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Sultan of swingSultan of swing
He was one of 

the brightest stars 
in the country’s jazz firmament, 

lighting up its halcyon mid-last century days. 

The 96- year- old MICKEY CORREA continues to grace the 

music world in the singular way he alone can. 

Meher Marfatia maps the journey of a musician who 

has played with the likes of Louis Armstrong, 

Duke Ellington, Paul Desmond, Jack Teagarden and 

Dave Brubeck. And who now, in the twilight of his life, 

remembers the music of those years…
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sensuous night air from the 1930s. 
Glory years, they ushered in the 
swing culture at prime hotels, 
theatres and jazz halls of Bombay, 
Calcutta, Delhi and Lahore. 

There are milestones Correa 
recalls with accuracy and animation. 

Born in Mombasa in 1913, he fondly 
recollects being transported from 
East African soil to Moira in Goa. 
At a church school in this ancestral 
village, he learnt to sing a cappella 
and play the violin. In 1924 the 
family moved to Karachi, their 
Napier Street home a 10-minute 
walk from his St Patrick’s School. 

Destined to soon display his 
skills publicly, Correa put bow to 
violin for elder brother Alex’s 
group, The Correa Optimists Band. 
“An Englishman in the ensemble 
urged me not to be restricted to 
violin, so I picked up playing 
saxophone on my own,” Correa 
laughs. Innate musical intelligence 
ensured he adeptly taught himself 
the piano, clarinet, guitar, banjo 
and accordion as well. 

In Karachi he shyly tasted 
performance potential. But the tug 
of heading to Bombay proved 

strong enough to arrive here, for 
recording baritone sax strains with 
All India Radio. It was 1936 in the 
city of dreams which pulled him 
into its throbbing heart. If bands 
were a British legacy at the turn of 
the twentieth century, local acts 

steadily multiplied as 
their logical extension. 

Living in Dhobi 
Talao hostels like his, 
Goans with music 
brimming inextricably 
in their blood, seized 
jazz as the song of 
their souls. At 24, 
Correa readily 
embraced the genre 
whose full-throated, seductive 
liberty of expression had trumpeter 
Frank Fernand, of Theodore (Teddy) 
Weatherford’s famed Taj band, 
exult, “You play jazz the way you 
feel; morning you play differently, 
evening you play differently.” 

The heat was on. Luckily, 
Bombay’s ears flapped receptively 
to this wealth of exciting new 
sounds. Fresh tunes on sheet music 
came to India in imported boxfuls. 
They were peppered with typical 

tricky instructions like glissando, 
attack, mute. But keen youngsters 
tried to hit notes they heard on 
records. Architect Charles Correa 
remembers his distant cousin come 
over, to take in clarinetist-composers 
Artie Shaw and Benny Goodman. 

Then he threw their sounds 
smoothly back. 

By 1937 Correa found he could 
showcase his learning at Eros 
Cinema. Its ballroom was the hub 
of a thriving, jiving nightlife.            
The multi-instrumentalist played 
unconventional tempos that soared 
and seared with gliding moods, for 
Beppo and his Rhythm Orchestra, 
before moving with that German 
act to the Majestic Hotel. 
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S
eeing is truly believing, 
how fascinatingly a line 
becomes a lived 
experience. ‘Going back 
in time’ suddenly teems 
with crystal-clear imagery 

as I hear the rousing notes of a 
panoramic orchestra play from a 
century ago. Visualize smart 
jacketed band boys nod to encores 
before a ballroom filled with flushed 
dancers and applauding diners. 

It takes a while for it to sink in 
that one is actually in the presence 
of 96-year-old Mickey Correa, still 
teaching music to pupils a quarter 
his age. He is a living legend from 
an era resolutely past. And it is an 
incredible privilege sitting in his 
downtown Mumbai apartment, with 
the man who speaks so unassumingly 
of jamming with stars with the 
radiance of Louis Armstrong, Duke 
Ellington, Paul Desmond, Jack 
Teagarden and Dave Brubeck. 

An astounding repository of the 
swing age, India’s lone surviving 
jazzman holds an international 
record. Resident bandleader at the 
Taj Mahal Hotel in Colaba for 21 
straight summers (1939-1960), his 
unbroken run is rivalled merely by 
a-year-ahead Carroll Gibbons of 

The Savoy, London. Some attribute 
Xavier Cugat at New York’s 
Waldorf Astoria as topping 
Correa’s stint, but Cugat headed 
his band for just a few years less. 

