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Sonny’s fingers filled the air with life, his life. But that life contained so many others. And Sonny went all the way back, he really began with the spare, flat statement of the opening phrase of the song. Then he began to make it his. It was very beautiful because it wasn’t hurried and it was no longer a lament. I seemed to hear with what burning he had made it his, with what burning we had yet to make it ours, how we could cease lamenting. Freedom lurked around us and I understood, at last, that he could help us to be free if we would listen, that he would never be free until we did.


—JAMES BALDWIN, “SONNY’S BLUES”







The great work of the painter is not a colossus, but a “historia.”


—LEON BATTISTA ALBERTI
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Chapter 1



ST. EUSTATIUS


(1864–1930)


The rhythm and the family name go back to Sonny’s grandfather Steadman Rollins—but Sonny Rollins was almost Walter Berkel. Sonny’s musical inheritance is straightforward, but the name—the name is more complicated. “I had something about the name, I guess: Sonny Rollins,” Sonny later said. “It’s just a name that… it sort of has a melody to it in itself, so that when people begin to hear it… I mean, it sounds like somebody already.”1


Sonny never met Steadman Rollins, but he felt his influence. “My father told me that he played clarinet at one time. I never heard him play,” Sonny said, “but other than that I think it’s probably further back. I think my grandfather on my father’s side was a singer. That’s what I was told, and they were from St. Croix. And my sister… had pictures, and she said I resemble him very much.… He was also a lothario, and she gave me these stories about him being chased out of—jumping out of windows when guys would find him.… I’m not like that, but I may have gotten my musical thing from him.”2


Sonny’s story, and the story of how he got his melodious name, begins not on St. Thomas, but on the tiny island of St. Eustatius, a former Dutch colony in the West Indies of only eight square miles. Sonny’s paternal great-grandmother, Martha Bennett, was born on St. Eustatius, or Statia, in 1864, the year after Emancipation in the Dutch West Indies.3 By the time she was fifteen, Martha worked as a teenage cook at Judith’s Fancy, a plantation owned by a prominent Statia family, but traveled to the surrounding islands for seasonal work.4


Martha’s son, Steadman Rollins, or Rawlins, shared a name with a former governor of neighboring St. Kitts, a sugar plantation owner and slave trader who had died in Nova Scotia in 1830. Sonny’s grandfather was born Steadman Warten Berkel on September 12, 1881—a birthday within a week of Sonny’s—to Martha Berkel, née Bennett, in Statia.5 For children born out of wedlock, no father was listed on the birth certificate. In 1885, when Steadman was a young child, Sonny’s great-grandmother Martha gave up her nomadic lifestyle and moved them to St. Croix on a more permanent basis, where they lived in a beachfront property at 31 Strand Street in Southeast Christiansted, a short walk from Fort Frederik and a block from the shore. Rather than seeking employment on one of the Crucian sugar plantations, Martha continued working as a cook, and the two of them attended the Moravian church. By the time he was eight, Steadman was going by Steadman Rawlins. By twenty, Steadman stood five-foot-nine and had become a carpenter in St. Croix, though he frequently traveled to the surrounding islands in the Caribbean for work, most commonly to St. Thomas. Eventually, Sonny’s father, Walter, would follow in Steadman’s peripatetic footsteps, enlisting in the navy; likewise, Sonny would also become a world traveler.6


Before Steadman’s twentieth birthday, on June 27, 1903, Sonny’s father, Walter William Rollins, was born to his carpenter-singer-lothario grandfather and Grace Ann Claxton, a servant from Nevis whom Steadman had met after she arrived alone and unmarried on St. Croix in 1900.7 The relationship was not to last, and Grace returned to Nevis. She still maintained contact, though, eventually visiting Sonny and her other grandchildren several times in New York, but Sonny’s father was raised by Steadman in St. Croix.


In 1908, Steadman married Helena or Helene Lyburt, and in 1911 they welcomed a son, Mathias, Walter’s half brother and Sonny’s uncle.8 That year, Steadman was living in a rented property not far from the area Crucians call Contentment in a building named Perseverance with Helene; Mathias; Sonny’s father, Walter; and Sonny’s grandmother Martha, who at forty-four was still working as a cook. Martha would teach Sonny’s father to cook, and he would eventually take it up as a profession. Medical care on the island was lacking; the first ambulance on St. Croix didn’t arrive until 1917 after the transfer of power to the United States. In 1912, Helene gave birth to a second child, Sonny’s uncle, who was stillborn.9


In St. Croix, music pulsated across the rhythmic topography, and it was not uncommon for a Crucian carpenter like Steadman to learn a trade while performing regularly.10 The music of the Virgin Islands spans different traditions that are all communal and polyrhythmic, require an improviser’s ingenuity, and are inextricably linked to dance. Steadman would have been familiar with quelbe (pronounced “quell-bay”) and the various dances that were popular in the Virgin Islands: the cariso, quadrille, and bamboula. Quelbe, played by scratch bands, was an early calypso form emerging from St. Croix with a Taino influence that incorporated melodic improvisation, syncopated rhythm, and a storytelling thrust. Much of the repertoire has only three chords, but its nuances reside in the group interaction and the joyful mix of harmony, rhythm, melodic phrasing, and sexual innuendo.11 As the music developed in the twentieth century, the flute was increasingly replaced by the saxophone. Scratch bands performed quelbe at masquerades, dance halls, and “moonlight excursions” at the parade grounds that were planned according to the almanac.12 Quelbe would also be performed at impromptu gatherings on opalescent beaches or under the indigenous tamarind and baobab trees, the latter of which could live to be hundreds of years old and are often referred to as the “tree of life.” This is the tradition Sonny inherited.


Forming a band required a resourcefulness born out of financial hardship.13 If instruments were beyond their means, they fashioned them from whatever they could find: sardine tins, whittled mahogany, or fishing line, which gave a dual purpose to carpentry skills. It is a collaged art form, created out of disparate parts and pieces of the islands just as the musicians created themselves, not unlike the jazz tradition.


In addition to scratch bands, Steadman would have also been familiar with the Crucian tradition of cariso, a subversive West African musical form. It was sung in Virgin Islands Creole by all-female “Cariso Queens” in a code the slavers could not understand, accompanied by one or two goatskin barrel drums in a call-and-response with the singer never quite on the beat, a fugitive voice in rhythmic counterpoint to the drum’s inexorable pulse.14 Sonny would later adapt these West Indian forms to the jazz tradition—on the saxophone-conga duet “Jungoso” with Candido on his 1962 album What’s New? and in “Duke of Iron,” “Don’t Stop the Carnival,” “Brownskin Girl,” and, of course, “St. Thomas.”


This inheritance was part of a long-standing tradition of using music as a means of social protest. White plantation owners were wary of slaves using music for organized resistance, so laws were passed to prohibit it.15 Yet in St. Croix, this free music galvanized rebellions nonetheless. In 1848, Moses “Buddhoe” Gottlieb, a twenty-eight-year-old free black who worked as a sugar boiler, led eight thousand slaves in a successful Crucian revolt that began with the ringing of bells and the blowing of conch shells, with cariso melodies and dances performed to the bamboula drum.16 It happened again at the “Fireburn,” a successful 1878 labor revolt on St. Croix orchestrated by David Hamilton Jackson that fought to end de facto slavery on the island. This was the musical tradition Steadman participated in and that would become Sonny’s cultural heritage.17


As Sidney Bechet did before him, Sonny may locate his musical lineage through his grandfather and his peripatetic lifestyle, but he inherited his music at least as much from his mother’s side. Valborg Solomon was born on St. Thomas on December 2, 1904, to Miriam Walcott, who gave birth to her before her twentieth birthday.18 Valborg was a common Danish name, meaning “protector of the battlefield,” a meaning that would be apropos later in life. Sonny’s grandmother Miriam, who stood five-foot-four and projected a sense of inner strength and a canny intelligence, was also born in St. Thomas and worked as a domestic. Valborg’s father and Sonny’s maternal grandfather, Dr. Solomon, lived and worked in Haiti; he did not raise the children.19


In St. Thomas, Sonny’s mother, Valborg, grew up in a full house. In 1911, she was living at 30 Norre Gade in Charlotte Amalie, the cosmopolitan center of the island, in a large multifamily town house, most likely of the colorful nineteenth-century terraced, painted-brick style, with scenic views of the lush countryside. Valborg lived with her stepfather, Adolph Victoria, a thirty-year-old Episcopalian blacksmith; her twenty-three-year-old mother, Miriam, Sonny’s Lutheran grandmother, who worked as a washer; and Reuben Victoria, Valborg’s two-year-old half brother who would become Sonny’s uncle.20 In the apartment next door lived Miriam’s mother and Sonny’s maternal great-grandmother, Eliza Walcott, who was born free in St. Croix in 1854 or 1855. Like Miriam, she was also Lutheran and, at fifty-six, was still working as a nurse on St. Thomas. Elizabeth Walcott, her daughter and Sonny’s great-aunt, was nine years older than Miriam and took care of her own five children, Sonny’s second cousins, aged two to fifteen.21 Sonny’s mother, Valborg, had only an eighth-grade education on St. Thomas, though she would eventually take night classes, and his grandmother Miriam had only a sixth-grade education, but their lack of formal education belied their fierce intelligence.


In 1922, Valborg, then eighteen, met nineteen-year-old naval steward Walter Rollins, who by that time had become “a friendly, polished individual who speaks French, Spanish, Norwegian and Danish,” as he was later described.22 Walter was five-foot-ten, muscular, and dashingly handsome, and he possessed the “dignity of an aristocrat” and “a New England accent.” He was also a hell of a cook. Taking after Steadman’s penchant for travel, Walter had decided to join the navy even sooner than was legally possible. It was common for Crucians to immigrate to the continental United States in search of employment, oftentimes through the military, and Walter enlisted on May 1, 1920.23 To meet the age requirement, it seems Sonny’s father bent the truth and listed his birth date as May 7, 1902, more than a year earlier than was actually the case. Becoming a steward was “sort of the highest a black could aspire to at that point,” Sonny later explained.24 Eventually, Walter would personally serve high-ranking government and military officials, including Admiral Ernest King in Seattle and President Warren G. Harding, one of the most corrupt conservative presidents in US history. Duke Ellington’s father, James Edward Ellington, also worked as a butler for Harding. Walter was professional to a fault and never let his politics interfere with his work—he would vote for Franklin Delano Roosevelt three times.25


In 1922, when Walter met Valborg, he was stationed on St. Thomas on shore duty at the governor’s mansion. He was a promising naval steward with a glint in his eye; she was a young music student.26 She must have been impressed that Walter worked on Charlotte Amalie at Kathrineberg, the opulent governor’s mansion. In 1923, their romance culminated in marriage, and they planned to come to the United States and settle in New York to raise a family.


The whole family would not arrive in New York immediately. On April 20, 1924, Sonny’s grandmother Miriam traveled to New York for the first time, arriving with thirty dollars to visit a niece, Emelyn Steven, who lived at 49 La Salle Street in Harlem.27 On November 3, 1925, Valborg and Walter welcomed their first child, Valdemar, Sonny’s older brother, who was born on St. Thomas. In 1926, Valborg took a ship to New York with Valdemar, and they lived at 289 West 142nd Street at the corner of 8th Avenue in Harlem. On August 31, 1928, Valborg gave birth to her second child, Sonny’s sister, Gloria, who was also born in St. Thomas. Nearly a year later, with Walter stationed elsewhere, Valborg, Valdemar, and Gloria made yet another journey to New York from the island.28 “She really wanted more for us, and there was, you know, a limit to what she felt that we could achieve in the islands,” Gloria later recalled, “and so she came in a boat across the ocean and there was a tremendous storm.… They were really pounded by waves.”29


As Sonny explained of the decision to leave the islands, “I would imagine that it probably has to do with economics. Although my mother… was a person that always wanted to introduce us to culture.… So she might have been thinking about a better place to give her kids a chance to do whatever we do in this life—to be exposed.”30


On April 18, 1929, they stepped off the ship Domenica,31 and they made their way to 2773 8th Avenue between 146th and 147th Streets, a brick building in a predominantly West Indian neighborhood. Though they had moved around a lot, it seemed they were getting ready to put down roots in New York and would soon welcome the first and only member of the family to be born in Harlem.


Sonny would never meet the grandfather who passed down the music, though Steadman Rollins would also immigrate to New York City.32 On May 4, 1923, Steadman, now forty-one, and his eleven-year-old son, Mathias, boarded a boat in St. Thomas heading to New York, where they took the five- or six-day journey to meet Helene, who had immigrated a year earlier and was living in Harlem at 265 West 136th Street, two blocks south of Strivers’ Row.33 Steadman was listed on the ship manifest as a shipwright, a carpenter who repairs ships. He arrived at Ellis Island, also with thirty dollars in his pocket and after a rigorous interrogation confirmed he was not a convict, a polygamist, an anarchist, or a “person who believes in or advocates the overthrow by force or violence of the Government of the United States.” He was labeled “Likely Public Charge,” meaning he had no work prospects, then detained at Ellis Island for two days for further inspection due to what immigration inspectors deemed an unspecified “physical defect.”34 Steadman had no intention of becoming a US citizen—it seems he understood what it meant to be free and needed no new encumbrances—but he did intend to stay indefinitely. Steadman would never make it to fifty and would never meet his grandson Sonny, who was born seven years after his arrival.35


What’s curious, though, about Steadman’s immigration story is the multiple names he went by. When Steadman Rollins (or, as he was sometimes known, Stedman Rawlins, Stedmann Rollens, or Steadmann Rollings) arrived in New York in 1923, he was listed on his travel documents as Steadman Berkel, his birth name, married to Helena Berkel, with their son, Sonny’s uncle—Mathias Berkel. So Sonny always would have been Sonny, but he was only a name change away from having been Walter Berkel.


Steadman Rollins and Steadman Berkel—two names, depending on the context—may sound unusual. Yet in the tradition of the West Indies, where the self was improvised, Sonny too would be known by many names—some inherited, some earned, and some taken. Though he only ever had one legal name, Walter Theodore Rollins, he would go by many: Walter Theodore, Theodore Walter, Sonny, Newk, Wally, Roundtree, Brung Biji, the Saxophone Colossus. This is the story of how he got each.
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Chapter 2


HARLEM


(1930–1938)


Walter Theodore Rollins was born on Sunday, September 7, 1930, five blocks up from the Tree of Hope and half a block east of the Boulevard of Dreams. The Boulevard of Dreams—which was 7th Avenue—got its name for the joyful music that reverberated up and down the expansive promenade.1 Every Saturday at midnight, a few blocks from where Sonny was born, at 142nd Street and Lenox Avenue, the Duke Ellington Orchestra was broadcast nationwide from the segregated Cotton Club, thousands of miles across the color line, where for one hour a week Harlem’s beating heart was also the nation’s.


They called it the Tree of Hope because it stood “right on Seventh Avenue on the island in the middle of the traffic,” Sonny recalled, between the Lafayette Theater and Connie’s Inn, “and people would go there and just rub it for good luck.”2 It was chopped down in 1934.


Sonny was delivered by a midwife. “I was born Sunday morning… between two churches,” he would recount during a 1993 concert at Carnegie Hall. “One on 138th, Abyssinian, and AME [African Methodist Episcopal] Zion, 137th Street.”3


Sonny’s birth was one of his older sister Gloria’s first memories. Walter Sr. could not be there—he had almost no furlough opportunities. “We all lived at 121 West 137th Street,” she said of their first-floor tenement apartment. The modest building has since been demolished, but the photographs that remain depict a five-story brownstone crowned by a cornice, with an arched entryway, fire escapes out front, and large windows; cars parked up and down the block, and people gathered on the front stoop. “I was looking out of the window and I was watching the people going into church, and all of a sudden when my godmother had come into the room and told me there was a new little boy up in the front room, I heard this carillon and… I had that kind of feeling inside me.”4


Despite the preponderance of churches, Sonny would gravitate more toward finding the spiritual in the secular. “Harlem was a very vibrant place at that time. There was a lot of music, a lot of clubs, a lot of speakeasies, after-hours clubs,” Sonny said.5 “It was a perfect environment for someone like me who wanted to be a musician. All my idols lived nearby.” The Harlem Renaissance began to decline during the Great Depression, he recalled, but the renaissance “extended beyond that from the nightclubs that were still in Harlem, which were part of the twenties but lasted through the thirties and were still going strong.”6


Novelist and cultural critic Albert Murray, who lived in Harlem at that time, remembered it as the “golden era of jazz in Harlem”: the Lafayette and Lincoln Theatres, Connie’s Inn, Well’s Place, the Rhythm Club, Smalls Paradise, the Savoy Ballroom, and the Cotton Club were all within walking distance.7


In 1932, illustrator E. Simms Campbell drew a “Night-Club Map of Harlem,” packing as much of Harlem nightlife into two dimensions as he could: Earl “Snakehips” Tucker, Gladys Bentley at the Clam House, Garland Wilson tickling the ivories, Harlan Lattimore crooning at Connie’s Inn, the Cab Calloway–immortalized Reefer Man, the Crab Man, the peanut vendor, conjure women, spiritualists, and Harlem’s national drink, a “shorty of gin.” Yet the rhythmic pulse of ballrooms, cabarets, and speakeasies from the Baby Grand to the Hot-Cha was tempered by the sound of God always within earshot.8


If New York was the Big Apple, Harlem was the stem; 125th Street was even known as the “main stem.”9 Harlem was a self-sustaining city within a city, full of urban strivers, with its own newspaper (the Amsterdam News), libraries (including the Schomburg Collection of the New York Public Library, where Sonny would go after school), and various labor organizations (such as the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters).10 Sonny grew up in a bustling neighborhood of rooftop playgrounds, Aaron Douglas murals, and the 7th Avenue Easter parade. Celebrities, day laborers, and numbers runners intermingled. Around the block was the 135th Street Y, known as the “living room of the Harlem Renaissance.”11


During the Depression, central Harlem was not all serendipity, church bells, and the Home of Happy Feet. It was Sugar Hill, where Harlem’s elite residents had an abundance of hope, and the Hollow, where there was little of it.12 Harlem was a world of warring dualities: the church and the cabaret, abject poverty and the fledgling aristocracy of what W. E. B. Du Bois called the Talented Tenth, West Indians who came by boat and southern strivers who came by train during the Great Migration, Italians, Puerto Ricans, and Jews.13


The streets were syncopated: calypso, quelbe, African rhythms with Jelly Roll Morton’s Spanish tinge, spirituals, blues, stride piano, Tin Pan Alley, a thousand songs from a thousand places.14 Four blocks downtown from Sonny’s home was 133rd Street, the original Swing Street. This was the sound of Sonny’s childhood.


In 1930, Sonny’s family was living at 2773 8th Avenue. The rent was thirty-three dollars a month, and in addition to the immediate family, Reuben Victoria, his uncle, also lived with them. He worked as a lamp polisher.15 Sonny’s grandmother Miriam worked as a laundress and “had her own place,” Sonny recalled, but she was always at their house if they were not at hers.16 Miriam’s was the apartment at 121 West 137th Street where Sonny was born.17


“They started to call me Sonny because I was the baby, the youngest,” Sonny recalled. The first photo of Sonny shows him at eighteen months, posed on a plush cushion, wearing what appear to be white satin shoes and high white socks, dark shorts, white suspenders, and a stiff white shirt. His hair is well groomed, and he holds a ball nearly the size of his head with both hands. His world-weary eyes belie the rest of the Little Lord Fauntleroy outfit.18


Sonny grew up in a predominantly West Indian community in “Harlem proper,” from the northern tip of Central Park at 110th Street to 145th Street—which he thought of as “the mecca” but sometimes referred to as the “lowlands.”19


Life in Harlem during the Depression was tough. Winters were very cold, and summers were very hot.20 The family spent periods on public assistance.21 “I remember going to the home relief place and getting the boxes of food,” Sonny said. “I think that the wartime was actually good in the sense that people began to practice thrift. There was rationing for everything. We saved tin-foil, along with pork fat, chicken fat—any kind of grease.”22


When he was three, Sonny’s family had to move to a new apartment at 69 West 135th Street. “The piano was left out on the street,” Sonny recalled. “In those days in Harlem you used to see a lot of pianos on the street with the people’s furniture that were being evicted.”23 After replacing the player piano, they could be entertained by an invisible James P. Johnson playing stride harmonies in the living room. “We moved around… for economic reasons,” Sonny said.24 During the Depression, they lived on every street from 135th to 138th.


The family loved animals, but one summer was so hot that Sonny’s pet mouse Pete died of heatstroke.25 The family also had a beloved Persian cat named Beauty. “I remember when Beauty got sick and transitioned my sister was very upset,” Sonny recalled, “and I was, she thought, too anxious to have the cat transition, to put it out of her misery, so to speak.… As I look back on that, I had a not-so-tragic view of life and death.”26


Sonny’s father was rarely home, and meeting him when Sonny was two or three is one of his earliest memories.27 Absence did not mean neglect. Walter Rollins Sr. “was a career Navy,” Sonny said.28 His father called and wrote often and sent frequent care packages—“these big dark red blankets from the United States naval station in Seattle,” for example—but due to Walter’s assignments, Sonny would sometimes not see him for two years.29


Sonny’s stern father was a decorated naval steward known to many as Chief Rollins. He supervised up to 250 men, depending on the size of the ship. In 1935, his assignment was to serve Secretary of War George Dern during the independence negotiations in the Philippines.30 When Walter came home to Harlem on brief furloughs, he supervised the family with the same insistence on military decorum that made his reputation and had little patience for independence. “He gave orders,” Gloria recalled. “It was really tough to go from my mother to having my father in the house. We were all like midshipmen and he was in charge. It was something that I couldn’t get accustomed to, my older brother could not get accustomed to, but Sonny really got accustomed to him, and Sonny became very attached to my father.”31


As Sonny recalled, “My father was strict.… The house had to be spic-and-span.” Meeting his exacting standards wasn’t easy. Furthermore, Walter was embarrassed to discover that the family lived in an area resembling Catfish Row from George Gershwin’s 1935 opera, Porgy and Bess. This was compounded when his close friend Admiral Arthur W. Radford, who would later become chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, came to visit with his wife.32 The neighborhood had “a lot of people running around, or sitting on doorsteps,” Sonny recalled, “certainly something beneath the grandeur of an admiral in the United States Navy. It was a respect which transcended all of the racism which exists in America.”33


As Sonny’s future neighbor Doris Mason recalled, Walter “walked like he was proud, with that uniform on. I never saw the man in any civvies. The girls used to love his father. When he came home, we would swoon. We were like, ‘Oh my god.’ We had a crush on him.”34


Valborg was more lenient than Walter, but just as hardworking. While her older children were at school, she would often take Sonny to jobs on Park Avenue, where he saw inequality firsthand. “She had nobody to take care of me, I was the youngest boy,” Sonny said. “She used to take me down there and I’d have to wait in the closet or someplace while she cleaned the house.”35


According to Gloria, Valborg’s work ethic was tireless, but she doted on Sonny. “My mother raised us pretty much on her own, and she was an extremely brilliant woman, but she didn’t have a chance to attend school in the islands,” she recalled. “When she came to New York, she attended night school with all of us at home, godmother watching us. I still have the little mini diplomas that she got from every class that she attended.”36


Sonny and Valborg were very attached to each other. When his mother entertained guests, Sonny would often stay out in the front room. She “would never make me go,” Sonny said. “So I would sit there… till they finally left.”37


Valborg also accommodated Sonny’s distaste for West Indian food. “I didn’t like rice, which my family ate a lot of,” Sonny said. “I didn’t eat what everybody else ate. I loved spinach and white potatoes mashed together. My mother really had to cook special for me.”38 At dinner, Gloria said, “My grandmother was very pious, and before we would eat, she would really say a lengthy grace, thanking god for this and that.”39 One night, “during her speech… Sonny said, ‘Hold it, Gram,’ and everybody stopped.” Sonny turned on the radio, full blast, to the “William Tell Overture,” the theme song from The Lone Ranger. “I was the baby in the family, so I got away with a lot of stuff,” said Sonny.40 Gloria called it “one of the funniest moments of my life.”


The family sometimes went to Mother AME Zion or to hear future congressman Adam Clayton Powell preach at Abyssinian Baptist Church.41 Though both were only a block away, most Sundays the family took the subway downtown to join the city’s growing West Indian population at the Third Moravian Church, where Sonny went to Sunday school and was eventually confirmed.42 “They are a Christian church, but… it wasn’t gospelly or anything,” Sonny said. “It was very straight hymns and Bach cantatas.”43


Sonny was introduced to gospel by his grandmother Miriam, who took him to Baptist churches in Harlem.44 “She used to take me to church right there on Lenox Avenue, and it was one of these real sanctified churches that had band instruments playing,” Sonny said. “She took me to Mother Horn’s church several times, and that made a big impression on me. I remember hearing a trumpet player… who was really swinging.”45


Mother Horn’s Church was on West 130th Street at the corner of Lenox Avenue, a flight up from a hardware store; it could fit eight hundred people in cheek by jowl when stretched to full capacity.46 In the cramped sanctuary, crutches flanked the pulpit, left by congregants who had allegedly been healed by Mother Horn, who, in her white silk gown, was thought of by many as “God’s right arm.”47 People regularly fainted as the congregation rolled along in call-and-response rhythm. She could lead a congregation through a riff like “God is unhappy,” twisting the rhythm of the words and stamping her feet on the offbeat, as the congregation kept time with the refrain “These sins must go.” Slowly, Mother Horn would then bring in the drummer, pianist, and a lone tambourine, culminating in a gradual crescendo as the tempo accelerated into a frenzy. It was at Mother Horn’s that Sonny first learned to swing.


In addition to the black Pentecostal church, Miriam also exposed Sonny to radical leftist politics. She was a follower of Marcus Garvey, the West Indian founder of the United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), known for popularizing the “back-to-Africa” movement. Another family hero was Ashley L. Totten, the secretary-treasurer for the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, who was born in St. Croix. “Everybody in the house was always talking about Totten, Totten, Totten,” Sonny said. “He was one of the people who bridged the gap between native-born blacks and island-born blacks.”48 Sonny’s mother took him to Lewis H. Michaux’s African National Memorial Bookstore, which opened in 1932 and distributed Black nationalist literature.49 “My mother wasn’t an activist,” he recalled, “but everybody went to that bookstore.”50 He and his grandmother marched for the Scottsboro Boys, Tom Mooney, and “anything that had to do with Black liberation.… We had a flag in the house for Black nationalism.”51


The Jamaica-born Marcus Garvey arrived in Harlem in 1916. He began speaking on street corners and promulgating his ideas of black self-determination, anticolonialism, and Pan-Africanism. Garvey established his headquarters at Liberty Hall on Strivers’ Row, around the block from where Sonny would soon come into this world; later, Sonny’s grandmother took him to see the old UNIA headquarters on 135th Street.52 “They didn’t have megaphones, so no amplification,” Sonny noted. “They said Garvey’s voice was so strong, you could hear him almost to 125th Street.”53


On September 6, 1930, the day before Sonny’s birth, Garvey published an article in Negro World, arguing, “We must have a government of our own to satisfy the great inner urge for freedom, for self-respect.”54 Garvey’s separatist politics were controversial, but that message of freedom and self-respect would set the tenor for the young musician’s life.


In 1937, three years before Garvey’s death, he laid out his ideas in what was eventually published as Message to the People: “See only yourself in everything. Make your nation the highest expression of human idealism. Then live up to it.”55 In works like “I’m an Old Cowhand,” “Airegin,” and, most significantly, “The Freedom Suite,” Garvey had a profound impact on Sonny’s conception of art and politics.


Social activism wasn’t all that occupied Sonny’s childhood: so did comic books, baseball and boxing, and, mostly, music.56 In addition to a piano, Sonny’s family had a banjo in the house, but his first musical expression was on the xylophone.57


One of Sonny’s favorite musicians was Fats Waller.58 The larger-than-life, cigar-chomping pianist and singer once accompanied silent films at the Lincoln Theater, just across the street from their apartment on 135th Street. Sonny heard the kinetic swing of Waller’s plaintive “I’m Gonna Sit Right Down and Write Myself a Letter” on the radio: “one of my earliest memories of jazz.”59


In a few years, Sonny would be attending school with the son of the clarinetist from that song, Rudy Powell. Waller’s hit is “evocative of the whole Harlem scene,” Sonny said. “It encapsulates the spirit of jazz.”60


Waller was a revelation. It was then, Sonny said, that “I knew I wanted to play jazz.… It makes you feel that there is a God, and that things are okay.” Waller “was the guy that… woke that up in me at an early age.”61


The family also tuned in every Wednesday night for the WMCA broadcast of Amateur Night at the Apollo Theater.62 They listened to the gospel group the Golden Gate Quartet and, on Sundays, Wings over Jordan, the nationally syndicated gospel program that championed civil rights, with Langston Hughes, Mary McLeod Bethune, and other African American luminaries discussing the issues of the day.63


The family also had a Victrola. Valborg played calypso records and sang Sonny the song he would one day call “St. Thomas.” His brother introduced him to Duke Ellington, particularly “I Let a Song Go Out of My Heart.”64 Sonny was partial to tenor saxophonist Ben Webster on Ellington’s “Cotton Tail,” a contrafact or variation on the harmonic progression of George Gershwin’s “I’ve Got Rhythm,” or “rhythm changes.” Nat King Cole became Sonny’s favorite singer. Then there was trumpeter Bunny Berigan’s 1937 rendition of “I Can’t Get Started,” and Louis Armstrong’s “Sleepy Time Down South,” which Armstrong first recorded in 1931. “Louis,” Sonny said, “is everyplace and everywhere.”65


The family also listened to Cousin Minnie Pearl and the Grand Ole Opry.66 Gospel was on Sunday; Saturday was reserved for radio serials. Sonny dutifully tuned in for episodes of Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons and When a Girl Marries, unwittingly building his repertoire.67 The theme to Mr. Keen, Noël Coward’s “Someday I’ll Find You,” and “Serenade” by Drigo, the theme to When a Girl Marries, would become part of his set list.68


Sonny became an avid comics reader: Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, Flash Gordon, Captain Marvel, Shazam, Steel Sterling, the Blue Beetle, the Human Torch, the Sub-Mariner. He read Vault of Horror and Tales from the Crypt and later became a lifetime subscriber to Mad after it launched in 1952. He particularly liked the work of Jack Kirby, who revolutionized comics, creating a new visual language through forced perspective, surrealistic urban landscapes, and three-dimensional characters who could seemingly reach outside the frame, much like the expanded harmonies and rhythmic vocabulary of Sonny’s musical heroes.69


At one point, he hoped to pursue art professionally. As a child, Sonny started doing sketches and watercolors and eventually began making his own comic books. “I had a character called the Chain,” Sonny recalled. “The biceps were bulging, and chains were breaking up all over him.”70


The young Sonny’s heroes also appeared on-screen: Tom Mix, Ken Maynard, the Durango Kid, Tim McCoy, Hoot Gibson, and Sonny’s favorite, Buck Jones. “See, it was easy; there were guys who were good and guys who were bad,” he said. “I bought the whole thing.”71


Sonny also had his sports heroes: Joe Louis, his favorite boxer, and the Yankees; his favorite player was Joe DiMaggio. “When Joe Louis was fighting, the whole community would be listening on the radio,” Sonny said, “and when he knocked the other guy out, as he usually did, people would pour into the streets with instruments and there would be an impromptu parade.”72 Later, there was Jackie Robinson, even though Sonny would stay loyal to the Yankees. “There was much hope and optimism abounding in society during those for me, formative years, and Jackie Robinson expressed it all, for all of us,” Sonny wrote. “And he never once let us down.”73


Valborg went to great lengths to bring up her children with a sense of culture within and without Harlem, and her ecumenical taste had a deep impact on Sonny’s future approach to repertoire.74 She once took them on a train trip to Montreal,75 but there was more than enough cultural activity in New York. They went to Radio City Music Hall, saw pianist-vocalist Bob Howard play stride piano at the Roxy Theatre “where there would be a movie and music on the stage,” Sonny said, and “to City Center on Fifty-Fifth Street. They had a lot of operettas there,” referring to the precursor to Lincoln Center that hosted all kinds of performances.76 “I went to Broadway shows. As a matter of fact, I actually saw [the 1956 musical adaptation of] Li’l Abner on Broadway when I was older. I like all this music. I was very fortunate—I had a lot of music in my household, but specifically, I grew up listening to a lot of what you would refer to as popular music.”77


During Sonny’s childhood, Harlem theater flourished. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia’s Works Progress Administration Federal Theatre Project offshoot, the Portable Theater Project, put six stages in each borough to broaden access to theater across class.78 Sonny has vivid memories of the summer of 1935, when he was four years old, seeing a free open-air production of The Pirates of Penzance in Harlem’s Colonial Park. Colonial Park also hosted twice-weekly dances, cordoning off two adjacent blocks.79


Jazz was unavoidable. “We used to pass by the famous Cotton Club on the way to school,” Sonny said. “I remember walking by the Savoy Ballroom and seeing the pictures of all the celebrities appearing there, and many of them lived in our neighborhood.”80 Valborg took Sonny to calypso dances and sang songs around the house. “It was a very rhythmic music I loved as a little boy,” he said.81 He has memories of the Renaissance Ballroom and the Park Palace in Spanish Harlem, later the inspiration for his song “Park Palace Parade.”82 Locals called the stately casino and ballroom the Renny. It was an expansive theater on Seventh Avenue, just down the block from where Sonny was born, and featured calypsonians such as Trinidadian bandleader Gerald Clark, Macbeth the Great, and the Duke of Iron. Sonny would later dedicate a song to the latter.83


On their weekly trips to the movies, Sonny first heard songs that stuck with him for life.84 In his early childhood, they went to the Lincoln Theater.85 Sonny also saw movies at the Odeon. One of his early favorites was the 1936 film Swing Time, which introduced “The Way You Look Tonight,” a song Sonny would record multiple times. “All through my life, I’ve remembered the scene with the song ‘A Fine Romance,’ where Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire are up in the country in the snow,” he said. To Sonny, the real star was composer Jerome Kern. “I still think of him as maybe my favorite,” he said.86 Another favorite was the Marlene Dietrich vehicle The Blue Angel, with composer Friedrich Hollaender’s “Falling in Love Again.”


“I liked people like Bing Crosby and I liked Louis Armstrong,” Sonny recalled.




I liked Frank Sinatra. Of course, I was getting a little older then. Everybody from Martha Raye—I think I first saw her singing “I’m an Old Cowhand” from my Way Out West album. So I liked her. I liked Jimmy Durante—anybody that was a performer, you know?


I liked people like Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald—they were movie people and they sang operetta-like material. A lot of the songs that they sang became my standards. I liked Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire. Fred Astaire, of course, we know how much the composers loved him as a singer, because he would give such an exact treatment to their songs. He would sing the words exactly like they wanted them sung. And of course, Ginger Rogers. You know, every red-blooded American would have to say that they liked Ginger Rogers. Well, I’m a red-blooded American. So this is my background. I was born in Harlem, and people have to understand that just because you’re black and you’re born in Harlem doesn’t mean that you just like black music. No, I like music, and in America, I was exposed to a lot of music in my household, and I listened to all of it. It’s all part of who I am.87





For black actors, casting was often limited to minor, menial roles. It sent Sonny a clear message. “In those days, of course what could you do in movies except be a shoeshine boy or a Pullman car porter,” Sonny later recalled. “We had aspirations beyond that. At that age and that time, we didn’t realize all the things these people had to go through; that Louis Armstrong and all the other black actors and actresses who were doing that role… that was all they could do.”88


Nevertheless, Armstrong made magic out of a cameo role. “It would be sort of a bland movie, but when Pops came on there to do his thing, boy, that lit up the screen!”89 Sonny found other on-screen role models featured in more prominent roles. Onetime Ellington crooner Herb Jeffries became a leading man by acting in westerns with an all-black cast, such as The Bronze Buckaroo (1939). “The screen cowboys taught me about fairness, justice and improvising when you’re alone,” Sonny said.90


Paul Robeson, the black activist, singer, and star athlete, was Sonny’s favorite. “Paul Robeson was a hero to Black America, and my super-hero,” he said. “I saw his movies, I heard his recordings, I marched for his civil rights when he was targeted by American conservatives.”91


Soon, Sonny started making his own music. “In a West Indian family, you were expected to do well in school, and if you didn’t, there had to be a serious explanation as to why you didn’t,” Gloria said. “You also were expected to play a musical instrument.… Quite frankly, you had to play the piano or the violin or something to show that you were inclined toward the better things in life. I learned piano, and my older brother [was] an excellent violinist.”92


Sonny looked up to his older brother and sister. He would see and hear Valdemar, Val for short,93 practicing all the time, and Gloria played piano at church. When Sonny turned six, Valborg enrolled him in piano lessons. He took a few lessons, but it didn’t take, and since he was the youngest, Valborg was more permissive with her doting son. “I was more interested in playing in the street,” Sonny said. “It wasn’t until I wanted to play the saxophone that I began.… But I never had the formal education that my older brother and sister had, so I always felt inferior to them.”94 He would need to find tools forged in Harlem.95


Sonny didn’t exactly take to school, either.96 He started Public School (PS) 89 at 135th Street and Lenox in 1936. Romare Bearden described it as “the school most of the tough street kids of the area went to.”97


At the time, Harlem public schools were dilapidated, underfunded, and overcrowded. In a suppressed 1936 report from the Mayor’s Commission on Conditions in Harlem, PS 89 was described as “probably the worst school in the Negro section of Harlem,” close to “the center of vice and the hideouts of vendors of narcotics and other criminals.”98 Though the school served kindergarten through sixth grade, all the chairs were for kindergarteners. The brick building was only partially fireproof and had seen six fires in the previous four years. If anyone got burned, Harlem Hospital was across the street. The fire house was conveniently located around the corner, which punctuated classes with sirens and bells.99 The school had no gym or library and, after much agitation, in 1936, finally secured funding to install indoor lavatories.100


The experience toughened Sonny up, but it also helped him develop his wry sense of humor. “When I was a kid, they used to call me Jester, because I was a bit of a jokester,” he said.101 The nickname stuck from around age seven until his early teens.102


It was across the street from this pressure cooker of a school that Sonny saw his way out of PS 89. One of the smaller saloons near the school, the Elks Rendezvous, opened in November 1937.103 In August 1938, a silver-tongued thirty-year-old Arkansas-born saxophonist and singer named Louis Jordan booked his first residency at the Rendezvous.104 The pay was thirty dollars per person per week, but it paid the rent and put his name on the map.105


Jordan lived a short walk from Sonny’s apartment and could easily walk home from the Rendezvous.106 His publicity billed him as “LOUIS JORDAN, HIS SILVER SAXOPHONE AND HIS GOLDEN VOICE.” Louis performed three shows nightly, starting at ten—treating audiences to a dance show with his Tympany Four, soon expanded to the Tympany Five,107 and a cabaret act replete with vaudeville dancers, multiple singers, and impressions. The Rendezvous was a “black and tan” club, so whites and blacks intermingled until the club closed at three or four in the morning.


