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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
Located in San Francisco’s Tenderloin neighborhood, Great American Music Hall has served as a popular
nightclub and live music performance venue since 1972. Its founders were Tom Bradshaw and Sam Duval.
Designed by architect A.W. Edelman, it has continuously operated out of the same building – a postearthquake, Renaissance/Baroque-influenced, two-story brick structure with a 5,000 square foot concert hall
and elaborately decorated interior. The ornate interior features marble columns, balconies, and frescoes,
while the exterior has a two-part vertical composition, pilasters at the upper level, pedimented windows, and
a bracketed cornice. Purpose-built as a private men’s club called Blanco’s Café following the 1906
earthquake and fire, it was purchased in 1939 by famous actress and burlesque dancer Sally Rand who
opened it as the Music Box from which she hosted burlesque and music shows until 1946. In the post-WWII
era, the building was home to the Cotton Club, which had one of the city’s earliest mixed-race house bands.
A couple of restaurants and a fraternal organization called Loyal Order of the Moose also occupied the
building for a period of time.
The Great American Music Hall has carried forward the building’s tradition of serving as an entertainment
venue. Today, its fulfills an important role as a cultural space in the Tenderloin through diverse musical and
performance offerings that span genres such as bluegrass, country, pop, blues, Latin rock, indie, and singersongwriter. The hall serves as the sole venue for a number of home-grown events including the Noise Pop
Festival, a series of Country-Americana concerts produced by Shelby Ash, and a Latin Rock concert series
produced by Dr. Rock. Through hosting these events and hiring local promoters, Great American Music Hall
helps to cultivate and promote local talent. In addition, the venue boasts a long list of nationally and
internationally famous artists who have performed there, including Duke Ellington, Sarah Vaughan, Count
Basie, Van Morrison, the Grateful Dead, Arcade Fire, Patti Smith, and Godspeed You! Black Emperor.
Great American Music Hall gives back to the greater community in a number of ways, by hosting fundraisers
for local charitable organizations throughout the year, lending musical equipment to other businesses in the
neighborhood for use at events, and serving as a venue rental private and community events including high
school proms, bar mitzvahs, and weddings. The business also contributes to the physical maintenance of its
block and attracts visitors from outside of the area who regularly patronize surrounding businesses before
and after shows.
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CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years?
Yes, the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco
operations exceeding two years:
859 O’Farrell Street from 1972 to Present (45 years).
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
Yes, the applicant has contributed to the Tenderloin neighborhood’s history and identity.
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways
the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or
community:
•

Great American Music Hall is associated with the tradition of serving as an entertainment, musical, and
performance venue. As such, the business is associated with music, the performance arts and comedic
traditions.

•

Great American Music Hall has contributed to the identity of the Tenderloin neighborhood by functioning
as popular nightclub, music, and performance venue since 1972. Its 5,000 square foot hall was
constructed following the 1906 earthquake to serve as an entertainment venue – a role it has consistently
held in the neighborhood for over 100 years. Great American Music Hall has attracted numerous
legendary music acts and comedians, as well as emerging local artists, to its venue; contributes to the
identity of the Tenderloin as a nightlife destination; and serves as an anchor business in the
neighborhood for the benefit of other surrounding businesses.

•

859 O’Farrell Street is considered a “Category A Property,” as it has been identified as a contributor to
the Uptown Tenderloin Historic District. The district “is significant under Criterion A in the area of Social
History for its association with the development of hotel and apartment life in the city during a critical
period of change” and for its association with “commercial activity, entertainment, and vice.” The district is
also significant under Criterion C in the area of architecture for its distinctive mix of building types that
served a new urban population of office and retail workers that includes hotels, apartments, and nonresidential buildings.

•

The business is mentioned on page 262 of the LGBTQ Historic Context Statement as a venue for queer
performer, Lily Tomlin.

