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 TAPE NUMBER:  I, SIDE ONE 
 
 MAY 29, 1993 
 
 

ISOARDI:  David, let's begin your story at the very beginning. 

BRYANT:  Okay. 

ISOARDI:  As far back as you can go.  Where you were born and 

your family environment.   

BRYANT:  My story, yes.  Okay.  My mother [Indiana Herrington 

Bryant] came from Florida, and my father [Joseph Bryant]'s 

from South Carolina.  They got together in Chicago. 

ISOARDI:  Did both their families end up going to Chicago? 

BRYANT:  Well, they were grown.  So they hooked up in Chicago, 

and that's where I was born. 

ISOARDI:  In Chicago? 

BRYANT:  Yes. 

ISOARDI:  Do you know why they went to Chicago or how they 

ended up there? 

BRYANT:  Probably because there were more opportunities in 

the big city. 

ISOARDI:  Is this around World War I? 

BRYANT:  Yes, because I had two other brothers, and one died 

when he was a baby [Joseph Bryant].  So yes, it was about 

World War I.  And then, when I was two years old, they were 

supposed to come to L.A., right? 

ISOARDI:  When were you born? 
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BRYANT:  Nineteen twenty-one.  So anyway, they were supposed 

to come to L.A., but they didn't.  I mean, like my mother 

came, and my father, he never showed up.  So to this day I 

don't know what happened. 

ISOARDI:  So you came out here first with your mom? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, right, with my mother and my brother [Roscoe 

Bryant].  So there were three of us.   

ISOARDI:  Do you know why they wanted to come out to L.A.? 

BRYANT:  A lot of our family were out here, like my mother's 

brother [Hixie Herrington] and sister [Ida Herrington Sturgis]. 

 They were raising families, and I guess they were doing all 

right.  Of course, that was before the Depression.  So my mother 

jumped on a train, and here we are. 

ISOARDI:  So I guess you don't have any memories of Chicago. 

BRYANT:  No, I don't remember anything about it.  No.  Some 

lapses in my memory I can kick in, maybe when I was about 

three or four, you know, but no, I don't remember anything. 

 That's like-- [laughter] I understand they have some kind 

of serum or something that they can make you go all the way 

back. 

ISOARDI:  You're kidding. 

BRYANT:  Well, they've got everything else.  [laughter]  Stick 

you with this thing and take you all the way back.  Yeah, 

you might not want to.  [laughter]   
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ISOARDI:  I don't know how much there is to remember. 

BRYANT:  Right.  Anyway, it was kind of strange, because we 

moved-- My aunt [Ida Herrington Sturgis] had a big house on 

Fifteenth Street, so we moved in with her and stayed a couple 

of years.  And then my mother bought some property on 115th 

Street. 

ISOARDI:  This is in the mid-twenties or so? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, 1926. 

ISOARDI:  Was there much down on 115th then? 

BRYANT:  Oh, no, it was like a couple of houses.  But anyway, 

she built a house on the lot. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, really?  So it's still you, your mother, and 

your brother? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, right.  So anyway, we grew up during the  

Depression.  She bought the house in 1925, and about four 

years later--the Depression, 1929, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Do you remember much about those first few years 

when you were there--I guess around the mid-twenties or late 

twenties--about what Central Avenue was like then? 

BRYANT:  I guess this is to be expected.  I remember the fire 

station.  [laughter] 

 

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  Of course.  You were five years old or 

something. 
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BRYANT:  Yeah.  And the police station, because we lived around 

the corner from the police station. 

ISOARDI:  Do you remember if the firemen back then were black? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was one of the-- I think there were at 

least two companies.  On Fourteenth [Street] and Central, 

that was a black company.  That was one of the things kids 

always say:  "I want to be a fireman."   

ISOARDI:  So you remember that about Central Avenue. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I remember.  I heard later that I was right 

in the middle of the action, because Twelfth Street was the 

hub then.  Everything was happening on Twelfth.  Later I guess 

it just moved on down, to the forties, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Do you remember what was on Twelfth then? 

BRYANT:  No, I don't remember that.  I remember the Rose Bud 

Theatre, because my mother took me to see Lon Chaney.  [laughter] 

 I'll never forget that.  You know, down the street on Central. 

 But that's about all I remember. 

ISOARDI:  Was there any music in the house when you were real 

young?  Did your mother play anything?  Or your brother? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, later on I found out that she played just a 

little piano.  I think she had a couple of lessons that she 

never stuck with or something like that. 

ISOARDI:  But she wasn't a musician herself? 

BRYANT:  No, she wasn't a musician.  She sang in church, you 
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know, had a good voice. 

ISOARDI:  How did you guys get by?  Your mom must have worked. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, up until the Depression it was great, but then, 

when the Depression hit, wow.  You know, a single woman raising 

two kids and buying a home, it was rough. 

ISOARDI:  What was she before the Depression?  Where did she 

work at? 

BRYANT:  She just worked for some of the movie stars. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, directors.  She worked for-- That was before. 

 But after, well, she was doing the same kind of work. 

ISOARDI:  More housework?  That kind of stuff? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  But during the Depression, they had WPA [Works 

Progress Administration].  You've heard about that? 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, sure. 

BRYANT:  So I think she was sewing for that.  And they hired 

all artists and stuff.  But how we survived is, like, we had 

a garden, a big garden out in back. 

ISOARDI:  This is when you were down in Watts? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, it's the place where I'm at now, because 

I moved back later while my mother was ill. 

ISOARDI:  No kidding.  You're in the same house? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Wow. 
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BRYANT:  Anyway, we had like chickens, turkeys, we had the 

whole thing.  And we used to sell eggs and vegetables. 

ISOARDI:  So you had all your needs just from your own garden. 

BRYANT:  Just about.  We had to buy a few staples.  But, yeah, 

during the Depression-- And she even went to night school. 

 I remember going to night school with her to learn about 

chickens.  And she built a really neat chicken house, had 

a cement floor for it.  She was really serious about it. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, sure. 

BRYANT:  So we did all right during the Depression.  It was 

tough, it was tough.  But, let's see, before WPA, that was 

when it was rough, because there wasn't any help until President 

[Franklin D.] Roosevelt started that program.  It was a period 

of maybe a year or so, maybe more.  It seems like longer now. 

 It's probably a year or so that you had to do without.  I 

mean, you had to really scuffle.  And luckily we had a garden 

and some chickens and turkeys, you know, fowl.  Pigeons.  We 

used to sell squab.  You say squab, that's a delicacy, right? 

 We used to take it to school every day for lunch, you know. 

 [laughter]  Yeah.  If we didn't have any bread, on a biscuit. 

  

ISOARDI:  What was Watts like then? 

BRYANT:  Watts was-- Well, you could leave your door open, 

you know.  No problem.  And the kids knew they had to walk 
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a straight line, because the neighbors could kick their behinds, 

too.  So, yeah, everybody helped.  You were raised by the 

neighbors.  It's not like it is now.  If you  go to a parent 

now, they might say, "Mind your own business" or "My boy is 

a good boy."  So that was the thing.  And we respected the 

older people.  Everybody was "mister."  Now, like, the kids, 

they want to say "David."  I know a couple of kids down the 

street, their father recently passed away.  So they were saying 

"David."  And I said, "Hey, hold it, wait a minute.  Look, 

what do you call your teacher in school?"  They said, "Mr. 

so and so."  I said, "Okay, well, I'm not David, I'm Mr. Bryant." 

 Those kids, they love me.  They say, "Hey, Mr. Bryant" always. 

 But their mother was like from the old school, too, even 

though she is younger, you know.  So we respected the-- Everybody 

was "mister"--the older people.  It was different.  

ISOARDI:  Where did you go to school? 

BRYANT:  At 111th Street [Elementary] School.   

ISOARDI:  Was that your first school? 

BRYANT:  No, the first school was the Twentieth Street 

[Elementary] School. 

ISOARDI:  So you did start out when you were down on Fifteenth 

and Central. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, right.  I think I was in the first grade when 

we moved to Watts.  So, yeah, Twentieth Street School.  As 
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a matter of fact, it's the same school that Horace [Tapscott] 

went to.  Horace went to Twentieth for a while, I think.  

Elementary school, yeah.  We were talking.  In fact, I think 

his mother started in the  

same area where my aunt lived, Fifteenth Street, around that 

area.  So he went to Twentieth Street School for a while.  

But anyway, then 111th Street School.  I guess they had a 

few black teachers.  And they were really-- Well, even the 

white teachers were really interested in you.   

ISOARDI:  Was it mostly white teachers? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  It was a few black at that time.  That's where 

I first learned about black history, because this  

teacher, she was really something.  She really influenced-- 

I think helped with the direction.  Her name was Miss Robinson 

then.  Then she got married. 

ISOARDI:  How old were you then?  When did she teach you? 

BRYANT:  I think she taught fifth and sixth grade. 

ISOARDI:  And black history was part of the curriculum, then?  

BRYANT:  No, she just threw that in. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, really?  She was one of the black teachers? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  She talked to us.  She used to talk about-- 

She knew one of the first black aviators.  She used to talk 

about him and Mary [McLeod] Bethune, who was an educator.  

You know she built a college down in Florida.  In fact, my 
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family, my mother, they knew her.  

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  In fact, I think one of my cousins went to her school. 

 At that time it was called [Daytona] Normal [and Industrial 

School].  I guess it was like a high school. 

ISOARDI:  And this had an impact on you? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, because up until recently-- When I say 

recently, I mean like in the sixties, when they started talking 

about black history.  So we got a taste of what was happening 

when I was a youngster.  

ISOARDI:  What kind of families, what kind of people were 

living in Watts that were around you? 

BRYANT:  Mexican, black, mostly black.  Well, there were a 

lot of Mexicans here, too.  And through grammar school, I 

think there might have been a couple of white kids in school. 

 But black and Mexican.  And in high school-- They had junior 

high and senior together.  It was Jordan High School. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, that was both the junior and senior. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was before they built Markham Junior High 

[School].  But anyway, at Jordan High School it was multiracial, 

like white, Mexican, black, Asian.  It was about like it is 

now.  They had some Arabs.  I remember one guy was from somewhere 

in Syria.  His name was Davis.  Well, they changed his name. 

 But I remember him and his sister [Carmel].  So it was like 
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a multicultural school.  As a matter of fact, one of the guys 

that was on the Atomic Energy Commission was a scientist who 

went to Jordan.  He was white, but he went to Jordan.  He 

graduated from Jordan back in the twenties or thirties. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Are you playing music at all at this time? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, I didn't start until junior high school. 

 In elementary school, I wanted to play, but we never could 

get enough money together to get an instrument.  And the schools 

didn't furnish-- I think at that time they didn't furnish 

the instruments; you had to pay so much or something.  I don't 

know.  But I never got started.  But I could sing. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  And you liked it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was one of my favorite subjects, music. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  But junior high school, that's when I first 

got-- The school furnished the instruments, so I started playing 

the violin. 

ISOARDI:  Why the violin? 

BRYANT:  Because my mother went to the pawnshop and bought 

a violin.  I wanted to play trumpet, right? 

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Couldn't afford it.  She just bought a violin,  and 
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we both used it.   

ISOARDI:  Both? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, me and my brother. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, he studied, also? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he studied.  He started out. 

ISOARDI:  Is he older than you? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he was a year and nine months older.  He passed 

in '82.  He was a year and nine months older.   

ISOARDI:  So he started playing the violin, and you came along 

and-- 

BRYANT:  Yeah, then I started playing. 

ISOARDI:  And this is in junior high? 

BRYANT:  Junior high, right.  We would come up through the 

ranks, like instrument class and finally the orchestras, you 

know, junior orchestra then senior orchestra.  But, see, my 

brother I think was very talented.  In fact, I think he had 

more on the ball than me, in my opinion.   

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He had a beautiful voice.  He was very talented. 

 So anyway, we played in school.  Oh, what I wanted to say 

was this music teacher, it was like-- I don't know how to 

put it.  Like he would embarrass you in front of the class. 

 In fact, that's what happened to my brother.  He made him 

feel so bad and embarrassed him so that he just stopped playing, 
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man. 

ISOARDI:  So he was really nasty if you didn't do it right? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, I think he criticized him in the class 

one day.  It must have been pretty rough on him, because he 

came home and he was just destroyed, you know.  Because what 

he was doing was playing by ear; he was supposed to be reading. 

 "Hey, you're playing by ear."  I don't know what he said. 

 But he was playing by ear.  And I did the same thing, and 

the teacher did the same thing to me.  But I was maybe a little 

tougher.  My brother was so sensitive, it really got to him. 

 So he just stopped playing, man.  But he was always interested 

in singing  

all the time.  He never became a professional or  

anything.  

ISOARDI:  Do you remember this teacher's name? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, [Joseph Louis] Lippi. 

ISOARDI:  Professor Lippi. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And he was there for-- In fact, he hasn't been 

gone that long.  He stayed all those years. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  At Jordan? 

BRYANT:  At Jordan, yeah.  He was there for all those years. 

 But the guy that got me started-- Another teacher came in 

later, and his name was [Vern] Martin.  In the music department, 

I guess Lippi was the head of it, but Martin was a teacher. 
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ISOARDI:  They had a separate music department?  I mean, they 

had a big music program? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  So you'd take music throughout your years there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, but you'd have to take other classes. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, sure, other classes, also. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  They had choir and glee club, they had 

a band, a marching band, and an orchestra.   

ISOARDI:  Was that classical orchestra? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  It wasn't a swing band? 

BRYANT:  No.  Well, they had that, too, later on.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, they had that later on.  But at that time, it 

was just the orchestra.  But later on, this guy I was telling 

you about-- His name was Mr. Martin.  He played reeds.  He 

played everything, I guess, because he started me on bass. 

 It's a funny thing-- During lunchtime all the guys would 

get together and play, like Charles Mingus, Buddy Collette, 

Eddie Davis.  All the cats would get together and play, you 

know.  So I'd go and sneak in with my violin and I'd put it 

up like it was the bass.  You know, at that time, if a cat 

was playing violin he was considered a sissy.  [laughter]  

But I enjoyed playing the violin.  So I started playing bass. 
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 And the teacher told me, he said, "Come to school maybe half 

an hour before school, and I'll show you how to play it." 

ISOARDI:  Really?  Nice. 

BRYANT:  So he started me in on it.  He showed me the positions 

and all that, how to hold it.  So I started playing bass. 

ISOARDI:  So you started playing bass to hang with the cats?  

BRYANT:  You know, I could play it.  I got in the senior orchestra. 

 Because I thought you couldn't make a living playing violin. 

  

ISOARDI:  Where did you get a bass? 

BRYANT:  I didn't have a bass.  What I would do was on weekends 

I'd take the bass home.   

ISOARDI:  The school bass. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And look, do you know how far that was?  It 

was a mile and a half to go to school, one way.   

ISOARDI:  You'd cart that thing? 

BRYANT:  So yeah, that's how much I wanted to play, man.  I'd 

take the bass on my back and bring it back Monday morning. 

 Yeah, that's how I started.  Charles Mingus was playing cello 

at that time, and then he started playing bass.  Why he wasn't 

in the orchestra was he couldn't get along with the teacher. 

ISOARDI:  Mr. Martin? 

BRYANT:  Mr. Lippi. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, Mr. Lippi.  Why couldn't he get along with Lippi? 
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 They just clashed? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Lippi clashed with a lot of people. 

ISOARDI:  And Charles wouldn't put up with it? 

BRYANT:  No, they couldn't get along.  Another guy--he's not 

a musician, but he was a manager for Ray Charles for years--Joe 

Adams. 

ISOARDI:  I know the name. 

BRYANT:  He was the first black disc jockey here in L.A.  I 

think to play jazz.  He was the first black disc jockey. Yeah, 

that's right.  He played drums, and he couldn't get along 

with him either.  In fact, they wanted to expel him.  They 

wanted to transfer him.  Somehow he got out of that.  I guess 

his father had a little push, so he stayed in school to graduate. 

 So Charles Mingus used to bring his bass, though, to school, 

even though he wasn't in the orchestra, and he played at 

lunchtime. 

ISOARDI:  When did you first meet Mingus? 

BRYANT:  When we were in about the fifth grade.   

ISOARDI:  So this is at the elementary school. 

BRYANT:  Elementary school, yeah.  Oh, yeah, we grew up 

together. 

ISOARDI:  Did your families live close together? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  Not far.  He lived on 108th [Street] between 

Compton Avenue and Grandee [Avenue]. 
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ISOARDI:  What was he like as a kid? 

BRYANT:  He was nasty at first, because I know once in class 

Charles Mingus called me-- At that time, "black" wasn't cool. 

 You know what I'm saying?  We were "colored" then.  Wow, like 

I'm seventy-one [years old], man, so you know how long ago 

that's been.  But we were saying "colored" then.  So what he 

called me was a "black motherfucker."  [laughter]  You'll have 

to-- [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  Well, we want to be accurate.  [laughter] 

BRYANT:  So I swung and hit him; I took one punch and hit 

him in the stomach, and it knocked him out.  He just went 

over, whoosh.  [laughter]  And I was scared.   

ISOARDI:  Why?  Did you think you really hurt him? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I mean, I didn't know.  But it just knocked 

him out.  But Mingus was always fat.  He would go through periods 

where he'd slim down and he'd get fat.  Most of the time he 

was fat. 

ISOARDI:  A chunky kind of guy? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he was huge.  He loved to eat, man.  But he 

slimmed down, because he was into sports.  He played basketball 

and football.  We were on the football team together.  But 

anyway, after that incident at the 111th Street School, we 

became friends. 

ISOARDI:  After that.  I guess he respected you after that. 
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BRYANT:  Yeah, I guess so.  Yeah, I got his respect.  But anyway, 

we were both in high school.  I didn't get a bass until I 

got out of high school.  I bought a bass when I got out.  I 

used to go over to Charles's house, and we used to practice 

together. 

ISOARDI:  Just the two of you on bass? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Oh, he was taking lessons before I was.  When 

I got out of high school-- He was taking lessons, I think, 

while he was in school.  But when I got out, Red Callender 

was my first teacher.  I think he was Charles's, too.  But 

anyway, Red Callender.   

ISOARDI:  How did you find Red Callender? 

BRYANT:  Through Mingus. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, he had been studying with him, so you heard 

about him that way.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, right.  And I had seen him, because, like I 

said, during the Depression they had WPA, and they used to 

send orchestras and groups out to all the schools.  So that's 

what the WPA artists did.  Later on there were army bases 

and stuff, but-- I guess that's where I first saw Red.  He 

came with some group.  

ISOARDI:  To perform at school? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, at Jordan.  So I had seen him.  So through Mingus 

we got together. 
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ISOARDI:  How was he as a teacher? 

BRYANT:  Good teacher.  Good teacher, yeah.  He was working 

with Lee and Lester Young at the time.  They had a group.  

So he took me out to his gig.   

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he took me to his gig.  I'd just gotten out 

of high school.  I think I was about nineteen.  So he took 

me to his gig, and I met Lester Young. 

ISOARDI:  Oh! 

BRYANT:  Yeah, that was a gas.  It was just so beautiful.  

I'll never forget how he was very encouraging.  What did he 

say?  Whippersnapper?  Some kind of name.  He had a name-- 

And they were outside getting high.  I didn't know at that 

time but they were smoking a joint. 

ISOARDI:  You didn't know what a joint was then? 

BRYANT:  No, I didn't know what-- I was really square, man. 

 In fact, I didn't start smoking or drinking until I was 

twenty-one, when I was in the army.  But anyway, he was so 

nice, man.  Lester, man, he was so beautiful.  He really made 

a great impression on me.   

ISOARDI:  I guess this must have been--what?--around 1940 

or so? 

BRYANT:  'Forty-two. 

ISOARDI:  Okay, so Lester had left the [Count] Basie band 
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for a while.   

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, yeah.  He had left the Basie band.   

ISOARDI:  So he was playing out here with his brother's group? 

 Is that it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he was living out here, so yeah.  He and his 

brother had a group. 

ISOARDI:  And Red played bass for them? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I forget who the other guys were.  Oh, yeah, 

it was a Mexican guy whose name was [Louis] Gonzalez, who 

played guitar.  But I don't remember the other guys.  That 

was before I went to the army. 

ISOARDI:  You were at high school at Jordan.  What music are 

you listening to now? 

BRYANT:  Oh, Basie.  Well, see, when I grew up, like on the 

street, coming out of houses, you could hear Louis Armstrong 

and maybe Bessie Smith or some of the blues singers.  But 

Louis Armstrong was-- 

ISOARDI:  Number one. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, hitting the high notes.  I said, "Man--" 

ISOARDI:  Was this why you wanted to play trumpet? [laughter] 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I'm sure that was my biggest influence just 

listening.  Oh, and because there was a guy across the street, 

and he worked for the city, but he played trumpet, so he'd 

always be in his garage practicing.  And later on there was 
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a really good trumpet player who lived down the street from 

me.  He was a professional, and he'd be practicing all the 

time.  So, yeah, that's why I wanted to play.  I heard it all 

around me. 

