Chapter 5: Jack Johnson and
Associated Recordings

Jack Johnson (released 1971)

1 Right Off (M. Davis) 26:52

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Herbie Hancock (organ); Michael Henderson (electric bass); Billy
Cobham (drums). April 7 1970

2 Yesternow (M. Davis) 25:34

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Herbie Hancock (organ); Michael Henderson (electric bass); Billy
Cobham (drums). April 7 1970

Miles Davis (trumpet); Bennie Maupin (bass clarinet); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Sonny Sharrock (guitar, echoplex); Chick Corea (electric piano);
Dave Holland (electric bass); Jack De Johnette (drums). February 18 1970
Unknown orchestra (conducted by Teo Macero); Brock Peters (narration)
Unknown date

Right Off
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3U jem9g mqg

There must have been quite a few people who thought they had bought the
wrong record when they first dropped a needle on ‘Right Off’, which occupies
the whole first side of ‘Jack Johnson’. A brutal, echo-drenched rock guitar
slashes savage chords over a booting boogie bass line and driving, rollicking
drums - this surely could not be a Miles Davis recording?

After 90 seconds or so the volume level drops, the guitar plays little funky
licks, the drums then pick up again and the guitar comes in again in a different
key (Bb), but the bass stays firmly rooted to the initial key of E for another 30
seconds. And then there it is: the trumpet — a huge sweep up, some short
stabs, a gliding phrase and then a piercing high Eb — it's Miles alright, right at
the very top of his game.

Miles had always been a boxing fan, and when the chance came to make a
soundtrack for a documentary about the great Jack Johnson, the first black
heavyweight champion and an icon of black culture, Miles jumped at it. It’s still
not clear how conscious Miles and his musicians were of the context when
they made this recording, but when one sees William Cayton’s excellent
movie it is clear the music is spot-on. In particular Miles Davis’ first solo


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3U_jem9q_mg

develops into a no-holds-barred duel with John McLaughlin’s relentless guitar,
and produces a performance which is amongst the very best from both men.

The setting for this contest is a driving, utterly infectious boogie shuffle laid
down by the 19-year-old Michael Henderson on bass, ‘borrowed’ by Miles
from Stevie Wonder to give him the funk he wasn’t getting from Dave Holland,
and the 25-year-old Billy Cobham, recruited by Miles to give him the Buddy
Miles sound he wasn't getting from Jack DeJohnette. They don't play ‘jazz’,
they groove relentlessly but always with an ear to what is going on out front.

Miles leads the way with simple, strong melodic phrases, mostly staying on
the blues but stepping ‘out’ when it feels right, whilst McLaughlin shadows him
with choppy chords, coming deep from his R'n’B roots in the London clubs
where he learned his trade, but with all the musical intelligence he had
developed as one of the world’s leading jazz guitarists. Sometimes Miles
lands a punch with a hard jab, sometimes McLaughlin hits back with a left-
right combination — you get the picture.

At 5.22 the guitarist suddenly switches the wah-wah pedal on in the middle
of one these exchanges, bouncing back and forth with the trumpet and almost
overwhelming him before chilling out briefly, with little wafting phrases dancing
across the stereo — Teo Macero’s brilliant, audacious production is one of the
many factors which make this such a stunning album.

Davis re-enters at 6.51 in slightly calmer mood, but the appearance is
deceptive, as the two get stuck into each other again, Miles running some
bebop lines before swooping up to a high shriek whilst McLaughlin drives
downwards with daring, chromatic chords. He slams a hard Bb sharp 9 (a
‘Hendrix’ chord) which produces a series of loud cries from the trumpet,
before they fade into the next section of the piece after ten exhilarating,
unforgettable minutes of music.

This section fades in over the dying groove of part one, and features a
haunting theme played by Miles on muted trumpet, with lots of reverb, over an
eerie electronic drone — the effect is like the disorientation of a boxer knocked
to the canvas. The contrast with the energy of Miles’ first solo is very stark, as
he raises the ghosts of ‘Sketches of Spain’ with a melody not unlike the first
bars of the ‘Concierto d’Aranjuez’.

Not for long though.... after just over a minute the first groove in Bb fades
back in quickly, and soprano saxophonist Steve Grossman breezes in over
McLaughlin’s little chops and riffs. The 19-year-old Grossman had been
playing with Miles for a few months, attempting the impossible job of following
Wayne Shorter, and by his own admission often found himself out of his
depth. But he plays beautifully here, repeating a favourite motif and varying it
harmonically whilst always resolving back to a soulful blues phrase. After a
minute or so the guitar and drums drop out and Grossman dances lightly
around Henderson’s rock-solid bass — again Macero’s production is superb
here, highlighting the sax with touches of echo and reverb.

The guitar and drums return, Grossman fades away and is rudely replaced
by a raucous, almost crude electric organ — Herbie Hancock, no less, who had
dropped into the studio to pick up some shopping and was ordered by Miles to
‘Play!” (‘Play or die!’ is the way Hancock recalled it). Again the drums drop out,
Hancock toys with an almost comically simple rock phrase, and then he hits a
discord — and holds it, whilst the others build up a huge head of steam which
is released by Hancock repeating a screaming phrase.



Miles steps confidently into the middle of the mayhem for a brief second
solo, again with simple but very strong phrasing, bouncing off the organ whilst
McLaughlin’s wah-wah guitar ricochets across the stereo. After some high
repeated smears, Miles drops down to some low tones before being pushed
aside by the arrival of a new groove — a rocking straight-eight, some heavy
chords, and then a repeated riff in Eb, played in unison by guitar and bass.
The riff is not unlike Sly and the Family Stone’s ‘Thank You Falettin Me Be
Mice EIf Again’, confirming Miles’ new musical influences, and is repeated no
less than 17 times with just minimal variations — a far cry from anything like
‘lazz’.

After some two minutes they revert to the original groove in E, and Hancock
returns for an exuberant gospel-sounding solo, fending off McLaughlin’s
domineering guitar, building to sheer noise. Grossman returns for a more
energetic solo than his first outing, driven by the power of the rhythm section.
And finally McLaughlin gets to take a short but electrifying solo, lightning
whole-tone runs and chromatic leaps making way for an outrageous fuzz
effect straight out of Hendrix, off and out into the stratosphere as the endless
groove fades into oblivion.

Yesternow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdyeuP23V3Y

Side 2 is taken up by this composite piece, the first section of which was
recorded at the same session as ‘Right Off’, but could not be more different. A
slow, hypnotic electric bass figure in Bb is played throughout, which has been
described as having a similar form to James Brown’s ‘Say It Loud I’'m Black
and I'm Proud’, but is very different in style. Michael Henderson’s bass riff
starts completely solo, but is then quickly joined by John McLaughlin
delicately stroking ghostly chords, with just a touch of wah-wah and lots of
reverb. The guitarist goes round a cycle of chords, roughly Bb13, D major, C
major to F major, Bb diminished to Bb to Eb, Db, A sus to Abs sus to Bb sus,
and then back to the start — all over the Bb pedal bass riff. McLaughlin
interprets this sequence loosely and creatively, but surprisingly consistently.
Miles comes in after just under a minute, with slow, spacious tones,
suggesting D major over the Bb, sensitively shadowed by McLaughlin. Miles
starts putting more strength into his playing after another minute, and shortly
afterwards Billy Cobham enters with some delicate cymbal strokes. Davis
creates long, powerful phrases, as McLaughlin deftly contributes the
occasional dramatic stab in contrast to the overall sombre mood. A second
bass is heard gently filling in below, which is almost certainly Henderson
overdubbed, suggesting that the main bass riff has been looped by Macero —
another innovation years ahead of everyone else. The guitar and drums subtly
push Miles to a high scream and rapid run-down, before concluding this
superb solo with some repeated high notes and then down and out.
McLaughlin takes over by stroking more wah-wah chords, a sort of altered D
sound based on the cycle, and just a few brief scurrying runs, reaching a brief
howling climax at 9.20 before Herbie Hancock sidles almost imperceptibly into
view with some tiny organ phrases which metamorphose into a churchy F
major chord. Cobham starts building the rhythm, locking into the bass riff, as


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdyeuP23V3Y

the harmony shifts to Bb13, and Steve Grossman enters on soprano, with his
favourite chromatic licks leading a steadily increasing momentum. The tension
grows and grows, Cobham hitting a strong on-the-beat groove, all building to
boiling point when.....

