Jazzman Sam Rivers helmed the New York loft scene
and charted a new direction for big band
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Sam Rivers isn’t afraid to tell you that he’s probably “the only musician in history that’s played so many different styles of music.” In
addition to the dozens of jazz personalities he’s played with, Rivers
has composed for or played with Wilson Pickett, Jimi Hendrix,
the Harlem Opera Company, Chaka Khan, and countless others.
He’s written over 450 original compositions and recorded for the
Blue Note and Impulse labels. While he is praised and applauded
for his work by those who know of him, his contributions to jazz
are generally overlooked, and he’s not often mentioned with giants like Miles Davis, Herbie Hancock, Dizzy Gillespie, and other
jazz icons. Ironically, Rivers has recorded with all of these artists,
and his playing is part of the aesthetic that makes their albums
so enjoyable.
Sam currently lives with his daughter Monique in a small suburb
of Orlando, Florida, where he practices and composes while Monique handles the business end of his career. The walls in his office
are plastered with photos of Sam playing in countries all over the
world with all of the big names in jazz. Although he’s underappreciated, it’s apparent that Sam has received some of the recognition he
deserves; the noticeable awards hanging on the walls include the key
to the city of New Orleans and two plaques for Grammy nominations. Sam is one of the most relaxed, genuine, and likable people
I’ve ever met. Though he’s eighty-three, he remains sharp, witty, and
energetic, and his charming and incredible stories make up an important part of music history.
Sam was raised in Chicago and Little Rock, Arkansas, but he
was born in 1923 in El Reno, Oklahoma, while his parents were
musicians on tour. His father was a graduate of Fisk University and
a member of the Fisk Jubilee Singers and the Silverstone Quartet.
His mother was a graduate of Howard University and accompanied
her husband’s Silverstone Quartet on the piano. Sam learned to
play the piano, violin, and trombone at an early age, but, eventually, around high school, he settled on the saxophone. He was heavily influenced early on by Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young,
and later Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker. He played saxophone
in his high school band and graduated high school early at the age
of fifteen.
Shortly after graduation, he joined the Navy, where, once transferred to Vallejo, he began to perform with Jimmy Witherspoon’s
band, which was frequently playing San Francisco at the time.
Sam Rivers: I was in the Navy in World War II. I was stationed out

in California. I went through the experience at Robert Smalls. It was
the first camp that had Black sailors that weren’t steward’s mates, so
I came out of there as a quartermaster. And then I was transferred
to Vallejo, California, and that’s where I stayed for the rest of my
time. I worked in the office in headquarters, so I didn’t go overseas.
I was already a musician; you see, I’ve been a musician all my life.
I was born a musician, pretty much. My father was a musician, my
grandfather was a musician, my great-grandmother was a musician,
so it goes all the way back. I played music in the service, you know,
with Jimmy Witherspoon. I didn’t go into the Navy Band, because
if I’d have gone into the band, I would have to play every night in
the officers’ club and in the morning for the flag to go up and all
those kinds of things. So I wasn’t in the band, because I had pretty
much a nine-to-five job.

58

After his service in the Navy, Sam enrolled at the Boston Conservatory of Music where he began to compose and study under the GI
Bill. There he began meeting, playing, and living with some of the
big names of the Boston jazz scene like Jaki Byard, Gigi Gryce, Alan
Dawson, and others. He continued to play around town and hold
various music jobs until his vacation to Miami in 1959, when he
landed a short job playing with Billie Holiday.
Rivers: I was on vacation, because my brother was playing in

