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“Lynn Darroch has put together a great resource for musicians, listeners, and history buffs, compiling 
what seems to be the most comprehensive resource about the history of jazz in the Northwest. This 
book will do the important job of keeping the memories and stories alive of musicians and venues that, 
while they may be immortalized through recordings, have important history that may otherwise be lost 
to the murkiness of time. Darroch has done the community and the music a great service by dedicating 
himself to telling these stories.” 

—John Nastos

“Lynn Darroch illuminates the rich history of jazz in the Pacific Northwest from the early twentieth 
century to the present. Interweaving factors of culture, economics, politics, landscape, and weather, he 
helps us to understand how the Northwest grew so many fine jazz artists and why the region continues 
to attract musicians from New Orleans, New York, California, Europe, and South America. He con-
centrates on the traditions of the big port cities, Seattle and Portland, and underlines the importance of 
musicians from places like Wenatchee, Spokane, Eugene, and Bend. Darroch has the curiosity of a jour-
nalist, the investigative skills of a historian and the language of a poet. His writing about music makes 
you want to hear it.” 

—Doug Ramsey

“With the skills of a curator, Lynn Darroch brings us the inspiring history and personal stories of 
Northwest jazz musicians whose need for home, love of landscape, and desire to express, all culminate 
into the unique makeup of jazz in Portland and Seattle. Thank you Lynn for a great read and its contri-
bution to jazz. Truly world-class. Just like the players.” 

—Dave Averre

“Rhythm In The Rain is a compelling must-read for anyone interested in the cultural history of the 
Pacific Northwest. Lynn Darroch brilliantly captures the creative, can-do spirit of Cascadia, chronicles 
several generations of the region’s leading musicians, and explores the secret of why so many of us—
mystics, misfits, and vagabonds—choose to live and work here.” 

—Dmitri Matheny
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foreword

I moved to Portland in the summer of 2011, after spending nearly two years 
in Winnipeg, Manitoba, smack-dab in the middle of Canada. My teaching 
position at the University of Manitoba had been a good one, but neither I nor 
my wife was fond of the area’s six-month winters, during which temperatures 
can drop as low as -40°F. So, when I was offered a position at Portland State 
University, we jumped at the opportunity, packing our things and setting off 
on a twenty-eight-hour journey to the fabled city of Portland.

After recovering from the trip, I wanted to check out the Portland jazz 
scene. Before relocating, the only thing I knew about Portland and jazz was 
pianist Darrell Grant. I had met him very briefly in the early 2000s, and I had 
of course heard his great Criss Cross recordings. But I wanted to see what else 
was happening. I went out to hear Mike Prigodich’s fusion band at a south-
east Portland pizza joint, Javier Nero’s group at a restaurant in northeast 
Portland, Damian Erskine’s group at the Goodfoot, David Friesen’s trio at the 
Camellia Lounge, Greg Goebel’s trio at Wilfs, Ron Steen’s jam at Clyde’s, and 
Dan Balmer’s trio at Jimmy Mak’s. That was all in my first WEEK! 

You will quickly realize while reading Lynn Darroch’s Rhythm in the Rain 
that he is a die-hard Pacific Northwest resident and jazz fan. He knows the his-
tory of the music, he knows the history of the scene, and he insists that this 
region is a unique place for jazz artists to develop their craft. He writes with 
diplomatic honesty and a genuine love for the musicians, and he describes their 
techniques without so many technical terms as to bog down the uninitiated. 
Darroch has a thorough understanding of how this region’s musicians are con-
nected to the past, present, and future of jazz, and he is able to focus on the 
Pacific Northwest while keeping the global context in view. Darroch’s book is 
a great companion to Robert Dietsche’s Jumptown: The Golden Years of Portland 

Jazz, and I believe in time it will be considered as valuable a historical resource.
The thing I like most about Darroch’s book is how evident it is that he 

knows how to roll with the punches of the jazz life. Jazz comes from blues, 
and blues came out of extreme hardship. Jazz musicians from whatever walk 
of life are no strangers to hardship. Sometimes you have a gig, and sometimes 
you don't. Oftentimes you don’t! Still, you never lose hope and you just keep 
on playing, no matter what. We play because we have to, not because we have 
gigs, or because we make money, or because people come to see us play. We 
play because we love it.
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Darroch’s history lesson is honest, but he never loses his optimism. The 
cities of the Pacific Northwest are going through some serious growth, and 
with that growth come growing pains. The jazz scene is changing. Some of 
the changes are good; some are not. Still, we keep playing, keep practicing, 
keep listening. Hopefully, reading this book will inspire you to get out and be 
a part of the continuing evolution of the region’s jazz scene.

George Colligan, July 2015



PrefAce

I lIve here.
I was born and raised in the Pacific Northwest, and though I’ve lived and 

worked elsewhere, most of my life’s been spent right here. My heart belongs 
to this landscape and the communities shaped by it. This story is told from 
the inside.

And it’s by no means a complete chronicle. I leave out most of the region’s 
smaller cities. Many excellent and important musicians don’t appear; Seattle 
alone is home to so many jazz artists it would take a chapter to simply identify 
them all. I hope those I’ve included adequately represent their colleagues. 

There is no one “true” story of jazz in the Pacific Northwest. The record 
of human events can be used to tell many different tales. This is one of them, 
an account of particular people and what they’ve done in this place. To make 
sense of it, I’ve looked at political, social, and economic forces, as well as jazz 
made in the region. Mostly, my information and analysis come out of the 
many conversations I’ve had with musicians during almost forty years as a 
journalist. 

And because history does not develop in convenient decade-long units, 
I’ve divided the continuous story of jazz in the Pacific Northwest into eras 
that begin and end with significant events that signal changes that occur over 
time. 

Here I call “jazz” any music that a significant number of musicians, listen-
ers, and critics identify as such. A “jazz scene” includes performers of a variety 
of styles, owners and operators of venues where the music is presented, orga-
nizations and businesses that present and promote the music, various media 
that report on it, and of course listeners. 

It’s a sprawling, untidy world. Think of its people as members of the Jazz 
Tribe of Cascadia. It’s an imaginary kingdom, for sure, but its story may be 
just as real—and fascinating—as the music that has inspired it.

Lynn Darroch, July 2015
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introduction

WE LIVE HERE

“Every day I can see the mountains—St. Helens, Rainier, Hood, Adams—and I want 

to climb. A lot of what makes a great climber is the same as what makes a great 

improviser: courage, strength, creativity, total awareness of environment, the ability 

to focus pin-pointedly and generally at the same time—and finally, to let go of all 

ambitions, inhibitions, thoughts … and play.”

Alan Jones

It was late 2012, and Esperanza Spalding wasn’t wasting any time after her 
surprise win of Best New Artist at the Grammy Awards. She’d grown up hard 
in Portland and knew how unlikely the award was for a young black woman 
playing jazz. So she was in a hurry to put her fame to use—and knew exactly 
what she wanted to do: “Help the pillars of my jazz community gain the rec-
ognition they deserve.”1

It took less than a year.
At the 2013 Awards ceremony, Spalding shared another Grammy—this 

time for Best Instrumental Arrangement Accompanying Vocalist(s)—with 
Thara Memory, her Portland mentor, for his arrangement of her song “City 
of Roses.” From her multi-award-winning album Radio Music Society, the 
hometown tribute also featured students from Memory’s American Music 
Program.

If a single moment can capture the story of jazz in the Pacific Northwest, 
this might be it.

At the podium to receive the award, Memory leaned on his former stu-
dent’s arm. He was sixty-six and had lost a foot and parts of two fingers to 
diabetes. The Grammy was the culmination of a path he’d been on since age 
twelve, when he fell in love with the music of Miles Davis and started hang-
ing around backstage whenever the leading man of jazz played nearby.

One day, Davis approached.
“You’re that trumpet player, aren’t you?” His voice was challenging. “I bet 

you can’t play worth a shit.”

« Cape Alava, Olympic National Park, Washington.
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Memory was stunned but quickly took heart—the man had sought him out, 
recognized him. His reply became a vow that determined the course of his life.

