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The dark, dapper, handsome, always impec-
cably dressed Saunders Samuel King cut the
[irst significant electric guitar blues record
in the San Francisco Bay Area, the two-part
“S.K. Blues™ (a song named after himself)
recorded for Dave Rosenbaum’s Rhythm la-
bel in 1942. The record sold in impressive
quantities. thus paving the way for pioneers
like Ivory Joe Hunter, Pee Wee Crayton, Low-
ell Fulson and others to come.

Saunders was a ladies’ man, and women of
every complexion fell for his suave manner
and irresistible charm. Saunders was born
March 13, 1909 1n Staple, Louisiana, a place
no bigger than a backwoods rural junction.
In 1915 the King family, seeking a better life,
moved 1o Los Angeles. Both parents were
ministers and never quit singing whenever the
spirit took them. This inspired Saunders and
got him interested in music. In 1925 the fam-
ily moved up to Oroville, north of Sacramento.
Upon moving to Oakland. his lather, Rever-
end Judge King, who was later appointed
Bishop, built the Christ Sanctified Holy
Church at 1735 Seventh Street in Qakland.
Seventh Street ironically enough was the hub
of black entertainment.

With parental encouragement, Saunders
sang, playved piano, and later banjo and uku-
lele with the church choir. He also took vio-
lin lessons for which his schoolmates ribbed
him no end. But most of all, his mother ap-
proved of his singing. The church’s calendar
of activities was a full one, including Sunday
school, saints meetings, praise and Saturday
services. Saunders attended Prescott Elemen-
tary where he studied piano and voice under
a Ms. Forsythe, who provided a solid back-
eround in musicianship. He sang for school
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assemblies at
b Prescott Elemen-
{ tary. Saunders
i also had a pen-
_ chant for boxing
¢ and spent several
~ « vears in the ring
- before returning
to his first love,
| singing.
. In 1934 Saun-
ders ventured
down to the NBC
radio studio at
111 Sutter Street
in San Francisco
to audition for
Dr. Cross as a

cetting his own
radio program. A
quartet, the
Southern Har-
mony Four, was

but they were
having problems as their tenor singer had
gone hoarse. Saunders was asked to step into
the breach. Thus began a four-year tenure
with an extremely versatile quartet whose rep-
ertoire not only included gospels and spiritu-
als but pop, minstrel music and calypso. Aside
from Saunders, membership included Eugene
Wadsworth Anderson, a tenor from Dallas
studying dentistry at the University of Cali-
fornia, baritone Alvin David Nurse [rom
Franklin, Louisiana, a one-time alumnus of
U. of C. who had sold life insurance and had
sung for three vears with the Aeropagus Quar-
tet, a faculty group, and basso Willis Wilson
Barber from Lincoln, Nebraska. Barber, a
qualilied electrician, had had considerable
experience on the vaudeville circuit. Bring-
ing this skill into the outfit, Barber
created skits or dramatic vignettes
for the group. Thus Saunders of-
ten played water-boy or mule-skin-
ner.

The Southern Harmony four,
now a considerably popular talent,
were heard every day except Sun-
day over NBC networks, appearing
Wednesdays on “The Woman’'s
Magazine of the Air,” Tuesdays and
Fridays on “Crosscuts From the
Log O’ the Day,” and on their own
recital programs Mondays, Thurs-
davs and Saturdays. When not sing-
ing, their publicity blurb stated, the
quartet plaved football and fours at
tennis. Saunders got married early
but the union did not last. He was
later accused of not paying child
support for his two sons.

By the end of the 1930s swing,

singer in view of

jump and jive and small combo “hot jazz”
groups were coming to the fore. The popu-
larity of Charlie Christian’s seemingly end-
less after-hours guitar mu*‘;ing% coupled with
local Bay Area sensations like the John Kirby
Band and Alvino Rey’s debut at The Golden
(rate Theater had a profound influence on
voung Saunders King. Bass plaver / band
leader John Kirby was born in Baltimore. His
sextet, formed in 1938, was probably the most
prominent small jazz ensemble playing in the
swing idiom around the San Francisco Bav.
Saunders’ professional debut with a swing
band came about in Oakland. Saunders sang
“Stardust™ at Sweets Ballroom on Fourteenth
and Franklin with the Les Hite Orchestra.
Shortly after this he moved to San Francisco.
His reason for doing so was that he felt Oak-
land had more blues and San Francisco more
jazz. Saunders was very definitely into small
combo “hot jazz.’ * Oakland’s pnnup:ll sepia
music promoter was Johnny A. Burton, a
heavy-set gentleman who presented shows at
Sweets on Franklin. In October 1938 (it is
unclear whether Saunders had by now made
the move to S.F) Burton produced a power-
house band lead by Saunders King called the
Aristocrats of Swing.