When Sonny went back to school in the fall of 1938, right around the time of his eighth birthday, he passed by a glossy headshot hanging in the entrance: Jordan in a cutaway tuxedo and white bow tie, clutching a shining King Zephyr alto saxophone. “They used to have this picture outside—one of those eight-by-tens—and he had this great looking horn, shiny like a samurai’s sword; and these sharp ties and tails the cats used to wear,” Sonny recalled. “And I said, ‘Man, this is it for me—I’ve got to go this way.’”108


Sonny saw Jordan before he heard him, but hearing him wouldn’t take long. On December 20, 1938, Jordan recorded his first 78 as a leader for Decca, “Honey in the Bee Ball” and “Barnacle Bill the Sailor.”109 When Sonny’s mother couldn’t take him to work and his grandmother couldn’t watch him, sometimes his uncle Reuben Victoria would take care of him at his girlfriend Lizzie’s apartment. “Sometimes they’d leave me there, and I’d listen to all these records,” he said. Lizzie was from Georgia, and she introduced Sonny to Lonnie Johnson, Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup, and Tommy McClennan. “She also had some Louis Jordan, who was like a bridge between the blues and jazz—he had a great big sound on the alto, and I just loved him,” Sonny said. “Louis was more like city blues than country blues, I guess, although on some of the earliest band stuff like ‘Outskirts of Town’ he’d really be singing the blues in a more traditional manner; it was a slow blues and he was really hollering, which connected more to that country blues sound. Later on, Louis Jordan and the Tympany Five got more showbizzy. I followed everything they did really closely.”110


Sonny took it upon himself to buy every Louis Jordan record that came out: “It’s a Low Down Dirty Shame,” “Caldonia,” “Ain’t Nobody Here but Us Chickens,” “Is You Is or Is You Ain’t My Baby,” “Five Guys Named Moe,” “Choo Choo Ch’Boogie.”111


“His group the Tympany Five was the same quintet configuration that Bird and Dizzy used later, so that’s the group I liked,” Sonny recalled. “He was my complete idol, and he was an excellent musician. I used to look at the pictures of him and he always had a different saxophone. I’ve seen him playing the King Zephyr, I’ve seen him with Selmers, and I’ve seen him playing Conns. That attests to the fact that he was such a consummate musician. He probably played whatever he liked at that moment.” Sonny also loved Jordan’s vaudevillian persona. “People said if you’re singing and having fun that you’re not serious; but with Louis Jordan and Fats Waller, it can be both fun and serious. You can’t deny the musical legitimacy of Louis Jordan.”112


Between the photo outside the Elks Rendezvous and the records with Uncle Reuben, Sonny was hooked: “I was destined to play saxophone, and I knew it at that early age.”113


Sonny pleaded with his mother repeatedly, but everyone in the family couldn’t get past the nightlife stigma associated with his chosen instrument. His grandmother “had the impression of jazz musicians being no-good guys involved with drugs,” Sonny recalled. “Everything negative that people would think about it in church.”114 Nevertheless, Sonny persisted. “He had his own frame of reference for music,” his sister, Gloria, recalled. “While we were playing what our parents would like to have us play, Sonny was hearing something different.”115


Valborg steeled herself, and when Sonny was eight, she scraped together enough money to buy him a used alto.116 Sonny described the feeling years later in an unpublished draft.117 The scene unfolds in front of Manny’s Music, a store Sonny frequented that opened in 1935 on what was known as “Music Row.”118 Note the coda symbol.




A PICTURE (PHOTOGRAPH) OF MANNY’S WINDOW FOR THE FIRST PAGE/PICTURE, SHOWING THE “GLEAMING, SHINY, SHIMMERING, BRIGHT, GOLDEN, CURVED, BEAUTIFUL GLEAMING SAXOPHONES TO GOOD ADVANTAGE.


BOY, I WISH I HAD ONE OF THOSE……… AND COULD PLAY IT! (OR ADD ‘too’ TO THE EXCLAMATION) PLAY IT TOO!


CONT. NOW AS IF IN ANSWER—DIFFERENT PRINT AND LOCATION ON PAGE (OF THE FOLLOWING IN DISTINCTION TO THE EXCLAMATION ON PREVIOUS PAGE):


THAT’S HOW ‘SAX MEN’ BEGIN. (OR END WITH ‘Are Born’ FOR ‘BEGIN.’)


FOR THE FIRST TIME THEY LAY EYES ON THAT CURVED SHINY BEAUTIFUL “LOOKING PIECE OF METAL” 2.) “BABY DOLL,” IT MAKES THEM FEEL 1.) BIG AND PROUD AND STRONG AND IMPORTANT! 2.) BIG + WONDERFUL + PROUD + IMPORTANT. IF YOU HAD THAT SAX YOU WOULD REALLY BE SOMEBODY IMPORTANT [IN THIS WORLD.] YOU WOULD MAKE 1.) PEOPLE DANCE AND BE HAPPY 2.) PEOPLE HAPPY WITH IT AND MAKE THEM DANCE AND SING AND BE JOYFUL 2.) CHEERFUL


YES, YOU CAN SEE YOURSELF NOW, 1.) STANDING IN FRONT OF THE PEOPLE AND FILLING THEM WITH TONES, STRAIGHT FROM YOUR SAX [image: image], HANDSOMELY DRESSED AND GROOMED, HORN


        GROOMED    DRESSED


GLEAMING LIKE THE SUN AS YOU PERFORM IN FRONT OF THE 1.) CROWDS 2) THRONGS,


SO YOU START PLAYING THE SAXOPHONE


MAYBE NOT THE ONE IN THE WINDOW


MAYBE EVEN YOU JUST BORROW ONE OR USE ONE


[image: image] INTO THEIR HEARTS.119
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Chapter 3


THE HILL


(1938–1944)


“When I got my saxophone… I went in the bedroom, shut the door, and I started playing, and I was playing, playing, playing,” Sonny said. “My mother had to call me. ‘Time to eat!’ I just get into that zone, and it’s a spiritual thing. And that’s what has carried me through my life.”1


Sonny’s work ethic goes back to the beginning.2 “I want to have my rudiments ready to go whenever the spirit hits me,” Sonny recalled. “My part of the bargain—I want to get that right.… The other part, well that’s up to a higher power… it just has to happen, because that’s what jazz is. It’s natural. It’s like the sky—it’s never the same two days in a row.”3


After Sonny got his saxophone, homework was no longer a concern; he had found an all-consuming passion. “I was always shouting, ‘Shut up, Sonny!’” recalled his sister, Gloria. “I was a few years ahead of him in school, so I had to do homework and I didn’t want to hear all of this… stuff in the background, but he didn’t pay any attention to me at all.”4


This is not to say Sonny was being deliberately inconsiderate. “I would play in the closet so the sound didn’t get all up and down the building,” Sonny said. “I never thought about it as practice. I just loved to play and I would get in the closet and blow for hours—nine, ten hours, and I would get lost in my own reverie, in the sound. I really didn’t practice any one thing, I’d just play songs and blow in a stream-of-consciousness way. Our neighbor, Mr. Mason, he would always encourage me.… I’ll always remember his encouragement because, you know, the horn can be pretty loud.”5


Matthew Mason Sr. was one of the first black supervisors in the post office. He was a pillar of the neighborhood on Edgecombe, known as Judge Mason, settling disputes on the block in a kind of people’s court. His hobby was playing alto saxophone. According to his daughter Doris, Sonny practiced “all the time. Every day after school. We could hear through the walls. All the time!” Doris recalled eight decades later, singing the major arpeggio she still remembered being repeated ad nauseam. “My father was hearing this and saying to us, ‘That kid really knows how to play a horn. That kid is going someplace.’… It was annoying, ’cause it was after school every day. [Sings arpeggio.] ‘Oh, Sonny’s practicing.’ But his practice paid off.”6


Some neighbors even practiced with Sonny. “Where we lived, there was a potpourri of cultures: the West Indians, Jamaicans, Bahamians, Haitians, Irish and all kinds,” recalled bassist John B. Williams, whose family lived in the apartment below Sonny’s after the family moved to Edgecombe Avenue. “He’d come down to our apartment.… I played drums while he jammed with my sisters. He told me once, ‘When I make it, I’m gonna let you be in my band.’”7


Sonny knew where he was going. “When I was a young boy—I mean nine, ten years old—and I was playing the saxophone, studying, and all that stuff, I knew already—something inside of me—I knew that I would be a prominent musician. I knew… that was my big destiny.”8


He was mostly an autodidact, but for embouchure, fingerings, tonguing technique, and basic scales, even the proper hand position to hold the saxophone, Sonny’s mother brought him to the New York Schools of Music.9 Located on 125th Street and Lenox Avenue, it was “just a little place upstairs over a store,” Sonny recalled.10 It was founded in 1921 by Arthur T. Cremin, a young red-haired Serbian Jewish violinist who’d graduated from the Prague Conservatory and believed that anyone, of any age, of any class position, could learn an instrument.11 All they needed was a quarter. By the time Sonny began going there in 1938, the school had nearly twenty branches in the city.


Cremin, however, despised jazz. Four years earlier, in his Carnegie Hall debut as a composer, he premiered “The Storyteller,” which the “crusader for musical censorship” intended as “a constructive substitute for the sexy tunes of the better-known Harlem bandleaders.”12 He had a particular vendetta against the saxophone, which to him symbolized the worst of modern dance music: “Just as demoralizing as the most pornographic literature.”13 He even publicly debated Duke Ellington about it in the press.14


Sonny’s first teacher at the school was a white multi-instrumentalist named Mr. Bastien. “He was one of these saxophone players that played with a double embouchure,” meaning he made tight contact with both lips on the mouthpiece, then considered an old-fashioned style favored by classical saxophonists that can lead to a less resonant sound.15 Sonny bought Ben Vereecken’s Foundation to Saxophone Playing: An Elementary Method, first published in 1917.16 Vereecken’s book had sections on “manner of holding the saxophone,” “adjusting the reed,” “sharps, flats, naturals, etc.,” but also more advanced exercises on dominant and diminished sevenths, as well as on syncopated phrasing and ragtime.17


Sonny enhanced his studies with the Victrola. He played choice passages on loop, much to his family’s chagrin. “We used to listen to records and slow the record down so we could get how… the guy was phrasing,” Sonny said. Sonny himself would play the opposite way: “You speed Coleman Hawkins up,” tenor saxophonist David Murray later said, “you’ve got Sonny Rollins.”18
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In 1940, when Sonny was in fourth grade, a new sound began to emanate from jukeboxes up and down Seventh Avenue: Coleman Hawkins’s solo saxophone rendition of “Body and Soul,” which he’d recorded on October 11, 1939.


“Body and Soul” was an unlikely success—Hawkins didn’t even play the melody. Rather, over two majestic choruses, he creates a brilliant improvised countermelody, full of complex arpeggios outlining the underlying chord progression, only stating the original melody line in the first four bars. Technically virtuosic and deeply personal, in three minutes, Hawkins transformed the saxophone’s vocabulary forever.


“I was standing outside the Big Apple Bar on the corner of 135th Street and Seventh Avenue, across from Smalls Paradise, and heard it on the jukebox through an open window,” Sonny recalled.19 To Sonny, Hawkins was “the epitome of the saxophone.”20


As much as the solo sounded through-composed—legato phrasing, no hesitation in the attack—it came out of the blue. The thirty-five-year-old Missouri native had just returned from five years in Europe, and he expected some forward-looking soloists would have surpassed him in harmonic complexity, but “it was just like when I left,” he said. “I didn’t see nothing.”21


During a stint at Kelly’s Stables on West Fifty-First Street, Hawkins began using the old standard as an encore. “I never thought of ‘Body and Soul’ as being anything big for me,” Hawkins recalled. When recording supervisor Leonard Joy asked him to record it, Hawk replied, “We don’t even have an arrangement on it. Who wants to hear that!” The band made one take, and he “didn’t even bother to listen to it afterwards.” Hawkins thought of it as hackneyed, a throwaway. It turned out to be his signature recording.22


Hearing the record turned Sonny on his ear.23 He couldn’t articulate what Hawkins was doing yet, but had to find out. “Coleman was a guy that played chord changes in an up-and-down manner. He sort of played every change,” he said. “He had a phrase for every change that went by. So in that solo, he was not only playing the changes, he was also playing the passing chords, which is another thing he was ahead of his time on,” while effortlessly “building and building and building.”24


Meeting Hawkins’s standard, making changes with his acuity and panache, would be Sonny’s lifelong goal. “A light went off in my head. If he could personalize a popular song like that without lyrics, any song was possible if you had that intellectual capacity,” Sonny said. “Right after hearing the record, I bought a tenor reed and began using it on my alto mouthpiece to get that big Coleman Hawkins sound.”25


Sonny’s neighbor bought a transcription of the famous solo and practiced it over and over again. Sonny learned the solo too, but he also knew that only Hawk could play Hawk. “I never tried to copy Coleman Hawkins’s solos,” Sonny wrote. “I didn’t think I would be successful, because his style was personal and he was doing difficult stuff. I tried to inhabit his soul, interpret music the way he did. Later, I tried to play more verbatim with Charlie Parker and Lester Young, but Coleman Hawkins’s style defied copying.”26 Sonny would strive for a style that was just as personal. The bar had been set.


Sonny’s two early saxophone idols, Coleman Hawkins and Louis Jordan, lived in the same neighborhood, but they could hardly have been more different.27 Sonny would work to combine Jordan’s “elemental” playing, as he thought of it, with Hawkins’s “intellectual element and grandeur.”28 Sonny wore out the grooves on Hawkins’s “The Man I Love”; “Stuffy” and its B-side, “It’s the Talk of the Town”; “Bu-Dee-Daht”; and “Woody’n You?”29 Sonny would also seek out the music of Hawkins’s collaborators and eventually worked with many of them.


Soon, Sonny would see his new musical idol riding around Harlem. Jordan was inextricably linked to Harlem’s main stem for Sonny, Hawkins with the erudite sophistication of Sugar Hill, the affluent enclave within Harlem that spanned 145th Street up to Washington Heights.30


In 1940, before Sonny’s tenth birthday, his family moved up to “the Hill.”31 Walter Sr. had finally been reassigned as a steward at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where he worked fifty-two weeks a year, seventy-two hours a week, for a respectable middle-class salary of $1,260 a year. Miriam was doing hand laundry, and they could afford the move. It was a positive time in Sonny’s family life. One Christmas, the families of naval officers stationed at the Brooklyn Navy Yard were invited to a Christmas party there. “I remember that one of my gifts was a book about Chinese outrigger boats,” Sonny said. “I never forgot that.”32


They moved to 371 Edgecombe Avenue, then settled a few doors over, at 377, by the corner of 152nd Street in a five-story, built in 1920. An expansive foyer on the ground floor opened to a narrow tiled hallway that led to a narrower stairwell. They lived on the third floor, in apartment 8, opposite two other units.33 It was a peaceful block on Coogan’s Bluff overlooking Colonial Park. Sonny had a beautiful view of the Bronx skyline. Across the viaduct were the Polo Grounds where the Giants played—Sonny recalls seeing pitcher Carl Hubbell walking to his car after the games. Not far off was Yankee Stadium, and down the Hill off in the distance loomed the Empire State Building, which had been built less than ten years earlier. There were benches and oak trees all along the park side.


Sonny’s building had a Georgian front door with Ionic columns and decorative molding on the exterior windows. Photos taken the year they moved capture the front of the apartment, where two women in full-length mink stoles, hats, and kitten heels stand idly as a young boy in a newsboy cap plays nearby. Coupes are parked all up the block on Edgecombe. Walking south, a junkman with his wheelbarrow stands in front of the rubble of a demolished building at 335 Edgecombe as a woman passes by on her way to work, with a backdrop of a billboard with a flaxen-haired smiling woman holding a panhandle. Walking uptown from Sonny’s, several men sit on a stoop shooting the breeze as a porter keeps his vigil in front of 385. Continuing east were the 155th Street viaduct and the Macombs Dam Bridge, connecting Manhattan to the Bronx via the Harlem River. To the north, a water tower loomed farther up on Edgecombe. Every weekend, a man named Frank arrived in a “horse-drawn vegetable wagon,” Sonny recalled. “People would call out what they wanted,” and Sonny’s friend Tommy “had to get them and run upstairs.”34 It was a serene, almost pastoral, block, quite a change from the hustle and bustle of 135th Street down in the “valley” on the Harlem Plain.35


“I lived in apartment 7, and Sonny lived in apartment 8. We were next door to each other. We shared the same fire escape,” recalled Doris Mason, who was the same age as Sonny. “The park benches across the street from where we lived, when we were kids, we could move the benches, and we used to move them up and down the park, wherever the group was gonna be that day. We’d sit, but we never put them back in place.” Eventually, the city nailed them in place: “If you see those benches, Sonny and all of us, we’re the cause of it.”36


Parents looked out for other kids on the block. “If one of us did something, you can bet your life, they didn’t wait to tell your parents; they’d chastise you right then and there,” said Mason. “That’s the way that block was.… Everybody got along.” Mason recalled being able to look into Duke Ellington’s kitchen window.37


Many of the Hill’s houses had names. Around the block from 377 Edgecombe were the palatial Benziger House and the towering neo-Romanesque spires of the Bailey House. A short walk took you to the Roger Morris Apartments, where two of Sonny’s heroes lived: Joe Louis and Paul Robeson, the latter of whom moved there in 1939.38 “Joe Louis used to come after each fight,” recalled Mason. “He had an aunt, lived in the next building from us, and he would come and rest, spend the night after his fight, and then leave in the morning, and all of us would be standing out waiting for him to come out the building. He had his training camp. He used to have buses to take all the kids on Edgecombe to go up to his training camp, spend the day.”39


Marking their upward mobility, Sonny’s family became proud owners of a new telephone number: EDgecombe 4-7013.40 It wasn’t the nicest apartment on the block, but it was a significant improvement that Sonny’s mother found safer for her children.41


When he was eleven, Sonny started working on the Hill, as a delivery boy at a dry cleaners on the corner of Edgecombe and 155th Street. He would make deliveries in the neighborhood when he got off school. “I always wanted to work, and be a man, support myself.”42 He would also run errands for featherweight champion Chalky Wright. He could use the spending money to see shows at the Apollo on his own.
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Sugar Hill was not documented on E. Simms Campbell’s map of Harlem nightlife, but it required its own map. Within a ten-minute walk of Sonny’s apartment were Bowman’s Grill, where regular jam sessions took place, the ribs were delicious, and bartender Charlie Davis would serve only two “White Zombie” cocktails per customer; the 721 Club, where in 1941 Ernie Henry played with singer Monette Moore; and the New Lamar Cherie, “Show Place on the Hill.”43 Louis Metcalf’s Heat Wave was on 145th Street, and on St. Nicholas was Jimmy’s Chicken Shack, the after-hours chicken-and-rib joint. “A little further up St. Nicholas, right on the same side of the street,” Sonny said, was Luckey’s Rendezvous, stride pianist Luckey Roberts’s club. Sonny was too young to go in, but “Art Tatum and all them cats used to go in there and jam after-hours because it had a nice piano.”44 This was fast becoming Sonny’s milieu.


During this period, Valborg introduced Sonny to his uncle, West Virginia–born saxophonist Hubert “Bumps” Myers, who was living at the time with Sonny’s aunt Emelyn.45 Uncle Hubert was a consummate professional; he’d played with Louis Armstrong, Big Sid Catlett, Jimmie Lunceford, and Benny Carter and was proficient on soprano, alto, tenor, and baritone.46


Another uncle, George Tapley Lewis, was an alto saxophone player born in Anguilla in 1910 who played briefly with Don Redman and Louis Armstrong before becoming a postal worker.47 One day, Valborg took Sonny to visit Herbert Vanterpool, a family friend from St. Thomas, who played tenor, drawing Sonny’s attention to the larger horn. “I remember very vividly how he had the saxophone under the bed,” Sonny said, “and he pulled it out and opened it up, and there was this beautiful gold instrument, shining there in this deep red velvet case. That was the moment.”48


Sonny discovered that though the majority of the clubs were closer to the main stem, his favorite musicians all lived up on the Hill. Duke Ellington had lived for a time a few doors from Sonny’s apartment.49 In 1939, Billy Strayhorn wrote the Ellington theme song, “Take the ‘A’ Train,” based on the directions Ellington gave to his apartment at 935 St. Nicholas Avenue.50


In 1943, part of the third movement of Ellington’s “Black, Brown and Beige” was called “Sugar Hill Penthouse.” Sonny and his friends wouldn’t just hear Ellington on the radio; they would see him in the streets. “Ellington was a very unusual dresser, perhaps flamboyant would be the word,” recalled Bill Coggins, the younger brother of pianist Gilbert “Gilly” Coggins, who lived right across the street from Ellington. “He always had a word for the kids.… Of course, there were a lot of celebrities around.” Not to mention future celebrities. “Harry Belafonte, he lived right around the corner,” Coggins said. “Jackie McLean lived up the street. This was all before he was famous.”51


Roy Eaton, a classical piano prodigy who made his Carnegie Hall debut at age six, lived at 375 Edgecombe and met Sonny soon after he moved to the Hill. “I was fortunate, as was Sonny Rollins also, to have come from a West Indian background. Our parents instilled in us the belief that anything is possible, that you do not let the world define who you are. You define yourself,” Eaton said. “At the time we felt segregated.… But actually, the fact that we were in that confined community created a peculiar energy on which people like Sonny and myself thrived.”52


Nevertheless, there was a cultural hierarchy to their respective musical interests. In music departments, Eaton said, “if you were caught playing jazz, you were reprimanded. You were not supposed to be playing jazz.” Years later, he and others realized how myopic that perspective was. “Some of the things in our cuisine that we love the most were things that in Jamaica they looked at as poor food, like oxtail or curry goat—that was ‘poor food.’ The rich people, they ate steaks. But the good stuff is this poor food! And so this environment of segregation and degradation, it’s not poor food at all. It was truly enriching.” Eaton added: “The Jewish culture has a name for it—there should be a Jamaican word for it—chutzpah. That was the key.”53


Sonny and his peers could take after the example of an older generation dotting Sugar Hill. “We had a chance at looking at people going about their daily business, famous figures at the time,” recalled Sonny, “like drummer Big Sid Catlett, saxophonist Coleman Hawkins, bandleaders like John Kirby, Erskine Hawkins, Sy Oliver and Don Redman, bassist Al Hall, drummer Denzil Best, and trumpeter Red Allen, and all those other great musicians who lived on Sugar Hill. We’d see these guys out on the street in everyday life. They served as ideal role models for us.”54 Other major figures lived there, too: Harlem Renaissance artist Aaron Douglas, the tap-dancing Nicholas Brothers, pianist Mary Lou Williams on picturesque Hamilton Terrace, saxophonists Johnny Hodges and Budd Johnson, vocalists Dinah Shore and Lena Horne, and bandleaders Andy Kirk, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, and Fletcher Henderson.


“All the prominent black people lived up there,” Sonny said. “Not only musicians, but also politicians.”55 One thirteen-story building at 409 Edgecombe housed “all the black dignitaries—W. E. B. Du Bois; Walter White, head of the NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of Colored People]; Thurgood Marshall; Roy Wilkins. It was the pinnacle building on that block.”56


Coleman Hawkins was the one who excited Sonny the most. “He had an impressive Cadillac. He dressed well,” Sonny said. “There were certain other people that acted more on the entertainment side. There was even a time in my life when I had a brief feeling about Louis Armstrong, that he was too minstrel-y and too smiley. That didn’t last long. I was a young person at the time. But what impressed me about Coleman was that he carried himself with great dignity.”57


In school, Sonny learned about earlier predecessors as well, such as bandleader James Reese Europe, which he later described in a draft of an essay: “As I grew up I learned of the Black American soldiers in W.W.I.; how they fought valiantly and courageously and were subsequently honored by France even as they were shunned by their own country. [Strikeout in original.] I learned about James Reese Europe and his extraordinary orchestra (part of that Black American contingent) and how their music heralded the new age. An age of democracy and against fascism.”58


After the move to Sugar Hill, Sonny finished elementary school at PS 46, where a teacher named Mrs. Love “saw the promise in me,” he said.59 “I’ll never forget her because she skipped me into a higher grade. I was doing the work, but… She was the first teacher that really inspired me to excel, and so I guess I began to like school a little better.”60


Sonny spent seventh through ninth grade at PS 164, Edward W. Stitt Junior High School, a redbrick building named for the New York City superintendent (no relation to Sonny Stitt).61 There was no school band, though the students did learn material like “Poor Butterfly” from Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore.62 In the fall of 1943, an organization called the Youthbuilders invited Duke Ellington for a performance in front of two hundred Stitt students.63


The school provided rapid advancement classes for students like former Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan, who attended a few years earlier. “It was the cusp of the new Jewish immigrants from the Holocaust from Germany and the African American community,” recalled Roy Eaton, “and I would say relatively affluent African American community.”64 The school was integrated, but it was home to a number of youth gangs. Writer Gilbert Moore, who attended a few years later, remembered “swashbuckling names, the Royalistics and the Sabers and the Buccaneers. They roamed the streets and hallways with homemade guns and obedient switch blades, and with almost complete freedom to terrorize and declare war on each other.”65 In 1943, the Youthbuilders started a “juke box night club” where, according to the club chaperone, “they can congregate without fear of being attacked by rival gangs.”66


Racial tensions remained high through legal and extralegal methods that kept black Harlemites as second-class citizens, sometimes in their own neighborhood—de jure segregation via racially restrictive covenants or de facto segregation enforced by racialized violence in the streets. In the spring of 1939, a youth gang from predominantly white Washington Heights, the neighborhood north of the border of Sugar Hill, was responsible for a wave of hate crimes. Groups of Stitt students had been violently attacked, resulting in forty policemen posted at and around the school during lunch and dismissal.67 When Sonny began attending, it was still fresh in everyone’s memory.


As a result, Sonny developed a keen street sense. “At that time blacks were living up as far as, maybe, 165th Street or something like that,” Sonny said. “Then you got to the Heights and there were certain streets you didn’t venture beyond, like past Amsterdam Avenue; there was a gang up there called the Rainbows, a bad Irish gang.”68


Being West Indian meant facing double discrimination from kids in the neighborhood. “They would call us ‘monkey faces’ or ‘black Jews,’” said Coggins. “The reason for calling us black Jews was that we’d work hard, save our money, and buy property. What the hell’s wrong with that?”69


When Sonny was nine or ten, he experienced an “awakening” when his neighbor Doris Mason pointed out the distinction: “‘Sonny, you’re different than us,’” he recalled her saying. “I said, ‘What do you mean?’ She said, ‘Oh, you’re West Indian.’” Later, he discovered “the animosity between southern blacks and blacks that came from the Caribbean.” At first, he struggled to accept his cultural heritage as a marker of difference, but eventually, he “came to embrace it.” In the broader civil rights struggle, though, “it wasn’t West Indian versus whatever,” he said. “It was black versus antiblack.… [I]t’s about color; it’s not about place of origin. We were all [n-words] in the United States.”70


Within Harlem, however, Sonny acknowledged that there was a distinction between African Americans with West Indian and southern roots: “They were brought up differently.” According to Eaton, West Indian families subscribed to an uplift ideology that prioritized formal education. Sonny’s sister, Gloria, later Roy’s classmate at the High School for Music and Art, and his brother, Val, a future classmate at City College, went along with the plan.71 Sonny was the prodigal son and spent more time in the streets than at the library.


Once he almost killed a man by accident. He and his friends would sometimes go to the roof, where they could watch passersby cutting through backyard shortcuts. “There was some loose mortar there, and as people were coming by… we’d drop the mortar down and scare people.… One day, I dropped this mortar—and this was a heavy piece of mortar—and I saw that it was going to hit this guy.… I prayed hard, man.… And bang, it fell next to him. It didn’t hit him.”72


Sonny played many of the games indigenous to New York: stickball, boxball, marbles.73 His stickball team was called the Edgecombe Avenue Aces. “They had little jerseys,” Gloria recalled, “and they beat everybody, so he made a lot of friends.”74 Stickball was an improviser’s sport. A sawed-off broomstick with tape for a handle was the bat; manhole covers and fire hydrants were the bases; home-run boundaries could be the edge of a building; they used chalk when they had it. Once, from the manhole cover in front of 365 Edgecombe—which was home plate—Sonny “hit a pink Spaldeen from here onto the roof of 385,” he said. “It was a prodigious feat that was never repeated. I still remember the impact, the sound, and the thrill of disbelief.”75


Even though Sonny wasn’t the oldest player, when he was thirteen or fourteen, he was appointed team captain. He seemed like a natural-born leader.76
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None of the intelligentsia on Sugar Hill expected Sonny and the Aces to amount to much. They played handball in front of Du Bois’s building at 409 Edgecombe, where there was a good wall.77 “I remember W. E. B. Du Bois coming home one time—and he’s a very austere guy,” Sonny recalled. “He looked at us like, ‘Oh, what are these little ruffians doing playing up here?’”78


Sonny would have greater exposure to the ideas of Du Bois put into practice at Camp Unity, an interracial, antichauvinist, anticapitalist summer camp in Wingdale, a sleepy town upstate.79 During the summer of 1939 or 1940, Sonny recalls attending the camp, a formative experience of his youth. Initially, the majority of Unity’s campers were from the radical Jewish Left, but by the time Sonny arrived it had become quite diverse. Sonny’s grandmother may have read about it in advertisements in the Crisis, the publication of the NAACP.80


“It was considered a communist camp at that time, and of course, communism was a bad word to some people,” Sonny said. “It was a good word to the people in my community, because it afforded a lot of the black Americans intercourse with some of the other activities that you otherwise would be prohibited from engaging in.… Everybody that had any interaction with what would be called the liberal point of view were called communists at that time.”81


For Sonny, it offered a summer escape. The camp spanned hundreds of acres in the foothills of the Berkshires, with stone fences, forests, and trails. Campers would congregate at a site affectionately called Lenin’s Rock.82


Rates were proletarian: $22 per week or $3.75 per day. The camp’s party affiliation was an open secret;83 a bookstore on the grounds sold Soviet Union ambassador Joseph E. Davies’s Mission to Moscow and Soviet Russia Today.84 Campers—mostly adults, but sometimes as young as eight85—were referred to in camp brochures as “fellow-workers.”86 Abel Meeropol, a Communist Party member who in 1937 wrote the lyrics and eventually the melody to Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit,” was a counselor there. In the 1950s, Lorraine Hansberry worked there summers. Even the notorious Harlem gangster Bumpy Johnson was safe there. He took several trips to Camp Unity, once to recover from “an operation”—gunshot wounds—“walk[ing] around with a big bucket filled with gin and orange juice.”87


The camp hosted a number of musical acts in its thousand-person auditorium or open-air stage.88 Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter, Willie “the Lion” Smith with Sidney Bechet, trumpeter Frankie Newton, Max Roach, Tito Puente, and Pete Seeger all performed. In 1949, Paul Robeson spoke at the camp and gave a concert at nearby Peekskill, causing a riot.89


One of the camp songs was Paul Robeson’s “Ballad for Americans,” originally called “The Ballad for Uncle Sam.” The song made a great impact on Sonny with its vision of radical egalitarianism. “The great voice—the great man—the great message of this song,” Sonny later wrote of the piece.90 The song was composed by Earl Robinson, with lyrics by John La Touche. Robinson was a card-carrying member of the Communist Party of the USA and also served as music director at Camp Unity. “‘I was a big fan of his,” Sonny later said of Robinson.91


Sonny never performed at the camp, but his experience there was unforgettable. “Just the opportunity to interact with… different races of people and everything,” Sonny said, “it was an opportunity not afforded by too many other places in our society.”92


By contrast, when Sonny visited his father in Annapolis, Maryland, he came face-to-face with Jim Crow. In 1941, Walter Sr. was transferred to Trinidad and then to Seattle. In 1942, Walter finally landed at the North Severn Officers Club at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, where he became the chief steward at the club, supervising meals and weekly late-night dances. The family’s hopes of living under one roof were dashed. “I remember my sister telling me one time that she was so upset about this,” Sonny said.93


Sonny respected his father’s position, even as he recognized the institutional racism that held him back. His father supervised the officers’ mess and maintained the facilities for the servicemen. When Sonny visited, he worked at North Severn as a busboy.94 “There’s a lot of little incidents happened while I was [t]here,” Sonny said.95


When Sonny wasn’t working, he would take advantage of the music and movies that were part of the summer season. The experience was tempered by the fact that the theater in Annapolis was segregated, and Sonny had to watch from the balcony. In the summer of 1943, he saw one of his favorites: Cabin in the Sky. With an all-black cast, the movie, which was a film adaptation of the eponymous 1940 Broadway musical, chronicles the journey of a gambler as he wrestles with angels, Lucifer, and temptation in an attempt to redeem his soul. “It had all my favorite people: the great Duke Ellington and his band; Ethel Waters; Lena Horne; Eddie ‘Rochester’ Anderson, everybody was familiar with him from the Jack Benny [radio] comedy show; and Buck & Bubbles—I used to see Buck & Bubbles at the Apollo Theater in New York.”96 Louis Armstrong even had a role opposite Mantan Moreland, Willie Best, and Moke and Poke as Lucifer Jr.’s “Idea Men” at the Hades Hotel. For Sonny, the songs were the stars: “Taking a Chance on Love,” “Happiness Is a Thing Called Joe,” “Things Ain’t What They Used to Be,” and the title theme, which Sonny later recorded. “It has a special meaning,” he said. “I’m just not playing it as a piece of music. It represents my childhood.”97
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On July 29, 1944, a balmy summer afternoon in Annapolis, Sonny was one of fifty-five hundred people who saw the Erskine Hawkins Orchestra at Sparrow’s Beach, in a concert that set a wartime record for attendance on the Chitlin Circuit. Tickets were eighty cents apiece, and dancing took place from three to seven.98 Sonny, at thirteen, was there for the music—Hawkins and Dud Bascomb on trumpet, Dud’s brother Paul Bascomb, and Julian Dash on tenor—but he was also there for a girl.99


Marjorie Brown worked at the Naval Academy. “She was older than me, actually, but I had big eyes for her,” Sonny said.100 “They used to have people sitting on chairs on the stage, right next to the band. Sure enough, when I went there that day, there was Marjorie Brown sitting next to the Erskine Hawkins band. The implications were that she was friendly with the band. So that crushed my heart.”101


To Sonny, the message was obvious. “Why would she mess around with a little squirt like me?” he thought. “I wanted to be like my idols. I wanted to be like Louis Jordan. I wanted to be like Coleman Hawkins. I wanted to be up there. I wanted to be a musician, playing.”102 If he got up there, it seemed, he might get the girl.


Sonny’s father was not interested in such frivolous pursuits. “He did not take me to see Erskine Hawkins in Annapolis; I went there on my own,” Sonny said. “He did not expose me to music. He did not contribute to my career choice.”103 Nevertheless, Sonny loved his father deeply and cherished these all-too-short summers in Annapolis.


Back at home, “a girl who didn’t like me closed that heavy front door on my middle finger,” he said.104 A long scar would remain for life.


Meanwhile, Sonny had developed another crush. “I had eyes for Faith Ringgold,” he recalled, “but she married an older guy and I’ll never forgive her for that!”105


Born October 8, 1930, Faith Ringgold, née Jones, would eventually become a major American artist known for her intricate jazz-inflected quilts, but back then she was just Sonny’s neighbor and classmate at Stitt.106 In the fall of 1943, Ringgold had a birthday party at the apartment, and Sonny, who had also just turned thirteen, was invited. The party began at 5 p.m.; her mother, known affectionately as Ma Jones, was insistent that the party end promptly at 9, so Faith wanted to start early.


Everyone was told to bring a gift, and like some of the other boys, Sonny arrived with a twenty-five-cent bag of five candy bars from the drugstore. When the adults went in the kitchen and left the kids alone, they played Post Office in the dark coatroom. The classic kissing game consisted of a postman and a recipient. The postman would go into the coatroom and call out the recipient to receive her package. The postman would deliver a letter (one kiss), an airmail (two kisses), or a special delivery (three kisses).


“I had heard that Sonny thought I was cute and that he liked me, so I wasn’t surprised when he called me in for Post Office,” Ringgold wrote. “Sonny was good-natured.… We had a great time laughing before we finished our kiss, and Sonny bashfully went out to a roomful of teasers.”107 She then called in Earl Wallace, a hip, silver-tongued pianist who would become her first husband.


Faith and Sonny became lifelong friends. She witnessed his musical development; he, her artistic development. Guests would come to her apartment and hear Louis Jordan and others on the Victrola. Sometimes the Edgecombe Aces would bring their instruments. She’d even sing while Sonny played.


