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The Zanzibar had all kinds of entertainment, all differens—
singers, dancers, comedians. It was unique to the African
American community for two reasons, One, at the time, in the
surrounding arexs—Jersey City, Union City—bars closed at
two o'clock. Hoboken bars closed at three o'clock, 5o vou had
an extra houe. Two, women were not allowed, sspeclly in
Jersey City, 1o sit ar a bar, though they could po to the hall, [As
closing time, patrons] would leave the Jersey City clubs and
come to Hoboken.

Promoters are always looking ro put their acts in more than
one location. So the scts would leave the Apollo and come to
the Zanszbar We had some of evenybody there. I'm sure
you've heard of the “Chitlin Circust.” Well, the Zanzibar was
one of the last stops on the Chitlin Circuit. You left the
Zanzibar, and you headed back wherever you came from,

—Dorathy Mciell, July 13, 2005



Introduction

Dere f!ﬁy AMeNedl

Club Zanzibar was an African American nightelub ar 601 First
street in Hoboken: Duning its twenty years in operation (196]
1981}, it was distinguished by its roster of performers, who often fol
lowed appearances at the legendary Apollo Theater in Harlem with
visits to Hoboken, and for its place in the lives of the working peo
phe who patronized this neighborhood bar, named after a tiny slip of
land oft the coast of Tanzania

Darothy MeMeil, who grew up in Hoboken, began visiting the
club us o teenager and worked there as a banender. She later married
Charles MeNeil, the club's co-founder. She describes the Zanzibar as
a stop on the *Chitlin Circult™—a senes of venues throughout the
eastern and southeastern United Seates that primarily served African
American audiences (prior 1o, and also after the civil rights move
MEne |:l|:!:,:lll' and fearured perlormances hg, J'u'._:'.-,al.jr Abrican
American entertainers. Although the Zanzibar stopped booking big
acts in the 1970s, it remaimed in operation as 8 bar and continued to
be o popular guthenng place,

In this chapbook Ms. McNeil also talks abour changes in the
Hoboken Housing Authority and recalls some of the history of

another place in Hoboken that has been very imporant o her, and



to her family—Mre, Olive Baptist Church, She retains her strong ties
ter this longstanding fnstitution and teaches Bible Studies to young
poople.

Club Zanzibar is based on interviews with Ms. MeNeil conducted
by Robert Foster and Holly Metz on July 13 and August 31, 2003.
Transcripts of these interviews have been deposited in the collection

of the Hoboken Public Library.

ftﬁ'-t‘hi'ﬂ. E‘fy

RICHARDSONS, BLACKWELLS

My mother was Gladys Elizabeth Richardson, and she came to
Hoboken in 1934, We were one of the earlier [20th century Afnican
American] families in Hoboken, There used to be an argument
whether we were first or second, but after doing some research for our
African American firsts, [ found that we were neither. My mother
[originally] came from Alabama, and my father, David Blackwell, his
family came from Haverstrww, New York. There were job opportuni
ties over here. My father worked for Erie-Lackawanna in some kind
of way, | remember going to the train station, 1o pick him up some-
times—to meet him. He did lots of different things. I'm sure it was
wome sort of labor, because he was
not o professional person

My mother had seven children,
from two marriages. We had lots of

big families around, when 1 was

Dararthy'’s mother, Gladyy Brobardion
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gprowing up. 'm the middle child. 1 have rao brothers and pwo sis-
ters older, and two sisters younger than | am; William Richardson,
Lonnie Richardson, Gladys R. Richardson, Marilyn “Susie”
Richardson, Rosa Blackwell, and Lora Blackwell Hill.

We were all over the city, always renting. | can tell you several

addresses where we lived, but which one at which time. I can't. 1



Doty Adele Blackioell 1955

know we lived a1 71 Adams Strect,
which is no longer there. 1 know
we lved at 209 Willow Avenue, 72
Garden Street, 68 Park Avenue. |
grew up over Leo’s Grandez Vous
at Second and Grand Street. 1 had
lealinn food every other nighe!

I wus actually bom in Jersey
City, in Margaret Hague Hospital. When [ was six weeks old, there
was 1 fire on the Adams Street propenty. We lived on the sixth foor,
and [ was thrown out of the window—caught by a homeless person.
I had a nickname [for him], I called him Mr. Buddy. It was interest-
ing. | used to be embarrassed, when 1 was a young child, because he
claimed me as his own—and rightfully so—but he would abaays give
me dimes. He walked around with dimes, o pocketful of dimes, and
he would give me dimes 1o play the shuffleboard machines, wherey-
er there was a shulfleboard machine, in one of the different elubs.
He would take me to that club, and | would play shuffleboard.

There Weas Ne Place
In Hoboken F Cowld Nol Geo

I love Hoboken, 've always loved Hoboken, The memories [ have
of Hoboken are of a community that—You have 1o understand, |
was a tecnager in the ‘60s, and I did not know racism as a child, in
Hoboken. It happened all around me, but the people we associated
with, you didn't experience it. Like with the cheerleaders—it was
there because it was alvays institutionalized—but [with] the cheer-

a

leaders, I taught the cheers, but I couldn’t be on the cheerleader’s
squad. I always though it was because I vwas tall and thin, but look-
ing back over the history of it, I'm not so sure. I'm really not so sure.

But my best memory of Hoboken is Halloween. I loved
Halloween. Being a mile-square city, we would go trick-or-treating
from one end of Hoboken to the other. We would go trick-or-treaz-
ing with pillowcases, because paper bags broke. We didn't have
plastic bags. So we would have pilloweases, and you would load mao
or three pillowcases into one pillowcase, and by the time you got
back you had three or four pillowcases full of candy.

It was such a different time. It was safe. I remember always hav-
ing friends all over town. There was no place in Hoboken that |
could not go. Right now, I don't feel so safe with my daughter. She
likes to hang down at this end of wown [The Shipyard areal, but I'm
very leery, because there are so many things that can happen now,
There was always safety there. | thought it was the safest place.
[Long pause] Well, there was a reason it was safe.

| also remember the police department was different. [ remember
tand I'm sure I'm going to get somebody in trouble, but they're
retired now, so it doesn't matter) we would be able 1o call up the
police. 1 used to hang out in Jersey City as a young teenager—sey-
enteen, eighteen years old—and | remember calling the police sta-
tion, to whoever was on the desk, and tell them o call the Jersey City
palice department, so the Jersey City police department would give
us a ride to the Hoboken line, and the Hoboken police would pick
us up and take us home.

