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Big Joe Burrell would be thrilled. Even without him, the party just keeps going.

Hundreds of friends, family, musicians and fans jammed the Unitarian Universalist Church on Thursday night to pay tribute to the saxophone player and local legend, less than four months after his death at age 80. It was a memorial with the necessary tinges of melancholy, but it was a memorial with a beat, with swing, with humor, class and a gusto for life, all things Big Joe Burrell carried with him wherever he went.

There was a lot of music, and a lot of talk about Big Joe's music, tracing his career from gigs with B.B. King and Count Basie through his three decades in Burlington. There was even more talk about Big Joe the man, and what he meant to a community in which he'd play a wedding one day, his weekly gig at Halvorson's Upstreet Cafe another and a benefit concert the next, all with that big Big Joe smile on his face.

"He lived his way into our hearts, giving so much of himself along the way," said his friend and fellow musician Larry McCrorey, who less than a year ago was on stage with Big Joe for a Count Basie tribute concert during the Burlington Discover Jazz Festival. "More than anything else he was a big, beautiful human being."

Speakers spoke and musicians played a few feet from a stage where iconic mementos from Big Joe's life were on display: the white hat, the cream-colored jacket draped over a chair, the gleaming saxophones, the glass containing his favorite drink, Canadian Club.

The music was celebratory. The Spiders, a singing group Big Joe played with in the 1980s, reformed to sing his signature tune, the slow, moody "Serenade in Blue." Vocalist Gamal Buhaina sang a lively number called "Big Joe Burrell." Burrell's most famous local group, the Unknown Blues Band, played a vibrant version of "Please Send Me Someone to Love," featuring scintillating solos by guitarist Paul Asbell and a standing ovation that began before the last note faded. There was no saxophone, though; Big Joe's horns rested nearby, like a fallen soldier's riderless horse.

Sometimes the lyrics said all that needed to be said about Big Joe. Sandra Wright, Tammy Fletcher, Jenni Johnson and Kip Meaker sang a soaring gospel song with the line, "Everywhere I go I'm going to let it shine." The last band Big Joe played with, Big Joe and Friends, performed "Reconsider Baby"; vocalist and guitarist Dennis Willmott sang "Lord, I hate to see you go/Just how much I miss you I guess you'll never know."

The speeches weren't so much speeches as they were a chance for those who cared about Big Joe to share why he meant so much. Joe Sommerville, who played with the Sneakers Jazz Band, talked about receiving two things from Big Joe: "The Gift," or an appreciation for life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; and the responsibility that came with The Gift, which was to pass that love for life on to others. Sommerville reminded the crowd to do what Big Joe would do.

"The next time you hug somebody, hug 'em big and mean it. If you pass somebody on the street, say hi -- it doesn't cost much.

"And if you choose to drink CC and water," Sommerville said, "have it with very little water."

Contact Brent Hallenbeck at 660-1844 or bhallenb@bfp.burlingtonfreepress.com
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