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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 
MARCH 21, 1991 

ISOARDI: Let's begin at the beginning and talk about your 
roots: where you were born, what the environment was like, 
family, friends, when you first encountered music. 
WILSON: Okay. That's very simple in my case. I was born 
in Shelby, Mississippi in 1918, September 4 being the birth 
date, 1918. Shelby, Mississippi. A very small town about 
eighty-five miles south of Memphis, Tennessee. At that 
time, it was called "the heart of the Delta. " I just 
remember this from being a very small child—that it was a 
place where, in this delta, in this section, they raised 
more cotton than in any place in the world. I remember 
they used to say that all the time. I know there were 
three or four gins in my hometown, Shelby. But that's just 
a part of Shelby. Shelby was, as I said, a very small 
town, a very small black community. 

My mother [Lillian Wilson] was a schoolteacher at the 
Shelby grammar school, where she taught from the twenties 
through the time that she retired, which would be in, I'd 
say, the late sixties. 
ISOARDI: Really? That long? 
WILSON: So my mother taught school there for many, many 
years. Not only that, she taught one year in Laurel, which 
is the hometown of Leontyne Price. Yes. She taught in 
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Laurel for a year, and I attended school in Laurel for a 
year. That's in Mississippi, too. But then again, she was 
back. She also taught in a little town in Mississippi 
called Duncan. Duncan, Mississippi. One other place she 
taught was another little town, which has an Indian name, 
Hushpuckena, where I lived with my grandparents for a 
while. It was very close to Shelby—just about three or 
four miles apart. 

But anyway, in Shelby, where I was raised and where I 
was born, we had a grammar school—that was all we had 
there—for black kids. In those days it was segregation, 
of course. It was right at the end of World War II, 
1918. The armistice had been signed. I can remember some 
of the soldiers coming home. It was a time of war and 
peace. However, as I said, my mother teaching at the 
school, I attended that school until I finally graduated 
from grammar school there. 
ISOARDI: Can I ask you where your mother got her 
education? 
WILSON: My mother was educated and she graduated from 
Jackson College, which is now called Jackson State 
[University]. That's in Jackson, Mississippi, the capital 
of Mississippi. That is where she received her 
education. 

She was also a musician. She played piano. She 
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taught some of the early classes in music in Shelby. And 
then she also played in the church, even up until the time 
that she could not play any longer due to health reasons. 
So I got my beginning in music, actually, with my mother, 
who started all of us. The Wilson kids, my brother [Shelby 
James Wilson] and sister [Mildred Wilson]—we all got a 
start in music. 
ISOARDI: You must have been very young. 
WILSON: Yes, very young. So being around music all my 
life, it was easy for me to pick up on it and begin to like 
it. As I said, my sister was a fine classical pianist. I 
had already heard her play compositions by Mendelssohn, 
[Ignace] Paderewski, Rachmaninoff, Mozart, Beethoven. In 
my early days I knew of these composers and heard my sister 
play their music, besides being interested in the music of 
the day, which was jazz coming out of New Orleans, which 
was only a couple of— 
ISOARDI: Close by. 
WILSON: Yeah, very close by—about, I'd say, maybe no more 
than three hundred miles from my hometown, directly south. 
Direct. Because the Illinois Central [Rail Line], New 
Orleans to Chicago is direct north to south, straight—no 
turnoffs or anything. So I was listening to all of the 
music. And even in the early days when I was a child 
around five or six, I was already hearing Jelly Roll Morton 
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and King Oliver and Papa Celestin. I heard about all the 
great black musicians playing jazz during that period, 
even. So it was easy for me to be headed on my way to 
music. And of course, as I say, getting my earlier days of 
music in Shelby, even—before I left Shelby I already knew 
of Louis Armstrong and Earl Hines and Duke Ellington and 
Jimmie Lunceford, even, who I was later to play with. They 
were already famous organizations. Carroll Dickerson, 
Erskine Tate, Tiny Parham— And not only these people. 
There were people even out of New York, out of Baltimore. 
I was already into jazz, already listening to jazz before I 
left Mississippi. 

I left Mississippi at the end of the eighth grade 
because there was no other place to go there. I had to go 
someplace. So I went to Memphis. I attended Manassas High 
School, where Jimmie Lunceford had once been a teacher. I 
started trumpet lessons there with Mr. Love, who was one of 
the pioneer music teachers of Memphis, who was recognized 
in that capacity in the city of Memphis—one of the early 
pioneers in Memphis. He was my trumpet teacher. He was 
the leader of the Postman's Band. I heard the fine bands 
of Dub Jenkins and all the Mandarin bands from the Mandarin 
Club and many musicians from Memphis, Tennessee. 
ISOARDI: Had you been playing trumpet? 
WILSON: I had started playing trumpet before I left 

4 



Shelby. I had already started playing the trumpet before I 
left Shelby. 
ISOARDI: Why the trumpet? 
WILSON: Only because it was a shiny instrument, I guess. 
I really should have taken the piano. I started on the 
piano; my mother started us on the piano. I should have 
stayed on it. It's really the master instrument, although 
it— Just because it is. It is the master instrument to my 
mind, because it has everything there. But it doesn't mean 
that because you're a piano player that your knowledge of 
music is going to be any better than a person who's never 
played the piano, because many of them are the weakest 
musicians. You can be a piano player without being a 
strong musician. So that has no bearing on whether you are 
a strong musician or not. But anyway, I studied there in 
Memphis a couple of years. After that, my family, at my 
insistence, having the— I had gone to Chicago for the 
world's fair in 1934, and I was very much impressed with 
Chicago, because it had some liberalism for blacks—not an 
awful lot, but some. More than what I — 
ISOARDI: Compared to what you were coming out of. 
WILSON: More than what I had experienced. You didn't have 
to go to the back of the streetcar. It was possible to go 
to integrated schools, which I did in Detroit, Michigan. I 
finally ended up in Detroit, though. 
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ISOARDI: You didn't go to Chicago? 
WILSON: I didn't go to Chicago. My mother arranged for me 
to study in Detroit—had friends there from Shelby. I'm 
glad. I would rather have been in Detroit, because it was 
much more liberal than Chicago. 
ISOARDI: Oh, really? 
WILSON: Yeah. They had so many integrated schools. When 
I started attending school in Detroit in 1934, mostly all 
of the schools of Detroit were integrated. And besides, 
they had such a great music department where I attended, 
Cass Tech[nical High School], which is one of the greatest 
music schools in the world even to this day. They had it 
all. So I enrolled there, and I stayed in Detroit for five 
years, where I studied. 
ISOARDI: Five years you were at Cass? 
WILSON: Yes. And not only that, I played in the area with 
different orchestras and different musicians, where I 
learned so much playing with members of McKinney's 
Cottonpickers, members of bands that had been led by Don 
Redman and Benny Carter. Yes, he at one time led a band 
out of Detroit. And many of the fine bands they had in 
Detroit: Stutz Sanderson's band, Gloster Current, Harold 
Green, Bob Perkins—these were all bands that were very 
musical. The leaders were fine musicians. [It was] a 
place to really learn about music. I stayed there and 
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played around Detroit with the different orchestras and 
studied in school. 
ISOARDI: How did you get to play with people like 
McKinney's Cottonpickers and Don Redman and Benny Carter? 
WILSON: Well, now, what I said was "bands that had been 
led by Don Redman and Benny Carter. " Benny Carter had been 
one of the leaders of the band called the Chocolate Dandies 
out of Detroit. Don Redman had also been one of the music 
directors for McKinney's Cottonpickers. 
ISOARDI: Right. 
WILSON: These were top-notch musicians in Detroit. These 
were the best there were in the world, not only in 
Detroit. They were the best in the world. And Detroit, of 
course— You remember Jean Goldkette there with the 
Graystone [Ballroom]. He actually was kind of like the 
manager of McKinney's Cottonpickers and the Chocolate 
Dandies, because he had this ballroom that they could play 
at. It was called the Graystone, which is one of the 
greatest ballrooms in the world and known all over the 
world. In fact, they have a museum in Detroit about the 
Graystone Ballroom. 

So I really enhanced my musical education there 
spending five years in Detroit, from 1934 till 1939, when I 
finally joined Jimmie Lunceford's band. 
ISOARDI: How did that happen? 
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WILSON: Well, that happened because of— 
ISOARDI: You took Sy Oliver's place. 
WILSON: I replaced Sy Oliver with the Jimmie Lunceford 
band. Jimmie Lunceford had been to our school, Cass Tech, 
to hear our jazz band there, and he had met me there. 

However, I had people in the band that knew me because 
I used to hang around the band every time they would come 
to Detroit, which would be two or three times a year. I 
knew them by name. I knew Sy. Sy would sit me up on the 
bandstand beside him at the Graystone, just let me sit 
there. I knew Eddie Tomkins and Paul Webster and Willie 
Smith and Joe Thomas, [Earl] Carruthers, [Dan] Grissom. I 
knew every man in the band personally because I would hang 
out with them when they'd come. They knew I was attempting 
to study music and wanted to be a musician. 

However, I met many musicians in Detroit. I not only 
met Jimmie Lunceford, I met Count Basie. I met his band 
with Harry Edison and Buck Clayton and Earl Warren and 
Lester Young, Herschel Evans. We met them all. We 
actually met them because we all lived together at that 
time. They had to see us. They had to live where we 
were. That was the only place they could live. They had 
to eat where we ate, because that was the only place for 
them to eat. And we would see them. 

Same thing in New York, which was no different than 
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Chicago. When I did go to New York with Jimmie Lunceford, 
it was the same deal. I'd see all these great people every 
day. I'd see Duke Ellington every day, or Chick Webb, 
Benny Carter. You'd see them there. They were right with 
you. They're in the restaurants you eat at, they're in the 
bars that you go to, they're in the theaters that you play, 
the ballrooms that you play. You're all together. 

So I had a very lucky thing happen to me during that 
period to meet all of these people and to learn, because 
they knew— You know, the schools can only take you so 
far. You can imagine—when I left Detroit from Cass Tech 
they were barely into four-part harmony. I'm an 
orchestrator and an arranger and composer. That's my 
business. Of course, I'm one of the innovators of that. 
Much of my stuff you have to use if you're in modern music 
today. If you're in orchestral music, you must use some of 
my inventions. I'm still the only person that's very deep 
into eight-part harmony, which is still— Colleges don't 
even know what we're talking about here. They have an idea 
of what we're talking about, but they don't really know. I 
know all of the people that teach at colleges. We know 
what they do. They're not out here, they're not competing 
in the world. We know how much they know. And I know how 
much they know about the students that come out, because 
they play with my band, and I know about what they know. 
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So I was very lucky to study with people who were 
innovators at that time and people that were really going 
places. As I say, orchestrating and composing and 
arranging is really my business. That's what I do. 
ISOARDI: It's too bad. In a way, it seems like more and 
more jazz musicians are getting educations in institutes 
and schools, but they're not getting the education such as 
you have: learning at the feet of these marvelous 
musicians who are out in the clubs all the time and 
innovating all the time on the stand. 
WILSON: That is true. 

ISOARDI: It's something missing. Part of the soul is 
missing that you get from that experience. 

WILSON: That's quite true. You see, I had people like Sy 
Oliver, Edwin Wilcox, William Moore, Phil Moore, all of the 
great arrangers—Benny Carter, Don Redman. These people 
were giants in the twenties. They were already giants. 
And I was very lucky to pick up and be able to study their 
efforts coming up so that, with the rudiments and basics, 
then I could go on to what my bands have become. My bands 
have always been innovative, and I am an innovative 
person. I prefer progressive music—to move ahead and to 
respect what has come before us. So I'm very lucky in that 
respect, as you have said, to be around these people and 
work with them and study with them. 
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ISOARDI: Was there someone in particular that you really 
admired or patterned yourself after? 
WILSON: Yes, so many that I had, as I said. Sy Oliver, of 
course, was one of my great influences in the early days. 
Edwin Wilcox, Billy Moore, Don, Benny—these people were 
people that you could look up to and respect, and they 
influenced me quite a bit. Not just their music, but 
trying to be the kind of musician that they were. Yes, I 
was very lucky to have been a part of that. Yeah. 
ISOARDI: Had you thought then of doing any writing 
yourself or arranging? 
WILSON: I had already started arranging before I left 
Detroit. I wanted to be a writer. That is what I wanted 
to be. I am exactly what I wanted to be. I wanted to be a 
bandleader and an orchestrator, arranger, and composer. I 
am that. I have arranged for practically everything. I 
want to bring you my resume, because you'll have to have 
that. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: And it has it all there. 
ISOARDI: So you've done everything from jazz to theater to 
movies to the L. A. [Los Angeles] Philharmonic [Orchestra]. 
WILSON: Symphonic. Right, right. And I do it with no 
problem. I can do it without thinking about it. The thing 
that I have going for me, of course, is that it is my 
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heritage. Jazz is my heritage. I don't have to think 
about it. It's like the guy that plays the mariachi 
trumpet. He doesn't have to think about it because it's 
his heritage. He knows the music. He knows how it's to 
go. I am a jazz musician because jazz is my heritage. I 
feel it, I can hear it, I don't have to worry about it, I 
don't have to study it. It comes to me. Now, I've studied 
all the technical points so that I could have all of that 
to go with it, which has put me into the position that I am 
in today. 
ISOARDI: So in about the late thirties, 1939, you leave 
Cass and you go to Jimmie Lunceford? 
WILSON: Yes, I leave Cass. I left. I was playing with 
the band at the Plantation Club. Every great city had a 
Plantation or a Cotton Club. 
ISOARDI: Or a Club Alabam. 
WILSON: Or a Club Alabam. One or the other. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: Detroit had its Plantation, where Billy Eckstine 
worked, where Pearl Bailey worked, where all of the greats 
worked in show business. I was in that band. It was led 
by a fellow by the name of Cecil Lee, who had been a member 
of McKinney's Cottonpickers, along with Harold Wallace, the 
tenor player and arranger who had been with McKinney's 
band; George Morrison, the bass player; Todd Rhodes, who 
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had been the pianist with McKinney's Cottonpickers, later 
to become a rock hit in the late fifties. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Yes. Todd Rhodes, who was the famous pianist with 
McKinney's band, had a hit record in the late fifties. I 
think it was called "Bell Boy Boogie. " 
ISOARDI: Oh, geez. 
WILSON: It was a big hit for him. But he was in this 
band. 

And these were fine musicians. They guaranteed they 
could play any kind of jazz music. 
ISOARDI: I'll bet. 
WILSON: And they could read. They knew all about how you 
had to fake a harmony part. They taught me a lot in that 
band. I stayed with them for a couple of years. I stayed 
with Gloster Current's band for about a couple of years in 
Detroit. Gloster Current was a great musician. He played 
sax, he could play most of the instruments in the band, he 
could arrange and orchestrate. He later became the 
executive secretary of the NAACP [National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People]. 
ISOARDI: No kidding. 
WILSON: So it shows you the kind of mind. He was the 
executive secretary in the late sixties. He's still around 
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now. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Big wheel. And he was a fine musician. 

Harold Green, of course. We had Milt Buckner, who was 
one of their arrangers. You know, he was one of the 
greats. He played the keyboards. His brother Teddy 
[Buckner] played with the Lunceford band. He was one of my 
benefactors. He knew of me, and he had a word for me with 
getting into the Lunceford band. 

So I left this band to join a young band from Ohio, 
Chick Carter's band. Snooky Young was a member of that 
band. Ray Perry, who later became one of the wheels with 
Lionel Hampton—played sax and violin—was one of the 
members of that band. It was a fine, young band. They had 
already been to New York to the Apollo [Theatre]. And I 
wanted to get with a young band. They had young, modern 
arrangements. They were thinking along the lines of 
modernism. And I joined them. For about a month I stayed 
with them. 

While I was in Dayton, Ohio, with the band—Snooky 
Young was there, in his hometown, actually, Dayton, Ohio—I 
received a wire to ask me if I would like to join the 
Jimmie Lunceford band. I called Jimmie, as the wire 
requested. He asked me if I'd like to join. I said yes. 
I just went down the next morning, picked up my ticket. 
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some money, on the train, and I went to New York. Then, 
from that time on I was on top, because they were on top. 
They were not a struggling band. They were on the very 
top. 
ISOARDI: This was the late thirties? 
WILSON: This was 1939. 
ISOARDI: Geez. It was the height of their fame. 
WILSON: June of 1939. They were at the height of their 
fame— 
ISOARDI: Close to it. 
WILSON: —but to even go higher. Because the Lunceford 
band went higher after Snooky Young and I joined the band. 
ISOARDI: Snooky joined the band? 
WILSON: He came six months after I did. And with us in 
the band, we stayed there almost three years. I lacked one 
month of being three years in the band. The band 
skyrocketed. We went to Columbia Records—we had many hit 
records on Columbia—and then back to Decca [Records]. We 
recorded on both of those labels, even when we were with 
them. We made [the film] Blues in the Night here [in Los 
Angeles] for Warner Brothers [Pictures] in 1941. We played 
the Casa Manana in 1940, the Paramount [Theatre] downtown, 
the Shrine Auditorium, where they had so many people they 
had to stop the dance. We were the biggest draw in the 
United States at that time, the Jimmie Lunceford band. It 
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did not go down at all. It went up. They went to their 
height. They actually reached their peak with Snooky Young 
and I in the band. 
ISOARDI: That's pretty heavy stuff. You were twenty-one, 
twenty-two years old? 
WILSON: Twenty-one years old. But you must remember, we 
were coming up at a different time. I was coming up out of 
Cass Tech: I could already read music, I could already 
write music. I was already into the modern things of 
everything going around at that time in jazz because I was 
an aficionado besides. I was following everything. I had 
already met Dizzy Gillespie in 1938. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: We were already friends before I joined the Jimmie 
Lunceford band. I already knew Lester Young and Count 
Basie. We knew all of these people, even before that. So 
this gives you an idea of what we had to draw on as young 
musicians. You're right there with people that are doing 
it, and they're doing the very best. 

The Jimmie Lunceford band was the first black band to 
play the Paramount Theatre in New York City. Many people 
would think maybe otherwise. But no, [his] was the first 
black orchestra that played in the Paramount. And we 
played there six weeks the first time. Six weeks. Every 
day for six weeks. Then we went back for a return 
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engagement another six weeks while I was still in the 
band. Because we played every big place there was to 
play. We played nothing but the biggest places. The 
Sherman House in Chicago, the Regal [Theatre], the State 
Lake [Theatre], the Palace in Cleveland, nothing but the 
biggest places. The Trianon in Cleveland, here in Los 
Angeles the Casa Manana, the Paramount, the Orpheum 
[Theatre]. Nothing but the biggest places all over the 
world. And we could outdraw— I don't know anyone at that 
time that could outdraw the Jimmie Lunceford orchestra. 
ISOARDI: I know a number of people I've interviewed before 
have told m e — When they look back on their influences, 
they all mention the Jimmie Lunceford band, usually the 
first one. 
WILSON: Well, the Jimmie Lunceford band—besides being an 
outstanding musical organization, they had everything 
else. They had made it to the top. They knew what the top 
was supposed to be. Our costumes would take half of this 
room we're sitting in here to hold them. We were an 
organization that— We had seven changes for the 
theaters. If we did seven shows, we changed seven times, 
from top to bottom. That's everything: shoes, socks, 
ties, shirts, suits—whatever kind of suit. So you can see 
what kind of an organization the Jimmie Lunceford band 
was. But they were strictly on their music. They were not 
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asking for any gimmicks. They were still a tough band to 
reckon with. You had to be really tough to get past us. 
[laughter] Yes. We would really tell you the real deal. 
You can go and listen to our records now. That proves 
it. This is what the proof is. The proof is in now. Go 
and listen to their records today, and you will see how far 
ahead they were at any time during that period. 
ISOARDI: How would you describe the Lunceford band's sound 
at its best? 
WILSON: A very unique band because of people like Sy 
Oliver, Edwin Wilcox, and Billy Moore. You also had a few 
other arrangers on the outside that he used. But basically 
the styles came from Edwin Wilcox and Sy Oliver. Sy—I 
replaced him—joined Tommy Dorsey, [and] immediately 
transformed Tommy Dorsey from a Dixieland band to a swing 
band. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: He stayed with them until Tommy died. He lived up 
to what he was supposed to be. He had turned into the 
number one jazz arranger in the world at that time, taking 
over, actually, from Fletcher Henderson. Right. Sy Oliver. 
ISOARDI: You did some arranging, some writing for the 
Lunceford band. 
WILSON: I did. In fact, last Monday we played the first 
number that they recorded of mine at the big band reunion 
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[Big Band Academy of America], which was recorded in 1941 
on Decca Records. It's called "Yard Dog Mazurka. " I 
played it last week out at the Sportsmen's Lodge here. And 
it is just as vibrant today as it was then, and just as 
modern. You can see how far ahead I was. I was very far 
ahead of arrangers. My harmonic techniques at that time 
were very far ahead, which has established me from that day 
as being one of those kind of people. I am that kind of a 
person. 

