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“If you wish to understand anything, observe its beginning and its development.” 
– Aristotle 

 
How the Milwaukee Jazz Gallery Began 

– Chuck LaPaglia 
 

 
Introduction 
                                 
In 1978 I was living in Milwaukee’s Riverwest neighborhood and teaching at the 
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee (UWM) when I heard that a local tavern and 
adjoining wedding hall were being sold. I thought that the space would be perfect 
for a Chicago-style jazz club, but I had a long debate with myself before deciding 
to open one. (An interesting dream of mine finally decided the issue.) My main 
qualifications to open the club were my experience from the years I had hung 
around in Chicago jazz bars and the close association I had formed with 
musicians. The only business experience I had was managing an Officer’s Club 
bar in the army.  
 
Two close carpenter friends, George Basta and Leo Barton, renovated the room. 
The three main construction projects were: 

1. designing and building the stage. 
2. tearing down the wall between the bar and the hall to give the bar and the 

bar room a good view and sound. (This was a major project because the 
wall was a retaining wall holding up the upstairs apartment. We had to put 
in a massive steel beam.)  

3. designing the logo and constructing the sign. 
 
Thinking the room should be as acoustic as possible, I bought two Klipsch 
speakers and a small sound mixer. It was the beginning of my long struggle with 
sound.  
 
My next big project was to search for a club piano. I found my piano in the 
Milwaukee Journal’s want ads – an old 85-key Steinway grand, built in the late 
1880’s, making it roughly the same age as the club. It had been a concert 
musician’s personal piano.The piano became well known and loved by 
musicians. Because the piano had only 85 keys, instead of the usual 88, one 
musician’s favorite joke was to pantomime running arpeggios up the keyboard 
and falling off the end. I learned that an old piano has a difficult time staying 
together with the kind of playing it gets in a jazz club. Through the piano, I met 
Shari Malofsky, an expert piano restorer and tuner, who cared for the piano for 
the entire time I ran the Jazz Gallery (from September 1978 through Fall 1984). 
 
I met Kathleen Connelly through one of the classes I taught at UWM. Kathleen 
had a major influence on my decision to open the club. With extensive 
experience waitressing and managing clubs, she was able to organize the 
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business end. She found the staff, ordered the booze, set up the procedures, and 
managed the club at the beginning. The Milwaukee Jazz Gallery would not have 
happened without her. 
 
The Music Program 
 
From the very beginning, I decided to provide music six nights a week. My 
strategy was to hire musicians from Milwaukee along with some of the fine 
musicians I knew in Chicago. I put together a house band that played every 
weekend. It included Hattush Alexander (Milwaukee) on tenor, my good friend 
Carl Leukaufe (Chicago) on vibes, Eddie Baker (Chicago) on piano, Skip 
Crumby-Bey (Milwaukee) on bass, and Dick Smith (Milwaukee) on drums.  
 
Mitch Covic, who taught some of the combos at the Wisconsin Conservatory, had 
a grant to run jazz jam sessions at Century Hall. When I opened the Gallery he 
decided to move the weekly sessions there. The regular jam sessions lasted for 
the life of the club and were an important part of the Gallery’s educational 
mission. 
 
The rest of the week I booked local and Chicago musicians, comedy, and 
benefits. I tried opening on Friday afternoons in order to develop an after-work 
scene, but it didn’t work. I thought that the only way the club would survive would 
be to draw a much larger and broader audience. I believed that bringing in 
national acts would bring in the money, fame, and audience that was needed to 
sustain the club. 
  
How the National Acts Evolved – Reflections on 1979 
 
1979 was the first year the Gallery booked national acts. It was also a year of 
record snowstorms and severe cold. It was an intense period of learning for me, 
being the first time I ever negotiated with national musicians, who were my idols. 
I was afraid I would not be able to say no, so I enlisted the help of Frank 
Pazzullo, from the UWM jazz studies program, who had some experience hiring 
famous jazz musicians for clinics and for playing with student bands. Our initial 
plan was to develop a list of national musicians who would be available to play at 
the Gallery with a house rhythm section. Frank helped recruit the musicians and, 
in return, he organized the house band and accompanied world famous artists. 
The first house rhythm section consisted of Frank Pazzullo on piano, Skip 
Crumby-Bey on bass, and Vic Soward on drums. 
 
