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ALL THAT’S JAZZ
BY CYDNEY HALPIN

I t�s with great sadness that I an-
nounce the death of longstand-
ing Board member and V.P.of 

Programming Mitchell Seidel who 
passed away June 2nd. The Board 
and I send our deepest condo-
lences to Mitchell�s girlfriend Liz 
Heuser Bevan, and to his family, 
friends, and colleagues. Mitchell 
will be greatly missed. Please see 
page 32 for detailed information.

J ersey Jazz LIVE! programming 
is on summer hiatus, but will 
return Sunday, October 5th with 

the Anaïs Reno Duo. Mark your cal-
endars and plan on spending the af-
ternoon swingin� with this wonderful 
singer along with pianist Jeb Patton.

Admission is $15 members, $20 
non-members. Doors open at 2:30 
p.m., concert starts at 3:00 p.m. 
Light refreshments for purchase. 
Free street parking is available. 

Madison Community Arts Cen-
ter, 10 Kings Road, Madison, NJ.

P erhaps you�d like to sponsor or 
co-sponsor a Jersey Jazz LIVE! 
event? Funding for the Jersey 

Jazz LIVE! events has been made 
possible, in part, by funds from Mor-
ris Arts though the New Jersey State 
Council on the Arts/ Department 
of State, a partner agency of the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts.

While we�re very grateful for this 
support, this funding doesn�t cover 
the full costs of our programming. 
If you or someone you know would 
like to help sponsor or co-sponsor 
one of these programs, please con-
tact me at pres@njjs.org or at 973-
229-0543 for more information.

D id spring cleaning �nd that 
you discovered jazz CDs, LPs 
and books that you�re no lon-

ger enjoying? Perhaps you�d con-
sider donating them to NJJS! 

Thanks to the ongoing dedica-
tion and e�orts of Board members 
James Pansulla and Jay Dougherty, 
generously donated �merchandise� 
is sold at speci�c events through-
out the year with the proceeds ben-
e�tting our LIVE! programming.

We�re seeking CDs and LPs re-
leased on the following 13 labels: 
Blue Note, Concord, Impulse, Mile-
stone, Mosaic, MusicMasters, Pres-
tige Riverside, Savant, Savoy, Stee-
plechase, Storyville, and Verve.

Please contact James Pansul-
la at jazzeducation@njjs.org or Jay 
Dougherty at info@njjs.org if you 
have an CD�s, LP�s or books you�d like 
to donate to NJJS. Arrangements can 
be made for local pick up or delivery. 

NJJS is a a quali�ed 501(c)(3) cul-
tural organization. All donations are tax 
deductible to the extent allowed by law.

T he �Jazz on the Back Deck� se-
ries at the Morris Museum is 
in full swing and Saturday, July 

will showcase the following: 7/3 
John Lee & Friends, 7/12 The Fumos, 
7/17 Bria Skonberg, and 7/24 Lynette 
Sheard. August will feature: 8/2 
Richard Baratta, 8/7 Cuarteto Lati-
noamericano, 8/8 The Alaya Project, 
and 8/14 Evan Sherman. The jazz 
series will end September 4th with 
Mike Davis and the New Wonders. 
All shows are at 7:30 p.m.. Bring a 
chair and a picnic. For information & 
tickets: https://morrismuseum.org/
outdoor-concerts-on-the-back-deck

Summertime, and the livin� is easy. � 

���� ��� ����
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A s someone whose passion for 
jazz developed when I lived in 
Japan in the mid-1960s, I was 

fascinated to learn that keyboard-
ist Leonieke Scheuble was spending 
nine weeks there to perform in the 
USA Pavilion at the Osaka Expo 2025.

Scheuble led a band called Leo-
nieke and the NY Groove which in-
cluded her father, Nick, on drums, 
guitarist Ilan Eisenzweig, and sax-
ophonist/
utist John Michalak. �I 
played Hammond organ the whole 
time,� she told me. �The organ was gra-
ciously provided by the partnership 
of Hammond/Suzuki Japan-USA.�

Thanks to Japanese organist 
Akiko Tsuruga, who now lives in 
New York, Scheuble was able to meet 
and hear several Japanese organists 
during her time away from the out-

Yutaka Terai. He�s a legend there 
and is just sensational. We also met 
and played with a trombonist, Nick 
Marshall, when we attended a ses-
sion in Kobe. Nick is originally from 
Canada but is now living in Japan.�

Another highlight took place in 
Yokohama where the organist Mi-
dori Ono invited Scheuble to come 
onstage and perform a duo organ 
piece with her��two organs facing 
each other. That was so much fun!�

The 23-year-old Scheuble esti-
mated that her band performed eight 
to 10 sets a week at the Expo for a total 

side Expo bandstand. �We reached 
out to Akiko,� Scheuble said, �and 
she explained that Osaka is known 
to be a very popular organ spot, and 
she got us in touch with a few excel-
lent female organists such as Midori 
Ono, Atsuko Hashimoto, and Yuki 
Hyoda. We went to hear each of them 
perform and became fast friends. It 
was a thrill to see how many jazz 
clubs housed Hammond organs.�

There were also opportunities 
for jam sessions, and one was with 
Japanese guitarist Hiroshi Hata. �We 
�rst saw him at the Expo in Osaka 
playing with saxophonist Harry Al-
len,� Scheuble said. �After that, ev-
eryone in our band went to a session 
he led in the days that followed and 
sat in. I played at a session in Kyoto 
with a 92-year-old guitarist named 

of about 80 performances. �After each 
performance, we would take photos 
with many people from the crowd, and 
they would often present us with gifts. 
One of the most touching experienc-
es I�ve ever had occurred on the last 
day of our performances. We were 
into June, and monsoon season had 
just begun. The rain was heavy, yet 
when we looked out into the crowd 
of umbrellas, we recognized many of 
the friends and familiar faces we had 
come to know. They bid us farewell 
with handwritten notes, desserts, and 
gifts of all kinds.� (The musicians were 
covered, but the audience wasn�t).

