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Episode One
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Chapter One

O

ne night in May of 1951, I had been working late. I was
writing up a lengthy article in tribute of the big bands of
the ‘40s and those that were still swinging. I got a tip that a
rising tenor saxophone player by the name of Jack Goldberg was
sitting in with a house band at a club known as the High Note
Low Note on West 125th Street in New York City. I hadn’t been
to this particular joint in more than a year. I had tried unsuccessfully for several months to get an interview with this cat,
Goldberg. I called down to the club and had a short conversation
with him. He agreed to talk and I knew I was going to have to
be quick if I wanted to snag him.
In the taxi on the way over, I started thinking back to how
many times I had done this since I started writing for Crazy
Cats magazine in January of 1942. How many times had I put
everything on the back burner because of a once in a lifetime
chance for an interview with some hot musician I was anxious
to catch or because of a band I suddenly found out was in town
for a one night appearance somewhere. You might say I had a
compulsion when it came to this sort of stuff. Well, maybe it
wasn’t a compulsion, but it sure was close to one, because I had
three passions in my life, all of which were related; jazz music,
jazz musicians and writing about jazz.
Before I get into the real meat of this episode, though, let
me tell you something about myself. Actually it’s kind of crazy
how I got into this business. In 1940, I started attending New
York University as a law student; something my folks settled
on for me. I wasn’t really certain of what I wanted to do, but I
did know one thing for sure. I didn’t want to become a lawyer.
They picked the field because my older brother, Benny, had a
very successful law practice. I had another brother, Bert, who
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was into manufacturing men’s apparel, but to me that was even
worse. Anyway, while going to NYU, my friends introduced me
to 52nd Street, and as a nineteen-year-old kid from Cleveland,
Ohio, the excitement sucked me in like a vacuum. I was never
really a musician myself. I played drums in high school and
always gravitated more toward jazz than any other music, but I
never took any of it seriously.
The music became an addiction to me and before I knew it,
I was down there all the time. I was getting to know all kinds
of people. Then one night, I met a fella who was a critic from
Crazy Cats and I got an idea of how to write about jazz. I discovered through all of this that I had a real knack for observing
and reviewing musicians. This cat, who was the critic, told me,
just for fun, to write a review for him. I did it and he liked it. He
showed it to Joe Delcini, the editor who is still my boss to this
day, and after he offered me a job and I accepted, I quit school
to stay in New York, which disappointed the hell out of my folks.
I was considered an odd ball from that day forward. My father
was actually neutral on the subject. It was my mother who had a
real beef with it. The truth was I had always been different from
my brothers. I did have one thing in common with them, though.
I loved my work just like they did and I took it very seriously.
In my case, this, however, was something else that didn’t agree
with my folks, particularly my mother. She blamed my occupation on the fact that I hadn’t gotten married yet, and just maybe
she was right.
So, this book isn’t so much about the history of jazz as
it is about the cats that made jazz. I won’t go into why I got
involved with musicians. I’ll tell you about that later, but I will
tell you this now. There were times, on account of my job, when
I became things other than just a writer, and since I didn’t have
a wife or children and didn’t really take dames too seriously, I
could take some real risks. Depending on the situation, I could
be Bernie Butz the friend or Bernie Butz the private eye; maybe
both. Even though things weren’t always a good scene, I was
left with a number of memorable accounts. I look back on them
now and I must admit, no matter how much of a bum deal or
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heart wrenching a situation seemed then, the memories stuck in
my head like solid concrete. It’s funny, too, when things really
started to pop for me. It all began when the Cool Era took the
reins from bebop. I can’t exactly put my finger on why certain
events began to take place. I don’t know if it was the change in
times. Maybe it was just my fate. In any case, by the time I had
almost ten years at the magazine, Joe had been allowing me to
make decisions on my own for five or six years already when
it came to most of my assignments. I figured the best place to
start with the accounts of my jazz world is with what I consider
the first interesting episode which began this one particular
spring night.
When I stepped out of the taxi onto the curb in front of the
High Note Low Note, I immediately heard the distinctive metallic tone of Jack Goldberg’s sax floating like angels in a swell
interpretation of “Autumn Leaves.” I walked inside to a dimly
lit, smoke filled room where a blue haze hung in the air. There
was a bar off to the left that extended along the length of the
distant wall. To my right, just beyond fifteen or twenty wooden
tables, there was a quintet on the bandstand that included a
piano, bass and drums with a rhythm guitar and of course, Jack
Goldberg. I stopped when my eyes settled on him and my ears
digested that soft, mellow sound that was his trademark. Usually
I would park at the bar, but he had given me the slip once when
I got close to interviewing him and I was determined he wasn’t
going to brush me off again, so I found an empty table near the
bandstand and sat down.
