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Berger: Ok ay , I think wedre running. Jusht for t

192, and | 6m Ed Berger, and I 6m sitting in t

to begin an oral history interview for the Smithsonian Institution. | guess the best place to
start, Benny, is at the beginning.

Carter: Let 6 s see. ginhingsvaspgh,cegestd h29 b 2. That 6s wh
brought me hereNot literally California, but | was born in the BromxNew York. | believe

the address was 90 Prospect Avenuenary be number nine, even. I

| 6m just goi ng f rMyfathengtthetime wds listeckan therdasa at e .
jani tor . Later he became a postal ycl erk. E
family moved from the Bronx down to West'6Street, the area which is known as San Juan

Hill . Ge e, | dondt remember too much of my ye

Berger Most people donodt.

Carter: But following that, | went to school to PS 141 of"S&reet, just east of . . . that

was stil!]l Tenth Avenue. I think it di dnot b
Avenue or Ni nth Avenue? |t Oeacame Ninthob e c 0 me .
Tent h. [ think didnoét'Stbreeotme drdhtthh Atvées uael
A v v“g .fo];rlz't(;:rl)ln}:};ilscm)1 of American History
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Avenue became Col umbus Avenue, and, gee, It
confused. Wel | , anyway thAverue, wiichk is where Mived | Kk no
close to, that became West End Avenue, going on uptown.

As | say, | went to PS 141. Gee, | think | went there until | was about . . . | believe | must
have been fourteen years old, and | got embroiled in an altercatfoanather pupil,

student there, and we got into actually | guess you would call it at the time physical combat.
One of the teachers who came upon us at the time, and in order to break us up, he struck me
and kicked me, doing no such thing to the otleetipipant in the fight. | guess | threw a

punch at him, too, whereupon | was expelled from school, and | never went back,
unfortunately. | say unfortunately because I think | could have done well with attendance at
an institute of higher learning, suak ones at which | conducted some activities many years
later, such as Princeton Universétgd Cornell [Universityhnd Yale [Universityand

Rutgers [University

Berger: Glad you got that in. [laughs]

Carter: 1 6d better.

Berger: Can | go back for one second before . . .
Carter: Please do, yeah.

Berger: ... |forget, and ask you, just for the record, you mentioned your father. Hés nam
was Norrell?

Carter: Norrell Wilbur, [spells first name]. Norrell Wilbur Carter, and the Wilbur was-W
[-b-u-r.

Berger And your motherés name?

Carter: Sadie Bennett

Berger: Just ndto go back too far, but did your parents tell you anything about your
ancestry before . . . obviously, your ancestry was before, but did you ever ask them about
your earlier heritage?

Carter: Well, my father was born in 1873. My mother was born in71830 | think even

by that time, having both been the offspring
ancestry. There was not too much that they could tell me, other than that my mother was one

of thirteen children. My father was one of, Ilbe eve, five children. Ge
§"3 Smithsonian
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| dondot believe there were any musically inc
who played the guitar, by ear, of <course. I
know. And my mother played piano and organ in the local church. My father had a brother

named . . . | should know; he was my uncl e.

brother, Saunders Bennett

Hewasverymusicall gi fted, and one of 0lwhosenantewdsdr en,
Theodor e; | dondt know whoebutde phaged gybedutifl he ni c Kk
trumpet, and he actually inspired me to a great degree to want tinglaystrument. |

finally went to work for a dry cleaning establishment, dry cleaning and laundry, just as a

delivery boy. By that time | had seen a saxophone in the window of a pawn shop, and |

purchased it. At least | went in and asked how mucla#, \and they said thirtyree

dollars, and | started paying on it for a dollar a week. Took me three weeks . . . no, thirty

three weeks to come into possession of the instrument. What else should | say about prior to

that time?

Berger: Well, you mentoned Cuban Bennett. | wonder if we could talk about him for a

while, because he was a legendary figure that many other musicians have mentioned, but so
little is known about him that hebds never me
Can youtell us, when do you remember meeting him for the first time?

Carter: Well, | met Cuban first about nineteen twenty . . . oh, I met him when | was eleven

years old, because my folks sent me away from New York to MaldpRennsylvanja

which is where my mot herlied Hbwas thénfathrer,of Gulyan,Un c | e
as | said, and they wanted to get me away from what they considered the bad envirbnment o

the New York streets. So they sent me to this small town, McDonald, Pennsylvania, where |

went to school for about a year. | stayed with my aunt there. Her name was Alice, Aunt

Alice, and her husband, whose name was Br@ulksnetic]. So then | came back to New

York and entered school there, to which, as | said before, | attended until about the age of
fourteen.

Berger: And Cuban Bennett was living in McDonald at the time?

Carter: Cuban Bennett was living in McDonald, and he was playing around there. He
played a very, very beautiful instrument. It had a wonderful sound, very liquid and very
lyrical, and very full and round. | wanted to sounctltkat.

Berger: He eventually went to New York, himself. Is that true?

Carter: Yes, he eventually went to New York, and, gee, he played around New York for

guite a bit. Unfortunately, | donot sknow th
§"3 Smithsonian
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ever surfaced. But | know that people such as Roy Eldaddesome other people that were
familiar with him at that time and had heard him, some of whom had played with him, spoke
very wonderfully about him. But unfortunatelyeth e s not hi ng of his r e

Berger Whhat did he do in New Yor k? He certainl
bands. Did he support himself solely as a musician?

Carter: Ohyes. Yes,heneverdidnyt hi ng el se but play musi c.
pl ayed with any of the big banthentes. | donodot r

Berger: By that time you were already sort of in your, you might call, it apprentice period.

Carter: Yes, and urdrtunately | never played with him.

Berger: Never.

Carter: No . I dondt Kknow. |l candot explain at t
Berger: He seems to have been outside the mainstream, if you can use that word.

Carter: Yeah, thatodos the way it seems.

Berger: About his style, | mean, itos hard, of ¢
heard it, and as you said, there are no records. But people like, as you mentioned, Roy

Eldridge and | thhnk Rex Stewarmnentions him.

Carter: Rex Stewart, of course.

Berger: Said he was doing things in the twenties . . . | think they maybe oversimplified it,
but said he was like playing bebop in the twenties.

Carter: We | | It calvipbeblopd bub. . .

Berger: Or some of the things that . . .

Carter: | would liken his sound and his style more to a sort of a Clifford Bravinich |

guess some people would call bebop, but not to that extent. Invéutd have call ed i

then, nor would | now.

Berger: Did he talk to you about music? Did he show you anything on the horn?

v, . .
§ 3 Smithsonian
A v “¥ National Museum of American History
ART WORKS. Kenneth E. Behring Center

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu



mailto:archivescenter@si.edu

Carter: Not too much. He was sort of a loner, and, | might add, he was sort of a.tippler
That may have had something to do with his not playing with other groups that | knew of.
But he used to play at the clubs around New York, mainly in Harlem But |
he ever played with a band.

Berger:
Carter:
Berger:
Carter:
Berger:
Carter:
Berger:
Carter:
Berger:
Carter:
Berger:
Carter:
Berger:
Carter:
Berger:

Carter:
gee,

Berger:

AV

ART WORKS.

Did he continue to play? | think he died at the age of ghxtge or something.
Gee, | didnoét think he died that
Anyway, he died in 1965.

Nineteen when?

065.

0 B? Are you sure?

| think so.

o |

Oh, I donot think he was around unt.i

No?

No.

He was five years older than you, | believe.

Probably, yeah.

So as faas you know . . . well, if he did, | can check the date, but . . .
Gee, |...oh, Ithink. ..

But he was certainly not active in music [unclear].

N o, he was
t

60t anoroved te Philadelph@ somethikg. Bud,
| donot [

n
hink he died in 0665.

Really.
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Carter: We | | | 6d have to check with the family
know, you know, still in Mc@nald

Berger. Okay, well , i f anything else occurs. I
again. Well, maybe we should deal with that now. Did you play with him in Pittsburgh
[Pennsylvanig]with Earl Hine®

Carter: Oh yes. Yes, | did play with him in Pittsburgh, but not after he came to New York.

Yes, that was in 1925. Earl Hines had a sextet in which | played baritone saxophone. Yes,

yes, Cuban was in thatubafter he came to New York . . .

Berger: So that was the only time you worked professionally with him in any capacity?

Carter: That 6s the only time | remember, you kno

Berger: What was he like personally? lean, was he difficult to get along with or . . .

Carter: Very easygoing, very easygoing. Never difficult to get along with. A rather quiet
personality and a great sense of humor. No,

Berger: Did he reake that he was doing anything out of the ordinary as a musician, or was
he ...

Carter: | dondét think he did. Il think he just e
from a family that they all played something, almost all of them, you krigwt.he was
especially gifted.He was a very nice guy, yeah.

Berger: To get back to your own career, | think we had left you just having been thrown out
of school after that altercation.

Carter: Thrown out is a termhwould not have used, but | was thrown out. [laughter]
Berger: Or expelledor. ..
Carter: Well, I was literally almost kicked out.

Berger: Kicked out, okay. Was there no effort made to reenroll you, either there or
elsewhere?

Carter: No, I think, as a matter of fact, my mother tried to get me to go to another school

further uptown, and | just wouldnét go to sc
§"3 Smithsonian
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but by that time | had become enamored of the saxophone and the music, or rather of the
trumpet | had become, thatods it. Wel |l , that
because | had a trumpet first.

Berger That 6s the trumpet you saved, when you w
Carter: Yes, that was the trumpet.
Berger: Butthen you returned it.

Carter: Well, | returned it. | picked it up on a Saturday and returned it on a Monday. You
know, | thought | was going to be an instant Herbert Glarkomebody, or at leasBabber

Miley or something. But then a neighbor of mine, who was a saxophone player, named
Harold Proctorhe said that if | bought a saxophone, | would find it much easier than the
trumpet, and he would give me some free lessons. So lbaektand got the saxophone,

which was a C melody saxophone. | think it must have been the same price as the trumpet,
you know; | just traded it. He gave me a few lessons. He was sort of limited, himself. He
was not a professional musician, but he hadxphone and played it, you know.

After he taught me what he thought he could, he suggested a teacher for me, and | got a
teacher and went on from there.

Berger: Before we talk about your budding musical career, now, this happened when you
were thirten or fourteen. Already you obviously knew you wanted to be . . . that music was
going to be your career.

Carter: Well, | was about fourteen, and, oh, | think after | had the instrument a number of

months, | had one gig, an afternoon gig that Rex Stda@k me on, too, because they were

lacking . . . something had happened to their saxophonist. It was a matinee at a club on 135
Street. He said if | could do it, hedéd reco
quarterfot he afternoon, you know, two or three h
were too happy with me. But anyway, | continued on, continued with a teacher.

Then shortly t her Smithoffered,me §ig with hys trin. TNowe, hid_tiioo n 0

was the bass drum and saxophone. And, of course, the players of that time, the pianists
didndét really miss the bass and didndét think
because they had that very steatiyde kft hand. So I played with Willy Smith, and he used

to give me some very, very good tips on harmony and whatnot. They finally told me that if |

was going to ever play with a band, 106d have
alto saxophone. Safter a bit | realized that he was right, and | spoke with my parents, who

until this point had not yet taken me seriously. You know, they were wondering, | suppose,

v, . .
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A v “¥ National Museum of American History
ART WORKS. Kenneth E. Behring Center

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu



mailto:archivescenter@si.edu

|l i ke the old thing, AWhendés he going to quit
they realized how serious | was, and they had reason to feel, by somebody talking to them,
that | might have some talent, so then they bought me a-bemdlto.

Berger: 1 j ust want to backtrack a Ilittle bit ag
music you remember hearing at all?

Carter: Well, the first music | remember hearing that impressed me was a fellow that lived
across the street. A boy that lived across the street from me was having rehearsals of | think
it was about a sikpiece comboand | think in that combo was Buster Miley . . . oh, boy,
BubberMiley on trumpet, Cecil Benjamion clarinet, and Jake Por@n trombone, Teddy
Kaypert [phonetic] on piano. Who was themraer? Joe DeFosdgghonetic] on drums,

and Harry Englistinimself on violin, see, and | used to listen to them, you know, rehearse.
That was sort of an inspiration to me, too, that they were all pretty gaperg] you know.

To me, a young beginner, a young wannabe, you know.

Berger: This was before you had gotten an instrument, or you already had an instrument?

Carter: | think it was before, and then they continued, because they used to play gigs in the
neighborhood, and they used to play gigs out of the neighborhood, you know.

Berger: As f ar as . . . so what they were playin

Carter: Oh yes. Yeah, that would have been considered jazz at that time, and they
considered thaselves a jazz orchestra, you know.

Berger: Right. Your parents, | gather from past discussions, were not overly enthusiastic
about your getting into that type of music.

Carter: Well, no. They thought it was, you know, undignified and demeaning to the black

race. At that particular time, | think they
the devil . o Of cour se, myfeapng, theymeally didnbtei ng c h
care for the musi c. My sister, who was taki

around at the piano some. On Sundays you would not play anything at the piano unless it
was a hymn, you know.

Berger: So they sort of encouraged you in music. Téegmed to very accepting of that.
They just didndét care for that particular di

v, . .
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Carter: They didndét care for jazz, and they real
saxophone at that time was jazz, you know, considered jazz. But rhgmaanted me to be
a violinist, and she would liked for me also to have been a theologian, you know.

Berger: Well, the jazz historians have made you a theologian, in retrospect.

Carter: Yes. Yes, yes.

Berger But weo |l | get to that | ater.

Carter: We 6 | | get to that. That s another story

Berger: Just to talk about your early teachers, you mentioned Harold Pesctbe first
person who gave you some free lessons when you bought the C melody.

Carter: And aslrememberHaol d Pr oct or , I donot even know
he knew the instrument.

Berger: Can you remember any of the other people that you worked with early on?

Carter: Actually, the teacher that he recommended first was a professor, Eugene $ichael
who had been in the army or whatever service, some military service, and, considering | was
a beginner, he had his assistant teach me and spend as much time with me as Professor
Michaels himself did. His assistant was Rudy Pbweho came to be known later as a very
great, fine lead player with some of the orchestras around that time.

Berger Let 6 s see. Did we menti on atall?. . we didn

Carter: Oh,well t hatdos . . . oh, | coul dn,bdcaugeo on v
after a bit | decided to change teachers, because | had heard of this wonderful teacher, Arthur
Reeves. | went to him, and he took me on, and | certgatlynuch out of him that kind of

structured what | do and how | sound today. He was a fine teacher. He was a fine

entertainer, as you had to be in those days unless you were what they called a hot jazz player,

you know. He did parties and weddings al@fthat, and dances. He was also a very good

singer, but he was a beautiful saxophone pl a
woul d call him today, or as wedd even call h
Berger: At some point you also discoveke s o me b ook s, | understand,

. I believe, told us in the past that you found some, you know, saxophone method books or
music theory books or something, whatever you could get your hand on, and you did some
studying of your own, jusin [unclear].

v, . .
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Carter: Oh, | bought a book, particularly, | guess, at his suggestion, call&kthe
Vereecken Saxophone Metlédundation to Saxophone Playingvhich | still have. As a

matter of fact, that reminds me, I shoul d be
and a number of older saxophonists with whom | have spoken, you know, remember it.
Many of them use it. B urt until mwth laker, §adu kngve &nd mu ¢ h

composition and stuff like that.

Berger: Now, just to put this into some sort of perspective chronologically, were you
working with these teachers at the same time you were beginning to get these professional
engagemest, t he work wi?h Wi lly AThe Lionbo
Carter: Oh yes, yeah.

Berger: This was all simultaneous.

Carter: All simultaneous, yeah.

Berger: And this would be in the mitlventies or early twenties.

Carter: Early twentiesyes.

Berger: 623, 0624 or something.

Carter: Right. Yeah.

Berger: You mentioned some of the other musicians in your neighborhood, they had this
group, and we should say that was San JuanlIHjliesstiwas known as.

Carter: Yes, indeed. That was San Juan Hill. None of those musicians gained any
prominence, you know, really, outside of their immediate area.

Berger: ExceptBubberMiley.

Carter: ExceptBubberMiley, of course, bit he was one of the better ones and especially
gifted, as we know.

[recorder off]

Berger: About some of the other musicians in the area that you grew up in, was Russell
Procope in that general vicinity?

v, . .
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Carter: Russell Procpe was in that vicinity, indeed. He just lived around the corner from

me. Oh, at that particular time, | guess he was studying the violin and the saxophone, but |
dondt remember having heard him play at that
musc.

Berger: What about Bobby Staykvas he also . . .

Carter: Oh, Bobby Stark, yes, he was a very fine trumpet player. He lived around the . ..
actually, he lived on @2 Street, which is the same street, | thiBkpberMiley lived on, and

maybe even Thelonious Monk but Thel oni ous came al ong muct
other . . . another pianist named Ramirez, Roger

Berger: Oh, Roger, yeah.

Carter: A Ram. 0 Ram |Iived in the same neighborho
Berger: Did you know him growing up?

Carter: Yes, I did. Yes, | knew him, but never played with him, either.

Berger: What about Freddy Johnsdn

Carter: Oh, Freddy dhnson, yes, | knew him. He lived on'd®t r e et . He didnodt
San Juan Hill Now, we got to play together quite a bit in those days, because one thing that

| was always able to get were jobs in thadahalls, you know, the dirreedance places.

Usually it was me, Freddy Johnson, and Walter Johrikerdrummer, because the trios at

that time didndédt use bass players. You know
apretty sturdy | eft hand, and with the drumm
matter of fact, Teddy Wilsgn wh o was one of the younger guy

player. He preferred to play without a bass. Butileadot of playing with bass players, as

we know. Butthat. .. well, gee, as we think of it, with the Benny Goodman Qihartet

was no bass player.

Berger: Right. Right.
Carter: Am | right? Yeah.

Berger: Or the tio.

Carter: Yeah, or the trio, there was no bass pl a
§"3 Smithsonian
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Berger By this time, you must have . . . 1 f you
required reading, | would assume.

Carter: Wel | , it was n o0t readiegehetst svas required knoveng the tunesd
no matter how you came unto them, as long as you knew the tune. But it was required
pl aying mel ody. That 6s what was required, vy

you were pl ayi gogthem antodhe tiobralsdaby it wds ante chorus or one
chorus and a half, and | think, if | remember correctly, never any more than two choruses,
because, you know, it was a dime a dance, you know. [laughter] Every time you played a
tune and stoppedhat was another ten cents.

