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			To the memory of Wallace Roney

			And to Miles

		

	
		
			
			
				The only great difficulty with the Jass band is that you never know what it is going to do next, but you can always tell what those who hear it are going to do—they’re going to shake a leg.

				April 22, 1917, ad for Orton Bros. record shop in the (Montana) Daily Missoulian

			

			
				A musician is a scientist and a philosopher.

				Lester Young

			

			
				Man, sometimes it takes you a long time to sound like yourself.

				Miles

			

		

	
		
			So What?

			So, what—

			is jazz?
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			Prologue

			Jazz??

			What kind of jazz are we talking about?

			A comedian on a late-night talk show did a bit about the awfulness of dating. He said the two worst date ideas he’d ever heard from a woman each consisted of two words: “art walk” and “jazz brunch.”

			A century ago, jazz was feared and reviled by respectable society because it was Black music. Because it threatened to expose innocent young white people to all that white society imagined and feared about Blackness, sexual abandon being at the top of the list.

			Jazz today, when it isn’t utterly ignored, is widely disliked for different reasons: because it is old, or anodyne, or hard to understand. Jazz is passé. Jazz is niche. Jazz is the smooth soundtrack to polite brunches in restaurants with potted ferns and bananas Foster and clever young servers. Or it is just loudly squeaking and honking saxophones—noise.

			I speak of jazz as an awesome thing. An imperative, an empire. As America’s only native art form, one that boiled forth from a gumbo of ethnic musics in late-nineteenth-century New Orleans and coursed up rivers and railroads and blue highways to Oklahoma City and Kansas City and St. Louis and Chicago and New York City, irresistibly, as young men and women, Black then (very quickly) white, became transfixed by its power and seized on it as an unprecedented form of artistic expression.

			Geniuses came forth. Waves and waves of them: Buddy Bolden and Scott Joplin and James Reese Europe and King Oliver and Louis Armstrong and Jelly Roll Morton and Bix Beiderbecke and Mamie Smith and Bessie Smith and James P. Johnson and Eubie Blake and Willie “The Lion” Smith and…

			The three geniuses at this book’s heart were born when jazz was already thirty or forty years old; they rose up at the end of World War II, when the big bands of the twenties and thirties and forties were starting to die out, when the idea of jazz as dance music was starting to fade, and something else, jazz as art music, as listening music, was starting to take hold.

			With the death of jazz as dance music, the art began to contract. With the movement known as bebop—hard to play and, initially, hard to understand, even for jazz musicians—jazz’s already shrinking audience shrank even more severely. (Although when bebop’s cofounder, the incomparable alto saxophonist Charlie Parker, released albums on which—quite beautifully, if not audaciously—he played standard ballads accompanied by strings, the audience grew.)

			And then, as time and popular culture moved mercilessly forward, bebop came to seem, for jazz’s diminished yet passionate audience, foundational, comprehensible, moving, lyrical. And the jazz that followed bebop, known to those who required categories by the under-descriptive, even misleading, label of hard bop, seemed still more comprehensible and lyrical.

			Other categories would follow, but I confess that in the genres of bebop and hard bop, jazz created in the quarter century between, roughly, 1942 and 1967, I find almost all of jazz that I want and need. I find magnificent art produced by what bebop’s other cocreator, Dizzy Gillespie, called in a slightly different context superroyalty—magnificent men (mostly men and mostly Black) of supreme gifts and regal mien, creating masterpiece after masterpiece.

			Not antique, not anodyne, not forbiddingly difficult, and viscerally thrilling.

			And with all respect to this book’s presiding genius Miles Davis, who late in his career proclaimed that he had no interest in returning to the lyrical masterpieces he produced and participated in between ages eighteen and thirty-five (1944 to 1961), saying that to him revisiting that music would be like eating leftover turkey—with all respect to Miles, the thrill of this great and never-fading music is this book’s pulse.

		

	
		
			1 The blue trumpet

			Thirty years later to the month, in March 1989, I found myself riding an elevator, heart knocking, to the fourteenth floor of the Essex House on Central Park South to interview Miles Davis. It was an assignment I’d lucked into through my magazine-editor brother, who knew a Vanity Fair editor who’d said he needed a profile of Miles to accompany an excerpt from the trumpet legend’s forthcoming memoir, coauthored by Quincy Troupe. The writer, the Vanity Fair editor told my brother, should know jazz. My brother, Peter W. Kaplan, told him that I didn’t just know jazz; I knew everything there was to know about it.

			This was hyperbolic, to put it mildly. I liked jazz—liked it a lot, what little I knew of it. My record collection, just beginning to shift from LPs to CDs, was primarily rock and blues, with a bit of classical and a smattering of jazz. I was in the process of educating my ears—still am—but it was and is a long, slow process. I knew Miles Davis was a titan in his field; I knew he’d played with Charlie Parker in the 1940s. That was about it. I owned exactly two Miles albums: 1969’s Filles de Kilimanjaro, which I’d bought simply because I heard it in a friend’s dorm room and it was quietly beautiful, and the dark and menacing 1970 Bitches Brew, which I’d bought because, when it was issued, buying it felt vaguely compulsory.

			When I complained to my brother that I was very far from knowing all there was to know about jazz, he stopped me. This was Vanity Fair, he said, with some italicized heat.

			I took his meaning. The magazine, then under the leadership of legend-under-construction Tina Brown, was the magazine to write for in those days. And I had a wife and an infant son and a mortgage in Westchester, and a chance to get in the door at Vanity Fair would be a plum. One heard they were issuing fat contracts to writers they liked.

			I called my brother’s editor acquaintance there, and, after surprisingly little discussion of my putative jazz expertise, got the assignment. I promptly went to Tower Records and bought every Miles Davis CD they had, not thinking about when I might have time to actually listen to all of them. Then I phoned Miles’s publicist and proudly announced myself as The Writer from Vanity Fair.

			It was only on that elevator at the Essex House, with the publicist by my side, that the full weight of my fraudulence began to sink in on me. I was nobody! I knew nothing! No Google then, no Wikipedia; no facile way to pose as an instant authority. I’d leafed through the advance copy of Miles’s memoir that the publisher had sent me, intimidated by its heft, not to mention its general tone of darkness and anger, not to mention the masses of jazz names I knew little or nothing about. I’d written up a too short and shallow list of questions for him, naïvely hoping that once a flow of conversation was established, further thoughts would occur to me. In my backpack I had my Soviet-style Radio Shack cassette recorder, the size and weight of a dense college textbook (it ran on five C batteries). I also had extra batteries and a half dozen blank cassettes. The backpack was heavy. The publicist had promised me one meeting of one hour, no more. How could I possibly get all I needed in an hour? And what did I need, anyway?

