The Other “Come Softly to Me”

Ronnie Height's Story
by Opal Louis Nations
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Ronnie Height, whose vocal talents were com-
mercially exploited in the 1960s, hails from a
long hierarchy of white-sounding popular
black singers in the 1940s from Pha Terrell
and Herb Jeffries, among others, down
through Al Hibbler, Mel Carter, and Little
Anthony in the 1950s. His soft romantic style
is, of course, out of fashion today, even among
Baby Boomers who grew up listening to his
light and easy way with music. Indeed, as far
as I have been able to gather, only two articles,
one in Goldmine, the other in the poorer cir-
culated Rock & Roll Memories, have surfaced
in recent years. Most books on the history of
popular music during the pre-Beatles era sim-
ply pass him over.

Ronnie Height was primarily a ballad
singer whose color and pitch were reminis-
cent of Paul Anka and Little Anthony blended
together. As such, he certainly appealed to
teens. He was born Ronnie Lavall Height in

the South End or Madison area of Seattle on
March 2, 1937. Ronnie’s formative listening
experiences were for the most part programs
on white radio stations. Ronnie’s almost al-
ways absent dad, Ray, hailed from Portland.
He ran out on the family when Ronnie was
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just five. Ronnie’s mother, Doris Lewis, who
raised young Ronnie almost entirely herself,
sang Dinah Washington standards with the
Bill Towes Band. This, of course, was an early
influence on young Ronnie who grew up sur-
rounded by white folk.

When Doris Lewis took her young son to
see Larry Parks in the 1946 movie “The Jolson
Story,” a deep and lasting impression was
formed. In fact, he spent long hours trying to
impersonate Jolson’s voice and even his
whistle. Both, he says, he learned to copy con-
vincingly. It was Jolson’s feeling for a song he
most admired. Mel Torme’s Capitol Records
versions of “Careless Hands” and “Again”

made an indelible impression. Ronnie picked
up all of Torme’s subtle nuances and could
certainly mimic his soft, mellow style.

Doris Lewis also encouraged Ronnie to
go out and experience vaudeville. She kept
an old gramophone at home to play the
records she had to learn to sing with her band.
There were Nat King Cole records and even
Robert ‘Bubber’ Johnson sides. ‘Bubber’
Johnson had the silkiest voice of the R&B era.
His 1955 version of “Come Home” sold in the
tens of thousands. As a hobby, Ronnie took
an interest in mastering the drums, and in
1949, he took up tap dancing at
The Ballard Academy 1n Seattle’s
South End where his teachers &%
were 2 Mr. and Mrs. Miller. A §
friend of Doris Lewis, the young |
Lorraine Chatters, was chosen as @.
Ronnie Height’s dancing partner. =
Chatters, a tomboy type, took to
young Ronnie, and as far as dance
was concerned, each suited the
other. The pair won a few local tap
dance competitions and were |
asked to dance at USO shows for £+
the Army and Navy at Sand Point
and at Marine camps. The couple
broke up when Chatters went
away to high school. She died
shortly thereafter.
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Larry Lombard and Ronnie Height got
together the Five Checks at Garfield High in
1952, inspired by the singing of the Clovers,
Dominoes and Five Keys. (Their name was
chosen because all wore the currently fash-
1onable check shirts). The Five Checks were
composed of Ronnie Height (lead tenor),
George Griffin (drummer and lead on uptem-
po material), Larry Lombard (second alto/
baritone), Hank Rollins (bass) , and the great
Dave Lewis (baritone).

The Five Checks had a “teen” sound, the
rage of the day. The group sang acappella at
school assemblies and plaved just about ev-
ery school except their own. They also per-
formed at movie theatres, including the
Orpheum. Trianon and Palomar, where [ea-
ture movies were followed by live stage shows.
Rehearsals were conducted at Dave Lewis’s
house as Dave’s dad was a guitar teacher and
was able to teach chords 1o the kids. Dave
Lewis senior was an eminent guitarist around
the Seattle area.

In 1959 the Five Checks entered the
Horace Heidt Original Amateur Hour Talent
Show on KING-TV and came out in first
place. At rehearsals the boys met an old [riend,
Seattle-born James ‘Jimi’ Hendrix, who had
entered the talent contest as solo violinist.
Later, Hendrix would carry over his violin
skills into mastering the guitar. Other
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Seattle acquaintances included Quincy
Jones and Ron Holden. Holden’s manager,
Chuck Markulis, along with Larry Nelson,
proprietored Night Owl Records. but that was
much later on.

