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Feature Story

SFRA Exits the Fillmore

After sixty years, the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency will exit the Western Addition on
January 1, 2009. Developed in 1948 and partially
funded by the federal government to address the issues of so-called blight in the area, the SFRA was at
the forefront of a national shift in government policies
that were deemed efforts at “urban renewal”. In the
neighborhood that at the time was more commonly
known as the Fillmore, the actions of the SFRA have
left many who know its history with painful memories.
Prior to the SFRA’s entry into the area, the Fillmore
was a thriving community of legendary African American owned jazz clubs and other businesses. It was home
to the Bay Area’s largest African American population
as well as the largest Japanese American community in
the country at the time. Both communities were largely
self-sufficient, sustained by hard work and the promise
of the proverbial American dream that should have been
the result of that hard work. Due to the demographics
of the community during this period, there is a widely
held perception that the actions of the SFRA were mostly racially motivated. This perception is reinforced by
the resulting economic and historical loss suffered by
the community during the SFRA’s supposed improvement of the neighborhood. Thousands lost property,
homes, businesses, and jobs, as well as their sense of
community and, to some degree, their sense of pride.
Owners of much of the property, businesses, and real
estate in the area were forced to sell to the Redevelopment Agency under eminent domain laws. Some who
had amassed small fortunes during the height the Fillmore’s popularity, lost all they had fighting those sales
in the courts in an effort to regain what should have
rightfully remained theirs. The agency made promises
to the community that those who had been displaced
would have the opportunity to return once redevelopment was complete. The size of Japantown was significantly reduced both geographically and demographically. The number of African Americans living in the
area shrank more and more with each passing decade.
Most of these community members did not have the
opportunity to return. Ultimately, all the SFRA seemingly managed to do was hasten the demise of what
was once a lively and much celebrated neighborhood.

feel of the neighborhood. The supposed blight at the
center of the call for renewal was only made worse by
decades of neglect rather than improvement. Razed
lots seemed to stand empty interminably. Grand Victorian homes were replaced with unattractive housing
projects, where upscale, high rise apartment buildings had been promised. Moreover, it seemed that the
agency completely lacked understanding (or worse,
did not care) about the history and contribution the
Fillmore neighborhood brought to San Francisco as
a whole. Evidence of this could be seen in the way
in which some of the treasures of the landmark hotels and clubs were simply tossed into dumpsters and
trash cans as the buildings were being demolished.
Today the Fillmore is, by the description of some
who at one time or another made their home there,
“unrecognizable”. Gone are the privately owned restaurants and hotels, replaced with the likes of Starbucks and Subway franchises. In the opinion of many,
Geary Boulevard seems to have been redesigned to
drive business, tourism, and foot traffic away from
the community rather than to it. However, the recent
addition of Yoshi’s and other more or less upscale
business establishments bring hope that the vibrancy
of the community will be restored. But it is sadly
evident that what once was will never be recaptured.
And while change is inevitable, many are disillusioned with the way change happened in the Fillmore.
As the SFRA exits, neighborhood planning associations and task forces will now be left with the responsibility of the real rebuilding of the community. Many
community members have expressed hopefulness at the
possibilities offered as a result of SFRA’s exit. In the
year or so since the opening of Yoshi’s and the Fillmore
Heritage Center, many have observed a renewed interest
in the neighborhood, and have witnessed an increased
influx of visitors and tourists. The restaurant 1300 On
Fillmore is housed in the location that was once home to
the Blue Mirror; it offers recognition of and pays homage to what once was The Fillmore. The Jazz Heritage
Center and its Lush Life Gallery offer a glimpse into
the Fillmore of the past with exhibits that tell its story.
With the introduction of these establishments and others
to come, the Fillmore – the Western Addition – holds its
breath and hopes that recovery is finally truly at hand.
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Bay Area Artist

