I recently asked Paul Afieldt if I could write an article for Jazz Report a-
bout Benny Strickler, one of the ;jreat triv-pet men I knew and adnired - both as a
musician and as a person., As far as I knou, only one article was ever written about
Benny -- & short plece by a Mr.Levin (or Levine?), which appesred about 1950 in an
English Jazz magezine., The article was well done, and adequately set down Benny's
musical ability. But, to me, there was more to be written about Benny,

It was my greet plessure to have played with Benny for eight months in what
is now referred to as the first "uig haad" of Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys
(1941-1942), Yow, before any reader mentions "Hillbilly Band", let me hasten to as-
sure you this was a groat, swinging bend, consisting of four brass, four saxes,
four rhythm, plus steel guiter, and two fiddles, Sure, we played western tunes and
#i¢"led hoe-downs (and no one pleyed them as well as Bob Willsg. Particularly, if
we played the smaller Oklahoma and Texas towns, the people got more than a few of
the country tunes (and most of these will really swing, if done right!). But more
than half of the=@ance nunbers were filled with good big band and small band jazz
and the great driving force of the band was spearheaded by the solid, spirited
trumpet of Benny Stricikler,

Benny had joined 3ob '/ills in Hellywood in the summer of 1941, when the band
was in California maling a picture, The story goes that Benny stopped Bob in the
lobby of the Plaza Yotsl in Hollywood and said, "Bob, my name is Benny Strickler,

I plgy trumpet, and I want to play with your band,* DBenay had just heard a record
release of the Wills' band on "Big Beaver" (Okeh label) and had been gassed by the

b;:; of the band on this tune, so Benny just decided that's who he wanted to play
L .

. “Well, Bob %ills is a great judge of character, so without even hearing Benny
pley, ro:"said, "Okay! you're hirgd." A4nd he never regretted it. Leter, Bob re-
marxed, "Hell, I could tell by looking at him that he could play good:i"

I'11 never forget the Tuesday night in Oklahoma Bity in November, 1941, I
had come from Los ingeles to Oklahoma City to visit my folks, 'iell, I read in the
%°°31 paper that 3ob Wills was playing that nigiht at the Trianon 3allroom, I had med
any in Qailfornia and as I had heard he had joined Bob Wills band, I was curious
:? ‘now what Berny was doing in a western-type band. So I dropned down to catch it,
al a crowd! It took me at leese fifteen minutes to work my way up the stairs and
thru the crovd to the bandstand, But all this time, I was hearing the band, and
Particularly Benny -- blowing great! ’

Well, it wound up that I jnined the band that ni
ks ght too, It just happened
thet Bob \ills had decided to start his big band, and was augmenting, Tha:pgame

Right Alex Brashear on tyum: i
h rumpet and Woody Woodg on clarinet and sax a
band, Both good jazzmeh. ' o e

At this point I should list the personnel of this great band, for h

; ere was &
::gizian 8 dream of a band, a "one in a million" coincidence that b;ought a bunch
sether that thought and played alike. On trumpets were: Benny Strickler, Alex
racher, and Danny Alguires on sex: Dom Farlan, Geerge Bailey,Woolty Woedls, and
ouis Tierney; on trombone, Neal Duer; piano, Al Strickland; drums, Gene Tomlin,
ater replaced by Bob Fitzgerald; steel guitar, Leon MacAuliffe; standard guitar,
ldon Shamblin; string bass, Darrel Jones; vocals, Tommy Ducan; fiddles, Bob Wills

nd Joe Holly.

This band could play anything well., Alex Brashear made some wonderful big
)and arrangements, And for variety, many "head" arrangements were worked out, fea-
uring Benny on trumpet, Woody on clarinet, and leal on trombone playing the tradite
onal small group things., This was Benny at his beat, a delight to hear, Tfere was
lenny playing with such a good taste, warmth, but still with a swinging drive., Aind
n this connection, here, too, was an insight iato Benny himself, His concern always
ras the general over-zll sound of the band. lany times I heard him say, "Now, let's
ust meke the tune sound good!" What he meant, of course, was to listen to each
sther, and play with the thought of contributing to the sound, not just what one
jerson could get out of it for himself,

This, to me, is the essential thing in jazz, the striving for a meeting of
;he minds. Benny often said, "If you don't think together, you can't play together,"
ind he proved it by his mental approach to his playing. He brought to the bandstand
sach night an enthusiasm that actually permeated throughout the band, It was a
eeling that we were all going to play good., 4nd we did. I never heard Benny play
»adly. He just didn't have an "off night" I recall a night that Benny had a
split lip from a cold sore., Alex and I felt concern for him and wanted to trade
sarts with him to help him, But he said "Oh, it's okay. It only hurts when I take
the mouthpiece away from my lips,"

Benny was born in Fayetteville, Arkansas about 1917, I never lmew Just when
ne took up trumpet, but presume it was at a fairly early age, because he loved to
olay, Benny was an excellent sight readsr, a talent I envied. I akked him once
where he learned to read so well, He said "I don't know. I just never thought
much about it." Probably it came as natural as did his improvising. He never
questioned it, just accepted it.

