


In this issue we salute Sam Rivers - whom the staff of 
WUCF nominates as our ýrst-named Central Florida Jazz 
Icon.  Our deýnition of a jazz icon is someone who has 
been inþuential in spreading knowledge and appreciation of 
jazz music to audiences as well as musicians through their 
devotion to the artform of jazz music, improvisation and live 
performance. 

Sam Riversô visionary conception of complex composition 
and spontaneous creation, and the imaginative music 
of his trio and orchestra remain revolutionary but largely 
underestimated by the musical establishment. Few, if any, 
free jazz saxophonists have approached music with the 
same degree of intellectual rigor as Sam Rivers; just as few 
have managed to maintain a high level of  creativity over a 
long life. Rivers plays with remarkable technical precision 
and a manifest knowledge of his materials. His sound is 
hard and extraordinarily well-centered, his articulation sharp, 
and his command of his instruments is complete. Some ýnd 
Riversô playing has an unremitting seriousness that can be 
extremely demanding. Nevertheless, the depth of his artistry 
is considerable. Rivers is as substantial a player as avant-
garde jazz has produced.

Samuel Carthorne Rivers was born on September 25, 1923 
in El Reno, Oklahoma, His mother, father, a grandfather 
and two sisters were musicians. He began taking piano 
and violin lessons at about the age of ýve. He later played 
trombone, before ýnally settling on the tenor saxophone. 
Early favorites were Don Byas, Coleman Hawkins, Lester 
Young, and Buddy Tate. 

Sam Rivers, speaking about his early years in an interview 
with Russ Musto, said, 

ñMy mother was a puritan and she made me practice 
very diligently. I practiced and I studied and I was able 
to ýx my own philosophy of doing music, of composing, 
which is in many [different] ways, but I havenôt really 
followed anybody else. I mean, thatôs the idea of 
being a jazz musician, to be an individual, to make a 
statement. The imitators make more money of course, 
but the originals have to keep working and keep 
making a contribution.ò 

Samôs ýrst professional experience came playing with Jimmy 
Witherspoon during three years of navy service. He then 
attended Boston Conservatory in 1947 and became involved 
in the local jazz scene. There he played with students 
Jaki Byard, Serge Chaloff, Gigi Gryce, Ken McIntyre, Paul 
Gonsalves, Alan Dawson and others. 

Sam resided in Miami, Florida from 1955 to 1957, during 
which time he played with Billie Holiday. He spoke with 
Bostonian David Mittleman, in an earlier interview about this 
period, 

 ñI was working down there with Chet Baker. Doing some 
gigs with him.  I was also working with Billy Holiday. She 
was doing tours there; around the state, as a matter 
of fact. She did a lot of performances. Also at Miami 
Beach, which was doing very extravagant things at 
that time. When I was in Miami, Nat King Cole had his 
show, it was the ýrst time in that town that any singer 
had his own show. Count Basie was out there, singers 
were. Dinah Washington - this was all at the same 
time. Other singers too. And George Kirby, comedians. 
Cab Callowayôs band was out there. In different hotels. 
And then the musicians would come over to one of the 
clubs there, in Miami proper, and play until 6 or 7 in the 
morning, 10. Thatôs when I ýrst met Billy Holiday. She 
hired me to go on this tour. You know, in Key West and 
places further down.ò

Makes you wish ýlm recordings of some of those events 
could be found, doesnôt it?  After this period of South Florida 
gigging, Rivers returned to Boston in 1958, where he again 
joined Herb Pomeroyôs Big Band. He also formed his own 
quartet with pianist Hal Galper, and played on his ýrst 
Blue Note recording session with pianist/composer Tadd 
Dameron. In 1959, he began playing with 13-year-old Tony 
Williams. It was about this time that Rivers became involved 
in the avant-garde. He developed a free improvisation group 
with Williams. Fitting his educational background, Rivers 
approached free jazz from more of a classical perspective, in 
contrast to the style of his contemporary, Ornette Coleman, 
who came out of the blues. In the early ó60s, Rivers was 

involved with Archie Shepp, Bill Dixon, Paul 
Bley, and Cecil Taylor, all members of the 
Jazz Composerôs Guild. 

In 1964, during his time with T-Bone Walker, 
Sam was offered the saxophone position in 
Miles Davisô quintet, replacing a departing 
George Coleman. During his tenure with 
Davis he recorded the live album Miles in 
Tokyo.  After leaving that group Sam moved 
to New York City where he worked brieþy in 
Charles Mingusô group and began playing with 
Andrew Hill, McCoy Tyner, and Cecil Taylor. 

