FINAL BAR: Buddy Collette, 1921-2010


Multi-reedman Buddy Collette, a towering figure in Los Angeles jazz, died Sept. 19 at 89 of complications of a stroke.  Virtually a life-long musician, Collette continued to lend his name to the Buddy Collette Big band despite a 1998 stroke that left him partially paralyzed.  


William Marcel Collette was a native of Watts who had childhood piano instruction and took to the saxophone early.  12 year-old Collette induced his classmate Charles Mingus to switch from cello to the bass.  Their relationship lasted to Mingus’ death in ’79 and Collette’s quiet authority inspired respect from Mingus and soothed his volatile impulses.

After playing professionally through high school, Collette joined the band of flash drummer Cee Pee Johnson.  Enlisting in ‘42, Collette led a Navy orchestra.  Upon his release in ’46, he reteamed with Mingus, tenor saxophonist Lucky Thompson, trombonist Britt Woodman and others in a cooperative band, Stars of Swing.  Though its players were excellent and its charts unique, the band never recorded and disbanded.

Collette studied on the G.I. Bill, learning to double on flute, clarinet and alto.  Bandleader Jerry Fielding brought him into the studio orchestra for You Bet Your Life with Groucho Marx.  It was the first instance of a black player working in a high-profile Hollywood studio band.  Collette’s ability to play all the reeds stood him well for studio work for decades.  Alto saxophonist Jackie Kelso observes, “Buddy made the decision not to travel but to stay in L.A. and raise his children.   

Collete’s flute was showcased in the Chico Hamilton Quintet, the landmark West Coast jazz band that yielded his “Blue Sands,” a minor jazz standard.  After he left the band, Collete referred one of his students, Eric Dolphy, to the Hamilton reed chair.  Collete urged Dolphy to move to New York.  

A major player in the amalgamation of the black and white L.A. music unions, Collette worked very hard to bring people together—both in and out of music.  “Buddy knew,” Kelso holds, “that content of character is far more important than race.”  Collette worked tirelessly for jazz and music education in the Southern California schools.  He was an important teacher and influence on flute virtuoso James Newton and provided a link to young players and the Central Avenue scene that birthed Collette.

When his children were grown, Collette took out-of-town work, like a conducting job for Ella Fitzgerald and the Mingus Town Hall concert of ’64.  He became a presence on the European festival circuit in the ‘80s, where Collette’s fame had preceded him.  

Richard Simon took over the bass duties in Collette’s band in the early ‘80s and led his band after the stroke.  “Buddy had a quiet authority,” Simon offers, “both as a man and a musician.  He occasionally had brilliant students like James but he was equally excited by a grade school kid learning to play a C major scale.”
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