His image instantly reminded me of another young Jewish
tenor player who had already made his fame with the Woody
Herman Orchestra named Stan Getz. These two had so many
similarities that they were like one in the same. Their sounds
were very close in tone and quality and just like Stan, Jack’s
frame was of a medium height, but thin; too thin. His hair was
a thick dark brown and his somewhat tawny face was contented,
even though it was tough to get a full impression since he was
wearing shades. It was like savoring a fine wine to hear that mild
tone swell from his horn. There wasn’t any doubt in my mind
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that this cat was going places. Like Getz, many people said that
Jack was right out of the Cool School, but I knew he was just
as capable of swinging as he was of playing tender love ballads,
and that was obvious when the band closed the set with a cooker
called “Budo.” Jack’s body rocked back and forth keeping time
with the rhythm. Perspiration quickly soaked the armpits of his
long sleeved shirt and glistened across his forehead.
The number ended and I stood up when he stepped down. I
introduced myself, expecting a warm reception, but instead, he
seemed almost impatient. “Yeah, man,” he croaked, moving past
me. “Just be cool. I’ll be with ya in a minute.”
He approached the rear of the club without missing a step.
I watched as he disappeared through a door that led to an alley
behind the building. I immediately began to wonder if he stiffed
me a second time.
Word had it on the street that Jack was a junkie. I never
liked to listen to things like that even though it was no secret
that too many of these boys broke a lot of rules when it came
to cheating on their wives or drinking too much booze or falling prey to the dope pushers. Most of the cats were musical
geniuses and like any artist, they were extremely sensitive, so
pain came easy to them much too frequently. They would do
whatever it took to block the demons that tortured them. Most
of the time that spelled plenty of trouble. Taking this fact into
account, a lot of people out there would take advantage of
them whether a guy was on junk or not. Sometimes certain
things were done to these fellas out of jealousy or maybe spite
to ruin their reputation. A lot of those same people who had a
habit of making claims against particular jazz musicians would
defend their accusation that they had against Jack by reminding me that he had given me the slip before and that everybody
knew how unreliable junkies were. That wasn’t enough for me.
But then, once I sat back down at the table and time passed
without the cat reappearing, I got a hunch that maybe this time
they were right.
I waited ten minutes and Jack still didn’t come back. I was
beginning to lose hope. I had just started to think about leaving
5

Carol S. Fowler

when he walked back through the door and came directly my way.
He was still hidden behind the shades, and there was a glimmer
of a smirk, which disappeared once he reached the table. “Okay,
man,” he said without looking at me. “Let’s get on with it.”
His demeanor was much calmer than before, but it didn’t
appear that he was having any effects from a heroin fix. The
musician picked up his horn from the bandstand and as we
shuffled along the bar, Jack only ignored the patrons who were
complimenting him until we reached a couple of empty seats
halfway down. We both settled on stools and he laid his horn in
front of him. He ordered a double Scotch on the rocks in a voice
that was as mellow as his musical tone, leaving me to ask for my
own drink. So I ordered a beer.
Then Jack looked at me and softly asked, “So. What’s
shakin’?”
I got a strong whiff of marijuana when he leaned closer to
me. I was actually relieved, thinking maybe my initial hunch
was wrong.
“Everybody says you are, pal,” I stated. “Apparently it’s true
being that you’re so popular these days.”
He was silent for a long time. “Yeah. That’s the way it seems,”
he finally responded, pulling his mouth back into a weak smile.
I grabbed my pack of cigarettes and offered him one just
as our drinks arrived. He accepted it and put the cigarette to
his lips while I struck a match. Then he instantly took a sip of
his drink and I grabbed the pad of paper and pen from my shirt
pocket.
“You’re a hard cat to run down,” I commented.
He set his glass on the bar. “I’ve been busy, man,” he said
slowly, as if pacing his words.
“Been on the road?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Not recently. I been hangin’ down around
Bird land and Jimmy Ryan’s.”
I grinned. “I can dig that,” I sighed. “My old stomping
grounds. I don’t get down to 52nd Street like I use to. That’s where
I was the first time I was introduced to live jazz.”
Jack silently stared at me from behind the shades.
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“Things are changing on Bop Street, though,” I pointed out
to break the silence. “Just like everything else. It’s not like it was
in the ‘40s.”
He took a drink and looked away. “No. It’s not. But to me
it’s jazzville. Swings just as hard. I saw Bird, Prez and Lady
Day swingin’ there not so long ago. There’s still some heavy
jammin’.”
“You bet,” I said. “I did a review of Lenny Burns at the Three
Deuces about a month back. But ya know there’s places all over
the city now. An evolution is taking place.”
He nodded again. “Yeah, man. I know. But I still dig playin’
52nd Street. They give ya a run for your money. When you’re
swinging with the best of the best, ya have to work harder
towards perfection.”
