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            introduction

         

         The common wisdom about the saxophonist John Coltrane is that he was the last major figure in the evolution of jazz, that the momentum of jazz stalled, and nearly stopped, after his death at age forty in 1967.

         What was the essence of Coltrane’s achievement that makes him so prized forty years after his death? Why have so many musicians and listeners been so powerfully drawn to him? What was it about his improvising, his bands, his compositions, his place within his era of jazz? What were the factors that helped Coltrane become who he was? And what would a John Coltrane look like now, or are we wrong to be looking for such a figure?

         From the outside, one keeps wondering which musician will take the next decisively evolutionary step, as all those who seem to be candidates repeat themselves, become hermetic or obvious, fail to write compelling original material, sell out in some form, or begin to bore their audiences. And then one wonders whether evolutionary models should be applied to jazz at all. It seems to be the case that jazz loops around, retrenches, makes tiny adjustments that don’t alter the basic language. The problem, though, is that Coltrane certainly made it seem as if jazz were evolving. He barreled ahead, and others followed. Some are still following.

         His career, especially the last ten years of it, was so unreasonably exceptional that when he became seen as the representative jazz musician, the general comprehension of how and why jazz works became changed; it also became jagged and dangerous with half-truths. Every half-truth needs a full explanation.

         This is not a book about Coltrane’s life, but the story of his work. The first part tells the story of his music as it was made, from his first recordings as a no-name navy bandsman in 1946 until his death as a near-saint of jazz in 1967. The second part tells the story of his influence, starting in his lifetime and continuing until today. The reason that the two stories are separated—even though one will cross over into the other’s territory now and then—is because the work and its reception have had distinct, different, and individually logical lives.

         This is a book about jazz as sound. I mean “sound” as it has long functioned among jazz players, as a mystical term of art: as in, every musician finally needs a sound, a full and sensible embodiment of his artistic personality, such that it can be heard, at best, in a single note. Miles Davis’s was fragile and pointed. Coleman Hawkins’s was ripe and mellow and generous. John Coltrane’s was large and dry, slightly undercooked, and urgent.

         But I also mean sound as a balanced block of music emanating from a whole band. How important is this? With Coltrane, sound ruled over everything. It eventually superseded composition: his later records present one track after another of increasing similarity, in which the search for sound superseded solos and structure. His authoritative sound, especially as he could handle it in a ballad, was the reason older musicians respected him so—his high-register sound, for example, in “Say It Over and Over Again.” But it was also the reason younger and less formally adept musicians were drawn to him, and why they could even find themselves a place on his bandstand.

         Coltrane loved structure in music, and the science and theory of harmony; one of the ways he is remembered is as the champion student of jazz. But insofar as Coltrane’s music has some extraordinary properties—the power to make you change your consciousness a little bit—we ought to widen the focus beyond the constructs of his music, his compositions, and his intellectual conceits. Eventually we can come around to the music’s overall sound: first how it feels in the ear and later how it feels in the memory, as mass and as metaphor. Musical structure, for instance, can’t contain morality. But sound, somehow, can. Coltrane’s large, direct, vibratoless sound transmitted his basic desire: “that I’m supposed to grow to the best good that I can get to.”

         What Coltrane accomplished, and how he connected with audiences for jazz around the world, seems to elude any possible career plan, and is remarkably separate from what we have come to understand as European-based, Western-culture artistic consciousness. This book attempts to track the connections of his work—how and why he proceeded from A to B to Z—and then, later, to ask why Coltrane has weighed so heavily in the basic identity of jazz for the last half century.

         Coltrane—whose music is marked by remarkable technique, strength in all registers of the tenor and soprano saxophones, slightly sharp intonation, serene intensity, and a rapid, mobile exploration of chords, not just melody—made jazz that was alternately seductive, mainstream, and antagonistic. Among his recordings were the high-speed harmonic etude “Giant Steps” (1959); the exotic, ancient-sounding modal versions of “My Favorite Things” (1960) and “Greensleeves” (1961); the headlong, sometimes discordant, fifteen-minute blues in F, “Chasin’ the Trane” (1961); the devotional suite A Love Supreme (1964); the mournful ballads “Soul Eyes” (1962) and “After the Rain” (1963); and the whirligig free-jazz duet performance with drums alone, Interstellar Space (1967).

         His work became unofficially annexed by the civil rights movement: its sound alone has become a metaphor for dignified perseverance. His art, nearly up to the end, was not insular, and kept signifying different things for different people of different cultures and races. His ugliest music (to a certain way of thinking) is widely suspected of possessing beauty beyond the listener’s grasp, and the reverse goes for his prettiest music—that it is more properly understood as an expression of grave seriousness. There is more poetry written about him, I would guess, than about any other jazz musician. And his religious quests through Christianity, Buddhism, Kabbala, and Sufism are now embedded, ex post facto, in his music. In pluralistic America, it has become hard not to hear Coltrane’s modal music—in which an improviser, freed from chordal movement, becomes free to explore—as a metaphor for a personal religious search.

         Coltrane, particularly from 1961 to 1964, sounds like the thing we know as modern jazz, just the way that Stravinsky sounds like the thing we know as modern classical music. Young bandleaders, especially saxophonists, find him a safe place, the safe place. Some musicians may disagree on the basis of their own experiences—jazz is hundreds of microclimates—but here it is: the sound of so many jazz gigs I’ve heard in the past fifteen years, as a jazz critic in New York, is usually the sound of albums like Coltrane’s Sound or Coltrane Plays the Blues, the Coltrane quartet just before or in the first stages of a modal-jazz style, just tightening, still before A Love Supreme and that later music that is so personal that to borrow from it would be obvious. (Not that it isn’t sometimes borrowed from, and not that such borrowing isn’t usually obvious to the point of vulgarity.) He has been more widely imitated in jazz over the last fifty years than any other figure.

         Some musicians have told me that after a period of immersion, they could not listen to him anymore. Listeners, too. I have played other kinds of music in bands, and studied with a jazz pianist, but I am a writer, not a jazz musician. When I first heard Coltrane’s records as a teenager in the 1980s, the 1956 Prestige sessions with the Miles Davis Quintet—“Tune Up” and “If I Were a Bell” especially— he sounded to me like a great lake whose dimensions I knew I wanted to trace. Next was Giant Steps, with its brightness, concision, harmonic acuity, and strong original melodies. It did me no harm—not until later, when I began to hear a rote mathematical stiffness in his playing that I reacted against. I wasn’t alive in the early sixties, and perhaps for that reason The European Tour, a double-LP set of Coltrane’s band recorded live in 1962 and 1963, first seemed to me the stylization of modal music, a soft, snake-charming lob toward the progressive, self-congratulating audiences accruing around Coltrane after his radio hit, “My Favorite Things.” I rejected it, pretty much.

