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Arthur Prysock was one of those artists 

who, to a great degree, fell through the 

cracks of history. His name is present in few 

reference books. Many of his fans considered him to 

be a jazz singer—after all, like Crosby, Sinatra, 

Eckstine, and so many others, he specialized in 

popular standards, often performed with jazz- 

oriented accompaniment —yet most jazz critics 

refuse to claim him. And although he placed 10 

songs on Billboards R&B chart —two when he was 

Buddy Johnson's band vocalist, eight as a solo 

artist —hardly any R&B historians will admit his 

work to that stylistic canon because it is too jazzy. 

Labels aside, Prysock ranks as one of the great 

romantic bass-baritones in the annals of American 

popular song. Though he sang occasional blues and 

uptempo tunes, Prysock was a consummate crooner 

of ballads, the kind of singer who made women 

swoon time after time. During a career that spanned 

half a century, his deep, velvety tones were a staple 

of radio in the wee hours of the morning, of cheek- 

to-cheek dancing in smoke-filled cocktail lounges, 

and of quiet lovemaking evenings in homes from 

coast to coast. Whether experienced in person or on 

record, the intimacy of the handsome vocalist's 

delivery was ever evident. 

References that do include Prysock disagree on 

his date of birth. It was most likely January 22, 

1924, though he claimed to have made his debut in 

life five years later. He was born Arthur Prysock, 

Jr. —"My daddy called me 'Junior' until the day he 

died," he recalled —in Spartanburg, South Carolina 

and raised on a farm in Greensboro, North Carolina. 

His mother taught him, along with his sister Gladys 

and brother Red, to wash, iron, sew, and cook. "I 

learned to make chicken 99 different ways," he said. 

His chores also included plowing the fields, an 

endeavor in which he was aided by a mule. 

World War II found him living with relatives in 

Hartford, Connecticut, working first at an aircraft 

company, then as a cook, finally as a nightclub 

singer. Inspired to sing by Billy Eckstine, Herb 

Jeffries, and Ella Fitzgerald, he'd landed a gig at the 

Turf Club, graduating from $3 a night to $75 per 

week. "I became the biggest thing up there in a 

year's time," he recalled. 

Then, one night in 1944, Buddy Johnson passed 

through Hartford. Johnson —another major figure 

who doesn't get his proper due because he 

inhabited that gray area between jazz and R&B —led 

one of the most popular big bands in black America 

and was a gifted composer with such hits as "Please 

Mr. Johnson," "Baby Don't You Cry," and "When 

My Man Comes Home" already to his credit. His 

male vocalist was sick that night, and Prysock 

asked if he might do a number in his place. 

"Do you know any of my songs?" Johnson asked 

Prysock. 

"Yes," the singer replied. "I know all them all. I 

sing them nightly." 

Prysock spent the next eight years on the road 

as Johnson's male vocalist. (Sister Ella Johnson was 

the thrush.) They toured incessantly, playing dance 

halls, theaters, and nightclubs in the North, as well 

as auditoriums and tobacco barns in the Deep 

South. A poll of ballroom operators and dance 

promoters, conducted in 1949 by the Pittsburgh 

Courier, named Johnson and his 16 musicians 

"Kings of the One-Nighter Circuit" In 1950 alone, 

they traveled 28,500 miles, mixing extended 

engagements with a total of 133 one-night stands, 

at a time when many other big bands had scaled 

down in size or gone out of business entirely. 

Prysock was featured on some 16 sides with the 

band during his tenure, two of which —"They All Say 

I'm the Biggest Fool" and "Because" —made 

Billboards black charts. 

The singer struck out on his own in 1952, 

scoring big that year with "I Didn't Sleep a Wink at 

All Last Night." But unlike Billy Eckstine, the artist 

with whom he's most frequently compared, Prysock 

was never able to cross over to the lucrative white 

market. But on the chitlin circuit (a term used 

affectionately by some, derisively by others), he was 

known as "King Arthur." With his combo, led from 

the early Seventies on by his renowned tenor 

saxophone-blowing brother Red Prysock, the 

vocalist made a handsome living crisscrossing the 

country, performing at inner-city supper clubs and 

cocktail lounges and at benefit dinners hosted by 

the United Negro College Fund or other African- 

American organizations, seldom showing up on the 

radar screen of the mass media. 

