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Johnnie Morisette 1s a talent about
whom one could write at least two good
Hollywood movie scripts, one on the good §
things he did and one on the darker side
of his character. Singer, songwriter and
showman Morisette spent a good deal of
his career on the underbelly of society. As
a street-savvy pimp, Morisette did not al-
ways evade the long arm of the law and
often found himself in jail for one rap or f§
another. In Afro-American popular mu- &
sic, he started out as a blues singer and by
later drawing [rom his gospel roots, he
became one of the nation’s most exciting
1960s soul soloists. The latter was due to
the grooming and schooling he received
from close friend and confidante, Sam
Cooke.

he tuned into Gene Nobles’ blues program
on Nashville’s WLAC radio and learned to
mimic Nobles’ voice as well as all of his
jingles. Being able to mimic voices became a
major preoccupation for Morisette. Later on
he mastered the vocal umbres of Percy May-
field, Charles Brown, Roy Brown, Roy Mil-
ton and Billy Eckstine and tried them on the

During the 1940s Morisette earned the |t

nickname “Two Voice” for a natural pro-
pensity he had of being able to do what a
select number of gospel soloists were able
to perfect—split his voice by singing in
natural and falsetto simultaneously.

Morisette’s history of “backgrounding”
on other people’s recordings and his repu-
tation of having appeared on major festi-
vals and events is too long a list to item-
ize in any great detail in this article. In
addition, with some of Morisette’s per-
sonal history we have conflicting informa- 5
tion. Most R&B reference books state that he
was born on July Ist, 1933, either on Montu
or Manui Island in the American Samoa is-
land chain of the South Pacific and that his
original birth name, “Monty Island,” was de-
rived from a phonetic rendition of Manui.
Morisette himself asserts that none of this is
true. “I was born 50 miles from Rio (Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil) on Lui Island where my fam-
ily owned vast estates,” he says. I have not yet
been able to find Lui Island on anv atlas. Be
that as it may, his parents’ Christian names
were Mary and Karaapondaa, and he was
blessed with having four sisters.

The fact that Morisette was packed off to
live with his Godmother in Mobile, Alabama,
during infancy might lead one to suspect that
because Morisette never really knew or had
any lasting attachment to his parents, he made
up a fantasy birthplace to fill in the blank part
of his early history. In Mobile, Morisette first
attended Williamson Elementary before go-
ing on to Owens Junior High where, under
the influence and guidance of music princi-
pal W.B. Robbins, he both sang in, and took
solos with, the school choir.

“I grew up listening to the ‘Grand Ole
Opry’ out of Nashville on the radio, and I'd
enjoy singing along with Red Foley and other
country singers,” recalls Morisette. Later on

unsuspecting general public during club en-

gagements.

It was not long before Morisette was sing-
ing lead in his first gospel quartet, namely the
(unrecorded) Bells of Heaven of Mobile [ea-
turing himself, Andrew Antone on second
lead), with Walter Brown, David Lee Jacobs
and General Stewart. The Bells opened pro-
grams for major religious touring groups like
the Pilgrim Travelers, Gospel Harmonettes,
Dixie Hummingbirds, Golden Gate Quartet,
Soul Stirrers, Blind Boys of Alabama and
Brother Joe May with his daughter Annette.
All the quartets played the ILA Union Hall
on Davis Avenue, where Morisette met most
of the singers.

From the Bells of Heaven, Morisette gradu-
ated to an otherwise all-female outfit called
the Harmonious Harmonettes lead by
Clementine Braggs. The group was affiliated
with the True Vine Baptist Church in Mobile,
Morisette’s place of worship. Braggs was a
close [riend of Prof. Alex Bradford who both
performed at the church and helped bring in
major talent. Morisette’s Godmother frowned
on the “devil’s music” and placed a ban on
her charge ever going out to make a living, or
a fool of himself, singing it. Consequently,
yvoung Morisette kept things at a low profile
while trying to get away with the occasional

backsliding behind her back.

