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The Impact of American Jazz on Denmark:
From the 1950s to the1970s
by Merete von Eyben
This is how Leonard Malone, an American writer who lived in
Denmark until his death in 1998, described Dexter Gordon's first
appearance at Jazzhus Montmartre. "Harold Goldberg had arranged
for Dexter to appear at the Montmartre, beginning the first week in
October ... On the ninth of October 1962, Dexter finally
appeared .. .late. Thin. Very thin. Tall. Very tall. Charismatic...When
he finished playing ... the audience was in a state that could best be
characterized as a delightful state of shock.Dexter was in town and
was burning! From that evening on, Dexter became "' our man in
Copenhagen."'
Dexter, as we Danes refer to him in our proud, proprietary way,
or Ben Gordonsen from Amager, as he called himself when he was
feeling really Danish, though he resided in Valby, was one of the
most famous jazz musicians to land on Danish soil. He was an
important influence on John Coltrane and Sonny Rollins. As he put it
late one night, barhopping in Copenhagen with Leonard Malone, "I
gave Coltrane his mouthpiece, so he could get the kind of tone he
got-you dig?"
Dexter Gordon's tenure in Copenhagen lasted 14 years, until the
old Montmartre closed in 1974, although he did not leave Denmark
for good until 1977. As Malone puts it, "Dexter had created an era
during his fourteen years in Copenhagen .... [That era] of the
Copenhagen jazz history had ended ...Dexter had become 'just
another fellow."' He himself complained that there was no challenge
left, that it was just too damn hyggeligt! But then again, as critic
Thorbj0rn Sj0gren put it, "For some of us, one of Denmark's major
universities was located in Store Regnegade 19, K0benhavn K."
To the uninitiated, Jazzhus Montmartre was just another smoke
filled night club that happened to feature jazz. To us jazz fans, the
cool cats of the 60s, it was the center of a cultural revolution where
we went to hear our icons step off our most treasured record covers.
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The critics would be there early and sit right in front of the stage,
looking skeptical and defensive if the night's offering was avantgarde jazz, and they were firmly rooted in the jazz of the fifties; or
ecstatic, if John Tchicai, Albert Ayler, Cecil Taylor or another
representative of "the new thing" was up there, adjusting a blade or
shaking out saliva from a trumpet or trombone, ready to literally
blow us all away.
We regulars would have our favorite tables, in my case the table
close to the drums right between the stage and the kitchen where
alternately dripping hot musicians, or a legendary waiter such as
Harvey Sands, an icon in his own right, would pass, the former
carrying a towel to wipe off the sweat from their upper body, the
latter juggling an inexhaustible supply of what Dexter called Mr.
Tuborg and Mr. Carlsberg. At the end of a set, Dexter would hand
the audience over to these two gentlemen, with whose help we
would wash down the spring rolls or the potato chips, which were
kept in a huge drawer in the kitchen, deliciously seasoned by the
ever denser fog of smoke emanating from the deep-frying of the
spring rolls.
Dexter Gordon's 14-year-residence in Denmark was the high
point in a long line of American jazz musicians who chose to lecture
at "The University of St. Regnegade" and jump-started so many
extra curricular activities. Illustrious predecessors such as Oscar
Pettiford and Stan Getz, both of whom came in 1958, were the first
ones to spoil the Danish jazz community as the harbingers of that
golden period in our jazz history. Pettiford, who was a strong early
influence on our own great Niels Henning 0rsted Pedersen, died
tragically young in Denmark in 1960. Stan Getz stayed till 1961 when
he returned to the US and became world famous as part of the bossa
nova wave.
In 1960 Sahib Shihab, mainly known as a baritone and alto
saxophonist, came to Europe and settled in Denmark. He scored and
performed the soundtrack to the Danish film Sextet in 1964, and did,
of course, become part of the Montmartre community. He did not
return to the US until 1973.
Another jazz icon, this time from the swing era, Ben WebsterMontmartre's Big Ben-arrived in 1964 and settled in Copenhagen.
He, too, played at the Montmartre on a regular basis, though by then
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his health was in a precarious state due to his alcoholism. In fact, he
was becoming almost as famous for his unpredictable drunken
behavior as for his legendary playing. Clark Terry said, "Up here in
Denmark, we spoiled Ben to death and let him sail without a
compass or breeze, till he shipwrecked." He died in 1973 in
Amsterdam, but was cremated in Denmark and buried in Assistens
Kirkegard, keeping company with such famous Danes as S0ren
Kierkegaard and H. C. Andersen. A very popular jazz club in
Copenhagen, though now defunct, within walking distance from
Webster's address in N0rre S0gade, was named after him.
