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Constance Valis Hill presenting George T. Nierenberg 
The American Tap Dance Foundation “American Tap Dance Preservation Award” 

	
	

“George	T.	Nierenberg	became	
interested	in	tap	dance	in	the	
late	1970s	when	no	other	
filmmaker	with	the	exception	of	
Brenda	Bufalino…	were	
interested	in	tap	dance.	George	
Nierenberg’s	films	on	jazz,	tap,	
gospel	and	blues	…	preserved	
not	only	the	sight	and	sound	of	
our	masters	and	mastresses,	but	
made	iconic	“how”	we	
remember	them.	How	can	we	
possibly	forget	in	No	Maps	in	My	
Taps,	Bunny	Briggs	with	tears		

From	left:	Jack	Nierenberg,	George	Nierenberg,	Julie	Nierenberg	&	Constance	Valis	Hill		
	

rolling	down	his	face,	sitting	quietly	in	the	green	room	of	Small’s	Paradise	in	Harlem,	as	his	
elderly	uncles	tell	how	his	earnings	as	a	child	tap	dancer,	the	family’s	sole	source	of	income,	put	
food	on	the	table	and	paid	the	rent.	Howard	“Sandman”	Sims,	jamming	in	the	back	alleyway	
with	a	young	boy,	passing	the	tradition	of	jazz	hoofing	to	young	dancers	in	his	Harlem	
program…	Chuck	Green,	sitting	quietly	in	a	rehearsal	room,	philosophizing	on	how,	if	you	drop	
your	heels,	you	can	get	a	more	floating	quality,	“like	a	leaf	coming	off	a	top	of	a	tree.”	Changing	
the	quality	of	the	sound	and	giving	it	a	“tonation”	that	could	tell	the	story	of	your	life.			
	
To	call	George	Nierenberg	a	nonfiction	documentary	filmmaker	is	to	do	his	artistry	a	great	
disservice.	Not	mere	reportage,	George’s	filmmaking	is	an	act	of	love.		He	was	committed	to	
telling	the	unique	story	of	our	tap	dancing	lives.		Well,	why	tap	dance,	George?	Was	it	your	
mother,	Julie	Juliette	who	was	a	child	tap	dancer,	in	which	the	highlight	of	her	career	as	a	child	
tap	dancer	was	dancing	for	the	inmates	of	Sing	Sing	Prison?	Was	it	when	you	met	“Sandman”	
Sims	and	he	embraced	you	fully	and	introduced	you	to	the	brotherhood	of	rhythm	tap	dancers	
that	you	sensed	the	pathétique,	the	deep-souled	beauty	of	these	bluesmen?	Making	these	films	
was	George’s	dharma.		The	fated	path	in	this	lifetime	toward	one	which	one	finds	one’s	divine	
self.” 
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George T. Nierenberg, Director 

 
	
GEORGE	NIERENBERG	is	an	acclaimed	
Producer/Director	whose	career	has	spanned	
the	worlds	of	independent	features,	network,	
cable	and	international	television.	His	
fascination	with	the	roots	of	American	culture	
has	led	to	a	series	of	remarkable	non-fiction	
films.		His	award	winning	film,	Say	Amen,	
Somebody	(originally	released	by	MGM,	now	by	
Milestone)	explores	the	lives	and	works	of	the	
pioneers	of	Gospel	music.		Before	its	theatrical	
release,	Say	Amen...	was	celebrated	at	major	

film	festivals	including	Cannes,	Telluride,	New	York,	Toronto	and	London.		It	was	named	“One	of	the	
Ten	Best	Films	Of	The	Year”	by	People	Magazine,	Siskel	and	Ebert	and	Rolling	Stone,	among	others.	
	
The	accolades	for	Nierenberg	continued	with	No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	his	Emmy-winning	film	on	
jazz	tap	dancing,	which	received	a	theatrical	release	before	airing	on	PBS,	cable	and	
international	television.		The	film	was	re-released	theatrically	in	June	2017	and	is	playing	
throughout	the	United	States.			In	the	film,	the	spirit	of	tap	in	its	heyday,	shown	in	rare	photos	
and	Hollywood	film	clips	of	the	1930s,	provides	a	backdrop	for	intimate	portraits	of	three	
surviving	“hoofers,”	Sandman	Sims,	Chuck	Green	and	Bunny	Briggs.		As	was	written	by	Richard	
Corliss	of	Time	Magazine,	“Their	story	is	poignant,	their	dexterity	poetic,	their	legacy	immense”.		
The	production	spawned	live	presentations	of	tap	dance	performances,	which	toured	to	over	
60	cities	around	the	world.		
	
No	Maps…	was	followed	by	About	Tap,	a	PBS	special	featuring	Gregory	Hines,	which,	by	looking	at	
three	tap	legends,	Jimmy	Slyde,	Chuck	Green	and	Steve	Condos,	explores	how	an	artist	finds	his/her	
own	 style.	 	 Mr.	 Nierenberg	 made	 the	 film	 to	 build	 on	 what	 had	 come	 before	 in	No	Maps…	 by	
addressing	the	artistry	of	the	dance	form	and	how	much	each	dancer’s	style	in	jazz	tap	comes	from	
that	individual’s	unique	personality.	
	
Mr.	Nierenberg	also	received	an	Emmy	nomination	for	directing	That	Rhythm...Those	Blues	
featuring	pioneer	blues	performers	Ruth	Brown	and	Charles	Brown.		The	film	tells	the	story	of	the	
early	days	of	rhythm	and	blues	and	how	the	genre	helped	to	break	down	racial	barriers	of	
segregation	at	a	time	when	Jim	Crow	laws	were	the	norm	in	the	US.	
	
Mr.	Nierenberg’s	television	experience	is	extensive.		He	has	produced,	directed	and	developed	
projects	for	MGM,	PBS,	CBS,	NBC,	ABC,	AMC,	Bravo,	Nickelodeon,	Cinemax,	Sony	BMG	and	Reader’s	
Digest,		including:	Neon	Lights,	for	National	Geographic's	Explorer	and	a	film	on	Voodoo	in	Haiti	for	
ABC’s	Day	One.		Nierenberg	was	enlisted	as	a	producer	to	launch	Saturday	Night	with	Connie	Chung	
on	CBS.		He	also	served	as	a	consultant,	overseeing	the	non-fiction	programming	at	Lifetime	
Television	and	presently	serves	as	a	consultant	to	the	Associated	Press,	helping	to	oversee	the	video	
production	done	by	their	still	photographers.	
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For	VH1’s	Hard	Rock	Live,	he	directed	portraits	of	popular	musical	artists	such	as	Chicago,	Robert	
Palmer,	Cyndi	Lauper,	Blues	Traveler,	Sinead	O’Connor,	and	Boz	Scaggs.		For	American	Movie	
Classics	he	created	Gotta	Dance!,	a	two-part	series	on	ballroom	dancing	and	for	Walt	Disney	and	
Bravo,	Head	of	the	Class:	The	Lion	King.			
	
Nierenberg’s	music	interests	led	him	to	work	with	Sony	BMG,	for	which	he	completed	two	DualDisc	
projects:	Bill	Withers’	Just	As	I	Am	and	Neil	Diamond’s	The	Jazz	Singer.		
	
Layered	and	nuanced,	Mr.	Nierenberg’s	films	all	tend	to	cover	more	than	just	their	apparent	subject	
matter.	 	 Say	 Amen…	 is	 taught	 in	women’s	 studies	 departments	 in	 universities	 nationwide.	 	 That	
Rhythm…	is	noted	for	its	treatment	of	the	early	days	of	the	civil	rights	movement,	as	experienced	in	
the	music	industry.	
	
And	so	it	is	as	well	with	Mr.	Nierenberg’s	films	about	jazz	tap	dance.	At	a	time	when	tap	dancers	had	
begun	to	wax	elegiac	about	the	demise	of	their	beloved	art	form,	No	Maps	and	its	subsequent	tour	
sparked	 a	 resurgence	 of	 interest	 from	 the	 general	 public.	 About	 Tap	 helped	 solidify	 this	 positive	
trend.	No	Maps	 creates	 an	 indispensable	historical	 record	of	 the	 form,	 told	by	 those	who	 forged	
that	 history,	 telling	 the	 story	 of	 tap	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 black	 heritage	 and	 culture;	 About	 Tap	
furthers	 the	 tale	as	more	of	 those	history	makers	–	guided	by	Gregory	Hines	–	 	also	examine	 the	
question	“How	does	an	artist	discover	his/her	own	 individual	 style?”	 	 For	Chuck	Green,	 character	
makes	the	dance	performance	work:	"You	have	to	say	something.	You	give	 it	a	personality.”	 	Both	
films	are	widely	hailed	as	critical	contributions	to	this	uniquely	American	art	form.	
	
For	more	information	about	George	T.	Nierenberg	go	to	www.gtnpictures.com	
	

Filmography	
	

No	Limits	–	Videojournalist,	Producer	1999	
Gotta	Dance!	–	Director	1995	
Neon	Lights	–	Director	1992	
That	Rhythm...	Those	Blues	–	Director	1988	
Hail!	Hail!	Rock	‘n’	Roll	–	Associate	Producer	
(second	unit)	1987	

About	Tap	–	Director	1985	
Say	Amen,	Somebody	–	Director	1982	
No	Maps	on	My	Taps	–	Director	1979	
The	Hollow	–	Director	1975
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Interview: George Nierenberg on No Maps on My Taps and About Tap 

Director	Talk		
by	Judy	Gelman	Myers	
April	13,	2016	|	No	Maps	on	My	Taps	and	About	Tap:	George	Nierenberg	
	
In	No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	documentary	filmmaker	George	Nierenberg	captures	the	
brilliance	and	the	passion	of	tap	dancing	giants	Bunny	Briggs,	Chuck	Green,	and	
“Sandman”	Sims,	along	with	Lionel	Hampton	and	John	Bubbles.	Nierenberg’s	follow-up	
film,	About	Tap,	is	introduced	by	Gregory	Hines,	and	features	performances	by	tap	
dancing	greats	Steve	Condos,	Jimmy	Slyde,	and	Chuck	Green.	No	Maps	on	My	Taps	and	
About	Tap	not	only	rejuvenated	the	hoofers’	careers	but	also	revitalized	tap	in	the	U.S.,	
from	where	it	spread	around	the	world.	Thanks	to	Tony	Waag,	American	Tap	Dance	
Foundation,	and	Lynn	Schwab	for	making	this	interview	possible.	
	

	
George	Nierenberg	with	Chuck	Green,	Bunny	Briggs,	and	“Sandman”	Sims	
on	the	set	of	No	Maps	on	My	Taps.	Photo	courtesy:	George	Nierenberg	

	
DT:		In	your	film	About	Tap,	Gregory	Hines	spoke	about	personal	style.	You	spent	a	lot	of	
time	with	Chuck	Green,	Jimmy	Slyde,	Steve	Condos,	“Sandman”	Sims,	and	Bunny	Briggs.	
What	did	you	learn	from	them	about	the	importance	of	personal	style	in	tap?	
	