			I often think of the line attributed, in various forms, to Mike Tyson: Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth. Every interview is a kind of punch in the mouth. You walk in with certain expectations about the person you’re about to talk to, and bang, the person is inevitably somebody different from the person you expected, and everything you’d anticipated evaporates. Wise interviewers learn to roll with the punches, to bob and weave and temporize on the spur of the moment. I was anything but wise in those days. In addition, I was thoroughly pre-intimidated by the time we arrived and Miles Davis opened his apartment door, a small but startling presence: dark eyes glittering, naked to the waist, wearing black pajama pants and what looked like an extravagant wig of brown curls.

			We settled down to talk. “Now,” he said. “What you want to know?”

			What did I know? Nothing. What did I want to know? Everything.

			

			—

			But Miles Davis wasn’t about to tell me everything. He couldn’t tell me one percent of one percent of everything in our allotted hour—though the one hour turned into almost two, at the end of which I asked timorously if I might have some more time, and Miles rasped, “Come back tomorrow.”

			Of course I returned the next day, without the publicist this time, and the second session went much like the first, full of Miles’s sentence fragments about tangential topics; further discussion about his artwork; stories about matters and people I hadn’t the wherewithal to understand; and minimalist, wandering answers to my jazz questions. At the time I had the sinking feeling that I would draw little of substance from him, even over the course of three hours, certainly not enough to make a piece that would satisfy what I imagined were the Olympian standards of Vanity Fair.

			But the musical standards of Vanity Fair in 1989 were far from Olympian. Music was scarcely the point. What the magazine was interested in was celebrity, and style and buzz and dirt, and with Miles and his frequently scabrous memoir, Vanity Fair had all of this in abundance. His status as a personage, an icon, had always vied with his stature as a musician. That was the way he wanted it; that was the way he designed it: from the moment he dropped out of Juilliard and joined Charlie Parker’s band in 1945, he was an energetic shaper of his own image. He was a visual as well as a sonic phenomenon. He had a lot to work with. He was beautiful and dark, literally and figuratively; he was angry, tempestuous, and always stylish, whether in the Ivy League–bespoke look he favored in the fifties and early sixties or the outer-space outfits of the mid- to late eighties. He was a Black man who lacked any hint of the ingratiation that the white world preferred (or demanded) from its Negro entertainers, and that the entertainers sometimes, doubtless with irony or fury in their hearts, supplied. He wore shades onstage. He didn’t announce tunes—he didn’t speak at all. He famously turned his back to his audiences, both while playing and laying out.

			This was Miles Davis the celebrity. The question of Miles the musician in 1989 was a more complicated matter. From the beginning, his musical life had been a series of restless moltings: of collaborators, of styles, of lovers and friends. From Juilliard to Bird to The Birth of the Cool to the Blue Note and Prestige albums to a free fall into the hell of heroin addiction to getting clean and coming back triumphantly in Newport in 1955 to signing with Columbia, the Rolls-Royce of record labels, to the first great quintet (Miles, John Coltrane, Paul Chambers, Red Garland, Philly Joe Jones) to replacing Garland with Bill Evans, to losing Evans, then bringing him back for Kind of Blue…

			After Kind of Blue Davis would continue to evolve incessantly, initially with that album’s sextet—minus Evans, who’d left to lead a trio of his own, and would maintain that format for the remainder of his career, and then without Coltrane, who became a leader and an artistic trailblazer in his own right. Then, in the early sixties, Miles formed a second great quintet, including saxophonist Wayne Shorter, pianist Herbie Hancock, drummer Tony Williams, and bassist Ron Carter. And then, in the late sixties, he abandoned acoustic jazz altogether, moving to the easy/uneasy blend of jazz and rock that would cause consternation among jazz purists and come to be known as fusion. Then, in 1975, plagued by profuse health problems and addictions, he left music altogether, not to return until 1981.

			Audiences and record buyers welcomed his comeback, though jazz’s zealous gatekeepers continued to fret about his stylistic excursions and commercial aspirations. Ever since Bitches Brew, jazz purists had been decrying what looked like naked commercialism on Miles’s part: many knives were sharpened for his every move. His 1985 Columbia album You’re Under Arrest contained, besides several original compositions, covers of two huge pop hits, Cyndi Lauper and Rob Hyman’s “Time After Time” and John Bettis and Steve Porcaro’s “Human Nature,” from Michael Jackson’s mega-selling album Thriller. Rolling Stone’s decidedly mixed review of You’re Under Arrest spoke of the CD’s “instant notoriety” in jazz circles.

			It didn’t help matters that Miles was inevitably compared with his “anointed heir and label mate, Wynton Marsalis.” Marsalis, a mere twenty-three but already world famous when You’re Under Arrest was released, was the purist-in-chief. A startlingly gifted trumpeter from a brilliant New Orleans jazz family, he first came on the scene in the late 1970s and immediately began making a splash, both with his playing—not only of jazz but also the classical trumpet repertoire—and his outspoken critiques of the contemporary jazz scene, most pointedly of his former idol, Miles Davis.

			The young trumpeter was highly opinionated and highly quotable, and from the beginning the music press, sniffing a possible feud, gave Marsalis’s venting about Miles—he even critiqued the outlandish outfits Miles had taken to wearing onstage, calling them “dresses”—plenty of column inches. The first time the two met, Miles said, “So here’s the police.”

			Meanwhile, behind the scenes, George Butler, the vice president for jazz A&R (artists and repertoire) of Davis and Marsalis’s mutual record label, Columbia, tried vigorously to get Davis to bestow his blessing on the up-and-comer, to little avail.

			“George [kept] trying to make friends out of [me and] Wynton Marsalis,” Miles told me. “Like, I’d be sketching, right? And the phone would ring. Cicely [Tyson] says, ‘It’s George.’

			“So I said, ‘What does he want? Can he tell you?’ She said no. So I answer the phone. Say, ‘George, what it is?’

			“He says, ‘Why don’t you call Wynton up?’

			“I say, ‘For what?’

			“He says, ‘Because it’s his birthday. He’s in St. Louis.’

			“I say, ‘Oh, George—’ ”

			I laughed.

			“See, you laughing,” Miles said. “But when that shit comes at you like that, you’re like, What? And Wynton and I get together and talk about music; he tells me he’s tired of playing classical. I said, ‘But you’re the only one playing it. Of our race. And you play it good.’ ”

			This is what Miles said he said to Marsalis. But in various public contexts he’d also potshotted right back, often asserting what he’d said after Marsalis recorded his first baroque concerto album in 1982 (and would repeat for posterity in his autobiography): “They got Wynton playing some old dead European music.”