•

The business has been cited in the following publications:
 San Francisco Examiner Magazine, 12/11/1984, “The Way We Were,” by Zahid Sardar.
 7x7, 3/25/2014, “The Scandalous History Behind The Great American Music Hall,” by Alyssa Pereira.
 SF Weekly, 10/28/2014, “No Re-Entry: The Ghosts at Great American Don’t Have to Show You Their
Damn Hand Stamps,” by Emma Silvers.
 SF Weekly, 3/15/2017, “The Great American Music Hall: prostitutes, tax evasions, and the dotcom
boom,” by Jessie Schiewe.
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CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
Yes, Great American Music Hall is committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define its
purpose in serving as an entertainment venue, hosting performance and musical events, and coordinating
rentals of the hall for community events, fundraisers, or other private events.
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Great American Music Hall qualifies for the Legacy
Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the
below listed physical features and traditions.
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Function as a music, performance, and entertainment venue that attracts local, national, and international
artists and groups reflecting a diversity of genres.
• Function as rental venue for local artists, schools, and community groups.
• Practice of supporting neighboring businesses in the Central Market/Tenderloin corridor.
• Tenderloin location.
• The historic exterior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
Outdoor marquee
Pilasters at the upper level
Pedimented windows
Bracketed cornice
• The historic interior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
Ceiling frescoes
Marble columns
Balconies
5,000 square foot concert hall
CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS
Following is the core physical features or tradition that defines the business that would be required for
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry:
• Entertainment venue.
STAFF RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Great American Music Hall,
currently located at 859 O’Farrell Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under
Administrative Code Section 2A.242.

Richard Kurylo, Manager
Legacy Business Program
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Small Business Commission
Draft Resolution
HEARING DATE JUNE 26, 2017
GREAT AMERICAN MUSIC HALL
LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY RESOLUTION NO. _________________________
Application No.:
Business Name:
Business Address:
District:
Applicant:
Nomination Date:
Nominated By:
Staff Contact:

LBR-2016-17-086
Great American Music Hall
859 O’Farrell Street
District 6
Dennis Juarez, Vice-President and Secretary
May 8, 2017
Supervisor Jane Kim
Richard Kurylo
legacybusiness@sfgov.org

ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR GREAT
AMERICAN MUSIC HALL, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 859 O’FARRELL STREET.
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains
a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, communityserving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; or
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30
years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to
the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a
significant risk of displacement; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define
the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on June 26, 2017, the San Francisco Small Business
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry application; therefore
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Great American Music Hall in the
Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below
listed physical features and traditions at Great American Music Hall:
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Function as a music, performance, and entertainment venue that attracts local, national, and international
artists and groups reflecting a diversity of genres.
• Function as rental venue for local artists, schools, and community groups.
• Practice of supporting neighboring businesses in the Central Market/Tenderloin corridor.
• Tenderloin location.
• The historic exterior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
Outdoor marquee
Pilasters at the upper level
Pedimented windows
Bracketed cornice
• The historic interior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
Ceiling frescoes
Marble columns
Balconies
5,000 square foot concert hall
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Great American Music Hall on the Legacy Business Registry:
• Entertainment venue.
______________________________________________________________________________________

I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on
June 26, 2017.

_________________________
Regina Dick-Endrizzi
Director

RESOLUTION NO. _________________________
Ayes –
Nays –
Abstained –
Absent –
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Legacy
Business
Registry
Application No.:
Business Name:
Business Address:
District:
Applicant:
Nomination Date:
Nominated By:

Application Review
Sheet
LBR-2016-17-086
Great American Music Hall
859 O’Farrell Street
District 6
Dennis Juarez, Vice-President and Secretary
May 8, 2017
Supervisor Jane Kim

CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years?
X
Yes

No

859 O’Farrell Street from 1972 to Present (45 years)
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
X
Yes
No
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that
define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
X
Yes
No
NOTES: NA
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: May 10, 2017

