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The Monterey Jazz Festival:  Its Beginnings

The Monterey Jazz Festival (MJF) had its auspicious beginnings in 1958 in an old horse show arena (and now on the site of the Monterey County Fairground) on the beautiful pacific coast of Monterey, California.  Since its founding, this “grandfather of festivals” -- a description penned by Clint Eastwood, MJF’s 15-year member of the Board of Directors and longtime supporter -- has maintained a long history of artistic excellence and sophisticated informality, gaining it international fame.  Yes, there’s Montreux and Newport.  But over three jazz-packed days in September, MJF is the longest consecutive running jazz festival in history.
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Monterey, known during the post-war 1940s as the “Sardine Capital of the World,” began on a chilly night in 1958.  By then, the sardine industry that had been housed in warehouses on 

Monterey’s famed Cannery Row, had withered away.  This thoroughfare in the center of this hamlet called Monterey, is well-known to many as the title of author John Steinbeck’s book.  

“Thousands of jazz fanatics, assorted bebop hipsters, society page shakers, local politico movers, and other cool breeze cats” hit this city to partake of its burgeoning jazz scene.  MJF’s first year in 1958, saw Dizzy Gillespie, Louis Armstrong and Billie Holiday grace its stage for the Festival’s first performances.

From its beginnings, MJF has had a unique relationship between the venue, audiences and performers.  This empowering partnership was crafted by MJF co-founders, Jimmy Lyons and Ralph J. Gleason who had already established a name for themselves in the nightclubs of San Francisco; they were “two quintessential West Coast jazz evangelists.”  Lyons spent his years in radio as a deejay at KVOE in Laguna Beach, as an announcer for the Stan Kenton Band, and publicist for Chet Baker, Gerry Mulligan and Dave Brubeck. Gleason was a jazz critic with the San Francisco Chronicle.  
This was their vision and plan:
In 1950 we discussed “wouldn’t it be nice to have a sylvan setting with lots of trees and grass and all that?” Lyons recalled.  “[Ralph} and I wanted to put jazz in a pretty place…in the midst of a meadow, outside, in the wind, under the sky where it belongs.”  

In 1956, after the success of the 1954 Newport Jazz Festival in Rhode Island, they combined Rolodexes and contacted the jazz elite about performing at the inaugural West Coast festival, scheduled for the fall of 1958.

After Lyons and Gleason chose the Monterey County Fairgrounds as their ideal locale, Lyons combed the Monterey business community in search of funding and support…Monterey Peninsula merchants were eager to attract more tourism to the area.  Local educators and politicians were buzzed.  The Kiwanis Club volunteered to help out on site, and the Monterey County Herald wrote strongly in favor because “Monterey needed something to replace the sardine industry which inexplicably vanished.”

To seal the deal, Dave Brubeck came and played piano for the Monterey City Council before they voted in favor of issuing festival permits.  Lyons became the MJF’s general manager.  He ran and booked the festival over the next 34 years, while Gleason covered and critiqued MJF events for the San Francisco Chronicle (and other national publications) with an objective and critical eye until his death in 1975.

“Monterey is the only jazz festival which [gives] the jazz musician himself a voice in the planning, preparation and programming,” Gleason wrote.  

From the beginning, the festival bore an unmistakably local Monterey Peninsula stamp.  MJF’s first governing board included a printer, a wholesale meat dealer, a dentist, a public accountant, a doctor, a newspaper editor, and a high school basketball coach.  Education was an early component of the festival.  By year two, a portion of the MJF’s profits went to Monterey Peninsula College for music department scholarships and the creation of a jazz chair at the school.

[image: image3.jpg]



Lyons and Gleason appointed John Lewis, the pianist of the Modern Jazz Quartet, as Artistic Director in 1959 – a position he held until the early 1980s.  Newly-commissioned works became a defining feature of the Festival, with pieces from the likes of Dave Brubeck, Jon Hendricks, Duke Ellington, Gerald Wilson and others taking center stage.  When Jimmy Lyons retired in 1992, new (and current) General Manager Tim Jackson reinvented the Artist-In-Residence program.

The Artist-In-Residence initiative had a large impact on the jazz education programs of the Festival.  Monterey has been presenting the winning bands from its high school competition since 1971, as well as showcasing talented young musicians in an all-star student big band.  Some of the alumni include Joshua Redman, Patrice Rushen, Dave Koz, Eric Marienthal, Gordon Goodwin, Larry Grenadier and Benny Green, to name a few.  For 38 years, the Festival has continued this tradition through the Next Generation Festival and the Next Generation Jazz Orchestra, which now tours internationally.  The Artists-In-Residence work with students during their time at the Next Generation and Monterey Jazz Festivals, both in performance and instruction.  

And so, the Monterey Jazz Festival has become an international imprimatur – a bastion of good jazz and pacific splendor.  Do yourself a favor and go!  

Edited by Karen A. Chandler

Co-Principal, Charleston Jazz Initiative

Taken from The Art of Jazz:  Monterey Jazz Festival 50 Years, 2007
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and Monterey Jazz Festival 50th Anniversary Tour Program
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