Cuba. He drove down, so I said, “Okay, I’ll drive down with him.”
There were jam sessions every night in Miami. A lot of musicians
were working on the beach. We were jamming all night long at the
Raleigh Hotel. Everyone was there, you know—Duke Ellington,
Count Basie, a lot of bands playing on the beach. George Kirby
the comedian, Sarah Vaughan, Dinah Washington, a lot of people
at the same time, you know. So we would jam until six or seven in
the morning. One night, I came and sat in, and Billie Holiday was
telling her piano player—who I knew from Boston, a good friend
of mine—that she wanted me in the band. So we did a short tour in
Florida until she left and went back to New York, where she passed
away in the hospital. I just waited around there until my brother
decided to come back. He was in Cuba during the time that Fidel
Castro came into power. He was down there during the revolution
when Castro came and took Havana. He called me up and was saying, “Some guy named Castro just took over the city,” and he put
the telephone out the window and said, “Listen to the gunshots!” I
said, “You better get under the bed!” [laughs]
So we came back to Boston, and I wasn’t really away from Boston
for maybe more than three or four months. When I got back, I
started playing with Herb Pomeroy’s band. He was pretty much the
guy that started Berklee College of Music; he was probably the most
avant-garde artist that I had ever played with up until that time. Jaki
Byard was in the band; he was doing most of the arrangements, and
Hampton Reese was also in the band. Hampton is in the Arkansas
Jazz Hall of Fame—he passed away. He introduced me to B. B.
King. So I went on the road with B. B. King for a while. I didn’t
work with B.B. for too long, but I did [work with him]. When I
got back to Boston from that tour, I worked as a music director in
a particular club where Wilson Pickett and Jerry Butler and Maxine
Brown would come through. I was director of the band there. Most
of the acts didn’t have arrangements, so I did most of the arrangement for them. I wasn’t really playing all night, every night, so, at
the same time, I had this day job writing music, ghostwriting jingles
for commercials and things like that. It’s nothing fancy, you know.
It’s easy, and now it’s even easier. It’s good money, but there’s nothing
to it; it’s only fifteen or thirty seconds of music. So I was doing a lot
of writing like that, and I had another job where I saw this article in
some little music magazine that said, “Send in your lyrics, and we’ll
put music to it.” So people would come in, and [they] had all these
lyrics, and I would put the music to them.
In 1964, Sam was living comfortably in Boston with his family
when the opportunity to join the Miles Davis Quintet arose. Once
Sam joined the group, they played about a half a dozen shows in the
United States before flying to Japan to do a short tour there. This
opportunity opened the door for Sam to begin playing in New York

and hook up with some of the Blue Note musicians, which is what
he would soon become.
Rivers: I had a regular job, near Harvard Square in Cambridge,

where a lot of folk people came to play too, people like Joan Baez.
We played at the same club. It wasn’t really a club, it was a coffee
shop; we didn’t have alcohol. One day, a little young musician came
in to sit in on drums. His name was Tony Williams. I liked him
very much. He was about twelve or thirteen. He was a very cocky
musician; he didn’t really like to play with anybody but me, ’cause
I was the only one who played the tempos that he liked to play. So,
Jackie McLean came to Boston and heard Tony play. And he knew
Tony was in my band, but he didn’t know how to ask me if I would
let Tony go to New York. So I just listened to him talk, you know?
“Yeah, Tony is a good musician,” and such and such. I knew what he
wanted. I just let him string himself out first. [laughs] And so, finally,
he said, “You think Tony would like to go to New York?” I said,
“Yeah! Take him! Take him!” And he said, “Wow, thanks! I didn’t
think you would!” I’m not gonna mess up anybody’s career like that,
you know. There are people that do that, but I’m not one of them.
So he went to New York, and then he got into this play, The Connection, with Dexter Gordon, and that’s when Miles came in to see the
play and listen to the music. And Tony said that was the worst night
he ever played, and then, the next day, Miles called him up and said,
“I want you to join the band.” [laughs] So he moved into Miles’s
house on 77th Street, and he had all these tapes that we’d played on

with Alvin Dawson and people in Boston. So he kept sayin’, “Miles,
I want you to check this out!” And Miles would say, “Yeah, okay, I
will in a bit.” And Tony kept buggin’ him and buggin’ him about
that, and so he finally said, “Okay, go ahead and play it!” So he heard
the thing and said, “Wow, who is this guy? Get him up here right
away!” [laughs] I was on the road then with T-Bone Walker. I still
have the telegram that Tony sent me. It said, “George [Coleman]
quit. Miles wants you to join the band right away.” So I left T-Bone
Walker and went up there.
All the musicians knew Miles’s music at the time, so we didn’t
even have a rehearsal; we just went and hit it right away, you know.
So I was living in Miles’s house up there on the third floor with
Tony. We toured around in the States before we went to Japan too.
We played in Birdland, Philly, Detroit, Chicago. We did some short
tours, and then we did the tour in Japan. Tokyo wasn’t the only city
we played in Japan; we played about five to six cities in Japan. Yokohama, Kyoto—which is a very beautiful city, but [the concert in]
Tokyo was the only recording that was made into a record. There
were other recordings, but they were never made into a record. The
recording studio was under the stage, which we didn’t know. So
we never got paid for the recording, because it was a bootleg kind
of thing. It was a good recording, because, like I said, it was under the stage. I mean, the Japanese are perfectionists, you know!
[laughs] You can hear something at the beginning of it when the
bass sounded nice, but then you hear Miles say to come up closer.
And then you hear the bass drop off, because that messed up their