Berger: You were eventually . . . well, your family was about to move to Haibertnbefore

you did, you were already going up to Harlem, | gather, and sitting in. Do you remember any

of your earliest opportunities to sit in?

Carter: Well, I went up to Harlem quite a bit because there was no place in San Juan Hill,

where, you know, in my area, that | could go and sit in. One of the people who was kindest

t o me when Illayingevery welywasBill Basié.t Noww, he later became known as

Count Basie But he played at "StreetdndilennaxavVehue.dt Ler oy
was Count Bast or Bill Basie, | might sa§y me on alto, and then a drummer, whosme

| forget at the moment. But it was just . . . that was the trio, and again with no bass player,
because Basie had that same left hand, you know.

Berge: Do you remember what sort of things youbo

Carter: Strangely enough, it was mostly melody, with a little improvisation. But, you
know, it was more melodic than they play today, you know.

Berger: Do you remember what Basie sounded like in those days, his playing style?
[Doorbell rings.]

Carter: Who cout that be?

[recorder off]

Carter Basi eds style at that time was pretty mu
Wallerand, oh, was it J. P. Johnson?

Berger: Right, James P.

v, . .
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Carter: Yeah, James P. JohmsoThere was also a J. C. Johnsonwa s n ot there?
Berger: Yes.

Carter: He was a songwriter, mostly. Basieds pl
good in that styl e, rdwb muchofdthertthan .n.loh, whatwhasav e n 6t
that thing that Neal Hefty [phonetid]d for him? The Kid from Red Bankvhere he played

some real strides, you know. But it certainly showed that he was@evséd in that style.

Berger Whi | e wedre discussing these Harlem stri
several of them that | happened to just job down that you could give us your impressions of
orreminiscen es about . We me n and bisredationdhp to yoy. Faty he L i

Waller, you just brought up, and when did you get to know him?

Carter: Ge e, | dondt know exarcltém,atbutt he utsit médei n
it was probably the late twenties, maybe in the mid . . . late twenties, | would say. Then we
recorded together f or ,yobtlowtbekhingwitt podbs Cot t on
Redmondand . . .

Berger: That . .. go ahead.

Carter: Ot her than that, | donoét think we ever p

Berger: That tune that you collaborated on, which was . . . as early as 1927 that was
published, | thinkNobody Knows

Carter: Oh, t haNolody. ri ght see, | 6d forgotten that.

Berger: How did that come about?

Carter: Ge e, I . . . who was the |lyric writer on
Berger That 6s a good question. | forgot his na
Carter: Buddys o mebody, was it? But, oh, boy, | 6ve
face before me, too. But anyway, yeah, Fat s
and he asked me t o wohokitcame abouty evsd ,t hl éhd nf, o raghadt
that, but thatdés . . . gee, thatodos so | ong a
song goes now. I havenét a copy of it.
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Berger: So he must have known you then, that early, if he

Carter: Yes, yes, of course he did.

Berger: ... if he asked you for help on that.

Carter: Yeah, well, he probably wasnodét that much

Berger: Bud Allenwas the lyricist.

Carter: Bud Al l en, thatos right. Gee whiz, yes,
Bud AlIl en. | used to see him around Harl em
into, and | dondét know any other sngng to whi
memory is a little clouded.

Berger You mentioned once, and | have to admit
gentl emandés name, but you said there was a s

Brooklynor from . . .

Carter: | believe it was from Brooklyn, and his name was Sam Wigemetic]. And, if

|l dm correct, he was blind or partially blind
Wi | Iy ATh e and FatsWaller&mdialt ohthose guys, and he could always hold his

own, you know, with them. | believe he was
happened to hi m. |l dondt know iyduknove ever r e
because he was quite a player. Oh, boy, I |
him.

Berger: Thi s is a name | 6ve never heard anyone m
Carter: Real | y. You know, | dondt Hawegauevebut | r

heard anybody mention the name of Semiole
Berger: Yes, yes.
Carter: Oh, really?

Berger: Another one of these legendary pianists.

Carter: Yep, thatdés right. Now, I dondt know i f
Berger: ldoné6t think . . . do you remember seeini
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Carter: Oh yes, | remember seeing him, yes, and hearing him. Yeah, in Hafleourse.
He was a fine player. Do you know the name Putney Dandidge

Berger: Yes.

Carter: Oh, you do.

Berger: The singer?

Carter: No, a piano player.

Berger: | know. Well, and he also made some vocal records.

Carter: Oh, did he make some vocal records?

Berger: Yeah, yeah, sort of like the Bob Homestyle.

Carter: Oh, gee, |l dondt remember. Yeah.
Berger: Was he in that stride company?

Carter: No, actually, his name came to me at the moment because | thought of him; | just
dondt know quite why.hTh&wdsaboutk985e w hi m i n

Berger: How about the pianist Abba Labfzhonetic]?
Carter: Who?

Berger: [laughs]

Carter: Abba Labba?

Berger Doesné6t ring a bell ?
Carter: No. Where does he come in?

Berger: Another one of these . . .

Carter: Legendary characters?

v, . .
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Berger: ... people that never recorded.

Carter: Abba Labba. In New York?

Berger: | believe so, yeah.

Carter: | dondt know the name, no.

Berger: Duke Ellingtonwas very much influenced and was sort of a part of that school, you

know, as a kind of a novice at the time. Do you remember him at any of these piano
functions?

Carter: | donodot know. |l didndot attenfdewomddny of t
have been part of that, you know. He was into another thing. He was into writing, and
although, you know, he could play stride pia

his involvement with that set of people.
Berger: Canwegobak t o Wi | | Smithifor & leief ar nascboef moment?
Carter: Anytime you like.

Berger: [laughs] Could you tell us some of the things that he would instruct you to do in his
working in the trio? | mean, yowere what, about sixteen, | guess?

Carter: Well, one thing that | can remember [laughs]. You know, he was a very, very sort

of brusque but not abrasive, not abrasive character. Sort of brusque and, you know, but a

tough papa kind of thing, you knowut very warm and lovable once you got to know him.
Having played the C melody saxophone and t he

in the concert keys . . . | mean, in the other keys, other than the concert key, the same key in
which he was @lying. You know, so when | would be playing in C on the t&rianean on
theCmelodg hedd be playing C, so then when | got
was i n G, | 6d be in E, you know, and | wasnbo

was familiar at the time was G, which was only one sharp. But when you kind of got beyond
that, you know, which you got into many times when you picked up the alto. He used to tell

me, AStop pulling that. o | wametbderkeygyop ul | t he
know, an easier key. [l aughter] He made me
playing alto, youdbve got to Il earn to play in

Berge: Do you remember some of thelLptBaoes you w

v, . .
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Carter: Not by name at the moment. One thing stands out in my mind. | know that we

played in what we called a spaghetti joint in Brooklgnd what we think were some

mobsters came in one night and kind of shot up the place. | think I got out of there, but Willy
found or sought refuge in the gentsd room an
over. We used to kid him about it, you know. But everybody was dgdgid trying to get

out of their way.

Berger: The image of the music business in those days, through films witfil&eé otton
Cluband things like that, they always emphasize this, the whole mob scene and the
gangsters. Wasiieally that much a part of . . . as you remember it, that much influence in
the music business?

Carter: Well, as I rememberdt! woul dnoét K husedto seeohase peaptewp

in Harl em. Il  know wHthinkitwas Cgnhialpmeednaa@icbhisn i e 6 s |
brother George They ran the place. I dondt know t
what. But there were certainly a lot of stories that got around about ttue @duband a

couple of other places. There was one pl ace
it was. Was it the Plantatianr s omet hi ng? I dondt know. I
my facts & | mi xed up i n my mind. The mobsters, I
to have gone and, oh, shot up the place or something, some place that was down on Seventh
Avenue that was supposed to have been competition for the Cotton Club, and they always
claim that the Cotton Club mob had done t his
what they did.

Berger: Going back to your own development as a professional musician around this time,
and now we 6tweaties, Iguesshyeu begarstork with some of the name
orchestras in Harlem

Carter: Ye s . Well, | etds see, , fovdnethawvredtee t hey ? C
orchestra at t BriertoShatd pldyed dvith Bha sedal of 3upe Clarko
was at Small 6s smal |l eapened ehi s Whneanl |[Esddwvi Fha rSan

Seventh Avenue, then he put in the big band, Charles Johnsbinwars asked to join them,
which | did. That was a nice gig; we enjoyed it; had a lot of fun, a lot of fun guys. Charlie
himself was a delightful man to work with, and to work for, | might add.

Berger: Bi | | y Pai g etwsearliecfdrgoa.t r a, t ha

Carter: Billy Paige was an orchestra called | think the Symphonic, Syncopateds, or
something. They came to New York to play at a club called the Chphtatetic], Capital

somet hing. | 6 vitebutfl kmowgt evas batween 1%@aci8yd' Siréet on
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Lennox Avenue, on the west side of Lennox Avenue. Gee, | must have been quite young
then, because | worked with them at this club. What did | say the name of the club was?

Berger: The Capital?

Carter: The Capital. | think it was the Capital something. Well, anyway, they had come

from Pittsburgh, and when they finished the engagement there, they wanted me to go back to
Pittsburgh with them. T haathabpartichlar ime | althoughme t o
earlier | had been in McDonaldhich is a suburb of Pittsburgh, you know, where | went to

school for about a year. But at this time, oh, Billy Paige had to come and tajkparents

about me going with them, because | think | was not yet eighteen. So they gave their

consent. They decided that | was not going back to school there, and they thought maybe if
they let me go and have my way, musically, | would come to myeserjaughter] So |

went to Pittsburgh with Billy . . . . | think it was the Broadway SyncopatBilly Paigeand

the Broadway Syncopators, yes. Yeah.

Berger And t hatdos when, tlwhenvoa glayedwith&arltHmdsk ed ab o u
Carter: Yes.

Berger: ... around at that time, also.

Carter: That 6s right.

Berger: And Cuban Bennett. .

Carter: That 6s right.

Berger: ...and when you played baritone [unclear].

Carter: Yes, thatodos true.

Berger: 1think the next major association we should talk about is your meeting up with
Horace Hendersoand the whole Wilberforce Collegiapsriod.

Carter: | met with Horace Henderson in Pittsburgh. He came there to play. Oh, did | play

with him one night? I dondt even remember.
He thought it might even be a good opportunityrfee to go to school if | was so inclined,
but, of course, |1 couldndét have gotten into

have a high school diploma, nor had | even matriculated there. But so anyway, | did join the
orchestra. | went to Wherforce and they found me lodgings on campus in one of the

v, . .
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dormitories. No, it wasndét a dormitory, bec
and the orchestra . . . gee, shortly thereafter they left for the summer to do a summer tour.

The orclestra was doing so well on these tours, and | think Horace had reason to believe that

his brother Fletcherould help them do something in New York. They had already had

gotten a job at a club called the Club Bam\fiieonetic], which | think was around 129

Street and Lennox Avenue. So we went in there, and the guys were going . . . some of the

guys who were not graduating were going to go back, you know, to school in September.

But after seeing how Wighe band was being received, those who had not graduated decided

t hat they would stay with the band rather th

We did a lot of touring and, oh, just a lot of hard traveling and hard gigs and very little

money for the time, even. But we all, you know, were full of that stuff and vinegar, and we
were having so much fun at iit, everybody sai
They thought going to New York was going to put us on the big time. Spdhea few

other dates. We went to a place | think called Blue Island Casinaf DetroitMichigan].

Something happened there that Horlaaé a falling out with the memlsgrand he just
unceremoniously left and just went back to wherever he was going.

Being it was sort of a cooperative thing anyway, the guys got together and elected me leader.
| had never aspired to be a leader, but here | was. So we already had,d ttonkact to go
into the Savoy Ballroom See, this must have been 1928, then.

Berger: We | | |l just wanted to try and straighte
of confusing to me.

Carter: | t 6s confaosing to me, t

Berger: It seems there may have been two periods when you may have been associated with
Wilberforce, with the Collegiansis that possible? Like in 1926, or in 1925, you went to
Pittsburgh and you met HoraceHe invited you to join, to come to . . . what was the town?

Is it Xenia, Ohi@

Carter: Xenia, Ohio, yeah.

Berger: Then you went there, and | believe you must have gone backaxtorbil and then
played with Charlie Johnsan the interim.

Carter: That sounds like . ..

Berger: Is that possible?

v, . .
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Carter: Yeabh, it certainly is possible, and probable. Yes.

Berger: Thenl think you went back with Horace and the Collegians on this tour, which
ended up electing you leader, and then ended up in 1928 at the Savoy Ballroom

Carter: I think thatos right, yeah.
Berger: | think that must have been whappened.

Carter: Ye s, Il think thatodés right. I am, you kn
never was that good, but, you know.

Berger: Well, I mean . ..

Carter: It has been better.

Berger You di d al |l t he s sonwhyyon lgage.to remeérhberrpredssly no r e
what came in what order. But I think that makes sense as far as . . . because in between you

had a fairly long tenure with Charlie Johnsamich . . .

Carter: That 6s right.

Berger: ... I want to ask you about, al so. But w
Collegians, and you mentioned they elected you leader, | want to ask you about one occasion

t hat was kind of a | egendary thingeitdtthe j azz h
Graystone Ballroom In one of these proverbial battle of the bands, the Collegians, which by

t hen was under your | eadership, cledimeDomp agai
Redmond Do you remember this?

Carter: Was it McKinneyds Cotton Pickers? Yes,
Berger: | think so.

Carter: And | have the trophy, the cup, right now.

Berger: So we know whavon here. [laughs]

Carter: Well, at least somebody thought we did. They presented us with the cup, which |

think says fAKing of Jazzo or something, you
Whitemanbecame King of Jazz.
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Berger: 1 Ki ngo i n quotes.

Carter: Yeah.

Berger: Let 6 s see. Why donodt fovamogient, fincechie sottaf Ch ar
came in between al | .oThisis$apered wheypudma®ypauld fitlsts 6 Par
documented recordings in January of 1928 wit

earlier recording that you remember doing but has not been located yet.
Carter: You mean with some singer?

Berger: Yeah.

Carter: Ye ah, rémerobarn 0t

Berger: But in any case, the first real recording was in 1928, and on that occasion two of the
four tunes were your arrangements.

Carter: Oh, they were?

Berger: Yes. [laughs]

Carter: The Charleston Is the Best Dance After, Alld what else?

Berger: Right. You Ai n §ltthink. he One

Carter: You Aindét thelo@dme remember that.

Berger: 1think you have identified . . . you have claimed them, so . . .

Carter: Yeah, | guess.

Berger But | think at this point webve talked a
some extent. We should backtrack and figure out how you suddenly in 1928 were already an
arranger, and the process by which you ledithat craft. First of all, what made you decide

that you wanted to arrange? Was there somet

felt you wanted to hear?

Carter: You mean something | can improve on? No, not at all. [laughter] No, just that
wished that | could just do what | was hearing and do what other people were doing, not
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feeling that | could, of necessity, do any b
think Archie Blyer[phonetic] had a lot to doith that, if the time is right, because we played

a few of his arrangements, you know, the stock arrangements, and Arthyphangtic]

and other people, | think, who . . . Bob Hertigqul WeiricHphonetic]. What other names

were there that were doing stock arranging? Jimmy,Dalkk Mason | collected their

stocks, you know, and | used to spread the parts out on the floor and study it, eacid dne,

started arranging like that without benefit of a score; you know, part by part, which | found

out much | ater was really the hard way. [ I a
was it.

Berger: And this was during that period with Chariehnson ar ound 0627
Carter: Yes, | guess so, yes.

Berger: 6 2 7, I guess.

Carter: Yeah, 027, yeah.

Berger: Then did you start bringing things in for the Johnson band to play? Or when was
the first time you aecially remember taking something in and having an orchestra play one of
your arrangements?

Carter: | think the first thing, | just did some things for the saxophone section, things with

which | knew the rhythm section was already familiar, you knowjsecollection goes,

thatos what | remember doing. Then foll owin
and | said, AWhatoés that?09 They opened my e
learned to write a score.

Berger: Did you, in the wayhat you went to some teachers formally and informally, was
there anyone other than studying the stock a
them personally.

Carter: No , I di dnot know t hem.

Berger: Was there anyone that you turned to, asfaarranging goes, at that time for any
kind of tips or assistance?

Carter: No , | didndét, and | donét know why, beca
like DonRedmond s wor k, that he diTherefvasalsolar agrdngeher He
that did a lot of things for Fletcher Henderson before Don Redmond. His name was Charlie
Dixon [phonetic]. And, gee, there certainly must have been others that | heard, but | guess |
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was, you know, too embarrassed at the time to ask anybody, you know. Of course, hindsight
being what it is, | should have just gone to a good teacher, gotten one.

Berger: Well, hindsight being what it is, it all worked out. [laughs]
Carter: Well, to sane extent.

Berger: SO0 now youodr e, by 12928, obviously, you
saxophone parts.

Carter: Oh yes, sure. Yeah. Well, the things I did with Charlie Johngwa all full
arrangements.

Berger: Ri ght, and al so you started contributing

Carter: Yes. Yes.

Berger We 61 | , of cour se, dwheyowhsda céupleof stirfisavith He n d e
earlier, | think.

Carter: Actually,It hi nk | had had one. | wastapl aying
club downtown. I f | remember correctly, Don

back to Piedmont, West Virginiar Virginia, wherever Piedmont is, and Fletcher asked me
if I could come and work in . . . substitute for Don Redmahde he was gone. So | think |

asked Billy Fowleror maybe Fletcher approached himdinegtt | 6 m not sur e. B
sure, it was okay. He allowed me to do it. And because it was really something | wanted to
do, you know. When you can get the stamp of

Orchestrayou had it pretty well made in New York then.

So | went and worked with Fletcher for maybe a week odtvo d on 6t r emember t
duration of id during which time Billy Fowler found someone to replace me in his
orchestra. At t hi s plavenhhack to Billyd-omebafter that, ore mb e r
whet her he even had a job, you know. [l augh
enough, | think in 1926 | played with Duke Ellingtfor two weeks . . .

[Begin File 2]

Carter: ... at a place called the Richmond Clahd that was also substituting for Harvey
Boone[phonetic], who was ill at the time.
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Berger: Before we get to the Duke Ellingtame, abouthe Fletcher Hendersqgphonetic],
so this . . . in 1926 already Fletcher Hende@sen O r evdis eandiderad sort of the
pinnacle of the . . .