So that's the difference in the relationships we had then. Now it's
still a small town, but it’s too big. You don't even know your neigh-
bors. You don't know your neighbors. We knew everybody, every-
body knew everybody. Kids would get into things, and before you
got home your family knew about it. | remember having those kinds
of relationships from one end of town 10 the other.



You know, when I was reading the journal [published for the City
Sesquicentennial], 1 was really surprised there was less influence,
from the Italian communmity, in carly years. That surprised me.
Because when I grew up, I grew up in Italian Hoboken. To me, it
was like if my friends weren't black, they were Italian. When 1 grew
up, there were very few Hispanic or Latino people here. So for us, it
was just us and the lalians. I didn’t come into contact with—we
were all over town and we saw people, but [ didn't know other cul-
tures, what they were. We weren't raised like that. You know [talian
food, so that was the only way that you knew to say “Italian.” But
other races of people, other ethnic groups, we didn't identify like
that, so I didn't know—maybe I'm calling somebody Irish “Iralian,”
I don't know. It's a possibility. But my best Iriends on Monroe Street
were the Addio boys. Ricky Addio was a good friend. We were all
the same age. We went 1o high school together. We were all there on
the same block. That was ene group of friends.

Like I said, I lived all over town, all over the city, so that group of
fricnds was each given a section of town. In every neighborhood we
had a different section of friends. Monroe Street was interesting. We
had the run of everybody's yards. You know, everybody had a yard
back then. They did have fences, but they didn’t really matter. They
had little ways for you to go in or out, so we would be all up and
down the yards.

The Fabian

We used to go to the Fabian theatre as children, every Saturday.
We'd get fifty cents. Twenty-five cents for the movie, and we were
able 1o buy soda, popeorn and the ice cream, the bon bons, with
[the rest of] thar fifty cents. The special thing about it was, every

Saturday, when 1 came home from the movies, there was always
something new in my house, something important new. My main
memory is the year we ot the washing machine. [ don’t know what
year it was, but we came home from the movies and had a washing
machine for the first time. That's the way my father was. Every week
it was something different. [We'd come home and find] a new gadg-
et of some kind.

Out of Fehrool

I'have [only] two horrible memories of Hoboken. Bath of them hap-
pened in school, This is actually the earliest memory | have. I remem-
ber being in kindergarten, and the teacher’s name (and she can get
published, because T still haven't forgiven her) was Miss DePalma,
We were drawing, we were doing cutouis of windmills, [ drew it and
I was ready to cut it, and she had said, “Don’t cut it out until every-
body is finished.” But an assistant came to me and told me 10 go
ahead, that | could cur: *You're finished, n-cqthmgs perfect.” I cut
it out, and the woman slapped me in my
face. I will never forget that, as long as [
live. I had never been hit in my life, That
was the first time | had ever been hit—
that I can recall. I had never been hir.
Well, I went and got my -&d:i:.'. and |
my daddy came back and slapped her
on her face. (At that time, he was there. [=
Ohur family didn’t stay together. 1 think '

Sehowd portrait of Doratty Blackuell
femonur a5 "Peeweee,” 1960
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he left when T was about seven or s0.) 1 don't know what happened
to my father [for slapping her.] 1 got kicked out. 1 was suspended
from David A. Rue School, in kindergarten. 1 remember thar. [ was
suspended—they took me out of school. 1 don't know how long 1
stayed out.

The other bad memory, also in school—Mr. Gallagher pulled my
hair. You know how you have certain, distinct memories. As I'm
talking to you, I can see that, [ see him pulling my hair, and it was
over a math problem. I'm looking at that board now. And [ see him
pulling my hair because 1 didn't answer that fast enough, and be
thought [ should know the answer.

I thought he would have learned from Miss DePalma not to do
that, but he didn't, I didn't tell my mother or my father that rime. That
time I told my big brother, and my big brother came to school and
threw him through the blackboard. 1 know my brother was arrested.
This was eighth grade. But I can’t remember how long he stayed in
jail, or anything like that, I know be was arrested for Mr. Gallagher.

My brother was an interesting person, in and of himself, but he
was very protective of me. He was the kind of person who, if [ called
him, he was coming, and he's going to hit you first and ask questions
later. 1 just told him that this man pulled my hair. 1 didn't go 1o my
parents, I went directly to his house and got him. What they did after
that, 1 don't know. The next thing 1 know, | was out of Demarest. |
don't remember being upset about it. The only thing abour it is it
cheated me out of a [middle school] graduation. 1 was removed from
the Hoboken school system completely after the second incident. |
left, and I went to Lincoln [high schooll, in Jersey City, in 1968.

I don't know if that was a political thing going on at the time,
because that was 1968, and there was a lot happening in Hoboken.
My mother was very protective, and I think it was a safety thing for
me. She was concerned about my safety at that point, and she 1ok
me out of the school and sent me to Lincoln. 1 went 1o stay with my

father for a vear. 1 did a vear at Lincoln, then it was over. [ was back
at Hoboken High.

| graduated in 71 from Hoboken High. In my graduating class—
half of them died. We lost a lot 1o drugs and a lot to the war. And if
they didn’t die in Vietnam, they died shortly after they got back.
Actually, I remember, even with the dlass—they didn't graduate. It
was like a lot of them did not make it—people you grow up with all
your life, by the time you got to the twelfth grade, they're there in
September, but in June, it was like every time you tumed around
somebody else was dying, somebody else was shipped off to
Vietmam. That was a strange year.

[ started going to college in *71, with Dennis McMullen, when he
started Hudson County Community College. 1 was in the first semes-
ter of classes. He did classes everywhere. When [ do my résumé, [
writez *I attended classes at Stevens, at St. Peter’s, at N.J.C.U. [New
Jersey City University] "—because we took classes everywhere. But 1
didn't finish then. I stayed there for, 1 guess, two semesters. [ went
back and graduated in ‘87, from Hudson County. Now I'm at
NJ.CU. It scems like T can't do it except in twenty-year increments.

