
My Early Days in Music by Steve Douglas

I guess I was born with some musical genes. 
My grandmother played the violin and her Uncle Leo 
was a concert violinist. I would visit my grandma up in 
Traverse City, MI and sit at the piano. Dad would put 
on his favorite records and I would try and pick out 
the melody. Hunt and peck. One song in particular 
interested me. A Taste of Honey. This was the slower 
version in 3 not the later Herb Alpert one. So I’m 
listening to the song and what I remember is 
something happening to the lowest note going down 
one piano key at a time….well, that was the bass 
line…what did I know…. ? From then on I listened to 
the radio or records and tried to hum some part of a 
song. I did this for years. In the 3rd grade, a lady 
came into our classroom with a box of noise makers 
and percussion. She handed me claves or something 
and then told all of us to just follow along with the 
music. Rather than keep time like 4 beats to a 
measure, I was tapping away with some kind of 
syncopation. Next thing I know she gives me a song 
flute and a booklet with songs and fingerings. Those 
of us who got flutes were told to go home and 
practice with our little booklet and in a week or so she 
would come back and ask us to play something from 
the booklet.

So, a couple weeks later she comes back. 
“Steve, play something from the book please”. I 
played Moon River. She said, “That’s not in the book, 
how did you know how to do that ?” I don’t know, the 
music comes in my head and out my fingers. That will 
be a reoccurring theme as I later discover. So with the 
Moon River success, I’m asked to select an 
instrument. My choices are trumpet, clarinet, 
violin..hmmmm, without front teeth it’s kinda hard to 
play a wind or brass instrument so violin it is. I played 
it for 2 years in the small elementary school 
orchestra. I’m sure we sounded pretty terrible but you 
have to start somewhere. One day in the 5th grade 
and this is a story I like to tell, I was in a small 
practice room waiting for my teacher to arrive for a 
half hour lesson. I’m done preparing for that and just 
noodling around playing stuff I’d heard on the radio or 
TV. There’s a knock on the door and a big adult asks 
me what I’m doing. “I’m ready for my teacher and just 
playing around”. “How do you know how to do that ?” 
“I don’t know, stuff comes in my head and out my 
fingers”. So, this adult shows me his large hands and 
tells me I should give up on the violin and play the 
bass. "If you play the bass, you’ll go to college for 
free”. College? I’m 11. So I do what he says, get a 

half-size bass, stand on a box, learn how to make 
noises on this unwieldy instrument and hope my mom 
doesn’t scream at the horrible noises coming out of 
my bedroom. Turns out, that man was Harlan Wilson, 
a junior high band director who was himself a bass 
player. In the end, he was right but I’ll get to that later. 

So after a year of practicing I became part of 
the bass section of the Livonia junior orchestra. For 
the next 6 years, 
Clark Suttle, a 
fellow bassist will 
be at my left, 1st 
chair, me….2nd 
chair. Next step 
was high school 
and going to a 
private one it 
was 2 hours of 
band every day. 
School started at 
8:30 but not for 
band which was 
1st period. The Band Director, Mr Watts, says 
downbeat at 7:30, be ready to play. Well, can you 
imagine how great, tight and polished a high school 
band can be with 2 hours a day? We won every 
award there was for my 4 years there. Everyone in 
the band was required to have a 1 hour weekly 
lesson, even over the summer to be in the band. I 
spent a few weeks in the summer at Interlochen 
Music Camp to study with a different teacher. A great 
experience. When I got to high school, I asked Mr. 
Watts where can I learn how to play jazz? At 14 I had 
no clue. He told me, “When you get home, turn on the 
TV and watch the Merv Griffin Show, pay attention to 
the bass player, his name is Ray Brown”. I did that. I 
was mesmerized. Merv comes out, talks to the 
audience and then Ray comes out with his big bass 
and starts to play a walking bass line for Merv to sing 
to. No other Instruments….just bass. How does this 
work I’m thinking?..well, what I learned is that the 
bass plays the roots, outlines the chord and supplies 
the rhythm. I was hooked. Said to myself, I want to 
play just like that…and to this day I still love to back 
up singers in that way. 

My high school years were very busy for me 
musically with the Livonia Youth, Detroit Youth and 
Michigan Youth Symphonies plus various rock bands 
and teaching kids guitar lessons. For 3 years I was in 
the Michigan All-State Orchestra which led to the Mid-
East All Star Orchestra which led to touring Europe 
with the American Youth Symphony and Chorus. 
Pretty fun for a 17 year old. 