Out of the blue, we find ourselves hearing ‘Shhh/Peaceful’ from ‘In A Silent
Way’, with the haunting muted trumpet theme from ‘Right Off’ played over the
top; this is from the movie, as sections of other Miles records (including
‘Bitches Brew’) are used throughout it. After just 90 seconds or so, we fade
again into a new piece of music, later given the title ‘Willie Nelson’ (see
‘Associated Recordings’), recorded two months earlier with a different group.

This piece is again centred on an electric bass riff (played by Dave Holland),
in C rising to Eb, with a strong, simple rock groove on drums from Jack
DeJohnette. John McLaughlin fills in with a snappy repeated riff in F whilst
Chick Corea provides disruptive ‘noises off’ on an echoplex-laden electric
piano. This is all background to the melody, a staccato theme stated in unison
by Miles and Bennie Maupin’s bass clarinet. Davis plays a short, pungent solo
mainly in F with Maupin shadowing him and McLaughlin stalking around them
both. After a return to the theme Miles hits some high notes, Holland loosens
the groove, Corea plays some particularly wild sounds, before a brief pause
over a keyboard note takes us to the second part of this section.

This features a different riff in C minor, a descending pattern played over the
same tempo, but with a looser, funkier feel. Corea’s role as noise specialist is
taken over by guitarist Sonny Sharrock, in a one-off session for Miles.
Sharrock was an intriguing character, basically an ‘avant-garde’ iconoclast
whose feeling for blues landed him jobs with some unlikely employers, such
as the popular ‘'smooth-jazz’ flautist Herbie Mann. Sharrock’s approach has
something in common with Pete Cosey, (though even more extreme), who
came into Miles’ band with such an impact three years later. Here Sharrock
mostly uses the echoplex and whammy bar to create jarring, unworldly effects
whilst McLaughlin and Holland play the main groove in unison, underneath a
barely audible semi-solo by Maupin.

At 20.50 the horns introduce a new slow theme, contrasting with the high-
energy backing, before Miles hits a few short, punchy phrases. The mood
becomes more ‘dreamy’, the volume lowers, Sharrock’s strange effects sound
as though they are coming from under water, and everything starts dying
down, as we fade into the finale — the muted trumpet ‘Jack Johnson’ theme
stated one more over some very deep, dark trombones, providing a jet-black
harmonic backdrop. Finally the sonorous voice of actor Brock Peters is heard
to say: ‘I'm Jack Johnson, heavyweight champion of the world. I'm black —
they never let me forget it. I'm black alright — I'll never let them forget it"’ — a
sentiment as true about Miles Davis as it is about the subject of a fine movie —
and a unigue and unforgettable album.

Postscript: In my opinion, and others’, ‘Jack Johnson’ could and should have
been the major follow-up to ‘Bitches Brew’, promoted as such and given the
attention the music so richly deserves. | believe that if Columbia had accorded
it such treatment it could well have outsold its predecessors, given the much
more ‘accessible’ nature of the music (a view borne out by repeated
experience of exposing friends and family to it), and gone on to be recognised
as one of Miles Davis’ most outstanding achievements.



But no such thing happened. Columbia treated it as a ‘soundtrack’ album,
put it inside a sleeve featuring a ‘1920s’-style cartoon cover which bore no
resemblance to the music, and barely promoted it at all. Not surprisingly it
sank virtually without trace, and though it was later reissued under the title ‘A
Tribute to Jack Johnson’ with a striking photo of Miles on the cover, the
moment had passed.

Half a century on, ‘Jack Johnson’ has been recognised as the great work it is
by Miles Dauvis followers worldwide, helped by the superb ‘Complete Jack
Johnson Sessions’ box set from 2003, containing almost all the music to be
discussed in the ‘Associated Recordings’ section. But it still is far too little
known outside Davis specialist circles; hopefully as new audiences discover it,
it will find its deserved place in 20" century musical history.

Associated Recordings

Willie Nelson (take 2) (M. Davis) 7:40

Willie Nelson (take 3) (M. Davis) 10:20

Willie Nelson (insert 1) (M. Davis) 6:30

Willie Nelson (insert 2) (M. Davis) 5:22

Miles Davis (trumpet); Bennie Maupin (bass clarinet); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Sonny Sharrock (guitar, echoplex); Chick Corea (electric piano);
Dave Holland (electric bass); Jack De Johnette (drums). February 18 1970

Willie Nelson (remake take 1) (M. Davis) 10:43

Willie Nelson (remake take 2) (M. Davis) 10:16

Johnny Bratton (take 4) (M. Davis) 8:16

Johnny Bratton (insert 1) (M. Davis)  6:40

Johnny Bratton (insert 2) (M. Davis) 5:22

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Dave Holland (electric bass); Jack DeJohnette (drums). February 27
1970

Go Ahead John (‘Big Fun’ version) (M. Davis) 28:26

Archie Moore (M. Davis) 4:44

Go Ahead John (part 1) (M. Davis) 13:06

Go Ahead John (part 2a) (M. Davis)  7:00

Go Ahead John (part 2b) (M. Davis)  10:06

Go Ahead John (part 2c) (M. Davis) 3:38

Go Ahead John (part 1 remake) (M. Davis) 11:06

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Dave Holland (electric bass); Jack DeJohnette (drums). March 3
1970



Duran (take 4) (M. Davis) 5:41

Duran (take 6) (M. Davis) 11:20

Miles Davis (trumpet); Wayne Shorter (soprano sax); Bennie Maupin (bass
clarinet); John McLaughlin (guitar); Dave Holland (electric bass); Billy
Cobham (drums). March 17, 1970

Sugar Ray (M. Davis) 6:16
Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Dave Holland (electric bass); Lenny White (drums). March 20 1970

Right Off (take 10) (M. Davis)  11:08

Right Off (take 10a) (M. Davis) 4:32

Right Off (take 11) (M. Davis)  5:58

Right Off (take 12) (M. Davis)  9:00

Yesternow (take 16) (M. Davis) 9:48

Yesternow (new take 4) (M. Davis) 15:55

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Herbie Hancock (organ); Michael Henderson (electric bass); Billy
Cobham (drums). April 7 1970

Honky Tonk (take 2) (M. Davis) 10:04

Honky Tonk (take 5) (M. Davis) 11:28

Ali (take 3) (M. Davis) 6:55

Ali (take 4) (M. Davis) 10:14

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); John McLaughlin
(guitar); Herbie Hancock (clavinet, organ); Keith Jarrett (electric piano); Gene
Perla (electric bass); Michael Henderson (electric bass); Billy Cobham
(drums); Airto Moreira (percussion). May 19 1970

Konda (M. Davis) 16:30
Miles Davis (trumpet); John McLaughlin (guitar); Keith Jarrett (electric piano);
Jack DeJohnette (drums); Airto Moreira (percussion). May 21 1970

Nem Um Talvez (take 17) (H. Pascoal) 3:00

Nem Um Talvez (take 19) (H. Pascoal) 2:47

Miles Davis (trumpet); Keith Jarrett (electric piano); Herbie Hancock (organ);
John McLaughlin (guitar); Michael Henderson (electric bass); Hermeto
Pascoal (vocal); Airto Moreira (percussion). May 27, 1970

Little High People (take 7) (M. Davis) 6:52

Little High People (take 8) (M. Davis) 9:27

Nem Um Talvez (take 3) (H. Pascoal) 4:38

Nem Um Talvez (take 4a) (H. Pascoal) 2:03

Selim (take 4b) (M. Davis) 2:14

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); Chick Corea (electric
piano); Herbie Hancock (organ); Keith Jarrett (organ, electric piano); Ron
Carter (electric bass); Jack De Johnette (drums); Airto Moreira (percussion,
kazoo); Hermeto Pascoal (vocal). June 3 1970



