by Bob Bernotas

ulti-instrumentalist
Jerome Richardson is a
lead player, a jazz

player, a studio and pit veteran, a
sought-after sideman, the leader
of his own groups, a clinician, and
a composer. Along with Frank
Wess and Herbie Mann, he pio-
neered the use of flute in modern
jazz and even has soloed on pic-
colo. His soprano saxophone lead
became one of the musical trade-
marks of the Thad Jones-Mel
Lewis Jazz Orchestra.

Richardson also was a mainstay
on Quincy Jones’ recordings of the
1960s and 70s. (Check out his
soprano solo on Walkin’ from Q’s
1970 album, Gula Matari.) In the
early 1970s, he scored a surprise
hit record with his tune, Groove
Merchant. And recent gigs with Art
Farmer have shown that, although
Richardson is now in his mid
seventies, he still can stand up
there and blow strong, swinging
tenor.

Born on Christmas Day, 1920 in
Oakland, California, Richardson
grew up in the Bay Area. He landed his
first big time gig with Lionel Hampton
in 1949, came to New York in 1954, and
soon after broke into the studios,
performing on many early rock and
roll dates that, he recalls with a smile
and a shrug, “I’m not too proud of.”
Still, Richardson admits, it was a wel-
come way to supplement the tenuous
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income of a jazz musician.

Eventually, he attained first call
status as a New York studio player. But
by the early 1970s, that well began to
dry up, so Richardson headed for
California, where he worked in films
and, whenever possible, would take a
small combo into a local club. He

returned to New York in 1989 and,
except for a bout with illness a couple
of years ago, has kept up a steady
presence, playing (and often contract-
ing) concerts and shows, and gigging
with Art Farmer whenever the trum-
peter is in town. Currently Richardson
is working toward the release of a new
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recording, which would be
his first as a leader in over
twenty years.

When did you begin music?

The first time | played any
music | was eight years old. |
heard a classical saxophone
player when | was seven and
begged the folks for a saxo-
phone. They gave it to me on
my birthday in the next year,
when | was eight.

That was an alto?

Yeah. And then | studied
and studied; | played prima-
rily classical saxophone. |
gave concerts in churches
and over the radio, classical
concerts and so forth.

One time, | was supposed
to have been playing a classi-
cal concert and one of the
pieces was supposed to have
been a classical treatise on
the St. Louis Blues. Now | had

JEROME RICHARDSON’S

EQUIPMENT
SAXOPHONES

Selmer Mark VI soprano, alto and tenor saxo-
phones: “l used to play baritone, but | sold it
‘cause | did not want to carry that thing around. |
like to play baritone, but | like to play jazz on it. |
don’t like to play in a big band with it.”

MOUTHPIECES
soprano: Selmer hard rubber
alto: Otto Link hard rubber
tenor: Otto Link metal
REEDS

soprano and alto: La Voz medium or medium-hard

tenor: La Voz medium
OTHER INSTRUMENTS
Powell open-hole flute

alto flute: “I did have a beautiful Haynes alto flute,

but it was stolen.”
Rudall-Carte bass flute
Weismann piccolo
Buffet clarinet
bass clarinet: “| sold it.”

said, “Play it anyway.” And
I played it from memory. |

was gonna make sure | got
this gig.

Of course, he wanted me
to be in the band. But before
he gave me a uniform he
said, “What draft status are
you?” I said, “Uh, oh. 1-A.”
He said, “I’m sorry. As soon
as | give you a uniform,
they’ll call you.” Sure
enough, | stayed with him
two weeks and two weeks
later they called me. Instead
of joining the Army, | went
into the Navy.

At least you were able to get
into a band, which was not a
bad way to spend the war.

It had two jazz units, a
Number One unit and a
Number Two unit. Marshall
Royal was head of the first
unit and | was in that unit.
We used to play concerts

always memorized my
pieces, but | got into that one
and forgot it! | went completely blank.

And that was the first time | played
“jazz.” | played everything | could
think of; I just played and played. And
my accompanist tried to stop me. She
was going nuts and finally | stopped.
But the people didn’t notice the differ-
ence. It was in a church too.

In other words, you played what you
thought was jazz.

I played something! But the first time
I really played any jazz was when |
was fourteen and Lionel Hampton had
his first band, the one that came up
from Los Angeles. He needed an alto
saxophone player because, | heard
later on, the one that he had was a
junkie and got busted or something.
They were playing in Oakland at the T
& B Theater and they needed an alto
saxophone player that could at least
read the music.