One of the first national acts that I booked into the Gallery was the famous 
trombone player, Curtis Fuller (February 15, 1979). I was particularly excited by 
Curtis Fuller because of his work with John Coltrane on the “Blue Train” album. I 
thought that since everyone knew John Coltrane, everyone would surely know 
Curtis Fuller. The local musicians were also excited. It was my first lesson in the 



 3 

fact that being a great musician was not necessarily the same as being a 
household name. 
 
The Curtis Fuller show was nearly empty for the first couple of sets. About mid-
show, faculty and students from the Milwaukee Conservatory of Music came in 
after their performance at the Milwaukee Art Center. The last set turned out to be 
a fantastic jam session, including Curtis Fuller with the Conservatory faculty and 
students. Even the newly arrived Jessie Hauck sang, with Curtis Fuller’s 
accompaniment. Everyone was excited by the music that night. I was depressed 
by the financial failure, and at the same I was thrilled by the music and the effect 
it had on the local musicians.  
 
The next act that I booked was the great jazz bassist Ray Brown (March 7, 
1979). Brown in turn brought in singer Ernestine Anderson. We were able to get 
Ray Brown because Frank Pazzullo had also booked him at UWM, where Brown 
gave a clinic and played with the UWM Jazz Ensemble. Besides being a great 
bass player, Brown was also a great showman. With Brown’s playing combined 
with Ernestine Anderson’s singing, the show was a great success. The Gallery 
was filled with standing room only.  
 
Besides being known as the “world’s greatest jazz bass player,” Ray Brown had 
a number of other musical sidelines, including producing jazz concerts at the 
Hollywood Bowl, managing Quincy Jones, and, most important to me, running a 
booking agency that included Milt Jackson, Sonny Stitt, Blue Mitchell, and others. 
He liked the Gallery and offered to book some of his acts into the club, starting 
with Sonny Stitt the following August and Milt Jackson the following September. 
The relationship with Ray Brown put the Gallery on a whole new level. By 
booking Sonny Stitt and Milt Jackson, we were booking jazz royalty. 
 
The first of Ray Brown’s bookings, a three-night gig with Sonny Stitt, beginning 
August 9, 1979, was billed as a birthday tribute to Charlie Parker. The birthday 
tribute to Charlie Parker became a Gallery tradition.  
 
Sonny Stitt came in with Red Holloway, another sax player. They played with our 
regular house rhythm section, with the exception of Chicago drummer Danny 
Martin. Red Holloway was included in the gig because Sonny Stitt was going 
through an alcoholic phase in his life. Red’s job was to supervise Sonny on and 
off the bandstand. There were times during the gig when Sonny seemed like he 
would not be able to function, but as soon as he got on the bandstand and began 
playing, everything changed. He was able to play complicated solos at fast 
tempos, and also play slow sensitive ballads. The gig was a success both 
financially and musically. The next time Sonny Stitt played the Gallery he came 
by himself and was completely straight. 
 
That appearance was on August 29, 1980, for the annual Charlie Parker tribute. I 
decided to use David Hazeltine as house pianist, Skip Crumby-Bey on bass, and 
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Joel Spencer from Chicago on drums. The rhythm section was exceptionally hot. 
It was clear that Sonny Stitt was enjoying himself. David and Sonny really hit it 
off. Sonny went through one of his educator routines with David, which was a 
huge learning experience for David. 
 
