‘Unlucky Woman’ - The Story of Linda Keene

Opal Louis Nations

Linda Keene publicity photo (1937)

Just a while ago I managed to snag a copy of
the album ‘Shades of Blue’ on the Al-Fi label
(an affiliate of the Cadet / Custom recording
and pressing facility on South Normandie in
Los Angeles.) In among the distaff delights
rendered by Lena Horne, Ivy (or Ivie)
Anderson and Helen Humes was an exquisite
reading of Carl and Leonard Feather’s torchy
Unlucky Woman, originally waxed on Paul
Reiner's Black & White label on November 29,
1944, "Who in the world is this extraordinary
gal!?” I exclaimed. "And how come I have
passed on this sensuous diva, full of soulful
feeling and exquisite understanding for the
low-down, dark-corner blues?” Tinctures of
Ethel Waters, Billie Holiday and Helen Humes
shade her voice which makes you think that
here is an African American songstress of the
first order.

I called friends and fans of the blues for clues
yet nobody had any idea who this wartime
sensation was. Then I managed to find a good
copy of the chilling I Must Have That Man,
sandwiched with the Crosby-Victor Young
nugget I Don’t Stand A Ghost Of A Chance
With You and realized that Leonard Feather
(who supervised this New York Black & White
session of February 16, 1945) must have
figured largely in this lady’s career. Not only
did he also play keyboard on Keene's
November 29", 1944 Joe Marsala session on
Black & White but arranged material for her
during her brief career. But he stopped short of
including her in his co-authored Biographical
Encyclopedia of Jazz published in 1999 by the
Oxford University Press.

‘Strictly From Dixie’

I found out later that Leonard Feather was not
only a musical colleague but a fan and a
bosom friend. Imagine my delight when, as
luck would have it, I came upon a copy of
Keene's ‘Strictly from Dixie’, a four-disc 78
RPM book set in RCA Victor’s Musical Smart
Set series (RCA Victor P119, 1942). All tunes
are supported by Henry Levine & His Strictly
From Dixie Jazz Band. Treasures here
included the Gershwins’ Embraceable You, first
widely exposed to the public by Dorothy Lee
and Eddie Quillan in the movie 'Girl Crazy’
(1932).

Henry Levine and Linda Keene
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Two years earlier the song had been included
in the theatre musical ‘Ming Moy’ sung by Allen
Kearns and Ginger Rogers. Ginger Rogers
became one of Linda Keene’s fondest heroines
and strongest inspirations. Other songs in the
set included Hoagy Carmichael’s sulky Georgia
On My Mind. Georgia was first rendered as
Georgia Blues by the great Ethel Waters in
1929. Some of Ethel Waters’ vocal inflections
were definitely adopted by Linda Keene as it is
Waters’ rendition that is so clearly and
respectfully etched by her thirteen years later.
Another is the Creamer-Layton foxtrot Way
Down Yonder In New Orleans, written for the
all-black revue ‘Strut Miss Lizzie’. The song
was discarded but interestingly used in movie
musical "The Story of Vernon and Irene

Castle’ (1939) danced by, yes, you guessed it,
Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. George
Gershwin’s Somebody Loves Me was recorded
by Keene at just about the same time as Lena
Horne's who had her etching included in Roy
Del Ruth’s movie musical ‘Broadway Rhythm".
Two other stand-outs in the set included the
Leonard Feather-Andy Razal chart Mound
Bayou and the Gershwins' Someone To Watch
Over Me first sung by Gertrude Lawrence in
the theatrical musical *Oh Kay’, It was
Lawrence’s version that Keene culled as a
model.

My ongoing interest in Linda Keene lead me to
photos and review information on the Internet,
as well as viewing of some of her soundies on
YouTube. I was astonished to find that she was
not a black person but a Caucasian who had
closely learned and had come to understand
the blues and could so well inject some of her
own feelings into the deepest, richest recesses
of blues expression. She had traveled to where
few of us have ever been able to go. She
conveyed so insightful an embodiment of blues
rapture,

Florence McCrary aka Linda Keene

Let us go back to the beginning. She was born
Florence McCrary in Hattiesburg (Hub City), a
lumber and railroad worker town in Forrest
County, south-eastern Mississippi on December
1%%, 1911. Outside of those two principal
industries there was nothing much going in
Hattiesburg during the 1920s, except to listen

to radio and be entranced by the flickering
movies playing at the local theatre. In 1932
she met and married a third-rate singer named
Spurgeon Suttle. The union soon soured. Linda
longed to escape to fulfill her dreams. She
wanted to entertain and become a professional
singer.

