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      Sonny Clark was a unique jazz piano soloist. Initially inspired by Bud Powell and Art Tatum, his mature style, once fully formed, was like no other jazz musician. Although I’ve tried to cover everything known that happened to him and carefully researched, there are gaps. Because of his heavy dependence on heroin and his continued on-off addiction over ten years of his productive life, he would disappear from the scene for long periods of time. Sometimes a month, sometimes two, and on one occasion, thirteen months. It was impossible to pin down accurate dates for these disappearances, so I have used some speculation to produce a fully rounded story. Known and respected by other musicians, he never received the following and recognition he deserved from the jazz-loving public. Indeed, he is much better known, and his music loved far more today, in 2024, than ever in his lifetime. This is his story. The story of a unique talent, a fragile virtuoso and a great jazz tragedy.
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          A TRANQUIL INTERLUDE

        

      

    

    
      It is a very dull, grey day in San Francisco this morning. Smoky. Difficult to describe or talk about unless you’ve been there and seen it, sensed it, felt it in your nostrils. Foggy, yes, a grey mist maybe, but no, the only way to describe it is smoky. The young jazz pianist Sonny Clark doesn’t really care about the weather or, indeed, take much notice of his surroundings. He does not find them unpleasant, quite the opposite, in fact. After the black, soot-inflected bleakness of Herminie, a coal town in Pennsylvania, where he was born and spent the first twenty years of his life, this place is paradise. A place to thrive and earn a good living; make a good life all round. Now he is here and having a few days off from his gig with the Buddy De Franco band and, unexpectedly, has an extra one-night gig that he never saw coming. One that will suit him very well indeed.

      He saunters down the road to a bar he likes and goes in for a drink. Maybe two but no more. He is determined to be fresh and alert for the gig tonight because opportunities like this do not come often. If at all. Not for young, twenty-four-year-old jazz pianists, of which there are a multitude in San Francisco and all over California for that matter. All chasing the same few, good gigs and record sessions. Not that he is complaining, he reflects as he sits on a stool at the bar, sips his first beer and lights a cigarette. When he arrived here two years ago in 1953, confident of his ability as a trained pianist, a boy wonder back in Herminie, and sought out the jazz scene, he still had no idea how things would pan out. Well, he did get gigs after a fairly short time; if it wasn’t easy, neither was it too hard. And getting to play with Art Pepper and Dexter Gordon, how much of a thrill was that for a boy from the backwoods of Pennsylvania?

      OK, so he did plunge right into the scene head-first, dressing like the other cats as soon as he managed to make a little money, hanging out with any of the men that accepted him, and getting into hard drugs almost straight away. Well, the drugs were everywhere, the scene was submerged in them, and all the cats were taking them. It was part of the culture, the lifestyle, and if you were going to join it, there was no point in only taking half-measures, was there? That heroin was tough though, hard, harsh, bitter, life-enhancing one minute and destructive the next, lifting you to the heights then plunging you to the depths. Playing with great musicians you had admired as a young teenager though, and producing wonderful music, that was the prize.

      He has been very lucky; he admits that now. Thanks to the advice and help he had received early on from the older, wiser musicians, he had soon decided that the drugs were destructive, and he needed to get off them now, while he was still young and had the strength to do so. He had gone to the medical centre and sought help. Hard, almost impossible, agonising for a week of abstinence but finally coming through and seeing the daylight at the end of the tunnel. Now he is clean and feeling good. The cats had all told him that he would go back to the drugs eventually. Once a junkie, always a junkie. Well, no, there was no way that was ever going to happen. Not now he has a wife, a home, a shiny new car and a dog, a big shaggy mongrel mix of part chow and part German Shepherd that he affectionately calls Lulu. Sometimes his wife says he shows more affection to that animal than he does to her.

      Sonny smiles. He orders his second beer from the bartender and lights another cigarette. This will be his last drink, at least until tonight at the gig. It will be a big one; he will be able to show his prowess as a jazz piano soloist with a supportive bass player and drummer who both admire him. How many young cats are that fortunate?

      It is good for a musician to receive praise and admiration from members of the public, but how much better is it to receive it from fellow musicians? That really is something special and not too many young musicians enjoy such praise. Sonny drinks his second beer slowly, leisurely. He smokes his cigarette and thinks about what he will do in the next few hours. He can’t wait for the gig tonight but knows it will come soon enough. Calm and patience, that is what is required now. Calm and patience.
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      He really hadn’t thought too much about it. Not taken it in. Of course, he had been pleased and flattered by the two young musicians he had met after the De Franco gig, both telling him how much they admired his piano playing and how they had been following his progress with the band. Jerry Good, the bass player brimming over with enthusiasm, asking him if there was any chance that he, Sonny Clark, would be prepared to play with them for a night, in a trio context. The words ‘trio context’ struck a chord, a loud one. Of course, he had said yes, anytime, anyplace. Well then, Good told him it could be arranged, no problem, leave it with him. Sonny noticed that Al Randall, the drummer, looked dubious and reminded his friend that it would depend on John Marabuto, the pianist leader. It’s a week-long gig at the Mocambo club in Oakland, Good is saying. Just a long bar with a piano at the end and only just enough room to squeeze a full drum kit in. But John Marabuto is a good man and a happy cat; he will agree right enough.

