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Wilton Lewis Felder is a native Houstonian from a family of 17 children (15 
girls and 2 boys) who grew up in the historic Fifth Ward of the city.  He 
exhibited musical talent at an early age that was nurtured through both 
middle and high school where he and a group of childhood friends, also 
musically talented, graduated from Phillis Wheatley High School in the 
Classes of 1956 and 1957.  The entire group had opportunities, particularly 
in relationship to band directors/music teachers, to develop and refine their 
playing and performance skills even before leaving high school.  Early on, 
Wilton developed as a tenor saxophone player; but, subsequently, from the 
encouragement of fellow group member and friend, Joe Sample, mastered 
the bass guitar as well.  After a couple of years in college, the group of 
friends (including Felder) relocated to the West Coast in the late 1950s 
where they formed a pioneering and highly successful jazz fusion group that 

came to be known as the Jazz Crusaders at first and simply as the Crusaders at a later time.  Thus, Wilton 
Felder was one of the founding members of the Jazz Crusaders/Crusaders who spent over thirty years, 
more time than any other founding member, playing as part of the group.  The other founding members 
were Wayne Henderson, Joe Sample, Nesbert "Stix" Hooper, Hubert Laws, and Henry "La La" Wilson.  
Most of the them opted for solo careers after the group achieved a high level of success and 
recognition; however, all are now a part of music history both as Crusaders and solo artists.       
 
From inception, the Jazz Crusaders began to combine jazz with soul, rhythm and blues, gospel 
influences, and other popular music genres of the time.  What amounted to a successful 
experimentation in this overall combination process led to the transition of the group's name from the 
Jazz Crusaders to simply the Crusaders.  Thus, their music appealed to wide audiences, including those 
with a predilection for pop and rock.  Each musician in the group had a distinct playing style on his  
instrument which came to characterize the group's overall sound and appeal.  Wilton's deep, melodious 
saxophone sound was rooted in a Texas tradition that evidenced soul grit which made it very easy and 
pleasant to listen to.   The Jazz Crusaders are given credit for pioneering jazz fusion as a music genre in a 
golden age that spanned the period of 1971 to 1990 when they recorded as both a group and as 
individual solo performing and recording artists.   
 
Although a loyal member of the Jazz Crusaders/Crusaders for over thirty years, Wilton Felder also 
worked simultaneously as a West Coast studio musician and sideman, primarily as a bass guitarist or 
bassist.  He was one of the in-house bassists for the Los Angeles, CA operation of Motown Records; and 
he played on recordings made by the Jackson Five, Marvin Gaye, and Grant Green.  He also played with 
Steely Dan, Michael Franks, Marvin Gaye, Joni Mitchell, America, and Seals and Crofts.  His contributions 
to John Cale's album, Paris 1919; to two of Billy Joel's albums (Piano Man and Streetlife Serenade); to 
Randy Newman's Sail Away album; to Joan Baez's Diamonds & Rust album; and to the popular song 
"Love's Theme" are widely recognized and noted here.   
 
Even in remaining loyal to the Jazz Crusaders/Crusaders for more than 30 years and performing  "on the 
side" as a studio musician and sideman, Wilton Felder has also enjoyed success as a solo recording artist.  



In  the 1980s, his Inherit the Wind album went to number 4 on the Jazz Albums Billboard Chart, and his 
Secrets album went to number 8 on the same chart.  In the 1990s and 2000s, he released three more 
successful albums:  Nocturnal Moods, Forever Always, and Let's Spend Some Time.   
 
Wilton Lewis Felder's legacy as both a founding member of the Jazz Crusaders/Crusaders and a 
recognized saxophonist and bassist of extraordinary skill, is now a part of the everlasting history of 
contemporary music.  He is held in such high esteem as a musician that, in addition to his music, 
attention is often brought to the types of instruments that he has played which are:  a King Super 20 
tenor saxophone with a metal 105/0 Berg Larsen mouthpiece and a Fender Precision bass guitar.  He has 
also played Aria bass guitars during his career.  His association with these instruments in the delivery of 
his unique sound is also a part of his music legacy for future generations of musicians to ponder.   
 
This biography was produced in 2014 by Etta F. Walker.  In its preparation, information was gathered 
from Wilton Lewis Felder as well as from the following websites:  musicians.allaboutjazz.com, 
jazztimes.com, en.wikipedia.org, and  www.jakefeinbergshow.com/2012/05 . 
 
 
   
 
 
 
  


