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Carl Allen

Carl Allen was born on April 25, 1961 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and is a
powerful role model for the twenty-first century young jazz musician. He has
found success and fulfillment as an educator with the Juilliard School; as a
producer with his own company, Big Apple Productions; and as a performer
with over 200 recordings to his credit. In 2012 he received an honorary degree
in Humane Letters from Snow College. Carl created The Art of Elvin tribute
band dedicated to Art Blakey and Elvin Jones, and currently leads The Carl
Allen Quartet.

Carl was interviewed in Atlanta, GA, on January 4, 2013, by Monk Rowe,
director of the Hamilton College Jazz Archive.

My name is Monk Rowe and we are at the JazzEd Network Conference in Atlanta. And
I’m pleased to have Carl Allen with me this afternoon. And if you were at a party and
someone who you didn’t know asked you, “well what do you do for a living —”

How would I answer that?

What’s your short answer?

Oh boy, well first of all there is no short answer.

That’s why I asked.

Well, I’'m a musician. And what I do for a living is that. I mean I play and produce and
record, but I’m also the Artistic Director for the Jazz Studies Program at the Juilliard
School. And I tell people, particularly as I try to convince my wife, that it’s really two
full time jobs. Because as a musician, I’m an active musician. It’s not like this is
something I used to do. And then, but the two are intertwined in a very creative way in
that a lot of what I do as a musician I’ve used that to fuel and create new things for our
program, which is also part of what I ask our faculty to do, so that it’s not two separate
lives completely. But your experiences as a musician really went back to the classroom.
Because nowadays I feel that the classroom — there’s nothing that will replace the
bandstand, but it’s almost like the classroom is the new bandstand in a sense.

Yeah. Are we getting jazz professors who’ve had jazz professors who’ve had jazz
professors — well we’re getting to a point where some of the jazz professors didn’t really
have gigging lives?

Yeah, that’s true. I mean I think historically when you look at the inception of a lot of
jazz programs, a lot of those guys who were running programs, and I give them a lot of
credit, but a lot of those guys were, they were either, they had backgrounds in education
and so they went from elementary school straight up through a doctorate program to

running a program, without having any performance experience on a high level
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consistently. Or the other thing that’s starting to happen is that guys were coming off
Buddy Rich’s band or Woody Herman’s band, Stan Kenton’s band, with no teaching
experience, and then went into the classroom and started forming programs. And so [
think with the combination of those two you had, in some cases, either people who
taught, because they couldn’t play or that was the mindset, or those who played because
they couldn’t teach. And nowadays of course that’s all changed where you have people
who are teaching who are great players. And it’s no longer solely an issue of people
teaching because they can’t play or don’t have gigs. I think there are a variety of reasons
why one gravitates toward that. I know for me personally, you know, I got to a point in
my life where I felt I needed to get back. And a lot of people that I had played with and
spent time around from the Freddie Hubbards to Jackie McLean to Art Blakey and Tony
Williams and those kind of people, who were either passed or kind of in that twilight
phase of their life, I felt like they had given me information that needed to be shared. But
it was also a point in my life on a personal level where my son was six at the time. He’s
now nineteen as of January 1%'. But he was really having a hard time with me being on the
road. He was cutting up in school and other things, because his dad was gone. So you
know, when the Juilliard program started and I got the call that said we want you to come
in at the ground level, you know, I was not artistic director at that time. And so for me it
was just something for me to do while I was home, and allowed me to be home a little
more, you know, with the family. And this is my fifth year now, as Artistic Director. So,
you know, the point is is that I think a lot of people who are teaching are doing it for a
variety of reasons and I do see the value of being able to give back. It’s not easy.

And economics has to be part of that issue. Is it even possible these days to make, to just
be a gigging musician?

Oh, yeah, absolutely.

Yeah?

Absolutely. I mean I know I have a lot of friends who aren’t doing just that. Someone
joked recently that if you don’t have a gig in some way or fashion affiliated with the
school, you’re not working. Because most guys now have, whether it’s a couple of
students here or there, or some kind of regular position. But a number of my friends are
doing just full time. But even those guys, I think they’re still involved in some kind of
way, whether it’s a master class here or there, or something. But it’s certainly possible.
It’s not as easy now as it once was, say fifteen years ago or ten years ago. I was telling
someone recently, you know, we were both joking about how we remember the days, not
too long ago, where every day you fall in line for a gig. And you remember many, many
days when you just were begging for a day off because you had two or three gigs a day
and record dates and all of that. And that being said, I would not say that to say that the
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scene is dying. I’m not one of those. I’'m more optimistic than that. I think things just
change. And it’s just different. I think as we get older, the scene has changed from our
eyes, because we’re not doing the things that we once were doing. Hopefully you’re not.
Hopefully you progress and you do some other things. But I talk to some of my students,
and they’re busy working all the time. But it’s a different scene, particularly in New
York. There are different scenes. So you find yourself doing different things for different
people.

Okay. We’re going to come back to that. But I was curious, you were born in 1961. Do
you remember the first music that seeped into your consciousness?

Oh yeah. I'm the youngest of five kids, and I grew up in the jazz capital of the world, as
you know, being Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

I did not know that.

I keep telling myself that. But we were raised just by my mother. My mother was a
gospel singer. And growing up, my mother, we were brought up in the church. And so
when I was really, really young, I remember we were not allowed to listen to anything
other than gospel music in the house. Of course we did, and of course during certain
times of the day when we knew it was time for her to come home from work, different
people had watch out duties. And we were listening to Parliament Funkadelic, you know,
all this R&B and soul, and so all of a sudden, “Ma’s coming” and you’d put on Mahalia
Jackson you know. So that was considered devil’s music. You couldn’t listen to that. So
of course a little later she kind of eased up a little bit. But I remember the first music that
I listened to that really touched me was Mahalia Jackson. And then Mighty Clouds of Joy
and Blind Boys of Alabama and Aretha Franklin and all that. And then later on, with the
R&B stuff, you know, Otis Redding. And my brother that’s next to me in age, Eddie
Allen, he got into jazz before me. And it really was just he and I that were really into
jazz. My two older brothers played for a bit and they stopped. My sister never played, she
just talks a lot. But I remember when my brother got into jazz I must have been around
eleven or twelve. And I couldn’t really hear it. I was like man, I’'m not really feeling this.
And so I remember he put on Ramsey Lewis Trio, “The In Crowd,” and I was kind of
like okay, well that’s kind of got a vibe to it.

It’s got a backbeat, right?

Oh yeah, yeah. Maurice White.

Yeah, that’s right.

And then later on he started to explain to me, really this bridge. And he said, “well man, I
know you say you don’t like jazz, but if you check out this Kool and the Gang tune,
they’ve got sus chords in them.” And I'm like oh man, I’ve got no idea what he’s talking

about. Sus chords are big in jazz. And so he was trying to get me there from that route.
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And so I’ll never forget, when I was twelve I bought a record. It was a Benny Carter
record. I bought it for fifty cents. And I hated it, because I didn’t understand it. And so I
was just pleased that I sold it to him for a dollar. So I got my money back, and I had
enough money to buy some candy. So I was really straight. But yeah, but I think the first
thing that I heard was gospel music that really touched me. And I think from that I really
started to understand the importance of music — the feeling of the music was important.
At that time it was never about anything else. Because in church, if it didn’t feel good,
you couldn’t touch people. I mean, you know, when people are falling out and doing
other things, and what we used to call “getting the Holy Ghost,” and all of this — it was
anointing with the music and all these other things that were happening. And so I just
grew up understanding, from people that I had been around who could play, you’ve got to
make people feel something. So it’s less about you, more about music, more about the
people who are listening to the music. So it wasn’t about me, me, me, it’s about, you
know, you’re serving people through this music.

