Movi

n” with Kris

by Opal Louis Nations

el (Melvin) Alexander has been a

cornerstone in the development of blues

and gospel around the City of Angels these
past four decades. A wearer of many hats, singer,
producer, arranger, distributor, and song-writer,
Alexander was never one to treat a fellow human
being with contempt. In fact, Alexander is a warm,
personable man, someone who listens to people, a
man with his finger on the pulse, with an uncanny
knack for knowing what kind of blues song the

public will put its hands on next.

“The blues is anything you want it to be,” says Alexander, who in
December 1991 proposed a Watts Blues Walk of Fame. “They have
one down in Hollywood—we need one down here,” he added. His
scheme remains a dream to this day. When I asked Mel Alexander
for a few chronological glimpses of his life in the music biz, he
elected to do so by recording his thoughts on cassette. This article is
an edited version of what he said on that tape plus a number of
historical details to ground his remarks.”The name is Mel Alexander
among my friends. | was born April 7, 1929 in a little place they call
Crystal Springs, Mississippi, a little town that's close to it called
Gallman. My parents’ names were Mamie Jessie and Frank
Alexander.

When 1 was eleven days old my mother passed, and when she
passed my aunt from New

harmony, and this was because of being from the deep south it was
more or less acoustic [a cappella.] Everything that we done we didn’t
have support by any musicians. My first vocal group came about in
New Orleans. We called ourselves The Arrows. The original
members were myself and my brother, bass singer Frank Elijah
Alexander, Leroy Bishop, Frank (Franklin) Dixon and Sidney Jones.
We did many of our own original songs.

[ used to call Frank Dixon “Kiss of fire.” He was a jovial type of
fella. I mean he could play lots of different instruments. He later
went out on his own and was known as Dale Angelo René. He
played all over the country, in fact all over the world. We used to
hang out at Cosimo Mattassa’s studios, | & M, on Rampart Street.
That's where we met producer Bumps Blackwell. This was when
Bumps was producing Ernie K. Doe (Ernest Kador). Sometimes we'd
do a little background work, sometimes we just stood watching the
guys as they went through their ordeal.

We were trying to get bookings, trying to get on a label. We saw
Professor Longhair (Roy Byrd). “Fess” would kill a piano, whip it to
death, ride it like a bronco. We learned through people such as Roy
Byrd and Kador and others that the New Orleans area was chock full
of talent. I also sang lead in a gospel group called The True Heart
Gospel Singers [unrecorded].

On moving to Los Angeles in 1957, | met Eddie Mesner of Aladdin
Records. Mesner took my group and I into the studio to do a few
things to see if we had anything worthwhile. It turned out that we
did, but we never recorded for Aladdin. We established a great
relationship with Eddie and a lot of the groups that he had. But we

did do something on Flash

Orleans, Lucille Allison, came
and got me. So when 1 got to
New Orleans | was eighteen
days old. My dad had seven
other children by two
marriages and found himself in
a corner, with a wife dead and
him being completely under
duress. '

Being born in Mississippi and
raised in New Orleans had its
advantages [Lucille and John
Allison lived on Jackson and
Magnolia Streets.] 1 went to
grade school and Booker T.
Washington High, then found
myself going into the Army at a
super young age. My uncle had
signed for me to go in at
seventeen, but I was actually
sixteen and ten months. During
that period people were having
a hard time making a living. I
finished high school at sixteen
plus a little. I served in the U.S,
Army from 1946 to 1949. All
the time my mind was on being
in business as ['ve always been
acclimated that way:.

I also was inclined towards
music, blues and doo-wop. As
New Orleans was being a fest,
infested with all kinds of
music, | found myself getting
together with writing songs,
and along with my brother and
friends we put together a little
group. We had fantastic

Mel Alexander. Photograph Courtesy Opal Louis Nations

Records.”

