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INTRODUCTION

			Here, ladies and gentlemen, is the dictionary definition of a nasty record review:

			“Dave Brubeck is a semi-jazz player [and he] has been palmed off as a serious jazzman for too long. ‘Take Five’…turns out to be like Chinese water torture. If this is what we have to endure with experimentation in time, take me back to good old 4/4…. [Drummer Joe] Morello’s solo, over the omnipresent vamp, sounds like the accompaniment for a troupe of trampoline artists.”

			That brutal takedown of pianist/composer Dave Brubeck’s 1959 album Time Out came from the pen of Ira Gitler, a renowned critic who, in 2017, was named a Jazz Master by the National Endowment for the Arts, joining such luminaries as Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie, Herbie Hancock, and Ornette Coleman.

			Wait, what? That thing was written by an NEA Jazz Master? Well, he must be right. If an NEA Jazz Master believes that this Brubeck guy is a semi-jazz player, the dude is probably horrible, unlistenable, and an embarrassment to all of music-kind.

			Or maybe Gitler wasn’t anywhere near the neighborhood of right. Maybe Gitler didn’t want to champion Brubeck because the bespectacled pianist/composer wasn’t as cool—or as black—as, say, Miles Davis or Charlie Parker. Maybe Gitler was concerned he’d lose street cred if he gave even grudging credit to a musician who didn’t have the chops of a Bud Powell, or the sense of funk of a Horace Silver, or the hipster weirdness of a Thelonious Monk.

			Maybe, maybe, maybe.

			But maybe, no, probably, there’s a chance that Gitler wouldn’t have minded erasing that review from his canon before he passed away in 2019. He might have even busted out “Take Five” and thought, “Hmm, that sounds pretty good.”

			You know who did think “Take Five” sounded pretty good? The National Endowment for the Arts, that’s who, so much so that in 1999, they named Dave Brubeck a Jazz Master, too.

			Ah, the irony.

			•

			The words “jazz” and “smash hit” are rarely seen together in a single sentence, but Time Out, Brubeck’s 1959 outing for Columbia Records, was just that: the jazz smash hit that’s kept on smashing for decades.

			Two years after its initial release, Time Out peaked at number two on the Billboard pop album chart after “Take Five” became a smash hit. Ultimately, Time Out became the first jazz album to move one million units and, in 2011, was certified double Platinum after it sold its two-millionth copy.

			Listening to Time Out today, it’s hard to fathom how and why (at least in musical terms) the album caught the zeitgeist. The album’s best-known, best-loved tunes, “Take Five” and “Blue Rondo a la Turk,” are both built around odd time signatures, the former being 5/4, and the latter alternating between 9/8 and 4/4—not exactly toe-tappers, almost artsy-fartsy.

			This all begs the question: Did Brubeck cross over because he was white? And is he such a polarizing figure because he wasn’t black?

			Let’s turn the mic over to Keith “Guru” Elam, the late front man of the cult jazz-tinged hip-hop group Gang Starr, who dropped this polemic in his 1990 tune “Jazz Thing”:

			Now, listen see the real mystery is how music history

			Created by Whiteman or any other white man

			Later in the verse, Elam made it clear that he believed white musicians appropriated the music, and, “we know who can really blow.” These are points that have been made by countless black musicians and listeners since jazz became a thing: jazz was birthed by African-Americans, thus it’s an African-American music, thus Caucasian dudes should set down their saxophones and step aside, thank you very much, don’t let the door hit you on the way out.

			This all is a roundabout way of saying that Dave Brubeck is a divisive jazz artist because he had the temerity to be white, sedate, nerdy, verbose, and—gasp—popular.

			The fact that Time Out was, according to Spotify, the first jazz album to go Platinum can’t be dismissed. The fact that Brubeck’s recording and touring career spanned more than six decades can’t be dismissed. The fact that for a hot minute in the late 1950s and early 1960s, he entranced an entire segment of an entire generation can’t be dismissed. The fact that he could fill an auditorium well into his eighties can’t be dismissed.

			Point being, regardless of how many Gitlers shook their fists at him, Dave Brubeck matters.

