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Charlottesville radio station celebrates a century of jazz
By David A. Maurer

CHARLOTTESVILLE, Va. (AP) - In the early 1970s, a young University of Virginia 
student, Russell Perry, had his musical world turned on its ear by a singular perfor
mance.

In a roundabout way, that memorable event has led to a wildly ambitious radio pro
gram that’s celebrating 100 years ofjazz in as many installments. Local station WTJU 
91.1 FM recently aired a two-hour introduction to its series “Jazz at 100.”

Perry is the enthusiastic host of the one-hour program, which airs Friday mornings. 
He recently talked about the series, which is tracing the history ofjazz through a century 
of recordings.

“My introduction to listening critically to music was through WTJU, when I was a 
teenager,” said Perry, who recently retired after a successful career as an architect. “I 
remember as a 19-year-old listening to John D’earth play the classic jazz tune 'Salt 
Peanuts.’

“I still have a picture in my mind of listening to that and saying, 'What the hell is this 
music?’ That was my introduction to jazz.

“Then, eight or nine years ago, Scott DeVeaux, who is on the music faculty at UVa, 
published a book (with Gary Giddins) titled 'Jazz.’ It’s a history ofjazz, and it inspired 
me to start listening to jazz more regularly.

“In the jazz world, one thing always leads to another. So as I leap-frogged backward 
to learn about players and where this music was coming from, I ended up all the way 
back at February 26, 1917.”

This watershed date is when the first jazz song was recorded - “Livery Stable Blues.” 
Performing the instrumental tune were five Sicilian-Americans calling themselves the 
Original Dixieland Jazz Band.

Perry said there’s still debate and speculation about when this style of music was born 
and who was most responsible for bringing it to life. What isn’t left open to question is 
when the first jazz recording was made.

The milestone recording gave Perry a stepping-off point from which to start follow
ing the history ofjazz forward. Fortunately, he has access to the extensive jazz record
ing collection at UVa and WTJU to help him along the way.

“I’m not a historian, and I’m not a musician,” Perry said. “What I am is a total fan, 
and I bring the fan’s perspective to the series.

“In the course of my personal survey, which started about eight years ago, I prob
ably read 50 books about jazz. And as I read about something like Louis Armstrong’s 
Hot Five Band and the song 'Hotter Than That,’ I’d put the book down and listen to the 
record.

“The series is my way of sharing what I learned. So I’ll read a bit of the description, 
and then I’ll play the record so listeners can actually learn more about what they’re 
hearing, as well as understand the sequence of things.”

(asterisk)(asterisk)(asterisk)
With financial assistance from the Albemarle County-based Virginia Foundation for 

the Humanities, WTJU will be able to post the prerecorded series to the Public Radio 
Exchange for syndication. This enables other stations to put the programs on the air.

Nathan Moore, general manager of WTJU since 2011, said “Jazz at 100” is the type 
of programming that the station has become known for. He added that the series is a 
great way to help the station celebrate its 60th anniversary this year.

“I have always thought that WTJU is at its best when we’re able to take these deep 
dives into explaining some of the best music out there,” Moore said. “To trace it through 
its history, to trace its influences, to look at the genealogy of different music - that is 
really exceptional.

“I think that resonates with a lot of our listeners. We’re still a small station in a lot of 
ways, but we strive to put together really tremendous programming that brings people 
together around great music.”

This area is particularly rich when it comes to top-tier jazz musicians. Perry will be 
tapping into this wealth for expert commentary.

D’earth, a world-class trumpet player, will be contributing his knowledge to the pro
gram. Other guests will include bassist Pete Spaar, drummer Robert Jospe and jazz 
singer Stephanie Nakasian.

“Trying to connect all the events that have happened during a hundred years ofjazz 
is a huge topic, and an incredibly ambitious thing that Rus is doing,” said D’earth, who 
is the director ofjazz performance at UVa. “Jazz music is so American, and it needs to 
be reconsidered.

“It’s misunderstood in this country probably more than in most places in the world. I 
think the biggest importance for people who would listen to the show is to realize that 
there is a huge cultural and social contribution that was made to the world by black 
Americans that is called jazz music.

“When it started to be recorded, it went around the world and was accepted as a great 
gift - and became everybody’s music. Jazz gave music back to the musicians.”

(asterisk)(asterisk)(asterisk)
There’s no question, Perry said, that the genesis of the genre can be traced back to 

black musicians in the South. And New Orleans was the hothouse where it grew and 
ultimately separated from the blues.

During the introductory program, which can be heard at wtju.net, Perry talked about 
a massive exodus from New Orleans during the second decade of the 20th century that 
resulted in jazz spreading throughout the country.

“Blacks are fleeing the social repression in the South, but everybody is fleeing an eco
nomic malaise, because the port of New Orleans is starting to fail,” Perry said. “There 
are many other options where goods can be brought into the United States, so it’s no 
longer important that you be at the foot of the Mississippi River.
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“Musicians are fleeing, and these five Sicilian guys eventually go to New York City, where they are 
quite a spectacle. They’re playing this raucous, loud dance music that no one has heard being played in 
the city before.