 So anyway, after I started playing bass, the first cat-- 

Well, even before-- Let's see.  Was I--? No.  It might have 

been before junior high.  Anyway, we went downtown.  That's 

when they had stage shows at the theaters downtown, like the 

Orpheum [Theatre], the Paramount [Theatre].  Anyway, Duke 

Ellington was at the Orpheum, and my mother had given us some 

money or we might have gone and cut lawns or whatever.  But 

anyway, we went to see Duke.  They had two pictures, so we 

stayed all day.  We'd just keep seeing the pictures over and 

over.  So it was dark; it was late at night.  And my mother 

came and said, "Roscoe!  David!" and took us out of the theater. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  She came all the way up there to get you 

guys out of the theater? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, man, because we were in there all day and part 

of the night.  Because Duke Ellington had two basses at the 

time. 

ISOARDI:  Ellington? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He had two basses. 

ISOARDI:  Is that when he had [Jimmy] Blanton? 

BRYANT:  No, that was before Blanton. 
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ISOARDI:  And he had two basses before Blanton? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, this was quite a while before Blanton, 

see, because Blanton didn't come until I was in high school. 

 Anyway, he had two basses.  Wellman Braud, and I can't think 

of the other cat's name.  But that really knocked me out.  

It must have, because we stayed there all day, man. 

ISOARDI:  To hear that band over and over.   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Duke Ellington turned me on.  Like when I was 

a youngster, like some kids were going down the street whistling 

or something, and I would have the whole orchestra in my head, 

man.  I'd be, "This is the reed section," and I'd have the 

thing in my head.  And I'd be going down the street just directing 

the orchestra.  [laughter]  Yeah, looking back, it must have 

been pretty strange.  

ISOARDI:  But what an experience, though, to hear Duke 

Ellington. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah.  Duke, he turned me on.  

ISOARDI:  So Ellington was it for you, then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Of course, [I also] got a chance to hear Basie. 

 Of course, see, even before that time, even before then, 

there was a little neighborhood theater called the  

Largo Theatre, which was on like 103rd Street.  So we would 

walk up there because they had stage shows on weekends. 

ISOARDI:  Where was this? 
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BRYANT:  On 103rd Street. 

ISOARDI:  What was that? 

BRYANT:  Well, that was like the main street at that time. 

 That was before '65, when they burned everything down.  That 

was the business district, 103rd Street.  That's where all 

the stores were.   

ISOARDI:  So there were some clubs there and theaters? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, some clubs later on.  But at that time, at the 

theater they had stage shows, and they used to bring bands 

in. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, on weekends. 

ISOARDI:  Do you remember the name of the place? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, the Largo Theatre.   

ISOARDI:  Largo? 

BRYANT:  Largo Theatre, yeah.  So even before Duke I had heard 

I guess what you'd call territory bands. 

ISOARDI:  Like who?  Can you remember anything?   

BRYANT:  Not really.  No, I don't remember.  But the Irving 

Brothers I think was one.  But they were a local band.  They 

had mostly local bands, I guess.  I don't know.  I guess when 

a band would come to town, maybe they would get them.  I don't 

know.  But I think at that same time all the name bands went 

to the Orpheum and the Paramount downtown.  So I was already 
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hooked.  See, I knew what I wanted to be when I was about 

five or six, you know.  I knew that I wanted to be a musician. 

 All the other things, being a fireman and a policeman and 

all that stuff-- I wanted to be a musician. 

ISOARDI:  And at this time you weren't playing the bass yet, 

right? 

BRYANT:  No. 

ISOARDI:  You were just fooling around with the violin. 

BRYANT:  Well, yeah, that was even before the violin, because 

even before I started playing I wanted to be a musician.   

ISOARDI:  Really?   

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  Yeah, five or six, until I was-- Yeah. 

 I don't think I could even say musician; I would say magician, 

you know.  But, yeah, I guess I must have been fortunate to 

know what I wanted to become.  Like if you ask a kid, "What 

do you want to be?" he'll say, "I don't know, man."  And he's 

in college [laughter] almost, you know.  So, yeah, I knew 

what I wanted to be.  Because my mother used to say, "Music 

is fine, but--" At that time the post office was a big thing. 

 So like "At least learn enough so you can work at the post 

office.  That's a secure job."  Now I'd say there is no such 

thing as security.   

ISOARDI:  Yeah, really.  

BRYANT:  There is no such thing as security.  I found out later, 
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much later-- I wanted to be a musician.  Later on, I said, 

well, she was right.  My mother said, "Learn something else 

so you can make a living."  Because later on I found out how 

tough it was in the music business, man, you know.  But I 

was fortunate, because I did all right.  Like it was just 

the fact that I knew what I wanted to play.  I wanted to play 

straight-ahead jazz.  The blues thing, I got tired of that. 

 I just wanted to play jazz.  So I turned down other gigs, 

unless I really needed a gig.  I said, "No, man."  I didn't 

tell them like that, but I turned them down.   

ISOARDI:  What other places were there?  You're in high school 

now, you're in Watts.  Where would you go for some fun?  I 

mean, the Largo Theatre was there. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Okay, the nightclubs were there, even though 

I couldn't go.  But the Plantation Club, that was where they 

had the big-name bands come during the Second World War.  That 

was on 108th and Central.  The Plantation Club. 

ISOARDI:  What was it like? 

BRYANT:  Oh, it was a big nightclub, and I think during the 

war Billy Eckstine, Earl Hines, and Gerald Wilson, all the 

guys went out there.   

ISOARDI:  All the big names.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, during the war.  But when I got out of the army, 

that was all over.  I mean the big music thing.  There were 
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a few lingering things, like a few clubs.  But the Plantation 

was gone.  But they had the big bands. 

ISOARDI:  Was it called the Plantation in the thirties? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, it was called the Plantation Club up until 

the forties.  Even though, like I say, I missed that because 

I was in the army.  And the Little Harlem club, which was 

on 118th [Street] between Wilmington [Avenue] and Central. 

 That was almost like a cow patch at that time.  [laughter]  

ISOARDI:  There was nothing out there.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, there was nothing out there but this nightclub 

call the Little Harlem. 

ISOARDI:  What kind of place was that? 

BRYANT:  They had a lot of blues singers like T-Bone Walker. 

 Also people like Stuff Smith.  That was later.  But just 

musicians, musicians.  They used to go out there and play. 

ISOARDI:  Who ran these clubs?  Do you know? 

BRYANT:  They were black-owned.   

ISOARDI:  The Little Harlem club was?   

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  Do you know who owned it? 

BRYANT:  No, I don't.  Oh, wait a minute.  Yes, I do.  The 

Brown sisters.  There were two sisters, the Brown sisters. 

ISOARDI:  Do you know anything about them? 

BRYANT:  No. 
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ISOARDI:  What about the Plantation? 

BRYANT:  Plantation, I don't know who owned that. 

ISOARDI:  But it was black-owned? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, it sure was.  The Plantation.  And there was 

another ballroom over here on Santa Ana Street between, I 

guess, Wilmington and Alameda [Street].  I can't remember 

the name, but they used to have dances there.  It was a dance 

hall. 

ISOARDI:  Did you guys have any bands that you played in then? 

  

BRYANT:  In high school? 

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  Any bands you guys put together? 

BRYANT:  Well, they had a band called Hep Cats. 

ISOARDI:  The Hep Cats? 

BRYANT:  Hep Cats at Jordan High School.  Buddy Collette, Eddie 

Davis, all the cats played in the band. 

ISOARDI:  Did you guys perform in the community? 

BRYANT:  Well, not in the community, but we'd go to different 

schools to play.  We played stocks, "In the Mood" and stuff 

like that.  Yeah, we played stock arrangements.  But we had 

a pretty good band. It wasn't as good as Jeff's [Jefferson 

High School's].  But I guess it compared pretty well to Jeff's, 

because we had Coney, William, and Britt Woodman, Buddy Collette. 

 Charles Mingus wasn't playing in the band.  So it was a good 
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band.  It was a good band. 
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ISOARDI:  Well, what about some of these other people?  You 

mentioned the Woodman brothers and Buddy Collette and was 

it Eddie Davis? 

BRYANT:  Eddie Davis, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Why don't you talk a bit about some of these people. 

  

BRYANT:  Eddie Davis was in my class.  I used to always be 

over at his house.  He had a piano. 

ISOARDI:  What did he play? 

BRYANT:  Reeds.  He still plays.  He's still on the scene. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  Still playing? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Of course, he's semiretired, but he still plays. 

 Good musician.  Eddie Davis had a good band right after the 

war, I remember.  A little group.  They used to have sessions 

out at a club they called the 409 in San Pedro.  All the cats 

used to go out there and play. 

ISOARDI:  What was this? 

BRYANT:  The 409 in San Pedro. 

ISOARDI:  A club?  

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  An after-hours kind of a place? 

BRYANT:  No, it was a Sunday afternoon.  In fact, he worked 



 

 
    29 

there, I think, three or four nights a week.   

 But like I said, we were really, really close then, really 

close.  So he and Buddy were studying.  But I couldn't afford 

it except at school.  I couldn't afford a teacher until I 

got out.  But anyway, in other words, they were advanced.  

Buddy Collette, Charles Mingus, the Woodman brothers, they 

all had gigs while they were going to school.  They were working 

the follies downtown. 

ISOARDI:  Jeez.  During the week? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  They must have slept through school. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, you know, William Woodman has sleeping 

sickness, anyway, but, yeah, that didn't help, I guess.  

[laughter]  So, yeah, they were working at the follies.  I 

don't know what time they got off, but that was after school. 

 Then I guess back at eight or nine [o'clock] at night, maybe, 

or however long-- And then I think Buddy had a little band 

where they went and played for little dances. 

ISOARDI:  Community kinds of things? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, community things.  Buddy had a band.  And I 

think Eddie, he didn't really start until he got out of school. 

 But they were studying, you know.  And, oh, the McNeely 

brothers. 

ISOARDI:  "Big Jay" [Cecil] and Bobby [Robert]? 
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BRYANT:  Big Jay, yeah, and Bobby, and they had another brother 

named Dillard who played bass.  He was more like the manager, 

but he played bass later on.  But they were at the school 

at the same time.   

ISOARDI:  That's a lot of musicians there at the same time. 

BRYANT:  *[No, not at the same time.  They were different ages.] 

 Joe Comfort I think had just graduated when I went.  Joe Comfort. 

 He went to Jordan, too. 

ISOARDI:  That's a lot of bass players, too. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, and he played trumpet, also, but obviously 

bass was his main instrument.  And, you know, the Woodman 

brothers had a studio.  I guess it was called Woodman Brothers 

Studio.  But on Fridays and Saturdays, they used to have dances 

there for the kids.  Well, for adults.  And they used to play 

at their studio over on Wilmington Avenue.  

ISOARDI:  They had their own studio? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Their father [William B. Woodman Sr.] was a 
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musician. 

ISOARDI:  He was the trombonist? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, right.  So it was like the Woodman Brothers, 

so-- William, Coney, Britt.  George [Woodman], the youngest 

one, didn't really play.  So I used to sneak out of the house 

and go and listen to them because I was too young to-- On 

a Friday night I would sneak out of the house and stand outside. 

 They were swinging.  Joe Comfort was playing.  He'd pick up 

his trumpet and play.  The drummer was named Jessie Sailes. 

 So, yeah, they had a good band. 

ISOARDI:  They must have been pretty young, then, too. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, they were older than me.  But I guess 

Britt is the youngest of the playing brothers, because there 

was one, the youngest, who didn't play anything.  So Britt, 

I guess, was about three or four years older than me.  And 

Britt was the youngest, so then William next, and then Coney 

was the oldest.  And at that time, a year or two, man, that 

seems like-- If you're fifteen and a guy is seventeen, that 
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seems like he's grown. 

ISOARDI:  Another generation. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So you know how it was. 

ISOARDI:  Same thing.  Nothing ever seems to change.  A year's 

a big difference when you're young. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, but in three years or in five years, that's 

nothing.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, true. 

BRYANT:  So they had that band. 

ISOARDI:  So they provided kind of regular entertainment for 

Watts then.  

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Buddy played a few little parties, you know, 

with his group.  And then other parties we'd go to, we'd go 

and listen to Jimmie Lunceford, Count Basie, records, you 

know.  You'd go to a party and there would be records of Billy 

Eckstine, Earl Hines.  The commercial thing with the guitars 

and such came later, man, although the blues guitar players 

like T-Bone, they were playing.  Guitars are big things now. 

 But at that time boogie- woogie, that was another kind of 

thing.  But then I outgrew that.  Boogie-woogie--I got tired 

of listening to boogie-woogie, so I listened to Art Tatum. 

 [laughter]  Or Duke or Count Basie, you know.  But it was 

called swing.  One of the tags they put on this music then 
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was swing.   

ISOARDI:  I guess not many people then are listening to New 

Orleans jazz. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, you still listened to it, because Louis Armstrong 

was from that.  So you'd listen to it.  Count Basie and Jimmie 

Lunceford and Duke, those were the bands.  But they were playing 

that kind of music, New Orleans.  On this coast, here in L.A., 

it was swing.  Benny Goodman.  ISOARDI:  Anything else you 

remember about Watts then, in the thirties, the mid-thirties? 

 Let's see.  You've got the clubs.  You've got Largo, Little 

Harlem, the Plantation, the Woodman Brothers Studio, and 103rd 

Street I guess was what was the center.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, 103rd Street was the center.  

ISOARDI:  That's where people went to shop.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, it was like any town in the South, I guess, 

where everybody would come to town.  Or you wouldn't go into 

town, but you'd just go to 103rd Street.  That was where 

everybody did their shopping up until '65, when they burned 

it down. 

ISOARDI:  I guess about this time, though, there's no Watts 

Towers.  Simon Rodia-- 

BRYANT:  Yes.  That's what he was working on.  I remember 

playing in that when I was growing up.  That's not too far 
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from where I lived.  We used to run over there and be playing 

in there while he was building it.  He'd be doing something 

else, and we'd be in the Watts Towers playing. 

ISOARDI:  You'd be playing in there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, he'd let you guys come in and--? 

BRYANT:  Well, he didn't let us.  [laughter]  I mean, he had 

a big yard, and he'd be maybe working in the garden or in 

the house or something, and we'd be in the Watts Towers playing. 

 If we could get away with it, we used to take his fruit.  

As a matter of fact, that was one of the reasons why I went 

in the yard, because he had fruit trees.  He had peach trees 

and stuff, you know.  So while we were getting the peaches, 

we'd go and play in the Watts Towers.  Yes. 

ISOARDI:  Did you ever wonder what this guy was building? 

BRYANT:  Never entered my mind.   

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  Just a neat place to go play. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Did you talk to him or meet him? 

BRYANT:  I think he might have told us if you want some fruit 

come and ask for it, or either he'd chase us or something. 

 [laughter]  That's how kids were.  Yeah, we used to play in 

Watts Towers, not realizing then what was happening and where 
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he was coming from.  But a little later, we really had a lot 

of respect for him, even before it became what it is now.  

We had a lot of respect for him.  When we finally grew a little 

bit older, we realized what was happening.   

 And, let's see, we'd go crawfishing at a place on the 

canal.  It's like 108th and Central and even further south. 

ISOARDI:  So not far from the Plantation? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  It was like a canal.  See, then it went south, 

too, because they had Japanese gardens farther out, you know. 

 Japanese people had their farms.  But this canal had crawfish 

in it, so we'd go all along the canal and go crawfishing.  

We'd get a big bag of crawfish and get some potatoes and stuff, 

and we'd have a feast.  Yeah, big gunnysacks full of them. 

 I remember that, yeah.  And we used to go swimming, because 

it was a swimming hole, too.   

ISOARDI:  The canal? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And maybe farther down you could go swimming. 

 I think a couple of kids were drowned.   

 Then where [Los Angeles County] Martin Luther King [Jr. 

General] Hospital is was like a big forest to us. There were 

a lot of trees.  We used to go play cowboys and Indians and 

stuff in all these trees, you know.  That's where the hospital 

is now.  They had a lot of palm trees, so during the war they 
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built a housing project there, so they called it Palm Lanes. 

 But before that, there were all these trees, and we used 

to play in them.  Then they built the hospital.   

 Yes, I watched Los Angeles and Watts grow.  Because when 

we moved to Watts, there were cows right in back of us, people 

grazing their cows.  And a guy down the street had a smokehouse. 

 I think he was raising hogs.  He had a smokehouse.  He used 

to make the best barbecue.  [laughter]  His name was Elam. 

 As a matter of fact, one of his sons became a musician. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  He was a really good player.  His name was Albert 

Elam.  But he somehow dropped out.  I think it was a woman 

involved in it.  But he was a good player.  He just became 

a professional, maybe.  But his father had the best barbecue 

around.  But Albert was a good musician.   

 There was another musician that lived around the corner 

from me.  His name was Adam Green.  He was a good player.  

He played tenor [saxophone] and a little clarinet, too.  He 

played reeds. 

ISOARDI:  What ever happened to him? 

BRYANT:  He passed away, I guess, in the late fifties or early 

sixties.  The early sixties, yeah, he passed away. He had 

cancer, lung cancer, I think.  He was a good musician.  But 
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he was kind of confused.  Like his mother probably put that 

security thing on him.  His father worked for the post office. 

 I guess you can tell that the post office was a big thing 

then because there weren't that many jobs for blacks, other 

than a doctor or a lawyer or that kind of stuff.  But there 

weren't that many jobs.  So the post office-- Because during 

the Depression, especially, they were like middle-class. 

ISOARDI:  What other jobs were open? 

BRYANT:  There weren't that many.  The city [of Los Angeles]. 

ISOARDI:  What kind of city ones? 

BRYANT:  Well, garbagemen, I guess.  We might have had one 

or two-- I don't know.  Or working downtown, I guess.  

Stenographers or secretaries, doing clerical work.   

ISOARDI:  And I suppose it was mostly the women at that time. 

BRYANT:  Yes.  So working for the city or the government. 

ISOARDI:  Were there any black police out there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, there were a few.  I remember two offhand in 

Watts, at the Watts station.  I think there were some at Newton 

[Street police station].  But there were a few.  And the police 

were a little different, too.  I'll tell you, I got a bad 

impression of the police when I was a little kid.  We didn't 

have a fence at this time, and we were in our backyard, my 

brother and I, and this policeman came running through the 
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yard with his gun out.  He was chasing somebody, had the gun 

out.  I don't know if he caught him or not.   

 But anyway, another time, my brother and I went down 

to the cleaners, which was on the corner.  This corner was 

called the "bucket of blood" because all the winos and 

everything-- It's about like it is now on that corner, you 

know.  But the cleaners was up there.  My mother sent us to 

the cleaners.  So we were coming out of the cleaners, and 

these policemen--they were plainclothes--got out.  They had 

two cars.  They all got out, and they stopped us.  They scared 

us to death.  They probably asked us what we were doing and 

where we were going.  I don't know.  So that gave me a bad 

impression, because it scared me to death.  They were white. 

 I didn't know what was happening, man.  But there were some 

good police, you know, like there probably are now.  Probably 

harder to find now.  But the attitude was us against them. 

 I've always known the police to be rough.   

ISOARDI:  So you graduate from Jordan, then, around '40?  

BRYANT:  'Forty-one.  January '41. 

ISOARDI:  And throughout your years at Jordan, then, you're 

playing bass at school, but you don't get your own until you 

graduate. 

BRYANT:  I didn't start playing bass until I got in senior 
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high. 

ISOARDI:  Right.  Your last year or so, did you have a chance 

to play in any bands or anything like that outside of school? 

BRYANT:  No, not outside school.  But as soon as I got out 

of school, there was a little band that played gigs.  One 

of my fellow band members, his father had a band.  His name 

was John Moulder.  He was a trombone player.  His son was named 

Laurence Moulder.  He was in the orchestra, too, at school. 

 He was a piano player.  So I think that was my first gig, 

with his father's band, John Moulder.   

ISOARDI:  Before we leave Jordan, were there many girls who 

had played music in high school?   

BRYANT:  Yeah, there was a bass player by the name of Perry 

Lee.  I can't think of her last name.  Perry Lee.  But she 

could play, man. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  I thought she could.  Yeah, she was in the Hep Cats 

playing bass.  I think she also played piano, but I think 

she learned how to play bass, so she was playing with the 

Hep Cats, too, sometimes.   

ISOARDI:  Did she ever do anything with it? 

BRYANT:  No.  Oh, no. 

ISOARDI:  Pretty rare, then, I guess, for a girl to? 
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BRYANT:  Let's see.  I can think of a couple of girl singers 

but not instrumentalists that continued.   

ISOARDI:  You can't think of any? 

BRYANT:  No.  Not in my time.  Of course, there were some, 

but in other schools, in different areas.  But I can't remember 

any while I was growing up, no.  There were a few.  Of course, 

I know there was a lady named Lady Will Carr.  She was beautiful, 

and she could play.  But that was later.  She went to Jeff. 