Hamp found out that | was the only
one in the area that could at least read
the music. He came to my house and
asked my father if | could play with the
band. So Dad took me there and
brought me back. | was scared to
death, but | played the music anyway.
Then after that, Hamp wanted me to

go out with the band, but Dad said,
“No, no. You go to school.”

You also had a chance to join Jimmie
Lunceford’s band in the early 1940s,
didn’t you?

Yeah. Willie Smith left the band in
Oakland, and | was always a great
admirer of that band. | was like the
mascot. Whenever they came, | was
the first one in the door and the last
one out. | stood behind the saxophones
all the time. During the time that they
were there and playing, Lunceford
used to let me hold that big flute he
had. I didn’t know what it was. Of
course, it was an alto flute.

| loved the band so much, | had
memorized everything they played. So
when Willie left, | got an audition; the
first thing Lunceford asked me, he
said, “Can you play loud?” | said,
“Yeah.” He said, “Do you like Willie
Smith?” | said, “Yeah.” He said, “Well,
come join us at the Oakland Audito-
rium.”

So | had remembered all the saxo-
phone stuff especially and | read ev-
erything. Then | kept asking
Lunceford, “Play the Chopin Prelude,”
which was a great saxophone thing. He
said, “We don’t have the first part.” |

every Friday night, played
football games and stuff like
that, as well as playing with the concert
band and raising the flag every morn-
ing, all that.

I was there for three years. In the
meantime | was going to San Francisco
working secretly, which was against
the rules, and they caught us. But we
told them, “Oh, we were just over
there jamming.” So they asked us not
to do that again.

What did you do after the war?

Well, right after the war, all the
people that | knew in Oakland whom |
could go to and ask for work were not
there anymore, which meant that | had
to start all over again and cultivate
new people, which was a pain in the
ass. So for a while I didn’t do much
work. Finally | started working with
Vernon Alley, a famous bass player in
San Francisco.

I had worked before the war with
Wilbert Baranco, who was a pianist. In
fact, he gave me my first job in a night-
club. I worked with him and | worked
with Saunders King. Eventually | had
my own group around the town. But
there wasn’t that much.

Then along came Lionel Hampton
again. In the meantime | was married
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and | had to find a way
to support my family.
So | went out with
Hamp from ’49 to '51.

I’ve heard that Hamp had
just about the biggest book in
the business.

And he never played it!
Bobby Plater was the first
alto player and | was sec-
ond. Bobby was the straw
boss. There’'d be a lot of
times when Hamp wouldn’t
be on the stand or we’d be
in a theater and Hamp
wouldn’t be in the wings or
something. So Bobby would
call a couple of the real
good charts. We’d be play-
ing them and Hamp would
come running in. Right in
the middle of it he would
start to play Hamp’s Boogie
Woogie, no matter what it
was. That was the end of
that.

His wife, Gladys, was
known as a tough business
person. But in his autobiogra-
phy, Hamp said that “Gladys
took a particular liking to
Jerome Richardson. When he
asked her if he could borrow
money, she’d give it to him.
She wouldn’t do that for most
of the guys.” Is that true?

Well, I'll tell you, | don’t
understand why, but she
took a liking to me. There
were a few junkies in the
band, and she didn’t even
like any people who were
smoking dope, you know. |
did smoke a little pot, but
she didn’t catch me doing it!

And | was sort of brand
new to the band. When |
came into the band I sang, |
played flute, and | played
jazz alto, so | guess she
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JEROME RICHARDSON’S SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY [
was the first real jazz

flutist. But according to
what | can figure, | was the
first one to record a flute
solo in my era. Maybe there
were other people playing
flute then. I’'m sure Frank
Wess was, but | think | put
out the first jazz flute solo
of the era. (I understand
Herbie Mann claims that he
did, but I don’t think he put
anything out in 1949 or ’50
even.)

How did it come about? It
was because of Quincy
Jones, really. The band had
gone up to Seattle and
picked up Quincy Jones,
was a good, young trumpet
player who was also an
arranger and composer. |
can’t remember exactly
what town we were in, but
he had written a piece called
Kingfish for a small group.
We were rehearsing it and |
was playing the alto part.
Bobby Plater was standing
and listening.

