
Central Avenue Sounds: Buddy Collette An Interview Conducted by Steven Louis 

Isoardi in 1989 and 1990 

Department of Special Collections  

University of California, Los Angeles  

Contents 

Copyright Law 

Restrictions on this Interview 

Literary Rights and Quotation 

Table of Contents 

1. Transcript 

1.1. Tape Number: I, Side One (August 17, 1989) 

1.2. Tape Number: I, Side Two (August 17, 1989) 

1.3. Tape Number: II, Side One (August 17, 1989) 

1.4. Tape Number: II, Side Two (August 17, 1989) 

1.5. Tape Number: III, Side One (September 13, 1989) 

1.6. Tape Number: III, Side Two (September 13, 1989) 

1.7. Tape Number: IV, Side One (September 20, 1989) 

1.8. Tape Number: IV, Side Two (September 20, 1989) 

1.9. Tape Number: V, Side One (September 28, 1989) 

1.10. Tape Number: V, Side Two (September 28, 1989) 

1.11. Tape Number: VI, Side One (September 28, 1989) 

1.12. Tape Number: VI, Side Two (September 28, 1989) 

1.13. Tape Number: VII, Side One (October 12, 1989) 

1.14. Tape Number: VII, Side Two (October 12, 1989) 

1.15. Tape Number: VIII, Side One (October 19, 1989) 

1.16. Tape Number: VIII, Side Two (October 19, 1989) 

1.17. Tape Number: IX, Side One (October 19, 1989) 

1.18. Tape Number: X, Side One (November 9, 1989) 

1.19. Tape Number: X, Side Two (November 9, 1989) 

1.20. Tape Number: XI, Side One (November 9, 1989) 

1.21. Tape Number: XII, Side One (November 15, 1989) 

1.22. Tape Number: XII, Side Two (November 15, 1989) 

1.23. Tape Number: XIII, Side One (December 8, 1989) 

1.24. Tape Number: XIII, Side Two (December 8, 1989) 

1.25. Tape Number: XIV, Side One (December 8, 1989) 

1.26. Tape Number: XV, Side One (January 5, 1990) 

1.27. Tape Number: XV, Side Two (January 5, 1990) 

1.28. Tape Number: XVI, Side One (January 5, 1990) 

Index 

http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00001
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00002
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00003
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00017
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00018
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00019
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00020
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00021
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00022
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00023
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00024
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00025
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00026
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00027
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00028
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00029
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00030
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00031
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00032
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00034
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00035
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00036
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00037
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00038
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00039
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00040
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00041
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00042
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00043
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00044
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00045
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00046
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00047
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#div00048


Copyright Law 

The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) governs the 

making of photocopies or other reproductions of copyrighted material. Under certain 

conditions specified in the law, libraries and archives are authorized to furnish a 

photocopy or other reproduction. One of these specified conditions is that the 

photocopy or reproduction is not to be used for any purpose other than private study, 

scholarship, or research. If a user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy or 

reproduction for purposes in excess of "fair use," that user may be liable for copyright 

infringement. This institution reserves the right to refuse to accept a copying order if, 

in its judgement, fulfillment of the order would involve violation of copyright law. 

Restrictions on this Interview 

None. 

Literary Rights and Quotation 

This manuscript is hereby made available for research purposes only. All literary 

rights in the manuscript, including the right to publication, are reserved to the 

University Library of the University of California, Los Angeles. No part of the 

manuscript may be quoted for publication without the written permission of the 

University Librarian of the University of California, Los Angeles. 

This interview was made possible in part by the generous support of Lucille Ostrow. 

Table of Contents 

VOLUME I 

  TAPE NUMBER: I, Side One (August 17, 1989) 

  Parents and siblings--Collette raises two daughters by himself--Advantages of 

growing up in a racially diverse environment--Simon Rodia and the Watts 

Towers--Taking piano lessons as a boy--Music in parents' home. 

  TAPE NUMBER: I, Side Two (August 17, 1989) 

  Hearing bands as a youngster--Forms a band at the age of twelve--Playing with 

Ralph and Riley Bledsoe--Recruits Charles Mingus to his band--The Woodman 

Brothers Biggest Little Band in the World--Takes Jewell Grant's place at the 

Follies Theatre--More on the Woodman Brothers Band--Watts musicians' 

influence on the larger Los Angeles jazz scene--Offered a gig at the Million 

Dollar Theatre. 

http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p1
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p32


  TAPE NUMBER: II, Side One (August 17, 1989) 

  Childhood contact with Everett "Mac" McLaughlin and other music store 

owners--Giving band leaders advice tactfully--The Woodman brothers' 

influence--Lloyd Reese--William Douglass--More on Lloyd Reese. 

  TAPE NUMBER: II, Side Two (August 17, 1989) 

  More on Lloyd Reese--Merle Johnston--Collette's teaching--Learns vibrato 

from Verne Martin--More on Merle Johnston. 

  TAPE NUMBER: III, Side One (September 13, 1989) 

  Mingus's Beneath the Underdog--Collette's relationship with Mingus--

Mingus's Town Hall concert--Mingus's personality and talents--Central Avenue 

in the late thirties. 

  TAPE NUMBER: III, Side Two (September 13, 1989) 

  More on Central Avenue--Jobs and wages in the black community in the 

thirties--Collette's involvement in the Central Avenue music scene--Variety of 

musical styles at the time--Lester Young--Influence of Lester Young, Charlie 

Christian, and Charlie Parker--More on the Central Avenue music scene--

Absence of boundaries between different types of music. 

  TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side One (September 20, 1989) 

  Accepted into the naval reserve band during World War II--Training in 

Chicago--The band moves to San Francisco--Chooses to be in the second-string 

band--Band's dramatic improvement under his leadership. 

  TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side Two (September 20, 1989) 

  Marshall Royal as a band leader--Members of Collette's naval reserve band--

Hearing Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker--Los Angeles after the war--More 

on hearing Gillespie, Parker, and other contemporary musicians--Playing 

nontraditional scales and other practicing strategies--Collette's own music. 

  TAPE NUMBER: V, Side One (September 28, 1989) 

  Marries and studies to be a musician on the G.I. Bill--Meets Bill Green and his 

friends--Benny Carter and his band--Begins studying flute--Forms the 

Community Symphony Orchestra. 

  TAPE NUMBER: V, Side Two (September 28, 1989) 

  More on the Community Orchestra--Josephine Baker-Amalgamation of black 

and white locals of the American Federation of musicians--Plays a flute solo in 

the Community Symphony Orchestra--Jerry Fielding signs him on as a band 

member on "You Bet Your Life"--Being refused service in restaurants. 

  TAPE NUMBER: VI, Side One (September 28, 1989) 

  Archie Moore and Lucky Thompson's relationship--Lucky's style of 

rehearsing--Lucky's egoism and the demise of the Stars of Swing--Central 

Avenue after the war--Racial harassment in a restaurant. 

  TAPE NUMBER:VI, Side Two (September 28, 1989) 

  Paul Robeson. 

http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p63
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p92
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p124
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p156
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p185
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p214
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p246
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p278
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p312
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p344


  TAPE NUMBER: VII, Side One (October 12, 1989) 

  Collette's music schools and teachers--Playing at the Crystal Tea Room--

Young players in the forties--More on Benny Carter--Collette's sound--

Experiences discrimination in the South--Importance of teamwork in a band--

Eric Dolphy--More on Merle Johnston. 

  TAPE NUMBER: VII, Side Two (October 12, 1989) 

  More on Eric Dolphy--Frank Morgan--Joseph Schillinger's rhythmic system--

Sonny Criss--Dexter Gordon. 

VOLUME II 

  TAPE NUMBER: VIII, Side One (October 19, 1989) 

  Recording opportunities in Los Angeles in the forties and early fifties--Meets 

Nelson Riddle--Frank Sinatra--Marital difficulties--More on amalgamation of 

the two locals in the American Federation of Musicians. 

  TAPE NUMBER: VIII, Side Two (October 19, 1989) 

  More on the amalgamation--Working with women in the union--Current 

conditions for African-Americans in the union and the music industry--Plays 

for the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)--Jerry Fielding blacklisted 

from the music industry. 

  TAPE NUMBER: IX, Side One (October 19, 1989) 

  Development of Collette's own political awareness and philosophy--Playing 

for political causes--Donna Metz. 

  TAPE NUMBER: X, Side One (November 9, 1989) 

  Ornette Coleman--Changes in the Los Angeles music scene over the years--

Differences between New York and Los Angeles music scenes--Nat King Cole-

-Playing with Chico Hamilton's band--Fred Katz switches from piano to cello--

Band records an album--Playing at the Newport Jazz Festival in 1956. 

  TAPE NUMBER: X, Side Two (November 9, 1989) 

  Decision to do studio work rather than being on the road--Playing and 

recording during the fifties--Ben Webster and Bill Green--Charlie Parker--Need 

to preserve the history of jazz. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XI, Side One (November 9, 1989) 

  Participates in Jazz Times panel--More on preserving the history of jazz--

Instruments Collette played in the late fifties--George Moran and Collette's 

1961 trip to Italy. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XII, Side One (November 15, 1989) 

  Meets Alberto Locatelli--Records Buddy Collette in Italy--Differences 

between Italian and American music scenes--American musicians in Italy--

Ernest Kanitz and his twelve-tone system--More on the Schillinger system--

"Blue Sands." 

http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p354
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p384
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p411
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p440
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p468
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p482
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p514
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p544
http://digilib.library.ucla.edu/oralhistory/text/masters/21198-zz0008zmwb-9-master.html#p563


  TAPE NUMBER: XII, Side Two (November 15, 1989) 

  More on "Blue Sands"--Interaction of classical and jazz music and musicians--

Playing with Charles Mingus and Thelonius Monk at the Monterey Jazz 

Festival--Collette's musical activities during the sixties--Duke Ellington's 

movie score for Assault on the Queen. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XIII, Side One (December 8, 1989) 

  Calvin Jackson. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XIII, Side Two (December 8, 1989) 

  Introduces Jimmy Rowles to Thelonius Monk--Trying to get work for African-

American musicians in Los Angeles--African-American musicians and the 

Academy Awards--Playing on television series--More on playing for the 

ACLU. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XIV, Side One (December 8, 1989) 

  Jackie Kelso--More on the hiring of African-American musicians--Collette 

negotiates conditions for his players--Need for people to work together--

Establishes Marcel Publishing. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XV, Side One (January 5, 1990) 

  People who hired African-Americans in the fifties and sixties--Teaching at 

California State University, Los Angeles--Need for students to learn flexibility-

-Vibrato--More on AfricanAmericans in the music business--Playing in 

Europe. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XV, Side Two (January 5, 1990) 

  Current projects--Mingus's death--Changes in the music scene between the 

Central Avenue days and now. 

  TAPE NUMBER: XVI, Side One (January 5, 1990) 

  More on integration and African-Americans in the music business--Thoughts 

about a career in music. 

1. Transcript 

1.1. Tape Number: I, Side One August 17, 1989 

Isoardi 

Shall we begin with the beginning, where you were born, raised, family, what 

the environment was like? 

Collette 

Yes. We can, yeah, if you just keep cuing me here, because I know I have that 

paper, but I didn't bring it in. It's probably under some other papers there. So 

what do you want first? Where I was born? 

Isoardi 

Born and raised. 
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Collette 

I was born in Los Angeles, California. And the time- I was born in 1921 in Los 

Angeles, like I say, in the area of Compton Avenue and Thirty-third Street. And 

I think I was born in [Los Angeles] General Hospital. So my parents were not 

from Los Angeles, but they both moved here and met each other here. My 

mother [Goldie Collette] was from Kansas City and my dad [Willie Collette] 

was from Knoxville, Tennessee. 

Isoardi 

When did they come to L.A.? 

Collette 

Well, I'm pretty sure my mom could have been about eighteen or so when she 

met my dad, or twenty, so I'm saying- Because I was born in '21; my sister 

[Doris Collette Slater] was born in 1919. So just figuring, it had to be 1916 or 

something like that. I think my dad was born in 1900. So it gives you an idea. 

He might have been sixteen or seventeen or fifteen when they came, so 1915 

or '16. 

Isoardi 

What brought them to Los Angeles, do you know? 

Collette 

Well, I think in both cases- You know, I never really tracked that one down, 

except the parents came. My mother had lost her mother when she was very 

young, and she and her sister were put into a boarding school, so they weren't 

raised by their mother. I guess their mother died when they were around 

thirteen and eleven, and they were kind of raised by their father part of the 

time. And then finally, I guess, he thought he'd just be able to work much better 

in California and moved out. That was the story we got on him.In my dad's 

case, my grandmother [Matilda Collette] and grandfather [William Collette] 

and them, who lived in Knoxville, Tennessee, again decided it was just a better 

life-style-California was the place to go. And they moved to Los Angeles. 

Apparently how my dad and mom met was that when my mother and them 

came out, they rented the house that was owned by my grandparents, my dad's 

mother and them, so they had a house and the back house. These people who 

were my mother, you know, to be, and her father and them rented the house, so 

they got a chance to- And as my dad saw my mom-I think she was about a year 

or so older than he was-his line was he knew that that was going to be his 

woman. He saw her walking, you know, and the light turned on. 

Isoardi 

He was the landlord. [laughter] 

Collette 

Yeah, right. [laughter] Well, at least his parents were, yeah, so it did work out 

okay. It was a closeness built in, right? [laughter] There was always rent time! 



Isoardi 

What about brothers and sisters? You said you had one sister? 

Collette 

Well, I still have a sister. I had a brother [Pat Collette] and a sister. My sister's 

two years older than me. Her name is Doris. And Doris lives in California City; 

she's in the real estate business. She has her own office called Strout Realty. 

That's not her name; it's like a franchise. There are a bunch of Strout places, but 

she runs the one in California City. She more or less is manager of that.My 

brother died just about four years ago, and he was two years younger than me. 

He would have been sixty-six now. My dad, actually, and mother are both dead 

now. My dad died about four years ago. He died a few months after my brother. 

You know, it was one of those things, too, where it really- Well, he was getting 

up in years anyways; he was about eighty-five then. And when my brother died 

it kind of really threw him. Well, my mom had died in 1980, so he was all 

alone.My brother and my dad never got along too well; they were quite a bit 

alike. But my dad liked me because he always liked somebody who was active 

and doing things. My brother was a good talker and everything, but most of the 

time he would do a little job here and there and have plenty of time off. My dad 

was like that, too, except he had basically two things going. When my dad took 

care of business, he took care of business. There were times when he was a 

happy guy and he could fool around half a day, but then when he decided to go 

to work, he could go. And I guess he wanted my brother to be like a full-time 

kind of a guy, you know, busy. "Aren't you working somewhere?" "Well, don't 

you know, I need the day off." You know, he was that way. And for a long time 

after my mom died he was worrying, because my brother thought he was 

watching my dad, taking care of him, and my dad kept turning it around, like "I 

don't know why he keeps hanging around me. I'd like him to go out."When my 

brother died first, that threw my dad, too, because I guess you wouldn't think 

that your kid's going to die before you. That rattled him, for one thing. He was 

getting up in years and- Like I say, he didn't go into shock, but, I mean, he 

stayed confused after that. It was almost like "What happened?" and "I didn't 

get a chance to really talk to him." In other words, he kind of had a little 

hostility there because of the way it had been, and then all of a sudden he never 

got a chance to say it wasn't real: "I just wasn't sure that you were okay." But 

anyway-So what happens now, I mean as far as- My sister is still up in 

California City, and I'm still busy as a musician. I have-which you didn't ask-

but I have four children. I have a son, [William] Zan [Collette]; he's up in San 

Francisco. He's a good singer, a good musician, playing piano- 

Isoardi 

Professional? 

Collette 



Well, he doesn't make money at it, no, but he's a very good talent. I wish he 

would play professionally. He's forty-five right now and he's doing quite well. 

He had his problems too, I mean, because when I was married I was married to 

this woman who was an alcoholic, my ex-wife [Louise Collette], and that can 

create problems, bringing up kids in that atmosphere. And then we finally had a 

divorce. I raised my daughters [Cheryl Ann, Veda Louise, and Crystal Collette] 

by myself, but my son was about seventeen before I was able to get them all 

legally. By that time it's a little late for instilling the right values. But the girls 

did fine. They were ten and eight. They came with me. And I really 

experienced a good part of life which I think is very valuable, which a lot of us 

don't get a chance, you know. You're thrown into kids and you have to split 

your schedule with them, no matter how busy I was as a player. I was at one of 

my busiest periods. I mean, I was really- 

Isoardi 

When you got the two girls? 

Collette 

Well, then I decided this was going to be more important than me having my 

name up on marqees and being a famous musician and having kids that are not 

making it. So, you know, there was some home work- 

Isoardi 

This was the late forties, then? 

Collette 

No, when I got the girls with me it was probably in 1960, '65 or so. They were 

ten and eight then. See, they are thirty-six and thirty-four now. So, no, I just 

decided that, "Hey! Somebody's got to do this." My ex-wife couldn't do it. She 

was going in and out of the hospital, like Metropolitan [State Hospital], 

Camarillo [State Hospital], and things like that, because when you are an 

alcoholic like that you've got ups and downs. And when you've got a bad 

period, they have to come and haul you away! So, like I said, it was a rough 

period, because somebody had to stay strong. And in spite of me being an 

active and busy musician, I had other duties to take care of. Those kids had to 

make it, you know. And they are making it now. But I'm saying it was not easy. 

It wasn't like you can say- Well, you look at my career or you look at a 

musician's career when he's successful and- Not that I have that much, but in a 

sense I'm very fortunate. I'm very wealthy, not just in dollars- In dollars maybe 

I'm not even talking about. I'm talking about the kids are healthy. I've got seven 

grandkids now. My kids are beginning to really figure the whole thing out. But 

there was a period when- I mean, I was pretty good on the horns, but I didn't 

have much time to go out and celebrate my socalled success and my 

achievements, even though there were a lot of them. There are still a lot of 

them now. I just came back from Europe and all that. But it paid off. I was able 



to balance the two between being a successful musician-jazz musician, classical 

musician, teacher-and still basically raise the family when you've got a lot of 

problems, because it's very difficult. But anyway, we can go on. I don't know if 

that answers some of that period, some of the family. 

Isoardi 

Yes. Let me ask you about the area you grew up in, what the environment was 

like as a kid. 

Collette 

Well, that was an interesting environment. I think, looking back at that, that's 

very important, the area you grow up in. I mean, it's so important. It seems to 

me that if an area is- Well, what I'm trying to say here- The area, I think, had so 

much. I realize now how much you did have. We grew up in Watts, and there 

were all kinds of people there, all kinds meaning all races: whites, blacks, 

Mexicans, Chinese, Japanese. And part of the reason was because it was a 

reasonable area, cheap, plenty of land- 

Isoardi 

Most people owned their houses? 

Collette 

Yes, yes. I mean, that was a time when- You know, this is unheard of now. I 

mean, you could come in and- I hate to quote prices, because it's hard to 

remember what it was, but I'd say for maybe $1,000 or $2,000 you had a home. 

So you see what I'm trying to say? This was it. Nobody seemed to have a lot of 

money then, but we had food on the table. Phone bills could have been $3 or $5 

a month. You know, I'm just saying everything was- So who needed a lot of 

money if you could make it this way? Gasoline-But I'm saying, without 

bringing all those things in, the greatest thing about it was the people were 

together. There was not a matter- Well, there were certain other people who 

probably wouldn't have to move there, but I'm saying these were some of the 

good people who said, "Gosh, this is great. We'll pay this." And I don't even 

know whether they thought, "Well, the kids growing up together would be 

great," but it was. The kids really got a bonus, too, because all those kids that 

grew up that way, wherever they are, these kids and their kids and kids to 

follow will be free of the racial and all those problems. They know it's around, 

but they don't say, "Wonder why people are uptight about that?" Basically, you 

suddenly realize there's very little difference. You can say, "Hey, I grew up 

here" or "My parents did this," but then you can give me a story of what your 

parents did, and, you know, I'm saying that's interesting, too. It's all people. So 

that's what we found and we found even with my mom, who was probably very 

fair. She didn't seem to have a bone of prejudice or anything anywhere. I could 

bring home Japanese, white kids, you know, for lunch or something, and she'd 

say, "Well, you brought all your friends. Let's fix food for them!" She'd never 



react, "Hey, that one's this or-" It was okay. She didn't do it, why should I do it? 

So it was just everything was accepted in a way. "These are bad kids. Well, this 

guy stole something or-" If it was something like that, you'd see the difference, 

but not the way a kid looked or anything. I think that was basically what we as 

kids in that area found. It was sort of like a melting pot of everybody being 

there. And part of the reason, again- The land was right, the economic thing 

was beautiful.And we drew from the school-not just the classes, but the school 

programs-and that's definitely where I started music. Actually, the teachers 

weren't as integrated. I mean, there weren't as many black teachers then. Maybe 

there weren't any. But I'm just saying that the teachers that wanted to come to 

that area had to be special people. For example, if you're a teacher and I'm your 

supervisor or principal, and I'm saying, "Hey, this area's rough! There's a lot of 

black kids," or a lot of Mexicans or whatever they'd say, or it's a mixture. "Do 

you want to go there? Would you like to go?" And you can bet that a lot of 

people said, "Let me go where I'm comfortable." But the ones that came out 

were very special people. They were ready for the challenge. You know what 

I'm saying? So we got beautiful human beings. They didn't just come for the 

money, because, you know, long ride, no freeways, and they knew they had to 

really teach. There are certain teachers that say, "Give me somewhere I can go 

to work and see if I can build." And lots of others will come and say, "Hey, 

everybody's an A student and everybody's clean. All I got to do is, 'Here's your 

lesson, gang. Bring it back tomorrow!'" So we got- It was a twofold thing is 

what I'm saying. The teachers that we got were sort of dedicated teachers. They 

knew that they had their work cut out for them. And if you wanted to learn and 

ask questions, stick around. Like even the music teachers in the music class, 

both of them would say, "Hey, do you want to stay after? I'll teach you this, I'll 

show you that." And it paid off. 

Isoardi 

Really dedicated. 

Collette 

Yeah, dedicated. But that period again, where things are so complicated now 

with the busyness and everything and the money scene. But anyway, that 

environment, I would say, was very healthy for us. Also the environment of- 

Jordan High School is the high school that I went to. It's still out there on 103d 

[Street] near Alameda [Street]. It was junior and senior combined then. Now 

it's- 

Isoardi 

Junior high school and senior high school? 

Collette 

And senior combined, yes. 

Isoardi 



So you go there in seventh grade or something? 

Collette 

You go there in seventh grade and you stay right through. Now I don't know if 

they do that very often, but that was interesting, too. I mean, you could pal 

around with three- or four-year-older people. That could happen, musically and 

otherwise. In other words, say you're thirteen or so and your buddy or the 

football player that you like was seventeen, you know, you could have lunch or 

you could do- You couldn't be together all the time, but there were moments 

when you could walk to school together, and that was almost like having a- 

You know, like they say now, a- You know what is it? Like a kid without a 

father. A brother or something, you know. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. Like a big brother kind of thing. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. You know what I'm saying. In other words, you got somebody three 

or four years older, and if you listen they're saying, "Hey, here's where you can 

do that." And that happened there. See, they're right at the same school; you 

weren't just with your own ages. 

Isoardi 

So you were in a really fluid environment, in terms of age, in terms of race- 

Collette 

Well, yeah, I think- Well, it was very magical. I mean, you can see when I got 

into this end of the business, the professional end, and worked in things, which 

we'll get to later, then sure, there's always problems, you know, for me to learn 

and do this and to maybe compete and all that kind of stuff. But the one 

problem I didn't have or- Some of the stuff was eliminated. I didn't have any 

problems with people. If somebody was nice or treated me right or anything, I 

felt comfortable. The only time maybe would be just like anything, if 

somebody's not liking you or something or trying to do that. But I wasn't like a 

lot of people, who get in this environment and say, "Well, they're white people. 

Do you think they like us or do they dislike us?" There's all this stuff triggering 

before you can be "Hey! How's everybody?" You know? That little fear 

sometimes will come out, and I've seen it happen with people who didn't have 

this.So as quiet as it was kept, it was a very fine area, this kind of area, for kids 

growing up. And I make sure my kids and my grandkids in a way are in the 

little playgrounds and things where they're with all kids, because by the time 

they get grown, they won't be worried about meeting people of races and going 

to places in Europe and anywhere. And you begin to feel comfortable 

everywhere you go. So I think it was just we happened to be in the right place 

at the right time. We could have been in maybe a nicer-looking area and 

everything, but I don't think it could have been more balanced as far as all 



kinds of people sharing. Like I say, there were kids there of different races. We 

would split lunch together. You know, he would say, "You didn't bring your 

lunch? Hey-" It got to be that thing. I wish there was more of that going on 

now. There is a lot of it, but then there's a lot of people who say, "Look, I got to 

watch out for me, because, you know, I got to pay this and I got to do that." So 

it's a little colder. It is. 

Isoardi 

I mentioned to you last time we talked that I came across a reference, just what 

you were saying, also, in Art Pepper's autobiography [Straight Life: the Story 

of Art Pepper]. I think he spent a few years of his childhood in Watts, and he 

talks about the same kind of thing, this incredible mixture. And I think he says 

at one point in his book that it made him socially able to move anywhere. He 

could then, when he was a teenager, go down and play on Central Avenue in 

the bands. He could hang out in the Mexican community, which he did a lot. 

He was very- 

Collette 

Because I think when you don't have that, you're the one- For example, I'll give 

you the story now that this friend of mine, John Anderson- When Jerry 

Fielding, who hired me for the Groucho [Marx] show ["You Bet Your Life"]- 

He hired me, and I'm thrown in, black guy with fifteen white guys, you know. 

And a couple of guys had asked me, "Well, do you feel a little strange?" I 

mean, they had a kind of- And I said, "What do you mean?" "I mean, you're the 

only one in this band." I said, "No, it's great!" Well, I was happy I got a good 

job. I wasn't worried about that. I was just trying to be the best musician.But 

my other friend, who grew up in Birmingham- Not that there's anything wrong 

with Birmingham, but a different situation where he grew up. There were 

different sides of the tracks, or whatever was happening at this time as he grew 

up. There was a black area and a white area, and they didn't really meet up too 

often, as you could see. Maybe certain things, but most of the time you're with 

your own people. And now he's a grown man, he's thirty years old or 

something, and we're doing these jobs-or twenty-five, I can't remember-and we 

have this big band. I'm in the reed section, the only black, and this guy's in the 

trumpet section. On our intermissions he would come to me and we'd go- And 

he'd hang to me, because that's the way he felt comfortable. He'd say, "Hey, 

man, I don't think they like me." And I'd say, "What do you mean?" He says, 

"Well, they don't talk to me, and I just don't feel right."I mean, he was 

uncomfortable and I was having a ball! The guys talked to me. In other words, 

nothing bothered me, so it didn't bother them. You know, it was just easier for 

me. I fit in. But in other words, if you're there looking like you're a little 

frightened and you're not socially prepared for something like that, of course 

it's going to come off that way. 



Isoardi 

Did he last? 

Collette 

No, he didn't last, and you could almost see he wouldn't, because he was 

uncomfortable. When you're uncomfortable, that shows to people. Somebody 

might say, "Well, maybe you didn't play that right." Well, all of a sudden he 

might have thought he was being picked on, because if you think somebody 

doesn't like you, it's kind of hard to- [laughter] 

Isoardi 

And you'll stop playing it, right? [laughter] 

Collette 

Yeah, see? In the meantime, then you'll say, "This person is picking on me." 

I've seen that happen not just with races, but somebody says, "Well, the guy 

doesn't like me and so he doesn't like anything that I'm doing." There was 

another story- I'm getting off again, but an example, and these were two black 

guys: We worked The Wiz. The leader didn't like this guy. And he's a fine bass 

player. John B. Williams. You know him? 

Isoardi 

I know the name. 

Collette 

He's playing on "The Arsenio Hall Show" now. But anyway, the leader kept 

wanting to hear sharp pizzicatos. [mimics sharp pizzicato sound] John said- 

[mimics loose walking bass line] John was into playing jazz, I mean, Ron 

Carter or somebody. [continues singing bass line] And so I was a contractor, 

and he said to me- People are interesting, as you can see. If you can deal with 

it, then kind of bounce off- And a lot of times a lot of this stuff is just hanging 

there; it's not real, but somebody figures that "We've got a problem and can you 

figure it out?"So I go to John. I said, "Well, he likes your playing." I had to set 

up- John is very sensitive anyway. "He likes the way you play, but he'd like to 

know if you could shorten the notes a little bit, because that's what he's used to 

hearing."He said, "Man, this guy doesn't like me. He wants to pick on me. I can 

tell the way he's looking at me. He's frowning at me."So I said, "Well, he just 

wanted me to tell you the message. Can you shorten the note?"And he says, 

"Well, I don't think I can, and I'm playing the bass the best way I can."So they 

went on for another week or two, just to give you this kind of story, and the 

leader's still mad. He said, "Why's this guy playing the notes longer? And he 

won't look at me." I'm the contractor, so I kept figuring, "There's something 

that needs to be settled so I can relax, too." So then finally I said, "Let me 

figure out. I'll go a step further. I'll tell each one of these guys, 'Why don't you 

guys- We'll set a meeting-I'll help you set the meeting-after the show, maybe in 

Charles [Colman]'s office,'" who was the leader. "I'll get you guys together. 



You can fight it out or whatever."So they both agreed. They went in there, and 

I closed the door and I left, right? So about half an hour later I saw them both. 

Why, they were hugging each other and saying, "Well, this guy is great. Boy, I 

love him!" And he played the notes sharp and they were just- [claps hands] But 

they never really, see- A lot of what I'm saying, the BS that goes on and people 

who are hating each- And now all of a sudden John's saying, "Wow, what a 

great leader we got here." Three weeks it took him to find out. So people that 

waste a lot of time- You know, it's better to zero in now and see what you got. 

But anyway, I want to keep on the trail with you here. 

Isoardi 

Okay. Well, just briefly about your education. You went through Jordan High 

School. 

Collette 

Well, yes, I was, let's see, in grammar school and Jordan High School- 

Isoardi 

Which grammar school were you in? 

Collette 

Ninety-sixth Street School. That was at Ninety-sixth and Compton [Avenue] in 

the Central Gardens area, which I lived in. That's actually north of Watts. It's 

about Ninety-sixth and- 

Isoardi 

A few blocks? 

Collette 

Yes. Watts begins mainly on 103d Street and further south, which is down to, 

at that time, Imperial [Highway], around that, which is 116th Street. So we 

lived in the Central Gardens area, which was like, oh, Ninety-second Street and 

south to about 100th Street. You know, there was an area that was kind of in 

between Watts and Central Gardens. They didn't even call it- 

Isoardi 

So you were even in between areas! [laughter] 

Collette 

In between, yeah. [laughter] Yeah, right. But we went to school in Watts after 

the Ninety-sixth Street School, so Watts was probably the only school there in 

that area. There were other schools, but they were probably schools for whites 

only, like South Gate [Junior High School] and Fremont [High School] 

possibly at the time, which was maybe like Seventy-eighth [Street] and San 

Pedro [Street], near that area. South Gate was Firestone [Boulevard] and 

Manchester [Boulevard] and Alameda. And see, there was a borderline there. 

Alameda, you couldn't go- I mean, you could walk over there, of course, but 

you'd feel like a stranger, but you sure couldn't go to school over there. But our 

teams played each other, you know, football teams. 



Isoardi 

Those must have been battles. 

Collette 

Well, they weren't rough battles. I think nowadays it would be a little different 

thing, with the rough stuff going on. There was anger and stuff, but there would 

not be, you know, like the race kinds of things that came later, as you know, in 

'65, when they had the Watts riots and all that. But every now and then you'd 

meet up for a football game, and that was different, to go over there or even 

them come to us. But that wasn't all the time. That was, I guess, when things 

were very peaceful. So I would say with the growing up in the area- And I 

think the area, I guess, was very conducive to creativity. And the reason, too, 

I'm saying this is because the Watts Towers- You're familiar with that? 

Isoardi 

Sure. 

Collette 

Okay. When we were living there and going to school, we saw Simon Rodia, 

"we" meaning me and [Charles] Mingus and probably the McNeely brothers 

[Cecil and Bobby] and a bunch of people like that. See, Mingus lived on 108th 

[Street], the towers are on 107th [Street], and the McNeely brothers lived on 

111th [Street] or something like that. And so when I would be going to 

Mingus's house-I would go to Mingus's house and then go to school-we'd walk 

right by and see Rodia, although at the time his so-called work of art there, we 

didn't know what it was. It was only maybe a four- or five- or six-foot wall. 

Nothing else. No towers yet. 

Isoardi 

So you essentially watched him build it. 

Collette 

Well, we watched him, but, I mean, we didn't know what it was, so- Kids don't 

have time to stand around all day. 

Isoardi 

Did you ever ask him? 

Collette 

No, no, because he was- Well, he was sort of an old guy then. He was probably 

only about sixty, but we thought he was very old. You know, you're a ten-, 

eleven-year-old kid- Well, maybe a little older when I was with Mingus, 

because I met Mingus when we were both thirteen. He looked like a guy that 

was off his rocker in a way, and he really wasn't- He had an old dirty hat on and 

he was a little guy. He was Italian, I guess, or whatever. We couldn't 

communicate with him because- Now, maybe he spoke English, maybe not, but 

you can imagine. We didn't figure it out. All we knew was the guy acted a little 

strange, had old, dirty clothes on. He had an old burlap sack on his back in 



which he'd probably go out and pick up these little rocks and bottle caps and 

shells and all that, and he knew what he was doing with it. He was mixing it in 

the mortar and building. But we had no idea what the man was doing. And I 

guess most people reacted like, "That crazy guy, what's he building? A wall or 

what?" It wasn't until later that we could see that the guy was very artistic and 

knew where it was going. 

Isoardi 

From what I read of Mingus, I can almost see him going up and saying, "What 

the hell are you doing?" [laughter] 

Collette 

Well, not at that point, because- Well, it's interesting when something in that 

stage, if you can imagine- So we just figured that was his way of building a 

wall around his property. But, you see, he hadn't gotten into the towers. In fact, 

we're talking about maybe 1935, '36, and he didn't have that until so much later. 

I don't know whether it was the forties, ten, fifteen years later, that the towers 

were getting up there. And then later on, as you know, they even thought that 

they weren't safe in a way. You know about that? When they put the cable on 

them and all that? 

Isoardi 

Yes. 

Collette 

Yes. But, no, I guess most of us reacted- Nobody said, "There's a genius over 

there; this guy knows what he's doing." I just think nobody had been on that 

level. None of us had been around any creativity. The houses there, in these 

areas at the time, were built mainly by the people who lived in them. For 

example, my dad built our house, and he did a good job. You know, at that time 

it looked okay. But, of course, by today's standards it wouldn't be to code and 

all that. So we didn't know about, maybe, real builders coming in, the top 

contractors, and maybe somebody like Simon- Apparently, you know, his skills 

might have been as a great bricklayer or somebody that worked with all the 

different stones. I mean, I'm saying he had some talent, no doubt about it. And 

he was a very quiet man. He didn't seem to have any friends; he seemed to live 

alone. 

Isoardi 

Did you ever meet him later? 

Collette 

No. Not to talk to him or anything. But, yes, I think it was a great period. The 

reason why I say it was very productive, it seemed to be very rich in producing 

all kinds of talented people. We certainly realized that later. If you know the 

name Dootsie Williams- Dootsie was a fine trumpet player. He had a big band 

that was very instrumental in me getting into music. The Woodman brothers- 



Isoardi 

Let me ask you about your musical beginnings, and then we can get into some 

of your friends at the time who eventually went on to make great contributions. 

How did you get started? 

Collette 

In music? 

Isoardi 

Yes. 

Collette 

Well, I guess I liked music. My uncle [Jimmy Collette] played piano a bit, not 

schooled piano. My grandmother [Matilda Collette], for example, was very 

instrumental in keeping a lot of music around us. My mother liked to sing. So 

there was music here and there. They liked music. There were records, there 

was- 

Isoardi 

Some of your earliest remembrances as such. 

Collette 

Yeah, there was music in the house. A piano was always there. Playing good 

records. My parents loved the Louis Armstrong band and all the good records. 

We were hearing them, one thing. My Uncle Jimmy could play enough piano- 

At Christmastime or something when we'd all get together, he'd go and play 

two or three little cute things. Like I say, not a schooled musician, although he 

had studied the violin when he was a kid. My grandmother wanted all of her 

children- She had four kids; one died. And she gave them all piano and my 

uncle had violin. My dad had piano maybe, but they all didn't stick with it. So 

he still could play, my uncle, on piano, although he didn't keep his violin 

going.My grandmother, I guess, felt when we were eight and ten years old, my 

sister and I- I think she was twelve when my grandmother started us both on 

piano. She [the grandmother] said, "I want them to come to my house on 

weekends, and I will pay for the lessons." My dad and my grandmother had a 

very good contact with each other. He'd see her every day. He drove a garbage 

truck for the city; he was the driver. And it was a great job, really. I mean, 

looking back at it, it wasn't a great job, but for that time- He was a black man 

and there he was, he was the driver. He was very proud of that too, you know. 

And he stayed neat in spite of that truck. He had people who were throwing the 

trash and garbage and stuff on it, but he was king of the road. That was the way 

he looked. And I was naturally very proud of him, because he was sharp. He'd 

come by his mother's house every day-he had a very close thing-so in doing 

that, his mom could sort of influence him. She said, "Look, I want the kids to 

take music." So, naturally, he laid down the law. Every Friday night we'd go to 



my grandmother's and she'd take us to our piano lessons, which I didn't like at 

the time. 

Isoardi 

How old were you then? 

Collette 

Ten. So that was the age when on Saturdays my team would be playing 

baseball or football or something. You're at an age where I could do better 

things on Saturday, I thought. And also it was different going to your 

grandmother's, you know. They had a very serious house. I mean, it was nice, 

where our house was really lived in. She loved to keep everything clean, the 

polish on the piano, and, in fact, she got us into that. Working. When we'd 

come, lessons were about one o'clock or twelve on Saturday, and we would be 

up bright and early. She would make sure we had breakfast, and we'd have to 

do our little cleaning and stuff. There were chores, which I think was good. She 

kept us busy.I dreaded my lessons at the time. One reason was because I was 

the only boy there. There were about five or six young ladies who would all 

meet there, and then everybody would be half an hour apiece, the lessons. And 

they'd be playing and talking like girls would play, and I would say, "This is so 

boring." I mean, I'd be standing out waiting for my lesson. And then lot of 

times there'd be a couple of them sitting in there when you'd play, and that was 

a lot of pressure. You know, the lady says, "Now, you haven't practiced all 

week," which was true. I hated to practice! [laughter] 

Isoardi 

[laughter] How long did it last? 

Collette 

Well, it lasted maybe too long, because one reason why I hated to practice was 

because, well, the piano didn't seem to be for me at that time. And I didn't think 

about saxophone either, but piano just wasn't my thing. I love it now, but then 

playing piano, nobody was too happy about that. Most people that you saw 

playing the piano, you weren't too impressed with them in either way.So what 

happened is that finally I figured a way to- Well, my brother, who was two 

years younger-I mentioned that-had received a saxophone from my mother and 

father, because he was being left out of the music circle, with my sister and I 

playing. So they said, "Maybe we should buy him a saxophone and let him take 

lessons, because he won't be a musician and the others will be." I think they 

thought on their own to do that. So they bought him a saxophone and he wasn't 

getting with it at all. He'd be hiding it somewhere, in the closet and under the 

bed, so nobody would find it. "I don't know where it is." "Get that 

saxophone!"So what finally happened is I kind of liked the idea of the 

saxophone, and I thought, "Now, that would be a nice way to go. I'd have 

something to take to school and show off." You know how kids are. So I went 



to my grandmother- I had this nice idea. Next time I went to the lessons- I 

waited for the proper time. You had to wait for the right time for her, because, 

you know, there's a person you don't want to just hit anytime. You let things 

settle down.But anyway, the moment I found that she was very relaxed and we 

were getting along, I said, "Grandmother, I've got something to tell you. I want 

to ask you this."She said, "What is it?"I said, "I'd like to stop piano."You know 

how you can say something, and that did it to her. I mean, I didn't say it 

properly, because I didn't get this sentence out. So she said, "Stop piano! What 

do you mean?"And I said, "Well, because I got a saxophone. I'd like to take 

saxophone lessons, and maybe you'll pay for the saxophone lessons."And she 

says, "If you stop the piano, I'm not going to help you, because I know you'll be 

jumping from one instrument to another. I've been through that with my own 

children. They didn't stick with it. Now I'm having the same thing with you. I 

wanted you to be a great pianist, I wanted you to travel to Europe. I wanted you 

to do all those things. Your music will take you all over if you would learn it 

and be something, and now you're going to start jumping around."I said, "Yeah, 

but I like saxophone."She said, "No, you'll just hurt me" and "That's okay. We 

won't even talk about it. That's all right if you leave it." You know, she was so 

set on me being a pianist. She could see me as a classical pianist.And another 

thing that happened before this, if I can move back for a second, is that I got 

away- The first teacher we were studying with was a lady teacher, and I kept 

figuring a way- I was trying to get out of it, I think, all the time. But then I told 

her, "I'm not practicing, but if I had a man teacher, I think I could do better. I 

could more or less follow what he's doing." I kept seeing reasons that I couldn't 

learn from the lady, because I thought she would probably stop.So she found a 

man teacher. He was great. I had my first little audition with him, and I 

stumbled around. But then she said, "Well, you go out to the car. I'll be right 

there." And I went out to the car. Then she came back. She said, "He says you 

are going to be fantastic. You've got talent. You just have to work and 

everything. He likes us, and he wants to teach you." So I had a few lessons with 

him, and he was inspiring me a little bit. And he went away on a trip and they 

had an accident, and he got killed. He was in a car with somebody else, you 

know. His name was- Professor Austin is the only thing I remember now. But a 

few lessons- It was great though, because I could see where he was in there: "I 

can do it for you, or I can help you get there."But anyway, after that, I guess I 

had to go back to the lady teacher, because she definitely was set on me being a 

pianist. I had very little to say about that. "You are the chosen one." And when 

I decided how to get out-because I wanted to be a musician, but I found that the 

saxophone might have been better at the time-then she didn't want to let me out. 

So then I had the saxophone, and my brother said, "You got it." He didn't want 

it. So now I'm going into junior high school. I'm about, what, maybe twelve, 



thirteen years. When you go in, I can't remember. But I had played piano a 

couple of years, from ten to twelve or maybe thirteen. I played saxophone a 

little bit, but I didn't have any teacher. And then when I went to junior high 

school, I took the saxophone there, because I found there was an instrument 

class. 

Isoardi 

But until that time you'd just been thinking on your own? 

Collette 

Well, maybe for about a year or so I had it. You know, I could toot and then try 

to find certain notes. I was having fun with it. You know how kids are. I had a 

pretty good little musical background with the piano, but I probably didn't 

know as much. I had a few notes, but when I finally took it to school, I began to 

play with the orchestra. I mean, not much playing, but I did have a little- [sings 

notes] Long notes. And, you know, I'd get the right note and hang on, because, 

again, I was ahead of a lot of them up here [pointing to head] because of the 

piano. I had done a few recitals and things, too. But finally I'd learn a note a 

day and the fingering and everything, and still I wasn't being a schooled player. 

But, heck, after a while-it took me maybe about six months-I began to play. 

You know, now I'm only reading one note at a time; with the piano you got the 

chords and everything, which was a good way to start. So really I learned pretty 

fast, and my ears were pretty good. And, like I say, with all the music that my 

parents played-they had records and stuff-I began to get into it. 

Isoardi 

What kind of records did they mostly have? Was it popular? Jazz? Classical? 

Collette 

Well, yes, there's the popular stuff. Well, there was, I'd say, Armstrong, later on 

a little Benny Goodman and Jimmie Lunceford, Duke Ellington, Fletcher 

Henderson probably, the bands of Fats Waller, you know. Music was- Now 

you've got so many different categories. Then I don't think you- It wasn't a 

money thing like it is now. In other words, what I'm saying, good music was 

good music. Good music for them was good music for us. It wasn't like- I guess 

they did have things they liked that we didn't like; there might have been a little 

of that. But now my grandkids probably have a whole different kind of thing, 

and then maybe my daughters have another level, and maybe I have another 

level. So there's all these different levels. And then- I mean, I loved Louis 

Armstrong. We loved-you know, together, between the parents and us-we 

loved Fletch. We loved Duke together, you know, and stuff like that. When 

they played something in the house or the jazz thing would come on, my 

grandmother, the first thing she wants to do is go out there, and does it without 

me even saying anything. She'd go to the station that she likes, from the jazz 

station. I'd listen, because I want to see what's happening too. And it's good to 



know, because then it keeps you open. "Oh, that's what's the current thing." 

They can sing everything, too, you know, whether it's the rap things- So they're 

into a different kind of listening there. But they kind of like the jazz too; they'll 

come to the concerts. But I'm saying with the kind of listening we had in those 

days- We'd go out and hear the live bands; my parents would take us out to 

hear probably Louis Armstrong's band. It was a big event when a band like that 

would come to town. Now there may be thirty bands or thirty events in one 

night. At that time we're talking about a period where it was very simple as far 

as- "Louis Armstrong is in town," and most people that liked music would be 

there. 
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Isoardi 

You said your folks often took you to concerts, to hear Armstrong when he was 

in town and to hear other groups. Where would you go? 

Collette 

Well, you could call them concerts, but I think they were more like dances. 

They were definitely more dances than- You know, places like the Elks hall on 

Central Avenue, the Plantation Club, which- We were much older then, 

because that was, like, in the forties. I got to be about seventeen, eighteen, 

nineteen, you know. That was getting close to the forties. Yes, there'd be big 

bands coming in. I can't always remember which bands now, but I do 

remember Louis Armstrong, because he was hip-everything, just the way he 

could play the trumpet and the kind of band that he had. But it was later when I 

heard Lunceford's band. I was old enough then to go on my own; I was about 

nineteen. Jimmie Lunceford's band.But they did start us out early, even before 

we could drink or anything. Just take us, and we'd have a soft drink. My parents 

loved music so much, too, that they definitely followed the bands. My mother 

really loved their playing. Dad would go. He liked it, but mainly because 

everyone said, "Hey, Louis Armstrong's in town and everybody's going to go 

on Friday night. What do you think?" He'd say, "Okay, we'll go, we'll take 

you." And then a lot of times he would take us. 

Isoardi 

They must have been very supportive of you, then, wanting to play. 

Collette 

Oh, definitely. Well, I mentioned the Dootsie Williams thing. Dootsie Williams 

was a fine trumpet [player] who had a band. He might have been- If I was 

twelve or thirteen, he might have been nineteen, so four or five years older. His 

parents lived on Central Avenue and Ninety-sixth Street. And we lived at 

Parmelee [Avenue] and Ninety-sixth Street-that was only about four blocks 



away. So the thing that happened is that my parents knew his parents, and we 

all knew he had a big band. That was the hot news of the town in a way, this 

guy with a big band in our neighborhood! That was pretty wild. I mean, we 

knew the radio people had big bands. Sometimes you'd go by and you could 

hear them rehearsing. You could see all the musicians- That was very 

fascinating to me to see them drive up in their cars. They might have been only 

nineteen, eighteen, but we were twelve, you know; they looked like pretty big 

hotshots. So the band sounded good, of course, because they were far enough 

ahead of us musically and everything. I had just begun to play.So my parents 

went to Dootsie's house, the Williams's house, for a big party one night, and 

when I woke up the next morning I realized there was a big trunk there. I said, 

"What is it?" And they said, "Well, we went to Dootsie's house and we told him 

that you were playing saxophone now"-that was when I was about twelve, so, 

you know, when I got to be twelve I started playing saxophone-"and he said, 

'Well, maybe you'd like all this music.'" This was music that they couldn't use, 

you know, which was okay. I mean, they pulled it out or they didn't like the 

music or they had gotten better stuff. So rather than throw it away, you got it. 

And there was a lot of stuff they didn't even try. You know, you'd get new 

music- People would send you music at the time, arrangers or the publishing 

companies would: "Hey, we got a new stock on this by so-and-so. We'll send 

you a copy." And he was probably getting a lot of it for free.So they had this 

big trunk of music which I figured after a while, you know, "I've got to hear 

this stuff. The only way I'm going to hear it is I've got to get a band." And I was 

only twelve then. So that's why there are plenty of things around where- 

"Buddy had a band at twelve," and people say, "Well, wow! How could you do 

that? Wow!" And I tell them in a very- [tape recorder off] So anyway, the thing 

that I felt, looking back at it, was that it was dropped in my lap. I mean, not that 

I had to have a band, but I was really curious, as I would always be 

about something like that. "Can I find out what this stuff's going to be like?" So 

I knew I had to have other players. Who knows what a twelve-year-old is about 

then, but I knew that I- Knowing that Dootsie had a band, and music was a very 

important part of having a band, and so you just put a few things together or- "I 

need some players."So there was one kid I was hanging around with- I don't 

know if I had just started teaching him then, but if not, then shortly after, I 

started teaching him saxophone. Vernon Slater. I don't know if you know that 

name. 

Isoardi 

No, I don't. 

Collette 

Did you come to the "Central Avenue Revisited" [concert]? 

Isoardi 



At the John Anson Ford Theatre? 

Collette 

Yes. 

Isoardi 

Was he one of the tenor players? 

Collette 

Vernon was one of the tenor players on the thing-although I didn't hear him-

with Clora [Bryant]. He was a little guy, Vernon Slater. I don't know what he 

plays like now, but I hadn't even seen him in years. But Vernon Slater was one 

of the guys at the time that was my dear friend, and he convinced his mother to 

get a saxophone, because I knew I had got to have another saxophone player in 

the band. It says "first alto" and "second" or "third," right? And I found Minor 

Robinson, a drummer, and Charlie Martin and Crosby Lewis. A couple of them 

weren't serious about playing, but, I mean, I- 

Isoardi 

You had to have a band. [laughter] 

Collette 

We had to have that band. And we started rehearsing the music. I mean, kids 

will do it. When you get older you got to have everything just right, but kids 

will say, "Well, this is two altos, we'll play." "An alto and a drum, we'll play." 

And that's what it's all about. It doesn't have to be perfect. You will learn more 

by getting together than playing alone. A lot of people say, "Well, let's practice 

and practice and you'll be good." Yeah, but there's a line that's stronger than 

that. When are you going to start playing with one more person or two more 

people when then it's interplay? Then you'll have to listen. "Hey, I got that with 

you, haven't I?" That's the discovery period, and we learned a lot of that early. 

"Oh, I got 'ta-da ta-da ta-da-da' with you." And I'd say, "Yeah, you got it." So 

we were smart at the time, but I'm saying togetherness. We learned a lot. We 

formed another band later on with the Bledsoe brothers, who were sons of one 

of the top doctors in the area [Ralph Bledsoe, Sr.]. Ralph and Riley. They were 

twins. 

Isoardi 

That was in the mid-thirties? 

Collette 

Probably mid-thirties, yes. He was a top doctor, but these kids were twins, and 

they both played trombone and they both played tubas. The reason why they 

played tuba, the music instructor, Mr. Lippi, Joseph Louis Lippi, thought it 

would be kind of cute to have them not just playing trombones but the twins 

playing tubas. You know, the tubas marched in front of the marching band, 

especially on the football games and stuff like that. 

Isoardi 



Was this at Jordan High? 

Collette 

Jordan High School, yes. So he was able to convince the- Since they played the 

trombone, it's basically the same key. I mean, not this, they have valves. But 

the lip thing was basically the same. So he convinced them. "I want you guys to 

play tuba," and they did. So they were the twins playing tuba. One stuck mainly 

with the trombone, and they had the band. They hired us because we were 

about their age. I mean, they were a couple of years older than we were, but we 

were the local little guys in the area at that time that seemed to be trying to be 

musicians, you know. So with their dad's help, they more or less found out who 

we were and they formed a band, because, like I said, they were a little more 

experienced. 

Isoardi 

How many pieces? 

Collette 

Oh, it was about six, seven. We had another tenor player, a Mexican guy named 

Gutierrez. We called him "Wimpy" Gutierrez. And we had Minor Robinson on 

drums and Crosby Lewis, trumpet, Charles Martin on piano. 

Isoardi 

So these were some of the people who you played with in your first band. 

Collette 

Yeah, first band. Yeah, the same. When they hired us, the Bledsoe brothers- 

And we were anxious to go with them, because their dad could back them and 

we knew that this looked like serious stuff. We were just floundering a little bit. 

We didn't have any bookings except maybe a party every now and then which 

our parents or some people would hire us for on a Saturday night and give us, 

you know, $3 or $4. And fifty cents apiece wasn't bad payment at that time. At 

least you could go to the show and buy a malt or something. But anyway, their 

band was good. But they were so serious, they really were. Their dad was a 

very serious sort of a tough taskmaster kind of a guy. 

Isoardi 

Disciplinarian? 

Collette 

Yeah, disciplinarian. Big guy and never smiled or anything, and his kids had to 

be doing it right. In fact, the dad was influencing them all the time. They'd 

rehearse, but the dad would always say, "Well, it's got to be this way." The dad 

would come to the rehearsal, and we felt that pressure on us. So we didn't like 

it. And eventually we fell out with them because of this and everything. We had 

a big meeting at the dad's office-I remember this very well-and the dad wanted 

to buy the music, the music in the thing. We kind of thought, "Well-" Maybe he 

offered us $20 for our book. But we were okay. It wasn't all the music that 



Dootsie had given me; it was just stuff that we had accumulated together. He 

says, "Well, what do you want for your part of it?" We said, "Well-" That $20, 

again, wasn't too bad at the time. That way we could buy maybe almost another 

twenty arrangements, what we wanted, you know, and to have our own thing. 

You know, we had to think that way. So he gave us the $20, which was a lot of 

money for us, and we said goodbye to those guys, because it wasn't working. 

And part of it was the dad, who was just controlling everything. But another 

example: When they were nineteen years old-to give you an example of how he 

was, too-they had a birthday party for them. Like I say, we might have been 

seventeen or something, and they had about thirty people there. And they were 

all boys, because they weren't having no girls at your nineteenth, you know. He 

was just that strict, you know. 

Isoardi 

That must have been tough at seventeen, nineteen. [laughter] 

Collette 

They were nineteen years old, yeah. But I went to the party. Just their mom was 

the only lady there and a bunch of guys and food, you know. [laughter] Pretty 

dull! Even at seventeen, we knew girls. I had girlfriends. But we went, well, 

because- The old dad just, like I say, he was something else, he really was. But 

that was an interesting thing. Bledsoe- Well, both of them, what I was saying- 

Oh, a couple of points here is one began to play trombone more and the other 

one stayed with the tuba, especially with the bands. So that meant we had a 

trombone and we had a tuba. We liked playing the [sings tuba part]- 

Isoardi 

Like a bass. 

Collette 

Playing bass part, see. So we had a complete little band, with a tenor and me 

playing alto and the trumpet player. And whether it was stock arrangements or- 

It sounded pretty good! So when we broke up- Let me see- Oh, I might get the 

ages a little off here, where I was. Maybe we were only thirteen or fourteen 

then, because I went to the party thing when I was older. That's down the line; 

that's after we broke up and we're friends but not in the same band. Because 

Bledsoe and them still liked us and we liked them, but it just wasn't going to 

work. So when we were age, maybe, about thirteen was when I broke up with 

them. Because, see, I had the band when I was twelve, and when I was about 

thirteen I was with the Bledsoe brothers. So around thirteen, or sometime 

before I'm fourteen, we break up and I start my own band again, but now I don't 

have a bass. We were spoiled with a bass. At first I didn't have a bass and I 

didn't miss it, because we just had piano and the drums and anything we 

played. But now we got a [sings tuba line again].Meantime, I don't know what 

I'm doing, but I begin to hear about Mingus. He wasn't a bass player; he played 



cello. Somebody said, "There's this cello player and his sisters. Grace plays 

violin and Vivian plays piano." And I kept hearing about this kid that lives on 

108th [Street]. News traveled fast then. Somebody in town that was different, 

you would hear about it. I said, "Well, I'll know him when I see him; he's 

bowlegged and he's always doing something different than anybody else." So 

I'd say, "Okay"-you know how kids are-"well, I'll know him when I'll see him." 

Time didn't bother me.All of a sudden, I'm walking one day on Ninety-sixth 

[Street] and Compton-or Ninety-eighth [Street] is better-and I see this 

bowlegged kid. His hair's kind of shaved and he had a shoeshine box on his 

shoulder, but it was a most unusual shoeshine box. Because I had shined shoes. 

Vernon Slater and I used to shine shoes. That was another thing that was 

interesting that I'll tie in. But Mingus's shoeshine box stood about this tall, and 

somehow he had it on his shoulder- 

Isoardi 

Three feet? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah, about that tall. And I couldn't believe that, because our shoeshine 

boxes were all here for a guy that sits here. So I said, "You're Mingus." See, I 

knew there would be something different there. His looked like a chicken coop 

or something; it was up this high with legs on it down here. He had figured out 

a way- But he was always different in every way, you know. He had a reason 

for it.So I said, "You've got to be Mingus, right?"He said, "How did you 

know?" He was so surprised.I said, "Well, I knew how you would look." I said, 

"Your legs-" You know, he didn't like that. "But they also said you'd be doing 

something different. I shine shoes, and I know that my box would never be like 

that. What is that for?"He said, "Well, I have my people sit up on the hood of a 

car, so I need a higher box."So they'd sit up on the hood rather than- Like the 

time they would have fenders or something, you know. There's a little part that- 

They'd be up here. So he felt that this would be the position. But we never- The 

guy would be in a chair or somewhere. With a smaller box they would go here, 

but with this position I knew that something was wrong with that. 

Isoardi 

But this way he wouldn't have to bend over, too. 

Collette 

Yeah. Well, that's what I mean. You're right. I never saw him use that, but there 

he was with his idea. He was like that. He would look at something and figure, 

"Well, heck, it could be different." And then everybody would say, "This guy 

must be nutty." But he'd be laughing, because he had figured out some stuff 

that made- So you're right. He was probably standing here. Because we had to 

either get on our knees or something; it was always hard. But he knew. He said, 

"Now they'll sit up on the high part," because usually he had the fenders- Now 



it's kind of hard to do that, as you know how cars are built. But some of those 

cars- My dad, if you'd go by, he'd go out to the car, and that was one of his 

favorite little seats. It was more of a seat then on the fender-I guess it was the 

fender, yeah. Because there used to be running boards, too, down on the side. 

You had that fender there that was just nice for you to sit on, and that would be 

a great place, rather than to get in the car.So that's where we kind of hit it off. 

Then I said, "Look, I know you play cello, right?" He said, "Yeah, why?" He 

was not too happy to talk to me at that point. I mean, he wasn't unhappy, but 

Mingus was just kind of- 

Isoardi 

He hadn't heard about you, then? 

Collette 

No, not really, I don't think. There was no reason, because I was playing music 

in school and kind of home. But I heard about him because he was always 

doing the unusual. So then I said, "Well, if you've got a cello, I've got a band." 

And I said, "I'm thinking about now getting a bass player in there. You think 

it's possible to have your dad go to a store, a music store, somewhere and see if 

you can trade it? Because all I'm saying, if you can get rid of the cello and get 

you a bass, you got a job." I knew that because now I'm smart enough to know 

that I got to have a bass in there to give us that other feel. And that's the first 

time I sparked him. He got so excited about it, because I guess he didn't know 

the cello. He probably wasn't too happy just playing a little cello, classical 

stuff. He lit up. He said, "Well, I'll ask my dad," and he took off. And maybe I 

saw him at school, but we were not in the same class. 

Isoardi 

But you were both at Jordan? 

Collette 

Yes, same school. But he might have been-because he was probably six months 

younger than me-in a class below me, which was maybe six months away, like 

you could be a half grade under or something, or ahead. But I didn't see him too 

much for about a week or two, or maybe I didn't see him at all. Because there 

was no reason; we were not in the same class.But he found me after about two 

weeks and he said that his dad had gone to the music store and traded it and got 

a bass. So it was the right information. I didn't know that it could be done, but, 

heck, it was my only idea. And he said, "I got a bass." I said, "Well, I got a job 

on Saturday. You with me?" And I didn't know whether he could play or not. I 

mean, he really couldn't play, because he just got the bass. But he had played 

enough cello that I guess- It's amazing to hear somebody with musical talent. 

Notes were not right-not that he couldn't hear later on or he didn't have good 

ears. It's just that he didn't know where they were, or maybe his tuning may not 

have been perfect then, but we heard [sings walking bass line]. The time was 



good, if you could believe that. And it was better than, like I sat, not having a 

bass at all. I'm pretty sure we heard some notes that shouldn't have been there, 

but they were good notes probably in the wrong place! But that didn't bother us 

because of the excitement of knowing- 

Isoardi 

Was he plucking at it? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Plucking at the bass. 

Isoardi 

Because he couldn't have done much of that with the cello. 

Collette 

I know. But apparently he knew what to do as far as plucking. Well, you know, 

probably nothing was that fast, and we just played a little job, one or two of 

them. And at that time, gosh, you'd just play- What would we play probably? I 

can't remember. But if we played "Just You, Just Me," or one of those good 

standards at the time, or "Stardust"- Who knows what we played. Maybe 

"Stardust" might have been too hard. If you just got through, you were a hit. 

You were a hit, you know. It didn't stop. Your parents or whoever we were 

playing for would love it. At that point, when I hired him or he was joining the 

band, we didn't play that much; we might have played once or twice a month. 

But still, that's big stuff, because we knew that it was going to lead to other 

things.He got into the feud with the Bledsoe brothers. He joined our team, too, 

even feuding with them. At that time there was a piece that came out called 

"Slap That Bass." That's a period when the bass viol was just beginning to 

come into its own, because there were a lot of tubas in the bands. The bass viol, 

people were beginning to kind of get them, so we are talking about '35, '36. If 

not, it was in, but we were just now seeing them in our area. "The guy has a 

bass? Wow!" The tuba was in and all that. So when Mingus would see the 

Bledsoe brothers, and especially the one that played the tuba, he'd say, "Slap 

that bass! Don't stop that bass! Slap it!" Something. He says, "But you can't 

slap a bass horn." You know, the guy was mad at him, but that's how his 

creative mind would be thinking: [singing] "Slap that bass, slap it to yourself, 

slap that bass." "Oh, but you can't slap a bass horn," see? So another one of 

Mingus's little phrases.But then he got pretty serious, as you can see, as a bass 

player. He hung around me a lot. He didn't take the same road that I took, 

because I don't think he got into the school thing very much, but he was always 

in my band.And then I'm leaving out- One important inspiration for all of us in 

the Watts area was the Woodman brothers. You heard of them? 

Isoardi 

Oh, of course. 

Collette 



The Woodman Brothers [Biggest Little] Band [in the World], okay. They were 

a little before us in doing the band scene. 

Isoardi 

Age-wise, as well? 

Collette 

Age-wise, too, a little bit, yes. You see, we weren't aware of them at first, 

although they were playing jobs when they were fourteen and fifteen. But there 

was no reason, I guess, until we'd be getting into Jordan and meeting them. 

They were also- That was the other influence of having people a couple of 

years older. If I was, say, twelve, Coney could have been sixteen or seventeen 

almost-that's the piano player. The brother is a saxophone player. 

Isoardi 

That was William? 

Collette 

William, yeah. He might have been fourteen. So if I'm twelve, maybe Britt was 

thirteen. I think Britt's a year older. But when I met them they were all there, 

and they were really on a professional level at that age. 

Isoardi 

Because of their father [William B. Woodman, Sr.]? 

Collette 

The father, yes. He trained them all early and then sent them to very good 

teachers. For example, he sent William to Marshall Royal's uncle, who was a 

clarinetist. Britt, I guess the father taught Britt, because the father was a good 

trombone player. The father had also been offered the job with Duke Ellington 

to play lead before Lawrence Brown. But he turned it down because he wanted 

to stay with his kids. But anyway, Brother [William] and Britt also played 

clarinet and saxophone, so they studied saxophone with other teachers. But 

they were the finest at age fourteen, fifteen, whatever age they were. They were 

finished musicians, see. So we didn't see them too much, but they worked three 

or four nights a week. The only problem with them working-they were making 

pretty good money at the time, too-they said their dad took all the money. 

[laughter] Yes, maybe they'd make $10 a night. That was a lot of money even 

for a whole band! 

Isoardi 

Three or four nights a week? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, no kidding. 

Collette 



See, $10 maybe they'd make, or $8, you know. It was kind of hard. See, they 

had a little brother, too, named George, who'd do the tap dance thing. And they 

had a kitty out there. "Feed the kitty" it would say. And they might get $4 or $5 

in that-not bucks at a time, like it would be now, but a quarter or fifty cents. But 

at the end of the evening it would be $4 or $5, maybe $10 for the whole band, 

five pieces. That's a lot of money.They told me just recently, which is kind of 

cute, they still kind of figure their dad as being here. He's been dead, but he had 

that nice control over them, you know, like every now and then people get. 

"But, yeah, Daddy, he was really keeping most of the money, wasn't he?" they 

were saying, you know. I got pictures of them, which is kind of cute. That was 

after the concert at the John Anson Ford when we all went by my place. In fact, 

Bill [Green] came by-wished he had come by. But anyway, they were talking 

about- Said, "Yeah, well, Daddy, we know he kept all the money. But on 

Monday was our payday, and we all were so anxious, because he gave us all a 

quarter apiece on Monday!" [laughter] 

Isoardi 

Their father was smart. He wouldn't have made as much going with Ellington! 

[laughter] 

Collette 

No, he wouldn't. You're right. You know, every now and then you've got that 

kind of shrewd guy, right? He said, "I'll train these kids," and he took- And they 

somehow- You know how you go along with something? They got to that point 

and said, "Boy, tomorrow's Monday; we'll get our quarter!" And even though 

they said, "Well, Daddy, here's a ten and here's the other money we made in the 

kitty," you know. And Daddy had said, "Well, okay. It should have been better 

than this," or whatever he was saying. And they couldn't get any other money 

until Monday. "Well, okay, payday, guys. There's one for you, Coney." I loved 

it, because I never knew- I knew the dad was strict, but they laughed and said, 

"You're right. Payday, we were so happy to get our quarter." He kept them on 

that little string. He never spoiled those guys, man.But they were awfully good. 

So again, I got to be close to Brother Woodman. In fact, he even taught me- 

Might have been my first clarinet teacher-I'm not sure. But he could play 

clarinet, too. And I paid him I know- In fact, I ran out of money. I had a watch 

that I think I traded in for nine lessons or something. I said, "Look-" Lessons 

were about $2, and I didn't know what the watch was worth, but at the time- 

"Here, you got it." So he liked the watch okay, so I got nine free lessons. When 

I told him that just recently, he couldn't remember. He says, "What? Did I?" 

Isoardi 

Which one was this? 

Collette 



William. Yeah, William. Well, William played trumpet, alto, and clarinet. Britt 

played trombone, clarinet, and tenor sax. So they had the reed section sound, 

they had the brass sound, or they had a clarinet, and they could get any 

combination. Then Coney played piano- that's the oldest one-and he played 

guitar and banjo. And then Joe Comfort, who just died almost a year ago, eight 

months ago, was in a band. Joe was awful talented, too. He played bass with 

them, and he also played cornet. And he was amazing. He never practiced, but, 

I mean, he'd pick up the trumpet and play- A couple of the tunes at that time 

that were popular were Tommy Dorsey's-I think it was Paul Weston's 

arrangements-"Song of India" and [sings] "Marie." It was a beautiful 

arrangement on that. And then, [sings] well, Joe would kind of listen on the 

record and, shoot, next night he'd play it! 

Isoardi 

Geez! 

Collette 

See? So, I mean, there was no way- He was the kind of guy who was kind of 

happy-go-lucky. He said, "Well, I didn't practice it!" And he's not helping you 

to figure out how he's done it. He says, "I just heard it; I just picked up the horn 

and there it was." 

Isoardi 

Amazing. 

Collette 

See? So- 

Isoardi 

What a versatile group. 

Collette 

Versatile. So you could see- I think they had George Reed on drums first. 

George Reed is dead. In fact, they had the funeral-I couldn't believe that-of 

George Reed and Joe Comfort the same day! They didn't die the same day, but, 

you know, the idea that- One was in the morning and one was in the afternoon. 

It wasn't done purposely, but it just wound up- Here, two guys who started out 

together and buried the same day. And that rattled me, because I knew the story 

when they joined the band. Then after George Reed, then it was Jessie Sailes 

who joined, because George Reed left the band. 

Isoardi 

So you remember the band. Did you join them at some point? 

Collette 

The Woodman brothers? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 



I joined them later. Yes, in fact I joined them when maybe I was about fifteen. 

They had a kid named-at the time he was a kid-Jewell Grant, who was a friend 

of Bill's and mine. Jewell was a sort of big guy, played baritone. I think I still 

have his baritone-which Bill likes, by the way, because he played it a couple of 

times. I hate to get rid of it. Not that I play it that much, but it's a good old horn, 

and if you get rid of it, you miss it. I've done that on many horns. And it's 

almost like now, as much as I- If I do play it, it's a great horn. So what I'm 

saying, Jewell had the horn and either wasn't even looking for it- I knew his 

wife-Jewell got very busy. He got to the point where- You know, he was a 

good copyist. And Jewell began to work for Ernie Freeman, who was a fine 

writer and everything, got very busy. Ernie died. Jewell began to work for 

Maxwell Davis, who was a fine writer who died, too. So some of the business 

can be tough. You know, when you are successful, you got to be careful, allow 

yourself some time for food and relaxation. In other words, you get better and 

better, and you're busier now, so that you don't have any time. So Jewell did 

some of that. He got to the point where he started out with two or three leaders-

I know definitely Maxwell and Ernie and maybe even Rene Hall. You know 

how you copy and you say, "Hey, do one for me every now and then," but I 

was not that busy writing. And then Ernie and Maxwell got real busy, you 

know. They would bring him even ten arrangements at once sometimes. Then 

Jewell at the time began to realize he was making money, and he began to build 

a studio in the back of his house, above the garage, really an extensive kind of 

thing. And he began to kind of, more or less, keep all the work, because he 

could do it. We would have rehearsals, for example, and he'd be going to sleep. 

So I said, "Jewell, you're working too hard. You've got to get somebody to help 

you." He said, "Well, as soon as I get my studio finished"-you know how you 

think-"I'll do it then, because this money is coming in real good and it will help 

me finish doing the wiring and everything." But you never know when things 

are going to happen. And it could have been other things, too. But see, one 

thing I knew: he was doing too much. When you get that many arrangements, 

you get on the phone and say, "Hey, I need two people to come and help me 

here." And he worked four or five hours. He'd take a nap and then go to four in 

the morning, and then he'd have the record date at eight, so it was a little tough 

on him. So Jewell, he died, and Maxwell did, too, maybe not because of that, 

but I'm just saying that- Ernie was an awful busy guy. Because it's good to be 

successful, but you've got to be very careful.But, anyway, before that, Jewell 

was with the Woodman brothers. He came from Texas. And a couple of times 

he had problems at home and he had to go away. So the Woodman brothers 

knew me, they knew that I could play, could read, and they would use me in his 

place, which was great for me. It was such a good band, man! You know, when 

you're thrown into a good setting, whether you are keeping up or not, at least 



you know, "This is what it's all about. I got a long way to go." Or "This is what 

I like." Plus, it would make you work hard. So with Maxwell, he was working 

down to the Follies [Theatre] down on Main Street, Maxwell Davis. And when 

Jewell left to go out of town-he also would be working there-they would hire 

me down at the Follies, although that was a tough job. Plus, the ladies up on the 

stage you could not believe. You're trying to read the part and- 

Isoardi 

[laughter] And you're down in the pit. 

Collette 

Yeah, well, I was about fifteen years old, see. I wasn't even out of school. I 

took off for a week or so out of school to try to do the job and also make a little 

extra money. 

Isoardi 

Was that your first trip to the Follies? 

Collette 

First time. 

Isoardi 

Very hard to read and concentrate. [laughter] 

Collette 

But Maxwell was so good, too, he could save me. There would be times I 

should be playing- He could transpose and do everything on his tenor. Like I 

would have a nice alto part and I'd be lost, you know. I wasn't so terrible, but, I 

mean, just the excitement and everything. So he'd point you in: "That's where 

you're supposed to be."But anyway, like I said, that experience of being around 

the Woodman brothers, who were professional in their musical abilities and 

even in a lot of the attitudes- I mean, they were not the greatest in school, and 

part of the reason for that was they were sleepy all the time. They'd come home 

at midnight, maybe, and then they'd have to go to school the next day, and then 

they'd have to come home and practice. Maybe the dad had them practicing 

more than the schoolwork and stuff, because he definitely knew. And he had 

reached that point where, I guess, spending that time will always pay off. At 

least they knew what they were doing; they really did.Britt threw a line at me 

which I think is important. He once called me- He always used to call me when 

he was with Duke Ellington. Well, what I was saying, you know, he got the job 

that his father turned down, but his dad knew that down thirty years later, 

"They'll take my son, because he'll be good enough." But anyway, Britt told me 

on the phone once-or he would tell me when we were together; he doesn't do it 

now-he said, "You know, I'm kind of unhappy with my playing."I said, "Well, 

what do you mean, Britt? What's going on?"He says, "Well, I don't seem to be 

any better than I used to be. I haven't improved in twenty or thirty years; I'm 

just kind of still playing the same thing."So I kind of laughed. I said, "If that's 



the case, then it just means a lot of us are catching up with you!" I said, "You 

guys were so good that it's almost having the field to yourselves." I had to lay 

that on him. "And we were definitely trying to get up with you. Now it looks 

like you're not so much better than everybody; you're sort of where you're 

supposed to be. In other words, you were so good already, you can't just figure, 

'Shoot, if I'm fifteen and I'm this good, at thirty I'll be twice as good.'"And 

when I laid that on him, he kind of chuckled. He said, "Well, I can relax then."I 

said, "Just go ahead and have fun. You've been playing longer than all of us 

here."And the brothers did, you know, because they arrived early. Part of it was 

because, like I said, their dad pointed them in that direction, and they had a 

chance to experience that kind of playing where they played for the parties, 

they played for shows, they did a lot of stuff that you don't get until you are 

considered a professional. And it's like every now and then, when you're 

thrown in that with the dad's help- They were able to conduct themselves as 

people twice that age. 

Isoardi 

So they must have been the hottest band in your neighborhood. 

Collette 

Oh, it was unheard of. Well, that's the thing. Getting back to people trying to 

say what happened with Central Avenue in L.A., this was probably the best 

thing. Although nobody says what happened in Watts, except the riots and 

maybe the Watts Tower and maybe Mingus and I came from Watts, they're the 

strong points. They're the inspiration of even all of Central Avenue. Because 

even if it wasn't heard right from the Woodman brothers, the thing for me, the 

thing for Mingus, through others, from Sonny Criss, the McNeely brothers- All 

of this is the Watts part of the thing which we brought to Central Avenue, 

which got to be- You know what I'm trying to say? I mean, every now and then 

there's something that starts and then there's another period of people who get 

the credit for it. But the real credit goes to the Woodman brothers, who were 

doing it. We were all attempting to do it, and we were fortunate, the ones who 

lived in the Watts area, to hear them and be their friends and exchange ideas 

with them. That's the best place to be in. That was, like I say, being in the right 

place. Central Avenue, the downtown area, which was all that, was great, but 

these people all migrated or came from other areas. I think the biggest influence 

was the Watts people when we came from- A couple of times we came from 

Watts to play Jefferson High School, which was where Sam Browne was 

teaching. People there were Chico Hamilton-who was Forestorn Hamilton at 

the time- Jackie Kelson [also known as Kelso]- 

Isoardi 

Who was what Hamilton? 

Collette 



Forestorn is his name, and he changed it to Chico. That's his real name, 

Forestorn Hamilton. And at some point, "Chico" got in there. Ernie Royal, 

Dexter Gordon, they were all at Jefferson High School. Now, their big 

influence was Sam Browne, as a great teacher, to help them be musical. But our 

big influence was the Woodman brothers, because they not only could play it 

individually, we would hear them in a band with arrangements, you see. They 

were more structured as- The other big bands, like I said, they would come to 

town, Louis Armstrong- We could not really tune in on them in the same way. 

We could hear them, but, I'm trying to say, we could not feel a part of the 

Armstrong thing. But we could when the guy's thirteen and you're thirteen or 

fourteen and you say, "Now, wait a minute! How do you do that?" And they 

could do it right before you. But that had [inaudible], because you figured, 

"Gosh, if he's only a year older or around my age, then where am I missing 

out?" But if somebody was thirty or forty, then you said, "Well, shoot, I got 

time to get there," you might think. So the Woodman brothers, I think, kicked it 

all off, and some of us picked it up from Watts and took it wherever, when we 

went to the Los Angeles area and when we had the influence on the Jefferson 

High School people, too, because they hadn't heard the Watts people. They had 

their own thing going. So we had a concert or assembly at Jefferson, and we 

brought our band. 

Isoardi 

Sort of like a battle of the bands? 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah, we brought it up there. And it was great, because I think when we 

got there we didn't get to be- I even brought Brother Woodman, I think, or I 

was going to bring Brother, William. And it seems like to me then we used 

Ernie Royal, because I didn't have a trumpeter, and that was the first time I got 

to hear Ernie was when I was playing. But one thing led to another, where we 

began to kind of meet up. Chico Hamilton, when I first met him, I think it was 

before coming to Jefferson. Because I had a band out in Watts, the Elks hall or 

in one of those little halls, and he walked in very sharp, immaculate with his 

clothes, and asked to sit in with us. But, like I say, those guys knew about the 

Watts scene. They would come out. Then later on, when I really met Jackie 

Kelso and all of them-I met Eddie Taylor and a bunch of them in a battle of 

bands at the Million Dollar Theatre. This was for an all black show which was 

called "Hell's A Poppin'" or something like that. Lawrence Criner, Nina Mae 

McKinney, these were top black actors. The Million Dollar Theatre at that 

point hadn't had any black shows. They were mainly only a just regular 

theater, and they had this nice stage and everything. So somebody knew about 

this and found the theater, I mean checked it out and found they could have the 

stage show there. They wanted to have a premiere of this black picture and 



black actors and black producers probably, too, and everything.So we were 

called in to do an audition to see what band would get the job to play for the 

chorus girls. Well, I had my band with Mingus in it and Crosby [Lewis] and the 

whole gang. We came up and auditioned. And then the other band was a guy 

named Mr. Myart, who had Chico Hamilton, Jack Kelson- Al Adams-who later 

had a band that we were in-was on bass. Al was a little older guy. Well, we had 

the battle of bands. Our band lost, they won, which we were kind of ill about. I 

mean ill, meaning that- And I think part of it- Our band was as good, but 

maybe, again, Mr. Myart seemed to have more of the thing they needed, not 

just musically, but I'm saying he was a little more mature. We were about 

eighteen or so with our band; Mr. Myart might have been thirty then. You 

know, it was almost like, "This is my band and these are-" He had a little 

something that as far as business and the whole thing that they kind of went- 

Because I know our band was doing it.But in the meantime, as we were 

leaving- Mingus was upset and I was, too, saying, "Oh, man, we lost this 

good job." We knew it was a good job. A theater in the L.A. area. That was 

what we knew was good too. Somehow we always wanted to get out of Watts 

to play. Watts was fine for what it was, but here we had a job. But what happed 

was Mr. Myart came over to me before I left and he said, "We are going to 

need another saxophone. Would you like to work with us?" I said, "Oh, of 

course! That would be great!" So then I got a chance to do my first big show 

thing.But see, another thing, what had happened with me- I mentioned me 

being a shoeshine guy as a kid, Vernon Slater and me. That was when we knew 

each other even before he got to play saxophone; we used to shine shoes all 

over downtown L.A. And I think that was one of the greatest experiences, 

looking back, for a kid, you know. 

Isoardi 

This was when you were twelve, eleven? 

Collette 

Yeah, eleven or twelve. We wanted to make some money. And we'd buy our 

little suits and things for Easter, you know. If we finally made up to about- 

Maybe a suit cost $18, $20, $14, who knows. I'm just saying it might take us 

two or three weekends to make that money. But we were earning our own 

thing. I think it was so great. That also helped us musically, because we found 

all the music stores. 

1.3. Tape Number: II, Side One August 17, 1989 

Isoardi 

Okay. As you were saying about- 

Collette 



Okay, I was saying about- Oh, if we made a dollar, a dollar ten, a dollar and a 

half, that was a great day, I'm just saying. Most of the [shoe] shines were 

probably a dime. Maybe somebody would give you a quarter sometimes; that 

was a big tip! I'm just trying to let you know what the kids were into. So with a 

dollar ten or a dollar in your pocket, that was a big day. We could go have 

lunch for ten or fifteen cents, and you could go to the show for sometimes five 

or ten cents. So that was long, long money, you know. So there we were; we 

were kind of rich for kids! We had made it ourselves.Then we'd go hang in the 

music stores or something and meet the people who would come in from the 

bands sometimes, maybe someone trying a saxophone in the back room or 

maybe Duke [Ellington]'s band or somebody would be in town or- Later on we 

saw them, knew them personally, but I'm saying earlier we wouldn't know who 

they were. Maybe a big band would be in town that played the Palomar, Artie 

Shaw's band or Benny Goodman, you see. "Who's playing saxophone?" "Oh, 

that's Hymie somebody from one of the big bands, or that's-" We didn't see 

Benny. I'm just saying that was possible those guys would be in Lockie's Music 

Store. There was a George Tieck Music Store; there was United Band that was 

later on. But we hung out. We were fascinated by the music stores and the 

musicians and the mouthpieces and the horns and everything. So we'd spend 

maybe two or three hours in those stores, and the people got to know us and 

like us. They looked for us. Or maybe we'd shine their shoes sometimes, but 

most of the time we'd just hang there. We had had a complete day by noon or 

about two o'clock, and we would stay there and then finally go home. And our 

parents never worried about us because it was- We would come in and- You 

know, we were good kids.But I think what that was, again, going back to the 

way I grew up in Watts- There were no problems. We heard a lot of stories 

with guys that did have problems that would either kid us because we were 

little black kids or something, you know: "Hey, what about this? You think Joe 

Lewis is going to-? He can't beat the white guy." I mean, it was all this 

dialogue. But I'm just trying to say it didn't bother us. It couldn't really make us 

angry or anything. We'd just say, "Well, we bet Joe Lewis wins" or something 

like that. But it was that period when Joe Lewis was coming in, and a fight at 

that time, if he fought, then it was really a black and a white kind of a war. And 

a lot of times, he was winning most of those battles, and these guys would be 

sick. They'd say, "Yeah, you must be happy." They'd be talking to a kid like, 

"So your guy won." They'd be so angry that the black guy had won. [laughter] 

So it was a pretty wild thing to see that as a young person. We didn't react like 

maybe we would now, because you'd have some dialogue. We'd just say, "We 

can't understand why the guy is so unhappy." But that was a period- Like I say, 

we found people who were not so friendly and not so great, and on the other 



hand we found some that just- There was a guy, "Mac" [Everett McLaughlin]-

you know who he is? 

Isoardi 

"Little Mac" [Mick McLaughlin]? 

Collette 

His father. 

Isoardi 

He works on my instruments. 

Collette 

Okay. Little Mac's father. And Little Mac said he worked at the store, but I 

didn't know him. He might have been just a kid like us at the time. And his 

father, Mac McLaughlin, had a shop. He was one of the best repair guys you'd 

ever heard of. Genius. Now, Little Mac is good, but, you know, it's like saying- 

Well, nothing wrong with him, except that if you'd seen his father's shop, which 

was like chaos- You couldn't find a thing. You couldn't. Shoot, he'd be 

throwing screwdrivers there and hammers under all that stuff and- You know? 

Isoardi 

That sounds like Little Mac! [laughter] 

Collette 

Well, he's kind of like that, yeah. But the father had beer cans and stuff you had 

to walk over. The stuff was so filthy. And the dad would drink a thing and with, 

you know- So you can imagine, in about four or five years- The cans weren't 

even empty. But in spite of that, and he was king of that, too- Mac's got that 

little hammer thing, too. Did you ever see him hit it with a hammer? 

Isoardi 

No. 

Collette 

Shoot, boy. The thing would be like something that was receding, and he'd try 

it and bip! He'd hit it right on a little rod or something, maybe put something in 

it: bip! [claps hands] He'd say, "Try that, kid." This was his dad. He'd be like, 

[in a gruff voice] "Kid, go ahead and try that." So we'd hang around. And the 

guy would fix our horns for nothing all the time. He'd say, "Oh, this horn can't 

play. We'll have the cellophane on the keys and everything-" And he'd put the 

pads in and say, "Ah, don't worry about it. One day I'll see you or something." 

And that's the way his dad was. Genius. In fact, his dad and a guy named Bill 

Naujoks- I don't know if you've ever heard that name. 

Isoardi 

No, I haven't. 

Collette 

They were supposed to be the two geniuses of fixing horns. They're the ones 

who started the extension on the bass clarinet and all that. 



Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

They made them before, you know, just a regular B. As you know, there's a B-

flat bass clarinet, and you only go down to, what, E or something. And finally 

Naujoks-and I think Naujoks kept doing it-and Mac's dad, they said, "Heck, we 

can put a sleeve in there and cut a couple of holes and-" I mean, these guys 

were these kind of people. "We'll put a couple of keys on there, and these guys 

can go down to low C or something like that." 

Isoardi 

Really? 

Collette 

Yeah. So later on a patent went to Selmer or whoever makes those now, those 

kind of instruments that go down low. But they could do that. I could bring my 

bass clarinet, which doesn't have that at the time, and they'd say, "Let's keep it 

for about a month. We'll put four more notes on there." Yeah, and they got the 

thing where you got the fingering up here near the other side, end of the thumb 

key, little two, three buttons. Mouthpieces: they were the great people of the 

time. We hung around- 

Isoardi 

Making their own mouthpieces? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. The best. Yeah, the best. Sometime you talk to Mac, he can tell you. 

But, you know, he doesn't like to talk about it. I mean, he probably won't. But 

he was amazed being around a dad like that, just could do it all. Of course, he 

picked up a whole lot of it. But these guys could do it all. They were 

the greatest. So we were in their shops all the time. They'd just help us, you 

know. And there were the Tieck brothers [George and Art], who also were 

great. We were like their little guys who shined their shoes, and they'd look for 

us every Saturday. But we learned so much just being around the people who 

knew. And they would say, "Well, get a good teacher" or "Be sure you practice, 

and be sure you keep yourself straight." And all those things were very 

important. 

Isoardi 

Let me ask you about if there was much of a difference between, say, the 

Jordan [High School] bands, or the groups from Watts, and the groups from 

around Jefferson [Boulevard] and South Central area. Were they playing the 

same way? Playing the same type of music? 

Collette 

Well, basically we didn't feel a big difference, because I think we had a kinship. 

Like I say, with hearing each other every now and then- Nobody was making 



any records or anything, but every now and then, for example, maybe we'd do 

something up in the L.A. area or maybe one of the guys would hear us, or then, 

later on, as we got a little older, then we'd remember Ernie Royal or somebody. 

And the influences would go back and forth. He would bring us a little 

something that we'd think, "Oh, he does something different." And then the 

same thing: he might see that I would. So that was all a part of us all 

growing closer together. 

Isoardi 

What made me think that, I came across a reference a while ago- I think it was 

a book on Eric Dolphy. And the author at one point said that apparently there 

was a different style east of Central Avenue compared to west of Central 

Avenue. Apparently the guys on the east side were more improvisationally 

inclined than the people on the west side, who were more inclined to read 

scores and follow arrangements rather than improvise. 

Collette 

The west side of Central? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Now, I don't know if- 

Collette 

No, I don't think so. It's kind of hard to say. You see, they were different 

people, and just the way we hung with people, there were certain groups that 

you didn't hang with. You liked everybody, but there were the studious gangs- 

Studious meaning the ones who studied lessons. A lot of us studied with Lloyd 

Reese. That was a different influence, too. Now, the study gang was going back 

to the Woodman brothers, who all studied either with their dad or their dad 

made sure they were with a teacher. They didn't just decide to be a musician 

and it just happened, you know. (And I don't mean a lot of musicians who 

didn't study that long didn't have to work at it one way or the other.) Well, with 

the Woodman brothers, they had the basic fundamentals.A bunch of us who 

went to Lloyd Reese and other teachers and some of the ones with Sam Browne 

had more of a schooled kind of approach. You analyze it, you figure it out, or 

you write the arrangement and you make sure the chords are right and you play 

in tune. There were certain basics. There were a lot of other musicians who did 

not adhere to those concepts very much. They just said, "Look, I'm playing 

good" or "I got the solo off the record and I know I'm good because-" What I'm 

trying to say is the frame of mind is- Like, you go into Bill [Green], for 

example. You go there and he says, "Hey, it sounds okay, but you're not 

smooth enough" or "You're not playing-" or "You're not filling the horn." There 

are a lot of good players that never got that, maybe, from a teacher. It doesn't 

mean they don't sound good, but I'm saying you had to be in another frame of 

mind when you went in and say, "Really? Now, you sure killed my day, but I'll 



go home and work on it."Well, the people who liked to study, and especially 

ones who would go to Lloyd Reese, who was a marvelous teacher- He had 

everybody playing piano: Eric Dolphy, Bill [William] Douglass, me, [Charles] 

Mingus, Bob Farlice, the McNeely brothers [Cecil and Bobby], Bob Cooper. 

So everybody who went to Lloyd Reese- Lamar Wright- I should be able to go 

on and on, but there must have been- 

Isoardi 

I think you already have. [laughter] That's quite a list already. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. But I'm saying, the ones who went to Lloyd Reese, I would say all of 

those did very well, because they could go anywhere. It wasn't just that they 

could play the instrument well. They had to be able to meet with people, 

conduct themselves properly. They knew how to make time. They were 

concerned about the whole orchestra. It wasn't just like "Well, I played mine." 

"Yeah, but, guys, could we all get an A? Could we all tune up again? Could we 

all maybe play a little easier?" That was a Lloyd Reese-type student.Just like 

Garnett [Brown] called me today, and I know why he called me, because- I'm 

very subtle if it's not my band. But, in the meantime, a leader knows who's with 

him and he knows who's not. And also he knows the ones who are just there for 

whatever reasons: the money or to help out. But, I mean, there will be a time 

when you'll say, "Well, yeah, we could do that if maybe we all play a little 

smoother." That's for his cap. That's not to say, "Buddy knows really what's 

going on." "If we all did it smoother it would be much better." Then he says, 

"That's what I needed. Wow! That's fantastic!" And he's looking at you. He 

called this morning and his line was about, "Thank you. I wish I could reach 

deep enough to tell you what I mean." And I'm saying, "What is he really 

talking about?" It's just that small little something that you were able to say: 

"Everything's fantastic, but I bet it can be better if we all play it easier." And 

when that happens it's almost like, as much as he knows, as much as I know- 

Somebody said, "If we play it an octave lower, it would be warmer. What do 

you think?" And I might say, "Try that. Oh, that's what I was looking 

for!"Well, there was one incident is what I'm trying to say. This is the kind of 

stuff that-if you don't have it, it's okay, too-makes a difference when a leader is 

up there and you got a thousand things you are working on and- There was a 

subtone story. He wrote it; he had it say "subtone" on there. And it was in the- 

Isoardi 

This is Garnett Brown? 

Collette 

Yeah, Garnett. Bill [Green] and [Gene "Cip"] Cipriano, the tenors, they were 

up on the high A-flat above the staff. [sings melody] So he kept saying, "I wish 

it could be warmer or something," you see. "Why don't you guys try it an 



octave lower, because 'subtone,'" I said, "well, usually when you think of 

subtone, you're thinking about low register." Now, see, Garnett's like- He loves 

to absorb if it's a good idea that he can use. "Oh, right! Because I was thinking 

soft and warm and everything."I said, "I can tell you a story about Percy Faith 

now, what happened with me." He [Faith] wrote it on 'What Are You Doing for 

the Rest of Your Life?' He started me on the fourth-line D, [sings melody] and 

he called me on the phone the day before the date- Like I say, writers can go 

through this; the players on the instrument know what the sound is after a 

while. So he called me and said, "I want this husky sound that they're doing 

today, that the new guys are playing." He said, "Can you do that?" on the 

phone. I said, "Well, I think so." "I've got a tenor solo for you, but this is that 

husky sound."I get to the date, and he saves this number for the last number. 

The number, like I say, is Michel Legrand's tune, beautiful tune, great 

trombone solo in the beginning. And all of a sudden it comes to me, and he 

stops the band after I'd played about two bars. He said, disgusted, "I thought 

you told me you knew-" Now, we've got forty-five musicians there. "I thought 

you knew this husky sound that they're playing." So I had to tell the story to 

Garnett while he was standing there only because it was kind of- Not really the 

same, because Percy was really upset now. "I called you on the phone and you 

said-" He wanted to really punish me now that I had let him down. And I said, 

"You did say husky sound, but why did you write it on the top D? For me to 

play the husky sound, I would have to play that an octave lower. I was not 

going to change your music." And like I told Garnett, "I won't change your 

music if you write it that way. But if you are willing to discuss it, I'll go a step 

further and say, 'Well, sure, I can help you get that, but not as long as you're-'" 

And leaders will do that: "I wanted that in there. Why did you change that?" 

You know, they can penalize you there, too. So what I told him, I said, "If 

you'll allow me to play it an octave lower, I think you'll get the sound you 

wanted."And we went back. And the orchestra loved it, too, because now I'm 

matching wits with this master. But I knew what I was talking about. I'm not 

talking about his arrangement; I'm talking about what he's going to get out of a 

tenor and the way I could play the tenor. If you want a husky sound, I can't give 

you the husky in a [sings high melody]. And he hated it. [sings melody lower] 

You know, it was down in the low register. And he said, "That's what I 

wanted!" I said, "Well, next time you'll have to write it in the low register." So I 

gave him a subtle lesson, because you can't push those guys too much. Don't 

make them look bad. But there you go. So I think what he was reacting to was 

that kind of help that doesn't say, "Hey, you don't know what you're doing or 

anything." There's a way to get a husky sound or a subtone sound by keeping 

it in a low register.But anyway, we're back to your- The styles I don't think 

were that important. There might be one player, you know- Well, in fact, at that 



time it's kind of hard to say that we had an east side and west side or a Watts 

sound and L.A. There were different influences. Of course, the Woodman 

brothers had more arrangements. They were well rehearsed. The other people 

were more like individuals. They [the Woodman brothers] were individuals, but 

I'm saying they were more like just worrying about not who they played with 

but just good on their own. "Wherever I play, I'll outplay this tenor player" or 

"Wherever I play, I'll outplay this trumpet player." The Woodman brothers 

were in a way outplaying, but they could do it with an ensemble, too. [sings 

syncopated melody] They'd play things like "The Sheik of Araby" [sings]. 

You'd see these kids and hear them playing like that. I mean, that was tough, 

because they were together and it was professional. It was like a record. And 

the other players who played very good had no band to draw from. They were 

just, "I am good, man. Watch, I'll go out tonight and I'll play this one." So those 

were style, too, of course, but it wasn't a style that you'd remember. Sure, later 

on Dexter [Gordon] and Wardell [Gray], they were different. And Teddy 

Edwards was different and Eugene Montgomery. James Nelson-who used 

to James Nelson-who used to play with us, and he finally killed himself-was a 

fine tenor player. He called himself "the Hawk," because he said he thought he 

played like Coleman Hawkins. But he didn't really play like Coleman Hawkins. 

He had a sound more like Herschel Evans from the early [Count] Basie band. 

And then the other tenor player with us, with the Al Adams Band- Al Adams 

was the bass player in Mr. Myart's band. He finally organized the band after we 

left the Million Dollar Theatre. He picked up all this young talent, which was 

[Jackie] Kelson [also known as Kelso] and Chico [Hamilton], and we had a 

dynamite band. Then we finally got Mingus on bass and Al stood out in front. 

He was a bass player, but he was no bass player like Mingus. 

Isoardi 

That was known as the Al Adams Band? 

Collette 

Al Adams Band, and that was a good band through the forties. 

Isoardi 

So throughout your career at Jordan, then, your big influence was the 

Woodman brothers and the Woodman [Brothers Biggest Little] Band [in the 

World], more so than a particular teacher? 

Collette 

Well, of course, later on Lloyd Reese, because then I was studying- 

Isoardi 

Well, that's what I wanted to get to. When does Lloyd Reese come in? 

Collette 

Lloyd Reese came in about, oh, probably 1940, '41, before I went to the 

service. 



Isoardi 

So you're out of Jordan then. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. I'm out of Jordan in around '41. Well, see, looking back at it, a year 

looks like about five years. So I'm out of Jordan probably in 1941. Maybe I'm 

studying with Lloyd Reese for six months or a year-you know what I'm saying. 

I go into the service in '42. I stay in touch with Lloyd, but I don't study with 

him after that. But even the thing with-The influences of the Woodman 

brothers were the beginning, I think, of setting the stage of what kind of 

musician I had to be. I had heard what musicians could do, I mean what they're 

supposed to do. You know, it would be different if I hadn't heard that. Then I 

would just say, "Hey, I'm fine where I am. Everybody, my buddies, I'm up with 

them." I was up with my buddies, of course, and maybe ahead of a few of those 

that started around my time. But the Woodman brothers, who knows when they 

started. They might have started very early with piano and, "Okay, come home 

from school. You've got two hours of this and an hour of that." They had set 

such a pace that if you were going to be around them or be a musician- Mingus 

probably felt the same way. He was very close to Britt [Woodman] there until 

he died. They were together when they could be, when Britt had a few 

moments to get away from his trombone and his lessons. 

Isoardi 

Did you travel much with the Woodman Brothers Band? Did you get outside of 

Watts, that central, downtown L.A. area? 

Collette 

Well, we would go downtown. We would go to Huntington Park and little 

jaunts, about thirty, forty miles, you know. We went to, like- Oh, the story of 

the driving, Bill [William] Woodman. 

Isoardi 

You guys were going down to San Diego? 

Collette 

We were going down to San Diego to play a job, and I think the- When he did 

the sideswiping of the car he was mainly- He said he was a skilled driver and 

he was trying to see how close- 

Isoardi 

Britt? 

Collette 

No, William. William was the driver. He was trying to see how close he could 

come to- You know, cars are passing and so on, and he says, "Watch me. I'll 

come real- I'm a skilled driver." He's aiming, you know. And he did. So this 

time it scraped. We heard it. 

Isoardi 



How fast were you going? 

Collette 

Oh, gosh, are you kidding? They had a '37 yellow Packard-so that lets you 

know about when the year was-and the thing had 120 [miles per hour] on the 

speedometer. They would always be going about 90-I swear, 90. 

Isoardi 

Ninety and trying to sideswipe oncoming cars? 

Collette 

Yeah, I mean, out on the road like that they'd be going 90. Now, the roads were 

not as crowded as they are now. Even though it wasn't just all freeways, there 

was some pretty good highway stuff that you could stretch on. You never felt 

that bogged-down feeling. But there he would be going, and he'd spot this car 

and say, "I'm going to get in there very close." And we'd all laugh, I guess. We 

were getting ready to get killed. 

Isoardi 

[laughter] So could you talk a bit about Lloyd Reese? How did you find out 

about him, come in contact with him? 

Collette 

Well, I knew that Lloyd was teaching. In fact, who knows who told me about 

him, but the word was out. Here was a good teacher that- 

Isoardi 

He wasn't teaching in any schools or anything? Just private instruction? 

Collette 

Private instruction, taught in his home. At this time he was in the L.A. area. A 

nice little apartment he lived in. And many of the musicians would talk about 

him, because [there are] a lot of stories about Lloyd Reese. Apparently Lloyd 

Reese was a saxophone player first, but he also had mastered the piano. 

Isoardi 

I thought he had a reputation as a trumpet player. No? 

Collette 

Trumpet was later. Saxophone player, and, like I said, all of his students had to 

play piano, which I thought was good, because then all the students had a pretty 

good balance between whatever they wanted to do. Most of them could write; 

most of them could conduct and do a lot of stuff. Because with him having 

everybody play piano, you'd come in- Maybe your lesson would be on clarinet, 

and he says, "Okay now, what about 'Time On My Hands'? Did you finish? Did 

you work on that one last week?" And you'd say, "Well, yes, a little bit." And 

then this time he would say, "Well, you could use an F-7 [chord] here or you 

could use a ninth, you see." So you were getting all that other knowledge. And 

what I see with Lloyd's method- A lot of people put it down. Because he was 

not just grilling you on only the techniques and things; he was opening your 



mind where you were being so musical.He also had a workshop band that he 

would do once a week for a while. All of his students were in it. It was the most 

marvelous experience we've ever been through. Because people every now and 

then say- Like Ann Patterson the other day said, "You guys were playing so 

well in tune, weren't you?" And I said, "I don't know about that. What do you 

mean?" She said, "Well, we heard the band was so in tune." Well, we weren't 

talking about Lloyd Reese's band, but he was so much into that. It was not so 

much how much you played, it was how you played it. And we were aware of 

it.Lloyd Reese might sit- Okay, this workshop band would come. We've got the 

arrangements- He'd have nice arrangements, but he didn't write. Or if he wrote 

he didn't write for that, because he was so busy. He'd say, "Okay, well, get out-

" You know, something. We'd play it. "Okay, let me hear the saxes give me a 

D." "Give me the B-flat," and a B-flat chord we'd all hit. He says, "Uh, second 

tenor push in a little bit and third tenor pull out. Baritone, let me hear you 

again. Yeah, you're a little flat, too." He might take five minutes or so on that, 

to hit the B-flat. Then you might hit another chord, just to hear whether he was 

fooled on the B-flat chord. He'd say, "Well, now, you guys are not listening." 

Now, the whole band is sitting there. There's no dialogue going on. Not that he 

was that strict or mean to us, but he was like a genius at work, and we all 

wanted to see, "Now, what does all this mean?" And it did mean a lot, because 

he might take a half an hour or forty minutes, not just with saxes, tuning the 

whole band. He'd go to trumpets; he'd go to trombones; make sure the rhythm, 

you know, with the bass and the guitar. Then he'd come around and hit a few 

chords. And we'd play, even though maybe by that time you're only going to 

have an hour rehearsal. And we wouldn't go through, but-It was probably like 

the way he was with his teaching. It was so good, in a way, that we'd all begin 

to have trouble-Mingus would be there-when we would play other places, 

because we would try to do the same thing. We'd say, "Well, the band's out of 

tune." They'd say, "What do you know? You don't know anything." "Well, 

Lloyd Reese said-" "Well, you tell Lloyd Reese-" You know.So we'd go to 

Lloyd Reese, for example, because- He was a good influence on us, because he 

was right most of the time. Nobody's right all the time. We'd come to him with 

a record. We came with a record with Jimmie Lunceford, who we thought was 

the greatest-and in a way it was the greatest-band. He said, "I love the 

arrangement and everything, but it would have been nice if they had tuned up 

before they played." And that would be like, "Wow, why didn't we-?" In other 

words, we didn't say, "Why didn't we hear it?" but, in other words, "How can 

he hear that?" It was so good. And later on we found that he was right. He was 

into reality and calling it like it is. And when you do that you can really get in-

So there was a bunch of us who had come from that school, but we never threw 

his name around that much. Except every now and then he would give us 



something to play, and you would play it and somebody would say, "Well, we 

don't use that." And we'd say, "Yeah, but Lloyd Reese said-" They'd say, "Well, 

what does he know about it?" So then we would come back to Lloyd, and he'd 

say, "Well, give me the thing. I'll sign my name that I say that it's an F ninth." 

Well, what Lloyd had done- He'd probably go get it from the original piece of 

music, see. He wasn't just BS-ing where he would get a chord that he liked 

better. He would give you something, and then he would give you a possibility 

to let you go away from that. But you always got the- He believed- Well, he 

was kind of like a lawyer in a way, but not so strict. The idea that, "Okay, then 

this is right." Because if you had to see it there- "This is original. This is where 

the right note was." So he was doing that for us.So when I heard about Lloyd-

and you asked how I met him-I didn't know what this kind of teacher would 

mean to me except he sounded interesting. So there were two guys that I sent to 

him first as a test case, my two buddies, and that was Bobby McNeely, who's a 

brother of "Big Jay" [Cecil McNeely] and Eddie Davis. Not [Eddie] "Lockjaw" 

[Davis]; there's an Eddie Davis here that plays, you know. They all went to 

school with us at Jordan. So I was, well, maybe a little better than they were at 

the time. I had probably started playing, and they looked up to me a lot. But at 

the same time, I was going to feel much better if they were playing as well as I 

could play. Then I'd have some real buddies for my bands and things. I would 

think that way. And Bobby and them used to ask me questions, and I'd say, 

"Well, there's this teacher, Lloyd Reese. If I can find his address and 

everything, why don't you guys go?" I think my line to them at the time was-

you know how young guys think-"And when you guys catch up with me, then 

I'll start with you." [laughter] So that's what happened. 

Isoardi 

They went for it. 

Collette 

Yeah, they went for it. Oh, yeah. In fact I wanted to go too, but-and this is 

looking back now-I think what I felt- I didn't want to leave them. I loved those 

guys, and I actually was showing them how to play. And I figured, "Sure, I 

could go to Lloyd," but I felt, "If he's great like that, then I'll just soar away 

from these guys." Because from what I heard about Lloyd Reese, "Man, you 

got to go after this guy." And he did that with the piano, you know. You'd be 

reading better, you'd be blowing all your tunes, you could transpose. He was 

covering everything. And most other teachers were just, you know, "I'll give 

you this book and I'll give you that book, and then you go out to play." But this 

guy was preparing you to be a giant. "Okay, so if I see where my guys 

are improving, I'll know that I got to get in there."Boy, they came back, man, 

and they were working on tunes and they were working on the reading and they 

had the piano going. And, shoot, after about a couple of months, boy, I called 



up Lloyd Reese. He said, "Oh, well, they told me that I'd meet you. You're a 

friend of Bobby and Eddie." I said, "Yeah. When can we start?" He said, "Well, 

we thought you better come in. We got the guys doing pretty well now." Yeah. 

And that's why I got in with Lloyd Reese. But he liked me, too, because I at 

that point had had a little more experience than they had, and I was out 

probably doing more little jobs and things. But then we hit it off real well. He 

was great. 

Isoardi 

So when you started playing in his workshop, in his band, who were you 

playing with? 

