“Rip ‘em up,

Brice ‘em down-
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Chester on the side”
The Convoluted Story of
Sheridan ‘Rip’ Spencer
and his career with the
Squires, the Valiants, the
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One can still catch the clear tenor pipes of
Rip Spencer on special Oldies Nights in the
Los Angeles area. As part of the ongoing
Marvin and Johnny act, Rip Spencer and
oftentimes Marvin Phillips excite the crowds
with close-to-original renditions of “Tic Tock”
and “Cherry Pie.”

In a nutshell, Marvin Phillips and buddy
Jesse Belvin formed the first West Coast R&B
singing duet, Jesse and Marvin, in 1952, By
1958, rhythm and blues music had undergone
a variety of changes. Phillips, tired of never
seeing any rovalties and wanting to be com-
pensated something for his efforts, sold his
rights to the composition of “Cherry Pie” 10

Modern Records for $250.00. Two years later
Clyde “Skip’ Battin and Gary ‘Flip’ Paxton
recorded the song for Bobby Shad’s Brent la-
bel, and it took off like a rocket, hitting the
number 27 spot on the Billboard R&B charts
in April 1960. To make matters even worse,
Phillips’ old pal Jesse Belvin had died in a
car crash that same year. Depressed by the
tragic turn of events, Phillips sold the perfor-
mance rights to the use of the name “Marvin
and Johnny” to his nephew and close confi-
dant, Sheridan Rip Spencer. A few “Johnny™
manifestations later, in 1993, Marvin Phillips
came out of retirement to perform with Spen-
cer as the oldies revival configuration of
“Marvin and Johnny,” hence the magic that
was made during R&B’s golden era 1s mani-
fested in live performance through to the 21st
century by those who lived the music. (Inci-
dentally, Phillips was later able to regain the
song-rights for “Cherry Pie” from BMI.)
Sheridan ‘Rip’ Spencer was born in Kan-
sas City, Kansas, in 1938. His parents were
Isaac and Gertrude Spencer. Isaac’s brother,
James Wilson Spencer, later became the as-
sistant attorney general for Kansas City, Mis-
sourl. Both Isaac and James were [riends of
jazz legend Charlie ‘Bird’ Parker. All attended
N.E. Junior High in Kansas City, Kansas.
Parker was in the habit of whistling all the
time which 1s why he got tagged with the cog-
nomen ‘Bird.” Parker taught Isaac the won-
der of whistling, and the pair riffed around
quite a bit. Rip’s [irst important musical in-
fluence was his grandmother from Kingfisher,
Oklahoma, Sarah Holiday Tiller. Tiller, a pia-
nist, taught Rip simple gospel songs and spiri-
tuals. Tiller, with whom the young Rip stayed

Left, Rip Spencer in 1942; top, Spencer in
1958, Right, Spencer and fiance 1in 1957.

for awhile, played and sang at Sunday school.
She encouraged Rip to take piano lessons with
his cousin Sarlyn Johnson, but his heart was
not in it..

His first singing came as a congregational
member of the Trinity Methodist A.M.E.
Church of Kansas City, Kansas. When Isaac
Spencer was released from the U.S. Army’s
Tenth Cavalry Unit in 1945, he moved the
family out to Southern California. Rip’s ear-
liest radio listening recollections were of tun-
ing into Joe Adams on Saturday mornings.
Adams featured a live, all-Black show from a
radio station in Santa Monica. Adams was the
first Black deejay to broadcast a regular pro-
gram on the L.A. airwaves. Adams (who later
managed Ray Charles) played the popular
music of the day. During the Post World War
IT period the focus was on big bands: Basie,
Ellington, Kirk and Hampton as well as Louis
Jordan.

“My father used to go around the house
whistling all the big band tunes,” says Rip.
Gertrude used to take Rip to the big live stage
shows put on at the United Artists Theater
on Third and Broadway in the City. That was
where he caught Ellington and Basie. At first
Gertrude tried to get the young Rip interested
in the clarinet, but he did not take to it. Then
she tried to have him take up the tenor sax,
but Rip was more interested in the Boy Scouts,
so the sax was put aside. His interest in scout-
ing was shared with his cousin Brice Coefield.
Both Rip and Coefield made the Explorer
scouts which was one step below Eagle Scout,
a big deal in those days. Rip and Coefield first
gol acquainted in grade school. Rip and
Coefield lived in Watts in South East Los An-
geles at 114th and Grape Streets. Rip later re-
located to the projects, an area commonly re-
ferred to as Watts’ section’s “Dog Town.”

Rip and Coefield flew kites together and
listened to the music of the Ink Spots, Mills
Brothers, Louis Jordan, Cab Calloway and

.I.‘.
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Fats Waller. Back in Kansas, Gertrude and
Aunt Melba were big Louis Jordan fans. They
would often jitterbug and do the “goose neck”
(a kind of neck exercise) and the Hucklebuck,
a groove first made popular by Charlie Parker
in 1945, to Jordan’s jump and jive. While at
Nightingale Junior High, Rip tuned into
Hunter Hancock’s “Hunting with Hunter”
show on KGF]J. Regular dances were held at
Nightingale Junior High wherein sanitized
white pop records were spun to keep the kids
on the floor.