Carter: Oh, sue.

Berger: ... of the day.

Carter: Sur e. Well, youdve got t ojoimedtheenrmber , | t
1924, was it?

Berger: Right.

Carter: Well, you know, there was a big-tio about that, you know.

Berger: Did you see that orchestra firsthand with Armstrangll?

Carterr 1 dondét remember that | did, no.
Berger: Did you see Armstronm any time that you recall that early in your . . .
Carter: | d cemémnber that | did, no.

Berger: Did you go see Fletcher Henderéos Or chest r a befotefjonut Ar mst
joined it justto. ..

Carter: | dondt know. Il must hymgdowntobruattheat t he t
RoselanBal | room, and | dondét know wWe ncdthled/n Gtv e
down there and listen to orchestras, you know. The white musicians could comne up t

Harlemand sit in with us, but we coul dndt go d«

to them, buy a drink and sit at a table, you know. So they had more access to us than we had
to them.

Berger: Whenyou replaced Don Redmoffiphonetic] for that brief period with Fletcher
Hendersonthat happened, oddly enough, to be at a very major event, which in retrospect has
been blown up to be a very major event you may not recall it as such. It was billed as, at
Roselandthe Battle of the Centurgnother one of these battles. When Gene Gdldeat
[phonetic] band . . .

Carter: Oh, sure, yeah.

v, . .
§ 3 Smithsonian
A v “¥ National Museum of American History
ART WORKS. Kenneth E. Behring Center

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu



mailto:archivescenter@si.edu

25

Berger: ...came in opposite . ..

Carter: Was that during the time | was with him?

Berger: Supposedly.

Carter: Oh, yeah, | guess so, because | remember the Goldcafianthat.

Berger: So that was onefohe premier encounters, | guess, in jazz history, was that night,
and that happened to be during the period you were replacing Don RedAmndetails of

that event come to mind after all this time?

Carter: My greatest impressiaas of this moment was . . . oh, boy, one of the arrangements.
Berger: Their arrangements.

Carter: Their arrangements. What 6s the arranger
Berger: Bill Chalice [phonetic]?

Carter: Bill Chalice, yes, yes. Sonexcellent arrangements, | thought. | was very
impressed with that, yes. And, of course, | was very impressed with the Charlie Dixon
[phonetic] arrangements and the Don Redmamangements, which | was . . .

Berger: Which you were playing, right.

Carter: ... playing, yeah.

Berger: The personnel of Gene Goldéas b and at that ti me suppos:t
Beiderbeckend Frankie TrumbauemDo you remember seeing him?

Carter: That 6s strange to me, and it must be tru
remember Frankie Trumbaugnd Bix, but especially Trumbaydrecause that walse first

interest that | heard, or the first playing on record that | heard of a saxophone that made me

want to play the instrument, you know, although | went to the trumpet first, but | guess
saxophone was sort of my feremetochangeifromteer est , an
trumpet, from the weekend trumpet player that | was.

Berger: Now, when you first heard him . . . | think this is a good time for a digression on the
whole influence of Frankie Trumbauan leading youo the saxophone. Had you already
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switched to taking up an instrument at that point, or had you heard him and that was one of
the factors that led you to the saxophone?

Carter: | t 6s hard for me to remember that, but
Berger: Because you alwayste this at one specific recording.

Carter: | Never Miss the Sunshife 6 m S o Us e)dy the®ontBaseor GRchastoh
Chicago [lllinois] or was it somebody else?

Berger: Benson Orchestra
Carter: Benson.Benson Orchestraf Chicago.

Berger: Right. Now, that was 1923 that was done, so you had to hear it sometime after, in
623 or | ater, so | guess

Carter: Well, maybe | was already into the saxophone.

Berger: You probably would have already been playing.

Carter: Yeah. | probably was, but . . .

Berger: Maybe that gave you a new direction or something.

Carter: Yeah, maybe it gave me somethingtopatteraf t er , because prior
gee, | candt say that 16d heard anybody pl ay
play the instrument, other than just wanting to play the instrument.

Berger: What was it about Trumbautitat was different for you?

Carter: When you say different, different from what?

Berger: Where that made that impression.

Carter: Well, I just liked the sound of the horn, the way he played. He had a sort of a

almost a delicate toudb him, which | seemed to have heard in later years in Paul Desmond
slightly. Gee, I dondét know how to explain

liked it. 1 heard him playinging the Bluesnd I thinkOld-Fashioned Lovand a couple of
other things, and | started copying his solos from the record.
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Berger: It was his sound, | guess. Was it his sound or what he was playing or both?

Carter: | think both, and héid not play a lot of notes, but he could get over the horn.

Every now and then hedéd | et you know it, you
of the instrument. | liked his approach.

Berger: What about any other saxophonist that might haveeraadmpression on you, and,

of course, weodore talking about 1923 or 0624.
around.

Carter: Wel | , you know, I candt remember that th
know that | used to like the sound\wlayne King the instrument, you know, the sound he

got out of the instrument, and he was the me
Berger: Some quote, ungquote fAjazz musi mpieths o hav

them, not what he was playing so much as just what could be done on the instrument. Do
you remember him?

Carter: Oh, definitely. He let you know what could be done on the instrument, and he let

you know that he could do it, you know. It was putelghnique, which was a dazzling

technique for the time. Gee, | mean, there was also a player around at that time that | think

came from Lexington, Kentuckgnother one that nobody around today would probably

remember or woulttave heard of, and his name was Leonard Fielad he was a fantastic

pl ayer. Gee, he got over the instrument | i Kk
recorded. I f he did, |l 6d I'i ke to find the

Berger: You mentoned that many of the white players would come in and sit in, and you
were not afforded that same reciprocal opportunity. Did you hear Jimmy Cairaky

Carter: Yeah, Jimmy Dorsey, Jack Teagarddrhosetwo stand out in my mind, those two
particularl y. There were others that | cané

Berger: Was there a feeling among the black musicians, any animosity because of the
barriers, that this could not be a tw@y street wherhese people came?

Carter: No , I dondt think so. Il think we didnot
glad that they wanted to play with us, and, you know, we welcomed them, and probably had

the society been a little different, they would havecawied us, the musicians themselves.

Yeah, you know, but that was the tenor of the times.
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Berger: Okay. Yeah, | think before we move on to Fletcher Hendeasdryour longer

stint with him, which came later, just touch onttha. you brought up a short stay with Duke

Ellington, which was also in 1926. | think it was a little earlier than your subbing for Don
Redmondwith Fletcher Henderson.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: How did you et the gig, so to speak?

Carter: | dondét know. They needed a saxophone p
Berger: You obviously must have known each other by then, to some extent.

Carter: Yes, i n . . you know, |  ddome,dbécauken o w . I
had heard his group, oh, gee, they played at a place called the Kentucksr@uibhink

they had Sidney Bacheh soprano. Now, how | got in there, one of the musicians must

have taken me @omething, but | remember going there, you know. | was probably

backstage or something, or hidden behind a curtain or something, or maybe waiting, wearing

a waitero6s uniform and carrying a tray or so
wasrobt t here as a paying guest at a tabl e. B u

have taken me? Oh, wBsibberMiley playing with them there? That would have been it.
That would have been it, of course. Yes, yes, at the Kieyp@Qlub.

Berger: So you heard Bachet there.

Carter: Yes,BubberMiley, Bachet, Charlie Irvion trombone. That was before Johnny
Hodges

Berger: So. ..

Carter: Did Bachet and Johnny Hodges ever glagether?

Berger:1 dondét think they were in the same ti me
Carter: | dondét think so, either.

Berger: What sort of impression did you have of Bachet? This was a very kind of different .
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Carter: Oh, it was different. Well, it was excitingpyu  k n o w. I probably d
enough about music to analyze what he was doing, you know, in a broad sense, but | liked it,
you know. He was saying something.

Berger: When you played with Ellington. . well, first, before wéalk about that, we

discussed what it meant to play with Fletcher Henderson in 1926, being a sign that you had
arrived as a musician and you were accepted. What sort of aura did the Ebagtbhave

at that time among musicians?

Carter: | dondét know. Of ¢ o was themost brigieal dEits timenigt o n
think, you know. But I think musicians looked up more to the [Fletcher] Henderson
Orchestrand its players. Couldnét tell you why,

Berger: Do you remember anything about the music that you played with Ellington? Was it
his own mostly?

Carter: Oh yes, it was his own tmastmeynbebut deada,on
remember.

Berger: And where, which hall or club was this?
Carter: It was called the Harry Richmond [phonetic] Clob 57" Street.

Berger: Thi s was [phanétic]Tyr o0 s

Carter: We | | | dondt know. |l may be wrong, but
but, you know, my memory is faded. [Intervi
Harry Richmondos. I dondét know.

Berger:1 donét know where | got Cyrods.

Carter: 't mi ght have been Cyrobds. It doesndt s
Berger: Al | right. Why dondét we talk a little b
came to join him on a regular basis. You ha
in...

Carter: You mean, but | wasnét a regul ar member

Berger: Well, if you were, for briefer periods [unclear].
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Carter: And | did record with them during that brief period?

Berger: Yes, and also arranged for them. Now, was théireethat you remember being
commi ssioned to write awhemyounermeohinit® Dbesthat F1 et c
[unclear] at all?

Carter: | donodot know. Il s there a recohelbnd@f my d
Berger Thereb6s one arrangement that | think we

you remembered, calldeDQ Blueswhich we thought it rang a bell. It was before you
joined the orchestra.

Carter: Ye a h , but I C O U te tiimch one. rVhoweratehiteHetcHer® r s u
Berge: To tell you the truth, | dondt remember.
Carter: Ye a h , I donot remember, either.

Berger: But by 1930 you were now a rferthelbrgest me mb e
period, | believe, for about fourteen months or so, and by this time Don Redmond had left.

Carter: To go with McKi ni{peopelicgZ; Cotton Pickers
Berger: Right. So was it sort of understood that you were nawggim handle most of the
arranging? Was that sort of . . . it went along with the job, or was that a more informal

[unclear].

Carter: | think it was quite informal. |l donodt
made, you know, any agreement alongse lines.

Berger: Did Fletcher ask you to arrange particular pieces?
Carter: Oh yes. Yeah.

Berger: 1 6d | i ke to talk a |little bit about arra
who fit in where. You mentioned Charlie Dixon, who is noeoftredited as being the . . .

Carter:r | dondédt know how much of his things were

Berger: That was in their early, really early period, and then first Don Redmond did the

bul k of Hendersonb6és arrangements, and then
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Carter: Yes, yes. But there were a couple of other arrangers, too. There was someone
named Ken MacomberDo you know that name?

Berger: [unclear].

Carter:r | dondét know how much he did for him. T
Joe Glover who . : . gee, | dondt remember all 0 |

Berger: What about John Nesb?ttDo you remember him as . . .

Carter: Did he do anything for Fletcher Hender8on

Berger: Yeah.

Carter: | di dndt know that.

Berger You dondét remember him at all as an arra
Carter: Oh, sure, but for McKinneyds Cotton Pick
Berger: But not for Fletcher.

Carter: Ge e, | dondt remember at the moment, no.
Berger Wel | , we sort of touched on this questio
obviously people would compare notes and, you know, musicians would compare what

t heydr e doi n gherahings ardd inedpveack aherh Was tthere anything going on

like that with people involved in this growing arranging as arrangements became more and

more necessary as larger orchestras came into being and the stock arrangements would no
longer suffice? \as there any interaction among arrangers as far as comparing notes and

how you handle particular situations, or were people working pretty much on their own?

Carter: Ge e, I donot know. I canot remember mu c
namesyou might suggest of the period?

Berger: Well, for example, you and Don Redmaseemed to be locked in sort of a
progressive . . . you know, you were following him sort of from various . . . in and out of
various bands and thing®id you ever remember sitting down with Don Redmond and
discussing anything?
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Carter: Di scussing anything? No. No, I donodt .

Berger: How about Fletchérs own arrangi ng? Now, when you
he doing ag writing?

Carter: | di dndét know him as an arrdngéeiri nkherhalt ¢
something Benny Goodmadmought out in him, you know.

Berger: Right. Do you recall any work &8t Horace Hendersphis work as an arranger or
any of his writing?

Carter: Yeah, some of the things that he did was very interesting, and they sound even good
today. Of cour se, sBigJohm 8peciaF | teht acth ew adss , H oyroauc ek
boy, there were some other things, but | can

Berger Was he known to be writing much for FIl et
mean, were there a lot of Horace Henderson chatteibooks?

Carter: | dondét think so, but there may have bee

Berger: So when you joined, what was the book like? Was it things that Don Redradnd
done before he left, primarily?

Carter: Yeah, mostly, for the mostept, and there were things, as | said, that other arrangers
had done, too, you know.

Berger: There seems to have been a development of arranging; seems to have been almost
guicker than the development of the soloist in jazz. If you listen to arrangefrant1927

or 0628 and then | isten to things that you we
devel opment, and | 6m just wgeadperiod.n.gmeampw t hi s
today, you think of a musical development that it would happee® t wo year s, yol

really think of any, at least anything worthwhile. But it seems in this twthree or maybe

four-year period from the early . . . and the same orchestra, like Fletcher Heddsrson

playingar rangements in 1924, 625, 626, and then
Keep a Song in Your Souwhich has always been cited as a landmark in swing arranging,

things like the rhythm switching from twiour to faur-four, or an implied foufour and then

actual fousf our . l Om just wondering sort of which
pushing in that direction so the arrangers would write things to accommodate them? Or did
you as an arranger pull the sotois wi t h  you? I dondt know i f ¢
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Carter: No, youodre making it quite clear. The o
too much thought. Il just did it, you know,
bestthat can say. You know, it wasndét any grea
know, start at the top of the page and see W

a sketch. | start writing and it just goes along as it flows, or as it refuflesv, which it
oftimes does. [Interviewer laughs.]

Berger: A lot of this whole arranging development seems to have been coming to grips with
the problem of incorporating the soloist someplace in all of this. Do you remember you
know having a conscus effort to decide, you know, well, we have these great soloists in the
Hendersorband. We have Coleman Hawkinge have Rex Stewaot whoever, Buster
Baileyand . . . do you remember grappling with this problem? You know, how do you fit
them into a written score and have them be [unclear]?

Carter: Well, I think all arrangers at that time, even still, you know, went through that. You
know, how b place a soloist, how to frame him, you know, where to place a solo within the
arrangement. That was never a really big thing with me. Just as | say, | just sat down and
did it, you know. If | heard this, well, | would write this. If | heard thatold write that.
[laughs]

Berger: It almost seems liké at least, following again the Henderson band as sort of the

model of this evolution of arrangidgthat it almost seems that the arrangements were trying

to pare themselves down into not more simpieléss choppy or, for example, the early
Redmondarrangements seem to have . . . you know, if you diagrammed them, you see

t hereds four bar s-baihteriude,iasd thendtswitchesrkeystaanod a t wo
three times,ancdhter e 6s a bri ef sol o section. Ther eds
trios and then trumpet duets, and, you know,
trying to see how much | can cram into one thréeute recording. Then it seerntsbe an

effort to smooth things out. Do you remember anything about this process of . . .

Carter: Unf ortunately, | dondt, you know. It hi
remember that too much. | candét say that |

Berger: It just kindof flowed out of him.

Carter: Ye a h . Then, of <cour se, otanydreeléetoftNien ow wh a
period was thinking about. But, as | say, | just sat down and took a piece of paper and pen in
hand not pen, excuse Mepencilin hand. | hate those guys that write with ink. [laughter]

| wish | could do it.

Berger: Wel | , t her e-o0u al ways white
)
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Carter: That 6s right. Thatds right, yeah.
Berger: Now there are guys who write with computer.
Carter: Oh yes, trthimg. 6s anot he

Berger: 1 t 6s even easier to erase than a pencil

Carter: [ | aughs] | 6m not familiar with that at
looked beautiful on paper. Well, | had some music copied recently, and the guy did it on
computerJust | ooked | i ke actual print, you know
Berger: Wel | , hereds another question. | 6m sur
anything concrete, and | dondot expect it.
thoughtpr ocess, and which youbére obviously not
: the creative juices are flowing, so to
why am | doing this, why am | terestingtgtrytarddat .
analyze these things, or just to arrive at

own playing to your writing, particularly early writing, in those, you know, the saxophone
ensemble passages that you began with agramger and have always incorporated to some
extent, how much of that is actually based on your conception of solo lines? Or is that
another subconscious . . .

Carter: Yeah, well, it could be. I think that anyone that writes like that, it kind o&tdist
itself as solo stuff. As |l ong as 1tb6s being
down then as the improvised content of the arrangement, that becomes the melody, you
know?

Berger: Right.

Carter: But | dondét knofwmusi nfgh,atibssnaét liitt2 | eT ¢ ome ,
[laughs]
Berger: Wel | , itds a complex process, |l guess.

Carter: Yeah, yeah.

Berge: Theredés no simple . . . |1 mean, itds not

you would playon aparticl ar pi ece; say, AOkay, |l 6m going

or five saxophones. 0 That didndét occur to
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Carter: No, no, but if | hum something to myself, it might be something | very well might
have played. Yeah.

Berger: Also, | guess . . . well, I guess it could be that you would . . . the same melodic

mind thatodés working, obviously, itdéds the san
play, you could then I ook at it anlekxordamy, A We
fast for it to be played as an ensemble. 0 E
Carter: Anyt hing that | could play could not be
complex, | canot play it. [l aught er] I f it
Berger: Wel | , | think the recordings belie such

move to another association after Fletcher Hendeesuhthat is Chick Webb
Carter: Oh, yes. Dear, dear Chick Webb.
Berger: Do you recall the circumstances of joining that great orctigstra

Carter: No, but, gee, what . . . I dondt know ho
of fered me the chai r ngthatChitkevasmat ihéhneusidian that | t 0s
Fletcher Hendersawas, but he had an uncanny feeling for good musicians, and everybody

knew that, and you were really . . . oh, you were given a feeling of importance when he asked
youtoj oi n his band, you know? And thatdés with
and in musicians, and he was some other kind of drummer, as you well know.

Berger: Could you contrast sort of the different musical styles of playing or the different
demands on you playing in the two orchestrddoes anything come to mind that . . .