“Well, no, not compared to you I can’t,” he said. “But I can hold down my 
own thing; I can hold down my own thing and bring some people up with me.”

He did, and there he was, fifty years later: an underdog African American 
musician and teacher, originally from the South, accepting a Grammy Award 
with a former student who shared her success with the folks back home.

It’s a heartwarming image. And it does represent the way musicians work 
together here, an alternative to the star system that supported the likes of 
Miles Davis. It also reflects the wider culture of the region—a culture distant 
from centers of power and influence and as distinct from them as the land-
scape that shaped it.

Many other images could capture the scene just as well: an afternoon in 
1959, when Bobby Bradford and Cleve Williams waited outside Roosevelt 
High School to make sure teenage drummer Mel Brown got to a rehearsal of 
the Walter Bridges Big Band. Or young drummer D’Vonne Lewis playing a 
tribute concert in 2012 for his grandfather, Seattle organist Dave Lewis. Or 
the 2013 debut of Darrell Grant’s The Territory, a jazz suite that depicts the 
region and its history in sound. Like many musicians from this region, Grant 
feels a deep connection to the jazz that came before him here—music that 
embodied an approach shaped in part by its distance from the mainstream.

Not everyone finds that distance useful to the scope of their ambitions, 
including jazz artists who, like Spalding, have left to become international stars: 
Bing Crosby and Mildred Bailey decamped before a full-fledged jazz scene devel-
oped in the region; Quincy Jones always had his sights set on leaving. They were 
followed by Larry Coryell in the late 1960s, Chris Botti in the 1980s, and Aaron 
Parks in the 1990s. But growing up in the Pacific Northwest did shape the musi-
cians they became. As it did Ray Charles, who got his start in Seattle, where Jimi 
Hendrix grew up and learned to play the blues and Kenny G the saxophone. But 
it’s not big names that define jazz in the Pacific Northwest. Quite the opposite.

Downtown Portland with Mount Hood in the background.
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What has developed here was shaped by and reflects the environment, 
the economy, and a jazz community that grew up in a kind of isolation often 
found out West, where artists are aware of movements elsewhere, but are not 
always in step with them. This is no place to gain fame and fortune playing 
jazz. It’s rare for artists who remain in the Pacific Northwest to establish a 
national reputation without first attaining it elsewhere.

Some of the established players who relocated to the Pacific Northwest 
did so because they value the very qualities that have given the local jazz com-
munity its identity. That’s the key: the values shared by artists who choose the 
Pacific Northwest, whether native-born or immigrant, determine the charac-
ter of the region’s jazz scene, whether the style is gypsy swing or avant-garde, 
chamber, funk or straight-ahead. The region some call Cascadia, that rainy 
country from the Southern Willamette Valley to Bellingham Bay, between 
the Cascade Mountains and the Pacific, has shaped its music just as the cul-
ture and landscape of Southern California or the Mississippi Delta influenced 
music made there.

This book tells the story of that happy wedding of people and place.
It’s a tale of port cities on the Pacific Rim and kids from the hinterlands 

drawn to them, where small African American and Asian communities found 
a crucial niche and native culture filtered in almost unnoticed. It chronicles 
the impact of economic boom and bust, and the powerful influence of the 
landscape. Most of all, it’s the story of the artists themselves, and the remark-
ably supportive communities they created.

Maybe it’s something in the water. Or just all the water everywhere here 
in Cascadia—the land of falling waters.

“I wouldn’t live anywhere else in the world,” says bassist Phil Baker, who 
toured with Diana Ross early in his career and is a longtime member of the 
pop-jazz band Pink Martini. “No place better than Portland in all respects. It’s 

Terroir: The Territory Shapes the Artist
Darrell Grant, On the Territory blog, June 19, 2013

In wine they have a concept called “terroir”—that mix of dirt, 
rain, sun, wind, and water that makes one vineyard’s grapes 
taste different from another’s.

It is possible the territory shapes its artists, too. Seeps into 
our tunes and our dreams, inspires us, connects us—whether 
we are native or transplant. It runs deeper than genre or musi-
cal style. When you love a place, its story can’t help but make 
its way into your own, and you can feel its current in the work.

Part of it is Geography. It is the land, the rocks, the rivers. 
In the Cascade watershed the interface of land and water 
defines us. The verdant, fertile soil laid down over millennia, 
the great river Columbia that is the lifeline of our region. The 

peaks—Hood, Adams, Saint Helens, Rainer, and the others—
stand as spiritual monuments grounding us and fueling our 
imaginations.

The Territory is ground, water, sky, and everything in 
between. It is what was here before you came and what will be 
here after you are gone. It is the bones, the sweat, the blood, 
the dreams, the blessings, the harvests, the floods, the tears, 
the rocks, the roots, the broken branches, fallen leaves, and for-
gotten paths. It is the songs of bug, bird, blizzard, wagon wheel, 
salmon, elk, beaver, and berry. It is the bank of the creek, the 
bed of the river, the stump in the ground, and the memories of 
the elders. The territory is the whole story–told and untold.
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a user-friendly size, but not too small to have a lot of cultural activities and a 
deep bench for every instrument.

“Nobody’s getting rich here,” he adds, “but there’s really a sense of commu-
nity and camaraderie.”

That was evident immediately to Darrell Grant, who was raised in 
Colorado and came to Portland from New York. “When I moved here, I was 
impressed by the community nature of the music,” he says. “It’s very much an 
‘all for one, one for all’ kind of feeling.”

Even those who have moved on agree.
“The jazz scene in Portland is very nurturing for youngsters; the people 

are very open,” says trumpet player Chris Botti, who was raised in the 
Willamette Valley, got his start in Portland, and went on to international 
success. “Part of learning music is having a good relationship with mentors 
when you’re young—it makes you progress tenfold. That was what the won-
derfully supportive Portland jazz scene provided me.”

And that supportive community stretches back to the 1930s, when Floyd 
Standifer hitchhiked to Portland from the little town of Gresham to hear 
jazz on Williams Avenue. Years later, after he’d moved to Seattle, Standifer 
toured Europe with his friend Quincy Jones. Unlike Jones, Standifer chose to 
stay in the region.

“Among musicians, there was a kind of respect around here that you didn’t 
run into in New York,” Standifer recalled. In New York, he found, other play-
ers would undercut a fellow musician’s fee just to get the job. “That was not 
the case out here,” he explained, "because everybody knew each other. There 
was no such thing as anonymity, because Seattle was too small a community 
for you to alienate anybody …

“We all knew we were here in the Northwest because everybody’s fiercely 
independent. How do you maintain your independence? You don’t maintain 
it by separating—you maintain it by cooperating to an extent with those who 
have like causes to yours. And so, if you didn’t cooperate, you weren’t gonna 
get anywhere.”2

Standifer, with many others like him, passed on those values to later 
generations of musicians who also chose to make their art distant from the 
centers of power. In fact, that distance makes the region more hospitable to 
artists who want to pursue, among like-minded peers, a vision more effec-
tively shared on a smaller stage—or where the stage is small but the landscape 
grand.

That’s certainly true for avant-garde saxophonist and composer Rich 
Halley. His albums have consistently received critical acclaim, yet he worked 
a full-time job outside music for years to support his art and stay in Portland. 
“He’d be a star on the avant-garde scene if he lived in New York,” writes Bill 
Milkowski in JazzTimes. But in New York, Halley, who is an active outdoors-
man, might not have become the player he is.
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“There’s an advantage [to living here] in that you don’t necessarily get 
overwhelmed with whatever the current trend is,” Halley says, “and you can 
just do what you do. You can still absorb things that you listen to, but in some 
ways, it gives you a little bit of freedom to create your own world.”

Of course, artists in the Pacific Northwest are influenced by music made 
elsewhere and work within a tradition that originated in other places. While 
in his twenties, for instance, Halley played in Chicago with avant-gardists 
from the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians as well as 
with R&B bands. And musicians who migrated to the Pacific Northwest, such 
as Grant, renowned guitarist Bill Frisell, or legendary bassist Leroy Vinnegar, 
have also brought influences unrelated to the region.