Richard Kurylo
Manager, Legacy Business Program
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GREAT AMERICAN MUSIC HALL
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative
CRITERION 1
a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations,
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all
other locations.
Voted #6 in the Best Clubs in America list by Rolling Stone magazine in 2013, San Francisco’s
oldest and grandest nightclub, the Great American Music Hall, carries guests back to an earlier,
more elegant era, with its ornate balconies, soaring marble columns and elaborate ceiling
frescoes. Long-time customers and newcomers alike feel at home in the 5,000-square-foot
concert hall that symbolized renewal and optimism when it opened in 1907 during the period
of rebuilding that followed the 1906 earthquake. Its interior was designed by a French architect.
It was originally called Blanco's, after a notorious Barbary Coast house of prostitution.
In 1936, local favorite Sally Rand, known for her extravagant and elaborate fan dances and
bubble dance acts, acquired the property and brought new life to the dark building. She called
it the Music Box, and swanky city dwellers would dance the night away there for the next
decade. After the end of World War II, the Music Box turned out its lights.
The building reopened in 1948 as a jazz club that reused the name Blanco's.
In the 1950s, the premises were taken over by members of the Moose Lodge. The venue went
into an ignominious decline that hit bottom when the building was condemned by city building
inspectors. A last-minute reprieve saved it from demolition, and the tarnished interior was
revamped as a short-lived French restaurant named Charles (after the proprietor, Robert
Charles).
In 1972, the venue was purchased by Tom Bradshaw. Newly refurbished and painted, the
building was renamed the Great American Music Hall. Happy music lovers filled the hall once
more.
Since then, the Great American Music Hall has hosted artists ranging from Duke Ellington, Sarah
Vaughan and Count Basie to Van Morrison, the Grateful Dead, Arcade Fire, Patti Smith and
Godspeed You! Black Emperor.
Today, a professional sound and lighting system, two full bars, a modern kitchen and a spacious
oak dance floor help to blend contemporary quality with turn-of-the-century graciousness.

b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco
for more than six months?
The business has not ceased operations for more than six months since it was established as
Great American Music Hall in 1972.
c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the
business.
Great American Music Hall is not a family-owned business.
d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a
family-owned business.
Great American Music Hall was opened in 1972 by Tom Bradshaw and Sam Duval. The club was
purchased in 1992 by Kurt Brouwer. In May 2000, during the dot com boom, the club was
purchased by music website Riffage.com and went to Diablo Management Group when Riffage
ceased operations in December 2000.
Two year later, Great American Music Hall was purchased in 2002 by Big Billy Inc. (also owners
of the club Slim’s) from Diablo Management Group. At this point several minority owners came
in including Warren Hellman, Nion McAvoy, Roger McNamee, Joe Tobin, Jonathan Nelson,
William Hearst, Larry Brilliant, and several others. There is also a Board of Directors in which
includes Dennis Juarez, Vice President and Secretary, and Dana Smith, President and Treasurer,
who oversee the management of the venue.
e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the
existence of the business prior to current ownership.
News articles documenting the existence of the business since 1972 are included in the
application.
f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry.
The building at 859 O’Farrell Street is considered a “Category A Property,” indicating the
presence of a historic resource. It is a contributor to the National and California Register-eligible
Uptown Tenderloin Historic District. It was also identified on page 262 of the LGBTQ Historic
Context Statement for its association with Lily Tomlin, who performed here.

CRITERION 2
a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood,
community or San Francisco.
The Great American Music Hall is a longstanding fixture in the Tenderloin neighborhood.
Because of its location in the neighborhood, many of the small business in the surrounding area
benefit from having the venue in the area due to the nightly crowds attending shows. The
venue also is dedicated to maintaining the block of O’Farrell Street and the adjacent alleyway
by keeping it clear of garbage and refuse. The business also is not hesitant to lend out
equipment to neighboring businesses such as Mitchell Brothers. The venue staff also patronizes
local businesses by paying for parking spaces at adjacent buildings, and utilizing some of the
late night restaurants and delis in the neighborhood.
b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the
city, or the business industry?
The Great American Music Hall is associated with many local events as well as industry events.
The venue hosts a series of locally promoted shows with Shelby Ash (Country-Americana
genre), Dr. Rock (Latin-based rock promoter), as well as larger festivals such as the Noise Pop
Festival.
The venue also hosts a number of locally-oriented fundraisers for groups such as Bread and
Roses, Huckleberry Youth, Little Kids Rock, Blue Bear School of Music, City of Hope, and the
Mission Dolores Academy. Great American Music Hall has also hosted a number of memorials,
some for major members of the music industry such as former Santana members Armando
Peraza and Raul Rekow, as well as Chet Helms (Chet Fest) and others.
c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade
publication, media, or historical documents?
As a major venue in San Francisco, Great American Music Hall has been referenced in
innumerable publications over the years. In 2013, the venue was voted #6 Best Clubs in
America by Rolling Stone Magazine. Other publications Great American Music Hall has been
referenced in include: Pollstar, Consequence of Sound, Spin, SF Gate, The Bay Guardian, San
Francisco Chronicle, Oakland Tribune, San Francisco Examiner, SF Weekly, and local radio and
television stations KFOG, KPOO, and Live 105, KRON, KTVU, and ABC 7.
d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person?
The most noteworthy person associated with Great American Music Hall is owner Boz Scaggs
however, over the years the club has played host to many significant figures in the music and
entertainment industry. Some of those names include: Duke Ellington, Sarah Vaughan, Count
Basie, Van Morrison, the Grateful Dead, Arcade Fire, Patti Smith, Godspeed You! Black