Wow. That’s a good statement. Did the — I have a particular favorite in Cannonball
Adderley, and the soul. The late sixties, you know. I wonder if that’s something that you
got into.

Oh man. I got into it and didn’t really know I was into it. Let me tell you how I got into
it. Well from — I went to hear Cannonball in 1974 in Milwaukee, before he passed away.
And I remember, they did a clinic at the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee. And my
brother was there, and he didn’t know I was there, I didn’t know he was there. And so we
were both there on like these field trips. Different schools. And so during the clinic I
raised my hand. You know, they asked did you have any questions. But you see prior to
that I always wanted to play with my brother and my cousin and his friends, and they said
I was too young, right? So that’s a whole other story. So anyway, he said, “any
questions?” I raised my hand and I said, “what do you do if you want to play and people
won’t let you play with them?” Right? So, I’m thirteen, right? So he says, “well young
man, you just find other people to play with because somebody’ll let you play at some
point. Next question.” I was like, oh, okay. But the thing that always struck me with that
is that when Cannonball would play, it was so warm and so groovin’, and it still had this
triplet thing but it had this groove thing. Now from that point on, there was this, I was
kind of on this mission to figure out this whole — beyond soul jazz. Growing up in
church, you know, I always loved gospel music, but I always loved jazz. And I’ve always
wanted to find a way to bridge this gap. And all of my records, they’re that kind of
bridging of the two genres. And I remember at some point in the nineties I did a record
with Donald Byrd called “A City Called Heaven,” and Bobby Hutcherson, Joe

Henderson, Rufus Reid was on it. And so we were doing this tune and we’re taking a
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break, and I’m talking to Byrd and I said, “Byrd,” I said, “listen man. This record, man,
that we’re doing, is kind of what I’ve been trying to hear and I’m just trying to figure it
out.” He says, “what do you mean?” I said, “well it’s not soul jazz like Cannonball, it’s
kind of like that but I'm trying to — I’m hearing like this jazz gospel marriage thing.”
And he says, “well let me tell you something about Coltrane,” he says, “because I think
that will help you in this direction. He said, “a lot of people used to say Coltrane’s music
was spiritual. But people use the term very loosely in the generic sense.” He said, “but
Coltrane’s music was spiritual in a literal sense because Coltrane grew up in church,
playing hymns, and a lot of his tunes, and even during a lot of his solos, he would quote
different parts of these hymns.” I went like wow. And so he says, “that’s what you’re
hearing, man, just keep searching, you’ll find it.” You know he said, “now I don’t want to
point you in a direction because it may not be in the direction.” “But,” he said, “I think
you’re on to what you’re trying to hear.” And so one of the lessons that I learned from
that, which is something that I try to do when I’m speaking with young musicians, is just
the importance of encouraging people to find their voice. You know, Dizzy told me once
after a concert in Japan, he said, “Carl, the way that all great artists created is that you
have a foot in the past and a foot in the future, so you’re moving forward with a sense of
tradition.” And so what he was talking about was not getting stuck in just tradition and
the past. You’ve got to be aware of what happened before you, but don’t get stuck there.
Seeing what’s happening now, and trying to move it forward. And if you think about it,
that was his life. That’s ‘cause this whole thing came up because I had made a comment
to him about how I wish I had been around when bebop came about. And that’s when he
told me that. But, you know, when dealing with young musicians I think it’s real
important, particularly now, is to give them permission to really explore what they have,
but understand, to really know and understand the tradition. You know I think it’s
unreasonable for my generation to assume that 17- and 19-year-olds are going to be about
Byrd or Blakey as we were. So I think we have to find a way to help them bridge that
gap. There are always gaps we have to bridge. So I think it’s fully incumbent on my
generation to help do that.

Who would the 17- and 18-year-olds be passionate about, in your experience?

Robert Glasper. A lot of the young kids are really into Glasper. Vijay Iyer. Lionel
Loueke.

Wow. I guess [ would have guessed, well it probably speaks to my age, but maybe even
like the Michael Brecker generation.

Oh. A lot of those kids don’t even know who he was. It’s interesting. You know we had
an experience at Juilliard recently, something that happened that really hurt me. We had

did a concert. One of the things that I try to do in our program, from a programming
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perspective, is, you know I look at music that I think the students should know. And I try
to deal with something from a traditional perspective, something a little bit more modern,
you know, because I often think about my experiences when I would visit colleges and
universities to do master classes and concerts, and I’m dealing with jazz majors, and they
don’t have any jazz in their book. And I ask the instructors, I say, “well why is it you
have all this pop/hip hop stuff in their book?”

You mean like big band arrangements of —

Yeah.

Okay.

And my thing is they say, “well the kids don’t want to play that.” I say well man, okay,
so what’s happening is that you’re having people get a degree in jazz, and in some cases
have never learned, they’ve never played Basie, they’ve never played Monk, they’ve
never played Duke, they’ve never played Stan Kenton. And so, part of my concern is that
that continues. And now those kids are now teaching. And so now you have generations
of people with degrees in jazz that have never played jazz. It’s kind of hard to imagine it
happening but I can see that happening. And so yeah — but, so we had a concert a couple
of months ago, the music of Cedar Walton. And I’ve always loved Cedar’s playing. He
always had a very strong concept about writing and the way that he plays. And so, you
know, I called Cedar and I said, “look, Cedar, we’re doing this concert of your music,
and I would be honored if you just came to the master class before the concert. Just give
the students insight into your music and how you go about writing and playing.” So he
says, “my first response is no, but let me think about it, because I know I can’t tell you
no, but let me think about it.” So he calls back the next day, “Sir Allen, I can do it, but
I’m not comfortable.” I said, “well what’s wrong?”” He said, “well it’s Juilliard, man, I’ve
never been a part of an institution of higher learning.” I said, “Cedar,” I said, “listen, all |
want you to do is just come and do you, whatever that is, just do you.” And it was really
wonderful, because he came, and all of our students had did arrangements of his music.
So he got a chance to listen and play some of the tunes with them and correct a couple of
notes in the melody and some other things. And so after the concert one of my faculty
members had overheard some students saying, “man, you know, I don’t know why we
have to do this music. Why is that music important? Why can’t we just do our own
music?” And you know, my thing is — what do you say to that? You don’t really know
enough. But the bookend to that is that I sent Cedar a copy of a CD a couple of weeks
later and he left me this message that was just — because people started calling me to
say, “Carl, man” this is so-and-so, “I just want to say thank you.” I'm like well “you’re
welcome, but for what?” They said “I saw Cedar man, he was blown away that you guys

did a concert of his music.” Like five or six people called me and said he was just really
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touched by that. And he called me and he said, “Carl, man, I got the CD a couple of days
ago and I listened to it, man, I just couldn’t compose myself to call you until now, I just
want to say thank you. And I was just so touched that you guys honored me that way.”
And I was like, “no, man, I’'m honored that you have created such a body of work that
allowed us to do this. But, you know, I constantly tell myself, and I tell my faculty as it
pertains to these young people, quite often when we see things that they do that we’re not
in agreement with, my initial reaction is to be upset, and you know, all of these emotions.
And I say that quite often it’s not because they don’t care, it’s just that they don’t know.
They just don’t know. Sometimes they’ve not been told.

