The Chico Vega Story

by Opal Louis Nations

Composer, arranger, singer, bandleader, multi-instrumentalist Chico Vega's
story has never been fully told. Surprising, really, considering the wealth
of musical talent and experience he has contributed to the development of

gospel, r&b and soul music from the 1950s onwards.

Chin Vga circa 1958, Cun‘esy h:'r:a Vega.
orn Reginio Torres Vega
on 7th April, 1929 in the
mountain town of Coamo,

on the Caribbean side of Puerto

Rico, Chico spent his infancy

surrounded by chicken farms and

sugar cane plantations. Toil and
struggle were relieved with the
soothing strains of Afro Cuban

Salsa plus a confection of other

Latin rhythms coming from the

barrios. The music of the Cortijo

y su Combo was extremely popular

at the time, a band that made a

deep and lasting impression on

Chico,

Chico's grandfather was a Spaniard
from Barcelona, his grandmother an off-
reservation Cherokee from Charlotte, North
Carolina. Her son, Chico's father, was a long
haul truck driver who spent his travel hours
mastering the treacherous dirt roads of the
Carolinas. When his parents meft, his mother
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was employed at a
leather goods factory
in Coamo. The family
grew to include three
brothers (two younger
than Chico) and six
sisters.

In 1935 they pulled
up stakes and moved to
Morth Carolina where,
with scant mastery of
the English language,
Chico was enrolled at
the Fair View School.
Fair View in Greenville
catered fo kids of all
ages. On the home
radioc Chico started
listening to country
music, tuned into the
weekly Grand Ol Opry
out of Nashville and was
taken by the music of
the Carter Family. He
was particularly drawn
to Mother Maybelle
Carter's tuned-down-
from-standard-pitch
guitar picking.

Chice would have
taken up country music
had it not been for the
fact that his route to
school passed by the

United House of Prayer Church For All People,
an extremely animated Pentecostal splinter
denomination founded by 'Sweet' Daddy
Grace from Cape Verde in the 1920s. One of
the main distinctions of the church was the
praise service raised to a fiery passion by
the 'shout bands'. The instrumental make-
up of the 'shout bands' was usually a motley
assortment of rhythm instruments plus a
dominance of brass, including trumpets,
cornets, tubas, trombones and sousas. The
music was almost always improvisational.

Chico fell in love with the sound of the
trumpet and seized on the instrument to
play in the Fair View school band. At this
point, Chice began tuning in to the Wings
Over Jordan and Golden Gate Quartet radio
programmes over Charlotte’s WBT and the
CBS's network syndication. Chico started
attending The United House of Prayer and
played along with the shout bands whenever
he could. Chico's school class included
Charlotte-born Wilbert Harrison of 'Kansas
City' fame and Nappy Brown, again a native
of Charlotte. Wilbert also accompanied Chico
to the church, but instead of playing in shout
bands, he preferred to tinker around in the
privacy of his own home. Nappy was never a
fully-fledged member of the church but would
show up on occasion.

Chico's education was hampered by the
fact he was dyslexic. He found it difficult
to follow long sheet music passages but was
able to fudge it at school band practice. "You

House of Prayer For All People's Shout Band, in Charlotte, Carolina circa late 1930s. The photo shows

Sweet Daddy Grace at a baptising. Chico Vega's mother Placia and his Aunt Sally are standing in the
foreground. From documentary footage courtesy of Larry Cohn.
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see," says Chico, "when a passage was played
the first time, I could remember it simply
by the 'feel' so that when the passage came
‘round again, I was able to play it pretty well. I
sometimes fooled the teacher by pretending
to play the first time around.” But Chico was
not always able to get away with it. Prof.
Velotica, a German-born music teacher, was
very astute and could pinpoint individuals whe
fudged or made mistakes.

Chico grew so fond of old Professor Velotica
that he named his first son after him. Boxing
was Chico's second passion. Fortunately,
this did not last too long. Chico quit school
before graduating, a bad move he regretted
a while later, He made up for this by taking
a correspondence course. His reason for
quitting was that he was gung-ho to enter
the service. At sixteen he was easily able to
pass for eighteen. His English was still not too
good but he could mimic people, especially the
voice of Brook Benton who hosted a regular
radio show over WGIB.

