
hris - the bra r loved 
With his imagination and his fingers, 
Chris McGregor created a rich legacy 
of music, infused with the complex 
-rhythms and harmonies of Africa. TONY 
McGREGOR remembers his brother, the 
jazz giant who died in 1990 

The Blue Notes ... Chris McGregor with Dudu 

......... MongHJ Feza l .ncI 

88nmy Maltz (standlng) 

rolling green hills. not unlike those of the 
Tr.lnskei, we arrived at a rambling. rather ram­
shadde building. ole Moulin. the driver an­
nounced tersely, and I got out of the car just as 
Chris came out to greet me. arms outstretched. 
long grey hairand beard flowin8. and that deep. 
loving voice: "Hey. Anthony!-

We spent some time talking. gening my things 
sorted out. walking around the farm. Maxine, 
Chris's wonderful wife. was out driving with h r 
sisler who was also visiting, so Chris and I h2d 

light and shade like the blaciesof grusblown by 
the wind - now in unison. 00\\' in contrary 
motion, but nevtrstlU,always fun of energy and 
life. 

I think it is no accident that he always seemed 
most at home musically with a rhythm sectJon 
with similar African I'OOIS. During his last, most 

creative years he was urged on by the dynamlsm 
of drummer Gilbert Matthews and bassist Ernest 
Shololo Moth Ie. During the early Blue Ole 
years, the time of often desperate struggle, it was 

IN1~CHRlS lenfor .EuropewilhtheBlue 01 • 

a band made up of people he enjoyed pbyin,1l 
with, many of whom had been on the biS band 
album of the previous year. 

The group consisted of Dudu' PuJ.."''3fl3 n 
alto, Nlkele Moyake on tenor, MonSl"Zi Feza on 
trumpet and Louis Moholo on drums, Mbil 
Oyani on bass and Chris. Ronnie Beer, :.1I'l0rher 
tenor player. joined the group in 1965. 

In 1968 Chris's first album recorded 01.1 idt! 
South Africa was released n the Pol ldor Ia I. 



10M a young boy rur.nlng over the 
rolling hills of the T~kei. quickly 
picking up the rhythm and melody 
happening all around him. to the 

peaceful farm in a beautiful valley in 
'~lth-11T1"<T of Prance - this is the story of 

