SUMMER 2026 iNsiE THIS EDITION

Jazz Jam SesSioNS ... 2
Peabody Graduate Jazz Ensemble: A Voyage to New Orleans .............. 5
Andrea Brachfeld’s Musical Birthday Party and Jam at An die Musik . ... ..... 6
BALTIMORE J AZZ ALLIANCE Todd Marcus Jazz Orchestra Dazzles at The Eubie Blake Center ............ 7
Keith Snipes: His Powerful New Recording Is A Call For Social Justice ... . ... 8
This Thang’s Got Fire: Antonio Parker at Caton Castle .................... 9
Andrew Kreitner .. ... 10
Morgan State Jazz Program ...t 12
New Members, Member Notes and Community News ................... 14
BJAMembership Form . ... 15

VOLUME TWENTY-TWO + ISSUE THREE + THE BJA NEWSLETTER + WWW. BALTIMOREJAZZ. COM

Remarkable Tennis-Playing Pianist
from Harlem Makes a Splash in
Baltimore’s Jazz Scene

By Liz Fixsen

ianist Aidan Francia Cotter grew up in Harlem in a
Phome filled with music—his mother, grandmother, and

great aunt were all pianists, and his grandfather was a
jazz pianist. Not too surprisingly, young Francia Cotter fol-
lowed in their footsteps, starting with classical music and
then adding jazz around age 13—just about the time his
grandfather died. He hopes that in that short span of time,
his grandfather was pleased with what he heard.

LaGuardia High School of
the Performing Arts, where
Francia Cotter was a student,
had a notable jazz program,
and he joined the big band on
piano, mentored by Kevin
Blancq, trumpeter with the
Harlem Village Brass Band,
and also taking private lessons
with Ben Rosenblum, pianist
and founder of Ben Rosenblum
Nebula Project. Rosenblum
would take his protégé out to
the clubs to hear the important figures in New York City jazz.
Soon the teenager was out playing every Wednesday night,
sight-reading charts and getting exposure to the local jazz
scene, at a mid-town club called Swing 46 (recently closed
and re-opened under new ownership as Jazz Cultural).

All this while playing competitive tennis—Francia Cot-
ter’s other great love since the age of five. While in high
school, he played in the Harlem Junior Tennis & Education
Program. After high school, desire for a change of scene led
him to choose Loyola University in Baltimore. There he
joined both the jazz program and the Division 1 Men's Tennis
team—and, incidentally, majoring in international business.

(continued on page 3)
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FLAT RAT

A Masterclass in Controlled Chaos

By Greg Small
ave Ballou has spent a
Dcareer cultivating a
reputation as a stead-

fast proponent of boundary-
pushing, experimental jazz,
both during his years as a suc-
cessful NYC freelancer and
during his current tenure as
director of jazz studies at Tow-
son University, where he has
served since 2004. His myriad

side musician credits inter-
mingled with eight recordings as a leader for the SteepleChase
label were a springboard for the numerous independent re-
leases that followed, all to great acclaim.

Flat Rat is the most recent of these albums, recorded with
a stellar line-up under the clever moniker, for-tet: Dave Bal-
lou, trumpet, flugelhorn, compositions; John Dierker, bass
clarinet; Adam Hopkins, bass; and Mike Kuhl, drums. The
album’s origins date to a July 3rd, 2024 performance by this
lineup at the Rhizome in Washington DC. Though the group
had performed together before, the synergy from this per-
formance was special, and the collective urgency to record
was overwhelming. For this project, they align magnificently
to support Ballou’s considerable artistic vision.

Unifying themes of this recording are prominent: the con-
sistent use of motivic ostinato figures to create an anchoring
effect, the occasional appearance of a haunting open interval
to close a track, strong technical command from all quarters,
and a pervasive sense of conversational fluency. Admittedly,
much of this music is an acquired taste; it is not “easy listen-
ing,” but that very state gives it a sense of depth and artistic
integrity that becomes more evident with each repeated lis-

for-tet / flat rat

(continued on page 4)
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The Baltimore Jazz Alliance is a

501(c)(3)tax exempt organization

of jazz aficionados, musicians and

venues dedicated to enhancing and

promoting jazz in Baltimore and the

surrounding areas. New members

sharing this passion are always

welcome as the BJA continues its

efforts to build a stronger and better

networked jazz scene.

Together we can help this music thrive

in the region and reward listeners and

musicians alike.

BJA Priorities

e To develop new audiences for jazz

e To strengthen communication
within the jazz community

¢ To improve media relations on
behalf of the jazz community

e To bring greater visibility to the
entire array of jazz offerings in the
Baltimore region

e To provide greater access to
performance opportunities for
Baltimore-area jazz musicians
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MONDAYS:

R HOUSE - Straight-ahead jam session. First Monday, 6-9 pm. Hosted by Liz Fixsen. No cover but tips
welcome. R House, 301 W. 29th Street, Baltimore.. 443-347-3570. House band: Darius Scott (piano);
Jeron White (bass); David Pearl (drums). All instruments and vocalists welcome.
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MOTOR HOUSE - Straight-ahead Jam Session. Every Monday 7-10 pm. Hosted by Clarence Ward Ill. No
cover but tips welcome. 120 W. North Avenue, Baltimore. 410-637-8300

NEXT PHAZE - 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Mondays, 8-11 pm. Jazz fusion, funk, R&B and soul. Hosted by Spice
Band. 112 E Lexington Street. 410-449-3232

DJANGO JAZZ SESSION — Mondays, 6:30-9:30 pm. Hosted by Michael Joseph Harris. Bluebird Cocktail
Bar’s Green Room. 3600 Hickory Avenue, Hampden. (host@thebluebirdbaltimore.com)

TUESDAY:
BEEGEE'’S - Straight-ahead Jam Session. Tuesdays 8:30-11:30 pm. 4528 Harford Road, Lauraville,
Baltimore. Hosted by Jeron White. All musicians and vocalists welcome.

