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Strangely enough, I never met Willis Conover. I ýrst heard
him about the same time you did. But my encounter was via
recordings ofNewport festivals, the ones that were done by
Norman Granz. The Columbia releases never had Wþlis. At
least I donôt remember any.

And speaking of remembering, thatôs what your essay is
about. People who donôt remember. I spoke with someone
yesterday who is sixty-seven, the best there is on his instru-
ment, and heôs being low-balled out of existence, because
there are people who will work for $50 a night since jobs are
so scarce. And pretty soon, nobody will remember the best
players.

Hank OôNeal, Chiaroscuro Records, New York City

I couldnôt agree more with your loving appreciation of
Willis. I giewup in West Virginia during the 1940s and ô50s.
Anyone who owned a shortwave receiver could easily hear
VOAôs transmitters in much of the United States. As an
American, I couldnôt have been prouder to have him repre-
senting me around the world. Every element ofhis work, from
his choice ofmusic to his presentations of it and his beautiýil
voice were ýrst class.

Andl strongly concur with your assessment ofhis impor-
tanee to world history. There danm sure ought to be a
monument to him somewhere. But like all of our musical
heroes, his legacy lives on in those around the world
whose lives are richer because he tumed them on to jazz, and
did so in such a classy way. Last night I did a Google search
on Willis Conover and came up with more than 5,000 ñhitsò.
In the ýrst hundred or so were a couple of dozen proýles of
jazz musicians who said they ýrst heard and were inspired to
jazz by Willis. Among them were George Mraz, Gabor
Szabo, Paquito DôRivera, Adam Makowicz, and Ursula
Dudziak. - '

Jim Brown, Chicago, Hlinois

It ôs interesting how oýen people recall Wilts ôs magical

speaking voice. It was one ofthe most búdll1ólýll male voices
I ever heard. ' .

The memoriam to Willis Conover was wonderful, and I
leamed a few things. He was a friend for many years and
gave our jazz program [at what was then North Texas State
University] some valuable exposure. This was evident when
we visited Portugal, Russia, Germany, and elsewhere, when
people would shout out titles of our compositions, which they
wanted us to perfonn. I asked how they knew about them and
they always said, ñWillis Conover!ò He was mentioned many
times during our tours and always with great admiration.

We performed at the White House in 1967. AS I was
walking out to the back lawn to see where we would play, I
heard a shout and saw two people almost nmning down the
circular road behind the White House. It was WllliS and
Shirley. He rushed up to me and said, ñLeon, we have just
retumed ýom Russia. The League of Russian Composers had
a reception for us upon arrival. The ýrst question they asked
me was, óThat Jazz band from some Texas school. They were
all teachers, not students, no?ô VV1llis said he assured them
they were all students and he said that they shook their heads
and said, ñNyet, nyet!ò What a compliment.

I have not seen the Wþlis collection at North Texas yet
because they have been organizing it carefully. I am to be
invited to see it when it is ýnally to be óviewed. The music
librarian told me it is absolutely amazing in scope.

Youaretotallyrightaboutthe insulting way he was denied
the Medal of Freedom. Ifthere is anyone who should have
received it, Willis Conover is number one, in my humble
estimation.

Leon Breeden, Denton, Texas

Leon headed the jazz department at North Texas State
University, now North Texas University. He is retired.

In 1968, Willis was the MC for IazzFest, the New Orleans
jazz festival. He did a splendid job. As board members of the
festival, Danny Barker, A1 Belletto and I fought hard to
persuade the board to accept Willisôs proposal that he



produce the 1969 festival. The other board members knew as
little as most Americans about Willis. We educated them.
Over a number of contentious meetings and the strong
reservations of the chairman, Willis was hired. The 1969
festival tumed out to be one of the great events in the history
ofthe music. It reþected Willisôs knowledge, taste, judgment,
and the enormous regard the best jazz musicians in the world
had for him.