 But she played.  She became a wino and her looks were gone, 

man.  I think she drowned later on.  She was older.  I guess 

she was-- She's been gone about-- I guess she must have been 

close to sixty when she split, got drowned.  Other than that, 

I can't think of any.   

ISOARDI:  What happens when you graduate from Jordan?  What 

are you looking to do?   

BRYANT:  I wanted to make a living as a musician. 

ISOARDI:  This is summer '41, right? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So-- 

ISOARDI:  Before you begin, let me ask, had you gone up to 

Central at all to check the scene out, see the clubs or anything? 

BRYANT:  No.  We were about a block from Central when we lived 

on Fifteenth.  When we were kids, we used to run up and down 

a stretch, but we were kids.  So I couldn't tell you what 
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was happening.  Other than the theater I was telling about 

and the fire station, I don't remember anything that was going 

on. 

ISOARDI:  But say around 1939, 1940, you never went down on 

a Saturday night? 

BRYANT:  No, I didn't go because I was too young.  I was too 

young.  Yeah, before that--I take that back--when I was still 

going to school, they used to have things at the Elks hall. 

 They used to have dances there for the youngsters on Saturdays. 

 There was this little girl, I'd take her-- Well, her mother 

would take us.  But anyway, we'd go listen to bands.  In fact, 

I think that's where I probably first heard Jackie Kelso [also 

known as Kelson], because he was playing in one of those bands, 

George Brown or Al Adams, one of those bands, two bands that 

later on I had a chance to work with.  Local guys.  One was 

Al Adams-- No, not Al Adams, because he played bass.  Yeah, 

but he was the conductor.  Let's see.  Wait a minute.  George 

Brown, I remember working with George Brown.  And Sammy Franklin 

was one of the first people I worked with.  That's Henry 

Franklin's father.  He was a trumpet player.  He had a big 

band for years.  So that was one of the first bands.  The first 

was John Moulder.  But Sam Franklin, yeah.  So I used to go 

and listen to the bands, you know, because music was my thing. 
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 But that's about the extent of it, because I was too young 

to be hanging out.  

 I came up under the tag "nice boy."  "Oh, he's a nice 

boy."  Shit.  [laughter]  You realize how many ladies that 

I didn't get because of that?  But damn, I hated that.  I learned 

to hate it.    

ISOARDI:  I'll bet.  [laughter] 

BRYANT:  It took me a long time to live that down.  I just 

hated it.  I was kind of like laid-back.  I guess you could 

almost say shy.    
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 TAPE NUMBER:  II, SIDE ONE 

 JULY 4, 1993 
 
 

ISOARDI:  All right, David, shall we resume with what happens 

when you graduate from Jordan High School and head off into 

the world? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I get right off into playing profession-ally, 

although I was still studying.  But, see, my first job was 

at a foundry.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  Well, you mentioned you were still studying when 

you graduated from Jordan.  Who were you studying with? 

BRYANT:  Red Callender. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  In fact, I didn't start with him until I got 

out of high school.  I didn't have my private lessons until 

I got out of high school. 

ISOARDI:  No kidding.  How did you hook up with him? 

BRYANT:  Through Charles Mingus. 

ISOARDI:  So Charles had been studying with Red and put you 

on, then.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, he'd studied with him before.  Yeah.  

ISOARDI:  Had you been familiar with Red Callender before 

then? 
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BRYANT:  I'd seen him.  I'd never met him.  I'd seen him.  

I think I told you before, they came to the school.  Like 

the WPA [Works Progress Administration] sent different groups 

to the schools and public places, so he came to the school 

with a group. 

ISOARDI:  Right. 

BRYANT:  So that's where I saw him the first time.  But I didn't 

meet him until I got out of school and started studying with 

him.   

ISOARDI:  What kind of a teacher was he? 

BRYANT:  A good teacher. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, a good teacher.  He took a lot of interest in 

people.  In fact, he was working with Lee and Lester Young. 

 I might have mentioned that.  Lee and Lester Young, they had 

a group.  He took me to the gig one night, and I met Lester 

Young.   

ISOARDI:  Exciting. 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  So this is about 1940, '41, I guess? 

BRYANT:  This is '42.  Actually, we jumped ahead, because when 

I got out of school I got my first job at a foundry.  It was 

on Alameda [Street].  Finklestein's, I believe it was.   
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ISOARDI:  What were you making there? 

BRYANT:  I was digging a ditch; that's what I was making. 

[laughter]  And that lasted a week. 

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  Did you quit? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I wasn't used to the work.  Yeah, I quit.  I 

got one paycheck.  [laughter]  Then I got a job at an auction 

gallery for some people that my mother worked with.  I think 

one of the relatives had an auction gallery, so I got a job 

there.  You know, bringing up furniture antiques and stuff 

when they wanted to auction them off.   

ISOARDI:  Really?  Where was--? 

BRYANT:  That was in Hollywood.  I stayed there for about six 

or seven months maybe.   

ISOARDI:  Well, that beats ditch digging, I suppose. 

BRYANT:  That's for sure.  And then I got a job for the 

[California State] Board of Education washing dishes at Fairfax 

High School.  What other jobs did I have?  I had worked at 

a drugstore.  They had Owl Drug Stores then.  It wasn't Thrifty; 

they had Owl.  I worked there for maybe a couple of months.  

ISOARDI:  You were commuting quite a bit to work, weren't 

you?  You were still living down here, right? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah.  I could catch the red car.  They had 

rapid transit then.  They had what they called the "red car." 
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 They got rid of it.  Politics, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, really. 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  So it wasn't that big a deal. 

BRYANT:  No, it wasn't a big deal.  Then I got my first job 

as a musician--I mean a steady job, because I had worked with 

people like George Brown, Al Adams.  And John Moulder, he 

had a band.  In fact, that was the first job I had.  John Moulder. 

  

ISOARDI:  But these weren't full-time jobs? 

BRYANT:  No, no.  Just gigs, one--  

ISOARDI:  How were you making these contacts? 

BRYANT:  Just different guys hearing me and-- 

ISOARDI:  Word of mouth? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, word of mouth.  That's how it happened at first. 

 Until I started going to jam sections.  And then it just expanded, 

the word of mouth.  But, oh, before that, I had a chance to 

work on the WPA.  This was before they phased it out.  WPA. 

 That was like where they hired all the musicians and artists. 

 They had everybody.  Whatever you could do, they'd hired you. 

 That's the government.  So I got on the tail end of that.  

ISOARDI:  What kind of job was that? 

BRYANT:  In a band.  They had a big band, and they used to 
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go to army bases and stuff and play.   

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was the same thing as where I first saw 

Red, Red Callender, but this was the tail end of it.  So everybody 

was on that during the Depression. 

ISOARDI:  Who else was playing in that WPA band? 

BRYANT:  The only guy that I can remember is Fain. 

ISOARDI:  Elmer Fain? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Elmer Fain.  He's the only guy I can remember. 

 But there were some other guys.  There were a lot of guys.  

ISOARDI:  What did Fain play? 

BRYANT:  Baritone saxophone.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, really?  Was he any good? 

BRYANT:  Well, you know, I don't want to pass judgment.  He 

was a union official, you know.  

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  There are a lot of stories about him 

as a union [American Federation of Musicians] official but 

none as a musician.   

BRYANT:  Well, okay.  Yeah.  I was in the army with him, too. 

 But that's getting ahead of us.  

 Then I got this first steady job in Long Beach with a 

guy named Johnny Shackleford.  He had four pieces:  a rhythm 

section and a saxophone player. 
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ISOARDI:  In Long Beach?   

BRYANT:  Yeah, in Long Beach. 

ISOARDI:  Where at? 

BRYANT:  I don't even remember. 

ISOARDI:  Some little club down there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I don't even remember the name of the club. 

 So I worked there for about six months.  I was 1-A, so they 

were organizing this band for the Tenth Cavalry-- They were 

stationed in Camp Lockett, which was just about sixty miles 

outside of San Diego.  So this guy came, and he was organizing, 

so he recruited all Los Angeles guys, musicians, you know, 

youngsters that were 1-A and so forth.  So I enlisted and 

went to the army band.  And they had made promises that we 

all would become noncommissioned officers.  Of course, they 

didn't keep all their promises.  But one thing, we kept the 

band together.  And even when we went overseas-- It was the 

Tenth Cavalry, where they were riding horses still, right? 

ISOARDI:  Oh, you're kidding. 

BRYANT:  No. 

ISOARDI:  They still had an active cavalry? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  They still had an active cavalry.  It was 

the Tenth Cavalry, which was a very famous army group like 

in the Indian wars.  There is a lot of history behind the 
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Tenth Cavalry and the Ninth Cavalry.  But anyway-- 

ISOARDI:  So you figured you were going to eventually get 

drafted.  This way, they guaranteed that you were going to 

play in the bands for the war. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, so I was going to play in a band, so I went 

for it.  We were stationed, like I said, right outside of 

San Diego, came home almost every weekend. 

ISOARDI:  Not bad.  

BRYANT:  So anyway, I was down there for a couple of years. 

ISOARDI:  Who were the other guys who went with you then? 

BRYANT:  Oh, let's see.  Fain. 

ISOARDI:  Elmer Fain. 

BRYANT:  And a guy name Lloyd Reese, who was a very noted 

teacher around here.  Lloyd Reese, Jake Porter, and Bill 

[William] Douglass, who was a treasurer at the union at one 

time, you know.  He was the drummer.  And let's see-- 

ISOARDI:  Quite a few guys from [American Federation of 

Musicians Local] 767. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  James Nelson and Herb Mullins.  Oh, let's see. 

 John Randolph.  Bill Hadnott was my first sergeant,  but he 

was already in.  He was already in.  But he is a bass player. 

 He is a legendary player around here. 

ISOARDI:  He was a fine player. 
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BRYANT:  Well, he wasn't originally from L.A., but when he 

got into the army he stayed here.  So he was my first sergeant. 

 So the band had a lot of Los Angeles musicians.  A couple 

of guys from other places, but most of them from L.A.  

ISOARDI:  Beats packing a rifle and being in the trenches. 

BRYANT:  That's for sure.  We played for retreats and parades 

and stuff, and we'd come to Los Angeles and play for USO [United 

Service Organizations] and so forth.  It was nice.  But I hated 

it.  I still hated it.  I hated the army, man.  It was segregated 

then, you know.   

ISOARDI:  You mean down in Camp Lockett you guys still had 

to deal with all that crap? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  It was still segregated.  But anyway, when 

we went overseas, they broke up the Tenth Cavalry. 

ISOARDI:  When did you go overseas?  How soon did that come? 

BRYANT:  A couple of years.   

ISOARDI:  So you were down in Camp Lockett for a couple of 

years, then? 

BRYANT:  A couple of years, yeah, right. 

ISOARDI:  Then where did you go?  Where did they send you? 

BRYANT:  They broke it up into port battalions, the Tenth 

Cavalry, but they kept the band together.  So we went from 

here to North Africa, Algiers, Casablanca, Oran, and stayed 
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in North Africa for about three months.  Then we went to Italy. 

  

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, from North Africa.  First we went up to the 

southern part of Italy and then Naples, I guess.  But we didn't 

stop there.  We went straight up to Rome.   

ISOARDI:  So you just accompanied the army up the peninsula, 

then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, we did, the band.  What we were going 

up there for--we didn't know at that time--was we were to 

play for Rome falling.  When Rome fell, they made it an open 

city, right, which means they didn't bomb and stuff.  So like 

President [Dwight D.] Eisenhower was there, big ceremony.  

So our band played for that.  

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, for when Rome fell. 

ISOARDI:  Jeez. 

BRYANT:  I think it was around July.  It was sometime in July. 

 It might have been July 4, but it was sometime in July.   

ISOARDI:  No kidding.  So you guys led the parade into the 

city? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, we were the official band, you know.  So we 

played that.  Consequently, we stayed in Rome for about three 
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months. 

ISOARDI:  Three months in Rome? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  We lived in a hotel.  And they didn't touch 

Rome.  Rome was just beautiful, like it is now.  I had a ball. 

ISOARDI:  So you just had a little bit of duty to do?  You 

just had to play? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  We just played for parades and retreats and 

played for dances.   

ISOARDI:  The rest of the time was yours? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So we had a ball.  That was a gas.  [laughter] 

 We got a chance to see Rome, the Colosseum and all, you know, 

the whole thing.  That was a good duty.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  No kidding.  [laughter]  That's probably almost the 

best that anybody ever had.   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Three months living in a hotel. 

ISOARDI:  Not bad. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, it was good.   

ISOARDI:  So the army didn't deliver on all their promises, 

but you got something, I guess.   

BRYANT:  Well, I enjoyed it more overseas than I did here. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  Why so?   

BRYANT:  Because, like I said, it was segregated.   

ISOARDI:  But you didn't experience that in Rome and in North 
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Africa? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, we experienced it, but, I mean, it was less, 

because-- The way we experienced it was that we had to play 

for the noncommissioned officers club, and it was all white. 

 But by that time, we knew how to handle it, you know.  I'll 

tell you something else:  being from here, if I didn't enlist, 

they would have sent me South.  See, that's what they were 

doing.  They were sending the guys from here and New York 

to the South, you know, like switching their thing.  And that 

would have been a drag. Because I know some guys who went 

through some things, you know.  They had never been South, 

and they had to go down there.  So I avoided that, you know. 

ISOARDI:  You mean if you were black and you were drafted, 

they would send you down South, and if you were black living 

down South, they were sending you North?  They were mixing 

it all up like that? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, they were mixing it up, so to speak.   

ISOARDI:  To keep you off balance?   

BRYANT:  Well, I don't know what the point was, but anyway, 

that's what they did.  So I avoided that.  Because I know some 

guys that went down South.  They survived, I guess, but I 

didn't have to go through that shit where you have to "sir" 

and "yeah, sir" and shit.  Fuck that shit.  [laughter]   
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 But anyway, after we left Rome, we came down to a little 

town called Caserta.  It had a castle in that town. ISOARDI: 

 Don't tell me you lived in the castle. 

BRYANT:  No, we didn't live in the castle.  We had a little 

camp not far from the castle.  So that's where I spent the-- 

Well, I was overseas for about twenty-two months, so that's 

where the time was spent. 

ISOARDI:  You really saw some things, too. 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Did you have a chance to look around North Africa, 

those cities? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  We went into Casablanca.  You know, Casablanca 

looks like the movie picture of the same name.  And Oran.  

And what was the other one?  Algiers.   

ISOARDI:  While you were in the U.S. Army, I guess in Italy 

and other places, you still experienced the segregation in 

the army?  

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  But in the society outside, like in Rome, etc., 

you're not experiencing it? 

BRYANT:  Well, I'll tell you what, man.  Now, this is pretty 

chickenshit.  I don't know if anybody ever told you about 

this, but what it was was that they tried to program the people 
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that we were like less than human, so to speak.  ISOARDI:  

The U.S. did? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, because they didn't want us socializing, I guess. 

 But anyway, that didn't work.  It didn't work, because we wound 

up in North Africa.  It's a Muslim country, you know, and they 

wore veils, the whole thing.  Women wore robes and veils when 

they went in public.  Consequently, some of the soldiers that 

didn't know what was happening, especially some of the white 

soldiers-- They found some of them castrated and they stuffed 

their testicles in their mouth because they messed with these 

women.   

ISOARDI:  You mean some of the American soldiers didn't know 

what--? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  But they were a little lighter on the black soldiers. 

 What I did was I'd go to the Casbah, and I'd spend the weekend 

with a lady.  But I finally got caught, because kids, you know, 

they get money from you and they get money from the MPs [military 

police], so I got busted.  But I spent weekends in the Casbah 

and nobody bothered me, man.  Nobody bothered me.  So that was 

in North Africa. 

ISOARDI:  And you were treated better there. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Then in Italy--now, this actually happened, 

Steve--someone walked up to me to see if the color would rub 
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off. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, the kids, you mean? 

BRYANT:  No, I'm not talking about a kid; I'm talking about 

grown people.   

ISOARDI:  You're kidding.   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And then several guys had processed [hair]. 

 They'd pull it to see if it was their real hair or something. 

 That actually happened.  And they'd raise your coattail to 

see if you had a tail.  That actually happened, Steve.  But 

when they found out that they were a bunch of lies-- 

ISOARDI:  All the bullshit that they used to put you down. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Bullshit, yeah.  They fell in love with the 

black soldiers, because the black soldiers would give the 

kids candy and they were nice to them, you know.  So they 

fell in love with us.   

ISOARDI:  It was a real good experience. 

BRYANT:  It was, you know.  I'm not saying that all the soldiers 

were like that, but that was the policy.  That was the policy, 

man.   

ISOARDI:  Did any guys think about staying there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Yeah, as a matter of fact, I was-- 

ISOARDI:  That must have really affected some people.  All 

of a sudden you find that you're treated a lot better.   
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BRYANT:  Well, I was going to stay and go to school in Italy. 

 I'll tell you what.  We were stationed most of the time near 

Naples, and I used to go to the opera once a week, because 

I liked the orchestra, you know.  So I went to an opera once 

a week in the San Carlos opera house, which is very famous. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, yeah, Teatro San Carlos. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, once a week, man.  They gave us discount prices. 

 So I got turned on to opera, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Right at the home of it. 

BRYANT:  Yes.  I met the bass player, bought some books.  I 

bought a bow and stuff.  What I had really planned on doing 

was staying over there, getting a discharge over there, and 

going to school.  But what happened was I got sick.  The war 

was over when I got sick.  I was getting ready to come home 

on points before I got sick.  So I had to come on a hospital 

ship.  But I wanted to stay over there.  I wanted to use part 

of my GI Bill over there, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Too bad it didn't work out.  Did you get back? 

BRYANT:  No.  Not until years and years later.  Actually '87 

was when I [went] back with Horace [Tapscott] to Italy.   

ISOARDI:  Do you have any other remembrances of Italy?  Any 

other stories or--? I guess you must have had quite a bit 

of free time, then? 



 

 

                            58 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  You had your military thing.  Did you have a chance 

to go out and play?  Were there local areas--? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, a little bit, but as a band, and as a small 

combo.  We played just the Red Cross places or the USO.  They 

had a big jazz band and sort of small combo groups.  I played 

in both of them.  The small group played in the noncommissioned 

officers club and stuff.  We got a couple of bucks for that, 

because that was extra duty.  Now, Bill Hadnott didn't go 

overseas; he stayed here.  Fain stayed here.  Lloyd Reese got 

discharged here.   

ISOARDI:  How did all these guys get out? 

BRYANT:  Well-- [laughter] I guess I can spill the beans now. 

 Bill Hadnott played crazy, the rest got out because of their 

age.   

ISOARDI:  Ah.  They all got--what?--Section Eights? 

BRYANT:  No, not Section Eights.  They got medical discharges. 

 [laughter]  I even tried.  I took almost a whole bottle of 

aspirin trying to get out, but it didn't work.  I was trying 

to get out before we went overseas.  I hated the army, you 

know.  So anyway-- [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  So they all pretended like they were a little bit 

off and--? 
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BRYANT:  Well, yeah, and pretended they were sick.  Well, let's 

see.  Bill Hadnott told me he just played crazy.  I forgot 

some of the shit he told me, but they thought he was sicker 

than he was, and he got out.  So all those guys got out.  Of 

course, a couple of them were old enough to get out, too, 

you know, like maybe Fain.   

ISOARDI:  I would think Fain and Lloyd Reese weren't in their 

early twenties then. 

BRYANT:  No, no, no.  So they were old enough that they got 

out.  But other guys like Bill Hadnott, they played crazy, 

man.  I know one guy literally shook his head, shook his head, 

and he got out. 

ISOARDI:  Just by acting a little bit strange? 

BRYANT:  Shaking his head.  Shaking his head, man, like a nerve 

thing, and he got out.  His name was "Butter" [William] Ellis. 

 They called him "Butter."  Bill Ellis.   

ISOARDI:  Like he had a twitch or something that he couldn't 

control. 

BRYANT:  Like he had a nerve condition.  And he got out.  So 

a lot of them played crazy, and they got off.  But I couldn't. 

 It didn't work, because I really didn't know what to do.  

So I had to go overseas.  But I had some experiences that 

I wouldn't have gotten if I hadn't been in the army. 
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ISOARDI:  Yeah, it sounds like it. 

BRYANT:  But then, after the army, see, when I got out, L.A. 

was like really jumping.  Oh, it was really happening during 

the war, man.  

ISOARDI:  Oh, during the war? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, during the war. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, that's right.  Let me ask you about it.  You're 

down at Camp Lockett, right, for a couple of years, anyway, 

before they send you overseas.   

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  And you're coming up to Central Avenue.  How has 

Central Avenue changed from the time you went to school? 