But not everyone chooses to come. And those you work with everyday—
who have chosen this place, too—leave the deepest mark. You are what you 
eat, they say—what you breathe, see, touch, and hear. So jazz in the Pacific 
Northwest naturally reflects its geography and the communities shaped by it. 
That may be more important in jazz than other music. Because in jazz, your 
approach—maybe even your sound and stylistic preference—is powerfully 
influenced by the company you keep.

That company is usually found where jazz has always been made—in urban 
areas. But even in the cities of the Pacific Northwest, the landscape is an ines-
capable presence. It colors ambitions and gives flavor to artistic visions.

Rich Halley, avant-garde saxophonist and 
active outdoorsman. “He’d be a star on the 
avant-garde scene if he lived in New York,” said 
JazzTimes.
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As Seattle grew, it climbed the hills from the mudflats of Elliott Bay, filling 
the narrow neck of land between Lake Washington, Lake Union, and Puget 
Sound. Today, the freeway cuts right through the middle, though it has been 
partly covered with green spaces, and the central core is dense with the office 
buildings and condo towers that replaced low-rise neighborhoods. But every 
street corner offers spectacular vistas.

To the southeast, massive Mount Rainier; to the north, rising above Lake 
Washington, are Mount Baker and the jagged peaks of the North Cascades. 
To the west, on a clear day, the Olympic Mountains stand above Puget Sound; 
and just beyond, the Straits of Juan de Fuca, Alaska, the Pacific, and all of Asia.

Portlanders need only look north and east to see the volcanic peaks of 
Mount Adams, Mount Hood, and Mount St. Helens—the mountain that 
erupted in 1980, filling the sky with ash and shearing off the peak in a blast 
that leveled forests and clogged rivers with debris. The chain of volcanoes in 
the Pacific Northwest is called “The Ring of Fire.”

Communities from the Willamette Valley to the Canadian border are 
favored by such settings, and they are tied psychologically and economical-
ly to the region’s icons: the Cascade Mountains with forests of Douglas fir, 
spruce, and cedar; broad valleys and the rocky coast of the Pacific; apples, 

“Music should always sound like a place,” says 
Portland composer Gordon Lee. Waterfalls 

tumble over basalt cliffs throughout the 
Columbia River Gorge.
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mushrooms, blackberries; clams, oysters, Dungeness crab. And salmon, the 
totem animal of the Pacific Northwest. These are part of daily life, even in 
the major cities, where the system of public parks and tree-lined streets also 
contribute to the ambiance.

“In addition to sounding like a person, music should always sound like a 
place,” says Portland composer Gordon Lee. And pianist Steve Christofferson 
also considers the natural beauty of the landscape important to the music he 
makes. A Seattle native, he has spent his career in the area. For years, he’d drive 
along the Columbia River from his home in a small town on the Washington 
side to the RiverPlace Restaurant in Portland, where floor-to-ceiling windows 
framed his view of the Willamette River from the grand piano.

“This music was composed to give expression to the uniqueness and the 
natural gifts we have here in the Pacific Northwest,” says outdoorsman Alan 
Jones about the compositions on his 2010 album, Climbing.

“Growing up in Portland,” he explains, “I’ve always recognized how lucky 
I am that I can drive fifteen minutes and be at the foot of the rocks. Drive an 
hour and be at the foot of the mountains. Every day I can see the mountains 
… and I want to climb.”3

In a DownBeat article about pianist Dave Peck, Paul de Barros suggests we 
look at the world Peck lives in to understand his work. “Seattle's reputation 

Quick Definitions
Adapted from “Jazz Glossary,” Center for Jazz Studies, Columbia University

To describe a complex and diverse jazz scene as it has changed 
over time, it’s helpful to talk about subgenres. Here are some 
brief definitions of the terms used in this book:

Avant-garde: A term applied to various forms of “experimental” 
jazz first heard in the 1950s, and to their later offshoots, espe-
cially in the 1960s and ’70s, including “free jazz.”

Bebop: A style developed in the early 1940s in which standard 
tunes or their chord progressions are used as springboards for 
rapid improvisations with irregular, syncopated phrasing based 
on chordal harmony rather than melody.

Blues: A form usually consisting of twelve bars, staying in one 
key; or the musical genre, ancestral to jazz and part of it.

Free jazz: A cluster of jazz styles that minimizes fixed beat and 
harmonic structure and emphasizes sound and texture instead.

Funk: A fusion of blues or gospel-based harmony, rhythm, and 
melody with a straight-ahead approach.

Fusion: A style developed in the late 1960s that incorporates 

elements of rock and is built on repeated figures and non-im-
provised passages, a harmonic language simpler than bebop, 
and straight-8 time with a strong backbeat.

Hard Bop: A style that emerged in the late 1950s, it’s essentially 
bebop with a hard-driving rhythmic feel and harmony based on 
blues, R&B, and gospel.

Smooth jazz: A version of fusion in which elements of R&B and 
pop music are distilled and refined for a standardized radio 
format.

Soul jazz: Hard bop that has incorporated elements of funk and 
is often played by organ groups.

Straight-ahead: A term that emerged in the post-bop era, it 
covers a variety of approaches that employ elements of earlier 
styles such as swing and bebop.

Swing: A form of syncopation, based on a triplet rhythm, that 
puts emphasis just before or after an expected beat. It also 
refers to a style of jazz popular in the 1930s and ’40s played by 
large dance bands.
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rests on rain,” he writes, “but folks who live there know it for the gentle con-
tours of its clouds and mountains, its soft mists and almost mystical sense of 
natural intimacy. All that comes through in Peck's playing—lyrical and pastel, 
swinging and bluesy, with a ringing, crystalline touch.”4

Glen Moore, bassist in the pioneering chamber jazz group Oregon, grew up 
chasing salamanders in the woodsy canyon of Johnson Creek by day and listen-
ing to Stravinsky on the radio at night. He traveled the state in a high school 
swing band called the Young Oregonians with American Indian saxophonist 
Jim Pepper, who’d highlight the program with a dance in full tribal dress.

Ralph Towner, fellow founding member of the band Oregon, grew up on 
the east side of the Cascades in the little town of Bend, below the ten-thou-
sand-foot peaks of the Three Sisters and Broken Top. NASA sent the band’s 
recordings to the moon on the Apollo spacecraft in 1971; they named two of 
its craters for Towner’s tunes.  Towner and Moore’s classmate at University 
of Oregon, the Grammy-nominated singer Nancy King, grew up playing 
drums on a Willamette Valley mint and wheat farm.

In Portland, they met African American club owner and pianist Sid Porter 
and his wife, Japanese American singer Nola Bogle. She started her career 
in little eastern Oregon towns surrounded by sheep ranches. Her accompa-
nist was the American Indian Jack Lightfoot. As a child, she’d been interned 
during World War II in the Idaho prison camp Minidoka. She fell asleep to 
the sound of a swing band, carried by the wind across the prairie.

Out of that melting pot came jazz in the Pacific Northwest.

“Seattle’s reputation rests 
on rain, but folks who live 

there know it for the gentle 
contours of its clouds and 

mountains, its soft mists 
and almost mystical sense of 

natural intimacy,” says Paul 
de Barros. A view of Mount 

Rainier from Puget Sound.



chAPter 1

FRoM FRontIER to JAZZ MEccA

“Vice could be a virtue. You take from the more-than-willing customers. You give a 

little to City Hall. You invest the rest and give some of it back to the community in 

loans. You employ hundreds of people and you get to play jazz all night long.”

Bill McClendon

In tHE BEGInnInG
natural beauty has never been enough to sustain a jazz scene, let alone an 
American city. When it comes to musical entertainment, or any professional arts 
activity, it’s money you need. And the landscape of the Pacific Northwest brought 
great riches to many immigrants of European ancestry. Even today, the region 
continues to be the source of the natural resources that first shaped its destiny as a 
shipping hub and processing center for ore, fish, and timber. And in Puget Sound, 
where the military is a powerful economic engine, submarines armed with nucle-
ar missiles cruise the depths along with salmon and orcas. 