NEW JERSEY'S HOME OoF THE WORLD™S
GREATEST ENTERTAINERS

The Zanzibar was purchased in 1961 by James Smith and Charles
McMNeil. James Smith (we called him Zimp) already oomed the club
at 460 Mewark Street, which, if I'm not mistaken, was called Zimp's
at the time. Most of his bars were called Zimp's, over the years. He
and Charles—everybody called him Charles or Charlie—were good
friends, and as parmers, bought the Zanzibar. They stayed together



Charles MeNerd workrang the door Charles was a friend I:':IF_]iIHI.'I'I}' Ewvans, -_I'hq. were business associ-
af the Zargebar, 801 Fresi Street,

ates and friends. Jimmy Evans was a p i ime,
e i Jimmy promoter at the time, and he

had lots of acts. Promoters are always looking to put their acts in
more than one location. So the acts would leave the Apollo and

in business, [ think, until 1963, come to the Zanzibar. We had some of evervbody there. I'm sure
But Chares bought Zimp out, you've heard of the “Chitlin Circuir.” Well, the Zanzibar was one of
and the name became Zanzibar, the last stops on the Chitlin Circuit. You left the Zanzibar, and you
Club Zanzibar, 601 First Street. headed back wherever you came from.
How did it get that name? Well, [Performers might have a week’s engagement or just an evening.]
its connection 1o Africa, Charles It depended on the act. The Zanibar acts all had to have a hit record.
liked that name, Zanzbar They were popular acts at the time. If it was a really, really big acr, if
At the time most clubs, they Jimmy was trying to book them all over town, then we were lucky to
were gencrally the same thing, get them one night. When I say all over town, I mean MNew York. They
You had a bar in the front, and would lesve Hoboken and go to Newark, too, but they couldn’t play
vou had a hall in the back. When in Jersey City, and they couldn’t play Newark until after they'd

played the Zanzibar, That was
definite. But they would leave
us and go o Newark. We did-
n't want them in Jersey City at
all, because that would cut
into what we were doing,
There would definitely be a
Wednesday night show, Friday

we moved into 601 First Street,
[it had already been set up as a dlub.] That's where Frankie used 1o
sing. They tell that story all the time— that that was the club that
Frank Sinatra used to sing in, on stage.

The Zanxibar had all kinds of entertainment, all different—
singers, dancers, comedians. It was unigue to the African American
community for two reasons. One, at the time, in the surrounding |

arcas—Jersey City, Union City—bars closed at two o'clock.

_ | Hoboken bars closed at three o'clock, so
%}!‘;’I; %”ﬁ?ﬂrfgﬂ'i you had an extra hour. Two, women were

£01 FIRET STREET. MOBOAIN M | : et AR 0l
bl i not allowed, especially in Jersey City, to sit at |

The Workd's Grealest Entortmioars | 3 har, though they could go to the hall.
BINING & DANCING NIE HTLY
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clubs, also, but they closed at two. So [patrons] would leave the
Jersey City clubs and come 1o Hoboken, At that time there was the
Zanzibar, the 88" Club, and Zimp's Bar, There was no hall in
Limps,

o i




Newe axted by Ballboard
meagasrie as ome of the maori
precrenifid R acts ever i
perform an stage, Ml
Jeckwom gab ber start af fhe

Faneibuar i Hoboken

|1:i|;|'||. two thows H:Llur:{;u..'
night, two shows and a
Sunday matinee, So they
would usually be there a
week, bue if it was, like, say,
Wilson Pickett —if Wilson
was there, Wilson didn't
work on a Wednesday, It

W | h.l.p|5-|,'|1:i|:|.|;. He'd

leave the Apollo and work
|"rnE.'|:|.' |1i|g||'|. F'iJruhelJf.' ||i;'_]!|!.. I'|:|:|:|.'|.:t|.' 5';-|J|:I|.|_1:r. i I!|:|: JF[l:I!'I'll:mrI.

And of course, we also booked other acts, like The Manhattan
Transfer, and Kool and the Ganp—we were their practice studio.
They practiced whenever they were recording. 1 heard all of their
music before they recorded it. They would put those songs together
in the back of the Zanzibar, mid-'70s. That “Jungle Boogie™ album
was worked on in the back of the Zanzibar.

Mille Jackson started her career in the Zanzibar. In the black
|;'|:5-|1:|n11,:|r|.i|!.' e |-_,'|"-|_u|:|.' knows who she is. She's an enterteiner. and
we saw her, not at the Apollo, but at a club in Brooklyn, We had the
Dirifters, the Coasters—the originals. All those orginal acts. We had
a ot of RCA record people, and Columbia [Records acts] would
come from there. We had the really souliul, soultul scts, more than
the R&B acts. We would have Rufus Thomas. He's got several
records out there. The Limelights. They were really big back then.

One of the ladies T [featured in the *Hoboken African American

L4

Blaeer Hall of Fawrer Bl Thoman wai
dilie deacdom for By fivey footioore oa
L df e Lansiingr

Firsis" IH.‘\.11]:I.:|' at the church]l, Eloise
Little, her group, the Ad Libs, record-
cd “The Boy From Mew York Cig”
That was a big hit tor them. Gladys
Knight did not make it. The night that