About that time, | got a
phone call from my wife. So
| said, “Bobby, go ahead
and play my part. | gotta
answer the phone.” When |
came back, | picked up the
flute, went over to the
trumpet part, transposed
the trumpet part and played
that on top. Quincy said,
“That’s it!” and he decided
that | would play a flute
solo on it. For a long time
he used that sound of the
flute blending with the
trumpet, but that’s how it
came about, really by acci-
dent.

You know, | learned a lot
from being in that band. |
learned a lot from Hamp, as

thought | was particularly talented or
something. | don’t know what it was
she liked about me. But there were
times when | had to send some money
back home, ‘cause we weren’t making
a lot of money with that band, and
she’d give it to me. But on payday she
would take it all out.

While you were with Hamp you made a
record called Kingfish, which is probably
the first modern jazz flute solo. How did
that come about?

Now there was a gentleman by the
name of Wayman Carver who was
with Chick Webb’s band way before, in

crazy as he was.

Like what?

I learned how to judge what people
liked when you play for an audience,
whether they are dancing or just listen-
ing. Hamp had an uncanny way of
finding out what the people liked. And
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if he couldn’t find out, he’d do some-
thing almost extreme to find it out.

One time we were playing at the
Brooklyn Armory. It was a dance and
most of the people, we found out,
were Latin people. We were this big
band, and the band was roaring and
sounding good. They all came up to
the front of the bandstand, listened,
and enjoyed the music.

But after we finished, here comes
“Bop-bop-bop-tu-bop,” a little Latin
group, about eight pieces. They wore
us out. They played and the people
were dancing their cans off. You know
who it was? Tito Puente.

| saw Hamp walk all the way around
the edge of that ballroom. Then when
we got ready to play again he said,
“Jerome, can you play Begin the
Beguine?” | said, “Yeah.” He said, “On
flute?” | said, “Yeah.” | played Begin the
Beguine on flute and everybody
danced. We played the whole reper-
toire in Latin style. He would do all
kinds of things like that. He was an
entertainer, and he knew how to enter-
tain people. He’d get to ‘em every
time.

What did you do after you left Hamp?

I left Hamp on July the 4th, 1952. |
came back to Oakland, and fairly soon
after that, | joined Earl Hines’ band. He
had, I think, an eight- or nine-piece
group. But by this time, after being
with Hamp, coming to New York, and
hearing all this music, | said, “That’s
where | gotta be.” | went with Earl
Hines for eight months and left him in
New York.

As soon as | got to New York to stay,
I ran into Oscar Pettiford. Oscar was
now working at the Cafe Bohemia and
I had met him in San Francisco. | came
in and he said, “Hey man, | need a
tenor saxophone player. You want to
play?” So | worked in his band for a
while.

In the meantime, | started working
around. | worked at the Apollo and did
the whole scene, the Savoy and all of
that. But during the time | was work-
ing with Oscar Pettiford, | had an
occasion to do my first record date
with someone. It was a commercial
date, you know.

| told Oscar, I'd be back about 11:00.
So he said, “OK.” When | came back,
there was an alto player sitting in and |

said, “Oh, Jesus.” A great player. The
walls were just shaking; he was play-
ing so good. And | thought to myself,
“Well, | just lost my job.” I didn’t lose
the job, but do you know who it was?
Cannonball Adderley. That’s one of the
reasons why | was on some of
Cannonball’s first albums. And, of
course, he and | were friends for years
after that.

How did you start working in the stu-
dios?

I was at Minton’s with Kenny
Burrell, we got fired about two weeks
to a month before Christmas of 1955.
My wife at that time was pregnant.
And | said, “Jeez, this is a hell of a time
for me to get fired.”

A guy named Lou Wax, whom I'd
never heard of before, happened to be
the contractor with the Roxy Theater, a
big theater that had ice shows. He told
me they wanted somebody to play
“rock and roll Christmas tenor” and
sing some Christmas blues. | said,
“You got the right man.”

At the same time, | was studying
flute and was practicing every day at
the theater. | guess someone said,
“Why don’t you keep Jerome here,
‘cause he can play flute and so forth?”
They asked me if | would like to stay
and | said, “Sure.” | stayed in the band
there for two years.

At first, all these classical players
didn’t think too much about being with
a jazz player. But they found out that |
could play their music, commercial
music, and so forth. That’s how |
started playing commercial records
and doing all kinds of other things.
After that, most of my work was
studio work, but | always kept some
kind of a jazz group.

