Frank Rehak, 1979.
(Photo by Helen Brush.)

Erank and Sandra Rehak,
December 1978. (Photo by
Helen Brush.)

Editor: The following interview was
conducted in 1984 and published in
Cadence magazine. The original article has
been condensed for this publication.

Tell me a little about your
background before settling in New York
City.

Well, I was actually born in New York,
so it's kind of the reverse. | was in New
York and then went on the road. I was
born in Brooklyn in the Bedford-
Stuyvesant section on July 7, 1926. So
that makes me 56 years old, although I
feel a lot younger than that. I started
playing cello and piano when I was about
six years old.

Did you take lessons?

[ started studying piano when I was
about eight. I was naturally attracted to
playing the piano, and by the time I was
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ten years old, I had no doubt about what
I was going to do with my life; I was going
to be a musician. You know how kids
grow up and say, “Well, I'll be a fire chief;’
or I'll be this or that. I never had any
doubt about being a musician, from the
time [ was nine or ten years old. I studied
piano for about six years and played cello
for several years. I became a pretty good
baritone horn player. I hated jazz
music. . .

What was the first jazz you heard?
Well, the first jazz that I heard (that I
listened to), is an interesting story. I took
up trombone when I was in the Navy,
because if I didn’t I was going to be
loading ammunition on an aircraft carrier.
[ figured that this was not part of my life-
style. So I told our chief in the Navy that
[ could play trombone—I could play
baritone horn, so I could at least play

Frank Rehak. (Photo by Helen Brush.)
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bugle calls on the trombone. I found out
one morning that if I didn't become an
instant trombone player, I'd be loading
ammunition starting that day (laughter).
So that afternoon, I played my first job
on the trombone. All I could play were
the notes in first position. It was a very
funny scene, because we were a thousand
miles out at sea and nobody could care
less wheéther [ could play trombone or not.
We were all in the Navy, and it was during
a war. | had a good lip from playing
baritone horn, but—good field, no hit,
you know (laughter); no slide, I didn’t
know what the slide was all about, so I
had to learn; I'm still working on it 35
years later.

Who were the first jazz people you

heard that you wanted to emulate?
Well, shortly after I took up trombone,

I heard Bill Harris playing Caldonia. It was



the first time I heard trombone. I thought
it was exciting, and it sparked something
within me. I also began listening to
Lawrence Brown, who I thought was a
phenomenal trombone player. I'still do. . .

Didn't Tommy Dorsey turn you on?

Not particularly. I listened to him in the
early days of my playing, when I went
through a whole phase of listening to
some of the real old-time guys. Mind you,
this was during the war and [ was overseas,
so I didn't have access to a great big raft
of records. Although I did manage to get
close to a young lady who owned the
only jazz record store in Honoluluy, so [
could listen to all the jazz music that was
available at that time. The first jazz record
that I ever tried to actually emulate was
a thing called I'm Confessin’ by J. C.
Higgenbotham.

It was a great old record—a 12-inch 78.
This was all before tape machines, 33 1/3
records, and stereo. So I heard this record
of I'm Confessin’ and copied it off. One day
I was playing in this big band, and you
know we used to play a medley every
once in a while. Guys would play some
jazz choruses, so I said, “I want to play a
tune” They said, “Sit down, you can't play
jazz!’ 1 said, “Yes, I can!” “Okay, what do
you want to play?” I said, I'm Confessin. So
I stood up and played I'm Confessin!

Then 1 played this great chorus. I still
remember parts of it. They looked at me
with their mouths open and said, “Man,
we didn’t know you could play jazz!” So
there I was, a jazz player. The only tune
I could play was I'm Confessin, and I played
it exactly the same every time. People
began to get suspicious, so I had to start
changing some of the notes around. I
started fishing around and figuring out
different notes to play instead of the
original things.

I put the record on and tried to play a
little bit different than J. C. did. I
eventually learned how to play jazz
mostly by doing stuff like that. The
second tune I learned was Blue Skies and
then a whole series of early tunes. Now,
the first time I heard any bebop was a
different situation. By that time, I had
heard Jack Teagarden, Lawrence Brown,
Bill Harris, J.C. Higgenbotham. . .

