The Vikki Burgess Story

The long and varied career of a musical survivor, by Opal Louis Nations

ucille "Vikki' Burgess has weathered many a trial and tribulation during her lengthy career as
I singer and entertainer, but resilience and what she describes as “spiritual determination” have

brought her through setbacks, serious illness and a nightmare childhood. Born in Catholic
Harlem's Sydenham Hospital on October 17th 1936, Vikki remembers very little about her father. Her
mother, on the other hand, was a source of love and inspiration during early adolescence. Vikki's
mother had worked beside the great Bessie Smith as a dancer in the Blackbirds Revue at The Cotton
Club in New York City in 1935, and the death of Bessie in 1937 had a profound effect on her.
CHILDHOOD

Growing up in Harlem, Vikki remembers being taught the Time-Step (the foundation on which tap
dancing is built) by her mother, also an accomplished singer and musician who could play the ukulele
and banjo with much skill. “It was my mother who taught me how to sing”, she recalls. “Mama played
ukulele accompaniment behind my singing and maraca playing.” Gus Kahn's ‘My Buddy' and John
Blackburn's ‘Moonlight In Vermont’ were Vikki's special favourites, and mother also sang old Bessie
Smith standards around the house like ‘Backwater Blues'. Vikki listened to the radio day and night,
with big band singers like Dinah Washington, Lena Horne and Gloria Lynne making the most lasting
impression on her. It was the jazz singers who inspired and helped mould her singing style.

At Mabel Dean High, Vikki sang in the school chorus. The choir used to play at local banks and
churches and at Christmas went out carolling. Sometime during the late 1940s Vikki's mother was
admitted into a special medical facility for the mentally ill. This had a profound and disturbing effect
on the young impressionable Vikki, who as a result was farmed out to foster parents. Vikki's foster
parents wanted their charge to learn domestic skills such as needlework and home-care, but Vikki,
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who had cultivated a rebellious streak, always
knew what she wanted and would have none of
it. Playing hooky from school, she hung out with
her friends on 119th Sireet at the corners of St
Nicholas and Eighth Avenues.

“My friends and | used to sing songs by The
Five Keys like ‘The Glory Of Love' and ‘Red
Sails In The Sunset™, says Vikki, whilst a further
connection to the vocal groups of the day was
that her parental guardians were friends with
Clyde McPhatter’'s kin. Both families lived in the
same neighborhood. As a consequence, Vikki
knew McPhatter when he sang gospel on
Sundays with the Mount Lebanon Singers and
moonlighted over to blues and rhythm with Billy
Ward's Dominoes. The Mount Lebanon Singers
were based in Harlem at the Mount Lebanon
Church on 132nd Street.

In 1953, after he had left The Dominoes, Clyde
took Will 'Chick” Anderson, James "“Wrinkle'
Johnson and writer James Baldwin's brother
David out of The Mount Lebanon Singers, and
together with neighborhood friend David ‘Little
Dave' Baughan formed the original Drifters.
Early in 1953 the group, now signed with
Atlantic Records on New York's West 56th
Street, recorded a song entitled 'Lucille’, which
some believe is a tribute to Vikki Burgess, his
old neighborhood friend. Vikki says it is a tall
tale and finds it amusing. ‘Lucille’ was released
in January 1954, shortly before Vikki joined The
Charmers.

THE CHARMERS

‘I was singing on the street corner’,
remembers Vikki, "when Ray ‘Buddy’ Wooten's
son came walking by and was knocked out by
my singing.” Buddy sang lead tenor in The
Mello-Moods, while his son sang with The
Vocaleers who practised around the Harlem
section of Manhattan. Buddy's son passed
along what he heard to his father who intro-
duced Vikki to The Charmers. Being just
sixteen, young Vikki was accompanied by her
mother to the audition. The group was
impressed with Vikki's well-tutored bottom
soprano voice and thought she would fit right in
as co-lead with the outfit.

At this point, The Charmers were composed
of bass singer George Daniels who possessed
a strong sense of humour (George wound up
marrying Lynn Middleton of The Joytones), and
second lead and first tenor singer Alfred Tod-
man who was a bit of a playboy. Vikki thought
him cute and kept her eye on him for awhile. "A
whole string of girls ran behind him", she recalls



with a smile. Both second tenor James Cooke
and his brother, baritone singer Eugene ‘Sonny’
Cooke, stayed pretty much on the sidelines
when it came to general assertiveness.

