
Jarrett / Avakian Interview / 26


Michael Jarrett


Penn State York


1031 Edgecomb Ave.


York, PA 17403


(717) 852-3283 home


(717) 771-4157 office


jmj3@psu.edu


George Avakian (March 15, 1919) Interview


Summer, 1994

I'm fascinated by the shift where producers moved from facilitating artists to becoming artists, to becoming audible themselves.

I wouldn't go that far, but there's no question that they took a rather big creative role.

When did you feel that start happening?

This always was true, from the beginning.  The first jazz album anybody ever recorded—and by that I mean not a collection of 78-rpm reissue sides packaged into a 78-rpm package album—was 1939.  I was a student at Yale, and I got the idea of bringing together the old white Chicago musicians, the first white group that really picked up on the New Orleans jazz guys who had moved to Chicago.  They created a style of their own which didn't stay put.  It was in flux.  I wanted these guys to go back to the way they had been playing 10-12 years earlier, as evidenced on the group of records which had earned the name "Chicago Style."  A French author named Hugues Panassié, who wrote the first good book on jazz, called it "Le Style Chicago."  The name stuck, but it is forgotten now.  These were people whose names you're probably familiar with: Eddie Condon, Bud Freeman, Pee Wee Russell, Dave Tough.  You know, that crowd of young musicians who came up in the '20s.
Lee Wiley is one of my favorite singers.
She is a little bit after that, but she, of course, performed constantly with these guys.
And married one of those guys, Jess Stacy.
Yes, Jess Stacy, but don't mention that to Jess because he was very unhappy about that.  I never talk to him about Lee as much as I would like to.  Lee was quite a person.  I gave the eulogy at her funeral service.  Well, I have done that for so many people.  It is really sad.

So right from the beginning, a creative idea resulted in recording sessions.  I set up three sessions for three different groups, reviving several of the tunes that they had played, in much the same style.  They had kind of dropped.  I'll give you one good reason.  One of these groups' characteristics was the explosive way in which they kept up the tension throughout their performances.  Among the devices used was that of everybody joining in on the last two bars of each solo to create a springboard for the next soloist.  Have you ever noticed that on certain records?  Jelly Roll Morton used it, for example, and the Chicagoans used it fairly well.  The excitement created on the few records that they made was quite terrific.

I said to Eddie Condon one day, "Eddie, how come you don't do that anymore?"  He looked at me and said, "George, you mean night after night after night after night after night?"  And I realized that this was fine for record sessions and occasional performances, but those guys were used to playing six nights a week from 9:00 p.m. to 4:00 a.m., except on Sunday when they had to stop at 3:00 a.m. because of the New York Blue Law, that the churches put through.

That's how a creative idea resulted in a recording rather than the recording simply being supervised by a producer.
You were at Yale when you got this idea?
Yes, I was.  It was my sophomore year.  I was a record collector, writing for Tempo magazine, which was later bought by Down Beat.  I did the “Collector's Corner” column.  I got to be pretty well known as—I hate to use the word—an "expert."  None of us were experts at that time.  I was one of the early people who really delved into the history of out-of-print recorded jazz.  Shortly after, Decca bought this idea from me.  They paid me $75, didn't even cover my expenses to go to Chicago.  I was glad to do it for nothing, really.  Shortly after that Columbia Records asked me to come in and research their factory files and produce a series of singles and albums called The Hot Jazz Classics, which was the first series of reissues that ever came out.  That ended when the war came along, and there was a big shellac shortage.  The Japanese had taken over Malaysia, source of about 98 percent of the world's supply of shellac.  I got drafted right after I graduated in '41.  That killed matters until I got back to New York five years later.
As part of the spoils of war, didn't Columbia Records eventually get tape machines?
Yes, that's right.  Ampex was the company that developed the first really viable commercial tape recorders.  The Germans had invented that during the war.

At the period we are talking about, just before and after World War II, the term "A&R man" hadn't been used.  The recording director—that was the title used—was generally a person who made a contact with publishers.  The publishers called most of the shots on what was going to be recorded, because they controlled the advertising and promotion.  Through their own radio-station contact people, they got a lot of air exposure for new songs.  These were, often, songs which were in movies.  That was the biggest exposure.

Oddly enough, the Broadway shows didn't produce any real hits at that time.  After all, very few people could get to Broadway.  There were no planes flying across the country so people didn't fly in for a weekend in New York to catch the shows and that sort of thing.  Let's face it, only rich people could afford these high prices.  It cost something like five dollars for a seat for a Broadway show in those days.  I can remember when they broke the ten-dollar barrier.  I think that might have been with Camelot.  Ten dollars was a sensationally high-priced situation which brought on a big story in the New York Times.  I'm giving you background more than anything else.
When did you start working with tape?
Tape started about 1949, I guess.  If you want me to find out the exact date, I can do that. 
No, that's not necessary.
I'd hate to be quoted incorrectly since I am one of the pioneers.  I'll tell you a story that will amuse you about that later.  I think it was about 1949.  I do remember in 1950 transferring the Benny Goodman Carnegie Hall Concert from big 16-inch acetates to a Fairchild tape recorder which went at 30 inches per second.  Those were used for certain situations, but the standard had become Ampexes with 15 inches per second.
How did you start conceptualizing the projects you wanted to do?
I really didn't have much opportunity when I first came back because, even though I'd produced that one album for Decca Records, I was just the low man on the A&R totem pole at Columbia.  Joe Higgins was the head of the department, Morty Palitz was his right-hand man and the house arranger/conductor, and then Manny Saks came in over Joe.  This sounds ridiculous, but all the pop work was done by us, and I didn't do that much of it because Joe and Morty, later replaced by Mitchell Ayres, handled most of the sessions.  
I'd go along and observe and sharpen whatever it took to produce a record on your own.  Very often, they would leave before the end of the session, and I ended up finishing up sessions for people like Frank Sinatra and so forth, which was kind of fun.  Finally, I started doing sessions of my own.  Again, they were at first limited to—well, I became head of the International Department simply because I was the only person in the New York office who spoke a foreign language.  That's kind of a silly reason, but nobody else wanted to do it, and there was nobody else to do it.  That was great because the business became international very quickly after that.  There I was trying to do something with the foreign language recordings and the polka bands and that sort of thing.  It taught me an awful lot.  
I got to do a few sessions with people like Sidney Bechet, whom I admired.  But the real breakthrough came when the LP was invented.  By then, I was put in charge of the popular-album department, which meant very little in the 78 rpm days.  But with the LP, that frankly became the department that brought in the most money.  LPs simply took over the business.  That had to be in 1949.
And you entered what was to become one of the first, certainly not the last, but one of the first huge software wars with RCA over 45 versus 33 rpms.
When I finally joined RCA in 1960, one of the questions I asked was how did you guys come up with 45?  Their propaganda was that it was the best speed for sound, and it was the best medium—that is, a 7-inch disk—for the most important money-earning aspect of classical music, namely operatic arias and overtures and the like: compositions that ran about 5 minutes or so. One of the guys laughed and said, "Oh, we decided we weren't going to follow Columbia.  We had to be creators.  We simply subtracted 33 from 78 and came up with 45."  I don't know if that's true, and I could never get anybody else to say it was true.  But this one guy said, "George, it really is true, but nobody else would admit that."  I can see why you wouldn't admit it even if it were true.

Here we are in 33 rpm albums.  The big breakthrough that came in building up sales was the 12-inch popular LP.  The 12-inch LP was more than just an extension of the old 78 rpm album with 8 sides: four, 10-inch disks translated into 8 tracks on a 10-inch LP.  What made the 12-inch LP really go was, first of all, you had a better variety and selection of material.  And the price was right.

I'm going to tell you something else that has never been written about but is a key to the 12-inch pop LP.  The first 12-inch pop LPs were priced at $4.95.  That was a little high.  Jim Conklin was the president of Columbia Records, a man who never got the credit he deserved because the man who replaced him, Goddard Lieberson, got so much publicity. Jim was a brilliant guy who came up with the conception that put across the 12-inch popular LP on a big scale for everybody.  He did it in a strange way which, at first, people thought we were crazy to do.  He figured that if we could drop the price by $1.00, and in those days, the magic numbers ended in five instead of eight.  You know, everybody talks about $3.98.  It used to be $3.95.  Why, I don't know.  Unimportant, but I’m putting in these little tidbits, even if it doesn't seem to be significant.