Gladys was supposed to show, we got a

1|.'|ugr||.|1:| from I:11u |1'i1:-ii'\'i|ill. !'ﬂ:n.' WRs pregnant, H-h-:_' WS :'lmtinr_ |:-||1
~|'|:||: i].ll.'llJilI.I".' Wil (G |_'||!!||.'-I' will!l |'|-:.'t :!u:l_l;.ﬂ'lls;f. J‘:l‘:l!l:-'il. i 'I|'|r.' l|i||.t|11

she was to appear at the Zanzibar,

The legendary Cosstery (" Yakedy Yok " “Chartie Brown™), iebo
perfarmed af the Zansibar mamy twed, were Mhe fient pocal
grovp o be indweted (v the Rock aand Roll Hall of Fame,
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| got involved with the Zanzibar—my sister used to hang owt there.
Even as a child, it was alvays there, You know, you weren't allowed
[y 2Cv EN) there, bt Ih-l.'}' sald feod. 5o youl could o ini to |_‘||,|}' food. Sa
when | was abour fifieen or sixteen YEurs ald, 1 would Bo into the
Zanzibar to buy whatever dinners they were selling, You would go in
a side door, and the kitchen is right there, so you're standing there,
bat every time the back door opens, you're watching whatever show's
going on, and you see acts coming and going. That’s my first memo-
ry af it, | was about fifteen or sixteen years old. [ didn’t meet my hus-
band [Charles McNeil] uniil, | guess, about ‘71 or 72. [ was always
coming from school with my sister, who was coming from work, Her
name is Marilyn Richardson (we call her *Susie”), and she worked ar
the employment agency in Jersey Cite. [ was at HC.C, one of the
cumipuses over there, =0 we would come back together o Hoboken,
and she was stopping in the Zanzibar every day. Later on, I would go
in there, and it was always fascinating to me.

[My mother wasn't happy about me going to the club.] She was-
n't raised thas way, By the time | was sixteen-and-a half, seventeen
years old, there was a bar-
tender there, and his name
wos [immy Hawkins, and
he was Ollie McMNeil’s
brother [Ollie was Charles's
first wife], Jimmy and I
were very close, we were
good friends, and he would
{ :II:'JrIr{'l -Ilrl:‘"II'.lurl"-'u'l |!'.|:| .'l:'r:-ul

wofe, Cllie, af ihve Zanzibar,
autrly [ 9

Donottry aved Charles
MeNetl celebrating
topether, 1959

[L‘l e COiMme i I!]:L-r\{'
ar char cme, And
Jimmy, I'm relling
it—I would be able

to buy beer or what-

ever. Because, vou
know, us teenagers we drank beer, but 1 could get it from Jimmy—
and Cold Duck. I'll never forget that nasty stulff, Cold Duck was the
thing of the time,

I remember one day coming to the club (this was in the summer-
time) to @t a battle of Cald Dack, and _Ii:mrl'|:|.' l::;_-"i:uﬁ me, “1'm not
going to sell you a thing tonight or ever again. Your mother just left
here, and she threatened that if T let you in these doors again, she's
gonna shut this place down.”

She was not happy about it. She was not happy about it ar all, Tr
took her vears to get used to my husband, but she knew that—even-
tually she understood that when you have a soul mate, you have a
soul mate, and that's all there is 1o it And he definitely was my soul
mate. She came around in the t'lhil. bt it was in I|1r.' ‘B, It was in
the late “50s. The l-a-1-¢ ‘80s,

@me&ay atl lhe %ﬂgfé@i

When | was right out of high school, [ used to work for the coat
company, the Alorna Coat Company, and they used to have us mod-

eling coats, They would take us 1o New York 1o do—well, not all of

=]



us, bur | was tall and thin at the time—so they would rake me w
Mew York to the show room, and 1 would model coats over there. |
did a fashion show there, and it was really exciting and really fasci-
nating to me. But it was also scary, 1 knew it was 1oo exciting. [t was
just too much excrement for me. 1 couldn’t mke it ar the dme (]
probably still couldn't take it), but it was too much at the time, but
I knew then that 1 could not model. But when 1 was in the Zanzibar
with my sister, and 1 would watch the barmaids, or the bartenders,
going up and down that bar. it was like modeling without the pres-
sure of modeling. So 1 wanted to work at the bar, and 1 did. That’s
how I got involved in it. | started working as a waitress in the back
And, of course, the law 4,']:u|1;|¢m!. It wzed 1o be Pareniy -ong [wreas the
age to buy alcohol in New [ersey), and at first | couldn't work out-
side, They would let me work, supposedly serving food, but 1 was
serving everything. But I was serving food. Then when the law
changed, 1 started serv-
ing whiskey.

How did it look?
This is the linthe door
'llhq t:i11.']:||;'|1 L Thg L i‘iHIIl
there. Charles would
it there, Charles and
Ollie. [There was a
mural that] went all the
way around the room.
It was all African, n
jungle motif. 1 don't

knew the name [of the

Dariby bariendimg
af phe Zawzibar
May, 1980

16

Laft io reghi, €ilre McNerd, Leroy Pledger and nekenows, ar the Leazbar,

with a parinted mviral Babond thews, civea 1965

man who did it]; he was out of Jersey City. The room was hoge. It
held 220 people, but it was huge. If you pass by [the building] now,
you can see how big it was, because there is the house structure, then
an add-on in the back. That add-on was the whole back room. At
least voventy-five by fifty. We had a platformed area for seating, and
thar ares held, | pucss, abain le:lﬂ:.'-l'-uu'r mbles, Then youl had, of
course, the bar. Then vou stepped down from thar plattorm, there,
and you had the dance floor and tables around the dance Hoor,
People got dressed. You got dressed 1o go to the Zanaibar. That's
one of the things that, when the clubs changed, we tned to switch
from a nightclub o a more community-based clubs, and that was
one of the things that hurt us, because they thought we were snobs.
We weren't, but they thought we were. Not only was there o dress
code, but there was a certain mode of behavior that was automaric,
[Tp was a !1ii|.-|;|;' fn:1|:| WL l:irly; |1¢:|::||,r|l;'. Mo kids. I was the YOUngesl
pergon in there, Actually, you can see that from the pictures. I'm lit-

erally the voungest person there.
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Did I tell you about Steve Cappicllo and the Zanzibar? Well, one
of the things that the Hoboken police department does (and, I think,
MasL plr][f'r.' Lh.:1urlll11::|:|!:-il s that ]1l;:||'i|:'|.' atficers work |I-|-r'1|1:|l:]; %
security officers in some places. One of Steve Cappiello'’s assign-
ments was the Zanzibar, in the late ‘605 [before he ran for, and
became, mavor,]

