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Foreword


Wes Montgomery is today considered as one of the three most influential jazz guitarists, next to Django Reinhardt and Charlie Christian. Surprisingly, he remained in obscurity most of his life. As a renowned guitarist, he was only active from 1959 until 1968, when he passed away aged 45.


This is the first biography written about him in over 35 years. Since Adrian Ingram’s biography was published in 1985, much additional information has become available and many previously unreleased recordings have become available.


One intention of this book is to give an overview of his life, starting from his family roots, continuing with his beginnings and influences as a young guitarist in Indianapolis, until his rise to fame, followed by his transformation to a commercially-oriented record star until his early death in 1968.


The other intention of this book is to provide a summary of his records, and recording sessions in chronological order to serve as a reference.


Wes’ importance as a jazz guitarist overshadows his brothers’ major accomplishments: Monk Montgomery was possibly the first recorded bass guitarist in music history, and Buddy Montgomery was a member of the Miles Davis Quintet.


Over 100 years after he was born, the community of Wes Montgomery fans is consistently growing, thanks to the easier availability of the recordings and the possibility to communicate in social media.


I hope that many guitarists and fans will enjoy this book for its background information and guidance across the many recordings Wes Montgomery recorded for us.


Dusseldorf, December, 2022




Timeline





	1923

	John Leslie “Wes” Montgomery born in Indianapolis





	1930

	Wes, Monk and June move to Columbus/Ohio





	1931

	First exposed to guitar music





	1935

	Receives a tenor guitar from a pawnshop





	1939

	Thomas Montgomery dies of pneumonia





	1940

	Monk and Wes move back to Indianapolis





	1943

	Begins to play jazz guitar after hearing Charlie Christian Marries Serene Miles, receives tuition from local musicians





	1944

	Regular jam sessions at the Montgomery home, Member of Snookum Russel and the Brownskin Models with Ray Brown





	1946

	Earliest performance of the Montgomery-Johnson Quintet





	1948-1950

	Member of Lionel Hampton Orchestra





	1950-1959

	Semi-professional musical activity in Indianapolis


Member of Four Kings and a Jack






	1951-1956

	The Montgomery-Johnson Quintet





	1951

	Played in Flo Garvin’s Band on TV for 13 weeks





	1951-1953

	Monk Montgomery member of the Lionel Hampton Orchestra





	1953

	Monk, Buddy and Ervena Montgomery share a house and have regular sessions





	1955

	Montgomery-Johnson Quintet recording session for Columbia, Quincy Jones producer





	1957

	Montgomery Brothers first record contract LP and Wes’ single recorded by Pacific





	1958-1959

	Several Records of the Montgomery Brothers with Pacific





	1959

	Discovered by Cannonball Adderley





	1960

	Down Beat New Star Award,





	1960-1963

	Down Beat best jazz guitarist





	1959-1963

	Records for Riverside Records





	1964

	Managed by John Levy


Riverside label closes


Wes signs with Verve Records, Creed Taylor producer





	1964-1966

	Several Albums with Verve





	1965

	European Tour, engagements with Wynton Kelly Trio





	1966

	Grammy for Goin' Out of my Head






	1966-1967

	Down Beat best jazz guitarist





	1967-1968

	3 Albums with A&M Records





	1968

	Wes passes away due to heart failure









Biography


1923 – 1950: The Beginnings


Wes Montgomery was born in Indianapolis on March 6, 1923, the third of five children. Wes’ ancestors have been traced back into times of slavery, back to 1860 in Floyd County, Georgia.


Indiana Anthropologist Paul Mullins did profound research on Wes Montgomery’s ancestors:


“In about 1917 Wes’ father Thomas was probably the first of his family and future in-laws to migrate to Indianapolis. It is unclear specifically why Thomas went to Indianapolis, but he may have gone for labor opportunities in the Haughville neighborhood on the city’s west side. He secured work on the eve of the war at National Malleable and Steel Casting, one of several Haughville ironworks.”


Mullins further reports Wes’ father doing his military service in Kentucky 1917-18 and marrying Wes’ mother Frances Blackman in 1919.