How could we afford to do a $1.00 price drop when everybody knew what the manufacturing costs were, the union scale for musicians apart from the advances that had to be paid, royalties set up?  Well, Jim came up with a conception that, if we could get publishers to lower the standard rate of two cents per composition to one-and-a-half cents, they would earn much more money because the company would be able to sell that many more records.  By saving the six cents per disk, that would put us in a position of making profit.  If we had big hits, we would really make a profit.  Otherwise, we'd be like spinning our wheels, breaking even, trying to establish something.  He got practically every publisher to agree except one, who told him and me, when we had our meeting, "Fellows, I'm going to stick to two cents, and you know something?  I'll still make much more money than you think, because, even though you won't want to use my stuff, you've got to."  This was the publisher who had the bulk of Gershwin, Cole Porter, Richard Rogers, Jerome Kern, all the big names.  This was an organization called Music Publishers Holding Corporation.  It was owned by Warner Brothers, oddly enough a company that did musicals in movies on a pioneer basis, but not with any record company ties.  That's why, in 1958, Jim Conklin left Columbia to organize Warner Brothers Records, and I went with him.  It was a fantastic opportunity to start something new.

We now have got a situation where the competition didn't realize that we had these deals.  They thought we were crazy; they figured we were losing money.  But we weren't.  Finally, the word got out, and everybody else went the same way.  But we had such a huge head start that it was unbelievable.  Also, Jim got the conception of starting our own record club, and that was the first big record club.  There was only the Book of the Month Club and a couple of small mail-order operations before that.  There again, the volume jumped like crazy.

I'll give you a statistic that is really scary, and it's true.  In the middle of 1957, I remember a report that New York University and Billboard magazine were working on every quarter.  The companies paid for this service.  It was confidential report which broke down all record sales in the United States, by company and by category.  Then it broke down each category within each company.  As a result, I saw this report cross my desk.  It practically knocked me out of my chair.  Columbia's pop LP department—again, partly thanks to the record club—was bringing in 26 cents of every dollar spent in the United States for records of all types and, within the company, 82 cents out of every dollar.  You can imagine what that did to my insides.  I was working like hell.  I'd finally managed to get two assistants, who I stole from other departments because the budget didn't call for more people in my department.  I realized, “I can't go on this way, killing myself and getting a raise and a bonus every year.  It isn't worth it.”  That's when I left to go with Jim to form Warner Brothers Records.

It's staggering.  I wish I had kept that report.  I left it behind, along with so many other things I should have taken with me when I left.  But it was written about.  I asked a friend, Tom Noonan, who is still with Billboard's Los Angeles office, to try and find the old documents.  He said, "I remember that well, but the papers are all gone."

What did the 12-inch LP really accomplish in terms of creativity?  Already, the concept that I used in making the 10-inch LPs—pop LPs—was, think of it as a radio program in which the entire package has a purpose.  It's programmed.  You start with something which catches the attention of the listener on the outside first track.  In fact, I did this deliberately on both sides.  I'd try to find a real attention grabber.  Then I'd pace the program and end with something that makes the person want to turn the record over.  I applied that to everything—including the reissues from the old 78-rpm albums (that's how the 10-inch LPs really began).  Gradually, I created more and more new product just for that type of recording.

But the 12-inch LP opened up something else again.  I realized, now we've got some real space.  With jazz musicians, you can give them a chance to spread out.  You don't have to have a three-minute performance on every recording.  The first artist that I did this with was Erroll Garner.  I deliberately told him—he was one who could do this--"Let's do some recordings where you play approximately six minutes for each track.  We'll have six songs on the 12-inch LP instead of the usual 12."  That worked marvelously, and then I went on with using, of course, Duke Ellington for long works and the Buck Clayton Jam Sessions, in which, for the first time, there were studio jam sessions which ran as long as, I believe, 27 minutes for one continuous performance.

That was one way of creating an LP in a way that didn't exist previously.  This went on into other things like recording dance bands on location, which had never been done deliberately.  It was always accidental that somebody happened to record, say, the Benny Goodman Orchestra of 1937 off the air.
Then you went to Newport?
Yes, that was the first time anybody recorded on location at any kind of outdoor musical festival.  I asked Duke Ellington to do a special composition that we could call the "Newport jazz Festival Suite."  He did, but the biggest surprise was when Duke told the guys, "Look, we've all worked very hard for this, and George has knocked himself out, but don't worry about the performance.  Billy Strayhorn and George have set up a studio tomorrow morning, and we're going to go back to New York.  If we have to, we can make patches."  Which I did successfully—very few patches but I wanted everything to be as perfect as possible on that composition.

Then Duke said, "After we do this, let's just relax and have a good time.  Let's play something that we haven't played for a long time.”
He called for "Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue."  The guys kind of looked at each other.  They were saying, "Yeah, I remember."  "Well, I don't."  Paul Gonsalves was one of the ones who said, "I don't remember that one," and Duke said, "That's just a blues. We change keys, I bring you in, and you blow until I take you out.  We change keys again, and that's it."

Actually Gonsalves had played it maybe three times, but the surprise element of forgetting the tension resulted in a tremendous performance.

There was a girl who broke out dancing in the boxes up front.  On the album, we couldn't use a photograph that showed her face.

Our lawyer said, "We'll get sued."

I disagreed, "Listen, she would love it."  I was busy.  I didn't have time to run out, say, "Who are you?" and get her to sign a release.

When I saw her the following year, she said, "Why didn't you use a better picture of me where they could see my face?"  She was very pretty.  I explained, and she said, "Oh, that would have been all right."

I said, "I know that, but you don't know lawyers."

She had platinum blond hair.  She was very small, about five-foot-two or three, and slim.  Kind of an interesting figure.  I found out later that she had a padded bra.  Don't ask me how.  She deliberately left the top buttons of her black dress unbuttoned while she danced.  She was a character.
You mentioned punching-in things.
It wasn't punching-in, believe me, in those days.  You actually cut the tape.  At the beginning, when we were given a chance to use Ampexes on an experimental basis, we were still cutting on disks.  We were told, "You cannot cut the tape because you don't know what will happen.  There'll be clicks, or it will fall apart or something."  I was credited with being the first person who cut.  There was a bit of a flap when the record reviewers found out about it.

One prominent writer, who is now very well known in another field, a wonderful guy I don't want to embarrass, called me one day.  He said, "Hey George, I hear that the new Brubeck album you put out has splices in it.  How come?"

I said, "The playing wasn't always perfect, and in order to make it come out better, I did certain inserts from other tapes."

"George, how can you do that?  You're messing with an artist's creation"—and so forth.

Finally, I said, "Look, I'll give you Dave's number.  Why don't you call him and ask him what he thinks about it?"

Later the phone rings, and the guy is on the phone.  I said, "Well, did you have a nice talk with Dave?"

He said, "Yeah, I sure did."

I said, "What did Dave say?"

He said, “‘George saved my fucking ass.’"  I'll never forget those words and neither will he.  We had a great laugh about it.  
Was the Brubeck recording the first time you had spliced?
No, it wasn't the first, I can't remember the first.
Glenn Gould created a furor within the classical world over splicing. 
That's right.  He overdid it if I may say so.  After all, Gould was a hell of a pianist.  He didn't need to do all that, but he deliberately, it seems, set out to record sometimes just a few notes at a time.  I wasn't privy to that really, but I heard the stories.  I didn't pay too much attention.  I thought, maybe this was an exaggeration, but I was told later, "No, no.  He really was kind of a nut on this."
Teo Macero told me that he would cut out drum solos.  Did you do that?
Yes I did.  I don't like drum solos, and I don't like bass solos either.  Unfortunately, there's such a tendency, which continues more and more it seems to me, to give everybody in the group a chance to play a solo.  That was never the original concept of jazz .  The music began as an improvised ensemble effort.  If you listen to the old King Oliver recordings, Louis Armstrong was the second cornetist, and he only has one real solo in all of the early 1920s—I guess it's '22 and '23—King Oliver recordings.  Solos, except oddly enough for clarinetists, were not the thing.
Armstrong is in fact the one who changes this all around.  Before him, jazz musicians played breaks.
That's right.  Well, Armstrong was the first great and the greatest soloist of all time. People like Dizzy Gillespie often said there is nothing you can play except what Armstrong created.  Miles Davis said the same thing, and I am sure you've heard Wynton Marsalis's comments on Armstrong.  Incidently, Armstrong was probably the nicest person of all the people that I ever recorded.  He was a sweetheart—a terrific person in every respect.  I don't mean just a nice guy.  He was really a human being who had enormous consideration for everybody in the world.  I can't say enough about that man.
Were you an avid fan of his and the Chicago school before you went to Yale, or did you fall in with a group of jazz fans while in college?
I was a fan of his from my last year in high school when a brother of a classmate of mine played me some old out-of-print Armstrong records.  I realized he was much more than just the flashy performer that I had heard on the current records of 1937.  I very quickly realized that he was the greatest individual influence, performer, and innovator in jazz.  By 1935—I was 16 years old then—I was a big Duke Ellington fan.  But again, I didn't realize how great Duke was because I knew just that band.  When I went to college, I began listening to the early Ellington, which I at first kind of disdained.  I didn't like the clacky banjo, the tuba, that kind of thing.  My eyes and ears got opened up, actually, by a classmate of mine named Jerry King.  He was also a freshman, and he was already into early Ellington.  He was a remarkable man.  I went to his 75th birthday in Los Angeles.  He'd become a three-star admiral by the time his Navy career ended, and it began in an unusual way.  He was a scholarship student who took Naval ROTC, graduated as an ensign, went into the service, and stayed there until he went right up to the top.
I have an acquaintance—an English prof at Brown and a Yale grad—who told me that Sidney Bechet came and played for his fraternity.  His name is Robert Scholes, and I'd guess he must be in his early 70s.
I remember Bechet playing in New Haven, but I don't remember him playing on the campus.  In fact, I helped arrange a couple of concerts.  I believe it might have been in Waterbury, which is a few miles north of New Haven.  That's when I first got to meet Bechet, who was the first jazz artist that I recorded on 78-rpm at Columbia.
To what extent were the subsidiary labels of big companies divided along lines of race?
I can tell you this much about it.  All the companies had what they considered race divisions.  At Victor, there was a whole numerical series that was quite prominent.  The prefix was VIC-38,000.  That's where Jelly Roll Morton and people like that first appeared. Then, gradually, they began to move into the 20,000 popular series.  That division was done because there was a cleavage in distribution.  Take the Okeh Record Company for example.  Their 4,000 series was the race series.
Did you know that label has been reactivated?
I am glad you told me about this.  I don't pay that much attention to records anymore.  I got into the Oriental rug business, real estate, and race horses.  Breeding race horses is my main activity.  In fact, I'm the breeder of the colt that won more money than any other pacer in harness racing history.
While producing records, did you ever fear that you might lose your hearing, those abilities that enabled you to work?
That's an interesting idea.  Frankly, it never crossed my mind because I had very good hearing, and I think I still do, but I am beginning to doubt it.  My wife says, every now and then, "You know George, you didn't hear what I told you."  We've begun to kid about it.  She's a concert violinist, so hearing is very important to her too.  We make jokes about it, but I must admit, she's much better than I am listening to the PBS British programs—which we like very much.  She picks up on those accents better than I do, but then, musicians are fabulous in terms of what their ears can do.
I'll give you a great example.  You know Chet Baker, of course.  When I was developing the pop-album catalog on the basis of a lot of good jazz recordings, I did everything in addition to the international department.  But I loved the jazz stuff most of all.

