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THE CHRISTINE KTTTRELL STORY
by Opal Louis Nations

hristine Kittrell is one of the

most  significant  early

southern R&B soloists ever
to make their mark on the genre.
Coming from a Baptist gospel
background, she knew how to use
her voice as an effective
instrument. Her sad-sack 1952
recording of ‘Sittin’ Here Drinkin”
(remade for Vee Jay Records in
1961) remains one of the all-time
great R & B anthems of the
music’s golden age. Her lengthy
and magnificent body of recorded
work deserves to be rewarded
with a plague in the Rock & Roll

Hall of Fame.

Besides all this, Christine Kittrell is a tough,
determined, Christian-minded survivor, who
has fought a series of physical challenges and
setbacks throughout her life. Firstly, she
endured parental abuse during childhood,
then a battle against discrimination throughout
her professional life was followed by
debilitating injuries. In Vietnam, during the

January 1968 Tet Offensive, Kittrell was badly
injured in the foot from flying shrapnel, having
gone to the country to entertain the troops.
Doctors feared the spread of gangrene unless
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her foot was amputated. She was evacuated
first to Okinawa, then shipped back to
Lockburn Hospital in the USA for treatment.
Luckily, drugs and surgical procedures
prevented a complete amputation.

Kittrell, during her musical career, was never
hooked on hard drugs, but now, because of
her foot and a second setback, she became
drug dependent. Her second serious accident
struck in 1971. Because of unsteadiness due
to her injured foot, she fell down three sections
of a fire escape, badly injuring her back. She
survived twelve surgeries and was placed on
permanent disability in 1975. With therapy and
counseling, she has fought drug addiction, but
without painkilling medicine, she could not
survive from day to day. Sometimes her pain is
g0 severe she has to be rushed to the
Cleveland Clinic for morphine pump treatment.
She hates this, but she has no choice. Friends
and aides have to move all 230 pounds of her,
as she cannot, by her own volition, travel from
room to room in her own home. She is
currently mastering the controls of a motorised
wheelchair. On top of all this, Kittrell suffers
emphysema, torn arm ligaments and a heart
condition,

As discographies and old liner notes state,
Christine Kittrell was born at Nashville City
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Christine Kittrell publicity shot circa early 1950's. Courtesy Christine Kittrell.

Hospital on August 11th, 1925. Her mother
was a homemaker, but for a while worked as a
cleaner at Cane and Sloan's department
store. Kittrell's natural father, Boyd Hodges,
was for thirty-three years an unknown person
to her. "I never saw my natural father," says
Kittrell, "and | never found out who he was until
1962 when | had to get a visa to go abroad."
Kittrell's mother died when Christine was a
year old. "My uncle, Fred Pennington, adopted
me and | was raised by him and his wife,
Roberta, now a healthy ninety-four years old."

EARLY MEMORIES

Growing up, Kittrell used her natural mother's
name, calling herself Christine Porter. The
family lived at 1603 Underwood Street,
Mashville, and attended the Jefferson Street
Baptist Church at 28th and Jefferson. Her first
before-the-public recollections were of being
four years old and reciting Bible stories in
church and singing while sitting on the ice
house steps. The Penningtons lived next door
to the Skully Feed Store, one of the few white-
owned businesses in a predominantly black
neighborhood. The Skullys’ daughter,
Marjorie, became Kittrell's closest girlfriend.
The pair did everything together, shared toys,
adventures, and rode bicycles out into the
neighborhoods. When the time came for
Marjorie to attend public school, the elite
institution Marjorie was to attend frowned on
its lily-white pupils sharing leisure time with
individuals they considered of an inferior
colour, and Marjorie was forced by her parents
to sever her friendship with Kittrell. The two
little girls hugged and shared parting tears.
Mr. Cook's grocery store sat on the corner of
Cockerel and Underwood Street, the Cook
family lived adjacent. Mr. Cook's grandson,
Tootie, had flaming red hair. Kittrell's' first
crush was on the red-haired Tootie. Although
the pair felt they were in love, they were forced
to stay apart because of race, which once

more reared its ugly
head in the following
story.