			And in June of 1986 there had been an incident.
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			—

			
			The episode, at the first Vancouver Jazz Festival, was the most exciting thing that had happened in jazz for years, throwing a spotlight on a genre that, in American culture at large, had long since contracted into niche status. The event quickly took on folkloric dimensions. In some accounts, there had even been a threat of physical violence between the frail sixty-year-old Davis and the twenty-four-year-old Marsalis. In Wynton’s 2015 retelling, it all started with the goading of the three musicians who played with him at the festival—the drummer Jeff “Tain” Watts, the bassist Robert Hurst, and the pianist Marcus Roberts.

			The four were in a car approaching Vancouver, Marsalis recalled, when Roberts, Watts, and Hurst began teasing him about some belittling remarks Miles had made to the press about Wynton and his musical family, New Orleans jazz royalty (his father, Ellis Marsalis Jr., and his three brothers, Branford, Delfeayo, and Jason, were all renowned jazz musicians). How long was Wynton going to stand for this? they asked, jokingly. Was he scared of little old Miles? Davis was going to play that night, they pointed out, and they were off. Why not jump onstage with your horn, barge in on his act?

			When Wynton replied, seriously, that he had too much respect for Miles to do that, the others began laughing at him and playfully betting that he was too scared to face off with the great man. Marsalis laughed along with them as they raised the ante. When the bet reached $100 apiece, and Wynton saw that his bandmates were serious, he said he would do it. And so he did.

			According to a wire-service report,

			
				Wynton Marsalis surprised everyone—especially Miles Davis—when he walked onstage with his horn, uninvited and unannounced, as Davis and band were in the midst of a blues number. The upstart Marsalis approached the veteran Davis but Miles shook his head in a negative fashion. Instead of leaving, Marsalis walked to a microphone and began playing, which resulted in Davis stopping the music. The abashed Marsalis, who has always revered Davis, then walked off. “I don’t know why he was up there,” Miles said. “We have things that we do and we time everything. If he wants to jam, why doesn’t he go out to a club? I wonder what would happen if I did that?”

			

			As Miles recalled the incident in his autobiography, he and his band were playing to a standing-room-only crowd at an outdoor amphitheater. Engrossed in his music, he suddenly sensed a presence in his periphery, and saw the audience reacting strongly—and then Marsalis was standing right next to him and whispering in his ear, “They told me to come up here.”

			Miles was furious. “Get the fuck off the stage,” he said. Marsalis looked shocked. “Man, what the fuck are you doing up here on stage?” Davis said. “Get the fuck off the stage!”

			Miles stopped the band, he writes, because Marsalis “wouldn’t have fit in. Wynton can’t play the kind of shit we were playing.”

			Marsalis claimed that Davis was playing the organ when he walked onto the bandstand, and that the music was too loud for him to hear anything Miles said. Once the band stopped, Wynton recalled, Miles said a few words to him, but “fuck” wasn’t one of them. And even though Davis was physically fragile, Marsalis, remembering that the great trumpeter had once trained as a boxer, watched his hands carefully, certain that any kind of physical altercation would go in his, Wynton’s, favor, and wind up making him look like nothing but a bully.

			The story, Marsalis said, blew up out of all proportion to what had really happened or what he and his band ever thought it would be. And, he said, he never collected his $300.

			One more recollection should be heard: that of the trumpeter Wallace Roney, Miles’s friend and only certified protégé, who played at the festival in the drummer Tony Williams’s group and was in the audience that night. “Wynton walked onstage—Miles had just taken a solo,” Roney told me. “And Wynton went up and said, ‘Can I sit in?’ And Miles said, ‘What?’ First of all, his back was to him—Wynton said, ‘I would like to sit in, and anytime you want to sit in with my band, you can.’ [Miles said] ‘No. No. Get off the stage.’ And Wynton didn’t get off the stage, and Wynton just waited, and he took a solo. You should hear it. You’ll hear a big difference between Miles and Wynton, by the way. And then after one chorus of the blues, Miles cuts it off. And the people boo Miles. Miles says, ‘Get off my fucking stage, motherfucker.’ That’s what he said. And Wynton says, back to him, ‘Fuck you.’ And walks off the stage.

			“Now Wynton talks about, he didn’t want to do it, and his band [made him do it]—you know, it’s bullshit.”

			The truth may be a combination of all accounts, but let it not be forgotten that ambushing a musician—jumping up on stage in the middle of his set and trying to outplay, or “cut,” him—is an ancient and semi-honorable tradition in jazz, one that Miles himself had engaged in as a young man, and certainly one that Wynton Marsalis, the ultimate traditionalist, knew all about.

			

			—

			Wallace Roney brought a unique point of view to talking and thinking about Miles Davis. Born in Philadelphia in 1960, he was a musical prodigy who was found to have perfect pitch at age four. When Roney was small, his father, a passionate jazz fan also named Wallace, used to show the little boy off to friends by giving him what were essentially blindfold tests, playing records and asking his son to identify the musicians.

			“ ‘Who’s that on trumpet, little Wally?’

			“And I listened, I’d say, ‘Blue Mitchell!’ ”

			“ ‘Who you think is on saxophone there, Wally? Is that John Coltrane?’

			“And I listened, and I’d say, ‘Well, he’s not playing so many notes, and he’s got a bluesy thing—gotta be Hank Mobley, it’s not Coltrane.’ ” Roney smiled broadly as he recalled his father’s quizzes. “Trane had a dance to his playing, I would say,” he added.

			We were sitting in the cluttered living room of the trumpeter’s small house in Clifton, New Jersey, in the spring of 2019. Thirty years to the day, as it happened, after my first meeting with Miles. A gravel-voiced man with a huge belly, Roney drank periodically from a half-gallon bottle of fruit juice that sat on the floor in front of him as we spoke. Perhaps he was diabetic. As we spoke, Wallace Roney had less than a year to live: he would die of Covid-19-related illness in March 2020. He was a brilliant, undersung musician and an incisive analyst of jazz, genial, gentle, and generous, and the only musician of any sort who could ever claim to have been mentored by Miles Davis.

			Roney started playing trumpet at six and was awarded a scholarship to Philadelphia’s Settlement Music School, studying with the renowned teacher and Philadelphia Orchestra trumpeter Sigmund Hering. At twelve, he became the youngest member of the classical Philadelphia Brass Ensemble. But his real passion was for jazz: “Miles Davis! Coltrane! Herbie Hancock! Art Blakey! Bud Powell! I mean, Monk! I was all in at three years old! I was buying the latest Miles and Lee Morgan records at twelve years old, asking my grandmother for allowance!”

