“The Little Gal with the Big Voice”

BY OpAL Lours NATIONS AND
LiTTLE FRANCES
here has been a lot of talk
T recently about restoring the
old West Seventh Street
neighborhood in Oakland. In the

glory days of the 1930s and 1940s, :

West Seventh was known as the
“Harlem of Oakland.” A vibrant
mecca of night-spots and supper
clubs offered a venue of blues or
jazz with sometimes a line of
chorines and a good meal.
Stimulating entertainment was to

be found at such watering holes as

Slim Jenkins, the Swing Club,
Esther’s Orbit room, Club Villa,
John Singer’s, the 49er Club, the
Clef, Story Club, Harlem Quarters
and the Lincoln Theatre. After the
War, when shipyards closed and
railroad work fell off, many
African Americans found them-
selves unemployed and far from
home. The decline of the big
bands paralleled the decline of

keep a few entertainers working.
Into this setting stepped child
prodigy “Baby” a.k.a. Little

Frances Bess, dubbed “the little gal

with the big voice.” Born Feb. 3,
1951 to Mildred and Samuel Bess,
Little Frances started life in
Alameda County. Her mother,
Mildred Seale, was said to have
possessed the most exquisitely
beautiful voice in the county. It
was quite clear where Baby
Frances had inherited her talents.
Unfortunately, Mildred passed

away when Little Frances was only :

two or three years old. Frances
was raised by her grandmother
Minnie Mo, who quickly saw the
musical potential in her charge.
Frances’s father Samuel, a long-

shoreman, frequently worked long '

hours down on the docks. He
played jazz and calypso music on

a tipple, but none of Little Frances’

male or female siblings showed
any special interest in music.

At Lafayette Elementary School,

Mrs. McDonald, the music coordi-

nator, saw unique talent in Frances

and often had her share it by per-

forming in special skits. In one act, i

Frances remembers, “I sang Al
Jolson’s “Me and my Shadow”
wearing a red vest, white long-
sleeved, tailored shirt, black box
pleated skirt, black patent leather

Lil Frances and, Carl :G'ndﬂ:_' :
Rockin' Robinson of Vallejo,, - .-~

i shoes, top hat and cane. Another
i girl, my partner in it, trailed along
: as my shadow trying to copy all
i my steps.” On another occasion
i Little Frances did Arthur Freed's
: famous “Singing in the Rain,” in a
Oakland’s Harlem. But some clubs i
survived into the 1950s, enough to

trio. “We all dressed in paper rain-
coats, hats and twirling umbrellas,

Minnie Mo’s sister, Mary

Anderson, often took Little Frances
: out to church gospel programs. :
! Frances vividly remembers a show :
: at Evergreen Baptist on MacArthur.
i As Frances moved on to Lowell

i Junior High and McClymonds :
Fhotws courtey of Opal Lous Nakons : anjjtar, Del Hart, bass, Ruben Kerr,

: drums, Ivy, piano and Dan

i Marshall, tenor sax. “I also had

i two gals back me up,” says Little

! Frances. “They were Tippy and

: Bobbie who played organ and

¢ drums. I played Slim Jenkins' quite
i awhile with the Cordell Band

i before moving down to the Lincoln
i Theatre.” Both venues were sur-

i vivors of old times as were

i Esther’s Orbit Room and the Elks

: Lodge up on Eighth Street.

Little Frances-8 years old.
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i High, lola Hudson became not

i only her manager and guardian

i but her most constant friend. lola
i took care of the adolescent Little

i Frances so well she thought of her
i as a stepmother. Iola entered the

: preteen Little Frances in all the

I : local talent shows. lola’s faith in

i : her was unflinching.

The Little (Lil) Frances Story

“My grandmother and | were

X very comfortable with her in those
: roles. She was a remarkable per-
: son,” says Little Frances.

One day, when Frances was a

i small child, Iola had Fats Domino
B : on the phone. Summoned to the

¢ mouthpiece, Little Frances sang a
i verse of “Blueberry Hill.” Fats was
: enthralled. “Your voice is lovely,”
: i he remarked. “How can you sing
: stepping to choreographed moves.” :

so strong and be only five years

: 0ld?” he added. Fats Domino made
i a lasting impression on one of his
i youngest and most ardent fans.

