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  Chapter 3


    The Riverside Sessions: Historical Background

This research is based on the body of music Wes Montgomery recorded for Riverside from 1959 to 1963. These small-group jazz settings have been the most “fertile musical soil” for Montgomery because he performed with first-class rhythm sections and improvisatory freedom.
 Historically, these records have gained more validity and lasting importance than the later commercial, pop-oriented albums with heavy backgrounds, and restricted improvisations.
 Referring to the Riverside material, The New Grove Dictionary of Jazz states: “These represent Montgomery at his peak.”
 Wes had previously recorded on Pacific Jazz
 (1957-59) with his brothers and other renowned musicians, nonetheless, it is through the Riverside recordings that he established himself as a major jazz performer.


The re-issuance of Wes Montgomery’s Complete Riverside Recordings
 in 1992 provided us with previously unreleased and rejected takes. These additional takes are valuable in that they enable the researcher to compare and contrast two or more improvisations of the same tune. Although these alternate takes were consulted and listened to carefully, this study primarily focuses on the original Riverside albums since it is these recordings that have impacted most directly on jazz history and musicians since 1959. 

The Big Break

On September 7, 1959 Cannonball Adderley, George Shearing and Lennie Tristano were playing at the Indiana Theatre during a national tour.
 Montgomery, a long-standing admirer of both Adderley and Shearing, attended the concert and during the intermission invited the musicians to visit The Missile Room where he was performing with his trio. The Missile Lounge (in Indianapolis, Indiana) on West Street close to downtown, was situated in the lower floor of an old building and was patronized mainly by the local black population. It was known to be an “after-hours” club, opened until much after the closing time for such places.
 Adderley, Tristano, and Shearing took up Wes’ invitation after their concert and attended Montgomery’s performance at The Missile Room. Duncan Schiedt of the Indianapolis Jazz Club recalls some of that evening’s main moments:

The set began, and before the first number was halfway through, Cannonball moved to a table directly in front of Montgomery, who was already showing his marvelous, unique technique. The next memory I have is that Cannonball leaned way back in his chair, kind of slumped, and rolled his eyes to the ceiling as if “knocked out”- which he evidently was. He stayed rooted to his table all the time I was there.

After his tour Cannonball Adderley returned to New York and ecstatically charged into producer Orrin Keepnews’ Riverside office raving about this superb guitarist from Indianapolis. Later that same day Keepnews picked up an issue of The Jazz Review were composer-music-critic Gunther Schuller was describing the same Wes Montgomery in “superlatives usually used only by the writers of album notes.”
 Five days later, Keepnews was in Indianapolis spending some eight hours at the Turf Bar and the Missile Room realizing that neither Adderley nor Schuller had been exaggerating this guitarist’s phenomenal talent. Keepnews frankly admitted that “it took about thirty seconds to make a believer out of me; and Wes had signed a Riverside recording contract before dawn broke at the after-hours club.”

The Wes Montgomery Trio : A Dynamic New Jazz Sound (RLP-1156)


The first of Wes Montgomery’s Riverside recordings was recorded on October 5 and 6, 1959 at Reeves Sound Studios in New York city, less than two weeks after contract-signing. The trio included his two hometown sidemen, organist Melvin Rhyne and drummer Paul Parker. Most of the tracks sound quite subdued and are not representative of Montgomery’s hard-driving and climactic single-line-to-octaves-to-chords improvisational approach.


The material Wes selected for this album was representative of the trio’s repertoire at the time. The medium tempo jazz classics, Round Midnight, Whisper Not, and Satin Doll were contrasted against hard bop renditions of Ecorah and Wes’ own Missile Blues . On ‘Round Midnight, The End Of a Love Affair, Whisper Not, and Ecorah, Montgomery hardly takes more than a chorus solo. On the ballads, Too Late Now, he plays with a beautiful lyrical tone, nonetheless, there are only sixteen measures of improvisation. There is certainly strong unity and cohesiveness in the trio’s playing, however, producer Orrin Keepnews acknowledges that, “possibly not absolutely all of the relaxed excitement and brilliant creative interplay of the group has been captured on their first recording as a unit.”
 