My band today is far ahead. I don't have just a 
band. See, there are bands— I have an orchestra, 
really. I don't have a band. A band is a thing—a 
commercial business. I'm not in it for the commercial 
business. I'm a musician. The music is what is important 
to me. Don't tell me that this guy here can have a band 
like me. I'm a musician. He doesn't even know anything 
about music. He plays an instrument pretty good, so they 
say he should stand in front of a band. I know he doesn't 
know anything about music. He's only fooling the people. 
Orchestrators, arrangers, and composers are the backbones 
of bands. You can't have a band unless you have music to 
play. That's what was going in those days. Duke Ellington 
was a great composer, arranger, leader, orchestrator. He 
has a band because that's why he— Don Redman, the same 
thing. Benny Carter. But when you get a guy that plays an 
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instrument pretty good, he wants to have a band because he 
plays the drums good. He doesn't know "A" from "B" but he 
wants to have a band. Or he plays the clarinet, but he 
knows nothing about orchestration, he knows nothing about 
the inner parts of music. He thinks he hears. He doesn't 
hear. He doesn't know what he hears. It's obvious he 
doesn't because he never wrote anything. He tried to buy 
all his music, which he did. He made more money than the 
guy that wrote it, which is very bad. A sad state of 
affairs. 

But I came along during that period when the bands 
were proud. Duke Ellington's band was a stylized band. 
The bands had something. Don Redman had something. Benny 
had something. Of course, the Jimmie Lunceford band. 
Tommy Dorsey was an outstanding trombonist that knew the 
inner workings of music, did some arranging. People that 
study music and they're not in it, you know, "Hey, I play 
the trombone pretty good, so I'm going to have a band. " In 
those days, it wasn't happening. You had to have something 
really deep to have that. Today it's a business. You've 
got a million bands. A guy can go and get him some 
arrangements. But it wasn't like that in those days. 
Everyone wanted to have something going to contribute to 
the chain of evolution of music. 
ISOARDI: That must have been a very heady time. I mean, 
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you must have felt yourself on the cutting edge. You must 
have had a tremendous feeling of bursting with much free 
energy— 

WILSON: Yeah, well, of course. 
ISOARDI: Knowing people like Dizzy and other people who 
were just exploring new ways. 
WILSON: Of course. Of course. It's a feeling that you 
can't explain. What do you say when you get to the top? 
You're there regardless of what you think. I dreamed of 
being on top. How did I think I'd be with Jimmie 
Lunceford's band? Or write for Duke Ellington like I 
have? Or write for Cab Calloway? Or write for Count 
Basie? You know, I used to dream. But you're there. I'm 
already doing this. I'm there! 

But I realized then that I was on top then, but I 
wanted to be on top in the nineties. That was the thirties 
and early forties. [laughter] I wanted to be just as 
strong in the nineties, or stronger, which I am. I am so 
strong now that I — Like, I have no problems. In fact, I 
never come here unless I have to stop in here. Unions 
don't— You know, I fought for the amalgamation, for these 
two amalgamations here. When I sit here tonight, I know 
that I am the one that made the motion for the first 
special meeting called especially for the amalgamation of 
[American Federation of Musicians] Local 767 and Local 
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47. I know that I said those words because I found out 
what to do to give us another spur in that movement, 
although you never heard of it. 
ISOARDI: No, we're going to get all that down. 
WILSON: The people you've heard of weren't even there that 
day! [laughter] Yes. Okay. We're ready to move. 
ISOARDI: You got on top, but you weren't satisfied. It 
seems like you've always had through your whole career this 
desire just to push the envelope a bit more, to always be 
creative, to continue to expand the horizons of music. 
That really seems to be a central drive in you. 
WILSON: That is my central drive. That is really what 
it's all about with me. I know that I have one of the 
greatest bands in the world. I don't know anybody in jazz 
today that lives today that would want to come up against 
me in writing. If he does, he's a strong man, and he's got 
a tough row to hoe. [laughter] And I don't know any you 
can find out there who will tell you that he wants to go up 
against me. And if you do, tell him to come on. 
[laughter] But that's not for egotistical purpose. That 
is not an egotistical purpose. This is what I have done. 
I have studied all my life. I'm still studying. Today I'm 
studying. 

This is what it means to me: my people. I wish there 
were some of my people that I could help now, because I can 
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see they're on their way into— Where are they going? They 
came from people like Duke Ellington and Don Redman and 
Jelly Roll Morton. But where are they going now? I want 
to help some of them to be— If Zubin Mehta calls me and 
says, "I want you to make an orchestration for me and the 
Philharmonic, " then I can do it. I don't have to think. 
If George Stoll calls me from MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer] and 
says, "I want you to write the music for Where the Boys 
Are, " I say, "Yeah, " and do it. "But you don't even put my 
name on the screen because I'm black. " I'm saying I have 
gone through all this that you're talking about today. But 
I'm here today, and I would like to see a lot of my people 
into this today. I'm not seeing that. In fact, I'm seeing 
less and less as I go about the United States lecturing on 
orchestration and composing and arranging. And I look up 
in a class of a hundred, and I only see one black, or I see 
no blacks. Two weeks ago, at the Grove School of Music, I 
lectured to the arranging class, and there was not one 
black there. That disturbs me. Where are we going to be, 
then? What are we going to do? Will there be one day that 
there will be no more? It will be like when I went back to 
Detroit and I saw McKinney's Cottonpickers band and there 
was only one black in it. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: I saw the McKinney's Cottonpickers band, and there 
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was only one black in it. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: Boy, what a historical irony. 
WILSON: I was there. 
ISOARDI: One of the finest black bands of the twenties. 
WILSON: I was there, because they sent for me. They had a 
big thing. 

But I'm talking about these things because I'm trying 
to explain to you what music, jazz, means to me and my 
people. Where are my people now? I'm a member of the 
board of governors of NARAS [National Association of 
Recording Arts and Sciences], the Grammy people, for the 
second time. I had two nominations. I have two first-
place Down Beat [magazine] awards. I have many awards. 
But where are my young people that are coming up to carry 
on the thing for these people? We are a people here. As 
much as we can be swallowed up, we are still a people. 
Where are we going? What are we doing? These are the 
things I'm thinking about now. 
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ISOARDI: Okay. I guess we're at the Lunceford band. You 
go with the Lunceford for about three years— 
WILSON: Yeah, you probably want to get into me now, 
because we're going to talk about Central Avenue. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. So I guess after you leave Lunceford— 
WILSON: All right— No. You'd better let me go on. I'm 
with the Lunceford band. I joined them in June of 1939. 
In February of 1940, I came to Los Angeles. 
ISOARDI: The first time? 
WILSON: With the Jimmie Lunceford band in 1940. We had 
just finished playing a week at the Regal in Chicago, and 
we boarded the train there, and— By the way, it was like 
eighteen degrees above [zero] when we left. 
ISOARDI: Eighteen! 
WILSON: Eighteen above. We left and took our train to the 
West Coast. Stopped off in Phoenix, Arizona, and played 
there. We got on our train. We had a Pullman and 
everything. We had a sleeper and everything. Big-time 
band. 
ISOARDI: Nice. 
WILSON: Big-time band. We were not small-time. On the 
train, sleeper, we came on into Los Angeles. I'll never 
forget that day in February. I don't remember the exact 
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date, but it was in February. And as I looked out the 
window out of my bunk in the sleeper, I see this beautiful 
sunshine, and the guy said, "We're in California. Get 
ready to start getting together. " We were somewhere like 
San Bernardino, up there. And I said, "Well, this is going 
to be the place for me. " [laughter] And when I got to Los 
Angeles and I saw how pretty it was, I said, "This will be 
my home. " 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: "I will make this my home. " And I got off the 
train there at Union Station. They had a parade for us. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: This is how big we were. They had a parade from 
the station to the Dunbar Hotel, where we were going to 
stay. Snooky Young and I, we didn't follow along with the 
parade. We were just milling around at the station and 
looking around. The parade was moving on, and there was 
this white guy who came up to us, and he said, "Are you 
guys with the Jimmie Lunceford band?" We said, "Yeah. We 
play with the Lunceford band. " He introduced himself. He 
said, "My name is Carlos Castel. " Now, I don't know if 
that means anything to you. 
ISOARDI: No. 
WILSON: Well, let me tell you who Carlos Castel was. He 
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managed Stan Kenton, he managed Benny Carter, he managed 
Nat King Cole. Later, right then, he was just booking some 
little dances, so he had been the booker on us at a dance 
at the Glendale Civic Auditorium, where we were going to 
play. So he was just looking for some guys in the 
Lunceford band to talk to. I think he missed Jimmie 
somewhere. He had missed Jimmie, but he offered to drive 
us to the hotel, which he did. He drove us up Central 
Avenue to the Dunbar Hotel, where we registered. That was 
my first day in Los Angeles. 
ISOARDI: How did Union Station strike you? If I could 
just get your impressions. 
WILSON: Well, let me tell you. Having been, as I say, 
with the Lunceford band, where we— 
ISOARDI: So you had been everywhere. [laughter] 
WILSON: Our headquarters in New York, you've got Grand 
Central [Station], you've got Pennsylvania [Street 
Station], you've got the big stations in Boston, Chicago. 
You know Chicago, that's where all the trains turned 
around. 
ISOARDI: The capital. 
WILSON: The capital of trains. So you've seen all kinds 
of stations. However, Los Angeles station was so unique 
that— 
ISOARDI: In what way? 
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WILSON: It is different, because I think of the Mexican 
and Latin influence in the station. The architecture. 
We're used to seeing the massive buildings of concrete, all 
of that, everywhere in the east—Detroit, Chicago—but here 
you see this beautiful Spanish-style building or whatever, 
Latin-style building, beautiful tile. Really a magnificent 
sight to see. It stacks up right on the top. It's 
unique. Bigness is not always the best. I say that just 
because this is so massive that something else that's not 
so massive might have a different twist, different style. 
Like music. Style is very important. 

I was very impressed with Los Angeles. I made up my 
mind that day that I was going to live in Los Angeles. 
That was 1940, February of 1940. 
ISOARDI: So they took you, and you went down Central from 
there. 
WILSON: Right. 
ISOARDI: Driven by Carlos Castel. 
WILSON: Yeah, Carlos Castel. He took Snooky Young and 
me. Now, you see, you still have a witness here to all I'm 
telling you. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, right. [laughter] 
WILSON: He's still living. He's still playing at NBC with 
Doc Severinsen [in the Tonight Show band]. 
ISOARDI: Right. 
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WILSON: He's there. So there we were. And that was my 
first encounter with Central Avenue. 
ISOARDI: How did it strike you? Was it sort of typical of 
most places you had been to? 
WILSON: Listen, we had been to every place— You must 
remember, the Lunceford band played everyplace in the 
United States. There's no place in the United States that 
we didn't play. I missed playing in one state. That was 
North Dakota. 
ISOARDI: That's the only one you didn't play in with the 
Lunceford band? 
WILSON: The only one I didn't play in. North Dakota. I 
believe we played South Dakota one time on our way to the 
West Coast after leaving Minneapolis. But you see, we 
traveled all of the time, year in and year out. We hit all 
of the states—every state in the union. 

But California was something to behold. Beautiful 
place. Central Avenue— I didn't think about it as 
anything so special other than the fact that it's where I 
can stay. It's the only place I can sleep. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: [laughter] Yeah. [tape recorder off] 
WILSON: So, as I say, having been everywhere in the United 
States, by the time I got here almost, I had seen all the 
black streets. Central Avenue is like Saint Antoine 
[Avenue] in Detroit or like South Park [Boulevard] in 
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Chicago or like 125th Street in New York or like Central 
[Avenue] in Cleveland. So at that time I didn't realize 
what it would mean to me later, because it would become my 
home. Los Angeles would become my home, and Central Avenue 
would become an integral part of me, because it is the 
place where I go when I want to go and leisurely sit at a 
bar, have a drink. I go into the coffee shop and have some 
food or see my friends who come there in the different 
bands. They all stay there if you can afford to stay 
there. Now, if you're with a band that can't afford to 
stay there, you don't stay there. 
ISOARDI: The Dunbar was a classy hotel? 
WILSON: It was class. Very fine hotel, coffee shop, bar, 
dining room. The rooms were impeccable. The people that 
ran it, the Nelsons, who owned it and ran it, saw to it 
that you had to be right on top of everything. You 
couldn't come in there with a lot of loud behavior. So it 
was a place of class. I enjoyed staying there. And it was 
near everything. It was right in the center. A couple of 
doors down was the [Club] Alabam; a couple of doors from 
that was the Downbeat [Club]; across the street was the 
Last Word [Cafe]; over here on the other side was the Memo 
[Club]; the Five and Ten [Bar] was there; down a few 
blocks. Dynamite Jackson's; the Lincoln Theatre was up a 
few blocks. All of these places— The Elks— 
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ISOARDI: The Elks hall? 
WILSON: Elks ballroom, right, the Elks hall. This is all 
Central Avenue. This was our place to go. If we wanted to 
go out, we couldn't come here, out here [Hollywood]. As I 
explained to you at our last meeting, the coffee shop 
across the street from the union here, Snooky Young and I 
just stopped in there a few times. I guess they thought we 
were crazy. 
ISOARDI: Was that your first trip? When you stopped in? 
WILSON: No, that was— 
ISOARDI: It's called Stefano's, isn't it? It wasn't 
called that then. 
WILSON: It was Sternberger's. Sternberger's. That was 
the name of it. Originally, the name of that place there 
was Sternberger's. And we used to stop in there. That 
happened not the first year that we came here, because the 
first year we didn't even know this existed. The union 
[Local 47] wasn't even here then. It was down on Georgia 
Street. 
ISOARDI: Right. 
WILSON: But we'd come out here to work. We worked out on 
Santa Monica [Boulevard] with Benny Carter's band. We 
worked out on Wilshire [Boulevard] with Les Hite's band 
before Benny Carter's band. This was back in late '42. To 
the north, west, on down as far as Las Vegas, and even to 
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Fort Huachuca, Arizona, we even went with Les. But then we 
ended up playing a long engagement out at the Wilshire 
Bowl, which had become the Louisiana Club. 
ISOARDI: I haven't heard that one before. 
WILSON: Okay. The Wilshire Bowl was a fine nightclub that 
changed its name in the early forties to the Louisiana 
Club. 
ISOARDI: Where was it exactly? 
WILSON: It was on Wilshire near the Miracle Mile. But the 
Miracle Mile was nothing but open space in there. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: We played there for like two or three months. 
Every night. 
ISOARDI: Maybe you can tell that story again about the 
first time you and Snooky went into Sternberger's. 
WILSON: Well, Sternberger's wasn't the place. At 
Sternberger's they just looked at us kind of strange, 
[laughter] They wondered what was wrong with us. 
[laughter] But we stopped in, and after the initial look 
at us, we went on and got our hamburger and whatever we 
were going to get and left. We stopped in there many times 
later, and it was no problem. 

But Snooky Young and I may have been the first two 
blacks to ever buy a ticket at the [Hollywood] Palladium. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
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WILSON: Yes. I don't know if we were the first, but I 
believe we could have been. Tommy Dorsey's band was 
playing at the Palladium, and Sy had wanted Snooky and I to 
come out to see him. We were going to go out to see Sy, 
all of us. He was our friend. [tape recorder off] 
ISOARDI: Okay. You were talking about you and Snooky 
being the first blacks at the Palladium. 

WILSON: Yeah, Snooky Young and I. We were going to see Sy 
Oliver. Okay. We'd been around in the business, we know 
the score, there's no problem for us to go to the 
Palladium. All we've got to do is to go to the stage 
door. And we're friends of Sy's; he's expecting us, 
anyway. Sy is a friend of mine. I talked with him on the 
phone. I'm going to go see him tonight. He knows I know 
that, hey, we go to the stage door, there's no problem. 
Snooky and I, at the first, just on an impulse, said, "Hey, 
let's go buy a ticket. Let's go buy a ticket. " We went up 
to go buy a ticket at the Palladium. And they said, "Well, 
I can't sell you a ticket. " Said, "Well, why can't you 
sell it?" Now, you remember I'm talking about 1943. They 
said, "Well, the reason we can't sell you a ticket is 
because you have on a zoot suit. " 
ISOARDI: [laughter] That's what he said? 
WILSON: He said, "You have on a zoot suit. " Snooky and I 
had on zoot suits. We had on modern suits, all right? I 
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said, "What's a zoot suit?" And they went on and got the 
manager and everything and said, "Well, your cuffs, they're 
so and so. " I said, "Well, get a tape measure and measure 
them. " They got a tape measure and measured our pants, and 
they were not the measurements that he had said. Ours was 
not that. And they sold us the tickets. And we went in 
and saw Tommy Dorsey's band, and I saw Sy and everything. 
Sy said, "Well, what the hell!" I said, "We did it, and 
here we are!" We bought a ticket to go in there. And it 
wouldn't be until years later that a black would be able to 
go into the Palladium. So we could have been the first 
blacks ever to buy tickets. 

Now, you can verify this with Snooky. He's still 
there. [laughter] This is what I'm telling you. When 
people are still here— You know, history gets muddled 
up. It gets muddled up. But yeah, in Los 
Angeles—we were both living here then. He had moved out 
here. 
ISOARDI: Now, this was the time after you had quit the 
Lunceford band? 
WILSON: After we left the Lunceford band in April 1942. 
ISOARDI: Before you get into that, Gerald, do you have any 
other impressions of your first visit here—where you guys 
played or anything? 

WILSON: Listen, I'm telling you, the first job we played 
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was the Civic Auditorium in Glendale. 
ISOARDI: That's where the Lunceford band's first date was. 
WILSON: The first date was there. Our next date was at 
the Shrine Auditorium down on Jefferson [Boulevard]. 
Packed and jammed. Couldn't get in, there were so many 
people. And then we played a return engagement there 
before we left. But then we played the Paramount Theatre 
downtown for a week. We even went to the Casa Manana out 
in Culver City, where we played for six weeks. 
ISOARDI: So you were here for a while. 
WILSON: Yes. We had come for a long while. Then we'd 
stay here while we'd play San Diego. And we may go to 
Bakersfield, Fresno—because we'd play everywhere. See, 
Lunceford's band would draw a crowd everywhere. In those 
days, it would draw a crowd everywhere. We'd stay six 
weeks up in the Bay Area. We'd go to Oakland and San 
Francisco and stay there six weeks, play all around there, 
and finally go on up to Seattle and Portland and 
Vancouver. The Lunceford band played everywhere in the 
United States, everywhere. And not only the United States. 
They had already been to Europe. They had already played 
the Cotton Club. They were the avant-garde of their time. 