Little Church (take 7) (M. Davis) 3:16

Little Church (take 10) (M. Davis) 3:14

The Mask (part 1) (M. Davis) 7:45

The Mask (part 2) (M. Davis) 15:45

Miles Davis (trumpet); Steve Grossman (soprano sax); Chick Corea (electric
piano); Herbie Hancock (organ); Keith Jarrett (organ, electric piano); John
McLaughlin (guitar); Dave Holland (bass, electric bass); Jack De Johnette
(drums); Airto Moreira (percussion, kazoo); Hermeto Pascoal (vocal,
whistling) June 4 1970

Willie Nelson (take 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTxc102gLY8
Willie Nelson (take 3)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x4JFJOCPKmO
Willie Nelson (insert 1)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ezdWdP2Das
Willie Nelson (insert 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0GBgVkRZ-aA

In 2003 Columbia/Sony released ‘The Complete Jack Johnson Sessions’, a 5-
CD set containing just about all Miles Davis’ studio recordings from the
incredibly busy period of mid-February to June 1970. It demonstrates how
‘Jack Johnson’ was the culmination of a particular phase, focussed on Miles’
fascination with the electric guitar and his very close musical relationship with
one of the instrument’s greatest practitioners, i.e. John McLaughlin. It also
contains rare and valuable material from the sessions afterwards, when Miles’
music took a different direction. All the music described here (apart from the
‘Big Fun’ version of ‘Go Ahead John’) appears on that box set, though some
was released earlier.

The first four versions of the tune eventually titled ‘Willie Nelson’ were
recorded on February 18" 1970, less than a fortnight after the session which
produced the stunning ‘Double Image’ (see ‘Bitches Brew and Associated
Recordings’). In some ways this session continued in similar vein, with the
horns playing a tight arrangement over a simple bass and drums groove,
effects-laden ‘free’ keyboard and extrovert rock guitar.

Parts of Take 3 and Insert 2 described here form the second half of
‘Yesternow’, on the ‘Jack Johnson’ album. As noted in my description of that
piece, this number is based on a simple bass guitar riff in C, rising to Eb, with
a very stark on-the-one snare beat by Jack DeJohnette on drums.

Take 2 (unreleased previously) features the same staccato horn theme
(featuring Davis and Bennie Maupin on bass clarinet), but then has a different,
longer and beautifully harmonised theme, contrasting elegantly with the sharp
funk groove, snappy guitar riff and jarring electronic keyboard noises. As
Miles solos tentatively on semi-muted trumpet, Maupin follows him sensitively


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTxc1O2qLY8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x4JFJOCPKm0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ezdWdP2Das
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OGBgVkRZ-aA

— one can only wonder what might have happened if he had taken up Miles’
invitation to join his band rather than go with Herbie Hancock into ‘Mwandishi’.

At 1.24 Dave Holland alters the bass riff, going to E and then F in a way
which anticipates ‘Go Ahead John’ — this device was not heard on the
‘Yesternow’ version. At 2.29 Miles and Maupin engage in a musical dialogue,
Davis sounding quite ‘jazzy’ whilst Holland loosens up the groove. Towards
the end of this take Davis and Maupin play atmospheric ‘trills’ whilst
McLaughlin and Corea build tension, before it all comes to a sudden stop.

Take 3 carries on in the same vein; the first five minutes of this take became
the first section of ‘part 2’ of ‘Yesternow’, and is described there. At 5.00 this
take continues with the riff loosening up whilst the horns continue with the
theme and then trills. McLaughlin lets loose some fast runs which bring to
mind his style with Lifetime, and later the Mahavishnu Orchestra — not a style
that Miles let him adopt often.

At 9.15 Sonny Sharrock comes in, starting with some single ‘free’ notes
before throwing out wild, splintered phrases like broken glass, and then
suddenly cutting off.

Insert 1 carries on with Sharrock doing his free-form thing, getting into a
duel of echoplexes/ring modulators with Chick Corea’s Fender Rhodes. The
horns come in at 1.23 first with the staccato theme and then the long
‘harmonised’ theme, Miles playing long lyrical phrases, shadowed by Maupin.
The rhythm section builds momentum, DeJohnette hits a groove reminiscent
of James Brown’ ‘Funky Drummer’, and then there is a sudden pause, with
lots of echoplex noises, the groove starting and stopping like Miles’ bands did
later in the 70s, and then a last electric piano semitone note, used as a bridge
on ‘Yesternow’.

This takes us into Insert 2, which is the same as the second part of this
section on ‘Yesternow’, ending in abstract noise.

Willie Nelson (remake take 1)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbH-GwCc679g
Willie Nelson (remake take 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dB3uninm79A

Nine days later Miles came to the studio with a quintet, his smallest group for
nearly 18 months, and for one of the very few times in his career (up to this
point) he had no keyboard. The focus inevitably falls here on John
McLaughlin’s guitar, which was by now becoming the dominant sound in
Miles’ studio recordings.

The first tune recorded is billed as a ‘remake’ of ‘Willie Nelson’, but pretty
much the only thing it has in common with the piece recorded on February
18™ is the initial bass riff in C. It is taken a little faster than the earlier piece,
and although Jack DeJohnette sticks to a simple on-the-one beat on Remake
take 1, it all feels a lot looser and more relaxed, and in my view is all the
better for it. Harmonically this version is intriguing: McLaughlin comes in with
a snarling, chromatic riff which suggests the key of B natural, and sure
enough Dave Holland soon moves to a different riff based on B natural. The


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbH-GwCc67g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dB3unInm79A

harmonic ambiguity created by this ‘dual harmony’ of B and C makes for a
feeling of restless energy which inspires some superb playing from everyone.

Unlike the earlier version there is no written theme for the horns, just
improvisation. The first soloist is Steve Grossman, who had appeared on
some Miles sessions three months earlier (see ‘Bitches Brew’ — Associated
Recordings), but was now clearly being groomed to take over from Wayne
Shorter, who was making no secret of his desire to move on. Grossman is
rather tentative, toying with his favourite stock phrases (particularly a little
descending diminished scale figure), meaning that McLaughlin almost
overwhelms him with powerful, menacing chords and runs.

Miles enters at 3.45, coming in with staccato phrases, moving confidently
through different key centres. He is in very strong form, as on all recordings
from this period, with sharp boppy lines alternating with screams, smears and
trills. Holland switches in and out of the B and C riffs, while DeJohnette builds
the groove whilst still emphasizing the ‘one’.

McLaughlin solos at 8.37, with lots of space, using heavy effects whilst
moving around freely with the harmony. Davis returns at 10.14, with a long
smeared phrase which develops into a brief staccato dialogue with Grossman
before the piece peters out. Miles can be heard chuckling ‘That sounds better
than the fuckin’ record’, presumably a reference to the February 17
recording, and it is hard to disagree.

If anything, Remake take 2 is even better, mainly because Jack DeJohnette
plays a more propulsive drum pattern, chattering on the hi-hat between the
on-the-one snare beats. This version was first released in 1981 on the double
LP ‘Directions’, which is when the tune got its title (the great country singer
Willie Nelson was under the same management as Miles at the time, and they
struck up something of a friendship).

As with the first take it kicks off with Holland hitting the riff in C over
DeJohnette’s driving groove, McLaughlin striking those enigmatic power
chords and then that sinister riff. Again Grossman is the first soloist, sounding
rather more confident than first time around. Holland again goes to a pedal
groove in B, McLaughlin dipping and diving between the beats; the interaction
between all three members of this great rhythm section is what lifts this piece
way beyond being ‘just a jam’.

Miles powers in at 3.14, already sounding like the fleet-footed boxing champ
of ‘Jack Johnson’, bobbing, weaving and jabbing with the beat. This inspires
DeJohnette to loosen things up, developing a groove worthy of James Brown,
and opening space for McLaughlin and Holland to become even more
interactive without ever losing the basic feel. Miles rides all this with really
audacious phrasing, creating a feeling of real excitement and dynamism.

McLaughlin solos at 6.02, with snappy rock phrases and chromatic runs,
going in and out of the B/C dichotomous harmony. The drums keep boiling up
as McLaughlin releases tension with a dramatic lick on G and E, cueing Miles’
return with a long smeared note like the first take, followed by similar short
staccato notes echoed by Grossman, and then a quick ending on the opening
riff. This piece is really ‘jazz-rock’ at its best, and it should be a lot better
known than it is.