BRYANT:  Oh, it was more happening.  Nightclubs.  Because the 

defense workers-- L.A. was a boomtown, because they had the 

defense industry here and the soldiers and stuff.  So L.A. 

was jumping twenty-four hours a day, because they had 

after-hours places, because the clubs had to close, I think, 

at twelve--at midnight--for a while.  So they had a lot of 

after-hours places.  And finally they extended it till two 

[o'clock], you know.  But by the time I got out, like I said, 

it was all over.  I got out in '46.  I came back, and I was 

out at Van Nuys at the VA [Veterans Administration] hospital 

out there, and by the time I got discharged-- I was discharged, 
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of course, about the middle of '47.  But I didn't get a chance 

to come home because I was at this hospital, the VA hospital. 

 I'd come home on passes.  But, like I said, it was all over, 

so to speak. 

ISOARDI:  During the war, during its heyday there, where did 

you hang out? 

BRYANT:  Where do you mean?  In L.A.? 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, on Central Avenue back then during the war. 

 Just everywhere? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Because, you know, I was in the army, so--Before 

I went to the army, I'd just hang out.  I'd go to places like 

Lovejoy's.  That was an after-hours place.  That was in 1942. 

  

ISOARDI:  Lovejoy's was an after-hours place? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And Art Tatum used to play there.  He'd have 

a big case of beer.  He's playing, man.  I'd see all the cats 

like Lester Young, all the cats.  All the guys that were in 

town used to go by Lovejoy's and a couple more places.  Lovejoy's 

was one of the main ones. 

ISOARDI:  Do you remember any of the other ones? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, one called Brother's, and-- I can't think of-- 

Those two are the only names that I can think of. 

ISOARDI:  What was Lovejoy's like inside? 
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BRYANT:  It was upstairs.  Just a restaurant and stuff, you 

know, so after hours you could go.   

ISOARDI:  So they couldn't sell booze, I guess, if it was 

after hours? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, they sold it, but they weren't supposed to. 

 ISOARDI:  Was Brother's the same kind of setup? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  All of them were the same kind of setup.  Like 

all the musicians and whatever would go there.  That was before 

I went to the army.  I got a chance to spread my wings, so 

to speak.  What I mean is-- Well, that's where you got work, 

because you go to a jam session and a guy would hear you and 

say, "Hey, are you working, man?  Yeah, okay.  I've got a gig 

for you."  In fact, that still happens, to a lesser degree, 

but it still happens.  That's the name of the game, visibility 

and people knowing you.  I still have to do it.  I should do 

it.  I don't do it as much.  Even though I've been doing it 

all my life, they still say, "Damn, I thought you were out 

of town, man."  So if you don't get out and let people know 

you're still into it, well, they don't call you. 

ISOARDI:  Out of sight, out of mind. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So it's still like that, so to speak. 

ISOARDI:  Where were the places that you were going to to 

jam when people started noticing you? 
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BRYANT:  Lovejoy's, after-hours places, you know.  Then after 

the war, there were some clubs.  One was called the Downbeat 

[Club], where they had jam sessions every, I think, Monday 

night.  Different places.  Like Jack's Basket [Room], that 

was an after-hours place with jam sessions.  Oh, before then, 

before I went into the army, Duke Ellington was out at a club 

in Hollywood called the Empire Room.   

ISOARDI:  The Empire Room? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So they had sessions there on Sundays.  So 

I went one Sunday, you know. 

ISOARDI:  To the Empire Room? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Where was that at? 

BRYANT:  Somewhere in Hollywood.  Jimmy Blanton hadn't been 

gone too long; just maybe a year or so.  So his cousin was 

his replacement--Wendell Marshall--and he had Jimmy Blanton's 

bass, so I got a chance to play on Jimmy Blanton's bass.  

I had that much nerve.  I mean, I just went and sat in, man. 

ISOARDI:  That must have been a thrill. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, it was.  Then, another time, when I was in the 

army, I went by this place called Brother's, one of the 

after-hours places, and Art Tatum was working there with Joe 

Comfort, who was a bass player around here for years.  Joe 
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Comfort lived right around the corner.  His father was a barber. 

 His father used to cut my hair.  He watched us grow up; he 

was a little older, you know.  So he persuaded me to come 

up and play, man.  So I said, "Play with Art Tatum?  Are you 

kidding, man?"  I was in the army then.  I went up and played. 

 But, yeah, I played with Art Tatum.   

ISOARDI:  All right!  What was that like, playing with the 

master? 

BRYANT:  Whew!  I didn't know what was happening, man.  But 

I played.  [laughter]  Joe-- I loved Joe. 

ISOARDI:  What did he tell you after?  Did you say anything 

to him? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he complimented me.  I forget.  But yeah, he 

tried to encourage me. 

ISOARDI:  Nice. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was a good experience.  [laughter]  

That's how much nerve I had, man.  See, because I grew up 

with Charles Mingus.  So I guess that's why I had that much 

nerve, you know.   

ISOARDI:  You said Central's changed when you come back here. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, it's changed.  It had changed.  There weren't 

as many clubs.  Although it was still happening.  It was 

happening still, but not like it was during the war. 
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ISOARDI:  So it's pretty much when the wartime economy dried 

up, everything sort of-- 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  But it was still happening.  Actually, what 

closed down Central Avenue was the police, because of the 

mixing thing.  All the stars and all the people would come 

over to Central Avenue and listen to the music, man.  So they 

didn't like the mixing, so they rousted people around and 

stuff, and that's how they closed it up.  ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  Was that happening as soon as you got back?  Or did 

it happen all of a sudden at a certain time? 

BRYANT:  It happened later, in the fifties.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, okay.  But say '46, '47, it's a little bit slower 

than it was, but there's still a lot going on? 

BRYANT:  Yes, there is still a lot going on.  

ISOARDI:  And the police presence isn't as bad as it became 

later, then? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  It got worse, I guess because they didn't like 

the mixing and stuff.  White ladies would come down, the stars, 

you know, they didn't like that.  Of course, they had a little 

dope problem.  It was like marijuana.  I mean, heroin and 

cocaine, but you know, those were the drugs then.  They didn't 

have what they have now, crack. 



 

 

                            66 

ISOARDI:  When you came back in '46, '47, I guess there is 

certainly pot around.  Was there much heroin around then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Oh, yeah.  That was the drug.  That was the 

hip drug.    

ISOARDI:  It was around in '46, '47? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  That was the drug besides weed, you know. 

 Of course, that wasn't a big thing.  But even then, it was 

a felony to be caught with weed. 

ISOARDI:  A felony? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, at that time, but they changed it later.  It 

was a felony.  I know a guy who got busted and had to do some 

time just behind some smoke, man.  I mean, damn.  But those 

were the times, you know. 

ISOARDI:  When you moved back down here, where did you live? 

 When you got out of the hospital. 

BRYANT:  Oh, I lived here.  Yeah, see, because I had 

tuberculosis. 

ISOARDI:  Is that what you got in Italy? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, that was the illness.  Consequently, I figured 

that I'd stay home so my mother [Indiana Herrington Bryant] 

could take care of me, like cook for me and all that, and 

I went to school.  I started at the L.A. [Los Angeles] 

Conservatory [of Music and Art].  I went there for about a 
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semester or so.   

ISOARDI:  Really?  So you had the GI Bill when you were-- 

BRYANT:  Yes.  The reason I stopped going to the L.A. 

Conservatory-- Because I could have gotten a degree there. 

 But I wanted to play, and the teachers that I wanted weren't 

there.  Consequently, I went to Westlake College of Music, 

and I got a better bass teacher, you know. 

ISOARDI:  What was the L.A. Conservatory like? 

BRYANT:  It was a good school.  It was mostly classical.   

ISOARDI:  It was more classical oriented. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, more classical oriented.  I guess later on they 

expanded their harmony and stuff.  But I wanted to play.  I wasn't 

interested in getting a degree, you know. I just wanted to play. 

 So I went to Westlake, where a lot of name musicians out of 

bands and stuff went.  A lot of Tommy Dorsey's, Duke Ellington's 

sidemen.  Like Britt Woodman, he went there, and John Anderson, 

a lot of the guys.  So it was a good school.  They had a teacher 

there named Paul Villapeg.  He was teaching harmony and 

orchestration writing.  He was one of my teachers.  As a matter 

of fact, he got me the gig with Sarah Vaughan.  Sarah Vaughan 

did a theater date at the Lincoln Theatre.  Paul Villapeg was 

writing for Lucky Thompson.  So Paul got me the gig with Lucky 

to play behind Sarah for a theater date.  So that was the first 
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time I worked with Sarah.  And then, later, I think in about 

'52-- This is in '48.  But around '52, I had a chance to work 

with her again.  I was working with J. C. Heard, a drummer.  

He got me the audition with her.  So I auditioned, and I got 

the gig, man.  We went up to San Francisco. 

ISOARDI:  So you traveled with her, then, backing her? 

BRYANT:  Well, yeah, we just went to San Francisco.  What happened 

was I tore ass.  We were up in San Francisco playing at this 

club, right?  So some of my friends are out there.  Anyway, we 

were playing.  And the music was old, man.  What I did was I 

played through a repeat sign.  I was supposed to go back, but 

I kept going.  And she turned around--because she was a musician, 

you know--she turned around and looked, and I was so embarrassed. 

 I said, "Turn back around."  And I said it loud enough for her 

to hear it.  So I just tore my ass, man.   

 Anyway, when the set was over, I went back and explained. 

 I said, "Look.  I mean, the music is illegible."  But I tore 

my ass over it, you know.  But it was the truth.  The music, 

it was old.  The repeat mark was worn out.  And see, we didn't 

rehearse all that stuff; we just went through a few things.  

So this is one of the things that I didn't get a chance to see, 

and I just played through the repeat  

sign.  So I got sent home early.  The gig was two weeks, but 
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they held them over another week or so, and I got sent home. 

 Till the day that Sarah died, I always wanted to apologize, 

but I never did.  I never did get a chance to.  Because I loved 

Sarah, man.  I never got a chance to apologize.  But I think 

she knew.  Because I saw her later.  I was working with Gerald 

Wilson's band, and that night I think she came to the gig. 

 She might have sang a tune with Gerald.  So I guess maybe 

she forgave me, you know.  But I never worked with her anymore, 

you know. 

ISOARDI:  Where was Westlake at?  Was that downtown? 

BRYANT:  No, it was in Hollywood.  Yeah.  Well, not really 

in Hollywood.  Downtown L.A.  In fact, it was on Westlake Avenue, 

I think it was, first, and then it moved to Alvarado [Street], 

and then it moved to Hollywood.  So it moved to three different 

places.   

ISOARDI:  How long did you stay there studying? 

BRYANT:  About four years.  Four years.  I could have gotten 

a degree, because I spent maybe a little more than a semester 

at the L.A. Conservatory, but all they were giving was 

certificates at Westlake College of Music. But see, L.A. 

Conservatory, you could do the music thing and then you'd 

go to USC [University of Southern California] and take the 

other subjects and get a degree.  But, like I said, I wasn't 
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interested.  Bill [William] Green, now--we were going to school 

together--he went and got a degree.   

ISOARDI:  At the conservatory? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Buddy Collette was going there, too, but he 

didn't get a degree, either.  I guess he got busy. 
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 TAPE NUMBER:  II, SIDE TWO 

 JULY 4, 1993 
 
 

ISOARDI:  You mentioned, I guess, in the postwar period, I 

guess the Downbeat is going strong then.  What other places 

are still going, still active, still pulling people? 

BRYANT:  Jack's Basket and the Last Word [Cafe] and the Milimo. 

That was still going at that time. 

ISOARDI:  The Milimo? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  They were all on almost the same block. 

ISOARDI:  Really?   

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  All around the Dunbar [Hotel], that area? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  The Downbeat was on the corner, and, of course, 

the Dunbar was right next door almost.  The Last Word was 

across the street, and the Memo [Club] was across the street, 

maybe a block south of there, you know.  So that was three 

or four clubs in the same block.  It was kind of like a minor 

Fifty-second Street, you know. 

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  That's what it sounds like. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And then, of course, the Elks [hall]. 

ISOARDI:  Was the Elks still going then, in the postwar period? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  It was still there.  They had things there, 
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like they had dances.  Elks still had it.  They rented out 

for dances and stuff.  And the Lincoln Theatre, which was 

down at about Twenty-first [Street] and Central, where they 

still had stage shows. 

ISOARDI:  Still going strong? 

BRYANT:  At that time, yeah.  

ISOARDI:  What were the audiences like down there?  Who was 

hanging out? 

BRYANT:  Appreciative, you know.  Just everyday people.  

Because the music scene was different then.  That was before 

rock and shit came in, you know.  So music was like [Count] 

Basie, Ellington, big bands, you know.  So it was more musical. 

 That was just what was happening.  People who grew up in that 

area, they remember.   

ISOARDI:  You mentioned that there were whites coming, 

Hollywood stars, and things like that.  It was a pretty mixed 

scene, then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Yeah, they'd come down.  Yeah, sure, it was 

mixed.  Because that's where the music was happening then, 

on Central Avenue.  They had a couple of other places, like 

the Bal Tabrin.  That was out in Gardena, I think.  They had 

a stage show there.  They had a black band, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Was that just like a club? 
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BRYANT:  Yeah, it was a club, a nightclub.  They had stage 

shows.  They even had a chorus line out there.  Yeah.  It was 

called the Bal Tabrin.  Floyd Turnham was there for years. 

ISOARDI:  He had a band there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, with Britt Woodman, John Anderson-- In fact, 

the Woodman brothers were in that band.  So that was a job 

that lasted about ten or fifteen years.  

ISOARDI:  Jeez.  And Floyd Turnham was there most of the time? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He was there all the time.  He had the gig 

for-- I know it was more than ten years. 

ISOARDI:  It doesn't get much steadier than that. 

BRYANT:  No.  It was steady.  Then they had-- Oh, the Plantation 

Club, but that was during the war.  After the war, that closed 

down.  That was on 108th [Street] and Central.  But, no, that 

closed down. 

ISOARDI:  Why did that shut down? 

BRYANT:  Because that was after the boomtown thing was over. 

  

ISOARDI:  Oh.  So it was just a casualty of kind of the recession 

of the postwar period? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  How were you getting on?  You must have gotten over 

your tuberculosis then.  You're getting out, you're playing 
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more, you're going to school. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  It was arrested in 1947, which was about 

a year.  Since then, I just got progressively better, my health. 

 But it was arrested.  I was out of danger in '47.  And I never 

had-- No medicine.  All I had was bed rest and vitamins.   

ISOARDI:  That was it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, and nutrition.  And that was it.  I was fortunate. 

 I was very fortunate, because they were dying all around 

me.   

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I was very fortunate.  I never had any operations 

or anything.   

ISOARDI:  So you knew a lot of other people who were dying 

from TB? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  I was in a hospital, it was a TB ward.  They 

weren't musicians, but there were a lot of people, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Didn't Jimmy Blanton die from TB? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he did.  That's what he died from.  But that 

was like in the dark ages.  In fact, I was right on the tail 

end of the dark ages.  You know what I'm saying.  So, yeah, 

a lot of people split with tuberculosis, man.  It was a dangerous 

disease.  I got in on the tail end, and I got lucky, because 

my kind, the kind I had, didn't require me to have any surgery. 
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 But there wasn't any medicine.  They had medicine for it, 

too, but all I needed was bed rest.   

ISOARDI:  When you come back from the war, it's, I guess, 

1946.  You've been gone--what?--about a year, a year and a 

half overseas?  Maybe two years? 

BRYANT:  No, twenty-two months.  Almost two years, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Music changes a lot from the time you go into the 

army till the time you come out.  [laughter] 

BRYANT:  I heard bop when I was overseas. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, you did?  You heard some of those records? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  You know, like Bird [Charlie Parker] and Diz 

[Dizzy Gillespie].  I heard those records overseas.  I was 

overseas. 

ISOARDI:  So that's when you heard them for the first time? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  What did you think? 

BRYANT:  I liked it.  I mean, it was all right.  Because, look, 

see, like I told you, I was turned on by Duke Ellington.  

Now, he was way ahead of his time.  So when I heard bop, it 

was just like-- You know.  Because the guys could play, man, 

so-- It wasn't a big thing for me.  Maybe some of the other 

cats were, "Man, oh, man, they play that bebop," but not me, 

no.   
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ISOARDI:  You just flowed right into it. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Then I came back, and Bird was spending some 

time here.  I know one particular time he was getting ready 

to go to New York--I mean, go back to New York.  He'd been 

out here.  I think he'd been in the hospital and been out 

here for a year, maybe, something like that.  Anyway, this 

artist gave him a going-away party.  She had a ranch up in 

Pasadena, up in the hills.  Did I tell you this story? 

ISOARDI:  No. 

BRYANT:  Oh, okay.  Anyway, let's see, Frank Morgan, Larance 

Marable, a piano player named Amos Trice-- Who else was there? 

 A couple of more people.  I can't remember their names.  Anyway, 

we were burning, man.  You know Bird; we were playing, man. 

 It was burning.  ISOARDI:  So you're at this party, and you 

guys are playing. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, we're playing, and it was burning.  So Bird 

had a tie, he had a suit.  He was all dressed up; he had a 

tie and everything.  So he took off his coat first, then he 

took off his tie, then he took off his shirt.  He did a striptease. 

 He stripped down to his birthday suit, you hear me?  [laughter] 

 His birthday suit, man.  He said, "Okay, everybody get like 

me or split."  [laughter]  Now, more people got like him than 

split.  Some people, a few people, split.  And I was hiding 
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behind my bass.   

ISOARDI:  Yeah, you're lucky!  [laughter] 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  [laughter]  So we were burning, man, burning. 

  

ISOARDI:  And you just kept playing? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  They made some tapes of the music, but I never 

did hear the tapes.  But anyway, yeah, we were burning, man. 

 And after we got through playing, man, we all went out and 

jumped in the swimming pool.  I got out of the swimming pool, 

and when I got out, I saw these two entry cars, big cars from 

the sheriff's department.  Whoever the lady, I guess the artist, 

[was] had pull or something, so she said something, and they 

split.   

ISOARDI:  So somebody had called the cops? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, somebody called the cops.  But they split.  

They split. 

ISOARDI:  She must have had some clout. 

BRYANT:  Steve, you'd think that there would be all kinds 

of shit going, and there was, but it was discreet, very discreet. 

 I didn't see anything ever.  But they had rooms.  I guess 

a lot of things were going on, you know.  But I didn't see 

anything.  I used to smoke a little weed, you know, but other 

things were going on, too.  Sure they were.  But it was so 
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discreet, man.  So it was a party, I guess you could say a 

wild party, but it wasn't like the average person would think. 

 They'd say, "Oh, man, you know, like a train of ladies."  

I didn't see it.  I'm  

sure it was happening, but I didn't see it, man.  So that's 

how cool that party was, man.  Yeah, it was-- You know. 

ISOARDI:  Did you say somebody taped it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, somebody taped it.  I never did hear the tapes, 

man. 

ISOARDI:  Too bad. 

BRYANT:  Never did hear it.  I don't know where the tapes are 

now.  Larance Marable, I think he said he had heard it.  But, 

yeah, Frank Morgan, Larance Marable.  We were burning, man. 

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  That's good. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, it was quite an experience, man.  But Bird  

was a beautiful cat, man, a beautiful cat.  He just had that-- 

He was strung out on dope, but, I mean, he was a beautiful 

cat, man.  Very, very intelligent, very sharp.   

ISOARDI:  Yeah, a genius mind. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  

ISOARDI:  Did you ever have another chance to play with him? 

BRYANT:  Just sit in.  I never had a chance to work with him, 

per se, but I had a chance to sit in.  So I played with him, 
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yeah.  Later on--this is much later on, in the fifties--there 

was a club on the east side, on Avalon [Boulevard], as a matter 

of fact, right across the street from Wrigley Field--that 

was a big baseball field before they tore it down--a club 

called the La Criss. 

ISOARDI:  La Criss? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, La Criss, where it was like a jazz club, you 

know.  They had sessions during the weekend, on Sundays, 

especially.  So I had a chance to work there with-- Let's 

see.  Harold Land had a group.  Harold Land, a trumpet player 

named James Robinson--I don't know what happened to him--Elmo 

Hope was the piano player, and Frank Butler.  And Ernie Crawford 

played piano sometimes, and Art Hillery played piano sometimes. 

 But Elmo Hope, you know, that's where I met Elmo.  Now, he 

was another beautiful cat, man.  He was strung out, you know. 

 And I've got a funny, funny story to tell about Elmo.  This 

is a little bit later.  They had a club called the Zebra up 

on Manchester [Avenue] and Central.  It was a jazz club.  So 

we had a gig, me, Elmo, and I got a drummer, a guy named Curtis 

Kirk.  But anyway, we were playing, we were burning.  Elmo, 

he's a hell of a piano player, you know.  You've heard about 

Elmo, haven't you? 

ISOARDI:  Oh, yeah. 
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BRYANT:  But anyway, he's playing, man.  We're burning, man. 