Morisette, who never wanted to stick ex-
clusively to singing the less lucrative gospel
song-book, was befriended by Larry Keith,
producer at WMOZ, which had both radio
and television studios. Keith introduced Mori-
sette to Dr. Gizmo who hosted a talent show
on the station. Gizmo put Morisette on his
talent program and of course Morisette al-
| ways came out on top. It was Gizmo who
. christened Morisette “Two Voice.” “Every-
¢ one called me “Two Voice’ from then on,”
' says Morisette, “all except Johnny ‘Gui-
. tar’ Watson—he called me ‘Deuce!” One
. day I'was listening at home with my God-
| mother to Gizmo’s show. All of a sudden
Gizmo came on and introduced ‘Two
i Voice.” When “Two Voice’ started singing,
- my Godmother frowned and, turning to
me, said that boy sounds just like you
| singing. I never let on, but I could tell she
| really knew it was me and kept it to her-
| self.”

Other of Morisette’s surreptitious ex-
ploits included singing in local clubs for
twenty-five cents a pop. He sang at the
Streamline, Amvets and at Dr. Gizmo’s
Barbecue Stand on Davis Avenue. Then
came his first big break. Morisette was
asked to open for Guitar Slim at Club
Harlem for which he was paid the grand
sum of five dollars. After this, word got
around and Morisette wound up opening
shows for Roy Brown, Earl King, Smiley
Lewis and Larry Darnell. “Then I started
jamming with R&B bands,” says Mori-
sette. These included the Buddy Johnson
Band (when Arthur Prysock was featured
vocalist) and the Joe Morris outfit that
fronted vocalists Laurie Tate and Al Sav-
age.

“I remember Big Maybelle being with him
at the time,” adds Morisette. This was where
Morisette caught Laurie Tate singing “Any-
time, Anyplace, Anywhere,” a major hit in
1950 for “Annie Laurie,” as she billed herself
at the time, and the Joe Morris Orchestra. It
was a song he enjoved immensely, in fact so
much so he “lifted” it into his own repertory—
twelve years later he recorded his own ver-
sion of the song for Sam Cooke’s SAR Record
Company. Other memorable “jams” included
wailing along with Annie Laurie and the Paul
(rayten Band. Mobile’s Davis Avenue was like

_A’s Central Avenue—it was the hub for what
was cooking in blues and jazz music during
the 1940s and 1950s. Morisette mentions that
a nephew of his, Leonard Hurton, Jr., wrote a
book on the subject.

As legend has it, Morisette met Sam Cooke
by accident in February 1951, This is how he
tells it. “I used to make a regular habit of
meeting up with gospel singers at the Twi-
light Café on Davis Avenue. I was just about
to go in one day when a guy suddenly leapt
over the fence. ‘Hey, what’s up?’ I said. ‘I'm
Sam Cooke,’ the cheerful voice said. ‘I'm on
my way out to California to record with the

Johnnie Morisette, with Eddie Beal on right
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Soul Stirrers [the gospel group he had just
joined.] At this point Sam sang a few bars of
‘Tesus, Gave Me Water,” then I answered by
singing a few lines of Prof. Alex Bradford’s
“Too Close,” and Sam liked it.” The only prob-
lem with Morisette’s account is that “Too
Close” did not get recorded unul 1953.

Daniel Wolff’s account of the event (in You
Send Me - The Life and Times of Sam Cooke by
Daniel Wolff and others) differs slightly in
so far as Cooke had heard, if not seen, Mori-
sette in performance as he recognized him as
a singer and had him warble a few bars of a
Pilgrim Travelers’ song. The fact is that the
two hit it off right away. After taking in the
show at the café, they spent the night driving
around town in Cooke’s Packard and picking
up stray females.

By 1953 Mobile had become too small a
place to promote Morisette’s talents. Hav-
ing very little money, Morisette hitched
rides west from Mobile to New Orleans
along Highway 90 [now Interstate 10].
Once in the Crescent City he met up with

Again,” but somehow the record never took
off. It could be, as was usual at the uume, that
Dootsie Williams simply abandoned promot-
ing it locally or perhaps the record-buying
public thought that Morisette’s soaring acro-
batics a little too weird for their taste. “I never
did get along too well with the group,” says
Morisette. Despondent and disenchanted
with Dootsie Williams for not having paid
him one red cent, Morisette returned to the
streets where he became known as “The Sing-
ing Pimp.”

