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ben webster
1909-1973
Tenor Sax

ÒIÕm gonna blow this goddamn horn until they
lie it down on top of me...Ó 





T H E  D E F I N I T I V E  S T Y L E :
Alongside Coleman Hawkins and Lester Young, Ben Webster

completed the Tenor Triumvirate ~ the three great pioneers who

achieved so much in establishing their instrument as one of the most

potent solo voices in the jazz orchestra. Although he was influenced

by Hawkins, fourteen years his senior and the Godfather of Sax, he

developed an individual and totally unmistakable style of his own. His

forte was the ballad for which he created a sensuous, breathy

romantic tone, almost erotic in its intensity. 

It was the perfect vehicle for expressing deeply felt emotions ~

Òmiddle of the night recollections of other nights not spent alone.Ó

He had the ability to seemingly float each musical phrase and leave it

quivering on puffs of air. This was his musical signature. 

However on uptempo numbers Webster employed a coarser tone

coupled with aggressive muscular phrasing. While with Duke

Ellington, in 1940 his solo on ÔCotton TailÕ endeared him to dancers

and to an emerging school of Tenor players alike. His raw, primitive

blowing would subsequently provide inspiration for a whole
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generation of honkers and screamers to come. To the listener it

provides an almost shocking contrast to the refined lyricism of his

ballad style. Sure, ballads would predominate as his career

progressed, but it was reassuring to know that when the blues or

downhome numbers demanded it, he could always call on the

earthier side of his musical armoury to produce a harder edge to his

sound. When the chips were down he could be a musical brawler

with the best of them. It was confirmation that, as in real life, Mr.

Webster was not all sweetness and light.

T H E  L I F E  O F  B I G  B E N :
A fellow Kansas City boy, Ben Webster benefited from being

taught music by Lester YoungÕs father and gaining his first

experience of the club scene by accompanying his teacherÕs son on

piano. Taught the rudiments of the Sax by another friend Budd

Johnson, throughout the 30Õs he served his apprenticeship with the

bands of Benny Moten, Cab Calloway and Fletcher Henderson. But it

wasnÕt until he joined Duke Ellington in 1940 that his talent as a

supreme soloist was to flower. The Duke, ever astute, recognised his
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SaxmanÕs potential and created numerous solo opportunities for him.

Playing alongside the extravagantly gifted Altoist Johnny Hodges did

him no harm and from under the wing of the Ellington orchestra he

flourished and grew to become one of the great influential voices on

the Tenor. From an early age he had an appetite for alcohol, good

food and exciting company. When off duty he appreciated the nightlife

and all the temptations it had to offer, but he was also a proud man

who liked to project his image. When he was with Cab ÔMinnie The

MoocherÕ Calloway, after the bandÕs gig whatever city he was in,

Webster was always ready to go out jamminÕ in the clubs. CallowayÕs

bass player Milt Hinton recalls: ~ ÔheÕd change into something real

sharp, grab his horn and go to a little club and sit in. Always, he

made the grand entrance ~ in a dark club, heÕd instantly light up a

cigarette on entering, lighting up his face like a spotlight. Heads

turned, people would see the horn case and knowing Calloway was in

town, the buzz would go around the club ÔBen WebsterÕs here.Õ

Webster also known as ÔThe BruteÕ due to his strength and

demeanour, attempted to demonstrate this quality while clubbing
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with his friend World Heavyweight Boxing Champ Joe Louis. When

challenged to give his best shot to the solar plexus, Webster

staggered the Champ, with the power of his blow. Unfortunately,

WebsterÕs bravado led him to urge the ÔBrown BomberÕ to do the

same, with the result that he spent the rest of the evening receiving

attention for his cracked ribs at the local hospital. 