			When his parents divorced, he moved with his father to Washington, D.C., where he attended the Duke Ellington High School for the Arts. By the time he graduated, he had met and played for Dizzy Gillespie, Clark Terry, and Woody Shaw. Each trumpeter gave Roney praise and pointers, and he admired all of them, but his unmet idol was Miles Davis.

			Roney turned down an invitation to enroll at Juilliard in order to attend Howard University. While he was visiting New York City during the summer after his junior year, he sat in with Philly Joe Jones and then Art Blakey, who invited him to join the Jazz Messengers’ tour in Europe. The trumpet chair in the Messengers had previously been occupied by Wynton Marsalis, who had just left to tour with Herbie Hancock.

			In the fall of 1983, Columbia Records’ George Butler invited Roney to participate in a special event at Radio City Music Hall: “George came up to me and said, ‘Listen, we’re gonna do a tribute to Miles. And Miles is going to be there; his band’s gonna play. But for the first half we’re gonna have his alumni play, and I also want to do a thing where seven trumpet players come up and play a fanfare for Miles, then bring Miles up. Would you like to be one of them?’’’

			Roney shook his head. “Man, I was like, ‘Are you kidding?’ I would’ve paid to just go see the concert! So we did it”—the other trumpeters were Randy Brecker, Lew Soloff, Jimmy Owens, Art Farmer, Jon Faddis, and Maynard Ferguson—“and everything worked out fine. Then Art Farmer said to me, ‘Your man want to meet you.’ I said, ‘Really?’ He said, ‘Yeah. I know you want to meet your man. Your man want to meet you.’

			“We’re downstairs in the basement where the Rockettes are—that was our dressing room,” Roney said. “And you know, it’s a big, long place. And Art starts to walk to the elevator, and I stopped. And my brother [saxophonist Antoine Roney] and [the jazz drummer] Cindy Blackman was with me. And they said, ‘What’s wrong?’ I said, ‘Man, what if Miles say something that hurt my feelings?’ They said, ‘Man, you might not never get this chance again.’

			“All this I just told you took place in a matter of twenty seconds. Art didn’t even know that I stopped—you know, ’cause Art was older. He’s walking to the elevator; I finally jumped on the elevator with Art, I went up—I think Miles’s dressing room was on the fifth floor. And that’s how I first met Miles Davis. He said, ‘I heard you playing that stuff.’ ”

			Roney was imitating Miles’s voice. In the course of interviewing numerous jazz musicians, I’ve found that virtually everyone who ever met Miles Davis, myself included, loves to imitate that whispery, raspy voice: it brings him back to life a bit, in all his ornery brilliance. And it’s fun to say “motherfucker” a lot when you’re doing it—after all, the word appears on nearly every page of the Davis-Troupe memoir, often a number of times. Still, some who knew Miles well contend that this—and much else in the book—is more Quincy Troupe than Miles Davis. (Some have also contended that much in the book was lifted wholesale from previous interviews with Davis, or with others about him.) In any case, reducing Miles to “motherfucker” reduces him intolerably.

			“He said nice things,” Roney continued. “He gave me his phone number and asked me to call him the next day. And the next day—this is beautiful—I woke up like nine in the morning. Shit, I wish I could wake up like that now. And I’m looking at the clock, and I said to myself, ‘Should I call him?’ I thought, ‘I don’t want to call too early.’ So I’m watching the clock, each hour, thinking—and at twelve o’clock I finally called him up. And he tells me to come over, so I went over.”

			Roney didn’t go to Miles’s place at 312 West Seventy-seventh—the fabled five-story brownstone, formerly a Russian Orthodox church, was undergoing renovations. “It was Seventieth Street, West End, penthouse,” he told me. “Cicely’s place. A doorman. You know. So I go up there, and when they open the door, first thing Miles says to me—first thing”—he went back into his Miles imitation—“ ‘I never liked Brown—Clifford Brown. It’s not that I was jealous.’ First thing! I’m walking in the door!

			“ ‘It’s not that I was jealous of him,’ ” Roney-as-Miles said. “ ‘He was a nice enough guy; I just didn’t think he played as well as everybody said. Him and Max played fast all the time because Clifford couldn’t swing. And Max stopped swinging when he left Bird.’ ”

			Roney grinned in disbelief. “That’s the first thing he said.”

			He shook his head. “I didn’t say nothing; I ain’t arguing—well, why would I? Some people say, ‘Well, you should’ve—’ Well, y’all say that—I wanted to learn what he had to say. So I listened, you know. And from that point on, it was a beautiful—I would say protégé-mentor [relationship]. I would not say friends—I wasn’t on his level, to be considered a friend. I would just look at him as my idol.”

			And—Clifford Brown didn’t swing!—all other idols had to be struck down before the mentorship could properly proceed.

			

			—

			And acceptance of one, of necessity, meant rejection of others. Wynton Marsalis wasn’t lacking for important mentors—as a young man he’d come under the affectionate tutelage of the drummers Art Blakey and Elvin Jones, the trumpeter Doc Cheatham, even the great novelist and sometime jazz writer Ralph Ellison—but Miles Davis was in a category all his own, and it couldn’t have gone down easily for Marsalis that from the beginning he and his idol failed to hit it off.

			“Columbia Records and everybody was pushing Wynton as the next Miles,” Roney told me. “And Wynton was talking a lot of crap anyway. I don’t know if Miles realized that Wynton was talking a lot of crap. But when Miles heard Wynton, he wasn’t moved by Wynton’s playing. He really wasn’t moved by it—he felt that Wynton was just a guy that played classical music, that went to Juilliard—but as far as playing this music, there was nothing there. His technical facility didn’t translate. So Wynton talked shit about Miles because Miles didn’t like his playing.

			“But what really pissed Wynton off—and I think it pissed Columbia Records off—I think their PR department spent a lot of money promoting Wynton to be the next Miles. When Miles didn’t take to Wynton, they tried to write it off as, well, Miles wouldn’t take anybody—like a boxer. And then all of a sudden, the person they didn’t endorse is the person he did like! I think he heard me play that night in ’83, and he liked what he heard! He said he heard something that reminded him of himself, when he first heard Dizzy. And he decided, of all those cats, I like Wally! And then all of a sudden the word’s coming out, Wallace is hanging with Miles. And I could see Columbia Records saying, ‘We invested all that fucking PR money and he went for this one instead!’ ”

			

			—

			When Wallace Roney met Miles Davis in Davis’s Radio City dressing room, Miles asked him what horn he was playing, and Roney said that he didn’t own a horn—he was borrowing one from Giardinelli’s, a musical instrument repair shop on West Forty-sixth Street. And when Roney went up to Cicely Tyson’s penthouse, one of the first things Miles did, after putting Clifford Brown in his place, was to produce four Martin Committee trumpets and invite Roney to try them out.

