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Chico Freeman
The object is to always express that spontaneous feeling

By now Chico Freeman can look back at a successful career which has lasted for 
more than 40 years. In this conversation he explains his beginnings, his family 
history, later paths he shared with his father Von Freeman and experiences with 
jazz greats who influenced him. His moving to Europe a few years ago allows an 
insightful comparison about life and making music on both continents. Thereby 
he addresses many aspects, which are important, to find one’s own voice, one’s 
personal expression. If everything is ideal, magic moments can then evolve on 
stage. Interesting insights for fans as well as active musicians.

When Chico was about 20 years old, he also considered other careers. He seriously had 
the desire to be a basketball player, a pilot or to be a singer in a singing group like ‘The 
Temptations’. One of the few records his father owned was Miles Davis’ “Kind Of Blue”. 
The music on this record made him want to be a musician. “Most of what I heard from 
my father was him practicing every day and it was out of a musical context . Mainly, it 
was him practicing scales and exercises; that didn’t have a very attractive musical sound 
for my ears”, Chico explains. That he belongs to one of the great jazz families such as 
the Jones’, The Marsalis’ or the Heaths does not have an influence whether someone 
develops into a good musician. “That you achieve on your own, if you have the desire. In 
my case, I had two sisters and a brother. And I’m the only one who became a musician.”

His father assumed no active role in his initial stages of becoming a musician. “He just 
did his thing. Mostly, I heard people tell me how great he was. I really didn’t have any 
idea. But I was always told by other musicians how great he was. As far as his active 
participation in my development: almost zero! He expected me to get this stuff on my 
own. He had a vow that he would never force being a musician on us. And I think that 
had a lot to do with his relationship with my mother. Because my mother really didn’t 
want us to become musicians.”

When Chico had completed his high school and was pursuing a classical music degree, 
he started to accompany his father more frequently to clubs where this one was 
performing or organizing jam sessions. Chico was usually active in the background, for 
example as a barman. There he had the opportunity to experience his father nightly and 
watch him work with Gene Ammons, Dexter Gordon, or Sonny Stitt - great musicians 
that would come through. His uncle and guitarist George Freeman, who recently 
celebrated his 88th birthday, would also take him along to his gigs. “That was when I 
thought I’d like to be playing in these clubs - the romanticism of being a jazz musician, 
playing clubs, and hanging out with my dad and uncle. Of course, by that time I was 
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really happy to be closer to him and hang out with him, which we didn’t do much when I 
was younger.”

Around the mid 1970s Chico then moved from Chicago to New York. Soon his career 
began to take off and he found himself becoming more well known than his father. He 
arranged possibilities for his father to perform in New York and took him along on tours 
overseas. This development probably also had to do with the fact that Chico proved to 
be the better businessman than his father, who, purely as an artist, would surely have 
had a high propensity of attracting audiences. During this time, Chico and father Von 
made their first recording together, ‘Fathers And Sons’ on CBS, together with Branford 
and Wynton Marsalis, and their father Ellis. “This was a major recording at the time. 
Then, of course, I took him all over Europe. He was discovered in Europe, particularly in 
Holland. They just thought he was fantastic. One of Holland’s most well known and 
respected saxophonists, Hans Dulfer, Candy Dulfer’s father - the three of us did a 
concert together at the North Sea Festival. It was a big discovery for the Dutch people. 
After that, my father started coming over and doing things on his own. We continued to 
tour together to other parts of the world, to Japan, Asia, Greece, all over Eastern and 
Western Europe. I felt very proud of this; that I was able to give this to my father. I 
remember, a girl-friend of mine at the time, when I achieved a little bit of recognition, 
gave me some good advice. I made a statement that I wanted to do something for my 
father. She told me: “Don’t try now. You need to do something for yourself first. Get 
yourself in a position that you are able to do something. The better position you are in, 
the more you’ll be able to do.” She was actually right and very wise in that. So I took her 
advice and waited until I was in a better position. By that time I had begun playing with 
Sun Ra and Elvin Jones. My name started getting in the newspapers. I started making 
my own recordings, playing with other people: McCoy Tyner, and Jack DeJohnette. The 
fact that I was Von’s son became more interesting to business people and I was able to 
do more for him once I became more well known and respected, and that’s what I did.”