This Riverside recording employs the guitar-organ-drum format and the “new dynamic jazz sound,” as the title suggests, is a reference to the trio’s particular instrumentation. The organ naturally yields a less percussive sound than would a piano. Rhyne plays a subdued and unplucked organ bass line in legato but swinging style- “without either the over-ripe sound or the heavy-handed chomping that besets so much jazz organ playing.”
 The drummer Paul Parker, plays almost all of the tracks with brushes never deviating from his restrained and unobtrusive style which further accentuates the trio’s overtly conservative approach. 


That same year, Gunther Schuller- who has since become one of the most respected jazz musicologists- had raved about Montgomery’s live performance with the same group in The Jazz Review: “extraordinarily spectacular....... unbearingly exciting..... purity of creative ideas..... unfailing dramatic effectiveness.”
 It is evident that a cold acoustically “controlled” studio did not yield the energizing music that could be generated by the atmosphere and conditions in an Indianapolis after-hours joint. Whatever restrictions Montgomery may have been subjected to, it must be understood that by itself, this recording cannot provide an accurate sampling of his acclaimed improvisational skills. Schuller also voiced his bewilderment and disappointment at the release of this first recording:

When the first record appeared, the word spread in the trade that it was a big disappointment and certainly did not live up to the “raves” one had heard. I must confess that my own reaction to Wes’ first Riverside lp was almost in the nature of a shock. And having written in The Jazz Review that Wes was “an extraordinarily spectacular guitarist,” his playing was “unbearingly exciting,” that he “combines the perfect choice of notes with technical prowess” and other such choice morsels, I felt slightly foolish when that first record appeared.


Montgomery was a primarily a session, not a studio player. His improvisational approach necessitated that he be alloted sufficient choruses to construct his solos. Because Wes was inclined to develop his solos in a three-part pattern (single-line, to octaves, to block-chords), three choruses seemed almost an absolute minimum. Schuller also substantiated this when he first heard the aforementioned recording: “It is also no secret that for musicians who thrive on playing long, competitive, intensity-building solos, it is foolish to box them in by limiting everyone’s solos to one or two short choruses.”


This recording was Montgomery’s first album as a leader and although it had mixed reviews, it was well received among guitarists. More importantly, it empowered Wes to secure steady work playing the music he most cherished. The trio continued performing in clubs and concerts mainly in the mid-western states for the next four months but disbanded in January 1960.

The Incredible Jazz Guitar of Wes Montgomery (RLP-9320)

This second album evidences that producer Orrin Keepnews had naturally benefited from his first recording experience with Montgomery. He had understood that in order to capture the quintessential Wes Montgomery on disc he would have to give the guitarist sufficient improvisatory freedom and leeway: “But for his second effort, it was decided to put him (Montgomery) in with a tough Eastern rhythm section and just let him wail.”
 Therefore, the resultant music on this album thrives on a much freer atmosphere.


The other musicians on the date were also exceptional instrumentalists. The formidable Percy Heath of the Modern Jazz Quartet was on bass; his brother, Albert Heath on drums; and the strong lyrical pianist from Detroit, Tommy Flanagan. On January 26 and 28, 1960 Wes recorded what many consider to be one of his finest albums. The Incredible Jazz Guitar of Wes Montgomery finally earned Wes an international reputation and respect from the critics.
 Not surprisingly, it rated a five star review (the highest possible) in Downbeat magazine and was selected as a Downbeat subscription gift. This album also resulted in Montgomery winning the 1960 Downbeat Critic’s New Star award, “although still not up to the totality of musical experience possible.”
 

Work Song: Nat Adderley (RLP-1167)

Wes recorded Work Song on January 25 and 27, 1960 with leader-cornetist Nat Adderley, within the same week he recorded his own Incredible Jazz Guitar album (January 26 and 28, 1960).
 Producer Orrin Keepnews found it necessary to schedule a very busy week in the studio because Wes was still living in Indianapolis, and although the label wanted to get to work promptly on his next album, they still had to spend money cautiously. Keepnews was reluctant to bring Wes to New York for just one record, however, since “Nat Adderley was interested in having not just a guitar player but this guitar player on his next album,” Keepnews decided to record both simultaneously.


