HAROLD BENNETT: Unsung Hero of
the Post-War Houston Jazz & Blues Scene

by Opal Louis Nations

Sax and flute virtuoso Harold Bennett, or plain old “H.B.,” has
been variously described by his peers as “a fantastic player” and “a man
with integrity.” B.B. King let it be known that Bennett was “The best
sax player in the world,” yet few have heard of the man. Except for
discographical information on Johnny Copeland’s first late- 1950s ses-
sions for Mercury, All-Boy and Paradise Records, there is no mention
anywhere of Bennell's appearances on many of Bobby “Blue” Bland's
sessions (from the late 1950s-early 1960s) or his presence on most of
James Booker's early recording dates and inclusion on many touring
bands.

It is intended that this article helps set the record straight, and we do
so by having Harold Bennett tell his story in more or less his own words.
“I was born August 7, 1939 at Jeft Davis Hospital in Houston. I was
conceived out of wedlock. My mother’s name was Lucinda Sampson
and my father’s James Wilson Bennett. My birth certificate showed
Harold Sampson as my mother was my only lawful parent, but she raised
me as Harold Bennett ‘cause she wanted me to keep my father’s name.
Both my parents came from Groveton, East Texas, between Crockett
and Woodville, off Highway 287. Groveton is in Trinity County, home
to many gospel singers.

Both my parents sang in gospel groups, as did my mother’s seven
brothers. In fact, every member of my family on my mother’s side was
involved in some way with music. My grandfather on my father’s side
was a slave, and with no formal training of any kind taught himself how
to play piano. He became a master of the ivories and when slavery was
abolished began teaching White and Black folks alike how to master

the instrument. They called him Professor Bennett out of respect, but
he never did any formal training.

My stepfather, Lucky B. Smith, came into the picture in 1941, He
worked for The Sunset Motor Line. Lucky was a good man, and we got
along real fine. He never let me want for anything. When Lucinda and
Lucky settled down together, they were both working for The Sackowitz
Brothers Clothing Store. They were not employed by the store itself but
worked as domestics, keeping house and grounds. They stayed with the
Sackowitz Brothers for ten years and saved enough money to buy their
first home. They paid $500 for a place on Kirk Street in Houston's
swamplands. Don Robey’s Bronze Peacock nightclub was just five blocks
distant on Erastus Street. The whole area was a wasteland of rutted,
muddy tracks and undeveloped parcels of landfill. Trucks used to come
around with dirt to fill in the areas so rough you couldn’t drive a horse
and buggy over. The drivers used to pay us kids fifty cents a load to
spread the dirt around. Back in those days we used to see Don Robey
passing by all dressed up and driving one of the few good-looking auto-
mobiles around. We took him for a White man. Only White folks had
that kind of money in that neighborhood. Most of the people got around
on horse and buggy.

| started taking saxophone music lessons at church. Instruments and
instruction were free, Tutorials were conducted at The Old Pleasant
Grove Missionary Baptist Church pastored by Rev. A.A. McCardale.
My mother tried to get me to play the piano, an instrument she felt was
more dignified and in keeping with a Christian upbringing. Lessons were
given by a friend of my mother’s, an elderly female member of the
church. My friends used to rib me and tell me that the piano was a sissy
instrument. Only girls played the piano. So I goofed out of lessons and
ran off down to the local store to play the jukebox. Before the piano
lessons, I used to hear tunes being played on the radio, songs played and
sung by blues singing guitar players. So | made me a one-string guitar
out of an old cigar box. Used to walk around playing it all day.