[Most of the patrons would be African Americans]—except for
Marty [who owned Casella’s Restaurant ] and his crew, We were very
close. And [the black bars] had all kinds of interaction with each
other. In the black bars, we used to do what was called the round-
robins, which means that this week I'm at your spot, and 1 have 1o
spend X-amount of dollars. Next week—we'd go to different sposs.
50 each bar owner or his representative—say if there were ten mem.
|!:u.'h ifi l:]1|." ..:x:_-.l_l-:_'iilliul:i. I-Il'lil I!Ih;- iﬂl,:‘ WL EH'I'I'F. Yol I-cl'u:'.r :]1.|.| |1:i|gh|!
YOU WETT gOing 1o make 51 000, so that was automatic. To sy in the
pssociation, you never spent less than thar $100. You quite frequent-
by spent much more, because the bar owners were all—vou know,

they were bar ouners, so they'd want to outdo evervbody else.
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TRUCK DRIVER, CLUB OWNER, INFORMAL BANKER,
FPROFESSIONAL GAMBLER, Go-Ta GuUY

Charles was bormn in Atmore, Alibama, and moved to Jersey City. He
came 10 Hoboken with the Zanzdbar, [but] he'd never lived here
And he hadn't operated a elub before the Zanzibar. He was a truck
driver. (He drove a truck for nine years and six months.) That's
another one of those stories where life intervenes, He actually was
an owner-operator for a while. He was the first (which is a very inter-
esting story), the fist African American driver for a company that
was called Cooper Jarrett. Cooper Jarrett, at the time, was the
biggest trucking company in this area. How he got the job
was, he was working in the union hall—they call it “shaping the
halls®—and he had had an arpument with one of the bosses there. 1
feel so bad that [ don't remember his name. He smoked a big cigar.
':{:hﬂ!'[ﬁ n'-]d I .I][ I!|!||:.'i-|.' 1oL ) ”q ,:m:_l [l:u_- ELIY 11a|_i - | ﬁp,ht, ;j_nd
the guy told him not to come back. But when the guy twold him, he

didn't look him in his eye, so Charles knew he was really scared.
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S0 he came back the next day and the guy told him he couldn's
work, he'd have to go see the union boss. So he did. He was sitting
in the office.

Before | say that, [ have to step back a bit. When Charles was driv-
ing, he used to drive with a good friend of his. They used to meet,
wherever they would drop loads together, they would have lunch
together. One would bring the sardines and the other one would
bring pork-and-beans, and they would sit down and have sardines
and pork-and-beans together, and tell stories, And the guy told him,
*One day I'm gonna be president of this union.” Charles used to say,
*Yeah, and one day I'm gonna be president of the United States.” So
when he walked into that office that day, he saw this gentleman there,
and Charles said, *What're you doin” here? Are you in trouble, 1oo?®
And he said, *No. I'm the president of this union. What's goin' on?
What's happenin’?”

Charles told him what was happening. He said, *Well, whar do
your want 1o do?” And Charles said, *1 want to work, but I don't want
to work for—" it was Red Star then, which was not a good company,
with broken-down trucks, ete. *[ want 1o work for Cooper Jarrett.”
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The puy said, “Okay. You got it." The guy's name was Tony Pro.
[Head of Teamster Local 560, Anthony “Tony Pro® Provenzano,
who was said 10 be mob connected.]

He sent him over to Cooper Jarrett, and they wouldn't let him
work the first day he went there. They said, *You po in the room,
we'll ger vou a truck in a little while.” But they didn’t have black driv-
ers, so Charles sat there. He sat there all day long, and they said,
“Okay. You can go home now.” The next day it was the same thing.
The third day Charles went back and told Tony. Tony picked up the
phone. They hadn't gotten the message. They put him in the truck.
His first load they gent him to New York. He was getting ready to go
through the Holland Tunnel and the Port Authority police stopped
him, because they thoughe he had stolen the truck. They knew that
no black drivers drove for Cooper Jarrett. Mow that'’s a true story,

Why did Charles want to start the Zanzibar? 1 think he always
liked entertainers. He liked entertainers and enertainment, [Firsc]
we were a nightclub. Later, when we became a neighborhood bar,
the people still had the tendency 1o trear us differently. They came
from work, but they tried to clean up before they got here. Also, we
entertained, just like the rest of Hoboken. The ships—we loved it
when the sailors came 1o wown. That was a wonderul experience,
extremely hectic. The interesting thing about the sailors—the sailors
were, of course, coming off the ships, and the sailors were looking
for ladies all the time. S0 we would have to let everybody in town
know, or all the surrounding town, “There’s a ship in town.™ You
used to really have 1o get all your friends and everybody to come and
hang out. *It's not gonna cost you a dime. Just come and hang out
tonight.” That's what it was like with the ships. They were there all
the time. They never wanted to leave. They didn’t want us to close.

Orne memory [ have is of the shuffleboard contest. There used o
be lots of shuffleboard contests there, with people coming 10 chal-
lenge either Charles or the bartender on shuffleboard, which was
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ridiculsus, because vou can't bear somebody on their own machine,
You practice all the time. 5o vou would have people coming, think-
ing that they could win. I remember once a trucker came in. It was
around Thanksgiving, and this trucker came in and he was deter-
mined 1o beat Chardes, All [ will say about thar is thar when it vwas
over, we had a tractor-trailer full of rurkeys to give our 1o everybody,
to whoever in the city needed them. That was in the mid-'70s,

Charles was interesting, too, in having been a truck driver |, he
would cash all the checks for them. He would cash all the checks for
the post office, too—black or white. It didn’t make any difference.
Everybody came there to get their checks cashed. Mauowell House,
all those people. Poy day was Thursday—every week. One Thursday
was truckers, the next Thursday was the post otfice. Most people ar
that time (especially black people) did not have a relationship with
the banks. Charles got stopped on the highway one time, and the
troopers couldn’t understand it, because he had thousands of dol-
fars in deposit slips. Because what he would do was, he knew how
many checks he was going to cash. 5o he would go to the [bank] and
transfer the money from the savings account into his checking
sccount, withdraw the cash (to cush the checks), then deposit the
checks back in the savings account. But all they saw was cash trans.
actions; they didn't understand it It was straightened out in the end,
but we were talking—even in the carly “70s, we were talking $30-
40,000 deposits every week. Think about it. Because what were they
making? I'm talking every trucking company would come to the
Zanzibar on Thursdays. 1 have literally poured 51,000 worth of
liquor at a dollar a shot, in a given night, easily. In a night. And I did-
n't start to work until & p.m. You're not gonna get your check cashed
if you're not havin® a drink!