The group included Bobby Timmons on piano, Percy Heath on bass, Sam Jones and Keter Betts on cello and bass, and Louis Hayes on drums. Nat Adderley wanted a distinctive and alluring front-line blend comprising of cornet, guitar, and cello. However, Wes’ solos on this album are for the most part exceedingly brief and restrained, and on several takes he does not improvise at all. The solo space was evidently restricted by the number of front-line soloists. Gunther Schuller remarked that the “marvelous sonorous possibilities of guitar, cello, and bass have really not been realized at all” on this album. And more importantly, he states that “the cliché context of most of the tracks obviously took its toll on the various musical imaginations, including Wes Montgomery’s.”
 Keepnews acknowledged that Nat Adderley’s project was clearly an ambitious and difficult one because: “it involved more people, an extremely unusual sound blend, tricky shifts of instrumentation and personnel, and at least one genuinely temperamental personality- pianist/composer Bobby Timmons.”
 

West Coast Blues: Harold Land Sextet (RLP-68937)

Early in February 1960, Montgomery left his hometown and family to join his brothers Monk (bass) and Buddy (vibes, piano) on the West Coast, where the group was preparing to begin a residency at The Hungry I Club in San Francisco. According to Keepnews, Wes was temporarily leaving Indianapolis and using California as his home base in an effort to convert his newly-regenerated career into a decent livelihood.
 However, on the next two Riverside recordings we find Wes working as a sideman. He had previously recorded with tenor saxophonist Harold Land in April 1958 and they had also teamed up for some club work late in 1959. Keepnews took advantage of Wes’ presence in the area to record him with Land, one of the few hard bop players on the West Coast, best known back then for having preceded Sonny Rollins in the celebrated Clifford Brown-Max Roach quintet. 


The group recorded in San Francisco on May 17 and 18, 1960. It also featured trumpeter Joe Gordon, Detroit pianist Barry Harris, bassist Sam Jones, and drummer Louis Hayes. This well-knit combination of Barry Harris, Louis Hayes (both from Detroit), and Sam Jones (of Florida), is instantly recognizable as being Cannonball Adderley’s rhythm section. The presence of this remarkable group out West for a Jazz Workshop booking, made possible this particular recording mixture.
 


The repertoire includes three originals by leader Harold Land, Montgomery’s most popular composition, West Coast Blues- the albums title track- a Charlie Parker tune, and a standard ballad. Montgomery refrains from using octaves or chords in any of his improvisations, and his guitar’s tone does not appear to have been effectively captured on this recording. On most of the tracks (especially Terrain, Compulsion, Ursula and Klactoveedsedstene) the guitar’s volume is at a minimum, sounding quite muffled, inexplicit, and overpowered by a buoyant rhythm section. Keepnews concedes that it was his first working experience with the late sound engineer, Wally Heider, and that at the time he was unable to find a satisfactory studio in the area.
 Moreover, they set up this recording on a stage of what was then a labor union meeting hall, and Heider was recording Wes for the first time.
 The cumulative effect of these disparate factors may account for Montgomery’s flawed guitar sound quality on this album.

Cannonball Adderley and The Poll-Winners (RLP-355)

This album by leader/alto saxophonist Julian “Cannonball” Adderley was recorded at Fugazi Hall
 in San Francisco on May 21, 1960, and at United Recording Studios in Los Angeles on June 5. The recording began in San Francisco because the Adderley band was working there and Montgomery was temporarily living near his brothers in the Bay Area. A few weeks later in June, when Adderley’s quintet was working in a Los Angeles club of southern California, everyone reassembled there to complete the album. 


Adderley, a major Wes Montgomery admirer, was directly responsible for the start of Wes’ recording career with Riverside. According to Keepnews, although there was at one time a serious possibility of Wes joining the Adderley band, this album represents the only recording collaboration between these two giants of the 1960’s.
 Montgomery’s appearances on this album as well as on Nat Adderley’s and Harold Land’s, were the result of the “close-knit ‘team spirit’ attitude that often led Riverside’s stars to help out as sidemen on other musicians’ dates.”
 The group also featured British pianist-vibraphonist Victor Feldman, bassist Ray Brown, drummer Louis Hayes, and as of 1960, Cannonball, Brown and Montgomery all finished first in several magazine polls- hence the title, the Poll-Winners.

