Mr. Lucky — The Earl Watkins Story
by Opal Louis Nations

Earl Watkins on drums with the Earl Hines band circa early 1950s. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.
Drummer Earl Thomas Watkins was born on 29th January, 1920 and raised in the Fillmore
district of San Francisco. He was an only child. His mother, Susie Bynum Watkins, was a
classically trained pianist, and his father played ukulele and sang. The couple moved out
to California from Alabama to escape the everyday tortures of racial discrimination. Raised
in a very musical family, Earl heard music all around him. “There were pianos everywhere,"”
he told Alex Walsh, “in every house, hotel, dance hall and theatre." During childhood Earl
attended the Golden Gate Theatre where he saw movies and cartoons, even a stage show and
sometimes stayed to take in the Horace Heidf Band on Saturdays. He was fascinated by the
trumpet, bass and drumming musicians. Earl also had a paper route which took him all over
the Western Addition neighbourhood. This gave him an excuse to peek in at every music nook

in the Fillmore and Tenderloin districts.
In this interview with Earl he talked about working during the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s in San
Francisco’s clubs as well as the musicians and r&b artists he worked with.

hen | was a kid | used to go

to the Brooks Club. It used to
have another name before that. It
was located between Laguna and
Buchanan. In the front they had
a café and in the back they had
music. That’s where they ran an
after hours joint.

Pianist Wilbert Baranco and his trio had a
regular gig there. He hired saxman Jerome
Richardson to play with him. Now Jerome
was under age (fourteen) but was real big
in size. Baranco had to act as his guardian.
Baranco went from Brooks to the Club
Alabam located on Post between Fillmore

and Webster. Baranco had a reputation for
being a fine pianist and arranger. Very well
schooled. During the late 1930s he worked for
the W.P.A. (Works Progress Administration)
on music project assignments, writing for
bands and orchestras. He loved Art Tatum. He
used to listen to Tatum solos then transcribe
them so as to carry them over into piano
arrangements. Baranco took a gig at Jack's
Tavern on Sutter, with Vernon Alley on bass
and sax player/arranger Bob Barfield from
Saunders King's Band. This would be around
1937-1938.

Baranco knew Lionel Hampton because
both had played in Curtis Moseby’s Orchestra
and Moseby, although coming from back East,
had settied in L.A. Moseby was considered a

big name in the West Coast music business.
When Hampton left Benny Goodman shortly
after the Palace Hotel job, Hampton recruited
both Bob Barfield and Vernon Alley. Rumour
has it that Baranco was going to go, too, but
as it turned out, Baranco did not go.

Around the comer from the Palace was
the aforementioned Jack's Tavern, on Sutter
Street between Fillmore and Webster. This
was where pioneer r&b guitarist Saunders
King made his name as a band leader. Before
then he sang with a gospel quartet called the
Southern Harmony Four on the radio. | was
kind of working as a Bay Area 'distributor’ for
the Pittsburgh Courier and Chicago Defender,
both Black newspapers. The Defender had a
big building with a printing press, a schooal
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next door and a club they called Bud Billican's
where they brought in youngsters and trained
them. Lionel Hampton was at Bud Billican's
before he ended up on the West Coast.

Blacks moved to the Bay Area to work in
the shipyards. They worked in shifts around
the clock. Those off work wanted to hang
out, wanted to be entertained, so the Fillmore
District/\Western Addition became the hot
spots. They'd also head for the University Hide
Away, the Texas Playhouse and Flamingo
Club at 1826 Fillmore. They didn't have music
on the Fillmore between Bush and Sutter, but
they did have a deejay. Flamingo Club owner
Wesley Johnson was one live cat with a large
following. On Sutter to the west just before
Post Street you had an after hours spot on
the right hand side (1739 Fillmore) that just
after the War became Elsie's Breakfast Nook.
Now it was in the Temple Theatre building. It
started out on the mezzanine, then moved
down into the basement. For some reason
unknown to me, Elsie went out of business
and prizefighter Harold Blackshear took over,
He remodeled it into what became the Café
Society, a jazz club.

