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The Charfes Walker Band, Wafkers Club, on ?th in Oakfand. Circa 1944. Left to nghr Ghan'es Ph:ﬂrps leader/guitar; Gharres ‘Candyman’ McGuirt, piano/vocals;

The Candyman McGuirt Band
~. As told by Frank McCowan to Opal Louis Nations
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Marvin Sutter, alto sax; 'Tippy' Noreen Alexander, vocals; Frank McCowan, bass; Francisco Jeffries, drums. Photo courtesy Frank McCowan.

The highly obscure vocalist and pianist Candyman McGuirt cut two collectable
sides for Irma Records in 1956. Frank McCowan played bass in his band and here
he talks about his career and the mysterious Candyman.....

p to and during the Second

World War the Oakland
music scene was rigidly
segregated. Both the white
musicians’ union, Local 6, and
its black counterpart, Local
669, commandeered specific
territory inside which its dues
paying musicians were allowed
to ply their trade. Almost all of
downtown was strictly
reserved for whites, while
Seventh Street (the East Bay’s
mecca of niteries) and most of
West Oakland were generally
thought of as havens for
‘coloured’ folk. Seventh Street
bustled with riotous night life
and was normally considered
off limits to most respectable
folk. But for Frank McCowan it
was a place to make a decent
living.

Born in Chandler, Oklahoma, east of
Oklahoma City, on 11 November, 1917, Frank
spent the first few months of his life with his
four brothers and three sisters right off of
Route 66. Parents James McCowan and his
wife Mancy Reed tended cows and raised corn,
cotton and an assortment of vegetables.
James was also the proprietor of a grocery
store right by the highway. Nancy was parl
Muskogean Creek Indian. James, as Frank
dimly recalls, liked to sing around the
farmstead and would often gather kinfolk
around the hearth to sing spirituals without
musical accompaniment.

Tragedy swiftly dealt its fatal blow when,
during an influenza epidemic, Nancy perished.
After Nancy's death, James married a woman
by the name of Mary. Mary had a son by a
previous marriage. In 1920, when James died,
white Chandler officials wanted the homestead
as it was a going concern. They tried to figure
out a way to remove James's second wife and
kids. The city people threatened to kill the
family unless they moved off the property. Mary
did not have the money to move. Frank was
the only heir at that time living on the property.
They gave Mary $125 in cash to take herself
and Frank off the place. Mary hitched up the

mule wagon and tock Frank and her son
George down to Shawnee, Oklahoma twenty
miles from Chandler on Highway 17.

Frank stayed in Shawnee Country for a few
months. The Shawnee gave Frank a tribal
name, Potiwatime. Frank's brother-in-law,
Allen Henry, was married to his sister Mahalie.
Allen Henry came to Chandler looking for
Frank at the farm but the family was gone.
Neighbours told him what had happened, and
Allen Henry went to Shawnee and took Frank
lo Bristow, east of Chandler. Allen Henry had
already picked up Frank's older brother, Henry,
and taken him to Bristow to put him in school.
Henry attended Lincoln High in Bristow where
he had joined the marching band. Henry
played soprano sax. The band included Joe
Liggins, ‘The Honeydripper', who was in
Henry's grade. Both were founding members.

When Frank attended Lincoln High he
befriended Joe's brother, Jimmy, as they were
in the same grade also. Joe Liggins' parents
were holy rollers. Bristow had a Holiness
Church where Joe's mother preached. Joe
played piano, drums and trumpet at the church.
He had had no lessons but was smart enough
to pick things up by ear. His brother Jimmy was
quite the opposite. The church instruments
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were kept at the Liggins' house. When Mason,
founder of the Holiness Church, came from
Mississippi, he would stay at the Liggins
house.

In 1929 the Liggins family left Bristow and
came out to California. Prior to this, under
bandleader Kirkpatrick, Joe had become well
versed in musical composition. When the
Depression hit people started to leave Bristow,
and the place ended up a ghost town. When
the five civilised tribes (the Shawnee being one
of these) first moved to Oklahoma, to Indian
territory, they brought with them their African
American servants. These servants married
into the Indian tribes. Some became chiefs.
Some rich, black landowner families sent their
kKids in chauffeured limousines to school. In
1928 many of these families moved out to
Kansas and the Mid West.

