
In recent years, Steve Wilson, long unfairly labeled the “quintessential sideman,” has emerged as one the leading alto saxophonists of our time and as a master of the difficult soprano saxophone. His rightful ascendance was marked by a week-long 50th birthday fest at the Jazz Standard that featured his long-lived quartet with Bruce Barth, Adam Cruz, and Ed Howard plus a lineup of stellar guests and friends. I only made it to a couple of the events, but I vividly recall the quality of the music – often tunes Wilson wrote for friends – James Williams and Billy Childs for example - and that the room was filled with his fellow musicians – it was a fitting tribute.


This December JazzNights presents Mr. Wilson with one of his several working groups, Wilsonian's Grain, recorded last year in an excellent, epinominous CD.  


I caught them at the Jazz Standard last May, and they were fabulous, beginning with Monk's classic,  "Well, You Needn't" which also opens the CD, and again playing tunes for friends - "Perry Street," for fellow saxophonist Rich Perry, for example. I like that kind of tribute - there is a counterpart in chemistry - naming molecules for your friends. I did that a lot. This group has been together for several years and it really shows. They are tight, yet they provide the requisite looseness that enables creativity. In the midst of "Well, You Neednt" for example pianist Orrin Evans slows the frantic pace, then quotes a different Monk tune within this Monk classic. I'll spare you more comments from my semi-intelligible notes; instead here are Mr. Wilson's own thoughts on Wilsonian's Grain: 

"Old Socks with New Shoes... "I've had a vast amount of playing experiences over the past ten years, with some of my jazz heroes, and with many, many friends. These last ten years have been fruitful and so rewarding, and had a profound influence on me. Now, I'm really interested in re-examining some of my earlier compositions that had not yet been fully explored on the bandstand, with this new band of old friends. It's like putting on old socks with new shoes." 


A few years ago, "Hot House," the monthly preview of what's happening in jazz in New York, said, when Orrin Evans must have been all of 23 or 24, he's "The clear-cut best pianist of his time." I wouldn't argue. Since then, his work has born out this remarkable assessment.


Mr. Evans is a "local," born in Trenton and raised in Philadelphia. He studied classical piano with Charles Pettaway and jazz piano with Kenny Barron. Not a bad education! He grew up in a home filled with artists - his mother is a classically trained vocalist, and his father was Donald T. Evans, a playwright of distinction who taught at local universities, including Princeton, for many years. It is possible that some of you remember Donald Evans as the Recreation Coordinator of the former Princeton Youth Center, now reincarnated in a way as the Paul Robeson Center for the Arts. I first heard Orrin Evans at the semi-finals of the 1999 Monk Competition in DC. By the way, those semis make a great outing. Unlike the finals, which are a media event, the semis are informal (and free!). You hear about 12 musicians competing for the four finalist places, and it is just a wonderful time. That year, the list of competitors was especially stellar. Eric Lewis, Jeb Patton, Helen Sung, Sam Yahel, and John Stetch are among the young artists currently building splendid careers. Mr. Evans finished second to Mr. Lewis that year, but is now in my opinion the most interesting, along with Helen Sung, of that fine group. Over the succeeding years, his work has refined, deepened, and become more abstract. His playing remains often percussive, and he still favors repeated notes or short phrases that build remarkable tension, but he's fully capable of a beautiful ballad, and tour-de-force jazz and "songbook" standards. Mr. Evans seems to favor old, rarely played tunes that have fallen into disuse. Rocking Chair, That Old Feeling, and I Want to Be Happy are typical examples. But they surely do not re-emerge in Evans' work in old-style treatments. Rocking Chair on "Grown Folk Bizness," is a dazzling solo performance in which Evans never strays far from the melody, or at least very close variations on it. At times, the tune becomes a duet between his two hands; it is spectacularly understated, and very effective.


For over ten years Mr. Evans has been one of the mainstay pianists with the Mingus Big Band in New York. You can often hear him with that organization, dedicated to the music of Charles Mingus, and masters of "organized chaos,"  at the Jazz Standard. His tenure with the MBB is presumably the foundation for his own big band, The Captain Black Big Band, which plays many Mondays  at Smoke. I heard them play there recently and can highly recommend both the club and the CBBB.


Bill Stewart and Ugonna Okegwo complete the group, and both are stalwarts. Mr. Stewart is a "musician's musician" - here are some comments from his fellows:

“Words can’t express how much I admire his drumming…”







John Scofield

“He’s a musician who plays the drums. There are a lot of great drummers out there, but Bill is a total musician. He hears everything that’s going on.”






            Peter Bernstein

“And just his grasp of tempo. Set a tempo on a song, he’s got this feeling of it that’s very unique. You just get used to that: you play with Bill for a week and then you go play with someone else, and it’s like, ‘Wow, that was really something special.’”

                                                                         Doug Weiss


Ugonna Okegwo moved from Berlin to New York in 1989 and since then has been a regular with some of New York's best groups - the Jackie Terrasson Trio, Tom Harrell's groups, and the Bruce Barth Trio, to name just a few. Here is a quote from a glowing review of his first CD as a leader:

"UOniverse, bassist Ugonna Okegwo’s first record as a leader, is a superior statement from a superior musician. Long known for his sideman work with Jacky Terrasson and Tom Harrell (and as a New York bass mainstay), Okegwo... [is] Okegwo is deeply creative within a mainstream context, shining new light on standards like ‘Never Let Me Go,’ ‘Cherokee’ and Monk’s ‘Let’s Call This’. As a bassist, he has never been more solid; his approach draws together funk and jazz influences with soulful precision. ...Highly recommended."






Don Williamson

Wilsonian's Grain CD:  Live in New York, The Vanguard Sessions, Random Act Records, 2015