Emperor, Prince, Vanessa Carlton, Cheap Trick and BB King. The Comedy Tonight series on PBS,
which was filmed at Great American Music Hall also introduced large audiences to
entertainment figures such as Robin Williams, Whoopi Goldberg and Steve Martin.
e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community?
The Great American Music Hall has been a long-standing fixture in the Tenderloin community.
Over the years it has hosted many events for the local community such as high school proms,
bar mitzvahs, many of the aforementioned local fundraisers, as well as make the venue
available for local artists to perform. The club also utilizes a number of local promoters who
book local artists to shows giving them greater exposure and helping promote and expand the
local music scene.
Also, as a business located in the Tenderloin, a notoriously gritty part of San Francisco, the club
has always maintained the surrounding area by keeping it clean and providing a cultural space.
The staff utilizes many local businesses in the area and has effectively become part of the
character of the Tenderloin neighborhood.
f. Provide a description of the community the business serves.
The Great American Music Hall serves an extremely diverse community at its venue, with
crowds ranging from all parts of the Bay Area as well as all ages. In a given week, Great
American Music Hall can host an extremely wide variety of acts including bluegrass, country,
pop, blues and singer-songwriter folks. Events at the Great American Music Hall are largely
focused on the band/performer that is scheduled for the night and provide for a very diverse
array of patrons from San Francisco and beyond.
g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant
building/structure/site/object/interior?
The Great American Music Hall is located at 859 O’Farrell Street and was designed by French
architect, originally as a restaurant called Blanco’s Café. The location is part of the Uptown
Tenderloin Historic District and was a popular entertainment spot known for its food, gambling,
and “fancy women.” After the Great Depression led to the closing of Blanco’s, the space
reopened as the Music Box in 1936 where burlesque performances and fan dances featuring
Sally Rand were the main ticket until 1940 when the Music Box closed.
h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut
down, etc.?
The Great American Music Hall provides the Tenderloin community with a myriad of different
services and is a key business in the Central Market/Tenderloin corridor. Aside from hosting
shows, the Great American Music Hall also attracts patrons to other local businesses including
Bread & Butter Deli, the AMC Parking Lot, Brenda’s French Soul Food and The Phoenix Hotel,

where most of the bands performing at the venue stay. It is also a performance space that
attracts musicians and bands nationally and internationally, as it is an extremely popular venue
and nightclub. Without such a space, many touring artists would have to compete for limited
space at other venues throughout the Bay Area. This type of venue that caters to such a diverse
crowd can be seen as an invaluable asset to the Tenderloin community and San Francisco as a
whole, as it provides performance space and gathering space for a myriad of different
communities that otherwise might not have a place to convene.

CRITERION 3
a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character.
Great American Music Hall is a performance space that attracts musicians and bands nationally
and internationally, as it is an extremely popular venue and nightclub. In addition to bands, the
space hosts burlesque, comedy and other performances. In 2013, the Great American Music
Hall was named the sixth-best rock club in America in a Rolling Stone poll of artists and
managers.
b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft,
culinary, or art forms)
The Great American Music Hall’s commitment to the performance community is part tradition
part pragmatism. As a performance venue, Great American Music Hall is dedicated to
maintaining the traditions of a classic music venue, however it also follows current music trends
in order to attract new crowds and expand its portfolio of performers. The club has hosted over
the years acts ranging from blues to bluegrass, punk, folk, pop, country, and jazz music. This
healthy mix of performers ensures that the Great American Music Hall has a varied and diverse
crowd, extending across various ages, genders and ethnicities, as well as provides a space for
performers to display their talents, which is the definition of a true music venue.
c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural
details, neon signs, etc.).
The remarkable interior design came from an unlikely duo: a French architect who designed the
building in 1907 and Chris Buckley, a political mover and shaker who wanted to erect a grand
structure after the devastating 1906 earthquake. The result was Blanco’s, characterized as one
of the most popular entertainment spots during San Francisco’s notorious Barbary Coast Era.
The restaurant/bordello offered fine food, gambling and fast women right up until the dark
days of the Great Depression in the 1930s.