“The couple’s first child Thomas (“June”) Montgomery Jr. was born in January, 1920, followed by William Howard (“Monk”) in October, 1921; John Leslie (“Wes”) in March, 1923; Charity Frances in June 1925 (she would die in infancy); Ervena Marie in August, 1927; and Charles (“Buddy”) in 1930. “1


Wes’ parents separated early during the great recession and around 1930, Wes moved to Ohio with his father and his elder brothers, while his mother stayed in Indianapolis with the younger children. The family was strongly engaged in church music and Wes’ mother had a piano in her house.


“The first evidence of the Montgomery household’s musicality came in 1926, when the Indianapolis Recorder’s news column noted that “The Blackburn Quartette met at the home of Tom Montgomery Saturday night for rehearsal. The quartet is making a specialty of folk songs.” (…) Ervena Marie Montgomery was living with her mother and brother Buddy through the 1930s and 1940s. (…) Frances married a foundry worker, Lavester Arrington, in October, 1939. Thomas (Jr.) died in about 1939. When the census taker came to Thomas Montgomery’s home at 497 Grove Street in Columbus in 1940, Monk was a salesman in a coal yard who was recorded as having completed eight grade; Wes was in school and had completed seventh grade.“2


In an article written by John A. Kuri for Just Jazz Guitar, Kuri, who was a friend of Monk Montgomery, describes Wes’ beginnings on the guitar as follows:


“It started for Wes when he was 10 years old. On his way to the movies, Monk met a guy trying to sell his guitar so he’d have enough change to see the show. So, Monk cut a deal for 50 cents and walked away with the 5-string. Later that night, he and Wes set down trying to figure out how to play on it. “This dude from down the block called preach came over the next day and showed us how to tune it. Then he and Wes sat on the front porch and played things like My Dog Has Fleas. Preach knew a few chords, just enough to get along. Wes soaked up everything the dude had to offer. Wes outgrew Preach really fast”. Two years passed and their folks separated. The mother moved back to Indianapolis and the brothers stayed on with the father. Somehow during the shuffling of their lives, the prize guitar was lost. Now fourteen, Monk quit school and began working full-time. Wes saw a guitar in a pawn shop and dragged Monk to look at it This time, Wes didn’t have to wait for someone to show him how to do it.”3


In an interview with Maggie Hawthorne, Monk remembered this moment:


“When I was 9 and Wes was 7, Wes and I moved to Columbus with my older brother June to spend some time with my dad. We ended up staying for 10 years. When Wes was around 8, I remember there was a guy living down the street by the name of Preach O’Bannon. He played a tiple, a sort of five-string guitar4. He used to come around our house because we enjoyed hearing him… He couldn’t do that many changes; all he could do was solo work. But it felt good when he played, he let him hold it any play and showed him a couple of chords, and showed him how to play a couple of chords because he was really interested…


The next thing I remember about Wes and the guitar – he had seen one in a pawn shop for $13. It looked like a brand-new guitar, not a little toy instrument. And he was just excited about this guitar. That was a lot of money, but I remember I had taken $13 to buy this guitar.


Later, I remember another period where every Saturday afternoon there was a contest at the Empress Theater. Before the movie started, all the kids would line up to be in the contest, since everyone who performed got in for free. Now Wes could play, and my older brother June could play drums. I remember I had a guitar and I was strumming as if I was playing. It was a fun thing, because all the other kids were 10 times worse than we were. But to get on stage and perform… it was great. June passed away in his late teens. He was a very good drummer. I remember when he was 17 or 18, Chick Webb came to town with his band and he was there to perform this contest. And June won. He was not what you would call an educated drummer, just a youngster with a natural talent.”5


John A. Kuri has more recollections of Monk’s memories:


“There was a girl in the neighborhood. She lived around the corner and played piano. She was a bit older than Wes. He and I would pass by and hear her practicing – just sitting at the steps of her house and listen to her play. Wes began to take his guitar over to her house and really ventured into music as he played along with her. Wes had the ear, he’d listen to her, to the radio, to whatever he liked. He always knew the key and could play anything.” Monk began laughing from a deep, warm chuckle of his heart as he told me the story of their first band:” We had a guy coming from way the other side of town, Leon Logan. A trumpet player. Now when I say player, he was just a kid who had a trumpet, and that made him a trumpet player. He could play real high notes, and he had a lot of chops. And another guy came along named Jabo Ward. He would dance and clown around while we played. Then somehow, he came up with a couple of drums and we formed a band.” Wes was about fourteen then and they decided to participate in an amateur contest at the movie theater on a Saturday afternoon. The prize was the price of an admission for a matinee. “We must have been a sight with Jabo doubling over between drums and dancing, clowning around me playing bass, Leon going high and screaming with those iron chops and Wes playing that twelve-dollar guitar. We won that contest once, but we sure tried enough times.” When Wes was 17, he and Monk decided to leave their dad and live with their mother. “We didn’t want to stay with our dad any longer because things were really rough. His folks had been slaves. He had no education and could barely write his name. He’d run away when he was 9 and learned off the streets. He didn’t understand Wes and the music thing, it just wasn’t good. So, we wanted better lives. But I tell you, surviving those early years together bonded for life.”