 And all of a sudden, Elmo just froze above the keys, just 

froze.  I leaned over and yelled, "Elmo!"  And he just started 

playing again.  [laughter]  I brought him back, and he just 

started playing.  Didn't miss a beat.  But he froze there for 

a minute, he was so loaded, man.  "Elmo!"  And he-- That was 

funny.  I'll never forget that.  He was burning, man.  

[laughter]  

ISOARDI:  This was in the fifties, when you were playing with 

him? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, this is the fifties, yeah.  [laughter]  That 

was funny, man.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  So even in the fifties, there was a lot of activity. 

 They were starting to move away from Central, but there were 

still some clubs that were going then? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  Yeah.  The La Criss was one of the big 

clubs.  

ISOARDI:  What kind of a place was that? 

BRYANT:  Strictly a jazz club.  Straight jazz.  They had  

food, I think.  Straight jazz, yeah.  You know, it wasn't--  

Later on, the owner bought Memory Lane.  Larry Hearn, yeah. 

 See, now, later on he bought Memory Lane.   

ISOARDI:  Ah.  And then he gave up the La Criss. 
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BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, he gave up the La Criss. 

ISOARDI:  He gave up and bought Memory Lane and shifted west? 

  

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He was there for years.  And then finally he 

moved out to Hawaii, and then that's when Marla [Gibbs] bought 

it.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, she bought it from him? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, she bought it from him. 

ISOARDI:  When did he buy Memory Lane?  Do you remember? 

BRYANT:  Oh, it was still in the-- Was it the late fifties? 

 Yeah, late fifties.  Yeah.  So things were still happening. 

 Then there was the hotel-- What's the name of the hotel, 

man?  Kenny Dennis had a group there for a long time, and 

they had sessions there on Monday nights, too.  Damn. 

ISOARDI:  Where was it at? 

BRYANT:  On Adams [Boulevard] and-- Watkins Hotel.  Yeah, 

Watkins Hotel, on Adams and the first street right off of 

Western [Avenue], Manhattan Street.  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  And they had--what?--a club inside the hotel. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, a lounge. 

ISOARDI:  When was this? 

BRYANT:  This was in the fifties.  Yeah, and they had music 

there, jazz.  A trio, you know.  Guys would come and sit in 
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on Monday nights.  Yeah.  I think they worked there six nights, 

five or six nights, but they had a session on Mondays.  So 

that was another place where it was happening.  Things were 

still happening in the fifties a little bit.   

ISOARDI:  On Central?  Or are you talking about these other 

places? 

BRYANT:  Well, yeah, yeah.  Finally Central, like I say, closed 

down.  It finally just couldn't cope with the shit that they 

were putting down. 

ISOARDI:  When was it that you would say it really shut down, 

that there was nothing?  Do you remember what the last clubs 

were? 

BRYANT:  Well, the Dunbar was probably one of the last.  It 

had a couple of hole-in-the-wall places, too.  I can't even 

think of the names of them.  A couple of places. 

ISOARDI:  How long did the [Club] Alabam stay open?  Do you 

remember when--? 

BRYANT:  Oh, that was open-- That was open in the thirties, 

man. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, but when did it shut down? 

BRYANT:  In the fifties.  About '53, maybe. 

ISOARDI:  Around there. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, around there. 
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ISOARDI:  Was there anything else going on in '53?  Or was 

that pretty much the end? 

BRYANT:  Well, that club-- There were a couple of places on 

the avenue, you know.  But the Downbeat, I think, had gone 

already.  But it wasn't completely shut down.  There were a 

couple of clubs, you know.   

ISOARDI:  So people were playing elsewhere.  They were going 

west, I guess, for the most part. 

BRYANT:  Hollywood.  [It was] spread out like it is now.  Orange 

County, Gardena, Hermosa Beach, Hollywood, North Hollywood, 

etc.  There are still quite a few-- And at that time, there 

were, I guess, commercial clubs where they had dancing, but 

that's where the cats, the musicians, were working.  They 

had jazz, but, I mean, it was like they had to play for dance 

music, too.  They had to play commercial.  You know what I'm 

saying?  And then I think vocalists began to come in, because 

before vocalists would just sing with the band, but then they 

began to come into their own, like, I guess, maybe Frank Sinatra 

and those people, some of the other people.  They began to 

come into their own.  Now they hire the groups.  So it changed, 

you know what I'm saying?  There was a time when a singer 

was just a singer with the band.  But things changed.   

ISOARDI:  You mentioned, I guess a couple of times, that there 
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were a lot of Hollywood people coming there?   

BRYANT:  Yeah, stars. 

ISOARDI:  Do you remember who in particular? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Ginger Rogers.  Any star you could name. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, that many of them used to just walk down there? 

  

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, to listen to music.  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  That must have been pretty good for the economy 

of the clubs, too. 

BRYANT:  Yes, it was. 

ISOARDI:  Because they probably spent some cash. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  That's where it was happening.  But like 

I said, the powers to be couldn't take that, so they made 

an effort, and they finally shut it down. 

ISOARDI:  When did this start coming down? 

BRYANT:  In the fifties.  In the fifties. 

ISOARDI:  In the early fifties you start noticing the harassment 

really--  

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, sure. 

ISOARDI:  Do you know why they started then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, because, like I said, they didn't like the 

mixing, that's all.  They didn't like that.  That's why it 

was.  The racism, you know.  It was rampant then.  
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ISOARDI:  So it had gotten a lot worse than it was a few years 

earlier. 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  What kind of shit were they pulling down there to 

break it up? 

BRYANT:  Just messing with people, you know, like just harassing 

you.  Patting you down and stopping you, stopping people.  

You know.  And they did that for a long time.  In fact, I guess 

they still do it.  But they were doing that.  And the police 

actually got worse, because there weren't as many police 

killings.  There were some.  Actually, the police have gotten 

worse, you know.  After the Rodney King [beating] thing, I 

guess maybe it cooled a little bit, but, oh, yeah, down through 

the years, it got worse.  Shit.   

 As a matter of fact, I can remember-- Look, check this 

out, man.  I can remember I was in Inglewood.  This was when 

it was all white mostly.  And I just happened to be there 

that night, and I was just drunk.  I'd been drinking, and 

I said, "Damn, I can't drive home."  So I said, "Well, I'm 

going to park."  So okay, I park, and I got in the back seat, 

and I went to sleep.   

 The next thing I know, somebody is knocking on the window, 

and the police said, "What are you doing?"   
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 I said,  "I had too much to drink; I'm sleeping it off." 

  

 They said, "In the middle of the street?"  [laughter] 

 I parked in the middle of the street, right?  And they said, 

"Are you all right now?"   

 I said, "Yeah."   

 "Okay.  Get your ass out of here."   

 I said, "Wow, they could have thrown me in jail."  I'm 

just telling you how the police have changed.   

 Another time, I got caught with an open container.  This 

was in Long Beach, I think it was, or San Pedro.   

ISOARDI:  When did that thing in Inglewood happen?  Was that 

in the fifties? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was in the fifties.  This guy just wrote 

me a ticket, you know, for the open container.  They take 

you down now, but he just wrote me a ticket.  When I went, 

I didn't have the money, so I went back later, and they cut 

the ticket in half, man.  So I'm just saying how police have 

changed.  Because they used to stop me quite a bit because 

I had the bass in the car.   

ISOARDI:  What do you mean because you had a bass in the car? 

 Just because they saw the bass, they'd automatically pull 

you over? 
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BRYANT:  Yes.  Musicians had to go through that.  I went through 

that shit.  But they never hassled me.  A lot of times I'd 

be torn up, man, but I wasn't drunk.  They'd say, "Oh, okay. 

 You're going to work?  Okay, go on."  They didn't bother me, 

you know.  But I'm saying the police have changed, man.  Yeah. 

 They were bad enough then.  

ISOARDI:  So they were just back then, I guess, trying to 

break up the mixing down on Central? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  They'd just pull people over and harass them with 

petty stuff? 

BRYANT:  Yes. 

ISOARDI:  Make it a little bit tough. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So people got tired of being messed around 

by the police, because they weren't doing anything.  You didn't 

have to be doing anything; they'd just stop you.  Mixed couples 

or even white people they'd stop, "What are you doing over 

on this side of town?"  You know, that kind of shit.  So, you 

know.  Who was mayor then?  Fletcher Bowron. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, Bowron?  He came in around the late forties, 

didn't he? 

BRYANT:  Yes, I think so.  I think he was mayor.  I think he 

was mayor then, yeah. 
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ISOARDI:  But wasn't that-- I'm trying to think now.  Didn't 

he appoint Police Chief [William H.] Parker?  Didn't Parker 

come in about then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I think so.  I think so.  But I think it was 

Bowron, I think he was the mayor.  But the powers that be, 

they were the ones that were causing this shit, you know.  

They didn't like it. 

ISOARDI:  So some change came about when he came into office, 

then? 

BRYANT:  Well, no, not necessarily, but I'm just saying that 

the powers that be-- I don't really know.  

ISOARDI:  It sounds like they made the decision at one point 

to really step up the harassment. 

BRYANT:  Yes, because of the mixing, that's what it was about. 

 It was about racism.  That's what it was, you know.  That's 

why they hassled people.  So people got tired of that shit, 

so Central Avenue shut down.  They moved west, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  Do you think that's the main reason it shut 

down? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was it, definitely.  Things were still 

happening.  No, it was because-- They actually shut them down. 

 Yeah.  They made it so that they had to shut down, because 

people got tired of being hassled, so they stopped going over 
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there.  So that automatically made no business, you know what 

I mean?  So, yeah, you can truthfully say that they shut them 

down.   

ISOARDI:  Were they just stopping people on the street?  Or 

were they going into the clubs? 

BRYANT:  Yes, going into clubs, too, messing with people, 

and on the street, especially around the clubs, you know.  

Yeah.  That's what it was.  They hassled people, you know. 

 But things moved west.  The Oasis, that was another club. 

 They had all the name groups on Western Avenue.   

ISOARDI:  The Oasis on Western? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was later.  When was that?  Well, that 

was in the fifties, too.   

ISOARDI:  You mentioned about the La Criss and Marla's [Memory 

Lane], etc.  Do you remember any other of the guys, of the 

people who owned those clubs?  Do you remember any others, 

who owned them, any of these places?  The Last Word or the 

Downbeat? 

BRYANT:  No, those were-- Jewish people owned those clubs, 

or white people.  Some of them had fronts; black people fronted, 

you know. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  But the cat that owned the La Criss, he owned 
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the club.  And Marla, of course-- But a lot of times they 

were fronting for white people.  Some of them.  Not all of 

them, though.  There were a couple of them that were owned 

by blacks, but I don't really remember. 

ISOARDI:  You don't remember who they were?   

BRYANT:  No, I don't remember.   

ISOARDI:  Do you remember who any of the people were who owned 

these clubs actually, any of the white people?  Do you remember 

any of the names or anything like that? 

BRYANT:  No.  The only one I remember is Pops at the Downbeat. 

  

ISOARDI:  A guy named Pops. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He was the guy who owned the Downbeat.  He 

loved music.  But other than that, I can't remember any of 

the guys--I mean, the names.  Well, some of the clubs were 

owned by gangsters, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Do you remember which ones or who the gangsters 

were? 

BRYANT:  No, I don't remember which ones.  But I know like 

the Casa Mañana out in Culver City where Les Hite and Louis 

Armstrong were, they were run by gangsters.  And the Bal Tabrin 
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I think; I don't really know. 

ISOARDI:  It was probably run by the mob? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, you know.  The mob, they had their hands in 

the-- Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Well, it sort of makes sense.  In so many other cities, 

they seem to control so much of it, anyway. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  They were out here too, but they don't want 

to admit it.  They don't want to admit it out here.  Yeah, 

they were out here, sure.  People like--what's his 

name?--Mickey Cohen. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, he was pretty big in L.A.  Wasn't he in Southern 

California? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So they had their hands into it, too, you know. 

  

ISOARDI:  What was happening in-- I guess when you came back 

from the war, from abroad, after almost two years overseas, 

what had happened to some of your friends, then? Some of the 

people you'd grown up with? 

BRYANT:  Eddie Davis, he didn't go to the army.  He was lucky. 

 He got lucky; he didn't go.  He was really popular around 

here.  He had a group.  He plays tenor, plays reeds. 

ISOARDI:  Tenor saxophone. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, reeds.  And Albert Elam got into it.  For some 
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reason he got out.  I think it was because of some lady.  Adam 

Green, he played for a while, but he got into the thing of 

having a job for security, when there is no thing as security. 

 So instead of using his GI Bill for music, he used it for 

accounting. 

ISOARDI:  Accounting? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So he worked as an accountant.  But he got 

strung out because he was frustrated, a frustrated musician. 

 He could play, you know.  So he got strung out, man, so he 

passed away.  [He was] young, you know.  He was fairly young 

when he passed. 

ISOARDI:  Too bad.  He was just afraid he wouldn't be able 

to make a living as a musician? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, because his dad would bring it up, like he 

should take something to fall back on.  My mother told me 

the same thing, but I didn't fall for it.  I said I wanted 

to be a musician and-- Because I told you about those other 

little jobs I had, but those were just a way of  

 

surviving.  He was still playing, but if he could have really 

dug in, he could have really become successful.  We used to 

sit here in this driveway right here and argue till early 

in the morning about like if you don't make it by the time 
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you're in your early twenties, forget it, which is bullshit, 

you know.  And that was his thing, man.  Adam Green.  And I'd 

say, "No, man."  I'd say, "No."  And he'd say, "Yes."  That 

was his thing.   

ISOARDI:  But he was a good player?  I mean, he could have 

made a career out of it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he was a good player.  Yeah, he could have made 

a career out of it.  And he didn't have to get married.  He 

did get married.  In other words, he didn't knock up somebody. 

 Like, now, Eddie Davis did, and he had to get married, but 

Eddie Davis stuck with the music up until the war.  Then he 

got a defense job.  But he still was playing.  But Adam Green, 

we'd argue, and I'd say, "No, man.  You don't have to make 

it by the time you're twenty or twenty-two or twenty-three." 

  

ISOARDI:  It sounds like it had kind of done him in, then, 

too. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, like I say, he was frustrated.  That's one of 

the reason why he got strung out.   

ISOARDI:  About how old was he when he died? 

BRYANT:  He was either in his late thirties or early forties. 

 Young.   

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  What about Mingus?  Did you ever bump into 
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him when you came back? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, all the time.  He didn't go to New York until 

later.  In fact, one night I was practicing at home here late 

at night.  It must have been about eleven [o'clock], something 

like that.  I heard a knock on the door.  I said, "Who is it?" 

 "Charles Mingus."  He came in, and he was crying, you know. 

 He's saying, "They won't hire me.  They won't give me any 

work."  And we sat down and talked.  

ISOARDI:  When was this about?  Was this after you came back? 

BRYANT:  This was in the forties.   

ISOARDI:  So he wasn't finding any work then? 

BRYANT:  They wouldn't hire him because Charles Mingus felt 

like the bass should be able to solo too.  So he wanted to 

be on the front line, you know.  They just didn't like Charles 

Mingus, you know.  But I understood him, because I was raised 

up with him.  Those people like Buddy Collette and the Woodman 

brothers, they understood him, too.  So he had to go to New 

York to make it.  That's really sad, because a lot of people 

had to go to New York to make it, because of the attitudes 

out here.  

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  Too bad. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  What was he like musically when you came back?  Did 
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you see any changes in him? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He could play more bass.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  I guess he was here during the war, right? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He didn't go into the army.  He was lucky, 

too. 

ISOARDI:  He was working on his chops. 

BRYANT:  Yes.  He got out of it.  Yeah, he was here.  Yeah, 

he could play better.  He was studying with a guy named [Herman] 

Rheinshagen, who was a very noted teacher out here.  I had 

a chance to study with him, to get about three lessons, before 

he stopped teaching.  He had the hives.  What do you call that 

nervous thing?  But anyway, he finally stopped teaching, but 

I had three lessons with him.  But Charles Mingus studied 

with him, and Rheinshagen used to tell me that Charles Mingus 

would argue with him.  He would say like, "You're supposed 

to do it this way."  He'd say, "Well, man, you can do it this 

way, too."  ISOARDI:  Mingus would tell him that you can do 

it other ways? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  They would argue, you know.   

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  He was a case. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he'd argue with the teacher, man.  But that's 

why he was what he was.  He took what you told him, but then 

he expanded on that.  But that's what you're supposed to do. 
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 Even in school, you're supposed to add something to it.  

You're not supposed to just take what they teach you.  So 

that's what he was about.  

 Before then, before I went to the army, I had another 

teacher.  This was before I went to the army.  He was a fantastic 

teacher, man.  His name was Schull Lipschultz.  I had about 

two or three lessons with him before I went to the army.  

That was right after I left Red [Callender].  I went to this 

cat for about two or three lessons.  He used to tell me-- 

He said every time Jimmy Blanton came in town with Duke, he 

would come out to see him. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  Who was he? 

BRYANT:  Schull Lipschultz, a bass teacher. 

ISOARDI:  What kind?  Was he a classical teacher? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.   

ISOARDI:  Was he just a teacher?  Did he play around in the 

studios? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he played.  He played, I guess.  But he was 

basically a teacher. 

ISOARDI:  Jimmy Blanton studied with him? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Jimmy Blanton studied with him.  He said, yeah, 



 

 

                            97 

Jimmy Blanton would come out there when he was in town.  That's 

what he told me. 

ISOARDI:  Where did this guy live? 

BRYANT:  He lived in West L.A. somewhere.  When I got home, 

we never could hook up again.  But he was a fantastic teacher. 

 I had about three lessons with him, man.   

ISOARDI:  What was Rheinshagen like as a teacher? 

BRYANT:  Oh, he was a fantastic teacher.   

ISOARDI:  That good? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  A lot of good people, like Charles Mingus 

and some people in the symphony-- Oh, yeah.  He was a well-known 

teacher out here.  A German cat, you know. 

He had a reputation.  He came from New York.   

 But anyway, I think we talked about the band that Lloyd 

Reese had when we were coming up with two basses.  I think 

that was on the other tape.   

ISOARDI:  I don't think you talked about playing with Lloyd 

Reese's band. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I think so.  I think I mentioned that they used 

to laugh at Dexter Gordon because I remember he couldn't read 

as well as some of the other people.  I didn't do much of 

that, but some of the cats were laughing at him.  Eddie Davis 

was one in particular, because I was talking to him not too 
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very long ago.  I said, "The cats used to laugh."  He said, 

"Yeah, yeah, it was me."  So Dexter Gordon was a cat that 

got the rewards, so to speak.  Even though he spent all that 

time in prison, he was  really the cat, you know.  That was 

in Lloyd Reese's band.  ISOARDI:  Was that a rehearsal band? 

 And you guys used to rehearse-- 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Jake Porter and Jack Trainor, Buddy Collette, 

Jackie Kelso [also known as Kelson], all the cats in that 

band.  Youngsters, you know, youngsters.   
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 TAPE NUMBER:  III, SIDE ONE 

 JULY 4, 1993 
 
 

ISOARDI:  David, about that Lloyd Reese rehearsal band, when 

did you join that band? 

BRYANT:  It was in the forties.   

ISOARDI:  So you were finished with high school, though, right? 

BRYANT:  Let's see.  Had I finished high school?  Either I 

had finished or was in the twelfth grade.  No, I think I just 

had finished.  Yeah, just out of high school.  Lloyd Reese 

had this band made up of his students and some other youngsters. 

 Like Buddy Collette, Jackie Kelso [also known as Kelson], 

a guy named James Nelson played tenor, Jack Trainor, Jake 

Porter.  Who else?  I can't remember some of the other names. 

 But anyway, the guys were about the same age.  It had two 

basses, you know, with Charles Mingus. 

ISOARDI:  You and Charles were the two basses? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah.  Charles was in the band so he got me 

on the band.   

ISOARDI:  Had you heard of Lloyd Reese before or worked with 

him? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, yeah.  He was the teacher around here, a 

legendary teacher, along with Browne, Mr. [Samuel] Browne. 
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 Yeah, Lloyd Reese was a legendary teacher.  Eric Dolphy and 

Buddy and all the cats went to him.  But I didn't go because 

I didn't have the money.  I didn't go.   

ISOARDI:  The rehearsal band met how often?  One day a week? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, on Sundays.   

ISOARDI:  On Sundays.  Where would you meet at? 

BRYANT:  Up at the union [American Federation of Musicians]. 

ISOARDI:  The union, Local 767? 

BRYANT:  Yes. 

ISOARDI:  What were those sessions like?  What would he do? 

 You'd have a big band setup, I guess, eh? 

BRYANT:  We played charts that Lloyd Reese had.  I guess he 

got charts from other people, too.  We played charts, you 

know, and learned how to play.  That's what it was all about: 

 learn how to play in a band.  A training band. 

ISOARDI:  Getting you guys ready to move into the bands. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was before I went to the army, you know. 

ISOARDI:  What was he like?  What kind of a guy was he? 

BRYANT:  Very philosophical and a good teacher.  Good musician, 

good player.  

