
 

 

Lee Morgan 

The Sidewinder 
(Blue Note) 

The Sidewinder 

 

Lee Morgan, trumpet; Joe Henderson, tenor sax; Barry Harris, piano; 
 Bob Cranshaw, bass; Billy Higgins, drums. 

1. The Sidewinder (Morgan) 10:24 
2. Totem Pole (Moragn) 10:13 
3. Gary's Notebook (Morgan) 6:03 
4. Boy, What A Night (Morgan) 7:31 
5. Hocus-Pocus (Morgan) 6:21 

Produced by ALFRED LION 
Cover Photo by FRANCIS WOLFF 
Cover Design by REID MILES 
Recording by RUDY VAN GELDER 
Recorded on December 21, 1963 

 

It seems hard to realize that almost eight years have passed since a precociously gifted 
eighteen-year-old trumpeter named Lee Morgan made his first startling impact on the jazz 
scene by joining the brass section of Dizzy Gillespie's big band. Lee had well over a year of 
section work to his credit, not to mention the solo exposure often accorded him by his proud 
and unselfish boss. Since the dissolution of the orchestra in January of 1958, Lee's 
remarkable maturity as a solo voice has been reflected in his work with Art Blakey for a 
couple of years, and more recently in a group with Jimmy Heath at Birdland as well as a 
variety of other small-group settings. 

Part of his time has been spent back home in Philadelphia, but since the summer of 1963 he 
has been more active again on the New York scene. The present sides mark his return to 
the studios for Blue Note in a session with a specially assembled and impressively strong 
personnel. Of the compositions brought in for this occasion--all originals by the leader--it is 
interesting to note that all five are based on changes that are simple enough to offer a good 
blowing base, yet sufficiently varied and personal to avoid triteness or monotony. 

The title number might best be described as a long-meter blues (24 measures to the 
chorus). The fascinating rhythm section figure established during the opening ensembles is 
sustained throughout the solos, giving the performance a deep blue tinge as well as a Latin 
touch. Lee's solo, fluent and sensitively constructed, never becomes grandstandy and relies 
at times on essentially simple devices, such as the repeated B flat in the last of his three 
choruses. Joe Henderson's solo is rich in melodic variety (note the contrast between the 
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busy opening and simple continuation in his second chorus). Barry Harris's piano picks up in 
intensity as it goes along, aided on his third chorus by the horns' backing. Bob Cranshaw 
bears out Lee's complimentary observations in a fine solo that owes part of its success to 
the continued pulsing of Billy Higgins' percussion figures. 

"Totem Pole," named for the effect of Lee's alternation with Joe, is a group of six notes they 
play going into and coming out of the release. As Lee himself agrees, this track contains 
some of the best individual blowing in the album. Lee's own personal phrasing and 
occasional use of half-valve effects are in evidence; as for Joe, he always puts down his 
instrumental foot where the beat is, never letting you lose track of the rhythmic or harmonic 
structure. Harris's solo, partly in octaves and later in single-note lines in the tradition of Bud 
Powell, sustains the interest until Lee returns to solo agains some intense and exciting 
rhythmic section work. 

Of "Gary's Notebook," Lee says: "Gary's a friend of mine, and he's real serious--quite an 
intellectual guy. No matter what he's doing, whether he's riding the subway or just sitting 
around the house, he's always doodling, or figuring something out. The tune is a blues, 
which is a simple form, but there's a lot to play. The line is not too simple, and that's the way 
Gary is--a basic guy, but kind of deep." 

"Boy, What A Night" is a blues waltz, but this time with more of a funky feeling and a 12/8 
meter, with a very basic character to both melody and changes. On his solo here, it seems to 
me Lee reflects some of the Gillespie influence in his phrasing and in the ability to string 
ideas together at considerable length. Note Harris's sly fills in the closing reprise of the 
theme, and the old-timey blues ending. 