Movin’ Along: Wes Montgomery (RLP-342)

This Los Angeles session transpired October 12, 1960 in the same United Studios under the leadership of Wes Montgomery who, shortly before, had been in San Francisco preparing for the launching of the Montgomery Brothers group with his brothers, Monk and Buddy. Cannonball Adderley’s “formidable and flawlessly tight-knit” rhythm section including Sam Jones, Victor Feldman and Louis Hayes was employed, since these sidemen had a few free days between engagements in Los Angeles.
 For further instrumental colour, James Clay, a young and talented Texas-born flutist-saxophonist, also a leader on his own Riverside lp, was added to the group. 


During this session Montgomery had some misgivings and raised some objections to the guitar sound on the first take. Thereafter, the recording engineer, Wally Heider, decided to record Wes’ guitar using two disparate approaches. First, by the standard method- through a microphone at the amplifier in the studio, and second, by direct input from the instrument into the control board. What went on to the tape was a mix of both elements resulting in a warmer and fuller sound. Keepnews remarks that this was perhaps, the origin of the emphasis on Montgomery’s lower register, which was to be one of the key ingredients of his later success in the pop-music scene.


On some tracks Wes uses a larger six-string guitar tuned down a full octave to contrast with James Clay’s rich flute sound which blends effectively with the deep, warm tones of the bass guitar. On the album this type of guitar is confusingly called a “bass guitar” because that term is usually used to describe an electric bass. Keepnew’s recollection is that Montgomery borrowed this guitar from a Los Angeles musician, Irving Ashby, who had played for several years with the celebrated Nat King Cole trio.

Groove Yard: The Montgomery Brothers (RLP-9362)


Before joining forces with Wes, brothers Monk and Buddy were members of the San Francisco-based, Mastersounds, a successful but partially anonymous quartet working primarily on the West Coast.
 Following the disbanding of the Mastersounds in 1960, the newly-reunited Montgomery brothers became a unit and performed at New York’s Half Note, Five Spot, and Jazz Gallery towards the end of 1960 and beginning of 1961. This album is thoroughly representative of the Montgomery brothers in that it features numbers they had been playing in these clubs. They began the new year by recording their first joint Riverside album on January 3, 1961 in New York City- arranged to coincide with their scheduled gigs on the East Coast.
 Keepnews recalls that work and travel pressures forced them to record the album in a single day.
 The Montgomerys used a variety of drummers in their New York club engagements but for this recording they called upon Bobby Thomas, a young drummer from New Jersey. Buddy Montgomery wanted to divide his efforts evenly between his two instruments, piano and vibes. However, the motor of his vibraphone which provides the vibrato, was defective- explaining why he is heard strictly on piano on this recording. Groove Yard was favorably received by the critics and the focus of attention was once more on Wes Montgomery’s guitar playing:

This is a thoroughly unpretentious, very musical album. The brothers attempt nothing at all way-out, or ultra clever and the result is a record that makes good listening without strain. The whole thing of course revolves around brother Wes, a guitarist of enormous technique, with an ability to swing. He plays heaps of chords and his approach sometimes verges on the classical style, but he is also a strong single string player with an inventive turn of phrase.

So Much Guitar! (RLP-9382)


This album was recorded August 4, 1961, in New York City. Montgomery fronted a group which included some of the best East Coast musicians: pianist Hank Jones, bassist Ron Carter, drummer Lex Humphries, and a later noted Latin bandleader, Ray Barretto on conga drums. Barretto was used here in a non-Latin way to enhance the sound and feel of the rhythm section.
 The entire repertoire was entirely Wes’ choosing and no original reels have survived, consequently, there are no outtakes for comparisons.
 Montgomery also performs an unaccompanied version of Alec Wilder’s While We’re Young - “almost the only unaccompanied solo Wes ever taped.”
 This was the first time he had performed in this context on record and it evidently came as a surprise to those who thought of Wes as principally an octave player.
 According to Adrian Ingram, this album demonstrated the versatility of Wes’ playing, “ranging from the lyrical beauty of While We’re Young , to the down-home earthy rendering of One for My Baby.”
 


