THE STORY O

JOHNNY HEARTSMAN AND
THE RHYTHAM ROCKERS
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The Original Rhythm Rockers, (1953-1957). Left to right: General Charmers, piano;

drums and J&hnny Heartsman, guitar. Photo courtesy Al Berry.

As told by Bay Area sax legend Alfred W. Berry

uring World War Il many
black families migrated to
the San Francisco Bay Area
to find work waiting for them in
the shipyards and naval supply
depots. Unlike in Southern states
like Louisiana and Mississippi,
blue collar ‘people of color’ could
find a chance to make a decent
living out in the Golden West.
This, in turn, meant a large
number of housing projects
needed to be built. By law, these
had to be segregated.

by Opal Louis Vations

African Americans of both urban and rural
backgrounds quite naturally brought their
culture with them. Unlike the rigid
requirements of separate housing, blacks
and whites found themselves rubbing elbows
in the Bay Area's night spots. The swank,
black-owned Slim Jenkins Club on Oakland’s
Seventh Street drew both black and white
patrons. In Richmond, however, people did
not mix that well. Black folk demanded a
club scene that reflected their own down-
home lifestyles. North Richmond's honky-
tonks and juke joints were rough places,
which often catered to the hard-drinking, fast-
living young black immigrants. Clubs like The
Tappers Inn, Savoy Club, The 341, Brown
Derby and Dew Drop Inn flourished on
providing cheer and sustenance.
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Alfred Berry, alto sax; on shoulders James Jackson, tenor sax; Ray Cotton,

One of the main attractions appearing
regularly around the Richmond clubs during
the late 1940s and early 1950s was Jimmy
McCracklin and his Blues Blasters. One
could often find McCracklin blasting away at
Club Savoy on Chesley Street or at The
Brown Derby, a club owned by McCracklin
himself (according to Alfred W. Berry).
Young, aspiring musicians often stood in the
doorway marveling at the entertainment
inside. One such young musician was
Johnny Heartsman, whose first tenor sax
player was 'Al' Alfred Berry.

Alfred was born to Blanche and Edgar
Berry in Henderson, Texas, between Dallas
and Shreveport on April 16th, 1937. Edgar
worked for the Navy. In 1945 the family
moved to Orange, Texas and later on to the
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San Francisco Bay Area where Edgar went
to work at Port Chicago unloading ships. At
Bay Point Elementary, Alfred took up the
tenor sax, then at Mount Diablo High

The l{hyt]m Rockers - The Mid 1950s

School switched to alto and baritone sax
and clarinet under James Arnold's
direction.

One day, for no apparent reason, there
was a huge explosion when two ships
moored at Port Chicago exploded, killing
three hundred seamen. The cause of the
accident was never fully explained. After
this, a number of dock workers refused to
unload munitions ships and were court
martialled. Edgar moved his family to
Oakland shortly thereafter.

In 1953 the sixteen-year-old Alfred Berry
attended McClymond's High which had just
been built. Alfred joined the school band.
His class included Johnny Heartsman, who
at the time was sitting in on bass guitar
over at Seventh Street in Oakland with
Jimmy McCracklin’s Blues Blasters.
Heartsman had befriended McCracklin's
ace guitarist, the legendary Lafayette
Thomas. Heartsman idolized Thomas, who
taught the young novice a few tricks of the
trade. Heartsman was fixing to start his
own combo, and when he heard that Alfred
expressed interest in joining his group, he
suggested he sit in a few times with
Charles 'Doc' Sutter, McCracklin's tenor
sax player to gain a little first-hand
experience.

At this point, McCracklin was playing out
in Richmond at the Brown Derby. Alfred
remembers the outfit as being composed
of Lafayette Thomas on guitar, ‘Wild" Willie
Moore on alto sax, Charles Sutter on tenor
sax, Joe Toussaint on bass, San Francisco
Jeffers on drums, with McCracklin on piano
and vocals. Signed to Peacock Records at
the time, McCracklin was enjoying a
measure of success with his release of
‘The Cheater’, a stompin’ r&b nugget.

After playing with McCracklin for a few
months Alfred started rehearsals with
Heartsman's new group, The Rhythm
Rockers, at Heartsman's mother's house
on West Grand in Qakland. The original
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Top: General Charmers, Al Berry, Johnny Heartsman, Ja
Cotton, 1955. Above: Johnny Heartsman, Al Berry, Fred Casey,
General Charmers and James Jackson, circa 1957. Photos

mes Jackson and Ray

i courtesy Al Berry.

