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The Crescendos, courtesy Wanda Burt.

n 23rd June, 2004 Raymond L. Dobard passed
away due to complications of throat cancer.
This was compounded by serious deafness and
severe macular degeneration. Dobard, born in New
Orleans 31st August, 1921, was founder and owner of
the Delcro record label which initially operated out of
offices at 3304 Adeline Street in Berkeley, and the wider
recognised Music City imprint (founded in 1954) out of

1815 Alcatraz Avenue in Berkeley.

He was also the proprietor of the Gation Publishing Company, Music City
Promotions, a recording service, and the Music City Radio Show, which was
broadcast over KSOL, co-hosted with popular deejay Dr, Soul, during the
early 1960s. Broadcasts were conducted from inside his Alcatraz store.

Al one point Dobard rented two Music City record stores and two
recording studios, the latter of which were at one point lined with empty egg
carions to deaden the sound.

Dobard attributes and pre-occupations can be listed as electrician,
carpenter, contractor, record producer, promoter, tireless disabled persons’
rights advocate, innovator and vexational litigant, the last being declared
and made public notice by California's Court of appeal, First Appellate
District, in 1998 for repeatedly filing frivolous allegations, which included
Berkeley's failure to provide televised meetings for the hearing impaired,
so called constitutional violations of his rental property and lack of blue
zone parking for disabled persons at Berkeley's City Hall. On the plus side,
Dobard for many years took in rent subsidised, homeless persons and
housed them above his commercial property.

Dobard, a light complexioned black man, had only one surviving close
relative, a daughter named Barbara Mason Dobard, According to a Denis
Leonis article on Music City Records in the Record Convention News of
December, 2004, Barbara described her father as a dedicated family man
who also looked after his own, She also said he was a well-educated,
very intelligent person, whose approach to life was to analyse, organise
and dramatise. However, those persons | have encountered who had
dealings with Mr. Dobard at one time or another, have described him as
being cantankerous, difficult and uncommunicative aver the last fifty years
of his life. However, on the positive side of the balance sheet, Dobard's
contributions to black popular music in the East Bay have unquestionably

been substantial and will live on in the hearts and minds of all those who
have taken to the 1950s street music of the black cultural idiom.

Back in the 1950s, if you had a doo-wop group together, you would go
straight to Dobard despite your age or talent and after auditioning you, he
would most likely be interested in cutting a record. Dobard was the only
effective recording outlet for street corner harmonists and knew how to
profit by them through radio and other media. He would almost always
operate by himself, but sometimes would take up with others like Nathaniel
‘The Magnificent’ Montague and James Moore of Jasmin Records.

Dobard moved from New Orleans to Berkeley during World War [I. Using
building trade skills taught to him by his father, he started a contracting
business in the East Bay. The building industry was booming and Dobard
earned ninety dollars a week for his skills, The average wage during that
time was upwards of ten dollars a week, which proved how hard Dobard
must have worked.

Dobard saved a little money and thought of going into the music business,
He noticed a number of small, independent record labels popping up around
the Bay Area and befriended the proprietor of one of them, Bob Geddins
of Big Town Records, then situated at 711 Seventh Street in neighbouring
Oakland. Geddins had seen the need to manufacture blues and spiritual
music to satisfy the tastes of blacks who had moved from southern states
to the area to work in the war-time shipyards and spare-parts depots.
Mightclubs had opened up all along West Seventh Street to fulfill the blue
collar workers' needs and labels like Pacific and Rhythm had emerged to
help fill the Victrolas.

Dobard wanted a piece of the action, but waited until 1953 when he
jumped into the music publishing business by setting up the Delcro
publishing company. He then built a small office at 3304 Adeline Street
and set up Delero Records. Dobard's first release, featuring Alfred Harrison
or Del Graham, supported by the Que Martin Orchestra (Delcro 085),
probably appeared before Dobard's recording studio was up and running
on Alcatraz Avenue. It is my contention that Bob Geddins would most likely
have manufactured Delcro 065, either at his Seventh Street studio or in
San Francisco. Del Graham's warbling on the provocative “Your Money
Ain't Long Enough’ make the record a solid r&b sender.

In all probability, Dobard used Sierra Sound to recerd his second Delcro
release. This was Delcro 103/4. with Chick Marris and his band. Members
included Chick on piano, Al Joseph Harris, vocals, M. Parks, tenor sax, T.
Johnson, alto sax, E. Wallace, bass and R. Brown on drums. Al Joseph
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Harris's 'A Prayer' is my favourite
Dobard blues record. Released
in 1954, ‘A Prayer’ was Chick
Maorris's first release. His
third and last appearance
was behind The Intervals
(the same as on Music
City) on their Irma label
single, 'Love Me Sweet’,
which became extremely
popular around Bay Area
nightclubs in 1958.