A terrible thing happened to them in getting their 
recognition. I don't know why. They got recognition, but 
I'm talking about that lasting recognition that they should 
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have. I don't know why they didn't get that, since the 
band was in another world. They were set aside from other 
bands. That included Duke and them. They'd like to tell 
you that— But they had so much going for them that it was 
unbelievable. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: Exciting. 
WILSON: Yeah, yeah. 
ISOARDI: Did you have much of a chance during that first 
visit here to get out and about Central Avenue late at 
night, check out the music scene or any of the clubs and 
what was happening? 
WILSON: All the time. All the time. Yeah. 
ISOARDI: Anything you remember in particular? 
WILSON: Yes, I can remember the first trip. The first 
trip, I went into the Alabam. This was in 1939. It was a 
beat-up club. I said, "Why would anybody want to come in 
here, anyway?" [laughter] That's what I said the first 
time I saw it. And I went in. But I heard some fine 
musicians that night. I went in and I heard Marshall 
Royal, his brother Ernie Royal, Lloyd Reese. 
ISOARDI: You heard him play? 
WILSON: Heard him play more than once. 
ISOARDI: Was he playing trumpet or alto [saxophone] then? 
WILSON: He was playing both of them. [laughter] He was 
playing both of them and was recognized as being one of the 
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finest musicians around the country. They were all playing 
with Cee Pee Johnson's band. Now, why were they playing 
with Cee Pee Johnson's band? Tell me, why would Ernie 
Royal and Marshall Royal and Lloyd Reese, already three of 
the finest musicians in the world, be playing with Cee Pee 
Johnson's band? 
ISOARDI: Did you ask them? 
WILSON: No reflection on Cee Pee. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, I know what you're saying. 
WILSON: But, "Why are you playing with Cee Pee? You are 
three of the finest musicians in the world. " No reflection 
on him, see. "Why are you playing with him?" But anyway, 
yes. So I heard them there that night. I can't remember 
who the other people in the band were at that time, but I 
can remember those three. Why do I remember those three? 
Because that is the way life— You remember the people who 
do things. You never remember the guy sitting up there 
that's not doing anything. You don't even know he's 
there. No reflection on him. But that's just his cross to 
bear. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: I heard him. Who else was in town at the time? 
They had little groups playing at different clubs. Lorenzo 
Flennoy and his trio. A lot of trios around. Lee Young, 
Lester's brother. They had their group. They were working 
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with Billie Holiday at the Trouville, which was in 
Hollywood. 
ISOARDI: That was one of Billy Berg's clubs. 
WILSON: Yeah, right. It was not, of course, on Central 
Avenue. And in those days, the earlier days—the forties 
I'm talking about—there were no stage shows at the Lincoln 
[Theatre] at that time. I didn't see any stage shows. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Not at that time. 
ISOARDI: What was happening at the Lincoln? 
WILSON: Just movies. 
ISOARDI: Movies was it? 
WILSON: Just movies. That's all. That's all, movies. 
The Memo Club, which was across the street—they'd have 
some kind of maybe a piano player, a trio, a duo, or 
something like that. 
ISOARDI: That was across the street from the Lincoln? 
WILSON: No, that was across the street from the Dunbar, 
like catty-corner. The Dunbar is on this corner—then 
across the street, but catty-corner. 
ISOARDI: That's where the Memo was? 
WILSON: Right. And they would usually have a piano 
player or something like that. Lovejoy's— Was it 
Lovejoy's? Lovejoy had a place where they used to have jam 
sessions. 
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ISOARDI: That was an upstairs place? 
WILSON: Upstairs place on Vernon Avenue and Central. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: Right. All the guys would go there to jam—Art 
Tatum, the heavies. The heavy jammers who would be in 
town. You know what I'm saying? 
ISOARDI: Yeah. With Tatum, it was heavy. 
WILSON: Yeah. Oh, Tatum, right. And if Duke's band was 
in town— Like they came in town while we were here one 
time. I saw Jimmy Blanton, and he was up there jamming. 
ISOARDI: At Lovejoy's? 
WILSON: Yeah, I think at Lovejoy's. Yeah. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: I think I saw him up there one night somewhere. 
ISOARDI: Was that the first time you had seen Blanton 
play? 
WILSON: Oh, no. I knew Blanton before he joined Duke. 
ISOARDI: Did you? 
WILSON: Yeah. In fact, it was just one of those things 
that happened that he didn't come with the Jimmie Lunceford 
band. Only because of the fact that— They knew how great 
he was, but Jimmie Lunceford was a very fine person: his 
bass player had been with him for many years, and he kept 
him. 
ISOARDI: His loyalty to him. 
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WILSON: Their loyalty to each other. Because they could 
have had Blanton. And Blanton actually wanted to play with 
the Lunceford band. I met him in Pittsburgh. He was on 
the boats. He was playing on the boats in Fate Marable's 
band, see. They had stopped in Pittsburgh that night. I 
think it was Pittsburgh. Either Pittsburgh or Wheeling, 
West Virginia, somewhere around in that area where the 
boats go up the Mississippi. And he came to our dance, 
Jimmy Blanton did. That's when I met him. Of course, 
after that, I knew him. And when he joined Duke, I'd see 
him all the time. I'd see him in New York, I saw him out 
here. He got sick out there. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: He died out here. But I knew him before that. 
Yeah, a great bass player. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, just from the old recordings— 
WILSON: Oh, what a bass player. What a player, you 
know. Great. 

I'm trying to think of the other things that were 
happening during that period. 
ISOARDI: What were the jam sessions like at Lovejoy's? 
WILSON: Listen, the few I went to— 
ISOARDI: People could just drift in late at night? 
WILSON: Yeah, people after hours— We'd all g o — Like 
Tiny. You remember Tiny Grimes? Guitar player? 
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ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: I'm sure that Bill [William] Douglass would 
probably remember some of those days. He should. He was a 
young fellow then, but maybe he remembers some of those. 
[tape recorder off] 
ISOARDI: We were talking about Lovejoy's and jam sessions 
and other spots on the avenue and what they were like. 
WILSON: Well, as I say, up there, guys like Art Tatum 
would play. The heavyweights that were in town would go up 
there and play. And there were other places that they 
jammed too. 
ISOARDI: Can I ask you what Lovejoy's was like? What did 
it look like? Do you remember? 
WILSON: Listen, I vaguely remember it was upstairs. It 
was a room. Nothing special that I can remember other than 
it was upstairs. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: A bar and a bandstand? 
WILSON: They had where you would get your coffee and 
stuff. I don't know if they sold alcohol after hours. But 
if they did, they got it from somewhere. I don't know. 
But that's about all I remember of it. It had some tables, 
and of course the guys would go up and play. I don't 
remember anything so very special during that period other 
than that I knew that these people were jamming, but I 
didn't attend too many of them during that period. 
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I'm trying to remember for you what happened. After 
the Lunceford band— We played our first engagement here in 
1940. We came back again right during the early part of 
1941. And this time, I believe we played the Orpheum 
Theatre. We made a movie for Warner Brothers, Blues in the 
Night. We were in that movie with Lloyd Nolan, Richard 
Whorf, Rosemary Lane, and Elia Kazan. 
ISOARDI: Were you guys playing and on camera? 
WILSON: We were playing and on camera. The band played— 
played a great number, too, in the show, yeah, in the 
movie. A very good band. Our band was really impeccable 
at that time. We played the Casa Manana, because that's 
where Ray Heindorf, who was one of the music directors at 
Warner Brothers, used to come to see us every night. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Yes. 
ISOARDI: Where was that located? 
WILSON: That was located on Washington Boulevard right out 
near the Helms Bakery. 
ISOARDI: Oh, yeah. 
WILSON: Yeah, right over in there. And big place. It 
would hold about, oh, I'd say fifteen hundred or two 
thousand [people]. It was a big place, yeah. 
ISOARDI: Wow! 
WILSON: It was a big place, very big place. 
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ISOARDI: Big hall, yeah. 
WILSON: Yeah. And it was nice. It was the old [Frank] 
Sebastian's Cotton Club. 
ISOARDI: Oh, that's what it was? It was later called Casa 
Mariana? Oh, I see. 
WILSON: Yeah. It was the old Sebastian's Cotton Club. 
ISOARDI: Okay. I didn't know it was that big. Geez. 
WILSON: Yeah, yeah. Well, maybe they had enlarged it some 
from those days when Sebastian was doing— 
ISOARDI: That was, I guess, in the early thirties that it 
was Sebastian's club. 
WILSON: Okay, early thirties. Right, right. I heard Les 
Hite's band from there on the radio. 
ISOARDI: Oh, really? 
WILSON: Yeah, when I was— Sure. Years ago. Yeah, I 
heard his band on the radio from Sebastian's. And we 
played there. It was very nice. 

At that time, things were about the same. It seemed 
as though some things were going on around L. A. They had a 
couple of clubs: the Apex, and the Alabam was still 
there. The Dunbar was running good, still nice. They had 
a little bar called the Five and Ten. They had little 
shows in there. 
ISOARDI: Where was that, now? 
WILSON: That was just right across the block from the 
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Dunbar. 
ISOARDI: That's a hell of a block! Boy! 
WILSON: It was in the next block. See, it was across— I 
forget the exact street, but it was the next block. They 
had this little club. I'm trying to think of what else was 
going on. 

Now, in the meantime, during that period there were 
musicians, there were bands around Los Angeles. There was 
George Brown's band, Phil Carreon, and other groups, as I 
said, that were playing at different clubs around—the 
Trouville and whoever would be there. They would usually be 
big-time stuff, more or less. Of course, Red Callender—he 
was very popular at that time. He was a fine bass 
player. He was playing with Lee Young's group. And as I 
said, Lester Young had joined them, and they were playing 
with Billie Holiday out at the Trouville. So it was a lot 
of musical things going on during that period. 

Benny Carter came to town, had his band. Benny played 
out— I played with— First, we went with Les Hite. We 
were with him for about six months. 
ISOARDI: You went with Les Hite? 
WILSON: I played with Les Hite's band and wrote for him, 
too. 
ISOARDI: Really? When was that? After you left 
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Lunceford, I guess— 
WILSON: Yeah, that was in 1942. 
ISOARDI: Well, maybe before we get into that, what made 
you leave Jimmie Lunceford's band? 
WILSON: Well, a couple of things there. It was the time 
of World War II. I was 1A, and I knew I was going to be 
called soon. I wanted to spend a little time kind of 
relaxed. I'd been with him a long time, as I say, only 
lacking about one month of being three years, and needed a 
little time to kind of get ready for the service. You know 
what I'm saying? So I decided I'd do that. And that's 
what I did. I came here. But I didn't go for a while, so 
I went with Les Hite. I stayed with him for about six 
months. Yeah, we stayed till after the new year, because 
we went to Fort Huachuca to play the Coca Cola broadcast. 
Those were the days when every Christmas they would go to 
all these different places. CBS or some radio network 
would go to these places and play bands from different 
places. And we went to Huachuca to play. I remember 
that. So that would be the end of the year, the end of 
'42. And then he disbanded this band right after that. 
And during that period, yeah, we played for a number of 
weeks, maybe eight weeks, out here—I was telling you about 
it—at the Louisiana Club. 
ISOARDI: Oh, yeah. 
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WILSON: Big show. Big, big, big chorus line, acts, big 
acts, big-time acts. All white acts. All white, like the 
Rio Brothers and different kinds of singers. They were all 
white. They had a black band, though; we were the black 
band. We played there about eight weeks. [Charles] Mingus 
played with us there. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Now, Buddy [Collette] played with us, too. We 
took Buddy in— He joined the band. Gerald Wiggins was in 
the band, and Buddy joined the band. So that would have 
been before '43 or going into '43. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: And then Snooky was in the band. He joined Les 
Hite, too. He moved out to the coast, and he moved in. He 
came out to play with— I think he was going to play with 
Lee Young and them, and somehow or other Les Hite was able 
to get him— 
ISOARDI: To get him away. 
WILSON: — t o get him to join his band. 
ISOARDI: You know, Les Hite's name comes up a lot in the 
early years in L. A. as having the finest band in the 
thirties and maybe even late twenties—I'm not even sure 
when the band started—but we don't know much about him. 
Can you tell us anything? What he was like at all? 
WILSON: That I can't tell you. Now, listen, all I know is 
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about what you've got. I knew of him before I came here. 
I knew of him years ago. He was always recognized as 
having a good band. And when I joined him, he had a good 
band. He had a very good band. He had good music. I did 
a lot of writing for him while I was in his band, and Gil 
Fuller did a lot of arrangements for him, so he had lots of 
music, a lot of good music. He had been successful, and he 
knew how to front a band. And he was very popular. We 
toured, we played all up the coast here. We played places 
like Great Falls, Montana; Olympia, Washington; Seattle; 
Tacoma; Vancouver. We played Vancouver for a week, the 
theater. Yeah. But that's all I know about him. 
ISOARDI: You never got to know him at all personally or 
anything? 
WILSON: Well, only just working for him. As I say, I 
became one of the writers in the band during that time. 
And if he wanted to ask me anything about if he was going 
to get somebody, did I think he could make it, you know, 
he'd ask me those kinds of questions. We were good 
friends, everything was fine, but I never got close to him, 
not for any special reason. 
ISOARDI: Right. How would you describe him as a person? 
WILSON: Very nice guy. I mean, he's the kind of guy 
that— I only know from him a smile all the time. I know 
nothing like a harsh word. I've never heard him get 
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uptight about something going on in the band. Because 
there was usually nothing going on. We did the job. He 
had the jobs. It paid off. It paid off every week. You 
know, every time I'd make an arrangement, he'd pay right 
off. So he was that kind of a bandleader. Finally, he 
just gave it up. I guess he got tired of it. 
ISOARDI: He had been doing it quite a few years. 
WILSON: After all those years, he probably just really got 
tired of it. 

And then we went with Benny Carter. Our whole trumpet 
section from that band, we just went into Benny's band one 
night. J. J. Johnson was in the band. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Yes. This was the time we had— He had a fine 
band, but as I say, obviously he needed some trumpets 
because all four of us went in one night. 
ISOARDI: [laughter] Yeah! Did you ever find out why? 
What was going on? That's kind of unusual, isn't it? 
WILSON: Well, this tells the whole story, right? 
ISOARDI: [laughter] Yeah. 
WILSON: Like, we were tough. In fact, those four trumpets 
I'm telling you about—we also went out and played the 
music for the special dance that the black dancers did in 
This Is the Army with this huge orchestra, Warner Brothers 
orchestra. And the four trumpet players were black: it 
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was Snooky Young, myself, a fellow named Jack Trainor, and 
another kid named Walter Williams. We were the only 
trumpets in the band. But we guaranteed that we could play 
anything. [laughter] We could play anything you had 
between the four of us. We handled it all, and we did. So 
we went into Benny's band one night. And from that night 
on, his band was lifted from here to here. 
ISOARDI: [laughter] Geez. 
WILSON: Do you understand what I'm saying? From here to 
here. [laughter] We went on back up the coast with 
Benny. We did some of the same jobs we did with Les. Then 
we came out, and we were playing at Hermosa Beach, a place 
called Zucca's Terrace. 
ISOARDI: Called what? 
WILSON: Zucca's Terrace. It was right in front of the 
Lighthouse. 
ISOARDI: Oh, really? 
WILSON: Upstairs. We played there with Benny Carter's 
band. It was called Zucca's Terrace. And I got drafted 
from there. 
ISOARDI: Oh, really? 
WILSON: Yeah. They had Teddy Brannon and Bumps Myers. 
Oh, he had some good guys. He had Shorty Horton, J. J., 
"Big" Matthews, trombone. These were guys right out of New 
York. That was the trombone section. And he had Kirk 
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Bradford. We had taken him from Les Hite's band. He had 
been with Les Hite's band, too. 
ISOARDI: Maybe this is why Les Hite quit. There couldn't 
have been much left! 
WILSON: Well, no. Well, the thing is Les had really— I 
think he had had it with the band. So it wasn't because of 
that. I think he had just had it. He was tired. And 
Benny had just come to town and had his band. He brought 
his band with him, but, as I said, he needed a trumpet 
section, which really put things back into order. We 
played with Ethel Waters and the Katherine Dunham Dancers. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Big show, yeah. Big show. We were on the 
theater, you know. We had some good days with Benny, some 
good days with Benny. I played with Benny even in '55, 
much later. I played with him for weeks up at the Moulin 
Rouge in Vegas. We opened it with him. I stayed with him 
the whole engagement. We stayed there about twelve weeks, 
then went back for another six weeks. 
ISOARDI: Geez. 
WILSON: But, yeah, those kinds of things were happening 
around L. A. then. As I said, Benny was in town, Les had 
been active, Lee and them were active, and the bands were 
coming in and out. Lionel Hampton formed his band in 
'40. I think it was '40. We were all talking down in 
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front of the Dunbar there with Dexter Gordon, Illinois 
Jacquet, Ray Perry—this kid I was telling you about with 
Chick Carter's band. 
ISOARDI: I guess Dexter must have been pretty young then. 
WILSON: Dexter was very young. 
ISOARDI: I guess he hadn't even gone with Lionel Hampton. 
WILSON: He hadn't gone. He was just joining him. They 
had just gotten him here. He was just forming the band. 
Lionel formed his band here. 
ISOARDI: Had you heard him play at all? 
WILSON: Never heard him play until we got back out in the 
east. They'd formed the band. The first time I heard 
them, they were in Pittsburgh. We passed through 
Pittsburgh one night. We were playing the Standard Theatre 
downtown, and they were playing a dance. So we went by and 
heard them. Snooky and I went up to hear them that 
night. They sounded good. Yeah. Marshall [Royal]— Well, 
we already knew Marshall in there, and then all of them, 
you know. We knew all the whole band then, you know. 
That's the way it was with bands in those days. You know 
everybody in every band. You see everybody every day. 
You're seeing all of this. You know, there were so many 
bands, it's unbelievable. Like in Chicago alone, there'd 
be like Tiny Parham, Erskine Tate, Carroll Dickerson, Earl 
Hines, Doc— What was his name? Damn, I can't think of 
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it. Just a gang of bands. The Delisa Club band [led by 
Red Saunders], the Sutherland group [trio led by John Young 
at the Sutherland Hotel]. You know, it's just so many 
places. Unbelievable. 

I played at a hotel in '46 with my band—this was 
years later—for ten weeks in this hotel. Sharp hotel, 
[laughter] 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 
APRIL 9, 1991 

ISOARDI: I think when we quit last time, you'd left the 
[Jimmie] Lunceford band. You were in L. A. playing with Les 
Hite and then Benny Carter. 

WILSON: Yes. Right. Benny Carter. In fact, we were 
playing out at Hermosa Beach, I remember, playing at a 
place called Zucca's Terrace, which is right in front of 
the Lighthouse, by the way. 
ISOARDI: Was that a popular club? 
WILSON: A very popular club, yes. They always had bands 
out there. I remember Johnny Richards played out there. I 
used to listen to him on the radio from there—and other 
bands. Benny played out there a couple of weeks, I 
think. I was drafted, inducted, while I was there. In 
fact, I was inducted into the navy and— 
ISOARDI: What year was that? 
WILSON: It would have been probably June of 1943, right 
around in there. June, maybe July. I can't remember the 
exact month. But incidentally, at that time—I don't know 
if I have it on the other part of the tape—Freddie 
Webster, a fine trumpet player— Did you ever hear of him? 
ISOARDI: Yeah, I know the name. Sure. 
WILSON: Well, Freddie Webster replaced me with Jimmie 
Lunceford. When I left Jimmie Lunceford, he replaced me. 
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But he had then left Jimmie Lunceford, and he was in the 
band with us, with Benny Carter, out at— 
ISOARDI: A hell of a trumpet section. 
WILSON: Oh yeah, they had a great trumpet section. Benny 
had a fine band at that time. J. J. Johnson was in the 
band and some fine musicians. He always had a fine band. 
I had my examination that morning. In fact, some of the 
guys in the band took me to the induction center down on 
Main Street. I thought I was going to be rejected, but 
they took me. [laughter] They took me, and I passed the 
test. 

Anyway, I was off to the navy, which was a fine 
experience, by the way. I was lucky. I got in the ship's 
company band at Great Lakes [Illinois]. I was sent 
directly there— 
ISOARDI: To Great Lakes? 
WILSON: Yes. 
ISOARDI: A lot of great musicians were sent up there, 
weren't they? 
WILSON: Yes. My friend Willie Smith from the Lunceford 
band was there. Clark Terry was there. It was a band of 
fine musicians, so it was a great experience. It was good 
for me because it was another chance to just study and do 
music, because we did music all day. That was it. 
ISOARDI: That was all you did? 
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WILSON: That's all we did. 
ISOARDI: Tough duty. [laughter] 
WILSON: Yeah. The band, we played for things: 
graduation, we played for happy hours—what they called 
happy hours—we played for colors, all those kinds of 
things. Then we had our jazz band. And we broadcast every 
week, every Saturday night, over CBS, so it kept us busy. 
A lot of writing. We had some fine writers there: Dudley 
Brooks, who was from Los Angeles, a great writer. 
ISOARDI: Who is Dudley Brooks? 
WILSON: Dudley Brooks? He played with— Well, he worked 
out at MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer], many of the studios. He 
was a fine pianist. [tape recorder off] He also did a lot 
of work with Elvis Presley. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Doing some arranging and even playing with him. 
So he was one fine writer. 
ISOARDI: Do you know anything about his roots in L. A. or 
anything like that? 
WILSON: I think Dudley was probably born here; he was here 
when I came here. And he was very popular. And as a 
musician, if you were speaking of a musician, you had to 
speak of Dudley, because he did it all. He played great 
piano, could arrange and orchestrate, compose—he really 
did. He knew his craft. 
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So it was really a fine time at Great Lakes, because 
all I had to do was write and play. It gave me a great 
chance to study, experiment all of the experiments you 
wanted because we had like five trumpets in the band, five 
trombones, French horn, six reeds. That's the jazz band 
I'm talking about. Of course, our marching band was very 
large, and we did everything. They had handpicked all of 
the musicians. 
ISOARDI: For this band? 
WILSON: Yeah, for this band. Because when I was drafted, 
there was no doubt where I was going. The guy told me, he 
said, "You're going to Great Lakes, Illinois. " 
ISOARDI: Is that where it was? In Illinois? 
WILSON: Yes. It's just about, I'd say, thirty-five or 
forty miles from Chicago. We were very privileged 
people. We lived in Chicago. 
ISOARDI: You didn't have to live on base? 
WILSON: We didn't have to. If we wanted to stay on the 
base, we'd stay on the base. 
ISOARDI: It's just like a year gig, practically, then, at 

WILSON: Come at eight in the morning and leave at four in 
the evening unless you were performing that night. And 
then whenever you finished, you could go. If you finished 
at midnight and you wanted to go to Chicago, you'd go. In 
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fact, I never slept another night on the base after I got 
out of boot camp. 
ISOARDI: No kidding. 
WILSON: I never slept a night on the base at Great 
Lakes. But all of us lived there, mostly. Not all of us, 
but many of the guys liked to live in Chicago. I had been 
around Chicago with the Lunceford band, so I knew people 
there, had a lot of friends. And there were lots of places 
to go, a lot of music. So it was a lot of fun. 