Frances made her public debut

on Seventh Street standing on a
: soap box at Slim Jenkins' Supper
: Club, backed by Larry Graham,

In 1959, lola Hudson, thinking
of a good pre-touring promotional

: strategy, introduced Little Frances
i to Bob Geddins of Oakland’s pio-
d : neering Big Town label. Geddins

i had by then consolidated his stu-

: dio space at 539 Eleventh Street in
i Oakland. But Little Frances insists
i that Geddins took her to his old

¢ studio on Seventh Street to record
i her one and only single release.

. Geddins and lawyer Ronnie Badger
. had become partners at this point
: and had set up the Vel label to

: record Little Frances with an office
. at 5212 East 14th Street. The pair

i had also created the Veltone label
: from an address close to the 11th

¢ Street studio.

The first Veltone release fea-

tured Sugar Pie De Santo and the
: Pee Wee Kingsley Band (probably
: with Johnny Heartsman.) Cut in
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San Francisco, De Santo and the

band recorded “I want to know" / | [§8

“Baby it ain’t right.” It was

Geddins’ and Badger's idea to
record Little Frances in Oakland
singing the exact same Parham-De
Santo-Badger arrangements of the
two De Santo songs with almost

the same accompaniment — except ; ||

for added embellishments — on
the Vel label. Why Geddins and
Badger thought that this tactic
would sell more records is a mys-
tery to me.

Little Frances insists that her
version featured a “live” band of
Eugene Blacknell, guitar, Bobby
Reed, bass, Joe McCoy, drums,

Bobby Forte, tenor sax, and Ivy on : |

piano. Little Frances's breathy
vocal styling on “You just ain’t
right” is amazingly mature for an
eight-year-old child and is far more !
interesting (recorded at a slower |
tempo) than De Santo’s tortured,
more upbeat, version. But | am
sure De Santo’s garnered more air
play than Little Frances’— which
probably explains why the Little
Frances version is impossible to
find today. Could it be that
because lola Hudson wanted to
demonstrate how well her war-
bling tot could stack up against
singers twice her age, she had
made an arrangement with
Geddins and Badger to put out a
single almost identical to another
just released, to draw financial
gain? What would be the advan-
tage in this? We will never know.

Little Frances says that Iola
went to Geddins for material and
that the two songs offered were
those thought to be the best charts
for her at the time.

Shortly after the single release,
local radio celebrity Trummie Cain
proclaimed that Little Frances was
his newest talent discovery and
placed her up there with other
luminaries of his so-called making,
like Johnnie Nash (discovered by
Arthur Godfrey), Cal Green of the
Midnighters (probably given his
first break by Clevence, his older
brother) and Joe Tex (who came i
up after winning a talent contest in :
Rogers, Texas). Such is the deceit
of advertising.

Little Frances also appeared at
the Oakland Auditorium celebrat-
ing Falcon Magazine’s Queen of
1960 extravaganza. She sang, sup-
ported by Earl “Fatha” Hines on
piano. Little Frances was thrilled to :
be able to play on the “big stage”
at Lincoln Theatre with the Larry
Graham Band. Graham (formerly
with Sly Stone) played guitar, Del
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|MISS FALCON OF 1960”

i Hart, bass, Rubin Kerr, drums, and
. Dan Marshall blew tenor sax. After
. that, Little Frances enjoyed a more
. intimate engagement with the

. house band at Oakland's

. Rhumboogie piano bar and club.

. She was also fortunate enough to

i play at the legendary Club Savoy

. on Richmond's Chesley Street, and
. at Sweets Ballroom on Oakland’s

. Broadway.

: Then Little Frances met musical
: impressario Charles Sullivan,
. known affectionately as the

“Mayor of Fillmore,” who fre-

: quently brought African American
i acts to the Fillmore in San

i Francisco. “Sullivan auditioned me :
. and said | was spectacular,” says
i Little Frances. Sullivan and Little
: Frances developed a long, warm
: and close relationship during the

Sixties. When he brought Ray

: Charles, James Brown and lke &
Tine Turner to town, he had Little
¢ Frances open for them.

