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The new issuance of a record date first released a mere twelve and a half . 
years ago may hardly seem a momentous occasion, but in the instance of 
this recording it is indeed both historically significant and a cause for cele- | 

bration. Recorded in July of 1991, Megawatts was to be Jeff Tain Watts' debut disc 
as a leader, but contractual complications prevented its distribution as such and 
led to its release under the somewhat amorphous heading of Jazz From Keystone, j, 
with the title Thunder and Rainbows. Without Watts' valuable name up front to draw 
attention to the date it failed to receive its rightful recognition and remained a hid- ; 
den treasure. Now rid of the unproductive business restraints that so often hinder the f 
artistic process, this music can finally be brought to a larger listening audience in its 
originally intended form. 

Perhaps more important than the date's discographical significance as the first 
recording led by Watts, the most important drummer-leader of his generation, is the 
disc's existence as one of two trio sessions featuring the late great Kenny Kirkland 
at the piano (the other being Bob Hurst's One For Namesake). Kirkland, who tragi¬ 
cally passed away at the age of 43 in 1998, recorded somewhat prolifically as a 
sideman from his early days with Elvin Jones to his pivotal role as a member of 
Wynton Maralis's first quintet, then finally as the pianist in both the Branford Marsalis i 
and Kenny Garrett quartets (and was known to an even wider public for his work 
with Sting and on the Tonight Show), but sadly made only one record as a leader i 
and that date featured him in several different configurations in which he shared 
the spotlight with many other great musicians. Here we get to hear his incredibly 
beautiful playing in a purer, unadulterated form that accurately documents the 
timeless greatness of a talent that is truly missed. 

The trio of Jeff Watts, Kenny Kirkland and Charles Fambrough first united as the 
rhythm section of that first great Wynton Marsalis Quintet and played together for 
more than two years in the group that set jazz on its ear with its further exploration 

of the musical concepts that were born of the Miles Davis Quintet with Wayne 
Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Ron Carter and Tony Williams. Following the (overly) well- 
publicized rift that resulted in the disbanding of the Marsalis quintet when Kirkland 
left with Branford to tour with Sting, Tain was reunited with the pianist in Branford's 
new band and the two remained almost constant rhythm section mates for the 
duration of Kirkland's life. It was Fambrough, who had previously left Wynton's 
band to lead his own groups, that organized this date to feature on its own the unit 
that had propelled Marsalis to stardom. 

Charles Fambrough has already made a name for himself before joining 
Marsalis through years of experience performing with Grover Washington, Jr., 
McCoy Tyner and Art Blakey, in the famous edition of the Jazz Messengers that 
introduced the young trumpeter to the world. Speaking of the affinity he feels for 
Fambrough, Watts notes, "Broski's from Pennsylvania, like me and he loves to swing. 
He's a great writer, a great writer (the drummer features four of the bassist's com¬ 
positions on the date) and he has a great energy personally and musically that's 
very cool . . . We worked together for more than a couple of years with Wynton 
(and with Kenny) and came together not just as a rhythm section, but hanging out 
after the gig. 

Watts is effusive when speaking of his long musical relationship with Kirkland. 
"I'm spoiled by that," he says. "When people talk about other piano players I real¬ 
ly can't comment that much because I started off with someone who was on such 
a high level. Wynton's band was equal to more than the sum of its parts and Kenny 
was pretty much the best one in the band from the beginning. He was always very 
far ahead. He had a lot of knowledge theoretically and he had a lot of aesthetic 
information that he had picked up along the way. He knew when to be studious 
and when to let the spirit take over. He had a lot of jazz vocabulary, of course, but 
then much of what made him great was his stylistic thing - really trying to play dif- 



ferent music purely for what it was. There's the way he could play around with the 
beat from what he learned from playing Latin - stuff he got from working with Jerry 
Gonzalez and Don Alias. That concept. It's really deep that he could be so lyrical 
but at the same time his sound was so thick and he knew how to use the weight of 
it. It was like having another drummer in the rhythm section." 