Once back in civilian attire, Chico gathered
various musicians from the United House of
Prayer Church and formed an outfit called
The Last Gospel Band. Players included Chico,
frumpet, Clyde Wright, baritone tuba, Johnny
Hoover, trombone, Brice Harrison, drums,
and a young man Chice remembers as Sam on
second trombone. Clyde Wright later went on
to the Golden Gate Quartet as tenor singer in
the mid fifties. Under 'Sweet' Daddy Grace's
sponsorship, the Last Gospel Band played
youth and senior convocations and performed
all over the United House of Prayer Church
circuit,

The Last Gospel Band opened for Margaret
Allison and the Angelic Gospel Singers, Soul
Stirrers, Five Blind Boys of Alabama and
Mississippi and Wings Over Jordan, among
others. Problems arose when certain church
elders frowned on their flocks wanting to dance
'like the devil' every time the band played.
This resulted in the outfit being placed at the
foot of the programme. As the aggregation
moved around so much, Chico found himself
based alternately in Durham, Buffalo and
Washington, D.C. Chico remembers meeting up
with Sam Cooke in Charlotte during 1946 when
Cooke was touring with his minister father's
family group, the Singing Children. "We were
on the same programme,” said Chico, "and
we both met this beautiful girl named Ruth.
I made sure I got to speak with her first, T
asked her for a date and we arranged to meet
at her place. Then, right after, Sam did the
same thing. We both ended up at Ruth's place.
After a while her mom showed up and threw
us both out of the house."

Chico toured and played in 'shout bands'
right up to 1949 when he temporarily relocated
to Durham. He was very much attached to
Daddy Grace, the United House of Prayer and
its teachings. But time came for him to take
a different direction. "I wanted to be able to
try other kinds of music," says Chico, "so I
went to 'Sweet' Daddy Grace to ask if I could
leave the band and play the 'devil's music'.
He had been such an inspiration to me up to
this point that I felt I needed his guidance.
If you have faith in it, follow your faith, he
said and blessed my trumpet. We parted on
good terms."

Chico went on to master other instruments,
such as drums, trombone, sousaphone, and
keyboards. He learned to play sax in five
months. In Durham, while a trumpet student
with Professor Hall, Chico hooked up with
Clyde McPhatter who used to hang out on
55th and South Street. Clyde's father
George pastored at the Mt. Calvary Baptist
Church, and Clyde and Chico, both students
at Hillside High, became friends. Because
careers took them to different parts of the

Billy Stewart. From the B&R Archives.

country, Chico and Clyde never met again until
the mid-Fifties. This was in Washington, D.C.
just after Clyde's discharge from the Army's
Special Services in April 1956.

"Clyde had this off and on girlfriend,
Delores. She knew he loved butter cakes
and knew how to make them real good. That's
how she dated him so often." Chico formed
his first secular band, 'Chico Vega And The
Boys' around 1955 in Buffalo, New York. Chico
played Silvertone guitar, a guy he remembers
as Josh played drums, Jimmy Clement played
electric bass and a cat named Herman Young
sang vocals.

During this fime Chico was trying to
establish himself as a working musician. In
between times he painted 'Sweet' Daddy
Grace's churches. In Buffalo, Chico painted
the edifice maroon with white strips down the
seams of cement.

Always restless by nature, Chico spent some
time in New Haven before moving to Cleveland
in 1957. For a time during 1958 Chico went
out with Billy Stewart as a duo. Chico played
trumpet and Billy held forth on the piane.
The pair played the D.C. college circuit. By
1959 Chico was playing alongside the Big Jay
McNeely Band.