Collette 

Well, Bill Douglass was the drummer. Bobby McNeely, me- Eric wasn't there 

yet. Eric got there later; he was a little younger. Eddie Davis, James Robertson, 

who was "Hambone." A trombone player, probably Crosby Lewis, who 

probably didn't study with him. I think Jake Porter came later. Jack Trainor was 

a trumpet player, and I don't know if Lady Will [Carr] was on piano or not. So 

those basically are the ones that I- We found certain people, and there might 

have been a few who weren't his students-we didn't mind that-but the basic 

students were two-thirds of the group. But just his approach to the band, it was 

something to hear. A band where intonation is a primary thing of a band, there 

are a lot of bands like that. But to have a jazz band with intonation like that, it's 

scary, because, you know, the type of chords they use and learning how to play 

those. Those are the bands that we rave about. They have the feeling, they have 

the intonation, everything. A good Basie band, a good Ellington band had all 

that, of course. They had the creativity and everything. A lot of other bands that 

had the creativity, they didn't have the musicianship to pull it off. You would 

say, "Oh, it's good, but the band's intonation was bad. We couldn't appreciate 

it," or something like that. Or "It was a little sloppy," or something like that. 

Well, these bands weren't sloppy with Lloyd, although we didn't do anything 

with the band. But it was a pleasure to go and get that. That's why, as you can 

see, Bill came out, the drummer Bill Douglass-you know Bill. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

He used to be one of the fine drummers, I think, unless he- He didn't follow 

through like he could have. I mean, for a long time he missed most of the studio 

work, partly because of his personality. Not that he has a bad personality, but 

he's not a guy that is real open with people, where all the guys like Earl Palmer 

and the other drummers that came in later, they were gregarious and happy kind 

of guys. And Bill was saying, "Well, I got this little thing out in South Gate, I 

got this little thing over in-" You know, a little Saturday and Sunday gig 



making $100 a week, and he was being happy with that. But I mean, 

something's lacking when a guy always says- Many times he should have been 

on those things.Either [Gerald] Wiggins or somebody explains it that he, or 

Marl Young, too, would kind of feel Bill Douglass doesn't like to be told how 

to play. So "Bill, can you give me-?" "Man, I'd rather use sticks there because-" 

You know. But working in the studios, you're kind of like a servant to these 

people. "Well, Buddy, can you play softer there?" You know. "And then I want 

it loud on the end." And if I say, "Well, I can't do that," I mean, that just doesn't 

work. Then in the meantime, the guy's reacting, "Well, heck, there's a guy who 

will say, 'Oh, of course I can do that' or 'I can play louder.' They're actually out 

to make you happy." Marl said that-and it's probably true with Bill-a couple of 

times he said, "Well, man, I didn't dig playing the blues on that number. I felt 

we should play-" In other words, he's got so many opinions of what his 

personal feeling is. And once you said that around people a lot, then all of a 

sudden they'd rather get a guy who says, "Well, am I keeping you happy? 

Would you like cymbals or something?"That probably killed him. I didn't 

realize that, but I can realize he didn't get into the mainstream. This was the 

first time he ever made any money, at the union. Now he gets to be- What? 

He's got to be sixty-five, sixty-six years old. He gets to be that age-sixty years 

old, because he's been there about six years now-before he ever made any 

money. And part of it is because he didn't hook up. He had the ability and didn't 

parlay it into anything. A lot of people can get into something and they can't 

back it up. So it's strange when you see all these different things. 

Isoardi 

Well, I know that he had that one tremendous gig that I've read about with Red 

Callender and Art Tatum. Didn't they form a trio for a while? 

Collette 

Right, yeah. But we're talking about maybe the last of the forties. It's early; 

we're talking about thirty-five years ago. But you're right. Then he didn't parlay 

that. Now, maybe Red got him that or, again, he was the best drummer at the 

time. We didn't have any drummers that could play and read, although they 

may not have had to read with Art. But I'm just saying, when you say 

drummers who could really drum, he was one of them. Most of the other 

drummers, if you try to have them do a little Latin beat or something unusual, 

they wouldn't- Earl Palmer wasn't here. Most of the other drummers were just 

cocktail drummers who got a nice little beat, and they just kind of learned by 

just playing with groups. He was the drummer who had come through the right 

school. Again, he was the guy that should have been champ. Now, you can't 

always say whether you'll make it, but he was groomed for the right thing. 

Isoardi 

And Lloyd Reese was pretty instrumental in his development? 



Collette 

Oh, definitely, yeah. 

Isoardi 

Quite a school. 

Collette 

Yeah, it was quite a school. So there you go again. The ones that went to 

Lloyd- I think even Dex probably went for a while, too-Dexter Gordon-but, 

see, Dex also had the advantage of being with Sam Browne, who was a 

different kind of teacher than Lloyd, of course. Even Sam through the years 

respected Lloyd so much because of the different schools. Sam could teach the 

writing and teach the thing where they were all spending the right rehearsal 

time and good habits and everything. But Lloyd, now, see, could also pick up a 

horn. I mean, he hadn't played alto in maybe, who knows, ten years or so. And 

when the others were having trouble with harmonics, he said, "Well, let me see 

your horn and your mouthpiece." [sings two high notes] He'd just go on one up 

top, you know. He'd say, "Yeah, I think this is- Well, why don't we try the-" It 

was almost like a doctor. You come and here some guy says, "Oh, really? I'll 

take care of that right now." In other words, he did more than I had been doing, 

and I was looking for those notes there.Oh, he told me the thing about trumpet, 

how he got on trumpet. He always felt- And he was right in his approach, and 

that's why I also figure I got a lot from him in that way. He said he took up 

trumpet because he worked with Les Hite. When they'd bring in an 

arrangement, the trumpet players would always complain how hard the parts 

were. And he kept listening. He said, "Couldn't be that hard." He couldn't 

believe- In other words, he was in the frame of mind that it takes- You know, 

some people say, "Oh, it's so hard. I can't play piano. I can't do that." He 

wouldn't do that. He wouldn't allow that, see. He had a guy who said, "Well, 

man, the trumpet is harder than the saxophone," and everything. So he secretly 

went on out and bought him one. He's an interesting guy. But, see, he 

approached it- I don't know who he studied with or whatever, but either way he 

got the books and got the position, you know what I mean. But that's where he 

had approached it properly. You do the long tones or you do intervals, and he 

went on a step at a time. You know, he's the kind of guy who reads the 

instructions; he's going to come out pretty well. So he never told me- But he 

also had a good ear, and he probably knew a lot of the great trumpet players 

that he liked. He probably talked to them about this and that. But there's no 

way, I guess, at that point, because he's a fine musician on the saxophone- But 

he wanted to make a transition, I think. And I don't know how long it took him, 

but from the way the story goes, it was probably a year or less. 

Isoardi 

He showed up for the Les Hite band one day with a trumpet? [laughter] 



Collette 

"I want to be a trumpet player." And maybe at that time he hadn't developed his 

high skills, but, you know, he could play maybe second or third trumpet. And 

that amazed the guys. And his solo playing on the trumpet was something else. 

Now, I tell you how good he was: that's why he was scary. There's a lot of 

work- 
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Isoardi 

Let's see, I think we're at Lloyd Reese going back to the Hite band and pulling 

out a trumpet. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. I think, again, with his versatility, that sort of opened up some 

versatility in the mind of a bunch of us, especially, if we were studying with 

him at that time. And also, like I said, pointing out people who should be- You 

know, we could all be critical of people, but, I mean, I think he was saying it in 

a way that, no matter how good they are, they should be on the same lesson as 

you're on this day. I'd go to my clarinet lesson or something with Lloyd, and 

maybe he wasn't a great clarinet player, but he'd take you through the things 

you needed to know. And you would say, "Yeah, but I heard so-and-so," and he 

says, "Yeah, but he definitely should be on the Klose book working out, too." 

In other words, no matter how good he's playing, he could probably have 

trouble with this same lesson. He would sort of make you realize that there's 

something for all of us to do, and I think he pointed that out to most of his 

students, as you can see with Eric Dolphy, too, who studied later.I know when I 

came from the service- I didn't know Eric until I came in town about 1945, '46. 

I was discharged from the navy in 1945, so I got back in '46 to live. And Eric 

used to come around, and we'd be playing at the Last Word, Downbeat, and 

clubs like that. He said he knew of me through Lloyd Reese, who I used to 

write when I was in the service. Eric at the time was working at Lloyd's. He 

was cleanup guy and he was errand guy and everything. And he was doing that 

for his lessons. I don't think Eric's parents could have paid for it, but they 

worked out a nice deal where Eric would have to work for his lessons. You 

know, he was either doing the dishes or doing a little dusting or something of 

that nature, which was good for Eric, as you could see. He was around when 

everybody was coming there and taking their lessons. At that time, like I said, I 

wasn't studying with Lloyd, because I had been away in- You know, not that I 

wasn't a friend of his. 

Isoardi 

How old was Eric Dolphy when he started coming around Lloyd Reese? 



Collette 

At the time that I met Eric he might have been nineteen, and I might have been 

twenty-four, twenty-five after I came back from the service. This is when he, 

Lloyd Reese, also did his workshop band, even after we came back. See, I 

wasn't a student, but he'd get the students and still do it, which was good, too, 

because then we could find students that wanted to get in it. It was a very 

productive period. And Eric at the time was just learning his craft then with 

Lloyd, with piano, with clarinet, with saxophone, and, like I say, hearing 

everybody. Ben Webster would come over and take lessons. 

Isoardi 

Take lessons from Lloyd Reese? 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah. Well, every now and then there's a person like that. You would 

say, "Well, I got a problem knowing this tune" or something. "Well, who 

knows middle change to 'Lush Life'?" Or something. "Where does that go?" 

Something like that. He prided himself to kind of know that: "Wait a minute. 

Let's see, if it's in the key of F, then it would go to the key of-" You know, he 

was that kind of guy. I mean, he was sharp enough, but he loved those 

challenges. He wouldn't say, "Well, I don't know anything about it. I don't care 

about that." If he didn't know it-and I'm pretty sure it was part of his system-

then he would make a note of it, a mental note, and he would look that up, 

because that was something that he was concerned about. And, like I say, Eric 

got into this. He was playing piano, he was writing, he was doing everything. 

And he [Reese] had him practicing and all that. So it was a great thing for Eric. 

But see, Eric, later on- Eric and Frank Morgan-and guys later, but at that time 

the two of them-followed me into studying with Merle Johnston, who was the 

first big New York teacher who came out here. And he was teaching a New 

York system. 

Isoardi 

He was a reed teacher or-? 

Collette 

Saxophone teacher. Merle Johnston, yeah, was one of the biggest teachers in 

New York for a while. He taught some of the guys who are teaching now, like 

Joe Allard and Romeo Pinquay, the guys who used to do all the studio work. 

You know, Merle Johnston's students- In fact, Merle, they say, was like king in 

New York, because he had all the saxophone players. He was kind of a nut, a 

brilliant guy, but I'm saying he had you blowing six or eight hours a day, full 

volume, with the metronome and everything. But if nothing more, you got a 

hell of a sound and you got your fingers going. In fact, it was almost like a 

production line: "Give me a year with you and you'll be out there doing it." But 

you paid dues, because that was the only thing you should have been doing. 



Because he'd say, "Gosh, you're not practicing for me." He would be so 

unhappy with you. You'd say, "Yeah, but my wife and-" He says, "Well, look 

now, are you going to be a musician or not?" You know. He was really 

something dynamite. 

Isoardi 

I take it he was single. 

Collette 

Yeah, but he had screwed up his old lady, too. Well, musically, he was 

probably- Like I say, he got so busy. He had studios and musicians would come 

there and practice. He was, I mean, sharp. When he came out here- 

Isoardi 

Which was when? 

Collette 

When he came out here? Oh, probably around '45 or '46, because when I came 

back he was just coming out here. But, I say, in New York he was king. He was 

like the president of some big company with his saxophones and stuff. He 

had The Saxophone Quartets of Merle Johnston. He's the one also who made 

mouthpieces, and he told you what mouthpiece and what number, or he could 

reface it. "Well, it's not sounding good? Let me see. Put that on." He was a 

giant of a player, giant of a guy. And I got a chance to catch him on kind of the 

last end- He came out, and people were kind of afraid to study with him, too. 

The guys who studied with him were the Wilder brothers [George, Walt, and 

Warner]- I don't know if you ever heard of them. 

Isoardi 

No. 

Collette 

They were fine players. One [George] played lead [alto] with Les Brown in the 

good days of Les Brown's Band [of Renown], in the forties, when they made 

things like- [sings] There were a lot of little hip tunes, and George had a 

beautiful sound, fine alto. He was Merle's student. And his brothers, the three 

brothers, played. They had a saxophone act. They went to Vegas. What Merle 

used to do when he first would teach, he would have you blow and he would 

finger, to make sure that you were relaxed, you know. You know what I'm 

trying to say? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Claude Lakey did that to me once. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah? Well, I don't know whether Merle started it, but he used that 

technique on somebody who would come in real tense. He'd say, "Oh, put your 

hands down! Let me finger it. Now, you just blow!" [sings cascade of notes] 

And he'd start noodling, boy, and you'd be going all over the horn top to 



bottom, just because if you got the right air pressure stream going, then notes 

were popping out! [sings rapid run] Then he's going down low. And he'd say, 

"Now, you see what's happening? You're playing all those notes you were 

having trouble with."Those brothers played very well, by the way, and he had 

them into an act. There's one thing about Merle: he could teach you, but he 

would also get you moving. Boy, you'd be in your band, and he'd say, "Now, 

wait a minute. Why don't you get you some arrangements and get out there and 

get a rehearsal." He liked to have- It was a fine thing. Or he'd say, "Now, kid, 

those arrangements are not too good. Now, get a good arranger." He'd call 

some names. "And then have a rehearsal, and then have me come by and let me 

hear you." You know, he was a driver, man. He was something.So when Eric 

came along and he got to be- Eric studied with me for a while, and he used to 

come and practice with me all the time. And I loved him. You kind of got busy. 

I was doing Groucho Marx ["You Bet Your Life"], I was doing shows. I began 

to work a lot. I couldn't spend time with him. Plus, I figured, what can you do? 

I wouldn't want a teaching career; I taught too much as it was, I thought. 

Because when you are performing, teaching- I don't mind a student here and 

there, but you can't really- And I did a lot of that at one time. In fact, probably 

Bill [Green]'s teaching began when I couldn't take the students. I knew Bill, and 

Bill always would kind of work it out, which was great. I'd say, "Well, Bill, I 

got a couple of students, and they want to come to me and I don't have the time. 

What do you think?" He'd say, "Okay, bud, send them over." And he would 

take care of it, see, so his built up. I was not against teaching-I love it-but when 

you're writing and you're doing everything and you got your own name to do, 

it's very difficult. So one or two is easy. I had Eric, I had Frank Morgan for a 

while, but it was on a level where all I had to do was kind of shape them, give 

them a few ideas. We'd play things together and give them some- So I finally 

got smarter than that. I said, well, heck, why not just send them to the teachers 

that I felt would help them.I sent them both to Merle, see. And I knew that he 

would help them both, as you can see. Well, Eric's gone, but I'm saying they 

both made it because they needed that little kick in the butt that you get from a 

teacher like Merle. I mean, you may gawk and say, "Damn, boy, he jumped on 

me today like something." But either you're going to quit or you are going to 

come back punching him a little bit. The guy says, "Now you're practicing; that 

sounds more like it." You know what I mean. Then you say, "Shoot, he'd better 

say something," because you worked your tail off that week. So, like I was 

saying, with those two guys- I told Eric to study with him, but don't study any 

more than a year-that was my advice. And Eric took that advice as being 

golden. Because I'm saying after a year with him-it doesn't mean that it wasn't 

good-you're going to lose identity and everything. Because he's got you 

blowing and he's got you on those books, and you get faster and you get to the 



point where you can read everything. But Merle was going on like this was the 

only thing that's going on, you know what I mean? 

Isoardi 

Oh, with rapid sight-reading, essentially? 

Collette 

Yeah, well, mainly that, and he wasn't a jazz player at all, so how much time 

can you-? You can get fast there. "Now, okay, now we'll get four more books 

and you'll get fast on those." But what you're putting in here is what's going to 

eventually come out. So Eric had a lot of rough edges, but he had the ideas. 

[sings wild phrase] And it would be like the tone would not be too good, 

intonation was not too good. I'd say, "You don't need but a year, and he'll 

straighten your tone out, teach you how to blow." And, as you can see, when 

Eric went to New York, for example- And Merle gets a lot of credit for that.I 

stayed with Merle about three years, and it probably bothered me a little bit 

after a while. But I was in and out of there. He would say, "Yeah, but you're 

doing fine. Then you leave and you go out of town or something like that." 

That helped me, really, to go out of town, because I'd learn other things. But it 

would get me away from practicing like he wanted me to practice. Merle was 

trying to set everybody up like he heard it. But I'd be doing some other dates 

and things that he didn't even know about. You know, I'd be playing some 

funky jazz and stuff like that, and he just went [sings straight sixteenth-note 

phrase]. You'd go out and play those kinds of solos and people would look at 

you and say, "What are you doing?" You know, it was like- So he was so 

strong in what he believed, it was kind of hard to say, "Well, look, this is going 

to hurt me or this is not good." So I'd go in and he'd say, "Well, come on, kid, 

you better let me come in and hear your sound." He'd hear the mouthpiece or 

something and he'd want to work on it. And maybe he was right. You know, 

sometimes you've gotten used to it and it wasn't sparkling. He'd want to hit it a 

time or two, and the thing might squawk a little more, it might be a littleharder 

to play, but he'd say, "Well, just go on and blow on it. You'll get used to it." But 

that was the kind of guy he was.So I knew that when I sent Eric in, I didn't 

want anything to happen to him like that. I said, "One year," and Eric waved 

good-bye. And it was just right. It was almost like a training period: you get to 

the point, ship him out. I didn't want him to stay there and do that. And with 

Frank it was the same kind of thing. He had a lot of trouble with Frank because 

Frank was still into little problems early. Frank kind of got a dope thing- 

Isoardi 

That early on? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Well, a little bit. He was chipping, or whatever you call it, a little bit 

here and there. But Frank came out here when he was fourteen. In fact, Bill and 



I had that Crystal Tea Room, which Bill will probably tell you about. We set it 

up to train musicians. That was in 1949. Frank Morgan was just fourteen years 

old-or '48-and he came out and he was playing marvelous. He was a young, 

green kid, but he could really play. His dad was Stanley Morgan. And we had a 

lot of people over there: Eric Dolphy, Walter Benton, Ernest Crawford, 

Kenneth Metlock, Sweet Pea Robinson. All these kids came over. They were 

all young. And the Crystal Tea Room was a thing where Bill and I just decided 

that we would have something where we could start meeting people and 

making sure that everybody was learning. We've always done that, you know. 

Isoardi 

It was like a school? 

Collette 

Yeah, like a school. You know, whether it was a Lloyd Reese-type thing, we 

both were probably- Well, I think another mutual teacher that we had-he wasn't 

really my teacher, he was Bill's teacher-Percy McDavid- You know that name? 

Isoardi 

No. 

Collette 

Percy was a marvelous guy. I think he taught Bill, maybe not from the 

beginning, but Bill was in one of his schools in Kansas City. Percy taught. 

Percy was also the guy who taught Illinois Jacquet, his brother Russell 

[Jacquet], Arnett Cobb, the Simon brothers-Maurice and Freddie-so he was a 

marvelous teacher. In fact, when Illinois Jacquet was here at Catalina [Bar and 

Grill], Percy's wife was in the audience, and also his teacher from grade school 

was there, this amazing lady, looked like she was only about fifty years old. I 

said, "Damn, that's kind of weird." But anyway, he had Josephine McDavid 

there. He said, "Well, this is the wife of the guy that really helped me the most, 

Mr. McDavid." And McDavid was my friend. He also taught Bill, see. 

Isoardi 

So this guy came out also to L.A. from Kansas City. 

Collette 

Yeah. He came out from Kansas City. 

Isoardi 

Same time, at the end of the war? 

Collette 

Yes, a little later. I think I met him probably the last of the forties, maybe the 

early fifties. 

Isoardi 

A lot of teachers coming out to Southern California. 

Collette 



Oh, yeah. So we met them, and, like I say, it was a great period, because all the 

different influences- With me being able to try to keep Eric and them while 

they were here, because the way I felt about Eric and Frank- And, like I say, 

Frank was with me a lot, but at the same time he was hanging with a different 

crowd of people. Eric, we loved Eric.And Eric, like James Newton, who's the 

same kind of young man, he came to me with rough skills, twenty years old. He 

said, "Look, I was studying with the guy-" Piccolo playing down in a 

symphony with Miles Zentner. "And since Miles didn't play jazz-he knows I 

want to play jazz-he said come and see you." I said, "Well, let's see what we 

can do with you." But he played good, you know. And I just said, "Well, here 

are things that we can do to smooth you out, center your tone a little bit, let you 

hear." We played duets together. And you listened, you picked it up, and then 

you're on your way. His first record he made was not too good. He and the 

guitar player weren't in tune. But these are the things that you need. You need 

somebody to- The guidance things. When somebody says, "Well, Eric said you 

were his teacher," I really don't know, to tell you the truth, because we played 

together and we discussed things. With James Newton, the same thing. I don't 

know what I told him. He could play, you know; he knew all the fingering. And 

there are certain books, maybe, we went through, and then we discussed that. 

He had solos and I had solos.But part of it was when we played together I could 

find out whether I felt comfortable with him as a team player. I'm not talking 

about his talent for solo. Are you ready to say, "You're my flute buddy" or 

"You're playing first and I'm playing second" or vice versa? And when you've 

got that happening, you say, "Hey, I'll see you down the line somewhere. 

There's nothing much I can tell you. I mean, if you want to come and take 

lessons, it's all right-I'm not putting down a lesson thing. But if you can arrive 

at a thing where the guy is responding and listening and being a team player, he 

knows the flexibility, then, as you send him out- "Look, you're going to get 

better next year. You're going to be better in everything. But you'll be on the 

right road." And those guys were easy to reach on that level.I have people come 

here and they want to do one thing so much that they don't care about the other 

things. You say, "Yeah, but when we played together, the intonation-" The guy 

says, "Well, look, I'm going to have my own band anyway, and I want to be 

this." And you're saying, "Yeah, but that's a long road." In fact, you don't even 

want to twist the arm and say, "Well, fine, then why did you come? You just 

keep going on your own way." But you never see those guys anymore. They 

never show up, because they're not going to be able to get the little experiences. 

They're not going to meet the right people who are going to tolerate it. It's not 

just your personality. It's the way you sound, it's the way you can accept 

whatever part: "Oh, I can play third or fourth," you know. I mean, they'd be, 

"Hey, I only used to play first."The best first player- I mean, my thing- As Bill 



knows, too. He probably went through a lot of that through here, in this town, 

playing in all the bands. I probably played second and third and fourth and fifth 

to all the players, the best players and not the best players. So I know them all 

very well from them being my so-called leader. A lot of them don't know me 

from that position, me being their leader. And some of them are missing things. 

They hear me on records, they say, "Why, the guy can play, yeah." A couple of 

times it would happen where you got a good team under you and you got the 

first part. Well, that's heaven in a way. But a lot of times what would happen, 

when I'd get the first part it was because the so-called good team is all busy. 

And I was part of a good team and proud to say it, but I'm saying now I've got 

to win the game with a lesser team. The leader's saying, "Yeah, but it's not 

sounding like we like," and all you're saying is, "You got what you got." And 

no matter what part I'm on, or even if I'm on lead, I can help them a little. Just 

say, "Guys, a little easier. You're not listening." Or "You're playing too loud." I 

can do that. They're not paying you for that part. And most of them do that. But 

it's not going to be like if I got the lead and we got Ronnie [Lang] in the section 

and "Cip" [Gene Cipriano] and Bill and those guys to back me up. And that's 

the thing that's- Well, it's good to know what to tell people, because many times 

we've had a bad team and it almost sounded as good as a good team. But, of 

course, that didn't mean that you were going to work with them that much, 

because as soon as the A-1 team is ready again, they're back in and they've got 

no problems in sounding that way. But that's the other thing.Some of these little 

tricks and some of these little experiences I was able to pass on to a few people 

that, I'm happy to say, made it. And even if they didn't make it solo-wise, when 

we did the thing- And I don't deserve the credit for the Eric thing in this, 

because Eric was playing notes like a mile a minute. Part of it was Lloyd Reese 

in the early days and later on with Merle, getting the sound and everything. 

When we did a thing with Mingus in Town Hall in probably 1963, maybe it 

was, Eric was probably the fastest and the best reader and one of the most 

comfortable, because he had worked a lot with Mingus's music, too, at the time, 

which gave him a little advantage. You know how you [sings wild phrase]. You 

had those kind of chops, really. And it wasn't a matter of reading every note; 

you sort of knew how to do it. 

Isoardi 

Lloyd Reese, part of his technique, didn't it involve imitating sounds that you 

heard outside with your instrument? Birds, whatever? 

Collette 

I don't know. Possibly. 

Isoardi 

Really stretching the notes, stretching the sounds? [tape recorder off] It seems 

that there were quite a few teachers coming into Southern California around the 



war years, and very good teachers, so not only were there so many talented 

guys like yourself, but you also had a handful of just top-notch teachers as well. 

Collette 

Well, the city, in a way, I guess- Well, things changed so much. You're right. 

The teachers that came in- But I think those that left the real imprint on us were 

people like, you know, the ones that I had a chance to meet. Of course a couple 

at the high school, too. There was a guy named Verne Martin that I mentioned. 

Verne Martin was a guy that also pointed us in the right direction with-they 

were kind of like steps-Eddie Davis and McNeely, Bobby. Big Jay was always 

four or five years younger, and he was never around. While we were fifteen, he 

was twelve or so. But anyway, he finally got into some of this stuff, too, 

because he and Sonny Criss came by. And when I used to come in from the 

service, they'd come to me. So it was all like a hand-me-down situation. You 

don't even need always three or four years with a person if you're able to 

unravel some of the problems. You know, "What do you do here when this 

doesn't work?" "Well, heck, you work that out or you get a better horn or you 

get a mouthpiece." And the guy says, "Well! Never thought of it. Now I'm on 

my way." So that happened a lot, too. But, I'm saying, in the days when Verne 

Martin was a teacher- Louis Lippi left Jordan, and then they brought in Verne 

Martin. I think they brought him in at the same time that Louis was there, 

really, but it was getting to be so many students. 

Isoardi 

This was while you were at Jordan? 

Collette 

While I was at Jordan High School, yeah. Well, we're talking about, yeah, 

probably the early forties. I graduated in '41, so it might have been the last year 

or so. So 1940, probably. Verne Martin actually was much more of a musician 

than Lippi was. Lippi was a versatile musician, though. He played a little 

violin- He was a kind of jack of all trades. He played trumpet enough to play 

better than the students. He could play something there and a little violin, and 

he could play enough that he could encourage everybody. But Verne was a fine 

saxophone player, clarinet player. In fact, I think he still is here today, Verne. 

Lippi died.Verne came in, and he was like a studio player at the time, very tall 

guy, about six feet six or so, thin. But we liked him because we could see there 

was another quality there in the way he played. "Hey, you play studio or 

something with that kind of sound?" He said, "Well, yeah, this is the sound that 

the studio players use." So we were intrigued by that. We hadn't heard that, not 

in person. We had saxophones, too, but we didn't sound like that. So between 

the three of us, the buddies, Eddie and Bobby and me, who hung together and 

rehearsed together and did a lot of things together, we said, "Maybe we should 



catch Martin to see if he'll stay." Bobby was that kind of guy. "We'll have him 

stay after class and-" 

Isoardi 

This is Bobby? 

Collette 

Bobby McNeely, Big Jay's brother. He said, "We'll have him stay after class, 

and maybe he can teach us what he's doing there, because there's something 

about that sound that he's getting that's great." So he went for it. He said, "Well, 

what I'll do is I'll stay. I got to work somewhere, but I'll bring a sandwich and 

I'll teach you guys and just go right to work from school." He was a nice man, 

you know. He was.So he would do that, and we'd ask him, "Well, look, why is 

your sound-?" He says, "Well, one thing," he says, "is I'm using vibrato." And 

he says, "We have to use vibrato to make the tone work, intonation." It's like 

nobody teaches vibrato. Some do, but, I mean, he would discuss it openly. He 

said, "Well, there are waves, like three a beat, four a beat," or something like 

that. And he showed us how- He would do it with straight tone, and then he'd 

start doing vibrato, like he would play the melody with a vibrato. And we 

looked at each other. We didn't know if we liked it or what, but it was different, 

it was interesting. By hearing him do that, it made such a difference, him 

saying- We learned so much just from that one day with him. This guy was a 

master at it. He said, "When we're playing in the studio, we're matching 

vibratos. We're listening to the lead player; we're matching his sound." And we 

thought about that.So Bobby and I took it probably further than Eddie did. 

Eddie was kind of like- Eddie was very talented, though, but he kind of felt, 

"Well, I kind of like the way I do it." And you can always take that attitude. So 

Bobby and I used to go track down the bands to find out if they were doing 

what Verne said. If the vibratos were going, we'd be listening. We caught over 

at the Trianon, I think it was- It used to be on Friestone [Boulevard] and 

Manchester [Boulevard], same area. There was a big ballroom there. Al 

Donahue and the Bob Crosby band, a lot of bands would come in there. And 

actually he was right. They were using it. It was almost like the players had 

studied, not necessarily from the same teachers, but basically the same school 

of "This is the way sections should sound. This is the way your saxophone 

player should play if they are going to be doing studio work or radio or 

whatever." Because TV wasn't in that much. It was mainly radio and records. 

Radio more than records then. And the bands that did a lot of the records, the 

so-called jazz records, Benny Goodman and a lot of those guys, had come 

through the same school, and I think New York was the beginning.That's why I 

say Merle Johnston was probably the first New York-style teacher who taught 

that school section: vibratos. "Hey, got five good saxophone players? Monday 

night." "What Monday night?" "You guys are all here with me. We're going to 



play over these things." So your teacher's preparing you for your- The next step 

is your job, and he's knows what you're going to do when you get on the job 

because he can hear you play. "So now you play the third and you play the 

first" and "You got a tenor, you play the tenor on this." That's the way those 

guys taught. And when you came out of there, you were Mr. Versatile. You had 

to be. 

Isoardi 

Where did he teach? 

Collette 

Merle? His studio was right at Melrose [Avenue] and Western [Avenue]. He 

had a little shop. In fact, it was a little office kind of a thing and the junkiest 

shop you've ever seen. But he went from being Mr. Clean with the greatest to 

come out here, and I think he told me the story himself, why he came out here, 

because I was very curious. I think Little Mac told me about him first. He said, 

"The big guy from New York is out here teaching now, Merle Johnston." I 

think it was Little Mac who told me. And I said, "Well, where is he?" He said, 

"In a little shop down there, 4992 Melrose." I said, "What's he doing there?" He 

said, "Well, he moved out from New York."So when I finally got to know 

Merle, he told me that he and his wife broke up, and part of that, he said- And 

he was probably a pretty wild guy in a way. But I think he was very busy. I 

mean, he had saxophones on a couple of radio shows, Merle Johnston's 

saxophone quartets, maybe three or four of them playing. And all the top guys 

were coming to him. If you wanted to play saxophone you would go to Merle. I 

mean, it was almost like he had that kind of control, if you can believe that. 

And the guys told me that. They said he was something else. Two or three of 

the great teachers who taught later-and I know they're good-they said, "Yeah, 

we studied with Merle." Some of them went on their own way.But anyway, 

Merle said about his wife's thing that they- Oh, he was out someplace, a party, 

and some woman kissed him on the neck and it got on his shirt. He came home 

and his wife said, "So that's what you've been doing all these late nights" and 

everything, something like that, he told me. And she said, "That's it." No matter 

what he tried to say-this is his version, because I never talked to her-that was it 

for him. And, boy, it threw him a curve. He just said, "Later" and just packed 

his horn and came out, and his whole thing changed. You know, then he had 

suits on; out here he changed it.He was very good with machinery and also 

electronics and things; he was that kind of brain. [tape recorder off] He was a 

genius in knowing about what kind of place- He'd say, "Now, wait a minute, 

kid. You don't buy that. You get a Magnavox, and you get this kind of tuner." 

You know, he was that way. And he was a guy that almost was- Different than 

Lloyd Reese, though. Lloyd was right, but he was- [He would] kind of smile if 

he didn't think it was okay. But Merle, he'd say, "Wait a minute, now. You've 



got to play Selmer alto. Get rid of all of that other stuff. You've got to do this. 

You've got to have this mouthpiece." So he was really straight. He'd get into 

trouble with people if you didn't agree with him. He'd either want to throw you 

out or he was through with you. But he was pretty right most of the time, too. 

He knew what to do to get you to a certain point. And that's why I was saying 

with Eric, I wanted him to get out. But this thing with him of- He also taught 

singers how to sing, because he knew sound, he really did. He was into that. 

And he had a thing, too, that- I've never seen this. That early he had a thing 

where he had his microphones or something out in front of his thing, and you 

could get off the bus and he could hear you talking. Or you could go to the bus 

stand, which was, like, from about here to that outer wall where that little clock 

is- That would be how far the bus stop would be from his door. 

Isoardi 

Something like eight yards? 

Collette 

Yeah. But somehow he had something out there, and he could crank up the 

thing somehow without getting the feedback. And if you'd say, "That Merle is 

full of shit," he'd say, "God, I heard you talking about me when you were at the 

bus stop"-or something or other-"out in front." But he could actually hear, you 

know. That was wild, but he was- 

Isoardi 

[laughter] The guy sounds a bit paranoid. 

Collette 

Well, who knows why he did it. He liked to probably just do all those things 

because- And he always had these big speakers like this in his thing. Oh, he had 

some marvelous sound. But, like I say, he was way ahead then. We're talking 

about, what, '50, '48, '49? He had like- I don't know. Like now it's JVC or 

something. But these are the big speakers that maybe the studios had. Then he 

had the finest amplifiers. He had all these books around, and whatever it would 

be, he'd say, "Kid, you've got to get this thing with the so-and-so." And how 

many watts and so-and-so he'd tell you. He'd say, "God, wait till you hear that 

sound." Then he'd get a new one in with his trashy place, and he would say, 

"Now, listen outside, you hear this traffic and you hearo people talking." You 

know what I mean? They'd be, like you say, fifteen feet, twenty feet away, and 

he was able to pick that up. I don't know how he was doing it, man. Like I say, 

he was kind of nutty and- But the sound was great. What he would do, too, 

sometimes he would put a record on- And you're talking about a record 

sounding good in these big speakers, and the little room was just about as big as 

this area here, if you can imagine. To this wall, to this door, right across here. 

That was the size of his room. Maybe a little space for a toilet. 

Isoardi 



About eight by twelve feet? 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah. So now he's got the big speakers in there, he's got his record 

player, and he's got horns and books, and his place was trashy, too. But you 

were in there, and he would close the door. And you felt like you were in a 

death chamber or something-you know what I mean. Because now he's angry, 

and a lot of times he says, "Okay, how fast did you play this?" He'd run the 

metronome up to about 160 and say, "Okay." [sings rapid phrase]He knew 

everything by heart for tenor or alto. Now, if an alto player came, he played it 

in the alto key. If a tenor player came, he played it in his key. So you could 

understand that if it was a tenor key, then he would learn it, but he learned to 

transpose in the alto key. So if you were having trouble with it, it was because 

you didn't know it, because he knew it by heart. It was hard stuff, but he 

mastered all those books.So another thing he would do- Since I played jazz and 

everything, like Eric and Frank and them, he'd put records on and turn the 

speakers up, right? It wasn't noisy like today, you know. [mimics chaotic 

noises] It would be maybe something with some strings, or it might be 

[singing] "I remember you..." So he'd say, "Okay, let's hear you play that," and 

then he'd turn it up louder. He'd say, "I can't hear you blowing. Blow!" [mimics 

winded horn playing] And then he would get to the point where, yeah, he knew 

that now you could be heard over a band if the band was trying to crowd you. 

Or he might say, "Well, the mouthpiece is not kicking out. Give me that 

mouthpiece." [rubs hands together] He would do this and that, and then he'd put 

that volume up on you. Then every night you'd be blowing your little butt off. 

[mimics winded horn playing again] I mean, mainly volume, because how 

much can you think now? You're trying to get this power into the horn! But 

there was a method to his madness. It worked after a certain point. You got to a 

point where your sound- Well, your sound is air, too. He gets you puffing and 

blowing on that thing like that, and then you had to figure out how to blow like 

that and still play something interesting. And that takes time, too, because most 

of the time you're in a setting where you can't practice at that volume.But the 

giants play pretty full. He was right in that way. The giants don't suck on their 

horns, you know, whether it was Hawkins or Dexter or "Bird" [Charlie Parker]. 

I mean, an incident with Bird- He played in my kitchen, and I knew we were 

going to be evicted, because he played so strong, consistently strong. And I'm 

not saying it was loud, because it was still so musical. [sings phrase] "What the 

hell is going on? Is it a hurricane or an earthquake?" You know what I mean. It 

was that kind of energy going into that thing-marvelous, though, when you hear 

it.So Merle was doing that in a sense, except he was doing it on his studies, 

which were not as interesting. But he actually- That's why I think some of his 

stuff was very good. He was a great teacher for that period. I just think time 



caught up with him and the thing changed. From the forties to the fifties, there 

was a big change. 

Isoardi 

How long did he keep teaching? Was he around for-? 

Collette 

He was around till at least about- I don't know when he died, but maybe around 

the sixties. 

Isoardi 

And he taught until then? 

Collette 

Yes, but taught basically the same thing. So maybe he was the king in the early 

forties or even last of the thirties, taught all the big- He said Buddy Saffer- You 

know, he named the guys, and I've heard some of those names. You know, the 

big radio things. "Well, so-and-so, that's another one of my guys. He's a top 

player at so-and-so." And he would name four or five of the top people. And 

you'd ask about two or three of the names, and, yeah, they were the great guys. 

A lot of them didn't know who they studied with, but I'm saying he was very 

proud that he had pushed them into being the top players.But you're right. I 

think after a while I knew, too, after we got into- It really helped me a lot, 

though, being with him, being around him. He would drive you real hard. He 

wanted everything to be perfect. He'd say, "My gosh, I heard you guys on the 

radio last night." He says, "It could have been nicer than that." His face would 

look like, "Gosh, couldn't you have gotten a better drummer or bass player that-

?" And then he would be like that. It really made you think, because rather than 

saying, "Oh, man, it was fantastic," you know- And maybe even I adopted 

some of that, too, without being too critical. With James the same thing. I said, 

"Well-" Which was true. It was a good record for a young man. But I'm saying, 

"Yeah, but the only thing is that you and your guitar player weren't together; 

either he should have tuned up to you or something." And those are the kinds of 

things that make the difference.But anyway, Merle was a very interesting guy, 

and he taught a lot. I think Teddy Edwards went there for a while. Frank 

Morgan. Jewell Grant-the guy I told you about with his baritone-he went there. 

And he did wonders for all of us. He made us know that when you're in 

a section playing, that's a whole other role; it's a whole other animal. And if you 

have that, you've got something very special.Like on the session yesterday, for 

example, we did a thing- We had three clarinets on the first three stands, and 

Jack Kelso- You know Jackie, don't you? Jackie had his short barrel on; he 

keeps going back and forth on his short barrel. These are all tips, you know, but 

I'm just saying how you learn about this thing. We had a discussion about short 

barrels on clarinet.Jackie keeps saying, "Well, don't you use a short barrel?"I 

said, "Well, no, I try to use one that, if nothing more- It may be a little flat with 



the clarinet when I pick it up, but usually you have a chance, if you're playing 

it, to warm up a little bit, and then it moves up."And Jackie keeps hearing that 

as being- "Yeah, but if I start right on it or I've got to do that, I'm happier."I 

said, "Well, then, when you warm up, what do you do?"He said, "Well, I've got 

to pull out."I said, "Yeah, but, see, mine doesn't." It's not anything I invented, 

but you learn these tricks from the pros who will tell you, "Well, you can't have 

it too flat because you don't have a warm-up. But if you have it too short, the 

moment you warm up then you're pulling it out, and then you've got all this gap 

in there, right?"So yesterday I had my regular barrel on, which is not too sharp, 

and it might have been a little flat or a little low, but the other guys got the part. 

We've got Cip, we've got- I think Bill was on bass clarinet. Bill could move his 

in and out with the little deal on the neck. Gary Foster and Cipriano- So we all 

had basically a pitch that we stayed with. So Jackie, he kept moving his barrel 

out, and he finally said- Which is something that you can go with if that's your 

thing. The guy up in San Francisco [George Koregolas] said this about Jackie, 

too. He said, "He's great. I'm not knocking his talent, he's fantastic." But he 

said, "If a guy is in a spin like that, you just have to let him go, because he'll 

come out when he wants."So he finally told me the same kind of thing that we 

talked about many times-if we've talked about it once, we've talked about it 

thirty times-in a period of maybe five years. He said, "You know, I finally- I 

had my 42 barrel"-or whatever number-"and then I got my 46 out, and then I 

found that we were matching up real good."And I said, "Well, you finally got 

to the long barrel."He said, "Yeah."And I said, "Well, I feel that if I'm a little 

flat and the thing warms up, then I'm hoping that I'll be closer in tune." I said, 

"If you found that out, why don't you just use that barrel?" [laughter]So as we 

left, he says, "I think I'll do that."But there's no guarantee he will, because I 

think he does like going through whatever you have to go through. Some 

people go through something, and they'll finally arrive a week late and they'll 

say, "At least I had all this fun getting here." You say, "Yes, you probably did, 

but if you want to go to San Francisco, go ahead. You don't have to stop all 

along the way." So it was cute. I mean, all the different theories. But there you 

go. With these kinds of tips, if you just use them and not just keep 

experimenting, short of mouthpieces and things we are always going to do- But 

sometimes even that you say, "Hey, man, when you play this, it's good enough. 

Now you just play the horn." You say, "Well, if I could just get one that sounds 

brighter-" You'll always be looking. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

And a lot of times you can hear on record- On playback I've heard many things 

on record I did and said, "Boy, that horn and that mouthpiece would have been 



plenty good enough for now," and you give it up. But it's not just you 

producing that sound alone. I've seen many times guys, "Oh, the mouthpiece is 

good, the horn is good," because they add that little something. That's still you 

is what I'm trying to say, except they made it come across more alive. Like 

sometimes people sound so much better on records than they can sound in 

person, but still basically them, whether the flute's a little duller or whatever. 

They can spark it. And some of the great flute players I've heard, they don't 

play as loud as they may sound on record or something. But you kind of live 

with that. Go play your records if you're- 

Isoardi 

[laughter] Okay, Buddy. 

Collette 

Yeah, okay. I hope you got enough here. 

Isoardi 

I guess we can wrap it up now and then maybe next time we can take off with 

Central Avenue. 

Collette 

All right. We can get into some of that. 

1.5. Tape Number: III, Side One September 13, 1989 

Isoardi 

I'd like to today talk about your career during the war [World War II], your 

time in the service, and then Central Avenue, at least to the extent you knew it. 

But before we get into that, I wonder if we could cover two things. One is just 

your sort of general comments on what the avenue was like in the thirties when 

you were a teenager, the first time you went there and what it was like then. 

This way as we go along we can contrast it to different periods. Also I'd like 

you to talk a bit about [Charles] Mingus's comments on you guys' lives as 

teenagers in Watts in his book Beneath the Underdog. He talks about how wild 

you guys were! I was just curious as to how much of this was Mingus's fantasy 

or how much was true. 

Collette 

Well, I think 50 percent was probably accurate. I think it's like any idea you can 

get; you can always blow it up to being something else. You know, I'm pretty 

sure that if you look at Mingus the way he was, period, he was very creative, 

very inventive, and loved a lot of fanfare. He loved a lot of the "something was 

happening," had to be happening. If you'd go hear him play at a certain period- 

I'm talking about the later years. People used to go to see what he was going to 

do next, whether his dress was different. Even as a young man he would always 

be doing something to sort of attract the crowd or have people look at him. He 



shaved his head. And he was one of the first talking about- The hippies and the 

hair stuff in the sixties and all that, Mingus did that in probably '38, '39, and 

'40. So I'm trying to say he was into his own thing when it was very strange. 

You'd see someone walking down the street with their head shaved in the 

middle or something or all off- Now you would hardly notice it, because, you 

know, it's just some of the strange people. But then he was doing a lot of that. 

He was very heavy, had bowed legs, so he kind of stood out. And he wasn't a 

shy person at all; he could do things like that without feeling self-conscious. 

Then every now and then he would pick fights with guys that he couldn't even 

win just to keep some activity going. And I think in the book- We were active 

young guys, but, heck, we were real, in a way, kind of nice young guys, 

meaning that there was no drinking and dope at that time for us. 

Isoardi 

So the apartment you guys had on the side wasn't as wild as- 

Collette 

Well, no, it wasn't as wild as he said. The apartment- Gosh, we were lucky 

sometimes; we would have young ladies come by. But at that time there was no 

way to pull any fancy stuff or even get real serious with them, because at that 

period I don't think we were well aware of any kind of protection-maybe 

condoms a little bit-but, I mean, it was almost hush-hush. And if you had 

anything to do with any young ladies at, say, age fifteen or sixteen, you knew 

good and well that it would be marriage, you know, almost like shotgun-type, 

from the father. So we all knew that, that was the word. In other words, you 

couldn't even sneak, because all of a sudden a guy would knock on your door 

and say, "Hey, all right, let's do it up." So we were being very careful, because 

that's all we knew. And we would go to the apartment- One of my friends, 

Amos Green- I think he got married early; he might have been seventeen or so. 

He had an apartment and apparently made the girl pregnant. But he had his 

apartment and then he'd let us come by after school.I always had a car since I 

was fifteen years old, so a lot of times Mingus would be with us. And it was in 

the same area Mingus lived in, you know. Mingus lived on 108th [Street] and 

Compton [Avenue], and this apartment was like on 103d [Street] or something, 

104th [Street]. But we'd go by with Cokes and little sandwiches and stuff, and 

we had a ball. But, see, the dope and the drinking and stuff wasn't there. I was 

fifteen years old, fifteen, sixteen years old. But the idea of having a car and 

being able to have money in the pocket- We were working little jobs. I had also 

worked the Follies by then with the Woodman brothers and Maxwell Davis, the 

Follies Theatre on Main Street, near about Third [Street] or Fourth [Street] and 

Main Street. Big follies, you know, with the dancing girls and the comedians. 

Mickey Rooney's father was named Joe Yule; he was one of the top comedians 

there. And some of the dancing ladies: Tempest Storm and Lily St. Cyr. All 



those, you know. There I was at fifteen years old in the pit, working. So we 

were making money then. I had a car, not a brand-new car then. My 

grandmother, when she'd get a new car after four or five years- Not all the time, 

but I know one time she didn't want to sell her car, so she thought that maybe 

I'd want it. I took it, and at that time it was pretty safe, much safer then than 

giving a fifteen-year-old kid a car now! [laughter] So that was why they could 

do it. If we had been drinking and doping and stuff, it wouldn't have worked 

out.But I think when Mingus wrote the book, he wanted to put a little extra 

spice in there about what those parties- You know, having your own little 

apartment-which wasn't really ours; it was our friend's apartment-and going 

there. We could spend a couple of hours after school sometimes if we wanted. 

But that wasn't every day; we were too serious with our music to spend all that 

time. But, heck, a party one day a week or so- And [we would] make some 

cheese and some meat and stuff and really just have a ball and then go on 

home. But that was the extent of that, although there were a lot of things in the 

book, too, that he let his fantasy get carried away. I mean, he had imagined, 

what, having sex with many, many ladies in the same night and all that. I guess 

it was good reading for a lot of people.But a lot of stuff about my dad [Willie 

Collette] was true. My dad was just like- If you had asked him something, he 

would give you his feelings about- Mingus used to always fall in love. He'd 

say, "Gosh, I'd like to see how I could really make this woman love me," and 

like that. So he might be asking you, and a lot of the time I wouldn't hear him 

asking because it would be his private thing. Mingus would come to visit me 

every day, almost, in the summer, and we would jam a while. If my dad 

happened to be home one day, he would catch him. And my dad said, "Well, 

look, let me tell you what you do." My dad was always one who would kind of 

whisper; he wouldn't tell in front of everybody. That was the information that 

this guy wanted. So he might say, "Now, here's what you do," and things like 

that. So I'm pretty sure all that stuff my dad told him was true. Now, he might 

have elaborated on a few things, but my dad was ready to help you. If you 

wanted any information, he would tell you to the best of his knowledge. But my 

dad didn't realize, and I think he never realized- It was like in certain cases 

you're just talking to a young man, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen years old. 

Whether one day he's going to become famous and he's going to put a book 

out- 

Isoardi 

And tell the world about it. 

Collette 

Yeah, well, you don't know that. I had a lot of friends, and he was probably the 

only one that was able to get a book out and got that famous, let's say. So my 

dad wasn't anticipating all this to happen and neither was I, except I knew the 



guy could play his instrument. We never know how far it's going to go. But 

that's why I say a lot of the stuff was interesting that he said and talked about, 

but part of it- That's what made him the kind of musician, too. I think being a 

jazz musician, being a writer, composer, and everything, if you have that 

creative element, even though they might say he was crazy- You never knew 

what he was going to do and everything, but his music was always interesting. 

It wasn't always the same, you know, "Oh, it's good. Tomorrow night it will be 

exactly the same." No. Tomorrow night he would start somewhere different and 

try something completely different. 

Isoardi 

Even as a kid? 

Collette 

Always. That was his personality. He didn't come from any mold that we can- 

It just- It happens, you see what I mean? He was a very unusual kind of a guy. 

He got on the bass- I mentioned, I guess, where we met. And then later on he 

used to always bother me even when I was in the service, which we'll get to. 

Letters would come to me, and it wouldn't say "Hello" or anything. The letter 

would say, "Gosh, you told me to practice eight hours a day and I'd be the best 

bass player." That would be the way the letter would start! "And I'm doing that 

now and I can't get along with anybody." And "I'm playing better than 

everybody, and everybody's playing out of tune. I tell them to tune up and they 

want to fight me!" He was just into doing- I used to say things to him and he 

would believe it, like nobody else could say anything different. And I would 

just tell him what I had heard. He'd say, "Well, look, how do I get to be the best 

bass player in the world?" I'd say, "You've got to practice and you've got to stay 

in tune. You've got to be a good musician." You know, maybe a little few 

things, and he would take that to be the word. The word. 

Isoardi 

Why that kind of deference to you? 

Collette 

I don't know. 

Isoardi 

You really sound special. 

Collette 

Well, I don't know, except, you see, you can't buy that- I mean, that happens 

maybe if you find one person in life that would feel that way about you, and he 

did. We were closer than brothers in a way. He was a problem guy in a sense, 

but when I was around he was peaceful. He wouldn't even do a lot of things 

without-There was a Town Hall concert we did. And he gave them a bad time. 

The guy from United Artists [Records] called me up and he said, "Mingus says 

he's got to have you here for this concert." That was a concert where they had 



about thirty-five pieces. They had ten saxophones. No way in the world he 

needed me, but he needed me for moral support and whatever else I would 

always add to him. And he told the guy, "I cannot do it unless he's here." So the 

guy said, "We don't have any other money." And I said, "Well, listen, if you 

don't have the money and he needs you guys, you guys work it out." In other 

words, "I'm here if you need me," and I hung up the phone. Half an hour or an 

hour later he called me back and he says, "Can you come here for three or four 

days and do the thing?"There were times when he definitely needed me, 

because the people didn't understand him, a lot of people. But when I'd come 

around he was like a kitten-he was a nice, nice man all the time. I don't know 

what started it, whether it was because I was there to suggest that he get to the 

bass. You know, every now and then one little thing can trigger that. He just 

had all the faith in the world in me.We only fell out one time. The one time we 

fell out was after this concert. I mean, fell out- We didn't really fall out, but we 

screamed at each other. And that never happened in all those years. As wild as 

he was- He would fight anybody at the drop of a hat. He was always about to 

say something, and it was almost like, "Oh, that's right. Yeah, okay. Good." 

The time we fell out was after the Town Hall concert. 

Isoardi 

Was that in the early sixties? 

Collette 

Yeah, about '63 or about '64. I can get the date somewhere. But anyway, this 

was a marvelous concert which he spoiled. He spoiled it because he was 

fighting with George Wein. George Wein wanted a concert; Mingus wanted an 

open recording session. And his idea of an open recording session would mean 

that-the people are there, of course-you could play a tune, then you could stop it 

if you didn't like it or you could do it again. You're recording it, of course, but 

I'm saying you could say, "We'll do that one again because we want to get-" 

You know, he wanted to have that thing with the audience. I said, "I want a 

concert; I don't want that."So when the concert opened up- We all had tuxedos 

on, the band did. Mingus finally walked out with his blue jeans on-I'm talking 

about 1963 maybe-a short-sleeved shirt and a sort of a leather vest and sandals 

with no socks. And everybody else was in a tux and everything. That was at a 

time when- See, nowadays, again, that would not have been so strange. I mean, 

they're wearing jeans and things on stage. That was before they were doing 

that. You know, with the rock stuff coming later and all that and the guys 

dressing in jeans and all that- Because it was a period when bands would get on 

stage- [Jimmie] Lunceford and Duke [Ellington] and them, they were sharp 

white and everything, and there he was. So, like I say, he was way ahead in 

everything he did in that sense, without trying to be. He just did what he 

thought was going to shock somebody or bother somebody. Not so much to 



say, "Oh, I love to wear this." "Okay, I'll do what I want to do here." And he 

did that. And part of his thing with George Wein- He was rebelling against 

George. So he went to the mike- No announcement. I mean, no "Hello" or 

"Good evening" or anything. He was very abrupt like that with his speech. But, 

see, it was good I was there, because he wouldn't have done what he did. We 

got fifty percent of him with me being there; if I hadn't been there, he could 

have killed that whole thing.Because each night after the rehearsal leading up 

to the concert, Jerome Richardson and I would go with him across the street 

somewhere to have breakfast. We rehearsed at midnight till about three in the 

morning, because a lot of the people, like Snooky Young and Bernie Glow and 

Ernie Royal and Milt Hinton and all the fine players, they would be doing 

record dates, so we called the session after the eleven o'clock record dates were 

usually over. So then he wanted to quit each night.That was also the time he hit 

Jimmy Knepper in the mouth. I just got there a little after that happened. And 

he hit Jimmy in the mouth because- So, okay, I arrived at his apartment-leading 

up to the rehearsals-and when I walked into his apartment the lamp was on the 

floor broken and there was music all over the floor. That night I landed was the 

first rehearsal at midnight. So I said, "What happened with the lamp?" He said, 

"Man, Jimmy Knepper called me a name and I had to hit him." And I said, 

"Man, why did you do that?" I said, "You guys-" They were so tight that no 

matter what Jimmy called him, it wouldn't have done it. He might have been 

under pressure or, you know, the idea that the music wasn't ready, but to call 

him a name- They used to go through the South, where Mingus would be in the 

back and Jimmy would be driving, and they did all the tricks that you could 

ever believe. So for Knepper to call him a name, if that was the case, he 

shouldn't have hit him for that. 

Isoardi 

He knocked out some of Knepper's teeth. 

Collette 

Knepper's teeth, yeah. Knepper was there fixing the music for him and 

everything, and they got into it, they really did. I had just got there. I said, 

"What happened?" So he said, "Man, I got my music- We got a rehearsal now 

and I'm not finished. The copyists are waiting." So I throw off the topcoat and 

down on the floor and start writing to fill in the parts. But anyway, at the 

rehearsal Jimmy Knepper came-one tooth was out or something-and they were, 

again, like lovers, man, they were so close. There he was with a tooth out, he 

still couldn't play, but he still brought his music in. He was dedicated to 

him.But anyway, we would go to the breakfast thing, and Mingus said, "I don't 

want to do the concert." And we said, "Man, don't blow the concert. Do it." He 

said, "Yeah, but George Wein doesn't know what I'm talking about." And I 

said, "Look, let's do it." He said, "Well, okay then." Then he could see it. He 



could hear my voice, I don't know why. But that was the way it happened.We 

did the concert, and, like I say, with me being there we might have done a little 

better, but he still blew it. He went to the mike and said, "Well, George Wein 

said this is going to be a concert, but it's not going to be a concert. It's going to 

be an open recording session. So if you don't like that, get your money and get 

out." And everybody laughed because they'd say, "Boy, this is standup 

comedy." Well, that's what it sounded like. I mean, nobody just comes out and 

says- So they said, "Wow," and they kind of applauded. And he looked down, 

"Gosh, what's the matter with these people?"So we went on. We played a 

piece-we played half of a piece-and he stopped it in the middle. Like I say, with 

his dress- And everybody was uptight because we didn't know what was going 

on, because you never know what he's going to do is what I'm trying to say. He 

walks to the mike and he says, "I wouldn't like that, would you?" So he goes 

back to the orchestra and he calls another number. So we play that, and we're 

getting ready-You know, a big band, oh, a marvelous band, the best in town, 

the best jazz players. Trombones: Eddie Bert and Urbie Green. Just name them-

you know what I mean. I got the album somewhere and we can get all the 

names proper. Like I said, Pepper Adams, Jerome Richardson, Phil Woods, 

Seldon Powell, and just go on and on. Bass players: George Duvivier, Milt 

Hinton. Whoever they were, they were there. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Clark Terry in 

the trumpets, also. Eric Dolphy also in the reed section.He did that for the first 

set, which was probably about an hour. We didn't play anything complete. Then 

finally we took intermission. We were so frustrated. He had played games with 

all. And he almost forgot I was there, because I'm in a section. He's just going 

on; he's not saying, "Hi, Buddy" or anything. Which is okay, but I'm saying 

then I can see I'm, like, anonymous, because all these people are there and he's 

just doing all this stuff. So I'm seeing another side of him, which I knew he 

could do, but I was wondering if he was going to finally just level out and go 

ahead and play. He had marvelous music there.In fact, as quiet as it's kept, I 

know some of this stuff they just did recently at the Hollywood Bowl a couple 

of months ago, this was some of the music from the Town Hall concert. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Well, they never performed all that. 

Isoardi 

That was that large Gunther Schuller thing ["Epitaph"]? 

Collette 

Yeah, sure. They would just find that music and pull it together. I knew that he 

had it, but they never played it since, you know. They didn't even play it then. 

We didn't play half of that music that we had together. So it's okay. They found 



it, and they probably had the orchestrators and they finally had the money to do 

it and put Gunther Schuller-which was great, I mean that adds a thing-and he 

said, "Wow." Which has got to be marvelous. This man worked at this stuff.But 

anyway, we did the concert, and, like I said, up to the intermission we didn't 

play anything. We didn't feel the audience was wanting it, anyway. They 

couldn't go home either, because they hadn't been fulfilled in a way. So they 

hung around and came back. Oh, and after intermission he had- Mingus had an 

uncle or something who played clarinet-I wish I could remember his name. He 

had surprises. "This is my uncle." And his uncle broke it up, kind of Dixieland. 

What happened, they broke it up, and the audience was happy. But they still 

wanted to hear Mingus. He had that thing: "What is he going to do? What is it 

about?"We got on stage again; he was into the same mood. So now it's getting 

pretty close to eleven o'clock, and he still hadn't played anything. He's just 

stalling and doing nothing, and all the people are sitting there. We were just 

about dying by now, because what can you do? He's not calling it. You can't 

just play with that big thing. And then finally, about eleven fifteen, the 

stagehands began to kind of slowly pull the curtain, because nothing was going 

on. I mean, they wanted to get out of there. Those guys are funny; they don't 

care anything about music. At least, if they did, they want to go home now. So 

they start pulling the curtain. And it was a disaster until Clark Terry, who was 

there-he's a beauty-went into "In a Mellotone" [sings], and the band started 

jamming like you've never heard a band jam. 

Isoardi 

I'll bet! 

Collette 

Especially a thirty-one, thirty-five piece, you know. And the guy starts setting 

riffs, and the crowd ran out and pulled the curtains back and- You know, it's 

New York, man! They whooped it up. So that one thing, which must have 

lasted about a half an hour, and everybody soloed and jammed and set riffs. 

They finally put the record out, but everything else is very well edited to try to 

make things work. 

Isoardi 

How did Mingus react to this sudden jam? 

Collette 

Well, he was completely surprised. I guess that he couldn't get upset with the 

guys. [tape recorder off] Yeah, well, I could do a whole book on him. But he 

was that kind of character. People knew certain stories about him, like maybe 

that Jimmy Knepper story. Those are the things that get around. But there was 

another side to him, a very quiet and a very nice side that he didn't show very 

much unless he was in a comfortable setting. And I would help him find that. 

You know, nothing I did. In other words, it's kind of like if somebody likes 



you, they like you. That's kind of a gift, right? And every now and then you 

might want somebody to like you and they don't like you. So it's just one of 

life's things. But apparently I was some person that he could be comfortable 

with and he believed what I said. I could say, "It's raining outside," and he'd 

say, "Yeah." It does happen, but it's a strange kind of thing. Because most of 

the time I'm telling people something and they say, "Well, I don't believe that," 

which is okay. But he believed it. And it was just something that-Anyway, like 

I said, there were so many stories on him. But [going back] to the concert, he 

heard us jamming, and I think he walked off stage like that was it. That's what 

happened. When he walked off like "Oh, later," then Clark Terry caught it. 

Because all of us didn't know what to do at that point. It was good that Clark 

kind of set that and everybody knew that tune. Because he didn't say, "Let's 

play." He just [sings], trumpet all of a sudden, and everybody was so hungry 

and pent up with emotions that we jumped on it. And it was a marvelous jam 

thing. So United Artists finally put that record out. I think I have it somewhere. 

We can at least get data from that, too, if you keep track of me. But anyway, he 

finally came back, because Mingus had his bass there kind of on the stand or 

something where he could get it. So he came back in and he participated in the 

jam, or he did a little playing. He didn't get any solos, but I'm saying he still 

played. So that was our big finale, which lasted about half an hour.So that was 

the end of that, except that we had a meeting at Britt Woodman's house, who 

was another friend of ours who grew up in Watts. Britt was very inspirational 

for Mingus and me, [all the] brothers, the Woodman brothers. Anyway, his 

wife Clara [Woodman] had this dinner. He wanted us all to come over the next 

day so we could all be together. And we went to the house.So Mingus, when 

you're around him, most of the time he was either total music- He was thinking 

about what he was going to do or they were ripping him off or- That was his 

conversation. Or we could remove him. Britt could also do that. We'd talk 

about something else-when we were kids-or we could take him away from that. 

And he loved that, to be a child or to be a fun guy rather than worrying about 

the business and this and that and certain things, because he was always feeling 

his music.So we began to talk. And he said, "Buddy, man, you said that if I got 

the best guys"-this was the conversation-"that they could play my music and 

they would play it, read everything."I said, "Well, yeah, I think they did a very 

good job, because you have very difficult music." You know, we had rehearsals 

at midnight. The guys would come in after doing record dates, and they'd get 

written high as he could and hard as he could and everything.And he kept 

saying, "Well, I don't think they played it like they could have, because you 

said that it would be perfect."I said, "Now, wait a minute." I had to cool down a 

minute. "It was a dream kind of thing for you. You could write what you 

wanted. We had the people there, who were excellent-" He picked them of 



course, but I'm saying I think they did as well as they could, considering we 

didn't have any paid rehearsal. They came and gave the time to try to learn that. 

Well, gosh, they'd look, and, boy, this is- [sings high note] Snooky and them 

were so high, and Ernie, you know- They didn't want to do it, but they did it 

anyway because they didn't want to look bad and sound bad. I said, "Man, that's 

great when you get people that will come in and play your music, that will want 

to play music for you like this, and I think you got to give them more credit 

than that." And he was still kind of unhappy. I said, "Would you do the same 

for them?"He says, "I don't play anybody's music but my own, see?"I said, 

"Well, you see, this is what I'm trying to say: You got a gift, because these guys 

rolled up their sleeves and broke their asses to do it. And the only thing you're 

saying is they didn't-" I said, "You had the sounds in your head, and you're 

bringing thirty-five people together to be like Mingus. You don't do that in a 

couple of rehearsals." And I pointed that out. He's trying to get a unit that 

works, a perfect unit, just by saying, "I got it down there, now let me hear it." 

It's not that way. So that's what I was saying, see. We didn't really fall out, but 

that was the heat of the thing.And he said, "And I'm also unhappy with you 

because you're not doing your own music."I said, "What do you mean I'm not 

doing my own music?"He said, "I'm the only one out of the group that grew up 

and is still writing my music. You guys are all doing studio work. You sold 

out." This was what his attitude was.I said, "I do studio work, but in the 

meantime I'm always doing my own music." See, he didn't know. He's in New 

York, and at the time I've written tunes- I've kept my quintet, right, all the 

way.But it kind of thrilled him, because that was his thing. He kind of felt that 

at one period, out of all of us growing up together, he was the only one still 

doing what we had talked about as kids, writing your own music and things like 

that. And when I told him, he finally loosened up and got warm again and said, 

"Well, I thought you had turned on us and you were just doing studio work and 

you didn't want to do your own stuff."Because when we were kids here, for 

example-kids, sure we were kids; we were eighteen or so-we would test each 

other. He would write the first part of an arrangement or a piece. When Miles 

Davis and Lucky Thompson and them were here, we'd do stuff to hear. He'd 

write the first part, then I would finish it. And our little game at that time was to 

see if people could tell where one stopped and the other started. But we could 

do that because I knew what he did and he knew me very well. We didn't write 

alike, because we were different, but that was the kind of thing that we had 

going. And, like I said, that fallout there was he was saying he was the only one 

who was contributing and most of us had gotten to be wealthy studio players. 

That was a thing with him. He didn't like studio work very much. And in a way 

he was right.He came out here once to spend a week with me, which was 

always a disaster to have him around. I loved him, but he was worse than a 



child, you know. He could cook in there or he would have wines throughout. 

He didn't know how to clean up behind himself. The eggs would be on the floor 

and the ceiling. Mingus, all he could really do was play the bass and write 

music, you know what I mean. But finding out where his shoes were when he 

had to go to work and did he have a white shirt or could he write a check- You 

know what I'm saying, that kind of personality. Give him the bass or the piano 

or the music and he was fine. So I had my three kids with me at the time. He 

came in and- I was working a lot, which was true. And he didn't sleep very 

much. He had back problems most of the time, because a lot of the time he'd be 

writing for eight and ten hours on the piano and practicing the bass. There are a 

lot of, like I say, stories about him. 

Isoardi 

That routine was set for every day. Is that what you're-? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Oh, a lot of time. Many people would say, "Yeah, he was great." 

Sure, but he paid his dues. Man, he was constantly- If he was around today he'd 

be sitting at the piano, he'd be rehearsing his group, or he would be doing 

something leaning toward a musical thing. He wasn't one to go in the afternoon 

and sit in the park for two or three hours, you know. In fact, he was bored. We 

used to go to a movie together. I'd say, "Let's go to a movie tonight." He'd say, 

"Fine." He said, "I'll be out in the lobby. I'm just too nervous-" Nervous in his 

way, you know. He was thinking of things.But anyway, at the house, when he 

came in for a week- I picked him up at the airport. He came in with no money. 

He had a couple of checks that he couldn't cash because they were New York 

checks. He was on my phone- That's when he first started dating Sue, who was 

his wife when he died. And he was on the phone three or four times a day with 

her for about half an hour. My phone bill was about $400 that month. And I had 

to feed him and everything. He wasn't like a guy that was down and out. He 

just didn't think about bringing the money in or something. And he had no 

car.So I took him to a couple of record dates, right? And the one date we went 

on-I can't remember what date it was now-he was miserable there, because he 

kept thinking we were phrasing like studio players, very corny. And he was 

right, if you want to [look at it] like that, but that's what it was. [sings perky 

phrase] He says, "I can't stay here! You guys are phrasing terrible!" You know, 

he told everybody. [laughter] So I thought I shouldn't have brought him 

there.But that's the kind of guy he was. He believed in creativity, he believed in 

expressing his own side and everything. And he did a lot of good, really, and he 

said some things which- I have a tape somewhere of him. Even the way he 

writes his music or the way he plays, the main thing is how you get from one 

point to the other-he said some very profound things. Which is true. When 

you're, like, on one chord, most people say, "Well, you use a two or five to get 



there." Well, not necessarily. I mean, you could do a lot of things, depending on 

your communication and what you set up. The main thing is get your- "Gosh, I 

don't know what you did, but that was beautiful." And that sometimes will be 

better than the set way that everybody knows. Because everything is just, 

"What did you use there? Usually, I would have used the two or five to get 

there." He said, "Well, that's fine." It's like cooks will do the same thing, you 

know. "Well, wait a minute. I've had spaghetti and chili before, but now you've 

got something else in there." The guy's smiling, "I'm not going to tell you my 

secret." Or you might say, "Well, you can put a little extra this, a little extra 

tomato or puree or something, to give it-" But he was like that with music 

without even thinking about it. He knew it didn't have to be the same. And he 

was always creating.But anyway, back to the Town Hall thing, after we had the 

dinner, we kind of got back together, and I suddenly realized that that's what he 

was doing. He was at that point proving that it was his music. He wanted to 

express himself. And in a way he could have pulled it off, but he was kind of 

hotheaded in a way. If you didn't see his side, then he could probably turn 

against you for a while. But with me, I could always show him the other side 

and he'd say, "Yeah." It was almost like, "Why didn't I think of that?" But he 

would say, "Yeah, well, we could do that." But I couldn't get him on the 

George Wein thing because I didn't know he was going to do that. He chopped 

us on stage. And I couldn't see myself going out to him on stage and saying, 

"Now, look-" [laughter] But if we had had time, we could have turned it 

around. That was the thing with him. 

Isoardi 

So both you guys from almost the beginning were composing. You wanted to 

compose. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah, right from the beginning. Well, see, we wrote, and part of it was 

bouncing off each other in the first stage, writing and doing our own music. 

Because we were inspired by Ellington, who naturally wrote his music, and 

Billy Strayhorn and some of the first music we heard. And when we first 

started getting out on, like I say, the avenue in probably '38, '39- We weren't 

actually playing that much out except in my parents' home and a few of their 

friends in the Central Gardens area and the Watts area. When we first started 

going out to the Central Avenue- Where the bands were playing and there was 

a Fifty-fourth Street Drugstore and there were a lot of places to hang out in 

where Duke's band and Basie's band and those bands would be around. In the 

drugstore and places like that, they had the big vendor, the jukeboxes with all 

the records on there, and we would put money in, which was only a nickel then, 

to hear things like "Jack the Bear" by Duke Ellington, which was- Jimmy 

Blanton inspired Mingus. We just played that over and over again. [sings] So 



all of a sudden he could play things like that, because that's where his head 

went. He was just never a supporting bass player. He could do that. But he was 

so creative, again, that [sings elaborate bass line] he'd be trying all kinds of- 

Almost like practicing behind you, but it wasn't bad. Like I say, it was all 

tasty.And he finally got studying with- Red Callender started him out. He was 

his first teacher. And then he went to [Herman] Rheinshagen, I think, the guy- 

He was one of the fine classical bass teachers that Mingus went to. Gave him 

the position and everything. And he worked. He also worked with the rubber 

balls. He would be doing that for about a year, just those rubber balls in the 

hand, because Rheinshagen's technique was you've got to have powerful hands. 

So we would be at the theater, wherever he would be- When he would go for an 

hour or two, he would be especially building the hands up. And, of course, he 

could play. Maybe that's it, too, when I look back at it; he had strength. 

Strength. Not that he was loud, but he could [sings complex bass line]. You 

know, where a lot of these [sings fast walking bass line], after a while they 

begin to get weak. It's like we see fighters, some of them can go fifteen rounds, 

you know, and, gosh, it's amazing. And the other guy, after about the eighth 

round he's trying to say, "Let me get out of here!" But he had the endurance 

somehow, and his left hand is grabbing- Well, both hands, but I can imagine 

that the left hand would almost have to be even stronger. You're actually 

holding position, and once this would not make it. And he built up some stuff 

there. I think part of it was- He was a young man, he was doing that, and so 

maybe the teacher did say, "If nothing more, you need an hour or so a day of 

this, even if you're not practicing." And it did pay off. And that's with any 

instrument, you know. If you have the endurance- Not that you're going to 

overplay, but you seem to pick a better choice of things. It's only when you are 

hanging on, so to speak, because you're sort of making bad choices of things 

you play. It's interesting. Clarinet, saxophone- 

Isoardi 

Once you start getting weak in one area, everything seems to- 

Collette 

Yeah, so, I mean, your mind and everything falls apart. "Hey, you're not 

playing too well." "Well, I'm not up to it; I'm a little tired," or whatever. You 

see, it's all blech. But when you've got the endurance and everything [sings 

wide intervals], your confidence is in: "Now I'm winning!" So a win is a win, 

you know. And that's the way he would come on. When he would start playing 

the bass, you'd hear something. And, like I say, he was not always outplaying 

everybody, but there was definition. There was positive- [sings] Well, someone 

else would be looking for that. And he played it like the hands were 

coordinated and the way of practicing like he did. So anyway, that was that part 



of Mingus. There's all kinds of little stories that we can, if we need to pull in 

anything- But you said you wanted to get into the navy thing? 

Isoardi 

Yeah, let's go now- Before we get into the war years, just sort of what the 

avenue was like when you first hit it. I think you said it was the late thirties 

when you started hanging out. 

Collette 

Well, I think '38, '39, when we were old enough to hang out and stay out until 

two or three in the morning, four. Well, it was a fun place. It was different then 

than it was in the forties, of course. Well, it was only a couple of years earlier, 

but I'm speaking about when I came back after being in the service, which was 

about '46. So between '38 and '46 there was a big change. In the first days, like 

I said, the main thing was the excitement of the after-hour spots and the 

drugstores and things that had the malts and food and stuff late at night where 

people could meet after whatever job they had. 

Isoardi 

And that was a big meeting place for-? 

Collette 

Well, yeah. People would work wherever, and they would say, "Well, we'll 

make it back to the avenue and go have chili or we'll have malts," and you'd see 

your people. In fact, there were two or three places which we liked in a way at 

the time because- 

Isoardi 

Which ones? 

Collette 

Well, like I say, the Fifty-fourth Street Drugstore was probably the prime place 

after hours. It was a big spot. They had all kinds of food there. And all the 

celebrities who were out at night and wanted to see anybody would possibly be 

there. You could just pick by chance and go there, and if Ellington was in town 

or Basie or a big fighter like Jack Johnson, who was heavyweight champion of 

the world- If they were around on a Saturday or Friday night, they'd probably 

be hanging in there. You know, you could hardly do that in this town now. You 

know what I'm saying? Can you just pick a spot where you'll see most of the 

important people? And maybe it's gotten so big here, big and so crowded with 

all kinds of celebrities. But at that time it was a little simpler. There might have 

been thirty or forty big celebrities, but that was not bad. That was a lot. You 

might look over and there might be Count Basie there, maybe Jack Johnson 

could be there, the Cee Pee Johnson band could be there. They'd all be in that 

setting. So that was a big world. But here it would be hard to do that, because 

we've got so many things going on at the same time. Movie stars and so many 

different places there must be on a weekend. All the different things going on. 



But, yeah, this was great, because you could mingle with them. You knew they 

were real people, which was always great as a young player. We heard people 

on records and there they're standing there! Oh, that was unusual!But let's see. 

There was a place called Finley's, which was much smaller. Fifty-fourth had 

the space and had the atmosphere for going there and just hanging out. They 

could get all kinds. Somebody said they even had- They called it a- Was it a 

cocktail highball or something? One of the guys told me this, a guy by the 

name of Buddy Banks. In case you needed a laxative or something, you could 

get- It was almost like a malt or something with a little castor oil in it, but you 

couldn't taste it. But it was a wild thing. And then they had a period, too, where 

Brooks, Dudley Brooks- Who just died, by the way. He was a fine musician. 

His dad had a bathhouse, so they called it Brooks Bathhouse. So if you wanted 

to go have your steam baths and things- It was an old-fashioned kind of thing 

where they had the steam and everything, and they had the buckets of water 

and they would douse each other with it. Some of the guys would be talking, 

"Well, we're going to the bathhouse tonight" or "We're going to the Fifty-fourth 

Street-" But there were just two or three places where everybody is going to 

more or less be hanging.And as a youngster, when I first started playing with 

Cee Pee's band, I knew all those stories, but I didn't try to follow them. Because 

I was still trying to learn the horn, and that nightlife was kind of wild then. 

There were a lot of dancing ladies, you know, chorus girls in there. Places like 

the [Club] Alabam and the Bell Tavern, which was in Gardena. And they were 

all very flashy women, all so beautiful and probably only about twenty years 

old then. And when I started working in the bands, I was about eighteen. But 

I'm saying it was fabulous. It had to be, because we were coming into 

something completely new, coming from high school into this big world where 

we were making a little money, maybe about $30 or $40 a week, when my dad 

was only making about $25 a week. And I bought a- 

Isoardi 

By the time you were eighteen you were making more-? 

Collette 

Yeah, right. And I bought a new car when I was about eighteen, a brand-new 

car. The car cost $1,200, but payments were about $50 a month. But, I mean, I 

could do it, you know? At first I was living at home, but then I even moved 

away. But it was a very exciting period for a young man. It was basically 

something that- If you worked pretty hard or if you got a pretty good job, 

buying a house or something like that would have been very easy at the time 

with the kind of money I was making. The only thing was that we didn't know 

how long we would work. It wasn't like having a real steady job. Although, 

with Cee Pee Johnson-that was the band I was first with-they usually stayed on 

the job for six months. 



1.6. Tape Number: III, Side Two September 13, 1989 

Isoardi 

What was the avenue like by day? 

Collette 

Well, in the daytime it was the same kind of thing, I think. As you can see, the 

frame of mind of the people at the time, again, was much simpler than now. I 

think people have gotten very- I have to keep comparing it to what your good 

feeling is. Now people have less time. I'm more involved, too. I'm not just 

judging only me. But at that time, as a young person, to go to the avenue, you'd 

go to have food. They had great soul food places where they really knew how 

to fix a chicken and cobblers and stuff, and the price was reasonable, too. 

Maybe for a dollar or something you could have a dinner. I mean, even cheaper 

than that in most cases. But when we were kids, about fifteen or sixteen, there 

were a couple of places we could eat for about fifteen cents, a whole meal with, 

say, a hamburger steak and a vegetable and a potato and iced tea. And they 

would give us a glass of water and give us a lemon with the iced tea, so we'd 

make lemonade and iced tea and have a whole dinner for about fifteen cents. So 

it was great. The price was reasonable and everybody spent a lot of time there, 

whether it was to get their hair done-There were times when-let's see-the 

barbershops were there. And there were times when the guys were 

conking- Especially the black guys would conk their hair, which would make it 

very slick, and you'd spend a lot of time there. That might have cost you a 

couple of bucks. But you had to spend an hour or so to do that. And, you know, 

getting ready for the night stuff, being sharp, or spending time, which you don't 

see- I mean, a lot of people, sure. The cleaners are still happening. But then 

there was not much jeans. There was getting your clothes to the cleaners even if 

it was your last $2 to go pick up your clothes so you'd look sharp for the 

evening or get your shirts out of the laundry. That was just part of it. The 

emphasis was on a little flash or a new car. Maybe your house wasn't in great 

shape, but if you hit the avenue with your hat on and your new pinstripe suit- 

There were the Three Rockets, who were great dancers, by the way, and they 

were the sharpest three guys you've ever seen-tall and handsome. Most of the 

time they didn't have any money, but you'd never see it in the way they looked. 

Their suits were tailor-made, and they'd be borrowing $2 or $3 from you, not to 

get the suits out, but maybe to get the shirts out of the laundry for that night. So 

that when they hit the stage and the lights would hit them, they were so flashy. 

But they knew sharp was it. Somehow that was much better than being ragged 

with a lot of money in your pocket, you know. [laughter] So you'd have to see- 

It was another style that you didn't know whether it was correct or right, but 

most of the time if you didn't have on a-And they used to jump on me about 



dressing. I wasn't ragged or anything, but I wasn't getting my suits tailored at 

the time. They called me "Baby Boy" at the time, because they said, "We got to 

take you to our man and get you a suit." These were my first suits, and they 

were great. Boy, I was sharp. But that was the scene. Well, that took a lot of 

time, too, which was what I was always fighting more than anything else. I was 

trying to practice and be this musician, and you'd have to go down and get a 

fitting and pick out the material and then you'd go to work that night. And I'd 

figure, "Gosh, I should have been practicing." That's the way I felt.But anyway, 

the avenue was a fun place. There was a lot of variety. People kind of were into 

not exactly the same thing. There were a lot of people who were sort of playing 

pimp roles. You know, guys would be walking the street and chasing the ladies 

down and trying to get into that kind of activity. But most of the time it was- 

The pool halls were jumping, and there's a little gambling there, a little petty- 

But nobody was going for big money kinds of things there. There was no big 

money involved. You had $10, $15. Some made big money, I would say, but 

most of the people, if they just had enough money to eat and go out and do the 

thing and whatever there livelihood was- They would just work for it, maybe 

have one or two nights on the town, and pay the rent. And, like I say, it was 

basically simple. Again, maybe $25 bucks a week was one of the top salaries 

then. My dad was working with the garbage department-he was a truck driver-

and, like I said, it was pretty good money at that time. Most of the black people 

at that time, especially our parents, you know, most of them didn't have any 

good jobs. There was probably no post office stuff then. There were no doctors 

to speak of. There were some doctors. 

Isoardi 

Dexter Gordon's father, probably. 

Collette 

Probably so, and also the Bledsoe fellow [Ralph Bledsoe, Sr.] Did I tell you 

about that one? 

Isoardi 

Oh, that's right. 

Collette 

Yeah, Dr. Bledsoe, yeah. There were a few, but these were people who might 

have gotten their credentials, or whatever, maybe in the South or somewhere 

before they came out, and they opened a practice. So there were a few, but we 

didn't see that many. Most of the blacks- Like I say, my dad, that was 

considered one of the good jobs. It was a steady job-he worked for the city-and 

he was very proud of that. 

Isoardi 

Got a pension, I guess? 

Collette 



Yeah. So it was good. My mom [Goldie Collette] had only worked in homes, 

not all the time. But every now and then-in the summer or whenever it was-she 

would take like cleaning house or keeping the kids of some family out in 

Glendale or Beverly Hills, that kind of thing. And that wasn't that much money. 

You might work all day for $5 or something like that, or $3, I don't know. But 

I'm saying that was the extent of it. So we hadn't seen much on the level of 

blacks doing- You'd hear about a little of it, or something. My grandmother 

used to tell stories about Booker T. Washington and a few greats, how great 

they were. He was like a president of one of the colleges or something. But that 

was in one of the southern places. I can't remember. But you'd hear about this 

one person; you would try to relate to that. It would be difficult when your 

friends and all the people in your neighborhood- The guy next door to our 

house was a junk man, Mr. Craig. He would go out and get junk and sell it. 

You know? That didn't appeal to me, either, but he did all right. I mean, he fed 

his family. He had about six or eight kids. But it was tough stuff: the little junk 

truck, and he was dirty, and he was really working.So when we started seeing 

the other world, that was what was interesting, meeting musicians. They were 

dressed nicely, and it seemed like they were enjoying themselves. There was a 

whole other magical thing going on. And most people weren't saying, "We've 

got to get up, leave here, and go to work." Those people who were into their 

work stuff weren't out there very much, you know what I mean? Some wanted 

to get into it, some were looking the part even though they weren't into it, and 

the others who had day jobs, that had to be up in six in the morning, we never 

saw them anyway. If they did come out, it was a very special occasion. So it 

was very like a magical thing. There was a lot of reality there, but at the same 

time there might have been a little fantasy also, because there were a lot of 

them that were talking. "I am this." "I can do that." And they were trying to 

latch onto something.I think with Mingus and I and a few of the youngsters that 

started doing it, we had had the background and we were studying, and we tried 

to put the two things together. It's almost like bringing two things together. If 

this is the flash and everything, can we be as good as them, or do we have to be 

better? Or- I mean, I don't know. It's just a matter of putting the combinations 

together. "Yeah, we heard those records. Now, these guys are great! Can we 

make that? Can we achieve that?" We would study with Lloyd Reese and we 

would meet people and ask questions, you know. We figured we'd better ask 

questions. We'd better just try to approach it to the best of our knowledge. We 

couldn't just base it on "If we're talented enough, we'll just get there." So I'm 

saying there is a lot of stuff going on. We tried rehearsals and we jammed on 

the red car and we tried everything to try to add another level of 

professionalism to what we were doing.And apparently it paid off, because 

then, all of a sudden, there were certain people that began to respect us, older 



musicians. Jackie Kelson [also known as Kelso]- When I met Chico [Hamilton] 

and Jackie and them- This is when Mr. Myart had the band. At the time I met 

those guys, well, Jackie was the same kind of musician, very studious, and we 

got along very well. Bill [Green], when I met Bill later, of course, we had a lot 

in common. Where he could read, I could read. It was kind of like, "Let's go out 

together." I mean, I always liked that. My best friends were sometimes people 

on my same instrument that we could shoulder together, try to outdo each other 

a little bit. But it was healthy competition. And with Jackie it was the same 

way.Finally, this guy "Snake" [Leroy] White, who was a fine trumpeter and a 

writer- He drank a lot at the time; I hear he's a reverend now. But Snake wrote 

in all the very unusual keys, like D and A and everything. So by the time you 

transpose those, you're transposing so much for saxophones and trumpets and 

everything that you've really got a lot of sharps and things. He wrote these 

things. And most of the musicians at his age and a little more professional and 

had a little experience would run away from it. They'd say, "We don't want to 

do that over there." But he caught us at a time- You know, you get some young 

players- And we were about eighteen or seventeen, a little younger even. He 

would have Jackie and I come over and play the parts, the two alto parts. Well, 

we were breaking fingers for a while, but it was good for us, you know what I 

mean? We had nowhere to go. It would keep us away from- "Well, man, can 

you guys stay a while? I'll give you a sandwich and-" He was getting a thrill out 

of drinking and just hearing his music: "Oh, that's it. You guys are going to be 

better than the other guys." And we liked it because it was really tough music. 

A lot of [sings fast, complicated phrase], all kinds of recourses and stuff. 

[laughter] He'd be just laughing, because he would be hearing it. And he'd say, 

"Can you come back tomorrow?" Heck, if it was summertime we'd say, "Yeah, 

we'll be back."So as you can see, we had enough of the basic stuff to allow us 

to move to the next level. Then finally we got to the point where we were 

dynamite readers. We could read anything. A cat would call us in and we 

would just about read his book the first time. So that was what it was all about. 

We had a very interesting world and had plenty of room for growth. And, like I 

said, there was all kinds of stuff to hear. That was the other thing. We heard the 

big names, but there were other names who were not big names, and these 

people were playing good, too. And they all had decided the approach they 

wanted. Some were just not studying at all. Some were extremely talented in 

forming groups: singing groups, jazz groups, and everything. So now you are 

drawing from everything. 

Isoardi 

You said there was a lot of variety on the avenue. 

Collette 



Oh, variety. I mean, there was more variety than even you'd ever hear today, 

because, you see, now it got to be a thing where- They are marketing now. 

They didn't market then. If a guy played a whole different sound on the alto, 

you just sort of said, "That's just like somebody walking in that's two feet tall," 

you know. It was like, "A little different, but that's it." At the time, the tenor 

players, even the great tenor players, were all sounding so different. Now it's 

hard to- Some of them do sound a little different, but I'm saying- The very 

greatest- You heard Lester [Young], that was one world. And Coleman 

Hawkins was a whole other. And even Ben [Webster] was somewhere in 

between. He wasn't either. So it was the three of them. They would all meet up, 

you would hear- And you knew exactly who was playing. So there were almost 

as many styles around at the time, if you can imagine that- Just like if people 

looked different, you wouldn't call them all the same. Dexter was around. 

Wardell [Gray] was different. Teddy Edwards. Gene Montgomery was 

different from them, too-he was around at the time. I was playing mainly also 

then. Bill and I were around; we were different. Jackie was different than me. 

We all hung together, but we never had the same sound or the same approach to 

it. That's why I say it was really interesting to hear- When Frank Morgan came, 

too-we had the Crystal Tea Room-he was quite different. Sonny Criss- Nobody 

had the same tone or the same approach. And it was very enjoyable to hear that. 

It was exciting. Just like when you pick up the phone and somebody says, "Hi, 

Steve," and right away you know instantly, the first word, who it is, rather than 

saying, "Now, wait a minute. Now, say-" Especially if you know somebody, 

then there it is.But that's why I say it was very enjoyable, because we knew the 

importance of having your own thing. You know, even if you could sound like 

Lester, which was not a point against you- But I think at that time you were 

more respected for having your own thing and maybe not being great. Or 

maybe you might figure you might not make it unless you sounded like Lester. 

But the conviction of saying, "I'm going to play me" was something 

very special. And I don't know if now that's a thing to do, because the record 

companies might even be saying to you, "If you could just get a record like this 

one, I could record you." So it's harder. 

Isoardi 

I wonder, too, the more jazz that gets pulled into universities, gets pulled into 

institutes, into this kind of formalistic environment, whether that's going to sort 

of drain that out of it. If somehow they're going to start draining the 

individuality out it that you are talking about. Like classical music, in the last 

hundred years it's become so programmed. 

Collette 

Yeah, well, they could. But you see, the educators do that. And some of the 

educators have never been players, I mean players, say, like I've been, like 



Bill's been. Because when you're that kind of player- Plas Johnson, you know- 

You would bring different things to the students. Just like- Okay, I'm teaching 

at Cal State [California State University, Los Angeles]. I mean, not Cal State-I 

did teach there-Loyola Marymount [University]. But it's interesting. I'm 

throwing enough stuff to make them aware the scales and things are very 

important. "You guys do that, because if we don't do that we're not going to 

have a band. I'm not going to be here." You know, that kind of thing. But the 

emphasis is on making them very musical and being themselves.I'm not saying 

there is only one tone, because I know better than that. There are a lot of tones. 

And I'm happy that there was Lester coming along. He, at one point, didn't like 

Coleman Hawkins. I mean, didn't like him- He probably liked him okay. But 

when Lester came along- There is an interview on him, by the way. It says 

something about, "Yeah, everybody talks about how great Coleman Hawkins 

is, big tone and everything. And I heard him. I didn't think he was that great." 

But what he was really saying is, "I have got something, too." In other words, I 

think he wanted to be recognized. But they kept comparing him, as you can see, 

because his sound was much smaller. The interviewer finally said, "Yeah, but 

they said you sounded like an alto." And he says, "Yeah, but I used to play alto, 

and I wanted to make it sound like alto." In other words, people are saying what 

you should be, and you are saying, "I know I sound like an alto. But I used to 

play alto." That is what he was trying to get, more of what he heard, although 

he was playing tenor. That's where Coleman would, you know, [sings low, 

breathy notes] down, and then he says [sings high melody], see? So when the 

guy began to get the questions- "Oh, well, that's different now." See? But his 

approach to it was, "Coleman can play all those notes and all that big sound." 

But when you analyze the stuff, in a certain way he had a point. Because his 

message was coming through like he was telling a story all the time. He was 

not just being very fluid with the chorus [sings long, articulated phrase], which 

was great, too. So it is not a put-down. And that was why- As you know, Billie 

Holiday, that was her guy, Lester. Because it was like he was talking to her. 

There's that film-did you see it?-the one that she's singing in. I mean, it's a film 

that they play, and they got the tenors. Ben is there, I think, and Hawk is there 

and Lester is there. And they're all playing. 

Isoardi 

I think this was from the late fifties. It was a TV show, is that what it was? 

Collette 

Probably so, yeah. But, anyway, when Lester plays, it is almost like, "He's 

talking to me. I can hear everything he says." So it's a point when you analyze 

his work. And no matter what we talk about, even if the teacher says, "Well, 

you've got to clean your tone up" and everything- That may be true, depending 

on what you are going to do. Are you thinking about studio work? Are you 



going to be in a group? And many times I didn't mess with a guy's tone so 

much unless his intonation was so bad or something we could tune up.But 

when I was talking to "Bird" [Charlie Parker]- I've got that in one of the films. 

Whether it was Ernie [Andrews]'s film [Ernie Andrews: Blues for Central 

Avenue] or not- Bird, when we finally pinned him down at our little meeting-

which we'll come to later; we'll tell you more about that-he began to finally just 

unfold some of his ideas. He was the kind of guy you didn't have to quiz too 

much. If he didn't feel like talking, he wouldn't talk. But all of a sudden- You're 

talking about anything else, he's listening and he would just kind of- Something 

would roll out when it wanted to. So he finally said, "Well-" I think I said, "By 

the way, who did you like when you heard somebody?" He said, "Well, there 

were two people I was really influenced by." So I'm thinking he is going to say 

an alto player or something. He said, "Lester Young and Charlie Christian." 

Isoardi 

Charlie Christian? I heard Lester Young. I didn't know he was that influenced 

by Charlie Christian. 

Collette 

Yeah. Well, see that's the story that people don't know. These are firsthand 

stories. The firsthand stories are best, because no matter what people think and 

try to read into it on the person's- Like when I tell you, well, why do I do this, 

like it or not that's it. So when he told me that- He says to me, "I could sing any 

record probably, or any solo on record, that Lester has done right now." Which 

I didn't challenge. I knew he was right, because if you analyze Lester- See, 

people don't- This is the secret stuff that's passed around to students. So it's not 

just learning the books and stuff. There's some other literature. If you're going 

to be a jazz player, the man paved a whole other way for not just tenor players, 

for music in general, where you're talking with the instrument. That way, you're 

looking at a guy who has all eight notes and you take a couple of rests out here 

and you put a tie in. So it's conversation: "Hey, how are you?" rather than 

[sings string of eighth notes]. And finally it's something- "Turn it off!" It's 

saying the same thing, or it's a rhythmic thing. Well, Lester was doing that and 

he knew he was doing that, because his whole lifestyle- If he would talk to you, 

he was doing that even in his phrasing. Watch your cues, you know. [sings 

three notes] Everything was short, cute statements. And Bird caught it, and 

that's why he said, "Yeah, he was a main influence." When I asked him about 

Charlie Christian, he said, "The thing with Charlie was I wanted my alto to 

sound like his guitar." 

Isoardi 

Really? 

Collette 



So you see, when I first heard him and when people at first heard his sound, 

everybody reacted. He doesn't sound as- The sound is different in alto 

players.When you're different, people always want to jump away from you. 

They have that picture, you know, where the- Well, the racial thing's been 

going that way, too: "They're different than us somehow. Their color is 

different." Or "He's short." "He's fat." You know the picture The Boy with 

Green Hair. I guess that was a statement at the time, in the forties or something, 

where, you know, maybe one of these guys got shot at. It was like the 

Hollywood Ten. They made that as a statement. The kid, I guess he was doing 

something when his hair turned green. He went to school and, naturally, he had 

a bad time. Now it wouldn't be so bad. But anyway, the moment you do 

something different, then you have got to be able to hang in there, hoping that 

they don't picket in front of your house and all that.But that was what he was 

saying. He was saying, "Well, yeah." At the time he liked that sound. And 

Charlie Christian was marvelous, a young man, too. In fact, I heard him with 

[Art] Tatum and things. Now, those were the giants at the time around here. 

Jimmy Blanton died early. And Charlie died early. Art was around a little 

longer. But those guys were dynamite players. If you listen to Charlie- I think 

Benny Goodman grabbed him and went, "Wow!" And he influenced that whole 

band because of what he played. [sings melodic phrase] Most guitarists play 

[sings string of sixteenth notes]. They're playing all these notes, and this guy's 

put statements. You could put a lyric to everything he played. Have you ever 

heard- influenced the whole business-the one piece, "Solo Flight"? 

Isoardi 

Oh, sure. 

Collette 

Have you heard that? 

Isoardi 

Sure. 

Collette 

Okay. But I'm just saying, he probably put that kind of statement- They might 

have run the thing down twice or so or three times or so and said, "Let's go." 

And the chord- He wouldn't have to G-7, C-7. [sings melody] That's Charlie 

Christian. He had that kind of genius.So notice what Bird said as coming up- 

He didn't think Benny Carter and Willie Smith- He liked them. "The two 

influences that really changed my thing were Lester and-" And notice, like 

what I am saying here- That's why I say this is very important, as we get books 

and all this stuff down, there is something that's being passed around. Now, 

whether it's on record or it's somebody talking about it like me, picking up 

these key words for teaching, for leaving the message around- What he said 

was very strong then, to me, because I'd heard the same thing, but I didn't pin it 



down like he did. It was almost like, if this material is off of these guys- He 

didn't tell me- It's not that you have to go get it. But I thought that many times 

when I listened to the tapes, he was right on target. Because if you find the 

approach that they took, some of us are playing too much. They got to a point 

where they were editing properly. And Bird was editing in his playing at certain 

points. He could play fast, and that's why a lot of players, as much as they try to 

sound like him, or get pretty close to his licks, they always play more than he 

does. It's like a great speaker. He probably doesn't say as much as you think. He 

knows how to pace his- 

Isoardi 

He says more with fewer words. 

Collette 

Yeah. He says, "Look, we're going to win this election." Or, you know, "We'll 

get the people together." He's not really saying that much. Then somebody else 

is great: bang-bang-bang and bang-bang-bang. But it's the kind of stuff that has 

meaning. So what happened with Bird is, you can see, he plays [sings relaxed 

phrase followed by a burst of complexity, then returns to relaxed phrase], but 

all of a sudden, the big blow has killed you now. [sings burst of complexity] 

The bar and a half of all his stuff, that takes, sure, a great genius. It takes great 

control to drop that in. But, as you notice, he's not playing that everywhere. He 

finds a nice tasty spot for- Let's say it's like a good figther who finally- He's not 

hitting you all the time, but all of a sudden, "Pow!" And that's the one that does 

it to you. You know it's going to come again somewhere; you just don't know 

where. And that's the kind of player he was. But a lot of players, like I say, 

have caught what he can do and mastered this and all the keys on every chord, 

and they say [sings mass of complex phrases]. And all of a sudden you'll never 

appreciate this much, because too much is too much. If they put a big steak on 

your plate, right away you have- You say, "I don't know if I can handle that 

one." But give you a little piece, see- So the strategy-So what I was getting 

back- Another point which will tie this in for whoever cares is that, as you can 

see, on this end, meaning L.A., there's been two bands, small bands, little 

bands, whatever, that have utilized the same thing that we are talking about: 

Supersax- But see, Bird didn't say, "I'm that way," but I have to include him as 

the third person now, if you follow what I'm trying to say. He liked Charlie 

Christian and Lester, but in the meantime, you have to put him in there, too. 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 

Now, notice what happened with the bands. You've got Supersax; they're 

playing all of Bird's music. In fact, they're even afraid to go anywhere else. 

Isoardi 



Supersax always struck me as odd. It struck me as an odd thing for jazz 

musicians to do. 

Collette 

Well, yeah. But you see what I mean? They're still utilizing his music. He's 

been dead for thirty years. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. 

Collette 

But all I'm saying- You see what I'm trying to say. Just look at the coincidence 

or paradox or whatever you want to call it. You're right. Now they are hung 

into his stuff, and he has been gone- Okay, if they had gone into other things- 

You know, we've just got five saxes with harmony. Nobody said you have to 

do Bird. Supersax could do a lot of things. But anyway, they started with him, 

and apparently that was good enough. They've got their records out; they must 

have four or five albums. They were in Europe last year with me. You know 

what I mean? So somebody is saying, "Fine." How many people can you base a 

band on and do their music? Okay, not too many, right?Charlie Christian- I 

don't know if you knew about the guitarist Tony Rizzi. He's got a Charlie 

Christian group [Tony Rizzi and his Five Guitars] that has been going for six, 

eight, ten years. They're not as popular as Supersax, but based on Charlie's 

material, also. And it sounds good, because you hear it and you say, "This is all 

Charlie." And Dave Pell's group is Prez Conference. He's playing all Lester. So 

who else? We don't have a Dizzy [Gillespie] band, and he has enough material 

to hold together. Or a Miles Davis-type thing, you know what I'm saying? But 

those influences are very strong, if nothing more. You hear Prez Conference 

and they're playing those Lester [sings rhythmic phrase]. Now, he plays a thing 

like [sings another phrase]; they're very rhythmic. They'd have the stops and 

starts, and if you pull any of those solos and phrases, you're almost home free. 

A guy says, "Man, that's musical, isn't it?" Well, that's Lester's solo. You just 

don't do that to anybody. 

Isoardi 

You know, I just thought of a story that I once heard about Lester Young. I 

think it was when he was staying with Billie Holiday and her mother in New 

York. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah? 

Isoardi 

Billie Holiday's mother at one point said that when those two were in another 

room practicing together, Billie singing and Lester playing, there were times 

when she couldn't tell which one was the horn and which was Billie Holiday 

singing. 



Collette 

Probably, yeah. Well, see, they had a thing. Well, you see, there it goes. I mean, 

when you see that kind of creativity- And Les was really some guy with his 

playing. When you talk about extreme creativity, then we have to always bring 

him out as an example, because in the saxophone, as you can see, the style 

changes. Now, see, Bird, [John] Coltrane, if we want to get there and say there 

was another big change- But if you come from, say, the Hawkins period, which 

was kind of like Ben and them, then Lester was definitely a change. That did 

that to all of us, you know. We said, "What? Who is that? Is this guy from Mars 

or someplace?" That was our first reaction, you see, but- 

Isoardi 

It's amazing how modern he still sounds. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. 

Isoardi 

I mean, you listen to other people from the thirties and they're dated. I mean, as 

great as Hawkins might be- 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. 

Isoardi 

You listen to Lester Young, it could have been recorded last year. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Well, that's what I'm trying to say. You hear that. But that's what he 

was doing. He was definitely being creative rhythmically and trying other 

things, and that's what it is all about. But, see, we've lost a lot of that, and the 

educators don't teach that. And some of them didn't get to know the man in 

person and really analyze him. Because if you analyze it from a tone standpoint 

or- "Did he really sound like a tenor? Did he look like a player?" I mean, we 

could go into something else. The main thing is do the work. And he 

influenced, as you can see, most of the tenor players, whether it's Stan Getz and 

Zoot Sims- You know, we can go on and on. It changed their whole thing. Who 

else? Richie Kamuca. Those guys all were in love with Lester, as you know, 

and I can see why.But anyway, like I say, the change of styles at that time was 

probably very important to a bunch of us. It gave us a sense that maybe we 

could have our own styles and be rewarded for having a style. Now I'm not so 

sure that it's the same, because if you have a different style, someone will say, 

"That's great the way you're playing, but have you heard this?" Or "Have you 

heard Michael Brecker?" You know, it might be something that the record is so 

good and making it so well, that they're saying if you played like that then 

maybe you would- You know what I'm saying? Not that he's not a great player, 

but I'm saying if he's making it or whoever is making it-if Johnny Griffin is 



making it-"Well, if you play like that, then maybe they will record you."In the 

early days, if you had a different sound and could play, they would look for you 

because that was different. It was a fresh approach. So I hope we haven't lost 

that and I hope the- I'm not trying to bring just the educators, but I hope in the 

teaching in school- That's why I say I'm enjoying my teaching role, and I 

always have, because I think I help the students to have confidence about what 

they do and be proud of what you've got. You know, if you've got something to 

say, then go out and say it. But there's still no guarantee, even if you said it like 

somebody who's famous on record, that they are going to grab you up. 

[laughter] Except you might just get more compliments: "Why, you sound just 

like-" [laughter] 

Isoardi 

They'll take that as a compliment. 

Collette 

Yeah, right. Then after a while, you're going to say, "Yeah, but where is my 

check like he's getting?" 

Isoardi 

What were some of the clubs that you played at in the late thirties? Were you a 

regular in any clubs then? 

Collette 

In the thirties? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Were you playing in clubs then? 

Collette 

The only clubs that I played in, they weren't right on the avenue. I played in 

San Pedro, a club called Hazel's. That was with Cee Pee Johnson. That was 

probably about 1940, '39 or '40. 

Isoardi 

So at the time you went into the service, you didn't really have a lot of 

experience playing in those clubs. 

Collette 

Well, not too much. Just a little. Not on a steady basis. I guess I played more 

later. Let's see, before I went into the service I was with Cee Pee Johnson. We 

played in Hollywood quite a bit. We played the Rhumboogie, which was at 

Highland [Avenue] and Melrose [Avenue]. Oh, I imagine I played the Alabam 

and a few spots. You know, you get a one night here. But that was still big stuff 

at that time, one night here and there, you know. If you didn't know about 

steady work, one night was heading for something big: "Hey, I got a job last 

week! I'm going to work next week!" And that's fun to see that. I have seen 

people doing that now: "Hey, I got my first record date!" You know, they're all 

up in arms. But we did a lot of things at the Elks [hall], which was on Fortieth 



[Street] and Central. I don't think it is there anymore. We had Al Adams's band, 

and we had a battle of bands with George Brown's band at the Elks before we 

were in the union [American Federation of Musicians]. Before Chico Hamilton, 

who was Forest [Forestorn] Hamilton, and Jackie Kelson and Lady Will Carr 

and Mingus and all, we had a battle of bands and won the battle. We also had 

Illinois Jacquet with us, who- The first time he ever played tenor sax, he played 

it with us that night, because we lost our tenor player and we asked if he would 

go get a tenor. 

Isoardi 

Did he like it so much? 

Collette 

Well, yeah. He liked it, and he played so well I guess he never forgot it. Then 

when he went- He even forgot the story. So a lot of people forget the stories, as 

you know. I saw him just recently and- Oh, he had an article in the paper, and it 

said that- Which might have happened. Lionel Hampton did get him a tenor 

when he wanted him to go with him. But he didn't realize- When I saw him I 

said, "You know, the first time you played tenor was-" He said, "Oh, I forgot." 

It was only one night, see. But then he probably rented a tenor, and then maybe 

a year later he went with Lionel Hampton and he brought in a tenor, because he 

was still playing alto. But he was fine. It didn't bother him at all. 

Isoardi 

The Elks hall seemed like a pretty active place. I've seen them in old California 

Eagles. Every week there's advertisements for something going on. 

Collette 

Well, the Elks was a good thing for all the big dances, the big club affairs. I 

can't even think of all the club names, but all the social clubs from Jefferson 

High School, which was around the corner, would have their affairs there. We 

played there quite a bit with the bands. And you'd hear people there like T-

Bone Walker on a big night or Lowell Fulson. You know, those were your 

weekly dances. They booked them there because they held a lot of people, 

probably. The admission was a couple of bucks at the time. But at that time, 

before the middle forties, the Elks, I think, was one of the places where- 

Sometimes the Lincoln Theatre, too, was having shows there. But then later on, 

in '46 or '45, they had things like Sammy Davis [Jr.] and the Will Mastin Trio. 

In fact, they just called it the Will Mastin Trio at first, because Sammy didn't 

have any billing. Jackie McVea, Hadda Brooks. You know, there was a 

continuous weekend stage show. 