Is this still the mid-40s?
Early '40s, and I was still in the Navy.
We were in Hawaii, and one night some

of the guys in the band came in with this
record of Charlie Parker and Miles Davis.
They said, “Man, you've gotta listen to
this—this is the new music, this is it.
Fabulous stuff.” So they put it on, and it
was the most god-awful stuff I had ever
heard in my life. I couldn't believe it; the
trumpet player was hitting clams all over
the place, and the alto player was out of
tune. I said, “You guys are crazy; this is
the worst,” and they said, “No, listen to
it again” They had me practically tied
down to the chair, listening to this record
of Now's The Time and Billies Bounce, which
by today’s standards is almost elevator
music.

Anyway, in those days, that was
revolutionary stuff. I finally got so angry,
just sitting there listening to this thing over
and over, hearing those guys make
mistakes, that I took the record (an old 78)
and broke it over my knee. It went into
about 18 pieces, and I almost got lynched.
Now, mind you, this was before tape
recorders, so the only way I could repair
the damage was to take this record and
put it back together like a jigsaw puzzle
.. .and then tape up all of one side of it,
flip it over like a flapjack, get it on the
turntable so we could tape it on an old
Wollensak wire recorder. We taped it with
all the clicks from the broken places on
the record, and then took the tape off and
did the same thing on the other side.

So we had this dilapidated version of
Now’s The Time and Billies Bounce, that we
played every time we went anywhere. It
took all of three weeks, [ guess, before I
started liking it. It was my first real
experience with keeping my ears open. It
was a real lesson for me because, of
course, the stuff that I detested had

something new, a portent of something
new, so to speak. So I've always thought
about that incident when I say, “Well, this
guy sounds terrible” I'll always give
anything a second or a third listen,
because you never know how far your
ears can be opened up or how dlosed they
are.

How'd you make the jump from a
military trombonist to a professional
trombonist?

Well, during the war there were a
bunch of bands in Hawaii, one called the
Hellcats, which was mostly a Jimmy
Lunceford type. . .

These bands were basically to entertain
the troops?

Sure. Guys were coming in and out of
Hawaii on the way to Guadalcanal on
ships or eventually to Japan and what-not.
There were a lot of big Army and Navy
bases there. I began fiddling around with
jazz and learning more about it, simply
by doing 1t every day. There were no
educational tools in those days and no
books that said use this scale for this
situation or anything like that. I just
listened a lot and tried to imitate Ben
Webster because I loved the way he
played. I tried to play trombone choruses
the way he did on sax. I also imitated
Lester Young and several other people. I
eventually got a job playing with a sextet
playing six nights a week all over the
island. It was a golden opportunity for me
to just stretch out and learn how to play
jazz. Along with my classical training on
the other instruments, it gave me a pretty
well-rounded base to become a
professional.

Frank Rehak, Billy Watrous, Joe Ellis (musician-dentist),
Milt Hinton (the judge) at Gibson Jazz Party.
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Did anyone else in that band go on to
play professionally?

There was one other fellow, Irwin Price,
who is now with the New York Philhar-
monic. He helped me a lot in the early
days. I don't think that any of the other
players made music their career. There was
one fellow by the name of Phil Vessley,
an alto player who worked around
Chicago. Nobody ever became famous,
certainly. John McDade was in that
band—trombone players all know him; he
was in that band with me the day I took
up trombone, so he can verify all of that
crazy stuff. . .

When was the transition to professional
player?

The first gig outside the Navy was very
funny because, as I was telling you earlier,
[ began writing to various people. There’s
the town of Patchogue which had a hotel
with a cocktail lounge. I heard about a
group that played there on weekends,
supposedly with some pretty good jazz
players. | went down one night with my
valve trombone; it was great to be able
to play both instruments. When I asked
to sit in with this group, they said “Oh
no, the manager doesn't let anyone. . ”
They didn't know me at that time, so I
was just trying to convince them by
saying “Oh yeah, I know Groving’ High. 1
know this tune and that tune,” trying to
use the language to gain entrance to sit in.

[ kept at it all night, but the tenor player
would not let me sit in; he was the leader.
Finally, at the beginning of the last set,
[ got to the piano player and said, “Please,
I've been sitting here all night; you've got
to let me just sit in on one tune.” So, as
luck would have it, he convinced the
tenor player. So I sat in one tune, and the
manager walked in as I was playing.
About 45 minutes later, he had fired the
tenor player and hired me to be the leader
of the band (laughter). Anyway, that was
my first professional job. I worked there
every Friday and Saturday for a few
weeks.

