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Yancie Taylor Interview March 31, 2005

YANCIE TAYLOR III –  “The Jazz Doctor”

My family moved to West Oakland when I was two years old and grew up there. 

I had piano lessons on Saturdays.  All the kids in the neighborhood had a singing group that I was a part of and I had tap dancing lessons on Wednesdays.  I took up the clarinet when I started band at Hoover Junior High School and also sung in the choir.  All through high school I stayed with the choir, not the clarinet, and played background piano with the “doo-wop” singing group.

In those days there were a lot of social clubs and the “Latin Craze” came in with Mambo Sessions – what we call Salsa today.  During that time I was working on weekends and when I first heard KJAZ and Miles Davis.  It was my first real introduction to jazz and I thought it was pretty interesting. And then the Cal Tjader Mambo Sessions started and I decided to put my first trio together.  I played piano; we had a bass player and a drummer. 

These were the days of Ramsey Lewis, who was the hot trio leader at the time. His big hit then was “The In Crowd”.  Our group based songs around the sound and style of Mr. Ramsey Lewis.  The social clubs started hosting Mambo Sessions and I started listening to Cal Tjader.

The Latin-Mambo craze started catching on and a lot of the social clubs started hosting Salsa sessions every weekend.  I was only eighteen years old but I think because I was the bandleader the clubs didn’t seem to notice or care. 

I just started college and was a part-time Recreation Director.  Two of the recreation centers hosted Mambo Sessions – the “Golden Gate” on Tuesdays and at the “Bushrod” on Thursdays. Eventually, the social club scene died down and things started changing.  Jazz was becoming the in thing. I started listening to Cal Tjader and at eighteen years old I switched from the piano to the vibraphone, which I picked up from Cal Tjader. 

So, I took the direction of Jazz and started listening to McCoy Tyner, Bobby Hutcherson, Lionel Hampton and Milt Jackson’s “Modern Jazz Quartet.” 

I worked part-time and saved up the money for my first set of “Jenco” vibraphones from Mr. Meni-Ketti’s music store in downtown Oakland.   I didn’t have formal vibraphone studies.  The key set-up is essentially the same as a piano.  The top notes are the black notes on a piano and the bottom are the white notes.   Instead of ten fingers you have two mallets – some people use four mallets.  And I enjoyed playing music during the next four years.

In 1964, at the age of twenty-two, my father and I opened a high fashion, men’s clothing boutique at 14th and Broadway called “Mr. Yanci’s Clothes Hanger.”  Our store was actually located just down the street from Rodger’s Clothing Store where ten years earlier Al and Gloria Tarabini first met.  We were in business there for twenty-one years and my music was put on the side while I ran the family business.   I worked some weddings and some Sunday afternoon sets but I was primarily running our business and music was a sideline.

There was a bar next door to our clothing shop and I was able to play jazz there on Friday afternoon Happy Hours.  When I was in my mid 30’s I had the great honor of having my vibraphone set blessed by Milt Jackson when he played in the store where I was working.  Consequently, I listened to more Milt Jackson and playing more of his songs.

In 1985 we closed the family clothing business and I went to work for an Italian clothing boutique in Union Square, San Francisco.  I was still playing music on the side as always.  I was forty-two years old and had been playing music at special events for more than twenty years but it wasn’t my “bread and butter”.   

Some of the musicians I had grown up with and played with had ventured out into the world with their music.  In 1992, a drummer friend of mine, Bob Braye was playing in Germany and invited me to come visit.  So, I packed up left for a month’s vacation.  

In 1993, I flew back to Germany, this time with my vibraphones, and played in clubs there for three months.  The plan was to meet some friends at the airport who told me they had set up a few gigs for me.  When I arrived I was surprised to learn that there were no planned venues for me to play and there was no one to pick me up at the airport.  I was there, with my vibraphones, planning to live and play for three months and immediately after landing faced the decision of packing up and going home or making a run of it.

I decided I would check out the local clubs, see what was happening there and put a band together just like I had done in my younger days in Oakland.  I had an initial network of contacts from my first vacation visit and started making calls.  I attended local jam sessions, met the good musicians, and started putting together a band.  I didn’t speak much German but knew enough to communicate the basics and a lot of the guys spoke English.

I had a totally international band with an Italian drummer, German bass player, Brazilian piano player and myself, the American vibraphone player.  We met a gentleman who had just opened a new club in Berlin and he invited us to play at his club for a couple of weeks.

In 1994, I flew to Japan to play with a friend I grew up with, Paul Jackson, who played with Herbie Hancock.  I played a number of concerts in Tokyo and surrounding cities for one month and at Club Alfie in Ropongi, Bourbon Street in Kitasenju, and Magical Super Studio in Harrajuku.

I had been playing different venues and clubs on the weekends to keep the jazz music work going.  Sunday afternoons were a traditional time to play for the Jazz culture.  I met a couple that said they liked my music and we opening a club.  They asked for my card.  I gave them my card and thought nothing more about it.   A year later, I received a call from the couple (Myra and “Cowboy”) that said that they were in fact opening a club and wanted my consultation on good club locations.  