After the New York recording sessions, Wes journeyed back to San Francisco for an engagement with his brothers at the Jazz Workshop, and soon thereafter, returned to his family in Indianapolis. He disliked being away from home but was unable to stay for very long since arrangements had been made for the Montgomery brothers to record an all-star album with the renowned pianist, George Shearing.

George Shearing and The Montgomery Brothers (J-955)

British-born piano stylist, George Shearing, was a “sincere and outspoken fan” of the Montgomery brothers.
 He had performed with them in California and New York late in 1960- sitting in with them whenever the opportunity presented itself.
 Shearing, who had been for more than a decade one of the top names in American music, was under contract with Capitol Records at the time, and was a big pop-jazz seller. He found it particularly stimulating and challenging to work with Wes Montgomery, and from their encounters “grew a mutual musical respect and affection” that eventually led to this recording (October 9, 10, 1961, in Los Angeles).
 Shearing had done most of his recordings with large brass-choir and lush-strings backgrounds and was looking forward to playing in a looser jazz setting for quite some time.


Most of the tracks on this album are characterized by well-rehearsed arrangements emphasizing the rich timbral blend of piano, vibes and guitar- the classic instrumentation of the George Shearing Quintet. Shearing became known primarily for the group sound he had perfected: “soft, polished ensemble statements voiced for piano, guitar, vibraharp, bass, and drums.”
 His music sounded so refined and subdued that it was called “polite bop.”
 Hence, the refinement and timid cohesiveness apparent on this album is undoubtedly a consequence of Shearing’s participation, and a direct result of a series of rehearsals during the week preceding the recording. 


Stylistically, the album is reminiscent of the “West Coast” school with its emphasis on arrangements and cool restrained sonorities. This sonoric restraint is further accentuated by drummer Walter Perkin’s exclusive use of brushes throughout the album. This is definitely not a hard-driving improvisation session since most of the tracks are of extremely short duration and so are the solos. In retrospect, Keepnews acknowledges that this recording suffered because they had tried to be “commercial” and this had never been the road for jazz success on Riverside:
 “There’s enough real talent here (certainly including George) to keep this from being a bad record, but it plays everything much too safe, with few rough edges, and invariably brief solos in short takes.”
 Ingram reacted and commented to the album in a similar manner:

In jazz terms the record was disappointing, the tracks were concise (the shortest being 2:10 and the longest 4:47), and the improvisation seemed cautious and tame. The brothers seemed altogether too polite and subdued, recalling their earlier attempts at chamber or cocktail jazz (Kismet -World Pacific WP 1243). Whether this was the concept of the album, or whether the brothers were holding back on purpose to accommodate Shearing is unclear, but the album did neither party justice.

Needless to say, from an improvisational viewpoint this was not one of Montgomery’s more dynamic Riverside sessions. 

Bags Meets Wes: Milt Jackson and Wes Montgomery (RLP-9407)

This recording session transpired in New York, December 18 and 19, 1961. Vibraphonist Milt Jackson, a praised member of the celebrated Modern Jazz Quartet, had become a close friend of Wes and both were committed to record together.
 Jackson was newly contracted to Riverside and Keepnews decided that a co-leader album would be an excellent way to introduce him as part of the lineup. It was also an opportunity to put Wes together with what had become Keepnews’ favorite rhythm section: bassist Sam Jones, drummer Philly Joe Jones, and pianist Wynton Kelly. Keepnews wanted to record a superior improvisation session, however, despite the impressive all-star personnel, the album rated only three stars in the Downbeat reviews. This is most probably because many of the solos were again somewhat brief, and “none of the players appeared to be at their best.”
 Ingram observes that Wes “turned out some excellent guitar playing,” but also recognizes that the album “was a relaxed affair lacking the urgency, humour, and compulsion of Wes’ best work.”