The foremost orchestra leader 
of his day mentored musicians who 
stomped on to captain their own 
lounge bands. Today, the man 
credited with getting at least two 
generations up on their feet 
tapping to his scores, stoops over a 
Schiedmayer piano which lords over 
the living room. Atop it, an Egyptian 
head and vintage clock flank a 
Japanese doll beside a serene 
Madonna and Child sculpture.

Correa’s face is a picture of calm 
attention, as his fingers fly over the 
keyboard to accompany Dr Farhad 
Kapadia on the saxophone. They 
have done this every mid-week 
evening for 15 years. The intensive 
care specialist at Hinduja Hospital, 
Mahim, battles traffic across town 
with creditable regularity for 
lessons. “Mickey will pound out 
anything I want, semi-classical to 
popular,” says Kapadia. Oblivious 
of admiring whispers, his tutor 
crustily calls, “Wrong note, should 
be long,” a bar or two into the 
romantic Spanish Besame Mucho. 

From here it’s on to jazz 
standard Don’t Get Around Much 
Any More, rousing gospel When 
the Saints Go Marching In, gypsy 
Hungarian Czardas, folksy haunting 
Sounds of Silence. They wind lower 
to hush chanted Speak Softly Love, 
till his pupil again switches up-
track to the Pink Panther theme 
and a robust African number. The 
session rounds off with South of 
the Border, Down Mexico Way… Is 
that a touch of the Aztec flitting 
across our piano player’s face? 
With a barely visible heave of his 
lean frame, silver hair strands fall 
over the forehead. Pushing them 
back, he quips, “Not bad, I have 
more than many younger fellows!” 

Turns out, in its noir avatar, 
the handsome pomaded head was 
indeed picked for a 1940s Brylcreem 
ad. Glance at old photographs lent 
by his grandson Nikhil and you see 
Correa as debonair model material. 
Fifteen years his junior, wife Doreen 
declares, “I advised him to replace 
Brylcreem with castor oil – the 
secret of any hair left!” Jokes apart, 
she exudes quiet dynamism, serving 
up a fund of anecdotes and music 
memories. Listening to the Correas, 
you can’t but sniff a pulsating, 
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First clarinet player for no less than Yehudi Menuhin’s 
concerts, he performed with the Bombay Symphony Orchestra under the Belgian Jules 

Craen and Mehli Mehta, conductor Zubin Mehta’s father. It was easy for him to render 

Mozart quintets and Beethoven trios with consummate mastery

Blowing out the blues with his band

Band Leaders three – Correa with Goody Seervai and Nelly Battiwala (3rd and 4th from left), flanked by Johnny Baptist, Johnny Rodriguez, Dennis Vaz and Cyrill Sequeira

Correa with Paul Desmond, Dave Brubeck and Hal Green 
and Hindi film musicians



On occasion, Correa has 
admitted to professional pain. He 
once remarked in distress to 
pressmen, “The entertainment world 
of Bombay will shrink and become 
drab left as is. It’s impossible to get 
the requisite finance for training. 
The talent is there but in the 
absence of money, it is withering 
and difficult for bandleaders to put 
up a good show.”

But put up simply the greatest 
– not just good – show, he did... 
night after silken night at the Taj, 
with innovative consistency. Each 
evening sparkled with improvised 
rhythms, before the lights dimmed 
for Correa to end with Charles 

Trenet’s evocative chanson, La Mer. 
As Correa charmingly sums it, “The 
Catholics were gifted talent, the 
Parsis cultural inclination and 
finance.” These communities 
joined hands with Anglo-Indians to 
infuse their beloved city with 
distinct pep and verve. An archival 
brochure mirroring the magic of 
the times lists 65 bands gloriously 
sexing up Bombay of 1949. 

That year tagged a parallel 
milestone in Correa’s personal life 
when he married Doreen D’Souza. 
Their age gap meant that she 
knew the musician much before 
knowing the man. Impressed 

hearing him tinkle cool blues to 
tempestuous tunes on Calangute 
beach in Goa as a pretty girl, she 
was formally introduced to Correa 
years later in Bombay through 
mutual friends. Their wedding 
suite hugged a corner on the third 
floor of the Taj – exactly where 
terrorists fired that horrific night of 
26 November almost two years ago 
when the iconic hotel burned. 

Doreen grew, over the years, 
to provide the solid backbone 
behind the creative spirit she lived 
with. While she cannot help let slip, 
“He never had business sense,” a 
gently fierce pride in her voice is 
unmistakable and she stays loyally 

upbeat. As parents they nurtured 
the prodigious musical genes of 
three children, Patricia, Christine 
and Marc, with equal zest. 