We looked at a number of different venues before we finally found a place that was a good fit.  There was a place on Lakeshore, close to the lake, by the Grand Lake Theater.  The location was good, safe, plenty of parking and we felt the club would be a good venue. The new club, called “5th Amendment”, became my mainstay jazz venue.   Later, I found out that Dave Brubeck played at the same location decades earlier.

We started Sunday “afternoon” Jazz jams from 4 pm to 8 pm.  And every time we’d finish at 8 pm people kept coming.  So, we tried 6-10 pm and the people kept coming.  So, finally we just made the “afternoon jazz jam” from 9 am to 1 pm.   My band played there for a number of years.

Eventually, I left the band and started a new formula playing with jazz bands.  I had accumulated a network of drummers, bass and piano players, vocalists and such.  It made it easier for me to bring a group of musicians and vocalists together that I could rotate.  When you play a venue with a lot of regulars attending having new musicians and vocalists provides a fresh show.

Having a new play-list and vocalist at each show was good for business because it kept people interested and new people were coming to the club all the time to hear a new song and sound.  I played at the 5th Amendment” for seventeen years – up until September of 2004.

I had built quite a following with the different shows and entertainers over that period of time and word spread to the east coast entertainers who would drop by when they were in town and would sit in.  People like Roy Hargrove, Milt Jackson, Freddy Hubbard, members of Lionel Hampton’s Band and others.  My last gig at the 5th Amendment was in October 2004.

We have a new venue that we are starting soon.  I am now playing at Breks Restaurant and Cocktail Lounge on 5th street.   I played a few festivals and other shows with Pharoah Sanders (saxophone) at Heritage Festival in Sacramento; John Handy at the Don Jordan Freedom Jazz Concert in Atherton; and backed up Smokin Joe Frazier (World Champion Boxer) blues debut in Radisson Hotel in Burlingame.

I play regularly at the Vibraphone Summit, Los Angeles, which started in 1993, and first played with the group at the Santa Monica Pier in honor of Terry Gibbs, bandleader for the Tonight Show with Steve Allen. Now we play at the musicians union in Hollywood.  In August of 2005 we will hold Vibraphone Summit number twelve in honor of Gary Burton.  The Summit features 25+ vibe players, all with different styles – single mallet, two mallet and some four-mallet players.  It was a true honor to meet and have taken pictures with Red Norvell, Milt Jackson and Lionel Hampton, before the great vibe players of the Jazz Era passed away.

Mel Sands, historian and writer for the L.A. Jazz Times, coordinates and hosts the vibraphone summit.  Last year, in 2004, we planned to hold a tribute for Bobby Hutcherson but his schedule didn’t permit, so it was the first time we held a tribute to vibe players who are no longer with us.  We held an honor tribute to John Ray (vibe player and drummer who worked with Cal Tjader) and Victor Feldman (vibist who played with Cannon Ball Edly).  Families of both men attended.

I met Al Tarabini in 1995. I was working the with the Men’s Warehouse in San Francisco and playing music part-time. Al and Gloria were visiting from San Bernardino and stopped by the store. We started talking about music about fifteen minutes after we first met. Al and Gloria would talk about their musical experiences and I invited them to our new program of “open mic jazz jam sessions” on Saturday

afternoons in Oakland.  They dropped by one Saturday.  We’ve been friends and spoke regularly since 1995.

That is when I met my wife, who speaks at conferences in Europe and met a French piano player, Michel Nivelon, who also played accordion.  He and I exchanged tapes and he suggested that I play at the “Fete de la Musique” in France.  I have been playing there every June since 1995 with bass, piano and vibes.

AL TARABINI

We shared our younger years’ experience growing up in the Oakland area and were good friends.  It was when Al’s children gave him the gift of music with a certificate to record a CD.

I always told Gloria, if I ever picked up the accordion again to play I would want to play with Yancie.  I knew our styles would blend well.  I sent Yancie an email and asked if he wanted to record a CD with us and asked if he knew of other musicians who would play in the five-session production.

In the beginning it was okay.  Just a bunch of old guys getting together to play.  By the second session it was getting better and by the third session we had a professional group that had lit the fire in all of us.  

We talked about putting together a professional CD to market.  We are promoting our music more actively today and are motivated to make our second CD that will be complete sometime in the latter part of October or early November 2005.

Yancie Currently Plays at:

· Breks, 5th Street in Oakland

· Silverado Country Club, Napa

· Main Street Station, Guerneville 

· Healdsburg Hotel, Healdsburg Town Plaza and Dry Creek Inn.

· Zebulon, Petaluma

· Niebaum Coppola Winery

· Mustard & Mud Festival, Calistoga

· Annual Jazz Festival, Calistoga 

· Viansa Winery, Sonoma

· Downtown Sonoma

· Belvedere Winery

· Rodney Strong Winery
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