In 1966, you became an original member
of one of the greatest big bands of alltime,
the Thad Jones-Mel Lewis Jazz Orchestra.

That was a great band, but it never
got the publicity it deserved. When |
left him in 1970 and went to Los Ange-
les, everybody was asking me,
“Jerome, you got any Thad Jones
arrangements?” | had no idea the
people even knew the band. It did it all
by itself. All it needed was a good
push, but it didn’t get it.

Most of the musicians who played in
that band were making a living in the
studios.

You mean the original band.

Right, guys like yourself, Jerry Dodgion,
Pepper Adams, Snooky Young, Bill Berry,
Jimmy Nottingham, Jimmy Knepper, and
Richard Davis. So they could afford to play
with Thad.

Well, it wasn’t a matter of affording
it. Thad got the guys together and
everybody said they wanted to do it,
but then | wondered, “When can we
rehearse?” Everybody was working in
the daytime in studios. So they finally
said, “Why don’t we try to rehearse at
midnight somewhere?” Everybody
said, “Yeah, OK. Let’s do that.” But |
didn’t believe that was gonna happen.
Then, when | went up there, every-
body was ready to play.

I guess we rehearsed a month, just
rehearsing Thad’s charts. And a disk
jockey, who’s now out in Las Vegas
(he’s not a disk jockey anymore; |
forget what he’s doing now), he told
Thad and Mel, “I can get you in the
Vanguard for two Mondays. Would
you want to do it?” They turned to us
and said, “Would you guys want to do
it?” “Yeah!”

So here it was in the middle of the
winter. We went to the Vanguard to set
the band up and the people were lined
up almost around the corner. We didn’t
believe it. Every Monday we loaded
that place up. For as long as the band
was there, we loaded up that place.

What a band, the spirit and every-
thing! But we didn’t do anything. We
did go to Japan under very dire cir-
cumstances, went to Europe, and did a
few little things. But here was this band
that made these great records and
didn’t even get a smell at something
decent. Had anybody really produced
the band, advertised the band, we
could have been playing in colleges
and concerts all over the country and
all over the world. That’s what we
could have easily done.

One of the trademarks of that band was
the soprano lead.

That was an accident, too. Thad
brought something up with clarinet
lead. Well, I don’t like to play clarinet
anyway, and there was Eddie Daniels,
who was a graduate in clarinet, sitting
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next to me. Plus the way he had the
clarinet written, it wasn’t easy to lead
the section because it wasn’t pro-
nounced.

So | said, “Thad, where you placed
the notes will not be very prominent
as a first part. Why don’t you let me
play it on soprano saxophone and see
what happens?” We did, and he said,
“Yeah, that’s it,” and there came the
soprano lead thing. That was another
accident.

Why did you leave New York and move
to California in the early 1970s?

God knows | hated to leave Thad,
but, around 1969 and 70, the bottom
fell out of New York. Theaters were
closing. Television had gone to Holly-
wood. Recording had gone to Mussel
Shoals, Alabama, or wherever it was
going to. And that just about wrecked
anything.

At one time you would be called in
to play for a singer. Or they’d put a
band around a soloist and you’d come
in and play. But then it got so that the
soloist would get his own group or the
singer would get his own group and
bring his own people. They would
come in with their own people and
record what they wanted; that
knocked us out. So | said, “There’s
nothing for me to do except get out of
here.”

Quincy Jones was in Hollywood. |
talked to him and he said, “Well, come
on.” So | worked with Quincy and a
few other people about five, six, or
seven years. But then the people |
knew, for some reason or other, who
would call me eventually either came
back here or went to Europe. Quincy
went into another phase of his career
and so there wasn’t much left.

| stayed there for seventeen years
and was trying to do this, trying to do
that. | even had a group of my own
there too. But things were not very
good ‘cause they didn’t want to pay a
small group anything, especially a
small group that didn’t have a “name.”
They would pay me just as they would
pay all the local guys. So | said, “Hey, |
gotta get out of here.”

I was lucky. In 1989 somebody called
me to do Black and Blue on Broadway
and | helped them get a few people
there from Los Angeles. | left, came
here, and did that. The only thing |

thought was good that | did out there
was buy a house. Inside of two weeks |
sold that house, moved, and was on
the plane to New York.