Mostly, Ringgold remembers Sonny’s fierce dedication to his instrument. “Sonny was always serious about his saxophone,” she wrote. “He could be heard practicing his horn above the street sounds and the boys’ screams as they played stickball in the street below his window.… Sonny knew he would become one of the great jazz saxophonists of his time.”108


To get there, Sonny participated in his own after-school program every day, and then all day on weekends, at an institution that celebrated his ambitions: the Apollo Theater.109 Sonny was there for the music, but he also took in the movie between sets.110 “If I liked the band, I would stay there all day. They had about four or five shows a day. That means you’d have to see the movie four or five times,” Sonny said. One memorable Apollo act was saxophonist, trumpeter, and bandleader Benny Carter appearing with Nat King Cole, who played to a record-breaking crowd in December 1944, but Sonny saw everyone.111 The standard was high. “It was a place where you had to have something going, or they would let you know it in a minute,” Sonny said. Once at a Thelma Carpenter concert, “They blew her off.… Somebody didn’t like her, and they heckled her.… That was the Apollo.”112 Yet, “By and large the Apollo was a neighborhood theater,” said Coggins. “It was for Harlem. If you’re restricted, you’ve got to develop your own culture.”113


Sonny had the opportunity to meet his heroes in the streets where they lived. Val would be playing the Mendelssohn violin concerto with his sister accompanying him on piano; meanwhile, Sonny was hoping to catch a glimpse of Coleman Hawkins around the block.114


When Sonny was thirteen, he figured out Hawkins’s address and sought him out. Sonny used to buy headshots of his favorites at a music store in Times Square and collected them in a scrapbook. He wanted Hawkins’s eight-by-ten glossy by photographer James J. Kriegsmann signed.115


Hawkins lived on a tree-lined block in the King Haven Apartments, between St. Nicholas and Amsterdam.116 “I waited there,” said Sonny, “and waited and waited and waited; and finally, he came in and I said, ‘Oh, Mr. Hawkins, would you sign this for me?’”117 Of course, he said yes.


Later on, Sonny tried to meet Hawkins’s drummer Denzil Best in the same way. Best was a “friend of a friend of my mother’s,” Sonny recalled.118 Best lived only five minutes from Sonny’s apartment.119 He went after school one day at around four o’clock. For a musician, this was early. “You’d play till four—four or five o’clock [in the morning].… [T]hree o’clock is early,” Sonny said. “And this guy’s trying to get some sleep.” Best wasn’t pleased to see an eager aspiring jazz musician on his doorstep. Sonny tried again with tenor saxophonist Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis, who lived in the Bronx. “He didn’t answer at all,” Sonny said, “so I never got a chance to disturb him.”120


There would be more tenor players in Sonny’s pantheon. From his association with Count Basie, Sonny had already heard Lester Young, the man they called the “President of the Tenor Saxophone,” or simply “Pres,” but he hadn’t listened consciously.121 In 1944, Sonny went out and bought his first Young record, “Afternoon of a Basie-ite,” a Keynote date with pianist Johnny Guarnieri, bassist Slam Stewart, and drummer Sid Catlett. “It sounds very free and easy,” Sonny said of the record, “but we know it’s not, because what he’s saying is deep as the ocean. There was a beginning and an end. He was storytelling all the way through.”122 Less than six months later, Young recorded another favorite: “Lester’s Savoy Jump.”123 Hawkins was more arpeggios, a vertical player; Young was more horizontal, primarily a lyrical player. Sonny would soon try to marry the two styles.124


Pres was in the neighborhood, too. “Lester Young used to room with some people we knew up on Hamilton Terrace; so I used to see him frequently, walking around with his porkpie hat on, the whole silhouette and everything, and we’d whisper, ‘Look, there’s Lester Young, man.’ And he was very cool and all by himself in a world all his own.”125


Hawk and Pres were giants, but Sonny idolized others: Georgie Auld, Al Sears, Ben Webster, Arnett Cobb, Gene Ammons, Don Byas, Earl Bostic.126 Sonny would strive to emulate their big sound, a quality that Webster himself came to admire in Sonny during the late ’40s. “I always did dig Sonny because when he was coming on in the mid-’40s, most of the kids had a small sound, and Sonny always tried to have a bigger sound,” Webster later recalled. “I’ve always admired him, because I think the tenor is a big horn, and you should get a big sound out of it.”127


Another tenor player with a larger-than-life sound whom Sonny used to see walking around Sugar Hill was the Texas tenor Illinois Jacquet. On May 26, 1942, the nineteen-year-old Louisiana-born saxophonist performed what would become a legendary solo on the Lionel Hampton Orchestra’s rendition of “Flying Home.” Like Hawkins’s “Body and Soul,” Jacquet did not plan it out. “Marshal Royal, the first saxophone player, just reached over and put his hands [around] his mouth and said, ‘Go for yourself,’” Jacquet said. “He knew I could play like all the saxophone players.… I had to go for myself.”128 As did all aspiring tenor players of the era, Sonny learned the solo note for note, but he too would go for himself.129


There were early signs he would. One night, Sonny started playing in front of a club on 133rd Street, Swing Street, “and the great piano player and bandleader Buddy Johnson said he really dug my playing—I was about twelve years old. That was a great feeling.”130


Starting in 1943, Sonny began learning from two teachers—Walter Purl “Foots” Thomas and Joe Napoleon—in private saxophone lessons.131 They had a reputation in the neighborhood; Jackie McLean studied with both, while Foots Thomas taught Bud Shank, tenor saxophonist Willene Barton of the International Sweethearts of Rhythm, and Ornette Coleman.132


Thomas’s studio was around the block from Radio City Music Hall, on Music Row above Zimmerman’s Budapest Restaurant. He shared the space with drummer Cozy Cole.133 Foots was a seasoned veteran who started teaching when he tired of life on the road. Born February 10, 1907, he grew up in Muskogee, Oklahoma. He moved to New York in 1927, where he worked with Jelly Roll Morton and backed Cab Calloway; he arranged Calloway’s hit “Minnie the Moocher.”134 Foots worked with and knew many of Sonny’s favorites, from Hawkins to Webster to Eddie Barefield, who later taught Sonny clarinet.135 Foots had the trifecta: he could double on clarinet and flute, he could orchestrate and read, and he could improvise. He was sometimes listed on records as “Sir Walter Thomas,” but he also performed with “Walter Thomas and His Jump Cats.” Foots would teach Sonny how to swing hard, with an air of royalty.


Thomas was one of the first to believe that improvisation could be taught.136 He stressed the importance of repetition and variation—the idea of thematic or motivic development—a central concept later in Sonny’s career. To Thomas, much could be expressed on only one note just by varying the rhythm. “Repetition!” he said. “You don’t want to repeat a thing but over three times. If you do it over three times, it changes in some way.”137


Thomas also taught Sonny about breath control and tone production, how to adjust his embouchure and his attitude to get the fullest sound from the bottom of the horn to the top.138 His ideas were influential enough that twenty years later, Sonny made a note to himself of what Thomas called the “positive approach.” Most of the principles were technical, but some were not. “Mentally adapt a positive attitude concerning production of these notes and to know that they will be hit when we go for them!!” Sonny wrote. “Imagine the notes as emanating from the bell of the horn.”139


Sonny’s other significant teacher, Joe Napoleon, had suite 37 in the same building (Thomas was in suite 41).140 He advertised his services as “Tone Technician,” offering saxophone and clarinet instruction as well as “chord-structure as applied to the instrument.” In the September 1944 issue of Metronome, Napoleon and Thomas took out advertisements literally on top of each other.141


Napoleon was born Joseph Napoli on April 7, 1906,142 and grew up in Brooklyn in a musical Italian family. According to one former student, he was “a slick Damon Runyon type character… impeccably well-groomed, Italian cat with a pencil-thin mustache, always clean-shaven, always a white shirt in suit trousers.”143 Napoleon was the younger brother of trumpeter and bandleader Phil Napoleon, and though he was never as well known as his sibling, he became a respected saxophone teacher, having taught Kenny Davern, King Curtis, and Sonny. With Sonny, Napoleon focused on embouchure, getting him to relax the jaw and let the force come from the diaphragm to get a big sound.144 No one could teach Sonny how to get his own sound, but he could learn to play loud enough to make the walls shake.145


Napoleon demanded total commitment from his students. “One of his favorite sayings was ‘Potentials are not credentials,’” recalled a former student. There was no piano in his studio, “so if he wanted to accompany you with some chords, he would pull out a ukulele.”146 Yet navigating complex harmonies was not the starting point. At first, Napoleon had students lie down with books on their diaphragm—the dictionary, the Bible—to learn how to breathe properly. Then he had them stand in front of a mirror for twenty minutes and slowly play a major scale with as much air control as possible: “Joe believed sound was everything.”147 Sonny kept one document from his time with Napoleon, which he signed to Sonny: “Saxophone Fingerings for Extremely High (False) Tones Above the Normal Range of the Saxophone.”148 When Sonny gained greater control of his diaphragm, Napoleon taught a thematic approach to improvisation, with an emphasis on learning the blues in all twelve keys. “Follow your phrases,” he would say, meaning build a solo logically, starting with a melodic statement.149


Formal instruction was crucial, but Sonny suspected the best way to learn was on the job. He got his first paying gig when he was thirteen, in ninth grade, his last year at Stitt. To get paid on the books, anyone under eighteen needed working papers, with fourteen being the youngest eligible age. So Sonny lied about his age, claiming to be born a year earlier in 1929. “Like father, like son,” Sonny said.150


His first professional gig was in a Bronx dance hall on Jerome Avenue. When he finished and went home at two in the morning, Valborg was there, a solitary figure waiting for him across the viaduct, the first of many bridges he and his saxophone would cross.151


“I didn’t want her staying up for me, but I was glad she did,” Sonny said. “I loved my mother very much… but maybe I didn’t know how much she loved me.”152 Until Sonny began playing Carnegie Hall, no one else in the family would come.153


Family support notwithstanding, to his sister, Gloria, Sonny’s entrance into the professional world of music was inevitable. “He had something within him that he expressed and it didn’t matter; he didn’t relate to what was on the written page,” she said. “He had something that was coming out of him, that no matter what the music said, he interpreted for himself.”154


Later, when jazz stars like Max Roach started pulling up in front of 377 Edgecombe, hollering for Sonny to come down, “he never forgot his friends who he grew up with,” recalled Doris Mason. “Some people get famous, they don’t know you. Sonny was Sonny. He never changed.”155
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Chapter 4



THE STREET


(1944–1946)


In 1944, Jackie McLean, who had recently moved up to the Hill, started as a seventh grader at Stitt. (He was less than a year younger than Sonny, but two grades behind, since Sonny had skipped a grade.)1 Jackie didn’t have a saxophone yet, but hearing this brash ninth grader made him want one even more. “That was the first time I saw Sonny. He was playing alto then,” Jackie said. “Aw man, he was bad.”2


Though Sonny was one of the baddest young players on the Hill, he had a lot to live up to at home. Gloria played piano and sang, but had decided to major in art at the prestigious audition-only High School of Music and Art (later the setting of the film and TV show Fame).3 Violinist Val won spelling bees and had graduated from Music and Art as well, majoring in music. “He was being considered for the Pittsburgh Symphony, that’s how good he was,” Sonny recalled.4 But Val went on to City College, which provided a tuition-free premed program and was within walking distance of their apartment on Edgecombe.


A 1951 article on Val noted: “During his undergraduate years he often expressed the hope that someday he would be able to make a contribution to Harlem and help relieve the suffering of the underprivileged.”5 After graduating from City College of New York in 1947, Val entered Meharry Medical College, where he was a member of the community service group the “Swanksmen.” Eventually, Valdemar would struggle to be unexpectedly living in his brother’s shadow. “He was the guy that everybody was looking to as the prime figure of the kids,” Sonny said. “When I began to get famous and prominent, as Pres would say, I felt a draft.”6


For the time being, though, Sonny’s older siblings’ scholastic achievements were so daunting that as the “black sheep of the family,” it seemed hardly worth it to compete.7 “Music and Art was a hell of a hard high school to get into in those days,” Sonny said.8 Even if he had gotten in, some of his peers, such as Kenny Drew, Roy Eaton, and bassist Bruce Lawrence, had classical backgrounds.9 “I didn’t play classical music,” Sonny said. “I wasn’t equipped to go to Music and Art.”10 He carried a “feeling of inferiority” with him for the rest of his life.11


Two years later, Jackie McLean applied to Music and Art in music but failed the test. “I was crushed. And instead of going to Music and Art, I went to Benjamin Franklin High School on 116th Street. And the reason that I went there was… Sonny Rollins.”12


In the fall of 1944, Sonny enrolled at Benjamin Franklin High School, an integrationist forerunner to busing programs, founded in 1934 by progressive educator Leonard Covello. Students from Sonny’s neighborhood on the West Side were bused over to Italian Harlem on the East Side, which also had a growing Puerto Rican population.13


The commute took an hour each way. The school was a block from the East River; getting home was an odyssey on the transit system. “We had to take the crosstown bus at 116th Street and Pleasant Avenue and travel west to the Eighth Avenue subway line, then we’d take the Eighth Avenue subway up to 155th Street. We would get out of school at three o’clock, and we’d be home by four.”14 Sonny also noted, “My group of students, coming from Edward Stitt Junior High School, were sort of the first black, integrated busing group really. We were the experiment. We met a lot of resistance from the neighborhood.”15


That sometimes included physical violence. “They had all these race riots… like ‘Oh, they’re trying to send the blacks down in our neighborhood,’” Sonny said. “We had fights every day with the Italian boys, and the neighbors in the houses would throw stuff out the windows as we were walking back across town—the same old shit.”16


Racial strife was not part of Covello’s utopian vision. In 1942, the school moved to its newly designed building, with six Corinthian columns and a pediment with a bust of Benjamin Franklin at the center, projecting the neoclassical educational environment Covello hoped to foster for the all-male student body. Compared to PS 89, it was the School of Athens. There was a 1,250-seat auditorium where Italian American clarinetist Buddy DeFranco performed at one of the Friday-night concerts, two gyms where its championship basketball team practiced, a large cafeteria, a library, scientific laboratories, facilities for pottery making and photography, a woodworking and welding shop, and a rooftop playground with a greenhouse and weather observatory. Students had a choice of six majors: academics, a general course of study, commerce, art, music, and industrial arts.17


For those interested in music like Sonny, Benjamin Franklin had a school band, an orchestra, a record library, a functional organ, and training in instrumental music, choral practice, harmony, music theory, music appreciation, and piano.18 Yet to Sonny, the state-of-the-art facilities went only so far. “I feel very bad about this, because I know I have a good mind, and if I had been taken in tow by counselors and teachers, I think I could have had a different life in many ways,” Sonny said. “So this school they shipped us to was very weak in academics, but it wasn’t really a vocational school, either. They gave you a smattering of academics—enough that it wouldn’t do you any good—and kept you off the streets for a few years.” Covello’s experiment in public education worked for some, “but for me, it was a waste.”19


Sonny’s relationship with the music faculty ranged from superficial to adversarial.20 One teacher, Bessie Carroll Redmond, the chair of the school’s music department, became Sonny’s nemesis.21 “I was in the high school band, and I remember that I did study counterpoint and theory in high school,” Sonny said. “But I had a very intimidating teacher who didn’t really like me. She was a woman who looked just like George Washington.”22 Indeed, Redmond was a bona fide Daughter of the American Revolution, descended from a German immigrant who fought in the Revolutionary War.23


The curriculum at Franklin was based on classical theory. “I remember we had elementary harmony, and things like ‘never write parallel fifths,’” Sonny said.24 Redmond “had a very detrimental effect on me, because she really made a lot of things that should have been easy for me seem difficult.” She would often single him out, which was discouraging. “I just couldn’t get this stuff.”25 Redmond solidified the sense that Sonny would have to figure it out in his own way.


However opaque her pedagogy was, though, Redmond did have lessons to offer. Along with Raymond Burrows, a professor of music education at Teachers College, she coauthored two books for Simon and Schuster, Symphony Themes, in 1942, and, in 1951, Concerto Themes, which reproduced the main themes of major symphonic works.26 The introduction by music critic Deems Taylor called it a “godsend.”27 But Redmond had little interest in jazz—the closest she came in either book was Ernest Bloch’s America with its “Negro Folk Song” and “Rhapsody in Blue.”


Still, there may have been a kernel of significance to a single-line instrumentalist like Sonny: she insisted that more than harmony or form, “the best way to understand what music is talking about is to have a simple statement of the subject itself,” that is, of the melody. Symphony Themes, for example, laid bare the theme of Tchaikovsky’s Pathétique Symphony, which Sonny would later arrange and record.28 In Concerto Themes, Redmond advocated for an approach to music based on “thematic listening,” in which the musician “follows a theme through a network of structural, harmonic, and instrumental development.”29 Eventually, Sonny would do exactly that in his improvisations; decades later, he would also compose his own concerto.


Though Sonny was in the Franklin symphonic band, there was no opportunity for jazz there either. Band director Silas Birnbaum worked on Sousa marches for parades down Fifth Avenue. Leroy Brannigan, a fellow saxophonist in the band, recalled, “Every little chance that he got to play, if we had a little break or something, he was trying out different notes and constructing different chords. He had a strange way of playing. It was like he had a loose reed or something like that. There was a buzz on some of his notes.”30


Most of what Sonny learned about music at Franklin came from his peers, many of whom passed through the school.31 Among them were tenor saxophonist Percy France and drummer Sonny Payne;32 trumpeter Red DiStefano and pianist Elmo Hope attended earlier at the old Franklin building.33 Pianist Walter Bishop Jr. had been a student there but, by the time Sonny arrived, had dropped out to join Buddy Brown’s band playing taxi dances.34 There was a sense of camaraderie among them all. “I used to go to Gilly [Coggins]’s house after school and get him to teach me stuff,” Sonny recalled of the pianist, who was six years older. “He [didn’t] want to get into the… XYZ’s of music, but I got something from him anyway.”35


Two of Sonny’s closest friends were trumpeter Lowell Lewis and drummer Arthur Taylor, a classmate at Stitt known as A. T. Taylor was a year older than Sonny, Lewis seven months younger.36 “His notes were clear and sharp,” Brannigan said of Lewis. “He was quiet; he had nothing much to say to anybody. He played his trumpet and that was that.” After school, they would go to Lowell Lewis’s house, A.T.’s house, or to Sonny’s.37 Quietly, these three were preparing to change the sound of jazz.38


This group of musicians was a future Murderers’ Row:39 drummers Arthur Taylor, Rudy Lawless, Mark Fisher, and Roy Haynes, who was a little bit older; pianists Walter Bishop Jr., Kenny Drew, Gilly Coggins, and Little Lenny Martinez;40 bassists Arthur Phipps and Connie Henry; trumpeter Lowell Lewis; and saxophonists Jackie McLean, Ernie Henry, Andy Kirk Jr., and Sonny. Not everyone became equally storied, but they all played a role in establishing the next vanguard: they were the original Sugar Hill Gang.41 “They all had a respect for the masters, and they were—how can we say it for print?” saxophonist Johnny Griffin recalled. “Bad motherfuckers! They could all play.”42


They absorbed as much music as they could, camping out at the Apollo every weekend and huddled around the record player.43 From August 1, 1942, to 1944, the musicians’ union strike limited record releases, but when it ended, a new sound was on jukeboxes and emanating from clubs—but didn’t have a name yet.


It had begun in impromptu jam sessions, not just in New York, but across the country, at local watering holes where members of territory bands might test their mettle in friendly battle with their peers and elders.44 The jam session became Sonny’s primary form of schooling. He was there to find his voice.45


That competitive spirit was passed down to Sonny’s generation. “It’s the old business of everyone trying to outplay the next guy,” Sonny said. “So I came up through that vigorous environment. You had to fight to win, and learn to take the defeats. But I had the stamina to stay.”46


Jam sessions were often integrated. “You’d find, up in Harlem and the Harlems around the country, not only people like Lester Young and Roy Eldridge and Coleman Hawkins up there jamming,” recalled drummer Max Roach, “but you’d also find Benny Goodman, Buddy Rich, and [Gene] Krupa. All these folks would play together and hang out together. Martha Raye and all these folks were there at that time. They were the precursors, I guess, to Goodman hiring Charlie Christian and Teddy Wilson and Lionel Hampton, and ‘breaking the color line’; and Duke Ellington hiring people like Juan Tizol and folks like that. During that period, it was verboten to cohabitate. But in these after-hours places, everybody got together and exchanged ideas, sang for each other, played for each other.”47


According to Roach, there was music at “legitimate” houses from nine until three and “illegitimate” houses from four until as late as noon. In New York, sessions began at after-hours joints like Monroe’s Uptown House and Minton’s. Minton’s opened in 1938 and would come to be thought of by many as the birthplace of the new sound, where it coalesced gradually around the iconoclastic ideas of Thelonious Monk, Charlie Christian, Kenny Clarke, Dizzy Gillespie, Howard McGhee, and others. All of it built on the past, but these were sounds never heard before: Monk’s sui generis harmonies, his very Monkishness; Christian’s lyricism that put the electric guitar on the map; Clarke’s so-called magic ride cymbal; Dizzy’s angular lines and breathtaking speed; McGhee’s insouciant sense of broken rhythm. Together, they created a new language and what became known as bop required its own onomatopoetic lexicon to describe it in words, with its own mythology. Gillespie’s “Oop Bop Sh’Bam (A-Klook-a-Mop)” is in part a tribute to Clarke, whose rim-shot and bass-drum combo sounded to Minton’s manager, Teddy Hill, like “klook-mop.” Clarke became known as Klook. The language came directly from the sound; sometimes the nicknames did, too.48 Arriving at the tail end of this period of time, Sonny would be one of the language’s first native speakers.


It would be a while before Sonny found himself in Minton’s, though he would get there eventually. He and his friends first heard the new music downtown. By 1945, bop jam sessions took place at venues like the Lincoln Square Theater at 53 West Sixty-Sixth Street right off Broadway and at clubs all along Fifty-Second Street, in addition to clubs in the outer boroughs. On Saturday nights from nine to five, Charlie La Sister and Jimmy Butts presented a jam session and dance at the Lincoln Square, where for $1.50 at the door you could see, on one bill, Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, Ben Webster, Dexter Gordon, Don Byas, Erroll Garner, and Stuff Smith.49 The Renaissance hosted dances, where for $5, kids could see tenor saxophonists Dexter Gordon and Don Byas, trumpeter Buck Clayton, drummer Jack “the Bear” Parker, and vocalist Sarah Vaughan.50


Starting in the thirties, after Prohibition was repealed, the jazz scene began to migrate downtown; “Swing Street” gradually moved from 133rd to 52nd Street, between 5th and 6th Avenues. The move was partially motivated by white fear, which intensified after the Harlem Riot of 1943.51 “It’s funny the way segregation works,” said Sonny. “When black acts played the Apollo and Smalls Paradise, white people would come uptown. Then, when integration allowed black acts to work downtown, that was good in some ways, but it spelled the demise of Harlem. The monied people weren’t going there anymore.”52 As the scene expanded into downtown, some of what Sonny called “the energy that was Harlem” began to disperse.53


There were many factors that contributed to the formation of what some referred to as “52nd Street music.” Though it was in part the next evolutionary step for the harmonic and rhythmic innovations that players like Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young had begun developing earlier, its origins were in part economic. In 1944, the federal government levied a wartime “cabaret tax” on all venues with live entertainment. Suddenly, many clubs couldn’t afford to hire big bands anymore.54


It was in tight spaces that Prohibition-era speakeasies became jazz haunts.55 It became known simply as “the Street”—a neon Art Deco tableau that was home to more than a dozen jazz shrines: Kelly’s Stable, Jimmy Ryan’s, the Three Deuces, the Onyx, the Yacht Club, the Downbeat, the Spotlite.56 To Sonny and his friends, this was the only Street that mattered.


Sonny and his crew were still a little too young to get into the clubs. But the tight quarters and carnivalesque atmosphere—musicians, businessmen, tourists, pimps, prostitutes, and gangsters all crammed in like keys on a piano—made it easy to blend in. “I had to take a woman’s eyebrow pencil,” Sonny said, to paint on a Groucho Marx mustache. Wearing a khaki trench coat and a feathered fedora, he “tried to get the right swagger. It usually worked. I think the people who ran the clubs were more interested in the money than who was standing at the bar. So they let us in and I had the experience to hear my idols up close and in person.… At the Apollo Theater in Harlem… you had to see them from the audience. On 52nd Street, you could be right close to them. So it was great.”57 Gaining entrance on the Street felt like trespassing in Olympus. “We’d stand in the back,” Sonny wrote of seeing Coleman Hawkins, “and it was like looking at a god playing.”58


Since it was all happening on one block, it was easy to bounce from club to club. “Art Tatum here, Billie Holiday there; Basie and his orchestra at this club, Erroll Garner and his trio at that; Slam Stewart down here, and Coleman Hawkins at the Spotlite.”59


It was on the Street that Sonny learned about the relationship between artist and audience. “It was a panorama, a pageantry,” Sonny later recalled. “The audience was there to listen. That’s the thing with live music—everybody has a role, even the audience. The guy nodding his head, the girl who’s smiling, the skeptic who’s not impressed—they all make you play better.”60


The explosion of jazz on Fifty-Second Street created an integrated atmosphere downtown, and the police were soon to follow. In July 1944, police told the manager of the White Rose Inn to enforce a segregation policy to prevent musicians from congregating there during set breaks. “‘Why don’t you keep Negroes out of here? Let them stay up in Harlem where they belong,’” police said. The manager refused.61 At the White Rose, a quarter bought a drink; Billie Holiday was a frequent customer, with her brandy Alexanders, her chihuahua, and her boxer; down the bar might be Don Byas and Big Sid Catlett.62 These were the geniuses the cops wanted to keep out of midtown.


In November 1945, another police raid threatened to close the Three Deuces, the Downbeat, the Onyx, and the Spotlite.63 The four clubs’ cabaret licenses were revoked—meaning no music could be played there—when police made baseless allegations that marijuana was circulating in the clubs.64 The licenses were reinstated within a month, with police denying the raids were racially motivated, but the patrons and musicians knew better.


On all sides were those wary of the new music. Many socially conservative Harlemites felt it was exotic, marginal, or bohemian. Lucky Millinder, Cab Calloway, and their ilk continued to headline the Apollo and Paramount. “I don’t think people would have foreseen the development of bebop and what morphed from it,” Coggins said. “Harlem was very restrictive. There were definite boundaries. I mean, there was nothing holding you back from going beyond the boundary, but there would be consequences. I think a lot of people developed an internal ghetto without realizing it.”65 Sonny and his friends were creating not entertainment, but a new way of life.


The critical establishment was similarly slow to embrace the music being played on the Street. In December 1944, writer Barry Ulanov presented a concert of the “New Jazz” at Times Hall on Forty-Fourth Street: Barney Bigard, Stuff Smith, Erroll Garner, Pearl Bailey, and Don Byas performed.66 The reviewer in the New York Herald Tribune, shocked by the deviation from New Orleans jazz, reserved his harshest criticism for Byas, who was singled out for his “manner approved by the jump addicts, a study in ceaseless scales devoid of phrasing.”67


Sonny could not have disagreed more. He idolized Byas, a product of the swing era who became a bridge from swing to bop. His lightning-fast arpeggios up and down the tenor, replete with flatted fifths, upper extensions of the chords, and a rhythmic angularity, became another new yardstick. “Don Byas had the technical proficiency,” Sonny said. “He was a bebopper who had roots in the earlier school.” If he couldn’t see him live, for seventy-nine cents, Sonny could hear Byas test how many notes could fit on one side of a ten-inch 78. “Those records he made with Dizzy Gillespie, ‘I Can’t Get Started,’ ‘Good Bait’—he was there already.”68


As disc jockeys Symphony Sid Torin and Fred Robbins began playing this music on the airwaves, a name for it emerged along with several variants—bebop, be-bop, rebop, or ri-bop. No one could prove who coined the term. Whether it was Monk, who claimed it came from a tune he wrote called “Bip Bop”; Dizzy Gillespie, who claimed it as a nonsense expression that characterized the frenetic rhythm; or guitarist Charlie Christian, who allegedly would sing his solo lines as he played to the onomatopoetic phrase, the lack of a single-origin etymology emphasized that birthing the music had been a collective effort.69


Having a name allowed the new style several developments: bebop’s commercialization (naming leads to marketing), a new crop of defenders and critics eager to define the new category, and the inevitable declaration that bop was hereby dead.70 In 1946, Time pronounced it, “Hot jazz overheated with overdone lyrics full of bawdiness, references to narcotics and doubletalk.”71


As soon as bop was named, its creators objected to being pigeonholed. “I don’t like to think of my music as bebop—but as modern music,” said Monk.72 Ralph Ellison thought the term was “clownish.”73 In a 1947 issue of Metronome, Charlie Parker himself resisted the label. “Let’s not call it bebop. Let’s call it music,” he said. “People get so used to hearing jazz for so many years, finally somebody said ‘Let’s have something different’ and some new ideas began to evolve. Then people brand it ‘bebop’ and try to crush it.”74


Yet bebop stuck. When Sonny first started taking the train downtown to experience the new music, he had not yet heard of the young alto phenomenon from Kansas City. But the word did provide a rallying cry and a name for the band Sonny had formed with his friends: the Counts of Bop,75 befitting the royal status they felt the music deserved.


“The inner circle was comprised of people such as Gil Coggins, who was maybe five years older and already playing in clubs,” Sonny said. “Gilly hung out with us a lot. The older guys often had families, while we were just guys interested in music twenty-four hours a day. Kenny Drew was in the inner circle, as were Lowell Lewis, myself, Arthur Taylor… Walter Bishop, and Andy Kirk Jr.”76


The Counts of Bop were soon gigging, recruiting local kids from the neighborhood as they went. Arthur Taylor received a Slingerland kit with a twenty-eight-inch bass drum one year for Christmas and carted it on the subway to gigs.77 Kenny Drew was a prodigy who took up the piano at age five and gave his first public recital at eight.78 “Sonny Rollins took me and said, ‘We’re gonna go to this concert to hear Kenny Drew, ’cause… he’s in the neighborhood. He can play,’” recalled Arthur Taylor. “I went to this concert, this guy was playing Bach and Beethoven off the top of his head!”79


Sonny himself had competition in the group. The young Jackie McLean was floored by alto saxophonist Andy Kirk Jr., the son of bandleader Andy Kirk. Part of the reason for Kirk’s advanced style was his father’s connection to Charlie Parker, who had briefly played in his band. Some of the other guys had not even heard of Bird yet. “Sonny sounded like Coleman Hawkins during this period,” McLean said (only on alto). Kirk, though, “was the baddest cat around—everybody knew it. Even Sonny knew it.”80


Walter Bishop Jr., who was three years older than Sonny and lived down in the valley, was also part of the inner circle and recalled Kirk as a saxophone prodigy. “He was the closest thing we had to Bird,” he said.81


Sonny himself was still developing. “He could hear stuff that none of us could hear. In other words, when Sonny Rollins played, it was hip. I don’t care what it was,” Bishop said. “I remember, he used to come to me and say, ‘B-b-b-b-Bish, how do you play such long lines, such long lines?’ I didn’t have a theory for it, but I said, ‘Well, long lines are a series of short phrases that are connected. Like in speech. Connected.’ And I showed him some little pivot points, some little connections. He took it and ran with it. He could play endless, almost without taking a breath.… Even in the course of another song, he managed to interweave melodies from other tunes into… like a collage. The Colossus of the Collage.”82


Sonny sometimes spoke with a stammer, which appeared when he was trying to articulate a point of significance.83 It was a broken rhythm he would translate to music—a stutter sounded hip over a beat—and eventually could speak on the horn with more fluidity and lyricism than anyone of his generation.


Improvisation was the cornerstone of their playing, especially for Sonny. “As far as improvisation, he’s one of the most improvisating men I’ve ever heard,” Taylor later recalled. “I don’t think he plays the same thing twice in a year.… [I]t’s the same as when we were kids.”84


As they developed their own musical language, they also created their own slang and way of speaking. First came calling each other by their middle names sometimes as a term of endearment and a kind of code. Taylor was Stefan; Sonny was Theodore. “We were like avant-garde people,” Taylor said. “We had our own language.… [W]e could talk English and you would hear what we were saying but you would not know what we were really talking about.… If you can have secrets with a group of people, it can be very powerful.”85


As they gained fluency in this new language, Sonny made his first amateur recording—since lost—in a booth at a music store on Forty-Second Street. “I think it cost five cents or something,” Sonny recalled. “I don’t know how much it would be saying musically… probably not much.”86 He would cut his teeth at social functions in Harlem before he was ready for the studio.


The Counts of Bop played for dances and cocktail sips, usually in a quartet or quintet, with a nucleus of Sonny, Arthur Taylor on drums, and Lowell Lewis on trumpet—the “mainstays,” Sonny said—alongside rotating personnel including Kenny Drew or Walter Bishop Jr. on piano and, on bass, Arthur Phipps, Connie Henry, or someone a few years older whom they knew simply as Carrington.87 Gigs generally paid eight to twelve dollars total. Sonny was the leader. “They would call Sonny,” recalled Jackie McLean. “He had work all the time on the weekends.”88


“Dances, parties, Audubon Ballroom we would play,” Taylor said. “We started out in St. Charles Church at 141st Street, playing for the kids on Friday evenings for two dollars a night. That was a lot of fun.” It was, for the time being, a wholesome circuit: “Dance, and drink soda pop and have cake and flirt with the girls. You know, the regular stuff.”89 Soon, they began playing dances at the Renaissance or Smalls Paradise on Monday nights.


As bebop became synonymous with everything hip, dancers responding to what Duke Ellington referred to as the music’s “terpsichorean urge” created a dance to fit the rhythm. “In our teens we did a solitary dance called the Applejack where you’d just do moves to the music,” Sonny said.90 Later on, Sonny would see Thelonious Monk dancing the Applejack on the bandstand. The dance had moves such as the Half Nelson and the Corkscrew; there was another dance for couples that was actually called the Bebop.91


“It wasn’t like you were sitting there having a séance, like you know, you’re getting some special messages from God,” Taylor said of the introspective pose people increasingly struck in response to bebop. “It’s like, whoa! People were having more fun, and they would dance.”92


Sometimes the mood would get so hot that a dance became a brawl: “My mother had gotten me a beautiful herringbone overcoat from Barney’s in New York,” Sonny said. “I went out on my little gig there and had on my sharp coat and by the time we got through the first set, somebody called somebody something and the next thing the whole place was… everybody was throwing something at everybody else. So I went back to get my coat, and, of course, it was gone. And that taught me a good lesson—always keep your eye on your coat.”93


After the dances, the first club the Counts of Bop played was Bowman’s Grill, a neighborhood joint up the block from Sonny’s apartment.94 Bowman’s became a local hangout for Harlem gangsters. “That’s where all the number runners and gangsters would go on the weekend, drinking and listening to jazz,” recalled John B. Williams. “Gangsters and jazz musicians really were family.”95


The Counts of Bop were deadly serious about the music. “During the war… society opened up a little bit,” Sonny said, “and guys were a little more militant and didn’t want to take these shoeshine jobs, using that as a metaphor. So I felt that bebop was speaking to that social issue. I felt that bebop was the language of the people who weren’t going to take any more jive at home, we were going to now move away from that era—now we had to be viewed as one hundred percent equal musicians. So I heard about bebop musicians that wouldn’t play ‘Honeysuckle Rose’ or take any crap from the audience; so the whole music had a sort of freeing aspect about it—it had a dignity. It appeared at the time as if the music stood for more.”96


During this time, Sonny posed for a portrait with his saxophone. Unlike Louis Jordan in his eight-by-ten glossy, Sonny didn’t crack a smile. He stood in front of a painted backdrop—Victorian staircase, ornate columns, alpine vistas—wearing a tweed jacket, a tie, and a dark button-down shirt, fingering his alto and staring directly into the camera like a gunslinger.97
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After spending the summer of 1945 in Annapolis with his father, when Sonny returned to Benjamin Franklin High School that fall, racial tensions were high. According to a lengthy study of the Franklin student body by the school’s founder and principal, Leonard Covello, one Italian American student expressed his supremacist views. “Why should I feel inferior when I know I am a better American than this bunch of Negroes, Puerto Ricans, Poles and Germans.… My father came here fifty years ago, and he is anyway more American than those [image: image].”98 Covello chose not to identify the derogatory term.


On September 27, 1945, tensions erupted into a riot when an Italian student and an African American student got into a fight over a basketball during a morning gym class. They agreed to settle the matter with a fight after school at the end of the day. News of the altercation spread, and when the bell rang, a group of Italian American students gathered in front of the school with sticks and began attacking African American students at random, blocking them from boarding the crosstown bus until police arrived. According to press reports, which sensationalized the incident as the Harlem Riots redux, knives flashed, rocks and bottles were thrown from rooftops, and clubs were brandished. The next day, some African American students approached the school, allegedly with weapons. Police then began indiscriminately searching the black students but not the white students.


Covello acted swiftly in response. “Race hatred is the most serious atomic bomb in our midst,” Covello said later on during an Armistice Day program at the school, three months after the bombing of Hiroshima. “If we permit any group to stir up hatred against another group, we are helping to sow the seeds of destruction.”99


A series of school- and community-wide assemblies followed, as well as an official resolution cosigned by Congressman Vito Marcantonio, who represented the school’s district. Sonny’s family was well aware of Marcantonio, who was “a big hero in our house,” he said. “He was a Communist, and he came from… Italian Harlem. Vito Marcantonio was a very liberal person.” In his proclamation, Marcantonio called for unity—the enemy of his working-class constituents was not race, he said, but capital. “When a Negro boy and a white boy got into a fight over a basketball, the spirit of Bilbo crept in,” he said, referring to Mississippi senator Theodore G. Bilbo, then a national symbol for white supremacy. “This was the chance the dividers were looking for.”100


Yet the man some knew simply as “the Voice” made perhaps the greatest impact in the aftermath of the Franklin riot.101 Partnering with the national office of the NAACP, Covello arranged for Frank Sinatra to appear in the school’s auditorium as an “Ambassador of Good Will,” with a performance by the Nat King Cole Trio scheduled the following week.102 “The minute some stuffed shirt or even a teacher gets up to tell kids about tolerance, kids say ‘this isn’t for me’ and the speaker’s a dead duck,” Sinatra opined. “It won’t cure, but it’ll make kids think.”103


Sinatra came on October 23, 1945. Just two months earlier, on August 22, Sinatra had recorded “The House I Live In” for Columbia in Los Angeles, and on May 8, he had acted in a short film of the same name for RKO Pictures.104 The civil rights anthem, with music by Earl Robinson and lyrics by Abel Meeropol, both associated with Camp Unity, came from the 1942 musical Let Freedom Ring, which continued the message of Robinson’s earlier work “The Ballad for Americans”: “The children in the playground, the faces that I see / All races and religions, that’s America to me.”