Thomas passed away from pneumonia when Wes was sixteen, and Monk had to support the family by working part-time. In the forties, the economy had recovered. Indianapolis had become a city with a strong economy so in 1940 the boys moved back to their hometown. Monk remembers Wes learning to play his guitar quite fast, which contradicts the widespread opinion that Wes only started playing as an adult.


Indiana had become state capital in 1820. A railway interchange was added in 1847 and thanks to a local source of natural gas, it turned to an important economic center where several factories were in need of manpower, which attracted the black community from the south – just like Wes’ father - during the great migration. In his book about the history of Indiana Avenue6, Thomas Ridley Jr. mentions businesses owned by African-Americans as early as 1865. Indiana Avenue quickly became a center for the black community with dance-halls, movie theaters, brothels, all of which offered opportunities for skilled musicians to find work. Many of these musicians had attended Crispus Attucks High School. The Montgomery Brothers, J.J. Johnson, Freddie Hubbard and Slide Hampton had all come from the pool of musicians created by the school’s skilled music teachers.


So, contrary to what is written in most sources, Wes had not started to play the guitar at eighteen, but according to his brother Monk he was actually the first of the three remaining brothers to pick up an instrument. But Wes was eighteen when he was inspired to play jazz, first hearing Charlie Christian’s Solo Flight with the Benny Goodman Orchestra, which had been recorded in 1941.


“I started in 1943, right after I got married. I bought an amplifier and a guitar around two or three months later “, Wes told Ralph J. Gleason in an interview 1961: “I used to play a tenor guitar but it wasn’t playing, you know. I didn’t really get down to business till I got the six-string, which was like starting over to me. I got interested in playing the guitar because of Charlie Christian. Like all other guitar players! There’s no way out! I never saw him in my life … he was so far ahead!” 7


Inspired by Christian, Wes went into a pawnshop and bought an electric guitar and an amplifier, and the beginning of his practice are described in David Leander Williams’ book “Indianapolis Jazz” which offers a deep view of the scene on Indiana Avenue in the 40’s and 50’s.:


“He immediately discovered that playing the guitar required a great deal of wisely invested time. “I didn’t know any of the fundamentals or nothing” he said, “it was more trouble than I’d ever had in my life. I didn’t want to face that. It let me know where I really was. It was disappointing.” 8


“Before Charlie Christian, I liked Django Reinhardt and Les Paul and those cats, but it wasn’t what you’d call NEW… Solo Flight was the first record I heard. Boy, that was just too much! I still hear it, and he was it for me, and I didn’t look at nobody else. I didn’t hear nobody else for a year or so. Couldn’t even hear them.” I’m not really musically inclined. I was 19 and I liked music, but it didn’t really inspire me to go into things, but there was a cat living in Indianapolis named Alec Stephens. He played guitar and he was about the toughest cat who played around our vicinity, and I tried to get him to show me a few things.” (…) I got a job playing just the solos, making money in a club. That’s all I did – played Christian solos and then laid out. Mel Lee, he’s the piano player with B. B. King, had the band and helped me a lot " 9


Charlie Christian, who had been born in 1916, seven years before Wes, was the first famous electric guitarist in music history, and the few recordings made in his short life are milestones of jazz guitar. He was born in Oklahoma City into a family of horn players, discovered by Mary Lou Williams. Promoted by Columbia Record’s A&R manager John Hammond, he finally made his way into Benny Goodman’s Orchestra where some tunes were recorded that included some of the very first electric guitar solos, e. g. Honeysuckle Rose or Solo Flight laying the foundation for the further evolution of the electric guitar as a powerful solo instrument. To understand Christian’s impact, it is important to know that until that time, the role of the guitar had been restricted to a rather percussive role in the rhythm section which it had taken over from the banjo in the 1930’s. It was only featured as a solo instrument in very small settings like in Django Reinhardt’s string quintet or guitar duets.


