OAKLAND DOO WOP

Opal Louis Nations tells the story of
Movvy Williams and < Lhe Kids

Morry Williams. Photograph courtesy of Opal Louis Nations

n 1958, a street corner klatch of

doo-wopping teens calling

themselves Morry Williams & The
Kids cut the loosely blended but
memorable ballad tagged *You Are
My Girlfriend’, notable for its
prominent nonsense-based chant,
Larry Lennear’s wailing sax break
and soft tender pipes of mega-
talented lead singer Maurice (Morry)
Williams. The record sold heavily
around the San Francisco Bay area
and even scored well enough to merit
national distribution on the Big
Apple’s Carlton label, a deal which
came about only weeks after release,
but the Carlton reissue made little
noise. Subsequently the record faded

from memory and has since become
a cult classic among vocal group
completists and is as hard to find on
its original Tee-Vee label as a ten
cent hamburger. As aresult, the cash
value of the Tee-Vee single has
rocketed to the astronomical price of
$150, the kind of money The Kids
rarely saw during their short and
sweet career in the late fifties and

early sixties.

The history of Morry & The Kids starts with
Malvin (‘Mal’) Scott. Scott was born in the tiny
country hamlet of Cotton Valley, Louisiana. By
the time Malvin was half a yearold, the family had
moved to the Estuary Housing Projects in
Alameda, a stone's throw away from a Naval
Supply Centre nestled on the banks of the inner
harbor waterway across from Jack London
Square in Oakland.

The Naval Supply Centres, and there were many,
offered work to the mass exodus of African
Americans moving to California from the poorer
Southern states during the Second World War. In
his spare time, Mal's father, J.L. Scott, managed
an aspiring local gospel quartet from out of an
office on Ashby Avenue in Berkeley. J.L. not only
managed, but sang jubilee gospel himself. Mal
remembers his father bringing groups home to
rehearse in the living room. One such guartet
was The Sunlight Jubilee Singers of Alameda
who recorded three extremely obscure records
for the late Bob Geddins' Down Town label in
1946 (the Sunlights later evolved into Wiley
Bradford and The Hi-tone Gospel Singers). Young
Mal attended Encinal High on Central Avenue in
Alameda. “A lot of stone musicians came out of
that school,” says Scoft, “tenor sax whiz Henry
‘Gene’' Thomas and Larry Lennear who blew sax
in The Upsetters — Little Richard’s road band".

The Estuary Projects were also home to the

shamefully neglected Wally Cox, the R&B singer
who first recorded ‘What A Crazy Girl' for RCA
Victor in 1953 and went on to wax for a handful
of labels including Cordon (distributed by
Hendezvous Records) on which he wrote and
recorded the touching torch song ‘| Found You'
and later Arvee, where he wrote and engraved
his voice on the Jackie Wilson sound-alike ‘I
Can'tHelp It', produced by Olympics’ A & R men
Smith and Goldsmith.
NB: 'l Can't Help It' was also issued in the UK on
Vogue in 1961 and he enjoyed some minor fame
on the UK Narthern Soul scene with 'This Man',
which saw eventual release here on Pye's Disco
Demand label in 1974.

Besides his father's influence, Mal Scott had
developed a musical interest before he was out
of knee pants, playing both trumpet and cornetin
his grade school marching band. Then, taking up
with fellow student and Project dweller Marry
Williams, he started singing two-part harmony
around the corridors of the school. They were
both natural tenor singers. One thing led to
another and the duet grew into a quintet, Bass
singer ‘Woody' Woodrow Moseley came aboard
first (itwas his idea to start up a quartet). Moseley
was followed by Leonard Charles or'L.C." Jones,
firsttenor, and baritone Walter Kidd. Ace whistler
and all-round utility singer James Carter
rehearsed with the group when an extra voice
was required, both Williams and Scott shared
lead singing chores. All the guys came from the
projects. Some were stars on the school's track
team. "We called ourselves The Kids", says
Scott, "but we should have picked a name a little
more original because folks always got us mixed
up with The Kidds on the Imperial and Post
labels, because they came from the West Coast
too".

