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Frank Bey
Frank Bey has been singing since before he can remember. 

“I had an older lady tell me that when I was a toddler, when my mother got up in church 
to sing, I would kick and wiggle to get down and I would go and stand beside her and sing,” the 
67-year-old Philadelphia-based vocalist says prior to an engagement at Biscuits and Blues in San 
Francisco. 

The basement bistro in the heart of San Francisco’s theater and upscale shopping district has 
been Bey’s West Coast headquarters of sorts since 2006, when he fi rst traveled there to sing with 
guitarist Anthony Paule’s band. Although he had recorded a few obscure singles in the ’60s and 
’70s and little-noticed albums in 1996 and 2007, it wasn’t until 2013 that he fi nally broke out with 
two CDs with producer Paule’s seven-member group, the live You Don’t Know Nothing and the 
studio-made Blues for Your Soul, both on Blue Dot Records, a label run by the guitarist and his 
wife, publicist and record promoter Christine Vitale.

“After all the years and musicians that I’ve worked with on the East Coast, it’s given me 
a wider range and a broader spectrum,” the lanky singer says of performing and recording with 
Paule’s band. “It’s like a feather in the cap, a star in the crown, plus I’m working with the greatest 
musicians, as far as a group, that I’ve ever worked with. I never worked with a group of people 
that worked this well in harmony with one another.”

Both Blue Dot CDs feature the same lineup 
of players: Paul, keyboardist Tony Lufrano, bassist 
Paul Olguin, drummer Paul Revelli, trumpeter 
Steffen Kuehn, trombonist-arranger Mike Rinta, 
and tenor saxophonist Nancy Wright. You Don’t 
Know Nothing was recorded in July 2012 at 
Biscuits and Blues and features Bey applying his 
muscular baritone pipes to eight tunes that had 
been previously recorded by others, including three 
by Bobby Bland and an intense treatment of John 
Lennon’s Imagine. Soul for Your Blues, which 
was cut at guitarist Kid Andersen’s San Jose, Cali-
fornia, studio, includes seven numbers that were 
written especially for Bey, six of them by Paule, 
Vitalie, and/or their longtime associate Karen 
Falkner, and one by Jeff Monjack, the guitarist in 
Bey’s Philadelphia group, the Swing City Blues 
Band. The set also includes Bey’s renditions of the 

Willie Mitchell–penned I Don’t Know Why that was fi rst recorded by O.V. Wright, Wynonie Harris’ 
Buzzard Luck, Percy Mayfi eld’s Nothing Stays the Same Forever, and John Prine’s Hello in There. 

“Frank puts his entire being into a song,” Paule says of the singer, to whom he was intro-
duced in 2006 by Noel Hayes, a disc jockey at San Francisco’s listener-supported KPOO-FM and 

the executive producer of both 
CDs. “He’s not just playacting. 
When he sings a lyric, he means 
it from every fi ber of his being. 
He connects with a song and 
connects with an audience in a 
very deep and sincere way.” 
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The singer was born on January, 17, 
1946, in Millen, Georgia, a town located 42 
miles south of Augusta. His birth name was 
Frank Bass, but he changed his last name 
to Bey at age 27 upon joining the Moorish 
Science Temple of America, a quasi-Islamic 
organization to which his paternal grandfa-
ther, also known as Bey, had belonged. Frank 
was the seventh of gospel singer Maggie 
Jordan’s 12 children. She did domestic work 
for a white family in Millen. His father, Aaron 
Jordan, worked for the Georgia and Florida 
Railway 17 miles away in Midville, Georgia. 

“My mom sang all the time,” he recalls. 
“She would be washing and hanging clothes 
and singing. She washed clothes in those old 
black wash pots where you put fire under-
neath and boiled the water. Those were some 
of the earliest sounds I heard. I would imitate 
those. As far back as I can remember, I would 
always sing with my mom.” 

With the Rising Son Gospel Singers, a 
group that included his older brother Robert 
and two female cousins, Frank began singing 
in church at age four. The youngsters eventu-
ally had 15-minute radio programs on two 
stations in the Augusta area. The group lasted 
until Frank was 12 or 13. 

“Singing was the one thing that came 
natural to me,” he says. “That’s the way I felt 
important. The little girls didn’t like me too 
much because I was real dark. I was the dark-
est kind in my class, so I was picked on a lot. 
But on Sunday, when I sang, those beautiful 
women would hug me and pull me and I’d 
smell that perfume.” 

Frank also sang with his mother, often 
at local concerts opening for such gospel 
stars of the day as the Five Blind Boys of 
Alabama, the Harmonizing Four, the Soul 
Stirrers (then including Sam Cooke), the Ward 
Singers, and Sister Rosetta Tharpe. “They 
used to have gospel shows at Jenkins County 
Training School, which was the school for 
all the blacks,” he says. “The little towns 
around there would have gospel shows at the 
schools. We sang on a lot of those.” 

