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Brown: Today is October 20th, 2005. We are in the home of musician-percussionist-
humanitarian extraordinaire Louie Bellson at his home. We are in his lovely home with
his lovely wife, Francine, and we are conducting the official Smithsonian Institution Jazz
Oral History interview with the incomparable maestro Louie Bellson.

Louie, this oral history is an attempt to capture your life in music, for you to tell the story
of your life in your own words. We’d like to start at the very beginning [and] have you
talk about your early childhood, your family, and then progress through your career.

The reason why we are particularly interested in your interview is because of the breadth
of your accomplishments not only as a percussionist virtuoso, but also because of your
involvement as an arranger, as a composer, as an educator, and as a humanitarian. These
are some of the topics we hope to be able to bring to life during the discussion of your
life in music.

So, Louie Bellson, if you could start by giving us your full — your very full name — your
original name from birth. I know that there are several discrepancies, and it’s probably
very long, but if you could do that and give us the exact date of your birth and location.

Bellson: It was in the magazines for years. Leonard Feather had it 26 of July, but it’s
really July 6th. I was born Luigi Paulino Alfredo Francesco Antonio Balassoni. With that
I could [?] the cello and play it. But that’s my full name. The reason it was changed,
because Dad had a music store at home. Nobody could really think of all those names,
and they misspelled Balassoni. So that’s why it became Louis Bellson or Louie Bellson.

Brown: What year were you born?

Bellson: 1924.

Brown: What city or town?

Bellson: Rock Falls, Illinois. Rock Falls, Illinois, is about 90 miles from Chicago. I was
13 1/2 pounds when I was born. Like Francine says, that’s where I got the double bass
drums. 13 1/2 pounds. That’s a big baby. That’s a giant of a baby. My dad was big. My

mother was small. So I got the smallness from my mom, and the bigness in my hands and
feet from my dad.
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Brown: Can you tell us about your childhood? Do you remember the address of the
home where you were born or where you lived first, originally lived?

Bellson: Yes. It’s amazing. They located the house where [ was born. It’s 708 Eighth
Street, Rock Falls, Illinois. It’s 706.

Brown: Francine is allowing us to correct that.

Bellson: 706. That’s my birthday. 706 is my birthday.

Brown: Okay. 706.

Bellson: They located the house, and three years ago we started a festival there, where I
play with a big band and do a seminar, have a drum contest. This is the fourth year
coming up. Rock Falls, Illinois. They have a marker in the front stating that I was born
July 6th, 1924.

Brown: So that’s where you lived as a child? That’s where you grew up? At that house?
Bellson: Only when I was a real small child. I’d say by the time I was 11 or 12 years old,
I had moved to Peoria, Illinois, and then to Moline, Illinois, where I really grew up. Went
to high school there, junior high school. That’s where I started playing.

Brown: Let’s back up. Could you tell us your parents’ full names?

Bellson: My dad is Louis, Sr. My mother’s name was Carmen. That’s the American
name, Carmen.

Brown: Do you remember their Italian names?

Bellson: Yes. My dad was Louis Balassoni. My mother was Carmen Bartolucci.
Brown: Bartolucci?

Bellson: Bartolucci.

Brown: Do you know where they were from in Italy?

Bellson: My father was born in Naples. My mother was born in Milano. So I’m half
Milanese and half Napolitan.

Brown: Are they both first generation or second generation in America?
Bellson: Second, I think?

Brown: So they were born in America?
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Bellson: Yeah. No, they’re first generation, born in Italy. They came over. Our family —
we had eight children, four girls and four boys. The girls came first. Four of the girls
were my mother’s sister’s. Have I got that right?

Brown: Francine, do you want to make an editorial comment here?
Bellson: Dad was married to my mother’s sister.

Brown: Why don’t you stop. Let’s get some clarity.

[recording interrupted]

Louie, if you could tell us about your siblings. Tell us about your early family
recollections.

Bellson: There were eight children altogether. All the girls came first, and then the boys
came second. But the first three girls were from my dad’s first marriage to his wife who
came from Italy with him. Those three girls — his wife passed away, so my dad sent to
Italy for the sister. When the sister came to America, they had five children: one girl and
four boys. So actually Josephine, Dee Dee, and Edie are my half-sisters. Mary is my full
sister. And of course the four boys.

Brown: Do you remember the names of your brothers?
Bellson: Yes. The oldest brother was Frank. He passed away. The oldest girl was Edie.
She passed away. The rest of us are still around. That’s Tony. He’s younger than me.

Henry is the baby of the boys. Josephine, Dee Dee, and Mary are the girls left.

Brown: You were born in one place in Illinois. Then you moved to Peoria. Then you
moved to Moline. Do you have any recollections of Peoria?

Bellson: Yes. My dad worked for Bierly Brothers’ music store. He had not gotten his
own music store yet. He just taught there. We were there for about five years. Then we
moved to Rock Island and then Moline. Finally my dad got his own music store.

When I was — I’m backing up — when I was three years old, that’s when my dad took me
to a parade. When that drum section passed me by, I said, “That’s what I want to play.”
My dad said my little finger pointed right at the drums. I was so definite that he started
me at three-and-a-half years old.

Brown: Your father was a professional musician?

Bellson: He played all instruments and taught all instruments.

Brown: He came from Italy as a musician?
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Bellson: Right.
Brown: Do you know anything about his training in Italy, how he became a musician?

Bellson: He knew every aria from every opera. He studied — I was a legit performer
myself. When they call me a jazz drummer, I smile, because I was brought up with the
opera — all the opera [?], and classical music. Of course, Dad having a music store, I got
all the records — the jazz records that came in from Louis Armstrong, Benny Goodman,
Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, Cab Calloway. I knew all those records
when I was a kid.

Brown: Francine said earlier that you only spoke Italian when you were a bambino. So
Italian was spoken in the house?

Bellson: Yeah, we spoke Italian all the time, because my parents didn’t understand
English too much, so we spoke Italian. I spoke very fluently when I was a kid, but now I
forgot it all, because after being on the road 50 years — or 70 years now — if I don’t talk to
anybody, you lose it. But I still know all the cuss words.

Brown: You remember the important things.

Can you talk about any recollections of your childhood, about the neighborhood? Was it
an Italian neighborhood and therefore it was easy to continue to speak Italian? Did you
have trouble going to school when you went to school and didn’t speak much English?
How was it? What recollections do you have of your neighborhood and schooling?

Bellson: Rock Falls, they had a large Italian settlement there. In fact my dad used to go
there just to give lessons. Most of the people were poor. They paid him off by giving him
home-grown tomatoes, home-grown wine — grapes. That’s what happened.

My recollection of Peoria — we didn’t stay there too long. My dad opened a restaurant. [?]
ate up all of our profits, so he decided to give it up. That didn’t last long at all. From
Peoria we moved to Rock Island for a few years. Then we finally got to Moline. Dad had
his own music store, full fresh music store. He taught everything there: string
instruments, brass instruments, woodwinds, percussion. We had all the teachers there. It
was a class A music store.

Brown: Did you start taking lessons in your dad’s music stores, or did you study with a
private teacher elsewhere?

Bellson: I studied with my father first. I did about a year with him. Then he said, “I can’t
teach you anything more.” So I went to Chicago to study with Roy Knapp. Remember
Roy Knapp? He taught Gene Krupa. Buddy [Rich] took a few lessons with him too.
When I went to study with Roy, he had me play something on the drum set. He said, “I
can’t teach you anything. You know it all already.” I said, “No, no, no.” So he started me
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on xylophone, marimba, and vibes. He started me on harmony and theory. I branched off
after Dad started me and I took over with Roy Knapp. By the time [ was 13, 14, 15 years
old, I was teaching in my dad’s music store. That’s where all these books came from.
Most of my students were — I was 13. My students were 40 years old, 50 years old.

Brown: Let’s back up. You studied with your dad for a year. You pointed at the drummer
in the parade and said you wanted to play drums. So your father started teaching you
shortly thereafter?

Bellson: Yeah.

Brown: Started giving you lessons? Snare drum lessons, I imagine? Or full kit? Bass
drum? Anything else other than . . .?

Bellson: Snare drum first. A parade drum too, at that, because he believed in going up
through the ranks. That don’t spoil me, by giving me a brand new set of drums. He could
have got me a set for nothing. He said, “No. You can work for it.” So I had a parade with
gut snares in the bottom. You know what that means. Mistakes come out loud and clear.

When I studied with Roy — when I played for Roy, Roy said, “I can’t teach you anything
on the drums. I’m going to get you on the mallets and tympani.”

Brown: How old were you when you went to study with Roy?

Bellson: I was about 15, 16 years old. I’d take a train, go to Chicago. What I would do is
take my lesson from Roy, stay over a couple of days, and of course catch Gene at the
Panther Room at the Hotel Sherman, or go to the theater and see Cab Calloway, go back
and see a little Cozy Cole, and catch all the — Jo Jones with Basie’s band. Never missed
that.

But my early training in Moline — I was very fortunate that there was a nightclub there
called the Rendezvous nightclub. The four players there were all from Kansas City. The
leader was Specks [Speckled] Red. He came from Des Moines, lowa. But Argo Percy
Walker was from Kansas City — Jo Jones style. Steiner was the saxophone player. Bates
was the bass player. Every Tuesday night they let me play the whole night with that
quartet. That’s where I learned what swing was all about. They taught me how to play for
soloists, how to back up a band — big band, small band. Then with my dad, I played every
night in the music store. He had an accordion band. I played drums with the accordion
band. He had woodwinds on Wednesday night. Thursday night was a brass section.
Friday night was a full band. I was there playing drums all the time. That was valuable
training. That helped me so much, because by the time I got to be 18, 19 years old, I
could play with any band.

Brown: What was your favorite type of music that you liked to listen to?
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Bellson: All kinds of music, because I was geared to that in the music store. Somebody
would come in and say, “I want something by Stravinsky.” I’d get the book out, get the
records out. That’s how I learned classical music.

Brown: Did you learn any other instruments, other than percussion instruments?

Bellson: My dad directed me to the piano, not as a piano player, but to learn theory,
harmony, and rhythm. As I started doing that, I got involved in writing for ensembles —
for string quartets and eventually with a big band. So today, when I bring in a new chart .

[recording interrupted]

I just finished a brand new chart for a big band. I can rehearse it myself. I don’t have to
ask somebody to rehearse it for me. I can pick out the bad notes. I look at my score. The
title of it is Opus No. 6. 1t’s for the band at Musician’s Warehouse, where I play with
them twice a month. When I’'m down in L.A., I have my own band. I play with them
twice a month. That keeps my chops up, because you have to play. I have to play all the
time. Otherwise you lose it. We all know that.

Brown: We going to talk a lot about your arranging, but perhaps now’s the time to start
about how you began to become interested in being an arranger. Here you are a
percussionist. Your father is a musician, owns a music store. You’re surrounded by
music. About your household — obviously you’re a musician, and your father’s a
musician. Were your siblings as well? Did they pursue music?

Bellson: Yes. There are two other drummers in the family: Tony and Hank. But we all
started on string instruments: mandolin, guitar, guitar[?] — the big bass guitars. That
didn’t stay long. All three of us got involved with drums. It’s a natural thing.

Brown: What was the first string instrument you played?

Bellson: Mandolin.

Brown: You played mandolin.

Bellson: Then guitar. That was good, because with playing the piano, actually that gave
me the full spectrum. Guitar, full chords. Piano, full chords. So that’s when I learned how
to write.