thing downstairs. It was a perfect recording though. They did it
really nice.
So when we got back, Miles didn’t work anymore: he was sick
when we got back. That’s why other guys quit the band, because
he was sporadic in the way he worked. One time, we were supposed to meet him at the airport, and he just decided not to go, and
he went home. Miles was rich, so he just did it like that. I didn’t
know it at that time, they didn’t tell me, but the deal was he had
already hired Wayne Shorter, so it was nothing about my playing,
but Wayne Shorter was on the road with Art Blakey. When Wayne
Shorter came back, I was supposed to join Art Blakey, and Wayne
was supposed to go on with Miles, because they had already hired
him. But no one told me anything, so I went out on the road with
Andrew Hill. I was supposed to go out on the road with Art Blakey
though. That’s the way it went down. So it wasn’t anything about
playing too out or anything, ’cause Miles liked the way I played, he
really did.

Green, Elvin Jones, Freddie Hubbard, and Donald Byrd, among
others. “It was a good experience,” remembers Rivers. “Alfred Lyons
had his people that he liked to put together. He kept things kind of
with his people, so to speak.” These sessions would yield some of
the best records on the Blue Note label, and help popularize Sam’s
name. But the Blue Note era would come to an end.

From 1964 to ’65, Rivers toured and recorded several albums for
Blue Note Records, which include Fuchsia Swing Song, Contours,
Involution, A New Conception, and Dimensions and Extensions. In addition to his own releases, he played on Larry Young’s Into Somethin’,
Tony Williams’s Life Time and Spring, Bobby Hutcherson’s Spiral
and Dialogue, and released a split with Andrew Hill, Involution.
During these sessions, he played with some of the biggest names on
the Blue Note label, including Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter, Grant

Towards the late ’60s, Sam began practice at Mary McLeod Bethune School in Harlem. This space would be too confining for Sam
and other young jazz musicians, and, eventually, Sam would begin
searching for a new practice space. His search led him to 24 Bond
Street near SoHo, where he and his wife, Beatrice, would open Studio Rivbea. It was here that Sam would begin to lead the free-jazz
movement and establish the New York loft scene as he and other
musicians put on nightly concerts.
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Rivers: We all stopped recording [for Blue Note] when Alfred Ly-

ons retired and sold out to his partner, Francis Wolff. Frank Wolff
didn’t really like our kind of music. He wanted to feature organs,
and so that’s what he did. Once you’ve been with a label for a while,
it’s kind of difficult to get someone else to hear you and sign you
for another record—at least at that time. That’s why I went with
Impulse, because Frank didn’t particularly care for so-called contemporary and modern musicians; he was more into blues style of music
like Horace Silver and Grant Green. He really didn’t do anything
else with any of the “cutting edge” musicians.

Rivers: I had the studio down there. It was a performance space for

musicians. When I was rehearsing uptown at Mary Bethune School
in Harlem, they gave me the rehearsal space right after school as long
as I did a concert for the school every month or something like that.
So I could have the space from four to seven; that’s all I needed, so I
got the band together there. It was kinda uptight—you know, guys
couldn’t smoke, they couldn’t bring their beer! [laughs] So I said,
“I gotta find another rehearsal space.” So I went looking around. I
went down to the Lower East Side, and I was talking to this woman
named Virginia Admiral. She is Robert De Niro’s mother. I didn’t
know that at the time, you know, but she had just bought a big
building down at 24 Bond Street. She had Robert Mapplethorpe
in the building and a bunch of writers, and it was a whole building
full of artists. Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein would come by,
all kinds of people.
We started putting on concerts…counter-concerts to the bebop
jazz concerts, and it was a great success. It became known worldwide: all the people would come down to hear the “new music.” So
we started getting concerts all over the world, all over Europe, in the
East—you know, like in Hong Kong…Japan. It was very famous
and very helpful. A lot of musicians were in town. It was unfortunate too, because all these musicians like Anthony Braxton, Leroy
Jenkins, and Art Ensemble of Chicago, they all came to New York
at the same time, you know? They had no place to play, except my
place. Ornette Coleman’s place is farther down the way in SoHo,
but he didn’t do that many concerts. He owned the building, but he
just did a lot of writing and rehearsing. I was doing concerts every
night, so it was a very, very, very creative situation. After a while, we
got all this notoriety, and places around New York started hiring everyone, so I said I don’t need to do it anymore. So I pretty much let
the place go, mainly because they wouldn’t let me buy it. Everybody
else could buy their space, but they wouldn’t let me have the main
floor, so I got disgusted and I just walked out.
Before and during the Studio Rivbea days, Rivers would continue
to travel and record all over the world. He would also meet up at
jam sessions all over New York City, at one of which he met Jimi
Hendrix. In the summer of 1969, he had several jam sessions with
Hendrix at his rented home in Woodstock. These tapes are either
lost or pressed on bootleg albums; either way, Sam has never heard
the material they recorded together.
Rivers: I recorded with a lot of people. I recorded with Andrew