Babatunde Lea

It has been the case for many decades that musical talent
of every genre is especially plentiful in the Bay Area. While
many artists are natives who have had the unique experience
of living and working in an area rich in history as well as
talent, others have migrated to the Bay Area bringing with
them their own unique contributions to the local music scene,
adding to that richness. Such is the case with drummer and
percussionist Babatunde Lea. A native of Virgina, Lea was
raised in Englewood, NJ and New York City. He relocated to
San Francisco in 1966 out of high school, seeking a change
in scenery. Since then, Lea has become a much sought after
and much treasured part of the Bay Area musical landscape.
Lea’s career began as a teenager in New York and New
Jersey. His music is rife with the rhythms of Africa, the
Caribbean, and the South American
diaspora. In the San Francisco Bay
Area he was further immersed in
global rhythms. He has worked with
other Bay Area notables including percussionist Bill Summers (The Headhunters, Los Hombres Calientes). Lea
joined Summers’ ensemble Bata Koto.
Working with artists such as Leon
Thomas, Pharoah Sanders, Stan Getz,
Joe Henderson, McCoy Tyner, Randy
Weston, Van Morrison, Oscar Brown,
Jr., and a host of other music legends
has helped to polish and enrich his
talents and abilities.
HarlemWest recently had the opportunity to learn a little more about
the influences, inspirations, and aspirations of this drum
master:
HW - What was the music of your childhood like?
BL - Extraordinary. I was exposed to a great variety of
music, everything from doo-wop and R&B, to Afro Cuban,
to gospel, to jazz. I was taken to the Apollo Theater at least
once a month, sometimes twice.
HW - What drew you to percussion instruments? Why?
BL - I come from a family of drummers who were drumline drummers and they loved Afro-Caribbean music. I fell
in love with conga drums almost from the time of infancy.
I started playing them when I was around 13 years old. I
started playing marching drums at the age of 11.
HW - Tell us about your relationship with Leon Thomas.
BL - The music for The Creator Has a Master Plan was
composed by Pharoah Sanders; Leon wrote the lyrics. I
grew up listening to Leon turn out First Baptist Church in
Englewood. Later, after I’d left home and come back a
professional musician, he hired me and I worked with him

for a period of about two and a half years. He was a great
influence on me. It was further ingrained in me that music is
a spiritual thing first.
HW - Any other specific influences? Why?
BL - Pharoah Sanders, Lonnie Liston Smith, McCoy Tyner,
Oscar Brown Jr., Elvin Jones, Philly Joe Jones, Babatunde
Olatunji, Armando Perazza, Mongo Santamaria, Tata Quines,
Eddie Palmieri, Cachao, Cal Tjader, all because they were
geniuses at what they did and they inspired me immensely. I
was blessed enough to have worked with some of them!
HW - What drives you as an artist?
BL - I know music is powerful and it is my responsibility as
a performing artist to use that power to make a better world
through the beauty and power of music. I live by the African
cultures of the world and the presentiment that music should
be functional. Music lets us know that, ultimately, we are all
connected.
HW - What have you learned about
music’s impact on society here and
abroad?
BL - On the East Coast and on into
Europe, I find that people understand
more about what art is and what it
does. They know that human kind
needs music and that it is not just “entertainment”.
HW - What have you discovered
about the depths of the roots of African
music? What is its overall impact, in
your opinion, commercially as well as
artistically?
BL - Actually, there would be no
American music, without African music or, at the very least,
it would be drastically different. In my humble opinion, you
can’t find any music born on these shores that doesn’t have
its roots in the African American experience.
HW - What do you wish to convey most through your music?
BL - That music is a microcosm of what life can be like, an
egalitarian, democratic, anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-classist
and anti-homophobic society. That’s what I strive for.
HW - What’s next for you?
BL - I just recorded a tribute to Leon Thomas. It was done
live at Yoshi’s (Oakland) and will be released around May
2009 (on Motéma Music at motema.com). I recorded with
Dwight Trible on vocals, Ernie Watts on tenor sax, Patrice Rushen on piano, and Gary Brown on double bass. It
was truly a “dream team” of a band. I believe that I have
made a major statement about the music of Leon Thomas.
On December 14 Lea will perform at Anna’s Jazz Island
in Berkeley. For more information about this extraordinary
musician and his work, visit myspace.com/babatundelea.
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Bay Area Cultural Scene

REEL NIKKEI STORIES
It is tradition within many communities across
the globe for families to honor the history of their
own through the passing down of personal stories
from within the family unit. In many African villages griots (tribal historians) are deemed the keepers of family history. Their sole purpose is to pass
on and keep alive the history of ancestors and family
members, as well as to record and document current
events that affect the family
so as to be able to pass those
on to future generations as
well. An ancient practice
that are in some parts of the
continent still in use today,
the stories, record keeping, and oral recitation of
the histories are largely the
responsibility one person.

War II and time spent in internment camps; this program was initially designed to do more of the same.
However, it has since grown to include stories
from all Nikkei generations and their experiences.