Have you done any other Broadway
shows since then?

Yeah, one other show, Jelly’s Last Jam,
which | also was the contractor for.
Since then | haven’t done anything. So
I’ve been doing whatever | can do.

Getting back to the studio thing, a
number of people were making good livings
doing studio work.

Sure, we all were.

But then all of a sudden it all but ended.
Almost to zero.

What role did synthesizers play in that
decline?

Oh God, it’s put us all out of work!
Once when | was in Los Angeles, | saw
where three people, a keyboard player,
a saxophone player who was synthe-
sized, and a drum machine, were doing
a whole television series where they
had used from 40 to sometimes almost
100 men. Saxophones, trumpets, and
things like that have been cut way
down. | heard lately that somebody
said that they were finally getting tired
of the synthesized sound. They wanted
to bring it back to human beings, but
who knows about that?

You can tell the difference between
synthesized instruments and real instru-
ments.

I think so. But the average person
does not distinguish it. They don’t
listen that well or they can’t listen that
well ‘cause they’re not practiced at it.
So they don’t know whether it’s syn-
thesized music or not. | think that’s
one of the reasons that they got away
with it so easily, because the general
public really doesn’t know the differ-
ence in sound.

There was a time when guys were
amplifying their horns, sometimes
with little machines, and | didn’t like
that even. I’'m a person that prefers to
hear the true sound of the instrument
and to play with people who do that.
You get something from the next
player. You get something from the
strings when they’re there or the
horns, when you’re sitting there play-

ing. But how can you get anything
from a machine?

So for yourself, what percentage of your
work in the studios was cut by the intro-
duction of synthesizers?

Almost all of it. As | said, these
groups that wanted to record also
brought their own people in, which cut
down our work, too.

What did the musicians do once that
area closed down?

They scattered to the four winds.
Some retired, some went elsewhere,
wherever they could make money.
That’s the way this business is. Noth-
ing lasts forever, although you hope it
would. | remember when | came back
after seventeen years (of course, in
seventeen years anything can change),
I didn’t know anybody. Every now and
then I’d see somebody that | used to
know, but | hardly knew anybody here
when | came back.

What have you been doing lately?

I’ve been working with Art Farmer
whenever he comes over from Austria.
And | just did a thing up in Boston with
the Slide Hampton and the
JazzMasters. That’s about all. In the
meantime | produced a record of my
own, but unfortunately | haven’t had
enough money to really get it out
there. That’s the way things have
gone. And, of course, in the meantime,
I get sick, my wife gets sick, and there
goes all the money.

I’d like to get your appraisal of the scene
today.

Economically, | wouldn’t say it’s the
greatest. It’s not like it used to be. If
you can get into some of the jazz
festivals and stuff like that, you can
make money, a little money. If you like
to teach and do clinics (I’ve done a few
clinics in schools and so forth), say like
Clark Terry does, you can make good
money. That is completely on your
own and that’s fine.

And what do you think about what’s
happening musically these days?

Jazz is always going to be and it will
always go forward. | think probably
there will be another “messiah,” in a
sense, like there was Charlie Parker,
who advanced it, and Dizzy Gillespie.
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Then there came Coltrane, who ad-
vanced it and advanced it. There will
be someone else. | don’t know who
will be the person or persons. But as
we go along you’ll see, you'll hear the
advancement. The young players
coming up today, their attitudes and
their approaches to the music, jazz, are
different, more advanced, more mod-
ern.

There are people who say, “I can’t
stand that ultra-modern music.” But
there’s always gonna be that, like
modern painting. You either like it or
you don’t like it. Jazz is not gonna stop
because you don’t like it.

Rock ‘n roll and the commercial
music that is today, it’s there to make a
million seller. Certainly we wish that
we could make a million seller. It
would be great if we could make a
million seller. But you make a million
seller today and then that person has
to make another million seller in the
next six months, which he may never
do. He may never make another mil-
lion seller again. The only person who
has done it is Michael Jackson, and he’s
in a great pinch at this moment.

Those things don’t last very long
unless you find, in the midst of it all,
some people who have the talent to go
forward, to maintain their integrity in
what they do, and there’s not a lot of
them. And so jazz will always be there.
You can find new jazz, new jazz, new
jazz, new jazz, new jazz the rest of
your life. It will always be. | just hope
that everybody perseveres. §
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