			The four horns were lacquered in different colors—aquamarine, black and maroon, red, and silver—and the young musician had the giddily rising feeling that his idol was about to give one of them to him. “And I played ’em,” Roney told me, “and I saw the horn I wanted.”

			The horn he wanted was the aquamarine: a dazzlingly beautiful instrument with silver filigree and gold valve keys and tuning slide. The horn Miles gave him was the only slightly less dazzling black and maroon. Its monetary value, given its provenance, would have been in the low five figures; its value to Wallace Roney was incalculable, with a slight, inexpressible disappointment subtracted.

			Fast-forward to 1987.

			“I was going to Toronto with Tony Williams,” Roney remembered, “and as I was getting ready to leave, I got a phone call from Miles: ‘Wally—whatcha doin’?’ I said I was getting ready to go to my gig. ‘Come over.’

			“This was the Essex House. The lights is out, you know, it’s dark in there—we sittin’ on the couch. He not sayin’ much. He said, ‘What time is your gig?’ I had to be at the airport at eight or something like that. He got up and put on his coat and got his keys like he thought the gig was at the Vanguard—I said, no, it’s in Toronto.’ He said, ‘You better get goin’!’

			“We laughed, he gave me a hug, then he said, ‘Here.’ He handed me this little case. And I opened it up, and it was the blue trumpet.”
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			2 Dentist’s son

			Miles Davis’s investiture, unlike Wallace Roney’s, began with entitlement. Sometime in the mid- to late 1950s, nobody seems sure exactly when, someone hung the nickname Prince of Darkness on Davis, and while his literal and metaphorical darkness is a subject in itself (and one we will come to), he was a prince from the beginning.

			Miles Dewey Davis III came from privilege—or privilege as it was defined (and circumscribed) for African Americans in the early twentieth century: his people, on both sides, were what used to be called (by whites, with amused condescension; by Blacks, with a wide range of attitudes, from envy and contempt to admiration) “Colored aristocracy.” Both his parents came from Arkansas. His mother, Cleota, was a violinist, pianist, and music teacher. Miles didn’t know much about her side of the family, he said, but the maternal relatives he’d heard about and met “seemed to be middle class and a little uppity in their attitudes.”

			His father’s father, Miles I, was a prosperous Arkansas bookkeeper and landowner; Miles writes that around the turn of the century, jealous whites drove his grandfather off a five-hundred-acre parcel of land he’d bought, but a two-hundred-acre tract near Pine Bluffs, perhaps part of the original parcel, stayed in the family (there was a successful pig farm on the property), and Miles and his older sister and younger brother hunted, fished, and rode horses there as children.

			Miles Dewey Davis, Jr., was a dentist with a D.D.S. from Northwestern. As a newlywed he set up a practice in Chicago, but in 1925, around the time Miles Jr. and Cleota’s first child, Dorothy, was born, they moved to Alton, Illinois, a Mississippi River town some three hundred miles downstate and just eighteen miles north of St. Louis, Missouri. With a population of just under thirty thousand, Alton was a small city with a big history: in the years leading up to the Civil War it was a hotbed of abolitionism (Illinois was a free state, while Missouri, under the terms of the Compromise of 1820, was the sole Northern slave state; freedom was just across the river). The seventh Lincoln-Douglas debate was held in Alton in 1858, and a coauthor of the Thirteenth Amendment, Senator Lyman Trumbull, was an Alton resident.

			Alton also had a sizable and solid African American population, and the arrival of a young Black dentist, a successful practitioner and family man, was news in the community. In an article on a local fundraising event, the Alton Evening Telegraph of March 7, 1925, noted: “In the afternoon Madame Evelyn Horton of St. Louis, a well known hair dresser, will speak in regard to the new $6,000 building she expects to erect soon for members of her race. Dr. Miles D. Davis, a dentist of Chicago who is expecting to locate in Alton will also be present to address the meeting.”

			It was in Alton, on May 26, 1926, that Miles and Cleota welcomed their second child and first son into the world. The following year, perhaps because Dr. Davis wanted to expand his practice, the family moved to East St. Louis, Illinois, a city of seventy-five thousand directly across the river from St. Louis, Missouri. And it was here that Miles Davis III—called Junior by his family, a nickname he hated—grew up, at first in an apartment behind his father’s dental office, then in a small house at the corner of Kansas Street and North Seventeenth Avenue.

			It was not a happy household. Once the Depression hit, Miles’s father had to work harder to support a family that had grown used to living well; he was frequently absent, and when he was present, he and Cleota clashed frequently, sometimes violently. Nor did Miles and his mother—two “strong, independent personalities,” by his account—get along well, though he also found much to admire about her:

			
				My mother was a beautiful woman. She had a whole lot of style, with an East Indian, Carmen McRae look, and dark, nut-brown, smooth skin. High cheekbones and Indian-like hair. Big beautiful eyes. Me and my brother Vernon looked like her. She had mink coats, diamonds; she was a very glamorous woman who was into all kinds of hats and things…. She always dressed to kill. I got my looks from my mother and also my love of clothes and sense of style. I guess you could say I got whatever artistic talent I have from her also.

			

			For thousands of Black boys growing up in Jim Crow America after World War I and through the Depression, mastering a musical instrument with an eye toward playing professionally was a way of circumventing the dismally scant variety of career choices open to African Americans, a socially (and parentally) sanctioned path out of poverty. Miles Davis, by contrast, could afford to think about Art. He began playing trumpet at age nine; by the time he was twelve he realized music had become the most important thing in his life. Throughout junior high and high school he took lessons from a patient of his father’s, a Black jazz trumpeter and music teacher named Elwood Buchanan. Buchanan taught Miles to play with a clear, midrange tone, neither too high nor too low, and without vibrato: he would rap his student’s knuckles with a ruler if a wobble crept into a note. (Miles had to be restrained from imitating one of his early trumpet idols, Harry James, whose swaggering solos were built on a lusty vibrato.)

			The great trumpeter Clark Terry, also a St. Louis native and six years older than Miles, recalled meeting him then, through his friend Buchanan:

			
				Buch used to always tell me, “Man, you’ve got to come over here to school; you’ve got to hear this little dude. I’ve got a bad little dude over here.” So finally one day, I went over to Lincoln High in East St. Louis and met this little skinny mother. He was so thin that if you had turned him sideways, they would have marked him absent. He was very shy. He couldn’t look you in the eye; he would always look down and he spoke very softly. And I heard him play.

				Well, he was a bad little dude then; he really could play, even as a kid.