To complicate matters,
Dobard issued Delcro 103
with a different B-side. This
was Ruth Doll and the Hi-

Tones singing ‘Baby

| COULDN T STAY AWAY
(Craque-Martin)

. s QUE MARTIN'S ORCHESTRA %,
e ALFRED HARRISON, ml;nﬁﬁ-

gt

Don't Do It
supported again by
Chick Morris and His Band.
‘Baby Don't Do It' was a
cover of the & Royales'
1952 Apollo waxing.
When the Music City
label started taking off in
1955, Dobard dropped
the Delcro imprint, but

-
YOUR MONEY AIN'T LONG

revived it two years

jater in 1957 with the \ . ENOUGH h
original release of the ) (Martin-Croaue) =
5 Crystals’ tender 'Path ‘2 QUE MhR’I;HI'SIDRCHESTM q:.-“'
Of _Emken Hearts', with, Pe DEL kaﬁ';‘m?m"u 7
again, two different B-sides. T ot
‘Teardrop Tears' is documented 2R ginpt

as being the final artists' single to
appear on Delcro.

Delcro jazz items showed up on album up until the late 1950s. Only
months after launching Delcro, Dobard built the Music City record store
from a new address at 1815 Alcatraz Avenue in Berkeley While keeping
Delcro Publishing, he added his Gation Publishing set up to it He built a
small studio in the back. According to Luther McDaniels of the 4 Deuces,
who was around at the time, Dobard had to rent mikes from Sierra Sound
or scrounge around for them,

By the time the Rovers recorded, they had purchased or rented state of
the art microphones, according to lead tenor Oliver Stevens. Dobard's wife
Jeanne, referred to as 'Jo' by the clientele, managed the store while her
husband conducted recordings in the back.

The first Music City release featured Que Martin (variously spelled Que
Martyn — more on him later) with and without crooning balladeer Dan
Grissom singing the pop-oriented ‘Faded Leaves'. The interesting 'Music
City Blues' instrumental graces the flip side. Although Dobard indicated on
his label that the sides were cut in his own studio, it is my contention they
were musically conceived in Los Angeles.

The fourth documented release, ‘My Last Letter' and 'On My Way' by
Alvin Smith, were recorded in Berkeley with the Johnny Heartsman Band,

featuring General Charmers or Chick Morris (?) on piano; Heartsman on
guitar; Alfred Berry, baritone sax; James Johnson, alto sax and Ray Caotton
on drums. Heartsman served as Dobard's house band leader and doubled
on occasional sessions for Bob Geddins. Heartsman said Dobard put him
on a weekly paid retainer when he was finishing high school. Heartsman,
in fact, did much more than play. He would help work arrangements and
bring the artist along.

Bob McGrath lists a Music City release numbered 736 in his 'R&B Indies'
label directory (Eyeball Publications, 2000). The record supposedly came
out two different ways, one with the gospel group, the Deeptones, on both
sides, and later with the Carnations as an altemnate top side. No trace has
ever been found of either recording. When Music City expert Dennis Leonis
asked Dobard himself about the record, he irritably replied that he had
never heard of either group. So we can assume the records never surfaced
on Music City,

The healthy sales of 'On My Way' by Alvin Smith, a first rate r&b record,
encouraged Dobard to pursue the genre which was drawing ever-increasing
favour with both black and white teens. By the fall of 1956, vocal groups
like the Charms and the Midnighters were making hefty dents in the r&b
charts.

When two ‘Annie’' records by the Midnighters jumped into the Top 10, it
was time for Dobard to cash in. He found a group of little known airmen from
Fort Stoneman called the Stars. Dobard later on could recall nothing about
the singers. They probably, like the Swallows and others, accompanied
their harmonies by playing instruments, in this case piano, guitar, tenor sax,
bass and drums. All we know is that the leader was likely Artis Johnson
from Richmond, California and that it was probably Johnson who developed
a variation of "Work With Me Annie' and came up with 'Annie Pulled A

Humbug'; the next logical step on from the ‘Annie Had A Baby' saga.

Dobard changed the group's name to Midnights to appear similar to the
Midnighters, and the song joined a slew of 'Annie’ answer records, including
‘Annie’s Answer' by the El Dorados and 'My Name Ain't Annie' by Linda
Hayes. The success of the ‘Annie’ record drew Dobard into the vocal group
craze. His next group was the aforementioned Rovers, of Sacramento,
composed of Oliver Stevens, lead tenor; Jay Payton, tenor; Henry Swan,
baritone and guitar; plus Billy Williams on bass. Jay Payton, who had made
a reputation as a dancer, formed the Rovers in 1954,

Payton had ten years in both age and musical experience over the
others. Moving to his aunt's house in Sacramento, Payton rehearsed the
group and took them to Ray Dobard’s studio where they recorded ‘Ichi-Bon
Tami Dachi’ (Japanese for 'number one girlfriend’), written by Payton when
serving as a soldier in Japan.

The flip was 'Why Oh', inspired by ‘Earth Angel' by the Penguins. 'lchi-
Bon Tami Dachi' sold well and Dobard promised the group the moon, but of
course he did nothing to bring along the group.

Capitol Records was interested in re-releasing the single and eventually
put it out just to make sure it did not draw sales away from a similar song
they had just recorded by their own group, the Five Keys, entitled 'Ling Ting
Tong'. Lead singer Oliver Stevens of The Rovers told me that Dobard took
away a bright future for himself at college when he dissuaded him from
taking up a college scholarship by selling him the empty promise of taking
the Rovers onto unbounded success. Oliver remains bitter to this day about
this. "Dobard would lie when you were going through a proposed song to
record. He'd tell you that you were rehearsing and just going over a chart to
get it down. In reality, he would have his tape machine going and recording
you without your knowledge," says Stevens.