GN:		I	can	talk	about	it	in	terms	of	tap	dancing	if	you	like,	but	I	see	it	in	terms	of	a	bigger	
sense	of	what	it	means	to	be	your	own	artist.	I	came	to	understand	that	what	they	do	
and	what	they’ve	brought	to	their	art	is	demonstrative	of	any	person	who	tries	to	find	
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themselves	and	tries	to	express	themselves	individually	as	to	who	they	are.	You	can	see	
their	personality	in	their	art.	You	can’t	separate	one	from	the	other.	You	can’t	have	
Chuck	Green	doing	Bunny	Briggs.	You	can’t	have	Bunny	Briggs	doing	Chuck	Green	—	it	
doesn’t	jive.	What	“Sandman”	talks	about	in	the	film	is	very	philosophical	in	the	sense	
that	he	uses	himself	as	an	example	of	how	he	came	to	understand	that	you	can’t	
duplicate	anybody	and	still	be	your	own	artist.	You	have	to	find	it	yourself	in	yourself,	
and	that’s	what	makes	somebody	unique	and	special.	There	are	plenty	of	imitators	out	
there,	but	there	are	only	a	few	who	are	real	individuals.	In	art.	In	anything.	In	life.	
	
I	felt	that	I	told	that	story	to	a	certain	extent	in	No	Maps	on	My	Taps.	It	was	a	very	
engaging	story.	People	understood	the	humanity	of	the	art	itself	and	gravitated	to	that,	
so	it	was	a	very	popular	film	that	really	galvanized	the	tap	community;	it	was	sort	of	the	
genesis	of	the	resurgence	of	tap.	A	lot	happened	afterwards:	There	were	tap	parades,	
and	we	did	a	tour	around	the	world,	where	the	film	was	the	first	part	of	the	show.	Then	
the	tap	dancers	would	come	out,	and	they’d	get	a	standing	ovation	just	for	walking	on	
stage.	We	did	over	sixty	shows	around	the	world,	called	No	Maps	on	My	Taps	and	
Company.	
	
The	dancers	had	never	experienced	anything	like	that.	Normally	they’d	get	on	stage	and	
have	to	work	the	crowd.	But	on	our	tour,	the	crowd	was	in	the	palm	of	their	hands	
when	they	walked	out	on	stage	because	the	film	made	them	bigger	than	life.	When	I	
met	them,	Bunny	lived	in	a	small	apartment	with	a	woman	who	was	not	very	nice	to	
him.	Chuck	Green	—	all	of	them	—	didn’t	have	any	prominence.	Tap	dancing	was	dying,	
from	their	point	of	view.	The	film	opened	at	the	Telluride	Film	Festival.	We	brought	
“Sandman”	Sims;	he	became	a	big	celebrity,	they	did	Broadway,	they	were	in	a	feature	
with	Gregory.	Their	careers	took	off.	Not	only	that,	a	whole	generation	of	tap	dancers	
learned	from	them.	It	became	so	much	more	popular,	in	a	bigger	sense,	around	the	
world,	but	they	became	the	masters.	They	became	the	ones	who	were	really	respected	
old	men.	They	got	what	they	deserved—they	were	valued	in	a	way	that	they	never	
could	have	anticipated.	
	
	I	made	About	Tap	because	I	felt	I	hadn’t	really	paid	tribute	to	the	art	of	tap	in	No	Maps	
on	My	Taps.	I	was	very,	very	careful	about	who	I	selected	for	both	films.	I	could	have	
picked	any	tap	dancer	—	it	could	have	been	Honi	Coles,	it	could	have	been	Buster	
Brown,	Lon	Chaney.	I	wanted	Jimmy	Slyde	to	be	in	No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	but	he	was	in	
Europe.	For	About	Tap,	I	chose	Steve	Condos,	Jimmy	Slyde,	and	Chuck	Green	because	I	
felt	that	collectively	they	could	tell	the	story.	I	picked	Chuck	Green	again	because	I	felt	
he	was	such	a	galvanizing	force	for	the	dancers.	He	was	institutionalized	for	many	years,	
and	when	he	came	out,	he	brought	them	all	together	because	they	respected	him	so	
much,	so	I	felt	it	was	important	to	have	him	in	the	film.	I	wanted	to	capture	Jimmy	Slyde	
because	I	hadn’t	in	the	earlier	film,	and	I	wanted	to	capture	Steve	Condos	because	his	
style	was	so	unique,	and	they	were	all	so	distinctively	different.	I	picked	those	three	
because	I	felt	collectively	they	would	show	a	spectrum	of	the	dance	that	was	so	unique.	
I	also	felt	they	could	articulate	what	they	did	above	and	beyond	the	dance	itself,	that	



	 9	

their	way	of	expressing	what	they	did	was	bigger	than	the	dance.	They	put	it	in	a	context	
where	you	could	view	it	differently,	so	what	they	said	enabled	you	to	see	inside	of	who	
they	were	and	what	they	were	doing.	
		
DT:		Let’s	go	back	to	the	issue	of	personality.	You	got	to	know	them	pretty	well	over	the	
course	of	filming.	This	may	be	a	tricky	question	to	answer,	but	can	you	articulate	what	it	
was	about	their	personalities	that	came	out	in	their	dance?	
	
GN:		Bunny	Briggs	would	do	a	little	pose	where	he	put	his	hands	out	with	his	fingernails	
out	front.	He	said	to	me,	“You	know	why	I	do	that?	Because	I	get	my	fingernails	
manicured,	and	I	want	people	to	know	I	take	care	of	myself.”	It’s	a	perfect	thing.	No	
other	dancer	would	say	that,	but	Bunny	would.	“Sandman”	has	his	sand	dance.	It’s	this	
whole	identity.	He	said	Bill	Robinson	was	the	one	who	told	him	he	needed	that	to	be	
able	to	make	a	living.	He’s	able	to	make	those	moves,	and	he	came	up	with	the	whole	
thing	himself	after	trying	a	lot	of	things.	He	lived	in	California,	where	there’s	a	lot	of	
sand,	and	it	was	a	perfect	mechanism	for	him.	He	created	the	board.	He’s	like	a	
musician	with	their	instrument;	his	board	was	his	instrument.	Pouring	in	the	sand,	
putting	in	the	microphone,	that	was	his	instrument.	He	had	to	make	the	whole	thing.	
		
DT:		Bill	Robinson	did	a	sand	dance	in	Stormy	Weather.		
	
GN:		He	did	a	sand	dance,	but	“Sandman”	perfected	it	in	the	way	that	he	created	a	
board	you	could	stick	a	mic	in,	which	had	a	certain	kind	of	surface.	He	used	a	precise	
amount	of	sand.	Bill	Robinson	tapped	up	and	down	stairs.	That	was	his	thing,	with	
Shirley	Temple.	It’s	not	like	nobody	had	done	a	sand	dance	at	all,	but	“Sandman”	had	
the	name	“Sandman”,	you	know	what	I	mean?		He’d	come	up	on	the	stage	with	that	
board	and	dance	in	one	little	spot.	Steve	Condos	would	dance	in	one	spot,	too.	
		
DT:		Let’s	talk	about	Steve	Condos.	What	was	he	like?	
	
GN:		Intense.	He	was	so	committed	to	his	dance.	With	all	of	these	people,	once	a	tap	
dancer	always	a	tap	dancer.	My	mother	was	a	tap	dance	star	when	she	was	a	child.	The	
height	of	her	career	is	when	she	tap	danced	for	the	inmates	at	Sing	Sing.	
	
DT:		How	old	was	she?	
	
GN:		Ten.	She’s	ninety-one	years	old	now,	and	she	can	still	tap	dace.	She	wanted	Tony	
[Tony	Waag,	cofounder	of	American	Tap	Dance	Foundation,	along	with	Brenda	Bufalino	
and	Honi	Coles]	to	put	together	a	group	of	elderly	ladies	who	could	tap	dance	on	chairs.	
So	once	a	tap	dancer	always	a	tap	dancer.	It’s	part	of	your	being.	
	
As	far	as	personality	is	concerned,	Chuck	Green	is	very	interesting	at	the	end	of	About	
Tap.	He	has	his	hat,	and	he	walks	off	in	a	certain	style	in	the	way	that	only	he	could.	He	
had	this	class.	He	was	the	only	one	who	could	do	that.	He	had	this	incredibly	unique	



	 10	

face,	which	had	such	sweetness	in	it,	but	at	the	same	time	he	had	the	capacity	to	be	so	
angry	like	he	was	at	“Sandman”	in	No	Maps	on	My	Taps.	
		
DT:		How	competitive	did	challenge	dancing	get?	
	
GN:		Remember,	Chuck	went	in	and	out	of…	functionality,	let’s	say.	On	the	day	of	the	
performance	[in	No	Maps	on	My	Taps],	we	couldn’t	find	him.	He	had	disappeared.	I	had	
a	lot	of	money	riding	on	that	day.	Lionel	Hampton,	his	band,	the	crew,	the	place,	and	
everything	else.	Chuck	literally	could	not	be	found.	He	hadn’t	shown	up	at	the	home	the	
night	before.	Nobody	knew	where	he	was,	and	now	it’s	three	o’clock	in	the	afternoon	
and	we	still	haven’t	found	him.	
	
DT:		When	was	the	show	supposed	to	go	on?	
	
GN:		Five	o’clock.	Finally	he	calls	the	office	and	they	say	to	him,	“Chuck,	where	are	you?”	
He	said,	“I’m	in	a	phone	booth.”	They	said,	“Look	out	the	phone	booth.	Where	you	at?”	
He	said,	“I’m	at	the	corner	of	Walk	and	Don’t	Walk.”	Anyway,	they	found	him	and	
brought	him	up,	so	when	he	got	there,	he	was	in	a	certain	state	of	mind	that	was	a	bit	
raw.	“Sandman”	could	always	get	under	his	skin	easily,	but	“Sandman”	also	respected	
him	so	much,	as	he	expressed	so	beautifully	in	No	Maps.	“Sandman”	was	trying	to	egg	
him	on,	it’s	just	that	Chuck	was	not	in	a	state	of	mind	that	he	could	really	take	it.	You	
could	see	at	the	end	of	the	performance,	when	Chuck	is	doubting	himself	about	how	
well	he	did,	and	Bunny	is	saying,	“No,	you	did	good,	Chuck.”	At	the	end,	they’re	wiping	
off	Chuck’s	brow	and	he	says,	“Got	no	maps	on	my	taps,”	which	basically	means	I	can	
tap	dance	anywhere.	There	are	no	boundaries	to	my	dancing.	So	that’s	Chuck.	He’s	
poetry.	
		
DT:		You	also	directed	the	films	Say	Amen,	Somebody	[about	gospel	music]	and	That	
Rhythm,	Those	Blues	[about	the	evolution	of	rhythm	and	blues].	Is	there	any	crossover	
with	your	tap	films?	
	
GN:		Yes.	There’s	a	tie	between	all	the	films.	That	Rhythm,	Those	Blues	was	about	the	
evolution	of	rhythm	and	blues	to	rock	and	roll.	In	No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	“Sandman”	is	
standing	in	front	of	the	Apollo	Theater,	and	he	claims	that	what	took	tap	out	was	rock	
and	roll.	Chuck	refers	to	the	same	thing	in	his	conversation	with	John	Bubbles.	
This	is	what	happened:	Rhythm	and	blues	came	out	of	the	South,	out	of	the	gospel	
churches.	That’s	where	the	record	companies	would	find	talent—Aretha	Franklin,	Ruth	
Brown.	All	those	people	who	started	out	all	sang	in	church,	so	the	record	companies	
would	go	through	the	South,	get	their	raw	talent,	and	develop	it.	They	would	tour	a	lot	
through	the	South	—	the	North	as	well	—	and	there	were	black	DJs	who	were	often	
more	famous	than	the	talent.	The	whites	started	listening	to	their	music	and	started	
liking	it,	cause	they	were	listening	to	Pat	Boone,	but	then	they’d	listen	to	black	music	
and	they	could	swing	to	it.	The	blacks	would	have	these	big	shows	where	blacks	would	
go	and	hear	the	various	groups.	Suddenly	the	whites	would	start	sneaking	up	in	the	
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balcony	and	watching	the	blacks,	and	they’d	see	things	they’d	never	seen	before.	
Eventually	they’d	go	to	the	dance	floor	and	try	to	dance	with	the	blacks,	and	it	created	a	
whole	ruckus.	The	police	had	to	come	in,	and	they’d	put	up	a	rope;	the	blacks	would	
dance	on	one	side,	and	the	whites	would	dance	on	the	other.	
	
