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Dick's Liquors (1960-61)  

After my 6 months army stint, I moved in with a 
black friend, Charlie Junior, on the top floor of a 
duplex in a racially mixed neighborhood close to 
San Francisco State University where we both took 
classes. I soon ran through all the pay I'd saved 
from the service. Charlie was short on cash, and 
couldn't help me. I was living off powdered milk 
and cinnamon toast because I couldn't afford regular 
food. I knew I had to get a job, any job. 
 
In desperation I decided to go up and down Ocean 
Avenue, where there were many stores, and ask 
them if they needed help. I practically begged 
several merchants to hire me, but was turned down 
by all of them til I hit a store called Dick's Liquors. 
Dick, the boss, happened to be there and hired me 
on the spot. It was late in the year. He needed help 
for the Christmas season. 
 
I started work immediately. The store was open 
from 10 in the morning until 2 A. M. Dick, who 
very proudly said they'd done $100,000 worth of 
business the year before,  showed me how to open 
up and close. Before my first paycheck, I stole food 
and drink from the store's supplies in order to 
survive. The thought of starving easily trumped 
honesty for me.  
 



For two full weeks, I lived off Champale, (an ale 
that tasted like champagne) half and half, potato 
chips, and other items from the store. When I finally 
got paid it was a tremendous relief. I'd been worried 
that Dick would find out I'd been stealing and fire 
me, but everything came out in my favor. Dick 
liked my work so he kept me on after the holidays.  
 
Dick himself was an alcoholic. He kept a coffee urn 
in the back and would add bourbon to each cup, 
swigging it all day long. Our two other employees 
were unusual people: Torchy, an aged former singer 
who also seemed to be an alcoholic; and Dennis, a 
short man whose daughter had died under 
mysterious circumstances. (He claimed to have 
thrown a pair of scissors that bounced off the floor 
and pierced his two-year-old’s heart. This might 
have been a lie, but who knew for sure?) 
 
Ocean Avenue was a high crime area. The first time 
we were robbed was during the day when Torchy 
was on duty. A large, ugly, muscular black man 
came in, demanded all the money in the cash 
register. He had no weapon, but Torchy, fearing for 
her life, gave it to him. The next time was also by a 
black man. It took place at night while I was 
working. That man pointed his gun at me and 
commanded, Get down on the floor. 
 
I was terrified because of a recent incident I’d heard 
about that had occurred at a liquor store two blocks 
up the street. That gunman, who I thought was 
probably the same man, had commanded the clerk 



to lie face down on the floor. When the clerk 
obeyed, the man then proceeded to pistol-whip him, 
fracturing his skull.  
 
I opened the register, then lay staring at the wood 
floor while he took all the money. He exited the 
store just as a young white man entered. That fellow 
spied me lying there. 
 
What are you doing?, he asked. Are you hurt?  
 
No, But we've just been robbed. 
 
Was it that guy who just went out? 
 
Yes.  
 
I'll get him!  The young man ran out of the store  
 
I jumped up, ran out, called after him, Stop! He's 
got a gun!   
 
The would-be hero returned a minute later. Luckily 
for him he hadn't been able to catch the gunman.  
 
Soon after that, Torchy and I were invited to a 
police lineup that included both our robbers. Torchy 
was able to identify her assailant because he was so 
unusual looking. When they asked mine to say, Get 
down on the floor, he put on a broad Southern 
accent. 
 



Git down on de floo! he mouthed. I wasn’t sure it 
was he, and didn't want to finger the wrong man. 
 
When they asked me if I saw the gunman in that 
group, I said, No, I don't believe the guy who 
robbed the store is here. 
 
They asked all the men to turn to the right, then to 
the left.  Look again, they said, very carefully. Do 
you see the man who robbed your store? 
 