Christian’s success was possibly driven by a fortunate coincidence: On one side his exposure to brass musicians, making him think in single note lines and providing him with the necessary self-assurance, combined with the Gibson company’s introduction of the first series of electric guitar and amplifier. Before Gibson, Rickenbacker had launched an electric Hawaiian guitar in 1932, Gibson followed with their own Hawaiian in 1936 and introduced the first regular electric guitar, the ES-150, in 1937. One could say that it was Charlie Christian who emancipated the guitar, turning it into a solo instrument in a big band context, after seeing Eddie Durham play single note solos on one when it came out. Christian’s elegant, creative lines and tasteful use of breaks inspired an entire generation of guitarists in the 1940’s before he passed away from tuberculosis aged only 25.


Wes had also listened to Les Paul and Django Reinhardt (who only arrived in the USA as late as 1946), but it was Christian’s Solo Flight which put a spell on him for an entire year and led him to believe that all that was necessary to play like this was the right instrument. The first electric guitar Wes bought was probably a Gibson ES-125 D, a slightly cheaper version of Charlie Christian’s guitar. The price for the guitar and amp, $350.00, must have been a fortune for a young, newly-wed welder. That must have been in 1943, and Wes took the guitar to the back of his house and started copying Charlie Christian’s solos from records. First using a pick, but the noise disturbed the neighbors and so he tried to play softer using only his thumb, thus creating an element of his signature style.


“So eventually all that I did was I took all of Charlie Christian’s records and I listened to them real good. I knew all he was doing on THAT guitar could be done on the one I had because I had a six-string. So I was just determined I’d do it. I didn’t quit. It didn’t quite come out like that but I got pretty good at it and I took all the solos off the records. I got a job playing just the solos making money in a club. That’s all I did – played Charlie Christian Solos and then laid out.”10


“When I started, I got a box of picks because I felt sure there’s be the right one in there for me. I refused to play unamplified, so I’m sitting in my house playing, you know – happy, but when I used my brand-new amplifier, I guess I didn’t think about the neighbors. Soon they started complaining pretty heavy. After two months my wife came to the door and asked me would I kindly turn that thing off. Well, ‘thing’? It was a guitar and amplifier, you know, so I laid my pick on the amplifier and just fiddled around with the thumb. I said is that better? Oh yes, she says, that’s better. So I said I’ll play like this til I get ready to play out (…) so I said ‘later’ for the pick, I’ll just use my thumb. The more I learned about it, I found out that less guys are using their thumbs, and I began to get a little frightened… A club owner happened to come down the street and he knocked on the door and asked who was that playing. I said me. He did not believe it and I didn’t believe he was a club owner, either. But we got together and he offered me a job in his club. Me, working? And I had only been playing a couple of months. So I go to the club and I find that I’m featured. I’d come on and just play Charlie Christian solos from the records because at that time that was all I could play. Of course, the other musicians knew this, but one day I got a hand so big that they wouldn’t let me off the stage, but I couldn’t play nothing else. It was so embarrassing, so I said I’ve got to go back and start practicing…


I was the first to start playing. Around 1945-46 we used to have jam session at my mother’s house every Sunday, and there was a piano player that used to come by named Earl Grandy. He sounded like Art Tatum. He knew all about the piano, all about chords and everything, and soon my brothers got tired of watching and Monk went out and got a bass. And Buddy started playing the piano and soon it got to a regular thing.” 11 “


Paul Mullins quotes Wes recalling that situation again in a different, unnamed interview:


“About six or eight months after I started playing, I had taken all the solos off the record and got a job in a club just playing them. I’d play Charlie Christian’s solos, then lay out. Then a cat heard me and hired me for the Club 440. That cat may have been Millard (Mel) Lee, who led the 440 Club band; however, it also could have been Ruby Shelton, who managed the 440 Club, or Toots Hoy, who played at the club and did much of the 440 Club booking. Montgomery probably played Shelton’s club sometime in summer 1944. Montgomery was playing with some local bands very soon afterward. In August 1950 the Indianapolis Recorder noted that at the outset of his career “Wes played with Four Kings and a Jack.” In September 1944 Four Kings and a Jack played a show at the Camp Atterbury military base south of Indianapolis, and the band included “Carl Maynard, Jack Bridges, Emerson Senora, Wm. Cox and Wesley Montgomery.” In November 1944 the band played the Rhumboogie club at 536 ½ Indiana Avenue, and an advertisement for the band’s show has a band picture that may include Wes Montgomery. Montgomery subsequently was playing a host of other clubs such as the Ritz, where he met Jimmy Coe in 1945. “12