Portland grew at the confluence of the Willamette and Columbia Rivers, 
and, like Seattle, is a deepwater port more connected to San Francisco, LA, 
Anchorage, and Tokyo than to New York. Both emerged from frontier set-
tlements: Seattle a cluster of wooden buildings, some piers, and a sawmill; 
Portland a wallow of muddy streets on a riverbank among felled trees.

There were telephones and newspapers, and fortunes to be made mill-
ing and shipping the great forests to San Francisco. But it was still the Wild 
West, with lynchings, black exclusion laws, and sewage that flowed back into 
Seattle on the tide. People came anyway, mostly northern European stock in 
search of opportunity.

They may have believed that the little guy had a better chance to realize 
a big dream out on the distant western edge. Enough of them succeeded to 
generate the work that lured others, including Asians and African Americans. 
Discrimination against people of color dominated the region, where laws 
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kept African Americans from owning property and even spending the night 
in some Oregon towns, and anti-Chinese riots repeatedly swept through the 
Puget Sound area. It was only after World War II altered the racial makeup 
of the cities that some of the worst discriminatory practices began to change.

And into the cities of that early twentieth-century Wild West—along with 
the loggers, sailors, farmers, cooks, wranglers, bankers, and businessmen—
came the musicians.

MInStRELS And PRoto-JAZZ
FIrst to arrIve were the brass bands and ragtime piano men who worked the 
saloons. Then, in the 1880s, traveling minstrel and vaudeville shows played 
theaters in Portland, Tacoma, and Seattle. Pacific Northwest theaters were 
ornate halls open only to white audiences. But they often presented African 
American orchestras like W. H. Mahara’s Minstrels, whose musical director 
was W. C. Handy, composer of “St. Louis Blues.” Even before the Jazz Age of 
the 1920s, many kinds of protojazz were heard in the region, though resident 
musicians were few.

Gradually, those minstrels began to stick around, if only by accident. In 
1911, for instance, a vaudeville troupe ran out of money and broke up in 
Seattle, stranding Nora and Ross Hendrix, future grandparents of guitarist 
Jimi Hendrix.1

During the thirty years between their arrival and America’s entrance into 
World War II, all the ingredients necessary for a vibrant jazz scene fell into 
place. How it all came together reflects the types of musicians who lived in 
the region and the diverse communities in which they worked. Night people, 
gangsters, cops, politicians, timber magnates, and even the president all 
played a role in how the story unfolded.

Portland began as a wallow 
of muddy streets at the 

confluence of the Willamette 
and Columbia Rivers. A view 

of the city in 1890.
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JAZZ ARRIVES
the FIrst tIme “jazz” was officially heard in the Pacific Northwest was 1914, 
when The Original Creole Orchestra, with cornetist/trumpeter Freddie 
Keppard, played the Pantages Theaters. Though Keppard was a New Orleans 
native, he had been living in Los Angeles for the previous six years, and his 
band was made up of Californians. It seems likely that West Coast and New 
Orleans versions of jazz were developing simultaneously. In fact, Keppard 
was reportedly the first to use a handkerchief to hide his fingering from com-
petitors, years before Louis Armstrong made it part of his act.

In Portland, Keppard and his seven-piece band always stayed at the 
Golden West Hotel at the corner of Northwest Everett and Broadway, in the 
center of the small African American community. The hotel was equipped 
with Turkish baths, a gym, a restaurant, pool tables, and a barbershop, as well 
as a gambling room and bar with live music. Purchased by African American 
businessman W. D. Allen in 1906, it was the largest black-owned hotel west 
of the Mississippi and helped fill the glaring need for public accommodations 
and other services for people of color.2

One of the hotel’s guests in those days sported a diamond in his front tooth 
and claimed he invented jazz. Ferdinand “Jelly Roll” Morton was traveling the 
West Coast and was still an unknown when he stopped in Seattle for several 
months in 1920. Morton augmented his income from music by working as a 
pimp for the “boarders” at a house he and companion Anita Gonzalez rented 

Oscar Holden: Patriarch of Seattle Jazz
from Jackson Street After Hours by Paul de Barros

Born in Nashville, Tennessee, Oscar Holden played on Fate 
Marable’s famous Mississippi riverboat excursions, where Louis 
Armstrong and other young New Orleans musicians had also 
honed their craft. … Anxious to get away from the South, 
Holden moved to Chicago. … Jelly Roll Morton says he brought 
Holden to Seattle from Vancouver, British Columbia, where 
Holden played clarinet in Morton’s band. Holden’s daughter, 
Grace, says the year was 1919.

Holden was a powerhouse player with a deep classical 
background and a stride style similar to Fats Waller’s. He could 
transpose tunes into all twelve keys, accompany singers sensi-
tively, and work with a band or play solo all night long and keep 
it interesting. Recalls [Seattle pianist] Palmer Johnson:

“Oscar was my idol, man. … He had a wonderful musical 
education. He was one of the first ones up here. Oscar was 
real black and had a soft voice. He was a great, great perform-
er. … He’d play ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ right off from the beginning 
to the end.”

Like many musicians in the area at the time, Oscar Holden 
also held a day job … at Todd Shipyards. Grace vividly recalls 
her father racing off to catch the ferry after work to play a grad-
uation in Kirkland, or switching from his pipe fitter’s clothes to 
his tux for a job at the Clover Club downtown.

“He’d come home from swing shift,” she recounts, “then go 
straight upstairs, take his bath, change his clothes, and he’d be 
right back out the door at twelve-thirty a.m. so he could be on 
the job at one o’clock. He’d play from one until four-thirty or 
five o’clock in the morning.”

Ron Holden recounts: “One of the fondest memories was 
Friday and Saturday nights. … I can remember lying in bed with 
butterflies in my stomach because I knew any minute my mom 
would come in and kiss me goodnight … all dressed up for the 
gig, and Dad would be in his tux. Two glamorous people kissing 
me goodnight.” 

“There was a piano in the basement, and a parlor grand 
upstairs,” Grace added. “We ate music, we lived music.”
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north of Tacoma. He also gambled on pool and cards, and lost almost every-
thing in a high-stakes game just before he left town.3

But Morton left something more valuable than money behind: his clarinet 
player, Oscar Holden, who also played piano, stayed on in Seattle to become 
one of the most important figures in Pacific Northwest jazz. The contrast 
between the flamboyant Morton and family man Holden reveals some of the 
traits that define the character of the region’s jazz community.

While Morton ran prostitutes and gambled, Holden, with a wife and five 
children, supplemented his income from music by working as a pipe fitter. 
He’d regularly swim two miles across nearby Lake Washington. Classically 
trained, Holden played Chopin and sight-read with ease. He constructed a 
stable, middle-class life while pursuing an outsider art.

That was never the aim of men like Morton or clarinet player Joe 
Darensbourg. A hard-drinking Louisiana native who ended up in Los Angeles 
when the Original Dixieland Jazz Band broke up, Darensbourg started hear-
ing about a paradise for musicians up north. “When I was in Los Angeles, a 
lot of musicians would come back from Seattle and tell you how great it was, 
how much money you could make … So that’s what I was looking for.” He 
came to Seattle in 1928, traveling with the Freda Shaw Band on one of the 
steamships that ran up and down the West Coast. Gambling, liquor, prosti-
tutes, and lots of music were on offer.

“We’d get in, just for two nights, and meet some broads, and when we 
got through we’d go down to Twelfth and Jackson.” There Darensbourg and 
other traveling musicians could sit in with local players. “At these after-hours 
clubs we had a lot of the sporting class of people come in, like pimps and 
prostitutes … We would wind up sometimes making $200 or $300 a night.”4

GodFAtHERS
those entertaInment dIstrIcts were controlled at the street level by entrepre-
neurs who financed the clubs and speakeasies that existed as a result of pay-
offs to the local power structure, from the cop on the street to the mayor and 
police chief. Within that hierarchy, businessmen such as Seattle’s “Noodles” 
Smith and Portland’s Tom Johnson exercised a great deal of power. Along 
with others like them, Johnson and Smith were in part responsible for estab-
lishing the foundations of jazz in the region.