So it was really, for me, a solid year of study and 
enjoyment, because I really got a chance to get my craft 
together. 
ISOARDI: You were able to write, then, for the band while 
you were there? 
WILSON: Oh, I wrote for the band. That's what they got me 
for. 
ISOARDI: Oh, not to play, but to write for them? 
WILSON: Well, I played too, but you know, writing was my 
thing. That's what they wanted me to do, and that's what I 
did. Yeah. So I'd do all the experimenting I wanted. I 
was kind of a guy that wanted to experiment a lot with 
things, and I had all the instruments to do it and all the 
fine musicians to play it. They could play anything. They 
were really fine musicians. So I spent a year there, had 
some good moments. 
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The chief there, I remember him very well. The chief 
had a number, and he had given it to every arranger and 
orchestrator at Great Lakes. And for some reason or 
another, none of them wanted to do it. So he gave it to 
me. I said, "Well, I'm going to make this so good. " 
[laughter] And I did. I made it so good that the chief, 
he just— Anything that I wanted. 
ISOARDI: [laughter] You made a lifelong friend. 
WILSON: Right. It's a terrible thing to say, but like he 
told the guy that was in charge of everything, he said, 
"Just don't bother Wilson. " [laughter] The same thing 
happened with an ensign there. He had a song he had 
written for his wife. They were both songs for their 
wives, you know. So I did the same thing for the ensign, 
and he did the same thing. I didn't have to do anything. 
But I didn't do it for that. I really did it because I 
wanted to see that I could make anything, no matter what. 
If it's a bad piece of music, I can make it sound good. I 
can write it and make it sound good. And that's what I was 
trying to do. I was trying to really get my craft 
together. 

I had had some experience, because I already had 
written for Jimmie Lunceford and Les Hite. And Benny 
Carter had about three or four of my numbers in his book. 
So I had been writing for people and some singers. So that 
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was the idea for it. But anyway, I only spent a year in 
the navy. 
ISOARDI: You mentioned that Clark Terry was in the band, 
and Willie Smith. 
WILSON: Yes. 
ISOARDI: Can you remember any other players who were in 
that band? 
WILSON: Yes. Jimmy Nottingham; there was a guy named LeRoy 
Smith, who played with Earl Hines's band; "Pee Wee" [Leroy] 
Jackson, who played with Earl Hines's band; there were some 
guys from Saint Louis, a couple of trumpet players, I can't 
remember their names; the Batchman Brothers—one was a sax 
player, one was a trumpeter—fine, fine musicians. I'm 
trying to think of all the guys, remember their names. I 
can't really remember them all now, it's been so long. But 
they really had some fine guys there. 
ISOARDI: So looking back, then, you had I guess a good 
woodshedding opportunity, in a sense, to really work on 
your writing and your craft. And you felt you really took 
advantage of it. 
WILSON: I did. I did. I took advantage of it. That's 
all I had to do. And I studied. I was studying very 
hard. And by this broadcasting every week, you had to come 
up with stuff every week. 
ISOARDI: The band was broadcasting? 
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WILSON: From WBBN over the CBS network every Saturday 
night. So they had to have plenty of music, see. And we 
did it. 
ISOARDI: Who was leading the band? 
WILSON: The leader of the band was a fellow by the name of 
Len Bowden. Len Bowden. He was from Saint Louis. He was 
more of kind of a concert director. Although he led the 
jazz band for a while, I think in the last part of it— I 
think I left before Willie Smith took the band over—the 
jazz band—and started being the leader for the jazz 
band. So that was a good period. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, it sounds it. 
WILSON: After I was out of the navy—I spent a year 
there— I had a very bad sinus infection, so I had a 
medical discharge. 
ISOARDI: Oh, so they let you out? 
WILSON: Yeah. In those days, they had not had all of the— 
In fact, they were experimenting with some things for 
sinuses which they now have under control. I had a pretty 
bad case of sinus trouble, so they allowed me to be 
discharged. Honorable discharge and everything, yes. 
ISOARDI: And then you came back to L. A. ? 
WILSON: Came back to L. A. That was about— Oh, that was 
about July or August of 1944. By that time— Now we're 
getting back to what we were talking about, Central 
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Avenue. When I got back, Central was getting into the 
really full swing about that time. The Lincoln Theatre— 
they were starting to have stage shows every week. 
ISOARDI: And before then, it was mostly movies or things 
like that? 
WILSON: Yes, it was mostly movies. They had a pit band, 
they had acts, chorus girls, and they would change the show 
every week. They had some great performers there like 
Pigmeat Markham, Bardu Ali. Bardu was the leader of the 
band, too. 

By the way, let me tell you some people that were 
playing in that band. Charles Brown, the great blues 
singer. 
ISOARDI: Really? What did he play? 
WILSON: He played piano. 
ISOARDI: No kidding. 
WILSON: Yeah, he's a fine piano player. He's not just a 
guy playing— He plays the piano. Because they had to read 
new music, they had to play all of the acts, things like 
that. And Melba Liston was playing trombone in the band. 
ISOARDI: Gee, she must have been young. 
WILSON: Very young. About sixteen or seventeen. 
ISOARDI: Geez. 
WILSON: Floyd Turnham, fine alto player that had been with 
Les Hite. I had worked with him with Les Hite, though, 
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before I went into the navy. So things were going good 
there. 
ISOARDI: Can you tell me something about Bardu Ali? 
WILSON: Bardu, he was a performer. He was like a straight 
man, and he would direct the band. He had been in New 
York, and he did the same thing in New York. He had a 
brother, also, who was in show business. He was a 
dancer. They used to call him the Beachcomber. In fact, I 
played their act in Detroit when I was in school, when I 
was playing in a band in Detroit. And that was his deal. 
He was a showman. He was a showman, you know. 
ISOARDI: So he just fronted the band. He really didn't— 
WILSON: Yeah, he fronted the band, right. The [Club] 
Alabam was now really looking good, had been remodeled. 
Curtis Mosby had it. You know who he was, don't you? 
ISOARDI: Sure. 
WILSON: Yeah. Curtis Mosby had it. 
ISOARDI: Did you have much contact with him? 
WILSON: A little bit, yes. 
ISOARDI: What kind of a guy was he? 
WILSON: Curtis was a nice man. He had been in the 
business. You know, he was a musician. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, I know he had a band— 
WILSON: He'd had a band, right. 
ISOARDI: —years earlier called Curtis Mosby's Blue 
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Blowers or something like that. 
WILSON: The Mound City Blue Blowers. Right, right. He 
was a nice man. He had been in the business all of his 
life. And he had fixed the club up real nice. They were 
having regular shows in there. The Downbeat [Club] was 
coming on the scene. It was right on the corner, right up 
the street just a few doors from it. Across the street, 
the Last Word [Cafe] was happening then. In all, there 
were a lot of things going on now on Central Avenue. 
ISOARDI: So, say, compared to the first time you were 
there— 
WILSON: Oh, yeah. 
ISOARDI: Which was before the war, in 1940 or so. 
WILSON: Right, 1940. 
ISOARDI: By '44, you notice there's a more intense feeling 
or a lot more going on? 
WILSON: Oh, yes. It was happening, and things were 
looking good. They were really looking good. You could 
tell that things were in good shape, because you could tell 
by how the clubs looked—real nice clubs, nice acts playing 
in the club, nice groups. 

I played in the Downbeat with Lee Young during that 
period, Lee Young and one of the Woodman brothers. We 
called him Brother [William] Woodman. He's the one that 
plays that sax and the trumpet. And Joe Liggins was the 
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piano player. 
ISOARDI: Joe Liggins? "Honeydripper" Joe Liggins? 
WILSON: Joe Liggins was the piano player with Lee Young's 
group, and I was the trumpet player. In fact, we are the 
first people to do "The Honeydripper. " 
ISOARDI: No kidding. 
WILSON: Right. Joe Liggins wanted us to do his number, 
"The Honeydripper, " which later became a nationwide hit. 
ISOARDI: It was a hit, yeah. 
WILSON: So it was really looking good. Central was 
looking real good. There were some other little clubs down 
the street. The Memo [Club] was still doing good. They'd 
have some piano, maybe a trio. 
ISOARDI: Was that kind of a small place? 
WILSON: The Memo was kind of small, but it was very 
classy. Very classy. Real nice looking inside and— 
ISOARDI: Did they serve meals there? Or did people just 
come in for drinks? 
WILSON: Just drinks, I think. I don't think— 
ISOARDI: Drinks and music. 
WILSON: Right. The Dunbar [Hotel] usually handled the 
meals. They had a coffee shop and a dining room. There 
was a lot of good food around there. The Dunbar was still 
nice and still looking good. All the bands still came 
there. Duke [Ellington] and Count [Basie], Jimmie 
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Lunceford—still all the big bands came there. 
Then, at this period, I think about— This is about 

the end of the year, but by '45, the Plantation Club, which 
was farther out on Central— 
ISOARDI: That was down in Watts. 
WILSON: Yeah, that's about— It was on Central, though, 
but it was about 105th [Street] or something like that, 
106th. I don't know. One of those streets. I played 
there with my band. So I'm trying to remember now. 
Central, as I say, is really the focal point. I organized 
my band in 1944, November of 1944. 
ISOARDI: You might get a kick out of seeing this, 
Gerald. I pulled something out of my research that I 
found. This is from the California Eagle, October 12, 
1944: "Former Lunceford trumpeter in rehearsal with new 
swing band. " [laughter] It's about you organizing your 
new band. 
WILSON: And what date was that? 
ISOARDI: I've got it written on the back. It's October 
12, 1944. 
WILSON: October 12. So it was October, not November. 
Well, that's it. Yeah. Joe Morris, I remember him. 
[laughter] That's a joke. 
ISOARDI: What's a joke? 
WILSON: "One of the top ten trumpet players. " [laughter] 
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ISOARDI: Come on. 
Considered by many musicians and critics to be among the 
top ten trumpeters in the nation, the handsome, trumpet-
tooting Gerald Wilson, former star of the Jimmie Lunceford 
band, is rehearsing his own, newly-organized group of 
stellar swingsters. They open at Shepp's Playhouse 
November 6, replacing the Bardu Ali band. With this band, 
Wilson offers persuasive evidence of his powers as a 
leader. He has rehearsed, formed, and built an 
organization as solid as the Rock of Gibraltar. His 
arrangements rock with rhythm, and he'll soon win and play 
his way into the hearts of swing fans. The band is 
definitely in a groove. 

[laughter] 
WILSON: Oh, boy. You're going to give me this article. 
[laughter] 
ISOARDI: I thought you'd get a kick out of seeing that. 
WILSON: Oh, that is fantastic. I'm sure glad you got 
this. Joe Morris, who owned the Plantation. Yeah. Earl 
"Fatha" Hines. He must have been in Joe Morris's 
Plantation. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, yeah. 
WILSON: So that's in '44. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. It's on "the band's opening night at Joe 
Morris's beautiful Plantation Club. " 
WILSON: Yeah, right. So you can see things were really 
happening here then, because— 
ISOARDI: Yeah, definitely. I'll make a copy of that for 
you. 
WILSON: Oh, yeah? 
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ISOARDI: Yeah, definitely. 
WILSON: Okay. You've got to! 
ISOARDI: Oh, I know. [laughter] 
WILSON: Anyway, we were talking about Central. And, as 
you said, the Plantation was operating. 
ISOARDI: Now, what kind of a place was the Plantation? 
WILSON: Oh, a beautiful club. Large place. 
ISOARDI: Big. 
WILSON: Big, big. 
ISOARDI: Did people come there to dance? 
WILSON: A lot of people. Yeah. And then they'd have 
shows there, see. They'd have shows, acts. I finished out 
an engagement with Billie Holiday with my band, which was a 
little later on. It was in '45. 

And Shepp's Playhouse was not on Central, but it was 
on First [Street] and Los Angeles [Avenue], where the New 
Otani Hotel is. That is where it was. 
ISOARDI: Where Shepp's was? 
WILSON: Right at that place. Right in front of Parker 
Center now. I played more than one engagement there. I 
kind of want to put this stuff into the chronology, get it 
into the right chronology. 
ISOARDI: Sure, okay. Well, maybe, before we get into— 
You're forming your own band, putting it together. Maybe 
you could talk about that for a little bit, how you got 
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your own band together. Then we could talk about maybe 
some of the people you met on Central, as well. 
WILSON: Right. 
ISOARDI: But maybe, since we've got this article, this 
beautiful article on your new band here— 
WILSON: Where did you find that? 
ISOARDI: The California Eagle, the old newspaper. In 
preparing for this, I went through all the back issues of 
the California Eagle, and I xeroxed all of the ones that 
were— [laughter] 
WILSON: That is fantastic. That is fantastic. Yes, well, 
I formed my band. The reason I formed it— I was not 
really ready yet to form my band, but the opportunity 
came. Herb Jeffries wanted to have a band, so he asked me 
to form his band. And I did. And things were going so 
good for Herb I guess that at that time, he really didn't 
have time to be fronting a band. So there I was with the 
band. So Leonard Reed, who was the producer at Shepp's 
Playhouse, booked us in there. So that's how I got started 
with the band. It was very good, because we broadcast two 
or three times a week over the radio. [tape recorder 
off] Had a fine show there. We played the show. You 
know, they had chorus girls and acts. And they had a 
lounge there, too, which was downstairs. It was like a 
bar. And Eddie Heywood's band was there while we were 
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there, the band that had such great success with the one 
that— He was going big on his "Begin the Beguine, " which 
was a big hit record for him and his band. That was in 
1945. And we also played the Orpheum Theatre that year 
together, Eddie Heywood and I. And the band, really, we 
did very well. We played a lot of things, a lot of dances 
and club dates over at the Elks auditorium, which is on 
Central Avenue. 

And later that year, we took a trip out to Salt Lake 
City, and we stayed there for thirteen weeks in Salt Lake 
City. A fine job, the finest club there, where all the big 
bands played. In fact, I actually followed Woody Herman 
when I went in that year. But I had played there many 
years before—not so many—with Jimmie Lunceford's band, a 
few years before. It was called Jerry Jones's 
Rendezvous. We're getting away from Central Avenue, but 
I've got to tell you this because— 
ISOARDI: No, go for it. 
WILSON: —this is what happened with the band. 

Now, my band, we were all from California. We had 
some fine players. We had, as I said, Melba Liston; Jimmy 
Bunn was on piano, a fine young pianist; Henry Green, who 
later became the mainstay drummer with the Treniers. We 
had some fine trumpeters: Snooky Young came with my band; 
we had Jack Trainor, who had been with Hite's band and 
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Benny Carter's band. So we really had a fine band. We 
played, as I said, Salt Lake City, and we played up in 
Idaho. We played for two weeks in Boise. We played Idaho 
Falls, Pocatello. So we got around a little bit. 
ISOARDI: When you came back, then, you wanted to lead a 
band? You didn't want to join someone's band. You wanted 
to form your own. 
WILSON: Well, actually, I was going to join a band. I did 
a lot of work during that period with Phil Moore as trumpet 
player. I made many recordings with Phil on his own 
records. And he was also Lena Home's musical accompanist 
and director, and I did all of her dates, mostly with her, 
with Phil. So I was very busy when I first got back from 
the navy. But, as I said, the opportunity came for me to 
get my band. But from the time that I was ten years old, I 
knew that I was going to be a bandleader. I knew that. 
And I knew that I was going to be a bandleader that wrote 
music for my band to play, because I was already a great 
admirer of Duke Ellington. I would follow the big bands, 
Earl Hines's band, all of the big bands. Bands out of New 
York: Claude Hopkins, Chick Webb, and Jimmie Lunceford— 
they were being heard of then, of course. And listening to 
their records and listening to them on the radio, I knew 
that I was going to be a bandleader and I was going to be 
an orchestrator, an arranger, composer. So my opportunity 

70 



came, and I didn't let it pass. 
So that year, '45, was a very great year for us. We 

also played San Francisco that year. We played two weeks 
up there at a ballroom there. It was called the Brown 
Bomber Ballroom, dedicated to Joe Louis. And we also 
played the civic auditorium in Oakland and— 
ISOARDI: Do you remember offhand where the Brown Bomber 
was? 
WILSON: Yes. It was on Fillmore Street, right up by the 
bus headquarters in San Francisco. And it remained there 
for years. They changed the name. It later became the 
Primalon. I played there later in 1953 with my band. 
We'll get to that later. It was one of the big spots where 
all the bands played, the Primalon, but [this] was the 
original Brown Bomber Ballroom. We had a great engagement 
there with it. 

We came back to Los Angeles, did some more work around 
the avenue here. I'm still talking '45. We played a lot 
of things. We played Billy Berg's club right up the street 
here. 
ISOARDI: On Vine [Street]. 
WILSON: On Vine. We played all kinds of things. I played 
the Hollywood Canteen with my band. The reason I mention 
all of these things is because they are important to me. I 
remember one big benefit they had at the Philharmonic 
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[Hall] at that time, which was downtown. It was a big one 
because Frank Sinatra was on it. And I was lucky enough to 
get my band on it at that time as one of the attractions— 
not as the pit band or anything. We just went in and did a 
set. 

So my band was very popular around town here. We 
played for mostly all of the black fraternities and 
sororities and things like that, of course. So it enjoyed 
a lot of success. 

We went out once, and I came back and kind of 
revamped. I got some new guys, a few new guys. That year 
we played the Orpheum again, down on Broadway. We are 
going into 1946 now, and, by that time, my booking office 
had booked me back through Salt Lake City, on into Denver, 
New Mexico—Alamogordo. We played there, Alamogordo. The 
war was still— There were army bases. In fact, they flew 
us from here to Tucson, where we played the air station 
there, the big one, David Monthan Field. We played a big 
dance there. And then they flew us on to Wichita Falls, 
Texas, where we played a big thing for the army. They took 
us on to Denver, I believe. And then we went on into 
Dallas, Texas, where we played a couple of weekends, on 
into Saint Louis, where we played our first big engagement 
out in the East Coast at a place called the Club Riviera, 
where all of the big bands played. 
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Actually, I'm getting ahead. I played there in '45 
the first time, because I played there twice. Yeah, in '45 
I played there, too. 

Then I came to Chicago. And due to a problem with the 
union—that you cannot come into the city, you have to have 
your contract there I think it was three or four weeks 
before you come in— And they had not filed them there 
before that, so that technicality kept us from opening. 
The union was very hard on us, I remember. So that kind of 
put a damper on us there. And we came back to Los Angeles 
and revamped again. And this time, my office, they booked 
me back again. We started out and played our way to 
Chicago, and we stayed there ten weeks. It's so hard to 
remember this. 

But before that, we went to New York in 1946. We 
played the Apollo Theatre. 
ISOARDI: Did you really? 
WILSON: We played the Apollo Theatre in 1946, and we were 
sensational there. In fact, I want to get the write-up 
from the Daily News. I had these things, but somehow I 
lost them. 
ISOARDI: Oh, too bad. 
WILSON: But my band was sensational there. I followed 
Duke Ellington at the Apollo, and Jimmie Lunceford followed 
me. So we were in top company. 
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ISOARDI: No kidding. 
WILSON: But, as I say, we were very good. My band— 
already at that time we had recordings. I had about, oh, 
I'd say twenty or twenty-five sides by that time. 
ISOARDI: With your band. So that's in about a year and a 
half's time. 
WILSON: Oh, yeah. I recorded my first recording date in 
1945 on the Excelsior [Records] label. That's Otis Rene's 
label, the same label— 
ISOARDI: Oh, here in L. A. 
WILSON: Yes. The same label that [Nat] King Cole was on 
at the time. So my records were going very good. I had a 
couple of mild hits. A couple of mild hits. 
ISOARDI: All on Excelsior? 
WILSON: On Excelsior, the first ones. 

I'm putting it all together now. We went into New 
York. That was in '46. But in '45, we had made more 
recordings, so we had plenty of recordings. Actually, 
after the Apollo— We left the Apollo, we went to 
Pittsburgh, we played Pittsburgh, and then we went on into 
Chicago and we played there at the El Grotto for ten 
weeks. They built the whole show around my band. In other 
words, all of the big numbers in the show were being done 
to my records, the opening number and the middle number. 
They used to have what they called the opening number and 
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the middle number and the finale, where they'd have the 
chorus girls and the acts and whatnot. But we played there 
ten weeks, and we were very good at that time. We had 
already been booked back for ten more weeks there. I had 
already been booked for the Regal [Theatre, Washington, 
D. C. ]. 

While we were there, at my engagement— And I just saw 
this gentleman about a month ago out at the big band 
reunion. He was managing Dinah Washington on her 
recordings for Mercury Records— 
ISOARDI: Oh, gee. It must have been her first recording. 
WILSON: Yes. Well, not her first recording—she had been 
with Lionel Hampton—but her first recordings on her own. 
He hired my band to be the band to back her. So we 
recorded there in Chicago with Dinah Washington. In fact, 
those recordings are just out now on a new CD at this 
time. So, as you can see, we were moving very successful 
at that time. 

