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in the minority, but he is granted the privilege of joining any other neighboring
local that will accept him.”131

Although black locals were indeed in the minority, they included many of the
country’s largest cities. In 1954, when Steeper’s article was published, fifty-three
black locals are listed in the AFM proceedings, out of a total of 701. Though Steeper
states that the majority were in the South, by my count thirty were not; in addition
to San Francisco, there were six in Ohio, three in Connecticut and Pennsylvania,
two in Illinois and Iowa, and others spread across the country from Washington
state to Washington, DC (see Table 1).

The Los Angeles locals—Nos. 47 (white) and 767 (“colored”)—had just merged
the previous year, bolstered by support from a biracial group of activists. Down
Beat focused the spotlight on the L.A. unions in 1949, reporting on a city ordinance
introduced by councilman Edward Royball to prohibit employment discrimination
based on race or creed.132 The union merger, however, ultimately represented the
coalescence of efforts on several fronts. Marl Young attributes the impetus to singer
Estelle Edson, at the time a graduate student at UCLA working on a thesis on
“The Negro in Radio.” Her concern was that black musicians were being closed
out of studio work. At the time, dialogue was also under way in Los Angeles jazz
circles. Buddy Collette, Charles Mingus, Red Callender, and others were actively
fostering the idea of amalgamation through musical and social collaboration with
white colleagues. Mixed bands, as well as organizations such as the Community
Symphony Orchestra and the Groucho Marx Show Orchestra under Jerry Fielding,
brought musicians from the two unions into productive collaboration. The separate
locals seemed increasingly anachronistic.

Employment problems were not restricted to the studios, of course. In 1951,
Charles Emge cited a slump in the “dance and nitery business during the last two
years,” which, he claimed, hit members of 767 harder than those in the white union.
He predicted that the black local might even “reach the disintegration stage due to
financial problems.”133 Indeed, since the Taft-Hartley Act had outlawed the closed
shop, many musicians found the union itself irrelevant. They simply bypassed the
organization and undercut its wage scales.

Despite meetings with the pro-amalgamation group, Local 47’s board of directors
hesitated, fearing job losses and financial costs (such as higher death benefits).
Local 767 was also split, with some officers resisting the loss of the black local’s
independence. After enormous publicity in the local papers and a letter signed by
350 members, Local 47 placed the question on its ballot in December 1952. The
resolution passed by a margin of 54 to 46 percent. Local 767 overwhelmingly voted
its approval on the first Monday of 1953 and, with the aid of Petrillo, the IEB, and

131 Ibid., S24.
132 “Jim Crow in L.A. Local 47 to Face Legal Showdown,” Down Beat, 21 October 1949, 1.
133 Information and quotations in this paragraph are taken from Marl Young, “The Amalga-

mation of Locals 47 and 767,” The Overture, December 1988, http://www.promusic47.org/benefits/
amalgam.asp; Charles Emge, “Move Grows to Scrap L.A.’s Jim Crow Union,” Down Beat, 15 June
1951, 1, 19; Red Callender and Elaine Cohen, Unfinished Dream: The Musical World of Red Callender
(London: Quartet Books, 1985), 99–109; telephone interview with Buddy Collette, 6 November 2006;
and Collette, Jazz Generations, 110–20.
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TABLE 1. “Colored” musicians’ locals in 1954.
Data are taken from the AFM Proceedings of 1954. Los Angeles’s Local 767 had merged with its white
counterpart, Local 47, the previous year. Locals and their memberships changed monthly; therefore this
information represents the situation in the middle of this particular year, when the convention took place.
Membership numbers are given in the Proceedings for locals sending representatives to the convention.
Where such data are missing, the listing from the previous or succeeding year provided an approximate size.
Charter dates are not listed in the Proceedings until the 1950s. Where an earlier colored local existed, its
number is given in the fifth column. For comparison, the corresponding white local number and membership
in 1954 are given in the sixth column.

