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In fact, years before, when my parents had divorced, my mother was 
down in the dumps. My year-younger sister and I knew just the pick-me-
up she needed. We borrowed Mom’s car and drove to Saint Paul, where 
we found three lovely outfits at Frank Murphy. Of course, being teenag-
ers, we had no means to pay for Mom’s gifts, so we put them on her 
charge account. And had them gift-wrapped.

When my husband and I meet our friends for pizza at Pazzaluna next 
week, I’ll ask if they can feel the vitality and sparkle of the place. I’ll tell 
them my stories about the building’s previous tenant and propose a toast 
to the Murphy family, which made sure the women of my family were, as 
my mother would say, “Dressed to the nines.”
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Frank Murphy’s dress shop in 1948
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To that Old Lady 
Katie Ka Vang

To that old lady 
who had a river of sons.
drowned her luck in a piece of silver
to make a plantation of opium
and farm animals

To that old lady
who prospers as the empress of her table
guiding her sons in the Right direction
Left— Left—Left-right— Left,
pricking her teeth clean,
digging out the unnecessary 
before decaying starts

To that old lady
queen of knives,
her sharpness surpasses
any sheath of a king. 
Sharpened for survival

To that old lady, who carries
hundred pound struggles in her
heart, mind, bones, like a whisper
and pours it like fuel igniting life

To that old lady who 
will dream in eternity 
of crashing waves, 
rippling mistakes 
across the bodies of water 
of her grandchildren

To that old lady who
was forced into marriage
and still set off sailing for
riches
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To that old lady who
never learned to read, write,
type, ride a bike, or drive,
the movement is in your walk,
the pounding is out of your chest,
the writing is on your skin,
the reading is in your body 

To that old lady who
will never have a mausoleum
for her offspring to bury her in,
You Will Rest Everywhere.
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Irv Williams: A Life in Music
Pamela Espeland

In the spring of 2009, Irv Williams is playing a shiny new tenor saxo-
phone. He has a young miniature schnauzer named Ditto who, in Irv’s 

words, is “very exuberant about everything.” He’s writing new songs for 
his next CD, his fifth since 2004. He has two regular weekly gigs, one at 
the Dakota Jazz Club in Minneapolis and the other at Il Vesco Vino on 
West Seventh in Saint Paul. He’s making plans to celebrate his birthday 
with parties at both the Artists’ Quarter in Saint Paul and the Dakota.

On August 17, 2009, Williams—fans call him “Mr. Smooth”—turned 
ninety. He has lived in Saint Paul for forty-seven years, moving here in 1962 
to be closer to his job at the Sherwood Supper Club, now long gone. Most 
of the clubs he has played over the years—Cassius’s Bamboo Room, the 
Flame Bar, the Red Feather, Freddie’s, the Crystal Coach, the Top of the 
Hilton, Suzette’s—have shut their doors, been torn down or redeveloped. 

Williams could have left town, hit the road with Duke Ellington, 
Count Basie, or Louis Armstrong, ended up in New York, and become a 
star. Instead, he chose to stay and become part of Saint Paul’s history. 

Along with playing at every jazz club in the Twin Cities since the 1940s, 
Williams has taught in the public schools, lectured at the University of 
Minnesota, and mentored many musicians. In 1984, he was the first jazz 
musician to be honored by the State of Minnesota with his own “Irv Wil-
liams Day.” His picture appeared on the Celebrate Minnesota state map 
in 1990 (he appears on this year’s Almanac cover; take a look). 

Williams was named an Arts Midwest Jazz Master in 1995 and is a 
member of the Minnesota Jazz Hall of Fame. He plays a new sax because 
his old one is now in the “Minnesota’s Greatest Generation” exhibit at 
the Minnesota History Center.

Acclaim is appreciated, but for Williams, it’s all about the music. His 
first instrument was the violin, which he played as a cute little kid growing 
up in Cincinnati and Little Rock. The older he got, the more other kids 
teased him for playing a “sissy instrument.” They also called him “Ir-vin-
ee” because his name was Irvine, with an e at the end. 

Williams dropped the violin and later the e. By the time he was eleven, 
he had switched to clarinet and then to tenor saxophone. He started play-
ing professionally at fifteen. He attended college as a pre-med student, 
with plans to be a doctor like his father, but music’s pull was too strong. 
Besides, there was plenty of work for young sax players during the Big Band 
era of the 1930s and early ’40s. When World War II began, Williams joined 
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the Navy and came to the Naval Air Station in Minneapolis with the U.S. 
Navy Band.

He had ample time to practice his horn and explore the Twin Cit-
ies. On his first weekend here, he met the great bassist Oscar Pettiford 
and his family. Pettiford introduced Williams to the local jazz scene and 
places like Buford’s BBQ and the Elk’s Rest. Williams remembers, “We 
walked into the Elk’s Rest, I didn’t have a horn, and a guy named Rail 
says, ‘You can play my horn.’ So I played it and their mouths dropped 
open. I always like that.” 

Two marriages and nine children followed. When money was tight, 
Williams worked two jobs: dry cleaner by day, jazz musician by night. 
Today he’s free to spend as much time as he wants on his music. He walks 
and talks a bit slowly, and he admits to having problems with getting 
tired, but many people believe he has never sounded better. 

After all these years as a musician—Williams started playing violin at 
age six, so he’s had eighty-four years of playing and practicing, learning and 
trying to get better every day—does he still enjoy it? “I enjoy it more than 
ever now,” he says. “I can’t slack off. I have to put every ounce of myself 
into my music. That’s what I do. It keeps me going—myself and my dog.” 

His tone is breathy and warm. Sometimes his playing is like a kiss on 
your cheek or a gentle hand on the back of your neck. He’s a master of 
the love song. The next time you and your sweetheart are alone together, 
if you’re old enough, forget the R&B and play a little Irv.

Irv Williams
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A Poem Called “Life”
Allison Rudolph

life
own my life
live for a reason
kind
reach my goal in life
respectful
let my soul fly like the wind
think
yelling, screaming
fun
free
smart
guide my own life
make hard decisions
have ideas
draw
parents
a home
wildlife
hunting
fishing
day
night
—life
 
This poem was written by my 9 (now 10)-year-old daughter. She is definitely a Saint 
Paul girl; we live and play in Saint Paul and wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the 
world. I just think this poem was really special and should be shared. 

—Michelle Rudolph