No one took much interest in recording
Morisette until 1958. This was shortly after
Sam Cooke’s defection from Specialty to Keen
Records. Morisette had managed to secure a
contract with Specialty Records, and in Oc-

Little Richard who was performing with e

Don Robey’s road band which included Joe § :

Scott on trumpet and Paul Monday on pi- &

ano. Don Robey proprietored Peacock 8
Records, the Houston, Texas, label towhich s

Richard was signed at the time.

Two months later Morisette was baclkon
Highway 90. This time he hitchhiked from
New Orleans to Los Angeles. In Los Ange-
les he somehow was temporarily allowed &
to live on the roof of the Oasis Club on &
South Main. The Oasis was home to all the
major R&B acts. This was where the Rob- ¥
ins presented their “Sugar Hill Revue™ and
Johnny Otis brought his band plus teen
heart-throb Mel Walker. The Oasis was
where the action was, and Morisette was
determined to cut himself a slice of it. The §
seventeen-year-old Morisette befriended
Bardu Ali, Johnny Otis’s manager who le
the underage lad into the club. Soon Mori-
sette was jamming with the Otis Band, and
his song list included “Anytime, Anyplace,
Anywhere.”

One evening in September 1955, he was
singing this song when into the club walked
Dootsie Williams of Dootone Records. Will-
iams liked what he heard and arranged
through Otis to be introduced to Morisette.
Williams said he wanted to record Morisette
and signed him up. In Los Angeles by late
1955, vocal groups were the predominant
force behind the money-making enterprise of
cutting rhythm & blues records. Williams did
not want Morisette to record as a solo item
but instead placed him in front of Vernon
Green and the Medallions who were com-
posed of Vernon and Jimmy Green, Charles
(Gardner, Otis Scott and Albert Johnson. La-
bel-copied as “Johnnie Two-Voice & The Me-
dallions,” Morisette cut the New Orleans
shuffle jumper “My Pretty Baby” and the vo-
cally elastic ballad “I’ll Never Love Again,”
which he sang in both tenor and falsetto.

Morisette sweeps high and sings low with
impressionable results on “I'll Never Love
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later. These were “Superman” coupled with
“You Done Gone.” After a five-star rating in
Record World, “Superman” showed signs ol
taking off. But when George Reeves (“Super-
man” of the TV series) committed suicide
shortly thereafter, the record was withdrawn
from the marketplace.

It seemed that Morisette would never en-
joy the same measure of success on record as
he did in live performance where he thrilled
his audiences with the might of a singing gos-
pel soldier. In 1959 Morisette hooked up with
the Robins, then composed of Ty Terrell, Law-
rence Stone, Ted Rambeau (singing lead) and
Harry ‘Little’ Caesar. Caesar had a long and
interesting history in both music and mov-
ies. His first recordings were made for Re-
+ corded-in-Hollywood 1n 1952, and twenty-
two years later he played a major role in
Robert Aldrich’s movie, “The Longest
Yard” with Burt Reynolds.

The Robins were without a recording
contract, having just split with Knight
Records. Shortly after Morisette’s depar-
ture, though, the Robins signed with
Arvee. So Morisette never got a chance to
record with them. According to Peter

1 Guralnick’s 1994 liner notes to The SAR

Records Story, 1959-1965 (ABKCO), Cooke
met Morisette for a second time in the
street when he was singing with the Rob-
ins. Cooke told Morisette that he had re-
cently formed SAR Records (along with
 ].W. Alexander of the Pilgrim Travelers
- and Senior Roy Crain of the Soul Stirrers.)
Cooke took Morisette to the SAR office
which was then at ].W.’s apartment at 3710
West 27th Street, and played Morisette a
dub of Kylo Turner singing “Never (Come
Running Back to You.)” Morisette says
that later he and Cooke were 1n music di-

-« rector Rene Hall’s office when Cooke

“Never (Come Running Back to You.)”