d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business,
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current
ownership.
The Great American Music Hall has maintained the physical features and traditions that define
the business as performance venue.

The Scandalous History Behind The
Great American Music Hall
By
Alyssa Pereira
Mar 25, 2014
The space at 859 O’Farrell Street has a past ripened by prostitution, crooked politicians, jazz
musicians, and a rather enterprising burlesque dancer—not that anyone would be surprised to
hear that. San Francisco has never been short on colorful characters, and taking one look at the
spiraling rococo influences and towering, gilded columns adorning the interior of the Great
American, well, it’s pretty obvious that this place enabled those sorts of scandalous visitors.
These walls are surely holding on to lots of secrets.

Photo by Alyssa Pereira

The Great American Music Hall’s story began in 1907, when Chris “Blind Boss” Buckley, a
crooked political organizer who manipulated the Democratic Party in San Francisco in the 1880s,
opened it as Blanco’s Café. Blanco’s catered to the hedonistic whims of the developing metro—
prostitution, gambling, and drinking—and the space's ornate balconies and embellished walls
ensured its reception as an elegant bordello amidst the urban, post-earthquake roughage. They
did, however, hold refined gatherings as well (supposedly).

Photo courtesy of the Great American Music Hall
Some years later, a spunky, bushy-tailed burlesque dancer calling herself Sally Rand (which was
not her real name) bought the space and renamed it The Music Box. Though she was a
businesswoman, Rand had been arrested several times during performances in San Francisco for
lewdness (all of which were always thrown out in court).

Image via FoundSF.org
She was brilliant, irreverent, and she clearly knew how to throw a good party. Eventually she
sold the space, and in 1948, the club reopened as the sadly short-lived Blanco’s Cotton Club, the
city’s first (relatively) desegregated venue and house of jazz, attracting acts like SF local and
regular player Allen Smith.

Photo courtesy of the Great American Music Hall
The club was renovated and dubbed The Great American Music Hall in 1972, after a short stint
as a French restaurant called Charles (you can even still make out the “C” in each corner of the
main room’s ceiling to mark that time). Since then, it has housed everyone from Dizzy Gillespie
to John Lee Hooker to Count Basie to upcoming acts, like the Black Lips and The Soft White
Sixties. They have always catered to an eclectic pick of emerging acts, and the roster of past
talent is so incredible, even Jimmy Carter was a fan.

Photos courtesy of the Great American Music Hall
Despite its long existence, the Great American Music Hall retains many of its original detailing:
the two ceiling murals have never been retouched, for instance (though they've been cleaned
since indoor smoking was banned), and the marquee outside the building has been around since
long before the tech boom.

Photo courtesy of the Great American Music Hall

Stepping into the palatial, mildly haunted (allegedly by the Blind Boss himself) Great American
is to revere the city’s history and to continue to help preserve local music. Going to a show here
is ensuring spaces like these continue to exist, and attending means you can take part in its
history too.

Photo by Alyssa Pereira
Want to visit the Great American Hall? Here are some things to remember, straight from one of
the Hall’s longest working employees: If you don’t live in San Francisco, try to drive in (or
potentially leave early to catch BART). The closest Parking Garage is at 1000 Van Ness Avenue
at O’Farrell. If you are taking public transportation, take BART to the Montgomery station, and
catch the 38 or 38L Geary outbound to Geary and Van Ness. You can browse their upcoming
shows on their website—most shows cost between $10-35 and finish around midnight. Take a
look at the website's information section, and check out their schedule of upcoming shows right
here. Don’t forget to keep an eye out for the Blind Boss!

http://www.sfweekly.com/music/feature-music/the-great-american-music-hall/

The Great American Music Hall
Prostitutes, tax evasions, and the dotcom boom.
Jessie Schiewe
Wed Mar 15th, 2017 5:51pm

The molding and Italianate decor are all-original and in tip-top condition at Great
American Music Hall. (Photo by Eric Pratt)
The Great American Music Hall has a long history of being what sound engineer Lee
Brenkman calls “a fairly disreputable place.”

