












Oakland Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board 
 
 

OAKLAND LANDMARK, S-7/S20 PRESERVATION COMBINING ZONE,  
AND HERITAGE PROPERTY APPLICATION FORM 

================================================================================= 
 
This form is for use in requesting the City of Oakland pursuant to its Zoning Regulations to establish a landmark, 
landmark site, or Heritage Property or to rezone one or more properties to the S-7 or S-20 Preservation Combining 
Zone.  
 
 
1. IDENTIFICATION 
 

A. Historic Name: ____Grand Alley Cafe____________________________________________ 
 
B. and/or Common Name: _______The Alley_________________________________________ 

 
 
2. ADDRESS/LOCATION 
 

Street and number: _____3325 Grand Avenue (3321-27)________________ Zip Code: ____94610_____ 
 
 
3. CLASSIFICATION 
 
A. Category    D.       Present Use (P) and Historic Use (H) 

____District    ____Agriculture  ____Museum 
_X _Building(s)    P, H Commercial  ____Park 
____Structure    ____Educational  P, H Private Residence (upstairs) 
____Site     P, H Entertainment  ____Religious 
____Object    ____Government  ____Scientific 
      ____Industrial   ____Transportation 

B. Status     ____Military   ____Other  (Specify): 
 _X _Occupied 
 ____Unoccupied 
 ____Work in progress  E. Number of Resources within Property 
       Contributing   Non-contributing 
C. Accessible    __1_    ____buildings 
 ____Yes:  restricted   ____    ____sites 
 _X _Yes:  unrestricted   ____    ____structures 
 ____No     ____    ____objects 
       ____    ____Total 
  
F. Application for:     
 ____City Landmark   ____ S-7 District 
 _X _Heritage Property   ____ S-20 District 
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4. OWNER OF PROPERTY 
 

Name: ______Jacqualine L. Simpkins____________________________________________ 
 
Street and Number: __9566 Crow Canyon Rd._______________________________________ 
 
City: _________Castro Valley________ State: __CA______________ Zip Code: __94552___ 
 
Assessor’s Parcel Number: ____10-826-8-3_________________________________________ 

 
5. EXISTING FEDERAL/STATE DESIGNATIONS 
 
A. Federal 

____National Historic Landmark 
____Included in National Register of Historic Places 
____Determined eligible for inclusion in National Register of Historic Places 

 
B. State 

____California Historical Landmark 
____California Point of Historic Interest 
____State Historical Resources Inventory 

 
6. REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS 
 Name of Survey   Survey    Date   Depository 
      Rating (if applicable) 
Citywide Preliminary Inventory  X    1986  Oakland City Planning 
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7. DESCRIPTION 
 
A. Condition:     B. Alterations:  C. Site 
        (Check one)   (Check one) 
 
 _X _Excellent  ____Deteriorated  _X _Unaltered  _X _Original Site 
 ____Good  ____Ruins   ____Altered  ____Moved (Date________) 
 ____Fair  ____Unexposed 
 
D. Style/Type:  early 20th c. vernacular apartment blg. with rustic-theme bar front  
 
E. Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance: 
 
The Alley restaurant and bar at 3325 Grand Avenue occupies the ground floor of a 3-story building with four 
apartments on the upper floors at 3321-27 Grand Ave between Elwood Street and Santa Clara Street in the 
Grand Lake Commercial District near Lake Merritt. The front of the building is 38 feet wide and abuts the 
sidewalk. Except for the storefront (described below) the building exterior is boxy, clad in plain stucco, with a 
flat or low hip roof, and two- and three-part windows now replaced with aluminum sash, mostly sliders.  The 
building is on a steep upslope lot, with steps to the second floor apartment entrance running up the left/southeast 
side, alongside an alley that leads up to other structures behind.  The southeast side is stucco and also has a fire 
exit door from the commercial space and a door to the electrical room under the stairway leading up to the 
residential units.  The residential entry has a small tiled roof.  The northwest/right side is nearly flush with an 
adjoining building, separated by a narrow walkway.  The rear/southwest side is unremarkable stucco.   
 
