The Jim Cullum Jazz Band

KEEPING CLASSIC AMERICAN JAZZ ALIVE

The Jim Cullum Jazz Band is an experienced and dedicated group of professional musicians, led by cornetist Jim Cullum, Jr., that is known worldwide for its spirited commitment to the performance and celebration of classic jazz. 

The Jim Cullum Jazz Band gives something fresh and new to every performance of these time-honored, vintage American songs. The musicians bring a lively sense of enthusiasm to this music they so obviously enjoy playing, and thereby keep it alive and growing as an art form and cultural tradition. 

Through live performances six nights a week at their well known club-in-residence—

The Landing on the beautiful Riverwalk in San Antonio, Texas—as well as through numerous touring engagements elsewhere in the United States and around the world, 

the Jim Cullum Jazz Band shares a wealth of knowledge about jazz. 

The JCJB musicians’ efforts to preserve this beloved musical genre and enlarge the audience for traditional jazz get an even greater boost from their hugely popular radio show, Riverwalk, Live From the Landing, which is recorded live and broadcast throughout the nation and XM Radio.

A BIT OF HISTORY ON HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Bandleader and cornet master extraordinaire Jim Cullum, Jr. and his father, the late Jim Cullum, Sr.—a well known musician who played the clarinet in his day with many notables, including the great Jack Teagarden—started a band together in the early 1960’s called the Happy Jazz Band. 

Jim Cullum, Jr. had already shown tremendous promise as a musician, teaching himself how to play scales and songs within days of purchasing his first cornet as a teenager. 

In high school he established a jazz band that played local gigs in San Antonio. Cullum then attended Trinity University. No alternate career path could sway him from his music, and to this day Jim Cullum, Jr. carries on the vintage jazz tradition begun with his father and the Happy Jazz Band.

In 1963, along with a group of business leaders, the Cullums invested in the establishment of a nightclub they called The Landing. Located on the lovely San 

Antonio Riverwalk, The Landing became a local and regional hot spot for the performance and enjoyment of traditional live jazz. 

Over the years the Happy Jazz Band became known as the Jim Cullum Jazz Band. 

With the death of Jim Cullum, Sr. in 1973 the band was reshaped into a young professional group, but never lost its overriding philosophy and purpose—to preserve 

and promote classic jazz.

The Landing moved to its current location on the Riverwalk level of the Hyatt Hotel in 1982. It is one of the last true bastions of live classic jazz, a unique venue that focuses on the music and the band in residence. Cullum states: “There’s not another place like it in the world.”

Speaking of things that are exceptional in their class, the Jim Cullum Jazz Band hosts, with Grammy award winning musician and storyteller David Holt, one of the most successful and widely broadcast musical programs in the history of public radio: Riverwalk, Live From the Landing.

Riverwalk, Live From the Landing is produced by Jim Cullum and Margaret Moos Pick of Pacific Vista Productions for Texas Public Radio. Pick produced Garrison Keillor’s 

A Prairie Home Companion for seventeen years, and adds just the right combination of expertise and originality to the program. 

The radio program, which is distributed to approximately 150 radio stations nationwide by Public Radio International, reaches an impressive one million listeners each week. 

It has been a fabulous tool for the dissemination of the history and spirit of the American treasure that is classic, traditional jazz. 

Riverwalk.org has also done a remarkably wonderful job of telling the world who Jim Cullum is, what his musical philosophies are, and what he and the Jim Cullum Jazz Band are trying to accomplish. Cullum points out: “I like for the world to know what we’re doing.” 

When they are not making San Antonio swing these musicians are out spreading their jazz message to the world. They tour annually in the United States and have performed in America’s most prestigious and hallowed halls, the Kennedy Center and Carnegie Hall. 

They have also toured in Latin America, Europe and Australia.  The JCJB represented the United States at the Cervantino Festival in Guanajuato, Mexico. 

The Jim Cullum Jazz Band members have a long association with William Warfield in touring and performing Showboat and Porgy and Bess. They have had many East coast tours, including performances at the JVC, Kool and Newport Jazz Festivals. They have performed at the Herbst Theater in San Francisco and for twelve consecutive years at the Frost Amphitheater at Stanford University.

The JCJB is also known for its unique contributions in the realm of composition and arrangement. They have created a Jazz Mass, which features the spiritual side of the musical genre. It has been performed at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco and the Catholic Cathedral in St. Louis. It is a full communion service and has been performed more than 230 times in religious settings and at community events.