In 1954, few it any small indie record la-
bels existed in the Seattle area and the Five
Checks were unable to record. For some rea-
son, they also never cut demos down at the
Kearney Barton Studios. The Five Checks did,
however, get the opportunity to play the
Birdland, an Afro-American night club on
Twenty-Third and Madison. The Birdland
featured all the major black acts whenever
they came to town. Artists like Big Jay
McNeely, Percy Mavfield, Sonny Thompson
and Lula Reed, and Blinky Allen with vocal-
1st Robbie Robinson, all appeared at the
Birdland. Later on, the group tuned into Steve
Ray’s R&B show broadcast on KUTT and were
able to pick up hit recordings by the Crows,
Coasters, Five Keys and El Dorados. Many of
the day’s major sellers were adopted into the
Five Checks’ repertoire.

The Five Checks received many offers to
tour and appear as an opening act for a num-
ber of the R&B artists who appeared at the
Birdland, but the boys preferred to stay in
high school. After graduating in 1956, the Five
Checks split up. Griffin later joined Lionel
Hampton’s band as drummer for three years,
then recorded a bunch of unissued sessions
for Motown and ended up in Los Angeles
singing blues songs. Larry later opted for
family life and settled down. Rollins became
awell-known sculptor in the Evergreen state.

Lewis later formed the Dave Lewis Combo,
plaved keyboards and made a number of
records for small labels. His best known wax-
ing was “Little green thing.” Lewis was the
first black artst to wax for Jerry Moss and
Herb Alpert’s A & M label.

Ronnie Height, who was determined to
make a go of it in show business, decided to
move down to Hollywood where the pastures
seemed greener. While awaiting his big break,
he worked at the Beverly Wiltshire Health
Club in Beverly Hills, where many of the top
honchos in the music business burned away
their excess weight. At night, he played clubs
like the Nite Life at Western & Expo. He also
worked as a porter at the Beverly Hills Hotel
and appeared on The Johnny Ous Talent
Show telecast over KI'TV, ch. 11 (and later
KTLA, ch. 5, and finally KCOP, ch. 13.)

During this time Ronnie Height was dis-
covered and signed to a seven-year recording
contract by Herb Newman. Newman and
Louis Bedell proprietored the Era and Dore
record labels in Hollywood on Sunset and
Vine, across the street from Music City. Lou
Adler (who would soon join the staff at Keen
Records) and trumpeter Herb Alpert (who was
know at the time for composing “Wonderful
World” for Sam Cooke), were Newman and
Bedell's A & R men.

Ronnie Height's first commercial release
was in February 1959 on the Dore label, “Ju-
venile” backed with “So Young, So Wise.”
Cash Box described “Juvenile™ as a “good bet
to make teensters sit up and take notice. The
lad, in slow paced fashion, whispers about his
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puppy love.” Cash Box went on to describe
“So Young, So Wise™ as “an attractive roman-
tic rock-a-cha-cha.” Both songs became
Billboard’s “Pick-of-the-Week.”

“So Young, So Wise,” a groovy, pleasant
rocker featuring the session’s tenor sax man
Plas Johnson and vocal group the Blossoms
(Fanita James, Gloria Jones and twins
Nannette and Annette Williams) was already
recorded and mixed as a backing track (as was
“Tuvenile”) before Ronnie Height came along
and dubbed his vocal part over the top. “Ju-
venile,” one of my favorite Ronnie Height bal-
lad recordings, could easily pass for a Little
Anthony record with the Blossoms picking up
where the Imperials might have gone. But *Ju-
venile” was not given a chance to prove itself,
as the following will explain.

At around this time, the Fleetwoods, a
high school trio out of Olympia, Washington,
composed of Gary Troxel, Gretchen Christo-
pher and Barbara Ellis, were making noises
with a song thev had written titled *Come
Softly to Me,” the first release on Bob
Reisdorff’s Dolphin (later Dolton) label.
Troxel’s opening to the song was based on the
Del-Vikings' recording of “Come Go With
Me,” a smash in 1957 on Dot Records.
Newman and Bedell wanted Ronnie Height
to cover “Come Softly to Me” so much that
they had all deejay promos of his initial re-
lease recalled and replaced by “Juvenile” with
a cover of the Fleetwoods’ song featuring Ron-
nie Height’s secretary who multitracked the
overdubbed vocal group backing. The Blos-
soms were unavailable for the session.