Is it possible to get them to understand that as a musician who wants to work, that
sometimes you are required to play music that you may not care for, but you have to play
it well if you want your phone to ring.

That’s the process. And I’ll tell you, one of the things that I realize is it’s a natural
process that there’s nothing that we can do to change or speed up their process, that we
have to let life happen. Because I can’t tell you how many of my former students have
come back and said, “you know what, Mr. Allen, I have to tell you something. When I
was here I didn’t really like you that much.” Somebody told me this recently. I said,
“why?” He said, “man because you used to make me record rehearsals and make me be
on time, and I said man, but you know now, all of those things have helped me, and I
thank you.” And so many of them have said that, to where you realize that when they get
out of school, when you’re playing with Pat Methany and you’re playing with this
person, Branford Marsalis or you’re playing with — they’re not accepting you being
twenty minutes late because the train was late or because of whatever. They’re not
accepting the fact that you don’t have the music together. And see because like for
instance, when we have guests, [ always tell the guests I say, “listen, we’re doing your
music. Quite often we’re doing students’ arrangements or your arrangements of your
music. And I don’t want you to play down to the students. I want you to let them rise up
to your level.” And I remember we did a concert some years ago, Christian McBride.
And there was this fuzzy-haired guy standing in the back of the concert hall, standing up,
jeans on, you know, hair all crazy and stuff. And so afterwards he comes to the dressing
room. He says, “Carl, man, I’m just really, really impressed.” I said, “well I appreciate
that, thank you so much for coming, and man, if you ever need me for something, you
know I live a block or two away, I can always come and do a master class or something
like that.” So he says, “you know I’m impressed not only with their musicianship but the
presentation.” Because when we do small ensemble concerts, all the music is memorized.

And he says, “Carl, man, I’ve got people that I pay that I can’t get them to memorize
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music. How do you do that?” I said, “well maybe you should start giving your guys a
grade.” That helps with me.

Oh, it was Pat Methany.

It was Pat Methany. You know and Pat came after that and did a master class for us, and
it was great. In fact, that student that I said that he was not happy with me is now playing
bass with them. And so now we have a great relationship you know. But I just told him, I
said, “listen man, the music requires you guys to be accountable. You can be upset with
me all you want, you can call your momma and tell her I’'m jive or whatever you want to
do.” “But,” I said, “the music requires us to be accountable.” Art Blakey told me, he says,
“this is grown folks music. You want to hang out with grown folks, you’ve got to do
what grown folks do.” You know, so that means when you show up to the gig, you know,
Art used to say, “people see you before they hear you.” So you’ve got to look
presentable, you’ve got to show up on time, you’ve got to, you know, Betty Carter used
to say that people forget this music is still about entertainment. Art Blakey, again, he was
one of my mentors, I reference him quite a bit. But Art used to say, “music is supposed to
wash away the dust of everyday life.” You know? When you go and hear someone you
want your life to be transformed, from the time you get there until you’re going home.
Otherwise, why come? Stay home. So trying to get young musicians to understand it’s
your job, it’s a pretty awesome task that we have as musicians.

The life lessons that the Art Blakey generation passed on, I’ve heard referenced many
times. Now you’re a generation or two beyond him, and your life lessons are different.
Not much.

Not much.

And I’ll tell you why, personally not much. Because I play with a lot of people who
played with Art. Art had such a strong personality that a lot of the guys who played with
Art took on his personality. Freddie Hubbard, Jackie McLean, Benny Golson, Terrance
Blanchard, Donald Harrison — a lot of these guys that I played with. And their
philosophical approach to the music and to the bandstand, and that was, first and
foremost, highest level of respect for the audience. That’s first and foremost, that you
don’t disrespect the audience by not being prepared. You don’t disrespect the music by
not giving a hundred percent every single time. And Art and I became very, very close. In
fact I got my first record deal because of Art. A guy in Japan, I was on tour, the first time
I was in Japan with Terrance and Donald, and a guy approached me and he says my name
is so-and-so, and “Art Blakey told me I should give you a record deal.” “Really?” My
first time in Japan. 1987. He said, “yeah, I was speaking with Art and he says he thinks
that you’re going to be the one to try to carry on his tradition.” And it’s interesting,

ironically, 25 years later I’'m still doing business with that guy in Japan, producing
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projects for him. But Art was very, very influential for me, musically and personally. So
the lessons that Art taught, I think go well beyond just the guys he played with. You
know, because, like I said, playing with Freddie Hubbard for eight years, his approach to
running a band I appreciate so much more now than I did when I was in the band.
Because he was not the kind of bandleader who was very hands-on. Like I think in eight
years I was with him we had five rehearsals and three of those were for record dates.
Because his mindset was we’ve got a gig, learn the music, and I’m going to call it and
you just better know it.

How did you learn the music?

We did the records.

Okay, he was playing records from —

See that’s the thing. See when I was coming up, and I really sound old when I say that,
Jesus Christ, but they quite often they weren’t giving you lead sheets. For instance, the
very first gig I had with Freddie was November 12, 1982, in Greensboro, North Carolina.
And we had a sound check that day, that lasted maybe an hour.

You were 21?

Um hum.

Okay. I just wanted to, that was cool.

So I’ll never forget, one of the highlights, there was really two highlights in rehearsal.
One, to see how he was dressed. He’d come to the rehearsal with jeans on, a short olive
green suede jacket with a silk scarf around with beige suede cowboy boots and a hat. And
I was like, God, he’s clean. This is just a rehearsal, right? He was clean. He was casual,
and real clean. So it was my first day in the band, and the other cats had been in the band
for a little while. And so one of the other highlights was getting to see him curse out the
rest of the band, because they couldn’t remember some of the tunes. Freddie was like,
“this young boy’s first day on the gig drummer, he know all these tunes — how you all
not remember these tunes?” I was like, “yeah, tell ‘em, that’s right.” And what I learned
for the next eight years Freddie’s mindset was if he called a tune one time and you played
it with him one time, your job was to never, ever forget it. And that was kind of how |
was raised musically from playing with Freddie. Now, he might call a tune today and
might not call it again for two and a half months. And the problem with that, I guess
some of it seems a little unfair. Freddie had a lot of different bands. So he had an east
coast band and he had a west coast band. And so after a couple of years I was in both
bands. But he would play different tunes with the east coast band and the west coast
band. So we’d get on a gig and Freddie’d call, “Skagly.” I said, “Freddie, that’s the west
coast.” “Why? They’re supposed to know it.” And these guys are looking at me like —

but his mindset was if you play it with me once he’ll never forget it. If you say you want
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to be in the band, learn the music. Because he wasn’t going to rehearse. And so that’s
just, it’s different now. But a lot of that came from being with Art Blakey. A lot of that
came from being with Art Blakey. And so I’ll never forget, man, the day that Art Blakey
died boy, I told my wife, I said, “you know what, the music will never be the same.” I
cried for three months. Every day. I mean I could just be watching TV or a soccer game
come on and I’d hear Art’s voice and it had a profound effect on me. It really tore me up,
man. He did so much for the music. Art’s thing was more about — and I heard him say
this to guys many times — that he was more concerned with you growing up to be a man
than to be a great musician. Because his thing was you’ve got to be responsible. You’ve
got to do what you’re supposed to do.