Tain also credits Kirkland with helping him develop his own (obviously Elvin 
Jones inspired) style on the drums, one that is best described as groove oriented 
without being locked into a heavy in-the-pocket beat, leaving him the option to play 
innovative rhythmic lines not tied down by bar structures. "Kenny helped me more 
open in my playing because he was so open. It's a looser interpretation of where 
the groove is. We're really trying to be in two places at the same time. Trying to swing 
- to really swing and also refer to the arrangement in a way like something Art 
Blakey was so great at, but at the same time having a dialogue that's not inhibited 
by bar lines and conventional phrasing." 

Wayne Shorter's Black Nile starts the date off conventionally enough, letting lis¬ 
teners know first that the trio can swing straight ahead with the best of them, but 
then also that the group has its own way of treating the tradition. Tain notes, 
"Nobody swings harder than Kenny. He had that Wynton Kelly thing for the basic 
groove feeling for the less modern material, then for the more burning out stuff his 
articulation comes out of McCoy, even Chick Corea for certain lines." Listen to how 
deftly the pianist quotes Softly As A Morning Sunrise in his solo and reprises it later. 
What is so remarkable is not how he manages to make it fit (twice), but the way he 
uses the quote within his own supremely melodic phrasing. Fambrough has a short 
solo effectively displaying his excellent tone and rhythmic elasticity. Tain's untamed 
playing throughout, particularly in his uninhibited drum solo, provides the tune with 
the added dose of excitement that is this trio's hallmark. 

The beautiful ballad Alycia, a dedication by Charles Fambrough to his young 
daughter, highlights each of the players' sensitivity. Kenny's expressive phrasing of 
the melody recalls Stevie Wonder's Isn't She Lovely and shows just how much 
feeling he can manage to mine from every note he plays. "There are only flashes 
of anything technical; he's not trying to be deep harmonically or anything," the 
leader points out, "he's really just trying to sing and be lyrical. He could take a real¬ 
ly simple tune and without changing it just make it a whole lot more palatable. 
He's not ashamed to play pretty." Pretty also best describes the composer's emo¬ 
tional bass solo, as well as Tains's sensitive accompaniment on the drums. 

Watts's The Impaler is a powerful piece named for Dracula, the character 
with whom Tain admits a fascination, in the tradition of Philly Joe Jones. "The blow¬ 
ing section is inspired by a Coltrane composition on Transition and, as many peo¬ 
ple know, the vamp is a permutation of Skin Tight by the Ohio Players," the writer 
freely admits. This early version of the tune clearly demonstrates Watts's nascent 
talent as a composer, which he credits Kirkland with encouraging. "In Wynton's 
band and other situations I was hesitant to bring any music because I was always 
around people who had a lot more experience with composition and harmony 
and theory and I felt that I needed to know all these rules to write something 
viable," he remembers, "but with everything I've ever written Kenny has always 
been encouraging and helpful. He encouraged me to just follow my muse, that 
everything didn't have to follow the rules of composition. And whatever I brought 
he'd never change anything, he'd just play the hell out of it." 

Kirkland brought Keith Jarrett's Rainbow to the date. It's a pretty waltz that 
showcases the leader's brush artistry and the pianist's singing lyricism "Kenny used 
to love Keith," Tain recalls, "and I really wasn't that big a fan, so he gave me a tape 
of one of the 'Standards' records and I took it out on the road and still really could- 



n't get with it. Finally, he just basically told me that if I didn't hear how great that Keith 
Jarrett was, that I was stupid. So I had to go back to it and now I'm one of his biggest 
fans and I have to thank Kenny for that." 

