THE BE-BOP BOY

THE STORY OF JOHNNY FLAMINGO

By OPAL LOUIS NATIONS

In 1984 noted music writer Nick Tosches put
out a book entitled ‘Unsung Heroes Of Rock n
Roll’ (Chas Scribner's Sons, N.Y.). Profiles were
included of some twenty-six artists, most of
whom came up during the post-war r&b era.
Although a worthwhile and fascinating collection
of essays, one can imagine almost two dozen
such tomes sitting in an orderly row on the
discerning music lover's bookshelf. The more
we learn about the deeds of those pioneer Afro-
American musicians who are now mostly
forgotten, the more we wonder how well we truly
understand the idiom. Important figures such as
Rudy Render, Pearl Trayler, Bill Jennings and
Phil Flowers have yet to find their place among
the literature up to this point. Johnny Flamingo,
the subject of this text, falls easily into this
embarrassingly neglected category.

Johnny Flamingo was born Melvin Moore in
Houston, Texas on January 13th 1934. His
father was Grant Moore and his mother Gladys
Gilmore, a promising vocalist. “She was just
getting ready to go with Charlie Barrnet's band
before she died”, remembered Johnny. Gladys
Gilmore passed away shorlly after her thirty-
eighth birthday. In 1941, having split up with her
husband, Gladys moved with young Johnny to
the west side of South Los Angeles, to the
Lomita district between Arlington Avenue on the
left, bordered by Western Avenue to the right.
“We lived behind Rochester’s house. In fact, as
a kid | hung out with Rochester's sons”, said
Johnny. Rochester often played the stereo-
typical bug-eyed black in screwball movie
comedies such as 'Love Thy Neighbour’ with
Jack Benny and Fred Allen. In 1943, Gladys
married Jack Broxton.

Johnny acquired the habit of singing for
himself and rarely recitaled for an assembled
audience. His first public performance was
endured around a camp fire at the YMCA. "I
sang the old Ralph Flanagan show tune ‘Every
Time | Fall In Love’. | think it went down pretty
well.”

THE BE-BOP BOYS

In 1952, Johnny enlisted in the Air Force. His
unit was stationed at Great Falls, Montana, just
east of the majestic Rocky Mountains National
Park. "One day | started singing a song and
three other fellows kinda fell in on harmonies. It
sounded pretty good so we decided to form a
group. We called ourselves The Be-Bop Boys.
They were slill segregating the black soldiers
from the whites back then, and pretly soon we
found ourselves relocated to West Palm Beach,
Florida." The Be-Bop Boys rehearsed and
worked up a handful of tunes. Their tightest-
sounding song at this point was a cover of The
Orioles’ arrangement of ‘Crying In The Chapel’,
a release that took The Orioles to the No.1 spot
on the R&B charts in August 1953,

‘| don’t remember the exact details", recalled
Johnny, “but | do recall that The Be-Bop Boys
went down to a little night club in West Palm
Beach and sang ‘Crying In The Chapel’ to a live
audience, and that afterwards we went with a
deejay to a local radio station to repeat our
Orioles’ impersonation, entirely without musical
instruments.” The group also had an opening
signature tune they always rendered called ‘We

Are The Be-Bop Boys'. The only member of the
group Johnny remembers by name is Eugene
Todd who sang first tenor. Johnny was always
assigned the baritone part. The existence of
The Be-Bop Boys came to a swift end when
Johnny and Eugene volunteered for overseas
service. "Eugene and | were shipped out to
Molesworth Air Force Base, just outside of
Kettering in Northamptonshire, England.”

At Molesworth, Johnny and Eugene organized
a second singing group with three other guys
called The Criterion Quartet. It became the goal
of the group to win a place on the Armed
Services travelling entertainment package, The
Spotlight Review. The prestigious Spotlight
Review travelled all over Europe and enter-
tained troops at US military bases. To achieve
this goal, the group had to win first place at both
the local and national semi-finals. In 1953 they
made it to the London-based national finals only

