Detroit Jazz Fest Interview
with Christian McBride

Terri Pontremoli recently sat down with renowned
bassist/composer and 2008 DJF artist in residence
for a wide-ranging interview. The following is
an excerpt.

Terri Pontremoli: What kind of music was played
in your home when you were a little kid?

Christian McBride: (Laughs) I'm not saying this
because I'm going to be working with all of the
wonderful people in Detroit, but we were definitely
a Motown household. A lot of Temptations. As a
matter of fact, the first band | ever followed
religiously was the Temptations. The Temps, Stevie
Wonder, Marvin Gaye. Later on | fell in love with
James Brown and other great R&B, jazz, and pop
artists. But we were a Motown household.

TP: Your father was a musician right?
CM: He still is!
TP: And he played bass, also?

CM: Yes. He still plays bass locally in the Philly area.
And my great uncle as well. My mother wasn't a
musician, but she always had the ears of a musician.
She was always able to recognize the real deal.
She knew who had talent; she knew who was
going to be a fly-by-night superstar. Definitely, |
grew up listening to HER records.

| was lucky because my mother had the ears, and
my uncle Butch worked for a really popular radio
station in Philly. Between him getting all of the
promo copies of all the new R&B records from the
radio station, and the records my mother already
had, | pretty much knew the entire Motown catalog
before | was 10 years old. And I'd seen a lot of
those great artists in person. | saw Smokey Robinson
perform live when | was 6 or 7 years old. | saw the
Isley Brothers perform. That was one of the first
concerts | saw that really sticks to my memory. My
mother told me | saw Marvin Gaye on his 1974
World Tour. Unfortunately, | was too young to
remember.

TP: So this was music that was in and around you
before you started playing?

CM: We definitely listened to what was current. A
lot of Philly Soul. You know, all of the great Gamble
and Huff recordings. Plus, my dad worked with a
lot of those Philly International artists, like Blue
Magic and Billy Paul and all of those guys who
were affiliated with Philly soul.

TP: Was there just a moment that you recall hearing
jazz? Did you feel it as a calling?

CM: When | started junior high school, | had to
play in the school orchestra. | had already been
playing electric bass for two years. By the way, the
first song | ever learned to play was “Papa was a
Rolling Stone.” Obviously, I couldn't play electric
bass in the school orchestra. So, | actually picked
the trombone! Thank God, it didn’t work out!
(Laughs.)

But anyway, | went into the brass room and | got
a couple wimpy bleeps out of the instrument. The
brass instructor said, “Well listen, there's a rumor
that you play electric bass.” And | said, “Yeah."
And he said, “Why don't you play the acoustic
bass?” And | said, “Well alright.” So, I kind of went
dragging over to the bass section. That was the
best decision anyone ever made for me. Whenever
| saw the upright bass, | thought of my great uncle
Howard, my grandmother’s brother. He was the
coolest guy in the whole world. He's like your
classic caricature of a jazz musician: the wire-
rimmed glasses, a goatee, he smoked Pall Mall
cigarettes, wore a tam all the time, talked in street
lingo, carried a shoulder bag — like the epitome of
hip. And he played bass! So to me, bass was the
coolest jazz instrument out of all of them. And |
remember thinking, “Well, now that I'm playing
bass, | guess | better listen to jazz.” | was kind of
ambivalent about it at first.

One of the teachers at the school used to bring
a Real Book to school everyday, and they had me
read like, | don't know, “Satin Doll” or something
like that or “So What.” | remember asking my
Uncle Howard, “Do you have any recordings of ‘So
What?"* And he said, “Do | have any recording of
'So What'? You get over here RIGHT NOW."| went
to his house, stayed up all night. He did nothing
but play jazz records for me all night. That hang
with my great uncle was the moment that really
turned me into a jazz aficionado because | wanted
to be cool like him.