Johnny Bratton (take 4)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TOMYkmO3RFM
Johnny Bratton (insert 1)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uZD88-4Tlo
Johnny Bratton (insert 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RfHG qgY LoM

This unusual piece was recorded at the same session, and is an experiment
with ‘heavy rock’, presumably inspired by Miles’ fascination with Jimi Hendrix.
The title refers to a favourite boxer of Miles’, one of several pieces on the
‘Complete Jack Johnson Sessions’ box to have boxing titles.

Take 4 is actually a separate piece from the two ‘inserts’; it is based on a
rather ponderous medium-paced rock beat, with McLaughlin and Holland
hitting ‘power chords’ in F, moving to Bb, A, F, B natural and back to F, the
harmony shifting every two bars — simple stuff but more than just ‘three-chord
rock’. Jack DeJohnette has a good go at playing Buddy Miles-style hard rock
drums, but it isn’t really his forte.

The first solo is taken by Grossman, who keeps it simple by basically wailing
away on the Dorian mode, which sounds quite effective in this context. By
contrast, when Miles comes in he actually sounds like he’s struggling a bit to
make sense of the music, attempting unusual harmonies which sound out of
place in this almost comically simple context. McLaughlin solos at 6.14 in an
unabashed Hendrix tribute, whilst Holland allows himself to move around
somewhat underneath, and DeJohnette relentlessly crashes and rolls around
them both.

The volume level drops a bit towards the end as Miles re-enters with some
contrastingly meditative phrasing, picked up tentatively by Grossman as the
piece peters out.

Insert 1 has basically the same tempo and ‘heavy rock’ feel, but is
otherwise a different piece of music, with the bass and guitar changing chords
every bar, going through a sequence of F, Bb, D, Bb, E, Bb, B, Bb and then
pausing on C before going back to the top. Again Grossman takes the first
solo, sounding as though he’s not at all sure of the harmony while McLaughlin
and Holland crank up their wah-wahs over the crunching, unvarying rock
drums.

After nearly five minutes, Miles enters with sharp jabbing phrases and an
attempt at more adventurous harmony, but it is clearly a struggle to establish
a feel. When the take dies out, it isn’t really a surprise that Miles is heard to
say to the producer ‘I couldn’t play on that one, Teo’, and someone else
(probably Grossman) says ‘Yeah, | couldn’t either.’

Insert 2 is another take of the same number, with an attempt by McLaughlin
to loosen up the feel somewhat, but basically it is dominated by the same
rather crude rock feel. Grossman does not solo on this take; Miles sounds
more assertive than before, as if he feels that the best thing is to power
through the noise, but there really could not be a greater contrast with the
wonderful rhythmic interaction of ‘Willie Nelson’. ‘Johnny Bratton’ is an
interesting experiment, but it is really hard to consider it successful music. If
Miles was to take rock music on, he needed to bring the funk to it, as he had
done on ‘Willie Nelson'.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T0MYkm03RFM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uZD88-4TIo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RfHG_gY_LoM

Go Ahead John (‘Big Fun’ version)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmSQqtCZJ9s

Less than a week later, Miles was back in the studio with the same line-up,
but this time with a much more substantial project on the cards. ‘Go Ahead
John’ occupied side 3 of the 1974 double LP ‘Big Fun’, and at 28 and a half
minutes it is a major work by any standards — the most significant of all this
group of recordings after ‘Jack Johnson’ itself.

As noted previously, ‘Big Fun’ was released to make some money for
Columbia (and Miles) at a time when his recorded output was slowing down,
and producer Teo Macero took more liberties with this track than any others
on the album. Not only has it been skillfully put together from different takes of
different sections, but Macero has also introduced some radical new effects.
These include the ‘stereo switcher’, which constantly shifts a track from left to
right, with sometimes bewildering results; and the ‘instant playback’, which
basically involves overdubbing something played up to a minute earlier over
what is currently being played — again with somewhat bizarre results at times.
Many listeners found these effects irritating, and were relieved when most of
the un-doctored music was released on the ‘Complete Jack Johnson
Sessions’ box set (see below). Having said that, the original track stands in its
own right, and | think it was a mistake to omit it from the ‘Complete Sessions’
box. Anyway.....

The first part is based on a simple one-note bass pedal in F, played by Dave
Holland ‘on the one’ with a wah-wah under a catchy funk groove, with John
McLaughlin playing a sort of James Brown F9 pattern and Jack DeJohnette
chattering away nicely, the ‘stereo switcher’ making it sound like two
drummers. Steve Grossman opens the soloing on soprano with his stock
modal phrases, but sounding assertive and melodic, with Macero adding lots
of reverb. At 1.22 there is a brief ‘turnaround’ phrase with the guitar and bass
going from F to A to Bb and back to the groove.

Miles comes in at at 1.43 with some strong, simple notes on the scale, as the
guitar and drums crank up the energy. After a minute or so Miles softens his
tone, and the band quieten down accordingly — this is a more subtle
performance than many tracks from this period. Miles plays little repeated
phrases up to the flat 5 (B natural), with McLaughlin conducting a dialogue
with him — the rapport between these two had become very strong by this
point. Miles suddenly lets out a scream at 3.38, but then reverts to the slow
and soulful feel, almost his classic ‘ballad’ style in what is far from a ballad.
McLaughlin ups the ante with some hard repeated F7chords, emphasized by
stereo switcher and delay effects; Miles then pours out some last dark
sounds, the turnaround is heard, and we are into John McLaughlin’s solo.

This is one of the most remarkable performances of the guitarist’s time with
Miles Davis, and it is no wonder the piece is dedicated to him. At the start
Holland switches off the wah-wah, giving a deep foundation to McLaughlin’s
extraordinary adventures. After a sharp blues phrase, he switches on a really
nasty distortion effect, wailing around a kind of avant-garde blues given an
extra edge by Macero’s effects. At times it sounds as though parts of the solo
have been broken up and dropped in bits across the stereo — McLaughlin
seems to be channeling Sonny Sharrock here, with whom he recorded just a
couple of weeks earlier. At 8.30 he starts alternating the heavy fuzz with
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choppy funk chords, developing a dialogue with himself thanks to the ‘instant
playback’ effect. As the solo progresses it gradually calms down and becomes
more lyrical, paving the way for Grossman to come back in with soulful
phrases. This section is abruptly replaced by the second part, edited in and
dominated by one of Miles Davis’ finest blues performances.

It starts at 11.49, with Miles just playing a little, slow, tender phrase in F
major, completely solo apart from some very spare bass notes, in free time. It
sounds like a blues, but in fact it is a complex 44-bar structure (see analysis
below, under ‘Archie Moore’). After just under two minutes a ‘second Miles’
appears, thanks to ‘instant playback’, and Miles then develops what sounds
like a conversation with what he has just played for the rest of this majestic
solo. Whether one likes this effect or not is a matter of taste, of course (for the
‘un-doctored’ version, see ‘Part 1’ below). Dave Holland then very subtly
moves into a slow 6/8, and there is a magical moment at 14.06 when John
McLaughlin lovingly echoes Miles’ F over C, and then goes down to a
haunting Ab over Bb — his musical intelligence and lightning reactions match
Miles’ superb soloing and make this a truly great performance. Jack
DeJohnette then enters, and then between them they create a powerful
collective story.

One could spend pages describing all the details of this solo and
accompaniment, which last almost exactly ten minutes; in outline, there are
constant rises and falls, exquisitely tender moments leaping into savage
screams and trills, with the rhythm section following every twist and turn. It
doesn’t get much better than this — even with all the ‘special effects’. At 21.41
Steve Grossman comes in with a beautiful bluesy phrase, and solos as Miles’
‘instant playback’ peters out, and then the rhythm section develop a slightly
more energetic 4/4 feel. This is all broken up at 24.15 as DeJohnette and
McLaughlin abruptly go back to the funk groove of the opening section, joined
by Holland, but rather than the initial one-note pedal, they stick with the
harmonic structure of the slow central section. Grossman continues to solo (in
fact this part was edited in, but so skillfully that one doesn’t notice), and then
at 26.57 McLaughlin ‘goes ahead’ one more time with choppy funk licks and
distorted howls, before they fade out, dancing all the way. It sounds like they
could go on forever, and many of us wish they would.