			Brubeck was a gateway musician, a player who, with a handful of transcendent compositions, a welcoming onstage demeanor, an ability to meld genres and styles in an all-encompassing manner, and a dogged desire to make music until they pried the keyboard from his cold, dead hands, enticed thousands upon thousands of jazz newbies to embrace an oftentimes unembraceable genre.

			In the oftentimes insular world of jazz, that is a rare, precious quality.





			PART ONE: 1924–1959

			I see the audience as a co-creator, the fifth instrument in our quartet. The way in which the musicians and listeners meet is shaped by how the audience chooses to play its part, always a new one. The first duty of a jazz musician is to unite the audience so that it is one…. Improvisers can then express the feelings of a whole group. That inspired moment of unity is the purpose of jazz.

			—Dave Brubeck, 1958

			Well before Time Out, well before “Take Five,” well before the millions of records sold, the thousands of concerts played, and the hundreds of albums recorded, Dave Brubeck was on the international map. That was little surprise, as he’d been doing the music thing forever.

			David Warren Brubeck was born in 1920, and for the entirety of his childhood, his family’s home in Concord, California, was a haven for musicality. “[The house] was built for strictly music,” he told DownBeat magazine in 1957. “Pianos were in four different rooms there, and they were going all day long. My mother [Elizabeth] was teaching, or my brothers were practicing. The first thing I heard in the morning was her teacher or them practicing. And the last thing at night. We didn’t even have a radio in Concord.”

			“It was apparent right from the beginning,” Brubeck continued, “that I would be a composer. I was always improvising from the time I was four and five. And I refused to study! My mother saw this and taught me completely different than [my brother] Howard, who is about as schooled a musician as I can think of. She didn’t force me to practice, and she didn’t force me to play serious music, but she gave me a lot of theory, ear training, harmony. From the time I was very small, it was impossible to make me play any classical pieces except when I’d sit down and play them by ear.”

			It’s understandable why Elizabeth Ivey Brubeck, a classical pianist herself, was so hands-on with her son’s burgeoning musical career. As Brubeck explained to Shan Sutton of the University of the Pacific for his 2007 oral history, “My mother had studied with Dame Myra Hess in England, and also Tobias Matthay, who was known to be one of the greatest teachers in the world. She passed on her knowledge to her three sons. That’s how I learned to play, and I can’t remember when I didn’t play.”

			At age eleven, Brubeck took a brief break from the piano, choosing to check out the family business, as he told Fresh Air’s Terry Gross in 1999, “I wanted to be like my father, who was a cattle man and a rodeo roper…. He was my hero…. So my mother allowed me to stop taking [piano] lessons when I was eleven. And we moved to a forty-five-thousand-acre cattle ranch, where I spent my last year in grammar school and my high school years, and all summer I worked with my father.”

			But music was never far from his mind. As he told Gross, all this ranch work led to an affinity for cowboy songs: “[I sang] all of them, yeah, when they were real cowboy songs like ‘Strawberry Roan’ and ‘Little Joe the Wrangler,’ tunes that people don’t sing anymore. I loved those songs. The words can still make me cry, and I used to make my kids cry by singing: Joe, you take my saddle; Bill, you take my bed; Jim, you take my pistol after I am dead. And think of me, please, kindly, when you look upon them all, for I’ll not see my mother when the work’s all done next fall. Now, that’s a cowboy tune.”

			When Brubeck was fourteen, his rapidly improving keyboard work caught the ear of a local businessman, which led to the precocious pianist’s first paying gig. As Brubeck told Shan Sutton, “On the cattle ranch, there was a man that came from Lodi, California, to collect farmers’ and cattlemen’s laundry. And I was playing the piano one day when he came to collect the laundry. And he said to me, ‘I have a dance band, and I’d like you to play in it.’ And I said, ‘Where is it?’ and he said, ‘Down at the Mokelumne River, there’s an outdoor dance floor.’ And believe me, it was outdoors. The floor was all buckled from the rain, and the great lights were just hung from the wiring, and just regular light bulbs hanging down on the dance floor. And it would be crowded with people having a great time. Then I worked in other jazz groups in Amador County, places like Mokelumne Hill, Angel’s Camp, for the frog jumping contest.”