::, Ron Holden, Little Eva, Mel Cariér. Top right: Bobby Helms, Ronnie, Jerry Wallace.

Bottom left: Ronnie, middle with Walter Ward, left, and Eddie Lewis, right, bothfrom the Olympics. Bottom right: left to right, Billy Richards
(Robins), Ronnie, Billy Vera, Marvin Phillips (Marvin and Johnny).
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Ronnie Height's version of “Come Softly
to Me” was made “Dee Jay Push Pick” by Cash
Box which noted, “Dore could make big chart
news with this refreshing new, slightly up beat
romancer dished up in a tantalizingly soft vo-
cal style.”

Although the background vocals do not
quite match the strength of the Fleetwoods’,
Ronnie Height’s smooth lead certainly bests
Gary Troxel’s efforts while Ronnie Height's
moves at a slightly increased tempo. In 1959,
both versions vied for chart position, but Dol-
phin/Dolton was fortunate enough to be able
to hook into Liberty’s superior nationwide dis-
tribution set up and got the Fleetwoods’ origi-
nal into the number five slot on the Billboard
charts as opposed to a far weaker showing for
Ronnie Height’s cover which stalled in the
eighties.

Dore’s promotion man, George Jay, placed
an ad in the music papers proclaiming that
Ronnie Height's cover was more mellow, had
a shorter intro and playing time (thing that
appealed to deejays) and a more pronounced
dance beat, but blanket publicity was the name
of the game. Sales of the single did generate
club dates for Height in Las Vegas, Reno and
Lake Tahoe, plus various promotion tours
across the country with such artists as Lou
Rawls, Sam Cooke, the Beach Boys, Neil Se-
daka, Paul Anka, Frankie Avalon, Jan & Dean,
Brenda Lee, and James Darin. TV appear-
ances included the Peter Potter, Wink
Martindale, Sam Riddle, Art Laboe and
Buddy Bregman variety shows. Dore’s make-
over department marketed Ronnie Height as
a teen idol and put the word out as such.

“Come Softly to Me” sold well for Ronnie
Height in both South Texas and Chicago
where it hit the number one spot on local ra-
dio station charts. Confusion exists as to the
correct authorship of “Come Softly to Me.”
The Fleetwoods insist they penned the song
while going through chord changes around the
piano. Lissauer’s Encyclopedia of Popular Music
in America supports this, as does the Oxford
Press’s Great Song Thesaurus. But Dore Records
insists that Bonnie Guitar wrote the song
which she entitled “Come to Me, I Love You.”
“I went to Bonnie Guitar,” says Ronnie
Height,” and she gave me permission to record
it.” Height’s session, like many in Los Ange-
les, was arranged by veteran pianist, arranger
and producer Ernie Freeman.

In June 1959, Lou Bedell acquired Herb
Newman’s interest in Dore Records and
Bedell's interest in Era Records, the label to
which Ronnie Height had recently switched.
Ronnie Height’s first outing on Era pitched
“It’s Not That Easy” with “Portrait of Linda,”
released in June 19539, “It’s Not That Easy,” 1s
an infectious, catchy little ditty with female
echo-chambered remarks tossed in to add fla-
vor. “Portrait of Linda” is a softly sung. laid
back ballad with an angelic chorus chirping
away in the background. Despite both charts
sounding musically lightweight and whimsi-
cal, to say the least, both had a certain warm
magic and charm. Although Era took out an
eye-catching third-page ad in the trades, the
record failed to click.

In September 1959 Era finally reissued
“Juvenile” along with “Mr. Blues, I Presume,”
a finger-snapping, toe-tapping vehicle with a
heavy beat, funky organ and gleeful chorus.
Around Christmas, Era put out “A Kiss to
Build a Dream On” sandwiched with “*Maybe
Tomorrow,” but the record failed to get on
most people’s Christmas lists and was soon for-
gotten. Five months later, Era issued “The One
Finger Symphony™ (described in the trades as
“a charming lilter that has what it takes for
hit contention. It's a soft, ear-arresting, cho-
rus-backed winner on which Ronnie dedicates
his One Finger Symphony to his sweetheart.
There are strings and a beautiful melody that
rings true.”