Hill. I recorded in Europe with Archie Shepp. I recorded with Cecil Taylor here. I recorded with Cecil Taylor in Europe in south of
France, Saint Paul de Vence.
Anyway, the story with me and Jimi is that we met at a jam
session. But it wasn’t any ordinary jam session. It was a session
down on Broadway and Sixteenth Street. There was a loft up
there, so I used to go there and play. So one time, I don’t know
how they got him there, but Jimi Hendrix was up there. We were
jamming together, and he really liked my flute—man, his eyes
brightened up when he heard it. So we used to go down to his
place in Woodstock. We’d play down there in his studio. We used
to play all the time down there and did a lot of stuff there, but I
don’t know what happened to it. He and his wife had a nice house
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down there. We went down for dinner, Bea and myself. We went
down there and were pretty much guests all the time when he
was in town. He never asked me to play with him. I would have
though. As strange as it sounds, a lot of other musicians, nothing
against them, they tried to play with me, and they couldn’t. I can
play with anybody, just about. I’ve played with symphonies, blues
bands, Joe Cocker, all these kind of guys like that. I go down the
list; I’m probably the only musician in history that’s played so
many different styles of music. Fit, you know? I don’t change my
style, my style just seems to fit everything.
In the early ’70s, Sam began to record some of the free jazz he was
playing abroad and at Rivbea for the Impulse label. “I was already
an established musician, and I already had my own sound,” Rivers says about his move to Impulse. “I had been working on my
style for years—I just wanted to make sure I didn’t sound like anyone else.” On Impulse, he would release Hues, Streams, Live, Sizzle,
and Crystals, an avant-garde big-band record. On these recordings,
he began collaborating with Norman Connors, Cecil McBee, and
Dave Holland, the last of whom he would collaborate with on three
improvised records. “I had about fifty compositions, which is why I
moved to New York: to play my music,” Rivers says. “There were a
lot of musicians in New York trying to get established, and I already
had the music for Crystals, so I let some of them play on it so they
could get their name out there.”
Throughout the ’80s, Sam lived with his family in New Jersey
while continuing to tour and do studio work with many different artists. After a Christmas phone call in 1987, he toured with
Dizzy Gillespie until 1991, at which point he decided to move
to Florida.
Rivers: I moved to Jersey, bought a house in Jersey, which was nice,

’cause the kids had a lot of space there. My daughter Monique, she
said to me, “It’s so nice here; I love hearing the birds instead of
listening to the bums.” [laughs] They loved it out there. So I was
still traveling after that. I traveled for a long time. We also opened a
business out there, an answering service, and that was working too.
I still used to work in town all the time too.
Anyway, one Christmas, I called up my guitar player Ed
Sherry, and he said, “Sam, I gotta quit, ’cause I’m goin’ on the
road with Dizzy.” And I said, “Oh yeah, what’s his number?” So
I called up Dizzy and said, “Merry Christmas, Dizzy, if you ever
need a saxophone player, give me a call!” And he said, “What’s
your number?” So next day, he called me, so we went out on the
road together.
So during the tour in 1991, we did a concert in Miami in the
afternoon, and then we were gonna do a show in Orlando, down
at the Sapphire in the evening. We finished around six o’clock in
Miami and got in the car and drove straight up to Orlando. While I
was in Orlando with Dizzy, a guy said, “We have a lot of musicians.
You could put a band together very quick if you come down.” And
that was the reason that I came down: all the special musicians. Also,
I hated the cold up North. So when I got back to New Jersey, I sold
the business in Teaneck and signed some papers saying I wouldn’t
open another one within five hundred miles, because I was very successful. I was wiping everybody out! [laughs] But the kids didn’t like
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it, so I thought, what the hell, I don’t need it. We sold it, and they
had all married anyways, so I just came down here.
I’ve been working ever since, writing and performing. The band
that I have, I can bring in anything, and they can hit it first time.
I couldn’t do that in New York. I could get a band in New York if

I went there, but it was different types of guys. They were pretty
much all soloists. Soloists aren’t into reading, except a few of ’em.
Most of ’em are just ad-libbing and improvising all night, and they
learn the music beforehand and memorize it, so there wasn’t any
sight-reading. I had a problem with the sight-reading, so that’s why