      Sonny smiles and drains his glass. He thought it was just wishful thinking on the part of two young dudes, anxious to experiment and improve their experience. When he bumped into Jerry next day, he had said it was all arranged. Marabuto was happy to take a night off and had even offered to tune the piano for them. Good had assured him it was a good gig, not too many in but an enthusiastic crowd. ‘Floating crowd really,’ Good continued. ‘They come in, listen, have a drink or two, drift out, and some actually come back in later.’

      Sonny’s last thoughts on arriving at the Mocambo, coming to him late, he acknowledges, is how flexible and adaptable are these two young rhythm players. They will play standards all night, nothing new or tricky, that has already been agreed by all three. All being well, it will be ideal, just the type of set up he loves for an ad hoc performance. Just to be safe, he tells his colleagues that he will play an extended introduction and give them the nod when to come in. At the end he will take a coda. They’ve had no time for rehearsal of any kind. Sonny sits at the piano stool, raises his shoulders and hunches himself over the instrument. It is the way he plays. He plays a lavish intro to ‘What’s New,’ enjoying himself already, right from the off. He spins out some lightning runs up the keyboard in the manner he’s seen Art Tatum do it and includes some Bud Powell harmonic lines. Rhythmically he’s flowing already, and as he nods to his bass man and drummer, they jump in tentatively but right on the beat. Then he is flying, bringing out his own licks he has already worked out and sounding fresh and original. His lines are his own, steeped in blues, sanctified sounding. A seven-minute workout seems to pass swiftly, and the boys are shadowing him faithfully, no problem at all. He has been compared in the recent past to Kenny Drew, the pianist he replaced in the De Franco unit and Horace Silver, and these are good role models, if you need them. Sonny doesn’t need them. He is already shaping up nicely as his own man and he knows it. It is straight-ahead bebop and that is the music he wants to play, not the more usual cool jazz you hear in these parts. Right to the end of a long and complex improvisation on the song Clark knows he is swinging and is pleased to hear Good walking steadily and Randall using brushes discreetly with the added bonus that both men are contributing rhythm backing in keeping with Sonny’s ideas and style of playing. Straight bop. In a flexible piano trio that gives him all the solo space he craves. His smile becomes bigger, broader and he nods to his bass-man and drummer. They lay out. Sonny knocks out eight bars of unaccompanied piano, increasing the volume one minute, dipping down to quiet notes the next. It is the way he plays, varying the dynamics effectively to generate a healthy swing. As he plays and sustains his final note the applause erupts. This is what he had hoped for.

      Success breeds success, so he opens ‘Willow Weep for Me’ with another neatly constructed opening solo chorus. This time the tune is played a little faster than usual. Clark is swinging from the start, introducing some stride figures, and he nods towards Good to take a bass solo on the fourth chorus. His accents behind Good and his free-flowing backing enhance the bass solo before the three of them bring the selection to a smooth close.

      Next up he calls ‘There Will Never Be Another You,’ a popular song these days. They keep it medium tempo but smooth and tripping along like the natural flow of a river. Sonny is warming to his gig. The smiles on bass man and drummer’s faces indicate their satisfaction at the way the gig is going. Sonny uses chords well to rephrase the melody and develop his almost compositional improvised lines. Here he gives Good a short, effective, walking solo and trades fours percussively with Randall. It is all going even better than he had hoped. Next, they can dig into some tasty blues licks on the John Lewis arrangement of D&E.

      The rhythmic momentum is picking up nicely. It was good to start with but smoothing out wonderfully now. When it comes to ‘All the Things You Are,’ Sonny uses the introduction Dizzy Gillespie introduced on his 1945 Guild record, leaving no doubt in anybody’s mind where Clark is coming from. He is solidly into first-wave bop although his improvised lines, as he warms up, announce a totally original jazz piano stylist. He can make old music sound new. Sonny’s grooving solo is full of invention, the fresh melodic lines almost flowing into each other. He is fully engaged at this point. His brilliant inventions and the smoothness with which he executes them inspire the rhythm section with Good’s lines stronger, more assured, and Randall whisking them both along confidently. The constant, effortless invention from the pianist and the thrusting rhythm make this medium-tempo opus positively glow. Good gets into a brisk solo, and the trio builds and builds and feels the urge to keep playing this one selection for ever. They continue, building and building, appearing to recompose this hardy standard until they all reach a natural, comfortable conclusion.

      Sonny takes a slow, indulgent solo introduction to ‘But Not For Me.’ When they get into the song though, all three are swinging wildly. Not only is Sonny on top of his game now, but so are the rhythm boys. The pianist smiles as he heads into the next chorus. Just listen to them, he reflects. The bass is walking steadily, and drummer Al is kicking like Art Blakey or Philly Joe Jones. Clark slows the tempo down to a solid medium for ‘Bags’ Groove,’ relishing the sound of the blues and creating new lines on the familiar theme. Time for a short bass solo, and Sonny fills in neatly behind him.

