“The Soother”

The Ernie Andrews Story

(Part 2) by Opal Louis Nations

(Editor’s Note: Part 1 of this story took us up to 1947 and Ernie’s Aladdin records. The Central
Avenue scene in Los Angeles was becoming a dangerous area due to color bars being lifted and
the resentment stirred in many minds, including the law enforcement of the day. To continue....)

Fortunately, Ernie was offered the opportunity to record for Decca and waxed “The way my baby closes
her eyes,” backed by “Don’t ask me why” with The Eddie Beale Orchestra which included Gerald Wilson.
Shortly thereafter Columbia, having waited three years, released a second Ermie Andrews single, “Being in
love’s been good to me,” coupled with “You better be satisfied,” accompanied by The Eddie Beale Fourtette
with Lucky Thompson. You would think that being heard on two major labels almost simu]taneously would

have given Ernie some extra measure of acclaim, but somehow this did not happen. Joe even tried Ernie with a

vocal group as harmony backgrounding
was becoming the rage of the age. For
this the Drifters, formerly ‘James Bradley
and the Ebonaires, were enlisted to
background Emie on “Nobody told your
lips to say hello,” undersided with “Go
away blues” for Berle Adams at the
London label. This was Ernie’s second
London release. The first had the unusual
title of “The dog the cat and me.”

As things turned out, Einie’s Decca
waxing drew very little notice. The
Columbia release was given poor ratings
in the trades and the two London releases
did not do much. Ernie began to question
the legality of his recording contracts—he
felt the labels were not living up to their
end of the agreements. Record sales
improved somewhat when Ernie switched
to Lew Chudd’s Imperial label in 1951.
His first release, Shifty Henry's “Forget
about the whole affair” and Jack McVea’s
“Port chops and mustard greens,” pumped
new life into Ernie’s career. Hunter
Hancock and Ray Robinson picked Ernie
to play on the weekly “Midnight Matinee”
concert at Olympic Auditorium.

Emie, supported by the Maxwell Davis
Orchestra, sang “I'm afraid the
masquerade is over” to a wild crowd.
Fellow artists included Floyd Dixon, Big
Jay McNeely and Duke Henderson.
Ernie’s crooned reading of the Herb
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Magidson chart was augmented by “Sing

it, Ernie!” encouragement from females in
the audience. His voice comes through as
clear as a bell. The proceedings were
recorded by Bill Lester and issued for the
first time by Jim Dawson on Jonas
Bernholm’s Route 66 label out of Sweden
in 1986.

Lew Chudd issued the remaining two
songs from Ernie’s one Imperial session
in  August 1951 “Traveling baby”
backed with “J.T. Blues.” The record
showed promise but lacked promotion.
Fats Domino and Tommy Ridgley were
getting most of the promotion dollars. In
1952 Emnie' cut a number of sides with
Benny Carter for Frank L. Harper at
Vogue Records in Hollywood. Harper did
not release the material before going out

of business. He sold the masters to Albert
Marx at Trend Records on Sepulveda
Boulevard. @ Marx began putting out
Harper masters. The first release,
appearing in early 1954, put Emie back on
his “Crown Prince of the Blues™ pedestal.
“Don’t lead me on,” sandwiched with
“Make me a present of you,” sold well
around Southern California and generated
regular work, or should I say would have
generated steady work had it not been for
the fact that Ernie, having questioned the
legalities of his contracts, was black-
balled by the music business. He found
he had to go from East L.A. (where he
lived) all the way over to Santa Monica to
work, and that was for the paltry sum of
six dollars a night.

In the end he found that he could more
easily find work at the swank clubs, but
these establishments did not draw his fans
who were regular working folk. He was
finally forced to play for people who
really did not understand his music. On
record, Ernie became practically invisible,
except for one single made for Lieber and
Stoller’s Spark label, a stop-tempo
arrangement of Benny Goodman’s “Soft
winds” (with Eddie Dudley and Chico
Hamilton), the release of one King platter
entitled “Too late” for Syd Nathan’s King
label recorded in New York (for this he
used the pseudonym Bernie Andrews),
plus an overdub of his voice on Ernie
Freeman’s re-release of "Jivin® around”
on John Dolphin’s Cash label. John
Dolphin thought .that the addition of
Ernie’s voice to Ernie Freeman’s catchy
R&B jumper would help the tune sell all
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over again, but the plan never really
worked.