BRIGHT MOMENTS - Straight-ahead jam session. Most Tuesdays, 7-10 pm. Hosted by Obasi Akoto. No
cover. Keystone Korner, 1350 Lancaster Street. 410-946-6726. Check Keystone Korner website in case
there is a special event on a particular Tuesday night.

JAM & SLAM WORKSHOP - Tuesdays, 6-8 pm. Jazz jam + dance, poetry, spoken word. Hosted by
Derrick Amin. Randallstown Community Center, 505 Resource Drive, Randallstown. 410-887-0698

JUDGES BENCH - Straight-ahead jam session. First Tuesdays, 8-11 pm. Hosted by Michael Grasso.
8267 Main Street, Ellicott City. 410-465-3497

WEDNESDAY:

BLUEBIRD COCKTAIL ROOM WHISKY BAR - Straight-ahead jazz jam, every Wednesday, 8-11 pm.
3600 Hickory Avenue, Hampden. Hosted by Charlie Ballantine. House band varies.
host@thebluebirdbaltimore.com

Visit www. baltimorejazz. com
for information about our
accomplishments and future goals.

AVENUE KITCHEN & BAR - Wednesdays, 6-9 pm. Hosted by Clarence Ward Ill. No cover, tips
welcome. 911 W. 36th Street, Hampden. 617-764-0879

Baltimore Jazz Alliance
3000 Homewood Avenue #33347
Baltimore, MD 21218-9998

SPREAD THE JAM at Red Emma’s — First Wednesdays, 6-9 pm. Open to all levels of players, workshop
original pieces welcome. Hosted by Johanna McGuire. Community discussion follows. Baltimore Free
School (downstairs), 3128 Greenmount Avenue, Baltimore. 410-601-3072

Please direct your
questions and comments to:

THURSDAY:
“THE VIBE CHECK” R&B/soul/funk jam session — Second Thursdays, 8-10 pm.
The AmASSI Center, 2122 Maryland Avenue, Baltimore. Hosted by Sheritta “Love” Harris. 888-472-2837

BJA Board

THE BLUEBIRD COCKTAIL ROOM/WHISKY BAR - Straight-ahead jam session. Thursdays, 8-11 pm.
3600 Hickory Avenue, Hampden. Hosted by Charlie Ballantine. House band varies.
host@thebluebirdbaltimore.com

Nathaniel “Tre” Barr, Vice President
Eric Briscoe, Treasurer

Tyrone Crawley, President

Alice Downs

Liz Fixsen

Jordan Griner

Terry Koger

Charmaine Michelle, Secretary

lan Rashkin

Barry Glassman, Founder and Emeritus
Camay Calloway Murphy, Emerita
Mark Osteen, President Emeritus

STRAIGHT-AHEAD JAZZ JAM - Every last Thursday of the month, 7-10 pm. Racer’s Cafe, 7732 Harford
Road, Parkville. 410-665-6000

JAM SESSION - City Chef in Bowie. Thursdays 6-9 pm. 6797 Laurel-Bowie Road, Bowie. 301-523-2805

JAZZWIRE JAM SESSION at 49 West — Every 3rd Thursday, 7:30-10 pm. 49 West Street, Annapolis. An
inclusive jam hosted by JazzWire artistic director Jeff Antoniuk (Jeff@JazzWire.net). Adult amateurs and
semi-pros. 410-626-9796
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SUNDAY:

MYSTIQUE BARREL BREWING IN PIGTOWN - Straight-ahead jam session, Every 3rd Sunday, 5-8pm.
Hosted by Liz Fixsen. 912 Washington Boulevard, Baltimore. All instruments and vocalists welcome.
mystiquebarrelbrewing@gmail.com

DETAILS OF JAM SESSIONS at: www.baltimorejazz.com/jazz-jams
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A Remarkable Tennis-Playing Pianist
from Harlem Makes a Splash

in Baltimore’s Jazz Scene

(continued from front page)

And as if all of that weren’t enough, recently learning to play
bass, which he says helps him become more aware of how
different parts of the band interact.

A week after arriving in Baltimore, he discovered the Bright
Moments jazz jam at Keystone Korner and came to sit in. That
first night, he sat in with Brandon Woody, trumpet; Blake
Meister, bass; and Charles Wilson, drums—three of Balti-
more’s heavy hitters in jazz. He recalls that they played “Softly
as in a Morning Sunrise” at a blazing tempo. Right away, the
band leader, bassist Obasi Akoto, liked him enough to book
him into the house band. During last summer’s break, Francia
Cotter would take the train back and forth between Harlem
and Baltimore, just to keep on the gig. He names Akoto,
Blancq, and Rosenblum as the most important influences on
his development, along with drummer Amin Gumbs and gui-
tarist Ahmed Warshanna, who has also been like a “big
brother” to him, mentoring him about the business of jazz.

In September of 2025, Francia Cotter played at Keystone
Korner with guitarist Leo Sandoval’s band, including Will
Hazelhurst, bass and Claudio Silva, drums. Sandoval is also
a Loyola jazz student. I first heard Francia Cotter play in De-
cember of 2025 at Caton Castle with Akoto’s band. Since then,
Francia Cotter has played with numerous Baltimore jazz no-
tables, including Sean Jones and Eric Kennedy at Takoma Sta-
tion; Tim Green at Caton Castle; Brandon Woody at a
Contemporary Arts fundraiser; with Gracie Jay at Tagliata;
with Anna-Lisa Kirby at Order of the Ace and at the Mid-At-
lantic Jazz Festival; and with Kirby, Akoto, Gumbs, Clarence
Ward 111, Tedd Baker, Paul Carr, and Andrea Brachfeld at Key-
stone Korner’s Bright Moments jam session.