Things were supposedly further complicated
by the ‘fact’ that Morry was Maurice Williams of
The Gladiolas and Zodiacs fame, but this surely
can't be so. Morry and The Kids however
rehearsed at school, in hallways, atstreetcorners
and in the project buildings on Moseley Avenue
where Wally Cox, who became aclose friend and
fan of the group, lived. The guys idolised The
Spaniels, The Flamingos and The Moonglows
and included some of their idols' songs in their
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The Intrigites, AAC Command vocal group, 1961. L-R Mal Scott, James Pond, Leon Young, Linwood Mar and John Tate. Photograph courtesy Opal Louis Nations

repertoire. Many tunes like “Peace Of Mind" by
The Spaniels were particular favourites.

The Kids' first gigs were at Friday night talent
shows at the projects run by the Recreation
Centre. The Kids graduated to talent shows at
school and school dances and as fame spread
they were invited to sing at assemblies at other
schools in the Bay Area. The Kids also sang
with a handful of other aspiring vocal groups
looking for a break at Sweets Ballroom in
downtown Oakland. When a major artist showed
up late at the Oakland Auditorium (which
happened often) The Kids would be called up to
fill in.

The Kid's first out of town trip was a string of
dance engagements up in Marysville, north of
Sacramento and they performed throughout the
greater Bay Area (mainly on weekends)
throughout 1956 and 1957.

By now the group had polished their sound
and was ready to record. Wally Cox, acting as
unofficial agent for the group, introduced the
guys to Ted Randall, who hosted a local
American Bandstand type of programme on
KPIX Channel Five. Randall invited Cox and
The Kids to his home in Sausalito where they
sangan assortment of Spaniels and Moonglows
material plus a few things of their own. Randall
was impressed. He had written a jingle for Petrie
Wine (no longerin business) and wanted to give
the young fourteen and fifteen year olds to write
a song to go with it. The group eventually wrote
and recorded a ditty to go with the jingle, but it
was never released. Randell expressed a wish
to become their manager but as the boys were
all under age, they never signed a formal
management contract, which, as it turned out,
worked to their advantage.

The Kids did, however, sign a limited, one off
recording arrangement but again, being under
age, the contract was automatically rendered
null and void. The Kids were young and fresh
and understood little of this. Walter Kidd wrote
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‘Louise’ (or 'Oh, Louise’) in one night (the record
label stated otherwise and ascribed the writing
of the song to the entire group). Over at Randall's
house, Cox and the group wrote ‘Are You My
Girlfriend’ in ninety minutes, but only Cox's
name appeared as writer credit.

Inthe spring of 1958, at a studio in an old brick
building at Thirtieth and San Pablo Avenue
across from a favourite hamburger stand, The
Kids held their first recording session, which
lasted from six in the evening until 2 a.m. the
next morning. "By two, we were all so hoarse we
were sucking lemons”, asserts Scott. “The
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acoustics were terrible,” Scott went on. “We had
two mikes fitted with socks, one for the group
and one for the lead vocalist. The drums and
piano were placed behind separate partitions,
making the studio look like a hallway. We had
local musicians back us up and if we made one
little mistake, we had to do the whole thing over.
There was no cutting or splicing or voice-overs
in those days”.

When the record emerged on Tee-Vee in
1958, The Kids' career took off. They played
The Showcase and Sportsman in Oakland, West
Qakland’s legendary Slim Jenkins' Place and

Discography

As Morry Williams & The Kids
Tee-Vee 301

Are You My Girlfriend / Oh Louise

Petrie Wine Jingle (unissued)

As Morry Williams & The Kidds
Carlton 477

Are You My Girlfriend / Oh Louise

(re-channelled version)

As Morry Willims & The Kids
Luck 102

Long Foot Jene / Time Runs Qut (1st version)

(Orange label - first pressing)

Luck 102

Luck 102

Long Foot Jene / Time Runs Out (2nd version)
(Orange label - second pressing)

*Part One - Grasshopper / Time Runs Out (1stversion)

(Maroon label - third pressing)
(*By Bobby Ford And The Blazers)

As Mal Scott & Onyz
N.LA. 730101
N.LA. 730102
Yew #7

Keep On Waiting / Time Takes Me Back
Break It Loose, Parts 1 & 2
- Something You Tried To Hide / ?
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entertained at clubs, dances and on reviews
with other groups in San Francisco. The Kids
traveled on package tours with Wally Cox and
Johnny Talbot and were given play on KSAN
and KWBR by Don Barksdale, the Magnificent
Montague, and Jumpin' George Oxford. ‘Louise’
('Oh, Louise’), the record's flip side, was a
beautiful ballad with a steady beat, Morry's
exquisite lead, and Larry Lennear's wild sax
break.