The Phillips Company in Europe had just taken over Columbia's catalog, and they wanted to do a special promotion in France on new releases by Chet Baker, Benny Goodman and Harry James.  They asked if I could get these artists to read something in French, which they could then use as broadcast promotion.  They planned to dub in a French voice asking questions; they gave me the questions.

My first reaction was, "Well look, this is impossible.  None of these guys speak French."  For some reason, that never seemed to cross their minds.  They simply said, "Can you do this?"

I was about to refuse when I mentioned it to my brother, Aram.  He was a great photographer and film maker; in fact, he was the man behind the first film ever made at a music festival, Jazz on a Summer's Day.  He's credited only as film editor, because the guy who produced it—put up the money—was a real s.o.b.  He told Aram, "You don't get any credit except film editor because that is what your contract says."

So anyway, my brother says, "Look, George, it's no problem.  I'll be Harry James.  You'll be Benny Goodman, because you speak French with an Armenian accent, and it comes out sounding like a Jewish accent.  And Chet Baker will be Chet Baker."

I said, "That's fine."  My brother spoke French fluently.  "But Chet doesn't know a word of French!"

Aram said, "That doesn't matter.  He's got the ear.  Call him in, and I'll write out what he has to say, phonetically.  You watch.  He'll rehearse and do it very well."

Well, I didn't believe it.  Chet came in, and he listened to Aram and me do our parts.  He studied his script, went out to the table in the studio, and started out.  It was good.  I could understand him very well.

I said, "Let's make a tape," thinking I'm really going to be splicing for hours and hours."  Instead, we had to make, I believe, two splices.  That man listened to the way Aram pronounced his script.  Then he listened to us make our part, and studying his own phonetic script, actually spoke French for the entire script.  It's almost unbelievable.  The script ran about three pages!  Unfortunately, the company was in such a rush to take this over to Paris that I gave the tape to a guy who took the plane that night.  I didn't make a copy, because we did it in a small studio with a one‑tape machine.  I wish I'd made it with a two-tape machine.  They wanted to rush, rush, rush, right away.
Were the smaller independent companies—let's say Riverside, Contemporary and Blue Note—cutting and pasting as much as you at Columbia?  Did they share your aesthetic?
It wasn't an aesthetic.  It was controlled at first by business.  Most of those companies didn't do any editing, as far as I ever heard about.  It was because they were operating on a shoestring.  You can hear this on many releases.  There are just egregious errors that are allowed on the tapes.  It's expensive to tie up a studio for editing, especially if you get caught in a bad situation, where you can't quite do what you want to do, but you can work it out if you can take the time. 

They were really not all that interested in the quality of the product.  They were in it to make some money.  They were often very small companies operating on a shoestring: one guy backing the whole thing.  You can't knock them too hard for that, but I must say that some of them—I don't want to name names, but I might as well name Savoy records because it was notorious—they really exploited the musicians.  They didn't give a damn about what they put out.  Very often, the musicians didn't get paid.  They certainly didn't get paid royalties; they didn't get paid their composer royalties.  It was a sad situation.
That's an infamous case.  That's Lubinsky.
Herman Lubinsky is the guy.  Everybody in the business hated him.  The guys needed exposure; they would record with him for years until they could get away from it.  Let's forget people like that.
How did rock 'n' roll impact the producer's role?
That's a difficult question for me to answer because I didn't get into rock 'n' roll.  I didn't care for it.  About the closest I got to it was recording Paul Anka for Victor.  That was pretty mild.
Of course, Sinatra remains important to the rock 'n' roll audience even though he had nothing but disdain for the music.
I guess that's true.  I never really thought of it that way.  I didn't consider categories too much.  It was just part of the business.  I think what you're probably leading to is the performer who became a self-producer.  This developed slowly but quite surely.  It didn't happen with Elvis Presley.  Presley was recorded in the usual orthodox fashion.  But then, when you get into multi-track recordings, which came along in the 1960s in a big way, very often the producer was standing by while the performer went into the studio and spent many hours and miles and miles of tape playing the same eight bars over and over again and feeling his way.  
I watched some performers doing this, especially at Atlantic, when I was an independent producer after I left RCA.  I would be recording or editing, and in the adjoining studio there would be, say, the Young Rascals just going over the same thing endlessly and driving the engineer up the wall.  It was maddening to keep hearing slight variations with great doubt as to what was usable and what wasn't.  I hope you won't mention the Young Rascals because I always liked Felix.  He was a nice guy.  It was not a very good scene.
I want to tell you another anecdote.  I was recording Keith Jarrett for Columbia, the Expectations album.  [Anecdote not told‑-interrupted]
Is there a musician about whom you'd say, "I really wish I'd had the chance to record him or her?"
Yes, quite a few actually.  One of them was Billie Holiday, whom I finally signed to Columbia.  But my new assistant, Irv Townsend, wanted to produce her.  I said, "Okay, go ahead and do it.  I'll do another one with her later."  He produced the two albums on Columbia that Billie did.  I should have told him, "Look Irv, I want to do it.  I have some ideas on how to record her."  I wanted to record her again with a small group; Irv wanted to do her with strings.  Which he did.  
Frankly, I don't think the results did her justice.  For one thing, her voice was kind of shot in those days.  It would have been much better with a small rough-and-tumble group like her old Vocalions and the Teddy Wilson Brunswicks.  So that was a bad second-guess situation.  
I wanted to encourage Irv.  He was a close personal friend.  In fact, I brought him into Columbia.  There was an opening in the advertising and publicity department for a person to write copy—including publicity material.  The department was so small that there was one person running it with an assistant.  He came in and, then, became head of the department.  He was a very good musician, played clarinet like Benny Goodman.  But he wanted to produce.  I said, "Start doing a couple of things, and, maybe, we can get you into the department."  I had the endless problem of no budget for more help.  So that's what happened.  I found somebody else who could do his job, and he more or less slid into the pop album department on the sly.
He did one of the most controversial recordings in the history of jazz, Lady in Satin.
Do you really feel that way?
It polarizes.  People either love it—derive a kind of voyeuristic pleasure from it—or they hate it.
Yes, because you're hearing this poor woman in one of the lowest periods of her life.
On one level, I find it deeply affecting; on another level, I feel I shouldn't find pleasure in this.
That's something like the way I felt when it was made.  But I didn't have the heart to change it on the second album that was done by Irv.  I felt, maybe it will come out better.  I don't feel that it did.  That was one of the things I wished I'd done.

Who else did I miss out on?  Here's a funny one, Bill Evans.  The very first recording he ever did was with Gunther Schuller conducting a large orchestra with some compositions written by people such as George Russell.