Eventually	what	happened	is	the	whites	started	copying	the	black	music.	Pat	Boone	
would	copy	Fats	Domino	singing	the	same	thing.	At	the	Apollo	Theater,	they	started	
having	black	acts	and	white	acts	together.	Ultimately	the	white	acts	basically	took	the	
black	music.	They	stole	it	from	the	blacks,	starting	with	Elvis	Presley.	He	took	his	music	
from	black	churches.	“Ain’t	Nothing	But	a	Hound	Dog”	had	been	sung	before;	it	wasn’t	
his,	but	it	took	over	the	theater.	All	of	a	sudden,	that	became	the	popular	thing,	
compared	to	the	variety	shows	where	you	had	a	tap	dancer,	a	comedian,	a	big	band.	
Lionel	Hampton	had	a	tap	dancer,	Duke	Ellington	had	a	dancer.	
	
DT:		Like	The	Ed	Sullivan	Show.	
	
GN:		Yeah.	So	the	tap	dancers	lost	their	work.	There	was	no	place	for	them	to	dance.	
They	couldn’t	be	booked.	Bunny	Briggs	couldn’t	find	work.	None	of	them	could	find	
work.	So	basically	it	was	rock	and	roll	that	took	over	for	tap	dancers.	It	was	gospel,	it	
was	rhythm	and	blues,	and	it	all	ties	together	cause	the	tap	dancers	are	connected	in	
that	evolution.	
		
DT:		Making	a	film	is	a	huge	investment	of	time	and	energy.	What	drew	you	to	make	
these	films?	
	
GN:		The	passion	of	the	people.	It	was	just	infectious.	And	I	felt	I	had	the	ability	to	
articulate	their	story.	I	spent	a	lot	of	time	with	them	before	I	started	filming,	so	I	really	
understood	the	story	that	I	wanted	to	tell.	I	felt	that	if	I	could	re-create	that	story	for	
someone	who	didn’t	know	the	dancers	so	that	they	had	the	same	feelings	that	I	had,	I’d	
be	successful.	My	attempt	was	to	engage	an	audience	with	the	same	emotional	feelings	
that	I	had	with	these	individuals.	
		
DT:		Can	you	talk	about	the	relationship	between	the	dancer	and	the	musicians?	
	
GN:		Jimmy	Slyde	talks	about	that	a	lot	in	About	Tap.	There	are	a	lot	of	dancers,	like	
Gregory	Hines	and	Savion	Glover,	who	like	to	dance	without	music.	You	notice	how	
“Sandman”	Sims	stopped	the	band	from	playing,	whereas	to	somebody	like	Chuck	
Green	music	is	integral.	Duke	Ellington	had	Chuck,	so	that	says	a	lot.	When	Chuck	came	
out	of	that	institution,	he	used	to	dance	with	knickers.	You	asked	him	why	he	danced	
with	knickers,	and	he	said	so	people	could	see	his	feet.	He	wanted	people	to	see	his	
feet.	He	had	enormous	feet.	As	for	Jimmy	Slyde,	it’s	all	about	dancing	with	the	music,	to	
the	music.	When	“Sandman”	Sims	is	doing	a	sand	dance,	he	always	cuts	off	the	music.	It	
starts	when	he	comes	out	to	introduce	him,	he	cuts	it	off,	and	then	it	ends	to	get	him	
out.	With	Bunny,	it’s	integral	to	his	dance.	Everybody	has	a	different	approach.	
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DT:		What	about	Steve	Condos?	
	
GN:		Steve	Condos	considers	himself	a	musical	instrument.	He	says	Louis	Armstrong	is	
his	inspiration	though	Louis	Armstrong	didn’t	play	the	drums.	He	is	music.	He	hears	
himself,	and	it’s	musical.	So	everybody	was	different	in	their	relationship	to	music,	but	
no	matter	what,	music	is	an	integral	part.	Whether	people	use	music	or	not,	it’s	all	
musical.	They’re	just	making	music	with	their	feet.	Remember,	tap	didn’t	come	up	with	
music.	It	came	up	on	the	streets	in	its	origin.	There	wasn’t	any	musical	accompaniment.	
When	Chuck	was	a	little	kid,	he	would	dance	on	the	street,	gluing	bottle	caps	to	his	bare	
feet	with	tar	in	order	to	create	the	tap.	There	wasn’t	any	music	that	went	along	with	it,	
so	the	notion	of	having	actual	musicians	wasn’t	always	possible.	Peg	Leg	Bates	would	
dance	to	music.	When	big	bands	had	a	tap	dancer,	it	was	out	of	a	certain	respect.	
		
DT:		You	also	recorded	oral	histories	with	John	Bubbles	and	Chuck	Green.	Can	you	talk	
about	those?	
	
GN:		I	did	a	twelve-hour	interview	with	Chuck	and	a	twelve-hour	interview	with	John	
Bubbles.	Chuck’s	interview	didn’t	make	any	sense	whatsoever	for	twelve	hours	—	he	
would	just	go	off	and	not	make	sense.	I	just	didn’t	get	him	on	a	good	day.	Bubbles	talked	
about	a	lot	of	different	things.	
		
DT:		Do	you	think	that	part	of	the	reverence	for	Chuck	Green	was	his	connection	to	John	
Bubbles?		I	believe	that	in	tap	there’s	a	lot	of	respect	for	the	lineage	of	the	teacher.	
	
GN:		Absolutely,	and	still	to	this	day.	I	just	showed	my	film	About	Tap	at	the	American	
Tap	Dance	Foundation,	and	the	place	was	packed.	The	legacy	is	extremely	important	in	
tap.	It’s	unusual	the	extent	to	which	it’s	part	of	it.	In	No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	“Sandman”	

talks	really	beautifully	about	
lineage.	He	talks	about	who	
John	Bubbles	was	and	how	
Chuck	learned	from	John	
Bubbles.	Bunny	Briggs	talks	
about	how	Bill	Robinson	
wanted	him	as	his	protégé	but	
his	mother	wouldn’t	let	him	
go.	Had	Bunny	had	that	as	part	
of	his	resume,	it	could	have	
put	him	in	a	different	class.	
That	was	a	very	big	deal	being	
the	kid	act	that	followed	John	
Bubbles.	Bubbles	was	
extremely	famous.	He	was	the	
original	Sportin’	Life	in	Porgy	
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and	Bess.	He	was	a	very,	very	famous	tap	dancer.	He	was	also	the	first	one	to	be	a	
hoofer.	He	used	his	heel	as	much	as	his	toe.	Bill	Robinson	would	dance	more	with	the	
toe	in	a	lot	of	steps.	He	didn’t	use	his	heel	as	much.	John	Bubbles	came	along	and	was	a	
real	hoofer.	Chuck	learned	a	lot	from	John	Bubbles;	in	the	film,	you	can	hear	in	the	
phone	conversation	between	the	two	how	much	respect	Chuck	has	for	him.	He	calls	him	
Mr.	Bubbles.	Chuck	becomes	a	child.	
		
DT:		Would	you	make	another	tap	film?	
	
GN:		I	do	wish	that	somebody	would	take	the	tapes	I’ve	recently	found	and	do	
something	with	them,	because	I	think	they’re	invaluable.	I	have	hundreds	of	
photographs	of	these	dancers,	and	I	wish	there	was	a	place	for	them.	
DT:		Do	you	have	dance	footage?	
	
GN:		I	do,	but	you	have	to	remember	that	it	was	shot	on	film,	so	the	sound	is	a	separate	
element.	To	put	anything	together	is	very	complicated	and	expensive,	because	it’s	not	
like	video	tied	together.	All	that	stuff	is	housed	at	the	Schomburg	Library,	and	all	the	
negatives	are	housed	at	the	National	Academy	of	Television	Arts	and	Sciences.	When	I	
gave	it	to	them	the	intention	was	that	they	were	going	to	put	that	stuff	together,	but	
they	never	did.	
	
DT:		Who	knows…	maybe	someone	out	there	will	read	this	interview	and	give	you	money	
to	make	another	film.	
	
GN:		I’d	do	it	in	a	heartbeat.	
		
Copyright	©	Director	Talk	2016.	Thank	you	to	Judy	Gelman	Myers	for	permission	to	reprint.	
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No Maps on My Taps: An Appreciation 
by Lynn Dally 

	

“I	got	no	maps…	on	my	taps…	I	takes	the	raps…	“	—	Chuck	Green	

No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	an	hour-long	documentary	by	filmmaker	George	T.	Nierenberg,	
emerged	in	1980	at	the	same	time	my	West	Coast	colleagues	and	I	were	creating	a	new	
format	for	tap	dancing-live,	and	in	concert.	On	a	mission	to	rediscover,	reinvent,	and	
revive	the	form,	we	aspired	to	be	the	Modern	Jazz	Quartet	of	tap,	a	small	chamber	
ensemble	of	distinctive	soloists,	each	with	a	singular	voice	and	able	to	participate	fully	
as	instrumentalists	in	the	totality	of	the	music-making.	We	were	creating	a	tap-dance	
company	with	live	jazz	music,	in	which	the	creative	collaborations	and	ideas	of	the	
dancers	and	musicians	intended	to	engage	an	audience	for	a	whole	evening’s	
presentation	of	tap	dancing-not	as	a	novelty,	not	as	a	seven-minute	vaudeville	song	and	
dance	routine,	and	not	for	the	sake	of	nostalgia,	but	as	a	lively	indigenous	dance	art	
worthy	of	attention	and	begging	for	new	exploration.	

No	Maps	went	straight	to	the	heart	of	our	passion	for	tap	dancing.	As	Nierenberg	was	
investigating	the	roots	of	tap	in	its	living	history	via	the	artistry	of	Bunny	Briggs,	Chuck	
Green,	and	“Sandman”	Sims,	we	and	dancers	like	us	across	the	country	were	searching	
for	living	artists	who	were	willing	to	share	their	life	experiences	and	their	dancing	
expertise.	We	particularly	sought	the	African	American	influences	that	nurtured	rhythm	
tap,	because	it	was	our	perception	that	the	rhythmic	thread	was	broken	when	tap	dance	
fell	into	disuse	in	the	1950s.	We	believed	that	if	we	could	reconnect	with	“rhythm,”	we	
might	have	a	chance	at	taking	tap	into	the	future.	Nierenberg	made	a	great	gift	to	tap	
dance	when	he	chose	to	film	the	stories	of	these	three	artists,	all	well	known	and	
revered	in	the	field,	with	care	and	simplicity.	His	directorial	approach	allows	us	a	clear	
view	of	the	dancing	and	honest	response	in	the	close-ups.	