Although jazz is an original Amer-
ican art form, it�s clearly more popu-
lar outside the country�not only in 
Japan but throughout the rest of the 
world. �Performing in Japan,� said 
Scheuble, �was an absolute honor and 
a life-changing experience. I cannot 
wait to return again sometime soon.� 

Leonieke Scheuble�s Japanese Adventure

EDITOR’S CHOICE
BY SANFORD JOSEPHSON

Leonieke, right, with Midori Ono
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ABOUT NJJS
	 JOIN NJJS

	 Family/Individual $45  
(Family includes to 2 Adults and  
2 children under 18 years of age)

	 Family/Individual 3-Year $115
	 Musician Member $45 / 3-Year $90  

(one time only, renewal at standard 
basic membership level.)

	 Youth $15 - For people under  
21 years of age. Date of Birth Required.

	 Give-A-Gift $25 - Members in  
good standing may purchase  
unlimited gift memberships.  
Applies to New Memberships only.

	 Fan $75 - $99
	 Jazzer $100 - $249
	 Sideman $250 - $499
	 Bandleader $500+
	 Corporate Membership $1000

Members at Bandleader level and above and 
Corporate Memberships receive special benefits. 
Please contact Membership@njjs.org for details. 
The New Jersey Jazz Society is qualified as a 
tax exempt cultural organization under section 
501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, 
 Federal ID 23-7229339. Your contribution is  
tax-deductible to the full extent allowed by law. 
For more Information or to join, visit www.njjs.org 

	 MEMBER BENEFITS

	 You become an integral part of 
the NJJS community, and the 
history and future of jazz 

	 Access to 11 Digital Issues of our 
Award Winning Jersey Jazz Magazine 
� Featuring Articles, Interviews, 
Reviews, Events and More

	 Discounts to our Jersey Jazz 
LIVE! Sunday Concerts

	 Discounts at NJJS Sponsored 
Concerts & Events.

	 MUSICIAN MEMBERS

	 FREE Listing on NJJS.org �Musicians 
List� with Individual Website Link

	 FREE Gig Advertising in 
our Monthly eBlast

	 THE RECORD BIN

	 A collection of used CD�s & LP�s 
available at reduced prices at 
specific events and through 
mail order njjs.org/shop

F ounded in 1972, The New Jersey Jazz Society 
has diligently maintained its mission to promote 
and preserve America’s great art form—jazz. To 
accomplish our mission, we produce a monthly 

magazine, Jersey Jazz; sponsor live jazz events; and 
provide scholarships to New Jersey college students 
studying jazz. Through our outreach program 
Generations of Jazz, we provide interactive programs 
focused on the history of jazz. The Society is run by a 
board of directors who meet monthly to conduct Society 
business. NJJS membership is comprised of jazz devotees 
from all parts of the state, the country and the world.

Visit www.njjs.org or email info@njjs.org 
for more information on our programs and services
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JAZZ HISTORY

A t 6 feet 3 inches and 250 pounds, 
Canadian pianist Oscar Emman-
uel Peterson was an imposing 

�gure. He was gifted with perfect 
pitch and large hands that facilitated 
the development of unsurpassed key-
board technique. Classically trained 
and determined from an early age 
to excel in every situation he found 
himself in, it is hardly surprising that 
he became one of the most popular, 
ubiquitous, and important contrib-
utors to jazz of the 20th century.

Born in Montreal, Quebec, on 
August 15, 1925, to emigrees from 
the Caribbean, his career lasted over 
60 years. He would have celebrated 
his centennial birthday this August. 

He performed and recorded with 
just about every important musician 
spanning the swing, bebop and post-
bop eras including such iconic �gures 
as saxophonists Benny Carter, Cole-
man Hawkins, Charlie Parker, Ben 
Webster, and Lester Young; trumpet-

ers Louis Armstrong, Roy Eldridge, 
and Dizzy Gillespie; vibraphonists 
Lionel Hampton and Milt Jackson; 
and vocalists Ella Fitzgerald and Bil-
lie Holiday. As a leader, co-leader or 
featured artist, Peterson amassed 
nearly 160 albums, recorded in a vari-
ety of settings and for several labels.

His early in
uences were Teddy 
Wilson, Art Tatum, and Nat King Cole 
although he assimilated the rhythmic 
and harmonic complexities of bebop 
to formulate a compelling, hard driv-
ing style that, in concert hall or club, 
commanded the attention of audienc-
es and musicians alike. As an accom-
panist, he could light a �re under a 
horn soloist or provide the most sen-
sitive and supportive background for 
a vocalist. But he had his detractors 
who felt his exceptional technique 
fostered grandiloquence and lack of 
originality. Among his musical con-
temporaries, Miles Davis was one of 
the pianist�s most outspoken critics. 

Oscar Peterson: One of the 
Most Significant Contributors 

to Jazz of the 20th Century
He Performed and Recorded with Just About Every Important 

Musician Spanning the Swing, Bebop, and Post-Bop Eras
BY NOAL COHEN
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JAZZ HISTORY

Peterson won eight Grammy 
Awards including the Instrumen-
tal Soloist Lifetime Achievement 
Award in 1997. Among many other 
awards bestowed upon him were the 
Order of Canada (1972), the Glenn 
Gould Prize (1993) and the Praemi-
um Imperiale Medal (1999). He was 
the �rst jazz artist to win the latter.

Throughout his career Peterson 
was outspoken about racial intol-
erance of which he was a target on 
many occasions. He was also ap-
palled by the widespread scourge of 
drug abuse within the jazz world.