Mel Alexander and The
Arrows, composed of brother
Frank  Alexander, Leroy
Bishop, Frank Dixon, and Lee
Perkins signed a contract with
Charlie “Flash” Reynolds of
Flash Records on July 29, 1958.
Two months later, ‘Annie Mae',
backed with ‘Indian Bop Hop’
(a song written by Ernestine
Smith-Round), hit the streets.
Smith-Round wrote ‘Stranded
In The Jungle” for The Jay
Hawks. Billboard gave the
novelty side ‘Indian Bop Hop’
only two stars but the beautiful
‘Annie Mae,’ prized today
among doo-wop fanatics,
solicited three stars on the R &
B new releases lists.

‘Annie Mae,” a finely
chanted ballad with a heavy
stomping rhythm, is a classic
slow, down and dirty dance
vehicle with lead chores
conducted by Leroy Bishop,
the song’s author. Both songs
were cut at Ted Brinson’'s
studio garage. Somehow
‘Annie Mae’ slipped notice and
fell through the cracks,
probably through lack of
promotion.

Some time in late 1961,
Alexander met up with Fats
Washington, a songwriter who
had penned ‘Pledging My
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Love’ for Johnny Ace in 1954, Washington, stricken with infantile
paralysis and wheelchair bound, was drawing up plans to start his
own record company and wanted Alexander for his initial release.
He had heard a demo of Alexander singing ‘Blues Serenade’ and
thought he could go places with it. Now a solo entity, Alexander
recorded ‘Blues Serenade’ backed with ‘What A Friend.’ The record
went out to radio stations far and wide.

One station, WYLD, was particularly impressed and remembered
Alexander from the old days. WYLD was sponsoring a live R & B
festival at Lake Pontchartrain Beach and wanted Alexander as an
opening act. Sam Cooke, Solomon Burke, Chuck Jackson, Ernie K.
Doe, Chris Kenner, and Barbara Lynn were all slated to appear.
Dave Bartholomew’s band supplied all the music. It was reported
that close to 100,000 people attended the concert. “I enjoyed every
minute of it,” says Alexander, “’cause I learned not only from the
performing end, but I also learned from the promoting. It taught
me something as far as how to promote and distribute records.”

Later in 1962 Alexander returned to his vocal group buddies who
were all willing to take another stab at grabbing the brass ring,
Changing from The Arrows to The Convincers, the group recorded
the beautiful ‘Rejected Love’ sliced with ‘Co Back Baby’ for
Washington’s Movin Records. A third song, ‘The Girl’s Not Bad
(Not Bad At All)" was taped but left in the can. ‘Rejected Love’ is a
polished ballad, sung with beauty and grace in a style that sadly
reflects the sound of an age gone by. This would
probably explain why the record never
took off and remains
today a prized
treasure in the
hands of
middle-aged
collectors.

Washington
went on to
produce records by
Herb Bailey and
group (a one-shot
deal, according to
Alexander), James
“King” Curry & His
Movin' Masters (a
trombonist and
melancholy  vocalist
who had previously
waxed for Flash and
Recorded-In-
Hollywood), Lowell
Fulson (who  was
between recording
contracts with Chess of
Chicago and the Bihari Bros. at Modern Records), and the great Roy
Milton in league with such luminaries as Jackie Kelso on alto and
Junior Ryder on guitar (sadly yet another one-shot deal).

Meanwhile, Alexander had returned to his vocal group. In 1963,
Alexander and his vocal quartet friends, now renamed The
Appeggios (Arpeggios) recorded ‘Mary’ backed with ‘I'll Be
Singing’ for the tiny L.A.-based Aries label. ‘Mary’ is a jump tempo
wailer designed to get the fingers snapping and the toes tapping,
T'll Be Singing,” on the other hand, is a soft, romantic ballad in The
Five Satins’ bag accompanied at times by pleasant measures of
tenor sax. Although far too short in length, ‘I'll Be Singing” became
a coveted collectors” classic fetching an outrageous sum of cash in
its original.