No	Maps	poses	the	question	“Is	tap	dance	a	dying	art?”	and	then	proceeds	to	inspire	the	
viewer	with	a	strong	and	straightforward	narrative	that	carries	us	into	the	lives	of	three	
veteran	African	American	tap	legends.	These	artists	may	represent	the	end	of	an	era,	
but	their	dancing	is	captured	on	film	in	such	a	way	that	people	like	me	learned	a	lot	
from	it	and	were	inspired	to	find	our	own	voices	and	create	our	own	stories.	As	the	late,	
great	John	Bubbles	(often	referred	to	as	the	father	of	rhythm	tap)	questions	Chuck	
Green	in	their	familial	cross-country	phone	conversation,	“Chuck,	are	you	creatin’?…	are	
you	creatin’	steps?	…	listen,	Chuck,	tap	dancin’s	still	alive-it	just	needs	more	people	to	
execute	it,	that’s	all…	And	get	more	jobs	in	better	places.”	Nearly	25	years	after	the	
release	of	No	Maps,	America	has	experienced	a	genuine	rebirth	of	creativity	and	
interest	in	tap,	and	John	Bubbles’	questions	have	been	answered	by	legions	of	tap	
dancers,	male	and	female,	young	and	old,	amateur	and	pro.	As	the	first	tap	dance	
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documentary,	No	Maps	played	an	important	role	in	this	renaissance	by	capturing	history	
and	giving	voice	to	the	pertinent	question	“Are	you	creatin’?”	

To	tell	this	story,	Nierenberg’s	research	led	him	to	create	a	context	—	specifically,	to	
produce	and	film	a	live	concert	at	Small’s	Paradise,	a	well-known	Harlem	club	of	an	
earlier	era.	The	concert	would	bring	together	three	legendary	tap	artists	who	knew	each	
other	from	show	business	but	were	probably	never	on	the	same	stage	at	the	same	time,	
and	who	represented	three	very	different	aesthetics	in	tap	dancing	but	shared	a	
chemistry,	or	at	least	a	camaraderie,	that	enabled	the	story	to	flow.	He	hired	Lionel	
Hampton,	who,	like	many	traveling	bandleaders,	had	engaged	tap	dancers	to	perform	
with	his	orchestra	on	many	occasions.	Nierenberg	also	developed	other	appropriate	
locations	for	the	shoot,	including	the	street	in	front	and	the	alley	behind	the	world-
famous	Apollo	Theater,	a	small	outdoor	stage	in	the	park,	and	a	classic	second-floor	
dance	studio	with	upright	piano,	wooden	floor,	and	windows	looking	down	on	the	
street.	He	created	an	atmosphere	that	gave	a	sense	of	the	importance	of	this	gathering	
to	the	artists,	to	their	live	audience,	and	to	viewers	of	the	film.	He	revealed	the	intimacy	
of	backstage	preparations,	heightened	the	electricity	of	performance	itself,	and	gently	
nudged	the	“challenge”	concept	into	the	story,	giving	a	deeper	understanding	of	how	
this	art	form	is	transformed	and	passed	on.	His	compassionate	interest	in	each	man’s	
life	story	created	a	lyricism	that	gives	beauty	to	their	sometimes	very	harsh	daily	
experiences.	He	created	a	comfortable,	familiar	situation	for	the	artists,	which	opened	
the	way	for	a	full	expression	of	the	spontaneity	and	creativity	that	are	intrinsic	parts	of	
the	dancing	itself	

Ah,	the	dancing!	What	a	pleasure	to	see	these	veterans	in	all	their	
wonderful		individuality.	The	stage	show’s	opening	number	—	a	classic	“BS	Chorus,”	an	
old	tradition	of	time	steps	and	flash	where	unison	dancing	is	the	mode	--	is	the	only	time	
in	the	entire	film	that	we	see	a	“group”	dance.	We	learn,	as	the	film	progresses,	that	this	
art	deals	with	each	person’s	own	inventions	on	the	rhythms.	We	see	a	1933	clip	of	the	
young	Bunny	Briggs	doing	the	classic	time	step	and	“trenches,”	and	then	real	“rhythm”	
and	vernacular	at	the	club.	This	“rhythm”	dancing	is	what	John	Bubbles	refers	to	when	
he	speaks	of	“creatin’,”	and	the	contrast	between	the	accomplished	kid	and	the	mature	
artistry	of	Briggs	is	also	the	history	of	tap	and	some	of	its	innovation	from	the	1930s	to	
the	1950s	and	1960s.	

Chuck	Green	improvises	a	cappella	at	the	studio	and	then	dances	“Caravan”	with	Lionel	
Hampton’s	orchestra	in	the	show.	“Caravan”	and	“Take	the	A	Train”	are	two	of	Green’s	
signature	tunes.	Viewing	a	master’s	improvisational	approach	to	jazz	standards	such	as	
these	Ellington	pieces	is	enlightening;	we	see	clarity	and	sparseness,	punctuated	by	
select	moments	of	high,	rapid	articulation-and	this	from	a	man	who	is	very	large	and	yet	
goes	into	the	air	with	astonishing	grace.	He	almost	hovers	when	he	isn’t	more	grounded	
in	his	sliding	steps.	And,	of	course,	we	are	entertained	by	“Sandman”	Sims’s	specialty,	
the	old	rhythms	with	the	captivating	gritty	sound.	Though	his	rhythms	are	in	a	sense	
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rawer	than	those	of	the	others,	he	too	weaves	a	fabric	of	continuity	and	driving	
rhythmic	energy.	

The	film	clips	of	Bill	Robinson	and	John	Bubbles	are	priceless.	They	give	us	a	clear	picture	
of	the	power	and	presence	of	each	of	these	great	stars,	and	they	let	us	in	on	the	
evolution	of	tap	dancing.	Bill	Robinson’s	style,	vocabulary,	and	musical	presentation	
were	crystal-clear,	tight	packages	of	eight-bar	phrasing	performed	primarily	from	the	
balls	of	the	feet,	giving	lightness	and	effervescence,	a	symmetry	of	phrasing,	and	a	
knowing	delight	to	his	audiences.	Bubbles	experimented	with	“dropping”	the	heels	and	
thus	added	new	dimensions	to	the	rhythmic	possibilities	of	tap	dancing.	He	was	a	
showman	and	an	innovator	whose	artistry	opened	up	the	second	half	of	the	century	for	
tap	and	allowed	this	simple	art	of	four	metal	plates	on	the	bottoms	of	shoes	to	proceed	
musically	along	with	the	development	of	jazz	from	swing	to	bebop	and	beyond.	

Toward	the	end	of	the	film,	Chuck	Green	describes	how	a	“melody”	came	to	him.	This	
poignant	moment	references	the	challenges	and	difficulties	faced	by	these	artists	as	
they	did	what	they	had	to	do-dance.	The	film	succeeds	in	delivering	the	experience	of	
great	dancing	that	is	so	“in	the	moment”	there	is	no	residue,	and	hence,	“no	maps.”	

[Lynn	Dally	is	Artistic	Director	of	Jazz	Tap	Ensemble	—	ed.]	

Reprinted	with	permissions	from	Envisioning	Dance	on	Video	and	Film.		Judy	Mitoma,	
Elizabeth	Zimmer,	Dale	Ann	Stieber,	Nelli	Heinonen,	Norah	Zuniga	Shaw.	(Eds.)		New	
York:	Routledge,	2002. 

A Very Brief History of Tap Dance 

 
Like	many	performing	arts,	the	history	of	tap	dance	has	no	clear	beginning;	it	evolved	
from	such	diverse	roots	as	African	tribal	dance;	English,	Irish	and	Scottish	folk	dance	
(especially	jigs);	and	a	number	of	other	cultures.	Clog	dancing	(with	wooden	shoes	and	a	
much	heavier	strike	of	the	floor)	also	grew	in	popularity	during	the	19th	century	and	
became	part	of	the	mix.	Much	of	African	tribal	dance	was	carried	over	by	slaves	to	
America	and	it	became	part	of	plantation	life	—	sometimes,	forcibly	performed	for	their	
slave	owners	under	the	threat	of	the	lash.		
	
However,	there	is	common	agreement	on	the	first	great	tap	dancer	—	William	Henry	
Lane,	who	went	by	the	stage	name	of	Master	Juba	(juba	being	a	form	of	a	jig).	Born	
around	1825	in	the	extremely	rough	Five	Points	district	of	Manhattan,	Lane	came	to	
prominence	in	the	1840s	as	one	of	the	earliest	black	performers	to	dance	with	a	white	
minstrel	group.	He	was	first	hired	by	P.T.	Barnum	to	replace	the	black-faced	dancer	John	
Diamond	in	1841.	To	hide	the	hiring	of	a	black	dancer,	Barnum	had	Lane	perform	in	
black	face	—	essentially	a	black	man	posing	as	a	white	man	posing	as	a	black	man.	Juba	
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began	to	challenge	and	defeat	many	of	the	best	white	dancers	of	his	era,	including	
Diamond,	and	even	gained	notice	in	Charles	Dickens’	American	Notes	as	“Boz’s	Juba.”	By	
1845,	his	rising	eminence	meant	he	no	longer	had	to	hide	his	race.	Thanks	to	Dickens’	
mention,	Master	Juba	traveled	to	London	in	1848	with	the	Ethiopian	Serenaders	(a	
white	minstrel	troupe,	with	the	exception	of	Lane)	and	gained	even	greater	prominence.	
However	on	his	return	to	America,	\	critics	were	less	than	kind	and	he	died	in	obscurity	
in	1852	or	1853.	It	was	only	in	1947,	thanks	to	the	dance	historian	Marian	Hannah	
Winter	who	revived	his	story,	that	he	is	known	today.		
	
Minstrel	shows	became	so	popular	after	the	Civil	War	that	they	attracted	both	black	and	
white	audiences.	White	(in	blackface)	and	black	minstrel	shows	were	perceived	to	be	
authentic	if	they	were	re-creations	of	slave	life	and	performed	in	slaves’	clothing.	Most,	
if	not	all,	minstrel	shows	featured	clown-like	performers	(with	blackened	faces	and	red-
painted	lips).	One	of	the	most	popular	of	the	time	was	Billy	Kersands.	A	large	African-
American	who	was	very	light	on	his	feet,	Kersands	may	have	been	the	creator	of	the	
“Virginia	Essence”	a	soft	shoe	dance	popular	at	the	time.	Troubled	as	some	were	by	the	
cartoonish	characterization	of	black	life,	others	regarded	it	as	satire,	Kersands	said	“If	
they	hate	me,	I’m	still	whipping	them,	because	I’m	making	them	laugh.”	He	was	so	
popular	that	theaters	had	to	create	black	sections	on	the	main	floor	(rather	than	just	the	
balcony)	for	audiences.		
	
Minstrel	Shows	were	a	way	for	blacks	to	make	a	living,	to	get	training,	and	for	many,	to	
perform	an	art	that	they	loved.	It	was	around	this	time	that	the	Challenge	Dance	came	
into	the	culture	as	a	Minstrel	sketch.	Usually,	the	skit	involved	a	loudmouth,	course,	
black	man	who	bragged	about	his	skills.	He	would	be	put	up	in	a	bet	against	an	
“Ethiopian	exquisite”	who	would	so	out-perform	his	challenger	that	the	loudmouth	
would	look	comically	grotesque	and	stumble	and	fall	at	the	end.		
	