         But when I got to Live at the Village Vanguard, particularly the track “Spiritual,” I developed a block against it. This music was no half-stepping: deep and correct and serious, harder and more violently swinging and slightly ancient-sounding, the intimations of Coltrane’s modal style before it hardened as a gesture. This band was the supreme consortium of live jazz, the one most related to jazz-as-it-is-currently-played. It seemed that you could go in there and not be able to find your way out.

         I did have some sort of index for seriousness in jazz at that point. I was hearing a lot of music in New York that tried to be profound and occasionally was. The guitarist Sonny Sharrock and his loud band with two drummers made sense to me by its natural connections both to rock-and-roll and post-Coltrane free jazz— specifically to Pharoah Sanders’s records of the late 1960s. The tenor saxophonist Charles Gayle and his trios played a kind of highly expressionistic collective improvisation, whose main factors were its manipulation of rhythmic chaos and the unpredictable charisma of Gayle himself. Another tenor player, David S. Ware, led a quartet which took the example of Coltrane in about 1965 to the next plane of loud-and-lugubrious; it was all density. On the other hand, David Murray’s trio with Wilber Morris and Andrew Cyrille was more spindly and playful and pretty, with nice original lines, and a completely different story from Coltrane’s. (Murray’s allegiance was to melodic improvisation, the Sonny Rollins line of playing, as opposed to Coltrane’s way of implying whole chords in his sweep.)

         But those Coltrane records I shrank from faced up to the idea of density and noise without fetishizing it, and didn’t stop there. Coltrane connected his own learned harmonic patterns with many outside approaches, picked up from other jazz musicians and various folk cultures—a thoroughly willed, nearly maniacal method of inclusion. And he built a groove with his bassist Jimmy Garrison and drummer Elvin Jones that grew stronger, even as the rest of the music became heavy with super-extended soloing, the overload of individual will. The various sounds of Live at the Village Vanguard became some of jazz’s most revisited majority languages, connecting schools of players who would otherwise have little to do with each other, formalists and non-formalists.

         Anyway, two years went by before I tried listening seriously to Coltrane again. Now it was twenty-eight years after Live at the Village Vanguard was recorded, and the bohemian interior of the jazz audience in New York had become, as far as I could see, smaller and more self-conscious. Jazz’s early-sixties identity as protest material for Americans who had a hard, bitter road out of the Great Society had since been celebrated, fetishized, and nostalgized; since the beginning of the 1980s, the music-as-music had been studied as an academic subject. Jazz, too, had crept into pop and hiphop. And a jazz-classicism movement, which exercised withering skepticism toward most of the loose-form and nonacoustic music that had happened in jazz after the mid-sixties, had gained fully funded legitimacy through house orchestras at Lincoln Center and Carnegie Hall and the Smithsonian.

         The point I am making is that there were so many entryways to jazz by 1989 that I didn’t necessarily want to deal with the most serious, uncomfortable, and perhaps necessary way in: immersion in John Coltrane’s recordings. Part of that discomfort came from the fact that it had become totally unclear how to think of them. They form a path, but was it a path toward a new language or nonsense?

         The trumpeter Wynton Marsalis, the artistic director of Jazz at Lincoln Center, as well as his brothers Branford (the saxophonist) and Delfeayo (the trombonist), and the critic Stanley Crouch—who wrote a great deal of combative opinions associated with them— had become extremely potent cultural commentators by that point. Wynton was in the business of selecting what was good and lasting across the entire history of jazz. Serving as faction boss, he talked persuasively about what had been watered down or lost in jazz: four-four swing, ballads, constructive competition, a sense of boundaries and exclusivity. He really loved to argue, and the gist of his arguments was always responsibility: whether you are doing good or harm to the music. (And not just to jazz, but, by extension, to American culture.) He talked about jazz as if it were a patient on a table. He prescribed the necessary measures musicians ought to be taking if they wanted jazz to survive at all.

         Suddenly the life’s work of Coltrane, and his gradual trajectory toward non-swing, non-ballads, non-competiveness, non-boundaried inclusion, could seem dangerous. But the fact remained that if you could stand to listen, really listen hard, to “Spiritual,” or the rest of Live at the Village Vanguard, both sides of the argument seemed shallow, and imposed from without by parties with an agenda. A record like that one indicated that the common-room of jazz was also, paradoxically, its darkest and most mysterious place.

         
             

         

         The rhetoric surrounding jazz has changed a great deal since Coltrane’s time. The notion that jazz is the music of the underdog’s liberation, that it is intrinsically radical, is not to be found in most serious discussions about jazz today. That is now seen as a philosophy of its time, associated with the 1960s and early seventies.

         The best jazz playing (and the best jazz criticism) has made room for the notion that this music makes its own meaning without the superimposition of any political or intellectual one, that it will advance by slow degrees, and that it will go around and around in further understanding and refinement of itself, eating its own tail. Structural newness, genre newness, is not necessarily what we are looking for; what we want is the musician’s individual expression: honor the past while being yourself. If a genuinely individual expression comes inside a familiar-sounding package, that shouldn’t reduce its value.

         But what about that hippie myth in which jazz is “tomorrow’s music” forever and ever, the result of a radical process? The structural innovations of jazz really did slow down precipitously after Coltrane. Yet the surrounding rhetoric traveled on and on and on, disembodied from its context, like a rider thrown headlong from a horse. It would be easy to say that this sort of future-mongering— the kind of thing you hear especially from young musicians and those excited about the various bohemian free-jazz scenes around the world—has to do with Coltrane’s death from liver cancer, which took him so unexpectedly. He was only forty, and many who were close to him hadn’t known how ill he was. He did die a kind of martyr, he did die a kind of seer; and for all those who agree, whatever descends from Coltrane must be holy, and in some sense, unimpeachably true.

         But that’s still too neat. If we are to see Coltrane as an impetus for so much jazz that followed him—both in the main body of straightforward jazz and its abstract, outlying territories—I think the answer is to be found in the pattern of his last ten years, not just his ending.