Actually, I pioneered in that kind of orchestral jazz.  The Miles Ahead album, for example, is a direct outgrowth of that.  Just a little while before, I recorded with the brass ensemble of the Jazz and Classical Music Society.  Gunther conducted on one side and [Dimitri] Mitropoulos conducted Gunther's composition on the other: a debut which I get a big kick out of.  Gunther talks about it as “George Avakian's two-for-one, cheapie debut—me as the conductor; me as a composer.”  It's a very good LP, quite wonderful.
He just won a Pulitzer in 1993.
Gunther has won everything except the Nobel Prize.  Every time he wins a new prize, I tell him, "Don't worry Gunther.  The Nobel is coming."  I love to kid him.  If you ever meet him, get him talking, and he'll tell you some funny stories about the two of us.  
You were talking about who you wish you'd produced.  We were talking about Bill Evans.
Here, they are rehearsing this piece by George Russell, "All about Rosie," in pieces. I'm sitting in the control room, getting the balance.  Gunther has not done the whole piece all the way through.  He says, "George let's try a take and see how it goes—now that you've got a balance."  I say, "Okay."  I knew there was a piano solo coming up, which I hadn't heard yet.  So we go into it, and the solo comes up.  It knocked me practically off my chair!  "Wow" who is this?  This big gangly guy that I'd never seen before with the studious glasses?  At the end of the take, I said to Gunther, "Gee, I think this is an okay take, as is."  He said, "Yeah, you're right.  Let's go on to the next one."  There were no more piano solos, but I immediately went through withholding slips to check out this guy's name and address.  I chatted with him briefly and told him, "Hey, that was really wonderful. If you're working around town, let me know.  I'd love to come hear you."  In the back of my mind I'm thinking, "I should sign this guy," although I have Erroll Garner.  That's how we became friends.  About three weeks later, I decided, "Well, I haven't heard this guy play yet because he didn't get any jobs, but I should talk to him about the possibility of recording."  I called him up, and he said, "Oh, I just signed with Riverside Records, but maybe it won't last.  I'd be very happy to talk to you about recording."  Of course, it never happened.  He was always under contract to somebody.
When he signed with Riverside, had you considered it as competition before that?
Yes, by then Riverside was definitely one of the best independent labels.  In fact, the guys who started it were close friends of mine.  They were Columbia University students who had just graduated: Orrin Keepnews and Bill Grauer.  They started a magazine called The Record Changer, and, eventually, they began producing records.  They used to work at a little basement place at 125 Lasalle Street, right near the old Julliard School on Claremont Avenue.  At that time, my wife and I were living on Riverside Drive about two blocks away.  I'd see them pretty often.  We became real good friends.  I still am, of course, with Orrin.  Bill Grauer died many years ago.  Two very nice guys.
In the case of Evans and in the case of Monk, you all picked them up after they had been at Riverside.
I didn't.  By then, I was gone.  Teo was doing jazz after that.  He didn't succeed me directly.  There was a man named Cal Lampley, who was my first assistant.  I stole Cal away and took him to Warner Brothers and later to RCA.  Teo moved in from the engineering department, where I'd gotten him a job, substituting for Cal actually.
He came in with some production skills, a musician already and, then, picked up others from you?
Not from me directly.  We actually never worked together at Columbia.  The job that I got him was reading scores at night of the productions made during the day in the masterworks department.  He would follow the scores as marked by the producer and edit the tapes during the night.  Next morning, the masterwork's producer would check what he had done.  That's the way the mastering got done over there.  Over there, well, the department was two doors away from my office.  I did all my own editing.
Let's take the case of John Hammond.  Did you feel that there was virtually a generation—he was perhaps too close to your age to be called a generation away—but did you feel that there was a generation of people that had come before you?
I would say that was a generation because generations were very short.  They always were in the music business, especially in jazz.  Remember, here I was, 19 years old, all excited about the research that I had done, where I'd discovered there was a great, great history of jazz that I had known nothing about until vaguely in my last year at Horace Mann.  When I did that Chicago jazz album I told you about, one reason was that, by 1939, I was aware that these guys were getting very old, and, by God, they drink so much they're going to die early the way Bix already had done.  If the old Chicago style is ever going to be revived, it'd better be done fast.  Some of these people were 35, 36 years old!  At 19, you see what the generation gap is like.

So the answer is, yes.  I definitely felt that, from the record production point of view, there had been a half generation you might say.  Hammond is the most obvious example.  He was producing records in 1933, even '31.  He produced Benny Goodman studio recordings in '31.  So here I am in college in 1936, thinking of him as a veteran.  Incidentally, I must tell you that I don't like talking about John.  I liked him very much but he was a remarkably insensitive and dishonest person at many times.  Have you ever heard anything like that from anybody?
I have heard intimations of it.
For some reason none of us ever talked about it.  But he did some really terrible things, which you couldn't do much about.  He was a powerful and rich man.  I'm going to send you an interview where I finally broke down and talked about it with a small magazine.  When I did, Chris Albertson—who was working at Columbia when John came back to the company in the 60s—Chris called me and said, "Oh God, am I glad you did that!  I've been bottling up all this stuff about what Hammond did, and not talking about it. I feel released."  Then he told me some things that were just about as shocking as what I had experienced.
I've suspected that Hammond was driven by conflicting motives.  One was a certain level of snobbery: a rich person slumming who wants things for himself.  Second was the egalitarian popularizer who sought to spread the word to everybody.  He seemed to want it both ways. 
You've really understood that quite well.  That's very good.  Especially since this is something that everybody who knew him—not everybody, but most of the people who knew him well—were aware of.  There was a conspiracy not to talk about it.  It was embarrassing, and besides, he had the remarkable ability to tell a whopping lie looking you in the eye, which left you with the feeling that, if you ever tried to fight this lie, he's got the power to get away with a bigger whopper.  So leave it alone.  
It was quite incredible what he was able to do.  A lot of it came from this attitude that you have talked about, where he wanted it to be his thing.  One of the big behind-his-back jokes that collectors used to talk about: at first, I thought was a little unfair and, then, I realized no, it's true.  One collector would meet another.  If one of them said something to make a point—on the order of "Well I was in the studio at the time"—the other collector would realize he was quoting one of John Hammond's pet phrases.  It simply means, "I am positive that what I said is so."  John would constantly—even in print—talk about how he was “in the studio at the time.”  One of the embarrassing things was, you would mention somebody by name in a conversation, and John would cut in and say, "I discovered him."  Sometimes, it was true, but he kept saying that all the time.  It was embarrassing.  That was a great need that he had.  It overrode other considerations.
Compared to Hammond's money, none of us have much.
Even though I went to Yale, I was the immigrant son of an immigrant who came to America without knowing a word of English.
So unlike Hammond, sadly, you’re not a Vanderbilt.  With that kind of power, he didn't just discover people, he made the tastes of America conform to his image, to his aesthetic.  In a sense, he defined what could count as good music.
John always had a feeling that he had enormous power.  He really did, I guess.  But he really hurt so many people.  Take Billie Holiday, for example.  John is generally credited, and he grabbed the credit all the time, with having discovered and promoted Billie.  But Billie herself—in the book that was written through interviews with her by Bill Dufty and his wife—talks about the really important person in her early record career, which was Bernie Hanighen, a songwriter who happened to write the lyrics to Thelonious Monk's "'Round Midnight," among other things.  Bernie was a freelance in the record business, who produced for the Vocalion label and was, thus, the producer of Billie's first records under her own name.  She thought the world of him and said so.  By doing so, she didn't come out and say that John Hammond exaggerated his role, but everybody understood that that's what it meant.
Or from another perspective, it's the artist who's doing the looking, not the A&R man.  Bob Dylan, for example, was so ambitious that, when he came to New York, he was looking for someone to discover him.  Hammond obliged.
That's true.  In a way I had that experience with Miles, who I had known for quite a while.  Miles was after me.  I'll tell you the story from Miles's point of view.  
Years after we had become good friends, and I had left Columbia and so forth, I would see him constantly.  He lived a few blocks away from me.  I was on Central Park West at the time.  Miles would keep saying that he had been after me to record him since God knows when.  Finally, one day, he said, "since 1948."  I said, "Miles, I didn't even know you in 1948."  He said, "You sure did, and I'll prove it."  Well, Miles could be pretty belligerent as you have heard.  I paid no attention.  The next time I went over to his house, he jumped up and said, "Wait a minute.  I'm going to prove to you that I was after you in 1948."  
He goes upstairs and comes down.  He brings a photograph, which I recognized immediately.  It was inside a folder with three deuces on it—the insignia and so forth of the nightclub on 52nd Street.  The photograph was himself with Dizzy Gillespie and Sterling Brown, the poet and me.  He said, "You remember that?"  I said, "I sure do."  
Now, Sterling Brown had been a guest lecturer that night on my series of history-of-jazz lectures at New York University, which, by the way, were held at Cafe Society downtown the first year.  And so I knew the year immediately.  It was the first year I remembered going up there, because Sterling was interested in hearing Dizzy.  Dizzy invited Miles to come over at the intermission and, just then, the nightclub photographer came along with her camera.  She said, "Would you gentlemen like a picture?"  
I was a big sport.  For $1.25 a picture, I said, "Sure, pictures for everybody."  
Miles kept his picture.  I said, "Miles, you did know me then.  I don't know that you were really after me that same year."  But I do remember he would say that constantly, "Hey George, sign me up."  I knew that he was under contract, always, to somebody.  
When I finally did sign him, it was with 15 months to go on his Prestige contract.  My brother pushed me into it.  This has been partially said in the new edition of Miles Ahead on CD, but it's a pretty interesting story.  I went to his lawyer and said, "Can you work out a deal with Prestige whereby we can record Miles and, then, not release him until the Prestige contract expires?"  The reason I decided to do this was that my brother and I heard Miles play at the first Newport Jazz Festival.  He was just a walk on.  He did two numbers with an all-star group, and he stole the show.  It was fantastic.  My brother said, "Go ahead.  Make that kind of a deal."  I did, and the way it worked out was that I ended up producing the first sessions with John Coltrane and the group, although they didn't come out until a year and four months later.
After he had gotten out of that contract with Prestige.  How did the Miles Ahead sessions come about?
That's a curious story too.  Actually, I had the conception of the first album with Miles having to be the quintet.  I had to record something and have it ready in the can, so I could release it as soon as the contract expired.  It had to be called, I felt, 'Round Midnight.  That was the composition that brought the house down at the first Newport Festival.  The publisher kind of messed that up by saying, "You can't call it that.  The title is actually ‘'Round About Midnight.’"  That's the only time, I think, that it ever appears as "'Round About Midnight," except for the first recording, which was made by Thelonious on piano with the Cootie Williams Orchestra on a Vocalion single.