He remembers the Abraham Brothers 
and the Swanee Quintet, both from Augusta, 
and Brother Joe May coming to his family’s 
four-room house in a section of Millen known 
as Black Bottom on Sunday afternoons for his 
mother’s fried chicken. “The kitchen would 
be full of singers eating friend chicken,” 
he recalls. “That was cool, but me and my 
brother couldn’t eat until after they finished. 
You’d stand around and watch them eat all 
the best pieces.”

Frank attended school eight months out 
of the year but did a variety of jobs, including 
picking cotton and thrashing and stacking 
peanuts, from mid-May though September. “A 
truck would come by in the morning, like four 

or five o’clock in the morning, and who-
ever they needed, if you could do that, you 
jumped on the back on the truck.”

Maggie Jordan didn’t approve of secular 

music and was particularly upset when Sam 
Cooke quit the Soul Stirrers and recorded the 
pop hit You Send Me. “They called it ‘the 
devil’s music,’” Frank says. “Sam was a favor-
ite singer for her—If I Could Touch the Hem of 
His Garmet and songs like that. I remember 
her telling me, ‘Boy, don’t you do that.’ And 
Ray Charles was a no-no ’cause his music 
was almost like gospel music.”

Unbeknownst to his mom, young Frank 
sometimes hung out with a local street singer. 
“There was an old guy in my hometown, Mr. 
Evans, and he played guitar,” Frank remem-
bers. “He’d be on the corner, and I’d go down 
and sing blues songs with him, like Jimmy 
Reed—‘You got me runnin’,’ you know, that 
kind thing—and Lightnin’ Hopkins and Muddy 
Waters, of course. We didn’t get no tips. He 
just loved to play his guitar. He had no real 
life. I guess people did give him money from 
time to time.” 

Radio stations in the area, Frank says, 
played only country music during the week 
and gospel music, both black and white, on 
weekends. But late at night, Frank would hear 
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rhythm-and-blues hits of the day that were 
broadcast over WLAC in Nashville coming 
through the wall between his and his older 
brother’s rooms. 

“She knew,” he says of his mother, 
“but he was much older than me and my 
other brother. He had lived with his father, 
and when he came to stay with us, he was 
working on his own. He was running the pro-
jectors at the Millen Movie Theater, so it was 
late when he came home. The movies weren’t 
over till like 10 or 11. I could hear like Lloyd 
Price and all those guys singing. I liked that 
music, but I couldn’t listen to it on my own. I 
couldn’t turn a radio on and listen to it.

“Back in that time,” he adds, “Little 
Richard was everything. And Lloyd Price and 
Lawdy Miss Clawdy. I liked them.” 

As a teenager, Frank worked for a period 
making deliveries on a bicycle for Millen 
Pharmacy, where he became friends with Clar-
ence, the store’s soda jerk. “The white boy 
that worked the soda fountain played guitar, 
and he would bring it to the job,” Frank 
recalls. “When it was slow, he would pick 
up his guitar and I would sing songs that I 
knew and heard on the radio.” He remembers 
singing the Everly Brothers’ Bird Dog, Conway 
Twitty’s Is a Blue Bird Blue, and Elvis Presley’s 
version of Hound Dog. 

Frank also listened to Clarence’s country 
band rehearse. “I would go over to his house, 
but I couldn’t go in,” he says. “I would stand 
in the back and look through the window 
watching them.”

At 14, Frank began sneaking out of the 
house to sing in clubs with a local R&B band 

called Robert Sharpe and the 
Untouchables. He says he earned 
$60 the fi rst night but had to 
hide the money so his mother wouldn’t fi nd 
out what he’d been up to. The gig lasted less 
than a year.

Frank left home when he was 17 and 
moved to Philadelphia, where he went to 
work for two and a half years as a driver for 
Gene Lawson, Otis Redding’s advance public-
ity man. (Lawson also co-wrote the song Free 
Me with Redding.)  Redding sometimes rode 
in the backseat on trips between engage-
ments, often at theaters like the Howard in 
Washington, D.C., and the Apollo in Harlem 
but sometimes at what Frank calls “back-
woods juke joints” in the South. On three of 
those occasions, when the opening act was 
late showing up, Frank says he was given the 
opportunity to open the shows. 

Although Bey does not sound like 
Redding, he says that the late soul great 
did leave a mark on his singing style. “I use 
some of his accents in some of my songs,” 
he explains. “Some people sing, and they 
say words proper. That’s fi ne and okay, but 
a certain amount of feeling vanishes. When 
you use dialect like that, people seem to grab 
it more. Like instead of saying ‘I,’ it’s like ‘ha.’ 
Like ‘co’mon,’ ‘I’m gon’,’ and ‘ge’ it,’ those 
kind of accents that you put into a song give 
it more feeling. Don’t say ‘good,’ say ‘goo-ed.’ 
I got that from Otis.” 