It	was	around	1876	when	the	syncopated	buck-and-wing	style	became	popular.	The	
blackface	duo	of	McIntyre	and	Heath	claimed	to	be	the	originators,	but	the	duo	
suggested	that	they	got	the	idea	from	watching	“Negros	in	the	South.”	By	the	late	19th	
century,	the	buck-and-wing	and	cakewalk	were	national	fads.	However,	many	black	
intellectuals	found	the	cakewalk	demeaning	black	dancers	in	performed	in	stereotyped	
roles	while	white	“owners”	made	money	from	white	audiences.	
	
To	this	point,	there	were	three	styles	of	dancing	—	buck	dancing	(similar	to	clog),	soft-
soled	dance	(smoother,	more	graceful,	popular	in	vaudeville	and	done	with	any	kind	of	
shoe)	and	buck-and-wing	dancing,	a	fast	dance	done	mostly	in	wooden-soled	shoes.	
	
Nearing	the	end	of	the	era	of	the	minstrel	shows,	a	great	performer	appeared	on	stage.	
Bill	“Bojangles”	Robinson	was	born	in	1878	in	Richmond,	Virginia.	At	the	age	of	five,	he	
was	busking	as	a	hoofer	in	local	beer	gardens	and	in	front	of	theaters.	A	promoter	saw	
him	in	front	of	the	Globe	Theater	and	offered	him	a	job	as	a	“pickaninny”	in	a	minstrel	
show	—	a	young	black	child	who	sang,	danced,	or	told	jokes.	When	his	parents	both	
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died	in	1884,	his	grandmother	raised	him.	In	1890,	he	ran	away	from	home	and	teamed	
up	with	young	Al	Jolson	who	sang,	while	Robinson	danced.	Robinson	joined	the	US	Army	
in	1898	when	the	Spanish-American	War	broke	out.	After	returning	home,	he	began	his	
career	in	vaudeville	in	an	acclaimed	comic	act	known	as	Cooper	&	Robinson.	In	1908,	
Robinson	broke	up	the	act	and	gambled	on	his	own	career	by	going	solo,	something	still	
not	really	acceptable	for	a	black	performer.	In	1928,	Robinson	was	hired	for	the	all-black	
Broadway	review	Blackbirds	of	1928	and	the	musical’s	success	launched	Robinson’s	
fame.	More	important,	his	portrayal	of	a	dapper,	suave	dancer	was	set	and	it	carried	
him	around	the	world	and	as	a	star	in	Hollywood	films.	
	
As	Minstrel	shows	fell	out	of	favor,	dancing	performances	moved	to	the	now	favored	
Vaudeville	stages.	By	then,	the	“two	colored	rule”	was	in	effect,	which	prohibited	solo	
black	entertainers.	So	duets	became	the	common	performance	in	dance.	Some	teams	
artistic	in	their	mirroring	of	each	other,	while	other	tandems	did	it	for	comic	effect.	The	
team	of	Buck	and	Bubbles,	formed	in	1919,	set	the	tone	for	modern	tap	dancing.	John	
“Bubbles”	Sublett	(born	in	1902,	also	known	as	the	father	of	rhythm	tap)	and	Ford	
“Buck”	Washington	(playing	stride	piano)	performed	in	beautiful	tuxedoes	and	were	
known	as	a	class	act,	a	rebuttal	to	the	clownish	performances	that	came	out	of	Minstrel	
shows.	John	Bubbles,	as	he	came	to	be	know,	soon	was	celebrated	as	the	most	
celebrated	tap	dancer	of	his	time.	In	1920,	he	gave	lessons	to	young	Fred	Astaire.	
Astaire	would	continue	to	consider	Sublett	the	best	tap	dancer	of	his	generation	and	in	
Swing	Time,	the	number	“Bojangles	of	Harlem”	was	a	tribute	to	both	Robinson	and	
Sublett.	
	
The	rise	of	the	Hollywood	musical,	helped	fuel	a	tap	dance	boom	around	the	country	for	
the	next	couple	of	decades.	Robinson,	Astaire,	Ginger	Rogers,	Shirley	Temple,	James	
Cagney,	Eleanor	Powell,	Cab	Calloway,	Gene	Kelly,	Donald	O’Connor,	and	the	Nicholas	
Brothers	all	dazzled	moviegoers	with	their	incredible	tapping.	Meanwhile,	equally	great	
dancers	such	as	“Sandman”	Sims,	Bunny	Briggs,	Chuck	Green,	Honi	Coles,	Cholly	Atkins,	
Jimmy	Slyde	and	others	were	performing	all	over	the	world	on	stage,	as	well	as	
appearing	on	film.	
	
The	golden	age	lasted	through	the	1950s	but	faded	in	the	1960s	as	those	great	
Hollywood	tap	dancers	got	older.	On	Broadway,	tap	dancing	had	been	replaced	by	
Agnes	de	Mille’s	mixture	of	ballet	and	folk	dancing.	Astaire	himself	adopted	a	style	
influenced	by	modern	dance	that	seemed	more	grounded	to	the	earth	with	less	of	tap’s	
exuberance.	The	postwar	advent	of	television	meant	that	people	started	staying	home	
evenings.	As	nightclubs	closed	and	big	bands	were	vanishing,	many	well-paying	gigs	
dried	up.	The	popularity	of	rock	and	roll	replaced	the	musical	forms	(jazz,	popular,	
Broadway)	that	were	the	staple	of	tap	dancing.	If	tap	dancing	was	seen	during	the	1960s	
or	1970s,	it	was	often	used	to	denote	a	comedic,	old-fashioned	nostalgia.	
	
The	revival	of	tap	dance	started	with	the	1971	success	of	No,	No,	Nanette	starring	Ruby	
Keeler.	Although	not	artistically	brilliant,	it	did	launch	dozens	of	tap	dance	schools	
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around	the	country,	building	a	young	audience	for	what	was	to	come.	Two	white	female	
tap	dancers,	Brenda	Bufalino	and	Jane	Goldberg	decided	that	they	had	to	do	something.	
Soon,	they	were	creating	brilliant	work,	teaching	classes,	and	bringing	back	the	older	tap	
dancers.	But	it	was	two	events	in	1978–1979	that	really	energized	tap’s	comeback.	That	
year,	George	Nierenberg’s	No	Maps	on	My	Taps	played	to	a	national	audience	on	PBS	
and	subsequently	was	shown	on	college	campuses	all	over	the	country.	Audiences	were	
thrilled	to	rediscover	the	film’s	three	great	tap	dancers	(Bunny	Briggs,	Chuck	Green	and	
“Sandman”	Sims)	—	men	who	had	devoted	their	entire	lives	for	their	art.	In	the	film,	
“Sandman”	Sims	wondered	who	was	going	to	take	over	when	they	were	gone.	Sims	
didn’t	have	to	wait	long	at	all.	Although	many	people	credit	Nierenberg’s	film	alone	for	
tap’s	revival,	there	was	an	equally	important	event.	Just	a	few	months	earlier,	33-year-
old	Gregory	Hines	became	an	“overnight”	sensation	with	his	Tony-winning	performance	
in	Eubie!	Gregory	and	his	brother	Maurice	had	learned	from	the	great	tap	dancers	who	
came	before	them	and	had	made	it	their	own.	The	Hines	brothers’	tap	had	a	brilliant,	
energetic,	powerful	form	that	exuded	a	new	kind	of	cool.	Gregory	became	a	major	film	
star	before	he	died	at	the	very	young	age	of	fifty-seven.	In	his	1989	film	TAP,	Hines	not	
only	featured	the	great	old	stars	of	generations	before,	but	also	his	young	protégé,	
Savion	Glover.		
	
Glover	has	taken	over	the	mantle	of	tap’s	premier	dancer	since	Hines’	death.	Others	
have	followed,	including	Dormeshia	Sumbry-Edwards	and	Michelle	Dorrance.	Today,	in	
New	York	City,	the	American	Tap	Dance	Foundation	hosts	year-long	events,	classes	and	
the	amazing	annual	Tap	City:	The	New	York	City	Tap	Festival,	that	brings	in	the	great	tap	
dancers	from	all	over	the	world.	Many	similar	organizations	around	the	world	teach	and	
carry	on	the	tap	tradition.	Although	it	may	never	again	reach	the	great	commercial	
heights	of	the	golden	age,	the	art	itself	continues	to	evolve	and	to	thrive.	
	
Over	the	years,	No	Maps	on	My	Taps	and	About	Tap	have	become	the	most	beloved	
films	on	this	great	art.	However,	as	VHS	tapes	have	become	worn	and	the	film	went	out	
of	release,	it	became	harder	and	harder	to	see	it.	Milestone’s	new	2K	restoration	from	
the	original	a/b	camera	negative	will	not	only	bring	new	life	to	these	films,	but	they	will	
look	better	than	ever.	
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Paul Barnes, Editor 

	
Paul	Barnes	began	his	film	career	at	New	York	University	where	he	had	such	important	
mentors	as	George	Stoney,	Len	Lye,	Carl	Learner	and	Larry	Silk.	Starting	out	
professionally	working	as	an	apprentice	—	and	later	as	assistant	—	with	George	Stoney	
Associates	on	sponsored	documentaries,	his	work	afterwards	was,	in	his	words,	paying	
dues	on	films	he	considered	“truly	junk.”	No	Maps	on	My	Taps	was	Barnes’	first	
opportunity	to	work	on	an	important	production	and	it	gained	him	recognition	as	an	
editor.	The	film	did	pose	some	editorial	challenges,	as	director	George	Nierenberg	noted	
in	an	interview.	Legendary	tap	dancer	Chuck	Green	was	having	mental	health	issues	that	
made	communication	difficult.	The	crew	loved	Green	as	a	dancer	and	as	a	person	and	
really	wanted	him	to	shine,	but	there	was	little	to	use	in	the	twelve	hours	of	filmed	
interview.	In	contrast,	Green’s	costars,	Bunny	Briggs	and	“Sandman”	Sims	were	
extremely	articulate	—	so	the	contrast	was	striking.	The	filmmakers	decided	to	
emphasize	Green’s	dancing	and	use	less	of	the	interview,	letting	Briggs	and	Sims	explain	
his	brilliance	as	a	dancer.		Barnes	said	in	the	book,	First	Cut	by	Gabriella	Oldham,	“That	
subtle	approach	with	Chuck,	in	terms	of	the	editing	of	the	character,	was	very	effective.	
One	of	the	best	reviews	of	that	film	in	The	New	Yorker	called	Chuck	‘The	King	Lear	of	
Tap.’	It	was	exactly	what	George	and	I	were	trying	to	do.”	
	
Barnes	has	gone	on	to	an	extremely	distinguished	career,	editing	The	Weavers:	Wasn’t	
that	a	Time?,	Say	Amen,	Somebody	(also	with	George	Nierenberg),	The	Thin	Blue	Line	
and,	since	1984,	all	of	Ken	Burns’	documentaries,	including	The	Civil	War,	Jazz,	Baseball	
and	most	recently,	The	Roosevelts:	An	Intimate	History.	He	has	produced	or	co-
produced	some	of	Burns’	films	for	Florentine	Films	as	well.	He	is	presently	working	on	
the	series	Vietnam	with	Burns.	Barnes	was	born	in	Everett,	Massachusetts,	in	February	
1951	and	presently	resides	in	Alstead,	New	Hampshire.	
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C h u c k  G r e e n  (November 6, 1919– March 7, 1997) 

	
	
“He’s	not	only	a	doctor,	
he’s	a	dancing	
physician.	When	you	go	
to	Chuck	with	your	
dancing,	he	pinpoints	
what	ails	you,	and	if	
you’re	a	good	patient,	
you	will	check	it.”		
—	“Sandman”	Sims.	
	