As David Hazeltine recalls: I remember the first gig I ever did with one of these 
guys. It was with Sonny Stitt and I was very young and it was our first meeting of 
course and we were sitting upstairs from the Jazz Gallery. We had no rehearsal 
or anything, he just came in and we had to do it. Well, Sonny took out a cigarette 
and I pulled out a lighter to light it for him and my hand was shaking so bad. 
Sonny was so cool. He just kept his head down, then his eyes came up over his 
glasses and he just kind of looked at me, like "Wow! This could be interesting." 
But, you know, after just one set he was like my Dad. We went back upstairs and 
he was showing me tunes on the saxophone and he said, "Do you know this 
tune," and "Do you know that tune?" and I would say, "No" and he'd say, "Listen, 
I think you're going to like it." Then he'd play it for me and he'd improvise a 
chorus to show me how the changes went and we built a great relationship that 
way and went on to play a lot more gigs in the next few years before he passed 
away. I learned a lot from Sonny. Not just the obvious things, like tunes, and 
tricky changes, but on a more subtle level I learned the importance of being so 
much in command of the idiom that you can relax, groove and swing hard. You 
can have higher musical values than just playing the correct notes, or playing 
properly, or playing the hippest new thing. Probably the biggest lesson I learned 
in those years was the importance of musical maturity. What set those guys apart 
from the normal guys that I was playing with was not only their mastery, but also 
their maturity, their choices, and the conviction with which they made these 
musical choices. 
 
Beginning September 26, 1979, Milt Jackson played the Gallery for three nights. 
Milt was one of the jazz heroes from my youth. His early collaboration with 
Thelonious Monk (1951) was one of my jazz touchstones. I was being particularly 
careful not to offend. The Gallery was packed for the three nights he played. I felt 
a little uncomfortable putting him with our house rhythm section. But even with a 
house rhythm section, Milt’s playing was magical. 
 
After leaving the Gallery, Milt Jackson played a one-night gig in Madison; after 
Madison he was scheduled to go to Minneapolis. But instead of going directly to 
Minneapolis, he came back to Milwaukee and confronted me in the bar’s 
backroom. He explained that Ray Brown had convinced him to play the Gallery 
for very little money. It was clear that we had made a lot of money on his 
performance, and out of respect, we should have given him some sort of bonus. 
At that point he was not willing to accept any money, but wanted me to know that 
in the future he expected be treated with due respect. 
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The Ray Brown, Sonny Stitt, and Milt Jackson gigs made me aware of the fact 
that using a convenient house rhythm section limited the artistry of the musicians 
we were booking. I began thinking about the possibility of bringing in full bands. 
 
As the music program at the Gallery continued to evolve, I became more and 
more interested in presenting some of the great jazz bands traveling throughout 
the country. The trouble with booking full bands was the cost of airfare, housing, 
etc. The Jazz Showcase in Chicago had been presenting the best of those bands 
for years. Joe Segal, who owns the Jazz Showcase, was an old friend, and one 
of the oldest and best jazz impresarios in the country. When he saw what I was 
doing, he agreed to help route some of the acts he was presenting in Chicago, 
through Milwaukee to the Gallery. What developed was a Midwest tour that 
started in Chicago on a weekend, traveled to the Gallery during the week, 
sometimes played in Madison during the week, and then went on to Minneapolis 
the following weekend. That Midwest touring route became popular with the jazz 
bookers, and the Gallery became a regular destination for important jazz groups. 
 
The Heath Brothers band, an important jazz group, played at the Gallery on 
September 17, 1979, led by Jimmy Heath on sax and Percy Heath on bass. The 
band’s musicianship was superb. They were a great success, playing to a 
standing room only crowd, and they became yearly regulars at the club. The 
band loved hanging out in the Gallery’s upstairs kitchen. They loved telling funny 
stories about other clubs that they played on their tours, and I’m sure they loved 
telling other clubs funny stories about us. We were part of the myth. 
 
The next full band to play the club was the Bobby Hutcherson Quartet on 
October 29, 1979. For me, it was a particularly happy occasion to be able to hear 
Bobby one month after hearing Milt Jackson. I was especially sensitive to the 
vibes, having grown up with another great vibes player, Carl Leukaufe. The band 
drove from Chicago and arrived the afternoon before the gig. I was in the bar 
room when they showed up. When they came into the club they seemed to have 
some sort of attitude. I wasn’t sure what their problem was, but they seemed stiff 
and formal. The first night they got such a warm reception and such close 
attention from the audience that it completely turned them around. They suddenly 
were the nicest jazz musicians you’d ever want to meet. They left on Halloween. 
As they were outside the club packing up the car, a Halloween parade of little 
kids from the local grammar school came marching down the street. Bobby ran 
half a block to meet them, and then proceeded to lead the parade, twirling an 
imaginary baton. When he got back to the corner, he got down on his knees and 
blew kisses to all the kids as they passed by. 
 