Beginning in 1917, Smith and various partners ran a series of clubs, tav-
erns, and two hotels for African American patrons in Seattle’s International 
District, and he operated much like other flamboyant gangsters of the era. 
Count Basie saxophonist Marshall Royal, who married Noodles’s sister-in-law, 
liked to say that Twelfth and Jackson belonged to Smith. “He was the ward 
boss,” Royal said. “In those days, you couldn’t open up a nightclub unless you 
passed by Noodles Smith.” When someone applied for a business license in the 

Jelly Roll Morton brought 
early jazz to Seattle in 1920, 

augmenting his music income 
by working as a pimp.
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A Family Affair: Women Bandleaders
The image of early jazz in many people’s minds is almost 
exclusively male, except for a few prominent singers. But before 
World War II, a number of jazz bands in the Pacific Northwest 
were led by women such as Evelyn Bundy and Edythe Turnham. 
They ran the most popular jazz ensembles in Seattle in the 
1920s. It wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t as rare as one might assume. 

Music-making was viewed as “a man’s job,” and female 
musicians were often accused of taking work away from male 
breadwinners. That was true for women in most fields, and 
like their counterparts everywhere, women in jazz also had to 
overcome the widely held belief that men were superior in all 
endeavors.

Yet in the early twentieth century, women were emerging 
as a force in public life. The Progressive movement was fueled 
by women who helped secure the right to vote in Washington 
(1910) and Oregon (1912). Women led the Temperance move-
ment. Indeed, the 1920s, despite being dubbed “The Jazz Age,” 
was also at the time called “The Decade of the New Woman.” 
Women were leaving the farm for the city, and canned food 
meant less time in the kitchen. “Girl Bands” were at the peak of 
their popularity too.

Despite the independence women were gaining, for Evelyn 
Bundy and Edythe Turnham music was a family affair. Turnham, 
in fact, led a family band called the Knights of Syncopation, 
first in Spokane, then for six busy years in Seattle before they 
began touring the Orpheum Theater circuit and settled in Los 
Angeles. In Jackson Street After Hours, Paul de Barros outlines 
what he learned from Turnham’s son, Floyd Jr., who went on to 
become a jazz and R&B sax player and bandleader.

She got her start in the small towns of eastern Washington 
and Idaho with her sister in a vaudeville act featuring two 
blackface comedians. In Spokane, she often played solo, and 
there the family band got its start, with Floyd Jr. on sax, her 

husband, Floyd Sr., on drums, Edythe on piano, and her sister 
Maggie singing and dancing. When they moved west, the 
Knights of Syncopation grew to five pieces and played all of the 
major clubs on Jackson Street. Negotiating the shifting color 
line, they also played department store fashion shows as well as 
The Bungalow Club—downtown locations usually reserved for 
white musicians. Soon, their union protested, and Turnham’s 
band could no longer perform there.

The family was prominent in the small Seattle black com-
munity, where Floyd Sr. worked as a tailor and drove the band 
around in a big Hudson. Once, he drove them through the 
neighborhood on the back of a truck while the band played.9

Family often extended beyond blood ties, and Evelyn 
Bundy’s home with her husband, Charles Taylor, a plasterer 
who also promoted her band, “became a hub of the Seattle 
jazz world,” writes de Barros. “When touring musicians would 
come to town, they would congregate in the basement music 
room and bar … Everybody would take turns singing songs and 
telling stories and laughing.”10

In addition to piano, which she played in a manner more 
akin to Duke Ellington than the rough stride style popular 
at the time, Bundy played banjo, drums, saxophone, and 
sometimes sang. She got her start at age thirteen walking from 
table to table in nightclubs, singing through a megaphone, and 
accompanying herself with high-hat cymbal. Her five-piece 
band, The Garfield Ramblers, which she began right out of high 
school, played for black society affairs and in Jackson Street 
clubs. Bundy’s band drove to their gigs in a hearse.

Bundy’s son, Charles Jr., followed her into jazz and led a 
band in the 1940s that included Quincy Jones. Both came from 
Seattle’s small African American middle class, which nurtured 
young musicians in a relatively protected, family-oriented 
environment.11

Mildred Bailey was known 
as the first white woman 
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neighborhood, City Hall would call for Smith’s OK first. Smith and Johnson 
also made loans to other African American entrepreneurs, taking a cut of their 
profits and collecting their property if they couldn’t make a go of it.5

Though their origins were in the often violent and dangerous skid road 
areas of frontier towns, the African American entertainment districts that 
evolved in the Pacific Northwest from the 1920s through the 1950s were rel-
atively safe for black and white alike. That was due in large part to men like 
Smith and Tom Johnson. Known as the Vice Lord of Williams Avenue, six-
foot-two and 220 pounds, Johnson was born in New Orleans to freed slaves 
and came to Portland as a railroad worker after World War I. He quick-
ly managed to gain control of a portion of the bootleg liquor trade, which 
accounted for his first fortune.

In the 1930s, he opened Tom Johnson’s Chicken Dinner Inn in Northwest 
Portland, some blocks from the Golden West Hotel. It featured live jazz, and 
one of the pianists performing there was Bill McClendon, who later became 
publisher of the Portland newspaper the People’s Observer and a leader in the 
city’s African American community. Johnson offered McClendon not only 
financial assistance but advice as well.

“He wanted me to remember that Portland had always been a rough-and-
tumble city, going back to the time it was called ‘Shanghai Town.’ It was filled 
with scandal. … The playing field was always uneven for blacks.”

That attitude informed Johnson’s business practices, as McClendon 
describes them: “You take from the more-than-willing customers. You give 

Bing Crosby, a native of Spokane, 
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a little to City Hall. You invest the rest and give some of it back to the com-
munity in loans. You employ hundreds of people and you get to play jazz all 
night long.”6

Johnson lost his bootlegging fortune in the Depression, but he made it 
over again in the 1940s with Keystone Investment Co. Its office on Williams 
Avenue included a gambling lounge, jukebox, and, in the basement, a six-
foot-tall, eight-foot-wide safe stuffed with one hundred dollar bills. Every 
Thursday, according to jazz historian Robert Dietsche, a police car would 
retrieve a percentage for the vault in the mayor’s office.

Johnson’s partner was Walter Emmanuel Green, an attorney who passed 
for white and was thus able—at a time when African Americans could not get 
bank loans in most Portland neighborhoods—to buy and then rent proper-
ties for taverns and other unlicensed food and drink establishments, some of 
which offered live jazz.

Johnson also ran a twenty-four-hour gambling den across the Columbia 
River in Vancouver, Washington. McClendon believed the house take was 
$6000 a day. Thus Johnson financed many businesses, usually with loans made 
for no interest. And he was the liaison between City Hall and the Williams 
Avenue community in much the way Smith served in Seattle. African 
Americans entering Portland in those days had to check in with Johnson, 
who reportedly screened out drug addicts, thieves, and violent criminals. He 
also made sure prostitutes working the area were tested for STDs.7

Johnson and Smith functioned as godfather figures in the small but eco-
nomically self-sufficient communities of color where an important part of 
the identity of jazz in the Pacific Northwest was being formed. They enabled 
nightclubs to open, regulated their arrangements with police and city offi-
cials, and kept the area safe for business. And those businesses were a crucial 
part of the pre–World War II culture of Portland and Seattle, despite the 
efforts of church and social groups that led to the passage of “Blue Laws” reg-
ulating nightlife.

In Seattle, the Landes Ordinance, for instance, required dance halls to 
have a license, hire police matron chaperones, and discontinue “taxi danc-
ing” and suggestive lighting; a law followed that prohibited public dancing on 
Sundays. In 1929, Seattle’s mayor closed all dance halls and called dancing a 
“public menace.”8

SPEAKEASIES, cRoonERS, And 
tHE RootS oF SWInG
the whIte versIons oF the Jackson Street clubs were the speakeasies, located 
on the outskirts of town or in some cases even downtown. The Venetian 
Gardens, for instance, a swank nightclub in Seattle’s Olympic Hotel, provided 
a perfect Roaring Twenties setting for “sweet” white bands such as those led 



LYNN DARROCH30 |

by trombonist Jackie Souders. He grew up in Seattle and worked the hotel for 
forty years. Its late-night counterpart was the Rose Room in the Butler Hotel 
near Pioneer Square.