The Appeggios also cut a number of unissued acappella and near-
acappella dubs. Four of these songs, ‘Lonely (Long, Long Has Baby
Been Gone)', ‘Let Me Come Over To Your House Tonight,” ‘Please
Go On,” and ‘Suffering With The Blues’, give a better insight as to
how far along the group had come in terms of arrangement and
harmony. In addition, Alexander and Sidney Jones had formed
their own publishing company, S & M, at this point (later called
Prompt Music.)

Enter Little Joe Blue. Blue, born Joe Valery Jr. in Vicksburg,
Mississippi in September 1934, was a striking blues singer of
intense emotion and raw feeling. He was raised in Tallulah,
Louisiana and by the late 1940s had relocated to Detroit. After a
stint in the Army out in Korea, Blue spent most of the early 1950s
working outside the music business. In 1956, based in Detroit, he
started to take interest in entering local talent shows and sit-in gigs
with local bands. Some time during 1958 or 1959, he formed his
own band, The Midnighters. The Midnighters worked bars and

Little Joe Blue.
Courtesy Charly Records (left),
Richard Bomersheim and Evejfim Records (right)

clubs in Michigan and out in Reno later on. He moved to L.A. in 1960
where he worked in a regular job while appearing off and on in local
clubs.

Blue's first record, ‘Just Love Won't Do, was recorded for Nanc in
1963 and featured many of the musicians who later sessioned for
Movin Records. In 1964, Blue recorded ‘Dirty Work Going On’ for
Kent Records, who for reasons unknown chose not to issue it. By
1966, Blue was signed to Fats Washington’s Movin Records where he
came under the stewardship of Mel Alexander who had just
accepted a partnership deal with the label. In all likelihood, Blue was
introduced to Washington by Roy Milton who was one of Blue's
idols.

Alexander was given full A & R authority to work with Blue. “We
worked on ‘Dirty Work Going On.” T had Ted Brinson do the rhythm
parts down at his garage-studio and Austin McCoy work on the
brass sections down at his. Curtis Tillman and Chuck Thomas
played bass and drums” [as on the Kent session.] Tillman lead the
Movin studio band. The ‘Dirty Work Going On” Movin version is
heavier on the bass end than the later remastered Chess version but
is in every way as deep and down in the alley. Blues momentous
vocals coupled with Larry “Mr. G” Green's jangling guitar figures
make this a stunning, anguished opus, a real winner.

‘Dirty Work Going On,” which Fats Washington claims to have
written, peaked momentarily at number 40 in Billboard’s R & B

charts during July 1966. With the success of this single,
Alexander felt ready to strike out on his
own as an independent
record producer.

Blue, after two
more releases on
Movin (one
leased to and

remastered by
Chess), signed a
one year contract
with the Chess
Brothers and cut two
sessions with them in

Chicago.
Washington went on
to record Larry “Mr.
G” Green under his
own name plus the
recently re-acclaimed
blues singer/ harp
player from Seattle,
Jimmy “Preacher” Ellis,
Big Clyde Allen and The
Movin Masters, Gus
Jenkins, ex-singer/ harpist
Ace Holder, gospel’s Invincible Songbirds and Golden Crowns.
Alexander and Blue stayed friends and would work with each other
again.

“After the Little Joe Blue escapade, [ began to move on to a label of
my own. I started Kris Records and picked up a couple of artists who
might not have a name but had a lot of possibility ‘cause they were
unique in their own way. I started with Jimmy “Preacher” Ellis who
had recorded for Fats Washington and Stan Lewis in Shreveport
[Jewel /Paula Records] and also a young man who claimed he taught
Sam Cooke everything he knew, by the name of Lee Harvey. But
really if you heard Lee Harvey, you thought you were listening to
Sam. When President Kennedy was shot, Lee Harvey changed his
name to Lee Jones”.