I knew that I had to do something else for the second album that was different.  I had the title of the album ready in my mind.  It was Miles Ahead.  The concept would be to put Miles before the public as being ahead of everybody else.  “He's moving ahead—forward motion.  He's going to be a star.”
The concept of the Gil Evans orchestra came about this way.  I mentioned the recording I did with Gunther conducting and Bill Evans and the orchestra.  Well, I did another recording with Gunther conducting.  This was a different recording.  It was the first one ever that Gunther appeared on, the one that had his composition conducted by Mitropoulos on the other side.  Two of the compositions, not by Gunther, were by J. J. Johnson and John Lewis.  They called for trumpet solos.  In planning the session, I said to Gunther, "I think I could use Miles.  He'd be great for this idea."  Miles was all for it.  Miles is on that recording with a 20 piece orchestra.

Now we come to the time when I have to plan Miles's beginning career on Columbia, and the second album has to be something different.  I said to Miles, "Look, you've got to do something different.  Let's go to the concept of a nine piece orchestra, but expanded.  We don't want to go back to the old nonet."

He said, "I like that fine."  He had already recorded with Gunther and was very impressed.  In fact, he even came to the session on which Mitropoulos conducted Gunther's composition Music for Brass.  I introduced him to Mitropoulos, and Miles, ever the thinker, tugged on my sleeve and said, "Hey, do you think he'd let me play with his orchestra?” meaning the New York Philharmonic.

I said, "Well, you never know Miles.  I'll talk to him about it."  Of course, I didn't dare.  But Miles was always planning—not in a bad way.  He was a very, very brilliant guy.  He had brains to spare.

Now, I said to him, "What about the type of sound that we had in the session with Gunther?  Who would you like to do it with?  There are two choices that come to mind immediately.  One is Gunther; the other is Gil."

He said, "I'd like to do it with Gil, because he's my old friend."  Incidently, Gunther had played in the Miles Davis Nonet.  He played French horn.

So there we are.  The concept is going to be a larger orchestra with Gil conducting. I knew that, if we talked it over in the office, the phone was going to ring.  I suggested that we have lunch.  We planned the whole thing over lunch, on two consecutive days at Lindy's.  On the second day, we were next to a table with Henny Youngman, Milton Berle, and God knows who, cracking each other up with jokes, looking at us as though there's something weird.  "Who are who are these two strange looking white guys with this bizarre young kid."

That was how the concept came about.  The one thing I asked them was, "Fellows, I want one original composition that can be called "Miles Ahead."  That's the title of the album, and we're going to promote it on that basis.  It signifies Miles advancing."  That's exactly what happened.

Do you know the story about the girl on the cover?
I knew that the cover was pulled, I knew that there was a girl in a sailboat.
I didn't know what we were going to do about the cover.  I'd already put Miles on the first cover, and I was tempted to do it on the second one.
So Miles was on the first cover?
Yes, I am sorry.  By the first cover I meant the 'Round About Midnight cover.  I wanted to establish his face—on Columbia.  That happens to be a picture that my brother took, by the way.
So the second album's sailboat theme is consistent with the sailboats your brother shot at the beginning of Jazz on a Summer's Day?
It didn't exactly come about that way.  The conception of the Miles Ahead cover was arrived at by Neil Fujita, the art director.  I told him, "This is the title, and I don't know what we're going to do on the cover."

He said, "I have an idea."  The next day he comes in with this stock photograph that he'd gotten from a photographer somewhere.  I think you may have hit upon something that I don't remember, but it makes sense.  He may have actually had this photograph up his sleeve for the Newport album.

When Miles saw it, he said, "George how can you put that white bitch on the cover?  Get her off there."

I said, "Well Miles, I didn't think of it that way."

He said, "Put a black girl on there.  Put Frances."  Frances was his girlfriend.  She was a dancer in West Side Story, a wonderful girl.  Boy did he abuse her.  Talk about O. J. Simpson beating up on Nicole.
He admits some of that in his autobiography.
Yes.  As long as we are chatting like this I'll tell you another story, after I finish this one, which was a bit of a shocker to me.

I said to Miles, "We'll change the cover."  In the back of my mind, I'm thinking, "Gee, we can't put a black girl on a sailboat.  I hate to lose the concept of the cover."  Then I said, "Look, what we should do is have you on the cover again because we want to really establish you as a rising force on Columbia Records.  Pick out any photograph of yours that you want."  He picked another of Aram's pictures.  That was done after I left.  The 50,000 odd covers that we had already manufactured lasted that long.

The way Miles agreed to let the cover stay on until the supply was exhausted was very simple.  Again, Miles thinking ahead, thinking of his career.  I said, "Miles, if we kill the cover, it'll take many weeks to create a new cover and manufacture it.  Meanwhile, we had these covers made in advance.  They were easy to make, and it was economical to make them.  All we have to do is put pressings into them and ship within 48 hours, maybe 24, as the orders come in.  You don't want to lose weeks and weeks of an album that is beginning to sell very well.

He said, "No.  Keep the fuckers but, then, change it."  That's what we did.

I was going to tell you a story about Miles and how shocked I was about something apropos of Frances.  One night, after a recording session, I was driving him uptown.  He was living at 441 10th Avenue, a small apartment building, which had in it John Lewis and Max Roach, among others.  Quite an apartment house.  We're driving up, and he's looking very gloomy.  I thought the session had gone well.

I said, "You look real down.  What's going on?"

He said, "Ah, I'm just thinking.  I'm thinking.  I got to think up something to do to Frances tonight that's different."

Well, how do you make a comment to that?  "Do something to Frances."  Years later—in fact less than a year ago—I was talking to my old assistant, Cal Lampley, who produced the next Miles Davis album, Porgy and Bess.  I told him that story; we were talking about Miles's strange ways.  He said "Oh my God."

I said, "What is wrong?"

He said, "He said exactly the same to me one night."