Brown: Did you start writing your own compositions?

Bellson: Yes.

Brown: At what age do you remember writing your first composition?
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Bellson: About 14.

Brown: Do you remember what kind of tune it was, or what it was? Was it a string
quartet, or was it a pop tune?

Bellson: The first arrangement [ wrote was a thing called Little Sireco [spelling?]. I wrote
it for big band. When I think about that — that arrangement was kind of lousy, but I had to
go through that phase. I had a chance to listen to all those bands. That’s what really gave
me the incentive. Then working with Specks Red on Tuesday nights, that taught me how
to swing, how to play music.

Brown: When you say Specks Red, Specks Red’s band, was it a black band? white band?
mixed band?

Bellson: Black band, yeah.
Brown: Black band. There was no trouble with you playing with the black band?

Bellson: No. In fact, [Harry] Sweets [Edison] used to call me Dusty Foot. He said,
“You’re not Italian. You’re a Dusty Foot.” [? ?] “You’re Arapahoe.” Okay. Jo was a real
character, but I learned an awful lot from him.

Brown: How old were you when you met him?

Bellson: I was about — I was in Benny Goodman’s band. I went to catch Basie’s band. He
was with Basie’s band. He heard me play. He said, “You and I are going to be playing
lots of stuff together in the near future.” Sure enough, it happened that way.

Brown: We’re getting a little ahead of ourselves if you’re already talking about being
with the Goodman band, so let’s back up. You’re still in high school. You’re studying.
You’ve been studying with Roy Knapp. How long did you study with Roy?

Bellson: With Roy Knapp? I studied with him for about three years. I gained a lot of
knowledge, and it gave me a chance to go to Chicago, take my lesson from him, then stay
over a day or two, and like I said before, go to catch Cab Calloway, Gene Krupa, Tommy
Dorsey, Duke, Basie. I caught all of them.

Brown: The biography in The New Grove Dictionary of Jazz lists that you learned tap-
dancing, or were a tap-dancer with a barrelhouse pianist, Speckled Red. You said that
you played with him. Did you also — is that an accurate account? Were you also a tap
dancer?

Bellson: All the drummers during that era — Jo Jones, for example, Buddy Rich — Steve
Gadd was a Mouseketeer. They all tap-danced. They told jokes. Because when you
played the theaters, you did everything. You were m.c. You had a dance routine. You had
a dance routine called a b.s. chorus. It was nothing but a series of taps. That’s how Baby
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Lawrence, Teddy Hale, Bunny Briggs — that’s where all those guys came up, from the
tap-dance era.

My sister Mary — full sister — taught me how to tap-dance. She taught me the time-step
first of all, and then the shim-sham-shimee. That’s how that started.

Brown: How old were you when she was teaching you this?

Bellson: 13 or 14. I did pretty good. That’s why two bass drums came in handy, because
this left foot was strong.

Brown: We’re going to talk about that as well. Do you remember your very first
professional performance?

Bellson: Yeah. It was in Rock Island, Illinois. The gig was a piano player, a trumpet
player, and drums. That’s all. No bass. What an odd combination. But they were all good
players. So I had to supply what the piano player and bass player would play, as well as
doing what I did on my drum set. The trumpet player was excellent. He doubled on
flugelhorn. The piano player was very good. Did I say piano? We didn’t have bass. We
had piano, trumpet, and drums. I had to be escorted into the place, because they sold
liquor there. I had an older guy help me set up my drums and stay with me to make sure I
didn’t go to the bar. That was my first gig.

Brown: How old were you?

Bellson: How old was [? About 14. That gig paid $3. I played all night for $3, and I had
fun. I was playing music. That trio, we played excerpts from Duke’s band, Basie’s band,
Lionel Hampton. We played Flying Home. We played good music. No bad music.

Brown: So before you started studying with Roy, you were already an accomplished — or
at least being paid professionally as a musician. Who were some of the drummers that
you were listening to? Were there any ones that you could identify and say, oh yeah, he
influenced me — he was a strong influence in my development?

Bellson: A lot of them, because, as I said before, I heard them on records. The first
record I played when I was a kid, that had a drum solo on it, was Lionel Hampton, Jack
the Bellboy. He was playing drums, not vibes. He was one hell of a drummer, too. Lionel
was a living legend. That’s the first record I heard. Then of course along came Gene
[Krupa], and I got to know him. He’s one of the first guys that brought drums to the
foreground, where you couldn’t say, “We’ve got 17 guys and a drummer in the band.” I
used to say, “What do you mean, 17 guys and a drummer? We’re included in that. We’re
18.” They’d say, “You guys are noisemakers.” I said, “No, no, no, no. We’re sound-
makers, not noisemakers. We’re a very important part of the band.” Later on we proved
it.
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Buddy [Rich] and I were almost the same age. He had me by about five years. He was
about five years older than me. We pal’d around. We were pals for over 50 years. That
was one hell of a drummer too. But this guy up here, Jo Jones, and Big Sid Catlett, were
my two teachers, along with Argo Percy Walker at the Rendezvous. They taught me how
to play brushes, how to play the hi-hat, how to listen, develop a style, listen to the soloist.
When you listen to a soloist, you become a background, not a soloist. Then I started
listening to Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker. That came later. But when I first heard
those guys play, I didn’t understand it at first, but I knew something special was
happening. When I went the second time, I said, aha. I see what they’re doing. The third
and fourth times, I became a big fan.

Brown: You mention Diz and Bird, but you don’t mention the drummers they were
playing with. Was it the overall music that got you, and not necessarily the drumming?

Bellson: Both. Overall music and the drumming too, because Kenny — you know who
I’m talking about.

Brown: Kenny Clarke. Klook.

Bellson: Kenny Clarke — Klook — was the first guy I heard that played what you call
bebop drums. He didn’t need a left hand or right foot. It was all here in the right hand.
When the syncopation came in with the bass drum, he had it all in the right place. He
didn’t have to go boom-boom-boom-boom-boom like we had to do in the swing bands,
because the bass player played that. Ray Brown gives you four beats. You didn’t need
anything more after that.

Brown: Let’s go back and talk about your influences from the Kansas City drummers,
because Kansas City — obviously you always talk about Papa Jo Jones, but there are many
people who brought that Kansas City style as well. You mentioned one of those
gentlemen earlier. Were you able to distinguish different drumming styles by this time in
your career or development?

Bellson: Oh yeah.
Brown: Was there something particular about the Kansas City style of drumming?

Bellson: It had a fluid sound to it. Jo Jones reminded me of a fan dancer. He was all
liquid, but yet the intensity was there in his sound. The sound of his drums was like a
perfect choir — soprano, alto, tenor, and bass. He made it sound that way. From Jo Jones,
that’s where Max Roach came from, out of Jo Jones. Jo Jones was like Lester Young.
Lester Young started that fluid saxophone. That’s where Stan Getz got it. It wasn’t like
Coleman Hawkins or Ben Webster. They were more of another style. But Pres [Lester
Young | had a different style that came out of that Basie band. That’s what made Jo so
different, a fluid sound, yet with intensity. It made you listen.
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Brown: That famous nationwide drum contest that was sponsored by Gene Krupa — talk
about that experience.

Bellson: I wasn’t too interested in joining that contest. I had a funny feeling about
contests, because I figured it’s based on your performance at that time. You could have
done a lot of things prior to that, but faltered in that three or four minutes as a contestant.
So I wasn’t interested in joining it. The guy at [?] Drum Company said, “Louie, you’ve
got to join this.” My dad encouraged me, and I started in. That was local, regional, semi-
finals, and finals. The finals were to be held in New York with Gene Krupa’s band at the
Paramount Theater. But that didn’t happen. It was Gene, but it was at Wurlitzer’s music
store, because Gene was appearing at the Paramount, and people paid to come in to hear
him play. They didn’t want to hear a bunch of high-school kids playing drums. So we had
it at Wurlitzer for the finale.

The local thing was easy, because there weren’t too many drummers around then. The
regional one was the toughest one. All the Chicago drummers — young drummers from
Chicago — I mean, they really played well. When they called my name as the winner, I
was surprised, because I heard a hundred drummers out of Chicago that — I thought they
cut me, or they played as well as I did, anyway.

But that contest was difficult, because at first we thought we were going to play with
Gene Krupa’s band. That’s wonderful. But instead we had to play along with the record
Drum Boogie. Remember that? [Bellson sings the theme.] To play along with the record,
you’ve got to be careful. I knew that Gene was going to count on judging us to make sure
that we played soft enough to don’t lose that rhythm, because there was a drum solo in
there too. So I played real soft. I didn’t miss a beat. I got a lot of coverage on that.
Whereas some of the other drummers started off — you didn’t hear the record. All you
heard was them, and they were playing long before the record was over with.

It was an interesting — I gained a lot of publicity from that. Down Beat gave me a lot of
coverage. Metronome magazine in those days gave me a lot of coverage. That gave me a
lot of publicity, so the name was starting to bounce around.

But it really started when — actually, that contest — my first band that I played with was
Ted FioRito.

Brown: Say it again. Ted what?

Bellson: Ted FioRito: F-i-o-capital R-i-t-0. He wrote / Never Knew. He was a society
bandleader, but a good one. When he came to Davenport, lowa, all the kids said, “Let
Lou play.” So I sat in and played. He offered me a job right there. I still had three months
of high school to do. I told Ted — I said, “I’ve got three months of high school. Let me do
that first, and if you’re still interested . . .” Ted said, “You call me, because I’'m going off
to California.” He kept his word. He said, “By the way, do you know any good girl
singers around?” Because Betty Grable sang with him, years ago. Did you know that? I
said, “Yeah. I know two girls here. One is a great singer, but she’s not dependable. You
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can’t count on her being on time. The other one is not as good as her, but she’s a
bombshell. Her name is June Stovenour. She was a cheerleader.” June Stovenour joined
Ted before I did. She later became June Haver. Does that name strike a bell? She married
Fred MacMurray. She became a big movie star.

Brown: So you launched her career.

Bellson: Yeah. I came to California. Ted FioRito was in a place called the Florentine
Gardens. The Mills Brothers were the main attraction there. You talk about learning
something. Harry, [?] — all four of them, actually. Their father was still living. But they
were the class act. They taught me more about music than anybody else, being available
at Florentine Gardens. It was three months there at Florentine Gardens.

While I was there, they had a pickpocket, a guy by the name of Dr. Giovanni. He had
somebody come up, and he’d pick their pockets. He was on the bill. Ted FioRito’s band —
Candy Candido was with the band.

While I was there, Freddie Goodman — Benny Goodman’s brother — came in. Freddie was
managing Benny at that time. Benny Goodman was at Paramount Studios doing a movie.
When Freddie heard me play, he sent a note for me to come over to the table. I did. He
said, “How would you like to join Benny Goodman’s band?” I said, “B-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-
b-b-b-b-b-b.” He said, “I’ll tell you what. I’'m going to pick you up in a limousine. You
come down to Paramount Studios and audition for Benny Goodman.” I didn’t sleep that
night at all, because here Ted got me out of Moline, and he’s been nice to me. How can I
just get up and leave him? But Benny Goodman — man.