One day in 1925, two young entertainers from Spokane showed up at the 
Butler for an audition. Piano player Al Rinker and singer Bing Crosby hoped 
to find some work on their way to Hollywood. Their move had been inspired 
by the success of Rinker’s sister Mildred, who had taken the last name Bailey. 
She got her start playing piano in Seattle silent movie houses and demon-
strating sheet music for customers at Woolworth’s, but then she had a child 
and a rough time trying to make it on her own. She retreated to Spokane for 
a while, then headed to Los Angeles, where she immediately got a job at the 
city’s top blues club.

Crosby and Rinker were not hired at the Butler, reported Souders, who 
sat in on the audition. “We all thought they were pretty good,” he said, “but 
the hotel owner said he didn’t like all that ‘vo-do-de-de-o’ stuff and wouldn’t 
hire them.”12

That ‘vo-do-de-de-o’ stuff Crosby had learned from vaudeville perform-
ers passing through Spokane. It went over better in California—just a year 
later, they were discovered by New York bandleader Paul “The King of Jazz” 
Whiteman and recorded their first big hit. In 1929, Rinker helped his sister 
get on with Whiteman, who became the first national-level leader to feature 
a female vocalist. It was a historic moment; soon, other dance bands added 
female singers.

Then, in 1930, after a string of concerts in the Pacific Northwest, 
Whiteman fired Crosby and Rinker for always running off to play golf. 
Besides, while in New York, they’d been hanging out in Harlem with black 
stars Cab Calloway and Duke Ellington, and Crosby reportedly was smoking 
reefer with Louis Armstrong. It didn’t matter. By then, Crosby was on his 
way to a milestone career.

Meanwhile, in 1932, Mildred Bailey, still with Whiteman, sang “Rockin’ 
Chair” on a live radio broadcast. It was a national hit, and she was ever after 
known as “The Rocking Chair Lady,” though Whiteman billed her as “The 
Princess of Swing.” Bailey also gained notoriety by recording with the African 
American musicians who had backed Billie Holiday. She pushed the color line 
further when she began performing live with an African American band she 
called “Mildred Bailey and Her Oxford Browns.” Then she married jazzman 
Red Norvo (they became known as “Mr. and Mrs. Swing”), and his combo 
backed her on a series of hits before her death in 1951.13

Bailey was known as the first white woman singer in jazz. Few knew, 
however, that she was not “white” but one-half Coeur d’Alene. Bailey spent 
her childhood on the reservation in Idaho, and she credited traditional native 
singing—which she’d learned from her mother—with shaping her voice.14 
That information, not widely reported until more than fifty years after her 
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death, is crucial for the recovery of ties between jazz in the Pacific Northwest 
and its native people.

JAZZ And RAcE
In Portland, the castle Jazz Band, led by banjo player Monte Ballou, was 
the top white band. They played in a New Orleans style and were the most 
popular jazz group in Portland from the 1930s through the 1950s. There 
were no saxophones in the Castle Jazz Band, nor guitar or string bass; instead, 
the group included trumpet, trombone, and clarinet with a rhythm section 
of tuba, drums, banjo, and piano. And though Ballou’s band was all white, 
they played in the style made popular by black bands of the 1920s. Ballou was 
also a close friend of Louis Armstrong, who sometimes stayed at his home in 
Portland. It was a challenge to segregationist attitudes of the day, and Ballou 
was not the only white jazz musician who made it a practice.

Ballou’s band took its name from one of its earliest venues. A roadhouse 
with turrets, arched windows, and a tower, The Castle was built of hand-
cut stone by a French artisan brought over for the job. Located on the high-
way north of Oregon City, it was one of a number of roadhouses where jazz 
provided the ambiance. Portland theaters and ballrooms also presented some 
jazz, and many more such venues appeared as swing took over the airwaves 
and dance halls in the 1930s.

In Seattle, the enormous Trianon Ballroom boasted a capacity of five 
thousand and the West’s largest dance floor. It booked big-name touring 
bands such as the Fletcher Henderson and Jimmie Lunceford orchestras. The 
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Trianon was owned by John Savage, who believed African American patrons 
were bad for business. He only allowed people of color on the dance floor 
once a week on what came to be known derisively in the African American 
community as “spook nights.”

Smaller Jazz Age hot spots outside black neighborhoods usually hired only 
white ensembles. And local musicians of African descent were not only shut 
out of work downtown; symphony, theater, and radio jobs were also closed 
to them—except for the Seattle band led by Archie Jackson that featured the 
legendary African American saxophonist and teacher, Frank Waldron.

Big, baldheaded, and known for drinking gin, Waldron was born in 1890 
and came to Tacoma during World War I to play dances for servicemen at 
Fort Lewis (now Joint Base Lewis-McChord). In 1918, he began his teaching 
career in Seattle, just in time for the saxophone craze that swept America in 
the ’20s (Seattle even had a complete saxophone orchestra). In 1924, Waldron 
published Syncopated Classics, a saxophone method book that used his own com-
positions to demonstrate jazz techniques. According to musicians of that era, 
Waldron was an influence on Quincy Jones, Buddy Catlett, and others who 
came of age in the 1940s and helped define the sound of jazz in the region.15

Jazz in the Pacific Northwest has been powerfully affected by several 
influential teachers who gave students the theory and ear training necessary 
for improvisation before it was taught in schools. And they did it with the 
authority of master instrumentalists who passed on the importance of good 
craftsmanship, a quality held in high esteem by regional artists. In Seattle, 
Waldron was the first of those masters.

It’s not clear why Archie Jackson’s five-piece Odean Jazz Orchestra, with 
Waldron its star soloist, was able to play in downtown Seattle’s high-class 
Nanking Cafe while other African American musicians were not—especially 
when it appeared to defy the segregated Musicians Union. But race relations 
were complex, and though the attitudes held by the majority of European 
Americans toward people of color in the region were deeply racist, the 
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improvisational nature of life in the entertainment business in the rough-
and-tumble cities of the Pacific Northwest sometimes made such accommo-
dations possible—especially when there was money to be made. At any rate, 
African American musicians who were able to find their way in that social 
order tended to remain in the region and shape the character of its jazz scene.

In Portland, there was no black musicians union, and people of color 
were not allowed to join until 1945. Seattle’s musicians unions remained 
segregated until 1956. That was the pattern across the country—white musi-
cians, unwilling to admit blacks who would compete for their jobs, encour-
aged the formation of separate unions and limited their territories.16 But in 
Seattle, that arrangement had some positive outcomes for those treated as 
second-class citizens: because of the vice allowed in the territory they were 
assigned, black musicians often outearned their white counterparts.

tHE End oF PRoHIBItIon And tHE RISE oF JAZZ
regardless oF color, musIcIans suffered along with most people during the 
Great Depression that followed the Jazz Age when, in 1930 alone, three million 
Americans lost their jobs; tent cities sprang up under the Ross Island Bridge 
in Portland, on Seattle’s south waterfront, and in cities all over the region. 
Unemployment reached 26 percent, and lines formed outside relief shelters. 
Theater orchestras disbanded, and symphony players were busking on the 
streets. But in 1933, Congress ended thirteen years of Prohibition, and for 
many jazz musicians, opportunities were suddenly greater than ever before.

In Seattle’s small African American community, a line of clubs opened that 
stretched east from Chinatown, then north on Twelfth Avenue. They includ-
ed Noodles Smith’s Ubangi Club. Said to be the largest black-owned busi-
ness north of Los Angeles, it was Seattle’s first floor-show nightclub when 
it opened in 1936. It was modeled after Harlem’s Cotton Club and catered 
mainly to whites.17 Those clubs, as well as roadhouses scattered around the 
region, provided steady work for more than one hundred musicians of color. 
An even greater number of their white counterparts were working as well, 
but it was a historic high for black players in the region. From them came 
pianist Al Pierre’s Royal Knights, which historians say was the first African 
American swing band indigenous to the Pacific Northwest.