Then came a flurry of musical activity at E.O. Smith Junior High
School. 1 took horn lessons (alto and tenor sax) from Sam Harris, the
dance and marching band instructor. | also took woodwind lessons and
practiced on the clarinet of a female friend, Eloise Williams, who kept
the instrument just so’s [ could play it. I took lessons at Cashmere High
School from Conrad Johnson who encouraged his music students to
double or triple on different instruments. My third instrument of choice
was the C and alto flutes. Our charts covered big band and classical
music. I played in The Phyllis Wheatley High School Band. That’s
where | met the future members of The Jazz Crusaders. They were all
a year ahead of me and all played in the Wheatley Band - Hubert Laws
and Wilton Felder were tenor sax players, Wayne Henderson was on
trombone, and Joe Sample sat in on piano. Conrad Johnson had the
hottest band around at the time. Sam Harris also had a big band.

I sat in with a blues band down in Brownsville and even gigged
with a mariachi band across from Brownsville in Matamores, Mexico.
But it was Wilton Felder who introduced me to soloing. In my
neighborhood, I saw lots of big band dudes sneak into the Bronze Pea-
cock, and 1 wanted to be one of them. The only time I ever saw big,
black, fancy cars was when they drew up outside the Bronze Peacock.
After the roads were made up (usually of red-rock and gray-shale), Don
Robey drove like a maniac through the area. He was seen behind the
wheel of all kinds of models, cars he took in pawn, cars he won in crap
games. He always made sure he could switch regularly. He had enemies
and was afraid of people out to get him. Everyone called him “The Gov-
ernor.” He spoke in an unusually high pitched voice. As kids, we snuck
around his place on Erastus Street, trying to peek in. But the place had
no windows.

I must have been around ten years old when things started to change
[or Robey. No longer able to cut a deal with Mayor Oscar Holcomb
allowing him to operate illegal gambling, he was forced into switching
to a legitimate enterprise. One of his secretaries, Lorraine Williams,
helped in the transition. His easiest maneuver was to actually record the
artists he booked at his nitery. He knew nothing about the recording
industry but with savvy and the knack of hiring the right people, he
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soon learned how to survive.
However, outside of his record
company set-up, Robey was still
able to organize a few surrepti-
tious crap games on the side. He
had a man by the name of
Robert Garner. Garner carried
Robey’s money (usually around
two thousand dollars). Garner
would go out looking for crap-
playing partners, lure them into
a game or two, let them win a
few o draw them in. Then he
would set them up with Robey,
to whom they inevitably lost
their pants. One old sucker was
“Spitting Slim.”™ He had this
thing of spitting out dice.

I hung out with Joe Scott at
Raobey’s tomb-like studio. Just
came to watch. Scott took a lik-
ing to me. The flute I played in
the high school band I boughi
at a pawn shop for forty dollars.
I took it down to the studio with me. I brought
my school friends along. Leslie Berry who
tinkered with tenor sax and his brother Alton
Berry who had taken to the trombone. The
three of us played around at the studio. Then
Scott asked if we wanted to lay down some
tracks. He was having problems with sessions
musicians who, he said, never seemed to be
able to do things the way he wanted. They al-
ways had ideas of their own. Scotl thought that
by hirmng us, he would be free of all that stuff,
So we said yes.”

In 1956, the sevenleen-year-old “H.B."
slipped away from his mother’s house to play
blues at the Albert *Little Jack™ Owens Band
alongside Owens, guitar, Isaiah Anderson,
drums and George “Blue Stone” Malone,
bass. The group played Club Delisa on Hou-
ston’s Bennington Street. During Bennelt's last
year at high school in 1957, he sat in on road
gigs for a number of different touring R&B
artists. It is uncertain as to which artist came
first. Most were one-niters. Some of the pick-
up work came through associations with local
deejays who were familiar with his work.
Clifton “King Bee” Smith of KCOH and
Gladys G.G. Hill, a.k.a. “Dizzy Lizzy” of
KYOK were the principal of these. Gladys
G.G. Hill was also a noted singer who recorded
for Robey, an association which might have
helped Bennett get work at the Duke/Peacock
studios.