Drummer Willis Kirk recalls a gig involving Wes Montgomery as early as 1944, when Wes had practiced jazz guitar for only one to two years:


” I was about 15 years old, in 1944, when I first heard Wes performing with a quartet of musicians featuring on piano Millard Lee, Basie Christian on bass and drummer Johnny Harris.”13


Erroll Grandy is not a name frequently found in jazz literature, but there are a number of musicians that David Leander Williams mentions in his book, who played an important role in Wes’ musical development, and Buddy Montgomery called Grandy “the greatest musician to come out of Indianapolis”14 and that would include Wes, J.J. Johnson or Freddie Hubbard. Erroll “Ground Hog” Grandy (1918-1991) was a piano and organ player who had also visited Crispus Attucks high school. He was almost blind but apparently blessed with an amazing hearing ability and a strong authority. Williams describes him as the “godfather of Indianapolis jazz” who had taught and inspired many Indianapolis greats and who possessed the ability to recognize and develop the best skilled musicians. Bassist Mingo Jones recalls working with Wes and Erroll Grandy, replacing Leroy Vinnegar for a few gigs:


“I met Wes one night when I stopped at Henri’s on Indiana Avenue. The regular bass player, Leroy Vinnegar, was unable to work that night. And I asked Wes if I could play. This was 1952, my first time playing with Wes and his great band of Erroll Grandy, Pookie Johnson and Sonny Johnson. A few weeks later, Wes asked if I could take his place because he was leaving for California. I worked with Wes for several years after that.”15 Grandy was also a major inspiration for Buddy: “Erroll Grandy was, in my opinion, the daddy of music of Jazz, period, in Indianapolis. His knowledge and his ear I don’t think could be beat by anybody. Certainly there were things he couldn’t play as fast as Art Tatum, but his knowledge, as far as I’m concerned was up there. “16


According to Williams, another inspiring musician to Wes was a guitarist named John Blanchard.


“Blanchard had served in the army in WWII and was assigned to the special service duty as an entertainer. There he met his cousin Thad Jones… After the war, he returned to Indianapolis and got a gig at the P&P Club on Indiana Avenue, where he performed nightly. Blanchard humorously recalled that one night while performing, a young man entered the club carrying an ES-125 guitar with one of the keys (tuners?) missing and a pair of pliers that he used to tighten the strings. He placed his guitar on the stairs and listened attentively as Blanchard completed the first set. During intermission the young man approached Blanchard, introduced himself and confessed: “I’ve been listening to you playing those double octaves, and I can’t figure out how you do it. Can you teach me how?” Blanchard agreed and taught a young Wes Montgomery the chords and he was also responsible for getting Wes an engagement at the club.”17


Williams also mentions Alec Stephens (1922-1988) who was inspired by Blanchard and later tutored Wes, and so did Monk:


“There was a guy in Indianapolis by the name of Alex Stevens. Alec Stevens was THE musician”.


Stephens moved to Florida in the 1950’s and continued to play locally until his death in 1988.


Wes’ first engagement with a prominent musician came in 1948 when he joined the Lionel Hampton Orchestra after an audition. Hampton had been present when Benny Goodman hired Charlie Christian in 1939, maybe this inspired him to include Wes in his Orchestra. Wes toured and recorded with the band until early 1950. Unfortunately, he can hardly be heard on the recordings with one or two exceptions, although he was allowed to keep his amplifier on, but his role was restricted to rhythm guitar and his playing is almost unhearable on the records which were still 78’s without a wide frequency, with the exception of the tune Moon glow where he plays an extensive solo accompanied by Hampton’s chords. Also, from a musical standpoint that band had seen better days.