The style of the commercial façade is best described as Berkeley Eclectic, with a carefully designed ramshackle 
roadhouse look.  Above a wood skirt of rough vertical boards 2 feet high (the storefront base or bulkhead) are 
horizontal 6-inch wide beveled clapboards covering the display-window area to a height of 10 feet. Above that, 
the transom area is clad in vertical boards.  A recessed entry on the right leads to swinging wood doors.  On 
either side of this entry is a 6-pane window 30” x 30” with red neon “cocktails” shining thru one and “dinners” 
thru the other.  There are two more 6-pane 30 x 34 windows in the entry recess on either side.  At far right is a 
vertical-board gate with a shingled pent roof and a faux window with a graphic of a cat.  On the left front is an 
unused recessed entrance capped by a fake gable with wood shingles and trimmed in red and green neon which 
extends over the main entrance.  On either side of the gable are horizontal 8-inch clapboards.  There is a 6-pane 
window 24x30 on the right side in the unused entry.  Mounted at a slight angle in the center of the gable is a 
window sash with 18 small 4x4 panes.  Above 10’are vertical 8-inch wide clapboards to a height of 20’ where 
the stucco clad residential units begin. There is an 8-pane 24x36 window above the entrance. A prominent neon 
sign of two alley cats is centered perpendicular to the wall above the main entrance.  
 
Interior Design 
Building permit #A53780 was issued to proprietor F. Hoffman June 12, 1934, for altering a store to a restaurant 
at 3325 Grand.  Designer was F.H. Slocombe.  The permit states “The work to be done consists of installing 
booths and a counter to be used as a restaurant.  Also an exit stairway is to be built in the rear which connects 
with an alley which in turn connects to the street.  Along the walls on each side, work will be done to represent 
the front of the building.  The booths and counters are to be built of 1” lumber.”  The result included vertical 1-
inch redwood planks of various widths along interior perimeter walls.  In June 1935 permit A58177 was issued 
to building owner Dr. G.E. Kleeman to install a steel I-beam for the first floor café.   
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In a description still true today, the interior was described in 1948 as a reasonable facsimile of the original 
DeLancey Street (25) bar in NYC, right down to the “Alley Loan Company” fake window, a woman’s silhouette 
at another fake window, lingerie on a clothesline (15), and a shack around the classic wooden bar.  It is designed 
like an old saloon with semi-private diner-style booths beneath a 20-foot ceiling.  A mezzanine (strengthened by 
Gamble in 1944 using Curtola Company, permit B4041) is accessible by a stairway at the rear above the 
kitchen.  The walls have varying widths of vertical redwood planks as wainscoting to complement the exterior 
façade.  The wallpaper is 9000 business cards, pictures, old playbills, and memorabilia(see photos) contributed 
by patrons as a way of saying, “I was here.”  In 1941 the business expanded: Cliff Gamble installed five interior 
redwood partitions and two doors connecting 3323 and 3325 Grand (previously two different premises), seating 
arrangements, and a store room for liquor storage (permit A93822, November 14, 1941). 
 
8. SIGNIFICANCE 
 
A. Period:  B. Areas of significance--check and justify below: 
 ____Prehistoric  ____Archeology-prehistoric  ____Landscape architecture 
 ____Pre-1869   ____Archeology-historic  ____Law 
 ____1869-1906  ____Agriculture   ____Literature 
 _X _1906-1945  ____Architecture   ____Military 
 _X _Post-1945  ____Art     _X _Music 
     _X _Commerce   ____Philosophy 
     ____Communications   ____Politics/government 
     ____Community Planning  ____Religion 
     ____Conservation   ____Science 
     ____Economics   ____Sculpture 
     ____Education   _X _Social/humanitarian 
     ____Engineering   ____Theater 
     ____Exploration/settlement  ____Transportation 
     ____Industry    ____Other (specify) 
     ____Invention 
 
C. Period of Significance:  1934 ff   D. Significant dates:  1934 (opening) 
           1946-48 (radio broadcast) 
E. Builder/Architect/Designer: John D. McTeer (building owner-builder, 1920) 

 Francis Harvey Slocombe (bar design, 1934) 
 