Perhaps it was his early exposure to the ways of Lester Young,

Webster also had his own hip talk, and this personal rap was

particularly effective in intimidating the local ÔsquareÕ musicians who

must have been totally bemused when confronted with: ~ ÔPut the

frame on that lane. ItÕs a possible calf and cow. . .Õwhich of course

meant: ~ ÔLook at the suit that guyÕs wearing ~ mustÕve cost 150

dollars.Õ As a solo artist he toured extensively and made frequent

visits to Europe, where his appearances were ecstatically received

and financially well rewarded. In the 60Õs he was a welcome visitor to

Ronnie ScottÕs club in London, but travelling seemed to exacerbate

his already considerable alcohol consumption! On one occasion the
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clubowner had to collect him from Victoria station where, having

fallen from his carriage, he became jammed in the gap between train

and platform. Once extricated, the Ôrelaxed SaxophonistÕ was

conveyed on a luggage trolley to an awaiting cab. Webster was a

chronic alcoholic and in later years was more often than not

intoxicated when he performed on stage. After a session at Ronnie

ScottÕs a customer complained Webster talked more than he played.

ScottÕs retort was: ~ ÒIÕd rather hear Ben Webster talk than 90

percent of tenors play. Ó

His final years were spent in Copenhagen which became his

base from which he gigged around Europe. Sadly in his latter years,

his drinking habit far exceeded his musical output and he died in

1973, during a playing engagement in Amsterdam. It was at this gig

that he practically predicted his own death and provided his own

epitaph, when he announced to the youthful audience: ÒyouÕre young

and growing, IÕm old and goingÓ.
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W E B S T E R Õ S  T I M E  A F T E R  T I M E .  
WebsterÕs ability, to interpret a ballad is unchallenged. There are

literally hundreds of recorded items, in a wide range of settings, but

perhaps the greatest example of WebsterÕs magic, is from ÔBen

Webster & AssociatesÕ album. (Verve 835254-2). After a gentle piano

intro, Webster enters in all his seductive glory. The breathiest tenor

in the business takes over and instantly goose-pimples and hairs on

the back of the neck testify to the wondrous sound that he creates on

this track. Effortlessly, he states the slightly melancholy theme and

then proceeds to wring such intense passion out of each chorus,

each perfectly selected cluster of notes. The impact on the listener is

devastating ~ Webster seems, through the warmth of his horn, to

have total control over our inner feelings and thoughts. It is an act of

complete emotional manipulation, a moment in time when the horn

playerÕs artistry reached a peak which has never been surpassed. 

While serving in BathÕs specialist CD shop, a wonderful

testimony to WebsterÕs lyrical powers was overhead. A smart lady of
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Ôa certain ageÕ required in a refined voice Ôsome jazz Saxophone,

nothing raucous ~ you know, ballads and standards.Õ

On hearing WebsterÕs breathy sensual tones coming through the

speakers with shattering effect, the well-spoken lady gasped: ~ ÔOh

my god, I almost had an orgasm. Ó Needless to say she became an

instant Webster devotee, but we did warn her, marvellous as he was,

the album did not come with a guarantee. We would however suggest

to any romantically inclined male that, if you canÕt get it on to this,

then the monastery beckons! 

Fellow Tenor Saxophonist Johnny Griffin. Ò . . BenÕs sound was so

warm and enveloping and he could play one note and you could play

100 notes, and he could get more effect out of one note than youÕd

get out of 100. Ó

Archie Shepp, whose later sound was compared to Webster. Ò. . I

feel more and more humble everyday about that because I think he

was one of the most sophisticated and perfect voices on the

instrument that IÕve ever heard. Ó  
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Years previously, when playing in a lowlife dive, Ben was paid a

priceless compliment by the most expensive lady in the house. She

eventually dismissed the persistant demands of a would be client by

stating: Òget this straight, I never do business when BenÕs playing.Ó

ben websterO N  C D :
1. Ben Webster & Associates. Verve 835254/2

2. See You At The Fair.  Impulse GRP 11212

3. Soul of Ben Webster.  Verve 527475/2

4. Soulville.  Verve. 833551/
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