The Harlem Times Magazine: September/October 2002

Smoke

Perfecting the Art of the Jazz Club

By Nat Charles

If you stand near the corner of Broadway and 106th Street, you can hear the music, pulsating in vibrant off beats against the rhythm of staccato street sounds. And if you follow the sounds inside, and pull back the crimson velvet curtain, you will find a jewel box of a jazz club called Smoke. On the left, lining an exposed brick wall and extending nearly as far as the eye can see, a prodigious bar tempts thirsty taste buds with exotic spirits. Overhead, soft light spills from vintage chandeliers onto an elongated velveteen settee, and upholstered chairs surround charming cocktail tables intimately spaced on the plush carpet. But beyond the elegant décor, centerstage at Smoke is the source of some of the most exciting jazz in Manhattan. While the past few years have witnessed the demise of several storied jazz clubs downtown, including Bradley’s, Visiones, the Five Spot and Sweet Basil, Smoke is rising to the top of the list of stylish clubs drawing eager listeners uptown.

Owned and operated by Paul Stache and Frank Christopher, Smoke continues a long tradition of jazz begun by Augie Cuartas on the same spot 25 years ago. Augie’s bar was renowned as a popular hangout for jazz musicians, providing an opportunity for young hopefuls to meet other players and to hone their craft in a laid back atmosphere. Many of the brightest stars on today’s jazz scene started out at Augie’s, including pianists Jacky Terrasson and Brad Meldhau, and iconoclastic drummer Leon Parker. Both Stache and Christopher worked at Augie’s for several years before it closed in 1998. The pair sought to reopen the club with a new name that linked it to the tradition that Cuartas had cultivated, and that musicians had grown to love. They chose to name the club after the celebrated independent film Smoke, the screenplay of which was written by Paul Auster, a regular customer at Augie’s. Auster affectionately fictionalized the owner’s quirky personality in the script, and though the filmmakers changed the setting from a jazz club to a cigar shop, the character portrayed by Harvey Keitel in the film is based on Augie Cuartas. “People think that the name of the club has to do with cigarette smoke, but that’s not it at all,” insists Stache. “We named the club Smoke because we wanted to pay tribute to Augie, and because when jazz is really good, it’s smokin’!”

Innovative and insightful in their perspective on management, Stache and Christopher view the operation of a jazz club as an art. They eschew the “downtown” method of running a jazz club, which typically assumes a regimented schedule of discrete sets: once the show is over, patrons are moved out to make room for the next seating. Instead, Stache and Christopher operate Smoke as a club or bar with music, generating an uptown community vibe that fosters a more intimate interaction between the jazz lover and the jazz musician. The custom at Smoke is that the band mingles with the crowd over drinks after the music is done, and the club remains open each night until 4:00 a.m. For Stache, this after-hours fellowship with the musicians is an important aspect for a jazz club to have. 

Stache, who is 29, played guitar and keyboards in his native Berlin, Germany and even toured with a band in Europe before moving to New York in the early 90’s. Christopher, 37, is a drummer and a playwright from East Moriches, Long Island, who had one of his plays produced off Broadway before immersing himself fully into the art of club management.  Though they have artistic backgrounds, Christopher and Stache have worked in the bar and restaurant field since they were teenagers, and bring all of their experience to bear in their operation of the club, from setting up instruments to tending bar, and from calibrating the sound equipment to creating the design and décor of Smoke. Christopher draws from his work in the theater to describe the nightly ritual of preparing the stage for the band. Each ensemble requires its own “set,” with specific equipment placed on the stage, ready to aid each performer in playing his or her part. At closing time, each set is “struck,” with even the Steinway grand piano tucked away in its own hiding place behind a curtain.

Like their downtown compatriots, Smoke’s owners have been struggling since September 11th to maintain the level of business they had before. They have found that New Yorkers are more conservative nowadays, not staying out as late as before. Stache explains, “People call to reserve for the 9:00 set and I tell them it’s full. When I ask if they want the 11:00 set instead, they say it’s past their bedtime.” “And this is New York City!” adds Christopher, exasperated. But Stache and Christopher have avoided the usual pitfalls of staid club owners by adapting their business to changing times. They have added earlier sets, instituting a happy hour from 5 to 8 p.m., with Hammond B3 organ trios from 6 to 8:30 p.m. during the week. And they have experimented with an adventurous, inclusive format that changes nightly, with a jam session on Monday nights, a Tuesday night tribute to the organ sound of Jimmy Smith, funk on Wednesdays, fusion Thursdays, and straight ahead headliners on the weekends. Sundays feature a vocal matinee and Latin jazz in the evening. Keeping with another trend in difficult economic times, Smoke charges no cover during the week, making it one of the best music bargains in the city. 

Many of the musicians at Smoke feel very much at home there, having frequented the club since the old days of Augie’s.  In fact, Stache consulted the regular roster from Augie’s, including veteran pianist Harold Mabern, former Miles Davis quintet tenor saxophonist George Coleman, and drummer Joseph Farnsworth, when designing the new format for Smoke. These players continue to appear on the roster at Smoke, along with headliners such as Cedar Walton, Hank Jones, Al Foster, and Brad Meldhau. George Benson, Wynton Marsalis, Abbey Lincoln, and Freddie Hubbard have stopped in after their own concerts to sit in on a late set or to enjoy the music. “The musicians that play at Smoke are still the best advertisement,” says Stache. “Their talk about the club wherever they play nationally and internationally has a lot to do with our success.”

Smoke Jazz Club and Lounge is located at 2751 Broadway, between 105th and 106th streets, and is open Monday through Sunday, from 5 p.m. to 4 a.m. For a schedule, call (212) 864-6662, or visit www.smokejazz.com.

