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Q: So by now you had cut ties with home


MW: Oh yeah — I didn’t go back for 10 years, actually in 1965 I went back to finish up a motion 

picture score Sweet Love, Bitter that I promised Herb Danska [the director], I promised him that 

I’d do it, you know? He was a moviemaker and director in New York City, so I went back, I did 

that, and took the money and I ran back to Europe [laughs] 


Q: But after 10 years, what were your impressions then?


MW: SOS — same old shit! [laughs] Hadn’t really changed that much, actually it changed for the 

worse because everything was on television, what you should look like, what you should do, how 

you should dress, everybody was following these mandates from television. I had two television 

sets, two colour ones, no black and whites!!! [laughs] Two cars, two iceboxes — one for the old 

vegetables,  it was a very materialistic world in America at that time, I wasn’t into materialism so I 

couldn’t stay there so I hurried back to my aesthetic, beautiful countries in Europe


Q: Where was your main base in the 1960s and 1970s


MW: Germany, Munich, that was my base, after I left Italy I came to came to Germany in 1967, 

and I stayed there for 25 years. 


Q: You’re not in Munich now though, Brussels isn’t it?




MW: Brussels


Q: So what attracted you to Germany


MW: It’s the centre of Europe, right in the middle of Europe, you can make voyages all over 

Europe from that point, the Mark was more stable than all the other currencies in Europe against 

the dollar, that was four marks to the dollar, living the life in Munich was very relaxed too, food 

was cheap, cooked at home you were perfect, and apartments were easy to get, too. I toured 

around, but most of my scene was in Germany, there was a whole scene in Germany that many of 

the — in fact, all the major cities, had a jazz club. So you could make a good living in Germany 

alone


Q: Really


MW: Oh yes, did well too. 


Q: So you have toured as well, Japan, the world, you live in Europe, how do you see the state of 

jazz in these various countries


MW: Well, Japan is a jazzman’s paradise, they buy jazz albums like mad, like they buy two of each 

one, one remains in store someplace and the other one they play! They’re into autographs, they 

want your autograph, they come to the clubs with these cardboard squares they want you to sign 

— sign this, sir. Sign this, sir. Sign this, sir [laughs]. And you spend  two hours after every jazz 

concert just signing autographs — which is a great ego boost! [laughs] 


Q: Just desserts!


MW: Another thing, you go to a city and they meet you with flowers and gifts 


Q: So why aren’t you living in Japan!




MW: [laughs] I can’t take it, it’s too much, it’s too much! It’s like the star who has no privacy in 

Japan because everybody is into your business, if you come out of your hotel room they are 

around you, they want to hold you, there’s no peace, there’s no privacy for you, so you don’t feel 

you can relax, you have to have guards around you [laughs] — ‘Would you tie my 

shoelaces’ [laughs] 


Q: Those great recordings you did on the Black Saint label, how did they come about


MW: Well that’s Italy, Milano, an old friend of mine Giovanni Bonandrini who owns that company, 

nice man, very wealthy, sympatico, loves music and pays for it too, if he asks me to do a date for 

him, I do it for him.  No problem. 


Q: This one is a nice one [shows Mr. Waldron the CD Mal Waldron Quintet: The Git Go — Live at 

the Village Vanguard] which has Woody Shaw, who tends to be under recognised these days and 

plays so well with you on this, how did that come about?


MW: Well, he worked with a group of mine, it was a working group, and we worked the Village 

Vanguard every year, and we work for one week every year, it was a set group and we had the 

arrangements, used all my arrangements, and many records with this group too, Sunday, Sunday 

will be coming out,  one which Bonandrini still has


Q: So what are your thoughts playing in the States now after all this time — are you tempted to 

stay a bit longer or are you glad to get away


MW: Always glad to get away! I don’t breathe easy until I’m on the plane coming back to Europe, 

home, there’s nothing there for me to live there because it’s still fucked up with materialism [TAPE 

ENDS]


Q: Do you want another coffee


MW: I’m cool for a minute




Q: In terms of working with different musicians here in Europe, is there a difference do you…


MW: Think all musicians re the same? No, no, no. They’re all different, because its like talking to 

you, talking to a Croatian, or talking to Harry, or Bill or anybody else  they’re different people, there 

are different vibrations from everyone you speak to, music is a language and when you speaking 

using this musical language the only problem is the vocabulary, and the semantics of the 

vocabulary and if we can find musicians that have the same semantics or the same vocabulary as 

you have than we have then we get along better and if we find they have different semantics it 

presents problems, but not insurmountable problems, and you adjust to that makes a new sound 

too. So its different every time.