Exceptional singers all, Christine 
has gone beyond to earn individual 
stripes as a cutting-edge musician 
in New York. Training vocalists at 
Columbia University, she belongs 
to the acclaimed Frank Carlberg 
Quintet. The virtuoso daughter 
acknowledges how his stress on 
back-slogging work got them, as 
kids, to realize what went into a 
successful career. “He spent hours 
playing what I thought were 
uninteresting patterns. Or repeating 

a passage till it came out just right 
to his ears. Now I see the truth and 
value in what he was doing.” 

 Correa possessed a number of 
violins. He made Christine sit in 
another room as he played the 
same phrase on each instrument.  
“I had to rank every violin in terms 
of its sound. That was the earliest 
aural training I received,” she says. 

As painstaking with his pupils 
as he was with his own children’s 
musical sojourn, Correa taught a 
roster of eager learners like jazz 
dancer-choreographer Shiamak 
Davar. How he demanded diligence, 
his students affirm. To the point of 
exhaustion and frustration, says 

Nakul Mehta, saxophonist for the 
jazz funk band Junckt, who trained 
with Correa in the 1990s. “A 
stickler for getting it right, he was 
intimidating. Then I realized he 
was critical in the most constructive 
way. He taught me to imagine I 
was with a band. Ensemble playing 
makes you hit precise notes.” 

No more than 19 in 2003 when 
he picked up saxophone basics, 
Ryan Sadri recalls his teacher had 
stopped playing himself, as the 
instrument required lung power. 
“But his quirky style of teaching 
theory stays with me each time I’m 
at one of my gigs,” says the 
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Green’s Hotel was another 
venue wooing jazz fans. The 
morning after he performed there 
with Theodore and His Boys, a 
paper pronounced: “In young 
Correa the Theodore blowers have 
an asset, a saxophonist of high 
merit and definite attraction.” 

 It was 1939 that brought a 

turning point in Correa’s routine. 
World War II witnessed an exodus 
of Germans and Italians who 
dominated the big band scene. 
Correa got his break deputizing for 
King Oliver’s clarinetist, Rudy 
Jackson, in Weatherford’s orchestra 
at the Taj. Next, Afro American Roy 
Butler and cornet genius Cricket 
Smith pieced together ensembles, 
which Correa often led. 

By now he had won a 
reputation for pacing every 
manner of musician through the 
works, classical to cabaret. Mickey 
Correa found himself in the plum 
position of being the first Indian 
offered to form an orchestra with 
independent charge. 

“The Correa Swing Orchestra is 
the band most other bands would 
like to be as good as,” lauded initial 
reviews. It roped in quality with 
the cream of players in the music 
business, including Chic Chocolate, 
George Pacheco, Johnny Baptist, 
Eddie Tavares and Lester Weeks. 

Meanwhile, it was getting to 
be a golden time for Bombay on 
several fronts. From the 1940s, the 

city was shot an all-over cultural fix 
with steady infusions of music, 
drama and art. At St Xavier’s 
College, Ebrahim Alkazi took first 
strides in theatre. His brother-in-
law Sultan Padamsee, likened to 
director Orson Welles, started the 
celebrated Theatre Group at the 
family home in a leafy Colaba lane, 
Walton Road, where his niece Raell 
still trains children in stagecraft. 

Amid that vibrant ethnic 
potpourri, the dance floor was ruled 
by Roman Catholics, circling and 
jigging to steps variedly energetic as 
foxtrot, polka, jive, samba, rumba 
and tango. Appreciating what was 
obviously a double bill, a Goan 
Folksong Society notice quaintly 
bubbled: “The way they played 
was quite the bee’s knees and all. 
The best dance music ever heard in 
Bombay, Mickey Correa’s brilliant 
combination from the Taj and 
Green’s took over at about 1 am, 
keeping the fun going briskly till 
the small hours. It was a memorable 
revel for everybody present.” 

In the current restricted live 
act landscape, it’s hard throwing 

back to a time when the city was 
dotted with cafes and clubs that 
belted out sizzling jazz over lunch, 
tea and dinner. Rocked by a peaking 
demand, smoky-toned combo bands 
serenaded lovers and music buffs 
at restaurants like Volga, Venice, 
Gaylord, Berry’s and Bistro. The 
Ambassador Quartet debuted at the 
eponymous Churchgate hotel in 1947.

That was a watershed year, 
striking India’s finest hour. It gave 
Correa’s career a grand highlight: 
“The magnificent opportunity,” he 
says, of presenting the evening 
concert of 14 August 1947. Pandit 
Nehru delivered his stirring ‘Tryst 
with Destiny’ speech in Delhi that 
fateful midnight hour. In tandem, 
the Tricolour rose onstage over 
Correa’s orchestra, to dramatic 
cadences of unfettered India’s 
national anthem. 