Steve Douglas at 16 years in the 
Livona Symphony.
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So, Harlan Wilson was right. I had free rides 
to U of M, Michigan State and North Texas State. I 
chose MSU because, #1, they had a jazz program 
and #2, I was familiar with the gigging environment 
around the state. 
So I signed up 
as a music 
major. After 
about 6 months, 
I asked the 
seniors, “What 
are you gonna 
do when you 
graduate with a 
music degree? 
They answered, 
“Teach at any 
level or play in 
an established 
symphony 
orchestra.” That’s 
not going to work 
for me. Seems like an unpredictable future. I changed 
majors to get a business degree and a minor in 
music. I continued to play in all the groups both 
classical and jazz and was gigging around town from 
the minute I landed there. Seems there was a 
shortage of bass players….Harlan was right again. 
Best gig up to that point was a 6 night a week, 5 hour 
a night one at the Hospitality Motor Inn in Grand 
Rapids. A trio with a  legendary drummer and a piano 
playing head of the Aquinas College Jazz dept. I was 
19…All I can say was it was better than school. I 
learned so much.

Catching Up by Greg Abate

Editor’s note: Greg Abate performed at the Pensacola 
JazzFest in 2016 while Crystal Joy Albert was vice-
president and music director. He recently honored my 
request for an update on his activities, especially 
during and after the coronavirus challenge. His CD 
“Magic Dance: The Music of Kenny Barron” has 
been at #1 on the Jazz Week charts for 7 weeks 
running at the time this article was written in July.  Jim 
Hynes in his album review (April 2, 2021) for glide 
MAGAZINE calls it “one of the best straight-ahead 
jazz albums you will hear this or any other year...” 
https://glidemagazine.com/255480/greg-abate-teams-
with-kenny-barron-on-magic-dance-the-music-of-
kenny-barron-album-review/#comments

My career developed in early years at 
Berklee College of Music then I moved to Los 

Angeles where I joined the Ray Charles Orchestra!  
After that, there is too much to mention. Moving fast 
forward after 30 years from Ray Charles, I have been 
very very active will all parts of my music and career. 
Then with Covid hitting in March 2020 ,I was forced to 
leave my touring from March 13 through the whole 
year because of gigs being canceled. I’ve been a 
professional jazz musician all my life, an educator as 
well and a recording artist since 1990 when I did my 
first recording at Birdland for the Candid Records 
label with the late great James Williams on piano, 
Rufus Reid on bass and Kenny Washington on 
drums. From that point, I have recorded another 23 
recordings on various labels and continue to tour 
internationally mostly in the UK where I have be going 
for the last 20 years every July and November plus all 
over this country playing at jazz clubs and festivals.

I also conduct workshops of jazz in schools, 
colleges and universities which I really enjoy doing 
and I’ve been an adjunct jazz faculty member at 
Rhode Island College since 2000. Well, since Covid 
hit in March 2020 
I’ve composed 
approximately 
 100 new études 
which with 30 
new 
compositions will 
be published in 
Jamey 
Aebersold’s 
catalog. I also 
worked on my 
most recent 
recording with the 
great Kenny 
Baron, Dezron 
Douglas on bass 
and Johnathan 
Blake on drums 
recorded in 
September 2021 at the Rudy Vangelder Studios in 
Inglewood Cliffs, New Jersey. The title of this 
recording, which is also a two CD set, is “Magic 
 Dance: The Music of Kenny Barron”.  I arranged all 
the 14 compositions.This recording has been on the 
jazz week charts in the United States for seven weeks 
in a row at number one. Last night I had a gig at the 
Dear Head Inn in Delaware Water Gap, PA.

I have a lot of touring scheduled this year and 
including back to Europe playing concerts and doing 
a lot of teaching and composing. I am known as an 
alto saxophonist mainly, but I do play tenor sax, flute, 
soprano sax and alto flute.