“I'satinon sax at the Eldorado with Chuck
Willis and his band alongside Isaac Hayes on
piano when they came through Houston, and
with Bill Doggett in Clifford Scott’s chair. |
became close friends with Scott. Doggeit
wanted me to come with him to New York, but
my mother didn’t want me to drop out of school
so [ didn’t go. I toured with B.B. King for four
or five days, and we wenl to Alexandria and
Lake Charles, Louisiana and on to Beaumont,
Texas. Clifton got me my gigs with B.B. and
Bill Doggett. 1 dropped out of high school to
go with B.B. before | completed my final year
but went back to finish up later on.

I joined Roscoe Gordon on the road. He
drove a pink Cadillac. I did thirty-one one-
niters for Gordon at twenty dollars a pop.
Gordon had a chicken that danced on the top
of his piano when he played. He gambled a lot
and borrowed money from members of the
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Live at the Club DelLisa, Houston: George 'Blue Stone’ Malone, Albert ‘Little -

Jack’ Owens, Isiah Anderson, Harold Bennett

band, promising to pay it back. We often had
no money to get to the next job. We were ma-
rooned in Monroe, Louisiana. We had a gig al
Linden High School. Gordon had spent all our
money. Pee Wee Stevens (the piano player)
and I walked all over town, raking through trash
cans for something to eat. We had spent the
last few days trying to get by on fifteen cents a
day. A five cent soda and a ten cent hot dog.
We finally made it to El Paso for one gig just
before Christmas. We got this job with The
Platters at the Coliseum through the Sherrell
Booking Agency, Gordon’s regular supplier of
work.

Bobby Bland wanted me in his band, but |
turned it down after the Roscoe Gordon expe-
rience. | hooked up with Johnny Copeland
along with “Yogi” on upright bass, Teddy
Reynolds on piano, Johnny Prejean on drums,
and L.A. Hill or R.P. Wallace on tenor. I played
off and on with him for about three years. |
recorded for Copeland on his Mercury and All
Boy sessions. I kept pretty busy, up to the time
Mr. Talbert, Professor of Music at Texas South-
ern University, invited me to hone my skills in
orchestration and composition at T.S.U. | was
already taking lessons from Pluma Davis who
had his own band and recorded for Duke
Records. Davis had attended Phyllis Wheatley
High, and his outfit was featured regularly at
the Eldorado Ballroom. Davis was a great ar-
ranger, far better than Joe Scotl. Davis was
passed over by Scott in the A&R department
at Duke Records. Davis had this habit of drink-
ing milk with Johnny Walker Red.

I stayed at T.S.U. for two years. | played
on sessions for Robey in between. My first
Bobby Bland session was on the “Little Boy
Blue” date in June, 1958. | also played on the
“Wishing Well” date but skipped the August,
1959 "It Is Real” session. I played on his next
three sessions. I'll always remember the “1'll
Take Care Of You" studio date. L.A. Hill and |
played tenor and a guy by the name of Duggins
sat in on baritone. Bland was sitting behind the
mike, high on Scotch, with a big old fine broad
on each knee. They were the “Bland Dolls,”
Peggy and Margaret. | played in Bland’s band
in 1961. He had a singer with him named Al
“‘INT” Braggs. Robey picked him up because
he looked like Jackie Wilson and could do all
the things Jackie Wilson could do. Bland had

- his band sessions done in Hou-
ston, but the vocals were done
in Nashville or L.A. Robey put
an extra B in Bobby Bland’s
name to make it sound like B.B.
King. He wanted Bland to be as
big as B.B.

Robey was in the habit of
buying out the competition. If he
heard someone who sounded
Jjust like, as good as, or even bet-
ter than Bobby Bland, he'd sign
‘em up to long-term, non-nego-
tiable contracts, record them,
and hide the tapes on the shelf.
During the same time I played
on the Bland dates, | sat in on
sessions with Jr. Parker and
James Booker. 1 played on
Booker’s “Gonzo” and “Big
Nick” sides. I co-wrote “Gonzo”
and played flute on it.” [The
LLeadbitter/Slaven Blues
Records discography, 1943-"70,
does not mention the presence of a flute player. |
1 should have been paid a split royalty for
“Gonzo,” but before | knew it, Booker had sold
the tune to pay off drug debts. I also played on
pre-vocal rhythm tracks behind many of
Robey’s gospel artists. One of my last sessions
was Joe Scott's “The King Bee"/"Pickin’
Heavy” date around December, 1961.” [Pea-
cock 1913.] “Bobby Forte and I played tenor,
Jimmy Beck took on tenor and alto, Hamp
Simmons and “Jabbo™ played bass and drums
on the road with Bobby Bland in 1961-762, We
guested on the Flip Wilson and Dick Gregory
Shows.