I wonôt give you the complete list of talent. Suýice it that
the house band for the week was Zoot Sims, Clark Terry, Jaki
Byard, Milt Hinton, and Alan Dawson, and that some of the
hundred or so musicians who performed were Sarah Vaughan,
the Count Basie band, Gerry Mulligan, Paul Desmond, Albert
Mangelsdorý, Roland Kirk, Jimmy Giuýre, the Onward
Brass Band, Rita Reyes, Al Belletto, Eddie Miller, Graham
Collier, Earle -Warren, Buddy Tate, Dickie Wells, Pete
Fountain, Freddie Hubbard, and Dizzy Gillespie. The festival
had style, dignity, and panache. It was a festival ofmusic, not
a carnival. An enormous arnoimt of the credit for that goes to
Willis. His achievement came only aýer months of inýghting
with the chairman and other retrograde members of the jazz
establishment who did not understand or accept mainstream,
much less modern, jazz and who wanted the festival to be the
mini-Mardi Gras that it became the next year and has been
ever since. They tried at every tum to subvert the conditions
of Willisôs contract, which gave him extensive, but not
complete, artistic control. Because Willis was tied to his
demanding Voice of America schedule in Washington, DC,
much of the wrangling was by telephone and letter. He þew
down to Near Orleans frequently for meetings, which he
despisedasmuchasldid. Hedidnotneed all ofthatgrief. He
pursued his stewardship of the festival because he had a
vision ofhow the music he loved should be presented.

The nastiness took its toll. When it was over, \Villis was
depleted, demoralized, bitter, and barely consoled that he had
produced a milestone festival. In the course ofþie battle, he
and I became allies and close friends. As a purgative, he was
going to write a book about the New Orleans experience, but
Iôm glad he didnôt; the issue is dead and so are many of the
dramatis personae. Charles Suhor covers much of the 1969
story in his book Jazz in New Orleans (Scarecrow Press).

One night Willis and I were alternately commiserating and
acting silly at the bar ofthe Napoleon House over a couple of
bottles ofLabattôs, his favorite Canadian ale. After a moment
of silence, he tumed to me and said in that deep nimble, ñl
love you, man.ò The moment is one of my most precious
memories. We were friends and conýdants after my family

and I moved to New York, where he had an apartment, and
remained so atter I leý for other cities and we didnôt see each
other for years at a time.

In 1966, not long alter the scandalous treatment you
described Willis receiving at the White House jazz festival, I
was in Washington for a meeting of the American Society of
Newspaper Editors. It was about a month before he died.
Willis invited me to limch at the Cosmos Club, where he
maintained a membership. I doubt if, at the end, he could
aþbrd it, but it was important to him to be there, to feel a part
of the old Washington he loved. He was at the door of the
club when my cab pulled up. In the year since I had last seen
him, he had shrunk into an Oliphant caricature, his hom-
rimmed glasses outsized on his face, his shoulders and chest
pinched, sunken. Even his leonine head seemed smaller. His
hair and his face were mostly gray. 0

He led me to the elegant dining room, on the way introduc-
ing me to a couple of men. He had momentary diýiculty
remembering the name of one of them. At the table, \Villis
launched into a diatribe against his old New Orleans enemy,
but gave it up and started reciting some ofhis lirnericks. He
wrote devastatingly funny and wicked topical lirnericks. But
this day it was all by rote. He was strangely absent, and his
speech was irregular, partly because ofthe ravages ofthe oral
cancer he had survived, and partly, I thought, because he
must have had a stroke. I could not lead him into any topic
long enough for a conversation to develop, so I sat back and
tried to enjoy the lirnericks. He seemed to want to entertain
me, and I imagine he was deþecting any possible attempt on
my part to be sympathetic or maudlin.

I was due at a meeting, and atter coffee, Willis asked the
waiter to call a taxi. He walked me to the door and we stood
silently in the entry ofthat magniýcent old building. When the
cab arrived, I had to say something. I didnôt want it to be
ñgood-bye.ò So I said, ñI love you, man.ò Willis swallowed
and blinked. I gave him a hug and climbed into the cab.

As it made a leþ turn out of the drive, I looked over at the
entrance. Willis had disappeared into the Cosmos.

t Doug Ramsey, Yakima, Washington

Doug is best known in the jazz worldfor his work as a
critic and chronicler: He has aformidable background as a
joumalist, ýrst in print and then later in television. He
anchored at WDSU-TV in New Orleans in the 1960s and at
WPIX-TV in New York in the 1970s. Then he became news
directorýrst at KSAT-TK San Antonio, then WDSU-TV in
New Orleans, and then KGO-TV in San Francisco.



It was, as always, a gas to go the post box and see the
latest package from you. I waited until Sunday to rip it open
so that I could enjoy the contents along with the New York
Times and some good coffee. Itôs early spring here and the
weather is kind of like it was that week back in Boulder,
Colorado, when you and I and Al Grey all hung out in Betty
Weemsô cottage ð a bright sun and a crisp chill, perfect
coffee drinking weather.

