Syncopated Alms


As the proper and kosher musicians, hungry, broke, scrawny, but with a scarf of the bohemian liberty - this one can’t be found on sale in any department store - around our chicken like necks, one fair fall day we went to practice our repertoire in a gazebo at a park on the Bernese ramparts. Once a month, as a last resort, we would make the rounds in the student taverns in the old town of Bern and Fribourg, distantly reminding us of the bustling underground scene in Prague’s Old Town and Lesser Quarters of the late 60's so hauntingly described on Bohumil Hrabal’s pages. This time, Danny was huffing into a flute instead of zipping all over the piano keys, and I trying laboriously to braid into my rambunctious guitar the syncopations born out of sand, sun and the enticing weaving of hips on the beaches of Copacabana and Ipanema. Anyhow, all in all, we were cooking.

The regular passers-by couldn’t care less about this style, for them only maybe some alpine “huddygack,” i.e. folklore on two chords. Only two obvious migrant workers from the South, done up in the requisite suit jackets of nondescript color and style, were listening to us. During a brake they approached us diffidently in halting French and English wrapped into a lowly smile. “Where are you from?” - “We’re Czechs but living here.” - How come you play this music?” - “We like it and are making some money on the side with it.” - “We too look for work, but alien police not give us work permit, no permit, no work! I am from Guatemala and him from Morocco. When young Swiss come in summer to us, we help find work. Now we are here, no work, no help from nobody. People are mean to us, like we are dogs! We have twenty Francs together.” - “We’re familiar with all that, we’re political refugees.” We looked at each other, Danny and I, and gave them without hesitation twenty Francs from our mutual last fifty. We were quite embarrassed by their deep bowing and precipitous thanks.

A little later we headed out full of good cheer in Danny’s old clunker toward the already fully French (Bern is French to one third) and therefore more “laissez faire” Fribourg. It is also smaller, less patrician and buttoned up, more well-worn, and equally medieval, sitting likewise on a high sandstone bluff above the tight horseshoe meander of the river.

Our performance that evening was really peppy and light footed. Danny told me that I was glowing while singing. His improvisations were smooth and fluid. We could feel the energy in the air and in our guts. We connected with the even there quite blasé audience. To be sure, the “cool” and charming student babes were also looking up curiously at what was going on. Wow! To our sheer amazement, our enthusiasm was also transformed into hard currency. Usually, after an all night work, we would both make at the most about sixty Francs. That night we made 120 Francs each in two hours, an isolated record. We had a lump in our throat and a distinct spiritual feeling of a blessing from above for our good will and mercy.