The Charmers had just signed a contract with
Lee Magid and Larry Newton's fledgling Central
label on West 50th Street, for whom they cut two
singles. The first was the touching ballad ‘The
Beating Of My Heart’ (Central 1002), with scat
singing plus a fine ensemble effort brightening
the mood of the song. Vikki crooned first lead,
and Alfred came in on second. Vikki cannot
remember the name of the impressive friplet-
playing pianist on this recording, being she was
so young and nervous at the time. It took all her
wits just to stay in tune.

The flip featured the jazzy ballad "Why Does It
Have To Be Me’, lead by Alfred and sup-
ported by a shout-like choral background.
The second release served up another
tender ballad, ‘Tony My Darling’ (Central
1006), crooned piningly by Vikki in the
spotlight. Scat-bass plus a cooing chorus
make this a fine period piece, much
sought after by collectors. The underside,
‘In The Rain', is yet another ballad lead
by Alfred. Although a fine, jazzy piano
enlivens the arrangement, this writer
prefers The Gems' original rendering
given a different title.

It was extremely unusual back in 1953
-1954 to find a male quartet headed by a
female soloist. Of course, this kind of
pairing dates back to the days when Ella
Fitzgerald sang with The Delta Rhythm
Boys and Savannah Churchill fronted The
Sentimentalists, but not too many groups (with
the exception perhaps of quartets like The
Platters and The Crows) featured a female lead.
The novelty of this arrangement, however, did
not improve the fate of their records. The two
Charmers releases met with disappointing
sales, due in part to poor promotion.

Vikki remembers only two Charmers recording
sessions at which they also taped the group's
version of The Four Aces’ bestseller, ‘Stranger
In Paradise'. As Vikki had only served as a
member of The Charmers on record and had
not appeared on live appearances, her tenure in
the group soon came to an end. Sonny Cooke
took her spot. The Charmers quit Central and
went on to record two singles for Hy Siegal's
Timely imprint on West 23rd Street.

THE SOLERETTES / THE DELLTONES

The Solitaires rehearsed in Vikki's neigh-
bourhood on 119th Street, and as Vikki and her
friends were big fans of the group they freg-
uently sat around with them during rehearsals.
At one point Vikki and her chums were thinking
of starting a fan club which, in a roundabout
way, is how they ended up forming a female
‘companion” singing group called The Soler-
ettes. As well as Vikki, members of the group
included the versatile singer and songwriter
Renee Stewart, Lillian Maebelle, for whom The
Valentines' 1955 hit ‘Lily Maebelle' was written
and recorded, and Roy Hamilton's wife Myna.
Renee had written a song called ‘| Call To You'.
Through the kind graces of The Solitaires the
group was introduced to Hy Weiss at Old Town
Records on Broadway who eventually recorded
the tune but did not put it out. A version of the
song, ascribed to Vikki Burgess, was released
on a 1994 Ace Records CD, 'Old Town Doo
Wop Volume 4' (Ace 570). ‘| Call On You' has a
similar chord progression to ‘This Is My Story’
by Gene & Eunice, though Vikki says that her
song had nothing to do with ‘This Is My Story’.
However, the Gene & Eunice record was hot on
the charts at the time.

Vikki and Renee moved on to The Delltones
on Baton headed by Della Griffin. The Delltones

evolved out of The Enchanters on Jubilee
Records - one of the first all-girl rhythm and
blues vocal groups. Renee had no problems
fitting in with The Delltones, but Vikki's presence
just did not jive with the dynamics of the group.
One night producer, pianist and artist manager
Raoul Cita caught Vikki singing Billy Hill's ‘The
Glory Of Love’ in The Five Keys' arrangement
back stage at the Apollo Theatre. (In fact, Vikki
still includes the song in her repertoire. As
current lead in Raoul’'s Harptones she renders it
in the traditional way utilizing both warmth and
passion.)

Raoul liked what he heard at the Apollo, and
Vikki jumped at the chance of being one of his
stable of vocalists. Later, at Raoul's audition,
Vikki sang a stunning rendition of Hoagy Car-
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and got into all sorts of trouble,” recalls Vikki.
“We were buddies and had lots of fun
adventures together." The Christmas release
found Victor Young's 1949 torchy ballad ‘My
Foolish Heart’ (Rama 215) pitched with the jump
song ‘Jumbo Jango' - sounding very much to
me like a ‘Mr. Lee’ clone (although Vikki does
not concur.) ‘My Foolish Heart' turned out to be
Vikki's best remembered recording with its
clever, updated arrangements quite unlike Billy
Eckstine’s earlier chart-topping version.

