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JAZZ 
Looking Back at Newport 
By WILL FRIEDWALD 

    When George Wein stands on the podium at The Supper Club this evening and announces the lineup of the 30th JVC Jazz Festival, most of us will scarcely be able to believe it. Can it really be 30 years since he instituted JVC here in New York, and 50 since he mounted the first important American jazz festival at Newport? Mr. Wein walks with a cane now, but otherwise he is no shorter or balder than when he produced his first festival in 1954. 

    When most of us turn 50, the last thing we feel like doing is letting anyone know.The 50th of the Newport Jazz Festival, however, is being celebrated. Shortly before last year’s festival, Mr. Wein published his long-awaited autobiography,“Myself Among Others” (Da Capo Press), out this month in paperback. In June, Sony Music Legacy will release “Happy Birthday Newport: 50 Swinging Years” (C3K 89076) a three-CD box compiled and annotated in a highly personal manner by Mr. Wein. 

    But one of the most remarkable documents of the festival’s early years was rather quietly issued on DVD a few months ago by Music Video Distributors, “The 1962 Newport Jazz Festival” (MVD DJ-863). This 50-minute featurette, produced and directed by Buddy Bregman, captures a key year in the development of the festival. 

    In 1960, a riot broke out among the beer-swigging teenagers who were then Newport’s primary audience, and the city fathers shut down the festival. Newport went without jazz for only a year, however, and in the summer of 1962 Mr.Wein returned with one of the strongest festivals ever. 

    The line-up included Oscar Peterson, Roland Kirk, Ruby Braff, Pee Wee Russell, the acclaimed gospel group the Clara Ward Singers, the vocal trio of Lambert, Hendricks and Bavan, and Duke Ellington and Count Basie and their orchestras, the latter with singers Jimmy Rushing and Joe Williams. All are featured on the new DVD. 

    “The 1962 Newport Jazz Festival” is a follow-up to “Jazz on a Summer’s Day,” the very successful concert film of the 1958 “Jazz On A Summer’s Day” by Bert Stern and Aram Avakian. (New Yorker Films B00003OSU4). But “Jazz on a Summer’s Day” is both great and frustrating in equal parts, and the 1962 films suffers from some of the same problems that beset the earlier picture — primarily, far too much footage is devoted to nonmusical distractions. 

    When we want to look at the remarkable footage of Thelonious Monk in his prime, for instance, Stern cut to sailboat races instead. The 1962 effort insists on cutting away to such drama as the police instructing attendees where to park just when we want to be looking at Oscar Peterson. In the middle of a solo by the great clarinetist Pee Wee Russell (itself a rare commodity on film), the film cuts away to the crowd, and then fades completely, even before the band can finish. 

    Unlike the 1956 film, the less ambitious 1962 picture is only black and white. A pristine original negative of the film would be a remarkable thing — but, alas, the MVD version, like every other copy I have ever seen of this valuable document, looks like a ninthgeneration duplicate of a Xerox of the original print. The movie also cuts rather abruptly between acts filmed in the day and at night. 

    The picture opens, for instance, with crowds lining up to buy tickets as we hear the greatest of all Oscar Peterson Trios (with Ray Brown, bass, and Ed Thigpen, drums) hammering out a blues. After Peterson’s sunny opener, we get two nighttime numbers by Lambert, Hendricks and Bavan in proper evening wear , and the best document ever of David Lambert’s amazing breakdancing technique. 

    Back in the daytime, Basie does what he did best, laying out a spare simple blues line; the filmmakers, of course, cut to a guy who looks like Popeye with a cigarette holder.The tempo picks up and the band sounds its New Testament best on Thad Jones’s “The Elder,” featuring Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis, but the sound and image we can’t forget are “Goin’ To Chicago”: Jimmy Rushing beams with an avuncular glow while Joe Williams, his successor as Count Basie’s major male vocalist, joins him. 

    Any film of the great Rushing with the Basie band is a treasure, but this 1962 reunion is particularly valuable as the only film of both of Basie’s resident blues shouters crossing a cadenza.They look as good together as they sound, the rotund Mr. Five by Five Rushing, in an enormous black suit, and the towering Williams in shimmering white. 

    Someday, I pray, someone will find the original unedited footage, show us at least some of the hours of footage they must have shot, and restore the sound and picture to optimum quality. Until then, the “Newport 1962” performance film will have to do — and it does.