"The white press never paid any attention to 

that circuit," says Bob Porter, producer of the 14 

selections included in this retrospective of Prysock's 

1985-87 work for the Milestone label. "If you read 

only the white press, you would never have known it 

existed." 

Prior to recording for Milestone, Prysock had 

been with Hy Weiss's Old Town label for over 15 

years and even managed a disco hit in 1976 with 

the tune "When Love Is New." ("Sing something with 

a beat so I can dance to it," his daughter had 

suggested.) Then, through saxophonist-turned- 

booking agent Paul "Hucklebuck" Williams, Porter 

found out that the vocalist was without a recording 

contract and proceeded to arrange one with Fantasy 

Records, which placed the singer on its Milestone 

jazz label. 

On the more than 58 albums Prysock had made 

previously, his quintessential^ masculine voice had 

most often been cushioned with violins or brass. At 

Milestone, however, he was allowed for the very first 

time to present himself in the distinguished 

company of his tight working band. "I always 

wanted to record with my own group," he said at the 

time. "After you've been together for a few years, 

they know what you're doing. Whether the song is 

new or old, they give you the support that you want, 

rather than a big group." 

In addition to Red Prysock, the unit consisted of 

keyboardist-arranger Lloyd Wilson, guitarist Randy 

Caldwell, and drummer Don Williams. Porter 

augmented the quartet with bass players on all 

three Milestone albums. For the third, Caldwell and 

Williams were replaced by studio stalwarts Melvin 

Sparks and Bernard Purdie, and a horn section, 

arranged and conducted by the great Hank 

Crawford, was added. 

Most of the songs were picked by Porter, who 

thoughtfully chose material from the repertoires of 

such other vocalists as Solomon Burke, Roy Brown, 

Junior Parker, Brook Benton, Sam Cooke, Tommy 

Edwards, and Engelbert Humperdinck onto which 



Prysock could place his own distinctive stamp. 

Prysock brought "I Want to Thank You, Girl" to the 

first session. Also cut at that 1985 date was the 

Buddy Johnson blues ballad "I Wonder Where Our 

Love Has Gone," which had been one of the singer's 

signature tunes since the Forties. The producer 

recalls that Prysock and the players were working up 

one of the newer numbers when a local television 

news crew showed up at the New York studio. 

Prysock suddenly stopped the tune they'd been 

doing and launched into "I Wonder Where Our Love 

Has Gone." He nailed it in one take —the one heard 

here. "You couldn't improve on that performance," 

Porter says. 

It was also Porter's idea to have Prysock do 

duets with a female vocalist on the first album, A 

Rockin' Good Way. His reasons were quite 

calculated. Noticing that there were few entries each 

year in the Grammy Awards' Best Jazz Vocal 

Performace, Duo or Group category. Porter figured 

Prysock might have a chance at being nominated if 

he recorded a duet. "The modus operandi behind 

that purely was to get him some recognition," Porter 

admits. 

The producer suggested Etta Jones, Prysock's 

female counterpart on the jazz chitlin circuit, but 

Prysock instead recommended Betty Joplin, a little- 

known singer from Lansing, Michigan who'd been 

opening for him when he appeared in that area. 

Joplin, who brings melismatic phrasing from her 

Pentecostal upbringing to a jazz style rooted in 

Dinah Washington and Nancy Wilson, had never 

been in a recording studio before. She cut four duets 

with Prysock, one of which, "Teach Me Tonight," 

did the trick Porter had planned, giving the old pro 

and the newcomer their first Grammy nominations 

ever. The next year, Prysock received his second 

Grammy nomination, in the Male Vocal category, 

for the followup album This Guy's in Love with You, 

which included three more duets with Joplin. Unlike 

Old Town and some of the other companies for 

which Prysock had previously recorded. Fantasy 

Records had an active publicity department and was 

able to get the singer more press during his three 

years on Milestone than he'd received at any other 

time in his career. Unfortunately, Prysock's voice 

was beginning to give out by the time he made his 

third album for the label. Today's Love Songs, 

Tomorrow's Blues. Though he could no longer 

sustain notes the way he once did, he nevertheless 

managed to convey the type of romantic intimacy 

for which he was famous. "He was enough of a 

show-biz veteran so he could get over," Porter 

reflects. 