Marl Young, who has been the treasurer at the union 
here, and he's now on the board— In fact, he came in and 
subbed in my band for a few nights while we were in Chicago 
at that time. 
ISOARDI: This is before he came out to L. A. 
WILSON: This is before he came to L. A. My singer [Dick 
Gray] had to leave to go to Baltimore, and I hired Joe 
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Williams to sing in my band. 
ISOARDI: A young Joe Williams. 
WILSON: A young Joe Williams, who had been with Lionel 
Hampton's band. And he was singing good, by the way. We 
finished the engagement, the ten weeks there. 

Beryl Adams is [the manager's] name. Beryl Adams is a 
big man. Beryl was married to one of the Andrews 
Sisters. He managed Louis Jordan. Now, he gave us the 
dates with Dinah Washington. He also gave me thirteen 
weeks with Louis Jordan. Signed contracts starting at the 
Paramount [Theatre] in New York City; that's where we would 
start. I'll have to go on with this story, because I 
imagine you want to hear it. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: Yes, go. Are you kidding? [laughter] 
WILSON: And I want to get it down, too, because I'm 
finding it very hard to try to remember things that were 
such a long time ago. 

But anyway, he gave my office thirteen weeks for my 
band to be on his show, on Louis Jordan's, who was the 
hottest thing in show business. So we left the El Grotto. 
That wouldn't start until later on in the year. But I was 
going directly from the El Grotto to Saint Louis, anyway, 
for a return engagement. Only this time, I would be with 
Ella Fitzgerald. So I did six weeks at the Riviera in Saint 
Louis with Ella Fitzgerald. Joe Williams was my singer. 
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And we packed this club—it would hold about twelve hundred 
people—every night for six weeks. And to really top it 
off, they had a special night there, I remember, where Ella 
Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong battled my band. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: Oh, man. [laughter] 
WILSON: And people were lined up around the corner. There 
were two shows. They filled it up. We did the first 
show. Then they filled it up, and we'd do another show. 
So these were really big highlights during my career. 

While I was in Saint Louis, I realized that I had 
already hit the top. I was already on top now. It was 
getting to be that way. My time was getting so that I 
would hardly have any time for— All day someone was 
coming, and this was going on. It was during the time that 
ASCAP [American Society of Composers, Authors, and 
Publishers] had a strike going for the radio. You couldn't 
play any ASCAP music. I was with BMI [Broadcast Music, 
Incorporated], and BMI, they were really coming on strong, 
because they could get all their numbers in. And by being 
a writer, I would write numbers overnight so Joe Williams 
could sing them the next night on the radio, because we 
were broadcasting on the network at that time. 
ISOARDI: You were broadcasting live? 
WILSON: Oh yes, we were broadcasting about three or four 
nights a week. 
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ISOARDI: Okay, Gerald. 
WILSON: The band was, as I said, very popular by this 
time. I had these weeks already signed with Louis Jordan, 
and then Eddie "Rochester" Anderson wanted me to tour with 
him. So everything was happening. I realized that I had 
hit the top too soon. 
ISOARDI: In what way? 
WILSON: Well, I was not even near where I wanted to be as 
a musician. I was not near where I wanted to be, and I 
knew this. And, of course, when I said this to people, 
they said, "Well, what's wrong with the guy?" Do you 
understand? 
ISOARDI: Yeah, I know what you're saying. 
WILSON: They just don't understand what you're trying to 
say. Anyway, I made my mind up during the engagement in 
Saint Louis. Snooky Young was in my band at that time. I 
had a fine young band. I had picked up a couple of young 
trumpet players out of Chicago. One later became music 
director for Sammy Davis [Jr. ], a young fellow who lives 
here [Los Angeles] now. Well, he isn't young now, but he 
was a very young fellow. His name was Fortunatas Ricard. 
We called him "Fip. " A fine trumpeter. I picked up a 
couple of young guys out there. So my band was really in 
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top shape. We were in great shape. 
But while I was there, I realized that this was not 

it. This was not it. And, of course, many people thought 
I was making a very big mistake, especially my booking 
office. They were very uptight with me. I remember at the 
time my young road manager, his name was James Hesen— 
Jimmy had been with me—a young, white kid that— In fact, 
he came to Shepp's Playhouse and gave me his card one night 
and told me if I ever needed a road manager, he'd like to 
be that. So later on I did get him. He became the stage 
manager for the Jack Benny Show and later became stage 
manager over at Television City, finally getting into a 
vice presidency at CBS. He died at an early age. But 
anyway, he didn't understand it either because he knew that 
I had it all there. 

I had already been— [Frank] Schifman at the Apollo in 
New York was offering me a contract to come back once a 
year for like ten years, we did so good. This is the way 
they booked in those days. You know, like, "Hey, once a 
year for ten years, come back. " We were well accepted in 
New York, so we would have been one of the big bands, 
because at that time, as I said, we were very good. My 
records will prove now that we were one of the best bands 
of that period—my records on Black and White Records. I 
left Excelsior and went with Black and White on a special 
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series with Norman Granz. 
ISOARDI: Black and White was Norman Granz's label? 
WILSON: No, it wasn't his label, but he did some specialty 
series for them. He took me in with him; he got me a 
contract with them. 
ISOARDI: Were they an L. A. -based label? 
WILSON: They were based in L. A. 
ISOARDI: Who were they? Do you know who was behind it? 
WILSON: Listen, I don't even know. I know that Ralph Bass 
was one of the big guys there, because he was there then. 
And you know who he is, don't you? 
ISOARDI: Yeah. 
WILSON: And by the way, I talked with him not too long 
ago. He was just inducted into the Rhythm and Blues Hall 
of Fame. So my records on Black and White— We were a very 
strong band at that time. My "Cruisin with Cab" today 
proves that my band was one of the toughest in the 
country. When I play it today for lectures when I'm at 
universities, I play it first. I'm playing it for music 
majors. They can't believe it. So the band was very 
successful. 

Anyway, I made up my mind that I was going to disband 
and return to Los Angeles, and I did just that. 
ISOARDI: So Saint Louis was the last gig for that band. 
WILSON: Last job. I paid off my men, and we came back to 
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L. A., and I disbanded. And then I started working with 
Phil [Moore] again, other people around town. I started 
writing for a lot of people and studying, just studying and 
writing and playing. 

ISOARDI: So you wanted to grow, and the road life and the 
big band leadership was getting in the way of that? 
WILSON: I still had a lot of work to do musically. I 
spent— Well, that was '46. I spent all of that time— Of 
course, I didn't just stay here then. I came in in '47, as 
you see there in that ad you have there for the Alabam. 
That was in '47, right? 
ISOARDI: Yeah, "The new Club Alabam featuring the Treniers 
plus Gerald Wilson's band. " That's from September 4, 1947. 
WILSON: Okay. So what I was doing, I was playing with 
other people, writing for people—singers and shows—just 
doing all kinds of stuff, and studying, as I said, studying 
very hard. Studying the classics. I studied the classics, 
just studying Stravinsky, Shostakovich, Prokofiev, 
Khachaturian, d'Indy— 
ISOARDI: How about Bartok? 
WILSON: Bartok. Bartok, all of them. Manuel de Falla, 
[Heitor] Villa-Lobos. I'm looking for everything. I'm 
looking for music to broaden my knowledge of music. 
ISOARDI: Were you doing this on your own? Or were you 
studying with other people? 
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WILSON: Who would I be studying with? I was one of the 
best at the time. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: Well, Schoenberg and Stravinsky were around. 
[laughter] 
WILSON: No. I'm talking about jazz. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, right. 
WILSON: I wasn't studying them to be classical. I was 
studying them to broaden my knowledge so that I could 
broaden my jazz. But as far as jazz writers, who was I 
going to study with? I was just about one of the best then 
and I knew it. But of course you're going to say, okay, 
there's a guy bragging. But I was doing it. 

That year, as you see, I had my own little group. 
That was a group. That was a seven-piece group. That 
wasn't a big band; that was just a seven-piece group. Then 
I would take jobs, like for instance a job coming along for 
me to back Jackie Robinson, the great baseball star. 
ISOARDI: Back him doing what? 
WILSON: Well, after his first great year with the 
[Brooklyn] Dodgers, he was such a star in the world of 
black people that they had to see him all over. He did a 
theater tour. He would just come out and talk with a guy 
on the stage. They'd have a big show, then he would just 
come out and talk. I became a good friend of Jackie's at 
that time, by the way, and later I was with him after I — 
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That was in '47. 
So I'm studying. I played with Benny Carter, with his 

group. Benny had a small group. We played eight weeks out 
on Figueroa [Street] at the Casbah [Supper Club] with Kay 
Starr. Then we went into the Million Dollar [Theatre] with 
Nat King Cole. And after that, I joined Count Basie in 
1948, at the end of 1948. But in between this time, I'm 
making recordings and playing all kinds of record dates, 
blues dates with people, artists, [and] writing 
arrangements for different people, rhythm and blues, too. 
I was doing it all. So in 1948, about near the end of the 
year, Snooky Young had to leave to go back east, so I 
joined Count Basie. 
ISOARDI: What made you go back into the big band? I mean, 
that would involve traveling all the time and— 
WILSON: Yes, well, here was another opportunity. Here's 
another opportunity for me. Here's Count Basie's band, 
and— And I was already writing. In fact, I made my first 
arrangement for Duke Ellington in 1947 that they recorded 
here on Columbia Records. They have just been released in 
a new LP, by the way. So my first orchestrations for Duke 
Ellington [Ellington compositions "You've Got to Crawl 
before You Walk" and "You're just an old Antidisestablish-
mentarianismist"] were in 1947, which came off very well. 
In fact, when I hear them today I can realize that, yes— I 
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realize that, you know. When he called m e — I knew Duke, 
by the way, I knew these people. As we were talking about 
way back here, you know all the people. Billy Strayhorn 
and I were great friends. He's one of my—I would say, a 
mentor, because he is one of the few people that actually 
helped me. That was way back in the early forties. You 
know, showing me things, how to do some things. Actually 
really showing me, you know. So I knew these people. 
Anyway, that started an association with Duke for me. He 
actually wanted me to join his band. Duke asked me to join 
his band the minute I got back from disbanding my band, at 
the Dunbar Hotel. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: You ran into him there? 
WILSON: No, I didn't run into him; he sent for me. See, 
he knew me. I knew Duke from the time I was with Jimmie 
Lunceford and had actually met him when I was in Detroit. 
I had actually met Duke Ellington, Johnny Hodges, and the 
band—Barney Bigard, you know, Lawrence Brown, and those 
guys. You'd see them, and I was the kind of guy that would 
always go around with them, because I wanted to be in big. 

Anyway, Count Basie needed someone to fill in for 
Snooky until Snooky would come back. He was supposed to 
come back right away. But I ended up leaving town with the 
band. I played the Lincoln Theatre. They were at the 
Lincoln at the time. I played the Lincoln Theatre with 
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him, and I left with him. I stayed with Count until way up 
into—that was '48, '49. I returned to Los Angeles in 
'49. We had some time off before we would go into Warner 
Brothers [Pictures] on Broadway in New York. So I did a 
lot of writing for Count during that period. I wrote a 
whole show, a theater review, for him. I did some other 
stuff for him that we played on dances and stuff. "Sweets" 
[Harry] Edison— You know Harry Edison? He'll tell you. 
You know, I sat beside him. And after we went back east 
with Basie—and, as I say, I was writing and playing in the 
band—then we got Clark Terry. So we had five trumpets. 
ISOARDI: You had Sweets, you had Clark Terry, you— 
WILSON: Clark Terry, myself, a fellow named Emmett Berry— 
you've heard of him. 
ISOARDI: Uh-huh. 
WILSON: Emmett Berry, and a young trumpet player— He was 
in the navy, too, by the way. He played in one of the 
bands in the navy. Jimmy Nottingham. A fine trumpet 
player. He was also with Lionel Hampton. 
ISOARDI: Hell of a trumpet section. 
WILSON: Yeah. Oh, yes. But the band— Dickie Wells. 
This was the original band. Like, this was the original 
Basie rhythm section: Basie— 
ISOARDI: Oh, yeah. Jo Jones. 
WILSON: —[Walter] Page, Jo Jones, and Freddie [Green]. 
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ISOARDI: Freddie Green. 
WILSON: Dickie Wells— 
ISOARDI: He was still in the band? 
WILSON: Yes. Earl Warren, Buddy Tate, Paul Gonsalves— 
ISOARDI: Paul Gonsalves was— Oh, yeah, that's right. 
WILSON: Yes, Paul Gonsalves. Jack Washington. We played 
all over. We played down in Texas: El Paso, San Antonio, 
Dallas. And we went on into Chicago and the Regal 
[Theatre]. And, as I said, he was getting ready for a big 
theater tour, big show, and I did a lot of music for 
that. 

So after we got to New York, we did some recordings 
for [RCA] Victor [Records]. I did most of the writing for 
all of the dates. 

Then I came back to Los Angeles. I was supposed to go 
right back, but I didn't go right back. I came here. And 
that was during the time— When I got back— Now, by the 
way, in '47 when I was forming my band— In those days, 
Buddy Collette had worked in my band. Of course, I knew 
him from the Les Hite days anyway, and from around town. 
We were good friends. So when I got back in '49, Central 
Avenue was still hopping. 
ISOARDI: It was. 
WILSON: Still pumping. And the union [American Federation 
of Musicians Local 767]—of course, that's when they were 
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getting into the amalgamation. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, yeah. We want to get into that. 
WILSON: So Buddy and Red Callender—you know, they were my 
friends, my dear friends. And I remember they asked me to 
go with them and get in on the amalgamation thing. I 
joined their group, the amalgamation deal, and we went 
out. I remember we went out to [Los Angeles] City College 
that first night that I went with them. We went out 
getting white musicians to sign the petition. In fact, I 
just saw Buddy Baker the other day. He was leading a band 
out there. You know Buddy Baker? 
ISOARDI: I know the name. 
WILSON: Yeah, well, Buddy—he's a fine writer. He did all 
the big Disney shows on TV, and he did a lot of records on 
Exclusive [Records], backing Herb Jeffries on those 
Exclusive dates that he had. So we went out there and were 
getting the white musicians to sign our petition so we 
could amalgamate the unions. That's where I met George 
Poole, who's a fine flute player and violinist. He later 
became my contractor after I began to really get into 
writing here in town, doing big stuff. So we had some 
meetings in Curtis Mosby's tearoom, working on the 
amalgamation. 
ISOARDI: So when you came back, they had started the ball 
rolling on the amalgamation, right? 
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WILSON: The ball was started. It was started when I got 
back. 
ISOARDI: Did they have to persuade you? What was your 
reaction to—? 
WILSON: Oh, no. Oh, no, no. Hey, you know, I was from 
Detroit. There's no segregated unions in Detroit. And 
besides, what we were going for, I'm really for. So there 
was no problem there. 

So I joined their group and then I left, went back 
with Basie. I went back with Basie and finished out the 
year, '49, with Basie. 
ISOARDI: So you were back here a little while, and while 
you were here you worked for the amalgamation. 
WILSON: Yeah, while I was here, I worked with Buddy and 
them on that, contributing, and then I left and went back 
with Basie, finished the year out with him. In fact, I was 
with Basie when he disbanded. When he disbanded to— 
ISOARDI: Ah. So 19 50? 
WILSON: Nineteen fifty, that's exactly right. So I stayed 
in New York, and I worked with Illinois Jacquet. He had a 
big band for a while that would play some theaters, and I 
did some writing for him for the theater dates. He played 
the dates, and after they were over, I joined Dizzy 
Gillespie's band. We went on with the same theater dates, 
by the way, practically the same theater dates. 
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[laughter] They would be all the same: the Apollo 
[Theatre], the Royal [Theatre] in Baltimore, the Howard 
[Theatre] in Washington, the Paradise [Theatre] in Detroit, 
the Regal in Chicago. I did some writing for Dizzy and 
played in his band. That's in '50, 1950. So I was with 
Dizzy when he broke up to get his small group. So big 
bands were folding. They were really— 
ISOARDI: Yeah, those were the dog days. 
WILSON: They were really folding, you know. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. What was it like playing in Dizzy's big 
band? 
WILSON: Oh, it was great. I enjoyed it. And I must say 
that it was during the time that it was an outstanding 
band. In fact, it was one of Dizzy's best. He had Willie 
Cook, Elmon Wright, and myself on trumpets. He only had 
three trumpets in the back line. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, with him up front. 
WILSON: Of course, he played the trumpet all the time. 
Three trombones. He had Melba Liston and a couple of other 
guys. I can't remember their names. I can't remember. 
Paul Gonsalves was in the band, John Coltrane, Jimmy Heath, 
John Lewis on piano, Al McKibbon on bass, and "Specs" 
[Charles] Wright on drums. Powerful band. 
ISOARDI: Chano Pozo had been killed by the time you 
joined? 
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WILSON: Yes, he had been killed. Now, you know, I did 
"Guachi-Guaro" for Dizzy before that, which was Chano 
Pozo's number when he was still in the band. Because I had 
been writing for Dizzy, too. I wrote for Dizzy back in the 
forties, too. 
ISOARDI: Did you when he first started up his band? 
WILSON: Well, in '48. In '48 I did stuff for him. The 
years before that, I had a band, too. See, I had a band at 
the same time Dizzy did, too, and Billy Eckstine. See, 
they had bands in '46, '45. So after I disbanded my band, 
I did some stuff for Dizzy then. But I went on with Dizzy, 
and then he disbanded, got a small group. I went back to 
New York, and I went out on a tour with Billie Holiday. 
Yeah, I went out on a tour with Billie Holiday. We formed 
a band in— 
ISOARDI: It was a small group backing her up? 
WILSON: No, a big band. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Big band. I had some powerhouse guys. I had 
Philly Joe Jones on drums; I had Johnny Coles on trumpet; 
Willie Cook, who had been with Dizzy's band; Melba Liston 
was in the band; Carrington Visor, who played with what's-
his-name so long— What's—? 
ISOARDI: Lionel Hampton? 
WILSON: No, no, the young— What's his name? Little vibes 
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player that was with Woody [Herman], What's his name? 
ISOARDI: Oh, God. Yeah, I know. 
WILSON: You know, Terry. Terry Gibbs. Carrington Visor, 
who was a fine tenor player. And the young alto player 
that's now the lead alto player with Count Basie and has 
been with him so long now, little Danny Turner. Danny was 
in that band. We toured with Billie Holiday for about six 
weeks. 

And then, after that, I came back to Los Angeles. I 
came back to Los Angeles—that was '50—and did some things 
around town here, played, and then I decided to do a 
show. I wrote a show called the "California Frolics 
Revue. " We presented it at the Riverside Rancho. Well, 
Buddy Collette was in that band. It was an enlarged 
band. I had six reeds—I was using five trumpets and five 
trombones—and— 
ISOARDI: Rivaling Stan Kenton. [laughter] 
WILSON: Yeah. And a regular rhythm section. So Buddy was 
in the band. We were rehearsing up at the union, over at 
[Local] 767. At that time, now, the amalgamation deal 
was— They were operating because— I remember one night we 
were over to a meeting over at Marl [Young]'s place along 
with Estelle Edson—I don't know if Buddy was there that 
night—and some other people. Anyway, while I was doing 
this rehearsing, I said to Buddy, "How are things going 
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with the union?" He said, "Well, we're not doing too much 
right now. " So I took it upon myself— I had a friend of 
mine, I ran into him, he was a lawyer. He's a lawyer here 
in Los Angeles, a big lawyer. His name is Calvin Porter, 
still in business here. He was a friend of mine from 
Detroit when I was going to school. So I ran into him one 
night, and we were just talking. He was asking me what I 
was doing. I said, "Well, right now I'm rehearsing a 
band. I'm going to do a big show. " And I said, "You know 
what? Calvin, I'm with a group of people. We're trying to 
get these unions amalgamated. " 

So he said, "Well, how are you doing with it?" 
I said, "Well, guys are going around getting petitions 

signed and everything. " 
He said, "Well, what's happening with it?" 
I said, "Well, right now, nothing is happening. " 
He said, "Well, why isn't anything happening?" 
I said, "Well, I don't know. " 
He said, "Well, is that all you've been doing?" 
I said, "Yeah, we've been getting petitions signed and 

trying to get it going. I talk with Buddy every day, 
because we're rehearsing and we're talking. " 

So he said, "Well, it sounds to me like there's 
something you're not doing. Let me tell you what it is. " 
He said, "Obviously, the people who are in power at the 
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union are running the union just as they want to, because 
there's nobody to stop them. " 

I said, "What do you mean?" 
He said, "Well, first you've got to go in there and 

get this thing on the floor at the union. " 
So I said, "Well, what do we do?" 
He said, "You slip in there on a day, on a general 

meeting, but you don't let them know you're coming. " 
ISOARDI: This is at 767? 
WILSON: Yes. Yes. He said, "You go in. " And he told me 
what to say. He said, "You will say, 'I move to make a 
motion that there will be a special meeting called for the 
specific purpose of discussing the amalgamation of Local 
767 to Local 47. '" These are the words he told me. And if 
you'd like to verify that, you call Attorney Porter. He is 
still in business here now. He is one of the respected 
attorneys of Los Angeles. As I say, he was a friend from 
my teenage days. 