I said, "That is awful!  That means that he wasn't ashamed of saying it, and it was on his mind.  What do you make of that?"  A strange man.  Very likable in many way but a little frightening.  He was really over the edge in many ways.
Gary Giddins, in The Voice, laid the blame on the remastering of Miles Ahead, the first version, he laid that on Teo's desk.  Was that fair?  
It was, I guess, in terms of what Gary knew, but he didn't know all the facts.  It's partly Columbia's fault.  Columbia didn't explain what the process was on that reissue.  You're not going to write about this now.
Not about this.
Well, Gary has asked me to clarify a letter that I wrote to him last summer, when I was up at our house in Maine.  He's going to publish something about that whole business. I'll send you a copy.  I won't tell Gary, because I know you aren't going to use it.  It will explain better than I can do over the phone.
Questions often asked of producers, questions about microphone placement, for example, are they boring to you?
Sometimes, but often they aren't.  Actually, through good trial and error I developed things.  Like for Dave Brubeck, his piano was always placed in a certain position, with Dave sitting to the right and the rest of the piano to the left.  With Erroll Garner, it was a different place.  It was reversed so that he was facing the opposite wall.  That's the way it worked best with the sound of their playing.
Was that because of a right or left hand dominating?
I don't know why, really; except that over the first two or maybe three sessions, it worked out best that way.  There is this point, which I think you were about to say.  With Erroll, the bass and drums were subordinated; with Dave, the rhythm section was part of the rhythm section.  I mean, Dave and the bass and the drums had equal voices.  That's one reason why the positioning was different.  It just blended better that way.  I never have sat down and played a Erroll Garner record immediately after or before a Brubeck record, but I am going to do it now.  I know what I was after.  I'm not sure I got it.  It will be interesting to AB it.
Someday, I will tell you about what Bob Prince called the Herr Docktor Avakian Schnipprocess—in which I could change the speed of a performance by cutting out snippets of tape and, sometimes, inserting them, with an echo to hide the insertions.  I'll tell how a splice was made to fit when the two tempos didn't fit.  
Is that at the heart of what Giddins is talking about?  Remastering for CD at the wrong speed.
No, that's a very different situation.  The Giddins thing is fairly complicated.  Part of the problem I've hinted at, when I said Columbia didn't describe what the process of the first reissue on CD, how it was really done.

Teo was asked to make an electronically stereoed, rechanneled version.  Actually, those sessions were the very first in which there was a new two-track Ampex placed in our studio.  They asked us to use it experimentally and see what we thought of what they called binaural recording.  We did set up a first session with Miles and Gil so that there was a stereo split.  We just listened to a little bit of it and decided, "Okay, we'll just push the buttons and let it go throughout the sessions."  There did exist an almost complete two-track taping of the sessions.  It's not entirely complete.  I won't go into that.

Teo found some of those tapes, and then he found that they had been heavily edited—which nobody was that aware of.  Except me.  I was very aware of it, on account of, sometimes, the splices didn't match well in tempo.  Gil Evans was a bug for perfection of notes and blend.  He'd say, "That isn't important.  The fact that the playing is smoother on the insert that we put in is more important."

I could have argued with him and probably won.  But it would have added hours and hours to the editing, so I didn't.  The cost factor was pretty serious.  Nobody had ever done a project like this before.  Remember, I was doing this with a guy who was still considered a junkie.  Although I was pretty sure he was clean, he was not a star then.  
Had you already devised the process that you just named for me, where you manipulated speeds?
Yes I had, but it didn't work with the blend that Gil was getting in his arrangements because it worked only with simple arrangements or improvisations.  I'll describe the process to you briefly.  What I would do, first, is try to speed up the slower section of the tape at the splice point.  I would do it by marking beats, usually on the string bass.  And then, the first snippet away from the splice point would be as big as I dared to make it, depending on the tempo.  So that the next beat, I would take out a little less and a little less and a little less.  That means that you might have as many as a dozen or more splices in a long stretch of tape.  Then you would play it and hope that you had managed to speed up the tape enough so that it matched at the splice point.

Believe me, you had to go over this again and again—recopy and, then, cut the copy.  You didn't have more than two tape machines in the studio; it was quite a process.  If it didn't work, even then at the splice point, you didn't dare go deeper into it.  I would open up the tape at the other end of the splice and put in blank splicing tape with talcum powder on the back, so it wouldn't stick on the heads, and then cover that with a touch of echo.  It worked beautifully.  You can't do that with a subtle blend of 19 instruments.  So we were stuck there.

Teo also had another problem.  I wasn't going to explain this, but I'll finish it quickly.  Teo's other problem was he didn't know what splices Gil and I had made.  There was no written record.  Once you did it, that was it.  And he couldn't go back to the cut-up A reel—the reels were marked A and B, and the stereo reel was marked C—because the A reel had been so cut up that it was thrown away after the cutting up.

He could only tell by listening what we might have used, but that was terrible to do. There were so many takes that had been used.  Worst of all, Gil never wanted to make a take until he had everything perfect.  As a result, I ended up not telling him that I was taping.  I knew there were good performances that were going to waste.

In the editing, we had to listen to various cues other than take-one or take-two and so forth to know where we were.  By the time you lifted material out of that, you don't want to write down what you did.  It's impossible.

So Teo decided he would just re-edit the whole thing as though he were editing a brand new session.  He used as much as he could of the two-track tape, and where he couldn't do it, he'd either use another take from the two-track, or he rechanneled a section of the monaural master.  That's why the sound is not all that great.

The performance includes a section on which Miles doesn't play at all, because that was part of a rehearsal.  I must admit—I've never said this to Teo—but I think he was so busy trying to edit this with no score, because the scores didn't exist, that he never realized that he had left out a section where Miles was supposed to play.  And then, if he did realize it later, he decided, "Okay, it sounds all right."  Which it does, if you don't know that Miles had played on that part.  And Gary pointed that out.  It was a bum rap in some ways.  It begins with Columbia calling this electronically rechanneled when it wasn't, and then not explaining what Teo did.
I sometimes read Giddins and think, "Wow, he's got such good ears.  I just don't know that it's worth it."
He does have good ears, and he also likes to create some kind of controversy, I guess.  It's understandable.  If you run into a situation that you feel is shocking, you have the podium right there, and they're going to publish it, why not?  He's very right, for example, on the editing that was done on the CDs of Armstrong Plays Handy and Satch Plays Fats.  That's a situation in which I have the CDs, and I've never listened to them because I don't want to hear them.  I know enough about what happened, and the sad part is, there wasn't much editing on those two albums.  What there was was aimed to make the most perfect possible performances for all time.  I think I did that.  So when people tell me, "God, they used takes which are inferior."  My only reaction is, "Well look, Armstrong never played anything bad.  I know you are right about that, because I went over everything carefully and put out the very best."  Still, I must listen one day.

I will tell you a secret about hiding splices.  At Columbia Records we had a big stairwell, seven stories high, at 799 Seventh Avenue.  There was a speaker with a microphone in front of it up at the top floor.  We'd play something into that speaker and, then, re-record it with the echo of that whole seven-story stairway.  That is a pretty extreme echo, but you could use it for certain tricks.

One of the ways that I used to hide splices was this.  If there was a splice that sounded like a splice, but I wanted to use it (usually it was on the beat of a bar), it was useful to insert a soft cymbal.  Bob Prince (a percussionist and a great arranger—he arranged all of Johnny Mathis's first "book" when he started playing clubs) would go in there with a cymbal and a padded stick; the cymbal would be suspended by fairly thick cord.  He'd listen for the point that was being played to him and, then, he'd hit the cymbal lightly.  That would hide the splice.

I remember the one place it really was necessary was Erroll Garner's Concert by the Sea, which was done on a 7½-inch speed Wollensak, a small German machine that weighed a ton.  It was done by an army guy, with special permission from Erroll's manager (Martha Glaser), who then listened to it and said, "Gee, this is great!"

She sent it to me, and I said, "This is the best Erroll Garner yet, but the sound is awful.  I'll see what I can do with it."  I cleaned it up.  But there was one place where Erroll hit a strong chord—"POW"—on the downbeat, and the machine went dead for an instant.  So you suddenly heard this silent gap.

I covered it by this technique of echo plus the echoed cymbal stroke by Bob Prince. To this day, I don't know where it is.  It worked perfectly.  I can't find it.

There was another thing that I could never find.  On the very first Buck Clayton Jam Session somebody—I think it was Urbie Green, a very good trombone player—happened to fail to get two notes out during a solo.  One of these things where he and the instrument just choked-up together.  There was no way I could splice that in.  You just got this soft kind of sound for two notes, and then he continued blowing a great solo.