As Dobard experimented extensively with overdubs, he most likely
dubbed Instruments over a surreptitiously acquired vocal track and either
issued it or sold it to someane else who possibly put it out label-copied as
a totally fictitious, made-up-on-the-spot group. Dobard was known to play
under-handed games like this to make a quick buck.

A second Midnights single surfaced in January 1955, It was most likely
recorded during the first session. The topside, ‘She Left Me', did little to fill
the Dobard coffers and the Midnights were consequently dropped.

In July 1955 came the Rovers' tribute to Johnny Ace, 'Salute To Johnny
Ace' seven months after Ace's fatal Russian roulette accident. The Rovers
were beaten to the starting gate by Frankie Erwin's and Johnny Moore's
Three Blazers, who cut 'Johnny Ace’s Last Letter’ and which had charted
on the Jukebox Hits list by 4th March. Linda Hayes followed with ‘Why,
Johnny, Why'. The Rovers' tribute also competed with Ace memorials by
the Five Wings, Varetta Dillard and Marie Adams (who was a friend of the
late victim). Only Varetta Dillard's 'Johnny Has Gone' became a major
seller, leaving The Rovers and others out in the cold.

Dobard's first real break came in August 1955 with the release of the
Four Deuces' "W-P-L-J' (white port and lemaon juice). Luther McDaniels of
Salinas, the group’'s second tenor, came up with the idea, which evolved
out of ‘Work With Me Annie' — Dobard was still hoping to snatch the golden
ring by re-arranging songs that had proved a success. *| was fooling around
on the keyboard and thinking about the time a friend of mine had taken
me down to the river one day to check his rabbit traps.” On the way, the
friend had introduced Luther to the mix of white port with lemon juice, which
eventually became the group's 'trademark’. The song came together around
the celebration of the drink.

Other members of the Four Deuces (all airmen stationed at Fort Ord,
just over a hundred miles south of San Francisco) were Jim Dunbar, first
tenor; Orvis Lee Teamer, baritone; and Henry Shufford, bass. The Johnny
Heartsman Trio supported them on the session. It was through
the suggestion of singer/pianist Mercy
Dee Walton that took the group to
Dobard. 'Mr. Undertaker' (Ray
Agee), who warbled ‘Here
L Lies My Love' was chosen

{ for the underside on the
first pressing. The 24th

us 'C GI TY September Billboard R&B

oELCRG

Barkeley Mugie Co o - :. Eeat column describe{j
Barkaley Myile Co. 7 ‘:IJ ! ‘W-P-L-J'"  along
2:30 . with  the

MY LAST LETTER

{5milh-D ]

usic Gm
@

ON MY WAY
{Smith Dobard]

Gaylarks’
(soon to be described)
‘Tell Me Darling' as 'hot
ones. By Christmas
season, Billbocard was
talking about 'W-P-L-J' as
being ‘the song on the move
after spending a long time on
the L.A. charts',
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appearance. As a result, the Four BREERS

Deuces did not make it to the G
USIC VITY

East Coast.
As mentioned earlier,
1815 ALCATRAY AVE., BEAKELEY, CALIF

Dobard's second
successful release was
by the Gaylarks. They
hit with a song called
‘Romantic Memories'.
The Gaylarks not only
served as Music City's
back-up singers, but with
six releases under their
belts, they turned out to  \§ HERE LIES MY LOVE
be the longest surviving and o i
most successful outfit Dobard MR uw;’gﬁmkﬂ )
was able to keep on his label, M

The Gaylarks were a strong, visual '
group with a lot of fans. Other talented
local groups were hip to Dobard's ways and chose to go out of the Bay
Area to record. For instance, the Sputniks from Richmond ended up on
Hollywood's Class label and the Pipes went to Dootone on LA's South
Central Avenue. The Gaylarks were comprised of Ben Richards, lead,
James Moore Jr., first tenor; Bobby Davis, second tenor; Billy Vance,
baritone and Carl Lovejoy on bass. The band support on the group's
second session remains unknown, but the Johnny Heartsman studio band
usually supported them on other session dates. 'Romantic Memories' was
Music City's first successful standard made doo-wop ballad and was the
Gaylarks' second release. The first, 'Tell Me Darling’, was relegated to
the flipside of "'Whole Lot Of Love' by The Rovers. The group possessed
charm, although their musical harmonies did not quite gel. They also
enjoyed a large following in the Bay Area, which helped keep them on
wax.

The widely selling ‘Romantic Memaories' wound up as number nine on
Larry Dean'’s top ten discs in March 1956. Dean hosted the ‘Larry Leaps
In" radio show on Cincinnati's WCIN. Dobard really thought the song
would go national. He even opened his wallet and paid for a strip ad in
Billboard. Unfortunately, the Gaylarks' public appearances out of state
usually ended in disaster. They just did not have the professional know-
how to make their act work. They ran out of maney during a national string
of dates and had to abandon their tour in Chicago.