I immediately told Buddy what we had to do. We 
immediately got in touch with everybody that was concerned 
with the movement and people that we knew would be for the 
movement. But we didn't have too much to worry about, 
because my band was already big enough to outvote them—the 
band that we were rehearsing upstairs. Already. 

So we went about it exactly like that. The next 
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general meeting, they didn't know what was happening. All 
of a sudden, all of these people come walking in. We 
picked up people in automobiles. You can verify this also 
with Melba Liston and other people. Vernon Slater— He's 
just dead recently, but— And we walked into that union 
that day, and we sat down at the meeting. And as the 
meeting got started and things were moving, I held up my 
hand to make a motion. I stood up and made it to the 
president—Leo McCoy Davis was his name—and I made that 
motion, the exact words that I'm telling you now. "I would 
like to make a motion that a special meeting will be called 
for the specific purpose of discussing the amalgamation of 
Local 767 to Local 47. " I was talking with Bill [William] 
Douglass recently, who was recently the treasurer here [at 
Local 47]. He says he seconded it, but I didn't 
remember. I thought it was Percy MacDavid. I'm not sure 
about that. I believe it was Percy MacDavid. It could 
have been Bill. But I was the one who made the motion, and 
I was the one that got the information from attorney Calvin 
Porter, and we did it exactly like that. 

Now, what did this do? What it did was, we did 
exactly that, and this afforded this group, the 
amalgamation people, to be able to go in and then vote 
their people into Local 767, where Bill Douglass, I 
believe, became the vice president, if I'm not mistaken. 
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Now, the reason I'm getting into this is because this has 
all been forgotten. I don't remember seeing Marl there 
that day, and I don't remember seeing Benny Carter there 
that day, who later became the big wheel. They were all 
working into this. I didn't remember Benny into it at any 
time until later, because we all wanted Benny to be with 
us. I think that he came in after that. But we wanted 
this. We wanted Marl because of his ability and— 
ISOARDI: He had a legal background. 
WILSON: —his legal background at the time. But that was 
the day that happened. 

And then, later, after that show that I did, I got a 
job with the Joe Adams Show on KTTV, and my band, we were 
working that. Buddy was in it, and Red Callender was my 
assistant on it. I was the music director for the show. 
We did many shows. And I played a benefit to raise money 
to support the movement at the Humanist Hall on Union 
Avenue. And you couldn't get in the place that day. My 
name was still very popular during that time, and being on 
T V — We were on TV every week with the Joe Adams Show. So 
I wanted to get this on, because this was an important 
time. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, very much so. 
WILSON: That was an important battle in the battle. 
There's always a turning point when you get to the victory 
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of a big battle. And, as I say, those things were 
happening at that time. 

Then about '51, after I finished the Joe Adams Show— 
ISOARDI: Let me just ask you one or two other things about 
the amalgamation. You presented your motion, and you got a 
special meeting called. And then, at the special meeting, 
what happened? 
WILSON: Well, by that time I had left. I left. I went to 
San Francisco myself, so I don't remember how they went on 
from there. I went to San Francisco, where I stayed for a 
couple of years. I had a band up there before I came 
back. I came back here in 1954. 
ISOARDI: Let me ask you about the opposition that you were 
bucking, because you had to sort of use this maneuver that 
your friend told you because nothing was happening. You 
guys were getting the signatures, right? You had people 
signing, willing to do it, but nothing was happening. 
WILSON: He told me, he said, "Nothing is going to happen 
with that. The petition isn't going to mean anything, 
anyway. " These are the exact words of Calvin Porter to 
me. He said, "This is what you've got to do first. " All 
they had— Listen, Buddy and them, they had everything 
ready. This was something needed to win a battle here. 
ISOARDI: What was the opposition like? I mean, where was 
it coming from? Who was sort of opposed to this? I mean, 
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somebody must have been dragging their feet if you guys had 
to— 
WILSON: Everyone there in the union. 
ISOARDI: All the leadership in the union was pretty much 
opposed— 
WILSON: All the leadership in the union. I'm very sorry 
that I didn't get the minutes from that meeting. I didn't 
even think about it. Florence Cadrez was the secretary at 
that time. It had to be in the minutes, you know. 
ISOARDI: Gee, well, they'd probably have them here, 
wouldn't they? 
WILSON: You think they would have those minutes from that 
time? 
ISOARDI: I assume all the records came over here, didn't 
they? 
WILSON: Would they still be here? 
ISOARDI: It's probably worth looking into if you want to 
make use of them. 
WILSON: I would just like to have them! I would— Listen, 
you know, I feel that I did something as a part of that, 
which is what I wanted to do. I don't want it for 
credit. I just want— You know, this is what happened. 
This happened. It happened that I was out there with them 
getting the petitions signed. This happened that my band, 
with my name— You know, I've had bands around here. You 
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can see that, how long I have— This is part of it. This 
is part of it, to my mind. This is the way I feel about 
it. This is part of it. Not for any credit or anything. 
I'm not looking for that. But just, "Hey, we're a part—" 
It took a lot of voting to do that. As I said, that day my 
band was big enough to outvote everything. And all of my 
band had to come, because we were getting ready to play 
this big show. That was the deal. I told my band, "We 
will all be here today. And you vote. When we do that, 
you do this. " Anyway, that was that part of that, and I'm 
very happy because I've been a part of that. 
ISOARDI: Was that sort of the first overtly political 
thing you'd been involved in? 
WILSON: Yeah, because I'm not a politician, anyway. 
Politics don't enter into my mind. My music has to carry 
me. I cannot go with you giving me a job because I'm a 
politician. I have never had any job in music because I 
was a politician. It is because someone wanted what I was 
doing musically. That's the way I am. I'm not a 
politician. 
ISOARDI: Did the experience change you at all? Getting 
involved in that kind of struggle? Which is certainly 
something— It was your first kind of political fight and— 
WILSON: Well, you know, I'm this kind of a person: it was 
my band that played for Martin Luther King [Jr. ] at the 
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[Los Angeles] Sports Arena against the rules of the union 
that you cannot play a benefit. 
ISOARDI: What? 
WILSON: You see, there's a rule in the union, in the 
bylaws, or the rules and regulations, whatever they are, 
that a musician can't play a benefit unless— 
ISOARDI: But musicians play benefits all the time. 
WILSON: —unless you get permission. 
ISOARDI: And they wouldn't give you permission to play at 
that one? 
WILSON: Well, they did, but it was such a big thing. 
That's why they gave it to us. It was my band that played 
at the Sports Arena on the Martin Luther King benefit, the 
day that he spoke here. I'm that kind of a person. I'm 
there, because I am always a person that's fighting for my 
people's rights. I am that kind of a person. I live in 
the heart of the black neighborhood today. That's where I 
live. And I think I'm just as good a person fighting for 
the right as there are anywhere in the world. 

But I wanted to get that on this— This is the 
truth. And if you'd like to confirm this, you can speak 
with Attorney Porter. See, it's never been mentioned. No 
one ever mentioned that. It's always forgotten, always 
forgotten. 
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ISOARDI: Well, I think that was one of the first times 
that it ever happened, where two unions had merged like 
that. It was here in L. A. 
WILSON: Yes, we did it. We did it. So I was glad t o — 
I'm documenting it everywhere I go. In fact, last year I 
was in Holland. A guy did a big interview with me there. 
It's already in print. I'm putting it everywhere. The 
truth has to come out. Because I — They had a big deal 
here one night about that where they honored Davis, who was 
the president of 767 at that time. And I know he shall 
never forget me. 
ISOARDI: Oh, he must have been opposing you, right? 
WILSON: Of course. Of course. How can you ever forget 
the person that stood up and said for the first time—? How 
can you forget it? How can that be forgotten by anyone? I 
didn't bring it up. But I'm documenting it everywhere I go 
now. I'm that kind of a person, too. But this is not for 
any other reason than that it should be there. It should 
be there. 

But anyway, I went on to San Francisco— 
ISOARDI: I'm sorry, but let me ask you one other thing. 
WILSON: Yes. 
ISOARDI: Did you understand their opposition? 
WILSON: I beg your pardon? 
ISOARDI: Why were they opposed to the amalgamation? 
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WILSON: I can understand them. Yes, I can understand 
them. However, this is something that they were— This was 
theirs. This was theirs, you know, and it was like we were 
taking something from our people, taking it somewhere 
else. Chicago had two locals. That's where Marl was 
from. He didn't do it there. There were two unions in 
Saint Louis, in Kansas City. So you were taking something 
away from them. So they didn't want this to happen. They 
didn't want this to happen. So I understood their point. 
ISOARDI: Well, it's like in that film that Ernie Andrews 
did a while ago—it was done on him—Blues for Central 
Avenue. I think he said, at one point, "Don't cry for 
Central. " He said, "We got what we wanted, but we lost 
what we loved, " or something like that. 
WILSON: Well— 
ISOARDI: So maybe it was a little bit bittersweet, do you 
think? O r — 
WILSON: Yes, well, when you think about it, all people 
have something of their own. It doesn't mean that you are 
prejudiced. But you have things that— This is part of 
you. Here, you're nothing. You're nothing. But if you 
were together, you would have a chance. You haven't got a 
chance now. It's over. It's over. It's over. The people 
that are strong—you make it in this business. We can't 
even help young people that deserve a chance, because the 
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only people that are going to make it, you've got to be a 
giant, anyway. That's the only way you're going to make 
it. You can't even help a young kid that wants to make it 
that just needs a little help. You can't even give it to 
him. One of yours is what I'm saying. Do you understand 
what I'm saying? You know, you all can't be born 
geniuses. The world, if we had to have all geniuses— In 
fact, if you had all geniuses in a band, you'd have the 
worst band in the world, anyway. [laughter] Yeah, you'd 
have the worst band, anyway. 

Anyway, I got that on the tape there. After that 
time, it's smooth sailing. I came back. I was already a 
member, of course. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 
JUNE 18, 1991 

ISOARDI: Okay, Gerald. I think we're heading down the 
home stretch now. 
WILSON: Right, we are. 
ISOARDI: Last time, we covered many things. A lot of it 
was your military service and your big band career in the 
forties, the tremendous success your big band was having. 
And then I think we also talked a little bit about some of 
your gigs on Central [Avenue], and especially your activity 
in the union [American Federation of Musicians] and the 
struggle to amalgamate the unions. So maybe we can go back 
to Central now and— 
WILSON: Yeah, we've gone over that already, the 
amalgamation and my participation in that. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, we covered all of that. That's where we 
stopped last time. 
WILSON: Okay. I would now like to just remember a few of 
the things that I had forgotten. I believe I had neglected 
to talk about some of the places I played with my orchestra 
on Central. We had already talked about the Plantation 
[Club]. I played at the Plantation, which was on Central 
but way out in Watts. It was in Watts. And also I played 
with my big band at the Downbeat Club. 
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ISOARDI: Can I ask you before you get to the Downbeat—I 
think last time you said that the Plantation was a big 
place, and it was a place where people could dance and— 
WILSON: Oh yeah, a very big place. 
ISOARDI: What did it look like? 
WILSON: Well, it was a large place with a lot of tables 
and chairs and a dance floor, and all the big bands played 
there. 
ISOARDI: What kind of a crowd did it attract? 
WILSON: Well, they attracted big crowds. 
ISOARDI: All different kinds of people? 
WILSON: Yeah, all different kinds of people, but you must 
remember that the bulk of the people that came there were 
black. There would be, of course, other nationalities, but 
the bulk of the people were black. And all the big bands 
played there: Count Basie, Jimmie Lunceford, Erskine 
Hawkins, Earl Hines, Billy Eckstine. Billie Holiday sang 
there—I played there with Billie Holiday. I finished out 
the engagement she had there when Billy Eckstine left. 
They were together when they came. Sarah Vaughan— Billy 
had Sarah with him at that time. I finished that 
engagement with Billy at the Plantation. As I say, it was 
a very, very nice place, a very nice place. Joe Morris 
owned it. 
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ISOARDI: What kind of a man was Joe Morris? 
WILSON: Joe Morris was a very nice person. He was into 
the cabaret business, and he did very well. Of course, you 
know how the cabaret business is. It seems as though— 
ISOARDI: Up and down. 
WILSON: In the end, they all seem to lose. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: Was he one of these people who just loved the 
music? Was that why he did it? 
WILSON: I guess so. I guess they are a breed that's 
born. They're born to do that. He did very well with 
it. But as you say, in the end I guess they all bite the 
dust, it seems. And his brother was a trumpet player, by 
the way. 
ISOARDI: Really? Who did he play with? 
WILSON: He was a very well known trumpet player. His name 
was Red Mack; they called him Red Mack. He was a fine 
trumpet player, a fine jazz trumpet player, and very well 
known here. Because when you came here and you talked 
about trumpet players, they talked about Red Mack. 
ISOARDI: No kidding. 
WILSON: Yes. 
ISOARDI: Was he from L. A. ? Do you know? 
WILSON: I don't know where they were from, actually. But 
you may be able— You may be able to find something about 
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him in the Encyclopedia of Jazz, because he was very well 
received as a trumpet player. I don't think he left Los 
Angeles to go out too much, but he was recognized, and 
everybody— In fact, when you talk with Lee [Young], you 
should ask him. 
ISOARDI: About Red Mack? 
WILSON: Of course. He would know all about him, because 
Lee has been here for a long time. 
ISOARDI: No kidding. [laughter] 
WILSON: Right. I met Lee when I first came here. I 
didn't know that he was Lester [Young]'s brother until I 
met him. I had met Lester when I was in school in Detroit 
when he came through with Count Basie. I had already met 
Lester. But Lee, speaking of some of the guys, too— I'll 
get into him in a minute. We'll finish with the other 
thing. 

So I played there with my big band; then I played the 
Downbeat. I was the first big band to ever play in the 
Downbeat. 
ISOARDI: Was the Downbeat big enough for a big band? 
WILSON: Well, no, it wasn't. No club is ever big enough 
for a big band. You know, that's the way it is. No club 
is ever big enough for a big band. But it's big enough for 
a big band. So I finally talked the owner there into 
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letting me bring my big band in there. He said, "Well, how 
are you going to get them in there?" I said, "Don't worry, 
we'll get them in here. " 
ISOARDI: Who was the owner? 
WILSON: At this time, there was a — I don't even remember 
his name. Not the same people who had been there when I 
worked there— See, I worked there with Lee Young before I 
played there with my big band. In fact, if you'll notice 
on the ads you gave me, you'll see that I'm playing trumpet 
with Lee Young, but I'm also rehearsing my band at that 
time, my first band. I was into rehearsal with the first 
band that I ever had. But we didn't play there until about 
1947. About '47 or even a little later, even '48. So 
there was a long time in between when I worked there with 
Lee, with his quartet. 
ISOARDI: What was the Downbeat like? It was a famous 
place, and a lot of people talk about it, but what did it 
look like? 
WILSON: Well, it was a beautiful little club. It was 
really for small combos. And they had all the fine combos 
that came in there—groups that were hot at the time, you 
know. 
ISOARDI: That was the place to play, or one of the places? 
WILSON: That was one of the places to play. It was owned 
by Hal Stanley, whom I knew very well, and Elihu McGhee. 
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Elihu is still— 
ISOARDI: Is that the guy you call "Black Dot"? 
WILSON: That's Black Dot. Black Dot. He is still 
living. In fact, every time I play at Maria's [Memory 
Lane] now, he comes by to see me. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: Every time. Yes, he's still living. However, Hal 
Stanley, I think, was one of the owners, too. Now, Hal 
Stanley was also at one time managing Kay Starr. Hal was 
managing Kay when I worked at the Casbah [Supper Club] as a 
trumpet player with Benny Carter. He had a seven-piece 
group there, and we backed Kay Starr. She was the star of 
the show. It was Kay Starr and Benny Carter. They were 
the stars. This nightclub out on Figueroa [Street] near 
Manchester [Avenue]. 
ISOARDI: This was the Casbah? 
WILSON: Casbah. A very fine club. It had dinner and 
dancing and all of that. We played there eight weeks, I 
think. Eight weeks with her. 

So the Downbeat was really one of the places to play. 
ISOARDI: But it was a very small, intimate kind of club? 
WILSON: It was a small club. I'd say it would maybe seat 
125 people. 
ISOARDI: What would you see when you walked in the front 
door? 
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WILSON: Well, when you walked in the front door, you'd 
walk in, and there's this fine bar, a long bar, right on 
the wall there. 
ISOARDI: On the left side of it? 
WILSON: Yeah. As you walk in, to your left, there's this 
fine bar, a little area there. You'd walk around, and you 
could stand at the end. Because I remember when I played 
there, Art Tatum used to come in every night and stand 
right over there to hear my band. He loved my band. He 
would come in every night. He wanted me to play some of my 
numbers that at that time were considered to be far ahead, 
because I was already using harmonies that no other bands 
were actually utilizing. 
ISOARDI: You were writing eight-part harmonies then? 
WILSON: Not at that time. No, I hadn't got to that yet. 
[laughter] I hadn't got to that yet. 
ISOARDI: I was wondering just how far ahead you were then. 
WILSON: Yeah. I was deep into six, though, at that 
time. I was deep into six-part. Yeah, deep into six-part, 
where most bands are just getting to six. Some of them 
aren't even to six yet, really. They usually write four-
part, double the lead. That's usually the sound in the 
band. It can never get any larger, because it's like a guy 
with his fist hitting there. He's hitting you there. It 
sounds all right unless a guy comes in with eight. Then he 
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hits you like that, you know. The impact is— Well, it's 
like there's more mass. 
ISOARDI: Oh, yeah. 
WILSON: You know, more mass. Anyway—we're getting 
technical here now—but yeah, you'd see that bar and then 
the tables and chairs. And the bandstand was in the center 
of the building over on the right side, and there were 
tables all out from there. 
ISOARDI: All around it, fanned all around it. 
WILSON: All around there, tables all the way out to 
there. So I played in many clubs that were no larger. In 
fact, the South Land Cafe in Boston, where Jimmie 
Lunceford's band played, wasn't any larger. 
ISOARDI: That big band played in a small cafe like that? 
WILSON: Yes. Yes. They played in this club, the South 
Land. 
ISOARDI: Geez, knock the walls out. 
WILSON: Yeah, the other bands played— Well, actually, it 
was where the Jimmie Lunceford band got a thing going 
there that no other band was doing. To keep it from being 
loud, we started playing very soft. What we would d o — You 
know, the loudest thing in the band, of course, is the 
trumpets—the brass section. The trombones can play very 
soft, and they can play soft up to a high register. I 
mean, not the highest register, but some can even do 
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that. The instrument is one that fits everything. If you 
notice, the trombones play with everything. They can play 
with the violins. They can play so soft, they can have the 
background going for the violins, stringed instruments, 
flutes, oboes—light instruments, you know. So it was 
where we devised the method of dropping the trumpets down 
an octave. We would play the trumpet parts down an 
octave. We would play them real soft. And then it sounds 
so good. 

Actually, Count Basie later made a fortune doing it. 
You know, that was part of their thing. But the Jimmie 
Lunceford band started it. They started it. They'd play 
real soft. And then what we did was, after we came out, we 
decided to leave it in there like, only we'd play it like 
that, very soft, which I do now with my band. I do a 
demonstration— It's always the first number I play, and 
it's a number that I wrote back in the forties, which 
proves that the Jimmie Lunceford band was the first to do 
it, because that's where I got it from. And when I went 
with Count Basie, he asked me to write a number like that, 
like the Jimmie Lunceford band, when they played what we 
call ensemble and played real soft first. Real quiet. And 
then you do the same thing, the identical notes and things 
triple fortissimo, raising those trumpets up an octave. 
You don't raise the trombones. There's nothing to it. 
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By chance, that happened, and it became one of our big 
sellers, one of the big sellers with the Lunceford 
orchestra. And as I said, later on— All bands do it 
now. Every band you hear playing now, you'll be hearing 
them, they'll all be playing soft. Jimmie Lunceford's band 
started that. They started that, yeah. Anyway, so— 
ISOARDI: That was the Downbeat. 
WILSON: That was the Downbeat. I played there. I played 
there more than once with my big band. And then I played 
the Lincoln Theatre, 1947, with Nat King Cole. I played 
the Lincoln Theatre with Nat King Cole. 
ISOARDI: With your band? 
WILSON: With my band. Yes. This is after I had disbanded 
my band in the east. And I came back and— So in '47, I 
played some dates with my band. I organized another band 
and kept it around town, just playing little gigs around 
town and playing— I played the Lincoln, as I said. 
ISOARDI: Was he playing just piano then? Had he started 
singing at all? 
WILSON: Nat? Oh, Nat was singing. They were already on 
top. They had just come back from a big tour. 
ISOARDI: You mean the trio? 
WILSON: The trio, and Benny Carter's band. And when they 
got back, Carlos Castel hired me to play the— He was the 
manager of Nat King Cole. He also managed Stan Kenton. 
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Big man. They became so big, he was one of the big— I had 
met him when I came here. The first day I got into Los 
Angeles, I met him. In fact, he drove Snooky [Young] and I 
to the hotel, to the Dunbar Hotel. He was kind of like a 
booker, promoter, in those days. And he had something to 
do with the first date we played at the Glendale Civic 
Auditorium, which was one of the first gigs we played in 
California after we got here. 