Carter: No, because | think if they called upon me to play something, they wanted me to

play it the wayl played it, you know, and | would attempt to also play it as the music is

marked. As far as solos went, no one ever told me how to play a solo or even suggested, you
know. | wish they had. [laughter]

Berger Even | havendt doghter] ChitckaWepls adrudhmev.oYiow t . [ |
just alluded to his drumming.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: What comments on his style can you make?
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Carter: Gee, Chi ck was . . . |l dondt know who |
thing ofhis own, you know. | know that a lot of drummers tried to do what he did back then.

Berger: When you joined him, was there again some understanding you would be
contributing arrangements as well?

Carter: Wel | , 1 dono6t know mighbhave beematagin der st andi n
understanding, you know, just knowing that | could write, you know, and maybe | went into

the band assuming that | would probably write if asked to do so, or that if | took something

in, they woul d pl ay alwayswaitféor soméohedsask yaudoywsite y o u
it Youdd want to do something on a certai
youdd take it in and hope they would I|isten
like it, and hoped thatihtey 6d | i ke i t, they would play it
hoped theydédd play it the second ti me.

d
n

Berger: And that someone else would play it.
Carter: Yeah, right.

Berger: An arrangement that you did for him, likeza, for exampé, which was really one
of the greatest features for him as a drummer. Do you remember if he asked you to arrange
that for him, or did you decide . . .

Carter: | dondét remember. I't might have been so
because | likedhe tune at the time. It was very interesting at the time. It still is, of course.

Berger: | want to backtrack again just for a moment and go back to that period before
Fletcher Hendersgnvhen you had been elected leadethef Wilberforce Collegians
previously led by Horace HendersoMou came back on tour with them to New York, went
into the Savoy Ballroornm 1928, and do you remember anythabout that particular
engagement?

Carter: Mostly | remember after Horace left the orchestra and | was elected leader, we had

to have a pianist, so we got a pianist out of Detraat me d A Ga b [phporeticRbger s
dondét know what his first name really was.
fine pianist, and he came to New York and he played at the Savoy Ballroom with us. How

| ong he remained with us, ulghdonrn ®tvek mew,erbwto,t
contact with him again since that time, nor have | heard of him nor have | seen him. But
Gabby Roger s, |l 6d |I'i ke to know what actwually

Berger: We 6 | | a s Kphdpetic]. | Shaff
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Carter: | donnoowt tkhat he ever recorded. He may he
Berger The name doesndét . . . other than that a
Ballroom of course, became known | ater preme t he i

venues for swing and dancing. But not that much is written about it that early, in 1928.
What was your impressions of the actual hall at that time?

Carter: Well, it was a great place to play in and nice, spacious bandstands, of which there

weret wo . Lovely hostesses. Gee, did they

how they operated financially for the hostesses, whether they paid them or what. Because,

you know, we could play a pretty long, full arrangement, three, four, finates, so that

woul d be worth more than a di me even at that
one of the nice ones. It was probably about the nicest ballroom in Hamdeed, it was, by

any measure. @8 it was just fun playing with two bands all the time, you know. When we

played there, there was usually on the other bandstand opposite us the Savoy/Aultans

Coopebs Savoy Sultans, valvayshatedi@ahmave o followt t | e band
[laughter]

Berger: Was this as early as 19287

Carter: Maybe it wasnot.

Berger: Or was that later when you came back?

Carter: Maybe it was, yeah. Well, we had to play opposite somebody in 1928, even.

Maybe it was-ess Williams Before that there had been a band there called Leon Abbey

[ phonetic]. | dondédt think we played opposit

But definitely Fess Williams, yes.

Berger: What was the book like of the . . . which was now billed, | think, as Benny Carter
and His Playboy3

Carter: Savoy Playboys.
Berger: Savoy Playboys, which was the former Collegians, the Wilberforce Caikegia
Carter: That 6s correct. Correct .

Berger: What was the book that that band played like?
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Carter: Oh , I dondt r eme mb e thathele® onthe bookhsonmdghsh\gsby Ho
by me. Asa matter of fact, | think Fletchéad even given us some of his arrangements, you
know, probably that he no | onger played or s

Berger: The audiences in the Savthat early . . . this was primarily dancing, now. This
was not . . .

Carter: Not concert style. No, this was primarily dancing, yes.
Berger: This is what they came for.

Carter: That 6s what they came f or , harewasalvwayslai st en
crowd around the bandstand, just looking up at the orchestra and listening and not dancing.

Berger: So it was similar, then, to what the Savoy in its heyday, in the thirties . . .
Carter: Oh yes.
Berger: It was pretty much the same

Carter: Quite. Quite the same, yes.

Berge: Why dondt we move to your next associat.
Mc Ki nney ds Cwhicl again wRsiacother mstance of you sort of following Don
Redmond who had been musical director. How di

Carter: Well, I guess Bill McKinneyhad invited me to join the orchestra and wanted to
know if | would come to Detrajtwhich | did. It seems to me that Hilton Jeffersmml | were
in the orchestra together. Wer e we? Gee,

Berger:1 dondét think so, but itods

Carter: Maybe not.

Berger: ... possible. Do you think Don Redmond had suggested you? Is that possible?
Carter: I dondét know. He may have, yes. Il thin
McKinney.

Berger: You had been hired as the-salled musical director.
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Carter: Yes.

Berger: A ter m . . . Il dm not sure what that mean
what did that . . .

Carter: No. Bill McKinney was not the leader, either. He was the owner and the manager
and the booker and the employer, thére was a Roscoe Simmohghink his name was.

He was the dancer and singer and something, but at that time they thought they needed
somebody to front the band, other than just the player, you know. That was Roscoe
Simmons.

Berger: Do you recall the type of music that . . . you were musical director. Did that give
you free reign as to what the band would play, or were you under any constraints as far as
what McKinney wanted himself or what the bookers felt they needed or . .

Carter: Well, | guess all of that played a part in what we did. In addition to that is the fact
that they had quite a book, you know, when | joined them. How much | contributed to that

book, I dondédt know at this moment .
Berger: It always seemedbt me t here wasnbét much, |l mean, i
Carter: No , | dondédt think there was, too.

Berger: 1 6 m just wondering why that was.

Carter: Well, they already had a sort of expansive book, you know.

Berger: The music, at least the recorded music oKiioeyd s |, | dondt know ho
describe it. Il téds very different fatthen a ban
ti me. l'tdéds al most . : . sort of otomndgt nost
: even for that time, you know, of somet
ncommer(:|a|,c‘) unquot e. I dondt know.

Carter: Maybe, yeah.

Berger: Did you get any feeling of that, that this was a different kind of . . . they were
looking for a different kind of market or something with this band?

Carter: | donot k now.

Berger: Then again, the recordings may not be indicative of what was played in the . . .
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Carter: Certainly not of everything that was played, no.

Berger: Sure. lwantto ask. .. | think, chronologically, this fits in around this time, but it
may be a little earlier, and thatoés your ret
weekend many years earlier.

Carter: My return to the trumpet came, Ithirkk,f t er | | eft McKinneyos
Berger: Af t er McKi nneyos.

Carter: Yes, because Doc Cheathanras i n the orchestra with Mc
Berger: Right.

Carter: After | | eft MidlthenEmpirg Bairoonwith miy arahestaaand

| managed to get Doc Cheath#orplay with me in that orchestra. He knew that | was

interested in the trumpet, and so he encaaage to, you know, play. | told him, well, |

was afraid to play it. | was afraid it would impair my embouchure for the saxophone. He
assured me that it wouldndédt, because he had
why he had given up thexagphone, you know. But he was such a wonderful trumpet player,

and had a beautiful sound and a beautiful way of playing a melody. At that time, he never
played any improvised solos. He just played lovely melodies and led the section with that
beautiful,authoritative sound of his.

| remember that he used to talk to me about the trumpet and encourage me to play it at the

mi c . Heéd hand me his trumpet, with the mou
sitting, and me with no chops or anythingwduld just take it and try to play it. You know,

most guys would not want that. You know, | mean, most guys would not be offering you

their instrument to maybe become at some point a competitor, you know.

Berger: Sure, sure.
Carter: Buthe encourageshe, and he insisted, AOh, you wa
go ahead, play it.o He taught me a | ot of t

would get one and stick with it.

Berger: Now, this was when he was in your orchestra . . .

Carter: Yes.
)
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Berger: ...in 1932, when you first formed that orchestra.
Carter: That 6s right, at the Empire Ballroom

Berger: As f ar as you r e mewhbneyouweravtogetheyoMdidkotn ney 6 s
play trumpet then at all.

Carter: Oh, no, no. | might have talked with him about it, though, you know.

Berger But you werendét even fooling around on i
Carter: No, no. Il didndét own onaeereatt t hat ti me.
Berger Why dondét we talk for a moment about the
was really the first of your own great orchestras, not one that you inherited or anything like

that. This was one you put together.

Carter: We | | |l hope you have the personnel, bec
orchestra.

Berger: Well, yeah, we have at least at some stages of it. But when did the germ of an idea
of becoming a band leader come to mind? Was it th& 192

Carter: Experience? Maybe, yes. Yeah.
Berger: ... stint that might have put the seed in your mind about it?
Carter: Yeah, | think so. Yes.

Berger: Then you made the plunge and this was around the spring of 1932, | think, was
usuallythe . ..

Carter: | think some agent must have approached me about going into that ballrodnmd m
sur e. | candt remember it all

Berger: Was there a period that you formed this band without any regard to work, | mean,
just as smething to play music?

Carter: Yes . |l m wondering i f that might have b
have been after that time. | know that | did have a rehearsal band, and Chariglerry |
think that was around 193ough. Did I?
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Berger: Well, | think by 1933 the band was already working and recording, and | think this
rehearsal period may have been that earlier

Carter: Before, huh? It may have been, yeah. Cozy Guid at oa point Sid Catlett The
only reason that | 6m saying it . . . 1t seen
rehear sal band, because he didndt come to Ne

Berger: Right. By the time you went to get him, irtk it was with actual engagements in
mind.

Carter: Engagements, yeah, |l think youdbre right.
B_erg_er:OtherWise, |l dondt know that . a . becau
pianist . . .

Carter: Yeah, yeah, piandg, hat 6s ri ght . Sure did.

Berger: .. .in the original bandSo the musicians you recruited for your own first real

orchestra in 1932, they were all working and having other engagements, | guess, at the
beginning, beforgou got on somewhat firmer ground.

Carter: Yeah, | think so.

Berger: Do you remember doing a lot of writing to get a book together for this new
aggregation?

Carter: | must have done some, tdiut | dondét remem
Berger: Well, you asked about the personnel. Let me give you what we have from . . .

Carter: Okay.

Berger Thi s i s August, September. I think that
band would be, on trumpets, Leonard Dalzswis Bacor{phonetic], Dicky Wellson

trombone, Chu BerryHilton Jeffersonand Wayman Carvem reeds.

Carter: Now, is his the one that was at the Empire Ballro@ith me?

Berger: Well, this is the personnel that was in Boston [Massachuseéttsjou, which was
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Carter: Where in Boston?

Berger: ... for areview, theCocktails of 1932eview.
Carter: Did we go over this with Morrde

Berger: 1think so, yeah.

Carter: Tell me about it.

Berger: Well, it was a review in thBlew York Ageso it was in print tht this band appeared
under your leadership.

Carter: In Boston.

Berger: With Ralph Escaderdernard Addison. .
Carter: Tuba, Bernard Addison.

Berger: ...and &l Catlett

Carter: Gee whiz, I. ..

Berger: So that may have been one of the earliest paying engagements of this qrbbestra

Carter: | dondét remembedesatsall . dohdt Bosesmember
Berger: But you recall an Empire Ballrooengagement around this time.

Carter: Yes, | think so.

Berger That 6s with your own band.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: 1think the chronology that Morrdead done shows you opening the Empire
Ballroomi n February of 0633.

Carter: Yeah, | said thirty . . . oh, 336, oh.
)
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Berger: So t hat 6s a | itthtalte weadtreer .t al Aliln go fa btohuits, t
Carter:. Then the Empire Ballroom was 633.
Berger: Right.

Carter: So thatdés when | was trying to fool arou
gave me the mouthpiece.

Berger: Yes.
Carter: Yes, then it was 0633. See, I
Berger: Wel I , | think this rehearsal band

Carter: Was earlier.
Berger: Was 0632.
Carter: Ye ah , but Doc wasnot in that, Doc Cheath

Berger: Okay, so by the time you started playing the trumpet was even later, maybe even
1933, which you . . .

Carter: Yeah, it was later.

Berger: And you, several months later, were already recording on it.

Carter: Oh, really? Whatlid | record on it?

Berger: When you didOnce Upon a Time

Carter: Oh, thatdés right. That was 1933.

Berger: So your development on trumpet was even in a shorter period than we originally
thought.

Carter: | 6 m me s s ¢hdtime,peally.i t h
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Berger: Well, Doc Cheathamwa s not i n this band, at | east

SO...

Carter: No.

Berger But he could have been in and out; 1itods

Carter: | donoda. t hli ntkhisnk the first time he wor ki

Pickerswas at the Empire Ballroom

Berger: Well, we can fortunately still ask him. [laughs]

Carter: That 6s r i ghetme mblerlsope Heebs done a | ot of
Berger: Yeah, one or two since then. [laughs]

Carter: That 6s right.

Berge: Why dondot we talk about that Empire Ball
was around Februaryf 6 3 3. The Empire, |l guess, was s
Carter: Yeah, supposedl y. Wait a minute. | 6 m
book?

Berger: Yes.

Carter: That 6s not t he pise8alireompds actoss.the stréeh feom Ehen

Roseland, upstairs. And where was it that Doc Cheaphhmay ed wi t h me t hat |
about?

Berger: Well, | think that earlier, that by 1932 personnel may Hzeen [unclear].

Carter: Yeah, but 1 6m trying to think of the nam

Berger: The only other engagement | think we have in the chronology of that band earlier,
before the Empire, was a week at the Howard fn@aWashingtorD.C.]

Carter: No, there was a ballroom. Do you have . ..

Berger: The Lafayette Theatemaybe.
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Carter: No, it was a ballroom downtown on Broadway, angkidl two bandstands. The
other bandstand was Mal Halledind then the one that | thought was the Empire Ballroom
the band on the other stand was Paul Whiteman

Berger: That was the Empe Ballroom.

Carter: That was the Empire Ballroom. [unclear].

Berger: What about the Central Theaer

Carter: No, this was a ballroom I 6m talking abou

Berger: Okay.

Carter: Ye a h , it was a bal howthenm. Gee. Oh, I do

Berger: Wel | , 106l see if | can |l ook that up in
Carter: Gee, but . . .

Berger: But in any case, the Empire Ballro@ngagement, which was opposite . . . opening
night wasFebruary¥, 633, wi t hopposita.l Whi t eman

Carter: Yeah, yeah, that was the Empire.
Berger: Do you remember that evening? [laughs]

Carter: Not really.

Berger: 1 t 6s only been sixty yearts ago, I donodt
Carter: Yeah, thatoés right. No, |l dondt remembe
Berger Whhat about, while wedre on Paul Whiteman
Orchestr&

Carter: It was a good orchestra. It was a dance orchestra,dartht i me . |l donodt
whet her it was his regular number of men.

Berger: Well, yeah, he had, you know, a string section and [unclear].
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Carter: Ye a h . So | dondt remember mlyalt. ThityThen |
people, that many? Something like that.

Berger: Sure. Even more, sometimes.

right. Oh, he just h

Carter: Yeah, yeah, thatds
I ght .

yeah. Yes, thatos r
Berger: Did you ever meet him, ltlato him, either on that occasion or . . .

Carter: Maybe, but | wouldndét remember it, you Kk
Berger: Around this time John Hammorswrt of comes into the picture. He was following

the band and its formation, and was a bigdayours and it. He began writing various

pieces, particularly in th®lelody Maker Do you remember your first meeting up with John
Hammond, or did he just start appearing around?

Carter: No , | dondt remember how we met, you kno

Berger: He said lhat you kind of took him in hand and showed him where things were
happening uptown, which he . . .

Carter: Yeah, | showed him around Harlem

Berger: . . . wasnot aware of that much before t
Carter: Yes.
Berger That 6s true, then.

Carter: | think so, yeah.

Berger: | guess as 1933 progressed, and you began to get some more work with this band,
and it began to look like a more solvent kind of enterprise . . .

Carter: But it never became that. But go on.

Berger: But it looked like it. [laughs]

Carter: Yeah, yeah, it looked Ii ke it. Youdre r
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Berger: It had the potential, maybe.

Carter: Never became solvent, but go on.

Berger: You made a vgrimportant addition, and that was, of course, Teddy Wilson

Carter: Teddy Wilson, yeah.

Berger: Can you go over that again, how that . . . [unclear], | guess, or hiring [unclear].

Carter: I t hink wedd betotrevr pick up on that tom
Berger: Okay. We will.

Carter: Yeah, | think wedd better call ti me.

[Begin File 3]

Berger: This is the second tape and the second day of our interviews with Benny Carter.
lt6s nowW, ALYUIB,t t7he e vfih bothdayBWenleait pfbwsth hes first h t y
real big band around 1932, 1933, but before
couple of things that have occurred when |

follow up on. One was we went througle thpisode of how you left school involuntarily
before finishing the eighth grade and never went back for formal education. But obviously

thereds been a | ot of informal education t ak
and seem to have smdarge portions of your life just reading, not about music, about
everything. |l dm just wondering, did that st

were going to elementary school, were you continuing to educate yourself informally?

Carter: Oh , | dondt Kknow. You might say it 1ike
what | might have missed, or what | had surely missed, you know, in the way of formal
educati on. But, gee, I dondt kn aawalwleent her
pl anned. 't just . . . | 6ve al ways just gon
dondt . : . brought me to the other side of
Berger: So you never set out and said, 0@&ee, | 6 m
this in this kind of book, 0 but
Carter: | dondét remember that | ever unconsci ous
kinds of thoughts.
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Berger: Do you remember going to libraries, though, just informally or [unclear]?

Carter: Oh yes, yes. Yes, that | did.

Berger: On your own, just. ..

Carter: Yes, pretty much on my own, sure.

Berger: And what, would you just browse through things and pick out . . .

Carter: Yeah, and | would borrow books, you know, of course.

Berger: And notin any. ..

Carter: And | might add that | would return them. [laughter]

Berger: Well, if you still have any, the fines could be enormous at this point.

Carter: No, | have none that | borrowed.