Later in the ’60s, Frank lived in Montreal 
for three years and led a racially integrated 
band called the Modern Mixes that performed 
throughout the eastern regions of Canada and 

the United States. He also says he recorded 
two singles during the ’60s—one as a member 
of a vocal group called the Ascots and the 
other, titled Just Can’t Stop Loving You, in 
1968 as Frank Bass for a company in Camden, 
New Jersey—although he does not have copies 
and no collectors of rare R&B records seem 
to either.  

In 1973, around the time he changed his 
last name to Bey, Frank joined a Philadelphia 
band fi rst known as the Interpretations, then 
as Prophecy, and fi nally as Moorish Vanguard 
because some of its members belonged to the 
Moorish Science Temple. “We were trying to 
get a message across to what we call ‘uncon-
scious black people’ that they had a national-
ity, that they had a heritage that they didn’t 
know about,” Bey says. “We were trying to 
do that through music.” 

Having relocated to Aiken, South Caro-
lina, Moorish Vanguard recorded a funk song 
titled Sitting in the Sunset of Your Love at 
National Studios in Augusta in 1976. The two-
part single was fi rst released on the obscure 
Country Eastern label. Then James Brown 
became involved and got Polydor Records to 
issue a somewhat edited version; the label 
credited Brown as the producer even though, 
accordiing to Bey, Brown thought he wasn’t in 
the studio when the band made it. 

Bey says that late one night while 
traveling through Florida in their 36-foot motor 
home, Moorish Vanguard heard Sitting in the 
Sunset of Your Love on the radio. No one in 
the band had even known the record had been 
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released, not even Bey, but the other members 
accused him and Brown of having conspired 
behind their backs. When Bey woke up in 
his motel room the next morning, the band 
and motor home, which contained his clothes 
and his wallet, were gone.  Stranded, Bey got 
a friend to wire him money to pay the motel 
bill and buy a Greyhound ticket to Augusta. 
Brown, who Bey says hadn’t been returning 
his phone calls, finally got in touch and said 
Polydor had given him $10,000 to produce a 
Moorish Vanguard album, but since the band 
no longer existed, there was no recording. 

Bey managed to recover the motor 
home, drove it to Philadelphia, and auctioned 
it off. He was so devastated by the experi-
ence that he didn’t sing another note for the 
next 17 years. He instead became a building 
contractor and eventually opened a seafood 
restaurant and bar.

Smith’s Bar and Lounge had fallen on 
hard times and was no longer serving food 
when Bey purchased it, but he remodeled the 
place, began going to the docks at five each 
morning to buy fresh fish for himself and his 
wife to cook and serve, and booked smooth 
jazz groups to perform Thursday through 
Saturday nights and on Sunday afternoons. 
“I was working around the clock,” he says. 
“Sometimes I would go downstairs, change 
clothes, and tend bar. Sometimes I’d be the 
man on the door with a tuxedo and bow tie 
greeting ’em when they came in.”

Bey began sitting in at the restaurant 
with a band led by his friend, singer-guitarist 
Frank Austin, doing songs like Lou Rawls’ 
Lady Love and tunes by Lionel Richie. Then 
another friend, T. Life, a guitarist and song-
writer best known for having produced the 
1978 disco smash Shame by Evelyn “Cham-
pagne” King, offered some career advice. 

“He was telling me,” Bey says, “’If 
you’re really thinking about coming back, you 
wouldn’t make it at your age in that rhythm-
and-blues thing. They’re not letting us do that 
no more. If you’re serious about coming back, 
do some blues.’ When he told me to come 
back with blues, that was an opportunity to 
stretch out.”

Bey kept Smith’s going for seven years 
until the landlord nearly doubled the rent. 
He then began singing with Austin’s band at 
a downtown Philadelphia club called Warm 
Daddy’s. “I went in there with Frank and did 
a couple of songs on his show, and the man 
booked me,” he says. “I started taking the 
same band that I was working with at my 
place on Thursdays. From there, other people 
would hire me. I had a good following. I was 
gaining fast.”

 Bey cut a CD titled Stepppin’ Out in 
1996 that was produced by bassist Kevin Frie-
son and guitarist Jeff Monjack from his Swing 

City Blues Band. Released on the singer’s own 
MAG label, the disc was made up of eight 
original songs by Bey and several band mem-
bers, along with Denise LaSalle’s Someone Else 
Is Stepping In and a medley of B.B. King’s 
Why I Sing the Blues, T-Bone Walker’s Call It 
Stormy Monday, and Little Milton’s The Blues 
Is Alright.  