With the Willis Conover piece, I found I had tears in my
eyes. It was such a powerful presentation ofa jazz man, the
jazz story, and the massive indifference of this great country
to her most profound gift to the world; and also, I suppose, of
the injustice of things. The scene with Willis on the wrong
side of the rope was just heart breaking.

Ben Sidran, Madison, Wisconsin

I was quite touched by your reminiscences of Willis
Conover. I too was blessed with his friendship.

I ýrstmetWillis morethan halfa century ago. A couple of
years alter we met I began my academic travels, as student
and then professor. It wasnôt until I retumed to my native city
in the 1970s that I caught up with him again. The occasion
was a alate ô70s gig ofAdam Makowicz at the now-defunct
One Step Down. Adam ð about whom I was one ofthe ýrst
U.S. writers to publish ð introduced us, or rather reintro-
duced us. Of course Willis had no memory of our earlier
conversation at the D.C. Hot Jazz Society and, indeed, why
would he have? I was a jazz-struck nineteen-year-old, he a
professional (local, not yet VOA) radio voice whom we all
listened to.

We struck up a ýiendship after that OSD evening. I did an
interview piece on him for the Washington Post whose
principal (as stringer) jazz writer I was ýom the mid-70s to
the late ô80s. I did a Jazzlimes cover story on him two years
aþer that and a little later a Down Beat proýle.

A few days atter the interview piece appeared in the Post
a letter was forwarded to me from one Evelyn Tan, who
wantedtoget intouch with Willis. Shehad grown up listening
to him in south China, she explained. I called Willis and read
the letter to him. A couple of weeks later I was again in the
One Step Down and there was Willis in a booth with a
gorgeous young Asian woman. He introduced me to her,
Evelyn Tan. I estimated her to be in her late twenties. Willis
was sixty-four. '

I continued to see them at the OSD ð I reviewed the club
a couple of times a month for the Post -ð and one evening I
asked manager Ami Mabuclii if they were regulars. She said,

yes, and added that she had heard they were ñinseparable.ò It
wasnôt too many months later that they were married, thus
making Evelyn his ýlth wife.

I would encounter them every so often at jazz events and,
without fail, they insisted, ñWe owe you, Royal!ò They were
clearly devoted to one another and attributed their coming
together to my article in the Post. WIIIIS later told me that she
had nursed him through his cancer. Sadly, they broke up alter
about a decade, a couple of years before \Villisôs death,
Evelyn soon remarrying. She is an editor at USA Today. I
seem to recall that in addition to her several Chinese dialects
and English (which she spoke like a native), she was þuent in
French and one or two other languages. She was extremely
intelligent and well-informed.

Itoo recall my shock upon observing Willisôs deteriorating
condition the ýnal several years. At a tribute to him at the
Cosmos Club a year before he died, I was wandering the
dining room, looking for a table with my name tag. Someone
was standing at my side saying hello. I turned and, for a
moment not recognizing his skeletal appearance, suddenly
realizeditwasWillis,whowas all smiles. Usheringmeto my
scat, he enthusiastically greeted others along the way.

W. Royal Stokes, Silver Spring, Maryland
In his long career as a jazz critic and chronicler; Royal

has published a number of books, the most recent being
Living the Jazz Life: Conversations with Forty Musicians
About Their Careers in Jazz (Oxford University Press, 2000).
He is at work on another collection ofproýlesfor Oxford.

A Lyrical Shmooze:
Alan and Marilyn Bergman
Part One
ñOne day around 1970, Johnny knocked on our door unan-
nounced,ò Alan Bergman said. And when Alan and I are
talking, there is only one ñJohnnyò and thatôs Mercer.
Absolutely devoid ofjealousy, John was a generous mentor
and immense help to many other lyricists, including Jay
LivingstonandRayEvans, Peggy Lee, andAlanandMarilyn
Bergman. ñHe came in,ò Alan recounted. ñHe said, óIs
Marilyn upstairs?ô I said, óYes.ô He said, óWould you ask her
tocornedown?ô Shecairiedownstairs. He said, óIjustwantto
tell you two that I think The Windmills ofYour blind is the
deýnitive song of the 1960s,ô and then left. Thatôs all.
Nothing else. He just leý. We donôt tell that story much.ò

ñIt seems a little self-serving,ò Marilyn said.
ñWe were just þabbergasted,ò Alan said.

{ 