The film would not be released for a few weeks after Sinatra’s appearance at Franklin, but he preached its message off-screen. Sinatra’s opening act was the school band, which performed Carmen Dragon’s “I Am an American” and Karl King’s “United Nations March”; it would be the only time Sonny opened for Sinatra.105


Speaking to a crowd of more than twenty-seven hundred spread over two assemblies, Sinatra broke the tension with a little levity: “Every race produces men with big, strong muscles—and guys like me,” he said. He implored the students not to “go around calling names or indicating your racial preference” and asked them to serve as “neighborhood emissaries of racial good-will.” He then performed “Aren’t You Glad You’re You?”106 Perhaps he reached some of them.


“Then Nat King Cole came and he put on a concert,” Sonny said. “It was really great, and it worked. The animosity stopped. We learned that you don’t have to love everybody but you don’t have to kill them either. I wound up becoming good friends with some of the Italian kids.”107 A decade later, Sonny would record “The House I Live In.” But the civil rights struggle was about to come home.
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Chapter 5



ANNAPOLIS


(1946)


The Street was buzzing on February 9, 1946, an ordinary Saturday for the Counts of Bop as they headed downtown.1 Ella Fitzgerald, Red McKenzie, Red Allen, Stuff Smith, and Billie Holiday were all performing on Fifty-Second Street that night.2 Sonny’s hero, Coleman Hawkins, was appearing at the Spotlite for an extended residency,3 and one of the architects of bebop was in Hawk’s band: twenty-eight-year-old Thelonious Monk.


In Annapolis, Walter Rollins Sr.’s night was just beginning and was also filled with music and musicians. It was two in the morning when guests arrived in evening gowns and suits at the forty-three-year-old chief’s basement quarters, a twelve-by-twenty-foot windowless basement apartment.4 At the Naval Academy’s North Severn Officers’ Club, where Rollins was chief steward, the weekly dance ended at around one thirty, but the party often continued in Walter’s cramped room. That night, he entertained five after-hours guests, all of them white: William R. Sima, the fifty-three-year-old Naval Academy bandleader who composed the Coast Guard anthem “Semper Paratus” and the “Navy Victory March”; his wife, pianist Rebecca Truman Sima; their son, musician first-class saxophonist William Sima Jr.; his twenty-three-year-old wife, Margaret Ann Sima; and Agnes R. Thompson, an Annapolis hairdresser.5


It was an ordinary party and not the first time it had happened. Rollins had a reputation among his colleagues as an impeccable host. They danced—Rollins taught them the rumba—listened to records on the phonograph, played poker for pennies, and drank whiskey.6 The hairdresser got a bad headache, which Walter treated with a wet towel, and the remaining guests decided to spend the night and make sure she recovered.7 At nine Sunday morning, the chief had a cook whip up some eggs and toast as a send-off.8


Two days later, on Tuesday, February 12, Sonny’s father got an unexpected knock on his door. Lieutenant George Bruni, the treasurer at North Severn, stood imperiously outside with two other officers. When Walter opened the door, Bruni and his associates began a surprise inspection of the room. They found fourteen bottles of liquor, and without further explanation, Walter was placed under arrest and immediately transferred to the USS Reina Mercedes, a hulking prize of the Spanish-American War, where he and Naval Academy bandleader William Sima Sr. were detained in the brig without charge.9


When the inspectors returned to Walter’s room later, they found the dregs of the party: more liquor, a deck of playing cards with Alberto Vargas pin-up renderings, and a framed photograph of Margaret Sima, the blonde wife of navy saxophonist William Sima Jr.10 Sima and his wife had given Walter the framed photo, one of a dozen copies, as a souvenir from a Christmas party they recently hosted.11 To the inspectors, the liquor and the cards were not the problem; it was the photograph of a white woman in Walter’s room. Sonny’s father had become the subject of a nationwide scandal.


“It was an officers’ club which he ran, and there was a lot of fraternization going on,” Sonny recalled. “‘There is this black guy and there are some white women,’ you know the same old stuff. So my father got in trouble for that.”12


As the Judge Advocate General’s (JAG) Corps dissected every moment of the night of February 9, so did the press. Before long, opposite the headshot of a blonde, blue-eyed twenty-four-year-old woman, the New York Daily News was reporting on allegations that Walter “had a torrid love session with the blonde daughter-in-law of the Naval Academy bandmaster, in the basement of the officers’ club.”13 The image of a philandering libertine that began to circulate in major media outlets coast-to-coast did not square with Sonny’s austere vision of his father.14


Sonny and his family would soon find out that his father’s friends in high places, who benefited from his three decades of dutiful service to the navy, had no compunction about throwing him overboard. Even if Walter didn’t support Sonny’s music, he taught him how to carry himself with dignity in all situations—friendly or hostile, on the Street or anywhere. But this new development demonstrated to Sonny that Jim Crow always lurked right around the corner.15


In 1946, miscegenation was illegal in most states, with the ban justified on sociological, psychological, and biological grounds. The Hays film production code prohibited as much as mixed-race hand-holding on-screen.16 In 1946 in Oklahoma, an interracial couple served a one-year prison term on felony conviction for miscegenation, and both were banned from the state following their release.17 In Mississippi, a twenty-eight-year-old African American man faced the electric chair on a miscegenation conviction for having sexual relations with a white woman. She refused to testify for fear of the backlash; he had been courting her for four years.18


Sonny had experienced the reality of Jim Crow firsthand during the previous summer at the North Severn Officers’ Club, where his father held the small interracial gathering in his basement quarters that winter. In Annapolis, schools and public places were segregated. In 1924, miscegenation was ruled a felony in Maryland; until 1967, interracial marriage in the state carried a sentence of up to ten years. So in 1946, Walter Sr.’s predicament was not an anomaly.


Institutional racism pervaded the armed forces. The 1946 Meader Report, the result of an official Senate investigation into military conduct in Germany, amounted to racist propaganda.19 With the Cold War just beginning, a fear began to spread insidiously that African American soldiers would feel more sympathy for Stalin than for a country that demanded the ultimate sacrifice in exchange for second-class citizenship.20 Units were often segregated, and there were reports of African American soldiers being barred from whites-only dining halls that welcomed white prisoners of war. The Double V campaign—a civil rights push for “Victory Abroad, Victory at Home”—saw black soldiers return home to the white supremacist rhetoric they had just supposedly defeated abroad.21 Yet in the wake of World War II, racially motivated military court-martials were on the rise.22


During peacetime after a devastating war, instead of a de-escalation of military intervention, the navy was pressing for an expanded international fleet and preparing for a major nuclear test. This conflicted with President Truman’s February 1946 call for austerity through a unification of the army and navy.23 To make the case that the navy was running a tight ship morally and fiscally, they made Walter Rollins a scapegoat.


Walter Rollins Sr. was forty-three at the time of the party, but some reports listed him as old as forty-seven to exaggerate the age gap with the woman in question. He was guilty until proven innocent; all the court wanted to know was whether he could dance and if he was dancing that night. The cards were stacked against him, but Sonny’s father believed an acquittal was possible.


The navy’s top brass were closely involved in what turned out to be a monthslong investigation and court-martial. Secretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal, the driving force behind the push for naval integration, personally appointed the chief prosecutor to ensure a conviction.24 “Naval officers receive a minimum of commendation for the things they do well,” Forrestal wrote that April, “and the maximum for their shortcomings.”25 Forrestal selected Jesse R. Wallace, a veteran navy attorney who had served as counsel to Admiral Thomas C. Hart in the investigation of the attack on Pearl Harbor. The general public would be excluded from Walter’s trial, but members of the press would not, making the proceedings effectively open to the whole nation.26


The nationwide media frenzy meant that the details of the case would be sensationalized on a near-daily basis. The Washington Post, Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Chicago Tribune, New York Daily News, and papers reaching from Cincinnati to Lubbock, Texas, all reported the developing story over hundreds of articles, oftentimes accompanied by photos. Valborg commuted every Sunday to be by her husband’s side, returning to New York on the weekends. Sonny and his siblings stayed in New York, but they read every painstaking detail of the trial in the papers.27


The court-martial for Naval Academy saxophonist William Sima Jr. began in mid-March. The charge was that he had “willfully, knowingly and without proper authority introduced his wife into the quarters of Walter W. Rollins (Negro).”28


Many of the prosecution’s witnesses were Walter’s subordinates: African Americans who worked under his supervision and had cultivated a jealousy compounded by the toxic notion that he had little interest in fraternizing with those of his own race, and bigoted whites resentful that a black man was above their rank and class position. One witness attested to rattling poker chips, another to eggs on a platter, another to toast. When breakfast was delivered, there was no sign of a raucous party, just the six people seated, bed made at military standard. Witnesses denied that Rollins had danced with any of the women, but the court doggedly pursued the allegations.29 “My father had the opportunity to interact person to person with white officers,” Sonny recalled. “That was the beginning of the end right there.”30


On March 19, the prosecution called an unlikely star witness to the Sima trial—Walter himself. He appeared at Bancroft Hall in full navy regalia, with six gold hash marks on his left sleeve to represent twenty-four years of service with good conduct. Rollins seemed unconcerned with what to him was a simple misunderstanding.


“Did you dance?” asked the prosecutor.


“I think I danced once or twice,” Walter responded, inadvertently incriminating himself and contradicting other witnesses’ previous testimony. “I showed the girls—the ladies—how to dance the rumba.” Burke then inquired about the drinking charge. “They were drinking something,” Walter replied, clarifying that he had served soft drinks, but there was whiskey in the room.31 That was enough evidence to seal Walter’s fate. At the end of Sima’s eleven-day trial, Sima was found innocent of drinking and gambling, but guilty of bringing his wife to the party and was given six months’ probation.32


Still, Rollins continued to believe that his sterling naval record and reputation for hospitality would outweigh the court’s racial bias. On April 5, 1946, he was interviewed by a reporter from the Baltimore Afro-American on board the Reina Mercedes, where he was held without charge for seventy-eight days. “This is the first time during my 26 years of Naval service that I have been accused of wrongdoing by officers,” Walter told the reporter, adding that he kept liquor in his room for such occasions. The article portrayed Walter as a hardworking family man and described his three children: twenty-year-old Val was graduating from City College that June, seventeen-year-old Gloria was at Music and Art, and fifteen-year-old Sonny was “a pupil of the Franklin High School”—Sonny’s first mention in print.33


Walter remained confident. “The Navy recognizes a man by his abilities and because of this I have very high hopes of being exonerated,” he said.34 “The whole thing was just a little unfortunate.” He intended to move forward with plans to open a nightclub in Annapolis that would specialize in local Maryland foods, “one of the best places in this area with an orchestra and the type of service for which I have gained a reputation throughout the Navy.” But the story dragged on for weeks, then months, and the dream began to dissipate.


Congressmen were worried about their own potential incrimination in the case. On April 13, Senator David Walsh, chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee, and Representative Philip Philbin visited Walter for a private meeting in his holding cell on the Reina Mercedes.35 They had likely attended several of the parties in Walter’s quarters. They claimed to be friends, but soon the real reason for the visit emerged: they were there to pressure Walter to resign.36 But Walter clung to his pride and his belief that a just outcome would be reached.


The JAG Corps had three options for a court-martial: deck, summary, and general, each with increasing levels of severity. A general court-martial consisted of five to thirteen officers with a dedicated prosecutor who prosecuted the worst offenses: mutiny, treason, desertion, destruction of property, and murder. There was no maximum sentence, with conviction leading to a possible death penalty.37 All Walter had done was host interracial parties, but the charge was tantamount to high treason.38 In total, the charges carried a maximum sentence of 180 years.39


Walter’s fate was to be handed down by an all-white seven-member court-martial.40 Walter’s defense counsel consisted of Captain Franz Otto Willenbucher, a thirty-one-year veteran turned civilian lawyer who had served with him on a destroyer for two years in the ’20s.41 Cautioned that Walter might need a civilian defense attorney, Valborg arranged an appointment with Evelyn Baker Richman at her office downtown.42 Richman was a partner in a law firm with her husband, at the time a rare case of gender parity.43 Years later, in 1960, after being named the first female city magistrate in New York history, she would acquit Miles Davis when he was unjustly charged with assaulting a police officer outside of Birdland.44


Richman studied the case files, then arranged to meet the Rollins family, which she called “one of the most charming and talented families I have ever met.”45 She then took a train to Annapolis to meet with Walter himself, still confined to the brig. Following her meeting, she was “completely sold,” Richman said later.46


On June 6, 1946, the trial began in Bancroft Hall, an ivy-colored block-long dormitory building for midshipmen. The kangaroo court was converted from a basement visitors’ lounge.47 On the cusp of his graduation from college, Valdemar took the train to see his father one last time before the trial. “Wish you the best of luck, Dad,” he said, grabbing his father’s hand, his face ashen.48 Walter was going to need it.


The first day of the trial was quickly adjourned when it emerged that the navy stenographer had no knowledge of shorthand and had missed large chunks of the proceedings.49 The next day, the charges were finally read. The court insisted that all women, including Valborg, who had made the trip from New York, leave the courtroom for the recitation of the “morality” charges, but members of the press were allowed to stay and reported it in minute detail the next day.50


The court intended to strip Walter of his dignity, as he quickly realized. When North Severn treasurer George Bruni testified that it took Walter a suspicious four minutes to unsuspectingly answer the door the Tuesday of his arrest, Walter responded, “Mr. Bruni, please, don’t you know what this means to me? I’ve got twenty-seven years’ service.” Then the prosecution called club janitor Frank Stallings, a white man whom Sonny recalled as a virulent racist, a “deep redneck” resentful of his father’s position, to attest to Walter’s alleged theft of navy property.51 Stallings claimed that Walter regularly mailed large packages weighing up to forty pounds to the same address in New York. It didn’t occur to the court that Rollins was sending care packages to his family.52 Walter testified that he had allotted himself a bottle of whiskey a week, which he drank sparingly in his room. He “earnestly believed that I was quite within my rights,” he said, owing to his long hours and rare furloughs.53


The adultery charges were even more unsubstantiated. Margaret Sima, the woman in question, was finally called to the stand and flatly denied that she had ever even been alone with Walter.54 Then her mother-in-law testified that she and Margaret had sent Walter postcards from a vacation in New Hampshire. The prosecution claimed that the postcards were a link in “a tremendous chain of circumstances,”55 but as he began to read the innocuous notes, they only pointed to Walter’s innocence. Finally, the hairdresser from the party admitted that she had lied previously about the headache that extended the party because she did not realize “the seriousness of the whole thing,”56 that a man’s livelihood and the well-being of his family were hanging in the balance.57


More flimsy evidence came from the “knot-hole gang,” a group of three African American steward’s mates who had served under Chief Rollins, so named by the press for all claiming to have witnessed Walter’s infidelities that past summer from a one-and-a-half-inch slit in the ceiling or a hole in the wall. One night, one of them allegedly saw Sonny eating dinner as his father paced the floor. Later in the evening, he heard Walter introduce his son to a woman obstructed from view who sounded like she had a “reasonable amount” of education.58 One member of the gang was kept on the stand for 234 questions,59 totaling five and a half hours, almost a whole day in court.60 The coup de grâce came when the prosecution claimed that Sima referred to Walter as “Othello.”61 Their testimony, which was unsuccessfully coached by the prosecution, was quickly discredited. One began visibly falling asleep while on the stand.62 Another had recently been dishonorably discharged after a theft conviction. All admitted to resenting Walter for excluding them from the parties, not realizing that the whites-only guest list was beyond his control.63 Later, the defense called an expert witness, a navy civil engineer who testified that it was physically not possible that any of them could have seen what they claimed to have seen from the hole in the wall.64


In light of the case resting almost entirely on perjured or irrelevant testimony, the court decided to take a recess.65


When the trial was turned over to the defense, Walter’s lawyer began with a character witness, Vice Admiral Arthur W. Radford, deputy chief of naval relations and an old friend of Walter’s. Radford took the stand, testifying that as far as he was aware, Walter had built an “excellent” reputation and always acted with integrity.66 Letters of support from two rear admirals were read to the court.67


Closing arguments were lengthy. The prosecution read a 35-page, 13,650-word document to the court, reiterating their call for Walter’s conviction on all counts.68 The defense’s closing statement was less than half as long, claiming that the case was open-and-shut—there was simply no credible evidence. To conclude the trial, Walter was permitted to read a written statement. “If I may address the court, all I would like to say is that I conscientiously state that I don’t believe I am guilty of the charges,” he said. “That is all.”69 He still believed he would be exonerated, but the months of investigation and the three-week trial had shaken him and his family to the core.


On July 1, Secretary Forrestal was on his way to Bikini Atoll to survey the devastation of the atom-bomb test that day.70 Meanwhile, the fallout from Annapolis had just begun to settle over Sugar Hill.


First, there was a verdict in the court of public opinion.71 On July 6, 1946, the Pittsburgh Courier published three separate articles about the case, accompanied by individual headshots of Walter and the entire Rollins family.72 Valdemar, the “brilliant son,” is listed as the twenty-year-old president of the Interracial Society at City College, with a “reserved but nonetheless strong distaste for the lurid accounts which the papers have carried.” Gloria echoed his sentiments. “I think she has felt the effects of the case more than the others,” said Valborg of her daughter. “She’s not too appreciative of the publicity and particularly dislikes the way the Daily News has angled the story.” The Daily News had published more than a dozen stories covering the case, to wit: “Rollins Denies Hot Love with Blonde.”73


In Sonny’s portrait accompanying the Pittsburgh Courier story, his first-ever photo in the paper, he is wearing a suit and tie, a solemn look on his face. “Youngest of the Rollins children is exuberant, re-bop-loving Walter Jr., a senior at the Benjamin Franklin High School,” read the caption. “A light-hearted youngster of fifteen, Walter wants to be a popular musician, has organized an orchestra in his neighborhood. His reaction to the case has been confined to eagerly buying the daily papers and being very relieved on days when nothing has been printed about the case.”74


Valborg insisted on her husband’s innocence and reaffirmed her loyalty. “Why shouldn’t I be loyal? Mr. Rollins has been a wonderful husband and father. He is devoted to his family,” she said. “His duties at the officers’ club kept him so very busy that he has been forced to live there. When he accepted the job, we thought he would be able to get home often because it is so close to New York. But my husband is conscientious as his twenty-seven years with a perfect record will show.” She articulated what the court would not. “I think the main thing in the case was the race issue,” she continued. “Walter has been friends with the Simas as long as he has been at Annapolis. Visiting their home occasionally was his only form of recreation. He never went to town because of the jim-crow conditions there. When it was brought out that he had been entertained by whites, Negro-haters and jealous subordinates of Walter’s combined to get him into trouble.”75


Yet her attempt to speak truth to power did not reach Annapolis.76 The court returned a unanimous guilty verdict,77 sentencing Rollins to six years in prison. Evelyn Baker Richman planned to take the case to the Supreme Court, but the chances of a successful appeal looked dismal. Walter’s last hope rested with the reviewing authority in Washington, which would determine his final sentence. In the meantime, he continued languishing in the brig.78


The naval authorities in Washington concluded their deliberations in late August. Walter’s sentence was read during the trial of William Sima Sr., who would ultimately face a conviction as well. Walter’s sentence was reduced to two years, with a permanent demotion to steward’s mate, third class, the lowest rank, and a Bad Conduct Discharge.79 After twenty-seven years of honorable service underneath a concrete ceiling, he would eventually become a cook at a Long Island restaurant.80 Walter was to serve his sentence along the Maine–New Hampshire border at Portsmouth Naval Prison,81 a massive building commonly referred to as “the Castle” or the “Alcatraz of the East,” known throughout the navy as hell on earth.


The article detailing Walter’s sentencing in the Pittsburgh Courier82 ran adjacent to another news item: “Coroner’s Jury Frees White Lynch-Slayer.” In Barnwell County, South Carolina, William Craig, a white man, was acquitted for the lynching of James Walker Jr., a thirty-five-year-old black man, with a verdict of “justifiable homicide.”83 Craig had shot Walker in the back from his front porch and claimed self-defense; he was fully exonerated. The juxtaposition of the two articles made it abundantly clear—a white man could murder a black man in cold blood and walk free, but a black man could go to prison for dancing.84


In the first week of September, Valborg, Valdemar, Gloria, and Sonny went to visit Walter one last time before his prison sentence began.85 It was the last chance they had to see their father for a long time. A few days later, Sonny turned sixteen.


It was hard to accept that the vision of a more just society was restricted, in part, to that tiny sliver on Fifty-Second Street. “Jazz has always been a music of integration,” Sonny later said. “In other words, there were definitely lines where blacks would be and where whites would begin to mix a little bit. I mean, jazz was not just a music; it was a social force in this country, and it was talking about freedom and people enjoying things for what they are and not having to worry about whether they were supposed to be white, black, and all this stuff.… A lot of times, jazz means no barriers.”86


Through the ordeal of seeing his father be publicly shamed, the slow violence of witnessing the military’s failure to uphold justice communicated unequivocally to sixteen-year-old Sonny what it meant to be black in America. It deepened his growing distrust of authority, and his natural tendency to have his guard up, to become someone whom few people really knew, who later in life might change his phone number, or not have a phone at all. It proved that when the chips were down, you couldn’t necessarily rely on your friends. Sonny’s periods of intense collaboration would be followed by periods of intense solitude.


Yet to a teenager who was raised in a community that instilled a sense of hope for change and the possibility of racial uplift, and the grandson of a Garveyite who had him marching in the streets of Harlem, the bleakness of his father’s verdict seemed to confirm still a deeper truth. Sonny was a born perfectionist, made more so by a disciplinarian father. Now he would have to work even harder to prove himself. “Don’t ever shrink from the belief that you have to prove yourself every minute, because you do,” Sonny later said.87


To Sonny, proving himself meant no margin for error, even when improvising in the moment—it meant perfection. By perfecting himself, perhaps he could perfect the world around him. “I am naïve enough to feel that there is such a perfect world possible… content of your character more than color of your skin,” Sonny later said. “I always naturally felt that.”88


The saxophone would be his means of piercing the veil of indifference and outright hate. Sonny would let his guard down onstage, but the instrument would also be his buffer, a third arm to keep an imperfect world at arm’s length. Sonny would never be closer to anyone than he was to his instrument.


It was during that summer of family heartbreak, with Louis Jordan’s “Choo Choo Ch’Boogie” in the background on radios everywhere,89 that Sonny’s mother bought him his first tenor. It was a King Zephyr, the same make as Jordan’s alto from the photo at the Elks Rendezvous. The family could not have been in good financial shape after the costly trial, but for about $200,90 Sonny finally had a saxophone to fit the tenor reeds he’d tried to play on the alto.


Having finally grown into the larger horn, figuratively and physically, Sonny had a story to tell, more urgent than Jordan’s. He would speak on the saxophone in a grainy, pugilistic voice, enunciating with a rough-hewn attack that favored tonguing almost every note, unlike the legato phrasing that characterized the cool sangfroid of Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young.91 If Sonny squeaked, and he did early on, it was not because he misspoke, but because he had spoken perhaps too emphatically. It was the insistent cadence of Marcus Garvey, or a Joe Louis jab, translated to the saxophone. Sonny would create himself as a voice that could not be pinned down, captured, or locked up in the brig. “A lot of people and a lot of musicians have tried to transcribe some of my works,” Sonny later said, “and they’ve come back to me and said, ‘Sonny, you know we can’t write down your solos, they can’t be written down.’”92


Soon thereafter, Sonny posed with his new tenor in front of the same Victorian backdrop from the earlier portrait with the alto. Older, more mature, bearing the weight of the heavier horn, Sonny stands resolute, dressed in oxfords, gray slacks, and a sport jacket with a folded pocket square, Hawkins-esque, fingering the keys with a thousand-yard stare. This is no grinning high schooler—he has seen some things, and he has a story to tell.93


Sonny had seen firsthand that his father played by the unjust rules of white society and had been taken down by Jim Crow. So why would Sonny volunteer to play a game so clearly designed for him to lose? There was another game, maybe even more serious, where breaking the rules was not only encouraged but also required to succeed. Down on the Street, Sonny heard the antithesis of the ideology that had devastated his family and put the hypocrisy of the nation’s democratic ideals on public display. It was a sound Sonny himself could not yet give voice to, but that spoke undeniably and with great velocity: “Now’s the Time.”
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Chapter 6



THE MONASTERY OF SAN JUAN HILL


(1946–1947)


During the trial, Sonny found a much-needed distraction in a new 78 that had just hit record stores. In April 1946, tenor saxophonist Don Byas released his rendition of “How High the Moon” with his quintet.1 Sonny collected Byas, buying the record despite its having only one side by the brilliant tenor player. The B-side had the recording debut of an alto saxophonist he had never heard of by the name of “Chas. Parker.”2


“I actually bought that record for Don Byas, because I didn’t really know Charlie Parker,” Sonny recalled. “It was interesting, but after playing it for my friends at school, I realized this guy has got something going here, and I began to become a devotee of Charlie Parker.”3


The mysterious Chas. Parker was also a student of Byas, having heard him at the jam sessions at Monroe’s Uptown House, “playing everything there was to be played.”4 Spinning Byas’s rendition of “How High the Moon,” Sonny had a sudden shock when he turned it over and played “Ko Ko.” It came at him even faster than Byas. It had two other names Sonny was not familiar with, trumpeter Miles Davis and pianist Hen Gates, plus Max Roach on drums and Curly Russell on bass. “Ko Ko” was a “contrafact,”5 based on the structure of Ray Noble’s “Cherokee,” with its sixty-four-bar form and complex bridge of descending two-five-one turnarounds testing the mettle of any improviser—even Miles Davis, who claimed it was so difficult he laid out and let Dizzy Gillespie play both the trumpet and the piano parts.6 Charlie Barnet’s 1939 rendition of “Cherokee” was a pop hit; Parker’s “Ko Ko” would never grace the charts, but it was destined to be far more influential—a Promethean blaze of harmony and rhythm that opened a new frontier.7


“Parker sounded radical,” Sonny later recalled. “He was an individual innovator.” Listening to the standard harmonies, Parker heard something deeper, nested within the changes. “I kept thinking there’s bound to be something else,” Parker told Down Beat in 1949. “I could hear it sometimes, but I couldn’t play it.”8 Eventually, he did.


When Sonny first heard “Ko Ko,” Bird’s landing seemed out of the blue, yet as he learned, “Bird didn’t come out of nowhere—he had to come up the hard way, through the ranks.”9 Around the time Sonny moved up on the Hill, Parker worked a few blocks away as a dish hand at Jimmy’s Chicken Shack, where Art Tatum played. By the time Sonny heard him, Parker had been paying dues on Fifty-Second Street for a while, but it wasn’t until the end of 1945 that he got his break. Even then, it wasn’t so big.10


“Ko Ko” was recorded by Savoy owner Herman Lubinsky and producer Teddy Reig and would constitute Parker’s modest debut as a leader. “Hen Gates,” it turned out, was a pseudonym for Dizzy Gillespie.11 On trumpet, instead of Dizzy, Parker hired Miles Davis, a nineteen-year-old recent Juilliard dropout from St. Louis.12 Lubinsky bought four tunes from Parker for fifty dollars each—“Billie’s Bounce,” “Now’s the Time,” “Thriving from a Riff” (later renamed “Anthropology”), and “Ko Ko”—and intended to get his money’s worth. Due to the complications with “Ko Ko,” it seems Lubinsky packaged it with what was ostensibly Byas’s least commercial track from his session that day. Instead, “Ko Ko” announced a revolution in jazz.


Bird was ahead of his time—a 1946 Metronome review of “Now’s the Time” and “Billie’s Bounce” described it as “a sound that’s nothing short of miserable.”13 When Parker finally gained critical acceptance, many would consider “Ko Ko” his greatest recording, the bebop equivalent of Louis Armstrong’s rendition of “West End Blues.” When Sonny first heard “Ko Ko,” he didn’t know what to make of Parker’s fusillade of notes, but he kept on listening. First, it was much faster, too fast for vibrato.14 “At the time, we had 78 RPM records and 45 RPM records,” Sonny recalled. “We’d speed up a Coleman Hawkins record, play it real fast, and you could hear Charlie Parker.”15


“Now’s the Time” was the new “Body and Soul.”16 “It took a minute to get into Bird when I heard that—I didn’t realize what was going on. I didn’t comprehend it,” Sonny said, “but then there was a rumor that Charlie Parker had died, and I remember hearing ‘Now’s the Time’ and ‘Billie’s Bounce’ on every jukebox in Harlem—and by that time I’d gotten the message and realized how heavy he was.”17


The message came faster than anyone could understand it, but it came from within the tradition. Right in the middle of Parker’s solo on “Ko Ko,” he quotes an arpeggiated line from New Orleans clarinetist Alphonse Picou’s classic “High Society.” It is at once an homage to the past and a bold restatement—this is our high society, a changing of the guard. More than a gauntlet thrown, though, Parker thought of his music as “another conception” played “in the vernacular of the streets.” As Parker told Paul Desmond, he wanted to play a “beaucoup of horn” without alienating the people.18


Parker, like Ellington, was decidedly beyond category. He demonstrated to Sonny that anything was fair game—from Bartók and Beethoven to Byas and Ben Webster. Sonny, like Parker, recognized that the Great Man theory was a myth. There would be no Bird without Earl Bostic, Johnny Hodges, and Willie Smith, or Stravinsky for that matter—but it was Bird who pulled it all together. “He bought records of Kay Kyser’s ‘Slow Boat to China,’ which he played often, and Mario Lanza singing ‘Be My Love,’ which he would imitate, singing in an exaggerated, fractured tenor,” recalled Chan Parker, Bird’s common-law wife, of his eclectic taste. “The only record he bought which was even close to being hot was Peggy Lee’s ‘Lover,’ which he would play over and over until my mother would freak out.” One day, he visited Sheila Jordan in her loft and he “turned me on to Béla Bartók and Stravinsky.”19


Bird subverted the toxic notion of the primitive genius. In Kansas City, he cultivated his preternatural ability by practicing eleven to fifteen hours a day, studying the Klosé method book in tandem with jam sessions.20 Even when Parker finally rose to a level of prominence, he remained his own worst critic. In 1951, when he was asked to contribute to the “My Best on Wax” feature in Down Beat, he pulled no punches. “I’m sorry,” he wrote, “but my best on wax has yet to be made.”21


To Sonny, Parker represented the antithesis of the injustice that went down in Annapolis. Even in his personal life, Bird stood for the most radical inclusivity. His common-law wife, Chan, was a half-Jewish jazz-loving dancer from Westchester whose birth name was Beverly Berg.22 Bird played progressive music, both aesthetically and politically. “If you saw him in performance, he was very dignified, so he was going against the grain,” Sonny said. “Highly intricate, involved, complicated, intellectual… he had to be recognized as not just great music but as a person that was an artist, not an entertainer, and that was very important for us because we were coming up after the war. A lot of people wanted to be treated a little better in the American mainstream. Charlie Parker to us represented that.”23 Some heard Parker and saw only drugs—he had a notorious heroin habit—but Sonny and his friends saw Parker and heard only dignity. Eventually, they would come to see the multitudes and contradictions he contained.


Sonny began to internalize Parker: his spirit of protest, his indefatigable work ethic, his unrelenting self-criticism, his storytelling, his penchant for playing musical quotes in improvised solos, his broad musical palette, his ambition to strive for a fuller totality of expression in blazing rhythm, to never repeat himself. “Charlie Parker was our God,” Sonny said. “He was our prophet.”24 In that tradition, Bird already had the qualities of martyrdom. “We saw him as a Jesus Christ figure who got crucified for standing up for freedom. And even the fact that he used drugs—that was a sacrament. When we were coming up, he was the man.”25


Before Sonny met Bird, he was brave enough to show up at his doorstep at the Dewey Square Hotel. “I was like just one of his fans at that time,” Sonny said. “I knew he was in there, but he didn’t answer the door. But I remember knocking on the door. I mean, what was he going to say to me anyway?”26 Sometimes Bird just flew the coop. “I remember one time, Bird was at Minton’s and we saw a lot of guys and his girlfriend, Doris,” Sonny said. “He found out we were all running after him, so he and his old lady were able to escape us and go into the Dewey Square Hotel.”27


Soon, Bird welcomed them to his flock. “In those days, there used to be a group of us who would follow Bird around—to me he was just a larger-than-life figure,” Sonny recalled. “We would wait until he came off the stand at the Three Deuces, just so we could hang out with him. We were like this flock following him around, and Bird had just finished playing, but he had the patience of a saint with all these people he didn’t really know.”28 These encounters with Bird in the club led to encounters off the bandstand when Sonny would visit him at the Dewey Square. To Sonny and the Counts of Bop, he became “a father figure to us all.”29


Eventually, Bird had a chance to actually hear Sonny play through saxophonist Budd Johnson. “Budd took me, he said, ‘Okay, man, I’m going to take you around to play for Bird,’” Sonny recalled. “And then I played… so Bird said, ‘Hey man, that’s me!’ So, Bird knew that he had a disciple then, for sure.”30 It was more a compliment to Bird than to Sonny.


A quintessential nonconformist, Bird wanted them to find themselves, and he was always supportive. “He always had something positive to say,” recalled Walter Bishop Jr., who was part of Sonny’s inner circle. “Maybe the guy wasn’t too swift with his changes but he had a big sound, and Bird would compliment his sound. The guy would feel ten feet tall. It took me years to figure it out. The thing was that I was looking at what they couldn’t do. He was looking at what they could do, and he inspired them.”31


When they couldn’t catch Bird in person or missed live broadcasts on the radio, they would try to find bootleg recordings. “It was almost like military intelligence,” Jackie McLean said. Luckily, their neighbor on the Hill had a wire recorder. “The guy made these wire recordings and you could go to his house and buy them from him for two dollars each. So, the night that Bird made ‘Be-Bop’ and ‘Big Foot’ and ‘Groovin’ High’ and so much of this stuff, I went over and bought that stuff, man… took it back to my house and listened to it, man.… I said ‘Oh, shit, man.’ So, I started transcribing this stuff… and working on it. Then I’d go to sessions outside my neighborhood and I would be playing this stuff.… [T]hey’d be listening, thinking that it was my stuff. Sonny had it, all of us on the Hill had those recordings. It’s like we had a secret weapon.”32


One of Bird’s trade secrets: “Learn the lyrics to all the standard songs we play and learn to sing all the original pieces, and try to sing them in tune… and that way, you won’t play anything uncouth,” he told Arthur Taylor. Bird knew all the lyrics, and sometimes referred to songs by lyrics instead of their proper title: “All the Things You Are” became “YATAG,” an acronym for his favorite line, “you are the angel glow.”33 Sonny, too, would always learn the lyrics to the songs he performed.


The Counts of Bop didn’t pick up only on Bird’s licks; they also picked up on his mannerisms, from the licorice-scented Sen-Sen breath freshener he used to the pocket watch he kept in his shirt pocket.34 “We were all trying to emulate Charlie Parker,” recalled Art Taylor. According to Taylor, they even copped Bird’s walk. “He had an accident when he was a child which gave him some kind of affliction where he had a limp, so everybody was walking around limping like Bird, thinking it was a hip walk.”35 Bird was like Papa Legba, the Afro-Haitian orisa, or spirit guide, who walked with a limp because he walked between two worlds—he had one foot in the human world and one foot in the world of the gods.36 Parker was an orisa to Sonny and his friends.


At that time, the line between Bird and Sonny was not as wide as one might think. Though Bird was an artist, not an entertainer, he still played at the same kind of dances the Counts of Bop played, at venues like the Lincoln Square Center. “Charlie Parker would be playing ‘Cherokee’ at a tremendous rate of speed and people would be dancing in halftime. That’s when people had rhythm,” Taylor recalled. But being able to dance to it doesn’t mean people fully understood its mystique. “Like Charlie Parker used to say, man, ‘If the audience knows what you’re doing, they don’t have to come and see you—if they know how you do it. Always have that mystery. There’s always got to be some mystery.’”37


In his senior year of high school, Sonny met a brilliant pianist many considered jazz’s most mysterious man, Thelonious Sphere Monk. Sonny had first heard Monk in 1944 when he bought a Hawkins ten-inch 78 with “Drifting on a Reed” and “Flyin’ Hawk” as the B-side: Monk’s recording debut.38 “I got this record and rushed home to play it,” Sonny recalled. “It had a pianist on there who had… a little different style.”39 Monk immediately stood out. His staccato accents to Hawkins’s lyrical vibrato created a beautifully dissonant counterpoint, connecting the stride-piano tradition of James P. Johnson and Willie “the Lion” Smith with the sweeping improvisational vision of Art Tatum: artful and restrained, bracingly new, but not wholly detached from the past. To Sonny, there was a straight line from Fats Waller to Monk. “Everything about Monk’s playing—the harmonies, the rhythmic sense, the fact that he played stride-style piano,” Sonny said, “that’s right up my alley.”40 Monk didn’t play a lot—spread across the two tracks, Hawkins scarcely gave him forty-five seconds of solo time—but when he did, it made an impression.