F. Significant persons:  Rod Dibble, piano bar, 1959 ff 
 
G. Statement of Significance (include summary statement of significance as first paragraph): 
 
The Alley derives its historical significance from its association and preservation of piano bar music and from 
the many famous patrons who visited to play, sing, leave a business card, or enjoy a drink.  It has been in 
continuous operation since becoming the first Oakland tavern to open when prohibition ended in 1933. It was 
part of the Golden Age of Radio with a live broadcast in 1946-1948.  The Alley’s architectural design and 
interior décor are also unique.  Although not significant historically, the residential units above the first floor are 
part of the same parcel built as 3321-3327 Grand Avenue, so may be included in the designation though not as 
protected features.   
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PERMIT HISTORY 
The 1934 vernacular space housing The Alley was designed by nationally known architect Francis Harvey 
Slocombe, who also planned the Chapel of the Flowers in Berkley(25) and other fanciful Period Revival 
structures.  The original building permit #55276, no designer mentioned, for owner-builder John McTeer, was 
issued May 16, 1920, and a certificate of final completion was filed July 7, 1920.  A review of building permits 
indicates that 3323 and 3325 Grand were originally separate ground floor units.  Permit # 41516 to owner Dr. 
Kleeman in 1929 was for an office at 3323 Grand.  Then in the same year another permit to Western Union 
Telco to alter store at 3323 for office, two new plastered partitions, new hardwood floor, and change front door 
to side entrance.   The 1936 reverse directory shows Pop’s Grand Avenue Liquor at 3323 and Grand Alley, beer, 
at 3325. 
 
OWNERSHIP 
It is noteworthy that The Alley business and property have been owned by the same family for over 50 years 
since Jody Kerr bought it in the 1950s  A review at the county recorder of property ownership before then 
reveals several owners, with G.E. Kleeman owning it for 20 years.  The Alley occupies Lot 13 in Block 826 of 
Subdivision “U”  which was part of Oakland Heights, annexed by the City of Oakland in 1891. The original 
building permit number 55276 dated May 16, 1920, for 3321-3327 Grand Avenue shows owner Louise Mc Teer 
and builder John D. Mc Teer and the 1921 Block Book indicates they lived there.  In October 1922 McTeer 
borrowed $12,000 from W.W. Garthwaite on a deed of trust secured by Lot 13 (Book 281, p. 390).  McTeer 
deeded it to Richard and Primrose Perrott February 21, 1924 (Book 661, page 39).  The 1923-24 Block Book 
shows Lot 13 owned by R. and P.C. Perrott.  In July 1924 ownership transferred from Perrott to George and Etta 
Kleeman (Book 717, page 229) for a Deed of Trust in favor of Perrott in the amount of $32,750.  The 1925 
block book shows owners George and Etta Kleeman.  In 1929 Dr. Kleeman altered 3323 Grand from a store to 
office and installed two partitions (permit A41516, December 18, 1929).In 1935 Dr. Kleeman installed a steel I-
beam in the first floor café (permit A58177, June 4, 1935). In December 1938 a gift deed was recorded from 
George to wife Etta (Book 3714, page 188).  In October 1944 Etta Kleeman deeded title to Abraham and Sarah 
Penn (Book 4599, page 259) and in September 1944 Gladys McElhimey deeded a “Right of Way” to George.  
In 1945 a five-year lease extension of apartments to B. Frost was recorded (Book 4638, p. 470), and six months 
later in July Frost quitclaimed all interest in the Grand Lake Apartments to Penn. (Book 4720, p. 413).  In 1952 
the Penns gift deeded the property to Beatrice Greenfield (Reel 6772, p. 279).  In 1959 Beatrice deeded it to 
Bramer & Elizabeth Hood (Book 9017, p.485).  On December 30, 1964 Hoods deeded the property to Jo Kerr, 
who had owned the Alley business since 1950.  In 1995 Jody Kerr, 74, was called to that big alley in the sky (7), 
leaving The Alley to her long time companion Charles Castrovince, who followed her in 2009.  His niece, 
Jackie Simpkins, long time bartender at The Alley, inherited the property and the business and vows to continue 
to preserve its traditions. Mountain View Cemetery is the final resting place for George and Etta Kleeman and 
Charles Castrovince.   
 
CULTURAL HISTORY 
In 1934 The Alley was said to be the first Oakland bar “of any great consequence” to open after repeal of 
prohibition (1,2) and has operated continuously since then.  Evidence of difficulty complying with the new 
liquor regulations is shown by a news item in the Oakland Tribune, March 17, 1934.  BOE and OPD officers 
arrested Alley operator F.J. Hoffman on charges of selling to minors and according to a March 21 item for 
having the liquor license in his brother’s name, Harry W. Hoffman.  The restaurant/tavern was originally named 
“The Grand Alley Café”. 
 
