Hall of Fame

-

Jackie

-~

o > * %
,"‘.n .
:- . o
B L]

LB ’
L

pr N

he annals of jazz history are populated

with stories of revelations and revolu-

tions occurring in small rooms. Bebop
evolved over long nights at Minton’s. Ornette
Coleman blew his new sound into the Five Spot
and out into cultural consciousness. John
Coltrane’s experiments in the laboratory of the
Village Vanguard resulted in some of the most
timeless music in all of jazz.

One of the less-appreciated cases of a musi-
cal epiphany took place when Jackie McLean

brought his new band to the Blue Coronet in
Brooklyn in 1963. The alto saxophonist had

solidified his role in the jazz world and was itch-
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ing to stretch the boundaries he felt were confin-
ing him. For the date, he corralled trombonist
Srachan Moncur, vibist Bobby Hutcherson, a
then-teenaged Tony Williams on drums and
bassist Eddie Khan.

Their music was unlike McLean's earlier
work: alternately free, structured and suitable for
description as “chamber jazz,” it was captured
on two 1963 albums for Blue Note, One Step
Beyond and Destination ... Out! (the second
album featured drummer Roy Haynes and
bassist Larry Ridley in the rhythm section).
Those albums, bringing to fruition McLean’s

more tentative avant-garde per
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1962°s Let Freedom Ring, helped launch the
solo careers of Moncur—who wrote most of the
Lean’s band
Williams™ own early Blue Note dates bef
joined Miles D 60s quintet.
In an interview with Ira Gitler that appeared
in the Sept. 12, 1963, issue of DownBeat,
*an admitted that listeners at the Blue
Coronet met the music with some hostility, but
that he would press on with his inspiration:
“[The fans] are still going to have to put up with
what I'm doing, because maybe I'll play around

Hutcherson and
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for a while, but as soon as the emotion hits me —
because this is a thing that’s done emotionally —




I'm going to go ahead and stretch out and play
as much as I can. I'm going to look around.
Actually, it's exploring.”

McLean's death on March 31 and his induc-
tion into the DownBeat Hall of Fame in the
Critics Poll call for a new appreciation for the
saxophonist’s accomplishments, especially his
1963 year of living. if not dangerously, then pro-
gressively. His career timeline frames the dates
fortuitously: McLean served time on drug
charges in 1964, and by 1967 had been dropped
by Blue Note. Those 1963 albums are ripe for
rediscovery, as they maintain a surprising fresh-
ness today, partly because the distinctive vibes
and trombone format has rarely been used —
except by Dave Holland's quintet—a few
decades later.

Of the musicians involved in McLean’s life
in that whirlwind year, Moncur especially bene-
fited from the leader’s advocacy. The Newark,
N.J.-born trombonist had played with the Jazztet
and Ray Charles, but found his first major
esthetic ally in McLean.

Moncur met McLean at the Newark club
Sugar Hill, where the trombonist played with
Wayne Shorter. He had been a McLean fan
since childhood. “I was in grammar school when
I checked out his first album.” Moncur said. “It
was in the window of Savoy Records. I saw his
picture and liked the fact that he looked so
young. I thought., wow, a young dude like this
has an album out? It inspired me to work hard.”

Moncur kept tabs on McLean. “Sometime
after I went out with Ray,” Moncur said, “Jackie
invited me over to his house when he was living
on the Lower East Side. I went over to his house
and we practiced together all afternoon.

“We were exchanging ideas and tunes, and
he was showing me experimental little things,
like this bagpipe-sounding stuff he was playing
on his hom. These were little experimentations,
trying to open his ears, going one step beyond
the normal things. We noticed that we both had
cars like that, on the experimental tip, maybe
Jjust one step beyond the bebop that we had been
exploring.”

Meanwhile, Hutcherson was between roles
after his gig with Al Grey and Billy Mitchell
ended. He was driving a taxi when he got a call
from bassist Herbie Lewis, who had played with
Moncur in the Jazztet. McLean showed up at a
jam at Lewis’ Greenwich Village home —
Moncur and Hutcherson were there —and
announced the upcoming gig at the Blue
Coronet.