Without exaggerating one can say that Chico succeeded in becoming a heavyweight in 
the world of jazz. When asked which experiences he regards as high points of his 
career, he initially mentions the period with greats such as McCoy Tyner and Elvin 
Jones. That means a lot to him, as they had been pillars in John Coltrane’s band, who 
was Chico’s first big saxophone influence. Besides that he mentions playing for the 
president of France, François Mitterrand, and playing with Dizzy Gillespie for 20’000 plus 
people in the UK. But his eyes really start glowing once he starts telling how he played 
the national anthem at the Madison Square Garden before a basketball game of the 
New York Knicks: “That was the culmination of my desire to be a basketball player and a 
musician. And I remember, a good friend of mine, who was one of the greatest New York 
Knicks basketball players, Bernard King… I went to his wedding and I told him I played 
the national anthem. He asked me: ‘Did the floor shake?’ I told him that it did! And that 
was funny, because he still holds the record for the most points scored in the Garden by 
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a New York Knick. When he did that, the people were screaming and hollering and I got 
people screaming and hollering when I played the national anthem. I was actually able to 
have that experience and know what he was talking about. As a musician! But not on a 
stage, but on a basketball court, which is a different thing! So that was a big high point 
for me actually. Ironically, I wasn’t even playing jazz music.”

In this sense the audience plays an important role for Chico while performing, because 
he regards it as an integral aspect of the occasion. He strives to create a connection, 
sharing onstage what he has worked for. He wants to convey his view of the world to 
others through music. This can be thoughts, feelings. “We have come together with a 
common thing that we both love: this music, the love of this language, that we both 
understand. That expression I share with them. Hopefully they appreciate what I am 
offering and I appreciate what they are offering. That is a mutually beneficial situation for 
us. I don’t step on stage to be famous or for the adoration and all of that, because I know 
that that can be fleeting. Not that it is not real. It is real when it’s happening, but it’s not 
always what it seems.”

Provided that he then manages to do everything that he intended to do, an extraordinary 
experience can come into being. That is as if some other force is playing. “As if you’re 
being used for this great purpose. That feeling is great. At the same time, all of the 
audience is with you there. They feel it, everyone is aware of it, everyone knows it’s a 
special night. Those are the best nights. They are few and far between. We have great 
nights. But those really high level ones are not so many. In my career, I can think of one 
night, that extraordinarily stands out. I’ve had maybe two or three more on that level. 
Another thing; its not just for me. That means every musician on stage is experiencing 
the same thing. There are nights when it happened only for  me and maybe not for all of 
the other guys; or they had it and I didn’t, but when it’s really special, is when it’s like that 
for everyone.” This co-operation with his fellow musicians is central for Chico. By 
mutually listening to and playing with each other, by acting and reacting, everyone 
contributes those aspects of who they are. Although Chico has played with famous 
musicians such as Mingus or Gillespie, he does not care about names. “If the guy 
around the corner is a great musician, but nobody knows him, it’s the same as playing 
with a great musician whom everyone knows. Playing with a good musician, wherever 
they come from is interesting. They don’t have to be jazz musicians either. They just 
have to have something special.”