In 1992, he underwent two hip 
surgeries and then su�ered a stroke 
which resulted in lasting impairment 
of his left side. After a lengthy pe-
riod of convalescence and rehabili-
tation, he returned to performance 
but with diminished abilities. Pe-
terson died of kidney failure in his 
Mississauga, Ontario, home on De-
cember 23, 2007, at the age of 82.

Song Book (Verve, 1959) and Nigeri-
an Marketplace (Pablo Live, 1982).

In addition to his pianistic skills, 
Peterson was an accomplished singer 
with an approach strikingly similar 
to that of Nat King Cole. He record-
ed several vocal albums including 
Romance � The Vocal Styling of Os-
car Peterson (Verve, 1961) and With 
Respect to Nat (Limelight, 1966).

him were some of the �nest musi-
cians available including bassists Sam 
Jones, George Mraz, and Neils-Hen-
ning Ørsted Pedersen; guitarists Bar-
ney Kessel, Joe Pass, and Ulf Wak-
enius; and drummers Louis Hayes, 
Bobby Durham, and Martin Drew.

If I had to suggest an album that 
represents Peterson at his very best 
it would be Night Train from 1962 
with Brown and Thigpen (Verve Re-
cords) which got a �ve-star review 
from critic Leonard Feather in the 
October 10, 1963, issue of DownBeat 
Magazine. This recording session 
provides classic examples of blues 
improvisation and includes an early 
version of �Hymn to Freedom,� one 
of the better known of Peterson�s 
hundreds of compositions, which 
became an anthem of the Civil Rights 
Movement. Other albums worthy 
of mention are The Jazz Soul of Os-
car Peterson (Verve, 1959). Oscar 
Peterson Plays the George Gershwin 

The careers of Oscar Peterson and 
impresario/record company owner 
Norman Granz were interconnect-
ed over a period of 52 years. In 1950, 
Granz gave the pianist his �rst oppor-
tunity in the USA and installed him as 
the �house pianist� for his Jazz at the 
Philharmonic tours, allowing wide-
spread exposure as well as numerous 
recording opportunities on Granz�s 
record labels: Clef, Norgran, Verve, 
and Pablo. It is my opinion, and that of 
others, that the 1950s-early �60s were 
Peterson�s most productive years.

Most of Peterson�s substantial 
oeuvre involves exceptional trios and 
quartets, �rst piano, bass and gui-
tar (Herb Ellis 1953-1958) then with 
drums replacing guitar (Ed Thigpen 
1959-1965) and, towards the end of his 
career, the quartet format with both 
guitar and drums. Bassist Ray Brown 
was a frequent collaborator whose 
sense of time was the perfect �t for 
the pianist. Others who worked with 

Oscar Peterson in 1944. 
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JAZZ HISTORY

One of the people that George knew well and 
had taken lessons from was Oscar Peterson and, 
incipient event planner that he was, George came 
up with the idea of having the famous pianist 
appear at a jam session featuring some of Roch-
ester�s �young jazz stars.� The free concert was 
set for Friday, December 6, during the afternoon, 
at Strong Auditorium, on the University campus. 
Of course, when George invited me to partici-
pate in this event�even after getting a stern and 
intimidating lecture from him on the dynam-
ics of playing with Peterson�I was thrilled!

The other local musicians chosen for this 
unusual opportunity included twp Eastman stu-
dents, bassist Ron Carter from Ferndale, MI�at 
the time 20 years old and in his third year of 
undergraduate studies�and 17-year-old trum-
peter Waymon Reed (1940-1983) from Fayette-
ville, NC, who even at that young age sounded 
like a seasoned professional. Reed would go on 
to play with James Brown, Count Basie, and 
many other jazz and blues artists including Sarah 
Vaughan to whom he was married for three years.

was a pianist from New York City named George 
Schutz (1938-2007) who was active in the cam-
pus jazz society and, like me, a frequent visitor to 
local jazz clubs. At the time, George seemed old-
er and more erudite than I was, even though we 
were the same age. Although plagued with poor 
eyesight from early childhood, he had a strong 
personality and seemed to know everyone. He 
went on to become a noted impresario, producing 
both jazz and classical events. In 1966, he was 
one of the founders of the Mostly Mozart Festival.

I have a personal experience with Peterson from 
many decades ago that I would like to share with 
you. It was December 1957 in my hometown of 
cold and snowy Rochester, NY. I was 19 years old, 
in my junior year at the University of Rochester, 
and one of the few drummers in town capable 
of keeping time in a manner that simulated, to a 
degree, the approach of masters like Art Blakey, 
Philly Joe Jones and Max Roach. Rochester 
had many fine jazz musicians and the Eastman 
School of Music. Although this was years be-
fore it o�ered a jazz studies program, Eastman 
did have a few students interested in jazz.

The Oscar Peterson Trio with Herb Ellis (gui-
tar) and Ray Brown (bass) was booked into a 
local club called the Ridge Crest Inn for December 
3-8, 1957. (Remember when jazz groups would 
do a week in one place?) One of my classmates 

Sitting In with 
Oscar Peterson Nearly 
70 Years Ago

1957 jam session at the University of Rochester: 
From left, Noal Cohen, Chuck Mangione, Ron 
Carter (partially hidden), Waymon Reed, Benny 
Salzano (partially hidden), Oscar Peterson
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tar) and Ray Brown (bass), Peterson showed 
his enthusiastic audience that modern music 
has something more to o�er than the insipidity 
of [Pat] Boone or the cacophony of [Elvis] Pres-
ley. On the same stage were local hopefuls, not 
as advanced as Oscar, but definitely heading 
in the right direction � Peterson�s performance 
was unusual in one way�no admission fee was 
charged. This feat was made possible due to the 
fact that he is a former teacher of G. Schutz and 
agreed to perform as a personal favor to George.�

For the other young players who participated 
in this event, it was a stepping stone in their mu-
sical careers, possibly an important one. For me, 
it was a unique experience and one that I will nev-
er forget, even though just a few years later, I had 
abandoned any dreams of a career in music. �NC

er really secured a foothold in the jazz world.
As for the jam session performed by the 

sextet of Peterson and the five young local mu-
sicians, it turned out to be something of a disap-
pointment. Things got o� to a rather shaky start 
when Peterson misinterpreted Mangione�s count 
o� and the anticipated relaxed medium tempo 
blues became instead a rather tense slow blues. 
We also did Dizzy Gillespie�s bebop classic �Groo-
vin� High�, before the pianist�s trio with Brown 
and Ellis gave us and the unexpectedly large au-
dience a proper lesson in jazz performance � a 
classic teaching (and humbling) moment. Be-
cause the trio had to get to the evening�s gig at 
the club, we had no time to socialize and I never 
got to speak with Peterson or his trio mates.

A brief review in the campus newspaper 
(University of Rochester Campus Times, Decem-
ber 13, 1957) o�ered the following: �Strange as 
it may seem, modern jazz came to the UR last 
Friday in the person of one of the finest per-
formers in today�s ivory league, pianist Oscar 
Peterson. Ably accompanied by Herb Ellis (gui-

Carter graduated, as I did, in 1959 and went 
on to become one of the most recorded and in-
fluential of jazz bassists. Interestingly, despite 
their long careers, Carter (still very active at 
88) and Peterson never recorded together.

Rounding out the ensemble were twp high 
school students born and raised in Roches-
ter, 17-year-old trumpeter Chuck Mangione 
and his close friend 16-year-old tenor saxo-
phonist Benny Salzano (1941-2023). Mangi-
one was another prodigy who later received a 
B.M. degree from Eastman before embarking 
on a unique career that combined jazz quar-
tets with symphony orchestras in the 1970s. 
His fame and fortune made him one of Roch-
ester�s greatest musical success stories.

Salzano was an interesting character with 
a saxophone approach heavily influenced by 
Sonny Rollins. He also had a fascination with 
Russian history and was fluent in the language. 
He spent most of his life in New York City work-
ing as a Russian translator and playing club 
dates, but, either by fortune or design, nev-

Jam session 
producer 
George Schutz
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JAZZ ON THE BACK DECK

Bria Skonberg: Music from What It Means 
and a Hint of What�s Coming Next

�I Really Like Playing �The Beat Goes On�. It Kind of Pulls Your Ear in Three Directions.�
BY SANFORD JOSEPHSON

T rumpeter/vocalist Bria Skonberg 
plans to go back into the studio at 
the end of July or the beginning of 

August to record her next album. When 
she performs at the Morris Museum�s 
Back Deck concert series on July 17, 
she�ll �probably be �ne tuning some 
things,� and the audience will �get to 
hear a little bit of some new stu�.�

In addition, the Morris Museum 
crowd will de�nitely get to hear se-
lections from Skonberg�s last album, 
What It Means (Cellar Music: Sep-
tember 2024). That recording was 
named one of the Best Albums of 2024 
by DownBeat Magazine, earning a 
�ve-star Masterpieces designation. It 
pays homage to New Orleans, combin-
ing seasoned favorites such as Eddie 
DeLange and Louis Alter�s �Do You 
Know What It Means to Miss New Or-
leans� and Louis Armstrong�s �Cornet 
Chop Suey� with jazz-
avored versions 
of Sonny Bono�s �The Beat Goes On� 
and Van Morrison�s �Days Like This�. P
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DownBeat�s Larry Applebaum 
described the recording as �a program 
of standards and imaginative covers.� 
Jersey Jazz�s Joe Lang, wrote that 
Skonberg �always puts her unique 
take on each song ... and she does so 
e�ectively.� And, AllAboutJazz�s Je-
rome Wilson pointed out that Skon-
berg �continues her usual style of mix-
ing traditional jazz and soulful vocals 
with classic jazz and rock motifs ... 
This feels like an intimate celebration 
of the simple joys of home and neigh-
borhood.� Other selections include 
Sidney Bechet�s �Petit Fleur�; and 

�Comes Love�, now a jazz standard 
that was �rst sung by Judy Canova in 
the 1939 Broadway show, Yokel Boy. 

�Petit Fleur�, Skonberg said, �is 
a classic. I never get tired of hearing 
Sidney Bechet�s songs. There�s just a 
nice drama and romance and push-
pull that�s beautiful. We�ll probably do 
that one in Morristown. I�ve always 
done �Comes Love� as a showpiece 
closer but on Live at Emmet�s Place 
(streamed in April with tenor saxo-
phonist Chris Lewis) we opened it 
up for more solos and improvisation 
in the middle. Now, that�s part of the 
arrangement. That�s why I love play-
ing with di�erent people because you 
bring fresh ideas to the mix.� (Live 
at Emmet�s Place is a weekly live-
streamed concert series started by pi-
anist Emmet Cohen in his New York 

City apartment during the pandemic).
During the April Live at Emmet�s 

Place, Cohen described Skonberg�s 
trumpet playing as a combination 

�of Clark Terry and �Sweets� Edison.� 
Her whimsical reaction: �That works 
for me! Actually, leading up to that 
session, I was listening to a lot of 
Clark Terry, just to get in the zone.