Mr. Cook one day
played a prank on
the local kids. he
took a set of clothing
and stuffed it with
chopped raw meats.
The dummy of
course had no head,
and where it might in
life have had a head
attached, Mr. Cook
poured catsup. To all

intents and
purposes, the
dummy looked like a
real human

decapitated corpse.
In fact, when Mr.
Cook threw the
dummy out on the
street, a bunch of
hysterical children
called the police.
The whole incident
took a different turn
after it was
discovered that the
i grizzly event was a
hoax. Through some
warped twist of the
imagination, the
white residents in
the area took the

prank to mean a
symbol of race prejudice. Here lay a
decapitated ‘nigger’, they mused as they
laughed and made racist jokes. This was
Kittrell's first awakening to the depth of racial
hatred in the Mid-South.

Kittrell's grandmother, ‘Birdie’', worked at a
bordello. Her daily job was to change the
linens and water kept in pitchers in all the
apartments and she made good money.
Kittrell's' grandfather was a meat packer for
the Swift Packing Company. He often carried
home half a beef carcass, so there was always
plenty of meat on the table and during the
War, her cousins sent chewing gum packages
home to help out.

One of Kittrell's' cousins was Rev. C.J.
Barner, minister of The Progressive Baptist
Church on Twelfth Avenue South. Barner had
taken notice of how well Kittrell's voice was
coming along in his junior choir. She was soon
singing lead parts with the choir, who with
Barner at the helm, toured the local church
circuit. The wholesome, attractive Christine
Kittrell was barely fourteen years old when
she met and married bass singer Rufus L.
Carrethers, brother of Harold, and son of Rew.
J.R. Carrethers, all founders, along with John
Battle, of The Famous Fairfield Four of
Nashville.

Kittrell admits that she was young and
foolish and did not really know what she was
doing. 1942 was a signal year in the history of
the Fairfield Four. The group won a
promotional contest held by Colonial Coffee.
The prize included a radio spot on WLAC,
Nashville's megawatt, clear channel station.
From there the group’s admirable reputation
was spread far and wide. The Carrethers-
Kittrell marriage however lasted only two
years, during which time her adopted parents
separated.

Another cousin of Kittrell's was Louise
Darden, a country school principal. Darden
had set about organizing a talent show and
wanted Kittrell to enter. Darden had chosen
‘A-tisket a-tasket! a song based on a

traditional nursery rhyme made extremely
popular in 1938 by Ella Fitzgerald. In 1944 the
song was enjoying a revival. Picking up on
this, Kittrell memorized the lyrics for the
contest. Kittrell won the competition hands
down.

Darden encouraged Kittrell and told her she
would do well if she pursued a musical career,
although Aunt Roberta was flat against it
However, under the tutorship of Ben Esty Snr.,
Kittrell was taught harmony and some of the
finer points of solo singing. She then joined
Rev. Jasper's Gospel Singers. The Jasper
Singers were accompanied by Jasper's wife,
who played piano, but the Jaspers made little
money, and Kittrell wanted to do better. A
chance to join the famous Davis Sisters of
Philadelphia came about when the group hit
Nashville minus one sick soldier. It was
Kittrell's good fortune to be able to fill in with
them for a short while, but nothing permanent
came her way.

“| was familiar with ‘Su’ Bridgeforth and his
New Era Club over on the corner of Twelfth
and Charlotte. Although built like a country
outhouse, | looked fairly attractive, and 'Su’
agreed to take me on and put me with his
house band (whose name |'ve forgotten) for
the sum of the take at the door. Problem was
everybody was a friend or a relative of the
owner, and me and the band often ended up
with just five dollars a piece."