For the last two years, he has been playing in a septet that
his high school friends called “In Transit,” with alto and tenor
saxophones, trumpet, guitar, piano, bass and drums. Playing
at venues around NYC and rehearsing with this band has
been one of the highlights of his musical journey so far. They
play standards, and a Roy Hargrove repertoire, as well as
original compositions by their guitarist, Kai Uemura. The
band will be playing in early September at the Toronto Un-
dergraduate Jazz Fest.

Francia Cotter’s favorite pianists include Kenny Barron,
Kenny Kirkland, and Red Garland. He appreciates Barron’s
control and how he “hears what he plays;” he aims to emu-
late how Barron is deliberate about his choices, giving mean-
ing, harmonically or emotionally, to every note and avoiding
“overplaying.” He admires how Kirkland takes more rhyth-
mic liberties in his playing, and loves how on Miles Davis’s
album, Relaxin’ with the Miles Davis Quintet, Red Garland’s
right hand swings hard while keeping his left hand solid on
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the “and” of two and the “and” of four—a “perfect” combi-
nation. Some of his favorite Baltimore players are Lucas
Netto, sax and Rayah Thomas, bass. He admires Sandoval’s
original and challenging compositions.

Just having finished his sophomore year at Loyola, Francia
Cotter is trying to figure out a direction for his life. Tennis or
jazz? He is not sure he wants to make either his living—
which inevitably would involve some compromises. With
jazz, he doesn’t want the financial pressures to diminish his
love of the music and turn it into “work”. However, he prides
himself on his work ethic—during his first semester at Loy-
ola, he practiced three hours a day, and he is always striving
to improve both in tennis and music. He takes his gigs seri-
ously, learning the music and aiming to make everyone in
the band sound good.

Francia Cotter has found a relaxed and welcoming envi-
ronment in our “tight-knit” Baltimore jazz community. He
appreciates the supportive, collegial vibe, which contrasts to
the somewhat dauntingly competitive spirit in New York
City jazz. His debut on “Softly” at Keystone Korner notwith-
standing, he notices that jazz players here don’t quite so fre-
quently play at the same blistering tempos that are common
at New York City clubs like Smalls. But he admires Balti-
more’s high level of musicianship.

What will the future bring for this dedicated young man?
Will he be swinging his racket at the Arthur Ashe Stadium
against legendary tennis stars Ben Shelton or Taylor Fritz?
Will he be making waves in the fast-paced realm of interna-
tional business? Or holding down the keys at Dizzy’s or
Smalls with the greats of the Big Apple? If jazz is in his future,
let’s hope it’s here in Baltimore.

Liz is a small-time jazz pianist and vocalist, and a big-time jazz
enthusiast, leader of two Baltimore area jam sessions. She edits
and writes for the Baltimore Jazz Alliance (BJA) newsletter and
serves on the BJA board.

Perfect Gift for Jazz Lovers!
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Membership in BJA
The gift that keeps on giving!

See page 15 or visit our website:
www.baltimorejazz.com
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FLAT RAT

A Masterclass in Controlled Chaos

(continued from front page)

ten. All compositions are by Ballou except for “Improv,”
which is credited to the ensemble

“Ditty” opens the record with a bang: Kuhl’s aggressive
cymbal crash launches a haunting ostinato doubled by Ballou
and Dierker. Mid-track upper-register intervallic, angular
punctuation showcases Ballou’s formidable command of the
trumpet, giving an air of rabid spontaneity before the track
sighs to a halt.

“24 / Tones” is the heart and soul of the album. The track
tells a story. Much like a character arc in film, this take has a
track arc, so to speak. I felt like I was pulled on a journey with
twists, turns, and surprises every step of the way. It evoked
imagery of a being thrust in a Salvador Dali painting, search-
ing for a trinket whose purpose is yet-to-be-revealed. A
weird, welcome dream. Ballou and Dierker open the track in
rhythmic unison, full of parallel harmonies evolving into
contrapuntal bursts, giving a whimsical start-stop quality.
Dierker’s low register shines magnificently. As the track pro-
gresses, the horns evolve to sustained harmonies to buttress
Kuhl’s magnificent mallet work on cymbals and various aux-
iliary percussion. Hopkins shines throughout, deftly moving
from upper-register bowing prowess to providing an anchor-
ing pedal supporting a sustained perfect fifth/octave from
Hopkins, Ballou and Dierker.

The album’s group namesake tune, “for-tet,” opens with
a brisk ostinato in rhythmic unison between Ballou and
Dierker, before parting ways with Dierker’s sustained tones
and Ballou’s free-wheeling improvisations. I loved the ele-
ment of music risk that showed itself in spades. No safe play-
ing here — this take left nothing on the table, and within
seconds, I felt a sense of satisfaction that I was listening to
something that was anything but “phoned in.” The return to
the opening ostinato evolves to another anchoring open
fifth / fourth drone to close out the track. The same anchoring
open harmony closes out the following track, “Improv,”
whose bulk thrives on conversational cacophony, Ballou’s

magnificent long tone timbre variations, and Hopkins’s deft
bow work. Melancholy energy pervades throughout, gener-
ating a compelling sense of depth.

