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That gig revealed a newfound aggressive edge to
McLaughlin's playing, no doubt spurred on by the incendiary
nature of his most potent band in years. And his warm-toned,
distortion-laced licks cut through the fusion maelstrom like
Thor’s hammer as his band, The 4th Dimension, took off like
an Airbus A380 leaving the runway.

A quintessential guitar hero, McLaughlin lit the fuse of
the vibrant late-'60s/early *70s jazz-rock movement with his
ripping guitar work on fusion landmarks like Tony Williams
Lifetime’s Emergency! and Tirrn It Over, as well as a string of
Miles Davis albums: fin A Silenr Way. Bitches Brew, A Tribute
To Jack Johnson, Live-Evil. On The Corner. Big Fun (where
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nstage at the 2011 Nice Jazz Festival, just down the road from his residence
on the French Riviera, John McLaughlin flashed “the look of eagles™ as his
band lit a fire beneath him. Powerhouse drummer Ranjit Barot set the table
with frightening intensity on the kit as the astounding electric bassist Etienne
Mbappé grooved mightily, wearing his signature black silk gloves on his fret-
ting and picking hands. Gary Husband (who often doubles on keyboards and
drums) comped insistently on an electric piano as the silver-haired, six-string
avatar entered the fray, unleashing the type of fretboard pyrotechnics that once
caused Frank Zappa to comment, “The guy has certainly found out how to operate
a guitar as if it were a machine gun.”

he is featured on “Go Ahead John™) and Ger Up With Ir. With
his band the Mahavishnu Orchestra, McLaughlin created the
aroundbreaking "70s albums The Inner Mounting Flame and
Birds Of Fire.

Keyboardist Chick Corea, who played alongside the gui-
tarist on several of those electric Davis sessions and collabo-
rated with McLaughlin four decades later in the Five Peace
Band (which toured in 2008, yielding a self-titled live dou-
ble-CD set in 2009) remarked to DownBeat in 1988: “What
John McLaughlin did with the electric guitar set the world on
its ear. No one ever heard an electric guitar played like that
before, and it certainly inspired me. John's band, more than
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McLaughlin performing
with the Mahavishnu
Orchestra in the 19705

my experience with Miles, led me to want to turn
the volume up and write music that was more
dramatic and made your hair stand on end.”

Fellow Brit guitar hero Jeff Beck was more
succinet in his praise, declaring McLaughlin to
be “the best guitarist alive.”

McLaughlin, now 71, was in a reflective
mood during an hour-long phone chat from
Monaco, where he lives with his wife, Ina, and
son. The guitarist spoke with pride about his
16-year-old son, Luke—an aspiring drummer
who pleasantly surprised his dad recently by
perfecting a “Tutu” groove on the kit, nodding
to the title track of Davis® 1986 album. Then
McLaughlin reminisced about memorable gigs
and unforgettable comrades from throughout
his fabled career, and waxed enthusiastic about
his new album with The 4th Dimension, Now
Here This (Abstract Logix).

DownBeat: Looking back, 1969 must
have been an incredible year for you.
First, you record your debut album,
Extrapolation, in London in January. A
month later, you're living in the States
and recording In A Silent Way with
Miles Davis. In March, you're jamming
with Jimi Hendrix at The Record Plant.
Then in May, you record Emergency!
with Tony Williams Lifetime. Then in
succession you play on Davis’ Bitches
Brew (Aug. 19 and 21), Wayne Shorter’s
Super Nova (Aug. 29), Miroslav Vitous'
Infinite Search (Oct. 9 and 10) and
Miles' Big Fun (Nov. 19 and 28). That's
a dizzying array of activity.

John McLaughlin: You're right about
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that year. It was intense, but just how I'd imag-
ined New York would be. As an unknown
British musician coming to the capital of the
world, I was in a situation that was do or die, and
I didn’t want to die! I'd already started meditat-
ing and practicing yoga before I arrived in New
York, and more than likely I would've been a
nervous wreck without it. But I had done a lot
of session work before I came over to the States.
I played on stuff with Tom Jones, Engelbert
Humperdinck, Petula Clark, David Bowie. I
even played on “Winchester Cathedral,” which
was a big hit in England and the States. This
was back in the days when all records were
made with everyone together in the studio,
including the “stars,” and you had to be able to
read anything and play it on the spot. I played
with the Ray Ellington Quartet, which had the
hardest guitar book in the world. I grew up lis-
tening to Ray Ellington because his band used
to play on a popular BBC radio show in the 505
called “The Goon Show.” So gigging with Ray
Ellington and doing all that session work was
great experience for me.