Isoardi 

Also, I wanted to ask you, on Central Avenue were there many blues artists that 

were performing in clubs? Was that very prominent at all in the late thirties? 

Collette 



In the late thirties? It was kind of hard to say because we didn't- You know, I'm 

pretty sure there were. We didn't really track down that many blues artists. But 

later on, in the forties, of course, T-Bone and Pee Wee Crayton and all them, 

they played at the Last Word and the Downbeat. They were all around there. It 

was all a pretty good mixture. We didn't have the categories as much as they do 

now. I mean, you'd find a jazz tenor player sitting in with T-Bone. You know, it 

was just a job then. Later on, now, they'd say, "Well, guys, he wouldn't be 

playing with that, would he?" 

Isoardi 

It seems to me that environments like that in general are so much more 

conducive to producing innovations in music, where you get- There isn't this 

hard boundary between different types of music. 

Collette 

Well, yeah. That's what it was. You'd sit in. I mean, we worked with T-Bone a 

lot. 

Isoardi 

There were different personalities emphasized and different styles were 

appreciated. 

Collette 

Yeah. See, here, now, someone will figure, "Well, I don't do that." But in our 

band with Al Adams, a couple of times, I'm pretty sure Lowell Fulson and T-

Bone might have been on the bill. He might use our rhythm section or we might 

set a riff behind him on the out chorus. It was all togetherness. People didn't 

say, "Well, this is unusual" or "This is rock and this is fusion and this is-" The 

labels, again, did a lot of harm in a way. Maybe it's good to keep them straight 

if you're coming into the record store. Now you have fusion, you have jazz, you 

have blues, you have rock. But at one period it was basically just- You'd shift 

your gears, I would say. Of course, it didn't mean that I played exactly the same 

for every rhythm section. I'd play a bluesy background, triplets or something- 

[sings] Well, "Big Jay" [Cecil McNeely] is- You talked with Big Jay yet, you 

say? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

Well, Big Jay was a very hot jazz player, a very fine jazz player. 

Isoardi 

A lot of people have said that. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. He can still play it, but he knows where the money is and he's got a 

show business thing. But he had one of the hottest- When Bird and Diz [Dizzie 

Gillespie] came to town in '46, he and Sonny Criss and them got a group, and, 



shoot, man, they were doing all the stuff they were doing. But, see, since it was 

L.A. they didn't get any credit. A hot group: Hampton Hawes on piano, Buddy 

Woodson on bass. Leon- I can't think of his last name. The drummer. You 

could find that from Big Jay. But, man, they were- And he was playing that 

tenor. Excellent. But then, later on, he got with Johnny Otis and they began to 

do some rhythm and blues or whatever, and they went to the Barrelhouse. He 

probably told you all this stuff? 

Isoardi 

Yeah, yeah, a good one. He said jobs were kind of hard, though. You can be so 

fine and you can be so good, and yet you'll only make one night a week playing 

somewhere. After a while you make some hard choices. 
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Isoardi 

Okay, Buddy, I think we're up to the outbreak of World War II and your service 

years, which I guess took you away from Central Avenue a bit. Maybe you 

could talk about your experience in the service, what you did musically, what 

contact you maintained with the avenue. 

Collette 

Well, I maintained a little contact with a few friends. Like Mingus didn't go to 

the service, Charles Mingus. What happened is, when we were sort of aware 

that we would be drafted, a bunch of the musicians here, Bill [William] 

Douglass and Charles Mingus and the McNeely brothers and- I think Bobby 

more than Cecil, Big Jay; Big Jay was a few years younger, so he wasn't 

worried. But a lot of us began to kind of worry. A lot of our friends were being 

drafted. So we figured, well, it would just be a matter of time, maybe a month 

or two. You know, you got the feeling, and all of a sudden one of your good 

buddies would say, "I got my papers to go into the service." That was a little 

scary because we were just beginning to get into music. We were all about 

nineteen, twenty years old or so. So, of course, we all were just wondering, 

"What's going to happen?" You go to the service, you may not come back. 

That's a point of your life when you're experiencing new things.So anyway, 

around that same period, we heard that the chief from the navy had come into 

town to the musician's union [American Federation of Musicians, Local 767], 

which was the all black union at the time, to recruit musicians for a navy 

reserve band to be stationed in San Francisco, or actually in the open area, 

where it finally came about, where it was not- 

Isoardi 

The Alameda naval station? 

Collette 



No, it was Saint Mary's Pre-Flight [School] in Moraga at the time, which is 

probably still there. It's the area of Walnut Creek, outside of Oakland about 

another fifteen, eighteen miles. But anyway, the chief came in, and he came in 

to get an all black band. So apparently they sent him to the all black union, 

which was on Central and Seventeenth [Street]. That was Local 767. At the 

time, of course, the two unions here were separate, one white, one black. The 

white union was Local 47, which was over on Georgia Street. But anyway, 

when we heard the chief was here recruiting a band for the naval reserve- Of 

course, we didn't understand exactly what the naval reserve was. We knew it 

was still the service. But anyway, the idea was to have a band stationed. "In 

reserve" meant that if things really got that critical, they'd have to ship you out 

like anyone else. But the main idea was to have a band at the pre-flight school, 

where they were training the cadets, as far as marching activities, as far as 

dances for the cadets and their girlfriends and wives, you know, the ones that 

were married, and officers also. Anyway, when the chief was recruiting, the 

word was out, and some of us went by to meet with him. So what he did, I 

guess, he left information that in order to get in this band- That was almost like 

a guarantee, unless there was a real critical situation, to be stationed in the San 

Francisco area. So that's why I'm telling you all this, because this kind of leads 

up to what happened.Charles Mingus, Bill Douglass, and me, we grabbed a 

bus, a Greyhound bus, maybe a week later, and we had to go to San Francisco 

Presidio or somewhere like that. It was someplace where the navy was based at 

the time. We went to this address for a physical and also a musical test to see if 

we would qualify. And that was the routine of everybody who wanted to get 

into this. They had to go through the test to make sure that the physical thing 

was okay. In the case of Mingus, he wanted to go because of Bill and I, but at 

the same time, when he got there, he tried to sort of destroy everything in the 

sense of saying he had a bad heart and he couldn't walk. He did everything to 

get them to throw him out, which they did. They finally didn't take him because 

it was more of a- Well, it was like a volunteer thing at that time. See, you 

volunteered to get in and you would get a better deal, rather than wait until they 

called you or gave you your papers to come in. 

Isoardi 

He must have still been susceptible to the draft, though. 

Collette 

Who's that? Mingus? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

Well, he was, but I think- Well, you know, at that time a lot of people could get 

out, depending on what you did. You could almost take something at the time 



and run your blood pressure up or take something the night before that would 

throw them off. They're a little more into catching things probably now than 

they were then. I mean, if your heart would be beating a mile a minute or 

something, all of a sudden you would be 4-F, which is they didn't need you. So 

he did a lot of that. He didn't do well on the test either, because he wasn't a 

good reader, especially at that time. Later on he could. He could write things 

down, but if he had to read- He had a thing where he was either against playing 

other music- Yeah, it was a problem with him.Anyway, I did pretty well on the 

test, playing clarinet. Those tests are always hard. A guy passes the thing and 

says, "Okay, one, two," and he kicks it off. And you might be playing a march, 

but he's playing the second clarinet [sings], you know. It's not a musical thing, 

but if you could read it, you could read it.Bill did very well. Bill Douglass was 

a good drummer and could read very well. So I figured, "Well, I got it. Maybe I 

should hang with it." On the way back- I don't think Bill wanted it. Bill is 

always very opinionated in a sense, and he said, "Well, I don't think I want to 

be in it. I think I'll-" You know, he just had a different attitude. I just said, 

"Well, if I get it-" And the guy said, "You're in if you want to come on in." He 

said, "You've got to leave on Monday." That was on a Friday or something. 

And I said, "I can't leave on Monday." They would have had to come back to 

San Francisco and leave- Or we could have done it from Los Angeles on the 

train. So I was able to convince him that I needed another four or five days, 

which was good. And I really did, you know, to say good-bye to the family and 

get my belongings together. Those fast trips like that, you don't even have a 

chance to take care of business. But he allowed it. Most of them had to 

leave.There was one other player who met with me. He is a great doctor, Dr. 

Bledsoe, who was a trombone player. This is a guy we grew up with. Ralph 

Bledsoe. When I mentioned- 

Isoardi 

This is his father or one of the brothers? 

Collette 

No, this is one of the brothers. The father [Ralph Bledsoe, Sr.], at this point I 

don't know whether he is still living- But anyway, this is Ralph, one of the 

twins. In fact, I just saw one the other day. But when we got to the train station 

here going to Chicago- That was where we had to meet them, at Great Lakes. 

The other band had gone, like, on Monday, and we were leaving about on a 

Thursday to join them, four or five days late. And when I got to the station, I 

didn't know Ralph was there. There he was, too. So we were both booked on 

the same train. It was the longest ride. We had never had a ride that long, you 

know, oh, about four or five days. So we didn't get there until about the next 

Monday.But anyway, that was what happened. Mingus had blown it as far as 

getting into that branch of the service, because, like I say, it was volunteer. Bill 



Douglass didn't want to go. And later Bill was drafted into the army. He was in 

the cavalry, which was- He had a rough time. We had a beautiful time, though. 

I mean, if you can say a beautiful time. We had our own apartments. They paid 

a subsistence, you know. So once we got in- Well, I can tell you a little about 

Great Lakes, which was great. That was the training thing, when we landed 

there. Snow on the ground. I had never been in snow like that.But anyway, the 

feeling was, "This is a whole different way of life." You're coming into this 

thing- We were checked in. They gave us the coats and the gear and the bag 

and the different shoes. You know, you have to realize your life is changing 

right before you. Whatever you thought you were- We were trying to be 

musicians, and all of a sudden- "Well, maybe we'll be musicians, but it looks 

like-" There was training, there was boot camp. Also, the first thing I remember 

is coming in and seeing all the guys who were there before you. "Hey, hey! 

You finally made it. Wait until you see what we got in store for you!" You had 

to sleep in the hammocks, and that was kind of an interesting thing, too, 

because it was kind of scary. Hammock sleeping at that time was definitely 

balance, because when you are on the ship, you- That's part of it. For the sway 

and everything it seems to work out. But in the regular barracks, there is no 

swaying going on, and for you to get in and to do- During the course of the 

night there would be people falling to the floor from about three or four feet. 

[laughter] Well, yeah, because if you turn over and you're not used to it, "Pow!" 

You would hear that, and everybody would start laughing and maybe a couple 

of them would fall out. Oh, it was really hysterical. 

Isoardi 

I can't see Mingus there. [laughter] 

Collette 

He wouldn't have done it. So he probably knew that this was- It was one of 

those things that if you are not flexible enough to make those changes- Because 

there were a lot of times when I said, "Now, what am I doing here? What is 

happening to me?" It was that kind of thing. We had to be up at five in the 

morning, and you get out and do your little training, your marching. Then you 

would go to the mess hall and have your food, and you'd do all that probably 

before eight o'clock. Before eight o'clock you had to do the colors. You'd have 

to raise the flag. So then you would have food about eight thirty or something 

like that.After we got there, Bledsoe and I- Other people were coming in from 

different places, of course. It was about two nights later they had the big jam 

session. It was like a hello to everybody who was there, and there must have 

been just hundreds of musicians. So the jam session- I'll never forget it. Clark 

Terry was there. Clark was a little ahead of us. He was kind of like- Well, we 

were like enlisted third-class musicians. He might have been second class, but 

just high enough that he had a little authority to- "Hey, guys! Everybody keep 



quiet! I'm running this." You know, and you'd have to keep quiet, see. But the 

jam session was great. We met so many people. Let's see, Marshall Royal was 

there, and Jerome Richardson. [tape recorder off] 

Isoardi 

You were talking about that great jam session. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. I mentioned the jam session, yeah. 

Isoardi 

And Clark Terry was there. 

Collette 

Clark Terry, I mentioned him. Marshall Royal was there and Ernie Royal and 

Jerome Richardson and Wilbur Baranco and Andy Anderson, who was a fine 

tenor player from Los Angeles, Quedellis Martyn, also a saxophone player. 

Isoardi 

This was the main training area, then, for musicians? 

Collette 

Yeah. The training for music and just basic training of some of the skills and 

the deals you had to go through, the basic training. We had to learn how to do 

the knots and- Just basic training-how to be a good navy person. But anyway, 

we had our musical activities, but this night, with all these fine players- A guy 

named Len Bowden- He was like one of the heads, too, like maybe a petty 

officer. He was ahead of all of us, and he was a very good musical person, too. 

You could see his knowledge, because he was maybe- Since we were nineteen 

or twenty, he might have been thirty. He was more seasoned and everything 

and more or less kept us in line. If there was any concert band stuff, he could 

conduct it and all that.There was another guy, Herman McCoy. I don't think his 

name was McCoy then. But anyway, later on he got to be Herman McCoy. He 

was a great choral director, the finest. He was doing some stuff there with the 

chorus. I'll try to find his other name. Later on he changed it to Herman 

McCoy. He did a lot of wonderful things in L.A. in the fifties, once he got back 

from the service.Anyway, the jam session was very special, in the way that you 

had twenty saxophones between altos and tenors and about fifteen, sixteen 

trumpets and about fifteen trombones. They were all in this big hall waiting to 

introduce themselves musically, let's say. Even though you have seen a person, 

you hadn't heard anybody play. Because even though the other guys had been 

there about a week, they hadn't had one of these. So somehow, somebody 

figured it should work. And we all went around and played a couple of courses 

on whatever they were playing, which was great. And if you played well, you 

were sort of like a hero. People would like to know you based on how you 

sounded. If you didn't play too well, it was almost like- Well, they wouldn't put 

you down, but you weren't going to be, "Hey, what's your name, man? Where 



are you from?" That meant that you had achieved a pretty high mark in your 

solo playing. Apparently I did all right, as did Jerome and Marshall. Some of 

the ones that had been playing and out in the field- You know, you had played, 

and it was just great to be able to play all the chords and get to the bridges on 

time and get out and end it. And they'd applaud. But anyway, that was one of 

the fun things there.I remember Marshall Royal said to me- When I first came 

into the barracks from L.A., he said, "Buddy, you're here!" He says, "We're 

building a band for when we get on the West Coast, and I want you to play 

baritone sax." And, naturally, I didn't bring a baritone, and I didn't want to play- 

I used to play baritone in L.A. only for a period. I played alto, and then I finally 

started playing baritone when I was with Cee Pee Johnson's band at the 

Rhumboogie. So he wanted me on baritone, and part of that- I think he just 

didn't want me to be playing alto, because he plays alto. You know, every now 

and then people do that. So I said, "No, I don't think I want to play baritone 

anymore." Then he tried to get to the chief to see if the chief would more or 

less order me to do it. I left the baritone in L.A., of course. So I said, "Well, I 

don't want to play baritone. It's too heavy to be marching with." And I just used 

every excuse I could. "I don't want to do it."So they left me out. They got a 

good friend of mine, Curtis Lowe. He was a tenor player, but they asked him to 

play baritone, and he agreed. But they didn't have a baritone. Baritones were 

scarce then. I don't know why. Bands had them, but, I mean, they were still 

rare. They weren't selling that much; some would play without them. Well, not 

Duke [Ellington] and them, of course, but I'm saying when the little bands 

around town- So the thing that we did- I said, "Well, I have a baritone." And I 

want to get home, of course, so I suggested- In other words, we had been there- 

This was after-We left Great Lakes and everybody went to San Francisco first. 

We all got the place at the Saint Mary's Pre-Flight School. So the main thing 

was to get back to San Francisco, which we did. Actually, probably for the first 

week or so, we were just getting situated in the pre-flight. We had a band room 

and everything, but in the meantime, we were all instructed to find our own 

apartments in the area. So that wouldn't take too long at the time. There were a 

lot of apartments, at least enough, so people began to live where- First we lived 

in Oakland, which is closer. There were times when we would move to 

Berkeley. Wherever you wanted to move, you know. And some of the guys-

Jerome Richardson and Earl Watkins and Curtis-they were from that area 

anyway, so they just kind of knew it and they could sort of help us find this. So 

we all got our apartments. Within a week or two, we were situated to go into 

the Saint Mary's Pre-Flight School. They might have given us a couple of 

weeks off. You had money to pay down on your apartment or whatever it 

was.Most of us weren't married at the time. We would bring our girlfriends in, 

but that was a time that if you did that, you almost had to marry them. Because 



it wasn't like the days of- No living together. It wasn't a popular thing. If the 

girl would say, "We're going to live together-" "What? You mean you are not 

getting married?" So most of us, I think, after-this is moving on a little further-

about a year or so, we all got married. Because if you liked your girlfriend, in 

order to get it in, you had to have something serious in mind. It wasn't just 

"Come in to stay with me for a weekend." They'd get back home and the 

mother and father at that time, their thinking was, "We can't have this. You 

can't go."So anyway, I was going to say we all got our apartments and we then 

started our routine. But in the meantime, after we had been in the navy for 

about three or four months, that was when Marshall again tried to get me to 

play baritone. I said no. So Curtis said he would play it, but they couldn't find a 

baritone. I figured, "Here's a chance after being-" A month was a long time then 

to be in the service. 

Isoardi 

[laughter] It still is now. 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah. But, I mean, it was mainly forever at that age. It was like a year. 

Really, it felt like a year. So when they needed a baritone, I was getting 

very foxy. I said, "Well, I can sell mine." He said, "Well, can you send for it?" I 

said, "They don't know where it is. I've got it locked up. The only way I can get 

it is I would have to go home." So anyway, I figured out a way to go after the 

baritone, and they gave me about a week. You needed a week at that time. 

Isoardi 

They gave you a week's leave? 

Collette 

Yeah, a week's leave to go get the baritone and come back, because it wasn't 

flying, you know. It was train. In fact, in that weekend, there was a train strike, 

if you can believe that. I mean, I didn't realize. It's, you know, something that's 

in the paper. The moment I got my leave for the week, I realized I couldn't get 

the train. So I hitchhiked-which was the wildest experience- from- At the time, 

they'd pick up service guys more readily than anybody else. But the wildest 

thing about that is you'd get a ride for fifty or a hundred miles, which was great. 

But still, with the three or four hundred miles, it took me, gosh, every bit of 

probably a day and a half-I don't know how long it took. I lucked out, though. 

But you can imagine, that was a long- So then, by the time I got home and did 

everything, I was able to come back on the train with it. But it was an 

experience.Anyway, I brought the instrument back and sold it for maybe at that 

time a couple of hundred bucks, which was very reasonable. I mean, at that 

time it was okay. But I'm saying, looking back at it now, $200! Then Curtis and 

them played. So they built a big band without me in it. And I should have been 

in it because of my caliber of playing then. I was as good as some of the good 



guys in the band. There were some good ones in there, about three or four. I'd 

say Marshall was good and Andy Anderson and Que and the bunch, Ernie 

Royal- So out of the- 

Isoardi 

Why didn't they have you playing tenor? 

Collette 

Why didn't they have me play tenor? Well, I wasn't even a tenor player then. I 

was an alto player, and he knew that. But I think that was Marshall's thing at 

that time, because he could have had me. But I think it was one of those things. 

Jerome was there, an alto player; Jackie Kelson [also known as Kelso] was an 

alto player; and I was an alto player. So I know he had problems, but he chose 

to put me on baritone. I think that was a thing, too, of his way of just doing it. 

But tenor I might not have played, anyway.My reason for turning him down 

was- As much as I liked Marshall, I didn't want to be in his band, because I 

knew how he could be. And I was right on target. Ernie and I, his brother, were 

good friends, but Marshall was a toughie. He can be, especially if he's in charge 

of the group. He's done that even in [Count] Basie's band, where he was right 

under Basie. There are a lot of stories where he was giving guys a bad time 

even when he shouldn't be, only because it just looked like he was the boss.But 

anyway, the feeling that I had was right, because they got a good band together. 

And our band, which was not a band first- The rest of the people- We had to do 

all the dirty work, like the mopping and the playing for the colors, so they 

could set up for the rehearsals of the good music they had gotten from Basie's 

arrangements and Basie's band and things like that. So they had the lush life for 

a while. They could play the cadet dances on Sunday. If they played on Sunday 

afternoon, then they would be off all day Monday until Tuesday. We could be 

off on Sunday all day, but we had to be in on Monday. Their cadet thing on 

Sunday might be two hours, for example. So they would have a half day 

Sunday and a whole day on Monday. But we would have a whole day 

Sunday.So we enjoyed it, except we knew that we were getting the short end 

always. Because if it was cleanup time, "Okay, Buddy and your guys." I was 

the boss of them, but, I mean, I could have been the leader. I was the leader of 

the marching band when we used to play for the cadets. So our routine was 

pretty well like we were going to be used. I could see that. In other words, they 

would play maybe on a Thursday night sometime in San Francisco at the San 

Francisco canteen or one of those affairs. Then we would begin to feel the 

pressure when on the next day we would be the only ones at the base. They 

would sleep in late and come in on Friday and talk about, "Ah, we live the life 

of a king."So our guys began to think, "What could we do?" And I said, "Well-

" And we had some terrible players. Terrible. Well, only because- You know, 

there were forty-five people recruited. I mean, Marshall took all the cream. And 



that's why I am trying to say I really should have been on the other band, 

because I had the ability. But now I'm with a bunch of guys- We had a couple 

of guys who could play a little bit, but most of them were into everything else. 

One guy was a barber and one guy was this and one guy- The two Godfrey 

brothers [Henry and Eugene], they played a little bit. But nobody was really 

into music.But we suddenly realized- The alto player was a nervous guy named 

Orlando Stallings, and I called him "Burg." That was his name. It just seemed 

like that was the name for him. But anyway, he could hardly play, and he kept 

coming to me and he kept saying, "Man, I've got to learn to play this alto." 

After a while the chief was on him. He was really on him, because the chief 

was a very- His name was Chief [Al] Sondy. And he didn't like anybody who 

couldn't play. He would tell us, "Now, if you guys can't hit it and can't play 

those marches with the right spirit, I'll ship you out." And this guy was nervous 

as he could be. He came to me and he says, "Willie"-he called me Willie-"I 

don't know what to do. I've got to learn to play this saxophone." I said, "Well, 

you've got to practice for one thing." I said, "I'll teach you." That's when I 

really started my teaching career there. I taught a little bit before going in, but, I 

mean, I really taught. I was teaching trumpets and trombones and everything. 

Isoardi 

To all these guys? 

Collette 

Yeah, to the whole band, because we suddenly realized that we were getting 

shafted. It was a great thing to see this happen. It really taught me a lot about 

probably stuff I'm using today. You can make it with whatever your team is if 

the people have the attitude. Of course, there's got to be some talent there 

somewhere. But we talked, and the guys began to talk.So I got Burg Stallings, 

to start doing his long tones and build up his embouchure. We couldn't practice 

inside the barracks. We had to practice outside, because this [the barracks] was 

for the big guys, the other guys. They finally called themselves the 

Bombardiers. The name of their jazz band: Marshall Royal and His 

Bombardiers. So I used to take Stallings about half a mile or so up in the hills 

there, under a tree or something, and just sit him there with his music stand and 

some long tones and say, "Now, you stay here for-" See, after we did the 

colors, which was the flag, at eight o'clock in the morning, you'd go get your 

coffee or doughnut or whatever you had- Now you've got three hours free, 

nothing but the noontime- While the cadets were going to lunch. So I began to 

station him that way. I started with Stallings. He played and he held a long 

tone. But he got so good. You know, that's the thing of seeing this scary stuff. 

He got to the point where his tone was so big and so strong and also playing 

outside, that I didn't even realize it either. I mean, he was getting better. He 

began to play, and he said, "I did two hours on the long tones today." And I 



said, "Really? Well, just keep it up. Now let's do the scales slowly."And then 

the next time we got a trumpet player. His name was James Ellison. I called 

him "Georgia Boy" because he was from Georgia. He had problems, too. He 

was kind of a nice guy but sort of a little dense in a way. You could tell him 

something, and he was very forgetful. I thought, "I'm going to have a whole lot 

of problems with him and his horn." So I did the same thing with him. He had 

his long tones. Then lip slurs [mimics lip slur], thirds and fourths, and he was 

almost like- That was easy for him to do. "I can stay here for all day and do 

that," he said. So I began to station him out there like that, until, I guess, the 

guys in the big band would see us out there. They thought I was crazy and they 

were crazy, too, to see all these students standing on rocks and under trees with 

their little- [laughter] Well, you can imagine, it was a funny sight. "What are 

they doing?" 

Isoardi 

I can really imagine, because I have to practice out in the park. I can't play in 

my apartment, so I have to practice out in the park. 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah. Well, can you imagine ten or fifteen of them out there? One guy 

finds a little spot over behind a rock, and you're hearing these long tones. 

Nobody's really- Like, now you hear guys [sings mass of rapid notes] running. 

No, everybody's just [sings long tone], you know, just holding it. I'd say, "We'll 

go slowly. We've got time." I mean, nobody said, "We're going to get out or 

something," like you're doing time in a jail, right? So they took it. They just did 

it like they had time. And we had everybody practicing.Our trombone player 

got so good. His name was George Lewis. I called him "Fat Boy." I nicknamed 

everybody. The names all fit after a while. In fact, nobody called them other 

than by their nicknames after a while. So everybody in my band- I don't know 

why that was. Maybe because I got to know them personally. And George 

was good, but he was kind of fat. So later on we named him. He was "Fat Boy." 

Burg, and then Georgia Boy with trumpet- 

Isoardi 

Lester Young. Like Lester Young. He used to give everybody nicknames. 

Collette 

Everybody nicknames. Yeah, well- But it was one of those things. We had to 

kind of get to know them more personally just to get into them, because now 

the guy wouldn't stand out. I'd say, "What can you do?" The next kid, trumpet 

player, was named- We called him "Bandmaster," because he was a little guy 

who always seemed to kind of want to lead. But he was a trumpeter. His name 

was Myers Franchot Alexander. And he was an interesting guy, too. He drank a 

lot. But he was still the neatest one of all of us, in spite of that. He could be 

blind drunk over the weekend, and on Monday, with the bloodshot eyes and 



everything, his stripes were just perfect. His shoes were perfectly shined. So 

what a combination, right? You would figure it would be the other way, 

because he'd be drinking and probably falling out. But at the same time, he was 

neat. That was the Bandmaster.We had a lot of others, too. We had one guy we 

called "the Indian." He was a bass player, and I guess he was, like, Indian. We 

called him "the Indian." And he had that attitude like every now and then if he'd 

drink a little bit, he would want to tear the place up. [laughter] Then we had one 

we called "the Bear," who was playing bass tuba. And he was actually a barber. 

His name was Ralph Thomas. Then we had- One of the tenor players was a 

very wiry little guy and he had bow legs. We called him "the Spider." And then 

the other tenor player was a short, very dark little guy, only about five foot, fat 

and everything, with a very pointed face. We called him "the Crow." [laughter] 

So this was our band. It was really great, because they all accepted it. And one 

of the trumpet players had a funny little thing, and he was called "the Duck." 

His name was- Let's see, it was Gene Godfrey and- Henry Godfrey. Henry 

Godfrey was "the Duck." Anyway, all the players had their little name.So we 

started the rehearsals, and I would be running from one to the other. I was just 

walking, because we had the time, right? Then we would break and go do our 

little thing. So this happened as time would go, maybe for about three months. 

And I didn't realize they would get that good. So the next week or two, they'd 

all begin to do scales, not at the same time, but if somebody got pretty good- 

"Hey, I've covered all my tones. Now we'll put a scale in there or do a chord." 

And they would do that. Time was going on and everything else was going on, 

and I would say maybe three months, looking back at it, might have been the 

time from them starting to work and us seeing some results. And then finally, 

they said, "Well, could we start a band?" I said, "Well, what we can do- I know 

we can't play any hard arrangements, but we'll try to get some stock things." 

We got things like "All or Nothing." [sings piece of melody] We could play 

slow stuff, you know.Well, we started playing and it sounded very good. I 

couldn't believe it. The trumpet player by this time had such a sound, and my 

lead alto had such a sound, it was scary. He was still playing outside, right? I'm 

hearing these guys sound so live out here. Now, three months of long tones and 

scales and being very in tune with whatever I said- You know, "We'll move it a 

little bit now." But we started playing these stocks, and it was really a pleasure 

standing there. We tuned up properly all the time, and everybody was very in 

sync with each other. If I'd say something, they wouldn't horse around at all. 

They were really-Because the chief had definitely set up this thing: "If you 

guys don't get better than this, I'll ship you out and get some good players in." 

Because he hated the way we even sounded with the marching band. He said, 

"That's the worst band." And there I am with the worst band. He kept saying, 

"You should be with the other band." I said, "I know that, but I don't want to 



play baritone, so I want to stay here."So we finally built it up where it was 

sounding real good. We started rehearsing every day now. They wanted to, and 

if they wanted to, of course I wanted to. I wasn't playing that much, but I would 

be conducting them. So every day at rehearsal we'd run over the music and try 

a new one, always slow stuff, medium, you know. We'd find things that they 

could play; I wouldn't get anything too hard. And the other guys still weren't 

aware of what we were doing, because we would get further away. I think we 

did it purposely so we wouldn't hear them. Because you don't want to hear, no 

matter how good they are, while you're practicing. And at the same time, we 

didn't care whether they heard us.What happened is- One day we were playing 

and sounding very good. I was really thrilled. We had about four or five 

numbers we could do now. And they really sounded good. I said, "Oh, boy. 

This will be-" So all of a sudden we look up and here comes the captain of the 

base, Captain King, and a bunch of the gold braids and all these guys. He's 

showing the land, "We're going to build here and-" We see them coming up, 

and we're playing, and all of a sudden a guy said, "The captain is here." I 

looked up and there he was. So I had to go through the salute and everything 

and stop the band.He said, "Wow! That is wonderful music you're playing 

here."And I said, "Well, this is a little band we've got."He says, "I never heard 

of this band." He said, "I'm aware of the Bombardiers, because they play for 

our dances and things, but I'm not aware that we had another band here."I said, 

"Well, we haven't named the band yet, but we've had this going for about a 

couple of months now."Well, he actually liked what we were doing better than 

what they were doing! This was like a real [sings simple, smooth melody]- 

Well, more his thing. The other guys were [sings snappy swing melody], you 

know, and he just wasn't into that thing. He was a nice guy. But this was the 

dancing band, it really was. And that was all we could do. He said, "I love it." 

He says, "Well, I'm going to have to speak to the chief, because I would like to 

have this band play some of the affairs." Now, you see what we have started? 

Yeah. Now, nobody knew this could happen, really. And I didn't even think it 

could happen either. The main thing was they wanted to play, and we pulled it 

off.When we got back into the barracks- Now, this captain went right back to 

the barracks right then, and the chief- Well, you know how they were, a little 

like little frightened people when the captain came in. He might have said, 

"What's that?" And he says, "I just heard a band," I guess he said. We didn't see 

him. "I would like for them to share the duties with the Bombardiers." In other 

words, "If they can play one week, then let the other band." So we finally got a 

name. We called ourselves the Topflighters. We got a name real quick. And 

they split all the work with us. And those guys were so angry. When we got 

back- 

Isoardi 



I was going to say, did Marshall talk to you about that? 

Collette 

Oh, he was angry. Well, they were angry because they didn't know how we 

could pull that off. I wasn't a talker to try and outdo anybody. I never was, you 

know. But it just happened that we were doing our thing and the guy liked our 

sound. It was a pretty sound. [sings simple, smooth melody] That was the band. 

And I was saying, "Not great, but not bad." But anyway, we played the affairs, 

like on Sunday the cadet dances. We had Monday off. They had to mop the 

floor. So we reversed the tables on them, and partly because those guys did that 

hard work.And then what happened, too, is that the chief had to share 

everything. So then we would get to rehearse in the main room. For a while, 

they could rehearse in the room,the main barracks room, maybe once or twice a 

week. Now we had to split it, see? So now there were times when they said, 

"Well, the Topflighters got the rehearsal room today," and they wouldn't have 

to sit around. They would either have to go out into the hills or go somewhere 

or listen to us. And that's the first time they heard- They couldn't believe the 

band could play that well.But we never played anything hard. I'd write things 

like "In a Persian Market," where you've got a [sings melody]. Everything we 

wrote was simple. But simplicity is-the more you learn that-still the key to most 

things. If it can be simple and have good people playing it, you've got it. 

Because the minute we would say [sings blur of notes], we'd get someone 

running, then it would fall apart. So I just eliminated all that stuff out of the 

book, and we kept getting things: "Now, we could play this" or "We could play 

'C-Jam Blues.'" You know, we could do a lot of things and write 

arrangements.It was a crazy period of seeing what the teaching was, how these 

players came from nowhere in a few months just doing their necessary things. 

None of them got to be too fast. The trombone player, George Lewis, got so 

good on first trombone-he was a sharp guy; he's a doctor somewhere now-that 

Marshall started his thing to get him into the other band, you know, all these 

things. Because now he'd go to the chief and he said, "Well, we need this 

trombone player to play in our band, because he's the best." So he asked 

George, and George knew that the band was better than our band overall, and 

they could play solos and- So he came to me, which was great. He said, "Well, 

what do you think?" He said, "They want me to play with the band, and I can 

be playing first trombone there and I feel I could move along." I said, "Look, 

it's up to you. I don't want to hold you back. You know, we'll sure miss you, 

because you're a great part of our thing." And I could see where it was going to 

be more of a challenge, you know? Difficult arrangements and things. So he 

moved there.But part of the thing, too, there was a trombone player- So the 

trade wasn't so bad for us. We didn't get the first trombone player, but the guy 

in Marshall's band- His name was Frazier Scott, a trombone player, a real tall, 



lanky guy, very sensitive. He didn't get along with Marshall at all. So he 

wanted to quit Marshall's band anyway. He just didn't want to play. So when 

we let George go with Marshall's band, we took Frazier with me. Frazier came 

to life with me. He could write, he could do everything-you know what I mean-

in that way. He started writing us arrangements every week, because in 

Marshall's band he didn't get the respect, and Marshall stayed on him. The 

moment he came with our group, shoot, every week or so he'd bring me another 

arrangement all copied for us to play. So the trade was better. We missed our 

first trombone player, but still the band went on in direction. He wrote kind of 

like Duke Ellington, all funny voicing and great stuff. And the band went on to 

be an interesting band because of everybody wanting to participate. Now, the 

difference between the two bands, as much as Marshall had- Another lesson, 

you see. He had all the all-stars, but he was dominating the whole thing. The 

solos went to Marshall and his brother. 
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Collette 

Okay. See, we had different approaches on running a band. I was the leader of a 

twenty-three-piece or so, a twenty-two-piece group. Not that we all played that 

much- When we played the marches, that was about the size, but when we had 

the jazz band it was about eighteen. So my approach was to try and let 

everybody have a little piece of the pie and get exposure. Even when they 

couldn't solo, I figured I would write something for them to play on. Marshall's 

approach was more or less dominating the thing, which doesn't work as well, I 

don't think, because the players, after a while they aren't giving you all of 

themselves. They're just sitting there doing the time. Now, all those players 

could play- They probably played well on the job, but there were times in the 

rehearsal- He sort of kept them from expressing themselves a lot.Okay, what 

would happen, for example- They've got a lot of Basie arrangements and- For 

example, he had two great tenor players in his band, Quedellis Martyn and 

Andy Anderson. Now, for example, maybe Basie's arrangement would have a 

tenor solo in the middle of the chart. The tenor player would be going through, 

and Marshall would say, "Hey, very good, very good. Let's play it again, but on 

the tenor solo, I'll take that." In other words, because he is looking for solos 

himself, rather than doing like you can do- You can open arrangements up, you 

know. You can leave the tenor solo and still repeat that chorus. But he would 

remove that from the tenor player. And he had a way of doing that. Or maybe 

he'd say, "Who's got the trumpet solo? Ike? Let's see, Ike Bell, why don't you 

give that to Ernie?" It would be that kind of thing, you see.So the control- Like 

I said, you kind of hurt your people after a while. And finally they're sitting 



there- [sings phrase in lackluster manner] They can only give you so much 

when they do that. Jerome Richardson and Jack Kelson, the same thing; he 

didn't allow them to play very much. So that's what I knew in the beginning, 

because I had known him from here and I was well aware that he could do that. 

I heard a lot of stories, you know. I like Marshall, but that's the way he is. So 

when we would see the band play, it was all- If there were any alto solos or 

clarinet solos, he would do them. And those guys who could play very well, 

too, didn't even get a little taste.There is another system that he would use. I 

think this is a system that a lot of the leaders from the earlier school would do. 

If you had a number, then- Quedellis was a good writer, too. He might write 

something for Kelson or for Jerome to play on. In other words, "Since 

Marshall's going to take it from him, let's just put the guy's name on it," right? 

So then if they'd wonder about playing it, "Oh, that's right. We didn't play that 

last week. We'll play it next week." Well, you might call that the first number, 

as the band opens up, when people are coming in. You get your feature at the 

time when- [laughter] 

Isoardi 

Oh, no! [laughter] 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Well, these are all these little things, see. So you can't say he didn't 

feature you. It's just that it came at a time- 

Isoardi 

When nobody's there. 

Collette 

When nobody's there, yeah. You know, people are coming in and he goes, 

"Let's play that thing," and now blowing your heart out. But when the thing 

gets mellow, then- And I kind of would sit to the side and say, "Just like I knew 

he was going to do it." So I was in a safer place. It worked out. 

Isoardi 

You weren't playing that much with your band. You were conducting most of 

the time. 

Collette 

Well, no, I played a bit, too, after we'd gotten to the point where they could 

play. I figured out solos and things, yeah. In fact, there was a guy called Willie 

Humphrey, who was a fine clarinetist. He's an old guy now, about eighty-four, 

eighty-five. So Willie might have been forty then. You know, we were twenty 

or so. He looked old to us, but, you know, he wasn't that old. But he was a good 

clarinet player. He was brought into the band later, he and a couple of other 

guys. They couldn't find a place for him in the big band, and we just hired him 

with our band. I just let him play some solos and everything. Now he's- I don't 

know if you have ever heard of a group- They come out to UCLA a lot. There 



are some old guys that play at some hall, Preservation Hall. Have you ever 

heard of them? 

Isoardi 

Preservation Hall? The New Orleans band? 

Collette 

New Orleans, yeah. 

Isoardi 

Preservation Hall Jazz Band? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

He's playing with them? 

Collette 

He's in the band, yeah. Willie Humphrey. 

Isoardi 

Oh! 

Collette 

Clarinet player. He's about eighty-five, but he's a guy who was in our band. 

See, I think that's who he's with. 

Isoardi 

I didn't associate him with that name before- 

Collette 

Yeah. I think it's the Preservation Hall band. Because I saw them once at 

UCLA about ten years ago. I went out to see him. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. About once a year they pass though. 

Collette 

Yeah, well, he's probably still there. Now, Willie Humphrey was a very humble 

guy at that time, and he just said, "Oh, thanks for letting me play with your 

band." And I saw him in New York about- I ran into him on the street. He still 

remembered me, and he said, "Man-" He's a great player, he really is. But he 

was just so humble. There it was again, and Marshall didn't even pick up on 

that, to utilize his talent, because he was Dixieland then in what he played. But, 

shoot, we were finding places for him to play. And it was a pleasure to hear 

him. So I utilized everything. It didn't bother me.But anyway, we had good 

moments, and that was the enjoyable period in the service for us. And also 

Ernie Royal, and Earl Watkins was the drummer- 

Isoardi 

Was he from L.A.? 

Collette 



No, he was from San Francisco. He was Marshall's drummer, although 

Marshall gave him a bad time. And they almost sent Watkins away, or the chief 

made it look like Marshall needed a better drummer. So Earl was kind of 

frightened. We had a good talk. And he went into the woodshed for about three 

months, practicing, and finally he cleared up all that, because he came out 

playing.But let's see, Earl Watkins, Ernie Royal, who was Marshall's brother- 

And Jim Shorter was a piano player. We got a job in Redwood City while we 

were still in the service, which was not supposed to happen. I mean, not while 

you're in the uniform, you know, to be working. So we would get on civilian 

clothes. They didn't want you to do that either, but it was such a good job, 

about two nights a week or so, and we were able to do that. We were playing 

jazz, actually, in 1944 and '45 at this club. Redwood City was about twenty 

miles outside- 

Isoardi 

Yeah, I grew up in San Mateo, which is just a little bit above that. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. So you know about that, right? So we had a good jazz group, and 

even though we would, like I say, have to get on our civilian suits to do it- 

Because then the MPs [military police] or someone would come and see you in 

uniform, and they wouldn't let you do it.But part of it was not the money as 

much as just to play and keep up on our instruments. 

Isoardi 

So you were able to spend the whole war, then- 

Collette 

Yes, the duration, from 1942 until- 'Forty-five is when we got out, after the 

December 5. 

Isoardi 

Were you able to get down to L.A. very much? 

Collette 

Not too much, but every six months or so. Not that many times. Like I said, I 

came down for the baritone, and every now and then- I finally came down 

and got my car, which happened- I think that's what I did. I said I came back on 

the train. See, I left my car. I think that's what happened. When I got down to 

get the baritone- My dad had my car, and it was just about a brand-new car. I 

had bought a '41 Pontiac, and I was in the service about the first of '42. So I 

picked the car up and drove back. That was a great thing. It was great. The first 

trip was ideal. A few more times we came down-not that often. I think we 

would drive down maybe once or twice a year, because once I had the car it 

wasn't a bad trip. Flying planes I hadn't even done, I don't think, then. Every 

now and then I'd see the family. I would get a week or so free, or leave, which 

would happen maybe once or twice a year.The other thing, I know in '46 or '45, 



before we got out of the service- I think we were out of the service, but we 

hadn't left the area. Ernie Royal and I came down to see Dizzy Gillespie and 

[Charlie "Bird"] Parker when they opened at Billy Berg's. 

Isoardi 

Oh, you were there? 

Collette 

First time, yeah, we were there. We came down. It might have been December 

or something in '45 or- I don't remember the date. But anyway, you could 

probably find that. We came down and we heard the band when they just had 

come in: Ray Brown and Milt Jackson and Al Haig and Stan Levey. First they 

had Parker and Diz, and then, later on, Billy Berg hired Lucky Thompson, 

because Billy kind of thought the sound was- Maybe not shrill, but he just 

thought he needed a little more bottom in there. Lucky played a more warm 

style. Which it did; it filled out. You know, you've got three horns. And Lucky 

could play those lines. 

Isoardi 

What was that experience like for you? What had you heard about bebop and 

what was going on then? 

Collette 

Well, we heard a lot of it in the service, you know. The records were being 

played a lot. And we would buy records then even more than we would buy 

now, of course. Somebody would bring in something with the bop. They 

brought in those early things that Dizzy was doing and [Thelonius] Monk and 

some stuff even by- Oh, a lot of groups were sort of getting it into their- Even 

Red Norvo and them were- They would get things and play little bop lines and 

things. Art Tatum, Tiny Grimes-guitar-and "Slam" [Leroy Stewart], they all 

would [sings syncopated bop melody]. They started getting the influence of 

that. We were very impressed with it, of course.And when Dizzy and them 

were coming to Billy Berg's, which we heard, we said, "We're going to go 

down." So we drove down and we caught him. Opening night was really 

fabulous. It was kind of scary to hear, because they were playing so fast a lot of 

notes that we didn't understand what they were really playing. And the flat nine 

and the flat five [chords]. You know, they had- You can go into different scales 

and pick them up much easier than to just figure out what they are. Just playing 

those scales with them, all of a sudden you're making the piano player get out 

of your way. And as you notice, the comp [accompaniment] was sparse. 

[mimics bop comping style] They weren't ringing through it, which made it 

work, too. They had figured it out, and probably, as you can see, the way Monk 

played, it's very sparse. [mimics Monk comping] You know, a lot of piano 

players like to grab everything on the downbeat and hold through. Of course, if 

you have something there that he doesn't have-he's got the regular five and 



you've got the flat five-that's not going to work. But if he hits you something 

short, you can get away with a lot of things as long as there is no clash. And 

they were doing that with a lot of creativity and a lot of musicality. And like I 

said, the tempos were scary to even handle those things. 

Isoardi 

Real scary! [laughter] 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah. Well, even then it was scarier, because nobody was trying those 

things. [sings fast bop melody] Those stops and goes between Dizzy and Bird, 

you know. [sings sharply accented stops with melody between them] And it 

would be so rhythmic is what I'm trying to say. Now, you can imagine, guys 

who would be playing it would be scuffling or the time wouldn't be so good. 

The thing would be just like- You know, you'd look at everybody and say, "Can 

you believe what we just heard?" That was the way it was. And they were just 

doing it like there was nothing to it. No scuffle, no look like it was- They'd say 

[sings relaxed bop line]. So there it was. But I remember that very well.Then 

we went back- I think I was out of the service then, and I wanted to come back 

here, because we were still working our little job in Redwood City. 

Isoardi 

Before you get back to L.A., let me ask you, during the trips you made down 

during the war, what was going on? I mean, had the scene changed much? 

Collette 

Oh, it had changed a lot, but we didn't see a lot of the clubs, like on Central 

Avenue and everything then, because we were mainly interested in- I'm pretty 

sure the Downbeat and those clubs were going, of course, because we worked 

in L.A. there. But now we got a whole different thing going, I mean, for- Oh, 

we'd heard big bands and little bands. We heard a lot of music in Oakland, too. 

There was Sweet's Ballroom, where you would hear all the big bands. There 

was the Oakland Auditorium, where we used to hear Benny Carter's band or 

JimmieLunceford's band, but Jimmie had died then. But you would hear bands: 

Tiny Bradshaw, Tommy Dorsey. All those bands would come through, and we 

were always there to hear them. When we got back here at the time, in '45, we 

might have gone to the Downbeat or the Last Word, where there were local 

groups. Maybe Lee Young or Lorenzo Flennoy or somebody like that would be 

playing. So it would be just like going home to say hello to everybody. It wasn't 

anything that had to be- It was good music, but it was not outstanding. It wasn't 

a headliner. It wasn't like seeing Diz and them, you know. That was really up 

here. The other guys would be just, maybe [sings light melody], just music for 

the room. It was great, and everybody was your friend or somebody that missed 

you.So there was no change, in a way, except the period of the war. People had 

gotten to a point where they wanted more and probably were moving away. 



Some were buying their homes there, and a lot had changed. The shipyards and 

certain jobs had made a lot of that possible. Some of them had, well, cars that 

they hadn't had before or newer cars. It was a period-I don't know if I told you 

that-that cars were the big symbol. The homes weren't. A nice shiny car, 

waxed, and a new suit was more important than having a great house and a 

terrible old car. And everybody dressed. There was no- At that time, if you 

dressed with jeans and tennis [shoes] and all of that, you were sort of not in the 

mainstream at all. [laughter] Looks like that meant you didn't have anything. In 

fact, a lot of times, when they were dressed sharp they didn't have anything. 

But it was hard to tell by looking at them. They looked like they had all kinds 

of money. But, yeah, it was hard to say. I think it had changed a lot since we 

left, which was about four years, but the change was healthy, in a way, that it 

was moving. Things were opening up. 

Isoardi 

The war years brought, certainly, a booming economy. 

Collette 

Booming, and also awareness that people could do more than just what they 

were doing before. They began to expand and venture out. Like I said, there 

were schools opening up then. When we came back we had the G.I. Bill. There 

were certain ones who said, "Hey, I want to be something. I want to learn 

something." We had four years of G.I. Bill from our enlistment thing, which I 

utilized a lot. But there were a lot of people doing the same thing. Schools were 

opening up, and the teachers were signing up so they could- They were making 

good money. They might have ten students, and the government would send 

them their checks monthly. 

Isoardi 

Seeing Bird and Diz at Billy Berg's, the whole bop thing, how did that change 

you as a musician? Did that affect you very profoundly? By the time that you'd 

become very secure in a style that you had and- 

Collette 

Well, you're never that secure. If you see something or hear something, 

especially with music, it's a constant learning situation and a constant change, 

which I like. Some people like, I think, to get something and hang on to it. But 

I think life is a period full of change. As you grow older and you learn more 

and you travel in different countries- You know, I like it all. We go there and 

they're telling you how to say this word. If we just get out there, there's- And 

music is like that.So in hearing them, of course, here they were approaching it 

with a different thing. No matter what you had learned, here's some other stuff 

that you can add. "Guys, look at that. Analyze just one of the runs or analyze 

some of the tunes." [sings bop phrase] They were using notes that we didn't 

even dare to use before because it would be considered wrong. And it worked 



because they had figured out how to do it. That's the creativity. Monk was 

doing that a long time, and, as you know, others joined in. But then they finally 

put their heads together in saying, "Let's do something that's interesting." I 

mean, if you're just playing the same old stuff- Why we're talking about them 

now is that they attempted. Then you either rise or fall. But in doing what they 

did, they came together, shouldering together.So it was very enjoyable to me. 

Not that I wanted to play exactly like they did, but I wrote out a few of those 

tunes, too. It was a kind of a lesson that you need. Can you play those lines on 

your horn? And those were the kinds of players they were. If you can play 

those kinds of lines, it gives you a different set of chops, fingers, or 

coordination. [sings up-tempo phrase] Not [sings even sixteenth-note phrase], 

you know. That's safe, because if you can just stay in 4 [4/4 meter], 1-2-3-4, 1-

2-3-4- [sings short bursts of bop phrases] You know, it's coming and going at a 

time that- [claps very quick tempo while singing fast bop phrase] It was a hard 

thing, rhythmically, to play. And they had it mastered where it was down to a 

science. Like I say, when you find that you play the lines real well, then you 

have to play a solo on the thing. It's much easier, you know, because you have 

got the starts and the stops, and you have to be quick, your delivery, your ears, 

your everything.And to play it from memory, too. To read it is one thing; to 

memorize it- I think that means you know the sound of the horn better, because 

you're going for the sound rather than "I know that is an A I'm playing." [sings 

runs up to high notes] "Where is that?" So of course we were impressed, 

because you see them playing stuff, no music-every line is either something 

they played or they figured out or they hum it. [sings bop line] They were 

utilizing, maybe, something that most of us don't use enough, and that's 

memory work. In the jazz field, that's king.Some of them don't use any music, 

and then some use too much music. So I think it is a combination between the 

two, because if you don't use any music- They were good without any music. 

Of course, they were playing things that they had worked out. The other 

extreme is that you're playing too much music, and everybody is counting 

exactly one chorus here and then the background comes in there. It may be too 

structured. The other way is having a little line and having the players know 

that they've got a little freedom to play an extra chorus or if you want to put a 

little background in there you can, or you don't have to. That, to me, would be 

more interesting than the one that's so free that, you know, nobody would take 

any time: just call five people together and jam. Or the one where somebody, 

the same arranger, has written everything, so there may be too much of that 

sound. The other way, you've got a little skeleton thing. And the chord changes, 

and say, "Give me something" and let the players help make the mood more 

interesting. 

Isoardi 



Who else was at Billy Berg's? 

Collette 

What do you mean? 

Isoardi 

To hear Bird and Diz, from the L.A. area? Did you recognize other people 

from-? 

Collette 

Who were there at that period? 

Isoardi 

Yeah, musicians who were at- Who else was there listening? I was just curious. 

Collette 

It's really hard to say. The place was packed with people, and I'm pretty sure, 

without singling out any musicians, if I could remember that well- Yeah, I 

would say that it must have attracted most of the L.A. musicians at that time, 

because it was- Whether they all liked it, I don't know, but they all had to come 

and hear. This was for real. The stuff that you heard on the records that you 

didn't believe you almost had to believe because you saw people standing 

playing it. You couldn't believe it on the record at first. We'd put the record on 

and everybody would stand around and say, "What are they doing?" It was just 

going so fast and so right, and the phrasing was just like this. And most of the 

time we were playing [sings medium swing phrase], we could all hear that 

[sings up-tempo bop phrase]. It was all, like I say- They had worked hard and 

they did it so well. And then Bird would come out with his solo, and he was 

masterful with his solo playing. His time was just flawless, you know. You 

could see he was like a force. That's the way he played. You could hear the 

thing moving. You'd say, "Whew! What is he going to say about this?"So it 

was a period- Like I said, it definitely affected you. The main thing is, how do 

you recover from that? You can't just shift from what you're doing. All you can 

do is know that- You can analyze the tunes and try to figure out, "Are they that 

tough to play? Can I go that fast?" The main thing you want to know is, can 

you keep up with this pace? Probably like the computers and everything now, 

you know. People are doing everything, and you get one to see if you can get in 

the game. And you may not try to do that all the time, but you're trying to see, 

"Am I able to keep up with what is going on?" That is what we felt then. "Can 

we keep up?"But playing like Bird- I mean, it's very difficult to play like 

anybody, or whether you really want to- And if you'd really got that figured 

out, if you played like him- He was great. No doubt about it. He never made 

any money, really, to speak of. He had a very unhappy life, and part of it was 

because he didn't make money and he wasn't accepted like he thought he should 

have been. He never complained that much, but he could see: "Gosh, I've 

achieved all this and there's no payoffs." "There's a night at Jack's Basket 



Room, or there's a jam session on Saturday." At the period of 1955 I was 

making money and he wasn't making anything. And that was kind of- "What is 

going on here?" Well, I had gotten on the Groucho Marx show ["You Bet Your 

Life"]. I had a brand-new car. He was trying to figure out how to pay rent. It's a 

rough thing. So I'm saying, you can achieve certain things, but every now and 

then- As much as I loved the way he played- And at one period, I thought 

maybe I would like to play the alto like that. But looking back at it, there was 

only going to be one. He had his own style. His whole background, his 

experiences and everything, was the reason he also could express certain things 

like that.He finally told us a few things, which I guess I pointed out in that 

article which you saw in your thing. 

Isoardi 

The article in Coda Magazine [Buddy Collette and Elaine Cohen, "Bird," Coda 

Magazine, February/March 1989, 6-8]? 

Collette 

In Coda. But at that period, I didn't know he had his problems then, too. I think 

he was on his dope and everything. He went to Camarillo [State Hospital] a few 

times. But I think when he could practice, he might have- Well, he told me he 

didn't even practice-he played. Which you've got to see; there's a difference. He 

would probably take the horn out and probably play "All the Things You Are" 

starting in the key of B. You see? So when you analyze what is practicing and 

[what is] playing- A lot of players will spend six hours, but they're not 

practicing scales. For example, if you're playing some of those tunes, or maybe 

you're doing "Giant Steps" in another key just to find out- You know what I am 

saying? There are a lot of challenges that make you play very difficult 

things.So I'm in a frame of mind to say, "Yeah, scales are fine. That's like a 

foundation of a house, and you might need them at certain times." But there are 

more scales than just the major, minor, and melodic, and things like that. All of 

a sudden you've got a C-7 with a flat nine, flat five. Then you have to figure 

out, "So what scale is that?" If nothing more, put the notes down and fill the 

other notes in. And you might run that scale and get used to that sound. And, 

gosh, whenever you run into- Whether it's a C-9 flat five or a D-9 flat five or F, 

you know that scale. Because, you see, I think we train our ears to hear certain 

scales, diatonic scales, the Dorian and the Phrygian and all that. But the scales 

with the altered tones- And that's what they were doing. You know. [sings run] 

They could run that scale. Now, if you learn the major scale and you've got an 

F-sharp in the C-major scale and you've got a B-flat in there, you're going to be 

clumsy running it, because you haven't gotten used to hearing it and your 

coordination is not there. So it's another approach. In other words, there is no 

time loss. For example, if you spent 90 percent of your time on the major and 

minor scales, which we use- And all this new stuff that they are playing needs 



some time on the other scale. That means you have got to have those other 

scales probably as well as you do these, which may be easier, because we're all 

hearing that.Now, my friend Britt Woodman was a prime example, too, of what 

I am saying. I do a lot of things where, if you play piano- He thinks that 

everybody should play piano, whether you are playing it for anybody or for 

your own benefit, if you're going to be a jazz player, because then you hear the 

intervals and you hear the chords. You hear how everything works. I mean, you 

don't really have to play it, be a performer, but you hear the intervals. And as 

soon as I get on piano- I probably wouldn't play for anybody, but you can hear 

things, how the thirds and the fourths and things work. [sings cycle of intervals] 

And it's based right on your major scales or your minor scales or the new scales 

with the altered notes.So I think what happens is you take somebody who's 

drilled, basically, in the regular stuff, you know, basically vanilla, and 

everything is real great. And you put on some chocolate and some nuts and 

stuff, and all of a sudden they're flinching. You're saying, "Yeah, but you got 

used to that first." Then later on the guy says, "Man, you're right. Now I've 

acquired a taste for it." Andthat's it.So Britt came here one day- And Britt's a 

fine trombone player, but he came from the basics and he stays with the basics. 

He can play that trombone, though. So I said, "Try these little interval things." 

[sings descending interval pattern] See, right away I didn't know he'd have that 

much trouble, but he did, because he hasn't learned to hear the horn that way. 

He hears it how he hears it. "This is the way I hear it." "But can you [sings 

ascending interval pattern]? All those intervals you've got to play and find out 

where they are on your horn."So I think there is where the magic is. I've run 

into books like Oliver Nelson's Patterns [for Improvisation]- There are a lot of 

books out, and most of them are probably good. Lennie Niehaus- They're all 

good books. But I found very few like this. So if a player is practicing, then we 

could record that, and the intervals are right there. You're playing something 

that you could go tonight and play right on the bandstand. And those are the 

kinds of things we have to play. I don't mean that's the only thing, but you have 

to incorporate that into your practice schedule. Because if not, if you're playing 

scales and chords and good exercise books and all of a sudden we're playing 

"Cherokee," it's very hard to- The mind does, it takes all this good stuff in. 

[sings sixteenth-note ascending interval pattern]. Then you go on "Cherokee," 

you go [repeats pattern]. It's hard now to be inventive because you program 

yourself. And that's what we have to do, too, as players.I find teaching school 

and things, you start doing that. I'm not so much into them mastering 

everything. Master what we're going to need right now. We're playing a tune 

with three scales in it and they're supposed to solo on it, because it's based on 

that, modal things. And they have trouble, because now you've got the altos, 

you've got the key of your E, your G, and your F-sharp or something. They're 



tough keys, right, rather than them starting in C. And they're wondering, "What 

are you doing?" But it's made sense, because now, when they play the scale, it 

works into the thing. Now I say, "Well, now you don't have to stick with the 

scale."But I approach it like "Cannonball" [Julian Adderley] once said. 

Cannonball Adderley said, "I don't work on anything that I'm not going to need, 

that I'm not going to be able to use." So take that for whatever it meant. He was 

trying to explain. In other words, you may be practicing everything- "But when 

am I going to use that? Well, maybe one day I will." In other words, if you're 

going to a job, it's hard to say that you can master something today and use it 

tonight. But you might be able to- But you might be too intense, you know? 

You say, "Well, heck, I don't know 'Round Midnight.' so why don't I just learn 

that?" And then, when I get an opportunity, they'll say, "What do you want to 

play?" I'll say, "Let's play 'Round Midnight.'" Well, you'll scare them to death, 

because not too many people are going to join that. But that's an example of 

what I'm saying. At least you're working on something that- "Oh, really?" 

They're going to play it. If you're a hero on that, well, then you've done yourself 

a lot of good, see. So you can use that any way you want. Get one of those that 

eventually they're going to call you up on the stand and you'll say, "Let's just do 

'Round Midnight' for my ballad." Well, not too many are going to do that. 

Because your homework is done already.So the reason I'm saying all this, 

there's a lot to think about on how to spend your time, what you really work on. 

You say, "I did eight hours today." "Great! What did you spend it on? Well, 

now play me one of the tunes." See, because all of a sudden it comes down to 

that-you're a fighter or whatever it is. The guy says, "Let's put on the gloves 

and let's see. It sounded to me like you're ready." You say, "Well, I'm not ready 

yet, but I-" You know, punching the bag, but- In other words, there's still all 

that time for you to say- Like Bird said in the article I had. He looked at me and 

said, "Call your shot. Showdown time." And he was looking at me. That meant 

call any key or any tune you want and we'll jump on it, see. And that's the way 

he was. It was interesting. But I didn't really have to call it, because I just 

encouraged him. There's no need for me to get in and- I could have probably 

played, but I knew at that point he was into his thing and practicing all the time 

and had all this. And I'm saying, "Why don't you call one and start out, and I'll 

join you." But I never joined him, because he never left any spot open. [mimics 

Charlie Parker solo] He just started. And it was coming at me like this. I said, 

"Oh, boy." The tempo was up there, and he never missed a beat anywhere.So 

my point, I guess, with all this dialogue about this thing is, yes, each person has 

to develop his own thing to a point that you are ready, which means- "Can we 

play this?" And you say, "Well, I'm not so sure of that one. Maybe the second 

choice, 'Over the Rainbow' or 'Now's the Time,'" or whatever lines you know. 

And when you do it, then you've got to have a- This is what I think Cannonball 



was saying. And you can see the kind of player he was. He was working on 

some stuff. They said when he came to New York the first time- I don't know if 

Bird had just died or not; it's kind of hard to remember the period. But when 

they first heard him, they didn't appreciate him too much. But he was doing it 

anyway, because they just didn't want to believe that he could play that well, 

you know? 

Isoardi 

He came literally out of nowhere. From Florida. 

Collette 

Yeah, from Florida, he and his brother [Nat Adderley]. But they came in. They 

didn't want to accept him at first, you know. And finally, man, he blew 

everybody out. But they said- It was almost like, "Well, he's not Bird." You 

could say anything you want, but he was doing it, see. But apparently, his 

system was good, too, because- I think there's the key to the whole thing. If a 

performer gets up and he knows tunes or he's able to be comfortable in most 

things they call, that, to me- It takes a lot of time, of course. But it doesn't take 

any more time than you being a master of all the scales and things that you'll 

never play for the people. Do you follow what I'm trying to say?If you're 

mastering those scales on some of those songs- And I don't mean to say that 

you shouldn't have every scale in line, but it's like- Okay, as you notice, most of 

the keys we'll play will wind up to be about four or five keys rather than eight 

or nine keys. You've got C, you've got F, B-flat, E-flat, A-flat, maybe D-flat, G-

not D very much, not A very much. You know what I'm saying? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

So it doesn't mean you don't need those. But I'm saying, all of a sudden you 

suddenly realize the songs that you are on- If you just kind of analyze those 

things that you'll need, your minor sevenths and your flat fives and things in 

basically those keys- In other words, you're getting twice as much out of your 

practice, and you can sort of- And if you do get into trouble, you're not going to 

get in too much trouble. It just may be one strange little thing that slipped in. It 

doesn't mean you have to rip something real interesting. Every now and then 

you hear good players, you would hear them [sings run up and down horn]. 

Well, they're doing that on a thing that's either a familiar key- But when it gets 

to F-sharp minor and B or something, then they might just [sings simple 

phrase]. They just play something that's simple. Run when it's safe, and when it 

is a little tough, then grab a little note and hang on a little bit. But it never 

comes off like you're in trouble, unless you think you have to be evenhanded on 

each thing. "Well, I ran it on the C minor seventh; now on the B minor seventh 

I'll run the same thing." Then it's difficult. But there's no set rule to that 



either.But anyway, to get back where we are with- The music, I think, started a 

bunch of us to thinking that there's more to do other than just the basic scales, 

other than just the basic chords, using other notes. That's when even the twelve-

tone system began to come in. Of course, Schoenberg and people like that were 

doing it. But, I mean, in the jazz, "Spud" [Lyle] Murphy has the equal interval 

system that he's been teaching. Oscar Peterson studied with him. Gerry 

[Gerald] Wiggins, I studied with him. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Yeah. I studied with him a little while-not long. But I also studied the [Joseph] 

Schillinger system, which is a twelve-tone system. And those are using the 

twelve notes. I also studied with a guy named George Trembley, who more or 

less derived his own twelve-tone system. He studied with Schoenberg, by the 

way. 

Isoardi 

These are L.A.-based teachers? 

Collette 

George Trembley was, yeah. But he was born in Canada, I think. He came up 

with a system, too, that if you started writing that and you could have really 

good players to play it, it would bring about a whole new music. I'm not going 

to say it would sell a lot, but it would be some interesting sounds. I've written 

some like that, too, and I hope to write more. In fact- 

Isoardi 

Twelve-tone? 

Collette 

Twelve-tone, yeah. I've got a piece called "Twelve Tone Blues" that he 

requested me to write. And part of that reason is because with all the students 

that he had, nobody had written him a blues yet. 

Isoardi 

Who? 

Collette 

Trembley. So he thought maybe I could do it. And I did. It was hard to do, but 

when I got it done, he was impressed. He said, "Now you've got to play it, so I 

can hear it." So I wrote it out for my band when I was teaching at Cal State 

L.A. [California State University, Los Angeles]. It was dynamite, I mean in the 

way that the music is so different. But it was pleasant, because I think with me, 

I didn't want it to be just harsh. I really had to work with it to smooth the lines 

out and invert parts. But I still used a twelve-tone system to do it. You come up 

with some different music, really different.Now, in this concert I have next 

May, I think I will do it, because nobody's heard it. It's about ten years old or 



more, maybe twelve. But still, it's timeless in a way. It's not going to go 

anywhere, as far as it being old or anything. In fact, now it's as new as it ever 

was, because a thing like that- Just the sonorities. The rhythmic things are 

interesting, too.But I think this is a kind of thing that- There should be 

commissions and things to- I guess there are commissions, but, I mean, to 

commission somebody to do new works, because I think then the people begin 

to benefit also who are around to share in this experience, to hear- I'm pretty 

sure when they said- Well, naturally, Schoenberg and Stravinsky and all them- 

Stravinsky with his [The] Firebird, you know, they couldn't understand what 

was going on. But of course they accepted it later. If you had commissions to 

do things like this- And maybe that would even happen in my case-some guy is 

talking about it. But when you've got a chance like the thing at El Camino 

College in May- 

Isoardi 

What's that going to be? 

Collette 

It's a big band concert. It's my big band on May- I think it's May 19. I'll make 

sure the date is right. I'll have a big band, and they're paying a nice sum of 

money for me to do what I want to do. So I'm going to bring in some 

interesting, original music, because I think that's it. I mean, here's a chance to 

bring in original stuff. Since I write original stuff, there's no need for me to play 

stuff that other people can play. On my stuff, you know, at least if nothing 

more, you come there, you're going to hear some music for the first time. But I 

like it that way. And maybe that's where I am going, as quiet as it's kept, to be 

one of the people of today's scene, to do like some of the ones did before. I'm 

not comparing myself to an Ellington or a Mingus or anybody, but they were 

doing their own original music. There are some others who were doing it 

nicely. Miles [Davis] did a lot of his compositions. We could probably go on 

and on. I think it's a chance to bring about new things and a new approach. No 

matter how many times you write a new arrangement-whether it's "Milestones," 

which is Miles Davis, or whether you do a ["Take the A] Train" arrangement-

it's going to be great, but still, there's something there that you know. It's a 

familiar sound. Which is great, but to have the people believe you on the sound 

they're hearing for the first time and say, "Hey, I like that one"- That means 

you've achieved something that is melodically- And also, with the players and 

everything, to establish something that should be something that's very 

important and maybe something that might be missing. Because if we keep 

doing only arrangements on things that have been done or doing it on the 

people who are gone, then we don't spend that much time on doing it on the 

ones that are here now, if I'm making any sense. 

Isoardi 



Oh, yeah. It make you go forward then, you know, carry it forward. 

Collette 

Yeah. In other words, we're saying at this point, if I'm at the top of the business 

now-and I should be at my age and my experience-if I have to draw from 

Miles's material, which I like, or play Mingus's charts only or play Monk's 

charts only, then what is really-? Not putting myself down for not having the 

ability to write-I can write-but I'm saying that I would say a couple of my tunes 

or a couple of their tunes, for example, just being straight- They were not 

masterful tunes, certain tunes, but there was expression of what they felt, you 

know? Whether it was [sings opening melody to Thelonius Monk's "Straight 

No Chaser"]- That's great in a way. It's clever. But a lot of us can express that. 

And I would hope that more musicians would attempt to put down and say, 

"Well, this is my original called 'Betsy Lee'" or "One Jump Hop" or something, 

because all of those are the jazz riffs that we play on our horns. [sings melody] 

That's much better than just playing [sings one-note rhythm and blues 

background riff] That's great, because we know that was done by the master 

and has been accepted and probably sold out a lot of records and everything. 

But you're better off to try a new lick and put that out if you've got an audience. 

And that's what I'm going to do at El Camino. That's what I do in all my 

concerts. You can bet we'll drop a new one in. That was what we did with 

Chico Hamilton, that's what we did with Stars of Swing, and that's what we did 

on most of my albums. And I think it works.One thing I find when I go to 

Europe now, sometimes they're bringing the albums and they are singing the 

tunes that you never knew would be popular. They are saying, "Oh, that 'A 

Nice Day,'" or "That 'Blue Sands' was great." And you're saying, "Then that 

must work." Because it starts with an idea from the head and the heart, I think. 

You put it down and you say, "I hope somebody will like this one day." And 

when it comes back five years, ten years later, there it is. 

1.9. Tape Number: V, Side One September 28, 1989 

Isoardi 

Buddy, we're up to the end of World War II and, I guess, your return to Los 

Angeles from the service. What was it like when you got back? What were 

your plans? What did you hope to do? 

Collette 

Well, I think we covered coming down to catch [Charlie "Bird"] Parker and 

Dizzy [Gillespie] at Billy Berg's, right? 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 



So now this next time when we came- I mean, some of us were also discharged 

before Parker and Berg's started in Hollywood. We came down before we had 

moved down, and later on we came down to stay. I wanted to come back to 

L.A. to see if I could make a living as a musician. I had been away for four 

years almost. So the main thing was to kind of move my family in. I had one 

child at the time. His name is Zan, William Zan Collette. Zan was born in 1944. 

So when we moved down- I was married. My wife was Louise [Collette] and- 

Isoardi 

You were married. So during the war, up north- 

Collette 

I got married during the war, yeah. I got married in 1943, something like that, 

and the kid was born a year later. We decided to come back to L.A., which was 

also Louise's home before she came up to Oakland. We got married in Oakland. 

So we had the child. He was about two years old when we came back. We 

decided, "Well, why don't we go back to L.A.?" I wanted to sort of finish my 

studying and everything, and I figured, well, that was our home. My family was 

here; her family was here. So it was a good idea. We packed up stuff and 

moved stuff back down with a moving truck and everything.The first offer we 

got, which- We were going to get an apartment. Her mother had a big house 

and said, "Hey, stay at our house for a while until you get yourself together." 

So we stayed there. It worked out okay, but it never works too well with the in-

laws, you know. I was beginning to practice a little bit and start studying my 

lessons, and I guess my mother-in-law thought, "This guy's wasting time." 

They don't understand, you know. "Why doesn't he go out and get a job?" 

[laughter] It was a period where I didn't have a lot of money, but I guess with 

the service you'd get about $200 at the time. Two hundred bucks, it would last a 

little bit. 

Isoardi 

Two hundred bucks for- 

Collette 

Two hundred bucks for, like, discharge. 

Isoardi 

Oh, oh. I see, like severance pay? 

Collette 

Severance pay or something. It wasn't a lot of money, but it was enough for me 

to come in and get my lessons going. And since we were staying in her house- 

We paid her a little money, but the point was, I guess, she figured that I should 

probably go out and get a job. That was right. And also tried to influence my 

wife, you know: "What's going on? This guy is practicing, having fun." I 

couldn't convince them that I knew what I was doing in trying to be a 

musician.At that time, lessons were only costing about $4 or $5 a lesson. Food 



was very inexpensive. So $250 or $300-I can't remember what I had-I was 

straight for six months. Well, it didn't mean I couldn't do work. I might have a 

Saturday night job or I might have something to make another $5 or $10. But at 

that time, $10 or so, that's about three or four days in your pocket. And you'd 

buy groceries- You'd go to the store. With about $3, you had a load to keep you 

for three days.So it was interesting to see how we finally knew that we couldn't 

stay there, because I knew what I wanted to do as a musician. And I was 

studying in the beginning. I had the G.I. Bill, which was something that we got, 

I think, because I enlisted in the service. So that was offered to us, the G.I. Bill, 

to go to school, and also part of the G.I. Bill was something from the 

Department of Veterans Affairs where you could buy a home on a reasonable 

rate, FHA [Federal Housing Administration] or one of those plans. But anyway, 

what I am saying is, in a way, by me spending the time in the service, I had a 

lot of advantages. I got four years of study for free. All I had to do was to find 

the right teachers. And at the time, books and metronomes and reeds and all of 

that- You know how sometimes the good things are finally cut out. At this 

period, a three-month period, we could go get three or four boxes of reeds, and 

I've got books now that- I've probably never even read through all of them. I 

used to go down and get ten, twelve books-a couple of clarinet books, a couple 

of alto books, a couple of flute books-and they paid for all of that. 

Isoardi 

Wow. 

Collette 

You know, just turn in your bill, and the teachers that you would choose, they 

would sign up with the government, whoever they signed up with. 

Isoardi 

So those would be private teachers? 

Collette 

Private teachers if you want to go private, or you could get into the schools. 

There were quite a few schools. That's where I finally met Bill Green. I met 

him at the L.A. Conservatory [Los Angeles Conservatory of Music and Art]. In 

other words, I started first with the conservatory and three teachers. I could 

play clarinet and saxophone pretty well. I figured, "If I'm going to make it-" I 

didn't think about the studios yet, but if I was going to make it into the music 

business, I had to be pretty good. I knew that, coming back. So I finally had-

let's see-a clarinet teacher, Mr. [Socorso] Pirrola, who was a- Then Merle 

Johnston, who was a saxophone teacher from New York, was one of the fine 

teachers in New York. He was a very hard taskmaster. He really drove you 

hard. He said if you couldn't practice twenty-three hours a week, you couldn't 

study with him. So that meant maybe three and a half, four hours a day in order 

to make it. And he could tell when you weren't doing it, you weren't practicing, 



because he would set the metronome at a certain tempo. He knew all the 

lessons by heart-he had been doing it for twenty or thirty years. So if you had 

an alto, he would transpose it, because he knew it. And if you had a tenor- So 

he would play in two keys. He knew every note in all those Klose books and 

things like that. So he was tough, and he was-"Little Mac" [Mick McLaughlin], 

the repair guy, told me about Merle Johnston. At the time, I knew I wanted to 

study saxophone. Also, at that point I met Bill Green. We were at L.A. 

Conservatory. How I met Bill is an interesting kind of a thing. He was always, 

you know, with a horn in his hands, even then. So somebody from the school 

told me, "There's a guy over in the park playing clarinet." And he said, "He 

sounds real good." Anybody who's playing in the park you always think of as 

being a street person or something like that, because, you know, you're always 

thinking, "What are you doing playing in the park?" 

Isoardi 

Since I play in the park every day, I know. [laughter] 

Collette 

Well, Bird played in the park, too, but they never thought of him either. They 

said, "Hey, there's a nut over there playing in the park." I think when they see 

people playing baseball and football and everything, and there's a guy with a 

saxophone, playing it or something- 

Isoardi 

There's something wrong with him? [laughter] 

Collette 

[laughter] He can't be well. So here he was. I go to see this guy, because they 

were pretty impressed with him. They said, "This guy can really play." I said, 

"Well, I'd better go see him," because I didn't want to miss anything. I went 

over, and there's this guy, dressed sharp and everything. He's got his glasses on. 

He's always been immaculate, you know: buttoned coat warm days or not. So I 

see the guy, and he acknowledged me but he kept playing. So then he stopped 

for a moment and looked to see what we were going to say. And the guy said, 

"This is Buddy Collette." He said, "I'm Bill Green." I said, "Nice meeting you." 

I said, "You sound good on the clarinet." He said, "Thanks," and he went back 

to playing. He played a little thing by Rudy Rutherford. Rudy Rutherford 

played with Count Basie. [sings melody] He said, "Do you know that tune?" 

And I said, "No. Why?" He said, "Because Rudy Rutherford played it with 

Count Basie." And he went on back into it. So that was our first meeting. He 

was so involved in his- And he wasn't rude or anything. He was just trying to 

share where he was. When I told him that, he said, "Did I really do that?" 

[laughter] But we got to be great friends, because he was a great player and we 

had a whole lot of ideas that were quite a bit alike. I remember he had two other 

friends with him. The reason I'm telling you all this is because it was the 



beginning of meeting new players, a new group of people who were different 

than just the Central Avenue players.The Central Avenue players, even before, 

were not into a lot of schooling. I mean, they weren't against it, but I'm just 

saying- We had Lloyd Reese, some of us, and some of the ones who came from 

Jefferson High School had Sam Browne as a teacher. So we were more into 

practicing and doing things proper to learn not just to play solos, but to be 

musicians that could read and fit into any situation. Our teachers taught that 

way. But a lot of the club players on the avenue- Some of them couldn't read. 

There was nothing wrong with it, because you didn't have to read at that time. 

The world hadn't changed as much into studio work and everybody must read 

and are there going to be minorities and everybody into the symphony 

orchestra. The main thing then was if you had a little gig and it was paying the 

right amount of money and the group was swinging, you were in.So the thing 

with Bill- Like I said, I met a whole different group. He had a guy named John 

Smith, who was a saxophone player. I don't know if they all lived in Kansas 

City, but they might have. Another one named Nat Rattler, I think, was a 

trumpet player. They were all very serious musicians. They all practiced 

together, and I think they were all living together at this time. 

Isoardi 

Really? And they had all come from elsewhere? They weren't from-? 

Collette 

They all came into L.A., yeah, and they all had the G.I. Bill for studying and 

everything like that. They were either from Kansas City or somewhere else. But 

they had probably been in the service, and then they chose to come out here and 

do their studying.But anyway, we spent a lot of time together every day, not 

practicing yet, but having lunch and things. And the thing that I realized with 

those guys- They were good and so serious-they were practicing all the time. 

But we'd all go to lunch to break up the day, of course, and yak it up a little. 

And they would never eat anything. I said, "I don't know about these guys," 

you know? "They say, 'No, we're okay,' and then not eat." I said, "Something is 

really weird." So finally I pinned Bill Green down once. I said, "Well, Bill, 

why is it that you guys don't eat? Because, I mean, I could even buy you lunch 

or something, if that's the case." I was trying to figure out what it was. He said, 

"Well, our check hasn't come yet, but we didn't want to bother anybody." You 

know, those checks would come late, and they said they would fix, like, mush 

and rice and stuff. They weren't making it. And they looked so neat and they 

were just so proud doing all- "No, we won't have-" I said, "Well, why don't we 

do this?" I had to almost twist his arm once. I said, "Look, I can help you guys, 

because your check's going to be here within a week or two"-and it finally did-

"and you guys buy my lunch a few days." So we to be got real close then. 

Because they wouldn't say- They were all kind of the same way, very proud 



guys.But that was the start of a great relationship between all three of us. 

Especially Bill and I got real close, because- There were times when I got busy 

before he did in this town. Like I say, I was from here, and people knew me. I 

would get certain things that I would do or certain things I couldn't do or 

certain things I didn't even want, to tell you the truth. And every now and then 

you would get a call from somebody that had a pretty good job, and I'd think, 

"Well, I'd better elevate myself." Every now and then you have to make good 

decisions, of course. And at that time, Bill still wasn't making any outside 

money. I said, "Well, Bill, what do you think?" And he'd say, "Hey, I got it." It 

would be hard to do that now, but a couple of things- El Herbert had a little 

band. He wasn't a good trumpet player, but he had a little old steady job. And 

Ernie Freeman and all that. Like I said, overall, he wasn't a good leader, but 

they had a little steady gig. And one thing led to another. Some of the gigs I 

had even in the studios at the time, I would send Bill. They didn't know who 

Bill was, but naturally he always could do a great job. That was the beginning 

of him getting in, and always he could prove that he could do the part. They'd 

say, "Hey, that guy's great that you're sending us." "Yeah."You know, I was 

just thinking even about- In the picture, you know, in the thing when we were 

talking about Benny [Carter]- I sent Benny in, too. But part of the reason- On 

the Groucho Marx ["You Bet Your Life"] I sent Benny in. I didn't think Benny 

would do it but- At the time, when I was on "Groucho," which comes a little 

later, I was the first black to be hired on NBC, which is a network show. It was 

on radio first. Then it went to simulcast, to TV and radio at the same time. 

Isoardi 

You started playing "Groucho" when he was on radio? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

Oh, I see. And then you just stayed with him when they went to TV? 

Collette 

Yeah. We were on radio for the first couple of months that I joined the show, 

and then with the simulcast, which meant the money went up about twice as 

high or more. 

Isoardi 

When was that? Do you remember exactly when that was? 

Collette 

Yeah. Probably 1950 is when we started the show. The show lasted until almost 

1960, so almost ten years. 

Isoardi 

And you were with the show the whole time? 

Collette 



Yeah. Well, I guess it was news to some, a black getting high on a steady show. 

And Groucho reacted. He would kind of wave to me, you know, one of those 

things, and it was okay. I mean, I could handle it all. But, I mean, at that time, 

he was surprised. And Jerry Fielding, who was the leader who hired me- I can 

put some more stuff on that story, but anyway, getting to this point where I'm 

thinking about it- When I would get off the show, which I would do 

sometimes- I was with Chico Hamilton at the time. We were traveling a little 

bit. Thesummer, the show would go off in the summer, but sometimes the tour 

would start before. And a couple of times, I had to take off. So the leader would 

be, "Gosh! Who else can you send?" If I couldn't send Bill- And a lot of times I 

could have sent Bill, and Bill would have played it very well. But just the idea 

that I'd say, "Maybe Benny Carter," and they would react to Benny's name. 

"Could you get Benny Carter?" Because they must have felt that if I had 

somebody that they all knew, it would be easier. You know, everybody 

sometimes is worried about something that- But it did work out. Benny 

accepted each time. It was a pretty good-paying job, but it also was a prestige 

job, a kind of-But anyway, that was a little later. Getting back to Bill and I, we 

used to work in a lot of bands. We worked in Benny's band, oh, in the last part 

of the forties, maybe '47, '48. 

Isoardi 

Benny Carter's band? 

Collette 

Benny Carter's band, yeah. We were the alto players. 

Isoardi 

Where did you guys play? Where was that band? 

Collette 

We played in a couple of ballrooms downtown. I wish I could remember the 

names of them. 

Isoardi 

Maybe this was earlier. I know at one time Art Pepper was playing in Benny 

Carter's band. Was that before this period? 

Collette 

Yeah, that was before. In fact, there was a thing in the film last night. I can't 

think of- 

Isoardi 

I guess that must have been the early forties, because in the late forties, Art 

Pepper was with Stan Kenton. 

Collette 

Yeah, right. This was when we were out of town. Benny moved here in '42, and 

I was still away in '42. But, yeah, there was something on Hollywood 

Boulevard that Benny had- I think Art Pepper was with the band for a while. 



The things with Benny, we'll have to find out what clubs they were. But we got 

a lot of jobs. We might have even played the- Yeah, we did play the 

[Hollywood] Palladium later, which is on Sunset [Boulevard], but not at this 

period. 

Isoardi 

Did the band play in any clubs down on Central [Avenue]? 

Collette 

No, I don't think so. 

Isoardi 

What about the Plantation [Club] down in Watts? That used to have a lot of big 

bands that never played down- 

Collette 

Not with Benny Carter, I'm afraid. There were bands. I used to go down as a 

kid to see some of those bands, too. Billy Eckstine played there. 

Isoardi 

I think the Basie and [Jimmie] Lunceford bands played down there. 

Collette 

Well, possibly. But usually when Lunceford and them came down to town-that 

was the early forties-they played the Shrine Auditorium, which is the ballroom 

there on the side where they had the theater seats and all that. But most of 

Benny's things were one-nighters or something, pulled the band together. And 

like I said, there were dances. There were a couple of ballrooms downtown-I 

wish I could think of the names. Maybe they're not there anymore, but-

Anyway, at that period, things were changing with more of the musicians that 

we met or- I began to know some of the newer ones. A lot of them were 

thinking school and studying instruments. That was the period, too, I took up 

flute. Bill took up flute. We took up flute about the same time. Oh, the thing I 

was going to say- We were going to L.A. Conservatory. That's where Bill was 

going; that's where I was going. 

Isoardi 

Where was that at? 

Collette 

At this time it was over near MacArthur [Park]. Now, at that time, it was called 

Westlake Park or something of that nature. But right at Seventh [Street] near 

Alvarado [Street]. It was Park View [Street] or one of those streets. But we had 

our classes, we had that piano- We both started with the same flute teacher. 

I don't know her first name. A woman. Her name was Miss Cipriano, a young, 

beautiful woman. 

Isoardi 

Any relation to Gene Cipriano? 

Collette 



No. I used to ask him about that. He didn't know her. She was the flute teacher. 

The saxophone teacher was Ben Kanter. You know that name. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, I know the name. 

Collette 

Ben Kanter. So he was supposed to teach us. You go to the schools, the routine 

is always set. Okay, you studied saxophone with Ben Kanter, flute with 

Cipriano, and clarinet with, probably, Ben. But, see, I had started studying 

before going there with my teachers, with Merle saxophone- I had all three 

teachers. Well, I got my flute teacher after. But I had my sax teacher, Merle 

Johnston; I had Mr. Pirrola for clarinet. So that meant that I didn't study with 

Ben, which would have been great. He is a good teacher. But I missed that. I 

think Bill studied with Ben Kanter. And then we both started with the same 

flute teacher, which was great.But then I finally left the college. And one 

reason I left-it was my decision to leave-was because you are there all day. 

Now, Bill's setup, probably, was different, because maybe he was living off of 

the money, too, or whatever his setup was. But I was spending too much time 

in class, I felt, because I couldn't practice. One teacher wanted all these hours, 

and we used to have it with three different teachers, too. Looking back at it, 

maybe my mother-in-law wasn't all wrong there. I must have been really going 

at it at the time, trying to get these lessons. So I thought I was cool in figuring 

I'd just rather go to individual teachers and have the practice time. And then I'd 

work maybe on Saturday night or something. So my schedule was full either 

way.So when I backed away, then I got a flute teacher, who was Marty 

Ruderman. See, at that time, Marty was teaching more doublers. That's what he 

wanted to teach. He liked it. He was a doubler himself. But then we're talking 

about- 'Forty-eight, '49, and '50 is when the flute began to get kind of popular. 

Before that, when I took flute and Bill took up flute, we liked it, apparently. I 

know I liked it. You know, just to say, "Hey, I just play it because I like the 

sound of it." Even with the band at the Downbeat- I mean, I might only play on 

one number in the Stars of Swing band, and people would look like, "What was 

that you played?" People have heard this sound in a symphony in a few little 

mixtures, but it was never an instrument that sort of had a foreground role, let's 

say. You'd be playing the whole lead by itself and soloing. So it was very rare. 

Isoardi 

Why did you start playing it? 

Collette 

I just liked it. I was sitting in my car one night and I heard a record by Alec 

Wilder, who was a great writer-he wrote kind of modern woodwind types of 

things, probably more woodwind than brass. In fact, the whole album- I wish I 

could remember the name of it, but the album featured each instrument: 



clarinet, flute, oboe, bassoon- They were cute arrangements. The one that I 

happened to hear that night was featuring Julius Baker, a fine flutist from New 

York, and it had [sings sixteenth-note phrase with wide intervals]. You've got 

all this going on. I said, "Wow! This is the first time I've heard the flute with 

that kind of exposure." I used to hear [sings short, bird-like phrases], all the 

little spills and things.But anyway, this time I heard it and I said, "I'm going to 

buy one. I can hear some possibilities with this instrument." "There are things 

that haven't been done," is what I was thinking in my way, "that I'd like to try. 

There are some other ways to do this instrument-" Which can get you in 

trouble, too, if you're not careful. But that was why I did it. I thought about it 

for about a month, and as life will have it sometimes, a guy walked up to me 

whom I knew. He said, "Would you like to buy a flute?" He said, "Mine is in 

the pawnshop, and I don't think I'm going to be able to get it out." You know, 

it's like you begin in the mind- It's kind of scary. It only cost me about $40. He 

had pawned it for $30, I think. Maybe I just had to give him another $10 to 

make him happy. He didn't just want to lose it, and he thought maybe I might 

like it. But it was in my mind first. It wasn't that he just hit me with something I 

didn't want. "How could this happen?" We went to the pawnshop that day, 

shelled out the money, and I was with it the next day, or trying to.Then, like I 

said, I started the lessons. When the teacher, Miss Cipriano, saw the flute I had, 

she said, "Well, you're going to have to have a better flute." It wasn't bad, you 

know. It was like an Artley or something, very cheaplike. And she knew what 

she was talking about. She said, "I'll keep it in mind" or something. We found 

something in the paper and she went with me. I still have the flute, Haynes, that 

we bought. This guy had played with the symphony. He was an older man. At 

this time he might have been seventy-five or so, seventy, and he was retired. He 

was actually in Bill Naujoks's shop downtown. Naujoks was in a different place 

this time, because those guys moved around a lot. He might have been on 

Spring Street or somewhere, not at the other location.When I got down there, I 

saw this guy, and it was like he didn't want to sell it-I could see it in his eyes-

because it was like his baby, you know. Miss Cipriano tried it over, and he kind 

of smiled. You know how you can see right away that this is- He said, "What 

do you think?" And I said, "What do you think?" She said, "If you don't buy it, 

I'll buy it." I said, "Okay, let's go." Two hundred bucks at the time. As you 

know, now you can get a lot more than that. 

Isoardi 

For a Haynes flute? 

Collette 

Yeah. But anyway, it did make the difference. It was a great flute, and it is still 

a great flute. I don't play it as much because I think I've outgrown it a little bit. 

As you get stronger and certain muscles change and everything, you get older, 



you get to the point where you want to drive an instrument. Maybe you never 

had that. But at that period it was such a lyrical, beautiful instrument. I can still 

play it now, but now I- You know, you get to a point where you- Things 

change. 

Isoardi 

What are you playing now? 

Collette 

I'm playing a Miramatsu, and it plays very well. I got an Arista flute order, 

which should be here. The guy's making it. I just hope it's good. He's going to 

send two or three now, so maybe I'll luck out.But anyway, when I backed off 

from the school, it was mainly to have practice time and have time to develop 

also while I was working. I wasn't a beginner, you know. I mean, I hadn't 

played flute. I had played- I could read very well. My whole career in the navy 

was- We were playing in the marching band, concert band, or dance band, and 

writing music. Of course, I had a lot to learn. But when I'd come in, everybody 

could see- "Well, gosh, you may not be getting the sound and you may not be 

playing the flute quite right, but there must be a lot of talent here." And that 

was why she said, "You've got to get yourself a flute."But then we moved on 

with the schools every day, and me getting involved in activities. Now I'm 

getting involved with the union, in a sense, because then we still had the union 

on Central Avenue, which was [Local] 767 [American Federation of 

Musicians]. 

Isoardi 

And you've been a member for a while now, I take it? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Well, I was a member of the union since I was about sixteen or 

seventeen. In fact, going back to that period, a bunch of us- I don't know if I 

mentioned this band, but the Al Adams band- 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

Jackie Kelson [also known as Kelso], Chico Hamilton, Charles Mingus, Lady 

Will Carr, Eddie Taylor, James Nelson, all of us were basically around 

seventeen, eighteen years old, and we were working then. Because I met those 

guys at the Million Dollar Theatre when we did a battle of the bands. That's 

where I met them. And then I had a band that battled against Mr. Myart's band, 

of course, and they won the job. We lost. Mr. Myart was probably thirty then. 

He looked like an older guy, of course, and we were only eighteen. And he got 

the job. But he wanted me to work with them. So I joined them, and I made that 

job at the Million Dollar Theatre, which was great. We were making $21 a 

week, a lot of money for a kid at the time. That would be like making about 



$300 now, you know. We could buy shoes, we could eat every day. You know 

what I'm trying to say? And we still had $5 or $6 left before we got our next 

paycheck. It was unbelievable! But anyway, that was a period when Red 

Callender- They used to come down to the theater: Lee Young, Oscar Bradley, 

Red Mack- These were all these names. They were a few years older than we 

were, and they were out working, had brand-new suits on. They were working 

at these clubs where they had dancing girls. And we were just musicians with 

our first steady job, right?So that period was a real growing period, really a 

period of learning: "Is this what we really want?" And of course it was. We 

could see levels higher than where we were, and we enjoyed these people that 

we had met. They had nice cars, and some of them had nice homes and things. 

But, again, the homes weren't the things that they are now with people. Home 

was just a place to be, maybe like New York was for a period. You got a little 

home-it was small-and most of the time you're out eating or you're in the car or 

something. And that was L.A. at the time, especially from the Central Avenue 

part. You might have a little apartment, someplace to sleep, change your 

clothes- 

Isoardi 

And head out again? 

Collette 

And get out again. Wash the car, go get it shined up or something. It was all 

flair, it really was. And a lot of people weren't working, but they knew how to 

parlay that into some extra money somewhere. So this period of us meeting a 

lot of musicians led to this thing of amalgamation, which we were all kind of 

unhappy with, because the 767 local was on Central, Seventeenth [Street] and 

Central. The 47 local, which was the all-white local at the time, was formerly 

on Georgia Street downtown, Pico [Boulevard] and Georgia, but near Figueroa 

[Street] and Pico. They moved probably around 1947, '48-I can't remember the 

year-to Hollywood and bought the new building. 

Isoardi 

To where they're at now on Vine [Street]? 

Collette 

To where they are. In some of the old area, too, which is not too good, out here 

in Los Angeles. At the time, it was a fabulous building. It still looks okay. 

Isoardi 

It's a big area. 

Collette 

That was before a lot of fancy things, you know what I'm saying? 'Forty-seven, 

'48, or somewhere around there. So what's that? That's forty years or so? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 



Collette 

But I'm saying, it was really stunning to see a union like that. Of course, we 

knew about it, but hadn't visited it because, again, it was only for whites. You 

know, you could walk in if you wanted, but they'd say, "Who are you looking 

for? You have to go over to the other union." So we thought about it, especially 

a bunch of the guys who had been in the service. Mingus hadn't been in the 

service. But we kept thinking, "Man, we'll never make it with two unions, 

because we're getting the leftovers." All the calls came to 47. Maybe now and 

then they might want a black band for a sideline call, where the music had been 

recorded and they wanted to show the black group. Then you might get a call, 

and we'd all jump on it, of course, because it was a little more money than you 

could make in a club. So maybe a whole day, you'd make $50, and in a club 

you could probably only make about $10. 

Isoardi 

Big difference, isn't it? 

Collette 

So it was a good day, except you had to get up at about five in the morning to 

be at the studio at eight. And they might have used you until four. You'd be on 

call, more or less. If you'd go to sleep, which a lot of us would do, you'd hide 

out in a corner. Then they're on you because you should have been- So it wasn't 

terrible work. It was good financially, but not the best treatment.So anyway, the 

period of starting amalgamation- I'll give Mingus a little credit for that. He was 

always fighting the battle of the racial thing. Because Mingus was very light 

skinned. I guess a lot of people thought he might have been Mexican more than 

black. But his father was also light. So deep down in your background, you 

know, there's a mixture somewhere. But anyway, his hair was sort of wavy, 

too. I guess if you didn't know, some people might figure, "Well, no, he's not 

black."But anyway, he got the job with Billy Eckstine at the Million Dollar 

Theatre on Broadway. And the leader, a guy named Tommy Peterson, a fine 

trombone player-he's still around-he might have called the people- There were 

times when the contractor would call them, but either way- Mingus was the 

only, you know, nonwhite or black in the band. And I don't know if they didn't 

realize, or maybe they did- But since Billy Eckstine was a black leader, that 

was the point when we began to figure, you know, "Why couldn't there be a 

few blacks in there?" Or maybe Billy didn't ask for them or he just figured that- 

You know, he was coming in. In other words, you hire a band and you walk in 

and, "Oh, that's my band." And you don't have to be mad at anybody, but I 

think it would have been better if they had-But Mingus was the only one, and 

he let them know that he didn't like it. And he could be tough on you, because 

then everybody in the band had to hear it every day: "You guys are prejudiced! 

You should have some more blacks. You could hire Buddy Collette there, too." 



So my name was being tossed around every day until the guys even hated me. 

They didn't even know me! After a while I was thinking, "Maybe too much 

exposure is not too good," right? "Well, we don't care who the guy is. He didn't 

get hired. Why are you doing this?" So I would see him at the end of the 

evening. He would always check with me every day, anyway. "Man, those guys 

don't think you can play." At the same time, he said, "They could have hired 

some more blacks in the band, and I told them about it."He said, "There's one 

kind of flute player down there who plays good. He said he wouldn't mind you 

coming down, and you guys could play some duets to see who's the best." I 

said, "Well, I don't know if I want to get into that." But I said, "I wouldn't mind 

going to that meeting," because I was curious about the band, too. So we were 

in that frame of mind now. We had to meet people that understood what we 

were talking about: the unions gettingtogether, people getting together, 

stopping all this. Like I say, we had fought long enough. So he said, "Okay, he 

wants you to come down on Wednesday. Come to the show with me, and in 

between shows you guys can play duets. You can get to know him." The guy's 

name was Julie Kinsler. I didn't know any of the guys in the band at the time. I 

think I'd seen Tommy Peterson. He was the leader, but he was kind of hard to 

get to know. He was a nice guy, but he was just so much into himself. A great 

player.So I get there and I see the show. I go in the back room. There was, you 

know- So it was years later. I had met Chico in the same place, you know, in 

the theater. So I had my flute. We go in, and Julie says, "Oh, I've heard a lot 

about you. Mingus says you're a good flute player." I said, "Well, I have been 

playing a couple of years." I started in about '47 or so playing the flute. This 

might have been '49, leading into the beginning of all of our relationship. So 

anyway, with me playing saxophone and clarinet a lot, I could read very well. 

The main thing was playing the flute well. So he had his duets. He had a nice 

Kuhla book of duets and a few things. He said, "Why don't you-?" He was very 

studious, a good player, too, by the way, a nice man. So I said, "Whatever 

you've got we can play. I've heard about you." And Mingus sat there with his- 

Isoardi 

He was watching all this? 

Collette 

Yeah. It was just the two of us, and everybody else was gone for food and 

everything. They didn't care about it. I mean, the guys were nice enough, but 

they were just, "Hey! See you. Take care." So we stayed there about an hour 

playing duets. But the thing that Mingus never realized-and I told him later and 

he didn't believe it-was that he pulled out duet books that I had. I never told the 

guy, you know. Everybody in town, more or less, was studying with either 

Marty Ruderman or somebody like that. They all wanted you to have those 

Kuhla books. 



Isoardi 

The same books. 

Collette 

So when he pulled them out, I kind of smiled, you know. It was much better. I 

mean, I could have probably read it, too, but I'm saying I had been working on 

those things a little bit. So I never said anything. I said, "Oh, these are-" 

Isoardi 

"Oh, these look interesting." [laughter] 

Collette 

So he kept saying, "My! Two years?" So I kind of smiled. We got to be good 

friends, because he really appreciated it. He said, "Man, you're going to do all 

right." And we said, "What we are trying to do is get the unions together." He 

said, "Well, yeah, I'd like that, too." He says, "But talk to Milt Holland," who 

was the drummer. 

Isoardi 

In that band? 

Collette 

Yeah, in the band. But Milt had gone out for lunch or something. So when Milt 

came back, I stayed around. Milt said, "Man, we've been wanting to do this, 

too." He said, "I know about six or eight people that think just the way you 

guys do. So we can get together with the guys and we can start meetings or 

something. Because that's the way we felt: we've got to eliminate the two 

unions." Mingus and I lit up, because that was the first time we really heard 

anybody who was really excited about it. So anyway, I think I had planned to 

come back to the theater maybe the next day to talk with him at a break.And as 

Mingus and I were going home-we went home together that night-he said, 

"Man, you got him! You played better than he did." I said, "No." I said, "But let 

me tell you what happened." I said, "He pulled out duets that I knew." He said, 

"Oh, man, you didn't have those duets. You just read everything in sight." 

[laughter] He wanted to just kind of say that we got him, right?But anyway, we 

came back the next day and met with Milt and a few of the guys who felt the 

same way. 

Isoardi 

You and Mingus did? 

Collette 

Mingus, yeah. We sat, and he said, "Well, let's call a big meeting with a bunch 

of guys. How many guys do you know?" I said, "Well, I don't think we should 

call a meeting, because the guys that I know, they don't like meetings too much 

at this point." Because I could go, "Let's have a meeting, yeah," but they would 

want to talk about some money or something where they could benefit right 

away.So that's how this symphony orchestra started, the Community 



Symphony. This all was leading up to amalgamation. I don't know if you knew 

about that. The Community Symphony Orchestra- 

Isoardi 

Is that what it was called, the Community Symphony Orchestra? 

Collette 

Community Symphony Orchestra. Well, what we did- I suggested this to Milt. I 

said, "Well, I think the thing that most of the blacks and the minorities might 

need at this point would be a training ground, a training period." I said, "Most 

of us are studying now. We've got different instruments." I mean, Bill and a 

few others that we talked about were doing it. They were studying the trumpets 

and actually taking lessons, especially the ones that had the G.I. Bill, because it 

was always a thing of money. If you didn't have much money, you took a few 

lessons, then you quit, right? He said, "What do you mean?" I said, "Well, we 

need a thing where we can learn the music, possibly like a symphony rehearsal 

orchestra together." Some of the guys wanted to go into a symphony. There's 

no way you can come from a teacher and just jump right in. There's a training 

period for anything, you know. You have it in sports. And that's what I was 

thinking.I knew that was true, because I wasn't on Groucho [Marx's show] yet 

or anything, but what I was doing- Barney Kessel and a few people would meet 

me. I would do jam sessions at Billy Berg's and places, and they liked what I 

was doing. And I was studying with Merle already, and I had a good sound. 

Because Merle would drive you to get your sound going and air, you know. So 

they'd say, "Man, why don't you come by? If you're interested in studio work, 

you can see what we do." And the more I'd see what they did, I knew that a lot 

of guys would be lacking in the training. You know, it might have taken them 

four or five years, but if there was some rehearsal kind of thing, then they 

would learn. They also were having this big thing under Buddy Baker at LACC 

[Los Angeles City College], a woodwind type of thing more than brass. It 

would be like a woodwind band and all the different writers would write: Abe 

Most and Glenn Johnston- And at the time I remember all these people who 

were- Probably Russ Cheever and all those guys who were great woodwind 

players, and they had time to go to this thing every Monday night. So we knew 

about all these things, right?So anyway, after Milt said, "Well, gosh, if that's 

what you want to do-" Because he was basically a timpani player from 

Chicago; he played in the symphony. But that was something they did very 

well, and he was into it. He was kind of saying, "Well, gosh, if that's what you 

want, that's easy. I know all the people from that world." I said, "Yeah, but we 

haven't had the experience in the symphonic world. And if we can set up that, 

we could have rehearsals probably once a week, and then people will be 

ready."Because the main goal, again- When we said get the amalgamation 

going, it was to make sure more blacks were placed in different circuits, 



because at that time we had only worked clubs. You know, even a thing like- If 

we did play the Orpheum Theatre or the Million Dollar, it was in a black band 

or was when an all black show would be there. But the other shows, you know, 

if they'd just need twenty musicians, then blacks wouldn't get the call at all, no 

matter how good you were. It just didn't happen. So that was the idea: Can we 

show that it can work?So he said, "Okay, you get as many people-" Milt was 

beautiful, is still beautiful, wherever you see him in Hollywood and so on. "If 

you can get as many people as you can-eight, ten, three, four-then we'll fill in." 

"We" meaning their guys could fill in the whole symphony orchestra. So I got 

them. I got Bill, me, Britt Woodman was here then, Jimmy Cheatham, John 

Ewing, Red Callender, another little kid named James McCullough- 

Isoardi 

Fine players! 

Collette 

Yeah. So we got about seven or eight. That wasn't a big number, but those were 

the only people that we could say were in the right direction who had probably 

enough behind them to take advantage of this thing and who were also 

interested in playing this kind of music. So we scheduled a rehearsal. And the 

next thing was to get a conductor, which we could easily get. But on our initial 

rehearsal- The excitement was mounting, by the way. People were on the 

phones trying to get people who just wanted to be there. "Interracial 

symphony? People working together? Yeah, let's do that." We got the top 

clarinetists probably, and the flutists- Later on we got Arthur Cleghorn, who 

was the top flutist. 
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Collette 

Yeah. I don't know if it was the first one, but Arthur Cleghorn, who we got, 

was one of the finest flutists at that time. And Joe Egger was a great French 

horn player. John Graas was classical, and he was also into jazz with the french 

horn. But we got a lot of people who felt that they were part of this project. 

Isoardi 

So it was really enthusiasm in both the black community and the white 

community. 

Collette 

Enthusiasm. "Look, this is neat. Let's show up." In fact, some of them would 

approach that rehearsal like it was one they were getting paid for downtown. 

"Got to go on Monday," you know. And the whole policy of the orchestra- We 

finally got this black woman in who wanted to help out. Her name was Thelma 

Walker, a very articulate woman. She also had friends who she had spent time 



with. One was an actress, Saki [Blair], and her mother. But they were so much 

into what we were doing, too, integrating the union and just the whole idea, 

because of business at the time.If you were black- We're talking about forty 

years or so ago. Even in the Hollywood area, there were very few blacks ever 

in any restaurants or anything. One reason, maybe- The prices were not that 

high, but most of the work that the blacks were doing were probably chauffeur 

or- Like I said, my dad was doing it on the east side, not Hollywood, but some 

might have been on the garbage truck or the trash. Those were the good city 

jobs for the black people at the time. And the women were doing the 

housework. So if you saw a black in those days, for example, they would either 

be going out to work somewhere or be getting off from work and not 

socializing very much. It was just not being done. And a lot of times you would 

be refused service. So that was a period- 

Isoardi 

In Hollywood restaurants and things? 

Collette 

Yeah, yeah. You could be refused. In fact, I have a story of mine when I got on 

"Groucho."But anyway, like I said, at that period, a lot of people knew that it 

was time for people to get together, so some of the people from the orchestra 

said, "Count me in. I've got to be there." We had something like five flutists 

when you only needed three. They just wanted to be there. We had a board, 

also, to set policy at the time; we had meetings and we wanted to let people 

know what the orchestra was about. The main aims were to bring about one 

union in L.A., black and white under the same roof. Because this way it was 

definitely a thing where some whites would come over and try to get in our 

union, and they would have to say, "You can't do it." They'd say, "I want to be 

in this union!" "You can't make it." So we would do test cases. So what finally 

happened, I guess, which- 

Isoardi 

Are you saying you would have some of the white guys who were playing with 

you-? You would send them down to 767 and try and have them get in? 

Collette 

Well, we didn't always do that, but some would do that, you know, just trying 

to see if they could do it. 

Isoardi 

Just as a test? 