			

			Miles took additional lessons with Buchanan’s teacher Joseph Gustat, the principal trumpeter of the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra and a renowned pedagogue whom Bix Beiderbecke himself had once sought out for instruction. (After one look at Bix’s unorthodox fingering technique, Gustat decided the young cornetist’s talent would blossom more fully if left uncorrected.)

			And Miles Davis, renowned as a rebel throughout his career, was an obedient, diligent, curious student. He read everything he could on music theory; he played in the (all-Black) East St. Louis Lincoln High School marching band, and proudly wore its uniform. Clothes were important to him: following his mother’s lead, and the movie examples of Fred Astaire and Cary Grant, he took to dressing beautifully in Brooks Brothers suits, high-top pants, and tab-collar shirts so heavily starched, he recalled, that he could barely turn his neck in them.

			And he rode horses. In the early forties his father bought a three-hundred-acre farm in rural Millstadt, Illinois, about twenty-five miles south of East St. Louis. The main house was a twelve-room colonial with a white-columned porch in front; there were stables, with horses, and Miles and his sister and brother loved to ride them.

			Back at home he formed a jazz combo with a couple of friends, a piano player named Duke Brooks and a hunchback drummer, Nick Haywood; they played social clubs and church suppers in the St. Louis area and made some pocket money. He kept practicing and learning: he taught himself chromatic scales, and won respect from local musicians for the growing depth of his art. At Lincoln High he met his first girlfriend, the portentously named Irene Birth. She was a couple of years older than he, with light skin, a dancer’s slim body, and, Miles recalled years later, “pretty little feet.” It was Irene who dared Miles to call up a local bandleader named Eddie Randle and ask if he could audition for Randle’s Blue Devils, the ten-piece house band at the Rhumboogie Club, above the Elks Club on North Cardinal Avenue and Olive Street in downtown St. Louis.

			
				[image: ]
			

			He got the job, and with it key exposure to the big time. The Blue Devils were a tight, solid band that, over its brief existence, included not just Miles but also Clark Terry and tenor saxophonist Jimmy Forrest. Because the other members of the Blue Devils were grown men with day jobs, Miles, at age seventeen, became Randle’s music director, writing arrangements and setting up rehearsals. It was valuable technical experience, and good business experience, too. It prepared him for leadership.

			Even as the war raged overseas, the swing era kept swinging (although the loss of musicians to the draft accelerated the cross-fertilization of bands, as the leaders had to hustle continually to fill vacancies). Black and white big bands and territory bands—smaller aggregations usually playing lesser venues—crisscrossed the country by railroad or in their buses: St. Louis, along with Kansas City and Chicago, was a hotbed of musical talent, and an important stop for regal luminaries such as the bandleaders Duke Ellington, Count Basie, and Jimmie Lunceford. A lot of greats and future greats made it their business to go listen to the Blue Devils: Coleman Hawkins, Benny Carter, Roy Eldridge, Kenny Dorham, Fats Navarro, Sonny Stitt. Stitt, who was playing in Tiny Bradshaw’s band, asked Miles if he wanted to go on the road with them. Dr. Davis and Cleota vetoed the idea: after all, their son hadn’t yet graduated high school.

			Then he did, early, in January 1944. It was to be an eventful year for Miles in several ways. His parents separated. Irene gave birth to a daughter, whom Miles, despite his father’s heated allegations about Irene’s wayward ways, accepted as his; they named her Cheryl. And Billy Eckstine’s band came to town, with geniuses on board: Sarah Vaughan. Art Blakey. And Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie.

			

			—

			Wilmington, Delaware, June 9: three days after D-Day. Then on through the South in the dead of summer, mile after mile over two-lane blacktop in the un-air-conditioned band bus, an old Greyhound Silversides. Racks in the back for band jackets. No toilet. Windows wide open; hot breeze gusting in. Washington, D.C. North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Louisiana, Texas, Oklahoma, Missouri. As the band travels, some players are lost to the draft and others replace them. When the drummer Shadow Wilson goes off to the army, his chair is empty; a substitute—always inadequate—has to be recruited in every town. But when Art Blakey is persuaded to leave a gig in Boston and join Eckstine, the band’s sound begins to jell. Besides Dizzy and Bird, there are Gene Ammons and Lucky Thompson on tenor sax, Sonny Stitt on alto, Buddy Anderson on trumpet, Tommy Potter on bass. The great Tadd Dameron, helping Dizzy to write the arrangements. Sarah Vaughan, a musical phenomenon with perfect pitch and an infinitely supple voice, is like a great horn herself.

			“BILLY ECKSTINE The ROMANTIC SINGING MAESTRO AND HIS ORCHESTRA,” the newspaper ad bills them, with a sultry headshot of the leader in half shadow, leaning in romantically, his dark eyes pinning the viewer. And there is romance. Black audiences in clubs and ballrooms and auditoriums, in the thrall of the singer and his hot young orchestra, dance close and slow to the ballads; but then come the fast numbers, and because Dizzy has written these charts, and because these hot young players are impatient with the blues (and, truth be told, ashamed of it, too), there are a lot of them.

			“We didn’t have it easy; our type of music was more or less a concert style of jazz,” Eckstine remembered.

			
				People would start to dance, and then they’d turn around and listen. Sometimes our tempos were almost not danceable either. Diz made an arrangement of “Max Is Makin’ Wax,” which was way up there, featuring him and Bird. You couldn’t dance to that at all, but people would stand there and watch….

			

			“Our breathing and phrasing were different from all the other bands, and, naturally, we sounded very different,” Dizzy recalled. “There was no band that sounded like Billy Eckstine’s. Our attack was strong, and we were playing bebop, the modern style. No other band like this one existed in the world.”

			This was both good and bad news. “We never had any problem with the young musicians; they loved it; they loved the band,” Billy Eckstine said.

			
				Everywhere we’d go there was a following of young musicians. But the populace, in general, and the powers that be, that booked the bands, and the clubs were used to listening to a certain type of music. They were not thrilled by us coming in; young, wild, crazy young cats playing this style. I remember one place we worked the man wanted to give me some money to go downtown and buy some stock arrangements.

			

			The seeds are being sown both for bebop’s bright burst and its demise. The modern style is new and dazzlingly fast and thrilling, but you can’t dance to it. You can stand and listen to it, but it demands a lot of the listener: ultimately, in many ways, it is musicians’ music.

			Billy Eckstine understands that something remarkable is happening, and loves it. He loves this band, and they love him back. They call him B., or Mr. B. Dizzy plays tricks while the leader is singing—pointing to him and miming that his teeth are false, or that he is a man who likes to sleep with men. When Eckstine turns around to look, Gillespie is staring heavenward, angelically. Eckstine just smiles.