I couldn't possibly ask Urbie to come in and overdub it.  I felt that was too embarrassing, but I mentioned it to Buck.  He said, "I'll come in, and I'll blow the two right notes on the trumpet down on low register."  And he did.  I don't know what two notes they are, and Buck couldn't find them either.  We talked about it the last time I saw him before he died.  He said, "George, did you ever find those two notes?"
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Do you recall the first time that you heard Louis Armstrong?
That would have been a radio broadcast when I was, probably, about 12-years old.
That was a live broadcast?
That was records.  I used to listen to WNEW, which was Martin Block’s station. He played a lot of pop records. I didn’t know what Louis Armstrong was, but I remember that it was some pretty spectacular playing.  It was probably some tune like “Tiger Rag.”  That’s my earliest recollection.
I’d like to jump ahead in time and get you to delve a bit into psychology.  What’s your take on what motivated Armstrong?
There have been an awful lot of people who’ve given opinions on that.  Some of whom, I think, are pretty wrong, like he needed love and all that.  I think that it was the opposite way.  Louis had a great desire to give love to people, and I think that was his biggest motivation of all.  He expressed it in so many ways, not just playing and singing, but the way he lived his life.  He was a generous man, a very warm person.  He was the nicest person I ever knew among all the artists that I worked with.  And that’s saying a lot because I worked with a lot of wonderful people.
That he was an icon, as this package states is indisputable.
I appreciate you saying that.  By the way, I didn’t invent that title.  It came by way of a conversation with a record collector, Steven Lasker, a big expert on Duke Ellington actually.  But he’s an expert on so many aspects of early jazz record collecting.  He’s an engineer and a very nice guy, too.  He came up with that title.  By golly, it’s true.
I consider Armstrong the most important musician in the 20th century.
I think that’s absolutely so.  One thing I’m proud of is that I came up with the name Ambassador Satch, which was inspired by a newspaper article saying that America’s secret weapon was a blue note blown by Louis Armstrong.  The secret weapon in terms of diplomacy, but it was also intended as getting behind the iron curtain in those Cold War days.  I don’t remember the exact year.  I think I made a reference to a man named Felix Belair in the annotation.  Did I?
I’d have to check.  That name didn’t stick.
It would have been in reference to the composition on Columbia Records included in this album that came from an Ed Morrow program See It Now, which was called Satchmo the Great, I believe.  I haven’t got the album in front of me.  You can check that out.
What’s your theory on why Armstrong became an icon?
I believe in Louis’s case it was a love for people and wanting to make contact with people through his music.  I think audiences felt that.  There’s a remarkable thing that I was told, and I’m sure is true. Louis was playing someplace—let’s say it was Colorado—and there was a snowstorm. Something like five people showed up for his concert. He gave it the same energy that he did for an entire show with a full room. His attitude was, “Somebody came out in this terrible storm, paid his money, and put in his time to hear the Armstrong All-Stars. Boy golly, he’s going to get the whole show.” I don’t remember who told me that, but it might have been Trummy Young or Billy Kyle. I never discussed it with Pops, but it was one of those things that you didn’t think too deeply about because it was so much in character: play for five or six people just the same as if you’re playing for five or six thousand. 
Monolithic audience or whether he appealed to lots of people for lots of different reasons.
I think that’s a very good judgment, the last thing you said. I believe that is what happened. There were people who went to see him because they were entertained without knowing a thing about the music, and possibly not even caring particularly for it. But they knew that he put on a good show and that there was always something worth listening to, like a pop song that they knew, even though they might have been baffled by some of the other things.
When he came to Columbia, were there projects that you wanted to see him do immediately?
I was anxious to record Pops for quite a while, but he was always under contract to Decca. Then there was one short period—about the time of the movie New Orleans—that he got free of that contract but his manager, Joe Glaser, got him signed him to RCA. After that finished, he went back to Decca. So I had to wait. But the main point about being able to sign Louis is that we were always friends. He would invite me to the house and we would sit around and so forth and just chat. I brought up the idea of doing the album of W. C. Handy songs because there had never had been, really, an album of that material, which is strange to think back on but that’s the way it was. See, albums weren’t all that important at that time. They began to get important after the LP took off, which was, maybe, 1951 or 1952. Anyway, Louis loved the idea, and I talked to his manager Joe Glaser about it. When that was a break in the continuity of the contracts, that’s how we started. 

Contrast your approach with Gabler’s.

We never talked about it, and I never even thought about it, But I think one big difference was that at Decca, Milt Gabler was a terrific record producer and adored Armstrong, of course, was under some kind of pressure to produce records that would have large sales—single records basically. That wasn’t the way it was when I worked with Louis because I was interested in the album aspect. Of course, out of left field came “Mack the Knife” later on. Milt did a great mixture of productions with Louis, and one of the things that he did very successfully was to have Louis cover other people’s hits rather quickly, like “Because of You,” Tony Bennett, “Cold Cold Heart,” the country songs of Hank Williams were an unexpected thing for Louis to do and he did them very well. Louis was probably the most successful cover artist of all time, but we never thought of him that way.  It just happened. 

With me, my idea was to do package ideas, what they now call concept albums. The first one with The Armstrong W.C. Handy, which Louis prepared for remarkably well, because he was just so in love with the idea. The second one was the Fats Waller songs, which we’re finishing up on Monday. There were some problems, similar to the W. C. Handy, where original material was destroyed, and couldn’t be replaced effectively, but I managed to find ways to do it. Waller is not as dramatic a situation as the Handy, partly because I only once let tape run almost continuously for an entire session and that was for the recording of the Handy. It was a bit of an accident, as I said in the annotation. After that, I started to concentrate on the aspect of Armstrong as an international figure, which is why I recorded him abroad. And that’s all tied in with Ed Morrow’s See It Now programs. He did two of them on Louis. My brother even got involved as the principal film editor of those projects. That happened for an odd reason that I don’t think we can get into because it’s rather technical, but it involved the Armstrong group being filmed in London with portable equipment. The battery started to run down so the music to go down and then up again in pitch. Morrow and Ed Friendly, his producer, weren’t sure just what was happening and what could be done about it.  They asked me to come over and take a look at it. I told them, “This is obviously a battery problem, and there’s no way to correct the sound. But every one of the comopsitions that Louis played at Albert Hall were recorded on Columbia Records. So let’s use the studio recordings as the soundtrack. They can be matched to the action on the film if you have the right editor.” They said, “Who can do this?” I said, “I hate to tell you, but my brother can do it.” They said, “Why do you hate to say it.” I said, “I don’t want you to think I’m pushing my brother, but he really can do it.” So Aram went in and talked to Friendly and Murrow, and came out of it with a job that lasted quite a few years. 
Jazz on a Summer’s Day.

That was a terrible thing because he never got credit for all the directing that he did.  All the stuff that you see on the screen, the musicians, he really did that, but because he’d signed the contract as film editor, the producer wouldn’t give him credit. It’s a well-known scandal, but I don’t know what can be done about it. [George Avakian was musical director of the film.]
Mentioned that Armstrong prepared. What do you mean by that?

Here’s what happened.  He said, “I haven’t played too many of those tunes. He said you’ve picked a couple that I’ve heard vaguely. We’ll have to work them up. We’ll have to do them on the road. Then I’ll let you know when we’re ready. We’ll book the studio when I’m in New York or Chicago.” 
That’s the way it came about. I think it took maybe five or six months of on-and-off rehearsing on the road before Pops called and said, “I’m ready. We’ve got three or four days off in Chicago.  Can you do it?”  We did. The preparation involved learning the tunes that he’d never played before like “Chantez Les Bas,” which is a very obscure tune, though there had been an Artie Shaw record of that tune.

In the studio did he know what he wanted, for example, in the way of mic placement and such?

He trusted me completely. That’s the way it went. In fact I felt pretty good about one thing. Louis said, “How do you want to have the routines to go on some of these songs? You decide.” 
I said, “No, Pops, you decide.”
He said, “No, no, no, I don’t want us to fall into the pattern that we do with stage performances where everybody has a good idea of what he’s going to do on the next chorus, and all that.”

So on a lot of the routines he left it up to me. I felt that was a pretty big responsibility. But you can’t go wrong with Pops anyway. 

Were you working with tape at that time?

Monaural tape at that time; no stereo unfortunately.
Did you listen to playbacks together?

Louis left it up to me. Almost every artist, except for complicated things that required some chancy decisions, the artist would leave the editing up to me. There was never any situation in which the results were unsatisfactory to the artist. [Refers to Brubeck anecdote.] But anyway, that’s the way things went. Whenever there was something a little bit unusual, I’d take a chance and try it anyway. I’ve got one splice in there, and I don’t recall exactly where it was, in which Louis could not have possibly gone from singing to playing the trumpet so quickly. It’s on the Fats Waller album, but I don’t remember which tune it was. Of course, it was fun doing things like correcting situations where somebody didn’t back up his vocal with as much closeness to the mic as he should have. So I had Louis play behind his vocal. In one case, I even had him scat behind his trumpet.
Pops was a great accompanist. Lester Young once told me when I said, “Oh my God, you played so beautifully behind Billie Holiday.” I think the song was “A Sailboat in the Moonlight,” which came out when I was in school and just knocked me flat. It was so simple and beautiful. I said, “Where’d you learn to do that?” 

He said, “Listening to Louis Armstrong accompany Bessie Smith. Where else?”

The intersection of talent and technology. 1928 example. 

It was a very wonderful thing. If he had recorded the same performance of “West End Blues” without electrical recording, you wouldn’t have had the brilliance and the fire and the emotional connection—that’s not quite the word I want. You would not have felt the emotion as well with an acoustical recording. It just wouldn’t give you the same sound. That was a marvelous piece of good fortune. I believe they’d only been making electrical recordings at Okeh for about a year before Louis did “West End Blues.”

I’ll never forget the first time I heard it. It was played for me by the older brother of a classmate of mine at the Horace Mann School. I thought, “Gee whizz, I had no idea that Louis Armstrong could do this.” Up to that time, to me he was kind of a flashy entertainer. Those were the records that I’d heard at first, the up-tempo ones with many choruses in a row, ending in high notes.
Armstrong’s music, however, confounds the traditional arts vs. entertainment opposition. Nonetheless, did you feel that Armstrong really thought he was making art?