The following two tracks, “LAF” and “Duo,” also pair
nicely together. “LAF,” filled with rhythmic unison motifs
between Ballou and Hopkins, evolves to showcase treacher-
ous leaps and intervallic challenges, something at which any
brass player can marvel. Dierker’s long tones complement
Kuhl’s intensifying aggressive drum and cymbal roll inter-
changes. “Duo,” despite showcasing so many of the qualities
seen throughout the album, also gives Ballou a platform for
a warm and rich tone. It makes me intrigued at the idea of
him releasing a classical album—I have no doubt it would be
outstanding.

Flat Rat ends with its namesake. The track evolves with an
almost fugue-like quality, with a unison ostinato between
Ballou and Dierker progressing to one playing a new figure
over top, then reversing roles. Dierker’s rock-solid founda-
tion buttresses Ballou’s seemingly effortless ability to pick
high notes out of thin air, with the track ending on a series of
repeated, rapid-fire notes in strong unison. It gives a bold ex-
clamation point—a veritable door slam to a powerful record.

Is Flat Rat for everybody? No. But nor does it claim to be.
Some jazz is designed for mass appeal, casting a wide net in
an effort to attract as large an audience as possible. Other jazz
does the opposite, creating a warm space in a niche market.
Both approaches make the world a better place. Ballou's vi-
sion, ability to thrive in his niche, and talent for attracting
like-minded musicians of the highest caliber is remarkable.
There is tremendous artistic purity and integrity in his work.
It is beautifully obvious that Ballou—and all of the members
of for-tet—love the music they are making. And no matter
who the artist is, this is the most important thing of all.

An accomplished pianist, trumpeter, educator, and writer, Greg
plays regularly with the Ravita Jazz Ensemble and is featured on
their debut recording Jagged Spaces, He has played with many
other notable ensembles and has released Singularity (original
solo piano music), 72 Lanterns (original poetry), and How Alfred
Won (a novella). Greg is also an active educator. For more
information, visit gregsmall.net or follow him on Facebook or
Instagram: @gregsmallworld

JAZZ PALETTE GRAPHIC DESIGN
WEBSITES « MARKETING MATERIALS « BOOK FORMATTING

See samples at: www.jazzpalette.com

Contact: gailmartenarts@yahoo.com
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PEABODY GRADUATE JAZZ ENSEMBLE
A Voyage to New Orleans

By Roy Milliner

n May 1st, a blustery Friday afternoon during sun-
O strewn golden hour, I arrived at the Eubie Blake Na-
tional Jazz Institute and Cultural Center in
Baltimore. Passing through the striking first floor art gallery
space and a taking short elevator ride to the fourth floor, I
entered the intimate concert space. Navy blue walls and grey
curtains border windows allowing glimpses of the cityscape.
Sounds of the final tuning of instruments, silencing of
phones, and excited conversations in anticipation of the pleas-
ures ahead filled the intimate space. The house lights blinked.
A warm welcome began the final performance of the
Peabody Graduate Jazz Ensemble, delivered by Mark Cary,
who coached this year’s ensemble. The band members took
the stage: Tomas Jonsson, piano; Christopher Law, bass;
Joshua Watkins, drums; Kevin Brewster, alto sax; Nick Gar-
rison, trombone; Joshua Polion, trumpet; and Roberto
Villeda, piano and electric keyboard. Unfortunately, Maggie
Kinney, lead vocalist, was absent due to illness, but the show
delivered magic in spite of this.

The ensemble was created by famed trumpeter and Chair
of Jazz Studies Sean Jones to showcase the talents of the most
accomplished student artists. In his remarks, Professor Jones
said that in his 20+ years as a music educator, he found that
this was the most “self-sufficient” student ensemble he’d
ever worked with.

The show was split into two sets. The first; bespoke tracks
which interspersed jazz classics inspired by Ragtime and
New Orleans jazz with originals, as an homage to the band’s
love of Southern jazz and soundscapes. The second set fea-
tured all original compositions by the band.

The first piece, “Memories at Eubie,” an original composi-
tion by pianist Jonsson, instantly captured that Louisiana jazz
flair. The audience quickly found the beat, toes tapping
throughout the entirety of the performance, mine included;
halting only for the raucous applause bestowed after each solo.

This first song, laden with gorgeous, skyward piano transi-
tions by Jonsson, dances amongst the clouds; featuring spotlight
moments for all band members present. Although rooted in
Southern influenced jazz, a paramount point of inspiration for
the band and their sound, visions of the city in the springtime
were evoked —clear blue skies crowning the scene; parks speck-
led with fallen flower petals carried on the wings of music.

To me, there were two truly standout solos here: Garrison’s
velvety rich trombone, and Polion’s trumpet, establishing him
as a powerhouse voice. At the end of the first selection it's been
made abundantly clear; buckle up—we’re in for a real treat.

Continuing along this musical journey and the evocations
of downtown jazz, the fading sun subsided and the house
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From left: Toméas Jonsson, Maggie Kinney, Kevin Brewster,
Christopher Law, Joshua Polion, Nick Garrison, Joshua Watkins

lights were manually adjusted. Figuratively and literally, the
band was seen in a new light.

The high point of the second set was a song composed by
Watkins, “Leap of Faith.” He said it is a love letter to life and
his band, and the leap of faith they took upon their creation.
He mentions how it took them time to find their groove with
one another, to find their style, and vibe. That and more is
heard in Watkins’ own killer drum solo, as well as his per-
cussive undercurrent throughout.

As a whole the show allowed for each of the musicians to
stand out while excelling as a cohesive unit. Law’s bass was
dazzling and resonant, Brewster’s sax carved through the air
in the tradition of saberage; the precision slicing of champagne
bottles with a sword, and Villeda’s dexterity between piano
and keyboard brought a cacophony of sounds and elements.