That same year pianist Kenny Drew also came to Copenhagen
and stayed till his death in 1993. Niels Henning 0rsted Pedersen and
drummer Al Heath, who arrived in 1965 and stayed until 1976, were
known as the dream team and was the rhythm group all visiting
American musicians wanted.
The biggest fly in the otherwise idyllic Danish jazz ointment was
the infamous "European rhythm group," so called because these
musicians were amateurs who only played with other amateurs and
thus "hadn't paid their dues." They did not have the opportunity to
play professionally the way their American counterparts did and
just plain did not swing, as so many visiting American musicians
complained. However, there were still the passionate European fans.
As Dexter Gordon expressed it, they astonished him with their
knowledge of jazz in general and him in particular. "You meet these
guys and they know everything about you."
A lesser known arrival that same year was !dress Sulieman,
trumpet player and saxophonist, who was a member of radioens Big
Band for many years. Violinist Stuff Smith also settled in
Copenhagen that year and had gigs at the Montmartre. However, he
soon succumbed to ill health and died in Germany in 1967. Another
addition to the Danish jazz scene was tenorist Brew Moore, often
referred to as the white Lester Young, but greatly overshadowed by
Dexter Gordon. He returned to the US after two years, but
commuted between the two continents fo.r many years.
After this big wave of imported American talent, two more
important names made up the tail end of this unique period,
drummer Ed Thigpen, who arrived in 1972 and has been returning
to the US regularly, and arranger Ernie Wilkins, who came in 1979.
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Wilkins formed his own group, "The Almost Big Band," and stayed
till his death in Copenhagen in 1999.
The cultural exchange between Denmark and the US is a two-way
street. We did not just receive an invaluable American musical
transfusion; we also exported outstanding talent that had an impact
on the jazz scene stateside. Two major Danish musicians, arguably
our greatest jazz talents, saxophonist John Tchicai and bassist Niels
Henning 0rsted Pedersen, have been embraced by the American
jazz community on a par with their American role models.
Niels Henning 0rsted Pedersen, a true Wunderkind, turned
down an offer from Count Basie while still in his teens. By then he
was playing with such visitors as Roland Kirk, Bud Powel, Brew
Moore, Bill Evans, John Lewis and later, when he became house
musician at the Montmartre, with Dexter Gordon. He has also
toured and recorded extensively with Oscar Peterson and has
recorded with Count Basie, Don Byas, and Tete Montoliu. Quoting
Leonard Feather and Ira Gitler, Niels Henning 0rsted Pedersen is an
"astonishing virtuoso with a flawless sense of time, capable of some
of the most creative solos ever played on the instrument."
John Tchicai, "the Godfather of Danish and international avantgarde jazz," as writer T.S. H0egh expresses it, infused the legendary
Sunday afternoon jam sessions in Vingarden with a hitherto
unknown degree of talent, passion, and creative genius when he
burst on the Copenhagen jazz scene around 1960. This exotic looking
6'5" African-Danish dude from Aarhus played what sounded like a
unique and personalized take on Ornette Coleman, Charlie Parker,
and Lee Konitz, with sideman and fellow saxophonist Max Briiel
equaling his fire. It was wild and wonderful, it scared the living
daylights out of the older jazz fans and critics, and enthralled the
young ones who knew that we were witnessing "the shape of jazz to
come," as one of Ornette Coleman's pioneering albums is so aptly
called. This revolution continued with a gig at the Montmartre in
1963 with The New York Contemporary Five, led by John Tchicai,
who by then had moved to New York and formed the group with
tenorist Archie Shepp, cornet player Don Cherry, bassist Don Moore,
and drummer J.C. Moses. He was back a year later with The New
York Art Quartet, this time with Rousell Rudd, Finn von Eyben, and
Louis Moholo. As the late grand old man of Danish jazz, Erik
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Wiedemann, wrote at the time in a review in the daily newspaper
Information, "All hell has broken out in St. Regnegade thanks to the
New York Art Quartet which ... [is] making it the best place right
now to find out what it means to live in 63." At that time tenorist
Albert Ayler had also come to Denmark, causing a riot with his even
more far out brand of free form improvisation when he played one
Sunday afternoon in Vingarden, which was packed to the rafters
with freaked-out older critics and enthusiastic fans.