Collette 

A test to see, "Well, maybe I can get into your union then." But, no, it was a 

given thing where- It was definitely a thing, whether it was written down or 

not, where they knew at the black union that if a white guy came, "Don't give 



him membership." You'd say, "No, you can't get in here," no matter if you 

wanted to be in both of them or whatever. They had us, see? 

Isoardi 

I see. 

Collette 

So we had to figure out how to fight around that, right? 

Isoardi 

But that was initially one of those strategies you guys tossed around? You'd 

say, "Well, hell, why don't you guys try and get into the 767 and then-?" 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. We tried to do that, too, trying to see what we could figure out. But 

they wouldn't budge either way, see, because they always can- That's one 

thing about unions. You find that when they're set in a way, that's it. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

If somebody does something, then they say, "Well, why did you do that? 

Where did you see that you could do that?" You know, they start pinning you 

down. 

Isoardi 

I grew up in a Teamster family. [laughter] 

Collette 

You did? So you know, okay.Anyway, we figured that after a while of getting 

the people together and setting the policy- Which Thelma used to always state. 

She was always there to- "Now, this is the Community Symphony Orchestra, 

and it's really organized to help the minorities know more about symphony 

music. We would appreciate anybody coming, but this is something that's more 

or less necessary, where we would have better togetherness, because our main 

goal is to have one union where everybody can work together in studios and 

clubs and everything." And we felt that this idea- "If there's a time when one of 

the persons from the minority group"-they would probably say something like 

that-"would like to try a special spot at something, hoping that you could allow 

it to happen-" Rather than if a player from the symphony comes and there's a 

solo and he plays it every time, you know. A lot of times they got to the point 

where they just said, "Would you like to?" The trumpet player would say, "No, 

I'd better not," because it might be something where you could fall on your 

thing. But in the case that you have practiced and worked it out, you might get 

a chance to try what somebody else has been playing for twenty years, you 

know. And we made sure that we all got the experience, which was great. So a 

couple of times it would happen. A couple of times you would have the part, 

and the guy would say, "Well, do you want to do it?" Because it would stop and 



start; it was all rehearsals.So anyway, that worked out very well. That might 

have been the thing that helped me get hired on Groucho Marx, in fact. It didn't 

hurt. 

Isoardi 

That experience? 

Collette 

Jerry Fielding came. I knew Jerry Fielding's name because he was a writer, and 

I knew from reading that he had gotten the Groucho Marx show and he was 

doing "The Life of Riley" show and all that. And he came to hear me once. Phil 

Moore and Jerry Fielding were very close. Phil Moore was a good writer, by 

the way. They came, and we'd just finished a concert. So I met him. 

Isoardi 

This is the Community Orchestra? 

Collette 

This was- No, this was before the Community Symphony Orchestra. 

Isoardi 

Oh, it was a different- 

Collette 

It was another place before, where I had seen him. But he did come to the 

Community Orchestra, so I met him this time. He apparently had heard about 

the Community Orchestra. People were hearing about it. We moved it around. 

We were on Twenty-third [Street] and Union [Avenue], which was called the 

Humanist Hall, and then we moved every now and then to Hollywood to try to, 

again, move it around. Le Conte Junior High School, which is out there near 

Sunset and Gower [Street]. 

Isoardi 

You weren't giving public performances at all? This was strictly a rehearsal 

orchestra? 

Collette 

Rehearsals, but people could come. 

Isoardi 

Oh, anyone from the public who had heard about it could just walk in, sit down, 

and listen? 

Collette 

Yeah, they could come in and listen, which was good. Like at Le Conte, we 

must have had forty or fifty people in the audience. You know, they would just 

come whenever. It wasn't like, "We start at eight and you've got to be there." 

"Just drop by and say hello and just see this thing in action," which was 

marvelous. We usually had five or six of the blacks there, which still gave it, at 

that time, a whole different look. It hadn't been done anywhere. There were no 

black players in the orchestras at that point. So this definitely was- This was, 



oh, '49, '50, close in there. But Jerry came this one night, and it happened to be 

a night that a friend of mine, who is no longer around, Percy MacDavid- In 

fact, he was one of Bill Green's teachers. When Bill was in Kansas City, Percy 

had taught him. We mentioned his name before. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, yeah. 

Collette 

He had taught Illinois Jacquet and Russell Jacquet and Arnett Cobb, the Simon 

brothers, Maurice and Freddie, and on and on. He had so many students. And I 

don't know when he went to Kansas City, but Bill would know that. Bill 

studied with him. Percy was a marvelous pianist and teacher, taught in schools, 

and he was into classical music. We had never had a black conductor in this 

thing. So that was my contribution at one of the meetings: "Why don't we have 

a black conductor? Here is a guy that is qualified, and he's here." Because when 

the orchestra started-The first night, by the way, when we opened up, we had 

one of the finest. We had a conductor who was world renowned named Izler 

Solomon. At that point, Izler Solomon was one of the biggest you were ever 

going to get. He happened to be in town, like a vacation, for a week or so. 

Either Joe Egger or somebody in the orchestra said, "How would you like to 

conduct the integrated, or interracial, orchestra?" And he said, "When? I would 

love to do it." Yeah, he was excited; he really was. And there he was. And 

based on that, it got in the paper again. The press was there like crazy snapping 

pictures, and then I played a solo and they would snap at me. A lot of them 

were afraid it was going to get too much into a publicized thing, and all they 

wanted it to be was a learning situation. 

Isoardi 

I think it was great publicity though. 

Collette 

Yeah. But I'm saying how a lot of people thought that- And Mingus wasn't 

there, because Mingus didn't want to do it. 

Isoardi 

He didn't want to do this? 

Collette 

No, he didn't want to do the symphony music. But he definitely wanted 

integration. 

Isoardi 

Oh, I see. 

Collette 

No, he always wanted to do his own stuff, which is okay. The first night there 

was only one bass player, named Henry Lewis. I don't know if you remember 

that name. 



Isoardi 

I know the name. 

Collette 

Henry Lewis was black, and, man, he sounded like three basses, he was playing 

so good. But later on he got to be a conductor. He even conducted here for a 

while. But a very fine talent. He was only about nineteen years old then. 

Isoardi 

Back then? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, he conducted. In fact, I used to have some of his, I think, [Gustav] Holst 

recordings. 

Collette 

Yeah. I think he was married to a singer, Marilyn Horne. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Yeah. Mingus, he wasn't a great reader on anybody else's music. He could write 

the wildest stuff himself and play it, but he just didn't get into it [other people's 

music]. That happens every now and then. He just wasn't interested in playing 

that stuff. He was with us in a way, but it wasn't his world. He had all this other 

stuff coming out of him.But the thing that night with Izler Solomon, that really 

kicked it off. People were really buzzing: "Wow! This guy's conducting the 

orchestra?" It wasn't a great orchestra yet, because you can only go as fast as 

your people can go. They just didn't run off and leave us, you know. They'd 

say, "Can we try that section again with the flutes?" You know, "Just a tiny bit 

short." And we'd have to try and get in there. But what a learning situation! 

Isoardi 

How big was the orchestra? 

Collette 

About sixty-five men. 

Isoardi 

Sixty-five pieces? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah, big. Complete.So we had other great conductors, too. Peter Cohen 

was also one of the renowned- Dr. Al Sendry, Dr. Walker-I can't think of his 

name-but these were great conductors who came. What an experience that was 

to be thrown in with the pros like that. That's what's missing sometimes in, say, 

students or musicians or writers to a point. At some point you have to be 

thrown in with the big ones to see where you really are.The orchestra kept 



getting better, and we began to publicize what we were doing, still with the 

goal in mind that we wanted to bring about one union. So then-I don't know 

whose idea this was, but at a time like that, ideas are coming out-they said, 

"Okay, we're doing okay on the classical. Why don't we concentrate on a jam 

session for the jazz, and we can also get more of the people who aren't in tune 

with jazz to also understand that part." See, so we had the Monday night going 

for the classical, and then we switched and we got Sunday afternoon for jazz, 

and we'd invite the classical people. Some of them played- Like Phil Sobel and 

Dave Harris and a bunch of people, you know. Phil was in the classical 

sometimes, too. They would come and jam on a Sunday, and that got to be a 

thing, too. The Sunday built up really great. We had great jam sessions. 

Isoardi 

I'll bet! 

Collette 

We would do the same thing. We would talk to the people who were there and 

tell them about the Mondays. We didn't get too much attendance on the 

Mondays. A lot of the people at the time didn't go for that. They would come 

and take a peek. But the jam sessions, you know, people would have a little 

drink and, "Wow!" 

Isoardi 

[laughter] I'll bet. 

Collette 

But what we finally did- Because we were reaching a few more people, we 

finally got ahold of "Sweets" [Harry] Edison, who was working with Josephine 

Baker. And we figured, well, if we could get Josephine Baker or some names- 

We got a few names to come out and appear on one of the Sunday afternoon 

things. She didn't have to perform, but come out publicly, because she was a 

hot name then, big. And she had a way of traveling all over the world, 

especially in Europe. At one period she adopted about twelve kids or so, all 

different races. It was her idea. I could show you the work that she did. And she 

had her problems, but you have problems with twelve kids no matter what they 

are, right? That's a big job, right? But she pulled it off. So they were playing the 

RKO or one of the theaters downtown, and she agreed to come between shows, 

which was probably two hours off. And that place, you could not believe it; we 

really exceeded the limit. The place could hold about two hundred people; we 

had about five hundred in there. 

Isoardi 

Wow! Where were you at? 

Collette 

At the Humanist Hall, Twenty-third and Union. Because the word got out, 

"Josephine Baker will be there." She was there! I got pictures of all that stuff, 



too, by the way. It was a jam session, but when she was there we stopped. We 

wanted to see her, a beautiful woman at that time, of course. 

Isoardi 

Oh, I'll bet. 

Collette 

Very pretty, just beautiful. And the way she dressed- She was a star, a real star. 

So when she got up on the stage, she talked and she said, "I wonder why you 

have two unions," something to that effect. 

Isoardi 

She went right to the question. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. I mean, she was in there. She was fighting this everywhere. That's 

why we knew, when Sweets said he could get her, we were not just bringing 

somebody for them to look at. "We'll give you a lesson." So bang! Nobody 

could answer. In fact, a couple of the officials from both sides- The black 

union, they had come, too, now; they had heard about it. "What's going on?" I 

mean, they hadn't seen that many people, really. So she said, "Well, I think it 

should be one, and I don't know why you people are wasting time. You've got 

all these beautiful people here," and she went on to that effect. She just kept 

talking on about how there was coming a time when people could work 

together. Bang! Zing! She went on. So finally her little demonstration, which 

she had probably done many times- She looks down in the audience, and there 

were two little girls, one black and one white, and they're about five years old. 

She knew when you've got something to work, right? So she said, "You and 

you, come up here." And they both dance up on the stage, and she whispers- 

And they grabbed each other and they hugged like that and they wouldn't let 

go, you know. And she winked. She said, "These kids will show you how to do 

it" and walked out. And the crowd was [freezes in astonishment] great!See, 

she's kind of, "See, I've got a show to do," and, you can imagine, walked 

through the crowd. You know, she had a couple of bodyguards- 

Isoardi 

What an impact that must have had. 

Collette 

It really was, because she was kind of just like, "What are you all doing, all this 

stuff?" You know, "Here it is." And those kids, it was so beautiful, because 

they just leaped, you know. It was like, "They'll show you"-that was her little 

thing-and she said, "I'll see you. I've got a show to do." In other words, the 

lesson: There it is; do what you want with it. But it inspired us, because that 

was our biggest crowd.And later on we got to Nat [King] Cole. He was great. 

He did the same thing for us. We wanted the [Club] Alabam. He came over and 

sang, and we had just all the people in the world. We'd get money for mailings 



and notified people, people like Marl Young at the time, and we finally got 

Benny Carter into it. First we just started with a bunch of us-we were a little 

younger at the time-and then later on the people came, and we got Milt and we 

got Marl and Benny Carter finally came. In fact, it was in the film last night, 

too, how he came. And, of course, he gets more of a slant like- Not like he 

started it, but like he played a stronger role than he did. At the time he played a 

good role because he had a good name. So when we called him in, of course, he 

said, "I'm with you," see. And a lot of times he'd be talking to the media, but he 

didn't even know what we had all gone through. But "Yeah, this should be and 

so and so and so." So they had a thing-But I had a little picture there, too, 

which was okay. At least they remembered that. But we had about three years 

of hard work before a lot of the guys came in. And, like I said, part of it was the 

rehearsals and the jam sessions and the meetings and- I was still practicing a 

little bit, but I just had to back away from some of it, because it really took up 

time. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, this must have taken up a tremendous amount of your time. 

Collette 

Because "We've got a meeting"; "Set up a mailing"; "Okay, let's do it." And, I 

mean, I'm still a musician, but I knew this was stronger than me sitting and 

practicing at the time.So, in other words, we did the thing with Nat King Cole. 

[Frank] Sinatra didn't do a thing for us, but he sent a statement saying, "Well, 

they should be one union." So now we're getting all kinds of press. A lot of 

people didn't know there were two. A lot of musicians didn't. "You mean they 

have two unions? We never go down there or anything. You know, we just 

send our money in."So we finally got to [James C.] Petrillo for a statement. He 

didn't like the idea of us getting together. He said, "I don't see why you have to 

get together." 

Isoardi 

Predictable. 

Collette 

But he was robbing everybody, too. You'd have a raise in the recording scale 

and things like that, and he'd put it in the trust fund. He was probably sixty 

years old at the time, because it was later that he came out saying that he had 

had a change of heart. Well, why shouldn't he? Everything had changed. But 

we finally got it together, with all the fights at 767- I ran for president. I think I 

was thirty years old then. 

Isoardi 

This was when? 

Collette 

Oh, probably about 1950 or something. 



Isoardi 

So you had been playing together for a few years with that orchestra, right? 

Sort of laying the groundwork? 

Collette 

Yeah. By the time the amalgamation came around, we had been playing with 

the orchestra about a year or two or something like that. 

Isoardi 

The Community Symphony? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

Okay. And then your next step then was to try for some political influence 

within 767? 

Collette 

Yeah, you see, we had all the publicity we had and people were doing fine, but 

we still didn't know how to go beyond that. In other words, "Hey, it's great that 

you guys are doing that and everything," but we hit a roadblock. We didn't 

know how to pull it off. So the next thing would be "Maybe we'll have to be 

officers so we can move it from that standpoint." Because our officers at the 

time didn't want it. 

Isoardi 

They were all opposed to it pretty much? 

Collette 

Yeah, they were opposed to it. They wanted to keep- You know, the place was 

not a great union. I mean, the building was kind of tearing down and the pianos 

were terrible and everything. We really didn't have that much. But at least, the 

way they thought, it was still "ours," you know? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

And the 47 were happy with what they had, of course. They had a great thing 

and all the money was coming in there. We'd get an isolated thing every now 

and then: "Well, we do need a black band to record maybe once a year." You 

know, maybe one two- or three-hour thing, so you'd wind up making $100, 

maybe. And at that time that was a lot of money, but that may not happen for 

another year or two. Where at 47, that was happening all the time. I knew it 

was happening because I was around guys- I'd go to "The Jack Smith Show" 

with Barney Kessel and a few guys like that, and there were Skeets Herfurt and 

guys like-who else would be playing?-maybe Eddie Rosa. A bunch of those 

guys would be doing this all the time, working those radio shows and things. 

They'd be pulling down maybe $200 or $300 a week, and that was a lot of 



money. But it wasn't going to get better, I felt, with the two unions. That was a 

real shaft. So we set up a whole slate; we ran. And the incumbent guy beat me 

by about twenty votes. 

Isoardi 

For president? 

Collette 

For president. 

Isoardi 

Out of how many? 

Collette 

Out of about four hundred. So I was very close to it. And I really didn't want 

the job, even though I could have taken the job and played a little bit but still 

would have been involved. But the main thing- I had a lot of popularity, in a 

sense, because I was doing good things. Let's see, we are talking about the 

fifties. I was beginning to record a little bit, not with my own group, but also 

coming back and helping to spearhead the thing. And the musicians, especially 

the black musicians, kind of wanted to change, because they knew that we had 

reached a spot that we couldn't go beyond without having the change. But some 

of them probably thought I was young, and maybe I was. You know, "He's 

thirty and running, doing this." But our main thing was that we just about 

pulled it off. So it was good. It worked out. 

Isoardi 

Who else was on the slate? 

Collette 

Marl Young, John Anderson-a trumpet player who died-probably Bill 

[William] Douglass. So I think a couple of them won, but I was the only one 

for president. Maybe somebody won for the board or something, but still we 

didn't have enough power. Elections were every year here- now every two 

years-so the following year we tried again. So we had about three years of 

fighting. 

Isoardi 

Was there a corresponding slate within Local 47? Were the white guys you 

were playing with forming their own group within 47 to try to take some kind 

of power? 

Collette 

No. 

Isoardi 

To fight for amalgamation? Nothing like that? 

Collette 

No, no. No, they didn't. I think a lot of them, except for the ones who knew, 

really thought it was a good idea on the level of the human side of saying we 



should be together- There were only a few of them who really started this. It 

came later when people thought that it was a good idea. But people like Milt 

Holland were very rare. Jerry Fielding, a few of them wanted to do this. So they 

didn't start anything. We had to do all the stuff from the beginning, which we 

didn't mind. We said, "Look, okay, once we could get the thing turned around-

"Then, the next year, Benny Carter accepted the spot of running against the 

president, the same president, and he lost by about the same number of votes. 

But this time I ran on the board. So I got in, Marl got in- Bill Douglass, this 

time he won the vice president's spot; he was the treasurer of the union. So 

about four or five of us got in this time. 

Isoardi 

That's a big shift, yeah. 

Collette 

So it's a big thing. Now we got a little power underneath the president, who was 

Leo Davis, who was a nice man. There were a lot of people who knew that he 

wouldn't give up the so-called union, but with us on the board, we were- And 

Marl was there, too. Marl was always dealing with the legal stuff. He studied to 

be a lawyer. I don't think he ever passed the bar, but he loves getting the bylaws 

and checking everything out. And so there were a lot of certain rules that he 

knew very well and could follow through.So we were able to move the thing, 

the resolutions and proposals and things, to move it toward meeting with 47. I 

mean, to set up a meeting: "We request to meet with you as of this." We did it 

properly, and they had to start responding to that. And finally we got 

negotiations going. We had publicity, too, to help us, knowing that we were 

trying to do it and "Are they against it, or Petrillo, is he?" And they all begin to 

refute that. Now we'd say, "Well, we can get together, but we don't know what 

to call it. They want to call it merger and they want to call it this and-" Finally, 

with lawyers and that, we finally got to the point where- "Amalgamation." But 

it still meant that we more or less had to dissolve what we had and go into 47. 

Isoardi 

But they were sort of- The initiative came all from 767. Local 47 was- You sort 

of dragged them into it? 

Collette 

Well, we had to drag them into it, because it finally got to the point where if we 

wanted it and they didn't, why didn't they want it? They were getting more 

members into the thing; we could better work together. A lot of them, for a 

while, said they didn't want it, but they knew unless they were feeling that they 

were against blacks or they were prejudiced or something- One example was 

the rehearsal at Buddy Baker's. Once we got it kind of rolling and we knew we 

wanted to do it, a bunch of us got petitions to see if we could get signatures. So 

there were a lot of methods that we used. Maybe we had to get a thousand 



signatures. So a bunch of us went to different places. We went to Buddy 

Baker's thing, and out of about twenty-eight or thirty musicians, we didn't have 

that many friends. They didn't treat us in a terrible way, but, you know, "I don't 

want to sign anything like that. Get away from me." In other words, they didn't 

want to look at it, because, "Well, this is to get two unions together. Don't talk 

to me about that." So we didn't know what that meant. You know, the guys just 

didn't sign anything. But that was the mood at the time. 

Isoardi 

Within 47? 

Collette 

Well, these are 47 guys. I don't think that mood was in 47, but when they were 

approached to do something other than what was going on- But we knew if we 

kept on- That's why the fight took a long time. When a fight takes a long time 

like that, of course you're not getting help from all sides. Petrillo stalled, for 

one. A lot of people at 47 stalled. But the more it kept coming out that- "Is it a 

racial thing or what is it?" Then you have to say, "Well, no, it's not that. We 

just know that we don't know what to call it or we don't know how to do it or 

we can't do it because it's never been done before and-" So the big stall goes. 

And so then two months later, you come back and say, "Well, now what is it?" 

In the meantime, we're checking out information, too-how it can be done. 

"Well, it could be done this way. Now you have to get these signatures" or 

something. I wish I could remember correctly. Well, it was a matter for us of 

achieving all these goals that had to be achieved before we could say, 

"Gentlemen, we got everything necessary. Now what's the excuse?" And finally 

they had none, because the main thing was that it had never been done before 

and nobody knew how to do it. But they can do it if you wait on it, pressure. 

Isoardi 

So there wasn't a history, then, of this happening in any other cities? 

Collette 

No, nowhere. The unions that were together- With New York, the 802 formed, 

and everybody could get in. 

Isoardi 

From the beginning. 

Collette 

From the beginning. Most of the others were either- Whether in San Francisco 

and Oakland or anyplace, and probably all through the other states, there was a 

black union and a white union. And we had it here, too, for example. We said, 

"We're going to get rid of the two-union idea." They did act like "We don't 

know how to deal with this." But we finally got it going, as you can see.And 

before we got it going, that was when I was hired for "Groucho." The night 

when Fielding came down, we were still trying to get it. We were still at the 



stage of fighting them and trying this and that and learning more about how to 

do it. Fielding came in and he heard me playing. I was pointing out how 

MacDavid was a conductor, a friend of mine, a black man, very qualified. We 

were playing Bizet, from Carmen, and in that piece there's a big flute solo 

which I've never played-maybe I've heard it somewhere. But he gets down to 

the thing and was a nice- Three flute players there other than myself. He knew 

of the plan of how the orchestra should be run, so he goes up to me and says, 

"Buddy, would you like to play the flute solo?" And they were a little surprised, 

because, you know, they were playing it-it was one of those short spots. I said, 

"Well-" I thought a second. I couldn't think too long, because I felt they would 

probably feel I wasn't ready, I was afraid to do it. So I said, "I'll do it."Then the 

orchestra stopped and started again. So he began to conduct, and I started 

playing. The only shocker to me was that I didn't realize that the whole 

orchestra wasn't playing; it was only harp and flute for about a minute. I 

remember the piece. [sings the piece] Really a lush spot for anybody. In other 

words, those guys would have all wanted it. "Let me do it." But they couldn't 

because- If I had said no, then they could have grabbed it. But, see, now the 

orchestra's going a year or so. I had gotten confident and was playing better 

and- You know how you get to a point where you've got to take a shot. "What's 

this all about if I don't finally play something here?" And it just came to me. 

Maybe then you get a chance to say, "Yeah," and you'll never have that same 

opportunity. It was a perfect night for it, you see. Fielding was in the audience. 

I didn't even know, because you don't worry about the people at that point. I 

knew I was nervous. My tone was shaking a little bit, but I made it through it. 

And all I'm saying was, "I didn't know I was going to be all alone!" With my 

experience of playing music, I could read it. It would be different if I was going 

through everything. I could read it, but I wasn't sure with the air or wasn't 

breathing properly, because when you're nervous like that- So after the solo, 

which was the second, then they stopped again and bows were tapping on the 

stands. 

Isoardi 

Oh, nice. 

Collette 

They gave me the feeling "Wow, they're liking me." And I knew it wasn't that 

good, but I didn't falter, I didn't miss too much. That was a first reading-they 

could probably tell that-but, I mean, I made it. So we got through that 

evening.At the end of the evening we're all going home, hugging each other, 

some are going to coffee, and I walk out right into Jerry Fielding. He said, 

"Hey, pretty good flute you're playing there."I said, "Oh, thank you. I haven't 

been playing for too long."He said, "Do you know Marshall Royal?"And I said, 

"Yeah. Why?"He said, "Well, I've got an opening coming up on the Groucho 



show." He says, "I know Marshall. I met him with Phil Moore." You know, 

they were buddies, Phil and Marshall.So I said, "I know him, but he just left 

with Count Basie's orchestra."He said, "Well, heck, I had a job for him to do." 

He said, "The job was for alto, clarinet, and flute."I said, "Well, even if he's 

here, he doesn't play flute yet." I knew he didn't play flute.He said, "Well, it's 

too bad you don't play saxophone."So I laughed and I said, "I've just been 

playing this two years; saxophone and clarinet are my instruments."He said, 

"Well, look, we don't have to worry about Marsh. He's gone, anyway, you 

know." Because it happened he knew Marshall, but he thought that I was only a 

flute player. He said, "Okay," and he hired me right on the spot, more or less. 

He said, "You'll get a call in a week from Ben Barret," who worked many years 

after. I got a show. One guy was leaving the Groucho Marx show, and he laid 

that on me on the strength of the flute solo. 

Isoardi 

Wonderful. 

Collette 

Because otherwise I don't think he would have met me to hear me. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

And then when I went to the show a week later, they told me they recorded- He 

sort of mentioned the show started at six and he wanted me to meet him at 

Maples Restaurant, which was right in back of the studios at CBS, the first right 

there where Sunset and Vine- Now it's a Home Federal [Savings and] Loan or 

something. Well, CBS is still there, but, I mean, NBC was at the other part, 

which they- Finally, when they did the simulcast, they moved to NBC. But 

anyway, what happened there, I met him at Maples at about four thirty, so we 

had about an hour and a half. And he had the music, my parts, because he was 

frightened that- You know, had he done the right thing? 

Isoardi 

He's putting his neck out. 

Collette 

But I guess he trusted me. He said, "Well, look now, here's what happens: I 

know that you can read, because I heard you, but part of the show is knowing 

the routine. If the duck comes down then you play this, and if you hear the 

secret word, then this. So all your little cue sheets, you have to set them up." 

And he really spent about an hour with me and went over it a couple of times. 

He said, "Do you want me to go over it again?" I said, "We got time?" He said, 

"Yeah. Why?" I said, "Do it one more time," because I was trying to memorize 

all the thing. So I was certain it was time to go, because we've got to hit.Now, 

the guys don't know I'm hired either. The other guy left, right? So I walk in and, 



naturally, they- "Gosh, who are you?" I played the show. So that was my 

beginning. I wasn't nervous or anything. I just knew that it was something I had 

been working for and looking forward to, not just musically. I mean, even 

meeting the guys and sitting with them. I was ready for whatever, you know, 

meeting with the guys like Milt. We had all kinds of things we had gone 

through. 

Isoardi 

So you knew some of the guys in the band then. They weren't complete 

strangers. 

Collette 

Well, I knew who they were. One guy, the trumpet player, Seymour Sheklow, 

was part of the orchestra, the symphony orchestra. But I didn't know he was in 

the band at the time. Because he didn't know I was in. He said, "Hey!" A 

couple of people there were familiar with- They knew who I was. But that 

made it great, because on the breaks you'd have somebody to talk to, and 

anybody else who didn't know who you were, then they would tell them. It was 

a hell of an experience.And when I saw Groucho the first time, he looked glad. 

He said, "Wow, we got a new guy in the band!" And he starts screaming, "Hey, 

how are you doing?" So they made a lot out of it, but it was okay; I understood 

all that part. It got to be a good thing. And most of the stuff didn't bother me. It 

was hard, though. But, you know, I was like a fighter in top shape; I was ready 

for a challenge. And I knew everything was based on me doing a great job. I 

couldn't let down. Everything that we had been doing over the two years or so 

was based on me or somebody getting an opportunity and pulling it off. I 

always thought kind of a little bit like Jackie Robinson felt. You know, they put 

him in there, now you got to do something. You can't just strike out every time 

and blow it. You've got to do something. And all these people saying, "Either 

you can do it or get out." See, they're thinking, "If you're so great, why are you 

here?" That's the way it felt. 

Isoardi 

In the case of Robinson, too, he was pretty carefully picked. They considered 

what type of person he was, whether he would be able to stand the pressure, 

etc. Did you ever find out afterwards how much Fielding and maybe some of 

the guys in that rehearsal orchestra had talked about you and whether-? 

Collette 

Well, I think in a way it was probably different than Robinson being picked. 

But, you see, that whole circle is there. It's small but very powerful. When I 

really knew Fielding better and everything- He knew Milt- 

Isoardi 

So they must have been talking all along. 

Collette 



Oh, yeah. See, a thing like that, it was too big and too unusual at the time for 

me to be- Like now would be harder, harder for a young black to come up and 

make that kind of noise unless he was just doing more than anybody. But at this 

time the thing that was so exceptional, in a way, was that most of them hadn't 

been around any black that could read very much. And then if I could play jazz 

and still read, it was news-maybe not for the papers, but for these guys. They'd 

say, "Hey, the guy's clean, man!" And so they were probably talking about it.So 

maybe when Fielding came by to hear the symphony orchestra, he was more 

curious, not just about me, but "Does this really work?" And then for me to get 

a spot in the middle that he thought, "Heck-" Which was in his mind. I think 

somewhere in his makeup he knew that it should be. Every now and then there 

are people who know that something should be another way and they try to do 

something about it, even though they just say, "Hey, watch what you're doing 

now; this could get you in trouble." And it got him into trouble, what he did, 

not just with me, but his whole approach, because he goes on further. I mean, 

as we got into it, he hired Red Callender on "The Life of Riley" show. He 

began to integrate all of these orchestras. And that was like, "Why do this? 

We've got other white guys that are not working." 

Isoardi 

So did Jerry Fielding catch a lot of static for this? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. You'd catch static for anything. The only thing that I got 

away with a lot, because- Okay, in the band we always dressed- Like I said, 

that was in the period of '49, '50, still in that same period-a lot happened in 

those few years. We'd all go to dinner in between the "Groucho" break with 

five or six of the band guys. And we'd go to restaurants that I could never go 

alone or with anybody else, but they accepted it somehow. They couldn't say, 

or they didn't want to say- We were all dressed in our dark suits, and we'd eat in 

those restaurants. And to prove the point- Then, later on, sometimes I'd come 

there with someone else, and especially if it was someone white, just two of us, 

then you'd get the "You can't do this," you know. I'd say, "Well, I come in other 

times." He says, "Well, but-" Then he could feel the black-I think it happened 

when we went once to see Mingus with Red Norvo and Tal Farlow. They had a 

trio. They were working on La Cienega [Boulevard] in a little spot- I forget the 

name, but- Jerry Fielding wanted to hear some sounds, and- Milt Kesselbaum, 

the bass player; and we had Thelma Walker, who was a black woman; and 

another white woman named Nan Evertt, who was a good friend of mine. I had 

met Nan through one of the players in the band, Marty Berman. She was 

curious, too, when she heard this guy was doing the show: "Sounds like an 

interesting guy." And Marty raved about me. He says, "He can do this and such 

and such." So we all-I think it was five of us or something-went out that night 



to hear Red Norvo, because I knew Mingus very well. In fact, at that period, 

Mingus was staying at my house. We go to the restaurant and we sit down and 

we're trying to order, and all of a sudden the waiter comes and says, "We can't 

serve this table." So Fielding-I mean, I had heard this story many times, right?-

all of a sudden Fielding says, "What do you mean you can't serve this table?" 

He says, "Well, it's mixed company." So right away, I'm knowing that the band 

is, too, but they probably don't know that Mingus- I didn't want to blow the 

whistle. Then I said, "Well, this is real weird." We all got a little upset. So we 

said, "Maybe we should sue here. We'll get our lawyers." We got angry.And 

Red came to the table-Red Norvo was a nice man-and he said, "What's going 

on?" We said, "Well, they don't want to serve us, and I think we're going to 

have to sue." So he kind of looked like "Don't do that." You know, every now 

and then, people who- What am I trying to say here? If it's their thing, they 

want to protect it, of course. And I don't know if I could ever be that way. I've 

given up stuff, man, even when it means I had to lose, too. I'd probably get up 

and walk off. "You blew your own gig!" "Yeah, I know it, but I wanted to-" 

That's the kind of person I- He didn't say much then, but we kind of got later on 

from Red- And even Mingus kind of said, because probably three of them were 

talking- It was a good gig. And they kind of said, "Well, we can understand 

them suing and being mad, but why don't they also sue some of the other places 

that are doing it?" You know, they sort of made it look like we shouldn't just 

concentrate on this one. But that's where we were hurt. Why go look for others, 

right? So I was surprised at Mingus, in a way, because he was staying at my 

house at the time, but I guess they needed money and they just took that way 

out. But we were- 

Isoardi 

Yeah, especially given Mingus's usual position on a lot of that. 

Collette 

Yeah. Well, I think he went along with- The three of them, they must have had 

a meeting on it. They'd say, "Why would they do this and close this place down 

when this would be the case?" So we backed off on that one. But there were 

times when we needed to give the shaft on that.But anyway, this period was me 

getting to know the Hollywood area. And it was very lonely, too, because most 

of the time there were no other blacks out there, especially like I was out, you 

know, like that. And when some were working in the clubs or some were doing 

the service work, like a laborer, and that happened for a long time, which I- It 

didn't bother me, but, like I said-The "Groucho" thing- Another incident when 

somebody thought of an idea- Groucho used to like us to walk in front of the 

audience. "I've got the band!" "Band, come out and take a bow!" We'd all take 

a bow and walk on to our stands and we'd go on and play. Well, the stage was 

set up where there was just like a partition in front, and in the back was like a 



movie set, so you could actually walk around if you wanted to. So somebody 

said, "Let's fool him next week." A guy said, "How?" He said, "We'll just go 

around a couple of times, and he won't know how big the band is." "Yeah, it's a 

thought." Well, we did it. So we had about ten people, right? But when I came 

around the second time, the audience screamed. They loved it, you know what I 

mean, because then they could tell! So you can imagine, it was one of those 

gimmicks that nobody thought about the effect of it. We just said, "We'll just 

fool him, and he won't know how big the band is. They'll figure it will probably 

be about twenty people." But when I kept coming around a couple of times, it 

was just, "Ha!" And he loved it. So we had to do it all the time. He said, "Tell 

the band to keep that in!" [laughter] But no more money, right? But little things 

like that would always sort of crop up. 

1.11. Tape Number: VI, Side One September 28, 1989 

Isoardi 

Okay, Buddy. You were talking about Groucho [Marx]. 

Collette 

I'm still talking about Groucho, yeah. Well, like I said, there were some 

moments that- You know, even with that running around the stage- He enjoyed 

that. And he began to tune into me more, because, like I said, when I was gone 

many times-not that much-but if I was gone he would come to the band and 

say, "Where's Buddy?" He knew me. And they'd begin to feel that, "Gosh, he 

knows you and doesn't know us." [laughter] So he always did that, and lots of 

times he would toss a thing out, "Well, we've got the great jazz player there. 

His name is Buddy Collette." Because when I would do something- I won the 

most valuable clarinet award from Down Beat magazine in 1956 and a few 

things like that while the show ["You Bet Your Life"] was going on, so that 

was a big thing for the leader to also go to Groucho and then say, "Hey, look 

who we have in the band!" So I was getting- 

Isoardi 

So he always mentioned these things. 

Collette 

He'd mention this, because some of the other guys weren't doing any outside 

stuff. They were doing other work in the studio, but I was out doing this. And 

maybe I'd go to [the] Monterey [Jazz Festival] or something and I'd have the 

publicity, and he'd love to know that. He'd say, "Oh, we've got a guy in the 

band here," and he would throw that on the air all the time.So this one period 

that I don't remember what year- Archie Moore, who was light heavyweight 

champion of the world, was one of the contestants, he and his wife [Joan 



Moore]. So they came on the show. And Archie, whether you know it or not- 

We mentioned Lucky Thompson somewhere- 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. 

Collette 

Well, there was a period when Archie was- Gosh, he knew that Lucky was the 

greatest of tenor players, and he went around telling everybody. And if I didn't 

tell you on the tape before- That period, even when Archie fought [Rocky] 

Marciano- Archie would be doing these interviews or going to the sports 

shows. So they interview him about the fight, and they would say, "Archie, 

well, what do you think is going to happen when you and Marciano-?" "Don't 

worry about Marciano. Let's talk about Lucky Thompson, the greatest tenor sax 

player in the world." That's all he'd want to talk about. "I'm okay," you know. 

But that was the way he was. "Now, let's talk about Lucky. We can put him up 

against any of the other tenor players and he's going to win." Lucky was very 

good. Lucky played, you know, but Lucky had this ego. Lucky was always 

letting you know how good he was too. And so it was a funny 

combination between the two. Archie- Here's this tough guy in the ring and 

everything, but it seemed like when he was around Lucky he was like putty. 

"Well, Lucky, what else can I do for you? Can I help you do this? He says, 

"Man, why don't you-? I'll be okay." He was almost rude to him at times. But 

he loved him, you know? And he'd be promoting him. He bought him a bus, I 

think, and he bought him a new saxophone. You know, he was always just 

doing anything to promote this guy. He's doing the show, and they'd have 

Horace Silver and Lucky in the band. [Archie] would be training somewhere, 

and they'd be there playing jazz while he's training. So he had a thing going.So 

Archie's on the show. They're talking about what Archie's doing. And I don't 

know who started the line first, but one of the lines came and he says, "Well, 

I'm promoting one of the greatest saxophone players also"- that's what Archie 

might have said. He says, "Well, you're talking about the greatest guy? I got the 

best guy here with me!" That's what Groucho said. So they started that on this 

show. "Well, that's Buddy Collette, boy, he's the best ever! What are you 

talking about Lucky Thompson?" I'm laughing. So they got a thing going. So 

then Archie- he didn't know me well then, that early, but we got to be great 

friends after-he said, "Well, gosh, I got to meet this guy, because I know what 

my man can do." So after the show was over, Archie hung around. You know, 

he was the champ, and the guys were thrilled to see that he was interested in 

knowing me. And, naturally, when I knew Lucky, he gave me his card-he lived 

in San Diego-and invited me down.But we suddenly realized that he and Lucky 

weren't close then. Because Lucky was with us too, for example, on the coast, 

with the band, the Stars of Swing, in '46. And this might have been 55, '54 



when Archie was on the show. But he and Lucky weren't too close. They had 

their ups and downs, of course, because, for example, Archie told me after I got 

to know him better- They would travel in Europe. Archie would take Lucky 

with him. He was the champ, and he would be promoting fights or visiting 

these countries for whatever reason. And he'd say, "Come along. Go with me," 

and pay all of his fees. There were places they would go, France, Germany, 

where when they would recognize Archie, wherever his promotion tour was, 

the people would say, "The light heavyweight champ of the world, Archie 

Moore." He would take his bow and say, "And by the way, we got Lucky 

Thompson, one of the greatest tenor players in the world," or something, and he 

always took his bow. He said they did that all over Europe.And this is what 

hurt Archie a little bit: When they finally got to one place where they walked 

into this club- It was packed. And Bud Shank and Bob Cooper were playing- so 

they're from here, of course-and they recognized Lucky before they recognized 

Archie. They said, "There's Lucky Thompson over there." So when they got 

time to acknowledge-"Well, we got one of the great tenor players with us, 

Lucky Thompson"-Lucky took his bow and forgot the champ. He didn't even 

acknowledge him. So it lets you know that that was the way he was, you know, 

and that was many stories.So Archie found out the hard way like a lot of us did 

that Lucky was for Lucky. He was very good on his instrument, but I knew that 

along the line-and hope that we all learn-you cannot make it by yourself. 

Nobody else is- And finally your phone is not ringing, there are no jobs for you 

to play, and you're out there alone. And I think that's what's happening to him 

now. He's in Seattle or something. 

Isoardi 

Lucky Thompson? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

He's still alive? 

Collette 

Yeah, he's in Seattle. Last I heard, a young lady told me she saw him playing- 

He's like a street person. 

Isoardi 

Oh, no. 

Collette 

He's not completely out of it, but maybe he is in a way, because he can talk 

good. He says, "Well, this is the way I want it," you know, because he can be 

very hard. Well, it's not the way he wants it, but he wanted it on his own terms, 

and then finally people say, "Then get lost" or "We don't need you." And when 



nobody needs you, baby, you got some trouble. That's what's sad. When she 

told me, boy, I almost cried, you know what I'm saying. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. 

Collette 

Because I know how this guy- Mingus and I called him in New York about 

1958, I think it was, because we hadn't been together, the three of us, since '46, 

when we had the blowup with the Stars of Swing thing, which- Whether I put 

that on or not, how he changed the sign- 

Isoardi 

No, we haven't gone into the Stars of Swing yet. 

Collette 

Well, we'll get that for you. But anyway, some of these things show the sides of 

the other people. I mean, I'm there, too, of course, but the thing with the young 

lady told me about where he is now. He walked in the club- He hadn't talked 

with his son in twenty-five years. And they said one son committed suicide, 

which is very tragic, because the way I look at Lucky- And, like I say, he was 

great. We used to hang together when he was here, and we used to practice 

together. And he was always very slow, and he was really- I think he had good 

methods; I'm not knocking him as a player or anything. But I think his 

approach to life and people was almost like, "I'm better than them, so I 

deserve." So when she told me that he was there and he said that he is more or 

less deciding that this is what he wants to do now, because the whole system is 

all off and he's really discouraged with everything- It didn't probably go like he 

wanted it to go. And so now he can't really have any money, or wouldn't have 

too much, or the system wouldn't pay off. And if he's not playing his horn, then 

where could he go and work? You know, because you could not tell him, 

"Now, you do this, Lucky." "What do you mean, 'I do this'?" So that's all there, 

is what I'm saying. That was unfortunate. But anyway, to zero back- Because 

it's sad if that's happening with him. That really disturbs me. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. He had such a beautiful tone. 

Collette 

Oh, a fine player. But, see, maybe that's the lesson I think we all can learn: you 

can be the best, but you've got to have people to pull it off. And I think he kind 

of finally got to the point where that, sort of, with Archie-The other story with 

Archie, which I probably didn't tell you either, is that when he fought 

Marciano, Archie did- Because he was, like, in love with this guy, if you could 

say that. Lucky used to say, "Well, man, on my worst days I'm still better than 

most of the players"-because he was talking to Archie-"so you can beat this guy 

if you really-" I mean, that's their little personal thing. So they had an 



agreement that after the fight- And, naturally, they'd figure Archie will win it. 

He's got to win it, that was their feeling. "You come to my spot," where Lucky 

was working with his band. They put up a sign, "The champ will be here after 

the fight." So Archie goes in and- He did pretty well, because he knocked 

Marciano down. Nobody knocked that man down. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, no kidding. 

Collette 

Yeah, but he didn't win. 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 

Marciano got his eye all swollen up and knocked him out and knocked him 

down. 

Isoardi 

Well, Moore was moving up a weight division, too. 

Collette 

Right. He was light heavyweight, too, and going to the heavy. Like he told me 

later, he said, "The one thing about Marciano, man, you figure what he's going 

to do, but he hits you on your arms and everything." And he said that really- 

You know, all of a sudden- He's not always hitting you where you think, but, 

bam, like a tree trunk on your arm. Because he could level with you. He was 

like two different guys in the ring. Like I said, "Man, you know, in the ring, 

you're mean, aren't you?" He said, "In the ring, I can't be a nice guy like I am." 

Youknow, he works up to [makes fierce animal noise]. So I could see that. But 

out of the ring, he was different. 

Isoardi 

Well, I had heard, too, that Marciano would have a- He would go for fighters' 

arms, and after a couple of rounds, opponents could barely lift their hands up! 

Collette 

That's what he said. So he probably knew then, you know. He could take 

punishment and he could hit so hard, like a lumberjack. And Archie said that, 

and Archie was strong. He said, "Boy, he hits you right in here all the time, and 

you can't move it once some guy-" But anyway, he lost the fight, and you know 

how those fight things are, where there's always a post-party. So everybody 

said, "Archie, come to the biggie." He said, "No, I promised Lucky." So you 

can see the tie-in. 

Isoardi 

The guy's loyal! 

Collette 



Right. I mean, you can't turn on Lucky! But Lucky will turn on you. So he's got 

to be at Lucky's thing. The people are waiting, and he told Lucky. "Because 

Lucky would be upset with me." You can see this kind of relationship. That's 

all he's thinking about. "I've got my eye, but I've still got to go. Lucky will be 

there." So he goes into this club, whatever it was. Lucky was playing. There's 

nobody there because they didn't win. If it had been the opposite, the place 

would have been packed, but people probably went home. So he walks in, and 

Lucky was just finishing playing, very disgusted, because he heard the news. 

He [Archie] walked in with a couple of people, and he [Lucky] walked up and 

looked at him and says, "Did you throw that fight, man?" And Archie said tears 

ran down his eyes and he couldn't answer. He just walked out. So I think that 

was the turning point where- 

Isoardi 

Man! Take your breath away. 

Collette 

I'll tell you the other little story about Central Avenue, because that's a good 

one, too, I think, how the Stars of Swing started. It was like a corporation idea. 

We started rehearsing at [Charles] Mingus's house. 

Isoardi 

Then this must have happened just shortly after you got back to L.A. 

Collette 

Right, this was after I got back. Yeah. After I got my feet on the ground and 

started studying a little bit and I got with Mingus, because we'd always get 

together anyway. And Lucky was here. He was in town. He had done the 

"Bird" [Charlie Parker] thing. I mean, Dizzy [Gillespie] and- 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Billy Berg's. 

Collette 

Billy Berg's. And he was here working with Boyd Raeburn's band, and he did 

some stuff with Buddy Baker, because they would call him in to do those pretty 

tenor solos. He played the changes so well. And, like I say, he was mobbed. He 

always came in late, though, because he was like a real prima donna. It would 

be two [o'clock]; he'd walk in at two thirty, "Hi, guys!" He'd make up for it in 

the playing in a way, but you still say, "Wait a minute. There's something 

wrong with that." Everybody would say, "Hi, Lucky." 

Isoardi 

His playing reminded me a lot of Don Byas, too. He was a lot like Don Byas. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. That was the only one he really respected, "Hawk" [Coleman 

Hawkins] and Ben [Webster] and them, you know. 

Isoardi 



But Don Byas. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah, because he knew that Don was the genius of the horn, he really was. 

Lucky mastered his horn, but Don was much more creative. Because Lucky had 

taken a lot from Hawkins and would really hit- Like I say, he was very diligent 

with his practice, man. He used to bug me with that, but apparently it worked. 

He would be slow-you know how people [sings slow, lyrical phrases]-like he 

was recording it. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, he was nailing each note. 

Collette 

Nailing each thing down. You see, he was hearing it. When you get to a certain 

point, the slow practice- I do more of it, too, but, you know, everybody goes 

through a thing of trying to play as fast as the next guy. Well, that's a mistake in 

a way. He played faster than most, but he practiced slow, because he knew 

exactly what he had. If you want to learn something that's really tough, just 

slow it down. [sings slow melody] You've got to figure out what the movement 

is and the sound, right? So by going a hundred times fast, it may be wearing 

you out. You don't need that. The main thing is you've got to say- Just like 

you're learning somebody's name: "Your name is Steve. Hmmm. Well, if I give 

it some thought, there's no reason that I should ever miss it." And that's what he 

was doing. I knew what he was doing, but I'd sit there with him- I was thirty 

years old or so, and I wanted to go through some duet books. And you'd find a 

page- He'd say, "No, man, let's do that again." [sings slow phrase] "Oh, wow!" 

And he'd laugh, you know, and he was doing it, because he found something he 

liked. He'd sort of record it in his brain, and he'd be playing some of that stuff. 

Very clever in his approach. But he also spent a lot of time, you know. He 

taught Walter Benton. You know that name? 

Isoardi 

Yeah, I know the name. 

Collette 

He worked with Bill [Green] later. But Walter sounded just like he did, and I 

could see- When I would come to rehearse with Lucky-we would rehearse our 

band thing-Walter was just a kid. He'd be standing in the corner, and all he'd be 

doing was [sings long tone]. He'd be getting his sound. He wouldn't even let 

him move then, you know what I mean? But that was his whole approach. To 

be around Lucky, man, was like a snail's pace. You'd think that you were going 

to rehearse stuff but- Eventually you'd get there. He would play it down and do 

things like that, or he would have you running over the same passage. "Now 

let's play it slower." [sings slow, accented notes] And he'd laugh, because he 

loved it. "Let me hear that again." "Man, when are we going to rehearse?" 



Well, he's enjoying it so much, he didn't care. If he had a nine o'clock job, he'd 

rehearse up till eight. He'd say, "Well, man, we can grab a sandwich," you 

know. He was so serious. And he played his can off at the end of the night. 

Because that was his approach, I think. Once he got into something, he was 

totally there.Okay, so the Stars of Swing: We figured Lucky was here- Mingus 

had met him. I think Lucky and Benny Carter had a few run-ins, too, because 

they worked at Billy Berg's a lot. Benny never talked about anybody, but I 

think he realized, again- They were kind of shooting each other on the stand, 

you know: "You can play it? I can do that, too." [laughter] But it was one of 

those things, very subtle, but, "I don't know about this guy."But anyway, we got 

John Anderson on trumpet- Britt Woodman was here. So we picked some 

dynamite players: Oscar Bradley on drums, Spaulding Givens was here on 

piano. A perfect group of players, because everybody could really hold their 

own and most of us could write. Lucky wrote well, but he also brought 

arrangements from Jimmy Mundy, who was one of the top writers, wrote for a 

lot of big bands. So Lucky had instrumentation for this same-sized 

group.Spaulding Givens wrote beautiful things, very difficult to play because of 

the way the parts interchanged. [sings descending phrase] Another line would 

pick up, so you really had to have it well worked out before the whole thing 

could come into it. He'd say, "Well, it's still not coming off. I don't know what 

it is." But each rehearsal we'd try it over, and after a while it came together. We 

had to play that thing about six or eight times in rehearsals, and finally we 

found out how he had worked it in. It was a very unusual way of writing, 

which, if you've got the time, fine, but if you don't, it's one of those things. The 

group rehearsed every day for about three or four weeks with dynamics. We'd 

go have a sandwich for lunch together and come back and blow another two or 

three hours. 

Isoardi 

This is before you'd ever played a gig? You put in about a month, just hard 

woodshed? 

Collette 

Yeah, just every day. Nobody was going anywhere. Maybe you'd have a lesson 

somewhere and you'd say, "I've got my lesson at three, but I'll be back," if that 

was the case. Other than that, we weren't working, but everybody was doing 

okay. So what happened is that we rehearsed and we talked the shading; we did 

this, and we soloed. We got so good-we really did. Then we invited the guys 

from the Downbeat: Black Dot McGhee, he was the manager, and Harold 

Stanley was the owner. So they came by Mingus's. Maybe we had fifteen 

numbers that we could play by then. It was scary; it really was. They listened 

and they just, "What is this we're hearing?" [sings accented figures with 

extreme dynamic control] We had all that kind of stuff going. The drummer, 



Oscar, pow! Down to nothing, you know. And we had it worked like that. We'd 

look at- Wow! We knew it was great, but we didn't know what the people were 

going to say. That guy said, "You're hired! When do you want to open up? Next 

week? Come in for three weeks," or something like that. The Downbeat, which 

was the hot spot right on the avenue. Man, it was jumping, and this is '46.We 

go in, band rehearsed once- But in the meantime, we decided, "Let's put a sign 

up in front of the thing." So we figured on a name. It was a corporation, 

because nobody wanted- Well, maybe somebody would want the leadership, 

but at this point, nobody would come and say, "Let me be leader." "Well, let's 

make it a corporation. We'll call it the Stars of Swing. We're all stars and we 

swing." And swing was a good term, you know. We went with it. So a couple 

of us went to the place and told the sign painter-he could actually do it in a day, 

I think-"Here are the names, seven people. Make us a sign that says 'Stars of 

Swing' and just put these stars anywhere with a name in it." So it was a biggie. 

You know, put a star with Buddy Collette in there- But my name didn't have to 

be down there; it was up to him. 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 

"Seven names. You put it where-" So I guess we all lucked out. Maybe 

somebody was at the top or somebody was in the middle and somebody was 

here, but the Stars of Swing-we all had a star with our name. That was a 

Monday night. Our opening was on a Tuesday.So we went in to check the room 

and get set up. "Tuesday," we said, "we won't rehearse. We'll just show on the 

job that night and we'll play." We come to the thing all happy, we walked up-

the sign has been changed. The sign says "Lucky Thompson and the All Stars." 

Isoardi 

What? 

Collette 

And his name was used across the same sign's size, and the names were like 

this- Well, I mean, if the sign was like that [motioning], our names were down 

here. That's what you saw. So you can imagine. You're walking up with your 

horn, you're almost through the door- 

Isoardi 

My! 

Collette 

"How could this happen? That was just yesterday that everybody- We were 

thrilled that it was working like we thought it should. Everybody was happy." 

And so Mingus wanted to kill him, of course, because Mingus was that way. 

"What are you doing, man? I mean-" He said, "Man, I'm the one with the 

biggest name, and I'm the best player." And he said, "Man, the biggest name of 



L.A. and the biggest thing-" You know, we just were outdone. The people are 

waiting; we're in the back of the thing arguing about this. It took all the fight 

out of us, I mean, what we had. The band still played its can off. But you can 

imagine- We were so good that we were probably up to a hundred percent, if 

you can imagine that, and we dropped down to about ninety. With most of the 

groups, you're only getting about sixty or so anyway. But we felt that the thing 

was so good- Because now, all of a sudden, we had that little thing that had 

started. He still played his can off that night, but he wasn't a team player 

anymore, because now he knew he had blown it. And we left the sign up, which 

hurt us, because we were thinking of that instead of with the music. But Lucky 

was like that. So the next night, we got there early to talk about it, and we 

looked in the back and the old sign was there. So we got the old sign, pulled 

this sign down, and put it up, which was the original. 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 

So when he came to work the next night, then he was less of a player again. 

You see, the scenario was going now. He wasn't going to play the real Lucky 

that we were used to. And I think the third night, he didn't show up at all. 

Isoardi 

And that was it? 

Collette 

Yeah. So I took him to the trial board of the union, which was still the black 

union, to try to say, "You just don't do this." But apparently he worked his way 

out. He didn't have to pay any fine. He probably told them he got sick or 

something. So the third night, I think we had to play without the- Or maybe we 

called Teddy Edwards at the last minute. He probably cam in halfway into the 

job. And he wasn't the- Well, he was a good player, but he wasn't the team 

player that Lucky had gotten to be in the group, because we had everything all 

worked out. 

Isoardi 

After a month of intense rehearsing- 

Collette 

What Teddy did- I mean, his parts were pretty good, but we had some shading 

and stuff he would never catch, you know. For a while, we were still happy, 

but, naturally, the band changed. But that was our experience with Lucky. So, 

like I said, that was a big thing. But knowing the guy through the period and 

seeing and hearing some of the things, he did a lot of things, I think, that hurt a 

lot of people. And when this lady told me that, it was almost like I wasn't 

surprised, because I figured that he was kind of setting himself up to some kind 

of- 



Isoardi 

Self-destructive in some way. 

Collette 

Yeah. Because he's saying, "I'm the best player, so that's going to do it for me." 

And I'm saying, "Not as long as you do these kinds of things." 

Isoardi 

Yeah, but he doesn't say that at the beginning. He waits till the last minute, 

where he's just going to upset things. 

Collette 

Right, yeah. You see what I mean? And even when Mingus and I were in New 

York- We hadn't seen each other in three years, and he knew we fell out. He 

probably didn't want to get with us. But he came over to me-I was in either 

Birdland or someplace-and he tapped me on the shoulder. "Hey, I haven't seen 

you in a long time." I said, "Lucky, it's been about fifteen years, twelve years." 

He said, "I'd know you anywhere," or something like that. You know, he was 

always a good talker. And so I said, "Wow, it would be good to get with you. 

Why don't you call. Here's my number." So the next day I was with Mingus, 

and we both said, "Let's get together with Lucky; we haven't seen him." And 

maybe because Mingus was there, we called him up, and he said, "Well, I'm 

busy writing. I got stuff I got to turn out." But I knew what it was. He just 

didn't want to do that.But there it is. I mean, we had a marvelous group, 

probably heads and shoulders above anything that had been on Central Avenue 

as far as an organized group and dynamics and the best musicianship, and I 

think that set the pace of a lot of things in the L.A. area. I think, looking back at 

it, we brought the experience of guys like Mingus and me from the Watts area 

who had been influenced by the Woodman brothers: an organization, not just a 

jam session. I mean, shading and section work and looking nice on the stand 

and being businesslike. And Lucky probably had a lot of that, too, but 

apparently his ego and wanting to be the head had hurt him through, because a 

lot of times you've got to be a team before you're going to be the top. If you're a 

good team player, maybe you'll be a good leader. Like Count Basie was not 

always a leader; I think he took over Benny Moten's band, for example. Benny 

Carter, for example, with McKinney's Cotton Pickers, or Fletcher Henderson's 

band, you know. They worked their way up where you play a role, and finally, 

if it's your chance, fine. But that was our problem. So when the group finally 

finished its stint there- 

Isoardi 

So you guys kept playing with Teddy Edwards, then? 

Collette 

Well, a little bit. But I think they'd killed a lot of the thing that we had. Because 

you learn something when a change comes in. I tried to book the group again, 



but it was difficult. It was a big group, and there weren't many clubs like the 

Downbeat. People like Black Dot who loved good jazz, they fell in love with 

the group. Most of the clubs, they wanted you to be a show band, you know. So 

we faded away. 

Isoardi 

So the Stars of Swing just lasted that one gig, then? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

And you never recorded, put anything down? 

Collette 

We recorded, but we never got anything out. We recorded Spaulding Givens's 

arrangement of "Laura." We heard what the band sounded like. It was great. 

Isoardi 

But it was never released? 

Collette 

No. 

Isoardi 

Is the recording still in existence? 

Collette 

I think we just did it for our own benefit. It was never released as a record. But 

the record companies weren't too much into it, because they never heard a 

group like that. I mean, you can see where then Diz and the bebop thing were 

very popular. At least they were selling those records. And Bird- Bird used to 

come every night when he was in town to hear us. 

Isoardi 

Really, listening to the Stars of Swing? 

Collette 

Because it was probably the most musical thing around and not too many 

people heard it. You can imagine that we had great arrangements and different 

soloists to balance between each part. Britt was playing his best and Lucky, and 

I was an alto player and only- I played clarinet sometimes, but no flute at all, 

because I had just begun to study it. But, you see, nobody gave us any 

publicity. The only publicity was the name out in front, and if you happened to 

stumble in, you see, "Wow! Why doesn't anybody know about this?" And we 

didn't worry about it. See, now you'd say, "Well, critics are not writing about 

it." Well, it wasn't until 1948 when even Leonard Feather got out here to start 

writing. So there was no writing. I mean, if you'd get something in the paper, 

maybe it would be in the [California] Eagle or the [Los Angeles] Sentinel, and 

maybe it would go in that area, period. But you never got any publicity. It's 

unfortunate but- You know, I put it together-what?-a couple of times, and the 



reaction is great on it each time. The people love it because- They can't figure it 

out. It's just basically that instrumentation and probably the way we did things 

and knowing that you need four people in the horn section with rhythm that can 

blend as section players and can solo, and you got it. And we don't tell them 

that they have to play like the forties or anything, just play. The arrangements 

kind of set you into that mood. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. A real missed opportunity in a lot of ways. 

Collette 

Yeah. Well, I think some good will come out of it, even the organization of it 

or a few things. It's possible that a record date- It's much more inexpensive than 

recording a big band, but at times it has a big band sound because of the 

voicings. You've got all these colors. 

Isoardi 

Do you still have most of the charts from the Stars of Swing? 

Collette 

No. 

Isoardi 

Did you guys write much out? 

Collette 

I didn't really keep the charts. I remembered some of them and wrote them over 

again, just about what the sound was. And who knows where the charts are. 

After that many years, things do happen. Even if you put them away- I mean, 

you put away and you label everything, and again, after ten or fifteen years or 

so, you lose it. If you moved a few times and put it- You know? Unless you've 

got another system where you've got your little index thing and that tells you 

where it is at all times. But it was easy enough for me to remember what we did 

and write in that style. And, like, Leonard's review- He didn't give us very 

much. He said that the thing on "It's April," which was my tune-and Wardell 

Gray and Art Farmer recorded it; they called it "April Skies"-was "very 

authentic for that period" or something like that. What he meant- Well, I wrote 

it in that period, and so I don't know what all- [laughter] So I knew he 

borrowed it from that certain period. In fact, it's in one of the fake books. I 

knew about it, but I had to change a few notes. They didn't get it quite right. 

But it was good for me to see, because some things that I didn't have written 

down- And I did at the time, but since you don't play it- I said, "Now, where's 

'April'? Where did I really use that?" So anyway, that's about it, I think. I don't 

know if we have any more. 

Isoardi 

You mentioned that in 1946 the avenue was still hopping. There was a lot 

going on down on Central. 



Collette 

Yeah. There was a lot going when I came back. 

Isoardi 

What was it like when you came back, then? 

Collette 

Well, it probably was even more exciting, because people were making their 

change. Some were moving away, some were excited about the war being over- 

The clubs were flourishing. People were out living it up a little bit, dressing 

great. The clubs right there- The [Club] Alabam had chorus girls and big bands. 

Around that time, a little after, Johnny Otis got his big band. It sounded quite a 

bit like Basie's band- 

Isoardi 

Really? 

Collette 

And a full line of chorus girls; there might have been ten, fifteen. 

Isoardi 

Where was Johnny Otis's band playing then? 

Collette 

At the Alabam. Across the street, that's where Big Jay had his band-he was 

Cecil McNeely then. He had Sonny Criss, Hampton Hawes, Buddy Woodson 

on bass, Leon [Moore], the drummer. We were at the Downbeat with the Stars 

of Swing. Lorenzo Flennoy might have been in a little club, maybe, whatever it 

was. I mean, there were so many clubs down the avenue. And the after-hours 

spots were going. The Basket Room, of course. 

Isoardi 

That's Jack's Basket Room? 

Collette 

Yeah, where the tenor players would go there- And later on when Bird went 

there and all the players were there- All this was going on. The Jungle Room 

was across the street from Lincoln Theatre. There'd be shows after hours there 

on Twenty-third [Street] and Central. The Lincoln Theatre at the time had 

shows, big shows: the Will Mastin Trio, Sammy Davis, Jr., Pigmeat Markham, 

who was a stand-up comedian. Lucky Thompson had his big band there later 

on. He had people like Don Lamond and- I worked with him. Carl George was 

playing. A lot of people he used [inaudible]. A very good band. 

Isoardi 

In a lot of the after-hours jam sessions, were there many white musicians who 

would come down and play? 

Collette 

Not many. Of course, people like Kendall Bright, who was a trumpet player. 

They say Art Pepper would come. I didn't see Art very much. I saw Kendall 



Bright more than I saw Art. Not too many, because I guess a lot of them figured 

they wouldn't be liked. But I think musicians made it all the time. And I guess 

it would be only if someone came down and- It wasn't as rough as it might be 

now. You know, blond hair or something that would be based on what they 

were doing, what they looked like. If you looked like you might be frightened 

or you didn't belong there, that might happen to you. But the musicians came 

out- Kenny would just walk in anyplace and be great. He just had to look like, 

"Hey, it's cool." But there wasn't much trouble between black and white. I think 

the only trouble was that the cops, the law enforcement people, didn't like 

seeing too much mingling, especially with a lot of the white women who would 

come down. Maybe two or three would come down just to check out the sound, 

and it might have been a little risky. The guys would be probably trying to date 

them, but that happens anyway. But some of the time the cops would give them 

a bad time, because they would probably say, "Stay out of here. If you're caught 

in here, we'll run you in for something." They tried to make it- 

Isoardi 

Pretty uncomfortable for them. 

Collette 

-like you were illegal for doing it and you shouldn't do that. Because it was 

happening, and that was after the war when it was happening even more. I 

mean, people felt they- 

Isoardi 

But that had been happening all along, that kind of thing? 

Collette 

Well, before the war it wasn't happening as much, but I think after the war 

things were changing. People were moving into better neighborhoods, they 

were moving further west. At that period-in, say, '42 or '41, compared to '46-

there's a big change. I mean, I even had my G.I. stuff. I was going to school 

now. I was learning about Hollywood and different- Anytime I'd go to 

Hollywood before-we're talking about the forties or even before that-I had a job 

shining cabs, cleaning cabs, and things like that. But now we were going out to 

Hollywood and studying in certain areas. And it wasn't just happening to me. 

People like Bill [Green] came into town. Everything was spreading out now. So 

we'd meet people, and if they wanted to come and hear us, they'd want to come 

over there. Now, whether they were ladies or men or both, when they came in, 

they didn't figure they would be harassed or warned by the police officers, 

"Hey! We don't want to catch you around here again!" If they looked like they 

could do that to you- But you'd just, "What do you mean 'catch us around 

here'?" In other words, you almost had to tell certain people off. "We'll come if 

we want to." But they were tough enough to say that this was not the way they 

liked to see it. But it was happening anyway.They couldn't stop the 



amalgamation either. We knew it was time for it, and looking back on it, it was 

one of the best things that could happen. It didn't solve all the problems, of 

course-we've got some of the same problems now-but without it happening- 

You know, I always look at that.It's like when I sat on the board at the union 

[American Federation of Musicians] we got a lot of problems sometimes with 

infighting and with the RMA [Recording Musicians of America] and all of that. 

But if some of us weren't there, man, maybe it would be the union sitting there. 

And that's what that kind of input does. So if a lot of us hadn't done what we 

did with the union, then amalgamation and all that getting together and trying 

to clear up a lot of this-Boy, we saw lots, too! I lived in Watts when they had 

the Watts riots and all that. In other words, there are still a lot of people who 

are keeping it from going over the side, helping to pull it back. And where a lot 

of people may not care because they're at a point where they're more or less 

disillusioned- So it was a turning period, a period of hope, especially for- 

Probably everybody, but the blacks felt it in a way- "Gosh, we can get away 

from Central." They didn't hate Central, but the best TV was coming in there, 

and you begin to see there's stuff other than Central. There's markets with fresh 

meat in them; there's vegetables. There's a whole other thing that you can't 

know about. Central Avenue, you know, there were just restaurants. We don't 

know how great the food was. It tasted great; they seasoned it well. Barbecued 

chicken and the soul food joints, which were not bad. But that was the extent of 

your experience out in restaurants.Now, I think I was one of the first ones from- 

Not the only one, of course, but one of the first blacks who- Nickodell's was a 

great restaurant at the time. There's one on Melrose [Avenue], there was one 

right behind NBC in Hollywood. And it was a classy thing. We used to go to 

the restaurant. And I finally went in with this lady Nan Evertt. Boy, we couldn't 

believe it. They let us in! Because I was kind of afraid to go in, but she didn't 

know what I knew. I had gone in with my players, the band players. So she 

said, "Where can we go?" And I just knew Nickodell's. She said, "Oh, 

Nickodell's. Great!" And we were driving, right? Anyway, in doing that, I was 

trying to be brave, because she had no idea, and she hadn't really had any 

experience of being refused. But I knew it could happen, because it happened a 

few times. It hadn't happened with the guys, but also, I guess, in my mind, it 

was a test period to see, could the two of us go in? Because she was white, red 

hair and everything. So we go to the door, and the maitre d' or whoever it was, 

he just about lost his teeth. And I said, "Two," because I was trying to just 

outdo him, you see what I mean? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 



I wasn't going to let him- "A seat for two for Collette," you know. And he's 

going [stammers incoherently]. He pointed to the back of the room, and he kind 

of took us there. And it was almost like he was doing this without wanting to, if 

you can see what I'm saying. He knew that this was not cool, but- We had a 

choice, but he couldn't say, "You can't come in," or he didn't. He walked us to 

the back. The only unfortunate thing about the back was that we walked 

through a crowded, very fabulous restaurant. As we walked through, the 

audiencereacted. They couldn't believe this. I don't think it had been done like 

that. Like I say, I wasn't trying to cause any trouble, because if I had been a 

different kind of worker or I hadn't done this with my guys from the show- I 

was doing exactly the same thing. I had walked into that restaurant many times, 

right? But now the scene is changed because I've got this woman with me. And 

the audience reacted to that. Spoons fell off the table, and it got so noisy for a 

while, I really got frightened. Because I'm saying, "I can't run." I really 

couldn't. You know, "I'm in it now!" 

Isoardi 

Yeah, yeah. And you got to play the hand. 

Collette 

We looked great. I was sharp and she was decked out. Right to the back. That 

was the unfortunate thing about that; we could not hide from anybody. I don't 

know if he was doing that- Or if he figured the back was the place for us. But it 

was a perfect setting, in a way, because as the audience looked, they could see 

us. It was good they had big menus. I said, "Would you believe this could 

happen?" And she said, "I could not believe that they would not-" You know, 

we're in, but she could tell that [coughs and clears throat] there was coughing 

and all that kind of stuff. 

Isoardi 

[laughter] Got to cut the tension? 

Collette 

All kinds of ways to let us know that, in a way- Without coming over and 

saying, "We don't like you," they let us know that they did not approve of this. 

"This is not the place or this is not the day for this kind of thing." They could 

let us know with a little noise and stuff. And there we were. 
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Collette 

Well, our choice at that point was Nickodell's. That part had never been tested 

very much. And if so, it could cause problems, you know. I know. But I think 

because I had been there before- They probably didn't realize, maybe, who I 

was or something. But when that comes through, it's so- We got served, but it 



was the most miserable evening because- You'd want to keep the menus up. 

When we would look up and try to talk, we couldn't concentrate on what we 

were talking about. There were people who were staring, or not wanting to 

stare when they knew that- So we made it through the evening, but we were 

very happy to get out of there. Nothing happened other than there are thirty or 

forty people who can see that- Well, not all of them, but a lot of them were 

unhappy, and there was nothing we could do about it except leave. So we ate 

our food, which was- Like I say, [we were] very unhappy. And we left. But at 

that time, that was what was happening at most places.Like I say, it hadn't been 

tested. There were certain places you could go. And in many cases some 

blacks, even at the time, were beginning to get better jobs and were getting into 

a little more money to go to a restaurant out there, where maybe a dinner at the 

time was $5-which doesn't sound like a lot now-where on the avenue with a 

buck you could get a whole meal. You know, people weren't throwing money 

away; they didn't have it to throw away. Maybe your rent was $5 a week or 

something or $20 a month, I don't know, but I'm just trying to put things in 

perspective here. 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 

But I was doing good financially. I was making every month with the simulcast 

$130 a week, which was just about all my money. Taxes were taken out. It was 

probably only about a couple of bucks for the union, and the income tax system 

wasn't like it is now. I mean, that was my money, at least $128, which was a lot 

of money. I had a brand-new car, for example, and later on I had an apartment 

and everything, and I still had so much of it. I didn't just do that. I might have 

had a Saturday night gig, too. But it was very difficult for me to spend the 

money in a normal way. Of course, if you were going to buy a suit or 

something, you could almost do that with some of the money. But it was good 

money, so I could afford, maybe, a tab of $10 or $12, which was like you're 

paying about $50 or $60 now for a thing. So I would say it must be nine or ten 

times more expensive now with most things that we talked about. I'm not going 

to try to figure it out, but just a wild guess- If it was $5 or $8 then, it must be 

$60 or so now.But anyway, the period was a very healthy period, because I also 

felt that I had to be very careful, because I had all kinds of friends now. They 

weren't just black friends. I was living in sort of two worlds. I had to. I lived 

with my family, and then when we broke up, we were separated through a 

period of three or four years. And so then I moved in with- We got an 

apartment with Jimmy Cheatham and "Streamline" [John Ewing], and that was 

an apartment where we finally had Bird and we had a lot of people come by. 

Isoardi 



Oh, it was over on Andrews? 

Collette 

Saint Andrews Place, yeah. Jerry Fielding came by. We had rehearsals with a 

lot of musicians that I'd met. Jack Dumont and Pete Terry and Phil Sobel and 

all those cats would come by, and I'd rehearse with them. So like I say, it was a 

double thing going now. You know, first it was Central Avenue, and I'm 

meeting these people like Milt Holland, and we're sharing moments at each 

one's house. And I'd be spending a lot of time in the Hollywood area, because 

at the time I lived out in Compton, before we got to Saint Andrews, and that 

was a long haul at one time, getting to the Hollywood area. I would either do a 

show or I'd have a rehearsal or we'd have a meeting or something of that nature 

at somebody's house. But my list of friends began to grow, and I was into all 

kinds of things. I wasn't just Buddy Collette the saxophone, flute, and clarinet 

player. I began to do a lot of things. And it led to formal teaching, and it led to 

being invited to do classical programs with some of the people I met who 

wanted me to do flute things with the piano. When Paul Robeson was having 

his problems with the government- He went to Russia at one period, and I think 

he said some things like he was treated better there than over here, which didn't 

go over very well, and they revoked his passport and- I don't know what year 

that was exactly, but it was around '55, '56, or something. 

Isoardi 

I think he got it back around '59 or something like that. 

Collette 

Well, in that period I got kind of- Not real close to him, but I did some concerts 

with him with a woman named Frances Williams, who has her own theater [the 

Frances Williams Theatre]. She's about eighty-three years old now; she just had 

a birthday a couple of weeks ago. And she's done movies through the years. 

She has a theater where she trains all kinds of people and does plays and things. 

She's been a friend of mine, and she met me somewhere-it might have been at 

one of the concerts. I was doing flute and string quartet at one of Paul 

Robeson's concerts at the Embassy. 

Isoardi 

With him? Was he singing with you? Or were you separate acts on the 

program? 

Collette 

There were a couple of times, for example, concerts at the Embassy with him. 

The first time he was speaking to people. In fact, a lot of affairs where he was, 

he was talking to people. There was also a period, probably before Jackie 

Robinson, where Paul was considered a spokesman for the blacks. You know, 

sometimes they figure, "Well, he's your spokesman and he speaks for 



everybody." Well, it wasn't true, but at least a lot of blacks were listening to 

him. 

Isoardi 

Right. 

Collette 

When he was smeared, they figured he was a communist or whatever and they 

revoked his passport-whoever "they" are, the system. 

Isoardi 

The government. 

Collette 

Right. That he is a communist now, so now it's almost like the blacks need a 

new leader. And, naturally, Jackie Robinson wasn't a leader, but name-wise, he 

was in sports. "This is your new hero," for example. That was going to be the 

way it was seen. Robeson sounded like a bad guy. Well, this was a period when 

I was around him. He had his side to tell, too, which was great: it was a whole 

different side. Well, once you speak out and say that you're not treated properly 

at home and "They treated me well over there," then you're a bad guy. "Well, 

then why don't you move to Russia?" All those things came up. And being 

around him- Since he was close to Frances, there were times that we'd be at 

Frances's house, like talking with you, you know, and he'd say, "Heck, now I 

go out and people try to hurt me." And he said, "All I said was that I got treated 

better there. They treated me like a king. And when I go home, they 

discriminate against my people." So he was a truthful man, big you know, great 

actor. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. He had one of the greatest basso voices. 

Collette 

So naturally I was in awe of this guy, saw Emperor Jones, the movie. But to be 

around him- He was one of the first to speak out in that way, and that really did 

a lot for me to see that, especially coming from- Even when I did "Groucho," 

the only blacks that I had seen on TV and everything were just trying to make a 

buck and were doing things like, "Keep quiet." And this guy was saying, 

"Look." 

Isoardi 

He must have seemed like a superman. 

Collette 

Oh, he was, you know? And he wasn't afraid. In one movie, in Emperor Jones, 

he played that part, except at the end where they kill him and he goes crazy- 

But through that movie, man, if a guy bothered him, white or whoever, boy, 

"Out of my way!" Man, you don't do that. That's like dangerous stuff, because 

you kind of come up with that- You know, "Don't bother those white people 



because they might-" He was trying to call it as it was, very truthful. And he 

was a great football player. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, he was an all-American. 

Collette 

Yeah. So anyway, being around him, it was a turning period for me. I loved it, I 

really did. I was with these string players and playing my heart out, and there 

was this big man. So the first time, at the end of it, he spoke, but it was a period 

where they didn't really want him to speak because too many people would 

hear him. So he came back in another few months to do it again. This time they 

had signs, had a poster: "There will be no public speaking." He's got the hall 

rented; the place was packed. 

Isoardi 

And the people who own the hall, is that it, saying he-? Who's saying he can't 

speak? Who's putting up the signs? 

Collette 

Well, see, what was going on- That's why I say- When you say "they," they're 

powers. The powers were, like, the House Committee on Un-American 

Activities and- 

Isoardi 

Yeah, well, L.A. had its own red squad, too, and [Los Angeles Police Chief 

William] Parker and- 

Collette 

So that the guy who owned the place was like a guy who comes up to you and 

says, "Steve, you rented the hall and maybe you got your money, but this guy's 

making a speech. So in order for you to stay on the good side with us, you'd 

better-" So the hall finally put it up there, but they didn't care whether he spoke 

or not. But one thing- Paul Robeson was coming into town again, and 

somebody-Un-American Activities, somebody, the Justice Department or 

somebody-said, "Look, make sure Robeson can't- Put the cuffs on him." So if 

he would speak, then they could go in with the guys while he's in there and cart 

him off to jail, you know, when he does his thing. So I saw it. I wish I could 

remember it better. But that was like an order: "There will be no speeches 

here."Now, we are all there; we've got this group and the place is packed. But 

he was a giant of a man, and you don't stop him very much until he dies, right? 

He wasn't a rough kind of a guy; he was smart. Said, "Uh-uh, I can't speak." 

Guess what he did? He sang his message, he really did. He did, [sings] "They 

can't stop us," and it was almost like, that little technicality, they couldn't bother 

him. And he smiled-and his shoulders were about that broad-and he had his hat 

on and just walked out. He had about eight or nine bodyguards, because, like I 

say, they had set him up. Again, you know, "He was a vicious man, he was a 



traitor," he was all this. And he tried to say, "Well, I'm telling you, the 

problems you will see later-" He called it right with the McCarthy stuff, which 

was probably a little later. 

Isoardi 

Well, the McCarthy stuff really took off in the early fifties. 

Collette 

Yeah, okay. Well, like I said, he called all the stuff. He could see what was 

happening, the way people were getting shafted and everything and how they 

could point to "This guy was so terrible." He was a brilliant man. They took all 

of his records off the air and they wouldn't play anything. He finally got a star 

[on the Hollywood walk of fame], as you know. I don't know how long ago, a 

few years ago. 

Isoardi 

Long overdue. 

Collette 

They were saying, "Everybody has a star-Mickey Mouse has a star-but not this 

great man."See? So he called it. And, like I say, when I finally went to 

Frances's house the last time to see him, he was kind of a broken man. 

Isoardi 

Really? 

Collette 

Well, I mean, the idea that he was retired- You know, what can you do? You're 

one person, you're out there- He traveled a lot, people loved him, but they cut 

him off from the speeches. He had friends, he'd go to their homes- They're 

going to go down the street, and somebody would point him out and say, "Let's 

get a stick and hit him." But, as you know, that's how you get rid of people, and 

he was a valuable person.So we could probably wind it up, but I wanted to get 

that in about him, because what a pace he set. And a lot of people don't realize 

the inspiration he did for a lot of the black people who were leaders, who were 

able to stand up. Because it can be costly if you stand up and say, "I believe in 

this." "Oh, really? Then how would you like to find another-" You know, it can 

be that way. And that's what it comes to every now and then, because your only 

job may be God. And he did basically that for a lot of people. He was the kind 

of person who was true. But without him, things, again, would have been a lot 

worse, more difficult to achieve, even what we had achieved with the union and 

stuff. So there's got to be somebody that keeps that kind of thing going. And 

these kinds of stories are something so that the youth, the people, can say, 

"There were people who were doing it. It didn't just start right here." 
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Isoardi 

Last time we went over the amalgamation of the unions, Stars of Swing, and 

your return to L.A. from the service in the mid-forties, '46. So we'll move on 

today to the period of the late forties and your teaching, your composing, your 

performing, the people you played with. 

Collette 

Yeah, well, this is sort of after the Stars of Swing, right? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

Well, I think after the Stars of Swing, of course, I was still, maybe in that 

period, going to school a little bit. I think I talked earlier about how I backed 

away from school and got tired of teachers because going to class- 

Isoardi 

This is at the L.A. Conservatory? 

Collette 

The L.A. Conservatory and also the American Operatic Laboratory and the 

California Academy of Music. I was actually going to three schools. 

Isoardi 

Was the Operatic Laboratory classical? 

Collette 

Well, it was mainly classical, but they had a few teachers that might have 

gotten into some jazz. But it was mainly writing, and there was a lot of singing 

going on. A lot of these schools were set up because of the G.I. Bill. They had 

teachers- You know, it depends on who got the funding. Teachers would set up 

their studios and hire teachers in to teach these students, because the 

government was paying money for us to go to school if we wanted to, 

especially the ones who had the G.I. Bill. So the reason why I was going to the 

different colleges was that- At the Los Angeles Conservatory, when I first went 

there, I started flute. And then later on, when I went to the American Operatic 

Laboratory, I continued flute, but the teacher wasn't connected with that. He 

was an outside teacher named Henry Woempner.But before that, there were a 

lot of flute teachers. I studied with Marty [Martin] Ruderman for a while, but 

Marty Ruderman moved to Palm Springs. His family had some kind of 

business there. He sort of announced that "I'm not going to be teaching 

anymore" and he was going to Palm Springs, and he did very well there. In the 

meantime I didn't have a teacher, so they suggested Henry Woempner, who 

was a flute teacher. He also worked at MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 

Pictures], one of the top players. So I didn't know the man, but I went and 

studied with him. He was a great teacher, and he really kind of changed my 

whole thinking about flute playing.Then I went to the California Academy of 



Music, which was out in the [San Fernando] Valley. The reason why I went 

there was because I wanted to study writing, and therewas a guy named 

Franklyn Marks there who had studied with Schillinger, Joseph Schillinger, 

who was a teacher who devised a system of teaching music through numbers. 

Joseph Schillinger was a mathematician by trade and was a musician, but he 

taught math in the community colleges. They said he used to come around to 

the jazz clubs where the musicians were jamming and playing and everything, 

and he'd have this scratch pad and he'd be writing these numbers down. And 

then he might go meet the musicians on an intermission, and he'd say, "I wrote 

down what you guys were playing." They'd say, "What do you mean? With 

these numbers? You must be crazy!" But, no, he had a system, because he was 

writing out the rhythms of things and he would write out the tone pitches, too. 

He had a way of using graphs and things. He figured out how it would work, 

and he was right; he could do that. So I had heard about this system, and I knew 

he was- His books came out; that's why I was curious. They had a lot of 

publicity: "The Schillinger System: How to Compose," with graphs. They had a 

graph of New York, of the skyline, and that would be a melody, or the skyline 

of Los Angeles could be another melody, depending on what each level meant 

and what note it would come out to be. So I was very curious about that. I 

always tried to be a forward-thinking person, you know. If something's new, I 

want to hear about it.As we were going to school or something, somebody 

mentioned that Franklyn Marks would be teaching at California Academy of 

Music at that time. Of course, I still had the G.I. Bill to freelance for a while 

once I backed away from the school, the Los Angeles Conservatory, and I was 

licking it, but I seemed to want to move out and get new teachers. So I met 

Frank Marks, which was a real joy. It was really good to know that- You know, 

me being a jazz player, I wanted to learn this part, rather than just being a 

person that would improvise and not want to know what these things were, 

especially in twelve-tone. They had some jazz players that had studied, of 

course, but a lot of the guys were classical people and didn't have a jazz 

background. So I enjoyed it. He would give me things to try: "So try this and 

see how this works." And "Here's something that you jazz guys are probably 

going to try." Because it was all done from figuring it out rather than you 

improvising it first. But I loved him. He had me write some good things. So it 

was a period of learning, experimenting, meeting a lot of people.It was also the 

period of the Crystal Tea Room. Bill [Green] and I had met before, and we 

wanted to do something together. We used to rehearse together all the time; we 

both had a lot of time. We'd meet on a Thursday afternoon or Thursday 

morning, whether it was his apartment or my apartment. Bill liked to cook, you 

know. He'd cook up some pancakes or something, and we'd go for a few hours 



and have lunch and go for a few hours more between clarinet and flute and 

saxophone. 

Isoardi 

When he first started telling me about Central Avenue, the first thing he started 

talking about were all the restaurants. [laughter] He likes his food. 

Collette 

He loves his food, yeah. He used to cook, you know. So he would make up 

some pancakes and we'd stop for an hour or two, and then we would go back to 

playing. But that was a period of really learning. We were playing flutes and 

clarinet. We would study all three of them. We were studying with different 

teachers, of course, but we were pooling our ideas together. We'd come 

together and talk about some of the different methods. Like I said, we got 

together at the Crystal Tea Room, which was to- 

Isoardi 

How did you get that name? 

Collette 

The Crystal Tea Room? Well, it was the name of the room. We didn't name it. 

Isoardi 

The space you rented was called the Crystal Tea Room? 

Collette 

Yeah, the place was a nice place and was called the Crystal Tea Room, and I 

guess they just rented it out for certain functions. It was on Forty-eighth [Street] 

and Avalon Boulevard, Los Angeles. So it was a nice, charming little place. 

And I don't think much went on there; if it did, we didn't know about it. We 

saw the place and went, and they allowed us to rent it on Sunday for under $50 

or something like that. And we must have made a couple of hundred bucks, all 

total, there. The idea was to have jam sessions to have people hear each other 

and to learn-we were all studying-and to exchange ideas and things. So Bill and 

I agreed on that, because we were both doing basically the same thing. And we 

discovered all the new players that we didn't know well. Like Eric [Dolphy] 

came by-we knew Eric a little bit, but we didn't know his playing ability-and 

Sweet Pea Robinson. And Stanley Morgan brought his son in, Frank Morgan, 

who was only fourteen at that time-it was about '48. Walter Benton and Ernest 

Crawford and Kenneth Metlock and a bunch of the young players at the time 

we didn't know very well. 

Isoardi 

But they must have known about you, or word must have gotten out. You guys 

had set up a- 

Collette 

Well, they probably didn't know about us. I mean, when I came back into town 

in '46- Eric knew of me; I had known Eric. He used to come by the Downbeat 



[Club] all the time to hear the Stars of Swing or whatever we'd be playing. Eric 

was studying with Lloyd Reese then, and I had studied with Lloyd Reese 

earlier. So Lloyd must have said, "Well, he's one of my guys, one of my better 

guys" or something that he must have pointed out. So Eric used to come and 

say, "I study with Lloyd; he says hello," and things like that. So they knew.So 

once we set up the jam session, the word got out. See, Bill and I were at a point 

where we were just beginning to get into work, and these guys were twenty 

years old, twenty-two and younger, and they hadn't even done anything yet. 

See, nowadays, I think, compared with the forties and fifties- If you're twenty 

years old now, you might be in making the money or you might be in full gear 

almost. But then you might be thirty years old before you were getting offered 

anything or before they would trust you on a job and make time and all that. It 

was a different kind of system of judging you, because I think even before- I 

did a lot when I was twenty, because in the service you had to have a special 

band and a special leader and you had to have a special quality before they 

would hire you. They wanted to know that you could perform musically and 

also make time and everything. So it was pretty tough on the players. But 

anyway, we met so many great players at the time, a lot of them. Who knows 

where they are now. But a lot of them benefited from that period, because that 

was a period of, like I say, study and work.You had something else there. 

Isoardi 

Let's see, aside from your teaching and the individuals, studio work, 

composing, recording industry- 

Collette 

Well, we talked about Groucho [Marx, "You Bet Your Life"]. He comes along 

about this same period, a little after, about '49. We also talked about this period 

when the [Community] Symphony [Orchestra] was formed. That was still 

about '48 or '49. That's when the amalgamation [of the American Federation of 

Musicians Local 47 and Local 767] was going on. Eric Dolphy is in the service 

probably about 1949 or so, going into- 

Isoardi 

So after, he studied with you for a little while. 

Collette 

He studied with me first for a while. Frank Morgan studied with me, too, for a 

while. This is '48. I'm studying with Merle Johnston at this period, sort of just 

grabbing him when I can. And I made sure both of those guys went to Merle 

Johnston, because I didn't have much time. I'm also being into the 

amalgamation fight, which took three years. I'm working a little with Benny 

Carter. I had met Benny probably right after the Stars of Swing. In fact, I knew 

who Benny was, but Lucky Thompson took me to Benny Carter's house, and 

that was an experience. We're still talking about after '46. So there's about three 



or four years there that a whole lot was happening. I met Benny Carter, went up 

to his house and found out what he was like personally. There he was with all 

the food and stuff; he had a great appetite at the time. 

Isoardi 

He was a big man. 

Collette 

He was a big man. Well, he was a big eater then. He tells you now that he can't 

do that anymore. But he was one of the big eaters. Benny Carter and Oscar 

Peterson and even Ray Brown, a bunch of those guys would sit together and 

see who could outeat each other! Now, this day, no kidding, Lucky and I were 

there, and he said, "You guys hungry?" We said, "No." And he said, "Well, I'm 

a little hungry." And he reached into the refrigerator, and he had these collard 

greens from the night before and he pulled out about half a dozen eggs and a 

big piece of ham and two or three pieces of toast and probably some rice that he 

had from the night before. It was almost like a Christmas and Thanksgiving 

dinner! The table looked like- He ate every bit of it. But there he was, Mr. 

Gentleman. And so, naturally, I was impressed with his musical ability, but at 

the same time, I didn't know about this side.But this period was a great period 

for meeting people and everything, and plus this was another period, starting 

about- This period was a lot of fun things. After I knew Benny a little bit, he 

hired me with his band, because he knew of me and he also knew Merle 

Johnston. Merle Johnston used to always rave about his students, the ones he 

liked, or his best students. So Merle was the kind of guy who would pick up the 

phone and say, "Benny, one of my guys you've got to hire, Buddy Collette. He's 

really one of the best guys." So Benny's great like that. "Oh, well, we'd better 

check him out." So I did get a call from Benny, and Bill Green also. We both 

played altos for Benny in that same period, '47, '48, a few jobs in L.A. Places 

maybe like- I can't remember all the names, but the [Hollywood] Palladium 

would be a spot. And private bands- Maybe Bill remembers some of these 

names. But he was impressed with us because we could read and we were up-

and-coming players. You know, when you hire a lot of people and some guys 

are having trouble reading and they don't know about the intonation and they 

haven't had the background- And Benny was a fine musician, of course, and he 

had been around the top saxes, so you can't fool the guy with that. It was a great 

period.So he heard me as an alto player, and every now and then I'd play tenor, 

but not much. I was also working with-a little later-[Jerry] Fielding, so it's kind 

of hard to say what came first. I didn't play much tenor early, except maybe just 

occasionally I'd borrow a tenor for some little record date or something. Yeah, I 

think I had to borrow a tenor when Wilbur Baranco was here. He was a guy I 

was in the service with. He came down to do some Army Air Force-type 

shows, recording things. They were doing a lot of recording. They had an all-



star band. Wilbur was using Lucky Thompson, and Britt Woodman was here 

and Eugene Porter and a bunch of people in his band.And this one day in 

particular, I got a call at the last minute, two o'clock. The date was two o'clock, 

and he was ready to start. It was only about ten minutes from my house-I lived 

on Forty-seventh Street, so maybe fifteen minutes-and he said, "Well, can you 

bring a tenor and come over?" And apparently I had borrowed a tenor or I had 

one. The reason that they called me was because Lucky Thompson was 

supposed to be there and he hadn't shown up yet, but Baranco was kind of tired 

of that. Lucky always would come late. He was that kind of guy, I guess. It 

wasn't his fault, as it turned out. So I beat Lucky there. He wasn't there. I got 

there at about twenty after two, and Lucky got there at about a quarter to three. 

So he lost the job. And he was unhappy, you know. "Well, look, man, I've got 

car trouble," he said. "But, man, you've done this to us many times." So I 

played tenor. It was good to kind of have a tenor, even though I don't think I 

owned one yet.So that went on and on, until finally I was playing- I'm certain I 

was playing tenor. I was with Herb Geller, who was a fine saxophonist. His 

wife at that time was Lorraine Geller. They had a job down on Main Street. It 

was two saxes and a rhythm section, and they broadcast one night a week. So I 

was kind of getting into tenor. I think the reason why I had a tenor- Yeah, I 

went out on the road with Joe Liggins's band, and I was playing alto and 

baritone. I went on a tour down south, which was in '47, '48. And James 

Jackson, who was a buddy of mine-he had gone to Jordan High School with 

me-had a tenor. Then there was a period when I needed a tenor, and he had an 

extra one or something, so he let me use one. That was for a month, so I had to 

give him his tenor back. But I had it through this period. When I worked with 

the Gellers, it was better for me to play tenor than alto, because Herb was 

playing alto then. And I played tenor. So there was one night when we were 

playing a thing- And at the time I was probably playing more like Coleman 

Hawkins or Ben Webster, sort of a big sound- 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. At that point, that was the big influence. Lester was, in sense, too. If 

you liked the sound, you'd just want to go for it, because then you could be free 

or something. But that's the approach. 

Isoardi 

That's interesting. A number of critics describe you as having a Lester 

Youngish sound on tenor. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. I played more like I was influenced by Lester. But, say, a lot of times 

it just depends on when you finally settle and want to do sound, because what 



the critics don't realize is you do better, I think, if you play for the environment 

rather than playing one way. For example, Hawkins was [such] a particular, 

distinct sound and everything that even he could get caught. When you're 

playing [sings staccato phrase], you know, when you start doing that, when 

that's your theme, you have to change your whole approach to make those 

things- You can't [sings sweeping legato phrase] be very long and- You know. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

So I find on my ballads, sure, I would lean toward singing more, because that 

was my approach. I was a good alto player; I was beginning to play flute. 

Everything was legato playing. So when you wind up tonguing a lot of stuff, if 

you do, then that's where your sound is not as nice. It's more clipped and 

everything. And it's fine for an effect. [sings precise, staccato sixteenth notes] 

Yes, but [sings slurred, legato phrase] you might win more praise by doing the 

legato thing. Just, "Oh, that was lovely what you did." The other way, they say, 

"Hey, that was interesting there." So it's still an effect. So my point was that 

when I played tenor, I just leaned toward where I could make it work best and 

sound well, which was great.Now there are all these schools. There are a lot of 

people that go for the Hawkins sound. Like Scott Hamilton is more or less from 

the Hawkins and Ben [Webster] school, where it's a big sound and you play all 

the notes proper and you don't overplay and maybe nothing overamazing or 

spectacular, where you are going to say, "Wow! That was tough what he did!" 

But everything falls into place, which is a good style. You play the horn that 

way and you get a lot of credit and you get better on it, because you're just 

doing what you can do other than breaking your fingers and getting into 

trouble.So at this point, we had the radio, I remember, and we played and we 

had a good little band. I had nice solos- 

Isoardi 

This is with Herb Geller? 

Collette 

This is with Herb Geller downtown. So this night, about a half an hour or so 

after the radio went off, I looked up and there's Benny Carter and a couple of 

other guys who walked in. I said, "Hey, Benny, what are you doing here?" He 

said, "You know, I heard a tenor player on the radio, and I had to come down to 

see who that was." So I started laughing, because he couldn't know who it was, 

you know-he never heard me on tenor. And he just- But he was impressed. He 

was impressed, you know. He says, "There was a tenor player- Now, I don't 

know who could be in town playing like that!" I told him the story later, and he 

kind of remembered it. But he was impressed, because that was what he knew 

as being the way the tenor should be played. Well, Merle was smart, too. Not 



that he taught me on the tenor, but on the alto he knew that the sound- That was 

his thing: making sure your sound was pleasing and your intonation, stuff like 

that. He always wanted me to be a tenor player, although I still played alto for 

him a lot; he said, "Buddy, I want you to play alto." But that's one of the things 

that kind of lets you know what the whole thing's about: What does it sound 

like? And he was judging it basically on that: This guy's got to be somebody 

that I've got to know. On his birthday party I told that story. I said, "If there's 

one thing that I learned about Benny, it's that if there's something going on, 

he'll come and check it out in person." And that's what he did, see. Because 

some people would say, "Well, I wonder who that tenor player was." They 

were supposed to be having dinner or something, and I guess they had their 

dinner and they were sitting around and probably they heard it on the radio. 

And they said, "Let's go down and see who that is." At that time they didn't 

have the freeway going to Hollywood, so they had to go surface streets from- 

He lived in the Hollywood Hills at the time, so to come down to Main Street 

was a nice little trip there. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

But it was a period, like I said, of meeting all these people. 

Isoardi 

You mentioned you did a tour of the South with Joe Liggins? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

Was it a kind of swing band he was leading then? 

Collette 

No- Well, a swing band- He did the "Honeydripper" and things like that, kind 

of swing, kind of a boogie band. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, an R and B [rhythm and blues] type of- 

Collette 

Yeah, kind of an R and B- They didn't have all the titles then, but- [sings 

shuffle horn riff] Yeah, it had that kind of beat. The story about Joe Liggins- I 

never thought I'd work with Joe Liggins. I knew him. I wasn't too impressed 

with him as a bandleader, whatever, but I knew he had made a hit. We both 

lived out in the Compton area. He said, "Buddy, I need a baritone player and 

one who plays alto. Because Lou Willy"-his guy-"is not going to go on the tour 

and I'm going out next month, the first of the month. Can you suggest 

somebody?" And, you know, I was always ready to- "Hey, if there's work for a 

musician, I'll get you somebody. Get back to me, will you?" I was a little busy, 



and when I looked up- I don't know whether I forgot or just didn't get anybody. 

I didn't get back to him, because I figured we could find someone. So about 

three or four days before he left, he called me and he said, "Do you have him? 

Because we've got to leave on Monday." "Joe, I still didn't get anybody." And 

he said, "Well, man, what am I supposed to do?" I began to think about it. I 

wasn't really working that much, and I'd never been south either, so it kind of 

just- "Why don't I take it?" In other words, I didn't have a baritone, but he could 

bring one. I'd played baritone before and I played alto, and it's a tour, you 

know, $200 a week or whatever it was. It wasn't a lot of money then, but I 

wasn't making anything. I was going to school and being a good student. So I 

said, "Joe, I'll take it." He said, "You?" I said, "Yeah, I need to go south and 

find-" It was a great trip, it really was, to see what the South was at that time. 

Isoardi 

And how did it strike you? 

Collette 

It was tough. It really was tough, because I had never seen that. All the stories, 

you know, of you not being served in certain restaurants, and the prejudice 

thing was really strong. You go to Meridian, Mississippi, or Atlanta, wherever- 

We went to a lot of places. The rough thing was you couldn't go into the 

restaurants to get the food; somebody had to go in and get sandwiches. I used to 

get Marshall Royal to tell us what happened, because none of us had toured 

before with bands. He said, "You may have $1,000 in your pocket, but it 

doesn't mean anything as far as you getting any food." And staying in the 

hotels, it would be the same thing. You'd have to go on the other side of the 

tracks, which was the black side, and you had the white side. Sometimes you 

could play on the side where there were whites, but then it would be an all 

white group at the party. And you'd have to either come in through the back 

door or you'd have to stay in the back of the thing. So you really felt it, 

especially coming from here, which was not great by any means, but it was so 

much better.Then we'd go shopping in the department stores downtown, maybe 

to buy something, and you've got the guards standing near the water fountains. 

There's two of them: one for whites only and one coloreds would get. And the 

one for coloreds was one of those ones that you knew was warm. It was one of 

those types with a bowl on top with a long thing. And the whites' would be 

more like the cooler type. You'd go to the one that said colored, and it had a 

little round deal and there was, like, a little moss, green, you know-they didn't 

take care of it. So the thing was that you knew where you were supposed to 

drink. If you were going to drink, then you'd better not, because if you get close 

to the one for whites only and you weren't white, then the guy's looking at you 

like you know better. 

Isoardi 



Yeah. 

Collette 

In other words, if you were from the big city you were more inclined to say, "I 

think I'll do what I want to do." But don't do it. Same thing, you know- We'd 

stop in the station for gas and they were the same way. You'd say, "What about 

the bathrooms?" "Just go out there in the field, son," whatever. So you suddenly 

realize that all the stories that you heard about, they're real. 

Isoardi 

Did you have any particular incidents on that trip that had a big impact or strike 

you, other than the general feel of the South? 

Collette 

No, not on that one. There's a trip later on that we'll have to get into, when I 

went to the [presidential] inauguration in 1960 with [Frank] Sinatra and all that 

gang. That's a whole subject in itself, that little three- or four-day gig he did. 

Isoardi 

At [John F.] Kennedy's inauguration? 

Collette 

Kennedy's. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. Well, we'll definitely have to get to that. 

Collette 

Oh, I had some of the worst experiences, but probably the meat of the story was 

being discriminated against in Arlington, Virginia. 

Isoardi 

D.C.'s a southern town! [laughter] 

Collette 

Almost a riot there because of me. We can put it down so maybe you can 

remind me. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. I'll make a note, believe me. 

Collette 

Sue Raney-I don't know if you know her. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, I do. 

Collette 

She was about twenty years old, and she's blond and a beautiful young lady. 

She was with the band. We landed in Arlington, and everybody wanted to go to 

this place to eat. So they all went. I was unpacking. Joe Comfort was my 

roommate, and he wanted to go. He said, "I want to eat, man. I'm hungry." He'd 

been up all night. I ran down the road to this place, and I knew the area just felt 

like the deep South. And there were only two black guys in the band, and Joe 



was very light skinned. So here I'm going- I always like my food. I'm heading 

down the road, and Sue says, "Buddy! Wait for me." The feeling came over 

me- Because I knew something was going to be wrong. Not that I knew it was 

wrong, but, "Somebody is not going to like this, the two of us running down the 

road to this eating place."The other musicians are there, about five or six at a 

big table. They're sitting down. We come in, sit down, and-you'll never believe 

it-you heard scurrying and phones being dialed. Oh, there was a young black 

guy doing windows outside, strictly southern with a hat on, and he's about 

nineteen years old. And he looked at me and Sue walking in- [laughter] So it 

was like "You're not going to make it." That's the way he looked. Almost like 

"Please don't do that." And I'm looking, and I couldn't stop. Because, I mean, 

"I'm not doing anything wrong." So we go in and sit down, and I'm just, "I'll 

have ham and I'll have eggs," you know. And I could hear it in the air. Trouble 

was brewing; I could hear it. There was running and scuffling, you know. I 

could hear it. Because you know how there's a sensitivity that we all have when 

someone's in trouble. Sometimes you can get out or you can stay in and wait 

for the thing to fall on you. And I was frozen.One guy caught it, Dick Noel. He 

saw it, because a guy came over and says, "We can't serve this table." He's right 

in back of me. He says, "What do you mean? We want our eggs and-" You 

know, nobody caught it. So Dick says, "Buddy, let's get out of here quick!" I 

couldn't move. You know, I was frozen. I couldn't react, as much as I'm 

reacting to all this stuff happening to me: "How can this be happening?" It was 

almost like a bad dream. He said, "Buddy, let's go. Come on, right now!" Then 

I kind of did that and got up and walked out. And then they said, "Where are 

you guys going?" See, nobody caught it yet. The reason why Dick caught it, he 

had been on the road with Tommy Dorsey's band, and Charlie Shavers was in 

the band. So right away he realized that this can happen. There weremoments 

when he said they'd have to rent the thing and slip Charlie in late at night, you 

know, so he knew some of these things.We got out on the road. Just then the 

cops came. It had been raining-sort of mud puddles around-and we got out 

probably a minute- Just right. So we were down the road. They didn't come 

after us. The others came out to see what was going on. They splashed water up 

on them-they were riding those motorcycles. They splashed on them, you 

know, to make them feel terrible. And they went by, six or eight of them, so 

they had gotten the call to come. Who knows what they would have done if I 

had still been there. But we just got out. So I always think back and- "Man, I'm 

glad you called me, because I would have been sitting there!" 

Isoardi 

They probably would have busted you. 

Collette 



Probably so, because that was not supposed to be done, and I did it without 

realizing, you know. And, like I said, what happened was, when we got back to 

the thing, we called Sinatra-he was in the hotel-and he was naturally pretty 

mad. So he got Joe and I out, and he put us in the big hotel over there and he 

laid the law down. He was pretty tough once he knew- "Nothing better 

happen," you know, meaning that "These guys get first-rate treatment." So 

"Give me a call," or something like that. But you're talking about a scary thing, 

because there it was right before me. I had never witnessed that. Those are the 

kinds of things you hear about. But you're in the middle of it. I said, "Boy, just 

by Dick pulling me out, I lucked out." It was the wildest feeling.Well, the other 

things with Joe Liggins were things that- It was an experience of something 

that I had never witnessed, of course. And some of it was very good, because, 

on the other hand- We didn't do too well as far as eating in certain good 

restaurants, and we had to get sandwiches or we had to eat on the black side of 

town. But we got great treatment from the blacks. A lot of times they would 

take us into their homes. They'd cook breakfasts and things you would not 

believe. Biscuits and honey and pies, just great home-cooked stuff. They 

treated us like kings. So you had the two things. There were times when we 

were nothing in a way, and other times when, "We just want you to sleep in our 

bed." Oh, it was- I'd never seen that before. If they loved your music and would 

know you, they would come out and really treat you well. So it was a period of 

learning. I'm glad I took that trip. It was an eye-opener.There were times, too, 

when- Where was it? Richmond, Virginia, where we had a lot of cancellations 

of jobs. And so James Jackson, the tenor player at the time- I don't think we 

roomed together, but we had rooms in the same hotel. And because we didn't 

have jobs for the next week-they were all canceled-we were kind of broke, if 

you can believe that. I'd never had that experience. We had about $5 in our 

pockets apiece and no job for about a week. So I sent home for money, and at 

that time it could take maybe three days to get your money. But we used to go 

to the shows for about maybe twenty cents or so. We'd go to cowboy movies, 

eat hot dogs and soda, stalling for those three or four days until the money 

came in. But it was a great experience, again, knowing this is what the road is 

about, because I had never experienced any of that stuff. 

Isoardi 

That was your first road trip, really. 

Collette 

Well, yeah. We did one other one with "Rochester" [Eddie Anderson]. You 

know, he used to work with Jack Benny. And he did a tour, too, for about a 

month. 

Isoardi 

He was a bandleader? 