Henry passed his soprano sax onto Frank
who wanted to join the marching band. Frank
never forgot how the horn used to squeak.
Henry then took up alto sax. Frank tried
learning to play the instrument, but, after a
year, the family relocated to Chandler to a
house in town. In Chandler Frank attended
Douglas High. Frank, Ralph Gates and the
Henderson brothers got together to form an
acappella quartet. The group admired the Mills
Brothers and tried to sing in their style. At high
school, Frank had the habit of singing away the
hours, just like his father used to do. Frank also
had a talent for poetry (which he kept up
through the years) and wrote love-notes for his
fellow students, charging a fee of 25 cents.

Frank finished high school back in Chandler
and during the Depression stayed up in the tiny
town of Langston for six months before
heading south to Oklahoma City to attend
junior college for a year. After the college
closed, due to lack of funding, Frank hooked
up with Roscoe Dungee, editor of the Black
Despatch newspaper. Dungee had seen some
of Frank's lopical spare time cartoon drawings
and wanted him to work for the paper. Thus
Frank became one of the first black political
cartoonists for the Black Dispatch. But all was
not well. Political allies of the paper had rallied
behind another artist, Ralph Gates, who had
built himself sizable support. Frank, who had
not rallied support, was ousted after a year but
Gates wound up without a job with the paper,

Frank joined the labour union in Oklahoma
City and found himself working as both day
labourer and all-round general handyman. The
war came and the Navy in the San Francisco

Courtesy Frank McCowan

The Frantic Trio: Allen Henry, piano; Ronald Jeffry, drums (sic); Joe Toussaint. bass. Circa late 1940s.

Bay Area put ads in out-of-
state newspapers for able-
bodied workers to work in the
Richmond and Oakland
shipyards. Frank, who had
thoughts of marriage at the
time, put the relocation idea to
his sweetheart, They decided
that after the wedding Frank
would go on ahead and find a
job in Oakland. Frank found a
packing job at a Naval supply
centre and sent for his wife.
After a series of rented rooms,
Frank found an apartment on
Fifth and Clay Streets. He
eventually, after much
scrimping and scraping, saved
enough for a down payment
on a house at Sixteenth and
Adeline in Oakland.

His brother-in-law's son,
Allen Henry, had also moved
out to Oakland a while earlier @
to finish high school. In high R
school, Allen Henry Jnr. had A -
formed The Frantic Trio with a )
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bass, and Ronald Jeffrey on :

drums. Sometimes Allen R— , ,
Henry Jnr. needed an upright Candyman McGuirt circa mid 1950s. Courtesy Lee Hildebrand

bass player. Bass players at
this time were extremely difficult
to find. Allen Henry Jnr. told
Frank that if he played
bass he would never
have to worry about
finding work because
bass-slappers were
few and sought
after everywhere
by everyone.

band', the outfit that came on in the
afternoon before the headliner in
the evening. With pride Frank
carried his string bass
around town on his
shoulder. He used
buses and street
cars to get around.
In 1944 Frank
starled working
with small outfits.

Frank rushed on One of these was
down to the Best w Yocal Geneva Vallier The Chuck
Music Company g;f:ll?:mr Dedicated 1o Phillips  Band.
and bought IR 104X Adlai E. Stevensoy f/ P hillips
himself his first . ! sometimes played
upright bass. Every HE'S lﬁiltl-:mEND guitar and sang
night Frank 3 lead vocals.
rehearsed with his CANDYMAN McGUIRT Clarence Candyman

And His Band

nephew in the Qakland
projects. After only a few
weeks Frank played his first
gig at Biff's Café on Broadway, Lionel Hampton's band), Tippy'
near Seventeenth Avenue. At Biff's : __Noreen Alexander took vocals, San
the group served as the 'matinee Courtesy Opal Louis Nations rancisco Jefferies filled the drum
stool while Frank slapped bass. Tippy' later
went on to play tiffany drums with a trio.
Candyman, described as a happy-go-lucky guy
with a mix of Indian blood, was fortunate
enough to wax for Bob Geddins’ East Oakland-
based Irma label, recording behind Johnny
Fuller and Geneva Vallier.