‘Jumbo Jango' is a fun, tambourine-bashing
jumper with a wall-paint searing sax break. "We
all three played tambourine”®, states Vikki. “In
fact, we always used them for our live
engagements.” The Joytones played to stand-
ing room only crowds at the Apollo and State
Theatres, many Alan Freed shows, plus
colossal George Goldner-sponsored stage
shows at the Brooklyn Fox with Goldner's
entire stable of top-selling vocal groups.

In between all this activity The Joytones
hung out at the C&D Restaurant & Bar on
50th Street between Broadway and 8th,
using the eatery as HQ. From here they
could field phone calls for session work
which was plentiful at the time. “We did this
for five years off and on”, remembers Vikki.
(Intervals were due to illness which we
shall explain shortly.) The Joytones back-
grounded sessions by many Goldner
artists, including releases by Mabel King
and Bert Keyes. They also worked with
Don Rondo and later on with The Billy

michael's "The Nearness Of You'. This lead to
membership in the reputable Royale Cita
Chorus, at the time composed off and on of
Willie Winfield, Nick Clark, Bill Dempsey, Bill
Galloway and Jimmy Beckum of The Harp-
tones, Vikki Burgess and Margaret Moore of the
soon-to-be evolving Joytones, Barbara Brown,
plus Lynn Middleton Daniels, Curtis Cherebin,
Willie Boddie, Ronald ‘Tweetie' Ellis and Freddy
Taylor of The Lyrics, among others. Out of this
poal of talent emerged The Joytones trio who
served as both background voices and singers
in their own right.

THE JOYTONES

The first configuration of The Joylones was
made up of Estelle Harper, top soprano,
Margaret Moore, second soprano, and Vikki
Burgess, bottom soprano. The original Joytones
were signed to George Goldner's Rama Rec-
ords in February 1956. The group’s first release
was the Vikki-lead toe-tapper "You Just Won't
Treat Me Right' (Rama 191), paired with the
mid-tempo charter in the Bobbettes vein lead by
Estelle called ‘All My Love Belongs To You'
supported by pumping piano and tight, bluesy
instrumental accompaniment. Goldner used the
Jimmy Wright Band with tenor-man Wright
himself up front on the breaks for many of The
Joytones' sides.

September 1956 saw the release of The
Joytones' second outing. By this point, Barbara
Brown, an old school buddy, had replaced
Estelle Harper. The release paired wailing
jumper ‘Gee, What A Boy' (Rama 202) with the
tear-stained ballad 'Is This Really The End?’, a
song nicely tailored in beautiful harmony. Vikki's
vocal shadings sounded to me eerily like Shirley
Gunter’s, although Vikki states she was totally
unaware of Shirley Gunter's work. The Raoul
Cita Chorus, this time made up mainly of
singers from The Lyrics, vocally supported both
numbers.

The Joytones' final Rama release came at
Christmas 1956. By now, Barbara had become
very pregnant and had to be replaced by Lyric
member Lynn Middleton who had a temper-
ament similar to Vikki's. "Lynn and | were crazy
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Dawn Trio.
THE HARPTONES

The group’s best remembered background
sessions (at least by collectors) were those with
The Harptones. Vikki, Margaret and Lynn were
present on the group’'s 1956 Andrea session,
some of the Goldner dates plus the ‘My Mem-
ories Of You' date for Tip Top Records and the
first Warwick session of 1959, “The Joytones
could have made it big time”, says Vikki. But fate
would not have it that way. Vikki contracted
pleurisy, an inflammation of the pleura, a
membranous sac lining the thoracic cavity
enveloping the lungs - an extremely painful
condition which affects breathing and use of the
voice. Vikki was admitted to a downtown New
York hospital where she stayed six months
during which time her life opened out and took
on new meaning.

‘| began to appreciate the plight of those
worse off than me", she recalls. “In recovery |
started singing for other sick patients in the
wards. I'd go around singing my records,
especially ‘My Foolish Heart'. | sang for one little
girl who had to have all her ribs removed”, she
remembers. “| met a spiritualist named EBernice
who taught me how to do rosaries. She also
taught me how to find an inner peace and
encouraged the recitals for the patients. I'd sing
songs like ‘Moonlight In Vermont' for them.”

