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“His Greatest Love” - The Willie West Story

by Opal Louis Nations
With invaluable assistance from Willie West and Jeff Hannusch.

Despite the fact that Willie West has cut some fairly significant RE&B and Deep
Soul sides for labels such as Rus Tone, Frisco, Deesu, Josie, Stang and Warner
Bros., he has not garnered the commercial success bis talents deserve. It is the old
hit-factory factor once again. “If you're off the charts, you're in the garbage,” as
the expression goes in the new world. It seems Willie West has been jinxed by bad
luck most of his professional life. When Hurricane Katrina hit in August, 2005,
ninety percent of Willies New Orleans suburb of Kenner (approximately twelve
miles from the Superdome) was flooded. Although the flood water stopped about
a block from his home, a seventy-foot oak tree came crashing down on the roof

of his house. But fortunately they escaped injury. Howewver, it was almost fwo
weeks before Willie and Patti Ann West heard from their daughters and the grim
news that their beloved aunt Lucy had died as a consequence of the Louisiana
floods. The stench and garbage in Willie’s neighborhood were almost unbearable.
Police scoured the ‘hood for looters once night fell. They were under dawn-to-dusk
curfew. Power came when Patti Ann’ son Chris brought in a generator and air
conditioner.

Worst of all, Willie lost most of his musical equipment. It had been stashed locally
in band members’ homes. “I love New Orleans,” Willie said. “That’s my heart and
soul. I bring it with me wherever I go.” It took Willie, Patti Ann and the cats
two hours to cover four blocks to the Interstate. They then traveled to Memphis
and on to Atlanta. When the flood waters had subsided some nine days later, they
returned to salvage whatever they could. Luckily, sleep therapist Patti Ann was
able to get a transfer with her job to St. Cloud Hospital in central Minnesota some
distance south from where she was born in the town of Virginia near the Hockey

Hall of Fame. The West family moved to St. Cloud in June 2006.

Willie's roots lie in Raceland, Louisiana, south of New Orleans, between
Thibodaux and Houma. He was born a «love-child» to Miller A. West
and homemaker Ella Louise Bentley on December 8, 1941, the day af-
ter Japan’s aerial attack on Pearl Harbor. Miller came to the States in
the 1930s as a migrant worker from Kingston, Jamaica. Principal crops
around the country town of Raceland were corn and sugar. The South
Coast Sugar Company hired migrant workers on a seasonal basis. Miller
«broke» corn in the summer and cut cane during the winter, Willie had
two step brothers and one step sister. None of Willie's immediate family
was into music. His father, a fan of country music, tuned in to the Gene
Autrey Show. Back then Autrey played all kinds of music over the air.
Pop and folk music were added to Autrey’s playlist and Willie listened in
with enthusiastic interest.

A little later on he tuned in to Randy’s Record show hosted by Gene
Nobles over megawatt radio giant WLAC in Nashville. Gene plugged
Randy Woods’ mail order catalog which included blues, country, gospel
and blues & rhythm recordings. At first, Willie sang along to the music
on the program. Later on, he got together with a cousin, David Douglas,
who played ukulele (he later switched to guitar.) Willie and David sat
out on the front porch of a summer evening singing and playing all the
popular tunes they could remember hearing on WLAC.

Willie attended Tim Hadley Elementary and Thibodaux High but
never quite graduated. Strangely, although Willie attended church on
Sunday with the family, he was never drawn strongly by the music. Wil-
lie was musically educated through the radio medium and not through
the choral traditions of the church. Willie's signature moans and falsetto
yodels came from a listening experience. When he was not helping his
father out in the fields, Willie took trips north to Thibodaux. Here he
would visit Guitar Slim who hung out on the sidewalk in front of the
Sugar Bowl Club where he played guitar into the wee wee hours of the

morning. Willie was too young to be let into
the club. He would just peer into the window
of an evening and watch Slim perform. Slim
often played with his sidekick, James « Thunder-
bird» Davis, a gospel-inspired R&B singer from
Mobile, Alabama who later recorded for Duke
Records in Houston. Davis made a lasting im-
pression on Willie.

