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is valid. He is on solid ground with “It’s the Same Old South” and 
“Jump for Joy.” But his political interpretation of purely instrumen-
tal pieces—Keppard’s “Stockyard Strut” and Oliver’s “Working 
Man’s Blues” reflects his own politics more than anything that the 
musicians might have been thinking. Examining the protest Jazz of 
Mingus and Roach, Freddie Hubbard, Billy Bang, the Liberation 
Music Orchestra, Dolphy, Shepp, Kirk, and others all the way up 
to Wynton Marsalis, Searle’s book finds its powerful voice. But the 
reader who comes to it hoping for a balanced exploration of Jazz as 
it intermingles with political message will find that strains credulity.

Superficially less ambitious but more satisfying is a Jazz mem-
oir by STEPHEN T. BOTEK, a New York psychiatrist born in 1929, 
SONG ON MY LIPS: Jazz Greats Were My Mentors (Granville 
Island Publishing, 2008, 352 pages). In books on Jazz, I take plea-
sure in first-hand experience, cogently presented. A writer who was 
there is a rare and delightful personage indeed. I’ve never heard 
Botek play and so have no knowledge of his improvisatory skills or 
potential. But what matters is that he is a compassionate and witty 
close observer with a sharp ear for dialogue and an exceptional 
memory. (Or, if given the memoirist’s privilege, he has invented cer-
tain passages, they don’t intrude on his book.)

His book might have been formulaic: he might have offered 
the usual sentimental narrative of “The Greatest Generation” with a 
Jazz scene here and there. But Botek wanted to be a Jazz clarinetist 
early, and his path was set by the time he heard Buddy DeFranco 
with the Tommy Dorsey band in 1946. With precision and empathy, 
he describes his childhood environment in Lansford, Pennsylvania 
(the Dorsey Brothers’ hometown), his musical and emotional devel-
opment, being mentored by DeFranco, seeing Bird and Diz, and 
more. (His friend Charlie gets a generous and impromptu drum 
lesson from Gene Krupa.) While Botek is studying at Eastman, he 
talks with Artie Shaw about Bop. Although Botek continues to play 
and study, the narrative turns from sketches of the Jazz greats while 
Botek serves in the military. Although the Jazz fancier will miss the 
first-person anecdotes, readers will have warmed to Botek and fol-
low him into the present. In a back-cover blurb, Phil Woods com-
pares Botek to Huckleberry Finn. Perhaps—there is a good deal 
of prankish humor in his adventures. But Botek reminds me much 
more of the young James Joyce’s alter ego, Stephen Dedalus, find-
ing himself as an artist. In some ways, this book is the consistently 
intriguing autobiography of a developing consciousness, whether 
the shaping influence is DeFranco or Wilhelm Reich.
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