The Five Campbells were the |abel's fifth vocal group signing. All the
members hailed from West Oakland's Campbell Village neighbourhood.
Due to the group’s short lifespan, they cut only one record for Dobard.
Group members included Robert Woods, baritone, first guitar and second
lead; Al (Adolph) Jacobs, second guitar and utility, Donald Alexander,
tenor; George Ashford, first and second lead and Marvin ‘Toots’ Hawkins,
high tenor. ‘Toots' was a member of the Bay Area Hawkins family of ‘Oh

- NWe=P=lL=Jl - EXCLUSIVE MUSIC CITY
The Four Deuces, courtesy Opal Louis Nations. Happy Day' fame. ‘Down in Campbell Village®, says Al Jacobs, “there

"W-P-L-J' had by this point been taken was a beautiful girl called Marrine. Everyone was in love with her, including
up by the Swiss Colony wine company, us. We wrote the song and dedicated it to her. On the instrumental bridge,
which used it as a jingle. Dobard, | played the theme from Davy Crockett which seemed to fit. The Gaylarks
in an effort to speed up the were recording 'Lil Dream Girl' on the same day, so | stuck around and
momentum, flew to New York wound up playing the same bridge on their session,”
ana was squired around to all ‘Morrine’ garnered a |ot of play in the Bay Area. Jacobs insists that both
New Y?rk and Nev._r _Jers.ey Robert Woods and himself played guitar on the session, which, to judge by
record jocks I;y puBloIEE JD?' the sound, would indicate that Dobard must have at a later date dubbed
45790 A Zuﬁﬁs?tr?:ﬁ Sftﬁfmz? ; g;':z over the Johnny Heartsman duo of Heartsman, guitar and bass, and Fred
Jax sosatd j ) st T e G e Casey or Roy Cotton on drums. As.all members of the Five Campbells
were under the age of eighteen, their performance exposure was limited
to dance halls, parties and school gymnasiums. Dobard paid them nothing

Chatipn' ' Fub. Ca;
BMI

country's major cities. It was
a whirlwind tour for
a record maker on
the make. "W-P-L-J'
c:»..ﬁ&ﬂl’ﬁ:;’:".:; was rumoured to have
4 DEUCES sold over a million copies
This, of course, was hype
Johnny Heartsman told a story
regarding Ray Agee (Mr. Undertaker)'s
discontent. The Alabama born Agee complained that he was not
getting paid royalties for the fact that the ‘Mr. Undertaker’ side of
'W-P-L-J' had sold in the hundreds of thousands. °| don't owe you
anything,” said Dobard, adding that the expense of making the
record had not been recovered by its sales.

In second and third reissue, the 'Mr. Undertaker’ side was
removed and replaced with whatever was around at the time, in this
case by Kary Maeson's 'Spingle Spangle’ or ‘| Envy These Things'
by The Intervals. Twice Dobard for some reason was forced to
make substitutes. "W-P-L-J' became a hit, not in the conventional
way — to the party sing-along crowd, it became a favourite and
has stayed that way up to the present. The Four Deuces received
no residuals or royalties. Although both McDaniels' name and
Dobard's appeared as writers' credits on the label, the record was
registered to Dabard only, On the strength of the record's initial
success, the Four Deuces toured California on packages with . -
Joe Houston, Big Jay McNeely and Johnny Heartsman's Rhythm e
Rockers. A family squabble got in the way of a Harlem Apollo 17'® Gaylarks, courtesy James Sr. and Precious
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The Five Campbells, courtesy Al Jacobs.

except the car fares to local talent shows he had part-sponsored. Al Jacobs
quit soon after the record came out and went with the Robert Ward Band.
He later moved on to Jimmy Green's Medallions and the Coasters and can
be heard playing on 'Searchin”, "Young Blood' and others.

Then along came the Five Swans and 'Lil Tipa-Tina'/'Lil Girl Of My Dreams'.
The outfit consisted of Lamont Scott, lead, Delmar Neely, tenor; Phil Shaw,
second tenor; Curtis Marshall, bass and George Brown

solely on piano accompaniment and
Jlilﬂ p

musical arrangements. They were
L3 ALCATRAT AVWE. BEREILEY, TAl

originally named the Swans
(after the Swan depariment
store where they probably
purchased uniforms)
but Dobard changed it
to the Five Swans to
avoid mix-up with other
Swans groups. The
Swans recorded one
long session from late
lunch to late dinner and
cut nine songs, seven
of which were 'held back'.
Dobard had a habit of filling
tapes with material and only
using a fraction of them. This is
why a large quantity of unused tapes
and acetates remains to this day.

During the spring of 1956, many California indies were sending their
artists to New Orleans to record. The rhythms typified by the work of
Professor Longhair and others were colouring black popular vocal group
music. Dobard, who was still attached to his native city, kept abreast of what
was going on down there. All this adds up to why Dobard prefixed the two
Five Swans song titles with 'Lil' when 'Lil' was not part of the lyrics, A March
1856 Billboard awarded a miserly two-star rating to 'Lil Tipa-Tina', perhaps
because of its lack of originality.