�As time goes by,� she continued, 
�I have started to recognize my signa-
ture style�signature o�erings that 
are based on things that interest me, 

quirky arranging of something tra-
ditional, some sort of mashing up of 
grooves. How can I puzzle these two 
together in a way that accesses groovy 
and the blues? I really like playing 
�The Beat Goes On�. It kind of pulls 
your ear in three directions. There is 
Sonny Bono and Cher, but you put it 
over Lee Morgan�s �Sidewinder� as 
well as Buddy Rich�s version with 
the big band. We�re having a lot of 
fun, especially playing that one live.�

Skonberg�s quintet at the Morris 

Bria Skonberg and Benny Benack on the Jazz Cruise.

“I NEVER GET TIRED OF HEARING
SIDNEY BECHET SONGS.”
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Museum will include drummer Dar-
rian Douglas, bassist Eric Wheeler, 
pianist Joel Wenhardt, and saxophon-
ist Birsa Chatterjee. �I�m really excit-
ed about this combination and what 
we�re going to be able to do,� she said. 
Douglas has been in many of her previ-
ous bands. Wenhardt, she said, is �the 
next one to watch� on piano. �He can 
play Fats Waller to Herbie Hancock 
if he needs to.� Chatterjee, Education 
Coordinator for Jazz House Kids 
and recipient of the 2015 TD James 
Moody Scholarship, is currently tour-
ing with harpist Edmar Castanega. 
Wheeler has toured with pianist Cyrus 
Chestnut, vocalist Dee Dee Bridge-
water, and trumpeter Theo Croker.

What It Means was Skonberg�s 
�rst album in �ve years��the most 
tumultuous �ve years of my life to 
date�some good, some bad.� The bad, 
of course, was the pandemic. The good 
was that, �I became a parent. My son 
will be �ve this year. The result is that I 

feel like I�ve approached music making 
and recording with even more empa-
thy, connecting with people that are 
there, playing some things that make 
you feel good but address the emotions 
on a more subtle undercurrent. And, 
maybe now that I�m a parent, I want to 
make people feel like it�s going to be ok.�

In early 2024, Skonberg and fel-
low trumpeter/vocalist Benny Benack 
III headed a Jazz at Lincoln Center 
national tour called �Sing and Swing: 
Our American Songbook�. The tour 
was previewed in November 2023 at 
Dizzy�s Club and performed on the 

2024 Jazz Cruise before taking o� 
around the country for 10 weeks. 

Skonberg also performed a duet 
with Benack on Duke Ellington�s �In 
A Mellow Tone� on Benack�s 2023 
LaReserve/Bandstand Presents al-
bum, Third Time�s the Charm. Re-
viewing it for Jazz Bu�alo, Tony 
Zambito wrote: �One of the highlights 
of the album is Benack�s remark-
able collaboration with the incred-
ible Bria Skonberg on �In A Mellow 
Tone.� Their rendition of the song 
showcases their musical prowess as 
they alternate between singing and 

playing the trumpet, creating a truly 
memorable and special performance.�

What�s somewhat amazing is 
that, according to Skonberg, �Ben-
ny and I had never made music to-
gether until that recording. We had 
already signed up to do this huge 
tour. It was a little bit of a risk, a lit-
tle bit of a leap of faith. We did two 
versions of �In A Mellow Tone�, and 
the �rst take is what we kept. Mak-
ing music with Benny is easy for me 
because we�ve heard a lot of the same 
things. We have the same musical 
priorities when it comes to working 

Joel Wenhardt, says Skonberg, is 
�the next one to watch� on piano.

“I HAVE A LONG HISTORY WITH
MORRISTOWN, SPECIFICALLY, 

THE BICKFORD THEATRE.”
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with people. I love playing with him.�
Skonberg is originally from Chil-

liwack, British Columbia, Canada. 
She �rst performed in New York in 
2006 at an International Association 
for Jazz Education conference, and 
then began appearing at the Mor-
ris Museum�s Bickford Theatre in 
2008 before moving to New York in 
2010. She�s looking forward to the 
July Morristown concert. Anticipat-
ing good weather, she said, �Hope-

fully, we�ll be outside on the Back 
Deck, which should be super fun. I 
did play for this series a couple of 
years ago, and, of course, I have a 
long history with Morristown, spe-
ci�cally the Bickford Theatre.�

It seems like only yesterday that 
the 41-year-old Skonberg was a Ris-
ing Star. Now, she�s positioned to let 
us know about some of the stars of 
the next generation. In addition to 
the previously mentioned Wenhardt, 

she singled out trumpeters Summer 
Camargo, Kellin Hanas, Skylar Tang, 
Adrienne Bazile, Janelle Finton, Sar-
ah Uyar, Andrew Stevens, Alexan-
dra Ridout, Bell Thompson, Rachel 
Therrien, Leslie Vonner, and Kal Fer-
retti��There are so many!� She also 
mentioned alto saxophonist Veronica 
Leahy and tuba player Norah Nalepka.

Camargo, Hanas, Tang, Leahy, 
and Ferretti have all been featured as 
Jersey Jazz Rising Stars. Hanas was 
mentored by Skonberg three years 
ago as part of the Women in Jazz Or-
ganization program, and they played a 

concert together in May at the Inter-
national Trumpet Guild conference.

Skonberg also manages to carve 
out some time as a jazz educator. �Ed-
ucation is still a big part of what I do,� 
she said. �Right now, I�m teaching a 
course on Roy Eldridge at (JALC�s) 
Swing University. And, I �m still run-
ning a Jazz Camp in New York with 
(vocalist/guitarist) Molly Ryan.�

:	 The Morris Museum is located at 
6 Normandy Heights Road in Morris-
town, NJ. All Back Deck concerts be-
gin at 7:30 p.m. Attendees must bring 
their own chairs and are welcome to 
bring refreshments. Audience mem-
bers are welcome to arrive as early as 
6:30 p.m. to enjoy their picnics. In the 
event of inclement weather, the perfor-
mances will be held in the Museum�s 
Bickford Theatre (general admission 
seating). For more information or 
to order tickets, log onto morrismu-
seum.org or call (973) 971-3706.