A FEW DOLLARS A GIG

"In those days we had to survive on fried fish
and corn liquor, but Big Joe Turner was the
one that got me started. He picked me up in
Nashville and took me to Little Rock,
Arkansas. Joe always took ladies with him
wherever he went, he would use them for his
own amusement. At first the manager at the
club in Little Rock only wanted to pay me a
few dollars a gig. But Joe made the manager
pay me seventy-five dollars a night. Boy, that
was a lot of money in those days for a black,
just starting out. | liked Joe, and we got pretty
close," says Kittrell.

Returning to the New Era, Kitirell continued
to work for little money. Then one night WSOK
deejay / pianist / producer Ted Jarrett and
Hoss Allen, deejay at WLAC, paid a visit.
Allen was very impressed with Kittrell's
singing and alerted Bill Beasley of Tennessee

Christine Kittrell circa late 1950's. Courtesy
Christine Kittrell.
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Records at 824 Fifth Street  South (see
my liner notes to the Radio Four's
Tennessee/Republic collection on Flyright for
details on the label's set up.) Both Jarrett and
Allen were already familiar with the pipes of
Christine Kittrell as they were both in some
way involved with the Fairfield Four's career
when Kittrell was spliced to the bass singer.
Kittrell pacted with Tennessee, and Ted

s |

early 1950°s. Courtesy Christine Kittrell.

Both pictures, from the left: Hoss Allen, Chrsitine Kittrell, Ted Jarrett and others at The

Jarrett was assigned arranging and
musical direction. Kittrell's deepest
impression of those sessions
centered around Murray Nash, the
sessions engineer. "Murray was
a genius," says Kittrell. "He
could sense what | wanted to
do and made sure the band
was just right on the score."
Kittrell and Nash developed a
close professional
relationship. "Sometimes,
but not wvery often, I'd
rehearse our songs the night
before, but most often we
started from scratch in the
studio. We could do that when
Murray was there because he
could pick up on things right
away."
Jarrett put Kittrell with Louis Brooks
and his band for the initial session in late
1951. She had worked the tiny smoke-filled
clubs with him some years before. They came
up with four songs. Two were released, 'Old
Man, You're Slipping’, a dragging piano
pumpin’ blues with wild sax and stompin' beat
(reminiscent of what was going down in the
beer joints around New Orleans), and ‘Don't
Do It', which Kittrell swears she wrote, but the
2 Royales stole and put out as ‘Baby, Don't
Do It'. "The idea for the melody came from
me," says Kittrell, "but Jarrett wrote it down
and put his name to it so that when you read
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Mew Era Ciub. Circa

the credits on the label, his name is on there
with mine."

Kittrell continued to work at the New Era
Club where ‘Su' kept all the poker games
straight and legal (‘Su’ later became a police
officer). Now and again Kittrell worked the
Nashville clubs, black and white, and those in
surrounding towns with the Louis Brooks
Combo. "We'd only be making about $25-35 a
night. Things were pretty tight. | hadn’'t made
much out of singing gospel and | didn’t do any
better singing R & B, as my records wasn't
selling much," says Kittrell. One good thing
came out of it all - she met and married a
patron of the New Era, Henry (Hank) Roger
Kittrell, from Columbia, Tennessee.

JUST SITTIN’ AND DRINKIN’

One day Kittrell was sitting in Bill Beasley's
office with her feet up on his desk. She was
slugging back her customary medicine,
‘Johnny Red’, and feeling in a creative mood
when in walked Beasley. "What in hell are you
doing?" he asked. "Just sitting and drinking,"
Kittrell replied. All of a sudden bells rang, and
Kittrell leapt to her feet. The lyrics to the song
‘Sittin’ Here Drinkin” just came streaming out,
and in a flash, she had them down on paper.