A band was born. They quickly rehearsed up
a few new original songs, including
“Frankenstein™ and “Saturday And Sunday,”
and added a few standards to make the date.

“The stuff sounded so strange to the club
owners,” Moncur said. “They didn’t dig the
band, but the word got around that we were
doing some different stuff. It seemed like every
musician in the world eventually came through.
We were bringing so much business in there, the

club owners wound up keeping us there for a
month.

“Every time we played, it would come off
differently. The sound was taking us somewhere
that we hadn’t been before. After the gig ended,
we went right into the studio and Rudy Van
Gelder recorded it. [Blue Note head] Alfred
[Lion] liked the thing we were doing, so it led to
me doing my date and other dates with Jackie. It
opened up the doors for everybody.”
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Hutcherson remembers a spirit of experimen-
tation in the group, as well as a sense of humor
and freedom. “Jackie would do all kinds of
crazy stuff,” he said. “We would sit on the floor
and he would act like we were the dummies and
he was the ventriloquist. He moved his hand in
back of your head. So we started doing it and I
remember after a couple of weeks, there were all
these people coming out to hear us doing some
different stuff and having a ball doing it.”

On the albums, Moncur's flexible composi-
tional hand is a strong force in what makes them
fly: He wrote “Frankenstein™ and “Ghost Town™
on the first, and “Love And Hate,” “Esoteric”
and the topsy turvy blues “Riff Raff” on the sec-
ond. The importance of Moncur’s charts wasn't
lost on the boss.

*Out of all the musicians I ever worked with,”
Moncur said, “Jackie showed me more respect.
He was big enough to share the bandstand.”

In his typically articulate, candid liner notes
for Destination ... Out!, McLean explained the
backdrop of his new sound and attitude. He
wrote: “Everything changes with time, and
music is no different. Today the compositions
are getting more and more involved with form,
rhythm changes and time breaks. ... We live in
an age of speed and variety; we live in an age of
men seeking to explore worlds beyond, and
since music is but an expression of the happen-
ings around us, it is quite natural for the young
musicians to express or attempt to express the
mood and tempo of our time; just as ragtime
music painted a portrait of the era of Prohibition,
s0 too does today’s jazz paint a portrait of the
Space Age.”

Space Age, maybe, but also the age of intro-
spection, of drawing on ideas and sounds from
different musical realms and an age when revo-
lution was in the air. Hutcherson notes that
social and political vibrations were feeding into
McLean’s new work as much as a desire to get
beyond bebop.

“Jackie wanted to do something new,”
Hutcherson said. “At the same time, he was not
just wanting to do something new. There was so
much going on that was part of the black revolu-
tion happening around the country. It was a dif-
ferent time, when music was describing this
heavy feeling and trying to change awareness of
who we are, why we're here, what injustices
were being done. We were trying to laugh and
smile as it was going on, and at the same time
crying over a lot of what was happening.”

For those in the McLean band, 1963 seems
like a blur. “It was happening so fast, the music
that was coming through me at the time,”
Moncur said. “This was a period when the
music was coming out of me like pouring water.
It was something that was evolving and happen-
ing naturally. We didn’t even work a whole year
together. We didn’t have the time to dwell on
how different it was or anything. We were just
engrossed in the feeling of being a part of this
happening. It was like some magic, coming out
of nowhere.”

Asked about McLean’s role in jazz and in
life, Hutcherson called his old friend, *“a wonder-
ful father, a wonderful husband. Lots of man-
hood. I loved to see how he would dress when
he’d come to the record dates. He might show
up in red suspenders and a beautiful shirt. He'd
be all dressed up at the record dates. You could
tell something special was going to happen.

“I remember lots of times when we’d be play-
ing and we'd have to go into the dressing room
because our shirts would be wet,” he continued.
“Jackie would take off his shirt and flex his mus-
cles, saying, *All right you guys, look at this.’
We'd say, *“Whoa, Jackie.” He was so funny.
He'd be flexing his muscles, then he’d put on a
dry shirt and we’d go out and play.” DB
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