Upon the release of ‘Lil Tipa-Tina', the Five Swans toured with the
Gaylarks and Four Deuces. In LA they were approached by both Dootsie
Williams and the Mesner brothers at Aladdin who wanted to record them,
but Dobard would not hear of it. The usual false promises ensued and the
Five Swans quit and called it a day. Second tenor Phil Shaw wound up as
a highly talented cable car grip-man in San Francisco, winning many 'best
skilled' drivers’ competitions

After the disappointing Four Deuces 'W-P-L-J' follow-up of '‘Down It
Went', Dobard switched to blues and issued 'The Wheel' /She Moves Me'
by singer and pianist Jimmy Nelson.

Jimmy Nelson was born in Philadelphia in 1928. He started singing in
church and was given the nickname ‘Cat's Eyes' in his early teens. After
meeting with little success, he caught a freight to Sacramento, California and
following a brief spell at farm work, he took up with his brother in Oakland.
His brother sang as Redd Lyte with the Johnny Otis Band. Inspired by Joe
Turner at a live concert, Nelson immersed himself in the blues and after
joining the Johnny Ingram Combo, recorded for Trilon. He later hooked up

MORRIMNE

with the Peter Rabbit Trio, which backed him on his big hit, 'T-99 Blues', in
1951 for Modern Records.

After one session with Chess in 1955, Nelson wound up on Music City.
The release possibly came about through a deal Dobard might have made
with producer Steve Poncio. Origin checks tell that Dobard set up deals
with LA labels such as Jack Lauderdale at Swing-Time, with whom he dealt
in tapes and acetates. 'The Wheel' did well in the Bay Area but not as well
as expected. Nelson did not stick around and was soon off to Houston to
record for others.

After the release of the Five Rovers' follow-up, ‘Down To The Sea', Dobard
issued ‘I'm Traveling Light' by the Five Lyrics, with baritone and tenor Isaac
'lke’ Perry. Back in their home town of Cleveland, they went out as the
Lyrics, the name under which they recorded there. From Cleveland they
sent out tapes for lease to small indie record companies like Cowtown, Bee
and Bridge. Music City was added to the list in March 1956. ‘I'm Traveling
Light' was written by Robert Rose, the group's lead singer. Other members
of the group remain unknown.

A new and revamped multi-colored Music City label appeared in 1957.
The label's look had gone through many changes over the years. As far as
| know, early Music City imprints were sometimes black and silver, maroon
and gold, and black and white. There were other combinations. A more
colourful label appeared on the second series which gave a rainbow effect
in the logo.

To kick things off on his second series, Dobard tried his luck with
country music and released three average-sounding 45s. Dobard had now
launched himself into the 45rpm market with a splash. His next try was with
Gene Lee and the Blues Rockers who turned out “You're The One’ and the
rocking 'Gonna Blow, Out The Lamp', Music City's first really fine dance
floor shaker.(78s came out on the old black and silver label).

The Blues Rockers were a Bob Geddins' acquisition and were in no way
related to the Lazy Bill Lucas outfit on Excello. My guess is that the Blues

Jimmy Nelson, courtesy Ace Records.

Fockers were made up of some
of Johnny Heartsman's cohorts.
After a r&b item by Jimmy Raney
and a great ballad, ‘Church On
The Hill' by the Gaylarks, the
Fidels made their debut
with ‘Love Me Tender’, an

Faleoiad ond Racorded of
1815 Aloslrar, Reckeliy 3, Cotll.
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“GONNA BLOW OUT
THE LAMP”

(Scotty Bray)
GEME LEE

NMusic Oy

Eolecind ond Recorded of
| B1A Aleodror, Barkalsy ¥, Caolib.

&
THE BLUES ROCKERS

adaptation of the Civil War
song 'Aura Lee', or 'The Maid
With The Golden Hair’ (1881.)

Yes, this was the Elvis Presley
hit of October 1956. It was a novel

“YOU'RE THE ONE”
(Goddins]
GEME LEE
iy
THE BLUES ROCKERS
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The Holidays, courtesy Elton Stevens.
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Pee Wee Kingsley Band circa 1958-1959, courtesy Alfred Berry.
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idea lo transform the arrangements into a doo-wop ballad, and it worked
very well indeed. But unfortunately the Fidels’ cover never took off

Then Dobard's fortunes miraculously reversed with the release of his
house-band's "Johnny's House Party — Paris 1 and 2" — with boisterous
party atmosphere added by the Gaylarks. 'Johnny's House Party’ by Johnny
Heartsman and the Rhythm Rockers is a catchy instrumental similar to
Bill Doggett's 'Honky Tonk' of August 1956. The last of Music City's major
sellers, 'House Party’ climbed to number thirteen on Billboard's r&b singles
charts. Billboard also gave it a four-star rating. Dobard took out another
strip ad warning '‘Don't be confused by covers, purchase only the original
smash hit’

Earl Palmer's Party Rockers and the Jayhawks did a great job with their
cover versions. Even Jimmy Beasley and the Rockers got in on the act at
the time. By the summer of 1957, the Rhythm Rockers were appearing on
‘The Fantabulous Rock & Roll Show' of 1957, hosted by Dick Boone who
booked 34 dates in as many cities. The show co-starred such luminaries
as Bo Diddley, Ruth Brown, the Drifters and the Five Satins. When asked
about the money he made out of the hit, Heartsman said “| never got
anything. Dobard didn't even register me with BEMI." Dobard rushed out a
follow-up from the same session called 'Johnny's Thunderbird’, backed with
‘Johnny's Blue Mood'. In all likelihood, the four charts were taped at the end
of a vocal group summer session when time remained on the clock. The
follow-up never really took off.

