


When Chris McGregor came to South Africa in October 1987 to 
play a gig in the series of tribute concerts for South African jazz 
musicians called the “Carling Circle of Jazz” it was in fact his first 
formal performing visit to his homeland since he left with the 
Blue Notes in 1964. He had visited South Africa a few times in 
between but this was the first time he had been formally invited 
to play in all those years.

This visit was rather bitter-sweet and was actually his second 
that year – our mother had died at the end of December 1986 
and Chris had come out to South Africa in January 1987 to visit 
with us and our father. We were then living in the small town of 
Halfway House between Johannesburg and Tshwane (Pretoria), 
now called by the rather inelegant name of Midrand.

The invitation to do a solo 
gig at the Centre for Jazz 
and Popular Music at the 
University of Natal’s Durban 
campus was an added 
delight to Chris and he 
enthusiastically agreed to do 
the gig.

The set Chris played in Durban 
amounted to a brief overview 
of his musical journey and 
starts with the boogy beat he 
wrote to the tune composed 

by South African trumpeter Peter Segona, “Sejui (You and Me)”. 
This composition Chris played in many formats – trio, big band 
and solo. It was a great favourite with audiences in Europe.

The next number, “Sweet as Honey”, was composed on 17 
February 1982, as Chris notes, the day Thelonius Monk died, but 
reaches far back in Chris’s journey. He told me once of a fruit 
seller he had heard at the Cape Town market in the late 1950s 
who, in typical Cape Town fashion, had a rhyming schpiel to sell 
his wares: “Pineapples, sweet as honey, go tell your mummy, 
sonny!” I’m not sure that Chris consciously wrote this piece with 
that in mind, but it certainly brings back that memory for me.

“Maxine” shows Chris at his most Ellingtonian, and he makes 
the single piano sound appropriately like a big band. The piece 
ranges from melodic simplicity to great sweeping rushes of 
sound with a lushness appropriate to an expression of his love for 
his wife, Maxine.

A musician who touched Chris deeply was trumpeter Mongezi 
Feza who joined the Blue Notes as a youngster but soon showed 

his musicality. Mongezi was to die tragically due to neglect of 
pneumonia in an English hospital in 1975. Mongezi wrote the 
tune “Sonia” for his girlfriend at the time and Chris always loved 
the quirky rhythm and melody of this song, and the big band 
formation Brotherhood of Breath often played it.

The solid rhythmic base of the Blue Notes’ music was provided 
by master drummer Louis Tebugo Moholo-Moholo for whom 
Chris wrote “Kwa Tebugo” which means “at Tebugo’s place.” 
Chris takes this number at a faster pace than he usually did, 
especially when the big band played it. It wonderfully showcases 
his interest in cross-cutting poly-rhythms and how they interact 
with the harmonies of the melody. It is a reflection of Chris’s 
immersion in the poly-rhythms and complex harmonies of the 
music of the amaXhosa people among whom we were privileged 
to live as children.

“Big G” was written by George Lee Larnyoh, Ghanaian reed man 
who was introduced to me by Chris as “my head straw man!” 
George was known as “Big G” because, as Chris wryly (and with 
considerable hyperbole!) says in his introduction to the song on 
this recording, “He is about eight feet tall!” The bass figure which 
undergirds the song was written by the late, very great, bassist 
Ernest Shololo Mothle and is used by Chris in this solo recording 
and also in the big band versions by the Brotherhood where it 
was played by Ernest, usually on bass guitar.

Dave Defries, English trumpeter and long-time member of the 
Brotherhood of Breath, wrote the next song, called “Two Ladies”, 
“Don’t ask me why,” Chris says! To my knowledge this is the only 
recording of Chris playing this lovely number.

We grew up with a passionate ship-lover father and the sea has 
always been important to us, and especially Chris, who spent 
two years as a cadet on the South African Training Ship General 

Botha in 1952 and 1953. Chris 
was born in smelling distance 
of the sea in the Western 
Cape and I guess this song, 
“Sea Breezes” comes out of 
the experiences of sea and 
wind. Whatever, it is a great 
swinging number.

In the former Transkei where 
Chris grew up the young men, 
the “smart young cats” Chris 
refers to in his introduction, 
who went through the 
initiation rites into manhood 

were known while in the 
process, as “Abakwetha”. 
The young men were kept 
separate from the rest of the 
villagers while undergoing 
the process, to give them the 
chance to learn independence 
and self-reliance. It was a time 
of deprivation and dislocation 
for many. Music and dance 
were important aspects of the 
rites, which went on for some 
time, and the almost dissonant 
harmonies in the tune reflect 
some of that. And yet the 

piece ends on a note of resolution and peace. Ernie Mothle told 
me that one time when the Brotherhood played “Bakwetha” 
Chris got the band members to end the song by actually singing 
their parts instead of playing them and that it was especially 
beautiful. Pity it was not recorded, to my knowledge, anyway.

Ellington was incredibly important to Chris and, as he said in the 
introduction, “I can hardly sit down at the piano without playing 
something by Duke Ellington” and “Prelude to a Kiss” was one 
of Chris’s favourites in the Ellington canon. Chris plays this great 
song without undue reverence but with a great sensitivity to 
Ellington’s intentions, while giving it a typical South African feel 
in this rhythms and harmonies. Indeed, unable to repress his 
Africanness, Chris goes from the Ellington song into a favourite 
Blue Notes number, “Kudala (Long Ago)” and another song I 
have not been able to identify yet, though I suspect it could be 
“Kwela Dudu”, about halfway through the 11-odd minutes of this 
track, to the obvious delight of the audience who recognise the 
homecoming of a homeboy.

A lovely end to a lovely gig.

Tony McGregor, June 2012
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 1 You And Me (Sejui) 8:57
  (Peter Segona/Chris McGregor)
 2 Sweet As Honey 5:40
  (Chris McGregor)
 3 Maxine 9:08
  (Chris McGregor)
 4 Sonia 8:37
  (Mongezi Feza)
 5 Kwa Tebugo 7:58
  (Chris McGregor)
 6 Big G 7:53
  (George Lee)
 7 Two Ladies 6:28
  (David Defries)
 8 Sea Breeze 3:29
  (Chris McGregor)
 9 Bakwetha 7:46
  (Chris McGregor)
 10 Prelude To A Kiss 11:10
  (Duke Ellington) 
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