Polks 1938 City Directory lists proprietors of The Grand Alley Café as R.J. McCormick and Maurice Parker.  
Originally it was a “choose and barbeque your own steak place.”   In 1939 Cliff Gamble took over and hired a 
first rate chef, Jaques Negley, whom he had worked with at Hotel Lake Merritt where Joe “Luke” Lukanish 
played a 14-month engagement.  After touring top night spots around the country, Joe Luke came back to 
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Oakland where he sold office equipment for Win Phillips on 17th Street and hosted “Sunday Breakfast At The 
Alley” show created by Marge Trumbull on Radio KLX from 1946-1948 (25, photos).  The first show MC was 
Bill Gwen from KFRC were he did “The Bill Gwen Show” and “Quiz of Two Cities.”  The breakfast show 
aired on KGO at first.  Tapes of some shows are available, and a transcript of several 1948 shows is included. 
 
Many famous musicians have dropped in The Alley and performed.  Neil Teixeira, grandson of Joe Luke who 
emceed the radio show in 1948, remembers hearing about singer Patsy Ortega who, as Peggy Lee, went on to 
perform in radio’s syndicated “Don McNeil and the Breakfast Club.”  Ella Fitzgerald sang at the Alley (picture). 
 Merv Griffin played piano at The Alley; Lionel Hampton performed, Nadia Cannon sang; others included Herb 
Jeffries (soloist with Duke Ellington), Edgar Hayes, Eddie “Bozo” Miller (Broadway singer) (7,11), Lafayette 
Langston, Slim Slaughter, Odetta Felius, Donald O’Conner, Ralph Edwards (“Truth Or Consequences”, Sally 
Rand, Patsy Parker (Gay Nineties), Dorothy Shay (Park Avenue Hillbilly), Vivian Green (Trilon Records), 
Hadda Brooks (recording star), Ray Hackett (CBS musical director), comic Jack Marshall.  The NY casts of  
“Oklahoma”, “Up In Central Park,” and “Anna Lucasta” visited “Breakfast  In The Alley.”  Orchestra leaders 
who visited include Stan Kenton, Eddie Orta, Murray Arnold, Del Courtney, Jack Fina, Red Nichols, and Henry 
King.  Accordion artist Aldo Roselli appeared, as did the original Pete Eastman Trio, the Russ Bennett Trio 
from the Lake Merritt Hotel, and the Page Cavanaugh Trio(25).   
 
The Alley was noted for having the longest Happy Hour, 5:30-7:30, with free tasty hors d’oeuvres from chef 
Negley and hosted by Singin’ Bob “Nobody Here But Us Chickens” Harris for six years after he returned from 
playing Reno clubs (25).  About 1954 the upright piano was replaced with a baby grand and Verdi Carpenter 
was the piano man with 70,000 songs in filing cabinets (2).  The chef was Dick Anklidge as reported in the 
Tribune June 9, 1954.  Veterans from Oak Knoll Naval Hospital came to The Alley for a free drink or the 
Hollywood breakfast:  a black coffee, a cigarette, and a bromoselzer for 25 cents.  A newspaper ad from 1954 
shows a steak dinner at The Alley was only $1.00.   
 
In 1950 Jody Kerr, an Alley waitress for four years, and partners Maggie and Walt Williams took over The 
Alley, but Maggie divorced Walt when he went to Alaska looking for gold.  In 1960 Jo Kerr obtained a cabaret 
license, still current, for The Alley.  Jody Kerr, whose portrait still hangs at The Alley, ran it for 45 years with 
an iron fist in a velvet glove.  In 1959 Jody hired Rod Dibble who began playing duets with Bob Harris.   
 
Now 56 years later Rod continues to perform and encourage patrons to sing along the old standards of Tin Pan 
Alley from the 20s, 30s, and 40s.  He has a repertoire of 7000 songs, knows 4000 by heart (16), and learns a 
new one every week.  He prefers Sinatra, Bing Crosby, or Ella Fitzgerald to any rock or country artist.  An 
exception is “The Oakland Song” written in 1965 by the Goodtime Washboard 3, which you might not hear 
anywhere else.  Rod learned many songs from his mother who sang around the house and from his uncle before 
he was coached in high school by music store owner Chuck Dutton (12).  His first job was at Larry Blake’s 
Rathskeller in Berkeley for six years where he learned more songs (10).  Today he often accompanies his 
songbird wife Linda McCormick (10) and other regulars and newcomers around the piano.  He has become a 
musical icon.  He holds the record for the longest running piano player.  He could be the best in the country 
according to Dave Newhouse (8, Tribune, Feb. 18, 2007).  He walks ten miles a day to practice at the Claremont 
Resort or Berkeley Marina.  Noteworthy was his incidental accompaniment  to “The Shooting of Dan 
McGrew”, narrated by “Tex,” a former Texas Ranger (24).  Filling in for Rod in the 70s was Larry Ivey on 
guitar (6) and today in 2016 Paul Hlebcar on guitar. 
 