For almost four years Chico has now mainly been living in Switzerland, but retained a 
base in New York. While on tour he has more or less visited every corner of the globe, 
but never spent an extended period in one place. For a long time he had the desire to 
live outside of the US at a place and become part of it. For a number of reasons he 
decided in favor of Switzerland, not least due to its central location in Central Europe. He 
particularly cherishes the safety, the multilingualism and the higher level of social 
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cohesion compared to the US. “I have a daughter. I don’t worry about her going places 
alone, or with her mom. Whereas, for certain places in Chicago and New York, I would 
worry. I wouldn’t want them going out at night to certain places. So, the level of violence 
here is minimal compared to many places in the States. And if you were going to live in, 
what we call a good neighborhood, it’s expensive in America I’m not very thrilled with the 
attitudes of very rich people and their private schools and private things. I don’t want my 
daughter being around… to develop that kind of an attitude. I like the multitude of 
languages here. People will be speaking three, four, five different languages - 
sometimes to each other, sometimes they’ll mix them up. I just find that quite invigorating 
and great. So, I think, there is a deeper level of communication, because you can 
understand how people think in other languages, how one thing doesn’t necessarily 
mean the same in another language. You have to go a little further, a little deeper in a 
person’s mindset to understand what it really means. When you have that opportunity, I 
think a deeper understanding of human beings and different cultures becomes clearer. I 
feel I am more knowledgeable, a better human being, more tolerant. I always have been 
tolerant, but now more so, with understanding and I love that. I don’t miss the racism that 
I came up with in America. I don’t find that here. Not that they don’t have their prejudices 
here, which they do, but it is different.” 

Related to the influence on his musical output Chico’s conclusion of the comparison 
between the US and Europe turns out to be more differentiated. On the one hand, the 
artistic level is supposed to be very high in the US, which leads to a sheer endless 
choice. “The best of the best come to New York, and in order to survive there, you have 
to be one of the best of the best. In America there are so many musicians to play with 
who will have what is needed.” In Europe, he feels that it is more difficult to find suitable 
musicians, which indeed can lead to a sense of limitation. On the other hand, this fact 
has developed Chico’s interpersonal and leadership skills, as he needs to work more 
intensively with and on musicians in order to facilitate the development of what he has 
envisioned. Sometimes this is tricky, especially when there is little time. That said, an 
important point always remains valid: “You really can’t tell someone how to play. 
Because this music is about who you are, playing who you are. So, trying to tell 
someone how to be themselves doesn’t really work. I need to generally like you, who 
you are and hire you for who you are. If you are being who you are and I like it, that’s 
good for me. I prefer that. I may tell you a thing here or there, a little bit about what I 
want to do.”

What one needs to initially take into consideration in Europe is that the approach to jazz, 
or this ‘cultural entity” as Chico prefers to call the music, is completely different. After all, 
this cultural entity did not evolve in Europe. But there are a few good musicians in 
Europe. “I have to be more open-minded myself, because I meet other musicians and 
their approach to this cultural arena is different. In general, the European culture is more 
aligned to the mental processes. Sometimes I feel here in Europe, the European culture, 

�4



as published in Jazzpodium 7/8 2015

which is a big word, because there’s German, French, Italian and Spanish. I 
acknowledge that. I’m very general in this case. And then, secondly, possibly, the 
emotional processes. And thirdly, if at all, the physical processes. If I identify mental, 
emotional and physical with music, the mental process corresponds with melody. The 
emotional process corresponds with harmony, and the physical process corresponds 
with rhythm. So if it’s in that order, much of the musical expression of the European 
musicians, I have discovered, is very melodic. That includes very technical aspects, 
such as lines. harmony is second and thirdly, rhythm is the least important element on 
the scale of European cultural expression, as I have experienced it. Whereas, in my 
culture, rhythm is number one. At their very best, rhythm, harmony and melody are 
equal. When you look at bebop, that’s melody, harmony, and rhythm. Almost in equal 
balance. It’s the perfect example of that. It swings. Technically, melodically, it’s 
challenging. And the harmony, all these harmonic movements. Bebop is the complete 
expression of melody, harmony and rhythm in equal balance, equal importance.”

Another important aspect in this respect, in Chico’s view, is to know the roots and the 
history of the development of this cultural entity well and to have studied it in depth. After 
all, something new can only develop once the previous is known. “People are always 
fighting for their own identities and in the search for your identity, you have to be careful 
that you don’t cut yourself off at the root. In any culture, musical culture, the roots of the 
culture need to be respected. If you cut yourself off at the root then you deny the truth of 
things. If you deny the truth, you deny part of yourself. Some people, in their effort to be 
original have disassociated themselves with the roots and history of the origins of this 
music. It happens here and in America, with people even in the culture there. They cut 
themselves off. They don’t know much about the history of the music. They think they 
are doing something new, where they aren’t doing anything new. They totally don’t know 
where stuff comes from.”