No. of members Earlier colored White local #:
Local # City Charter date (if known) local # membership

168 Dallas, TX November 1919 53 147: 980
185 Parkersburg, WV June 1916 24 259: 87
197 St. Louis, MO October 1944 351 44 2: 1,478
208 Chicago, IL July 1902 1,081 10: 11,355
242 Youngstown, OH October 1919 24 86: 646
274 Philadelphia, PA January 1935 770 591 77: 4,689
286 Toledo, OH February 1924 55 15: 463
335 Hartford, CT October 1928 68 400: 670
392 Fort Worth, TX November 1944 48 72: 446
455 Uniontown, PA July 1937 596: 458
462 Atlanta, GA August 1937 161 148: 408
471 Pittsburgh, PA January 1908 99 60: 2,231
473 Dayton, OH September 1939 84 635 101: 588
486 New Haven, CT July 1924 25 234: 628
493 Seattle, WA November 1924 103 458 (1918) 76: 2,040
496 New Orleans, LA June 1926 355 174: 801
533 Buffalo, NY February 1917 135 43: 1,177
535 Boston, MA August 1915 153 9: 2,382
543 Baltimore, MD November 1918 278 40: 1,218
548 Pensacola, FL December 1937 23 283: 130
549 Bridgeport, CT October 1941 43 63: 401
550 Cleveland, OH July 1910 274 4: 2,612
558 Omaha, NE December 1920 73 70: 631
587 Milwaukee, WI August 1924 108 8: 2,580
589 Columbus, OH May 1912 162 103: 838
613 Mobile, AL January 1942 75 465 407: 114
622 Gary, IN October 1938 85 none
623 Denver, CO October 1938 91 753 20: 1,092
627 Kansas City, MO March 1917 215 34: 1,335
632 Jacksonville, FL March 1942 61 702 444: 287
635 Lexington, KY April 1946 ca. 40 554: 254
637 Louisville, KY August 1928 96 11: 645
641 Wilmington, DE February 1939 78 449 311: 293
658 San Antonio, TX August 1947 69 702 23: 589
665 Topeka, KS August 1947 38 783 36: 266
669 San Francisco, CA March 1946 346 648 (1923) 6: 5,185
675 Springfield, IL July 1914 75 19: 306
690 Miami, FL August 1946 655: 2,509
695 Richmond, VA April 1945 ca. 50 775, 38 123: 253
698 Asheville, NC March 1945 28 377: 35
699 Houston, TX June 1950 204 65: 903
701 Wichita, KS October 1952 35 297: 598
702 Norfolk, VA January 1946 ca. 100 676 125: 352
703 Oklahoma City, OK October 1947 56 375: 599
708 Atlantic City, NJ April 1945 49 661: 425
710 Washington D.C. March 1922 173 161: 1,578
718 Montgomery, AL September 1947 63 300 479: 82
722 Newport News, VA September 1947 88 199: 118
733 Birmingham, AL May 1927 173 256: 315
740 Des Moines, IA September 1947 35 632, 799 75: 486
743 Sioux City, IA September 1927 25 254: ca. 190
808 Tulsa, OK July 1944 53 94: 673
814 Cincinnati, OH June 1922 128 1: 1,152
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Herman Kenin (who would succeed Petrillo as president in 1958), the two groups
merged on 1 April 1953.

A few years later, Seattle’s locals amalgamated. The 2,100-member Local 76 and
the 100-member Local 493 voted to merge at the end of 1956 but official action was
delayed until January 1958 when 493’s property was sold.134

In San Francisco the road to merger proved considerably more rocky. Despite
continued separation, relations between Locals 6 and 669 seemed, on the surface,
good. Local 669 rented two rooms on the third floor of Local 6’s building on
Jones Street. Its constitution and bylaws were identical to those of Local 6 (with
merely a different cover) and the two branches operated with the same pay scales.135

Nevertheless, blacks in San Francisco were acutely aware (and resentful) of their
second-class status. “There was animosity,” recalls Watkins, “and it was all about
employment and jealousy. You see, so many of the white musicians weren’t very
good at improvising; and if you had a jazz club and were a Caucasian owner, and a
hot black band came in, you’d want to hire them.”136

In the spring of 1956, Al Forbes died of a cerebral hemorrhage. Local 6’s secretary
Jack Haywood wrote a moving (if somewhat patronizing) eulogy:

During the many years [Forbes] was in office, his consultations with the officers of Local
No. 6 were countless, his honesty, integrity and courage outstanding, and his cooperation
with Local No. 6 invariable. Nothing was too hard or onerous for him to undertake.