      Time for one more standard, ‘Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea’ where the pianist frames the rendition between a piano solo introduction and ends it with a neat coda. In between, there are some clever inventive lines from Clark as he is now fully engaged with his material and the way he finds it so easy to embellish it and make it sparkle. Good solos then on bass, and the selection ends with Sonny and Al swapping four-bar exchanges. The applause roars out, partly because the bar has suddenly become full of people but mostly, of course, for the quality of the music being played. It is now time for some Dizzy Gillespie material, and Sonny counts the trio into ‘A Night in Tunisia.’ Clark gets into his own personal groove on this one, although some of the licks he plays during a long solo foray will be recognised as Bud Powell-inspired. Then the trio play ‘Ow,’ another Gillespie line, this time at a comfortable medium groove. By the time Clark has finished with this piece, anybody listening closely might be excused for thinking the pianist had composed it himself.

      All too soon, it seems to the three contented musicians, the gig is ending. Sonny plays ‘The Theme,’ a piece gaining popularity as a sign-off tune for jazz musicians everywhere now that Miles Davis has recently picked up on it for his quintet. Usually credited to trumpeter Kenny Dorham as composer, it brings Clark’s first recording with his own trio to a close. Jerry had borrowed a tape recorder and set it up near the piano to record the entire session. As he plays the last note of ‘Dorham’s Theme,’ he glances over to the recorder and wonders idly if the music will ever be released commercially on an LP. Most unlikely, he thinks sadly, although he is pleased with the way the session has gone and grateful to his two colleagues for setting it up.

      Now, though, it is time to wind down, and he is in no hurry to get back home. He swaps compliments with Al and Jerry and all three walk over to the bar where they are soon drinking beer and lighting cigarettes. As he drinks his beer, Sonny feels content after a good night’s work, the first where he was in complete control and had as much solo room as he wanted. Now that everything is going so well and he can feel the adrenalin pumping through his body, it occurs to him that he would feel even more on top of the world with a shot of heroin in him. But no, no, he will never go back to that even though the temptation is often very strong and the desire to feel high and happy, even for a short time, is often almost overwhelming.

      He can relax fully now, feel good about himself and his music and wonder what the next phase of his musical explorations will bring. It will be late when he finally makes it home, well into the next morning, and there will, most likely, be trouble with his wife if he drinks too much now and clumps into their home noisily and carelessly. Sonny Clark is on his way now to recognition as a top-quality jazz piano soloist, and he intends to make the most of it. So far everything has gone well, much better than he expected when he left home in Herminie, Pennsylvania, to visit his aunt in L.A. for a short spell that has now turned into almost four years. He is on his way; what could possibly go wrong?

      
        
        Sonny Clark Oakland 1955 Uptown 27.40 Sleeve note by Bob Blumenthal.
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      Herminie No 2 is a coal patch a few miles from the bigger company town of Herminie, about sixteen miles east of Pittsburgh. Conrad Yeatis (Sonny) Clark was born on July 21st, 1931. The family moved from Georgia, and Sonny’s father has worked most of his adult life as a miner there. Emory Clark is not a well man, he is suffering from what is known as ‘black lung’ in the family, and he has a permanent cough. Conrad Yeatis Clark is the youngest of eight children born to his mother. The family are surrounded by people from Italy, Poland, Austria, and Russia, as well as their own African American neighbours from Georgia and Tennessee.

      The town has a school, churches, including one for black people, a store, a beer garden, and a black-owned hotel, the Redwood Hotel, where they hold popular weekend dances in the region for African Americans. People arrive from miles around for the weekend dances. On August the 2nd, Sonny’s father Emory dies of what is described in the local newspaper as ‘a lingering of tuberculosis’ just ten days after the birth of his youngest son. It is a harsh blow, and from now on Sonny will be raised by his mother, Ruth, taking all and any menial jobs she can get, and his older brothers and sisters. The family move to the Redwood Hotel, belonging to John Redwood, as the house they were living in was owned by the mining company and could only be occupied by a working miner.

      His mother started him on piano lessons at just three years old, so he gets just about the earliest start any youngster can receive. He takes to the instrument like a duck to water and needs no encouragement to practice regularly and keep at it.

      In 1936, six-year-old Conrad Clark is getting on very well with his piano playing and will commence private instruction in two years’ time. His older brother George is already a pianist and has his own band. Sonny listens to George playing, takes in what he hears, but already seems to have his own ideas about how the instrument should be played. Talking to jazz journalist Nat Hentoff many years later, he will recall, ‘All the instruments were around the house. I fooled around on bass and vibes. I liked to figure out my own way of handling an instrument and was always bugged at studying because I wanted to do what I felt.’ It was something that came early indeed to young, six-year-old Conrad Clark, soon to acquire the nickname Sonny, which he would be known as for the rest of his short life. He is an extremely small boy, lean, and will only grow to just over five feet tall as a fully grown man.

      Sonny begins playing piano in the local hotel although he is still in elementary school. He causes quite a stir in the local community with his prowess at the piano at such a young age. His performance receives an enthusiastic write-up in The Pittsburgh Courier, the local newspaper. He wins a talent contest at the hotel and is carried home on the shoulders of his older brother, Emory. Even more exciting for Sonny is when he appears on a radio amateur hour show and plays some lively boogie-woogie. Everyone in the family is impressed even if one or two of his siblings are showing signs of envy. Sonny can sense it but somehow understands, young as he is, that his is a special talent, denied to the majority of the population, found in a very few. His playing on radio is a great success, so much so that the Pittsburgh Courier

      publishes an article about him.