Little Frances was supported by

“Tha Misc Faleon Tontes”

OLKLAND AUDITORIUM THEATRE

Through Larry Graham, Little

i Frances was able to find back-up

: work behind Mary McCreary, Leon
! Russell's wife, (formerly with Sly

: Stone’s sisters group, “Little

i Sister.”) Little Frances was asked

! to tour as back-up singer with two
i other girls. She appeared on

: Johnny Otis’s T.V. show in L.A.

p| | and was called to do studio work
B : at Fantasy Records in Berkeley to

¥
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THE FALCON MAGAZINE

Presents SR

1 i hitched up with blues axe-man
i Carl “Good Rockin’” Robinson

B8 . who had played with Rhythm

i Rocker basso Charles Bank’s group

8 | “Blues on Tap” in the 1980s.

{Crowning of Queen) B

Tenth and Fallon Streets
Oakland, Califarnia

SUNDAY, AUGUST 28, 1960 - 5 P.M. | ]
Admission $2.25

Music By
C. C. PINKSTGWN'S ORCHESTRA

Spe:ial Guests:

Earl "Fatha' Hines
Little Francis
Jeanie Blevins
|{DIA Personalities
I SAN Personaolities
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Early appearance of Little Frances at Falcon Magazine event.
 the Ray Charles Band at the

Oakland Auditorium, with the

. James Brown Band at both the

. Fillmore and Oakland Auditorium,
. and by the ke & Tina Revue at

. Sweets and the Rhumboogie Club.
; She also was fortunate enough to

i open for Bobby Bland and had his
. touring unit support her. Ike

. Turner, too, was interested in Little
i Frances’ musical talents. He set up

arrangements for Little Frances

: and Iola to meet in L.A. at his and
. Tina's Baldwin Hills residence. “A

i meeting took place between Ike

. and Iola; however, nothing became
i of that meeting,” says Little

Frances.

1 i sing in front of a gospel choir

(whose name she cannot recall.)
She also appeared with Barbara

| i Lynn at the 1999 Chicago Blues

@ | Festival before a crowd of many
R B

thousands and received rave

. reviews.

Little Frances at some point

L

: “Blues on Tap’s” personnel was

: fluid, and included whoever was
i around at Eli’s Mile High Club at
: the time. At one point “Blues on

i Tap” had become a septet com-

i posed of Banks, Robinson, drum-

i mer Chris “Trap” Daniels, female
S i thrush Alexandia Runette and her

: keyboard playing husband Erroll

=¥ | Black. Robinson, apart from local

I8 | East Bay clubs and festival work,
@8 | also played with Sonny Rhodes at

| ; the Shalimar Club in Berkeley.

In 2004 (Lil) Little Frances and

& : Carl “Good Rockin'” Robinson

B | partnered to form Honey Child

1 i Records. Their first CD release was
i a collection by Little Junior
: Crudup whose uncle was the great
: singer / guitarist from Forest,
: Mississippi, Arthur “Big Boy”
: Crudup who passed in Virginia in
: 1974, As well as blues singer, Little
. Junior is a budding stage actor.

The Little Frances / Carl “Good

. Rockin’” Robinson Band is current-
i ly composed of John Middleton,

: trumpet, tenor sax Carl Green,

: Snooky Flowers on baritone as

f well as Shawnka Spencer on key-

i boards. Myron Williams, bass,

{ Steve Eldridge, drums and conga-

: man Hawk Johnson make up the

i rhythm section. Little Frances

i works out to the soul and blues

i hits of the day at venues like the

i Copia Theatre.

i Tina Turner had a special place
: in Frances's heart. “She was won-
. derful and I admired her tremen-
: dously,” says Little Frances. They
: became firm friends. “Once,” says
: Frances, “lola prepared a special

: pre-performance dinner at Tina’s

: house before Tina and | were due
: to appear on a Fillmore program.”

Little Frances, as vivacious as

: ever, is currently writing a collec-
: tion of ballad songs for a new CD
: she hopes to have out soon. Her
: label will be called Minnie Mo,

: partly named after her beloved

: grandmother. — Opal Louis

i Nations and Little Frances, June

£ 2008
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