Bey hit the road to promote Steppin’ 
Out. “I was traveling down through Georgia 
and South Carolina and North Carolina visit-
ing program directors trying to get my record 
played,” he says. “And I went to see James 
Brown at his radio station in Augusta.

Although he never stopped perform-
ing, kidney failure cut into Bey’s new career 
as a blues singer. He spent four years and 
11 months on dialysis before receiving a 
transplant.

Noel Hayes, himself a construction 
contractor, first met Bey at Warm Daddy’s 
in 1999 and was so blown away by what he 
heard that he offered to line up some gigs for 
him in California. The singer, however, was 
feeling too ill to accept. Finally, seven years 
later, Bey phoned Hayes to say he was ready 
to come. 

“I called him,” Bey says, “and he said, 
‘I got this guitar player, the best in the Bay 
Area.’” 

Anthony Paule was born in 1956 in Dur-
ban, South Africa (the white guitarist jokingly 
calls himself “a real African American”), came 
to Los Angeles when he was ten months old, 
and settled in Northern California when he was 
15. He has worked over the past quarter cen-
tury with such artists as Johnny Adams, Brenda 
Boykin, Mark Hummel, Earl King, Brownie 
McGhee, Maria Muldaur, Charlie Musselwhite, 
Tommy Ridgley, Boz Scaggs, Mitch Woods, 
and the Johnny Nocturne Band. His extensive 
discography includes two albums of his own 
and two with Home Cookin’, a band that 
featured Boykin. He is currently a member of 
the Hound Dogs, an acoustic trio that features 
vocalist Alabama Mike. 

For Bey’s first San Francisco engage-
ment in 2006, the singer sent Paule a copy of 
Steppin’ Out and a tape of his live show for 
the guitarist to work from. Paule put together 
a four-piece band that included veteran Bay 
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Area tenor saxophonist Nancy Wright. He 
later expanded the horn section to include a 
trumpet player and Mike Rinta, a trombon-
ist and arranger noted for his work with Dan 
Hicks, John Lee Hooker Jr., Calvin Keys, John 
Nemeth, Jimmie Vaughan, and many others. 

“When I came out, they had done their 
homework on the music,” Bey says. “It was 
better to me than I was expecting. I had went 
and worked with a few other bands in differ-
ent places, and it would be a nightmare. I’d 
have to fl ag the band to just don’t play, and 
I would sing a cappella, but when I got here, 
it was like I’d been playing with them all the 
time. It was so easy. It turned magical.” 

Bey has since been back to the Bay Area 
twice a year to perform with Paule’s band. 
In addition to Biscuits and Blues, they’ve 
appeared at the Club Fox in Redwood City, 
the Poor House Bistro in San Jose, the Em-
press Theatre in Vallejo, the Monterey Blues 
Festival, Blues, Brews & BBQ in Napa, and 
the San Jose Jazz Festival. They are currently 
weighing offers to tour Europe in the summer 
of 2014.

Back in Philadelphia, Bey continues to 
work with the Swing City Blues Band, with 
which he recorded a second CD in 1997 titled 
Blues in the Pocket. Issued by Jailhouse 

Records, it includes original tunes by Monjack 
and Frieson, along with versions of Otis Red-
ding’s (Sittin’ on) The Dock of the Bay, Sam 
Cooke’s A Change Is Gonna Come, and Keb 
Mo’s Yesterday’s Dreams. He and the band 
have appeared in recent years in New Jersey at 
Congress Hall in Cape May, the Exit O Inter-
national Jazz Festival in Cape May, the Copper 

River Blues Festival in Pennsauken, and the 
Seafood & Music Festival in Wildwood, and 
in Pennsylvania at the Black Heritage Festival 
in Allentown, Musikfest in Bethlehem, the 
Berks Jazz Festival in Reading, and the Lehigh 
River Blues Jam in Catasaugua. 

Frank Bey feels that he was born to sing, 
and even though he once quit for a long pe-
riod, he’s glad that he returned to his calling 
and didn’t give up, even in the face of health 
issues that threatened to put him back on the 
sidelines. And he’s especially elated by the 
present ascendance of his career.

“Music,” he says, “is a vehicle for me to 
try to share love, to uplift people, to inspire 
people, to let them know that whatever your 
situation is, it’s not the end. That’s what I 
learned during my illness. A lot of people 
thought I would never make it through the 
kidney failure and dialysis, but I never accept-
ed that that was the end. That’s why I never 
stopped performing. While I was performing, 
I didn’t have that self-pity. I didn’t go there at 
all. There was always something that was giv-
ing me a challenge to try to do better. 
Music was the thing that brought joy, 
so I never had the down feeling.” 

River Blues Festival in Pennsauken, and the 