A couple of doors down you had a small club
called the Favorite that featured a little band.
The players stood up front with the bar and
the tables would be in the back. Across the
street at 1718 Fillmore you had the Havana
Club run by Julius Delifus. He had come from
Honolulu. Back in Honolulu Delifus was a big-
time operator. But the War was on and he
bought the club. The place was jumpin’.

Now if you turn the corner on Post and
head east half a block you'd come up to
the Alabama again. Across from it on the
right hand side was a club called the New
Orleans Swing Club at 1948 Post Street. The
place was built by Louis Landry from New
Orleans. Landry had previously worked in the
Richmond shipyards. Landry had bought the
property and built the club. It was his fondest
dream to become a nightclub owner and it
certainly was a beautiful place.

Continuing east up Post Street, just past
Buchanan was the celebrated Bop City
or Jimbo's Bop City, operated by Jimbo
Edwards. Jimbo's opened in 1950. Prior to
this, the place was owned in the late 1940s by
Slim Gaillard who called the place Vout City.
During this time Charles Sullivan, an African
American businessman, owned the lease
on the property. Sullivan called Jimbo and

offered him a deal. Jimbo felt apprehensive
at first. When the three met at the club Jimbo
was taken by surprise when Gaillard, without
provocation, handed the keys to Jimbo.
Gaillard wanted a fast exit and felt he could
do better down in Los Angeles. So here
sat the perplexed Jimbo, now stuck with
the building with its long, long rectangular
room, up front counter, bar and stools and
vacant space out back.

Jimbo said "Well the musicians wanted
a place to play, and | have this building, so
let's see what we can do." He first named
it Jimbo's Waffle Shop, but later renamed it
Bop City. Bop City turned out to be the place
to go. Jimbo put in a piano, a bass fiddle and
a set of drums from somewhere. Musicians
would come anytime a name band came to
town. After the visiting band got off their gig
they'd head for Bop City and jam all night 'til
sun-up. Even the big bands like Ellington's
and Basie's did this. Every Thursday night
was celebrity night. Jimbo would set up a big
table covered with food and drink. Bop City
became world famous.

Leaving Bop City and continuing east on
Post Street you came to this spot halfway up
the block at 1650 called the California Theatre
Club. It was a huge upstairs establishment
with a theatre and restaurant. The place was
owned by Japanese people before the War,
during which time it was called the Cherryland
Sukiyaki Restaurant or supper club. When
the Japanese were forced out and sent to
internment camps, Julius Delifus with a guy
named Fleming took the building over. The
place was real high class with bands like Lee
Young's (Lester’'s brother) and celebrities like
Paul Robeson.

During 1947 | worked there with Johnny
Cooper's and Curtis Lowe's bands. On one
occasion | worked there the |.OW.U., the
union, held a big rally with well known guests.
Fleming was also affiliated with the union. |
was in the Navy at the time, as musician
second class stationed at St. Mary's College.
| couldn't get around the clubs too much.
St. Mary's was a Navy B12 training base for
naval pilot cadets. We were recruited in 1942
to play in the ships company band. If you were
1A, the black musicians' union, Local 6, was
able fo help get you a band deal playing shore
duty. We would play U.5.0. shows but didn't
get around much.

Saunders King had managed to skip
senvice and
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Opal Louis Nations.

Earl Watkins, January, 1956 on the big band leader Del Courtney's TV Show. Courtesy ~ California was

was  playing
at Jack's. He
then went out
on the road
for awhile. He
played at the
Back  Stage
and other
clubs. He
had a real big
agent who got
him work in
the Mid Wesl.
The California
Theatre Club
lasted into
1949, The
building was
eventually
repossessed
by the
Japanese.
Continuing
east from the

a place at 1628
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Post called the Plantation Club. The place
had a piano bar. It was a nice, intimate place
that served food. Wilbur Hobes from Chicago
was house pianist. Hobes was a wonderful
entertainer. Wore silk suits with high collars
and fancy cuffs. Hobes had a golden voice.
The Plantation was formerly a Japanese
restaurant and was taken over by Peggy
and Leslie Armstrong in 1946. Peggy was
allegedly a notorious ‘madam’ who conducted
‘business’ there.