-9 grabbed his guitar and started playing
f

tober the company released “You and Your
Lovin’ Ways.” backed with “Comin’ Around
the Mountains.” Both Art Rupe and Sonny
Bono produced the session with H.B. Barnum
arranging and the Sliders (Vernon Garrett and
three otherwise unknown singers named Pat,
Clarence and Joe) singing backgrounds. Ini-
tially Morisette had wanted the Valiants to
sing on the record but this did not work out.
“You and Your Lovin’ Ways” 1s a gospel-based
ballad, solidly set in the soul corner with its
pounding piano behind howling and weep-
ing vocals. Why no one has thought to reis-
sue this song on a vocal group anthology de-
fies comprehension.

“Comin’ Around the Mountains” is a dif-
ferent kettle of fish. Here we have Morisette’s
first venture into Black Americana. Based on
an old Nineteenth Century Afro-American
spiritual melody, “When the Chariot Comes,”
the song first came to major prominence in a
movie called "Tangier” in 1946. Although
Morisette’s record did not sell particularly
well, Art Rupe chose to issue the remaining
two songs from the initial session two months

Morisette said he liked the song, and
Cooke arranged to record it at United Record-
ings in Hollywood for a date in February 1960,

Daniel Wolff’s account is somewhat differ-
ent. He states that Cooke got Morisette inter-
ested in recording the song when the couple
was cruising around in Cooke’s car. “In My
Heart,” a second tune written by Cooke and
Alexander, was chosen for the reverse ol
“Never.” “Never,” with its seemingly multi-
layered vocal background, 1s a cha-cha with
rhythmic Rene Hall string arrangements. The
song sounds melodically similar to Cooke’s
own “Chain Gang.” Cooke obviously had a
basic formula from which to draw a series ol
similar musical opuses. “In My Heart” is a
direct rip-off of the old spiritual “Every Time
I Feel the Spirit,” first arranged by ]J.
Rosamond Johnson in 1873, Morisette gives
the song a charming, mid-tempo treatment.
culminating in a sanctified laugh. Both charts
are backgrounded by the (Pilgrim) Travelers.

Cooke had Morisette change his stage

I'his page: with Ricky Nelson and friends;
next page: with Ton: Harper.




Cooke had Morisette change his stage
name from Johnnie “Two Voice” to Johnnie
Morisette (his real chosen name) as Cooke felt
it sounded pretty. “I always chose the songs I
wanted to sing,” says Morisette, “and Sam
always came in to lead the sessions,” he added.
“In My Heart” indicated the direction Cooke
wanted to go with his music. He quite plainly
wanted to take the gospel soul of the church
and make it into a sacred kind of secular
music. “Never,” never really took off although
it enjoyed a fair amount of local radic play.
“Never (Come Running Back to You)” was
later leased to Capitol Records who reissued
it on album and as the B-side of a single
coupled with Sam Cooke’s “You Send Me.” *1
remember,” says Morisette, “that deejay Bob
White inadvertently played my side of the
single one time and to his surprise received a
flurry of phone calls.”

As one of Cooke’s inner circle of friends,
Morisette said he put in a lot of hours work-
ing at the SAR office for no pay. “I hustled
and promoted for SAR because [ believed in
the man and the company,” says Morisette.
“The most money I ever got for my SAR
records was a royalty check for $2,500 from
Alan Klein at ABKCO Music in 1993-94.7
ABKCO currently owns the rights to all the
SAR product.

August 22nd 1960 was the date
of Morisette’s second SAR session
at United Recordings. Four songs
were taped and slated for release:
“Always On My Mind,” a jazz-in-
flected blues ballad infused with
two-voice anguish, “Dorothy,” a
sanctified gospel rip-off of “T've Got &
Heaven on My Mind,” a song made *
popular in 1949 by San Francisco §
Bay Area-based Paramount Gospel &
Singers, the blues ballad “Don’t Cry
Baby,” and the blues stomper
“Damper,” supported by Johnny
‘Guitar’ Watson's stinging fret riffs.
The latter song has survived many
changes since Gertrude Rainey re-
corded it in its original form many
years ago.