Archie Moore
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wkUEZ3PsRI
Go Ahead John (part 1)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CPgNVQ917bA
Go Ahead John (part 2a) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Inb-
obum-Jc

Go Ahead John (part 2b)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z1No3nFycic

Go Ahead John (part 2c)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xYkRpJhO-DI

Go Ahead John (part 1 remake)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNJMhJuYssQ
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These are the constituent parts from which the complete ‘Go Ahead John’
was assembled, minus the final section but plus some fascinating bits which
didn’t make the final cut. All were released for the first time on the ‘Complete
Jack Johnson Sessions’ box.

Archie Moore (another boxing reference) is in fact the rhythm section
rehearsing the chord sequence for the slow section of ‘Go Ahead John’ (Part
2). As noted above, this starts as a blues but is actually a 44-bar structure as
follows:
F/F/F/F/Bb/Bb/Bb/Bb/E/E/E/E/F/F/F/FIC/C/CIC/Bb/Bb/Bb/Bb/F/Eb/D/D/Bb/Bb/
Bb/Bb/C/C/F/F/Db/Db/A/A/Bb/Bb/Bb/Bb and back to the top. The sequence is
followed consistently throughout the slow ‘blues’ portion of the complete track,
and also through the final part. In ‘Archie Moore’ we hear how attuned John
McLaughlin was to the blues, with a hard, skittering sound reminiscent of
Buddy Guy — he had paid his dues during those long years in the London
clubs playing for the GIs who came down from the US bases in East Anglia
and who didn’t want to hear any old rubbish.

Go Ahead John (part 1) is, confusingly, actually Part 2 of the LP version,
i.e. the slow blues section, but with all the ‘special effects’ taken out. We can
appreciate here the majesty of Miles’ great performance, one of his finest
blues expositions on record, in all its unadorned glory. We can also appreciate
even more fully the beautifully sensitive rhythm section accompaniment, and
Steve Grossman’s soulful blues exposition at the end.

Go Ahead John (part 2a) is John McLaughlin’s solo from Part 1 of the LP
version, after some rhythm section comping, again without added effects. We
get all the snarling nastiness of the final product, but in this case | feel Macero
actually added something with his ‘instant playback’ and ‘stereo switcher’, as
the raw version sounds somewhat thin by comparison. This take continues
through Grossman'’s solo for a minute longer than the LP version.

Go Ahead John (part 2b) is the opening section of the ‘Big Fun’ version,
again without effects. Grossman’s opening solo is around two minutes longer
than the LP version, and there is about a minute of extra rhythm section
jamming at the end — McLaughlin had been listening to a lot of James Brown
on the evidence of this.

Go Ahead John (part 2c) is a previously unreleased John McLaughlin solo
over the same one-note pedal funk groove of the opening section. He plays
with a lot of harmonic freedom, as well as super-fast runs and aggressive
chording — this style is really a definition of ‘jazz-rock’, and | would contend
that no-one did it better than Johnny Mac.

Go Ahead John (part 1 remake) is an alternate take of the slow ‘blues’
section, and is a real gem which should have been made available long
before it came out in 2003. For over four minutes McLaughlin takes centre
stage over that long, languorous slow sequence, with the same nervous
energy heard on ‘Archie Moore’. Then at 4.32 Miles comes in to solo, less
imperiously than on the LP version but with no less feeling, meditating on the
basic theme, staying in the low and middle register. He toys with some high
screams and low growls, but mainly keeps the mood calm and reflective.

At 8.25 Miles produces some soft trills, which are shadowed by some
specially romantic harmonies from McLaughlin, as Holland steadily maintains
the harmony and DeJohnette punctuates with taste and precision. McLaughlin



starts a short solo, but is then joined by Miles with some beautiful low phrases
at 10.25; the drums drop out and the guitar fades away, and we are left with
Holland’s bass slowing things down to a last, long, lingering note from Miles.

Duran (take 4) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xyNilrS1dk0
Duran (take 6) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y0qylklLkpZU

A fortnight later, back to the studio with a few changes: Billy Cobham replaces
Jack DeJohnette on drums, Bennie Maupin returns on bass clarinet, and most
significantly, Wayne Shorter comes back in place of Steve Grossman to
record with Miles Davis for one final time.

‘Duran’ is another boxing title, after Roberto ‘Manos de Piedra’ Duran — the
title was given in 1981 when the master (Take 6) was released on the double
LP ‘Directions’. It is based on a muscular electric bass riff in Bb, played by
Dave Holland with some distortion over a simple repeated rock drum pattern,
locked into by John McLaughlin. The guitarist is, unusually, overdubbed on
the first take (Take 4), creating energetic lead lines. Miles enters with a very
simple theme, a series of repeated tonic notes followed by a rising smeared D
natural, moving the mute subtly in and out to create a ‘vocalised’ sound.

On this first take, which was unreleased until it appeared on the box set in
2003, there is a break to Eb at regular intervals, with drums breaks and then a
return to the main groove. The rhythm section tends to lose focus during
these breaks and returns, and it is no surprise that the breaks were dropped
when the master take was recorded.

At 3.07 McLaughlin starts a solo but Miles soon comes back in with more
simple phrasing on the tonic. McLaughlin takes over again and as he hits a
howling E the piece comes to a sudden stop, with Miles chuckling ‘That’s
some raunchy shit, John?’

Take 6 starts with Miles coaching Cobham on his repeated rhythmic figure
(basically hits on the ‘and’ of beat one, and on beat three). The bass riff kicks
in at 0.27, which is where the ‘Directions’ version starts. It is a lot tighter than
the earlier take, with Holland just sticking to the riff with no breaks and very
little variation. Davis enters at 1.16 with the simple theme, a lot sharper than
before, locking into the groove which the guitar and drums keep tight
throughout. There are a couple of brief pauses at 2.20, and Miles solos with
some low phrases and little flutters. Cobham starts to inject a little more
energy at around 3.10, inspiring Miles to hit a high Ab which McLaughlin
responds to with a series of tense chords on a flattened 6" — as always the
guitarist’s harmonic imagination lifts what could be a slightly pedestrian
number out of the ordinary.

McLaughlin solos at 5.09 with space and some ‘rocky’ phrasing (there is no
overdubbing on this take). He then switches on the fuzz-box and cuts loose
with some exotic scales, wah-wah and feedback as Cobham stokes the
rhythmic fire. Bennie Maupin saunters into this at 7.07 with some long moans
on his bass clarinet, behind which McLaughlin strokes long chords in Eb. And
then at 8.02 there it is, the sound of Wayne Shorter’s soprano sax, for the last
time on a Miles Davis record, singing subtly and beautifully above Maupin’s
growls and groans. By now the rhythm section has loosened up considerably,
with even Holland allowing himself to slightly vary the groove, and over this
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Shorter and Maupin engage in a short but beautiful duet which contrasts very
effectively with the ‘jazz/funk/rock’ feel of the piece.

At 9.42 Cobham takes a short solo over a Bb pedal from the bass and rocky
chords from the guitar, then at 10.12 the riff returns, Miles comes back in with
the theme, a little phrase in C and some light flutters at the end. Not one of
the greatest Miles Davis pieces, but a very enjoyable end to the partnership of
Davis and Shorter, two of the greatest musical artists of our time.

Sugar Ray
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5aGPMkNAuN4

Three days later Miles and his men spent a whole session on this rather odd
little number. We are back to a quintet, with Grossman back, but on this
occasion Lenny White came in on drums for his only session with Miles apart
from ‘Bitches Brew’. ‘Sugar Ray’ (yet another boxer — Robinson, Leonard,
take your pick) is basically in Bb, moving through a series of roots (Bb, Eb, D,
E, B, F and back to Bb), each one just ahead of the beat before a brief pause
at the end, but not losing the beat. Judging by the studio chatter there was a
real struggle to get the feel right — White in particular comes in for some
tongue-lashing from the leader which probably led him not to want to come
back for more.