It was Prysock's last record. He continued 

touring for a few more years, until illness forced his 

retirement. He died June 14, 1997 near Hamilton, 

Bermuda, where he'd spent his final years. Arthur 

Prysock's voice may have been permanently 

silenced, but it lives on through his recordings, still 

commanding the power to make women swoon and 

grown men cry. 

-Lee Hildebrand 

May 2000 
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1. All My Lovin’ Was in Vain 4:13 (Prysock-Joplin) Bicy !icy Tunes-ASCAP 

3. Everything Must Change 5:56 (Bernard Ighner) All 

2. Got to Get You off My Mind 6:02 (Burke-Moore-Burke) Warner-Tamerlane Publ.-BMI 

^mo Music-ASCAP 

5. I Want to Thank You, Girl 5:27 (Neil Levenson) Rightsong f 

4. Good Rockin’ Tonight 4:09 (Roy Brown) Trio Music/Fort Knox Music-BMI 

7. At This Moment 4:00 (Billy Vera)WB Music-ASCAP 

6. Next Time YoujSee Me 5:37 (Harvey-Forest) Universal-Duchess I' 

9. Teach Me Tonight 3:53 (DePaul-Cahn)Cahn Music/The Hub Music-ASCAP 

10. I Wonder Where Our Lo 
11. Bring It On Home to Me 3:57 (Sam cooke) abkco Music-BMi 

13. Baby (You’ve Got What It Takes) 3:56 (Stein-Otis) Universal-Songs of Polygram/lza Music-BMI 

1A Altar tha I ailin’ o./M id. 

vera) vvb Music-MSOMr . t , 

8. Rainy Night in Georgia 4:59 (Tony Joe White) EMI Blackwood Music-BMI 

10. I Wonder Where Our Love Has Gone 3:55 (Buddy Johnson) Consolidated Music-ASCAP 

3:57 (Sam Cooke) ABKpO MuSic-BMI > 

j 12. It’S All in the Game 4:00 (Sigman-Dawes) Major Songs-ASCAP 

14. After the Lovin’ 3:41 (Bemstein-Ziegler) Oceans Blue Music-BMI/Silver Blue Music-ASCAP 

Arthur Prysock-vocais 
with 

The Red Prysock Band: 

Red Prysock—tenor saxophone 

Lloyd Wilson —keyboards 

Ralph Caldwell—guitar 

Jimmy Lewis, 
Ralph Hamperian (#5,6,9,13)—bass 

Leon Lee Dorsey—bass, electric bass (#i, 14) 

Don Williams—drums 

On 2, 7,12 only: J 

Lew Soloff, Alan Rubin—trumpets 

Red Prysock—tenor saxophone 

Howard Johnson—baritone saxophone j 

Hank Crawford—alto saxophone 

Melvin Sparks—guitar 

Wilbur Bascomb—bass j 

Bernard Purdie—drums 

and 

Betty Joplin—vocals on “Everything Must 

Change,” “Teach Me Tonight,” “Bring It On Home to 

Me,” “Baby (You’ve Got What It Takes)” 

Original recordings produced by Bob Porter 

Arranged and conducted by Lloyd Wilson 

(#2,7,12 by Hank Crawford) 

Recorded in New York City, December 1987 
and January 1988 (#1,2, 7, 12, 14); August 
1986 (#3, 4, 8, 10, 11); and July 29-30 
and August 1-2, 1985 (#5, 6, 9, 13). 

Recording engineer—Malcolm Addey 

(1-4, 7, 8, 10-12, 14 only) 

#1, 2, 7, 12, 14 originally released on Today's 
Love Songs, Tomorrow's Blues (Milestone 9157); 
#3, 4, 8, 10, 11 on This Guy’s in Love with You 

(Milestone 9146); #5, 6, 9, 13 on A Rockin’ Good 
Way (Milestone 9139). 

Compilation produced by Kirk Roberts 

Remastering, 2000—Joe Tarantino 
(Fantasy Studios, Berkeley) 

Art direction—Jamie Putnam 

Design—Deb Sibony 

Photography—Bill May 
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