So he picked me up the next day in a limousine. Took me out to Paramount Studios. I
heard Benny Goodman say, “Tell the kid, put a tuxedo on. I’ll see him on the set.” No
audition at all. I was playing with Dave Barbour on guitar and Jimmie Rowles on piano. I
forget who the bass player was. I played one number with the quartet, and Benny
Goodman said, “The train leaves Thursday. I’ll see you there.” That was my audition
with Benny Goodman. Isn’t that something?

Brown: An amazing story. Did he even talk to you? Did he ever say anything to you?

Bellson: No, he didn’t. All he said was, “You’ve got the job, and I’ll see you Thursday
on the train.”

Now the big question came: how am I going to tell Ted FioRito? Candy Candido and the
rest of the band found out about it. They said, “Go to Benny. We’ll explain to Ted later
on what happened.” I said, “Yeah, but I can’t do that. Let me at least tell Ted.” They said,
“No. He’s a bull-headed Italian. He’s not going to go for it.” They said, “You go on
ahead. We’ll fix it up.” So Ted really got mad, but later on, he apologized. He said,
“Look kid. I didn’t want to stand in your way.” Benny Goodman was hot in those days.
Sing, Sing, Sing and all that.
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So I went to New York with Benny. My first gig in New York was at the New Yorker
Hotel. While we played with the band there, we had a tremendous ice show to play. The
band had to play the ice show. The drum book was three inches thick. I had to play
tympani cues, xylophone, and drum set. That was my meat. I could breeze through that.
All the ice skaters said, “Keep him with you all the time.” But for some reason, on the
show I had to play Sing, Sing, Sing, and I got a lot of applause for doing that. But while I
was there — we were at the New Yorker for about two months. On the second month,
Benny gave me my notice. Hymie Schertzer was playing lead alto then. He was good
friends with Benny. He went up to Benny and said, “Why did you fire that kid? That kid
is sensational.” Benny didn’t say anything. But I found out later that I was taking his
applause away from him on Sing, Sing, Sing.

When I left the band, I stopped off in Chicago and told Louis Jordan — with his Tympani
Five — I told Louis Jordan about it. He said, “Why, that four-eyed bastard.” He said,
“You’re going to hang out with me.” So I did. He bolstered my ego. So by the time I got
home the next day, my dad was at the train station, meeting me there. I said, “What are
you doing here, Dad?” He said, “Benny Goodman kept me up all night. He wants you
back in the band.” “But he just fired me.” “No. He wants you back in the band.” I got
back on the train, went back to New York. He never bothered me [?]. Right up until the
time he died, he wanted me to play with him.

Brown: So you went back to play with him after you got back? Your dad told you,
“Benny Goodman wants you in place”?

Bellson: Went right back with him until he decided to retire, halfway. That’s when I
joined Tommy Dorsey’s band.

Brown: So how long were you actually with Benny Goodman then?

Bellson: I was with him several times. I was with him one time for a year, another time a
year-and-a-half, and then a third time too, I think. Long after I’d been with Duke and
everybody, I was in New York. Benny was doing stuff up at Yale — one concert. You [?]

and do a series of six concerts. I did all those with him.

Brown: Okay. But that first stint, you were with him for two months, and then you got
fired for upstaging the boss, basically.

Bellson: Yeah. I think that’s what happened.
Brown: Is that a valuable lesson to learn?
Bellson: I couldn’t figure out why he’s mad at me. I’'m getting applause for the band too.

But he meant well. I guess he couldn’t figure out where all this was coming from that
little body.
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Brown: Let’s go back. When you were out at the Paramount Studios and you played with
the sextet, did the other guys — were they receptive to you?

Bellson: Oh yeah, very receptive.
Brown: The rest of the guys in the band?

Bellson: I think it was a quartet [sic: quintet]. It was Dave Barbour on guitar, Jimmie
Rowles on piano, Benny, of course, and the bass player. I can’t think of his name [Cliff
Hill]. It was a quartet. You can always tell, when you’re mixing it up with the other
musicians. When they give you a big smile, that means you’re home free. Jimmie Rowles
turned around and gave me a big smile, and Dave Barbour did a Freddie Greene on me,
so I knew I was doing right. I played brushes, no sticks, on that number, but it was
enough to let Benny Goodman know that he liked my time, and he liked my little solo.
He dug me.

Brown: I think — I don’t know what year this was, but it’s on the Engine Room, the four-
CD collection. They included the selection of you playing with — Louis Bellson, / want to
go where you go. Do you remember this particular recording? I think it’s from this
period.

Let’s go on. You worked with Benny Goodman. This is your first big break. After you
went back with him — you worked two months. Then you got fired for upstaging him.
Then you went back with him. Then after you left the Goodman band, who did you go
with at that point?

Bellson: There’s another hitch there. I’'ve gone with Ted FioRito, then from Ted FioRito
to Benny Goodman, right?

Brown: Right.

Bellson: Then I went back to Ted FioRito, and then back with Benny. That was in 1942.
’42 was the first time, [ think. Oh, I had a stint in the army then.

Brown: According to this record, it says you were with Benny Goodman from September
1942 to April ’43, and then it sounds like you went to the military. Is that accurate or not?

Bellson: April *43. Yes, that’s right. I stayed in the army for three years. I played in
Washington, D.C., at Walter Reed Hospital. I was in the band there. We played for all the
amputees when they came back from the war.

Brown: So you were inducted into the military? Which fort, or which base?

Bellson: 304th Army Service Forces Band in Washington, D.C. — in Silver Springs,
Maryland. That’s where I was for three years. I played all the time.
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Brown: You were drafted.

Bellson: Yeah. I was very lucky to be able to play. I played all the mallet instruments.
They had two or three other drummers — a good band. Johnny Hartman was a singer in
that band. We all know who Johnny Hartman was.

Brown: Lush Life.

Bellson: A sweetheart, a great singer. In those days we used to go to all the — Georgia
Hall, Connecticut Hall, and play with our quintet. Johnny Hartman was our singer. That
was quite an experience.

Brown: You’re talking about being in the military in the mid-’40s. The military wasn’t
integrated until 1948, but it sounds like, at least in the Special Services, in the bands, that
you had mixed bands. Is that correct?

Bellson: Yeah. Did I get that right? Let’s see. I joined Ted FioRito, then went with
Benny Goodman from Ted FioRito, and then I joined the army after that, I think, and
stayed in the army for three years, then came back with Ted FioRito for about six months,
and back with Benny Goodman for a year, and then with Benny — after Benny, I joined
Tommy Dorsey, in 1947.

Brown: How did you get that gig?

Bellson: How did I get that gig? Oh yeah. I wanted to study with a guy named Buddy
Baker, a composition teacher who was a great arranger for Disney Studios. He made an
album with Herb Jeffries, and I liked the way he wrote for strings. Since Benny was
retiring, I said, “I want to go out and study with Buddy Baker.” Buddy Baker knew
Tommy Dorsey very well, and also the baritone saxophone player was good friends with
Buddy Baker. He was the baritone saxophone player with Tommy Dorsey’s band. So
word got around. Buddy [Rich] had left the band. He went into the Marines. They heard
about me, so I got the call to come in and audition for Benny Goodman [sic: Tommy
Dorsey]. At that time, Ted FioRito was the only guy that let me use the two-bass-drum
idea. Benny Goodman wouldn’t let me use it. He said, “I don’t want to pay for two guys.
One bass drum is enough.” So I did. I did. But Tommy Dorsey loved the two-bass-drum
idea. He saw me set up my drums. He was awed by that. Two bass drums, 20 x 20
[inches] long — tubular; 26 x 18 middle tom-tom; and also 9 x 13, 7 x 11 on each side; 16
x 16 floor tom; 18 x 16 floor tom. When I set up that drum — when I finished setting it up
—1is it all right to use a cuss word? — Tommy Dorsey looked at me and he said, “All you
need is a brush up your ass for a [?] and you’ve got a [?].” That’s his exact words.

Brown: Say it again.

Bellson: But he loved drums, having Buddy and Gene in the band for years, Davey
Tough, Big Sid Catlett. Jo Jones did some recording with him.
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We devised an idea. I told him I should have some kind of idea in the theaters that people
— ordinary laymen — hear that sound. They don’t know I’ve got two bass drums. So I told
Tommy I need to make a table to put my drum set on, and it goes around. He said,
“That’s it.” So he had one made. That was a big thing at the Strand Theater. When I did
my number with him, he’d press a button, and I’d go around. He didn’t stop me until my
back was to the audience. Then the audience said, “Oh, he’s got two bass drums.” That
opened up a new thing. Then also, later on, we had florescent drum sticks. When they
turned the lights out, not only the sticks, but as I hit a tom-tom, a light would go on. So
all this sound — it was really a tremendous — it was a good gimmick. It really was. It was a
musical gimmick.

That job with Tommy Dorsey was one of the most difficult, in that you played about
three or four long drum solos during the night, and you played hard. Of course I was
young then. I could do that easily. For example, working with Tommy Dorsey the first
year, we played six months of one-nighters, on the bus without a day off, 500 miles a
night on the bus. We played from 9:00 to 12:30 without taking a break, took a half-hour
break, and played an hour overtime. He was right there with you. It was something else.
But it was a good band, and he was a great trombone player. I gained a lot of knowledge
working with him.

Brown: Can you compare that experience with the Dorsey band as opposed to the
Goodman band.

Bellson: Quite different, but both great bands. To me, Benny Goodman joined ranks with
Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Lionel Hampton, Cab Calloway, Jimmie Lunceford. Those
were the real swing bands. Glenn Miller was a good band. Don’t get me wrong. He was
the biggest moneymaker of all. But he wasn’t a swing band. We know what a swing band
is. But Benny could join that rank. He was that good. That band really swung, especially
when you’ve got Lionel in there, Hampton in there, and when he had Big Sid Catlett,
Charlie Christian. He was the first integrated band. He had Charlie Christian on guitar.
The man had some heavy tunes there. Teddy Wilson on piano. So, quite different, but
equally good.

Tommy Dorsey’s last year, he got intrigued with Basie’s band, especially with Ernie
Wilkins’s writing. He had Ernie write about ten arrangements for him before he died. He
loved that sound, that fluid sound. So he was getting there.

Brown: Let’s go back and talk about — we are going to talk about you being a trail-blazer
yourself as far as race relations in the music industry, but [ want to go back and talk about
— you were saying with the Tommy Dorsey band, that you were finally allowed to use
your double bass drums. Let’s go back and talk about your original inspiration and idea
for using double bass drums.

Bellson: I got the idea in 1938. I was in high school. I made a drawing of the double-

bass-drum kit, the one that you see on this [?]. My teacher said, “What are you doing?” I
said, “This is a diagram of a new drum set, a new kind of a drum set.” I explained to him
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that most drummers only use one bass drum. I’ve got two bass drums. He said, “Work on
that.” So he passed me on that. I was interested in taking my idea to the various drum
companies, but they thought I and Buck Rogers should go to the moon. “You’re crazy.”
“I know I’m crazy, but that’s my idea.”

That’s a Gretch drum set, the first one that [ made. From that point on — the reason that |
joined the Gretch Drum Company is that Benny Goodman had a contract with Gretch.
All T had to do was tell Benny, “No, I’'m [with] Slingerland.” But he — I was afraid he’d
fire me if I said I don’t use Gretch drums, because they gave me about five or six sets of
drums for nothing. So I cooled it until later on. Then I left Gretch and went with
Slingerland.

Brown: Went did you actually have your first double-bass-drum kit? You already came
up with the prototype in 1938. You had already started designing it. So when did you
actually have one?