Part of Davis’ irritation probably stems from the fact that he audibly struggles
to make sense of what he himself (presumably) had written. His solo from
0.19 (there is no theme) is energetic enough, but he doesn’'t seem at ease
with the chord changes. McLaughlin just hits the chords on the roots and
Miles finds himself having to keep adjusting; this is not what he had ever liked
doing, as he always worked to find strong lines through harmonies in his
music, and this reversion to a complex harmonic structure seems like a bit of
a backward step considering the music Miles had recently been creating.

Grossman comes in at 3.14 with his stock phrases, wisely leaving plenty of
space. White, to be fair, provides most of the interest, breaking loose for short
spells with “Tony Williams’-style virtuoso jazz-rock licks, but to little effect (he
would carry that style off with great success a few years later in Chick Corea’s
superslick fusion band Return to Forever). McLaughlin starts a tentative solo
but comes a sudden stop after only a few seconds, as Miles halts things with
his customary command ‘Hey Teo, play some of that.” This piece was not
released until it came out on the ‘Complete Sessions’ box, and on this
occasion one can see why.

Right Off (take 10)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qo4ek9Txgbc
Right Off (take 10a)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C9hvkODHdWM
Right Off (take 11)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4v92qwlYUMY
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Right Off (take 12) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S-
9Loc4KGDI

The raw materials of a masterpiece...... These are the original takes from
which the LP version of ‘Right Off’ was constructed, released on the
‘Complete Sessions’ box, and what is striking is how little was left on the
editing room floor. The origin of this piece is the stuff of legend: McLaughlin
apparently got bored in the studio and started playing a boogie shuffle in E,
Henderson and Cobham joined in, then Miles ran into the studio and joined
them, and voila — ‘Right Off'! Except it wasn't quite like that: the opening is
actually Take 10, and quite a bit of work had gone into shaping the piece
before they got there.

Take 10 goes from the start (after Miles telling McLaughlin to ‘play up -- play
up, and then chop down. Bang, bang, bang, bang’), right through to the end of
the first (unforgettable) trumpet solo. Teo Macero’s little touches of echo,
delay etc have been taken off, so we get to focus a bit more on what each
musician is playing; Michael Henderson'’s performance is particularly worth
examining here, as he moves confidently around the groove whilst always
remaining rooted to it — a wonderfully assured performance from the 19-year-
old on the first of his many dates with Miles. There is a brief snippet towards
the end of Miles’ solo which was edited out on the LP version, and then it
comes a sudden stop at the point where the ‘Jack Johnson’ trumpet theme
was edited in.

Take 10a fades in very quickly, more or less from the start of Steve
Grossman'’s first solo on the LP after a few bars of guitar groove, and
continues through his solo to the point where Herbie Hancock’s organ solo
begins on the LP, except that here what we hear is Herbie fumbling with the
instrument, which (as we have noted) he wasn’t expecting to play (indeed he
wasn’t expecting to be on the session at all!). Take 11 continues with
Hancock working his way into the piece with little bluesy phrases, not really
settling down until the rhythm section drops the volume level which
immediately prompts him to start playing with clarity and purpose — and that is
when the LP organ solo starts. The take then carries on as per the LP through
Davis’ second solo, and ends with a short descending phrase.

Take 12 starts with the ‘Sly Stone’ riff which follows Miles’ second trumpet
solo on the LP, but this time it is played just 10 times, rather than the 17 times
on the LP, which result from Macero looping parts of it. It then goes through
the rest of the piece as per the LP, but where that fades out at the end, on the
raw take we go back to the ‘Sly’ riff for a minute before it all breaks down.

Yesternow (take 16)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b yYToc5D1M
Yesternow (new take 4)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0jai23r4i00

Take 16 (first released on the ‘Complete Sessions’) is a bit of a mystery as a
title, as there is no indication that *Yesternow’ ran to anywhere near that
number of takes. It is almost certainly Take 2, or part of it, and it sounds like a
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run-through where the musicians are feeling their way, The hypnotic bass riff
starts out slightly differently, with Henderson putting in some extra Bb pedals
in the middle of the riff. McLaughlin goes through the haunting chord
sequence, and then at just over a minute there is a brief pause, and then
when they re-start Henderson pares down to the riff to what we hear on the
final version (you can bet it was Miles’ idea).

At 2.34 Hancock comes in on organ, following the chord sequence with
drones and long chords — a style Miles himself adopted when he took up the
organ some three years later. Steve Grossman solos from 4.48 with spaced
out, soulful lines, and then Miles himself follows him at 7.3, just keeping it
simple with major/minor third phrases, slowly building tension before quickly
halting the take.

New Take 4 is the LP version, minus Teo Macero’s little touches, and again
we can only marvel at the intense creativity of Miles’ solo, and the way the
others (particularly McLaughlin) relate to him. At 7.41 there is a short solo by
Grossman which was edited out of the ‘Jack Johnson’ version before
McLaughlin’s chordal solo. At the end the track continues beyond the point
where Grossman'’s solo fades, with the saxophonist playing light phrases over
a subsiding groove, before Cobham breaks up the beat and Hancock plays a
last chord.

Honky Tonk (take 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=15v_ho6Jmb8
Honky Tonk (take 5)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wsAOcUyFRes

After studio sessions almost every week since the start of 1970, it was nearly
a month and a half after recording ‘Jack Johnson’ before Miles came back to
the studio, with clearly some very different musical ideas. One of the main
factors was his recruitment of Keith Jarrett, who joined the live group shortly
after these recordings were made, and presumably Miles wanted to see what
his new man had to offer.

In a way these sessions seem like a reversion to an earlier approach, as
they involve multiple electric keyboards rather than the exclusive focus on
electric guitar of ‘Jack Johnson’ and its immediate predecessors. But the
sound is very different from ‘In A Silent Way’ and “Bitches Brew’; in place of
the shimmering textures of the former, or the jagged chromaticism of the
latter, what we get here is a strong emphasis on blues, funk and gospel — all
elements that Jarrett excelled at.

Honky Tonk is based on two alternating, very simple riffs in Eb: the first
involves oscillating between the first and fourth chords (i.e. Eb and Ab), and
the second an almost comically basic guitar rock riff over the chords, the sort
of ‘duh duh-duh duh-duh duh-duh’ groove that every aspiring guitarist plays
when they first pick up the instrument. The structure is laid down by the bass
(Michael Henderson, in his second session for Miles), with John McLaughlin
hitting simple ‘power chords’ and then Jarrett and Herbie Hancock weaving
around them.
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Take 2 starts, after some initial fumbling, with a really catchy introduction
involving Hancock playing a repeated funky riff on wah-wah clavinet,
McLaughlin answering with choppy chords around the beat, Airto Moreira
barking on his cuica, and Jarrett playing swirling churchy lines on a heavily
distorted electric piano. So strong is this intro that it was used as a bridge
between two pieces of live music on the 1972 double LP ‘Live-Evil', serving as
an introduction to a live performance of ‘Honky Tonk’ on the track entitled
‘Sivad'.

At 1.14 the first ‘Honky Tonk’ riff is stated by Hancock, the bass and drums
join in, and then at 2.16 McLaughlin plays the ‘heavy rock’ riff. Miles enters at
2.40 with a new device: an ‘octave divider which reproduces what he is
playing an octave (or two) below, sounding as though he is spontaneously
duetting with some bass instrument. He keeps to very simple blues/gospel
phrasing over the combination of tight guitar, bass and drums and loose
keyboards and percussion. Miles mainly uses rhythmic devices to establish
interest and development, before Steve Grossman comes in at 5.48 on
soprano sax with soulful phrasing as the riffs alternate, producing something
of a ‘stop-start’ feel to the whole piece.

Keith Jarrett solos at 7.30 with a distorted wah-wah sound and a
combination of ‘free’ fragments and a gospel sound very different from that of
Chick Corea, who still had the piano chair in Miles’ live group. Miles re-enters
at 9.25 with some long final notes before the piece dies out. A five-plus minute
edited version of Take 2 was, rather incongruously, released on the 1974
double LP ‘Get Up With It (when the piece acquired its title), otherwise both
versions did not see the light of day until the release of the ‘Complete
Sessions’ box in 2003.

Take 5 is considerably slower than the earlier version, going straight into the
first riff from the organ, and it sounds a lot more comfortable from the start —
indeed, this slower tempo is the way Miles played the piece when it entered
his live repertoire later in the year. The ‘heavy rock’ riff also disappeared from
the live version, which Miles played pretty much every set for two years or so.