That said, it was small preparation for play-
ing with Miles and Lifetime. They both must
have known, Miles and Tony, just how much
I revered them both, and I guess that helped
the vibe. When my plane landed in the snow
in New York back in January 69, I could have
kissed the hallowed ground! That’s what it was
like for a European jazz musician back then.

The year 2012 marked the 40th anni-
versary of your John Coltrane-inspired
album Love, Devotion, Surrender, re-
corded with Carlos Santana.



Carlos and I go back to *71, when we got to
know each other. We started hanging out and
playing in "72. We got together at the Montreux
Jazz Festival last year, so it was actually the
39th anniversary of playing together. Dennis
Chambers was there, of course, and Cindy
[Blackman Santana] was there as well, so we had
two drummers on a couple of tunes, which made
for a nice drum rumble going on. Carlos is so
2asy to play with because [ know him so well, and
he knows me so well. We did a lot of tunes from
Love, Devotion, Surrender, we did some blues,
we did a couple of acoustic pieces, just him and
me, and of course “A Love Supreme.” We also
played the Pharoah Sanders tune “The Creator
Has A Master Plan,” which was really nice. With
Carlos, it seems that whenever we start playing
together again, the time in between disappears,
It's a nice feeling and a powerful element. [ just
wrote to him and said, “How about we get togeth-
er down here sometime for some recording?”
And I played with Cindy at Montreux again this
vear. [ go there every year, whether I'm sched-
uled to play or not, because there’s always a jam
session happening. So this year Cindy was there
with ... guess who? Jack Bruce!

With the band Spectrum Road?

Yeah, and I was like, “Hey, I wanna play!”
S50 I went up and jammed with Cindy and
Jack, and Vernon Reid playing guitar and John
Medeski playing Hammond organ. We played
all that Tony [Williams] music, man. Talk about
a walk down memory lane!

When was the last time you had played
with Jack Bruce?

It must have been the late *70s or early "80s,
when he joined Billy Cobham and me for a
European tour. Jack and I go back to the mid-
'60s, when there were basically two clubs in
London: The Flamingo was more ré&bisoul,
while the 100 Club was more blues. There was
always a lot of activity between the two clubs,
especially with Alexis Korner around. He was
a blues man but loved to have jazz players in
his band, too. At some point, every musician
in London must have played with Alexis. John
Mayall & The Bluesbreakers were also around,
and that’s when I met Eric Clapton.

Jack played only upright bass then. At that
time, i'd be unthinkable for him to play bass
guitar. Graham Bond was another personality
around, and we all were jamming together off
and on. When Graham formed a quartet with
Ginger [Baker] and Jack, he invited me in, which
was when I quit Georgie Fame's band. Playing
with Graham, Jack and Ginger was really spe-
cial. They were real jazz players who, like me,
were playing r&b to survive,

You had another reunion at Montreux a
couple years back with Billy Cobham.
Oh, that was far out! As I said, I'm there
every year because my family and I are real-
lv into hiking and biking, and there are beauti-

ful mountains there. A couple of years back, we
were on the other side of [Lake Geneva] on bikes,
when I got a call from [Montreux Jazz Festival
founder] Claude [Nobs]. He said, “You want to
play tonight?” I said, “Sure, but I don’t have a gui-
tar with me.” And he said, “Oh, I've got plenty
of guitars.” When I asked him what was up, he
said, “T've got Roxy Music playing tonight and
the band that’s supposed to open up got stuck in
Montreal. The plane broke down. So I'm going to
call Billy,” who lives in Bern, about an hour from
Montreux. I told Claude, *“Yeah, let’s do it.” So
me and Billy got together, did the fastest sound
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check you ever heard, and played for about 40
minutes, just guitar and drums. It was terrific.

Were you improvising or playing Ma-
havishnu tunes?

We did a lot of the old tunes. We did “You
Know You Know,” and we did a variation on
“Dance Of Maya.” There’s a lot of nostalgia in
those notes, man. We did some spontaneous stuff
right off the bat. Billy's always up for that. You
know, that tune from Jack Johnson came from a
spontancous jam like that [“Right Off™]. I started
this little shuffle and before you know it, Billy's
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hitting it, and Michael Henderson joins = s=f S sosether. But 1 hit 70 in January [2012],

that was it. Miles was in the control room. s = 88s 69, [keyboardist] Jan [Hammer] is
he heard what we were doing. So he grabbed 5e S8 Salimist] Jerry [Goodman] has gotta be 68

horn and came running into the studio.anc = s s Sessist] Rick [Laird] is 71. And the sight of
took off. You start to play spontaneously Fie Saw Sese o8 fogeys coing onstage and playing that
and Billy’s all-in. It was so nice to kind of ssecs s T just couldn’t see it. Can you imagine?

