
by Jim McIntosh

Coco Schumann was born Heinz Jacob Schumann on the 14
May, 1924, in Berlin. His father was a German upholsterer
and his mother, a German Jewish hairdresser. From an

early age he was besotted with Swing jazz, and taught himself
to play guitar. In the early-1930s Schumann frequented all the
underground jazz cellars, clubs, dancehalls, sitting-in whenever
he could, thus making a name for himself. He had several lady
friends, one of whom christened him ‘Coco’, which he wasn’t too
pleased about at the time, but decided to live with it (which,
happily, he did!). Eventually, after hearing Teddy Stauffer’s
orchestra perform during the run-up to the Berlin Olympics in
1936, he was so hooked he soon joined the band on guitar! It
was shortly after this that jazz music was made illegal, and was
then only played (at great risk) secretly in bars and basements
and the like.

Up to, and during the Olympic Games, Hitler was keen to
impress foreign tourists and, at first, turned a blind eye to the
spread of what the Nazis later branded ‘nigger music’. Once the
Games were over, jazz was taboo.

Schumann continued playing until 1943, including (obviously,
non-jazz) playing on the Radio, and in various dance bands,
when he was shopped to the Gestapo as being half Jewish. Coco
was arrested and transported to Theresienstadt concentration
camp. As luck would have it, there was actually a jazz band there
called ‘The Ghetto Swingers’, and he was enlisted on guitar. The
band regularly performed concerts under the name of ‘Carousel’,
and also played in a propaganda film showing how wonderful
the Nazi ‘Resettlement Programme’ was, with easy living, good
food, even jazz music…

He was then moved to Auschwitz, where, once again, his musical
talent spared him his life. He was assigned to play La Paloma
outside the gas chambers, to help the poor souls go to their
deaths easier. He came face to face with Josef Mengele. When
Mengele inquired of the blue-eyed, nineteen-year-old Coco where
he came from and what he did, Schumann shouted, “Berlin, Herr
Obersturmbannführer! Plumber, Herr Obersturmbannführer!”

Coco was liberated in 1945, aged just 21, near to death with
typhoid. He recovered in military hospital. His parents survived
the war, but his grandparents and several other relations died in
the camps. He and Martin Roman (piano) were the only
survivors of the Ghetto Swingers.

Fully recovered, he returned to his native Berlin, where he
resumed his playing. He proved very popular amongst the
American and British forces. The Germans craved jazz and the like,
especially after such a terrible war. Thus started his climb to fame.

He moved to Australia in 1950 with his late wife Gertraud (who
also suffered at the hands of the Nazis), and her son Peter. They
stayed there for four years, Coco making a big impression on the
jazz scene in Melbourne, and then returned to Berlin.

He became a big name in German jazz, playing Swing music. He
has never actually categorized his playing, other than to say he
plays predominately Swing, but keeps an open mind, and will
try anything! Schumann was, in fact, the first German to play
the electric guitar. At 88 years of age he is still going strong,
and on September 28, in Schwerin, I had the pleasure of
hearing him with his quartet, and also the great privilege of
meeting him.

The concert was very well attended, with lots of youngsters
eager to hear and see this man. The quartet walked on stage,
and I kid you not, before a note was played, I got goose
pimples down the back of my neck. Schumann just sat there,
big fingers effortlessly sliding up and down the fingerboard…
wonderful! The repertoire consisted mainly of standards such
as Take The ‘A’ Train, etc. But in one number – just a 12-bar
blues – Coco suddenly, with a wicked grin, launched into a
what I can only describe as a Jimi Hendrixian solo, and then,
effortlessly back to sanity!

Coco Schumann has it all – musicianship, humour, charisma,
and, above all, he is a gentleman of the highest order. �

Coco Schumann

Coco chatting with Esther Bauer after the show. Esther also survived the Holocaust
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