“Don’t Cry Baby” has also seen
many reincarnations since it was ®
first waxed by Jimmy Mitchell and the
Erskine Hawkins Orchestra on Bluebird in
1943. Morisette’s version is sung pleasingly
with no frills or ornaments. Both singles sold
in moderate quantities but neither made last-
ing impressions. When Friendly Sr. and the
Womack kids came aboard at SAR, Morisette
was put in charge of taking care of the chil-
dren. “I took the Womack kids out to Holly-
wood Boulevard to see the sights,” says Mori-
sette.

Towards the close of 1961 SAR issued a
Morisette single featuring the pretty gospel
piano augmented pop ballad “Your Heart Will
Sing” plus a rollicking pseudo-Basie version
of Jimmie Davis’s 1940 country nugget, “You
Are My Sunshine.” “You Are My Sunshine”
was first effectively recorded by a black artist
in 1957 when Smiley Lewis gave 1t his bar-

room best. Richard Berry, Andre Williams and
Ocie Smith then took stabs at it before
Morisette tried to take 1t to church. Nothing
much happened with the release, but
Morisette’s brief moment of glory was vet 1o
come.

By January 1962 SAR had come up a little
in the world. According to Peter Guralnick,
the company had moved to an office on Hol-
lywood Boulevard, just large enough to hold
two desks and one filing cabinet. January also
marked the occasion of Morisette’s most suc-
cessful recording session. Four songs were
taped for singles release. These were the in-
fections rocker “Sho” Miss You Baby,” the
cheery biographical bouncer *Wildest Girl in
Town” (that closes with a manic laugh), a
stroll version of Fats Washington’s arrange-
ment of “Anvtime, Anyplace, Anvwhere”
which, if the reader will recall, was one of the
first tunes Morisette ever sung in front of an
unsuspecting live audience, plus the jackpot
grabbing “Meet Me at the Twisting Place.”

Daniel Wolff describes the evolvement of
“Meet me at the Twisting Place™ as follows:
“By the time RCA released Sam Cooke’s
“Twistin’ the Night Away” in January 1962,
and Cash Box had hailed the ‘sparkling, self-
penned hand clapper’ as a pick of the week,

Sam had already set out to duplicate it for
SAR. He rented a studio at United Record-
ings and had Rene Hall assemble the usual
set of musicians.” Cooke had written a song
for Morisette called “Meet Me at the Twist-
ing Place.” To Morisette’s ears it sounded like
the old spiritual “Meet Me at the Old Camp
Ground™ with a new beat. Morisette pulled
out all his tricks. There is a spoken intro won-
dering where he could go to have a good time,
then a heavy bass (Morisette insists that Ed-
die Beal plaved piano and wrote all the ar-
rangements) and Earl Palmer kicking the
drum while the chorus just keeps repeating
“over at the twistin’ place.” Soon everyone in
the room is chiming in and Morisette has
jumped into his falsetto range for a gospel lick
or two. As he fades out of the song, he goofs
on the gospel tradition of a heavenly role-call

(“I’ll see my mother there!”) by shouting
“who'll be at the twisting place: Caledonia,
Della (Reese?), Uncle Remus.”

SAR had Morisette’s record out and an ad
in Cash Box by the end of the month. It soon
climbed to #18 R&B, and #63 pop. On the
SAR Records Story CD release, ABKCO in-
cluded Sam Cooke’s preliminary studio chat-
ter which sounds as if Morisette had problems
finding his cue. This could also mean that
Morisette was not quite in a sober frame of
mind. When Morisette was 1n the studio, he
always had a good time.

Morisette remembers that “Meet Me at the
Twisting Place” did so well that Wolfman Jack
found a Moriselte impersonator (o present
him at major venues in Las Vegas. “Gain a
little success and strange things happen,” says
Morisette. “One day Tony Allen came to me
with a news clipping which read that Judy
(rarland’s sister had died in my house. Now
that was weird!!”

Black unrest and police brutality were
prevalent at this time. Morisette outlines an
incident to Daniel Wolff: “We (Cooke and
Morisette) were out on 68th and Central, and
these two white county sheriffs came up. They
called us “Shitheads.” Sam was ready to fight
the police, but when they found out who he
was, they let us alone.”