After a brief pause at 0.47 the drums join in slowly and hesitantly, then the
other rhythm section instruments. When Miles enters at 2.25 he sounds a lot
more assured than on the first version, with ripples, rising phrases and
dramatic stabs and smears. Grossman solos at 5.31 with fast chromatic runs
whilst keeping a strong blues feel.

McLaughlin takes over at 6.54 with hard chords and fast runs, displaying a
lot of nervous energy. This is followed by a dialogue between Hancock and
Jarrett as the drums drop out, and then Davis re-enters at 9.40 with a simple
blues sound and some little dancing phrases to take us out. He can be heard
saying very deliberately to Macero: ‘Teo — play..some..of..that..one!”’ — maybe
suggesting he preferred it to the first version.

Ali (take 3) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2jjdIx96ryo
Ali (take 4) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5-B2AzReNTQ

This attractive piece was recorded at the same session as ‘Honky Tonk’, but
with Gene Perla apparently replacing Michael Henderson on electric bass, in
a one-off appearance for a Miles session. It was not released until the box set
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appeared in 2003, with yet another boxing title. It is founded on a medium-
paced loose funk bass riff in C minor which is somewhat reminiscent of Jimi
Hendrix’ ‘Who Knows'.

Take 3 has an element of rhythm section arrangement with Airto Moreira
playing an answering phrase to the bass on berimbau, whilst John
McLaughlin and Keith Jarrett develop a gospel-tinged dialogue, continuing the
mood of ‘Honky Tonk’ but in a more relaxed vein. Billy Cobham’s drums enter
at 0.39 with a spare rock pattern with plenty of space, and Jarrett dominates
the keyboard playing with a distorted electric piano whilst Herbie Hancock just
confines himself to some very sparse organ chords.

Miles enters at 2.42 using the octave divider with a lovely little descending
phrase starting on Bb, sounding very soulful, using the Aeolian minor mode
and lots of space; this makes a striking contrast to the funk groove. He starts
to inject more energy, spitting repeated Ds while McLaughlin varies the
chords slightly and the bass becomes more active, building the groove. At
6.05 Steve Grossman comes straight in with fast, Coltrane-esque lines over
the rising energy level before it all comes to a sudden halt.

Take 4 starts with some very tentative rehearsals of the main bass riff,
drums and percussion — Miles can be heard giving barely audible instructions,
presumably trying to get the feel right. At 1.18 the drums begin a stop-start
pattern and McLaughlin starts a choppy wah-wah funk pattern ‘on the one’.
Jarrett then comes in at 1.38 with his gospel keyboard, quickly building energy
with some fiery runs and riffs — he was rapidly establishing his identity within
Miles’ musical landscape.

Miles himself enters at 3.20 with some short phrases and trills without using
the octave divider to start with, but then switching it on for some high runs,
displaying a lot more energy than the first take. He develops a dialogue with
Jarrett, swapping Fs, while the bass builds momentum with a steady C pedal.

At 7.23 things start to die down with some short pauses and a
bass/berimbau dialogue on the basic riff. Miles comes in and out with little
phrases, easing down to a gentle ending over McLaughlin’s soulful phrasing.
A very interesting short piece, which gives a definite indication of the more
‘rootsy’, blues and gospel-inflected direction in which Miles was heading.

Konda https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pOPMO01llaR08

Just two days later, Miles was back in the studio for this highly unusual piece;
the personnel included just McLaughlin, Jarrett, DeJohnette and Moreira — no
sax and — uniquely for Miles — no bass. An edited version first appeared in
1981 on ‘Directions’, without an introduction by Jarrett which was included in
the version released on the ‘Complete Sessions’ box in 2003. That is the
version described here.

‘Konda’ sounds unlike anything else in the Davis discography; it is a pastoral
piece in 6/8, basically in A major with a cycling sequence through G, F, A over
E, then Bb to Eb minor (studio chatter suggests C minor as well, though some
of the harmony is indeterminate). Jarrett’s very pretty introduction sets the
tone as he improvises lyrically over McLaughlin’s gentle wah-wah chords and
Moreira’s touches of berimbau and cuica.
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At 2.02 McLaughlin states the harmony more clearly, and this is where the
‘Directions’ version starts (the whole piece has clearly been assembled from
various takes). Miles comes in at 2.28 using the octave divider, with a simple
but attractive theme, waltzing lightly in A major rising to D, Moreira’s twanging
berimbau answering him. At 3.29 Miles switches off the octave divider, playing
searching lines as the others drop the volume level. After he switches the
effect back on, his playing becomes more urgent, though he rarely departs
from the basic A major scale, and Jarrett and McLaughlin develop a subtly
energetic backing without losing the pastoral feel.

At 7.36 Miles switches off the octave divider (this is probably an edit), and
alternates passages with it off and on. He worries away at a simple phrase
while his accompanists bounce off eachother, gradually breaking up the
rhythmic flow. Jarrett uses a wah-wah to distort his sound, making it more
gritty.

At around 11 minutes Miles plays a couple of low growls and steps aside:
McLaughlin starts a rhythmic funky rock groove in 4/4, and Jack DeJohnette
joins in for a rhythm section jam led by Jarrett. The pianist is obviously happy
to play bass lines with his left hand, but | for one can’t help feeling this section
would have sounded more convincing with a bass player — oh well. They jam
away happily for three or four minutes, without really taking the music
anywhere, then the original harmony reappears over the new groove, and
they all gradually fade dreamily away. A strange, not wholly convincing
number, but nevertheless with its own appeal, and again an illustration of how
Miles was constantly searching for new directions.

Nem Um Talvez (take 17)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8TEHInxih1U
Nem Um Talvez (take 19)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cs9 ralLfC9c
Nem Um Talvez (take 3)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rk1Hy|BFUXY
Nem Um Talvez (take 4a)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fzOtgGCkkhl
Selim (take 4b) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jnl4hgQoEQQ
Little Church (take 7)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MjaGX5MHNn60
Little Church (take 10)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RYa7oebeYFk

Miles’ search for new directions led him to a brief, but fascinating, encounter
with the iconoclastic, brilliant Brazilian multi-instrumentalist, composer,
bandleader, conceptualist Hermeto Pascoal. The two had met through Airto
Moreira, who had played with Pascoal in Brazil, and Miles ended up recording
two of Pascoal’s idiosyncratically beautiful melodies.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8TEHlnxih1U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cs9_raLfC9c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rk1HyjBFUXY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fzOtgGCkkhI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jnl4hgQoEQQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MjaGX5MHn60
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RYa7oebeYFk

He tackled the first of these, ‘Nem Um Talvez’ (translated as ‘Not Even A
Maybe’), on May 27™ 1970, playing Pascoal’s uniquely haunting Db theme in
free time in unison with the composer’s wordless vocal and a barely audible
Steve Grossman on soprano sax. This performance is notable for being the
first time Miles used a wah-wah pedal with his trumpet — a device which would
become a ubiquitous feature over the next five years.

As Miles and Pascoal slowly unwind the theme, they are accompanied by
John McLaughlin playing a delicate obbligato on guitar, an electric piano
(possibly Keith Jarrett) supplying light responses, Michael Henderson’s bass
and an organ (possibly Herbie Hancock) providing the complex romantic
‘Brazilian’ harmony, and Airto Moreira running a subtle dialogue on berimbau.
On the second run-through (Take 19) Miles alters the phrasing towards the
end, and Moreira adds a touch of cuica, otherwise these two takes (arrived at
after a lot of rehearsing) are very similar.

However, Miles clearly felt there was too much going on, so when he came
back to the studio with Pascoal a week later he had another go at the tune,
this time with just organ and bass behind the trumpet and vocal, and it does
sound a lot more effective. On Take 3 from the June 3" session Miles plays
with no vocal, and one can hear how he is quickly using the wah-wah to
achieve a ‘vocalised’ effect which he had been approaching with his ‘half-
mute’ playing at recent sessions. A second take seems to have been added
on to this one, with Teo Macero probably using two sources for the trumpet
sound (the wah-wah coming from a contact microphone and open horn from a
studio mic).