Collette 

No, but he took a whole troupe of people. They did a tour. People knew him 

because of television and radio, and it was "The Eddie 'Rochester' Anderson 

Show." We did theaters in different cities and played halls and things, and they 

did all right. They just chartered a big bus and they went. But again, that was an 

experience of the South that was kind of rough. It was interesting, too- There 

was a guy and his wife, they were from the Niger or somewhere. They were 

black and they had the accent. They could go in the places that a lot of us 

couldn't just because they knew they weren't the black Negro, because the 

accent would really throw them somehow. I don't know. They might have 

found trouble someplace. But a lot of times they could go in, and with the 

accent- It was amazing.But there was a learning process through that period. As 

you can see, a little traveling then, meeting a lot of people, going to school, 

spending time with some of the young players: Sonny Criss, "Big Jay" [Cecil] 

McNeely. I tried to help them or keep them straight. Big Jay's brother, Bobby 

[McNeely], used to always rehearse with bands.And Lloyd Reese had his big 

band with his students in it, which was a great band at the time for pointing out 

the necessary things in having a good band-again, taking his time and tuning 

the band up and making sure that the people were listening and that they would 

be team players, which is a whole other side to having a good band. See, with 

sports, or whatever it be, the group is a team and they work together. A lot of 

times, sure, there's extra talent there, and to throw the ball- And in the case of a 

good soloist, it should be utilized, too. But the teamwork sets up something 

that's special. And he'd showed us that. You didn't come to rehearsal unless you 

were concerned about that. Because a lot of times there were no solos for you, 

but guys would say, "Did you hear what happened when we finally all got on 

that note and it worked and the vibratos were alike?" So it was very special 

stuff that you don't hear very much today. People either do it or they don't do it, 

and if they don't do it then it's okay, but it can make a difference in the way the 

band sounds.We used to spend maybe a whole day on one chart, maybe eight 

bars here and then, "Let's do this." By the time we got through with that one 

chart, we didn't get a chance to swing it and enjoy it. That would be it. You see 

what I'm trying to say? It was almost like, "Gosh, if we could just play it 

through and enjoy it!" That's not the way he approached it. It was mainly a 

learning thing for us to see what we could do. Then we could see how to use it 

in another way.When I get my bands together, I'm not the same way that he 

was, but in the meantime I'm a real stickler for the intonation and people 

playing together and watching the balance and the shading and all those things 

that are a part of it. Because I hear too many- Not just teachers, but too many 

musicians who are not aware of what makes one band better than the other. Of 

course, the arrangements are important, too. But it's how the players play 



togetherand what they bring to it which is even more important. Because I 

heard bands like [Jimmie] Lunceford's band when he lost all his key players. 

The new guys came in and played the same music, and it was almost like time 

for tears. It just wasn't going. 

Isoardi 

Let's go through some of the individuals and your thoughts on them. Let's begin 

with Eric Dolphy. What was he like when you were teaching him? 

Collette 

Eric was a young man with a lot of energy, a lot of ideas, very creative. Music 

was very important to him his whole life, of course. I think that is what adds to 

fine musicianship and talent. A person's talent, it's a gift, but he spent the time 

listening. When Eric was around nine he was practicing and trying ways to 

approach something, very creative, on the piano, on the instruments. Hearing 

one thing and saying, "Yes, but I could do this with it." Also drawing from 

many, many different people in his life, not just music people in his life. He 

was a very good listener.The thing I liked about him, too, he seemed to 

appreciate most things. He had a high level of appreciation. Most people would 

say, "Well, I like this one better than that." Eric liked everybody: "Oh, that was 

great. Oh, that was wonderful, too." And that's a rare talent in itself when you're 

appreciating a lot, because then you're picking up things. You're not filtering; 

you're not editing. "Oh, I don't like that because his tone's not good" or "I don't 

like that because it's too fast." Eric liked it all, and he used what he wanted out 

of it. So it was a great thing.He was a joy to teach. You didn't have to teach him 

that much. You'd show him, and he'd- "Oh, this is great!" He just loved it. It 

was great. He'd approach it like you had given him a toy or a bowl of ice 

cream. It was fun. It wasn't like, "Oh, do I really have to do that?" Never. It was 

like the fun was always there. He was just a joy. There's not too many that you 

meet like that that have the magic within their makeup. He would smile when 

he played or practiced, just enjoying it. So there's lots to say about him. I think 

that once he went to New York he could meet people that liked his 

playing.When he went to Merle Johnston, the line was "Don't stay over a year." 

Because I knew Merle pretty well. I stayed about three years with Merle. Merle 

had a way of not letting you go, which meant he's always got more stuff for 

you. But yet the stuff, the added stuff you need, is not always from the teacher 

who might have showed you a certain thing. Merle was also living in the past at 

that point. He could teach you sound and great fingers, but he wasn't in touch 

with what was happening out in the field. He might hear something on the 

radio. But I realized it, too, after a while. If you're doing work out there, 

whatever the work is is dictating a lot of what a person should be doing. Merle 

was teaching like he was teaching the players of the forties, and it was the 

fifties. Not that it was so far off the date, but he thought he could control that 



end of it by sending the good players out there and then that would set the pace. 

It doesn't work that way. The pace is already going, and you have to go out and 

sort of blend with it if you want to make the money that way. The other way is 

that you've got a style of your own, you do your own records, so you have 

some people buy you. And that's different. Then they would go after you or 

me.But anyway, with Eric, I only wanted him to stay a while, because there 

were only a couple of things that he needed. His sound wasn't too good-his 

intonation was a little bad-and he just needed to have a little more 

musicianship. He worked very hard during that period and he loved it. People 

began to notice him. He didn't work that much, but, "Hey, the guy's really 

playing." He had it, but it just wouldn't come off. Like having a diamond 

something and you send it in for polishing: "Wow, that's great now!" Yeah, it's 

great, just nobody could see it. 

Isoardi 

Was he just playing alto then? 

Collette 

I think clarinet. Lloyd had everybody play clarinet. Alto and clarinet and piano. 

He hadn't gotten into the bass clarinet yet. Merle helped him with that, fixed his 

mouthpiece so he could play it strongly. Merle would take that mouthpiece 

and- "Hey, give me that mouthpiece," and open it up a little bit so he would get 

more of a sound. So he was playing it like a saxophone almost, you know. He 

could belt it, whereas usually with the clarinet you can't always do that. But, 

yeah, he had the right attitude, had a great family. Mr. and Mrs. Dolphy 

believed in the kid. He had good manners and upbringing. All good qualities. 
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Isoardi 

Was his sound very unique then? I mean, by the time he was playing with 

[Charles] Mingus in the late fifties, Dolphy had such a clear, distinct sound and 

a bit outside in just about everything he played. 

Collette 

Well, yeah. He was pretty outside. He loved the outside notes. He loved being 

different, altering chords. I think the piano, again, helped him-that's always a 

great approach, you know-the time he spent on piano. I gave him a couple of 

melodies, and he would alter everything. He loved it, to use the notes. So he 

could do that even with a lot of his flute stuff. He used to get some of the 

interesting density in a few things that would be far out. That would be the kind 

of thing that he liked. He wasn't just a one-three-five kind of person. He loved 

all those strange notes to the point of being out there even when the tune didn't 

call for it. I mean, some of the patterns he ran and- But he also was enjoying 



every bit of it. You know, it was almost like saying, "You're enjoying yourself 

so much, just keep going." 

Isoardi 

Did you get him started on flute? Did he start playing flute at all with you? 

Collette 

No, I didn't start him on flute, although we did a lot of stuff together. I sent him 

to three teachers: to Merle Johnston, Mr. [Socorso] Pirrola, and Elise Moennig 

was his flute teacher. So she started him out on flute. And that was a period 

when I wasn't doing much teaching, because I was studying and running and 

everything myself and I didn't have a chance. I didn't feel that I should, except 

that I could play. But I figured he needed to have the basics, and he really did. 

So Elise did a lot for him, too. She gave him the good literature.See, what Eric 

had that a lot of jazz players don't have-and some do, of course-he had the 

background in the classical music. Which was not always apparent; you might 

not realize that. But he loved to practice classical music. He'd spend more time 

practicing classical than jazz, so he had the fingers and he had the difficult 

things and stuff always behind him. [sings rapid sixteenth-note phrase with 

wide intervals] He could just dance off those kinds of things.But if you want to 

analyze it, he might have made every note in a chord, but sometimes he was not 

on the chord. But his technique didn't suffer and his sound didn't suffer; his 

intonation was good. So he was like a person who could knock down things, 

you know. He did it. Where someone else is being a little careful-G-7, F-9-he 

was doing it not just by ear but his technique- His approach to having that wide 

scope of music was like when Bill had the thing- Bill Green had this thing at 

Marty's. He had a band at Marty's on Broadway years ago. John Neufeld, who 

was a fine clarinet player- John wasn't a good jazz player-he didn't even think 

of that-but he knew the clarinet so well. He'd be playing and he'd be amazing. 

He wasn't always playing the song, but he played so much clarinet that you'd 

kind of say, "Now, wait a minute. There's something to that." [sings complex 

series of notes] And it may not be- You know, he's not lost, but in the 

meantime he's not so aware of the G-7; his ear and his fingers are doing 

amazing things. Just wow! And not even the tune, just play.So Eric was doing a 

lot of that. He had good technique, good sound, so that it doesn't mean that he 

couldn't hear, but he would start moving on you and doing some of those things 

that had a free-form kind of a thing to it. And it created a nice mood, because 

he wasn't aware of you. When he put that horn in his mouth, he was having fun. 

He'd load the guns on you and there he'd go. That was a great approach. And 

that was Eric. So when we got him out of here to go with Chico [Hamilton], 

that was part of my thing. He was practicing hard. He sounded good, making 

one day a week, and he was almost going crazy there, crazy practicing. And 

nothing was happening to him, but he still had a happy attitude. He was staying 



at home, so he didn't need a lot of money. But other than maybe going to the 

theater once every now and then and going and having food, his whole life was 

one horn to the other. So when Chico called and wanted me to come down, I 

said, "I've got a guy for you." He said, "Who?" He didn't know Eric; nobody 

knew Eric. Man, we're talking about '52- 

Isoardi 

So he wasn't even playing around L.A. that much then. 

Collette 

Well, he was, but it didn't mean anything. Most people had heard him at Town 

Hall, where they had a jam session with Ornette Coleman. It's just like if 

somebody's playing here now, you don't know about it. I mean, they might be 

good, but- Eric was just unknown. But I knew it would do wonders for him. 

"Get out of here! You hear what I'm saying? Out of L.A." Very few could make 

it here. In fact, very few have made it here. They've all left. Chico said a couple 

of years ago that I was the only one who probably made it here, have a name. 

Isoardi 

[laughter] That's right. 

Collette 

And it may be so. Because I kind of laughed at him. He's probably right. Chico, 

Dexter [Gordon], Eric- Frank Morgan, he kind of made it here, but maybe he 

kind of hurt himself a little. He cut a few records around here. But most of them 

didn't get any recognition here. It's very difficult. And I couldn't have made it 

without the studio. Bill and I did a lot of studio work, so we made it, meaning 

financially rather than having a big name. Because a lot of times you go down 

because there's not enough work for you to keep going without having a second 

job.But anyway, when he went with Chico, he took the bass clarinet and started 

utilizing all of that. And I guess after a month or two Eric called me back and 

said, "Man, why do you stay there? You can get anything you want here." You 

know what I mean? And he told me like a friend telling you, "You did it for 

me. Now can I get a way to get you here? Because this is where they want you. 

They're looking for you." "Well, I'd like to," but I was raising my daughters 

then and it was almost like- I guess we're talking the early fifties. I think I'd just 

started "Groucho"-I was working then. I wasn't out at any of the clubs or any of 

the write-ups, which I wasn't getting; nobody was getting them that much here. 

I was doing all kinds of things. That's why all this stuff is fresh in a way. 

Nobody wrote about me. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

Leonard Feather was here about '48. He began to get the tail end of some of this 

stuff. But most of the stuff was written about the Lighthouse group. We got a 



little bit when Chico Hamilton's group started out here in '55. So if that's the 

case, then with Eric going to Chico, it had to be '57 or so. I'm getting my dates 

mixed up. But anyway, the period here when he was first studying was about 

'48 or so, with me, with Merle, with Russ Cheever, with Dom Fera-did you get 

his name, too? 

Isoardi 

No. 

Collette 

So I just sent him to everybody that I thought was a good teacher, because Eric 

had energy: "What else can I learn? What else can I do?" I would say, "Well, 

go to this guy for a while, and he'll give you some cues." And it all worked out 

for him. So he got to be a fine reader, and he was a good writer. And I know 

when we did something for a lady named Fran Jeffries, I had him on baritone-

around then he began to play baritone pretty well, too-and I had Calvin Jackson 

on the piano, a band of about eight pieces.Fran Jeffries was a great singer at the 

time, one of the most beautiful women. And a lady who was managing her used 

to have the Blackhawk in San Francisco. Her name was Ann Dee. Ann Dee was 

also a singer. So she called me- Because we played the Blackhawk with Chico 

in, say, '56 or something, and then Ann called me in about '57. She said, "I've 

got this beautiful young lady, and she needs about eight arrangements. Can you 

write them?" At the time I was anxious to do any kind of little work and see 

what it sounded like. So I wrote for eight pieces, and she said, "We'll send you 

the tunes"-which she did-and then, "How long will it take you?" I said, "Well, I 

can probably do it in a couple of weeks." "Okay then, we'll come down and 

we'll pick it up. Could you have a rehearsal so we could hear the charts? And 

we'll make a tape and-" So I assembled the band. Calvin Jackson was here. He 

had just come from- In fact, we had been to Toronto, where he was living, so 

we stayed with him. But anyway, he was staying with Eric. I wanted him to 

play with the band, because I was kind of helping him as much as possible 

because I knew he could play well. So I had him on baritone. We had about 

four horns and three rhythm and all these little arrangements. So Calvin was 

very impressed with Eric; he had never heard him before. He read the parts and 

he had such a big, gutsy sound. Merle definitely made sure that the baritone 

was rattling and the mouthpiece was great, see. So he [Jackson] said, "Man, this 

baritone player is great!" He said, "I'm doing the Rhapsody in Blue, the 

Gershwin"-he had gotten permission from the Gershwin estate to do Rhapsody 

in Blue. And Calvin did it for about a thirty-piece group. Marvelous. So he 

said, "I want this kid to do the baritone and bass clarinet." And he did. And did 

a good job. The only thing was that Eric was laughing. He might have had a 

little something that night; I don't know what he had. Like I said, he was in a 

period where he was practicing all the time, and it was almost getting 



dangerous, because you can't do that and then your whole life is the instrument 

and no work. So when I sent him out, it was a very healthy thing. But he was 

one of the best readers on that date that night. Bass clarinet. So it was paying 

off in certain ways.But most of his stuff- Somebody just recently either- Well, 

not recently. Somebody had the books that Eric had with the markings in the 

books that Merle had made. I had the books also. Merle used a metronome a 

lot. It would be sometimes saxophone books, sometimes it would be oboe 

books, it would be violin, you know. He had you playing- A lot of times when 

it got to be really difficult, he would change the markings there, you know what 

I mean? Maybe the beginning could be fast, like it might be really- 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

For thirty seconds or something. And then he might be where it might be 

eighty-four in the beginning and now it would be sixty or something, where 

you could practice that part rather than playing so slow. Because Merle had a 

way of boosting your technique and your sound. So Eric was very good. I could 

see what he had done with him there, too. You get to the point where you can 

master the horn, and then if there's something tough, you still work that up to a 

point where you can handle it. And so I saw the book. It was almost like my 

book, because Merle would do that with anybody: "Well, now, this can go up 

faster than that because of this, and this has to go slower." These methods do 

work for a while, but, I can tell you, it all depends on what you do when there's 

all the technique in the world. Eric had it, as you can see. He came in- Even the 

Mingus thing we did in '63, I think it was- 

Isoardi 

The Town Hall [concert] in New York? 

Collette 

The Town Hall. Eric was pretty close to Mingus. He worked with Mingus and 

he worked with a few others. Let's see- Like Oliver Nelson. But in those 

settings he would come through no matter how difficult it was. He was going to 

be one of the ones to almost get it off the first time and make it sound like it 

should. So here they come to town. And he was the type who- Like I said, he 

would get the classical stuff, and if it was something very difficult, he might 

write it down and take it and work that over. He loved it. He loved the 

challenge. But it did him a lot of good to get to New York and find that he was 

well liked. Coleman Hawkins heard him and said, "Man, I don't know where 

you come from, but that's the kind of sound that we used to hear on the alto." 

So that's basically what Eric was about.While I was in New York, which was 

1963, or the year before he died, I was taken to Charles Lloyd's apartment. And 

Charles- I had gotten him with Chico in the same group. So Charles said, "Hey, 



why don't you stay at my apartment?" It was only about $120 a month or some 

ridiculous fee. So I grabbed it. But Eric used to come by every day and we'd 

talk. Sometimes we went out to breakfast, a little cereal, and then we'd go and 

duet for about three hours, and then we'd go to lunch, although he wasn't eating 

any lunch then. He told me he and [John] Coltrane were on health food pills 

and honey, two or three tablespoons of honey. I didn't think that sounded too 

good, but he felt that it made them much stronger if they played. That was the 

thing they were going through.He told me once in tears one morning, about six 

in the morning, so it was probably three here- They had just finished a session 

around six thirty. And he said, "I had to talk to somebody." He said, "I'm so 

hurt." He said, "Trane [John Coltrane] played the whole tape off." In other 

words, Trane must have played thirty choruses, and then the guy finally said, 

"We got more than enough." He never got to play, so he's frustrated, you know. 

He was waiting to get on the tape, and the guy says, "We've got too much and 

we don't need it." They couldn't even use that. But apparently, Trane just 

played and played and played. So I said, "Well, look, that's going to happen, 

but your turn will come." 

Isoardi 

Yeah. That's like the story I read somewhere about Trane. Miles Davis went up 

to him and said, "Why do you play so much?" And Coltrane said, "Well, 

sometimes I just can't stop." And Miles Davis said, "Just take the mouthpiece 

out of your mouth!" [laughter] 

Collette 

Well, he did play a lot. He was looking for things. And finally he got to the 

point where he wasn't playing. I guess he did burn himself out. 

Isoardi 

In the case of Eric Dolphy, I read somewhere that he just drove himself so hard 

toward the end and didn't take care of his body enough, and this was one of the 

reasons that he died in Europe. 

Collette 

Well, it's true he was pushing it a little. He rented this loft while I was there in 

'63. I went with him, and he wanted to practice, he wanted to play. And, of 

course, he wasn't- I don't think he was anticipating the idea of dope and stuff. 

He might have taken a little pot or something-you never know-but he was being 

very effective in his music. He was taking care of business. Like he was 

knocking on the door and saying, "Let's do it. Let's go." Very alert. Not to say 

that the guy was out on the dope, that he would be doing that way. Because you 

know what it takes, reading ninety-eight bars and things in there. Even when 

you're great it's hard. But he would do that. In the morning I'd wake up and say, 

"Well, let's get some coffee and then maybe I'll go read that again." But in that 



period, I wanted to buy him lunch or offer him whatever, and he would say no. 

He got the pills and the honey, and he figured that was going to do it. 

Isoardi 

That was all he was taking for food? 

Collette 

More or less, yeah. And, you know, if you get to a point where you're not 

eating, you might get to a point where you don't want to eat. There was a thing 

where he knew that it was working, and it must have been with all that sweet 

giving him great energy. And Coltrane, the both of them were doing it. They 

said, "Gosh, we're playing longer than ever," and they really were. But they 

found too- It seemed that the autopsy revealed that he was diabetic, which he 

didn't know, I think. The parents weren't aware of that either. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Yeah, because when I talked to the father after he died, the father, too, was so 

puzzled. He said, "What happened?" They say he passed out in Germany, went 

into a coma, so if he was diabetic, which he probably was, they said- 

Isoardi 

And taking all that honey- 

Collette 

Yeah, see, that might have been really the thing that did it, because apparently 

his energy was good up to a point, where all of a sudden he went into a 

blanked-out thing. And Mingus kept thinking-you know, Mingus had this thing 

anyway-"The Germans poisoned him." It was an ugly thing for a while, 

because he just knew something- "Why would he just fall out like that when he 

was great?" But it might have led up to that. And I don't know if I have the 

answer on it, except that when I told the dad- I said, "They said that it was 

diabetic. Were you aware that he was doing the honey and stuff?" You know, it 

sounded like help. But he says, "No, we weren't." And they weren't aware that 

he was a diabetic.But I know that when they shipped the body back, that was a 

sad moment, because Eric's dad told me- They shipped the body to the airport 

in a box. We helped them do that. Gerald Wilson and I got the big benefit to try 

to raise some money, and we did. People turned out; it was some day. 

Everybody turned out. His dad said he went down to the airport, and they had 

the box sealed and they wouldn't open it. And he said, "Well, it's probably not 

my son then," because his dad couldn't see the body then. They said, "No, it's 

Eric." And he said, "Well, if you don't open it-" In other words, to sign or 

whatever he's supposed to do- His dad just went out on them. "I don't know 

that's my son. You're just showing me a box!" The more he told the story, you 

could see what frame of mind he was in. They said, "Well, you've got to sign 



this." And he said, "I'm not doing anything. You haven't proved to me that's my 

son. You're showing me a box." He went on kind of like that. So finally they 

didn't want to do it, but they cranked it open. You know, they had to open it up. 

And he looked and said, "Okay, he's my son, so let me sign the papers." But 

you can imagine what kind of thing that was. They're trying to say, "Take this 

box; this is your son." And you say, "That ain't my son. Show me something to 

prove it." But he thought about it and- See, that was such a blow to them, the 

parents. You never get over a thing like that. Because he was riding on top of 

the world, and for it to happen kind of like that- And he'd never given them any 

trouble I don't think, and all of a sudden it just- [snaps fingers] So it was a 

tough one. But whatever it was, whether it was something to do with the diet 

and honey and all the things, it's still a mystery. He just went out and he loved 

his music.And the loft thing I was talking about, he bought that mainly so he 

could practice late at night so he could keep working on things. Every day he'd 

practice and come off a gig, maybe want to go- So he went and found a loft. 

And the story leading up to the loft was kind of nice. A musician's story. He 

said, "Man, I got this loft." He came by, and this day we weren't going to 

practice. He said, "I'd like you to come and look at it and see what you think." I 

said, "Okay, let's go." So we went and looked at it. In his little Volkswagen he 

drove me around, picked me up. I liked it. It was like a big dance studio, one 

open space. That's what it reminded me of. He had already signed. You know, 

maybe it cost him a couple of hundred bucks a month then. And it was huge.So 

he said, "I've got to have a couple of hundred bucks. I already paid $400 to get 

it." I said, "Shoot, I've got money." Eric says, "No, no, no. I don't need it." You 

know, he didn't need you to help him. He said, "There's a guy in New York, 

Mr. Martin"-or whatever his name was, or Kramer-"he likes to help artists who 

need help. I have the phone number. I'm going to call him. They said that if he 

would loan me the money, I could pay him back whenever I get it."So I went 

with him to phone. He said, "Oh, this is Eric Dolphy, and someone told me to 

call you about maybe I can get a loan for $400." And he was all so positive. He 

said, "Yeah, okay, I could use it, and I could get it back to you." He says, the 

[inaudible], "I know who you are, so get it back to me whenever it's feasible for 

you." And he said, "I got it," picked up the money, and we were off. "I know 

who you are." Like, "Help the artist." Somebody who either had money or just 

kind of said, "If you guys need a little help, I can help you." So he got it. He 

didn't need a penny from me.So we went and did some ideas on fixing it up. 

Since it was open, I suggested that we get the bricks and some boards to put 

books to kind of partition off a little area for his bedroom. Because those kinds, 

you walk in and it's all open. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. [laughter] 



Collette 

And that was great. He had a tub but no shower and figured that maybe we 

could rig up something-although I didn't follow through on that-to attach on a 

thing to make a shower, a hook over the top. And it was good, just the idea of 

working with him then, because his main thing was to just get it set up with a 

little hot plate deal and start practicing. [laughter] So he was different. 

Isoardi 

How about Frank Morgan? He came to L.A., I guess, when he was in his early 

teens. 

Collette 

Well, Frank was about fourteen. And the first time seeing Frank was when 

Stanley [Morgan], his father, who was a guitar player, still is- His father used to 

own clubs. One's called the Casablanca. Two, three clubs he would own, after-

hours spots. And Stanley knew how to make money, you know. He served 

after-hour food and a few things. So when he heard about the Crystal Tea 

Room, he called up and said, "I'm bringing my young son over. What do you 

think?" Well, fourteen was a little young for anybody at the time, but we said, 

"Bring him over." We didn't know he could play like that. "My son's fourteen 

and I want to bring him over." "Bring him, it's okay." And he broke it up. 

Isoardi 

At fourteen. 

Collette 

He could play at fourteen, yeah. [laughter] But he'd come every week. And 

Frank was a beautiful young man. I think some of the problem with Frank was 

that he was so good at that early age. And I don't know whether his dad was 

married or his dad and his mother weren't together, Frank's mother. So it was 

like a dad raising the kid by himself, and he was very busy. And I think he had 

done well with Frank. It's just that fourteen, fifteen years old, you're, like, on 

your own. He was out playing the jam sessions with the older guys like Dex 

[Dexter Gordon] and Wardell [Gray], and it was great for a while. But then he 

began to hold his own musically, of course, and he begin to meet with people 

and go to parties. How will he hold up through that? You're meeting ladies 

early who are sort of helping you to hang, and you're not really using your 

musicianship, you know. "Can we do this?" "Can we go here and have this?" 

"Can we go have a drink and dinner?" And he went along with a lot of that. 

And there was dope going on. He was a great young man, though.He also came 

with me and studied. After I studied the Schillinger system, I was teaching two 

or three guys: Frank, Jewell Grant, a saxophone player- He used to come by. 

Because, you see, I was paying for my lesson, so I could give it to them for 

maybe $3 or $4 a lesson, which was great. I taught them all that rhythm stuff, 

which was helpful. Today guys like Frank and Eric- Eric, I didn't get him into 



the Schillinger because he was before that period, and, you know, we just got 

too busy. But Frank, when he went to Merle, which was later than Eric, Merle 

kept stressing that he should do the Schillinger system. Merle was the one who 

actually pushed me into the Schillinger, too. Because I had read about it, but, I 

mean, Merle kept saying, "Boy, this guy"-because Merle was from New York-

"the rhythm things, you learn so much by it." And he was right.See, the 

rhythmic things, I think- It doesn't mean that everybody should, but- Everybody 

would benefit by it. The rhythmic things are the big test, because then you're 

always interesting rhythmically. So I gave those to Frank, and I think that it 

affected his playing down the line a little bit, because you are so aware of 

moving rhythm things around [sings syncopated melodic phrase], you know. 

You're not just [sings straight sixteenth-note phrase], because now it's- Same 

rhythm.The other thing, the rhythm stuff that Schillinger had are all 

permutations. If you do something, you kind of develop it, you invert it, you 

know, because [sings rhythmic phrase] is [sings same phrase backwards]. 

You've got two for one every time. If you have two ideas, then you've got four 

ideas from there, if you think that way. First you do it with writing, then you 

see it happening before your eyes. But then later on you can do it in playing, 

too, because you're always going to get two ideas out of the first one. [sings 

phrase, then sings it backwards] You see, you're going to answer it. And that's 

what the whole thing is about. It's the rhythm. Sometimes it's one-one-two, and 

a lot of times it's two-one-one. So the thing really makes you go.So Frank, he 

loved that. He could play a rhythm, but I think it made him realize that there's a 

lot of stuff. And I hear a lot of his playing [inaudible], but he's always going to 

be- He's more like "Bird" [Charlie Parker]. I'm saying he's going to be able to 

do little things [sings], and it's not difficult what he's doing, but there's a little 

style going to be there. Because he's going to pick the best of the rhythms.If it's 

no good, you don't have to repeat it. But if it's a good one, you bring it back 

again, because that's the kind of phrases you find in the system. We do, maybe, 

a permutation of something. You'd have fifteen bars, but maybe you only really 

want eight of it. But those eight are strong, see. So he could do that, because 

you throw it away. But if you're just going by your own feelings in your own 

mind, you would probably only wind up with two bars that are good. Then 

you'll try to get two bars somewhere else. But I'm saying the eight bars will be 

a part of a family. They'll be a part of the sound, you know what I mean? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

And that's what it is. The continuity will be there within the eight, where if you 

figure out one, if you're not careful, then you go to [sings simple rhythmic 

phrase followed by high legato phrase], then [sings three low notes], so that it 



will be all disjointed. You know, it's like a smorgasbord dinner. You got some 

of the wrong stuff on the plate, and you walk away with a stomachache. But the 

other way you are sort of saying [sings three rhythmically related phrases]. You 

know, it's going to be in the family, and you can keep moving because the 

numbers are the ones you are working with. I used to do it- I got stuff like that 

in rhythming things. [I thought] I would never need all that stuff for a lifetime. 

But, you know, what it's done, it's kicked me around where I can use a lot of it 

or I can use a little of it or I can write from it or I can set a whole piece based 

on the rhythm thing. You get the permutation of that, and all of a sudden, man, 

"This is interesting! I would never have thought of this, the reverse of that, 

because of the numbers in it." And that's what it did.I wish more of the guys 

had gotten into it. Eric and I used to talk about it. He didn't do all of the 

paperwork, but he was into this thing, too. We were both very much into 

experimenting and exploring. He'd say, "Have you tried this?" And I'd say, 

"Well, have you tried this?" But he, more or less, got his from all kinds of 

things. Frank, through that period- I can see where it enhanced some of his 

thinking, to develop as you go.There was not much time I spent with him 

afterwards except years later, which was maybe about six, seven years ago, 

when he came over and wanted to study flute and said he was serious about it. 

But he couldn't quite get into it. And what he was going through- I don't think 

after a certain period, especially with the flute- He must be fifty-three, fifty-

four. It doesn't mean it's too late to start, but, like anything- The flute is difficult 

at any point. I mean, in order to get the sound and the finesse and everything. 

And he was such a saxophone player at that time. We tried to get his sound 

right, but it would still just be "And I play flute," you know. He wouldn't be a 

good flute player. It takes too much time is what I'm trying to say, and he's not 

going to give up what he does. That's the only other contact that I've had with 

him, except we still seem close when we see each other.But I think his 

experience with Merle, which helped him a lot- Merle used to set a fire under 

him, if you can call it that. Well, with the problems he had with dope and 

everything, he'd miss lessons and he'd be late. Merle used to curse him out and 

say, "What are you doing? What are you doing?" He'd scream at him. And he'd 

always react to me. "Merle had to get on me." He knew he needed it, but, you 

know- It was one of those things Merle didn't tolerate a lot of. "You got your 

date, and either you be here or you don't." So a lot of that was good for him in a 

way, because even now I think he's playing well. And he's probably trying to 

take care of business, and he has a lady that's probably keeping him real 

straight. But he needed that kind of a helping hand. 

Isoardi 

He's playing beautifully now. 

Collette 



Yeah. Well, again, there's another dedicated guy, you know. He spends time 

with his horn. Who knows what his other life is about, other than playing, 

because that is what he really knows. There's not as much to say about him as 

with Eric, because Eric, you know, there were many, many sides to Eric. 

Isoardi 

What about Sonny Criss? Did you have many dealings with Sonny? 

Collette 

A little with Sonny. When I was first coming home from the service, Sonny and 

Big Jay would catch me. Mom [Goldie Collette] would tell them when I was 

coming into town. They lived in Watts and my mother lived in Watts. And I'd 

come out and I'd get together with him and talk to him and more or less point 

him in a direction. Cecil, who was Big Jay, he didn't study with me until later. 

But Cecil and Bobby studied with a guy named Joseph Cataline. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah, the RKO [Radio Pictures] musician. 

Collette 

I guess so. You knew that name, RKO? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Talking to Big Jay, he told me about him. 

Collette 

Yeah, Joe. They liked Joe and I like him, too. I studied with Merle. But 

apparently he was good. We talked to him for a while.But with Sonny, Sonny 

was a good player when I first met him, there's no doubt about it. He was a 

pretty good reader, and he was confident about what he could do. He was a 

little hard to get to; he just knew where he was going. And especially during the 

Bird period, he had gotten to that style very quickly. He'd been listening 

to records and playing, and he was playing all this fancy Bird style. And Sonny 

was almost as good, just a little different style-he was young. But he ate the 

style up. But it still didn't solve all his problems. He didn't do any studio work 

except for a little jazz thing or a concert. And when Sonny got to be forty-five, 

fifty years old, he still wasn't making any money, and he became very bitter. 

Sonny would get a call to work for $50, and he wouldn't do that; he wanted 

$100, and he couldn't get it. So it was more or less a sad thing for him.It was 

hard to send Sonny out. He didn't play like Eric or Charles Lloyd. Lloyd didn't 

study with me, but we were good friends. They doubled on flute and 

everything, and it was easier to help them. Just a saxophone player, which is a 

nice little thing- Like, Joe Liggins had alto and tenor. Usually they'll say, 

"Well, we've got clarinet or flute" or something, and you have to think of 

somebody who has been more of a serious student preparing to do other than 

their own albums. Sonny's idea was to do Sonny Criss and solo. I don't think he 

was even caring about being an alto player in a big band. He did all right, but I 



think he sort of felt trapped after a while. You get that good, now you got a 

family, a son, married, you got rent money that's due, and you got one gig on a 

Saturday night for $30. You know, after a while he says, "What's going on 

here?"So my advice to most of the students who were close to me was to be 

versatile, have the doubles. A lot of times you can shoot them in a band. They 

won't be soloing, and they may not be exactly what you want, but they are 

working and playing music. Some of mine I directed to do some copying, do a 

little teaching. And most of my guys who come through, they're still doing 

something musically, you know? 

Isoardi 

Did you have many dealings with Dexter Gordon or Wardell Gray when you 

were down there? 

Collette 

Yeah, with Dex and Wardell. With Dexter probably more, but I met Chico and 

Jackie Kelson [also known as Kelso] and all that gang, James Nelson, when we 

had the Al Adams band. Dexter was always around. He never played with us in 

the band, but he was jamming in the jam sessions of that same period, the early 

forties, and then later I hooked up with him. But Dexter's approach was also 

being a star, having his own band, not being a reader or in bands, although he 

could go with Lionel Hampton's band. But we used to do-the article in the 

paper there about a band rehearsing-two bands at South Park. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah. 

Collette 

We were doing that in 1938 in the Al Adams band. We never got any write-up 

like that. We were doing that, and the band was awful good with all these 

people: Illinois Jacquet and Russell Jacquet at thirty-eight played around. That's 

what we did every Sunday. That's where we started out. But nobody wrote 

anything about it. I'm just trying to fill you in a little bit. But I'm just saying, we 

were doing that all the time.Dexter would come around, but he wasn't- I 

wouldn't say couldn't read, but he wasn't the kind of reader like Kelson and I 

were. We loved to read. We worked with a guy named Snake White, and we'd 

seek out people with books because we wanted to be some of the great readers. 

So we saw Dexter a lot. We saw Wardell later on. Dex early, Dex in the early 

forties; Wardell probably in '46 or so at the Downbeat and the Last Word. But 

Wardell was a good reader. He liked to get together. We got a certain thing and 

played. But, like I say, Dexter- There's not much to say about Dex. He was just 

a player. He knew where he wanted to go, I guess. And there was less contact 

with him, because he was like a fun guy; he seemed to be just all tongue in 

cheek. Everything was just laughter. You know, later he finally got to be real 

serious. I heard that Sam Browne from Jefferson [High School] used to keep 



him after school and tried to make him play scales. He was not an easy guy to 

teach. But we all kind of laughed at him. He could play, but he was a big, tall 

guy and he wore Li'l Abner-type shoes. And he'd be playing- Sometimes he'd 

take his horn out in the street-you know, just on the sidewalk there-and just 

start playing and kicking his legs out. He was just kind of a character. But he 

made it with his style. 

1.15. Tape Number: VIII, Side One October 19, 1989 

Isoardi 

Last time we talked about teaching, a lot of individuals that you encountered 

and dealt with. I think as we finish up the late 1940s now, let's talk a bit about 

your composing and the type of stuff you were writing. Also the music industry 

in Southern California, what it was like for musicians coming out of Central 

Avenue to record, were they being recorded, by whom, what labels were 

interested, etc. And then also, I guess, the decline of the avenue about this time; 

it's starting to shrink. So with those ideas as a scenario, take your shot. 

Collette 

You hit so many points, yeah. Well, you mentioned composing. I'm going to try 

to follow through the way I remember what you said. Well, if we're talking 

about the last of the forties and then moving into the early fifties, I think I 

mentioned earlier that I had studied the [Joseph] Schillinger system, and I had 

also studied at the American Operatic Laboratory. That was under a guy named 

Ed Lowe, who was teaching just basic harmony and theory and all of that. And 

there's another guy- Wish I could think of his name; it will probably come to 

me later. That was the beginning to write more for my own combo, to write for 

rehearsal groups, to do more experimental- But at the same time, I was 

beginning to get work in studios with certain people like Ernie Andrews- 

Maybe Benny Carter might have been a leader on the session at that point. 

Recording with Maxwell Davis, who was a tenor player and had his own 

groups. He was a guy I had worked with when I was a young man, fifteen or 

sixteen. He used to have the band down at the Follies on Main Street. I don't 

know if we talked about that. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Yeah, we did. 

Collette 

Maxwell was a good writer, and he got to be musical director at Crown 

Records, which was out in Culver City. There's also a name, Ernie Freeman, 

who was a good violinist and pianist and a good arranger. He got to be a friend, 

and he worked with my group a lot. Later on we would make records together. 

And Ernie began to do a few dates at that time, too. And people like- Let me 



see, who else? If we're talking about '49, see, [Charles] Mingus was probably 

still in town. Mingus was doing a lot of his things. We did some stuff for 

Dolphin's of Hollywood in maybe '48, '49. 

Isoardi 

Dolphin's of Hollywood? What was that? 

Collette 

John Dolphin was a guy who had a record store on South Central Avenue for a 

while, and then he moved around Vernon [Avenue]. And he also got a radio 

station. He's dead now. Dolphin was killed by one of the guys that he was 

doing business with, because- Dolphin was a guy who recorded everybody, did 

business with everybody musically, but he was a hard-pay guy. He wouldn't 

pay anybody. I know Mingus and I did records for him about '49. And Mingus 

did some stuff and- I forgot some of the names. But he would never pay you 

money. He was a great talker. So what he would do- You'd come by to get your 

money. He would say, "Well, I gave you a chance to record the records, didn't 

I? So you should be happy that I-" That was the kind of guy he was. So you 

couldn't get anything from him. I know my first record, too, that I had probably 

done at the time on my own was with Dolphin's. 

Isoardi 

Was that the name of the label? 

Collette 

Yeah, Dolphin's of Hollywood label. The two pieces were- "It's April," and the 

other tune was called "Collette." It was a 78 [RPM] two-sided thing. "It's April" 

I mentioned was recorded later by Wardell Gray and Art Farmer, and they 

called it- It was based on "I Remember April." They called it "April Skies" and 

did it on Prestige [Records]. But anyway, that was the first record that I had 

done under my own name, and I did it on Dolphin's. But again, there was no 

money. But again, at that point, I was probably thirty years old or so. A first 

album out was pretty exciting. At least we got to get it played on the radio. At 

the time there were jazz stations that played it, and that meant that I'd sort of 

arrived, in a way. I've got my own album out. No money in the pocket from it, 

but people began to hear about me. And I used- I think Jimmy Bunn was the 

piano player on that, Harper Cosby bass player, and probably Chuck Thompson 

on drums. And I have the tape now, so it's still pretty good. It holds up well.But 

anyway, that was my first experience of being in- Which is great, really, to get 

in and more or less take control. You know, it's all on your shoulders; you call 

the shots. I had written tunes, I'd picked the musicians- That's a growing-up 

part of business that we all need. If you're going to do that work, you have to 

start somewhere. It doesn't mean the sooner the better, but at a point when you 

can play and conduct yourself pretty well, then it's studio experience. And most 

of the time that falls on the heads of a leader or an A and R [artists and 



repertoire] person or somebody who keeps the other people from worrying and 

calls the shots. So that was a period when I began to do that. I had, like I say, 

gone to school. I had studied with some of the best teachers; I had worked very 

hard. And now it began to pay off at a point where people are waiting for some 

kind of performance or presentation, which that was.But anyway, Mingus also 

did a lot of things in that period, and we did some of the tunes from him. He 

had "Baby, Take a Chance on Me," and they did a tune of mine called 

"Bedspread." There were a lot of tunes that we were experimenting with, you 

know, and we were writing a lot- 

Isoardi 

These are things you recorded with Mingus? 

Collette 

We recorded, yeah, on different companies. The Four Star Record Company- 

We did some stuff, rehearsal stuff, with Miles Davis at that time. And Lucky 

Thompson was living here after we had the thing with the Stars of Swing; he 

stayed here until about 1949 or '50. We had some rehearsal bands with those 

guys around who liked to get together and experiment and try things. 

Isoardi 

But no recordings? Just rehearsal bands? 

Collette 

No. Well, we recorded a few times. Like I said, Dolphin was probably the only 

outlet, especially for the Central Avenue and the black musicians at the time. I 

don't know how much jazz was being done anywhere in L.A. at the time. Later 

on, probably the first of the fifties or maybe around that time, the Lighthouse 

guys- And maybe Dick Bock started a little later, also, who- I mean, he had 

World Pacific [Records]. So it was a period there where nobody was doing any 

jazz recordings at all. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

They were probably doing commercial things. They might have been doing 

things for the armed forces or something of that nature. 

Isoardi 

So you didn't have majors having agents coming down and looking for talent or 

anything like that? 

Collette 

No. Not like that. They weren't into any jazz at all. The only jazz that seemed to 

be done- I mean, there might have been the guy who was doing "Bird" [Charlie 

Parker]'s stuff, Dial Records- 

Isoardi 

Oh, Ross Russell up in Hollywood? 



Collette 

Yeah, but he wasn't looking for just local people. Dolphin, if you'd record with 

him. And he liked certain ones, and certain ones didn't work with him. But 

basically, it was mainly records we heard from the East that were jazz records 

until Les [Lester] Koenig [founder of Contemporary Records], and Les might 

have been the early fifties. 'Fifty-one, '52 or '53, '54, when Dick Bock, I guess, 

started his company with Gerry Mulligan, who was working at the Haig.In fact, 

he rehearsed at my apartment. I had an apartment with Jimmy Cheatham and 

John Ewing on Saint Andrew's Place. Chico [Hamilton] wanted to know if they 

could rehearse there. It was the first time they rehearsed the Mulligan group 

without a piano. 

Isoardi 

With Chet Baker? 

Collette 

With Chet Baker. And they had Chico. And Bob Whitlock was the first bass 

player, before Carson Smith. Of course, it didn't sound too great, the first 

rehearsal, because they didn't seem to know how to play since the piano wasn't 

there. It was a different shifting of gears. But they went to the Haig, which was 

on Wilshire [Boulevard] right near the Ambassador [Hotel], maybe Wilshire 

and Kenmore [Avenue] or something like that, and they opened up. And at first 

it wasn't doing too great. You know, people weren't too impressed with a group 

without a piano. But finally I think Gerry figured out how to do it with him 

playing more counter lines on the baritone while Chetty soloed, because other 

than that, each solo would be with just drums and bass behind it. When, say, 

Gerry would be soloing, then there were times when Chetty would do the same 

thing. There would be a countermelody. Not try to have it like two solos, but 

just enhance what the soloists were doing there, just kind of enforce it. And that 

began to work when they had- Because then it kept it interesting. The main 

thing was interest, rather than having the piano comping [accompanying] all the 

chords.But that was a period, too, when there was a change in music attitudes, 

because if that could happen, a lot of other things could happen. And, like I 

said, that opened up the door for World Pacific. Because the thing- When Dick 

Bock first recorded them, he had no company at all, of course. And he just 

brought in probably a little better than a home recording set to record them. 

Nobody believed in it at first. And I think that kind of helped him open the door 

for the company. I think he paid them much later, after they were able to get the 

records out and played.And during that same period-I don't know who was first 

at this point-there was Contemporary Records owned by Les Koenig. Now, 

Les, apparently, was a filmmaker. He had done a lot of films. He might have 

been one of the blacklisted guys, too, from the later forties and early fifties, the 

Hollywood Ten. I don't think he was one of the Hollywood Ten, but apparently 



he had made some controversial films, and at that time they began to screen 

everything. If there was any one word or two that sounded like it was 

communist inspired or something about Russia or something, that would be 

enough to- 

Isoardi 

Or anything talking about social justice. [laughter] 

Collette 

Yeah, that was enough to do you in or have the House Committee on Un-

American Activities subpoena you or- You know, your name could be mud 

after that. Even the teachers were going through that, too. So it was a real 

crucial period. A lot of fear going on. A lot of teachers being called in because 

a student would go home and say what they talked about, and that could be 

enough to lose one's job.But anyway, I'm telling you all of this because of 

the kind of period it was. It was a changing period. It was after the war, of 

course. The studios began to get busy. Not so much busyness as later-I mean, 

we're talking about the beginning of the fifties-but they began to think more 

into the jazz. Here they were doing more concerts. Not the "Jazz at the 

Philharmonic," because they were doing that in the forties, but more concerts. 

They began to try to build up little things from the jam sessions, what they'd 

learned, you know, that people did like that. Somebody would get something 

like the Normandie Hall at Normandie [Avenue] and Jefferson [Boulevard]. 

And the jam sessions would have Eric Dolphy and Ornette Coleman. People 

began to promote the little things to try to get ideas from things. People would 

come out and hear jazz. "Well, why don't we get one of our own?" It's like what 

we had done with the Crystal Tea Room, just the idea that we knew we could 

attract people. But the main goal there wasn't to make a lot of money as much 

as just to exchange ideas with the musicians.But that was a period- Of course, I 

was doing my study and I had my G.I. Bill. I began to work. I met Nelson 

Riddle, who was a big writer at the time. I was beginning on the Groucho Marx 

show ["You Bet Your Life"]-we told about that-where Jerry [Fielding] hired 

me. So for a period of two or three years there, everything washappening. It's 

kind of hard to say whether it was 1950 or '51. Just overlapping. Everything 

was just going. Morning, noon, and night there was activity, and not me 

working that much, but meeting people, rehearsing, writing, studying, 

practicing. I was studying with three teachers at the same time.Like I said, with 

Jerry Fielding, he wanted to build-which he did-his big band, and there I was 

accepted and everything. Okay, I can be in it. He wanted to rehearse once a 

week, which we did. He wanted me to write with him, and I didn't write with 

him because I didn't have enough time. Once I heard his writing, I felt that he 

should write, because he had a certain style that he wanted, and he began to 

show that within the first four or five arrangements that he did. I said, "Well, 



maybe you should just write it all," because I would have taken the band in a 

different direction-not that it would have been better, but I couldn't write like 

he would. He had everything tightly knit together where it was all more or less 

worked out. And I like more freedom in my groups to work out some of it, and 

then if the tenor player wants to play an extra chorus sometimes, if it's 

permissible, then the arrangement was designed to do that. "Don't come in with 

the background." Jerry's arrangements, you couldn't do that very well, with it 

all calculated to come out perfectly. But anyway, that was a good experience, 

because he was a hard writer, and since I was working with him on the 

Groucho Marx show, it was a nice tie-in to something other than just the show 

thing. We traveled a lot with the band. We went to-not long-distance things-

maybe San Diego, Oceanside, a few places where there were ballrooms that 

wanted a band.And then we did record sessions, too, with Albert Marx, who 

had Discovery Records. Now it's called Trend Records. So Albert had always 

been recording. He used to record a guy named Phil Moore, who was a fine 

talent. Albert's probably got thousands of master tapes and things that- He's 

recorded everybody. I'm just saying he's done a lot. He's recorded the Gerald 

Wilson group through the years. And maybe he's one of the only ones who's 

been doing jazz. If he likes the people, he will at least record you. And so he's 

been very helpful.But looking at the whole picture then, I think it was just a 

busy period of getting into a lot of things and exploring all the possibilities that 

you could work in, and it was a variety of stuff for me. Record dates, the show 

with Groucho, beginning to work with Nelson Riddle.The first record I did with 

Nelson Riddle was a record date for Billy Eckstine. Nelson came into the 

Crescendo, where we were working with Jerry Fielding, and he came over to 

me and said, "Buddy, I need-" That was on a Saturday night or something- I 

mean, it was a Monday thing, because we worked every Monday night. That 

sounds more logical. And he said, "We've got a record date on Thursday. It's 

with Billy Eckstine, and I would like you to play flute and saxophone." So I 

was impressed, of course, because I knew who Nelson was. I don't think I even 

knew what he looked like, but here's a guy who was like a regular guy who 

walked up and said, "Hey, I'm Nelson Riddle." "What?"So, naturally, I 

accepted the call, and I went there. But when I got to the date-and I'll never 

forget this-he wasn't conducting. Nelson was probably signed with Capitol 

[Records] or somebody at the time. And so he had written the arrangements and 

he was standing in the back room and helping whoever was conducting. He 

probably had to do that to protect his contract. I know that he had written 

arrangements and probably didn't take any credit for it. And whoever was doing 

the conducting was there because of Nelson, and Nelson had suggested him 

because he couldn't be on the podium because they would have given him 

trouble. But I remember the date very well. But that was meeting people and 



knowing that- Maybe Billy asked for me, but either way, it was an introduction 

to Nelson in a great way, and I began to work with Nelson quite a bit after 

that.In the early days, the fifties, we were doing a lot of [Frank] Sinatra albums 

and Nat King Cole, doing a lot of his albums there. I was like the featured tenor 

with the band. Usually I would get either a solo or something interesting to 

play. And the first time I recorded with Sinatra, it was Nelson- A piece called 

"Tell Her You Love Her." I can't think of the writer now, but he was there also. 

We did a take, and finally we did another take-you know how you rehearse-and 

then finally I could- Sinatra, after learning about him, he was very uncanny in a 

way that he- Sometimes if he had a good take he didn't have to listen back to it. 

Isoardi 

He just knew it? 

Collette 

Sometimes he would. Yeah, but a lot of times he- This time he listened back, 

but there were times when he would say, "That's it!" and he'd run out of the 

studio. It was almost like he knew- It's like a punter kicking the ball; he didn't 

even have to look. "Oh, I'll see you," and he just runs off the field. "How did 

you know it was going to go?" Well, it was something. That's the way he could 

do that. And they wondered about him, but it did usually feel good. There 

might be a bad note here and there, but that wouldn't bother him. You know 

how you can say, "Well, that's just too bad, but the feeling was right." And that 

was probably part of his charm and part of his talent.But this time he listened. 

And the group, the orchestra, was talking a little bit, but what he did, he said, 

"Quiet!" When he said "Quiet," that meant it, and everybody was very quiet. 

And then I had an eight-bar tenor solo, and everybody quietly- Which was 

great. I listened, too, and I thought it was okay. And at the end of the tenor solo, 

he just laughed. [laughter] You know, he didn't say, "Hey, I liked that" or 

anything. He was a very unusual guy. But I guess that meant he liked it, 

because later on, when we would do the record dates and things- He did quite a 

few things.The reason why I'm bringing this up is because a lot of times you 

don't know what people really think of you, and this was a chance to kind of 

figure it out. Sinatra was a very unusual man, you know. He didn't like 

everybody. He was very opinionated, as I felt from seeing things, being around 

him. He would come in the record date sometimes and he'd look up and say, 

"Hi, Bud," out of thirty people. And then some of the guys would say, "How do 

you rate?" [laughter] "I don't think I've done anything." You know, that was the 

kind of guy he was. There was some stuff in Europe, the Melody 

Maker magazine- in London, I think it was-and he wrote about six people he 

liked, jazz players. My name was in there. So it was just one of those wild 

things.And he used to have parties. He had one party at his house up in Beverly 

Hills, and he had me get a group. And another thing that he did- Like I said, 



there were two or three things. So we're still friends, if you can call it friends, 

because he'd never call me. The only time I'd ever see him would be on a date 

or something. So we're not friends that would call. But this party we played for, 

he had only about ten people there: Robert Mitchum and eight or nine people 

who were big stars and a couple of other friends who were there with their lady 

friends. And we didn't have to play very much because they had a sit-down 

dinner, and we'd sit in looking at TV or something. Maybe we played a little in 

the beginning; it was just an easy job. But while they had dinner, he had one of 

my albums playing through that whole time called Calm, Cool, Collette. 

Isoardi 

Gee, you're kidding. 

Collette 

So he's a guy who's telling you something without showing you. I'd listen and 

say, "That's my record playing!"And on a trip that we did- I can't think whether 

this was before or not, but this is all the same period, in a way. Sinatra was 

supposed to go to Australia once, and apparently- You know, he had the 

temper, of course. If things didn't go his way, I guess it would come out. 

Somebody bumped one of the musicians that was supposed to have a berth, 

sleeping in one of the big planes or something, and he canceled the whole tour 

because he couldn't get his way. "Well, we can't do anything." "Well, okay, 

then I won't go." Well, who he actually hurt was the Australians and the 

promoters, because he didn't show up and he just said, "I'm not going to go 

there" because of the fight with the airlines.So after about a few weeks or so, he 

had a change of heart, and I guess he wanted to make up the money for the 

promoters, the money that they lost. So we, Sinatra, Nelson's band-not Nelson-

we did a tour in the States, because any time he wanted to tour it was going to 

be successful, especially at the time-even now. And we did auditoriums. We'd 

do two cities a day. You know, maybe the cities might be only a couple 

hundred miles apart or something like that. Sometimes, when the cities were 

close, we could usually do an afternoon at two o'clock to four and then get on 

the plane and then be at another one that evening to play. And we did very 

well.So the thing was, on this tour- He was always a drinker in those days, 

drinking Jack Daniels straight. He came on the plane and his eyes were red and 

he had a little blue- Almost like a cap, but it was an ice pack that fit on his 

head. You know, it had a little top on it where you could put the ice in. 

[laughter] And so there he was. He was out of it, and we knew that we, the 

band people, shouldn't talk to him. So he came, and he kept saying- Nancy, his 

daughter, was nineteen years old. You know, he couldn't believe that she was 

that old, and that was bothering him. And at the same time, he had them deliver 

her a brand-new Thunderbird, a pink one, wrapped in cellophane. The movers 

had to present the car in front of the house with the cellophane on the pink 



convertible Thunderbird.But anyway, this time was another time he showed his 

feeling either for me- He knew me; he never talked to me. He seemed shy in a 

way, but not really. But I'm saying he didn't talk. So this time was the first time 

I ever saw a portable record player that plays discs, 45's, and he just put it there. 

I'm sitting in the airplane next to Joe Comfort, who was the bass player, and he 

brings the record player. And he cranks up the volume, and it had a tune of 

mine on there called "Monorail." I said, "Hey, where did you get that?" And he 

said, "I know what you're doing!" and wept. So- Very strange. So a guy like 

that- There were two or three indications that he knew, but he never- 

Isoardi 

Not only knew, he kept up! 

Collette 

He kept up, yeah, but I'm saying he never said to anyone, "I heard your band." 

Not the normal way. Like I said, the thing there was just to kind of say- 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

And he found a record that was not easy to find, you know. So what if he could 

do it. He probably said, "Go out and get a record on Buddy" and sent one of his 

people out there. And they'd better come back with it!But anyway, that's a 

period where I'm meeting a lot of people. I got a chance to do some things with 

Nat King Cole, I was doing things with Benny Carter. This was a busy period. 

I'm being discovered; I'm beginning to meet these people. They're beginning to 

feel that I can take care of business-I can read, I can play, I knew how to make 

time. But, like I say, I'm doing all the studying and things while this is all going 

on. I just had a very busy, exciting, successful career for a young guy of, say, 

thirty years old or so. It's happening! What else can you say? Brand-new car, 

family's doing good. At that point I have-let's see, we're talking about '51, '52-

one daughter [Cheryl Ann Collette], I had my son [William Zan Collette], who 

was about five years old then. And one daughter [Veda Louise Collette] was 

born around 1954. Another daughter [Crystal Collette] was born in 1967.And I 

was hassling at home a little bit. My ex-wife [Louise Collette], my wife at the 

time, you know, was an alcoholic. She was drinking all the time. She was a 

dancer, and then her stuff stopped. The chorus line dancers at, like, Club 

Alabam- 

Isoardi 

She worked in the Central Avenue clubs? 

Collette 

Yes, she worked at the [Club] Alabam in the chorus line and the Lincoln 

Theatre, which was on Central Avenue. Chorus girls: eight, ten, twelve 

beautiful girls. And as things changed, the chorus girls, too, went out. No more 



chorus girls. Maybe a single dancer or a singer. At that point, they're not hiring 

all those people. How can you cut down? They weren't cutting down the same 

way they are now, but at the time there was not a lot of money coming in, and 

why have a whole line when you could get away with maybe an entertainer and 

one singer or something like that and a small combo rather than a big band.But 

anyway, I was having problems there because my ex-wife got to the point 

where she had to drink all the time, and there was a period when we separated. 

That was when I moved into the Saint Andrews place with Jimmy Cheatham 

and John Ewing, who was called "Streamline." They had found an apartment. 

They must have known that I was going through a little bit. They found this 

nice apartment with three bedrooms and three baths, a big apartment, and 

they approached me reluctantly, saying, "We have this apartment, and we can't 

handle it by ourselves." It only cost about $275 a month at that time, if you can 

believe that. But I said, "Fine." Because I was still at home, but going through a 

lot, and they could tell because they were close enough to me. And I said, 

"Well, I will take one of the rooms," which was great. I didn't move out right 

away, but I began to kind of have peace of mind when I needed it. Eventually, 

we separated for about four or five years.But that was a period of- Like I say, 

lots of stuff was happening. I was getting thrown into a lot of different record 

dates. People would see me. Like I said, the amalgamation was still going 

through its changes. We were having meetings with the officials at [Local] 47 

[American Federation of Musicians], and we had our elections at [Local] 767. 

We had gotten on the board of directors; I was on the board of directors. I think 

our elections were once a year and their elections were every two years, so we 

were able to negotiate with them once we had our team together. And this time 

we had our team together because we had- Bill [William] Douglass was vice 

president at 767. I was on the board and Marl Young was on the board of 

directors and two or three other people who wanted the amalgamation were on 

the board. So, of course, we could do the proposals and get enough people out 

to make it be a reality. So all that was taking place. My schedule was very 

busy. I'm glad it worked out, because a lot of the musicians who benefited from 

the amalgamation, they never knew what happened. You know, we were there 

fighting tooth and nail and mailing and doing all the things you'd have to do to 

help make it come about. And it wasn't like I quit playing at all, but I was 

trying to do another big job, and that was to bring this thing about. It took about 

three years. But as you can see on the benefits, it paid off in more ways than 

one for me. And then I got the Groucho Marx show because I was a part of 

that. You sort of lose certain people and gain others. There were people who 

didn't like us trying to get the unions together, whoever they were, because they 

said, "Well, why should we? You got your own union. You guys should be 



happier there." Did I mention the time we went out to LACC [Los Angeles City 

College], the big Buddy Baker-? 

Isoardi 

No, you haven't. 

Collette 

Okay. Gerald Wilson and I went- We were trying to get petitions- We had a 

petition, but we were trying to get a petition signed. Gerald Wilson, Red 

Callender, and me. Because, like I said, we started mainly with Mingus and 

Britt Woodman and I, and now it's getting bigger. I finally got Gerald into it, 

Red into it. And Red was in Hawaii part of the time, too, when we began to get 

the artists together and everything, but there was a period when he came back, 

maybe around 1950. See, the amalgamation might have started, the initial part, 

even maybe '48 or so. But the three of us got these petitions, which we had 

probably given out to certain people who could get them signed. I don't know 

how many signatures we had to get, but the more the merrier. For example, if 

we had to get a thousand, we were going to do that. 

Isoardi 

From what? Union members in support of the amalgamation? 

Collette 

Whether they liked the amalgamation, and it was written up to that effect. 

Isoardi 

You were trying to get signatures not only from your local's members, but also 

from Local 47 as well. Both white as well as- 

Collette 

Yes, black. In other words, we figured if we got a thousand people saying, "We 

want amalgamation," that was about, maybe, what our goal was, from just 

musicians, period. So we got signatures, of course. And we knew that Buddy 

Baker was rehearsing at LACC. At that time there were no blacks in his band-

not the fault of anybody, but, I mean, just the way the thing was set up. So, of 

course, the three of us, Gerald and Red and me, we all knew and loved the 

guys, say, for example, Abe Most, Glenn Johnston. There were a bunch of 

people that we knew pretty well, that we had run into. And I could talk to Abe 

and get some of those names. But they were some of the top players. Jack 

Dumont, probably. It was a whole woodwind-type ensemble rather than 

woodwind and brass. They rehearsed every Tuesday night, so as much as some 

of those guys were busy in the studios, they still could spend the time to 

rehearse.So we went out there with petitions, and the reaction was more against 

than for it. And certain people were very opinionated about it. They'd say, 

"Well, I don't see why we have to sign anything. I'm not interested." And then 

there would be one or two who said, "Well, I'll sign it because I think it's a 

good idea." They weren't into it and didn't want to get into it. It was like, 



maybe, "What's it all about?" Or you get a reaction, "Well, I don't sign 

anything." So we were strangers in this setting, although we had two or three 

friends at the time. And they invited Red to play, because Red's a bass player, 

and he sat in and played that night. But there might have been thirty musicians, 

woodwind players. 

Isoardi 

And how many of them were hostile to it? 

Collette 

Well, not too many were really hostile. A lot of them just didn't want to get into 

it, you know. They hadn't thought about it. And there were about four or five of 

them who signed, and there were about three or four of them that just were very 

frank in saying, "Hey, I don't sign anything like that." And who knows what 

their real reasons were. They didn't say, "I don't like you" or "This is a terrible 

idea." 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Well, you guys must have been a bit disappointed, I would think, getting 

only- 

Collette 

In a sense, but the welcoming was okay. I mean, they knew us, and, like I say, 

some of them were very friendly: "Hey, Red, Buddy, and Gerald! Wow!" It 

was that kind of thing. But those people who said that, who knew our names 

like that, they probably did sign. So we might have gotten five or ten. But that 

wasn't a lot out of that group. But we thought, sure, we would get more, that 

this would be a welcome thing to a lot of people. But a lot of them changed; 

they did. And maybe that's the way a lot of people are. When they are 

confronted with something at first- They might say, "Well, what do you think 

about that thing we asked you about last time?" And maybe your whole thing is 

different. Because I think a lot of them did come in.Later on we found out that 

a lot of them never thought there were two unions. There was no reason to 

sometime go down- You know, later on, the idea of going down to pick up the 

checks- They used to mail the checks out to you in most cases. And when we'd 

do "Groucho," the contractor would have the checks there; he'd pick them up. 

So you could go to the union if you wanted to pay the dues or something, and 

even if you'd go there, there was no- And I could understand some of the guys 

saying, "We didn't even know there were two. So let us try to figure out what's 

going on or do we really need to be together and all that."But the more we 

pushed, the more we had all these jam sessions and the [Community] 

Symphony [Orchestra] rehearsals and publicity in the paper and start reaching 

people in the meetings and all those kinds of things, we began to pick up more 

people. They began to talk about it, and people began to see that it was much 

better than some of them thought. And, like I said, some of the ones who-You 



know, Glenn Johnston, he never said anything, but we got to be pretty close 

friends. In fact, Bill [Green] used to be very close to Glenn. I don't know if he 

is now. But he'd be with him practically every day. I don't know how that 

relationship got started, maybe with just playing together or fixing mouthpieces 

or something. Glenn was always an interesting guy, very knowledgeable and 

everything, but he was also a very opinionated man. And I think his first 

reaction was, "I don't need this!" "Well, okay. This means a lot to all of us, and 

maybe we'll see you later." But, like I say, there was a period years later when 

he used to call me up to play in his rehearsal thing, you know. So it wasn't 

anything you could really pin down. He just said that he was not familiar with 

what this was and, at this point, "Don't count me in yet." 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

But, sure, it was difficult to approach a lot of people who might say, "I don't." 

And that happened in both cases, not just the whites. There were blacks who 

said, "We don't want this. Why do we want to go and give up what we had?" 

And our point, too, was that the union didn't have that much, especially the way 

the thing was being operated. Very little money came into the black union. It 

would have to be more or less a job from not just black people who would hire 

you but- In many cases it was something of the nature of the whites hiring a big 

affair or something, and even if they wanted a black band, it had to go through 

the whites first, because the blacks would not want to accept it. It was set up in 

a way where there was a lot of fear there, too. If they accepted it, at the time, 

whoever the president was would say to the black, you know, "Well, we should 

have okayed that first" or something of that nature. So you can see where we 

were. But, like I said, that was a period that we all began to work, take a look at 

what had to be done. We were meeting people; it was a great learning process. I 

was studying. I didn't know what the future would hold-I guess you never 

know-but I knew that I had to be studying and meeting people and sharpening 

my skills and hoping that, when I would be thrown into something, whether it 

was something to play or being a leader, teaching, and all those things, I would 

be prepared. 

Isoardi 

Let me ask you about the effect of the amalgamation, because I assume a lot of 

the resistance to it within the Central Avenue local must have been, "We are 

giving up what we have and what we can control, and we're not going to get 

anything from 47. They're simply going to get our dues. It really isn't going to 

mean a lot of work for us," etc., etc. How would you evaluate the impact of the 

amalgamation in terms of opportunities for people who were the members of 

the Central Avenue local? How did it benefit them? Did it benefit a lot of 



them? Did it just benefit some of them? Did it really not mean much of a 

difference? What kind of an impact did it have on those black musicians? 

Collette 

That's always a tough one to pin down; I'll do the best I can on that. It helped a 

lot of them, of course. It also gave them a better focus or a better picture of 

what they had to do to be on a more broad scope of understanding, not just the 

Central Avenue-type jobs. You know, there's hotel jobs. There's probably, 

naturally, more the white bands doing those throughout everywhere, because, 

again, there's contact. But some of the blacks who do learn how to move out, 

meet people, maybe present what these people are buying, whether it's a hotel 

thing- There's presentation again. So some learned that, maybe not enough, or 

maybe not enough want to even do that, to play what's needed. For example, 

we'll go in to play some hotel things- We won't play it like the hotel bands, but 

we know there's a pacing, there's something- There's a dinner party, and they 

don't want you to be featured. So there's a whole change that happened. The 

ones who really benefited, sure, were the ones who wanted to have the big- Not 

just necessarily a big career, but a very successful career in music rather than, 

say, just being a leader or somebody who has a record out, to present that.You 

know, there are a lot of rules, too, if you have a band or are playing in a band. 

Like right now there's health and welfare on your check. For example, when 

you do a job, there's pension, which means after you reach the age of sixty, 

probably, if you paid pension in all those years, you might have a $1,000- or 

$500-a-month check coming to you for life. So there's some benefits and things 

that some of them didn't realize they were getting, these things that they never 

would have gotten the other way because the setup wasn't like that. Even 

though it was under the rules and the guidelines of the federation, the union has 

to be set up in itself to be keeping certain records as musicians do casuals and 

shows. And work dues and all those things had to be done. It was not that we 

weren't doing it well with 767; it's just that it wasn't a big business thing over 

there. It was just kind of an afterthought. Maybe not an afterthought-a 

subsidiary of the big 47 union.So the benefits were not as much as we always 

thought, but did allow the period of the fifties to be very lucrative for a lot of 

black musicians who were doing recording and shows and things through the 

years. Shows began to hire, whether it was- "[The] Carol Burnett [Show]" had 

about three blacks on the show; "[The] Danny Kaye [Show]" had three; "[The] 

Flip Wilson [Show]" had about seven or eight. Those shows began to hire 

people because they were all in the same union, and the word got around who 

could play, who couldn't. The other way we were isolated. So it was a 

necessity, I think, for people like Bill Green, who, again, was one who you 

could look at who really benefited. Because every night the person that, say, we 

are thinking about or the one who did come over from the black union and had 



a chance to show what they could do- A lot of times it was test cases, too. You 

would get called in: "Well, let's see what this person can do." It might be very 

subtle. 
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Collette 

I think it's like anything. When you figure a way to join a higher degree of 

competition or setting where- You know, there's one setting when you're in it, 

you can do just a little bit and you can get by. I think what that did, it began to 

make better players out of the good players, and the ones who weren't doing it 

had to decide whether to either back away or get serious. It's something that's 

never been asked of me, you see, and I've never thought about it, except I think 

I know what it is. Guys like, say, Bill Green and Plas [Johnson], who came in a 

little later-he was here probably around '52-I'm saying maybe for the initial 

fight these players benefited a lot, because whatever they had, then they were 

able to develop in more ways, being around other players who respected them, 

who they respected. It's like playing tennis with a fine player. You are going to 

pick up some more points, and all of a sudden there's something that's going to 

happen with the two people. And that happened with the players who were 

being professional, who were ready for this change. And that was what it was 

designed for: to make better musicians out of everybody. I think that was it. 

Now, the financial benefits, in many cases, it's kind of hard to say. If somebody 

was just doing nightclubs and that was all they wanted to do, they were 

probably doing basically the same. But anybody who wanted to meet with 

people and experiment with different kinds of music and do studios and records 

and be like a top craftsperson, then I think they benefited a lot. In fact, 

anywhere they would go, they would be even more experienced. Also, like I 

said, with the business part, which you almost have to do, because you can go 

down and check your records- "How much have I made?" or whatever. There's 

a whole other system going on that enabled the ones who were able to move 

with that kind of a flow to be a part of that. And I think that there are many who 

would say, "I'd rather have it the way it was," but the way it was will never 

come back. It's gone. 

Isoardi 

Was there any kind of a change in terms of union support or assistance in 

getting musicians work after the amalgamation? 

Collette 

The union always says that they are not hiring blacks to get work. That's 

accepted. Someone could call and ask for somebody, of course, and they would 

give the name, but- 



Isoardi 

For the most part, then, the union never has- 

Collette 

No, they never have. That's the whole philosophy there. They say they don't 

know how to work. If they say, "Give us a band," it doesn't mean 

that somebody couldn't say, "Buddy Collette has a good band" and "Bill Green 

has a good band." They could do that very well. But they're not supposed to 

solicit work, go out and find jobs. And they definitely do that. So nothing like 

that, except you've got the health and welfare programs. If you're working 

enough, you can benefit from that. You have to have maybe two or three jobs a 

week before you could qualify in many cases, depending on what level it is. 

But I just think it's better because of the overall benefits and services that you 

get.It was a step in the right direction. It wasn't even designed to solve 

everything. It was trying to get people together. And maybe that's the hard 

thing, because I think, what, thirty-five years later, whatever it's been, people 

still have trouble getting together. If you look back at it-and I do sometimes-it 

was a great historical step, in a way. That was the first time there was an 

amalgamation in musicians unions. And when we finally got the word on 

[James C.] Petrillo, who admitted that it was the first time, he said that since 

then there were thirty or forty of them that followed our method of 

amalgamating. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Yes. And he remembered, too, that in the beginning he said he didn't think it 

was a good idea. "Why should we do it?" So he learned after twenty years. 

It was something that we had to push for, to fight for. We knew that this 

shouldn't be based on black and white, and that's why some of us went into 

it.So the benefits, I think, are a lesson for a lot of people in whatever it is: 

togetherness works. I think what we found in playing music and being in an 

artistic thing is that color is not very important; it's what the people can share 

with each other. And I can look back and say that if there were still black and 

white at these times, we'd have a lot of problems. We still have problems, of 

course, but I'm saying it shows that maybe, if that move in- Nineteen fifty-three 

is when we finally got the amalgamation together.We were probably ahead, 

even at that time, of even more of the sports things, which came later, you 

know, when there was more integrating. Because I know when I was in the 

service, in the navy, they were trying to integrate these services at that point, 

and they were. But even at the base where we were, it was an all black band 

and the cadets were all white. I mean, it was nothing that bothered us at the 

time because that's the way life was. But when we got back here, when I got 



back, I kind of thought that this is one thing that should not be, because that 

would also hinder any future development in certain ways because of the things 

the blacks were stuck with: the building, the pianos were out of tune- I could 

see it that way. But it also would hinder togetherness on all levels for black and 

white musicians who were working together. On certain calls they would meet 

up and it would be-Like when I first did "Groucho," the big line there from Ben 

Barret, who was the contractor- He would pay everybody their checks. Then he 

would get the taxes from all the guys, which was about $2.50. Then he would 

come to me and say, "I want $2.50- Oh! You're at the other union. I only need 

$1.50 from you." And the guys would say, "What do you mean? He's paying 

less than we are?" And they were upset with that. So my line then was, "Well, 

there are a lot of things that are going to be that way as long as we are on 

separate sides." And I knew that. I knew that somehow they were going to play 

us against each other, and they definitely did that. That was one line that they 

always reacted to, that they figured if they're paying $2.50, I should pay $2.50. 

[laughter] But they had a bigger building and everything; I didn't want to go 

into that.But I think it's what you just said there. It was a thing where it's like 

progress, people getting together, sharing. We've got whites and blacks playing 

jazz together for years and years. Looking back at Artie Shaw and Benny 

Goodman and Lionel Hampton and [Charlie] Christian, they were all doing it. 

There were many stories of Tommy Dorsey with Sy Oliver and Charlie 

Shavers. There was a thing that Dick Noel knew, because he was on the band, 

and they used to sneak Charlie into the hotels. So I knew a lot of the stories, 

and I was saying, "Hey, could we eliminate some of that and we just all be 

together?" The problem would be all of ours together. And I thought that in the 

beginning there it was like, "Hey, what are you guys doing over on Central 

Avenue?" In other words, I was different, not just because of color, but, you 

know, we had our union and they had theirs. But, see, I kind of felt that I was 

living in two worlds. I really did. I still was at Central Avenue at first. Then I 

would come over, and I was not quite [Local] 47, but- They were picking my 

brains trying to find out. I said, "Well, you can eliminate this. Get us all 

together and the problems will be our problems."It didn't mean that everything 

would go away, because look at the fifties, for example, all of the recording. It 

was like everybody was just having a field day. "This is going to last forever." 

"Oh, I can't do the two tomorrow because I've got two already. I'll take the four 

for Monday, then five on Sunday." Just as much as you want. And then, you 

see, it's done, and the guy says, "What happened?" All we needed was ten more 

years and they would retire. But my line and my way- I don't do things 

like that. I said, "Well, we should be very thankful that it went that long." 

There's no guarantee free-lance work is going to work. Even- I don't know 

whether it was Lockheed [Corporation] or somewhere. It was just recently. It 



was one of the big companies that was never supposed to go out. It had to lay 

off a couple of thousand people. And they say, "Yeah, but what are we going to 

do? We only had this job for thirty years, and now what are we going to do?" 

And I would say, "I don't know, but if you had the thirty years, you might need 

a breather, and let's hope that you've invested something so that you can take a 

little time off or maybe even-" So that's life again with the surprises.So if that 

clears it up- It's just that we thought that we should do something with a human 

touch to it. People, maybe they'll make more money. If not, you can look back 

at it and say, "We'll never go back to the other way," because we taught a lot of 

people a lesson where, even at the union now, as far as the integration on the 

board, we've got a beautiful thing there. We've got the three blacks- 

Isoardi 

And you've got a woman. 

Collette 

And Bill Douglass is black, an official. Max Herman was beautiful. Max 

always- When we ran for office, he went to Bernie [Fleischer], who was the 

local president, and he said, "I'd like to see black on the top thing." See, it was 

[Chase] Craig who was more of a conservative guy there. He said, "Well, I 

don't know why you want-" And I'd say, "Chase, the only thing I'm saying is 

we've got a lot of blacks. This is going to balance it. Let's get one, not just 

somewhere in the building. I think that shows something." And it did work, and 

people are comfortable. We've got a Latin on the trial board. So the balance is 

coming. But see, now we are talking about twenty-five years or so later that 

they're seeing how to respect these people. We've got to show them. They have 

got to be a part of the overall picture. 

Isoardi 

I noticed also that Ann Patterson is on the board of directors now. Have many 

woman occupied leadership positions within the union? 

Collette 

No, but we've got Serena. 

Isoardi 

Serena Kay Williams. 

Collette 

Serena is an officer now. She's secretary of the union. Serena was a board 

member, and when we went, we pushed that. We're talking about with Ann and 

little Judy [Chilnick] there, too. We definitely know- Guys like Marl [Young], 

who was in the thing, we were in the fight. We were able to help them, because 

they don't even realize. When we do something, they're looking at us, "Why are 

you doing that?" We know what discrimination is about. In other words, "If 

you guys are doing good, then that's going to balance everything even 

better."So that's what we're saying. Our approach to it is from the experience of 



seeing- Like Marl is so smooth now. He used to be a screaming kind of guy and 

everything, but it's almost like he's just leveled out. It's like he's got all the 

chains together and he's not overdoing it anymore. And it's great, because we 

spend a lot of time at this. We're masters at dealing with that level now, how 

people will react, even if they don't like you. You don't even have to get mad at 

them at this point. They're the ones who are going to have to do the changing. I 

said, "You know, I didn't like you in the beginning." He said, "I knew that, but 

that didn't bother me. You were the one who had to figure that one out." And 

that's what's happening.So they're seeing us do little things. Sometimes we're 

just tossing the ball back and forth like the Lakers or somebody, just playing 

games with you. And Ann and Judy were very young; they were both maybe 

forty, forty-one, forty-two. They can't believe this, that we would help women, 

because most of the time they're saying, "Well, they want to keep us out of this. 

They don't hire us on this." Well, that's all right. We went through all this 

before. [laughter] I know that very well. It's a familiar theme. But you can rise 

above that. It doesn't all stop there.I tell them, too, now I don't do the work. The 

RMA is a very powerful group, right? 

Isoardi 

RMA? 

Collette 

Recording Musicians of America. And they've got the elite crew now. There 

are a lot of times when, of course, I could fit in with a lot of things, I'm pretty 

sure. But they've got their own people. Well, that's okay. So they miss me. 

That's the way that I can look at it now. I don't have to go into "Those guys are 

kicking me out." And I do smile that way. So when I do get a call, I just play. I 

put myself into it.Like we had the theme for the Harlem Nights [film] thing. 

You know, it makes you really dig. You got something to really cry about. Not 

trying to be fast or anything, but you put some feeling into it. And the guy says, 

"Man, the way you're playing!" And all you're saying is, "Yeah, I'm just telling 

my story with the horn." It's not faster, but you know what I'm saying. You're 

putting something in there. In other words, "If this is the way you guys want to 

play it, I'm going to be able to put more depth in there than you are." Because 

I'm saying, "I'm not going to be against you because of color or me trying to 

make more money. If I don't hire you, it's because I need somebody else for 

that." And they're saying that, too, in a way.But a lot of times they're not using 

very many blacks at all anymore. We achieve certain battles. But I was in the 

RMA, for example- I like the people very much, but there's no need for me to 

be a member, because, even by accident, I'm not going to get a call in there 

because they are more or less controlling now. Control is a wild thing when 

you think about it. 

Isoardi 



Really? So it's really gone backward quite a bit in the RMA? 

Collette 

But on a level where you could not point at anybody. There was one period 

where we could point. We'd look in and it would be all white, ninety people, 

and we'd say, "Hey, where are the black guys?" And they'd say, "Oh, we 

forgot!" You know, "We didn't realize," see? And now you can't do it; it's 

another level, you know what I mean? Every now and then, that doesn't even 

work. They've gone into a thing. And partly because of, maybe, how the 

[Ronald W.] Reagan administration sort of turned the clock back in certain 

ways. You know, his attitude. And maybe it's a spillover even now, where, 

sure, they can show enough- You can hire one guy, a black guy, in a top 

position and, "Hey, we're okay!" But it's kind of hard to figure that one position 

is going to do it.But I think it's a thing where I'm able to, with my own 

programs going, look at it more honestly. I can help a lot of people who are 

having the same problems, whether it's young musicians or minorities or 

whatever. You look at it and the benefits of something like that are even greater 

for me, helping these people. And some of them actually, in turn, come back to 

help me. I never even thought of that angle, you know? Some students and 

people who you helped, the guy says, "I got a job. Do you want to make it with 

me?" You know, they're offering me something, and I would say, "This 

mushroomed even bigger than I thought," see?So there it is. There's something 

in helping people and being sincere. If you're able to hang in and not worry 

about it and not use the negative and point out, "They're not hiring me because 

they don't like me"- Well, that's okay too. They've got a lot to learn, if that's the 

case, unless I'm a bad guy or something like that. But the thing that we did and 

the thing that we are still doing is making sure people can know each other and 

people will want to be the best they can, of course, and bounce off of each one's 

talent. That's what should be happening in the boardroom.We had a thing the 

other day. Bernie, the president, is not so much in- He's sharp and everything, 

but he's not so much into people-you know how a great leader can do. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

We got to go off together or fall together. But he can't do that. Now, the other 

day he was absent, and just for example I'll tell you how it works. Serena was 

taking over, and she's uptight, trying to run it like Bernie would run it. So at 

one point I caught her and said, "Serena, you're stopping all the flow of 

everything that-" You know. She said, "Well, I don't want crosstalking across 

the table." We were talking about what the business agents should dress like. 

And then somebody said, "Well, they should have a tie," and the other person 

said, "Well, what about the shoes?" So it's going- You know. It's almost like 



musicians. [sings phrase] She said, "No crosstalk." And so I said, "You're- 

[tape recorder off] So I'm saying those kinds of things of allowing things to 

kind of come from your people involved- We've got some valuable people on 

that board. And when I did that, she really got uptight, Serena did, because- I 

think she's a valuable lady. I'm just saying, "Yeah, but all we're trying to do is 

to help the union. We're all just throwing in these little bits of information; I 

think we can all hear that." She said, "Yes, but when you're up here, it's so 

confusing." I said, "You know, let it go."And it was so beautiful, because for 

the first time- Bernie never allows it. We sit there and we listen to his ideas: 

bang, bang, bang. "Oh, it's lunchtime." You go. So we all wind up with all this 

stuff inside of us. And I said, "It's nice just to have a free thing, let people be 

themselves." In other words, we've got good people like that. If I hire some of 

the best musicians and we go on a job, we know how to take care of business 

and can play and everything-I got no trouble at all. They all know what to do. 

But then if I get there and say, "No, you don't play here, and you can't do that," 

then they're all held down. And it was so beautiful. It was almost like, "Am I a 

genius? Am I brilliant or something?" No. All I'm saying is, "You've got all 

these people here. Just let them work together." And they bounced off each 

other. I said, "It's the first day that we've been productive in six months." And 

everybody had to agree. So what are we doing here? It's not that we don't know 

what to do, but if there's a leader, he could always hit the gavel and say, "You 

wait for your turn to talk and then you'll talk next," see?So these kinds of things 

are from not allowing people to be. And that was my idea of the amalgamation, 

to allow us to be what we wanted to be: musicians. We wanted to have every 

opportunity to grow to the height, as you can see with Bill [Green] and a few of 

them who did that. I don't think Bill was involved with the amalgamation. 

He wasn't against it, but Bill was always Bill, meaning- Just to try to show the 

picture. Jackie [Kelso (also known as Kelson)] too. Those guys are guys who, 

when they do something, they go one hundred percent. And then you might 

have to say, "Hey, guys, we've moved onto the other street now," and they'll 

say, "Oh, thank you," you know? Which is okay. Everybody doesn't have to do 

that. But I think the ones who saw it early, that needed the change- It's like 

maybe I'll see something else down the line. And maybe that's my thing, too: to 

make sure I'm catching things that will make things better for the whole 

picture. Because if not- Then it's not just working to make Buddy a great player 

and then I don't care about anybody else. So I think that when you have that 

kind of combination of things, I think it's good. Then the benefits are there for 

some, and especially the ones who are able to accept the challenge, because it's 

definitely there. 

Isoardi 



Let me ask you what the reason is, the philosophy behind the idea that the 

union doesn't have a separate office for going out and looking for work or 

something like that. Is there-? 

Collette 

Well, I don't know what the real reasons are, except that's the policy from the 

federation. It's not a hiring agency, they will tell you in a minute. It's just 

supposed to be protecting. They're supposed to protect what you have or what 

you've gotten, but not to say to each member, "Okay, now you're a great player. 

We can place you on the job." And they definitely just say that they don't do 

that. They're not a hiring agency. 

Isoardi 

Oh, I see. 

Collette 

Yes, and they definitely want to keep that clear. At the orientation to join, 

they'll say, "It's not a hiring agency. We'll protect you if you have a problem on 

the job, if you have a contract, even to the point of having a lawyer." And, like 

I say- "There's certain health and welfare care, and you've got the directory and 

you got the rehearsal halls"-and they'll name a lot of stuff-"but we are not a 

hiring agency." They might have a better way of explaining it, but they 

definitely are not going to get you a job unless it's somebody asking for you. Or 

if the agent who takes the call knows that you've got a combo, he could very 

well say, "Well, I'll give you a couple of names" and let the people call who 

want to. 

Isoardi 

Let me ask you a bit of a general question from what you've been talking about. 

It seems like, beginning with the struggle for amalgamation, and then also 

thinking about, back a few sessions ago, your comments about Paul Robeson- 

This also sounds like a period where your political consciousness is changing a 

bit, or it's becoming more important. 

Collette 

I think so, because that's what developing is. That's what it's meant to me. As 

you can see, when I mention about playing- Maybe that's the way I play, but, in 

a sense, it's important, the approach, and it's based on a lot of experiences, sure. 

The political things were changing. The thing with Paul Robeson, which I 

mentioned-I don't know if I mentioned the ACLU [American Civil Liberties 

Union]. The ACLU was struggling at the time. We're still talking about the 

fifties, '49, early fifties. And I met them when they were really struggling. They 

would have an affair on the weekend, an annual dinner party, where we always 

played for the last twenty years, and they couldn't pay me, or we'd do 

something- Shelly Manne, at the time, was very active, too. They would call us 

up because we were getting to be names, and Shelly had his Manne Hole [jazz 



club] somewhere around the latter part of '49 or '50, I think. But I knew Shelly. 

I used to take my group in there-that was even later, maybe '56, '57. But 

anyway, we'd do benefits for the ACLU. They would have a garden party to 

raise money. They were fighting cases and they'd need some money. Someone 

was being mistreated, or some black in some southern place, they were accused 

of rape or whatever it was. But it was always a thing where, was it true or 

should they hang the guy? And they'd need money for the case. I would hear 

those things and nothing more. I wasn't a lawyer to fight it that way. But when 

I'd hear a call or something-"Could you show up and appear?"-I'd bring a 

group. It wasn't hard. Either you could persuade the group to come along, or 

you might give them $20 apiece at the time, which was not bad. You know, the 

guys weren't working every night. So many times on a Sunday afternoon fund-

raiser, Shelly would call me and say, "They called me to do it. You do it and I'll 

do it." That was his thing. So we'd do it. We'd get a bass player and a guitar and 

go and do it. And they gave us plaques; I have a plaque on the wall 

somewhere.But I'm saying it was a period when I began to look further than 

just the union fights. I looked at the fights that the ACLU and people like that 

were doing. In many cases, they were being very fair, trying to defend anyone. 

They took the case based on if you needed somebody to represent you so that 

you'd get a fair shake. And many times it took money and everything. So I 

began to look at that side. And there were a lot of wonderful people, and I'm 

friends of a lot of them to this day. It was a great move on my part. It started 

me thinking in a way different than just reading the papers and thinking that, 

whether it's the [Los Angeles] Times or the [Los Angeles] Herald [Examiner], 

this is the only thing that's going on. Sometimes you'd come and the lawyers 

would be there and say, "Well, let me say what the real case is here," and you'd 

hear it and say, "Wow! That's different than what's printed." A lot of times it 

can't be printed, of course.But I think that you're right. The political thing, the 

understanding of some of the fights, even with the [House] Un-American 

Activities Committee, I got a lot on that, too. I saw them topple Jerry Fielding 

from the Groucho Marx show because once he was subpoenaed, figuring that 

he was a communist, and he had to go before the committee. In fact, I saw the 

guys come in. We were doing the show one night. Two big guys- 

Isoardi 

The Groucho show? 

Collette 

The Groucho show. Two of them from the- Whether these were the guys from 

the committee, they were serving a subpoena on Jerry. They were about six 

foot four. They'd get big guys, too, so that if you wanted to be rough, they can 

be rough, too. So they came in- His real name was Feldman rather than 

Fielding. So when they came in, the show was going on-and this could have 



been '53, '52, I'm not sure-and they kept saying, "Feldman!" They screamed it 

when the show was on. Then [Ben] Barret said, "The show's going on." They 

said, "Well, we want Feldman over there." You know, they didn't care whether 

the show was going on. So Jerry was nervous, of course. He's conducting the 

show and he sees these guys. But leading up to this, Jerry was saying that he 

was getting phone calls every night from somebody. It would be two or three in 

the morning and the phone would ring, and they would say, "Feldman, we're 

going to get you." So a little rattle technique and everything. Of course, he was 

like this-no sleep or anything. So he knew they were going to do something; he 

didn't know what. So finally they did come, and when the show had a break or 

something, Jerry got off the stand and walked over. And so they gave him a 

subpoena. Part of it was because, like I said, I was in the band. That was kind 

of like a no-no, you know, a black in the band. It was really crucial. I can see it 

more now than then. Then I was enjoying just being there, but in the meantime, 

"Why is all this happening?" And Jerry also had a band on "The Life of Riley" 

show, and he had Red Callender on that show. Then he had his regular band, 

which had a TV show every- His jazz band. Every Saturday we played a TV 

show. That was in 1952. 

Isoardi 

That was his own show? 

Collette 

Well, it was a show being sponsored by Aldon Homes. This guy's name was 

Don Metz. In fact, I taught his daughter [Donna Metz] flute later. She's a girl 

about thirty-seven years old now. But anyway, Don was a guy that took about 

$10,000 at the time, which was a lot of money, and started building all the 

homes in the [San Fernando] Valley. At the time, the Valley was only desert, 

more or less, just dirt. And he went out there and built a lot of tract homes, ten, 

fifteen of them right away, and sold it and parlayed it. So Don made a lot of 

money. 

Isoardi 

I'll bet. 

Collette 

He had this show. Don was a great guy, sort of a playboy kind of guy, but with 

the home-building success, he got to be around the stars. He was married to- 

His wife was Anita [Metz], and his daughter was born around that same time, 

by the way, so I can remember all this. He wanted to publicize his show with a 

jazz band fronted by Jerry. So we had the band. And that was a time when- 

Well, we hadn't amalgamated yet. So Jerry's idea on the show was to have the 

three blacks in the band, because definitely this is where he was thinking, 

"We've got to get together." He didn't talk that much, but I could see what he 

was talking about. But the TV show was great, in a sense, because we were sort 



of the jazzers of the band. Most of the guys that Jerry knew on the show, they 

were more like studio players. Some of them hadn't even played in big bands, 

but they were good. 

Isoardi 

Who were the other two blacks in the band with you? 

Collette 

With Jerry Fielding? It was Red Callender and Gerry [Gerald] Wiggins. So we 

had a lot of solo playing; he wanted that. He'd say, "Bud, can we get Red 

Callender?" And I said, "Yeah." Because he knew Red, and he hired him after 

that on "The Life of Riley" show. And then he knew Gerry because he wanted a 

jazz pianist, right? So it worked out very well. He wrote the arrangements, and 

all of a sudden the soloists- Not that we did it all. And then he had Sam 

Donahue, who was a fine tenor player, so he had two tenor players. But on this 

show, Sam wasn't there. He used basically Groucho Marx guys. So I had a lot 

to play all the time. Sometimes in a tune I'd have an alto solo and a tenor or 

maybe a clarinet solo, because they thought, "Well, this guy can really play 

jazz," partly because they didn't play it at all. I was playing okay, but, you 

know, it's even better when you've got more jazz players. I think I got too much 

to play. And the only thing wrong with the show-not that the show was bad-is 

that we got exposure, a lot of things. The camera's panning on us all the time, 

and he got so much hate mail you would not believe it. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, I believe it. 

Collette 

"What are you doing?" Because at that time, you have to look at what was 

going on. We're talking about '51, '52. The only blacks on TV then were in the 

movies, like a Stepin Fetchit and maybe Hattie McDaniel, you know, the maid, 

and scenes like that. And the only blacks that were doing things, even when I 

started doing "Groucho"-maybe I mentioned it somewhere-is where the people 

who are maids would be cleaning the houses, they'd be catching the buses, 

going back and forth, and you could see the way they were dressed, who they 

were. They were not anybody that you would think was a secretary or a doctor 

or anything. So that was the period. And the black men were either chauffeurs 

or they were doing some kind of garbage-collection-type thing, and maybe not 

so much in a white area. Sometimes, maybe. But, I'm saying, that's the 

picture.So there we are in suits and being featured, which was a special kind of 

a role: the man's playing, I walk out to the mike and play. It was almost like the 

hate mail- It fit in then, because it was like, "Well, who is this guy that can do 

this on TV?" Or "Who is Fielding?" for example. Because he used to conduct 

us. That was his idea of a band. So, like I say, with the hate mail and 

everything, even though Don, the producer at this time, was straight- He said, 



"Yeah, a lot of people don't like the show because of what we're doing and who 

we got in the band, but we're going to go on." And he went on, I guess, for a 

while. We might have stayed on for a few months, which was great.But that 

was a period of helping to change the climate, and that was done on a level that 

was very artistic. It just wasn't being done. So that was a period, again, where 

he got shot at. And he told me what happened- You know, not with a gun. But 

I'm saying, in a sense, with all the people, with the House Un-American 

Activities Committee, a lot of people began to kind of say, "There's something 

strange here." So he did get the subpoena. He had to go before the House Un-

American Activities Committee. And he told me some of the things- Not just 

told me. He got all of his band together and people who were wondering what's 

going on. He said, "Guys, here's the scene: I'm not a communist, you know. 

They're after people." And he said, "The one thing I found out"-he got some 

advice from his lawyer-"if I talk- That's why a lot of them will take the Fifth 

Amendment, of course. Because if I talk, then I've got to name you. I've got to 

say that I have spent time with Buddy-" You know, he was just trying to 

explain. He said, "The only way, the lawyer says, you just have to take the Fifth 

Amendment and keep saying [inaudible]. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Once you answer one question, you've had it. 

Collette 

Yeah, right. So once you hear it, you kind of see that. And every now and then, 

there were a lot of questions around. People would say, "Well, gosh, if he was 

really straight, if he wasn't a communist, then he could just tell everybody and 

they would just go away." And he said, "Look, it's not like that." He said, "My 

lawyer told me that once I do that, they'll keep this thing going. They'll call 

another fifty people or so." He said, "Okay, they called me and I'm going to 

take the Fifth, so you'll understand." Beautiful. We all sat in the house. So what 

did he do then? Oh, then he said to us, when he met the guys- I think he met 

them and he had to go back. He said one of the guys came over and said, 

"Feldman"-you know, he still wouldn't call him Fielding-"if you've got 

$200,000 we'll get you out of this." He said, "If I had $200,000, I wouldn't give 

a shit who you guys were." You know, something like that was the 

conversation. So it was just like a little tip. So you can see how vicious it was. 

And he was a straight guy, he really was.For a long time we helped him, 

because what happened on the show, they dropped him, Groucho and the 

director, Bob Dwan, and whoever the people were. Bob was the director, and 

naturally Groucho, and there was John Guedel, the producer. They all- Jerry 

met with them, too, to try to say, "Look, this is what's happening, and I hope I 

can keep the show, because it's BS." And they said, "Well, if you don't get a lot 

of publicity, we'll hang with you." And guess what happened. 



Isoardi 

Yeah, front-page news? 

Collette 

Yeah. But they did it from Groucho's standpoint: "Groucho Marx's conductor-" 

Isoardi 

Instead of Jerry Fielding, it's "Groucho Marx's conductor." 

Collette 

Well, that's what the heading was, you see, on the front page. And all of a 

sudden they had to back away, which was terrible.But anyway, we helped him. 

We were all making about $130 a week then, and partly because Jerry had set 

that up. I think the guys chipped in about $20 a week for four or five months, 

because he was cut off completely. And his family- They wouldn't play his 

records. We'd made records with the big band. I took one of his records in; I 

wasn't realizing that they wouldn't play it. And I had made something with Red 

Norvo or something that time. The guy saw the records and said, "Get that out 

of here. We can't play that." It's almost like the word goes around, you know. 

And they did that to Paul Robeson, too, the idea at that period when they don't 

want to play your records. I mean, these guys, I'll bet they were saying, "If you 

guys play anything that you're not supposed to, you're fired," or something like 

that. The guy saw it, it was like a hot potato. He says, "Hey! Move that out of 

here! We can't do it!"So he went through a period, Jerry did, of about four or 

five years where he did very little work. He did a little ghost writing, maybe go 

to Vegas, like Nelson Riddle, and write for somebody and couldn't own up to 

being the writer, which was tough because it made him very angry and bitter, of 

course. I think the only time that he started writing when he got back in was a 

thing with Betty Hutton. It was a movie. I can't think of the name of it. But she 

wanted Jerry to write the picture, and she was powerful, so powerful that she 

stood her ground. She said, "I will not do it unless you get Jerry Fielding." So, 

of course, they went running around for a while, and finally they went along. It 

was one of those do-or-die things. And he got back in. But, see, there was about 

a five-year wait before he could get back in. So that was a way of destroying 

him. He was never the same after that. I used to see him, and he was the most 

angry man because he had been so hurt by all of that. And, I guess, what do you 

go through after [inaudible]? Then you could see what happened. That system 

had snatched him off.But it was an experience where I could see he was the 

kind of fighter that we don't have too often, of course. And I think his only 

thing was knowing that these things should be. Why? Because he hired me. He 

felt the same way: "Can you do the job?" I said, "Well, I think so." And based 

on that, it worked out. We got to be good friends, not just because of the 

musical thing, but we had a lot in common in the battles that we fought, a lot of 

the people that we met.As you can see, that period was very frightening for us. 



Like I said, many teachers, many people lost jobs, and people lost a lot of that 

fight, because if you did stick your neck out, you'd lose your gig. Maybe that's 

what's happening now, too, in a sense, in the fact that a lot of people have lost 

lives, as you know, later on with the Kennedys and Martin Luther King 

assassinations-people who were speaking out and trying to do some of the 

things that we were doing, naturally on a smaller scale. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, well, over the last ten years or so, the whiff of the fifties is in the air. 

Collette 

Uh-huh. 

1.17. Tape Number: IX, Side One October 19, 1989 

Isoardi 

Do you want to just finish up your comments on the politics of the fifties? 

Maybe you could talk in general about the things that happened to you, both in 

the amalgamation fight and then certainly with Jerry Fielding, the struggle to 

integrate Hollywood, and then your coming into contact with [Paul] Robeson. 

How were your political ideas changing and developing? Were you thinking 

more generally about politics or-? You must have thought of yourself more as a 

political person then you had, say, during the war. 

Collette 

No, I don't think I really thought of myself- I still thought of myself as a 

musician. But I think, once you see the struggles and you hear all the stories- 

And I imagine whether you are white or black, it might mean something a little 

different, in a way. Because I was still aware that no matter how great I would 

get on the instruments, if you see examples of, say, Robeson or people who 

could be pulled back- And I think he was given a bad time- Not that he was 

saying everything proper or he was a guy they wouldn't have done that if he 

was white or not, but I think, on the other hand, by him being black, he got a 

little different kind of a treatment, where people could say, "Well, he doesn't 

represent the blacks." When JackieRobinson, for example, began to be the star 

he was with baseball- Because he had a bad time, too. All of a sudden you get a 

bad time, and then they can push you and say, "Well, now he's the new hero of 

the blacks." So it didn't make me very political as much as it just made me to be 

aware of how we can all be used at a certain time to be boosted if they need to 

show you as being a guy or a hero for a certain amount of people, or, at the 

same time, tear you down the moment you speak up and you say-As you notice, 

Jackie Robinson was told through that period- And he was a very strong, 

opinionated guy, too. But for him to get that position he was offered- I don't 

know if it was Branch Rickey or something like that- The idea of, "Here's a 



position. We know you can play ball, but look what you are going to be faced 

with. They're going to call you names, and they're going to be calling your 

mother names and everything. You have to be willing now to say that you can 

hang in there with this. You know, maybe somebody's going to hit, and you try 

to just block it and say, 'I'm not willing to continue.'" And he had to be an ideal 

person to do that, and I think he did hang in there. Later on, he got to be a bitter 

man, but then he was kind of going out-going out meaning that he wasn't in 

demand anymore. But he was ideal for it, because anybody else with a temper 

or something and the kind of things he had to take would blow that.So I'm 

seeing all the different pictures of what's happening and how people can be 

utilized and in the meantime saying, "Well, see how nice he is." A lot of people 

are talking badly. For example, one who was doing that, too- He was the nicest 

policeman you'd ever find. He was probably the only black sergeant, or 

whatever he was, at the time. He'd come in and there would be all kinds of 

pictures and scribbling on the wall, and he'd have to say, "Well, having fun, 

guys?" You know, he couldn't say, "You mothers!"So I'm saying I don't know 

whether it made me political. It just made me more aware that if that's what it's 

all about, then you've got to be good, and at the same time you have to be, I 

think, helping to change that. Because if that exists all the time, it means that 

we're all still far behind where we should be. Like the picture I saw once, a 

[Paul F.] Conrad cartoon that was in the paper, the feet of the astronaut in the 

mud and his head was in the sky, and he was being stretched. It was almost 

like, "You're not going to be going anywhere." And that was- So I think that the 

thing that I saw, I saw certain people trying to change things that way, and I 

saw others being contented just to be within their own little world and figuring 

that everything's going to be okay. 

Isoardi 

To what extent did you identify with, say, the political programs that the 

Republican Party represented or the Democratic Party or socialist ideas? Did 

you get to a point where you sort of identified with one set of ideas or anything 

like that? If people asked you what you were, then what did you say? 

Collette 

I was probably more with Democrats. There were times when I was viewing 

some of the socialist views, not that I was going along with it. After meeting a 

lot of the people in the days of the amalgamation, the People's World paper was 

the paper that they would volunteer to send you or give you a copy and say, 

"Read this." You would sure get a different view. And it was okay for me. I 

think a lot of people would think you were communist if you were reading it, 

but I got a view of things that I had never gotten before. You'd hear maybe 

somebody from Russia or one of their leaders at the time-it was translated into 

English, of course. Yeah, I think it sort of opened up the mind. It's like when 



you're searching for answers, you need to have more than the one sign, 

searching for an explanation of what's really going on, who's telling the truth 

and what are we really talking about. Well, I'm that way about my music, too. 

There's one way to play a song and there's another way, and there's different- I 

think versatility is the thing that-I think in the last days of Robeson- Last days 

meaning that he wasn't doing much speaking. He'd come out and- Frances 

Williams was a great friend, a lady who was a friend of his. She's say, "Well, 

Paul's going to be around Sunday. Why don't you come by and bring a 

girlfriend or something? It's going to be just six or seven of us. We're just going 

to sit around and have lunch or something and talk." It was just that simple. 

And he would say what he was doing, or he might point out, "Well, they're 

blocking me here" or "This fight is going on." He would not be preaching to the 

point of trying to convince everybody, but just like me saying, "Hey, I tried to 

go down and they wouldn't let me in!" And then he'd say, "Buddy, they won't 

let you in?" I said, "Yeah, well, they figure I'm going to sway a lot of people 

and change a lot of minds or something"-the fear of the great man at that time 

getting to many people behind him. But what he predicted was true. He 

predicted that we would have a lot of turmoil and the racial thing would go on 

and on, in a sense. It would not clear up.It's like we were talking about a 

moment ago. If we go twenty or thirty years, and if I look back at the sixties 

with the thing of the breaking into the schools and with James Meredith- I can't 

remember those dates as much as I should, but- Well, things have changed a lot 

on that level, but at the same time, there's so many things that we don't even 

talk about now that- If you really ask, "Is it okay?" I would say, "Well, in 

certain ways, it's better." But, look, if we're talking about a thirty-year period of 

change, then it's like you as a player and me as a player- If you analyze it, if 

you've been playing for thirty years, yeah, you're still in the same book that you 

were in. You might be a couple of pages down the line, but that's not progress 

to me when, if we're doing properly, we might have been through thirty books 

by now and everybody would be benefiting on another level. And maybe the 

change is going to be slowly all the time, or very slow. But part of it is the 

administration, too, to help set the pace and to reemphasize what should be 

going on, something like we need to be told. In the case of jail or whatever it 

takes to say, "We mean this"- I don't think that's done enough, and I don't 

always know what to say should happen.But I think, from being on the board of 

the union-I keep going back to that-there's some moments there, if each one- If 

I say to you, if you're a board member, "Steve, what do you think of this 

situation? We have a problem here"- If I'm willing to hear your thing, even if I 

don't like it, that's what we've been looking for. But I control it. Or if my little 

people, who have a certain experience of the way I live and do my thing by 

controlling it- Then we don't hear the other answers. Every now and then, 



somebody will say to me, "Well, then you give us an answer." I say, "I bet I 

could give you an answer or we could come about one if we have time to work 

with it." I'm not one that can be like a computer and just snap it out right now 

and solve it. But when you're dealing with something- But some things take too 

long, as you can see.And as you see, in a city like this- I think L.A. is getting 

like a lot of cities, I guess, definitely getting crowded. They're playing catch-up 

with the transportation and the freeways. I mean, you can almost see the 

airports and things, and maybe there's not much they can do. But as the 

problems mount up, and then you have to play catch-up, you never get even 

that way. You have to anticipate something. And if you have to spend the 

money two years from now, maybe it's twice as much as it would be now.So 

there's a whole lot of things I see. And the only reason why I see them is 

because, through the years- It's kind of fun now to see that, "I wonder why I'm-

" It's not that I know these things, but it's almost like if I don't paint the house, I 

know it's going to get worse. I'll say, "Well, let me paint it five years from 

now." And the price the guy gave me now- It all comes back to just what you 

know it's going to be. Well, in 1989, it would have been $200,000; now it's 

$500. So I could complain then. So a lot of the reason things are happening the 

same way is we don't do anything until it's late. We sort of play catch-up.The 

political thing was- I didn't think I was political. I was sort of joining all those 

things. The thing with the ACLU [American Civil Liberties Union]-I think I 

told you a little about that-is that now, to this day, I'm sort of their band when 

they play. And I didn't think it was going to be that way. I still do the 

fundraiser, which is in summer, in June. We do it at a big house like Stanley 

[K.] Sheinbaum's house. 

Isoardi 

Oh, that's right. I heard about one out in Brentwood or somewhere a few 

months ago. 