Candyman, born on 25 January, 1925, came
from Boley in Okfuskee County, Oklahoma, not
too far south of Bristow, Frank's old stomping
ground. Boley was a black town, owned and
operated by African Americans up from
Mississippi and Alabama. Candyman's father
was a policeman who worked with an armed
unit who killed the ‘Pretty Boy' Floyd gang.

In 1938, the gang tried to rob the Boley Bank
using a black man as cover. Armed officers
were hiding on the roof tops. Turner, the bank
president, died in the fracas. Two of Floyd's
men died at the hands of a guard hidden in the
safe. Most of the others were cut down from
above in a hail of bullets as the robbers made
their escape.

Then Candyman moved from Oklahoma to
the Bay Area to work in Richmond's Kaiser
Shipyards in 1942. During World War Two he
served as a Navy cook out in the Pacific. After
discharge he took up piano, played in support
of fellow Oklahoman singer/guitarist Lowell

McGuirt sat in on piano,
Marvin Sutter blew alto
sax (Marvin went on to wail in
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Candyman McGuirt, piano; Wild Willie Moore, tenor sax; possibly Cal
Valentine guitar. Circa mid 1950s. Photo courtesy Frank McCowan.

Fulson at North Richmond’s Club Savoy. In the
early 1950s, he formed his own band which
rivalled Jimmy McCracklin's Blues Blasters and
Johnny Heartsman's Rhythm Rockers. A slew
of notable musicians, such as tenor man
Melvin Davis, drummer lke ‘Count’ Carson,
guitar whiz Lafayette ‘Thing’ Thomas, saxman
Dr. ‘Wild' Willie Moore and Joe Conwright
played in his band at various times.
Candyman was credited as being one of the
first black bands to break the ‘colour-bar’ in
Oakland by playing in white clubs. In 1953 he
began an extended engagement at the white-
owned Chi Chi Club on Twelfth Street between
Broadway and Franklin. The band moved next
door to the larger Mondre Club several years
later. At the Mondre, Candyman was accused
of driving all the white trade out of town by
attracting too many blacks. Candyman played
the Mondre from the time it opened 'til the time
it closed. Besides fronting his own band,

reason for his switch.

was to record it in 1961.

For his forthcoming book ‘The Truman And Eisenhower Blues' Guido van Rijn
has done further research into Candyman McGuirt's Irma release of ‘He's A
Friend'. Guido reports: As in 1952, the Governor of lllinois, Adlai Stevenson
(1900-1965) was the Democratic candidate for President of the USA. There was
only one blues song devoted to Stevenson. West Coast piano player Clarence
"Candyman” McGuirt (1925-1979) and his vocalist Geneva Vallier recorded a
parody of the popular song ‘Wake The Town And Tell The People’ entitled “He's
A Friend' in September 1956:

Wake the town and tell the people, sing it to the Moon above,

Wake the town and tell the people, that the nation needs Stevenson.
He's a friend of the people, let's declare a holiday,

Send out all the invitations, to the citizens of the USA.

Viote for Adlai Stevenson, he's a friend of the people,

He's for democracy in action, he's for better schools and fair wages too.
To the farmers he'll keep his promises, he's the one | am told,

He's for international trade, small businessmen and foreign aid.

Wake the town and tell the people, shout it from the highest steeple,
Ring your friends' and neighbors' doorbells, the who-who-who- whole day through.
Wake the town and tell the people, Democrats and Republicans too,

To vote for Adlai Stevenson, he, he is a friend to you!

Although 73% of African-Americans had voled for the eloquent Stevenson in
1952, this time the percentage dropped to somewhere between 60 and 65%.
He inspired the African-American electorate so little that black votes for war
hero Eisenhower rose by 11% in the largest black district in Chicago, in Harlem
by 16.5% and in Memphis by 25%.

The relatively good economic times, and civil rights leader and Democratic
Congressman Adam Clayton Powell's endorsement of Eisenhower were major
influencing factors also. At the time Powell was being accused of tax evasion,
but when questioned about his motives for supporting the Republicans, he
maintained that disappointment with the Democratic Party had been the sole

Candyman McGuirt and His Band, 'He's A Friend' (composer credit: 'Wiltz'),
San Francisco, circa. Sept 1956; issued on Irma 104. This song is an
adaptation of the Sammy Gallop-Jerry Livingston composition 'Wake the Town
and Tell the People.' Les Baxter had a hit with it in 1955 and Dinah Washington

James Wiltz was the manager of the Rising Star Gospel Singers. Frank
McCowan says he is not on this Irma record whose accompanists are unknown.