Where did he learn that from? Do you have any idea?

Well I think, you knew Art grew up, he was an orphan, and he grew up I think kind of
rough. He spent a lot of time around gangsters and all kind of rough folks, where he had
to grow up fast. Now the irony of it is that you know, if you put his life on a plaque or a
piece of paper, you wouldn’t say, oh that’s a great example of a positive role model,
considering how many kids he had and all of that. But Art was, he really did a lot for a lot
of people.

Isn’t there some anecdote about him trying to play piano in some club and the club owner
said, “get on the — ”

It was Earl “Fatha” Hines was there.

Yeah, okay.

And he said, “no, he plays piano, you get up. Why don’t you go over there and play those
drums?” But it’s interesting because let me tell you how great a musician Art was. Art,
and I remember Ray Brown telling me this, he said, “Art could remember” you know he
played with Ekstine’s band when he was 16. And they said Art could remember every
person’s part in every arrangement. He could sing it to you. And about a year or so
before Art passed there was this big concert in Leverkusen, Germany, a jazz festival,
where he had several editions of the Jazz Messengers. Golson was there, Wayne Shorter,
Curtis Fuller, Freddie, Jackie Mac, Cedar, all this. And Jackie told me this story, Freddie
told me this story, Golson told me this story. At one point toward the end of the concert,
they finished a tune and Art just tells everybody to leave the stage. All right?
Unrehearsed. So everybody’s like, “well what’s going on?” They think he’s going to play
a drum solo. He sits at the piano and starts playing, “For All We Know We May Never
Meet Again.” And that was his message to the guys that I won’t be around much longer.
And all of those guys said man, everybody backstage were on the ground crying. They
were like little boys. But that was like Art’s way of saying I brought you all here for a

reason, for us to be together, because I’'m getting ready to make a transition you know.
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Well Art was really something man. I mean I could talk about Art Blakey all night, but he
was really something. He was really special.

Well you speak of him very well. I’'m glad you did. Your anecdote about the students and
the Cedar Walton, and also what they’re not aware of, makes me wonder about the
internet and with — everything is out there. Is there too much out there so that they don’t
know how to sift it?

It’s too easy. And you know, I find it even strange to me, hearing myself say that,
because I love gadgets. I’'m a techie you know. But I think one of the down sides that has
come with that is that people in general have a much shorter attention span. You know,
the way that we had to get to the music, people don’t have to do that anymore. People
look for shortcuts. They want everything much quicker. I mean, you know, when I was
coming along, everybody I knew who was serious about music had a period in their life
when they practiced six to eight hours a day, every day, for two or three years. |
remember a couple of years ago I told one of my students, I said, “man, right now, at this
point in your life, you should be putting in five, six hours a day.” And he looked at me
and he said, “why, Mr. Allen, what did I do wrong?” Like he thought I was punishing
him. I said, “well what do you mean what did you do?” “Why are you telling me I need
to practice so much?” I didn’t even know how to respond to that. Because, you know,
people — and part of it, and it’s again not faulting these young people — but part of it is
that we’re living in a time where there are so many distractions. And I tell them, when I
was doing that, this is before the internet, I know it’s hard for a 19-year-old to even
fathom that. But you know, in Green Bay, Wisconsin, where I went to school, you look
out the window and you’d see deer, they’re looking at you, you’re looking at them. So
it’s like okay. I can look at you and I can get back to this tympani. Get back to some Saul
Goodman here, you know? But it’s interesting because, you know, the music programs in
this country have been really kind of taken away. So whereas when we were coming up
you had band in school and all of these different things, it was an integral part of your
education. And now it’s not that way. I remember when my son was in high school he
was in band, and I had to take him to school and he had to be at band at seven in the
morning. He had to take it before school actually started, you know? But it’s very
different now. But I think people just don’t have the patience. It’s not that they don’t
have the patience. I don’t think they understand that it’s important for them to put in that
kind of time. And when you’re young you don’t understand the breadth of your time.
You don’t understand how short time is, and that the time that you put in now is going to
help you, you know, when you’re fifty, sixty years old. And I told some students once
about, you know when I used to play with Bobby Hutchison, Bobby, he used to hate

travel days, because he said it interrupted his practice time. And this was ten years ago or
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s0, he was practicing six hours a day. I said, “Bobby, what do you practice six hours a
day?” He said, “well three hours of scales, the other three I’'m just trying to find
something.” Can you imagine that? He’s been playing fifty years and he’s still practicing.
And times I’ve been on the road with Dizzy and J.J., eight o’clock in the morning they’re
doing long tones. They’d been playing fifty, sixty years. And the 26-year-olds, they’re
still in the bed. So who do you think is going to sound good on the bandstand that night?
You know? So it’s difficult to get the young students to understand that along with the
fact that their sense of validation is not coming from the older, established musicians.
And that’s what we looked for. We looked for those musicians to tell us, “you’re doing
well, keep doing that,” or do this and do this, and what-have-you. You know, I referenced
Freddie before saying how I understand the way of his leading the band now more so
than then. Because Freddie never told me what to play. If I played something he didn’t
like he would just say, “try something different.” And I understand now the value of
having that freedom to be able to explore, to try things. But the kids now, their sense of
validation comes from how many hits they get on YouTube. So it’s like well man, but
you’re playing the wrong changes. “Yeah, well I put this video up and I got 6,048 hits.”
Okay. All right.

And a hit means I’m good. It’s positive.

Yeah. And it’s not a hit from a sense of people buying it, it’s a hit because somebody
looked at it. You know. And like my son, he does video stuff, and he says, “Dad,” — he
does video editing, some crazy stuff he does — he says, “Dad, you don’t understand. In
this world I’'m hot.” I say, “what do you mean hot?”” He said, “all my videos on YouTube,
I’ve got half a million followers.” Okay. That means something to them. But, what can
you say. But it’s hard when you’re dealing with some of the younger generation of folks
trying to get them to see that this music requires a certain level of seriousness. You’ve
got to put the time in. Playing out of tune is not acceptable. Playing wrong changes, not
acceptable. Playing bad time is not acceptable. And I remember Ron Carter, who teaches
for us at Juilliard, before he started teaching I had him come up and do a master class.
And this same bass student, Ben Williams, he had called him up. You know, he was
calling people up. And he said, “well play something for me.” And Ben was already
getting to his thing. He got maybe three notes. Ron said, “stop.” He says, “what?”” He
says, “every one of those notes were out of tune. Each one of those notes were out of
tune, so we’re going to start from the beginning. Just play me a B flat in quarter notes.”
He was like, “oh God.” And so I asked Ron later, I said, “man, Ron, I’ve heard stories,
man, of guys studying with you for six months and all they’re playing is the B flat blues.”
He said, “well if they got to a blues, a whole chorus, in six months, they’re doing pretty

good.” He said, “we’ve got to get the first note, and then we’ve got to get the first bar,
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and then we’ve got to get bar by bar.” But, you know, you’ve got to respect the diligence
that it takes to be consistent with something like that. So the way I see it is that I want to
be worthy to be on the bandstand with people that I idolized.