Going south on Fillmore, at 1633 between
Post and Geary was a spot on the west side
called the Long Bar. The place boasted the
longest bar in the world. It was a storefront
turmed nightclub in the mid '40s. The
bandstand was built behind the bar. Sammy
Simpson and the Four Naturals were almost
the house band there. They were a very
entertaining outfit. The Long Bar brought
in Ella Fitzgerald when she was married to
bassist Ray Brown in the late 1940s. Dinah
Washington and various other groups packed
the house.

Moving on down to the corner of Geary,
you had the Ambassador Dance Hall and
roller rink, formerly the Majestic, which in
1954 became the Fillmore Auditorium. The
Ambassador was leased by Charlie Sullivan,
‘the Mayor of Fillmore Street', in the early '50s.
The Vernon Alley Band was the first African
American group to play the Ambassador
Sullivan made his name bringing talent to Bop
City. He continued by bringing top jazz and
ré&b talent to the Fillmore Auditorium.

Continuing down Fillmore to Ellis you make
a left and go east half a block. Here you would
find the Booker T. Washington Hotel and
Cocktail Lounge, formerly the Edison Hotel,
at 1540 Ellis. As the Edison it was restricted
to whites only, but during the War it was taken
over by anAfrican American who hired Charles
Sullivan to bring black acts, including violinist
Stuff Smith, to the place. All the touring black
bands stayed there. The main floor had a bar
and lounge where jazz musicians played.

Back on Fillmore, south a couple of blocks
to 935 Fillmore, you had the Blue Mirror
Cocktail Lounge owned by Leola King. It was
formerly the Gold Mirror Cocktail Lounge.
King, the daughter of a barbecue restaurant
proprietor, bought the place in 1953. She hired
singers and groups. At one point the front of
the Lounge got burned and musicians had
to play in the back. Earl Grant used to come
up from L.A. and play there. The place drew
tremendous crowds. | can recall playing with
Earl Hines at the Club Hangover. I'd look into
the audience and there would be Earl Grant.

On Fillmore you could just go out there and
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M Wynonie Vs. La Bommie: Blues singer Wynonie Harris
submits meekly to charms and arms of pistol-packing
shake dancer La Bommie in Chicago. Wynonie was in the
Windy City for engagement at Crown Propeller night
club: La Bommie is featured at swanky Beige Roonm.

groups like The Vagabonds
came up and started making it
big. The Vagabonds were an old
San Francisco tradition. They
even made it big in movies and
on television. They ran their own
Vagabond Club. But they were
never considered jazz musicians.
Vernon Alley was really close with
them, even played their club.

After the War, | left the Service,
got married, had a child and lived
in Berkeley for a while. Then
| began playing in a quartet in
Menlo Park with Buddy Collette,
Ernie Royal and Jimmy Shorter.
I'd make regular trips to after-
hours places, especially Elsie's
Breakfast Club. Many of the
remaining clubs served food and
put on entertainment. Some would
bootleg a little with customers they
knew and trusted.

lvory Joe Hunter came here
from Texas during the War. He
was a very fine entertainer. He had
a golden voice and a marvelous
delivery. After he came here he
sent for 'Chuck’ Walker. lvory Joe
played Slim Jenkins in Oakland
and other downtown clubs like

Wynonie Harris with shake dancer La Bommie, from Jel

Magazine, 1954. Courtesy Simon Evans.

move from club to club. You couldn't even
cover the whole scene in cne night, there
were so many places. There was another
after-hours joint at McAllister and Fillmore but |
don't recall the name. That was where | caught
Wes Montgomery and his outfit. Just around
the corner from Bop City was Jackson's Nook
Restaurant at 1638 Buchanan. Jackson's
Nook served as a spillover for all those unable
to catch the fully packed all night jam sessions
at Bop City. Creoles Mr, and Mrs. Jackson
opened the restaurant and nightclub in 1840.
The restaurant served Creole food.

When you got out of the Western Addition
many folk headed for the Say When Club at
900 Bush between Jones and Leavenworth,
next to the Balalaika Restaurant. | remember
seeing the singing and swinging Four Aces
there. The Say When at times brought in
pianist Harry ‘The Hipster’ Gibson and Nellie
Lutcher.

| worked there with the Five Knights of
Rhythm. We brought in Connie Jordan, who
sang off-colour tunes. He could really put
them over. One day the whole Jazz At The
Phil gang came down to see us. The joint was
packed. | also played opposite Slim Gaillard
at the Say When.