We of Local No. 6 miss his cheery laugh and pleasant voice around the building, and we
join his three daughters, his brother officers and members of Local No. 669, in deploring
the passing of a good friend, a good officer of his Union, and a man who was a credit to his
race. His footsteps will be hard indeed for anyone to follow.137

At the time, Local 669’s president Elma Graves was already discussing merger
with Local 6’s board. In fact, a year earlier (June 1955) Graves and the other
San Francisco convention delegates had appeared before the IEB on the matter of
amalgamation, but “due to certain complex circumstances” (left undefined), the
matter was referred to Petrillo.138 In August 1956, Graves officially notified Local 6’s
board that 669 wanted a merger proposal placed on the December ballot. The two
groups met on 20 October to work out details. Representing the black union were
Graves, secretary-treasurer Sammy Simpson, business agent Samuel Landers, and
members Earl Watkins, Ike Bell, Eugene Godfrey, Vernon Alley, Wilbert Baranco,
and Leroy Hueston.139 “Proposition No. 1, Calling for Amalgamation of Local

134 Special thanks to Seattle’s secretary-treasurer Warren Johnson, who searched for and sent me
excerpts from Local 76’s minutes and monthly magazine, Musicland (December 1956, 1–2; March
1957, 1; February 1958, 1). For the detailed history of black Local 493, see Keller, “Seattle’s Segregated
Musicians’ Local.”

135 In 1957, the officers of Local 669 complained to the IEB that they were not being consulted
about price changes, but the minutes report that the situation was being corrected and that “it is
anticipated that the cause for the complaint has been removed.” AFM Proceedings of 1957, 333.

136 Watkins, interview with Miller and Roedig.
137 The Musical News 39/6 (June 1956): 6.
138 AFM Proceedings of 1955, 445.
139 Board meetings of 8 May 1956 (The Musical News 39/6 [June 1956]: 13); 28 August 1956 (The

Musical News 39/10 [October 1956]: 6); and 20 October 1956 (The Musical News 40/2 [February
1957]: 3, 5).
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No. 669 with Local No. 6,” specified terms quite unfavorable to the African American
group. All physical equipment and all funds revealed by an audit of its financial
records (to be conducted by a firm chosen by Local 6) would become property of
Local 6, and “no member of Local 669 . . . will hold an appointive office except as
directed under the by-laws of Local 6.”140 The only possible cost to Local 6 came in
the form of death benefits. Even here, the transition was to be gradual: 669 members
would be entitled to $500 during the first six months, $1,000 from six months to two
years, and the full benefit of $1,500 only after two full years of membership. Graves
and Simpson wrote an extended argument in favor of the proposition for the ballot,
noting that “the two Locals have operated side by side, their members working
under exactly the same rules, regulations and scale, with Local 669 always accepting
the scale and contractual conditions set by Local 6.” They emphasized the financial
strength of 669: “No member of Local 6 will lose by the merger and no member
will weaken his stake in the A. F. of M. or Local 6.” They also took out a large ad
in The Musical News, urging a yes vote on the proposal “for the greater benefit and
strength of all.” The brief argument against merger was written by Jess Jessup, who
offered no substantive reason other than the money and “heartaches” expended by
members of Local 6 to build up “one of the finest Locals in the Federation.”

Watkins recalls that as the vote approached some officers of Local 6 visited clubs
to press the case against amalgamation. At the same time, an article in the Chronicle
claimed that the merger was supported by both Petrillo and Local 6’s board.141

Indeed, the vote reflected sharply divided opinion. Despite the highly favorable
terms for Local 6, the naysayers triumphed: the proposition was defeated, 554-
786. Only 25 percent of Local 6’s 5,400 members cast ballots, however, and in this
context the energetic opposition could exert more influence than might otherwise
have been the case. (Members had to vote in person either at the San Francisco
office or the Oakland branch. This low turnout was typical for union elections until
a mail ballot was instigated in 1980.) The following week Ralph Gleason scolded
Local 6 in the press. Noting that mixed bands, a rarity “fifteen years ago,” were now
common, Gleason wrote: “It hardly seems necessary to point out how utterly out
of step with history this [vote] was. . . . Unless musicians open their eyes as well as
their ears, music will lose its place as a force for human rights.”142

