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C H R 1 s M c G R E G o R gone: ic seemed inconceivable . 
Despi te his long exi le 10 france, he had been so much a pare of 
jazz in chis counrry . The Brotherhood Of Breach, named by 
saxophonist D udu Pukwana, made some of rhe mosr exciting 
and stimulating music I'd heard s1nce Duke Ellington. 

T he images kepc coming back. The firsr rime l'd seen him, 
in 1965, hair barely couching his collar, conservative in suit 
and tie like the ocher Blue Nores, promor.ing themselves as the 
new sound in co n. Ar rhe farm in Sussex, perusing his 
Culpepper herbal as we soned our wild plams co ear; at rhe 
Moulin, the beautiful old warermill in urhwesrern france , 
greybearded now wirh hair down his back , wavmg a bloody 
knife afrer killing a goat and chiding me playfully for 
"suddenly becoming a vegetarian" char morning . 

Chris was a reacher who changed the lives of all chose who 
mer him, a relucranr leader who, like his hero Duke Elllngron , 
got che besr from musicians - and friends- by leering them be 
themselves . Ar a period when the emphasis was on musical 
freedom, often at the ex pen e of clarity, he made me aware of 
what 'freedom' actually meant. To him rhe term was a 
'policical' category invented by cmics, as meaningless and 
inhibiring as rhe strictures of bebop h d become . Real musical 
freedom, he explained, meant the capability co look inside 
your O"~>m personal experience and select from ir ar will. 

Chris had many such experiences co draw from . Born on a 
mission stauon in rhe Transkei, he grew up listening to Xhosa 
music and Protestant hymns . In Cape Town, wh ile pursuing 
form:U studies, African musicians - Abdullah Ibrahim and 
d rummer Mayaka Nrshoko - confi rmed for him rhe import­
ance of self-expression and che sp•rirual value of swinging . 
Inter-racial activities in South Africa were a liule easier in the 
50s chan they Iacer became, nd Chris moved freely in and our 
of rhe townships, defying apartheid co play wich African 
group~. The musicians managed co escape prosecution by 
staying one seep ahe-ad of rhe authorities; scories are cold of 
hairsbreadth escapes through toiler windows , anrl on more· 
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than one occasion, the pianist played behind a screen . 
Bur the climate was getting coo hoc and in 1964 his chen 

sexcet went in co exile. After the Antibes Jazz Festival the Blue 
Nores spent a year in Switzerland, before following Abdullah 
Ibrahim into Ronnie Scott 's, Gerrard Sere t. 

lt was a fertile period for the arcs and jazz was no exception . 
The Blue ores rapidly became as ociared wirh che a.vanc 
garde movcmenr and when Scorr"s moved co Frith Srreec Iacer 
rhac year, hris formed a big band for a series of legendary 
nights at the Old Place. lt was an immediate magnet for 
unconventional players such as Harry Beckett, Mike Osborne 
and Evan Parker, who became pan of the 1970 Brotherhood 
which recorded for Neon and Ogun. 

Listening co those records now rekindles the memory of 
some magical n•ghcs . With irs heavy-throated riffing and 
irresistible polyrhychms , the leader's percussive piano spurred 
on by Louis Moholo's almost insolent drumming, there was n 
one co rouch the Brotherhood . 

The South Africans had an enormous effecr on everybody 
they came near, but the truth was chat chey were alway 
ueaced as interlopers, a wild bunch who could take you co rh 
heights all right but were somehow a .lirrle coo much for r~e 

conserva£ive British co be taken seriously on a social lev, I. 
They should h ve been treated as national treasure~. ch e 
anises who fertilised the local product with rheir Afric n 
reconstruction of American music, bur chose in a posicion 
give them the financial support char mighr have enabled rhem 
co lead a dignified lifestyle failed to do so. 

Thar Chris was of European descent counted for little; he 
identified closely with the Africans whose music and lives he 
shared, J nd as a resu lt , shared in their face . Doubrless he 
would nor have wished it otherwise, bur such offhand t reat­
ment was partially responsible for his decision co leave th 
countcy 

In 1974 Chns and his wife Maxine moved wirh their 
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children co France . He d voced h1mself t the ru , I life, his 

prano and composition, making three solo album and leading 
small roup rn wh1ch hrs prano was m re prominent than 

before Tour With a reformed Brotherhood rncluded one to 
ioumbique, another ith Archie h pp. • 1th a new mana­

ger t the helm, h1S diary was full 
Like II great teachers, Chris was humble His d1ffidence 

and reluct n e co put him elf orward were 1nc rpreted as poor 

organisanonal skill , bur rh c ch nged in ume h1s own 
pi ying became more cxpans1ve, , nd rn Iacer verstons of che 

Brotherhood, h rns1sted on more careful reh rsal. The band 
r uring Franc wh n rhe ne~ s c. me of hr~ dc>arh from lung 

. :~ rcr at age 53; rhey had refused to pi y cwo ne ompos1-

cions unle s he was there, knowing how p rricular he w 1 ha c 

his musiC be heard ar 1t besc. It ~· . a f.1r cry from the 
tempestuous early days hen the lrstener was often k · wich 

th 1m pre sion char rhe band could , rl) on unci! k1ngdom 

come Hhout him . 
I( hris h.d fault it was rely1n too mu h on the belref 

char dispuc~ ould re ol e them elves 1n ume. He refu ed tO 

engage 1n argument, preferring ro lee ochers gee heat d while 

he ou ht pt.-ace 1n hi own way. Who can say rh t chi 

av 1dance of open conllicr d1d not cake a roll~ espite the 
changes taking place in outh Afrrca , he h. d no plan co return 

there 1n the rmmed1are fururc . As ncar as nyone docs, he h:~d 

found wnrcnrmcnr in hi Jopced hom<:. !low ad rh. t he 

hould ha c ro leave hen h1 futur was look1ng o • itive • 
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