After saving enough for a bus ticket she
headed northwest to Jackson, then up Route
51 (now Interstate 55) to Chicago. Her first
advertised singing engagement under her
married name - Florence Suttle - came about
on May 9%, 1936. She was booked at the
Booker Cadillac Hotel in Detroit for one night.
A separation agreement from her husband
came in 1937. She wasted no time looking for
a stage-name. Having just seen the seventh
Astaire-Rogers’ pairing in the movie musical
‘Shall We Dance’ directed by Mark Sandrick
and scored by the Gershwins, Florence was
taken to the land of her dreams. She had
made her decision. She opted to call herself
Linda Keene, named after the character in the
form of Ginger Rogers in the romantic, thinly
scripted dance movie.

First recordings with Bobby Hackett and
Jack Teagarden

Keene moved up from one-night stands to a
seven-week residence, playing at the Statler in
Boston as warbler with the Nye Mayhew Band.
She was seen by Glenn Miller who was much
impressed with her singing. This lead to an
engagement with Miller’s band in Atlantic City,
his second band, that usually included Hal
McIntyre, Tex Beneke, Al Klink and Chummy
MacGregor. Ray Eberle and Marion Hutton were
his preferred vocalists. Trumpet player and
bandleader Bobby (Robert Leo) Hackett was
born in Providence, R.I. In 1937 he moved
from Boston to New York City to form a new
band and to play at Nicks Club. This new band
included Pee Wee Russell, clarinet, Ernesto
Caceres, baritone sax, Dave Bowman, piano,
Eddie Condon, guitar, C. Newcome, bass, and
A. Picaro, drums. Linda Keene was taken on to
lead on a new song Hackett had written called
Blue And Disillusioned. 1t was recorded on
November 4™, 1938, but unfortunately met
with tepid reception.
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Linda Keene and Pee Wee Russell at Condon’s
1946-1948.

However, Keene was unperturbed. After all, the
session was not entirely set up to unveil her
talents. Hackett had taken the time to set
down other charts without her input. During
May 1939, Jack Teagarden replaced blues-
shouter Jean Arnold with the more evocative
Linda Keene. Teagarden, at this time, had his
hands full trying to front two separate outfits,
one a band, the other a smaller group. Keene
sat in at two separate New York Brunswick
sessions on May 5% and June 23, 1939, Both
produced one Keene song. The first date gave
us White Sails, a pleasant, lyrical chart covered
by four artists, all competing for winning sales.
The second session generated You're The
Moment In My Life, a perky foxtrot that finds
Keene in a less downtrodden funk. Musicians
included Ernesto Caceres, tenor sax, with Carl
Garvin, Hub Lytle, Art St. John and John Van
Eps, reeds, Jack Teagarden, trombone, with
Max Bennett, Lee Castle, Jose Gutierrez,
Charles McCamish plus Charlie Spivac, bass, in
addition to a rhythm section composed of Jay
Anderson, A. Miller, Allan Reuss and Charlie
Teagarden. Recordings were followed by a trip
out to Chicago to fulfill a long club date during
which time Teagarden abandoned his orchestra
to work with his group. The bewildered
musicians ended up playing one-nighters and
the disillusioned Linda returned to New York.

Back to New York

The grueling one-nighter circuit was not a way
of life that Keene enjoyed very much. She
worked with the Will Farmer and Lennie
Hayton bands during the latter part of 1939.
Pianist, composer, arranger Hayton had served
in all the big bands during the 1930s and even
arranged Bing Crosby's radio show. He later
married singer Lena Horne. Keene sang on two
Hayton sessions, the first on December 7',
1939 and the follow-up on February 20,
1940. Dance band members were W. Brady, M.
Doty, S. Long and J. Sadola, reeds, B. Dillard,
B. Graham, G. Jaffe, W. DeLory and W.
Mercurio, brass, plus guitarist Dave Barbour,
Lennie Hayton, piano, B. Friedland and B.
Shawker, bass and drums. The December 7"
session rendered At The Balalaika, a song first
recorded by duettists Nelson Eddy and Iona
Massey uplifted by a Russian Cossack Choir for
Reinhold Schunzel’s rather dull film operetta,
‘Balalaika.’