Bellson: That set was made — the first band was Ted FioRito. I had that when I was
working with Ted FioRito for six months, before I joined Benny. That was an oddity. I

took up half the bandstand with that kit.

Brown: And it’s all your own design, especially with that large tom in the middle? That’s
all your design?

Bellson: I got rid of that drum eventually, because it made my leg span too great. My
legs were sore by the time I finished the gig at night with that drum set.

Brown: How did you negotiate working a bass drum and the pedal with your left foot? I
mean the sock cymbal — the hi-hat cymbal.

Bellson: I took the tripod off of the hi-hat and made a connection between the bell of the
hi-hat and one of the rods in the bass drum, so that brought it right — this was the bass
drum, and the hi-hat was right next to it, by getting rid of the tripod.

Brown: So you had to be an engineering designer as well.

Bellson: Yeah. In those days [ was playing toe with the bass drum and heel with the hi-
hat, or both together.

Brown: So you had to come up with your own technique and approach.
Bellson: Yeah.

Brown: A lot of people point to Ray McKinley using double bass drums. It sounds like
you preceded him at least as far as the idea.
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Bellson: I thought he was the first one, but later on he told me, “No. It was you. You
were the first one.” He came up — he was with Will Bradley’s band. Double Drum Boogie
came up with him. He had two bass drums, and he played them with mallets. I thought — I
kept giving people the idea that Ray was the first one. When I finally saw him, he said,
“No. You were the first one, Lou.” I said, “You’re older than I am, so I figured [it was]
from you.”

Brown: Did he actually have two pedals on it, or was he just using the bass drums and
playing them with his hands.

Bellson: That I don’t know. I’'m inclined to think he was just using the mallets. Then later
on, I think, when he saw me he added the pedals.

Brown: But you were the first one that you know of to actually affix pedals to bass
drums and play them.

Bellson: Right. Yeah.
Brown: So we can set the record straight now.
Bellson: No, it might have been some guy living in a cave 300 years ago. I don’t know.

Brown: Until that information comes out, right now we’ll go with what we got, which is
Louie Bellson coming up with that design in 1938, from a design.

You said you did it in a class. Was it shop class, art class, design class? Why were you
drawing this, and why did your teacher approve it? Was it a music teacher?

Bellson: I knew I was really ambidextrous. I started dreaming about this idea of having
another drum on this side. Later on I was the first one to have two snare drums over here
and then have an extension of bongo drums over here. So those ideas were coming to me.

I was the first one that invented the silent drum set. I had a practice pad with rubber on
the top, and then cymbals made out of rubber. That was the silent drum set. I could
practice in the dressing room without bothering anybody. Then later on guys came out
with a sophisticated practice set. But I couldn’t get those things — what do you call it? —
invented — patent. I couldn’t get a patent on it, because I didn’t know what I was doing. I
was a kid. I showed somebody the idea. They’d steal it from me.

Brown: We’re going to talk about your relationship with Remo Belli later, so we can talk
about how you were able to develop a lot of — and work with somebody who’s
developing the instrument. Again, that’s one of the other things that makes Louie
Bellson’s history so important, because you have all these other activities as well as being
a drummer.

At this point let’s take a break.
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[recording interrupted]

This picture of this Gretch prototypical double-bass-drum set — you mentioned that you
were using 20-inch bass drums . . .

Bellson: 20 x 20.

Brown: 20 x 20, which is a departure from what was pretty much the norm in those days.
Bellson: That’s right.

Brown: What size were the bass drums being used at that time?

Bellson: I was using the 26-inch bass drum. I’'m using 24’s now.

Brown: [You] like that big sound.

Bellson: Yeah.

Brown: But you went down to the 20. I guess that was to facilitate having two up there.

Bellson: Yeah. I was thinking that the tubular — long tube would give me the sound I was
looking for. Yet I could put those tom-toms on top of that 20-inch bass drum and not
make everything too high, because I always wanted my cymbals to be in a position so I
can play rhythm, because today some drummers have — I don’t know how they do that.
They play with the cymbals very high, but they still get a sound. To me, I go with Jo
Jones, who said, “I like that ride cymbal right there, staring me in the face.” And I like
the Chinese cymbal right over here, and an 18-inch cymbal over here, so I’ve got three
ride cymbals. I remember when Buddy Rich one time on the Tonight Show — Eddie
Shaughnessy was playing drums. Eddie’s a big guy — he sat in on Eddie’s drums. He said
he had to jump up in the air to hit one cymbal. Eddie got a big kick out of that.

Brown: Speaking of size and drummers, we didn’t mention Chick Webb.

Bellson: Oh boy. He was something else.

Brown: You got to see him? Did you see him perform?

Bellson: I saw him once. He was amazing, not only as a drummer, but — Gene Krupa
used to say that in those days, the Savoy Ballroom was open. They used to have a battle
of the bands up there. They always put Benny Goodman’s band with Chick Webb’s band,
because Chick had Ella Fitzgerald as singer. I saw Gene one time when he was getting

ready to do that. He said, “I’m going up to play opposite Chick Webb and get a drum
lesson.” He didn’t know a note if it was as big as this room. Yet you could play an
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arrangement for him, and he’d call you up and say, “Here’s the saxophone parts,” and
he’d sing the saxophone parts. “Here’s the brass parts.” He’d sing the brass parts.

Brown: This is Chick Webb?

Bellson: Chick Webb. The most amazing memory. Even better than Buddy. Buddy was
supposed to have a good memory, which he did have. But Chick Webb was the champ
with that. He not only heard it the first time and got it, but he heard what the whole band
was doing. It’s unusual. It was a gift of God.

[recording interrupted]

Brown: Take 2 of the Smithsonian Jazz Oral History interview with Louie Bellson in his
home in San Jose, California. We’re talking about Chick Webb. Please continue.

Bellson: Chick Webb — on some early interviews, when I was young, I failed to mention
him, because I forgot that I had met him once. I met him in Chicago. I was amazed at the
sound he got with that big bass drum. I think it was either a 28- or a 30-inch bass drum. If
you were looking at him from the front, all you saw was a [?] of hair and his sticks flying
up in the air. God Almighty. It was most amazing. And the way he played in the band.
It’s too bad we don’t have a lot of footage on him, because a lot of college kids or young
high-school kids asked me, “What about Chick Webb?”’ I could only go so far. But what
he did in that short span. Buddy [Rich] talked about him too. There was nobody like
Chick Webb. He was a champ.

Brown: He was the first big-band drum leader — drummer who led a big band, at that
point.

Bellson: Yes, that’s right.

Brown: So [ think that that’s very important as far as his impact on his music. Other
people who played with him — of course Ella [Fitzgerald] — spoke so highly of him — and
other folks.

Bellson: Cozy Cole spoke — he loved Chick. Everybody loved Chick. He was a nice
person besides. I can imagine — Cozy told me he was in a lot of pain before he died,
because of that back injury. But then he went ahead and played. It didn’t bother him.
When you go to see him — that’s the first drummer I ever saw, when he was playing a
solo, he used real tiny thin sticks. I could see the chips of wood flying up in the air. I
never saw that before. I said wow, wow.

Brown: But you did get a chance to meet him.
Bellson: Yeah.

Brown: How tall was he, about?
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Bellson: He was — Roy Haynes — he wasn’t as big as Roy Haynes.
Brown: A heart of gold.

Bellson: A heart of gold. When they — I always have to put this in. For years, in my later
career, there’s three drummers, Gene Krupa, Buddy Rich, and Louie Bellson. I say, no —
yes, there’s three drummers, but where did we get that from? Chick Webb, Big Sid
Catlett, Jo Jones. You have to name those three. You have to know where you came from
in order to know where you’re going. If you think you’re doing something new, they did
it then. Baby Dodds. There’s another. I didn’t realize — I didn’t get a chance to meet him.
But one time when Pearl [Bailey] — I was married to Pearl at that time — when she went to
New York, I put on a record of Baby Dodds, and I was amazed. He’s playing all those
press rolls. Anything that Gene or Buddy or Jo Jones played, he did it years ago, Baby
Dodds. Credit’s got to be credit where credit’s due.

Brown: Did you listen to any other New Orleans drummers, like either Paul Barbarin or
Zutty Singleton?

Bellson: Yeah. Dannie Richmond, Paul Barbarin, and somebody else down there — Earl
Palmer. In fact I had Earl Palmer play drums when Pearl did her television shows. She
did 15 shows. I conducted the show. I had Ray Brown on bass, Earl Palmer on drums,
because Earl could play anything. Great drummer.

Brown: Is there something special about those New Orleans drummers that you can say
or talk about as a drummer yourself?

Bellson: They had — they utilized the rudiments to the fullest extent. Steve Gadd plays all
those rhythms now. He got them from studying the rudiments and studying some of those
drummers. Preservation Hall. I went down there once. The drummer was 92 years old,
but he was swinging. All they had was a snare drum, field drum, a wood block, and a
cowbell, and oh man.

Brown: You talked about the main influences that came before you, Buddy, and Gene,
which were Papa Jo, Chick Webb, and Big Sid. You talked about Chick Webb and Papa
Jo. What about Big Sid? Can you talk about Big Sid?

Bellson: Fabulous. He was just the opposite of Chick Webb. He was enormous. He was a
big man. When he played, the right stick looked like a toothpick in his hand. But yet he
had the most finesse of anybody. A big guy — you expected him to have a blow like that
metal drum stick I got in front, but, to quote Dizzy Gillespie — he said nobody could play
the Chinese cymbal like Big Sid. With that big hand, he played — sometimes guys
overuse it, bash it — but he played it with the bell up and had a beautiful touch. He could
really swing. Great, fabulous drummer. He taught me all about brushes, hi-hat — like Jo
Jones, how to listen.

For additional information contact the Archives Center at 202.633.3270 or archivescenter@si.edu



Brown: When you say he taught you this, was that just drummer to drummer, maybe
sitting to the side? Or did he give you formal lessons?

Bellson: Yeah, he called me aside. I’d be there by that drum set. I remember one time Jo
Jones came in to hear me play in New York at one of those little jazz joints. I had —
who’s the drummer that plays with — I can’t think of it — a tenor saxophone player — Elvin
played with him for years — John Coltrane. He played bass with John Coltrane. Bobby?

Brown: Bass with John Coltrane?

Bellson: Yeah. He played electric bass and standup bass. Cranshaw — Bobby Cranshaw.
I’m sorry. I’ve got to remember all these names.

Brown: He’s working with Sonny Rollins now, still.
Bellson: Yeah, Sonny Rollins. That’s what [ was trying to think of. Where were we?
Brown: We were talking about . . .

Bellson: Oh, Big Sid Catlett. He would take me — I remember going to Atlantic City to
hear Benny Goodman’s band. Big Sid was playing with Benny. During one of the
intermissions, Big Sid said, “Come here, kid.” He said, “Here’s how you play the hi-hat.”
You’ve got to have a special touch for the hi-hat. “Here’s how you play the brushes.”
That guy was a champ with the brushes, Jo Jones. He came into the nightclub with Bobby
Cranshaw. Quartet. John Bunch on piano and Ted Nash on saxophone. Let me tell you.
He came in with a newspaper rolled under his arm. When I introduced him, he said, “I’1l
play the newspaper. You play the snare drum, Lou. I’ll play the wall and the newspaper.”
I wish I had recorded that. He was out of sight. He did more with a newspaper and
brushes and the wall than most guys could do with a full set of drums. Fabulous.