Chuck	Green,	jazz	tap	
dancer,	was	born	
Charles	Green	in	
Fitzgerald,	Georgia.	As	a	young	boy,	he	stuck	bottle	caps	to	the	bottom	of	his	bare	feet	
and	danced	on	the	sidewalk	for	coins.	At	the	age	of	six,	he	won	third	place	in	an	
amateur	dance	contest	in	which	Noble	Sissle	was	the	bandleader,	and	soon	thereafter	
toured	the	South	as	a	child	tap	dancer.	At	the	age	of	nine,	he	was	spotted	by	a	talent	
agent	and	taken	to	New	York	to	study	tap	dance.	
	
Nat	Nazzaro,	dubbed	the	“monster	agent”	by	those	who	knew	of	his	practice	of	signing	
vulnerable	young	performers	to	ironclad	contracts,	signed	Green	when	the	dancer	was	
twelve	years	old.	A	few	years	later,	Green	formed	the	team	of	Shorty	and	Slim	with	
childhood	friend	James	Walker,	a	talented	comic	dancer.	They	studied	the	great	
comedians	of	the	day,	picking	up	lines	of	patter	from	such	shows	on	the	black	vaudeville	
circuit	as	Pigmeat	Crack	Shot	and	Hunter	Pete	and	Repeate.	“Their	act	was	hilarious.	
Chuck	was	a	natural	—	so	cute,”	tap	dancer	Leonard	Reed	remembered,	adding	that	
Walker	at	the	time	was	tall	and	skinny	and	Green	was	as	small	as	a	chair.	They	did	what	
was	called	“dumb	talk	comedy,”	a	rapid	rhythmic	banter	that	was	interspersed	between	
the	songs	and	dances.	As	Walker	played	a	broken-down	vibraphone	that	looked	as	if	it	
were	falling	apart,	Green	sang,	“Some	people	was	born	to	be	doctors	.	.	.	some	people	
were	born	to	be	kings…		I	fortunately	was	born	to	swing.”	Then	they	tap	danced,	with	
Green	making	graceful	turns	and	Walker	excelling	in	leg-o-mania.	
	
Nazarro	at	the	time	also	managed	Buck	and	Bubbles	(Ford	Lee	“Buck”	Washington	and	
John	Sublett	Bubbles).	He	suggested	that	Green	and	Walker	study	the	singing-dancing-
comedy	team	that	had	bypassed	the	black	vaudeville	Theatre	Owners	Booking	
Association	(TOB.A)	circuit	to	become	headliners	on	the	white	vaudeville	circuit;	by	1922	
the	duo	had	played	New	York’s	prestigious	Palace	Theatre.	Changing	the	name	of	their	
act	to	Chuck	and	Chuckles,	Green	and	Walker	were	groomed	as	a	“juvenile	act”	to	Buck	
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and	Bubbles.	Bubbles	soon	took	Green	under	his	wing,	calling	him	“the	son	I	never	had,”	
and	offering	to	teach	him	what	he	knew,	though	it	came	in	the	form	of	a	challenge.	
“Bubbles	would	do	a	step	just	once,”	Green	explained,	“and	then	say,	‘you	got	one	
chance.’	He	was	a	creator.	They	called	him	the	‘father	of	rhythm.’”	Bubbles’	style	of	
rhythm	tapping	—	in	which	he	loaded	the	bar	(put	many	extra	beats	into	a	bar	of	music)	
and	dropped	his	heels,	hitting	unusual	accents	and	syncopations--	was	revolutionary.	He	
prepared	for	the	new	sound	of	bebop	in	the	1940s,	and	anticipated	the	prolonged	
melodic	lines	of	cool	jazz	in	the	1950s.	“If	you	dropped	your	heels,	you	could	get	a	more	
floating	quality,	like	a	leaf	coming	off	top	of	a	tree,”	said	Green.	“It	changed	the	quality	
of	the	sound,	gave	it	tonation.”	
	
Through	the	1930s	and	early	1940s,	Chuck	and	Chuckles	toured	Europe,	Australia,	and	
the	United	States,	performing	in	such	venues	as	Radio	City	Music	Hall,	the	Paramount,	
Apollo,	and	Capital	theatres.	Jobs	were	plentiful	and	their	manager	had	the	team	
doubling	up	on	performances.	They	averaged	five	stage	shows	a	day,	played	nightclubs	
until	early	morning,	and	toured	nonstop	with	big	bands	across	the	country	and	abroad.	
By	1944,	the	strain	and	wear	of	performing	had	taken	its	toll.	The	team	of	Chuck	and	
Chuckles	broke	up,	and	Green	was	committed	to	a	mental	institution.	When	he	was	
released	some	fifteen	years	later,	he	was	a	changed	man	—	extremely	introverted	and	
seemingly	in	a	world	of	his	own.	His	friends	thought	it	a	miracle	he	could	still	dance.	By	
experimenting	with	the	new	harmonies,	rhythmic	patterns,	and	melodic	approaches	of	
the	bop	musicians,	Green	created	his	own	style	of	rhythm	tapping	that	was	ad-libbed,	
up-tempo,	and	ultra	cool.	
	
In	the	sixties,	Green	began	again	to	perform	on	stage	and	television.	He	appeared	with	
the	Copasetics	(a	tap	fraternity	dedicated	to	the	memory	of	Bill	“Bojangles”	Robinson)	
on	the	popular	educational	channel	WNET	in	a	show	hosted	by	Dick	Cavett.	On	July	6,	
1963	he	performed	at	the	Newport	Jazz	Festival	as	a	member	of	the	“Old	Time	Hoofers”	
with	Honi	Coles,	Charles	“Cookie”	Cook,	Ernest	Brown,	Pete	Nugent,	Cholly	Atkins,	and	
Baby	Laurence.	The	show	was	introduced	by	jazz	historian	Marshall	Stearns	and	marked	
a	resurgence	of	tap	dance	in	popular	culture.	
	
At	the	New	York’s	Village	Vanguard	in	1964,	legendary	tap	dancer	Groundhog	faced	
Green	in	a	tap	challenge.	“I’ve	been	waiting	to	battle	Chuck	Green	for	twenty	years,”	
Groundhog	told	Stearns.	“Dancing	is	like	gang	war	and	tonight	I’m	up	against	one	of	the	
best.”	Groundhog’s	rapid	and	syncopated	staccato	tapping	was	foiled	by	Green’s	relaxed	
and	fluid	style	of	jazz	tapping	and	almost	dreamlike	grace.	In	1969	Green	appeared	with	
members	of	Harlem’s	Hoofer’s	Club	for	a	series	of	“Tap	Happenings”	that	were	
produced	in	New	York	City	by	Letitia	Jay.	
	
Through	1970s	and	1980s,	Green	continued	to	perform	with	the	Copasetics.	Host	Honi	
Coles	introduced	him	as,	“Chuck	Green,	the	greatest	tap	dancer	in	the	world.”	When	
asked	why	Green	was	bestowed	that	special	title,	Coles	answered,	“His	slow	dance	is	
genius.	Most	dancers	would	fall	on	their	face.	His	timing	is	like	a	musician’s.”	
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In	the	late	1980s,	Green	toured	Europe	with	The	Original	Hoofers,	appeared	as	a	guest	
soloist	at	the	Kennedy	Center	Honors,	and	was	awarded	an	honorary	professorship	at	
Washington	University.	In	New	York	in	1987,	he	began	teaching	a	weekly	two-hour	tap	
class	to	a	dedicated	cross-section	of	New	York’s	top	professional	jazz	dancers.	With	
great	clarity	and	precision,	he	led	his	students	into	the	complexity	of	his	material	with	
warmth	and	ease,	allowing	the	dancers	to	hear	and	feel	the	weight	of	the	rhythm	and	
movement.	
	
In	the	late	1980s	and	early	1990s,	Green	was	twice	honored	with	a	New	York	Dance	and	
Performance	Award	(the	Bessies)	for	his	innovative	achievements	and	technical	skill	in	
dance,	and	for	his	work	in	Black	and	Blue	(1989)	on	Broadway.	Tall	and	big-footed,	
Green	was	a	surprisingly	light,	graceful,	and	melodious	rhythm	dancer	who	was	known	
for	his	specialty	“strut”	when	he	came	on	stage	and	for	his	tick-tock	tap	sounds.	
Whether	dancing	to	such	favorite	tunes	as	“A	Train”	or	“Caravan,”	Green’s	smooth	and	
graceful	rhythm	tapping	was	uncluttered,	even,	and	beautifully	phrased.	He	has	been	
called	the	“Poet	of	Tap.”	
	
In	the	“Green,	Chaney,	Buster,	Slyde”	number	from	the	1996	Broadway	musical,	Bring	in	
’Da	Noise,	Bring	in	’Da	Funk,	Savion	Glover	celebrates	Green	as	a	master	teacher	who	
“was	educatin’	people,	not	entertainin.’”	“Chuck’s	dancin’,”	rapped	Glover	as	he	danced	
before	a	multi-paneled	mirror,	“was	like,	kind	of	slow.	Every	tap	was	clean,	you	know	
what	I’m	sayin’.	You	hear	every	tap.	He	was,	just	like,	on	the	slow	type,	smooth	type.”	
	
Chuck	Green	died	in	Oakland,	California.	The	fluency	of	Green’s	tap	dancing	is	captured	
in	George	Nierenberg’s	documentary	film,	No	Maps	On	My	Taps	(1980)	with	“Sandman”	
Sims	and	Bunny	Briggs.	His	free-association	poetry	of	speech	is	beautifully	rendered	in	
the	film,	About	Tap	(1987).	His	gentleness	of	spirit	is	immortalized	in	Masters	of	Tap	
(1983),	a	documentary	film	that	also	includes	Honi	Coles	and	Will	Gaines.	The	sheer	
musicality	of	Green’s	solo	dancing	is	seen	in	the	film	Dance	Black	America	(1984).	
	

—	by	Constance	Valis	Hill,	
COURTESY	OF	THE	

AMERICAN	TAP	DANCE	
FOUNDATION	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
From	left:	Howard	“Sandman”	Sims,	
Chuck	Green	and	Bunny	Briggs. 
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Bunny Briggs (February 26, 1922–November 15, 2014)  

	
	

Dubbed	by	Duke	Ellington	as	“the	
most	superleviathonic,	
rhythmaturgically-syncopated	
tapsthamaticianisamist,”	Bunny	
Briggs	says	he	was	born	dancing:	
“When	I	finally	faced	the	world	my	
legs	were	kickin’.	They	let	me	loose,	
and	I	just	started	dancin’.	Just	
started	right	out	dancin’.	And	been	
dancing	ever	since.”		He	was	born	
on	Lenox	Avenue	and	138th	Street	
in	Harlem,	New	York.	At	the	age	of	

three	his	mother	took	him	to	the	Lincoln	Theatre	to	see	his	aunt	Gladys,	who	was	a	
chorus	girl.	After	seeing	the	dapper	Bill	Robinson	perform	at	the	Lincoln	he	rushed	home	
to	say,	“Mamma,	I	want	to	be	a	tap	dancer,”	and	proceeded	to	show	her	the	steps	from	
the	routine	that	Robinson	performed.	Absorbing	tap	dance	on	the	streets	of	his	
neighborhood,	he	was	soon	organized	into	Porkchops,	Navy,	Rice,	and	Beans,	a	kiddie	
dance	group	that	performed	in	ballrooms	around	the	city	to	such	tunes	as	“Bugle	Call	
Blues.”			
	