ISOARDI:  What made the guy effective as a teacher?  Could 

you put your finger on anything? 

BRYANT:  His knowledge.  His knowledge not only of playing 
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but of writing, too.  Chords and stuff, you know.  His knowledge 

and his method.  Yeah, Ben Webster would come to town when 

he was with Duke [Ellington] and go to Lloyd, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  He'd go to Lloyd for lessons? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  No shit.   

BRYANT:  That's how great a teacher he was.  Buddy Collette 

could tell you about that.  He was a staff sergeant in the 

army. 

ISOARDI:  That's right.  He was with you guys down at Camp 

Lockett.  Do you know anything about his background?  Family 

background? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I think he was from here.  I don't know if he 

was born here, but he grew up here.  I think he went to either 

Dorsey [High School] or Hollywood High [School] or Fairfax 

[High School].  I think it might have been Fairfax.  At that 

time, there weren't any black kids going to those schools 

at all. 

ISOARDI:  So Reese was the only black kid going to those  

schools? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 
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ISOARDI:  How did he manage that? 

BRYANT:  I don't know.  One way he could do it was give the 

address of somebody who lived in the district.  Then he could 

go.   

ISOARDI:  Gee, but with all the segregation then, I mean, 

they must have-- 

BRYANT:  No, no.  There wasn't any segregation for the schools. 

  

ISOARDI:  For housing? 

BRYANT:  For the housing, yeah, but I'm talking about schools. 

 Oh, yeah, there was segregation for houses.  But that's what 

I'm saying.  That's one way he could do it. Because I know 

I had a cousin [Florence Herrington] that lived out here but 

went to Jeff [Jefferson High School].  But that was before 

I even was in school.  I think, at that time she was-- Well, 

anyway, she lived out here, but my aunt [Ida Herrington Sturgis] 

where we were living downtown-- She gave my aunt's address, 

so that's how she got a chance to go to Jeff.  That's all 

you had to do was just give somebody's address in the district 

and you could go to the school.  That's what probably happened 

to Lloyd Reese. 

ISOARDI:  So that's how he ended up at one of those schools. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I don't know about his family or--  
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ISOARDI:  But as far as you know, he was raised here. 

ISOARDI:  And back then, Fairfax was at the same place? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, all white.  All those schools were all white. 

 Maybe one school might have one black.  But yeah, they were 

all white, because of, like you said, the housing.  

ISOARDI:  Did you ever do any recording back then, in the 

late forties? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I did a lot of recording, mostly with these 

vocal groups, you know.  I did an album with Gerald Wilson. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  Big band? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Were you playing in his big band? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, for about four years, four or five years. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  When was that? 

BRYANT:  In the forties.  In '48 to about '52.  

ISOARDI:  Really?  He was recording quite a bit then.  He had 

one of the better bands around, didn't he?   

BRYANT:  No, he wasn't recording but we did the album.  I think 

when we did the album, that was in '49, I think.  But I don't 

think they ever released it.   

ISOARDI:  So you joined him about '48, was it? 

BRYANT:  About '48, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Who else was in that band?   
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BRYANT:  Vernon Slater, Buddy Collette, a trumpet player named 

Red Kelley, "Streamline" [John Ewing], a trombone player.  

Who else was there?  John Randolph.  I guess I said Vernon 

Slater.  Oh, Melba Liston and Vivian Fears, a lady who played 

piano.  Vivian Fears.  I can't remember everybody. 

ISOARDI:  That's at least half the band.  That's pretty good.  

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah.  Maurice Simon. 

ISOARDI:  Were you guys traveling much?  Or were you playing 

mostly around here? 

BRYANT:  No, just around here. 

ISOARDI:  Where at?  Where was he getting gigs then? 

BRYANT:  The Downbeat [Club] and some other clubs, you know. 

ISOARDI:  All the clubs on the avenue [Central Avenue]. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  We played at the county fair in Pomona.  We 

played that.  In fact, we had one of the first television 

shows. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  We played once a week.  He was the musical 

director of this show, a variety show.  It had guest artists, 

like Benny Carter would come on and play, Nat [King] Cole 

would come on and play and sing. 

ISOARDI:  What was the name of the show? 

BRYANT:  I forget the name of it now [Joe Adams Show].  
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ISOARDI:  But you guys were on it every week? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, once a week.  What channel was that?  I can't 

remember that.  I think it was KTLA.  I'm not sure.  But, yeah, 

it was a weekly show, a black variety show. 

ISOARDI:  All black entertainment? 

BRYANT:  And we did a musical short for Universal, out at 

Universal [Pictures].  Nat Cole was on that.  Who else?  I 

think Benny Carter and the Delta Rhythm Boys.  That's a vocal 

group.  It was a musical short, you know.  There were a few 

other things with the big band, yeah.  That was a good band 

around here, one of the good bands.   

ISOARDI:  Well, I guess Gerald must have been doing a lot 

of writing for that. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  You mentioned, was it, that Vivian Fears was playing 

piano and Melba Liston was playing trombone in that band.  

I guess, as big bands go, having two women in the big band 

was something.  Were there many women performers that you 

ran into over the years down on Central? 

BRYANT:  Clora Bryant, I guess, maybe, towards the end, you 

know.  She came later.  There were a couple more, but I can't 

really think of the names.  Oh, there was one named Lady Will 

Carr, a piano player, [who] came up with Sammy Franklin and 
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George Brown, those territory bands  that used to play.  She 

was Lady Will Carr, very beautiful when she was young but, 

damn, she developed a drinking habit, you know.  She just 

went down the hill, you know.  But, yeah, she was beautiful, 

and could play. 

ISOARDI:  Was she from South--? 

BRYANT:  Oh, she was from L.A., yeah.  She went to Jeff, I 

think.  

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  There was another one named Dorothy Broils, 

who was a piano player.  But there weren't that many women, 

you know.  But there were a few, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Gee, was there anybody else other than, say, Clora 

Bryant and Melba Liston, any other women, who played anything 

other than piano? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, there were some more, but I can't think of 

their names.  In fact-- 

ISOARDI:  Well, I guess Vi Redd was one.  I just thought of 

Vi Redd, she was one. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Vi Redd.  And there were a couple of all-girl 

bands, you know.  The Sweethearts of Rhythm, a black band, 

you know. 

ISOARDI:  But they weren't based in L.A., though, were they? 
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 They were traveling. 

BRYANT:  No.  But they had people from [here].  So, no, there 

weren't that many.  No, there weren't that many.  But there 

were a few.  I'm sure that there are more now, you know, but 

at that time there weren't that many.   

ISOARDI:  So other than the recording you did with Gerald, 

you said you were doing a lot of recording with singing groups? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  Was this, I guess, popular or rhythm and blues? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, like the Dominoes and people like that. ISOARDI: 

 What did you get for sessions? 

BRYANT:  I think the scale was forty-one dollars and some 

cents for a session, I think, at that time. 

ISOARDI:  That was union scale? 

BRYANT:  I must have recorded with some people I've even 

forgotten.  As a matter of fact, I'm on a couple of albums, 

one with Al Haig.  A man came in a place where we were playing 

and put it on tape, but then they brought it out on a record. 

 On his memorial album, Al Haig.  I'm on that.  And I'm on 

one with Sonny Criss, the memorial album, where they did the 

same thing.  They came in the club and taped the thing we 

were playing, you know.  Then they sent me the albums, you 

know. 
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ISOARDI:  Sonny Criss.  Gee, that's a name we haven't talked 

about yet.  Did you know Sonny Criss? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, I knew Sonny Criss.  He grew up in Watts. 

 But when he grew up, I was in the army already, you know. 

  

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  He was a bit younger. 

BRYANT:  Yes.  Sonny Criss.  I watched him develop, so to speak.  

ISOARDI:  He grew up here in Watts?  Did he go to Jordan High 

School, then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he went to Jordan but then he went to Jeff, too. 

 Yeah.  He was just like a talented youngster.  He got turned 

on by Bird [Charlie Parker], you know.  I found out later, the 

reason he committed suicide was because he had cancer.  But 

I didn't know that.  I was just pissed off.  I said, "Damn.  

Why did this cat take his life?"  But he had cancer.  I didn't 

know that.  I guess he was suffering.   

ISOARDI:  He didn't want to go through the few months of pain 

or whatever. 

BRYANT:  I guess not because he took his own life.  But I was 

really pissed off when it happened.  "Damn!  This cat had 

everything to live for and he took his life."  I couldn't 

understand, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Too many people go too young. 
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BRYANT:  Yeah.  Yeah, well, people like Sonny and Dexter 

[Gordon].  Dexter was fortunate to live as long as he did, 

man.  He was almost seventy when he passed.   

ISOARDI:  Considering all the stuff that he did in his life. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, considering all the stuff he went through, 

man, shit.  Bird went relatively young. 

ISOARDI:  Thirty-four or thirty-five? 

BRYANT:  Young.  Yeah, real young.  But that still didn't stop 

a lot of cats from using. 

ISOARDI:  I remember Frank Morgan said that the night Bird 

died, he was on the bandstand at the California Club. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah? 

ISOARDI:  Over on-- It's Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard 

now, I guess.  I guess then it was Santa Barbara [Avenue]. 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  And he said they got word that Bird had died.  He 

said he and the group announced they were going to take a 

pause, you know, in memory of Bird.  And he said, "What did 

we do?  We went outside in the alley and we shot up."  BRYANT: 

 Yeah.  Son of a bitch.  And he used to try to tell them not 

to do that shit.  He used to tell them, but they wouldn't 

listen.  They'd think, "If he could play like that, well, 

maybe I can."  Shit, that's bullshit, you know.  That isn't 
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what made him play.  It's like if he made mistakes, then they 

played his mistakes, too, thinking that that was it.  That's 

what happened with Bird.  That's what happened with that shit. 

  

ISOARDI:  Sad.  Well, Frank's another lucky guy, in a sense, 

to come back now and get his career going again after thirty 

years. 

BRYANT:  Oh, he's extremely lucky to have his health--  You 

said he was-- Yeah, extremely.  Shit, with all that shit that 

he went through. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, the doctor just gave him an okay. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, that's what I'm saying, man.  So he's fortunate. 

 And people like Louis Armstrong, they smoked weed, but they 

didn't do the other shit, I don't think.  I don't think.  Like 

Lionel Hampton, he-- But, you know, nothing.  They just smoked 

good weed, you know.  [laughter]  But then you go off on the 

deep end like some other cats.  But Diz [Dizzy Gillespie]-- 

I don't think-- No, Dizzy didn't either.  So a lot of people 

might live a long time, are fortunate, like Dexter, but most 

of them died very young.  But Dexter was like an exception. 

 Maybe a few more lasted a while.   

ISOARDI:  I guess by the early fifties, the drugs must be 

pretty prevalent.  They must be coming in in a big way. 
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BRYANT:  Well, they were in.  They were in.  Heroin. Heroin, 

that was it.  Heroin was the drug.  Heroin was the drug until 

a few years ago.  Oh, yeah, that was the drug.  Cocaine was 

too expensive.  Shit, that's a lot of money.  It's too expensive. 

 Then some Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, or whoever, concocted 

crack.  Fucked that up, you know,  chemicals and shit.  Now 

it's even worse.  But, no, heroin was the thing.  I guess in 

between heroin and crack was LSD and other psychedelics.  

ISOARDI:  Yeah, the psychedelic drugs of the sixties. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, psychedelics. 

ISOARDI:  Was there any speculation about where all this junk 

was coming from?  [laughter]  And what was the attitude of 

the cops toward it?  Were they using it as an excuse to crack 

down?  Or were they just sort of sitting back and letting 

the drugs flow, figuring that was just going to screw people 

up? 

BRYANT:  Well, they did that, too.  They did that.  How can 

this shit go on if they don't sit back a little bit?  They 

go through the pretense of cracking down, but they don't.  

They crack [down] on the people that use and shit, but they 

don't crack [down] on the people that put it in the damn community, 

shit.  I mean, it's the big shots,  like even the government, 

I believe, that had something to do with some of it getting 
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in the country.  I mean, you've heard stories.   

ISOARDI:  Oh yeah.  I think it's actually been documented quite 

a bit.  The CIA [Central Intelligence Agency] helped get it 

in. 

BRYANT:  That's how it got in the country, man.  But the cats 

that are making the money, they don't get them.  They get 

the guys, the little guys, the little, small-time dudes.  

Those are the people they're busting.  Consequently, the shit 

is still here.  The only way that it's going to be [better] 

is for the people to wake up to the fact that they're putting 

it in the community, shit, and wise up.  Otherwise it's going 

to be here, man, as far as I know.  It's been here this long. 

 And it's a damn shame, but that's the way it is, man.  But 

weed, they can't tax that.  Otherwise, I guess, that would 

be all right if they could tax it and shit.  It's just natural; 

it can grow.   

ISOARDI:  No kidding.  Why don't you take it out of the hands 

of crime, organized crime?   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Yeah.  But that other shit, the chemicals and 

all that shit, the coke and the hairy shit, take out that 

shit, man.  It's a damn shame.  It's just messed up so many 

lives, man.  I mean, what's happening now is just pitiful, 

man.  It was bad enough, but now that shit is just ridiculous, 
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man.  It was bad enough when they were scratching and nodding 

into it, but it wasn't like this crack shit. 

ISOARDI:  It seems like more and more it's coming to dominate 

everything.  

BRYANT:  Oh, man.  So, you know, I try to tell people.  I say, 

"Man, you damn fool.  Don't you know what's happening, man? 

 Shit.  Why are you messing with the damn chemicals and shit? 

 Don't you know that it's almost a part of a plan?"  Anyway, 

that's the drugs, man.  And musicians used to be respected 

like professionals, like doctors and lawyers, but that was 

before I got into it.  That was before there was this dope 

and shit messing it around.  There was dope way back, but 

it was not like later years.  So that's why people don't respect 

musicians anymore.  There used to be a time when musicians 

were respected, man.  But like I said, maybe I got in just 

right after that period when if you were a musician you weren't 

respected.  Shit.   

 There was a guy who lived next door named Peter Kennard, 

in that house there, that was like one of my influences.  

He played tenor saxophone.  He used to bring me sheet music. 

 I was playing violin then.  He used to bring the sheet music 

with the violin parts to me.  Finally I went out and learned 

how to play bass.  I'd go over to his house, and we'd sit 
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and we'd play.  But, yeah, he was an influence.  And there 

was another musician down the street named Fletcher Galloway, 

trumpet player, professional, and a guy across the street 

that worked for the city.  His name was Mr. Switcher.  He worked 

for the city, but he played.  He was an amateur trumpet player; 

he used to play all the time.  So I was surrounded by  

musicians, so to speak.  In later years--what's his name?-- 

Floyd Turnham lived down the street there for years, for years. 

  

ISOARDI:  Just down here? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, for years. 

ISOARDI:  So 115th Street was loaded. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, with musicians, yeah.  [laughter]  And that 

was when professional people were living in the ghetto. Like 

there was a doctor down the street, Dr. King.  He and his 

office-- He lived in a home down the street.  There was a 

lawyer over here.  And Dr. [Ralph] Bledsoe [Sr.] had two sons. 

 One was a musician.  Both of them were musicians, but one 

was a professional.  And he lived on Wilmington Avenue.  So 

I'm saying all that was in the neighborhood.  Now, later on 

they moved to Beverly Hills or Baldwin Hills.  But at that 

time they couldn't live anyplace else, man, so everybody was 

in the community.  We had so-called role models, you know 
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what I mean?  Doctors, lawyers, teachers.  Teachers lived right 

down the street. You know what I'm saying?   

 But the scene changed.  Everybody split.  The only reason 

I didn't split was because this was my mother's pad, and I 

said I wasn't going to sell it.  So when she passed, I just 

moved here, you know.  I mean, what the hell.  It doesn't matter 

where you live at, shit.  I don't have any children.  Maybe 

if I had children, maybe I'd want to-- You know.  Even that-- 

Okay, what school can you go to?  You can go to Jordan High 

School or one of the low-rated schools, and if you really 

want to learn, you're going to learn, no matter.  You don't 

have to go to Hollywood High or-- Back in those days, I'm 

saying, even then.  If you really wanted to learn, you could 

learn at Jordan High School, man.  A lot of people did.  We 

had doctors and lawyers, a lot of musicians out of Jeff and 

Jordan.  It's a matter of having somebody to show you the 

way, some teachers that maybe can change you, which happened 

to most of us.  Like I had teachers that turned me around. 

 I didn't have to be turned around too much, because I knew 

what I wanted to do.  But, I mean, everybody's got-- You've 

got somebody who you can say, "Well, this person was the cause 

of--" You know.  So that kind of a thing.  But that's what 

it was here when I grew up, man.  That was even before they 
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had black history in the schools.  Like this teacher, her 

name was Miss Robinson at that time--she got married to a 

guy, so she changed her name--but she was like a big influence 

on my life, you know.  She was the fifth and sixth grade teacher, 

I think.   

ISOARDI: Right down here? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, at the elementary school, 111th Street 

[Elementary School].  Big influence on my life, you know.  

And later on, the first time she saw me since school days 

I was playing a benefit at Nat Cole's home.  No, the first 

time, I was at the VA [Veterans Administration] hospital, 

and she was going around as a Red Cross lady to help the soldiers, 

you know.  And she came out to where I was, and she saw me 

in that ward.  I was really surprised to see her.  I know she 

was glad to see me, you know, but I was sick.  Then later 

on I saw her at Nat Cole's house at this benefit, so she saw 

me playing, so that knocked me out, you know.   

ISOARDI:  So she was important because way back then she was 

teaching you kids about black history. 

BRYANT:  Yes, and about pride.  

ISOARDI:  Strong lady. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, she was.  And I'm sure that there are a lot 

of other people-- Like Joe Comfort was one.  He went there. 
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 He probably could have told you.   

ISOARDI:  Well, gee, maybe next time, David, we can talk a 

little bit about-- Well, you're sort of assuming that kind 

of a role, too, because I guess you get involved with Horace 

Tapscott and many other people in community organizations. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  I've done it for years, yeah.  I had a 

chance to work at Markham, too, Markham Junior High School, 

with the kids.  That was about three years.  

ISOARDI:  Great.  Maybe we can get into UGMAA [Union of God's 

Musicians and Artists Ascension] and all that stuff. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, so I've been involved.  But that's what it's 

all about, man:  passing it on and trying to encourage the 

youngsters.  I'd still like to do it, but some of the kids 

you can't get to because of this crack and shit and the money 

and shit, you know, big cars and stuff.  But that's really 

what I'd like to do even more of.  I've done a lot.  
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 TAPE NUMBER:  IV, SIDE ONE 

 JULY 25, 1993 
 
 

ISOARDI:  Okay, David, I think before we get into the sixties, 

let's back up a bit.  There are a couple of other things I 

wanted to ask you about--the post-World War II period in the 

fifties.  First off, maybe if you could just talk briefly 

about what was happening in Watts then.  I guess you're still 

living down here.  

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  How has the community changed after the war?  Are 

there clubs going down here?  Is there a music scene? 

BRYANT:  On 103rd Street they had a club called the Savoy. 

 That was a jazz club. 

ISOARDI:  What kind of a place was that? 

BRYANT:  It had a restaurant and a club on top. 

ISOARDI:  About how many people would that place hold? 

BRYANT:  I'd say about maybe seventy-five, one hundred.  Excuse 

me, on the second floor it might have been a little bigger. 

  

ISOARDI:  So it was a restaurant down below and then a club 

on top? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, the club was downstairs.  It had an 
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upstairs, also.  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Where was it located exactly? 

BRYANT:  On 103rd Street.  Billie Holiday sang there. 

ISOARDI:  No kidding?  When was this? 

BRYANT:  That was in the fifties.  Let's see.  It might have 

been the late forties.  Late forties, maybe--'48, '49.   

ISOARDI:  Was that the major place to go in Watts to hear 

music?  Were there any other--? 

BRYANT:  Well, people in Watts, they just went to Central 

Avenue.  That was the scene, you know, Central Avenue.  I guess 

that was during the war when they had the Savoy but it lasted 

till about '48. 

ISOARDI:  And then it just shut down? 

BRYANT:  Gradually.  It changed into different venues, a 

popcorn store, an ice-cream parlor.  Then in '65, that's when 

everything burned down.  In the fifties, Central Avenue was 

the scene.  Of course things were in Pasadena or in Long Beach, 

like the little-- Orange County.  That's the difference; 

everything is so spread out.  But, say, up until about the 

fifties, Central Avenue was the only place where jazz was 

happening, except that in these other little places there 

were jazz musicians playing these gigs, so naturally they 

were playing jazz, but commercial, you know.   
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ISOARDI:  Had the community around here changed much by the 

end of the war? 

BRYANT:  There were a few jobs left, and then eventually 

everything just dried up when the economy, you know, got bad. 

 When we got back into the peacetime thing, it began to get 

worse, steadily worse, you know, just straight downhill.  