I don’t know if you can answer this question. Why do you think other musicians call you
to play drums with them, rather than a hundred other guys?

Well that’s a good question. I’ve often asked myself that. I think there’s a couple of
things I think. I think — and this is based on what I hear from some of those musicians
— is the way that I make them feel and the way that I make the music feel. Again, for
me, it’s about serving the music and the people, and it’s less about me. I’'m just a vehicle.
I just want to be a vessel for a lot of music to flow through me, you know, that’s really
what my prayer is every day. And so I’ve never been one who was really that crazy about
soloing, even with my own band. You know, I’ve often felt that one of the greatest
compliments that I can get after a gig is if someone says, “man, that felt great.” More so
than, “you sounded great.” Because to me it’s kind of like if they tell me I sounded great
and they leave it at that, it’s almost like it gives me the impression that maybe I was
playing for myself. And I don’t think they intend it that way, but I would rather for them
to say man it felt great. You know, playing music for me is very much like having a
conversation. And you know, I read once someone said we remember the things that
people said, and we remember things that people did, but we most remember how they
made us feel. And so, you know, I want to wash away the dust of everyday life, that’s
what I’'m talking about.

Nice.

And at this point in my life, I really, I have worked for many years to be in a position to
where when people call me they’re not calling me because they need a drummer. They’re
calling me because they want me. And initially I thought that sounded a little selfish, but
you hope as a musician to develop a voice to where people appreciate your voice as to
how you can contribute to their overall vision. You know when I play with someone, I’'m
always open to ask them, how do you want me to approach this. Because my job is to
help crystallize your vision and maybe even help polish it a little bit. So I think maybe
that’s why people call me. I'm hoping that that’s why they call me.

Well and going from Rickie Lee Jones and Ruth Brown to Jackie McLean, you’ve got to
have an attitude that you want to serve the music.

Yeah. You know, I'll tell you something, there’s a quality that I’'m striving for that I wish
that I had it much earlier in my life, but I don’t regret that I didn’t because I think there’s
a lot that I learned in the process in this journey, and that quality is just appreciation. You
know, at this point I am so appreciative and honored when people call me. I don’t take it

for granted. I think when you’re at that point where you’re getting two, three calls every
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day, and it’s not even so much about the quality of the work, it’s just the validation as a
musician quite often comes from the fact that people are calling you. It’s not so much
what they’re calling for, the fact that they’re calling you. Because you want to know that
people think of you. A couple of days ago I get a call from Benny Golson. I’ve been
playing with Mr. Golson for over twenty years. And every time he calls me I’'m honored.
Anytime anyone calls, I’'m honored. Because I realize there are so many other choices
available, such great musicians, great drummers, and that they called me, irrespective of
where [ was on their list, the fact that they called me. Because to me to create music is
one of the most intimate things you can do with someone. So it’s not like I'm just calling
you because I need somebody to play some drums. It’s like, no, we’re going to do
something very personal and intimate together. Or, I’'m going to do something very
personal and intimate and I want you to be the one to share that with me. That’s how I
see it. I really see it like this is really special that someone called me. And it doesn’t
matter — you know when I was much younger I used to also kind of look at it like, oh I
don’t like this person, ah they don’t swing. But you know now my perspective is very
different. Because as musicians we’re really just trying to give our opinion of how we see
things, through this music. Everyone is entitled to an opinion. And I’'m not in a position
to say one person’s view or opinion is not valid. This is how they choose to express
themselves. And so whether it’s Ruth Brown or Rickie Lee Jones or Sarah Vaughan or
whomever it is that I’ve played with, I’'m just appreciative. I’'m happy. I’m thankful.
Does spirituality play a role in your life?

Oh yeah. It’s huge. I mean it’s huge. Everything is connected to that. Everything is
connected to that — family, yeah, everything is connected to that. You know I think at
this point, Monk, you know, ’'m a Mama’s boy. And my mother passed away in 2001.
And every day I think about making sure I do something to make her happy. And I just
never want to embarrass her. And I never want to embarrass my son. [ never want to
embarrass my wife. [ always want to be someone they can look at and say that’s my
husband, that’s my father, that’s my son, that’s my brother, you know, that’s my friend.
You know, I really want to have that kind of presence. So that’s important to me.

If you could teach that lesson to your students also, man.

Yeah. Day by day.

Yeah, yeah. That’s be your Art Blakey thing.

Yeah.

Another hat you’ve worn is as a producer and record owner. ’'m wondering what that is
like and is it changing rapidly.

Yeabh, it’s changing. Well I'll tell you something, the thing that I’ve always tried to do,

which I didn’t know this was what I was trying to do until a few years ago, a friend of
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mine who is one of my mentors says that relationships and resources are cyclical. And
that relationships, the more relationships you develop, the more resources there are to
develop, and those resources will develop other relationships and the process just
continues. And my desire to get into producing records really out of frustration. I thought
about records that I had been on with a number of great musicians where the producers
there didn’t understand their role. Because I didn’t really know what they did. They
ordered food, some of them kind of paid attention to what we did, some of them didn’t.
Some of them fell asleep at the control booth. And then we had to argue as to why it
takes five weeks to get paid. So I’ve always been one who felt that if you don’t like the
way something is being done then do something about it. So I was at a point where I was
developing these relationships with a lot of labels, particularly in Japan. And I had their
ear and they had a lot of confidence in me, and I was very thankful for that. But I was
frustrated with the scene, because it was coming out of that “young lions” period, where
if you were young and looked good, or you had the look, then you would get a deal.
Talent was not a consideration. And so then you had others who were talented who may
not have been as young or may not have had that look, who were just kind of being
looked over by the major labels. And so I started producing records, initially my own.
And when I did my first record for this gentleman in Japan, I had no idea what I was
supposed to do. There was no model. All of the record dates that I had been on before,
you know, in pop music there’s kind of a model, in classical there’s kind of a — in jazz
there was just no model. So I kind of used as a model the things that I wanted to see but
didn’t see, that I thought would help a section. You know, little things, like okay you’re a
bass player or whomever, you come and now you’re on a meter because you can’t find a
place to park. So instead of you running out every 2-1/2 hours to feed the meter, I’ve got
somebody in the studio, an assistant who’ll take care of that. Little things. When the
session is over, I’'m going to pay you that day, so you don’t have to deal with it. So my
idea is that I want you to be in the stage to where you can just focus on playing, on giving
me your best. And I’m going to take care of you in what needed to be done from that
perspective. I was looking at it from a perspective of how did I want to be treated if [ was
in that position. And so I produced some in effect first recordings with Nicholas Payton,
Roy Hargrove, Cyrus Chestnut, you know, one of the first recordings with Dewey
Redman and Josh Redman together, Pharoah Sanders, Lee Konitz, and a number of other
people. And it all came because I was just thinking about who were some of these people
who were not really getting the attention that I thought they deserved. And so that’s kind
of how I went about it. And it was interesting, because when I first started doing
something, I wanted to do something with Cyrus. You know, he and I played together