One day, Willie and David Douglas foun-
ded a four-piece band they called The Sharks.
Principal members included Leroy Hadley on
drums (Leroy went on to play in the Joe Tex
Band), Elmer Hadley, bass guitar and reserve
drummer, trumpeter Alfred Pollard and David’s
brother Daniel Douglas on rhythm guitar. In
Raceland the band played the all-black Two-
Tone Club and the all-white Tee Maws Club.
They also ventured out to play venues in nearby
Bayou Lafourche (Highway 308) towns like
Donaldson, Napoleonville, Morgan City and
Houma. While performing in Houma in 1959,
the Sharks were noticed by Dorothy Lee who
was looking for start-up talent to put on her
freshly set up RusTone Records. Once signed
to RusTone in Houma, the Sharks, with Willie
billed as «Little Willie West», were sent down to
Cosimo Matassa’s studio on Governor Nicholls
Street in New Orleans to cut records. Their first
efforts produced «You Stole My Heart» backed
with «Sweet Little Girls. The fact that only a
small run was pressed and that, lacking pro-
motion, it sold poorly, makes this single almost
impossible to find. I have yet to turn up and au-
dition a copy so as to review it. Even Willie is
without one.

Nevertheless, Dorothy Lee continued to
hold faith in Willie and the Sharks. However,
RusTone’s second release of «Did You Have
Fun» backed with «(Don't You Want) A Man
Like Me» fared better. Dorothy Lee managed to
get «Did You Have Fun» played over WXOK in
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Baton Rouge by deejays Diggie Doo and Roo-
tie Tootie (they were bribed by a fifth of Scotch
each.) The play helped launch the record. «Did
You Have Fun, an infectious ballad in the
Johnny Adams style, started to ignite in Baton
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Rouge first and then in New Orleans and along
the Gulf Coast. WYLP and WBOK were the
first to play it. Chess in Chicago leased the mas-
ter and put it out as Checker 964 in late 1960.
«Did You Have Fun» just missed making the
charts.

Diggie Doo and Rootie Tootie (who had
purchased a piece of the action) kept Wil-
lie working everywhere between Baton Rouge
and Texas. This squeezed out larger promoters
like Percy Stovall. Percy’s Continental Booking
Agency was one of the busiest and most suc-

Willie and Maxine Brown in the 1960s

cessful talent agencies in the country, having
built a network that took bands through the
South, down into Mexico and up into the Ca-
rolinas. Willie feels that «Did You Have Fun»
would have broken nationally had Percy hand-
led all the promotional touring. As it turned out,
Willie never saw a cent in royalties:

—AIlT got was seventy dollars to buy an outfit for
an upcoming show.

«Did You Have Fun» did generate a lot of
work in the South which kept Willie on the
road for awhile. It also set him up as an opening
act for such star talent as Eddie Floyd, Jimmy
Reed, Freddy King and Solomon Burke. Wor-
king with Percy Stovall's own band, he opened
for Otis Redding and Mary Wells. He even
toured with Pigmeat Markham. Not wanting to
deal with rip-off merchants, he chose to manage
himself during this period.

Willies third and last RusTone release, «It’s
No Use To Cry»/«Willie Knows Hows, was sup-
ported by Houma frat band Emmet & the Jades,
a white outfit with a strong, black R&B feeling
to their sound. «It’s No Use To Cry» is a pretty
ballad sung with soul and conviction. One would
think that had Willie been allowed more time to
stretch out, he could have worked the song up
into something more satistactory. « Willie Knows
How» is an up-tempo dance floor workout that
should have pleased club patrons.

Willie holds the singular distinction of be-
ing one of the first black singers to record with
a white band in southern Louisiana, a pairing
that did not seem to improve the sales of his re-
cordings though. RusTone folded in 1962 and
Willie went with Warren «Porky» Jones, the
producer and talent scout for Connie LaRocca’s
Frisco Records label. Connie was born in San
Francisco, hence the label's namesake. Hal At-
kins was Connie’s partner, and they rented of-
fices in North Clairborne in New Orleans. In
the midst of many small, independent start-up
labels at the time, Frisco began by releasing two
records by co-proprietor Hal Atkins under the
pen name Al Adams.

Danny White was the label’s first and only
major seller with his version of Al Reed’s «Kiss
Tomorrow Goodbye», a song Willie covered
very well recently on his «When Love Ain't
There» CD. Willie was the fifth artist to sign
with Frisco. His first «Porky» Jones session net-
ted «I'm Back Agains/«Lost Loves (Frisco 107)
and «[ Need Your Love (Baby)»/«You Told Me»
(Frisco 108). Among other musicians, Jones was
featured on trumpet, Art Neville sat at the pia-
no and Alvin Robinson picked guitar. As usual,
proceedings were conducted over ar Cosimo’s
studios.

«I'm Back Again» is a light, airy, flute-driven
Vee-Jay-sounding production in the Dee Clark
vein, whereas the ballad «[Lost love» is quite dif-
ferent with its Deep Soul anguish and falsetto
embellishment. This effort should, bur did not,
have gathered in the coin. «I Need Your love
(Baby)» is Willie’s finest Frisco effort and also
Willies own favorite. String-bending guitar
and impressive falsetto sweeps predominate,
«You Told Me» is yet another trip around the
dance floor. This time one is encouraged to do
the «Hitch-hike.»

