"Florabelle"
The Story of Bobby Adams & The Calvanes of Los Angeles

By Opal Louis Nations

The Calvanes' return to the spotlight is due in
part to Kate Karp, the former Secretary of The
Southern Doo Wop Society of California. Back in
1990, during a conversation with Jaguars' tenor Val
Poliuto, Kate just happened to ask about The
Calvanes and whether they were still around. This led
to a surprising reunion, but they were one man short.
Members Bobby Adams, Fred Willis, and Herman
Pruitt happened to hear Jimmy Corbitt (bass) singing
with Johnny Staten, the original lead of The
Feathers. Finding out that Corbitt had no commit-
ments to any particular group, they approached him
and after one rehearsal, he joined The Calvanes. They
went on to provide background vocals for artists on
Bruce Patch's Classic label, were stand-ins for The
Clovers and The Tune Weavers, and received the
prestigious honor of UGHA's Group Of The Year in
1996. They cut a CD with the popular rockabilly singer
Big Sandy, and were inducted into UGHA's Vocal
Group Hall of Fame at its Tenth Annual Ceremony on
April 8, 2000.

The profile on The Calvanes centers around
their first tenor Lorenzo Robert Adams who was born
on Nov. 15, 1939 in Los Angeles' Eastside at 41st Place
and Central Avenue, just a stones throw away from
where the evolvement of California blues & rhythm
music was taking shape. Bobby's father, Bob Sr., was
from Muskogee, Oklahoma and his mother, Donna
Herbert from New Orleans, Louisiana. None of
Bobby's family members were musically inclined.
When he was just two years old, his mother knew her
son was going to grow up to be a singer. "I could just
tell. I felt it in my bones," she used to say.

The family attended the neighborhood Baptist
church. "I remember being up in the balcony and
watching The Clara Ward Singers when they gave a
concert at our church. That's when 1 fell in love with
close harmony,” says Bobby. "Then I listened to
Brother Henderson's gospel broadcasts out of the stu-
dios at 54th and Central. It was Henderson who really
got me into singing," he added. Bobby started harmo-
nizing on church and secular songs with a group of
buddies in the boys' basement at John Muir Junior
High in 1954. The basement was chosen because of its
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| The Calvanes today
(I to r) Jimmy Corbitt, Fred Willis, Bobby Adams, and
Herman Pruitt

great echo.

A short while before Bobby attended Fremont
HS, he formed a singing group with neighborhood
friends: Stewart Crunk (baritone), Jack Harris
(bass), and Sterling Meade (second tenor). Three of
the four were tenors because of their age. Members
with the deepest tenors were relegated to the lower reg-
isters of the harmonic scale. Stewart was the brainy
one. He could play piano extremely well and had an
instinct for music. He worked out all the group's
arrangements, some of which fell outside the simple
four-chord progression. He suffered from asthma,
which forced him to use a nebulizer. This may have
had something to do with his habit of straying off pitch,
but he was able to hold his own. Jack was a happy-go-
lucky guy who always wore a smile. He was an aver-
age singer and blended well with the others. Sterling
only stuck with the group for a short time.

Carlyle Dundee, a local singer/pianist, with a
measure of experience playing in local clubs, needed a
vocal backup group to support him on a few songs he
had written. He had hoped to record them for his
friend, producer Lee Silver at Space Records. Carlyle,
having heard the boys in rehearsal, invited them to his
Broadway music studio. He had them run through the
musical scales. Billed as The Dundees, Carlyle and
the group ended up recording the Latin-tinged "Evil
One" (based on Herb Brown's 1933 nugget,
"Temptation") and "Never," a smoky, but loosely
arranged ballad. The record, released on Space,
received some airplay but went nowhere.

With Carlyle off to a solo career, the group
became The Wonders and again for the Space label,
recorded "Bop Bop Baby," sandwiched with the off-



key "Little Girl." Both songs were written by Stewart
and Bobby. Again, nothing seemed to click. The
record was cut only on 78 and survives today on one
known cracked copy.

In 1955, Bobby and Stewart had formed
another group with Jack Harris (bass), Herman
Pruitt (lead tenor) and Joe Hampton (second tenor).
Herman, who hailed from Birmingham, Alabama, was
heard wailing in his kitchen one day by Stewart, who
just happened to be passing by his house and was
bowled over by the passion in his voice. From
Marshall, Texas, Joe was a team player, a "blender,"
who never liked to perform solo. Stewart named the
group The Calvanes, just because he thought it sound-
ed good. He was a close friend of the Gunter family.
Shirley Gunter was singing with The Queens. Her
brother Cornelius (Cornell) sang first tenor with
Richard Berry & The Flairs, who were riding high at
the time with "I'll Never Let You Go." That's when
Stewart asked Cornelius to listen to The Calvanes
and give them a few pointers.