In the summer of 1979, I went to Summerfest to hear Art Blakey and to find out 
who I needed to contact to book him into the Gallery. At the concert, I spoke with 
Art Blakey’s bass player, Dennis Irwin, about booking the band, and invited 
Dennis and a few of the other band members down to the club the following 
night. All of the young Turks from the Wisconsin Conservatory were also invited. 
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They all ended up having a big session, which David Hazeltine recorded. Dennis 
was so impressed with the scene that he gave me the contact information for 
Blakey’s agent, Jack Whittemore. Dennis then went back to Jack Whittemore in 
New York and raved about the Gallery. The following summer we booked Art 
Blakey. 

Jack Whittemore is one of the great jazz legends. He was the long-time agent for 
Thelonius Monk, Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Stan Getz, Betty Carter, and many 
others. Jack was known for his fairness to both musicians and club owners. 
Through Jack we booked Art Blakey, Stan Getz, Dizzy Gillespie, and Betty 
Carter. It was a great honor to work with Jack. Even after he died, on January 22, 
1983, Jack’s acts continued to play at the Gallery. 
 
Maxine Gordon was the main architect of Dexter Gordon, Woody Shaw, and 
Johnny Griffin’s return to the United States from their self imposed European 
exile. Dexter’s return to the States was a huge event in the jazz world. He 
recorded and successfully toured major American concert halls. Later, word was 
out that he planned to make a limited jazz club tour. I arranged to meet with 
Maxine in her New York office to convince her to book Dexter into the Jazz 
Gallery. 
 
My problem in booking Dexter was that the amount of money he required was 
much much higher than the amount I was able to guarantee. At the end of a 
warm meeting, Maxine told me that she had heard about the club and was 
convinced of its sincerity. She made a radical proposal to book Dexter into the 
club for the union’s minimum, an unbelievably small amount, plus a major 
percentage of the money from the door. The concert (February 16, 1981) turned 
out to be a huge artistic success. I ended up paying Dexter more than his usual 
fee and the club also made money. Maxine later booked Woody Shaw and 
Johnny Griffin into the Jazz Gallery.  
 
The Chicago Connection 
 
Part of my original plan for the Jazz Gallery was to enrich the Milwaukee music 
scene by bringing in some of the great musical talent from Chicago. 
 
My first act at the Gallery was to bring in my childhood friend and legendary 
Chicago vibest, Carl Leukaufe, to be part of the house band. Hattush Alexander, 
whom I knew from Milwaukee, was the first local person I enlisted for the band. 
He had strong opinions about his music and insisted that there was no need to 
bring a musician from Chicago for the house band. But he agreed to meet Carl 
and rehearse with him and the rhythm section. During the rehearsal it was clear 
that they were really knocked out by each other’s playing. After the rehearsal 
they all took off and went to a local soul food restaurant together. When they 
came back, they were thick as thieves. We had a house band. Some of the local 
musicians became close friends with Carl and even went down to Chicago to sit 
in with him at some of the Chicago clubs. 
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On occasion, Carl brought Chicago treasures, such as Tommy Ponce, Lynn 
Halliday, Joe Iaco, and others to the Gallery. 
 
Ira Sullivan was a multi-instrument player who was a long-time Chicago legend. 
He had recently moved to Florida, but came to Chicago often to play at the Jazz 
Showcase. The first time he played at the Gallery was October 19, 1979. He 
came with a rhythm section of young players from Chicago who had just 
graduated from nearby universities and were dominating the Chicago jazz scene. 
Playing with Ira were: John Campbell on piano; Steve Rodby on bass; and Joel 
Spencer on drums. Joel eventually became the Gallery’s house drummer. Ira 
wowed everyone with his mastery of the saxophone, flute, trumpet, and 
flugelhorn. Ira’s young rhythm section bonded with the Milwaukee Conservatory 
musicians. The Chicago players came to Milwaukee often, and eventually the 
two groups combined for gigs in Chicago, Milwaukee, and Minneapolis. Ira came 
back to the Gallery three or four more times, with new and creative formats each 
time. 
 