Take 4a has percussion added (probably an overdub), and first appeared
on the double LP ‘Live-Evil' in 1972, ending Side 2 as a piece of ‘chill-out’
music after a frantic live performance described in the chapter on ‘Live-Evil'.
The ‘Live-Evil’ track is twice as long as that on the ‘Complete Sessions’ box,
probably as a result of editing two takes together. Selim is another take of
‘Nem Um Talvez’, appearing at the start of Side 3 of ‘Live-Evil’, and sounding
even more sparse than the other versions.

‘Little Church’ (or ‘Igrejinha’ as it is known in Portuguese) is the other
Pascoal melody recorded by Miles, the day after the second ‘Nem Um Talvez’
session. It has a lighter melody, in the key of D major and with a decidedly
‘sunny’ feel to it. Again Miles plays in free time with Pascoal vocalising behind
him, and again accompanied just by organ and electric bass. The first version
(Take 7) is tentative, and Miles fluffs some notes. On Take 10 Pascoal
whistles the tune instead of singing it, and Miles uses a mute with his wah-
wah, creating between them an appealing ‘other-worldly’ effect. Dave Holland
has returned on bass for this session and underpins the subtle harmony
beautifully with little descending lines and ripples, before Miles plays a lovely
rising phrase at the end over swirling organ chords — a fitting end to a brief but
intriguing partnership between two very different geniuses. This performance
was again chosen, very effectively, as an interlude on ‘Live Evil’: all the other
performances described here first appeared on the ‘Complete Jack Johnson
Sessions’ box set in 2003.



Little High People (take 7)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ILRv2wL4DAS8

Little High People (take 8)
https://www.youtube.com/results?search _gquery=Miles+Davis+Littl
e+High+People+take+8

This playful little number was recorded at the second ‘Nem Um Talvez’
session but without Pascoal’s participation (the composition is credited to
Miles). It consists of an almost comically simple electric bass riff (apparently
played by Ron Carter, who must have wondered what he was doing there), in
the key of F rising to Bb, C and back — the same sequence as ‘Twist and
Shout’, ‘Hang On Sloopy’ and a thousand and one similar pop hits.

The piece is basically a vehicle for Miles to try out the wah-wah pedal on a
‘blowing’ number, rather than a through-composed composition like the
Pascoal tunes, and he comes right in at the start of Take 7, leading a light-
hearted musical dialogue with the keyboard players and Moreira, who
chooses to repeat a nagging little phrase on the kazoo! Incidentally, | am not
convinced about the accuracy of the ‘official’ personnel list, particularly as
regards the keyboard players: Chick Corea is listed as playing organ, whilst
Herbie Hancock and Keith Jarrett are down as playing electric piano, but the
group sound is very similar to that on the Fillmore East recording made later
the same month, on which Corea played electric piano and Jarrett played
organ, so | think that is what is happening here, with Hancock possibly adding
a second electric piano to Corea’s heavily distorted keyboard (there is no
guitar on this session).

Miles wah-wah’s away on F, whilst Jack DeJohnette keeps up a simple,
steady dance groove and the others play around him, until at 3.37 he hits a
few high shrieks and cues in a bass pedal in C, over which Corea
(presumably) plays a nice chromatic line, serving as a brief interlude before
the band return to the main groove, but with a stop-time feel. Steve Grossman
comes in on soprano over all this, with beboppy phrases before everything
comes to a sudden halt.

Take 8 starts with the C pedal section and a keyboard dialogue before going
to the first groove at 0.37, and Grossman again coming in to solo over ‘stop-
time’. At 1.18 DeJohnette switches to the ride cymbal to push the band, in a
manner reminiscent of Tony Williams on ‘It's About That Time’, while
Grossman plays some energetic trills and Moreira punctuates with the cuica.
Things quieten down at 2.05 leading to a keyboard conversation with Jarrett
(presumably) playing wah-wah gospel phrases on organ, Corea (presumably)
creating jarring noises with echoplex and ring modulator, and Hancock
(presumably) providing some subtle Fender Rhodes funk.

At 7.24 Miles enters at last, not really to solo but just to play a repeated
elementary ‘pop’ motif of A, Bb, C over the groove. DeJohnette builds
momentum, Grossman joins in, Miles takes it up an octave, and then it's
suddenly over. Not surprisingly, this lightweight, though enjoyable, experiment
was not released until the ‘Complete Sessions’ box set came out in 2003.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLRv2wL4DA8
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=Miles+Davis+Little+High+People+take+8
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=Miles+Davis+Little+High+People+take+8

The Mask (part 1)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2CmAcHFn0Q4
The Mask (part 2)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0QhEIfYfmTgw

This two-part piece (unreleased until the ‘Complete Sessions’ box came out)
was recorded at the ‘Little Church’ session, and is utterly unlike anything else
from this whole period, being essentially a fascinating exercise in ‘free jazz'.
Part One features a long collective improvisation by the rhythm section, led
by Keith Jarrett on organ (misidentified as electric piano on the personnel
sheet). Dave Holland plays acoustic bass, with harmonically free but
rhythmically dynamic comping, a style which he had already developed to
perfection with the ‘Lost Quintet’ the previous year but didn’t do very often by
this time. Jack DeJohnette plays a stuttering free rhythm on hi-hat, and there
are occasional electric piano interjections (probably Corea), but this is all
about a virtuoso display from Jarrett on a reedy-sounding organ with wah-
wabh.

He starts with fast, flowing lines, adding rhythmic swells and little repeated
motifs, all in free harmony — this is the sort of thing Jarrett excelled at in his
famed solo piano performances but now had to make work on an instrument
he famously disliked. Jarrett has said in interviews that he didn’t bring music
to Miles’ band, he brought energy; that is highly debatable generally, but in
this case it is probably true, as a lot of this playing really isn’t about the notes
he is playing but the intense waves of energy he creates.

At 3.52 DeJohnette switches to the ride cymbal and Holland picks up a
lightning fast swing — this is back to the Lost Quintet sound, and how they
must have enjoyed it! Jarrett starts playing longer, swelling chords, and at
4.62 John McLaughlin joins in the melee with random, darting single notes
and runs worthy of Sonny Sharrock. Everyone hits a pedal on A for a minute
or so, constantly building the tension and energy to boiling point, until they hit
a climax and drop down.

Part Two starts with Holland — still on acoustic bass — playing a slow but
steady walking pattern which he maintains throughout, with free harmony
reminiscent of Charlie Haden in Ornette Coleman’s groups. Under this
DeJohnette maintains a consistent groove on hi-hat, snare rim and bass drum
that is not exactly rock or funk, but certainly isn’'t jazz swing either — a
fascinating and unique feel, maybe closer to reggae than anything else. For
the first two minutes guitar, organ and electric piano create strange, swirling
clouds of sound, with a tonality that is basically free but suggests Bb.

Miles enters at 1.59 with stark, spacious, emotionally intense single notes
and minimalistic phrases — Miles Davis trumpet at its most characteristic. He
has tiny touches of wah-wah, but mostly it is a straight open horn sound.
Again the harmony is free but referring to Bb, with the backing instruments
creating an eerie, unsettling mood. As the solo progresses this backing
becomes more intense, particularly from McLaughlin, but Miles just ploughs
ahead with moody, sombre and occasionally dramatic phrasing.

Steve Grossman comes in on soprano at 7.07 with tentative ‘free’ playing,
showing some Wayne Shorter influence, before McLaughlin takes over to lead
the others in a collective improv (Moreira joining in on his kazoo with some


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2CmAcHFnQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QhElfYfmTgw

very weird ‘vocalised’ effects). The keyboards dominate from around the
12.40 mark, with lots of delay, echoplex and other effects, and then Miles
returns at 14.36 with some long Bbs, low simple phrases and one last,
lingering note before the customary ‘Teo, play some of that.’

This was to be Miles’ last studio session for two years, after two and a half
years of extraordinary musical development from ‘Circle in the Round’
onwards, during which time he had pretty much single-handedly created a
new genre of music, and had produced some of the most powerful and
original recordings of his whole career. For now, Miles was to focus on
developing his new sounds in clubs and on concert platforms rather than in
the recording studio.