Gabriella Alberico, Peabody Jazz Coordinator, praised the
band, saying,“The Graduate Jazz Ensemble is particularly in-
spiring, as it grants young artists with the freedom to explore
and create original music, while fostering community.” Al-
berico also mentioned that the band was prominently fea-
tured in the final night of the 2026 Jazz Education Network
Conference in New Orleans, LA—possibly sparking the
theme of this concert. Is it any wonder why Peabody’s pro-
gram is considered to rival even Juilliard’s?

After the closing of the show, I thanked the artists for the
sonically satisfying evening. As I walked down Howard
Street, jazz percolated in the air. I'm still unsure if the sounds
were Eubie Blake’s own speakers, or remnants of the concert
playing in my head.

Roy Milliner is a voracious reader, a devout lover of art, a fantasy
writer, and an expert in the hospitality industry. He first discovered
jazz as a child, crediting his parents’ eclectic taste in music for his
own diverse musical predilections. Roy is a Maryland native and
new resident to Baltimore. He looks forward to immersing himself
further in the local jazz scene. This is Roy’s first piece for the BJA.
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Andrea Brachfeld’s Musical Birthday
Party and Jam at An die Musik

By Liz Fixsen
nMay 3rd, 2026, Andrea Brachfeld took the stage at An
die Musik to celebrate her birthday and express grat-

itude to the Baltimore jazz community that has wel-
comed her since she arrived from New York in 2021. She was
joined by pianist Allyn Johnson, bassist Blake Meister and
drummer Eric Kennedy, all heavy hitters in the DMV region.

Brachfeld has been praised by many critics, and DownBeat
called her “one of the finest jazz flutists around.” The concert
was a pleasing mix of standards and originals, smoking hot
and slower meditative tempos, and above all, the astonishing
virtuosity of Brachfeld and her band members. Brachfeld’s
slim fingers dancing over the instrument create melodies that
soar and dive, spin and spiral, whisper and flutter; melodies
that are inventive, often surprising, always expressive. As
bandleader, she amply demonstrated that she knows her
own mind.

The set opened with a brisk and driving rendition of
“Miles Mode,” a John Coltrane composition, in which the
second half of the melody is the same as the first half, but
backwards—called a musical palindrome. It featured bass
clarinetist Todd Marcus, who doubled up with the flute on
the melody.

After introducing the band, Brachfeld introduced the next
tune, “Stella by Starlight,” one of her favorites. “Now some
people might think that this tune is kind of like ‘Blue Bossa’
because everyone plays it,” she added. “But guess what?—I
don’t care!” She then brought up trombonist Christian Hizon,
one of the first musicians she met in Baltimore. In contrast to
the opening tune, this one started out slow and meditative

PAGE 6 / SUMMER 2026

on the flute; then took a more sprightly and whimsical turn
in Brachfeld’s solo. With Hizon’s solo, the tune picked up
more swing feel and energy, backed by Johnson's richly-fla-
vored, chunky chords on piano. On the last head (melody),
Brachfeld tapped into the pathos of this familiar tune that
lends itself to so many interpretations, ending it with a
haunting sweetness tinged with melancholy.

“Deeply I Live” followed, an original written, she explained,
shortly after she emerged from a harrowing “dark night of the
soul.” The bass opened with a dark droning note behind a
loose, meandering melodic line like a questioning soul wan-
dering lost in the wilderness. The rest of the band joined in a
3/4 tempo. The melody on flute swooped and dived like a
swallow, with a touch of mystery added by tinkling chimes and
eerie piano arpeggios. With growing urgency, the melody took
a twisting path, like a mind interrogating its own
existence. Drums and piano heightened the drama before the
flute wound down the tune with the same lilting waltz feel as
at the beginning.

In another display of her independence of spirit, Brachfeld
introduced Bill Evans’ “Blue in Green,” less-frequently
played standard, by saying, “We’re gonna continue with a
song that I like to play—and because I'm the leader, we're
gonna play it.” She gave a short chortle. After a little humor-
ous back and forth with the audience, she added, “That’s the
thing about a being a woman in the jazz field,” she added.
“They [male musicians] think you can’t do what you want.
But you actually can. At least I do. I don’t care!” With that,
the tune began with the piano freely playing an eerie, esoteric
intro with whole tone and diminished scales, again creating
an air of mystery, magic and melancholy and setting the tone
for the flute on melody. Kennedy’s rim taps, mallet flutters
on the cymbal, and a single “ding” on the triangle accentu-
ated that aura of intrigue.

Another Brachfeld original followed. She explained that
“Movers and Shakers” was inspired by some “civic minded”
community activists she knew in Jersey City. Every instru-
ment expressed a frolicsome busy-ness but also a seriousness
of intention that one often finds at, say, a No Kings rally,
where people prance around in purple dragon costumes and
children gambol between the legs of their elders, but all with
a determination to make a difference. Piano, bass and drumes,
soloed in free time. Meister’s fingers flew up and down the
neck of the bass before ceding to the drums. Kennedy’s solo
hinted at the danger that, for political movers and shakers,
always lurks in the background. But the flute wrapped up
the piece with the earlier high-spirited sense of frolic before
coming to an abrupt end.

“What’s New” by Bob Haggart again featured Todd Mar-

BALTIMORE JAZZ ALLIANCE



A1 FTOWN

cus, with Ben Merliss on bass. This tune followed the same
dynamic arc as several others; beginning smoothly and tran-
quilly until the solos by bass clarinet and flute imparted more
drive. The program closed with “Solar” at a smoking hot
tempo, the whole band firing on all pistons, burning through
the notes at a breakneck speed, winding down only in the
last few bars.