      It is listening to the radio that first alerts Sonny to jazz. He loves the music he hears and, particularly, Fats Waller, Art Tatum and Erroll Garner. Listening to these masters of varying styles of jazz piano, it occurs to him that he will have to keep studying, practice constantly and gain experience so that he can play the piano as well as these men. He listens also to Count Basie and loves the way he swings the orchestra along. Duke Ellington also. When he attends high school, he plays vibes and bass in the school band, but his real thrill is when he is chosen as piano soloist. The piano is his instrument, and he knows how good he is at playing it. At the age of thirteen, he feels he has studied enough and is now ready to take on the world. He has also received an offer to play in a local band that plays for dances.

      When he talks about this to his mother, she stops him in his tracks. He needs at least another year of lessons, and he must take in everything he is taught and put it to good use. No giving up now that he is so near to achieving success. His mother tells him that he has a special talent for music, far in advance of any ability that his brothers or sisters have. Of course, she would never say that to any of them and he must never mention it, but there it is. And when you have such a special talent you must do everything in your power to nurture and control and make the best of it. He knows that already, of course he does so, there must be no more idle talk about giving up lessons.

      Sonny knows the wisdom of his mother’s words and carries on with lessons. For more than ten years he has practised regularly and has received lessons, first by his pianist brother George and then a qualified teacher. Even as he gets gigs to play in local dance bands, he keeps rigorously to his practice routines. All is going well above the surface, but underneath there is pain and trauma. As a young teenager, he is barely aware of the tragedies in his life, but they are there.

      Struggle and tragedy have stalked the Clark family from the beginning. His parents Emory and Ruth grew up in the countryside of Stone Mountain, Georgia. Their first move was to Aliquippa where his father secured work in the coke yards of a steel company. Driven out of Aliquippa by frightening KKK activity, they settled in Herminie, another rural location, to raise their family and find security. But Emory’s early death from a mining-related disease meant another move, this time to John Redwood’s hotel. Sonny enjoyed playing piano there from an early age, but further trauma is to follow when his mother dies of breast cancer, and a short time later, the Redwood Hotel burns to the ground. The family move out to Pittsburgh.

      Attending high school in Jeanette, Sonny is featured playing bass, vibes, guitar, and piano in the school band. Evenings and weekends find him playing in local Pittsburgh bands and earning a little money for himself and his family. At the age of fifteen, Sonny appears on the programme of the historic Night of the Stars concert held at the Syria Mosque to celebrate the music of Pittsburgh’s jazz superstars. The show is presented by the Frog Club and The Pittsburgh Courier. Sonny is in important jazz company here, alongside Pittsburgh-born pianists, Erroll Garner, Earl Hines, Mary Lou Williams and Billy Strayhorn. He also shares the bill with jazz greats such as Billy Eckstine, Roy Eldridge, Maxine Sullivan and Ray Brown. It is a big moment for him, the culmination of a series of successful performances in public that began with his recital on piano at just six years old.

      Could he make it as a professional jazz pianist? Sonny is just beginning to believe that perhaps he can, even if he is just a poor black boy from the rural backwoods of Herminie No 2. And if he can make it at all, the chances are slim indeed, here in Pittsburgh. Ideally, he would like to go to New York because that is the centre of most of the jazz activity in America. Always has been. But he knows from musicians he has spoken to in recent times that competition is fierce for every gig, every record date. According to one musician he spoke to, for every record date in NYC, there are ten to fifteen musicians on every instrument clamouring to get on it.

      New York is where he wants to be. That is where they play the sort of modern bop-fuelled jazz he wants to play. He intends to get there though, one day. Not just yet perhaps, not until he has gained more professional experience and has a list of known musicians he can say he has worked with. Also, although he hates to admit it, the size of NYC and the great number of jazz musicians struggling to make it there frightens him a little. The knowledge of this he has gained by talking to his brother George who is also a pianist, and he may have the answer to Sonny’s dilemma. George is planning to visit their aunt in California but, if opportunity should be presented, he would like to live and work in California. He asks Sonny to go with him.

      Sonny considers it and thinks it might be an extremely good idea. There is, he has heard, a lot of jazz in L.A., so it would be ideal to try and get a few gigs there for experience. Unlike George, though, he has no intention of staying long. A month, two, three at the outside? Then back home to see the family and reconsider his future options. After much thought and due deliberation, he agrees to go, so George and Sonny set off for Sunny California.

      
        
        The Pittsburgh Courier

        Sam Stephenson. The Paris Review
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      Sunny, yes, but misty, foggy and with a strange vapour that shrouds all the buildings in the winter mornings. A mix of fog and smoke from chimneys and industrial buildings, Sonny supposes. But he loves the bright clean buildings and the wide streets and the colourful lights at night-time. He sets out to find all the jazz dives, the clubs and the after-hours joints where the musicians go to jam. It is quite a lively scene as he soon discovers. Not that they are that keen to let a new boy sit in, as he soon finds out after collecting a few refusals and being told to go home and woodshed in private. But he goes to all the clubs and hangouts he can find and listens closely to the music they play and the way they play it.