Montgomery and Jackson, both renowned for being superb blues players, are deeply interested and dedicated to the blues. Not surprisingly, three of the seven tracks on the album are in blues form (Blue Roz , S.K.J., Sam Sack ). Keepnews also decided that he would come up with an alternate take for every selection on the album and in four cases, variant takes have been used in other reissues.

Full House: Wes Montgomery (RLP-9434)

In the two-and-a-half years Orrin Keepnews had been producing Wes Montgomery, he had come to concur with the frequent remarks, particularly from musicians, “that he seemed comparatively inhibited in the studio and really should be recorded under performance conditions.”
 Montgomery’s studio work had been effective and impressive, but had not conveyed the full measure of excitement of an in-person live performance.
 


Wes had an open invitation to work the Monday off-nights at a coffee house exotically named “Tsubo” in the city of Berkeley. He had previously performed there with his brothers and particularly favored the location because of its relaxed atmosphere, excellent acoustics, and wonderfully stimulating jazz audience.
 The Miles Davis Sextet was also in town playing at the Black Hawk club- meaning that the close-knit rhythm section of Wynton Kelly, Paul Chambers, and Jimmy Cobb- one of the finest rhythm section of the day- would be available for the recording. At the same time, tenor saxophonist Johnny Griffin, a good friend and admirer of Wes Montgomery, was in the city performing at the Jazz Workshop. Griffin recalls the circumstances:

The first time I worked with Wes (apart from jamming) was for a recording session at the Tsubo Club on San Francisco Bay. At that time in San Francisco apart from Wes and his brothers and me (I was working at the Jazz Workshop), the Miles Davis Sextet with his fantastic rhythm section; Wynton Kelly on piano, Paul Chambers on bass, and Jimmy Cobb on drums were at the Black Hawk. Orrin Keepnews wanted us to make an album in a club with a live audience. On 25 June 1962 (our day off for me and Miles’ sextet), we all turned up at the Tsubo. We played, just like we’d play in a club, with an audience, like crazy, with no other idea than to take off musically.


Keepnews had managed to squeeze in some rehearsal time during the week and Wes began at once to make the group familiar with the material. Miles Davis was emphatically opposed to their using his entire rhythm section unit but Wynton Kelly silenced him by asking: “If I don’t play the date, will you pay me what Orrin was going to?”
 On June 25th, as engineer Wally Heider began to set up his equipment, it became obvious that the only audience problem might be one of excess:

Alerted by local newspaper stories and word-of-mouth, the faithful were arriving early, and long before starting time the modest-sized club was packed to the doors. Actually, the line outside the door stretched around the corner all night long, and there was also a permanent outdoor audience in a parking lot next door, listening via loudspeakers in the “control room” we had set up in a storeroom behind the club! In short, the title “Full House ” (which had originally struck me as a suitable reference to a group of five consisting strictly of kings and aces) can be taken as an entirely factual description of the setting for this album.


Keepnews explained that “one of the reasons for recording Wes “live” was to capture the breathtaking way he can build a solo through chorus after chorus.”
 Therefore, it is not surprising that most of the tracks on the album are deliberately on the long side. In view of the time limitations of the original recording, Keepnews had to make difficult final choices regarding the length of some performances. For example, in a desperate attempt to hold down the total time, the originally issued version of Blue’ n’ Boogie omitted a couple of blues choruses by Wes.
 


The album was very well received and Montgomery was once again at the top of the annual Downbeat Reader’s and Critic’s Polls, despite his lack of national activity. Full House is generally acknowledged as one of Montgomery’s best albums for Riverside ranking alongside the earlier Incredible Jazz Guitar of Wes Montgomery. Wes did not record again in 1962, but continued to perform in and around Indianapolis where he chose to resurrect his 1958-59 organ trio.

Fusion: Wes Montgomery With Strings (RLP-9472)


Wes Montgomery recorded his first album with strings in New York on April 18 and 19, 1963. The repertoire on this recording was more in the vein that has now become known as “traditional pop,”
 including pieces by Ellington, Rogers & Hart, and a Broadway show tune like “Somewhere” from West Side Story. The album retained a jazz feeling but also set the stage for the large-scale, pop-oriented recordings with which Wes gained his later commercial success.
 