			In 2012, Brubeck elaborated on his early professional experiences to All About Jazz’s Bob Kenselaar, explaining, “Angel’s Camp, the place that Mark Twain wrote about, Sheep Ranch [and] Sutter Creek. That was where I started playing—way up in the mountains. The first time I played [for money], I was 14 years old, and a woodchopper who was very strong went around to everybody with a hat. He grabbed their hand, and if they’d only coughed up a quarter, he’d just squeeze a little harder. And that’s the way I made my money that night.”

			As Brubeck further related, even though the gigs weren’t particularly glamorous, there were still some stellar musicians hidden up in them thar hills:

			There was a fiddle player there who was maybe the equal of Joe Venuti. His name was Glen Herzer, and he played lead violin with Harry James when Harry added strings. Then he didn’t like the road, and he came back to Angel’s Camp…. He came in to play at a joint where I was working in Stockton, below the foothills, and the two guys I was playing with knew him. He had on mining boots and dirty old overalls. And he had a fiddle case. And they said, “We’re going to have him sit in. He’s an old miner, but he wants to play.” And I said, “Are you kidding?” And he got up and played, and he’s the first guy I’ve ever seen take the bow apart like [legendary violinist] Joe Venuti did. That’s how he started, playing four-voice chords so fast—faster than any guitarist I ever heard. That was his opening riff. He just scared me to death. I’ve never been any place where I hadn’t met somebody who could pop out of the hills and really play.

			Brubeck went on to attend the College of the Pacific in Stockton, California, but at first, it wasn’t for musical purposes. As he told Terry Gross: “[A]fter my first year as a veterinary pre-med, I switched to the music department, which was across the lawn. And that was at the advice of my zoology teacher…. He said, ‘Brubeck, your mind is not here with these frogs in the formaldehyde. Your mind is across the lawn at the conservatory. Will you please go over there next year?’ I guess he’d just seen me become kind of blank and be listening to everybody practicing and the music, and drifting away from what he was trying to teach me.”

			Once at the conservatory, Brubeck’s musical shortcomings soon became apparent. As he told JazzWax’s Marc Myers in 2010, “I couldn’t read music while I was there. I felt that I was hiding all the time. When the dean of the school wouldn’t let me graduate, the two best teachers came to my rescue. The counterpoint teacher said to the dean, ‘You’re making a mistake. He’s written the best counterpoint I ever heard from a student.’ My harmony and ear training teacher said, ‘Dave is way advanced harmonically.’ The dean called me into his office and said, ‘I’ll let you graduate with the class if you promise never to teach.’ I kept that promise ever since, even when I was starving.”

			Brubeck first hit the studio in 1942, all of twenty-two years old. In what’s purported to be a self-produced session—if you can call one song a session—Brubeck laid down a brief version of the Spencer Williams/Jack Palmer standard “I’ve Found a New Baby.” His work on the one-minute-plus solo track sounds nothing like anything he’d ever record again. In his 2012 book The Jazz Standards: A Guide to the Repertoire, Ted Gioia wrote, “[The recording] finds the pianist playing in an odd stride-meets-bop hybrid style—raising questions about how much bebop could a West Coast boy raised on a ranch have heard back then?”

			The answer is not much, if any. It could be argued that bebop didn’t become bebop until 1941, when forward-thinking pianist Thelonious Monk and edgy swing players such as guitarist Charlie Christian and saxophonist Don Byas stretched jazz’s rhythmic and harmonic boundaries during jam sessions at a Harlem nightclub called Minton’s Playhouse. And saxophonist Charlie Parker, bebop’s first true hero, didn’t cut his first session as a leader until September 15, 1944. There was literally no way Brubeck could have soaked up any of the New York bebop sounds; he told journalist Ted Panken in 2007, “[I]t was a shock to musicians like myself to come home [from military service] and hear bebop.”

