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I've been listening to jazzmen, especially saxophonists, since the time of the early Count 

Basie records, which featured Lester Young. Pres was my first real influence, but the first 

horn I got was an alto, not a tenor. I wanted a tenor, but some friends of my mother 

advised her to buy me an alto because it was a smaller horn and easier for a youngster to 

handle. This was 1943.  

Johnny Hodges became my first main influence on alto, and he still kills me. I stayed 

with alto through 1947, and by then I'd come under the influence of Charlie Parker. The 

first time I heard Bird play, it hit me right between the eyes. Before I switched from alto 

in that year, it had been strictly a Bird thing with me, but when I bought a tenor to go 

with Eddie Vinson's band, a wider area of listening opened up for me.  

I found I was able to be more varied in my musical interests. On alto, Bird had been my 

whole influence, but on tenor I found there was no one man whose ideas were so 

dominant as Charlie's were on alto. Therefore, I drew from all the men I heard during this 

period. I have listened to about all the good tenor men, beginning with Lester, and believe 

me, I've picked up something from them all, including several who have never recorded.  

The reason I liked Lester so was that I could feel that line, that simplicity. My phrasing 

was very much in Lester's vein at this time.  

I found out about Coleman Hawkins after I learned of Lester. There were a lot of things 

that Hawkins was doing that I knew I'd have to learn somewhere along the line. I felt the 

same way about Ben Webster. There were many things that people like Hawk, Ben, and 

Tab Smith were doing in the forties that I didn't understand but that I felt emotionally.  

The first time I heard Hawk, I was fascinated by his arpeggios and the way he played. I 

got a copy of his "Body And Soul" and listened real hard to what he was doing. And even 

though I dug Pres, as I grew musically, I appreciated Hawk more and more.  

As far as musical influences, aside from saxophonists, are concerned, I think I was first 

awakened to musical exploration by Dizzy Gillespie and Bird. It was through their work 

that I began to learn about musical structures and the more theoretical aspects of music.  

Also, I had met Jimmy Heath, who, besides being a wonderful saxophonist, understood a 

lot about musical construction. I joined his group in Philadelphia in 1948. We were very 

much alike in our feeling, phrasing, and a whole lot of ways. Our musical appetites were 

the same. We used to practice together, and he would write out some of the things we 

were interested in. We would take things from records and digest them. In this way we 

learned about the techniques being used by writers and arrangers.  



Another friend and I learned together in Philly--Calvin Massey, a trumpeter and 

composer who now lives in Brooklyn. His musical ideas and mine often run parallel, and 

we've collaborated quite often. We helped each other advance musically by exchanging 

knowledge and ideas.  

I first met Miles Davis about 1947 and played a few jobs with him and Sonny Rollins at 

the Audubon Ballroom in Manhattan. During this period he was coming into his own, and 

I could see him extending the boundaries of jazz even further. I felt I wanted to work with 

him. But for the time being, we went our separate ways.  

I went with Dizzy's big band in 1949. I stayed with Diz through the breakup of the big 

band and played in the small group he organized later.  

Afterwards, I went with Earl Bostic, who I consider a very gifted musician. He showed 

me a lot of things on my horn. He has fabulous technical facilities on his instrument and 

knows many a trick.  

Then I worked with one of my first loves, Johnny Hodges. I really enjoyed that job. I 

liked every tune in the book. Nothing was superficial. It all had meaning, and it all 

swung. And the confidence with which Rabbit plays! I wish I could play with the 

confidence that he does.  

But besides enjoying my stay with Johnny musically, I also enjoyed it because I was 

getting firsthand information about things that happened way before my time. I'm very 

interested in the past, and even though there's a lot I don't know about it, I intend to go 

back and find out. I'm back to Sidney Bechet already.  

Take Art Tatum, for instance. When I was coming up, the musicians I ran around with 

were listening to Powell, and I didn't listen too much to Tatum. That is, until one night I 

happened to run into him in Cleveland. There were Art, Slam Stewart, Oscar Peterson 

and Ray Brown at a private session in some lady's attic. They played from 2:30 in the 

morning to 8:30--just whatever they felt like playing. I've never heard so much music.  

In 1955, I joined Miles on a regular basis and worked with him till the middle of 1957. I 

went with Thelonious Monk for the remainder of that year.  

Working with Monk brought me close to a musical architect of the highest order. I felt I 

learned from him in every way--through the senses, theoretically, technically. I would 

talk to Monk about musical problems, and he would sit at the piano and show me the 

answers just by playing them. I could watch him play and find out the things I wanted to 

know. Also, I could see a lot of things that I didn't know about at all.  

Monk was one of the first to show me how to make two or three notes at one time on 

tenor. (John Glenn, a tenor man in Philly, also showed me how to do this. He can play a 

triad and move notes inside it--like passing tones!) It's done by false fingering and 



adjusting your lip. If everything goes right, you can get triads. Monk just looked at my 

horn and "felt" the mechanics of what had to be done to get this effect.  