Jimmy Jones, a long-time Sarah Vaughan accompanist and a friend and associate of Duke Ellington, arranged and conducted the music. The concertmaster Gene Orloff hired the nine violins, the two violas, and the two cellos. The other instrumentalists included Phil Bodner on woodwinds, Hank Jones and Dick Hyman on piano and celeste, Kenny Burrell on acoustic rhythm guitar, Milt Hinton on bass, and Osie Johnson on drums. 


Montgomery had previously met with arranger Jimmy Jones and had played the tunes for him. Thereafter, Jones had three weeks to write all the arrangements. Since Montgomery could not read nor write music, Jimmy Jones had to cue him at the various places within the arrangement where he should play. According to Ingram, Wes was extremely self-conscious about recording with musicians who were such good readers and didn’t want them to be waiting around while he learnt his parts:
 

With me not reading music, I can have trouble with the violin players. Everybody else on the date has music all over the place; I’m sitting there with the guitar. All they know is they’ve been called in for the job; they see they’ve got ten tunes and they just play it from the music.

...... these are all number one string players, and for them to be waiting around till I got it- that’s out.

...... We got through six tunes in a two-and-a-half hour session. People said it sounded relaxed, but it had my head kinda tight. I have a complex to know I’m sitting here and like, playing a guessing game, in a sense.


According to Orrin Keepnews this album was “the initial step in the creation of a new and immensely successful musical persona” for Wes.
 Keepnews intention was to stay in the three-minute range for potential airplay, since in those days it was possible for a jazz instrumental to succeed as a pop single: “very much on Riverside’s mind was the recent triumph of Mongo Santamaria’s Watermelon Man, which had reached the number 10 spot on the Billboard singles chart just a couple of months earlier.”
 


Montgomery felt that this album was his finest recording to date, however, he was distraught by the deplorable reviews it received. Downbeat reviewer Pete Welding remarked: “As attractive, uninvolved background music, the disc succeeds but attempts nothing ambitious. One wishes only that Montgomery, Jones and producer Keepnews had set their sights on loftier heights.”
 Wes was very disappointed with these cursory comments and reprimanded his critics for not understanding the essence of the music on this album. In a 1968 interview with Les Tomkin for Crescendo International, Montgomery exposes and condemns the musical narrow-mindedness of his detractors:

I don’t know what’s wrong with these people, man- unless they feel like music is nothing but hard sounds all the time. I mean, beauty comes in a lot of ways. To me that [Fusion] was the finest thing I’d done up to that time.

  If a person is going to be a critic, or a listener, you can’t just listen in one direction only. Just like you can’t hear one tempo all night long.

  I’ve heard a lot of people say: “Well, violins are pretty, but....” You know, they’re taking too narrow a view. For instance, Nat Cole, Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, any of those cats can sing a ballad and- whew! What’s the difference? A ballad is a ballad; it’s a means of expression for the individual that’s doing it. Whether it’s a trumpet, a trombone, a voice- or a guitar. This [Fusion ] was supposed to be a mood album and that’s what it was.

Boss Guitar: Wes Montgomery (RLP-9459)

Keepnews had been planning to take further advantage of Wes Montgomery’s stay in New York. Consequently, this recording session took place on April 22, 1963, only a few days after the final strings work had been completed on the Fusion album.
 Since the breakup of the Montgomery Brothers quartet, Wes had returned to his original guitar-organ-drums setting with Mel Rhyne, the organist with whom he felt most comfortable and who also played on his first recording.
 There were several reasons for Montgomery’s re-adoption of this instrumental format:

Montgomery liked the playing freedom this format gave him, and he particularly appreciated the relatively light, non-melodramatic style of Rhyne, who had originally been a pianist. There was also a practical reason: a lot of work was available in those days for small groups with the organ sound- clubs like Count Basie’s in Harlem specialized in such units, and having a highly-regarded guitarist as a leader made this trio especially attractive.