A crooked politician named Chris “Blind Boss” Buckley, who also owned the hotel next
door, opened the venue in 1907. He named it Blanco’s after a notorious Barbary Coast
bordello, and operated it as a gathering space for men looking to gamble, drink, hear
live jazz, and hire prostitutes.
“It was a cafe for gentleman, which pretty much means the same thing as a gentleman’s
club does now,” says Brenkman, who has worked at Great American since 1972. “If
young gentlemen of means came in without a date, one could be provided and added to
the check.”
In fact, in recent years, during a heavy-duty cleaning, wallpaper etchings of ancient
women of Pompeii doing what Brenkman calls “the nasty” were found on the ceiling of
an old smoking room.
The Hall’s next owner, Sally Rand, was as ribald as Buckley. A burlesque dancer made
famous by her erotic feather and bubble routines, Rand renamed it the Music Box and
performed her lascivious dances at the venue. Back then, the dance floor was recessed
and there was a small platform elevated above the main stage with curved staircases
on either end connecting to the floor. Rand would dance on top, the band would play on
the main stage below her, and the chorus girls would fan out along the stairwells. There
was also a secret lounge upstairs called the Blue Room, where you had to know
someone to get in.
After World War II, the Hall changed hands a few times. For a while, it was a jazz venue
called the Cotton Club that made what was then a groundbreaking decision to have a
mixed-race house band. In the ’50s, it was a meeting house for the Loyal Order of
Moose.
Things started to spice up in the ’60s, when a French restaurateur named Charles
Robert bought the space. Already the owner of a restaurant near the Embarcadero that
was named Charles, Robert had high ambitions for his second eatery, installing a wine
cellar below ground and expanding the size of the kitchen to include a stove top big
enough to make 50 gallons of soup stock at a time.
Robert was also intent on making his new restaurant as exclusive as possible. The
business had an unlisted phone number, and you either had to personally know Robert
or the head barman to make a reservation. Lamb, another focal point for Robert, was
the only red meat on the menu.
“He believed that Americans didn’t eat enough lamb, and that they overcooked it when
they did,” Brenkman says. “If you ordered it any other way than medium-rare, he’d throw
you out.”
Robert’s reign ended when the government began investigating him for tax evasion, and
he simply disappeared one day, never to return. The venue was shuttered, and
eventually new owners bought it through an IRS auction. Years later, Brenkman says,

the Feds finally caught up with Robert, who, at the time, was working as a dishwasher
at a casino in Tahoe.
Like its previous owners, the Hall’s new owners wanted to run it as a jazz club, but the
dwindling number of attendees who came soon forced them to broaden their musical
scope. Folk singers and rock bands were added to the bill, and the venue was able to
nab acts like Journey, B.B. King, and Van Morrison. Dozens of live albums were
recorded there during that time, including the Grateful Dead’s One From the Vault. A
young Robin Williams also made some of his earliest stand-up comedy appearances
there. Brenkman recalls seeing a cheetah on a leash during a private party in the ’80s,
and rabid concertgoers scaling fire escapes and breaking through the building’s skylight
to get into what they believed was a secret Grateful Dead show. (It was not.)

Picture 1 of 8
Tinted postcards from the days when Great American Music Hall was a gentleman's
club called Blanco's.

Picture 2 of 8
The molding, detailing, and lighting fixtures at Great American are all original.

Picture 3 of 8
Charles Robert, a restaurateur who ran a French restaurant in the space in the '60s,
added 'C's throughout the venue.

Picture 4 of 8
Vintage wallpaper found in the downstairs gambling room depicting turn-of-the-century
San Francisco.

Picture 5 of 8
Dizzy Gillespie was a regular performer at Great American.

Picture 6 of 8
Lee Brenkman, Great American's longest-working employee who has been handling the
venue's sound system since the early 1970s.

Picture 7 of 8
In the 20s and 30s, the Blue Room was a private club. Now it's Slim's offices.