Brachfeld introduced the band again, thanked the audi-
ence for “indulging us,” and invited everyone downstairs to
enjoy some free birthday cake—and to take any of her many
CDs for free—"Free means free; you can take them—they’re
not for sale!” Donations were given as CDs were taken, and
conviviality reigned among musicians and fans in the down-
stairs parlor as plates of cake were passed, and I'm sure that
all felt grateful to Brachfeld for the marvelous music she has
shared here with us in Baltimore.
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Todd Marcus Jazz Orchestra Dazzles
at The Eubie Blake Center

By Therran Dennis

fter about 13 minutes into the second set of a double
Abilling held on February 28, 2026, in the cozy confines

of the Eubie Blake Cultural Center in Mount Vernon,
bandleader Todd Marcus and his Jazz Orchestra basked in
the glow of a standing ovation. This was my first visit to this
venue and my first time hearing this remarkable ensemble.
Band members included Troy Roberts, tenor sax; Justin
Mendez, flute & alto sax; Russell Kirk, alto sax; Alex Norris,
trumpet; Javier Nero, trombone; Xavier Davis, piano; Jeff
Reed, bass; and Eric Kennedy, drums.

“Yeah dude, this is one of my favorite bands,” said the
man sitting next to me. He’s Andrew Kreitner, a saxman and
fellow Baltimore bandleader. It's heartening to hear praise
from one leading man to another.
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The band had just wrapped up “Horus,” a tune Marcus
wrote in homage to the Egyptian deity. (Marcus is half-
Egyptian through his father, hence the tribute.) It began
hauntingly with Davis meticulously single-noting in se-
quence what sounded like a minor 11th chord. Then the
horns bursted in like a cavalry with the A-section. Reed
vamped on a hypnotic groove for a bit before Marcus took
over the lead. Nero followed suit, then Kennedy punctuated
the vibe with a rocking two-minute solo. Finally, the horns
returned to conclude with a sendoff that still gives me goose-
bumps—it was like I had just witnessed what I imagine to
be the grand procession of a pharaoh.

After a brief pause the band returned buzzing (literally) with
“The Hive.” For the first eight bars half the horns opened with
a very Henry Mancini-esque motif, while the other half simu-
lated the busyness of a beehive by playing trills—Kennedy
using a plunger to great effect! This was intermingled with
Marcus and Nero sharing the lead in unison. Then about two
minutes in, Kirk jammed on a soliloquy that sounded as vi-
brant as the look of the Black & Tan, teal-striped shirt he was
sporting. Roberts then took his turn and held it down, remind-
ing me of a Coltrane but with more spacing between the notes.
Maintaining the same energy as the last, the conclusion of this
tune was met with another extended applause.

The next, “Cairo Street Ride,” is about catching a cab in
Cairo, as Marcus took a moment to explain to us. He added
the country’s capital doesn’t have stoplights . . . and yet, like
compositions in motion, traffic flows seamlessly. To paint a
more vivid picture, the head of this performance featured
Nero emulating the revving of engines using his slide while
the horns played stabs that resembled rush hour. Backing all
this Reed laid the funkiest of lines, especially when it came
to his solo. Then Norris shook the scene by doing his best
Freddie Hubbard.

After “Final Days”—a piece similar to what led off the af-
fair, but mellow and down-tempo—the band ended the night
with “In the Valley.” It’s the title track to Marcus’s 2022 re-
lease (which also includes “Horus” and “Cairo Street Ride”)
and was inspired, as Marcus told us, by a trip he took back
to his father’s homeland, for which he said he has growing
appreciation as an adult. But before the grand finale, Marcus
gave a shout-out to all the talented musicians sharing the
stage with him.

“To all my brothers on the stage who come from further
out. .. it's a wonderful thing when I get to have these gen-
tlemen together and make music,” he said, turning to his
bandmates, then back to the crowd before breaking into the
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tune. “I hope [tonight] comes across as special.”

“Yes, it does,” exclaimed one of us.

“Yeah Todd!” from another.

As for the performance, we finally got to see Davis and
Mendez play out, respectively. (In particular, Mendez would—
unlike his fellow soloist horn players before him—remove his
sax from his mouth whenever he wrapped up a lick, demon-
strating live the concept of “playing within yourself.”)

After the final note, waiting for the crowd to fizzle, I caught
up with Marcus, introduced myself and shared how I dug the
show. To my pleasant surprise he acknowledged that he’s
aware of my writing for the BJA, said he’s been keeping
tabs—he also contributes to this quarterly. The North Jersey
native, dressed in a cream-colored button-down underneath
a navy blazer, khaki slacks and almond-brown dress shoes,
has been adding charm to this town for some 30 years and
counting. And while standing in front of him—I say he’s
about 5'11”"—you couldn’t tell he’s 50 years old. In conversa-
tion, his pale blue eyes beam as much as his music lights up
the venues. I asked him how he’s feeling after mounting three
back-to-back showstopping performances.

“Well, I feel wonderful,” he started, sounding relieved.
“We had a performance last night in Frederick, before that in
Philadelphia. And so, just like last night, it was such a feeling
of ... when you hear this, what you're experiencing, the way
you felt—that’s how I felt.”

When I told Marcus this was my first visit to the EBCC,
he sounded surprised. “Oh, really?” he responded. It was a
pleasing concert space, half of which was audience seating,
and half dining tables, all within dimly-lit iridescent blue
walls with a low-key but fully lit bar in the rear.

