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James Farm
Formed in 2009, James Farm is an acoustic jazz quartet— saxophonist Joshua Redman, pianist Aaron Parks, bassist Matt Penman, and drummer Eric Harland—with only a small run of well-chosen but discreetly presented shows under its belt. Until now it might have been difficult to ascertain exactly what this virtuosic foursome has been up to, unless you actually happened to be at one of its gigs. But James Farm has been a long time coming, as its members will attest. It’s the product of years of crossed paths, collaborations and tours in various other configurations, along with a lot of tantalizing “What if?” moments. 
After using the road as their workshop, these four well-seasoned but still youthful performers culminated the first leg of their journey to becoming a band in August 2010 at The Clubhouse, a studio in rural upstate New York, where they recorded a ten song debut disc over four days of sessions. As Redman explains, “There’s a lot of history and familiarity here, and in certain ways it feels, at the risk of sounding a bit dramatic, like one of those bands that was destined to be. But it’s also something fresh and new for all of us, this particular combination.”
James Farm, its name a playful enigma worthy of NPR’s puzzle master Will Shortz, already boasts an all-star lineup. Each member has released acclaimed discs under his own name and has individually played with a who’s who of jazz greats, including Terence Blanchard, Betty Carter, McCoy Tyner, Charles Lloyd, and Wynton Marsalis. But these four friends channel their separate voices into an even more powerful group dynamic. The soloing on James Farm is plentiful, but musical dialogue is the key. As Parks describes, “One of the things I love in this band is the balance of different energies. Our individual temperaments seem to be complementary in a way that makes for a unique creative environment, one with natural and intuitive communication, where we’re constantly challenging and bringing out different sides of one another. It’s simple and it’s sometimes messy and it feels like a living thing.”
Harland agrees: “We’re fairly dynamic individuals, fairly emotional, yet grounded. We like to have deep discussions about what our music should be and I think that comes across in what we play.”
Most importantly, emphasizes Redman, “This is about being a band. Certainly everyone’s personality and individual voice comes through and everyone gets to make a compelling individual statement. But the real meaning and value of the music lies in the interplay, in the way we as a band have been able to craft these songs and find a group sound and a group chemistry within them that serves these songs. None of us are material-based players, in that we have all this material and vocabulary, licks and devices that we’ve practiced and when it’s time to play we try to display or show off all this material we’ve learned. We are committed to being in the moment, with that sense of freedom and improvisational abandon you can have when you let go. But we are also very interested in integrating that into a song-based approach, so that the improvisations are interesting and exciting in themselves but always part of something larger, serving the narrative flow of the song itself, being part of the overall story the song is telling.”
James Farm does indeed tell stories. With the propulsive, multi-layered arrangement of “I-10,” Harland evokes youthful memories: “‘I-10’ represents the interstate highway that goes from California to Florida and it flows right through Houston, Texas, where I’m from. I wanted to reflect the sound of the highway that took me to school every morning, that took my mom to church and my dad to work. There was always a constant drone from all the cars and trucks. Sometimes there would be construction, beeping horns in traffic, changes in the weather that affected the roads and the way drivers would react. I attempted to capture all these moments and textures within a song.  Imagine the drums as construction workers, the sax solo as cars moving through rain and the piano solo as the sun coming out from behind the clouds and you’ll get ‘I-10.’”
New Zealand native Penman likened Aaron Parks’ “Chronos” to The Rime of The Ancient Mariner: “The beginning always brings to mind a crew of grizzled sailors putting out to sea in the pre-dawn light, and the tune unfolds like an epic voyage. There are turbulent seas, doldrums, and strange and frightful sights—all in the service of discovery.” 

Penman contributed three tunes, two of which bookend the disc. “Coax” is a portentous curtain raiser—slow burning, disarmingly moody. Says Parks, the youngest member of the ensemble, “That opening track creates a sense of mystery; it shocks you a little bit.” By upending a listener’s expectations, it sets the tone for what is to come. “The record has a lot of 

surprises in it. At times there is a really playful energy that we have, straight down the middle, easy to take in, that feels good to listen to. A song may have a simple melody—but then it veers off in a direction and gets weirder, darker and slightly twisted.” Penman’s album closer, “Low Fives,” however, is all about resolution: it’s a calming, contemplative denouement, with each bass note at the beginning seemingly suspended in air. Explains Penman, “‘Low Fives’ represents a place of peace and reflection, meditation and remembering. It’s that secret clearing you escape to as a kid where only half the light gets in and no one knows you’re there. This is where the album rests.”
James Farm, says Redman, “can feel quite visual at times. I think we were willing to take some chances and try some things in terms of texture and atmosphere that go beyond what you would typically hear or do in an acoustic jazz quartet.” The buzzing intro of Redman’s own “In the Air,” for example, feels as if the combo is veering off into otherworldly electronic rock territory before settling into an earthier, sax-driven groove. 

Each band member contributed original material to the group, and together they honed it on the road before entering the studio. Parks’ ballad “Bijou” was an exception, as Redman notes, and it illustrates the rapport these band mates have cultivated: “The take on the album is literally the first time we played it. We just started rolling and hit ‘record.’ That was one of those moments when the first take is the one.”
Adds Harland, jokingly, “‘Bijou’ is such a soulful tune to come from a Seattle–born youngster. But anyone who knows Aaron understands that he’s willing to go through anything for the true experiences in life—which I believe makes him wiser than most and a real artist in my book. I believe when one is open to the chaos of life and willing to accept it, they can find that pearl in the ocean, and that’s what ‘Bijou’ is to me.”
James Farm officially made its debut at the 2009 Montreal Jazz Festival and subsequently appeared at festival dates and in concerts around the U.S., Canada, and Europe. Initially they drew from the experience of having worked together on other projects. Harland and Parks had backed Penman on his 2008 solo Catch of the Day disc and Penman, with Harland, returned the favor on Parks’ Blue Note debut, Invisible Cinema. The bassist and drummer had also been working since 2005 with Redman in the SFJAZZ Collective, as well as playing trio with him. Parks and Penman, along with guitarist Kurt Rosenwinkel, had undertaken a memorable tour of Japan with Harland as leader. Only Parks and Redman hadn’t actually played together before James Farm, though they had admired each other’s work for years. The enthusiastic Parks remembers first meeting the saxophonist, already a Top Ten jazz artist on the Warner Bros label, a decade ago at the annual Clifford Brown Jazz Festival in Wilmington, Delaware, when Parks, a precocious rising star, was still a teenager: “Josh was playing with his working quartet at the time. That band and the album they made at the time, Beyond, were super-influential for me.” 

When Redman called the pianist in 2008 to finally get a collaboration going, Parks says “the thing that immediately came to mind was that I had a relationship with Matt and Eric, and Josh did too—they’d been playing trio for years. It felt like there were these really natural overlapping circles. Once they were brought in, it quickly started to take shape as something more than a co-leader thing. We weren’t sure what it was going to be; we just had this feeling that we wanted to make music together and spend some time discovering what we were as a band before we recorded anything.”
As evidenced by their debut disc, the members of James Farm have gotten to know their music—and each other—very well. Redman says, “I’m hoping this is just the beginning. Before we made the record, the sound of the band and the sound of some of these songs were still kind of up in the air.  I feel like going into the studio really helped us forge an identity.  It was great to experience the recording process as a defining act for the band, to feel the music coming into its own as we were making the record.
“I have no idea what’s going to happen,” Harland concludes, “but I am looking forward to the journey.”
—Michael Hill
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