The Alley is significant for providing and preserving a venue for music from 1920-1949 when songs by Cole 
Porter, George Gershwin, and Hoagy Carmichael were popular.  It is also significant for preserving the piano 
bar style in which the entertained become the entertainers and vice versa.  In 1964 when people tired of TV, 
they sought live music venues where they could sing along (4). Rod recalls that there were six piano bars in the 
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Grand Avenue area, of which The Alley is the sole survivor.  Singing a favorite song with good arrangement 
provides a sense of individuality and satisfaction, even better than karaoke.  There is something charming and 
comforting, even mysterious, about the retro ambiance of a bar frozen in time when modern life proceeds faster 
and faster. 
 
FAMOUS VISITORS 
The significance of The Alley is enhanced by visits from prominent politicians, athletes, businessmen, and 
clergy.  These include Governor and former Mayor of Oakland Jerry Brown, Mayor of Berkeley and former 
assemblyman Tom Bates, former Attorney General Ed Meese (11), former Port Commissioner Walter “Wally” 
Abernathy, Al Davis, Abe Rose, Sam Bercovich, Jackie Jenson (Cal football), Billy Martin (NY Yankee), Al 
Kayo Harris (General MacArthur’s photographer), Superior Court judge Lewis Lercara (7,11), Father Lacey of 
St. Leo’s, former Nevada Senator Don McGuirk (25),reporter Herb Caen, and Oakland Councilmember Abel 
Guillen.  Other recent patrons include Greg Allman, Steve Bowman from Counting Crowes, Adam Levine from 
Maroon 5 and Green Day, and Dave Brubeck.   
 
RECEPTION 
There are two recent documentary films about the Alley. The Alley Cats, by Cary Virtue (copy submitted with 
this application; http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2317145/ ) was screened at the tenth Oakland International Film 
Festival in 2012 at OMCA.  The film received a Partners In Preservation Award in 2012 for education from 
Oakland Heritage Alliance (program attached).  The Last Piano Bar (2013) is a short film referenced by the 
Smithsonian (24). 
 
Several films have shot scenes at The Alley including “The Deserter” (1970) and “Diary Of A Teenage Girl” 
(2015).  Many travel guides have referenced the Alley including Rough Guides (2003, 2011), Lonely Planet 
(2010), Grass Routes (2007 Travel Guide to Oakland: The Soul of the City), San Francisco’s Best Dive Bars 
(2009), and The Underground Guide To San Francisco (2003) (24). 
 
COMMUNITY VITALITY 
As a longstanding neighborhood bar, The Alley serves a valuable function as a “third place” separate from 
home (“first place”) or work(“second place”), as described by Ray Oldenburg in his 1991 book, The Great 
Good Place.  Third places host casual gatherings of people beyond the boundaries and increasing privatization 
of home and work.  They contribute to the social viability of the community by leveling the status of guests.  
The existence of bars like The Alley provides settings for civic engagement, political discourse, habits of public 
association, and psychological support.  They remain an important element for community vitality.  The East 
Bay Express (Oct. 16, 1992) rated The Alley “Best Home Away from Home” (19). 
 
Recognition of vernacular commercial resources and resources of cultural importance is increasing.  In Oakland 
Heinold’s First and Last Chance Saloon is on the local and National historic registers.  The Kingfish Pub and 
Café has been certified eligible for heritage status. Sam Jordan’s Bar in San Francisco has been designated 
historic, and San Francisco Heritage has an active project to recognize and support “Legacy Bars and 
Restaurants” (http://www.sfheritage.org/legacy/news/) with an official City “Legacy Business Registry” and 
potential financial incentives (http://legacybusinesssf.com/ ).   Recognition of these resources broadens our 
understanding of history and preserves a representative culture.  There are layers of cultural content and 
connections to the past embedded in The Alley.  It deserves to be recognized.  
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt2317145/
http://www.sfheritage.org/legacy/news/
http://legacybusinesssf.com/
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9. MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES (copies of most are attached) 
 