Changing his name this time to Lil' Willie
West, a second session was conducted in 1964
by Wardell Quezerque with Al Reed’s material.
One release emerged, the pretty, mid-tempo
opus «Don't Be Ashamed To Cry» with the
Rouzan Sisters on background and what might
pass as a Johnny Adams effort called «Am 1 The
Fool.» All three releases enjoyed some small
amount of airplay but none took off. Willie felt
like he did not always get the best material to
work with at Frisco. Danny White was obvious-
ly garnering all the attention.

By 1963 Willie had moved to New Orleans
and as Lil' Willie West was working with se-
veral bands, including Deacon John Moore and
the Ivories. The Deacon was a singer who also
filled in on other artists’ sessions at Minit. Wil-
lie worked with the legendary Edgar Blanchard
and the Gondoliers as well. Blanchard dates
back to the 1950s. His band could play anyth-

Willie West — Nevilles-1972-73. Standing: Charles Neville, Willie West, Jack 2 (g),
Paul Beaudreaux (b), Jackie Thomas (is), George (roadie).
Kneeling: Bobby Mclaughlin, Nolan 2 (d), Aaron Neville, plus three unidentified girls.
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ing from cockeail blues to hard, solid R&B. This
was a fulfilling learning experience for Willie.
He also played with Oliver and the Rockettes
all the time perfecting his dance routines which
borrowed from both James Brown's and Jackie
Wilson's stage moves.

Willie played fraternities, clubs, bars, dance
halls and traveled extensively. Willie only weig-
hed 125 pounds at that time and was so petite
he could buy pants from the boys rack at depart-
ment stores. By now, Willie had touched bases
with Allen Toussaint. Allen cut many sides with
West, some of which remain unissued to this
day. Some of Allen’ first product on Willie en-
ded up at Josie Records. This was the funky but
fine «Fair Child» backed by «I Sleep With The
Blues» (Josie 1019). «I Sleep With The Blues» is
a mournful, mid-tempo heart-acher thankfully
without complex instrumentation and fancy ar-
rangements. «Fair Child» was also later reissued
on Josie with and without horn arrangements.

In 1966 Allen Toussaint took Willie to Dee-
su Records at 1211 St. Phillip Street. Deesu was
the partnership of Allen and Marshall Seahorn,
and a subsidiary of Sansu, the label the pair
had proprietored since 1965. Allen had Wil-
lie overdub his voice on two of his songs Lee
Dorsey had recorded the year before. These
were the melodic ballad «Greatest Love» and
the infectious multi-rhythmic «Hello Mama.»
Both were roundly produced and exemplary in
musical perfection. Willie’s overdubbed version
of «Greatest Love» is a shining beacon of Deep
Soul with its gospel-like vocal acrobatics and
heart-aching resonance. Sadly, the better known
Z.Z. Hill's version of 1967 on Kent drew the
most notice. Willie’s exquisite rendering far out-
shines Z.Z. Hill's formulaic cover.

Willie’s «Hello Mama,» a hard-driving,
mid-tempo workout also shines. Too bad Lee
Dorsey’s chart-topping «Get Out Of My Lite,
Woman» and «Working In The Coalmine» on
Amy Records took Allen and Marshall away
from pushing Willie’s release. But who could
blame them. Lee Dorsey was making a small
fortune for the partners at the time.

Willie’s second release did not surface until
almost a year later. This was the updated remake
of the finely produced «Did You Have Fun»
that Willie had recorded back in 1960 with the
Sharks. The underside gave us «Keep You Mine,»
a beautifully rendered ballad dripping with soul
and sweet chord changes, one of this writer’s
coveted Deep Soul anthems. Unfortunately, the
lesser known artist was again buried beneath an

avalanche of competition. Not long after this,

Willie’s third and final release hit the streets, gi-

ving us the cheerfully upbeat «Baby Baby I Love
You» and the sadly short but sorrowful weeper
«Face The Music.» All three releases were mas-
terful productions that fully brought out Willie's
musical attributes. These were perhaps Willie’s
finest moments on wax, released at a time when
confessional soul music had reached a clearly
defined peak of perfection.