It had already been decided that ‘I Ain't
Nothing But A Fool' would be the A-side on
her next release, but now things went the
other way as the songs were changed
around. ‘Sittin' Here Drinkin", a decidedly
sad, low-down blues, supported by Buddy
Hagens and Wendell Duconge's blue but
jazzy sax riffs was an instant success.
Kittrell's smoky vocals and gloomy narrative fit
periectly with the whole, evoking a wee hours
night spot where everyone has gone home
except for one morose-looking customer
huddled in a dark corner. The flip, ‘1 Ain't
Nothing But A Fool', is a Latin-flavoured
vehicle with steamy drumming and repetitive
sax. An ad in Billboard Magazine for July
1952 announced that 10,000 copies of 'Sittin’
Here Drinkin” were sold the first week of
release. Two months later, Billboard awarded
it a three-star rating in its record roundup. The
platter caught fire in New Orleans. An artist
representation contract was drawn up with
Shaw Artists of Fifth Avenue, a sure sign that
big money engagements were on their way.

A December Billboard announcement
heralded the signing of Kittrell, ‘a new femme
thrush’, to the Paul ‘Hucklebuck' Williams
Band. Rated ‘the blues find of the decade’,
Williams vowed that "this gal will knock ‘em
dead." The article went on to state that "The
gal has made 3 tryout appearances with the
Williams aggregation, each time scoring
unprecedented success. In  Nashville
recently," the article goes on, "dancers
stopped dancing to applaud the five-foot-six
chirp for a solid ten minutes, demanding
encore after encore.”

Kittrell's career had finally taken off. Enter
Gay Crosse, who not only shared vocals with
Kittrell on wax but his band is believed to have
played on Kittrell's important first 1953
session for Tennessee. The only background
we have on Crosse comes from ‘The John
Coltrane Companion', edited by Carl Woideck
(Shirmer Books, 1998). In a Coltrane
interview for The Jazz Review, conducted by
August Blume, Trane states that one of his
earlier professional jobs was in Cleveland
with Cleveland native Gay Crosse. Crosse
had spent some time playing tenor sax in the
Louis Jordan Band, and after leaving to form
his own small unit took up singing and playing
in the Jordan mode. Crosse’s first recordings
were conducted in Cincinnati for the King
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label with none other than Eddie Harris on
trumpet. Short and stout in stature, Crosse
copied most of Jordan's theatrical
mannerisms (see the cover of Krazy Kat LP
833, 'J.B. Summers & The Blues Shouters',
1989).

After a brief stay on Mercury and Capitol in
1947 and 1949, Crosse, still with Harris on
trumpet,
switched to
RCA  Victor
and waxed a
significant
cover of his
old buddy
Louis Jordan’s
‘Saturday
Night Fish
Fry', a song
Jordan  had
himself lifted
from Ellis
‘Slow’ Walsh.
An  October
1949 Billboard
stated that
Crosse's
records were
being handled
by indepen-
dent producer
Berle Adams,
who recorded
his talent at
his own
expense, with
Victor holding
the option of
either
accepting or
rejecting his masters. This let Victor out of
having to sign risky recording contracts with
relatively unknown R & B artists. Adams also
managed Louis Jordan.

Billboard's March 1950 review of Crosse's ‘It
Ain't Gonna Be That Way' on RCA opined that
"Crosse weeps the blues which decrees
exactly what the title sets out to say". Some
time in 1950, Crosse signed with Gotham
Records for one session on which John
Coltrane aided on alto sax. Two songs
emerged from the session. Both were issued
on Krazy Kat albums 833 and 838, 'Stompin
With Bill Jennings', and Gay Crosse & his
Good Humor Six sound as much like Jordan
as ever before with his tenor licks and jive
talking mannerisms.

A September 1951 Billboard asserts that
Crosse started a new season in Philly at the
421 club through booking agent Nat Segall of
the Keystone Theatrical Agency. With both
John Coltrane on alto and tenor and Stanley
Turrentine on trumpet, Crosse signed with the
Republic label in late 1952. Bubis and
Beasley put Kittrell and Crosse together on a
shared vocal session in January 1953. The
result was ‘| Gotta Stop Loving You,' an easy
rockin' ballad, loosely lifted from Ella
Fitzgerald and Louis Jordan's 1950 chart-
topping duet, I'll Never Be Free’.