Rhythm Rockers
included General
Charmers, piano, Alfred
Berry, tenor sax, James
Jackson, alto sax, Ray
Cotton, drums, and Johnny

Label shots courtesy
Victor Pearlin and Billy Vera

Heartsman, guitar. Later on Heartsman
mastered the flute, trombone and just about
every keyboard instrument he could lay his
hands on. A musical genius with a personal
touch for tones and textures, Heartsman
became a perfect all-round musician’s
musician.

Lee Hildebrand states in his memorial
article in the East Bay Express (January
10th, 1997) that Heartsman had the
amazing ability to warp moans by
simultaneously bending the strings with his
left hand while picking with his right and
twisting the volume knob with his little
finger. Many sources report that Heartsman
was born in Southern California’s San
Fernando Valley on February 9th, 1837.
According to Hildebrand, who has engaged
in conversations with his daughter,
Heartsman was most definitely born in
Houston, Texas.
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courtesy Al Berry.

After a number of lengthy rehearsals in a
style very similar to that of MecCracklin's
Blues Blasters, The Rhythm Rockers took
their sound out to the people. At first they
played Oakland beer joints and school
dances, then graduated to clubs like The
Mondrey, Time Out (Sportsman) and 53
Club on Grove Street. They played Chris’s
Grill, Club Savoy in Richmond and
eventually wound up at Slim Jenkins' on
Oakland's Seventh Street.

The Heartsman band was hired by Bob
Geddins, who ran a variety of labels out of
his Oakland based studios. His principal
studio was on Seventh Street. Geddins
wanted a ready-made, competent studio
band, and The Rhythm Rockers neatly fit
the bill. Hildebrand asserts that Heartsman
first met Geddins quite by accident in 1953
when, from out of nowhere, Geddins
jaywalked directly in front of Heartsman's
car. One of the group's first Geddins
sessions was with Jimmy Wilson on Rhythm
Records with ‘Wild' Willie Moore on tenor
sax. The widely popular 'Strangest Blues'
emerged from this session date.

Heartsman also admired Alvin Smith,
a.k.a. Al King, and recorded with him for
Ray Dobard's Berkeley-based Music City
label alongside pianist Chuck Morris. Ray
Dobard was deeply impressed with
Heartsman's ability to arrange music and
put it together at a moment’s notice right in
the studio. Hiring him as an all-round A&R
man, Dobard put Heartsman on a minimal
weekly fee. The band was usually paid a
miserly 25 dollars per session. Geddins
hired Heartsman and Lafayette Thomas to
play on James Reed's excellent cover of
Jimmy Wilson's 'Roughest Place In Town'
('Tin Pan Alley').

Two of the first vocal groups Heartsman
arranged for and played behind were The
Rovers on their promising ‘lchi Bon Tami
Dachi', a song picked up by Capitol Records
and buried, and the regional smash by The
Four Deuces, 'W.P.L.J. ("White Port And
Lemon Juice'). Both were cut at Music City
on Alcatraz Avenue with Ray Cotton on
drums and an almost inaudible Alfred Berry
on sax. However, Melvin Davis took the
tenor solo on the record.

1955 sessions included The Four Deuces,
Gaylarks and Mr. Undertaker (Ray Agee)
and dates over at Music City with Lafayette
Thomas on the Jumping and Trilyte labels in
QOakland for Bob Geddins. This included
Thomas's stunning 'Cockroach Run', a

Left to right; unidentified drummer; Bobby Forte, sax; Johnny Heartsman, flute; Eddie Foster, guitar. Photo

down-in-the-alley drone of an instrumental.
More Gaylarks, Five Swans, Five
Campbells and Rovers sessions followed in
1956. 1957 turned out to be the big year for
Heartsman. Not only did The Rhythm
Rockers cut behind Sugar Pie DeSanto (a
date held at the Geddins studios for Don
Barksdale's fledgling Jody imprint), but
Heartsman supported recordings by Little
Willie Littlefield for Barksdale's new Rhythm
label (the name and logo for which he
acquired from Geddins).

The Rhythm Rockers sat in on Geddins'
studio rehearsals for Johnny Fuller's
'Haunted House', a demo of which was later
presented to Art Rupe at Specialty Records
in Hollywood, who reworked the song for
release on his own label.

Besides more sessions with The Gaylarks,
Heartsman and his combo still found time to
lay down their own sound under their own
name. Billed as Johnny Heartsman, The
Rhythm Rockers and The Gaylarks (The
Gaylarks providing a riotous party
atmosphere), the motley crew recorded
‘Johnny's House Party Parts 1 and 2,
‘Johnny's Thunderbird' plus 'Johnny's Blue
Mood' in April for Music City. 'Johnny's
House Party Parts 1 and 2', based
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on Bill Doggett’s 'Honky Tonk', broke loose
in May and because of its immediate
success spawned cover versions by Jimmy
Beasley on Modern and Earl Palmer on
Aladdin Records.