			According to Brubeck’s extensive JazzDisco.org discography, his perky version of “I’ve Found a New Baby” didn’t surface until 2002, when it was tacked on to a 1953 session cut at his alma mater called Jazz at the College of the Pacific, Volume 2. His 1942 outing isn’t a particularly noteworthy performance in and of itself, but it’s worth a listen, if only to marvel that such a young, relatively untested musician had some game.

			Brubeck’s nascent professional music career came to a temporary halt that year when he was drafted into the Army. World War II was raging, but despite the fact that he was considered to be a sharpshooter, Private Brubeck’s musical talent kept him from seeing combat. He became a member of the Third Army Replacement Depot Jazz Band, a group eventually nicknamed the Wolf Pack, the first racially integrated band in US military history. The Wolf Pack story is a fascinating one, and one that Brubeck has related many times, with one of the finest, most detailed tellings to Sutton:

			We had been sent to Verdun in boxcars from Normandy, from the beach. And it was about three months after D-Day, so the fighting had moved in that direction. And when we got off the train, we were in a place called the Mud Hole, for the reason that it was mud. And that night, some Red Cross girls came up on a truck that the side would open down…. There would be a piano in there. The side would come down, [and it] would be a stage. And we were all sitting in the Mud Hole. I was sitting on my helmet to keep out of the mud, and the Red Cross girls asked if anybody could play the piano. So I held up my hand [even though I] hadn’t played for months. And I played, and the commanding officer heard me.

			In the morning, we were supposed to go into a very bad situation. We were lined up to go as replacements because the Company had been wiped out that we were going to replace because it was really an impossible situation to go up this hill. And the Germans were on top of the hill. They could just shoot down at you. I was in that lineup, and three of us were called out of the lineup. And I expected the first two were musicians from California that we had traveled [with] across the Atlantic to get to France. So I expected their names maybe to be called out, and then they called my name. And the Colonel had left word that “That soldier should never go to the front,” which is a wild situation. And so the man in charge of putting together a band and the Colonel hid my records. And it looked like I would have been at the front and disappeared some way because she got letters. One of my mother’s friends got a letter [with] Deceased written on my envelope….

			One of the guys that got out of that line was Attilio Capra, a trumpet player; we had been together from the band in California. And then as a soldier got injured, they had come back. We were right behind the front. And they’d always say, “What did you do in civilian life?” If they said musician, they’d say, “Well, you’ve got to go talk to Brubeck.” And my band started mostly with guys that had been shot. One guy, my alto player, brought back a wounded soldier, and they questioned him and said, “How long have you been at the front?” and he said, “Since D-Day, over three months now.” And they said, “You don’t have to stay that long. Don’t you know that you’re allowed to come back to rest?” and he said, “No. No one ever told me.” And they said, “Well, you were a saxophonist?” and he said, “Yes.” And they said, “Go see Dave Brubeck and tell him your story.”

			That was my lead alto man. My lead trumpet player, his jeep had been blown up, and his hand [had been] injured, so he had to always play trumpet with his one finger. He had to learn how to finger it again. And then there was “Wire Arm” Sansone, who had been shot in the arm and had a wire holding his arm together, so they didn’t send him back…. And there was one player [trombonist Dick Flowers] who was notable in that he was an African-American … and the units themselves at that time were segregated according to race. Yet he was playing in [my] band, and [we] became basically an integrated band… He was the first black, [the first] African-American, to be in a basically white unit. So we integrated World War II. And the Colonel, who absolutely wanted me to have Dick Flowers…he would go to bat if anybody said [Flowers couldn’t] be there. He outranked them, and he said he’s going to be there.