“The Hampton band, operating on the premise that excitement is the main objective of jazz, gradually reduced the accent on musicianship and by the early 50’s had become as much a rhythm and blues as a jazz attraction. With circus overtones; nevertheless, the band remained the medium for the introduction of many jazz talents”18


wrote Leonhard Feather. Over the years this band had seen many members who became famous later on: Earl Bostik, Illinois Jacquet, Arnett Cobb, Charlie Mingus, Dinah Washington, Joe Williams, Dexter Gordon, Quincy Jones and Clifford Brown had all played with Hampton early in their careers.


Some film clips from this era are preserved19, and give an impression these appearances do not have much in common with today’s jazz concerts. Hampton put much emphasis on a perfect choreography and presented a sort of variety show, where every tune went along with a particular show element. There were drum battles, tap-dancing kids, chasing up-tempo arrangements, Hampton on piano with his two-finger style, Hampton on vibes juggling his mallets and Hampton on drums dueling with his drummer, showing his big smile and his big-band straight behind him.


Wes stayed for two years but then felt obliged to return to his young and growing family, and gave back the guitar seat to Billy Mackel.
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1950 – 1959: The Montgomery Brothers


Back in Indianapolis Wes had to find a way to support his growing family parallel to living his passion for music. He returned to his earlier routine. According to Paul Mullins,


“From about 1951 to 1956 he was working at P.R. Mallory and Company, a battery and electric component producer, where he was a cafeteria worker in 1951 and a “store keeper” in 1954. In 1957-1958 he was working for Indianapolis’ Polk’s Dairy (Polk’s Sanitary Milk Company), which was just a few blocks away on 16th Street. Only as late as 1959, Wes appeared in the city directory as a musician for the first time. “20


The earliest mention of a concert involving Wes after he left Lionel Hampton is from 1952: Historicindianapolis.com website mentions a 1952 appearance on the lawn at “Central State” (apparently a hospital):


“The Wes Montgomery Quintet was among the performers who put on a jazz concert on the lawn at Central State. The quintet included Carroll Smith, pianist; Robert “Sonny” Johnson, drums; Alonzo “Pookie” Johnson, tenor sax; and Bill “Monk” Montgomery on bass. “21


After a late afternoon nap Wes would usually play in one of the local jazz clubs and often finish the night with an after-hours session at the Missile Room where he continued until way past midnight. This routine was interrupted for occasional gigs in other parts of the mid-west.


According to David Leander Williams, one of Wes’ schoolmates was female singer Flo Garvin (1927-2005).


“In 1951 Garvin thrilled Indianapolis television viewers by becoming the first local African-American entertainer to appear on a WFBM music program, Sentimental Journey. She was backed by the young guitarist, his brothers Buddy and Monk, Alonzo Pookie Johnson and Sonny Johnson. They appeared on this program for 13 weeks. “22


The brothers broke up for two years: Buddy was drafted doing military service in Korea, but was not qualified for the army band as he could not read music. Monk Montgomery had his turn to leave Indianapolis and go on tour with Lionel Hampton from 1951 to 1953, at this time he became the first prominent bass guitar player in music history, playing the Fender Precision Bass which had been introduced in that year. One of his co-musicians was 20-year-old Quincy Jones. A number of tunes were recorded in that era but only released much later. The group included Art Farmer, Clifford Brown, Gigi Gryce, Annie Ross and Quincy Jones, who became a close friend of the Montgomery brothers.
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Billy Mackel (left) and Monk Montgomery on electric bass with the Lionel Hampton Orchestra at the Colloseum Cinema in Oslo, 1953. (Picture by Leif Ornelund)





Art Farmer’s Prestige record The Art Farmer Septet23 deserves a closer look. Is an interesting record in many ways. Recorded 1953/54, it could be the first studio recording of electric bass guitar in music history – played by Monk Montgomery. The arrangements were by Gigi Gryce and 20-year-old Quincy Jones, who is also heard on piano, this being also Quincy’s first studio recording. The other participants included Charlie Rouse on tenor, Horace Silver on piano when Quincy Jones was not playing, Percy Heath on bass and Sonny Johnson. The recording engineer was still-unknown Rudy van Gelder (who joined Blue Note later that year) and the record sleeve artwork was by none other than Mad Magazine’s Don Martin. The first tune, Mau-Mau, has a bass theme in the middle (at 01:44) which reappeared in John Coltrane’s epic album A Love Supreme over 10 years later. An unknown “brain pool “album and usually ignored, although the music is excellent, well-recorded for the standards of that era and it contains interesting arrangements.