The Back Deck Jazz Schedule

JUL ��	 �	 Bassist John Lee & Friends with Roberta Gambarini

JUL ��	 �	 Trumpeter/Vocalist Bria Skonberg

JUL ��	 �	 Vocalist Lynette Sheard

AUG ��	 �	 Drummer Richard Baratta

AUG ��	 �	 Drummer Evan Sherman

SEP ��	 �	 Trumpeter Mike Davis & The New Wonder

What It Means was named one of the 
Best Albums of 2024 by DownBeat



Celebrate the legacy of jazz legend 
Duke Ellington with Kinda Dukish, 
a tribute concert featuring James 
Langton's New York All Star Band. 
Experience the timeless sounds of 
Ellington's greatest hits, brought 
to life by top-tier jazz musicians in 
an unforgettable performance.

MANASQUAN, NJ

Tickets at 
AlgonquinArts.org
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J oe Farnsworth has been one of 
jazz�s most impressive, hardest 
swinging, and most sought-after 

drummers of the past few decades. 
Growing up in South Hadley, MA, 
Farnsworth came from a musical 
family and studied with greats such 
as Alan Dawson and Art Taylor ear-
ly on, while also attending William 
Paterson University. His skills and 
incredible adaptability led him to 
play and record with so many greats, 
such as pianist Harold Mabern, saxo-
phonists Benny Golson and Pharoah 

Sanders, and vocalists Jon Hendricks 
and Annie Ross, to name a few. 

 In addition to enhancing every 
group he plays with, Farnsworth has 
recorded several albums as a leader. 
His new album, The Big Room, is set 
for release on July 25 on Smoke Ses-
sion Records and features an all-star 
band: trumpeter Jeremy Pelt, alto 
saxophonist Sarah Hanahan, vibra-
phonist Joel Ross, pianist Emmet Co-
hen, and bassist Yasushi Nakamura. 

�The �big room�,� he explained, �is 
something I remember hearing Max 

Drummer�s New Album,  
Set for July Release, Honors  
the Legends He Grew Up With

�It�s Got That Vibe, That Swing, That Soul. It Was My Way 
of Saying Thank You to the Ones Who Built This Music ...�
BY JAY SWEET 

JOE FARNSWORTH’S ‘BIG ROOM’
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Roach and Jackie McLean talk about. 
I think maybe they picked it up from 
Charlie Parker. It�s like this next di-
mension you enter when you�re play-
ing, this space where there�s nothing 
there at �rst, but you can arrange 
everything however you want. You 
furnish it your way. It�s freedom. 
Pure freedom. You�re not thinking, 
you�re not strategizing�you�re just 
being. It�s like a fourth dimension. 

�Very few people get there,� he 
continued. �Coltrane did. Bird did. 
Max talked about doing it with Bird. I 
remember asking Billy Higgins once 
how he played the way he did, how he 
smiled so much while playing. And he 
said something like, �I�m just grate-
ful I get to live and play free, just be 
myself.� I didn�t understand it then, 
but the older I got, the more I felt it. 

�I spent so many years trying to 
sound like Max Roach or trying to �t 
in�playing with guys like Cedar Wal-

and mean what you say honestly.� 
He recalled playing with Ron 

Carter one time for �four nights, eight 
sets. We were so excited. Every tune, 
he just played quarter notes. Pound-
ing them into us. And it was beauti-
ful. But on the last song, he suddenly 
played this triplet�hit this note that 
stopped everything. It was so bad, in 

ton or following up Billy Higgins. I 
tried to play a perfect Max Roach solo 
for 40 years�and I never did. Not once. 
And when you�re chasing someone 
else�s perfection, it�s hard to be free. 
That�s what the �big room� is about: 
reaching that place where you�re mu-
sically, mentally, emotionally, and 
spiritually free, to say what you mean 

the best way. And he just looked at us 
as if to say, �Welcome to the big room.� 

�Man, that moment stuck with 
me. It was as if he had opened the 
door, let us peek in, and then closed it 
because we were �nally ready. I used 
to see Jackie McLean with Cedar 
Walton and Billy Higgins. They�d be 
playing �Lover�or �rhythm changes�, 
and the energy between them, espe-
cially the rhythmic thing Billy and 
Jackie had, was so intense.� (�Rhythm 
changes� is the name given to a pop-
ular 32-bar jazz chord progression 
based on George Gershwin�s �I Got 
Rhythm�. It�s a familiar arrangement 
used in jazz improvisation and is 
the basis for many jazz standards). 

To get to the �big room,� Farn-
sworth chose a special group of mu-
sicians, each with a unique sound 
and concept, and each representing 
a di�erent background and age de-
mographic. Was he was able to get 

JOE FARNSWORTH’S ‘BIG ROOM’

Sarah Hanahan, left, and Joe Farnsworth have been playing together since 
the pandemic. Said Farnsworth: �We�ve grown together musically.�
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�the big room� on this recording? 
�I was trying to. The �rst person, 

of course, was my friend Sarah Ha-
nahan, from Marlborough, Massa-
chusetts. We�ve been playing together 
since the pandemic started. We�ve 
traveled a lot and grown together 
musically. And, honestly, just before 
Covid hit, I lost three of my biggest 
mentors�people I based my whole 
musical life around: Harold Mab-
ern, Pharoah Sanders, and McCoy 
Tyner. When they passed and the 
world shut down, everything had to 
be reassessed. Everything. (Sarah 
Hanahan was a Jersey Jazz Rising 
Star in the September/October 2020 
issue. Her Blue Engine album, Among 
Giants, was named one of Down-
Beat�s 12 Best Albums of 2024).