Keene gave the foxtrot a jolly, merry air but
the material was wasteful of her soul-felt
talents. The second session of February 20,
1940 offers us the smoldering One Cigarette
For Two, a song she envelops with personal
enchantment. One cannot imagine Eddie
Stone’s competing version on Bluebird coming
anywhere close to the alluring web spun by
Keene. The Keene version sold promisingly
well but did not break nationally.

Down Beat Magazine

During the summer of 1940 swingster Red
Norvo needed a female soloist for a six-month
tour of the Midwest and southern states. His
wife Mildred Bailey was unable to meet the
engagement. The most natural substitute was
Linda Keene who could sing most of Bailey's
songs in the style Norvo's devotees were
accustomed to. Although there were many
dreaded one-nighters, the pay was good and
the exposure even better.

During their stopover in Dallas, Texas, Norvo
and Keene were collared by Down Beat
Magazine. The pair made the leading feature in
the upcoming October 15 issue. Their
pictures appeared on the cover. The Down Beat
interview was probably largely due to one of
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Linda Keene and Red Norvo featured on the
cover of Down Beat Magazine (October 15,
1940).

their columnists known only as ‘Square’.
Square was an avid fan of Keene’s who
continued to sing her praises in Down Beat
during her entire professional career. But this
was not sufficient to bolster Keene's career
which never seemed to get the launch it
needed.

By February 1941 Keene was back in New
York. She was hired briefly by tenor sax man
Tony Pastor who took her along on his
February 18" session. This was when she
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recorded the comic foxtrot Number 10 Lullaby
Lane for RCA Victor. Unfortunately, Keene had
to compete with the Eddy Duchin / June
Robbins’ version on Columbia. By the end of
the 1930s, Duchin was a big star with a
multitude of records, radio and film
appearances under his belt. Against this she
could not compete.

The Keene version is a vocal duet with D.
Anderson. In addition, Tony Pastor entered in
to add comic banter. Keene found other gigs
with both Red Nichols and Muggsy Spanier in
1941. While in Chicago on June 10, Keene
was finally granted her divorce from Suttle on
the grounds of desertion. Upon moving to New
York Keene decided to take matters into her
own hands and go out as a solo with piano
accompaniment. This seemed to have worked
in her favor. She found work at the prestigious
Famous Door Club. Both Bessie Smith and "Big’
Joe Turner had played the Door Club in 1936.
Jimmy Rushing had recently preceded her. Now
Keene was to meet another of her heroines,
Helen Humes, who was also playing the
Famous Door Club at that time.

Unlucky Woman

Humes had had a profound influence on
Keene's work. On February 9t, 1942 Humes
waxed Mound Bayou for Decca in New York.
This was just a week after Keene's February
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2" recording of the torcher for RCA Victor.
Keene, in turn, covered Humes' Unlucky
Woman two and one half years after Humes
had given it to the world. The Humes version
became an enormous hit in 1942, Despite this,
Keene's cover, stronger in feeling and deeper
in expression, failed to take off. First of all, in
its initial advertising the Music Distributing
Company in Cleveland (Black & White label’s
promotion division) failed to spell the title
correctly, calling the song Lucky Woman.
Second of all, it was pressed in their new 1200
series twelve inch Vinylite plastic format - the
12" size meant it could not be played in juke
boxes. This was sad because the Billboard
reviewer in the magazine’s February 10" issue
gave Keene's Unlucky Woman a rave notice
stating: "It's hard to explain how the major
recording companies can pass up a voice as
possessed by this songbird. When it comes to
singing the blues, Linda Keene projects herself
right into the wail and woe of the story. With
melodic charm to her chanting, she, sans the
characteristic shouting, sells both of these
blues strains [the underside being "Blues in the
storm”] like a million. Gal is a paleface, but
captures all the sepia appeal contained in both
songs. .... It's more of her soft and intimate
style of singing for Leonard Feather'’s blues
dirge, Blues In The Storm. Musical quality of
the sides is on par with the lyrical, what with
clarinetist Joe Marsala and his small band
tootling a torrid back-drop with a blues motif.”