The couple were ill matched, though Kittrell
did her best covering up for Crosse's limited
vocal range and colour. The pair never
recorded together again, although the Crosse
band may have been used on the first 1953
Kittrell session. The reverse of ‘Gotta Stop
Loving You' was ‘Slave To Love', a low down
blues (also recorded by Chas. Walker & the
Daffodils six years later) in her ‘Sittin’ Here
Drinkin” vein, sung soulfully and tenderly with
Crosse coming in on the bridge.

Gay Crosse courtesy of Bruce Bastin

NASHVILLE RECORDINGS

Kittrell's next waxing produced ‘Heartache
Blues’, sandwiched with *You Ain't Nothing But
Trouble, a steamy calypso ditty with a solid
Coltrane sax break. ‘Heartache Blues' is a
deep, moody dirge sung deliciously to dirty
sax and rolling piano. ‘This was followed by I'll
Help You
&l Baby', which
Mlprobably
gained
mileage from
the box ad
published in
June 1953's
Billboard. The
ad bragged
that the song
had sold
20,000 copies
(in the South
and Mid West)
in its first
seven days of
release. No
one ever sued
Y anyone  for
Ll false claims in
those days.
However, 'I'll
Help You
Baby',
certainly no
| minor  opus,
| does warrant
a fair measure
of hype for its
heavy, driving
beat and dirty
bl u e s
introduction that falls into a jazzy double time
in one place. The flip, ‘L & N Special', is a
rocker with brassy jazz riffs and hard driving
support. Both songs were awarded a three-
star rating in June's Billboard magazine.
October found the release of the follow-up,
‘Every Day In The Week', coupled with ‘Evil
Eyed Woman', which again drew a double
three-star rating in Billboard. ‘Every Day In
The Week’ is a rollicking jumper with pumping
piano, whereon Kittrell tried to effect a Ruth
Brown-like hiccup in her woice. ‘Evil Eyed
Woman', on the other hand, takes us into the
darkest recesses of the alley with its doom-
laden vocals, scary message and dragging
beat.

" =

Christine Kittrell and friend, New Era Club, circa early 1950's. Courtesy Christine Kittrell.
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A February 1954 Billboard reports "another
top bill at Billy Berg's 5-4 Ballroom in
Hollywood with Hunter (‘Huntin’® with Hunter’)
Hancock as Master of Ceremonies. Christine
Kittrell makes her first West Coast appearance
with the Joe Houston Orchestra. Following her
5-4 stint, Miss Kittrell will depart on a
Northwest tour." It seems that Kittrell's
Northwest tour was delayed a few weeks as a
March Billboard reports that she played on a
Gene Norman concert at LA's Embassy
Ballroom on March 13 alongside Earl Bostic,
The Flairs and The Robins. It is with this
troupe that Kittrell moved on to engagements
in Bakersfield, Salinas, Ventura, Pasadena
and Oakland.

JOHNNY OTIS

April 1954 saw the release of ‘The Price You
Pay For Love', a jazz-inflected blues ballad
with fine piano support and mournful feel plus
‘Snake In The Grass', an exciting Latin
tempoed, harmonica-driven wvehicle in the
‘Hound Dog' bag. 'Hound Dog' had in fact
blazed up the charts eleven months earlier
and was still seen as a model to be drawn
upon. In that same month, Kittrell played LA's
Elks Hall with Mel Walker and the Johnny Otis
Band. Kittrell toured with Johnny Otis along
with singer Sally Blair for a year. In fact, it was
reported that she played piano with the band.