�During that time, I saw Emmet 
Cohen doing all these livestreams 
and getting like 10 million views. I 
thought, �Let�s join in on the fun!� So 

we did one�and got about 10 people 
watching. The following week, 15. I 
joked, �At this rate, in 50 years we�ll 
catch up to Emmet.� But we kept going. 

�And then, one week, this young 
woman showed up holding an alto 
saxophone. The way she held it�it 
was like she was sparring, hitting the 
speed bag. It had that kind of ener-
gy. And then she sat in and played, 
and it was incredible. Playing with 
her gave me that same feeling I had 
when I played with Pharoah.. She 
became the focal point of the record. 
Then I just needed to surround her 
with people I love being around. 

�Emmet Cohen is a fantastic pia-
nist. I call him a modern-day Benny 
Golson. He brings this majestic energy 
to everything he does�musically, per-
sonally, spiritually. Yasushi Nakamura 
on bass is a young legend to me. His 
sound is royalty. His bass lines feel like 
Tommy Flanagan meets Billy Stray-

you�ve got Bill Russell anchoring the 
team, you just feel good. That�s what 
Jeremy brought. So yeah, I really do 
feel like we got to the Big Room.�

Farnsworth took a unique ap-
proach with the album, relying on each 
member to o�er a tune to showcase, 
not only their musicality as players, 
but also as composers. �The great thing 
about this record,� he said, is it�s a re-
cord. We made it like a vinyl. That�s 
what we grew up on, vinyl. It told a sto-
ry. You had 18 minutes on Side A, then 
you�d 
ip it over to Side B. There was a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. And it 
all worked together; it 
owed. So that�s 
how we approached this one. For ex-
ample, I knew if Sarah was going to of-
fer a tune like �Continuence�, I wouldn�t 
follow that up with something random. 
It had to go somewhere new. That�s 
where Joel Ross came in with �What 
Am I Waiting For�. His sound took 
us to a di�erent space we hadn�t ex-

horn meets Oscar Pettiford. You can 
go anywhere with him. I also brought 
in Joel Ross, whom I�d seen online 
but hadn�t played with before. He was 
everything I hoped for and more. And 
then, of course, Jeremy Pelt�a real 
pro�s pro. Having him there just gave 
me con�dence. It�s like going into a 
game seven , Celtics vs. Sixers, and 

JOE FARNSWORTH’S ‘BIG ROOM’

The Big Room will be released in 
July on Smoke Session Records. 
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plored before. He brought a spiritual 
dimension that expanded everything. 

�Then there was Jeremy Pelt. Ev-
ery time I put on a record, I always go 
looking for the blues. I want to hear 
how people play the blues. That�s how 
you really know what a band is about. 
So I asked Jeremy to write me a blues 
for this album, and that�s the role he 
played with �All Said and Done.� Em-
met Cohen wrote this tune �You Al-
ready Know� that we�ve been playing 
live, and I just love it. It�s freewheel-
ing. I didn�t have to overthink. I could 
just let go and play with energy and 
joy. And then there�s �Primetime�, a 
tune I wrote. That one�s an homage to 
Harold Mabern, Jackie McLean, Billy 
Higgins, Curtis Fuller�all the Blue 
Note cats I love. It�s got that vibe, that 
swing, that soul. It was my way of say-
ing thank you to the ones who built 
this music, who showed us the way. 
That�s how the album came together. 

Each piece served a purpose, contrib-
uting to a cohesive narrative arc from 
start to �nish. We weren�t just laying 
down tracks. We were telling a story. 

�We recorded the album at Smoke, 
which was special. What made it ex-
tra cool is that we weren�t in some 
isolated studio booth. We were up 
on the actual stage, just like we were 
playing a gig�only without an audi-
ence. That made all the di�erence. 
The sound, the feel; it had the ener-
gy of a live set. We knocked it out in 
about four hours. From September 
3-7 at Smoke, the whole band from 
the album will be back together, and 
we�ll bring this music to life, on the 
same stage where we recorded it.� 
(See Joe Farnsworth�s comments 
about the late Al Foster on page 44)

:	 To hear the full interview with Joe 
Farnsworth, along with a past inter-
view, go to The Jazz Real Book Podcast. 

JOE FARNSWORTH’S ‘BIG ROOM’ �������

�����������������
����������������������


����������������������


������	���������������������
����������������

�������������������������
� ›�›�������

	����������
�����������
������

������������������������������
��������������
��������������	���������������
������������������
����������

for an all-new season! for an all-new season! 

Fall 2025
events on sale  

Thursday, July 10
at noon
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I �rst saw Ben Collins-Siegel play pi-
ano in July 2019 at the Roselle Park 
Jazz Festival. Then a 12-year-old 

seventh grader at Maplewood Middle 
School, he led o� a performance by the 
JTole Jazz Orchestra of Thad Jones� 
�Counter Block�, written for the Count 
Basie Orchestra. It was stunning. 

JTole stands for Julius Tolenti-
no, the Jazz Director at Livingston, 
NJ�s Newark Academy and Director 
of the RP Festival. Collins-Siegel had 
already been studying with Tolentino 
and began attending Newark Academy 
in eighth grade. When I asked Tolen-

tino about that performance six years 
ago, he said, �He is playing well be-
yond his years and has a passion and 
drive for this music that is for real.�

Collins-Siegel graduated from 
Newark Academy last month and will 
be attending the University of Mi-
ami�s Frost School of Music in the fall 
on a full scholarship. He will be part 
of Frost�s Stamps Scholars Program, 
which forms a very selective cham-
ber ensemble every year. Three of the 
four years, the ensemble is a classical 
group. This fall it�s a jazz quintet.