“I recorded The L.A. Untouchables, The Del-Rays, The Dynamic
Duo, B.B. Carter, Vessie Simmons, Ty Karin, Shades of Silk, and a
whole lot of others.” One of Alexander’s key arrangers was James
Carmichael. Carmichael arranged charts for Kris for three years,
after which he went to Motown. At Motown, Carmichael worked
producing Lionel Richie and The Commodores and was responsible
for their enormous success. Carmichael was replaced by Hance
Powell. Hance is described by Alexander as coming from “the old
school of R & B”, He was a good all-round arranger and could work
with blues and soul as well as rock and gospel. Hance had assisted
ex-Voice Master/ songwriter Lamont Dozier at Motown.

Alexander’s third whiz arranger was Willie Woods. Woods’
specialty was gospel. He had also worked for a while in Canada.
Bass player Arthur Wright occasionally worked charts for Alexander
and ace guitar stylist Pete Lewis shared his knowledge and
composing skills at Kris. Vibraphonist Johnny Pope Jnr. produced
for Alexander, as did singer/ arrangers Bobby King and Terry Evans
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who ended up in the Ry Cooder organization. Kris Records started out
from an address on West Pico Boulevard in L.A. and over the years has
hopped from Hollywood to Gardenia to Compton and back to L.A.

When Kris got started, Alexander befriended Wolfman Jack of
megawatt radio station XERB outside Tijuana at Rosarita Beach.
“Wolfman and [ had taken a liking to one another, and we had worked
out a lot of situations. Then we had radio station KGFJ who I worked
with. KGF] had Herman Griffin, Magnificent Montague, Big Jim
Randolph, Hunter Hancock, Larry McCormick, Jim Woods, and Alex
Martin spinning records for them. Alex and I were real good friends.” All
of the above helped get the label off the ground.

Over the years, Kris has presented a slew of fine blues, gospel, soul,
novelty, and funk sides and is still putting music out there in the form of
CD, LF, LP-length cassette, 12" and 7" singles. Alexander and the late
James Jackson started
Space Records in the
late  1970s. Ace
Records has gathered
selections from all
formats and is in the
process of issuing a
Best of Kris and its
Space subsidiary label
SOON.

Instead of listing all
of Mel Alexander’s
vast number of
releases In  every
format, | have chosen
to list all the songs
owned by Prompt

Barbara Moore (above),
and Willie Willis (right). B*
Photographs courtesy of | .
Opal Louis Nations

Publishing as well as to
pick out and briefly
review a few of my
particular favorites
starting with artist Little
Joe Blue who got back
together with Alexander
in the early 1970s after a
stay at Stan Lewis's
Jewel/Paula discery in
Shreveport.
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RECOMMENDED LISTENING

by Opal Louis Nations

Great blues recordings on Kris and Space are many. Principal of
these are deep blues odes ‘Who's The Fool,” ‘Shopping
Instead,” ‘Don’t Tax Me In,” and ‘Lonely’ from Little Joe Blue's
Space album (#4729), plus ‘Dirty Work Going On’ (the original),
‘Give Me An Hour In Your Garden, Parts 1 & 2,’ a classic deep-
blues leased from Stan Lewis, and the funky ‘Wasn’t Born
Yesterday’ and ‘We All Have The Blues, Paris 1 & 2’ from Kris
LP 8119, "The Best of Liitle Joe Blue.” Both albums are currently
available on Collectables CD 5744. The Kiis sides are distinctly
reminiscent of B.B. King's work for Kent Records in the early
1960s with their earthy organ accompaniments and heartaching
vocal embellishments.

‘Why I Sing The Blues’ — Jimmy ‘Preacher Ellis — Kris 8114 (CD
8143.) This easy, loping, slow blues finds Ellis in excellent singing
voice. Keyboard overdubs do not interfere with the general low
feel of the song colored with fine guitar and organ licks.