Monk had endured a tumultuous year himself.41 After Coleman Hawkins disbanded his quartet to join Norman Granz’s Jazz at the Philharmonic, Monk was out of a job. He joined Dizzy Gillespie’s big band, only to be publicly fired onstage at the Apollo when he lost track of time at a nearby bar. By the end of 1946, Monk was so out of work that he let his union membership lapse. Yet Monk’s ill fortune was Sonny’s kismet. Monk continued frequenting jam sessions: Club 845 on Prospect Avenue on Sunday afternoons, at Minton’s on Monday nights, or at pianist Mary Lou Williams’s apartment. On one of these occasions, a sixteen-year-old saxophone prodigy from Sugar Hill caught the ear of the twenty-nine-year-old Monk.


“I played a little job when I was starting out at a club in Harlem,” Sonny recalled. He was opening for the man known as the high priest of bop, so the pressure was on. Sonny rose to the occasion. “Monk was a very unassuming guy,” Sonny said. “He indicated to me that he liked my playing. I think that was the first time I met Monk.”42


Not long afterward, trumpeter Lowell Lewis was invited into Monk’s bedroom studio. “While we were still in high school, Thelonious Monk somehow found out about Lowell and gave him a job to go to Chicago,” Sonny said. “So Lowell went with Thelonious to Chicago for a week while we were still in high school. And after that, he said, ‘Come on, I’m going to get you in Monk’s band.’”43


When the last bell rang at school, Sonny’s classes truly began. They’d make the pilgrimage downtown from Franklin High School in East Harlem to Monk’s monastery all the way on the West Side. “So somehow [Lowell] worked it out so they finagled this other tenor player out of the band, and he brought me by his pad to play, and Monk liked me and hired me.” The feeling was mutual. “Monk was great to me. He was older than me, maybe thirteen years older or so, and I looked up to him as a father figure—a guru, really.”44


Sessions began informally. “He used to sneak me into bars after school,” Sonny later recalled.45 But when they migrated back to Monk’s apartment, Monk taught Sonny about “the geometry of musical time and space.”46 The lessons were not didactic. “I don’t think he was particularly trying to mold me,” Sonny said. “He was the type of guy who would never tell you what to play; he wouldn’t try and make you do it this way or that way. If he liked you, here was the music, and that’s that.”47 Monk immediately liked Sonny’s originality. “Monk would say, ‘Yeah, man, Sonny is bad. Cats have to work out what they play; Sonny just plays that shit out the top of his head.’”48


By the time Sonny began showing up at his informal rehearsals, Monk had begun to distance himself from bebop, the form he helped create. “Mine is more original,” he said in 1948 of the countless bebop imitators who had flooded the scene. “They think differently, harmonically. They play mostly stuff that’s based on the chords of other things, like the blues and ‘I Got Rhythm.’ I like the whole song, melody and chord structure, to be different. I make up my own chords and melodies.”49


Sonny quickly became a fixture at Monk’s bedroom jam sessions, where he rehearsed his complex compositions. Monk lived with his family in San Juan Hill, in the Phipps Houses between Amsterdam and West End Avenue.50 The neighborhood had been a hub of African American bohemian life, where Monk’s idol James P. Johnson birthed the Charleston in Jungle’s Casino after witnessing longshoremen from South Carolina doing the dance. Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Max Roach regularly played at jam sessions at the Lincoln Square Center; up the block, Bird sometimes played dances at the St. Nicholas Arena. Yet some of the most innovative music in San Juan Hill was emanating from Monk’s humble tenement apartment.


Sonny routinely walked through the building’s entrance court with his tenor, past the steam pipe and the inlaid star mosaic on the floor.51 Monk insisted on a dapper style regardless of the occasion—bespoke suit, horn-rimmed glasses, well-manicured goatee.


It was always a family affair. “When Monk took me under his wing,” Sonny said, “I used to go down to his house and hang out with [Monk’s wife] Nellie and the family.”52 The Monks lived in a cluttered two-bedroom apartment on the ground floor, with a tin ceiling, faded linoleum, and a pristine refrigerator.53 Sonny would walk through the kitchen to Monk’s spartan, dimly lit bedroom and studio. A Klein upright took up as much space as Monk’s worn-out cot, barely large enough to accommodate the pianist’s large frame. The inner sanctum was a jazz shrine with a kind of visual syncopation: on the ceiling, next to a naked red lightbulb, Monk plastered a 1939 letter-size portrait of Billie Holiday, white flower in her hair, hung at a canted angle. Sarah Vaughan commanded a spot on the wall; Dizzy Gillespie’s headshot hung proudly over the piano, signed “To Monk, my first inspiration. Stay with it. Your boy, Dizzy Gillespie.” Framed photos and tchotchkes took up all the available real estate atop the piano. A lone window looked out on an alleyway.


Completing this cramped collage, musicians would jockey for space between the dresser, cot, piano, and chair. Sonny and Lowell Lewis would regularly see Idrees Sulieman, Kenny Dorham, Julius Watkins, and others.54 Sonny brought along other members of the Counts of Bop, especially Jackie McLean, who lived across the street from Lewis, and Arthur Taylor, to absorb as much of Monk’s influence as they could. Others from outside their group, such as pianist Randy Weston, also joined in.55


To Sonny, Monk was “the old master painter,” and the musicians who gathered at his apartment were the canvas.56 “Monk would have what seemed to be way-out stuff at the time and all the guys would look at it and say, ‘Monk, we can’t play this stuff…’ and then it would end up that everybody would be playing it by the end of the rehearsal,” Sonny mused. “It was hard music.”57


Some sessions were more like lessons than rehearsals. Despite Monk’s admonition against using established harmonic structures, it was not as though he didn’t know the Great American Songbook. If a young musician really wanted to learn standard repertoire, Monk was the authority. “He knew the changes to all the songs,” recalled Arthur Taylor. “Like Rollins and McLean. When they want to know a song, they go to Monk’s house, and Monk can give you the right chords. When you get the chords from Monk, it’s right.… You can improvise on it or whatever you want to do, but he’ll give you the right stuff.” In performance, though, Taylor recalled, Monk would “play only his own stuff.”58


Some people heard all that dissonance in Monk’s playing and thought he didn’t know the standard tunes. But to those who knew, they heard the opposite: Thelonious broke all the rules because he knew them better than anyone. Two of Monk’s favorite mantras were “Always know” and “Play yourself.”59 His message was clear: If you didn’t “always know” the tune like the back of your hand, even the melody could sound wrong. Before you could “play yourself” on a standard, it had to become a part of you. And in order to write your own standards, you had to know all the others first. Sonny took this lesson to heart.


Later, when Sonny was asked what Monk had taught him, he said, “Nothing.” What did he learn from him? “Everything.”60


As Monk was sketching out what would come to be standards—“Ruby, My Dear,” “In Walked Bud,”61 and “Off Minor”—Sonny and his crew were some of the first to workshop these brilliant, beguiling compositions, with their intervallic leaps and dissonant resolutions, vexing rhythms and charged silences. Monk epitomized the sound of surprise.


At these after-school sessions, Monk defied his mythic public persona. “Monk was an enigmatic guy, but he was one of the best people I’ve known—completely honest,” Sonny said. “He really helped me out, took me under his wing, so to speak. He’s a beautiful person. I get so upset when people try to depict Monk as being some kind of a weird guy or a crazy guy. It’s so completely opposite from reality.”62


Monk mostly led by example, but when he did speak, he imparted his wisdom in homespun adages, some of which were later taken down by saxophonist Steve Lacy, another acolyte. “Those pieces were written so as to have something to play, and to get cats interested enough to come to rehearsal”; “A genius is the one most like himself”; “What should we wear tonight? Sharp as possible!”; “A note can be as small as a pin or as big as the world, it depends on your imagination”; “What you don’t play can be more important than what you do play”; “Just because you’re not a drummer, doesn’t mean that you don’t have to keep time”; “Pat your foot and sing the melody in your head when you play. Stop playing all those weird notes, play the melody.”63 He would often remind his protégés that “Know” was a palindrome for Monk, with the M flipped upside down. When Sonny played a phrase, he learned to examine it from all perspectives.


For Sonny, Monk’s approach to music became a secular religion. “Anything was possible with Monk,” Sonny said. “That’s why we called him the High Priest… because the spiritual element was of a high order.”64 Sonny was a monk in Monk’s temple, and everything Monkish, from the focus on the melody to the rhythmic angularity to the staccato attack to the fine threads, he absorbed into his own original style, translating San Juan Hill to Sugar Hill, piano to the saxophone. He learned the meaning of originality from one of the most original artists of the century, any century. And he learned it from an artist who had been unfairly portrayed as disconnected from reality. Nobody was realer than Monk.


“When you’re around those musicians, man, they make you understand without conversation that your story is as important as every story told,” said drummer Perry Wilson, who later played in Sonny’s band. “Sonny used to tell us stories and there was a little bit of humor in it. He’d say, ‘Monk and I, man, I could go by his house, man, and we could sit for eight or ten hours, and never say a word to each other. Be in the same room. And after ten hours, ‘Hey, man, I’m gonna cut out.’ ‘All right, Newk, I’ll see you man.’ Just that energy in the room… and you know when they got together and made some music it’s way the fuck up here. Right?… They know how to call and answer; they know how to finish each other’s sentences, so to speak.”65


At one of these rap sessions on Sixty-Third Street, Monk said, “‘Man, if there wasn’t music in this world, this world wouldn’t be shit,’” Sonny recalled. “It was sort of an oversimplification, but the way he said it, I said, ‘Wow, exactly.’” Nietzsche had said the same thing.66


For Sonny, Monk provided a sense of belonging during an alienating time in his life. He helped him become himself. As Sonny’s sound crystallized, many of Monk’s principles—melodicism, space through sound and silence, sartorial flourishes, a Sisyphean work ethic, an encyclopedic knowledge of the tradition, all of that ugly beauty—deeply informed his artistic development.


Soon, Sonny was applying his lessons with Monk to his own practice sessions. “I remember one moment that I had when I was playing with some of my friends,” Sonny said, recalling one of the many times he rehearsed with Lowell Lewis after school. “I was rehearsing with him one day and was taking a solo in which I was able to manipulate the time in a way that drew his attention. He made a remark about it, and then I realized, oh, I must really have something.”67
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In late June 1947, Sonny’s father was released from prison. The navy’s clemency rules allowed for pleas after one-third of the sentence was served; Walter had served nine months of his two-year sentence. That spring, Sonny graduated from Benjamin Franklin High School. “Most of the guys didn’t finish it, but I felt I had to finish it,” Sonny said of his high school experience.68 Arthur Taylor, for one, dropped out when he was fifteen and never looked back. Pursuing an advanced degree meant playing by the same set of rules that led to his father’s demise, so Sonny would graduate and be done with the system.


In the Franklin yearbook, every graduating senior got two or three lines next to their photo. Lowell Lewis, smiling, self-assured behind his glasses, listed his activities—band and office squad—that he intended to become a musician, and a nickname, Sweet and Low. On Sonny’s page, opposite his slightly bemused photo, is a classmate, John Reid, a member of the school orchestra, who wrote simply “Good balance for Rollins.” (Though Sonny never discussed him, they remained in touch until Reid passed away fifty years later.)69 On Sonny’s page, there was a would-be crime photographer and a lawyer, and Sonny:




WALTER ROLLINS


Musician


A second Paul Robeson70





It was an impossibly lofty goal. Sonny wouldn’t have it any other way.


As a new high school graduate, Sonny could have gone to college as his siblings had done. Many musicians of his generation joined the armed forces: saxophonists John Coltrane, Von Freeman, and Lou Donaldson all served in the navy;71 John Lewis and Kenny Clarke played in army bands together; Donald Byrd performed in an air force band. Instead, Sonny decided to enter the workforce.


Through his older brother, Sonny began working at a “place that made these little ornamental pictures of European people from the Middle Ages—queens and kings, well-dressed people and carriages. That was a good job,” he said. Along with some guys from the block on Edgecombe, he got a job in the midtown Garment District “pushing clothes through the street, going from one factory to the next.” He worked as an office courier, as a factotum at a candy factory on Canal Street, and as a runner at a hat factory, where “the people were glad to have us. When I got that job, I realized why they were glad to have us, man. You had to be on your feet all day. You had to really hustle and get that hat and take it to another part of the factory, and give it to another guy who was waiting there to do something with the felt. ‘Hat here!’ You had to go and take it up to another guy who was waiting to put the brim on. ‘I’ve got the brim!’ Another guy’s up there with the steam.… We learned what working was. I don’t think we lasted more than two days.” In addition to amplifying his legendary work ethic, these arduous full-time jobs served as a reminder of the fate that awaited him if he couldn’t make his side hustle his main hustle. “A lot of guys had nothing else, no other type of job they were capable of doing,” he said.72 Not Sonny.


So as soon as he could, he joined the American Federation of Musicians (AFM) Local 802, which had officially integrated in 1886.73 This was the musicians’ union that Miles Davis, Kenny Dorham, Thelonious Monk,74 and Bird all belonged to. It negotiated contracts with all the clubs on Fifty-Second Street. “I believe workers need the protection of a union,” Sonny later said. “I’m a big union man and I’m proud of it.”75


Soon after graduation, Sonny and Lowell Lewis applied to become members of Local 802. Lowell was first; he applied on July 3, 1947. A week later, Sonny went down to the AFM union hall in the RCA Victor Building, where he was called to appear before the Examining Committee with about thirty-five other applicants.76 That day, the younger Walter Rollins’s application was approved, and, at sixteen, Sonny was officially a professional musician. Arthur Taylor was last to join, but on December 18, 1947, he was in, too. The Counts of Bop were legit.
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Chapter 7



GOOF SQUARE


(1947–1948)


Donnellan Square sits between 149th and 150th Streets, a triangular sliver of green space fenced in and dotted with benches, separating St. Nicholas Avenue from St. Nicholas Place. On one side were Jimmy’s Chicken Shack and Luckey’s Rendezvous, where Art Tatum’s dazzling arpeggios once reverberated through the walls; on the other was the Bailey Mansion, its imperious spires bearing down on the street below. Around the block was Sonny’s apartment, and in the summer, sparrows were always singing. The square was dedicated to a fallen World War I soldier, but Sonny and his friends knew it by another name: Goof Square. This, in a sense, is where hard bop was born.
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In the summer of ’47, after Sonny graduated high school, Charlie Parker became an even more powerful influence. That summer, Bird made his first commercial recording on tenor.1 It was Miles Davis’s debut as a leader, recorded on August 14, 1947, with Davis’s tunes “Milestones,” “Sipping at Bell’s,” “Little Willie Leaps,” and “Half Nelson.” Sonny memorized Bird’s tenor solo on “Half Nelson.”2


“Bird made a deep impression on me on tenor,” Sonny said. “I heard him play it very seldom, but his ideas, his drive, the way he could create moved me very much. As soon as he started to play on tenor or alto, he’d create the complete mood and would carry everyone, including the rhythm section, along with him. That’s the mark of a true soloist.”3


Yet he carried Sonny and his friends along in other, more harmful ways. Sheila Jordan had a vivid memory of Bird on tenor and why he picked up the bigger horn. “I heard Bird play tenor. He played great, but it wasn’t his horn of choice,” she said. “The only reason,” she said, “was that he pawned his alto, and then somebody would give him a tenor, ’cause they didn’t have an alto.… He had that cunning, baffling, powerful disease of heroin addiction—and it is a disease.”4 Bird’s towering virtuosity and his deadly disease would inspire Sonny and his crew to reach the greatest heights and lowest depths.


Jackie McLean recalled Sonny’s rapid development during this period. McLean had followed Andy Kirk Jr., the most precocious of their group, to Theodore Roosevelt High School in the Bronx after Sonny graduated from Franklin. But around the time Miles Davis’s debut record came out, McLean recalled, Sonny all but vanished. In the summer of ’47, he “dropped off the scene during the entire summer and autumn.”5


Sonny hadn’t disappeared into the woodshed, but was in fact on tour for the first time. “When I was a young aspiring musician just out of high school, I got my first job away from home playing with a group in Montreal,” Sonny later wrote.6 He and Lowell Lewis were hired by trumpeter Al Bryant. Five years older and raised in Springfield, Massachusetts, Bryant was a plunger-mute specialist who went on to play with Lionel Hampton, Dizzy Gillespie, and Jaki Byard.7 “We used to go up to his house, and then we made gigs with him. It was before we really were playing with anybody else. He was one of our early people,” Sonny said. “An older guy used to drive and would drive very slow.”8 Bryant was not ego driven and never publicly touted his connection to Sonny—but his modesty belied his outsize presence on the bandstand.9 Al “was a forceful player… an extroverted player,” Sonny said. “He was a good musician then, and I always had respect for his playing.”10


When Sonny reappeared on the New York scene months later, he had gone through a metamorphosis. “His sound had been like a Coleman Hawkins on alto saxophone,” McLean said, “but when he returned late in the winter of 1948, he was more like a Charlie Parker playing a tenor saxophone.”11


Charlie Parker set the standard they all aspired to, but many of his acolytes associated Bird’s eminent brilliance with the habits he epitomized, and Sonny was among them. “We can’t talk about the musicians identified with the Hill without addressing ‘the scourge,’” Sonny said. “As everybody became addicted, each and every one of us, we ended up having something else in common. First it was music; then it became the search to satisfy our drug habits. That brought us into other spheres of hell. But… it was a shared experience.”12


What Sonny refers to as his “drug deviant years” were the result of a perfect storm.13 In 1948, two major developments shook bop: the arrival of the long-playing record, or LP, which liberated jazz musicians from the three- to five-minute playing time of 78s, and the arrival of heroin in Harlem, which had them in thrall to addiction. That year, the drug flooded the neighborhood, and the Mafia was a key player. On February 10, 1946, two days before Sonny’s father’s arrest, mob boss Lucky Luciano had his prison sentence commuted and was deported to Italy in exchange for his sub-rosa aid in the war effort. In short order, Luciano embedded himself in the Sicilian Mafia and established a drug trade with Lebanon, Turkey, and the Golden Triangle, importing opium and processing it in Italy. Luciano then used his connections in the organized-crime world to ship the heroin elsewhere in Europe and to the United States, primarily to New York. The drug hit the waterfront in New York, where it would then be cut, distributed to local dealers, and funneled into the streets with the aid of crooked cops willing to look the other way.14


“In 1948,” Sonny said, “heroin was just getting out into the neighborhoods; it was cheap and it was plentiful. That’s when I got hooked.”15


“It came on the scene like a tidal wave,” recalled Jackie McLean. “I mean, it just appeared after World War II. I began to notice guys in my neighborhood, nodding on the corner, you know, and so we all began to find out that this is what they were, they were nodding because they were taking this… thing called ‘horse.’”16


Though it was most prevalent in Central Harlem, heroin was also sold in Italian Harlem, near Benjamin Franklin High School.17 “The ethnic lines started to be crossed with the introduction of heroin,” recalled Edwin Torres. “All of a sudden, mothers of some of my friends wanted to know why their sons were stealing clothes, appliances, anything. They didn’t know what heroin was. Even hip guys like me had never seen a street junkie.”18


Soon, Harlem Hospital noticed a surge in young addicts. “The problem has become acute in recent years,” concluded one study. “It is especially noteworthy that youngsters are the ones in whom there is a dominance of symptoms.” In 1948, the hospital admitted no addicts between the ages of fifteen and twenty; by 1950, there were thirteen. In the same period, the total heroin addiction cases jumped from four to forty-two. The data was incomplete, though. Most addicts either stayed on the street or never made it to the hospital, and those who survived usually wound up in prison.19


To Sonny and his friends, it seemed to be part of living the life. “When we found out that Billie Holiday used drugs, and Charlie Parker used drugs, we figured it can’t be all bad—and maybe that’s the key to creativity,” Sonny said.20


While Sonny’s friends glorified it, the government had criminalized it and made an example of Billie Holiday. Ironically, Sonny and his friends found out about Parker and Holiday from the papers, which sensationalized their perennial battle with addiction and federal law enforcement.21 In May 1947, just as Sonny was about to graduate from high school, Lady Day was arrested by federal narcotics agents; after a very public trial, Holiday was sentenced to a year and a day at the Federal Reformatory for Women, a minimum-security prison in Alderson, West Virginia.22 Parker was arrested in June 1948 at the Dewey Square Hotel.23


More than any other opioid, heroin was so potent that exposure quickly led to addiction. Holiday’s first husband, trombonist Jimmy Monroe, got Billie hooked; Bird was driving to a gig at Charlie Musser’s Ozark Tavern in Missouri in 1936 when a tragic car accident killed bassist George Wilkerson. Bird suffered three broken ribs and a fractured spine. During his three-month recovery, the doctor prescribed a highly effective painkiller: heroin.24


To Harry J. Anslinger, the barrel-chested, bullheaded commissioner of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, heroin was the key to criminality.25 He used his media savvy and the support of William Randolph Hearst to spread the notion that marijuana induced brutal violence almost immediately upon inhaling. In 1937, his propaganda campaign led to the passing of the Marihuana Tax Act—playing on racist fears by substituting the Spanish slang term marihuana for the more commonly used cannabis—which led to more drug convictions.26 But it was still not enough to match his ambition. As the Mafia ramped up heroin production and distribution, Anslinger, who was also obsessed with investigating international organized-crime syndicates, had the department ready to crack down. The new policies and an effectively militarized narcotics bureau led to the mass incarceration of African American drug users.


In 1945, there were three times as many white heroin users as black, but Anslinger, by all accounts a virulent bigot, had devised a way to focus attention on the black minority of addicts by stoking white fears.27 With a monomaniacal obsession, Anslinger fixated on jazz musicians as emblematic of the moral turpitude he saw sweeping the nation, with heroin as the fuel behind it. For Anslinger, the enemy in the War on Drugs needed a public face, and it seemed almost no one could be better suited for his cause than Lady Day and Bird.28


Anslinger’s private notes suggest he was as opposed to jazz as Joseph McCarthy was to communism. “Music hath charms, but not this music. It hails the drug,” he wrote.29 Another note refers to the music as “a series of wild melodies and vulgar variations, that sounded like the jungles in the dead of night.”30 Anslinger kept a typewritten article detailing the effects of drug use, citing an expert’s response to the publication of Mezz Mezzrow’s Really the Blues. “Especially,” it read, “will it gather a bountiful harvest of recruits among so many of the young people who right now are prostrating themselves before the altar of jazz, swing, boogie-woogie, jive, and all the other drivel that comes only too frequently from the radios and phonographs of the nation.” The case descriptions he saved document how the legalistic language of the drug war became the dominant understanding of drug culture: probationary periods, weights, small buys, and violations.31 Complex artists were reduced to a paragraph detailing their history of drug use, their fates sealed in their rap sheets.


As drugs ripped through Harlem “like a tornado,” as Sonny would later recall, Bird of all people spoke out against drug use. As early as 1947, he did everything he could, short of quitting, to negate the myth that heroin was the source of his genius. “It all came from being introduced too early to night life,” he said in 1947. “When you’re not mature enough to know what’s happening—well, you goof.”32 Bird referred to his addiction as an “eleven-year panic” that culminated in his stay at Camarillo State Mental Hospital in California in 1946, immortalized by his song “Relaxin’ at Camarillo,” a title Dial Records founder Ross Russell insisted on despite Parker’s objection.33


“I didn’t know what hit me,” Parker said. “It was so sudden. I was a victim of circumstances.… High school kids don’t know any better. That way, you can miss the most important years of your life, the years of possible creation. I don’t know how I made it through those years. I became bitter, hard, cold. I was always on a panic—couldn’t buy clothes or a good place to live.”34


In 1949, when Parker was widely considered the “world’s greatest living jazz musician,” he said that anyone who deals heroin or gives it to kids should be shot. “Any musician who says he is playing better either on tea [marijuana], the needle, or when he is juiced, is a plain, straight liar,” he said. “When I get too much to drink, I can’t even finger well, let alone play decent ideas. And in the days when I was on the stuff, I may have thought I was playing better, but listening to some of the records now, I know I wasn’t. Some of these smart kids who think you have to be completely knocked out to be a good hornman are just plain crazy. It isn’t true. I know, believe me.”35


Despite Bird’s prodigious accomplishments, he thought of himself purely as an example of how not to be. “‘Everybody says I’m this, that and the other, but that’s not as important as maybe showing to a lot of people that I’m here for another purpose,’” Max Roach remembered him saying. “‘That’s to say, don’t throw your life away using dope and drinking and doing all this bullshit that I’m involved in, that I just can’t seem to break away from.’” Sheila Jordan recalled Bird passing the same antidrug message to her husband, pianist Duke Jordan. “He saw Duke on the couch, nodding out, and said, ‘Man, didn’t you learn anything from me?’”36


With Parker lacking the fortitude or the treatment options to kick his overwhelming habit, whether it was opiates or stimulants—dope, reefer, nutmeg, Benzedrine, alcohol—his exhortation fell on deaf ears.


The stars of the generation ahead of Sonny all seemed to be doing it: Art Blakey, who ran the weekly “Three O’Clock High” series at the Rockland Palace and Audubon Ballroom; Miles Davis, whom Lowell Lewis idolized; and Dexter Gordon, nearly seven years older than Sonny, who was altering the tenor vocabulary. Sonny met Gordon at a dance at the Hunts Point Ballroom in the Bronx soon after he got his first tenor, and Gordon’s tenor was in hock. “Dexter was strung out at the time, and I was a young cat whose mother had just bought me my brand-new tenor. He didn’t have a horn, so I lent it to him,” Sonny said. “He was already an established star; I was just a kid. But he didn’t steal my horn!”37


As a result of heroin use, some of bop’s creators were early casualties of the scourge. On April 1, 1947, trumpeter Freddie Webster, a key influence on Miles Davis they called “Web,”38 died at the age of thirty in the Strode Hotel in Chicago. Yet this early warning did not dissuade Sonny and his generation from living the life.


There were other attempts to stem the tide. In 1950, Ebony ran an editorial titled “Who Killed Bop?”—or, more accurately, what? “It is no secret that some of the younger bop musicians held the stupid opinion that to play like the really great jazzmen they had to ape their vices,” the editorial said.39


Different drugs were used at different hours. To prevent themselves from nodding off, many musicians began taking Benzedrine. “I would take Benzedrine so that I could practice… so that I wouldn’t sleep,” said Max Roach. “So did Miles. Everyone did. We didn’t want to sleep, ’cause we didn’t want to miss nothing during that period. You know, there was music 24 hours a day.”40


Marijuana was the gateway.41 “I smoked reefers before I messed around with drugs, but the feeling of heroin is so much more intense than reefers, so if you’re an impressionable kid, why there you are—you end up hooked,” Sonny recalled. “This cat first turned me on by snorting. So I tried that, man, and I got so sick, throwing up all day, that I said, ‘Oh, I’ll never do that shit again.’ But still, you go back to it, because the pressure’s so great to be one of the guys and hip; and I did it again, and probably got sick again. Then finally I didn’t get as sick. It took a while before we got into shooting.”42


For many, dope was a kind of pact between musicians and the music that nothing else mattered, that in fact the music mattered almost more than life itself. “The drugs were just a way to get into the music more, I believe,” Sonny said, “to shut out everything else but the music.”43


To Sonny and his peers, “It was our way of having something apart from a hostile society. It wasn’t us being hostile; it was a society being hostile to us, and this was our way of having our thing.”44 Yet it was a barrier that society also used against them. “It wasn’t so much the drugs themselves as much as the fact that black musicians couldn’t use drugs and get away with it,” Sonny said. “I mean, Billie Holiday was a big drug addict; but even though white artists were big drug addicts, too, they as a rule could get away with it. So black musicians felt that this was a way to penalize them more.”45


By 1948, the tide was turning and bebop was gaining some popular acceptance, but many still considered it a pariah art form. Later, in a scathing 1963 editorial, Max Roach railed against the injustices that meant that instead of celebrating America’s jazz royalty, they were degraded and dehumanized. “The royal family of ‘jazz’ is a joke. No other ‘Duke’ has ever reigned so nobly and gotten such ill and paltry (monetary) compensation. No other ‘Count’ has been so nobly used. No other ‘Lady’ has died so friendless and under such dire circumstances, (and in jail, yet). No other ‘Pres’ (ident) has been so ill abused or condemned to die so torturously slow. No other ‘King’ has been so ignobly detested by sight. Since our aristocracy is held in such low esteem, can the plebeian hope for God to save us?”46


Beyond the indignities suffered by the jazz aristocracy, even within Harlem they had not yet accepted the music that Sonny and his peers based their lives around. This became undeniably clear to Sonny at the Apollo Theater. “They would maybe be there for somebody like Erskine Hawkins’s Band or something like that… Tiny Bradshaw… Lionel Hampton, he would have the place packed,” Sonny said. “I remember feeling bad when Coleman Hawkins was there… that there weren’t a lot of people in there. That kind of hurt me a little bit. Also, when Charlie Parker was there, there weren’t a lot of people then. But then I realized that… the kind of music that they played and that I was trying to get into, it was a thing which you can’t depend on a lot of people. It might just be a small group of people who appreciate it. So you just have to not expect big houses screaming and hollering. It just wasn’t that universal a thing.”47


By the summer of 1948, the fault lines in the bop wars had only deepened. That July, a New Yorker profile of Dizzy Gillespie simply called “Bop” described bebop as a “manifestation of revolt,” with the beboppers as self-proclaimed progressives and the old guard as reactionaries. Boppers were “‘the left wing’ and their opponents ‘the right wing,’” with the “moldy figs” dismissing Sonny and his ilk as “dirty radicals” and “wild-eyed revolutionaries” relegated to the underground. “Such is the bitterness that bebop has stirred up in the jazz world that some of its detractors say that the new music is a product of heroin, cocaine, and marijuana,” read the article, “a charge that [Gillespie arranger Gil] Fuller, a college graduate of impeccable morals, denounces as ‘a gross and gratuitous libel.’”48


Heroin was not just a dangerous bop accessory, but a way to make life bearable. Sonny later explained it this way: “I think the main thing is that it’s the way you like to feel; I don’t think it makes a person play any better. I just think some people like to be high, so they feel better about what they’re doing, but actually it’s not sounding any better. And if a guy gets really messed up it can sound worse.”49


The titular character of James Baldwin’s short story “Sonny’s Blues” exemplified this. “‘It’s not so much to play. It’s to stand it, to be able to make it at all. On any level.’ He frowned and smiled: ‘In order to keep from shaking to pieces.’”50 Was Sonny Rollins the basis for Baldwin’s Sonny? Probably in part. Before writing the story, Baldwin used to listen to Rollins while living as an expatriate in Paris in the early 1950s.51


Like Baldwin’s Sonny, for a while, Rollins felt that music and drugs were inextricably linked. “The life of a jazz musician is a difficult life,” Sonny said. “You want to get to the inner spirit and sometimes you drink, or you do drugs, or you smoke a lot and you do all these things to try to get the spirit out.”52 Yet drugs were ultimately a spirit suppressant. “There was a time when I would say that I would never stop getting high because I liked it and it made me feel good,” Sonny later said, “until it began to kick my ass.”53


It was not long before the Counts of Bop were all hooked. Jackie McLean was one of the last holdouts. “The guys that I admired in my neighborhood were all doing it… Sonny Rollins, Andy Kirk Jr., Walter Bishop, Arthur Taylor, Kenny Drew, Mark Fisher,” McLean recalled. “They were all messing around, except for me and Lowell Lewis.… Consequently, we were thrown together, because those guys are very clannish, and if you’re not doing what they do, you ain’t in, ain’t going to be around them. Even when they practiced, they had rehearsals and stuff, we were lockouts. One day I went to [Lowell’s] house. He told me—he said, ‘You’re all alone, man.’ He said, ‘I went down there yesterday to Sonny’s house and tried a little of that thing. It’s happening, man. I’ll see you later.’”54


McLean was forced to play with musicians a tier below. Then he caved to the peer pressure, snorting some heroin in the bathroom at a cocktail sip. “When I got on the stage and picked up the saxophone about a half hour later, I felt very relaxed. I just felt as though I was all right.… I had no idea that it would get a grip on me at any particular time. I mean, you never think it could happen to you.”55 Immediately, Jackie was back in the inner circle. “It was like a club of Draculas,” McLean said.56


McLean started buying one-dollar caps of heroin, thinking he could use it in moderation, but soon he was buying five-dollar bags. “I started doing it over the weekends, like Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Then trying to lay off Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, like that. Slowly but surely… I begin to add on days, like Friday, Saturday, Sunday, and Monday. I would try not to do nothing Tuesday and Wednesday. Before you know it, I was doing it all the way up to Tuesday. The next thing you know, I was doing a little bit of it every day.”57 Pretty soon, they were spending all their gig money on drugs.


“There was a cat named Sonny, I know we used to cop from him,” Rollins recalled of a connection. “He used to be around 140-something Street and St. Nicholas.”58 Sometimes, they would go to a house on Hamilton Terrace where a dealer named Willie Gordon lived; they could cop any time of day or night, though usually during the day. A ten-dollar bag “would keep me high for a week,” Arthur Taylor recalled. “His stuff would put you out.” Gordon was a few years older and a “very light-skinned cat… like a gangster type. Talked gangster shit,” Taylor said, and he was known for “that strong dope.” Gordon dealt “the inside stuff from uptown. That was like the inside, ’cause this cat didn’t deal with everybody. He more or less dealt with a few choice people.”59


One of their favorite places to get high, especially in the summer, was the aforementioned Donnellan Square or, as Sonny knew it, “a little park we called Goof Square.”60 They liked it so much they wrote at least two tunes about it: Sonny’s “Goof Square” and Kenny Drew’s “Donnellon [sic] Square.”61


The Counts of Bop became the mayors of Goof Square. “We used to sit on the benches in there,” McLean recalled. “When I left my house, and I would be going out after dinner or something… that’s where I would walk to, from 158th Street all the way down there to see if anybody’s in the square. Sometimes it would be nobody. Sometimes be a lot of cats in there.” “We used to be pretty wild,” recalled Arthur Taylor. “The cats was getting high… intravenously.”62


Across the street from Goof Square was Luckey’s Rendezvous, the posh club owned by pianist Luckey Roberts. They never went in, but “would stand outside, ’cause when Art Tatum was coming up to hang out,” Taylor said, “we would all go out there and stand and look just to get a glimpse of him.”63


Sometimes they would pick up new members of the band in the square. Bassist Percy Heath, a former Tuskegee Airman, moved from Philadelphia to New York, just a block south of the square. Heath’s reputation preceded him, and soon he was in the mix with the Counts of Bop. “I could take little jobs, one nighters,” Heath said. “That’s where I would play dances, those ten-dollar gigs, with Sonny Rollins and Kenny Drew.”64


Many older musicians met them passing through Goof Square on their way to the 145th Street subway. Vocalist Earl Coleman, five years Sonny’s senior, was one. “A young tenor player by the name of Sonny Rollins came through. I said, ‘Man, he’s bad! He plays the tenor like Bird!’” he recalled. “Next, I met Jackie McLean and we all became friends right away. I call them ‘The kids up on the Hill.’ One day I called Miles and said, ‘Say, man, there are some bad little ol’ kids up here!’”65


Drummer Joe Harris, a few years older, lived in the neighborhood and often saw them congregating in the square on his way to work with Dizzy Gillespie. Harris was known as the “cleanest-living drummer in New York,” so he wasn’t using. In Goof Square, he usually saw Sonny, Arthur Taylor, Jackie McLean, Kenny Drew, Andy Kirk Jr., and Lowell Lewis shooting the breeze, and other things. “They were all sitting there, and then they were only about three or four years younger than me, so I was really in their groove,” Harris recalled, “because they hadn’t established themselves yet, but they knew me, since I was a young guy with Dizzy’s big band.”66


Harris’s employer, Dizzy Gillespie, also stayed clean. Sonny met him at the Rockland Palace when Dizzy was about thirty years old; he also saw Dizzy dance the lindy hop at “the Track”—the Savoy Ballroom.67 “I was just beginning to mature as a player and Dizzy was like a god to me,” Sonny said. “He was on such a high celestial level. He looked down and said, ‘Sonny, you’ve got big feet.’” Sonny began collecting a scrapbook, and Dizzy was a part of it. “He was always an exciting, inspirational figure to all of us.”68


Not long before, Sonny also met drummer Roy Haynes, five years older than Sonny, who’d been gigging with bandleader Luis Russell, Sarah Vaughan, and bop vocalist Babs Gonzales. “I was hearing a lot about Sonny Rollins up on the Hill,” Haynes recalled.69 One day, Sonny paid Haynes an impromptu visit with his friend, pianist Little Lenny Martinez.70 “I didn’t know that Sonny was playing an instrument until one night shortly after that visit, when I saw him with an alto at a restaurant on St. Nicholas Avenue where we used to eat after gigs on Saturday night,” Haynes said. “I said, ‘You play saxophone?’ and he said, ‘Yeah, I have a little gig.’”71


When he was not in Goof Square or down on Fifty-Second Street, he was with Harriette Acosta, his first serious girlfriend. She was a month younger than Sonny, beautiful, with a plucky persistence.72 Growing up on Edgecombe Avenue, “Harriette would always be begging for… like we had candy, and she’d be begging for it, and we said no,” recalled Doris Mason. “She said, ‘That’s all right. Every dog will have his day.’ She used to say that to us all the time.” Sonny and Harriette were young lovers in Harlem. “I had my first sexual experience with her when I was a teenager,” he said. They had a rocky romance. “If we were fighting about something, she’d come down to the place I was playing at, and I’d leave my horn there, and she’d mess up my horn,” Sonny said. “I’d come back… ‘Damn, there’s something wrong with my horn!’ ‘Oh, Harriette was here.’” As Sonny recalled, “I don’t think she was really a fan of the music. I think she was more a fan of the environment… the clubs, the musicians. She was more a fan of the scene.”73 Unlike Sonny, Harriette did not have music to support their shared habit. “She became a heroin addict, and therefore she had to become a prostitute, and therefore went through a hard, hard, hard life.” She was not a sex worker when they first met, “but that came not too long after,” Sonny said. “I’m not demeaning her in any way by saying that. What she did to get drugs… she didn’t have anything.”74 They were on again, off again for years.