Collette 

Yeah, right. They do it every June or so. And I usually use the same guys. But 

now, in December, they had a big one last year. It was colossal. I mean, they 

got Kirk Douglas as a cospeaker and Burt Lancaster, and you've got three 

thousand people there at the Registry Hotel. I've got a band of about eight 

pieces; we're playing in a tent you can move in. So it's a big, big thing. But this 

time, it's like they're treating me like I'm part of the thing. I don't think I'm even 

a member now. Not that I'm against them-I just forget to sign up. But I'm so 

much a part of the family that nobody really even cares. You know, I'm right 

with them. So what I'm saying, the result now is that they say, "Well, we can 

pay you your price now, what you want," because it's a big thing. Well, I didn't 

do it just so that I would have a gig later on. But they said, "We don't do 

anything without you." I said, "Thank you. That's nice to know."So I'm saying, 



the things that I have done through the years-not that they all worked out-were 

mainly when I had a feeling that people needed my services. I told Ramona 

Ripston, who's the executive director- She said, "Thank you." At the time she 

came on, I said that I would do it and said, "No fee." She said, "Well, it's so 

nice for you all to donate, because we don't have the funds." I said, "It's easy 

for me to donate what I do to a group like people like you who are working to 

help so many people." And I said, "Without you, we'd all be in serious trouble, 

I think. You're keeping the record straight." And that was my feeling. I don't 

know how political that makes me or whatever. I just felt that if they're doing 

that, "At least I can bring my saxophone and a little rhythm section and help 

you win the battle a little bit." So that's the way that went. And I don't think I 

meant for it to be where I was helping them go over and mail stuff and be on 

the phone calling people. "But if you guys need some music, or even a lot of 

times, I can pay for the maybe two people that I'm bringing with me, if need 

be."But, as you see, it paid off. A lot of people don't realize that. Now, money-

wise, it's not that- I won't charge them a lot of money, but I could charge them 

very much. I brought a singer in from Denver, a guy named James Van Buren. 

One time I said, "I want a singer." "Well, get him." I said, "He comes from 

Denver." "It's okay. I think we can pay it." So I'm just saying it works out. And 

I think when you've got that kind of relationship going- They've recommended 

me to a lot of affairs where they weren't their affairs. Ramona would call me 

and say, "Well, somebody's doing such a thing and- They're doing this and we 

told them you could do it, you're our favorite." Or something like that. "And 

they're willing to pay $1,500" or something like that. So I could bring four or 

five people or whatever you want. I could bring bigger. But in the meantime, I 

could pick up $500 or $600 for myself for a couple-hour job, see. So the whole 

thing worked out. My little eight or ten times that I played for them free at the 

time they couldn't- It comes back in bigger dividends.So I think this is a 

growing thing with me. I'm saying this thing is bigger than me being just a 

great player and then not knowing what's happening with people. Do we have a 

future here with the unions? Do we have a future in life? Again, the earthquake 

is a reminder of how we're all doing the best we can and working together and 

being thankful and appreciative and all those things. I think it's a reminder that 

sometimes we all could be- Particularly at the time, to look up. Because it 

seems like, at a point, we have to ask ourselves the question did we really do 

what we could in the best way. If you could say, "I think so" or "I understood 

what was needed, other than me to be making the kind of money that I 

wanted"- And when your family's concerned- My son [William Zan Collette] 

was up there. Of course I'm concerned, but I'll have to keep calling. I'll feel 

great knowing that he's okay and everything. But there you go. It's all right 

before us, I think, if we can just take a moment to stay in touch. 



Isoardi 

Okay, Buddy. Thank you. 

Collette 

I hope we got some stuff for you. 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah! [laughter] 

Collette 

It's pretty powerful, because, now, you're doing very good in the sense that 

you're asking me some stuff that- I know it's there. But to explain this stuff, it 

takes time. And it takes time to think, "What do I really feel?" A student of 

mine, a girl, Donna [Metz], the one who's the daughter of Don Metz- I know 

her mother, too, Anita [Metz]. She's a dancer, she plays jazz piano. 

Donna didn't start studying with me until she was about twenty. But she did the 

same thing. She's a psychologist now. And she still plays great flute, classical 

and everything. So when I was in Amsterdam- I got a tape. I've got it 

transcribed for her-we'll get into that-but it's basically what you're doing here. 

She said, "Yes, I know the book is great. I like it." I mean, she didn't really read 

it, but she said, "The idea that you're doing the book-" She said, "I want to 

know what you feel about what you're doing." You know, just like you're 

getting closer to that, too. "What do you really feel about all these things that 

you are doing?" And I started talking. She said, "Yeah, but you're not talking 

about yourself enough yet." And I said, "Yeah, but I'm going to do that." She 

finally got to the point where I was going into some other stuff that I don't think 

about talking about: you know, "I did this" and "I went here" and "I did that." 

But it made more sense, because it's all there. And she got it. She said, "Now, 

send it to me and I'd like to edit it." She knows a lot about me anyway. She'll 

come here.And then I was teaching "Big Jay" [Cecil McNeely] one day and she 

came, and Big Jay was all tight. I think probably he wasn't tight because- She 

came in, and he didn't look like he liked that. [laughter] I said, "Well, she's a 

flute player, anyway." And he said, "Oh, yeah?" [laughter] So his sound was 

tight that day. I said, "Jay, you've got to relax somewhere." So she's all into 

everything; she's this type, you know? So I said, "What's the matter, Donna?" 

She said, "Can I say something?" I said, "Well, yeah. What do you think, Big 

Jay?" And he said, "Well-" You know, he kind of- "What is this? What has she 

got to do with the lesson?" [laughter] So he didn't say that, but you could see 

the look on his face. So she said, "Well, his throat is closing up." [laughter] 

And I said, "Well, possibly so." I didn't say that, but I just knew he was tight. 

She said, "Why don't you take your fingers-" Like that. 

Isoardi 

[laughter] And put them in his mouth? 

Collette 



Yeah, like that. So he would have to open, that's what she did. I said, "Where 

the heck did you get that?" She said, "You told me that." I said, "I don't even 

remember that." 

Isoardi 

Oh, that's an old technique used in high school when you wanted to throw up. 

[laughter] 

Collette 

It might have been, yeah. But there she was going back to something like that. I 

said, "How about that?" And he didn't know whether he should try that or not. 

But she was right. All of a sudden he- He knew she was a flute player. We 

came to get our instruments because she was going to play some duets with me. 

But he tightened. She was right. I knew he was tight, but she said, "That flute 

closed up on you." She could hear it. 

1.18. Tape Number: X, Side One November 9, 1989 

Isoardi 

I guess we're up to about the mid-1950s now, the Chico Hamilton period. 

Collette 

Possibly. 

Isoardi 

Before we get into that, there are one or two things I wanted to follow up from 

last time. One reference you made to jam sessions that were occurring at a 

place I think called the Normandie- 

Collette 

Normandie Hall. 

Isoardi 

You mentioned something about Eric Dolphy jamming there and Ornette 

Coleman. 

Collette 

True. 

Isoardi 

Did they play together? Could you talk a bit about Ornette Coleman? If you'd 

encountered him then and what he was doing and about their jam sessions. 

Collette 

Well, I think, just like anybody at the time- There were loads of musicians. I 

wish I could think of all the names. Ornette wasn't the Ornette he is today. I 

mean, he didn't have any kind of name. He was just one of the guys struggling 

to learn his instrument. 

Isoardi 

This was the early fifties, then. 



Collette 

Yeah, I would say the fifties. Yeah, more the first part of the fifties. And they 

used to have those sessions every weekend over there, all kinds of people. That 

was the first time I saw- What's the piano player-? Just died recently. Why can't 

I think of his name? I'll have to think of his name. A little guy, just died 

recently. His brother plays guitar. I wonder if you know who that is. 

Isoardi 

I'm ransacking my brain. I can't come up with it. 

Collette 

Yeah, it will come to me. But anyway, he came; that was the first time I saw 

him. But Ornette Coleman, again, at the time was a saxophone player. I don't 

think he seemed to have his horn together very much. He had a beard all over 

his face, and his hair sort of looked like a dog, really, because the hair was 

coming down and then it was full all over here. And the nose and the eyes were 

the only thing- Very strange. 

Isoardi 

Mustache? 

Collette 

Yeah, well, I mean, the full beard just covered everything, and then the hair 

was coming down, if you can imagine. So this area was the only thing that was 

showing on the face. [laughter] But he was a very unusual guy. And Eric was 

there. Walter Benton, a bunch of the young players who we met through that 

period used to go there and started to jam every Friday or Saturday night. I'll 

think of this piano player. That's got me, because I know the guy's name. Fine 

piano player. But I think Eric was probably the more schooled or the one who 

was more serious about being a complete musician than Ornette at the time. I 

think Ornette probably later on developed more and more. I think in time he 

was very talented, and he was trying to do sort of quarter tones on his horn. He 

wasn't interested in being a studio player or a section player. He just kind of 

had these sounds in his head I felt that he wanted to explore.I know the story 

that he went to one saxophone teacher- I don't know if it was this period; it 

might have been later. I don't know who the teacher was at this point, but I 

heard the story- And he might have told me this. But the story got out that he 

went to the teacher and the teacher said, "We'll have to do something with your 

tone." And he says, "No, I don't want to change that. I don't want to sound like 

every other saxophone player. I've got my own thing." So he was just saying, "I 

thought you could teach me something without changing what I'm trying to 

do." But apparently he didn't study with the guy, because the person said, "I've 

got to do something with your tone. We've got to get you where you're 

sounding like a saxophone player." 

Isoardi 



So early on, he had a real strong sense of his own sound and what he was 

doing. 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. He knew where he was going all the time. I mean, to the point that, 

when he made his first records, which was later- I guess there was a lot of 

controversy over whether he was really that good. I think, if I can remember 

correctly- I wish I remembered who said it. Leonard Bernstein even made a 

comment. He thought he was very special, this very creative player. And I can't 

think what John Lewis with the Modern Jazz [Quartet] said. 

Isoardi 

That's right. I think he was responsible for getting him his first Contemporary 

[Records] recording. 

Collette 

Who was that? John Lewis? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

He might have been. But there were still others who didn't think he could play. 

They thought he played all out of tune and they didn't think he had anything. 

Even around here, it was a very unusual group, with Don Cherry and a few 

people- I've forgotten who was playing bass at the time. But when you'd hear 

them, the tunes were first so strange, and even the intonation was weird. But 

they began to even make some of us believe that they knew where they were 

going.And I guess he did, because I've heard him just recently, about two years 

ago, and he's still a very inventive type of person. He's playing his instruments 

much better. In fact, he played alto, he played trumpet, and violin. So he just 

keeps going. I think he said he did something- We had a nice chance to talk, 

because now- There was a period when he didn't talk that much about what he 

was doing. He wasn't very open with what he was up to. But now, gosh, he 

talked about his instruments. He had just bought a new saxophone; he liked 

that. Then he said something on some concerto he wrote for some orchestra. I 

don't know whether he said that they couldn't play it or something happened, 

but he said that he had to take the trumpet and play it. You know, finally it was 

done like he wanted! So it was kind of scary. He didn't sound great on the 

trumpet, but at least it was kind of frightening to see that he had gotten that far. 

He's making high notes and doing a lot of things. So apparently he lives with 

that idea that if he wants to do it, he's going to accomplish it by sitting there 

and working on it.But at that time, like I say, there wasn't much to say except 

he was among a lot of the players who would show up there every week and 

just try to better themselves by learning the tunes and taking their shot at being 

a jazz player. 



Isoardi 

When you think about jam sessions with a very young Eric Dolphy and a very 

young Ornette Coleman in the same hall, and who knows who else around, it 

sounds like L.A. got a very early taste of the avant-garde, in a way. 

Collette 

Well, it did, you see. But the only unfortunate thing is it's like there might be 

some Eric Dolphys and Ornettes now around, except that they're not getting a 

chance to have a jam session. The scene changed so much. When that kind of 

talent is around- That whole period allowed those players to develop to be 

something. There was all that stuff around them they could draw from. And I 

still think it's a thing where everybody plays an important part. Like, Lloyd 

Reese was around, a bunch of us were around who were a little older than those 

guys. We all had something to say. We would also be at the jam sessions. 

Everybody was drawing from each other. And that's what allows this talent to 

come through. You can see it in sports; it's the same thing. These kids are 

watching the basketball players and football players, and all of a sudden they 

say, "Ah! That's great, but I know what I want to do." And it's that kind of thing 

that makes them stand out. They don't come in doing just exactly what the 

teacher says. They try to maybe go another note or they try to do something 

else. He says, "Hey, who told you to do that?" He says, "I don't know, except I 

knew it was possible to get that other note that nobody plays." And the setting 

was very conducive for these people who wanted to go further: Ornette and 

Eric, and who knows where some of the others are now. Some may not be 

around; they may not even be playing.Now, see, Eric's gone, Eric's dead. But 

Ornette is maybe, what, fifty-five years old. He's right in the prime of a good 

period, drawing from all those experiences and being put down and writing 

tunes that nobody liked. You know, it takes a lot to do what he did. I think at 

one period [Charles] Mingus was saying, too, that he liked him because he was 

sincere, even though a lot of people were putting him down, saying, "He's not 

such a musician. He's no 'Bird' [Charlie Parker], he's no this." And at one 

period he just stopped playing and went and got a job operating an elevator for 

about six months or a year, because, you know, they were shooting at him. But, 

you see, he didn't quit. He just said, "Well, I won't play. I'll just keep working 

on my-" And that's the kind of story, I think.But sure, L.A. had everything and 

probably has everything now, except it has so many things that are for 

diversion. At that time, the music scene, the jazz scene- The young musicians 

who came up with the desire that they could make it in music- I don't know if 

that's around now. They may make it and they may not. This thing is a very 

busy area for studio players. And maybe the clubs will come back, or maybe 

people will be able to figure out how to go out and be entertained. Prices have 

gotten so expensive now. I think if you go out once every two months, that's 



going out now. It used to be you'd go out two or three times a week. The price 

was right, the musicians were playing, and it worked out. Now it's like looking 

at traveling with a big band or traveling with a combo now; it's very difficult. 

So I think it's harder, too, to inspire or to develop this kind of talent.There's still 

a lot of creative talent. I run into them at schools and things. You see it. But 

their end results are going to be different, I think, because once they see where 

they can make the money, if they can be studio players or if they can get all the 

electronics, they more or less have to get their act together based on what the 

people are buying. If I get the [Yamaha] DX 7 [synthesizer] and the computers 

and hook all that up, that's based on you hear somebody else is doing it and 

making money. So there's not much time to go out and jam and everything 

when they're saying, "Well, rent is due." So I see a whole different picture, is 

what I'm saying. Those kind of players- We may not see that kind of creativity 

very much anymore, based on it doesn't pay off anymore.It paid off, in a sense, 

for them. Ornette is one of the ones who's probably still making it in the style 

that he plays. But now he's sharp. There was a period when he looked like a 

different person. Now he can stand up and talk. To see his image, he's grown, 

he's developed. I know he's making it pay off. He doesn't have to work too 

much. He doesn't have to struggle, possibly, anymore, as far as making a living. 

But any new player coming up with that in mind who's playing a lot of strange 

notes and everything may have a rough time, unless you've got 

something.Now, there are a few people here who do well, like John Carter, 

Bobby Bradford, and those guys who are able to do that through the years. But 

I think they both have school positions; their jobs are in the school, where 

you're making the money. They say, "Oh, by the way, let's get together and 

work on a concert for January 15." And so they can get in and be as strange as 

they want. Maybe they've only got thirty people in the audience, but it can be 

good, and they're not depending on that- Sure, they'd be happy if it made it. Or 

they will do a record or something and maybe sell their records. So there's a 

way to make it now, but being discovered on your new music and having 

somebody come in with a checkbook and say, "What do you guys want? Let's 

set it up. Let's-" It doesn't happen anymore. It's a whole different picture.Even 

with Eric and them, Eric had to go to New York; he left here. Ornette had to go 

to New York. All the people we're talking about. [Jimmy] Cheatham said I 

was probably the only one who sort of made it here, as far as making a name. 

And when I go to Europe, naturally, I notice the difference. But sitting here in 

this town, you don't know most people. Well, say, the Wig [Gerald Wiggins] 

and Teddy Edwards and Harold Land a little bit. Teddy's doing something in 

Europe, you know. But he's not nearly as big as he would have been probably if 

he had been in New York. 

Isoardi 



I know it's hard to find- You've recorded so much in Europe. The records are 

hard to find. 

Collette 

Yeah, quite a bit in Europe, and they know me. And I'm glad I did it when I 

went over there in '61, you see. I did four albums and did something with the 

La Scala String Quartet, and I did stuff that never came over here. But, see, that 

was a blessing in disquise, I guess. I went. I didn't make a lot of money then. 

But the main thing, I had my round-trip ticket and I played a few jobs. And just 

the experience of doing those few records and a couple of movies and things- 

And, like I said, the thing with La Scala String Quartet-I just got those tapes. So 

there's a whole album there that I never had, see. So it's interesting. They knew 

about me, and it was a good move to make to go over there.And, like I say, the 

guys like Eric and Charles Lloyd and people like that who left at an early age, 

in a sense- they may have been thirty years old or so-it was a good time to 

leave. Then they had time to- They weren't completely set when they got to 

New York. They still had a chance to grow and be discovered on that end, 

which is really great. When you walk in and can play, it doesn't take long for it 

to happen. Here, you can walk in and can play and, still, there's nobody to show 

it off to. So I think that we all suffered from that, knowing that the writers, the 

critics, they don't write too much about the hometown people. If they do, it's 

not at a time where it helps them very much. Maybe after a concert or 

something. It's never-In New York, for example, whether it's the Village 

Voice or some other papers, they'll do a whole thing on you, tell the people 

how great you are and that you're going to be playing at so-and-so. And we 

never had that around here, you know, boosting the talent. I think the critics 

know that they're doing a good job, and it's a busy city. There's a lot of movies, 

there's a lot of- There's a million things going on. But we don't have a jazz- 

Let's see what I'm trying to say here. I think in New York they have people in, 

maybe, magazines and papers that are devoted to that artistic part of the 

business, the arts and jazz, and those people do a much better job than out here. 

Maybe our people do a big job on everything, so we get lost in the shuffle, the 

jazz players. Like, the big band which I did, the last one, I thought was a good 

big band. I think that in New York or someplace like that, they could have 

made something of it. It didn't have to mean that it's the greatest big band, but, 

"Look who we've got," and it was successful. And that's what the musicians 

need. These are the things, too, that Eric and Ornette and them- Although they 

were young and they were playing fine, they got discovered after they left here. 

So that's the story.So looking at that, if that makes any sense, then I would have 

probably had even a bigger name or been more involved by just being on the 

other end, because there's more people concerned with it. Or maybe there may 

have been more records out at this point. See, when I play here, for example- 



And I'm trying not to play in clubs as much as I used to, but only because you 

don't get the money. Back there, you don't play too often either-maybe once a 

year-but the money goes up just like you're an out-of-towner. But here if I don't 

play in a club in a year or two, the money wants to still be the same. So in other 

words, I'm still a local guy.So I think, if I can answer the question about Eric 

and them, yeah, they were just two players at the time that- We didn't know that 

they'd get as good as they did. And nobody else did. Just a couple of more guys 

that got on the stand and were trying to find the changes. 

Isoardi 

So there were some places, though, where people whose music was going more 

outside could play. When I read stories about Ornette Coleman, all you hear 

about are the bandstands that he got thrown off of! 

Collette 

Well, yeah, because he was trying a lot of things that weren't really working. 

Isoardi 

But a place like Normandie Hall he could play-he did play. 

Collette 

Oh, they let him play, but nobody would say, "Ornette, come up and play." 

Those guys just got up on the stand. And it depends on who was on the stand at 

the time. There was no real leader, I don't think. Maybe the piano player or 

somebody might be calling the set. But I think it was like- If you've got, say, 

thirty people standing around with horns, different kinds of horns-or fifteen, for 

example, would be more accurate-then you might say, "Hey, you come on, and 

Walter, you play." And you might pick over Ornette, because he had a strange 

look and his playing was not conventional at all. He'd be trying, almost 

screaming on notes, and it didn't have to fit the chord. He was always a guy 

who would try something. He didn't feel like he wasn't playing. You know, 

certain people would say, "Oh, I didn't play the right chord on the bridge." He 

was just there to express his feelings on what he was trying to do, and he had an 

audience there. 

Isoardi 

Who was behind Normandie Hall? Was that a private organization that owned 

it? Was it like a club? 

Collette 

No, it wasn't a club. It was just a hall that they rented out to people. And, 

naturally, we had- When I mentioned about the amalgamation deal- We had the 

[Community] Symphony Orchestra-I mentioned that. The first time we 

rehearsed, we used Normandie Hall. And I think Jimmy Tolbert, who must 

have had it later, too- He's a lawyer now; he's been around. People would just 

get together and promote affairs, jam sessions and things. You could rent it. So 

I don't know who the owners were. That may be able to be found out. Maybe 



even Jimmy Tolbert could help us there. He's still around. In fact, I'm going to 

call him today. I'll see if he can supply a little more information on that. 

Isoardi 

You referred to Nat King Cole off and on. What about him on Central Avenue? 

In the late forties, he was still playing pretty straight jazz piano? He hadn't 

moved so much into the popular song vein, I suppose. 

Collette 

Oh, yes, well, forties and probably- Well, I don't know when he started singing, 

but probably through the forties he was doing a lot of piano playing. He 

played at the 331 Club, which might have been on Eighth Street. And I think he 

played the Radio Room on Vine Street. But that was just a great trio. It was an 

instrumental trio, of course, and Nat was a fine pianist, one of the better 

pianists. But I guess when he did start singing- The story goes that it was just 

sort of an afterthought. I don't know whether it was the little thing with- I know 

he did "Straighten Up and Fly Right" at one point, and then he did the thing 

with Bobby [Troupe], "Route 66." So somewhere somebody wanted to try 

something. And I guess he could sing, and that took a turn for him. They began 

to have him sing more and he played less. 

Isoardi 

So it was at a recording session? 

Collette 

I think so. They probably wanted him to sing a song, and it took off, yeah. And 

in the meantime, he just started singing a little, of course, and it changed his 

whole career. I mean, it was a great trio, but when he started singing- And, of 

course, later on he started singing with big groups behind him, big orchestras, 

strings. 

Isoardi 

Who else played with him then on Central? Who was-? 

Collette 

In the band? Well, in the beginning, I think it was Oscar Moore. As long as I 

can remember, he was always there when he had the trio. Oscar Moore, 

guitarist. And Wesley Prince, I think, was the first bassist. And then later on, it 

changed. He had Oscar Moore, and Johnny Miller replaced- Johnny Miller used 

to play with the Cee Pee Johnson band. He replaced Wesley Prince. So the 

chair went that way for a while. And then later on- It's kind of hard to say when 

all these transitions took place. But later on, when it changed again, it was Joe 

Comfort on bass, and Irving Ashby played guitar. Now, whether that was after 

Oscar died- Looking back at it, it's hard to say. But if Oscar died early, 

possibly, then Irving Ashby was there and Joe Comfort. All those guys are 

gone now. But they did quite well, of course. And even later, Charlie-I wish I 

could think of the guy, that other bass player-and John Collins came in. So it 



kept changing. Although Joe Comfort lived until about six months ago. He had 

cancer for three or four years. But Joe left Nat Cole and stayed here as a 

recording musician. He did a lot of Frank Sinatra records and worked with 

Nelson Riddle and all those things. 

Isoardi 

Okay. I guess let's move up here. In the Chico Hamilton years, by around '54, 

'55, you'd been doing mostly studio work and not as much jazz as maybe 

before? 

Collette 

I was always doing jazz things, because the studio stuff was not as busy as it 

got later on. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

I think in the fifties, even one record date a week was great stuff for me, 

because when you come into this business- When you get your first record date, 

you're jumping up and down, and then if you get, like I say, one a week or one 

or two a month, that's still- It's almost in the right direction of knowing that 

you're getting there. And so it wasn't that busy. I did my own album, you know. 

Well, actually, even before getting with Chico and being at the Stroller's [Club] 

and all that, I had recorded with Red Norvo and a few groups around, making 

records. Let's see, did I do the "Spud" [Lyle] Murphy thing? I probably did 

some of the things with Spud Murphy. People who I had heard about, I began 

to work with them, because you meet them and they like your playing and they 

invite you. But I was doing very little studio then. Wilbur Baranco had been in 

the navy with me. He came down and did some armed forces radio shows. I'd 

done some things with Benny Carter's big band. Just all kinds of things, 

activity. When Mingus was here, we did a lot of things. We did things for 

Dolphin's of Hollywood, did those records- Mingus's records, my records. So 

we were just busy. Miles [Davis] and Lucky Thompson and those guys were 

here. Again, that was the last part of the forties, '48, '49. Bird was here, you 

know. We sort of- Not many records, but jam sessions we'd meet up on. We 

had a rehearsal with Mingus and Miles and Lucky and a bunch of the guys. We 

used to rehearse at Britt Woodman's house. So we were very active.So then, 

later on, we did some stuff where I went to- This was even before Chico 

formed his band. I went to [Lake] Tahoe to do a thing with Lena Horne, and 

Chico Hamilton was on drums, Gerry Wiggins was on piano. I worked with 

them a week, then we all drove back in my car. We always talked about doing 

something together. And then Chico was planning on leaving Lena Horne. And 

when he finally left- Before that, he had met Fred Katz, who was playing piano 

with Lena. That was probably before Gerry Wiggins; Gerry Wiggins played 



later. But they had decided to get a group together, because they wanted to use 

Fred on piano, and he could play cello as a soloist in between when the band 

was off the stand. So when they both left Lena- I'm trying to think whether 

Fred left at the same time Chico did. But anyway, they had agreed to eventually 

get the band together, and they called me. Chico said they wanted to get a band 

together, and he had this idea.So we had a few rehearsals at my apartment, 

where "Streamline," John Ewing- That's the apartment where we had Bird over, 

at Saint Andrews Place, and it went very well. We didn't have Fred; Fred 

played piano. And they found Jim Hall, who was working in a bookstore 

somewhere. Somebody said, "There's a fine guitar player up from-" Either New 

York or Cleveland. I think he lived in Cleveland. So we had a rehearsal. I think 

we had a couple of rehearsals without Jim, because I think we had John 

Mandel. We just tried all kinds of things, because we didn't know where we 

were going to go. And finally, when they got Jim, it began to kind of come 

together.And then, finally, what happened was that Chico was always a guy 

who would go out to clubs and try to promote work, and he somehow went out 

to Long Beach, where there's the Stroller's Club. A guy named Harry Rubin ran 

it. And Harry had had many clubs in L.A. It was like he and- Guys like Billy 

Berg used to have a lot of jazz rooms. Harry Rubin was the same kind of guy, 

in a way. He had something on West Washington [Boulevard]. I forget the 

names of the clubs-we can maybe find some of those. But anyway, when we 

got out to Stroller's-it was only a beer bar-he told Harry that he had a band, a 

group. So Harry was the kind of guy who said, "Oh, I'm interested. What is it?" 

He said, "We have guitar, and we have me," and Fred was there, who played 

piano and cello. "Then we have Carson Smith, who's the bassist." So he said, 

"Hey, can you bring it in in a couple of weeks?" Or in a week, actually, I think. 

So Chico took the job, of course. He called me up.The only problem that I had, 

I was working with Scatman Crothers then, and I had to give him two weeks 

notice. Although Scat was pretty good; he let me get out after a week. We were 

working in Hollywood at the Tailspin Club. It was a nice little spot. Since 

Chico and them had to go in a week, whatever it was, I was about a week late. 

So maybe I did have to stay for the two weeks. So we suggested that he get Bob 

Hardaway, who was a tenor player, to play the tenor parts and the flute or 

whatever it was. Bob had a lot of music also, so that meant that they started 

with different stuff. And Fred had music, Jim Hall had some things, and they 

wrote some things. 

Isoardi 

And Fred Katz was playing piano then? 

Collette 

Well, with the band he was. He brought his cello, because he would play cello. 

That was the idea in the beginning, to play the cello in the intermission. You 



know, just the idea of having a cello there was a good thought, because nobody 

had figured out how to do it with the band yet. They didn't know whether it 

would work or not. They'd keep thinking the cello is soft. At the time, they 

didn't mike very much; there'd maybe be one mike on the bandstand, probably 

with the flute. So then he was there. But when he played alone on intermission, 

it was great. So I didn't go down during the week because I couldn't; I was 

working. But, I mean, I know they did all right. So the second week I came 

down. We used to go and rehearse. Like, if we had to work at nine o'clock at 

night, we might go down there at two o'clock in the afternoon. You know, get 

this stuff together. I mean, we'd run over three or four numbers that we would 

have for the night. And the guys all had time to do it and liked doing it. They 

went and had dinner and then hit the bandstand. So in the first week I was 

there, it was kind of quiet, but the band began to play. We really sounded pretty 

good. It seems like to me we only had about a three-week contract or 

something, so when I worked- They worked a week, I worked two weeks. Then 

it wasn't going too well, and Harry apparently was breaking even. And he said, 

"Well, guys, your three weeks are up, but why don't we just try it a little longer. 

I do like what you're doing," which was a plus in our case. So, of course, we 

were excited to try to continue. He said, "I think I'll try to contact KNOB"-

which was a radio station-"and see if we can put radio in." That's what Harry 

thought; he was always a promoting kind of guy. You know, he'd try anything. 

That's why he always made it. "You win some, you lose some." 

Isoardi 

That's what it takes. 

Collette 

It does take that attitude, see, because the group was good, and whatever 

publicity he was doing before, it wasn't going to reach the people that we 

needed to reach. So he got the radio, whatever it cost him-$200 a night or 

something-and he went for it. He got Sleepy Stein, who was a disc jockey 

there. And you know how they come in. They've got your hookup, and he'd 

come in and do the thing right from there. 

Isoardi 

He'd do his show? 

Collette 

Right there. He'd come right in with a little booth he'd put up. And apparently it 

didn't take too much at the time to put up. Nowadays, it might. Everything is so 

much money: "Well, that will be $100,000 to get that booth in." I bet he got it 

in there for about $400 or $500, about $250 a night. You know, it was 

something that- It was small, but reached the area. It was a Long Beach station, 

maybe like KLON. KLON is on the [California State University, Long Beach] 

campus, though. But that week was very interesting. It seemed like, after they 



announced it for a couple of days- We had Monday, Wednesday, and probably 

Friday on the radio between, say, nine and nine thirty, half an hour or forty 

minutes, something like that.We couldn't believe that weekend. After two days, 

they were there. I mean, the people were standing around the corner. You don't 

hear live stuff like that on most programs. And with the cello, at the time, and 

the sounds, just the way we were being recorded, and the type of music we 

were playing, it just drew them. People would come in and say, "We were on 

our way to San Diego, we were on our way to Oceanside, and we just had to 

find out where this place was with this kind of music." And Sleepy was good, 

too. "Oh, Buddy Collette and Chico, and they're playing 'Blue Sands' and-" He 

had all these lines, too. He would say something like- We would play "Blue 

Sands." He'd say, "Then they're going to do this, and it was garnished by 'Blue 

Sands.'" You know, almost like dramatics. This music would come on, and we 

had all the different- So all that kind of sold it. People just could not believe 

that this was real, and it was curiosity then: "We have to come and see who 

these people can be that can be-" Because most music you could predict. We 

didn't know what we were doing half the time, but we were having fun, you 

see. Nobody said you had to play this way or that way. And the group kept 

taking another turn.At this point, Fred was playing cello, not piano. By the time 

I got there- First he played piano, and it happened quite by accident that he 

played all the time. Because on the intermission he'd play this cello, and Fred's 

the kind of guy who would play a long time. He'd play half an hour if you let 

him. We only wanted fifteen minutes. He's an energetic guy. So then the stand 

was so small, and the piano was in the back, sort of, that we'd just get on the 

stand while he was playing, and then all of a sudden he'd open his eyes and 

we'd all be there, and he couldn't get back unless we would get off again and let 

him walk back to the piano. So we'd laugh, because we were sort of aware, too, 

that with Jim there- And Jim is so sensitive a player. Jim would not play as 

much if Fred was playing the piano. So if you see the two personalities, Fred's 

very aggressive and he's filling in everything, and Jim is saying- 

Isoardi 

"What am I going to play?" 

Collette 

Yeah, he's just kind of, "Well, if you're playing that much, I'll just kind of stay 

out of your way." And that's what would happen, see. So we knew that, except 

we did some things, too, that- Chico used to call it "concerts in miniature." He 

may do something with just Jim, maybe guitar, bass, and me, or it would be 

small combinations. So then we knew what Jim could do. Suddenly you'd hear 

the guitar without the piano. That was a clean sound; we loved that. Sometimes 

he'd do something with just the bass and guitar, or then it would be- Funny 

combinations: just, see, two and three and four. And there would be times when 



Fred was not on there.So anyway, he couldn't get back to the piano, but, you 

see, he knew some of the pieces by now. So then he would sort of try to find 

the lines that he'd be playing on the cello, which was quite different. He'd be 

playing more of my lines now, rather than the chords, and that gave Jim Hall 

more freedom to play. And we liked that sound, without saying it. We didn't 

say, "Oh, well, this is the way we're going to do it." We just kept writing things 

that kept him on the cello as we'd go home. So that's how it started. And we 

knew with Jim playing the chords, we had much more freedom. We don't need 

two sets of chords going, because those guys don't play chords alike at all. 

They're two different worlds, you know. Fred's a very classical type of guy, the 

way he approaches everything, and Jim, he's got classical background, but he's 

a jazz lover. He's into jazz, and he thinks that way and he plays that way. And 

he plays very sparselike. He knows just what to do. He has sensitivity. Because 

he's listening to the player. He's listening to you and accompanying you in the 

best way, where Fred is overdoing sometimes. So there you go. But that's how 

that worked.But the sound came together because we allowed it to happen, and 

then we knew where we were going. We'd begin to write in that same way. And 

that was a period, like I say, where people began to find us. Then we knew we 

had to record the group. We invited six or seven record companies who were 

around at the time: Contemporary and Pacific Jazz [Records], and Challenge 

Records was around. And Liberty [Records] was Sy Warniker. You know, the 

big companies came out. But a lot of them didn't know what it was because it 

was different. They couldn't tell whether they wanted to record it. They said, 

"Gosh, it's jazz, but it's so different." The only guy that really took a bite, who 

decided, was Dick Bock from World Pacific Records. And what he did, he 

brought his equipment down and recorded about three days in the club. So we 

still, on the first album, have about four or five tracks from the Stroller's, where 

we recorded live. 

Isoardi 

Oh, that's where those live tracks were from. 

Collette 

Yeah, we got some that we used, but then we went in the studio and did a 

couple of them over so we would have a balance between the live stuff. And 

sometimes there would be talking that we couldn't always get rid of. But 

between the live and the studio, we were able to get a good presentation of the 

group. On the first album, we did the notes- How we did the notes, Dick Bock 

invited us to dinner after we finished the first album, and we had this big table 

and he had a nice flowerpot there. He had set us up, but we didn't realize. Then 

he asked us what we all felt and what we were all trying to do, and we just- 

Isoardi 

[laughter] And that was the liner notes. 



Collette 

Yeah, that was the liner notes, taken right from what we said. Because he'd say, 

"By the way, what were you thinking about when you played that?" I'd say, 

"Well, we were just trying to do what we thought was best. And nasty people 

will probably say I'm playing differently now, but" I said, "my feeling is that if 

you're a sensitive player, you're playing for what group you're in. There's no 

need for me to sound like I'm in another band." What I was trying to say was 

that if I hear cello and guitar, I'm playing to fit that sound. So whatever I said, 

he understood me. So he wrote it down. After we finished the dinner and all the 

evening there, he kind of laughed and said, "Well, we've got our notes." We 

said, "What?" And he had through the table somehow, through the flowerpot 

and everything- 

Isoardi 

He had a microphone? 

Collette 

A microphone right in there that was on all the time, yeah. Recorded a whole 

hour or so. So it was kind of cute, yeah. The notes are a little different. He got 

too much stuff, of course, but he was able to get nice quotes from everybody.So 

that was the beginning of the group. The group really hit off. The first album 

sold a lot. We got all kinds of offers, you know, to go to New York. We went to 

Basin Street- I think Basin Street West was where- Because later on I went to 

Basin Street East.Then we went to the Newport [Jazz] Festival, so we're talking 

about 1956, I think, now. And that was where we played on Sunday evening, 

and we were next to the last group. That last group was Duke Ellington. And 

we played all of our tunes, and everybody there was exhausted, because three 

or four days of that kind of jazz- And those kids don't sleep very much when 

you hang out and party all night. Tony Scott had jam sessions. You know, just a 

madhouse for three days. So we got on at nine o'clock Sunday night, and we 

did quite well, I thought. But the only problem that we had, we thought, at the 

moment was that everybody was either falling asleep or very tired and 

everything. So we played everything we could play, and we got sort of a nice 

applause, but nothing earthshaking like we thought we could get, or like we 

were getting before coming there.And then, finally, Chico looked at me- We 

had probably another five or ten minutes before we were through. Because we 

had played everything, and it went okay, and we hadn't done "Blue Sands," 

which was a magical tune in most cases. We finally only played it once a night, 

no matter how many requests we'd get for it, because we had to put too much 

into the tune. It was a very emotional kind of a tune, you know. It was, kind of, 

very hypnotic. Chico looked at me and says, "Well, do you think we should 

play 'Blue Sands'?" Because we thought, "Well, if we played it, maybe, maybe 

not." Meaning that it could even put them further to sleep. [laughter] And that's 



the way you felt, because you feel at this point you need something to wake the 

audience up. So I said, "Well, we've played everything else. We'd just better try 

it." That's the way I felt. And we got into it and played and played and played. I 

think that tune could always go ten, twelve minutes. Out in the apartment, we 

could never stop it once it got going. Some tunes, you can cut it. This way, it 

just seemed like you have to keep going until you get something going, get the 

mood going, and then you taper off-you know, it's like this-and you end your 

solo. So when you reach a peak and go- Everyone does that on their solos. And 

when you reach a peak, then you finally say, "Oh." Then it's going to taper 

off.So we finally got down to the last theme again and kept tapering off, and 

the audience- We looked out there, about six, seven thousand people; you could 

see the heads and the dark silhouettes. And there was at times an occasional 

smoke coming up from cigarettes and things, and even that stopped. We 

thought they were frozen. Nobody moved, nobody said anything. It was people 

just like this, because the piece was just very hypnotic. We said, "Oh, we might 

have made a mistake," but we just kept on, kept on. You know how you don't 

know if you're winning or losing? But we couldn't give up. We've got to make 

this showing. And we finally went and ended the piece on so small- You know, 

triple piano. Just got down at the end- Chico on the mallets, and I was trilling 

on the flute, walking away from the mike. And it just did that to the 

audience.But the only frightening thing then- There was about eight or ten 

seconds, nobody moved. No applause, nothing. It ended and they didn't know. 

They just kind of sat there. And then they leaped up-if you can believe that-out 

of more or less a trance. I don't know how they could even- "Wow." It got to 

them in different ways. They screamed, and it was like you had never heard 

anything quite like that. It was a wild thing, because that was the biggest 

ovation that anybody had gotten through the whole week, through the whole 

festival, which was great, because you've got everybody. You've got Stan Getz, 

you've got Miles. Probably everybody was there. But I'm saying it was 

probably- Again, like we went this year- It was the most surprising kind of 

thing. There's no way to know what's going to happen with that group.But 

anyway, we're coming off the stand now. We're happy, we got them, we're a 

hit. We were waiting four hours; we were coming to do all of this. And as we 

walked over with my horns, as I carry, then, all of them together, I walked off 

and walked right into Duke Ellington. He was smiling, Mr. Personality, and he 

said, "Wow! You all made it hot for me, didn't you?" And we said, "Well-" 

[laughter] Almost like "We didn't mean to." But he went on, and that's the time 

when they did that thing with Paul Gonsalves. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, "Diminuendo and Crescendo [in Blue]." 

Collette 



Yeah. But they were fired up. I think, knowing Duke at the time and knowing 

how they perform, he loves it like that. He loves to be challenged. Like a great 

tennis player or a fighter or something, he's better if you've got somebody 

doing something so that you can sort of use your best tools. And that's what 

happened. If he had walked out and we hadn't done too well, you know, he 

would have done okay, but it was almost like we left the stage hot. "Well, now 

we'd better pull out our-" And he started waving his arms and they really got 

going, they did. But that was a great period, because we had a new group, 

exciting group, and the guys were very enthusiastic. We had plenty of music; 

everybody wrote. We loved to rehearse. And, as you can see, the group was 

very successful. It was a close group, a well-knit group. We had our problems, 

of course, but musically, it was very good. 

Isoardi 

So you were with the group for a little over a year? 

Collette 

Well, probably a little over a year and a half. And one reason I didn't stay was 

because- I mean, I liked the group. At the time, we weren't making a lot of 

money. It wasn't based on money alone, but I had just started doing Groucho 

[Marx's "You Bet Your Life"]. That was '56. I had done "Groucho" for three or 

four years. "Groucho" had gone from just radio to radio and TV, which was a 

simulcast, they called it at the time, so that was a double check. For one half an 

hour show-it was usually a half an hour show-I made in town as much as I 

would be making out on the road for maybe three hours. We'd go there for an 

hour rehearsal, maybe the show took an hour, but it was only a half an hour- 
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Collette 

So it was a matter of figuring out how you wanted to do it. I mean, traveling 

with Chico, there were a lot of one-nighters. We might make $250, $300 a 

week at the time, but we had to work hard for that: hotels and traveling in the 

cars and all that. And finally I just said, "Well, it would be fun, but the gig that 

I have-" Like I said, it was going in another direction. It was a lot of money, it 

was every week, and I knew that it would lead to other things, and it did. It led 

to me doing a lot of studio work; it got me into working with the finest 

musicians and learning how to be a top-rate studio player.Because we would 

come in, and they'd pass the music out, and there were always things that you 

would do. If you could do them, then you were in business, and if not, you felt 

like you needed a little help. But I was at a point there where I was able to 

make those adjustments. I had gone far enough, I had studied long enough, and 

I was able to fit in. If they needed a change of vibrato- You know, all those 



little things. You sort of know when you are in. I wasn't over my head at all. 

The lead alto, who was Hynie Gunkler, kept saying, "Gosh, you're really one of 

the guys who knows how to blend in with us and all that kind of thing."So I 

think it was the right move at the time, because when you're out on the road all 

the time like that, it's like you're trying to prove something, too: that we've got 

a good group, and the group's going to really make a lot of money one day. But 

that's the hard way of doing it. I think I made myself more valuable by not 

doing too much of it, doing enough that they knew who I was, and going to 

Europe later on and doing records-an in-and-out kind of thing-and being able to 

be at home, rather than being out on that road constantly. And I think- Well, 

Chico, for example, wasn't a studio player. He always wanted to be either a 

leader or something. And he's out there right now. But I'd rather do it three or 

four weeks a month, come home, go back, because those one-nighters, you're 

working hard. You're working four or five hours for the same money that I 

would make sometimes in an hour here. And you've got to also allow time to 

write, to practice. And if you're out on these roads where you work nine to one 

or so and you go and eat breakfast and you're home at three and you're up the 

next morning at eight because you have to be traveling, it's very tough, very 

tough on the individual physically and mentally. You stay tired too much. So I 

was able to make the adjustment and move to what I thought was better and 

was pretty sure would work. 

Isoardi 

So you're back in L.A., then, with that gig, and you're pretty set working for the 

studios and with "Groucho." Does this give you more time to compose? Are 

you writing more? 

Collette 

Well, at that period, I'm writing a little bit more. I'm studying. See, the greatest 

thing that I feel in any of this is the thing that helps us all, and I think I was 

beginning to achieve that, knowing I needed time for practice or time to write. I 

needed money, I had a family, and I had a desire to do it, the three things 

together. And a lot of times it seems like- I talked to a lot of people, musicians 

and artists and everything, and it's hard to get those three things together. 

Sometimes you have the desire, you want to be this thing, but you don't have 

money to invest in yourself. If you want to be it and you don't have the money 

but you have the time to do it, you still get defeated. So I had achieved that at 

that period. The "Groucho" was very steady financially. Every week you do 

one show and they give you another check when you show up. I had plenty of 

time off because it was only one day. So, okay, I'll study my flute, saxophone, 

and clarinet. I was in no panic; I had three or four days off. And that's an ideal 

situation, is what I'm trying to say. "If I can continue like this, I can make it." 

The best of everything: I had a nice car and an apartment, and the family was 



being cared for, even when I broke up with my wife [Louise Collette]. There 

was a little money, I didn't have to go out on it, and it was an ideal situation. So 

then I felt, "Well, let me get better on my instruments by studying, having the 

time to practice, having the time to rehearse with other groups, learning to read 

better." It was all right before me how I had to do it. Because many times you 

hear people say that, "I'd like to do that, but I don't have the time" or "I have to 

work, and when I get off from work I'm tired." And I was lucky that I was able 

to pull it off. It's not easy to figure out sometimes. Without the "Groucho" job, 

there would have been a scuffle during that period. I would have still made it, 

of course, but I'm just saying that made it really come into focus early for me. 

Isoardi 

You've mentioned a couple of time that you wanted more time for practice on 

your instruments. I mean, here you are, by the mid-fifties you're playing with 

this great group, you've achieved a certain amount of prominence on your 

instruments, etc., and now you see this need to spend a lot of time practicing on 

flute, clarinet, and saxophone. 

Collette 

Yeah, because it was tough. Comparatively, it was very tough out there. To be 

that kind of studio player, they're hoping that you can play things at sight, and 

you're like a fighter or something in top shape. I'd go out and do things, but my 

main concern was to try to get the couple of hours in before I went out. That's 

on your mind all the time. Because you don't ever want to be trapped, where 

they pass something out and you can't handle it. That's kind of embarrassing 

and also you could lose a lot of work. And most of the players, especially at 

that time-I guess it's somewhat that way now, although it's changed a lot-had to 

be top readers, almost the best around. And if not, somebody would say, "Hey, 

can you imagine they missed that passage?" That kind of thing. Not to their 

face, but behind their back.Of course, flute began to come in- Oh, about 1950 it 

began to get popular, '51, '52. All the players who didn't- See, before that, most 

of these saxophone players just played clarinets and saxophones. And I had 

anticipated that, too, I guess, because I started liking the flute before I heard of 

the demand. I had played it a couple of years before they would call you up and 

say, "Oh, by the way, do you play flute yet?" "Yeah, I do." But most of them 

didn't, because some of them waited until it was a part of the gear that had to be 

taken in. But I was using it in the jazz room with the Stars of Swing, so in '49, 

'50 I had it. But then, later on, you see, a lot of them took those crash courses, 

and some of them got to be pretty good players because they were good 

saxophone players. But still, it takes you a few years to get your confidence. 

You know the notes, you sit down and tighten up, and it doesn't happen.So I 

probably just had those two years of experience playing it on the job, and I 

don't say I was a better player, but I could still have the confidence, whether it 



was under the red light or not. You know what I'm saying? If you play before 

an audience, it's almost the same thing. You play something very difficult. 

Then, when you get the red light, you're not as frightened as somebody who's 

just practiced at home. Then, all of a sudden, you take it in in six months and 

they give you a nice part. You don't know what's going to happen.So that was 

an exciting period there because I was able to- Like I said, I was also in school. 

That's where I met Bill [William] Green. We met at the L.A. Conservatory [Los 

Angeles Conservatory of Music], and that had to be around '47 or '48, 

something like that. Bill was going to school, I think, full-time then, and I went 

for a while. But then I backed away and figured, "With my schedule now"-it 

was before "Groucho"-"I'd better have more time to practice." Because when 

you're sitting in school, you're writing one day and you're playing piano one 

day. I mean, it was all very helpful, but I was finally saying, "I'd better get with 

the clarinet and sax," because I could see that was what was happening. I was 

getting those calls now. And I think I was right on time there, but with hard 

work. I've got a clarinet teacher, I've got a flute teacher and a saxophone 

teacher. And then I was writing, too. So looking back at it, I don't know how I 

did it. But you have to be a certain age or you have to have plenty of free time.I 

know the story, too, of- When I was married, good lessons were reasonable: $3, 

$5 at the most. Many times, we'd have $10 and I'd have to have $5 for my 

lesson. I had to tell my wife, "Look, if I take the lesson, something is going to 

happen." It always did, and I still can't figure that out. 

Isoardi 

Immediately? 

Collette 

Usually by the time I got back- Like I say, we only had $10, and I needed $5 

for the lesson. Because she would need food money. So then we're broke, for 

example. And, yeah, immediately. Almost like, if I'd go to the lesson that day 

and come back that evening, somebody had called. If it were like a Thursday or 

something, I had a Saturday night job. [laughter] So I don't know. There's some 

magic to it somewhere. Yeah, it was almost like investing in something and 

maybe investing in good things and hoping I was okay. Can you believe that? It 

was almost like if I had done it the other way, I don't know whether it would 

have happened, because I knew that "I've got to have these lessons." That was 

the thing. And she would say, "Yeah, but we've only got $10. What are we 

going to do?" And I said, "I got to go. I know something's going to happen." 

And each time it would happen. Or next time, maybe it wouldn't be that close 

to the fee, but I'm saying, if we were down to the last money, then it would be 

just like, whew! "You got a call on Saturday," and maybe I'd make $20 or $30. 

Then $20 or $30 wasn't too bad. I mean, that would take you a week or so if 

you didn't have to throw it away.But the point was I think I was at a point 



where I could play. My thing was beginning to happen. It wasn't just like 

starting out. I could play and I wanted to sort of enhance what I had. If I was a 

flute player, which I was, I wanted to, kind of, "Let me get a little better." 

Because I could think, "If they do call me at MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 

Pictures] or one of the studios, I don't want them to say that this guy can't do 

it." So that was part of the desire there, too.But that whole period was exciting 

because there were a lot of musicians doing a lot of different things. I just had 

my sights set on the studio. I had a chance to see what it was all about. I knew 

there was money involved; I knew there were challenges. And I think with my 

background at the time, it was going to be easier for me to pursue that than to 

just try to be a great club musician. In the clubs, you had to have a good band. I 

had a pretty good band. I had had to devote a lot of time, too, to make sure my 

band was better than most people. A lot of the club jobs that were happening, if 

you knew enough tunes, you could work. But I just didn't see the future in that 

as much as I did in the studio, because I'd met a lot of guys who had homes and 

investments, and I heard all of that. Very few working the clubs had that. They 

were worrying about rent and things. You know, you had a Saturday night, and 

then you might need another Wednesday night to pay the fee, so you look down 

the line. And the other guys, they'd get a call and they'd make a couple of 

hundred bucks at a time, and your main problems, rent and car insurance and 

all that, were being cared for. And of course I like that. It sounded very 

interesting. So it's like living in two worlds. You're moving from the so-called 

jazz guys, who only do the clubs on a Saturday night or a Friday night or a jam 

session, and they're trying to borrow a couple of bucks from you or something. 

They were living on another level. And then I'd meet this whole other group of 

people, studio players, and they were talking about building homes and selling 

homes and things where I knew there was money involved. Right away you get 

a feeling, "Now, this is more inviting for me. This is where you could stay in 

L.A. You wouldn't have to go out on the road."One time I went on the road 

with Joe Liggins. Did I mention that? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

It was mainly because I was studying and I was trying to solve his problem-he 

didn't have a baritone or alto. We got to the end and he said, "Well, where's my 

player? I got to go next week." And I said, "Oh boy, I didn't get him." And I 

suddenly realized that it was $300 a week or so. I could use that money. So I 

went out for about a month. It was a good trip, in a way. But, as you can see, 

there are times when you have to take those jobs, based on you need it, no 

matter what they sound like, unless you're like some who just don't play no 

matter- They'd rather starve. Those true artists? "I will eat hot dogs; I will not 



do it."But that's the picture, I think, of the fifties, how it just began to grow. 

There was a lot of work. There was writing. We did all kinds of shows. I began 

to have my band in the later part-I mean my quintet. After I left Chico, for 

example, I had a quartet with Dick Shreve in it-he's a piano player-John 

Goodman, and a guy named Bill Dowlney. We played at the Haig on Wilshire 

[Boulevard]. And Creed Taylor, from ABC Paramount, was the top guy then. 

He's probably still somewhere in records. He had CTI Records and everything. 

He came in one night and liked the group and gave me his card. I didn't know 

who he was, but I knew the name. He said, "I'm Creed Taylor, and I'd like you 

to make me an album of your group. Just send me the tape. Send me the 

contracts and the amounts." Which is unheard of, you know. 

Isoardi 

He just told you guys, "Go ahead and do it"? Just send it to him? 

Collette 

"Just go in a studio and do it and send me the thing." That was beautiful. Yeah, 

he had that much confidence. And so we went in. We didn't overcharge- I 

mean, we could have had a bigger bill if we wanted to. We did him an album. 

That's the Calm, Cool, Collette album on ABC Paramount. 

Isoardi 

You can't ask for much more creative freedom than that. 

Collette 

No. And see, I never knew the guy before, but he said, "Just go ahead and give 

me whatever." So he put it out. The only problem was I was recording with 

Lester Koenig. I didn't sign with either one of them, and I had done my second 

record with Les Koenig, called A Nice Day. 

Isoardi 

On Contemporary? 

Collette 

Contemporary. So the records both came out at about the same time. Les was 

not too happy about that. One came out one month and- "Why didn't you say 

you did that record with Creed?" "Well," I said, "there was no reason to say 

when I did it, because I didn't know when he was going to release it." But they 

both had releases. But you get over those things, I think, sometime. But that 

was a joy to meet him that way. We got to be pretty good friends.And then later 

on, like I said, I had my quintet. We worked at a place called the Cellar on 

Hollywood Boulevard. Al Viola was in the band, Wilfred Middlebrooks, Earl 

Palmer on drums. Then we had Gerald Wilson as the trumpeter there for a 

while with us. One reason we had Gerald there was because we played the 

"Stars of Jazz," which was a show hosted by Bobby Troupe. We were going to 

do the show, so we were opening up this Cellar job the same week- In other 

words, we opened on Friday on the Cellar job, and the "Stars of Jazz" show 



was on Monday. So I figured, "Well, Gerald, why don't you come and play the 

Cellar job? Then we'll all be tight." And we rehearsed, and the lady heard us, 

and then she wanted Gerald to do the whole thing there with us, which was 

great. So that gave us two horns, like a real good quintet. It was a great jazz 

room. You could go down the stairs- It was in the Vermillion Hotel right on 

Hollywood Boulevard. 

Isoardi 

Did you guys record the quintet? 

Collette 

Yeah, we recorded. We recorded that group for Dootone, Dootsie Williams, 

called Buddy's Best. And we did something on Bel Canto Records, too, where 

we did some tracks. Then we did two or three shows on the "Stars of Jazz." In 

fact, a guy in Barcelona, Spain, Jordi Di Pujo, is going to release something. 

Apparently those tapes are floating around, the audio part, you know, and he 

picked it up. 

Isoardi 

Does he have a video? 

Collette 

Somebody does, I'm pretty sure. I wish I had it. In fact, I saw this guy, Mark 

[Canter]. He has a lot of these films. He has all the old films. I just saw him the 

other night. And he thinks he's gotten some of that. He couldn't tell me exactly 

what it was. He said, "I think I've got something of the "Stars of Jazz" with you 

on it." So it might be that group. He hasn't seen it, but somebody told him about 

it. And they found the contract. He just gave me his card, so I'll stay in touch 

with him. But it would be good to have a video. I heard from one guy, the 

engineer, who said that he worked at a place where they had all this stuff, and 

these guys trashed the stuff. The engineers there didn't know what it was. It just 

was taking up space. And it was a lot of the "Stars of Jazz" tapes. Can you dig 

that? The video stuff. 

Isoardi 

What a crime. 

Collette 

So anyway, after we had the band there, the quintet, I still did a lot of records, 

and we played in a lot of clubs around here. One was the Times Restaurant on 

Ventura [Boulevard], and we played Shelly's Manne Hole with the quintet. 

Sometimes Gerald was with us, sometimes he wasn't. We played at Loyola 

Marymount [University], where I'm teaching. We had a big concert there. We 

had three groups: George Shearing and our group and Dave Brubeck. And we 

had a hot group. We really made it tough for those guys then. We were on first. 

I mean, the group was just that good then. It really was. It was a steaming 

group. We were playing all the time, see, so we knew what we had. Their 



groups were great, too. George was more polite and Dave was kind of still 

polite. But you can imagine, the quintet with two horns, and Earl Palmer was a 

very steaming drummer, and Wilfred was a- He played with Eric Dolphy 

before he left, too, so we had a lot of energy in that group. But I had a lot of 

groups like that through that period, so I always stayed- Even though I was 

doing studio work, my weekends and Saturdays and Fridays would be-So some 

of these tapes that we did are beginning to surface now. It's interesting. They do 

hide out from you. People are selling them, and they keep going around. 

Another thing that we did that was for an armed forces show is showing up for 

VSOP Records, a guy named- I can't think of his name. But anyway, the head 

of the company had dropped me a letter, Peter Jacobson. He found a thing, too. 

It has Irene Kral on some of the tracks, and we're on some of the tracks. It was 

sort of a radio show with George Fenneman, who used to be the announcer on 

"Groucho." I kind of remember it. When I heard the tape, I knew we had done 

this, but I'm talking about the last of the fifties. It was a show where he says, 

"Now Irene Kral will sing one," and then the next thing would be, "Now the 

Buddy Collette group." So it was in and out the way the tapes are. The only 

thing is that they did a lot of editing on it. We'd play a tune, but then they'd cut 

into the bridge of the tune. So for the radio show, whether it was selling cars or 

whatever it was- It's okay for that audience, but I was very, "Oh boy, why did 

they do this?" So I'm hoping that Peter Jacobson can find the original tapes. If 

that's the case, he wants to put an album out. So we've been talking.So I'm in 

the midst, as you can see, of investing in a lot of stuff, my own stuff, and 

getting the tapes together and helping some of these people with the 

information, so that if it does come out, we'll know who's playing this and that. 

The only guy I'm pretty vague about who it might be is the piano player. I don't 

know who it was. I hear the piano, but it's not the Wig, it's not Calvin Jackson, 

it's not a lot of people I would have been with. It's not Dick Shreve, I don't 

think. So I might go to the union and try to pull the contracts from that period 

and see if the names are on the contract. It may be possible. But I have to take a 

couple of hours and maybe I can do it. That's my only chance of making sure, if 

I can find that contract, exactly who was playing that.But, like I said, we just 

kept keeping groups. Al Viola and I have been playing together for about 

thirty-five years or more. I use him most of the time, if he's available. Some of 

the other guys have changed a bit. But with Wiggins, we worked together all 

through the years. Then we did a thing with Chico and the guys when Chico 

had left and moved to New York. I think it was called Swinging Gig. We had 

Jim Hall, Chico Hamilton, Gerry Wiggins, John Anderson, who was a trumpet 

player-he died-Curtis Counce on bass. So it was about seven of us-a very good 

record. Then we did some stuff with Johnny Otis called Tanganyika, he and 

Sleepy Stein. So the whole period, we were doing just albums for everybody. I 



did a thing for Liberty Records called Everybody's Buddy for an actor named 

Jeffrey [Hunter]. He died. We'll have to kick that around again.But after those 

records, we did some stuff, Motif [Records]. Max Albright was a studio 

drummer at NBC. He always wanted to play jazz. I used him on a few calls, but 

he was a very energetic guy, and he was always nervous. He played great 

percussion, all the mallets and everything, but he'd always say how many 

things he had to do. He would say, "I had stakes on tonight," because he had to 

run from one end to the other. But I know he could read everything. So he 

finally got a record date; he talked to a guy in the company. And he wanted me 

to write something for him, and John [Anderson]- We did his arrangements for 

him. We helped him get a good jazz album out. The album is very nice; it's 

called Mood for Max. And I wrote a tune that's called "Mood for Max." So 

Max died. He did that record, and about two years later, he died. But he did get 

a chance to play jazz. He was only about thirty-five years old, but what a nice 

human being. Max Albright. 

Isoardi 

I remember one time you mentioned-I guess this must have been sometime 

during the fifties-that Bill Green got married. 

Collette 

Bill Green? Yeah. 

Isoardi 

And there's that great story about his wedding. 

Collette 

Yeah, the wedding. 

Isoardi 

Something happened to the tenor? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah, when all the guys were there? 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

Yeah, you mean you didn't get that? 

Isoardi 

No. We've got to get that. 

Collette 

Yeah. Well, that's coming close to that. I can't think of exactly when that was. 

Isoardi 

Oh, we haven't gotten by there yet. I just wanted to make sure we didn't pass it. 

Collette 

No, no. I don't think- See, we're right in there. I don't know, it might have been 

'57, '58 when he got married. It's kind of hard to pin that down. One thing about 



the fifties, when I got busy, it all kind of ran together. Not exactly, but I'm 

saying I was so busy then-morning, noon, and night. It could have been in the 

same week as something that I'm talking about here. No, we can put it down, 

because we're only a couple of years off one way or another. And we can sure 

pin it down. If we have to get to him, he would know when it was.Ben Webster 

was here and "Bumps" [Hubert] Myers and all those guys were here, and Bill 

tried to- Well, tried to- I mean, he did get married, but his idea was to get all 

the people there. 

Isoardi 

All the musicians? 

Collette 

Yeah, all the musicians. He had Sig Galloway, who was a tenor player, which 

was great, you know. He got married, but he made sure his saxophone buddies 

and people were there. It was stocked with people. He had all kinds of people. 

He had Clyde Dunn, one of his students. And his thing was, after the wedding 

and after the ceremony and the little reception and all that, we went to this 

house. I don't think it was his house at the time, but it was a big house where 

they probably had the affair. If it was, then maybe he was renting it at the time, 

because I know he had lived at a lot of places. But this one, it just seemed like 

we were there for this period.And I remember the table or a big desk or 

something, and Bill, he didn't just bring one instrument-he laid two or three of 

them out there. I guess that was if anybody wanted to play. But he didn't get a 

rhythm section or anything, so it wasn't like he was thinking jam session as 

much as he still knew that he wanted to hear everybody. That was his thought. 

You know, when Bill figures it out, he's got it figured out. So there they were, 

laid out carefully, and we were wondering, "What's going on?" Because it 

would be different if he would say, "Bring your horns" and if there was a 

rhythm section. We could understand that a little better. So you had the thing, 

and there's no rhythm section, but tenor and alto and maybe soprano are all laid 

out on the table. It's like, "Is this a Selmer show or what is this?" [laughter] But 

it was kind of nice. You know, carefully- You know how he'll do. They were 

laid properly, too. Everything was in order.So Ben Webster was always a 

character. He said, "What are you doing there, Bill? Showing off your horns?" 

You know, there would be those kind of put-ons. [laughter] So he knew what 

he was doing. He finally said, "Well, I think everybody should play something. 

I think we all should play a little tune." And we said, "That's fine." And he 

didn't say, like, to me or the wedding, but he just figured that that would be his 

wish, to hear all his favorite people. And Ben, like I said, was always difficult 

to deal with anyway. You couldn't kid him. He kind of had a scowl all the time. 

[laughter] So he began to pass the horn.There are certain ones- Like, say, 

Galloway was an interesting tenor player. He was not a very studied player, but 



he got a blues feeling. So he probably honked a little blues, just kind of wild, 

but it would be great for whatever that style was. And he wasn't a person to be 

shy at all. He probably picked it up first and did his thing. Two or three other 

guys would kind of say, "Go ahead, you play. I'll play later." I don't know who 

else played, but three or four played.Then Bumps Myers, who was a good 

player- Bumps drank a lot, but he used to work with Benny Carter a lot. He 

always loved his little taste. But a very nice guy with a big smile, big huge guy. 

So Bill gave the horn to him: "Come on, Bumps. Come on, you try one." So 

Bumps got it, and he went into something pretty, but definitely just the way 

Ben would play. [sings low-register melody] You know, one of those pretty 

things down in the low end. So right away you said, "Oh, he sure likes-" Well, 

we knew that he liked Ben, but at this point he went to Ben, almost. He didn't 

just say, "I'll play Bumps," because he was apt to play Ben all the time. But I 

guess with listening and knowing him, he figured, "Well, I can do that." And I 

guess he thought it would be a compliment or maybe Ben would like it. Ben did 

not like it. He looked mad. So he didn't say much, except you could see him 

frowning. See, I'm catching all this stuff. I didn't think Bill caught it; you know 

how Bill can be. 

Isoardi 

[laughter] Yeah, I know. 

Collette 

He's there promoting: "Now, you're next. Well, the interesting part is to catch 

the reactions to things, too, right? In other words, I'm hearing him do this and 

I'm checking out Ben. What does this mean to Ben? Ben's over there: "I don't 

like that." I mean, his face said it. So in the meantime, Bill says, "Now, Bud, 

you're next." "Okay, now I'll play my little thing." Because Ben didn't want to 

play. Then he finally figured he had gotten to everybody. Now he's going to 

have to ask Ben. So he says, "Now, Ben, why don't you play something?" You 

know how Bill can be so polite. He says, "It's your turn." And Ben said, "Man, 

I'm not going to play. This man's already played me!" He didn't like it-talking 

about Bumps. So we all hollered with that, which was true.And then I think he 

finally had a change of heart. Maybe a few minutes later he said, "Okay," 

because Bill kept standing there saying, "Well, man, you know, my wedding 

and-" Whatever he told him. You can hear Bill. He got through to him. He said, 

"Okay, I'll play something." He got the horn and put it in his- [imitates bursts of 

air] "What the-" [air sound] He said, "Ben, take in a little more mouthpiece." 

[laughter] But we screamed, everybody together, because, I mean, you don't tell 

this guy anything, right? And he looked at him and he says, "Bill, you tell that 

to your students!" And so we had a double holler there. You just had to be there 

to see all the characters. [laughter] Because you could see Bill; he got that. He 

was watching him, you know. Well, Ben had such a setup on his horn. You 



know what I mean. Open mouthpiece, and most of the time he would take that 

cap and pull the reed down. 

Isoardi 

Oh, really? 

Collette 

Yeah, he was a strong, bull player, and that's all he played was tenor. When you 

double sometimes, you need a little lighter approach. Just like, if I'm 

playing flute and clarinet and sax, there's no way you are going to fight a big 

thing like that, because by the time you pick that up, you don't even know what 

it is. But, you see, Ben only played the saxophone, so he could play that. And I 

think he was overplaying Bill's horn because- I don't know if Bill had that 

much of an opening, but either way- He went to say [imitates blowing hard], 

and it didn't go. On his horn, it would have gone, see, because he had so much 

opening. [laughter] So Bill said, "Well, I'll solve this. Now, you need a little 

more mouthpiece there." [laughter] Ben didn't appreciate that at all, man.So it 

was a funny day. But it was a classic, because even this day- It might have 

faded out, but I'd say about ten or fifteen years later, the guys- That was the 

thing. The line was, "Bill, take in a little more mouth-piece." And Bill would 

say, "Be nice, now. Be nice." [laughter] Because it would always be back to 

that day. "Be nice. Be nice." Yeah. Ben Webster stories. 

Isoardi 

Well, probably no one told Ben Webster that since he'd been a kid. [laughter] 

Collette 

That's what I'm trying to say. He's the kind of guy- Well, you know, Bill and 

Ben liked each other so much. I mean, Bill could get away with it, but, even 

then, that was dangerous stuff. Ben was noted for hitting most people for less 

than that. But "Take in a little more mouthpiece." [laughter] You don't tell Ben 

Webster. But that was a real classic day because of all the players there, and 

that was Bill's thing. And he got everybody to play.So that's kind of like the 

story I was telling you about. Or did I mention that? The Bird story. Charlie 

Parker, that Bird story in Europe. He told me the story. That, again, was in the 

fifties. So that story, if I didn't tell you that one- He was invited to Europe. He 

was the only jazz player invited to this big banquet of about twenty- Well, 

maybe I didn't tell you, because there's so much to tell. But this kind of reminds 

of where- There was no rhythm section at this time, even Bird's, on the thing, 

on the invitation. "You're invited to this banquet dinner, and please bring your 

instrument." So apparently this was set up in a way that there were the top 

players in Europe's symphony orchestras, the top first players, like the first 

flutist and oboe and- From different orchestras. They had about twenty or thirty 

people that came to this thing, and Bird got an invitation, but he was the only 

jazz one there. He told me this. The wildest thing was, again, it was no jam 



session or anything. They had the dinner and they had the cognac and the 

cigars. All guys; no ladies showed up. At that point, we're talking about- Bird 

died, what, '54 or so, so maybe it was the early fifties, '51, '52.But he was just 

excited about it because, well, being invited there, and he said he heard all 

these wonderful players. The top violinist from the Berlin Philharmonic would 

be there, and he'd play whatever he wanted to. And at one point, the host got up 

and said, "Would you care to do something for four or five minutes?" Whatever 

you wanted to, each person. And they went around the table, and you'd get your 

horn out. No rhythm, just create something or play an excerpt from one of the 

major works. And so you had that much time to let people kind of tune in on all 

by yourself. And I think it was a good thing. Because, you know, some people 

do very well like that; some people need a piano. "No, just do something for 

us." Bird didn't say what he played, but you know he could do anything. In that 

way, he had sort of total recall, even a lot of the classical stuff, which was 

amazing about him. But he kept raving about them.And he said, "Oh, by the 

way, I got a flute from one of the top flute players when I was there." I said, 

"Well, what kind is it?" And he said, "It's a Selmer sterling silver." I said, 

"Well, I'll get mine, if you want to go and try it out." And he says, "I'll let you 

know when I want you to hear me." You know, most people would at least try 

it out a little. So he said he was working on it, and that was the way he felt 

about what he did. You know how some people will do that. "I'll let you know 

when I'm ready." 

Isoardi 

But, as far as you know, he was practicing flute? 

Collette 

He said he was, yeah. But, you see, he wouldn't even play mine. He says, "No, 

I'll let you know when I want you to hear me." But I'm saying that was kind of 

like Bill's, in a way, although everybody brought their own horns. It wasn't like 

a jam session, but, "Take the horn and do what you want for a few minutes." 

You could warm some scales up or you could play a concerto or you could play 

anything you wanted, but the main thing was for the others to see, and that's 

what Bill was thinking. "Let me just see what everybody sounds like." And it 

would be interesting to know on his horns, though. [laughter] That was pretty 

wild.But that period- Like I say, that all was happening in the fifties. There still 

wasn't a lot of emphasis on the jazz that was going on and the people who lived 

here and the combos, because I guess maybe it's hard to always know who is 

playing where. Every now and then, I look in the paper and I see it where Zan 

Stewart or somebody is writing about the jazz groups. And I guess if you don't 

send the information in- Even if you did send it in, it doesn't mean that they're 

going to write about it. But every now and then, people would send in and say, 

"We're playing on Wilshire," or Ninth [Street] or whatever street it is, you 



know. Then you get it- But it's not done in a way where you know that if you 

have a good thing that it's going to be written about or that there is going to be 

publicity on it. So when I was in the- It's called the Public Theatre, I guess, is 

it? In New York. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, Joseph Papp? 

Collette 

Yeah. When they do some stuff there, it's so artistic, the theater and everything, 

that they've got these people- They may not be the top papers, but the artistic 

papers where they talk about the Village [Greenwich Village] and all those 

things, you'll get a story in there. That means a lot, too. Maybe the picture, and 

the guy is right there, because that's what they're supposed to be covering, 

anything that's artistic: Henry Threadgill or Hamiet Bluiett, all that stuff. Out 

here, those guys would get shafted, too, if they lived here, is what I'm saying. 

You know, they'll come through from New York and, sure, they'll get a nice 

review for the World Saxophone Quartet or something. But in New York they 

get it, too, which is great, and they live there. Thinking about books and these 

books that you all are doing and my book and stuff is going to change a lot of 

that, and a lot of people that are being interviewed. You know, to put more 

focus on what did go on. Because my feeling of even talking about it now- 

There was a guy-I was up in Chico [California] just recently, of course; I just 

got back-and his name is Miles Jordan. He writes for the Jazz Times. 

Isoardi 

Oh, sure. That little paper that comes out. 

Collette 

Yeah, but the Jazz Times, Miles Jordan. He was talking about- He was a very 

aggressive kind of guy, a lot of energy again, and he didn't know anything 

about the forties. But apparently he must have picked up something, my bio 

and stuff that we had when I did the concert in Chico. It had something about 

the forties and the Stars of Swing and little key things that made him very 

curious. "Now, what is this?" So there we were over dinner. I didn't have much 

time trying to explain all these stories, you know, trying to eat dinner. I mean, 

"Now, who was in the band?" and "Did everybody write?" And I was trying to 

be as nice and as accurate as I could, but it's hard work. I'm trying to tell about 

a whole period in an hour or two. And it really was difficult. That's why I'm 

saying more and more, if we get this stuff down and it gets out, then we can 

point them to where it is. 

Isoardi 

Well, it's like I remember a number of years ago when I first came across 

Central Avenue. You read references in books. I read Ross Russell's biography 

of Parker [Bird Lives: The High Life and Hard Times of Charlie (Yardbird) 



Parker], and at one point he says, "Of course, after finishing his gig at Billy 

Berg's"-or whatever- "Bird and the guys would go down to Central Avenue." 

And you'd sit there and go, "Well, what the hell was on Central Avenue?" And 

then you start finding out- 

Collette 

Yeah, there was a lot there. And that's why I'm saying that's the tough part. I'm 

in a good position, in a way, that I remember a lot of it-and there are a lot of 

others, too-but when it does come up like that and somebody's trying to get it 

from you- And that's why it's great working with you. As you can see, there's 

good days and bad days, depending on how tired I am. Sometimes I can 

remember; it's right there. And if you're tired, it does mean you've got to go 

back and remember names and dates and what year, and it really takes a lot of 

digging deep for it.That was why when I suddenly realized this guy needed 

this, man, as much as I could help him- He would sure have to sit with me two 

or three different times, and maybe we would come up with something. But the 

main thing was the interest. He was so excited: "Well, I've got to get this 

down." He said, "Well, didn't they ever write about you for the Jazz Times?" 

And I said, "No." I said, "My friend is Pat Willard, who wrote for the Jazz 

Times, and she used to always apologize. She said, 'Well, I keep telling 

them that I'd like to do an article on you, and, you know, it kind of falls,' 

because they knew who they wanted to write about." But, more and more, it's 

happening, which is okay, and maybe it's just as well that it didn't. But when he 

needed all this information, it was like I couldn't get fired up. It wasn't anything 

against him. It was just like, "Wait a minute. I can't- We're talking about, what, 

forty years ago or more, and it's kind of hard to do it unless you've got time." 

Isoardi 

Well, this is another incentive to get the book done. If somebody comes up and 

says that, you just say, "Read it." 

Collette 

Yeah, because, I mean, the greatest thing about it is the curiosity about that 

period is something else. There's very few asking about the New York thing, as 

much as some probably do. You know what I'm trying to say? But in this way, 

everybody says, "Now, what happened? Now, Roy Porter, was he there?" And 

they throw in a lot of names, and I'm saying, "Oh, they should know that. The 

people were there." And they don't because there's nothing around. I guess I 

told you, when we went to the Jazz Times thing with Leonard Feather- Did I 

mention that? 

Isoardi 

I can't remember. 

Collette 

Well, anyway, that was about six or seven months ago. I can't remember when. 
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Isoardi 

Okay. You were saying about Leonard Feather. 

Collette 

Oh, Leonard. Well, the reason why I was pointing this out is because- There we 

go again. This information that we're getting down here and that you guys are 

doing at UCLA and everything is great, and I've been doing a lot, too, and I 

know other people are doing it. Some are not doing it because they don't want 

to talk about it and they're saving it for their books. But I think it has to be 

done. It's almost like we've got a lot of work to do to get this information 

around so people will be able to find it and know, because it's a great period. 

It's much greater than I realized, and here I'm in the middle of it. But that's 

okay. Maybe that's part of my job, to make sure that the information is accurate 

and is out.But anything with Leonard and people like this who- I don't mean 

that maybe he's causing problems by not focusing in on it. He tries to get 

excited about it, I guess, when there's a need or people want to know. Then he 

sort of wants to be a position, I guess, to say he knows a lot about it, and maybe 

he does. But some of the things that we're talking about here, he couldn't know, 

because he wasn't always there, and where he was, he couldn't always see 

everything. Because he's more concerned sometimes with the job he has to do 

or somebody coming from the East, which is important, too, and I'm concerned 

with that, too. But in the meantime, being a person who's involved with the 

local people, the musicians, of course, I see both sides.But anyway, the Jazz 

Times was a thing where they wanted to expose a lot of musicians who were 

here in the forties to the people there: "Well, what happened about the forties?" 

And that was a part of his topic that day. But they didn't invite me at that point, 

because I guess the panel was full. You know how they need six people and 

they've got it full. They had Gerald Wilson and Conte Condoli, Harold Land, 

and a couple of the writers, Gene Lees and Don Heckman, people like that, 

people who know enough about it. And it sounded like a pretty well balanced 

panel. And if you are talking about the forties- I just kind of thought about it 

before they called me-they finally did call me. I just thought about it: "Well, it's 

okay. If those guys can cover it, it's happy, and they don't pay on those things 

anyway." I'm not big for going there unless they really need me. But Gerald 

Wilson had to cancel out the day before, so Leonard called me personally and 

said, "Hey, Gerald canceled out, and you were here in the forties." And I said, 

"Oh, yeah, you know that." "Will you do it?" Well, that way I'll do it, rather 

than just say no. I mean, somebody's got to put the information out there.So I 

go in, and they have a nice panel. They're all talking about everything with a 

line of microphones. The only thing about it is they recorded this; they didn't 



tell me. So we get to the point where they get right into Central Avenue, and 

the questions are coming through. Nobody's saying anything. So I just kind of 

sit there for a while. You know, I'm not one- 

Isoardi 

Nobody said anything? 

Collette 

Well, they were trying to, but they couldn't- We're right in the middle of the 

forties. Harold Land wasn't here yet; Conte Condoli was not really from here. 

Well, when you can't say anything- "Well, what happened on Central Avenue-

the Downbeat and the [Club] Alabam and everything?" So I'm just sitting there. 

I wanted somebody to be- I mean, if you were talking about what happened in 

the eighties or something, you'd have to push your way through that. So I just 

waited a few minutes while they all kind of stumbled around, because Leonard 

wasn't here until about '47, 48. But the people wanted to know the beginning, 

right down to where the stuff- What was happening there.So then Leonard said, 

"Well, Buddy, maybe you know, because you're from here, aren't you?" You 

know, I kind of waited for him to kind of acknowledge something. You know 

the feeling I was in. I wasn't trying to be really mean or anything, but in the 

meantime, if I'm just here as a substitute anyway, I'll just wait until it gets 

going. So then, when I started talking, I took them through some things that of 

course they couldn't have known unless they were here. I got into the 

amalgamation [of American Federation of Musicians locals 767 and 47], which 

I finally took further. But I was saying how the two unions and where they 

were- It was just like- The crowd ate it up because they wanted to know. "You 

mean there was a black union over on-?" I said, "Yes, on Seventeenth [Street] 

and Central [Avenue], and there was a big house with out-of-tune pianos." You 

know, there was a whole thing going on that these people didn't know. So the 

questions were coming through, and I had to answer most of them. But, see, 

Leonard was still the chairman. So I didn't mind that, except that that happens a 

few times where they need certain people to get the information: find them, 

because it makes the whole thing easier.But what happened is I called him up, 

and he said, "Milcho Leviev has a tape of that." The tape came out with me 

talking on the tape. He said, "Man, you really said a lot of stuff on that tape." 

And I said, "What tape?" He says, "The Jazz Times. They're selling the tape. 

It's in the book." So I called Leonard. He says, "Well, they always tape." And I 

said, "Leonard, but why don't they ask me or get me to sign some kind of 

waiver?" I mean, this is not the way to do it. So I still felt that they didn't do it 

properly. They recorded it in secret. 

Isoardi 

And those are available for sale. They advertise those in the issues of Jazz 

Times. 



Collette 

Well, that's what I'm saying. Milcho said he saw it. They didn't ask me 

anything, my permission, and now the tape is sold. Milcho said, "I bought the 

thing." He said, "Also, the tape is off at the end" and said the other parts you 

can get if you send another $8 or so.So anyway, I felt had. I know I said some 

good things, because it was just what the avenue was about, and they needed 

that. So maybe, to get back to what we're doing, if we can get stuff out that 

makes sense to these people who want to know about that period, they'll have it 

at their disposal where we can- On those panels and things, even if they ask 

questions, it's not trying to give them the whole story. Who was in the Stars of 

Swing and what was this and was the Alabam on this street? A lot of those 

questions. Like, with New York, as I say, you know about where the Village 

[Greenwich Village] is and where Birdland was. If not, it's easy enough to tell 

you that and who worked there and Diz [Dizzy Gillespie] and them were there 

and Art Tatum was at this and- But we never got any coverage, and with it 

being this way, it is really catch-up. Only when they want to know about it, 

that's where you get trapped, because there's a period, as we go through, and, as 

you know, on the strength of that, whether it's the Stars of Swing thing-I was 

talking to Ken Posten from [radio station] KLON, and he said, "Could we hear 

that sound?" "Well, I guess we could." You know, that was the little band with 

Lucky [Thompson] and [Charles] Mingus and them. So they did that revisited 

thing. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, the May [1989] concert at the [John] Anson Ford Theatre. 

Collette 

Right, yeah. So we played that two or three times already, and then I hear from 

my manager, David [Keller], that they want to do two more Chico [Hamilton] 

concerts with the original group. So go on back to the early period here, see. 

Apparently, they got a lot of reports from that thing. I know I talked to 

musicians and a lot of people- Even now they say, "Oh, the group was- Boy!" 

It's almost like they want to hear it again. Chico doesn't want to do it again. I 

don't mind doing it, but I wouldn't want to go on the road full-time with it. If a 

few concerts come up like that, that would be great. I always told him to do 

that. I said, "Well, heck, we should do like the Modern Jazz [Quartet]." If 

there's a concert, you fly in, you rehearse the group, you do the concert, you 

pick up your eight or ten grand, and guys have money and you go away. It's not 

very hard to do. You know, you have a rehearsal, you got your room and 

everything. And that's business sense. That doesn't hurt. But he kind of said, 

"Well, I like my other group." "Okay, you got it." So anyway, I just figured I 

would throw that in for whatever it's worth. But we've got to keep doing what 



we're doing and hope that it will catch on. I think it will, eventually. And, 

naturally, this is going to help me get my book out, but- 

Isoardi 

I think, to a degree, there's more of a recognition of preserving your heritage. 

The Dunbar [Hotel] now is being restored, and part of it's a museum. 

Collette 

Yeah, people are talking about it, and they did a thing on film-I have the video 

of it-called The Dunbar, I think. CBS did it just recently, about a month ago or 

two months ago, and they sent me a copy of it. It was narrated by Herb Jeffries. 

It showed the Dunbar and a lot of the players and everything. And I had a spot 

on there, too, saying the people I saw, because I wasn't in the Dunbar that 

much. We used to go in and eat, of course. But seeing all the great players and 

the giants and talented people at that time hanging around there and the 

Alabam, all those places in the early forties, when Mingus and I used to just 

kind of go out and try to hear all these different people. But they did a nice film 

on it, and it's going to keep growing I think. A great period. 

Isoardi 

By the late fifties, you were rehearsing your main instruments a great deal. Are 

you branching out? Are you playing more instruments? Are there other things 

that you're getting into? 

Collette 

Now? 

Isoardi 

Well, by the late fifties. Were you still mainly doing flute, doing clarinet, 

doing-? 

Collette 

Well, I was mainly playing alto and tenor, flute and clarinet. You know, I 

always had four on the stand with me. Then later on I began to play more tenor. 

And I think part of that was that I liked them both, but in the context of a small 

group I felt I got more contrast between the three, because the tenor was bigger, 

lower sounds, and the clarinet has a range, too, but different than the flute. I 

had more contrast, especially if I had to leave one of the saxes out. I figured, 

why play both? And it's very difficult to keep them both going. So I decided on 

that because, naturally, the clarinet and flute are different, too. But rather than 

having alto, clarinet, and flute with the combo, this way when we did get the 

contrast to sax, it was a bigger contrast, I think, than if it had been alto. 

Isoardi 

Did you ever play or want to play soprano? 

Collette 

I play soprano now, but I don't take it on the job. And part of the reason is there 

are a lot of soprano players, and I'd rather have the challenge on clarinet for me, 



and I think if I had soprano, I probably wouldn't be playing clarinet as much. 

There's another thing to worry about. I mean whether the clarinet reed is fine, 

and the soprano reed- So this way I get a chance to play the clarinet a few more 

times, the flute, and the tenor, and any time you've got three, you've got your 

work cut out for you. One is plenty, two is a headache, and three, you wonder 

about that person who wants to do that. But I feel like something's missing if-

One night I played recently, I just had my flute and tenor on the stand. I like to 

look at the clarinet, and in the course of the evening, I'll figure out one tune or 

two tunes to play on it. And that makes me feel like a person with a complete 

dinner. At least I've done it. But if I don't pull it out, I feel like something's 

missing. It could be like a guy with three kids, and he's looking for the other 

one. Where is it? You know, where's the kid?But I would say, if people do 

want to double like that, my thing would be to keep them out there. I know a lot 

of good players who play flute and clarinet, and they are more or less keeping a 

saxophone out there and they're letting the others stay behind. The only 

problem with that, I think, is that when you do have to play it, you're further 

away from it. So sort of keep them all together if you can. 

Isoardi 

Was your studio work at this time requiring any less common instruments like 

alto flute or bass clarinet? Did you do anything like that? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. You have to do that. Bass clarinet, alto- I didn't get into 

contra [contrabass clarinet]. I do have a contra. I did play contra on some 

things, in fact. 

Isoardi 

Clarinet? 

Collette 

Contrabass clarinet, yes. I own one. John Stephens has it, an ex-student of 

mine. But J. J. Johnson, the fine trombone player and writer, he was doing a 

series, and he was the reason I bought- Because he kept saying, "Do you play 

contrabass clarinet? And I said, "Well, not much. Why?" He said, "Well, I'm 

going to need one on this thing. If you had one, I could let you do most of the 

calls." And I figured, "Well, what the heck. I can invest in it." Because he had a 

series at the time. And the instrument could have cost me $1,200 or something; 

I can't remember. But heck, you know, after three or four sessions, I probably 

made it back. And I still have it, but I don't plan to use it much. But I played a 

lot of piccolo, alto flute, bass flute. I don't have a bass sax, but I have a baritone 

sax. And at one period, I was willing to play them all. Now I'm not so much 

into bass clarinet and baritone sax unless it's for my own things. I don't want to 

be carrying all that stuff and then playing it on a date that I'm not too happy 

with the music or anything. I did all that. Now I've found another way, that it 



means more to me to do it on my own music or something that I want to be a 

part of. And I'm not against somebody else doing it if they like it. That's great. 

It's fun, it's experience. But there comes a time when you want to pick what you 

want to do. 

Isoardi 

By the late fifties, early sixties, I think you said that you went to Europe for the 

first time. 

Collette 

I went in 1961, yeah. 

Isoardi 

For the first time. 

Collette 

First time, yeah. 

Isoardi 

What got you over there? Was it a sweet deal or-? 

Collette 

Well, the deal wasn't bad. It was a friend of mine over there named George 

Moran. He was a guy who was in the wine business here. He was from Lodi, 

California. At least his family, his uncles and them, had wine there. Royal Host 

Wine, I think that was the name of it. I met George in Los Angeles, and he 

loved jazz. He always thought when he heard me play in the Concert Cabaret 

on Sunset [Boulevard] years ago- Oh, maybe '56, '57, when I had my little 

quintet. He came in- George was a big drinker at the time. He'd come over- He 

and his cousin were together, a lady, and they were kind of just two people who 

were having too much fun. And he invited me over to his table and he says, 

"Man, you're too good for this town. Why do you-?" That was his line, you 

know, but he was still bombed. So I said, "Well, maybe so, but what are you 

suggesting?" He said, "You've got to go to New York. You've got to go 

somewhere where they'll appreciate you." That was his whole thing. So we 

finally got to be pretty good friends. The next day I met with him, and he was 

better after he had had his coffee and stuff.He had a place in Phoenix, his home. 

He invited me there. I met his family, all of whom I know now. His daughter is 

doing a lot of my transcribing for the book from the tapes. Her name is Carole 

Moran. She dates a guy named Pat Britt. Do you know Pat? A saxophone 

player. He plays with Wilbur Brown and them at the Cat and the Fiddle on 

Sunset every Sunday night. But anyway, George thought that, again, I should 

do some writing for him. We did some jingles. He had some commercials for 

banks. He lived in Phoenix, like I said. And we did a few little projects.Then he 

went to Europe with his family. Like I said, they had money. He did, and the 

family-the wine people- had money. He used to call me up about every week 

and put all the kids on the phone and everything. So I knew he was a fun guy 



and throwing money around. He said, "Man, you got to come over to Europe. 

They love you over here." And I said, "Yeah, but I don't have any invitations 

from Europe." He said, "Well, I'll work on it." I said, "Well, if you can, fine, 

while you're there. Tell them I'd love to come." So about ten days, two weeks 

later, he calls and says, "Well, we got a deal for you at San Remo, Italy, at the 

San Remo Jazz Festival"-March 1961-"and they will send the ticket to you." I 

said, "Great!" So we went on, and I began to think about it, but, heck, I didn't 

have a ticket yet. And then finally the ticket came in the mail, a round-trip 

ticket, and then I knew the San Remo date, whenever it was. So I got out of 

here. If nothing more, I've got a round-trip ticket. I can come back if it doesn't 

work.And I made it there, and I met him, and he was still having fun. He was 

living great over there. He picked me up and we rented a car and we drove 

from Milan, Italy, to San Remo, stopped at every pub on the way, because he 

loved to have his taste. And I had to finally drive him in a car with the steering 

wheel on the other side, which was a whole other experience, because he was 

out of it. We finally get to San Remo-I guess it wasn't too long; it must have 

been an all-day trip with the way we were going- and I was carting him into the 

room- We found the rooms, and Jacques Pelzei, who is a saxophone player 

from Belgium, happened to be there. And he kind of laughed because he knew 

who I was. He says, "You're Buddy, right?" He says, "I've never seen the artist 

take care of a manager before!" So I was carrying him, threw him on the bed, 

right? [laughter]So I go into the casino room, and the guys behind the bar, who 

are apparently the owners or the promoters, looked at me like they'd seen a 

ghost. They said, "Are you Buddy?" I said, "Yes, why?" And they looked at 

each other, and it was just the strangest feeling. I could not believe this. So they 

gave me a drink or something. I said, "Well, thanks. Nice to come here" or 

"Nice meeting you" or something like that. It was a very strange thing.So I 

finally went back to the room. George was kind of out of it. I mean, he was 

laying there. "Hey, Buddy, what's going on?" I said, "George, wake up now. 

Let's talk about this. What's going on?" He said, "What is it?" I said, "Well, I 

wonder why those guys are looking at me in such a strange way." You know, 

the reaction was like "We can't believe this," if you could imagine that. And 

I said, "What went on? What kind of deal did we get with these guys? Why are 

they looking at me like that?" He said, "Well-" I said, "What kind of money are 

we getting?" Because I never asked him. He said, "$250." I said, "Really? For 

the night?" I said, "Well, then you mean the ticket and the $250?" He said, 

"They didn't send the ticket. I sent the ticket." So you can see what happened. 

He sent the ticket. Since he was bummed out- Even with all his money, he 

never had done that, booked anybody before. They probably said, "Well, how 

much does he want to come here?" And he said, "$250." So when they looked 

at me, I was there for $250, because that's all they offered, see? That's a pretty 



long trip, huh? That's like at home maybe he knew I would have picked up that. 

So that's what it was.So I knew right away that something was very strange. I 

said, "Well, why would you do that?" I said, "Well, I'm not going to play for 

one thing." I said, "You have to go back and tell them that I've got to have 

some money in order to play. In other words, I'm here-" They probably felt that 

he didn't even know me. It finally all came out later. But what he did that night 

or the next day, he went and talked to them, and I think they boosted it up- 

Another $600 or $700 is all they would go, because they'd spent all the money. 

So it might have been $700 or $800. But that's not for the ticket, now. That's 

just, "Now, here's what we can do." I was there already, and I'm pretty sure 

they were smart enough to know that. So I said, "Okay, George, I will pay you 

your money back on the ticket," which I did, because I made money once I was 

over there.But in a way, as weird as he was-and he had screwed it all up-it had 

worked out good, because I was there. And sometimes you can pull it off. But 

he thought that I should be there, and he sent the ticket. And I was the hit of the 

thing, mainly because there was nobody else from the States. Everybody else 

who came there was from there or Paris and Germany and everything. And so 

when they found out who I was and that I had done a lot of things, they had a 

half an hour TV show. I got twenty minutes of it. 

Isoardi 

Broadcast of the festival? 

Collette 

Yeah. So they let me take the whole thing. I mean, they had the show go on the 

whole week, but the TV show, they said, "Well, let's give him the twenty 

minutes." So that made it, because I was from out of town and everything. And 

they had the camera tight on me. I was playing flute and clarinet and 

saxophone. And I was working with those guys, too, you know, Martial Solal 

and Daniel Humair. Those guys were good players. But, again, they were 

excited, having an American jazz player there. And the next day, they made a 

star of me right there. You could see how that could happen. In that area then, 

'61, if you had a TV set, that was the only channel that you had on, you know 

what I mean? There were some sets, but they didn't have any channels. So in 

every home with a TV set, that was what they saw. How could you beat that? I 

walked down the streets the next day in San Remo, and when we got back to 

Milan- And people-they didn't know my name-"San Remo! San Remo!" They 

knew my face. Isn't that wild? Twenty minutes of tight shots and all that stuff. 

No way for them to miss me, man, because the TV was just beginning to come 

in. I thought about how fortunate it was I got that exposure, that I was there 

right at a time like that. Now if you go there, they might happen to have it on. 

They were getting into the TV and, shoot, I said it couldn't have been better. 

Isoardi 



It really couldn't. 

Collette 

But anyway, that's how I got over there. I did about three albums over there. I 

worked with the La Scala String Quartet- 

Isoardi 

All during this one stint? 

Collette 

This one month, yeah. I worked so hard, but I didn't even feel it. I did a couple 

of movies. I don't remember what they were. I was just there, and the guy said, 

"Can you do it?" They allowed me to- I wanted to write someplace, and I was 

talking and having dinner with a few of the guys-we used to have to have 

interpreters sometimes-and one guy said, "Well, you want someplace to write 

your music?" And I said, "Yeah." He said, "Well, you come tomorrow at 

twelve, because the place is closed down." It was a big music store with pianos 

and everything in it. It reminded me of a [Wallach's] Music City type thing. 

And I came there, he let me in, and they closed the door and they all went to 

lunch. I stayed there and wrote on the lunch period. And I'm in the store, and, 

normally, it would almost be like the cops or something would look in and say, 

"What are you doing in there?" So I was able to create and write stuff, because 

I needed the piano. But, I mean, they were great. He didn't even know me, but 

just the idea- "Is that what you want to do? You can take the store for that."So 

it was a great experience meeting a lot of the players, working with Romano 

Mussolini (that's Mussolini's son; he worked on some of my things), George 

Joyner (later on his name was Jamil Nasser), and Buster Smith. Those guys 

were stranded over there. They had worked with some player that had died-

we'll have to get that name. But it really worked out. I did something with- It 

was one night at the big party for the Martini wine company. 

Isoardi 

Martini and Rossi? 

Collette 

Yeah. They did a big bash. They had three of us there. I'll never forget that 

evening: the cameras and all the stuff turning. I was included in it, and there 

was a top opera star-can't think of her name-and there was a rock star named 

Umberto. That's all I remember. They honored the three of us. There we were 

all taking bows together and had food and Miss Italy, the top contest winner, 

and just a great, fabulous evening. And the guy there, Ricordi, who recorded 

me there, had me there because he thought all of us should be on it together. It 

was a beautiful setting. So that's why you've got to do it that way, on a level 

where the appreciation is there. Because I hadn't received any of that here. And 

I think it changed my whole life to go there and see that these people know who 

you are. When they set that up with the La Scala String Quartet- That would be 



hard for me to set it up with a string quartet here, you know, the L.A. Chamber 

anything. Maybe. But there, it was like, "You mean, they want to work with 

us?" or "We want to work with them." And such fine playing, yeah. 

Isoardi 

Over there they were the ones who were thrilled. 

Collette 

They were thrilled, yeah. 
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Isoardi 

Last time I think you wanted to come back and talk a little bit more about your 

European stay. Is that right? 

Collette 

The European stay. You mean the 1961-? 

Isoardi 

In '61 when you went out. Were there other things you wanted to say about that 

time or not? 

Collette 

Well, we can start. I don't know if we covered this or not. The only thing, as I 

remember it- Oh, yeah, the one guy we met and talked about was Alberto 

Locatelli. 

Isoardi 

I don't think so. 

Collette 

Okay. He was one of the big produce guys who had, like- When I first got 

there, I think I even saw the trucks running around town saying "Locatelli 

Spaghetti," "Pasta," whatever, on the side, and it didn't mean very much to me. 

And at one point, we were recording- Like I said, I did about four albums in 

Europe. I did some films and did a lot of work. But at one of the record 

sessions this gentleman walked in dressed very sharp, nice hat, sharp hat on and 

everything, and came and introduced himself. He said, "I'm Alberto Locatelli. I 

know your music and welcome to Italy." Milan is where we were. And I said, 

"Oh, a pleasure." He said, "I'd like you to do something for me before you 

leave," because he knew I'd probably be there a few weeks. I was going to be 

there a month. But anyway, I said, "I'd like to." So before he left, he gave us his 

card- "Us" meaning George Moran, the guy who brought me over, happened to 

be there.And we were doing dates for other people. People who wanted dates, 

you know, they'd come up and say, "Can you do a record for us?" Jimmy Pratt, 

who was an American drummer, he had lived there for a long time and he was 

working with Catarina Valenti, who was one of the big singers. So anyway, 



Jimmy was helping us to set up things, too. He knew people, and since I was 

there, he would talk to some of the promoters and people and say, "Well, 

Buddy Collette, this jazz guy from L.A., is here. What about it?" So he was 

setting up deals.But anyway, Alberto Locatelli was there, and he gave us his 

card and said, "Well, look, I have this concert in a week"-or two weeks or 

something it was-"and my date is the 14th"-or whatever date he was talking 

about-"and I'd like to have you play for me." And then when the guy left, 

George came over and said that he had booked something else on that same 

night. So I said, "Well, it's a shame." Because we didn't know who Alberto was, 

but at the same time, he was such a nice guy and we figured, "Well, why would 

it have to be on the same night? That's the way it goes." So anyway, I said, 

"Well, call him and tell him that we really can't do it on that night and we're 

sorry." So he was very nice on the phone and said, "Well, maybe next time 

when you come to Italy we'll do something." But it was a big night. He was 

going to have 250 of his friends, and it was a big evening for him. He was 

trying to show that jazz, to him, was as important as any classical or anything, 

and he was going to present it in that way. And he had gotten this place- It was 

a replica, like a small- It looked like La Scala. La Scala is a big opera house 

and holds maybe a few thousand people or more, and this only held about 250 

people. So he invited these friends. It had the same look, but it was a small 

theater, very intimate. And he had quite a few jazz groups there. Jacques Pelzei 

was on, because Pelzei was around there in Italy. Then he had Gianni Basso 

and Oscar Valdambrini, a bunch of those guys who were the top players in 

Italy. And he found some good rhythm players.So at this point, we weren't 

going to do the concert because we had the other job. And about three days 

before the concert was supposed to take place, George came to me or Jimmy 

Pratt- They both were working on this other deal, and it fell through. There was 

no job. They said, "The job on Saturday is not on." I said, "Guys, what about 

that?" Now, the one we could have done with Locatelli, which looked good- 

We didn't know what money or anything, but we knew that it looked like a 

good job. And I said, "The least we can do is call him up and just offer our 

services. It may be too late to work a deal with him but, hey, we are available 

that night." "We'll just come and perform for you. We're here." And when we 

called him, he got very excited. Like I said, he was in his office, and he said, 

"Well, can you meet me at my house? This is my address. Come. I'll be there 

around two o'clock." So we met him at two, and he said, "We'll pull up a 

contract." And he paid us pretty good money. I can't remember-maybe about 

$750 for the night. And he had to have his people put up fliers over his main 

poster. He had posters out, but he put a flier out across: "An added attraction, 

Buddy Collette." So with his operation, I guess he could do that very well. He 

had people, they went out and put fliers on the signs.And, like I said, we went 



to his house and he had this amazing living room with a big piano and a drum 

set in there. So I began to tune in on this guy. I said, "Wait a minute. You're a 

musician?" He said, "Well, I was a composition major in college. This is my 

love, but at the office they think I'm crazy." He's the boss, but at the same time, 

that was his line, you know. But his living room was a round living room in this 

great mansion, and the walls were records like bookcases. You know what 

I'm trying to say? With records, but they were filed. You could see them; they 

were records. They were filed properly, and not where you could see the cover. 

So you can imagine, he must have had just thousands and thousands of records. 

And as the room was round, you'd go- Then you'd have to pull records out of 

all these- And it was built in that way and that was his walls in there. 

Isoardi 

Labor of love. 

Collette 

Yeah. So he said, "Well I've got everything you've ever done right here." So 

that was the kind of guy he was.But it was a great thing to happen for us, 

because he was one of the most powerful people, financially, of course, and 

then one of the ones who helped us so much because he was a jazz lover. And 

he put on this concert, which was marvelous. He had everybody in. He had us 

also in tux, black tie, his audience, too. They had gone somewhere for dinner. I 

don't know how you do it with that many people, but they figured out. And then 

they came to the concert. In fact, we even the day of the show, I think, had a 

warm-up, like a rehearsal thing, not so much musically, but just so we can 

present it right, you know: who would come on first and that the guys were 

bowing properly. It was really a first-rate kind of a concert, although it was a 

jazz concert. And that's why he said- Well, his thing was he loved jazz so much 

that he wanted to show his friends that they were missing something. 

Isoardi 

How was this guy helpful to you? 

Collette 

Well, he was helpful because- Not only because of the one job, but he was able 

also to make the trip much easier by contacting other people. He was probably 

instrumental in setting up the concert with the La Scala String Quartet. He was 

a very influential guy. In fact, the rest of the record dates that we made, he was 

always there. And I think with his contact and his clout- You know, the Italians 

all knew each other, and he'd pick up the phone to Ricordi, who was a big 

record company, and they all would know what was happening is what I'm 

trying to say. It was pretty good. Some doors opened, some extra interviews 

came from me knowing all these big people. They made it even more 

important. I didn't have to look for those things. People were calling me at the 

hotel to interview me, and they'd bring an interpreter so I could understand and 



talk with the guy. And then there would be pictures and stuff in the- So it was 

great, yeah. So those kinds of friends can always help you a lot. Because they 

knew it was a new area. What did I want? "You want a car? You want us to 

pick you up?" So for one month I was really in the hands of many good friends. 

So, like I said, it was terrific.We didn't stay in touch after I left, but that thing 

he did was very inspirational, to present not just me but the Italian musicians on 

a first-rate level. He might have recorded it, but I never heard the end result of 

it.But that was one of the highlights. Like I said, the other thing I mentioned 

was a concert at the Martini building with a top rock star and a top opera star 

and me. And we had films; they were shooting films. It was like a big Academy 

Awards affair. There were just thousands of people there, food, and Miss Italy, 

and just a great affair. And the idea that they wanted to give a tribute to the 

three top people at the time and they included me as one of them, being from 

America and being in Italy. It was great.After that, my last date befoe leaving 

Italy- That was for George Moran, who had brought me over there, who set it 

up with the guys from San Remo. The day before, or two days before- I had 

planned to do some shopping on the day before I left, so it might have been two 

days before. He said, "I need a record." And I said, "Oh, you would wait until 

the last day." So finally I said, "Okay, I'll give up my shopping tour." I had my 

suits picked out and my shoes picked out. All I had to do was go pick them up. 

I hadn't paid them. But he wanted an album. He was going to stay over there 

with his family, and, of course, I was coming back here after a month, see. So I 

said, "Okay, I'll give you an album." I had to write music that night and hustle 

the guys up together and finally went into the studio. And he was a basket case; 

like I say, he drank a lot. Gosh, there would be times when he had beer bottles 

everywhere. It was quiet, and- His sons at the time were quite young. (I wrote 

songs for all of the family, too. One son's Jake and the other son's name was 

Kelly, so I wrote tunes as a tribute to those kids.) And on one of the one good 

takes, one of the kids knocked over a bottle-they might have been ten and 

twelve, you know-but the beer bottle went over. And that was a panic day. I'm 

trying to get good music and it's my last day; I've got to get out of there.And 

there's one take on the album- The album will come out from Spain at some 

point with Jordi Di Pujo, Buddy Collette in Italy. So one track is called maybe 

"Lonely Flute," but the other one is called "One for the Air." And that was 

because- Well, "Lonely Flute," I'll tell you that. "One for the Air," I called it 

that because I knew that by the time I played that and one more it would be 

time to go. I had to go catch my plane. So that was one of those quick titles. 

And I was writing those tunes so fast that I wrote them the night before and I 

didn't name all of them. So I said, "Well, this is going to be 'One for the 

Air.'""Lonely Flute" is one where we didn't have enough with me on it on the 

record, and I had about another hour in the studio before I had to get to the 



airport, which was probably an hour away-fight traffic at four in the afternoon, 

very close. So rather than try to learn a whole piece with everybody-I had 

maybe another two things written-I decided to have the engineer turn the tape 

on. "I'll just play. I'll improvise something on the flute." So that's why we called 

it "Lonely Flute." And it was like a one-take thing. I played for about three or 

four minutes, little warm-ups, little cutsies, and it came off very well, of course, 

and nobody in the way. I mean, I just played like I was in a performance and 

didn't have any music. But that is why it was called "Lonely Flute." I played 

that and I said, "Keep that. I'll see everybody." And somebody took me to the 

airport, and that was the way I left Italy.But what a great, great trip it was. It 

was all music for a month, me learning the different pacing of the Italian people 

and the musicians, especially when we were doing a record session. Because 

here in L.A., at that point, we'd do three or four tunes in three hours. There we 

did, easily, one tune in three hours. [laughter] So it was different, right? So I 

had to adjust to a whole different life-style. And when I'd try to get two, I kind 

of felt that they were sort of saying, "Not until we have our break and not until 

we have our little cappuccino," and then they'd come back for another hour or 

so, an hour or two. 

Isoardi 

That's so much more civilized. [laughter] 

Collette 

So you get spoiled, but the product is better. You don't go as fast. You may not 

make as much money, but overall- They've got time for the food; we'd take our 

break.We did that when we were in Italy, not this past year, but the year before, 

with James Newton. We were doing the album which we did with [Giovanni] 

Bonandrini [of Black Saint Records], and we took a break. We were going so 

well in the first three hours. We moved pretty good, three tunes-maybe that's a 

lot-and we took a break for lunch and went to one of those fine restaurants. We 

spent about three hours there! And I said, "Guys"-and we had to work that 

night-"we'd better get back or else we'll never finish." I had to be the pushy 

person to get it done.But the trip was, like I say, great. It was one of the 

surprises of my life, in a way, that I could go over there and- You know in the 

beginning what happened: nothing was really set up except the San Remo 

thing. And it turned into one of the better trips just by being there, people 

knowing about me and meeting the friends again, Locatelli and Ricordi from 

Ricordi Record Company. 