Anyway, I played these— 
ISOARDI: Was the Lincoln like a big movie house? 
WILSON: Yes, it was a movie house. And they'd have stage 
shows. For instance, that's where I joined Count Basie's 
band in 1948. 
ISOARDI: Your first gig with them was at the Lincoln? 
WILSON: Was at the Lincoln Theatre. It was at the Lincoln 
Theatre. Yeah. I played there with him. And then I 
played the Avedon Ballroom with Nat King Cole. That was 
downtown on Spring Street. 
ISOARDI: That's where the Avedon was, right? 
WILSON: Yes, right in back of the Orpheum Theatre on 
Spring Street. Fine ballroom. All the bands played there, 
and everything. Beautiful ballroom. I played there with 
Nat King Cole again. 

Let me see, the other places. I've told you about the 
Plantation— 
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ISOARDI: Well, there may be some people, also. You 
mentioned Lee Young. 
WILSON: Oh yeah, Lee Young. Of course, I worked with Lee 
Young's quartet, but I also did a lot of work with Lee with 
Phil Moore. We both recorded with Phil Moore, who was very 
big in recording. Phil Moore was also— He had lived here 
a long time. They were here a long time. In fact, I met 
him when I came here in 1940 with Jimmie Lunceford, when he 
brought an arrangement for us to rehearse out at the Casa 
Manana. So I met Phil then, but when I came back to live, 
I later started recording with Phil. I made many 
recordings with Phil. He was Lena Home's accompanist, he 
was her arranger, and he did all of her work that she did 
at MGM [Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer] mostly. He'd do the 
arranging, and we'd be in the band. Lee would be in the 
band, I would be in the band, Snooky Young. In fact, our 
whole trumpet section that had played with Les Hite and 
Benny Carter, we all played with Phil Moore. 
ISOARDI: Wow. What was his official position? Did he 
have a position in the recording industry or the movie 
studios or something? 
WILSON: Well, he didn't actually have a position, but he 
worked there all the time. 
ISOARDI: He was someone they all wanted, then. 
WILSON: He worked there all the time. He did work for 
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Nathaniel Schildkret, even. It's like ghostwriting. I've 
never seen his name on the screen. They did him really a 
bad deal. I kicked because they didn't put my name in 
Where the Boys Are and the other movies that I scored 
for. I kicked. That was even in the late fifties. But 
this guy was already writing music for MGM and other 
studios, too. 
ISOARDI: And it was all ghosted. 
WILSON: All ghosted. And he wrote a lot. Not only him— 
Calvin Jackson wrote many scores at MGM, many. I'm not 
speaking like one or two or three. I'm talking like ten or 
fifteen. Heavy, heavy scores, you know. And Phil, the 
same thing. Phil— Cabin in the Sky, he finished that 
up. Duke had to leave; he finished that up. He could 
write just like Duke Ellington. He was a fantastic writer. 
ISOARDI: Who was he? No one has really talked much about 
his background. Do you know anything about where he came 
from or—? 
WILSON: Phil Moore, he came from Seattle, I believe. Yes, 
Seattle. I think he went to one of the schools up there. 
Very, very fantastic musician. He'd do it all: classical, 
huge orchestras. I recorded with many of his big 
orchestras, all kinds of combinations: strings, English 
horn, oboes, flutes, alto flute, bass flute—all of the 
instruments. He could do it all. And, as I said, he was 
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Lena's accompanist. We recorded with Lena, did many of her 
recordings. I played trumpet with Phil. And Lee was 
always the drummer. Marshall Royal, Henry Coker. We all 
worked with Phil a lot, many dates. 
ISOARDI: Did he ever get the recognition? 
WILSON: I don't think Phil got the recognition that was 
really due him. Although his stature in the music world 
was very big, he had— People didn't know about him, but 
all the musicians knew about him. He was really a 
musician. He went to New York and stayed for many years. 
He was the kind of a guy that— He lived it fine. His 
apartment was in Carnegie Hall. That's where he lived. 
And he wrote for all the big people, because he could do it 
all. Really, that was one of the big inspirations in my 
life. We became great friends. I played with him, his 
group. He's one of my inspirations. The new inspiration 
that I needed, really, after I left Jimmie Lunceford's band 
was Phil Moore. He's terrific. He's terrific. 
Beautiful. 

Well, we all worked with him, Lee and— 
ISOARDI: What was it like to work with Lee? 
WILSON: Lee is a great guy. He's just always a wonderful 
person. He likes everything to be good, because he's a 
fine drummer, can read, do it all. Yeah, he could do it 
all. He's a fine musician and a fine person. All I can 
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say about Lee Young is that— Well, his career proves what 
kind of a guy he was. He later went with Nat King Cole, 
and I believe he stayed with Nat until Nat died. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: I believe. He was kind of like— They were really 
great friends, and I think he was a great asset to Nat, 
being with him. He, I guess, probably handled things for 
Nat, did whatever he wanted him to do. I don't really 
know, but I know he stayed with him. I believe he stayed 
with him until he died. And then he later came out and he 
was an A and R [artists and repertoire] man over where I 
used to record, Liberty Records. He started over there, A 
and R, and then he went to ABC [American Broadcasting 
Corporation]. He was the president of NARAS [National 
Association of Recording Arts and Sciences]. So we worked 
all around, did recordings, other kinds of recordings. 
Like I remember at Capitol [Records]— 
ISOARDI: Did you work in the studios, then, with Lee? 
WILSON: With Lee, no. The only studio work I did, as I 
say, was with Phil, and then not as a regular. These would 
be jobs, special jobs— 
ISOARDI: You'd get called in on, like, a freelance kind of 
thing. 
WILSON: There were no regular blacks working in any 
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studio, no studio at that time. But you'd get called in on 
jobs if it was a job you could do. And of course it would 
usually come through Phil. That's about it. Because Phil 
was the man. Phil was the big man. As I said— Hazel 
Scott— We worked with Hazel. 

I remember one period there where Benny came out and 
he did some work at— He worked on Stormy Weather. I 
remember when he came out, he worked on Stormy Weather. 
But these were all jobs. This was no regular deal. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, a staff position or anything like that. 
WILSON: Yeah. But, as I say, Phil, he worked quite a bit 
out there, and he was like a ghostwriter. There would be 
days when he would be the only black there. That was 
because he had written the music, had scored the music, you 
know. 
ISOARDI: Let me mention another name to you: Melba 
Liston, who I guess started playing with you when she was 
very young. 
WILSON: Yeah. 
ISOARDI: Maybe you could talk a little bit about her and 
about women in jazz. Because she must have been kind of an 
exception, I suppose, then. 
WILSON: Melba was a fine trombone player. She was playing 
in the band at the Lincoln Theatre, the pit band, along 
with some other people: Charles Brown, who was the 
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pianist— He was singing, of course, but he was there as 
the pianist in this pit band. They played all the shows 
that came in. See, they had a stage show every week at the 
Lincoln. They'd have a stage show and, of course, 
movies. And this went on every week. She was already 
playing in that band. Melba had already been playing 
around here. She was already a fine musician. She could 
already write at that time. 
ISOARDI: Yeah. But she was still really young, though, 
wasn't she? In her teens? Or was she older than that? 
WILSON: Yeah, she was in her— Let's see. I imagine Melba 
was in her teens, right, in her teens. She joined my band 
in 1944, so she was maybe about seventeen when she joined 
my band. She was with my band when it disbanded, and she 
was with all of my other bands at that time. She had 
played with other of the bands, too, and had written for 
other people, singers and stuff. Really a fine musician. 
Still a fine musician. I think she's one of the finest 
writers, women writers. And I'm not saying that to b e — 
She's just a fine writer. She's one of the finest writers 
that I've ever heard. I don't know any woman writer that 
can beat Melba writing. I haven't run across any that can 
beat her writing. 
ISOARDI: Was she writing when you hired her? 
WILSON: She was already writing when— Yes. In fact, I 
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recorded a couple of her arrangements in 1945. I recorded 
a couple of them. And then later she did some work with 
me, and she— So she's really one of the finest, and she's 
still here. She later went, of course, with Dizzy 
Gillespie and did a lot of work in New York, but, yeah, 
she's one of the finest. 

I had another girl in my band too. 
ISOARDI: Who was that? 
WILSON: Her name was Vivian Fears. 
ISOARDI: I don't know that name. 
WILSON: She was a fine pianist. I had picked her up in 
Chicago. She had been playing with Fletcher Henderson's 
band. She was with Fletcher's band when I met her, and she 
left Chicago with me. She joined me in Chicago and left 
with me. She was from Saint Louis. Another fine pianist, 
played real great jazz. Fine piano player. 
ISOARDI: Did the women playing in your band ever encounter 
any unusual problems or anything just by being women 
playing in a mostly male jazz band? 
WILSON: No. As I said, Melba and Vivian, they never 
experienced anything. They played good. You respect a 
person for their ability, and they were both right on top 
of everything. They could take care of it. For instance, 
Melba was actually— She was such a good trombone player, 
she could play it all. She could play lead, she could play 
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solos, too—usually play it better than the guys. 
ISOARDI: Before we move on, are there any other 
individuals or places that maybe we haven't touched upon 
that you have a strong memory of? 
WILSON: I'm trying to remember all the rest of the things 
that were happening now. You remember that Eddie Heywood 
was in town at that time. He was very popular here. We 
played down at Shepp's Playhouse, which was on Los Angeles 
and First [Street]. I think I've gone over that, probably. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, you mentioned that. 
WILSON: Yeah, we were downstairs at the cabaret; they were 
upstairs at the lounge—like a bar, where people would sit, 
tables and chairs—which was as large as the Downbeat was 
upstairs. And then they had this club where we had chorus 
girls, and they'd have a show every— See, they'd have a 
show that would run for like a month. They'd have a 
producer produce a show, and this show would go for about a 
month, and then they'd change the show about every month. 
ISOARDI: So with chorus girls and scenery and the whole 
bit? 
WILSON: Yeah, chorus girls, scenery, there were dancers 
and comedians, singers, and a band. They'd have dancing 
and stuff. I'm trying to think of what else I can think 
of. Just slowly running out. [laughter] Yeah, because 
it's all coming down to— In the meantime, though, you know 
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the Last Word [Cafe] was across the street from the 
Downbeat. 
ISOARDI: Was the Last Word like the Downbeat? Or was it 
very different? 
WILSON: Yeah, but it was— Actually, it had been built 
later than the Downbeat. The Downbeat was first. And it 
was very pretty in there, and it was kind of new. It was 
new. It was real nice. And they'd have groups like the 
Blazers, which was Charles Brown and Oscar Moore's brother, 
Johnny Moore. They were called the Blazers. And then 
later, Oscar left Nat Cole and joined his brother Johnny, 
and they had four in the group then. They had two guitars, 
bass, drums, and piano. Yeah. Because Charles Brown 
played the piano. That's right. So they were there and 
other groups, too. I can't remember all the groups. There 
were a lot of groups. 

Buddy Banks. Buddy Banks's group played there. They 
were very popular around town. Did anybody talk about 
Buddy Banks? 
ISOARDI: No, not at all. 
WILSON: Buddy Banks had a nice group. He was an arranger, 
did all of his arranging. He was a tenor sax player. And 
there was a club that used to be a nice club over on San 
Pedro [Street] that was real hot, right over off of 
Jefferson [Boulevard]. 
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ISOARDI: Which place? 
WILSON: I can't even think of the name of it. You might 
ask Lee, by the way. But Buddy and them, they all played 
around in the same clubs. He played at Downbeat, the 
[Club] Alabam. And I played the Alabam, too, with my big 
band. This was the band that I had in 1947 and '48, 
because I left with Basie about the middle of the year or 
something. I left. But we played there. We played in the 
Downbeat with my big band. 

Now, did you talk with Johnny Otis? 
ISOARDI: Not yet. He's certainly on our list. 
WILSON: Yeah. Johnny played at the Alabam for a long 
time. In fact, that's where he started his big band, at 
the Alabam. 
ISOARDI: He had the house band? 
WILSON: He was the house band. He was the house band. He 
was very fortunate and lucky with his band. He later got 
with the Ink Spots. 
ISOARDI: Johnny Otis did? 
WILSON: Yeah, his band toured with the Ink Spots. Yeah. 
I forget the guy— Ben Bart. Ben Bart. He wanted me to 
go, in fact, offered me that job. He offered me that job 
with the Ink Spots. But I was all set. I was back in the 
east. My bookers had booked me. But they were after me, 
all the bookers. Joe Glazer wanted my band. They all 
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wanted my band. And I remember Ben Bart wanted me. Ben 
Bart had this deal with the Ink Spots. Yeah. Johnny 
toured with them, which was good for him. Johnny was just 
down here a couple of weeks ago. 
ISOARDI: He's going strong. I think he's even got a 
radio— 
WILSON: He's not here now. I mean, he doesn't live in 
town anymore. 
ISOARDI: Oh, he's up in the Bay Area now? 
WILSON: He lives in Sebastopol [California]. 
ISOARDI: Ah. Okay. Well, let me ask you, Gerald, about 
musical styles. What were the different kinds of sounds 
you could hear on the avenue? 
WILSON: Well, you've got it right here. It's very 
simple. As I say, okay, all the big bands were coming into 
town. All of the black bands—they all had styles. That 
was the name of the game. Duke Ellington certainly had a 
style, Count Basie certainly had a style, Earl Hines— Even 
Earl Hines had a style, Erskine Hawkins had a style, Buddy 
Johnson had a style. All of the bands had style. And all 
of the musicians—and we're talking black and white here 
now— You don't hear any blacks trying to play like Tommy 
Dorsey's band. You don't hear any blacks trying to sound 
like Glenn Miller. The only way for you to hear them 
sounding like Glenn Miller is when you hear one of them 
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play "In the Mood, " and a black guy wrote that. Not only 
did he write "In the Mood, " he wrote the arrangement that 
Glenn Miller played. 
ISOARDI: Oh, I didn't know that. 
WILSON: Yeah. 
ISOARDI: Oh, he wrote the arrangement, as well? 
WILSON: Yeah, Joe Garland. He not only wrote the number, 
he wrote the arrangement that they played. In fact, if he 
was here now, living, he should be one of the richest 
musicians that ever lived. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, if there's one jazz piece that's known 
around the world, it's the opening of "In the Mood, " the 
first few bars. 
WILSON: That's it. Hey, it's all over TV right now all 
the time, even when disco was going. [laughter] 
ISOARDI: That's right. [laughter] 
WILSON: It was the biggest thing. This guy's name is Joe 
Garland. He's a black tenor sax player, played with Louis 
Armstrong's band. Not only that, he wrote Les Brown's 
theme song, "Leap Frog. " Joe Garland. 
ISOARDI: Yeah, I knew he wrote "In the Mood. " I didn't 
know he'd done the arranging. 
WILSON: Didn't get the credit that he deserved. 
ISOARDI: Really. That made that Miller band. Boy, what a 
song. 
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WILSON: Yeah. But what we're talking about is style. 
That's no reflection— This is no reflection. I mean, to 
me these are the things, as it should— You know, jazz is 
expressing yourself, and each person you are, you have to 
express how you feel. And no two people feel alike. No 
two groups of people feel alike. It would be like, what am 
I going to do trying to play mariachi on the trumpet? In 
fact, you can only find one person in the world who can 
play mariachi on the trumpet, and that's a Mexican. Nobody 
else can play it. You can't copy it. You cannot copy it 
because of the human element that's involved in it. 

But what are we getting at here? So all of these 
styles were on there. All of the musicians that you heard, 
or that we heard, if he was a tenor player, he was trying 
to play like Coleman Hawkins or Lester Young or Chu Berry 
or Julian Dash or Joe Thomas and a few others. If he was a 
trumpet player, he was trying to play like Louis Armstrong 
or Red Allen or Roy Eldridge or Dud Bascomb— Who's the guy 
with Duke? 
ISOARDI: Cat Anderson? 
WILSON: Well, Cat, yeah. But even before Cat. What's his 
name? He lived out here for so long, too. A little guy. 
They have a book on his life. I'll think of it. [Rex 
Stewart] But all these guys had styles. And the same 
thing with the trombones. All trombone players either 
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tried to play like Lawrence Brown or Trummy Young, [J. C. ] 
Higginbotham, Stumpy—who you've never heard of, played 
with Teddy Wilson— And, like I said, Ben Webster for the 
tenor again. Altos, you've got the same thing. So the 
whole thing is that all the blacks— 
ISOARDI: It was all there. 
WILSON: You've got to try to play like some of these 
people. Now, if you're someone that's got a style of your 
own, you're going to come out. We'd know about you now, 
wouldn't we. Sure. We'd know who you are by now. You 
would have said something that we— We know about Charlie 
Parker, don't we. We know about Dizzy Gillespie. 

So the point is that Central Avenue, which was just 
like 125th Street in New York, that's where all the black 
people were. They couldn't go any other place. Where were 
they going to go? They couldn't come out here. There was 
no place they could go out here. They could work at a 
couple of places out here. They couldn't go in the front 
door here, either. So they were all there together, just 
like that. They had to stay here, they had to live here. 
Duke Ellington: you'd catch him right there at the 
Dunbar. Count Basie, right there. [laughter] We all had 
the same thing in New York. No different in New York. It 
was no different. 
ISOARDI: This is a different kind of question. How 
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important was Central Avenue in your development? I mean, 
were you pretty much fully formed when you came here? What 
did you get out of it? 
WILSON: In my development? 
ISOARDI: In your musical development. 
WILSON: Oh, it definitely has a lot to do with me. You 
must remember that I organized my first band here. And I 
had just begun. And as I explained to you, later I quit on 
top. You have the proof sitting right there. But Central 
Avenue was very instrumental in my development, because it 
was here that I had a chance to determine which way I 
wanted to go, and my inspiration— I had inspiration 
here. As I say, Phil Moore was one of my biggest 
inspirations as a writer. And Calvin Jackson, who later 
moved here right after— I knew Calvin, too. You must 
remember that— I didn't mention it, but Calvin Jackson 
also wrote arrangements for Jimmie Lunceford when I was 
with Jimmie Lunceford's band. 
ISOARDI: Oh, I didn't know that. 
WILSON: In 1939, I met him when we were rehearsing one of 
his numbers in New York. 
ISOARDI: That was before he had anything to do with the 
studios out here. 
WILSON: Oh, yes. That's when he was just a freelance 
piano player and writer around New York. He later joined 
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Harry James, where he stayed for— Wrote a lot of stuff for 
Harry James. Then he went to MGM and did so much work over 
there for them. But all these people were here. And the 
other people were coming in and out all the time. Count's 
band was coming in and out. In fact, I rehearsed my first 
number with Count Basie here at the Aragon Ballroom when 
they were playing out there, another ballroom that blacks 
couldn't even go into. 
ISOARDI: Where was the Aragon? 

WILSON: Out on the beach here. Out on the beach. I guess 
it's Venice somewhere, the Aragon. I played out there once 
with Dinah Washington. So it was out there on the beach. 
That was in about '44, '45, something like that. 
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ISOARDI: Okay, Gerald. I guess that about covered that 
point. Do you have anything else you want to add about the 
importance of Central Avenue? 
WILSON: As I was saying, to my development— It afforded 
me a place to really develop as a musician because I was 
able to work in these places with my band and live. 
Central Avenue was a place where my people lived. And you 
wanted to know, you had said, about the decline of Central, 
why. 
ISOARDI: Well, actually, before we get into that— If you 
want to go into that now— Well, before I ask you my two 
big questions here at the end, there was one other point 
that I wanted to raise with you, and that was sort of the 
recording industry. You mentioned, I guess, that you had 
worked for, was it, Otis Rene and Excelsior [Records], and 
you'd also recorded for, is it, Black and White [Records]? 
WILSON: Yes. Otis Rene signed me up in 1945. 
ISOARDI: For Excelsior? 
WILSON: For Excelsior Records, which was the same label 
that Nat King Cole was on, his first recordings. 
ISOARDI: So it promoted black artists. It was a black 
label, primarily. 