Some white people I've met seem to think that all 
blacks look alike. I wasn't in that group, who I 
believe are ignorant because of little contact with 
blacks: I'd played sax in a rhythm and blues band, 
Lord Luther and the Kingsmen, at many clubs and 
halls that were for blacks only. But the man who’d 
robbed me looked pretty nondescript. And he'd 
shaved off his mustache too, so I said No again.   
 
The men in the line-up filed off the stage. One of 
the policemen took me aside, and asked, Didn't you 
see that guy on the left? He confessed to robbing 
your store, but we can't hold him. We have to have 
eyewitness testimony. 
 
Our place was an inviting target for hold-up men, it 
being on a corner and open till two in the morning. 
However I badly needed the income, so kept 
working there although I felt rather paranoid at 
times. Late at night if anyone looked suspicious, I'd 
walk out front with my hand in my corduroy jacket 
pocket as if I had a gun. I noticed one group, 



especially, who acted like they had car trouble and 
sat around the corner while they watched people 
come in and out of our store.  
 
Meanwhile Dick was spending some afternoons at a 
pistol range. A news story had come out in The San 
Francisco Chronicle about a store  owner in 
Oakland who'd killed three robbers in a row. 
Spurred on by this, Dick was determined to shoot 
the next one who came in.    
 
All the ingredients for a disaster were there. Soon it 
happened: a gunman entered when Dick was alone 
in the store. Instead of giving him money, Dick 
tried to shoot it out. He got off one shot that missed. 
The guy got off two, one of which hit Dick in the 
jaw, went through his neck, and lodged in his chest 
(he was crouched behind the counter.) After the 
ambulance took Dick away, his wife called me. 
 
Dick's been shot. I need you to come down and 
clean up the store. 
 
I found a horrible mess, blood mixed with liquor 
from broken bottles.  
 
Nowadays when an alcoholic person has a hospital 
stay, he or she’s given valium to prevent the DT's 
(delirium tremens, a life-threatening illness). But 
they didn’t do it for Dick: after three days of 
suffering from withdrawal, he passed away. His 
wife Jackie then sold the store to a group of Middle 
Easterners for a family business.  I had to look for 



another job, a search I probably would have made 
anyway.  
 
It was getting close to the holidays again, so, citing 
my experience in the liquor business, I managed to 
find work at another store, Flamingo Liquors on 
California Street. In contrast to Dick's, that mostly 
served a low-class clientele (the wino favorites, 
Thunderbird and Ripple were our best sellers), this 
store catered to some of the richest people in the 
city. They wouldn't let me clerk there, since the 
clerks had to be knowledgeable about fine wines 
and exotic drinks.  
 
My job was to deliver cases of alcohol, mostly 
scotch and wine, to the elegant mansions of the 
wealthy in Pacific Heights. This took much physical 
strength, which I had, and a hand truck. In most 
cases I had to go to servants' entrances. I remember 
being on one steep grade and dumping a whole case 
of expensive scotch while trying to maneuver on the 
slant.  Some bottles broke, but I wasn’t fired; 
however the job only lasted for the holidays. 
 
That was my last liquor store job. Later I was to 
continue in graduate school, study creative writing 
and literature, have a variety of other jobs including 
delivering flowers in the funeral industry, doing 
county planning, teaching driving professionally, 
and finally, being a high school teacher and 
counselor. But I can thank the spirits industry for 
giving me jobs when no one else would, helping me 
learn to deal with a variety of customers (from the 



lowest wino to San Francisco socialites), and saving 
me from being a proverbial starving student. 
 
 
 
 
After editing the Panther Sentinel at Hartnell 
College and writing a column for the Monterey 
County Democrat and Castroville Times, John 
Laue went on to become a prize-winning poet and 
literary magazine editor, and to have over 25 other 
jobs including being a jazz and blues musician, a 
driving instructor, a flower delivery man in the 
funeral industry, a liquor store clerk, a bookkeeper, 
a county planner, a public high school teacher and 
counselor. 
 


