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Down It Went
The Story Of LUTHER McDANIEL & THE FOUR DEUGES

(All photos courtesy of Luther McDaniel)

By OPAL LOUIS NATIONS
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"‘W.P.L.J' ('White Port And Lemon Juice') must
have sold in the hundreds of thousands over the
forty-six year period since its release. Sadly,
most of these have been reproductions or
bootlegs. Not that it matters. (Lord) Luther
McDaniel, the writer and arranger of the lyrics
and the song never made a red cent anyway.
Ray Dobard, the proprietor of Music City
Records on Alcatraz Avenue in Berkeley,
always had a reason why he should not pay his
artists. Either he needed a portion of their dues
to defray recording costs or, as he often said,
the record was just not selling. Stiffing the artist
of his or her royalties was a common practice
during the golden era of rhythm and blues. Most
victims were either fresh out of knee-pants or
lacked any knowledge of contractual laws.

Dobard, now almost deaf and as
cantankerous as ever, never really made big
money out of his vocal group dealings, although
there were many, including The Five Swans,
Crescendos and Gaylarks who scored and
almost made it into the big time. Dobard's most
successful record was Johnny Heartsman's
two-part instrumental ‘Johnny's House Party’,
issued in 1957. Heartsman, like others, never
saw royalty payments. It did not matter that your
name appeared as songwriter on the label
Heartsman's outfit served as the Music City
label's houseband during the mid-'50s, backing
the likes of The Four Deuces.

The success of ‘W.P.L.J." can be tracked in the
trade papers, notably ‘Billboard’, beginning in
August 1955. It was recorded in July on a
session shared with The Five Rovers. Dobard
issued ‘W.P.L.J." along with The Gaylarks
singing ‘Tell Me Darling'. Both were strong
records and sold significantly throughout

California. Dobard was smart in having them
promoted together and having one hot item
compete against another for coin.

When

‘Billboard' reviewed 'W.P.L.J., it
was, like the Gaylarks’ release,
awarded three stars.

That December, Dobard made a
special trip back East to play his
two winners. Escorted by Joel
‘Home Boy' Turnero of New York's
WOV, he made the rounds of the
major jocks in the principal cities.
By February 1956, a Music City
‘Billboard” ad bragged that
‘W.P.L.J." had sold 33,000 copies
in San Francisco, 21,000 in
Philadelphia and was coming up in
New York, Chicago, Cleveland,
Detroit, Baltimore and Newark.
Dobard, however, lacked the res-
ources to have 'W.P.L.J." placed
with a major label with blanket
distribution. The record stalled and by THE GAYLARKS
dropped from view. What made ’ ‘\:i:: :‘:‘“
matters worse was that Dobard
waited a full year before issuing a ‘ 7 MUSIC CITY HEGIIHM’
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came pretty close to finalizing a SRR
lucrative deal with a major record company
when the roof caved in.

“We were all after the fun, chasing girls and
having a good time. We didn't know nothing
about the business”, says Luther McDaniel, who
over the years has picked up on every aspect of
the music trade. He once ran a record company
of his own called Lusan on which he recorded
‘Two Of A Kind' backed with 'Tough’. Today,
Luther works as a rep for Big Planet, an Internet
service provider. All this now seems far
removed from Luther's humble beginnings back
in Panola County.

BEGINNINGS
Luther McDaniel was born in 1938 in
Carthage, Texas, south west of Shreveport,
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age seven or eight, young Luther
started to sing a lot around the
house, but his grandmother was
not too impressed. She thought it
wiser to master an instrument and
insisted on piano lessons. After six
months Luther lost all interest in
tinkering around on the iveries and
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namely playing baseball, football
or basketball.