Benny told me he learned jazz by listening and playing with records of Louis
Armstrong, Bix Beiderbecke, led lichols and others of his day, but then went on %o
devlope his own style. I can't remember that Benny?T@ke anyone else, although he
could mimic any style. One night on a job he suddeﬂly turned to me and said, "Here
is the way Bix would play this", and played a chorus so close to Bix I almost fell
out of my chair,
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Benny married his wife Frances, and they came to California scmstime inj1936
They had two daughters, Diane and Janet. Times were pretty rough then, and Benny
had his ups and downs meking a living for his family, But risic was his life and he
was determined to play. I must mention Bob Logan, a wonderful trombone player and
one of Benny's closest friends, They worked together alaost constantly through
good bands and bad bands from 1936 through 1941 in Californa,

hbout 1937 Seger Ellis got together a group including Senny and Bob Logan,
which he called "The Choir of Srass", consisting of four trombones, four trumpets,
one clarinet, and four rhythm, They made several sides on Decca, I never heard
any of these records, hut I understand Benny played several solos on this session,
the best one on a tune called "3ee's Knees", Someone should track these records
down, I've tried but without success.

Benny also played in Wingy iianone's big band, Rube Wolfe's Paramount Theater
pit band, and with Joe Venuti's Band, Times got rough enough that Benny even took
jobs with certain nameless hotel-style bands to provide a living for his family.
One such job got so bad that he quit, He came home to his wife and simply said,

e T & ).
"I'm soiry; I Just couldn't nlay in that band," Frances answered,"It's ell right,
Renny, I wderstand” -- and then wvondered how they would buy groceries the next day,
Byt Benny alweys rrovided -- somewer,

Yonej, to Benny, was tle curse of his 1ife, To him, it was a necessary
nuisence. ‘e knew he needed a certuin amount of it to provide for his wife and chil=-
dren, whon he loved dearly, so he wes forced to be eoucerned with it, 3But, money,
as such, meent nothing to him, Fere wes a human with & horn wio wanted to play --

[T 4 vac nis life, and to have ts be governed b; moaetary werrief was to him an impos-
1ti5n cn hic tine, He would turn over his checs to Frances, and let her budget the

money, whicl she dlde— & /e Hal /

The biz trovble in Beany's 1ife vas that he lived at the wrong time, Ton
late for the fidsh years of the 20's and too soon for the more Fecure years that
follaved the 1ost war., F eFieh 7wl Hew FAL Berny wodi D Hitve CoXE —

HAD Mz LIvVED THe Foil ¢/FE HE Pt e !

In the summer of 1242, the Bob !'ills bhand left Tulsa to come to California
for pleying dﬁQes_and recorﬁings,. As I recall, About eight sides were recorded for
Coluqhia renarde (O%ah 1obel) with the big band, Three or four of these were never
relezszd (and I never knew why)s The ones released were: "My Confession", "Ten
Yeurs", "iile "it: Bob"(blues), 2ud "“ho's Heart Are You lreaking Now?". Unfortun-
ately, Denny nevel tool a solo on gny of these sides except for & little dixie
chorus on "Ien Yearz", Some collectors though the trumpst solo on "Ride with Bob"
vasRenny. Sut thiz is not trus. Alex Brashear played the solo on this, But Benny's
korn is ezrtainly there on first trumpet, swinging the band on all the releases
listed ahove,

The "1ills band began to break up in August, 1942, because of the war, Ahout
this time, in San Francisco, Lu Yiztters joined the Mavy, and they were desperately
loo¥ing for someone to replace Lu, At lust, here was the perfect snot for Benny,
and tre best man they could possibly get. TIow, 3enny would be where he could play
as e wanted to play, so Beiny ecame 10 3an rrancisco anc joinad the band. In later
ye-rs Bert Bales (Wetters pisno man, said to me, "What a talent, Benny was playing
just zreat, He was an inspiration to all of usi"

Fortunately, ahout t»s first week in S.F., the band made an air check, and
four t'mes are wr-=served., The wzre releessed on G.T.J¥ "Cake Ualkin Babies", "K.C.
Stogpe", "Dipper Mouth Blues", and "Fidzety Feet", ;

- But it wasn't to be. 3Benny had been in San Franciso hardly three weeks, One
niznt on the bandstend, Benny suddenly became ill and started hemorrhaging., Doctoe's
veraict: Tuberculosis, Cenny returned to Toyetteville to enter a sanitarium,

“liere he rermained for over two years. Then he begsn to get better, even started to

#127 & little on his hora, I talked to him by rhone Xmas, 1945, He told me then

ﬂ*ﬁ.?;t goocy, and that he was starting to play again, Bu%t this, too, was not to be,

? ie?+mont%s later, hg had a relgpse and died. Lveryone lost & great musican, and

+ 105t a wonderful friend, 3enny Strickler! A fine musican, a warm, human soul

& gentleman, y LB LN :
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“Iﬂi:siUEE;a::teftread:ng ?Eamstory abpve3 there is on'y one comment I could make:

uritzeﬁ o £Pw§:qgen :pat. This is the kind of stgry no jazz critic could have

fri%nﬁi; m;=i;5a;3 italm?le story about & warm, frleqdly musician, by a warm and

chnTt hélp Eut-kS;w w*eﬁab writfﬁnffnothuztg a typewriter, but wit? a heart: You

B\ & Sath hioe Da:n" §0§ zea “1,%ht atn‘snny and Danny were friends, and that

Diniy U5 vios et 1iker g more than he'd ever say, I have an idea t@at knowi?g

PR b s now ng Senny, because the only possible way to dislike him,

Gantt nea fo : » Anyone who can read the above story without being moved, just

properly, and may as well quit, Thanks, Danny, it really "swings"e......
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