Meanwhile, members of the recently integrated Los Angeles union pressed for
passage of an antisegregation resolution at the AFM convention in June 1957.
Resolution 34, submitted by Max Herman of L.A.’s Local 47, required segregated
locals to “take immediate steps to eliminate any membership restrictions based
upon race, color, creed, religion or place of national origin.” It also empowered the
IEB “to take the necessary steps to eliminate such membership restrictions” in cases
where progress was slow. The resolution sparked considerable controversy, even
among the African American members, who were far from united. An opposing

140 The ballot measure, specifying terms of the proposed merger, along with arguments pro and
con, is printed in The Musical News 39/11 (November 1956): 6. See also the ad on page 16.

141 “Musicians [sic] Union Votes Segregation,” Chronicle, 7 December 1956, 1, 4.
142 “Musicians [sic] Union Isn’t in Tune with History,” Chronicle, 13 December 1956, 33; also quoted

in Variety, 19 December 1956, 58.
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petition signed by sixty delegates—fifty-six from black locals—expressed concern
about “the financial aspect involved with some of the larger colored locals, who have
spent many years of hard work to attain their present status in the Federation.”143

The petitioners urged independent action in each city. Some of the larger black locals
were signatories: Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Houston, Birmingham, New Or-
leans, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, Washington, DC, Cleveland, and Columbus.
San Francisco’s Local 669, however, was not among them. George Seltzer suggests
that some of these affiliates had higher per capita treasuries than their corresponding
white locals. (Several of them, such as Chicago’s 208, which had a membership of
1,250 in 1957, were powerful independent voices within the Federation.) Some
black officers feared losing their jobs; others felt uncomfortable merging with white
locals that didn’t want them.144

The resolution was referred to the office of the president, an action for which
the AFM was taken to task by Donald Janson in the New York Times. Noting that
the organization had “in effect acted . . . to continue its policy of racially segregated
locals,” Janson quoted Petrillo as stating that he “was personally opposed to segrega-
tion but . . . even more strongly opposed to compelling locals to integrate.”145 At the
same time Petrillo warned white locals that “if a colored local wants to join you, you
had better take them in. Because if you don’t we’re going to force you to.” In a preface
to this statement, widely understood to refer to San Francisco, he warned: “There’s
one white local here which doesn’t want to take in its colored local.” Pressed by
the San Francisco news media, Local 6’s officers declined comment; 669’s president
Sammy Simpson was quoted as saying, with remarkable patience, “You can’t force
things. . . . We’ll just wait it out.”146

Although the AFM couldn’t (or wouldn’t) “force things,” the state of California
could. On 16 April 1959, Governor Pat Brown signed into law a Fair Employment
Practices Act that specified (among other things) that labor organizations could not
refuse membership on the basis of race, creed, color, national origin, or ancestry. It
also prohibited segregated locals. Attorney general Stanley Mosk appointed Franklin
H. Williams, West Coast executive secretary of the NAACP, to head his department’s
civil rights section. On 19 October, while Local 6 was in the midst of discussing how
to implement the new law, Walter Browne—a former counselor with the Alameda
County parole office, and a guitarist and folksinger—decided to join the union.147

Browne went to the joint office on Jones Street and mounted the stairs to Local 669’s
headquarters. The secretary was late and Browne’s parking meter was running out.
He went down to feed it and on the way back ran into Charles (“Pop”) Kennedy,
president of Local 6. Kennedy told him there were two unions and he could join
either one. As a folksinger, Browne decided that membership in Local 6 might be
most useful. Not realizing that he was making history, he completed the application,
paid his fees, and, on 20 October 1959, was admitted to Local 6.

143 The resolution and petition are published in the International Musician, November 1957, 42–43.
144 Seltzer, Music Matters, 110.
145 Donald Janson, “A.F.M. Shelves Bid for Integration,” New York Times, 14 June 1957, 22.
146 “Musicians Here Told to End Jim Crow,” Chronicle, 18 June 1957, 1, 7.
147 The story of Browne joining Local 6 is told colorfully by Ralph J. Gleason in “A Blow to Jim

Crow,” Down Beat, 10 December 1959, 14–15.