 The JCJB is responsible for a wonderful adaptation of George Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess that involves interweaving their own arrangements of the music with a spoken narration of the folk opera. It has received high critical acclaim, and was recorded by CBS as part of their Masterworks series. 

Jim Cullum and the renowned composer Frank Ticheli collaborated on a marvelous concerto for jazz band and symphony orchestra entitled Playing With Fire. This concerto in three movements is an adventurous interplay of the two musical ensemble forms, and the combination of jazz band with orchestra has charmed and delighted listeners in venues everywhere it has been performed. 

Not content to rest on their laurels, the members of the Jim Cullum Jazz Band are actively involved in training the next generation of jazz musicians. They are on the faculty of the Stanford University Summer Jazz Camp, and each year they invest two weeks of their summer teaching young music students the history and fundamentals of performing vintage American jazz. 

The JCJB musicians also give one-day jazz seminars at high schools and colleges throughout the United States. Another contribution to music education is a program called the Riverwalk Jazz Education Outreach, which is being developed by the JCJB and Pacific Vista Productions in cooperation with the San Antonio YMCA.  

AND FOR THE RECORD…

The JCJB has a tremendous volume of recordings to date—they have released more than 45 CDs over the years, and individual band members have cut solo albums as well. 

A great series of recordings have been made of selected songs from the Riverwalk, 

Live From the Landing radio program—with special guests such as Dick Hyman, 

Lionel Hampton and Benny Carter included. 

The JCJB recordings tend to revolve around specific themes, and each release concentrates very effectively on exploring those thematic idioms thoroughly. Titles include their latest release, Long Way From St. Louis (2000) on Gaslight Records, a delightful selection of vintage jazz tunes; American Love Songs (1997) on Riverwalk Records, featuring some of America’s favorite songs from Irving Berlin, Cole Porter, Jerome Kern and more; and Shootin’ the Agate (1993) on Stomp Off Records, which centers around the music of Jelly Roll Morton. Three tracks from this release were featured in the 1998 Twentieth Century Fox film The Newton Boys.

Another notable recording from these great gentlemen of jazz is the release entitled   Super Satch (1986), also on the Stomp Off label. This album is a moving and extraordinary tribute to that tremendous force in classic jazz, Louis Armstrong. In fact,

the British writer John Chilton—co-author of the book, Louis—comments on the work: “This album will delight lovers of Louis’ music by reminding them of his monumental achievements, and it will also win the JCJB many new fans who will be enthralled by the musicianship and feeling that makes this one of the finest tribute recordings in years.”

If one engages in a perusal of the press reviews treating the subject of the musical efforts and accomplishments of the Jim Cullum Jazz Band, one cannot help but notice that certain words keep coming up—words like cohesive, sparkling, brilliant—and hot!
There are reasons why these musicians have so impressed the world with their commitment to and spirited celebration of classic jazz. They do it consistently, continually many times throughout the year, wherever they go. They do it with deep dedication, true enthusiasm—and real joy.

HOW—AND WHY—THEY DO WHAT THEY DO

When asked how they keep their interest level so high, Cullum says that these fellows—

who work together six nights a week—have a huge songbook from which to draw. They have about five hundred songs well-rehearsed and ready to play at any time—and they have an archive of about fifteen hundred songs “in the vault,” so to speak, ready to be reawakened and put into play when needed. This grand repertoire of musical pieces can make playing together fun and create a renewed vigor each night on stage.

Yet there is something more—a quality that the audience can sense—about why these gentlemen make such great music together. Each is a consummate professional in his own right. Each musician has the experience, training and chops to have developed his very own individual artistic musical style--and each has his own special, unique regard for the genre called classic jazz. The individual members of the band have a well-developed love for the genre and a collective enthusiasm for it as well. 

Jim Cullum tells it this way: “I try to get the best players I can get—musicians who are sympathetic to what we’re doing--and then just let ‘em go with it! We’re all of a similar mindset about what our music is, where it’s going and what’s valuable about it.” 

He continues, “ I do like this classic jazz with a passion and enjoy it enormously. I feel very privileged to be able to do this.”

The group appeals to everyone from the uninitiated novice to the sophisticated aficionado—and the band is known for turning newcomers to vintage jazz into passionate converts and fans of the genre.

The Jim Cullum Jazz Band helps classic jazz survive and thrive into the twenty-first century--long after its heyday in early twentieth century America--through the appreciation and celebration of classic jazz and the musicians who originally created it. 

Everywhere they go,

the JCJB is welcomed, appreciated—even revered—

as the grand masters of their style of music

and the purveyors of the substance of that

cherished musical form called

classic jazz.

~~Written by Nancy Love

