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ON CHET BAKER 

by John Clare 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[John Clare reviews the album Once Upon a Summertime, recorded in 1977 and 
released on Artists House label (AH 9411) in 1980. This review appeared in Jazz 
Magazine in August, 1982.] 
 

 
 

het Baker is a very different kettle of fish to Thad Jones. If anything, he got too 
much praise too soon. Yet it cannot be denied that he had something there. A 
trumpet sound that was intimate, soft, yet bright at times as fresh yellow paint. 

A poignant lyrical gift and a pleasing sense of construction, in the tradition of Bix 
Beiderbecke and Lester Young. 
 
He had neither the drive nor the technique to take a rhythm section by the throat and 
hurl it into greatness — as, for instance Clifford Brown, who was reputed to have 
been slightly bitter about the attention given Baker. 
 

 
 
Clifford Brown: he was reputed to have been slightly bitter about the attention 
given Baker… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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Chet Baker needed a completely sympathetic setting, which would sustain his fragile 
inventions with care. The man himself was fragile: baby faced and pretty as the 
young Truman Capote, he was pulled down easily by drugs, and has emerged recently 
from hopeless addiction, a leather-faced, gaunt derelict. At least that is how he looks, 
but it is obvious from his playing that he has at last got himself under control. 
 

 
 
Chet Baker: he has emerged recently from hopeless addiction, a leather-faced, 
gaunt derelict… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
I heard a track from this album on the radio before I got my copy, and it took me 
three guesses before I decided it was Baker playing. One of those guesses — quickly 
discarded — was Blue Mitchell. That’s how much firmer his sound has become. He 
still doesn’t seem to have any high register to speak of, but there is plenty of strength 
and projection in his sound, and his technique is sure. 
 

 
 
One guess, quickly discarded, was Blue Mitchell (pictured above)… PHOTO COURTESY 
PINTEREST 
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Of course, increased facility does not always mean increased expressiveness, or even 
increased musical interest. Miles Davis is more expressive, and more interesting on a 
purely musical level, than Al Hirt. To be specific: has Chet Baker lost something in 
becoming more robust? 
 
Of course he has. In the early days Baker could play notes above the stave that were 
so pure that they took on some of the quality of a clarinet, and some of the 
disembodied sound of a zinc or wooden cornetto. Notes that were also so weakly 
projected that it is doubtful that you would have heard him un-amplified over any 
but the softest rhythm section. A lot of the little boy lost quality has gone (Baker 
playing Little Man You’ve Had a Busy Day was a most extraordinary thing to hear). 
 

 
 
Baker: he is now a tougher player… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
And of course something has been gained. Baker is now a bebop player. As opposed 
to what? He was never really cool, for what that term is worth. Let us just say, he is 
now a tougher player. Perhaps his current work would be a lot less interesting if we 
did not have the contrast of his earlier recordings. I found it interesting and 
satisfying, however, before I realised it was he. Anyone who has been intrigued by 
Baker will want this recording, and will no doubt play it many times before making 
firm judgements. I leave it open. 
 
Front line partner Gregory Herbert (tenor sax) displays an interesting juxtaposition 
of old and new sources. The rhythm section is Harold Danko (piano) Mel Lewis 
(drums), and Ron Carter (bass). Needless to say, it drives powerfully. And so 
 does Baker, albeit with relatively spare lines. 
 


