of
rhubarb




Unknown comic band, England, 1950’s



HAZELDENE PRIZE JAZZBAND - HASLINGDEN

Back LtoR J. Dowd, J Cooksan, Sammy Ellison, Unknown, A Nuftall, T Grenahan Unknown G, Navin

Front LtoR: Unknown, Paddy Horan, E Horlock, J Marsden, G Hoys, Gypsy Jamaes (Big Drum), Frank Paton, Unknown, Billy Ellison, Jimmy Dov»}j
\Sl(llng Joe Nuttall. Amold Heys
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Comic kazoo band Bradford
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Ladies zobo band - England
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Tommy Troll Band
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Unknown blackface‘ comic band
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Rivets Ragtime Band, Aylesbu '
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Hospital Saturday Carnival Band, Chipping Norton, 1911
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Unknown kazoo band, Lancashire
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March Town Silver Band in fdncy dress



The Milburn Toffs, North Shields — this band was formed for the Tynemouth Carnival of 1926

and survived at least until 1930. Similar “submarine” bands, as they were often referred to, in

the area were — The Dixie Coons, The Rudolph Valentinos, The Tin Can Fusiliers, The Bobbed
Hair Kids, The Harold Lloyds, and The Colleens

St Anne’s Spider Band
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Unknown comic band off stage



Waff an’ Fuff Band — on those Golden Slippers — Honley, Yorkshire
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The Scarlet Mimic Band
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Boys 20bo band, USA



Unknown comic band, USA
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Unknown US military band
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The Boscoi)él Dutch Band, WI
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Rube Band, Ravenna, NE, 1923



Anderson Concert Band, MI

Comic Band, Blanchard, MI



LA Sousa Clown Bad, Luna Park, Seattle, WA, 1909



Thomsonville Cit;; Band, M1, in drag, 1908

Watertown’s Famous Band, WI



Wildwood Scrap Iron Band, NJ
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' Yreka Brdss Band, CA, 1901
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Band, New York State

Clown Band, USA



Clown Band, USA

Unknown comic band, USA



Unknown Rube band, USA, 1911

Unknown comic band, USA
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Unknown comic band,
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Comic band, Exeter, ntrio, aada, 19
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Harmonophong

You can play it with-
out being taught.

Size

6 x4

inches,

A Whole Band'fnr h0 Cents

Enables you to play the most exquisite musie
imaginable, and to perform all Kinds of musical
tricks.

SING BY IT! DANCE BY IT!
MARCH BY IT!

Sent post-paid on receipt of 50 cents. Satisfac-
tion guaranteed or money cheerfully refunded.
Hustrated eatalogue of Amusing Home Enter-
tainments sent free,

STRAUSS MFG. CO,,

142 W. 14th Street, Department 13, New York,