In 1960 Chico took over from Stan 'The Man'
Jackson in the Moroccos Band of Washington
D.C. which he rechristened Chico Vega and
his Famous Moroccos. As guitar players were
plentiful and bass players scarce, Chico had
switched from guitar to bass in 1959. It

Carl LaRue, drums; Chico Vega, bass and Dyke (of Dyke and the El'zers Fame) circa 1 SE or 1967,
Courtesy Chico Vega.

was easier to keep a
working unit fogether
if you did not always
have to worry about
finding goed musicians,
Band members
included Winfield
Parker, baritone sax,
Ralph 'from Maryland',
guitar, a sixteen-year-
old Chico remembers
as Sarge on drums,
Larry Johnson, tenor
sax, Russell Divan,
trombone, Sammy
Fitzhugh from
Virginia, vocals, Chico,
electric Fender bass
and second vocalist
on duets, and Chris
Johnson on vibes
added later into the
group.

Chico hated to sing and avoided taking lead
parts except when Sammy's voice got too
hoarse. The band was distinguishable by the
fact that Chico always wore a turban. Based
at the time in Washington, D.C., the band
supported fouring artists such as Bo Diddley,
Etta James, Inez and Charlie Foxx, the
Shirelles and the Chantels, in fact, everyone
passing through the D.C. area. They backed
Chuck Jackson and Maxine Brown at the
Howard and out at the Ice House, at Carl's
Beach in Maryland and John Brown's Farm in
Virginia. The outfit's agent was John V. Bishop,
who had the group signed to Atco Records in
1961. "We made three trips up to New York
to cut our first session,” says Chico. "Because
we were travelling and working a lot, Sammy's
voice got hoarse easily and we had to come
back and do things over."

Atco's first release, insists Chico, coupled
the deep, fender soul ballad 'Lover's Plea'
with a ditty entitled 'Catching Up With Mr.
Luck’. The second, almost immediate reissue
matched 'Lover's Plea’ with the jump tune 'T
Feel Alright'. Chico insists Buddy Stokes, aka
Winfield Parker, played tenor and baritone
on the session. "The record helped us get at
least five years of work," says Chico.

The single’s jump side became a collectors'
item in the UK. Chico's talented baritone
player, Winfield Parker, moved on to other
disceries by recording as solo soul vocalist
on Ru-Jac, Atco with the Shydells Band and
Arctic, plus one-shots on GSF and Spring.
Through manager John V. Bishep, Chico, the
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a guarantee of $1,800 a night to
go with Brook on a tour of Canada.
This was fine, except for one small
problem. Although Chico hated to
sing in public, Brook insisted he
Jjoin him on stage to share his hit
‘Rainy Night In Georgia’. "It was
Brook's habit fo have me lead of f.
He would pretend fo sing while T
was at the mike to confuse the
audience. I hated doing this but
what could I do? After all, I was
being paid like a prince, so why
should I complain?” says Chico.
Various gigs at this time
involved some with a Panamanian
go-go dancer by the name of
Grace Latrell. Chico and his combo
often backgrounded Latrell. Band
members included Leonard on
drums, James Bryant on guitar
and Chico on Fender bass. Chico
then joined fthe great Billy
Stewart, a native of Washington,
D.C. In 1964 Chico was set to take
Billy up to New York fe record,
but things turned out differently.
"I remember how 'Sitting In The
Park’ came about,” says Chico.
"We were in Washington, D.C.,
drinking wine and fooelin' around
at Logan Circle Park where three
major highways intersect. We
were singing and drinking and

Chico Vega circa 1952 Gou.rtesy Ch:r:u Vega

band and Sammy Fitzhugh also recorded at
the Edgewater Studios in Washington, D.C.
The end result was 'Sadie Mae', but the track
never hit the streets.

In 1963 Chico's band toured with the
Drifters' road group, which included Johnny
Moore, lead tenor, Chico, baritone, Charlie
Thomas and on occasion, Ellsbury
Hobbs, bass, plus a tenor
warbler who had sung but
did not record with
the Flamingos. It
is interesting to
note that Chico
still keeps his
own Drifters
aggregation
together for
oldies  gigs.
Chico tells an
interesting
on-the-road
with the
Drifters story
centering
around one
Gloria Jean - a
girl with singing
talent plus a
stunning figure. "She
wanted fo sing on the
show with the Drifters”
says Chico. "We tried her out
and she sounded great. We put
her on one night with us, and after she
sang to close our set, we were directed off
the stage to the exit door. We thought this
was strange, 'cause we usually just frouped
out the stage door. After filing out the exit
we found a Black Mariah parked at the curb
to take us all down to the police department
where we were booked and held for child
endangerment. How were we to know she was
only fourteen years old when she looked like a
full-grown woman? We had to get our manager
to find Gloria Jean's parents and have them
bail us out.”