			It’s unsurprising that Brubeck was insistent on performing with musicians of all races, considering what he told PBS’s Hedrick Smith in a 2013 oral history:

			I think I may have been six or seven, but I have to guess. And I don’t know what was in my father’s mind, but we were together. I used to go with him sometimes when he’d buy cattle. [We were down] on the Sacramento River. And my wife’s uncle always hung out with a black rodeo rider. His name, believe it or not, was Shine. And so my dad just brought me up to this guy and he said, “Open your shirt for Dave and show him your chest.” And he did and there was this brand on his chest. And my dad said, “Something like this should never happen again.” You’ve gotta remember I’m around cattle branding and I know what it’s like, that hot iron, because I’ve branded hundreds of cattle. And the hotter the iron, the less it will hurt and the quicker you can get off the burning and the smell of that burnt hair and skin. So you want to get that fire as hot as you can. And the whole picture came to my mind, because I’ve been around branding as long as I can remember. And to see a wonderful man having had to go through that was just too much for me. It had an impact on me that I’ll never forget. All of my life, I thought, What I can do about this?

			But the most crucial moment of Brubeck’s service, at least in terms of music history, came in 1944, when the pianist met a saxophonist by the name of Paul Emil Breitenfeld, better known by his nom de jazz, Paul Desmond.

			•

			As a stylist, Brubeck became a changeling. One tune, he’d pound out some double-fisted block chords, while on another, he’d quiet down to a cocktail lounge level. To his credit, he was almost always discernable as Dave. (The key word there is almost. After all, few pianists in jazz history were able to make their presence known within in a handful of measures from tune to tune. Thelonious Monk, Duke Ellington, Art Tatum, and McCoy Tyner were among that small group.)

			Thanks in part to his sweet-tart tone and a laid-back approach to eighth notes, Paul Desmond, like Brubeck, was almost always identifiable. He himself said his tone sounded like “a dry martini” and once joked, “I have won several prizes as the world’s slowest alto player, as well as a special award in 1961 for quietness.”

			Desmond’s relative consistency and Brubeck’s relative uniformity created a singular vibe that made the classic Dave Brubeck Quartet sound so damn Brubeck-y for a whopping sixteen straight years.

			Like Brubeck, Desmond—who was born in San Francisco in 1924—came from a musical family, albeit one not nearly as formal or fancy as Dave’s. Desmond’s father was a multi-instrumentalist who specialized in arranging and performing music to accompany silent films. When Desmond was five, his emotionally challenged mother became unable to parent her child, so Desmond was sent to live with relatives in upstate New York.

			As the acerbic Desmond told DownBeat magazine in 1960, music became a stabilizing force in his life. “[My school] had a music period, like a postgraduate kindergarten band, with psalteries and chimes and all. By the end of the term, I was getting to be like the [vibraphonist] Terry Gibbs of [the] Daniel Webster [School], so they put me down for a solo at one of the assemblies. I was supposed to play one of those grisly semiclassical things. ‘Dance of the Bridge Trolls.’ Ridiculous. I figured if I went out and made up something as I went along, it couldn’t be any worse. So that’s what I did, and it was a gas.” Thus, a jazz soloist was born. “[Improvisation] was the first thing I’d enjoyed doing,” Desmond continued. “I was kind of a walking vegetable as a kid. Amiable but unfocused. I didn’t realize until about fifteen years later that you could make a living doing this.”

			(This interview is particularly enjoyable because it included a handful of Desmond’s Desmond-esque observations: “Of Jack Kerouac he said, ‘I hate the way he writes. I kind of like the way he lives, though.’ Of Vogue fashion models, he said, ‘Sometimes they go around with guys who are scuffling for a while. But usually they end up marrying some cat with a factory. This is the way the world ends, not with a whim but a banker.’ Of yogurt he said, ‘I don’t like it, but Dave is always trying things like that. He’s a nutritional masochist. He’ll eat anything as long as he figures it’s good for him.’ And he said (self-revealingly) of contact lenses: ‘Not for me. If I want to tune everybody out, I just take off my glasses and enjoy the haze.’”)

			Desmond ultimately returned to San Francisco, where, during high school, he noodled around on clarinet and violin. In 1943, he joined the Army, where he picked up the alto saxophone and joined the 253rd AGF band. “It was a great way to spend the war,” he told DownBeat. “We expected to get shipped out [from San Francisco] every month, but it never happened. Somewhere in Washington, our file must still be on the floor under a desk somewhere.”

