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D r. Frank “Doc” Adams, the last
of the old guard of local jazz

musicians who played with legends
Duke Ellington, Sun Ra, and Erskine
Hawkins, among others, has written a
captivating memoir with writer
Burgin Mathews entitled Doc: The
Story of a Birmingham Jazz Man, by
the University of Alabama Press.
Adams is a brilliant story-teller,
recounting life as a professional musi-
cian and musical instructor in segre-
gated Alabama beginning
in the 1950s. One of the
first inductees into the
Alabama Jazz Hall of Fame,
the 83-year-old musician
will perform a free concert
with the Birmingham
Heritage Band on October
25 at 7 p.m. at the Bama
Theatre in Tuscaloosa.

Adams was trained at
Industrial High School
[now known as Parker
High School] under the
tutelage of John T. “Fess”
Whatley, whose discipline
and devotion to musical
professionalism made an
early impression. The
young Adams turned
down an invitation in the
early 1950s to tour with
Count Basie’s orchestra,
instead remaining in
Birmingham to teach
music at Lincoln
Elementary. Adams’ family
[his brother Oscar was the
first black attorney to join
the Birmingham Bar
Association, as well the first black
Alabama Supreme Court Justice] was
somewhat prominent. His father
published a newspaper, the
Birmingham Reporter, in the early
1900s, and also wrote a column for
more than 20 years for the
Birmingham News entitled “What
Negroes Are Doing.” 

Black & White chatted with Dr.
Adams in his office at the Alabama
Jazz Hall of Fame on a recent
October afternoon. 

“I got a chance to [travel] around
with my Dad. He was one of those
dads that said, ‘Come on. Go with
me, boy!’ And I’d go with him,”
Adams recalled. “And I found out a
lot of things about people. One was
that people are more alike than they
are different.”

Reflecting on the evolution of
musical styles he’s played during his
lifetime, Adams grabbed a sax next to
his desk to demonstrate different
variations on the melody “Tea for
Two” during our interview. “The big
bands were evolving. First, we had
Dixieland,” he explained. “You had a
trumpet, maybe a clarinet, maybe a
bass and a guitar or mandolin or
whatever you had. It was everybody
for himself. The clarinet going one
way, the bass going one way, the
trumpet going one way. That’s
Dixieland. But when you start adding
two or three saxophones, you had to

have harmony. You had to read
music. Everybody couldn’t play what
they wanted to play.” 

As a young teen, Adams played
sax with Alabama’s Sun Ra. “Sun Ra
was a known character in
Birmingham. To some people he’d be
frightening because nobody knew
where he came from and nobody
knew his parents,” said Adams, who
writes in his book that Sun Ra would
warn Bull Connor’s henchmen that

they would be “paralyzed” if they
tried to harm him when the jazz
maestro wore his colorful robes on
the street. “Sun Ra lived over by
Terminal Station in a raggedy house.
He was ‘flower power’ before ‘flower
power.’ He was before Dr. King. He
was defiant back in the 1930s when
nobody was thinking about civil
rights. And he had this thing about
where he was from—the Sun or the
Moon. And his bands were terrific.
He picked up people [to play] that
were just unusual folk. They didn’t
have the discipline [musically] . . .
They never played a place like the
Birmingham Country Club. They
played little dives and stuff.” 

Sun Ra asked Adams’ mother if
her son could join his band. “One
day he called my Mom, he wanted
me to play in his Intergalactic
Arkestra. My Mom just said, ‘OK.’
What it was about him was this mys-
tique; He would look at you and say,
‘Well, do this.’ And you might say, ‘I
can’t.’ And he would say, ‘You’ve
already done it. It’s in your mind.’
Those weird things, you know? He
would wear these clothes down on
Fourth Avenue and everything. And
people admired him for his band. He
was just a weird guy. He could play
Count Basie but he also had this
other weird stuff he was playing. And
he talked more than he would really
practice.” &
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