In	the	early	1930s,	after	being	discovered	by	pianist	and	orchestra	leader	Luckey	
Roberts,	he	joined	Roberts’	Society	Entertainers	and	by	the	age	of	eight	began	
performing	in	the	homes	and	mansions	of	some	of	America’s	wealthiest	people,	
performing	for	New	York’s	Four	Hundred:	the	Astors,	Wanamakers	and	Vanderbilts.	
When	he	was	twenty,	he	began	touring	with	the	big	swing	bands	of	Earl	Hines,	Tommy	
and	Jimmy	Dorsey,	Charley	Barnet	and	Count	Basie.	Briggs	was	able	migrate	from	band	
to	band	because	he	was	musically	versatile	and	could	improvise.	With	the	influence	and	
help	of	Dizzy	Gillespie	and	Charlie	Parker,	Briggs	adapted	his	style	to	bebop.	He	also	
created	his	own	style	of	paddle-and-roll	tapping	that	combined	pantomime.	“I	was	
always	an	improvisation	dancer,”	he	told	Rusty	Frank.	“	I	never	danced	to	the	same	tune	
more	than	two	or	three	times.	My	style	is	carefree.	It’s	carefree	and	hard,	but	I	try	to	
make	it	look	easy.”	Writes	Brenda	Bufalino	about	Briggs,	“There	was	never	any	problem	
keeping	Bunny	on	stage.	He	kept	dancing	his	riff-	walks	and	quick	turns,	flipping	his	
head,	and	whipping	his	hair.	He	stopped	short	to	give	the	audience	a	chance	to	applaud	
in	the	middle	of	his	solo,	and	finally,	when	he	brought	the	whole	house	to	its	feet,	he	
would	walk	over	to	the	microphone	and	tell	them	how	much	he	loved	them.”		
	
After	appearing	at	the	Monterey	Jazz	Festival	in	1960	with	the	Duke	Ellington	band,	
Briggs	became	known	as	“Duke’s	dancer”	was	the	chosen	soloist	in	Ellington’s	Concert	of	
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Sacred	Dance,	in	“David	Danced	Before	the	Lord,”	which	premiered	at	Grace	Cathedral	
in	San	Francisco	(September	16,	1965);	he	was	also	the	soloist	for	the	East	Coast	
premiere	of	Concert	of	Sacred	Music	at	the	Fifth	Avenue	Presbyterian	Church	(December	
26,	1966)	in	New	York.	Briggs	also	took	part,	along	with	along	with	Baby	Laurence,	Honi	
Coles,	Pete	Nugent,	and	Cholly	Atkins,	in	the	1962	Newport	Jazz	Festival	in	a	landmark	
concert	that	marked	the	ascendancy	of	tap	dance	in	popularity.	Jazz	critic	Whitney	
Balliett	described	Briggs	in	that	concert	as	an	“airborne	dancer	whose	steps	and	motions	
are	an	exquisite	balance	of	comic	exaggeration	and	almost	fussy	precision.	In	the	
paddle-and-roll,	he	began	with	a	long	sequence	of	abrupt,	irregular	heel	beats,	
punctuated	by	silences	and	quick,	stiff	head-and-arm	motions,	broke	into	a	barrage	of	
military-type	flam	strokes,	and	settled	into	soft,	dizzying	heel-and-toe	beats	(his	torso	
and	head	now	motionless)	that	carried	him	smoothly	all	over	the	seemingly	ice-coated	
stage.”	
	
On	television	in	the	1950s	Briggs	appeared	on	Cavalcade	of	Bands;	in	1960s	he	
performed	on	the	Ed	Sullivan	Show;	and	in	the	1970s	Johnny	Carson	shows,	as	well	as	
such	TV	specials	as	Apollo	Uptown	and	Monk’s	Time.	During	the	1970s	and	1980s	he	
danced	aboard	tour	ships;	and	toured	Europe	in	the	1980s	with	The	Hoofers	(which	
included	Jimmy	Slyde,	Lon	Chaney,	“Sandman”	Sims,	Chuck	Green)	In	1989	he	was	one	
of	he	featured	dancers	in	PBS/Great	Performance’s	Tap	Dance	in	America,	and	was	one	
of	three	hoofers	(Briggs,	Howard	“Sandman”	Sims	and	Chuck	Green)	whose	biographies	
are	documented	in	the	film	No	Maps	On	My	Taps	(1979).	He	also	appeared	with	such	
tap	veterans	as	Sammy	Davis,	Jr.,	Harold	Nicholas,	Arthur	Duncan,	Jimmy	Slyde,	and	
“Sandman”	Sims,	presented	in	the	1989	film,	Tap,	starring	Gregory	Hines.	In	the	last	half	
of	the	1980s,	Briggs	performed	in	Europe	with	Sweet	Saturday	Night,	and	on	Broadway	
in	My	One	and	Only	(1983)	and	Black	and	Blue	(1989),	also	appearing	in	the	1992	
television	documentary	about	Black	and	Blue,	directed	by	Robert	Altman.	
	
“Some	people	ask	me	about	my	sound,”	Briggs	explained	to	Rusty	Frank.	“And	I’ve	been	
blessed	in	so	many	ways,	because	I	danced	in	the	streets,	I	danced	in	hallways,	I	danced	
in	hot-dog	stands,	and	I	danced	for	society.	When	I	would	work	for	the	society	people,	
they	would	have	a	good	time,	but	soft.	.	.	they’d	have	a	beautiful	time.”	One	of	Briggs’	
most	significant	moments	of	accomplishment	was	in	a	small	nightclub	in	Staten	Island	
called	the	Moulin	Rouge,	when	he	asked	couples	in	the	audience	to	put	their	arms	
around	each	other	as	he	tap-danced.	Dimming	the	lights	in	the	club,	he	said	to	the	
audience,	“This	is	the	first	and	last	time	I’ll	ask	for	this.	I	don’t	want	no	applause.	Just	
stay	like	that.”	He	danced	two	choruses	of	a	soft-shoe	to	“I’ll	Be	Loving	You,	Always,”	
and	when	he	finished	he	just	walked	off	the	stage,	leaving	the	lights	low	as	the	men	
continued	kissin’	and	hugging	their	partners.	“And	that	to	me	was	the	greatest	
compliment	I’ve	ever	had.	It	was	just	beautiful.”	In	2002,	Briggs	received	an	honorary	
doctorate	of	Performing	Arts	in	American	Dance	by	the	Oklahoma	City	University	(2002).	
	

—	by	Constance	Valis	Hill,	COURTESY	OF	THE	AMERICAN	TAP	DANCE	FOUNDATION	
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Quotes of Bunny Briggs 

	
“Wherein	some	other	kids’	be	out	there	playing	stick	ball	or	ring-o-levio	or	be	playing	
with	jacks…	I’d	be	out	there	dancing.	And	I	did	it	to	supplement	the	income	of	the	
house.”	
	
“You’re	free	when	you’re	doing	rhythm	dancing.	You’re	a	free	man,	the	world	is	yours.	
You	can	do	anything	you	want	to	do,	‘cause	when	you	are	into	ballet	and	modern	jazz,	
you	must	do	what	the	teacher	tell	ya.”	
	
“I	consider	tap	dancing	a	business…	you	gotta	do	something	different	if	you	want	to	
excel	in	whatever	you’re	doing.”	
	
“You	see,	I	don’t	worry	about	anybody	whipping	me	because,	as	far	as	I’m	concerned,	

I’m	Bunny	Briggs.”	
	
“The	real	tap	dance	started	with	the	black	
people.	Dancing	out	in	the	fields,	and	what	
they	called	the	aristocrats	would	sit	on	the	
porches	and	watch	the	slaves	perform.	But	
you	see	and	white	tap	dancer,	if	he	or	she	
want	to	tell	the	truth,	he’s	got	to	say	a	black	
man	taught	me	or	I	watched	a	black	man.”	
	
“The	black	tap	dancers	when	he	dance,	he’s	
showing	his	bitterness	in	his	dance.	That’s	
why	he	might	hunch	his	shoulders	when	he	
does	a	step	or	get	down.	He’s	talking	to	you	
saying,	‘I’m	not	happy	today’	or	‘I’m	mad	this	
morning.’”	 	
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Howard “Sandman” Sims (January 24, 1917–May 20, 2003) 

	

	
	
Howard	“Sandman”	Sims	may	have	been	born	on	January	24,	1917,	in	Fort	Smith,	
Arkansas,	though	he	said	he	was	uncertain	about	the	year	of	his	birth.	His	age,	he	
maintained,	was	“a	matter	of	opinion.”	His	family	soon	moved	to	Los	Angeles	where	he	
was	raised.	He	learned	to	dance	from	his	father,	a	barber,	as	did	his	11	brothers	and	
sisters,	who	all	became	talented	dancers.	“Most	people	first	crawl,”	Sims	said,	“then	
start	walking.	I	went	right	from	crawling	to	dancing.	If	you	can	walk,	you	can	dance.”	
	
Sims	turned	professional	at	an	early	age	and,	in	the	late	1930s,	he	moved	to	New	York	
City,	after	appearing	in	a	film	with	Count	Basie,	The	Harlem	Sandman.	In	New	York,	Sims	
danced	on	street	corners,	worked	at	a	variety	of	odd	jobs,	and	was	known	as	the	
California	Refugee.	“I	knew	people	who	danced	on	dinner	plates,”	he	said.	“There	was	a	
man	who	could	dance	on	newspapers	without	tearing	them.	And	another	who	
constructed	a	gigantic	xylophone	to	tap	on.	I	saw	people	doing	the	Palmerhouse	Shuffle	
of	Kansas	City,	Missouri.”	
	
In	1946,	Sims	began	a	career	at	the	renowned	Apollo	Theatre	in	Harlem.	He	danced	at	
the	Apollo	for	17	years	and	was	acclaimed	for	his	distinctive	tap	style,	which	combined	
the	tradition	of	dance	with	some	of	the	movement	skills	he	had	learned	as	a	boxer.	For	
years,	Sims	trained	as	a	boxer,	but	“gave	up	the	ring”	after	breaking	his	hand	twice.	
However,	it	was	in	the	boxing	ring	that	he	developed	what	was	to	become	his	specialty,	
the	sand	dance.	“I	used	to	do	some	fancy	steps,”	he	said,	“when	I	was	standing	in	the	
rosin	box,	and	the	people	liked	that	better	than	my	fighting.”	Eventually,	he	put	
together	an	act	dancing	on	a	board	lightly	sprinkled	with	sand,	producing	a	cool,	slippery	
sound,	and	it	was	the	“sandman”	act	that	kept	him	going	when	public	enthusiasm	for	
tap	dancing	waned.	Sims	felt	that	the	changes	in	popular	music	in	the	1960s	contributed	
to	the	decline	of	tap:	He	believed	that	tap	was	too	subtle	for	the	“heavy	beat	of	rock	’n’	
roll.”	
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Despite	diminishing	opportunities	as	a	dancer,	Sims	
persisted	and	formed	a	group	called	The	Hoofers	
with	11	other	dancers.	“It	(tap)	had	died,	but	we	still	
danced	on	the	streets.	People	at	first	thought	we	was	
kind	of	wacky	then.”	Also,	around	that	time,	the	tap	
dancer	Chuck	Green	fostered	a	successful	Off-
Broadway	production	called	Tap	Happening.	
	