         Nobody in jazz has traveled further and more effectively, in a chartable, linear sense, during such a short period, than Coltrane. Miles Davis is the most famous paradigm-changer of jazz, but his refashionings of his music every five years or so had much to do with his inexhaustible competitiveness and self-regard. It was easier to understand Davis changing in order to confound and challenge his peers and his audience. With Coltrane, the reason to change seemed to come more from the inside.

         This much seems certain: if John Coltrane had continued to progress clearly and intelligibly, pointing at both the road behind and the road ahead—as he had done in such an exemplary way from 1957 through, let’s say, Transition in 1965—this progress would have deep and practical consequences for jazz. Instead, during those last two and a half years, he went inside himself. You could go there if you wanted, but not without either changing some of your root ideas about music or finding some intemperate notion of perfection which you might later want to renounce. Albums like Stellar Regions or Live in Seattle, from that late period after Transition, are expressions of blazing single-mindedness; they can express what the poet Robert Lowell, one of Coltrane’s contemporaries, once called “the monotony of the sublime.” But Lowell was from a Boston Brahmin family: he lived within a strict historical definition. Coltrane, evidently, was looking for a music that stepped outside of history. In the face of such striving, even-tempered criticism usually breaks down. You either accept it not just as music but as a kind of aesthetic philosophy, or you hear it once and say never again.

         Thinking in the terms of traditional Western rationalism, one can feel that Coltrane, in 1965, dived into a trap. A historically relevant trap, but a trap all the same, a trap of the age—records and performances that might only seem significant inasmuch as they are of a piece with many other things that happened around it. Those “things” including: the world championship in boxing being won and successfully defended by Muhammad Ali, a new kind of culture hero; the African independence movement (thirty-six independent republics in Africa established during Coltrane’s life, almost all of them in Coltrane’s last ten years); the growth of a new sense of black folkloric heritage in those and other formerly colonized black areas; and the decline of American urban social services and public education, coterminous with the rise of cheap street drugs in the years after the assassination at the Audubon Ballroom of Malcolm X. And still, even if you internalized all of this, even if it were the story of your life, you might want to look away from the music’s harshness.

         In his final three years, Coltrane indicated a new way of thinking about music, not a way for everyone. The typical example of Coltrane’s audience turning against him comes from 1965, when Coltrane’s quintet played at Soldier Field in Chicago. The music was harsh and aggressive, and managed to divide the audience during the performance—this for a man who was used to drawing overflow audiences at jazz clubs. (But gauging the importance of Coltrane takes strange routes: his Detroit gigs in 1961, at his moment of highest concentrated nationwide success, were sparsely attended, and his last live performance, at the Olatunji Center of African Culture, in Harlem, when his newest music was screaming, palpitating, at its most difficult to absorb, drew three thousand people.) If you look closely, you can see that Coltrane in his late, “free” period continued to reuse what he had, to connect his instinctual present with his craftsman past. He didn’t get to finish cementing the connection in more obvious ways, and since his death it has taken jazz musicians more than thirty years to find a consensual, mainstream language of rapprochement between free jazz and the more traditionally based kind.

         Coltrane was a man of unusual stamina, phlegmatic temperament, and stoic charisma, who found ecstasy in his labor but otherwise was difficult to excite—a John Wayne, a Gary Cooper, a Lou Gehrig, a John Henry, a Yankee woodsman. (In American Humor, published in 1931, Constance Rourke paraphrases the legend of the early 1800s Yankee woodsman thus: “I’m a regular tornado, tough as hickory and long-winded as a nor’wester. I can strike a blow like a falling tree, and every lick makes a gap in the crowd that lets in an acre of sunshine.”) Maybe, even, Coltrane was the cool, spirit-filled archetype of West African Kongo culture. At the end, when his public pronouncements swerved away from music and settled on God—as he variously put it, he aspired to be a saint, or at least to become “a force for real good”—one notices the matte finish on the zeal, the sense that his ecstasy is impenetrable, unquestionable, ironbound. In some sense, he hadn’t changed much; he had just increased the seriousness that was already abundant within him. But now the seriousness worked in the service of a blanketing religious ecstasy rather than the hard-bitten mannerisms of the post-bop jazz language.

         Still, he did provide links for you. Nothing in Coltrane’s work comes out of the blue. Despite the thinness of explication (he wasn’t a good interview, and came off sounding disappointingly mundane for a would-be saint), he recorded and performed so much in the last years of his life that we can trace foreshadowings, arrivals, and departures.

         That path toward the sublime, which is the point of the first half of this book, really starts in 1958, the year Coltrane rejoined Miles Davis after taking a year and half off. Before joining the Davis group again, he had been playing with Thelonious Monk, subjecting himself to new challenges of chords and melody and tempo; he had quit using heroin and quit drinking. What he made in 1958 was victory music, Rocky music. It is quite unlike the music of Dexter Gordon and Charlie Parker, his two major early influences.

         “Straight, No Chaser,” from February 1958 (on Miles Davis’s Milestones) and “Dial Africa,” from June 1958 (on Wilbur Harden’s Jazz Way Out) show this Coltrane: he has discovered how to concentrate, how to reconcile speed with melody, and how to exult—in the way that a preacher, and not merely a passive dandelion in the congregation, learns to exult. (Both his maternal grandfather, in whose house he grew up, and his paternal grandfather were ministers in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church; in an interview with August Blume, Coltrane described his maternal grandfather’s religiosity as “militant.”)

         One of the general listener’s major misperceptions of jazz is that when improvisers work at their best, they pluck ideas out of the sky, channeling heaven. No. Even at their least inhibited, Coltrane’s solos still show the stamina that comes of hard, solitary practicing; it is immensely worked-out music. You can pick out dozens of devices in his solos that he was reusing and would continue to reuse.

         For Coltrane, much of what had come before 1958 was a language of faltering, of finding his way. Young jazz players were (and are) interested in this, because they falter themselves. But the larger public had less use for it. It was when he got over himself, and his struggle to find his sound, when he took himself seriously as both a commercial proposition and a “force for real good,” that he didn’t allow himself to falter any longer, that his sound opened widest and his music began to make sense on a large scale.

         Any artist—writer, painter, filmmaker, dancer—can hide for a long time in the wilds of his own language, never rising above the vegetation. “Any successful style is a spell whose first victim is the wizard,” the critic Clive James has written. Still, people come to Delphi and attach themselves to the utterances, grateful to have heard one firsthand. They generally don’t need to know if the oracle has magicked himself.