By mid-1962, Cooke had made
enough money on the sales of the
Sims Twins’ “Soothe Me” and
Morisette’s “Meet me at the Twist-
ing Place” to give some of it back
in the form of gifts to his friends.
On Morisette’s birthday, Cooke
shook him out of a sound sleep to
surprise him with the key to a red
and gold Cadillac. Morisette still
drives a Cadillac today, his current
one, a little out-of-date model 1n
powder blue.

The success of “Meet me at the
Twisting Place” took Morisette all
over the nation. Once, when he hit
San Francisco’s East Bay, he was
slated to play at Don Barksdale’s
Showcase Club on Telegraph Av-
enue in Oakland. An argument
over not paying Morisette for his
engagement lead to Barksdale’s refusal to play
Morisette’s hit on his regular program over
WDIA. Before Morisette’s Christmas appear-
ance at LA's Nitelife Club, Cooke managed
to squeeze in another Morisette session. Ma-
terial included a cover of Albert King's ini-
tial hit recording on King Records of “Don’t
Throw Your Love on Me so Strong” coupled
with the old Dave Bartholomew,/Tats Domino
song—ifirst recorded by Smiley Lewis—en-
titled “Blue Monday.” “Sam loved blues sing-
ers, Morisette told Daniel Wolfl. Cooke
thought that Morisette might draw some coin
away from King's best seller, but the cover
only served to bolster King’s sales.

Morisette’s version of “Don’t Throw Your
LLove on Me so Strong” is full of grit, guts and
sanctification with Johnny ‘Guitar’ Watson
firing things up over the bridge. The medium-
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tempo “Blue Monday™ is given a straight for-
ward interpretation with Morisetle seeming
to have a good time while talking about en-
joying himsell at play on Central Avenue.
Christmas came and went, and so did the
record.

Maorisette cut two more sessions with SAR.
The f[irst produced an organ-driven render-
ing of Jessie Mae Robinson’s “Black Night,”
initially taken to the top of the charts by
Charles Brown on Aladdin in February 1951.
This was coupled with the jumping “I Don’t
Need Nobody but You,” with Plas Johnson’s
wailing sax break and Earl Palmer’s solid
leaden beat. The second session produced
“Gotta Keep Smilin (So Trouble Won't
Come)” and a reprise of “Never (Come Run-
ning Back to You)”"—a shortened, remixed
version, which ended up on the Capitol al-
bum and Capitol single releases.

Some time during the fall of 1964 Mori-
sette got mixed up with producer Cliff Gold-
smith and arranger Ray Shanklin. The pair
would later become important figures in the
development of San Francisco Bay Area
rhythm and blues music as both were hired
on at Galaxy/Fantasy Records in Berkeley. In
late 1964, Goldsmith and Shanklin had con-
nections with Convoy Records on LA's West
Pico Boulevard. Convoy issued one single on
Morisette. The tunes were the punchy jazz-
blues infused “Brick™ and blues ballad
“Chains of Love.” “Chains of Love” was a
major hit record for Joe Turner on Atlantic in
1951. Morisette’s “Chains of Love” is sung
with grace and conviction, without the usual
gimmicky vocal artifices found on some of his
earlier sides. Morisette’s fat-on-the-brass ver-
sion 15 [ull of heartfelt feeling and is quite a
rewarding piece of wax. Too bad the tiny Con-
voy label was too strapped for cash to promote
1.

Although his luck at making a record as
strong as “Meet Me at the Twisting Place”
failed to ever come about, the events just about
to unfold would change his life, as well as the
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lives of many others, for good. Daniel Wolll
tells 1t this way. “Morisette hadn’t slept the
night of December 11th, 1964. Around four
in the morning, he was up and restless at his
girlfriend’s place. She kept asking if he
wanted something to eat, some coffee. Finally,
he walked into the kitchen where the radio
was on low. KGF] was playing music. Sud-
denly the music stopped. After a brief silence
they put on a gospel record which was a rare
thing at that time of night. Morisette cussed
as the thought of a new disc jockey sprang to
mind. The unfamiliar voice said ‘Ladies and
gentlemen, singer Sam Cooke has just been
shot and killed ...”"