Linda Keene (1946)

Soundies

Keene’'s Famous Door appearances finally
attracted New York’s top music critics. The
producer of the weekly NBC radio show,
Chamber Music Society, hired Keene to fill a
Friday night spot supported by the Henry
Levine Band. This prompted her return to RCA
Victor Records and the making of the 'Strictly
From Dixie’ box set. Members of the Henry
Levine Band included A. Evans, clarinet, R,
Adler, tenor sax, Henry Levine, trumpet, A.
Philburn, trombone, T. Colucci, guitar, M.
Janarro, piano, N. Levine, drums, and H.
Patent, bass.

One month prior to the three Henry Levine
recording sessions, Keene made at |least three
soundies at NBC with the Levine Band in
support. These were Frankie And Johnny, the
Palmer Jones 19" Century folk song done up in
the style and manner of the 1933 Mae West
version, with the band jumping on the breaks.
When My Sugar Walks Down The Street is an
equally frantic read of Gene Austin's 1924
chestnut with fine solos all round by the band,
and Jada (or Ja-Da), a popular 1918 jump
novelty performed boogie-woogie style with
band members helping out on the vocals.
Keene's soundies in all probability represent
the sum of her most spirited dance numbers.
Shortly before Petrillo’s AFM recording ban on
July 315t, 1942, Keene managed to cut four
sides with her Backroom Boys for Bob Thiele’s
Signature label. This would have been at the
very onset of the label's existence. However,
financial problems cancelled out the project
that included a blues rendering of the Koehler-
Moll-Barris song Wrap Your Troubles In
Dreams. The tune was first recorded by Big
Crosby on Victor in the 1930s. It would have
been a perfect fit for Keene who could have
given it a special zeal. She gladly returned to
club work on West 52" Street.

In September 1943 Keene left the Big Apple on
a club tour which wound up in California. One
year |later she was back in New York at Kelly's
Stable on West 52" Street. The club has been
described as an odd shoebox-shaped hole-in-
the-wall in the basement of a brownstone with
a dingy canopy out front. Despite its
shabbiness, Kelley's was where Dizzie
Gillespie, Billie Holiday and Coleman Hawkins
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Jazz Media Award 2011 voor Vrije Geluiden (VPRO)

Vrije Geluiden (VPRQO) wint de Jazz Media Award 2011, dit heeft de organisatie
van de Jazzdag vandaag bekend gemaakt. De prestigieuze award werd uitgereikt
tijdens de Jazzdag op 24 juni te Rotterdam. "Vrije Geluiden programmeert met
een vakkundige redactie regelmatig jazzuitzendingen en geeft veel Nederlandse
jazzmusici de gelegenheid zich optimaal te presenteren. De jury hoopt dat deze

erkenning er toe mag leiden dat dit al jaren bestaande voortreffelijke
muziekprogramma nog lang te bekijken en te beluisteren zal zijn." aldus het
juryrapport. Naast Vrije Geluiden waren dit jaar Vera Vingerhoeds, Bert Vuijsje,
Jazzflits en Jazzenzo genomineerd voor de Jazz Media Award. De Jazz Media
Award werd eerder uitgereikt aan Amanda Kuyper (2007) en Radio 6 (2009).

played. The dimly lit stage was barely large
enough to accommodate a small combo. Down
Beat wrote that "there’s a new show at Kelly's
Stable - not to be missed. Linda Keene was
the star and she had lost none of her charm.”

Black & White Records

On November 29", 1944 Keene cut one
session with the Joe Marsala Band featuring
Marsala on clarinet, Joe Thomas, trumpet, B
Christian, drums, 1. Lang, bass, Adele Gerard,
harp, Leonard Feather or C. Queener, piano,
and Chuck Wayne, guitar. All were playing in
interracial combos on West 52" Street during
the 1940s and were well seasoned musicians.
The session took place shortly before Marsala
opened at Eddie Condon's club.

Joe Marsala featuring Joe Thomas can be
heard on Unlucky Woman and the equally
enchanting Blues In The Storm on Black &
White. Her second Black & White offering was
recorded on February 16", 1945 with the
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'I Don‘t Stand A Ghost Of A Chance’ Black &
White 20A

Charlie Shavers ouftfit billed as Keene's Band.
The all-star line-up included Shavers on
trumpet, Aaron Sachs, clarinet, Red Norvo,
vibes, Joe Springer, piano, Remo Palmieri,
guitar, Eddie Dell, drums, and Clyde Lombardj
bass. Leonard Feather supervised.