Picture 8 of 8
When Sally Rand owned the venue (then called the Music Box), exotic, risque
performers of all ilk performed at the venue.

After a lengthy divorce and roughly three decades of running the place, the owners sold
the venue in 2000 to a music startup called Riffage.com for a purported seven-figure
sum. Thanks to the dotcom boom and Riffage’s grandiose plans — which included
starting a website, producing and streaming live shows, and forming a record label —
the company ran through its money in a matter of months and went bankrupt.
Great American Music Hall wasn’t on the market for long. Although House of Blues
came and looked at the property, it was Slim’s who eventually purchased it in 2002.
Today, its nefarious past is all but forgotten, and it is now a hub for indie outfits and
singer-songwriters. Bands like The Black Lips, Arcade Fire, Bastille, and The Soft White
Sixties have played there, as well as solo acts like FKA Twigs, Dev Hynes (of Blood
Orange), and St. Vincent.
Other than that, little else has changed. The Blue Room is still there, although now it
houses Slim’s offices, and the murals on the ceiling and the outdoor marquee are still in
their original condition. In fact, if you look closely enough, you can even still see the blue
Cs that Charles Robert painted in the corners of the ballroom, way back when.
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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
Located on O’Farrell Street between Polk and Larkin Streets in San Francisco’s Tenderloin neighborhood,
Great American Music Hall has served as a popular nightclub and live music performance venue since
1972. Its founders were Tom Bradshaw and Sam Duval. Designed by architect A.W. Edelman, it has
continuously operated out of the same building – a post-earthquake, Renaissance/Baroque-influenced,
two-story brick structure with a 5,000 square foot concert hall and elaborately decorated interior. The
ornate interior features marble columns, balconies, and frescoes, while the exterior has a two-part vertical
composition, pilasters at the upper level, pedimented windows, and a bracketed cornice. Purpose-built as
a private men’s club called Blanco’s Café following the 1906 earthquake and fire, it was purchased in 1939
by famous actress and burlesque dancer, Sally Rand, who opened the Music Box from which she hosted
burlesque and music shows until 1946. In the post-WWII era, the building was home to the Cotton Club,
which had one of the city’s earliest mixed-race house bands. A couple of restaurants and a fraternal
organization called Loyal Order of the Moose also occupied the building for a period of time.
The Great American Music Hall has carried forward the building’s tradition of serving as an
entertainment venue. Today, its fulfills an important role as a cultural space in the Tenderloin through
diverse musical and performance offerings that span genres such as bluegrass, country, pop, blues, latin
rock, indie, and singer-songwriter. The hall serves as the sole venue for a number of home-grown events
including the Noise Pop Festival, a series of Country-Americana concerts produced by Shelby Ash, and a
Latin Rock concert series produced by Dr. Rock. Through hosting these events and hiring local
promoters, Great American Music Hall helps to cultivate and promote local talent. In addition, the venue
boasts a long list of nationally and internationally famous artists who have performed there, including
Duke Ellington, Sarah Vaughan, Count Basie, Van Morrison, the Grateful Dead, Arcade Fire, Patti Smith,
and Godspeed You! Black Emperor.
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Great American Music Hall gives back to the greater community in a number of ways, by hosting
fundraisers for local charitable organizations throughout the year, lending musical equipment to other
businesses in the neighborhood for use at events, and serving as a venue rental private and community
events including high school proms, bar mitzvahs, and weddings. The business also contributes to the
physical maintenance of its block (O’Farrell Street) and attracts visitors from outside of the area who
regularly patronize surrounding businesses before and after shows.

STAFF ANALYSIS
Review Criteria
1.

When was business founded?
1972.

2.

Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how?
Yes, Great American Music Hall qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it
meets all of the eligibility Criteria:

3.

i.

Great American Music Hall has operated for 45 years and has made significant
contributions to the Tenderloin neighborhood and San Francisco’s music scene.

ii.

Great American Music Hall has contributed to the identity of the Tenderloin
neighborhood by functioning as popular nightclub, music, and performance venue
since 1972. Its 5,000 square foot hall was constructed following the 1906 earthquake
to serve as an entertainment venue – a role it has consistently held in the
neighborhood for over 100 years. Great American Music Hall has attracted numerous
legendary music acts and comedians, as well as emerging local artists, to its venue;
contributes to the identity of the Tenderloin as a nightlife destination; and serves as
an anchor business in the neighborhood for the benefit of other surrounding
businesses.

iii.