We were then interrupted by a woman whom he seemed
to know. I heard the woman mention something about the
20th anniversary of Marcus’ album, In Pursuit of the 9th Man.

“Is it 20 years? Damn,” Marcus replied, this time seeming
pleasantly surprised.

“One of the best albums ever!” she remarked gleefully. She
was wearing glossy, candy-red lipstick. “Amazing!”

“My debut album,” Marcus turned to enlighten me.

He turned back to the woman with the red lipstick, then
went on to tell her, like he did me earlier, how it’s a privilege
for him to be able to rejoice in those moments when folks come
up to him enthusiastically sharing their experiences hearing
his music. Gratefully, I left as they continued conversing.

On my way out I heard another say, “Killin” it!”

Therran Dennis is a journalist by trade and a jazz guy at heart, a
vocalist and guitarist. When he's not workshopping the next standard
or scribbling verses about The Struggle, he's keeping tabs on what's
happening in the most vibrant jazz scene in the Mid-Atlantic.
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KEITH SNIPES

His Powerful New Recording
Is a Call for Social Justice

By Michael Friedman

»

PHOTO CREDIT: MICHAEL B. FRIEDMAN

eith Snipes is one of my favorite singers in Baltimore.
KHis singing reflects his roots in theatre. He always
presents his songs in dramatic form, as an actor de-
livers a monologue. He has a resonant voice that conveys

powerful emotions ranging from love to outrage. And his
lyrics usually convey hope for freedom and a just world.
Songs are his way of making the world a better place. As I
said in a previous profile of him, “music is his ministry.”

So I'm delighted that he has released a new single called
“For The Least of These.” The title is from the New Testament
(Matthew 25:40), in which Jesus says “Whatever you do unto
the least of these, you do the very same to me.” The Biblical
verse and Snipes’ song are calls to care for those less fortu-
nate, those in need of a caring, helping hand. It is a call for
justice and equality—a profound political message particu-
larly at this moment in history when the very rich are intent
on taking social benefits away from people in need.

The song begins, “There’s a little girl trying to read in a
room that has no heat. There’s a little boy with no toys and
nothing at all to eat. There’s a father with a plan, but no one
to understand his plight. There’s a mother who's likely to cry
herself to sleep tonight.” These are the least of us, and Snipes’
song is a powerful call to care for them—a call conveyed not
only by his lyrics but also in the poignant emotion that comes
through his voice.

This song is a great example of the deep connection that
often exists between jazz and social consciousness and of the
potential of jazz to reach a transcendent reality.

On this recording Snipes is backed up by several of Balti-
more’s best jazz musicians—Tim Green on saxophone, William
McMillan on piano, Obasi Akoto on bass and Lee Pearson on
drums and percussion. Their backing captures the somber and
urgent mood of the song. And Tim Green plays a lovely, brief
solo leading into Snipes’ second rendition of the song.
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This is a remarkable recording, which you can find on his
website (keithsnipes.com), on Spotify and on other music plat-
forms. I urge you to listen to it and let yourself feel the emo-
tional, moral, and political depth of it. And I for one am looking
forward to future recordings from this very powerful singer.

Michael Friedman is a retired social worker and social advocate
who is also a semi-professional jazz pianist and photographer; his
photographs of jazz artists are on permanent display at Keystone
Korner in Baltimore. He plays keyboard in a trio on the second
Wednesday of the month at Benny’s in Little Italy. He writes
regularly for the Baltimore Jazz Alliance newsletter.
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This Thang’s Got Fire

Antonio Parker at Caton Castle

By Marcus Tuah
n March 7th, 2026, saxophonist Antonio Parker
O graced the stage at Caton Castle, performing with the
Antonio Parker Quintet, with Reginald Cyntje, trom-
bone; Hope Ubodi, piano; Cheyney Thomas, bass; and Lenny
Robinson, drums.

This was my first visit to Caton Castle, a Black-owned jazz
club in Southwest Baltimore. I immediately noticed a sign
that boasted “Where America’s Music Comes Alive,” and it
did not take long for me to realize why. This venue boasted
a superb sound system, paired with a soft yellow glow that

created a cozy ambiance. I ordered a moscato and watched
as seats filled, a quiet anticipation settling in as Parker and
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his quintet took the stage.

The lights dimmed and all eyes turned towards the stage,
with Parker shining bright in a bold pink blazer. The ensem-
ble began the night with a relaxed rendition of “Dear Old
Stockholm,” a traditional Swedish folk song reworked by
Stan Getz and Miles Davis in the '50s. Moving into another
familiar piece, the group played an arrangement of “To Wis-
dom, The Prize” (Larry Willis). This tune began with a low,
brooding bass line from Thomas that drew me in, with the
smooth main melody carried by Cyntje on the trombone.
Ubodi added a strong solo on the keys.

Parker treated the room to some of his striking original
compositions as well. “Dimensions” featured a strong blend
of Parker and Cyntje, blending the sounds of the saxophone
and trombone for an energetic piece. The standout tune of
the night was Parker’s original “Trane’s Thang,” which had
a spirited piano intro from Ubodi and a foot-tapping melody
sustained by Robinson on the drums. It was another example
of a beautiful harmony between Parker and Cyntje, and there
was a raw, raspy sound from Cyntje on the trombone that
made it unforgettable. I haven’t been able to get this song out
of my head since. Towards the end, the quintet fell silent and
allowed Parker a well-deserved solo. The crowd went still as
Parker rocked back and forth, sweat dripping as he delivered
an epic finish to his original. As this set concluded, there was
a loud eruption of claps and whistles from the audience.