While Chico was touring with the Drifters’
road group, Brook Benton made Chico an
offer he could not refuse. He promised him
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trying to come up with a song.
'Sitting In Logan Circle’ was our
working title but the lyrics evolved into the
song you hear today. Billy wrote the words all
down on the brown paper bag we carried the
wine in."

That winter, with set engagements, the Billy
Stewart fwo-car entourage headed southwest
from D.C. for Roancke, Virginia. The roads

were icy and treacherous. Suddenly,
Chico's 1953 sedan skated off
the highway and disappeared
down a ravine. Billy's car
was following behind
and  would  not
have seen Chico's
vehicle had it not
been for the
fact that the
spare fixed to
the rear of
the car came
flying off,
careening

s

performed at the Copa Club in &Glendale,
California under the management of Champs’
sax player Jimmie Madden,

Some time around 1969 Chico made another
recording with a pair of background singers,
brothers Charles and Patrick, who had at one
fime sung in a reformation of the Coasters
and a group called the Fury’s. The record was
cut at Sunset Sounds in L.A. Chico had penned
the songs, 'The Woman Don't Care' backed
with T Can't Stop'. But the single never found
commercial release.

On a return trip home to visit with his
mother in Washington, D.C. in 1972 Chico
was surprised to find Chico Vega And The
Famous Moroccos billed to play at a club he
gigged at years before. He wondered who this
group could be as, to his knowledge, he was
not slated to play anywhere in the Carolinas.
He went and made some inquiries. Nobody
was of much help, so he waited for the group
to show. He waited and waited, but the
band never appeared. Chico figured that the
masquerading combo was alerted and had fled
so they would not get caught. Chico had made
quite a name for himself on his home turf
decades earlier. It seems a young, local group
of enterprising musicians planned to carry the
torch behind Chico's back.

Chico and Dee Dee kept the band together up
to 1974 when Bill Whitley had replaced Bruce
Anderberg and Jeff Guzman had stepped into
the shoes of our unidentified drummer. They
played both the Copa Club and Trojan Room
in Glendale. During 1974 the band changed
its name to The Family Vega with Chico, Dee
Dee and Whitley plus Vernon Cluke, drums and
vocals. With everyone doubling on vocals, they
were able to perfect four-part harmonies.

In addition to the Copa and Trojan, The
Family Vega toured Canada and Alaska. Family
Vega evolved into a five-member group in 1981
when Chico's son, De Allgo Vega, joined as
bassist. Michael Myers had replaced Vernon
Cluke on drums, and Phil Itano, who sat in on
keyboards, had replaced Bill Whitley, who was
no longer needed as bassist. The new Family
Vega was fortunate enough to play Shokoko
Island, Japan for five months before splitting
up in 1982,

Chico, who now resides with Dee Dee in
Tehachapi, California, continues to front his
own Drifters group, composed of himself, ex-
gospel singers Calvin Andrus and Ed Freeman,
plus Bobby Maxwell, from a 1970s Drifters
aggregation.

From conversations with Chico and Dee Dee
Vega during September, 2003.

across the

highway a

split second

before the
car  slipped
over the
edge of the
embankment. Billy
and the boys pulled
Chico out and took him
across the street to the
nearest infirmary that, funnily
enough, was a veterinary hospital. Chico
ended up with nine stitches in his jaw.
His car was totaled. However, he made a
quick recovery and was soon back in the
clubs with his band that included Carl La
Rue, drums, and Arlester 'Dyke’ Christian
of Dyke and The Blazers fame. Dyke was
tragically shot o death in 1971.

Later, in California, Chico brought his
wife, Dee Dee, into the band., Dee Dee
sang lead vocals, Bruce Anderberg played
bass, Chico played guitar and shared vocals
with his wife, plus a drummer whose name
Chico has forgotten. Calling themselves
Chico Vega's Rock And Soul Band, they
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Chico Vega, circa 1970. Courtesy Chico Vega
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