with Terrence Blanchard and Donald Harrison. And I remember calling a couple of the
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major labels, and there were a lot of majors at that time in the States. And I said, “look,
you know, I’'m producing some things for Cyrus, and I’'m interested in doing a project
with Cyrus.” And three of the labels said, naaa, you know, I mean I like him but he
doesn’t really have a look. I said, “oh, okay, no problem.” So I produced three records for
him in Japan that all won what’s called “Gold Disc Awards” for “Swing Journal
Magazine.” So that was a big deal in Japan. And after the second one I get a call from
one of the labels that said, “Carl, you know, we talked a while ago about — maybe we
could do something now.” I said, “well no, he doesn’t have the look, remember?” I’ve
been cursed with a bad memory. I mean I’ve been cursed with a good memory. That’s a
bad thing. So I said, “no, he doesn’t have the look so don’t worry about it.” So and then
we did another one and then after that he did something with Atlantic. But, you know, I
was just looking at people that I loved and loved their music that I wanted to see them do
some things, and so that’s how the whole production thing started. To date I’ve produced
a little over seventy records. And for me, initially for the first forty-some records, I never
put my name on the records. I had a production company, Big Apple Productions, and I
just put “produced by Big Apple Productions” because it wasn’t about me. And not only
that, I didn’t want the kind of attention that I started getting once I started putting my
name on it, which is people calling and saying, “hey, man, why don’t you do a record on
me?” And sometimes people didn’t understand the business. A friend was calling and he
says, “Carl, you know, we’ve been boys for a long time, we could do a record on me.” I
said, “okay, let’s sit down, let’s have lunch one day.” So we sat down and I pulled out a
pad and a pencil. And he’s like, “what?” I said, “you want to do a record, right?”” He said,
“yeah.” I says, “so give me your idea.” So we talked about it, put some numbers down,
and I said, “how much do you want to be paid?” So I put all this down. And he said, “I
want three days in the studio.” Okay, I put all this down. I said, “okay, now, this record,
without promotion, probably will be about 55, 60 thousand dollars. You might sell a
thousand copies. And this was during the time where you could easily sell five, six
thousand copies, but I said but you might sell — I said, “so, let’s look at the return on the
investment.” And he was like, “oh, man, I never thought about it that way.” I said, “yeah.
It’s a business. You’ve got to look at it like that.” So I think one of the things that has
happened with a lot of the majors kind of going under, and even a lot of labels in Japan
have folded, I think it’s made people a little bit more business savvy, business-minded
about what it actually takes. I think the challenge right now for the record industry is
trying to figure out how to move units. And of course the big thing is, “well I'll just do
‘em myself.” Anybody can start a label. That’s like nothing to do. The question is, how
are you going to get product in the hands. And so this other thing of, “oh we’re just going

to sell them off the internet,” no one’s figured that one out yet either.
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They’re not really making money.

Na. Digital downloads, na. People just don’t buy — it’s so easy to pirate stuff. People are
burning stuff. I’1l tell you somebody who was a genius. You know the great Louis Hayes.
Yes.

Okay. Well I’'m not calling him a genius, but he’s got a cousin who’s a genius. And this
cousin who’s a genius did something that changed the way that sound scan operated and
calculated sales. Because what he did, he says, “every person that comes to my concert
will get a free CD.” Now this is when he broke off from his label and had his own label.
And so now he’s got 30, 50 thousand people every night at the concert, and everyone that
comes in, they get a free CD with the cost of a ticket. Prince.

Prince is Louis Hayes’ cousin?

Yeah. So now you’re talking about you’re selling 50 thousand CD’s a night. So I was
going to say woah, we’ve got to do this different. Can we change the rules? But that was
ingenious. So I mean I think that musicians have to be a little bit more creative about
stuff. I remember years ago, you know I do a lot of clinics, and years ago I would go out
and do these drum clinics. And I had this idea that I’'m going to have T-shirts made up.
And I would sell maybe four or five T-shirts at a clinic, not a big deal. After about the
third year, because a lot of times I would go to the same places every year, you know, I
would tour them, and I would always put the year on it. And I would look out in the
audience and I’d see someone “Carl Allen on Tour, 1993.” And I’d go wow, this is 1995.
“Carl Allen on Tour” again, “1994.” Right? So what I realized after a while, people
would come and say, “Carl, I loved your clinic. I’'m not a drummer, but can I get a T-
shirt?” I said, “yeah, sure.” I said, “but what made you come?”” “Well my friend came
and I saw his shirt and I wanted a shirt too, ‘cause he came last year.” So there’s a
psychology behind it, you know? Because I would see people walking down the street
with Rolling Stones Tours, 1977. The tour’d been over twenty years and they’re still
promoting that Rolling Stones tour. You know. So jazz musicians, we don’t think like
that. We get so caught up in the art of it that we don’t think about the marketing of it.
And when people say jazz doesn’t sell, my comeback is usually you mean they can sell a
pet rock and they can’t sell jazz? You’re gonna get a rock, draw on it with a magic
marker and put a hat on it and name it and that’s your pet? You can sell that but you can’t
sell jazz? Really? So I always thought that that was interesting to me. So I’ve always felt
that I think as musicians, as creative as we are as people, we have to find a way to be a
little bit more creative in terms of getting this music out. And until we’re able to do that, I
think there’s going to be a challenge with business, with the record business. And we
have to figure that out.

Are current musicians playing sellable music? That’s a huge question.
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It is. Well it depends.

I think what made me think of it is there was a recent article that got spread all over the
internet. And the guy was saying that the classic American songbook is killing jazz.

I read that. Um hum.

And so I’'m wondering well, is that true and what should they be playing instead?

Well I guess you have to know your audience. I think that’s a big part of it. But I disagree
with the principle that the American songbook is killing jazz. Why? How could it be
doing that? I don’t get that. You know the thing that’s always amazed me is this attempt
to always want to recreate what jazz is. We don’t do that with classical music. I mean we
don’t say uh, Wagner again? Chopin again? We don’t do that. It’s like it’s great music
why not appreciate it for what it is? I have personal theories about why I think some of
that happens, and I think part of that — when I look at some of the ways jazz has
changed, you know if we go back some years in history in music, it was kind of a music
that was for a very elite group. Because not everybody could swing. Right? So when not
everybody could deal with the triplet, then what do we do? Okay we start opening up a
little bit. Now it’s free. Okay it’s free, so just do whatever you want. No rules, right? And
so what I find interesting is that swing from the perspective of the triplet feel is very
difficult, very difficult. Not everyone’s comfortable doing that. I won’t go as far as to say
not everyone can do it, because I don’t want to contradict what I said earlier, but it’s very
difficult to do. And it’s a lot easier to play straight eighth notes. And so when you kind of
open it up like that and say well you can do what you want to do and still call it jazz,
you’ve got a free-for-all. You know? And I’m a little concerned about that.

And I just want to, as an aside, you use the word triplet with your students to define the
swinging eighth note — the first two notes tied together. Do you verbalize that to them?
How would you verbalize that to them?