Candyman took up with L.C. 'Good Rockin”
Robinson. He would sit in on off-nights with
Robinson on Robinson's Hayward gigs at
Russell City. Three nightclubs used to raise a
ruckus out there on weekends, and folks came
from far and wide to get a load of the action.
Candyman’s mother started the family
peanut patty and candy business which
supplied pralines, brittles, peppermint sticks,
candy apples and popcorn to folks in the Bay
Area as well as up and down the West Coast.
This was how Candyman got his nickname.
After his mother's death around 1850, ‘The
Candyman’ took over the business. Things
went well at first. Candyman set up a large
shipping franchise in Los Angeles. But
Candyman had diabetes and was often very
sick. He underwent emergency surgery fo
amputate one leg below the knee. This meant
that his business activities went unsupervised.
One day the workers cooked a large batch of

WA

Oakland, circa mid 1940s. Photo courtesy Frank McCowan.

overcooked patties. This lead to a series of
problems, culminating in the eventual loss of
the franchise.

In 1960 Candyman took up ‘confessional’
fiction writing. Fifty short pieces were published
in a variety of sensational fiction magazines.
After his business went down, Candyman
returned to college and studied sociology at
Cal State Hayward. By now he was able to get
around with the aid of a prostheses.

Another interesting fact was that drummer
San Francisco Jefferies was later replaced by
Henry Best. Best has a long and interesting
history, dating back to 1948 when he played
alongside guitarist Robert Kelton in The Jimmy
McCracklin Trio. McCracklin called him ‘Skinny
Dominoces' because in the fifties he sang like
Fats Domino. His stage name was Sahie. He
was a regular feature at Kings Inn in Fremont
and Club Mondrey in Daly City. He earned a
reputation for being the best shuffle drummer
in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Candyman often appeared on club dates
behind Johnny Fuller, but he grew
disheartened by the fact that less and less folk
ventured out to the ever-dwindling number of
night clubs.

The Phillips band played Walker's in Seventh
Street, the plush Slim Jenkins Supper Club, the
Rhumboogie (Continental Club), plus a motley
assortment of little hole-in-the-wall dives. The
touring Jimmy Lunceford, Count Basie and
John Kirby bands had left their mark on local,
aspiring musicians. Frank got a job as a
window-washer to supplement his income.
During his tenure at Walker's Club, Frank got a
call from Walker himself. Walker wanted to
present a new band without Chuck Phillips and
asked if Frank would join. Without much
argument, Walker's other band members went
along with the idea.

Things might have turmned out differently had
it not been for the fact that the old Walker band
was not working much. It was agreed that
when more work came in, they would hook
back up with Phillips. After a two week
residency at the Walker Club, the band was
replaced by another outfit. When Phillips found
out what was going on the band lost its
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residency and Frank was let go for causing a
rift in the group.

Frank then ran into big-band leader Junius
Courtney who happened to need a fill-in bass
player. Lott, Courtney's reqular bassist, had
fallen sick. Frank became Lott's temporary
replacement. Frank played in Courtney's band
at Sweet's Ballroom on Broadway. When Lott
returned Frank helped Courtney paint his
Berkeley kitchen for extra cash (Courtney
warked at Doten Motors during the day). At the
Courtney house, Junius's wife introduced
Frank to her Louisiana cousin, the late Henry
Trask, who also needed a good bass player.
Trask worked the big venues with a ten-piece
orchestra and the clubs with a scaled-down six
piece unit. Frank cannot recall the names of
those who played with him in the band, but he
does remember playing the big, swank hotels,
convention centres, the Emperor Room at the
Claremont, the Jack Tar and Sir Francis Drake
hotels in San Francisco.