base with him again in a musical way. B's Samse T =y fned to put it back together in the "80s,
because I've gotten a few ... very Soemc®s e B0 or IS years after the breakup. But there
interesting offers to put the original Mahawsime  weme smmnse vibes from Jan. [ couldn’t even get

The 4th Dimension: Gary Husband (from

2o b W=Lzughlin and Etienne Mbappé

The Tdeal Leader

Gary Husband, who plays piane. s e=2=r= and drums on Now
Here This (Abstract Logix), ialkec abows coliaborating with guitarist
John McLaughlin:

S U= oeyoack started, | felt a shock

Sowiy ==itec what a journey the piece
W m== and how i was transformed

John is the most inspirational leacer
ever had the opportunity to work for He
the ideal leader, and he embodies the Miss
Davis greatness: the intuition, the wiscor = Eppmoach on the drums. | flippantly
and that whole kind of genius. - e “John, you just did a ‘Miles’ on
| recall an occasion while recording 7o =" == ==ponced with something modest
The One, a 2010 album on which | also pi= = == s Bas John really did, be-
drums for the last two tracks. The title track  caus= T Sspesence mimors so closely his
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cording featuring aregular, gentle and steady =or= whes= MiEs = guoted as instructing

drumbeat. When we set about recording =
however, John heard a completely differens
approach, which | was having trouble com-
prehending—one that involved a constant
improvisational flow, modulating and mor
phing rhythmic variations and interjections
all through the piece. It wasn't until John
took prime position in front of my drums and
proceeded to “conduct” me—in very elabo-
rate, unusual ways—that | achieved my first
pass at it. We only did it once. Then | wan-
dered into the control room for a listen, not
convinced I'd done anything coherent that
would add much value to the piece.

SO T oEy TeguiEr e he doesn't know
a T oy 7 Meresions!

om s T=es Te rew album Now Here
= whes = SEEaly 2 ive in the studio”
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S pEwrg = 1= = re=nse, probing and
SeCTTTG 2= €S aeer Deen. R was incred-
= o wiress Jofe st going for it—jump-
2 OF cifs = e msse. Al the members
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in contact with him; so that just fell apart. The
place that band occupies in the history of jazz-
rock is so special. In a way, [ feel like it would
be spoiling the reputation of the original band.
I don’t want to go out there just for money. It’s
gotta be a musical thing.

Well, the Rolling Stones are going out
yet again. Apparently Mick Jagger still
hasn’t gotten enough satisfaction from
the previous tours.

Yeah, but they've been playing the same
stuff since the "60s ... out of tune and out of
time. Sorry. Chick’s been out in recent years
with Return To Forever, and the Eagles are
reuniting for a tour. So you have these reunion
things, and they are popular. But I just didn’t see
it for us. Maybe because I still didn’t have any
kind of connection with Jan. I've seen him over
the years, and he wouldn’t even give me the time
of day. That'’s the silliest shit I ever saw. So a
Mahavishnu Orchestra reunion? For what? The
fact that we ended in controversy and in not a
nice way was unfortunate. Of all the groups that
['ve been in, this is the one that didn’t end well.
[ probably will regret that to the end of my days.
But what to do? You gotta go with what you feel.

Meanwhile, you must feel very good °

about The 4th Dimension and your in-
credibly hard-hitting new album, Now
Here This.

I never intend at any point to make a record,
but the music comes, and then it’s time to
record. So here we are with another album. And
I love it! We're doing things we never did with
Mahavishnu. But it's 40 years later. Hopefully
I've improved a little since then. I'm working on
it every day. That band was amazing, especially
in the early "70s.

But we've got a different thing going with
this band. I don’t even want to compare the two.
It's true [that] there’s a certain Kind of electric
energy with The 4th Dimension band, and there’s
even a tune called “Echos From Then” that is
right up Mahavishnu’s street. That’s why I gave it
that title, because when it came out of my mind, I
said, “Wait a minute, this is Mahavishnu deluxe!™

| thought | detected an allusion to
“Dance Of Maya” in “Echos From Then.”

Oh yeah! I mean, how am T gonna escape
that? That’s part of my personal history. Or
maybe it’s making a resurgence in my mind.
Because I don't try to stop anything. Basically,
I try to get out of the way when I hear musical
ideas coming. [ don’t want to contaminate them.
I really try to let the music be the way it wants
to be. And that’s the way it came out.

The 4th Dimension has been together
longer now than the original Mahavish-
nu Orchestra.

