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For over four decades, until his death on February 4, 2001, J.J. Johnson was the preeminent 

voice on trombone. So fixed was his position at the top of the polls--even during his years of 

film scoring and his subsequent retirement from performing--it is easy to forget that his 

stature with the public, and that of his peers among the modernists, was not always so 

exalted. At the time this recording session took place in 1953, Johnson had responded to the 

lean times facing his jazz generation by withdrawing from full-time playing in favor of a 

more secure factory job. When the titles were reissued on 12" LP two years later, Johnson's 

fortunes had reversed, and he was celebrating the first of a string of poll victories that would 

spread across the decades. These are some of the performances that helped turn matters 

around. 

His early recording sessions for Savoy and Prestige, with the likes of Bud Powell, Sonny 

Stitt and a young Sonny Rollins among the supporting cast, also marked Johnson as a gifted 

composer and arranger, while two years touring in the popular small group of his former 

Basie-mate Illinois Jacquet helped raise the trombonist's profile with the public. 

Around 1950, the music business went through one of the periodic downturns that have 

always seemed to hit jazz artists earliest and hardest. Being a serious and responsible 

individual with a family, Johnson opted for a job inspecting blueprints in a Sperry factory in 

1952. As with several of his famous contemporaries, what kept him in the public eye to any 

extent at all was his affiliation with Blue Note Records, which began at a 1950 date led by 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00005LANM/thehardbophomepa
http://hardbop.tripod.com/johnson.html
http://hardbop.tripod.com/powell.html
http://hardbop.tripod.com/stitt.html
http://hardbop.tripod.com/stitt.html
http://hardbop.tripod.com/rollins.html
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00005LANM/thehardbophomepa


Howard McGhee. Another trumpeter and close friend, Miles Davis, featured Johnson in two 

of his sextets for the label, including an April 1953 session (Miles Davis, Vol. 2) that included 

two Johnson compositions. 

Like Davis, Johnson would record three sessions for Blue Note in this period that were 

released on the short-lived 10" LP format. This was the first of the three, and turned out to be 

a most auspicious gathering of giants. Sensational trumpeter Clifford Brown was making 

only his third jazz date, having recorded with Lou Donaldson for Blue Note and Tadd 

Dameron for Prestige earlier in the month of June. At the end of August, he would debut as a 

leader in his own Blue Note session (Clifford Brown Memorial Album). 

Jimmy Heath, still primarily known as a former alto player so close to his idol Charlie Parker 

he had been nicknamed Little Bird, and his brother, bassist Percy Heath, were both with 

Johnson on the April Miles Davis session. John Lewis, Percy Heath and Kenny Clarke had 

already begun working with vibist Milt Jackson in what would become the Modern Jazz 

Quartet. Both Heaths, Clarke, Jackson, and Davis had also logged time with the trombonist in 

a short-lived group associated with deejay Symphony Sid called Jazz, Inc. 

"Capri" was written by the talented alto saxophonist/composer Gigi Gryce, who would soon 

team with Brown in the Lionel Hampton band and on several recordings. The inspiring chord 

sequence finds Johnson anything but rusty in his two choruses, with Heath, the extremely 

confident and fluent Brown and Lewis following. The master take (recorded after the 

alternate) is slightly faster, with a more outgoing solo from the leader and a strong saxophone 

chorus that suggested Charlie Parker on tenor to original annotator Leonard Feather. 

"Lover Man" is one of two ballads included here that make one wonder how Johnson ever got 

tagged as a "mechanical" player. His sound is tender and he embellishes the melody 

gracefully, while his arrangement uses the other horns judiciously and to telling effect. John 

Lewis is also outstanding in his eight-bar solo. 

"Turnpike" is Johnson's only composition on the date, with the bold introduction yielding a 

contrastingly simple two-note theme akin to Monk's "Thelonious" in the A section of the 

AABA chorus. In their second choruses, each soloist blows over a pattern based on the cycle 

of fifths that is scored for the other horns when Jimmy Heath and Johnson take their turns. 

Jimmy plays baritone sax in the ensembles and tenor on his solo choruses, while Clarke and 

Percy Heath step forward on the out choruses. The later alternate take finds each of the horn 

players sustaining his exemplary level of execution, with Lewis in a playful mood. 

The pianist's more serious side emerges in "Sketch 1," a theme of stately beauty that one can 

imagine being interpreted by the MJQ. Lewis's arrangement takes the melody through several 

moods with Jimmy Heath's baritone sax initially in the lead, the composer offering more 

ruminative consideration, Brown in a rare muted appearance after a dramatic ensemble 

flourish, and Johnson at his warmest. The trombone solo is followed by an out-of-tempo 

variation for the horns before the baritone sax restates the melody. 