Around 1953 the Montgomery Brothers got back together. As Buddy remembered, the family bought an upright piano and Lena, Monk and Buddy moved together into a house which soon became a center for the family’s rehearsals and jam session, attracting further musicians such as Stan Getz, Frank Foster, Rahsaan Roland Kirk and Jack McDuff.


In an interview, Buddy recalled:


“Slide Hampton had a brother who I felt was one of the best trumpet players and arrangers around, named Maceo. He and Maceo did arrangements, I think Maceo did most of them, primarily jazz arrangements. They had sisters and brothers, and I think the whole band, except maybe three or four, were family. I had gone over to their house many times just to hang out. He had another brother named Lucky, a tenor player. The three of those guys were more into a heavier jazz thing, and I played with them off and on. It was exclusively Jazz for the most part, except this one trip I took with a Blues singer. Then naturally, back then, when you played shows, you played whatever the performers you played with were playing, the singer, the dancer, whatever — you played whatever that was.


I always did arrangements. I did all the music for the brothers. Everybody had a job, and that was my job, to take care of rehearsals. Every now and then, Wes would write a couple of tunes. He didn’t do that much arranging, but he had some tunes. He took care of the getting back on time, the bandstand kind of thing, calling the tunes and all that kind of stuff. Monk took care of all the business. “24


The Sessions in the Montgomery home became a hot-spot for the local music scene and lifted the skills of the Montgomery Brothers, one of the first gigs was a regular appearance at the Turf Club. The owners – Mildred Thompson and her husband - had been convinced about hiring a jazz group. Monk:


“We were back in that period when she was afraid of bringing in a black group because she thought it might attract some black trade or something… But they were going broke and she was ready to try anything. We were already sort of a local legend-type band; they knew that Wes had some drawing power. Buddy was just coming home from the army and I was just passing though there, so the three of us were home. We thought we’d be there a couple of weeks, and we ended up there a couple of years. In no time flat the place ended up being jam-packed. People lined up, just bursting open the place. It got to be THE place, it was very successful. Pookie Johnson was a great player, he and Wes, the front line, played so well together because they dug each other. Those guys sounded like one instrument when they played together.”25


One of Wes’ first professional engagements was playing in a show named The Brownskin Models together with pianist Snookum Russel and Ray Brown on Bass, at that time just as unknown as Wes. That was in the mid 1940’s, Snookum Russel had also been the mentor of J. J. Johnson and Fats Navarro, a starting point to stardom for many musicians. Leonard Feather quoted him saying


“This is why I’m happy, because I feel like a minor league coach who develops many stars but never made the big league.”26


Ray Brown also remembered the days with Wes.


“He was really good, but he didn’t read at all. We’d start a chart, Snookum would point at him and he’d just eat it alive – he had those kinds of ears. Sure, he sounded like he had listened to Charlie Christian, but any guitarist in the 40’s who wasn’t listening to Christian was on the wrong track” 27


Monk Montgomery remembered the changes that this period had made on Wes:


“I remember Wes went on the road, I’d come by mama’s house, and he was telling us that he had an offer to go with Snookum Russell. Snookum Russell had quite a name so we knew that was quite a thing. That’s when I first heard Ray Brown’s name come up. He went away with that band and he stayed with a period of time. Months, I guess. We got a call Wes was coming home and we met at mama’s house. And when I saw him, I said “Wow!”, I was just looking at him with amazement. He had an all-leather bag and he was a dresser. He had really gotten into clothes. At this time, he had straightened his hair. He had a diamond ring on and he had this watch. The chain was gold, big cufflinks. I finally saw the true Wes. He was at once like my older brother because of his experiences. And I admired him so much because he was successful as a musician.”28


Among the first who became aware of the Montgomery Brothers and made the public aware was radio-host Dick Buckley, who later became a famous radio DJ in Chicago and knew Monk, Buddy and Wes in the early 50’s:


“The Montgomerys weren’t working together at the time. I met and heard them separately beginning with Monk in a quintet at the Tropic Club. The city’s best blew from the bandstand, either as regulars or at the Saturday afternoon sessions, and the bass man they all dug was Monk Montgomery. He had those qualities that mark a swinger instead of just another good bass picker. Buddy was working with a group in Cincinnati at the time. I hadn’t heard him but the word was he was the swingingest pianist in the area. I recall a young pianist who was attending music school commenting on Buddy’s lack of formal training. Shaking his head in frustration, he said “The little son-of-a-gun plays, and he doesn’t even know what he is doing “.