During all this time the remaining Joytones
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refused to continue singing without Vikki. They
had always stayed that close. When Vikki was
discharged from the hospital she had an affair
with Jimmy Merchant, second tenor with The
Teenagers. This resulted in the birth of a
daughter, Victoria, the pride and joy of Vikki's
life. Victoria, who majored in Forensic Psychol-
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ogy at N.Y.U., currently resides in Yonkers, New
York, and sings pretty well. Both get together for
enjoyable musical evenings. Vikki and Jimmy
are still good friends to this day.

Later in 1958, The Joytones (Vikki, Lynn and
Margaret) recorded 'Please Believe, | Love
You', coupled with Gus Arnheim’s 1931 nugget
‘Sweet And Lovely’ (made widely popular by
Russ Columbo), for Raoul Cita's short-lived
Reno label (Reno 1030). ‘'Please Believe, | Love
You' is a tenderly rendered ballad in the
Shirelles vein washed in a sweeping string
arrangement. Vikki says of her singing that she
was always a balladeer from first to last. The
mid-tempo 'Sweet And Lovely', supported by
the Royal Cita Chorus, was given a sugary,
commercial treatment and is cluttered at times.

Instead of going out to promote her new rel-
ease, Vikki opted for parenthood and spent six
or seven years at home with her child. As a
consequence, she could not get behind her
record, so it did not sell. Upon her return, The
Joytones continued to engage in studio work.
RAY CHARLES

On June 23rd 1959, Ray Charles recorded his
famous big band album for Atlantic Records in
New York with orchestra under the direction of

Quincy Jones. Many stellar names played on
the session, including Clark Terry, Ernie Royal
and Joe Newman on trumpets and Paul Gon-
zalves and Zoot Sims on tenor sax.

Last minute arrangements had to be made to
find vocalists for the backgrounding of Ray's
interpretation of Irving Berlin's ‘Alexander’s
Ragtime Band'. The Joytones, always ready at
a moment's notice, gladly stepped up to the
plate. The session was fraught with arguments
among the seasoned players, but things kind of
worked out alright in the end. The girls benefited
immensely from the experience and thought it
quite a kick.

CHANGING TIMES

The Joytones searched around for a record
contract, but times were rapidly changing and
the group had to move with the times. Through
their working involvement with The Billy Dawn
Trio, The Joytones got a chance to record again
on George Paxton's Coed label on Broadway in
1965. From the Coed session emerged ‘This
Love (That I'm Giving You)' (Coed 600), an airy,
cooing, echo-chambered vocalization with
fancy, ahead-of-their-time vocal arrangements
and forgettable, mid-tempo string-laden melody
lines, paired with ‘| Wanna Party Some More', a
refreshingly upbeat shindig-like stomper with a
cool beal and pleasing harmonies unburdened
by heavy-handed accompaniment.

‘I Wanna Party Some More' is one of this
writer's favourites. It should have generated
more coin than it did, but unfortunately the air-
waves were jammed with Supremes sounda-
likes. The assembly line-like Motown Sound

was big business, and radio stations were
milking it for all it was worth. With the failure of
a second Coed release, The Joytones called it
quits. Vikki went with Sue Records and
continued lo do backup work for Henry ‘Juggy’
Murray.

But Vikki's story does nol end there. For
details of her later career, read John Clemente’s
article on The Joytones in his book, 'Girl
Groups’ (Kraus Publications, 2000.) Clemente
outlines Vikki's long and rewarding career as a
soloist on the resort club scene.

Vikki replaced female lead Linda Champion
with the recent line-up of The Harptones
(William Dempsey, Willie Winfield, Lowe Murray
and Raoul Cita), and played the Hemsby festival
in the UK with this line-up in October 2001. She
has also worked with certified public account-
ants connected with the business of handling
the financial affairs of today's major enler-
tainers, her register including megastars such
as Britney Spears. In 2002, Vikki and the
Harptones were inducted into the Vocal Group
Hall of Fame.

Always ready for the next challenge, Vikki
hopes to continue entertaining for a long while
to come. "We're doing really well right now, both
at home and overseas” she says with youthful
enthusiasm.

With the help of Phil Groia, John Clemente and
invaluable assistance from Vikki Burgess. Label
shots courtesy of Gordon Skadberg / Early Bird
Records,

The Harptones at The Dolphin Hotel, Great Yarmouth, October 2001.
Raoul Cita, Lowe Murray, Willie Winfield, Vikki Burgess and William

Dempsey. (Photo: Barry Dixon)
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