By now the Broxtons had acquired a mortgage
on their own home in South Los Angeles.
Moving back in with his family, Johnny returned
to his old job at Lockheed Aircraft, where he had
been taken on only two weeks before joining the
Service. Now, after having automatically gained
four years' seniority through the Service Credit
system, he was able to land a well-paying job
working swing shift as a sheet metal hand-
former. When coming off his job at midnight,
Johnny tuned his radio in to Dick ‘Huggy Boy’
Hugg's midnight-to-three a.m. KRKD show
broadcast from inside the front kiosk window of
John Dolphin’s Dolphins Of Hollywood Record
Store at 1055 Vernon and Central Avenues.
HUGGY BOY

Jim Dawson explains in his excellent book
‘Nervous, Man, Nervous - The Big Jay McNeely
Biography’ (Big Nickel Pub., 1994), that Hugg, a
gangly white kid from Canton, Ohio, moved to
LA in the 1940s. He got into radio via Big Jay
McNeely and Bill Sampson of KWKW in
Pasadena. His first gig at KWKW was a live,
one-hour remote broadcast from a booth at the
Golden Gate Drive-In dressed as a Roman
gladiator on roller skates,

In late 1953, Hugg replaced black deejays
Charles Trammell and Larry McCormick in John
Dolphin's store window. Dolphin hired Hugg to
take over his ‘Harlem Hit Parade’ programme as
the latter's huckster sales approach well suited
the record manufacturer and retailer’s require-

Johnny Flamingo
(Photo courtesy
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to find themselves in second place. The very
same thing happened when they competed the
following year. But by 1955 they were ready to
take on and beat out anyone, and this they
accomplished. With the Spotlight Review of
1955, The Criterion Quartet of Molesworth
toured England, Scotland, Germany, France
and anywhere in Europe a US military unit could
be found. Johnny fondly remembers this with
much pride. He quit the Service later that year.
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ments. In 1954, after the release of Joe
Houston's ‘All Nite Long’, Hugg adopted the
honking rocker as his theme song over which he
howled, "Keep alive and listen in! Hi, Huggy Boy
Show, all night long from fabulous Dolphin's Of
Hollywood in the studio front window at Vernon
and Central, Central and Vernon, Vernon and
Central” etc. Hugg's spiel drew lines of cars past
Dolphin's store, and communication with the
drivers was hooked up through the medium of



car radios.

One night Hugg advertised for a first tenor
singer to go with a vocal group that Jeanette
Baker was thinking of putting together called
The Dots. “I called Huggy Boy", said Johnny,
“and he gave me Jeanette Baker's phone
number. Then | called Jeanette, although up ‘il
then | had only sung baritone, and she had me
come down to an audition at her grandmother's
house.” Not only did Johnny fit right in with
Jeanette's plans but the pair fell in love and
were soon ‘spliced’, a marriage which held
together to the day Johnny died.

CADDY RECORDS

Hugg was fixing to start a record label he
wanted to call Caddy as, according to Steve
Propes in his liner notes to ‘To Be Loved
Forever - Del Fi Doo-Wop Volume 1' (DFCD
71256, 1998), Hugg chose the name when he
found out he could make enough money
producing records to go out and buy himself a
Cadillac. In late 1955, The Dots recorded their
first session at Master Recorders in Hollywood
where all of Leiber & Stoller's legendary Spark
recordings were born. The topside of Caddy
101, The Dots’ initial release, was entitled ‘|
Confess', a standard doo-wop ballad ener-
getically lead by Jeanette Baker. The song,
supposedly created in the studio from a head
arrangement, was covered shortly afterwards
by Paul Anka & The Sharps on RPM Records.
This was Anka's debut, but The Sharps of
course had recorded earlier for Federal as The
Lamplighters.

The flipside of *| Confess’ was the rocking and
jumping ‘I Wish (I Could Meet Her) lead by
Johnny Flamingo. Johnny rocks out as the
group wails and a voice sounding very much like
Richard Berry's cuts in with occasional speech-
over. Hugg often used 'Handsome' Jim Bal-
com's Orchestra on his artists recordings.
Jeanette Baker asserts that the original Dots
group was composed of herself, Johnny
Flamingo, Pete Smith, Ray Brewster and a guy
remembered only as Bill. ’| Confess’ later turned
up on a Caddy EP with songs by other Hugg
artists. This seems to be about the time when
Mel Broxton evolved into Johnny Flamingo.
There are conflicting stories as to just how this
came about. Jeanette Baker asserts that when
Johnny came to The Dots she found the new
name for him. Steve Propes, in his liner notes to
‘To Be Loved Forever - Del Fi Doo-Wop Volume
1, states that Hugg came up with the new name
in 1957 (after Johnny's solo recording of ‘My
Girl'). Hugg named Broxton after The Flamingo
Hotel in Las Vegas, says Propes, when he
heard that deejay / pop idol / actor Tommy
Sands was named after The Sands Hotel.
FIRST GIGS