         Coltrane got beyond the language of the utterances. He was stable and trustworthy; he said he doubted himself, even as he kept playing more forcefully and originally. He struck people afresh, and caused aesthetic change. Many people, from Wynton Marsalis to the most disengaged jazz fan you know, can tell you a story about how John Coltrane altered their lives or at least their way of looking at art, strengthened their resolve, made them see that jazz isn’t an exercise book, or a father’s record collection, or music as a closed-off thing-in-itself.

         
             

         

         The other half of the Coltrane narrative, its posthumous mirror, begins before his death. The second part of this book is the story of Coltrane’s influence on other musicians, and on all those who established the surrounding philosophy and discourse of jazz starting in the late 1950s.

         Because his words were so indirect, because he said so little and represented such enormous ideas, because of his risks, entire careers have drafted in his tailwind. And artistic imperatives that may or may not have been his in the first place have been accepted as articles of faith. Those who have set stock in the notion of jazz-as-future often cite Coltrane as their inspiration. I thought of this when I heard fifteen young saxophonists competing in the Thelonious Monk Institute’s International Saxophone Competition a few years ago. Coltrane was everywhere in their playing, that weekend. If these saxophonists wanted to imply sophistication, depth, stamina, fervor, tenderness, they used Coltrane language.

         At last—for reasons that the story of Coltrane’s influence should make clear—this is beginning to change. While we’re still under the yoke of Coltrane but in the process of slipping it off, it seems a good time to try to analyze what he did in his life, through the sensibility of the critic, rather than the biographer. And, at the same time, to analyze why his appeal has held fast for so many years after his death.
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            1 who’s willie mays?

         

         On July 13, 1946, John William Coltrane, seaman second class, recorded eight songs with four other musicians, drawn from the ranks of the Melody Masters. The Melody Masters was a large navy band, stationed in Oahu, Hawaii; navy bands were segregated in those days, and this one was all white.

         Quiet Coltrane came from a very religious Methodist family. Both his grandfathers were ministers. As a preteen he liked to draw, and as a teenager he idolized Johnny Hodges, the Ellingtonband alto and soprano saxophonist. He was born in Hamlet, North Carolina, moved to High Point, North Carolina, in his infancy, and moved again to Philadelphia after finishing at William Penn High School in High Point. He was two months shy of turning twenty when the four Melody Masters invited Coltrane to jam with them.

         Coltrane, a lean figure in round shades whose tall Afro flattened out on the sides, was not a full-time navy bandsman (no blacks were), and the Melody Masters were not officially allowed to play with black musicians. With Coltrane as guest, escaping the knowledge of their superior officers, they made a private recording, eventually pressing four copies of a 78 RPM record.

         One tune from that amateur session was Tadd Dameron’s “Hot House,” a song that later became known as one of the great compositions of early bebop. “Hot House” is a 32-bar song that first borrows from the chord changes of the standard “What Is This Thing Called Love?” before cleverly altering them. And the seamen try an effortful replication of Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker’s version of the tune, cut a year earlier—except that the navy trumpeter doesn’t solo, as Gillespie did.

         Instead, Coltrane does. In fact, Coltrane, on alto saxophone, takes the only solo—a hideous, squeaking, lurching thing. But perhaps it didn’t matter to the thoroughly preprofessional Melody Masters, because Coltrane had met Bird.

         Some jazz musicians are off and running at nineteen—Charlie Christian, Johnny Griffin, Art Pepper, Clifford Brown, Sarah Vaughan. John Coltrane was not. He had started playing at thirteen, on alto horn and clarinet, as a member of the school band in High Point. At fourteen, he switched to alto saxophone. The first instrument he owned was an alto bought for him by his mother when the family moved to Philadelphia; he was sixteen then. He took a year of theory lessons at the Ornstein School of Music. At eighteen, he started playing in Philadelphia clubs, working with big bands at dances or in a trio at nightclubs. According to his friends and some of the bandleaders he worked with, he was a perfectly indistinct musician.

         He saw Charlie Parker perform for the first time on June 5, 1945, in Dizzy Gillespie’s group.

         So did his friends Jimmy Heath and Benny Golson. Golson remembered: “John just sat there, taking it all in. All over the hall, people were standing up and shouting, clapping their hands and stamping their feet. Imagine being a saxophonist and never having heard this kind of music before.” Following the afternoon performance, Coltrane and Golson accompanied their hero toward the Blue Note club, where Parker had an evening gig. Golson asked if he could carry Bird’s saxophone case. The three walked together: Golson on the right, Coltrane on the left, Bird in the middle. Golson, a talker, asked Bird what kind of horn he used, what mouthpiece, what number reeds. It was a scene of total adulation. Golson wasn’t embarrassed by it, but Coltrane evidently was. In 1947, Coltrane met Bird again in Los Angeles, while on tour with King Kolax. He didn’t remind him that they had met in Philadelphia.

         On the Oahu recording of “Hot House,” made a year later, Coltrane starts his solo by echoing the melody line from the bridge section of “A Night in Tunisia,” which was the big bebop record of the previous year. It may have been fresh in Coltrane’s ears from hearing Dizzy Gillespie’s septet version of “Tunisia,” recorded February 22, 1946, on Victor. Or perhaps he heard the Charlie Parker Septet version, recorded March 28, on Dial.

         Musicians working within this common 32-bar song structure can find a way to begin a solo with a quote of a bridge; it’s not impossible. It’s just tricky. Where the solo begins is the start of a journey, whereas the bridge—in the 32-bar song form, it’s the channel of music after the main theme is played and repeated, and which contrasts against that main theme—represents the middle. Coltrane doesn’t play inapposite notes to the chords, but the 8-bar bridge melody naturally leads him to a psychological ending place, and he still has 24 more bars to fill. It is incumbent upon him to scramble for something new to propel himself again. Sure enough, the second 8-bar stretch of the 32-bar solo chorus grows disastrous. On the song’s actual bridge, bars 17 to 24, he has an even worse time; on the final 8, he achieves adequate redemption, though certainly not poise, with a Charlie Parker lick, a curling flurry of sixteenth notes.

         Moving back to Philadelphia after his discharge in August 1946, Coltrane did what any self-respecting alto saxophonist of the time would do: he tried to follow Charlie Parker’s movements, because Parker was the king soloist.