Isoardi 

Is that connected with the famous Ricordi publishers in Milan? 

Collette 

Probably so, yeah. It's probably the same family. And the guy from the Martini 

building, I think he was in the Martini family. So these biggies who were 



interested in me and jazz and all that, and I got a chance to sit down at lunch 

and everything. And that's a level that even, as much as I live here- You don't 

see the big guys very much. You see somebody who's calling the signals. 

There, the big people come out of the woodwork. Like I said, Locatelli would 

leave the office and say to everybody, "I'll be gone to a record session. If 

anybody needs me, I'll call you later." So it was very nice to see that. In other 

words, they know what things are important other than, say, money. Money is 

not the only thing. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, they're real fans. 

Collette 

Yeah. So you can see, to walk away from a business like that to go hear a jazz 

session, that's saying a lot to me, especially when you're the head of a big 

company. You could say, "Hey, we're losing a lot of money today to do that." 

But it was great.So I think that kind of gives you a picture of the Italy- It was 

only one month, and it was a lot of things. And I think I covered a few things-

when they let me go to the music store and compose. 

Isoardi 

Let me ask you about American musicians that you might have run into over 

there. People who were living there who had left the States to go there. You 

mentioned one, I guess, Pratt, the drummer. 

Collette 

Jimmy Pratt. 

Isoardi 

There must have been others. Could you talk about what it was like for them? 

Maybe why they left, if they felt kind of a loss at getting away from their roots, 

how it affects them. 

Collette 

Well, it's different. I met quite a few. I met Buster Smith, a drummer. And I 

can't think who they were with. They were with some leader that died over 

there, so they were basically stranded. Buster Smith, the drummer, and George 

Joyner, who later changed his named to Jamil Nasser. 

Isoardi 

So they were stranded, but they hadn't moved over there to stay permanently. 

Collette 

No, except they probably had been there a couple of months just hopping 

around and trying to gig, because at that time it looked to me like they didn't 

have any money. But I guess as long as they could work and get a couple of 

gigs- And it is very enjoyable there, working those different countries; they're 

not too far apart. In the meantime, it's very positive, because you can go back 

home, you know what's happening there. And I think when they hooked up 



with me, it was great, because I needed a drummer and a bass player. We also 

used some of the Italian musicians. But Jimmy Pratt had married an Italian lady 

over there and, like I said, he was working with Catarina [Valenti]. You know, 

you finally get to the point where, if it's working out and you're making a 

salary, when it's over you make a decision. I think they were enjoying it for 

what it was, just like I was.I could have stayed another month, too, but I had 

planned to come back. I was still doing, at that time, the Groucho [Marx] show 

["You Bet Your Life"]. I'd just planned to be away for a month, so that's why I 

came back. But the month passed very fast because we were very active. I was 

working in a jazz club every night with Gianni Basso and Valdambrini. I was 

doing those record things during the day and writing for stuff for movies in 

between when I could. I was getting three or four hours of sleep a night, but I 

didn't feel tired. I was just really on top of the world.So I think the American 

musicians- Plus, like, Jacques Pelzei was from Belgium. And the two or three, 

we all would hang together and we'd jam together and we'd record together and 

have food together. It was just like one party without doing anything really 

detrimental. You know, we weren't doing a lot of heavy drinking or anything-a 

little wine with the dinner. But the excitement of being with people who all 

wanted to play and could play- Things were working out for us. And we 

weren't thinking about making lots of money. See, nowadays, it seems like 

everybody would be measuring it on how much money we were making. We 

were enjoying it just knowing that this is what we all want to do. There were a 

lot of American musicians probably in different cities at the time over there, but 

I didn't see that many in Italy at the time. But we ran into a few of them. I know 

Chet Baker had been through there a little bit before and quite a few others. But 

it was terrific. So let's see. Where are we? 

Isoardi 

Well, you're back in the States now, I guess, back in the studio. 

Collette 

Well, yeah, I'm doing a lot of studio at this point. We're probably into 

"Groucho," doing that every week. 

Isoardi 

I hear you were composing a lot in the sixties. Weren't you doing fugues and 

that kind of thing and music for films? 

Collette 

I was doing a lot of studying, of course. At that time, the sixties, I might have 

been studying with Ernest Kanitz for a while. He used to teach at USC 

[University of Southern California]. And I studied with him privately. He had 

retired, so that could have been the middle sixties, '64, '65. And then later on, in 

the last part of that year, I studied with a guy named George Trembley, who 

used to study with Schoenberg. And George more or less invented his own 



system of twelve tones, because I think he had a student at the time who was 

into computers. With Schoenberg, you have the row; they use a twelve-tone 

row with just the regular and the retrograde. You do the notes so you set up 

your notes, and he would go in reverse. That was a technique that he learned 

from Schoenberg, and that's the way Schoenberg wrote. But in talking with the 

student who was into computers, they kept figuring there's got to be more ways 

to set these rows up. And they did come up with a way to do it. That's what he 

finally adopted with his system, where they came up with almost a hundred 

different arrangements of setting the row up, because you know how you- Well, 

you can see how it would happen, in a way. They knew there were ways to do 

it, but now you've got to figure out how to do that. So then they figured out 

ways to jump over, and then start the row going down this way. You have to set 

it up- It's really interesting. You go this way with twelve notes along the top of 

the page, then you go down, then you sort of jump over, and then it fills in a 

different one here and it fills in- Even though it would be similar, one or 

two notes would be different and would start- You know what I mean? It could 

always just rearrange itself. The computers do that now, but it used to throw 

you. But anyway- 

Isoardi 

What does it sound like? 

Collette 

Well, the row- You don't just stay with that. It's just that- Oh, it sounds good, 

but it's just the idea that you've got all this material that you can write from. 

Then, of course, you have to get your own rhythmic stuff. No, it's not just that. 

You get that. Now you know you've got material to write a symphony, for 

example, without even repeating the same thing, if you didn't want to. But he 

got a system where he was marvelous with it. In fact, he was almost too good 

for the whole business, in a sense, because he didn't want to be a background 

writer, like background music played behind movies or something. He wanted 

to have it right out there. But the system did work. And he could actually take 

those rows, once he wrote them out there, and improvise on the piano. You 

never heard such music. Just fabulous. Gosh, all the big composers were 

coming to him, because he really had something. But, like I said, once he laid it 

out that way, you might have pages and pages of the stuff that all came from- 

What it reminds me of- It's hard to explain it, because you'd have to go through 

it, but it really opens your mind up to the possibilities of a lot of things. It was 

almost like a family. You know, you can say, "You look like-" And he'd say, 

"Yeah, that was my uncle." You're part of that whole. And that's what would 

happen. The rows would change, but it would always be based on that first one, 

because it didn't change that much, but you couldn't do- You could do that 

knowing how to set the row up. That's why when you write a piece, you say, 



"Now, wait a minute. It's a whole different thing, but somehow it belongs to the 

same group." It's interesting, because it's hard to do that.It just about drove him 

crazy after a while. He had achieved it, but where do you go? All he was doing 

was teaching. And people like Earl Hagen and Abe Most and Lalo Schifrin and 

I think even Oliver Nelson might have gone. They all were curious: "What's 

this guy got?" This guy who could come up with all this different stuff and 

could write it. He really could.Some of the stuff I've even written twenty years 

ago, it's scary. You can't really record it because nobody- I mean, you could 

record it if somebody was interested, but I'm saying you're on your own, 

because it's not that it would make a lot of money in sales with the way the 

market is. But the quality, the different kind of music you can write- If you get 

the right players, you've got a whole other thing that even the listener has to get 

used to: "Now, wait a minute. Can we hear that again?" And that's where he 

was.But, like I said, with the control he had of it and everything, he couldn't get 

a record date or anything. So he wound up being a teacher. Those guys would 

come to him before a big picture call, maybe a day or two. Earl Hagen would 

come over the night before sometimes. "I've got this thing; I need a whole 

theme or something." Well, shoot, he's got all these rows, or he might give you 

a new row and show you how to do that. And all of a sudden, once you've got 

the [sings twelve-tone-style phrase with wide intervals]-you know, it would be 

that kind of line-all of a sudden, there was something that was new and 

different, and then you can draw from that. You could use material through a 

whole picture and you would never figure that a person was copping out or 

anything. It was interesting, because then it harmonizes itself. Great.But that 

was the kind of guy he was. And I even- When I bought my camper, which is 

in the yard, I tried to get him to go away, because I could see it was going to 

really get to him. He'd say, "Look what I did. I stayed up all night last night and 

I've got these rows, and this works and-" He was kind of getting into the 

computer thing with his mind. He found ways to move these over here and to 

try this. He said, "Now, you can put the one-three-five here and the four-five-

seven there, and then you work back and forth, and look how we draw from-" 

And all of a sudden, you hear all this different stuff coming in there. But he 

finally got to the point with the drinking and being very depressed- Because it 

wasn't just money with him. He was not being discovered. In the meantime, the 

big giants coming to him were making- Earl Hagen had about five shows on 

every week for a while, and he was more or less using a lot of Trembley's stuff. 

It finally got to the point where he broke up with his wife; he was drinking. A 

couple of times, I'd go for my lesson and he'd be- She'd look at me and say, 

"He's in bad shape." He'd be on the floor drunk. I said, "Oh, man, I don't know 

what's going to-" It was pitiful. And, like I said, I heard him when he could play 

the piano, improvise, great hands. Piano players should have heard him, 



because he could do- I'd say, "How can he do that? He's looking at just notes 

and he's grabbing chords and stuff out of the notes." But his rhythmic concept 

and his idea of knowing how you had to break it up with rests and ties and 

things, he could do that by just looking at a bunch of notes and grabbing the 

chords. That was basically his system.I've got pieces now that I'd love to 

perform just to hear them. But it works, it does. I had a thing- He wanted me to 

write a blues in twelve tone, which he said none of the students had done yet. 

He said, "You're a jazz player. Can you do it?" I said, "I don't know." Because, 

you see, you've got all those notes. And in order to stay within the formation of 

the notes, can you do it? But you can do it. It's hard because you have to 

rearrange the notes. You number them, you know. If you use one, that's a one 

note, and then you could probably go and use three, but three can be down here 

if you want to put it on the bottom, or it can be four down and the three- You 

keep filling in until, finally, you get what you want. And it's very difficult when 

you try to make a change happen. It's very easy to do just tunes that are going 

on your own pace. But when you sing a blues, you're trying to establish a 

progression, which is very difficult. But we were able to do it. And he liked it. 

It's still a piece, if I play it, which I haven't played very much- I just want to 

record it, because that's the kind of piece that should be recorded. 

Isoardi 

You've never done that? 

Collette 

No, but we played it- I wrote it so long ago. In '74, I took it out to the school 

when I was teaching, Cal State L.A. [California State University, Los Angeles] 

and we played it. Those kids still don't know what hit them, they really don't. 

Because that piece was just that far out. But at the same time, "What is this?" 

They had to, because nothing else we played would make them act like that. 

They like it, but, like I said, it's just- It's its own thing. No way I can write just 

drawing from myself that way. I went with the rows, I put my own little 

rhythms in there, and that's what you've got. It's like somebody says, "Now, 

where did this guy come from that would write this?" Well, that was his 

system. And if you have some creativity with your own rhythms and move 

things around and pick the chords that you like out of rearranging it- So you 

don't say, "Well, I can just use a B-flat there." Well, you may not be able to, 

because maybe you used the B-flat in the bar before, so you may have to 

substitute another note in there. But it's really interesting. It really can hold you. 

I used to stay up- I said, "I finally got it." And he says, "I'm proud of you. I can 

hear the blues there."But you know what we did? We took the row from "Basin 

Street Blues," and that's the way you would do that. You'd take a tune- Now, 

"Basin Street Blues" doesn't have all the twelve notes. You pick six notes or 

seven notes if the tune has seven notes in it, and then we added the other notes 



later on. But we figured that was a good idea, at least he suggested that, 

because if you're taking a row from a blues like that- And it doesn't sound like 

"Basin Street"; it doesn't sound like anything. Nobody could ever say that you 

took it from there. But I remember, we did that because it seemed to zero in. "If 

that's a blues, let's take that, set that up, add your other notes where you want, 

and now go from there."But anyway, he was a genius in his own way. And he 

finally got to the point where he fell out with his wife and he was going through 

all kinds of stuff and he finally died. But there were only a very few, I guess, 

that were able to use it in a jazz sense. A lot of the players that were studying 

with him were not jazz players, even though they could write a little jazz. 

Isoardi 

I would think there would be a lot of tension for a jazz improviser dealing with 

something that's so abstract and so mechanical, in a sense, that you're following 

kind of a formula. 

Collette 

Yeah, but, you see, it hadn't gotten to a point where- It's like anything. It's like 

even [Joseph] Schillinger's system, which is another system. Those guys 

contributed a lot, and George did, too. But, you see, then it's up to the jazz 

player to be able to do the two things going on in a system like that. As you 

hear the blues, the first chorus is all I need to set a mood that you would not 

believe. Now, if you can establish a chord basis for the players to play on that is 

comfortable for them, you've got the thing in a nutshell. You don't have to keep 

the whole piece that way.When I played the piece the first time- I was teaching. 

We did a concert at Cal State L.A., did a whole two-hour concert. The top guy, 

who was Robert Strassberg, I think his name was, a composer there, a guy with 

wild hair- He was really out in the new music or whatever you want to call it, 

avant-garde or- You know, some of those guys do that, whether it's [John] Cage 

or whoever was popular at the time. And he came to the concert, and he came 

and he shook my hand and he says, "There's one number that you played- What 

was it? It was the third number." I said, "Well, I think it was 'Twelve Tone 

Blues.'" He said, "That is some number. What is it?" You see what I mean?But, 

you see, we didn't get tight, because we played the number- We let the guys 

solo based on a chord structure that was basically simple, where they had a 

chance to- There's no need to lock them in all the time. You lock some of it in 

where they had [sings angular phrase with wide intervals]. You know, the 

chords are coming in, and they're not chords that you hear every day. They 

can't be, because the mind won't- I can't pick those chords out on the piano 

either. But once I set it, I said, "Hey, this is strange," but I began to like it. You 

present it, and then people begin to believe in it. And there are three or four 

musicians who said the same thing. Bob Cooper heard us play it one night. He 

said, "Boy, there's a piece that you played- I don't know what that was." The 



reaction you get.I'd set up, like I say, the solo choruses, where I would have 

something to play on that was cute, and then the theme will come back in at 

some point. But that same theme can come in exactly the same rhythm, but 

with different notes and different chords, because then you can move to another 

six, another row, and the notes are set up differently, if you follow what I'm 

trying to say. In other words, it's almost like, "Wait a minute. Am I going 

crazy?" You can do the same thing exactly-yes, you can-because the row is set 

up. Now just move the chords. And you may not like what you think or you 

may say that "Well, this is not what I wanted." Take it for that kind of thing. 

And once you take it, you say, "Now, what were you thinking about?" People 

try to pick your brains on it. And I smiled, because what I was thinking about 

was taking what that was and seeing what it sounded like rather than saying, 

"Let me put my G-flat ninth in there, my Fs," you know. And it takes you into 

another world. So I think those guys contributed a lot. They were exploring.It 

was like the Schillinger system, which I studied. It was the greatest thing for 

me at a period. And, like I said, Schillinger couldn't really write any jazz or 

anything, but he was a mathematician. He used to go in to hear jazz people 

play. He'd have his pencil and paper, and he'd walk over and introduce- "I'm 

Joseph Schillinger. How are you?" He said, "I just wrote down what you did." 

And he'd have a bunch of numbers. I said, "Are you kidding? What do you 

mean?" "Well, yeah, this is what you played. This is the pitch this way, and this 

is your rhythm." So he finally did his system- I don't think just because they 

didn't believe him. But he finally got the system.I studied that for a while, 

because it's a wild thing in itself. Just the rhythmic section will change your 

whole scope of playing, a way of thinking. It puts you on another level. And, as 

you know, the rhythm stuff is probably even more important than the melody, 

although we remember the melody. But the rhythm is like your foundation of 

the house. And once you've got that, the time, the different thing, one against 

two and three, you begin to work out little numbers where you're using 

combinations and permutations and things like that. And you wind up with a 

pattern that says "one-two-one," if you use that number, where "one" would 

represent an eighth note, the smallest unit, and "two" would be a quarter note. 

Or the "one" could represent a sixteenth and the eighth would be "two." So if 

you use that little formula, you might come up with four or five bars just from 

your rhythmic pattern. Then, later on, you figure out a melody. So that it really 

gets into it. It gets to a point where it's making the musician, the writer, 

whoever is working with it, explore lots of possibilities. For example, if you 

take an idea like that, on my rhythm things I would get- Maybe out of one idea 

of a bar or two or two or three number combinations, I might get thirty different 

bars or so. But I may only like about ten of them for what I'm using there. But 

still I'm ahead of the game, because the average person just thinking them up 



will only think up two or three. So if I have ten, you can bounce off of some of 

those things. So that was the value of studying with all those different 

systems.Even Ernest Kanitz had a different thing. He wasn't so much into the 

rhythmic thing, or he kept requesting- Ernest Kanitz was a more traditional 

teacher. He taught in the colleges. And he would ask for- "Well, can't you put 

more interesting notes in there?" So he was interested in- Basically, what the 

systems were doing was trying to get away from just the seventh and the ninth 

chord. All of a sudden, you get a little rub in there or you'd have chords that 

you couldn't always name. You know, you've just got four notes or you've got 

five notes, sometimes just four good notes. "Now, wait a minute. What is that? 

A B-natural and a C on top and-" You know.But if it was interesting sound, it's 

still making music. And that's what was happening with the twelve tone and the 

Schillinger. You came up with a lot of stuff. Now, on the solos, of course, the 

guy's saying, "Well, what chord is it?" Then you have to maybe notate it to 

being something that they can understand. But other than that, it was more like 

linear writing. You're writing a line here and there's a line there, and at one 

point, it's like with a movie: you stop the frame right there, and you say, "Well, 

gosh, this doesn't make the chord at all." But as long as it's moving, it's a nice 

transition. It's going somewhere, yeah. So that was what it got to be: more of 

linear writing rather than like this. But anyway, studying with those guys really 

did wonders for me. It sort of opened my mind and, I think, made me more 

aware of creativity and how in the jazz world that you can create. The audience 

is waiting to hear different things. Not always stuff that they don't understand, 

but if you can have a program, for example, that's a nice balance of things, you 

can slip one in. It's like what I did with the twelve-tone piece.That's what I did 

with "Blue Sands." The first time we played that- I mean, I knew it was a very 

unusual piece that was written just for my flute exercises when I began to play 

the flute. That was what I was thinking about. I do that every now and then. I 

write something that- I said, "Well, heck, I'm playing flute," and to build the 

embouchure, I felt high, wide intervals would help, rather than having it safe. 

"Let's go the limit on it." So I wrote it. It wasn't a piece. It was just a flute 

exercise with wide intervals. I don't know if I mentioned this on the tape. If so, 

we'll take it again. We were playing a club called- This had to be right before 

Chico Hamilton's group, because when I took the piece to Chico- 

Isoardi 

You had written this before you were with Chico Hamilton? 

Collette 

Oh, yeah, I wrote it before. I wrote it before we got to Chico. But that was 

when we first recorded it. I wrote it maybe around '53, '54. Chico's group was 

in '55. But I was playing flute and just studying flute and trying to write some 

exercises for myself to work out, and I figured it would help. It was a good one. 



I got the intervals wide enough. That's all I was thinking about. Let's see, '55 or 

so, yeah. I had studied some Schillinger then, see. So I'm aware of odd notes 

and how to approach them and trying things. Because it does; it opens you. It 

makes you get rid of- Where, in certain ways, you have rules, but at the same 

time, then it makes you more bold, too. Because when you do something like 

that, then somebody will say, "Well, that's weird. You've got these two strange 

notes together." And it's for a reason, because you're trying to create another 

sound. 
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Collette 

In writing that line for me to practice on the flute, I enjoyed that for a while. I 

said, "Hey, it's a great little exercise, and I'll just do that every couple of days, 

just kind of warm up on that."And one night we were playing at the California 

Club on Santa Barbara [Avenue], which is now Martin Luther King Boulevard. 

It was a club that had opened up. It was opened up by Gene Norman. In fact, 

when it opened up, he had Max Roach and Clifford Brown and them there. 

That was probably a few years before that, maybe '52, '53, and this is about '54. 

So we were in there on the weekends, a couple of weekends, and the place was 

packed. A lot of people were out. It was a show with a singer and probably a 

dancer or something. And I had the quartet there with Ernie Freeman and Larry 

Bunker, and the drummer could have been Chuck Thompson or Larance 

Marable or somebody at the time-I'm not sure. But anyway, we would open the 

show with a band number each night, and each time we opened it- It was a very 

noisy crowd, like a Saturday and a Friday night crowd. They were whooping it 

up with the drinks on the table and a lot of noise. So we opened up and nobody 

seemed to care. "Showtime! We'll play one number." We played it, and it was 

so noisy. So I began to think that-That was, like, a Friday night. I said, 

"Tomorrow night I think I'll just play the little line to see if they're really 

listening," because every now and then you wonder if the people are really 

tuned in on you or not. If you're a big name or something, maybe, and if not, 

they wouldn't know what we were playing. They're just there, we're here.So the 

next night I told the guys, I said, "You guys play this line." I could tell them 

right away, because the rhythm parts are very simple. Ernie Freeman always 

had great ears anyway. I didn't tell him hardly anything. The bass has got a 

little counter line [sings line]. The drummer has little mallets. "Once you hear 

the melody, just go for yourself. Open up. Let's play." So we got into it. I took 

the flute and played the line, and it took about ten, fifteen seconds and the 

house got so quiet I could not believe it, because we are playing this weird 

number. All of a sudden they began to look up, like "What's going on?" 



Apparently they liked it, but they had just never heard this kind of approach. 

Because each night we did what everybody is supposed to do-a flag waver, and 

you just romped on the tenor, and then drum solos-and they talked through that. 

This they didn't even talk through. They liked it; they applauded. And I 

remember that. I don't know how long we played there, but one experience I 

remember. That was great for them to do that. "On this tune? What did we have 

here?" I thought.So when I did go down to Chico's- I mean, I didn't take it in as 

a first thing, but as we were looking for new material and all that, I said, "Well, 

I've got this one piece we can play." And, naturally, when he first heard it, it's 

"Is that it?" "Yep. That's it." And we did the same thing. We got to the point 

where we'd play it down there and it would go for twelve minutes. We could 

not stop it. It would always go longer, because once you get in and start telling 

your story or we had a feeling, we just couldn't back away. So we got to the 

point where it was one of our biggest requested numbers. 

Isoardi 

You were calling it "Blue Sands" then? 

Collette 

Called it "Blue Sands," yeah. It was the biggest request then because it had 

such a mood, and the audience would just sit there. We wouldn't know what 

they were thinking. It seemed to have a hypnotic kind of control or something 

over the public. But it seems like each one would reminisce in their own way. 

You know, you could see it. It was not that everybody would think about the 

same thing. Whatever it meant to you, whatever it meant to me. It always made 

people kind of quiet.So what would happen is that some people would come 

there wanting to hear the tune, and if they got there around eleven o'clock or 

twelve, maybe, we had played it already, because we had to finally figure a 

way not to play it twice. We could have played it twice, but it just wasn't that 

kind of tune. It was like you do it once- "We'll play it the next night." We could 

play a couple of things twice, even though we didn't like to, but it was too 

much that we had to put into the thing. So they said, "Oh, we brought some 

people. We want to hear 'Blue Sands.'" We'd say, "We just played it about 

fifteen minutes ago and we can't play it again tonight, but if you come 

tomorrow, we'll play it. We'll wait until you get here." And that was the kind of 

piece it was. I don't think we ever played it twice, even though people would 

request it. We couldn't do it. 

Isoardi 

I remember one night a while ago, like maybe a year ago or something, I was at 

work and I had a cassette of the Chico Hamilton side. I put on "Blue Sands" 

and took my headphones out and turned it on the speakers so people could hear 

it. And I started playing "Blue Sands." I'm telling you, the shop just stopped. 

Yeah, people just got quiet, and you could tell they were no longer- You know, 



usually music at work is background and people keep working. Well, all of a 

sudden, people were just gradually stopping work to listen to this song! 

[laughter] It's incredible. 

Collette 

Yeah, it's amazing, the mood we got out of it, and, like I said, it was just one of 

those things. It happened. We played it this time in Verona, Italy, in 1989 when 

we were there again, and it was amazing. The guy who wrote about it said, 

"Wow! What a-" Yeah. In fact, John Pisano, you could tell he got into it. And 

who knows? Because most of the time he wasn't- He got into the thing. And, all 

of a sudden, I looked at him and it seemed to jump out and grab him. The mood 

got him. And he just kept playing, he kept building. It was almost like, "Yeah, I 

can keep doing this." And it was fine, because you say, "Take as long as you 

want." That's the way you feel. A lot of times, you're playing a solo and you 

say, "Well, that's all a guy can say." But it's that thing that sort of has the 

counter-bass part and the drum thing and the mood of that modal scale and all, 

that when it comes together, it really worked for us. 

Isoardi 

Geez, I wonder what would have happened if [John] Coltrane had ever played 

it and everyone stopped. [laughter] 

Collette 

Yeah, well, actually, what happened is that when we went to Europe this time- 

The guys are doing a lot of modal stuff, and some of the words they would say 

to Chico and I- You know, they're happy to see us back together and doing the 

reunion. 

Isoardi 

Just recently? 

Collette 

Well, just this past year. When we were in Europe, we saw the guys. We said, 

"You guys are doing all this different kind of stuff," and they said, "Well, you 

guys started all of this with all those things." Because we did a lot of crazy stuff 

at the time. Especially when you look back and how "Blue Sands" had to be 

way ahead of its time, in a way. Because we play it now, thirty, forty years, 

thirty-five years [later], and the kids and them were looking like it was a thing 

right from today. Of course, we play it a little differently than it is on the 

record, but basically, the theme was the same.But getting back, I think a lot of 

the influences that I had were from some of those guys, too, that were different 

from just the jazz players. I feel with my thing-and maybe a lot of people do the 

same thing-there's a whole scope out there. The classical musicians, the Latin 

music, the jazz players and writers from the early masters to the ones now: 

Lester Young and Coleman Hawkins and Ben Webster and Chu Berry and Don 

Byas and all those guys. And the trumpet players: Louis Armstrong and Roy 



Eldridge and Dizzy [Gillespie] and all those guys. They left so much for us. 

Some of them are still here, of course, but I think when you hang on those 

people-and a lot of them I got a chance to meet in person; I got to be friends of 

some of them-it does make a difference. The inspiration is right there. All 

you've got to do is have somewhere where you can play or write your music 

and begin to work on the group, everybody playing together. And then the 

magic begins to come through.And that's what happened with Chico's group. 

We had a good combination of people, of course, but part of the magic was that 

we lived like a family there for a while. We'd go down to [the] Stroller's [Club] 

in the early afternoon, two or three o'clock, rehearse three or four hours, go 

have dinner together, hit the bandstand at nine and maybe go hang out with a 

party after the job. So it was the togetherness. Nowadays, it's a little harder to 

get that. People are either busy and they're running- They've got to be home, 

which is understandable. But the togetherness that groups must have, maybe 

even the sports teams- The ones that beat you a lot of times or the ones that win 

a lot probably have a closeness on the field, on the diamond or wherever you're 

playing, and together. There's a lot of communication that makes you know 

each other when the instant kind of a thing has to happen, whether it's throwing 

a pass and somebody being there or with a band. You instantly come up with a 

crescendo and then back out of the way, and it may not even be marked. You'd 

say, "I knew you were going to do that." You know, there's a kinship there.So 

in studying all these things and analyzing a lot from these giants who did it in 

their own way, the whole thing is really big, meaning jazz, classical. The thing 

in Europe two years ago, in 1988- Some of the big concerts, especially in 

Freiburg [Germany], they had classical, they had jazz. They had small groups 

playing basically classical-some was written, some was improvised-but it was a 

mixture of everybody. And the people loved it all. It wasn't just a jazz or just a 

classical [audience].We did a concert here a couple of weeks ago, and I 

suggested Phil Sobel-he's got a saxophone quartet. Are you familiar with that? 

Isoardi 

Is that the Hollywood Sax Quartet? 

Collette 

No, I don't think they call it the Hollywood. There used to be a Hollywood 

Saxophone Quartet. But he's got three of his students. 

Isoardi 

No, I don't know it. 

Collette 

Oh, it's excellent, it really is. They were probably the best students. And he 

added two new substitutes, so he must have a lot of students. But they all 

played quite well. I go along with his system. Everybody's playing well, but the 

main thing is to learn that teamwork. And they played some very difficult 



pieces. So we had basically a jazz concert that day with Milcho Leviev and 

"Tootie" [Albert] Heath and Stan Gilbert, and then I suggested to the lady, 

"Why not spotlight this group?" They had a lot of stuff together. They had been 

going for about four or five years, they made a record, they've been to Japan 

now. But it's basically classical and some fun things. They did "All the Things 

You Are" and a few pieces that were arranged for them. But it's beautiful to 

hear that. There's soprano, alto, tenor, and baritone. The guys are all good 

players, and you can see, once you get the teamwork, intonation is good, they're 

loosening up a little more. There's no solo playing yet, and maybe there won't 

be, but they're making more of what they have, and I thought they did a great 

job. Plus, the audience there was basically jazz. Not completely, but it worked. 

People who hired us were worried that it would be so different from the jazz 

things. People can love it, and they did. It just gave another afternoon. Variety 

is okay. So back to that period with the teachers- I think between '58, '59, '60, I 

was definitely studying with teachers on how to write, compose, and also I was 

still studying on my instruments. 

Isoardi 

You did some arranging, I think, during this time for Monk. Thelonius Monk. 

Collette 

In '64, when they were at Monterey [the Monterey Jazz Festival], I arranged 

four pieces for him. And that was the time when [Charles] Mingus was at 

Monterey, too. 

Isoardi 

So Monk was there with a group? 

Collette 

Yeah. 

Isoardi 

And you arranged for him? 

Collette 

Well, here's what happened. Mingus was there with a bigger group. I helped to 

bring some guys from here. And I didn't write for Mingus, but I did write for 

Monk. So we brought Bobby Bryant, Jack Nimitz, Lew [Lewis] Blackburn, 

Red Callender. And I think Mingus then had his own guys: Charles 

MacPherson; Lonnie Hillyer, I think his name was, a trumpet; Jaki Byard; 

Dannie Richmond. So altogether we had a ten-piece thing with Mingus. Now, 

that year, the same year, because Mingus worked on Saturday and Monk 

worked on Sunday- And that was the Mingus Monterey record, which was 

great. He really broke it up-a standing ovation of about seven thousand people. 

Isoardi 

That included the [Duke] Ellington medley, didn't it? 

Collette 



I don't know. Is it on the record? Maybe. 

Isoardi 

I'm trying to remember what's on that album. 

Collette 

It's Mingus at Monterey. But anyway, what happened is- It's kind of a package 

deal. Jimmy Lyons- Since he was bringing musicians, four or five from L.A., to 

work with Mingus and Monk was there, he figured why not add to Monk's 

group. Because Monk had his quartet: Charlie Rouse and a bass player- I can't 

remember who was playing bass at the time. But anyway, he had four pieces, 

and so he figured, "Well, why don't we arrange something up for Monk, and 

we'll just use Monk as an octet," or nine pieces, I can't remember. I said, 

"Fine."So they sent me Monk's music, and I arranged those. And when we got 

there, like I said, we did Mingus's job, and then we had to rehearse with Monk 

early Sunday morning. We were going to go on later that day. I don't know if I 

mentioned before- We kept running the stuff over, and Monk didn't get to the 

piano; he just kept standing around. And then I finally kept saying, "Well, 

heck-" We kept playing all of them over, and he was still standing there like he 

was a little confused and unhappy.So then Charlie Rouse came over to me and 

said-because Charlie was sitting and playing the music also-"He likes 

everything very short." And I said, "Oh, well, let's try that." So I went over to 

the guys and said, "Play everything short." Like on "Straight, No Chaser," we 

were playing [sings smoothly phrased rendition of the melody], and then we 

said [sings more staccato rendition of the melody]. We went into it, and he 

smiled. Then he went over to the piano and played.But can you imagine? We'd 

keep playing, and he was walking around in circles kind of doing a strange 

look. Because here was a guy- He's not talking that much. It was strange, see. 

So once we played it where he really felt it, he went over to the piano and 

started playing. Now we were in business. But he couldn't say, "I didn't like it," 

or at least he didn't. So Charlie was the guy that saved us. But anyway, then we 

went on the thing. We broke it up. We had done Mingus the day before, of 

course; we had really broken it up. And Monk was likable, but we didn't give 

them the stuff like Mingus did.Mingus was so unpredictable. He rehearsed one 

way, and when we got on the stage, nothing he rehearsed did he do. He might 

have done some of it, but it was all, "Watch me." And he would start doing that 

or he'd just start playing. And one period- We never rehearsed this. He'd just 

started playing a solo, and he looked at me, kind of that- And, I mean, I've 

known him so long that that just meant, "Do something." So then I picked up 

the flute and walked out to the front, and we just started talking to each other 

[mimics flute and bass interaction]. And the audience was just- You know, they 

couldn't believe themselves. That's the easy stuff, when you can do that and the 

audience is there going for it. [continues mimicry] That's what's going on, and 



you've got all these people saying, "Wow! Who did this composition?." That's 

all a part of it. And he's got a piece that we did rehearse somewhere. And then 

Dannie and those guys knew him so well- [sings phrase] That might give us a 

signal: that's what's coming up. But everything was just so impromptu; we were 

on the edge of the chair. The spontaneity was just amazing. A very few people 

can pull that off, because he knew. It was almost like those amazing moments 

of life. You could not rehearse that to get it to where we had it. In other words, 

we rehearsed enough stuff just to know that we knew. If you can imagine, it's 

like a hunt or something, where everything in the house is hidden, but can you 

find it at the right time? And that was it.So then he would do stuff; then he 

would look like "Here we go." Wow! We played something that had a "here we 

go" tempo to it. Now, what was that? And they would start it-you see what I 

mean-but you couldn't set your music up because it wouldn't work either. And 

if you had rehearsed properly and you had it in your mind, you'd join it, and 

then it just sounded so exciting, so fresh. And when we did it, Al McKibbon, a 

fine bass player, he walked up to us and said, "I don't know what you all did, 

but you did it." So it was that kind of a thing. It was hard for anybody to write 

down too much of what went on except, "Wait a minute. There it was."And the 

following year he came back, he couldn't do that. He had a whole different 

group. He had a brass group. In fact, I forgot to mention John Handy was with 

us, too. So we had good people who put their thoughts and feelings and talents 

together. And when you get people working together, it's sort of- There was 

love in the group. Red Callender on the tuba and Melvin Moore.And the way 

he did with Bobby Bryant, who's a big, strong trumpet player- He and Bobby 

didn't get along at all, you know. And part of that was because they were kind 

of alike, in a way. Bobby's not quite like a Mingus, but in size, they were kind 

of robust, big guys. And they looked at each other and said, "I don't kind of like 

you too much"; they both said, "I don't like you." You could see that. So when 

Bobby would try to play his solo, he [Mingus] says, "No, I'll let you know 

when." He kept- "Down, boy." And so Bobby kept thinking, "I came all the 

way out here and I'm not going to be featured." So he did that with Bobby in 

the rehearsals and he did that on the concert. Bobby was finally just resolved in 

his mind that, "Heck, I'm here. I'll just make the gig and go home."So as the 

thing really got going- He had two other trumpet players. He had Lonnie 

Hillyer and he had Melvin Moore. He let them play, see. Bobby was sort of not 

being able to utilize all that he's got. And the thing got going and really 

screaming and everything, and he [Mingus] says, "Now!" And he [Bryant] took 

the horn, and it was at the point, if you can imagine what I'm trying to say- 

Bobby at this point was so angry that he hadn't played, he blew the bell off the 

horn to show Mingus: "You finally turn me loose, I'll show you," you know. 

And there it was. He had captured all these moods that, if you know how to get 



them, you get them, see. He was like a little tease: "Not yet" or "Maybe you 

won't get any," and then he says, "Okay, now." Either you finally say, "I don't 

want any"- But it was a time where he couldn't back away. It was a time that it 

was a perfect spot for him. And apparently he used him in the right spot, 

knowing his temperament, because he needed somebody to break through walls 

then. It's like you have something to do and you finally, "Hey, now we need 

you. This is too big for us!" [laughter] 

Isoardi 

I know there's a live recording of Mingus's group, I think from Antibes 

[France] around 1960, when he had Eric Dolphy, and you listen to it and it's 

extraordinary. So many of Mingus's live recordings, he seems to be egging his 

people on; he's yelling at them. And in this, in one piece-I think it's called 

"Wednesday Night Prayer Meeting" or something-he just starts yelling at 

Dolphy, saying, "Talk to me, Eric! Talk to them, Eric! Play more! Take it 

again!" Just constantly. And Dolphy's responding. That horn just goes off in 

just so many different areas. 

Collette 

Well, yeah, see, it does work, and he could do that. I mean, you're given a- 

Who knows- What coaches do for fighters, their trainers, you know. "Come 

on!" You hear a little something. At least you're going, rather than you don't 

hear anything. I mean, sometimes you don't know exactly what's going on. 

"Hey, now we're after them!" Bang! And all of a sudden, that gives you a little 

kick. Cheerleaders-you know what I'm trying to say-they're egging the team on 

a little bit. "Let's go! Let's go!" And they need a little booster, you know, a little 

kick in the rump.But anyway, that was a great weekend for us. Excellent 

festival, the two days back to back like that, with the two giants of that period. 

And see, I'm trying to think if anything happened after that along those 

lines.Well, it's back to L.A. and still, basically, records and things, doing the 

[Frank] Sinatra albums, all those early things, and working with Nat Cole. He 

was doing a lot of albums and he was doing his own show, Nat King Cole. 

Isoardi 

Are you keeping in touch during this time with the European audience as well? 

I mean, you sort of established yourself in Italy then really in a big way. Are 

you recording for companies over there? 

Collette 

Nowadays? 

Isoardi 

Well, during the late sixties or even- 

Collette 

No. That all stopped. I think when you're over here, it's very difficult to do it 

without going over there, and I didn't go back. But I got to be a real busy studio 



musician. Not that I was not playing jazz; I still had my jazz quintet on 

weekends. We played places like the Times Restaurant, we played Shelly's 

Manne Hole. I was still always doing a lot of parties. We'd go down to San 

Diego; there was a club called the Poor House down there. Like I said, I did a 

movie in '61, too, called Trauma. It was not a jazz thing; it was a suspense 

movie. That was my first big score. I did all original music, sixty minutes of 

music in a ninety-minute film.Then we did a concert called "Jazz by the Bay" 

in San Diego in '69, I remember that. I went down and met with the people who 

were giving this festival. It was the California two hundredth anniversary of 

being a state. So I went down and met with them and had meetings. And I had a 

big band, so at the time we had- We're looking back twenty years ago, is that 

right? Sammy Davis was on the thing with his group, Herbie Hancock, you 

know. So we had a lot of people who were names then, but, of course, they're 

probably bigger names now. I was the festival director. I was also the guy with 

the big band. And I can't think of who else was there. A lot of big people were 

on that thing. They put us up for a few days and we had a rehearsal down there. 

I think the reed section was Bill Green and Jackie Kelson [also known as 

Kelso] and Dave Sherr and John Baimbridge and Bobby Bryant on trumpet and 

Fred Hill on trumpet. Red Callender played bass and tuba, and Joe Sample 

played piano. So we had a dynamite group. A lot of original music. We played 

at the convention center. The festival, two days, was at the convention center. 

The festival, two days, was at the convention center, and then the time that we 

played on Sunday, which was the big band, was at the El Cortez Hotel in a big 

hall there. But that was a fabulous thing for us, too. I didn't record it for 

professional use, but I did a home job of it. Very good band.So I was mainly, 

like I say, going to San Diego doing concerts- There were a lot of things we'd 

do on Sundays. And I would go up to San Francisco and play clubs, and just 

being a very busy player. At this point, the whole jazz scene, of course, had 

changed in L.A., in the sixties and seventies. It was good that I was doing a lot 

of studio work, you know. Just name it. 

Isoardi 

How were the clubs for jazz music in the sixties? 

Collette 

Very tough, very tough, see. So not a lot happened for the jazz people. We 

played the clubs and things, and there was nobody writing. There was no 

inspiration, either, from the record companies and things like in the early days, 

when we had Les [Lester] Koenig [of Contemporary Records] and those 

companies. Some of the guys were dead. Dick Bock [of World Pacific Records] 

was still around, but he had retired. Now, since, he's died, too. The jazz 

musicians were kind of forgotten. I think the thinking of a lot of the musicians 

was to come and just be studio players and make a lot of money, because that 



was the thing. You know, why go in a jazz club a couple of nights when, if you 

did the record thing, you could buy homes and everything? And some of them 

were proving that. They'd come off the road with big bands or some of them 

were coming out of high school or college and getting those jobs if they could 

play well enough. So part of the whole thing was staying busy.I went to Japan-I 

don't know if I mentioned that-with Percy Faith. That was in '66. Some of those 

tours and things sounded exciting. It wasn't the most money in the world, but it 

was actually one of the better bands I've ever played with, with strings and 

everything. He took all the top players from L.A., and one of the reasons was 

that not too many people had been to Japan, at least the ones that he asked, and 

we all went for the first-time experience. We did about a three-week tour. And 

that was great, too. That was when Japan was really a different Japan than it is 

now. It wasn't nearly as expensive, of course, and everything was quite small. 

The apartments and the beds were very small. The bathrooms, you could hardly 

get into them; I had to duck my head. So you can imagine, there's been a lot of 

change since '66. But what a tour. That was also the period when we saw Duke 

Ellington there, in Japan.But I had done a movie with Duke Ellington 

called Assault on the Queen. That might have been March '66, so it might have 

been the last part of '65 we did Assault on the Queen. And Duke wrote a lot of 

great music for this. Sinatra got him to do the picture, and Duke might have 

been seventy years old then. Again, he had been around. Duke kind of felt, 

even then, that they had not treated him fairly in Hollywood, so he finally said, 

"Well, okay." He talked to me a little bit in the session. He said, "Well, they 

wanted Duke; I'm going to give them Duke." Which meant he was not really 

peeved, but at the same time, "I'm not going to write down. I'm going to give 

them Ellington." And he did that, because we went to, on Sunset [Boulevard]- 

Western Studios I think it was. And we recorded, but there was no picture 

being projected. They were just playing like the band was going to go on a 

concert that night. They had Cat Anderson and Paul Gonsalves and [Johnny] 

Hodges and [Harry] Carney and Jimmy Hamilton, and they added Bud Shank 

and me to do flute things. We didn't play much saxophone there-maybe a little. 

But that was fun, too, because every now and then, I guess Duke felt that he 

would lighten it up a little bit, do a flute solo. Bud got a couple of things to 

play.So what happened- The music was so great. The band was screaming. 

Cootie Williams, and they even had a guy named Murray McEachern, who is a 

fine trombone player. And some of the music was just great. To be in that and 

hear how they play, you have to give those guys credit. There's stuff that there's 

no way to know when you've got the teamwork again. There's something else 

that happens that will beat you. You can take the same music and get another 

team, and you're not going to make it, you're not going to make it. So try to 

analyze. We were never real close, Bud and I. I mean, we got along okay. But 



there we were with a couple of guys in between us, and we kept looking at each 

other and saying, "What's going on here?" You know, in a good way, but we 

can't figure it out. We're feeling the whole stand vibrate when we are playing. 

[sings low rumble] We'd want to hang on' it's a semi-earthquake! Well, the 

overtones would set up the way those guys played, and they could do that. The 

air going in the right place and all that stuff, boy! I mean, there's a lesson 

within itself. So what are you going to tell anybody? You just have to be 

there.So we hear this, and we did one thing for the saxes and we were a part of 

that. Murray is one of those that can play any instrument, can write. He was so 

scary. He's almost too good, if you can imagine that. He played trombone, he 

played trumpet, he played alto. You know, trombone kind of like Tommy 

Dorsey and then alto like Johnny Hodges. He may not even play the alto for 

seven or eight months or a year and then just put it in his mouth. [sings high, 

clear note] The reed may even be dry. But what kind of a guy is that? And he 

had that professor look like, "You mean this is supposed to be hard?" 

Isoardi 

[laughter] No, that type of person is outside my experience. 

Collette 

Well, that's the kind of guy he was. So he looks at this sixteen bars for the 

reeds, and here's what he said. He says, "Now, I can see what's written there"- 

you know, just a little sketch on the piano, just like a piano sketch-"but there's 

something else coming out of the horn." He's that good, really, because he sees 

the sketch and we just played. Now, we weren't playing it now. We had played. 

And he says, "I can see what's here, but something else happened there." And I 

said, "Yeah, it really did, but we don't know how it happens," the overtones and 

the way they set up, right? So that was baffling.So when we finally went into 

Paramount [Studios]- We did the initial recording over there. We did 

some prerecording there and the initial stuff where they projected some of the 

stuff. And the band still played, and we see where some of the tricks of Duke, 

having that- I guess there's control, but there's lack of control, if I can explain it 

that way. He's the leader, he knows what he's going to get, but at the same time 

it's almost like he's not leading at that point. The music comes out, right?And 

it's hard. They put out some triplets and things that are very hard. The only 

reason it's hard is because it's going to be fast, and it just runs through all the 

registers of your horn. [sings rapid, complex phrase] So it's just one of those 

ideas that you write down and you say, "Here it is, gents," And they say, "Oh, 

Duke, this is difficult!" He laughs, he doesn't say yes or no. He just walks away 

and he's talking with the ladies. You know, that's his personality. But in the 

meantime, since they know they have to play it, what are they doing? They're 

there trying to work it out so they don't sound embarrassed. "Man, this is- It 

ain't going to work!" "Well, you guys will figure it out." [laughter] You're not 



going to get him upset about anything. He's kind of riding on a cloud.So they 

get it. He says, "Okay, let's make a take." Well, now they're nervous; they 

really are. But these guys are so good. I think that the other thing I see, rather 

than them being able to play everything in sight, they know how to play things 

where they don't sound bad. That's a whole other artistic thing. Nobody teaches 

that, see. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. 

Collette 

And I've learned to do that. You have to be able to do that. 

Isoardi 

So you can recover. 

Collette 

You recover, and there may be something that- But, you see, when that 

happened, that thing came out so well. Now, I've been in a lot of reed sections 

in the studio. They would have played it, but they wouldn't have gotten the 

effect that they got, because everybody would have been playing every note. 

[sings precisely articulated phrase] It would have been too- But they played it 

[sings more slurred phrase with marked accents]. There was some stuff in there 

they didn't play, which made it so the accents come off. And all of a sudden, 

the writers who were there-because a lot of writers came down to screen them-

they had to come over and see what it was, because they would say, "Well, how 

would you write that?" Well, they wrote it, which was normal, but it came off 

different, see. So it wasn't what you thought. And so he was smiling like he 

knew, "If I wrote this, I'll get something else." You don't always get what you 

think you write. And what he got was actually better than what it looked like. 

But with a lot of players will pin you down and say, "Well, how can we do 

this? Should we accent here?" They didn't go through that. These guys pulled 

him out, because they knew that they had to make it sound good. And the 

teamwork did it. They all somehow covered. Now, when one register got a little 

weird for, say, the clarinet- He was in the throat tones; he might have faded a 

little bit. But it's still unison, you see. He had enough people on it that as long 

as they didn't blow it and say, "Oh, I didn't make it," it was okay. Because 

when you listen to it, you say, "Man, there was some voicing there that I still 

don't know about." And he was smiling, because, at that point, you'd dare a 

person to say they didn't make it. It was almost like "What an effect!" That's all 

you could do. And they took it. So I'm just saying, you learn about it.But the 

only thing that happened on that- We did all the music, a lot of beautiful things. 

The band was cooking. There's a lot of excitement around the hall, because 

some of the big writers, they knew Duke and they wanted to find out- "How 

does his band do that and-?" Finished the thing, right? Before I see Duke in 



Japan, which is probably a few months later, about two or three weeks later, I 

get a call back to Paramount, and they're doing some of the same music again, 

although the orchestra is smaller and they've got different orchestrators doing 

it. So I'm asking around. They said, "We had to do a lot of the music over, 

because when we projected it with the picture, it was too strong. There was 

dialogue there and the band was screaming." [laughter]Well, that's what he 

said. He was sharp. He wasn't that surprised. But they paid him big money, and 

that's why he said, "They wanted Duke, I'm going to give them Duke," see. He 

didn't back away. But he almost figured like he had been had. "If the movies 

are going to wait until I'm seventy-five years old and then call me to do a film, 

then I'm going to give me." He wasn't going to do a couple of clarinets and just 

be background. "Score by Ellington." You'd go to hear the score and say, 

"Well, he didn't play anything." And he knew what he was doing. So that's the 

lesson that you learn. He was not going to take the back seat for that.So in the 

meantime, they rerecorded a lot of the stuff, because they played it, and it 

might have been a love scene and the band would be screaming. So they 

suddenly realized he was smarter than they were; he left them with a good 

score, and they couldn't handle it in the picture. It would have been a good 

album, you see. So they were caught with good music, but for the picture, they 

didn't really allow his music to come in like it could have.So anyway, what 

happened, I made two other sessions, I think, with different orchestrators on his 

themes, thinning it out, a few clarinets- 

Isoardi 

Oh, that must have been depressing. 

Collette 

It really was. And there it was. So when I got to Japan with Percy-and, see, 

Percy at the time was a pretty strong kind of a guy-I told him Duke was in the 

audience. Because I saw Duke coming in. He came in with a bunch of Japanese 

people. And I said, "Percy, guess who's in the house tonight. Duke Ellington." 

He said, "Oh, fine." I thought he would have announced it. He never did. He 

got on up there, and Duke was standing up after each number. You know, 

sometimes Percy would play three numbers together like a segue, and then 

when it would be over, Duke would stand up and all the Japanese would stand 

up: "Oh, bravo!" He's that kind of guy. He appreciated everything. And we did 

the whole concert, and I was thinking, "He's got to say, 'Well, the wonderful 

Duke Ellington is in the house.'" He didn't say anything. 

Isoardi 

Why not? 

Collette 

I don't- Well, just his ego probably. He probably figured he was bigger than 

Duke. He's a good writer and everything, you know. He was a big guy, CBS, 



and he probably never really accepted the man. But Duke was there cheering 

him on. And that was the way Duke knew about everybody. As big as he was-

and maybe that's what made him that big-he'd listen to everybody. He'd come 

up to musicians, "I heard a little flute thing with you the other day." You know, 

he was that way. So he comes backstage and greets everybody, and I said, 

"Yeah, Duke, I knew you were there, but I didn't-" Percy- What did he say? It 

was almost like he knew he could have done that.So anyway- I might have seen 

him there or at a club. I think I talked to him. I said, "Duke, by the way, on the 

movie, do you remember?" He said, "Yeah. What happened?" I said, "Well, 

they pulled your score and they did some reorchestrating on it with a small 

band." He said, "Well, I knew they were going to do that." He said, "But why 

did they miss the tempos I left them?" Because apparently he had seen the 

movie or he knew. And he was right. You see, when they did reorchestrate it, 

they didn't leave the tempos, and he said he left tempos for them, because he 

knew they would have to- See, so he was way ahead of them, right? [laughter] 

In other words, that's what he was saying. He didn't react. And that was such a 

beautiful line to me. I said, "You know, they pulled the score. Wasn't that a 

drag?" He says, "I knew they'd do that, but why didn't they take the tempos that 

I left them?" Because if he had something like "Satin Doll"- It wasn't "Satin 

Doll," but- [sings medium-slow swing phrase] They said [sings more up-tempo 

version]. Well, they didn't think that way. The main thing was "Let's get it 

down." Then they put the click track on and then [sings phrase again] and all 

that-you're making money. I said, "Boy-"When he told me that, I could see he 

was a master, a master teacher, a master everything. But it was so subtle. If you 

pick it up on a line like that, you've learned something. And he wasn't one to try 

to say, "I meant that they-" Forget it. He's telling me, "I wonder why they 

missed the tempos that I left them." [laughter] Isn't that a classic? Okay. But 

that's the scene, see. 

1.23. Tape Number: XIII, Side One December 8, 1989 

Isoardi 

Last time we were going through the sixties and we were talking about 

composers-I think you were talking about Duke Ellington in Hollywood-and 

you told me to mention Calvin Jackson and his career in Hollywood as a 

starting point for this session. 

Collette 

I think it's good to start on him because- I don't how much I said, so maybe I 

should kind of just start at- 

Isoardi 

You really didn't talk too much about Calvin Jackson. 



Collette 

I didn't talk too much? Well, let's try to get it right back to where I first heard of 

Calvin. Long before I met him, I knew he was hired by MGM [Metro-

Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures]-first black composer or even musician to work there. 

Isoardi 

When was this? 

Collette 

This was, oh, probably 1940, '41, something like that. Early. And he was under 

Georgie Stoll, who was the head of the music thing. And Andre Previn, I think, 

came in and was right under Calvin, so Calvin was second in line. 

Isoardi 

He must have been a kid. 

Collette 

Well, yeah. He was about twenty, twenty-one years old at that time, and Previn 

was around eighteen or seventeen. He was young also, one of these geniuses, 

though. But if I remember correctly, it had to be '41, '42, not too late, in the 

early forties, before I went into the service. I don't know whether Calvin went 

into the service or not. But he was responsible at that time, I'm pretty sure- 

There was always a lot of piano work, beautiful piano work in the movies, and 

he improvised most of that. He could write it out, but I'm pretty sure he did 

playing on it. Maybe there would be a big scene, and he would have the piano 

going for three, four, five minutes, just lovely stuff. And they'd just turn the 

tape on and he would be capturing it. But I know he did a lot of scoring on a lot 

of the pictures. I don't even remember what they were now, but there were 

times when Georgie Stoll would turn all the writing over to him.I don't know 

how much credit he got, but that was not easy for him. At that point he was, 

like I said, a black, and the racial situation was pretty- Well, you could always 

see it, but in his case, he felt it a lot, too, because being a top composer and 

second in line under the head of the music department there, he got a lot of 

rules and things that the others didn't. I know he used to come in with his 

convertible and have a couple of ladies in. They might be starlets. Because he 

was a young guy who was playing in clubs also, so he knew his friends. He'd 

say, "Hey, go to the session with me." They'd drive in and he'd get a notice or 

something saying, "Hey, you can't do this. You're only the composer." But he 

realized what was happening. I guess he was saying, "Heck, if I'm in this 

position, I should be able to do what the others are doing." But they didn't want 

that.So one thing led to another, and I'm not going to say that it was all MGM's 

fault or the heads there, but they began to fall out more and more. There might 

have been things that Calvin was doing, because he was a personality, you 

know. He could have been late at times and things like that, because he was 

hanging out and doing clubs. But musically, he was right on target, I'm pretty 



sure-on target as far as knowing what he was doing. Now, maybe later on I 

could say that he didn't, maybe, change his style enough to be flexible. But at 

that period- I didn't know a lot of this until later, when I got to know him better, 

what he went through. And then finally he went to Toronto, Canada, and 

moved there. 

Isoardi 

Was he originally from L.A.? 

Collette 

I don't know whether he was from L.A. or not, but he lived there. He might 

have been from back East. We could find out where that is.Also there was 

something years ago, about that same period we're talking about, when he came 

into town. There are stories- He was such a good pianist that they were having 

a jam session once at- Not [Jack's] Basket Room. Lovejoy's, I guess it was. 

That was on Vernon [Avenue] and Central [Avenue], upstairs. And I hear that 

[Art] Tatum was in there, and a lot of people would try to get in and try to play 

with Tatum. So this is another one of those stories. Now, I wasn't there, but I 

heard that Calvin was in town and they knew that Tatum was there, so he 

wanted to come and play for Tatum or try to show Tatum how well he could 

play. And I heard the story from Buddy Banks or somebody. They said, "Well, 

Tatum hasn't played yet, but if you want to play, go ahead." So Calvin played, 

and, you know, he could really get around on the piano and play all classical 

and jazz and everything. And I guess Tatum had this thing of listening to all the 

piano players before he played, always sipping his beer and- You know, he 

could hardly see-maybe just a little out of one eye. But by the time Calvin did 

his little show, then Tatum finally worked his way over to the piano. And 

finally, after playing all the piano that he could play, he finally played the song, 

"Little Man, You Had a Busy Day." He ended it with that. And that was his 

little line of saying, "You want to play the piano? I will show you."But anyway, 

Calvin was a good writer, good talent. And finally, I guess, he got so unhappy 

with the treatment at MGM and whatever the other problems were- Because at 

the time he was making a statement: "Gosh, if I'm that good, I can have the 

friends that I want with me and whatever." He wanted to show them what he 

was doing or show them around, and the heads at the time, or people in charge, 

made it clear that this you cannot do. "It's not us, but we're getting flak on this." 

So I don't know whether it was that only, but a lot of things led to it, and he 

moved to Canada, like I said, and stayed there from, who knows, '43, '45. It's 

hard to say the date when he moved. He was there in '56 when I went there 

with Chico [Hamilton]. 

Isoardi 

Why Canada? Do you know? 

Collette 



Well, I don't know, except maybe he thought he'd be treated more fairly at the 

time. I'm not sure, unless he had an offer. But apparently he was, so maybe he 

was right. He got treatment there that he never got here.Oscar Peterson was 

from that same area. In fact, Oscar Peterson would be younger than Calvin was, 

so I'm pretty sure that Oscar could have been- See, maybe Calvin was twenty-

five when he went there; Oscar could have been more like a student. He 

probably heard him play a lot, because Calvin was the kind of guy you had to 

pick up on. Not that Oscar played like him or they played alike, but when 

somebody is playing that much piano- I'm pretty sure Oscar heard him as a 

young man. Because he could really influence you on any instrument.But I 

think that's what he was thinking about. I think he married an English woman. 

Whether he married her before he- And maybe that was it. Maybe he married 

her before. Because he was married to a black woman first, and then I think he 

married the English lady, maybe here, and they have two or three kids. But 

they're not together. I mean, they're not married anymore, because Calvin was 

married again up to the time he died here in San Diego. Her name is Hernesha, 

something like that. But this English lady, whether he met her in L.A.- Maybe 

so, and then they moved there figuring that they would not run into the 

problems that they had here. And there were problems, you know, blacks and 

whites at the time. But I didn't hear much from him.But when I was with Chico 

in '56, we went to Toronto, and the word was out: "Hey, have you heard Calvin 

Jackson?" "Oh, yeah, I've heard him, but it's been years. Is he here?" "Wow, 

he's one of the biggest guys here in town," meaning that when he'd work a club, 

he was like one of the biggest stars in the area. Even though Oscar Peterson 

was playing great, even at that time, and made records, Oscar was doing most 

of his stuff away. Calvin had come in and could have been a star there. And 

also he did a lot of stuff with a lot of the musicians there, writing and 

everything. In fact- I didn't hear this, but he played this tape for us. He had a 

night at the town hall or whatever it was in Toronto; it was a Calvin Jackson 

night. And he did everything that's possible that night for one person, a one-

man show. He had written a ballet, he conducted it, he played a major piano 

work, and then he had his own jazz group on at the end of the evening. 

Isoardi 

All in one night? 

Collette 

All in one night. So from eight to about eleven thirty, except for the 

intermission, Calvin was on there. 

Isoardi 

Doing everything. 

Collette 



Doing everything. Like I say, he wrote the ballet, so he conducted it. So that's 

two things right away. 

Isoardi 

Symphony orchestra? 

Collette 

Symphony orchestra, yeah. And then, like I said, the next thing, he played one 

of the major piano works-of course from memory. And who knows when 

intermission came. Then at the end he and- Peter Appleyard, I think, was the 

vibes player. They had a quartet. So when you're talking about a Calvin 

Jackson night- And it was not just how maybe some jazz groups can go on and 

have a few tunes and just solo it through. Most of the stuff he did was either 

written or had to be- Well, the ballet and everything else was written out, and 

even the piano work was all written. He had to memorize that. So they played 

the tape for us, and we couldn't believe it. It was just unbelievable.But that was 

the kind of talent he was. He was a hard worker. And he never seemed to quite 

make it, even though he made money. And even there, we'd walk down the 

street with him, for example-we were there a few days-and people would run 

over and get his autograph. It was great to see. It was like he was a real star 

there. It's hard to achieve that here and hard to achieve that anywhere. They'd 

say, "Oh, there's Calvin Jackson! Can I get-?" Because they knew his face. He 

was big in that city. But I think at the same time, he wasn't making a lot of 

money. It's like being a big fish in a little pond.But he kept wondering, "What's 

happening in Hollywood now?" I said, "Well, heck, things have changed. This 

is happening and this is happening, and you should probably come on back," 

because I knew what kind of writing it was. If you're doing that other at twenty-

one and now it's '56- So he's got to be thirty-eight. I don't know. But he was 

much older then, maybe near forty. "Come on back." So he said, "Well, I'll 

think about it." Because at that time I was doing the Groucho Marx show ["You 

Bet Your Life"]. Things had changed. Benny Carter was doing some work; a 

bunch of the black composers and leaders were doing stuff; Quincy [Jones] had 

come through town. I don't know whether Quincy was living here yet. But they 

were all beginning to write a little bit. The scene had changed quite a bit since 

he had left for twelve, thirteen years. So he said he wouldn't move back, 

because I'm pretty sure- I could see it, too-they had a nice house and 

everything. But he was doing club stuff and maybe a concert every now and 

then. Those concerts don't pay a lot of money. Maybe make $200 or $300 after 

you work like that. There's no money there.So he did come back, and I tried to 

help him as much as I could. I had my little quartet, and he played in it. In fact, 

we did a record for Contemporary Records, Les [Lester] Koenig. I was doing 

my second album. I had done The Man of Many Parts. That was the first album 

that I did with Les Koenig in- I think it was about '56, in fact before we went on 



the road with Chico. And when I got out there, it was in the stores, which was 

great. He had distributed it, and it really helped. But when Calvin came here, I 

used him in my band. We did a few jobs, did a couple of concerts at the 

Unitarian church. Because he could do classical and jazz. I wrote things. He 

didn'twrite much for us. He would have, but I guess I would have had to offer 

him money. At the time I just said, "If you want to write something, okay," but 

he didn't. We did quite a few things.Then he did some other big projects. He 

did "Rhapsody in Blue Revisited." And Eric Dolphy was here and we used Eric 

Dolphy. He heard Eric with me, because Eric was doing a rehearsal thing with 

me. I had written some arrangements for a lady named Fran Jeffries, who was a 

singer who was doing very well for a while. I don't know where she is now. But 

a lady from the Blackhawk restaurant- Her name was Ann Dee. She used to run 

the restaurant. She was also a singer. She had found Fran Jeffries-a very pretty 

lady, looked a little like Ava Gardner, and she was only about nineteen-and she 

wanted to get arrangements made for her. So she called me up and brought 

Fran down. I did some arrangements for about an eight-piece group. When I 

wanted to try out the music so they could hear it, I got Eric and I got Calvin and 

a bunch of people to play the music over. And Calvin loved Eric. He says-Eric 

was playing baritone-"Man, what a baritone player! When I do my things, I 

want to use him." Because Eric was just- Nobody knew of him then. He was 

just playing around, and we'd be practicing all the time. He had great energy. 

He was one of the guys who would knock on your door with an armful of 

books so we could go play duets and things. But after that, when Calvin met 

him, he was going to do that "Rhapsody in Blue-" 

Isoardi 

What was that, exactly? 

Collette 

Well, it was the "Rhapsody in Blue," the Gershwin piece, and he had a project, 

a grant from somewhere, to do it. He wanted to do it revisited. He scored it. It 

was basically the same, but he put his version on it. And they did it at Capitol 

[Records], so it's a great record. He played piano and orchestrated it. But he got 

the okay from the Gershwin estate to do it. So that worked out. 

Isoardi 

And he used Eric Dolphy? 

Collette 

Yeah, he used Eric. Yeah, a big orchestra, but Eric played bass clarinet and 

baritone sax and flute and clarinet. Yeah, it was great. It was mainly written 

stuff. Nobody got any real wild solos or anything, because he stayed basically 

with the main stuff, the main themes.But he was still hurting all the time he was 

here. I mean, he had a couple of things at Frascatti's and places like that where 

you could go, a piano bar, piano and a bass, Al McKibbon, or I heard that even 



Tom Pedrini, who's got the music store [Pedrini Music] was the bass player. 

He'd always find a bass player. And he'd be dressed in his tux, and he'd be 

playing all this classical music most of the time, or part of the time. And then 

he'd play maybe "Four Brothers" or something like that; he could do that 

voicing on the piano. But apparently he was never the hit that you thought a 

piano player should be who was doing a piano bar. He didn't sing, and most of 

his tempos were where he could show you he really played the piano. And you 

get people in those bars who are drinking, they don't know who this guy is. 

Maybe they might even ask him to play some tunes that he didn't like. He tried 

to be very congenial, of course, but I'm pretty sure it bothered him. It was noisy 

sometimes, and he was on a high level of musicianship. He wanted to- That's 

why he had the tux on. He felt he was in the concert hall, even though there 

were just two of them. So that went on for a while. Then he would get pretty 

bothered by working some of those rooms, and he more or less quit. I know he 

was having trouble with his family. His kids were growing up, but he and his 

wife began to kind of have problems, and eventually that fell apart.But during 

that same period, he had this manager named Al Sapproff who tried to book 

him on jobs. Because they kept feeling that's just a lot of racial prejudice: 

"They don't want to have a black guy for a composer." And that was true, what 

they were saying, but at the same time, he didn't have any track record either-

the kind of stuff he would write. Now, the setting had changed so much from 

the forties from the type of music that he wrote until, say, '55, '57, '58. So they 

finally did snag a picture, because Al was going to all these different meetings. 

Sometimes it would be meetings or ACLU [American Civil Liberties Union] 

parties and things or something from-oh, let me think of some of the other 

places-maybe CORE [Congress of Racial Equality] and COPE [Career-

Oriented Preparation for Employment], a lot of groups who were trying to get 

better employment for blacks. And sometimes Al would get up- Because Cal 

wouldn't say anything, and I guess it was okay for him not to. Al would say 

something like, "Well, I have probably one of the finest composers, black or 

white, and we can't even get a job for him." And the people would be like 

"Who is that?" if they didn't know him, see. So he was speaking the truth on it, 

but they tried everything and- They would send in tapes or whatever you had 

said to do at the time, and he couldn't get one. So they finally did snag one; 

they snagged a picture.But he was hurting. I used to have to loan him a little 

money, because he had the two daughters, and he was a very proud guy. His 

other problems were, when he wasn't the leader, for example- He didn't pull a 

Lucky Thompson, if you know that one, but he had a way of being late, for 

example. Even if he was the leader, he'd probably be a little late, but then he 

would get more involved in the project. A couple of times we got him with 

Benny Carter. Benny knew he was in town, so he was going to use him at 



Universal [Pictures]. The job might start at nine. Maybe Calvin comes in at 

nine thirty. He just never got used to making the time like a studio player. He 

was more like a star the way he came in: "Hey, guys. How are you doing?" He 

[Carter] would be looking at him saying, "It's been half an hour." So he got hurt 

on that, too, because they don't want people coming in late. They don't care 

how great you are. If they say nine o'clock, that's it. So that didn't work. Those 

were to kind of help him pay a little rent and stuff, because he wasn't working 

very much. 

Isoardi 

Why wasn't he getting even nibbles from the studios? I mean, granted, it had 

been a number of years, but the guy had been composing. He must have had 

tapes of his compositions. He did have some kind of- Was it because of his 

earlier reputation? They blackballed him or something? 

Collette 

No. Coming in town like that it would be hard for anybody. He needed the 

work. When you need the work, it never comes, like anything you need. And I 

think when he came in, he figured, "Gosh, I'm good, so after a couple of 

months I should have a position." Forget it. I don't think that even happened for 

Benny and them either. But Benny and Quincy and those guys came when the 

call came, and Oliver Nelson, too. They didn't come in seeking work, if that 

makes a difference. Oliver Nelson was called in. He was living in New York. 

Quincy, probably the same thing. Quincy used to be A and R [artists and 

repertoire] for Mercury Records, whatever that was, in Chicago. And those 

guys had positions where they wanted them. It didn't mean that they had more 

talent or anything, but when they came in, they were able to dictate their terms 

and what they would have to have. "Well, if you're going to do it for three 

weeks, then you have to have this." And those are the people that are sought 

after. Those are the people that you want. Calvin came in and it was like, "I've 

got my family here and I need the work and everything," and somehow they 

don't respond to that. If you need the work, you may not get it. It's unfortunate, 

yeah. But if you're independent and everything and the phone happens to ring- 

"We want you to come and screen a picture and see if you're interested." "Well, 

okay. I'll come out." But if you're stumbling and trying- So that's what 

happened. They tried everything for a couple of years. Couldn't get a thing.So 

finally, something did happen. It was called Tic-Tac-Toe, a picture with Jim 

Brown, the football player. He was a sheriff in a southern town, a black sheriff 

with all the problems there again. There it was, the theme, down in the South, 

and he had to take all kinds of stuff. But Jim was such a rough guy, I think he 

would almost change a part so that it wouldn't be too bad, based on, "I just 

wouldn't play that role." So he came off pretty well, considering. [laughter] 

Yeah, he's an amazing guy. But anyway, Calvin did the score. He was able to 



dictate what size orchestra, of course, and he probably got the money. He 

probably didn't get the money that he could have gotten like some of the more 

established writers got, because when you're going hungry, you're saying- 

"Here's what we'll do. Get me a twenty-piece orchestra and this and that." "And 

what about your fee?" "Well, after my writing or whatever that is-" I guess he 

had to get the money for that. He might have taken just the leader's fee or 

something. I don't know, but I'm saying at least he's thinking that this is going 

to open up a lot of doors. And he was right on target, almost. Where he was off 

a little bit was he kept thinking, "There's nothing going on musically. Maybe 

they need some good music, and maybe that will change the trend. That will set 

it up."And I was feeling, after hearing what he did- He wrote well-he did-but he 

was still writing in the forties in a sort of big band [style]. There was a little 

Ellington-there was everything, a reed section. Well, I kept thinking- I don't 

know whether they projected the picture or not; that's what I can't remember. 

But possibly we may have had a couple of spots where they did. They didn't 

project the whole thing, but I knew what it was. You know, we could see. And 

maybe the main titles or something were fine, or you could get away with it. 

But down in the picture, dusty roads and stuff. So we got the sax [sings fast, 

complex jazz phrase], screaming trumpets, and, "Boy, what-" The musicians 

began to embrace him and say, "Man, this music is coming back! This is it." 

And I kept getting a feeling that, "Wait a minute. These guys are not going to 

go for this, I don't think." So we got through, and he was happy, on top of the 

world, because he said- You know, after being away he could still write, and he 

got his favorite people on the date, and everybody went away happy.Except 

that after about four or five months, the picture hit the streets. So I said, "I'm 

going to go and see about this picture, how everything worked." And I sat 

through it. But my first reaction was- When it opened up, after the titles or 

something, his music was all gone. They had rerecorded a small group of six or 

seven people with a flute, guitar, and drums, very basic stuff. Little folk themes 

and stuff like that. And that just about killed him. I was in touch with him. But I 

think maybe once he knew that, or maybe once he got his payment, whatever it 

was, for the arrangements and all that stuff, he wanted to leave here.So they 

went down and moved to San Diego, down to La Jolla, he and his wife. And I 

used to see him every now and then when I'd go down there. I used to play 

down there quite a bit. He'd come out and sit in with me, and many times he'd 

say, "Things any better in L.A.? Hollywood, the music thing?" I'd say, "Well, 

basically the same." And he said, "Well, I'm glad I'm here" or something like 

that, because he could tolerate it from that end a little better than being-And it's 

a tough city here, because at least down there in San Diego- And I can say this 

also with the Cheathams, Jimmy and Jeannie. They got a lot of appreciation 

and a little extra help from people who could show, or they still felt like getting 



out, letting them know how they feel: "What can we help you do?" and things 

like that. The Cheathams were just about falling apart here, and they couldn't 

buy a job here. They moved down there, and Jimmy got the teaching job. But 

the people are a little more hungry and a little more different style.And that's 

why I'm saying- When Calvin went away to Canada, things were happening for 

him. The only thing is he never got the big name. But he was comfortable and 

they were able to pay him. If he needed a job, someone would pick up the 

phone and, "Well, hey, maybe we can get you into this club." And maybe, after 

a couple of days, there would be a thing. Here, it was much more difficult. And 

if he did get a club, it would be the kind of room where it was noisy and the 

people didn't know who he was anyway.So in San Diego, he achieved a little 

more of what he wanted, but the same thing. As things would change- As you 

can see, those bars and things with the drinking and the young people who are 

whooping it up, and they don't know the music scene has changed. The radio 

and stuff is playing what they want to play, and the people are coming in 

requesting those current things. So you can see where he was caught. He 

maintained- If he was around, he would still be playing the "Four Brothers," 

Woody Herman from the forties or so. And there he was, you see. But the 

people, they couldn't hear it. I mean, even with me, I don't think I've played 

"Four Brothers" in thirty or forty years either. I probably wouldn't call it 

because it's just the wrong tempo. It's the wrong everything for now. It was 

good for that period, the way the people were dancing and the way they were 

listening to the big bands. [sings "Four Brothers"] It's that kind of busyness, 

and you're sitting on the edge of your seat. So he wondered what happened to 

him.But getting on with the rest of the story with Calvin, he was a fighter, and 

he knew-at least he thought-that one day he would get to record all of his stuff. 

He had all his music written out. He had arrangements and compositions, all 

this original stuff for thirty-five-piece band and a twenty-eight-piece band, and 

he was ready to go. He used to call me from San Diego and he would say, 

"Buddy, could you tell me what it would be per man per week if we did a 

concert or we went out on the road? Can you give me a price?" And I'd say, 

"Well, what would you be doing? How much?" I'd try to get to him. He said, "I 

want to pay the guys $1,000 a week. Do you think that would work?" I said, 

"Well, I think they would go for that if they got the transportation and their 

rooming." And I think that he was just bouncing things off. And also his wife, 

who was getting pretty discouraged, of course- She was doing a day job, and 

his dream was going to happen. You know how somebody can say, "Watch. It's 

got to happen."On one end, musically, he was straight; his music was there. He 

was not BSing there. But the idea of knowing that somebody's going to pick 

this thing up and put you on your TV show where it's going to be "The Calvin 

Jackson Hour" or something like that- That's what he was trying to convince 



people about what could happen or what he could really do. And possibly he 

could have done it. I kept thinking, without trying to spoil his dream, that 

"You're just not going to get that, TV. I mean, if you got on there, you might 

get a spot." They've done that to Miles [Davis]. He gets on with an eight-

minute piece, and they try to say to him, "We need three minutes." He'll say, 

"What?" It's almost like he's getting ready to walk, see. And with Calvin, he 

wanted artistic control where, if he got it, then he would be able to tell them 

what numbers and how long and who was soloing. And in TV, there's not much 

of that where you can have that kind of stuff. They're telling you, and they will 

give you one number. With a big band that size, there's no place for you. So his 

dream was really big.I think part of it was going back to- He came in as a big, 

important guy at age nineteen or twenty. Big orchestras and- In other words, he 

got a good taste of it. I wonder if that's the way to do it, sometimes. When you 

come in with it that early, then when you don't have it, all you know is what it 

should be. Probably with a kid, too- You come up with no hard knocks, you've 

even got steaks and all the best food in the world, and all of a sudden, then it 

goes away. Well, you've got trouble. Rather than coming the other way, where 

you're adjusting: "So we didn't have very much, and now we're getting a little 

more." That's a different kind of appreciation.And I could see where he was 

constantly trying to recreate stuff that cost money. He also would have to have 

big backers to do it. "Well, if we could get about 4 million here, we could really 

pull this off." And I'm thinking, "Boy, how do you think that way?" I could 

never do it. Because, you know, you do enough things with a [big] band, but he 

thought so big that he missed all these little things in between. "A couple of 

grand for a job for four or five people? Well, that's okay. But what about my 

thirty-five piece-?" So you can see he had a big problem. And he was 

marvelous.Another thing that he did- He had all the stuff. Once I was going to 

work down there with the Cheathams, which I did many times. So I said, "What 

time do we hit, gang?" He said, "We go from six to ten." I said, "Because 

Calvin wants me to come by his house at one o'clock on Sunday before the 

concert, before the jam session." And Jimmy said, "Watch out, only because 

you may not be able to get out of there." I knew Calvin, too, so I knew what he 

meant, meaning that he needed a captive audience. So I finally was there at 

one, and I had a friend with me, I think. But anyway, we got in. His wife was 

there, and they had juice or something, and we talked. So then he had tapes to 

play for me, and he pulled his music out, and he sang and- Jimmy was right. 

All of a sudden, Jimmy called, about four o'clock, and we were still going. 

Then he got me on the phone and he says, "Did I tell you right?" And I said, 

"Yes! What time do we hit?" Because we wanted to break it up. He said, 

"Maybe you could hit around five or something like that." "So, okay, I'll be 

there around five." We had to almost- Because he was going. He had all the 



music in the world with tapes and all this stuff; it was ready to go. It was scary. 

But the sad part, again, was he wasn't ever going to get it on there. 

Isoardi 

Nowhere to go with all this music. 

Collette 

Nowhere to go. And he was writing. He got to the point where he was living in 

a small apartment, really small. It was so small and close to the other 

apartments-one of those, you know, your wall was right next to somebody 

else's bedroom-he couldn't play the piano there. So he didn't practice. But he 

was a guy that played so well- I know he must have missed something by not 

practicing, but he would come out and, man, just start playing, because he was 

such a genius with that instrument. But that was sad, because he couldn't play. 

He said, "Yeah, we'll have to move to a bigger apartment." His wife was doing-

I don't know-not a great job with a lot of money. You could tell. And she would 

look worn out. Also, she looked like "I've been through this a hundred times," 

with him inviting people and getting very excited and then- "We'll do concerts 

and we'll-" Like a lot of dream talk.Like Jimmy said, too, he knew that just 

about all the musicians had been there to go through that. And that's probably 

why he [Jackson] called every now and then. He says, "You know, I think I've 

got this lady that wants to put the money- Can you give me that figure again?" 

And whether somebody was listening or whatever, I'd say, "Well, Calvin, why 

don't we do this?" Because every time he'd hit me with this, and I couldn't go 

through it. I mean, I'd heard it enough. "I'll give you the number at the union. 

Vince Di Bari is there, and whatever the prices are, especially if we got 

rehearsals"-I was very nice to him-"then he could tell you and you can write it 

down. You'd have it." He wanted to come through me and impress me if he 

could, which he couldn't, really. And he would have the figures, but each time, 

this lady from Texas or wherever would have enough money to do it. "She 

sounds interested. I just have to give her a breakdown on what it's going to be." 

And when you hear someone doing that, I'm saying, "Oh, man, this is not going 

to happen."Then I met another guy that was with Calvin. I went down to San 

Diego with Mercer Ellington. Now, this had to be around '83 or '84, maybe; 

Calvin's been dead about two years now, I think. And he came out- He always 

would come out to hear the everyday stuff. I mean, if a big band would come 

into town, he'd come out and say hello. He loved the band and everything. So 

the guy is with Calvin. He introduced me to the guy, and I said, "Are you a 

musician?" He said, "No." He says, "I'm in business with Calvin now. We're 

investing in his project. He's going to do the TV show."So I think he almost 

had that going, too, where he'd meet somebody and the guy would invest in his 

company, which was a good company as long as there was something 

happening, but that also would have helped Calvin to go, "Maybe you can 



invest ten grand or six grand or something, but it will come out when these 

deals come through." So when the guy said it, I suddenly realized that maybe 

he couldn't pick up that kind of business all the time, but here's one he had, and 

the guy was a part of the company. "I can give you 25 percent of the company 

or something, because this is going to happen." And with everything that he 

had to show you and everything, it was all there. Except with me seeing what 

happened with the business stuff on the movie and how they would throw out a 

score, he would never hit TV musically in this day and age with that thing. 

People would not sit for it, especially the young producers, who are into a 

whole other thing. They would just say, "Uh, what is this we're hearing here?" 

And it was just that far away from anything that the people nowadays- He 

hadn't altered anything, and it was almost unfortunate that he hadn't.But 

anyway, the other thing that he did, probably the final thing, the final few times 

that I saw him- Well, this time wasn't the final time. I saw him about '86 or so. I 

came down to La Jolla, and I got a job at I guess it was called the Blue Parrot, 

'85, '86. And I called him up because I got a chance to take a piano player with 

me down there, or I could call Calvin and use a drummer and bass from down 

in that area down there. I could have brought a pianist- Which I did. I 

eventually brought one from here. I called Calvin and said, "Calvin, I've got 

this weekend, Friday, Saturday, Sunday. I can pay you $250 a night." And I 

could pay him more than a guy I would bring from here for it somehow, when I 

figured it out. Well, I could pay him maybe about the same, but bringing a guy 

from here, it wouldn't mean as much as him sitting there. So anyway, I was 

able to pay that. And he said, "Well, I'd hate to work, because I'm trying to 

keep my image where I'm conducting, and I'm only going to work if it's my 

own thing," something like that. I said, "Well, I can understand that, if you 

don't want to work. I just thought that it would be a good little weekend to 

play." He said, "I'll come in and sit in, but I'd rather not work and let them see 

that I can be hired." So he was even into that. Somebody told him that you can't 

be seen and heard; that would hurt you.So what happened is I brought Tom 

Garvin, who's a good piano player from here. Tom and I had been working 

together. I said, "Tom, I'll take you down there," because Tom used to say, 

"Well, man, I'm not working much." I said, "Come on. I need a good piano 

player." So we went down there to play. And after the first set, Calvin came in 

on Friday night, and, naturally, everybody knew him again. "Hey, Calvin!" 

"There's Calvin Jackson." And I said, "Ever heard Calvin?" He said, "No, I 

never heard him." I said, "You don't mind if he plays?" I'm asking Tom. "No, I 

don't mind." So he sat over. Shoot, Calvin played for an hour and a half, man. 

So Tom was bugged a little bit. He said, "Man, I didn't think he was going to 

play- I mean, he's good, but I didn't think he was going to play all night. There's 

no reason for me to be here." I said, "Well, I didn't think he was going to play 



all night either! He said he just wanted to sit in." And the next night-do you 

believe it?-he came, too. So he wound up playing half the night and didn't make 

any money. But I guess he thought that that image was better, that he just made 

it look like he didn't need the job and "You can't hire me unless it's for what I 

want." But he was that kind of a proud guy. 

Isoardi 

That was the last time you saw him? 

Collette 

No. I saw him after that. Every time I would go down to play with the 

Cheathams, they'd call him up, and he'd come out, because he loved doing 

things with me. We'd clean the stand sometimes. He'd get the bass player he 

liked and the drummer he liked, because it was a jam session with a lot of 

students. And he'd get me up. He liked to improvise a lot like little Bach-type 

things. And I'd get the flute and we'd be running back- [sings string of sixteenth 

notes] It was kind of good; it was a whole change, you know. So he'd always 

come out like that. And he liked the ladies a lot, so he was waving at them and 

playing and all that. But anyway, I saw him in his last days. He still wasn't 

playing very much, and I think his wife got sick. I hear from her every now and 

then. I think she's in Seattle or somewhere. She drops a line. But it's kind of 

hard to say. I don't know if she's nutty, but she really stays out on the further 

end. She writes things that you can't even figure out what she's talking about 

sometimes. She writes poetry and all kinds of stuff, so her letters got a lot of 

things, and she'll have a little laughter going on. So "I don't know what she's 

really talking about here, but I guess-" But anyway, they were breaking up and 

going to have a divorce, and she had gotten a little sick, too.So he decided to go 

back to work. You know, she's sick, and he didn't want to do it, but he had 

stayed off a few years now. He'd come to play with the Cheathams once. And 

he always told me he'd be out playing tennis; that's all he did. Maybe he wrote 

music, because I think he could write even without the piano. So he went back 

to work, and it was near Thanksgiving. In other words, I think he worked 

Tuesday and Wednesday before Thanksgiving a couple of years ago. The first 

two nights he worked, I guess he played good, really got into it.And then 

Thanksgiving, he and his wife, although they were breaking up, were going to 

go to friends for dinner. They went to dinner, and he ate and had a ball. They 

said he was in a great frame of mind. And on the way back home-I think they 

also had a son or somebody, or her son, in the car-he began to feel pains or 

something, and he was having a heart attack. And I don't know if he died right 

in the car or shortly after that. So, like I said, he started back to work, the two 

nights, and he was going to have a steady job after Thursday. He never made it 

to the Friday night. Dead on the Thanksgiving Day. So it's just been a little over 

two years.But that's the story about that guy, who was extremely talented. 



Never quite made it to the heights I think he should have or could have, but 

maybe a lot of it was his own doing, too. He had to have it a certain way. He 

was like a specialized person, and especially with a beginning like that. He was 

on top of the world right from- 

Isoardi 

I can see him almost clinging to an older style when that was the style in which 

he really had made his greatest fame. 

Collette 

He made it on that style, and he helped to establish that style, he really did. And 

he knew it was good. He walked away because of the other problems. When he 

came back, he thought he would pick up with that, and the whole name of the 

game had changed then. It was really something. Because he used to ask me, 

"Are they still playing that terrible music? Gosh, I hope it changes so we can 

get back to some real stuff." So there was an interesting story about him. Calvin 

Jackson. 
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Collette 

So we can move on. But I'm saying guys like Calvin are very interesting and 

always will be. With all the talent and almost able to do anything, but the 

problems are still there. "I'm trying to figure out- Well, now I'm this good. 

Where's the work?" We're still dealing with people. And I always say a phrase 

like, if you're going to open a restaurant-you, me-and you open up this fine 

restaurant with all the best, everything in it, all just great, and you look up and 

there's nobody in there- Well, of course, it's going to be baffling and 

disappointing and everything. A guy across the street opens up, and he's got a 

pizza or hot dog stand, and they're just standing around the corner. All I can say 

is you've got to do what the people want in many cases. Now, if you don't need 

the money or something-you know, you're pretty independent-then I can see 

either sponsoring your own shows or doing your own record date or something. 

But in most cases, people like that have to have some money coming in. If 

there's nobody recording you and there's nobody coming to hear your band 

when you rehearse everything, part of that is, is it something they're going to 

like? And I don't mean you always have to play down to the lowest level, but 

you have to be somewhere in the trend of what's going on. It's hard to come in 

with a completely different style and hope that the people can buy it. They 

might take five years or so and say, "That band you had, I'm just beginning to 

get used to the record." It takes them a long time to get used to things. 

[laughter] They say, "Oh, now I'm into the new thing."So where do you think 

we could move to? 



Isoardi 

Well, I think we're up to, what, the late sixties, early seventies? Around there? 

This must be, I guess, around the time that [Charles] Mingus is getting ill. I 

guess that's going on. 

Collette 

What's that? The sixties? 

Isoardi 

Yeah, late sixties, early seventies. 

Collette 

Well, we've been through the early sixties when I went to Europe, right? And 

the Mingus Town Hall [concert]- 

Isoardi 

And the Monterey [Jazz] Festival. 

Collette 

The Monterey festival, we passed that. Well, Mingus is not too ill at this point, 

because I would say more like '78 or so. 

Isoardi 

Oh, it's that much later. 

Collette 

Yeah, I think so. Yeah, '77. Maybe it began to happen in '75, '76 or so. By '78, I 

began to see him moving slowly. 'Seventy-eight, yeah. Because then there were 

a few years and he must have died. Maybe '75 when it began to bother him. 

And then he finally just- I mean, '79, '80, he went out. Let's see if I can think of 

something. Sixties, sixties. Well, the Japanese tour is in there, too, right? Percy 

Faith? 

Isoardi 

Oh, yeah, with the great Duke Ellington story. 

Collette 

And the Monk [Thelonius Monk]? Jimmy Rowles? 

Isoardi 

Oh, no. 

Collette 

Well, the Duke Ellington story is about why they leave the thing? 

Isoardi 

Well, when Duke showed up at the concert with Percy Faith and Percy 

wouldn't acknowledge him. 

Collette 

Yeah, right. Okay. Well, then, I didn't tell you the Monk story? 

Isoardi 

Not the one from Monterey. 

Collette 



In Japan. Jimmy Rowles. That should be good, anyway, because Jimmy 

Rowles is from here. In that same period, of course, '66, in Japan. 

Isoardi 

You were on tour with Percy Faith? 

Collette 

Percy Faith, yeah. That's the first time that Percy Faith had gone over. That's 

the first time that I had gone over, of course, too, and I was the only black in 

the band out of forty-five people. It was interesting. Japan, at that time, with 

their doors all being small and- The bathrooms, or whatever you call them, 

they're down on the floor and everything. You're squatting. And the urinals- 

Everyting was so different. We just laughed most of the time, but you had to 

use them anyway. But it was sort of primitive, let's say, compared to now in 

Japan. It was 1966.But anyway, after Duke came to the concert, there were 

after-hours spots to go to, and we all went to one- I wish I could think of the 

name now. Roppongi or something like that, and that was the hangout for the 

musicians. And monk was there, Thelonius Monk, and Jimmy Rowles, who 

played piano with Percy Faith at the time, Joe Mondragon, a bunch of guys. We 

all hung out there. Jimmy had never met Thelonius Monk at the time. So he 

said, "Man, there's Monk over there. I'd sure like to meet him." I said, "Well, 

I'll introduce you," because I knew him much better. Because we had done 

Monterey probably a year before that-in '64, '65, I can't remember, but enough 

to know that I knew him-and Monk had acknowledged me, but he didn't talk 

very much. So I called Jimmy over, "Let's go and talk to Monk," rather than 

call Monk. That wouldn't have worked.So we went over there, and Monk had 

his hat on and was kind of bouncing around a little bit. And so I said, "Monk, 

this is Jimmy Rowles. He's a fine piano player from L.A. He knows of your 

work, and he enjoys you and wanted to meet you." He said, "Oh, yeah, I'm 

really happy to see you, Monk." And Monk said, "Yeah." So Monk spun 

around with his hat on without looking, and he looked up and said, "Do you 

have any kids?" And Jimmy said, "Yes." So he spun around again. Jimmy was 

kind of befuddled, but you know how, if you're talking with somebody- He still 

was idolizing the guy, so a little line is better than no line at all. So then he spun 

around again. "How old?" That was the second time he came around. And 

Jimmy said, "Twenty-four." And he still didn't react. So he spun around again. 

He said, "Too old." That was the conversation between Jimmy Rowles and 

Monk. Too old at twenty-four! [laughter] So I never forgot that, because it was 

kind of cute. And I'm standing there just seeing how these guys are going to 

talk, because Monk, he didn't talk too much anyway, see. So Jimmy was trying 

to get a little conversation. "Nice meeting you. I'll see you." But somehow he 

reacted and asked him that question.But anyway, after that, the Japanese tour, I 

naturally came back and did a lot of studio. We're saying about '66? Did I tell 



you about-? I think it must have been '65 then. That was the period of the Watts 

riots. 

Isoardi 

No, you haven't talked about that yet. 

Collette 

We haven't talked about that. 

Isoardi 

You were living up in this area, though, then, weren't you? 

Collette 

Yeah. I was living on Pickford Street then, ever since about '59, '58. But the 

Watts riots, the reason why I'm thinking about that, that, naturally, changed a 

lot. You know, musically, people's attitudes, and then looking on TV and 

seeing places that you knew, not just Watts, but south Los Angeles- There's a 

building you knew very well burning and all that. That was a pretty wild thing 

to see that. It wasn't a movie set; this was real stuff.But the other thing that 

happened at that period was- At that same time, we were trying to get more 

work for the black musicians in L.A., '64, '65. We had a group that used to meet 

at Ernie Freeman's house, who was a fine player, and he died, too, in- He must 

have been dead twenty years by now. But at the time, he was working a lot and 

writing a lot, too, doing more like rhythm and blues and stuff, but he could 

write for strings and everything. Ernie was a talented writer and player. He also 

did my first album on piano with me, Ernie and [Gerald] Wiggins; I used about 

three piano players. But in meeting at Ernie's house, we began to see that not 

too many of the black musicians were working on a steady basis. Maybe a 

record date here and there, a call here. And at that time- I worked, I guess, on 

the Groucho Marx [show, "You Bet Your Life"], from the fifties up to the 

sixties. So at that time, I was finished with "Groucho," but some of us were still 

doing a lot of work. I worked with Nelson Riddle. Bill Green was working with 

Nelson Riddle. Sometimes we worked together, sometimes we worked at 

different times. I worked with Billy May, was doing a lot of stuff with Nat 

[King] Cole before he died. So I still was very busy. As much as I liked 

"Groucho," I had moved on to another level. But in trying to find out how 

many blacks were working, we'd always ask around, and we couldn't see where 

anybody was working that much. In the meantime, we figured we'd check the 

studios and see if we could find out how many they hired. I don't know if that 

was right or wrong, but at least they didn't like that so much. 

Isoardi 

There was no way through the union? The union didn't keep regular rosters on 

who was working, whether-? It wasn't easy to find out this information? Is that 

what you're telling me? 

Collette 



No. And the union wasn't very helpful in that. We tried to do that once, too, and 

we had a meeting at the union. This might have been a little later. Yeah, this 

was later than the sixties. But the feeling that the union had in about the 

seventies, in the middle of the seventies maybe, was that the contracts are there, 

all the contracts. If you guys want to go through them, then you can make a list 

of who's working and who's not. But when we did that, it was a pretty sad 

picture. That's in the seventies. The picture was that the blacks were on 1 

percent of all the stuff that was done, the women had about 3 percent, and it 

was just a terrible picture. So I'm sure they didn't want us to do that. And it was 

hard work for us. We went through a thousand contracts in about two or three 

weeks, just a bunch of us going through. "Okay, there's one here out of eighty 

people." Or "There's nine contracts, there's none." And by the time we saw it, it 

was so sad, it was almost like- To get the news was bad news. We thought we 

were bad, but it was worse.The thing in the sixties, we had the meetings. I think 

it was healthier in a way, because you see how things change. It was healthier, 

meaning that we just kind of- We weren't desperate then. And, like I say, guys 

like me and Bill [Green] and Plas [Johnson] began to work a bit, and a few 

guys began to work enough. And we wanted to kind of share our experiences 

and find out if any other guys were working a little bit. A lot of them weren't. 

And every time we had a meeting with a bunch of the contractors or the white 

leaders or heads, they would all say, "Yeah, we don't know of the other guys, 

and we can't take a chance," you know. We'd say, "Well, yeah, we can make 

lists to make sure that the good players are here, and we've got other players-" 

That's how we even started a workshop at one period, to try to train players to 

make sure that if they got called, they would be ready.So anyway, '65 was an 

interesting period. I remember the date because somebody at one of the 

meetings thought about the Academy Awards and said, "When does the 

Academy Awards ever hire any blacks?" Well, everybody was dumbfounded. 

Out of twenty-five musicians sitting in a big house, "I can't think of one. I don't 

know. None of us have ever done it." Bill- I hadn't done it. So we said, 

"Probably not, then. Nobody here. If we haven't heard of it and we haven't done 

it, then probably no one has done it."So the word was- I don't know who was 

chairman of the meeting, but we kind of moved it around. The word was, "Let's 

check in." There were groups now, at that time, CORE and COPE, that were 

fighting discrimination and making sure blacks were employed and working 

and the whole scene, so the groups would do a little of the dirty for you. So we 

said, "Well, let's get with CORE." I think it was the Congress of Racial 

Equality or something, that kind of group. So we got ahold of them and told 

them what the problem was. We wanted somebody to look into this Academy 

Award thing and see if they hired any blacks at all, because this was the thirty-

seventh season. You know, thirty-seven years that had been going on. So now 



it's got to be up to around sixty or seventy. I kept hearing that number because I 

remember thirty-seven years.They checked it out, the people made calls, and 

they got ahold of John Green. And they didn't say what it was. "Well, we're 

interested in getting some publicity on the Academy Awards"-they did it very 

lightly; they knew how to approach this thing-"and would like our head guy, 

Mr. Don White," or one of those names, "to meet with you and lay out the 

plan." So they scheduled a luncheon. John Green was always very excited 

about the Academy [of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences]. That was his baby. 

Isoardi 

He was the director? 

Collette 

Director, yeah, and also on the board. So anything that meant that he was going 

to get some extra publicity, he was really for it.So they went to the luncheon, 

and they were talking and they were having a little salad and everything. "Mr. 

Smith, Don Smith, nice meeting you. I'm glad you're interested in the Academy 

Awards, because we'd be happy for you to write about us or whatever."And he 

said, "Well, what I want to know- My first question is, have you ever hired any 

blacks"-and he just hit him with it-"in the orchestra?"And John Green just 

about choked on his salad, because he wasn't quite prepared for that, because 

that threw him. He was a guy who probably hadn't thought about it- nobody 

had ever asked him-and so he reacted. He said, "Well, I don't think so, and I'm 

pretty sure I would know if we had."And so Don said, "Well, what is the 

reason?"He said, "Well, there's no reason, because I'm not prejudiced at all."So 

he kept pushing him. "So what is it? How many years?" He said, "Well, thirty-

seven years."He said, "Well, I think that you should think about hiring some." 

That usually would come on in March, and that was probably January, just time 

enough that the timing was perfect on it. And he said, "I would suggest you hire 

some, because this would be the most publicized Academy [Awards] that we've 

ever seen." Because that was a time when- Now it wouldn't work. You would 

go picket somewhere and it wouldn't have the meaning. But then it did have.It 

frightened him to death; it really did. "These guys are going to really- The 

world will see this on TV, that they're picketing this." They were at the Santa 

Monica Civic [Auditorium] then. So John kept saying, "Well, I know of guys, I 

know of the ladies," or something like that.So he said, "Well, I just think that it 

would be better for you to hire some. How many people in the orchestra? 

About forty-five? Fifty?"So they finally left on a strange note, because John 

Green was looking for a nice write-up, maybe, from the black community or 

something that would be favorable.So anyway, Don White met with us again, 

and he told us what was said. He said the guy, Johnny Green, would definitely 

find somebody. He didn't need any names; he knew the people. That was great 

for us, too. Rather than suggesting you should hire anybody, "If you know the 



names, hire them."Well, Bill Green got a call, I got a call, and a lady named 

Toni Robinson, a black harpist, three of us got a call. And, of course, we knew 

the word was getting around. That was, like, history-making. We were called 

for the Academy Awards, and we got to the rehearsal and people were excited, 

because they probably knew us. Most of them didn't know Toni-I didn't even 

know Toni-but she was a good harpist. But the other people were comfortable. 

I guess they wondered what happened, too, because this was the first time that 

it ever happened. So the rehearsals went well. Naturally, Bill and I, we could 

blend in with everybody. We had Ted Nash and [Gene] Cipriano and probably 

Ronnie Lang-you know, all the guys we knew, anyway, and worked with. We 

were doing a lot of record dates with them, but all of a sudden, this was a 

different kind of work. It hadn't happened. So everything went very well. 

Johnny was very nervous, only because he still thought that there would be 

problems. But there were no pickets or anything. I guess the word got out that 

we were hired, and that cooled everything out.But the final thing which we 

were always curious about- I was, too, more, when we saw how that evening 

really developed and how the outcome was. That was the evening that Sidney 

Poitier won for Lilies of the Field. And we thought about it later on, see, 

because, at a time like that, there's so much strategy being played when there's 

that kind of pressure. That was a big event. Like I say, now it would be hard to 

do it that way. It was a thing where they were shaken to their boots that these 

blacks or whoever were going to really say that they were unfair and 

everything, and they could not have that. And I don't say Sidney was great or 

wasn't great at the time, but that was a big turnaround. It was almost like, 

"Wow! Things are better than we thought. If he can win, then maybe some of 

us are off." You know how it works. "Things are really moving in that way, as 

far as race relations, because that was difficult." No black has won before or 

since. Black woman or- You know what I'm trying to say. But I think, looking 

at it, there's no way to know, because nobody will ever say. But somebody 

knows, I think, that that was the move to make at the time to quell all that. It 

was like- Who knows what the other pictures were. And many times I've seen 

the picture on TV and I say, "Well, he's good," but I'm wondering. He was 

Sidney, like he can be, and he's a good actor. But somehow I think that in the 

heat of all this, maybe in the meeting of the Academy board members, or 

however they do the thing, somebody said, "We could quell a lot of this by 

showing that we are in good faith and that we can-"So somewhere that 

happened, and it threw everybody. The blacks, for a long time, knew that the 

game was going to be fair, and there was more hope and everything. But that 

didn't end it for the way we were, as far as the band. Each year now, they had 

the three blacks: Bill, me, and Toni. And that went on for about four or five 

years after that, exactly. We never worked with a lot of those people again, but 



it's almost like we were a part to show that.Oh, that night, too, to tell you the 

truth- What happened was that these other things made me suspicious of them 

kind of- Well, maybe not just giving it to him outright; he had to have good 

votes. But they were in that position to lean that way. I was seated purposely on 

the outside, right next to the audience, my chair. 

Isoardi 

So the camera would pick you up? 

Collette 

The camera would pick me up. The guy almost knocked my head off a couple 

of times. Because you know how it is: they go up and they zoom in, and I'm 

playing, and the trombone player or somebody pushed me down, because 

there's a little something that drags on the camera. They're anxious to get the 

shot, and they zoom over you and then- So what they were doing, they were 

making sure- "Hit the saxophone player there"-hit him meaning, you dive in, 

you go up, and you come back, see. So from New York and a few places, I got 

called, and they said, "Man, we've seen you on-" I mean, not just a little bit. I 

mean, get the word out if that's your job: "Steve, I want you to make sure you 

get him over there." So that was what was happening, see. So they said, "Man, 

they're showing you like crazy! You must be the star!" And so I'm beginning to 

see what the plan is. Part of that is just to let them know that there are some 

blacks here. "Don't do any bombing or anything." And at that time, they were 

really frightened. This guy only just talked to him and said, "I could really have 

the most publicized Academy-" And Johnny was like this. I think he went in 

and said, "Look, they're going to do this and that." But you're right. They 

covered me so much. Bill they couldn't see as much; he was in the saxes. But 

they said, "Buddy, you've got to sit out on the end there." And I said, "Okay, if 

that's what you want." I mean, with the part I was playing, I didn't see it. But 

they got me out there anyway. I didn't mind it, except for the one time. There it 

was. I was there, Angie Dickinson, they're all, like, as far as the piano next to 

me. But the camera would come over me, see. So that's the year that that 

happened. Sidney won. And it looked like for a while that things were going to 

be great.But nothing changed. Just three of us worked the next three or four 

years, until, finally, I got fed up-and I can do that. Because, like I said, I was 

busy, and I began to feel, "I'm being used." I didn't try to influence Bill or Toni, 

but at the same time, all the other activities, the ACLU [American Civil 

Liberties Union]- I'm into a lot of stuff where you're fighting a lot of little 

battles all the time. Well, naturally, the union thing had been earlier. But I met 

a lot of people who were fighters, and they always tried to weigh things. And 

somebody would say, "Are you guys still doing the Academy Awards?" "Oh, 

yeah." "Well, how many?" "Well, still the same three." "Yeah, well, I guess it's 

going to stay that way." So- 



Isoardi 

They weren't going out of their way to find the young Buddy Collettes out 

there. 

Collette 

No, no. And that's what I'm trying to say. My whole thing was that this is not 

going to get any better. They liked Bill. Bill is always beautiful. They 

always love him, you know. And with me, they liked me a lot, but every now 

and then, I could show a little, like, "Wait a minute. What's going on?" They 

don't like you to question at all, pretend you know too much. That's not the 

setting.So what finally happened was that Bobby Helfer was contracting this 

time- I won't forget it, because this is a part of a good story and what happens 

in this business. Bobby called and I said, "Bobby, I can't do it this time." He 

said, "What do you mean you can't?" Because that's a prestige job. You don't 

say no to- You know. He said a little of this, but, I mean, that was it. Most of 

the people will turn down anything else. They probably say, "Hey, I'm doing 

the Academy Awards." "Oh, go!" You know what I mean. "That's the greatest." 

So I told him. You don't say no to him. And he said, "What do you mean? What 

else could you be doing?" I said, "Well, I feel that each year it's going to be just 

three people, and I'm going to do something else this time." I really took a 

chance, because you can blow your career in a thing like that. And Bobby was 

the biggest contractor- Not that he was well liked, but he was a powerful 

contractor, and he could mess you up in town. But I said, "No, I think it's going 

to be the same thing each year, and I'm not going to do it. It's only going to be 

the three." I just felt that way. I'm fighting, and every now and then, you've got 

to let them know what you feel. So he went on, and who else he hired, I don't 

know, but he hired another black in my place. So they still had three.So 

Leonard Feather called me. I mean, the word got out again that some blacks- 

Bill Henderson and a bunch of them, again, felt-you know how the word got 

around-that there's only three, and some of them wanted to work, be called 

sometimes. So they got a thing, too, and they were going to picket. And I had 

moved downtown, and the Music Center [of Los Angeles County] was in 

existence now. We're talking about- The first was in '65. Now, they just had a 

thing in the paper, twenty-five years or more. But whatever it is, they went 

downtown, so these guys were going to picket down there. And they did picket. 

So Leonard Feather knew they were going to picket, and he called me and says, 

"Well, Buddy, are you on it?" And I said, "No, I bowed out this time." So he 

said, "Who did Bobby call?" And I said, "Well, I'm not sure, but you can call 

him."So he called Bobby Helfer and he said, "Well, Bobby, you've got three 

people again. I thought you'd hire more." He said, "We would have had four, 

but Buddy Collette turned me down." So he turned that around, see. How about 

that! It would have been three. But once I laid it on him- See, if I had changed 



the number and done- So Leonard printed that. "They would have had four, but 

Buddy turned him down." So then people would come and say, "Well, why did 

you turn him down?" Then you've got to undo all of that, see. But that was the 

way that went. The pickets this time weren't as effective, even though they did 

picket. They had three there, and Bobby's line was that they would have had 

four. I blew it, they said, because I didn't take the job, and I knew that if I had 

been in it there still would have been three. But that's the way that went for a 

long time, with the three people.We were able to put pressure on certain people 

for a while about it. Now, if it's three or four, nobody's going to say anything. 

That's all changed now. Sometimes there have been more. Quincy Jones did it, 

and, naturally, they were maybe almost half and half with blacks and whites. 