Kasploosh is the second Fambrough contribution to the date. Its ono- f 
matopoeic title is a reference to (among other things) a drum accent or anything jf 
musical that makes an impact. It's one of the many slang terms that emanated from 'f 

the Marsalis band as part of the coded language that signified the inner circle ; 
camaraderie of its members. "Broski wrote it specifically for the session and there f 

are definitely some rough edges to it. It's kind of angular harmonically, but once 
again Kenny manages to make something very lyrical out of it." Just as the com¬ 
poser does on his solo (which acknowledges the pervasive influence of Ron Cater) 
and in his rhythmic dialogue with Tain's drums. 

The date's one standard, Dietz and Schwartz's You And The Night And The 
Music was suggested by Kirkland, who performed it regularly on trio gigs. The pianist 
turns in a typically impressive performance on what is the session's most straight i 
ahead boppish number, as do both Fambrough and Watts, who solo with inspired 
abandon. 

Tain's Dance Of The Niblets is in his words "a quick sketch, trying to be an 
Ornette Coleman thing, with a chart looking like it was drawn by a kid with a cray¬ 
on, that they somehow managed to make music out of." Kirkland demonstrates his 
creative ability to play music clearly influenced by Cecil Taylor and Watts displays a 
strong affection for Ed Blackwell. The title refers to the rhythmic gyrations of a petite 
fan from Rio de Janeiro. 

Opal Rose is another Fambrough tune. "He had written it a while before, but 

he thought it would be good for the date," Watts recalls. "The melody part is very 
beautiful. The changes, from what I'm told, are very difficult, with a lot of harmony 
and movement. Once again Kenny makes sense out of it and plays something 
pretty. One of his qualities is that he knows when to stop, so he takes two solos on 
it, the first one being kind of short. There's so much going on that I keep it pretty 
simple, playing like a cha-cha on it." 

The date ends with an impromptu collaboration on the blues by the trio aptly 
titled Blooski. Kenny's Monkish melodic figure (which hints at his masterful skill as a 
composer) gets it started, accompanied by Fambrough's funky walking bass and 
Tain's tipping ride cymbal. The band gets deep into a groove, but for some now 
unexplainable reason the recording fades before its conclusion. Despite the tune's 
incompleteness it remains a valuable addition to the sadly abbreviated discogra¬ 
phy of one jazz's greatest pianists in a rare trio setting. 

Tain agrees, saying, "I'm glad this record exists. I may have had some reser¬ 
vations at the time we made it because I hadn't been into composing and lead¬ 
ing a band very long and it really was a group project. I might have taken it for 
granted that I could always do another project with Kenny Kirkland. Of course, 
now, I don't have that option. Any lost performance of his should be available for 
listeners and musicians for educational purposes." 

We're lucky to have this one available again. 

Russ Musto 
New York City 

January 13, 2004 



1 6:43 Black Nile 
Wayne Shorter 

2 612 Alycia 
Charles Famhrough 

3 5:4i The Impaler 
Jeff‘‘Tain’’ Watts 

4 5:16 Rainbow 
Keith Jarrett 

5 4:47 Kasploosh 
Charles Fambrough 

6 5:3i You And The Night The Music 
Arthur Schwartz & Howard Dietz 

7 7:3i Dance Of The Niblets 
Jeff “Tain" Watts 

8 6:29Opal Rose 
Charles Fambrough 

9 3:44 Biooski 
Charles Fambrough, Kenny Kirkland, Jeff “Tain ” Watts 

Jeff "Tain" Watts dmms Charles Fambrough bass Kenny Kirkland 
piano 

Charles Fambrough appears courtesy of CTI Records 

Kenny Kirkland appears courtesy of GRP Records 

Recorded: July 25 &25, 1991, at Sear Sound, New York City 

Engineer: A. T. Michael MacDonald 

Cover Art: Chris Drukker 

Booklet Notes: Russ Notes 

Produced by Todd Barkan 
Executive Producer: Frangois Zalacain 

SSC 1128 
©©2004 Sunnyside Communications, Inc. 
www.sunnysidezone.com 

MADE IN USA 