In May, with Marie Adams also on the bill,
the Johnny Otis Review played the Rainbow
Ballroom in Denver to a full house. Kittrell
remembers an on-the-road incident with
Johnny Otis at a white's only gas station:
"There were four of us in the car. Johnny and
| were sitting up front. Sally Blair, a light-
skinned black, was lying asleep across
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drummer Leard Bell's lap. The attendant,
seeing Blair and thinking she was white,
proceeded to fill the tank with gas. When the
attendant had filled the tank and asked
Johnny for the money, Blair's eyes snapped
open. She shot upright and in a half-awake
state started to shout
profanities in a way only a
black  person  would
express. The gas
attendant’s face froze in
horror as all of us roared
with laughter for a good
while." Otis played tribute
to Kiitrell by recording
'Sitting Here (And)
Drinking'  himself  for
Peacock in February
1965, The record is
considered one of Otis's
finest solo singing
endeavors. ‘Sittin' Here
Drinkin” was again
covered, by Earl Gaines,
on Champion in 1958,
when Jarrett decided to
get more mileage out of a
tune tried and found
triumphant.

By June 1954, Kittrell

was back in Southern cpucine Kittrell and friend, circa 1950s.

California for the
Tenth Annual

{Fetar Chatman)

‘Cavalcade
of Jazz' at Wrigley

Field. Headliners included Count Basie,
Louis Jordan and Ruth Brown. This was
followed by a Friday show at the new air-
conditioned premises of the swank Savoy
Ballroom at Seventy-Seventh and Central
with The Earl Bostic Orchestra, but big
money, swank crowds and major venues
were not taking Kittrell in the direction she
wanted to go. Determined to continue her
career on a more meaningful path, Kittrell
turned her back on what might have been a
successful path to the top of her profession
and chose to return to her gospel roots. She
hooked up with Dorothy Simmons, Doris
Akers and Ruth Black of The Simmons-Akers
Gospel Singers. The Simmons-Akers Gospel
Singers traveled throughout the South, often
playing on bills with such notable male
quartets as The Soul Stirrers and Pilgrim
Travelers. Kittrell remembers one rather
disturbing incident on one occasion: one
night when they were all in bed asleep
someone tried to break in through the
window. Luckily, the felon's hand brushed
against a metal ashtray which in turn

BLACK CAT CROSSED MY TRAIL

o

knocked against a table lamp, thus
awakening everyone.

When The Simmons-Akers Gospel Singers
hit New Orleans, Kittrell made a quick
decision to quit the group and return to R &
B. She was again disillusioned by the

FE,

Photo courtesy Christine Kittrell

hardships she had to endure on the Gospel
highway. Both Buddy Hagens and Wendell
Duconge, tenor and alto sax players in Fats
Domino’s Band, had played on Kittrell's
recording of ‘Sittin’ Here Drinkin" at her
request. Now, through the good
graces of Fats Domino, her favour
was returned with a two-week
engagement at The Pelican Cafe.
The Domino Band was in
residence at the time. The two-
week engagement stretched to
six weeks, after which Kittrell
played Frank Painia's Dew
Drop Inn at 2836 La Salle.
'Sittin' Here Drinkin” was so
popular in New Orleans that,
even in 1973, Rose Davis
(according to John Broven in his
book, 'R & B in New QOrleans’),
under the direction of Tommy
Ridgley, cut an extremely popular
version of the song.
After a short while Kittrell returned to
Nashville. Her next release was heralded in

i r

a December 1954 Billboard, both sides
having garnered a three-star rating. The top
side, ‘Lord Have Mercy’, is a nonsense rock
& roll stomper in the New QOrleans vein,
supported by Little Richard and members of
his band with vocal group overdubs. The
underside, ‘Sittin' Here Drinkin' Again', is as
the title suggests: a reprise of her old hit cut
back in 1952. What is interesting is the
similarity of some of Kittrell's early blues
ballads with the blues ballads cut by Little
Richard during his tenure with RCA Victor in
1952. Kittrell was not at all comfortable with
having to go with the trend to cut rock and
roll-sounding records.