The family attended the Shady
Grove Baptist Church of Carthage
which had a three-to-four hundred
member flock. Luther sang in the
choir and soloed a little. Pretty
soon he began singing in the
Mitchell Brothers Gospel Quartet
who were fairly well known around
Panola County. The foursome was made up of
Cleon and Ollie Ray Mitchell plus Luther and his
cousin, '‘Boot' McDaniel. "We sang all around
the Baptist churches in north east Texas’, says
Luther, "and we even did live radio shows up in
Shreveport” (call-letters long forgotten). Luther
and his group sang in concerts with other
quartets and entered into ‘quartet battles’. He
moved around quite a bit, staying for a spell with
his mother in Gary, Texas, then back and forth
between his mother, aunt and grandparents’
homes.

In 1939 - '40, his mother moved out to Salinas,
California. This was while his stepfather served
in the military and was stationed at Fort Ord
near Monterey, within driving distance from
Salinas. Luther came out to join his mother in
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THE 4 DEUCES = "W-P-L-J"

1950 and attended Salinas High. Later on, while
attending Hartnell College, Luther used to
frequent a little cafe across the street from a
nightclub he later owned, The Golden Dragon
(which evolved into Lord Luther's, but has since
been torn down). The cafe had a juke box
through which the sounds of Nat 'King' Cole,
Billy Ward & The Dominces and other black
luminaries of the day could be sampled. The
cafe was often frequented by Gls from Fort Ord,
and sometimes the servicemen would sing
along with the records.

Luther did not take much notice at first, but
one day he caught something that sounded
pretty good to him. He walked across to where
the soldiers were partying and got into friendly
conversation with them. After telling them how
he had had a little experience and success
singing with a gospel gquartet back home, he got
the guys interested in forming a spiritual group.
The aspiring gospel soldiers were first tenor Jim
Dunbar from Virginia (Jim, a regular church-
goer, was an aggressive singer, always dressed
in the best of clothes and displaying a showy
flamboyance), Henry Shufford, the bass singer
(who was a drinking man with a loose per-
sonality), and hen-pecked baritone Oliver Lee
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Teamer who was quite the opposite, a reserved
type who always kept to himself.
MYSTERY DRINK
During the short while the quartet sang gospe|,
they played the local Methodist church and
ventured down to concertize at the Church Of
God In Christ in Monterey. Wanting girls and a
chance to party, the no-name gospel quartet
soon decided to go secular. Trying to impress
was their thing. Like all young guys their age,
they tried to act like big shots and used Bogart
and Cagney as role models. Part of the act was
to invent a mystery drink - Luther and a friend
named Carl Williams came up with a concoction
which was one part port and two parts lemon
juice. The ladies liked it, and of course the guys
never let on what it was. In an interview with Art
Fein twenty-nine years ago, Luther described
the scene: "We started sipping on the stuff and
then we drove down to the Salinas River (in Carl
Williams’ car) where Williams had some traps
set to catch rabbits. Anyway, the expedition got
to be a regular thing, and pretty soon we were
partying. That's how "W.P.L.J." got to be our own
in-crowd thing. Our private little confidence.”
During the parties they would deal cards and
teach each other games like how to play poker.
During a discussion over what to call
themselves, they turned to the deck of playing
cards. As the deuce represented the Devil or the
sinister and there were four of them in the pack,
our quartet of erstwhile hot-shots adopted the
moniker. For uniforms the group mixed and
matched black with gray suits and always
insisted on the finest, fashionable shoes. The
Four Deuces worked a few small local clubs,
singing other people's material and what was
popular at the time. During the spring of 1955,
blues singer / pianist Mercy Dee Walton, who
had just briefly recorded for Bob Geddins'
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Rhythm label up in East Oakland, was on his
way South to Los Angeles to work sessions set
up by the Bihari brothers at Modern Records in
Culver City. The trip took Walton through
Salinas where he stopped and by chance
happened to catch The Four Deuces singing at
a rehearsal. Walton and the group got together
afterwards.

Walton advised that the group should get up
to Berkeley and try to make a record for Ray
Dobard at Music City. “We were green behind
the ears”, says Luther. “We naturally expected
to get a fair deal. Walton’s intentions were good
and we believed him.” Walton's only knowledge
of Music City Records was that every vocal
group around the Bay Area cut records there.
Walton, in fact, had heard "W.P.L.J." sung by the
group during their rehearsal. Luther thinks
demos were made to play to Dobard for at least
two of the three songs cut for Music City -
‘W.PLJ." and (The Nest Is Warm But The)
Goose Is Gone' - he can't say for certain, and
besides the demos are long gone.