			The following year, Brubeck auditioned for the aforementioned 253rd AGF, as he told Brubeck filmmaker Paul Caulfield during a 1991 interview at the Montreal Jazz Festival:

			It was my last chance, I thought, to avoid the infantry…so I went to the Presidio area of San Francisco, right over the Golden Gate Bridge. There was a fort there, and my old friend Dave Van Kriedt, who had always talked about Paul Desmond…said, “Try and audition for the band I’m in and maybe we can get you out of the infantry.” So they got together some people for me to play with and Paul Desmond was with Dave Van Kriedt that day, and a drummer and a bass player. So I remember starting to play and asked what to play, and they just said, “Play some blues.” And Paul later on wrote that he’d never heard anything like it because I was playing in two keys at once. The key was probably G in this hand and B-flat in the other hand, which was a device I was using a lot, I think before anybody in jazz. And it shocked Paul and it wasn’t very smart of me to audition for the band playing at my wildest, which was very wild in those days, and I didn’t get into the band, and I did go overseas in the infantry.

			Considering their divergent personalities, it’s little surprise that for Brubeck and Desmond, it wasn’t exactly love at first jam session. “We played together half an hour,” Desmond told the New York Times’ John S. Wilson. “I thought he was nuts. I couldn’t understand his harmonic approach.”

			Brubeck, conversely, felt that he and Desmond had a natural musical rapport, telling Shan Sutton, “When Paul would come in and sit in and want to play, we had kind of an immediate understanding, largely because we liked the same kind of music. We liked Stravinsky, and Bach, Bartok, show tunes. Paul loved great movies, and great Broadway shows. So did I. And if your backgrounds are similar, your way of improvisation has a connection between what you grew up liking and listening to.”

			Desmond’s trepidation was understandable, as he had never encountered a pianist with roots in stride and bop as well as a taste for iconoclasts such as Arnold Schoenberg—from whom Brubeck took a couple of lessons—and Igor Stravinsky. For that matter, nobody had. At that point in his musical life, Dave Brubeck was an anomaly.

			In the ensuing years, Brubeck and Desmond developed a love/hate relationship, and both emotions could manifest themselves in a single quote. As Brubeck told Hedrick Smith, “[Paul] played with a lot of other people, but he always felt that when he played with me he felt the best. [And] I knew I played better with him. It was mutual. And I never said I disliked Paul’s playing; I just disliked Paul as a young man that had some crazy habits. But never have I ever said anything but compliments about how wonderful he played and how we did belong together.”

			Their ball-busting sometimes found its way into their music, as Brubeck explained to Caulfield:

			At the end of Paul’s life, he said that he used to try and trick me, and play the worst possible note in a chord and see if I could resolve it. And I didn’t know he was doing that. I thought, “Wow, he’s playing a very wild note in his chord. I’d better get on it”…the beginning of every tune is the same, or supposed to be the same, and then you’re free, and you’re supposed to have an ending. One night, a tune we had played for years, we both made the same mistake in the arrangement, and just looked at each other and broke up, because—there’s no way I can explain that. But Paul often said we had some kind of ESP…. There’s no time that I was playing a solo that I didn’t think Paul was listening and he might be standing there with his head down…. He had the nickname of “the Stork” because he’d stand on one leg and lean on the piano.

			And then there’s this from Robert Rice’s 1961 New Yorker profile of Brubeck:

			At perhaps two o’clock one recent morning, while [Desmond] was driving Brubeck—at a speed considerably above the legal limit—through Pennsylvania after a concert, he overtook a black sedan, which was proceeding at a rather leisurely pace. Presently, he became aware that the sedan was right behind him. He assumed that it was being piloted by a prankster, and he accelerated in order to get away from him. The sedan accelerated, too. Desmond slowed down. With a gentle whirring of a siren, the sedan pulled up beside him, and one of its occupants motioned to him to stop. Two men climbed out, wearing the broad-brimmed hats of Pennsylvania state troopers, and ordered Desmond to produce his documents, and to get out of the car and show them that he could walk a straight line. They then ordered him to get back in and follow them to “the Squire’s.”
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