One day a student got up and put on a
jumping ‘Big’ Joe Turner record. “The white
kids were in shock,” says Rip, “as they
watched the Black and Latino minority kids
leap up to dance the Lindy Hop.” Rip and
Coefield then went separate ways during the
day as Rip attended Jordan High in Watts and
Coefield went off to Los Angeles High. At Jor-
dan, Rip joined the prestigious A-Cappella
choir, an assemblage of songsters given to
singing spirituals and popular songs. In the
evenings Rip and Coefield hung out at Union
Station, Olivera Street and Chinatown. They
discovered they could sing harmony while
waiting for the number eight streetcar which
would take then downtown. Rip became mu-
sically inspired by Mrs. Metz, director of the
A-Cappella Choir. Bob Nolan’s 1936 compo-
sition “Cool Water,” in the 1948 Sons of the
Pioneers hit-selling arrangement, was an ex-
tremely popular song at the time, and the
choir, fronted by Rip plus two friends serving
as a vocal trio, stood in the spotlight and gave
it their best shot. Rip also served as choir
president.

Rip Spencer, like many African Americans
at the time, took a shine to country music and
tuned into Gene Autry’s “Haynes on the
Range” radio show on powerful KLAC. The
A-Cappella trio was composed of Spencer,
Walter Carter and a student remembered only
as “Herbert.” Spencer recalls attending the
choir’s big Easter gig at the Grant A.M.E.
Methodist Church in Watts on 103rd and
Central. Spencer, Carter and Herbert enter-
tained each other at lunch breaks, singing the
R&B hits of the day. The Jordan High choir
was one of the best around and was often seen
singing at the Hollywood Park Racetrack. As
Coefield’s father had a good, solid, well-pay-
ing job working for the Post Office as a mail
carrier, the family could afford living on a
better side of town. When Spencer had to meet
up with Coefield, he had to bus over to the
West Side. Coefield was the type of guy who
made friends easily. One day he introduced
Spencer to Johnnie Cochran and Lena
Horne’s son, Teddy, who offered the pair a few
words of encouragement.

Spencer, Coefield, Herbie and Carter de-
cided one day to form a vocal group. Sabre
jets were hot news at the time. The Sabre was
the Air Force’s sleekest, fastest fighter in the
sky, so the group decided to go with the topi-
cal name “Sabers.” Rehearsals took place at
the Coefields at 23rd and 3rd Avenue. The
Coefields were extremely supportive of the
group and helped out in every way they could.
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Brice’s father’s delivery route took him to pia-
nist/composer Lloyd Glenn’s house. At the
time, (Glenn was recording for Leo and Eddie
Mesner’s Aladdin Records. Glenn and
Coefield Snr. became good friends. Coefield
Snr. spoke enthusiastically to Glenn about his
son’s group and Glenn came up with a couple
of songs he thought the quartet should try.
The Sabers rehearsed the songs, and Glenn
introduced the group to Hite Morgan, owner
(with Jack Arbuckle) of Cal-West Records,
based at 2330 Kern Street in Fresno, Califor-
nia. Hite’s four track, reel-to-reel, state-of-the-
art studio was in the Silver Lake District near
Hollywood. Up to now, Herbert sang first
tenor, Spencer second tenor and Coefield and
Carter sang baritone and bass, respectively.
Morgan liked the group, but it was one of
Spencer’s compositions called “Always and

R

'S
Billy Storm about 1959.
Forever” that was recorded at the initial try-
out session (with Spencer on lead) and not
one of Glenn’s proposed numbers. Hite, who
later recorded Sonny Knight's chart-topping
“Confidential” at his studio, was a stickler for
just the right material and had the group go
off and find a tune suitable to put with “Al-
ways and Forever.”

Soon thereafter Coefield introduced the
Sabers to high tenor singer Billy Hamlin
Jones, a.k.a. Billy Fortune a.k.a. Billy Spicer,
a.k.a. Billy Storm, born in Dayton, Ohio in
1938. Storm, an L.A. High schoolmate of
Coefield’s, was then a shy, meek and mild-
mannered guy who shrank away from atten-
tion. [t was the late fall of 1955 and the Christ-
mas season was coming up. With Billy Storm
now a member of the Sabers, Coelield and
Hite Morgan worked up a song penned by
Lloyd Glenn called “Cool, Cool Christmas.”
It was hoped the Sabers would catch the spirit
of the season and have the record-buying pub-
lic pay for it, too.

“Always and Forever,” recut with Billy
Storm and backed by “Cool, Cool Christmas,”
came out without any A or B side designa-
tion. Consequently, local disc jockeys like

Hunter Hancock regularly played both sides
to see what would happen. Neither tune drew
much attentuon. “Always and Forever” 1s a
dreamy ballad with a talking break in the East
Coast tradition with little to distinguish it
from similar waxings save for Storm’s over-
powering, vet extraordinary high, tenor em-
bellishments. “Cool, Cool Christmas” is a
jump and move ditty with hip lyrics that lacks
a sax or any kind of instrumental solo at the
bridge. The verses keep on coming, and the
tenor sax, obviously moved by the spirit but
never given a chance to vent, simply tries to
blow as well as he can behind what seems like
an unending stream of jive. Today, the origi-
nal single, which was issued on colored wax,
fetches outrageous prices on collectors’ lists.