THE WINDY CITY

‘Call His Name’, backed with ‘Leave My Man
Alone’, surfaced in April 1955. ‘Leave My
Man Alone’ is an echo-chambered tearjerker
with great jazzy fills and leaden drum
accompaniment. Hearing how well post-war
blues was being kept alive in Chicago, Kittrell
decided to make a move to the Windy City. "I
didn’t have much money," says Kittrell, "but |
stayed with my cousin Erlene, and she
helped me out quite a bit." In Chicago Kittrell
got a chance to record with the Chess
Brothers on Cottage Grove Avenue, but
nothing was released. Republic issued ‘Black
Cat Crossed My Trail', cqupled with ‘If You
Ain't Sure’, in January 1956 (recorded in
1954), but Kittrell's brand of honest music
was not in vogue anymore and the record
passed almost unnoticed due to the lack of
publicity. This was partly due to Republic
Records winding down its operations.

According to Fred James, in his liner notes
to ‘Across The Tracks, Nashville R & B and
Rock & Roll, Vol. 1", (Ace CD 493, 1996), Ted
Jarrett went to work as A & R man with the
Bubis brothers, who had just set up the
Calvert label. Toward the close of 1958, the
Bubis brothers kicked off their Champion
subsidiary, whereupon Jarrett was able to
showcase his talent as producer with
unlimited creative control. Jarrett cut and
leased masters to such major indies as Vee
Jay and Excello. Larry Birdsong, Earl Gaines,
Roscoe Shelton, Gene Allison and Christine
Kittrell were all contracted to Champion and
its various satellite labels.

When Kittrell returned fleetingly to
Nashville in 1959, Jarrett recorded her with
the Jimmy Beck Orchestra. Jimmy Beck
played a mean tenor sax, and the awesome

Christine Kittrell with studio band and Larry Birdsong (far right). Courtesy Christine Kittrell.
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Christine Kittrell with Little Charlie’s Band. Courtesy Christine Kittrell.

Johnny Jones played frets in the band. Kittrell's second and last Calvin Carter-
Kittrell's one and only Champion release supervised session, almost a year later was
(available on ACE CDs 493 and 672) features a different affair. Three songs were
a smoky, wistful rendition of ‘| Thank Him, a committed to tape: the upbeat, almost throw-
cross between deep- away ‘Living Close

To The  Blues’
(unissued), with its
dubbed-on chorus,
the equally
innocuous ‘It's
Nobody’s Fault’, plus
a Leiber and Stoller
rip-off of Etta
James's 1955
nugget, ‘I'm A
Woman'. Although
the session was
blessed with having
Leiber and Stoller
produce, it seems
obvious that Kittrell
| was coached into
i sounding like Etta
] James, James'
| recordings, notably
Al ‘Something Got A
{ Hold On Me' and
‘Stop The Wedding'

soul and gospel
music, plus a sax-
driven jumper with a
searing guitar bridge
entitled ‘I'm Just
What You're Looking
For'. Very little
happened with the
record.

"Ted Jarrett
organized road trips
with Gene Allison,"
says Kittrell, " and in
his car we'd go out all
over the Southlands. g
We sang once at a
cattle warehouse. We
never wanted to go |
back there again - &
the stench was
something awful. A
Dr. Jones used to
bring us out to the
cotton carnival in
Memphis every year.
The carnival was
held under a tent. It
always turned out

that the Earnw;:l | Christine Kittrell on stage circa 1960s. Courtesy
came up when the Christine Kittrell.

rass was way grown .
g y g0 . . . . were doing so
and the mosquitoes bit something fierce. well P

