
C
lifford is sure that 
everyone was happy 
before he was born. 
On the night of his 
birth, his mother 

missed her once in a life-
time chance to see his 
father play with Frank 
Sinatra at the 
Copacabana. She was so 
angry with her son that 
instead of naming him 
Francis Albert, she agreed 
to let his father call him 
Clifford, after the ill-fated 
trumpeter Clifford Brown, 
who died in a car acci-
dent at age 23. 

Growing up in a world of 
smoke-�lled lounges, 
junked-up musicians, and 
trips to the unemployment 
of�ce, Clifford quickly 
learns the un-romantic ver-
sion of his father’s life as 
a musician. The era of the 
big bands, when sidemen 
are as valuable as base-
ball players, is coming to 
a close. As his father 
struggles to �nd work as a 
trumpeter, his mother loses 
the optimism and trust she 
once placed in her hus-
band’s talent. With no 

 “When I was a kid, I 
thought The Melody 
Lounge was the coolest 
place on Earth. In high 
school, where I was a 
complete loser, the only 
thing I had going for me 
was bringing the guys 
here to see my old man 
play trumpet.  I was 
drinking screwdrivers at 
this bar from the time I 
was thirteen.” 

— Clifford

one else to help, 
Clifford bares the 
brunt of his par-
ents’ unhappiness 
and anger.
Surrounding this 
odd nuclear family 
is a tight-knit group 
of sidemen, whose 
stories and experi-
ences of life in the 
heyday of the big 
bands recall a lost 
Golden Age. Long 
since forgotten, 
these heroes of 
jazz take center 
stage once more in 
what becomes both 
a celebration and 
eulogy for one of 
America’s greatest 
musical eras.

as Miles Davis, Roy 
Eldridge, Clifford Brown, 
and Lee Morgan, to 
“bring to life the charac-
ters and music of their 
world.” 

Playwright and jazz con-
noisseur, Leight has 
received 
many 
awards 
for Side Man:  the Tony 
Award for Best Play of 
1999, a George and 
Elizabeth Martin 
Playwriting Award, 
Drama Desk and Outer 
Critics Circle Nominations 
for Best Play, and a Lucille 
Lortel Award.

Last season, his play Stray 
Cats was produced by All 
Seasons Theater 
Company. Other works 
include: the book to the 
musical Mayor; books 
and lyrics to the High 
Heeled Woman cabaret 
act; and The Loop, pro-
duced at the Harold 
Clurman, starring Calista 
Flockhart, Felicity 
Hoffman, and Austin 
Pendleton.
 
(All of this information was compiled 
from the Side Man website, www.side-
manbroadway.com, a great resource 
for further information about Warren 
Leight and the Broadway production of 
Side Man.)

A 
trumpet player 
himself, 
Warren Leight 
avoided writ-
ing Side Man 

for twenty years. 
During this time, he 
worked as a free-
lance writer — an 
experience, he 
says, that allowed 
him to “gain a little 
perspective and 
shed a little anger.”

“From the �rst 
draft,” says Leight, 
“I wanted the play 
to be musical. I 
wanted each scene 
to have its own 
rhythm, whether 
hard driving, or 
romantic, or mourn-
ful, or bluesy.” The 
challenge for all 
involved was �nd-
ing excellent actors 
who were also vir-
tuoso trumpet play-
ers. “You can’t sim-
ply take a few les-
sons and fake your 
way through a 
trumpet solo,” 
explains Leight. As 
a solution, the team 
of Side Man decid-
ed to use recorded 
solos of such artists 

“From the 
time I was six, 
I, and every-
one else knew, 
it would be  
up to me to 
save us.”

— Clifford

SIDEMAN:
an instrumental-
ist, usually in a 
jazz
band, who pro-
vides back up for 
a leading per-
former but will 
often solo on
his or her own.

Sarah Vaughan with The Count Basie Orchestra, The Count Basie Orchestra, 1954
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