Bunky Green, another Milwaukee legend, had left Milwaukee to play with Charles 
Mingus, ending up living in Chicago and teaching at Chicago State College. He 
came to the Gallery on November 18, 1979, with some of the same young 
rhythm section musicians who had played with Ira Sullivan. Bunky had a huge 
crowd of hometown friends and fans, and a lot of favorable press. 
 
Another great Chicago musical resource was the Association for the 
Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM), a non-profit, primarily black avant-
garde music organization. AACM was founded in Chicago by pianist/composer 
Muhal Richard Abrams, pianist Jodie Christian, drummer Steve McCall, and 
composer Phil Cohran. On October 26, 1979, Muhal Richard Abrams brought a 
quartet of AACM musicians to the Gallery. It was the first of what turned out to be 
a long-lasting “new music series” that included Anthony Braxton, Leroy Jenkins, 
The Chicago Art Ensemble, Sun Ra, and many others. In collaboration with 
avant-garde publisher Woodland Pattern, we were able to get a grant to 
subsidize this new music series. Woodland Pattern brought in experimental new 
music while the Jazz Gallery brought in jazz-based new music.  

The Kitchen 
 
My apartment was located directly above the bar room. The door of the music 
room, near the stage, led up to my kitchen. Out-of-town musicians used the 
kitchen as a dressing room and a hangout after the night’s show was over. Some 
musicians would use the apartment to rest or meditate. More often, the 
musicians used it to unwind after the gig. Often, young local musicians were 
included as part of the activities, which served as a kind of informal educational 
center for them. The playing and listening in the club, coupled with the activity in 
the kitchen, provided the jazz equivalent of a PhD in music. The teachers were 
musicians like Sonny Stitt, McCoy Tyner, Art Blakey, Bobby Hutcherson, Jon 



 8 

Hendricks, and more. The sessions were about the music, history, myths, 
methods, and business of jazz. 
 
Life changing decisions were made in the kitchen. For example, at Art Blakey’s 
urging, the Johnson Brothers moved to New York and played with Abbey Lincoln. 
Chet Baker persuaded David Hazeltine to go to New York. Jon Hendricks 
convinced Skip Crumby-Bey to join him on the road. All kitchen decisions. 
 
I had a number of memorable conversations with people like Dexter Gordon, 
Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Rouse, and Nat Adderley. One of the most memorable 
conversation was with Eddie Jefferson, early in the morning after the last night of 
his gig, on May 2, 1979. He seemed tired and depressed and talked about how 
long he had been on the road. He was hoping to get off the road and go back 
home. He went from Milwaukee to Chicago’s Jazz Showcase and then to Baker’s 
Lounge in Detroit. On the first night of his Detroit gig, the news reported that: 
“Eddie Jefferson, aged 60, was shot and killed at Baker's Keyboard Lounge on 
May 8, 1979. He had left the club with fellow bandleader Richie Cole around 1:35 
am and was shot while walking out of the building. The driver was later picked up 
by Detroit police and identified as a disgruntled dancer with whom Jefferson once 
worked and had fired from a gig.” Jefferson seemed to have had a premonition at 
the Gallery. 
 
Jazz Gallery’s Community and Political Programs 
 
Cuba and Irakere 
 
Irakere, one of the best known jazz groups in Cuba, was composed of some of 
Cuba’s best jazz musicians and percussionists, including Chucho Valdes and 
Arturo Sandoval (voted Cuba’s Best Instrumentalist from 1982 to 1990). Irakere 
won the Grammy Award for Best Latin Recording in 1978 and 1980. Due to 
restrictive United States policies, the band was not allowed to play in the States. 
The National Lawyers Guild was able to get Irakere into the country as a part of 
the research they were doing on Cuban culture. While they were in Chicago, a 
leftist Cuban friend of mine called and offered to bring the group to Milwaukee to 
play an exclusive United States engagement at the Jazz Gallery on August 20, 
1983. The only legal restriction was that we were not allowed to pay the band 
directly. So we gave the money to the National Lawyers Guild, who turned it over 
to the band. 