The Los Angeles born Heartsman had started out at age sixteen as Jimmy
McCracklin’s guitar player and had played with Ray Agee and others. He
was probably introduced to Dobard through Bob Geddins, who took him
back in 1957 after many financial altercations with Dobard. He went on
to earn more money, much of which came from live gigs, although he
recorded for Big Jay, Triad and Red Fire before waxing the embarrassingly
awful 'The Beatles Are Coming' for Chris Strachwitz at Arhoolie. A child
prodigy, Heartsman never lost his edge and often played bass, flute and
keyboards on the same set.

Towards the end of 1957, Dobard signed up the (3) Honeydrops, who cut
two records, 'Honey Drop' and 'Rocking Satellite’ simultaneously, but seem
to be of little importance to collectors. However, because of scarcity, their
four sides fetch a goodly sum. The Minor Tones seem to have suffered a
similar fate.

This brings us to the Klixs, who supposedly recorded ‘This Is The End Of
Love' in 1857. Others date their first session to October 1959. Both ‘This
Is The End Of Love’ and their second release, 'Elaine’, are fine ballads,
fetching princely sums on the collectors' market. Nothing is known about
the Klixs except that they hailed from Richmond, California.

The opposite is true with the Holidays, who waxed 'Never Go To Mexico'
in late 1957, The group was criticised for their blatant disregard for other
people's work (notably the Coasters), whose material they frequently ripped
off. But on the good side, some of the Bay Area's finest singers moved in
and out of the group, including the Bay Area's own Freddie Hughes, of
‘Send My Baby Back' fame.

The Holidays were formed in 1955 by Ken Pleasents at Oakland High.
Pleasents and Hughes sang as guest soloists at The Ephesian C.0.G.|.C.
in Berkeley, not far from Music City. By the time of Music City recording, the
group was made up of Elton Stevens, tenor; Kenneth Pleasents, second
lead tenor; John Foster, lead tenor (Foster went on to join the Fabulous
Ballads); Stan Harris, tenor and Isiah Brown or Wylie Trass, baritone. The
group had evolved out of the Five Disciples gospel group.

With baritone singer Wylie Trass at the helm, the Holidays recorded
‘Never Go To Mexico', an amalgam of many similar songs. Out of this circle
of occasional Holidays group friends came choreographer Connie Bailey,
who in 1957 became one of the Five Crystals, recording the extremely
popular ‘Path Of Broken Hearts', with either ‘Heaven's Own Choir’ or the
instrumental, 'Oh That Train', by the Satellite Band on the flip side. Apart
from the presence of lead tenor Alan Richardson, little else is known about
the group.

Umpeylia Morsena Balinton, aka Sugar Pie De Santo, and Alvin Baby
'‘Pee Wee' Parham (Kingsley) cut their first sides for Don Barksdale's
Jody label in San Francisco in 1957. After three singles for Barksdale's
parent label, Rhythm, they cut one single for Aladdin before showing up on
Music City. | suspect the one Music City release of ‘Flippin' And A-Floppin'
was recorded much earlier, in 1958 for Rhythm, and leased to Dobard for
release. Members of Pee Wee's studio band included Pee Wee on guitar;
Bobby Fortes, tenor sax; Alfred Berry, baritone sax; Fred Casey, drums and
Johnny Heartsman on guitar. Sugar Pie and Pee Wee went over to Bob
Geddins’ Veltone imprint in 1959. Shortly after that, the couple broke up and
Sugar Pie took off for Chicago to wax for the Chess Brothers.

Que Martyn (or Martin) was one of the key figures in the development of
bop and progressive jazz in the San Francisco area, yet he has received
little attention. He started out as a tenor sax player in Les Hite's Band before
joining Wilburt Baranco's Bombardiers in 1943,

Thal same year he was picked to play in Baranco's US Naval Pre-Flight
Band at St. Mary's College in Moraga, California. Jerome Richardson,
Jackie Kelso and Ernie Royal all played in the outfit, that served as a naval
station band. Members of this unit recorded as Martyn's Orchestra on Trilon
in 1948. Work in LA and San Francisco followed on both the Recorded In
Hollywood and Big Town imprints. The Delcro session constituted Martyn's
final outing on wax under his stewardship.