Things looked bleak for Ernie until his
old KLAC deejay buddy Gene Norman
came along and took him under his wing.
Norman owned a nightclub, publishing
company, record shop and jazz concert
tour plus the Dixieland Jubilee, GNP and
Whippet record labels. He strongly
believed in Ernie and set about recording
him. Norman's first task was to put out
two Ernie -Andrews albums, one simply
presented as “Emnie Andrews” and the
second “In the Dark.” The “In the Dark”
collection marked a significant milestone
in Ernie’s career. Not only did it
globalize Ernie’s reputation, it happened
to be made up of some of his best work.
Ernie’s rich, deep vocal tones, musical
strengths and uncanny timing all came
together magnificently. (One half of this
collection was reissued by GNP in 2001
with later Harry James material.) Benny
Carter arranged and his band ably
supported Ernie.

In 1958 Ernie enjoyed two singles

releases, one on Norman’s Whippet
imprint — “Around the world,” sliced with
a great version of “My mother’s eyes.”
Both were live and supported by Tyrone
Parsons and Sonny Criss, among others.
The second outing was a one-time only
release on the Roulette label. This time
the folksy *“Frankie and Johnny” was
paired with a song first recorded in sepia
by the Titans called “So hard to laugh, so

easy to cry.” “So hard” is one of Ernie’s
favorite recordings, and is certainly
‘among fans one of his fondest

remembered waxings.* Harry James, who
was looking for a male band singer at the
time, had caught Ernie sing “’Round
about midnight” with the Benny Carter

Orchestra (“Traveling Light” LP, GNP
Crescendo 2274) and was much
impressed.

On the strength of this, Ernie was
invited as male soloist in James’ band.
Needless to say, Ernie was flattered
beyond measure. Off and on Ernie toured
the U.S. and South America with James
over a period of nine years. Ernie
considers the time his most valuable
learning experience. He also explains that
the pair became very close friends. Many
of Ernie’s other pals look at the Harry
James period in a different light, saying
that Ernie was wasted, not used enough,
on James’ recordings and not tested for all
of his talents. A single, solitary Ernie /
Harry James song was included on the
November 1958 Blue Note Radio
Broadcast in Chicago. This was Ernie’s
powerful cover of Neil Moret’s “Song of
the wanderer.” The session was issued on
the tiny, independent Joyce collectors

label.
One more song was issued from an

early 1959 MGM session, this time
around “She’s got to go,” arranged by
Ermnie. Wilkins on a single release.
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Nothing at all was issued from Harry
James MGM Hollywood sessions of
February 1959 but Gene Norman did issue
another album collection. = At least
Norman’s convictions in Ernie’s talent
never wavered.

A well crafted ballad called “If there
were dreams for sale” appeared on
Mercury. In 1960 Ernie got to record a
single with his closest and dearest friend,
tenor sax ace Harry “Sweets” Edison for
Orrin Keepnews’ Riverside label. Charts
included “West Coast Blues” and a strong
reading of Big Maybelle’s “Candy.” In
1964 he got a crack at recording for Ray
Charles on his Tangerine imprint.

The result was a fascinating cover of
Percy Mayfield's “River’s invitation,”
Parts 1 and 2. Percy was also under
contract with Charles at the time, and out
of long lasting respect, fully supported the
project. Terrell Prude, yet another
underrated writer and musician signed
with Tangerine, accompanied Ernie on
this release. Ernie insists that San
Francisco label owner and star basketball