198 Leta E. Miller

A week later assistant attorney general Franklin Williams met with the union’s
board of directors. He reported that he would be sending identical letters to Locals
6 and 669 requesting immediate action to effect amalgamation, and offered to act
as mediator. Local 6’s officers assured him that the merger terms could be arranged
without external involvement.148

Williams’s letters were dated 2 November, postmarked 4 November, and de-
livered 5 November. On 3 November Pop Kennedy received a call from a local
reporter asking for comments on the document, which he had not yet seen. The
following day articles appeared in local and national publications casting Local 6
in a negative light. Information in these and other news reports contain numerous
errors: in addition to misspellings, wrong dates, and incorrect tabulation of the
number of dual locals nationwide, the papers reported that the 1935 subsidiary had
been formed because Local 648 suffered from financial problems; that in 1945 the
subsidiary had requested separate status; that Browne was admitted to Local 6 under
pressure from Williams; and that San Francisco and Philadelphia had spearheaded
the 1957 resolution seeking the abolition of dual unions.149 (As noted above, the
petition originated with Local 47 in Los Angeles; delegates from Philadelphia’s two
locals were signatories to the opposing petition.) When Local 6’s secretary Paul
Rosen protested the premature leak of Williams’s letter, more articles appeared in
what seemed to the union’s officers as “frantic efforts by some newsmen to achieve
journalistic mileage.”150

Fortunately, cooler heads prevailed. Local 669’s Sammy Simpson assumed a
relaxed posture, noting that his group was “not a segregated union, so [Williams’s
letter] doesn’t affect us.”151 He quickly added that his local welcomed amalgamation.
Indeed, 669 was not exclusively African American by this time; among its members
were a number of whites and Asians. (Some Asian American musicians were also
members of Local 6.)

In a series of meetings in February 1960, the boards of 6 and 669 hammered
out the details of the merger, assisted by officers from the International (vice presi-
dent William Harris, secretary Stanley Ballard, and treasurer George Clancy). The
arrangements proved considerably more favorable to 669 than the 1956 proposal.
Local 669’s secretary-treasurer Curtis Lowe and business agent Samuel Landers
would join the Local 6 staff as coordinators. A third member (Simpson) would
serve on the executive board until the election of December 1960. In addition, “all
Local 669 members who are in good standing as of March 31, 1960, will enjoy
the same conditions and privileges as applicable to Local 6 members.” The official
merger of the 400-member Local 669 and the 5,500-member Local 6 took place on

148 For the relevant letters and an explanation of the situation, see “Locals 6-669 Merger Ordered,”
The Musical News 42/12 (December 1959): 1–2.

149 For example, Bill Steif, “Calif. Atty. General’s Merger Order to White & Negro Frisco AFM
Locals; 1st Major Ukase [sic] Under State’s FEP,” Variety, 4 November 1959, 59, 62; “State Sends FEP
Request to Musicians Locals,” Chronicle, 4 November 1959, 9; and Ralph J. Gleason, “Musicians’ Locals
Face FEP Action,” Chronicle, 31 October 1959, 1, 4.

150 “Locals 6-669 Merger Ordered,” The Musical News.
151 Steif, “Calif. Atty. General’s Merger Order.”



Racial Segregation and the San Francisco Musicians’ Union 199

1 April.152 Lowe, however, felt compelled to write a justification to the members of
669, published in The Musical News in May.

Having been a member of the Subsidiary Local No. 6; Local No. 669 from its inception
and finally an Official of Local No. 669, I am well aware of the many sacrifices made by
the members and officials of Local No. 669 for many years to build the organization into
the thriving local which it became. One cannot help but feel a deep sense of loss that this
organization as such, no longer exists.