But most of the time- Now, for example, there may be five or six out of an 

orchestra of forty or fifty, unless anyone says anything. The days of the fighting 

and pointing out these things are kind of over, and you figure if people don't 

work together and try to use the best players, no matter what color they are, 

then you miss a bit.Then when things get slow-like they're a little slower now-

then you suddenly realize that you meet on another level, and you know that 

you could be working. There's more casuals, for example, or there's 

these Broadway-type shows, where every now and then Mickey Nadel will call 

you to do one of those. It's hard work. It's not the prime work. But in the 

meantime, you work all together on that. But when the thing gets real great in 

the studios-it's a big film call where there's a lot of money involved-then you 

sort of get left out at times, unless, again, there are times when there are a lot of 

jobs, a lot of studio calls. Then your phone will ring. "By the way, next 

Monday-" And you hadn't heard from this person in five years. "What's going 

on?" "Well, we need you." Well, because he's called everybody that he would 

like to have first. So that's the thing.So the sixties was that kind of period. Like 

I said, I was working a lot. I began to do "The Danny Kaye Show" probably 

'67, and that was good, too, because I think that was the first steady show I did 

other than "Groucho." Every week. And we had two blacks on that show: Red 

Callender did "Danny Kaye" and I did "Danny Kaye." Paul Weston was the 

leader. Paul was a good guy to work for. That was at a time when he definitely 

liked us, but he also liked the way we played. And we stayed there for a few 

years and did "Danny."And I had, like I said, the Swinging Shepherds album I 

had done in '67. We did that with Harry Klee and Bud Shank and Paul Horn, 

the four flutes, and the rhythm section of Joe Comfort and Bill Miller and Bill 

Richmond, who is probably still with Jerry Lewis. He's Jerry's manager or 

something, but he was a good drummer. And I brought the record and showed 

it to Paul Weston so he could keep a copy, and he played it at home and got 

very excited about it. So they wanted to do a number from the Swinging 

Shepherds on Danny's show, which they did, one of my tunes called "Tasty 



Dish." The only thing about Danny- Danny was one of those that likes to get 

into the act all the time. If you were on the camera with him, you'd be doing 

your line or playing, and he would be mugging with the camera. He's on all the 

time and shouldn't be, off the camera or on the camera. So they had this 

arrangement. Paul did the arrangement on it with the voices and the four flutes 

and dancing girls and made a nice number out of it. Paul was that kind of guy; 

he got excited about things. So Danny, naturally, had to know what was 

happening. So he came in and sang the line with the flutes, which didn't help, 

of course. [laughter] We thought we'd present the line, right? He sang with us. 

And then the camera was on him, and there we were. But I'm saying, that's the 

kind of show-But it was a good, steady show every week. The only problem 

was that we didn't make that much money, but we always got a lot of overtime 

because of Danny. After we would do the show- We would rehearse on 

Thursday nights, and on Friday we'd start at ten in the morning and usually go 

till about nine thirty or ten at night. But Danny would get rolling; he's that kind 

of entertainer. At least he was. Around ten o'clock at night, he'd want to go, and 

he'd be out there singing. He'd get a little, young girl from the audience, maybe 

five or six years old who'd be with her parents, and put her on his knee. And 

he'd be singing kiddie songs and things. He knew all that stuff, kiddie songs in 

different languages. And he would sit there for forty-five more minutes, so we 

would go to eleven, eleven thirty, all overtime. He didn't mind, because he just 

really didn't want to go home. So we did that show.And then finally that went 

off, and then we went into doing "The Carol Burnett Show" in about '68 or so 

and did that under the direction of Harry Zimmerman. And also Red Callender 

was in that band with me and Plas Johnson, so we had three blacks there. Harry 

Zimmerman was a pretty good guy; he definitely knew who he wanted. "I've 

got to have you and you." I was playing lead alto and Red was playing tuba and 

bass, and he wanted Plas because Plas was a good tenor. We had a good band, 

really. The band got along. We stayed there for a couple of years.And then they 

dropped Harry out. They wanted to bring in Peter Matz. Because Harry was a 

good writer, but they felt that he wrote old school. He did write a little early. 

He was an older guy, and he had played a lot of organ in silent theaters and 

stuff, so he had a lot of runs. And he wrote that way with the band. He was a 

good writer, but he was very notey, and they wanted- You know how things 

were changing then, in '69 or so. Rock was coming in pretty good, and the 

bands that were playing had changed their format. They weren't doing those 

notey, radio-type sounds. So anyway, they brought in Peter Matz. I think the 

story goes they didn't even tell him [Zimmerman] that they had fired him. Once 

he drove into his parking stall, his name was painted off. [laughter] He said, 

"What's going on here?" And they said, "Oh, we forgot to tell you. That's it." 

Then that lasted a while. Peter Matz's band came in, and then one thing led into 



another.We got "The Flip Wilson Show," which was over at NBC. It was time 

for a change. I had been over at CBS for four or five years with "Danny," and 

then right into "Carol." It was good work at the time. I was doing a lot of that 

and record dates. So I went to NBC, which was a nice change, working with 

George Wyle. And George was a good- These leaders that- I'm saying the ones 

that did have blacks in the band and it did work. And George Wyle's band, he 

might have had five, to tell you the truth. Again, he was one of those who- The 

good blacks needed to work, and he liked them. He had Al Aarons, he had 

Grover Mitchell-they were just out of Count Basie's band-he had Red, he had 

Bill, Bill Green, and me, and Ronnell Bright, piano player. So we might have 

had six. It was a good band, and it was work. And that was probably the most 

number of blacks hired on a steady show like that. You might see a record date- 

There might be eight of them on there for a couple of dates. 

Isoardi 

Did Flip Wilson get involved in that at all? 

Collette 

What do you mean? 

Isoardi 

Did he come and tell the director or the people in charge of the band, "Look, I 

want a real integrated band"? 

Collette 

Well, it's kind of hard to say. A lot of times a head of the show would do that, 

but I think George felt- He knew Flip was his boss, and a lot of times it can be a 

very subtle thing. I think George knew. I mean, the band was- If we had six 

blacks, then there must have been another ten or twelve whites in the band. And 

I think George wanted to maybe just make it that way. I don't think- He 

[Wilson] might have said, "Hey, I hope you can find some black guys." But I 

think George wanted to do that. He's that kind of guy. He said, "Heck, the guy, 

myboss, the head of the show, is black." And they knew. Because that stuff was 

going on where you have one there, and if it would be- Flip might have said, 

"Hey, whatever happened to the blacks?" In other words, those lines would 

come out later. "Oh, I should have called somebody else." But I think George 

just anticipated. But I knew that made Flip feel even more comfortable. You 

look over the orchestra and you see- You know. I don't think that he had to ask 

for it, though. But he and George got together, you know; you do in most 

shows.But it was a good band. All the guys got little things to play. George 

would write little numbers for us to open the show with and things like that and 

feature different guys. It was real family.And in that same period, we were 

doing things, the "Midnight Special" [television program] and a few things like 

that, where some of the guys were beginning to work a lot. But that fluctuates. 

Meaning that if you have a steady show with that many blacks, then that's 



great, because that's steady work. If you have a record date on a Monday or 

Monday and Tuesday and then it might be three months again before you have 

that many minorities working in the band, then it's tough. Because the name of 

the game is the steady check coming in, unless you are busy enough where 

you've got so many jobs. Then that means steady checks are coming in all the 

time. But in most cases, a lot of the blacks who were doing the studio are not in 

like they were once before. It's a little harder in this period than it was, say, in 

the sixties and possibly the seventies. The eighties were not as good, and I'm 

pretty sure, to set the record straight, it's not as busy. Or if it's as busy, then 

there are maybe twice the players on the list, as far as the studio players. So if 

there were four thousand or five thousand at the time, maybe now there's eight 

thousand, and there's only a couple of thousand working. So you can see what 

happens. 

Isoardi 

Let me ask you: You mentioned that during the sixties, especially during the 

time of the Watts riots, you were really active in the ACLU. Can you talk more 

about that? What kind of things were you doing? 

Collette 

Well, I was helping them to put on some of their functions. I mean, I wasn't 

active other than musically. It's like I was active in schools, too, bringing my 

talents to schools. People would say, "Well, this school hasn't had any concerts 

or assemblies," or whatever you call it. And sometimes I'd go all alone if I 

couldn't find somebody to go. I've always been that way. I like to perform.The 

ACLU were giving their little fund-raisers. Shelly Manne and me. In the 

beginning, they had no money to pay anybody. We would go, and Shelly would 

call me up and say, "They called me to do it with them. Will you?" I said, 

"Yeah. What about you?" "Yeah, let's do it. Let's get a bass player. We can get 

Monty Budwig, and let's get Al Viola or let's get John Collins, and let's go do 

it." It would be in somebody's backyard, a fund-raiser, because they were 

fighting cases and everything. And I just liked the people a lot, but I liked a lot 

of the causes they were fighting. Not everything, of course. But they were 

being fair: "We will defend anyone" or "We will give anybody a chance to say 

his piece," and so on. And I believe in a lot of that.I was there even before 

Ramona Ripston, who was the executive director of the whole thing there. And 

there might be a president- I can't think of her name. But she'd say, "Well, 

gosh, it's so great for you guys to do that." I said, "Well, the least we can do is 

come and play and help you raise some money so you can fight on these 

battles, because you guys are concerned. You care." It was a whole period. I've 

got a plaque on the wall that they gave Shelly and me-I've still got mine in 

there-and it was for just wonderful services for all these years in helping us to 

attain.Now, I just worked a call for them last Saturday, and they had twelve 



hundred people at the Registry Hotel. Each year it's about that big. I have a 

seven- or eight-piece band with a singer. And it's the place to be at that time, 

especially with the stars and the lawyers and the people. For example, within a 

radius of ten feet in front of us there was Lloyd Bridges and his two sons, Beau 

and Jeff- They were right there, Barbra Streisand is right here, Jane Fonda is 

right there, Cybil Shepherd- So they're all with those people, and they're all 

there. Like I said, John [T.] McTernan, the big lawyers. So it's grown. I've seen 

it grow so big in about twenty years. And I'm sort of like the band of the ACLU 

in a way. They're going, "Hey, Buddy, you're still here?" Your name's in the 

program and everything.So it worked out. I didn't know where it was going. It 

was just like "You guys need some help." But they never forgot. And then we 

did a lot for free; now the money's always there. "What do you want now? Put 

it on the contract and mail it in." And they treat like you'd figure people would, 

but most of the time you don't get this. You walk in and they give you tickets 

for everybody in your band. You have your own table, not right in the middle, 

but kind of at a place, and play an hour and a half, two hours at the most, while 

they're dining and eating. And in the meantime- The show starts around nine 

thirty. We wrap up the instruments-we started at seven-go to the table, you get 

your food, you got your wine and everything, and there it is. You see what I 

mean? So there it goes.So the fighting I've done has been mainly with the 

instrument, saying, "Hey, go, gang. I can lend my name and I can bring a band 

for you or we can help you raise funds." Because other than- I don't- Not that I 

wouldn't, but I don't have the time to mail anything out and answer phones and 

all that kind of stuff. That's a part of what I can see, starting early. A lot of 

people are suddenly realizing we need more people to be concerned, to work 

together, and these people are doing it. And this time, César Chávez was there, 

a lady named Dolores Huerta- She came and spoke, and she mentioned how 

they beat her in the back or something. Very touching, because these people 

have gone through it. But it was almost like, "Hey, this is the place to be, 

getting the real stories. And where are we as a people? Is it really getting better, 

or are we getting-?" There's a lot of confusion and stuff going on. Not that you 

can solve everything, but, man, you sure have to be working together. It was 

beautiful to see. In fact, that was one of the big lines there.The year before, by 

the way, was the people who- You know, they gave a tribute to the songwriters- 

"The Way We Were" and all that. Marilyn and- Oh boy, why am I blanking 

out? They're big, too. They've got so many tunes. All the big movies. Allen and 

Marilyn Bergman. Do you know those names? Like "What Makes the Music 

Stop" and "The Way We Were" and "What Are You Doing the Rest of Your 

Life," those are all their lyrics, even though that's Michel Legrand's tune. But, 

gosh, they played about thirty of their tunes, and you just want to say, "Oh, I 

knew it was a good tune, and they wrote that also." So they were honored and 



got their plaques. The year before, it was Burt Lancaster and Kirk Douglas.So, 

as I say, everybody is out there giving the right tribute to each other and more 

or less getting together. And somebody said, "Well, if nothing more, next year 

we'll see each other again." And that's the kind of thing, you know, because a 

lot of times, you don't see people anymore. People who are willing to get up 

and talk and say, "This is what we're doing, this is what the situation is, this is 

what the world is about, this is what the administration-" And just lay it on 

there without being afraid. Because the period of the forties and the McCarthy 

period and all that stuff, you'd get up and say that and somebody would be 

hauling you away in the next five minutes. 

Isoardi 

From your vantage point as a musician in L.A. and in Hollywood, how did the 

Watts riots impact upon that? All of a sudden, did you notice you were getting 

more calls? 

Collette 

Before the Watts riots? 

Isoardi 

After the Watts riots. What kind of impact did that have on your industry, the 

music industry? 

Collette 

No, I don't think I was getting more calls. I was pretty busy at that period. I 

think there was a little fear, and I'm pretty sure that it did make certain people 

take a look at it. And it might have made it look like people could even do a 

little more, because part of that was people being very despondent and also- 

1.25. Tape Number: XIV, Side One December 8, 1989 

Isoardi 

Okay, Buddy. As you were saying- 

Collette 

Okay, as I was saying- Well, looking at, maybe, some of the effect it had on 

people, and even the people living in areas- Just like now, I said that in this area 

over here-it's not too far-the Von's market used to be a Safeway. It was okay. 

Isoardi 

Where's this? 

Collette 

It's over on Pico [Boulevard] and Fairfax [Avenue]. And the reason why I am 

pointing this out, they finally got a market in there that- [whistles] It's a market. 

It's run properly, it's classy, it's got the fresh stuff. And looking at the Watts 

thing- I had moved away from there, of course, at the time of the riots. I used to 

live out in Compton, too-not when I was first married, but when my kids were 



pretty young-on 123d Street. We had a house out there. Your markets and 

things, the neighborhood markets, they were pretty bad. But that was all you 

had. So what do you do? You go there and get the meats and stuff and hope. 

But it seemed like the Watts area was going downhill. TV was in very 

powerful. Like I said, things were moving along: your shopping areas, your 

theaters. And those people were pretty frustrated in many ways. No work, and 

nothing's happening, and there was no future. I think people began to see that 

things would have to open up-open up meaning people would have to try to 

either get out or get better jobs and things like that. And I think it did affect the 

musical world a little bit, too.But, like I said, the feeling with a lot of 

contractors and people at the time- They kept thinking that "Well, we don't 

know." Or "Maybe this is all that we can hire. You know, we can't just take a 

chance if we don't know what the people can do." So if I would say, "Well, this 

person can play or this person can play," then they wouldn't take that. They 

would have to almost find out for themselves. So as many lists as I made out 

and tried to mark them and everything, it didn't happen.Now, in the case of 

Jack Kelson [also known as Kelso], who- People don't know whether he's white 

or black or whatever, but I'm saying, at the time, I was trying to get him to 

work. I guess I mentioned to you that he didn't want to play flute for a long 

time. He played guitar. Jackie can be many, many things. So he told me, "I'm 

not into flute. I'm playing guitar." He was a rock and roll guitar player for a 

while. And he mastered it enough, because, I guess, he figured if you learned 

eight or nine chords and you can do this, he was on his way. 

Isoardi 

Eight or nine was probably too many! [laughter] 

Collette 

Right, yeah. But he figured it out. And he was able to play a job and maybe 

sing a song, so he got into it. When he sets his mind to something, he does it. 

So he did that, except that after I told him, "Well, man, you could be doing 

some studio work." Because that was the period of the sixties. He could have 

come in and done the thing when Plas [Johnson] left with "The Carol Burnett 

Show," but I don't think he was playing then; he might have started in the 

middle of the seventies playing flute. So when Plas left the show, then we hired 

a guy named Dave Sherr in his place, because Dave could play flute and 

everything-a young guy, but he worked out. So Jackie said, "No, I don't think I 

want to do flute."So a couple of years later, he came to me, as he can do 

sometimes, and said, "Guess what." I said, "What do you mean?" He said, 

"Man, I'm in love with the flute! I got one and I've got to play it. Where can I 

study?" I said, "Well, you want to study with Bill [Green]?" You know, I knew 

I was busy then. So finally he starts studying with Bill, and every time I'd see 

him, he didn't want to talk about anything but the flute, and I didn't really want 



to talk about it. It wasn't that I was against the flute. But all of a sudden, that 

was his thing. Like, "What about the high notes? Is this it?" And he'd say, 

"Boy, the low notes are pretty, aren't they?" And I'd just say, "Yeah," you 

know. But guys did that, a lot of flute players, when they started. Some of them 

that didn't like it, when they got hooked on it, then they'd want to talk to me or 

talk to somebody who played it. "Gosh, how much do you practice on the flute? 

What about the fingering up here?" they'd be asking. They never said anything 

about the saxophone like that! I guess they didn't need to ask that.But finally he 

got to the point where- Oh, the reason why I'm telling you about Jackie, I told 

one of the contractors, a big guy, Johnny Fresco- He was a saxophone player 

and played viola or violin or something; he's from Amsterdam or somewhere 

like that. But anyway, he's a nice man, knew Benny Carter years ago when 

Benny was in Europe or London or wherever Benny stayed. I said, "Johnny, 

this guy plays great saxophone, nice, good flute and everything. You should 

hire him sometime, because you keep wanting Plas and you want me and Bill, 

and when you can't get those guys, here's a guy." And he said, "Well, I don't 

know. They want you or they want-" You know, he wouldn't even talk about it. 

So as time would have it, about six months later, he ran up to me and he says, 

"Man, I discovered a great player! He's terrific! He played in the low part of the 

horn; he knows how to play like Ben Webster." Because this guy liked all the 

good stuff. So I said, "Who was it?" And he says, "His name is Jackie Kelso. 

Do you know him?" I said, "That's the guy I've been telling you about for the 

last three years." But of course, it didn't mean anything then.But anyway, that's 

the kind of thing it was. You could not bring anybody in in most cases, unless 

there was a name or something, somebody on a record, like when Jerome 

Richardson came here, which was later. He came here once during the fifties 

and went to New York. Then he came back around '72, '71, who knows. I'm not 

sure when he came from New York. But Jerome had been playing with Thad 

Jones and them and had a name, so that's different. You can say, "Hey, he 

played out there with Thad Jones," and then they'll say, "Oh, fine." When Ray 

Brown came to town, Ray had been with Oscar Peterson. Because Ray called 

me up, you know. At the time, they didn't know him. He didn't know what he 

was going to do, but everybody knew of him. Then they got to the point where, 

once they found Ray's playing and how good he was, then some of the other 

bass players they didn't want to hire.And I even got into a big argument with a 

couple of guys. I think it was David Raskin, the composer. We had a thing on a 

TV show with Charles Champlin and- Who was the other guy? I think it was 

Art Buchwald. 

Isoardi 

Oh, the columnist? The humorist? 

Collette 



Yeah, it might have been. It was a couple of guys who, at the time, had a little 

radio show, because they'd been active for a long time. It might have been Art 

Buchwald. I know it was Charles Champlin. They had a show. And that was a 

period, too-oh, the middle sixties-that they wanted to find out what blacks were 

working. See, it got in the papers and everywhere, and the word kept coming 

out that they weren't working. Then somebody would say, "Yeah, I've got two 

in my band," and this was a big thing. And Jerry Fielding had done it first, 

because I worked with the Groucho Marx [show, "You Bet Your Life"]. That 

was the early fifties, of course. But anyway, Champlin, who's been a great guy, 

and Buchwald, I'm pretty sure, they called me in to do the show.The writer was 

David Raskin. Raskin is the one who wrote "Laura." He came in and- Shelly 

Manne was supposed to be there, and Shelly had to take off, so maybe that's 

why they brought David Raskin in somehow. So there I was. So Shelly and I 

would have gotten along real good. We could have really laid the thing like it 

was. But Raskin, I had never really met him, but I knew who he was.And he 

got in and he said, "Well, I don't think there's a lack of blacks." He says, "When 

I do my scoring, I have Ray Brown there, I have-" He might have had some 

other name there, too, when he does his pictures. "Yeah, a lot of people are 

going for Ray Brown," I had to say, "but there are other bass players." I said, 

"A lot of music I hear, sometimes Ray Brown is too good for the music." I 

really just came on like this and said, you know, "You hear music [sings 

simplistic pizzicato bass line], and you need Ray Brown for all of that?" In 

other words, you can see- And Ray knew that, too, except he got in that way. 

But at that time, there was Red Callender and there was Joe Comfort, and all 

those guys weren't getting anything now that Ray was in town. The orchestras 

were using Ray if they wanted a show black, and the other guys were sitting on 

the line. So we had our little thing back and forth with him, and I pointed out-

So Champlin was great, too. He knew that I had done the thing with the [Los 

Angeles] Neophonic [Orchestra] with Stan Kenton. So he said, "Yeah, there is 

a thing-" And he also pointed out about the Academy Awards. He said, "Yeah, 

I knew about the Academy Awards, where there were three blacks hired, 

right?" I said, "That's true about that." And I said, "Yeah, but each year it was 

the same three, so that didn't change." He said, "Also, I heard you did the thing 

with the Neophonic. How many blacks were there?" I said, "Two: Red 

Callender and me." So then, naturally, Raskin was still trying to figure out his 

thing, but he was trying to judge for what he hires. But still he only had, maybe, 

two out of a big orchestra, see, so we still didn't get very far. He said, "Well, 

how long did you do that with the Neophonic?" I said, "Two years." And he 

said, "Was it two the next year?" I said, "Same two. It never changed." I said, 

"It seemed to me to be the number that people would live with. Even when they 

had new people come in, the same number was always there." So we didn't get 



very far. It was just like me seeing it one way and saying it wasn't right.And, 

like I said, that was the kind of fighting that I was doing even then. I'd always 

leave the message, you know. And it probably hurt me a little bit, but I think in 

a good way. It made me realize that if it was not going to be right, then I don't 

want to be there all the time. I would have to be there sometime, you know 

what I mean. "Don't give me a steady job when they are using me to show that 

they're different than what they are." So I've done them, of course, but if it's 

going to look that way, then there's no interplay where people are being people. 

And that's why I said the thing about the- Not just the ACLU [American Civil 

Liberties Union], but where they're treating you with respect of who you are 

and the time that you've put in and the experience and all that. When you bring 

that to them and they're saying, "Oh, by the way, we want you to have this" or 

"By the way, is there anything else that you need?" or "Would you like this 

sound system?"- You know, when they're doing that, then that's great, and I 

have no squawk then.But many cases- Like, we worked jobs at certain hotels, 

and some of the people who are on the lower level- They're not the bosses. 

Some of the workers who think they're ahead of you will come in and say, 

"Well, you can't have this and you can't sit there" and everything.Just like this 

happened this time, for example, of saying how- One thing about the ACLU, 

I'm part of the family, which is great when you can build that and have that 

without them kicking you out. We were sitting down for dinner. The only 

problem is that we were sitting down a little late, so we still had our tickets, 

which are tickets that the ACLU has to pay for, of course. One, we didn't have 

any butter, because there were a couple of people sitting at our table that 

shouldn't have been, but that's okay. You figure the guy can bring more butter 

and a couple of things like that. So I went over to him. I said, "We need some 

more bread and butter," and he said, "Well, I can't leave my post." I said, "Well, 

you can tell somebody else." He said, "Well, I can't do that." You know, he was 

almost like "Who am I?" And I said, "You know, I work for the top lady here." 

Sandy [Jones] is the one who has been hiring me; she's been more or 

less overseeing it. Now she's even in a higher position. I didn't want to go to 

Ramona [Ripston]. That's too far. But I said, "Now, if I go to her, she'll tell you 

to bring the butter and bread there, because we just got through playing. You 

may not know who we are because I'm sitting at a table now." Then he got real 

huffy and he ran out. So I walked out in the hall, and there was Sandy. Can you 

believe that? And I said, "Sandy, would you mind telling the guy that we want 

butter at our table?" She said, "Well, where is he?" And he's running in the hall. 

I said, "He said he can't leave his post." She said, "Well, he left, didn't he?" She 

said, "Don't worry. I'll take care of it." We went back there-man, he was 

pouting.But I'm just saying, when people are treating you properly, these are 

the kind of people that are fun to be with. It was like you can have, within 



reason, what you want. "This is the dinner, this is your table. You want more 

wine or you want more-?" Of course, when I play, like I said, now it's not a 

matter of even cutting the money or doing anything. I want to be fair with 

them.But that's the kind of thing that you don't run into enough, and I guess I'm 

leaning closer to that kind of life-style, if I can work with- Not just them. 

People that respect what we stand for musically and otherwise. Then those are 

jobs that I want. I don't want the other jobs where they say, "You guys, okay, 

you have to come in the back door and-" "Well, we didn't eat. The job started at 

five thirty, and here it is eleven thirty." "Well, we'll bring you some coffee and 

some cake." "Well, what about that food?" "Well, we can't do that."And when 

that does happen, which doesn't happen very often, I go to the lady who I'm 

working for. Or I'll tell them before we take the job, I'll say, "If we're starting at 

six o'clock," for example, "we've got to have time for dinner or a break 

somewhere. I'm not saying that you have to feed us-" You know, I kind of keep 

that back. They say, "Oh, that's right. Then you should eat. Well, we could 

figure out when we are doing the speeches. At nine o'clock we could set up-" 

You know. Then they begin to think. But you've got to say it. If you don't say 

it, you just work at that point. "We're paying you to work from six to eleven 

thirty at night." Then you've got to tell the guys, "Hey, guys, I can give you 

another $10 and you can go eat your dinner." But that kills you off, man, when, 

you know, maybe you only had lunch that day. And I try to get around it.But 

I've found in telling them, in demanding what you need for your own happiness 

and for the comfort of the people, they respect you more. That's the kind of 

thing. They say, "Oh, that's right, Buddy. You've got to have food for your 

guys. That's right." In other words, I'm not always saying that you must feed us, 

but allow us- Or "Is there time enough to go across the street?" And then they 

figure, "Well, maybe we could just add another four or five dinners," because 

they're paying an arm and a leg anyway. And that's what I've learned is very 

important, and that's why the guys like working with me too. It's good money, 

but I'd say 90 percent of the time they'll figure out a dinner thing only because- 

[laughter]But anyway, I think the whole scene here has changed again in the 

last ten years. There's not as much work for the studio players. There aren't as 

many blacks working as there used to be. And maybe there won't be again, 

because I don't think that kind of pressure that we put on in '65 and also maybe 

'74, '75, that we could ever be effective with that. The whole thing has changed. 

And probably a lot changed in the [Ronald W.] Reagan administration in the 

eighties, where the attitudes have changed, you know. We're fighting a whole 

lot of other things that- It's almost like we're going back. Sure, we've gone 

forward in many ways, but at the same time, people getting along, as you can 

see, whether it's the abortion- We've got more sides now. "You're this way and 

I'm that way." And there was a time when that wasn't, I guess, as apparent to 



me and maybe a lot of people. We're still trying to find out which is the way to 

go.And in the meantime, like at the union, for example-I guess I can bring that 

in-there's the infighting between the president, who's Bernie [Fleischer], and 

then the guy of the RMA [Recording Musicians of America], who's Dennis 

Drieth. And they've got so many personal things that they're fighting that we're 

not able to move along with the positive things-"we" meaning Marl Young and 

Chico Guerrero. We're out trying to make nightclubs better. But it's almost like 

we've got a handicap on us, because we've got to have the right attitude to go 

out there and then come back, and what we're doing is just like that. But "The 

guy called me a liar, and he's a liar," and this is what's going on, see. So you 

can be defeated by just negative kinds of things going around.That's been my 

thing here recently, too, is to try to get some positive- Not just always a money 

job. Where people are playing music again, you know, like the workshop we 

used to have and things like that, to make it a better business for the new 

players. And it can be, but we have to create that. That doesn't just come and 

bite you, you know. You have to create that. But it's hard to do. That's why I try 

to surround myself with people who are positive, in a way, and who want to 

play and who still love it. That kind of gives you a big boost, because if 

you're doing it all by yourself and everybody's saying, "Hey, man, why are you 

doing that? That's not going to make it," it's a little hard. Even though you 

could tune it out, you don't want to hear it too often.So I think here we are in 

the eighties- The sixties and the seventies were interesting because there was a 

lot of work in the sixties and seventies, recording-wise. And I think the eighties 

now- Let's see, I've been on the board of directors [of the American Federation 

of Musicians, Local 47] for about eight years. I was on once for two, maybe a 

year-a year I was. And I've been on there about six years now. I've learned a lot 

about that end of the business, too, the business part of policy-making and, 

again, trying to maintain a business for the new people and also for myself, of 

course, and trying to establish something where musicians work together, 

although you can't say who should be hired, whether they're black or white. 

People have to learn to work together based on- The main job is to make music, 

and good music. If you've got good players, then I want to meet them, whoever 

they are, and work with them. 

Isoardi 

Well, this takes us up through the late sixties, early seventies, or so? 

Collette 

Yeah, we completed the sixties. And a few more things have happened; I can 

probably kick them around, too. But I would say, in the sixties, also, with the 

few of us, we kind of established our own publishing company called Marcel 

[Publishing], which is my middle name. And these players- They're probably 

all gone except me at this point, which is a little frightening, I guess. Ernie 



Freeman was part of it, John Anderson, Curtis Counce, a bass player. We were 

all part of this company called Marcel. And it was a BMI [Broadcast Music, 

Inc.] company at the time, because we wanted to protect our own music. 

Because I had done records with them and with my own group and with their 

stuff in the fifties and early sixties, and we felt we should protect our own 

tunes. But also, that made us all get our own companies later, too. Curtis finally 

got his ASCAP [American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers] 

company; Ernie Freeman got his; and I got my ASCAP company [Veda 

Music]. But the first thing was to protect our material. And we got along very 

well, because there was a lot of music there. We had a lawyer who was a part 

of the company, just to help take care of the business. And I think it was very 

helpful to protect any royalties and things that were coming in on the music. So 

that was established in '65, '66, or so, maybe even earlier, to protect ourselves. 

That was more or less getting into the business thing, which I'm glad happened 

then, because even now I'm more aware of how you have to protect yourself on 

all the material. 

Isoardi 

Yeah. Very different from the forties, when you weren't getting anything except 

a few bucks to come in and play. 

Collette 

Right. So it made it work, see? And it's always good to look back. We all had 

good intentions then. And we're still about investing in yourself, doing the 

legwork. It's always difficult, it really is, even now, to protect yourself from 

this stuff and not just wait for the phone and the studio calls. If I write a tune, 

I've got to protect it, get it recorded, play all the angles. You have to be pretty 

flexible in order to make it in the business nowadays. You should be able to 

copy a little bit, write a little bit, so you can say, "What is it? Okay, I can do 

some of that." Because if you're just a good saxophone player or a good flute 

player, fine, except you may not get too many jobs. You'll get some, of course. 

But in order to be busy and successful and really make it, whether you have 

time or not-I'm just saying for anybody-you're sure going to do more if you can 

say, "Well, I also copy a little." A guy says, "Hey, I need a copyist. You make 

$300 by tomorrow." So I don't know, that's what I tell the students. A lot of 

them have learned to do that a little bit, because it is part of- If that's all you do, 

you've got to have rent coming in. 

Isoardi 

Yes. [laughter] 

Collette 

It's not easy. 
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Isoardi 

Last time we concluded talking about the shows, "The Flip Wilson [Show]," 

"The Carol Burnett [Show]." Do you want to continue now talking about the 

leaders? 

Collette 

Yeah. I think I would like to point out the role that some of those leaders 

played in helping to make sure there were minorities working some of those 

shows, because there was a period, after Jerry Fielding and the Groucho [Marx 

show, "You Bet Your Life"], that there were not too many blacks that had 

steady work. They were doing record dates, they were doing certain nightclub 

things, but nothing of a steady show that you could speak of. And at that point, 

the steady shows were the way to go. I mean, if you were doing a lot of record 

dates, of course, that was better financially. But I'm saying, as far as steady 

work or picking up that check every week, $300 or $400 for a couple of days' 

work was not bad.The leaders that I want to give credit to here are leaders who 

are partly responsible for hiring the minority talent and sticking by their 

judgment, saying that "I want this player because I know what they can do, and 

they can read and whatever." The earliest one was Paul Weston. Of course, 

record dates and things, we don't want to forget Nelson Riddle, because that 

was more like record dates and shows also. 

Isoardi 

Nelson Riddle was very- 

Collette 

Nelson Riddle was very involved in hiring a lot of the talent. In fact, he hired 

me and Plas [Johnson] and Bill Green and a bunch of us to things with [Frank] 

Sinatra and Rosemary Clooney and all the people that he was recording with, 

Nat [King] Cole. Also, he had Sweets Edison there many times on dates. So I'd 

like to give Nelson Riddle a lot of credit early, too. And then, as far as the 

shows- Nelson wasn't doing as many shows then as he was maybe a little later. 

If he was doing shows, he still was using certain guys.But the new people, for 

example, who maybe hadn't done as much hiring of the minorities- Paul 

Weston did on "The Danny Kaye Show," 1967, at CBS. That was a two-year 

run. And the contractor was a guy named Red Mandel, who was also great in 

hiring the black musicians in a lot of the records and certain shows. He later did 

"The Sonny and Cher [Comedy Hour]," and Red Mandel did "The Smothers 

Brothers [Show]." So a lot of blacks began to work. So after "The Danny Kaye 

Show," then there was "The Carol Burnett Show." And the leader was Harry 

Zimmerman, and he definitely went along the same policy. I think he had three 

blacks working on his show: Red Callender, Plas Johnson, and me. And at one 

period, they had a guy coming in on a trombone every now and then, Lew 

[Lewis] Blackburn, who is a black trombonist. But Harry was a great leader. He 



knew that this was the way to go, and they had a good band. We stayed there 

until probably 1970.Then George Wyle, who was another leader who always 

hired everybody based on if they could play, got "The Flip Wilson Show." And 

I don't think Flip told him to hire a lot of blacks. I'm pretty sure that Flip was in 

the frame of mind that he wanted to see some, but George went- I think there 

must have been seven blacks in the band out of fifteen musicians, which was 

probably the most blacks hired on any steady show. That show lasted about 

four years. So there was Al Aarons and Grover Mitchell, and Ronnell Bright 

played piano, Bill Green, me, Red Callender. So it was- 

Isoardi 

Good band! 

Collette 

Yeah, it was a good band. But that sort of set a nice trend for that period, and a 

lot of the leaders got a chance to not only see and hear us to find out that we 

could do a job, [but to see that] we're good people, everybody took care of 

business. A lot of us were doing a lot of record work, too, at the time, and that 

was when there was probably more work than there is now. That was a good 

period to point out how the leaders can still play a very important role. If they 

decide they want a certain player in the orchestra- Rather than saying to 

the caller, "Yeah, but there are a lot of us not working, too." There are all kinds 

of stories that go with this, of course.But anyway, the seventies were more like- 

Many record dates for me, many record dates for most of the musicians, if you 

were in the top group, for example. Some of the shows I would do because I 

liked working in the context of playing music all the time. Some record dates, 

you wouldn't work as hard as you might think: Start and stop. You go out, take 

your coffee break, and come back and do another take or two, and they'd listen 

to it. But on the shows, you had a lot of rehearsing then. When you would do a 

show, there was some playing every now and then. You had to do a two- or 

three-minute skit or something where there was a dance scene. I like to be 

involved in playing. So that was a good change for me, to play.At the same 

time, I started teaching school at Cal[ifornia] State [University], Los Angeles. 

There was one guy- If I could think of his name, that would help. [Ted Nichols] 

But anyway, he was also recording a lot for a company, Hanna Barbera 

[Productions]. He was writing for Hanna Barbera, which was a big company. 

They did a lot of jingles for commercials. And later on the guy [at Hanna 

Barbera] was Paul De Korte. Paul was a contractor, and I used to work a lot of 

his calls. He [Ted Nichols] also taught at Cal State Los Angeles. He taught a 

couple of days, just like I teach at Loyola Marymount [University]. You can be 

busy and still go out there and have a couple of days. So he taught, and then at 

one point he wanted to leave. He was going into the ministry, sort of a religious 

guy, and at the same time he wanted to give up all the teaching and go full 



speed ahead, which is great. And he even mentioned to me that they were 

looking for a teacher, but I didn't think about it. So I got a call. Maybe he 

turned my name in, as a lot of people got calls-Bob Cooper and a few others-to 

see if they wanted to get the position that was going to be open.I went out. And 

the audition that I had to do was just listen to the band and say either yes or no, 

and then they would decide if they wanted me or not. So the band did about a 

half an hour concert. Ted Nichols is the guy's name. [laughter] Ted took the 

guys through their little paces, and they played for me, and it sounded very 

good. I said, "That sounds very good." I left, waved good-bye, but it seemed 

like the faces all looked at me, because apparently some of them knew who I 

was and they knew that they probably wanted an active teacher. That's always 

better, you know, somebody that's recording. And at that time I was very busy 

with recordings and shows. In a sense, with my albums out, I was sort of like a 

celebrity in front of them. And they looked up- "Please-" That was the thing. I 

waved good-bye to them. And I didn't hear from them for about a week.I got a 

call, and they said, "Well, they'd like you to take the position, if you're 

interested in it. The students liked you and Ted thought you'd be good for it." 

And I thought about it. At this point, I said, "I don't really want this, do I?" 

Because I was so busy. But I was intrigued by something, I guess, the teaching 

idea. It was at this college. It all sort of said, "Well, why not? Maybe I should 

try it for a year." Well, some of those things, you never get out in a year. I think 

when you go in to do a job, a year's only a beginning of a thing like that. It 

takes a while to get your chops going and meet the people and figure out who's 

who, and it does take that to make them play.After rehearsals at night, we'd go 

to some of their favorite hangouts-Bob's Big Boy and the Little Bear Parlor and 

everything-so they could ask questions, not always about the music itself, but 

who's in the business, who do I know, and what do they do and what are they 

like. So I'd be up to midnight sometimes, after having a six to ten rehearsal, 

answering the questions of these young minds that wanted to know. But it was 

fun. It was enjoyable. And I kind of kept thinking that maybe this is the part of 

teaching that's always missing, because the thing that I find- Most of those 

players that were there, they all made it pretty big. And it wasn't just, you 

know, "This note has-" 

Isoardi 

Really? 

Collette 

Yeah. Because I think the stories and knowing that it's possible and "What is 

Stan Getz like?" and "What is this person like?"- You know, those were the 

kind of questions a lot of it was. And "What is this person like in the studio?" 

"What is Ted Nash like and what does he do? And how does he practice?" The 

curiosity of someone's life-style, what makes him tick. So they were very 



curious about that. And of course I had comments. They were always 

comments, sometimes "Probably no different than you. Maybe they have been 

playing ten years longer, and they do take time out to study and things like 

that." The little things that clear up things in their mind were very 

important.But anyway, I stayed there four years, enjoyed it, because it was a 

learning experience for me, a chance to grow, develop, find out what kind of 

teacher you are. 

Isoardi 

That's quite a commitment. 

Collette 

Yeah. Can you really make strides in teaching all kinds of people? Meaning 

that there's some that have a lot of problems and there are others who learn fast. 

Can you balance it out? But you're right, it's a commitment. But I would do it 

again if I was faced with it. 

Isoardi 

You hadn't really taught that much, then, since, what, since the late forties? 

Collette 

I was teaching privately. I used to teach more privately. I began to kind of- I'm 

glad Bill was there, too, because Bill even took a lot of my early students. [tape 

recorder off] It was a period when I used to teach maybe eight or ten a week, or 

nine or seven-big numbers like that. And I enjoyed it. But then, every now and 

then, with me being busy- And I still like teaching one on one. Except 

workshop things, I just felt I would get certain ones. Every now and then, I get 

a call for one or two, and you just try to say, "Well, I can place you." You 

know, there are a few other teachers that I know now, but at the time, Bill was 

more or less being more dedicated to doing it. He would say, "Yeah. I'll take 

them." But I had backed away a little bit then. Maybe I had a few students from 

out at the college that would come. And, like I said, I was very busy. So I 

always hated to have it where you give a student a lesson and then you've got to 

miss two or three weeks. That's not fair.But the overall picture, with the 

teaching and bringing a lot of them to jobs with me, that was part of it, too: 

making sure that they could see that what we were doing was difficult, but it 

was not always hard music. Blending, being a team player, matching with this 

person, being flexible, all those things. When I began to talk later on about that, 

they could see, "Oh, I see, because then you had to play softer because you 

were not playing the lead, right?" And I'm saying, "If the lead player's playing 

soft, don't overplay, because that will get you nowhere. It's not your band." You 

know what I mean. See, I had to point out things, because every now and then, 

people will do that. "I'm going to play my big sound, and I'm going to show 

them that I'm bigger." So there was a lot of "Don't do that; I'll let you know 

when." But those were the kind of things- And it worked.We did a thing that 



was very important for me and them called "the evolution of jazz." We went 

and found early music, the twenties and the thirties, because they had a lot of 

music then. They had a little money to do a little research, and we got the early 

music and got the band. And we went through a thing where I was talking 

about vibratos from each period. Some periods, they're real fast-you know the 

difference in the vibrato-and that made the difference in the thing. Well, the 

pieces made a difference, too. But there was a period where our vibratos would 

be very singing and fast. There was another period, when we got to the 

[Jimmie] Lunceford period, where they were slower and almost a straight tone. 

And then [Count] Basie, we got a little singing, and then Duke [Ellington] was 

a little singing. But there were different kinds of things, and especially with the 

pieces being there and me remembering a lot of those periods, boy, this band 

changed. We could go from- Like I said, "Now we're into the thirties," "Now 

we're into the forties," and you could hear the band changing, the way the 

drummer had to play. But they learned a lot by that, because there they were 

eighteen, twenty years old. They said, "What are we doing?" And I'd say, "This 

is what," and I'd get the alto and play the top notes of the sax section. But that's 

that flexibility. It always pays off.So that was a period where I did a lot of 

studio work. And the ones who were very flexible were in demand. "Hey, we 

need a little jazz, eight-bar chorus here, real hot." "Now we need a little Latin 

flute on this one." "Now we need a clarinet which is legitimate here on the next 

one." And you just shift the gears. It was amazing to some of them that didn't 

think you- You know, they always want to put you in a category. "Well, he 

plays jazz alto and that's it." But that was what I was teaching at the college. 

That's why I think some of the same players are very busy, because I think it 

always gets back to not how much a teacher teaches you, but if you can get the 

message across that "You've got it. Can you apply it to the different situations 

without saying, 'Oh-oh, now I don't know what to do'?" Well, there's always 

some way to find out what you're going to do. Now, it may be that you haven't 

had experience in that thing, because there are times when somebody says, 

"Well, how do you use vibrato?" Well, at some point, I don't care whether you 

like it or not. It's like a carpenter: you've got to take a couple more tools with 

you, because you may need a drill or you may need an extra hammer. You 

know, it's that kind of thing. And I think the student should be taught that, or 

demonstrated.Even if you use vibrato, it doesn't have to be ugly. There are 

some that use it [sings quivering note], it's nervous. Others, there's a little pulse 

going there. Miles [Davis] once said, which is kind of cute- He wanted to use 

straight tone. And Miles always gives you answers where you never know what 

he's going to say. They said, "Why don't you use vibrato?" He says, "Well, 

when I'm old I'll probably use it, because old people shake a lot," or something 

like that. But you know you're not going to get anything there. But, as quiet as 



it's kept, if people talk or if they sing or anything, it's there. There's a vibrato 

there. Because if not, it would be too flat and too dry. So it just depends on 

what degree of waves you are going to do.And there are bands that you know 

through the years that have gotten into rehearsing- We tried to do it with the 

workshop. Of course, you've got to have people who are open-minded. Bands 

like Glenn Miller's band, for example, Hal McIntyre's band, Bobby McNeely, 

whose brother, "Big Jay" [Cecil McNeely]- We used to go around to bands 

listening from when we first tuned into vibrato to find out if the bands played 

together with a vibrato. And we caught a couple of bands that they even 

admitted- The guy says, "Well, the saxophone section gets together and we 

play three vibratos to a beat or we play four," and the whole section would be 

doing it. And all of a sudden, there's another blend there, rather than one doing 

three, one doing four, one doing six. Then you've got a little more conflict. 

That's not all bad, but I'm saying when it goes together, it's so enjoyable. It's 

almost like one player is doing the whole thing. But when it fights it a little bit, 

if the players are good, they can still pull it off, make it sound good. But all of a 

sudden, if you hear it together, when they've gotten it together- And that's the 

secret of Glenn Miller's band; they did it. With the clarinet, they would all say, 

"Well, this is about the way that I'm going to play it." They'd say, "Well, we 

can match that." But they don't do that very much. I mean, I play with a lot of 

sections that I want to do that with. "Here, guys, here's what I'm doing." [sings 

melody] Maybe it would be like this, and maybe somebody else would have a 

fast one. They'd go [sings]. Or maybe somebody would have a straight one. 

And we'd all be there, and you'd say, "Well, not too bad," but that's about all 

you're going to get. So you will go another ten group degrees higher, quality-

wise, if the players ever get together. But that's hard to do unless you say, 

"Guys, we'll pay you another $15 if you'll be a little more flexible on this 

night." [laughter] 

Isoardi 

So your teaching has pretty much continued, then, from that period at Cal State 

to the present time? 

Collette 

Well, I think so. Not on a steady basis. Like I said, I don't have as many 

students at the house because my whole schedule has gotten busy. That's why I 

said the seventies was the period of seeing what it was, and then in the eighties, 

say, what it isn't as far as the studios for everybody. It doesn't mean that a lot of 

the blacks aren't working in the studios, but I think since the work is less, the 

scene has changed a lot again. All those strides we made in trying to get the 

minorities into the thing, they're not all lost, because you do learn a lot. You see 

the situation firsthand, and you suddenly realize people will hire who they 

want, based on a lot of things, not always playing. Sometimes they feel more 



comfortable with different people. You begin to learn that firsthand. And then 

if you've got your thoughts together and your whole life together, then you can 

say, "Well, if that's the way it is, now where am I?" If you have talent, then you 

begin to apply it.And that's what I began to do. More or less invest in my own 

program, probably travel a little more, write a little more, get my music books 

out. It's a long way this way, but again, anything you do takes twenty years to 

really have a handle. It doesn't mean you can't make it. Some people can make 

it in two or three or five years, maybe get a record and be on top of the world. 

But still, you still don't have the confidence that you really know that you're 

king of this, because they can still throw you in a situation where you feel like 

you are inexperienced. 

Isoardi 

I wonder if you could talk a little bit more about this change that you say 

you've noticed over the last ten years or whatever, that a lot of the gains have 

been almost reversed since the sixties in terms of blacks participating in studio 

gigs. 

Collette 

Well, I think it sort of gave some of us, me in particular- I don't know, even 

Bill. We could find out what his feeling is, because I think Bill, with 

his teaching, and as he's one of the nicest guys, too- You know, there's no way 

to figure out who would do the best always. But I'm saying, again, if it's a 

comfortable setting- Also, Bill is extremely versatile on all the instruments. In 

other words, with me, maybe I wouldn't take the baritone, for example, or they 

know that. In other words, they've got to see that you are there and you are 

happy with that. Or do you want to play just clarinet in the symphony? It 

doesn't mean I would say no to everything, but sometimes the contractors, they 

know- It's like I know who to call for certain jobs and who not to. "Well, I'd 

better not call him because-" You know. But you call somebody else and they 

say, "Yeah, what time? I'll take it," see? So there's a lot of that going on, too. It 

doesn't mean that it's easy to be other than what you are. You get to the point 

where you say, "Well, heck, now, if I put in these years, I sort of know what 

kind of things I want to do." I'm not so particular that I would turn down a good 

studio call, but the guy says, "Well, bring a contrabass clarinet and bring the 

baritone and everything," and I don't really feel comfortable. I'd rather say, 

"Well, I'd rather play alto or tenor. If not, then I'll just have to bow out." But, of 

course, the contractor is going to be happier if I can fulfill his dream. "Well, I 

need you on that because I've got so-and-so, and the only chair now open is the 

baritone and the-" You know. And I'm saying, "Well, I can't do it, because I 

wouldn't do it justice." A lot of times, you might not even want to say that you 

don't want to do it or just that "It's not my thing," or whatever it would be. You 

come off as more of a bad guy than a guy who's willing to say- "Can you bring 



the bass sax and the tuba and whatever?" And the guy says, "I can bring that." 

Well, of course you're a hero, too, see. So there's some good and bad about that, 

to a point that you might [inaudible], because sometimes they'll pick the others 

hoping that you will cover for them. And that's okay. But, see, that's when you 

make your change.And that's what I started doing. You start putting your 

energies into some other stuff: traveling a little bit, doing some stuff that takes 

more time here at the house. But in the long run, it pays off, because then your 

name is flying a little better. And there are other little tributes and things that 

start coming. And, as they're going to do- I'll put this on the tape, but you can 

do what you want with it. On January 23 they're doing an evening for me at the 

Grand Avenue Bar with the mayor [Thomas Bradley], a Buddy Collette 

evening. 

Isoardi 

Really? Wonderful! 

Collette 

Yeah. So, what's that, a Tuesday night? But I'm saying, sometimes you keep 

plugging away and you begin to get other things, and all people can say is, "I 

wonder how he got that." Well, yeah, you've got to let them know that you've 

got your own thing, in a way, too. Then, finally, you convince people. And I 

don't mean that playing is the only thing. You have to play good. But then you 

have to be talking- You've got to make sure that they're talking about you in a 

good light. So it's just part of promoting yourself in a certain way. 

Isoardi 

In terms of the number of blacks working in the studio now, you've seen a 

decrease over the last ten, fifteen years? 

Collette 

I would say probably in the eighties, maybe '84, '85. Now, maybe it's a decrease 

in the whole business of it. But, of course, the blacks are not seen very 

much.There used to be- There are a couple of leaders, again, that I want to talk 

about. John Parker is one in the eighties, the present, right now-the nineties, 

whatever we've got- He's got three or so going. He does "Dallas" maybe once 

or twice a month. And Bobby Bryant, who was sick- He's better, but since 

Bobby was sick, he got Oscar Brashear, he's got me there, and he has a cello 

named Earl Madison. But he's one that knows, again, what the situation is. John 

Parker's such a straight guy that if he has thirty or forty musicians, he knows 

that there are some good qualified blacks that he would like to see, based on his 

philosophy of life and based on he knows that he can get good players.Also, it's 

like I would always say, and it's true- When you've got the people working 

together, blacks and whites, in a band, whether it's a quintet or a quartet, it's 

always different. And in a sense, musically, it doesn't have to be better, but 

there's an interplay there that, when everybody works together, it's good. It 



really is. And he gets that on his show, because it's a little give and take of 

different ideas. For this show, for example, with John Parker, "Dallas," I'm 

playing the first alto and the flute, piccolo, and he nods to me like "What are 

you going to do there, Buddy?" That kind of thing. And the guys, whoever they 

are, are saying, "Well, if nothing more, we'll go with you this time." And it's 

only that time, because now they can leave and go with somebody else. But I 

think, overall, it's healthier than them never getting a chance to play.Like, 

through the years, the difference was- It didn't mean I always played third and 

fourth, but a lot of times, it's probably akin to the black quarterback. You're in 

the position of a leader. I mean, there were a lot of times I would not be playing 

lead because they had other qualified lead players. I would be on second 

tenor, third. I didn't mind. I was making the money. It was fine. But then every 

now and then, I'd get thrown into the lead part, which I could play as well as 

some of them, because I was a lead player. I had come through. Like Bill, a 

great lead player and everything. But that's what happens, see; you get into a 

category.They'd bring in a guy who couldn't play as well as me, and they would 

put me on third. I'd say, "Oh, we're going to die today on this." You could. But 

then, every now and then, they would come around and they would hear you 

play lead, and you'd think that that would change it. You know, they'd say, 

"Oh, wow! Now-" Because it would work when you could do it. Anything that 

you can do, give the guy credit. But what would actually happen, it would only 

be because the guy they wanted couldn't be there, and they didn't trust you 

because your name was connected with jazz. And then the next time that you 

showed up, no matter how good a job you did, the other guy they really wanted 

the first time was back. So you live with those things. The only thing you do 

learn, I think, again, is that you've heard everybody, and, sure, you learn from 

the good ones, and other ones you don't learn from, but you say, "Well, at least 

something is wrong there when you don't use the best player on something." 

Isoardi 

What's going to happen when, in a number of years' time, you and Bill and 

Jackie Kelso [also known as Kelson] and people who have been just mainstays 

in the studios in a lot of ways and have so strongly represented black musicians 

in the studios-? As you guys get older, are there a group of younger black 

musicians coming up that are going to get into the studio? Are there any that 

have a chance of getting the prestige that you guys have? 

Collette 

I think it's probably more difficult now, because there's a path to take, and 

maybe that path is not available, if I'm saying that properly. Meaning that, with 

the rehearsal bands, with the little things- I see a lot of the rehearsal bands, and 

the real good ones don't have the blacks there. There are some good young 

black players. But I've talked to a few of the better players, the young black 



players, like Ron Brown and John Stephens and a few of those guys, Jeff 

Clayton-I haven't talked to Jeff in a while-and they're not getting into some of 

those things. Now, whether it's their fault or whether they're- It's just not 

happening. And those are the guys that could do it. There's a period there where 

it's like bridging the gap. You're a fine player, you can read everything. Now 

you just have to be with the top players and learn by some of those rehearsals 

and doing some of the gigs. And that's what Bill did, that's what I did, and Plas 

Johnson also. We did things that worked it in. Also, we were doing certain 

record dates and things that could keep you financially secure through that 

period. But I don't see that happening as much now as before. And maybe it 

will be difficult to encourage the young black players that there's going to be a 

way. That's why my thinking- If nothing more, whether they be black or white, 

the basic training should be the same, as far as your section work and your 

harmonies and stressing the intonation and everything, because if not, you 

won't get that. You may master your horn very well, and they'd take you in 

there and you either overplay or you can't fit or anything. That has to be done 

as you're coming in, as you learn the instrument.That's what's happening now to 

the college. They sound probably twenty-five percent better than they are. And 

I've done that purposely, knowing that it will work, but I know I'd be in trouble 

if I tried to send them to play somebody else's music. I'd be exposed. But I 

know that I'm doing that. I can live with it this way, because I'll tell you and 

you tell them, "Now, wait a minute. They sound good, but they still are not 

ready for-" That's what I'm saying. But you say, "Well, how do they sound that 

way?" Because we tune up, we do everything that they're supposed to do. We 

warm up. There are times when we even play a whole scale together, a minor 

scale or something, just slowly, so they will begin to kind of respect that. Then 

I inject harmonies or I'll put chords in there, make them aware. And if a guy is 

playing a certain note of the chord and he's off, well, "Hey! What have you got 

there?" And then he can hear, and maybe he's flat, maybe he's playing it flat. So 

this has to be pointed out to make them well aware. It's not just a matter of 

"You guys are playing all the chords right and everybody's soloing real good." 

Can you go somewhere and work? Because the moment that you go out of 

there- For example, I'd always hate that to happen to me or any teacher. And 

you go back to the teacher and your first thing is, "Look, I lost the job." "Well, 

how could you lose it? I'm baffled. I sent you out on a job-" And I could tell 

them, too, "Don't go yet, guys," because I know we're not ready. But when 

you're a student and you're supposed to be ready and you go and say, "Well, I 

couldn't match him" or "My sound was-" Now, that's dangerous stuff.So this is 

the kind of training that needs to be. A lot of players, period, are going to get 

caught in that, because that kind of teaching is not around anymore. I think a lot 

of the players in the jazz scope want to be soloists. Some of them want to be 



great studio players, where they're Ernie Watts or [David] Sanborn. You know 

what I'm trying to say. They're soloists that come in and make big money, 

which is great, in a way. But the teamwork thing is the best thing for a 

successful career. You also have to get around, do the legwork, make those 

rehearsals, and hope that the guy will call you in and you impress him when 

you read the parts. There's a lot of stuff to learn. But it's done with the practice 

at home, it's done with getting into rehearsal things, it's done with going out 

and listening a lot, because other than that, you don't know what you're 

practicing for. What do they need out there? That's why I think teachers who 

are not active sometimes are possibly teaching you something that's good, but 

not necessarily something that you're going to be able to use when you go on a 

job. 

Isoardi 

Okay. What other things can we talk about over the last ten, fifteen years? 

Collette 

Well, since we're probably covering a lot of the seventies with this studio stuff 

and getting into the eighties now, then my basic thing was still to do some 

teaching, traveling now, thinking about that, which I thought about for years-to 

try to get a manager and try to see what the European market and everything 

was. 

Isoardi 

So you started doing more of that? 

Collette 

Yeah, I started doing more of that. Not until '88 did I go, but I'm saying I was 

thinking that way. And, naturally, I've been to San Francisco for a weekend in 

'85. I went with my own group and played the [Kultural] Koncepts gallery in 

Oakland. I've played the Bach Dining and Dancing Society at Half Moon Bay, 

and then we played the Kuumbwa [Jazz Center] in Santa Cruz with my own 

quartet, which were guys from San Francisco: Eddie Marshall, the piano player 

is Ed Kelly, and the bassist was Herbie Lewis. So it was very good. We did 

good business. It was kind of like being on the road. So I said, "Heck, the 

people like us. They still know of my albums. They know about me with 

Chico." And it has been fun to do that. So I finally met my manager, David 

Keller. And I knew he was booking people like Horace Tapscott. Quite a few 

people he had been booking. 

Isoardi 

Dave Keller is your manager now? 

Collette 

Yes. 

Isoardi 



That's interesting. I think I'm going to be on a panel with him in Seattle over 

Labor Day talking about oral history and Central Avenue. 

Collette 

Yeah, well, he's good, because he's writing a book on Eric Dolphy, and I think 

he wrote a book with Roy Porter [There and Back: The Roy Porter Story], 

which I don't know if they got published yet. 

Isoardi 

I think there's a book out. I haven't seen it yet, but I think there's a book out by 

Roy Porter. Maybe that's it. 

Collette 

Well, David was probably with that. But anyway, I met David and liked him, 

and I finally said, "Well, why don't we see what we can do with me," as far as 

checking the festivals and things in Europe. He sent some letters, and we got 

good responses. And so I went over and we did some concerts with James 

Newton's quartet. And then I did some things on my own in Verona with James 

Newton. We had Geri Allen on piano, and the bass player is Jaribu Shahid, one 

of those tough names. Anyway, we did an album, which should come out-

should be out now, to tell you the truth-for Soul Note Records in Milan, 

[Giovanni] Bonandrini. 

Isoardi 

Oh, with James Newton? 

Collette 

Yeah, James Newton. It's my group. It will probably be called Flute Talk, 

Buddy Collette and James Newton. I used his rhythm section: an Italian guy, 

Giapiero Prina, played drums. We just had him as a sub, because Sonship 

[Theus], the regular drummer, got sick. He had the dialysis problems, you 

know, kidney. So we did an album that's pretty good that's coming out. And the 

whole tour was great. I did an album in Sorgues, France. We did that live with 

a bunch of the French musicians, André Jaume.But after doing the tour in '88, I 

suddenly realized that this is the way I want to go. And I don't mean like 

"Sweets" [Harry] Edison; he's out there three months at a time and home one 

month. I'd rather do it maybe once or twice a year. Go out for a month or two 

and then concentrate on things in the States, maybe San Francisco, and do a 

little teaching. And it's a good schedule, it really is. It gives me a chance to 

practice and to work and to just have time to take care of business. But in doing 

that, they pay very good money, of course.Just to prove that, we're talking 

about when I was there the first time, in '88- The guy from Verona-his name is 

Nicola Tesitore-called me over to the side and said, "Look, who else do you 

think could come over and the people would like?" And I said, "Well, why 

don't we call Chico Hamilton? Maybe we can-" I mean, not Chico and his 

fusion group, which he has now, but the original group with Fred Katz, the 



cello, you know, which was a great group I knew from the fifties. So he got 

very excited, because he'd never heard of the person. People in Europe never 

heard it. So he said, "Can you get Chico?" When I came back home, I called 

Chico and I said, "Chico, what do you think? Let's take it over." And Chico 

said, "I don't know if I want to do it." I said, "Well, you're going to make some 

money, for one thing." And we did. We went over there, and two concerts a 

week, we made more money than I've ever made and more money than he's 

ever made working jobs. We got money like, say, the Modern Jazz Quartet 

would get, because they wanted us to be there. And you're in the best seat when 

they want to see you. In fact, I couldn't believe, one day they said we got ten 

grand for this one night and nine for that.Then I got to the Hague, and they 

even wanted me- Because the first year I played at the Hague, which is right 

outside Amsterdam, the head guy, Paul Anke, who runs it, the big guy, he was 

so busy he couldn't see anybody. I didn't ever meet him. He was so busy, he 

couldn't even take off. So the next time when we came there, he wanted me to 

play with other groups. I played with the Dutch group, the band that works on 

the air. They have a regular Dutch group there. I worked with the six tenors, 

with Billy Mitchell and George Adams and a couple of Dutch guys. And I 

worked with Bob Brookmeyer and Sy Tufts. So they had me going, which I 

didn't mind, because each setting was beautiful, was packed, and I was showing 

my versatility playing with all the different groups. And then I also played with 

Chico, Chico Hamilton. But there again, I was picking up two grand each time 

I played with- So we made good money.See, but that's over there. You go over 

there and I'm saying, "Man, this is the way I like it," you know? And you know 

how long you're on? About an hour. You can't miss. And they pay in cash and 

you stuff it in your pockets, all this money. So I liked that, because it's not just 

the money. Of course you enjoyed it. You're getting paid for something that 

maybe, many years, you didn't get hardly anything for it, and now you're 

getting paid a lot. But the reaction of the people, they way they like it, the 

response- They go anywhere to hear you. And so I finally found my niche. And 

when I think about the studio stuff- Not that I don't like it; I still enjoy it. But I 

see a lot of studio players- They say, "How are you doing?" "I'm doing great." 

I'm glad I'm into doing it the way I thought it should be.The studio was great, 

but it's nothing like working before a live audience. When you're playing every 

night- Well, not every night, but when you are playing a lot like that, your 

instrument feels right, and the appreciation- There's something that comes 

together that I can't explain what it is, but you know you were there. And the 

people are interviewing you and the cameras are snapping and they're asking 

you, "Can we pick you up tomorrow at the hotel?" You're on top of the world! 

So when you've felt that, you come home and the phone doesn't ring or 

something- You know it; it's inside you. And you know what it's all about, what 



the whole reasons are for you to be devoting time to composing and practicing 

and everything. There's appreciation out there, and that's the incentive, I think, 

that we all need. 

1.27. Tape Number: XV, Side Two January 5, 1990 

Isoardi 

What about composing in this period? Are you doing more writing? Do you 

find that you have more time for your own music? 

Collette 

You mean a period like now, when I'm not in the studios? You have more time, 

but I'm not necessarily writing more now. I've got a lot of material. I've gotten-

which we've probably talked about-the two songbooks. One [Buddy Collette 

Songbook #1] is out. The second songbook [Buddy Collette Songbook #2] 

should be out, well, any time now. The guy who is publishing it and doing the 

copying and everything is Coen Hofmann from Amsterdam. He was moving 

when I saw him last, moving from one house to another, of course. And he was 

snowed under. But he said the moment he gets situated, after the first of the 

year, which is now, they'll put out the second songbook. The first one had about 

forty-six tunes in it. The second one will have about thirty-seven. So, as you 

can see, it's about eighty tunes or more, I don't know. Not that you hope for 

anything spectacular, but some of them might be recorded by somebody, or I'll 

record them.And so rather than me writing new material now, I'm sort of 

getting with those tunes again. I mean, I play a lot of them. Nobody's heard 

them, meaning that if they'd heard them, they'd have to hear them from me. So 

I'm playing them. And there are times when a new arrangement of some of 

those tunes can do wonders, because the more I get exposure with my playing, 

then the material will also get that exposure. Like, when I play jobs, if I use the 

material, and people, if they like something- Like in Amsterdam, for example, I 

played a tune I wrote called "Crystal," written for one of my daughters. And 

Clark Terry ran over after the rehearsal and said, "Man, what was that tune that 

you just played? Was that yours?" I said, "Yeah." He said, "Can I have a copy 

of that?" And I said, "Well, of course." I had a copy in my case, and so I gave 

him a copy. I don't know whether he'll record it, but that's the way it starts. You 

have to have things that people like. He may record it or he might play it, and 

eventually- But when you've got a lot of tunes- And that's the system probably 

that some of the good writers that we know did. They got the tunes out there, 

other musicians started playing them, then all of a sudden somebody makes a 

record out of it, and it starts. So that's what I'm saying. It's like investing in me, 

my own tunes. I'm not saying the tunes are always very strong or whatever. The 

main thing is let the public judge; let the musicians judge. 



Isoardi 

Are you interested in doing, say, an album of all your own material now? Stuff 

you've never recorded or anything like that? 

Collette 

All my material? It would be fine, yeah. I've got stuff that I haven't recorded. It 

would be very easy to do. It depends on what I was trying to accomplish. But 

it's quite possible it would work very well, [if you] have time and the money to 

have the type of arrangements you need, the players. It would be great. 

Isoardi 

Opportunity to record "Twelve Tone Blues"? 

Collette 

Yeah, right! One day it's going to happen. But I think all of this should make 

the focus better, you know. It seemed like a good year. Now if I can just keep 

doing like I'm doing, which is- Except for the big concert in May, May 19- 

Isoardi 

Is that the El Camino? 

Collette 

El Camino College, yeah. Having three rehearsals and really going to work at 

it. Because, see, most of the time you don't get a chance. Three rehearsals, the 

guys are going to balk on that. "What are you trying to do?" Especially if it's 

for free. They're being paid, so, I mean, when you've got a situation that allows 

me to sound twenty-five or thirty percent better- They'll be noticeable. There 

will be some dynamics and interplay that you can't get in one rehearsal. No way 

in the world you can get it, no matter who you've got. It's too fast. 

Isoardi 

So we're getting near the end. 

Collette 

Yeah, I think we're getting into the part of where we are now and what I do 

now, which is basically teaching. I want to travel a little more, naturally, spend 

a little time with my family. I've got my granddaughters living with me. They 

like to do that, to be around. But I think, basically, I'm a little quieter, because 

there's not as much to go out and hear. I mean, there's good stuff in a few of the 

clubs. But I'm saying something exciting, where somebody's written something. 

It doesn't mean they're not writing; there are things. But there's not as much of 

that. Even, say, clubs like Catalina [Bar and Grill], they bring in the groups 

from out of town, and most of the time you want to go hear them because 

they're who they are and there's a name there. And it doesn't mean that they 

don't sound great, but I'm just saying usually they've got chops, which means 

they're working a lot somewhere. They've got a lot of local people who could 

do that, too, if given a chance, except that maybe they don't get the public to 

come in as quick because they live here all the time. So basically, I think you 



are right. We've kind of covered most of it, at least the meaty parts of why this, 

why that. 

Isoardi 

There was one thing I wanted to ask you about. I don't know if you want to go 

into it or not. 

Collette 

What is it? 

Isoardi 

And that's [Charles] Mingus's death. 

Collette 

Well, I can go into that. What do you mean? What he died from or what? 

Isoardi 

Well, just the story around it. Because you were very close to him, but you also 

were one of the last people to go down and spend some time with him. 

Collette 

Yeah. I did go down there maybe a week or ten days before he died. Well, the 

only thing I knew in the beginning is that it seemed like- Well, I just knew that 

there was a period when he began to slow down. He would come out here. So it 

must have been happening a few years before he died. One time he tried to run, 

and it was at Shelly's Manne Hole. They had Shelly's Manne Hole on Cahuenga 

[Boulevard], and then they moved to Wilshire [Boulevard], and it was a very 

fabulous place. Mingus came there to play, and I went over to see him. And 

that might have been- Maybe I was living here then, so maybe we're talking 

about '74 or something like that. I think he died around '79. Time moves, 

doesn't it? It's been that long? 

Isoardi 

Ten, eleven years. 

Collette 

So anyway, we'd always run and grab each other, and he tried to run and he 

couldn't get it. So it was almost like his body wouldn't move. I guess, if you 

know the feeling, you think you can do something. So then I still ran over to 

him and grabbed him, because he was shocked, too, that he couldn't do it. And I 

hugged him. But the feeling was very strange. The skin was sort of like Jello-

you know that feeling-rather than, you know, how you feel. You've got a little 

firmness there, but his was all just- I guess it was the deterioration of the 

muscles. They were not able to function like they should have. But that's the 

first thing I knew. People also noticed that, not just then, but people said, 

"Gosh, Mingus must be really on something." And I said, "Well, I don't think 

he would be, but there's something definitely wrong," because why wouldn't 

the body be able to move like that? So I saw that a few times with him when 

we'd get together, but I think it would come and go. And then, every now and 



then, he'd feel a little better.I saw him in I think it was Tucson. I went to 

Tucson once to do something with the Flute Club, and I knew he was coming 

there. So I went over to where he was playing, at the Double Tree Inn, and still 

the flesh was that way. He could play a little bit. George Adams and Dannie 

Richmond were all there. I just knew that he was going through a lot, but I 

didn't know- And then every now and then he would say his back hurt, his foot 

hurt, and things like that. But he was never- 

Isoardi 

He never went and got checked out or anything? 

Collette 

Well, I think he went to check it out, but they never told him what it finally 

was, the Lou Gehrig's disease, whatever that was called. I mean, that's a long 

name there. We could figure that out, what that is. 

Isoardi 

Yeah, one of my aunts died of that, and I can't remember what it is. 

Collette 

Yeah, I can't- I've read it. And I said, "I'm going to remember this," but there I 

am again. But what happened, from what I finally figured out or heard, is that 

one of the toes, the toe on maybe the right foot or part of the toes where the 

problem kind of started- It would almost be kind of numb or something at first. 

So that bothered him, and he tried to ignore that. And it just seemed like more 

and more he was getting sick. Nobody could say what it was. And they were 

always saying it was something else, right?I know his sister, Grace [Mingus 

Lewis], who lived here. She used to call me, and one day said, "He's sick." And 

"I know the woman is not doing right. She might even be poisoning him," she'd 

say. Because what Grace started feeling when she called there and Sue 

[Mingus] would say, "Well, he can't talk to you now"- She could never 

understand that. "What do you mean my brother can't talk to me? You put him 

on the phone!" She said, "I told you he couldn't talk to you. He can't talk to 

you." And so she could never understand that. Because "What do you mean? 

If he's sick, he could still talk to me." She said, "He can't talk to you now." And 

that would end like- You know.So she'd call me. And there was one time I 

called, and she more or less explained to me a little better. She said, "Well, you 

know, he has good and bad days, of course." And a couple of times, he would 

call me, in the early days. This was maybe about a year or so before he died. 

But, see, he was still going through it. Then he would be better. And I think 

what was a mistake, when I see, is that he was that sick and Sue began to send 

him out more, because, see, he'd get top money at a time like that. So you begin 

to say, "Well, we could come if it's ten or if it's fifteen grand for that night." 

And he would go out, but he wasn't playing well. Maybe he shouldn't have 

been doing it. But at least she's picking up some big money.But then, later on, 



they went to Cuernavaca. I knew when they were going. And they thought, 

since they got the reports from the regular doctors that it was Lou Gehrig's 

disease and it was just a matter of time- Deterioration of the muscles, that's 

what's been happening, and it's been happening a while." And apparently they 

didn't say that they made a mistake, but apparently whatever they were 

diagnosing the case before- It wasn't that; it was this. And why were they 

treating the foot and the toe and everything when the problems were all over his 

body, because he didn't feel right? So actually, they got to Mexico, Cuernavaca, 

and I didn't hear much from them. We all were wondering, is Charles going to 

make it or not?And then one day I get a call. It's from Charles. And he didn't 

say very much, but I could tell that it was one of those calls: if you're going to 

come, you'd better come. He said, "I've got to see you. Come." That's about all 

I heard. And I said, "I'll be there." I didn't want any conversation. It was so 

short and abrupt that there was no need to say, "Well, what do you mean?" and 

all that. I mean, it was as clear as it had to be to know that he was sick. He said, 

"I've got to see you. You've got to come." And I just thought, "He means that 

he's not going to be around or something." So I figured out a plane and then 

told him when I'd be there, called him back.And they met me at the airport. I 

had to fly into Mexico City, and then they picked me up. They came in a van. It 

might have been seventy miles or so. And he was strapped in with the 

wheelchair. They had chains and everything to hold it from rolling. And he 

greeted me. Although he couldn't move his arms, his eyes, his face lit up. He 

said he was very happy. And we drove on back, seventy miles of winding hills 

and roads up top- Scary, but they made it all right. We got to this place that 

looked like a castle they were living in. That was a lease for about a year or six 

months, if I remember, and I think they were only paying about $400, $500 a 

month. But it was a monster. Huge.So I was only there a couple of days, which 

was long enough, in a way, because, I mean, what can you do but just sit and 

watch him. I could talk; he couldn't talk back. He'd be trying to- So it was very 

painful. Then he'd kind of show me his hands-he could move them a little bit-

and his eyes said, "Well, I'm going to play again." And I said, "Yeah, you'll 

play. We're going to do some stuff together this time." He always wanted to do 

that, anyway. His big wish was hoping that I'd come to New York or he would 

come here, but he was hoping that I'd come to New York because he figured 

that then they would know about me better. He'd say, "Man, you ought to 

come. We'll show them!" So that was his whole thing: "We're going to do it 

this time." So I said, "Okay, I'll come there or whatever you want." And, 

naturally, it all sounded pretty good to him.Things that were going on there 

were very strange, because his son was there, Eugene Mingus, and Sue, his 

wife, and they had a nurse from Mexico, a lady, and sometimes a guy would 

alternate. They were sort of going out of their minds, of course, because I guess 



they felt, you know, "He's sick. If we can just keep feeding him, he's going to 

get better." And it was Mexican food, too. Boy, they were stuffing him with 

tamales and tacos and beans, you know, and he could hardly eat it. It was just 

kind of running all down his- If you know what I mean. Desperation had set in 

with them, and they weren't getting any sleep, of course.And then they were 

going to this lady, whoever she was. She was like a healer. And they had him 

eating two dozen snails a day. So what they did with the snails, the snails began 

to do the breeding right in one of the bathrooms. They got some and they just 

put them in. They were all on the walls and everything. So they would scoop up 

two dozen snails and feed him those. And then there was another thing that 

they were doing. They were out chasing cows, picking up the cow dung while it 

was fresh and hot. 

Isoardi 

What were they doing? 

Collette 

They were putting that on his back, because at one period the healer had to cut 

his back for something. But it was an amazing thing. They showed me his back, 

and there was no mark there. That was the thing that frightened me, and I 

thought they knew what they were talking about. They said she took a knife 

and had to cut his back, kind of open up something there. And part of that to I 

guess get rid of the scar was to get the cow dung and place it on the back. 

Isoardi 

And did it? 

Collette 

There was no scar on his back. I mean, if there was a scar, it was like, maybe, a 

little scratch rather than a cut. You figure a knife is something that will do it. So 

I don't know. 

Isoardi 

I think I'd rather have the scar! 

Collette 

Yeah, I know what you mean! [laughter] But that was it. They did some wild 

things, yeah. 

Isoardi 

Trying anything. 

Collette 

Anything that the lady said. He had to go there a lot. But, like I said, 

desperation. People will do anything at this point. 

Isoardi 

He had nothing to lose they figured. 

Collette 



Because they were saying, "He can do it." And then the day I arrived, Joni 

Mitchell had been there for a week before. She left either that morning that I 

came or the day before. She was there mainly to write lyrics to his tunes. And 

all he could do- He couldn't say yes or no. He'd say, "Aaahhh!" Which means 

he didn't like it. And then if it was something he liked, he would smile. So she 

did an album where she wrote lyrics to a lot of his tunes, you know. But it 

would have been nice to be there with her. We would have at least gotten a 

chance to know each other. I don't really know her.It was lonely, because Sue 

and them were crazy. They had to be with what they were going through. 

Mingus couldn't talk. I either had to talk to him or sit there. And then Sue said, 

"Why don't you go swimming?" They had a big pool and a big high wall and 

big dogs. And I said, "No, I couldn't go swimming." I didn't want to do 

anything, either, but just sit, you know. That's all he could do. So I was kind of 

a part of it. Just sit there, couldn't eat very much, couldn't sleep. Like I say, two 

days was plenty.Then the classic line- I don't know if I told you this, but this 

will always stay with me, I think. He knew, I guess, that I was busy, and I guess 

he knew that I couldn't stay forever. So he got up close to me once and looked 

me in the eye and said, "When do you have to go?" Every word he said was 

painful, I could tell. He couldn't talk a lot. He could get one or two out, but it 

cost him a lot, you could see. And I said, well, I'm going to leave on Saturday." 

And I thought that that would throw him. Saturday was definitely like 

tomorrow. You know, rather than say, "I'm leaving tomorrow," I just said, 

"Well, with the way the thing was going, I'd better make it sound like it was 

two or three days down the line. And I said, "Don't worry"-he looked so sad 

when I said that-"I'll come back." And then the tears streamed down his eyes 

then, you know, just like a kid, like in all these flashbacks. There he was, this 

little kid who wondered about playing the bass and all of that. Tears came 

down, and he said, "Don't come back. Take me with you." And the tears were 

just coming down. So, I mean, it got me. You know, I just said, "Oh, boy-" So 

he's looking at me to figure out something.So I go in and talk to Sue, and I said, 

"Sue, one thing you've got to do, you've got to bring him home."She said, 

"Yeah, but we've got another three months' lease on the place."And I said, 

"Doll, we're talking about- You guys are going crazy here trying to do it. Come 

to L.A. I know you and Grace haven't been getting along, but everybody wants 

to help at this point. You know, you can't do it all by yourself." I said, "I've got 

a place. We can all take him a few days. That's the only way to do it." I said, "I 

don't know how long it's going to last, and you don't, but in the meantime, 

you'll get some-"She said, "Well, we'll think about it," you know, because she's 

kind of that way.And I said, "Sue, I know him so well; you know I do." I said, 

"If he was home, that would mean a lot to him. You know, that's the only thing 

that I can say."So we didn't talk about it anymore, because it was a little painful 



for her. She kept talking about that lease.So the next day, she didn't think he 

wanted to go back to L.A. because he wasn't feeling too good. And so she 

would ask him, "Charles, do you want to go to the airport? Buddy's got to 

leave." And he nodded yes. So it was a job. He was heavy. You know, he was 

always big. We had to get him in the wheelchair- Well, he was in the 

wheelchair, but we had to get the wheelchair up the ramp. It wasn't like 

Ironside, because he had his little ramp. He just put it on and he could crank it 

up. But you had to put the boards and roll him up there and then hook the 

chains on the bottom so it wouldn't slide on those curves. But he wanted to go. 

He looked like he definitely wanted to go. Seventy-mile ride one way and then 

seventy miles back, but take him. So we got there, and we embraced and I said, 

"Well, look, you're going to come home, I'm pretty sure. I talked to Sue." And 

he kind of nodded like he was hoping that would work out. And I waved. Boy, 

when I left there, I was just done in. So we get home and I'm thinking, "Well, 

maybe she will, maybe she won't."One week later, she called, and I never heard 

her sound like- Well, maybe not happy, but at least she was elated. "Hey, guess 

what?" I said, "What is it? She said, "We're coming home. We can come." And 

I said, "Great." I said, "That's the best thing that can happen for him, because 

we'll be able to help you." I called his sister and everybody, and we're getting 

ready. And I knew the date, like January 11, or whatever it was.Well, he didn't 

make it. They called back in about three days. He had died. So I think with him 

knowing, you know, he might have relaxed a little. You know how you think, 

"Well, I'm going home and everything." That kind of did something, because 

he was hanging on before, but, you know, when you're hanging on with all that, 

it's almost better you're gone. He had nowhere to go. Nowhere in the world 

would he have ever been anything but a vegetable. That's what he was. He 

couldn't move. So at least he died. And then we had a great tribute here for him. 

So many people played. Big affair. Let's see- Charles MacPherson, Jimmy and 

Jeannie Cheatham, they came in, and I had a band. We did some of his tunes. 

Llew Matthews, Kenny Burrell played, Frank Morgan, and Benny Powell. Just 

all day. What a great concert!So I think they cremated his body, and he wanted 

them to toss the ashes in the ocean. And that was it. But it was really a rough 

one, because when you're going through all of that he did, he must have been in 

pain a long time. So if you can believe that, it's been about ten years now. 

There's a lot of stuff on Mingus, on that whole thing, but there were always 

many, many moments with him. 

Isoardi 

Well, that was the end of one Central Avenue story. I suppose we're at a wrap-

up point. 

Collette 



Possibly, yeah. I think that we've got so much. If anybody wants to know about 

some of the stuff- That was why- Even looking at Dexter [Gordon]'s thing, 

there may be some stuff in there. But these things had such an impact if you 

lived them, you know what I mean. It doesn't mean that everybody would 

understand it exactly like I'm trying to tell it here, but there was some potent 

stuff. And, like I said, I'm sitting there right in the midst of all this stuff that 

you've been hearing about. It was a great period, because most of the time you 

read books and they're saying, "Yeah, they went and had beef stew and then 

went and had-" Which is okay, but- You know, you can read that, but this other 

stuff is like, we did that, too.I didn't talk about all the meals we had. We used to 

go to certain restaurants. And some of his habits- I did talk about some of it. I 

mean, he was a big eater, Mingus was, you know. And he always gave 

waitresses a bad time because he'd order double on everything: two turkey 

dinners or two malts with scoops of stuff. So the craziness was going on all the 

time, too, but I'm saying, these other things, musically- Temperament with the 

orchestras and the time he came out with- I don't know if we talked about that. 

It must have been in the sixties. This was when they made the record with Gil 

Fuller and Dizzy Gillespie, the Monterey [Jazz Festival] thing, the Monterey 

album [Mingus at Monterey]. But anyway, Mingus was here staying with me. 

He used to come out all the time and stay with me. And at the time that he 

screamed in- He didn't like studio bands anyway. He thought they were corny. 

Isoardi 

You tried to get him set up with that gig and-? 

Collette 

Yeah, well, then he also screamed in like the band was playing like a bunch of 

white guys without any feeling, or something like- He screamed in at 

everybody that way. "You guys are playing like a bunch of white guys!" I just 

thought, "We've got to get him out of here." I mean, he liked his band to really 

be with the grease with the phrasing and everything. Not no studio sound. He 

hated that. So there were periods, like I say, you were dealing with- You know, 

that was Mingus. If he was in charge, he was doing it with his own band. But 

there he was, he's sitting there- He was waiting for something else, and since he 

didn't get it, he just thought that he would tell us all off. 

Isoardi 

How would you, looking back now-? I mean, I suppose it's appropriate to end 

with you and Mingus; we almost began that way. What about the significance 

of Central Avenue? How would you sort of, looking back on that-? 

Collette 

Summarize it? 

Isoardi 



Yeah, in a way. What was the importance of Central Avenue? What impact did 

it have? Is it still being felt today? 

Collette 

Yeah, I think it's being felt. It's a whole different way of life, as you can see. I 

think there are different values, people coming from different places, different 

cities, different cultures. Central Avenue, as I think we pointed out before, if I 

can hit on this, was something where you could bring your own ideas to the 

stage, to the audience, whatever it sounded like. You were not being judged 

because you didn't sound like this or that. I think now there's more that. There's 

a certain way that you should play or a certain horn or mouthpiece that you 

should have, you know. Then you're kind of "in." They say, "What kind of flute 

are you playing? Okay, then." More of that is going now, because you're "in" 

because of the way you play. Then, if somebody had a different approach to it, 

it was well accepted. "Where did you come from? Come in." It was different. 

So I think the creativity was at its highest level, because, "Can I think of 

something different, a different way to approach this? Then when I go into the 

session on the weekend, I'll really wow them." So it's one of those things that-

In trying to make this a little more clear, what was happening then. It was 

different kind of arrangers. Most of the arrangers were either self-taught, or if 

they weren't self-taught, they only had- Just like somebody would- "Well, let 

me show you. Now, this is C and this is F and this is G. Now, these are the 

three chords, and you can do a whole lot with it. Now, go." You know what I 

mean. And if you did that to me and we all would try something- "Hey, why 

did you go that way?" And all you could say was that nobody said that you 

couldn't. So there was a lot of that kind of stuff.There were not too many rules 

to be broken in music at the time. Because if it sounded okay and you were 

impressive, you had your personality and you were out there learning, I think it 

did a lot for a lot of the people through that period and the confidence that must 

be there. There was nobody saying, "Hey, that's all wrong, what you're doing." 

In fact, usually the people who could say that wouldn't even say it. Maybe the 

teachers or something, they'd say, "Hey, that's going to be fine if you just keep 

there." They could encourage you. And that was what was happening 

then.There was no, like, all the categories they have now. Rhythm and blues, 

rock and roll, and then jazz, you know. After a while, it got to be a point, "Who 

am I and what am I trying to do?" They just played. Whatever you played was 

good. A guy says, "Hey, they don't play that way anymore." And now, I guess, 

"That's old style and this is new and this is-" So all I'm saying is I think it was 

easier to just be you. Play the game. The rules came later where it was good 

and bad, because when a critic can say, "That's old school" or "Maybe that's not 

good anymore"- On the other hand, maybe it is good. Someplace else they love 

it. So have they killed off your whole thing to try to make you or me play more 



"modern" for any reason? If that's what you like, those chords, those notes, 

those rhythms, the main thing is to be good at that. And that's the thing, I think, 

that brought in a lot of confusion with players. Some of them were playing so 

they could make a record. We never played to make a record. I mean, a record 

was good if you could get it. But the main thing was that you were playing for 

you. 

Isoardi 

So, in a sense, would you say that it's fair to say that, while you couldn't say 

that Central Avenue developed a Central Avenue sound or anything like that, it 

was something different? That what Central Avenue was about was really 

emphasizing uniqueness and individuality and individual expression? 

Collette 

True, true. 

Isoardi 

And in that sense, gave rise to so many great musicians who were unique? 

Collette 

Yeah. We all respected each other, and we didn't all want to play like each 

other. And the charm of it was that you came in with your own little sound. In 

fact, it was quite nice. In fact, that even happened when a bunch of us went to 

the service. I don't know if I told you that story; I guess I did. It must be there 

somewhere. We went to great length- It was basically from what we had done. 

We had about ten or fifteen saxophone players, and there were that many 

styles, if you can imagine that. Not just in the tones, but in the way you'd 

approach it. Somebody said [sings rapid sixteenth notes], okay. And then 

another would say [sings staccato, syncopated, angular phrase]. And another 

one says [sings swooping, legato sound]. You know, each one was like just 

what people look like. "Hey, you're not Bob. You're Buddy."But the other way, 

there's a point where everybody's Bob or everybody's Buddy. Everybody's 

more alike. You hear a thing today, a tenor or alto player, and say, "Hey, the 

guy's good, but I don't know whether that's so-and-so or the other one or the 

guy that plays with Woody or the guy that plays with-" Because, basically, 

they've got the stuff under their fingers-maybe it's in books-and if this guy 

made it good, well, why not play it? That way, like I say, it was great, because 

you didn't really copy anybody. But it was a joy to hear them. It's like you've 

got two or three comedians who tell jokes in a certain way. This guy's really 

great with his jokes, but it's another thing to try to be like him. Just go ahead 

and tell yours in the same way. And that was the feeling of the instruments. 

Now I think maybe the business is dictating. "Does he sound like the guy that 

left?" Look what happened in Fletcher Henderson's band. They had Coleman 

Hawkins, and they got Lester [Young] as a sub. 

Isoardi 



Yeah, and he washed out! [laughter] 

Collette 

And they didn't like him. But you can imagine- [mimics Lester Young, then 

Coleman Hawkins] Night and day! You guys heard this little alto type of sound 

with those dryer notes, and Hawk could make everybody move over. But those 

contrasts, as you can see, we were all so aware of them, the bands that came 

through. The prime example was [Count] Basie's band. Lester Young and 

Herschel Evans. I heard a thing the other day where they were playing. 

Herschel played first. [mimics Herschel Evans] It was almost like, wait a 

minute! Now, one guy's from this end of the world and the other guy's from the 

other end. It was almost like- They liked each other and they enjoyed each 

other, but there was no way in the world they played anything alike. Night and 

day style. And there it was.The avenue had many, many things like that. And 

you know that some would make it and some wouldn't, because it's not just the 

music that makes you makes it. It's an endurance thing. People would have 

trouble in their lives, the dope, the breakups in the marriages and things. Some 

didn't have the desire to play anymore.As you can see, even Frank [Morgan] in 

a period- He hit very early, Frank Morgan. You know, fifteen or sixteen, he 

was on top of the world then, in a sense. He could play, play the changes, and 

keep up with the guys. The only thing was that he wasn't mature enough. The 

parties are on, the ladies are there, and that's a tough one. So he kind of went 

off the deep end quite a few times. Let's hope that he's got it together now. But 

he's fifty-three or fifty-four years old. He could have had it maybe earlier, or 

maybe he couldn't have, but it was a tough way to go.So I think, overall, it's 

just that some of us were very fortunate to have that kind of experience, 

because you can't find it. We lived there, lived in the area. Every night there 

was stuff to hear. There was interplay. And if you did a good job or a pretty 

good job, you got credit. In other words, it's like going to a school, and you 

play a little chorus and you think you should get a mark, a "C" or a "D," and the 

guy says, "Hey, I liked it. I'll give you a 'B.'" In certain ways, it's good. It 

shouldn't make you feel that you're the greatest, but the idea that I guess a lot of 

them felt they had hope. Maybe some of them didn't go far enough with it, 

because, as it changed- Just like with my thing. I think I played pretty good on 

the avenue, but I had to keep studying. I went into flute and stuff, because you 

could feel the change going. "I like this, but is this all there is? Suppose they 

call me to do a studio thing or a movie call"-that was before I was getting them-

"could I read the parts?" Or "Am I really that good?" You know, I had to ask 

myself those questions. And if you say, "Well, I'm not so sure," then you'd 

better go take a check.Like, once when I did with my son [William Zan 

Collette]- When he was about fifteen or fourteen, he was a good table tennis 

player, beat everybody in the area. We lived in Watts then. He said, "Man, 



those guys can't play." One day I looked in the thing and there was a 

tournament in Pasadena, and we went. Got in the car, went over there. Boy, 

they kicked him right and left! [laughter] So I don't know if that's good or bad. I 

don't think he's played since then! 

Isoardi 

Well, it's good that he went out and tried it. 

Collette 

Yeah, he went out there because he thought he was the greatest. And you're 

talking about guys from all over the country came in. Boy, you've never seen-! 

He got all of the guys in his neighborhood, and he got pretty cocky about it. But 

there you go again. You never know. You get outside your area, find out what's 

going on- But that was it, too.I suddenly realized, too, once I got into studio 

playing, the top musicians that I met were quite different than the ones who 

mainly were doing it from feeling and playing the tunes they wanted to play. 

And the kind of mouthpiece that they wanted gave them the sound they wanted, 

because a lot of times you've got that on your horn and you've got to play a low 

note or something because it's there, not when you want to do it. It's not always 

the best way to go.So it's almost like you're much wiser or you have much more 

experience if you could have come through a period like that, where you have a 

chance to develop the creativity, if that's possible, meaning that you are in a 

place where they're saying, "Create something. Give me something." Rather 

than it's all set. Like the piano player-is it Hal [Galper] again?-who said to all 

of us there- And I loved it, because it made sense to me. "If the soloist is doing 

something, we can give you something." In other words, they want you to 

create. "Do something and we'll be right with you as much as we can. But if 

you don't do anything, then our hands are tied." In other words, he's saying that 

he's a sensitive musician. There's no need for him to do a whole lot if you don't 

need it. Apparently, all he would do was overplay you. So there it is.On the 

avenue, people did things and people were looking for- "Give us something." 

[sings high notes] And then maybe the audience would react to that, because 

that's something that we're looking for. They weren't looking just for [sings stiff 

eighth-note pattern]. "Is that all you're going to do? I mean, that wasn't bad, but 

I'm just saying we've heard that." That was what was asked. And I even knew, 

later, that you got to the point where the creativity didn't mean as much in 

certain circles, because they'd much rather hear you play something that they 

could follow you on. "Hey, you changed the solo from last night." [laughter] 

"Of course!" "But I liked the one you played last night." [laughter]So I'm just 

saying it was a great school. Maybe it wasn't ever called a school, but I think 

so, when you come through that period, people pitting Dexter Gordon and 

Teddy Edwards and Wardell Gray and Gene [Eugene] Montgomery and "Big 

Jay" [Cecil McNeely] and all those guys. When they'd meet up, they all had 



their little- Close your eyes and you could tell who was playing. Alto players, 

the same thing. Sweet Pea Robinson, Sonny Criss, Eric [Dolphy], Frank. No 

way could you miss it. You'd just say, "Oh, there's Frank. There's Eric." You 

know, four bars or whatever, you could hear it. There's something wonderful 

there.Now, whether there's any reason to do it again- Because we have different 

life-styles, different values. Everybody's got TV, everybody's got a microwave, 

everybody knows how to use the frozen food. I used to compare it with frozen 

food, too. There used to be a period when there was all this individual cooking 

going on, where you could make your own thing. Now we can all get the same 

frozen pie, and you've got the same taste in your house as I've got in mine! 

[laughter] "What did you have tonight?" "Well, I had old Stoeffer's!" "Okay." 

In other words, we're not in the same house, but we had the same flavor. We 

cooked it the same amount of time, right? So it's kind of fun to look at it. 

1.28. Tape Number: XVI, Side One January 5, 1990 

Isoardi 

Okay, Buddy, any final thoughts or comments on whatever? Anything else 

you'd like to say? 

Collette 

There's got to be something. I'm just not pulling it out today. You know, 

overall, you're right, just kind of an overall view of the Central Avenue-the 

overall view of, say, L.A.-period in the- Some of the fights, like the 

amalgamation, the union struggles. You know, I'm actually on the board of the 

union [American Federation of Musicians, Local 47]. And part of that-not so 

much of a job for me-is to make sure that there's a future in the music business 

for the young players, because it worked out good for me and a bunch of people 

who came through with me, where we did do a lot of the studio work; we made 

pretty good money; families, everybody benefited; we traveled around the 

world, a lot of us.But I think an overall picture is that who knows what the 

business is about nowadays. I mean, whether it's going to continue to grow, in a 

sense, musically, I'm saying. Because if it wants to grow-and I think it should 

grow-it has to be done by all people. That's the minorities and everybody, 

women, men. Not just record-wise, but on the TV shows, motion pictures, and 

jingles and things. The interplay, the interreactions are so important, 

because that's why we're all living. I think all that brings people closer 

together.As I look back through all of my experiences-in the union period from 

being in [Local] 767, the black union before we amalgamated, and when I was 

a young man before going into the service, of course-it was always a very 

important thing, because I loved music, to be the best that you could be. And 

knowing that it was one of the fields that I had seen blacks and whites work 



together very closely in- I'd seen the bands of Benny Goodman and early knew 

about Artie Shaw and Billie Holiday singing with the band. Benny Carter 

through the years had mixed bands. Duke [Ellington] and [Count] Basie at 

times, too. There were times when they thought it more beneficial to have all 

black bands, because a lot of times they were playing the South and places like 

that. And some of the white bands found that out, too. There were problems 

when you'd go certain places. Tommy Dorsey with Charlie Shavers, Benny 

Goodman with Lionel Hampton and Charlie Christian. But looking at the 

overall thing, those were inroads made by those side people and the leaders and 

the headaches that they went through. Now things look better. They're not all 

that much better, in a way. I mean, they've got to be much better. I'm saying 

some of those problems can still happen. The thing that we did do with the 

amalgamation in the last of the forties, early fifties- I think we finally 

consummated in 1953 in Los Angeles. That was the first time that unions had 

been amalgamated anywhere. They were either, in the beginning- Like in New 

York, there was just one union and they all went there. In most other places- 

Well, in San Francisco and Oakland, they had- Probably the black was in 

Oakland, if I'm saying it correctly, and the white was in San Francisco. So then, 

later on, after we did amalgamation, merged, or whatever you want to call it, 

the other unions followed suit, not right behind, but, you know, a few years 

later. So the overall thing that I'm saying now is that that was done early. We 

did it in 1950. That was before a lot of things happened. That was before even 

baseball and football and all that stuff was integrated like it is, where the teams 

and the players are working close together. And you can see it's worked 

everywhere; it has gotten to bethe pastime. Music, I think, can grow, too, to 

another level.It's hit a snag now. I think even the rock groups have changed a 

lot. Maybe the name of the rock and who knows what else-the fusion. They've 

got all the names. People don't know what they are playing sometimes, and I 

don't either. But I think we need to go back to some of that stuff that I've 

learned. The leaders, the bands, working together where there are blacks and 

whites in the band, and let people see that this can work. Because I hear with 

the statistics, there have been many things where they feel that the eighties was 

like a turning back of the clock point, where there are racial things in the school 

or colleges or something. You've got a lot of kids that are thinking that it's okay 

to discriminate again and to do things, and I said, "Gosh, I thought we were 

through with that." So I'm saying there's a good chance with all this experience 

and knowing that most of my experiences worked out very well- You put the 

people together and you've got quality people, things happen.And if it's going 

to be based on the other standards- I don't know if you saw this, for example, 

this little thing in the paper, which was ugly. The thing about the guy who had 

said the thing about shooting his pregnant wife? Did you see that? Well, just 



the idea that all that hatred was going on, and all of a sudden- If he was a guy 

that committed suicide- And they had more or less fingered a black guy in a 

spot like that, where- Was it Detroit or somewhere? There are a lot of problems 

there, anyway. You don't need to say, "Oh, but guess who did that." "Oh, we 

don't even need that." So I'm saying we need something that's going to take it 

away from that ugliness and get people to respect each other based on the good 

ones should be respected and be seen and heard and all that, and the others- 

Maybe most of us could take care of that then, but if we're all going to be 

confused- And it can't be judged on color, of course; that would never make it. 

So hoping that even if we did slide back, we can come back to something that I 

thought was very exciting. I mean, if you could see, especially with the women, 

too, when they moved a long way-But we did a poll at one period looking to 

see how many blacks were working in the studios, at Universal [Pictures] and 

things. Did we talk about that? 

Isoardi 

You went through all the contracts to find out how many. 

Collette 

It was embarrassing to anybody who saw it. It was like, out of maybe one 

percent of- I don't know. It was so small you couldn't even tell anybody about 

it. I was just like- And we had to go through it for about two weeks to go 

through all the contracts. We'd go through about a hundred contracts, and you 

might find, maybe, there were three blacks that worked out of those calls. And 

the women did a little better than, say, the blacks did; they would show up a 

little bit. But they still- It was like they were had, too. It was almost like, "Hey, 

is this what the game is?" It was like, "Maybe we should just all give up right 

now. We're on the wrong course."So looking back at it, I learned a lot. There's 

no bitterness, you know. I'm just saying, boy, a lot of people are going to miss 

it unless they can change their feeling and take a look at it. And all it means is 

just helping people. They're not saying that we can't help them because they are 

not one of us and this and that. And I think it would take a lot of the frustration 

away from what a lot of people are going through. It might even help in a lot of 

cases where we've got dope and a lot of drinking, because when you have a lot 

of people who know there's no hope and they're struggling and everything and 

there's so much time- It's like waste, when you're wasting talent, wasting this, 

wasting that. It's time and money. And if you spend all the time on that, you 

don't have any time for the positive. The negative stuff just dominates the 

whole scene.So I've learned a valuable thing. I mean, my mind was in the right 

place, I think. I was open-minded about it. We did what we thought was right 

for people, and I think it did pay off. A lot of people are enjoying the union for 

what it is, for example, and they don't even know why. But if you tell the story- 

"Hey, this wasn't always like this. You guys are very fortunate to be doing this. 



The problems were eliminated." And there it is. But I see more and more that 

it's coming. It's sort of a delayed kind of thing where these discoveries are 

being made thirty years later or forty years later, where it's okay to do this and 

that.But I think if that eight years or less, the eighties, the ten years or so, set us 

back, then that's always unfortunate. Whether you're practicing your horn or 

what- You say, "Gosh, I was better eight years ago than I am now. Maybe I've 

got to start back at zero again." So maybe this is a chance to make a healthy 

look for people who want it to be better. And if we're happy- I think that was 

what was happening with [Ronald W.] Reagan. I used to be bothered when he 

would say something like- I can't remember the words, but it always made me 

feel- "Well, this is great." Or "This is better than it's been." I don't know what 

he'd say, but it never quite hit. If it's better than it's been, then- In other words, 

they'd say, "Hey, it used to be hipper? At least we're here. This is better than we 

had it before." And I'm saying, "Yeah, but don't we want to do it better than 

this? Can we move it up?" It was almost like "This is great." And when people 

do that, it's almost that we were complacent in a way, and that lets the thing go 

the other way.So I guess, other than saying I hope that there's a change with the 

people, and if the people are that busy- And we have to be concerned, I guess, 

about which way we are going. I guess there's more things to say about it, but 

without getting too far away, I don't think the papers always give us the 

accurate picture. And who knows how some can get around that if that's the 

only information that you have. But let's say that some of this stuff that we've 

talked about in the book, the creativity- The people who struggled to be 

creative artists and to devote their lives to it, even though there's never any 

guarantee of you making a real living at it, they deserve a lot of credit. Now, 

whether they knew what they were doing- Or maybe they were sort of 

disillusioned to a point, too, saying, "Gosh, I practiced eight hours a day and I 

had to give it up"-there are all these different things there. But the ones who 

came through, the ones who made it, especially in a town like L.A., I think 

deserve a lot of credit. That means they were hard workers, they were talented 

enough, they were tolerant. They had to be a lot of things.And especially the 

minorities had to be very careful, because there was a period when, if you're 

working on a job and you're meeting all new people, if you just had a frown on 

your face, you were like a bad guy. I'm just saying all the things that could 

happen. I mean, looking at the Jackie Robinson thing- I never forgot that story, 

because I knew that he was told, "Look, we know you can play ball, but they're 

going to kick your ass. They're going to jump on you; they're going to call you 

everything. Now, can you handle that? If not, tell me now, and we won't even 

try this." And he said, "I can contain myself." You know, "I can cool it." And 

there were times- I didn't get into any real scuffles, but there are times when 

you take a load and you say, "Hey, it's cool. Everything's fine." So you had to 



be- Other than that, I think there's more conflict going on. And all that could be 

said was, "The guy was a terrible guy. He cursed me out." And who are they 

going to believe at that point if nobody knows you, that you're a better person 

than that?So overall, I think you learn a lot, as it's paying off in my whole 

career now: dealing with people, communication, having your skills sharp, 

creativity that you learn at some point, patience, all those little things, if we 

could list them. That's why I say it's like a school, you know. Where are the 

diplomas? Time to hold out the hand. And maybe that's what's happening on 

the 23d [of January], in a way. I mean, not that it's a diploma, but the timing of 

it. I didn't look for it. They said, "How about you doing the Grand Avenue Bar, 

where the mayor [Thomas Bradley] can give you a plaque or a certificate." And 

I said, "Well, it's fine with me. I'll take it." So they figured on a date, so- 

Isoardi 

Well deserved. 

Collette 

Yeah, well deserved, not that a lot of others don't. But I'm saying when you put 

in the time and a lot of stuff- And I can't tell this to many people. That's why it 

would be good to have it down in the book, because they'll be surprised. "Well, 

gosh, we knew the guy was busy, but all the-" And where his head was all the 

time, you know.Another thing we'll put on there is that the greatest thing about 

all of this, and that's for anybody that's achieving to reach- You know, they're 

trying to achieve a certain goal or they're struggling with something. It's 

amazing, I feel, every now and then- If you're doing whatever it is and if you're 

sincere with that and that's what you really want to do, then when somebody 

discovers that that's what you're doing, then that's easy, is what I'm trying to 

say. You didn't have to change anything. And that's what my thing is, basically. 

You know, I didn't have to change it. I've always done music. I've always 

taught, whether they paid me or not. I practiced whether they paid me or not. In 

other words, when you're doing what you really enjoy and it finally begins to 

pay off, then you're ahead of the game. Because a lot of them will begin to 

shift, because maybe that's the way the tides are going to be. "Hey, maybe I'll 

go get a saxophone, because now, in six months or a year, I can join them." 

Well, as you can see, that may pay off for a while; you could fool them for a 

while. But as it shifts again, then you have to go through many things. Just stay 

on whatever it is. Now, you may lose or win, but if you win, you win in a big 

way. And that's why I think it's paying off now. Sure I had to be flexible; a little 

bit of this, a little teaching, a little this, travel a little bit, little jobs out, studio, 

clarinet, flute, and everything. But basically, it had a music tag on everything. 

And you finally convince everybody and yourself, too, that I can do this, 

because there's nothing else I know like this! [laughter] 

Isoardi 



[laughter] Indeed! 

Collette 

So there it is, see. That's it. And that's what happened. The book will come out, 

and it won't just be talking about just how much music I know, because 

sometimes I don't even know how much I know either. Seems like the more 

you know, the less- You say, "Gosh, I thought I knew something." But what it 

will say is that I've lived it. And when you've lived something, it shows in your 

movements. People look at me sometimes and say, "Looks like you've done 

okay." And I say, "Yeah, right." So there it is. There's something about what 

you do is what you are. It's going to be there, and there's no way that you could 

cover that up. Maybe if I'm robbing banks and stealing or something, there's 

going to be something that- Like "Something's going on with you," and you're 

kind of feeling a little negative thing, because those things will stick with 

you.But there's something about the musical thing, the giving, the maybe 

attempting to be better every day. There are a lot of things that fall in that 

category, but, you know, the music is just you and the instrument. "I don't have 

anything to do. Maybe I'll just see if I can play that a little better than I could." 

There are a lot- You could do out in the garden, too, of course, or maybe make 

a cake a little better, but there's something about music. You know what I 

mean. There's something that instantly- "Gosh, if I did that, it will be a little 

better than the other way," and you've got an instant high or something. And 

that's great, I think. There's a lot of stuff. You could plant the roses, and maybe 

that will take a week or two to find out if that's going to be- Or you could cook 

a roast differently but have to wait. But the instant high that's not phony: "I 

could find something that's going to give me a boost." And I think there's 

something to that that gives us an air or like "Hey!" It's not for everybody. But 

for the ones who really get that enjoyment, there's some magical stuff that 

maybe no one will ever be able to really put down in words, but it's there. And 

it's kind of nice to be able to draw from that. 

Isoardi 

Buddy Collette, thank you very much. 

Collette 

Well, thank you, Steve. You've been really great. I mean, you've done such a 

great job with all the details and the names. Most of them we really captured! 
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