“They become quite a scene, and they’re asked to make a record. To everybody’s surprise, the record 
sells like crazy. The backstory, of course, is that this music has been developing for 20 or 30 years.”

An interesting side note is that, in 1915, Freddie Keppard, a black cornetist, was given the opportunity 
to make a record. The man who was called “the King” in New Orleans’ jazz circles refused, because he 
was afraid other musicians then would be able to figure out his secrets.

“Eventually, the first black group from New Orleans to record is Kid Ory, who is a trombone player 
who^ends up playing with King Oliver, Louis Armstrong and others,” Perry said. “He doesn’t record until

“The act of trying to get my arms around this whole history, and then distill it down to a coherent series 
of programs within a specific time period, is a real struggle. But it’s totally thrilling for me, and it’s so 
much fun to be tackling it.”

Perry is using CDs and vinyl records from his own collection - as well as the approximately 20,000 
jazz recordings at UVa and the radio station - to tell the story. Prerecording the programs enables the host 
to spend 30 to 40 hours a week listening to music and creating the hour-long segments.

“Like all our programs, and this new one in particular, my hope is that it enriches our culture,” Moore 
said. “One of our missions is to enrich the culture of this community and Virginia.

“And we try to bring peopfe together through great music and conversation. I think the series is a tre
mendous example of both these things.

“We can bring the whole story ofjazz music, which is one of the cornerstones of our programming, to 
our community. There’s a lot of great jazz out there that we want to share with the world and tell its story.” 
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Perry said one ofthe things that attracted him to jazz is its extraordinary range of emotional possibili

ties. Combine that with some of the greatest musicians who have ever lived, and one starts to understan 
d why it continues to be a vibrant art form.

“You can’t make it in jazz as a so-so player,” Perry said. “It just doesn’t work. You have to be good, or 
the other musicians won’t let you play. I respect that.

“When people are experts at what they do, I think that should be celebrated. In fact, that’s what jazz 
does - it celebrates expertise. I think the combination of emotions, and the respect for craft and practice, 
is why it now has 100 years of recorded history.”

D’earth opined that jazz is the biggest thing to happen in music during the past 100 years. He said it’s 
beloved in most countries, performed in all countries - and least understood and appreciated in its country 
of origin.

“Improvisation is at the heart ofjazz playing,” said D’earth, who has performed on more than 100 jazz 
albums and has worked with iconic jazz musicians such as Tito Puente, Quincy Jones, Pat Metheny and 
Joe Henderson. “Improvisation is like talking in music.

“When we talk to each other, we’re improvising. We don’t know what we’re going to say next, but 
we’re unconsciously following all kinds of rules.

“And that’s what the great improvisers have in music. They speak in music, and they speak according 
to their feelings. It’s poetry, because the swing and feeling of the music itself, which is a tactile, three- 
dimensional phenomenon, takes you on a trip.”

It should be quite an enjoyable and educational trip following Perry in the many weeks to come.
“I’m amazed at how vital the music still is 100 years later,” Perry said. “This is a living, breathing 

music that continues to evolve, change, startle, amaze and sometimes disappoint.
“One of the things that’s going to be a real challenge is how do you tell the story of the past 20 years? 

Does anyone really know what will become historically important?
“I’m going to get some of the musicians to speculate on who is doing work now that, 20 years from 

now, we’re going to look back and see as important music. There are many different streams right now, 
so that’ll be interesting to see.

“It’s a real gift from the station to allow me to be able to take this body of knowledge and try to put it 
into a coherent fashion,” Perry said. “The audience will be the judge if I succeed.”

“Before Freedom: Finding Enslaved
Ancestors”

Spring Workshop
* African American Cultural & Historical Sites in N.C.
Ms. Michelle Lanier, director
N.C. African American Heritage Commission
* Free People of Color in Hertford County
Walter Milteer
* Cedar Lawn Plantation from Two Perspectives
Ms. Sallyann Hobson & Mark Price
* Upon this Rock I Will Build My Church: An Historical Portrait of White Rock Baptist church
Dr. Paula Harrell, Triangle Chapter Afro-American Historical ** Genealogical Society
* Stagville Plantation Enslaved People
Jayd Buteaux, Assistant Site manager at Stagville State Historic Site

Open to the public. $15 per person at White Rock
Baptist Churtch, 3400 Fayetteville St.

March 18, 9 a.m. - 4 p.m.
www.aahgs-triangle.org

Terrell’s Creek Missionary Baptist - 
Chapel Hill

Terrell’s Creek Missionary Baptist Church 3419 Old Greensboro Road Chapel Hill, will celebrate 
their “Annual Family and Friends Day” March 19, at 3 PM.

Rev. Kevin Brown II, St. Joseph CME Church of Chapel Hill will bring the message and be 
accompanied by his choir and congregation Everyone is invited to attend. Rev. Claude Dunston, Pastor

please join us for the north carolina mutual 
annual policyholders' meeting
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Duke Memorial United Methodist Church 

Whitford Hall
504 West Chapel Hill Street 

Durham, NC 27701

Located across from the NC Mutual building. 
Parking is available at the church.

RSVP by March 15 to Gail Harris 919.313.7928 or 
gharris@ncmutuallife.com
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