It was the age of car-groups, and car group
names were the order of the day. To stay in
line with the trend, the Sabers changed names
to the Chevelles. Spencer and Coefield were
taken by Chevrolet’s small, cheap but sharp-
looking sports car, the Chevelle, but never
owned one. Lloyd Glenn then introduced the
group to Bumps Blackwell who came around
to the Coefield house during rehearsals. Com-
poser/arranger Robert ‘Bumps’ Blackwell
came to Los Angeles in the 1940s with friends
Maxwell Davis and Quincy Jones from Se-
attle. e worked as A&R man for Art Rupe’s
Hollywood-based Specialty Records where he
was assigned the task of principal music di-
rector for Rupe’s cash-cow, Little Richard
Penniman.

Blackwell arranged a session date during
the spring of 1956 for the Chevelles at Ted
Brinson’s legendary garage studio at 2190
West 30th Street. The group cut “Red Tape”
and “Valley of Love” the masters of which
were presented to Larry Mead and Mike
Gradny at Vita Records in Pasadena. It seems
the Post Office got in on the act once more.
Ted Brinson, also a postal service emplovee,
engineered the session wearing his regular
“postie” uniform. Brinson probably had too
little spare time to change out of it.

“Valley of Love,” written by Jones (a.k.a.
Storm), Coefield and Spencer—Spencer’s
name was left off the song credits because Vita
thought three writers was one 100 many—is a
lilting ballad sung with church-like convic-
tion by the distaft-sounding Storm and group.
while “Red Tape,” a Coefield/Jones lead jump
and jive novelty, fit right in with what other
LLos Angeles groups like the Robins were try-
ing to do. This second single also failed to gen-
erate coin, and “Herbert” quit to pursue a
religious career while Carter, a somewhat
older and more mature singer, opted to join a
group with more craft and experience. Jones,
Coefield and Spencer continued as a trio and
sang “Valley of Love” at high school dances
and socials, being too young to play the night
clubs.

Mead and Gradny put the Chevelles and
Squires (another Vita quartet of “Cindy”
fame) on a concert at the American Legion
Hall in Pasadena. The Chevelles soon became
friendly with singer/guitarist Chester Pipkin
of the Squires. Pipkin, who later became a mil-



lionaire gospel preacher, was recruited by
Blackwell to play and sing in the Chevelles.
Bumps also needed a proficient guitarist to
try out the songs he was working on for Spe-
cialty Records. Shortly thereafter the Squires
broke up. Hence Storm, Spencer, Coefield and
Pipkin became the Valiants, a name they had
lifted from Prince Valiant, their favorite comic
strip, “In the Days of King Arthur” by Harold
R. Foster. The strip was filled with androgy-
nous-looking figures sporting page-boy hair-
cuts. Of course, most of the quartets of the
1950s were conversant with habitual doses of
white port and lemon juice (port with the top
half of the bottle poured off, topped with
lemon juice) and Thunderbird
wine. Unfortunately, Billy Storm
had taken to the habit more than
most. Coupled with his later use
of drugs, his constant skirt-chas-
ing and a power-hungry com-
plex, it 1s no wonder he died pre-
maturely in May 1987 in Port
Charlotte, Florida, at age forty-
eight.

At the beginning, the Valiants
rehearsed at Pipkin's place in
Pasadena. This was at the time
Blackwell was having problems §
with Rupe at Specialty. §
Blackwell could see the cash po-
tential in the musical talents of
Sam Cooke. at the time lead
singer with the very popular
Soul Stirrers gospel group, and
wanted to take Cooke out of his
rich and more challenging gos-
pel roots and record him with
white, warbling, all-girl backup
singers and large orchestral
string sections. Art Rupe was
dead against doing this.
Blackwell had Cooke cut a tape
at such a session set up at the

ing relationship with Keene, then became
A&R man for the Keen and Andex affiliates.

The Valiants first met Sam Cooke when he
and J.W. Alexander came out to Coefield’s
place at 64th and Western to listen to rehears-
als. Blackwell wanted to put the Valiants out
on a Southern concert tour with Cooke but
Cooke, due 1o a very long, close working rela-
tionship with Alexander and his group, chose
to take the Travelers, and their lead vocalist
Lou Rawls, with him instead. In addition, Rip
says 1t was “fate” that he did not go. While on
that tour of the South, Sam Cooke was in-
volved in an auto accident that injured Lou

Rawls. Spencer adds that he probably would

a white vocal singing trio called the Gents.
The Gents showed up in 1961 on Liberty sing-
ing the hauntingly beautiful “Why Do I Love
Her.” Might there have been some connec-
tion? Adler who worked on the Valiants’
records might have used the white trio as his
second Gents group. Unfortunately, neither
this writer nor Spencer have heard the Alad-
din release which is extremely hard to find in
its original issue.

