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Bebop founder still taking fans to dizzy heights 
 

 
 
Dizzy Gillespie: as important to jazz as Stravinsky and Ravel are to the 

classical idiom… 

 

JAZZ 
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________________________________________________________________ 

ERIC MYERS 

 

WHEN Australians hear trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie this month they will be 

hearing not only one of the most creative musicians of the 20
th

 century — as 

important to jazz as Stravinsky and Ravel are to the classical idiom — but also 

one of the great characters of American music. 

 

Gillespie’s lifetime has been peppered with zany incidents, but he is the only 

major jazz artist with the audacity to have run for president of the United States. 
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During the Johnson-Goldwater campaign of 1964, he entered the race, saying 

the country needed a president “willing to swing”. 

 

In his autobiography, To Be or Not to Bop, he points out that his entry into 

politics was not a publicity stunt but a real attempt to promote worthwhile 

change. His campaign was based on federal subsidies for the arts, the 

elimination of racial prejudice and the establishment of a world government. 

 

If elected, he would have changed the colour of the White House and renamed it 

Blues House, deported Alabama’s Governor George Wallace to Vietnam and 

replaced all US ambassadors with jazz musicians. 

 

 
 

Ray Charles: to be head of the Library of Congress in a Gillespie 

Administration… 

 

 
 

Miles Davis: he was to be head of the CIA when Dizzy won the Presidency of 

the United States of America… 
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Among the appointments of a Gillespie Administration, Miles Davis was to be 

head of the CIA, Malcolm X Attorney-General, Louis Armstrong the Minister 

for Agriculture, and Ray Charles head of the Library of Congress. 

 

“I was the only choice for the thinking man,” he says. 

 

Since the death of pianist Earl “Fatha” Hines, Dizzy Gillespie is the grand 

patriarch of jazz. Now 69, his reputation is intact as one of the two founders of 

bebop — that revolution of the 1940s which brought into the music the melodic, 

harmonic and rhythmic complexities now fundamental to modern jazz. 

 

His own career has been in stark contrast to that of the other founder of bebop 

— the alto saxophonist Charlie Parker, or Bird, as he was known, who was 

chronically self-destructive and died in 1955 at the age of 34. 

 

 
 

Charlie Parker: chronically self-destructive, he died in 1955 at the age of 34... 
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“I don’t know what made Bird act as he did. I’m not professional in that area,” 

Dizzy says now. “I couldn’t solve any of his problems. But being an artist 

subjects you to a great amount of pressure, and I had enough problems keeping 

my own thing together. 

 

“I don’t dwell too much on those days. But the most enjoyable period of my life 

was playing with Charlie Parker. We knew we were going in the right direction, 

we were sticking close to fundamentals.” 

 

The trumpeter’s real name is John Birks Gillespie, but all jazz buffs 

affectionately call him “Dizzy”, a nickname which goes back to the late ‘30s. 

Dizzy explains that, when he first moved to Philadelphia from his birthplace, 

South Carolina, he had no trumpet case and carried his instrument around in a 

paper bag, which amused other musicians. Also, when he started playing in the 

trumpet section of Fats Palmer’s band, he would often stand up and dance and 

perform other antics. 

 

The bandleader Fats Palmer once came into a rehearsal and said: “What’s that 

dizzy cat at?” And the nickname stuck. 

 

The name Dizzy was appropriate not only because of the young trumpeter’s 

penchant for clowning. At that time, still under 20, he was already dazzling his 

colleagues with his precocious powers and unpredictability on the trumpet. 

 

 
 

Gillespie: he took up the Baha’i faith in 1968, following his deep shock at the 

assassination of Martin Luther King…PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
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Dizzy warns that his nickname should not be taken too literally. He points out 

that jazz musicians often cultivated nicknames for each other which were totally 

at variance with the way their personalities were perceived. 

 

“I was the most intelligent of the men who were in that band,” he says, half-

seriously. “I was very intelligent in those days.” 

 

 
 

Gillespie says he was the most intelligent of the men who were in the Fats 

Palmer  band… 

 

On previous visits to Sydney — he came in 1981 and also during the early ‘70s 

— Dizzy’s most pleasant times were spent at the Baha’i House of Worship at 

Mona Vale. He took up the Baha’i faith in 1968, following his deep shock at the 

assassination of Martin Luther King, which brought to a head what he describes 

as his “spiritual shortcomings”. 

 

Dizzy Gillespie’s quintet includes John Lee (electric bass), Walter Davis 

(piano), Nassyr Abdul Al Khabyyr (drums) and Sayyo Abdui Al Khabyyr 

(clarinet, flute and saxophone). 

 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

The group opens in Sydney on January 16, plays Melbourne on January 23, 

Perth January 27, Canberra February 1, Brisbane February 3 and  Tweed 

Heads February 4. 