ISOARDI:  Hard times. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And there were periods of maybe a little 

prosperity for a few people, but a lot of people were caught 

in a cycle.  But there were a lot of people who rose above 

it.   

ISOARDI:  What about white musicians on Central?  Did you play 

with any?  Or were any coming down to jam? 

BRYANT:  Well, what was happening was I went to Westlake [College 

of Music] starting in '47 and went to about '52.  But what 

happened was the cats from big bands--you know, like Chet 

Baker, Bud Shank, some cats from Tommy Dorsey's band--they 

all were going to Westlake, because I guess they liked the 

music program, the writing, like Paul Villapeg.  So it was 

a good school, although it wasn't accredited.  You couldn't 

get a degree.  Actually, before then I was going to the L.A. 

[Los Angeles] Conservatory [of Music and Art]. 

ISOARDI:  So it was at Westlake, then, that there was a lot 
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of interchange with the white musicians? 

BRYANT:  At Westlake there was a lot, yeah.  So we used to 

go and play with Bob Gordon.   

ISOARDI:  Who?  

BRYANT:  Bob Gordon.  He passed away quite a while ago, but 

he was a really good baritone [saxophone] player.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  We used to go to Hermosa Beach and play. 

ISOARDI:  At the Lighthouse down there?  Is that it? 

BRYANT:  Before it became the Lighthouse.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, there was jazz before the Lighthouse there? 

BRYANT:  Well, like cats would just go in there and play sessions. 

 Yeah.  And there were a couple of other places in Hermosa 

Beach.  But we used to go down to Hermosa Beach, you know, 

and North Hollywood, maybe.   

ISOARDI:  But not so much Central? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Central, yeah, because the Downbeat [Club], 

all the musicians came down there.  The Downbeat, like the 

sessions they used to have.  Jack's Basket [Room].  All those 

places.  Yeah, the white musicians wandered in.  Art Pepper. 

 Yeah, Art Pepper came up in this area, you know.  I think 

he went to Fremont High [School]. 

ISOARDI:  I know he says in his autobiography [Straight Life: 
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The Story of Art Pepper] that when he was a teenager he would 

just hang out on Central Avenue. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, so he was-- 

ISOARDI:  I always thought it was funny when people talk at 

times about Art Pepper and the West Coast sound, because he 

wasn't a cool player.   

BRYANT:  No. 

ISOARDI:  His roots were really on Central Avenue.   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, that's a commercial ploy to sell.  They 

say West Coast, that's just to sell, you know.  That doesn't 

mean shit.  Because like Dexter Gordon and a whole lot of 

cats, Charles Mingus, they were all from the West Coast, but 

they were living in the East.  But everybody in New York grew 

up someplace else.  A lot of black people from Texas and Georgia 

and shit.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  What about musically?  I guess last time we talked 

a little bit about bop.  But certainly, I guess, by the late 

forties, L.A. becomes pretty rapidly one of the R and B [rhythm 

and blues] centers.  It comes in in a big way.  How does that 

happen?  How do you see that? 

BRYANT:  Well, it used to be that singers were just like singers 

in a band, you know.  But then they started getting out front. 

 I guess with the blues singers, like Joe Turner and a lot 
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of people, you know, they started getting out in front.  Then 

they were headliners.  It happened so gradually that you could 

hardly tell what was happening, but that's what was happening.  

ISOARDI:  Did you have any experience playing in R and B bands? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Yeah, like Louis Jordan, Pee Wee Crayton, 

Charles Brown, B. B. King.  Oh, yeah, like T-Bone Walker,  

all that shit, because that's the way you survived, playing 

with them.  They had a gig, man.   

ISOARDI:  Were there particular clubs that people would go 

to when they wanted to hear R and B?  Were there special clubs 

that kind of had a reputation for specializing in that? 

BRYANT:  Well, at that time they didn't really have the labels 

like this.  There was blues; they had clubs where they had 

blues, you know. 

ISOARDI:  Which clubs were those? 

BRYANT:  Maybe like Little Harlem.  That was earlier, though. 

 Some places on Central Avenue, clubs, little joints, you 

know, just different places.  Because, as a matter of fact, 

it became where there was very little jazz, because of the 

fact that the musicians that played jazz also played other 

kinds of music.  I mean, they had to live, so they'd take 

a gig, a commercial gig, yeah.  So actually that's what was 

happening.  All the commercial-- Like playing top forty and 
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all that shit, you know, even before then.  They were good 

musicians, man.  That's why they used to have after-hours 

places, so they could come after they got off from their gig. 

 They had to get the shit out of their system, so they'd go 

to the session, man, and play until morning, you know.  Really, 

that's the value of sessions, man.  Plus making contacts for 

gigs and stuff.  But, yeah, it was to blow off your frustrations, 

man.  Because I was with Nellie Lutcher for about five months, 

I was traveling, and I'd go to a session, man.  I couldn't 

go to sleep.  I couldn't go back to the hotel, man.  I'd go 

to a session and play, man, and then I'd feel all right.  

Because you just really got a chance to get warmed up.  But 

the pattern has changed for the sessions.  There aren't as 

many.  They're a little more almost political, I guess.  Almost, 

you know what I mean? 

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  Did you say you were playing with Nellie 

Lutcher? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I played with her, yeah.  

ISOARDI:  Where did you play with her?  Was it a touring band? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, a touring band.  And we came back to L.A., you 

know.  She's from L.A.  Yeah, we went to New York, Chicago. 

 We just went all over, man.  We didn't go into the South, 

but I made the southern circuit with Charles Brown.  That 
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was the first time I ever went on the road, man.  We went 

all over the South.   

ISOARDI:  What was that like? 

BRYANT:  It was different, because I was from here, and that 

was in 1950. 

ISOARDI:  And you'd never been down there? 

BRYANT:  No.   

ISOARDI:  How did you react? 

BRYANT:  Well, it was past shock.  It was like you were in 

a different world.  You'd walk right past two benches, and 

one says colored and the other says white.  And the drinking 

fountains, you know, the whole bit.  So, yeah, I saw that. 

 I guess it was only the tail end, but it was still strong. 

  

ISOARDI:  But you found a way to deal with it while you were 

down there? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, when we'd go into a town, I just stayed 

where we were living at, in the black part of town where the 

black folks were--"colored" at that time--where the colored 

people were.  I mean, the only place I went downtown was maybe 

like Atlanta, the big cities, you know, like Birmingham or 

Houston.  But all the other places, man, shit, I didn't go 

downtown.   
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ISOARDI:  What was Nellie Lutcher like? 

BRYANT:  Oh, she was really nice.  She's a legend too, man. 

 She had a certain thing, you know.  She could play.  Of course, 

singing became her thing, but she could play, though.  She 

is a strong piano player.   

ISOARDI:  Did you have the opportunity to record much then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  As a matter of fact, I did a session with Nellie. 

  

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Let's see.  What was it called?  It's Been 

Said.  I forget what was on it.   

ISOARDI:  Who did you record for? 

BRYANT:  It was a major company, I think, because Charlie 

Shavers was on the gig. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Let me see.  Who was the tenor player?  Was 

it Ben Webster?  Somebody like that.  And the A and R [artist 

and repertoire] man was-- What was his name?  The writer.  

He was writing for Jimmie Lunceford.  Sy Oliver. 

ISOARDI:  Really?  He was an A and R man then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He was the A and R man for the gig.   

ISOARDI:  [laughter]  It was an all-star organization. 

BRYANT:  A lot of heavyweights on it, yeah.   
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ISOARDI:  Really.  Was there a lot of recording work around? 

 I mean, could musicians pick up decent money recording 

regularly? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  You know, there were a few cliques where guys 

made all the records, because they'd keep using the same people 

all the time a lot of times.  Maybe once in a while another 

guy breaks in.   

ISOARDI:  So if you made it into a clique, you could get by. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  Are you kidding?  Shit, $50,000 a year. 

 That's nothing.  Shit.  Really.   

ISOARDI:  That's a lot of money back then.  That's a lot of 

money now! 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Maybe it was quite in proportion. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, I see what you mean. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, even then the guy was making $50,000-something. 

ISOARDI:  Who were the labels that were recording most of 

the musicians on Central?  Do you remember? 

BRYANT:  The independent companies, Dial [Records]-- I can't 

think.  It was a lot of independent companies that made the 

jazz, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Do you know if any of these independents were 

black-owned at all? 

BRYANT:  Some of them were.  Yeah, there were a couple, you 
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know.  Dolphin's [Dolphin Records]. 

ISOARDI:  Dolphin's? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Dolphin's.  Yeah.  So there was a lot of 

activity--I guess it's probably still happening--where these 

songwriters send their songs into a writer, and he just makes 

it playable.  So we record it for the people.  I did that for 

maybe five days a week.  I did quite a bit of that.  Of course, 

it wasn't that kind of money, but it was good money.  Like 

Austin McCoy.  He's another legendary around L.A. that was 

like-- He was in the really early days, before my time. 

ISOARDI:  Austin McCoy? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Austin McCoy.  He was a piano player, a really 

excellent musician.  He could write.  So he had a little 

recording studio in his home out here on Avalon [Boulevard]. 

  

ISOARDI:  Did he have his own label? 

BRYANT:  Well, no, he recorded for other people and took sessions. 

  

ISOARDI:  Oh, I see, record tapes or the discs-- 

BRYANT:  Well, no.  Somebody wants to make a session and then 

sell it, well, they would then make the session out here in 

this little studio.  A lot of people did that.  So there was 

quite a bit of that work, you know. 
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ISOARDI:  Maybe you can talk a little bit about Austin McCoy 

since I don't think his name has come up.  Who was he? 

BRYANT:  Well, he was a piano player, an excellent musician. 

ISOARDI:  You said he'd been around here a while? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Yeah, I think he grew up here.   

ISOARDI:  In Watts?  Or was it further north? 

BRYANT:  I think he probably spent some time in Watts and 

probably other parts of South Central.  He was well known 

among the musicians.  He did stuff for Lena Horne and stuff 

years ago, before she became famous.  Way before that, you 

know. 

ISOARDI:  Back in the thirties? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.   

ISOARDI:  He was already around then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he was around in the thirties.  He was a kid--I 

mean a youngster--in the twenties and thirties.  He was a 

well-established musician.  Because, like I said, they weren't 

writing about Central Avenue or the West Coast then, in those 

days.  You'd get just a little line, a little short thing. 

 Nobody got the attention that they deserved.  That's why guys 

had to go to New York.   

ISOARDI:  So I guess last time you mentioned, too, that I 

guess during the fifties, then, you're spending a lot of time 
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working in some of the clubs, touring with some bands, and 

then--what is it?--the late fifties, early sixties, you get 

involved in something that turns out to be pretty important. 

  

BRYANT:  Yeah, that was Horace [Tapscott].  I had known Horace. 

 When I met Horace-- Where I first saw him that I can remember 

is he was in junior high school, and I was in this band, municipal 

band, and we used to rehearse at his junior high school.  

He didn't live far from there, so he'd be in the neighborhood. 

 He was playing trombone.  Britt Woodman was in the municipal 

band, so he was studying with Britt.  So he'd come to rehearsals. 

ISOARDI:  So that's how you first met him? 

BRYANT:  That's how I first saw him, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  That goes back quite a ways, then. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  Well, like I said, he was in junior high 

school, man.  So anyway, I didn't see him much down through 

the years, but different times, you know.  Another time was 

at-- I was married, and this was in about '57, maybe '58.  

He had a gig, an after-hours gig, so he called me, and I said 

okay.  So he came and got me, because my transportation was 

down.  So he came and got me.  He was playing piano and trombone. 

  

ISOARDI:  Both? 
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BRYANT:  Yeah.  It was a gig, an after-hours gig.   

ISOARDI:  How many--? 

BRYANT:  Just the two of us. 

ISOARDI:  Just you two? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  [laughter]  I don't think there was a drummer. 

   

ISOARDI:  Now, why did he call you?  Had you guys sort of run 

into--? 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah, well, he knew of me, you know, and I knew 

of him, too.   

ISOARDI:  But you really hadn't had that much contact since-- 

what?--the mid-forties, I guess, when he was in junior high 

school. 

BRYANT:  No, no, I take that back.  I missed a whole period. 

 No.  Look, there was an orchestra called the Humanist [Hall] 

orchestra [Community Symphony Orchestra]. 

ISOARDI:  Was that the symphonic orchestra that brought 

together the two unions [American Federation of Musicians, 

Local 767 and Local 47]? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, that was during that time that they were 

working on the campaign.   

ISOARDI:  To amalgamate the union. 

BRYANT:  But what the orchestra was about was having first-chair 
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studio musicians teach the cats in each section.  Like in 

the bass section sometimes my teacher came out, because he 

was in studios, and he'd be tutoring.  So that's where they 

were training for the studios. 

ISOARDI:  Teaching them how it's done. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, training the cats for the studio jobs.  So that 

was what it was about.   

ISOARDI:  So you were part of that then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  How long were you in the Humanist orchestra? 

BRYANT:  I guess it lasted a couple of years.  There was Charles 

Mingus, a whole lot of guys, Buddy Collette, all the cats. 

  

ISOARDI:  Jeez.  Was it valuable for you?  Did you get a lot 

out of it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, I got a lot out of it.  Because, like I said, 

I was studying at the time anyway.  My teacher came down.  

But it was good, yeah, it was valuable.  

ISOARDI:  Who was your teacher? 

BRYANT:  At that time, Nat Gangursky.   

ISOARDI:  Gangursky? 

BRYANT:  Gangursky, yeah.  A Russian Jew. 

ISOARDI:  So Horace was in the Humanist orchestra? 
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BRYANT:  Yeah.  He was playing-- 

ISOARDI:  Playing trombone? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, Britt brought him along.  Yeah.  So I remember 

that period, too.  Then I think in Onzy Matthews's band he 

was still playing trombone.  Onzy Matthews had a big band 

around here.  So he was playing trombone in that orchestra 

and-- Let's see.  What other orchestras?  A couple more.  Then 

he got proficient on the piano.  I'm just watching him grow 

after all those years, man.  Wow.  Shit.  Now he's a monster, 

man.  But, I mean, I'm watching him develop, man.  He's just 

been playing good, been a monster for a long time, but now 

he's just beginning to get a little recognition.   

ISOARDI:  So deserving. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, so deserving, man.  Because, man, like some 

of those things that we did at the church when we were doing 

those concerts, man!  Whew!  He was awesome, you know.  So 

now-- You know.  But I tell you, it proves another thing, 

too.  If you stay with it and persevere, your dream comes 

close to being met, you know.  Things can happen.  Just like, 

for instance, "Sweets" [Harry Edison].  They gave him $10,000 

just for being around, you know.  I think it was $10,000; 

it might have been more.  And he's been around a long time. 

 So things like that. 
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ISOARDI:  I guess better late than never. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah, right.  Especially if you're still into 

it, you know.  If you just happen to sit back and say, "Well, 

I used to do this" and talk about the past--   

ISOARDI:  So both you and Horace were playing in the Humanist 

orchestra then.   

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Did you get caught up in the union amalgamation 

thing?   

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.  That's another thing.  [laughter]  That's 

why they called me the invisible man.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  Who did? 

BRYANT:  No, I say they called me the invisible man because, 

I mean, I was part of this but I'm never mentioned.  Because 

at that time I was going to Westlake College of Music, so 

I was going down to the union.  I was involved, because I 

wanted to improve things, you know.  So anyway, one way we 

had to do it is some young musicians ran for office.  So I 

ran on a ticket.  I think Benny Carter ran for president.  

ISOARDI:  What did you run for? 

BRYANT:  Treasurer.  And I got a lot of votes, got a lot of 

votes.  I didn't lose by much.   

ISOARDI:  Who were you running against? 



 

 

                            135 

BRYANT:  The older cats, the cats that had been in there for 

a while.  We were trying to get some new blood into it to 

make it easier.  

ISOARDI:  Who was the treasurer?  Was it Paul Howard?  Was 

he the--? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Paul Howard. 

ISOARDI:  You were running against him?   

BRYANT:  No, he wasn't running. 

ISOARDI:  Tough one. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I guess so. 

ISOARDI:  Well, you were in the thick of the fight for that, 

then. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  We used to be passing pamphlets out.  So I 

was a part of it, you know, like Bill [William] Douglass and 

Buddy Collette and Benny Carter.  But it didn't happen really 

like-- The obstacles were still there, but they were just 

a little more subtle, because they even had a system where 

they could determine the race of the member.  ISOARDI:  You 

mean after the amalgamation? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  This was when it merged with [Local] 47.  Marl 

Young exposed it.  But yeah, they had a system. 

ISOARDI:  They had a way of identifying everyone in the 

membership, then? 
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BRYANT:  Yeah, what their race was.  Oh, yeah.  So we were 

going through a lot of changes.  Like I say, everything was 

subtle, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Just because you got amalgamated, then the battle 

certainly wasn't over. 

BRYANT:  Oh, no.  It wasn't over.  I guess in a certain sense 

it's never over.   

ISOARDI:  I guess since you were going to Westlake then, during 

the time of the amalgamation, you were meeting a lot of the 

younger musicians in Local 47, the white musicians. 

BRYANT:  Oh, yeah.   

ISOARDI:  I mean, were you talking to them? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, we were hanging out.  Like I said, we'd 

go to play, and we'd smoke a little and just had a ball, man. 

  

ISOARDI:  Were most of those guys supporting the amalgamation 

from their side? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Oh, yeah.  Oh, they all were, yeah.  All the 

people I hung out with were.   

ISOARDI:  Looking back on that, what's your thought about 

it now?  Would you have done anything differently then? 

BRYANT:  No.  It could have maybe been stronger, but no.  But 

they made some mistakes.  They should have perhaps kept the 
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property.  But they just let everything go, you know.  Because 

I know in some other cities where they did that, they still 

have their property.  They could hang onto it. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, you mean maybe you should have had one union 

but a couple of different branches?  Is that what you're saying? 

BRYANT:  No, not branches. 

ISOARDI:  I mean a couple of different locations?  Is that--? 

BRYANT:  No.  I mean, when they amalgamated, they had to get 

rid of the property, either keep it or get rid of it. 

ISOARDI:  Why do you think they should have kept it? 

BRYANT:  Because-- Like they have a club called the Clef Club. 

 Because of that.  It would make that stronger.  They could 

have had like a permanent home.   

ISOARDI:  So there still would have been some social-- 

BRYANT:  Some benefits, yeah, right.  Because when we became 

amalgamated, the fellowship and stuff was all gone, you know. 

 You know what I'm saying?  You'd see different cats, but then 

it became that you never saw anybody.  

ISOARDI:  I guess [Local] 767 was a real hangout, wasn't it?  

BRYANT:  Yes. 

ISOARDI:  It wasn't just a union; it was a place where people 

met and got together and hung out and had social functions? 

BRYANT:  Well, rehearsals and stuff.   
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ISOARDI:  So by keeping the property they would have been 

able to maintain some of that kind of camaraderie. 

BRYANT:  Right, right.  Yeah, that's what I was looking for. 

 Yeah.  It was an interesting period, but it was like signs 

of it getting better, you know. 

ISOARDI:  So you get a gig with Horace.  What was that?  

'Fifty-seven?  He calls you up, and you guys have a duo. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah. 

ISOARDI:  And then what happens after that?  You guys start 

playing together pretty regularly?  

BRYANT:  No.  Different times.  I'd say like to make a living 

cats are playing blues or whatever.  So different times I'd 

run across him.  Like I remember we had a gig down in Orange 

County.  What's the name of that little town in Orange County? 

 I can't think of the name of it now.  But we had to have a 

police card.  You know, you go down to the police station, 

and they'd fingerprint you.  Like New York, you know.   

ISOARDI:  Oh, you mean like they had a cabaret card system? 

  

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  No kidding?  

BRYANT:  Uh-huh.  We were working down there with a singer, 

but he was playing cocktail drums, and I was playing bass. 
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 Another piano player didn't make it.  I told him about Horace, 

so they called Horace.  Different times he worked for-- You 

know.  The police would follow us out of town.  [laughter] 

 I mean to the freeway; they followed us to the freeway.  

Then they'd turn around and-- They'd escort you.   

ISOARDI:  Every time you went down to Orange County that 

happened? 

BRYANT:  Well, at that particular gig, that particular place 

where you had to get a-- I'm trying to think of the name of 

it.  I can't-- A little town, you know.  Yeah, we had to go 

have a police card, man, get fingerprinted, photographed and 

shit.  A police card.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  So when do you guys start getting together to build 

the [Pan-Afrikan People's] Arkestra? 

BRYANT:  Oh, I guess Horace had started the rehearsals in 

his garage.   

ISOARDI:  In his garage? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, when he was living at his mother [Mary Lou 

Tapscott]'s house, you know. 

ISOARDI:  When is that? 

BRYANT:  I'd say this is in the sixties, early sixties.   

ISOARDI:  So Horace invites a few-- 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he would just have different groups to rehearse 
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his writing.  He had a lot of writing.  We'd play, we'd rehearse. 