WILSON: Black label, yes. And Nat's first big hit was on 
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Excelsior, "I'm Lost, " and the other I think, "Straighten 
Up and Fly Right, " if I'm not mistaken. It might have been 
on there. But two or three hits he had on there that h e — 
They were on Excelsior, before he went with Capitol. 
ISOARDI: Were there a lot of smaller, independent labels 
like this? 
WILSON: Yeah, okay. There was Excelsior, which was Otis 
Rene; there was Exclusive [Records], which was Leon Rene. 
Now, you've got to know who these Rene brothers are. You 
know who they are? Do you know what they did? 
ISOARDI: Not much. 
WILSON: Okay. Leon and Otis, they were songwriters. Leon 
wrote "When It's Sleepy Time Down South. " Otis, he had 
some big hits himself. He had "Someone's Rockin' My 
Dreamboat, " "I'm Lost"—the one that King Cole sang—and 
others that I can't think of at the moment. But they had a 
lot of hit records. "I Lost My Sugar in Salt Lake City. " 
What else did they—? "Rockin' Robin. " That's even going 
today. Well, both of the brothers were songwriters. This 
was how I got on Excelsior. As you'll notice, there's my 
first Down Beat review there. Let's take a look at that, 
because I've forgotten what they said. 
ISOARDI: That was in that thing you gave me? 
WILSON: Yes. It's on there, the Down Beat recordings. In 
fact, just read it out to me, because I don't have my 
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glasses on. 
ISOARDI: Sure. 
WILSON: Right here, this. 
ISOARDI: "Diggin' the Discs with Don"? 
WILSON: Yeah, that's from Down Beat, yes. 
ISOARDI: Oh, from Down Beat magazine. Okay. 
WILSON: Yeah. 
ISOARDI: [reads from article] 
The first records of the Gerald Wilson band have reached 
the office. 

This was a band you put together— 
WILSON: What year does that say there? Does it have a 
year there? 
ISOARDI: No, it doesn't have a date on there. 
WILSON: Okay. It had to be 1945. Because that's the 
first year that I — 
ISOARDI: Okay, let's see. 
The first records of the Gerald Wilson band have reached 
the office, six sides in all. They more than prove the 
excellence of this colored aggregation. 
WILSON: Notice what he says, "colored aggregation. " 
[laughter] 
ISOARDI: It is old! [laughter] 
WILSON: [laughter] What year was that? 
ISOARDI: A long time ago. [laughter] 
Wilson, ex-Lunceford trumpet man and arranger, has scored 
some excellent originals and several Otis Rene tunes for 
Excelsior. Results are fine. 
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WILSON: Well, you see, that's how I got the job, see, 
because I had to do his tunes. See now, the tunes that are 
here— What are the numbers there? "Puerto Rican—" 
ISOARDI: Oh, they've got them listed here? These songs 
here? 
WILSON: Yeah. 
ISOARDI: "Moonrise"— 
WILSON: "Moonrise. " 
ISOARDI: "Synthetic Joe"— 
WILSON: "Synthetic Joe. " 
ISOARDI: "Just One of Those Things, " "Just Give Me a Man. " 
WILSON: "Just Give Me a Man. " No, "Synthetic Joe" is 
mine. Now, that's a name from the Dick Tracy character. 
ISOARDI: Oh, really? 
WILSON: You ever heard of the Dick—? See, I had written 
that while I was in the navy. That was a Dick Tracy 
character. Okay. But the other three were that— 
ISOARDI: "Top of the Hill" and "Puerto Rican Breakdown"? 
WILSON: Those were all his. 
ISOARDI: Oh, really? 
WILSON: So actually all I got in there was one number, 
right? 
ISOARDI: But he didn't arrange them, did he? 
WILSON: I arranged them all. I arranged them all. But 

that was the only way I could get the job, because I could 
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arrange and orchestrate the numbers. 
ISOARDI: So that was the deal, eh? 
WILSON: Yeah. 
ISOARDI: How did you handle business with the Renes? Did 
you get a cut of the royalties? 
WILSON: Yeah, I got royalties. I got royalties. They 
paid me to arrange the date and paid us to record it. Now, 
that was just the first. Now, I made a number of sides of 
this guy. I made, I would say— Oh, I'm trying to think. 
I must have made twenty or twenty-five recordings for them. 
ISOARDI: Gee, in what—about a year's time or so? 
WILSON: Yeah, [about] 1946. Then I went with Black and 
White. 
ISOARDI: Who ran Black and White? 
WILSON: Okay, Black and White—I don't know the people 
that actually owned it, but Norman Granz got me on the 
deal. He presented what he called the Norman Granz 
Specialty Series. And Norman put me on that, see. So I 
did two dates for them, two dates for them that were very 
successful. 

I did other things, though. Like, my band was the 
first band to actually record "Come Sunday, " Duke's 
number. That's on Excelsior. I recorded a whole group of 
numbers with three Jewish girls named the Thrasher Sisters, 
a whole date with just them. They were singers, a trio. I 
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did a lot of stuff for Rene. He was a good guy. 
ISOARDI: Treated you right, then? You never had a 
problem. 
WILSON: Oh, well, you know, I'll tell you— You know, what 
can I say? 
ISOARDI: Yeah. Well, compared— You know, most people 
tell stories about not getting anything. They got paid to 
do a session, and that was it. They never saw royalties, 
never saw nothing. But it sounds like you, at least, got a 
little more than that. 
WILSON: I'm trying to remember. [laughter] I'm trying to 
remember if I ever got any royalties. [laughter] I don't 
know. But it was what you had to have. You had to have a 
record. The records put me in business. 
ISOARDI: Okay, so the records would get you the gigs, 
then. 
WILSON: Got me the gigs. 
ISOARDI: And that's where you'd make your money. 
WILSON: I left here, the records— I played big places 
here and then left— Stayed in Salt Lake City thirteen 
weeks. Went to Saint Louis, that same place that Ella 
[Fitzgerald]— That was my second trip. The first trip, I 
was there alone with a big show. Then I went back again 
for another six weeks with Ella Fitzgerald. We played 
everywhere. We played Dallas, Texas; we played 
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Philadelphia; we played New York, as I said; we played 
Pittsburgh; Chicago, you know. You're getting these good 
gigs, and things were really opening up there. Like I say, 
the records put me there. When my Black and White records 
came out, that only enhanced it again. It enhanced it. It 
was fine. I did all right. 
ISOARDI: What about major record companies? Did they come 
after you? Or was it—? 
WILSON: Well, you see, I was already going, and had I 
stayed in— 
ISOARDI: Somebody would have picked you up. 
WILSON: Oh, yeah. Because, see, I was really— Well, I'll 
tell you, I had this— I had this three-year deal that 
Beryl Adams had gotten me to go with Mercury [Records], 
when I did the thing with Dinah [Washington], This was all 
part of the deal. Look, for this, you've got it here; 
here's three years, Mercury Records. I had already been in 
New York. They'd already hired us to come back like a 
couple of times a year. [Frank] Schifman, the owner of the 
Apollo [Theatre], loved my band, loved it. Yeah. Already 
booked back to Chicago, all the theaters. Louis Jordan. 
See, we were right there. Joe Glazer was waiting to take 
me over. I later went with Joe Glazer's office— 
ISOARDI: Did you? 

WILSON: Before he died. This was in the sixties. This 
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was after I had re-formed and started again. I say started 
again because that's when I started the next rise of 
building my band again. So it took me all that time to do 
these things and to do the things I wanted to do. 

Did I give you a thing on my [Los Angeles] 
Philharmonic [Orchestra] thing there? Let's take a look in 
there. Open up that packet. Let me see if that's in 
there. 
ISOARDI: I think it's just your bio. 
WILSON: Is it just a bio? Because I usually— 
ISOARDI: That's what you gave me. 
WILSON: Just a bio? 
ISOARDI: And the other things were the photos. 
WILSON: Oh, no, read this. Read that. Take a look at 
that. 
ISOARDI: Oh, the thing you've got circled? 
WILSON: Take a look at that. Well, you can start it from 
the top so you know what you're reading. This is Hollywood 
Variety. That's 1972. Take a look at what's going on 
there. 
ISOARDI: [reads from article] 
A tribute to black music was presented by Zubin Mehta and 
the Los Angeles Philharmonic with black instrumental and 
choral— 

What's this from? This is from Variety, right? 
WILSON: That's from Hollywood Variety, yes. 
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ISOARDI: [reads from article] 
Black compositions ranged from the ragtime of Scott Joplin 
through the church music of Margaret Bonds to the modern 
jazz of Oliver Nelson. But why no Coleridge-Taylor? 
Outstanding— 
WILSON: Now, you know who [Samuel] Coleridge-Taylor is. 
ISOARDI: No, I don't. 
WILSON: Okay. Coleridge-Taylor—I'll tell you who he is— 
he's an English composer, but he's black. His name is 
Coleridge-Taylor. So they say, "Why no Coleridge-Taylor?" 
ISOARDI: Oh, I see. So they're being serious, yeah. 
WILSON: Yeah. Okay. 
ISOARDI: Okay. 
Outstanding was Gerald Wilson's 'Debut: 52172'— 
WILSON: That tells everything right there, doesn't it? 
Doesn't that tell everything? What does it say? It says 
"outstanding. " Okay, you can go on and read if you like. 
ISOARDI: [reads from article] 
Wilson currently teaches at San Fernando Valley State 
College. He has long been acclaimed for his jazz writing, 
Ellington, Basie, etc., and his own orchestra. This is his 
first work for a major symphony orchestra. Opening with 
forbidding and moving low chords on cellos, it moves to 
sensuous Ravelish chords in the violins over pedal bass. 
The composition is notable for both delicate and 
invigorating contrast. Theme moves, interweaves, and 
answers, from violins to cellos to woodwinds to horns, all 
highlighted by thrilling brass climaxes. 

WILSON: That's the whole story. Now, on this program, 
they had [William Grant Still], who was the dean of black 
composers, who he really is, because he's, to my mind— I 
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love his work. But it says, "outstanding" was my number. 
Now, I must have handled it right. Now, my score— There 
are no mistakes on my score. When Zubin got up there, all 
he had to do was do this. They rehearsed it at UCLA, by 
the way. 

Well, the point of this is to tell you that was the 
day that I knew that I had reached the place I wanted to 
be, because that had become my goal. I could already 
handle jazz orchestras. I'd been in Carnegie Hall three 
times. All of that's on my bio. You'll find many of my 
albums and people I have recorded with, which is so many. 
But I'd been to Carnegie Hall three times. See, I should 
have my program from there with Count Basie. I had eight 
numbers on the program. Eight. You know, eight. That's a 
lot of numbers to have on one program. I was two times 
with Al Hirt. I conducted and arranged at Carnegie Hall. 
But it was that night I knew that I had reached this 
point. 

Now, you know what that was for. That was for more 
than one thing. See, every, every black composer in Los 
Angeles had been invited to write for that night. I got 
Oliver [Nelson] on later. He wasn't even here. We just 
happened to be up in Salt Lake City at the college 
[University of Utah] together, at the university. And I 
told Oliver, I said, "Oliver, they're having a big thing 
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honoring black music. " And I told him all the arrangers 
and composers in Los Angeles, all the black ones, will be 
writing a number for it. [tape recorder off] So that was 
the day that I realized that now I'm ready to relax. Not 
relax. I don't mean I'm going to stop studying, because 
I'm still writing now. You know, I'm still doing that 
now. I still write. But I had it. I had it. I can just 
do it now. Like, I don't have to— It's like you writing 
your letter, writing a letter. That's what I do with music 
now. 
ISOARDI: Have you written any other compositions like 
that? 
WILSON: Yes. They were looking for someone who could 
handle the orchestra, because they later hired m e — Well, 
right away they hired me to orchestrate about six other 
numbers for the Philharmonic and a gospel choir. I think I 
related this to you on one of the tapes. They hired me to 
do it, to do the work, which has been played by the 
Philharmonic and Zubin, by the Israel Philharmonic, the New 
York Philharmonic, and this two-hundred-voice gospel 
choir. They had to have someone who could handle the 
orchestra, and I was the one that got it. No one else 
bothered to write one. I really didn't see how you could, 
because I knew all of them anyway, and I know I had 
prepared myself. My orchestration book is raggedy from 
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study, I mean, and I studied it. I studied it for years, 
from the day that Phil Moore told me to buy the book that I 
use. He's the man that told me. In fact, his 
orchestration book [Orchestration], he showed me the one 
that he used, written by [Cecil] Forsyth. It's the one I 
use today, one of the most complete orchestration books I 
have ever seen. 
ISOARDI: Really? 
WILSON: The ones I see around here now, I laugh at them. 
This one has over a hundred pages on the violin alone. On 
the violin alone. 

Then I realized I had gotten to the place that I 
wanted to be, one of the places that I wanted to be. I was 
really on the road. "Now I can write anything I want. " I 
had written for the movies. I did all the heavy— Where 
the Boys Are. I did it. I played in it. I played my 
trumpet, played a solo with the orchestra, the MGM 
orchestra. No credit for me. No credit for me when it 
opened in New York at Radio City Music [Hall]. But it's my 
music you're listening to. It's my orchestration and my 
composition. Part of my composition I wrote with the music 
director out there. I did all the orchestration on all the 
heavy music. 

So the point I'm getting here is that I had reached 
that point. Movies don't matter to me. I can write 
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music— The guys I'm listening to, just writing for them, I 
can beat them. I can beat most of the guys I hear on TV. 
I think I can beat— I don't know many— I know them all, 
anyway. I know all the guys around here. I know what they 
can do. You know what they can do. Their music is out 
there. I'm not talking about writing a pop tune. I'm 
talking about a heavy score. And I can write compositions, 
too. My compositions are not trite. I don't write trite 
compositions. 

I have recorded more music than any band besides Duke 
Ellington and Count Basie. I'm just giving them the 
benefit of the doubt. And it's all mine. I have, out of a 
hundred numbers, I'll say— And all of my recordings, I 
have a lot of recordings. You've got to realize I have 
over eighteen albums of my own. Eighteen, close to twenty, 
when I put them all— When I put my singles in—they were 
not albums, they were singles—I have more than any band 
besides Duke or Count. I'm just giving them the benefit of 
the doubt. It's all my work. Out of all of that, ten 
numbers will not be mine. And the ones that are not mine, 
I should not have put them on there, anyway. I really 
should not have put them on there. I really shouldn't. 
That's why, in my band, I play a couple of numbers that are 
not mine. That's because they are very popular, and I like 
them, anyway. Everything else I play is mine. 
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Everything. I don't play anybody else. I don't break the 
strain of my music. I don't break the strain of my 
music. 

I'm like the Crete bull. They never broke the strain 
of the Crete bull. In the bull ring, the bull you see 
there is a descendant of the Crete bull. He's not like a 
steer from Texas. He's not like a steer from Scotland or 
wherever they came from. He's a descendant of the Crete 
bull—will attack anything that moves. You cannot kill him 
without a fight. Of course, you could kill him today with 
a gun, probably. But the days that they would— You had to 
fight him to eat him. It was a fight. And they never 
broke that strain. And I believe that in music. You've 
got to— Of course, I've been lucky. My inspirations have 
moved on. 

My wife [Josefina Villasenor Wilson] is Mexican. I 
have been into the Mexican culture for a long time. I have 
been exposed to it very extensively. That's why I've been— 
ISOARDI: Yeah, it shows in your music very much. 
WILSON: In a lot of my music. That would have been the 
only way that I could have done it: to have been exposed 
to it so much like that. To expose me to that and the 
people. Not just listening. Just listening to it can get 
you somewhere, but you have to be exposed to the people. 
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That's why you see— When I first came here and I was doing 
some writing for Lee Young, by the way, some writing for 
Lee Young and Lester, they'd be over there rehearsing, over 
at Lee's house. And every day I'd come over there and—God 
rest his soul, he just died a few days ago—every day that 
I'd come there, Stan Getz would be there with Lester 
Young. He would be there. He would be there. He was with 
him all of the time. He was one of the biggest influences 
of Stan Getz. 
ISOARDI: Oh yeah, you hear it. 
WILSON: See, there's no way you can miss it. And in those 
early days, really I think it formed him. There's nothing 
wrong with that, but I'm explaining to you the thing of 
being exposed to the culture that you are attempting to 
invade. And that's how my music— I'll be playing a 
concert in October, and that's all I'm going to play. I'm 
going to only play my Mexican-influenced music. I won't be 
playing any jazz that night. 
ISOARDI: Where? 
WILSON: I'll be playing a whole program of nothing but my 
Mexican-influenced music. This will be on a program called 
"Artists de Mexico" that will be here [Los Angeles Public 
Library], in the city here. 
ISOARDI: Oh, good. 
WILSON: Buddy [Collette] will be on it. In fact, I'm 
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going to feature Buddy on one of my numbers on it. And one 
of the Mexican bands— But I'm explaining that you must be 
exposed to the culture, okay. 

I exposed myself to classical music. I had always 
been in classical music. My sister was a classical 
pianist. I already knew about Mendelssohn, Mozart, Haydn, 
Brahms, Bach, Beethoven. I knew all about them. [Ignace] 
Paderewski. When I was a kid, when I was a little baby 
kid— Then meeting Phil [Moore], who turned me on to 
Stravinsky, and from Stravinsky I branched on out into all 
of those kinds of composers. Of course, everyone had heard 
"Clair de Lune, " so Debussy fell in there. Ravel, you 
know. But on into the other heavies, Manuel de Falla and 
[Heitor] Villa-Lobos, [Alexander] Scriabin and [Cecile] 
Chaminade. You know, studying everything I could get, 
classical, just studying everything to expose me, to use 
the way I would want to use it. I can decipher that 
music. I'm not going to play it, but I can decipher it. I 
can see what notes he left out. "It should have been in 
there. " I would say, "No, there are notes in there that 
they left out. " You know, because they wouldn't think of 
using eight parts. They just wouldn't think of it. Just 
didn't think of it. So I'm trying to explain the things 
that happened, how it happened. 
ISOARDI: Well, Gerald, we've come to two big questions at 
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the very end. 
WILSON: Okay, the two big questions. 
ISOARDI: Do you have any thoughts on why Central Avenue 
declined? I know you were certainly in and out of town a 
lot, and you weren't a regular witness to it, but do you 
have any thoughts as to why it sort of wound down? 
WILSON: Yeah. Okay. Listen, as I think about it— You 
know, I told you earlier, I moved up to San Francisco for a 
couple of years, so those were the years that it had really 
declined by the time I got back. By the time I got back in 
1954, things had moved. You see, the Oasis [Night Club] 
was the big thing. It was on Western Avenue. 
ISOARDI: So it had moved west a little bit. 
WILSON: See, we're talking about when blacks had not yet 
gotten to— Not big, not big. There were very few living 
on that side of town, like to Western Avenue. Actually, 
they hadn't even gotten over to Figueroa [Street], you 
know. So, by that time, when I got back, the blacks had 
gotten over to Western Avenue and over in there, Exposition 
[Boulevard] and Figueroa. They had moved into there by 
that time, when I returned. And Central Avenue, I guess, 
just kept declining. The theaters were gone, the Lincoln 
and all of that stuff was kind of just going down, and it 
was not happening anymore. Everything moved west, moved 
west. Okay. 
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ISOARDI: Okay. Just one final question, then, Gerald. If 
you had to assess the importance of Central Avenue overall, 
say, in jazz history, what did it give? 
WILSON: I would say Central Avenue for Los Angeles is just 
as important to jazz and the black people— You know, jazz 
is the black people. Jazz is the music of the black 
people. And Central Avenue is just as important as 125th 
Street in New York City, or South Park [Boulevard] in 
Chicago, Cedar Street, I think, in Pittsburgh. They all 
have it. All of the cities have a street. It's the street 
where the black people live. And I think it's important to 
Los Angeles, no matter what color you are, because the 
people of this city in which I am now— I consider myself 
as being— If anyone is from Los Angeles, I am. I started 
living here in 1942. So if anyone deserves to call this 
their home, I certainly deserve to call it mine. And I 
feel that this is my home now and that Central Avenue is at 
the top of my list. This is my home. 

And it was very important to the music, jazz, because 
it was a place where it lived. And everyone came there, 
all of the biggest. You don't come any bigger than Duke 
Ellington. You don't come any bigger than Jelly Roll 
Morton, who was already a pro when Duke Ellington was three 
and Louis Armstrong was two and Fletcher Henderson was four 
and Count Basie and Earl Hines and Benny Carter and Art 
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Tatum and Don Redman had not even yet been born. Jelly 
Roll Morton had already come to Los Angeles. He died 
here. He's right out there in the Calvary Cemetery on the 
east side here. 

So jazz is very important in Los Angeles, and Central 
Avenue— There's no place like Central Avenue. Because I'd 
rather come here. When I got here that day, and there was 
this beautiful street with a beautiful hotel to stay in, 
the Dunbar, which I didn't have in New York City— They 
didn't have a decent hotel for you to stay in there. You 
had to hunt around and hope someone would give you a room, 
or go to the YMCA. But Los Angeles had the Dunbar Hotel 
and had that nice street, beautiful street. That's all I 
can say about it. 
ISOARDI: Gerald, pleasure. Thank you very much. 
WILSON: Okay. 
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