         At this point in jazz, when big bands and dance-hall jobs were beginning to disappear and small groups were taking precedence, solos really mattered. It was first under Lester Young, and then more decisively under Charlie Parker, that the cult of the solo had emerged. Finally, to Parker’s cohort, the solos were king, subjugating the stuff around them. Even the worst examples of Parker’s solos were fetishized. The earliest scholarly writing on jazz solos appeared in the 1930s, but the hagiographic approach toward jazz soloing may have started with Elliot Grennard, a Billboard writer who witnessed Charlie Parker’s infamous recording session of July 1946. This was when Parker was experiencing heroin withdrawal that caused him to suffer involuntary muscle spasms, making him sound sick and adrift, particularly on the tune “Lover Man.” Grennard wrote a fictionalized account of the “Lover Man” sessions for Harper’s Magazine called “Sparrow’s Last Jump”; it was published in 1948 and won the O. Henry Prize for short fiction. Ever since, “Lover Man” has had its morbid admirers. Ross Russell’s book Bird Lives!—Russell was the producer whose label, Dial, put out the “Lover Man” sessions—created a fascination for Dean Benedetti, a Parker fan who took a tape recorder to club gigs and recorded only Parker’s solos, not what happened before and after them.

         In Philly, Coltrane played with the pianist Ray Bryant, among others; he went on a short tour with a band led by Joe Webb, which included the blues singer Big Maybelle. On his G.I. Bill benefits, he studied at the Granoff School, a local music school, specifically with Dennis Sandole. Sandole, who died in 2000 at the age of eighty-seven, was a swing-band guitar player who eventually let his own music take second place to his teaching. He focused on scales, as Coltrane would before long. He used exotic ones, and created his own, yet by all accounts, tailored his lessons to the individual student.

         Coltrane worked hard, to the exclusion of any other interest. “I used to practice a lot with Trane,” said his friend Jimmy Heath, who was then also an alto saxophonist before making his name on tenor. Everybody called him Jimmy. Coltrane called him Jim. Nobody else did. “He’d be in his shorts, we didn’t have any air conditioning in those hot tenement houses; he lived with his mother. He’d be practicing, sweating, man. Practicing all day. Nobody practiced that much at that time that I knew. He was practicing all the things he eventually perfected. Lines, harmonic concepts that we were learning together, things we had transcribed.”

         Heath also remembers Coltrane practicing so hard that he made his reeds red with blood.

         Coltrane lived not far from the Woodbine Club, at Twelfth and Master streets in North Philadelphia, an after-hours place where jam sessions would take place, with musicians including the saxophonists Heath, Jimmy Oliver, and Bill Barron, the trumpeter Johnny Coles, and Coltrane. He would work along Columbia Avenue (now called Cecil B. Moore Avenue) in the same part of town, where there was a club on nearly every block.

         Heath had gotten his hands on a transcription of Charlie Parker’s solo on “Don’t Blame Me”; the transcription had been made by Howard Johnson, the lead alto saxophonist in Dizzy Gillespie’s band. They studied from sources like that, and used the Philadelphia Public Library to listen to classical music, for “harmonic possibilities,” Heath says. “We knew that Bird carried around the Firebird Suite score.” They didn’t play the Stravinsky score per se. “We were extracting the cadenzas,” he remembered, “and turning them around to fit our own groove.”

         A few years later, Heath mentioned something about a play Willie Mays had made in a baseball game the day before. Coltrane replied, “Who’s Willie Mays, Jim?”

         
             

         

         Work came Coltrane’s way. He joined up with King Kolax, a Chicago-based trumpet player, singer, and crowd-pleasing bandleader in the jump-blues style.

         Jazz has its connector-pieces, more notable for who they hired and what happened around them than for their own musical accomplishments. In his early years, Coltrane played with many of them. King Kolax, by most accounts an outgoing and funny presence on stage, left no extraordinary artifacts; the most significant recordings he played on were with Billy Eckstine’s big band in 1946, as part of a four-man trumpet section that included Miles Davis and Hobart Dotson. Kolax takes no solos. Bird, as a teenager, had played with Kolax’s group in 1939—a time when Kolax had one of the hottest bands in Chicago. A few years later, in 1941, Gene Ammons was the alto player in Kolax’s band. Johnny Griffin saw that band at his grade-school graduation dance at the Parkway Ballroom in Chicago, emerged stunned, and thereupon resolved to play saxophone. Coltrane was the next soon-to-be-major player in line, touring with Kolax during the first few months of 1947. Coltrane also gigged with his friend Jimmy Heath, who led his own big band in Philadelphia, a kind of third-string version of what the Gillespie band was playing ninety miles to the north. And then he played with Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson, a bandleader of a kind not dissimilar from Kolax: killingly dressed, singing, playing saxophone, entertaining.

         Upon joining Vinson’s band—it was for a long string of one-nighters in the winter of 1948–49—Coltrane took up the tenor saxophone in earnest. Vinson wanted someone who could play like Bird over rhythm-and-blues tunes. Coltrane could, but the open spot was for tenor, not alto. He took the opportunity. And now that he was on a different instrument, Coltrane—a born student—began casting about for the great tenor player who could suggest avenues for him on tenor the way Bird did on alto.

         At the time, among the major contenders was Lester Young, who had become famous playing lovely, light-gauge melodic lines on tenor saxophone with Count Basie. There was also Ben Webster, who played fat, sweet, rich notes on tenor, and could subtract pitched sound until all you heard was elusive hissing; he was a super-artful manipulator of timbre and ballad phrasing. Coltrane also admired Tab Smith, a master of pitch and tonal control, a swelling-romance tenor player who descended from Johnny Hodges.

         And then there was Coleman Hawkins. Coltrane liked the arpeggios Hawkins played, the articulation of a whole scale-pattern where for other musicians just a few notes would do. Hawkins seemed to have a more sweeping, kaleidoscopic vision of music than most of the other top soloists in jazz: instead of using a thin-nibbed pen to trace out melodies, he used a paint-roller. Resourcefully, he made all these notes, all these references to passing chords, sound virile and natural.

         In the early 1960s, Eddie Vinson was asked about Coltrane. “Yeah, little ol’ Coltrane used to be in my band. He never wanted to play. I used to have to play all night long. I’d ask him, ‘Man, why don’t you play?’ He’d say, ‘I just want to hear you play….’ That ol’ boy was something. He changed his playing every six months almost.” A character trait: Coltrane may have been diffident with others, but apparently not with himself.

         Then Coltrane’s break came. Dizzy Gillespie’s piano player, James Forman, knew Coltrane from jobs around Philly; they were both members of the musicians’ union. Forman recommended Coltrane to Gillespie, who asked both Heath and Coltrane to join his big band. The job began in late fall 1949.