Philadelphia native Parker has honed his craft and capti-
vated crowds all over the globe. He plays with an unapolo-
getic passion, and you can feel every bit of soul through his
music. In 2026, Parker celebrates the ten-year anniversary of
his album Planetentiary. This album along with his other
work can be found on Amazon, Spotify and Apple Music.

Marcus Tuah is an aspiring freelance journalist with a growing
passion for covering arts and culture. He especially values events
that bring communities together and showcase creativity. By day,
Tuah works for a non-profit dedicated to creating urban green
spaces and strengthening communities throughout Baltimore.

FREE Online Global Community Musician Directory

Seattle pianist Randy Halberstadt has developed an online global
community musician directory, a FREE service. Some of the
features are: separate domains, self-editability and a search
function, etc.), but the cost to the musicians will always be $0.00.

Contact: Randy@randyhalberstadt.com
Website: https://randyhalberstadt.com/directories
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Lyrical Saxophonist and Composer Andrew Kreitner

By Therran Dennis

ack in late February during a Todd
BMarcus Orchestra concert at Eubie

Blake Center, I was blown away after
the rousing set opener, “Horus.” I immedi-
ately turned to my left to share my elation,
where saxophonist and composer Andrew
Kreitner happened to be sitting—he seemed
just as mesmerized. I yelped, “Wow.” In re-
sponse, the jolly giant of a fellow—appro-
priately clad in an olive green hoodie—
fan-boyed to me, “Yeah dude, that's my fa-
vorite band.” I felt the love, and after ex-
changing a little more with him before the
next tune, I also felt he was someone worth
a further listen.

I caught up with Kreitner to learn his
story about a month after his March
10th debut at An die Musik, with Emer-
son Borg, trumpet; Aleko Lionikis,
piano; Knox Barber, bass and Kevin
Kearney, Jr.,drums. And though I did
not attend the show in person, I did
stream it online. Indeed, the Peabody
graduate—who turns 26 in August—is
worth lending an ear to. His playing is
lyrical, leaving space between his licks.

Kreitner is a great conversational-
ist—professorial yet down-to-earth. He
takes beats and ponders deeply while
staring into a slight distance, before giv-
ing you thorough answers to whatever
your thoughts or questions.

“I went through a period of playing
ballads at Peabody,” he said, explaining
his lyrical playing style. “Before I learn
a tune on sax, | memorize the lyrics,
learn the harmony and sing while I play
the tune on piano. It connects you to
how you need to be playing.

“As a tenor player, our instrument is
supposed to be operatic in a way,” Kre-
itner continued, “like a tenor or bari-
tone opera singer. Listening to some of
my favorite vocalists—Nat King Cole,
Johnny Hartman (of “Lush Life” fame),
Sarah Vaughan—getting very in-the-
weeds.” For example, if the lyric is
“heart,” when he plays the note corre-
sponding to that word, he will tongue-
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stop to replicate the ending “T” sound.
He also sings his melodies and says it
has improved him as a sax player.

Brilliant, just like his showmanship.
Kreitner and his band were energizing.
Evident from the audience’s responses
throughout that night at An die Musik:
extended applause,“oh’s” and “ah’s,”
and shoutouts filled the space. He said
a handful attending were students from
his workshop in Govans, which he calls
home. He added, to my surprise, that
although he has led bands at Peabody,
this was his first show as a band leader
in a public venue.

“Before | learn a tune on sax,
| memorize the lyrics,
learn the harmony and sing while
| play the tune on piano.
It connects you to
how you need to be playing.”

While attending Peabody, Kreitner
learned something invaluable from a
masterclass held by Blue Note record-
ing artist Melissa Aldana. Her pianist
said, “Everybody needs to be writing
their own music. That's how you
broadcast yourself to the world—it
[makes] your playing deeper.”

So, at the start of year, Kreitner made
a resolution to “sit at the piano and
write every day,” oftentimes before
even touching his sax.

“This is my first year out of school,”
he said, “so 1 really wanted to force my-
self to compose for a new date,” Kreit-
ner concluded. “Composing can take a
long time. If you have a date to write to-
wards, it kicks you in gear.”

“He’s a good saxophonist, composer
and friend,” said the quintet’s trum-
peter Emerson Borg to me via phone.
Borg has been associated with Kreitner
since they both entered the graduate
jazz fellowship program two years ago.
“I feel he’s very honest and melodic in
his playing. We have a lot of similar
tastes—he’s the only one I've met who
is [also] into Tom Harrell.”

The Grammy-award nominee Har-
rell is Kreitner’s “North Star” when it
comes to composing. “[Harrell’s] tunes
are kind of subtle, sophisticated vehicles
for improvisation,” summarized Kreit-
ner. “Tunes that still have songbook
form that are still easy to play over.”

Anative of Alpharetta, Georgia, Kre-
itner went to Indiana University for his
undergraduate program. While there,
he was profoundly inspired by his
teacher, saxophonist Greg Ward. Kreit-
ner asked Ward how long it took for
him to put together the show’s set.
Ward, to Kreitner’s astonishment, said
he pulled an all-nighter, fueled by the
prospect of playing with players whom
he “respected and hadn’t gotten to play
with in a while.”

“That was a moment that was a bit
compact,” Ward admitted to me over
the phone. He added that sometimes a
tight schedule leaves little time for ad-
vance preparation. “It was a crazy rev-
elation,” Kreitner reflected. “Book a
date and figure it out!” And that, I be-
lieve, is what Kreitner did.

While he doesn’t currently have any
upcoming performance dates, you can
catch Kreitner with the Javier Nero Or-
chestra in their monthly residence at An
die Musik. Baltimore looks forward to
hearing more of Kreitner’s lyrical play-
ing and composing.
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