Before he heads o� to Miami, 

Pianist Ben Collins-Siegel: Heading for 
Carnegie Hall This Summer

�A Formidable Technique, a Sophisticated Sense of Harmony, 
and a Great Feel�Especially for Such a Young Musician!�
BY SANFORD JOSEPHSON

RISING STAR
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though, the 18-year-old Collins-Sie-
gel will spend his summer as a mem-
ber of Carnegie Hall�s NYO Jazz 
Orchestra, one of 23 high school 
students from across the country 
selected to tour with this orchestra, 
led by trumpeter and Artistic Direc-
tor Sean Jones. The orchestra will 
present a concert at Carnegie Hall on 
Saturday, July 26, and then will tour 
Latin America. Vocalist Luciana Sou-
za will be a special guest performer.

At the time of our mid-June inter-
view, Collins-Siegel was beginning to 
play through the music for the Car-
negie Hall concert and tour, �to get a 
little more comfortable with it before 
we play together in person. None of us 
have played together yet. We meet at 
SUNY Purchase. We�ll have a couple 
of weeks to rehearse the music and 
then we perform at Carnegie Hall 
and tour for a couple of weeks.� The 
music will include works by Anto-

nio Carlos Jobim, Count Basie, and 
a Carnegie Hall-commissioned work 
by Cuban-American drummer and 
composer Dafnis Prieto. Jones is 

�incredibly excited to have Ben with 
NYO Jazz this summer. His audition 
was spectacular, and we�re sure he�ll 
be a welcome addition to the band.� 

Collins-Siegel recalled that he 
was �always set on going to a New 
York school for college�either Juil-
liard or the Manhattan School of Mu-
sic�because New York is the jazz cap-
ital of the world. But, I feel I�ve already 
experienced a lot of the New York 
scene since I live in New Jersey, and 
I�m pretty close by. I�m interested in 
having a di�erent experience, being in 
a di�erent environment, meeting new 
people, and immersing myself with 
di�erent people. I think I�ll get a more 
well-rounded experience at the Frost 
School of Music�more of a college 
experience. I can study non-musical 

classes like psychology and philoso-
phy, whereas if I was at a conservatory, 
it would be just focused on music.�

Another reason he was attracted to 
the Frost School was the opportunity 
to study with pianist Martin Bejera-
no, who is on the faculty. �He has a lot 
of Cuban in
uence; he�s very rooted 
in the tradition but also in a lot of con-
temporary music. Out of all the schools 
and all of the piano teachers, he�s the 
one I wanted to study with the most.�

Bejerano described Collins-Sie-
gel as �a wonderfully talented young 
pianist whose creativity, maturity, 
and musical taste immediately drew 
me to his playing. He possesses a 
formidable technique, a sophisti-
cated sense of harmony, and a great 
feel�especially for such a young 
musician! However, it is most im-
pressive how he uses these abilities 
in musical and intentional ways. I am 
very much looking forward to work-

RISING STAR
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At Steinway Hall with, from left, Russell Malone, trombonist Coleman Hughes, and Christian McBride. 
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ing with him these next four years!�
Collins-Siegel began playing pi-

ano at the age of four. A few years 
later, he started participating in the 
program at Jazz House Kids. His pri-
vate piano teacher for the past �ve 
or six years has been Bob Himmel-
berger, who Collins-Siegel said, �has 
been such a meaningful mentor in my 
life. He really exposes me to a lot of 
challenging music and gets me really 
comfortable playing a lot of tunes that 
have complicated chord changes.� 

Himmelberger, who teaches 
at Newark Academy, remembered 
meeting Collins-Siegel when the 
pianist was 12 years old. �He stud-
ied classical and some jazz before he 
met me, so he could read music. He 
also had perfect pitch, but not just 
hearing single notes�he could hear 
all the inner voices of the chords. 
Plus, he could remember lines that 
a soloist played and play them back 
in tempo with small �ngers. For in-

stance, he knew all the tunes from 
a Louis and Ella album, including 
intros and endings, which is crazy, 
as if he did this in a previous life.

�There are so many things that 
we went through together,� Him-
melberger said, �checking out all the 
greats, from Bud Powell to Bill Evans, 
Chick Corea, Wynton Kelly. I�m so 
grateful for the experience and priv-
ilege of meeting and teaching Ben.�

When Collins-Siegel played 
�Counter Block� in 2019, he hadn�t 

been playing jazz that long. �But, Mr. 
T is such a great educator,� he said. 
�He has the right balance about bring-
ing it down to your level but challeng-
ing you to play beyond your comfort 
zone. I remember being so nervous 
to play that in front of hundreds of 
people. Just the experience of work-
ing through that intro and getting it 
right got me playing to the next level.�

Six years since that performance, 
Tolentino simply said, �Ben�BCS as 
we call him�is an incredible talent. 

I�ve been fortunate to work with him 
at Newark Academy since middle 
school. By sophomore year, I started 
bringing him on my own gigs, where 
he�s played alongside greats like 
(trumpeter) Bruce Harris, (trumpet-
er) Josh Evans, (trombonist) Steve 
Davis, (bassist) Mike Karn, and 
(drummer) Winard Harper. Through 
Karn, he even began subbing with 
the John Pizzarelli Trio. He�s grown 
tremendously, and I�m excited to 
see him continue his journey at the 
Frost School in the Stamps Group.�

While attending middle school 
and high school, Collins-Siegel has 
collected a long list of musical awards 
and accomplishments. They include: 
Outstanding Soloist awards at the 
Charles Mingus Festival & High 
School Competition, being part of 
the Next Generation Jazz Orches-
tra at the Monterey Jazz Festival, 
playing solo piano at Jazz at Lincoln 
Center�s Gala, being named a 2023 

Collins-Siegel at June 2022 Jersey Jazz LIVE! concert

P
H

O
TO

 B
Y

 M
IT

C
H

E
LL

 S
E

ID
E

L






















