Well it’s a triple feel versus a duple feel. You know, [scats rhythm] as opposed to [scats].
So that opens up a whole other thing — it can be Latin, straight eighth, funk, R&B, so, a
lot of other things. The triplet is hard man. The triplet is hard to deal with. But I think
what’s killed the music is not so much the standards. In my opinion it’s more it’s losing
its dancability. A great friend a mine, a pianist, said something so hip I wish I had come
up with it. And if he wasn’t such a great friend I’d probably say I came up with it and
wouldn’t give him credit. But since he’s such a great friend I have to give him credit.
Mulgrew Miller says, “the music is supposed to be singing and dancing all the time.”
This music is supposed to be singing and dancing all the time. And I agree with that.
When you think about great jazz music, it’s singing and dancing. The melodies are
singing and the rhythms are dancing. And it’s infectious in that you can’t sit still. You

know I think what has also changed, going back to what Betty Carter says, and we forget
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that it’s about entertainment. It’s not an art form to where, like Christian McBride says
all the time he hates it when you play and people look at you like you’re a museum piece
while you’re playing. They’re like, hmmm, trying to psychoanalyze it. That’s not what
it’s supposed to be. People are supposed to partake in the festivities. People are supposed
to enjoy it. Toes are supposed to be tapping. I tell my students all the time, your
barometer is look out there, if you don’t see any toes tapping, something’s wrong. You’re
supposed to see some heads bobbing, some toes tapping. And I also tell them that you
want to have an experience, not that you can strive for this but you certainly can hope for
it, to have an experience to see where the music is changing someone’s life before your
eyes. And I remember the first time I went to Russia. We were playing “Here’s That
Rainy Day.” Freddie Hubbard. No lyrics, Freddie’s just playing. I looked in the audience
while we were playing and people were crying. I was like, man, that’s when I realized the
power this music can have. When you’re coming from a very sincere place and you’re
just really trying to share your life through this music and you’re being honest, man, it’s
amazing. | remember being in South Africa, the first time I was in South Africa, and I
was in this little town, Grahamstown. And I was playing, and there was a family in the
front row, and the father had his son on his lap and the son must have been around eight
or nine, and he’s bouncing him on his knee, and they were both so happy. I was playing, |
started crying. I was so happy to see the dad was so happy. You know what I mean? And
it’s like that’s what it’s about. I’ll tell you something. I had a — I always tell people, you
know, you want to have at least one life-changing moment in your lifetime. And I’ve had
a few. Ironically, two of them came from the great Billy Higgins. But I was playing this
club, now closed in New York, called Bradley’s. And it was a Monday night. I’ll never
forget it, because I was playing with James Williams and Ray Drummond. And Higgins,
they started Monday through Saturday. Every other club played Tuesday through
Sunday. So Higgins was on his night off between a two-week engagement with Cedar
and Ron at Sweet Basil’s. So he had come over. And so we’re playing, and I heard this
voice, all right, okay. It’s New York, you’re not paying much attention, right? Then all of
a sudden there’s a stick on my cymbal. And, you know, ‘cause I don’t know who it is,
right? I didn’t see anyone, I just see this stick. My first inclination is do I knock them
out? Because I don’t know it’s Higgins. And I turned around and it’s Higgins. So I get
up. I swear to God, in eight measures it went from here through the roof. He wasn’t
playing loud, he wasn’t taking a solo, he was smiling, and all the love that he had was
coming through in the horizon. Man I sat there and I know I probably sound like I'm
going to — I keep talking — I sat there and cried like a baby. Man, waitresses were
coming over, cats coming over, “Carl, are you cool?” I’'m like, “yeah, man.” I was just

crying out of joy. People are like, “are you cool? Everybody’s cool?” I'm like, “man, you
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don’t understand, man, you hear what Higgins just did to this music?” And in two
measures. Because the thing that was so great about Higgins was, man, how much love
he had for people, for music. And when I think about Higgins now, I just, oof, I lose it
every time, man.

You got me.

Higgins, man, was something you know. Higgins was something man. And see that’s the
thing that people don’t understand. That’s what this music is about. That’s what we’re
trying to get to. We’re trying to get to changing peoples’ lives. I mean we’re not talking
about a solo. You know what I’m saying? It’s nothing about a solo. He just said [scats],
and he’s smiling, and he’s grinning. And I’'m like, first of all, how do you do that that
quick? But, you know man, it was like that’s what I live for, man, to be able to do that.
And you know, and the whole room lit up. The whole room lit up. The whole room was
like, everybody felt it. It was like yeah, God. If I could do that man, that’s the Super
Bowl. That’s like winning the Super Bowl man, if I could do that.

It sounds like you’ve got all the tools to me.

Well, you know man, I'’ll tell you, Monk, you know as time goes on I just want to remain
humble and just, you know I think about it more now with having to deal with these
young students, the responsibility that I have. I read something once, someone said to be
great is not always going to mean to be popular. You know, if you want to be great at
something, you want to effect change and have positive change, it’s not always going to
be the popular thing to do, but you’ve got to strive for that greatness. And every day I
feel like I have Art Blakey and Higgins and Tony and Elvin on my shoulder saying teach
‘em what you know they should know. Be truthful with them. Talking about the message
that we have to pass on to these young musicians. Because there are such — right now so
many people are just being placated and pacified and that bothers me, because it’s just
like they’re lying to them. That was the thing that I love and appreciate so much about
Rufus Reid, when I was a student of his at William Paterson, and to me, he laughs about
this, but I always tell him, I said, “Rufus, you will always be my teacher. You will always
be my teacher, I don’t care how old we get.” Because of the lessons that he taught me.
And one of the things that he was so great at is just being truthful with people. You
know, he would say, “no, man, that’s not right.” And I remember him saying, he said,
“you know, think about how upset you would be twenty years after getting out of school
and you realize why you don’t have any gigs is because when you were in school people
didn’t tell you the truth.” So, you know, it might mean that your feathers get a little
ruffled, feelings get hurt because people are telling you — but you’ve got to be told. And
we have to tell them. And again, that’s not about beating people up. You know, so it’s

really about building people up and encouraging them, but you’ve got to be truthful about
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this music. You really have to be truthful about what it means and what it represents and
what people have done to make it possible. I’ll tell you, I talked about three life-changing
moments. And one was from Art Blakey, and I won’t go through the whole lesson, the
whole thing that happened, but in short, I was playing the Blue Note and after the set |
heard him, I heard this voice, “meet me in the dressing room.” And by the time I got up
to the dressing room he had kicked everybody else out of the room. And so I get in the
room and I never saw Art mad like this. And he’s pacing the room. And he grabs me in
the collar and throws me up against the wall. And the short of it was he’s telling me that
he watched me play the whole set and I wasn’t serving the music. He said, “man, you’re
looking in the mirror and you’re trying to be cute, you’re flirting with girls, you’re not
paying attention to Freddie, you’re not orchestrating, you’re not playing dynamics,
you’re not swinging.” He said, “I’m going to tell you something, Carl, this music is what
my friends have died for, to enable you to make a living doing this.” He said, “I’m not
going to let you disrespect us like this.” He said, “you’re in my fraternity now.” And it
was one of the greatest lessons of my life. Because after that he and I hugged, both
crying, and I appreciate him so much for that. Because he didn’t have to do that. He did it
because he cared about me. And so that was a lesson. And he told me, he said, “Carl,
listen man, you’re here, and while you’re here somebody else can’t be here. So every
time you play it’s important.” He says, “I don’t care if you’re playing in front of two
people.” He said, “I don’t care if you’re playing in front of twenty thousand people. It’s
the same. Every time you play you’ve got to give everything you have. There’s no such
thing as saving something, you know, now is when it is, now is what it’s all about. Every
time you play is the most important time in your life.” And so, like I said, we hugged and
cried after that, and it changed my life. He said, “every time you play it’s important.” He
said, “you don’t know who’s coming to have their lives transformed by this performance,
and for you to not give a hundred percent you’re shortchanging somebody.” I was like
man, you know. So, you know, I think it’s those kind of experiences that have brought
me to the point to where it’s much bigger than me. It’s not even about how many
applauses I get, how many solos I get. If I can play and somebody’s life is touched and
feels something, that’s what it’s about. That’s what it’s all about. That’s the lesson we’re
trying to pass on to the young people, if we can get them to get that.