Cornelius attended a Calvanes' rehearsal and
fine-tuned a few of their numbers. He suggested they
try their luck with Dootsie Williams, owner of
Dootone, so they headed down to 95th and Central
Avenue to audition. He was impressed and soon after,
they cut their first Dootone record (August, 1955) fea-
turing Pruitt on lead. Dootsie organized a teenage
dance party at his studio to launch both The Calvanes
and The Originals, a second group he had just signed
up. From every indication, early sales of "Don't Take
Your Love From Me," a heart-aching ballad with one-
note piano progressions, coupled with "Crazy Over
You," a dance hall stomper with a cheerful lilt, looked
promising and The Calvanes enjoyed a modicum of
local television exposure.

Come November, Dootsie was well into plan-
ning a series of EP releases by some of the most prom-
ising talent. The Calvanes, who were sounding more
and more like The Flairs, were fortunate enough to be
on this short list. The session produced the tenderly
rendered, "One More Kiss," and the sweeping ballad
sung with much vim entitled, "They Call Me Fool."
Both songs were issued on EP #2035 ("Voices For
Lovers"), along with their first release. But things
never turned out the way The Calvanes had planned.

In the interim, Dootsie was having problems
paying off the local deejays, Zeke Manners in partic-
ular. To settle a debt, Williams had agreed to have The

The Calvanes in 1955
Top (I to r) Herman Pruitt, Bobby Adams, and Jack
Harris - Bottom Stewart Crunk and Joe Hampton
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Calvanes (without their knowledge) record one of
Zeke's compositions entitled "Florabelle." Although
Zeke had supplied the melody and The Calvanes did
the arrangement, they were against recording it. They
were embarrassed by the title and thought that their
fans would think they were singing about a cow with a
bell around 1ts neck. Florabelle was actually the name
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of Zeke's current girlfriend and he wanted to cut the
song in the hopes of pleasing her. To make matters
worse, Florabelle showed up at the session. She and
Zeke were in the control room, their arms around one
another, and their faces wreathed with smiles of
approval. Their second single outing appeared as
"Florabelle" coupled with "One More Kiss." In all fair-
ness, "Florabelle," with 1ts peculiar, white-sound vocal
background and jarring jazzy guitar, is an extremely
interesting and unusual R&B recording for its time.
Disc jockey Hunter Hancock did not think so and
refused to play it.

When The Calvanes had first signed with
Dootone, their ages ranged from 16 to 18. Since
Stewart was the oldest, he had to sign the recording
contracts on the group's behalf. Each member was paid
thirty dollars per session, plus a promised fifth of two
cents for each record sold over and above recording
expenses. But, of course, sales in Dootsie's terms,
never quite covered expenses.

The Calvanes' records sold well in California.
They performed on shows, sharing the stage with The
Robins, The Medallions, The Meadowlarks, Don &
Dewey, and others. They appeared regularly at The El
Monte Legion Stadium, which was the equivalent of
Harlem's famed Apollo Theatre, and also served as
Jack Scott's background singers. Later on, they
appeared on television with Ritchie Valens. Touring
was hampered by the fact that the guys were still in
school.

In 1957, they cut one final session, which net-
ted "Fleeoowee," a jazz-inflected jumper, with a fine
sax break but uninspiring lyrics. It ended up a repro
single with "They Call Me Fool" and "Baby Come On
Home," a pleasant, solid blues ballad which is current-
ly available legally on an English Ace CD ("Dootone
Doo Wop, Vol. 2 - CD 588, 1997). The Calvanes split
with Dootone because of an irreconcilable dispute with
Dootsie Williams. Shortly after this, Herman joined
The Youngsters, who recorded on Emil Bailey's
Empire label. He is the falsetto lead on the bridge of
"Dreamy Eyes."

In 1958, Bobby, Herman, Stewart, and bass
singer Fred Willis regrouped as The Calvanes. Fred
had an exceptional voice and a talent for writing. Their
friend, Billy Storm, the lead singer of The Valiants,
introduced them to Hite and Dorinda Morgan at Deck
Records in Hollywood. Bobby remembers them as
being extremely warm and receptive people, quite the
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The Calvanes in 1958
(I to r) Fred Willis, Herman Pruitt, Stewart Crunk, and
Bobby Adams

opposite of the usual label owner stereotype. They
encouraged them to follow their pursuit of moving into
a more sophisticated realm of harmonies, akin to The
Four Freshman and The Hi-Los. They wound up
recording six songs for Deck, four of which were
issued on two single releases. These included the beau-
tiful "My Love Song" and "Dreamworld," penned by
Willis. During this time, Bobby moonlighted with The
Hitmakers on deejay Art Laboe's Original Sound
label. He was featured as the lead on their recording of
"Cool School."

In 1961, Fred was drafted into the Army.
Bobby, Herman, and Stewart then recruited Sidney
Dunbar and went out as The Nuggets - Billy Storm's
group on RCA.

Bobby is retired now, after 28 years service in
the LA Police Department. He divides his time
between singing in the male chorus of The African
Methodist Episcopal Church in Carson, conducting
security work for Lionel Richie, and preparing songs
for upcoming projects. The current line-up of
Calvanes - Jimmy, Fred, Herman, and Bobby - are
now recording their own collection of golden oldies for
of Hightone Records at The Haywood Studios in Los
Angeles.
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