Stories shared with family members have a powerful impact on how one sees his or her family and
how their family contributes to the society in which
they live. Such stories could well be considered
the singular thing that ties the entire family together, in some ways more than the occasional family
events at holiday or birthday
celebrations, etc. Stories become personal, they spark the
imagination, and ultimately
become part of the person
with whom the stories are
shared. In addition to the
preservation of the history
being shared, video documentation ensures the accuracy of the storyteller’s words
At a time when there is
and offers the opportunity for
more interest than ever in
mass presentation. “If histogenealogy, and oral histories
ry becomes real to a person,
are currently popular as muit empowers them and lives
seum exhibits, technology
through them and then can
has made this process much
be passed on from generation
easier. Family history can
to generation,” JCCCNC Executive Director Paul
now be captured on an individual basis more easily Osaki says about the importance of Reel Nikkei Stoand more often. On December 13, the Japanese Cul- ries. “The fact is the Nisei generation is passing on
tural and Community Center of Northern California at an alarming rate. We do not have tomorrow; we
(JCCCNC) will begin a series of workshops de- must act today before these stories all but slip away.”
signed to assist members of the Japanese commuParticipants are encouraged to share chapnity record and document family histories through
ters
of their documentaries in the Reel Nikkei
film. The hands-on workshops offer training as
well the tools to conduct videotaped interviews. Stories Mini-Film Festival and contest schedFootage can also be upIn addition to the workshops, the program offers a uled for June 2009.
loaded
to
the
JCCCNC
website (jcccnc.org).
toolkit with interview questions, video techniques
and an instructional DVD. Cameras and equipFor more information on how to create your
ment are also available for loan to participants. family legacy project or to sign up for the Reel Nikkei Stories Workshop on December 13, 2008 (11:30
Many documentaries, books, and oral histories am - 2:30 pm at JCCCNC, 1840 Sutter Street,
have been produced that offer information concern- San Francisco) please contact Alicia Kagawa at
ing the Japanese American experience during World 415-567-5505 or email akagawa@JCCCNC.org.
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Cool Happenings
HARLEM OF THE WEST REVISITED
The JHC/Koret Heritage Lobby (thoroughfare
to Yoshi’s SF) premiere of the photographic exhibit Harlem of the West Revisited will be presented
December 6. The exhibit features images of life in the
Fillmore during this much storied part of its history.
In the year or so since the book Harlem of the West
was published much focus has been placed on the history of San Francisco’s Fillmore district. While during
its heyday the Fillmore may not have received the kind
of national exposure as did New York’s Harlem district,
it delivered its share of music, musicians, and jazz clubs.
During the 1940s and 50s the Fillmore was the jazz destination for the Bay
Area.
Legendary
musicians
played
in legendary nightclubs such as Jimbo’s Bop City and
the Blue Mirror. In
addition to being an
entertainment destination, the Fillmore
was home to many
African American
owned hotels and
eating
establishments, which attracted the musicians and
entertainers as well as those who came to be entertained.
During the height of the Fillmore’s popularity, photographer David Johnson and others captured many treasured moments on film of legends on stage and off, of
house parties and after parties, of the life that existed in
general in the Fillmore. It is worthwhile to take another
look at this part of San Francisco history – to absorb
it, to relish it, and to cherish it. During the time these
events were taking place, it is likely that none of the smiling, seemingly happy subjects of the these photographs
thought much about the history being made. While the
exhibit places most of its focus on the glory of the Fillmore during a more celebrated time it also captures the
heartache of redevelopment – buildings leveled (see
cover photo) to make way for promises of so-called improvement that never really happened, and the inevitable
demise of the Fillmore as it had been known that resulted.
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Following the exhibit at Koret/JHC, the next Lush
Life Gallery exhibit will display these photographs as
well as additional original paintings from this golden era
of San Francisco jazz, which will include an impressionistic painting of the exterior of Jimbo’s Bob City night
club by African American artist Joe Overstreet. Also
on display will be several unique mural works commissioned by Wesley Johnson, Sr., owner of the Fillmore’s
Texas Playhouse nightclub and painted by artist John
O’Shanna in the late 1940s. Upon completion, the murals were displayed at the Texas Playhouse. These works
had not been seen for several decades, except for a brief
display during the original run of the Harlem of the West
exhibit at the Performing Arts Library and Museum in
2006. The Lush Life Gallery will present two of the
originals from a
collection of thirteen. The works
were
rescued
from a dumpster
in the 1970s as
the
Redevelopment Agency was
tearing down the
building where the
Texas Playhouse
once stood. Brothers and Fillmore
residents Willie
and Orlando Orey
saw them and
asked
for
permission
to
take
them.
Additional works by three prominent photographers (two of them students of Ansel Adams)
will also be on display. David Johnson’s Fillmore
Street Scenes and Gerald Ratto’s Children of the
Fillmore, as well as Mars Breslow’s Jazz Legends of the Fillmore – Then and Now will all be featured at an upcoming Lush Life Gallery exhibit.
JHC/Lush Life Gallery also plans to have on view a
permanent exhibit of fifty-two jazz legends featured
in the exterior Public Art Panels. These photos include residents as well as nationally known legends
Charles Mingus, Dave Brubeck, John Coltrane, Sarah
Vaughn, Celia Cruz, Duke Ellington, Oscar Peterson, Vernon Alley, and F. Allen Smith, among others.
For more information, visit jazzheritagecenter.org.