ISOARDI:  In his mom's garage.   

BRYANT:  Uh-huh.   

ISOARDI:  Who else was--? 

BRYANT:  On Fifty-sixth Street.  Oh, now I'll have to start 

naming all the cats.  But anyway, then Linda, a young lady 

named Linda Hill, she had a house out on, I guess that was 

about Sixty-fifth [Street] or something like that.  Everybody 

used to go out there, man.  For days there would be people 

just sleeping.  This is Linda's pad, where she had a piano. 

 We'd go out there and just play, man. 

ISOARDI:  So while you were awake, everybody was just playing 

all the time, and then you'd all just fall asleep there, wake 

up, and play again? 

BRYANT:  I'd always go to play and then come on home, you 

know.  But I'm just saying people were hanging out.  That was 

Linda's house.   

ISOARDI:  Now, who is Linda Hill? 

BRYANT:  Linda Hill, she was a very talented lady.  She could 

really play piano and write.  And this developed during the 

time that the organization [Underground Musicians Association 

(UGMA), later Union of God's Musicians and Artists Ascension 

(UGMAA)] was going. 
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ISOARDI:  So more and more people are coming around to play 

then? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  And then Horace even had a class, harmony and 

stuff, that met once a week.  This was a little later. But, 

yeah, in the Arkestra, at times there were like five basses. 

ISOARDI:  Five basses? 

BRYANT:  Five basses, yeah.  At one time we had five basses. 

It was a pretty big orchestra, you know. 

ISOARDI:  It must have been huge to sustain five basses.  It's 

like a symphony orchestra! 

BRYANT:  No, I'd say it was heavy, except that the way that 

Horace writes, he knew how to deal with them.  

ISOARDI:  So if he had five basses, he'd write music to 

accommodate five basses. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He'd have five parts.  

ISOARDI:  What was the music like that you were playing? 

BRYANT:  Really like it is now.  Horace has been writing a 

long time.  Excellent writer, man, excellent musician, because, 

man, he's a monster player, and he writes really good.  So 

a lot of guys came through there.  Like--who's the cat that 

died?--John Carter. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, the clarinetist? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, clarinetist and saxophonist.  Reeds, yeah. 
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ISOARDI:  He just died last year.  John Carter was playing 

in the Arkestra? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, he was in there at one time.  Herman Riley. 

ISOARDI:  Oh, really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  We did a concert up at the Watts Towers thing, 

and Red Callender was playing tuba.  

ISOARDI:  No kidding. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  At that time, I think we had two basses.  Red 

was playing tuba.  So a lot of different people came through 

there.  Because we did a thing for the actor-- But anyway, 

we did a TV thing.  I've got to get his name, man. 

ISOARDI:  For an actor? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  William Marshall.  Yeah, William Marshall.  

ISOARDI:  Oh, yeah.  On TV? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  He had a couple of projects.  Yeah, we did 

a thing on TV, and we made an album on Capitol [Records].  

We had about thirty-two or -three pieces, a big orchestra. 

 Cellos and strings.  You'll have to ask Horace to play that 

for you sometime, because it's tremendous.  And  

 

William Marshall is talking, like reciting, doing poetry.  

Yeah.  So we did a lot of different projects.  And then Horace 

did the soundtrack for this movie called Sweet Jesus, Preacher 
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Man.  It was like an independent-made movie.  Marla Gibbs was 

in it and some other black actors.  Horace was a music director 

on that.  We did that.   

ISOARDI:  When was all this happening?  Was this in the sixties? 

BRYANT:  No.  Seventies, early seventies.  Late sixties and 

early seventies.   

ISOARDI:  By then, certainly, you're calling yourselves the 

Pan-Afrikan People's Arkestra? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Pan-Afrikan People's Arkestra, yeah.  Right, 

right.   

ISOARDI:  And that was just a part of UGMAA which was a larger 

kind of-- 

BRYANT:  Well, yeah.  Actually, this was the arts, you know, 

like photography and-- So that was when we had a facility 

on Vermont [Avenue].  So it was really, really interesting 

to see how it grew.  It's at a crossroads, you know.  And the 

thing about it, it's still a part of the scene. 

ISOARDI:  Thirty years later, yeah. 

BRYANT:  But still it hasn't-- It's lying dormant right  

 

now, you know, but it will rise again.  [laughter]  *[In fact, 

we're going to Germany on the first of June 1995.  The Arkestra, 

that is.] 
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 TAPE NUMBER:  IV, SIDE TWO 

 JULY 25, 1993 
 
 

ISOARDI:  What impact does the Arkestra have, then, in the 

sixties, and UGMAA, in the community?  Because your focus 

is building a community orchestra, isn't it? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, and that's why we did so many financially free 

gigs.  We got other things, but there wasn't any money at 

the time.  We did these things just to play.   

ISOARDI:  So you guys weren't-- Everybody had to do something 

else to-- 

BRYANT:  Well, yeah, everybody had different gigs--this guy 

was working with this guy, you know.  But this was just an 

idea.  And the feeling was, I think, as far as I'm 

concerned--that really kept me moving forward and not stopping 

at certain points and sitting back.  I was keeping my motor 

still going, you know what I mean?  So that's what it's done 

for a lot of other people, I'm sure, too.  And the community 

is aware, because I see people saying, "Hey, how are you doing?" 

and I can't even remember their name.  They saw me when I 

was working at Markham Junior High School.  So those kids 

that I had to grab by the collar and say, you know, "Better 

come here,"  I see them years later, and they say, "Hi, Mr. 



 

 

                            145 

Bryant," and I don't even remember their names, you know.  

[laughter]  So they really dug me, because I was rough on 

them, but that same kind of thing, you know.   

ISOARDI:  It's nice to know you made an impression, an impact 

on them. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Because there's this one place up here, he's 

a Parnelli Jones [tire] dealer.  So I take my car up there, 

you know.  He remembers me; he was in the Arkestra.  But that 

kind of a thing.   

ISOARDI:  Well, you must have been one of the older members 

of the Arkestra, then. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah, absolutely.  Now, Red was part of it at 

one time, our program, but as far as a permanent member, yeah, 

I was the oldest.  So that's what another good thing about 

it is, because [there were] all these youngsters that I was 

able to be around and watch grow and put my part in developing 

them.  So in so many ways, the benefits are still happening. 

 Like I said, it's dormant now, but it will come alive again. 

 [laughter]   

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  How did the organization function?  You 

didn't have a leader did you?  I mean, Horace wasn't just 

a leader.  It was-- 

BRYANT:  He was our leader.  He has a gift of being able to 
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deal with a lot of different personalities, and he has a gift 

of being able to make something happen.  Because I guess 

everybody respects him.   

ISOARDI:  But how did you make your decisions, then, on what 

the group was going to do? 

BRYANT:  Oh, it was like-- We had committees.   

ISOARDI:  So you decided it among yourselves in groups, 

collectively? 

BRYANT:  Uh-huh.  Of course, the older members, like Alan Hines 

and Linda, who had been in, we were on the committees.  But 

everyone was included on the committees.  So [it was] a 

democratic process.   

ISOARDI:  You played bass in the Arkestra.  Was there anything 

else that you did in UGMAA? 

BRYANT:  Yes.  I was on the board of directors.   

ISOARDI:  What kind of problems did you run into, did the 

group run into, in performing?  Because the sixties was 

certainly a heated time.  Politics was in the air, change 

was in the air, people were questioning a lot of things.  

How did that affect the Arkestra. 

BRYANT:  No, we were part of the--how would I say?--the   

existing-- We were part of the whole scene.  We were contributing. 

 We just had the usual problems that everybody else had, you 
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know.  I mean, except that there were a group of us, and maybe 

it was a little bit easier to deal with as a group.  But the 

same problems that you run into.  Like I said, there came 

a time when we started getting paid a little bit, a little 

taste here and there.  I watched it grow.  Because we had the 

session over at Capitol with William Marshall and the TV thing. 

 Highlights, there were a lot of highlights.  Like we did a 

concert at the museum. 

ISOARDI:  Which museum? 

BRYANT:  The one on Wilshire [Boulevard].   

ISOARDI:  Oh, the L.A. [Los Angeles] County Museum [of Art]? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, the County Museum.  It was called the Bing 

Concert.  Let's see, Arthur Blythe, I think Walter Savage 

[Jr.]--that was another bass player, two bass players then--and 

Horace and Everett Brown [Jr.], the drummer.  We did that. 

 Horace has a tape.  A lot of different highlights, like I 

said, different little gigs.   

 I did a lot of things.  I saw like-- When I was working 

with Gerald Wilson, we did a movie short, we had a TV show, 

different things.  So there have been highlights, you know 

what I'm saying? 

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  Great experiences.  Did you ever wonder what 

you would have been doing if there hadn't been an Arkestra? 
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BRYANT:  Yeah, I would probably have been out there in the 

rat race with those other crazies.  I probably would have 

been banging or drinking or dead, because that's mean.  The 

so-called rat race, it's really mean, man.   

ISOARDI:  I guess, especially by the later fifties, did you 

ever think about going to Europe?  Because so many people 

did. 

BRYANT:  Not to live, but just go and play.   

ISOARDI:  But you never thought about transplanting yourself 

over there? 

BRYANT:  The only time I came close to feeling like that was 

before I got out of the army, when I was still stationed over 

in Italy.  I was thinking I was going to get a discharge over 

there and go to school.  So I would have spent some time then. 

 But that didn't happen.  No, I never wanted to live over there, 

but I would just like to spend some time, two or three months, 

maybe, five days, whatever.  I finally had a chance to go in 

1987.  We were over there--what was it?--ten days.  But anyway, 

it was nice.  That was the first time that I had been back since 

the war. 

ISOARDI:  That's quite a gap there. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, really.   

ISOARDI:  How large a group did you go over there with? 
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BRYANT:  Thurman Green, Gary Byas, Arthur Blythe, Roberto 

[Miranda], myself, Fritz Wise and Donald Dean, two drummers. 

  

ISOARDI:  Two drummers, two basses?   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That was it.   

ISOARDI:  How was Horace's music received over there?  How 

did you guys go over? 

BRYANT:  Oh, tremendous.  The first concert was at this old 

Roman theater, open air.  An old Roman theater, like ruins, 

you know.  We did it there.  And the next one was in the south 

of France.  What's the name of the town?  I can't think of 

it.  This was another Roman theater, you know, but this was 

in France.   

ISOARDI:  They've got a thing with putting you guys in ruins. 

 [laughter] 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Well, that's the interesting part about Europe 

is how the ruins are there and everything is built around 

it, like in Rome.  And that seems to be pretty intelligent. 

 It makes sense.  I think that's really hip, to be able to 

go to churches two thousand years old and look at it, you 

know.  I think it's too bad that we don't do that more here. 

  

ISOARDI:  Yeah, it seems like in the States, they just tear 
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down, tear down and move on.  Or they let it decay and move 

on. 

BRYANT:  They build new, yeah.   

ISOARDI:  With the Arkestra and UGMAA, did you ever run into 

problems with the cops, with the city officials?   

BRYANT:  Not really.   

ISOARDI:  You guys were certainly visible in the community. 

BRYANT:  I guess that we were observed, you know.   

ISOARDI:  You were being watched? 

BRYANT:  Well, I imagine.  We never had any problems, any 

specific problems.  Just like any other group.  Whenever this 

cat didn't pay his ticket or didn't pay his whatever, he got 

picked up and had to go to spend-- But that was happening 

in the general community.  But other than that, no special 

problems. 

ISOARDI:  I mean, that was certainly a time when there was 

so much politics, and there were so many different groups 

and different political organizations.  Certainly there were 

all sorts of socialists and left-wing groups, there were 

nationalist groups, there were the [Black] Panthers and [Maulana 

Ron] Karenga's and the US [Organization].  Did any of this 

come into the Arkestra at all? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  Like Elaine Brown, she was a musician also, 
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you know. 

ISOARDI:  She sang, didn't she? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, sang and played piano.  So we were involved 

with her.  She was involved with us.  In fact, we did a little 

session [Seize the Time] where Horace did the music, and some 

of the cats-- So we were involved in that way.  So we knew 

what was happening, although we weren't a part of it, but 

we were associated. 

ISOARDI:  So there were a lot of members, then, of the Arkestra 

who had involvements outside, maybe political involvements, 

but everybody sort of came together to play in the Arkestra? 

BRYANT:  Yeah, well, not so much political.  I guess there 

were different ideas, because we just came together to play 

music.  There were different personalities, you know, but 

mostly youngsters.  Some of the older cats realized what was 

happening, and they did their part, like Red and different 

people.   

ISOARDI:  How did you recruit kids?  I mean, you guys were 

recruiting kids pretty regularly, weren't you? 

BRYANT:  Well, it wasn't an obvious thing.  Well, it was obvious, 

too.  But we'd be playing places, and maybe a kid would come 

up and say he played trombone or whatever, so we'd ask him 

to come to a rehearsal.  Or when we'd find somebody at one 
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of these schools that really showed promise, we had them come 

to a rehearsal.   

ISOARDI:  So it was just by being around. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  More or less, yeah.   

ISOARDI:  Well, so many great players came out of that Arkestra.  

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So that's how it was.  Some of the cats-- When 

I got hooked up, I had been out here a long time, anyway.  

Like I said, I was tired of the rat race, so to speak, so 

I saw a chance to not get stagnant.  I was really fortunate, 

at my age, to be able to be involved really.  I really consider 

myself fortunate. 

ISOARDI:  Also a tribute to your musical sensibilities. 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  I mean, after growing up and playing certain kinds 

of music, to be able to go into a scene that's really evolving 

and new and different and to become a part of it. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, well, my focus has always been on the prize, 

so to speak.  So even though I take little side trips, I'm 

always headed in that direction.  You get sidelined or whatever. 

 And I hope it just continues like that on into the twenty-first 

century.  [laughter]  That's really where I'm at.  Nothing's 

new, but, man, keep embellishing.  Don't get stagnant. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah.  Well, we all need challenges, and I think 
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that's the key. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  That's what really keeps me young, man.  

ISOARDI:  I don't know.  I think I find that when people follow 

their passions, they don't think about age.   

BRYANT:  No, no, you don't.   

ISOARDI:  It doesn't matter.  You don't think of the past or 

anything.   

BRYANT:  Someone says, "How old are you?"  I say, "What?"  

[laughter] 

ISOARDI:  That's the ticket. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I feel good.  And that's what really makes 

it happen, the attitude, man.   

ISOARDI:  Where did the Arkestra play?  What were some of your 

venues? 

BRYANT:  A lot of our venues were like schools and churches. 

ISOARDI:  Really? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  Were the schools receptive?   

BRYANT:  Yeah.  They would allow us to use their facilities 

for rehearsal and the concerts--the Foshay Junior High [School], 

Jefferson [High School].  What were the other schools?  The 

church up on Ninety-second [Street], [Immanuel United] Church 

of Christ.  So those were our venues.  And once in a while 
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we'd get to play a festival like the Watts Towers [Arts Festival] 

or go out to one of the colleges and play. 

ISOARDI:  Did you ever travel much outside of Southern 

California and play? 

BRYANT:  No.  Maybe Northern California, but no.   

ISOARDI:  Not at all?   

BRYANT:  Not as the Ark.  Different people in the group that 

branched out [did], but not as the Ark, no.   

ISOARDI:  I guess the Ark is so big.  Is that one of the problems? 

 Or were you not interested in traveling? 

BRYANT:  Well, yeah, we were interested, but, yeah, there 

were a lot of problems.  Survival was one of the things, I 

guess.  Yeah, in fact, we were supposed to go to Africa one 

time.  They were having a festival over in Africa.  But some 

kind of snafu happened, man.  We all had our passports, but 

something happened and we didn't go.  We were supposed to 

go to Africa. 

ISOARDI:  For a festival in Africa? 

BRYANT:  Yeah. 

ISOARDI:  And you don't know why that all of a sudden fell 

through? 

BRYANT:  Well, like I said, some snafu.  I can't put my finger 

on it.   
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ISOARDI:  Too bad.  It would have been an experience. 

BRYANT:  Oh, I was really looking forward to it.  I've been 

to Africa.  I've been to North Africa, but never further.  

So I wanted to really-- 

ISOARDI:  Never been to Ghana or the west coast? 

BRYANT:  No.  So that would have really been a good experience 

for me.  That's one of the things I look forward to, though, 

one day, is going to Africa.   

ISOARDI:  I would think that, jeez, if you guys wanted to 

you could put together a small group with Horace and tour 

Africa. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, that would be a groove. 

ISOARDI:  Yeah, I would think that would be a great experience 

both for you and the people listening to you.   

BRYANT:  Yeah, yeah, right.  I wish somehow that that would 

happen.  I guess if we persevere long enough, that would be 

one of the things that would happen.  It's just a matter of 

staying strong.   

ISOARDI:  So how has the Arkestra survived for thirty years? 

BRYANT:  Not intact.  [laughter]  Everybody's scattered, you 

know.  But everybody has, I guess, the same idea in their 

mind.  But everybody's doing their own thing.  I mean, just 

living.  So that's what's happening now.  But it probably will 
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happen in some form.  Like we're going to do a concert, I 

think it's in September, at the theater [Marla's Vision Theatre], 

you know.   

ISOARDI:  Over near Leimert [Park]? 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I don't know how big a group that's going to 

be, but yeah, right.  We're going to do it there. 

ISOARDI:  It sounds like there's a lot of commitment to keep 

people together. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, we did a couple of things at the museum on 

Fifty-fourth [Street].  But as far as being into it like we 

were, it's not happening.  It probably will happen the same 

way.   

ISOARDI:  Why do you think that happened?  What brought about 

that change? 

BRYANT:  Economics.  Economics, yeah, basically.  It would 

have been wonderful to have [gotten to] the point where different 

cats could maybe make, not a killing, but a little money, 

you know.  But that never really happened.  A couple of times, 

you know, like back in the early sixties, as a group we were 

teaching in [University of California] Riverside in the 

summertime, the kids.  We got a grant from the government, 

you know.  Cats would make about $400 a month.  These are kids, 

being around them, playing for them.  Different little things 
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like that happened, you know.  But, I mean, this is all a 

process of growing, I guess, and this is another era, that's 

all.  Like I say, it will never be like it was, but there 

will be different things happening.  We can get the Ark together. 

ISOARDI:  Let me ask you, David-- It's sort of coming down 

to the end, and looking back, what would you say about the 

importance of Central Avenue?  How should it be remembered? 

 What did it give? 

BRYANT:  Well, it should be remembered as a part of Los Angeles 

that grew and then died.  The spirit, I guess, will always 

be there, but Central Avenue is gone.  But people still talk 

about it, so-- It's just a part of life, a part of-- In the 

overall scheme of things, it's just one chapter.  So it moves 

on.  Now, you can live anyplace that you have the money, more 

or less--Beverly Hills or wherever, you know.  If you've got 

the money-- But how many people have the money?  Just a few. 

ISOARDI:  Fewer these days. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  So the masses are still going through changes. 

 Well, we all are, really.  You can never get too old or too 

rich to somehow experience obstacles.  Because down through 

the years, like even when I was going to high school as a 

kid, I'd say, "Oh, man, by the time I'm twenty, twenty-five, 

things will be cool, man."  I watched it get a little better, 
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then all of a sudden it started going the other way.   

ISOARDI:  It started dropping. 

BRYANT:  Yeah.  I hope it reaches a second level where it can 

straighten out so it can start going up again.  But that's 

the way it's been.    

 But you never lose hope.  There is one thing that I've 

added on to my thing, Soka Gakkai Buddhism.  Most religions 

interconnect with some of the same principles.  Like you're 

going to reap what you sow, or cause and effect, different 

principles and stuff, they are more or less universal.  But 

the thing about it is anything that happens to me is my fault. 

 It's not-- I don't care how you say, "Damn, well, I'm mad. 

 How could it be--?" Well, it's my fault, even as far as letting 

it happen.  So that's sort of been my thing.  The body and 

the mind are inseparable.  Your mind controls everything, 

but they are inseparable. 

ISOARDI:  Well, do you have any final thoughts or comments? 

 Anything else you'd like to get down or something we might 

have missed? 

BRYANT:  Well, let's see.  I guess a great trip, man.  The 

older I get, the more I appreciate.  I'm just going to keep 

going.  I just hope that I will see a level of saneness one 

day, like where things are taking a turn for the better for 
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all of humanity.  Wipe out the diseases like cancer.  That's 

been around a long time, man.  And the new ones, wipe them 

out, as we know that the human mind is capable of doing if 

we can just get together and take all the politics out of 

the thing and become more humanistic.  When you say revolution, 

I mean individually, you know.  Revolutionize yourself, and 

then you can affect the whole world, one man.  So that kind 

of-- So that's where I'm at at this point.  I hope to keep 

moving on.  [laughter] 

ISOARDI:  David, thanks very much. 

BRYANT:  Yeah, well, it's been a ball. 
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