I think Monk is one of the true greats of all time. He's a real musical thinker--there's not 

many like him. I feel myself fortunate to have had the opportunity to work with him. If a 

guy needs a little spark, a boost, he can just be around Monk, and Monk will give it to 

him.  

After leaving Monk, I went back to another great musical artist, Miles.  

On returning, this time to stay until I formed my own group a few months ago, I found 

Miles in the midst of another stage of his musical development. There was one time in his 

past that he devoted to multichorded structures. He was interested in chords for their own 

sake. But now it seemed that he was moving in the opposite direction to the use of fewer 

and fewer chord changes in songs. He used tunes with free-flowing lines and chordal 

direction. This approach allowed the soloist the choice of playing chordally (vertically) or 

melodically (horizontally).  

In fact, due to the direct and free-flowing lines in his music, I found it easy to apply the 

harmonic ideas that I had. I could stack up chords--say, on a C7, I sometimes 

superimposed an E-flat7, up to an F#7, down to an F. That way I could play three chords 

on one. But on the other hand, if I wanted to, I could play melodically. Miles' music gave 

me plenty of freedom. It's a beautiful approach.  

About this time, I was trying for a sweeping sound. I started experimenting because I was 

striving for more individual development. I even tried long, rapid lines that Ira Gitler 

termed "sheets of sound" at the time. But actually, I was beginning to apply the three-on-

one chord approach, and at that time the tendency was to play the entire scale of each 

chord. Therefore, they were usually played fast and sometimes sounded like glisses.  

I found there were a certain number of chord progressions to play in a given time, and 

sometimes what I played didn't work out in eighth notes, 16th notes, or triplets. I had to 

put the notes in uneven groups like fives and sevens in order to get them all in.  

I thought in groups of notes, not of one note at a time. I tried to place these groups on the 

accents and emphasize the strong beats--maybe on 2 here and on 4 over at the end. I 

would set up the line and drop groups of notes--a long line with accents dropped as I 

moved along. Sometimes what I was doing clashed harmonically with the piano--

especially if the pianist wasn't familiar with what I was doing--so a lot of times I just 

strolled with bass and drums.  

I haven't completely abandoned this approach, but it wasn't broad enough. I'm trying to 

play these progressions in a more flexible manner now.  

Last February, I bought a soprano saxophone. I like the sound of it, but I'm not playing 

with the body, the bigness of tone, that I want yet. I haven't had too much trouble playing 



it in tune, but I've had a lot of trouble getting a good quality of tone in the upper register. 

It comes out sort of puny sometimes. I've had to adopt a slightly different approach than 

the one I use for tenor, but it helps me get away--let's me take another look at 

improvisation. It's like having another hand.  

I'm using it with my present group, McCoy Tyner, piano; Steve Davis, bass, and Pete 

LaRoca, drums. The quarter is coming along nicely. We know basically what we're trying 

for, and we leave room for individual development. Individual contributions are put in 

night by night.  

One of my aims is to build as good a repertoire as I can for a band. What size, I couldn't 

say, but it'll probably be a quartet or quintet. I want to get the material first. Right now, 

I'm on a material search.  

From a technical viewpoint, I have certain things I'd like to present in my solos. To do 

this, I have to get the right material. It has to swing, and it has to be varied. (I'm inclined 

not to be too varied.) I want it to cover as many forms of music as I can put into a jazz 

context and play on my instruments. I like Eastern music; Yusef Lateef has been using 

this in his playing for some time. And Ornette Coleman sometimes plays music with a 

Spanish content as well as other exotic-flavored music. In these approaches there's 

something I can draw on and use in the way I like to play.  

I've been writing some things for the quartet--if you call lines and sketches writing. I'd 

like to write more after I learn more--after I find out what kind of material I can present 

best, what kind will carry my musical techniques best. Then I'll know better what kind of 

writing is best for me.  

I've been devoting quite a bit of my time to harmonic studies on my own, in libraries and 

places like that. I've found you've got to look back at the old things and see them in a new 

light. I'm not finished with these studies because I haven't assimilated everything into my 

playing. I want to progress, but I don't want to go so far out that I can't see what others 

are doing.  

I want to broaden my outlook in order to come out with a fuller means of expression. I 

want to be more flexible where rhythm is concerned. I feel I have to study rhythm some 

more. I haven't experimented too much with time; most of my experimenting has been in 

a harmonic form. I put time and rhythms to one side, in the past.  

But I've got to keep experimenting. I feel that I'm just beginning. I have part of what I'm 

looking for in my grasp but not all.  

I'm very happy devoting all my time to music, and I'm glad to be one of the many who 

are striving for fuller development as musicians. Considering the great heritage in music 

that we have, the work of giants of the past, the present, and the promise of those who are 

to come, I feel that we have every reason to face the future optimistically. 