“Is that your goal?”
“Yeah. I’ve been workin’ at it since I was a kid, but I still
ain’t reached it.”
I looked up from my note pad. “You sure about that? Don’t
you have to be the best of the best to jam at places like Bird
land?”
“Usually. But I was playin’ in a sextet the last time I was
there, so I couldn’t really strut my stuff.”
I leaned against the bar with a weak smile. “You should give
yourself credit. A lot of cats out there can only dream about
making 52nd Street, but they never get there for one reason or
another.”
“Well I’m pretty good, but I ain’t got to where I want to
be yet.” He hesitated for a long time, before adding, “I guess
life dictates where we go. I lived in a poor neighborhood in the
Bronx. I watched my folks struggle for every crumb we got.
And my old man. He always felt like a bum. But he wasn’t one.
It was just hard for him that’s all. Bein’ Jewish was his crime
and punishment.” He looked away, hesitating, then directed his
attention back at me. “You dig, man? You’re Jewish.”
I nodded in agreement, able to empathize with him.
I paused, then asked, “How many months out of the year are
you on the road now?”
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“Nine,” he replied and smiled weakly. “The other three are
mostly spent recording.”
I shook my head looking down as I continued to scrawl notes
on my pad. “Tough on the wife and kids,” I said.
I was about to continue when someone entered the club.
It caught Jack’s attention and he slowly pulled his shades off
to reveal aquarium blue eyes that were slightly narrowed and
somewhat bloodshot. I followed his gaze to a dame who had
stopped just inside the door and she was one hell of a looker.
She was a curvy strawberry blonde with lips like cherries and
oval eyes that were partially shadowed by the bent brim of her
hat. She wore a powder blue dress that followed the contour of
her body from slightly billowy bosoms to the hem that fell a
few inches below the bottom of her knees. Smoky dark hose
covered the lower limbs, all the way to her high-heeled shoes.
Something seemed a little off balance, though, and after staring
for a while, I figured out that the shape of her calf’s distinctly
resembled piano legs.
I looked at Jack and his expression was one of desire. Then
her eyes met his and she cast him a smile of mutual attraction.
Like every other guy in the joint, we watched her sashay to the
end of the bar where she sat down. Jack immediately grabbed his
horn and got up. He never said a word. He just walked away. Her
eyes never left him as he approached her. After they had a brief
exchange of words, he led the house band back up onto the bandstand. They played a mystical version of “Lover Man (Oh, where
can you be?),” as Jack and the blonde stared at one another. It
was like watching a romantic scene unfold on the big screen.
The tune ended and he put his sunglasses back on. Then he
stepped down, grabbed his saxophone case and again approached
the dame. He ordered her a drink before coming back my way
and set the case on the bar next to me.
“Say, man,” he said as he proceeded to break down his horn.
“I’m gonna blow this joint. I’ve got new business, so I’ll have to
catch you some other time to wrap up our conversation.”
I wrote my office number on a piece of paper while he dismantled his instrument. After the saxophone was snugly in place
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in the container, I tore the paper from the pad and handed it to
him.
“Gotch ya, man,” he responded, examining it. Then he
looked back at me and added, “I gotta level with ya. I’ve heard
about you from some other fellas and they’re right. You’re
not like those other cats I’ve done interviews for. You’re not a
square. I’ll call ya.”
That gave me a warm feeling inside. “Thanks for the vote
of confidence, Mack,” I acknowledged. “In the meantime. Keep
swinging.”
“No sweat there,” he said, closing the lid of his case. He
didn’t look at me again before he went back to the dame and
less than five minutes later, they slipped out the door together.
I liked this young cat and was hopeful that he’d keep his
word about finishing the interview. I’m not going to say that I
condoned his infidelity. I never agreed with that kind of cheap
behavior, but how many other guys out there were doing the
same thing? There were too many to count. And he gave me the
same compliment that I never got tired of; that I was an okay
Joe. I liked it when these fellas told me that for only one reason.
They accepted me.
Ever since the beginning of my career, I always felt that it
was an unusual and honored privilege to be given the chance to
work my way into the jazz world. It was a tight knit group that
didn’t pull any punches and they made it clear that if you were
accepted into their corner of life, it wasn’t because you wanted
to be there. The rules were made by the musicians, and one sure
way of gaining their acceptance was by not trying to be cute and
pulling lousy tricks on them. The only way they liked anybody
was if they were on the level and were on their side. I didn’t gain
their approval because I did these fellas a good deed in putting
the word out to the public as to where the music was coming
from. I simply supported these cats and was one hundred percent sincere about it. I spoke their language and they respected
that. That’s how I got in the door as I was once again reminded
of that.
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