Jeanette Baker recalls that The Dots did their
first show (they were the opening act) at the
annual Twelfth Cavalcade of Jazz at Wrigley
Field in late September 1956. Both Little
Richard and Dinah Washington headlined, and
Chuck Higgins, Johnny Otis and The Bo
Rhambo Trio made an appearance. The finals
for the Miss Cavalcade Bathing Beauty Contest
were an added attraction. The Dots rehearsed
regularly and their on-stage reputation increa-
sed rapidly. “We sang quite a bit", recalled
Johnny modestly. “We played Art Laboe’s
remote programme from Scrivener's Drive-In at
Imperial and Western, high school record hops
for Hugg at the Golden Gate Theatre in East LA
and also East LA's Boulevard Theatre, on
Hunter Hancock’s shows at the Long Beach
Municipal Auditorium and on multiple talent bills
at the United Artists Theatre.”

The Dots also graced the Shrine Auditorium
on a sell-out package organized by KPOP
deejay Earl McDaniel. The line-up included Alis

b {'.‘-A“"-u ol
The Criterion Quartet (Johnny Flamingo far
right), circa 1955. (Photo courtesy of Johnny
Flamingo)

Lesley (billed as 'The Female Elvis Presley’),
Gene Vincent & The Blue Caps, The Coasters,
The Six Teens, Sonny Knight, The Turks, The
Gassers, Jerry Wallace and Ernie Freeman's
Orchestra.

SOLO RECORDINGS

Controversy surrounds Flamingo's first solo
waxing since '‘My Girl' turned up on an Ace
Caddy collection in 1983 (‘Huggy Boy's Fav-
ourite Oldies From Caddy Records' - Ace
CHB80). Johnny insisted that ‘So Long' was his
first issued solo Caddy outing, a record he cut
during the spring of 1957. Yet 'My Girl', a
pleasant Sam Cooke soundalike ballad, was
recorded the year before (Caddy 114). 'My Girl’
set the style and tone for what was to become
Flamingos own sound which nearly always
conveyed an easy, smooth, laid-back, warm
feeling with nods to both Sam Cooke and Jesse
Belvin.

In April 1957, Johnny Flamingo got together
with Dick Hugg and Caddy Records and
recorded ‘So Long’ on a session which inad-
vertently put him out as a solo entity. “| turned
up at the studio expecting to find a vocal group,
but only ‘Handsome' Jim Balcom’s session
band showed up. Not wanting to throw away
studio time we went through a song The
Charioteers first recorded in 1940 called 'So
Long'. But it was the 1946 Johnny Moore's
Blazers’ version that was familiar to me, so we
stuck more or less to their arrangement.”

Johnny's reading of ‘I'll See You In My
Dreams’, the flipside, is possibly the most
romantic version of the song. His interpretation
strongly resembles all the nuances one is
accustomed to hearing from Sonny Knight.
Johnny really lays on the bewitchment.

'So Long’ went over big with fans of The
Criterion Quartet back in the old Air Force days.
“We made a demo of ‘So Long", said Johnny,
“and Huggy Boy played it on his show and found
that people really liked it, so he put it out on his
Caddy label” (Caddy 105). Flamingo's waxing of
‘So Long’ is plaintively sweet and melodic and
supported by sparse rhythm accompaniment.
Lacking a second song suitable for release,
Hugg matched ‘So Long' with ‘Handsome' Jim
Balcom's rocking instrumental ‘Roller Coaster’.
In May 1957, 'Billboard’ proclaimed Flamingo's
‘So Long’ to be a hit in the local area. Being
unable to meet increasing demand, Hugg sold
the master to Aladdin Records. Johnny ended
up with $75.

Seven months later Aladdin released 'So
Long’ backed with Johnny's ‘Make Me A
Present Of You' (an old Ernie Andrews song
recorded for Trend in 1953) as a follow-up to
‘Little Teenage Girl' / 'When | Lost You', another
pair of Johnny's songs leased or sold to Aladdin
by Hugg. ‘Make Me A Present Of You' was also
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first issued by Caddy in September 1957.
Johnny's rendering is given a mellow, nostalgic
touch with its eerie vocals and restrained
accompaniment.