“In the studio we practised and practised going
through "W.P.L.J." until it started feeling good.
We ended up doing forty-four takes. Dobard
only had one microphone, but even though
‘W.P.L.J." was a group effort, | felt we needed
two so | brought one to the session.” Luther
understood that as he sang lead he should be
put on one mike by himself. The Johnny
Heartsman Trio was hired for the session -
Johnny Heartsman (bass / piano), Melvin Davis
(tenor sax) and Ray Cotton (drums). ' W.P.L.J."is
a Midnighters-sounding loper in the "Work With
Me Annie’ vein. The catchy, Ballard-like hook
was probably responsible for its commercial
success. As the group had not worked up
another song, Dobard issued "W.P.L.J." as the
topside of ‘Here Lies My Love', a weeper cut by
Roy Hawkins masquerading under the
pseudonym Mr. Undertaker, as he was then
under contract with Modern Records in Culver
City.

“We got a lot of work off of ‘W.P.L.J." when it
started taking off’, says Luther. "We played the
Oakland and Filmore Auditoriums. We were live
on KSAN and on Don Barksdale's show over
KDIA. Barksdale put us at The California Hotel.
We did Music City vocal group shows and
played gigs in Vallejo, Sacramento, Monterey,
Santa Cruz and Pasadena, even toured around
California with Joe Houston, Big Jay McNeely
and Johnny Heartsman's Rhythm Rockers.”

Despite the fact that promoter Walt Kahn
offered to double their pay, the group did not
make much money and, because their Service
enlistment was coming to an end, were thinking
about getting into solid, reliable careers. Luther
says that Orvis Lee Teamer had a fearful-
looking three-hundred pound wife who laid her
feelings on the line. “You go with the group and
| come too", she commanded. That started the



Luther McD nie in a Music City
promotion from the late ‘50s.

break-up. Luther shakes his head when he
recalls writing and singing a "W.P.L.J." spin-off
commercial for Italian Swiss Colony Wines and
never getting paid. “Dobard got two thousand
dollars for that one”, he says.
WHERE DID THE LOOT GO?

Six months after 'W.P.L.J." was released,
Luther went to see Dobard to ask about getting
paid his share of the record sales. He was given
the usual excuses. It was then he noticed that
Dobard had acquired a dozen nine hundred
dollar state-of-the-art microphones and was
driving a new Cadillac El Dorado car. One
promoter back East had asked for the guys to
appear at the Apollo, but by now the group had
fallen apart.

An original copy of ‘W.P.L.J." is today worth a
tidy sum. Music City 790 initially enjoyed a run
in black or maroon wax, but was issued in other
primary colours later on. To capitalize on the
success of 'W.P.L.J.", Dobard issued ‘Down It
Went' coupled with '(The Nest Is Warm But The)
Goose |s Gone' in August 1956. Both were from
the outfit's initial session. ‘Billboard’, in its
review, awarded both sides a healthy three-star
rating. How Dobard hoped to promote the
record by paying the customary miserly fifty
dollars (all in) live appearance payment was
anyone's guess. Unfortunately, it was not
beyond Dobard’'s customary skills to have
others (stand-ins) masquerade as the real
McCoy.

‘Down It Went', a 'W.P.L.J." clone with Rhythm
Rockers overdubs including tasty Heartsman
guitar fills, is blessed with improved production
values and a good, strong lead vocal. '(The Nest
Is Warm But The) Goose |s Gone' cashes in on
the prevailing Latin craze with its thundering
drums and rhythmic chanting. Rumour has it
that first tenor Walter Simpson and buddy Carl
Williams might have also sung on these sides.
Both songs failed to click, and the record
disappeared into the hands of collectors.
Dobard swore he cut nine sides on The Four
Deuces when he spoke with Art Fein, but Luther
thinks this is nonsense.