‘Save Some Room For Me' — Nadine A (Mel Alexander’s better
half) from ‘| Kinda Like It That Way' — cassette 8138 (also CD
8143.) Nadine's rap is both silky and sexy. Her message is
straight out of Peggy Scott-Adams’ bag, but her singing (which
comes mid-way) has a far more sophisticated edge. Nadine's
testimony is punctuated by fine guitar fills.

‘It’s Alright’ — The New Songbirds from an LP entitied ‘Fool On
A Mule’—Kris 8112 (also CD 8148.) The group wails and the lead
howls and moans in good old fashioned quartet style. It is a joy
to hear traditional harmonizing as it sounded in the 1950s
recorded some two decades later. The New Songbirds are a
reinvention of The Invincible Songbirds who recorded for Movin in
the 1960s. Rev. Ben Colvin, his wife, and William Buskin were
original members of the group.

‘My Lover’ — The Hill Sisters — Space 3098. This gospel-tinged
scorcher has The Hill Sisters in The Soul Sisters comer with a
chart about a guy one can always rely on for a bit of smoochie.

‘Don’t Hang Your Self’ (Talk Too Much) — Fay Cooper — Kiris
8089. This is a brassy piece of funk sung with grit and supported
by a slinky trio of femmes scored with tough hom arrangements
and a groovy rhythm track that does not quit.

‘Going Down The Road (Parts 1 & 2)' — Jim Gamble — Kris
8091. This is a bluesy ballad reminiscent of some of Little Junior
Parker's licks for Duke spiced with a few words of homespun
advice.

‘That's The Way Life Was Meant (To Be) — Pure lce — Kris
8103. This record drips with the kind of harmonic soulful
righteousness one rarely hears outside of Sam and Dave
reissues these days. Unusually intelligent lyrics with a
philosophical bent tweaks one’s interest.

‘By 3 O’Clock In The Morning’ — Barbara Moore — Kris 8122,
‘By 3' starts with a rap about snaring a good man in need of a
good work out (her words, not mine) and eases into a tantalizingly
sensuous message. A bump and grind tune teased with guitar
straight out of the Albert Collins work-book supports this ditty
penned by Barbara herself.

‘Black Nights’ — Willie Willis — Kris 8116 (CD 8143) - a bright,
faithfully close interpretation of Lowell Fulson’s song recorded for
Kentin 1965. Willis sounds pleasant but elaborates little. Still, the
overall rendering comes across nicely.

Other significant artists in the Kris stable include soul-man Freddie
Tate who waxed ‘Right Kind Of Woman, Parts 1 & 2' for
Swingin and the strikingly talented Cookie Jackson who also
recorded excellent slices for Cyclone, Okeh and Uptown.

Alexander insists that he became involved in popular African
American music because of his passion for it. ‘| was neverin it for
the money,” he says. “l just wanted to share what | enjoyed doing
with others.”

With thanks to Mel Alexander for his invaluable assistance

),
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CATALOGUE OF PROMPT-PUBLISHED SONGS

ON KRIS RECORDS AND OTHER LABELS

Title Artist

My lover B.B. Carter & Hill Sisters
Cool it baby B.B. Carter

Acey Deucey (instr.)

If I'm dreaming Lee Jones

Published Format

Space single
single

sin gle

single/ album

MNeed of love Cookie Jackson/Lee Jones single
Shut up B.B. Carter single
Don't tax me in Little Joe Blue

Only you Lee Jones & The Dynamic Duo

Doin’ the Snake Hips Gene Russel Trio

Foggy bottom Gene Russel Trio
Each Night The Lords
Guantanamera The Lords
Soulin” with Joe Little Joe Blue
Prove it Lee Harvey
Lonesome feeling Little Joe Blue
Change your ways  Roy Milton

The reason I'm singing the blues
Cookie Jackson
I just wanna be myself
Jimmy ‘Preacher’ Ellis
The great-great-great Grandson of John Henry
Bill Carlisle
Marriage ingredients
James Berry
Aaron ‘Chico” Bailey
Jimmy ‘Preacher” Ellis
Lee Jones