Bumps Blackwell used the standard pool
of L.A. session musicians on the Valiants
dates: Clitf White (guitar), K.C. Bell or Earl
Palmer (drums), “Adolphus™ (bass), Ernie
Freeman (piano), Googie René (keyboards)

o and arrangements, Plas Johnson

~ or Jackie Kelso (tenor and alto
~ sax). The Blossoms also worked
for Rex Productions and often
- filled in on vocal background.
Just before Blackwell’s ter-
mination with Specialty Records
he had cowritten, with John
Marascalo, a song titled “Good
Golly, Miss Molly.” While tak-
ing the vocal part, Blackwell had
the Roy Montrell Band back him
Y up. The Montrell/Blackwell
original version was never re-
leased until Fantasy Records is-
| sued it on their Creole Kings of
4 New Orleans collection (Spe-
il cialty CD 7038) in 1993, How-
i ever, itis assumed that Blackwell
- still owned the rights to the song
when he presented it to the Val-
iants during their second session
for Keen Records in the fall of
1957. More on this later. The
date proved to be quite fruitful.
Proceedings took place at Mas-
ter Recorders on Fairfax Avenue.
Out of it came six songs. All were
1ssued on Keen and/or Famous

Specialty studios. Rupe caught
Blackwell in the act and went

The Valiants about 1958, lett to riét: Brice Coefield, Rip Spénér,
Billy Jones (Billy Storm), and Chester Pipkin.

single and album formats. Billy
Jones had sobered enough 1o

through the roof. The end result
was that Rupe let both Cooke and Blackwell
go. Blackwell was even allowed to keep the
arrangements for the eight songs slated for
the Cooke session in exchange for back roy-
alties which Rupe owed to him.

Blackwell then took Cooke down to the
fledgling Keen Records at 8479 Higuera
Street. Shortly thereafter, J.W. Alexander,
tenor/manager of the gospel-singing Pilgrim
Travelers on Specialty, followed suit by tak-
ing his quartet to Keen and having them cross
from gospel to pop, changing their name to
the Travelers. Once with Keen, Alexander
helped set up a number of secular sessions
for its artists.

The Travelers entered into our story a little
later on. Keen/Andex Records, under the Rex
productions umbrella, was owned and fi-
nanced by Andrew Karres and the Siamas
brothers. Bob Keene (after whom the Keen
label was named) was brought in to run the
day-to-day business of the organization.
Blackwell, who had already developed a work-

have been in the limo alongside Sam, too.
The first Valiants session at Keen came
about in the spring of 1957. Billy Jones
(Storm), who had become increasingly diffi-
cult to deal with, could not be found for the
date. Consequently, only Coefield, Spencer
and Pipkin showed up. Spencer remembers
very little about this first session except Earl
Palmer coproduced, and that the proceedings
took place in Bob Keene’s basement studio at
just about the ume Ritchie Valens, whom
Keene produced, was gettuing started. Miles
Grayson is remembered as being the keyboard
player. Blackwell had two songs mastered,
“Happenin’ After School” and “My Unfaith-
ful Love.” With help from Palmer, Blackwell
placed the songs with the Mesner brothers at
Aladdin Records on West Pico Boulevard.
The two songs were issued on an Aladdin
single in June 1957, label-copied as by the
Gents (misspelled “Gants”.) An interesting
point here is that Lou Adler, A&R man with
the Andex, the Rex subsidiary, later managed

show up for the session which,
as it turned out, featured his voice on most of
the leads.

The first chart the quartet worked up was
“Good Golly, Miss Molly.” The rollicking, to-
tally extrovert “Good Golly, Miss Molly” was
first tried out and recorded by the wild and
frantic Little Richard. The Valiants® version,
which has Jones’s somewhat imperfect imi-
tation of Richard’s gospel inflections, came
out only weeks before Richard’s but was bur-
ied beneath the overwhelming surge of “The
Georgia Peach’s” popularity, when it jetti-
soned onto the streets in January 1958, The
Valiants’ cover constituted the first Keen
singles release of November 1957. Then came
“Lover, Lover” with its beautiful, multi-
tempoed, layered rhythm, Storm’s natural fal-
setto, the constant one-note piano and sooth-
ing talking break followed by the fabulous
“This Is the Night” (the reverse and topside
of Keen 4004). The song is a stunning ballad
with Jones sailing all over the melody utiliz-
ing just the right measure of control and the
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group cooing perfectly to a solid rhythm base
in the background. November Billboard
awarded both sides a four star rating.

The record took off in Newark, CA, and
climbed to Number One, almost immediately,
on the local R&B chart. More on this in a bit.
Then came “Temptation of My Heart,” a
pretty ballad song that might just as well have
been written and recorded by Cornell Gunter
and the Ermines, as it could be easily mis-
taken for one of theirs. Other numbers in-
cluded the cha-cha driven “Walkin’ Girl,” a
solidly enforced stomper with wild, novel lyr-
ics delivered in “Stranded in the Jungle”-like
routine and “Frieda Frieda,” a Jones-com-
posed, Mid-
nighters-
sounding
jumper with a
stinging guitar
bridge and
strained lead
vocals. Jones
was not a Little
Richard clone
but was ex-
pected to wail
like him
Blackwell tried
to make the
Valiants into a
wild, extrovert
bunch of de-
fected gospel !
singers who &
could match §
the excitement S
generated by =
Little Richard
on his chart- 7
topping sides.