By the close of the Sixties, Deesu and its
distributor Dover had gone out of business.
Just the kind of bad timing Willie did not need.
His Deesu releases were just out and no one
was playing or selling them in the stores. Re-
turning to band work, Willie re-joined Deacon
John Moore and his new band, The Electric
Soul Train, composed of Willie Cole, Deacon
John, Charles Moore, Willie West and Bobby
MecLaughlin. The Electric Soul Train played the
L.L.A. Auditorium on South Claiborne Avenue
with another of Willie’s employers, Oliver and
the Rockettes, supported by Charles Brimmer,
Beverly Brown and Clemon Smith.

Willie also sang with Charles and Aaron Ne-
ville in The Uptown Rulers whose line-up featu-
red guitar, bass, tenor sax and drums.

Shortly after this, Allan Toussaint got Willie
with the Meters to sing as a fill-in at live engage-
ments. Also during this period Allen sold some
of Willie's songs to Joe and Sylvia Robinson’s
Stang label. «Watch Yourself»/«Always Lover»
showed up as Stang 5001 (1969). Willie insists
that besides not knowing about this deal, Allen
never paid him a cent.

In 1972 the Meters used Willie on a funky
Warner Bros. single called «Chasing Rain-
bows.» Again, it was the cover version on both
Hep-Me and Ariola by Johnny Adams in 1978
that drew the most attention. Some time during
this period Willie was given one chance to re-
cord for Warner Bros. (WB 8087). The single
featured a sort of Wilson Pickett arrangement
of the stomping «It’s Been So Long» and a fun-
ky James Brown-sounding «I Said To Myself>
which, from a listening standpoint, could well
have been supported by the Meters.

In 1973 Willie was forced out of the Meters
when Cyril Neville signed on as vocalist. Later
that year Allen got the job of writing the words
and music for Charles Bail’s blaxploitation mo-
vie, «Black Samson», and had Willie sing on
the soundtrack. Willie then went back to per-
forming in several clubs in the French Quarter.
He did not enjoy this but he needed the poor-

With Irma Thomas

paying work and stuck it out for five years. Wil-
lie was asked to rejoin the Meters in 1977 when
Cyril and Art quit. He toured extensively with
the group, and recorded an album with them in
the late 1970s. Again, the timing was off. By the
late 1970s, the Meters were suffering a series of
setbacks with personnel changes. By the time
the album was ready for release, the Meters were
virtually disbanded. Willie returned to the $8.00
to $10.00 a set grind of the tourist clubs in the
French Quarter.

Occasionally Willie got the chance to play
at upscale venues like Prout’s and Masons. No-
thing much cooked until 1997 when he teamed
up with keyboardist / producer Bobby Love
(McLaughlin) who had just returned to his na-
tive New Orleans from Los Angeles. The pair
began working on a CD which, as it turned out,
took weeks to prepare. By now, Willie was back
into blues and ballads. The CD was produced
by Carl Marshall at The Gifft Studio on North
Broad Street and entitled «From West With
Love» (unnumbered). The release enjoyed some
local airplay. His second Carl Marshall venture
surfaced in 2001. This set was called «When
Love Ain't There...» (unnumbered) and amidst
funk there were a handful of worthy ballads
such as an impressive cover of Danny White's
1962 nugget, «Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye.»

In 2002 Willie co-produced with Paul R.
Boudreaux his third CD entitled «When You
Tie The Knot» (WW?74592) for their own Po-
wer Tyme label. Standouts include the love bal-
lad «I'm Hooked On Your Love» and the tender
«] Can't Go On Mrs. Jones.»

Willie is currently working in Minneapolis at
The Dakota Jazz Club with his own band and
in addition with Leroy Hadley in Atlanta. He
is also a featured artist at Paul Metzer's Famous
Dave’s Barbeque. He recently took part in App-
lebaum Portnoy’s «Under the Radar» concert
with C.J. Chenier to raise funds for the fellow-
displaced.

On the upside was Willie’s early detection
of prostate cancer which the doctors say they
caught just in time. They also successfully remo-
ved nodules on his vocal chords which fortuna-
tely did not affect the strength of his voice.

Willie very much hopes to travel to Europe.
Being without a manager does not make mat-
ters easier but he still thinks he can make it soon.
Should anyone be interested in trying to raise
Willie’s hopes they should contact him at wil-
liebluesmanwest@hotmail.com. He has a band
all ready and waiting to go.
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RUSTONE RECORDS

