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CD REVIEWS

WHAT WAS HAPPENING 
The Bobby Wellins Quartet: 
Bobby Wellins (saxophone), 
Pete Jacobsen (keyboards), 
Adrian Kendon (bass), 
Spike Wells (drums)
Vortex Records

“I have always thought that he 
is the most original tenor player the UK has ever produced.” So 
says drummer Spike Wells, talking to me recently about Bobby 
Wellins and two of the saxophonist’s important albums from the 
1970s now re-released under the title What’s Happening. Wells, 
who played on both albums, was Wellins’ go-to drummer from 
the 1970s until his passing in 2016.

“I fell in love with Bobby’s playing from when I fi rst heard him 
in the 1960s. I loved his sound, his playing, his phrasing, and his 
harmonic sophistication.” Wellins featured on what many cite 
as the best ever British jazz album, Stan Tracey’s 1965 release 
Under Milk Wood, and gave us what must be one of the most 
beautiful solos ever recorded – the haunting, ethereal meditation 
on that album’s Starless and Bible Black.

During much of the 1970s Wellins was absent from the jazz 
scene, battling drug addiction issues, but fi nally re-emerged 
in the late 1970s with the two quartet albums featured in 
this collection: Jubilation (1978) and Dreams Are Free (1979). 
Alongside Wellins and Wells the quartet included Pete Jacobsen 
(keyboards), and Adrian Kendon (bass).

Jubilation was recorded live at the Hanbury Arms in Brighton, 
capturing the excitement, power, and modernism of this new 
group. All the tunes were composed by Bobby, ranging from the 
extended and shapeshifting improvisational extravaganza of 
Spider to the pensive What’s Happening, where the trademark 
Wellins slow vibrato and gorgeous tenor sound are heard to best 
eff ect. Throughout, there is Wellins’ stunning rhythmic subtlety 
of phrasing and eff ortless power of swing, even in the fastest of 
improvisational fl ourishes. 

The album Dreams Are Free captures the band in the studio 
a year later, and this time Jacobsen doesn’t have to grapple 
with the somewhat arthritic piano of the Brighton venue. Again, 
all the compositions are by Wellins. The opening title track 
is magnifi cent: after a statement of the melody, Wellins’ solo 
begins speculatively and becomes more emboldened as the 
group becomes more energised, punching out highly dramatic 
phrases. 

Love Dance is another highlight of the album. A beautifully 
crafted miniature suite, introspective and mournful to begin 
with, then piano upping the tempo with emphatic piano stabs, 
followed by the whole band joining in for animated piano and 
sax solos. 

This wonderful reissue package includes a generous selection 
of live recordings from Spike Wells’ personal archive.

Mike O’Brien
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QUIETUDE 
Alastair Penman 
(saxophone)
Meadowbank Music

This album does what its title states. It’s full of relaxing, calming 
music. Ideal for someone who wants to chill, I could sit back and 
just let the music wash over me.

There are seven original works and eight arrangements by 
Penman of works by Satie, Debussy, Mendelssohn, Humperdinck 
and Bruckner. The arrangements of the three Gymnopédie are for 
soprano saxophone and piano and this follows Satie’s original 
with the chords in the piano and the melody on saxophone. Beau 
Soir where an alto saxophone takes the vocal line at the original 
pitch takes the saxophone to the top of its range, beautifully 
played, not a piece I could have managed to play myself. 

From Mendelssohn we have two of his Songs Without Words 
Op.30 No.1 and Op.30 No.6 beautifully arranged and just as 
beautifully played. From Humperdinck we have the famous 
‘Evening Prayer’ from his opera Hansel and Gretel performed by 
saxophone quartet – a great replacement for the original scoring 
for four horns. Lastly we have Locus Iste by Bruckner arranged 
for a choir of saxophones and clarinets which really suits the 
original choral sound of this work.

For me, the CD comes to life more through the original music 
that is featured. Not always knowing where the music was 
heading was a joy and this is the beauty of music which is new to 
you. As befi ts the title of this album, all of the original music is 
relatively serene and gentle. Tempos are moderate with just one 
track, Homeward, being more lively. For me this expressed the 
excitement of one returning home after a trip and you can hear 
and feel the relief in the refl ective ending as you arrive, for there 
is no place like home. Rialto, Be Still, After the Fire, Quietude, 
Lament and A Prayer for Peace, the other original works featured, 
I enjoyed immensely. They have some lovely melodies and I did 
feel really relaxed after what had been a tough week. I must 
say, Be Still was my favourite track; the sound of the soprano 
saxophone over the taped sounds of electric piano and sounds of 
nature was really calming. 

The recorded sound and all the playing on this CD is superb 
and I really enjoyed all the music. If you are looking for 
something more upbeat then this won’t be for you – however, if 
you need a moment of repose in your life then look no further, it 
certainly worked for me.

Adrian Connell
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