Through Jack Archer's Booking Agency,
The Rhythm Rockers and Gaylarks took off
in a brand new Mercury station wagon for
Chicago for a gig at The Regal Theatre.

The boys then appeared on an unusual
engagement at the Cook County Jail in
Chicago. Chi-town deejay Sam Evans had
arranged a free show for the prison’s seven
hundred inmates. Among the bevy of acts
appearing were Magic Sam, Eddie Boyd
and The Dells.

They then made their way on to
Philadelphia, where they made their home
base, enabling them to fill engagements
that could be reached in a day’s drive.

The Shaw Artists Agency sponsored the
'Fantabulous Rock and Roll Show of 1957,
booked by Dick Boone and scheduled to
appear at 34 dates in 34 cities over a period
of 37 days. Handbills included Ruth Brown,
The Coasters, Drifters, Five Satins and Bo
Diddley. The Heartsman band was
advertised as an item on the programme,
but Alfred asserts that The Rhythm Rockers
never played on this extravaganza touted
by Billboard Magazine.

The Rhythm Rockers momentarily hit the
big time, causing a state of euphoria which
lasted as long as 'Johnny's House Party'
stayed in the charts. They backed Sam
Cooke on a number of engagements in
Pittsburgh. In Newark they played behind
Big Maybelle and Arthur Prysock at Teddy
Powell's Lounge. One artist played upstairs
while the other played down. The
supporting two bands often switched floors
to share in supporting the artists.

Due to heavy winter snowstorms, the
group was stranded in Philadelphia. The
outfit was reduced to playing talent shows at
Floyd Montgomery's theatre, and their
general morale sank to an all-time low. Not
wanting to live hand-to-mouth any more,
drummer Fred Casey quit and was replaced
by a local player, Acey Dance. When the
snow melted the combo continued to play
New Jersey clubs and wherever else they
could find work.

JST GOT TO KN/

Label shots courtesy
Vietor Pearlin and Billy Vera.
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Alfred remembers driving up to
Philadelphia one time from Chicago. The
Gaylarks were staying with the band at a
South Philadelphia hotel. The Gaylarks did
not generate as much work as The Rhythm
Rockers and could not afford to pay
separate room rent. The fellows set up a
plan whereby The Gaylarks slept in The
Rhythm Rockers’ rooms when the latter
worked nights. The desk clerk found out and
threatened to throw them all out, at which
point Heartsman, who had the clerk on the
phone, said he would shoot him if they all
lost their rooms. Hearisman was horsing
around and did not mean what he said. He
was only trying to scare
the clerk, but the clerk
took him seriously and
called the police.
Squad cars raced over
to the hotel, sirens
blaring. Heartsman and
the boys peeked out
and saw guns drawn.
The musicians were
arrested and taken
downtown, but
Heartsman managed to
talk his way out of it
and all were let go.

Things worsened
after that, and The
Gaylarks found
themselves without
work. Out of
desperation, all but
lead vocalist Ben
Richards stole a car
parked outside a repair
shop and drove all the
way back to California.

During the summer of
1957 Music City issued
‘Johnny's Thunderbird'/
‘Johnny's Blue Mood'
as the follow-up to
‘Johnny's House Party’,
but the winning streak
never panned out.
General Charmers
received his draft
papers, and the outfit
called it quils. As work
thinned, the group was
forced to make their
own way back home.

Once back on home
turf, The Rhythm
Rockers split up but
came together for various gigs later on.
Alfred Berry started working for the Post
Office, and Heartsman went out as a single,
doubling on guitar and keyboards.

In 1958, Heartsman temporarily joined
Sugar Pie De Santo and Pee Wee Kingsley
and The All-Star Band. Heartsman recorded
for both Rhythm and Music City at the
Geddins studios with the Kingsley outfit.
The most promising Geddins session
produced 'One Two, Let's Rock' which
ended up on Aladdin Records in 1958.
Sadly, the record did not go anywhere. In
1959 Heartsman and Berry sat in on the
Veltone date which produced the original 'l
Wanna Know' for Sugar Pie at the Geddins
studio.