That’s a challenge.

It is. And you know, to me, I’'m not such a purist where, if it’s hip hop, that’s cool. If it’s
country, if it’s funk, if it’s a hybrid of things, if you can get to that and you can be honest,
then we’re good, we’re doing something good.

Very profound. I thank you for sharing that with me.

Oh man, I’m sorry to get emotional.
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No, are you kidding?

When I talk about those guys, man, it’s hard not to, you know?

Yeah. That’s how I felt about Cannonball. I got to play in front of him once. You just
don’t ever forget those things.

You don’t forget that, man. And it’s like, you know, to me, I’ll never forget when I was
15, I was in high school, and I was in this jazz competition with my school band. And my
band won, and I won best soloist. And so as best soloist the prize was I got a chance to
play with Sarah Vaughan that night. She was on the bill, right? So I got a chance to sit in.
So I came home and I told my brother, I said, “man, I got Sarah Vaughan’s autograph.”
He said, “okay, did you get her telephone number?” And I went, “what?” He said, “how
are you gonna call her with her autograph?” He said, “you need to call her so you can try
to get the gig.” And I was like, “what?” [ hadn’t even thought about that, you know, I'm
15. I’'m just happy I got the autograph. But we live, we learn.

By the way, you mentioned Louis Hayes.

Yeah.

And this leads me — we’re going to run out of tape here shortly —

That’s all right.

I had this question that I sometimes ask about. Is there such a thing as playing ahead of
the beat or behind the beat? I’ve had drummers say no. The beat is the beat. And then
some of them say well yes. But I saw Louis Hayes once in a club. Holy God, he was like,
I felt, way on top of the beat. And I just wondered if that is a thing.

It certainly is a thing. I’ve often said that there are three ways of time, aside from good
and bad time. There’s down the center, there’s behind the beat and there’s on top of the
beat. Behind the beat is not the same as dragging. On top of the beat is not the same as
rushing. You know, you’re manipulating the beat a little bit. But Louis Hayes plays on
top, you know, but I wouldn’t say he rushes. Because he has great control. But see, you
know, one of the things that I learned — see the thing, when you talk about jazz and the
music feels good, and you talk about time, it’s not about how great the time is from a
metronomic standpoint. You can have great metronomic time, in other words you can put
on a metronome and you’re right with it and it feels horrible, right? Takes Miles Davis’
band, the quintet with Ron, Tony, Herbie. That time was like this. But it felt great. And I
asked Ron about it, he said, “well the difference was, they did that together.” That’s what
made it feel so good. They were aware of when it was going up, going down behind the
beat, you know, you’re manipulating the time. They were very much aware of when it
was happening. And then I asked him about this, maybe ten years ago. And — no, maybe
about seven years ago. And so, maybe going back about nine years I remember doing the

Monk Competition, playing in the rhythm section. I’'m having a conversation with Bob
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Hurst, bassist. And he was saying when he first joined Tony’s band, Tony Williams’
band, he noticed during, for the first couple of months he said it was really bothering him
because during Wallace Roney’s solo, on a certain couple of tunes, the same tunes every
night, it felt like the tempo would change. So he went to Tony, he said, “Tony, I don’t
know what I’'m doing wrong, man, but it feels like the time — maybe when we get to this
spot — Tony said, “no.” He said, “Wallace feels the quarter note during his solo on
those tunes so we go with him.” So now you look at what Ron was saying with
relationship to them playing with Miles, it makes total sense. But you realize how in the
moment you have to be to be aware of that? In 1991 I did a tour with Benny Green
opposite Tony Williams for six weeks. It was May 15, 1991, we were in the airport in
Philadelphia on our way to Atlanta, right? We’re in the airport, and I'm talking with
Tony. So I said to Tony, I said, “Tony, what do you do, and I don’t know how to ask this
question —” And Tony was kind of like, you know, when you talk to him everything was
about on his terms. So he was great, we had a great time. But I said, “what do you do if
there’s a problem with the time?”” And he kind of looked at me like, you talking about my
time? Like he was getting ready to pull a knife out or something. So I clearly said, “no,
no, not your times, just in general if there’s a problem with time what do you do.” And he
said, “Carl, let me ask you a question.” He said, “if you were rushing or you were
dragging and you knew it while it was happening, would you continue to do it?” I said,
“no.” He said, “okay.” He says, “being aware of it while it’s happening you’re 75 percent
on your way to correcting the problem. The other 25 percent has to do with what’s going
on around you.” He says, “so it’s about being in the moment.” And so it just makes so
much sense as I put all those pieces of the puzzle together, about just really being in the
moment. Now, some guys do rush. Some guys do drag. [ mean that’s a reality. But Rufus
Reid plays behind the beat, but I wouldn’t say that he drags though. He’s got great time,
great pulse. But see then that question is somewhat relative. Behind the beat based on
what? Ahead of the beat based on what? So it’s argument that will go on for the next
couple of hundred years.

Yeah, sure. We don’t want to solve the debate.

I don’t think we can.

We’ve got to leave some mystery.

Yeah, yeah. If you ever get a moment, you’ve got to talk to Louis Hayes, though.

I did.

Did you?

Years ago.

Oh, he’s a character.

He’s a good guy.
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He’s a character. You know, I’ve got to tell you a funny story. This was the first time he
went to European with Cannonball. They were in Paris. And they’d meet in the lobby for
a sound check, and there’s no Louis. And they’re waiting around for Louis. So here he
comes, after they’d been waiting about twenty minutes. He comes in the hotel and he’s
just shaking his hands like — o0oo0. They said, “Louis, man, where you been? We’ve been
waiting for you.” He said, “man, I went to take a walk, man, it’s incredible man.” They
said, “what?” He said, “you won’t believe how smart the kids are here.” And they go,
“what are you talking about?” “Even the kids speak French.” My man Lou.

All right. Well we used up the tape here. I thoroughly enjoyed this.

Oh it was my pleasure.

You are well thought of, and well spoken.

Thank you.

And I think your students at Juilliard are blessed to have you.

Thank you.

Good luck with your clinic tomorrow.

I’m looking forward to it, it should be fun.

Okay.

All right. Thank you.
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