Pierre grew up in a rural area outside Tacoma, then left to work in Los 
Angeles in the 1920s. When he returned in 1932, he played the large third-
floor ballroom at Portland’s Frat Hall, operated by several black fraternal 
organizations. He also played downtown, in a speakeasy owned by Portland 
racketeer Swede Ferguson. His bands played summers out in the country at 
the pavilion at Blue Lake Park; and for twelve years, they played for dancers 
every weekend at Berg’s Chalet west of downtown.

So despite official segregation and the legacy of Oregon’s notorious black 
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exclusion laws, Pierre’s band worked traditionally white territory that includ-
ed high school proms and golf club dances—another instance of the malleable 
color line in the region. Pierre’s bands could play both sweet and hot, were 
well dressed and well rehearsed, and had the best musicians because Pierre 
paid the highest wages. He moved his operation to Seattle in the early 1940s 
and was equally successful with the same approach.18

As the swing dance craze grew in the mid-1930s, all the top swing bands, 
white and black, came through the Pacific Northwest, including those led by 
Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, Count Basie, and Guy Lombardo. Those 
touring ensembles often picked up a player or two along the way, while other 
musicians dropped out and stayed behind, adding to the number of skilled 
players in the region.

New jazz musicians emerged from within the Pacific Northwest as well, 
playing in the modern swing style. In Seattle, one of the most important 
among them was young pianist Julian Henson, who later moved to Portland 
and became a powerful influence on jazz artists who were coming of age in 
the 1950s. When pianist Jimmy Rowles came to Seattle in 1937, he learned 
modern harmony from Henson. But he already had the foundation.

As a teenager in Spokane, Rowles had been the protégée of a Blackfoot 
Indian named Tom Brown, another influence that worked its way into 
his style and adds credence to the claim of some musicians of the era that 
swing was influenced by American Indian music. When Rowles moved to 
Seattle, he quickly found a developing jazz scene that influenced the approach 
that would make him a star accompanist for such notable singers as Sarah 
Vaughan. His compositions, such as the haunting ballad “The Peacocks,” have 
become jazz standards.19

dAMS, SHIPYARdS And MuSIcIAnS APLEntY
even wIth all the musical action in the 1930s, it was outside forces—includ-
ing the public works projects of the Roosevelt administration and the defense 
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Freedom Ride through a Warm Valley:
Duke Ellington in Oregon
I dreamed I saw Duke Ellington, alive as you or me, in his pri-
vate rail car on a siding near Ivon Street.

“Hey Duke, what’d you find,” I asked, “when you came to 
Oregon?”

“A warm valley,” he answered, “and people who opened 
their hearts to me.”

So every time I pass three old Pullman cars on that siding 
in Portland today, I remember all the times Duke was in a 
dangerous Oregon country, and the beauty in the song “Warm 
Valley”—his reverie of ease inspired by this landscape.

In 1934, he was “traveling like the President,” he said, in two 
private sleepers and a seventy-foot baggage car, rented to tour 
with dignity a country segregated by race. “We commanded 
respect,” he said, of the twenty black men traveling in private 
rail cars, just like the president.

Heading out of Portland along the Willamette River, 
Duke gazed at foothills of the Cascade Mountains and saw 
a woman reclining there, free and easy, her warm valley so 
welcoming, he said, that he sketched the contours of her 
body in sound.

In Spanish they translate the title as “Valle Amoroso”—val-
ley of love, where he dreamed the sound of a woman’s body. 
Duke was free to dream, you see, when he was traveling like 
the president, a private man in the majesty of a private rail car, 
where he was free to think of music only.

Three Pullman cars on a siding in Portland today evoke dreams 
of Duke Ellington: welcomed here by the community, sitting 
in with locals, and playing McElroy’s Ballroom on his birthday, 
when the Duke Ellington Orchestra came to town with dancer 
Ann Henry. She later became a Broadway star, then moved 
to Portland, the city she first saw with Duke, to compose the 
music that Duke played at Mount Angel Abbey on his return to 
those Willamette Valley foothills in 1970, when he didn’t need a 
private car to be treated like the President.

“Warm Valley,” his reverie of beauty and ease in a dangerous 
country, captures in sound the soft afternoon light through the 
window of a private rail car, like those on a siding here today, 
evoking dreams of Duke Ellington, looking at the foothills of 
the Cascades and thinking of music only.

In the 1930s, Duke Ellington and his band traveled through t he Pacific Northwest in private rail cars. “Just like the president,” he said.
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industry during World War II—that brought about the economic and pop-
ulation boom of the 1940s that made possible a golden age for jazz in the 
Pacific Northwest.

In the 1930s, the Bonneville Power Administration spent two billion dol-
lars on the region’s electricity needs when it built two massive dams on the 
Columbia River. The project employed thousands and resulted in cheap and 
plentiful electricity. With the onset of World War II, Henry Kaiser built three 
shipyards in the Portland area that employed 150,000 workers. And with the 
newly abundant electricity, Alcoa Aluminum opened a plant in Vancouver, 
Washington. Seattle’s economy exploded, too, fueled in part by the growth of 
the Boeing Company and the military bases nearby.

So musicians first came to the Pacific Northwest for defense and govern-
ment jobs, or to entertain those who had them. Later, they would come for 
the lifestyle. But not much later. As early as 1950, Warren Bracken moved to 
Portland from Los Angeles and found a completely different life in the small, 
isolated city. On tour with singer Billy Eckstine, Bracken passed through 
Portland, met a local woman, and found an escape from the heroin epidemic 
sweeping through the jazz community. He also found plenty of work in a 
market where he could become a leader.

While black musicians like Bracken, a Kentucky native, came to the 
region primarily from the South and Midwest, white musicians from small 
towns around the region came to the cities in the 1940s, too, intent on learn-
ing to play jazz. And there the essential American experience of negotiating 
racial and ethnic differences took a distinctly Pacific Northwest form.

The Bonneville Power 
Administration spent 

two billion dollars on the 
region’s electricity needs 

when it built two massive 
dams on the Columbia 

River in the 1930s—a 
key development for the 

surrounding jazz scene.
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JAcKSon StREEt And WILLIAMS AVEnuE: 1940–1959

“Seattle serves a unique purpose. It’s one of the loveliest incubators you’ll ever run 

into. Seattle always was a place to get it together, or come off the road and reassess 

yourself. But you can’t stay here, if you’re going to make it big. But this town will 

hook you. You’ll always end up coming back. … You’re looking for someplace where 

life can mean something, you come here.”
1

Floyd Standifer

“That was probably the best time in my life. We had the best of everything: best music, 

best food, best women; all the people on the Avenue coming to see us. Yeah, it was 

definitely the best time in my life.” 

Tim Kennedy

tHE cRucIBLE
It was more than a street, it was a village.

That’s how historian Robert Dietsche describes the entertainment district 
along Portland’s Williams Avenue in the 1940s and ’50s. Located in the heart 
of the city’s African American neighborhood on the east side of the Willamette 
River, its primary revenue sources were the sale of liquor and other drugs, 
gambling, and prostitution. The soundtrack was fast and hot, provided by 
scores of musicians who had swelled the ranks of the city’s jazz, blues, and R&B 
scene. On Williams Avenue and Seattle’s Jackson Street, white and black artists 
worked together on the bandstand and became more comfortable with each 
other on the street. It was the crucible in which many of the characteristics of 
jazz in the Pacific Northwest were formed, an exciting place at a pivotal time.

“You could stand in the middle of the Avenue,” wrote Dietsche, “and 
look up Williams past the chili parlors, past the barbecue joints, the beauty 
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salons, all the way to Broadway, and see hundreds of people dressed up as if 
they were going to a fashion show. It could be four in the morning; it didn’t 
matter. … There must have been more than ten clubs in as many blocks, not 
counting the ones in the surrounding area.”2

Seattle’s Jackson Street was much the same, according to Paul de Barros. 
“Imagine a time when Seattle was full of people walking up and down the 
sidewalk after midnight … when limousines pulled up to the 908 Club all 
night, disgorging celebrities and wealthy women wearing diamonds and furs.