      It is lighter though, less like the full-bodied, edgy bop he listened to on the radio at home and on records. Here the music is quieter, more gently melodic and more akin to classical music than the jazz he knows. Or a mix of jazz and classical, which jars a little with him although, he must admit, it is good music and pleasant to listen to. Sonny decides to spend time checking out every possible venue where jazz is played in an attempt to find out whether there are any musicians who play in the more hard-core bop that he is familiar with and wants to play. Not easy. After a week of seeking and only finding the soft-focus, lyrical, classical-inspired jazz that he labels Chamber Jazz, he is ready to give up. Then he gets a break. Wandering into the more upmarket area of Sunset Boulevard, he stops off at a little club called the Hula Hut. There he hears tenor saxophonist Wardell Gray blowing up a storm on a blues with a tough rhythm section spurring him on. This is what Sonny has wanted to hear ever since arriving in L.A., and these boys are playing his music. He listens to two full sets, totally immersed in the music.

      It is at this point and most likely at this venue that Clark will have most likely played his first music with seasoned jazz musicians like Gray and Teddy Charles. His enthusiasm, allied to his ability as a young, up-and-coming jazz musician probably gave him the courage to approach Wardell Gray and ask if he could sit in with the combo. It would not have taken long for Gray and his sidemen to see how good the young pianist was. A short time after his first visit to the Hula Hat, Sonny is reported as playing piano in Gray’s combo, and he also gets to sit in and play his instrument in the groups headed by Art Pepper, Dexter Gordon, Art Farmer, Barney Kessel, Stan Getz, Zoot Sims and Anita O’ Day. In fact, practically every jazz musician of note in or around California.

      But the first night at the Hula Hut is one that Sonny will remember for a long time afterwards. He soon gets the feel of the band, and the tough bop style is the one he has been listening to since he was about nine years old, and it is very much the way he plays himself. He begins comping contentedly, tentatively for the first few bars and then let’s rip. He strikes a dramatic pose, almost folding himself into the piano, and begins playing in a percussive manner, ecstatic as he hears Wardell pick up on a chord he has just planted underneath him to launch into his tenor solo. Sonny is flying. He moves to raise himself up from the piano stool at the end, content, pleased.

      It isn’t long before Sonny gets the call to play with Wardell again and finds himself in the clubs as part of the tenor man’s regular combo. He is on stage with Frank Morgan the alto sax man, Teddy Charles on vibes, and Lawrence Marable at the drums. And not just club work: on February 20th, 1953, he is in the studio in Los Angeles recording with the tenor sax leader. His comping in the section is robust on ‘So Long Broadway’, but he does not get a solo. On ‘Paul’s Cause’ and ‘Lavonne’, the latter his own composition, he plays introductory solos with a brisk, percussive flourish and sets up the band for their individual contributions. His melodic backing on the ballad ‘The Man I Love‘ is impressive. Nobody would ever know that this was his first record date and that his previous experience was in local dance bands in Pittsburgh. Back in the clubs, he gets a gig with altoist Art Pepper and then an opportunity to record with him along with bassist Harry Babasin and drummer Bobby White. Sonny Clark has arrived in California.

      The only downside is something he is told by one of the musicians he starts to hang out with at this time. The man wants to know if Sonny has tried heroin yet. When Sonny answers in the negative, the man spins out a long, sad story. A story of deprivation, bad treatment, bad food, bad accommodation after spending hours on tours on bleak unheated buses in deep midwinter. It gets worse. Having to go in the trade entrance rather than the front door at venues where you are providing their entertainment. Tours to the Southern States where you dare not arrive with a white musician in the band and white bands can never accommodate a black bass player or trumpet man.

      The heroin can help so much, the man says. ’It lifts all the worries from your shoulders, and you go in there, wherever it is, a smiling, content man, ready to play. Not down in the depths and feeling like hell. It gives you a few hours of bliss and helps you play real good.’

      Sonny isn’t convinced. It’s not what Charlie Parker said, advising musicians not to touch the stuff and claiming it never enhanced his playing. His mother instructed him never to go near the drugs, ever, and had drummed it into him ever since he played his very first paid gig in a dance hall. The man grins. Did Sonny ever hear Parker play a less-than-inspired solo? Sonny should look around him. All the best musicians playing now are on it. They know. ‘It lifts you up, man, it gives you a real good feeling and makes it easy to go in anywhere, feeling great, ready and able to take terrific solos. Anyway, you can control the amount and frequency of what you use. Use it occasionally, like I do, and never get fully addicted.’

      He is given the name and contact number of a connection. A dealer. He is told the man is reliable, safe, always available and he’ll consistently sell you a bag without cheating you or overcharging. A good man. Sonny writes down the details reluctantly but vaguely thinking that it could help him occasionally if he uses the stuff sparingly and does not get addicted. Just when the going is tough. He can control his usage; he has always been streetwise, aware and determined to succeed, and he will use any method to do so.