Side A features a tasty rendition of Bea Wain's
1939 classic I Don’t Stand A Ghost Of A
Chance, coupled with a sumptuous rendering
of the Fields and McHugh standard I Must Have
That Man made widely popular on Brunswick
Records by Billie Holiday with Teddy Wilson on
piano.

Black and White Records suffered from poor
publicity and slow production. None of this
bolstered Linda Keene's career. When the War
ended and soldiers went home, many clubs
were forced to close. This lead to a shortage of
work, thus forcing artists to hit the road on the
endlessly grinding one-nighter circuit. By now
Keene had to accept whatever she could get.

To black for a white?

A review of a gig Keene played at the Village
Vanguard appeared in the December 29"
edition of Billboard. Some of the remarks
made could perhaps offer a key to the mystery
of why Linda Keene’s career did not ascend at
the speed it deserved. The reviewer remarks -
"Linda Keene, the shapely blonde blues singer,
is now working in this Village showcase and is
sticking to a straight routine of torches. On the
pipes, gal is plenty OK, for she’s able to break
out a voice that possesses the quality of a
good tenor sax. Delivery is also good, although
it takes her a while to warm up to her task.”
That is the good part, but it was also observed

38

Doctor Jazz Magazine 214



that "Her floor deportment is her weak point.
Thrush is stiff in manner, allows herself certain
nervous gestures that prove distracting.” The
review goes on to say that a small, attentive
crowd received her well, and that her risqué
blues numbers were good for a white girl over
in a black genre.

Were any of these adverse criticisms
impediments to Keene's advancement? Or was
it that the New York jazz milieu thought
unkindly of a gal that so skillfully captured the
black experience, despite the fact that more
successful artists like Peggy Lee and Ella Mae
Morse had traversed the same territory and
had met with more success? Or was it simply
that she lacked effective management and
promotion?

In April 1946 Billboard sent a columnist to
Kelly’s Stable to make a report. The reviewer
had come to see the return of Linda Keene
who had replaced the short-lived Osmond
Sisters Trio at the club, which had just
undergone a facelift. Lee Mortimer also
reviewed the club a little earlier and thought
he had seen Keene fronting the Osmonds. The
reviewer went on to say that Keene crooned
the blues and did a "sock selling job" that
elicited much applause from the patrons.
Teddy Kaye accompanied her on the piano.
Keene was one of those singers who, in the
eyes of critics and jazz historians, could have
become a big star if the breaks had come her
way, concluded Mortimer.
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Linda Keene (1949)

Exceptional talent unrecognised

A later report in Down Beat announced that
Keene had married Burleigh Smith in
Shreveport, Louisiana on February 12'h, 1947

and that they had both settled down in Los
Angeles. Smith was a long-established radio
announcer. They found a new manager named
Stillman Pond who worked tirelessly on Keene's
behalf. The entertainment business was
changing. A film short called 'Bitter

Street’ (appropriately titled) and a feature film
with Bob Crosby with the working title
‘Champagne For Everybody’ fizzled out at the
last moment. Her second marriage lasted only
a year. A final trip was made to New York.
Work for Keene’s type of act was close to non-
existent. She found one gig in Akron, Ohio
after which she returned home to Los Angeles.
The Square in Down Beat Magazine reported
the odd engagement Keene played in San
Francisco and Las Vegas. Before quitting Down
Beat in 1951, The Square reported that Keene
had moved to Chicago and was looking for
work. She wound up living in Hollywood.
Leonard Feather remained a devoted friend
throughout Keene’'s life. It pained him to see
exceptional talent go unrecognized. Keene died
in a Santa Monica hospital on October 23,
1981. When Keene passed Feather sent out
four obituary notices to music magazines in
the U.S., England, Sweden and Germany. Linda
Keene had made many devoted fans in all of
these countries.

There is only one Linda Keene CD collection
available at this time. This is an unheralded
collection of most of Keene's recordings and
soundies called ‘The Velvet Voice of the
Forgotten Linda Keene’ produced by Prof. Eves
I. Raja for Hunter Music in Hamilton, Ontario,
Canada. The collection is only available
through World Records, P.O. Box 1922, Novato,
CA 94947, 1-800-742-6663, or http://
worldsrecords.com. It comes highly
recommended.

e With thanks to Prof. Eves 1. Raja
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