In late 1948, Sonny met his next major influence—Bud Powell, then in his early twenties.75 “I think he was a genius,” Sonny said. “His improvisations were definitely on a par with Charlie Parker. If you’re thinking of the bebop style, Bud Powell was supreme. In fact, some people put him above Charlie Parker.”76 Sonny particularly liked Powell’s short but dazzling solo on the 1946 recording of Sonny Stitt’s “Good Kick.”77


Powell was a prodigy; he came close to Art Tatum technically, while assimilating the stylistic and harmonic advances of his mentor, Thelonious Monk, whose “In Walked Bud” was dedicated to him. Bud knew those pianists well; Tatum “used to take me out for a drive in his big [sky-blue] Lincoln,” Bud recalled, while he and Monk “used to hang out all day and all night at after-hour joints.”78 Sonny had heard his staggering virtuosity on Powell’s first date with Bird on the Charlie Parker’s All-Stars session recorded on May 8, 1947, alongside Miles Davis, Tommy Potter, and Max Roach.79


By 1948, Powell’s mental state had deteriorated and he had undergone extensive electroshock therapy at Creedmoor State Hospital. This was the latest treatment attempt in a series of encounters with the mental health-care system triggered by a 1945 police brutality incident that ostensibly left him brain damaged.80 No matter what traumas and injustices were inflicted on Powell at the hand of the state, though, no one could ever touch the genius he had in his fingers. “What can you say,” Sonny said, “except when he sat down and started to play, that was it.”81


It was during Powell’s stay at Creedmoor that Jackie McLean was the first of the Counts of Bop to meet Bud, after a chance encounter with his younger brother, pianist Richie Powell. McLean’s stepfather, Jimmy Briggs, who ran the numbers on the Hill, owned a jazz record store where Jackie worked the counter.82 One day, Richie came into the store wearing a housepainter’s smock. When Jackie played a Charlie Parker tune, Richie told him it was his brother on piano.83 Jackie didn’t believe him until that Sunday, when Richie took him around the corner, where Bud lived on the second floor with his mother, his partner, and their infant daughter.84 There McLean encountered a vacant-looking figure.


“I was frightened to death,” McLean recalled. “I’d never seen Bud Powell, so I didn’t know what he looked like anyway. And Bud was coming home from a mental institution on a weekend furlough. So Bud was out to lunch anyway.”85 And then the mysterious figure spoke. “‘You don’t believe I’m Bud Powell?’” said the man. “And man, I almost lost it. I said, ‘Uh, I don’t…’ He turned around and walked over to the piano and opened it, and sat down, and the minute he hit those keys, man, I said ‘Oh my god.’ Then he looked around, he said, ‘What have you got in that case?’” McLean took out his horn. “He played an introduction, and I played ‘Buzzy’ with him, and he said, ‘Hey, you can play a little bit! How old are you? And I said, ‘I’m fifteen.’ He said, ‘Oh, wait, I want my wife to see you.’… He told me that I could come down anytime.”86


Jackie was at Bud’s house every week, and soon, Arthur Taylor, Walter Bishop Jr., and Sonny were invited as well. At the time, Powell was not that well known.87 To Sonny and his band, though, Bud was a local celebrity.


Sonny referred to Powell as the “great professor of the music,” but his lessons were delivered entirely through the piano—he taught theory through practice and everything by ear. “Playing the piano, he was able to articulate so much of the bebop language, and of course we all looked up to Bud Powell. He was one of the gods,” Sonny said. “We used to go by and stand outside of Bud’s house. He lived on the second floor one flight up and we used to listen to Bud practicing.… He was like a mad genius. I mean he was like Beethoven, you know.… This cat, he was really one of the people that defined bebop.”88


Sonny and Jackie used to pass each other coming to and from Bud’s apartment. “I remember one day I was walking up, and I ran into Sonny, and Sonny said, ‘You coming from Bud’s?’ I said, ‘Yeah.’ And he said, ‘Uh-huh.’ He said, ‘Who’s the baddest, Bud or Bird?’ And I said, ‘What do you mean, man?’… He said, ‘I asked you a question. Who’s the baddest, Bud or Bird?’ I said, ‘Bird.’ And he said, ‘Yeah? You sure of that? See you later.’ And he split. And that’s when a bulb went off in my head. I said, ‘Of course, man! It’s Bud, too. The two of them! It’s like spring or fall.”89


Like Bird, Bud took them under his wing, recalled Arthur Taylor. “‘Arthur, he’s like one of my children, he’s just like Sonny and Jackie,’” Bud once said. “‘They’re my children, you know.’”90


Around this time, Sonny also met drummer Art Blakey. Blakey had a group called the 17 Messengers, a precursor to the Jazz Messengers, with Kenny Dorham, Idrees Sulieman, and bassist Ahmed Abdul-Malik. Blakey had converted to Islam and adopted the name Abdullah Ibn Buhaina or “Bu,” and many of the 17 Messengers were Muslims. Sonny was not a part of that group, but he did visit Blakey at his apartment in Harlem.91 Consistent with the ethos that would drive the Jazz Messengers, Blakey regularly welcomed new up-and-comers to 117th Street and Lenox Avenue.92 “Art was serious when he needed to be, frivolous when the situation called for it,” Sonny recalled. “We were down there one night to hang out, and there happened to be a flood in his apartment building. The rats from the basement were coming up and trying to get into Art’s bathroom. So everybody took turns with a baseball bat going into the bathroom trying to knock these rats back down to the basement.… Like a carnival game, except it was real!”93


The lessons Sonny absorbed from these giants were complemented by on-the-job training. Sonny began going to rehearsals with George Hall and His Hotel Taft Orchestra, so named for their long tenure at the hotel’s Grill Room at Fifty-First Street. Critic George T. Simon once claimed the band was “about as musical as a submerged submarine,” but Sonny was “trying to get big band experience,” he said.94 The band was mostly white, but integrated; trombonist Ferdinand Lewis Alcindor Sr., Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s father, also played with them.95


Everything Sonny learned was road-tested in the jam sessions. “It was more about the music than about becoming a household name—especially the type of music that was making the break from swing,” Sonny said. “The guys that were doing that felt marginalized anyway, so they had a community and it was a very close-knit community.” There was the Heat Wave, where Sonny saw saxophonist Lucky Thompson.96 There were the Blue Monday jam sessions at Smalls Paradise, an expansive basement club, its singing waitstaff on roller skates. For $1.25 at the door they would participate in impresario Johnny Jackson’s sessions with guest artists including Leo Parker, Serge Chaloff, Duke Jordan, Conte Candoli, Flip Phillips, and Art Blakey. Eventually, they went to the Paradise Club, where tenor saxophonist George Walker “Big Nick” Nicholas held court.97


Sometimes they would go to Brooklyn. There were the Monday sessions at the Putnam Central Club.98 There were the Friday sessions in Bedford-Stuyvesant at the Chess Club, a place run by Fred Brathwaite Sr., a close friend of Max Roach and the father of Fab 5 Freddy.99 “In those days Max Roach was like the Godfather of Brooklyn,” recalled Jackie McLean. There, they met Roach, Duke Jordan, saxophonists Ernie Henry and Cecil Payne, bassist Michael Mattos, drummer Willie Jones, Randy Weston, and Kenny Dorham, who had recently moved to the Hill with his family and started hanging out with Sonny and the band.100 Kenny was short for McKinley; Sonny knew him as “Kinney,” and they were “really tight.”101


“Sonny would come with us, and everybody would be really excited, because wherever he played he dominated. It was incredible,” said McLean.102


Though sessions were technically informal, they dressed to slay. Sonny usually wore an Ivy League suit and tie with a marcel hairdo. He sometimes pegged his pants in the style of the zoot-suiters. The conk or marcel hairstyle, which called for kinky hair to be straightened with lye, was popular at the time. “I used to go to a cat over on 145th Street near Broadway, a cat named Duke,” Sonny recalled. “He used to marcel over there. And then there was a guy who used to do Ray Robinson’s hair right down the street here.”103


Finally, Sonny felt he was ready for the legendary jam sessions at Minton’s Playhouse, where bop’s foundations were laid; it was still going strong. The club was run by saxophonist Teddy Hill and located on the ground floor of the Cecil Hotel, where musicians sometimes stayed. The sessions took place on Mondays, when Fifty-Second Street was dark, so it attracted top talent.104 Bird may not have been a presence there anymore, but his spirit persisted, and players like Gilly Coggins, trumpeter Idrees Sulieman, and tenor saxophonist Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis kept it alive. “That was church, man,” recalled Sheila Jordan of the after-hours jams at Minton’s. “You got out, it was daylight.”105


Minton’s was a no-frills kind of place; a beer was 50 cents, and top-shelf liquor was $1.50.106 It held about seventy-five people: bar in front, bandstand and tables in back.107 Sonny had a vivid memory of the brightly colored mural, depicting Charlie Christian, clarinetist Tony Scott, trumpeter Hot Lips Page, and an unknown drummer huddled together in hot pursuit of the new sound as Billie Holiday lies facedown in a brass bed, wearing a sultry red dress and nursing a hangover.108 Painted in 1948, it was still relatively new when Sonny got there. “There used to be a white cat that played clarinet named Tony Scott, and I remember that he was running the sessions there,” Sonny said.109 It was a cutthroat scene, and weak players might call a familiar tune only to be weeded out when the band played it in an unfamiliar key. “If you were playing a gig and weren’t cutting it,” Sonny recalled, “they might leave you alone on the bandstand.”110


Between the jazz aficionados mixed in with the tap dancers, hustlers, and pimps, Sonny never knew who was listening.111 One night in the fall of 1948, a promoter in the audience approached him. “You want to come up to play intermission at this club up in the Bronx?”112 He was referring to the Club 845, which opened in 1945 in the Morrisania section.113 It had a semicircular bar, plastic-covered seats, and an elevated stage.114 At the 845, Johnny Jackson, who also ran the sessions at Smalls, hosted a “Matinee Jam Session” on Sundays from four to nine for $1.50 at the door. “Miles Davis would be there, Eddie ‘Lockjaw’ Davis, Dexter Gordon, Bud Powell,” Sonny said. “The big boys were there.” And Sonny was hired to play during their set breaks.115


For Sonny’s gig at the 845, he brought a trio.116 On this particular Sunday, twenty-two-year-old Miles Davis happened to be on the bill. “We played intermission, and Miles was one of the stars… with the main group, and Miles heard me playing, and said… ‘Sonny, I want you to join my band.’… I said, ‘Yeah, of course.’”117


There was another reason the gig at Club 845 was memorable. “I’ll never forget that night, because I never got paid for that job,” Sonny said. “The guy ran out without paying me my money. Of course, it turned out great because I had a chance to meet Miles.”118


Sonny and Lowell Lewis dug Miles from the moment they heard him solo on Parker’s “Billie’s Bounce.” Miles could play fast, though not as fast as Parker, and, perhaps partially in response to the speed of Bird and Diz, emphasized lyricism over virtuosity. “I thought it was very interesting that Miles Davis played a slightly different role than the great Dizzy Gillespie,” Sonny said. “Whereas Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker were sort of doing the same in a sense… Miles came up with a contrasting way of playing.”119


It was more a deliberate stylistic choice than a response to creative limitation. “I heard Miles Davis and Fats Navarro get into it one night at Birdland, and boy, I’m telling you, Miles was playing like Fats,” Sonny recalled. “They played some high note passages and everything. Fats’s articulation was like a machine gun playing. It was marvelous to behold.… A lot of people liked Fats better than anybody.”120 Miles could never beat Fats at his own game, so he changed the rules.


Sonny idolized Miles. “He was a god,” Sonny said, “but he was only four years older than I, which is why I think my relationship with him was more like one of a peer.”121


Sonny kept an undated draft of a letter that underscores the life of extreme highs and lows they were living.122 Sonny supported his friends who tried to kick the habit, even if he did not intend to himself at the time. The drug threatened to eclipse the music, but for Sonny, it never would.






Dear Don,





I heard that you were in town. Instead of you getting in touch with me you and Normy didn’t even come by. Whether or not you had any stuff or not you could have dropped by and said hello. Speaking of stuff I wanted Norm to cop for me that night because my connection had been busted and he froze after I had did him a good turn like that not more than a week before. Good luck to you in your kicking. Hoping to see you soon.




Sonny Rollins123








Written on music manuscript paper, on one side was the letter, on the other a handwritten lead sheet for “Darn That Dream.”124


“We both went through bad times,” said Jimmy Heath of Sonny, whom he met during this period. “We got through it… and that’s a gift from God, because a lot of our friends died… early.”125


Lowell Lewis and Andy Kirk Jr. would not make it to the other side of the scourge.126 Far on the other side, four decades later in 1993, Heath would arrange “Darn That Dream” for Sonny’s Old Flames, and they would perform it at Carnegie Hall. But they would go through hell to get there.


126















Chapter 8



PROFESSOR BOP


(1948–1949)


When Sonny registered with the Selective Service two weeks after his eighteenth birthday, he was still living at home.1 He was six feet tall, soon to be six-foot-one, 180 pounds, and fit, but he would do whatever he could to avoid the draft. “When the Second World War came I had to go down to Whitehall Street to be examined for the Army,” Sonny recalled. “I was already profoundly alienated from American society, to the extent that I did not want to go. We put pinpricks in our arms so we could say that we were drug addicts and be exempted. I guess the ordinary American kid was glad to fight in World War Two. But I was so alienated that I did not want to fight for this country.”2


On his Selective Service form, he listed his occupation as “Musician” but claimed he was “unemployed.” Soon, though, that would change. Sonny was still booking twelve-dollar cocktail sips and small clubs with the Counts of Bop. In November 1948, he was backing crooner Carl Van Moon with Kenny Drew and Arthur Phipps at Tondaleyo’s Melody Room, which had just opened above Bowman’s earlier that fall, billed as “Sonny Rawlings” with “the latest progressive jazz and bebop.”3 He learned to project while working with rhythm-and-blues groups: guitarist Jimmy “Baby Face” Lewis and trumpeter, vocalist, and bandleader Milton Larkin, who came from Houston and helped codify the “Texas tenor” sound. Yet some of Sonny’s gigs could hardly have been more wholesome. On Monday, December 27, 1948, he performed at the Audubon Ballroom with “John Stoney’s Big Band featuring Sonny Rollins” at a function billed as a “Yule-Tide Frolic,” where frolickers danced the applejack and the bop.4


Gradually, they started getting called to go on the road. “I think Kenny Drew was the first guy that began playing with other people that were really traveling,” Sonny recalled. “We were getting picked off by the older musicians who began recruiting us.”5


One of the first to hire Sonny was Roy Haynes, who used him on a Sunday-afternoon dance gig at the Audubon Ballroom with Kenny Dorham.6 Then Art Blakey began using him in pianoless trio gigs with bassist Curly Russell at Birdland.7 Sonny would don a white dress coat, but he had no compunction about breaking a sweat. Pianist Paul Bley was at the Open Door in the Village for one of these pianoless trio gigs when Sonny and Blakey got into a game of one-upmanship. “Blakey’s forte,” Bley recalled, “was playing thirty choruses, each one louder than the next. Rollins knew this and started climbing slowly with Blakey until they got to the top of Art’s volume. Then Sonny climbed about twenty more choruses volume-wise.”8


The older musician who gave Sonny his first taste of the road, though, was Babs Gonzales.9 Babs was only twenty-nine when they met, but he had a lifetime of experience. He was a hip-hop forefather, small-time hustler, onetime drug pusher, and the self-proclaimed “Creator of the Be-Bop Language.”10 Later on, when Babs self-published Movin’ on Down de Line, one of his two memoirs, he reserved what may have been his highest praise for Sonny: “He’s cool.”11


“Babs heard about me through the grapevine—well here’s this young guy that really sounds good,” Sonny later recalled. “So he approached me, actually.”12


Gonzales took a syncopated path before he wandered into Goof Square. Born Lee Brown, he grew up in Newark, where he graduated salutatorian of his class at the famed Newark Arts High School, where Ike Quebec, Sarah Vaughan, and Wayne Shorter got their start.13 He could also play piano and drums, but ultimately settled on the voice as his instrument of choice—as much wordsmith as tunesmith.14 He was a little guy with a loud voice and even coined his own term to describe himself: expubident.15 Babs had made it by age twenty, when, in 1939, he formed a sextet with Dizzy Gillespie and Don Byas. In 1941, he did a six-month stint with Charlie Barnet. While on the road with Barnet, Babs changed his name to Ricardo Gonzales and quickly picked up enough Spanish to pass.16 After his hustle got him in trouble with a Harlem gang, Babs bought a one-way ticket to Hollywood. He bought a turban and went by the name Ram Singh, figuring correctly that he would face less discrimination. After stints as a wardrobe attendant at a Beverly Hills country club and as Errol Flynn’s chauffeur, in 1943, he organized a vocal group in Los Angeles with Nadine Cole, Nat’s first wife, and composed the hit “Oop-Pop-a-Da.”17 Before leaving Hollywood, Babs claimed, Ava Gardner replaced their signature tam berets with four novelty hats that she had crocheted herself.18


Originally in the mold of Billy Eckstine, Babs soon sought to translate the lightning-fast, chromatic language of bebop into vocals. He was one of the first practitioners of what would later be known as vocalese—putting lyrics to complex musical phrases. The style built on the nonsense syllables of Leo “Scat” Watson’s Spirits of Rhythm and Slim Gaillard, but it was Babs who really codified bebop vocals and slang.19 In 1945, he opened at Minton’s with his new group, Three Bips and a Bop, conceived as “a vocal bridge to the people.”20 A four-week gig turned into nearly a year. Despite the fact that there was still “no bread” in bop, Babs successfully built a reputation as a bop iconoclast; the Bips were even invited to perform at Carnegie Hall.21


To the bebop scene, “Babs was like a Walter Winchell; he was a news reporter about music,” said saxophonist Lou Donaldson. “He knew everything about musicians—where they played, where they came from… their girlfriends. Anything you wanted to know, he could tell you.”22 Via his Expubidence Publishing Co., he printed and self-distributed his Be-Bop Dictionary and History of Its Famous Stars, known to some as the jive “boptionary,” a slang lexicon in the tradition of Cab Calloway’s Hepster’s Dictionary (1938) and Gaillard’s Vout-o-Reenee Dictionary (1946). Unlike Sonny’s heroes, Babs did not hesitate to define bop: “Hundreds of people have asked me to define Be-Bop. The only answer your author has is, ‘Be-Bop is symphony with a modern beat.’”23 Yet like many of his peers, Babs preferred the term progressive music. In a 1949 editorial, he opined that “bop has been a dominating factor toward racial harmony, not only among musicians and show-people, but also among the general following. Therefore, a lot of biased critics and writers have always panned it.”24


Gonzales was always living large or flat broke, but from Babs, Sonny got his first up-close lesson in controlling his own business. Even though some claimed that Babs’s business practices were at best shady, he called for more financial literacy so artists could liberate themselves from exploitative industry practices.25 He was litigious when record labels ripped him off, and he had an effective line for club owners who didn’t pay up: “Get my bread or I take your head.”26 When Sonny met him in 1949, Gonzales claimed his ambition was to bring up the next generation by imparting his “knowledge of what’s really happening so they can be prepared to pay their dues.”27


He didn’t have to look hard to find Sonny: Babs lived within spitting distance of Goof Square, at the Douglas Hotel.28 Furthermore, Babs had already used Sonny’s older friends Arthur Phipps and Roy Haynes on record dates, so one way or another, he would have come across Sonny. Sonny recalled the Douglas as a “show-business hotel.”29 It accommodated “transient, single or couple By Day or Week.” Babs fit into all of those categories, depending on the time of day. Charlie Parker stayed with him once, and walked off with a few of his suits, but Bird always paid him back.30


Almost immediately, the association with Babs led to Sonny’s recording debut, which, as it happened, was on a major label.31 Since the early days of the bebop generation, the art form had gone from an underground movement to the lingua franca of cool, and Capitol Records music director Paul Weston wanted to hop on the bop bandwagon. The transition from swing to bop was complete—what was once perceived as a threat to the status quo was now seen by the establishment as a source of profit. Stan Kenton arranger Pete Rugolo, the label’s bop talent scout, signed Babs to a one-year contract in early January 1949, alongside a raft of talent—Lennie Tristano; Miles Davis, who would record the first tracks from Birth of the Cool; Tadd Dameron; and vocalist Dave Lambert.32


Babs asked Sonny to be on his first record for Capitol, with horn arrangements by J. J. Johnson. “I wanted to try something different so I went into rehearsal with a nine-piece group,” Babs wrote. In addition to Johnson, he hired trombonist Bennie Green, pianist Linton Garner (Erroll’s brother), drummer Jack “the Bear” Parker, bassist Arthur Phipps, saxophonist Art Pepper (under the pseudonym Jordan Fordin), and “a new cat from on my block uptown, ‘Sonny Rollins’ on tenor. While rehearsing, one day a cat with a ‘French Horn’ named ‘Julius Watkins’ came by so I eased him in too. (Why not?)”33


On January 20, 1949, at the age of eighteen, Sonny made his recording debut. They recorded two sides: “Capitolizing,” an onomatopoeic tune full of “boopareenees,” signifying on the mutual capitalizing between Babs and Capitol, with the label of course taking the lion’s share of the profits, and “Professor Bop,” a humorous vocalese paean to the rise of bop.


The record’s personnel list used Babs’s bop slang, listing the trombones as “Bones,” Linton Garner’s guitar as “Box,” and Jack “the Bear” on “Tubs.”


The two songs have the two most common chord progressions in bebop. “Professor Bop” is an altered rhythm changes, a common thirty-two-bar song form based on Gershwin’s “I Got Rhythm.”34 Babs gave Sonny only sixteen bars for his solo—half a chorus—splitting the rest of the solo time with Bennie Green, Johnson, and Watkins, though Sonny made it count, playing with a rhythmic flair and creating a cohesive lyrical statement. “Capitolizing” is an up-tempo twelve-bar blues, with a melody or “head” emphasizing the tritone or “devil’s interval.”35 Sonny played two choruses, with Babs singing background vocals on the second. Sonny’s sound was big and resonant like Hawkins, if not as polished as it would later become. Bird’s influence was clear, especially in the phrasing and harmonic language, but Sonny managed to hold his own opposite the track’s other soloists, Johnson and Watkins.


On both solos, Sonny had under a half minute to get in and get out; this required an economy of language and a grace under pressure while improvising. In order to play long later in his career, he first had to learn to play short.36 Babs singing syncopated scat backgrounds under his thirty-second solo would be enough to ruffle the feathers of most eighteen-year-olds. But Sonny kept his cool.


The record got favorable reviews. “Capitolizing is Babs at his best,” read the May 1949 Metronome appraisal.37 Sonny was not happy with his performance, though, beginning a lifelong tendency toward the harshest self-criticism. “It sounded very derivative,” Sonny later said of his solo work. “It was very much in Charlie Parker’s bag. It was sort of, ‘Hey, who’s that? Wait a minute, is that me?’”38


With his star on the rise after his Capitol debut, Babs played a show at New York’s Town Hall and appeared on television on Perry Como’s Chesterfield Supper Club. When a certain “great impresario” approached him to ask about joining a tour—most likely Norman Granz’s Jazz at the Philharmonic—Babs “told him ‘coloredly’ what to do with his gig,” after “he had ‘drug’ me like I was ‘dirt’ a year earlier.”39 This was to Sonny’s benefit; if Babs had joined the tour, Sonny would have missed out on a whole series of gigs.


Instead, Babs cut out the middleman and organized his own tours.40 After getting a settlement from RCA-Victor for a protracted copyright infringement lawsuit over “Oop-Pop-a-Da,” Babs was left with $2,700 and bought a Ford. He began renting concert halls in Connecticut or New Jersey “for thirty or forty dollars,” he recalled, and hired someone to advertise the show for a 10 percent cut. He would then assemble a quintet in New York, cram them all into his car, and play for two consecutive weekends.41


Though Sonny was uncowed by established musicians like Dexter Gordon and Fats Navarro, whom Gonzales also hired, he considered it a learning opportunity. Navarro “had so much command, and his technique… was so outstanding.”42


Fats Navarro was born in Key West and came up in territory bands along with stints with Billy Eckstine and Andy Kirk, where he was in the trumpet section with future collaborator Howard McGhee.43 Fats was the influence on a young trumpeter neither he nor Sonny had yet met: Clifford Brown. By the time he was squeezing into Babs’s Ford, Navarro had performed and recorded with some of Sonny’s idols: Coleman Hawkins, Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis, Illinois Jacquet, and Dexter Gordon. He was known as Fats, Fat Boy, or Fat Girl, due to his waistline and high voice, though he had already begun to dissipate due to his heroin addiction.44


On April 27, 1949, Sonny was back in the studio on another Gonzales date for Capitol, with Wynton Kelly, Bruce Lawrence, and Roy Haynes in the rhythm section. The front line was J. J. Johnson, flautist Alberto Socarrás, violinist Ray Nance, Babs on vocals, and bandleader Don Redman on soprano saxophone. “The great Don Redman—that was something, to cross that historical line,” Sonny said.45 The group recorded “Real Crazy,” “Then You’ll Be Boppin’ Too,” “St. Louis Blues,” and “When Lovers They Lose,” an original Gonzales ballad. Sonny plays brief solos on all but the ballad, with Haynes goosing him with his signature “Snap Crackle” sound. On “You’ll Be Boppin’,” Babs sets up Sonny’s solo with an ensemble quote of the melody to “Flying Home,” but just as Jacquet did when he played the famous solo, Sonny goes for himself.46


Sonny’s brief turn on wax sent a ripple through a small but vocal subculture. The ears of Ira Gitler, a young jazz fan, critic, and soon-to-be record producer, pricked up. “His reputation actually predates that first studio visit,” Gitler wrote. “It began in his Harlem neighborhood and filtered down to midtown jazz circles. Other musicians began to talk about him and so did the kind of listeners who seemed to be on all the scenes in those days. They mentioned his name with the kind of implied message that said ‘something’s happening’ without actually spelling it out.”47


Savoy producer Teddy Reig also took note of Sonny. Reig was thirty, a Harlem-born, Brooklyn-bred freelance jazz producer, promoter, and full-time hustler with an ear for bop.48 He was a snappy dresser who looked sort of like a Jewish Fats Waller and was “tall in the belt,” in his own euphemism.49 He covered the scene in Manhattan and Brooklyn and knew every scheme in the book, but regardless of his methods, he made good records. And according to a future colleague, Teddy was “crazy about Sonny Rollins.”50


On May 11, 1949, Reig was at Harry Smith Studios by Times Square recording J. J. Johnson’s Boppers,51 with pianist John Lewis (fresh off of arranging Miles Davis’s Birth of the Cool sessions), bassist Gene Ramey, drummer Shadow Wilson, and Sonny. Less than a year earlier, Bird had recorded “Parker’s Mood” in the same studio. Johnson had developed the virtuosic technique to translate Charlie Parker’s harmonic language, as well as the streams of eighth notes and double-time lines, to the trombone. It was near impossible with a slide instrument, but Johnson could make the trombone sound the way crushed velvet felt.52


The saxophone was better suited to what would one day be called “sheets of sound,” but the trombone was closer to human speech. Johnson could do both, with style.53 Johnson strove to bring the lyricism of Lester Young to the trombone, he said. A Pres solo “started someplace, it went someplace, and it ended someplace; and all of the places that it started and went were wonderful and articulate… it’s like speech… placing, using, and choosing the right words to go with other words.” To Sonny, Pres “would be more of a guy who was singing than speech,” he later said. “In a sense, I play in a speech-like way.” If Sonny was a speech-like player, would a solo replicate verbal repartee on the stand? “No, it would not,” Sonny explained. “If anything, it would come the other way around.”54


Whereas Johnson brought a peerless fluidity to his articulation on an instrument prone to choppy phraseology, it was more natural for saxophonists to slur their “words.” Sonny, on the other hand, imposed an artificial impediment, forcing himself to tongue almost every note, even at great speed, bringing a crisp, trombone-like articulation to the saxophone.55 Critics used to the prevailing legato tenor style of Georgie Auld or Stan Getz would describe Sonny’s clipped notes and “tendency to reed squeaks” as “undistinguished” or “poor,”56 but it was in reality a distinctive and technically challenging rhythmic vocabulary still early in its development. Like a trombonist, who needed the deliberate intentionality to coordinate slide and embouchure to “speak,” Sonny’s syncopated runs were not just in his fingers, which in lesser players had a way of getting ahead of the mind’s ear as they flew up and down the body of the saxophone—he too was speaking. His elusive style of phrasing, impossible to transcribe with any degree of rhythmic accuracy,57 was akin to moving from the undifferentiated wail of vowel soup to a soliloquy of fricatives and glottal stops. This propensity for a speech-like style is in part why throughout Sonny’s career, so many of his interlocutors were brass players—and J. J. Johnson was one of the first.58


“Sonny Rollins was a very outgoing, fun person,” Johnson recalled. “Sonny had his own way of playing, his own style of playing that really caught our fancy, and it was just great just to be involved in his… bursting onto the scene. And burst onto the scene he did.”59


Johnson gave Sonny the opportunity to record his first compositions. Of the four tunes they recorded, two were Sonny’s. “Audubon” takes its name from the Audubon Ballroom, and perhaps Audubon the ornithologist in a sly reference to Bird.60 The other was a blues: “Goof Square.” Also on the session were Johnson’s “Bee Jay,” another twelve-bar blues, and Jimmy McHugh and Dorothy Fields’s “Don’t Blame Me,” taken as a medium-ballad trombone feature.


Though this was the first recorded evidence of Sonny the composer, he had already been writing for years. “Everything is really about setting things up for me to improvise on,” Sonny said. “I loved melody, so I always had melodies in my mind.”61


On “Aubudon,” Sonny took just one chorus; the other tunes had shorter forms, so he took three choruses each on “Bee Jay” and “Goof Square.” His harmonic vocabulary is still mostly in the Bird mold, but his sound is eminently Sonny Rollins. The Johnson quintet recorded multiple takes that day, of which two survive for “Audubon,” three for “Goof Square,” and two for “Bee Jay.” The consummate improviser even then, Sonny hardly repeats himself in each take.


Multiple takes were not unusual for Savoy. “You may notice that there were a lot of good extra takes from the Savoy sessions. That was Mr. Lubinsky being cute,” Reig said of Herman Lubinsky, the founder of Savoy.62 “He knew he could eventually cash in on all those takes he didn’t pay for. That’s why he would often tell us, ‘I don’t like that, let’s do something else.’ As the years went by, he accumulated extra tunes. He was a shrewdy.” Reig later elaborated: Lubinsky was a “gonif and without a doubt the cheapest bastard on the planet.”63


Two weeks later, on May 26, 1949, Sonny returned to the studio with Johnson’s Boppers, this time for a session produced by another early fan of Sonny’s, Bob Weinstock.64 The tyro producer was a larger-than-life eccentric—in his waistline, his thick New Yorkese, and his passion for the jazz business. He grew up in a Jewish family on the Upper West Side, the son of a shoe salesman.65 His father and uncle, who sold chemicals to the film industry, supported his passion for jazz, and when he was still a teenager, Weinstock started selling records out of his parents’ apartment by placing ads in Record Changer magazine.66 In January 1949, when he was only twenty, Weinstock branched out into producing records, recording the Lennie Tristano Quintet and selling 78s for seventy-nine cents under his fledgling New Jazz label, a precursor to Prestige.67


For the May 26 session, Johnson expanded his quintet to a sextet, with Kenny Dorham on trumpet, John Lewis on piano, Leonard Gaskin on bass, and Max Roach on drums. “I met Max, but I wasn’t hanging out or anything with Max, because I was just a new kid on the block,” Sonny recalled. “It was just great to meet him.… I just made a record with him, but… he was way above my pay grade.”68


They recorded four tunes: “Elysees,” “Opus V,” “Fox Hunt,” and Sonny’s composition “Hilo,” another twelve-bar blues.69 The 78 with “Hilo” and “Opus V” marked Sonny’s first substantive mention in Down Beat, but it was damningly indifferent. “Six well-known boppers play two middling good sides,” read the review in the September 9, 1949, issue. “Tenor man Rollins, credited with scoring Hilo, solos to no great effect, while Kenny Dorham’s trumpet solo, as always, starts out well, ends up without climax due to the lack of force and authority in his phrasing and attack.”70 It established what would become a pattern of early critical rebuke for Sonny in the pages of jazz’s publication of record.
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As Sonny’s career gained momentum, Fifty-Second Street was at the end of a long decline. The Street had gone through a “jazz drought” that began in 1947, and according to an article in Down Beat, other than Jimmy Ryan’s, one of the only stalwart clubs, “the rest of the joints tossed out the tooters and brought in strippers.”71 Bop City opened in mid-April 1949,72 but even there, bop was hardly featured.73 That May, the Royal Roost closed.74 Attempts to bring bop to the Village stalled. By the end of 1949, the Clique Club would become Birdland, named in honor of Parker and known as the “Jazz Corner of the World,” and there bop flourished.75 There were still plenty of places to play, and a growing audience with a voracious appetite for the music, though still little money to be had.


The Three Deuces reopened on July 14, 1949,76 and by Tuesday, August 2, Sonny was playing there as part of Leonard Feather’s “Tuesday Nite Bop Sessions,” where bebop was alive and well.77 “Believe me when I tell you that when I arrived—at a mere 10:45 p.m.—I couldn’t get in myself!” wrote a New York Age columnist. “Fortunately, Leonard plowed a way through the mob for me, and though I couldn’t possibly get a table, at least I stayed long enough to realize why these affairs are such hits.”78 The reason was self-evident: Sonny, Miles Davis, Buddy DeFranco, Bud Powell, Max Roach, Tommy Potter, John Lewis, and Charlie Parker were all there on the same night.


On August 9, 1949, a week after the Three Deuces session, Sonny had an opportunity to record with Tommy Potter and Bud Powell, for Bud’s Blue Note debut. Powell, now twenty-four, had been in and out of Creedmoor, where he was subjected to more electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) treatments. On April 16, 1949, he was discharged as an outpatient, pending continued sobriety and mandatory monthly check-ins at the hospital.79 However, Powell began using heroin again. He was performing with Fats Navarro, and making brilliant music, but Navarro’s heroin addiction had begun to take a serious toll.


At this time, Sonny had one of the more harrowing experiences of his life. Soon after Bud came back on the scene, he and Sonny went to shoot up on the roof of a tenement building. So soon after his most recent hospitalization, Bud had not rebuilt his tolerance for the drug. Yet there they were, “with the needles and all of this paraphernalia,” Sonny recalled. “I was younger than Bud, so I was okay, but after Bud took his, he passed out. I ended up cradling his head and trying to get him to revive. My whole life came before me and, God, ‘if Bud Powell dies and he and I are together using drugs’—it was just a nightmare scenario.” No one was there to help, so Sonny turned to prayer, and “as providence would have it, he came back to consciousness.”80


So Bud Powell lived to play again and, as fate would have it, to record with Sonny. That July, Alfred Lion and Francis Wolff paid Bud a house visit. Lion and Wolff, whom some musicians called the “Animal Brothers,”81 though they were unrelated, were German Jews who lived on the same street in Berlin. They escaped Nazi Germany, immigrated to the United States, and founded Blue Note Records together. Saxophonist Ike Quebec, who acted as an informal A&R (artists and repertoire) representative for the label, recommended Thelonious Monk and Bud Powell. In 1947, Blue Note had recorded Monk, and in 1949, they finally got the chance to record Bud.


Bud began teaching Sonny and Jackie McLean the music that would be on the record. There were two tunes recorded with the Be-Bop Boys, a quintet led by Sonny Stitt and Kenny Dorham in 1946, “Bouncing with Bud” by Powell and Gil Fuller, originally known as “Bebop in Pastel,” and Powell’s “Wail,” originally known as “Fool’s Fancy.”82 They also rehearsed Powell’s “Dance of the Infidels,” an altered twelve-bar blues with an intro culled from Prokofiev’s Love for Three Oranges, and “52nd Street Theme” by Bud’s mentor, Thelonious Monk.


Jackie worked hard to learn the material, but Bud leveled with him. “‘Look, Jackie, you won’t be on this record date,’” McLean recalled him saying. “‘Not this one. You’re not quite ready yet, you know?… It’s okay.’”83


Sonny was excited to record with the other Professor Bop and his sidemen as Bud Powell’s Modernists: Fats Navarro, bassist Tommy Potter, and drummer Roy Haynes. “Very fast company,” Sonny said. “The top of the line.”84


Yet it took Alfred Lion time to catch on to bop. “I didn’t dig it all the way. I’m sorry, I didn’t, and I’m not the only one who didn’t,” Lion recalled. He was a nonmusician who could never read a note but “went by my ears and by my feeling.” In part, it was Monk and Bud Powell who opened his ears to bop. “Ike [Quebec] and I went to see Monk, and when I heard him I keeled over,” Lion recalled. “I said, ‘That guy’s so different. Everything is different—the compositions, the beat.’ I loved him, and that’s how we started with Monk and bop. Then Bud came up the same way. He was fantastic, and I went for that.”85


In contrast with other label owners, Lion paid for rehearsal time. “I didn’t care about overtime. I didn’t care about how much money it cost me. I wanted to get the thing right. So I never rushed them into the studio and rushed them out,” he said. “When we went into overtime—which was double for everybody and triple for the leader—forget all this, let’s make the records, right? The musicians didn’t do it just for the money. They wanted to do it right, too.”86 The money wasn’t much; at around this time, union scale for a three-hour session was eighty dollars for the leader and forty dollars per sideman, with any overage going into double time.87 But the record would sound great.