Wes of course was the local phenomenon. I remember so many things, like the time when Lionel Hampton came to town after Monk had joined the band. Monk brought his electric bass to the Saturday afternoon session and all the bass men had to give it a try. Playing it across the body, the guitar fashion, seemed to throw them. Leroy Vinnegar made it pretty well by standing it on a chair and picking it the way he would a regular bass. But it was Wes who flipped everyone. After staying on the stand with the Fender on an intermission to familiarize himself with it, he proceeded to play a set with the most moving bass line I have ever heard...


My record show ran from eleven to midnight, and the clubs closed at midnight, so I found myself buddying around with the musicians after hours, talking more jazz than I heard. This gave birth to the idea of having some quiet, closed sessions at the radio after sign-off. I could hear some good music, the guys had a chance to blow and we could tape some things for our own amusement. The first of these sessions included just the band from the Tropic Club: Wes and Monk, Charlie Mastrapaolo, Willie Baker, Roger Jones and John Bunch, the cream of the Indianapolis crop. Things were going well during the warm-up. But when the mikes were turned on, he didn’t want to take any solos! No amount of urging could change his mind until finally, almost in self-defense, he took a couple of choruses. Then came the shocker: Nothing happened. He was so nervous and tense, that the amount of timing and phrasing, all the things that made him so great, were shot. He sounded like just another guitarist. I’ve heard of mike fright, but never saw anything to equal Wes that night .“29


Unfortunately, the recordings of Dick Buckley have never been released and are probably lost.


As time passed, Wes learned to overcome his stage-fright and regularly played in two constellations: One was the Montgomery-Johnson Quintet involving the brothers plus – once again - Sonny Johnson on drums and Alonzo “Pookie” Johnson on tenor sax, who were not related. This group had already appeared at Sea Ferguson’s Cotton Club as early as 1946. The first recordings of the Montgomery-Johnson Quintet were made in New York City 1955 by Quincy Jones for Epic, a subsidiary label of Columbia, but it took 30 years for the first track – Love for Sale – to be released on a Columbia sampler named Almost Forgotten30, and another 30 years until the rest of the record was rediscovered by Zev Feldman of Resonance Records, a label that has spent much effort to discover obscure early recordings by Wes from that era. Quincy Jones, who had played with Monk Montgomery in Lionel Hampton’s Orchestra in 1952/53, way before he became the jazz world’s most famous arranger, recalled the recording date:


“The date with the Montgomery Brothers was just an experiment, man. We were taking a shot. It was my idea to do it... So I called them up and I got them to drive all the way up from Indianapolis for a one-day session... Wes was so green but you can hear he already had that distinctive sound. “31


Alonzo “Pookie “Johnson (1927-2005) was a local hero who stuck to his hometown with all his heart.


“He mastered most wind instruments and also played the piano. “Writes David Leander Williams “In 1945, he enlisted in the United States Air Force and played in the Special Service Band which travelled throughout the world entertaining troops... in addition to being a great saxophonist, Johnson made an enormous contribution to Indianapolis as a humanitarian who believed in giving back to the community. After retiring from employment at the post office for more than 30 years, he could have rested on his laurels and his celebrity and led a simple, carefree life. Instead he made an investment in the youth of Indianapolis and found time to teach children about the joy of music... Johnson was one of Indiana Avenue’s most beloved musicians. “32


Sonny Johnson (1930-2001) must have been a classmate of Buddy Montgomery as they were born in the same year. He was only 16 when they played the Cotton Club, later in his career he played with Jimmy Smith, Art Farmer, Quincy Jones and Herbie Hancock.


Two constellations. The other group was the Wes Montgomery Trio with Melvin Rhyne on organ and usually Paul Parker or Willis Kirk on Drums. Again, it is David Leander Williams who provides excellent information on how Mel Rhyne came to the scene and eventually ended up as Wes’ only organist. Rhyne was one of the youngest players to work with Wes at that time. Born 1936, he was inspired to play piano by his father who played boogie-woogie. Rhyne attended Crispus Attucks high-school from 1950 and had made his own name on Indiana Avenue when Wes became aware of him, having performed with greats like T-Bone Walker, B. B. King and Aretha Franklin33:
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