“This 1s the
Night” (regis-
tered to Spen-
cer, Coefield, g
Pipkin and
Jones at BMI) =
sold extremely
well in Califor
nia. Over the
Christmas sea- 4
son Keen sent |
the Valiants
out on a state-

e ﬁIc*_-,-' als, 198, left: Rip Spencer, right, James Barker

While touring, the Valiants promoted their
March 1958 Keen release of “Walkin® Girl”
backed with “Lover, Lover.” Meanwhile.
“This is the Night” hit Number One in San
Francisco. Had Bob Keene the wherewithal
to pump more money into “This is the
Night’s” national promotion, it would surely
have busted open the upper reaches of the
major charts. As it turned out, the record
made the #43 spot on the R&B best sellers
and #69 on the pop charts in Billboard. Con-
sidering the vast amount of competition,
*This 1s the Night.” which featured Don *Sug-
arcane’ Harris on bass and Dewey ‘lerry on
piano, did amazingly well.

Qutside of
Blackwell’s in-
volvement, the
Valiants never
had a full-time
~ manager. On oc-
- casion, John

~ Criner, ex-vocal-
. 1ist for Holly-
-~ wood’s G&G la-
bel, road-man-
aged the group.
Criner had a
broad knowl-
edge of the en-
tertainment
business. He ran
his own labels —
Shade and Spot
on South
Normandie Av-
enue and was
married to the
late Effie Smith
* who not only re-
corded with
& Criner but
" caused quite a
stir later on with
her rap and soul
waxings “Teen-
age World” and
“The Natural.”

Sam Cooke
was very sup-
portive of the
- Valiants, also.
Cooke and
Spencer often

wide tour that kicked off in L..A. and returned
via Bakersfield by way of the Bay Area where
the boys played the Cow Palace 1in San Fran-
cisco and the Crystal Ballroom in Oakland
and on to Fresno, perhaps taking in a few en-
gagements along the way. A Keen ad 1n Janu-
ary 1958’s Billboard declared that “Everyone’s
goin’ ape over the Valiants.” The following
month Billboard announced a seventeen-city
Valiants tour of one niters throughout the East
and Midwest. They soon appeared on Dick
Clark’s TV dance program on WFIC, The Dick
Clark Saturday Night Show. In response, Keen
Records expanded their A&R department by
taking on Fred Smith, Lou Adler and Herb
Alpert.
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drove around together in Blackwell’s white
Chrysler sedan. The pair would go out visit-
ing Cooke’s lady friends. Cooke would also
take Spencer down to an old movie theater
on Vernon Street, just three or four blocks
from John Dolphin’s Dolphins-of-Hollywood
enterprise, to see the leading gospel quartets
of the day, including the Pilgrim Travelers
with Lou Rawls. Through Cooke, Spencer met
the Pilgrim Travelers’ basso George ‘Oopee’
McCurn who .in turn, introduced Spencer to
the late, great 'led Tayvlor, then signed with
Lee Rupe’s Ebb label. Later on, Spencer was
fortunate enough to meet Aretha Franklin at
the 54 Ballroom.

Bumps Blackwell was a kind, caring per-

son who often took struggling musicians un-
der hiswing, fed them and offered them a bed
at his small, modest apartment while they got
themselves started in the business. [t was Sam

‘Cooke who came up with the name tags “Rip-

‘em-up — Brice ‘em down — Billy in the middle
and Chester on the side.” After extensive re-
hearsals at Blackwell's sister’s house at 42nd
and San Pedro, the Valiants were ready for the
studio. The next Valiants recording date came
about under Blackwell’s direction at Radio
Recorders in February 1958. This was a com-
bined session with Pilgrim Travelers’ tenor
lead singer Kylo Turner. Three Turner songs
were cut with the Valiants singing back-
grounds: the beautiful L. Williams-penned
gospel ballad “Where There’s a Will, There’s
a Way,” the ethereal pop-sounding “Heav-
enly” and the rockin’ and rollin’ “Skinny
Minnie” that bears no resemblance to the Bill
Haley number of 1958.

During the remaining session time the Val-
iants (Jones, Pipkin, Coefield and Spencer)
recorded the touchingly melodic ballad
“Please Wait My Love,” a beautiful chart wor-
thy of better sales than were actually garnered,
“We Knew,” yet another fine, slow dance ro-
mance song, and “Love Game,” a number
which only saw light of day on Famous LP
504, a mixed artist album sandwiched be-
tween two Sam Cooke collections put together
in 1961.