• the brother I loved. 
~~~ lay the years of study. the years of 
...... WtIl.Ylleaming. which took him from the 

halls of the College of Music in Cape 
the shebeens and beer halls of Unga. 
Sawtro. and countless places between. 

jazz c1u~. cafb and eventually 
of Europe. 

Ustening. pldting up the rhythm. 
the hannony of whatever was 

... ~ hfm 
&vourite memories of Chris is of 

".,.~ at the Mwlin de Ia Madone (hls 

~_.., ...... my first visit to Europe in 
Pilfering from deep culture shock, 

the efTec1S of a gruelling three­
t.fl{~tiet!l1l3lT'f and Switzerland with a 
~iUsts fmm South Africa. I bad left 

before in Geneva and had 
taken the train fU'St to 

"'~'~~-Therel~a~ 

~I~=:: to take me to the Moulin. I r: It was. I was exhaust~ and 

Chris came out to g.c . arms ou tIelched, 
longgt'ey hair and beard flowing, and that ~p, 

loving voice: "Hey, Anthony!" 
Vie spent some time talking, getting my things 

SOIt~ out. walking around the farm. Maxine, 
Chris's wonderful wife, was out driving with her 
sister who was also visiting. so Chris and I had 
some hours on our own. 

At suppertime Chris asked what I fancied for 
the evening meal. "How about omelettes au 
bemes sauvages'? he asked. 

As we walked together Chris picked leaves 
fromavarietyofwild plants next to the road and 
in the fields. 

Back in the kitchen - an amazing room with 
onions and garlic hanging next to windows 
garland~ with spider's we~. posters on the 
walls and a grand piano in the comer -eggs were 
broken into a large pan and mix~ with the 
leaves he had picked. 

Vie ate the best omelettes I have ever tasted 
with thick chunks of bread - a far cry from the 
super-reflned, homogenlsed food I had been 
eating for three weeks. 

Forme this episode epitomises some of Chris , 
most wonderful qualities - his connectedness to 
the environment around him and his ability to 
create a tasty and nutritious meal from what was 
at hand -be it a meal for the palate or a meal for 
the ears. He took what he found and then 
transformed It with his Imagination and skilled, 
strong fingers. 

tIS 1MA~11OH and fingers created a rich 
legacy of music which has been an inspiration 
to many musicians and a source of joy and 
sometimes wonder to many thousands of musiC 
lovers in Africa and Europe. 

Chris's roots, through all the years in Eu~pe, 

remaJned firmly in Africa. Through all his music 
the complex rhythms and harmonies of Africa. 
bodI rural and urban, pulsate anct'IIimrner like 
a heat haze OYer the veld, weaving patterns of 
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I think it is no accident that he always seemed 
most at home musically with a rhythm section 
with similar African roots. During his last, most 
creative years he was urged on by the dynamism 
of drummer Gilbert Matthews and bassist Ernest 
Shololo Moth Ie. During the early Blue Note 
years, the time of often desperate struggle, it was 
Louis Tebogo Moholo on drums and Johnny 
Mbizo Dyanl on bass who provided solid 
support and a foundation for the sometimes 
wild flights of creation. Louis and Johnny also 
formed the core of the first Brotherhood of 
Breath big band -as Gilbert and Ernest did in the 
last, great IllC2t1'lation of the band 

Vie are fortunate that much of Chris's music 
still exists on record. From the three exciting 
tracks on the 1963 Moroka-Jabavu Jazz Festival 
album to the 1989 Brotherhood of Breath with 
Archie Shepp concert in France, Chris' genius as 
arranger. leader and pianist can still be heard 
and. within the limitations of recording technol­
Op;f. experienced. 

After the 1963 Moroka-Jabavu Jazz Festival 
Chris put together a big band, his first. for a 
three-week period, with sponsorship from the 
Festival sponsors. This band made a recording 
-Jazz, The African Sound - which was remark­
able, not only for the quality of arrangements. 
the exciting musicians featured and the great 
compositions played. but also for the recordlng 
quality. 

Fe21Ured on the album were estIblish~ 

greats Ilke Kipple MOIOlong Moeke~ and then 
up-and~ng young musos like Barney 
Rachabane. Bra Duds Pukwana, and the 17-
year~ld trumpet wi72rd Mongezi Feza - who 
nearly blew them all away! 

The album showcased Chris's arrangements 
of two songs by DoUar Brand (AtxfuUah Ibrahim), 
IWO by Kippieand IWO of his own compositions. 

This gem of an album has been unavailable for 
many years, but Is soon to be re-released by 
Gallo Music Publishers. 

album 01 tlle pre 10US year. 
The group consisted of Dudu-Pul,.·wana 011 

alto, Nikele Moyake on tenor, Mongezi Feza on 
trumpet and Louis Moholo on drums, Mbizo 
Dyani on bass and Chris. Ronnie Beer, another 
tenor player. Joined the group in 1965. 

In 1968 Chris's first album recorded outside 
South Africa was released on the Polydor label. 
It was called Very U7gentand featured the same 
lTllSidans -with the exception ofNikele Moyake. 
who had di~ tragically. 

On this album the Blue NOles showed their 
mastery of the freer form of jazz then in vogue 
in Britain and Europe, as well as their deep 
African to()(S. 

The song Don't Stir the Beeblve harks back 
powerfully to a Transkei evening with herders 
whistling and calling to each Olher, snatches of 
song and the random rhythms of insects in the 
thorn trees. Listening to this track I can almost 
smell the cooking fires and see the sun lienin.!: 
behind the hills in a dusty purple and orange 
haze. I certainly feel the lon~:in8 for home Ih:1I 
pervades the track. 

In all the recordings Chris made - whether 
with the Blue Notes, the Brotherhood of Breath , 
or with Olher musicians such as District Six 
(Brian Abrahams' wonderful group) and 
Courtney Pine - this rootedness in Africa is 
apparent 

IUT MOlE 1HAH the great musician, I miss the 
great person, a giant both physically and intel­
leaually. I wish that his many recordings (I 

know of about 14 in totaO were more readily 
available to his brothers and sisters back home. 
But even more I wish he could have experi­
enced the amazing flowering of music, the 
music to which he devoted his life - both here, 
In this country he loved so dearly, and interm­
tionaIly. 

It ~ so much like a vindication of all he 
stroY'e for. 

T w o T o E 
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