The essence in jazz, in Chico’s opinion, is to express one’s whole self. Not just what one 
thinks, mentally, but emotionally and physically. In order that European musicians reach 
this balance, more emphasis needs to be placed on conveying these three aspects 
equally during their training. “We African Americans constantly ask: ‘How does it feel to 
you?’ Here in Europe they talk in terms of ‘That note is not correct! You hit the wrong 
note!’ If a student comes to me and asks: ‘Did I play that correctly?’, I might say: ‘How 
does it feel to you?’ A Black American might say: ‘I’m not sure I played it right, but it felt 
good’.”

When asked whether Chico needs to frequently point out the importance of paying 
attention to feelings to European musicians while making music, he remembers a 
concrete situation. During a concert he had called across the stage to the pianist of his 
group to play an intro for the upcoming piece, just like that, as he felt inclined. The 
pianist had greatest difficulty to let go and to simply express himself spontaneously. After 
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the concert he asked the pianist what had happened. “He wanted to go home and 
practice, come up with ideas. He felt, he needed preparation to be spontaneous, so to 
speak. Rather than just letting go. So I said: ‘How do you prepare for how you feel at any 
given moment?’ The point was, at any moment you have to be in touch with yourself and 
how you feel, and do your best to express that at that moment. You can’t prepare for that 
moment, because you don’t know when or what that moment is. You prepare by just 
practicing and by giving yourself all the tools you have, so that when time comes you 
have the tools to express yourself. In a way, he did express himself. His confined state 
was who he was at that moment. Who he was at that moment was that. In fact, he was 
very honest. So I was able to expose something there. Now he has understood and he 
has worked on that. That’s something you get through experience.”

With respect to the possibility to learn from experienced musicians directly, Chico clearly 
regards Europe at a disadvantage compared to America. Upcoming musicians must 
have the possibility to be apprentices to mentors ‘on the job’. “My time with McCoy 
Tyner, five years of being up there, what I learned was invaluable. And he never said a 
word. Just that experience. That’s how guys learned before. That’s unfortunate, that we 
don’t have that. There’s less of it in America and even less in Europe.”

This way of learning one just cannot replicate in a jazz school or in tertiary education. 
Moreover, he said that they applied the same template that they applied for learning 
classical music to learning jazz. Hence, the same restrictions are being transferred from 
one musical culture to another, although jazz is something completely different. 
“Therefore, there is a lot that is being trimmed which is essential, and people are not 
getting that in the schools. The fact is, all that you have to do is to know the way Jazz 
has been taught in the past. The way the great architects of this musical genre learned 
and subsequently innovated was a system unto itself; they did not learn in schools and 
the results speak for themselves. Obviously, it works. The hubris that educational 
institutions exhibit, to think that their system necessarily works for another culture is self-
evident. Some of the greats tried to go to school and left, Miles Davis went to Juilliard, 
just left and learned more with Charlie Parker than he ever learned at Juilliard. Even 
Wynton Marsalis went to Juilliard and left. I’m not going to say there is nothing to be 
learned. There is always something to be learned everywhere. Obviously that system 
works and without regard to that system you turn around and substitute something else. 
Then, I think something is wrong.”

Thus, it is not surprising that Chico has a few students from time to time. However, it is 
no structured, formal relationship. “I’m open to teaching and giving lessons because I 
believe in giving back. But there are a few criteria that I need. The real desire to learn, to 
work, and not to waste my time and theirs.”