Rest assured, the American Federation of Musicians Charter of Local No. 669 was not
revoked for failure to properly conduct its affairs, but was retired . . . because there no longer
was a necessity for two . . . Locals in the San Francisco jurisdiction.153

With the San Francisco merger complete, the AFM moved to amalgamate other
dual locals. Denver and Sioux City merged later the same year and the Cleveland
branches joined in 1962. But most did not merge until after the passage of the 1964
Civil Rights Act; and for some, the process extended into the 1970s. Some white
locals were strongly resistant. Some black locals were also hesitant, fearing they
would lose their identity (and representation) by being absorbed into much larger
white chapters. Indeed, during the 1970s fewer blacks appeared at the national AFM
conventions after failing to win elections for delegates in amalgamated unions. (In
1977, the AFM moved to reverse this trend by allowing merged locals to send an extra
delegate to the convention, “to be elected from the black membership of said local.”
Curtis Lowe served in that capacity for Local 6 from 1978 until his death in 1993.)

Several former members of Local 669 ran for Local 6 offices in December 1960;
large campaign ads appeared in the December issue of The Musical News. None
garnered enough votes to win a seat on the seven-member board. Vernon Alley
came in ninth, Sammy Simpson tenth, and Wilbert Baranco twelfth. But soon the
situation changed dramatically. Alley was elected to the board in 1963 and in the
next two elections he received the highest vote total of any candidate on the ballot.154

Conclusion

The saga of Locals 6, 648, and 669 brings into focus a complex picture of the
social and economic forces buffeting the working musician in the early twentieth
century. Racialist attitudes in the US labor movement were reflected in the early
history of the AFM, beginning with the initial establishment of the dual-local
system in Chicago in 1902. The formal name of Chicago’s 208, San Francisco’s 669,
and many other locals, is the “Musicians’ Protective Union.” As the name implies,
these unions were formed to protect musicians from unscrupulous or exploitive
employers—fly-by-night traveling theater managers who would skip town without
paying musicians, restaurant owners who would stiff their employees, orchestra
managers who resisted limits on rehearsal time or guarantees of employment from
one season to the next. The paramount issues for the union were job security and

152 Exact membership numbers, published in the 1959 AFM Proceedings, are 390 for Local 669 and
5,528 for Local 6.

153 The Musical News 43/5 (May 1960): 1.
154 Elections were held biannually in this period. In 1963, Alley came in fifth out of twenty-two

candidates; in 1965, he was first out of sixteen; in 1967 first out of thirty-two; and in 1969 second out
of twenty (information from The Musical News election reports).
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a living wage. But the “protection” it offered was for many years unequal. Black
musicians were forced—or felt compelled—to organize separately and offer lower
wages in order to work at all. Eventually, law mandated equality, but even that
change was slow in coming.

The African American community itself showed some ambivalence toward the
practice of separate organization. From the 1915 Boston breakaway local to the 1957
petition opposing forced amalgamation, black union musicians were torn between
outrage at their second-class status within the AFM and the apparent benefits of
working for change from within the organization’s established structures. In the
teens and early 1920s, separate “colored” locals seemed a promising alternative,
offering the prospect of secure employment and a presence within the national or-
ganization. And in some cases, such as Chicago, black locals proved highly effective.
But in the majority of cities, these segregated affiliates operated as poor cousins,
doing battle with much larger white organizations that in practice, if not theory,
held the dominant position in the labor market.

For its part the AFM found itself increasingly boxed in by its historical dedication
to local autonomy. As with its parent body, the AFL, the musicians’ union showed
reluctance to interfere in the workings of its locals. Once established, the segregated
local system guided the AFM down a path it found increasingly uncomfortable
but at the same time difficult to reverse. Constrained by its history and fearful of
offending its constituents, the AFM hesitated at a time when it might have acted.

With the model of discrimination officially sanctioned in many branches of
the labor movement, individuals found it easy (or convenient) to rationalize the
dual standard. In good times the parallel unions could operate independently,
white musicians pursuing their careers unaware of (or too self-absorbed to pay
attention to) their black counterparts, and black unions enjoying some measure of
success in placing their members in musically satisfying, if lower-paid, work. But
the desperation of the early 1930s disrupted such laissez-faire tolerance. Spurred by
Eddie Love, an overzealous tyro, Local 6 was able virtually to monopolize the Bay
Area job market. Its request to the Federation for a blanket “forbidden territory”
restriction was spurred by the 40 percent unemployment rate of its membership,
but it also aimed at crippling Local 648, whose members played at a lower scale. The
local’s request, as well as Joseph Weber’s granting of such an overriding restriction,
smack unpleasantly of racism.