At one point during the Powell session, Sonny made a mistake he never forgot. “Bud looked over at me… I mean, he really gave me a look,” Sonny said. “That was the last time I made that mistake—I played it perfectly after that.” But Sonny also inspired Bud. “There was this riff he played in one of his songs, and he said, ‘Hey, Sonny, I got that from you—hahaha.’”88


The quintet arrived at WOR Studios in Times Square, probably in the wee hours of the morning.89 “I always liked to record late at night,” said Lion. “I never liked to record during the day because I feel better at night, and I know the musicians are more with it at night.”90 As always, Francis Wolff photographed the session. For his Blue Note debut, Sonny dressed to impress; even though only the producers, engineer, and fellow musicians would see him in the studio, he always made sure to look his best for a recording session. He wore black-and-white gingham pants, a black leather belt, a loose-fitting button-down, and a silver wristwatch. Navarro wore a baggy short-sleeve button-down with the first few buttons undone. He’d already begun to lose weight, but you would never know it from the size of his sound. Roy Haynes wore a white fleece shirt and sunglasses. Bud kept it casual in a dark T-shirt and slacks.91


With the exception of “52nd Street Theme,” of which only one take survives, they recorded at least two takes of the other three tunes. On “Wail,” a fast rhythm changes, Sonny was tasked with playing the first solo, leaving him no time to recover after the head, but he played one of his most inspired to date. The arrangement of “52nd Street Theme,” another rhythm changes, is taken even faster, but Sonny locks in with Haynes, playing breathless lines of eighth notes. Bud remains the star of the session—sometimes singing in unison as he solos—but Sonny is given a solo spot on every tune. Sonny was speaking the language his own way, not like Bird, Hawkins, Byas, or Pres, but a synthesis that was sui generis—like Sonny.


Other saxophonists on the scene quickly took note. “When I heard Sonny on that record, you know, that was startling, because his rhythmic concept was so strong,” said Jimmy Heath. “His rhythmic concept, the way he put his lines together rhythmically, was attractive to everybody that heard it.”92


Down Beat didn’t hear it, though, writing of “Bouncing with Bud”/“Wail,” “Both sides are distinguished mainly by the presence of a Mr. Fats Navarro,” with not a word about Sonny. Metronome was damning with faint praise. “Sonny solos vigorously, Fats and Bud are good,” read the review, adding that “Fats’ tone is rounder than ever, Sonny’s is poor.” But the small community of serious jazz fans knew that a new voice had arrived. “In the short span of eight months,” wrote Ira Gitler, “Rollins served notice on the jazz world at large that he was an emerging force.”93


In the summer of ’49, Sonny had another opportunity to play in Miles Davis’s band, with Roy Haynes on drums, at the club Soldier Meyers in Brooklyn.94 Located in Brownsville, the club was run by a Jewish former lightweight boxer, army veteran, and Coney Island concession worker; Soldier Meyers was his boxing name. His son Norby Walters was a jazz buff and convinced him to start presenting bebop. In short order, they presented Thelonious Monk, Stan Getz, Lester Young, and Miles Davis, who decided to recruit someone from the Counts of Bop. Even though many considered Andy Kirk Jr. the strongest player in the group, Miles enlisted Sonny. “All of them used to look up to Andy Kirk Jr.,” Miles recalled. “[Illinois] Jacquet said, ‘Wait till you hear Andy Kirk Jr.’ But I said, ‘Newk is enough.’”95


Soon, consensus began to emerge that Sonny had eclipsed Kirk. One day that summer, Kirk came to Jackie McLean’s house in a state; he had heard Sonny with Miles in Brooklyn the previous night and insisted that McLean go and check it out.96




It was a hot August night, I’ll never forget… burning up… humid… hot, you know, coming out of the subway, walking down the street towards the club. And the door of the club was open. And I listened. I said ‘Oh, man, Bird is sittin’ in with them!’ Just listening, you know.… I didn’t even think of Sonny, because the last time I had heard Sonny he sounded, you know, very much like Coleman Hawkins.… And I got to the door and there Sonny was, man, standing out there in front of the mic, playing.… It just turned everybody around.97





Sonny’s development shook Andy Kirk Jr. to the core. “It drove Andy nuts,” McLean said. “Andy just stopped playing and started getting real… like a derelict, you know, not taking care of himself.… I just said, ‘So, I gotta get into Sonny’s band.’”98


Playing with Miles gave Sonny an early sense of validation. “Miles was the guy that brought me out of my shell in certain ways,” Sonny later said. “I felt that I couldn’t really play as well as certain other guys that were big at that time and Miles said ‘No man, you can do it. That’s why I have you instead of some other guy.’”99


Later that year, Sonny connected with another influential trumpeter. In December 1949, he played a series of shows with thirty-year-old Howard McGhee at the New Chancellor in Utica. Billed as McGhee’s All-Star Boptet, the entire band at the time was part of Sonny’s crew: Sonny, Kenny Drew, Percy Heath, and Arthur Taylor. It was Arthur Taylor’s first gig on the road.100 McGhee, often stylized Maggie, was once described by Metronome as “the middle-register virtuoso,” and was one of the key voices in the early days of Minton’s.101 McGhee could run changes with the best of them, but he also had a gentle side. “I used to go all out to excite people, but I believe that pretty music is just as important,” he later said. “I think that music without beauty ain’t sayin’ too much.”102


Utica had a thriving industrial economy and a population of about a hundred thousand, and musicians from Fats Waller to Billie Holiday included it as a stop on the way to or from New York.103 When McGhee and the band arrived at the Hamilton Hotel in Utica, it was so cold that they had to leave the hot water running to heat the room. There may not have been a bathroom in the hotel room, but there was definitely a sink. “I had to turn the hot water on. Fortunately, there was hot water, and that hot water provided the heat, and you can imagine it wasn’t much, but it was essential. That’s how cold it was,” Sonny said. “I’ll never forget that.”104 Sonny learned quickly that on the road, you had to be prepared for anything.


On the bandstand, though, Maggie brought the heat. The New Chancellor was a supper club on Utica’s commercial hub on Bleecker Street and billed itself as the “Home of Artists,” with a jam session every Sunday. Maggie’s Boptet was so well received that they were held over another week.105 Despite the cold, there was a silver lining: the Duke Ellington Orchestra was in town, playing at the Stanley Theatre a few blocks away. “I met a lot of people like [trumpeter] Al Killian and a lot of… musicians I admired,” recalled Arthur Taylor, “never dreaming that I would ever meet them on a social basis.”106


The gig was exciting to Utica’s tight-knit jazz scene. Trumpeter Sal Amico saved a piece of errant sheet music Sonny left behind and held on to it for decades.107 On the front was a tune called “Night Blindness,” never recorded; on the back was a brief sketch of a line that would become Sonny’s “Mambo Bounce,” which he would record in 1951.108


Shortly after the gig at the New Chancellor in Utica, Maggie was named as the top trumpeter in the 1949 Down Beat poll, with Charlie Shavers and Miles Davis taking second and third place.109 To Sonny, the opportunity to play with Maggie deepened his connection to Charlie Parker and Coleman Hawkins. “He was one of the guys that I looked up to,” Sonny said.110 Years later, Sonny would write the tune “McGhee” as a tribute.111 And he never forgot the Hamilton Hotel.


Yet just because Sonny was in such illustrious company—Miles Davis, Howard McGhee, Bud Powell—did not mean that he was above playing dance gigs. On December 16, 1949, a social group called the Top Hats presented a dance at the Lincoln Square Center,112 and Sonny provided the music.113 The New York Age described it as “Sonny Rollins blowin’ like mad backed by an excellent array of musicians.”114 We know who they were: the Counts of Bop. Sonny was ready to blow wherever and whenever he had a chance.
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Chapter 9


CHICAGO VIA MONTREAL


(1950)


On July 6, 1950, Fats Navarro died.1 That June, Art Blakey and Percy Heath had driven the twenty-six-year-old trumpeter, once large in girth and amplitude, now gaunt and unconscious, to Bellevue. They sent him over to Metropolitan Hospital on Welfare Island, where he languished until he died a month later.2 His official cause of death was reported as tuberculosis—the death certificate read “Died of natural causes”—but everyone on the scene knew what truly caused his demise.


“Fats Navarro didn’t have to die,” read an editorial in Down Beat. “Other musicians of his age and talent will not have to die, either—if they cease and desist now. This may sound like Calvinism of the grimmest kind—but most unfortunately is the glaring truth.”3


Navarro’s death sent shockwaves through the scene. He died penniless, so the senior Andy Kirk, one of Fats’s early employers and a surrogate father, surreptitiously covered the funeral and burial costs. The funeral was held in Harlem on July 12 at Butler’s Funeral Home with the burial the next day at Rose Hill Cemetery in Linden, New Jersey; the funeral procession stopped in front of Birdland.4 Sonny was there, along with Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Bud Powell. Seeing Navarro’s promising career cut short by drugs was too much for Bud to take, it seemed. “We were in the church at his funeral,” Sonny said, “and it was all quiet and everybody reading, and Bud jumped up and made a commotion in the proceedings.”5


To Sonny, it was a tragedy, but Fats’s premature death did not cause him to change his habits; he was in too deep to get out without help. “[Fats] got into drugs like a lot of people did and just wasted himself away,” Sonny said. “I’m a blessed guy, man, and I know it. I know what playing with Fats Navarro meant.”6


Yet there were pockets of joy amid the grief. On August 6, 1950, Sonny played at the reception for the wedding of Joseph Knight and Barbara Jones, the older sister of Faith Ringgold, Sonny’s childhood crush. Ringgold herself would marry Earl Wallace November 1 that year.7 Barbara’s ceremony at Abyssinian Baptist Church and reception at Bowman’s Rainbow Room were lavish; Faith hand-embroidered the veil. Madame Willi Posey, Ringgold’s mother and an accomplished fashion designer, designed the gowns for the entire wedding party.8 At the reception, there was “enough food to feed an army,” Ringgold wrote: southern cooking, an eight-tier wedding cake, and a barrel of beer.9 Sonny provided the music, with Arthur Taylor on drums, Kenny Drew on piano, and Jackie McLean on alto.10 According to Ringgold, they kept the repertoire conservative and danceable: “‘April in Paris,’ ‘I’m in the Mood for Love,’ ‘Moonlight Becomes You,’ and some fast tunes like ‘Flying Home,’ ‘A Train,’ and ‘Tuxedo Junction.’ We danced till the last lingering notes of ‘Home Sweet Home.’”11


That August, Sonny was back on the road with Babs Gonzales, this time in Philadelphia.12 “I got too big for my pants,” Babs wrote. “I let a guy in ‘Philly’ talk me into bringing down a group of all stars. This guy didn’t have any money, but I thought it might work so I invested my last six hundred dollars.”13 Babs got Sonny, tenor saxophonist Wardell Gray, trombonists Bennie Green and J. J. Johnson, and trumpeters Joe Newman and Russell Jacquet, Illinois’s brother, packing as many as he could fit into the Ford. Ten days before showtime, Babs drove to Philly to make sure everything was copacetic and discovered that a package tour he referred to as the “Steam-rollers” was booked for the same day.


The competing all-star lineup at Philadelphia’s nearly three-thousand-seat Earle Theatre had “Queen of the Jukeboxes” Dinah Washington headlining, the Ravens, Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson’s band, Foxx and White, the comedy duo of Redd Foxx and Slappy White, roller-skating novelty act Harold King, and Arnett Cobb’s band. For her twenty-sixth birthday on August 29—the same day as Bird’s—Dinah had the Earl Bostic band as special guests.14


Lines went out the door at the Earle, and Babs lost his shirt. “We went down and played the job to only one hundred and ten people,” Babs wrote. “Dinah came by and laughed her ass off, saying, ‘You ought to know better than to buck ‘The Queen.’ However, she gave me fifty dollars so I could have two hundred to split between the fellows.”15


Next, Babs was booked in Montreal at the Café St. Michel opposite St. Louis–born trumpeter Louis Metcalf, a club resident since 1946.16 Located in the Little Burgundy neighborhood, the St. Michel was one of the premier venues in Montreal’s robust jazz scene, which boasted at least a dozen clubs presenting live music nightly.17 According to the Montreal Gazette, Café St. Michel was “home of the best in colored entertainment.”18


For the better part of a decade, Metcalf was a fixture on the scene and hosted a Sunday jam session that prominent Montreal musicians such as Oscar Peterson would attend.19 Souvenir cards on the club’s tables proclaimed Metcalf’s band “Canada’s greatest jazz band”—they were the first in the city to play bebop—and word had spread among American bop musicians on gigs up north that Café St. Michel was the hippest place to be.20 Art Pepper, Conte Candoli, and Maynard Ferguson sat in with Metcalf’s band, while others would just come by to listen before heading to an after-hours jam session.21 But Sonny was booked there all night.


Sonny stayed with thirty-two-year-old saxophonist and pianist Harold “Steep” Wade, who grew up in Montreal. Wade worked in Metcalf’s band and would sometimes sub for Oscar Peterson when he couldn’t make a gig; several years later, he played with Charlie Parker when he came to Montreal. His technique was not as polished as Peterson’s, but his rhythmic and harmonic sensibility made him a distinctive voice on the piano.22 During his time with Metcalf, Wade, along with drummer Mark “Wilkie” Wilkinson, picked up a debilitating heroin habit, which would eventually end Steep’s life in 1953.23 But in 1950, he was still a vital part of the Montreal bop scene. “Steep’s girlfriend was using heavy drugs at that time,” Sonny said. “I remember her very well. And Steep might have been himself.” Sonny was, too. “Everybody was doing some kind of drugs.”24


When Babs left Montreal, Sonny stayed “around town looking for work,” according to Down Beat.25 But then Sonny caught wind that Metcalf’s Texarkana-born bassist Al King and his wife were driving back to Texas in his brand-new ’49 Mercury and were passing through Chicago.26 Sonny snapped up King’s offer.


“He had a French white lady with us, and the three of us in the car, driving from Montreal to Chicago. It might have been considered something dangerous to do at the time probably, but, you know, we do foolish things when we’re young.”27


It was a rare sight on the road in 1950. “A black guy, a little white French girl, driving to the United States all the way to Texas.… I wasn’t thinking about the racial problematic that would be involved,” Sonny said. “I didn’t think about that very much. I wanted to go to Chicago.”28 They arrived unscathed. “I do not recall any serious incidents along the way,” Sonny said, “just dirty looks and that sort of thing.”29


Chicago in 1950 was a freewheeling jazz cornucopia, and Sonny was anxious to visit for the first time.30 In 1938, an eighteen-year-old Charlie Parker made his way to Chicago from Kansas City, so Sonny, who had recently turned twenty, was in a way following in Bird’s footsteps. The Windy City was entering a second golden age of jazz, after the days of South Side Prohibition-era speakeasies like the Green Mill and the Grand Terrace, where Al Capone drank and Earl Hines, Cab Calloway, and Louis Armstrong played all night. When Sonny arrived, the scene was thriving, with clubs like the Blue Note, the Rhumboogie, and the DeLisa, which would have a Monday-morning breakfast dance at 5 a.m. after the last show at 4. Chicago was known as a tenor town, with Gene Ammons, Johnny Griffin, Clifford Jordan, Claude McLin, and Eddie Harris on the scene. Sonny fit right in.31


“Guys would be playing 24-7, all over town,” Sonny recalled of this first visit. “Every place you went, there were jam sessions, venues, guys playing all day, all night.”32


There was a looser atmosphere, more jam sessions than in New York, though not more money, and drugs were cheaper. “When I got to Chicago, I was using heroin, and… it was an introduction in a way to the jazz scene in Chicago,” Sonny said. “A lot of the guys, of course, were using heroin, and so I happened to meet a lot of people.”33


At the end of 1950, the scene was flush. The Red Norvo Trio with Charles Mingus and Tal Farlow was at the Hi-Hat, the George Shearing Five was at the Blue Note, Buddy Rich was at the Capitol, and the next day Count Basie hit the Brass Rail, where Dave Brubeck, Wardell Gray, Joe Williams, and Benny Carter were supposed to be on one bill.34 And these were just the musicians passing through. What Sonny initially thought would be a short stay turned into two months.35


Chicago had its own homegrown talent. One of the musicians Sonny met who would be important in his life was twenty-four-year-old trumpeter Robert Gay, known in Chicago as Little Diz.36 “His name speaks for itself; he sounded exactly like Dizzy,” recalled Chicago pianist Junior Mance. Little Diz actually met his namesake in New York after moving there in 1945 with composer George Russell and alto saxophonist Henry Pryor, but by 1950 he was back in his hometown.37 Gay and Sonny were both the black sheep of their families: jazz-loving sons who got involved with drugs. Gay came from a family of gospel singers known professionally as the Gay Sisters, along with their child-prodigy brother, who at four years old was known as Preacher Donald Gay. When Sonny met Little Diz, the Gay Sisters were performing at Carnegie Hall opposite Mahalia Jackson and Clara Ward and had just signed with Apollo Records.38 Sonny would meet the whole family eventually, but not on this trip.


Another influential Chicago musician Sonny met at this time was drummer Ike Day, who was also four years older.39 “I played with Ike, who was also strung out,” Sonny said.40 Amid the frigid Chicago winter, Sonny and Ike had a gig together on the North Side. Day was a local legend. He was about five-foot-four, weighed scarcely more than a hundred pounds, and had a serious heroin habit, but when he sat down at the drums, he had the power and speed of the Chicago L.41 In one of the few photos of Day, Max Roach and Kenny Dorham can be seen standing dumbfounded over Day’s drums at the after-hours Macomba Lounge, where “he was so bad on the drums that he set up two drums,” according to Johnny Griffin, “and then any other drummer could come and sit in.” Buddy Rich tried, but nobody could outplay Ike Day.42 “He could come around with just a snare, a sock cymbal [hi-hat] and a ride cymbal,” recalled drummer Steve McCall. “You’d never miss the bass drum. He’d play on a radiator or the wall and it wouldn’t seem a gimmick.” It wasn’t; he never owned a full drum set. Papa Jo Jones, who was one of the greatest drummers who ever lived, said that Day was “one of the greatest drummers who ever lived.”43 Max Roach called him “just a terror.”44 Art Blakey said he sounded “like nothing you’ve ever heard.”45 And outside of Chicago, no one ever heard him. His sole recordings with Chicago tenor saxophonists Tom Archia and Gene Ammons were not miked properly, and the drums are mostly inaudible. Day had offers to leave the city from bands passing through, but he always turned them down.46


Day seamlessly blended polyrhythmic counterpoint with hard-driving swing, typified the art of the perfectly placed snare fill, and we know from his few surviving recordings, always got the last word. “It’s hard really to remember what he was doing compared to the drummers today,” Sonny said. “Art [Blakey] and Max Roach used to come by and hear him, and I can hear a lot of Ike’s music in their playing.”47 And, we can surmise, Ike’s music became a part of Sonny’s.


Ike “was a nice guy,” Sonny said. “He wanted to get off of drugs, and he was on drugs, as we all were as a matter of fact, and he wanted to, you know, get himself straight, and he wrote me a letter… when I came back to New York… that was what he tried to do. Of course, it never happened.”48 Day would not survive the ’50s.


Ike shaped Sonny’s rhythmic sensibility, but Sonny also credits him for cultivating more unusual repertoire. “We were playing the repertoire of the day,” Sonny said, “some of the Parker things and some older. It was Ike who got me interested in playing songs that were a bit before my time, like old Duke Ellington arrangements.” Day’s four years on Sonny gave him “familiarity with the Lunceford things, the older jazz arrangements. He used to berate me for not knowing them, so I had to bone up.”49


According to Arthur Taylor, their gig on the North Side was in a trio50 with Day and pianist Vernon Biddle, who had toured Paris in 1948 with Howard McGhee.51 Taylor was in Chicago on tour with bassist-turned-cellist Oscar Pettiford, and seeing Ike Day perform with his old friend was a wake-up call.52 “When I heard him, I had to revamp my thinking. I thought about giving up music right then and there,” Taylor said. “He sounded like Buddy Rich, Tony Williams, Art Blakey, Max Roach, and Kenny Clarke, and all of them rolled into one. I’m telling you, I never heard anything like that in the history of music. In my experience I never heard anyone play that much drums.”53


Other musicians would stop by the gig, Sonny said, such as bassist Wilbur Ware and trumpeter Danny Blue, formerly of the Georgie Auld Orchestra.54 “Wilbur was in the club. He might have played with us, just sat in on the bandstand, you know, but I met Wilbur when I was in Chicago at that time, for sure.”55 Seven years later, they would record A Night at the Village Vanguard together.


Sonny had other gigs during that two-month stay. On November 11, he was at the Rhumboogie for “Façade,” a concert presented by Chicago disc jockey Norm Spaulding, with Sonny, bass trumpeter Cy Touff, pianist John Young, drummer Tiny Kahn, and pianist Lou Levy. The Jimmy Payne Dance Group interpreted the music.56 The performance was “an unprecedented appearance of Modern Dance and Jazz in a simultaneous presentation,” according to the Chicago Defender. “The Jimmy Payne dancers have worked in every medium of dance, but their interpretation of modern rhythms has been foremost. They appear ideal in a concert with Sonny Rollins.”57


And then there were the jam sessions. Every Saturday afternoon, jazz impresario Joe Segal began hosting sessions at Seymour’s Record Mart, a record store on the North Side abutting the campus of Roosevelt College.58 The at-capacity sessions were held on the second floor, eighty in the audience; admission was a dollar, the proceeds going to the musicians. Each week alternated between Dixieland and bop. The store’s owner, trumpeter Seymour Schwartz, hosted the trad days; Segal hosted the bop.59 At the latter, some of the players from “Façade” were regulars: John Young and Cy Touff, as well as vibraphonist Hal Russell and on at least one occasion, preserved on record, Sonny—on alto.60 “I’d have all the modern guys up there,” Segal recalled. “People like Al Cohn came up, [drummer] Tiny Kahn, even Sonny Rollins when he was hangin’ out here in town, playing an alto.” As for the alto, despite Chicago being a tenor town, “That’s all he had then,” Segal said. “I don’t have a recording of it but I was there, I remember.”61


Yet a recording does exist. It’s hard to make out the rhythm section, though a bass, drum, and piano are present. Sonny takes a two-bar solo break, then blows for three choruses on a thirty-two-bar form. It’s ninety-six measures of Sonny, weaving in and out of the chords with bop chromaticism, going into double time, and sounding more like Charlie Parker and less like Sonny than he ever would again.62


During this time, Sonny rented a room at the South Central Hotel in Bronzeville just north of Washington Park, where musicians often stayed.63 Arthur Taylor was staying there with Oscar Pettiford’s band. Then on November 17, the Dizzy Gillespie sextet started a three-week gig at the Silhouette.64 It was Gillespie, Jimmy Heath (who still played alto and was known as Little Bird), bassist Percy Heath, vibraphonist Milt Jackson, drummer Charles “Specs” Wright, and a player Sonny had never met or heard of, a twenty-four-year-old North Carolina–born tenor saxophonist who came of age in Philadelphia named John Coltrane.65


“I knew Jimmy,” Sonny recalled, but “I don’t remember meeting Coltrane before that.”66 It’s tantalizing to speculate that Sonny and Coltrane played at a Chicago breakfast jam at this time, but Sonny has no memory of hearing him play, and it’s unlikely that Coltrane, always laconic offstage, made a strong impression, not until later at least. Innocuous as it may have been, the South Central Hotel on the South Side of Chicago in the fall of 1950 is almost definitely where Sonny met Trane.


Sonny had one more significant performance during his stay in Chicago. On December 21, Billie Holiday debuted opposite Miles Davis at the Hi-Note on the North Side, and Sonny was in Miles’s band. Lady Day had been all over the news not long before, when she was on tour at the Longbar Showboat and Breakfast Club in San Francisco and her $5,000 royal-blue Lincoln Cosmopolitan was impounded after her chauffeur was arrested for narcotics possession. After a spell in the hospital, Holiday got booked into the Hi-Note, but the managers reportedly hired a “singer sitter” to make sure she showed up.67 Miles had also made headlines recently, when he was arrested in Los Angeles that September for narcotics possession. At the trial in November, he was acquitted with a ten-to-two vote, but the whole debacle had already done irreparable damage to his reputation; until then, he had been known for clean living.68


The negative press didn’t stop the Hi-Note from presenting two notorious stars on one bill.69 The club was prepared for at-capacity crowds, removing half of the bar and clearing most of the tables to make room.70 Not even the subzero temperatures—fifteen below—could stop people from packing the Hi-Note, among them Anita O’Day, who preceded them at the club.71 Miles enlisted a local band led by tenor saxophonist Claude McLin.72 Every night after they got paid, Miles and several of his bandmates would buy as much heroin as they could afford, at a dollar a cap. With Miles’s seventy-five-dollar weekly allowance from his father, even after covering the bill for a nice hotel, he could afford a lot.73


Despite the potential complications, the gig was a huge success.74 Though temperatures continued to hover in the negative double digits, Sonny couldn’t resist making the trek to the North Side. “I remember I played opposite Billie Holiday with Miles one time,” Sonny said. “That’s what I remember. I was so messed up on drugs that it’s not clear… but the salient points I do remember.”75


There were more than a few salient points to Sonny’s first trip to Chicago: he also played with Day, turned Seymour’s Record Mart on its ear, and met John Coltrane. There was one more unforgettable moment. Walking home just before dawn, Sonny passed “this club on 63rd Street and Cottage Grove, and it had windows so you could look in as you passed by on the street,” he said. “You could look in and see the bandstand, and there was Pres playing, man—steely moment.”76 Chicago at that time was a place where you might have a Lester Young sighting while wandering home at five in the morning.


“It was just one of the greatest times I’ve had in my life,” Sonny said. “Chicago I consider my second home.”77 Sonny felt the pull of Harlem, but he would be back.


Most significantly, performing at the Hi-Note may have secured him a spot in Miles’s band.78 After the arrest and the public shaming, Miles had hit rock bottom. It had been “the worst year of my life,” he said.79 But back in New York, Bob Weinstock was looking for him. Undeterred, Weinstock wanted to sign jazz’s most notorious young trumpeter to his new label, Prestige. During a business trip to St. Louis, Weinstock dialed down the Davises in the phone book until he reached the right one, who informed him that Miles was in Chicago.80 Weinstock got in touch and offered Miles a $750 advance for an exclusive three-year contract, payable as soon as he returned to New York.81 It wasn’t a great contract, but with the Holiday gig at the Hi-Note ending January 7, and an expensive habit to feed, Miles took Weinstock up on his offer. “I spent the rest of the time in Chicago thinking about who I was going to record with,” said Miles.82 And he knew just who to get on tenor.
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Chapter 10


BIRDLAND


(1951)


When Sonny got back to Harlem from Chicago in January 1951, his mother welcomed him home, despite and perhaps because of the clear signs of addiction.1 Chicago had pushed his harmonic and rhythmic conception to the next level, but beyond his fellow musicians and a minority of serious bop devotees, relatively few jazz fans knew about him. That was about to change. Sonny hadn’t made a recording in nearly a year and half, but he was going back into the studio—with Miles Davis.


After working with Babs Gonzales, whose outré persona often relegated him to the periphery, playing with Miles “was a career boost,” Sonny said. “Miles was… one of Charlie Parker’s, and Charlie Parker was our prophet at that time. So when Miles asked me to play with him, it was you know, wow.”2


Despite the bad press surrounding him, in the 1950 Metronome All-Star Poll, Miles supplanted Dizzy Gillespie to take the top spot in trumpet, which led the magazine to conclude that “this was the year in which Miles Davis took over.”3 With a tone and a style likened to “the sound of a man walking carefully over eggshells,” that year saw a bumper crop of Miles imitators.4 As for the tenor poll, Sonny, who had been largely absent from top clubs and recordings, would never have cracked the top ten. Stan Getz, three years Sonny’s senior, was the overwhelming favorite, with Flip Phillips, Lester Young, and Warne Marsh trailing behind—four of the top five were white.


But, Miles said, “People loved Sonny Rollins up in Harlem and everywhere else. He was a legend, almost a god to a lot of the younger musicians. Some thought he was playing the saxophone on the level of Bird. I know one thing—he was close. He was an aggressive, innovative player who always had fresh musical ideas.”5


Miles never told him what or how to play. “When I first started playing with Miles, if it was necessary to tell somebody what to play, then they would not have been there in the first place,” Sonny recalled. Together, they made it new. They would “take a cliché riff,” Miles said, and “break it up… you would just dart in and out of the rhythm, especially if you had a good drummer.” And between Art Blakey, Kenny Clarke, and Roy Haynes, they always had a good drummer. They called it peckin’. “We used to play a style called peckin’, broken phrases… nobody does that anymore,” Miles said. “That was one of Charlie Parker’s styles, because his father was a tap dancer. Ba-ba-bip da-dah-d’n-da dee-da-dee-deh—like tap dancers dance! That rhythm, you hadn’t heard no shit like that!”6 And Prestige Records wanted to capture that bird- or Bird-like style.


According to Sonny, peckin’ “was my thing,” he said. “It was part of my style. It was one of those things that just came to me. I don’t think I practiced it at home or anything. It was part of improvising.” Miles may have gotten peckin’ from Sonny, but Sonny “took everything from Miles,” he said. “Soul is not descriptive enough a word.… He didn’t just play something that had great dexterity to it. Whatever he played, there was meaning behind it.… He wasn’t just playing a good riff. There’s nothing wrong with that, but Miles was telling a story.”7


Prestige was still a ragtag operation being run out of Bob Weinstock’s storefront on Tenth Avenue. Ira Gitler was technically in the publicity department, but was a “jack-of-all-trades” who “packed and unpacked the 78s, made trips around the neighborhood to the many distributors of other labels to pick up records for Bob’s mail order business; wrote label copy; composed ads for the mail order biz that ran in Down Beat; did promotional work with disc jockeys and columnists; and swept the floor,” he said.8 He also supervised some sessions. Prestige was a far cry from a major label, but in the jazz world, it was rapidly becoming a driving force by recording visionary artists the majors would never touch.


On the frigid, slush-filled night of January 17, 1951,9 Sonny arrived at the independent Apex Studios on the second floor of the Beaux Arts Steinway Building on West Fifty-Seventh Street, around the block from the Plaza Hotel. It was a cavernous space with good acoustics; Prestige did most of their recordings there until the studio went bankrupt in the early 1950s.10 At Apex, Sonny met Miles, trombonist Bennie Green (a familiar face from the Babs Gonzales date), pianist John Lewis, bassist Percy Heath, and drummer Roy Haynes.


Apparently, Weinstock had reservations about having Sonny on the date—the Prestige logo was a tenor sax, so the stakes were high—but Miles prevailed upon him. “He liked Sonny Rollins, as crude as Sonny was at that time,” Weinstock said, “and also John Lewis. On his first date, you can hear a very different Miles Davis than on the Capitols.”11


“Morpheus,” composed by John Lewis, prominently featured Roy Haynes in a cymbal-heavy polyrhythmic mode that suggests free time, laying the foundation for a choppy trumpet-tenor melody line on top of trombone counterpoint. It sounds outlandish, but it’s actually a twelve-bar blues.12 Sonny takes two succinct choruses, playing with an earthy ballast, and showing off the “pecking” style, staging a playful call-and-response with himself.


Sonny took only one chorus on Miles’s drowsy “Down.” Miles took the standard “Blue Room” as a ballad, with Sonny playing a relaxed sixteen-bar coda on one of the two takes, which was spliced in, bending the time while demonstrating that Coleman Hawkins was never far from his mind.13 “Whispering,” the Paul Whiteman hit that became the basis for the chord progression of Dizzy Gillespie’s “Groovin’ High,” is taken at a medium tempo and has a certain irony to it; “Groovin’ High” was so overdone at that point that maybe it was hipper to go back to the source. Sonny took one chorus, playing with Hawkins-esque filigree and legato phrasing.


The highlight, for Sonny at least, was his own impromptu recording debut as a leader. Weinstock never went to jazz clubs; his roster of artists recruited new talent. “So at the end of the session, Miles had been talking to Bob Weinstock, saying, ‘You’ve got to sign Sonny,’” recalled Gitler. In between takes, Miles “had talked Bob into letting Sonny be featured. And John Lewis, who was Mr. Punctuality, had to hit at 10 p.m. at Birdland with Lester Young, so he was gone.”14 Not one to be dismissed, Miles sat down at the piano himself. As the tape rolled, Miles played an eight-bar piano intro to Charlie Parker’s “Confirmation” as Percy Heath pedaled and Roy Haynes slapped the hi-hat. When Sonny entered, instead of stating the melody, he launched right into a lyrical solo, a move borrowed from Hawk’s “Body and Soul.” Sonny explored the full range of the horn, by turns honking and playing vibrato, effortlessly articulating double-time lines with an offbeat rhythmic inventiveness that pulls from Hawk, Pres, Bird, and Byas. At two and a half minutes, the track feels oddly truncated.


With the exception of the standard “Blue Room,” which Prestige billed as “introducing” Sonny Rollins, Ira Gitler named the other tunes.15 “Morpheus” was named for the god of dreams; “Down” was not named for the downward thrust of its melody but “for the fact that ‘down’ was an expression of approbation amongst jazz musicians at the time,” Gitler said. “If you were ‘down’ you were really taking care of business and Miles impressed me with his solo that felt as if he was talking to you, telling a story.”16 “I Know” was for the cognoscenti: “Sonny played the changes on ‘Confirmation,’ no head,” Gitler said, “and so ‘Confirmation’ I called ‘I Know.’”17


The arrangements are strong, but by his own admission, this was not Miles’s most inspired session. He played with feeling, but flubbed notes and lethargic phrasing make him sound more behind the beat than usual. The other sidemen joked that he played better piano than trumpet on his own session. Earlier in the day, Miles had been recording with the Charlie Parker Quintet and was exhausted by the time he got to the studio for his Prestige debut. “I had started to shoot heroin again and so my body and chops weren’t in the best shape,” Miles recalled. “But I think everyone else played well—especially Sonny on a couple of tracks.”18


Not everyone would agree. Down Beat wrote of “Morpheus” that it “isn’t very cleanly played,” while Metronome gave the track a B– and “Blue Room” a C+, singling Sonny out for being “still out of tune.”19 The next 78, with “Down” and “Whispering,” was released later in 1951 and was given a B and a B–, respectively, by Metronome.20 Down Beat dismissed it as “two very bad sides from Miles,” in which “no one seems at all interested in playing and a completely lifeless and uninspired performance results.”21 It may not have been the most auspicious beginning, but nonetheless Sonny had made the big leagues.