Membership in the Aristocrats ol Swing
included pianist Wesley Peoples who [ronted
his own band in the early Thirties along with
coronetist Vernon ‘Jake’ Porter who sat in on
this occasion on trumpet belore ending up in
L.A., Vernon Alley, bass (a key figure in our
story) who also proprictored his own combos
and recorded for Rene Lamarre’s Trilon
Records, tenor sax and clarinet player Bob
Barfield who played in one of Vernon Alley’s
first trios alongside pianist Ernie Lewis,
drummer Norvil Maxey, George Nealy, tenor
sax, Charlie Jacobs, trumpet, alto player
Melvin Parks, who had headed his own out-
fit, trumpeter Isaac Tke Bell who plaved in
both Ben Watkins® and Lionel Hampton’s
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bands, and alto player Jerome Richardson
who had wailed in both Ben Watkins® and
Wilbert Baranco’s aggregations.

Sweets Ballroom must have been jumping
like mad that night, and the tabs reported it
that way. According to Dr, Willie R. Collins
in his essay entitled "Jazzing up Seventh
Street: Musicians, venues and their social
implications” (included as a chapter in the
book Sights & Sounds published by the Cali-
fornia Department of Transportation in 1997),
Saunders organized his [irst “hot jazz” combo,
a modest trio, before moving to San Francisco.
The little group consisted
of Saunders, guitar and vo-
cals, tenor / clarinetist Bob
Barfield, and bass plaver
Vernon Alley, brother of
Eddie Alley, a redcap por-
ter who headed a four-piece
band called Eddie Alley’s
Gentlemen of Rhythm who
played the swank hotel cir-
cuit in San Francisco. Ed-
die also doubled in radio
announcing. Both Barfield
and Alley ended up in
Lionel Hampton's bands.

Vernon Alley, who also
had the privilege of playing
in the Basie Big Band, was
affectionately known as
“Mr. Music.” “They called
me Mr. Music,” says Vernon, “because as
music director, I started the “jam sessions” at
the Black Hawk, Backstage and Facks Clubs.”
Saunders, who had just adopted the guitar,
was still picking up licks from Charlie Chris-
tian and fudging his way along. The trio
played at social club dances and night clubs.
Jas Obrecht in his excellent monograph on
Saunders in Rollin’ & Tumblin® (Miller Free-
man Books, 2000), explains that on record and
stage Saunders ran the gamut of musical
styles from ballads to be-bop and even offered
stylized versions of standards like “Danny
Boy” and “Summertime.”

Seeking his own particular sound,
Saunders tried all sorts of guitars, first an
acoustic Epiphone, then an expensive elec-
tric Gibson 300 with a one-bar pick-up. He
found his sound (a soft deep tone) by utiliz-
ing short-lived felt picks and turning up the
volume. On occasion, Saunders composed
songs. melodies for which, he said, came in a
flash of inspiration.

Berkeley jazz critic and journalist Phil
Elwood remembers taking a trip to San Fran-
cisco during the spring of 1942 to see
Saunders King who was playing with drum-
mer Bunny Peters (who sat in with Saunders
on gigs off and on.) “He was playing at a little
Aunt Jemima Club in the Fillmore called
Club Alabam.” says Elwood. "Looking hand-
some and most attractive to the ladies, he
played electric guitar in the Charlie Chris-
tian - Benny Goodman swing mode. I had
never seen a musician do this kind of thing
before.”