Brown: It sounds like the drummers was a fraternity of sorts. It sounds like you guys had
a real rapport and looked out for one another? Is that really the case?

Bellson: Oh yeah, yes, absolutely. To the extent, if one guy couldn’t make — like if I was
out in California working for Quincy Jones and I couldn’t make a certain date, I’d call
Shelly Manne or Earl Palmer or Paul Humphrey. We’d always look out for one another.
Drummers were very close, and we would go hear one another, like Buddy Rich coming
to hear me play. I’d go hear him play. One thing about him: he always used to cop my hi-
hat and my snare drum. I’d come to the gig at night, and no snare drum and hi-hat. Good
thing I had an extra. I said, that darn Buddy Rich — took my hi-hat and my snare drum.

Brown: When’s the first time you met Buddy Rich? Do you remember meeting him for
the first time?

Bellson: I met him in Cedar Rapids, lowa. He was with Tommy Dorsey’s band. I was
still going to high school at that time. He impressed me very much. I heard him on radio
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broadcasts coming from the Hotel Astor in New York with Tommy Dorsey’s band. I said,
I’ve got to meet that guy, because it sounds like he’s got a lot of technique — not only
technique, but he plays good with the band.

From that point on, I joined Benny’s band, and we got to know one another. That
relationship went on for about — right up to when he died.

Brown: What was he like when you first met him? Because he has a reputation for being
abrasive.

Bellson: He was brisk, yeah. That’s a good title for him, brisk. But he took a liking to
me, because | was asking the right questions.

Brown: Such as?

Bellson: On your radio broadcast from New York, how did they set up the microphones?
Because I could tell all the beats that you were playing.” He said, “The heck with the
microphones. That came from me.”

Brown: That sounds like Buddy.

Bellson: From that point on, we chatted for a while. I got his address — New York
address. I called him. We got to be good friends from that point on, close friends. We had
a lot of high respect for one another. We played together quite a few times too.

Brown: Let’s got back and talk about the rest of that triumvirate. We already talked
about Papa Jo, Big Sid, and Chick Webb. Now we have the Gene, Louie, and Buddy. So
talk about your first meeting with Gene Krupa. Here you are. You’re playing with Benny
Goodman. Gene’s the one who really made that chair. So what was it like to meet him for
the first time?

Bellson: He’s the first guy that brought drums to the foreground — made it a solo
instrument. I think it was done before by Baby Dodds, all those early drummers . . .

Brown: Chick Webb.

Bellson: Chick Webb, really, because they didn’t get the credit for it. Whoever marketed
Gene and Buddy and myself, they did a hell of a good job, because if that would have
been the same thing for Chick Webb . . . . We know why. Because the black bands
weren’t as popular in those days. They were popular, but they didn’t get the just dues,
where the credit goes. The credit goes there. That’s where it started. That’s got to be said.
I say it all the time, because I’m not going to say I invented this and I invented that. It
was an outcome of those great players. They’re the ones that did it.

Brown: Gene always gave credit as well.
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Bellson: Yes he did. Yeah. Buddy did too, on different occasions. He always talked about
Jo Jones, because he loved that Basie band.

Brown: It’s hard not to.

Bellson: I first met Gene on one of my trips to go study with Roy Knapp. I used to go to
the Panther Room in the Hotel Sherman, where Gene had his band there. I always found
him to be very congenial. Whatever you wanted to do, great. He took time in between
sets to come over and chat with me. I was just a kid. He’d buy me a drink. Of course it
was soda then. No liquor. I was never a drinker anyway. But he took time to show me
things.

Then of course years later — not too much longer — I won the contest. He remembers me
coming into the Hotel Sherman to catch him. That was the first time I met him. My first
wife used to make an example of Gene. She said, “I’m married to a great drummer, Louie
Bellson, but if you put on stage twenty drummers, include Gene Krupa, Buddy Rich,
Louie Bellson, Jo Jones, Shelly Manne, J. C. Heard — twenty drummers up on stage,
bingo! Your eyes are going to go right to Gene Krupa.” He was a master showman. He
could make more out of [Bellson sings a rhythmic phrase ending in “BAM”] — hit that
little cymbal, and the house would come down. When he did that thing with Buddy Rich,
Buddy Rich would play a tremendous four-bar break [Bellson makes a whirring sound],
Gene would go [Bellson again sings the rhythmic phrase ending in “BAM”], and the
place would go crazy. And Buddy would go, “Nahhhhhhhh. How’d you do that?”

Brown: Do you know what the secret is?

Bellson: That was Gene. Benny Goodman told me — he said, “I respect drummers like Jo
Jones, Big Sid Catlett, you and Buddy, but Gene was my man. He played for me.” That
came from Benny Goodman. So there you go. Tommy Dorsey had a lot of great — Gene
played with Tommy Dorsey for a while, and so did Davey Tough. There’s another guy
that could play. He had a tremendous right foot. And he was a poet — wrote poetry. He
had a lot of smarts.

Brown: You knew him personally. You lived — I saw an account that you lived with him
for a couple of months, maybe just before he died. Is that right?

Bellson: Yes.

Brown: Can you talk about Davey Tough? Because he’s another one of those that didn’t
live very long. History really didn’t capture some of his contributions.

Bellson: That’s right. He was another little guy. Soaking wet, he weighed 98 pounds.
They used to hire another drummer to come in, because after the first hour he’d get drunk
and fall down in back of the bass drum. But he’s the first guy to play damp drums, bass
drum. By that I mean, years ago guys used to tune their drums — if you had a skin head,
and you had to play outdoors in the sun, that drum head would tighten up and you’d get a
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real peashooters sound. But Davey Tough would carry a little pail of water and a shammy
skin, and he’d wet that head down so you got a good damp sound. First guy to do that.

Also he’s the first guy — two guys, Jo Jones and Davey Tough — to play the out chorus,
the shout chorus, on brushes. Usually when you play the shout chorus on brushes, you
were [?] — give me the [?]. No, they played the shout chorus with brushes. It’s really
obvious in recordings with Woody Herman: Apple Honey — that’s what Davey Tough is
doing. He had a different concept of drumming, but it was beautiful. He had a great right
foot. On one of those things — maybe Apple Honey or one of those things — at the very
end, after they played the last chord, the bass drum goes [Bellson sings a rapidly repeated
note]. His [?] foot. Tremendous.

I asked Tommy and Benny about Davey once, and they both said he made you swing.
That was his forte. He made you swing. Yet he didn’t have enough knowledge on drums.
He wanted to learn how to play tympani before he died, but he never made it. A fabulous
drummer. He never got his just dues, too. He was always in the background. The guys
that knew, they said yeah, he was up there. Shelly Manne loved him, as other players did.

Brown: We’ve talked about the drummers through the swing era. We talked a little bit
about the New-Orleans-style drummers and the swing-era drummers. You started talking
a little while back about when you first started hearing Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie
Parker. We talked about Kenny Clarke. Then earlier, off mike, we talked about Max
Roach. Do you want to talk more about Max Roach?

Bellson: Yeah. Max and I did the first clinic — it has to be close to 55 years ago, or maybe
more. We did it in Brooklyn. Max and I were the two set players. Sol Goodwin was the
tympani, and Jose Bettincourt was mallets. During that clinic, I learned so much from
Max, because when I played my segment, Max told me — he says, “Lou, I got a big
charge out of listening to you play. Do you ever think of the melody when you’re playing
a drum solo?” I said, “No. I don’t think so.” He said, “If you are playing Cherokee, that
should be your main thing.” So every time I played Cherokee from that point on, I
thought about the melody. He taught me how to play melody on the drums, pertaining to
the song that I’'m playing. It makes a lot of sense.

Also, I went to hear him quite often when he was on 52nd Street, playing with Dizzy,
Bird. Every time I got a lesson. He did something different that I didn’t know about. I
was always aware of the fact that he was listening to Bird and Dizzy. That’s what really
impressed me. In those days they didn’t have monitors and too much, but they were able
to hear one another. Max said, “If ’'m playing too loud and can’t hear Dizzy, that means
I’'m playing too loud. So simmer down, so I can hear what’s going on in the front line.”
Because otherwise Dizzy would turn around and say, “What kind of house are you
building back there?”

Dizzy taught me how to lay off the bass drum quite a bit, because I came from an era of —

when Buddy and Jo Jones and all of us played hard swing, that swing era where you
played four beats to the bar on the bass drum, because the music called for that. But now,
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with the bass players like Ray Brown and Milt Hinton and all those greats today like
Christian McBride, they’ve got the four covered. So now this is syncopated — the bass
drum — which you know, and the left hand is syncopated. So I learned from Dizzy. Dizzy
said, “Lou” — the first time I played with him, he says, “You don’t have to play the bass
drum on all four beats. You mix it up a little bit.” I found it hard to do first, because [I
was] coming from that other school, but it didn’t take me long, working with Dizzy,
doing recordings and things with him, to grab a hold of that idea, especially listening to
Klook. He’d swing you into bad health any time. Just listening to him play four bars was
enough.

Brown: It’s great that we’re able to get this perspective from somebody who was there,
got to see them, knew all of them, and worked with them. Now that we’ve talked about
drummers, I’'m going to come back to your career again and talk about the late *40s. At
that time you’ve already worked with Tommy Dorsey. You worked with him from 47 to
’49. Then you co-led a sextet with Charlie Shavers? Is that — you started working in a
small band?

Bellson: Yeah.

Brown: Do you want to talk about that period?

Bellson: Charlie Shavers was in Tommy’s band for three years too. We were roommates.
There was one of the greatest trumpet players that ever lived. Tommy Dorsey said he was
— because he was not only a great trumpet player. He was a great piano player, great
arranger, composer. Undecided. He wrote Undecided with the John Kirby Sextet: O’Neill
Spencer, brushes . . .

Brown: Talk about O’Neill, because a lot of people don’t know about him.

Bellson: He was in a class with George Owens when it comes to brushes and playing
with a sextet. Taste. Ultimate. Fabulous. O’Neill Spencer was something else.

Brown: Max Roach talks about him too.

Bellson: Yes. Another guy that played with Basie’s band was —whoam .. .?
Brown: Basie? Probably Sonny Payne, no?

Bellson: No, before Sonny.

Brown: Oh, before Sonny.

Bellson: Not Gus Johnson either. Shadow. Shadow Wilson.

Brown: Shadow.
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Bellson: Shadow Wilson.
Brown: Talk about Shadow.

Bellson: When I first heard him play — that four-bar break he made on — with Basie’s
Band — Queer Street, that’s a classic. Today there’s a guy around called Harold Jones
that’s another fabulous drummer. He lives up here. He can really play. He’ll swing you
into bad health too. He knows that book.

Sonny Payne was great. I know he was a master showman, throwing the sticks up in the
air, but that was a gimmick. But he could really play. That Afomic album that Neal Hefti
wrote for Basie, Sonny really played well on that.

Brown: Let’s go back and talk about that sextet that you co-led with Charlie Shavers.
Who else was in that band?

Bellson: I had — Terry Gibbs was the vibraphone player. Lou Levy was the piano player.
Oscar Pettiford was the bass player.

Brown: A star band.
Bellson: Yeah. What a band that was. Jerry Winters, I think, was the clarinet player.