I also traveled with Joe (Papoose) Fritz, a
singer/tenor sax player who started out after
the War and was first signed to Peacock
Records in 1951, Fritz hadn’t recorded for
Robey since 1953 but spent a lot of time out
on the road. Fritz was a Louis Jordan type
who often played Houston’s Eldorado Ball-
room. I remember when we were staying at the
Booker T. Washington Hotel on Ellis Street in
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San Francisco. Fritz had stacked his money on
the top of the dresser in his hotel room to im-
press his girlfriend, a big, fat, White woman.
The two were drinking and getting high, and
Fritz was in an unusually jovial mood. [ had
gambled all my money away in a crap game. |
went up to Fritz's room and said I was broke,
had lost all my money and wanted a chance to
win it back. Could he lend me some?

“Take forty dollars and enjoy yourself,”
says Fritz. 1 took the money from the dresser
and went back to the game. | lost every cent,
Back to Fritz I went, and again he said | could
take as much as | wanted and didn’t have to
worry about paying it back. This happened a
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third time, and now he seemed more generous
with his loot than ever. Then again [ lost all the
money. Not having the gumption to go back
again, I went to my room and turned in. Next
morning, I heard a loud thumping on my door.
In rushed Fritz with the face of a killer.
“Where's my money!” he howled. “You stole
ninety dollars from me last night and [ want it
all back!"

In 1962, Sam Cooke hired me to head up
his band for a string of thirty one-niters. We
had a package show which included Little
Willie John, The Tymes, Dion & The
Belmonts and Jimmy Reed. | also did a
number of shows with Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King and his Choir, on the Cooke tour. I had a
spot where | played Jimmy Smith’s arrange-
ment of “Walk On The Wild Side™ on flute.
When | played the song in Cleveland, I was
met with a standing ovation which so impressed
Cooke he wanted me (o organize a road band
for him in Houston, after my commitments with
Bobby Bland. When [ returned to Houston, |
organized The Soul Brothers Band for Cooke,
but then Cooke was murdered and [ had to cut
the band loose.

Sam Cooke’s murder really hurt me inside.
I wanted to quit music. My mother saw that
the only cure was to go out and get a real job, a
day job. Forget about music. But I was deter-
mined to make a go of it. So I re-formed The
Soul Brothers Band which included six pieces
and went to Robey with a proposition. Don
Robey first entered the business of booking and
management back in the old Bronze Peacock
nightclub days. Robey had taken control over
every aspect of the popular Black music busi-
ness by the time Duke/Peacock Records had
gotten off the ground. By the mid-Sixties,
Robey (along with business associate R.J.
Russo) had set up a smaller, separate booking
and management venture to cater to the needs
of younger, more churchy types of blues musi-
cians - artists and performers in the soul music
idiom. I approached Robey with the idea of
having all his acts backed by The Soul Broth-
ers Band. The new booking agency had all the
important Florida, Louisiana, Texas, Oklahoma
and New Mexico venues sewn up. Over a pe-
riod of seven years, The Soul Brothers Band

Buddy Ace & Harold at Buddy's 1989 recording session
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played behind many major recording artists
passing through these five states. Artists such
as Aretha Franklin, Lou Rawls and The
Temptations all worked with my band.