After the January 17 session, Sonny and Miles made their way back uptown to score heroin. By 1951 “it was everywhere,” said Arthur Taylor. Miles, always an impeccable dresser, kept his hair perfectly coiffed, but otherwise he was starting to slip. He had started hanging out with the guys from the Hill, in Goof Square or, if it was warm enough, Colonial Park, and now Miles had joined Sonny’s inner circle.22 Likewise, Sonny had more control of the horn than ever, but had completely lost control of his heroin habit. Walter Bishop, Kenny Drew, Art Taylor, Jackie McLean, Art Blakey, and Miles—they were all using. “I was spending a lot of time in Harlem, chasing down that heroin,” Miles recalled. “Heroin was my girlfriend.”23 It was becoming Sonny’s, too.24


Beyond their mutual self-destructive habit, Sonny and Miles forged an unshakable bond. “We became very good friends,” Sonny recalled. “We had a lot of the same musical tastes.” They did not come from quite the same background, though. “Miles’s family was very black middle-class, so Miles was always into very sharp dressing, very fine cars, and all that,” Sonny said, “which was a little bit different than what I was experiencing.”25 Yet they came to really understand each other. To Sonny, Miles was a shy guy. “As an artist Miles is just trying to learn like everybody else was,” he recalled. “Miles would turn his back on the people to play. And people would say, ‘Look at this arrogant guy.’… Miles would do that ’cause he was being shy—that’s why he was doing that.”26 As for his macho persona, “that’s how he wanted to be known, but actually he was a really gentle guy, man. He was like a pussycat, really.… It was just posturing. And when the rumors began to build up, then he wouldn’t… He wanted to have that image, so he got it.”27


In those heady days in 1951, they were still having fun. “I’m a big fan of these guys, Bob and Ray,” Sonny later recalled. “That informs my playing, I think.”28 Bob and Ray were the comedy duo of Bob Elliott and Ray Goulding, who brought their quick-witted call-and-response comic timing to television and radio in New York that year. They would lovingly satirize radio programs—for example, Sonny’s childhood favorite, Mr. Keen, Tracer of Lost Persons, became Mr. Trace, Keener than Most Persons.29 “Whatever happens to me, all I have to do is think about one of these characters,” Sonny said. “My sense of humor is important to me as a human being and carried me through so much of this life.”30 Bob and Ray’s off-the-wall banter, pulsating with spontaneous comic asides, was the kind of dynamic Miles and Sonny had, only they did it through the language of bebop.31


Miles and Sonny patronized Bell’s Restaurant and Bar in Harlem, a restaurant, bar, and ice cream parlor that opened in 1943. Sonny knew it previously from Davis’s song “Sippin’ at Bell’s,” which Miles recorded with Bird. At Bell’s, Miles said, “Everyone that came there was clean.”32 Well, almost everyone.33


Sometimes, Sonny and the guys would wander over to Bud Powell’s to sit at the master’s feet.34 At around this time, Miles floated through various hotels—the Hotel America and the University Hotel—but the group avoided hotels. Whichever apartment they went to, they would usually get high and nod off.35 At Sonny’s on Edgecombe, “we would get high and look at that beautiful view he had of that park across from where he lived,” Miles recalled. “You could see Yankee Stadium from there.”36 After they copped from Willie Gordon, they would often go back to Arthur Taylor’s house to shoot up; Art’s mother, Amy, was beloved by all of them and probably didn’t know what they were doing.37


Some musicians came out publicly against drug proliferation on the scene. In February 1951, Cab Calloway published a scathing editorial in Ebony titled “Is Dope Killing Our Musicians?” Calloway invoked Marx—“A spectre is haunting the American music industry: the spectre of narcotics.” Though Calloway did not include any names in the editorial, in a sidebar, most likely written by the editors, eight musicians were called out by name and pictured: John Simmons, Miles Davis, Eddie Heywood, Gene Krupa, Billie Holiday, Howard McGhee, Art Blakey, and Dexter Gordon: “If all of the most gifted musicians who have been arrested, convicted and imprisoned for being found with dope were assembled in one place, one of the greatest all-star orchestras in the history of the band business could be organized.”38


The “Reefer Man” himself, who apparently had sworn off reefer, was particularly disappointed in Miles. “One young trumpeter, recently picked up on the West Coast for possession of heroin, happens to be one of the most brilliant minds in contemporary jazz. He has contributed mightily to the growth of the modern jazz movement and is widely admired for his talent. Music needs this man, the country needs to hear his music, we all need the joy and beauty his playing can bring into our lives.” To Calloway, he could play even better sober.39 Surprisingly, Calloway praised the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, but he did offer an alternative to the criminal justice system: the “cure” offered by the US Public Health Service in Lexington, Kentucky. Ultimately, he wrote, “the road to reality is not paved with narcotics.”40


When Sonny and Miles weren’t on the bandstand, they were listening, sometimes to Louis Armstrong, despite the perception that the younger generation had turned its back on Pops.41 Once when they were playing at Birdland, Sonny recalled, “Louis Armstrong was appearing a few blocks down on Broadway at a big show bar. When Miles Davis and I got through with our sets, Miles would say, ‘Come on, man, let’s go down and catch Louis.’ So we hustled down Broadway to this place where Louis Armstrong was playing. They knew Miles, so we went up and got a chance to catch a Louis Armstrong set. And believe me, that injected us with so much musical inspiration that we came back to Birdland and blew our whatcha-call-its off.”42


To Sonny, Armstrong transcended style and period. “When I think of the spiritual, I think of Louis Armstrong,” he said. “For me it was not so much hearing Louis Armstrong, although of course I used to listen to him—that ’27 to ’28 music is some real bad stuff—but when I used to see Louis Armstrong, that did a lot for me.… So seeing Louis Armstrong, that gave me a feeling, made me feel uplifted. The music is great; man, Louis Armstrong did everything; but just being in his physical presence, you could feel the music and depth of his musical personality. I love him.”43


Miles found some decent work, though not consistently.44 On February 15, the Miles Davis All-Stars were booked for a week at Birdland opposite trumpeter Joe Thomas and vocalist Wynonie Harris.45 Miles hired Sonny, J. J. Johnson, Kenny Drew, Tommy Potter, and Art Blakey.46


The basement club at Fifty-Second and Broadway had a canopied entrance at street level; out front stood barker, occasional jazz vocalist, and Birdland emcee Pee Wee Marquette, who was about three and half feet tall. He was known “for mispronouncing musicians’ names if they didn’t lay a tip on him (i.e., bassist Teddy Kotick became ‘Teddy Kotex’),” wrote Ira Gitler. Admission was ninety-nine cents, and if patrons didn’t ask for a penny back the ticket taker would keep the change. “Moving a bit further into the club you became aware of a long bar on your left,” wrote Gitler, “most often inhabited by a mixture of visiting musicians, an assortment of hustlers (pimps, ladies of the evening, garden-variety thugs, et al.) and jazz aficionados who couldn’t get a seat in what we called ‘the bullpen,’ an enclosed area with chairs that ran parallel to the bar and ended at the left side of the bandstand.”47 Jazz aficionados generally couldn’t afford to pay the cover for a white linen tablecloth and avoided a drink minimum, though salted nuts were on sale for a quarter, more to make them thirsty than to hark back to “Salt Peanuts.” On the other side of the “bullpen,” leather banquettes led to a glass radio booth where disc jockey Symphony Sid Torin held court for his weekly fifty-five-minute live Friday-night broadcast on WJZ.48


On February 17, the broadcast featured Miles playing Sonny’s “Evans,”49 a contrafact for “Get Happy,” retitled “Out of the Blue” by Ira Gitler later that year;50 Miles’s “Half Nelson”; Bud Powell’s “Tempus Fugit,” which Powell pronounced “Fugue-it”; and Denzil Best’s “Move.” Miles had defined himself more by lyricism than as a virtuoso trumpeter, but on this night, the up-tempo material would silence any detractors who claimed that he played so pretty because he couldn’t play as fast as Fats Navarro or Dizzy Gillespie.51 Sonny sounded more at ease at quick tempos than previously and broke up his phrases, exemplifying the “peckin’” style as opposed to the unbroken eighth-note runs he had recorded earlier. Sonny had learned to be in conversation with the rhythm section, on this night especially Art Blakey, who had a penchant for “dropping bombs,” using the bass drum as an accent to respond to the soloist during a rest. On “Tempus Fugit,” Sonny took the first solo, playing a combustible four-bar break, leaving a big rest at the end punctuated by a crash of Blakey’s cymbal as Sonny took off. Symphony Sid commented on the song’s minor progression. “That sounds like one of those old bar mitzvah tunes. Are you for hire for bar mitzvahs?” he said. “Are you making bar mitzvahs?”52 Miles and Sonny needed to support their habit—even Bird made the occasional bar mitzvah53—but they weren’t exactly playing the bar mitzvah circuit right then.


Miles soon added a new experimenter to his laboratory, a close friend of Sonny’s. He wanted to test out an alto player with the group to fill out the horn section, and Bud Powell recommended Jackie McLean sit in. On Monday, February 19, Jackie made his debut with Miles.54 He had practiced all day for two days to prepare, but when he arrived, the combination of performance anxiety and heroin forced him to leave the stage during a solo to vomit and he didn’t make it to the bathroom.55 Nevertheless, Miles invited him to hang out the next day and asked if McLean had any tunes. Jackie showed him the second song he had ever composed, “Dig,” which put a bop spin on the changes to “Sweet Georgia Brown.” From then on, Jackie was part of Miles’s coterie.56


That year, a pianist and student at the New England Conservatory heard Sonny for the first time when he was playing with Miles. His name was Cecil Taylor. “He was marvelous,” Taylor recalled. “Not only was he marvelous, but I learned so much from him about what I wasn’t able to accept.”57 According to Taylor, it was around this time that Sonny connected with an early incarnation of the Modern Jazz Quartet when it was led by Milt Jackson.58 “Sonny was hanging around, not doing much,” said Kenny Clarke. “So I got [Minton’s manager] Teddy [Hill] to hire Sonny.”59


Taylor: “I was up in Minton’s one Saturday night, I was about twenty-one years old, and Milt Jackson was leading a band with Sonny in it. Saturday night! In Harlem! Everybody’s, ‘Hey, hup, ho.’ Then all of a sudden, Milt and Sonny played this piece, and you could hear everybody breathe. I said, ‘Oh.’ That, to me, is what it’s about. You play from the heart. If that’s what you really love, it doesn’t matter if there’s one person there or 10,000.”60


Sonny soon shared the bandstand with another new voice on tenor Miles decided to try out—John Coltrane. On Sunday, March 11, Miles was booked into the Audubon Ballroom for a “3 o’clock high” dance, a regular event headlined by the likes of Art Blakey and Roy Haynes.61 Admission was seventy-five cents from 3 to 4 p.m. and ninety-eight cents after that. Coltrane was between gigs with Gillespie, so he was available to make the Audubon.62 Though Sonny and Trane had met several months earlier in Chicago, they had never played together.


“It was a great gig, and we became friends after that,” Sonny recalled. “It was brotherhood; it was love. He was like a preacher in a way. Coltrane didn’t waste time. He didn’t do things frivolously. Everything he did was important. Whenever we got together, it was always a communion, talking about things that mattered. There was no jive. It was always meaningful.”63


Before the Audubon, Sonny had barely heard of Coltrane. Conversely, Coltrane must have known about Sonny. Years later, when asked which musicians he respected most, Coltrane listed Sonny as one of the “great soloists,” alongside Monk, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie, and Benny Golson. “Some guys, you know, you call great, man, you know? Sonny, he’s one,” Coltrane said. “He just reached that great status, man.”64


Coltrane was the son of a preacher who had gone into the navy; Sonny was the son of a navy man who became a kind of preacher.65 And what they each had to preach was different.


The meeting marked the beginning of a friendly rivalry. “Although Coltrane eventually emerged as the number one man, we had quite a few sessions together,” Sonny recalled. Sometimes, “I outdueled him,” Sonny said, “then I guess that sometimes we had a standoff.”66


It was a band for the ages playing a low-key dance gig: Miles, Coltrane, Sonny, Powell, Percy Heath, and either Art Blakey or Kenny Clarke.67 Sonny had played with everyone else, but he didn’t know what to expect from Coltrane. It wasn’t anticipated to be an evenly matched tenor battle—Coltrane was unknown, while Sonny was on the rise—but Miles did stoke the fire. “Sometimes when I played with Miles and Coltrane,” Sonny said, “John would be taking a solo and Miles would sidle up to me and whisper something into my ear about how good I was. A little later, when I was playing, I would notice Miles whispering in Trane’s ear.”68


Miles wanted to hire Jackie McLean as well, but didn’t have the budget for four horns. Jackie figured Coltrane would be playing alto as he often did with Dizzy, but Miles clarified that Coltrane would be playing tenor. Despite leaving McLean off the gig, Miles insisted that he come to watch.69


Jackie expected a bloodbath. He gathered “all my people in my neighborhood” to come witness it: “I said, ‘Hey, Sonny Rollins is playing tomorrow night with Miles and they bringing some dude from Philly, some gun from Philly named John Coltrane. I said, ‘I wanna be there for the slaughter.’ At that time Sonny was untouchable.” Of course, hindsight is twenty-twenty. “It’s like comparing soup with salad,” he said.70


According to McLean, Sonny did outblow Trane on that day. “It was awesome, man, because Sonny Rollins… he was unmatchable at that time.” Miles concurred with McLean’s verdict—as Miles said of Trane that night, Sonny “set his ears and ass on fire.”71


That wasn’t Sonny’s reaction, though; he was caught off guard by Trane. “I really had to listen carefully to him. I often wondered, what was he doing, where was he going?” Sonny said. “I didn’t think it would be proper to ask, but I listened harder, and eventually I began to understand his music. Later, we became good friends. Good enough friends for me to borrow money from him, and Coltrane and Monk were the only two people I would ever ask for a loan.”72


Coltrane was ready to leave Dizzy, but he would not join Miles until later. “During this period, [Miles] was coming into his own, and I could see him extending the boundaries of jazz even further,” Coltrane wrote. “I felt I wanted to work with him. But for the time being, we went our separate ways.”73


Jimmy Heath, who knew Coltrane from Philly and toured with him in Dizzy Gillespie’s band when they were both playing alto, recalled that Coltrane “had rhythm, too, but he was working very differently—hard—on the harmonic concept of music. Sonny had both.” At the time, Heath and Coltrane “were thinking about harmonic connections in the music, the melodic connections, but Sonny was always—and that is the most important thing about him—he was a leader in rhythmic playing on the tenor saxophone.… [H]e set the pace for rhythmic playing as a jazz improviser.” To Heath, this extended to Sonny’s songwriting. “Sonny Rollins never wrote a song like ‘Giant Steps’—half notes,” he said. “He’s like a drummer on the saxophone.”74


To Heath, Sonny represented the total package: “His rhythmic concept and his sense of humor, his intensity, his sound, his romantic touch in his playing, when he’s playing a ballad or something, he has all the expressions of life,” said Heath. This isn’t to discount what Coltrane was doing—far from it. “We all came from different areas of the country, and we all played differently,” Heath said. “It wasn’t ‘Send in the Clones’!”75


Some of the gigs Sonny played with Miles were explicitly in support of political causes. On Friday, May 11, Sonny performed with the Miles Davis All-Stars at an event prior to the convention of the New York State Labor Youth League, the state branch of the youth-centric arm of the Communist Party USA.76 The convention’s goal was to build “the unity of Negro and white youth in the fight for peace.”77 The “LYL Peace Dance” was held at the Rockland Palace; Miles hired Sonny, J. J. Johnson, and vocalist Earl Coleman, playing opposite the Vicente Sigler band, which appealed to the current mambo craze.78


The LYL dance took place only days after Harlem had taken to the streets to protest the May 8 execution of Willie McGee, a World War II veteran and father of four who was wrongfully convicted of raping a white woman in 1945.79 Miles was profiled in the Daily Worker in advance of the dance and said, “How can they sentence a man to die like that? I sent a telegram about the Martinsville Seven. This country is beginning to make me neurotic.” As for the LYL, he said, “They’re on the ball. They know what’s happening.” Miles was on the ball, too. He described the liberating experience of being in Europe, where you could “feel like a man for once in your life.”80


From May 31 to June 13, Sonny was back at Birdland with the Miles Davis All-Stars: J. J. Johnson, Kenny Drew, Tommy Potter, and Art Blakey, with bassist Earl May subbing for Potter on some gigs.81 On June 2, with Potter on bass, they were featured on the live broadcast with Symphony Sid on WJZ, playing “Move,” “Half Nelson,” “Down,” and others.82 The group had jelled enough that each successive player, especially Sonny, tends to start his solo with the concluding phrase of the previous solo, as though passing a baton.


That summer, Sonny got his nickname. Lester Young was Pres, Coleman Hawkins was Bean, Charlie Parker was Bird, Diz was Diz, and Miles dubbed Sonny “Newk.” One day Miles and Sonny got in a cab, and the white cabbie did a double take: “Damn, you’re Don Newcombe!” Though they had never thought about it, the resemblance to the Brooklyn Dodgers pitcher was uncanny. “I may have had a baseball hat on,” Sonny said, “and so Miles sort of picked up on that and began putting the cab driver on, talking to me as if I was Don Newcombe.”83 He began describing how that night, he would strike out Stan Musial, the all-star St. Louis Cardinals hitter, and promised to leave tickets for the driver at Ebbets Field.84 “The cab driver was thrilled of course, so I went along with it, and from then on people began calling me Newk,” Sonny said. The joke was as much on Sonny as the cab driver. Miles was “razzin’ me, you know, because I wouldn’t do that ’cause I was a Yankee fan.”85


Still, as Dodgers go, Sonny could do worse than Don Newcombe. The original Newk, who stood six-foot-four and weighed 250 pounds, was the 1949 Rookie of the Year and played on the National League All-Star team for the ’49, ’50, and ’51 seasons.86 The two Newks wouldn’t formally meet for fifty years.87


As the summer heated up, Miles would go to the pool at Colonial Park with Max Roach. His addiction was escalating, though. “He went down to the bottom,” Art Taylor recalled of Miles at this time. “From beautiful dressed, down to a bum.”88 Miles had bounced around different addresses, living for a time with drummer Stan Levey on Long Island, and at around this time moved in with Jackie McLean. To afford drugs, Miles began doing transcription work for music publishers, pawning his instrument, even turned to pimping. The goal was to find some relative moderation, going through periods of detox off the drug and then back on, but over time, the heroin had won out, and Miles was becoming more and more of a derelict.89 And so was Sonny.


Late that summer Sonny performed at an event in Newark presented by WNJR disc jockey Carl Ide and proclaimed as “Modern Jazz Day” by Republican mayor Ralph Villani. On the bill were pianist and vocalist Barbara Carroll with her trio and a group composed of Lennie Tristano, Lee Konitz, Gerry Mulligan, Terry Gibbs, Sonny, and an unknown local drummer.90 However, Sonny couldn’t support his habit on the little money he made from gigs, so he turned to crime. “During this period, I became a truly despicable person,” Sonny recalled. “I had no friends. I was really a rough cut. I stole all kinds of stuff from my own home. I stole other people’s horns. If musicians saw me coming, they’d go the other way.”91


Sonny would never rip off anyone from his inner circle, only “guys who couldn’t play, guys you might consider squares. I only ripped off people that were outside our life.” He would also pick pockets. “I hung out with a guy who had a method for pickpocketing. There is kind of an art to pickpocketing. I would be the guy who distracted our mark. Then this guy would go to work. The person we stole from was usually some poor woman returning from a day job someplace. Maybe coming home to feed her kids. We’d be finding ways to distract her on the bus. And he would slip into her pocketbook. I’ve been through all these things. I wasn’t proud of it. And I got away from that life as soon as I realized what I had become.”92


Just as Sonny’s career was gaining momentum, things were not looking good—Miles Davis was a pimp, and Sonny Rollins was a pickpocket.


Meanwhile, Sonny’s brother, Valdemar, had given up a violin chair in the Pittsburgh Symphony to take the Hippocratic oath, was now almost finished with medical school, and was imminently getting married. The wedding was Sunday, September 9, at St. Luke’s Episcopal Church at 141st and Convent, and “numerous collegiate friends attended” to celebrate the union of Val and his bride, Doris Jones, a graduate of the Oberlin Conservatory of Music and the Eastman School of Music and an accomplished classical pianist who had become an assistant professor of music at Fisk University, a historically black college in Nashville.93 Sonny pulled himself together enough to serve as the best man at the wedding.94


The following month, Sonny was back in the studio with Miles.95 There was little money involved. For thirteen years, from 1946 through 1958, the American Federation of Musicians sideman rate remained at $41.25 for a three-hour session, with the leader getting double. Of that amount, $8.66 went to the Music Performance Trust Funds. Only composers received royalties, so this meant that on many of the classic Prestige sessions, take-home pay for sidemen was a flat fee—$32.59.96 Prestige was an indie label and didn’t have the vast resources of the major labels that would eventually lure Miles away with more lucrative offers, but it didn’t stop Miles from negotiating.


“We’d get into these staring sessions,” said Prestige owner Bob Weinstock. “He’d ask for more money and I wouldn’t answer. Then I’d look at him and he’d look at me; we’d just stand there. We went through this a lot. I’d give him the money, but I’d always say, ‘Okay, that means we have to do another album.’ He’d say, ‘I don’t want to do another album.’ I’d say, ‘And I want better people than the last!’”97


For his second album with Prestige, which would eventually be released as Dig, Miles hired Walter Bishop Jr., Art Blakey, Tommy Potter, Jackie McLean, and Sonny. On October 5, they all convened at Apex Studios, the same studio as the “Morpheus” session. The album was to be an experiment in the still-nascent “microgroove” technology. The LP format had been used for live recordings, primarily to record long classical works, but not on many studio albums.98 “Before the LP era, you were bound by three-and-a-half minute 78s at the most,” said Weinstock, who considered it a “monumental” recording session. “I sensed that we were going to have LPs. I heard rumblings.”99


Weinstock was already known for what might be termed an economical, laissez-faire approach. No rehearsal to keep it spontaneous, but also to save money; not many takes; if a take went awry, they would usually record over it immediately to save tape; little to no editing or splicing—but tracks still had to be tight enough to fit on the records. The LP format allowed musicians to really stretch out. With the possibility of recording longer tracks, Miles also invited Jackie McLean for his recording debut at the age of twenty.100 Nevertheless, it would initially be released as a series of singles.


McLean was the first to arrive at the studio. Then one by one, his musical heroes began to show up, two of whom were not on the date: Charles Mingus and Charlie Parker. “I was nervous,” he recalled. “Bird saw that.… After we started running down the heads and stuff, he came out and said, ‘Hey, look. You sound real good, man. You’re playing great. Keep it up. It sounds good.’ That’s all I had to hear. Once he gave me that encouragement, I wasn’t as nervous anymore. But he was there for that whole recording that day. It was incredible, the kind of pressure that I was under.”101


Even having Sonny there, despite their closeness in age, added to the stress. “By that time I thought Sonny was the greatest… tenor saxophone player around,” McLean said.102 But Sonny was experiencing his own stress—a bad reed, the bane of a saxophonist’s existence, and probably a leak in the horn—and he conspicuously squeaks throughout the session.


As intimidating as Art Blakey could be to an unseasoned player, he had a way of setting people at ease in comparison to, for example, the technical high-wire act of Max Roach. “Max had all this technique and he was very busy,” said Walter Bishop Jr. “Blakey changed the whole feel. On the fast tempos, I didn’t have to fight to try to get through, because he gave me space.”103


With Bird sitting in the control room to avoid psyching McLean out too much, they laid down seven tracks that day rather than the usual four—“Conception,” “Denial,” “Out of the Blue,” “Bluing,” “Dig,” “My Old Flame” (the lone ballad), and the standard “It’s Only a Paper Moon,” the opposite of the perfectionist approach to recording Sonny would later take. George Shearing’s “Conception,” which Miles had recorded earlier as “Deception,” was the shortest track, at just over four minutes.104 Every other song exceeded the five-minute mark, with “Bluing” running for ten. “Denial” was another Gitler title for a “headless” tune, this one based on the changes to “Confirmation,” just like “I Know.” Fed up with his bad setup, Sonny takes only one chorus. “As his horn was giving him some trouble that day, he grabbed the tenor offered by J. R. Monterose (another studio visitor) just before his solo,” recalled Gitler, “but the horn was out of tune and he drops out after one chorus.”105


Sonny’s technical difficulties notwithstanding, the energy in the room was palpable on the recorded tracks—McLean’s jitters, Sonny’s sangfroid leavened by the frustration of a stale reed, Miles in his own estimation playing more trumpet than he had in the studio for a long time, Blakey’s sibilant ride cymbal ever present as he drops bombs on the bass drum in all the right places.


Sonny and Jackie were shut out of royalties. Miles would take the composer credit for “Dig,” but in reality McLean had written it. Sonny wrote “Out of the Blue,” which was also credited to Miles.106 Independent labels like Prestige and Blue Note had their own publishing arms and built a 50 percent publishing split into the contracts with their artists. They would promise to use their business savvy to collect and in exchange would take half the royalties.107 Miles claimed that Weinstock tried to get his publishing rights when he signed the contract but that he refused.108 Jackie gave them both the benefit of the doubt and assumed it was all a miscommunication, speculating that Weinstock “assumed that those tunes that were played there that day were Miles’ tunes.” However, Miles didn’t correct the error, and years later the royalties still went to him.109


The critics did not love it. Of “My Old Flame,” Barry Ulanov gave it a B– rating and wrote that “Miles just wanders aimlessly,” though he said that Sonny “makes the most of his tenor sax bridge.”110 Of “Dig,” Down Beat gave it two stars and wrote that “Miles, altoist Jack McLean, tenor Sonny Rollins are not helped a bit by the rude, unswinging drumming of Art Blakey.”111


To Sonny, the Dig session drew a line in the sand for hard bop. “When Miles was coming out with a lot of the ‘cool’ sounds, it was sort of alarming to many people in the jazz community because of the emphasis on the softer side of the music,” Sonny said. “Then, when Miles came out with Jackie and myself, we really asserted the hard-bop element, which was a relief to many in the community” who were concerned with “what was threatening to be a movement of ‘coolness’ in jazz.”112


Bob Weinstock did not love Sonny’s tendency to squeak, but his rhythmic flair and natural lyricism shone through. “Sonny Rollins was too much!” said Weinstock. “At that time, Sonny was a joke to all of the musicians. They loved him because he was a bebopper and he knew everybody.… But he hit so many clinkers that they would crack up when he played. They would tease him, but his ideas were so great. Despite the clinkers, they all knew, just like I knew… because I signed him to a contract… that he’d be a force someday.”113


Weinstock was so impressed by Sonny’s playing on the session that he offered him a contract with Prestige that day. Just past his twenty-first birthday, Sonny was signed to the same label as Miles Davis.


Yet a contract with Prestige was not enough to feed his addiction. Four days after the Dig session, on the night of Monday, October 8, Sonny was with Kenny Drew and their friend Lenny Martinez,114 a pianist from the Hill who had served in the US Air Corps, and they had a half-baked plan: armed robbery. Kenny Drew had procured a gun. “We decided to go downtown and stick up some place. I don’t think we had any specific place in mind,” Sonny said. “It was such a stupid thing to do. But it wasn’t like I was one of the guys sitting down and planning it. I was sort of the dumb guy who was just going along. I was the big dope who took the gun. I didn’t really know anything about guns. I have never fired a gun in my life.”115


At about one in the morning on October 9, the three of them took a taxi downtown to Fifty-Ninth Street and Lexington Avenue.116 They weren’t doing anything suspicious, but seeing three black men pull up in a cab on the Upper East Side late on a Monday night was enough to rouse the suspicion of Detective William Mulligan of the Burglary Squad, who approached the vehicle. After searching them, Mulligan saw that Sonny had a concealed pistol in his trench coat; apparently, some hypodermic needles were in the cab.117 No crime had been committed yet, but carrying a concealed firearm was illegal. Mulligan arrested all three of them on the spot. The gun was Drew’s, but Sonny took the blame; he wasn’t about to implicate his friends.


What followed was the worst night of Sonny’s life up to that point. The police took him to the Manhattan House of Detention for Men, a hulking high-rise known as the Tombs, located downtown at 125 White Street.118 To Sonny, it was “like a living tomb.”119 Convicted felons were housed there, but the Tombs was primarily a dismal purgatory that held prisoners who were awaiting trial and the inevitability of incarceration.120 The guards were known for corruption and harsh treatment of inmates.121


The facility had a capacity of 951, but that October, the inmate population had ballooned to 1,266.122 On October 5, days before Sonny’s arrest, the Tombs came under fire when the New York State Commission of Correction officially asked the prison to demonstrate why it should not be closed. Members of the Prison Association of New York inspected it and found there were not nearly enough prison beds, with “inmates sleeping on floors and in corridors, and ‘an atmosphere of demoralization.’” This was just the official report.123 Two months earlier, when Bud Powell and Thelonious Monk were arrested for narcotics possession following a similar search of a car without probable cause, they were brought to the Tombs. When Powell got agitated and started screaming in protest, guards poured buckets of ammonia solution on him.124


When Sonny arrived at the Tombs, it wasn’t long before withdrawal symptoms set in. It was so severe that the guards threw him in a straitjacket. “Can you understand what it would feel like to be in a straitjacket?” Sonny recalled. “I couldn’t either, but I was, and it was brought about by sort of a drug psychosis in prison.”125 Thus began Sonny’s odyssey through the circle of hell they call the US criminal justice system.


After being arraigned on October 9, Sonny was left to fend for himself in the Tombs for three days. On October 11, Sonny and his accomplices—Kenny Drew and Lenny Martinez—appeared before Magistrate Ambrose J. Haddock at City Magistrates’ Court at 100 Centre Street.


Martinez had a prior conviction, but Haddock dismissed all charges against him and Drew.126 For Sonny, bail was set at $1,500, which his family posted that day.127 On October 17, after The People of the State of New York Against Walter Rollins was brought by District Attorney Frank S. Hogan, an indictment was filed on two counts: “criminally carrying concealed a loaded pistol” and “criminally possessing a pistol,” “without a written license.” Indictment hearings have no defense, and, as the adage goes, “a grand jury would indict a ham sandwich.”128


On October 22, Sonny’s lawyer, forty-two-year-old defense attorney Joseph Panzer, entered a plea of not guilty.129 As Sonny had no prior record, he reasoned, maybe they could beat the charges. The trial was scheduled to begin in a month.


By November 29, though, Panzer had reconsidered. Sonny was a twenty-one-year-old black man in a city that was predisposed to find him guilty, and though he had no drugs on him at the time of arrest, and there was no probable cause for a stop-and-frisk, he did have a gun. So copping a plea for a misdemeanor was probably the best he could do.130 That day, Sonny appeared before the Court of General Sessions, with the Honorable Louis J. Capozzoli presiding. Capozzoli served in the New York State Assembly and as a Democratic congressman from New York’s Thirteenth District from 1941 to 1945. He was elected to the Court of General Sessions the previous year, so he was concerned about seeming tough on crime. He was also a member of the New York Rifle Club.131


After getting arraigned at the bar, Sonny’s lawyer, Joseph Panzer, and Assistant District Attorney Eugene Leiman approached the bench. Panzer told the judge that Sonny wanted to withdraw his not-guilty plea in exchange for the court dropping one charge.


“Rollins, did you understand what your lawyer said to me?” Capozzoli said.


“Yes, sir,” said Sonny.


“Did you wish to plead guilty to the possession of a firearm as a misdemeanor?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Did you have in your possession on October 9, 1951, an automatic pistol?”


“Yes, sir.”132


Sentencing was scheduled for December 20, two months later, with bail continued.


As Sonny’s life came crumbling down, it was likely that his cabaret card would be revoked as well due to the city’s unjust Prohibition-era policy, so playing for more than two consecutive nights in a New York City club that served liquor—any club in the city—would be impossible for the indefinite future.133 Sonny’s reputation, welfare, and livelihood were all at stake due to a gun that probably never would have been fired. His family was heartbroken.


After Bud Powell and Thelonious Monk were convicted that August, Powell was deemed mentally unstable, taken to Bellevue, and then sent on court order to Pilgrim State Hospital in Brentwood, Long Island, for sixty days. Monk was sentenced to two months at the workhouse, probably on Rikers Island, and lost his cabaret card.134 So within a span of two months, Powell recorded “Un Poco Loco,” one of the masterpieces of the bebop era; Monk first recorded the standards “Straight, No Chaser,” “Four in One,” and “Ask Me Now”; and Sonny recorded “It’s Only a Paper Moon” and “Dig” with Miles Davis. During the same period, they had all been brutalized, Monk was sent to prison, Powell was recommitted, and Sonny was thrown in a straitjacket and locked in the Tombs.135


Before Sonny’s sentencing, when Monk was released, he and Sonny went to visit Bud at Pilgrim in Islip. After being admitted on September 4, the Pilgrim staff decided following an observation period to extend Powell’s stay indefinitely and subjected him to more shock treatment. Fortunately, they had a piano there. Sonny and Monk took the hour-and-a-half drive out. “I felt very close to Bud, and Monk did, too, of course, and we’d go to visit him in the mental hospitals, several times,” Sonny said. “We used to go way the hell out to Central Islip, all the way out on Long Island.… All the cats used to dress in street clothes; there were no uniforms or hospital outfits. And we went in to see Bud, trying to talk to him: ‘Well, how do you feel, man, how are you doing?’ Suddenly I saw this guy closing the doors, and I said, ‘Whoa, man! We’re just visiting.’”136


Sonny also had a contract with Prestige. On December 17, three days before his sentencing, he was back at Apex Studios on West Fifty-Seventh Street for his first-ever full session as a leader with Sonny Rollins Quartet.137 It was what would likely be Sonny’s last time in a recording studio for a while. He got Percy Heath, Art Blakey, and, perhaps to show there were no hard feelings, Kenny Drew.


The session was off to a disastrous start. Bob Weinstock had been diagnosed with manic depression by the end of 1950, and he would sometimes have Ira Gitler fill in for him when he couldn’t make it to the studio.138 On this occasion, Gitler was in the engineer’s booth for his first time as session supervisor; it was also the night before his twenty-third birthday.


“Like true love, the course of true jazz seldom runs smooth,” wrote Gitler. “It was a miserable, sleety night,”139 and conguero Sabu Martinez, who was supposed to be on the record, couldn’t make it from the Bronx. When Sonny took out his saxophone to warm up—his own instrument was sometimes in hock—he found he was missing a neck strap. He jury-rigged one out of a coat hanger and a piece of rope that he hung around his neck in baleful foreshadowing.


It was a strung-out session, with Sonny recording eight tunes: “Time on My Hands,” “This Love of Mine,” “Shadrack,” “Slow Boat to China,” “With a Song in My Heart,” and the originals “Mambo Bounce,” the twelve-bar blues “Scoops,” and “Newk’s Fadeaway.” Kenny Drew nodded off between takes, and each time Art Blakey woke him up with a snare roll.140 Sonny began the recording session with “Time on My Hands” by Vincent Youmans, with lyrics by Harold Adamson and Mack Gordon. Sonny was having more reed problems that day, but he managed to imbue the song with a deep vibrato and a pathos that was unprecedented for him on record.


On “Mambo Bounce,”141 after stating the danceable theme, in which Sonny is echoed by Kenny Drew in a playful call-and-response, Sonny played over blues changes, with an insouciant swagger and a huge sound, exploding into double time on his fourth and final chorus. As Gitler recalled, the band had trouble segueing from the melody to the blues solo section amid the drug-induced haze, but after some false starts, they finally got it straight.142


On “This Love of Mine,” a ballad made popular by Frank Sinatra, Sonny sings through the horn with legato phrasing and a vibrato reminiscent of Coleman Hawkins. He may have recently seen Louis Armstrong perform Robert MacGimsey’s “Shadrack” in The Strip, a 1951 film released that past August. “This tune took quite a while to get together,” Gitler said. “Like so many small-group arrangements of this period, it was not written out in advance, but worked out on the spot by Rollins and Drew.”143


The night ended with a blowing session on the “rhythm changes” progression, and Sonny really cooked that night. He quoted the melody to Bud Powell’s “Wail,” fresh in his mind since he had just seen Bud at Pilgrim. Gitler titled the track “Newk’s Fadeaway,” an ominous double entendre referring to Sonny’s nickname and his namesake’s screwball, known as a fadeaway, as well as the song’s fade-out ending. “I always had a mysterious air about me, and even in the old days would disappear for different reasons,” Sonny later said. “That’s why there’s a song on my first session called ‘Newk’s Fadeaway.’ But Monk and Max [Roach] knew where I was. Art Blakey, Al Haig, Miles—all my boys knew where to find me.”144
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On December 20, Sonny appeared in the Court of General Sessions before Judge Capozzoli for sentencing with his attorney, Joseph Panzer, and Assistant District Attorney Harold X. McGowan. The case was The People of the State of New York Against Walter Rollins.


“Walter Rollins, what have you now to say why judgment should not be pronounced against you according to law?” asked the clerk.145


Before Sonny could answer, Capozzoli interjected. “Why didn’t you keep your appointment to visit the psychiatric clinic?”


“I was ill,” Sonny replied.


“You were ill?” said Capozzoli.


“Yes.”


Sonny’s lawyer interceded. “Judge, this boy has no prior record,” said Panzer. “In this particular instant, when he was found with the gun, he was also found in possession of some hypodermic needles, for which there is a case pending in the Court of Special Sessions. The boy has told me and his mother has told me he would like to go to Lexington, Kentucky, for a cure. He is a drug addict and he is unfortunate in that respect. I don’t know what this court can do for him. With reference to Lexington, I think he can enter there himself, and in view of the fact that he has no prior record and lives at home and has not been a bad boy, I ask your honor to be as lenient as possible.”


“Counselor, a drug addict with a pretty loaded revolver is a bad combination,” said Capozzoli.


“I understand that,” said Panzer.


Capozzoli had a busy day, and he had heard enough. “Penitentiary.”


Panzer then tried twisting the story, which he bungled. “Before you sentence him, judge, may I say one thing?” said Panzer. “The boy never had any prior conviction. This revolver he said he found in a lot with the needles. He was going, he says, in a cab with two other boys to a police station to give this revolver because he said at the time he was in a lot and found this revolver wrapped up with some needles.”


This got Capozzoli’s attention. “Wait a minute. Let me understand you,” said the judge. “You say he found the needles?”


“I said he found the loaded revolver. He had the needles on him. He used to use them.”


“I thought you also said he found the needles.”


“If I said that, I didn’t mean it,” said Panzer. “He said he found this revolver and was going to give it to the police station and report it. I don’t think—”


“Let me show you, counselor. If that were so, then obviously, it was unjust to prosecute this defendant. It was unjust to arrest and unjust to indict him and unjust to sentence him, but I don’t think that is so. I am quoting now which is in effect what he told the Probation Department: ‘He claims he found the pistol early that night in a lot on West 147th Street and St. Nicholas Avenue, and although he knew it was illegal, he retained possession of the weapon in the belief that he might sell it.’”


At this point, Panzer was grasping at straws. “Well, that may very well be, judge. I want to point out to the court that this boy is a narcotic addict.”


“Listen,” said Capozzoli.




I know that and, listen, I wish there was a way of taking these unfortunates, who are in the throes of such a vicious habit, and submit them to the proper scientific care and treatment to the end that they might be cured and be given a chance to join society. The problem is beyond me. I am sorry. I wish there was some way of doing it. I cannot establish these clinics. I cannot establish the institutions. We spend so much money for so many other things which, in comparison, is trivial, and yet we have hesitated to recognize this problem as a real nationwide serious problem. For some reason or other, that has not been done. I am faced with one or two alternatives; either I send him out to mix with society again with this background and my knowledge of his conduct and his behavior, or else I have got to put him out of circulation. Now, what can I do? I wish there was some way I could send these fellows to some institution to be treated. What can I do about it? I have no way of controlling it. Here he is in a taxicab with a sweetheart.





“He is not a vicious boy,” Panzer said. “He lives with his mother. He is a musician.”


“Counselor, I will leave it to the parole board to decide what they will do with him.”


“Can you send him to Lexington?”


“I cannot. I wish I could,” said Capozzoli. “I have no control over Lexington.”


“Suppose you see that he admits himself to Lexington?”


Capozzoli was frustrated at this point. “No. If it were a question of petit larceny, I would take my chance. But let us be fair. I have been a lawyer too, and I have been in your place for years—”


“I know that.”


“Suppose I should let this fellow go out and, God forbid, he goes out for drugs and shoots somebody. What will happen to Judge Capozzoli? Penitentiary. I am sorry.”


So with that, Sonny was put “out of circulation” and handed a sentence of one to three years.146 Sonny’s family was gutted. They had watched the family patriarch go to prison only five years earlier, and now so was Sonny. Sonny would later become an advocate for decriminalizing drugs; he knew that the health-care system was better equipped to deal with an “epidemic” than the criminal justice system.147


Miles Davis’s fate was not as dire. One night, Miles was playing with Jackie McLean at the Downbeat Club on Fifty-Second Street, strung out.148 Miles looked down from the bandstand where, to his surprise, stood his father, Miles Dewey Davis Jr., wearing a raincoat and scowling. They finished the set, and father and son went to the greenroom, where they had a stern chat. Dr. Davis insisted that he was leaving that night and Miles was coming with him.149 He wrote the club owner a check for Miles’s outstanding pawn tickets, then they left the club and boarded a train to East St. Louis where Miles would kick his habit cold turkey, at home.


Before Sonny left for Rikers Island, he got in touch with Jackie McLean and entrusted him with the gigs that were still coming his way.150 The Counts of Bop would have to continue without their leader. Soon thereafter, Sonny was packed into a van, hurtling headlong into the fiery furnace.
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