Charlie Shavers, we were roommates for three years, and we never went to a restaurant to
eat. He went out and got a hot plate, went to the grocery store, and came back. Charlie
was a great cook. We had home-cooked food. It smelled so good in the theaters that
Tommy Dorsey had to come up and say, “What are you guys doing?”” He joined us.
Black-eyed peas, cornbread, greens. All soul food, but good, prepared right.

Brown: Did you guys record?

Bellson: Unfortunately that record ban was on at that time. It’s too bad, because that was
a good little band. That’s the first time that Oscar Pettiford played the cello, because he
knew that Charlie Shavers could play bass. After a while Charlie said, “Hey. I play
trumpet too. I could play bass, but not every number.” Oscar Pettiford was having a ball,
playing that cello, which he played very well. First time he did it, with our sextet. It’s too
bad we didn’t have some recordings of that, because later on we had a little band with
Zoot Sims, George Duvivier on bass, Charlie Shavers, and Don Abney on piano. That
was a good little band too. We couldn’t record with that either. The record ban was still
on.

Brown: So you felt comfortable working in big bands or small bands, because . . .
Bellson: Oh yeah.

Brown: . . . you could play in any context at this point.
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Bellson: Because with Benny Goodman, I played with the sextet, quartet, the trio.
Tommy Dorsey had the Clambake Seven. Yeah. I had a lot of early training.

Brown: Then after the sextet you played with Harry James. Is that correct?
Bellson: Yeah, Harry James.

Brown: How did that go?

Bellson: Wonderful.

Brown: How long were you with Harry?

Bellson: He played drums for the circus. He’d come from a circus band, and he could
play the drums. He could play all the gallops. He could play. Great trumpet player too.
We were working just weekends with Harry. He was semi-retired. Great player. | had a
great time with Harry.

Brown: When did you — do you remember the circumstances for joining that band?

Bellson: When I left Tommy’s band, I wanted to study with Buddy Baker. I mentioned
him before: my composition teacher. While I was out there, I stayed at Juan Tizol’s
house. That’s how I got with Duke’s band.

Brown: That’s a story there.

Bellson: That’s coming up. So Harry — Juan Tizol — I stayed at his house. Charlie
Shavers was — no, we’re past Charlie now. We’re with Harry, aren’t we? Yeah. I wanted
to study with Buddy Baker, so that was my excuse for leaving Tommy’s band. He got
mad at me. Tommy got mad at me. Remember I talked to you about that, the revolving
platform? He got mad at me and turned me around. When he found out that I was leaving
the band, he turned me around and left me there. I made one comment which is a classic.
I turned around to Tommy and said, “Even Shakespeare’s got an ending.” Then he really
got mad at me. We parted friends after that, because he understood. But he didn’t want
me to leave the band. Actually, I was having a good time, but things — I was interested in
composing classical music, learning how to write for strings, woodwinds, orchestra. My
first assignment with Buddy Baker — he gave me the full score of Daphnis and Chloé by
Maurice Ravel. He said, “Here. Take it. Next month [ want you to learn the whole thing.’
I said, “I beg your pardon?” But I got into it.

b

Brown: That’s a masterpiece of orchestration. For me, that is incredible. He started you
on the best there is.

Bellson: Bartok — Bela Bartok — was another one. I missed a chance to meet him when [
was with Benny Goodman’s band in 1942. Bela Bartok was still living. He was broke.
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After writing Concerto for Orchestra and all of the brilliant things, he wound up broke.
Mel Powell, the piano player with Benny Goodman, used to bring him groceries to keep
him alive. I was supposed to go with Mel one day, but Benny had me doing something
else. So I missed the opportunity to meet Bela Bartok. He died in 1945. A genius.

Brown: What else were you studying with Mr. Baker. Did he have you work out [of] any
books? Obviously he had you look at scores. So did he have you . . .? Because you talk
about other people like Gershwin or even — he studied the Schillinger method. Is that
something that you worked with as well? Or did you work at the Piston method or any of
those?

Bellson: I just stuck with Buddy. He gave me specific assignments. He said — the
interesting thing about Harry James is The Hawk Talks, which I wrote — with Duke
[Ellington], I wrote that for Harry James, because they referred to him as the Hawk. Not
only Coleman Hawkins, but Harry James was the Hawk. We called him the Hawk. I
wrote that for Harry James while I was with the band. I'll tell you how that fits in with
Duke later on.

Harry was one of the first guys to play my music, my arrangements: [?] Swing, Hawk
Talks. 1 did those things. He played my music. Whereas with Tommy, he had his own
arrangers. It’s an odd thing. While I was with Tommy for several years, I wrote the score
to Skin Deep. 1 wrote it, put it in a suitcase, and forgot about it. It didn’t come to life until
I joined Duke’s band, but I wrote it in 1948.

Brown: I don’t know if we captured it or not: how did you get into Harry James’s band?

Bellson: That was through Buddy Baker and Marty Berman, the baritone saxophone
player with Tommy’s band. They both recommended me to join Harry.

Brown: What were the circumstances of your departure from Harry’s band?

Bellson: As I said before, I stayed with Juan Tizol, because Juan Tizol was with Harry,
but every day he talked to Duke. They talked over the phone every day. Willie Smith was
also in Harry James’s band, the lead alto player who played with Jimmie Lunceford for
years. You know about him?

Brown: Yeah. His saxophone’s at the Smithsonian.

Bellson: Jimmy Crawford was another drummer with Jimmie Lunceford. They played
the two-beat style, Snooky Young playing trumpet.

After being with Harry, Juan Tizol told me, “I just talked to Duke. He knows about
Willie Smith. I told him about you. He’s looking for a drummer.” So the three of us
decided, let’s talk to Harry, since he’s only playing one day a week, and tell him we’ve
got a chance to join Duke. So all three of us said, “Harry” — called him Hawk. “Hey
Hawk. We’ve got a chance to join Duke Ellington’s band: Willie Smith, Tizol, and
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Louie.” Harry James paused for a minute. He looked at me, and he said, “Take me with
you.” He actually said that. So we did. We went. He didn’t want to see us go. We worked
one night a week, and we worked with Duke. He loved Duke. So there we were.

Brown: So Juan facilitated that one — Juan Tizol — going over to see Duke.
Bellson: What’s that again?

Brown: Was that Juan Tizol who arranged for you to go over to see Duke? You actually
at that point went over?

Bellson: Yes, Juan Tizol.
Brown: Was that the first time you met Duke Ellington?

Bellson: No. The first time I met Duke was in my hometown, Moline, Illinois, when
Duke’s band came to town to play the Illinois Theater. That’s a good memory, right? I
feel ashamed to say this, but Herb Jeffries was with the band, and they wouldn’t let the
band stay at the hotel. They had to sleep on their bunks on the train. They came on the
train. Duke offered to pay for the whole floor of the hotel. They still wouldn’t let him
stay there. Herb Jeffries and I talk about that all the time.

I met Duke then. I met Ben Webster first. I met him backstage. He said, “Come on. I
want to introduce you to Duke.” I met Johnny Hodges, Duke, Ben Webster, Barney
Bigard, Tricky Sam [Nanton], Lawrence Brown, all of them. Ben Webster told me, “Hey
kid. You play drums, don’t you?” I say, “Yeah.” He said, “Where can I play, after the
theater? I’d like to go out and do some jamming.” So him and I went out to Stan[?]
Shores, a little place where they play jazz. I had a quartet. I played with Ben Webster all
night long. I’1l never forget that. That’s an experience. We played so good. We wound up
just him and I. We left the trumpet player back — 10,000 choruses back. That’s how I met
Duke — through Ben Webster.

Brown: Do you remember that meeting with Duke? Do you remember him.

Bellson: Yeah. It was very congenial. He’s always been a trustworthy gentleman, always
has time for you. I know he dug me because I didn’t ask him a lot of questions. I was
brief. I could tell by the way he looked at me — let me check this dude out. He remembers
that, later on — that meeting. He said, “I know, because Ben Webster told me, “You’ve
got to hear this kid play’.” I think that was a break-in for me joining Duke’s band later
on.

Brown: Now you’re back with Juan Tizol. You guys look into getting into the band.

Now you’re meeting him for the second time. What happened at this meeting, when you
went over there with Hawk and all those folks?
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Bellson: When I joined the band, they were doing a dance gig tour, which is much easier
than those big, long, extended compositions that Duke — because [there was] no drum
book, nothing to go by.

Brown: You were replacing Sonny Greer? Or not?
Bellson: No. Sonny Greer had left for a while. He had Charlie Smith.
Brown: Oh Charlie. A left-handed drummer.

Bellson: Charlie played good with the band. He preferred to play in a small band, but he
played good with Duke’s band. I followed Charlie Smith. No drum book at all. Nothing.
And nobody said anything. Clark Terry was the only one that answered one of my
questions. They said, “That’s okay, Jake. You’ll hear it.” I’m sure I will hear it, but I’d
like to have some kind of cue. Anyway, I was doing okay, being that I was an arranger. |
was sitting right next to Lawrence Brown. The trombone book — I could see it from my
drum chair, so I could tell what figures they were making that were important. So I got
along okay for the dance band, because they’re all the same tempo.

I looked at the itinerary. Coming up in Champagne, Illinois: Duke Ellington in concert,
playing the Harlem Suite. So I went to Clark Terry. I said, “Clark. What about Harlem
Suite?” He said, “No problem.” I said, “I know it’s no problem with you, but I’'m asking
you to tell me about it, because we’ve been playing dance gigs, which is easy. But now,
tell me about the Harlem Suite.” So he took his part out. 12 pages long. He said, “The key
to this whole thing, Lou, is you’ve got to watch Duke. He’s going to give you all the
directions you need. So, be cool, and listen. Look over the trombone book if you want,
but I can tell you this: keep your eyes on Duke, and he’ll give you signs like, ‘I want to
hear you, or soft, or staccato, or fluid, or tacet, lay out, come in, give me wood, brushes’.”
And he did. How I got through that, I don’t know. But Duke did it.

That was a lesson in being alert, because later on I had a chance to record with the New
York Philharmonic. Just John Lamb and I — we were the only two members — 125 players
in the orchestra, and Duke conducting. I was the only one that didn’t have any music. It
was The Golden Broom and the Green Apple, 20 minutes of music. Duke saw I was
worried. My drum set was right below him. He came over to me, bent over me right
before the down beat, and said, “Lou, the first part’s in 3/4.” I said, “Thanks.” Can you
imagine that? 125 players. After — we played for an hour and a half — all the string
players and woodwind players around me said, “Oh, you memorized it, huh Lou?” I said,
“No. I never heard it before.” They said, “How’d you know what to do?” I said, “I
watched him.”

So what I did: I took the score home. Luther Henderson wrote the score out for Duke just
on that one piece — Tone Parallel of Harlem. Duke wrote it — the score and everything.
But Luther Henderson wrote the score. I took the score home and made a complete drum-
set part and handed it to Duke on my way out, after we played with the symphony
orchestra. So Duke said, “Now you can understand why I didn’t write a drum part for
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you. It isn’t every day I get a Louie Bellson drum part.” I said, “Yeah. You took me
through my paces, though.” “Yeah, that’s all right.” He had his way of doing things,
Duke. That was something.

Brown: I’'m going to read one of my favorite passages from Duke Ellington’s
autobiography. Page 225: “Louie Bellson (Louis Balassoni) is so handsome a cat that
when he’s on the stand the chicks don’t see anybody but him. Chicks come, wait, and
hope, but he’s not very forward with the girls.”