"Hocus-Pocus" is, as Lee comments, "Just a simple tune, a nice easy blowing thing with the 
standard chorus length. I wanted to get away from straight blues. After I'd written it Barry 
Harris pointed out that the changes are the same as "Mean To Me," except for a slight 
difference in the channel." 

Lee is justifiably proud of the way this session turned out. The rhythm section was as 
stimulating as he expected, but the special pleasure of the occasion was the opportunity to 
share the front line with Joe Henderson. "Now that I've worked with Joe, I'm eager to get 
together with him again; he's very efficient in every way. And maybe next time I can get him 
to do some of the writing too." 

That will be something to look forward to; but in the meantime these five buoyant 
interpretations of Lee Morgan themes offer rewarding evidence of Lee's own development 
as composer and soloist, and of Joe Henderson's value as a thoroughly able aide. 

--LEONARD FEATHER, from the liner notes. 
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"I must say that I was very influenced by Lee Morgan's recording of 
'The Sidewinder.' Lee was very influential to me growing up." 

--Archie Shepp 

 

When Lee Morgan first burst onto the New York jazz scene in the mid-1950s, I was struck 
by the particularly clear relationship between the young trumpeter's musical style and his 
style off the stand. Like his playing, Lee was brisk, witty and strutting with confidence. 
Underneath the often mocking way of talking there was also, however, a very clear 
awareness on his part of the distance he still had to go. He listened hard to everything going 
on around him, and he was quite lucid in verbalizing his goals. Among those goals were 
greater clarity of line and depth of emotion. 

"I always played a lot of notes," Lee told British writer Valerie Wilmer in 1961, "and now I'm 
getting space and those long lines. You want a change of sound, like trying to play little 
songs on a song, and that kind of thing. Miles Davis is a beautiful example of simplicity but 
that's not what I want. I want to play all over the horn and have a big beautiful sound." 

In the early 1960's, Lee was developing along those lines, and it was intriguing to hear him 
gradually discipline his formidable technical command toward more diversified expressive 
ends. Then Lee went through a period of relative inactivity on the jazz scene until he 
reappeared once more in New York in the summer of 1963. In February of 1964, Lee went 
back on the road with Art Blakey's Jazz Messengers with whom he had been previously. 

Listening to the renascent Lee Morgan in these performances recalls a statement Lee made 
a few years ago when somebody congratulated him on his style. "I don't think I have a 
completely original style," he said candidly at the time, "though I do have an identity. An 
identity is when someone who knows jazz can say, 'that's Lee Morgan playing,' but my basic 
style is composed of a strong Fats Navarro/Clifford Brown influence, and Miles and Dizzy, 
and then again a Bud and Bird thing. I think a definite style comes with living and experience 
and travelling until you play what you are, you play yourself on the horn." 
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The Lee Morgan identity remains strong, and on the basis of his work here, the Lee 
Morgan style is indeed becoming definite. One of the elements in Lee's playing which has 
always been particularly engaging is the sense he projects of the sheer fun of improvising, 
the pleasure of making an instrument and extension of yourself. And now that he is able to 
feel and say more emotionally with a technique that is already so secure, his thrust of delight 
at being able to thoroughly command his horn is all the more heightened. 

At the beginning of his career, Lee Morgan was impressive in terms of the carefree 
ebullience of his spirit and his often dazzling technique. To this listener, the current Lee 
Morgan is more impressive because in the past eight years, Lee has considerably expanded 
his knowledge about himself; and consequently, his music encompasses a broader and, I 
feel, a deeper range of emotion. The ebullience often reasserts itself, but it has been 
tempered with an awareness of the shadows as well as the kicks of being part of this 
complexly demanding era. The technique is more fluid than it ever was, but it is no longer 
indulged in for its own careening sake. My point is that the Lee Morgan identity has become 
a great deal clearer to him and at the same time, the need to fully communicate that identity 
through his music is enabling him to forge an increasing unmistakably and resourceful style. 

 

--IRA GITLER, from the liner notes, 
Search For The New Land, Blue Note. 

 