One day Frank was invited to Olen
Greenwell's outdoor barbecue. The event was
a big deal. Musicians from miles around
attended this annual event. An endless stream
of musicians was invited to take part in the
festivities. When it came to Frank's turn, he got
up and sang a roof-lifting version of Joyece
Kilmer's 'Trees', a poem set to music.
Greenwell said nothing after the performance
but the following Monday called Frank to ask if
he could play a gig for him. Frank ended up
singing on about a dozen engagements,
including the Lake Merritt Boathouse and the
Oakland Auditorium,

Frank also played in Greenwell's orchestra at
The Macombo Club, Japanese, Filipino and
Mexican clubs as well as down in San Jose. It
got to a point where Frank found himself
working for both Trask and Greenwell.
Amazingly enough, the jobs never conflicted.
This went on for four or five years by and large.

Olen Greenwell's band worked more often

Frank McCowan and his wife Etta on Broadway, Oakiand, circa mid 1940s. Photo

than Trask's. Only
the Earl Watkins
band topped the
two. The Greenwell
Orchestra included
Greenwell, trumpet,
piano and organ,
Bob Smith, tenor
sax, George
Fleming, trumpet
(Fleming had played
in Eddie Alley's
Gentlemen of
Rhythm), Tommie
Johnson, alto sax,
{(?) Councillor,
frombone,  Frank
McCowan, bass and
vocals, plus a
second tenor,
guitarist and
drummer whose
names Frank cannot
recall.

At one point, Frank
was faced with a
problem. He had to
choose between
Trask or Greenwell.
His singing had
reached a peak in
popularity. As he
sang the same
songs with both
outiits, he was
forced into choosing
one or the other. As
things turned out,
Frank found himself
working off and on
for Greenwell for
twenty years.
Greenwell admired Frank for his singing and
nol so much for
his bass playing.
During all this
time Frank made
no recordings. "l
tried to avoid
making records,
slgning
contracts, being
away from home
and getting
stranded far
a w a y
somewhere
without money",
says Frank. "l
had a wife and
son to take care
of, and I'd rather
work steady jobs
than get on the
fast track."
Frank's lyrical
poetry writing
continued, and
from his poems,
songs were
written. When he
worked with
Trask he wrote
'Stranger At My
Door' which he
gave to Bob

Geddins to
match with
music. Next thing
he knew

Geddins had
recorded his
poem to music

-

with The Fuller Frank McCowan on bass supporting The Intervals vocal group. left to right: LaMonte

CD&L Records. Somehow the song ended up
with Wally Roker who remastered the number
and issued a smoother, less gut-sounding
version on Soul Clock. According to Frank, the
second version never sold half as well as the
original which became quite popular in the Bay
Area.

In 1962, Frank and the Olen Greenwell Band
played at the Airport Hotel behind The Intervals
vocal group who also enjoyed a measure of
success with their rendering of 'Love So Sweet'
on Irma Records.

Candyman died on July 23rd 1979 at the
Veterans Administration Hospital in San
Francisco of kidney failure following a long
battle with diabetes. A gathering of Bay Area
musicians paid their respects at a brief
ceremony at the Palmer D. Whitted Mortuary in
East Oakland.

A little more than a year ago Frank penned a
poem called 'The Oakland Song' to which local
pianist Albert Tanner wrote a score. Frank
offered the song to the City Council in the hope
that it would be used at the Oakland Airport
and al ballgames. But the city government
turned him down. Frank thinks that he was
rejected because the city favoured their own
employees’ ideas over those of local people of
colour. However, The Oakland Song' was
used as an opener on Channel 37's annual
'Soul Beat' awards last year.

On the 17th of October, 2002 Frank was
given a civic award (statuette) for his local
contribution to popular music at The Scottish
Rites Temple on Lakeshore Avenue in Oakland
by Mr. Chuck Johnson, CEO of the Soul Beat
TV network.

The youthful 85 year old Frank McCowan is
not a man who easily goes down to defeat.
Reams of poems and endless musical
memories will surely help him overcome most
adversities.

Brothers (Major Lee (lead vocal); LaValle Lee, (baritone); Denise Perrier (soprano lead); Cleve O'Dear
and Erskine) on (first lead tenor). Photo courtesy Frank McCowan.

£ >>B&R >> 182




	Candyman McGuirt-1
	Candyman McGuirt-2
	Candyman McGuirt-3
	Candyman McGuirt-4