The flipside was “Mem’ries and Habits,”
a swinging opus concerning a jilted lover who
can’t get used to the approaches made by a gal
who once dumped him, a good twist and a
catchy tune. Ronnie Height’s final fling on Era

came with the release of “No Date” backed
with the second release of “Mr. Blues, I Pre-
sume.” “No Date” was yet another catchy ditty
with a male vocal group in the Everly Broth-
ers vein. Ronnie telephoned his girlfriends to
find one to share a ride in his family car.
Simple, innocent fun. But “No Date” gener-
ated no coin.

In March 1961 Ronnie Height recorded
the Sinatra/Dorsey crooner, “Dolores,” backed
with Louis Armstrong’s old 1930 chestnurt,
“I'm Confessing’ (That I Love You) for Era/
Dore’s Bamboo subsidiary label. “I’m Confess-
ing” was given an updated rhythm arrange-
ment but was marred by an annoving chorus
which sounded like a bunch of chow-starved
cats. Nevertheless, Ronnie gave the tune his
inimitable easygoing signature. “Dolores™ 1s
a fraction easier on the ear but also suffers
from an inane choral background. A small
combo instrumental background without war-
blers would have served equally well. Even

Plas Johnson’s tasty sax fills are rendered re-
dundant by unnecessary choral squeals.

The general public must have gone along
with this assessment as the single failed to
make any discernible noise. Ronnie Height
recorded thirteen songs for Dore/Era/Bam-
boo, and. he says, the company treated him
well despite Bedell and Newman’s lack of roy-
alty payments.

Height began making demos for local la-
bels. Having signed a management contract
with Bob Marcucci, who had handled Fabian
and Frankie Avalon, Height recorded “Ordi-
nary Girl” and Dee Clark’s “Hey Little Girl”
for M-GG-M. He waxed for Capitol under Nick
Vemet’s stewardship, at A&M with Larry
Levine and with Screen Gems/Columbia for
his old pal Lou Adler, but nothing came out
of the partnerships.

At Columbia, with Jan Berry producing,
Ronnie Height recorded Little Jimmy Scott’s
1950 Decca masterpiece “Evervbody’s
Somebody’s Fool” backed by the Lionel
Hampton Orchestra. The Ronnie Height ver-
sion never saw release, however, due to a battle
over publishing rights. Gladys Hampton, who
exercised control over the music publishing,
demanded 100%, or total, control. Lou Adler
at Columbia was only prepared 1o enter into a
50/50 agreement. Consequently the Ronnie
Height cover remains unissued. For Jimmy
Stephens he cut demos with the Safaris, known
for their best seller “Image of a girl.”

Over the years Ronnie Height has worked
with many producers — Raul Abeyta, Donnie
Brooks, Mike Kirkland and Dick Burns — but
nothing has seen release. He has frequently
appeared at the El Monte Legion Stadium
with the Phantoms band alongside local he-
roes, the Penguins, Tony Allen, Richard Berry,
the Medallions and Little Julian Herrera. Hal
Zeigler, who usually organized these events,
paid fifty dollars per song, per performance.
This method of payment angered the Medal-
lions who organized a boycott. All of the afore-
mentioned artists agreed to go along with the
boycott, but only one, Ronnie Height, held to
his promise. The others flip-tflopped, thus
making it seem that Ronnie was the sole
troublemaker. For this, Ronnie Height never
worked again for Zeigler or his associates.

Ronnie Height continued to work club
dates and concert halls throughout the 1970s,
1980s and into the 1990s with his band,
Miracle of Sound. At one point he fronted the
Al Sanada Band of West Covina with whom
he recorded an album’s worth of unreleased
material.

In 1996 Ronnie Height became a profes-
stonal truck driver and would have driven his
rig into the next millennium except that his
trucking company declared bankruptcy this
vear. The declaration prompted his retire-
ment. Height and his wife, his high-school
sweetheart Linda, currently reside in West
Covina along with their three children. He oc-
casionally goes out to perform in local
nightspots and enjoys being able to do so.

The author would like to acknowledge the help
of Ronnie Height and Randy Tamberg.
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