I started [this] band ... even before I did
Thieves And Foers, which was 2003, It all start-
ed when I got an invitation from the French

Cultural Association in La Reunion, an island
near Madagascar. They said, “We'd love you to
come down and do a couple of concerts with any
band that you want.” I had been thinking about
this formation for several months prior to this
invitation. So I went down with Gary Husband,
drummer Mark Mondesir and his brother
Michael on bass. It didn’t work out with Michael
so much, but Mark and Gary stayed in the band
for a while. But after these gigs, I had commit-
ments with Universal Records, the major one
being the symphonic orchestra with acous-
tic guitar [Thieves And Poets]. That was a big
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work, that whole album. After that ... it must’ve
been about two years later, I did Industrial Zen,
and both Gary and Mark are playing some very
strong stuff on that one. Gary is a monster: He's
such a great drummer but he can play anything
on the keyboard. I know 1 can write anything
and he’ll get it. Basically, if 1 can play it, he can
play it. Every unison line [ write for him he nails
very quickly. After Industrial Zen, 1 decided to
put this band together and try to work it out in
a more permanent way. That’s when Hadrien
Feraud came in on bass. He had played on two
tracks on Industrial Zen and joined the band
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on tour in 2008. After Hadrien, Dominique
Di Piazzi came in for a short spell, and then he
took off. So I called Etienne Mbappé. He and I
go back a long time: 10 to 12 years. I saw him
[playing] with Joe Zawinul, and he was killing
with his little black gloves. But at that time he
was beholden to Joe, plus he actually has his
own band. So I had to wait a few years before I
could get him in the band. Mark Mondesir left
us about two-and-a-half years ago, and Ranjit’s
been our drummer ever since. Ranjit played on
some tracks on the Floating Point album. And
since he came in, the band just took off. Ranjit
was like the top stone of the pyramid.

You look incredibly fit for your age. It's
hard to believe that you're a septuage-
narian now.

In my mind, I'm still 29. But I do feel the
machine getting a little older. I don’t feel any age.
really, except when the arthritis hits [laughs] ...
and those aches and pains come in. But I make an
effort to stay fit. [ bike, I swim, I play pingpong, I
play tennis, I do meditation, I do yoga. If I didn’t,
I would probably be dead by now. To play music,
you gotta be a little bit in shape: you need some
strength. It’s not really athletic, but it is physically
demanding. I don’t know how many more years
I've got ahead of me, but whatever happens, I've
never felt better than I feel right now.

| understand there’s a new Shakti al-
bum on the horizon.

Yeah, we did two tours, about six dates in
India earlier this year and four dates in Russia
in June. And that band never sounded better.
That's another band that fits like a nice glove.
We can sit down and play together and it just
works, especially with Zakir [Hussain]. We've
been friends for 43 years, we've been play-
ing together 41 years, and he still amazes me
every time he plays. He's phenomenal. But all
of them are amazing: Shankar Mahadevan, [U.]
Shrinivas, [V.] Selvaganesh ... what a gang! A
gang of hooligans—that’s what they are! And
we haven't done a studio album in ... man, I've
lost count of the years.

You guys have such a conversational
quality together.

Well, that’s what happens. Conversations
happen on stage. What are we actually saying
when we go up on stage? The only thing we can
talk about is our own life, isn’t it? About the Kind
of relationship we have with our own instru-
ment, with the people around us, with the peo-
ple on stage, even the world at large. Sometimes
you go on stage and you're in a funny kind of
mood, and the conversation is off. It happens.
But I'm so lucky to be playing with these guys.
They are so on top of it. It’s wonderful.
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Do you refer to this band as “Shakti” or
“Remember Shakti"?

Remember Shakti will always be Shakti to
me. The band never refers to the name
“Remember.” However, in 1997 when Zakir and
I tried to reform the original group, we could
never find L. Shankar [the violinist from the
original group]. He became somewhat strange
towards us over the years in the sense that he
never wrote or called. Apparently, he calls him-
self “Shenker” now, but no one can figure out
why. In any event, after the brief appearance
of flautist Hariprasad Chaurasia and the first
recording [1997's Remember Shakti], mando-
linist Shrinivas and Selvaganesh joined Zakir
and me to form a more permanent band.

It was felt from a marketing viewpoint [by
the record company], and by the years that sep-
arated the two formations, that it [should] be
known as Remember Shakti. Then in 2000
vocalist Shankar Mahadevan became a mem-
ber, and it’s been like that ever since. So this
is the lineup we'll have when we go make 2
new album in March at Shankar’s studio 1=
Mumbai. And then we’ll have something o
tour with in the fall of 2013. I don't know £
we'll get to the States with that, but I'm hop-
ing that things loosen up a bit with homeland
securily so we can come—you know what I'ns
sayin'? =]
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