Berger Because | know entoned &@uple af bdoksthatyod ve m
remembered from your childhood, really, that you were interested in seeing again. | just was
wondering how you came upon them in the first place, and | guess it was part of this process

of you would just go to a libraryprowse around, and find something that struck you.

Carter: | guess so. | dondt even remember title
Berger: So obviously you were a prolific reader even early on in life, and still are,

obviously. Did you ever try and write anything? know youdve written ma

Did you ever try any creative writing or even poetry or anything along those lines?

Carter: Well, a little poetry and probably some song stuff without music and written mostly
to my wife, Hilma

[recorder off]

Berger: What about any sort of prose? Did you ever try your hand at . . .

Carterr No, | never did. No, | wrote a |letter h
Berger: 1 6ve seen some of atsomeoftheentare publishableasigl | t h
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Carter: [laughs] Did you say publishable or punishable?

Berger: Publishable. Just turning the subject completely, but still dealing with the early
years, we talked about the sitting in, the jam sessions thate@uparticipating in, and that
brings up two questions. First, you mentioned one engagement; | think you were brought
along byBubberMiley. The proprietor was not too impressed with you and, you know . . .
got through it,Iguesf ut he wasnodot al l i nfatuated wi
other instances? Many musicians recall, you know, trying to sit in on jam sessions, being
over their head and older musicians letting them know it. Do you remember any rejections
of this sort early on?

Carter: No, gee, the musicians were pretty kind to me, | must say, and the word would
probably beolerant, particularly in the case of Bill Basieho used to . . . you know, | never
actually worked with his trio,ut he would always welcome me when | came in with my
horn, and, you know, AHi, kid, o you know.
But, no, | cand6ét remember actually that I
thrown off the bandstal, so to speak.

t h

i
w a

Berger: In jazz lore there are all these tales, and many involving you, among others, of these

epic jam sessions and people trying to carve each other up. | know that is very far removed

from your concept of music or just life in genetaut were you ever part of those things?
Are any of these stories true, of you going head to head waindso or . . .

Carter: Wel | , partly the stories are true. I
anyone, which, of course, maybes@mnething you could not avoid doing, you know, if you
were part of a jam session. In that day, | guess they did call it a cutting session, you know,
and oh yes, | was involved in many of those.

Berger: Do you remember any ones in particular where yallyremuch as it was against y
our basic nature, you felt that there was a sense of competition and there was a . . .

Carter: You mean locked horns, so to speak?

Berger: Yeah, any particular things come . . .

Carter: No . | 6 m s ur eong butnone of whech lecansay,cyauknow, with
any accuracy and name any names. Il just

talking about the early thirties.

Berger: Sure, or even the twenties, in some cases.
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Carter: Yeah. Yeah, eventitewe nt i es . That s right.

Berger: All right, we were talking about your 1933 band and how it moved from a rehearsal
band to an at least somewhat employed band.

Carter: You mean finally we found a gig, huh?

Berger: Right, one or two. You did a benefit for the Scottsboro Hpy®netic] and some
paying engagements, and then we remembered the name of the ballroom, fortuitously.

Carter: | think it was the Rocklin Palagphoretic], and that was something that we did for
or with John Hammond

Berger: Right. Right, in that very well publicized case of the young men in the South who
were accused of rape and were being railroaded.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: Can we talk now about the very important personnel change you made by getting
Teddy Wilsonand how that particular discovery came about?

Carter: Well, | thinkd not | think; | knowd we were playing. | was with Fletcher
Henderson and we were playing somewhere in mayb:
Island, Providenca

Berger: Yeah.

Carter: I t hink we played Providence atdplayed . . g
in Fletcher 6s b gatdmustihaved) be€aosg | rdmerdberithadtgree night we

were off, and he said, niCodne e ,sdied 0 si Ayob ar
play wit hd, Smookums Russebhonetic], was it, or something liketllah e says, fand
want to go over and say hello to the guys. o
Teddy Wilsonwho justimpressed megor eat | y. | said, fAGee whi z

you know. After that | always had him in mind.

At one point later when | had the rehearsal band, John Hamwemnttying to help me put

the band together and find some empleptfor me. He did not, however, invest any money

in me, as he said in his book, not even five cents. Really, he did not. There was no money. |
never asked him for money. There was no reason for him to give me any money. | had a

rehearsal band. lwan 6t paying the guys, and wherever
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venue that was donated, you know. So he did
finance.

Berger: Right.

Carter: But to continue on the John Hammahehg, when | weré and this is jumping
ahead, of courseewhen | did go to Europe . . . was it
just some months later when | was putting my band together, and | think by that time | had an
upcoming engagement. lemtioned to him that | had heard this pianist and | would like to

get him to come to New York I dondt know what the condit:i
We coul dndot tal k hithoughrcdrrespondemee or ghpne grviiateem o w
So | went to Chicagto meet him and talk with him, and this trip was financed by Hammond

to the tune of, | think, $150, or $160, to hit the correct figure. | drove there witnd fof

mine who had just bought a new Cadillac, a very dear and close friend, a most generous man,
named...hmm, Jesus...GeorgeRich | 6 m saying all of this to
Berger: About getting Teddy Wilson.

Carter: About geting Teddy Wilson. So we did talk to Teddy, and we convinced him to
come to New York, which he did shortly thereafter.

Berger: Had you spoken to him when you saw him in Woonsd&cket
Carter: Oh yes, | met him, you know.

Berger: You gotto meethimand. ..

Carter: Sure, yeah, got to meet him, yeah.

Berger: What did he seem like personally to you? What sortofa. ..
Carter: What was he like then?

Berger: Yeah.

Carter: Quiet, intelligent, a little unassung, even a wee bit shy.

Berger: Do you think that may have been the reason he needed personal coaxing to get him
to...
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Carter: Ye a h . Yeah, |l think he didndot want to |
the time, althoughe was originally from Tuskegee, Alabanhéelieve. But he was doing
well i n Chicago and probably didnodot realize

Berger: Now, by that time you had played with some of the greatastgts of the day
already, Fats WalleCount Basigor Bill Basie, | guess as he was known . . .

Carter: Yes, Bill Basie at that time.

Berger: ...and many others. What was it about Teddy Wdssn p|l ayi ng t hat yc
was different, that struck you?

Carter: We |l | |l mean, just to hear him, you know
dondét know.

Berger: | mean, at that time, | guess, coming out of the stride style . . .

Carter: Yeah.

Berger: . : . that was prevalent, atoodbythent ual |l y vy
Carter: Yes, thatds true.

Berger: So there must have been something that . . .

Carter: Well, | had also heard, althougihlad n 6t pl ay e danavlifett&that Art T a!
time that Teddy Wilson was the closest thing to Art Tatum at that time, you know. Gee, |
dondt know. He had the taste and the techni

many things about his playing all . . .

Berger: And when you came back, | believe the next day, you were already in the studio
with Teddy Wilsonback in New York

Carter: Is that right?

Berger: 1 think it was within a day or two.

Carter: Yeah, that J[unclear] . . . maybe thatos
after him, because we were . . . and actually, | think that was for a recording session that
Hammonchade®t wup and probably produced. So that
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Berger: Right. That was the Chocolate Dandizge.
Carter: Right, andOnce Upon a Timand a couple of other things, yeah.

Berger: And his playng on that certainly made everyone understand why you were so
enthusiastic about him.

Carter: Oh yes. Yeah.
Berger Whi | e wedre on those recordings, maybe w

those were in October, bimt April you had done some recording with your band, actually the
first other than that mysterious 1982l All Your Daydreamanomaly, | guess we might call

it, because iIitdéds not typical, Il think, of wh
Carter: No . Wel | , I donot remember t hat at al |,
Berger: Ri ght . ltds clear that youdre on it, bu

Carter: You candét wunderstand why.

Berger: Yeah, okay. [laughter] Well, | was going to put it mdiglomatically, but, well,
strange things happen.

Carter: Well, yeah.

Berger: Anyway, your own band got to record in a much more favorable light in March,

although the March one is sort of a strange date there, too. There are a lot of vocals, and this

is before Teddy Wilson. This is with Nicholas Rodrigoezpiano, but the band is pretty

much intact otherwiseYou have Chu Berrgnd Sid Catlett Justto refresh your memory,

t h e Bveng & Synthetic LoveSpike Hughe® ¢ o mp &is Bell Stamsmpege@ndLove,

Youbre Not .tThaese have 8enhycCarterMecals.

Carter: | was hoping that you wouldndét bring tha
Berger: [ | aughs] Well, | wono6t make

Carter: Knowing full well I could rely on your doing so.

Berger: We | | Il wonodot pltay tamem cfomrs oy au,i oinf. t ha
Carter: Pl ay them if you I|ike. I wonodot | isten.
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Berger But | 6 m just wondering, you know, this b
although . . . yeah, for about a year almost at this point, and this is youppstunity to

record them. | think this was another John Hamnmoduction for . . .

Carter: Ithink ... oh yes, surely.

Berger: ... for English Columbia

Carter: That 6s right.

Berger: Butther epert oire seems a | ittle strange, to
whet her you were . ) . you were not then kno
Carter: No, and I o6m stil]l not .

Berger: Well, I would say your vocal talents have come much nmothé fore in recent
years. But do you remember anything about how these particular pieces were done on that
first date, and why?

Carter: No , | dondt, to answer both of your ques
course, we were . . . part of itwls another gig.

Berger: Right.
Carter: You know, for every recording that we did, we got a check.

Berger: Sure. Was there a feeling that perhaps they might be more commercially acceptable
or commercially viable?

Carter: Oh, of course. That alwa entered into it at that time.
Berger: With vocals.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: And with these sort of, you know . . .

Carter: Yes, that might have been it.
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Berger: Well, just continuing with these recordings, then, sort of in 1933 in chronological
order, the next were several sessions with your orchdstsically for Spike Hughethe
English, or Irish, | guess he was, composer.

Carter: | think he was, yes.

Berger: He said in his memoirs thathen he came to New York and he heard your band, he
knew this was the only band that could interpret his music the way he wanted it. Was there .
.. it always strikes me, listening to them, and he has said that your arrangements were an
influence on himespecially thdRead Writingseems to have a lot of Benny Carter touches to

it. Did any of that occur to you as you were rehearsing his material with your band, that
there was some affinity between the two of you and . . .

Carter: No , | didndédt at the time see any. | res
freshness about it, you know, the writing. He was a very fine musician that did not seem to

have had much output, you know, and it sort of surprised me, especialpwifg years,

t hat I di dnot hear more from him. But no,
what | had been doing.

Berger: Because | think he had written that his major influences were you and Duke
Ellington, asfar as writing goes.

Carter: Really. |think he had sort of an original touch.

Berger: He also just . . . not to dominate the discussion, but he also wrote that one reason he
didndét ever try t hi sthathglzad reached aepmnatleyinthoseas t hat
recordings with you and with your orchestaad there was nothing else to be said with this

sort of . . . for him, you know.

Carter: Well, whatever he thought, | think he had muchrento say, and he should have
continued.

Berger: Then, now we return to that Chocolate Dandiae we mentioned in October of

1933, which was the first recordings with Teddy Wilsand then a few days &t. . . that

was a smaller group of some members of your band and some white musicians, namely, Max
Kominskif phonet i c] a fptondid] ang, ceputedyBNMez Reazjjphonetic]

bangng on the drums somewhere, but thatods not
another idea of John Hammand sort of have an integrated recording unit?

Carter: | think so, yes.
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l ater, and fdfat®d3BeQuitltodbsdoresdnte MighygSymphony in
Riffs[phonetic], andBlue Loy some of which are being recreated by the Smithsonian Classic

Jazz Orchestrao we want to talk a little bit about those pieces.

Carter: | donot remember much about t hem,

Berger: | was afraid of tht. [laughs]

Carter: Ye a h , and then | havenot hear d

Berger: Well, let me ask you a couple of things that occurred to me in listening to them.
but

t hem

Out of this really essential date, which has bedbrae overused worllcl as si ¢,

in jazz recording history, especiallpnesome NightandSymphony in Riffsvhich became

real

i n

standard pieces for big bands for years, and right up to the present. They are played by the

American Jazz Orchesteand by now the Smithsonian and many other bands. They were

also recorded, as you know, by Benny Goodn@ab CallawayGlenn Miller, Gene Krupa

and in your own mangement, or at least adapted from your arrangement. But on this very
important session, you hardly play at all as far as solos go. Any reason for that that occurs to

you?
Carter: | have no memory about them.

Berger: And on thewo major pieced,onesome NightandSymphony in Riffs
solo.

Carter: No, | donot. That s right.

N o,

you

don

Berger: Is it possible that you were more concerned with leading the sax section? Both of

those pieces, obviously, have very intricate saxophone ensemble passages. Is that something

you felt you needed to provide leadership in the sax section and concentrate on that? Was

that . . .

Carter: Possible. Probable. Yeah, you know.

Berger: But not confirmable.

Carter: No . Well, | dondét know what |

Berger: Right.
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Carter: | couldnoét tell you that now.

Berger: These pieces, specificallp,e v i | 6 s Loresdme MighySymphony in Riffs

were they things that the band had been working on before? Were these pieces that you had
brought to rehearsals that you had played at engagements, part of your book, so to speak? Or
were these thinghat you prepared specifically for these recordings?

Carter: | dondét remember.

Berger You dondét remember whether you had

Carter: No . No, Il dondt remember.

Berger: ...abook that, you know, included them and . . .

Carter: | might havehad, you know, yeah.

Berger: Particularly the reed passages on these 8ymphony in RiffandLonesome

Nights are things that, at least hearing modern orchestras doing them, requires a lot of
rehearsal . Youdve wor kesodmethingpbopls joshcemednaandn g i t
play at a session. Was there much rehearsal before these, or were musicians just better then?
Carter: No, | think musicians are better today, as far as reading and instant interpretation.
Musicians are definitely bett today. There are more musicians with more formal training,

mor e for mal musi cal education. But I O6m sur e
into the studio, yes. How | ong, | dondt Kkno
Berger: From the firstthe April recordings of your big band, the one with all the vocals and

that earlier session, to October, this one Byimphony in RiffandLonesome Nighighe sax

section is now expanded to four from three.

Carter: Oh, it was three before, huh?

Berger: Right. Obviously, that gave you more of a, you know . . .

Carter: You mean it was three without me or . . .

Berger: Three with you.

Carter: Oh , real | vy. | dondt remember that, even
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Berger: We | | then you wonoét tiknn[tawghst he answer to
Carter: No , no, I dondt know.

Berger: How did . . . having four obviously extended the possibilities.

Carter: Well, what did | do with three saxophones, what songs?

Berger: Thatwad. ove, Youdre Not the One for Me

Carter: Really.

Berger: ...Swing If Synthetic LoveandSix Bell Stampede

Carter: | dondét remember them at all, no. Only

Berger: Right. But with the foupart sax section, obviously you made the most of it in
writing these, well, what people have called complex block harmonies for saxophone.

Carter: They woul dnét call it complex today, no.

Berger: Well, as a gentleman fno Switzerlandsaid, just not more than an hour ago, he said

they still are considered complex, and heos
All right, why dondét we | eave some things th
that you might remember . . .
Carter: Well, all right, I might.
Berger: . : . and talk about . : . oh, before we

your recordings, and it struck me, we mentioned there was one integrated session of the
Chocolae Dandies with that titee anachronistic title, oddly enough; it was an integrated
band and later that year you also recorded with Mez Memmb his orchestra. | believe that
was an offshoot of some grandiose idea he had to tour witliearacial group, which never
came to fruition, but this was sort of a spith from that. Then you worked with Charlie
Barnet You recorded with him a year later and sat in with his band, playing trumpet.

Carter: [unclear], wa that one of the songs?

Berger: Right. Exactly.
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Carter: | 6ve never heard that, though.
Berger: Oh, reall y? Wel | | I 61 1 have to play it
Carter: No, |I...

Berger: Then another session with Mez Meamd with Bud Freemarand a little later in
1934, so there was . . .

Carter: What did | do with Bud Freeman? Il donot
Berger: That wasOld-Fashioned LoveApologies. . .
Carter: Oh yes. Yes, of course.

Berger: ...Send in the ViperandThirty-fifth and Calumet

Carter: Ye a h . | 6d forgotten t haow |l al ways was
Berger: 1 t hink thatdés your only recording with
Carter: Ye a h, | think thatodés the only . . . | 6ve

we went to Europe, and | think he was living in England for a while. Yeah, gee.

Berger: Andthati nci dent al | y, IBmithorpiaho| whichfivash Idelidvé, o n 0
your only recording with him . . .

Carter: Yes.

Berger: ... and Chick Webbn drums.

Carter: | s t hat ri.¢ghbse&all. | donoét

Berger: Quite a group. But, again, these were integrated recording units. Now, obviously,

touring integrated bands had not happened yet, but was this sort of a novelty for the time? |
mean, there have been some in the past, but . .

Carter: | di dndét know anything about that idea o
thatos all |l remember. There may have been
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Berger: But the actual recording, mixed recording group like that, was that something that
seemed different at the time to be doing, or
about playing with white musicians who were coming in.

Carter: Well, the thing is it might have been unusual, but | never thought of those things. |
me a n, tiryhgro glogs over what the realities of what was going on in America at that
day and, of course, as we know, still goes on, but | never thought in those terms.

Berger: So to you it was a perfectly natural one.

Carter: Yeah, you know.

Berger: If . .. compatible musically, then you can do whatever you want.

Carter: That 6s it, and we were, yeah.

Berger: | want to ask a little bit . . . now your band is getting some wamkfact, one

important engagement was héetApollo Theatem January, and your band was the first to
inaugurate the new big band policy at the Apollo.

Carter: Was that 1934 or 0357?

Berger: 0 3 4.

Carter: 0 3 4 .

Berger: In January.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: And we might @d we just learned of the death of Ralph Cooper

Carter: Yes.

Berger: ...who | believe was then master of ceremonies.

Carter: He was Mr. Apollo.

Berger: Yes, as he was right up until recently.

Carter: T h at 0 sHe was,gndeed.
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Berger: That Apollo Theateengagement, was that something that brought more attention to
your band and made it more commercially viable or . . .

Carter: We | | | ¢ ato thdse timés) bntk wobldisaykthat it would be, you know,

because if we played to a rather large audience for two weeks, which we did do two weeks

there, and maybe a . . . well, of course, | think every engagement you do, even to today, it
broadensyouas udi ence, you know. You hope that the
havendot been part of your audience before.
that.