Montgomery particularly enjoyed playing with an organ because he felt it was an instrument against which he could improvise without being overpowered. In addition, he appreciated Melvin Rhyne’s gentle touch and unobtrusive playing: “I couldn’t play with an organist who played it real full and heavy. Because I play with my thumb, the sound is round- it’s a softer sound.”
 


On this album Rhyne simply lays down an orchestral background for Montgomery, which explains why there are numerous previously-worked-out sections throughout the record.
 Montgomery also urgently requested that Jimmy Cobb, a long-time member of the Miles Davis rhythm section, be hired. Wes had previously worked with Jimmy Cobb (on Full House) and had been deeply impressed by the impeccable timekeeping of the drummer.


The repertoire included six varied standard tunes handled with evident relaxation: Besame Mucho, Dearly Beloved, Days of Wine and Roses, Canadian Sunset, The Breeze and I, For Heaven’s Sake, and two compositions by Montgomery: The Trick Bag with its complex bebop melody, and Fried Pies, a blues. Wes went through this program with great enthusiasm and swiftness, recording the entire eight-tune selection in barely five and a half hours.
 Keepnews decided to reverse matters, rushing this album for a June 1963 release, and holding the Fusion with strings album until the end of the year.
 Fortunately this record received a much better Downbeat review than Fusion :

Nobody who digs Montgomery will be disappointed by the guitarist’s contributions here. From the gently chording of Wine to the cooking, horizontally stretched blues of Pies, everything is achieved with taste, skill, excitement when it is required, relaxation when it is called for.

After the release of the album, Montgomery took the trio with his regular drummer, George Brown, to the East Coast for a promotional tour. The group received a mixed reception primarily because of the organ which did not have universal appeal.
 

Portrait of Wes (RLP-9492),  Guitar on The Go (RLP-9494)

Wes Montgomery’s last recording session for Riverside was on October 10, 1963, followed by a November 27 date primarily intended to clean up and ameliorate some numbers he wasn’t completely satisfied with:
 

I also know that Wes was not happy with several of these “best” efforts, and that we agreed on an additional session to try some remakes. We did hold such a session on November 27. Nevertheless, the October versions of several unapproved and remade selections turned up on two LP’s issued subsequent to the collapse of Riverside.

At this time Riverside was suffering from serious fiscal problems and by mid-1964 the whole company was taken over by a commercial banking firm who now owned the master tapes and sought to keep the company afloat.
 Therefore, neither Wes Montgomery nor Orrin Keepnews were involved in the final preparation of either, Portrait of Wes or Guitar on The Go. Following the sudden death from a heart attack of Riverside’s president Bill Grauer, the master tapes passed out of Keepnews control and the new owners decided to compile these two albums.
 According to Keepnews these were two “rather badly botched” albums that included a mistitled selection, some with wrong composer credit (Lolita by Barry Harris not Wes Montgomery), a couple that were actually repeats from previous sessions (Missile Blues, Fried Pies), and the inclusion of what they considered rejects.
 Although Keepnews preferred to have varied instrumentation and personnel for artists who had several albums on Riverside, Montgomery was in favor of staying with the working organ-guitar-drums format, this time including the young drummer George Brown.

Commercial Success: Verve and A&M Labels

The eventual demise of Riverside in 1964 allowed Montgomery to sign a contract with the Verve and A&M labels. His new producer, Creed Taylor, produced him strictly from a market point of view, using commercial tunes, string orchestras, large jazz bands, and very little improvisation. Those who had been overwhelmed and captivated by Montgomery’s remarkable work on Riverside, were dismayed to see him move in a more commercial vein.
 Although these recordings were unrepresentative of his talents, they dramatically enlarged his audience. Creed Taylor admitted that his original purpose was to infuse particular elements into a jazz recording that would enable it to reach a larger audience.
 


Montgomery’s rendition of Goin’ out of My Head (1965), his fourth record for Verve, won a Grammy Award as the best instrumental jazz performance of 1966 and transformed his career. Moreover, the album A Day in the Life recorded for the A&M label, was the best-selling jazz recording of 1967. This sudden commercial success enabled Montgomery and his family to spend the last years of his tragically short life in financial security. However, upon the release of these albums many critics and aficionados vehemently condemned Wes for compromising his art. 
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