The original Fax Club was on Market at
Montgomery, just a block from the Sheraton
Palace Hotel. | worked the Fax with Vernon
Alley, after the Blackhawk gig. After the War
had ended, the vets went cut and had a good
time. But this didn't last too long — many
married and settled down to raise families.
Some went back to school on the G.l. Bill.
This totally devastated the thriving club scene,
and many clubs dried up, folded one by one.
The government didn't help either. They
instituted an entertainment tax which meant
that if you had any singing you had to pay the
government an extra 20%.

Then the big bands started to fold and
small, scaled-down units came in. Most of
these small groups were instrumentalists, so
the extra 20% tax didn't apply to them. But
then four or five-member singing novelty

the Black Hawk (Story Club) and
Harlem Quarters on Seventh and
Franklin.

He lived right next door to me in Berkeley
and worked in San Francisco. He also played
down the Peninsula. He was a class act. He
played Peluso's also in downtown Oakland.
Although Oakland had a black club scene on
Seventh Street during and after the War, their
attitude was still like a small Southern town.
They had a lot of country and western joints.
Western music was very popular in the East
Bay. After the War, because they needed the
business and things were drying up, a lot
of places who wouldn't previously cater to
coloured folks now opened their doors. The
classic example was the French Quarters,
who — to gain patronage — changed
their name to the Harlem Quarters
and started hiring black musicians.

The Porter family lived in East
Oakland. You had Jake Porter who
played trumpet, his sister Ernestine
who was a dancer, and lke who
played drums. Emestine had a
chorus line of girls. She would hire
out her girls to perform at parties.
Every time anybody formed a band,
they got Jake. During the war Jake
Porter ended up down in Arizona,
out at one of the army bases. After
he got out of Service he settled in
LA,

Not only did Jake start the Combo
Record Company, he started doing
jingles for commercials. His brother
Ike played drums around here for a
long time before moving to L.A. lke
became a house painter. Every time
we lost someone up here, we'd call
Jake and he would come up and
play at their services.

The Peter Rabbit Trio played
at the Cliff Club for years. Peter
was a top musician. He played
in Baltimore. Peter played piano,
organ, accordion and vibraphone,
and sang. He went to Sacramento

he passed away. Charles Drayton was his
bass player and Earl West played guitar.
Seventh Street in Oakland during the War
was jumping.

You had Wynonie Harris playing up and
down in all the clubs. Jimmy Nelson, too. You
had the Swing Club, Esther's Orbit Room,
Slim Jenkins and Club Villa. Down the block
you had John Singers and the 49er Café. On
the opposite side of the street you had the
Clef Club. Up on Eighth Street you had the
Elks Club which was running live music; then
you had the North Pole. The North Pole later
became the Colony Club, then the Wolf Club
around 1950.

Jimmy McCracklin also played the
Continental in West Oakland. When | worked
the Wolf Club we'd get the ‘rounders’ and all
the gamblers would come in. The ‘rounders’
and gamblers would spend money. They loved
the entertainment. Pianist Vivian Greene
played at the Colony Club. She also played
Slim Jenkins. Last thing | heard was that she
had a radio station job in Denver. She was
more than a blues singer — she was a class
act. She played the Momo Club and Zanzibar
in Sacramento, and also a white club around
the corner from there where the Trenier Twins
often played.

Postscript: | got to know Earl Watkins
well during the last ten years or so. He
was always helpful, jovial and upbeat
and would share his immense knowledge
of the Bay Area music scene with me at
the drop of a hat. | would often call when
| had a question and he would always
have an answer. His memory was sharp
and clear and stayed that way always.
He would never let me into his archive.
He always said it was in disarray. But
I longed to share with him what must
have been fantastic times, when one
could hear great music coming out of
every window and doorway in the City.
His demise on 1st July 2007 was a great
loss and we will never replace him.

and played there up to the time Earl Watkins circa late 1950s. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.
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