*Learn more about Greg at his website 
www.gregabate.com

Steve Douglas on guitar.
(many years later)

Greg Abate of "Magic Dance_ 
The Music of Kenny Barron"
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What’s Jazzing by Carolyn Tokson 

Closing out the month of July and welcoming 
August, The Gulf Coast Ethnic and Heritage Society 
was really jazzing in Mobile. Thanks to Creola Ruffin 
for all she does to make that event possible. Over one 
hundred jazz fans turned out on July 25 to honor Dr. 
Norman Vickers, founder, and Joe Occhipinti, charter 
member of Jazz Pensacola. Joe and his combo 
played with Dr. Vickers joining in on a few songs with 
his chromatic harmonica while guests enjoyed the 
jazz, drinks and hors d’oeuvres at V. Paul’s Italian 
Ristorante. It was lovely to while away an afternoon 
with friends after such a stressful year, and it was 
especially meaningful to honor these two gentlemen 
along with past presidents, board members, and 
volunteers. Sparks members Tom and Brenda Bell, 
Paul Bruno, Jim Crumlish, John and Myrl Eisinger, 
Jeff Elliot, Peg Sheridan, Cay Simpson, Carolyn 
Tokson, Justine Ward and Robert Windt were 
sponsors. Special thanks go to Paul Bruno for the 
donation of the use of his banquet room. Both Paul 
and administrator Alice Crann Good donated framed 
posters for the silent auction. Deb Stacy from Angels’s 
Garden on 12th Avenue donated a Pensacola Beach 
sign metal ornament which she designed. Seville 
Quarter and Renfroe Pecan gave substantial door 
prizes. The event raised over $3000 for Jazz 
Pensacola. We are grateful to all who attended and 
all who helped us make this event possible. 

Jazz Pensacola’s August Gumbo on Monday, 
August 16 at Seville Quarter was cancelled in this 
time of rising COVID-19 cases and hospitalizations. 
This event which was to feature the Jazz Legacy of 
Horace Silver and Art Blakey with Allen Beeson and 
Jonathan Martin on trumpet, Cynthia Domulot on 
keys, Tom Latenser on bass and Fred Domulot on 
drums will be rescheduled as soon as is possible 
based on the schedules of the group and the news 
concerning the corona virus. See Dr. Vicker’s article 
in this issue about Silver and Blakey and their 
connections to Jazz Pensacola.  

Feedback from jazz fans is that The Joint, a 
new jazz-and-blues themed restaurant on Palafox is a 
lively place to go and hear local jazz talent on Friday 
and Saturday evenings from 9 to midnight. Alice’s on 
Intendencia seems to be packed on Wednesday 
nights for their jazz night with Joe O. Art Carnrick is 
there on Thursdays and Jim Andrews on the first 
Friday of each month.  

Check out our website at 
www.jazzpensacola.com for the calendar of live jazz 

in the area as well as the latest blogs, CD reviews, 
and photos from our events. You can also join the 
society or make a tax-deductible donation there. 
Please support all the local establishments in our 
area who promote live jazz. 

Our friends from the Gulf Jazz Society are 
back on schedule with their events at Alice’s on 
Bayview in St. Andrews. Check out the local jazz 
scene in that area at www.gulfjazzsociety.org 

The Blues Society of NW Florida is holding 
their Regional Challenge Saturday, August 21 at 
Seville Quarter. This competition determines which 
band goes to represent the Blues Society at the 
International Blues Challenge in Memphis January 
18-22, 2022. Last year Rocky Denny’s Brotherhood 
won the regional honor. I very much enjoyed  listening 
to them one evening last month. Check out their 
events at their Facebook page. 

Cadillac Bank’s Gulf Coast Summer Fest 
Jazz Edition is offering a plethora of smooth jazz 
artists September 4-5 with a kick-off party Friday, 
September 3. You may still be able to get tickets for 
this event which is always draws a large audience. 

Congratulations to Gino Rosaria whose latest 
single “Don’t Stop Now” with saxophonist WaKaNa 
just keeps climbing the charts. 

A birthday shout-out to Sheila Green who had 
one fantastic party with Marcus Anderson, Julian 
Vaughn, and Lin Roundtree at It’s Personal by Sheila 
is in order. Music director for the event was popular 
guitarist Chris Snowden. The elegant Ms. Green is a 
mover in the Pensacola jazz scene and deserves 
credit for all she does to promote jazz. 

If you have an interesting story about a jazz 
great, send me an email. Last month I retold a 
poignant story about Paul Desmond and Audrey 
Hepburn. That came to me by way of Jeannie 
Kameron. Send me your favorite listening source, 
story or anecdote. Those tidbits add spice to life. My 
brother, Bill Joyce who lives in a rural village in 
Northern Thailand listens regularly to Seattle’s 
KEXP’s Jazz Theatre with John Gilbreath who offers 
the expanding frontiers of jazz at 90.3FM. It’s a small 
world, folks. Let’s share the good news that jazz is 
alive and well in Pensacola and the Gulf Coast.