By	the	late	1970s,	a	revival	of	interest	in	tap	had	
spread	across	the	country.	Sims	appeared	in	the	
film	No	Maps	on	My	Taps,	which	featured	musical	
direction	by	vibraphonist	Lionel	Hampton,	with	
dancers	Bunny	Briggs	and	Chuck	Green,	and	old	film	
clips	of	the	tap	legends	Bill	“Bojangles”	Robinson	and	
John	W.	Bubbles.	Sims	toured	to	Africa	with	a	troupe	
sponsored	by	the	Arts	America	program	of	the	
United	States	Information	Agency.	Over	the	course	
of	his	career,	Sims	never	forgot	his	roots.	When	he	
had	the	time,	he	liked	to	return	to	Harlem	and	
participate	in	“challenge	dances”	on	street	corners,	
just	as	he	did	when	he	was	a	young	man	starting	out	
in	the	business,	taking	turns	to	show	his	skills.	“I	can	
dance	to	anything,”	Sims	said.	“I	don’t	even	need	any	
music.	Sometimes	music	can	even	be	a	hindrance.”	
	
For	Sims,	tap	dancing	was	“most	telling	a	story	...	a	
different	story	to	each	person	because	everybody	
takes	it	a	different	way.	It	takes	a	lot	of	skill	because	
you	have	to	be	moving	every	muscle	in	your	body.	
The	dancing	we’d	do	is	what	we	feel	and	what	we	
hear.	You	have	to	have	a	vast	amount	of	imagination	
to	be	a	hoofer.	Anybody	can	be	a	tap	dancer,	but	
being	a	hoofer	is	like	going	over	the	bridge.”	
	
Courtesy	of	the	National	Endowment	for	the	Arts,	written	when	
Sims	won	a	National	Heritage	Fellowship.	
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Quotes of “Sandman” Sims 

	
“I	never	had	a	lesson	—	in	fact,	I	never	had	money	to	get	a	lesson.	It	was	just	in	me	to	
dance”	
	
“I	could	handle	my	feet	like	most	people	grew	up	to	handle	their	hands.”	
	
“I	was	born	dancing.”	
	
“We	learned	at	an	early	age	that	you	challenge	dancing	to	learn	how	to	dance.	You	get	
ides	from	other	dancers.	You	don’t	take	steps	from	them,	you	get	ideas.”	
	
“Hoofing	is	a	black	man’s	dance.	You	have	to	have	soul.	You	have	to	feel	like	you	have	
the	blues.”	
	
“You	have	a	feeling	like	you	are	feeling	down	in	the	dumps,	you	do	a	down-in-the-
dumps	step.	And	all	at	once	you	have	another	feeling,	like	you	are	riding	in	the	clouds	—	
you	do	a	step	up	there.”	
	
“They	told	me	if	you	don’t	bring	that	sand	board,	you	might	as	well	stay	at	home.”	
	
“In	a	real	street	challenge,	you	ain’t	got	time	for	funnin’.”	
	
“Dancing	is	competitive.	It’s	like	fighting.	You	think	you’re	in	shape;	you	do	more	steps	
than	anybody	else,	they’ll	compare	you	right	away.	See	the	public	is	real	funny.”	
	
“You	don’t	have	clubs	or	entertainment	that	you	use	to	have	so	that	the	younger	
generation	can	develop.”	
	
“It’s	very	hard	and	frustrating	because	I	see	a	lot	of	talent	just	walking	the	streets	going	
to	waste	…	good	talent.”	
	
“I	miss	a	lot	of	meals	trying	to	be	a	dancer.”	
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About Tap 
 

Director:	GEORGE	NIERENBERG	
Filmed	in	16mm,	1979.	25	minutes.	1.33:1.	16mm	restored	to	2K	DCP	by		

Metropolis	Post	(New	York)	from	the	original	a/b	camera	negative	and	mag	tracks.	
Restoration	funds	provided	by	Milestone	Film	&	Video	
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George	Nierenberg’s	brilliant	and	blissful	follow-up	to	No	Maps	on	my	Taps	is	features	
Gregory	Hines,	who	shares	his	childhood	memories	of	watching	and	imitating	the	tap	
dance	greats	at	the	Apollo	Theater.	Three	of	America’s	leading	male	tap	dancers,	
Steve	Condos,	Jimmy	Slyde	and	Chuck	Green	recollect	about	their	lives	while	
demonstrating	what	made	their	styles	different.	Condos	thinks	of	himself	as	an	
instrumentalist	who	focuses	on	the	ankles	and	feet,	Jimmy	Slyde	thinks	of	“visual	
dancers”	who	“all	make	pictures”	and	Chuck	Green	advises	using	port	de	bras.	Each	
dancer	answers	the	question:	“How	does	an	artist	discover	his/her	own	individual	
style?”	
	
For	his	contribution	to	the	art,	Nierenberg	was	awarded	in	2014	the	American	Tap	
Dance	Foundation’s	Tap	Preservation	Award,	given	to	an	outstanding	individual	or	
organization	in	the	field	for	the	superior	advancement	of	tap	dance	through	
presentation	and	preservation.	
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Milestone Film & Video 

 
Milestone	celebrates	27	years	in	business	with	a	reputation	for	releasing	classic	cinema	
masterpieces,	new	foreign	films,	groundbreaking	documentaries	and	American	
independent	features.	Thanks	to	the	company’s	work	in	rediscovering	and	releasing	
important	films	such	as	Mikhail	Kalatozov’s	I	Am	Cuba,	Marcel	Ophuls’	The	Sorrow	and	
the	Pity,	and	Alfred	Hitchcock’s	Bon	Voyage	and	Aventure	Malgache,	Milestone	has	long	
occupied	a	position	as	one	of	the	country’s	most	influential	independent	distributors.		
	
Since	Milestone’s	2007	release	of	Charles	Burnett’s	Killer	of	Sheep,	Milestone	has	
continued	its	focus	on	restoring	and	distributing	“forgotten”	films	by	or	about	cultures	
outside	of	the	traditional	Hollywood	mainstream.	Along	with	many	African	American	
films	such	as	Billy	Woodberry’s	Bless	Their	Little	Hearts	and	Kathleen	Collins’	Losing	
Ground,	there	has	also	been	Kent	Mackenzie’s	The	Exiles,	Edward	S.	Curtis’s	In	the	Land	
of	the	Head	Hunters	and	Norbert	A.	Myles’	The	Daughter	of	Dawn	(American	Indian),	
the	Mariposa	Film	Group’s	Word	is	Out	(LGBTQ),	and	Lois	Weber’s	Shoes	and	The	Dumb	
Girl	of	Portici	(women	filmmakers).		
	
In	1995,	Milestone	received	the	first	Special	Archival	Award	from	the	National	Society	of	
Film	Critics	for	its	restoration	and	release	of	I	Am	Cuba.	Manohla	Dargis,	then	at	the	LA	
Weekly,	chose	Milestone	as	the	1999	“Indie	Distributor	of	the	Year.”	In	2004,	the	
National	Society	of	Film	Critics	again	awarded	Milestone	with	a	Film	Heritage	award.	
That	same	year	the	International	Film	Seminars	presented	the	company	its	prestigious	
Leo	Award	and	the	New	York	Film	Critics	Circle	voted	a	Special	Award	“in	honor	of	15	
years	of	restoring	classic	films.”	Milestone/Milliarium	won	Best	Rediscovery	from	the	Il	
Cinema	Ritrovato	DVD	Awards	for	its	release	of	Winter	Soldier	in	2006	and	again	in	2010	
for	The	Exiles.		
	
In	November	2007,	Milestone	was	awarded	the	Fort	Lee	Film	Commission’s	first	Lewis	
Selznick	Award	for	contributions	to	film	history.	In	January	2008,	the	Los	Angeles	Film	
Critics	Association	chose	to	give	its	first	Legacy	of	Cinema	Award	“to	Dennis	Doros	and	
Amy	Heller	of	Milestone	Film	&	Video	for	their	tireless	efforts	on	behalf	of	film	
restoration	and	preservation.”	And	in	March	2008,	Milestone	became	an	Anthology	Film	
Archive’s	Film	Preservation	honoree.	From	2008	to	2014,	Dennis	Doros	was	elected	
three	times	as	one	of	the	Directors	of	the	Board	of	the	Association	of	the	Moving	Image	
Archivists	and	established	the	organization’s	press	office	in	2010.		
	
In	January	2008,	the	Los	Angeles	Film	Critics	Association	chose	to	give	its	first	Legacy	of	
Cinema	Award	to	Doros	and	Heller	of	Milestone	Film	&	Video	“for	their	tireless	efforts	
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on	behalf	of	film	restoration	and	preservation.”	And	in	March	2008,	Milestone	became	
an	Anthology	Film	Archive’s	Film	Preservation	honoree.	In	2009,	Dennis	Doros	was	
elected	as	one	of	the	Directors	of	the	Board	of	the	Association	of	the	Moving	Image	
Archivists	and	established	the	organization’s	press	office	in	2010.	He	is	currently	serving	
his	third	term.	In	2011,	Milestone	was	the	first	distributor	ever	chosen	for	two	Film	
Heritage	Awards	in	the	same	year	by	the	National	Society	of	Film	Critics	for	the	release	
of	On	the	Bowery	and	Word	is	Out.	The	American	Library	Association	also	selected	Word	
is	Out	for	its	Notable	Videos	for	Adult,	the	first	classic	film	ever	so	chosen.	
	
In	2012,	Milestone	became	the	first-ever	two-time	winner	of	the	prestigious	New	York	
Film	Critics’	Circle’s	Special	Award	as	well	as	another	National	Society	of	Film	Critics	Film	
Heritage	Award,	this	time	for	its	work	in	restoring,	preserving	and	distributing	the	films	
of	iconoclast	director	Shirley	Clarke.	In	2015,	the	Il	Cinema	Ritrovato	again	chose	
Milestone	for	one	of	their	DVD	awards,	this	time	for	Best	Blu-ray,	for	their	series,	Project	
Shirley	(Clarke).	
	
In	2016,	the	Association	of	Moving	Image	Archivists	awarded	Doros	the	William	O’Farrell	
Award	for	his	volunteer	work	and	his	contribution	to	the	field.	
	
Important	contemporary	artists	who	have	co-presented	Milestone	restorations	include	
Martin	Scorsese,	Francis	Ford	Coppola,	Barbara	Kopple,	Woody	Allen,	Steven	
Soderbergh,	Thelma	Schoonmaker,	Jonathan	Demme,	Dustin	Hoffman,	Charles	Burnett	
and	Sherman	Alexie.	
	
More	recently,	Milestone	premiered	restorations	of	Lois	Weber’s	Shoes	and	The	Dumb	
Girl	of	Portici,	Billy	Woodberry’s	Bless	Their	Little	Hearts	and	The	Pocketbook,	produced	
Ross	Lipman’s	Notfilm,	and	distributed	Kathleen	Collins’	Losing	Ground.	They	are	
currently	restoring	the	great	documentary	films	of	George	Nierenberg,	Philip	Haas	and	
David	Hockney,	and	working	with	the	Fort	Lee	Film	Commission	to	release	great	films	
from	their	golden	age.	
	

“They	care	and	they	love	movies.”	—	Martin	Scorsese	
	

“Milestone	Film	&	Video	is	an	art-film	distributor	that	has	released	some	of	the	most	
distinguished	new	movies	(along	with	seldom-seen	vintage	movie	classics)	of	the	past	

decade.”	—	Stephen	Holden,	New	York	Times	
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