player Don Rarksdale conducted the
See SOOTHER on pg. 24
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Taking leave of James, Ernie recorded yet another
landmark album, this time with Cannonball Adderley for
Capitol called “Big City.” The “Big City” album featured
fine, “dirty” blues singing interspersed with cool soul-
squeezing alto sax breaks by the Tampa-born Adderley. It
seems that the set was taped on two different live dates—at
Memory Lane in L.A. in 1962 and at The Lighthouse in
Hermosa Beach in 1964. This year Capitol Jazz was savvy
enough to re-release this album retitled “Live Session” in
remastered format. During Emie’s Las Vegas / Harry
James band tenure of the mid-sixties both Ernie and Harry
James were contracted to Randy Wood’s Dot label. Ernie
thinks little of his work for Dot, but I beg to differ. In
1965 Ernie cut his “This is Ernie Andrews” collection (Dot
3778) with his old friend from the Gene Norman album
days, Tyrone Parsons. The album contains a convincing
cover of the Sweet Inspirations’ “Why (Am I Treated So
Bad),” a stunning version of “Parker’s Mood” and a fine
reading of Tommy Hunt’s smash “Human.” Produced by
Les Carter and Tom Mack, the arrangements appealed to
devotees of R&B. It was quite obvious the album was
aimed at the soul / R&B crowd. The cover featured Ernie
sitting on the prow of Sarah Vaughan’s motor launch at
Lake Mead. Ernie’s second album for Dot in 1965 was
arranged and conducted by Shorty Rogers. It was aptly
entitled “Soul Proprietor.”

After sparse recordings with Harry James on radio,
WGN-TV, Dot Records and The Ed Sullivan Show, Ernie
made Baltimore his home base. He worked in clubs and
theatres up and down the East Coast and Mid West. In
1970 he got the chance to record a single for Harold
Lipsius’s Philadelphia-based Phil L.A. of Soul label.
Coupled with George Harrison’s topical hit of the day,
“Something.” Ernie laid down a tough and imaginative
soul-inspiring cover of Paul Simon’s chart-riding “Bridge
Over Troubled Water.” Ernie’s “Bridge” took all of his
vocal strength and sold very well for him. “Trouble was,”
says Ernie, “that song put me in hospital. 1 had to quit
singing it in public. One day I opened my mouth and
nothing came out,” he adds.

Emie recovered his voice and soon stopped smoking.
The success of the single lead to the “Bridge Over
Troubled Water” album, which Ernie remembers was the
first time he ever received a royalty check. In 1974 he
returned to Los Angeles where he continued to record for
Fantasy, Concord, LMI, Discovery, Contemporary,
Heritage Jazz and Verve.

World tours have taken him from New York to Spain,
the Netherlands, Italy, Casablanca, Russia and Australia.
Most of the excursions were with The Phillip Morris
Orchestra organized by the Phillip Morris Company. He
appears often with his buddy “Sweets” Edison in both the



Gene Harris and Ray Brown bands. Although he never
succumbed to drugs, Ernie was a heavy drinker for most of
his life (he quit seven years ago.) “I thought I could
handle it,” he said. He did not realize he had a serious
habit. He just swept it under the table. Now he looks as
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active and youthful as ever. He currently resides w_ith the
eighty-year-old Bernice Delancy. According to Ernie, she
looks not a minute over fifty. “Again I was very lucky,”
says Ernie, “to find a lady so right for me.” Truth is, he
has known Bernice most of his life. *“When 1 was
eighteen,” Ernie says, “T used to run around with a buddy

who became Bernice’s first husband.” Now Ernie thanks
his lucky stars he waited so long.

Emie’s recent piano accompanist 1s Lou Matthews.
His current CD on High Note, “Jump for Joy,” features
tenor sax Houston Person who blows silky riffs behind
Ernie on an imaginative and bluesy “Danger Zone,” an ice
cool reading of “Close Your Eyes” and what must be the
definitive version of Ellington’s “Solitude.”

Ernie hopes he will always be able to sing. He lives
for that pleasure and that pleasure makes him happy 1in his
life. In Ernie’s words, “I’ve lived my life and I’ve enjoyed
the ride.”

-- Opal Louis Nations
From interviews with Emie Andrews
April 2004

(See Pg. 28 for Ernie Andrews singles discn_g_rg&fﬂ_
For further insight into the life of Ermie Andrews, see
“Ernie Andrews: Blues for Central Avenue,” a fifty-minute
documentary about jazz in L.A. (1940-60) with narrations
and insights on the glamour which was Central Avenue by
Ernie himself. Distributed by Foxglove Films of Seattle at
1-206-323-9003.
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