In 1939 Saunders married Margery
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Marston of San Diego in Seattle. She was his
second wife. Margery, an attractive, red-
headed painter, was a graduate of Mills Col-
lege in Oakland and the daughter of the owner
of the famous U.S. (Ulysses) Grant Hotel. The
couple shared an apartment at 2350 Califor-
nia Street in San Francisco. Margery was
Caucasian, and racial intolerance was more
prevalent in the East Bay than it was in San
Francisco at that time. This may have influ-
enced her decision to live in San Francisco.
At Commerce High School, Vernon Alley
befriended David Rosenbaum, noted pro-

ducer, historian and early purveyor of jazz
recordings in San Francisco. Alter leaving the
Army’s Air Force division, Rosenbaum
opened the Melrose Record Shop on Fillmore
Street and Rhythm Records on Sutter Street
— both Meccas for lovers of jazz and black
spirituals. One of Rosenbaum’s record store
employees was Maya Angelou, soon to re-
emerge as exotic shake dancer and cabaret
performer.

In early 1942 Vernon Alley introduced
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Dave Rosenbaum to Saunders King.

Rosenbaum had been a fan of Saunders’ mu-
sic for some time. Clubs like the Savoy, where
he enjoyed second billing under Art Tatum
(he was billed as The Red Hot Rhythms of
Saunders King), New Orleans Swing Club
and Cafe Society were among many venues
at which Saunders King’s Combo often

played. He also sat in at Jumbo’s Bop City
after hours club next door to Peggy’s Chicken
Shack where the feed was good.

Ray Topping explains in his liner notes to
the Ace CD Saunders King — The First King of
the Blues that when Rosenbaum set up the
Rhythm Record Company, it was one of the
first indies on the West Coast.

June 1942 marked Saunders King’s first
recording session cut at The Sherman Clay
music store at Kearny and Sutter in San Fran-
cisco. 16” metal masters were made utilizing
the upstairs recording studio. Two mikes were
used, one for Saunders, one
for the band. The combo at
this time featured Sammy
. Deane, an accomplished
“. trumpeter, and Angelino
Bob Barfield, tenor sax and

clarinet. Barfield has been
1 described as far out in his
.~ approach, but a quick
% learner, a person who could
| write arrangements in five
minutes. Vernon Alley says
he taught Barfield the way
around a clarinet. He quit
after a while. Feeling
homesick, he returned to

A. The band also in-
cluded Jack Boone. a fine
pianist who had worked
with Eddie Alley, and ]ﬂe
Ht:ldu, a bass player from Modesto who is
described by Vernon Alley as a fundamental-
ist, an ensemble man, someone who could lay
down a good walking bass. He had a great
sense of rhythm and a good clean sound. The
drummer, Bernard Peters, is described as ex-
ceptional, a man who idolized Buddy Rich.
Peters was deaf in one ear, and played really
loudly. Cedric Hayward, a Texas pianist,
wrote many of Saunders’ charts. All could
read music,

A minimum of eight songs were cut, and
at least one was culled by the American Forces
Recording Service for distribution among
fighting men overseas during World War I1.
The etched charts included the often-re-
quested “Big Fat Butterfly,” “Ambling with
Herb™ — an opus dedicated to the late San
Francisco columnist and humorist, Herb
Caen the finger-snapping instrumental “S.K.
Groove,” the magically beautiful “What’s
Your Story, Morning Glory” with Saunders’
sweet singing vocal timbres presented in a
pleasing, relaxed ballad style, “Jive at Eleven
Five,” “B. Flat” (a holler-tune) and “ C. Jam
Blues” plus the hit-selling two-parter “S.K.
Blues” (a.k.a. “Saunders’ Blues”) in its origi-
nal arrangement.

“S.K. Blues™ was concocted at the spur of
the moment. Rosenbaum wanted one more
song to finish the session. Fellow musicians

Photo, backstage at the Savoy Supper Club
in the late 1940s,L to R: Eddie Alley (dms), Eddie
Taylor (ten sax), Eddie Walker (tmp), Saunders
King (gtr), Bob Basfield (1en sax), John Cooper

(pno), Doug Kinnard (bs).




wagered that Saunders could not play and
sing a straight-ahead blues. Saunders proved
them all wrong by waxing a down-home blues
that has remained a stand-out classic for oth-
ers down through the vears, recorded by Joe
Turner (National 1945), The Melody Masters
(Apollo 1947), Jimmy Witherspoon (Prestige
1963 and Verve 1967), and King Solomon
(Kent 1966). Saunders himself rerecorded it
for Fantasy in 1963, despite the fact that he
falsely accused the company of lifting the
original vocal track. (This lead to the with-
holding of the Saunders King's Galaxy al-
bum.) Saunders never saw a cent of
songwriting rovalties.