The Crescendos, courtesy Wanda Burt.
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Music City soldiered on making many fine recordings
showcasing the Modernistics, Crescendos with Wanda Burt,
Pagans (who drew the distinction of being on Music City's rarest
and most collectable single — '‘Bad Man's Blues' ), Tamara's,
Individuals, Four Rivers (who evolved out of the Holidays), and
through the soul years into classic Bay Area sweet soul sides
by the Fabulous Ballads. Many of Dobard'’s fine gospel sides
were recorded in the 1950s and issued in a numbering system
that falsely indicates that they were waxed at a much later
time. | cannct confirm that other artists in this 800 numbering
fall into the same category. Dobard recorded three significant
gospel artists. The first was the Joy Spreaders of Oakland, who
organised in the early 1950s. The Joy Spreaders' personnel
changed from time to time, but the group’s core members
were soloist Estelle Vasser, Dorothy Cotton, Jimmy Bowie,
Joyce Beasley (who went on to join East Bay gospel legend
Odessa Perkins in the Lathanettes), Joyce Copeland and Doris
A. Barber. Like the Holidays, the Andrews Sisters and Edwin
Hawkins Singers, the Joy Spreaders came out of the Ephesian
C.0.G.L.C. In fact, it was Edwin Hawkins who served as piano
accompanist with the group. The young Hawkins was fortunate
in respect to his piano skills. He could only play in F-sharp. The
Joy Spreaders could only sing effectively in F-sharp. Only one
record was issued on the Joy Spreaders.

The Intervals, courtesy Denise Perrier.

The Dischords were formed in the late 1950s at Las Lomas High School
in Walnut Creek, California. They were one of many recorded but never
released vocal groups. Membership comprised of Chris Nakano, lead tenor:
Mike Tompkins, first tenor; Perry Conner, second tenor; Greg Bertagnolli,
bass and Randall ('Randy') Tamberg, guitar accompaniment. The group
took pianist Keith Howard along to the studio to support the beautiful ‘My
Rochelle’ (conceived by Tamberg), sandwiched with a cover of the Charts’
"You're The Reason’, waxed for Everest in 1957. Both songs are strong,
ethereal-sounding ballads which should have surfaced on Music City. They
showed up for the first time recently on a Val Shively collection.

The Intervals were put together by Selina Rigmaiden at The Jones Artist
Agency and managed by Chuck Greer in Berkeley in 1958. Selectees
included soprano Denise Perrier (who went on to become a significant
jazz soloist in San Francisco);, Cleve O'Dear, first tenor (who sang with
Lucky Millinder's Band) and the Lee Brothers, La Monte, basso and lead:
and La Valle, baritone and lead. The Lee Brothers had traveled with big
name gospel groups as members of the Spiritual Gospel Singers of San
Francisco. General Chalmers or Richardo Lewis worked as pianist and
arranger for the group.

The outfit cut three and a half records, two for Ad (on which Perrier
states that Johnny Otis was involved) and one-and-a-half for Dobard — the
Platters-sounding 'Please Come Back To Me' with the Johnny Heartsman
Band coupled with 'Don’t Leave Me', and ‘| Envy These Things'

King Louis H. Narcisse, courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

King Louis H. Narcisse, then known as Bishop Louis H.
Narcisse, the self-appointed spiritualist of the Mount Zion
Spiritual Temple on Fourteenth Street in Oakland, was born in Gretna,
Louisiana on 27th April. 1921. He was of Creole origin and grew up in dire
poverty. He was blessed with a remarkable and certainly compelling voice
and personal magnetism. He was drawn to voodooism, which was prevalent
at that time in the New Orleans area, and was fascinated by the pomp and
regality of kings and queens. However, Narcisse stayed with the Baptist
church. He moved to Vallejo, California in the late 1930s and worked as
a naval rigger during World War Il. He opened his first storefront church
in West Oakland in 1945. He sang with the Rising Stars Quartet, whose
recruits at the time were from Louisiana. Narcisse recorded for Little Jessie
Jaxyson's Jaxyson label in 1949, utilising a portable recording system. A
similar situation was set up for his Olliet sides in 1951, when Ollie T. Hunt
recorded him. He set up his Spiritual Temple around 1953 and devised a
fiefdom inspired by the English monarchy. He also started spiritual healing
services based around the laying on of hands.

After recording for Hollywood, Concert of Stars and Smith-Som (the
material from which probably originated from Ollie
T. Hunt), Narcisse recorded for
the tiny Ajax label in Oakland
in 1955 and 1956. It was
probably through Ajax that
Dobard acquired Narcisse
material for release
on two singles, one of
which, the traditional
spintual, ‘He's Got The
‘Whole World In His
Hands Parts 1 & 2
was well received in the
Bay Area,

It is likely that Dobard's
Golden West sides were
acquired through Ajax
Records as well. The Golden
West Singers were organised by

Scott Dunham at Richmond High School in
1947. Original members drawn from high-school friends were Bill Johnson,
basso; Ocie Hamilton, baritone; Adell Lee, second lead tenor and Robert
Gardner, lead. Robert Gardner was killed shortly thereafter, while jumping a
train and was replaced by Rev. Robert Hartfield. The group idolised quartets
from Texas and modeled themselves after them. Johnny Fuller sang and
played guitar for awhile, but he did not fit and was dropped.

In 1956 the Golden West Singers were recorded by a man remembered
as 'Chick’, at the small foam-lined Ajax studio in Oakland, off of Broadway.
Eight titles later tumed up on four Dobard singles. All were of extremely
high quality. In the late 1950s, basso singer Bill Johnson defected to r&b
and started the Echo Tones. The young Joe Simon from Vallejo was asked
to join, and the group evolved into the Goldentones, which was a different
outfit from the Golden West Singers.