“Please Wait My Love” was awarded a four-
star rating in Billboard in October 1958 but
little happened sales wise. The Valiants’ final
release appeared on the Ensign subsidiary in
June 1959. The topside, “We Knew,” the last
song recorded by the Valiants, according to
Spencer, drew a lot of air play in New York
but the reissued flipside, “Walkin’ Girl,” was
left in the cold. During 1958, the Valiants
opened for Sam Cooke at his West Coast en-
gagements. Johnny ‘Guitar’ Watson, Young
Jessie, Jan and Dean, Marlene Blackwell and
The K.C. Bells Band were all part of the pack-
age. But the Valiants were not making any real
money. Consequently, Billy Jones, who only
showed up when the smell of loot assailed his
nose, quit suddenly in San Francisco and
teamed up with the remnants of the Squires
from the Vita label.

Jones and the Squires recorded the tear-
stained ballad, “Every Word of the Song,”
coupled with the infectious “Listen to my
Heart,” an opus that really jumps on the sadly
too short sax bridge. The songs were first re-
leased on Hite and Dorinda Morgan’s Dice
label (as by Billy Fortune), then with a minor
name change 1o Billy Jones and the Squires,
re-released on their Deck affiliate. Because
of the Morgans’ limited promotional re-
sources, the single made little noise and was
soon forgotten. But Jones and the Squires gave
it one final shot. On the tiny Barbary Coast
label, the outfit waxed the cheerful, frolick-
ing “The Way to my Heart” with its repeti-
tive lyrics and rocking sax break and the
plaintively sensitive “Angel of Mine.” Issued
under the Billy Storm name, the record, which
sold very poorly, must have impressed Mitch



Miller or his cronies at Columbia Records, as
Jones/Storm’s contract was purchased from
the Barbary Coast label for $1,700. The re-
mainder of Jones’s, a.k.a. Fortune’s, a.k.a.
Storm’s recording career 1s adequately out-
lined in the liner notes to the recent Valiants’
CD reissue. More on him later.

Meanwhile, Blackwell introduced Spencer,
Coefield and Pipkin to Herb Alpert and Lou
Adler who were intent on having the group
record on a label they were planning on
switching their
production talent
to. Keen had de- =
cided to suspend
recording opera-
tions and was no
longer in need of
a large A&R de-
partment. The
Valiants grabbed
the opportunity
to go with a new
promising label.
Madison, a
Monument Mu-
sic subsidiary
proprietored by
Larry Uttal, was ¢
situated in down-
town Manhattan, |
New York. But
just before the 7§
switch to Madi- °
son, the Valiants
waxed on the tiny
Shar-Dee label
(distributed by
London) “Dear
Cindy” (a re-
working of the

“Marvin and Johnny,”

top: Rip Specer and
James Barker (1965); bottom: Spencer and
Johnny Starks (1969)

Preacher” is a sweeping ballad on Drifters’
turf with busy string arrangements and gruff
Ben E. King-type vocal signatures. “New
Fad,” the chart chosen for the flipside, is a
wild, frantic dance vehicle centered around
the hits in the charts and enjoying them by
tuning into Dick Clark’s “American Band-
stand.” “Madison had big time production
values,” says Spencer, “sixteen-track record-
ers and everything. Our records got a lot of
airplay in the Midwest and on the East Coast,
_but out here in
- the West they

didn’t get
played Loo
much.”

The group’s
second release
- was a beautiful
updated cover
~ of the Spaniels’
‘classic
“Goodnight
Sweetheart,
- Goodnight,”
with  sweet,
tight, gliding
harmonies and
sweepiling
strings culmi-
nating in a soul-
® laden, gospel-
colored grand

Squires’ “Sindy™)
with Pipkin in the spotlight and “Surprise,”
a sort of part-two of or answer to Bobby
Darin’s novelty opus, “Splash, Splash.”

It might seem that “Dear Cindy” was the
Valiants’ way of getting back at Billy Storm
who had suddenly up and left the Valiants
without telling anyone. Be that as it may,
“Dear Cindy” failed to get the distribution it
deserved and disappeared almost instantly.

Spencer, Coefield, and Pipkin solicited the
services of Don Trotter (whom Spencer had
met on a bus on his way to see “Porgy and
Bess”—Trotter had seen Spencer and the Val-
iants perform in Fresno) and Ed Wallace, bass
singer and old Air Force buddy of Trotter’s,
thus becoming the Untouchables. The Un-
touchables had all the right ingredients and
should have stood a chance to compete with
the best of the current collection of vocal
groups on their own merits. But Alpert and
Adler, playing it cautiously, stuck for the most
part with tried and true R&B standards that
had sold well in the past.

First Alpert and Adler got together and
worked up the head arrangements for “Poor
Boy Needs a Preacher.” The Untouchables lis-
tened and learned the number in a couple of
weelks, then recorded it. “Poor Boy Needs a

finale. The re-
verse featured
the comic
“Vickie Lee,”
neighborhood
eye-catching
temptress.
“Goodnight
Sweetheart,
Goodnight,” on
which Billy
Storm made a
onetime only re-
l'LlI'H, Lo my
mind i1s an ex-
cellent waxing
and should have
sold better than
itdid. Stiff com- i
petition may have plavcd a part in its lack of
commercial sales. At this point, the Untouch-
ables seemed more like a crossover gospel
group than a well-rehearsed secular unit.
Their next outing, the echo-chambered
“Everybody’s Laughin’,” really rocks with re-
ligious redemption save for the minimal sax
break. The {lip, a carefree cover of the Domi-
noes’ “60 Minute Man,” sounds like an over-

mugging of the original. This is the only single
on which Spencer’s place was temporarily
taken by Gary Pipkin, Chester’s cousin.

