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possibly crossover—without me really
changing anything. It's open enough to work
in either a hardcore jazz environment or in
something more like a rock setting. We dida
week at Sweet Basil a little while ago, and
what impressed me the most was the level of
audience participation that developed over
the course of the week. The people who
came in were probably expecting Nat Ad-
derley or something—which maybe they
heard, 'cause he was an early modern jazz
influence on me; might even have been the
first.

“But, anyway, the audience was clapping
and singing along, even on the originals. I
think that kind of thing has been missing
from jazz over the years, so it felt great to
have people responding that way.

“The whole scene seems to be changing
up slightly, though,” offers Walrath, after a
slight pause. “It's welcome because it's been
much too conservative, too Reagan-esque,
for quite a long time now. Last week I heard
Don Byrons band at the Vanguard; they
were great. | heard Joe Lovano last night,
and they were kinda doing an extension of
the early Ornette Coleman quartet. [Drum-
mer] Billy Hart was kicking ass all over the
place. So there seems to be a breakthrough
on the horizon.”

f this seems like optimism from a

musician who's been a victim of record-
biz shortsightedness (e.g., Blue Note’s par-
ent company wouldn't push his Hank Wil-
liams cover as a c&w single), Walrath still
harbors no illusions about the way music is
marketed. “Sometimes people who say they
don't like jazz music actually just think they
don't like jazz music. They don't really know
what (jazz] is. So much of what they were
told was jazz was kind of subdued or what-
ever. You know how some jazz radio stations
say things like, ‘If you wanna sit back and
relax and kick your shoes off’? It’s a little
disturbing because that's not why cats went
to hear a Coltrane or a Sonny Rollins play.
For me, Trane live was the loudest, most
intense thing I'd heard up until that point—
just amazing.

“But it's always something different with
record companies. I think you can relate to a
large amount of people without necessarily
limiting yourself, but in most places, you
know how it is: One year they’ll be signing
young people; next year, it'll be old people;
the next: white, and then black. For awhile it
seemed like the labels were always looking
for someone who didn't necessarily come up
playing jazz to wear the jazz crown; remem-
ber Al Hirt? It was sort of like that with him,
but to his credit, in interviews he'd always
say, ‘Waitaminnit, listen to Dizzy or Clark
Terry’ Thenin the "70s, in order to get a jazz
record out you had to play with Stevie
Wonder or some rock band.

“I think itd be hip to call all jazz ‘Western
art music,” Walrath muses. “But there's a
stigma placed on ‘art’ or ‘intellectualism’ in
this country, so the general perception
becomes, ‘Art!! Yuch, that's no fun!!’ So then
we have to deal with the way we educate
people toward terms. I mean, not long ago I
sent some scores from Gut Feelings [Wal-
rath’s album of compositions for jazz quintet
and strings] down to the National Endow-
ment for the Arts—to both the jazz and
classical departments. Both wrote me back
with letters saying they didn’t know exactly
where to group them.”

“I've been told that my music
could possibly crossover. . . .

1It’s open enough to work in
either a hardcore jazz
environment or in something
more like a rock setting.”
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It's a wonder. Walrath’s tone is a jazz
marvel, a nubby, piercing sound whose
burnish harks back to the great trumpeters
of yore. Not unlike Louis Armstrong or
Dizzy Gillespie, his timbre suggests humor,
ambition, and clarity of purpose. It mirrors
the pulse of Manhattan—Walrath lives high
above the hustle of Times Square—while
evoking the wide-open spaces of Montana.
(All, incidentally, are qualities captured in
Walrath's brilliant, unaccompanied cadenza
on “Oldfotalk,” a piece from Muhal Richard
Abrams’ The Hearinga Suite.)

“The greatest thing about growing up in
Montana,” says Walrath, “was that there
wasn't any peer pressure. I liked what I
liked, and there wasn't anybody around to
tell me what was and wasn't cool. Or hot.

“I started playing trumpet when I was
about nine,” he reflects further. “My mother
had some dixieland records around the
house, so I was digging that early. The first
live professional band I ever heard was
Louis Armstrong when I was 11; got to meet
him and everything. This was the '50s, so
modern jazz wasn't really available. The
modern stuff they played on the radio was
basically West Coast jazz, which, to me,
didn't seem to have the same energy as
Armstrong or Buck Clayton. The older stuff
seemed more raucous, more raw.”
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The desire to be close to jazz’
more fiery elements never left
him. It didn't matter that by the time he
received his degree in composition from
Berklee in 1968, the entire industry was
coming under the commercial influence of
rock & roll. Even while Walrath was making
the inevitable r&b gigs to make a living, he
was also in a looser project called Change
with Gary Peacock and Billy Elgart. “It was
led by the cat who eventually wrote ‘The
Monster Mash,”” he remembers, “and the
sound was coming out of a James Brown/
Otis Redding/soul-revue-type vibe, mixed
with Coltrane’s Ascension and Albert Ayler.

“So we got the idea that wedd go to
California and seek our fortunes. Out there a
couple of the Mothers of Invention joined the
band—Frank Zappa even loaned us his
equipment once. But like most cats, we had -
this illusion about California. We thought we
were going to get out there and clean up
because the place is so low-energy—which
is exactly the reason you don't. Bobby
Hutcherson and Harold Land can get away
with it, but they seem to be the only cats
who can.”

After part of the band went off and
augmented the Herbie Hancock ensemble
that recorded Hancock's Headhunters, a
dejected Walrath made his way into Ray
Charles’ band. It was a boon to him for the
presence of fellow trumpeter Blue Mitchell.
Walrath once told another interviewer that
he considered that particular gig the begin-
ning of his professional life. Tapping back
into his old gutbucket sensibility Walrath
said that it was with Charles’ band that he
“learned how to fit in.” These skills would
help him immeasurably when he decided to
go back to New York.

“I had it in my head to play with Joe
Henderson and Mingus,” Walrath explains.
“To me, they were doing the most innovative
things compositionally: Joe was doing some
stuff that was really influential, harmoni-
cally; while Mingus I'd seen on TV, and had
heard all of his records.” Ironically, Walrath
arrived in New York from California in 1973,
at about the same time Henderson was
moving in the other direction, to Oakland.
Although it took Walrath a year’s worth of
Latin gigs to get to Mingus, by then the
trumpeter had made an important contact: a
tenorman named Paul Jeffrey.

“Paul was Monk's tenor player and
Mingus’ copyist at the time,” begins Wal-
rath. “I was in [Paul's] octet, and had been
telling him how badly I wanted to play with
Mingus. So he took me down to the Village
Gate, where Mingus had a quartet with
George Adams, Dannie Richmond, and Don
{Pullen). I think Hamiet Bluiett had left a
month earlier. To be truthful, I didn't really
like what I heard—the music didn't seem to
have the same energy as the records. I satin,
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