Brown and Jimmy Heath lay out on "It Could Happen to You," a contemplative Johnson 

ballad feature enhanced by Lewis's articulate accompaniment. All members of the quartet 

bear down at the start of the second chorus without resorting to double-time, and Johnson 

frames the whole performance with a lyrical introduction and coda. 
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Spirits soar again on "Get Happy," where Johnson gets a great sound from the three-horn 

front line. Everyone is loose, strong, and extremely comfortable with both the hard swing 

generated by the rhythm section and the harmonic suspension that Johnson employs in the 

final eight bars of each blowing chorus. The later alternate take finds the trombone beginning 

with a cleverly oblique quote of "Why Was I Born?," while Lewis is limited to a single 

chorus. 

It would be another 14 months before Johnson returned to the recording studio as a leader. 

On that occasion, he teamed with fellow trombonist Kai Winding on Savoy for what proved 

to be the start of a popular two-year partnership. Two more important sessions without 

Winding followed, a quartet with Wynton Kelly and Charles Mingus and a quintet 

featuring Horace Silver and Hank Mobley, and are collected on The Eminent J.J. Johnson, 

Vol. 2. 

--BOB BLUMENTHAL, from the liner notes, 

Eminent Jay Jay Johnson, Vol 1., RVG. 
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"I remember when we did drag J.J. on up there [onstage], Benny Carter said, 

'Go ahead, man, play something.' And he's sweating and scared to death. 

Man, he turned 'Body & Soul' inside out." 

--Earl Coleman 
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It was not until the summer of 1955 that J.J. Johnson, name band musician and soloist 

respected and imitated during the past decade by innumerable performers all over the world, 

finally won a Down Beat poll. In informed quarters there were audible murmurs of "About 

time too"; in other sympathetic hip circles the reaction was "Better late than never." 

Blue Note record fans were way ahead of the critics who awarded Jay Jay this belated 

crown. The amazing young trombonist has been an important part of the Blue Note catalog 

ever since his first appearance years ago with Howard McGhee's All Stars on BLP 5012. He 

was heard as sideman with Miles Davison 1501 and 1502 and with Kenny Dorham on 5065 

in addition to appearing as a leader in the three outstanding sessions listed and described 

below. 

The place of Jay Jay Johnson in jazz history parallels that of Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie 

Parker on their respective instruments. He was the first, and by all odds the foremost, of 

those who showed in the mid-1940s that it was possible to translate the rhythmic, melodic 

and harmonic innovations of bop into terms of that cumbersome and not too easily 

manipulated instrument, the slide trombone. 

Jay Jay earned his nickname from his fist and last initials: he was born James Louis Johnson. 

A native of Indianapolis, Indiana, he showed his first musical talent as a pianist in 1935, 

when he was eleven years old, and took up trombone three years later. After working with 

Clarence Love and Snookum Russell in 1941-2, he acquired his first taste of widespread 

recognition as a member of the Benny Carter band, with which he toured from late '42 until 

'45 (Max Roach was a member of the orchestra during this period). When Count Basie 

decided a new sound was needed in his trombone section, Jay Jay was the one who instilled 

it, for several months in 1945-6. Then came a long period of free-lancing with various 

combos in the hectic whirl of the jumping Fifty-second Street of those days. Jay Jay free-

lanced with Dizzy Gillespie, Woody Herman and a flock of bop units. For more than a year 

he was on the road with Illinois Jacquet's band. 

By this time Jay Jay was the acknowledged king of his style in modern jazz circles. A board 

of critics and musicians assembled by Esquire had elected him the new trombone star of the 

year in 1946. Before long his fame had reached international proportions. With the advent of 

war in the Far East, Jay Jay teamed up with Oscar Pettiford in a USO unit that entertained 

the troops in Korea and Japan. On returning home, though, Jay Jay found that the bottom 

seemed to be falling out of the music business. The pickings were so lean during the next 

few months that in August, 1952 he took a job as a blueprint inspector at a Sperry factory in 

Long Island, limiting his musical activities to an occasional one-night gig or record session. 

Then things began looking up again, and in June 1954 Jay was able to give up his daytime 

chores to return to the occupation for which his talent and years of patient practice had 

originally designed him. "Coffee Pot" from 1954. He has worked pretty steadily since then, 

often in partnership with Kai Winding. During all the ups and downs he has never lost the 

esteem in which jazzmen and fans always held him. 

--LEONARD FEATHER, from the liner notes, 

Eminent Jay Jay Johnson, Vol 1. 
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