“Whatever a young sailor or soldier wanted … he could pretty much get 
on demand. There were clubs with full casinos upstairs. … Trumpet player 
Leon Vaughn says that in 1948, if he started walking up Jackson from First 
Avenue, by the time he reached Fourteenth, he had passed thirty-four night-
clubs. … Many of these spots were full-fledged cabarets, with a floor show, 
fancy decor, doormen, and waiters. Others were simply joints set up as an 
excuse to sell bootleg booze.”

Floyd Standifer was prominent in the after-hours scene during those 
years. “The weekend started on Thursday and it didn’t stop until Monday 
morning about eight o’clock,” he remembered. “There was the Sessions Club. 
A guy named Jimmy Linegan ran that. … He kept a pistol on top of the piano. 
Later, we’d go in there and play for people like Zenobia, or George Bernie, a 
cat who’d dance on tables. Pick tables up with his teeth.”3 

Those seminal entertainment districts that were centered around Jackson 
Street and Williams Avenue provided the conditions under which race rela-
tions evolved and a mix of blues, R&B, and modern jazz took root as the 
region’s most prominent style.

ISLAndS oF toLERAncE
whether makeshIFt bar or classy restaurant, just about every one of those 
night spots had live music, and many featured mixed-race bands as well as 
a mixed audience. Jim Gilles, a white pianist who worked in both Portland 
and Seattle, remembers playing the Black Elks Club in the early 1950s: “Even 
though there was strict segregation, it was like this back-door thing that 
everybody understood and nobody paid attention to. On that particular scene, 
it was very harmonious.” In Seattle, the band he worked with at the Black 
Elks, and after hours at the New Chinatown, was led by African American 
saxophonist Pops Buford. “The rest of the band there was white guys,” Gilles 
added, “which was unusual, because this was a black joint.”4

Ray Charles was there, too. 
Arriving from Florida in 1947, he found himself in conditions not at all 

like he’d experienced in the South. “Seattle was very different,” Charles says 
in his autobiography, “because when you went to the clubs, you saw every-
body—white, black—it didn’t make any difference, people were just there! In 
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Florida … if you worked in a white club, it was a white club, and that was that. 
It was new to me to go someplace and everybody was just loose and free.”5

Well, not everybody. 
In the 1940s, the State of Oregon had more Ku Klux Klan members per 

capita than any state in the Deep South. Williams Avenue was an island 
of tolerance, as Al Hickey found when he strayed off it. “After work [at 
McElroy’s Ballroom] we were looking for something to eat … but we soon 
found out that we couldn’t eat downtown. Blacks couldn’t even get a cup of 
coffee downtown or try on a suit, use the restroom, or even sit on the main 
floor of a theater.”6

And yet, inside those entertainment districts, race relations were evolving. 
In Portland, a partnership between two promoters, one black and one 

white, represented the racial cooperation that came out of the jazz commu-
nity to challenge social norms. Cole “Pop” McElroy, of Irish heritage and 
the owner of McElroy’s Ballroom in downtown Portland, was a civil rights 
activist. He teamed with African American promoter Stanton Duke, a former 
dining car waiter who had developed contacts with leading African American 
bandleaders when he worked on the railroad. Soon, he and McElroy were 
booking bands into the Ballroom and smaller dance halls in the area. 

The Dude Ranch
from Jumptown: The Golden Years of Portland Jazz by Robert Dietsche 

There never was and there never will be anything quite like the 
Dude Ranch. It was the Cotton Club, the Apollo Theater, Las 
Vegas, [and] the Wild West rolled into one. It was the shooting 
star in the history of Portland jazz, a meteor bursting with an 
array of the best Black and Tan entertainment this town has 
ever seen: strippers, … ventriloquists, comics, jugglers, torch 
singers, world-renowned tap dancers like Teddy Hale, and of 
course the very best of jazz.

In July of 1945, the Dude Ranch, with its tap-dancing MC and 
its celebrity clientele, was the hottest Black and Tan supper club 
west of Chicago. … An elaborately carved ceiling … overlooked 
an even more elaborate dance floor. The floor was mirrored 
and slippery and led to an elevated bandstand banked by rows 
of tables. Above and to the rear was an imposing balcony, and 
that is where you had dinner.

Photographers were everywhere. Folded cards in the 
middle of each table read, “You ain’t nothing ’til you’ve had 
your photo taken at the Dude Ranch.” There were hatcheck 
girls, cigarette girls, and cowgirl waitresses dressed to look 
like Dale Evans, cardboard six-shooters snug in their hol-
sters. Huge hand-painted murals of black cowboys lassoing 
Texas longhorns covered the walls. … Pat Patterson, the first 

black ever to play basketball at the University of Oregon, 
owned and managed the Ranch with his pal Sherman 
“Cowboy” Pickett.

The Ranch was packed like every other place in this postwar 
boomtown. Thousands of servicemen were passing through, 
home from the islands of the Pacific and crazy for enter-
tainment. The money was easy; the housing was impossible. 
All-night movie theaters were converted into sleeping lodges; 
restaurants were telling people to stay home. Portland, once 
thought to be the wallflower of the West Coast, had become 
a twenty-four-hour three-shift transport city going about 78 
rpm. The fast-and-free-spending crowd at the Dude Ranch was 
a reflection of that.

Among the well-dressed shipbuilders, maids, and Pullman 
porters were Bugsy Siegel–like characters in sharkskin suits and 
broad Panama hats, … pin-striped politicians with neon ties, 
Hollywood celebrities, and glamour queens in jungle-red nail 
polish and leopard coats. There were feathered call girls and 
pimps in fake alligator shoes; zoot-suited hipsters and sidemen 
from Jantzen Beach … racially mixed party people who couldn’t 
care less that what they were doing was on the cutting edge of 
integration in the city that had been called the most segregated 
north of the Mason-Dixon line.
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Duke’s godfather was the bandleader Lionel Hampton, an outspoken 
advocate for civil rights himself. Because of Duke, Hampton played Portland 
annually for fifteen years straight. In 1949, two years after Pops McElroy 
died, his son Burt and Duke staged the first interracial dance at McElroy’s 
Ballroom. Hampton’s band played the show.7

In Seattle in the 1940s, two major dance halls reflected the segregation 
of the day—the Trianon was white-only, while the Savoy, on Jackson Street, 
was run by and catered to African Americans, though whites were also wel-
come. In general, whites patronized the black entertainment districts freely, 
but black patrons were not admitted to downtown clubs.

Nevertheless, young middle-class African Americans such as Quincy Jones 
grew up in those neighborhoods “thinking they could conquer the world,” 
de Barros observes. “Bumps Blackwell assumed that success was his for the 
taking, that he could take his ‘Junior Band’ to an exclusive white district like 
Broodmoor, or to the Trianon Ballroom.”8

BuMPS, QuIncY, RAY, And ERnEStInE
blackwell began to challenge past practices when he took over management 
of a big band that had been founded by the fifteen-year-old Quincy Jones and 
young saxophonist Charlie Taylor (1920s bandleader Evelyn Bundy’s son). 
Known as a tireless promoter, Blackwell ran a taxi company, a jewelry busi-
ness, and a butcher shop; he also worked nights at Boeing. Members of the 
band weren’t allowed to use drugs or alcohol, either, Floyd Standifer recalled. 

“That band was successful because Bumps was a total professional and 
knew what to do and, more importantly, what not to do. He always had his 
bands dressed well and taking care of business. Consequently, Bumps was able 
to open certain doors to us and get us before white audiences.” Besides the 
band, those Blackwell shows included shake dancer August Mae, a pair of ball-
room dancers known as ‘Chicken ’n Giblets,’ and the comedy duo ‘Dexedrine 
and Benzedrine’ that starred Jones and trombonist Major Pigford.10

The entertainment district 
centered around Jackson 

Street was the heart of 
Seattle’s jazz scene in the 

1940s and ‘50s.