      The great bass player, leader, Oscar Pettiford is in town and the word is out that he is recruiting for a new band for gigs in San Francisco and some touring. Sonny has been working, for the most part regularly, gigs with Wardell, Art Pepper, Dexter Gordon and backing vocalist Anita O’Day. His prowess and reliability as a pianist is already out on the street, and he is becoming known as an original stylist. He is recruited for the piano chair in Pettiford’s new band after playing just a few bars for the bass player.

      Sonny is enjoying himself in San Francisco. His playing is brisk, lively, inventive and, above all, swinging. He and Pettiford mesh together extremely well in the rhythm section, and all the gigs are enjoyable. He spends two months with Pettiford, and he meets, during this time, fellow jazz pianist Kenny Drew who is working currently in Buddy De Franco’s combo. These two are soon friends and spend most of their spare time when not playing with their bands at an after-hours joint where they play piano constantly and swap anecdotes. The joint is open at all hours, so they invariably end up there, becoming, virtually, a mutual admiration society of just two members.

      The playing of Drew and Clark is very similar; both have the same love of early and current be-bop and tend towards playing in what they both refer to as the New York City style. Drew informs Sonny that he is leaving the De Franco band to form his own trio and expands on the merits of Buddy’s combo to his friend. De Franco has a full diary of gigs and there are rumours abroad of a forthcoming tour of America and Continental Europe. He gets plenty of recording opportunities also, always a plus factor. Kenny wonders if Sonny would be interested in joining De Franco because, if he is, he would be able to recommend him as his replacement. Sonny is keen on this offer, as he has heard that Pettiford is always on the move and likely to break up his current combo and recruit a new one or to travel east, or west, or north, for that matter.

      Kenny Drew has told De Franco that he has the ideal replacement lined up for him. He and the bandleader go to the Black Hawk in San Francisco, and there, seated at the piano stool, is Sonny Clark, beaming a big smile and anxious to show just what he can do. He begins to play. De Franco listens carefully and soon has a similar smile on his face to match Sonny’s.

      Much later he will recall hearing Clark play for the first time. ‘I loved him right away,’ De Franco recalled. ‘He was interesting and intelligent and played with a happy, skippy feel. When I heard Sonny, I knew instantly we were musically compatible in terms of what we were trying to do in modern jazz. Drummer Bobby White and bassist Gene Wright joined around this time too.’ Asked what was so special about Clark, he replied, ‘It’s the give and take. I might be improvising a line and Sonny would come through with an idea. And in a split second, he’d embellish it. Everything happened fast but in harmony, it was so exciting.’ De Franco tells his interviewer that you have to think a lot while practising but not while playing. ‘The idea is to play fluently among three separate upper structure triads. And create and invent ideas while you are doing so. Sonny was doing the same thing. He was feeding me the basic chord structures and alternates at the same time. He would know in a split second which alternates I was working on at the time. You don’t do this stuff deliberately. It comes naturally. I used to practice six hours a day to ensure that it did.’

      De Franco and Clark get along very well on and off the bandstand. Buddy describes Sonny as a lot of fun. He is light-hearted and happy according to his employer. Sonny settles in for an extended period as Buddy’s pianist; it is the first time he has felt settled and not itching to move on, to go faster and seek change and new challenges. Not for the present time anyway. Gigs are plentiful. So much so that Sonny is pleased when there is a blank night, and he can relax and drink with the band members and other cats. Occasionally though, he has visited the connection his friend supplied and bought heroin. It is when he is alone and homesick, wondering when he will see his brothers and sisters again, that he shoots up. Not on the bandstand or when they are really busy. It is the thrill and exhilaration of playing in Buddy’s quartet, feeding the leader juicy chords and hearing him respond, that turns him on.

      The band gets a four-week engagement in Hawaii. It is a great location. The weather is warm and sunny, and during the day, before the gig, the band goes down to Waikiki beach to swim, lie on the sand and generally relax, completely contented. Buddy becomes aware that Sonny has a young lady friend, and he spends a lot of leisure time with her. He does not say anything about her, and Sonny does not respond to questions, frequently moving a hundred yards along the beach where the two of them can be alone together.

      Buddy smiles. What Sonny does in his private, leisure time is up to him and nobody else’s business. When Sonny, alone, does join them one bright morning, he finds drummer Bobby White giving Buddy lessons on how to snorkel. Buddy is a complete amateur, but White tells him that if he gets into any difficulties the best thing is to lie on his back, take deep breaths and recover. It is good advice.

      Buddy goes swimming out to practice his snorkelling as the two friends watch him. Suddenly, Buddy appears to lose control and starts flailing his arms about desperately, as though he is drowning. He has lost his snorkel in his panic and thrashes away in the water in sudden, blind terror. Bobby and Sonny stand up, look concerned and throw their arms up in an attempt to attract the lifeguard. He does not see them.

      Somehow, despite his panic, Buddy remembers the advice and floats on his back and calms himself down with a deep breath. Soon he is able to recover and swim swiftly back to the beach. When Buddy was back safely on the beach, Sonny asks him what he was doing out there. Buddy tells him he thought he was drowning so he was floating and trying to collect his wits. ‘You were collecting the hell out of your wits,’ Sonny says, and they all laugh.

