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Little had died a month before on Oct. 5, 
1961. At 23, he was still a newcomer in 
the advance guard of the ’60s jazz under-

ground and not yet prominent enough to war-
rant the marquee attention of the jazz press. He 
never saw a DownBeat cover story or a feature 
Q&A. Equally silent was John S. Wilson, the 
jazz voice of the New York Times, which did 
not even note his passing. 

But Little’s thinking was cutting at the 
edges of the future. It was the year of Ornette 
Coleman’s Free Jazz, a record so polarizing 
that DownBeat reviewed it twice — in sepa-
rate zero- and !ve-star appraisals. Little could 
easily have been part of that experiment. He 
shared a common sensibility with its authors 
— Coleman, Eric Dolphy, Freddie Hubbard, 
Scott LaFaro. And he heard about it quickly. An 

hour a"er Dolphy completed the Free Jazz ses-
sion in New York, he drove to Englewood Cli#s 
to record his !rst collaboration with Little, Far 
Cry, for Prestige. All on Dec. 21, 1960. Within a 
year, Little would be gone. 

By the time Coleman died 54 years later, he 
had won a Pulitzer, a MacArthur Fellowship, a 
pedestal in jazz’s valhalla and a front-page obit 
in the Times. What might have awaited Little 
can merely be imagined. He seemed to be onto 
something, but would never know such acclaim. 
Like Charlie Christian and Jimmy Blanton, he 
made his mark inside a blink of time, then le" 
posterity to assess its impact. But Christian and 
Blanton were lucky enough to share a blazing 
spotlight with mega-mentors  Benny Goodman 
and Duke Ellington. People knew them. Little 
was less fortunate, thus less noticed. 

Several musicians noticed him, though, 
and provided early mentorships. A"er taking 
up the trumpet at 12, he had achieved a su$-
cient plateau of technique by his mid-teens to 
play informally with pianist Phineas Newborn, 
a fellow native of the Memphis area. Little went 
on to study at the Chicago Conservatory, where 
he met Sonny Rollins. %e two were sharing 
an apartment on the South Side when Rollins 
introduced him to Max Roach, who was look-
ing for his next Cli#ord Brown. Roach found 
what he was looking for in Booker Little, who 
made an impressive record debut at 20 in June 
1958 on Max On !e Chicago Scene for EmArcy. 
By the time he le" Roach eight months later, he 
had recorded six more albums, including his 
!rst as leader, Booker Little 4 And Max Roach 
(UA/Blue Note). 

As a trumpet player, Little played with an 
orderly virtuosity: clean, precise, articulate, 
but without the audacity and high-note acro-
batics of the earlier bop masters. He followed 
in the gentler jurisdictions of Fats Navarro and 
Cli#ord Brown. Critic John Litweiler charac-
terized his sound as “lyric abstraction.” In New 
York, though, Eric Dolphy, Julian Priester and 
others awakened him to the possibilities that 
lay beyond the frontiers of hard-bop. 

While he never embraced the free-jazz 
model, by the time he recorded with Dolphy 
on his penultimate album, At !e Five Spot, 
in July 1961, he was clearly comfortable and 
engaged with its more untamed insubordi-
nations. Perhaps this had a liberating in&u-
ence on his writing, which was well show-
cased on his last record, Victory And Sorrow, 
for Bethlehem. While his compositions obey 
the extended canons of melody and harmony, 
according to critic Michael Cuscuna, “they are 
more ambitious than then standard 12-, 16- 
and 32-bar themes and chord sequences that 
prevailed in the ’50s.”    

Little died before his place as a transitional 
!gure in jazz was clear. No one could know 
where the bridges he was building might lead, 
least of all Little himself. %e year he died, 
his name appeared in neither the DownBeat 
Critics Poll nor Readers Poll, although he did 
place 10th among the “new stars.” 

“My approach to playing,” he told 
DownBeat during a visit to the magazine’s New 
York o$ce shortly before his death, “has been 
to !nd a sound around my sound and then 
write. Writing is a special thing to me. I want 
to play … but I hear so many things for others. 
I’ll develop … and I’ll do it in my own way. … 
You can’t sacri!ce integrity and still be you. But 
there, you have to listen to what they’re saying 
to you. I won’t hit my head against the wall; I see 
too many people die that way.”  

Only days later, Little met his wall when he 
succumbed to kidney failure.                                               

 —John McDonough     

The most wide-ranging article this magazine ever published about 
trumpeter Booker Little was his obituary. It was the Nov. 9, 1961, 
issue, about one third of a page under a one-column headline. Sixty 
years later, we atone as the Veterans Committee votes Little into the 
DownBeat Hall of Fame.