“He took us, the entire band and show — Nat Cole, Sarah Vaughan, Patterson and
Jackson, Timmie Rodgers, Peg Leg Bates, and I don’t know how many others — to his
house one night when the Big Show of '51 played Moline, Illinois. His beautiful mother,
who is as cute as can be and whom everybody calls Curly, served an Italian dinner of
endless courses. Patterson and Jackson, the heavy boys of the eating league, were filled to
overflowing and knocked out *way before the last course. I paced this gorgeous feast with
the proper salad punctuations, of course, and came off champ. Everybody else thought
every course was the main course. I was alone with — and ate — the dessert. It was the
greatest reception since Mrs. Carney laid the band out, stuffing them with Boston-type
food. What a wonderful family!”

“Louis Bellson is the epitome of what Paul Gonsalves means when he says, ‘He’s a
beautiful cat, man!” For in spite of his outrageous beauty, Louis Bellson is truly a
beautiful person. With never a thought about getting even or getting the better of any
man, he has the soul of a saint. There is nothing too good for someone he likes, and I
don’t know anybody he doesn’t like, or anybody who doesn’t like him. He and Billy
Strayhorn were very good buddies, when he was with us as a musician.”

“Supporting or solo, he is the epitome of perfection, a brilliant performer. We really felt it
when he had to quit to go and organize a band to back up his lovely wife, who, as you
must know, is sometimes known as Pearlie Mae, the inimitable Pearl Bailey.”

“We are proud indeed to have been the first to present him as a musician extraordinaire
in an entire fifteen-minute feature. Then, too, he keeps coming back with great big bands,
for which he writes the orchestrations. We are still getting requests for his ‘Skin Deep’
and ‘The Hawk Talks’.”

It sounds like you guys were a mutual admiration society.

Bellson: I was blessed, being around artists like Duke, Basie. They’re the ones that did it.
When you joined ranks with people like that — artists and humanitarians like that —
you’ve got it made, because all you’ve got to do is keep your eyes and ears open, and
they’re teaching you, every night on the bandstand. I know some drummers who would
give their left arm just to play one number with Duke, and I had two and a half years
once, and one year another time. That’s a blessing. So my take on this is, if it wasn’t for
them, where would I be? I’d be home making spaghetti. When you have that kind of —
because all those bandleaders were not only great on the bandstand, but off the bandstand
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— humanitarians. They had time for everybody. He spent as much time with you as if you
were the President. Duke’s dressing-room door was always open, whoever had a
problem. That’s why he had all those guys for so many years: Carney, 50 years; Rabbit
[Johnny Hodges], 45 years; everybody — Lawrence Brown, Sonny Greer.

That’s another guy. Sonny Greer. I loved him. He fit that band to a tee, that early band. A
different style altogether, but good. Last time I saw him, he had been out of the band. I
was with Duke’s band at the Apollo. He came up to me and says, “Lou, I need to get a
pair of hi-hats.” I always carried some extra ones. So I went out to the dressing room
after the show and gave him the hi-hats. He kissed me and says, “Great.” A fabulous guy.
One of a kind.

Brown: How would you describe his style, his drumming style?

Bellson: Strictly original. There’s nobody else who was like him. He fit that band. First
of all, his stature on the seat. He sat real high. He played with his toe almost all the time.
Very seldom with the heel down. He had beaucoup instruments around him. All he had to
do was go like this with his right stick and he’d hit something: a set of tympani, chimes,
vibes, bells, everything, and he played all of that. He was strictly original.

Brown: Did you know him personally?
Bellson: Yeah.
Brown: How was he as a person?

Bellson: Wonderful. Funny. All drummers are funny, anyway. My first wife, Pearl, said,
“Drummers are funny,” and my wife now says, “You guys are all comedians.” We learn
that. Getting back to that theater, that’s the one thing that I’'m sorry to say went out of
style, if that’s the right word to use — the theaters, RKO houses, when you’d go in and
hear a great band, and the likes of Bill Bailey on tap-dancing, Teddy Hale, the Nicholas
Brothers, the Berry Brothers, all that. If that was going on today, the kids would say
wow, wow. The ballrooms were open, swing. All that television knocked all that out. I’'m
not saying that television is bad, but that upbringing of living on the stage and playing
with all those greats, it really stays with you, because you learn to be a comedian. You
learn to tell jokes. You learn how to be an m.c. You learn how to tap dance. You learn
how to do the whole thing. That was a golden era, really, in a way. There’s a lot of great
things happening today, but the barometer is, if you go to a lot of colleges and ask the
kids — like they ask Clark Terry, “How was it like, playing with Duke’s band?” and “How
was it like to play with Basie’s band?”, and you’d have a pow-wow session and tell them,
they’d all say, “We were born 40 years too late.” “How was it to play with Dizzy
Gillespie? Bird?” There again, when you have that kind of teachers — those kind of
mentors — all you have to do is pay attention, and it rubs off, because that’s the history of
American music, right there.
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Brown: We were talking about your time with Duke’s band. Obviously he felt
comfortable enough with you and either invited you or allowed you to bring your own
music. Can you talk about how that process came about?

Bellson: When Tizol came to me after I’d been in the band a couple of months — the first
couple weeks Billy Strayhorn and I roomed together, because he used to go with the band
once in a while. There’s a genius. Billy Strayhorn was a genius. I learned an awful lot. I
made the mistake of saying to him, when I first met him, “Strayhorn, how did Duke voice
Caravan?” He went like this to me: naaaaaaaaa. They kept their ideas secret. Only later
on, they came to me, and Duke showed me how they did it.

But when I first joined the band, Juan Tizol said, “I told Duke that you write
arrangements. So Duke says, “Tell Louie to bring in an arrangement.” When Juan came
back to me, I said, “Are you kidding? Me bring an arrangement to Juan Tizol, Billy
Strayhorn, and Duke Ellington? No way.” So Juan came to me a second time. “Duke
said, ‘Bring the arrangement in’.” He had to ask me three times. He said, “Now, Lou.
Bring in those arrangements.” I handed them to Duke, and I ran.

The thing that knocked me out with, the first time he heard The Hawk Talks, he recorded
it on Columbia. | was amazed.

Brown: Ellington Uptown.

Bellson: Yeah. Then came Skin Deep. The history of Skin Deep: 1 told you I wrote that
when I was with Tommy’s band in 1948, put it in a drawer, forgot about it. I took it back
out when Duke said, “Have you got a drum vehicle?” I said, “Yeah, I do have.” During
those years, it was hard to record drum beats — especially fast beats — and make them
clear. Duke was a little leery about going into the studio to do that. We were playing one-
nighters up around Fresno. We played in a wonderful old ballroom — one of those old-
fashioned ballrooms. Duke said — that night we went to Dutch Leonard’s house, the
famous baseball player. Invited the whole band. He had a guy named Bert — no, not Bert
Ryan. I’ll think of his name. The guy that invented hi-fi. Bert Porter. Bert Porter was the
first guy to use hi-fi. He recorded the concert that night in — where’d I say it was?

Brown: Fresno.

Bellson: Fresno. When we heard the playback, Duke says, “Everybody, next day, down
to the ballroom. We’re going to record Skin Deep.” We had two takes. The first take, the
right bass drum beater flew out of the pedal. So I had to stop and do it over again. But I
did it on the second take. We heard the playback, and Duke said, “This is it.” We sent it
in to Columbia, and they accepted it. It was done in Fresno. That’s the history of that,
Skin Deep. That’s why you heard all the clarity of the beats. Even Buddy Rich called me
after he heard it. He said, “Where’d you record that?” I said, “In Fresno.” He says, “No
wonder.” He says, “I was wondering how you got all those fast beats in there.” Clear.

Brown: Yeah, because you do that double-time section after that intro. Burning.
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Bellson: I prayed every time I had to do that. Especially in the later years.

Brown: Duke didn’t get the revolving stage for you or any of that? He didn’t need that.
Bellson: Oh yeah. He got that.

Brown: He got it?

Bellson: He used it.

Brown: He did do it.

Bellson: Clark Terry did the button. I always warned — I told Clark — I told Clark, “If you
see me getting tired with my feet, push me back.” He says, “Okay. All right.”

Brown: So you had a really good rapport with the band — the guys in the band.

Bellson: It was beautiful. Every guy in that band was beautiful. It’s a family. It was a
family band. We shared everything. Even on that tour. You were asking about that tour,
Big Show of 1951? The three main characters were Duke Ellington’s band, Sarah
Vaughan, and Nat “King” Cole. That was really segregated. We played all those places
down South. Birmingham, Alabama, was the first one. They still had all the signs up.
“Colored only.” “White only.” So I would hang out with the band. I’d be eating next to
Nat “King” Cole in this train station. He’d look at me and say, “What are you doing
here?” I’d say, “I’m with the band. I’'m here.” He’d start breaking up. “You better get out
of here, man.”

A strange thing happened there. Jack Costanza was with Nat “King” Cole, bongos. Jack’s
of Latin descent. The [?] turned around to him and said, “You cannot perform with Nat
‘King’ Cole on this show.” Because he wasn’t black. There are segregated audiences,
white and colored.

They didn’t know about me. I had already rehearsed with the band when we got that
notification. They didn’t know about me. So Duke came to me and said, “We’re going to
make you a Haitian.” So, I’'m from Haiti, right? I said, “Okay.” He said, “You know the
problems, don’t you?” He said, “We’re going down to Mississippi and . . .” I said, “Yeah.
Okay.”

Rose Tizol came with us on the tour, and she was worried about me, because she was a
dear person, wonderful, because they had these guys working backstage who were real
crackers. When they saw me setting up my drums — my own drums — they said, “This is
really an oddity. They’ve got a white band boy.” So they didn’t know about me. They
were cautious. So Rose ran back to me. She was worried. It came time for the first
performance. I couldn’t find my trap case. Rose was right in back of me, and these guys
were looking at me. I got irritated, because the first number on the concert was [?]. That
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was a real fast tune. I needed my sticks, and I couldn’t find my trap case. Finally I got so
mad, I said, “Where’s my m.f. drumsticks?” I heard one of the guys backstage say,
“That’s okay. He’s one of them.” That was quite an experience, because they couldn’t
hire a drummer. I had already rehearsed a whole week with Nat “King” Cole, with Sarah,
with Duke, with Peg Leg Bates, with Patterson and Jackson. Where are you going to find
somebody to suddenly jump in. Besides, | was featured with Duke’s band. So that was an
experience. But I got through it.

[recording interrupted]
Brown: We’re on tape 3.

Bellson: So there was a lot of tense moments, but there was also, down South, a lot of
wonderful people. In Mississippi, they had Duke and Strayhorn and I and a couple of
others come to their house and stay there. They fed us. There were a lot of good people
down there. They weren’t all crackers. I wanted to mention that, because that was nice to
know, that somebody’s thinking in the right direction.

Brown: So you’re saying some white families invited you in, or black families invited
you in?

Bellson: Yeah, white families.
Brown: So they were accepting of the fact that you were an integrated group.
Bellson: Yeah.

Brown: Let’s talk about what that was like. You mentioned earlier in this interview about
how Benny Goodman was a pioneer, but you yourself were a trailblazer in many ways,
and you endured a lot of, shall we say, kinds of experiences that weren’t really the norm
at that time. Separate but equal was the law of the land, and segregation was strictly
enforced. But you seem to feel comfortable crossing color lines. So maybe talk about,
what was it about your upbringing or your experiences that allowed you to have such a
progressive view and such a humanitarian heart.