Great American Music Hall is committed to maintaining the physical features or
traditions that define its purpose in serving as an entertainment venue, hosting
performance and musical events, and coordinating rentals of the hall for community
events, fundraisers, or other private events.

Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition?
The business is associated with the tradition of serving as an entertainment, musical, and
performance venue. As such, Great American Music Hall is associated with music, the
performance arts, and comedic traditions.

4.

Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture?
859 O’Farrell Street is considered a “Category A Property,” as it has been identified as a
contributor to the Uptown Tenderloin Historic District. The district “is significant under
Criterion A in the area of Social History for its association with the development of hotel and
apartment life in the city during a critical period of change” and for its association with
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“commercial activity, entertainment, and vice.” The district is also significant under Criterion C
in the area of architecture for its distinctive mix of building types that served a new urban
population of office and retail workers that includes hotels, apartments, and non-residential
buildings.
5.

Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?
Yes, it is a contributor to the Uptown Tenderloin Historic District. See above for more
information.

6.

Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?
Yes. The business is mentioned on page 262 of the LGBTQ Historic Context Statement as a venue
for queer performer, Lily Tomlin.

7.

Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.?
Yes. Great American Music Hall has been cited in numerous publications including, but not
limited to:
San Francisco Examiner Magazine, 12/11/1984, “The Way We Were,” by Zahid Sardar; 7x7,
3/25/2014, “The Scandalous History Behind The Great American Music Hall,” by Alyssa Pereira;
SF Weekly, 10/28/2014, “No Re-Entry: The Ghosts at Great American Don’t Have to Show You
Their Damn Hand Stamps,” by Emma Silvers; SF Weekly, 3/15/2017, “The Great American Music
Hall: prostitutes, tax evasions, and the dotcom boom,” by Jessie Schiewe.

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business
Location(s) associated with the business:
• 859 O’Farrell Street
Recommended by Applicant
• Function as a music, performance, and entertainment venue that attracts local, national, and
international artists and groups reflecting a diversity of genres
• Function as rental venue for local artists, schools, and community groups
• Practice of supporting neighboring businesses in the Central Market/Tenderloin corridor
Additional Recommended by Staff
• Tenderloin location
• The historic exterior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
o Outdoor marquee
o Pilasters at the upper level
o Pedimented windows
o Bracketed cornice
• The historic interior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
o Ceiling frescoes
o Marble columns
o Balconies
o 5,000 square foot concert hall
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ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR GREAT AMERICAN
MUSIC HALL, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 859 O’FARRELL STREET (BLOCK/LOT 0717/015).
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business
maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding,
community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing
educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and
success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the identity of San Francisco’s Tenderloin
neighborhood and the city’s local music scene; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that
define the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on June 6, 2017, the Historic Preservation Commission
reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business Registry
nomination.
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Resolution No. XX
June 6, 2017

2017-006201LBR
859 O’Farrell Street; Great American Music Hall

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that
the Great American Music Hall qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code
Section 2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the
community.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for Great American Music Hall:
Location (if applicable)
• 859 O’Farrell Street
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business
• Function as a music, performance, and entertainment venue that attracts local, national, and international
artists and groups reflecting a diversity of genres
• Function as rental venue for local artists, schools, and community groups
• Practice of supporting neighboring businesses in the Central Market/Tenderloin corridor
• Tenderloin location
• The historic exterior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
o Outdoor marquee
o Pilasters at the upper level
o Pedimented windows
o Bracketed cornice
• The historic interior character-defining features of the building at 859 O’Farrell Street:
o Ceiling frescoes
o Marble columns
o Balconies
o 5,000 square foot concert hall
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and
recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the
Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject
property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section
15064.5(a).
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its
Commission Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2017006201LBR to the Office of Small Business.
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Historic Preservation Commission
on June 6, 2017.
Jonas P. Ionin
Commission Secretary
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June 6, 2017

2017-006201LBR
859 O’Farrell Street; Great American Music Hall

AYES:
NOES:
ABSENT
ADOPTED:
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