			The band unsettles Dallas and Fort Worth and Tulsa and Oklahoma City…and then heads up to St. Louis, where for the first time on the tour they’re booked for a two-week residency, in the grandest venue in town, the ominously named Club Plantation.

			The Plantation, owned by a minor local mafioso named Tony Scarpelli, is modeled after Chicago’s Grand Terrace and the Cotton Club in New York: a plush nightspot where the entertainment is Black and the clientele exclusively white. Because it serves only food, soft drinks, and drink setups—ice and glasses, but no liquor; customers bring their own—local laws allow it to stay open after 1:00 a.m. The Plantation is where Billy Eckstine, afraid of no man, Black or white, strides through the front door to lead the band’s first rehearsal and is promptly reminded—by a timid waiter? an imperious manager? Tony Scarpelli himself?—that colored entertainers are to use the rear entrance. And Mr. B.—tall, slim, and cool; immaculately dressed—gives the man that look and strides on in anyway.

			And this is where Charlie Parker, during a rehearsal break, goes up to each musician sitting with a cold drink and asks, “Did you drink from that glass?”—and on being told yes, proceeds to smash each glass on the floor, shouting, “This glass is contaminated!”—ten, twelve, fifteen times.

			The management of the Plantation takes his point. Thanks to Eckstine’s agents in New York, the residency is quickly switched to the Riviera, a grand establishment farther east on Delmar Boulevard, a place where the skin color of the clientele matches that of the performers. This is the place where, in that summer of ’44, one of those young musicians who follow Eckstine’s band, the quiet and shy Miles Davis, just turned eighteen, goes with his horn in a case and his friend Bobby Danzig by his side, hoping vaguely to be noticed and—why not dream big?—even asked to sit in alongside Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie in Billy Eckstine’s already legendary aggregation.

			The band’s reputation has preceded it, the word passing along the grapevine up from the South. And though Miles is pre-awed by Parker and Gillespie—two of the only five records he owns are Parker on “Hootie’s Blues,” with the Jay McShann band, and Gillespie on “Woody ’n’ You,” with Coleman Hawkins—seeing and hearing them play is a soul-jarring, life-changing experience: “I said, ‘What? What is this!?’ ” he remembered. “It was a motherfucker. Man, that shit was all up in my body. The way that band was playing music—that was all I wanted to hear.”

			And then, as in a dream, he was up there playing it with them.

			As Miles recollected, while he and his friend were listening to the band rehearse, a man came running up to him and asked him if he was a trumpet player. He was. Did he have a union card? He did. “So the guy said, ‘Come on, we need a trumpet player. Our trumpet got sick.’ ”

			The guy turned out to be Dizzy Gillespie. And the trumpet player who got sick was Buddy Anderson, who as it happened had introduced Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie in Kansas City four years earlier. Diagnosed with tuberculosis when he arrived in St. Louis, Anderson went home to Oklahoma City to recuperate and soon decided to retire, never to play trumpet seriously again. And Miles Davis got to sit in Buddy Anderson’s chair for the Eckstine band’s entire two-week stand at the Riviera—though the two weeks were more memorable to the eighteen-year-old than to anybody else. As Eckstine recalled, “Miles, you couldn’t even hear him past the reed section.”

			Quiet and shy, but now firmly resolved: “I decided right then and there,” Miles remembered, “that I had to leave St. Louis and live in New York City where all these bad musicians were.”
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			3 It must be heard with the brain and felt with the soul

			He arrives in Manhattan in September 1944, agog at the size and speed and bustle of the city of cities (and with the war still on, the town is also filled with soldiers and sailors) yet determined to make his mark in jazz’s epicenter. He knows he is destined for greatness. But the part of him that is still a dutiful son has agreed to his father’s condition for backing his move to the Big Apple: having passed a trumpet audition, Miles has enrolled at Juilliard, the music school of music schools, a place whose very name sparkles with the high gloss of high art.

			Davis will maintain in later years that Juilliard was just “a smokescreen, a stopover, a pretense I used to put me close to being around Bird and Diz”—Parker and Gillespie, by his account, having told him back in St. Louis to look them up if he got to New York. It’s the kind of thing people say, breezily, when they have to say something. Were they sincere, or was it just happy talk? How could Bird and Diz have known, given the travel schedule of the Eckstine band, that they would be in New York at the same time as Miles?

			In fact, Charlie Parker, “fed up with travel and eager to return to New York,” had left Eckstine in August, and Dizzy gave the bandleader his notice a few weeks later. Both were now free agents, and both were back in Manhattan. But Davis would have had no way of knowing this.

			No doubt the two geniuses felt for the earnest and quiet young trumpeter; whether they sensed future greatness is another question. Billy Eckstine, for his part, didn’t have the luxury of wondering about Miles’s potential. With the ruthless practicality bandleading demanded, Eckstine had replaced the trumpeter he couldn’t hear over the reeds with one he could, Marion “Boonie” Hazel, for the band’s next gig, at Chicago’s Regal Theatre. Miles recalled that the rejection dented his self-assurance for a while, but that playing a few gigs around St. Louis helped him to recover his confidence before heading east.

			His confidence was extraordinary. The eighteen-year-old spent his first weeks in New York going to classes at Juilliard—then on the far West Side at 122nd Street and Claremont Avenue—and making exploratory trips in Harlem to Minton’s and the Savoy Ballroom, and downtown to the clubs on Fifty-second Street, not just looking for Bird and Diz but also checking out the talent. The talent was superlative. But rather than being intimidated, Miles seems to have felt he was finding his peers, many of them barely older than he. At Minton’s he reencountered the twenty-one-year-old Florida trumpet wizard Theodore “Fats” Navarro, whom he’d first met and jammed with in St. Louis; he heard, and met, the Detroit vibraphonist Milt Jackson (age twenty-one) and the homegrown tenor saxophonist Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis (no relation), who, at just twenty-three, led the house band.

			After the Savoy and Minton’s, the smallness and shabbiness of the fabled 52nd Street clubs shocked Miles. The Three Deuces, in particular, had accumulated such renown that he expected it to be “all plush and shit.” Instead, the club’s tiny bandstand had barely enough room for a piano; the tables for the clientele were practically on top of one another. “East St. Louis and St. Louis had hipper-looking clubs,” Davis thought.

			It was the same up and down the Street. The clubs, located in the basements of the brownstones that lined the block, were former speakeasies, “long, low-ceilinged, narrow, and always looking more crowded than [they were],” little more than holes in the wall. “All the clubs were shaped like shoe boxes, and they had dingy canopies outside,” the jazz writer Leonard Feather remembered. “The tables were three inches square and the chairs were hard wood. The drinks were probably watered. They were miserable places. There was nothing to them except the music.”