Bellson: The upbringing had a lot to do with it. I was exposed to music. Like Duke used
to say, “There’s only two kinds of music: good music and bad music.” I was exposed to
good music. That’s what I thought of. The color line didn’t come into second thought.
Even when I hired my own band, I didn’t hire anybody because of their color. I hired
them for their musicianship and their artistry. When you think in those terms, you’re
thinking of people.

There’s a lot I can tell you about with Pearl coming up, too — that same idea. With Duke
and all these other bands that [ worked with, I felt comfortable working with the bands.
Duke, Tommy Dorsey, Benny Goodman — the only band I never really worked with is
Jimmie Lunceford’s. Cab [Calloway]’s band — I sat in with Cab’s band, with Cozy
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[Cole]. Cozy was like a brother to me. Having that kind of exposure — the Good Lord
gives you a chance to live among your peers and know that you’re there because of
music, for everybody to enjoy. Let the bad things — if they’re going to happen, let them
happen, but know in your heart that shouldn’t have happened. It’s hard to express this
sometimes in words, but you just said that Duke’s band was like a family. That was like
my family here, my sisters and four boys. Duke’s band was just — that’s why they felt so
good coming to my house, because we were all family. You can’t beat that family. That’s
love, and love rules the world.

When I first met Pearl — can I go into that?
Brown: Sure.

Bellson: I met — the Tizol family’s involved there too, because the room I occupied when
I was with Juan Tizol — Harry James years — that’s the same room that Pearl occupied
when she came to town. So that’s all | heard was Pearl Bailey, Pearl Bailey. You’ve got
to meet Pearl Bailey. The chance came. I joined Duke’s band. We were playing at the
Howard Theater in Washington, D.C. Pearl came in to play Cavacas Grill. Do you know
about that?

Brown: No.

Bellson: That was a jazz club, Cavacas Grill. So Juan Tizol says, “We’re going to go
watch Pearl, and you’re going to meet Pearl.” “Okay.” I met her that afternoon. She came
backstage at the theater and said, “You coming tonight to watch?” I said, “Yep.” So I
came into the theater. I was very impressed with her, very much, not only as a talent, but
as a person. She was a giver, and you felt easy with her. Came the second night. Brought
the flowers. Came the third night. Brought the flowers. Fourth night. Brought the flowers,
and I walked her home. Before I said goodbye to her, I said, “I have something very
important [ want to tell you.” She said, “The answer is yes.” And we got married, in four
days. Isn’t that something?

We ran into some problems. Married to her for 39 years. | remember one time we were
playing in Chicago — playing the Regal Theater and the Howard Theater — the Regal
Theater in Chicago — but before I met Pearl, she was telling me about, in Chicago she
was at this Chinese restaurant. She went over with her hair dresser. She sat there talking
for a long time, and then she said, “Don’t tell me the Chinese are going to shower down
on me.” She said, “We waited there too long. Nobody was coming to our table.” So she
finally caught the eye of the manager. She said, “Come here.” The manager came over
and said, “Yes. What can I do for you?”’ She said, “Look. I came over here to pick cotton
and you came over here to” — what was it now? — “you came over here to do laundry and
I came over here to pick cotton. So give me your damn menu now, will you?” He brought
the menu over. That’s some choice words, right?

But overall we had a nice association. Pearl was an extraordinary person, in that
everybody loved her. I don’t care who it was. If they see her on television, they felt like —
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if they see her, they felt like holding hands with her to say, we love you. So a lot of those
things passed by us because of her. They didn’t think about her being black. They just
thought of a person that we love, and let me touch you. I love the way you sing. I love the
way you dance. The other things, we better let them go by.

Brown: You had children, you and Pearl?

Bellson: We found out that she couldn’t have children, so we adopted two kids: Dee Dee,
when she was four months old, and Tony, who just passed away a couple of months ago.
My son. 51 years old. He got real sick. Dee Dee — that’s [a picture of] Dee Dee up in the
corner there — she’s about 42 now. A good singer. She’s like her mother.

Then after being married to Pearl for 39 years, I met another gem. I thought after Pearl I
was going to not get married again. Just play my drums, write music, tour, write,
compose, keep on doing it, until I went on a Duke Ellington cruise, which this young lady
was on that same cruise. When I saw her with a mini-skirt on — I told her later on — I said,
“You need a lot of loving, and I’'m just the guy that can give it to you.”

Brown: Spoken like a true drummer.

Bellson: She a smart lady. You had a chance to meet her already. She’s a graduate of
Harvard, MIT, and Earlham — three universities. She quit all those things just to come
with me and sell CDs. Isn’t that something? That way we kept together, because she
knew that I had a career, and she was willing to back me up. That’s Francine. For me to
have two marriages like that — that’s a blessing. I look up every day and say, “Thank you
Lord.” I’ve had a good time.

Brown: Still having a good time.

Bellson: I’'m still having a good time. Yeah. That’s right.

Brown: Let’s take a break.

[recording interrupted. It resumes in mid-sentence]

Bellson: . . . Royal Festival Hall.

Brown: Of that trio? Or quartet?

Bellson: It was a trio. Ray Brown — Brown wasn’t there. It was — who was the other bass
player there?

Kimery: Milt Hinton?

Bellson: No, it wasn’t Milt. It was — he played with Basie’s band too. John Heard.
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Brown: John Heard. He’s down in L.A.

Bellson: John Heard, yeah. John Heard and Oscar [Peterson] and 1. That’s a great CD.
Brown: In London?

Bellson: Yeah. Royal Festival Hall concert.

[recording interrupted]

Brown: I’d like to return again to talking about your experience with Duke Ellington.
You mentioned earlier that you were Billy Strayhorn’s roommate. I’m just wondering if
you had some experiences to share there? You can tell us what it was like being close to
Billy Strayhorn. You mentioned he’s a genius. Of course we all know that.

Bellson: After that two weeks with Billy Strayhorn, I roomed with Duke. Billy Strayhorn
went back home to do some composing or writing. He just came out with the band
periodically. But I lasted one week with Duke, because he stays up all night writing
music. In the morning when I got up at 9 o’clock, boom, boom, boom, [there’s a] knock
on the door — no, 4 o’clock in the morning — [a] knock on the door. “Flowers for Mr.
Ellington.” Duke’s busy writing, so I had to answer the doorbell. Flowers, telegram for
Mr., flowers, telegram — all night long. I had to answer the door, and I wasn’t getting any
sleep. So I finally told Duke — I said, “Duke, if you want a good, strong drummer, I’ve
got to get out of here and get some sleep.” He laughed. That was another experience.

Brown: Who else did you have for roommates during that two-year stint with Duke? Did
you have any other roommates?

Bellson: After that, [ roomed with Tizol a couple of times, and Paul Gonsalves. No,
pretty much alone then.

Brown: I’m surprised the Duke even had a roommate.

Bellson: Yeah, right. He laughed when I said, “If you want a good, strong drummer, you
better let me get out of here right now.”

Brown: Any other recollections about your experience with Ellington? Any other
recordings or any other tours of note?

Bellson: Recordings were always — they were very superstitious. Did you know that?
Duke and Strayhorn were very superstitious. You never whistle in the dressing room.
Never whistle. The color yellow is out. Blue is in. Blue is the color. Don’t ever buy him
shoes, because that means he’s stepping out of your life.

Willie Smith was the champion with being superstitious. He had so many, I can’t even
think of all of them. One in particular was, he had a big coin. It looked like a silver dollar.
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That had to be put on the bureau. It had to be concise, right on the middle of the bureau,
and measured on top, before he went to sleep. Then when he opened his alto [saxophone]
case to take out his horn, he’d open up the case, look at his horn, and go “boom bam bam
bam chim chim bang bang bang,” and close it. He’d wait a minute. Then he’d open it up
again, look at his horn, “ram boom zing zam zing zing zam rrr rrr 11t 111 bang,” and close
it. He did that about ten times. Then finally, he’d open it up, “R-boong.” He’d grab his
horn.

Brown: Every time?
Bellson: Every time.
Brown: Did you ever ask him what was going on?

Bellson: He’d just say, “Ahhhh. That’s a secret.” Whatever he said, all I could tell was
ram-boo-ings, ram-boo-ings, ram-boo-ings. I don’t know who ram-boo-ings was, but he
had to be pretty heavy.

But Duke was — never wore a shirt that buttoned down all the way. Button half-way down
and slipped over. He was the first guy to make a necktie [from] the same material as his
shirt, and make a bow-tie out of it. But he never put a shirt on that buttoned all the way
down. That’s odd.

Strayhorn was the same way. We could never tell — when they collaborated on an
arrangement, we couldn’t tell where Duke left off and Strayhorn took over. That
happened many times, but we couldn’t tell who did what.

The story that I got from Strayhorn — he said that he joined the band as a lyricist, not as
an arranger, before the band was getting ready to go to Europe. Strayhorn said he didn’t
go to Europe with the band, but when he came back, he told Duke, “I write arrangements
also.” He said, “You do?” He said, “Yeah. Here’s one arrangement.” It was Take the “A”
Train. After Duke heard that, he put his arm around Strayhorn. He said, “You’re with me
forever.”

Brown: Did you ever see those two work together at the score, at the piano?

Bellson: Yeah. A couple of times I did.

Brown: What was that dynamic like? Was there much talking? What was it like?
Bellson: Not too much talking. If Duke would get an idea, he’d say, “Strays” — we used
to call him Strays — “Strays, do this.” Strays would pick up from him and continue. No

dialogue. It was almost like they knew which way they were going before they did it.
That’s unbelievable, but that’s true.
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Brown: Do you remember any particular pieces they were working on or any
arrangements?

Bellson: They never put a button on a measure. They never — [Bellson sings a cliched
ending to a jazz piece]. Never. They did it with the old tunes, but some of the new stuff,
they’d say, “Let’s figure out the ending — the last eight bars — on the record date.” They
wouldn’t write it down. Duke would fill out the notes for him — or Strayhorn — they
wouldn’t put anything on until later. That’s never been done before.

Brown: Did Strayhorn have a name for Duke, other than Duke?

Bellson: No. I don’t think so. I think he just called him Duke. I called Duke “Maestro.”
Brown: Talk about that, how you came up with that title for Duke.

Bellson: I don’t know. It just flowed one day. I said, “Well, Maestro, you sure played
your buns off last night.” He said, “I like that. I like that. Maestro.” Then Pat Willard
picked up on it. So from that [time on], I called him Maestro.

I wrote a piece when I was in the band called Ortseam, which is maestro spelled
backwards. I learned to do that from Duke’s band. They did that. That’s how they got
titles.

Kimery: Smada.

Brown: Smada. Adams.

Kimery: Which is Adams, for [?] Adams.

Brown: Yeah. There are several that are reversed. One for Lana Turner — Anal Renrut.
Bellson: That experience with Duke — I listen to what Clark Terry says, “After playing
with that band, I do everything like Duke would do it. I conduct my band [with] the same
motions that Duke did.” Because he was so powerful that, when you spent a lot of time
with him, that rubbed off on you, and you automatically did it. Like he had a way of
conducting a four beat — 1 2 3 4 — instead of 1 2 3 4 [gestures unknown]. Clark says,
“When I got my own band, I conducted the same way Duke could, because it was so right
and so good that I just picked up on it and did it.”

Brown: Show that one more time. Let me see that, h