         Bebop, in the forties, was a new language of blues-based modernism. It came to be associated with fast tempos, asymmetrical melodic lines, and chord harmonies inspired by Stravinsky, Debussy, and Bartók. It was developed in New York in the early 1940s by Parker, Gillespie, and the musicians around them, and it naturally stole into popular big bands over time: this was simply what young musicians were playing. But in 1949, the very idea of a Dizzy Gillespie big band—and in the minds of anyone reading about jazz back then, that proposition equaled a bebop big band— was problematic. First, big bands were for dancers, and bebop tempos could be fast, and harder to dance to. Second, America was recovering from a wartime economy, which had already debilitated the great touring big bands through gas and rubber shortages and a rise in travel costs; the preeminence of these bands in the national musical culture was lessening. And the proof was in the music itself. Cropped, curling bop lines, tritone-heavy bop harmony, fast and spiky bop rhythm: they were all better executed by a four-or five-piece group than by an orchestra.

         But Gillespie, who along with Charlie Parker had come to be synonymous with bebop as a movement, had an advantage in realizing a difficult proposition. He came from the Cab Calloway band of the early 1940s, which had popularized the image of strong, modern music and witty clowning; he had to do something with his show knowledge. More important, he was thinking about another big-band model: the Latin kind. He had learned about Latin music largely through his association with the Cuban trumpeter Mario Bavza, a section-mate in the Calloway group; in 1942 he had sat in with Machito’s Afro-Cubans, and started learning ways to improvise jazz over the Cuban clave rhythm.

         Gillespie’s orchestra lasted from 1946 to 1950. He had graduated from the small labels of the first bebop experiments; RCA was recording him then. In 1947 the orchestra created “Manteca,” one of the most important pieces of jazz ever—the starting place of modern Afro-Latin jazz. But by the time Coltrane joined, sharing with Heath the role of lead alto saxophone (the top voice of the alto saxophone section, playing written lines), the end was in sight. Bookings were shrinking. By the end of the decade the orchestra had been sized down to six or seven members.

         Some of the radio broadcasts by the small group in 1951 survive on bootlegs, and these are the next significant recordings of Coltrane, after Oahu. Here and there you hear him on a solo feature, strong and true and improvising: he is not erased by the thundering of a big band, or relegated to the background on a singer-with-orchestra date. His growth has been remarkable, and why shouldn’t it be—five years have passed, a long time for a young man. He has access to more notes, yet the logic of his playing is still jumbled, still chaotic. But what do we hear of the later, mature Coltrane in 1951? Bits and dots. And for the next four years, until he joined Miles Davis’s band, there was only the refinement of a basic set of skills.

         Coltrane seems not to have played any tenor saxophone with Gillespie’s big band. But offstage, he was practicing the bigger horn assiduously, building on the work he had done with Vinson, using scale-book exercises by Czerny and Hanon, running various arpeggio and interval patterns, some of them jumping registers, through all the keys of Western music. They were meant for pianists, as finger-strengthening exercises; they weren’t typically practiced by any kind of horn player.

         By the time of the 1951 recordings, he had developed his own style, if a barely coherent one—one that mixed exotic scale patterns and rhythm-and-blues rhetoric, stubborn long tones, and the beginnings of a serious interest in the low and high registers.

         The best solo on the 1951 bootleg recordings with Gillespie— there had not yet been any official studio recordings from this time featuring a Coltrane solo—is in Gillespie’s “A Night in Tunisia,” recorded on January 6.

         We already know of Coltrane’s connection to “A Night in Tunisia” from his quoting of its bridge section in the 1946 Oahu “Hot House.” One can assume that it was a song he practiced on; he may have grown used to improvising over its seesaw motion between minor chords.

         This “Tunisia” solo, one chorus long, has problems: some fluffed notes and hesitations. But there is character here. It begins with a break—literally, a sudden drop-out of all musicians but the soloist. When Parker recorded the tune, five years before, his break was four bars long, and came out as a swarm of sixteenth notes centering around the concert key of F. It is a famous break, and it is generally not played in any length less than four bars. But Coltrane’s, weirdly, is only two, and conceived in longer notes, with a harmony that immediately pulls toward minor. As the band joins in, his swing feeling warms up, but only gradually. It has a character of patience, even of dissociation; of endurance, of waiting out the band and the audience for a kind of artistic truth to start crawling out of its shell, of a seriousness that borders on the inscrutable. It is the outsider entering an open plain where the attacks could come from any angle, defensively correct, slow, and wary.

         It is a kind of trance state, and an American romantic type. It is a disposition that operates outside of historical markers; it favors staring over blinking. Johnny Cash, Clint Eastwood, Waylon Jennings had it; so did Tommy Duncan, the great western-swing baritone from Bob Wills’s Texas Playboys. Walt Whitman, with his long lines, putting his feelings on the outside but still cloaking himself in whirling-dervish repetitions, had it. Gertrude Stein had a version of it, with her repetitions in clipped American rhythm. (T. S. Eliot, disapprovingly, said that her writing suggested a “peculiar hypnotic pattern not met with before. It has a kinship with the saxophone.”) Natty Bumppo, in James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking tales, had it, and so did John Wayne as Ethan in The Searchers: they took on the movements of the American Indians, and figured out a way to exist outside of the way their race, class, and status fixed them.

         Jazz both encourages and discourages this disposition. It is a social music, operating in a commercial context, surrounded by hustle; you play to make your rent money, the club owner gives you a fixed fee or a percentage of the door, and you’ll be booked again if the patrons drink more during your set. You play in the slotted context of a band, in a section or as a soloist-leader, and you give the audience what you think it wants. At the same time, you improvise, and try to bring out the part of you that is least like anyone else.

         “What I didn’t know with Diz was that what I had to do was really express myself,” Coltrane told Down Beat reporter Ira Gitler in 1958. “I was playing clichés and trying to learn tunes that were hip, so I could play with the guys who played them.” This is not strictly true if we consider the “Night in Tunisia” solo; it is considerably different from the norm. But remember, we are talking about John Coltrane—one of the primary musicians in American jazz to establish the tradition of not sounding like anybody else. And it is true that in an overall sense, in the bedrock of his note and pattern choices, he was drawing from the platform of 1940s saxophonists who had adapted Charlie Parker’s alto language to the tenor: Dexter Gordon, Wardell Gray, and Gene Ammons.