WILLIE WEST RECORD DISCOGRAPHY

1401 You Stole My Heart/Sweet Little Girl 1960
Note:  As Little Willie West with The Sharks
1403  Did You Have Fun/A Man Like Me 1960
1406 It’s No Use To Cry/Willie Knows How 1960
Noter  As Willie West with Emmet £ The Jades
FRISCO RECORDS
107 'm Back Again/Lost Love 1963
108 I Need Your Love (Baby)/You Told Me 1963
111 Don’t Be Ashamed To Cry/Am 1 The Fool 1964
Note: As Lil” Willie West AT -
/g WILLIE WEST M'\
/48
JOSIE RECORDS (2 \
1019 Fair Child/I Sleep With The Blues [ & g | 1965
| = = |
DEESU RECORDS I'HI { e .fll
306 Greatest Love/Hello Mama \ ;;,- ruingHiLo L/ 1966
314 Did You Have Fun®/Keep You Mine }Ff_" ARSI, 71967
317 Baby Baby I Love You/Face The Music Sl e 1067-68
Note: ™ Remalke of «Did You Have Fun»
STANG RECORDS
5001  Watch Yourself/Always Lover
1969
WARNER BROS. RECORDS
? Chasing Rainbows/? 1972
Note: As Willie West with The Meters
8087  Said To Myself/It’s Been So Long 1975
Note:  Soundtrack from «Black Samsons produced by Allen Toussaint in 1973.
GIFTT RECORDS
no # SFROM WEST WITH LOVE> 1008
Got To Cut You Loose/T Ain't Super- T P
stitious/This Time Around/Tell Me | 3w
That You Love Me/Minute By Minu- | { :: :
te/Gotta Get You Off My Mind/Did | ®
You Have Furn/T Want You To Know. | ']- E
i E B
ms
Mo
g =
T
D
no # «WHEN LOVE AIN'T THERE- 2001
When Love Ain't There/Give It Up/Come Back Home/Get Yo'
Hand Outta My Pocket/Night Shift/You Hold The Key/Don't
Be Ashamed To Cry/Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye/Loan Me Your
Handkerchief/Cherokee Summer.
POWER TYME RECORDS
WW74592 «WHENYOU TIE THE KNOT» Dec 2002

Hot Lover/I'm Hooked On Your Love/Real Thing/l Can't Go
On Mrs. Jones/When You Tie The Knot/Happy Anniversary/
When Love Ain't There/You Hold The Kc}rf This Time Around/

Hot Lover Remix.

Neo label name

wl HE WILLIE WEST SINGLESs F
Greatest Love/Fair Child/I Need Your Love (Baby)/Did You
Have Fun/It's Been So Long/Am I The Fool/Its No Use To
Try/A Man Like Me/l Said To Myselt/Keep You Mine/I Sleep
With The Blues/Hello Mama/Face The Music/Baby, Baby 1
Love You/Don't Be Ashamed To Cry.

noe #

Below from left: Johnny Nash, Willie West, Larry Williams,
Jimmy B. (Manager]

UNRELERASED TITLES
In 1979 Willie record a numbre of titles for an album with
The Meters, titles are unknown.

NIGHT TRAIN RECORDS

1007 «NIGHT TRAIN TO NEW ORLEANS» 1996
A Man Like Me (RusTone).

7081 L EGENDARY LABELS OF LOUTSTIANA» 1994
unknown titles,

Note: A collection of tracks from RusTone, unknown titles by Willie.

7115 «BEST OF RUSTONE» 2003
Did You Have Fun/A Man Like Me/It’s No Use To Try/Willie
Knows How.

ACE RECORDS - (UK)

679 «THE FRISCO RECORDS STORY: 1998
I'm Back Again/Lost Love/I Need Your Love (Baby)/You Told
Me/Don't Be Ashamed To Cry/Am 1 The Fool.

R.P.M. SHOUT RECORDS - (UK)

211 eI HE ALLEN TOUSSAINT TOUCH: 2000
Fair Child (this is the no-horns version, Josie).

METRO RECORDS

60 «DEEP & DIRTY NEW ORLEANS FUNEK» Aug 2001

“air Child ( Josie).

ELECTROSTATIC RECORDS

FER 249 «RARE FUNK, Vol 2» 20004
Fair Child (Josie).

TUFF CITY RECORDS

2 wWAN INTRO TO NIGHT TRAIN NEW ORLEANS» 2004
Willie Knows How (RusTone).

RHINO RECORDS

77635 «WHAT IS I'T' - FUNKY SOUL {3 RARE GROOVES» Ot 2006
IFair Child (this is the no-horns version, Josie).

VARESE SARABANDE RECORDS

4 «AN INTRODUCTION TO NEW ORLEANS RESB» 2007
Greatest Love/Keep You Mine (Deesu tracks).

GRAPEVINE RECORDS

3032 «CRESCENT CITY SOUL PATRO » Jan 2007

It’s Been So Long (Warner 8087)

DOVE RECORDS
f122 «SINGING THE BLUES - 22 BLUES CLASSICS» g
Fair Child (Josie).
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