First and foremost, however, Chico is busy with the development of his diverse 
formations. Obvious to his approach are his openness and curiosity to still and 
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recurrently express himself anew. Since his last CD “Elvin - The Elvin Jones Project” 
three years have gone by. Currently he is working with his “Chico Freeman Fourtet”, 
consisting of the Italian pianist Antonio Faraò, the Swiss bassist Heiri Känzig and the 
American drummer Michael Baker. The latter had been the musical director for Whitney 
Houston until her premature death. With this formation he recently recorded the CD 
“Spoken Into Existence”, which will be released in the summer on the Austrian label 
“JiveMusic”. With Heiri Känzig Chico also performs in a duo. On the Swiss label “Intakt” 
the two of them have made the recording “The Arrival” in December 2014. With 
musicians from his home town he leads his “Chicago Project”. Last September he was in 
Chicago where he made a recording on the “Southport” label entitled “All In The Family”, 
since his uncle George Freeman collaborates as a co-leader on it. He is one of the last 
musicians alive who once played with Charlie Parker. With the Chicago Project a 
European tour is planned in 2016. Finally, there still is the formation “Chico Freeman 
Exotica”, comprising of the violin player Didier Lockwood, the cellist Svante Henryson 
from Sweden or Stephan Braun from Berlin, respectively, and the exotic percussion from 
Reto Weber from Switzerland.

The South African pianist Estelle Kokot recorded a CD at the end of last year, which is 
exclusively made up of Chico’s compositions. The lyrics were penned by Jan Pulsford, 
an English lady, with whom Chico has been collaborating for many years. On some 
tracks, Chico’s saxophone sounds can be heard, too.

Diversity of expression, which manifests itself in the scope and line-ups of his groups as 
well as the different styles, runs like a golden thread through Chico’s career so far. There 
were even performances with chamber orchestras and symphonic orchestras. So what 
kind of dreams does someone still have, who has experienced and achieved so much in 
musical terms? He would not mind to perform in China. That seems achievable. So, a 
little more challenging, which musicians, dead or alive, would he call to assemble the 
rhythm section of his dreams? “That’s easy. Drums would be Elvin Jones. There’s no 
doubt about that. Bass: Paul Chambers. I’m just going by the names, because who 
knows whether these people would be good with each other! If not Chambers, then Ron 
Carter with Elvin Jones, because I have heard them play together. Piano, it would have 
to be McCoy Tyner. My other favourite piano player is Ahmad Jamal. But he never really 
works with a band, he is always with his own trio.”

Would it need a tenor battle to challenge him? No, these were a big thing during his 
dad’s days. But he likes the recordings ‘For Musicians Only’ with Sonny Stitt and Stan 
Getz and Dizzy Gillespie and ‘Sunny Side Up’ with Sonny Stitt, Sonny Rollins and Dizzy 
Gillespie a lot. And he likes the two tenor things with Johnny Griffin and ‘Lockjaw’ Davis, 
as well as Sonny Stitt and Gene Ammons. He is a fan of those sessions.

Chico is not about duel and killing the other one off with great runs. For him it is about 
expression. For him, the bandstand is a microcosm of the way he thinks the world 
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should function, if the band functions correctly in the way it does at its highest peak, then 
it is an example for the world to follow. 

“I always tell my musicians before we get up on the bandstand: ‘Imagine that all the 
notes that could possibly be played, are there, floating in the air. Some of those notes 
belong to you, some to me, to each of us. The objective is for us to only play the notes 
that are yours. If you play more than the notes that are yours, then you are stepping on 
someone else. If you don’t play all the notes that belong to you, you’re not reaching your 
full potential. That’s a skill, something that needs work to achieve. In order to do that, 
you have to listen, you have to be aware, you have to be sensitive. Let everything find its 
proper place. That’s when you find those perfect nights. That’s when the magic happens. 
What Rahsaan used to refer to as “magic moments”. When that happens, everything is 
in perfect balance with each other, and with the audience as well. That is exactly what 
we need to be doing in everyday life: people need to be free to be themselves, do the 
things that are right for them, as long as they aren’t stepping on anyone else’s dream 
and that they always reach their full potential. I think this can be a great lesson for all 
nations and individuals if we could somehow do that, life would be much better.”

Text: Patrick Simek
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