After this, | quit music for a while and, tak-
ing my mother’s advice, got a job as a machin-
ist at the National Flame Furnace Company.
But one day I had a terrible accident and cut
one of my feet in half. I was rushed to hospital
and with little difficulty the doctors sewed it
back on. After that, I was really despondent
and down in the dumps. Robey was a real com-
fort to me at that time. He treated me like a
stepson. Encouraged me to make something of
myself. Persuaded me to invest my workers’
compensation money in selting up a business
whereby [ could hire all the labor to do all the
work. But this never came to be because [ ended
up working for Robey as one of his A&R men,
writing lead sheets.

There were four of us, Henry Boozier,
Robert Evans, Andre Williams and myself.”
[Note: Evans, Williams and Boozier were all
producers and songwriters for Robey, accord-
ing to Galen Gart and Roy C. Ames in their
book, “Duke/Peacock Records,” Big Nickel
Publications.] “Robey had a sweet little deal
with the Texas Department of Corrections or
T.D.C. Inmates at T.D.C. were encouraged to

Roscoe Gordon

write song lyrics in poetry form for the pay-
ment of ten cents a poem. Robey bought the
songs outright, had his studio arranger write
head-sheets and then assume full writer’s credit
with the use of the sobriguet D. Malone. All
four of us had his own ledger, and all our songs
would go down in them just as soon as musi-
cal arrangements for them were made. In fact,
he put his name to many of my songs. I wrote
“Hello Mr. Blues™ for Little Frankie Lee this
way.” [Peacock 1968.] “We had this lifer
named Long who wrote beautiful song lyrics
for us.

Toward the end of the Sixties, Robey’s in-
[uence had spread everywhere. Bul in the Mid-
West and down the Northern part of the East
Coast, certain Mafia mobsters held control.
Robey didn’t like this. He grew angry and
started kicking waste paper baskets around
(which he always did when he got all worked
up). He was not getting his records played
around New York and Philadelphia, and he was
going to do something about it. He flew to
Chicago. Once in the Windy City, Robey
stormed into the skyscraper where the offend-
ing hoods sat in their offices. Robey took the
elevator and was told by the receptionist to wait
patiently. He would have none of it. Rushing
the doors, he charged into the director’s office.
Robey was fuming and pointing fingers at eve-
ryone.

A chair was snatched up, and Robey was
quietly and politely told to take a seat. “Why
don’t we discuss this over lunch,” came the
cool and unruffled suggestion. Robey was
taken to a restaurant owned and controlled by
the three companions with whom he was spend-
ing lunch. Over lunch, Robey was told quietly
and firmly not to meddle with their East Coast
territories and with this was given the tab. His
heart sank when he read the tally. Each diner
had run up a bill of five hundred dollars (over-
inflated of course), and Robey had to pay up.
He returned home with his tail between his legs.

In 1971, I got a job working with Jimmy
McGriff for a year through an old friend,
Tricky Lofton. Things were already coming
to a close for Robey. Then my mother died in
1972. In 1973, Duke/Peacock Records was sold
to ABC/Dunhill, and just before Robey him-
self passed away, I got a job in electronics do-
ing T.V. repair. In 1989, | relocated to Los An-
geles. Shortly after that I put another band to-
gether. This was a four-piece unit called
Harold Bennett’s High Energy Band. I sat
inon Buddy Ace’s 1989 “Don’t Hurt No More™
session at The Leon Haywood Studio. My band
worked out of Mr. J's Club. 1 worked with a
string of guest artists at the club. Since then
I've worked at a number of clubs and hotels
including Jax, Chasens, the Biltmore and
Beverly Hills Country Club.

My last major recording date was as side-
man on Jimmy McGriff's “Let’s Stay To-
gether” and “Georgia On My Mind”.” [Groove
Merchant 1006, 1971.] “My interest in jazz has
deepened over the years. I recently appeared
on an album for George Coleman in New York.
This was Melvin Sparks' “Aquello”™ on Pres-
tige Records [out of print]. Right now I'm
putting my own CD together. You haven’t heard
the last of old “H.B.” yet.”
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