Q: So do you feel a need now to touch base with the American scene 


MW: Yes, I touch base with the American scene as I go there twice a year, for a month each time, 

two months a year I spend there, once in March and once in October or September. It’s been set-

up like that for the last three or four years. When I go March I usually play the Village Vanguard, 

with a trio which we call a Poppa Trio, it consists of me Reggie Workman and [indistinct] on drums 

and we call it the Poppa Trio as we all have small children. And then I usually work around 

Washington,  right out to L.A. and Santa Cruz, various places, Manny Goldstein, my manager sets 

it up. And then in October I have two weeks in Sweet Basil, in NYC, that’s with my quintet, that 

was originally my quintet [pointing to the CD Mal Waldron Quintet: The Git Go — Live at the 

Village Vanguard] but now two guys are now dead, so I now have Ricky Ford on tenor and Chico 

Freeman on tenor, so two tenors, Reggie Workman still on bass and Pete La Roca on drums, 

because Eddie’s dead too — the drummer on that album. 


Q: Wow, quite exciting


MW: Yes, a very exciting group, in fact we made — there’s one record , it came out on Sono 2, it’s 

called The Crowd Scene, has Ricky Ford on tenor and Sonny Fortune on alto on that one, that’s 

the original second quintet I had but it’s basically the same but now with Chico Freeman too. 




Q: What are your thoughts on the Neo-Classical guys, the return to hard bop among the younger 

players


MW: I don’t feel we should return to anything! We should keep going on ahead, you know? We 

should be aware of the past, we shouldn’t loose it, but we shouldn’t return to it per se, jazz is 

supposed to be spontaneous music, it’s supposed to come out in the moment, it’s supposed to 

be a mirror on the world what is happening today. You can’t be that way if you’re thinking of 

bebop! 


Q: There seems to be an emphasis on technique — the fastest gun in the West 


MW: Well I don’t believe in technique, I believe in playing from the heart and not the head, there’s 

this story, two pianists in a contest and there were five judges judging them to see who was the 

best of them. The first one raced up and down the piano, all over the place, fantastic speed all 

over the place and the second pianist came up and he just hit one note. And they gave it to the 

second one, because they said the first one was searching for the right note and the second one 

had found it! [laughs]. 


Q: But these young guys have at least put jazz back on the map don’t you think?


MW: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Definitely, yes. People like Branford Marsalis is fantastic, a fantastic 

musician, I played with him, and also Kenny Kirkland is a fantastic pianist, this trumpet player who 

played with Art Blakey after Marsalis left


Q: Oh, Terence Blanchard


MW: Terence Blanchard, yes— he’s fantastic, I’ve played with him, in fact we did the Five Spot 

music over again — the Eric Dolphy, Booker Little date [on the album Eric Dolphy and Booker 

Little Remembered Live at Sweet Basil with Mal Waldron, Richard Davis, Ed Blackwell, Donald 

Harrison, Terence Blanchard] Terence Blanchard and Donald Harrison, who’s a fantastic also 



saxist, he learnt the bass clarinet in one week and made the date with the horn! I loved that date, 

great music, yes!  


Q: All these great musicians you’ve been associated in your career, who did you learn the most 

from?


MW: Well, I learned so much from everybody I have ever played with, I hate to pick on one, they 

came from so many different places I wouldn’t want to point one out or others will be turning in 

their graves ‘Why not me, why not me!’ [laughs] 


Q: Like, with Billie Holiday for example. I didn’t realise that you went to Paris with her


MW: Yes, 1958, we did the Olympia Theatre, there were many cries of ‘Bravo!’ and ‘Encore!’ 

which we understood — oh yeah, we know those words! [laughs] No problem there! 


Q: There was one British guy called Max Jones


MW: Oh yeah! We knew him, we met him


Q: He said Billie Holiday was seriously thinking of doing what you did, and move to Europe, did 

she mention this to you?


MW: Well, if she had done that I’m quite sure she’d be alive today, I’m sure. I think it was seriously 

being considered, I think so, yeah. Because she felt the difference over here too, she felt the 

difference, you know? But her ties in America were too strong to take away from her, and she had 

problems with the language too, language was a problem for Billie, she say ‘Mal, get me some ice 

up here, I can’t say ice in French, get me some ice! Please Mal. How do you say ice.’[laughs] How 

do you say ice? [laugh]


Q: And you can speak several languages




MW: Yes, I can speak French, I speak German, I speak Italian,  and I’m working on my Japanese 

now, my family speak Japanese, the children speak Japanese to me!  They speak French and 