Twenty-five years ago Dobard announced he
would issue a four-sided Music City vocal group

album collection of all his successful recordings.
The concept never materialized, but in 1988 and
1990 the idea was finally realized when Earth
Angel Records in Sweden put out two volumes
of Music City vocal group sides with learned
liner notes by Jim Dawson.

After The Four Deuces broke up, Luther got
into promoting and organizing his own band with
Vernon Bennett. Staying with Music City
Records, he recorded ‘Just One More Chance'.
Dobard issued this in 1957 on the back of
‘Somewhere In This World' by The Gaylarks,
who seemed to be able to remain successful
and popular for quite some while. 'Just One
More Chance’, a self-penned title which seems
in a way ironic, was a beautifully rendered ré&b
ballad with the sound and feel of Little Richard's
‘Send Me Some Lovin", which was zooming up
the charts at the time. Musical support gives the
tune a Crescent City feel. Luther insists that his
own band, composed of Dave Rosas (tenor
sax), Bob Howard (tenor sax), Otis Jackson
(piano), Bob Farrell (bass) and Bill Henry
(drums), played on the session.

In 1958, Dobard released '‘Can't Get You Out
Of My Mind’, another Lord Luther composition.
Issued as the topside to 'What Will The
Outcome Be' by Al Lewis & The Modernistics,
the solid-sending 'Can't Get You Out Of My
Mind’ was based on an old Ray Charles riff and
sung with ease and grace in the Little Willie
John vein. Luther says he was backed by his
own trio of Chuck (surname forgotten) on bass,
Clifford Colter on guitar and Billy Ingram on
drums, with perhaps the aforementioned
Howard and Jackson in support.

BEYOND THE ‘50s

After this things took a down turn, and Luther
quit the music business for a while. However, In
1960 he resumed his recording career when he
hooked up with Rick Masten and Don Stevens.
‘| was doing a gig in Watsonville when Masten
and Stevens approached me with a song they
said would be perfect for me”, recalls Luther.
The pair ran a garage studio in Pacific Grove
but recorded mainly at Masten's own facility in
Carmel. The song was called ‘| Was A Teenage
Creature’. “I didn't much like the style, but |
agreed to give it a try.” They got together and
recorded a rough version in Pacific Grove on
their Frantic Records imprint which they hawked
around locally. But people flipped the record
over and took to the song on the reverse entitled
‘Turn The Key'. This was around the time Luther
cut ‘Someone, Somewhere' for Bob Geddins up
in Oakland for his Gedinson label.

Things looked bright for Luther who went on to
record two more platters for Frantic, the last
being ‘The Truth’ - which ended up in reissue on
Imperial Records out of Hollywood in 1961.
Imperial paid Mm $2,500 for the rights which
was the most he ever made off a record. Frantic

Lord Luther, 1968.
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seemed an unlikely operation, set in picture-
sque redwoods with idyllic surroundings full of
wealthy tenants and nosy tourists. Further-
more, producer / songwriter Masten was a
Unitarian minister deeply into the roughest
manifestations of r&b. Masten, the opposite of
Dobard, made nothing for himself on the
Imperial deal.

In 1964, Luther set up his own record
company called Lusan on which he recorded
‘Two Of A Kind' / "Tough'. “| had the master
made in Monterey, but | couldn’t afford
instrumental overdubs or effective distribution”,
says Luther. As a consequence the record did
not get played much outside the San Francisco
Bay Area. After that, according to Art Fein, in
1968 Luther recorded a cover of The Animals’
adaptation of 'House Of The Rising Sun'. The
record failed because his well-heeled backer did
not know how to handle distribution and sales.
Luther returned to his nightclub operation. Lord
Luther has since been honoured by having a
radio station's call-letters chosen after him, the
fondly remembered and often requested
‘W.PL.J.. Why would anyone think he didn't
deserve it?

(With thanks to Lord Luther McDaniel, Art Fein,
Jim Dawson, Alec Paleo and Mifch Rosalsky.)
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