Despite all of this, Johnny found work only on
an irregular, now-and-again basis. Both Hugg
and Art Laboe plugged his engagements.
However, the release of ‘Little Teenage Girl' in
September 1957, although poorly reviewed by
‘Billboard’, did help Johnny find a spot on
Laboe's October Long Beach show with Joe
Houston, Marvin & Johnny, Big Jay McNeely,
The Penguins, Sam Cooke and Don & Dewey.
His presentation of ‘Little Teenage Girl’ is both
bright and bouncy, with its infectious melody
and irresistible off-beat. The accompaniment is
reminiscent of an arrangement for one of Shirley
& Lee's romancers. ‘When | Lost You' could well
pass for a Nat 'King' Cole ballad, with all its
simplicity, warmth, charm and enchantment.

May 1957 saw the issue of Jeanetle Baker &
The Dots’ second release, 'Johnny’, Baker's
love song and tribute to her life partner, backed
by 'l Lost You'. Kirk Roberts asserts that on this
single and on The Dots’ third and last Caddy
release, Jeanette had told him that major LA
singing talents such as Jesse Belvin and Gaynel
Hodge sat in as Dots on these sides. Similarly,
major lalent shows up on some of Johnny's later
releases, as Steve Propes asserts in his liner
notes to ‘One Teardrop Too Late - Del Fi Doo-
Wop Volume 2’ (DFCD 71257, 1998).
REMAKES

Hugg was playing some great out-of-Harlem
doo-wops on his show over KFWB, but record
buyers had little idea how to find these releases.
When he played these sides, the response was
greal, says Propes. Wanting to capitalize on the
popularity of the tunes, Hugg thought it a
lucrative idea to cover some of them by having
artists signed with his label take a stab at them.
He then combined Johnny Flamingo with
Richard Berry & The Pharaohs to remake
moody ballad classics like 'I', originally sliced by
The Velvets on Red Robin in 1953, and "You're
Mine’, first waxed by The Crickets on MGM, also
in 1953.

A third sang, ‘Is It A Dream’, cut without The
Pharaohs, was originally conceived by The
Vocaleers on Red Robin in 1952. It is common
knowledge that one made the most money out
of owning or controlling the rights to a song.
Hugg must have known this. It could be that he
owed Bobby Robinson (Red Robin Records)
and Joe Davis (of Jay-Dee who leased Crickets
material to MGM) favours of some kind. It is my
suspicion that Johnny Flamingo and The
Pharachs got together around the time of The
Pharaohs’ Donna session of 1960, two years
after the Specialty release which we shall come
to shortly, to cut two of these three covers. ‘I’
(Canton 1785), which was issued as the 'B'-side
to the beautifully rendered ‘It Were You' (with its
terrific tremolo guitar backing), showcases
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Johnny's tender, plaintive voice. The Pharaohs
sing just right as tambourine and electric piano
add to the song's mournful grief. One almost
expects to hear a dubbed-over cry-track at
some point.

I', along with “You're Mine' and ‘Is It A Dream’,
were leased to Bob Keane at Del Fi Records
and reissued (except for 'Is It a Dream’) in 1998
on the aforementioned Del Fi collections.
You're Mine' and ‘Is It A Dream' (cut in 1958)
surfaced on Donna, a Del Fi subsidiary, in the
early 1960s (Donna 1357) and were later
reissued on Dub Tone 2580. “The first time |
saw "You're Mine' was at a record hop in the
1960s”, remembered Johnny. “A fan produced a
copy for me to autograph. | didn’t know anyone
had put it out, it had been so long [1958] I'd
forgotten about it."