No, I don’t think Louis ever thought that way. I think he was simply expressing himself as he felt things, and he wanted to communicate to people which didn't mean pandering to them in any way, of course.  Although many people accused him of that with mugging and making jokes and even playing flashy solos.  But flashy solos were really part of him because that's what he could do.  It was part of his expression.  Mainly, he was a communicator at all times.
Intrigued by your mention of Mohammad Ali.

I think Ali, Chaplin and Armstrong are the three great—I don’t know what to say exactly—performers or communicators of the century actually.

Each of them incurred his fair share of criticism. Armstrong, in effect, telling Eisenhower to man-up and act like a leader. 

That was pretty amazing wasn’t it? I think it was before he signed with Columbia, but I don’t remember. One reason I don’t remember is that there wasn’t very much publicity about that. The press didn’t cover it particularly because it happened rather obscurely out in Arkansas. It was reported in the local newspapers. That’s when I found out about it. [gap – clipping in possession]
In character or did it surprise you?

I would say that was in character. Although Louis was a very mild-mannered person, he didn’t—I guess you’d say—put up with shit. I hate to be quoted that way. But Louis really called things the way that he saw them, and yet he was very polite about it. Somebody asked him once about somebody he didn’t like too much, and he passed it off with a comment that was very, very thoughtful and polite.  Most people would have thought he didn’t have much of an opinion about this guy. I won’t go into the details, but he was like that. He didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings, but at the same time he wasn’t going to cover up too much when it was a case of calling a shot properly.
He was a splendid actor. The way he plays one of the Devil’s minions in Cabin in the Sky, he steals that whole movie. In some cases people thought he was just rolling his eyes and clowning around, but that’s the character and he sells the character magnificiently. Not too many actors could have pulled that off as effectively as he did. It’s a pity that he never had an opportunity to be more than Bing Crosby’s pal kind of performer (as in Pennies from Heaven and High Society). [gap – more on acting; movies during the Depression]
How did Armstrong conceptualize “What Did I Do”?
It was not the kind of song that most people thought it was. It was meant for a female lead complaining about black men preferring light-skinned girls, which was a pretty brilliant twist on the part of Andy Razoff??.  I think I pretty much tell the whole story in the liner notes, but it’s told better by Barry Singer. When Louis recorded that, I have a feeling that he knew exactly what he was doing, that it was going to be a song which the average person not having seen the show, which is the great majority of record buyers, especially black people. Black people didn’t go to Broadway shows. It just wasn’t something that they did. Louis must have rather deliberately decided, when he made that song, that he was going to make it a protest song. And it comes off that way.
The line about being white inside boomeranged at a certain point.

Yes, because people didn’t know what the original intention of the lyric was. They thought it sounded like “I’m ashamed of being black.” There’s nothing really that you can do about that. It was in the lyric and intention was not known to the vast majority of listeners. 
[dying young; worn out by traveling; afternoon and evening with Armstrong; playing records as he talked; most often about moods rather than some musical point; marijuana after the show; performing when ill; always on; Jewish family; Heebie?]

No, that was a popular expression meaning the jitters. I don’t think Louis coined it. [more, the feeling of being turned on; scatting]

The classic story about dropping the music I don’t think is true, though it was told to me, when I was in college, by the producer of the record Richard M. Jones. When I asked Louis about it, he laughed and said, “Yeah, something like that.” I knew that that meant it was a good story, but that it wasn’t really true. But he didn’t deny it. Why spoil people’s fun?

Liner notes: though Armstrong was a crossover artist, you say that the first time you heard the term was in the ‘50s.

It came about largely, I believe, through country song hits, like Hank Williams’s, being covered by pop performers and rhythm-and-blues tunes being done by pop performers. Which came first, I really don’t remember. [gap – could check the charts]
I’ve often thought, did I make the right decision? When the term contract that we’d signed before the Armstrong Plays W. C. Handy album expired, I had a lot of plans that Louis and I had discussed. I had suggested that he do the King Oliver repertory, for example, and perform with Duke Ellington, because Ellington was under contract to us also. That was a natural. Joe Glaser said, “No more term contracts for Louis. He’s just going to record on individual-date contracts for whoever pays the most money.” I was kind of shocked by that, but I shouldn’t have been because Joe was a very tough guy on the dollar aspect of the business. As a result, I talked it over with Jim Conklin??, the president of Columbia, Jim said, “Don’t go along with that, because Joe should have had an appreciation for what you did for Louis, which is quite something because Louis’s income like Duke’s after “Dimenuendo and Cresendo in Blue” recorded at Newport jumped way up.” Joe used to introduce me to people in his office and say, “Here’s the man who did this and that for Duke and Louis when I was having trouble selling them, and look what happened!” Once I said to Joe, “I appreciate that, but could I borrow a dime?” I probably shouldn’t have said that. Don’t quote it, because people would misconstrue it. What I meant by it is, “Talk doesn’t mean a darn thing. Let’s have more opportunities like that.” The sad thing was that Joe immediately took the King Oliver idea to Audio Fidelity Records which was not exactly a company that paid attention to quality, and the result was a series of sessions with the Dukes of Dixieland who were, really, pretty sad. Louis was pretty unhappy about it, but he soldiered through. But that could have been a classic set of recordings, and to some extent Louis did do some of those compositions for Decca in those retrospectives of his career (as you might put it). [fix this title??]
I never again raised the subject of recording with him because we’d already discussed it when Joe made that statement. Louis was [don’t print; it was very sad.] dejected, but we just put it behind us. That was the way Joe was. Louis’s words were unforgettable. He said, “All that Joe did for me, I’ve got to do whatever he says when it comes to business.” I said, “That’s all right.” 
I’ve always regarded Glaser as existing somewhere between P. T. Barnum and Colonial Tom Parker.

I don’t think he was quite as bad as those two. Joe was always out there looking after the money. It’s good that he did, because I think Louis would have given everything away. He constantly took care of people who were financial trouble one way or another. He gave away $20 bills to anybody who stopped by the dressing room with a hard-luck story. 
Glaser kept Louis working before the public which was important to Louis. Louis Armstrong not in front of people would have been a great loss to the world. He might have, if not saved his life, saved him from a lot of grief. There was some cloudy stuff about Chicago and New York gangsters fighting over the right to control Louis, who was a pretty important person on the live performance scene during the Depression years. After Prohibition, things had changed, as far as the conditions for working musicians. Glaser came out of that, of course, because he was in charge of the Capone mob’s Southside nightclub operations. 

When Louis came back from Europe in 1933, Joe took over his business affairs entirely and immediately got him started again with his career with the contract with Decca Records with was a natural in that Jack Kapp, who had been the head of Brunswick, and had not recorded Louis or anything like that, but he was from Chicago and he and Glaser knew each other. Glaser saw that the Decca label might really take off under Kapp especially when the price that was half of the other popular lines which were really two.  There was the Brunswick label which, later, became part of the Columbia/CBS operation and the Victor label, both selling for 75-cents. Decca was selling for 35-cents. I remember buying three for 88-cents at Macy’s whenever my mother took me shopping with her. I’d head for the record department on, I believe, the fifth floor and get lost there for a half-hour or so listening to the latest records. I’d end up buying three Deccas for 88-cents or one Brunswick. There weren’t very many Victors that I liked. I think Ellington was the only person who I bought on that label for quite a while.
Decca really emphasized vocals.

Yes they did and, occasionally, instrumentals like the infamous “Sugar Blues” by Clyde McCoy, which was a very big instrumental hit. It was like a comedy record. Decca was very much a vocalist’s label. The band, of course, all had vocalists. There weren’t that many instrumentals going on on the Decca label except novelties and the Fletcher Henderson band was on the label for a while with some flag wavers. The Chick Webb Band, featurning Ella Fitzgerald, and everything took off and changed. [Webb’s death …]
The classic recordings of the Swing Era have never really disappeared from the catalogs anyway. [swing dancing]

[Armstrong’s tour of Africa; Hello Dolly dethroning the Beatles;]

Says everything about radio: not monolithic.

[Memoirs; has same attorney as Jimi Hendrix and Miles Davis; Macero’s annoyance; can’t blame him; bad timing of projects; let’s not talk about it; it’s no fun to have one’s work messed up; big companies]

What money I had didn’t come out of records. I never got royalties on that old stuff. As you know, we never got credit as producers. There were no producing credits then. The only way people knew that I had done something was if I happened to write the annotation.

[Miles and Monk at Newport – Avakian produced; not Macero – interesting story about not getting credit – recordings came out of Jazz on a Summer’s Day project and Newport in 1963.]
*******************

Jailhouse Rock

No one ever mentioned that scene to me, which is surprising. [semi-anecdotes on Brubeck signing with Columbia; Brubeck’s first advance.]
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