Randall saw a chance of capitalizing on The
Kids' instant success and behind their backs
sold the master tapes of ‘Are You My Girlfriend’
and ‘Louise’ to Carlton Records, who re-
channelled and remixed the reel-to-reel tape.
Carlton released their refurbished version in
August 1958, doo-wop fans were overjoyed
with the aural improvements, but by then the
record had lost momentum. A year later, ‘Woody'
Moseley was forced to quit the group — his
father who served in the Navy was reassigned
to a base in Seattle and the family was forced to
relocate. Moseley was replaced by old friend
and oft-times group substitute James Carter,
Carter had and still bears an extraordinary talent
for whistling. Not only could he pucker and play
any kind of song, but could imitate most of the
instrumentsina regularband. Infact, he whistled
accompanimentwhen The Kids played in public.

After the Carlton deal, The Kids never heard
hide nor hair from Randall again. Rumors
circulated that Randall was living beyond his
means and having serious financial problems.
The Tee-Vee label survived three further
releases by other artists, then foelded. During
this time, The Kids were also dogged by ‘Fat

Daddy' Lyons, who repeatedly expressed an
interest in recording The Kids for his own record
company, Starlight, headquartered on Market
Street in Oakland. Lyons ran the tiny Lyons and
Luck labels and was a colourful, prominent
figure on the emerging local soul music scene in
the early sixties with releases by Eddie Foster
as well as The Holidays. ‘Fat Daddy’' always
wore a homberg and smoked a stogie. He
proprietered a record store called The Record
Pit on Eighteenth and Market in Oakland.

The Kids had been goofing around, joking
about women who had big feet, and came up
with a tune called ‘Long Foot Jeng' - a jumpy
novelty very much in The Coasters' vein. The
Coasters were big at the time and clones were
common. The song was distinguished from the
pack by a strong, smoking guitar break, probably
attributable to Johnny Talbot. The group had
also come up with another lush ballad entitled
‘Time Runs Out’, The group's round note
harmonies foretold of things to come, remarkable
guitar fills and trailing piano runs added sparkle
to the performance. The tunes were recorded at
the same studio as before on Thirtieth and San
Pablo Avenue. 'Fat Daddy' grabbed a large
slice of the song-writing action by having his
name ascribed under the title on the label.

‘Long Foot Jene’, issued almost three years
after it was recorded, failed to spark interest and
slipped into obscurity. “| don't think | ever heard
the song played more than twice on the air”, said
Scott, who thinks the record deserved far more
attention than was given.

The Kids broke up shortly after the ‘Fat Daddy’
session. Williams joined the Army, Jones moved

to Vallejo and Scott signed up for duty in the Air
Force. While in the service, Scott formed a vocal
group called The Intrigues which hung together
for two years. Stationed in Alaska, the quartet
played bases and clubs and even gained the
distinction of winning the Western Region Air
Force Entertainment competition. This allowed
them to qualify for the world-wide finals, which
they entered and were awarded second place.

Mow a trained cryptographer, Scott was
transferred to overseas duty in ltaly, an
assignment which took him away from the vocal
group. Deciding to go out as a single, Scott
played the local Florentine club scene as a soul
singing balladeer.

Having left the service, Scott assembled a
quartet called Onyx, in Berkeley, some time
during 1964. Renting a studio in San Francisco’s
Chinatown, Scott and Onyx recorded a number
of vanity singles on his very own Basco label.
Onyx was composed of A.J. Basie, baritone,
Wendell Basie, second tenor, Cornelius Weekly,
firsttenor, and Scott, tenor lead. The group held
together throughoutthe greater part of the sixties,
and sang in clubs and at dances on weekends,
usually with Johnny Talbot on the same bill.

Morry Williams went out as a pop crooner
during the seventies, performing as a sort of
African American Harry Connick Jnr. and played
local Bay Area venues, but the old fire had
vanished and he sounded worn and ragged.
Morry Williams died in 1994 and Kidd succumbed
to a heart attack in 1984, whilst Scott is a
manager at Kraft Foods and Carter continues to
blow the crowd away with awesome bouts of
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The second Intrigues group, 1963 Mal Scott (centre), rest unknown. Photograph courtesy Opal Louis Nations
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