Johnny's reading of ‘You're Mine’ is in the
usual romantic, laid-back yet soulful vein.
Richard Berry answers Johnny's touching pleas
as The Pharaohs whoop and wail all over the
melody. ‘Is It A Dream’ (reissued on Ace LP
CHB80 in 1983) is yet another soft, pretty ballad
supported by a wailing trombone, one finger
piano and thudding bass. Back during the
summer of 1958, when Johnny Flamingo was
sharing low-rider car-club gigs and record hops
in East LA with the likes of Richard Berry and
Tony Allen, he recorded a cover of The Embers'
famous ‘Paradise Hill' from 1953 (Ember 101)
and 'Will She Think Of Me' backed by The
Blossoms (Gloria Jones, alto, Fanita Barrett,
soprano, Annette Williams, second tenor, and
Nannette (Williams) Jackson, alto). Richard
Berry produced the session. Both songs were
sold to Art Rupe at Specialty Records who put
them out on a single in August 1958.

‘Paradise Hill' is again another wee-wee
hours, candlelight ballad supported ably by The
Blossoms. The reverse, ‘Will She Think Of Me’,
an infectious pop ballad in the Sam Cooke
mould, should have sold well for Johnny
Flamingo but because Don & Dewey were
pretty hot at the time, Art Rupe probably
decided to focus all of his energies on meeting
Don & Dewey's sales demands.

LATER RELEASES

Hugg continued to release Johnny Flamingo
records over the years on a slew of reissue
labels such as Pico, Malynn and Hi-Oldies.
Standouts include a fabulous cover of The Love
Notes’ 1957 Holiday recording of ‘United’ with
Jeanelle Baker and group in support, a romping
arrangement of Rosco Gordon's ‘No More
Doggin™ with its Raelets-like backing, heavy sax
break and tight, fat orchestral support, and the
gal-group assisted ‘All Aboard’. Yet another
squeeze-tight ballad in the low-light, slow dance
tradition, ‘All Aboard' is in every way as pleasing
as Johnny's earlier love songs. Too bad nobody
has ever gathered all of his smoochers together
on one CD package.

Johnny Flamingo on stage at his last major
show - a Doo-Wop Society of Southern
California concert in March 2000. (Photo:
Seamus McGarvey)

Money-wise, Johnny Flamingo never received
a red cent in royalties. “Huggy always lied to me
about royalties”, he said. "He used the poor
sales figures excuse when | knew for sure he
was making a lot of money off of me.”

By 1963, Johnny and the ‘Handsome' Jim
Balcom Band were ensconced residents at
Howard Pierce’'s Den night club in Norwalk. “|
was playing there six nights a week”, said
Johnny. Later on, when Balcom left, his sax
player Frank Andrade took his place. “| kept that

gig for four years”, said Johnny. Both Dr. John
and Richard Berry played at the club during
Johnny's tenure. In 1963, Madalon Baker of
Audio Arts Records on Melrose Avenue in
Hollywood came over and recorded him in the
club. An album was released called 'In The Wee
Small Hours Of The Morning' (Diadon DLP 201)
with Gaynel Hodge on piano among others.
Nothing happened with the collection so Johnny
worked various jobs including the post office,
telemarketing, ‘The Los Angeles Times' and a
sales job at a West LA auto dealership. He
ended up working for the Bank Of America.

Between 1973 and 1984, Jeanette Baker ran
a night club at Arletta and Van Nuys Boulevard
called Miss B’s. The nitery was a showcase for
her group, Miss D & The Stingers, in which
Jeanette sang and played keyboards. In 1984,
she opened her own restaurant in Eagle Rock,
Miss B's Chicken Supreme, which folded just a
short while ago.

Dick ‘Huggy Boy' Hugg currently hosts his own
show over KPLA, 1110 AM, where he spins
choice r&b and soul oldies for his fans. In 1998,
Barrio Soul Records, a company dedicated to
the revival of those good old low-riding soul
oldies, put out a collection of Hugg's favourite
spins entitled ‘Huggy Boy Presents' (BMG
640014-4047).

Johnny Flamingo, looking as fit and trim as
always and still in possession of a well-kept
voice, continued to come out of retirement on
occasion to please his many fans on program-
mes organized by those whose mission is the
preservation of vintage, honest-to-goodness
rhythm and blues. He made his last major
appearance at the Hunter Hancock tribute show
in Los Angeles in March of last year (see NDT
207). He died as a result of cancer and emphy-
sema on Christmas Eve 2000, just as this article
was being prepared for NDT. His funeral was
held at Forest Lawn in Glendale on December
30th.

With thanks to the late Johnny Flamingo,
Jeanette Baker, Steve Propes, Kirk Roberts and
Jim Dawson.
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