JIMMY HAMILTON

(1917-1994)
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Born in Dillon, SC, Hamilton was a multi-instrumentalist who played the clarinet, trombone and later piano, trumpet and saxophones; his first professional gigs were in Teddy Wilson’s band (1939-41), Benny Carter’s Sextet (1941-42), with Lucky Millinder, Jimmy Mundy, Eddie Heywood, and then with Duke Ellington for 25 years (1943-1968) having replaced Chauncey Haughton; with Duke, he was featured on clarinet on “Air Conditioned Jungle,” “Ad Lib on Nippon,” and many, many others; his discography includes Can’t Help Swinging (1961), Swing Low Sweet Clarinet (1960), Rediscovered Live at the Buccaneer (1985), Jimmy Hamilton and the New York Jazz Quintet (1991), among others; he also recorded with Billie Holiday; a very skilled musician with an impeccable technique; Hamilton moved to the Virgin Islands after his long stint with Duke where he taught music in the public schools; he died in 1994 in St. Croix.
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Jimmy Hamilton at the Monterey Jazz Festival
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Jimmy Hamilton performed with the Duke Ellington Orchestra during the 1960, 1961, 1964, 1965, and 1966 Monterey Jazz Festivals.  1960 was the year of Ellington.  MJF commissioned Ellington to write a piece for the Festival -- “Suite Thursday,” based on the works of John Steinbeck.  In return, the Festival and program were devoted to Duke Ellington.  

The following is Stanley Dance’s account of the Ellington band at their 1960 MJF appearance including a mention of Hamilton’s flawless playing on “Suite Thursday”:
Until now, who would have thought that this behatted and casually attired 
group of men was the finest jazz orchestra in the world?  Sam Woodyard there, 
superb big band drummer, his cap on back to front, was mischievously discussing 
the vintage years with Matthew Gee while maintaining a vigorous, driving beat.  
Fats Ford wore a jaunty, semi-Tyrolean hat that suited him better than the tin 
derby he donned each night during performances of Rockin' In Rhythm.  Johnny 
Hodges, his hat pulled well down over his eyes--was he meditating on the sounds 
around him or the Yankees' chances in the World Series?  Jimmy Hamilton, slouched beneath a floppy cap appropriate to a golf course of the '20s, was now playing the pretty 
clarinet part of Sweet [Suite] Thursday, immaculately. Even Duke was wearing a hat, 
a weatherproof model with a gay band. As his barber entered the hall, he cried: 'Everything is going to be all right, fellows. Billy Black is here. Have no fear!’
Ralph Gleason, MJF co-founder, wrote an essay about Duke in the 1960 program.  The program listed all the extended compositions by Duke Ellington, through 1959.  In addition, the program listed the musicians who played and recorded with the Duke Ellington Orchestra from 1925-1960.  Among them were several musicians who were native to South Carolina or who lived and trained with Charleston’s Jenkins Orphanage Bands.  In addition to Jimmy Hamilton, they included Cat Anderson, Freddie Jenkins, Taft Jordan, Bubber Miley, Jabbo Smith, and Willie Smith.
Hamilton played tenor saxophone and clarinet with Duke’s orchestra during each of the Festival performances.  For the 1965 Festival, Hamilton was featured on clarinet on “Ad Lib on Nippon.”
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