Morisette, like many other friends and fans
felt incredulous at first. But as everyone
gradually came around to believing in the
harsh reality, Morisette fell into a state of
shock which took him on a ten-year down-
ward slide into drunken depression. Although
Cooke had known hooker Lisa Bover for some
while, Morisette could not help blaming him-
self. After all, the 77th precinct was his pimp-
ing territory. At Cooke’s funeral while Bobby
‘Blue’ Bland was singing his farewell tribute,
Morisette, drunk and despairing, jumped
from his pew and yelled “Sam! Sam! I'm sorry,
Sam!” There were a lot of people screaming
and breaking down. The final performer, the
late Bessie Griffin of the Gospel Pearls, col-
lapsed and was unable to go on. Finally Ray
Charles stepped forward to take her place.

SAR Records let most of its talent go. Only
Johnnie Taylor and the Soul Stirrers remained
under contract. Both Bobby Womack and Lou
Rawls, close friends of Cooke’s, disowned
Morisette completely. During the Watts riots
of 1965 Morisette fled to San Francisco where
he hooked up with Vic La Val and Brad Tay-
lor of Bay-Tone Records for whom he cut four
songs at the Sierra Sound Studios which cul-
minated in two singles being released. The
first of these matched the funky boogaloo
sounding “Run” (with Louis Madison trying
to outdo Jimmy McGritf on organ) with “Bad
Shape,” a fine shuffle-rhythm blues in
honkytonk style. Morisette’s less significant
second release gave us a dance narration over
a dance floor ditty (played by Philly Slim and
The Mike Lewis Combo) called “The Bat
Man” (“Bat Man for Days,” to be exact. ) The
flip, “For Days,” 1s an instrumental version
of the topside.

With the advent of James Brown’s “Papa’s
Got a Brand New Bag” and the funky soul
organ opuses of Booker T. coming out of Mem-
phis, popular black music was rapidly chang-
ing as both soul, pop, and soul-jazz merged
into one. Neither of the Bay-Tone releases
clicked, and Morisette faded into temporary
obscurity. In August 1966, RCA released Sam
Cooke’s “Meet Me at Mary’s Place,” a rewrite
of Morisette’s “Meet Me at the Twisting
Place,” recorded in 1964. In 1969 Etta James
recorded “Nothing From Nothing Leaves
Nothing” for Cadet. The song, a Morisette
composition, was arranged and produced by
Chess staffer Ralph Bass.

In June 1970 Morisette sang duet with Roy

Milton's old vocalist (from the mid-‘30s),
Mickey Champion, for Chess Records in Chi-
cago under the direction of Gene Barge and
Ralph Bass. Four songs were taped, two of
which were 1ssued on Checker: “I know It Was
Your Love” and “I Love Women.” If anyone
has these, I would like to hear them.

A short while back Albert King repaid
Morisette for covering “Don’t Throw Your
Love on Me so Strong” by recording
Morisette’s “Brick,” the tune Morisette had
himself recorded for Convey in 1964. In 1982,
Morisette capitalized on a song he had writ-
ten called “Treat Me Right” by selling it to
Jerry Hooks. The Dramatics recorded the
song, and it became a minor hit for them on
Capitol Records.

Shortly after J.W. Alexander’s demise,
Morisette suffered a heart attack for which
he recently underwent bypass surgery. A vein
was taken from one of his legs to replace de-
fective arteries in his chest. Drummer Char-
lie Walker had found a cozy apartment for
Morisette in the Sutter housing projects in
San Francisco. Last February marked
Morisette’s 51st anniversary in the music
business.

“I just want to record, not travel,” says
Morisette who quit booze, cigarettes and rock-
cocaine when his health was seriously in jeop-
ardy. “I've twenty-six children by eighteen
women,” he boasts without shame or recol-
lections of any of the women. His heart sur-
gery slowed him down a bit. He can only talk
for a short while before having to hook up with
his portable respirator. “Doesn’t stop me
though,” he says. “I've just written four com-
pletely mastered songs about worldly women
living right here in the projects and I'm look-
ing for a label to put them out.”

For Johnnie Morisette, the good and the
bad, for better, for worse, just won’t quit.

With thanks to Johnnie Morisette.
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