Oakland Tribune 

1. Dan Steele, “Goin’ Places 6-20-1953 p.6 
2. Dan Steele,”Goin’ Places 6-9-1954 
3. Dan Steele, Goin’ Places 2-10-1960 p.30 
4. Herb Michelson, “Stage and Screen”  4-8-1964 
5. Perry Phillips, “Night Sounds” 8-25-1964 
6. Perry Phillips, “Night Sounds” 6-4-1971 
7. Angney, H. “The Alley’s  owner  Jody Kerr Dies” 9-27-1995 
8. Newhouse, Dave  “Pianist Plays On and On” 2-18-2007 
9. Lopez, A. “Pianist Plays Oakland Bar For 50 Years”, 4-30-2010 
10. Lopez, A. “Celebrating A 50-Year Gig At The Alley” 5-4-2010 

Montclarion 
11.  Larson, A. “The Strange Charm of the Alley,”  11-21-00 
12. Craig,P. “Piano King Still Providing Magic”, 6-24-05 

Contra Costa Times 
13.       “Just Don’t Call Him The Piano Man”  6-12-2005(same as Montclarion 6-24-05) 
14. Oakland Heritage Alliance Awards 6-24-12          

San Francisco Chronicle 
15.   Chun, K.  SF Gate, “Our Retro Favorites/ The Alley Piano Bar & Restaurant” 2-5-1999 
16. Hartlaub, P.  SF Gate, “Piano Man Rod Dibble’s Got  ‘em Feeling All Right” 2-11-2011 

East Bay Express 
17. Best Bar/Pub Food, 2004 
18. Best Place To Sing A Little Night Music, 2008 
19. Best Home Away From Home,  10-16-1992 
20. Best Retro Karaoke Bar, 2011 

Other 
21. Elmusa, K. “Local Filmmakers Premiere their work at Oakland International Film Festival”, Oakland North, 4-12-

2012 
22. Oldenberg, Ray, The Great Good Place: Cafes,Coffeeshops, Bookstores, Bars, Hair Salons, and other Hangouts at 

the Heart of a Community(New York, Marlow, 1991) 
23. Dibble, Matt, “Where Alley Cats Sing”  Oakland Magazine, November 2005 pp. 95-96 
24. Wikipedia  7-29-2014 
25. The Alley Trib Enquirer, vol 1, no. 2, 1948 
26. Alameda County Recorder, digital reels 1920-1968 
27. Oakland City Directories, Oakland History Room 
28. Oakland Block Books 1921, 1923-24, 1925 
29. Oakland Reverse Directory 1936 
30. Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps 
31. Oakland building permits 
32. Tribune ad for $1.00 Steak dinner, 1953 
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10. GEOGRAPHICAL DATA 
 

A. Land area of property (square feet or acres): _______~ 3500 s.f.____________________________ 
 
B. UTM References: 

 
USGS Quadrangle Name: ___Oakland East_____ USGS Quadrangle Scale ____1:24,000_____ 
 
A _____ ___________  ________________ B _____        ___________  ____________ 
    Zone   Easting   Northing      Zone         Easting   Northing 
 
C _____ ___________  ________________ D _____        ___________   _____________ 

 
C. Verbal boundary description:  3325 (3321-27) Grand Avenue, Oakland CA   94610; APN ------------- 
 
11. FORM PREPARED BY 
 
 Name/Title: ___Winn Schwyhart____________________________________________ 
 
 Organization: ___The Alley_____________________________________ Date: __May 5, 2016____ 
 
 Street and Number: __3325 Grand Avenue_________________ Telephone: _510-541-1120__ 
 
 City/Town: ___Oakland___ State: _CA_ Zip Code: _94610_     Email _Winn.winfield@gmail.com__ 
 
DEPARTMENTAL USE ONLY 

A. Accepted by: _______________________________________ Date: _______________________ 
 
B. Action by Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board 

 
(1)  _____Recommended  _____Not recommended for landmark/S-7/S-20 designation 
 
Date: ___________________________________ Resolution number: ______________________ 
 
(2)  _____Designated as Heritage Property Date:______________ 

 
C. Action by City Planning Commission 
 

_____Recommended  _____Not recommended for landmark/S-7 designation 
Date: ____________________________________ 

 
D. Action by City Council 

_____Designated  _____Not Designated 
Date: _____________________________  Ordinance No: _________________________ 
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     ad, East Bay Express, June 15-21, 2016 
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Rod Dibble at the piano 
 