The fourth and final Madison release gave
us the Drifters-sounding “Raisin’ Cane,” a
kind of modern-day work song sandwiched
with a tune from an earlier session entitled
“Do Your Best.” “Do Your Best” is an infec-
tious bouncer based loosely on the old spiri-
tual “Oh Mary Don’t You Weep.” Spencer as-
serts that the gospel inflections inherent in
the song came from pointers made by Sam
Cooke. The Untouchables, like the Valiants
before them, did a lot of TV work at Pacific

- Palisades and always managed to get the net-

work to pay union scale, The outfit also played
a lot of record hops with very little financial
remuneration to show for it. But the group
did make scale-pay on sessions plus BMI roy-
alties.

Times were tough for independent produc-
tion setups, and records were getting more and
more expensive to produce. The Alpert and
Adler partnership began to dissolve. Herb
Alpert opted to go with Jerry Moss and
founded A&M Records. Alpert wanted Spen-
cer and Coefield to go with him, but Lou Adler
seemed to the group to be more of a no-non-
sense, go-getting business man, more like
someone they could trust, so the Untouch-
ables joined Adler in a move to S1 Waronker’s
Liberty Records in Hollvwood where their
production needs were served by Nevins and
Kirschner.

The Un-
touchables cut
two singles for
Liberty, the first,
the Coefield-led
“You’re On Top”
pitched with
“Lovely Dee?
~ {copyrighted to

- Bruce Coefield

at BMI), 1s mag-
nificent and is
highly sought af-

. ter by collectors.
- The second,
“Papa” b/w
“Medicinie
Man,” released
almost a year
later, was far less
 significant in
. terms of any
- kind of lasting
= value.. “You’re
= On Top” is a

- haunting ballad,

; b sung plainly and
plamm’ely in lengmns -like fashion culmi-
nating in a grand, churchy throat-grinding
finish. This song is more popular today among
vocal group collectors than it was when re-
leased in 1961. Two interesting points came
to bear: one, that the O’Jays successfully cov-
ered the song, and two, Herb Albert plays his
one of his first trumpet solos on the bridge.
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The back side, “Lovely Dee” with its hypnotic
refrain and solid rocking support, almost
matches the ongoing praises for the reverse.
A double-sided winner and a gem.

The Untouchables fell apart, with Spencer
and Coefield breaking away from the group
in 1961, before their second, almost insignifi-
cant Liberty release was issued. Then Chester
Pipkin formed the Electras along with lead
tenor Warren Jovner (who had sung in the
Misfits), Billy Mann (second tenor), and
cousin Gary Pipkin (second tenor). The
Electras recorded two records for Infinity.
Other dropouts made brief appearances in the
Electras—baritone/second tenor Lonnie Wil-
lis, Billy Storm made a cameo as bass singer
on “You Lied” and “Ten Steps to Love,” and
Spencer showed up on the first John
Marascalo-produced Infinity release.

Adler was also able to cut a deal with Screen
Gems (a Columbia Pictures affiliate) whereby
the Electras could gain maximum exposure
with a company of considerable distribution
clout. Screen Gems had just launched the
Colpix label, and the reorganized Electras,
having switched names to tht: Hdpp} e
Tones, were the first R&B group to be =

Coefield sang lead. James Richards was re-
lated to Billy and Roy Richards, both bari-
tone singers with the Robins between 1949
and 1955.

When the Alley Cats went out on the road
they sometimes took along Ron Shy and
Walter Riley. The group’s one Philles session
took place in December 1962, For the flip side,
a Coefield/Pipkin song entitled “Feel So
Good,” was selected. “Feel So Good.” a stan-
dard “twist” ditty from another session, pos-
sibly with different personnel, sounded much
like an Olympics nonsense song, but the
Spectorized “Puddin N’ Tain™ with its heavy
shuffle rhythm, infectious melody, usual
Spector fairground instrumental interjections
and a beat that would not quit, was a surefire
winner. Sheen’s lead singing could just as well
pass for an accurate Billy Storm imperson-
ation. In fact, when the record took off, Storm
began to wonder why he was not on it. The
Alley Cats on “Feel So Good” were probably
Spencer, Coefield, Gary Pipkin and bass
singer James Barker. “Puddin N’ Tain”

climbed to #21 on the R&B charts and #43

on the imprint. The Happy Tones were - s
composed of Spencer, Coefield, Chester =

and Gary Pipkin, and Billy Mann. War-
ren Joyner and Walter Riley sang in the
Happy Tones on occasion later on.

The group’s one Colpix release gave
us “Summertime Nights,” a Gary U.S.
Bonds-type stomper filled with light-
headed fun and frivolity. The B-side, the
equally stomping “Papa Shame,” is a :
little less trivial than “Summertime
Nights,” but it seems like the record’s =
sole purpose was to get dancing feet on |
the floor.