The band drew a full house, mostly of jazz fans and local activists. Great 
“theater” occurred when the Chicago activists showed up at the Gallery in a 
caravan of cars carrying the band members. Because we advertised the group, a 
bunch of local teens learned of the gig and showed up to throw eggs at a couple 
of the musicians during intermission. Tom, our large door man, was able to 
disperse the teens.  
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Community Benefits  
 
The Jazz Gallery contributed significantly to the welfare of the community by 
making our space available in support of community programs, providing 
volunteer musicians, and helping to organize musical events.  
 
Shortly after the Gallery’s opening, drummer Dick Smith suffered a stroke. Dick 
was famous among Milwaukee musicians, and nearly every jazz musician in 
town participated in his benefit concert at the Gallery. Other benefits for 
musicians in need became a regular feature of the Gallery’s programs. 
 
The Gallery sponsored many benefits for local community groups, including:  
 

• Highland Community School  
• Amnesty International 
• Central American Solidarity Committee 
• Milwaukee community radio 
• Women’s Clerical Union  
• Midwest Black Theater Alliance  
• West of The River Health Clinic 
• Milwaukee Women's  Center Crisis Line  
• Refugee Relief Fund 

 
Musicians Education 
 
The Jazz Gallery promoted education for jazz musicians through activities such 
as: 
 

• Jam sessions to give local musicians an opportunity to interact with one 
another 

• Master classes with top national musicians at the Conservatory and 
Gallery  

• Informal discussions among musicians in the Gallery kitchen 
• Apprenticeships – opportunities for local musicians to play with national 

musicians, e.g., David Hazeltine with Sonny Stitt 
• Formal jazz classes with David Hazeltine and Scott Black at the Gallery 

 



Below is a list of traveling jazz musicians who performed at the Milwaukee Jazz Gallery 
from 1979 through1983. Stories and reports of their performances follow.   
 
John Abercrombie 
Muhal Richard Abrams 
Pepper Adams 
Nat Adderley 
Mose Allison 
Ernestine Anderson 
Chet Baker 
Kenny Barron 
Ed Blackwell 
Art Blakey 
Arthur Blythe 
Lester Bowie 
Joanne Brackeen 
Anthony Braxton 
Ray Brown 
Kenny Burrell 
George Cables 
Wilbur Campbell 
Betty Carter 
Don Cherry 
Richie Cole 
George Coleman 
Chris Connor 
Stanley Cowell 
Ted Curson 
Eddie Lockjaw Davis 
Richard Davis 
Jack DeJohnette 
Joe Diorio 
Lou Donaldson 
Sweets Edison 
Steve Ellington 
Dave Eubanks 
Art Farmer 

Malachi Favors 
Bud Freeman 
Curtis Fuller 
Rafael Garrett 
Stan Getz 
Dizzy Gillespie 
Eddie Gladden 
Dexter Gordon 
Bunky Green 
Johnny Griffin 
Charlie Haden 
Slide Hampton 
Barry Harris 
Eddie Harris 
Roy Haynes 
Jimmy Heath 
Percy Heath 
Jon Hendricks 
Dave Holland 
Red Holloway 
Freddie Hubbard 
Bobby Hutcherson 
Milt Jackson 
Eddie Jefferson 
Leroy Jenkins 
Philly Joe Jones 
Clifford Jordan 
Stanley Jordan 
Barney Kessel 
Lee Konitz 
Branford Marsalis 
Wynton Marsalis 
Jack McDuff 

Charles McPherson 
Mulgrew Miller 
Roscoe Mitchell 
Buddy Montgomery 
James Moody 
Eddie Moore 
Don Moye 
Sal Nistico 
Joe Pass 
Art Pepper  
Sun Ra 
Dewey Redman 
Ben Riley 
Sam Rivers 
Max Roach 
Red Rodney 
Charlie Rouse 
Arturo Sandoval 
Woody Shaw 
Horace Silver 
Jimmy Smith 
Dakota Staton 
Sonny Stitt 
Ira Sullivan 
Steve Turre 
McCoy Tyner 
Mal Waldron 
Bennie Wallace 
Cedar Walton 
Buster Williams 
Teddy Wilson 
Phil Woods 
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