Bombay rapidly came to savour 

the taste of other kinds of freedom. 
Creative expression was breaking 
out in unusual ways which found an 
echo in relaxed airs and jazzy sounds. 
Waves of applause kept rolling in 
for Correa’s band. The maestro 
responsible for giving Bombay     
its first swing music show on            
15 September 1948 had 
indisputably arrived. 

A little-known fact involves a 
flowing proficiency with which the 
ultimately versatile Correa played 
classic chords. First clarinet player 
for no less than Yehudi Menuhin’s 
concerts, he performed with the 
Bombay Symphony Orchestra under 
the Belgian Jules Craen and Mehli 
Mehta, conductor Zubin Mehta’s 
father. It was easy for him to render 
Mozart quintets and Beethoven 
trios with consummate mastery. 

Without a doubt, melody came 
instinctively to him. Dr Farhad 
Kapadia affirms Correa’s unerring 
sense of rhythm. “I can find a piece 
of music in any key and he 
accompanies me straight off. In one 
piece, I change the key for just 1-2 
bars and he's on to it right away!” 

Days of wine and roses: Correa’s band playing at the gracious Taj ballroom

The Tricolour unfurls over the 
orchestra on the night of 

14 August 1947

Mario sketches Mickey

Correa possessed a number of violins. He made Christine sit
in another room as he played the same phrase on each instrument. “I would have to rank 

every violin in terms of its sound. That was the earliest aural training I received,” she says
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saxophonist for the jam band 
Something Relevant. Correa would 
famously quote to students like 
Sadri, “You must be like a shark, 
senses alert at all times, grabbing 
everything good around you!” 

 It has been two years since 
entrepreneur Zuzer Jawadwala 
played alto sax with ‘Sir’, as he 
refers to Correa with reverence. 
“Wow, how passionate the man is 
about music. He is also blessed 
with an enviable sense of humour. 
You think he’d run out of steam, 
but at nearly a century he sees and 
hears better than I do at 28!” 

 Always fond of jazz, in 1960 
theatre owner Minoo Master chose 
to learn the clarinet, wanting an 
instrument that was convenient to 
carry. A member of the Bombay 
Swing Club, he remembers, “Mine 
was an hour’s lesson I squeezed in 
on a working afternoon. They 
were the pleasantest sessions – 
rewarding, happy, filled with 
engaging anecdotes about the  
jazz world.”

On her part, Doreen vividly 
remembers every pupil walking 
into their lives. Just the way she 
treasures details of shared early 
journeys with her feted husband. 
Sailing to England in 1953 for 
Queen Elizabeth’s coronation… 

Rubbing shoulders with bandleaders 
in London and Paris where he 
performed with two orchestras… 
Playing for comedian Danny Kaye 
and other Hollywood actors like 
Errol Flynn and William Holden… 

Eventually, eyes scrunched in 
faraway recall, she reaches Correa’s 
swansong concert on 1 October 
1960, when he bowed goodbye to 
hundreds of heavy-hearted fans at 
the Taj. The music man played a 
decidedly wonderful innings, till ill 
health cast a pall. The diagnosis was 
diphtheria, which could damage 
breath and heart, forcing him to 
seek less strenuous employment. 

Mindful of medical opinion, 
Correa exited the Taj after 21 
unforgettable seasons. His 
successor, New Delhi pianist Rock 
Falleiro and his Caballeros, knew 

they were left a tough act to 
follow. Correa took his band for a 
spell to the Ritz. Unable to pay 
musicians salaries matching what 
they earned at the Taj, he saw the 
group disburse sadly. But he had 
reigned supreme. Others like 
Goody Seervai and Nelly Battiwala 
(our only woman bandleader) 
continued to get Bombay 
grooving. Accomplished as they 
were, neither managed anything 
close to the Correa charisma which 
outshone all after. 

Correas from around the globe 
gathered for a twin celebration 
last December. The occasion was 
the couple’s 60th anniversary plus 
96th birthday of the most 
illustrious member of its clan. 
“What a night our children 
planned,” he reminisces, features 
wreathed in contentment. 

I leave with an even more 
warming story from Doreen. Her 
husband loves to gaze at a very 
special view from the sixth-storey 
bedroom of their Colaba Causeway 
flat. He stubbornly won’t let her 
draw the curtains shut on it each 
morning. Not even when blinding 
sunlight streams in. 

Look out of that window… 
It’s the beautiful, brave dome 

of the Taj.
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The Correas on their wedding day


