

































































WALTER BISHOP JR.

only in recent times that he's been getting it together again.
“The years with Bird would have been the best period

in my life if I hadn’t been addicted,” Bishop said. “Now I.

can look at it objectively. I just got to the point where the
music was nothing morc than the means to support my
habit. My progress stopped—and [ could have learned so
much then. At first, when I'd be under the influence, it
seemed to inspire me to practice and create. But this-was a
deception, as I found out after about a year. The more
addicted [ became, the less T practiced or did anything new.

“Iwas content to play what I'd been playing. 1 was
withdrawn, detached. Listen, all T was enthusiastic about
was getting high. If it had to do with that, man, 1 was
there. The most important thing about playing was gelting
paid ofl at the end of the night so 1 could get high.”

Thus, scven years on the spike, two sell-committals to
Lexington, two trips to the Manhattan jail on Riker's Island,
and an incalculable loss of development in the prime years.
On his last release from Riker's in 1958, Bishop figured out
what he had to do: get the hell away from jazz.

“If 1 had 1o stay out of music to stay clean, I'd stay out,”
he says.

So, at last, he became part of the audicnce by taking a
day gig. This experience would crucially affect his playing
when he decided to return. Fle found out what audicnees
arc like.

“When I did return to the piano,” he said, “I found I
was more positive in my playing. I had the desire to relate
to an audience, a desire 1 never had before. Now they were
part of the whole experience, where before they were just
there—and 1 lcarned it because T wasn't playing.”

When he says he wasn't playing, he means it literally.
He got a job wrestling 300-pound barrels in a plastics ware-
house and was so sapped at night that he just dropped on
the mattress until it was work time again. But it was
invaluable therapy.

“As little as it was,” he explained, “I felt the sense of
accomplishment. As I grew strong physically, 1 grew strong
mentally. I got back the confidence in myself that I hadn’t
had in years. That's what junkies arc always trying to cover
up with heroin—no confidence in themselves. They're afraid,
so they fall back on the works to get away from the prob-
lem. You know, my quest for rccognition musically isn't
entircly sclfish. I think iU's necessary for the many friends
I left behind who are still addicted. They need living
examples that society will give them a chance if they give
themselves a chance.”

What Bishop would like to do now, besides making it
musically, is to work with HARYOU-ACT in Harlem in
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trying to combat the cffects of poverty and discrimination—
onc of which is addiction. He signed up some time ago but
is still awaiting the call, hoping things will move a bit faster.
He sounds like the ideal warrior. After all, he’s been there
and made it back-—one of the few who have.

Flis engagement at the warchouse lasted a year before he
was faid off. But by then he was over the hump.

“U drifted back into music as a way of making a living,”
the pianist said. “I wasn’t worried about drugs anymore.
I had built up enough resistance to keep off.

“Besides, my whole outlook toward music has changed.
1 wanted people to feel that when they came into a club to
hear me, it would be a happy and enlightening experience.
I'm still too much the musician to play solely for the sake
of making money. I like to be happy when I'm playing,
and 1 can’t be happy unless 1 play good music. For happi-
ness and my own peace of mind [ have to play good music.”

What is “good” music? What should it be? The paradoxi-
cal answer is that good music can be anything because any-
thing can be good. It doesn’t have to appear in onc specific
form to be recognized. Bishop, for instance, plays good
music in one manner; some avant-gardists play it in another;
and Bishop recognizes the validity of both. .

“When | got to 52nd St., our music was regarded in much
the same way as avant-garde music is today,” Bishop said.
“A lot of it sounds like chaos and confusion. When you're
young, you always want to tear down mountains. Then you
rcach a leveling-off when you develop assuredness. You
know what you want to do and how you want to do it
You're no longer groping.”

Still, Bishop’s open-mindedness on the subject of the new
jazz does not come without reservations, which he noted:

“1 belicve that music should communicate beauty and
love, although P'm aware that the newer guys are going
through what I went through in the bop days—you know,
play for yourself and the hell with evervone clse. Only time
will tell the validity of their work. Some of them just use
{rec-form because they don’t know what's happening. It's
an out for them. And critics, in particular, feel they don’t
want to be left out. Remember the first Bird reviews? A ot
of critics don’t want to get caught like that again.

“But some ol the younger musicians I respect because
they can do the new stuff and come back. They know what
they're doing. They know their craft. I love that. That’s
Blakey's sceret: always playing with innovators. I per-
sonally like pianists like McCoy Tyner, Kenny Barron, Al
Daley, and Cedar Walton among the newer men.”

Fis view that music should communicate beauty and love
is interesting in the light of how he views his own style. Fe

' (Continued on page 40)



































































