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“THE MUTED METHUSELAH”

The Norman Bowden Story
by Opal Louis Nations

The unheralded Norman Bowden is one of those extraordinary
people who never seem to age. The image of him taken with the Red
Robinson Band in 1958 could well have been taken today as wrinkles
and age-lines seem to have avoided him these last forty-seven years.
Staying away from drugs and alcohol has had a lot to do with it, says
Norman,

Norman Bowden in 1979
(Photo courtesy of Norman Bowden — All Rights Reserved)

Born on Fourth Street in Victoria on Vancouver Island, British
Columbia on September 23, 1915, Norman had barely finished up first
grade before he and the family pulled up stakes and moved south to
Los Angeles, California. He first attended Nevin Avenue Grade
School, then McKinley Junior High and on to Thomas Jefferson High
where he undertook some instrumental training. He first started out on
the violin at age ten while still at Nevin and stuck with it for seven
syears, ending up in the school orchestra. Duke Ellington and, in
particular, Louis Armstrong were his strongest musical inspirations.
After his mother bought him a horn at Christmas 1930, he joined the
High School Band. Although he did receive some trumpet tutoring,
Norman was for the most part self-taught. Norman’s first gig for
money came about when he was asked to organize a band of
neighborhood musicians to play at Henry Salerno’s wedding in June
1931. “It was a little embarrassing,” says Norman. “Here was this
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bunch of professional guys and me sounding like a rogue amateur.” In
the end, Norman was forced to revert back to his violin playing.

In 1932 Norman met Monte Easter. “He was walking down the
street with his horn going in one direction, and I was coming down the
street with my horn the opposite way, so we quite naturally introduced
ourselves to each other,” says Norman. “Although we were both
students at Jeff High at the time, we didn’t really talk to each other until
that point.”

In 1953, both Monte and Norman played in the Sonny Clay Band.
That was when noted tenor sax man Big Jim Wynn played in the outfit.
Norman made it a special point to befriend all the trumpet players he
liked. These included luminaries in the bands of Louis Armstrong,
Duke Ellington, Fletcher Henderson, Count Basie, Cab Calloway
and others. “I hung out with them daily and asked questions,” says
Norman. “I used to take my horn along, and it paid off because I'd
learn something from each and every one of them. Music has been very
good to me and is responsible for me meeting my lovely wife, Levetta,
with whom I have shared my life for 56 years. She’s also' my severest
critic, by the way.”

In 1936 Norman went professional, joined the musicians’ union and
played in the house-band at Club Alabam for about a year. Monte
Easter also played in the band from time to time. Norman then joined
the John “Reb” Spikes Band. Spikes is best remembered for writing
“Someday Sweetheart” with his brother in 1919. With Spikes, Norman
toured Idaho, then returned to Los Angeles. In 1936 Norman also got
his first part in pictures. As an unseen member of the studio orchestra,
Norman played in the short feature “Everybody’s Old Man™ for
Twentieth Century Fox.

On a string of engagements with Spikes, which led to a stopover in
San Antonio, Texas, Norman hitched up with Boots & His Buddies, a
hot swing-band that featured Bill Johnson on guitar and the great Al
Hibbler on vocals. Then came a constant series of band-battles when
one band played against another for about an hour to see who would
come out on top. The Clifford “Boots” Douglass Band battled against
Ilinois Jacquet’s outfit, Houston’s Milt Larkin Orchestra, with
Arnett Cobb and occasionally Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson, and all
kinds of roof-raising aggregations down in New Orleans.

In 1940 Norman returned to Los Angeles and took up with Kathleen
La Ma’s house band at the Memo Club. Two years later, he was up in
the East Bay Area and became a member of Harlan Leonard’s Kansas
City Rockets who packed them in at Sweet’s Ballroom in Oakland.
Norman vividly remembers. the band’s vocal soloist, Myra Taylor.
Myra is best remembered for her solid rendering of “Take It Easy
Greasy” with Jimmy Keith’s Kansas City Orchestra on Mercury in
1946. She went on to wax other novel cleffings like “Quit Barking In
My Rhubarb.”

Norman and the Kansas City Rockets toured throughout the Western
states. Upon returning to L.A. once more, Norman joined the Bardu
Ali Band at the Lincoln Theatre at Twenty-third and Central. Standout
players at this time included Floyd Turnham on alto sax and Melba
Liston on trombone. As house trumpeter, Norman became a “standard
fixture” at Shep’s. Here he played with the Sammy Scott, Harlan
Leonard and Leonard Reed Bands, in that order. Reed is remembered
for producing traveling shows that headlined his buddy, boxing champ
Joe Louis.
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