  Alley interior (internet images) 

  

































































The Alley

The Alley piano bar in Oakland

Restaurant information

Established 1933

Current owner(s) Jackie Simpkins

Food type American

Dress code casual

Street address 3325 Grand Avenue

City Oakland

County Alameda

State California

Coordinates 37.813100°N 122.247130°W

Other locations none

The Alley
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

The Alley is a restaurant and piano bar located in the Lake Merritt 

neighborhood of Oakland, California, in the United States. It is known 

for its nightly singing by patrons who take the microphone accompanied 

live by veteran pianist Rod Dibble, who also sings.

Contents

◾ 1 History

◾ 2 Rod Dibble

◾ 3 Reception

◾ 4 References

◾ 5 External links

History

The Alley is one of the last remaining Oakland piano bars.[1] It was 

founded in 1933.[2] Most of the previous piano bars closed upwards of 

thirty years ago.[1] The bar looks like a saloon or 1920s alleyway with 

wood shingles and windows in the interior.[1] Writer Kimberly Chun has 

described the interior as being designed by "a drunken Walt Disney".[2]

It has booths throughout it similar to those found at a diner. 

Approximately 40,000 to 50,000 business cards from visitors are 

displayed all over the walls, attached with staples.[3][4] Business cards 

from Jerry Brown and Gregg Allman can be found.[1] Dinner, which is 

served nightly, focuses on American cuisine such as steaks and burgers.[3] An average steak dinner costs around $10. A 

piano is located past the main bar surrounded by a lacquered wood bar. Twelve seats sit at the bar and a pianist sits on the 

far end. Songbooks and microphones also rest on the bar.[1] They primarily play songs from the Great American Songbook.
[2]

The bar used to be owned by Jody Kerr, who owned it from the 1940s until her death in 1995. Kerr's relative Jackie 

Simpkins owns the bar today. When she became the owner she wanted to remove the business cards, but the regular bar 

guests protested.[1] In order to keep in compliance with the fire code, the bar sprays the business cards with fire retardant.[2]

In 2010, an apartment next to The Alley caught on fire. The fire destroyed the apartment but did not spread to the bar.[5]

Rod Dibble

Pianist and singer Rod Dibble performs nightly at the bar.[3] Visitors to the bar can sing solos accompanied by Dibble. He 

started playing piano in 1938 when he was six years of age. He has performed at The Alley for over fifty years starting in 

1960.[1][6][7][8] Dibble walks to practice ten miles every day. He often practices at the Claremont Resort or the Berkeley 

Marina. When he practices, he plays in 10-minute increments and learns one new song a week. He knows more than 4,000 

songs by heart and changes the key based on the participating singer. San Francisco Chronicle writer Peter Hartlaub 

describes Dibble's voice as a mix of "Louis Armstrong and Tom Waits on the raspy spectrum." He plays a Baldwin piano. 

When a participating singer does exceptionally well Dibble rings a cowbell in their honor.[1] When a participating singer 
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makes his or her debut at singing at The Alley, Dibble rings a much smaller bell in honor of the singer being an "Alley 

Virgin" regardless of whether the singer does exceptionally well. In the 1980s, Dibble accepted a recurring request, 

providing "frontier-style" incidental piano accompaniment to the poem "The Shooting of Dan McGrew", recited by "Tex", 

a regular patron who said he was a Texas Ranger.[9]

Dibble is married, has two children and four grandchildren. He lives in Berkeley. When asked if he would ever retire, 

Dibble stated "I'll never retire, I'll be very happy to die right behind this piano here."[1]

Reception

The Alley has been mentioned in travel and restaurant guides to Oakland and the San Francisco Bay Area. The book, 

GrassRoutes Travel Guide to Oakland: The Soul of the City Next Door, said of The Alley that it was "an old-time 

alternative to karaoke" and that it represented "Oakland at its friendliest."[10] The bar attracted "a wacky mix of hams and 

crooners", said the Lonely Planet, and there were no beers on draft but the mixed drinks were "strooooong."[11] Rough 

Guides listed The Alley as a bar in 2003 then as a live music venue in 2011.[12][13] A guide to dive bars in the San Francisco 

Bay Area listed The Alley among five of Oakland's dive bars, the group including Smitty's, a local bar several doors up the 

street from The Alley.[14]
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