And [when a 1971 protest by Puerto Rican residents concerning
city conditions and lack of political empowerment rumed into unrest
on First Street] it didn’t affect the Zanzibar one bit, because A, every-

.

body knew who Charles MeNeil was, and they were not going to hurt
the Zanzibar. And, B, he was also very giving. He would loan money,
and never pressure them when to give it back. So in September—like
he had the money ready for those checks? He would have the money
ready for school clothes. Christmas, toys, and Easter. On those three
occasions, you knew you didn't have to worry about having the
money you needed for your children. It wasn't a gift. And everybody
alveays paid that money back, because they knew they could always
come and get it again. He didn't ask questions, he didn't belittle any-
body. They just knew they could get it, and he didn't talk about it

1 remember even in my own case (it's one of the reasons why 1
ended up marrying the man), my
son was three years old, and toys
[for Christmas thar year] cost me
$98.00. This was a week’s pay. |
bought a red fire truck, and lots
of other things, in Journal
Square—McKinley Square, But
| wasn't satisfied. I had to go to
another store. My girlfriend
Renee Goodwin was driving the
station wagon, and we left the
gtufl in the back. This was on
Christmas Eve, and everything
in there got stolen. [ didn't know
what 1 was going to do, but 1
knew my baby had 1o have woys
on Christmas morning. | picked

Sterirag Harrieow, the Last vt to
prrform af the Club Zawzrbar
before it dosed ra 1951
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up the phone and | called Charles. 1 told him what happened (1 was
working at the clubs ar the time). He told me to go back to [the store]
and stay there, And he came and replaced every single thing 1 had
bought. That's the kind of person he was, He was really a great guy.
He was there. And he was there for evervhody,

It wasn't like @ community thing, because, if anything, he was
never an activist. Whoever came to that door for money [for poliri-
cal donations] got it. We never had Republicans in Hoboken, bat
whoever was running. . . . Back then it was DePascale, If Cappicllo’s
people came, they got the same amount of money. He would tell
them straight up, “You know 1 don't put signs on my door, or on my
window,” but everybody got equal—he wasn't political, He didn't
like politics at all. The only people he knew were the people who
came through the doors of the Zanzibar, because be wazsn't in and
around Hoboken a loe. Bur if you look ar those pictures [in my
photo album], that's half the community. That represents so many of
the [amilies in Hoboken, that are actually here, still, now.

| believe Sterling [Harrison] was our last performer. And he was
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0 gorgeous, women went nuts whenever he was around. He had
such a beautiful voice, But the sad thing abour his voice is it didn't
record well.

In the *70s, after we stopped doing entertainment, [the Zanzibar)
turned into a comer bar, so to speak. We did entertainment in the
back, still, but it was rented out to whoever wanted to rent a hall. But
we became, actually, just a gathering place. What I remember most
about that is that Charles—he could tell jokes. Anyone who had a
joke, he had one of the same thing 10 march it. So we would have
contests a lot, with people coming from all around, vo tell him a joke
that he didn't have one 1o tell abour back.

We closed in October 1981, It was almost exactly twenty years.
The business died. Drugs played a part. Again, everything has more
than one cause, but drugs—people stopped coming to bars and
started taking drugs. The bars changed their hours in Jersey City
from two o'clock o three o'clock, and they allowed women in the
bar, so that hurt our business, It was kind of skow after thar.

But Charles was also a professional gambler, so it wasn't like he
had to stay in Hoboken with a slow business. He was in Atlantic
City a lot. He was a craps player. When it got slow, he was gone. And

he did extremely well.

THEN AND MNOW

[When the Hoboken Housing Authority apantments on the west side
first opened], you had 1o have connections to get in there, Believe it
or not, Italian familics had a hard time moving into that place, too,
When [ was eighteen years old, after I graduated from high school,
the Hoboken Housing Authority, if there were five black families
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there, 1 would be surprised. 1 may be wrong, because this is not sci-
entific research I'm doing right now, but there were very few

I remember when | moved into an apartment there, | was exdited
to be there. I remember that when my son was born, [ was eighteen
or nincteen. | remember he couldn’t sleep inside. He just did not
like—he would not go o sleep in the house. | would rake him owt-
side, to the front of the house, The house used o have owers, at 540
Marshall Drive, The house had flowers all around the front of the
house, and benches were out there. T literally would go outside, in
pajamas, and have my son, rocking the carriage, until he went to
sheep. Sometimes that took two or three hours, But thar was where he
wanted to sleep, out in the air, especially in the summenime. Now,
the thought of even—I get in my car. | live in housing. [ get in my car,
I go 1o my house, I get out of my car, and 1 go wherever I'm going.

When | came back to Hoboleen—1 was living in South Jersey in
1996—1 hadn't been in Hoboken in vears—and 1 was appalled ar
what [ saw. I just realized that part of it was my fault, because I left.
Instead of staying here to do what I was taughe to do, [ walked away.
It was depressing. If you could leave, you left. Now it's so hard,
because it’s unbelievable. The whole African American community
here is devastating to me. Minety-percent of it is. It's very difficulr.
To have the whole community in one section of town [in Hoboken
Housing Authority apartments on the west side] blew my mind. 1
couldn't understand thar,

M. Olive Bapilisd Cheich

Mt. Olive Baptist Church has been in several locations in Hoboken.
It started at 900 Clinton Street, an Episcopal church. Black people
in Hoboken used 1o worship at that church, and in 1909, we decid-
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M., Qirve Baprint Churchivaren (left to righe) M. Mills, V. Wation,
Crladys Rechardion, amd Vikly, Hobolkew, New Jersey, date nmknown

ed we wanted to have our own church. The First Baptist Church of
Hoboken was what it wos called—I don’t know whether they put
*colared” [in the title]—but people kept getting confused between
the rwo names of the two [Baptist] churches: Tt caused some confu-
sion, so at that time we changed our name o Mt Olive Baptist
Church of Hoboken.