         Those players used Parker’s rhythmic feel, but built upon it a gruffer, more earthbound edge; they were easier to follow than Bird. They found their way back to the melodic sureness and ballad sensitivity of Lester Young, and they got close to the artful honk-a-thons of Illinois Jacquet, who became famous for earthy extremes, parceling out solos in thrown bricks and blown kisses. All of them found their audiences while touring through the country with big bands, away from the intellectual core of the New York bop scene. They found the low end in bebop—both literally, in pitch terms, and metaphorically, in sensibility (low as in earthy, low as in rootsy). It is not insignificant that they created a dialect of the new music which appealed to black audiences.

         At the heart of bebop, in its first apotheosis in Parker (alto saxophone) Bud Powell (piano), Dizzy Gillespie (trumpet), and the load of first-wave drummers (Kenny Clarke, Max Roach, Art Blakey, Stan Levey, Roy Haynes), there were three primary elements of sound. There was the ride cymbal, which carried so much of the fast rhythm (with bass-drum “bombs” dropped at irregular intervals); there was the pianist’s right hand—Powell’s, most permanently, the single notes dancing like a kite in the air, with intermittent downward tugs from stabbing left-hand chords; and there were the high registers of the alto saxophone and trumpet, with their improvised, expansive dashes into ninth, eleventh, and thirteenth intervals. (Parker was paraphrased as explaining his eureka moment this way: “I found that by using the higher intervals of a chord as a melody line and backing them with appropriately related changes, I could play the thing I’d been hearing. I came alive.” He frequently explained in later interviews that his interest in Debussy and Bartók, who also used these intervals, came after he and Gillespie figured out their new language for themselves.)

         Bebop was a high-frequency music that shot forward, then suddenly went mute in the middle of a melody chorus; it was highly aware of its own weight and shape. It didn’t have the conversational quality of swing playing, of Lester Young and the daddy of them all, Coleman Hawkins, unless you mean a conversation under the influence of amphetamines. Amphetamines properly accompanied bebop, as gin accompanied stride piano.

         Gordon, the key member of this transitional crew between Charlie Parker and Coltrane, added something much different: a middle- and low-register language, and a secure, natural way of playing with an underlying feeling of more even eighth notes. It is the feeling of walking at your own pace, feeling your own time— even at the risk of looking funny—rather than running to keep up.

         Dexter Gordon was based in New York, as were most of the young first-call musicians. But he came originally from Los Angeles, which accounted for a basic difference in the man’s temperament. (Los Angeles, then, was truly the West, where people moved and talked more slowly.) In the early forties, Gordon left home to play with Lionel Hampton, then a patient of his physician father’s. And he came under the shadow of Illinois Jacquet, the star tenor saxophonist of that band. Jacquet took a solo on their 1942 hit record Flying Home, with Gordon in the band, which became his signature, and albatross. Over rhythm changes, the solo gathered steam through Jacquet’s accreting masculine, low-register riffs, becoming a bucket of stylistic matter for jazz and rhythm-and-blues saxophonists alike. Except that Jacquet’s playing had more of a common touch: it was consciously antivirtuosic. His fundamental riff-grease was adapted as a new urbane meme of jazz, a way to bring together roadhouse music and more rarefied, studious stuff. It got passed around: from Jacquet to Gordon to Coltrane.

         Von Freeman, the tenor saxophonist who spent the 1950s playing in Chicago clubs, has said that Coltrane’s achievement was that he absorbed the three important ways of playing the tenor saxophone: the cutting-contest style, rapid and aggressive and bebop-oriented, with a lot of darting high notes; the Lester Young soft and melodic style; and Dexter Gordon.

         Again, Coltrane wasn’t completely formed until much later. But during his hard-core, workmanlike bebop period, playing as a sideman for Dizzy Gillespie, a couple of his major stylistic devices are in place. One (heard on “Good Groove,” a radio broadcast made in Detroit in March 1951) is the length and weight of his long tones. He plays an R&B solo as if he’s waiting you out; he refuses to move quickly. Another (heard in the third chorus of his solo on “Congo Blues”) is a short but strident upward phrase leaping an octave. It sounds like a sigh in reverse.

      

   


   
      

         
            2 not much happens

         

         More or less, Coltrane was on his way. But the major fact of the period between Coltrane’s finishing up with Gillespie in the spring of 1951 and his joining Miles Davis in the fall of 1955 is that not much of consequence happens. He was still learning, and thinking subordinately.

         He was drinking, and using heroin, which was not uncommon at the time. In a landmark sociological study conducted in 1954 and 1955, Charles Winick concluded that of the 357 New York jazz musicians he’d formally interviewed, 16 percent were heroin addicts. If that percentage were applied to the total number of jazz musicians in New York, which Winick estimated at roughly 5,000, you might have found more than 750 regular users of heroin among working jazz musicians in the city in 1954–55. (Winick’s study deserves a little bit of skepticism. Never mind his methodology: consider what subterfuges a jazz musician might have been using with a clipboard-holding member of the straight world, and what kind of personality would have submitted to such an interview in the first place.)

         Coltrane was also studying, alone and with Dennis Sandole at the Granoff School of Music in Philadelphia. One-third of the veterans of World War II used the G.I. Bill’s education benefits to go to college; Coltrane was an ex-serviceman bent on self-improvement. He played in bands, some fairly popular and some not at all, whose work didn’t last. He wasn’t particularly making his way as a soloist. His gigs were learning jobs, rather than profile-cutting jobs.

         Briefly in 1952 he played with Gay Crosse, a bandleader who was a third-tier jump-blues singer and kind of a fraudulent saxophonist; Crosse played regularly at the Club Congo in Cleveland, and had some local jukebox hits in that area.

         In 1953 he played for a time with the alto saxophonist Earl Bostic. Bostic was a rarity: an R&B hit maker who played with impeccable time and control over rock-and-roll backbeats. His biggest song, “Flamingo,” had hit two years before; it was a raunchy version of a creamy Ellington ballad (written by Ted Grouya and Edmund Anderson), originally sung by Herb Jeffries. Bostic, squat and solid with horn-rimmed spectacles, looked like a black middle-school principal; his sound was a more beefed-up, excitable version of Johnny Hodges. Hodges himself took a solo on Ellington’s 1940 version of “Flamingo,” but Bostic transformed it. If Hodges’s tightly jacketed lyricism and subtle growls suggested a man watching a beautiful woman, Bostic’s suggested the same with X-ray glasses; his ballad tone amped up into spitfire buzzing.