Berger Can you describe something aboutandvhat th
what the show was like and what the schedule was like?

Carter: Oh yeah. Wel | | | dondt remember what it
became very tight, you know. We used to do five, six shows a day, with maybehauralf

filmin between, you know. When you walk off the st
hour, and that would be time for a short fil

like at that time, because, | guess, we were part of initiating the policy.

Berger: Right. So there wasno. ..

Carter: Yeah, there was no real format yet established.

Berger: There was also no theme song established at that time until you established one.
Carter: Yeah. [sings]l May Be Wrongand . . . yes.

Berger: Yeah, how did that happen?

Carter: | dondét know, just picked a tune, you kn
a matter of fact, | think thatoés something |
Berger:1 donét think so.
Carter: | d o n &d. [laughs] n k
Berger: Not a bad one to put on the list.
Carter: That 6s right. We 61 | have to put it on t
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Berger: But was that like a sptof-theemoment thing, because did your band have a theme
song of its own?

Carter: No . No, we didndét, no.
Berger: And they asked you for . . .

Carter: Yeah, we just did something, and we picked that out. Maybe somebody in the
orchestra suggested it, but jJjust exactly how

Berger: And then itstuck for fifty years. [laughter]
Carter: That 6s right.

Berger: It was a good choice, then.

Carter: Yes.

Berger: 1 6d | i ke to move to just some general ob
going to discuss how this great 1933 orchestra begamtortunately, disband because of

|l ack of work and, well, thereds a | ot of eco

of people through the years, writers especially, have found it uneasy discussing your career in
terms of commercial succegsrsus artistic integrity and versus musical integrity and all of

t hat . As you sai d j us t-rangeplan or,you knowl, pono jast letr e a | |
things pretty much happen as they happen and deal with it that way. Many of the writers are
aways lamenting that your bands were perfect, musically. They had wonderful soloists, the
greatest arrangements, and theyore always | a
commercial successes. And | think you said at one time that none of youebandsade

money, that you had to, you know, subsidize them through arranging and film work later on

and things I|ike that. But at times you did
unquote, but how did you reconcile these two? Didyoubhavd i ne beyond whi ch
candét goo to make this thing a success, even
Carter: No , I dondédt think it was that. As | say

but I will admit that there are times when | hadngone other than myself or other than a
member of the orchestra doing arrangement here and there, thinking maybe it could be . . .
lead to some commercialism or some commercial success. As you know, Glend Miflem
jumping ahead few years.

Berger: Sure.
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Carter: He was a very fine arranger, too, but his hits were all done by somebody else, you
know.

Berger: One of the most renowned historians of jazz, Gunther Schiéilerdevoted in his
recent bookThe Swing Erahas devoted quite a bit of space, sort of retrospectively trying to

explain youd quote, unquo@if ai | ure, 06 at | east commerci al

what he had to say and ckegfora defense butacamment any

on it, if thatodos all right.

He said [reads], #fAlt is possible that Carter
strong enough to assert itselfodosn Ahdess,pubhgoc
andCallawag s di d, and | have here purposely <cite

temperaments. It can be that in our musical society anyone as richly and diversely talented
asCarter is to some extent rejected because the public and the music business prefer a single
clearly identifiable, marketable personality, not a maitked marvel who resists being fitted

into the standard, predeter mirkegod? pr of essi ona

Carter: Wel | , maybe heds quite right there. I d
may be a little strong on is what, something about me being so talented or something . . . I ..

Berger: That your talent was too diversetoassetts el f i n t he publicds
Carter: We | | | dondt know that just my talents.
than one thing, you know, reasonably well b i
What are they, yoow Kmeaealotdeeoplethatddwhatbdo k n
and do what | have done and . . . I dondot kn
into little pieces, you know, and not looked at as a whole. You know, like an Armsteng

was a trumpet player and a singer, of course

know. There are other people that played more than one instrument and played them well,
and wrote and composed and .rvationsarevery,deoyn 6t kno
correct.

Berger Let me read you some more and see. He s
made . . .0 Oh, | etds start a little earlie
like a thread through his big ihé career. Musicians were almost always unanimous in their

praise and respect for Carter, while at the same time his bands never achieved much public
appeal. This has mystified musicians and many jazz writers, but the aural evidence of

Car t er Oasd etrly fortiels re@lings, virtually all his own arrangements, bear clear

testimony that Carterd6s music | acked that el
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which success iIis based, artistic or yimommerci
to make.

Carter: | think the point that heds trying to ma
orchestras, and | feel this myself, never ha
sound redundant . . . but an identifiable identityy ou k n o w. Ge e, | donodt

well analyzed. Yeah, | really do, and | agree with him.

Berger But on the other hand, you know, not
you. You certainly donohd Butsoendny indsiaidns Hareo m me
i mmedi ately heard something and said, AOh, t
Well, maybe itds the arrangement theydre hea
mention . . .

Carter: Yeah. Well, maybe thatMaybe it might be a identifiable, but not only identifiable.
|l tds more than that. |l tds got to have the ¢
that, obviously, was not enjoyed.

Berger: One more quote from Mr. Schuller [ reads] ACarter and hi
understood, | think, that producing a wethearsed band is in and of itself not enough to

impress an audience. What counts is what happens, so to speak, between the lines, the
excitement that collectiveusic making can generate and the subtleties of nuances of

blendings and balances of musical sensitivities and relationships which can be developed and
achieved only over a period of time. If one observes with what extraordinary patience and

creative stik-to-itiveness someone like Ellingtotnur t ur ed hi s orchestrads
often stumbling and |l earning by trial and er

Carter: | have no probl em waopinibn, amdnyuchaofit | dgteeavtith. Tha
Yes, really. I mean, | <certainly dondt comp
different, you know. | have the greatest respect for Ellington and always have, as everyone

has and should have. Butthas s omet hing | dondt do. I don
to what someone else does. | do what | do, and they do what they do.

Berger And the critics analyze what you do, and

Carter: Ye a h . Yeah, you Kk nmhe mostpargthey doitwdlleli r | ob,
certainly think that Gunther does it well, exceptionally well, really.

Berger Whi | e wedre on the subject of criticism,
interview today a recent piece in | guess it dasz Tinesor Down Beatthe blindfold test
with Lee Conant§phonetic].
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Carter: | think it wasDown Beat
Berger: Down Beatin which they played for him one of your recordings.
Carter: Oh yeah.

Berger: And you said you appreciated . . . he so
what he said then.

Carter: Well, I think that what he said and the honesty he expressed | was greatly impressed
by, you know, and | 6 dimsarajikedhmaand appteciated whatwa y s K
he di d. |l even respect him further because
else there is for me to say about that. He said it, and I . . . you know.

Berger: Yeah. Well, actually, | think when weme to the forties and the Charlie Parker

era and all that, weoll read the quote and n
pertain to the influence of Charlie Parker on soloists and on you in particular, or lack of
inffluence, whatever. So 16d |Iike to deal with 1

Carter: Well, the influence of Charlie Parker has been just unprecedented, really.

Berger: But | guess not enough, according to Lee. [laughs]

Carter: No, no, no.

Berger: No, | know.

Carter: Hedi dndét mean that. No, no.

Berger: No, | understand.

Carter: | know he didndét mean that.

Berger But weo |l | read the quote again and get i
Carter: All right, whatever you like.

Berger: Whi | e wedr e on t Ismvetsus priistc intedrity and therige; Ic i a |

just wanted to raise a question that seems to come out in many of the recent jazz textbooks,
again, one of these oversimplifications. Whenever they deal with the bebop era, one of the
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things that supposedlystinguishes it from its preceding eras of jazz, is that now the artists

are . . . well, the musicians éreuote, unquot@iar t i st so or f@Aserious mtL
opposed to entertainers or people serving functional . . . playing for dancers and things like

tha. Is that something that . . . | mean, did it ever occur to you in the late twenties and in the
early thirties, the period webre speaking, o
serious artist, that you were an entertainer?

Carter: No,thatng e r occurred to me, and | had no r ec
you using the wordrtist interchangeably witimusician or to differentiate?

Berger: Well, | think that the wordartistimplies somewhat something more elevated, that a
musican could be a musician just serving a functional purpose, whereas an artist is a creator.

Carter: You mean if youdre playing for a bar mit

Berger: Right.

Carter: | see.

Berger That 6s not my noti on.

Carter: But ypoluabyrieng at Carnegie Hall, youbre an

Berger: Exactly.

Carter: | see.

Berger Thereb6s this notion that this idea of | a
mean, thatds the idea we get convewsgtdn. i n man
Did you, Teddy WilsonColeman Hawkinsonsider yourselves artists?

Carter: Wel | , we never thought of the term. Il d
considered themself, himself or hersdljust thought of myself as a musician, which 1 still

do. Butif somebody else wants to call me an artist, | suppose | am as well.

Berger: What about the worderiou® They were always talking :
Carter: Well, that has no meaninggecause | think every . . . you know, the guy that plays a

har monica, and | do nghonetiojd mean justtheguy Wioplays Ti | | n

the harmonica in a blues thing or something.
[laughter] What was your question again?
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Berger: J e e z, I think I 6ve |l ost it again. No, t
thatos sort of what wedre nudging towards.

Carter: Yes, art versus commerce, or art versus commercialism, marybemething. |

dondt Kknow. They can be different, and they
know. But how to analyze and separate the t
the top of my head unless | had time to do a digsen. But yeah, | know what you mean.

Berger: For example . . . you were going to say something. Go ahead.

Carter: Well, | was going to say that, speaking of artists and commercialism, gee, how do
artists become mul t i mercidl? Youknow beitghe fadt thatyoe y 6 r e
make a | ot of money doesndét mean that youdre
Berger: | guess the differentiation might be that somebody is changing his art or doing

something in order to make monea, opposed to just doing whatever it is that the muse

leads him to do and it happens to sell as well. Just off the top of my head.

Carter: Wel | , the muse, whatds the color of the
what the green muse is,theapht y Amer i can dol | ar . Thereos
after that, because thatds our society and w
Berger But obviously you, iif it wasndét a for mal
. there were some thingsyouwod n 6t do. Letds put it that w
Carter: And an addition to that is there are som
| 6m fully aware and have al ways been. [ Ber g
Berger: Well, lwas goingtojusttie one exampl e, something tha
it means, exactly, but maybe 106l throw it o

anything.
Carter: | can throw it back, huh?

Berger: Throw it back, harder. The music you were writinghe thirties, these classic
arrangements that we are discussing and have been celebrated, not just yours but things that
were being written for Fletcher Henderséor Count Basiga piece like your, sagymphony

in Riffs Now, | gatherSymphony in Riffs a piece that was written in around 1933. You

probably played it, i f not . : : if you wrot
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your band then played it dances and the regular venues that you were working, which were

dances, ballrooms. | guess thatodés the pri ma
Carter: Yes.

Berger Now some sixty years | ater youdre taking
concert halls |l tds being analyzed by musico
music Iitself hasndét changed; i1itds the same p
dondt know what it is, but dgemeanasngt®ygomet hi ng

that this music is now taken out of one context and has suddenly become the highest form of
art, capable of dissertations, analysis, and performance in concert halls?

Carter: Wel | , 1 d&dm not one of ttheenugceopl e who put
Berger: In the first place.

Carter: Yeah, you know, so | think this has got
that question with any degree of intelligence.

Berger: 1 6m not even sure there was a question t
Carter: Well, you know, yeah.

Berger: But is this phenomenon, is it at all intriguing to you, that things you were doing that
long ago for a different purpose are now serving this new function?

Carter: Not particularly intriguing, | might say, but Imustsay 6 s gr ati fying, vy
cour se. But , no, I dondt know how to commen
Schullers

Berger: All right, well . . .
Carter: And the Wynton Marsalises.

Berge: Whi |l e wedre discussing commercialism ver
it occurs at this time in your careeandt hat w
your relationship with him and his tying in with ydoand or with your publishing. What

exactly was your connection with Irving Mills, when did it start, and what did it do for you, if
anything?
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Carter: Oh yes, I must certainly say that

because he wabé first person to be interested in my music. As a matter of fact, he came to

a club and heard the orchestra playing some
had a little riff that we played, out of which | wrote a song calikaes in My Hart, and he

heard it. Irving Mills was the first publisher that was interested in my music. | had not even

tried to peddle anything, and he made the overture to me that he wanted to do this song. So
following that, we did a nmber of things . . . | use the tetogetherightly, because, of

course, other than that song, to which he wr
that he was actually involved in anything else that | wrote other than as the publisher,

whetherhis name was on it or not.

But, you know, | 6m certainly glad that he ap
it enough to publish it, which | always say that Ellington was also a great recipient of Irving

Mill sbéb interestnoéitn khniosw nhuosw cf,araned Ili ndggt on mi
there notbeenanirvingMilsh at bel i eved i n him. Il know ¢t}
Mills putting his name on music to which he had really not contributed anythinkye lalidl

make a contribution, in that he nurtured it, he . . . | imagine he financially assisted the band
because of Dukes t al ent as a composer, which, of <co

publisher, and | think he was also thamager at the time. | think | have an old picture from
Fortunemagazineor something, when Duke arrived in London on his fist trip there. Irving
Mills was with him as the manager.

So, but as far as my involvement with Irving Ijlit was always cordial and, you know, as |

say there, you know . . . he himself, | suppose, was not without talent, certainly not as a
publisher. He was a fine publisher. But he
Berger: You mean he |tdasedtunésthuh® rllaughs] a l

Carter: Uh ... well, you can read between those lines.

Berger: [ | aughs|] |l mean, one view might say tha
publ i sher. Okay, he publ i s hesammanseventhing? He 6 s
Carter: | dondédt know, but that stil!]l happens tod

artists, if they are brought a good song that they want to record, they want to put their name
on it, or short of that, at least they want itheir publishing company. But in many

i nstances, |l 6m told that there are names put
really contributed nothing. But | candét say
Mills, and bmugraiefut say that I
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Berger: Wel | , whil e wedbre on that topic, It seem
bandleaders to add their name to a piece written by a sideman, particularly.

Carter: True.

Berger: Sometimes not just add it, just substitute thaime.

Carter: Wel | , you know, l 6m told that thatods bee
Consequently, 1 6ve never had a hit. [l aught
: : no, no, | 6m wr on g.becahemhit becaussneysqpament | y ,
wasnot on it

Berger Wasno6t on it. | see.

Carter: Yeah, so I 6m getting all mixed up here.
back to Irving Mills, Irving Millsand Duke Ellingtorwere both very lucky in each other.

And the thing about Irving Mills is that he recognized what he heard as something

extraordinary. There were plenty other publishers around, plenty of other managers. They
didndét pi ck up, acdrEllington has béen d greltibdnéfisiarydas well, of

course, as Mills himself.

Berger Di d you ever run across anything |ike th
awar e . . well , weol Il get i nhow,sdbjedt. Butmusi c,
where you might have been working as a siden
|l i ke to do this with the band, but 16d I|ike
Carter: | 6ve never experienced that, no. Never.

Berger: | notice when you play a sotige in a club today even, you play a song like, |
think, St ompi né aDonbeé 8ea ordGdmathingWauyo out of your way to
indicate who the true, original composer was and annahatseandso, whose name also
appears on it, was not the composer. Isthat. ..

Carter: Wel | , you know, that happens | [ploeetichfars e
an example. | was there when he wrote those s@tgap i n 6 a t andDhoen 63 a vBoey
That WayandIf Dreams Come Tryeand Chick Weblplayed them. And | know that Benny
Goodmanwho had his name on them when he recorded them many gearsb far as |

know, he had nothing to do with the tunes. But, as you say, you know, a lot of bandleaders
and singers do that.
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But another thing is that as good as the material is, it may not have had the wide distribution

and all of the many performaes and gotten to as many listeners if it had not been for the

Benny Goodman performances. Whether it would have done as well without his name is
another question, which I think it certainly
contributed anytimg to the success of the material. If he had said Irving . . . Edgar Sampson

and George Gershwithen that would have been different, you know, Gershwin having

quite a reputation as a songwriter; or Iraghevrin, as the lyricist.

Berger: Ok avy . Why dondt we move on with your
discussing youorchestra, and unfortunately, the orchestra did not last much beyond 1933.
Beginning in 1934, whatever engagements you had began to kind of dry up. Do you

remember this period at all? Were you frantically working to keep this group together, or did
you see the writing on the wall?

Carter: | was frantically working to pay thent and keep up the payments on the car.
[laughter]

[Begin File 4]

Carter: But | wasnét frantically working to keep
wanted to, but frantic is not a word for me. | was always looking forward and hoping bette

things would happen. But no, | was not frantically working to keep it together.

Berger: You began to do some arranging outside; well, you were doing that all along, but it

seems that this intensified sort of as the band began to disintegrate ok agawdreginning

to become more sparse. | 6d | i ke,oething si nce Ww
you were doing in 1934, you began to arrange for his first big band.

Carter: Yeah, thatods when t heogHaljphonetic],doeforethbe Bi | |y
even got the radio show. What was that show?

Berger Let 6 s? Dance

Carter: You Need a Biscujphonetic] or something2 et 6 s,hth& n c e
Berger: King Biscuitor something?

Carter: Somet hi ng. |l dondt know. Yeah.

Berger: And then the famouks e t 6 s brBedaastse
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Carter: Famoud et 6 s hbamdeast s. That s right.

Berger: Do you remember how that association asmie Goodmands arranger
happened?

Carter: No , I dondt remember. These things just

Berger: What about your actual acquaintance with Benny Goodman? Had you already met
him well before that?

Carter: Yeah, I think | met him with and through John Hammond

Berger: When you began to arrange for thee t 6 s brBaalagastseand this is something

that seems to have almost been overlooked entirely. Everyone thinks Benny Goodman

Fletcher Henderson t hat 6 s it . But you actually arran
Fletcher Henderson did, and were the first arranger for this orchestra that he took into Billy
Roseand . . .

Carter: | dondét know that | was the first arrang
for him, too.

Berger: And fortheL e t 6 s brBadaastsedid he tell you sort of what he wanted, in terms
of types of arrangements?

Carte: 1| dondét remember that he did, and | thin
searching. You know, wanting to listen to what anyone would do, and then he could say,

AThat 6s it. o So that 6s rgon, Blétchd Whenheheard hap pen
FIl etcher sing, he said, AGee, thatoés it. T h

Berger: When you arranged for this Goodman orchestra, did you ever rehearse them on
your material?