We left Clinton Street. We were at 460 Adams Street. We bought
our first property, at 67-69 Jefferson Street, | believe, in the “30s. We
stayed until it became a little voo small. Then we bought 719
Washington Streer, in 1967.

The fire was in 1979, We had w fight to rebuild it. They didn't
want to et us rebuild.

We were back in the church in 1980, It took about a year and a
half. But 1o show you the commitment of the community, even at
that time, while officially they fought us every which way (we liter-
ally had to go to court to get a permit, to rebuild our church), the
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community, especially the Catholic community, was very supportive.
We have the documents in the church history, what's left of it —of
where the different churches did fundraisers and everything, to help
us rebuild ir,

Right now we have only about 100 people. To me, | feel it’s like
new church, almost, because all of our people (and 1 guess this is just
a sign of progress) moved away, or they're so much older, and the
young people, my generation—one of the reasons I'm sitting here
doing this with you, and all of the things | do with the church, is that
| feel my generation dropped the ball, | would only come in when
my mother called me to come. She had “days.” [ do the same thing
now, with my cousins and family who don’t go to church. *You gotta
come to church today. I've got to have this amount of money.” But
she would call me (I moved 1o Cherry Hill) and say, *I need X
amount of dollars™ for whatever program was going on. And, “Oh,
by the way. You have to bring it in person.” So those were the days
that I was there,

[Of the current congregation), | would say about half of them are
Hoboken residents. Why aren't there more? If | had the answer 10
that one, 1 would be able to fix it. There is never one answer to a sit-
uation. 1 think religion, in and of itself, is in crisis. Again, like 1 said,
my generation dropped the ball. With my son, I taught him every
religion under the sun, *and you can choose the one that vou want,”
which is not the right way 1o do things. You can choose when you
et 1o be an adule, but you need to have a strong foundarion. I thank
God every day for my foundation, because it works when you need
it 1o work.

The [geographical distance] between the church [on Washington
Strect] and the community [on the far west side]? Not really,
because we have two vans, We have vans to pick you up and ke
you home, everywhere. I really do think it's upwardly mobile people
leaving. People come from out of town. I have people come in from
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Pennsylvania to church every Sunday. My pastor comes from
Englewood. I'm concerned about that. It's that kind of thing. [ think
younger people view religion a lintke bit differently than older peo.
ple. One of the struggles we have in the church is trying to connect
the old ways with the new. I think that's part of the problem.
Another part of the problem is—that fire scared a lot of people. It
really, truly did. From that time on there has been a decline.

Different Cullures

Even now [ run into—because, again, I'm quite vocal, and I'm quite
an activist at heart, ond when I see things that are wrong, I'm going
to gay that they're wrong. 1 have some members of my church who
really are afraid when 1 speak out on certain issues. 1 did a youth
forum after that accident in the river [an African American teenag-
er, Hecing Hoboken police, jumped into the Hudson River and
drowned], and | thought | was dealing with the anger of children.
My purpese was to calm children down; to let them know that
things are happening. You don't see them happening, but this is just
not being accepted. Things are going down behind the scenes, and
you just have to protect vourself, Also, to let them know how you
have o deal with the police. There's a certain way you have to do
this. You just can’t be vellin® and screamin’ ar police. They're already
in a stressful situat ion, regardiess of what happened. This is a stress.
Ful situation, so you can't be confronting police.

This was my goal. There was a point in there when | was listening
to people with my mouth wide open. | couldn't say a word. T was
standing in the front of the church with my mouth wide open,
because the level of fear was—I don't understand it. ["ve never seen
that, I've never experienced it, Like [ told vou, my early relationship,
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the way I grew up—even now, that boggles my mind. 1 call the
Hoboken police department with homework questions. I'm a crim-
inal justice major. T call up there and have somebody give me the
answer if I don't know it. T don't understand that fear.

But more than anything in the community is fear. A lot of people
don’t want 1o come out of their projects. They won't. And one of the
reasons | do everything 1 do, I do it in my church, because it's like
this i owur eity. This is not your projects, this is our city. Sometimes
you really just have to force people.

They feel very threatened, yes. And some of it is really justified, 1
have to say, when you have kids. . . . When we were children, vou
had groups of kids going everywhere. We were mobs. We went rwen-
ty deep. The only difference is, when [ was a kid there was no race
divide, We went all over, the group of kids 1 hung out with. Nobody
bothered us. We had fights. Mot that we would fighe each other, we'd
fight other groups, but you weren't called a gang. You didn't have to
worry about being arrested. And even if you got picked up by the
police, you were gonna get cither disciplined by the police, or sent
home, because the police, they were close to your family, like they
were to mine. Captain Ketly was wonderful. He would call, probably
my mother. It was different. Now the kids, if they go 1o the park,
automatically the police are being called, “There's a bunch of kids
here.™ If they get into a fight, “they're making terroristic threars.”
They've rarcheted it up so that behavior that was normal for
teenagers—joyriding—is now Grand Theft Awo. It’s much more
dangerous, and I'm not saying it's not dangerous, but a bot of times
it's the same thing that it was, but depending on where you are and
who you are, the charge is going 1o be different,

I don't put [the differences] on money. I put it on different cul-
tures. | don't knock money at all. Make it if you can, | don't care
whe you are. | don't mind that. But [ think they come from a dif-
ferent culture, You know, everybody who comes to Hoboken loves
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Hoboken—"Hoboken s clean, Hoboken is this, Hoboken is
that"—and the first thing they want 1o do is change it. The new peo-
ple, newcomers, don't think in terms of community. They say they
wunt community, they say they come to Hoboken because Hoboken
is such a diverse city, but they are actually afruid of diversity. | think
it's fear of difference. Cultural differences.