The 1934 San Francisco crisis reflected a confluence of particularized factors.
New York, for instance, had its own record of discriminatory social practices, but
since Musicians’ Local 802 was integrated, the forbidden territory list could not
be used as a racist tool. In Chicago black musicians certainly played at white-
owned establishments, though some areas were off-limits to all but the best-known
performers;155 unlike San Francisco, however, musicians in this large black commu-
nity had numerous outlets for remunerative work. In cities with demographics more

155 A 1940 Down Beat article heralding the strong position and high pay scale of black musicians
(“Chicago Local Typical”) also notes, in a discussion of traveling musicians, that “Jimmie Lunceford
plays at one of the town’s better spots and no one [in Local 208] objects because it is evident that
Lunceford isn’t taking business away from anyone. A local colored band wouldn’t get the spot under
any circumstance.”
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similar to San Francisco (such as Seattle), periodic confrontations arose between
the two unions over scale and venue, but were typically handled on a case-by-case
basis. The broad geographical restriction governing San Francisco arose through
the actions of a particularly combative local secretary who mobilized fellow officers.
Even they were a bit surprised by their own success. When the geographic restriction
was finally lifted in 1944, vice president Ed Moore wrote that he was astonished it
had held for so long.156

The 1956 vote against amalgamation is more difficult to comprehend, particularly
in view of increasingly vocal civil rights activism. Certainly there were those in Local
6 opposed to (or fearful of) the recently expanded black community, either because
of jealousy over the exciting Fillmore scene or prejudice. But the most striking
aspect of this episode is that the majority of Local 6’s members simply failed to
respond to the injustice within their ranks. Only a quarter of them cast ballots on
an issue of vital importance to colleagues. Apathy, however, can be as dangerous
as hostility. Through their failure to act, nonvoting unionists ceded power to racist
elements within the organization.

In later years, San Francisco would find itself at the forefront of multiethnic
collaboration, even though the roots of that spirit can be traced to a much earlier
period—for example, the pre–World War II teachings of Henry Cowell, whose
universalism was molded by the city’s rich ethnic mix and who spent his life
advocating cultural exchange and musical hybridity. Local 6, too, moved quite
quickly toward equity after the 1960 amalgamation, with an almost palpable sense
of relief that all was finally as it should be. Once Vernon Alley was elected to
the board of directors in 1963, he continued to serve with distinction for over
twenty years; he also served as an elected delegate to both the California Labor
Federation and the San Francisco Labor Council. Curtis Lowe served as assistant to
the secretary-treasurer from 1960 until he retired at the end of 1984. Earl Watkins,
too, took a leading role in Local 6. Soon after the merger he was appointed to several
committees, including the one on wages, where he served with Jess Jessup. The two
men became close friends. In 1965, Pop Kennedy tapped Watkins for the position
of branch secretary at the Oakland office. After it closed in 1972, Watkins moved
to the main office in San Francisco, where he acted as assistant to the secretary-
treasurer until 1994. He still serves on the board of directors. At eighty-six, the San
Francisco drummer—who had joined Subsidiary Local 6 in 1937, served on the
board of 669 in the 1940s and 1950s, and helped negotiate the 1960 merger—is
now the organization’s elder statesman. He is also deservedly its most articulate and
respected historian.

The story of widespread racial segregation in the musicians’ union—particularly
in San Francisco, a city known for its openness to diversity—will come as a dis-
comforting surprise to many. Writings about the AFM typically pass quickly over
the history of segregated locals, acknowledging their existence but then moving on
in embarrassed haste. To repress this tale out of our collective guilt, however, or
to shy away from exploring its causes, is to perpetuate a sanitized account of our

156 Moore, “End of the War.”
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rich American music history and delay the process of curing institutional amnesia.
Local 6 has actively begun such a process. So have other branches of the AFM such
as Boston’s 9-535, which is gathering oral histories about its “colored” affiliate and
publishing excerpts in its newsletter. By such candor, we may even succeed—at least
in part—in reversing the apathy of our predecessors. As Martin Luther King Jr.
cautioned us in 1958: “It may be that our generation will have to repent not only
for the diabolical actions and vitriolic words of the children of darkness, but also
for the crippling fears and tragic apathy of the children of light.”157
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