The American Federation of Musicians
called a recording strike on July 31, 1942. The
musicians’ union wanted a portion of the
price of each record to go into a fund for re-
tired musicians. Although the strike para-
lyzed the industry, recycled shellac was
used to keep up with demand. Distribu-
tion in the San Francisco- Oakland-Bay
Area was largely left to the regular redcap
Pullman porters who worked primarily out
of Qakland’s Sixteenth Street station. The
impeccable redcaps bought boxes of 78s from
the record companies and sold them for profit
wherever the Southern Pacific Railroad took
its passengers.

Tragedy struck in October 1942 when
Saunders’ wife Margie (Margery) was found
dead in her bath tub with her wrists slashed
and a glass of poison by her side. Margie, who
at that time was in the process of organizing
a November concert for her husband at The
Veterans” Auditorium, just could not live with
the rumors and suspicions of her husband’s
infidelities. Her love was all-consuming and
would not allow for the slightest {lirtation.
Saunders was devastated. He went into a
gradual downward spiral which eventually
culminated in the use and procurement of
hard drugs.

However, Saunders cut 22 songs for Decca
Records over two sessions, the first being in
July 1944, the second in August 1945. Between
these two dates, Rosenbaum issued “S.K.
Groove” on the back of a disc recorded by the
Jack McVea Orchestra entitled “New Worried
Life Blues.” Because Saunders was still un-
der contract with Rhythm, Decca probably
chose to hold the results in the can.

Saunders continued working in music by
performing for Special Services during the
War. His second Rhythm session took place
in the spring of 1946. By now, Eddie Walker
had replaced Sammy Deane on trumpet,
Johnnie Cooper had taken Jack Boone’s pi-
ano stool, Eddie Taylor, brought up from L.A.,
had been added on tenor sax, and Douglas
Kinnard had replaced Joe Holder on upright
bass. This lineup on live gigs stayed more or
less intact up to and through 1947. Various
other musicians were sometimes brought in
to fill sessions engagements.

The spring 1946 Sherman Clay date net-

Photo, top to bottom: Alvin Nuise, Eugerng
Anderson, Willis Barber and Saunders King.

ted at least two titles, the tenderly sung
“Something’s Worrying Me” and “2:00 a.m.
Hop.” Both are included along with five other
rare Rhythm sides on Blues Boy LI? BB303
(1982) out of Sweden.

In June 1946 Saunders was invited to
record again by Rosenbaum at a large studio
situated in the Mark Hopkins Hotel. As
Rosenbaum was in the habit of using non re-
recordable discs, he saved money by only
stretching to two takes for each song. When
Sarah Vaughan hit town, the Saunders King
Band was asked to work with her on her en-
gagement at 90 Market Street.

The Mark Hopkins session resulted in a
bunch of songs, including the be-bop scat-in-
flected “Swingin’,” the infectious “Write Me
a Letter Blues,” sung smoothly by Saunders
in gliding high tenor, and the

romping “Why

Was I Born,”
one of
Saunders’ par-
ticular favor-
ites. Accord-
ing to Ray
Topping,
Saunders’
2l unit  was
. among the
most pol-
 ished on
s the Coast
$ 2 n d
‘regu-

larlj
played

swankht
clubs on %
the Bar
b &'ty
Coast, in
Hﬂllu-
wood and §
around the
Southern
Chitlin® Cir-
cuit. &

In late Sep- | lember
1946 Saunders *# was shot in the stom-
ach by his landlord, Eugene Rayford, in the
lobby of his apartment at 1270 McAllister
Street. According to the news story published
in the San Francisco Chronicle, Inspector
Frank Lucey was told that Saunders picked
up two University of California students, ages
21 and 22, who had attended one of his gigs
at Jack’s Tavern in the Fillmore. After taking
them to a local record store to pick up some
of his waxings, he persuaded them to go with
him back to his apartment. They were con-
fronted by Rayford in the lobby who insisted

on seeing one of the student’s social security
cards. Saunders intervened with a blanket
refusal. Rayford pulled a 45 caliber service
pistol. Saunders reached into his hip pocket,
and Rayford squeezed off one shot. Fortu-
nately, the wound did not prove fatal, and
Saunders recovered. Narcotics may have
played a part, but no one could prove any-
thing.