While still under contract to Lou
Adler’s production company, Spencer 3
and Coefield were introduced to Phil
Spector in Adler’s office on the Sunset §
Strip in Hollywood. Spector had heard
and liked Spencer’s and Coefield’s vo-
cal group sides and wanted to record
them. When they first met, a good deal
of Spector’s time was taken up by the
career of the Teddy Bears. Now, some

“Marvin and Johnny” today: Marvin Phillips and Rip Spm

But the Rip Spencer story is not quite com-
plete. Marvin Phillips, one half of Marvin and
Johnny, just happened to be Spencer’s uncle.
By late 1962, after two disappointing records
with Bobby Sheen masquerading as Johnny
for Roger Davenport and Hunter Hancock’s
Swingin’ label (this included “A Second Help-
ing of Cherry Pie,” a remake of Marvin and
Johnny’s 1954 smash), Marvin Phillips de-
cided to call 1t quits. “Me and James Barker
of the Alley Cats liked to party,” says Spen-
cer. One day, we were at a party with Marvin
Phillips. James Barker and [ wanted to con-
tinue on with the Marvin and Johnny act be-
cause we had learned the songs and wanted
to do them in public. We asked Marvin if he
wouldn't mind selling the rights to the Marvin
and Johnny name to me and Jimmy.”

So Spencer, with a little persuasion, bought
the rights. For five years, Spencer and Barker
went out as Marvin and Johnny, with Spen-
cer taking Marvin's part. Around 1966,
Johnny Starks took James Barker’s place, then
in 1970 Ron Shy replaced Starks. In recent
[]]TlLt-,, when Marvin Phillips has been coaxed

¢ out to play oldies shows, Spencer has
switched to Johnny’s part in the act.
The Marvin and Johnny story started
with Marvin Phillips and Jesse Belvin
- in 1952. The pair had made a dub of
~ “Dream Girl” which was issued by
Specialty in 1952 as by Jesse and
~ Marvin. In 1953 Specialty issued
~ “Baby Doll” by Marvin and Johnny.
| Johnny was Carl Green who was soon
| replaced by Emory Perry who sang off
i and on with Phillips into the late
¢ 1950s. For details on the early Marvin
{ and Johnny recordings, see the liner
. notes by Richie Reicheg to Flipped Out
I (Specialty CD 2176, 1992) and Jim
" Dawson’s excellent history on the duo
on Cherry Pie (English Ace CD 509,
1994.) The Specialty collection covers
| the Specialty years 1952-1956 with
. Marvin Phillips and Emory Perry as
¢ Johnny. The Ace set takes us through
the Modern label period 1954-1956
with Phillips and Perry.
Recently, Spencer and Coefield set
up Spencer Music Company and have

four years down the line, Spector got his
chance to use the group. Spector wanted to
lease the group from Adler and have Bobby
Sheen, a.k.a. Bob B. Soxx of Bob B. Soxx and
the Blue Jeans, sing high tenor on a song that
Coefield, Pipkin and Lonnie Willis said they
had written called “Puddin n’ Tain” (Ask me
again, I'll tell you the same.)

In reality, part of the song’s lyrics were
written a little over a year before by pianist
Sonny Thompson and a fellow only credited
as “Willis” on Lula Reed’s slower, melodically
dissimilar version called “Puddentane” on
Federal Records in 1961. Spector’s only in-
volvement was to produce Spencer’s group,
now renamed by Adler as the Alley Cats, com-
posed of Sheen, Spencer, Coefield, Gary
Pipkin and James Richards on “Puddin N’
Tain,” arranged by Jack Nitzsche. Brice
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on Billboard’s Top 100 during February 1963.

In San Francisco, on March 2, 1963, the
“Limbo Party” invaded the Cow Palace. Head-
lined by Chubb}’ Checker, the other artists
were Marvin Gaye, Lou Christie, the Four
Seasons, Dick and DeeDee, Dee Dee Sharp,
Steve Alaimo, the Ribbons, the Furies, the
Majorettes, Bobby Freeman, H. B. Barnum’s
thirty-piece orchestra and three of Phil
Spector interchangeable-personnel groups:
the Crystals, the Alley Cats and Bob B. Soxx
and the Blue Jeans. Over the years, the Val-
iants/Alley Cats composed of Spencer,
Coefield, Donald Evans and Ron Shy would
come out and sing in the Los Angeles area.
Their last live performance came about in Oc-
tober 1990 at The Greek Theater in Holly-
wood. The concert was taped and broadcast
over KRTH radio in Los Angeles.

announced the release of a new Marvin and
Johnny album on their own Spen-Coe label.
The collection is entitled Yesterday—Today—To-
morrow. Spencer describes the set as com-
prised of “material from the old school in a
new class.” Spencer and Marvin Phillips are
backed up by the Living Proof Rhythm Band
made up of R&B veterans of the past. Keep
your eyes peeled for it.

On a final note, a gospel album collection
is in the making also for Spen/Coe Records
featuring Phillips, Spencer and Riley. Look
for this one after their Second Millennium
tour of Great Britain.

Opal Louis Nations would like to acknowledge
the invaluable assistance from Sheridan ‘Rip’
Spencer in the writing of this article.
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