Carter: | was probablytheretbt | dondt remember. That 6s a
Berger: Well, this is all a long time ago.

Carter: Yeah, thatodéds what | 6m saying, yeah.

Berger: As your band finally broke up, you . . .

Carter: For the umpth time, or the umpteenth time.
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Berger: [ | aughs] And was to again years | ater,
Carter: Yes, indeed.

Berger: You yourself went from being a leader of your own orchestra playing in many of
the leading venues, you went to becoming a sideman again . . .

Carter: That 6s right.
Berger: ... this time with Willy Bryant
Carter: Oh yes.

Berger: Do you remember your feelings at the time? Was this a letdown? Was this just
another way of getting . . .

Carter: Just another step in sendirection, hopefully, the proper direction, and good to
have a job.

Berger: And what sort of band did Willy Bryariave?

A

Carter: | dondét remember. | really donodot. Ther
dondt vedverinekrd.l 6

Berger: | believe you played trumpet, mostly, with [unclear].

Carter: Ye a h . Wel | |l didndédt play saxophone at
the trumpet section.

Berger: Was that one reason you joined? Did you wantdrk more as a trumpet player?

Carter: Wel | , it was one reason, but | guess the
[l aught er] We candt escape that, Ed. We c a

Berger: Okay.

Carter: Yep.
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Berger: Some of the musicians haweplied, if not stated outright, th@tl think Ben
Webstedidd that [when] you joined the band, you became musical director of Willy

Bryanb s band. Was t hat

Carter: | may have. It was a very short stibtit Willy Bryant was not a musician. He
didndét play an instrument. He didndét read
somebody giving him some musical guidance.

Berger But as f ar a stayoomal araagemdntl[unclearfjoinwa s n 0
Carter: No, no, indeed not.

Berger: |think the next step in the Benny Carter saga is your leaving for Europe in 1934.
Carter: 6 35 .

Berger: Excuse me, 1935. This is after your final engagement in the U.BBh whs with

n

Willy Bryant, and you accepted an offer to join Willie Letvis band i n]. ®aris [ Fr ;

you remember how that offer was tendered, as they say?

Carter: Well, it was tenderetly my having received a telegram from Willie Lewis,

actually, in Paris, offering me the job, you know, if I would like to come to Paris and play
with his orchestra. |l dondt know how | ong
like to do it, awl | did.

Berger: Was traveling to Europgomething you had had in the back of your mind
previously, or was this sort of a new [unclear]?

Carter: It might have been, but not necessarily. But | guess we all, you know, think of
going to faaway places at some time in our lives, and whether it was Europe or anyplace
else. But it would probably have been the place | would be more interested than any other
place at that time.

Berger: The wordexpatriateis often used to describe this groafpAmerican musicians

who settled in Europe at various times from the thirties right up until, you know, probably the
sixties and seventies were another leading period for that. | think you mentioned that word
has always not maybe bothered you but puzgtedas to . . .

Carter: Yeah, it still does. l 6m not sure what
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Berger: When you went to Europe . . . | think it implies sort of a rejection of your original
country and an intent to remain in the new country.

Carter. That 6s the feeling that | kind of had.
know.

Berger: That was not applicable to you?

Carter: Oh, indeed not. No, I ... no, I went, and | stayed almost three years. When |
returned, | had really intendeging back, but, of course, Mr. Hitlerterfered with that.

Berger: Did any negative feelings about . . .

Carter: | might add that | intended going back for a visit, not to become an expatriate,
okay?

Berger: Right. Right. And you eventually did go back for many visits.
Carter: That 6s right. | Om going back next week.

Berger: Right. [laughs] While you did not, obviously, reject the United Statelssay,

AThe hell with i tropef olré nm hgeo irnegs tt oo fl invye liinf eE uo
Carter: No.

Berger: Wer e there any negative feelings that ma
try this for a whileodo? Negative primarily

Carter: No, but there were negative feelings, buré¢hare still negative feelings. But they

dondt overweight or they donét outweigh the
ours, you know, of which | am a member, proudly. But | guess | just wanted to go there. If
somebody had oemetochinad WiWi Il | yywuc come t o anywhe
anything would be a welcome exposure to anot
the United States t oo mdocihstance. |IS6Wentio Ewope b een
before | went to California, you know.

Berger: What sort of music did you find that you were playing with Willie Levais band?
Carter: Well, Willie Lewis was a clarinetist and saxophonist who had gone to Ewritipe

the Sam Wooding Orchestr&o, you know, it was sort of as a jazz orchestra, but we played
mostly society music, because we played in a club called the Chez Flarehg®stly
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people who would todabe considered . . . the clientele, at least, were people who today

would be considered members of the jet set, you know. | guess those are the people we were
playing for. We played for dancing. Primarily, it was a dance band, and you played a lot of
melody, you know, with very little improvisation. You know, they played all the show tunes
and things like that.

Berger: You eventually began to contribute some arrangements to Willie Lewis.

Carter: Yes, | did.

Berger: But those were anything lutquae, unquotd i s oci ety musi c. 0
Carter: Yeah, yeah.

Berger: How did you get away with . . . did you sneak those in, or were those . . .

Carter: Well, you know, there were very few of those, really, in what we played. | mean, |
wrote very few ofthose and as youdre saying, we might h

Berger: Was it possible they were mostly for recording, because they were recorded.

Carter: | dondét remember. No, | dondt remember.
Berger You dondét r emember gularrepdrteirg of thearchestmar t o f
Carter: No , |l dondt remember.

Berger: When you got to Paris, aside from playing in this sort of society, more staid kind of
thing, you also were jamming with people like Django Reinhardt

Carter: Right.

Berger: Can you just tell us a few things about Django and your impressions of him when
you first came across him?

Carter: Notmuch.Ther e wasndét much to know about Dj a
verylittte t o say. Thatdos being redundant, isnot
maybe a little on the shy side, and maybe that was more because being around American
musicians and not speaking English, and we not speaking French very well, yquhatow
probably was part of his feeling. But | cou
you would read about him, maybe, certainly not as much, because the people that have
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known him much better than | did have written rather widely aboutltie) for instance,
the Charles Delaundys b ook, you know, on Django Reinha

Berger: What about your impressions of his playing? Was this sort of a revelation, that
someone in your . . .

Carter: Oh, sure. Sure, it was a revelation, as it was to everyone. You know, it was most
unusual, and especially with his, oh, what would you call it? His . .. | guess what you would
call a handicap was certainly no handicap to him, and that meant tmeal$¢he use of

two of his left fingers on his left hand. But for some reason he overcame that and, boy, how
he did.

Berger: Eventually you went to England, and that, | believe came about through your friend,
long-term friend, Leonard Feather

Carter: That 6s right. We had never met, and | g
would be interested in coming to London [Englptawork for the BBC [British

Broadcasting Compaihgs an arranger. That was very interesting to me. | corresponded

with him and answered, of course, in the affirmative, and he worked out a deal with the BBC

for me to come there. 1think | went there in March of maybe 1936.

Berger: The arrangements for the BBC were a somewhat different instrumentation than the
so-called dance band or big band writing you had been doing. What sort of instrumentation
was involved in your . . .

Carter: Oh, boy. 't 6s kinutofl sddon &t of e memh eor s a
trumpets, maybe three. |l dondt remember wha
the rhythm section . . . |l know that . . . I

what was the radio staff band attthiene.

Berger: And it had a string section at this time.

Carter: Yeabh, it had some strings, yes.

Berger: You were not playing with him. You were just writing.
Carter: No, | didnot play at al/l

Berger: Right.

Carter: | coul dndt plgyanEnglandmethetmnet t o
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Berger: So you were basically a fulime writer for the band.
Carter: That 6s right.
Berger: What sort of output did you have to [produce] for them for a weekly . . .

Carter: If | remember correctly, | think | did abbthree arrangements a week. [unclear] to
something that | did on tHaucky Strike Hit Paradshow later in 1941.

Berger: Do you remember y our own feelings about undertaking this, which was, after all,
very different fran what you had been doing? Was there any sense of trepidation or, you
know, moving into a new country, a new type of orchestra, a string section and . . .

Carter: No . For some reason, | 6ve never known f
youknow, | just went in and found out what they wanted and did what | was supposed to do.

[I] liked livinginLondon, and | stil |l l' i ke visiting there.
globe.

Berger: Alot of musiciansand,wel, mostly writers have sort o
ideali zed, or i1if itdés actually true, the rec

Certainly from at least the photos of your reception in various countries and the reviews,
there seems to l@mething to that. Did you find yourself being treated differently as an
artist in Europea feeling that might be different from that you . . . from audiences in the
u.s.?

Carter: Well, of course, | did, but what | did was exposed touech broader audience there,
and my coming seemed to have created, in some circles, considered to be newsworthy and
noteworthy, you know. | was treated with a great respect and given a very handsome
welcome. | had a very, very nice tenure there.

Berger: We talked a little while ago about commercialism versus art, or entertainment

versus art, and you said something about if you play the same thing in Carnegileddall

itdéds art. | 6m j ust wo n dm@ayeada cpncert, ds eppdsedtosat t i n
functional sort of . . . music being a function of something else like a dance or a nightclub or

a stage show or a revue, would that have been in Englandcurop@

Carter: Itmighthae been. | dondt remember, but | th
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Berger: So this transition, did that . . . you were playing a lot of concerts in Europe,
especially the famous one that was written upl@lody Makerat the Hippodromé§Theatré,
which was sort of the culmination of your stay in England . . .

Carter: Oh yes, yeah. Yes, thatodés right.
Berger: ... when you finally got permission to play . . .

Carter: But only for that one occasion.

Berger: ... forthat. .. Right.

Carter: That 6s the only time | had played ot her
Berger But the i dea of playing a concert, was i
do you rememisen ssayiffg,r emThi This is now

Carter: We | | | dondt remember saying it, but I

and that was also something that | think was engineered by Leonard Feather

Berger: Leonard, of cowse, was very involved in your recordings over there, for Vocalion
[Record$

Carter: Oh yeah, everything | think that | did, he produced, everything | did there.

Berger: Right. And we might mention one of the more historiconesand t hat 6s
Waltzing the Blueswhich . . .

Carter: Yes.

Berger: ... is the first time blues had been recorded in waltz time. | believe Leonard
prodded you to do something like that.

Carter: That was his idea, yes.
Berger: The actal piece, is it completely improvised? Was there anything . . .
Carter: Oh , | dondt think there was anything

Berger: There was nothing written.

v, . .
§ 3 Smithsonian
A v “¥ National Museum of American History
ART WORKS. Kenneth E. Behring Center

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu

t he

Wr i


mailto:archivescenter@si.edu

81

Carter: No.

Berger: You mentioned the problems you had because of the work perrleprowhich

we wonodt get into, the reciprocity between t
reason for which you couldnodot play, actually
months.

Carter: Yeah, to get a r eentndypwphenmomihansixhose 6 r e go
t hough. Il think wedl|l have to.

Berger: Fine.

Carter: Ot her wi se, weodre into the . . . where ar

Berger: 1936, 0637.

Carter: Well, okay. Can you stay until next Saturday?

Berger: Sure. [laughs]

Carter: Okay.

Berger: At this rate, | may have to stay until your next birthday.
Carter: That 6s right.

Berger: Moving along, however, | know we had discussed your education, you know,
various seHeducation, teachers, and everything, and | know in Englandhad an

aspiration of actually undertaking some formal study, which was sort of made impossible by
this constant leaving the country. But could you tell us what that involved?

Carter: Yes. | had intended undergoing some studies thesea matter of fact, | went to

the Royal Academy of Musj@and had an interview with a professor . . . what was his name?

Oh, boy. | had it on the tip of my tongue, and now it escapes me. But anyway, the problem

was that had to leave the country every three months and reapply for an entry permit, and |
just couldnét start any course of study that
work too well. So | just put it off, and | resumed many years later aftertbdgdollywood

[California ].

Berger: And we will get to that, of course, eventually. [laughs] Maybe in about six weeks
at this rate.
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Carter: Yeah, thatodés it. Okay.

Berger: One person you did apparently receive soelp from was Rosamond Johnsan
that correct?

Carter: We |l | |l must certainly say that | did re
have spent more time with him, but he was very busy and so was I. But he was in &bndo

the ti me. Just what he was doing there, | d
ma n . Oh, boy, there isnb6t enough about him

certainly a great friend and great inspwatiand great . . . he helped me greatly at that time.

Berger: Did you go to him just in general or with any specific problems you wanted his
advice on?

Carter: No, I think not for specific problems, but I think we were friends and we saw each

other offand on there, and | guess during the conversation | mentioned that | was, you know,
preparing to do some work for a British film. That was the first film work | did, and | asked

for his help, or did he vol unt ®mtror whdather I don
he volunteered it, it was most welcome and most helpful.

Berger: You spent a couple of summers . . . well, you toured all around Eunapedid

many recordings with . . . | intootisthitydurvigit 6 s o0 n
was so much . . . had such an impact because you were playing with local musicians and

regularly working with them, not touring as, you know . . .

Carter: With my own unit.

Berger: With your own unit or just a guest soloistand out. You actually had a British
band that was formed and traveled with. Who were some of the musicians that particularly
appealed to you as improvisers there?

Carter: Well, I think to begin with was the trombonist, the Scottish player who wiag) li
in London and recorded with me there, George Chish@mwas it Chisholm?

Berger: Chisholm, | heard, but . . .

Carter: Chisholm, Chisholm. Chisholm. But he is a name that still would be recognized

today. Theothers, dondét think there woul adbrge¢ oo man
whi z. Oh, I candt [phoaetiad ahthespiano, andvRolvek Mddreakbet s a
[phonetic], who was a [pnetic] drummer that lived in Paridynn Harrisonwho was a
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British bassist. Sam Dasbdmhonetic], who was a Dutch trumpeter. Justi Baryetwo |

think wasCuban, and he was a saxophonist. Louis Stevemasralso a saxophonist, both

alto. Ray Webpwho was a guitarist, and there was another trombonist, who | think he was
Dutch. Hi s name Intcandét recall at the mome

Berger: Many of these gentlemen were assembled for this special band at Scheveningen
[Netherlandfor the . . .

Carter: Oh, they were all assembled for this special engagement, yes.
Berger: And | think Leonardreathem gai n had something to do wi
Carter: No , I dondt think he had anything to do

Berger: But he has pointed out that, although no one made a big deal of it at the time, that in
retrospect,tis was the first unit of its kind, an interracial, international working band.

Carter: Wel | , it was the first one that we knew
on around the world, but it was certainly the first one that | knew of. Andth&wot t he
point. The point was getting the best musicians available who were interested in doing this

gig.

Berge: Thi s has now been . . . in retrospect, I
obviously, youdbdve s aitltwer the dest onescandithke enesmaus i c i a
wanted to work with.

Carter: Oh, sure. Yeah.

Berge: But once the band was assembled, was the
somet hi ng. We have people fromtéccuvte, si X co
people then, oris this . ..

Carter: 't mi ght have, but | dondét remember any
Berger: 1 woul d be remiss if | didndét bring up t
Pariswith the four saxphones, the first time you worked with just a saxophone group like

that. Your friend, Coleman Hawkinas the other American on the tape. Well, actually,

there were two. There was Tommy Benffgboneticlon drums.

Carter: On the drums, yes.
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Berger: And then you were paired with the two French saxophonists, Alix Condredle . .
who was the other one? André Ekyan.

Carter: Thank you. Oh, my memory failede at the moment, too, and | was very fond of

both of these guys. In addition to being fine saxophonists, fine musicians, they were fine
fellows, as they would say over there. But they were lovely guys, and we spent a lot of time
together. We developetvery lovely friendship with Alix Combelle and André Ekyan.

Berger: That specific recording, of course, has again turned into a overused word, a classic,
and has been reissued ten thousand times and stolenragsted and everything else. But

| have to bring up something just to run it by you. This was Charles Delaubajaunay

he thought up this idea.

Carter: Oh yes, he produced that date, yes.

Berger: Right, and this was the first recording for their new swing lab8lelaunay and

Hughes Panassié

Carter: Oh, was it?

Berger: Yes, and regarding that session, | once asked Charles Delaunay about that session,
which has become, as | said, a wbhat they cal
whatever.

Carter: Oh, really, do they call it that?

Berger: 1think so. You know, one of the top ten of this or the top five of that.

Carter: Oh, my.

Berger: But he recalls that when he contacted you to do this, to write four charts fé8swvo
featuring a saxophone quartet, that when you
[laughs]

Carter: You mean at the recording studio.

Berger: Right.

Carter: We | | , |l guess i f you I|listen to tiget arran
be true. [laughter]
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Berger: He said you quickly sketched @ubrilliantly, he added some basic ensemble
parts forHoneysuckle RossndCrazy Rhythm

Carter: Ye a h, Il t hink t ha tsélshinkatherhythmesectioa khewtl,e d o, b
changes. And who was the rhythm section? Louis Jflanetic] and was it Stefan

Grippelli [phonetic] on piano?

Berger: Right. Right.

Carter: Yeah.

Berger: And Djangq of course.

Carter: And Django. Yeah, they knew that.

Berger: Then for the last two numbers were a sort of informal jam thing. 1tSaget
Georgia BrownandOut of Nowhergand the last two you played trumpet.

Carter: On the last two?
Berger: Right.
Carter: OnGeorgia Browntoo?

Berger: The last two, right. So that just looking at the order of the tunes and, as you said,
the amount of written material, youwd dndét deny t hat.

Carter: No, indeed not. [ Berger | aughs. ] No, |
anyway, you know.

Berger: Okay.

Carter: He is just sort of a fount of information. He had the encyclopedic mind, as you
have.

Berger: Well, I woul dndét put myself in Charles Del
seen you write saxophone ensemble passages on very short notice, so | could understand that
this could be produced in a short time.
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While you were in Europe, how much nevisrausical developments in the U.S. was
reaching you? Were you hearing latest recordings? After all, the swing era, which you had
helped lay the foundation for, was now flourishing. How much news did you get of that?

Carter: Well, we were hearingreadtrs t hat wer e getting there; I
t han having been released in America, but th
of fact, during that particular period, I do
developmat, as you call it. It was just going along sort of as | had left it.

Berger: Well | believe the Benny Goodmatenomenon had begun to take off . . .

Carter: Oh yes. Yeah, sure.

Berger: ... and that sort of thing. A lof bands were being formed.

Carter: Oh yes, we were aware of that.

Berger: You were.

Carter: Yes, surely.