“I stole everything I ever heard, but mostly I 
stole from the horns” – Ella Fitzgerald



Sparks Reception A Great Success
By 

F. Norman Vickers, Volunteer 
Executive Director, Emeritus

The reception honoring prior board members, Joe 
Occhipinti and me was an outstanding success in all 
respects.  Thanks to the planning of Carolyn Tokson, Paul 
Bruno and their team, approximately 100 persons attended 
the event which was mostly social.  Admission fee of $50/
person paid for the hors d’oeuvres and the music plus over 
half was designated for Jazz Pensacola treasury.  As a 
consequence of admission fees and some silent auction 
items, slightly over $3,000 will go to the jazz account. 

Joe Occhipinti performed on straight soprano sax 
accompanied by Dr. Bob Andrews on string bass, attorney 
Jim Green on guitar and biochemist Arturo Carnrick on 
guitar.  The group was kind enough to invite me to play a 

couple of numbers 
on chromatic 
harmonica and say 
a few words of 
thanks for the 
friendship and 
support of the Jazz 
Society all these 
thirty-eight years. 

Let me take this 
opportunity to 
thank all those 
who have 
contributed to the 

success of The Jazz Society of Pensacola, Inc (d.b.a.) Jazz 
Pensacola.  It has been an honor to work with group since 
its founding in 1983. I got to meet a number of people both 
locally and nationally that, otherwise, I would have missed. 

 Let me close with thanks to those who contributed 
to the Vickers Artist in Residence fund. (VARF) We have 
reached the goal of $20,000 which secures this endowment 
in perpetuity.  A percentage of the earnings may be used 
solely for bringing in an artist in residence.  Thanks, too, go 
to Bob and Jenna Byrnes.  They sponsored guitarist Gene 
Bertoncini a couple of years ago for an Artist in Residence 
Program.  Gene’s concert for the jazz society raised $1,500 
for VARF at that time.  Bob and Jenna have donated $3,000 
for a future Artist in Residence program.  Plans will 
proceed appropriately when the Covid crisis subsides. 

Pensacola Connection 
By F. Norman Vickers

The cancelled Jazz Gumbo for August was to 
feature the music of Horace Silver and Art Blakey and our 
performing artists were to be Allen Beeson, trumpet; 
Jonathan Martin, trumpet; Cynthia Domulot, keyboard; 
Tom Latenser, bass and our president Fred Domulot, 
drums. 
 Previous notification by Jazz Pensacola has given 
a brief profile of these two musicians and, consequently, 
need not be repeated here.  Part of the fascination for me is 
the Pensacola connection to these two.  In the late 90s, I 
would attend a Labor Day Weekend jazz festival in Los 
Angeles.  While there, I would keep the 24-hour jazz radio 
station on in my hotel room and in the car.  Frequently, the 
announcer would say, “Horace, if you are tuned in, please 
call the station.”  And Horace Silver would call in and they 
would discuss some fine point of jazz or a jazz personality. 
I never got to meet Horace Silver in person. 
 However, two Pensacola jazz musicians were 
associated with Horace Silver.  Clarinetist, saxophonist, 
composer Gigi Gryce was in an early group with Silver.  
He was named George General Gryce, Jr.and was 
associated with Silver in a group in the Hartford area.  Our 
own Crystal Joy Albert knew him during her time in the 
New York area and he gave her some original sheet music 
which she kindly copied and passed along to me.  Gryce is 
also featured in that famous 1958 photo, Great Day in 
Harlem. 
 Also, saxophonist Junior Cook, another Pensacola 
jazz musician who made a success in the larger jazz world, 
was associated for a time with Horace Silver. I did get to 
meet Junior once when he came here with the Nat Adderley 
group for an early Pensacola JazzFest.  
 A few years ago, graduate students in Public 
History at UWF wrote a research paper on Pensacola jazz 
musicians including the two named above and Bulee 
“Slim” Gaillard. That research paper is available in the Jazz 
Room at downtown branch of West Florida Public Library. 
It makes for interesting reading, especially the Slim 
Gaillard one since his confabulations about his origins do 
not include his youthful years in Pensacola.  

 Thanks, Fred and group.  We’re looking forward 
to the program in the future!

Joe Occhipinti and Norman 
Vickers sharing memories.

Are you a member? Have you renewed your 
membership? Jazz Pensacola is working daily to 

keep jazz alive in the Central Gulf Coast. Join us in 
our efforts. We are a small 501 (c)(3) and depend 
on our members for support in our endeavors. Log 

on to www.jazzpensacola.com to join today. 

http://www.jazzpensacola.com
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