      These are good times for Sonny Clark, in the clubs, in the recording studios at Capital Tower with the band, on good terms with his bandmates, and a girlfriend he is keeping very quiet about. Even better, the quartet is recruited to take part in a touring package called Jazz Club U.S.A. They have many towns and cities to play in and then they will tour continental Europe, just as Kenny Drew had predicted. The quartet plays in Cologne, Germany; Paris, France; Sweden and Norway. He gets to play every night of the strenuous tour with Buddy, and occasionally the leader gives him a solo spot. There are opportunities, enthusiastically seized, to play in support of Billie Holiday, to jam with Jimmy Raney. Sonny is in his element, happily seizing these chances and especially the chance, as it comes up, to play solo piano at jazz enthusiast Randi Hultin’s house in Oslo, Norway. Then, at the Penguin Club at the Sinsen Restaurant in Oslo, he plays a trio concert with Bobby White on drums and a local bass player, Ivor Borsum. In Paris, he plays a set in a quartet setting with a strong lineup featuring guitarist Jimmy Raney, Red Mitchell on bass, and colleague White.

      The concert in Cologne, Germany, is a highlight for Sonny. Buddy, anxious to shake off his more recent work with the Woody Herman Orchestra and show his commitment to the new music, plays a stunning solo on ‘I’ll Remember April,’ played at a brisk up-tempo, the way almost all boppers approach it. This defector to bebop plays a series of blistering choruses and receives a wild burst of applause. Sonny keeps the momentum moving smoothly as he takes over the solo spot; Bobby White is driving hard behind him, and Wright keeps the bass line firm. At the conclusion, Buddy introduces the band, Sonny receiving a wild burst of applause with whistles and foot stomping. Then he sails into his own feature on ‘Over the Rainbow.’ Unaccompanied. He opens with a flourish of runs that indicate he is still, at this stage, influenced by Art Tatum’s lightning runs up and down the keyboard. Then he slows down the line and produces some delicate, melodic lines delivered with skill and soulful expertise. It is a much varied, attention-grabbing solo excursion, pulling out all the stops to bring about another appreciative burst from the crowd. Buddy begins an up-tempo reading of Charlie Parker’s blues, ‘Now’s the Time,’ a staple in the band’s repertoire. Sonny comps crisply and stimulatingly behind him. Sonny’s solo takes to the fast tempo easily and shows again his gift for playing with ease and without any sign of strain. Fast blues are meat and drink to him. Wright opens the next selection with a bass solo, spurred on by a staccato note from Sonny. The bassist indulges in some sing-and-play bass work, his voice humming the notes loudly as he plays. Sonny spurs him on with percussive supporting lines. Clark’s piano gradually becomes more prominent in support, and the group are swinging brightly without the leader. The bass feature finishes with a blues chorus from Wright and Sonny. De Franco takes a lightning-tempo run at ‘Sweet Georgia Brown,’ Sonny’s solo gliding along effortlessly, even at breakneck speed. White gets a workout on drums. The drummer produces a thundering, long solo in keeping with the ambience now electric in the concert hall. The drum solo, though, becomes overlong and repetitive, the one negative aspect of this wild performance. The audience, fully wound up by now, loves it. Sonny Clark, well-featured and now known in Germany as a future jazz soloist well worth watching, enjoys every minute. He will remember this particular concert for a long time afterwards.

      It is, for the most part, a thoroughly invigorating, hectic, enjoyable tour where he gets to see many towns and cities that were previously just names on a map to him. If he takes the occasional fix of heroin, he persuades himself that it is just to keep out the cold and feelings of depression on long bus trips from one location to the next, in inadequately heated vehicles. Or to calm his nerves just before going on stage, tired and weary but still ready to play up a storm. With three pianists on the tour including Billie Holiday’s accompanist, Carl Drinkard, he could wish there had been more trio and solo opportunities, but on the other hand, he did get a few very welcome impromptu sessions in Paris and Oslo. And a crazy concert in Cologne. And much of the music has been recorded for posterity.

      He recalls recording with Billie Holiday and the fact that he had to pinch himself to realise it was actually happening. Really? Sonny Clark recording with one of the greatest jazz singers of all time? Well, he did and there is a recording out there to prove it. Holiday comes from a much earlier jazz time, usually known as the swing era now, but Sonny is learning fast that the best jazz from all eras is valuable. Holiday has a jazz voice that transcends time and style.

      Even so, he is very pleased when Leonard Feather, the tour organiser and jazz critic praises him for his playing throughout. It has not escaped Feather’s notice that, although Booker and Drinkard had more playing time, it was Sonny that caught the attention of all the younger members of the audience everywhere they went. He is making a name for himself.

      It is freezing cold in Europe, in January, and Sonny will be pleased to get back to Sunny California where winter weather is much less harsh.

      

      
        	Sonny Clark-Buddy De Franco - Mike Myers Blog.

        	Jazz Club U.S.A. tour.

        	Past Daily sound Archive 2015.
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      The sun shines and the climate is warm enough in April. Sonny is still with Buddy’s quartet and happy enough to be there. The gigs are still frequent and mostly in good, bright clubs. He records regularly with the bandleader. The rapport between De Franco and Clark is noticeable on all the recordings, and critics are starting to notice and comment on the duo. On a slow version of ‘Deep Purple,’ the two musicians link up so closely that it is more like a duet than a soloist supported by his pianist. Sonny does not solo on this piece, but his fills and melodic countermelodies mesh so well with Buddy’s clarinet lines that the listener’s ear is frequently drawn to the supporting piano player.

