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YOSHI'S PUTS OAKLAND ON THE MUSIC AND FOOD LOVERS' MAP

By Wanda Hennig
Photography by Anthony Pidgeon




hen Jack London roamed Qakland’s water-
front 100 years ago in the area that now
wears his name, he had no idea his writings
would, a century later, inspire a music-loving
Japanese woman to locate one of the world’s
best-known jazz clubs there. The woman is
Yoshie Akiba. Remove the “e” from her
name and you have Yoshi'’s. If you live in the
East Bay and you don’t know it, pinch your-
self and wake up.Yoshi’s is widely regarded as
one of the three top jazz clubs in the United
States, along with New York’s Village
Vanguard and Blue Note. Some people will
say it beats those clubs. The reason? Yoshi’s has
the unique distinction of serving up sushi
with its jazz.

Sushi to Yoshis is like avocado to a
California roll—inseparable. The present-day
Yoshi’s that moved to Jack London Square in
1997 is its third incarnation. Its sushi history
dates back to 1973 when Akiba was a student
at UC Berkeley. A Japanese World War 1I
orphan, she was in the United States studying
dance and painting and needed to support
herself. When one of her best friends, Hiro
Hori, a painter, said, “Let’s open a small
Japanese restaurant so we can eat,” it sounded
like a sensible idea.

They borrowed $7,000 and, with the help
of a third friend, journalist and handyman Kaz
Kajimura who put together the nterior, they
opened a 32-seat sushi joint they called Yoshi’s
that instantly gave life to a dead spot on Euclid
Avenue, near the UC Berkeley campus. The
trio remain friends and business partners.
Hori, as he did then, manages the kitchen at
Yoshi’s. Kajimura does whatever is needed.
Akiba 1s still the visible presence—the unique
and eccentric spirit of Yoshi’s. She is married
to a lapanese Zen monk. the Rev Genko
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Vlarshall Lamm, Yoshi’s director of pub-
ty, is responsible for getting the word out
up to two shows a night, seven days a
ck, 363 days of the year (Yoshis closes
ristmas and Thanksgiving), which adds
to more than 700 shows a year. The club
' seat up to 330 people. Demographics
ge from age 2 to 92 (there’s a weekly
rday matinee for families and Yoshi’s
ourages children). Lamm cites three
in challenges with his task. One is the
cific location: “This still keeps some peo-
away.” Another 1s the Japanese cuisine:
Jere marketing to adventurous diners.”
d the third is the jazz focus itself: “It’s not
instream music.”

Williams confirms this last point. Jazz
) sales are less than 2 percent of the U.S.
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rket, he says. “Take out Diana Krall and
yrah Jones, and it drops to less than 1 per-
1t. Pull Tony Bennett and Harry
nnick Jr., and it’s even lower.
‘Someone will have heard one thing and
“they don't like jazz,” says Williams. “And
- there are so many different jazz forms
i often they haven’t given themselves a
ince’” For example, there’s what he calls
instream acoustic jazz (think Wynton
irsalis); avant-garde jazz (think Ornette
leman); mainstream jazz, including bee-
p, post-bop and jazz-rock-fusion—all
y different. And then there’s Latin jazz,
azilian music that’s considered jazz and a
more.
“If you want to make a lot of money,
n't do jazz,” says Akiba. “I like to support
15 an art form. There’s so much spirit in
z. Its about life, dedication and hard
rk. Its a delicate, sensitive business—
re of a community service. People need
lace like this—good food, good music,
od spirit.”’
Williams says his challenge is to present
= highest quality of artists, keep ticket
ices affordable (most are below $30) and
d artists to fill a room as big as Yoshis.
mm boasts that with someone popular
e Charlie Hunter, he can sell more than
)00 tickets in a week. But Yoshi’s also likes
support artists with a limited audience
se.“We rely on reputation, customer serv-
>, value and atmosphere,” he says. “We sell
overall experience. This is a date place
here you can eat, see a show and you only

Vibraphonist Bobby Hutcherson, one of the defining voices of jazz, performs at Yoshi's.

For the 8 p.m. show, doors open at 6 p.m.
You rush the club’s entrance, claim a seat,
then have two hours until the show. You
might dine at Yoshi’s, or somewhere in the
neighborhood. If you book the 10 p.m.
show and eat first at Yoshi’s, your seat is

side the train tracks only to find all the best
seats taken by diners.

The jazz club—three-tiered, acoustically
exceptional and totally insulated from the
trains—has a one-drink minimum require-
ment. There’s a good cocktail selection, wine