Rosenbaum continued to issue Saunders
King sides. Among these (some cut at
Saunders’ apartment) were the touching bal-
lad, “I've Had my Moments,” the widely
popular “The Atom Leaps,” the two-part dis-
torted guitar opus “Lonesome Pillow Blues”
(later rerecorded on Modern as “Empty Bed-
room Blues”), the prophetic “What a Life,”
the cover of Erskine Hawkins® “After Hours,”
“I'll Know Just What To Do,” the hypnotic
“Lazy Woman Blues,” “I'd Climb the High-
est Mountain,” “S.K. Jumps” (released both
in one and two parts), and “Stay Gone Blues.”
Most of these sides were issued after Saunders
had gone to Modern Records in Culver City.

In late 1947 the Bihari brothers (owners of
Modern) came to San Francisco and pur-
chased a good deal of Saunders King masters,
including the two-part version of “S.K.
Blues.” Saunders at this time had also moon-
lighted to Cavatone, one of Bob Geddins’
stable of labels. Geddins issued at least four
sides on Saunders towards the close of the
1940s. Phil Elwood mentions that Saunders’
King records were often played on KRE’s
“Open House” program, and Ted Lenz, host
of “Jive at 11 to 5” had Saunders as a guest.
Lenz often invited 78 rpm collectors and en-
thusiasts along on his show to air their par-
ticular favorites, and Elwood was one of those.

Saunders went with Aladdin Records in
L..A. in 1949 but did not really get the chance
to record all that much as styles were chang-
ing and his wayward ways were catching up
with him. During the fall of 1950 Saunders
was arrested with twenty-one others when
police raided a brothel on Post Street in San
Francisco. News reports indicated that nine
bundles of heroin were confiscated. Superior
Judge Twain Michelsen convicted Saunders
to a six-year sentence in San Quentin for pos-
session and use of narcotics.

In 1952 Modern Records pulled two songs
out of their vaults and 1ssued ‘Summertime

i Boogie”/“Lazy woman” on their RPM sub-
* sidiary. Saunders was released from prison

after serving only two years. In early 1954 Joe
Bihari came to San Francisco and recorded
Saunders for Modern, one last time. Two
singles emerged on their Flair subsidiary.

From about 1955 on, Saunders, during a
gradual soul-searching process, was drawn
back to the church. His daughter, Kitsaun,
was and still is a deeply religious person.
There is no doubt that with her help plus the
guidance of others, Saunders was able to turn
his life around.

After the remake of “S.K. Blues” on the tiny
Los Angeles-based JRM label and his reloca-
tion to the East Bay, Saunders decided to
spend more time playing and singing for his
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church, the Memori

Telegraph in Oakland. After a less than suc-
cessful comeback on Galaxy (Fantasy)
Records in 1961, Saunders King retired. But
he came out of retirement briefly to do a guest
recording for his son-in-law Carlos Santana’s

album. “Oneness.”
In 1999 Saunders suffered a stroke which

-

left him partially paralyzed and dependent

on a wheelchair to get around. He died at his
Oakland home on Thursday, August 31st,
2000 at the age of ninety-one. The funeral ser-
vice was held at The Memorial Tabernacle the
following Wednesday.

Saunders King was one of the great legend-
ary pioneers of electric guitar blues whose

Saunders King in 1981,
own distinctive style of lead guitar playing
and soul-based vocalizing will be sorely
missed.
With assistance from: Vernon Alley, Jas Obrecht, Phil
Elwood, Steve Laloie, Kelly St. John, Ray Top-
ping, Per Notini and Dr. Willie R. Collins.
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