      Buddy’s recording of ‘Now’s the Time,’ is a lightning, up-tempo reading, far faster than composer Charlie Parker ever played it. Sonny is right there with him, providing skipping, challenging additional melodies that Buddy picks up on instantly. Sonny’s solo is a gem of free-flowing melodic invention before a brief spot by bassist Wright and the leader’s return. Sonny smiles broadly. He knows well enough that it is all part of De Franco’s stated intention of bringing the clarinet back into the fold of modern jazz. If bop has never seemed compatible with clarinet soloists, Buddy is waging a virtual one-man war to change that. He plays bop lines with the fluency of any trumpet or saxophone soloist. Few clarinet soloists, if any, could play ‘Now’s the Time’ at this tempo and keep it alive with a bopper’s invention.

      Sonny is trying to keep his use of heroin down to manageable proportions, but he does increase his use on tour and when he has a long period without a gig. Not that there are many lapses in the diary. Sometimes, though, he does feel depressed on the road, when he is obliged to use the trade entrance to a location where they are playing or eat meals separately, usually in the company of Eugene Wright. It isn’t easy for him, and his increase in heroin use is becoming a problem.

      On most of the tour gigs, he goes down to breakfast and enjoys a meal and conversation with Buddy. Most of their talk is about music and the musicians they have found most inspirational. Charlie Parker is at the top of the list for both men. They talk about music long into the morning before going their separate ways during the day, prior to the gig in the evening. Buddy does not talk about addiction to hard drugs, but he is, of course, aware of Sonny’s problem. If Buddy has learned one thing it is that there are two subjects never to be discussed with Sonny, heroin addiction and his lady friend. Their association is purely a musical one, and the clarinet man is keen to keep it that way. Less contentious. What Sonny does in his leisure time is his own business and his alone.

      They continue to work closely together on gigs and tours to different parts of the country. On the road, Sonny meets musicians like Johnny Griffin in Chicago and, on one occasion, Charlie Parker, although he does not get to play with Bird. Parker does hear him play though and encourages him, advising him to keep on playing. Clark is encouraged considerably by this but is disconcerted by the number of older musicians he meets who advise him strongly to give up drugs before it is too late and he is hooked irrevocably.

      He still feels he is not fully addicted and can stop whenever he wants to. But he needs to prove this to himself and take action. One night he has a fix of heroin prior to a gig in a place where black people are often given a bad time. He is very sick after the gig and feels unwell and groggy for two more days. He decides that the time has come for action. He seeks help from the medical centre and gets it. He is given alternative substances and advised on how to approach his withdrawal symptoms.

      Sonny is alone at home. His woman has departed to visit family and he has no gigs coming up for three days. It is an opportunity, and he feels that it is now or never. He must beat the threatened addiction. It is easier said than done, however, and now he is feeling very sick from the medicine he has received from the medical centre. It was there that he received advice to rid himself of any heroin he had before going into isolation. He did not do this.

      On impulse, he springs up out of his chair, grabs the package of heroin and runs to the bathroom. Before he can stop to think about it, he empties the contents into the toilet bowl and flushes it. There is no going back now. Sonny returns to his room, grabs his beer bottles and cigarettes, and prepares for a long, grim two days alone. It is the darkest time he has spent in his young life, and he is surprised at how addicted he appears to be. He drinks, he smokes, he shakes all over, eats practically nothing and sleeps long, through the night and late into the next morning. Just when he thinks he can’t go on and will have to go out, shaking and unkempt, to find his connection, he notices a change. He wakes from a long night of tossing and turning, shaking and feeling sick. He notices a bright light at the window, gets up, draws the curtain back and welcomes sunlight into the room. It is mid-afternoon, and he has slept right through but now feels hungry. And he realises suddenly that he is no longer feeling sick or shaking.

      It is a new beginning for Clark. Work has always gone well for him since his arrival from Pittsburgh getting on three years ago. For too long now, the shadow of addiction has haunted his days, and he has been forced to confront the truth and deal with it. Now he is clean and feeling fresh. He dresses swiftly and goes out into the street and breathes in fresh air. The sky and buildings all round him look slightly darker and less sharply defined, but he takes that as a good sign. Drugs like heroin tend to bring objects all around you into sharp, illuminated definition. He stops at a store, buys a sandwich and consumes it hungrily, out on the street. He enters a bar, buys a beer and sits at the counter drinking and smoking a cigarette. A musician he knows only slightly walks in and greets him. Sonny beams. Asked how he is doing he forgets or temporarily abandons his usual reserved reticence and tells the cat he is doing just great, thanks very much for asking. He has a good gig coming up and a record session. He is living with a woman now and has his own small place, and he intends to buy a dog. Good vibes all round. The musician congratulates him, tells him that he himself has been scuffling lately but has a gig in sight and is looking hopeful. Sonny buys the cat a drink, lights another cigarette and stays for three more beers.
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