Berger: On that, | should go back to the . . . on that recording in Europe, in Paris, we

mentioned Coleman Hawkinef course, was the other American giant paired with the two

French saxophonists. You, of course, had known Coleman Hawkins probably at least a
decade . ..

Carter: Yeah.

Berger: . . . Dbefore that. You havendaldtakeeal | 'y s
this opportunity to talk about Coleman Hawkins, not just in this period but your earliest
recollections of him and meeting him and his playing style when you first became aware of

it.

Carter: We | | |l dondt know wheduhColemahHawkane t el | vy o

although we sat side by side in the Henderson Orchestgaite a long while. How well we

got to know each other is something else. He was pretty much of a privatedpegaeess

thatdos the terdmandheyowsei,dyodotu getowt o know to
was a very fine musician, which, of course, is historically known. He was a very nice guy to

get along with. We never had any disagreements about anythowgknéw, he drank very

well, and we drank very well together, if | drank, you know, which | drank very little at the

ti me. But, gee, | dondét know how much to te
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Berger Youbve often menti onedthatrevenymdydadds t o hi m
somebody to listen to, but where did he come from? Who did he listen to?

Carter: He came out of himsel f. That 6s al |l | ca
instruments, you know, either on the tenororonthe alto.dSoh 6t know wher e he
have gotten it, but there it is.

Berger: So you were not personally that close to him, although you worked much with him
all through the years right . . .

Carter: Yeah, yeah. Y e abhddiesyoeas thealdesaydgt gbouedsd,y fi b oo
coons. O [ Berger | aughs. ] Youdve never hear
Berger: No.

Carter: YouoOore kidding.
Berge: That 6s a very old saying.
Carter: It certainly is an old one, yeah.

Berger: In Europeyou recorded with him on that instance and then one more when he was
sort of guesting with your . . .

Carter: In Holland

Berger: Right.

Carter: That was also a recording that was produced by Leonard Feather

Berger: And at that occasion you were the leader on this one; he was nominally the leader.
Some writers have tried to make out that there was these two American titans wandering

through Europe, and there was some, all during the sanoel piirere was some rivalry
there. Was there anything to that from your side?

Carter: | donot know how there could have been a

there was any, it was certainly inwtab&dmi nd

in Colemands mind and certainly not in mine.
§"3 Smithsonian

A v “¥ National Museum of American History

ART WORKS. Kenneth E. Behring Center

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu



mailto:archivescenter@si.edu

88

Berger: Did you meet up with him in Europe other than on these documented recording
occasions? Did you see much of him there?

Carter: No. No, | did not.

Berger: Coming out of Europe and your dsicin to return to the United States, there were

obviously several reasons. Not insignificant was the approaching worldBaat.know

youbve said in the past there were musical r
playedboy Ameri can musi ci ans. What wereno6t you

Carter: Well, it was really more than that. It was just wanting to come back home for a

while and, as | said, when | came back, | had intended returning to Europe, you know. But |
dondot Kk n o wnobigcbmpelliing reasan gust sort of . . . just a matter of change and
come home for a bit and go back, you know.

[Begin File 5]

Berger: Just for the record amadiint 6$tHlse nloiws Aagiu
Cardeghtd i ft h birthday. Hebés chosen, for some
to another inquisition.

We were talking about your period in Eurdpem 1935 to 1938, and before we resume with
that and your return to the United ®itl just wanted to ask about a few people that you had
encountered along the way that we may have either just mentioned in passing but not really
talked too much about your associations with them and your musical impressions of them.
We talked about yaul 932 formation of what was the first real Benny Carter Orchestra
formed from scratch, and that included Sid Catdattdrums. Can you tell us something

about his style and what it did for your band aritht attracted you to him?

Carter: Well, what attracted me was his style of drumming, which | certainly cannot

analyze here. This is the sort of thing that | always say . . . | use thin&gfatle you

know. I think it ésthagwasafineaddrumneer amcadat af peapied f el t
you know, later drummers, have tried to pattern themselves after what he did. But he was a

big . . . as you know, he was about-Bwt-two or sixfoot-f o u r , |l dondt r ememb

you might almost call gentle giant. But a very fine drummer, and he was the drummer that
| liked number one of that particular period, between him and Chick Webb

Berger: Even recently, when you play with various drummers, you have been known on
occasiorto ask them if they had ever heard Sid Catlett, sort of . . .

v, . .
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Carter: That 6s true, and to my not surprise, but
That accounts for a lot of the lack of something that | hear in drummers today, that they . . .

well, they probably heard Sid Catlett, but it was, you know, sort efimie to them, you

know. You know, itds a new world and a new
would just as soon play with a Sid Catleitiay.

Berger: Doing nothing but what he was doing then.

Carter: Doing nothing but what he was doing then. Absolutely. Or even a Cozyyoaole
know, whom, of <course, | 6d probably get him

Berger: Whatspecifically is missing in not all drummers, certainly, today, but in the
numbers that youbve encountered that youodve
looking for?

Carter: Wel | , you know, therebés a sayingritt hat so
was ShelleyManor maybe it was someone who wasnot a
many drummers and so |ittle time, which, of
know, but i1itds the wa&y It lsaay ,ad cecdntmea tken otwh ev ht
find two on my own. But itds so rare to fin

you know, and that kind of discombobulates me a little.

Berger: Are there any in particular that are working curngtitlat you find more compatible
to play with?

Carter: Oh yes, there are some who [unclear]. Y
so doing I 6m certainly sure to omit someone
of at the moment. Buhere are. There are drummers with whom | get along very well and |

enjoy playing with. Oh, definitely.

Berger: What about drum solos?

Carter: Uh...uh...youhearmewhng, dono6ét you? Uh, uh, uh,
ticklishobotna. gream one for . : . well, short
some drummers because of their great techni

Berger: In your own groups, you often will give the drummer a fairly long feature fiom t
to time, so . ..

Carter: Oh yes. I stil | do. You know, but | h a
enjoyment, not for mine. Which, you know, | mean, | prefer a briefer drum solo.
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Berger: Right, and also the audience seems to be somewttasked by drum solos.

Carter: Oh, absolutely. So youbve got to please
|l ove 1t, you know, so that Os your answer V
hear six choruses ihmstead of five, i1itbés okay

Berger Anot her musician from that band we reall
Do you recall how you became aware of him and hired him for your band?

Carter: No. You just became aware of people by being on theescéau hear them in

some setting, or you hear of them and then vy
how or when, you know, | met or heard any of these particular guys, other than Coleman

Hawkins whom | heard, gee, abbl1923 with Mamie Smiths gr oup, you Kknow,

Mamie Smith and Her Jazz Hounds But ot her people, you know,
the jobs at first, you lkinowle e ,h6 Mayyobue sshoonuel bdo dhy
| 6d cal l him and hedd come to a rehearsal an

Berge: Chu Berryo6és style when he was with your
relation to Coleman Hawkins, to their plagl? Was he distinctive at that time?

Carter: Yeah, he was distinctive, because he was somewhat like Coleman Hawkins, but
different, you know. He still had his own voice and his own style.

Berger: Anot her tenor saxophoni gnmuchivyowrecprded di dn ot
with on occasiod Lester Young But | believe you heard him fairly early on.

Carter: Well, | heard him early on when he was playing alto. | had heard him in St. Paul,
Minnesota Gee| guess it must have been 1932, maybe 1931, but | know | was with the
Mc Ki nneyds Ochestra at thétime. kHe was playing alto, quite different than
he played tenor later.

Berger: I know it 0 bewhna misostylé vas lkes lsucwhat was his style like?

[laughs]

Carter: Ye a h, | dondt remember, but i1t was diffe
notes, more in the style, | might say, of Parkéro came along later.uBt , g e e, I dono
know. | dondt remember too much of this.

Berger: But there was something that did make an impression on you, it seems.
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Carter: Oh, indeed. Sure. Yes.

Berger: One more artist who we just mentioned in passing, but maybe you carnagtatin
a bit more, is Roy Eldridge.

Carter: Oh, Roy, | played with Roy in 1925. He and his brotherhamkan orchestra in
Pittsburghcalled the Elyte [phonetic] or Elite Bmaders | had occasion to play with them
once or twice. But he was an original.

Berger: Even then.

Carter: Oh, even then, yeah. Even though he patterned himself pretty much after
Armstrongand thenwent on after that, from that, and as everybody says, the tree then . . . the
next branch was [Dizzy] Gillespend so on. But, oh, | had a great admiration for Roy
Eldridge, as everyone did.

Berger: Okay, well we did touch oArt Tatuma little bit, but could you expand on your
impressions of him? | know you heard him early on, too.

Carter: | heard him in 1928. | d pbutGdamebdodydook wh at
metoth# cl ub where Art was playing, and, of <co
you know. Gee, what can | say about Art Tat
did then, listen to it today and youodre stil

Berger: You recordedvith him extensively in a brief period of time for Norman Grants
[phonetic] | guessiin . ..

Carter: |think in the fifties, huh?

Berger: Ri ght , in 654, It was one of these mar a
two al bumsdé worth of material. 't seems an i
relatively short continuous session. Do you remember the session at all and how . . .

Carter: Not much, no.At that time, it was just another sessiand nothing memorable

about it to me other than, you know, the pleasure of hearing him and being intimidated by his
wonderful technique. But it was always a joy to be with him and to listen to him, and even to
play with him.

Berger: Speaking of playig with him, if he was ever criticized for anything, it was possibly
as an ensemble player or allowing other people to play with him. Obviously, as a soloist he
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was beyond reproach and extremely virtuosic, so to speak, but playing with him, did you find
any difficulties finding a place to come in sometimes?

se it was just that he had a di

Carter: No , b u
t k, you know. No, |l didnodot find

|l woul d
Berger: Could you attempt to contrast. you heard Art Tatum in 1928, and then you

played with him and were aware of his solo style towards the end of his career. Particularly

in 1928, which is not documented on recordings, what impressions did you get of his playing
then and what stylistic. .

Carter: Oh, the same impressions | would have gotten had | heard him ten years later,
because he was way ahead then and he didnot
know, he always played like that.

Berger: So it wa s nwas playingshe pravdiliagtstylé. e

Carter: Oh, not at all. No, no, he was something . . . at that particular moment he
outclassed everybody that | had heard up to that point.

Berger: Really.
Carter: Yes.

Berger: Okay. Just a throwaway here, digyever come across Jelly Roll Mortahany
point?

Carter: | dondédt remember that | dornday havelmetimey have
even, but | dondét hhavwngdorersoy r e al recoll ecti on
Berger Okay, why dondét we resume with .. . we

But that does bring up another digression. Sorry. But during your stay in Eesqmmlly

during your recordingsjou were often featured on more than one instrument, sometimes as
many as three or four changes within a threeute recording. Oddly enough, people that
criticized you for not being a showman, etc., etc., as soon as you did something like that, they
consi dered it flamboyant or exhibitionistic,
soloing on so many instruments, and was that something you . . . why did you do it? [laughs]

Carter: Oh, | guess it was something that the producers at the tithel.@onard Feather

probably suggested, you know, which | . . . | did not particularly want to do that, but | did it,
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you know. I dondt have any regrets about ha
was showing off a bi Yeah, you know, | might have been.

Berger Logi stically speaking, I mean, because i
ni ghtclubs or concerts many times where youbo
choruses, and then the pianoand basswillso, or just one of t hem,

good four or five minutes to pick up the trumpet and warm up a little on it and then take a

solo on that. But here youbre dealing with

[recorder off]

Berger: As we were saying, youligking up these various instruments on these three

minute recordings that you were doing, primarily during your European interhesnt you

di dndét have three or four minutes or five mi
that workin the studio? Did you line them up in this arsenal?

Carter: | dondét remember, but i1t wasno6t too hect
showing off a bit, but, you know, it was usually suggested or asked that | do this, you know,
so | guesshtey wanted to have me show off a little.

Berger: And frankly, you were playing with European orchestras, who . . .
Carter: Yeah. Oh yes.

Berger: ... may not have had soloists of any real caliber often, or else they wanted to
feature you as theugst.

Carter: We | | Il think that was it. They wanted
otherwise as soloists in the orchestr a. I d

Berger: Whi | e wedr e t al knstnurgental bctviiigs, we t@alked aboutithet i
trumpetand how you began playing the trumpet. | just wanted to pick up on that for a
second. According to what we discussed the other day, you really had been playing the
trumpet virtually a matter of months before you already recorded on it and recorded a
magerpiece such &dnce Upon a Timand had already actually recorded one brief solo on
the first Benny Carter Orchestsae s si on of March 633.

Carter: What was it?

Berger: | think it was onSynthett Love kind of a melody statement.
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Carter: Oh, did | play a trumpet on that?
Berger: Yeah, briefl y. I think thatodés the first
Carter: Ge e, | dondt even remember.

Berger But this i s r eal | yDocfCheatharbedarepassingdouche 6 32 w
trumpet.

Carter: Yeah, you can blame it all on Doc Cheath

Berger: [laughs] But did you do any intensive practicing, away from Doc Cheatham,
obviously?

Carter: Oh,Imus have. Of cour se. Yes, of course.
you know, cold turkey or cold chops. So | 6n
or something, you know. Yeah, sure.

Berger: Did you ever go to any other teachers, as gl with the saxophone . . .

Carter: No. No.

Berger: ... other than working with Doc Cheatham?

Carter: No, the only teacher was Doc Cheatham

Berger: How about method books or something? You mentioned a few for hatayot
might have consulted, but . . .

Carter: Met hod books, |l dondédt know that | had ev
|l ater 1 did come across and get the . . . wh
Could have been Hubert@kf phoneti c] or someone ot her. I
[ phonetic] or something. Il candt remember t

that was kind of like the bible for trumpet players. Arghonetid, | think it was.

Berger: Do you remember buying your first instrument, your first trumpet, other than the
one when you were a kid and worked in the laundry?

Carter: We | | |l dondt really remember, but it wa
wasa Conn 22B That 6s about all Il remember.
§"3 Smithsonian
A v “¥ National Museum of American History
ART WORKS. Kenneth E. Behring Center

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu



mailto:archivescenter@si.edu

95

Berger: We mentioned briefly Louis Armstrongnd obviously he was an influence on, |

guess, not only trumpet players but everyone, especially in the early years, in tiestwen

and . ..

Carter: Well, he was certainly an influence on me, too, as a trumpet player, you know.

Berger: In what way? | mean, through records, through . . .

Carter: Yeah, well, through records, beaeehduse up
with him, and when he was wi,thdtwdsheborefy et cher
time with him. So, you know, only through records, of course.

Berger: You mentioned with the saxophone, you had copied sofs §om Frankie
Trumbauefphonetic] . . .

Carter: Frankie Trumbauer, oh yes. Yeah.

Berger: ...and learned to play them. Did you do any similar things with Louis
Armstrongds records?

Carter: | dondot r edueyoukkeow. t hat |

Berger: All right. Can we move to another instrument?

Carter: Please do.

Berger: The clarinet.

Carter: Oh, my. Pl ease donot . [l aught er]

Berger: Well, many critics, in fact, all critics that have chosen to deal with the subgad,
lamented that you gave up the clarinet relatively early. When did you . . .

Carter: Wel I , woul d you weigh that against the n
[laughter]
Berger Wel | , |l et ds put it this wtewishybudhadone who

given it up sooner.

Carter: [laughs] That was really the point | was trying to make.
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Berger: Well, before it gets too convoluted . . .

Carter: Yeah, thatodés right.

Berger: ... and before we have you giving it up, how did fgegin playing it?

Carter:r | dondét know, just . . you know, at th
dance orchestra, you usually had to play the clarinet, you know, as a double, and so | picked

it up. And some time later | put it down.

Berger: Would the picking up of the instrument happen, just logically, around the time you
began to work in some of these orchestras?

Carter: Yes, maybe. Maybe when | . . . yeah, went with Billy Fowlemaybe even
Charlie Johnson | mi ght have. I dondt know.

Berger: Because by 1928 you were already recording on it occasionally.
Carter: The clarinet, really?

Berger: Yeah.

Carter: Well, then | must have started it when | went with Charlie Johnson.
Berger: And you continued to play it, | guess, into the forties, maybe late . . .
Carter: Yes, | guess so.

Berger: 645, 046. Was there a conscious decisio
kind of . . .

Carter: Just kind of tapered off,suppose, you know.

Bergerr How did you feel about the clarinet? We
was your favorite instrument. The alto was obviously your main instrument and the one
youdve continued on moesroleofplayingleady Watalked | k a | i
about your philosophy of soloing or just how things came to you. Are there some tips for

playing lead that you might pass along to young saxophonists who want to fill that role?

Carter: No , I dondt hemvliethepphavwe a gobdpeachér,amd it tiepends on
how they want to play, because after all, the lead player of any instrument in the section sort
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of dictates how it is played, any particular phrase or any particular part. He dictates that to

therestot he secti on. But no, today | wouldnodét ¢
so different now. What is a guy like me going to tell one of these young players twenty years
old how he should play the lead in the music of today, if you follow Whatm s ayi ng ? S

woul dndét attempt to do that.

Berger: Well, if they have a standard,-salled standard, big band instrumentation . . .

Carter: We | | , |l dondédt know what todayds standard
Berger: Ye a h, | was going to say, there wonot ev
Carter: You know, Il think todayds standard, as f
[ phonetic], you know. You know, thatdéds my s
today can do that? So, | mean, and if a leadersaamglto player like that, there are none

around | i ke that, but he can al wandlsterstay , ALi
Mar shall Royal, 0 and there it 1is. Hebés not
|l ead player for the type of orchestra weodre

Berger: 1think his lead playing is very different from when you were playing lead,
primarily.

Carter: Oh, | suppose so. Yes. Well, itodés | ead

Berger: Yeah,but | mean, I think, at least listening to the recordings of your orchestra from

: : or any orchestra in which you played |
predominance of the | ead alto. ltds sort of
Carter: I woul dndétmi malnlcei.t predbal d call it autho
al ways felt. | felt that wtheachestaios somedf | e f t

its character.

Berger: Maybe this is a good time, although yowéanswered this . . .

Carter: For lunch? [laughter] No, okay, I . ..

Berger: You have answered this; in fact, youobOve
might be a good time to talk about your stated preference for the trumpet, whigh alwa

comes as a surprise for people who associate you primarily, especially recently, with the alto

sax. Theydre always sort of shocked when yo
Why is it your favorite instrument?

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.323@livescenter@si.edu