The point
13th hour (instr.)
False pride
I got to see my baby Lee Jones
Two-tenors-a-tone and a bone

Jimmy ‘Preacher’ Ellis
Trouble all over the land

Jimmy ‘Preacher’ Ellis
Put your hoe to my row

Jimmy ‘Preacher’ Ellis
When you move you lose

Jim Gamble
Moving on (instr.)  Jim Gamble
Lonely Little Joe Blue
Fun-key Lorenzo The Hat
The Hat's back Lorenzo the Hat
Sweet words B.B. Carter
Leave me alone B.B. Carter

What is it? (You're so afraid of)
Lee Jones
I'm gonna make it up to you
Lee Jones
Doin’ some serious living, Pts. 1 & 2
Little Joe Blue

Bill Carlisle
Little Joe Blue
Faye Cooper
Little Joe Blue

Steppin’ up
Joe's soul thang
Closer together
Who's the fool
You got to come to me
Little Joe Blue
You're on my mind  Little Joe Blue
Lots of folks do, others don't
Faye Cooper
Don’t hang yourself Faye Cooper
Wasn't born yesterday
Little Joe Blue

single

single/ 1p
single
single/lIp
single/VA CD

single
Space single
single
single

single
Space single

single
single
single

single

single

single/ album
Space single
Space single
single

single

single
single
single/CD
single
single/ CD
single

single/lp/ CD

single/1p/ CD
single/1p/ CD

single
single

single/lp/CD

Whipping her, killing me

Honest John
Cold Chicago Honest John
Let's get to it (Pts. 1 & 2)

Limon Wilson
You're a zero Barbara Moore
Do it
Little girl of mine
Sweet apple

Vessie Simmons
Freddie Tate
The ang Brothers

Ip/CD
Ip/CD

Ip

single

Simco single
single

single

Gamble & Friends album with songs such as ‘Going down the

road’, “The Drummer song’, “The Blues, it's all for you’, ‘What is

today’, ‘I want to thank you baby’, and ‘Christmas time’

Snakeout
Red, hot & blues Jimmy ‘Preacher’ Ellis
[ kinda like it that way
Nadine A.
Everyday’s a holiday
Various artists
Dear Jesus - To you I testify
Various Artists (Gospel)
Wake up to the Blues Various Artists
New gospel release 3/25/98:
You can’t replace God for man
Vermya Phillips
Curtis Griffin
Charlie Taylor

Wake up baby
I work hard for you

Lay the cash on the line

Ricky Lane
Been nowhere and don't care

Little Joe Blue
Incompatability
(rap song) James Berry

Sugar tea cup James Berry
Shorthanded on love James Berry
American dream
Music festival

Mihaulopolos
Mihaulopolos
Come children come Irah Carlisle
Long time blues James Berry
People can you hear Bachelor Brad
The blues (it's all for you)

Jim Gamble
Mind your own business

Harmonica Fats
Stoop down 76 Chick Willis
Going down the road Jim Gamble
Going to a party Barbara Moore
Leave my man alone Barbara Moore
Married man blues  Barbara Moore
3 o'clock in the morning

Barbara Moore

King John & The Crawlers single

CD/cassette
cassette
CD/lp/cass.

CD
CD/cassette

CD/cassette
single/ CD
single Libra II
/Kris CD

City Light single
single/CD

Berry Records
single

Berry Records
single/1p
single/lp
single

single

single
single/lp
single

single /1p/CD

single
single/lp/CD
single/1p/CD
single/ Ip
single/Ip

Ip/ CD

Ip/CD

The Bad & Bold LP consists of three previously listed songs by
Barbara Moore, plus ‘Bad & Bold’ — ‘Making love (3 Phases)’, ‘One
track mind,” and ‘Drinking & Thinking” (vocal & instr.) by other artists

Don’t you know The Del Reys
I'll fly away Shades of Silk
Romance without finance

Shades of Silk
Lighten up baby Ty Karim

single
single

single
single
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