After the New York Art Quartet had ended its gig, Albert Ayler's
group with Don Cherry, Gary Peacock on bass and Sunny Murrey
on drums, played at the Montmartre for two weeks. A year later, in
his review of Ayler's first album, My Name is Albert Ayler, recorded
in Denmark, Wiedemann points out that it is very much thanks to
the Danish jazz community that American avant-garde jazz was
being made available to the public, referring to the fact that one of
the founding members of the new wave in jazz, Cecil Taylor, had
been recorded in Denmark two years earlier, and that both of
Tchicai's New York groups, and now Ayler's group, had also been
recorded there.
As already documented in H. C. Andersen's ubiquitous tale The
Ugly Duckling, not to mention the fate of our first world famous film
director, Carl Th. Dreyer, Denmark so often finds it difficult to
recognize its own great talents while eagerly embracing and
nurturing the imported variety. Tchicai's answer in a recent
interview, when asked if his tenure in New York in the 60s, playing
with Albert Ayler and recording with Coltrane on Ascension, with
Cecil Taylor on Winged Serpent, and with John Lennon and Yoko
Ono on their album Unfinished Music No 2, the only Dane ever to do
so, impressed the Danes. "No, they were not impressed-they're
very hard people to impress." Tchicai did finally get the recognition
he deserved. In 1990 he became the first jazz musician to be awarded
a lifetime achievement grant by the Danish Ministry of Culture.
Well, some of us, a diverse group of hard core fans, were
impressed. We could combine our passionate love of that music with
an in-your-face demonstration of knowing the future and embracing
it. And, as I found out, gender roles, a term which had not yet come
into use, were also part of it. I decided to write a jazz column for my
high school paper and started out with a review of John Coltrane's
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first concert in Denmark with his new group, whose brand of avantgarde jazz had caused such a debate both in Denmark and in the US,
as exemplified by a controversy in Down Beat. I was soon waylaid by
a posse of outraged jazz fans, all male, who wanted to find out if the
article had been signed with a girl's name by a guy with a twisted
sense of humor or if it was really possible that a girl dared to venture
onto such hallowed male ground. A passionate feud ensued in the
paper which the entire school was following, hoping for a cat fight
during recess. Needless to say, the guys and I became friends,
trekking off to the Montmartre together and staging blindfold tests
in the best of Down Beat tradition. By the time I did an interview
with Don Cherry, nobody else dared usurp my space as resident jazz
columnist which lasted until the day of graduation!
Perhaps one of the most outstanding features of that golden age
was the after-hours jam sessions at the Montmartre. In retrospect it
seems as if there was a never ending parade of great names either
giving concerts or playing at the Montmartre. Musicians, whose
records we treasured and broke the budget to buy, could be heard in
person, further endangering one's finances. As Tchicai points out in
that same interview, "The big guys would always come down to [the
Montmartre] after their own concert because there was always
somebody interesting playing there .. .! remember a whole bunch of
us hanging out and jamming with Coltrane ... maybe that was when
Coltrane's quartet was in Copenhagen because I seem to remember
Cecil Taylor was there ... Dexter Gordon could always gather together
enormous atmosphere and intensity and Bud Powel could certainly
do the same."
And we the fans would rush over to St. Regnegade after a concert
and patiently stand in line outside, waiting to be let in when enough
people had left, knowing that at least some, of not all, the people we
had just heard would either come and sit in with the local group, or
at least be hanging around. Overhearing a conversation between
some of one's favorite musicians, listening to them up close,
watching a famous name sweat behind Alex Riel' s drums or adjust
the blade on his horn were magic moments. Staying until the wee
small hours of the morning, when the last night bus had long since
left and the morning schedule was hours away, only meant walking
home through the silent streets of Copenhagen, planning which
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albums to save up for next. Then, seduced by the smells wafting
from a neighborhood bakery, invariably bringing home a bag of still
hot breakfeast rolls, rundstykker, to be consumed at a very early
breakfast before getting under the covers, slowly drifting off into
dreams of digging sounds. Convinced that, though the Montmartre
was not The Village Vanguard, it came as close as a Danish jazz fan
could wish for, secure in one's knowledge of being a true cool cat,
paying one's dues with every concert ticket and every night spent in
St. Regnegade.
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