Is it also about people wanting to take and not give? Well, you
know, that's true. Take the church, for instance. We used to do this
thing ealled the Chinese Auction. All the churches in Hoboken were
involved in this—5s, Peter & Paul, 5t Manthew's, St. Ann's, St
Francis—and we would have an international smorgashord, 10 go
along with the Chinese Auction. We all came together as a commu-
nity. We would go to the stores {(and ar the time it was only
Washington Street and First Street), and all the stores knew when
you were coming, and all the stores contributed o whatever it was.
Now all the stores up and down the avenue have on them “No
Soliciting™ signs. So that's a difference.

| think the biggest thing [ see is that people are not very friendly
at all, and very, very rude. As a driver (I'm not a walker), 1 have
never seen people who have so much faith in another person'’s
brakes in my life. Everything is “all about me.” They say that the ‘70s
was the me-generation, burt. .

Hoboken is unique in this way. It doesn’t work unless the other
person allows it to work. For instance, don't tell me there's anyplace
in Hoboken that [ can't go. It's not happening. This is Hoboken. You
o have 1o do things in a certain way. Like normally | would never eat
outside. But whenever | ear at one of the restaurants on Washington
street, | sit outside, weather permitting, so you know there’s black
people here. You make lintle adjusiments like this. Every now and
then 1 have to fight with whoever's in City Hall (lately it's been Mr.
Robseris, but we're friends again now). But you have to say it. To me,
Hoboken tends to ignore its black community because it'’s not going
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to get that money otherwise. So it’s trying to pull the money in, and
in doing so, you're changing the [ace of the community. And we need
the money, because nobody wants 1o pay taxes, higher txes. What's
gaing to be interesting is if we lose the Abbott money [state funding
for in-need school districts.] That's what I'm watching for. Then
you'll see how valusble the other half of your community is to vou,

I've never felt as isolated in Hoboken as 1 do now. Well, except
to the extent that [ won't let it happen. Like [ said.

You know, I'm committed 1o Mt Olive, and as long as that
church is standing there, I'll be in Hoboken. The day thar that
church is no longer standing there, I'm probably sure I'm gone. But
a5 long a2 the church is there, I'll be there. And | intend 10 make
sure it stays there. | want my daughter, my granddaughters, my
grandsons 1o be married there. So [ think I'll be here a while.

Az

Chapebocks

*Vanishing Hoboken,”™ an oral history project, was initiated in 2000
by members of the Friends of the Hoboken Public Library and the
Hoboken Historical Museum in response to dramatic physical,
social, and economic changes in the city of Hoboken over the pre-
ceding twenty years, and 1o the consequent “vanishing™ of certain
aspects of public life.

For much of the last century, Hoboken was a working-class town,
home to many waves of immigrant families, and to families who
journcyed from the southern regions of the U.S. and from Puerto
Rico—all looking for work. Hoboken, close 1o ports of entry in New
Jersey and New York, offered a working waterfront and many fac-
tories, as well as inexpensive housing. Each new wave of arrivals—
from Germany, Ireland, Italy, Yugoslavia, Cuba, and Puerio Rico—
found work on the waterfront, at the Bethlehem Steel Shipyards,
Lipton Tea, Toowie Boll, Maxvwell House, or in numerous, smaller
garment factories. Then the docks closed in the 1960s; and factory
jobs dwindled as Hoboken's industrial base relocated over the 1970s
and ‘80s. Maxwell House, once the largest coffee roasting plant in
the world, was the last to leave, in 1992, In the go-go economy of the
19808, Hoboken's row houses, just across the river from Manhartan,
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were targeted by developers 1o young professionals seeking an casy
commute to New York City. Historically home to ever-changing
waves of struggling familis—who often left when they became
prosperous—Hoboken began in the mid-1980s 1o experience a kind
of reverse migration, where affluent condominium-buyers replaced
poor and working class tenants, many of whom had been forced out
by fire, through condo-conversion buy-ours, or through rising rents.
More recently, builu:l'mg construction has further aliered the face of
Hoboken, as modern towers are rising up alongside the late-19th
century row houses that once spatially defined our densely populaz-
ed, mile-square city and provided its human scale,

The Hoboken Oral History Project was inaugurated with the goal
of capturing, through the recollections of longtime residents,
*Vanishing Hoboken"—especially its disappearing identity as a
working-class city and its tradition of multi-ethnic living. The Project
focuses on collecting the oral histories of residents who can evoke
Hobokens wvanished industries through their recollections of
employment in the city’s many factorics and on the waterfront, and
those who can capture for present and future generations the ways in
which Hoboken's rich ethnic and cultural diversity was onee evident
in the everyday life of the dty. In 2001, with the support of the New
Jersey Historical Commission, a division of the Department of Siae,
the Hoboken Oral History Project transcribed and edited several
oral histories 10 produce a series of “Vanishing Hoboken™ chap.
books. Since 2002, eight chapbooks have been published, with the
support of the Historical Commission and the New Jersey Council
for the Humanities, a state partner of the National Endowment for

the Humanities.

The Hoboken
Oral History Progect

The editor of this series chose to call these small booklets “chap.
books,” a now rarely heard term for 4 once-common object. And so,
a brief explanation is now required: A chapbook, states the most
recent edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica, is a

. .. small, inexpensive, stitched tract formerly sold by itinerant
dealers, or chapmen, in Wesiern Ewrope and in North
America. Most chapbooks were 5 x 4 inches in size and were
made up of four pages (or multiples of four), dlestrated with
woodecuts. They contained tales of popular heroes, legends and
folklore, jests, reports of notorious crimes, ballads, almanacs,
nursery rhymes, school lessons, farces, biblical tales, dream
lore, and other popular matter. The texts were mostly rough
and anonymous, but they formed the major pans of secular
reading and now serve as a guide to the manners and morals of
their times.

Chapbooks began 1o appear in France at the end of the 15th cen-
tury, Colonial America imported them from England but also pro-
duced them locally. These small booklets of mostly secular material
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continued to be popular until inexpensive magazines began to
appeur during the early 19th century.

Although some of the chapbooks in the Vanishing Hoboken
series are considerably longer than their earlier counterparts, others
are nearly as brief. They are larger in size, 1o allow us 1o use a read-
er-friendly type size. But all resemble the chapbooks of yesteryear, as
they contain the legends, dreams, crime reports, jokes, and folklore
of our contemporaries. One day, perhaps, they might even serve as
guides to the “manners and morals”™ of our city, during the 20th and

early 215t centurics.



The Fabarlensn Moz Tones
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