			But oh, the music. Fifty-second Street was where audiences—white audiences—went to sit and listen, often not comprehending or approving, to the sea change in jazz. The big bands were dying; the music heard on the Street, the Charlie Parker chronicler Ross Russell wrote, came from “the streamlined band of the future”:

			
				Up front trumpet and saxophone reduced the instrumentation of the big band (seven brass and five reeds) to the lowest common denominator—one brass and one reed. Each horn was a section in itself. The horns played the unison parts. They also exchanged leads, invented counter themes, and, of course, took solos. In the hands of young jazzmen like Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie, everything that the big bands had been able to do was implied by the two horns, and a great deal more besides. The playing was a constant and creative process. There was no band book. No customer at the Deuces ever glimpsed so much as an arrangement or sheet of music paper. The tunes had no names, or numbers. They were simply tunes, heard and carried in the heads of the musicians. The names came later.

			

			The power of these new sounds, heard in close quarters, was startling, overwhelming. “The Parker-Gillespie sets were explosions of musical energy,” Russell continued.

			
				Listeners were rocked back on their heels and numbed by its force. The entire body of American jazz, from Bolden to Basie, was being subjected to an exhaustive re-examination. Beret at a rakish angle, goatee bobbing, Dizzy would center the horn against his lips and spurt forth festoons of notes. The saxophone would support his escalations, comment on his statements, underline, paraphrase, punctuate, and countervoice. The saxophone solos were still more brilliant. They seemed to begin where the trumpet had stopped. The saxophone was played with an accuracy and at a speed that made the listener’s hair stand on end. There had been nothing like this band since the King Oliver Creole Jazz Band, fresh up from New Orleans, with young Louis Armstrong on second cornet, opened at the Lincoln Gardens in Chicago in 1922.

			

			And one feature notably absent from the Fifty-second Street clubs was a dance floor. “We had finally come through to an age of concerts,” Dizzy Gillespie said.

			
				It became a listener’s groove, instead of just grooving with the dancing. I always liked dancing, but you can have a good time without dancing. Dancing won’t make you cry, and crying is a strong emotion. Somebody plays or something, and you say, “Man, I cried. I sat there and cried.” Sometimes you can listen to a groove so strong that it’ll throw your back outta whack.

			

			The music was changing, faster than even its most ardent fans realized. Swing itself, the marriage of jazz and popular dance music, was growing stale. “Jazz in the Swing Era was so frequently compromised by chuckleheaded bandleaders, most of them white, who diluted, sentimentalized, and undermined the work of dedicated musicians, that a bold new virtuosity was essential,” Gary Giddins writes.

			Practical conditions on the ground accelerated the revolution. An American Federation of Musicians strike meant no new records from the swing bands for over two years. Out in the territory, the big and medium-sized bands had been hit hard by wartime conditions, primarily fuel rationing and the draft, and the Black bands, usually playing to smaller audiences, were hit hardest of all. After the departures of Parker and Gillespie, Earl Hines lost another half dozen key musicians to conscription; his attention-getting solution, a “draft-proof” all-female string section, was a gimmick that didn’t pan out.

			And then there was the Federal Cabaret Tax, which, to aid the war effort, was hiked from 5 percent to 30 percent in 1944. The tariff hit music venues hard: the predictable result was a chilling effect on the hiring of big bands. The small groups that pioneered bebop, the quintets, quartets, and trios, were small for economic as well as artistic reasons, and the little clubs on the Street were the perfect setting for the explosion of the new music.

			Miles was disappointed with the clubs, but not with the music he heard. On his first visit to the Deuces, he took in a set led by the tenor sax master Don Byas, an elder statesman of the new music at age thirty-two. “I remember listening with awe to him playing all that shit on that little bitty stage,” Miles said.

			Then someone gave him Dizzy’s telephone number. With the impetuousness of youth, Miles simply called up his idol, and the generous-spirited Gillespie told him to come on over to the Harlem apartment where he lived with his wife, Lorraine. Lorraine Gillespie, ordinarily resistant to visiting (read: freeloading) jazz musicians, took at once to the baby-faced teenager. But though the Gillespies were welcoming, Dizzy had no idea where Bird was.

			Miles kept looking. One night he was hanging around outside the Three Deuces when the club’s manager, Sammy Kaye (not related to the bandleader of the same name), cast a beady eye on this small, very dark-skinned, very young-looking man and asked what he was doing there, telling him that he had to be eighteen to go into the club. Miles said that he was eighteen, and that he was looking for Bird. Kaye then launched into a tirade about what a lowlife drug addict and all-around bad influence Charlie Parker was. Miles, to whom none of this was news, stood impassively, eyes averted, while this white man went on and on. “Where are you from, son?” the man finally asked. Wincing at the appellation, Miles told him: East St. Louis. Sammy Kaye advised him to go back there.

			Instead of following Kaye’s advice, Davis writes, he walked across the street to the Onyx Club, where the great Coleman Hawkins was heading the bill. Miles was hanging around the entrance to the club, looking for any familiar face, perhaps someone from the Eckstine band, when Hawkins, on a break, stepped outside. The handsome, dapper, pencil-mustached saxophonist, forty that fall, was one of jazz’s true luminaries: super royalty. With the brashness of youth, and the persistent though as yet unconfirmed belief that he was somebody, too, Davis went over and introduced himself, informing the great man that he was going to Juilliard, but was really in New York to find and play with Charlie Parker. To Miles’s disappointment, Hawkins reacted exactly as Sammy Kaye had, laughing and telling Davis he “was too young to get mixed up with somebody like Bird.” Forgetting who he was talking to, Miles got mad. “Well, you know where he is or not?” he demanded.

			Hawkins told the upstart to try uptown, maybe Minton’s. Then he added: “My best advice to you is just finish your studies at Juilliard and forget Bird.”

			Of course Miles couldn’t forget Bird. Soon afterward he heard through the grapevine that Parker was going to jam at a Harlem club called the Heatwave. With his horn in hand just in case, he went to the club and planted himself at a table, primed and alert, one eye constantly on the door. After waiting in vain for hours, he finally decided to go out for a breath of fresh air. As he stood on the corner, he suddenly heard a voice behind him say, “Hey, Miles! I heard you been looking for me!”

			The first thing the fastidious Davis noticed was that Bird was a mess: baggy, wrinkled suit that looked as if he’d slept in it for days; puffy face; red eyes. But to the teenage trumpeter Parker was also the essence of confident cool. And when he walked Miles into the Heatwave with his arm around the young postulant’s shoulder, the crowd parting in awe, Miles was in.

			When Bird put his horn to his lips and began to blow, the “power and beauty just bursting out of
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