Alfred remembers that when the single
took off, Chess Records in Chicago picked
it up for national distribution. The record
broke from coast to coast. It eventually hit
number four on Billboard's r&b charts in
September 1960. All this led to lots of work
on the East Coast until suddenly one-day
the gigs dried up and the band was left

stranded. Pee Wee Kingsley, desperate to
return to the West Coast, took up with a
gang of thieves, robbed a bank and was
arrested. He ended up serving time in jail.
Heartsman also played on Joe Simon's
Is A Miracle’ session for Garrie
Thompson's Hush label at the Geddins
studio. Shortly after Alfred joined the Postal
Service he worked with a second
Heartsman combo comprised of
Heartsman, guitar and organ, local jazz
legend Ed Kelly, piano, and Fred Casey,
drums. Alto sax player James Jackson quit
Heartsman's original group altogether after
a major argument. The combo, now based

Johnny Heartsman with Randy Tamberg of KYA circa late 1970s. Photo: Randy Tamberg.

in Stockton, played local beer joints and
clubs like The Dew Drop and Skylark.

Later on, Johnny Heartsman and Fred
Casey formed a band and played The Brass
Rail in Palo Alto. Alfred sat in when his work
schedule allowed. While working days at
the Post Office, Alfred got a job blowing for
The Jimmy Cicero Band. The outfit had a
regular residency at a penthouse teenager
nightclub in Hayward. The gig lasted three
years. After this, Alfred hitched up with The
Brumells, an Oakland-based band. He
stayed with The Brumells for a year, playing
out in Richmond at Club Savoy. Alfred’s
career in music ended abruptly when his
day shift was switched to the red-eye. He
did well at the Post Office and ended up a
supervisor.

Back on the recording front, Heartsman
worked with Earl ‘Good Rockin"” Brown for
Ray Krause's Kappa Records. He cut with
Ray Agee on two separate sessions, once
for Geddins with The Four Kings on Check,
and again for Ronnie Badger with The Jets
on Shirley and Krafton. He then waxed with

his old friend and mentor, Jimmy
McCracklin, at the Geddins studio for Art
Tone and Gedinsons from which a handful
of songs ended up in reissue on Lew
Chudd’s Imperial diskery. Geddins and his
son continued the Gedinsons imprint and
had Heartsman back Ella Thomas and The
Starlets.

Picking up again with Ronnie Badger,
Heartsman recorded two beautiful soul
sessions, one with Delilah and with local
wonder-boy Jessie James. Recording with
Al King once again, he attended one
session for Art Tone/ Gedinsons under the
Al and Nettie duet imprint. He also did one
session with Eddie Foster for
Fat Daddy Lyons' obscure
Luck label. Working directly
with Al King, Heartsman
backed Ella Thomas for Al
King's Flag label. Back with
Al King as band member,
Heartsman continued to
record for the Shirley imprint
during 1964-65. He
supported Tiny Powell on his
regional hit, 'My Time After
Awhile', on Bob Geddins'
own Wax label and Lacy
Stewart on Sol's. Again,
back at Wax, Heartsman
played behind Camille La
Vah, then, when Al King
switched to Steve Brodie's
Sahara label, Heartsman
went with him. He both
arranged and conducted
Brodie's sessions throughout
1966 and 1967.

| have mentioned just a few
of the many sessions
Heartsman contributed to
over the years. Space does
not permit a full
‘'sessionography’. Of course,
Heartsman recorded again
in his own right during the
early 1960s for Big Jay and
Triad with the band he and Al
Casey built. Gino Landry and
Lovejoy Coverson shared
sax work, and Bobby Reed
played bass. The Heartsman
sound was rapidly evolving
into one which reflected
current trends in funk. He
had reached his lowest point
when he recorded ‘The
Beatles Are In Town' for
Arhoolie, He capped this off with tours as a
cover band, playing Top Forty hits. After a
marijuana bust in 1967, Heartsman fled the
Bay Area, returning in 1975 as bandleader,
arranger and organist for his old friend, Joe
Simon.

In later days, Heartsman returned to the
blues, playing in clubs and on blues
festivals. He finally regained some of the
recognition he deserved, waxing three
progressive blues albums for three different
labels. He later toured Europe and Japan.

On Christmas Day 1997, Heartsman
suffered a stroke while reading about
himself in the commercially published book,
'The All Music Guide To The Blues' (Miller
Freeman Books, edited by Michael Erlewine
and others). He died on the 27th in his
Sacramento home. He was survived by a
daughter, Melody, and a son, Jerette. Alfred
fondly remembers all the times The Rhythm
Rockers tore up the theatres and clubs.

Thanks to Alfred W. Berry, Randy Tamberg
and Lee Hildebrand
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