Kittrell moved back to Chicago towards the Chess Vee

close of 1959. Jay’s principal

competition.
VEE JAY RECORDS For one thing,
In 1961, Jarrett managed to get Kittrell Kittrell's voice
signed to Vee Jay Records in Chicago. Jarrett was not as
had already built a working relationship with wild and loud
Ewart Abner and Vivian and Calvin Carter in as Etta’s, and
Chicago as he had placed Gene Allison and for another,
Larry Birdsong with them earlier. Kittrell's first her  strong
session netted ‘Mr. Big Wheel', a jazzy, mid- melismatic

colouring did

tempo toe-tapper that became extremely
popular throughout the Mid West - and a
remake of ‘Sittin’ Here Drinkin”, retitled

not fit wvery
well on the

‘Sittin" And Drinkin". The remake is in every ‘:Etta r.:James-
way as fine as the original, in fact the gF;lErSi snﬁer:.sé
h i f I - -

eightened degree o professional Kittrell simply

musicianship make for vast improvements
over the original. Kittrell, it seemed, had lost Sedsrid  EMA
little of the old pizzazz that made the first

) James. .
version such a standout. Kittrell.

was not a

FROM THE ‘60s TO THE ‘80s
Kittrell insists (see Ray Topping's liner notes to
‘Rock & Roll Mamas,' Charly LP 1079, 1985)
that Leiber and Stoller arranged the song ‘I'm
A Woman' for her. "l weighed 300 pounds at
the time, but it was soon covered by Peggy
Lee on Capitol and that wiped out mine,"
Kittrell says. Leiber and Stoller had promised
to promote Kittrell's version, but as it turned
out, the label was too busy trying to promote
its more successful, established artists, and
had little time for talent that had slipped the
public’s mind.

During Kittrell’s second stay in the Windy
City, she worked with Memphis Slim and went
out on the road with Little Walter. "I made
approximately 100-150 dollars a night when |
was signed to Vee Jay," says Kittrell. In July
1962, she relocated to Columbus, Ohio and
two years later waxed for Syd Nathan's King
Hecords' Federal subsidiary in Cincinnati. "I'll
always remember the session," says Kittrell,
"cause | stayed with Gene and Jean." Gene
and Jean were Gene Redd, Nathan’s Federal
producer and A & R man, and his wife Jean.
Gene Redd's band played on the February
25th date. One single was issued, 'Call His
Mame', a remake of her Republic release of
1954 and ‘Ain't Never Seen So Much Rain
Before', which Kittrell insists was more popular
in the clubs than on wax.

The remake of ‘Call His Name' put the chart
in a Northern-soul bag with its cooing,
dubbed-over vocal group, loud horn section
and thundering drum accompaniment. ‘Ain't
Never Seen So Much Rain Before' is a soft,
silken, organ-bathed ballad, sung tenderly in
the Dinah Washington style. Kittrell gave the
song a depth of feeling not found any other of
her recordings. The record should have sold
well, if not better than her early releases, but
failed to click due to lack of promotion.
Disheartened by the way the music industry
was headed, Kittrell went back to singing the
gospel. She turned up again singing
background for Larry Darnell, who had also
switched to the Good Book. A second setback
occurred when she lost her third husband in
1987. In 1998 she wrote and recorded ‘True
Love Untold' for Main Street Records with
Sean Carney and The Night Owlz. The Night
Owlz band on Columbia were composed of
Willie Pooch, Ray Felton and Tommy Thomas.
For all the pains she took
trying to get the right feeling
on the record, she felt it did
not turn out the way she had
envisioned. She has not
since had a chance to do
things over.

In retrospect, Christine
Kittrell deserves more than a
cursory byline in the ever-
increasing number of books
devoted to the growth and
development of rhythm and
blues. Christine  Kittrell
possesses a strong voice and
commanding presence. Her
recordings of deep blues
ballads were some of the
finest committed to wax. Most
of all, her courage and
determination, not only to
survive a never-ending
number of setbacks, but to
soon make a comeback on
the blues festival stage, is
highly commendable.

Billboard adverts are
courtesy Galen Gart’s
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