         Bostic was the envy of any technical-minded saxophone player. He would spend downtime on the road tutoring his musicians in the subject of how different fingerings produce better sounds on different makes of saxophone. His realm of assured, controlled, jukebox-record making and impeccable technique was Coltrane’s academy during the spring, summer, and fall of 1953.

         To hear Coltrane’s development on the tenor, a better place to look are the two songs he cut around 1954 with James “Coatesville” Harris, the Philadelphia-area drummer (he had been Louis Armstrong’s drummer for a time in the forties). “Hamhocks and Hominy” is an average R&B honking-and-shouting record about a girl who keeps her man “like a fish on a line” with her cooking. Coltrane comes in for a solo, and presto: there’s his sound. You can hear the breadth and strength of his line. Away from alto now, where the temptation to slip into Johnny Hodges’s language may have been too appealing, Coltrane is left with his own seriousness. These are records where one expects the saxophonist to repeat a note over and over, as was the style. Instead, he builds a solo in a measured pace, situating himself well behind the beat.

         Coltrane had now been with two of the technique gods among young musicians—Gillespie and Bostic. Next, he’d encounter a third: Johnny Hodges himself.

         Hodges was a protégé of Sidney Bechet. He started off playing Bechet’s instrument, the soprano saxophone, imitating his tone and his growl (which Bechet called “Goola,” after his dog’s name). Bending Bechet to his own purposes, keeping the breadth of the sound and subtracting the rhythmic hustle, Hodges found his own voice. With his over-the-top stylization—unbroken alto saxophone glissandi shifting in dynamics from willowy to overpowering, dainty rhythmic pirouettes—Hodges created a new kind of masculine sensuality in jazz. It perfectly suited his long-term employer, Duke Ellington, who remains jazz’s grandmaster at projecting different kinds of masculinity through music, from the almost parodically effete to the unforgivingly tough.

         Hodges was particularly good at slowing the second hand. He never hurried, and this enabled him to lodge small, poignant excitements in easy, flowing lines amid the long tones; they hardly sounded improvised, even when they were. Though it took Coltrane a long time to deal with ballads—he wasn’t a commanding, original ballad player until his mid-thirties—he found that Hodges’s super-relaxed, darkly erotic tempos worked for him, too, and could create another mood altogether, a balance between holiness and practicality, one that jazz hadn’t known before.

         “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” was Coltrane’s special solo number while he played with the Hodges band; perhaps it is the otherworldliness of that song, shaded by the otherworldliness of Hodges’s own sound, that showed him the way to go, pointed him toward the darkness. And on “Castle Rock,” his featured blues—a rock-and-roll song, basically—he was hard, masculine, cathartic; he had to expand his tone to honk out the full-throated, raspy, hollering low notes. His rhythm was coming together: he found a nice groove with the drummer in “Castle Rock,” too.

         Benny Golson, who had seen Coltrane in all his phases, noticed that his friend was on to something new. Golson remembers Coltrane polishing an obvious Dexter Gordon fascination in the period just before this. But now, on the road with Hodges, he developed “a style that had no name, but was a hopping-and-skipping kind of a thing.” Coltrane was beginning to play original shapes and rhythms.

         “I really enjoyed that job,” Coltrane said later. “I liked every tune in the book. Nothing was superficial. It all had meaning, and it all swung. And the confidence with which Rabbit [Hodges] plays! I wish I could play with the confidence that he does.”

         Coltrane left Hodges in the fall of 1954, and worked around Philadelphia for the next year for short terms with a number of groups. One of them was led by Jimmy Smith, the organist, but Coltrane was beginning to want to hear his own playing, and Smith’s loud organ sound—“those chords screaming at me,” as he later described it—blotted him out.

         There were also jobs with Miles Davis, who had hired Coltrane (when in Philadelphia), and Sonny Rollins (when in New York) on and off through the early 1950s. Both Davis and Rollins, until 1955, were using heroin.

         
             

         

         By 1955, the year that Charlie Parker died, something new needed to happen in jazz. Heroin had been sitting on it, causing death and holding patterns. Much of the core of the new small-group jazz in New York revolved around Parker’s standards of rhythm, harmony, and performance practice, his particular logic of asymmetrical eighth-note phrasing. So many saxophonists studied his solos note-for-note, and brought his speed, tone, and licks into their sound, that jazz had momentarily stalled. Finally, for his hard-shell acolytes, it was his solos that mattered above all, more than the ensembles, more than anything.

         Parker himself, wrecked physically and emotionally by heroin and alcohol, a stout hill of bleeding ulcers, spent kidneys, and ravaged liver, could seem to symbolize the exhaustion of bebop. Davis, instinctive about playing against type, put a new group together.

         Davis had kicked heroin for the first time, and talked about it to the press, in the winter of 1953–54. He had become suddenly fascinated by the trio led by the pianist Ahmad Jamal, who was writing neat, understated set pieces for a band that could macro-improvise— through form (meaning structure), not just through content (meaning solos). Davis played a mesmerizing, full-of-character performance at the Newport Jazz Festival in the summer of 1955, and it was widely considered a “comeback” concert. (In those days, many jazz musicians were legitimate social heroes, and the drugs they took were considered part of their world. Unlike now, jazz musicians were seen as mysterious creatures, subject to their own laws and language; they were taken on their outside-of-history terms—which is not to say they were understood any better. And certain well-situated concerts, with the right people in attendance, could, and did, acquire mythic status. Today, most great jazz concerts are too quickly contextualized and become instantly average.)

         Columbia Records signed Davis for a $2,000-per-year advance against a 4 percent royalty rate, which finally amounted, by the terms of the contract, to a $4,000 advance. It was a lot of money for jazz.

         Davis probably would have chosen Sonny Rollins as the group’s tenor player, according to his own memoirs and consistent with Rollins’s high reputation at the time. But Miles felt nervous about the fact that Sonny Rollins was undecided about staying in New York. Rollins was powerfully intelligent, and absorbent; he was still searching, and yet a bandleader already. Born in 1930, he grew up in Harlem—partly in Sugar Hill, a neighborhood full of the city’s best jazz musicians. Developing amid the jazz culture he venerated, he had a leg up on Coltrane. At thirteen, Rollins had already met Coleman Hawkins: it was just a matter of waiting on his doorstep on 153rd Street with a pen and a glossy photograph. By the age of twenty, he was recording for Prestige.
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