In August of 1964, Rivers played on Lifetime on Blue Note 
Records, which was Tony Williamsô ýrst album as a leader. 
Later that year, Rivers led his own session for Blue Note, 
Fuchsia Swing Song, which documented his inside/outside 
approach. Rivers led four more dates for Blue Note in the 
ó60s. In the middle part of the decade, he also recorded 
with Larry Young, Bobby Hutcherson, and Andrew Hill. 
Considered avant-garde, the music on these important 
records reþected a thoughtful classicism that was a 
departure from the sounds that had increasingly dominated 
the free jazz movement. In 1969, he toured Europe with 
Cecil Taylor in a band that also included Andrew Cyrille and 
Jimmy Lyons. In Russ Mustoôs interview, Sam described 
the encounter as ñone of the exhilarating experiences of my 
career.ò

Just as important as his creativity as a musician, was 
Riverôs role as a major force in the downtown New York loft 
jazz scene in the ó70s. With his (now late) wife Bea, Sam 
was proprietor of the world-famous Studio Rivbea, on Bond 
Street, what is now Soho.  He told columnist Russ Musto,

ñI was just there at the right time, because it just so 
happens there was an inþux of musicians - they all 
decided to come to New York at the same time. I had a 
performance space where I was just rehearsing, but then 
I started giving concerts and we were known all around 
the world.ò 

Ultimately in 1977, Douglas Records released Wildþowers, 
a ýve-record set recorded during a week of performances 
at Studio Rivbea. The recording is a whoôs who of the free 
jazz movement of the day, documenting the importance of 
the venue. 

The musicians performing included: Ahmed Abdullah, 
Hamiet Bluiett, Anthony Braxton, Marion Brown, Dave 
Burrell, Jerome Cooper, Andrew Cyrille, Olu Dara, Julius 
Hemphill, Oliver Lake, Jimmy Lyons, Ken McIntyre, Roscoe 
Mitchell, David Murray, Sunny Murray, Rivers, Leo Smith, 
and Henry Threadgill. Many of the players werenôt largely 
known in the states at the time. 

Also exciting during the 70ôs was Riversô trio, which featured 
Dave Holland on bass and Barry Altschul on drums. The 
group would create music for hours as Sam moved from 
tenor to soprano saxophone, to þute, to piano and back, all 
the while punctuating the music with his patented whooping 
exclamations of joy. The trio was a free improvisation 
ensemble in the purest sense. The group used no written 
music whatsoever, relying instead on a stream-of-
consciousness approach that differed structurally from the 
head-solo-head style that largely made up free jazz playing. 
Much of this early- to mid-ô70s music was documented on 
the Impulse! record label.  

Itôs been noted that opportunities to record became more 
scarce for Rivers in the late ó70s, though he did record 
occasionally, most notably for ECM.  His Contrasts album 
for the label was a highlight of his post-Blue Note work.  In 
1979, not long after the release of the Wildþowers Studio 
Rivbea recordings, Rivers closed his loft and moved to New 
Jersey.  Again, from the Musto interview, 

 ñI stopped doing it (Studio RivBea) in New York because 
once the guys got known the clubs started hiring them. I 
couldnôt pay the kind of money the clubs were because 
I wasnôt really charging - I would ask for a donation. I 
wasnôt selling all this whiskey. If you wanted a beer youôd 
bring it yourself.ò 

In New Jersey he continued to lead various ensembles 
including Winds of Manhatten and the Rivbea Orchestra. 
During this period Sam also was an artist in residence at 
both Dartmouth University and Cornish College. 

In the ó80s Rivers lead several progressive electric quartets 
featuring guitarists Kevin Eubanks, Darryl Thompson and 
Ed Cherry. It was the latterôs membership in his quartet 
that led Rivers to a somewhat surprising stint with Dizzy 
Gillespie. 

 ñEd Cherry said that Dizzy was making up a new 
band,ò Rivers recalls. ñI just called up Dizzy. I said, 
óMerry Christmas, Dizzy, (it was Christmas,) if you 
ever need a tenor player give me a call. And the 
next week he called me. It was the start of a new 
thing. Ignacio Berroa on drums. John Lee on bass. 
Ed Cherry, myself and Dizzy. Very good group, an 
excellent group, I loved playing with them. I was also 
with the United Nations band, Dizzyôs orchestra. I 
stayed with Dizzy for four years.ò 

During one of Dizzyôs quintet performances in Orlando, 
Florida, Sam ýrst became interested in moving to the area.  
He relocated to Orlando in August 1991 to pursue a steady 
working version of the Rivbea Orchestra, a group that would 
realize and perform a large number of Riversô compositions 
dating back to 1958.
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