Had you heard }J.J. by this time?
No, I hadn't.

Who was the most advanced trombonist
you had heard?

Bill Harris was still tops; this was 1946.
[ went to a place called Burden Lake up
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near Albany with a band that consisted
of four trombones, trumpet, sax, and four
rhythm. I was playing both valve and slide
trombone, and we were working, believe
it or not, for 13 bucks a week plus room
and board. Six nights a week, eight hours
a night, you know. It was great; Art
Mooney’s band came through, which was
not a particularly good band; they
wouldn't even let us take the night off, so
we played opposite them. Art heard me
and asked me to come out to California
with him, to go to the Hollywood
Palladium; they were going to be there in
about six weeks.

Just listening to that other band, I
couldn’t. Even then I couldn't hack it,
singing for a living didn’t make it for me.
So I declined, but my other job folded
about two weeks later. Art called from
Salt Lake City on their way to California
and he said, “Come on out, I want you
to join the band if you're not working.”
And I said yes. You know, the Hollywood
Palladium, and being without a job
changed things considerably. I didn’t
know anything about union scale or first-
class traveling, or any of that kind of stuff,
s0 | rode a coach for three days out to Salt
Lake City with my horn between my
knees, trying not to go to sleep so no one
would steal my horn.

I got to Salt Lake City, and I found out
that I wasn't hired, but was auditioning for
the job. I was sick when I heard that and
figured that I had to get the job. I wasn't
about to turn around and go back to New
York. There were four guys who
auditioned: Three were from California,
and me. There was one chair open, and
[ ended up getting it. It was either luck
or I dont know what—somebody was
looking out for me, and I got the job, so
[ went to the Hollywood Palladium with
Atrt. I spent about six weeks there and met
a lot of the Hollywood guys.

Did you hear Jimmy Knepper out there?
Jimmy was out there about that time.
He probably was, but I don't think I
heard him. I don't recall all the names I
heard; there were some great players and
there was lots of musical activity. I
remember there was a little place right off
Hollywood and Vine, where Ben Webster,
Freddy Otis, a piano player, and Benny
Carter were playing. I used to go there
every night as soon as the Hollywood
Palladium job was over and sit in.

What was the atmosphere out on the
coast at this time, being a newcomer
from the East; were you just accepted
basically on your musicianship?

Oh, yeah; for me it was fabulous. I
became really good friends with Ben
Webster and Benny Carter. In fact to this
day we still send each other regards
through friends; we haven't seen each
other in years, but [ have friends who tell
me, “Oh, Benny Carter says to say hello””
And Ben Webster, you know, was such
a giant. He used to just pick me up by one
hand; I used to call him “the beast”” He
was a wonderful player. So all of those
things were happening around that time.
[ got back to New York and I was working
the Meadowbrook with Art Mooney in
1949. Gene Krupa had been looking for
a trombone player.

Was that to replace Rosolino?

No, he had Frank and Urbie and he was
looking for somebody else—I forget who
left. Anyway, he was auditioning guys for
about two weeks. [ felt like Gene Krupa's
band was way above my head; playing
with Art Mooney’s band was one thing,
where you sang half the night, did funny
antics, wore funny green jackets, but to
play with a jazz band like Krupa's? Don
Fagerquist and Roy Eldridge were on the
band, and some really good jazz players.

Was Mulligan writing for the band?

Gerry was writing some of the stuff. |
don't recall who else, but anyway, it was
a really top-notch band. I was a little
nervous to even audition for the band. A
guy named Al Stewart, a trumpet player
in New York, finagled me into coming
down to a rehearsal one day; we were
walking down the street, and he said,
“Listen, I have to stop in Nola’s for a
minute, come on up with me!” | happened
to have my horn with me. We walked into
this studio, and he said, “Gene, here’s the
guy ['ve been telling you about.” And he
stuck me in there and closed the door.
Gene said, “Great, kid get your horn out,’
and there I was.

What did the audition consist of? Was
it reading the book, or just playing with
Krupa?

No, the band was rehearsing, and I had
to sit in with the band. He had auditioned
about 30 guys already, and they were
leaving town that afternoon to go to
Allentown, Pennsvlvania. So that was my
