Due to lack of space, | will mention only briefly a few later events in
the Music City saga. During the 1980s, a second retail outlet was opened
on Oakland's East Fourteenth Street. It became West Coast promoter
for James Brown Productions. The store kept a goodly amount of ‘oldies’
singles and mimeographed a list of their Top Twenty sellers. ‘Jo’, Dobard's
wife, sometimes smoothed over her husband's irritable behavior with the
customers.

"‘ELAINE"
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Beginning in 1969, Dobard
tried to develop other business
interests such as partnering with
financiers to set up an Afro-
American airline with himself
. as chairman of the board. The
idea did not fly. Concemed
with the sluggish growth of
African American business
interests and  economic
advancement, Dobard ran
for Mayor of Berkeley under
I the slogan 'Time For Change’,
but few voted for him. From 1965
until 1972 the Music City label lay
dormant.
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Golden West Singers, courtesy Adell Lee.

Dobard issued a few catchy soul ballads between 1972 and 1975,
centering mainly on the Ballads. His sometimes excellent soul sides did
not command the attention his doo-wop product drew. The industry had
changed. The final blow came when 'Jo’ passed and Dobard was forced
to close both his stores. He complained about the fact that bootleggers
constantly ripped off his material, the vocal group product in particular. It
never occurred to him that he could have prevented this by anthologising on
LP or cassette the best of his 1950s catalogue. He always threatened to do
just that, but his miserliness got the better of him. There were offers to lease
the music to other interested parties, but Dobard turned everyone down.
It was like shooting yourself in the foot. In the late 1970s, Paul Armstrong
inventoried his stock and found he had squirreled away multiple copies of
soul and r&b sides on a multitude of major indie |abels, but Dobard refused
all financial offers for the collection.

Around 1980 a fire broke out at the East Fourteenth Street recording
studio and many recordings were lost. Dumpsters of charred records went
to the dump. As the eighties rolled on Dobard's sight and hearing gradually
deteriorated, which only added to his disgruntied demeanor. Dobard's
telephone conversations were assisted by the California Relay System.

John Tefteller made two disappointing treks to Dobard’s storage areas on
the promise of finding golden age r&b, only to be palmed off with 1960s soul
and Dobard’s reluctance to return a check deposit.

At the dawn of the 21st century, Dobard filed for bankruptcy. The
bankruptey filing was changed to a Chapter 7 court action and 250,000
records were seized and sold in auction to a triumvirate of dealers. In
2003, Ray Dobard signed a deal with Ace Records in the UK to reissue the
Music City catalogue. Ace never came into possession of the master tapes
however at this time

After Dobard's demise, his daughter Barbara Mason Dobard inherited
what was left of her father's property. But storage costs and legal fees had
to be paid, thus leaving her with no money. She was forcibly evicted on April
Fool's Day 2008.

An Asian group took over Dobard's property, which included whatever
remained in his storage areas. They found his ashes and false teeth and
threw away valuable and rarely seen promotional photographs.

They also came upon 80,000 45rpm recordings, plus thousands of albums
The records were: offered up for sale in a sealed bidding arrangement.
Fortunately, Ace Records, with the skilled endeavors of compiler Alec Palao
managed to acquire tapes and secure a reissue agreement

Aside from the fortunate rescue of unreleased material, it is a sad and
pathetic ending to an East Bay indie record company that could have risen
to equal the importance and could have made as deep a mark as Sun
Records in Memphis.

With invaluable assistance from Dennis Leonis and Jim Dawson.
Thanks also to Mark Carrodus, Bob Bell and Eric LeBlanc. Label
shots: Opal Louis Nations with the exception of Mr. Undertaker,
courtesy Victor Pearlin.

*OBITUARIES

Earl Palmer FPhoto courtesy Billy Vera

EARL PALMER
With the death of Earl Palmer on 19th of September, the world has lost
the man who was perhaps its greatest studio drummer, Bé&R readers will
recognise his precision, metronome-like timing and tricky fills on such
classic hits as Little Richard’s 'Long Tall Sally’, Lloyd Price's 'Lawdy Miss
Clawdy', Shirley & Lee's 'Let The Good Times Roll' and ‘I'm Walkin”, by
both Fats Domino and Ricky Nelson.

Ear| was born on 25th October 1924 in New Orleans' Sixth Ward', The
Treme', one of the Crescent City's tougher neighbourhoods. As a child,
billed as Baby Earl, he worked as a tap dancer on the black vaudeville
circuit with his mother and aunt, most notably with |da Cox's Darktown
Scandals,

After World War I, hearing drummers
Art Blakey and Vernel Fournier, he
decided that percussion was fo
be his career. In 1947, he joined
Dave Bartholomew's band,
replacing his uncle Dave. As
Bartholomew's star rose, so did
Palmer's; the group became
the house band at Cosimo
Matassa's J&M Record Shop
recording studio, playing on
virtually every record of note
to come out of New Orleans
in the '50s, including those by
Smiley Lewis, Roy Brown, Earl
King, Professor Longhair, the

Spiders and many more.

ICHNMNIE'S HOUSE PARTY
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