Japanese, and English, and when I get mad I speak in English too! [laughs] ‘Get that table cleaned 

up!’ ‘Yes, poppa, yes poppa!’ [laughs] ‘And don’t you make that noise anymore!’ [laughs] 

‘Straighten Up and Fly Right!’ ‘Don’t let the Door Knob Hitcha!’ [laughs]


Q: Had you managed to break with drugs when you moved to Europe, or did moving to Europe 

help you make the break


MW: Well, I became I sick in America, I was sick for about two years, I didn’t function as a 

musician, my hands were shaking like that [demonstrates], I couldn’t remember changes, I nearly 

died, I had to start my life over again


Q: My goodness, how did this happen


MW: Well, it was a drug overdose, you know, yes, this is my second life, hey, you can’t kill yourself 

twice! [laughs] Right we’ll go straight [laughs] and I end up here [laughs]. This was 1963, yes, I 

was in hospital, I was in East Elmhurst hospital, and they gave me spinal taps, which were very 

painful, kept missing my spine, and they gave me electric shock treatments, to get me back 

where I was because I suffered from amnesia too, I didn’t know who I was, I couldn’t play the 

piano, I couldn’t play the changes, nothing like that


Q: So this is serious, you might say 


MW: [laughs] This is serious! But it’s going out of fashion [laughs] Then the shock treatment 

started to work and gradually the pressure came off my brain and then I could remember little 

bits, but even today I still see people who say they know me very well and we did this and we did 

that, and I can’t remember them, I can remember their face, but I can’t remember doing anything 

with them like what they say


Q: Oh, like here’s your seven daughters you’ve never met…




MW: [laughs] Right, right [laughs] Nothing like that…yet! [laughs] But at any rate when I came out 

of that, that was 1965, I had written the music for The Cool World which was a motion picture that 

I was asked to do, then Marshall Carney asked me if I wanted to write the music for his film, I was 

very weak, I really couldn’t play jazz as I couldn’t think that fast, so I made the change over to 

Europe at that moment, and then when i got to Europe, gradually day by day I practised and 

pieced back my ability to play, but then it changes over gain, this time I played rather angular, I 

didn’t play as lyrical as I did in the first life, nice lyrical, I hear that difference today. 


Q: Was that a conscious thing


MW: No, no, no, I’d changed. I just changed, before I was lyrical and lackadaisical, now I’m 

angular and stricter! [laughs]


Q: So it got you out of that scene


MW: Yeah, yeah, yes, because everybody was using it around New York City, if you go out to a 

jazz club you’re going to meet the guys and there’s always one-on-one, how about a one-on-one?  

That means they give you a small sniff of coke, goes right up your nose, a one-on-one, it’s always 

around you, so you just have to stay away from that kind of scene


Q: I had no idea how it was so, well, ‘total’


MW: Oh yes, very total, very total. Yes. Well, the recording man, he thought he could control the 

musicians this way, he give you just enough money to go out and cop with — to go out and get 

your drugs with — he didn’t give you a good salary because he knew you weren’t interested in a 

good salary, just enough to cop for that day!  So he had control over you that way. They picked 

the musicians they could control and exploit, rather than the musicians that didn’t use drugs and 

were straight and went about business, they didn’t want those kind of people at all! The whole 

record system was set up like that, really. 




Q: A survivor’s tale


MW: Right, right, right [laughs] It’s a dirty job, but somebody has to do it!! [laughs] 


Q: So when your taking, does it take you over completely, forgive my naivety, you read about this 

stuff, but 


MW: Well it can, it can. But you have to be very strong, you see. I tried to use them only for 

purposes that I thought were beneficial to me, and I didn’t use beyond that, I didn’t use it for itself, 

I used it to get gigs, and I used it to help me get over the nervousness I felt in front of large 

audiences at that time,  but other than that I didn’t use it. I didn’t use it just to stay at home and 

just hang out, I mean I had a family at that time too, I was cutting the grass in the backyard, 

cleaning up the house, keeping the car moving


Q: Interesting you mention the nervousness you felt in front of large audiences — performance 

anxiety — was that, do you think, something that Billie Holiday that might have used them for too


MW: Perhaps, perhaps, she was really very shy, when she saw those audiences out there she got 

very nervous, sure, ‘There’s a thousand out there oh no, please,’ naw more like 951 [laughs] 

‘Sorry, that’s not counting the ten people you invited!’ [laughs] Like Billie didn’t say this, but 

Woody Allen said it, but it was very indicative of how Billie felt, ‘You don’t have to be paranoid to 

know they’re all out there to get you!’ [laughs] 


WIND UP
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