Tenorman Mel Dalton
“Sideman Extraordinaire”

“Sideman” is defined as any member of a band or musical
group other than the leader. For Mel Dalton, this was al-
ways a role of choice, not to be equated with such sayings as
“always a bridesmaid, never a bride.” Wedded to making mu-
sic, not making deals, his tone and talent on the tenor saxo-
phone has kept him in demand with a diversity of bands
and combos for over 50 years.

Born in Pittsburgh on June 28, 1931 Mel attended
Westinghouse High School aloi
ture jazz stars as Stanley Tu
Ahmad Jamal, Ray Brown, Ear
ner and Art Blakey. He remem
a 14 year old Billy Strayhorn wri
ing a rather dissonant little
number called “Lush Life.” His
first instrument was the clari-
net, chosen at age 12. His fa-
ther played piano and guitar,
sister Martine sang and Mel
wanted to play in a concert or-
chestra.

After graduation in 1950, Me
enlisted in the Army, serving in
rea before being stationed cls
New York City in 1953, whereh_ ... .. - -
opportunity to check out the 52nd Street jazz scene, then at
its apex. Having met and married a lovely lady from Young-
stown, Ohio, who was attending nursing college at Colum-
bus, Mel switched from clarinet and alto to the more in-
demand tenor sax, joined Musicians Local 802, and quickly
found his niche as husband to Jean and sideman in a big
band.

Paul Williams, baritone saxman from Detroit, had a
monster R & B hit, “Do the Hucklebuck,” with his big
band. The band rocked the famous Apollo Theater in
Harlem and traveled everywhere. In 1956 Mel switched
to Sil Austin’s band (father of vocalist Patty Austin), where
his tenor doubled the trumpet melody of Howard McGee
to great effect. In 1959 he was in the front line of the Lloyd
Price jazz band, appearing twice on the Ed Sullivan show
with Price’s popular vocals on “Lawdy Miss Clawdy” and
“Personality.”

The call to come to Grand Rapids came in 1960 from a
former Pittsburgh friend, pianist/organist Doug Cook, to
join a steady gig at the Blue Note on South'Division. With
a growing family (two daughters, with a third to be born
in Grand Rapids) and Jean’s moveable skills as an operat-
ing room scrub nurse, Doug sold them on Grand Rapids as

a good place for work, owning a home, and educating the
girls. It sounded like the right career move.

The Doug Cook band featured Lloyd Brown on drums at
that time (a friend for the next 42 years, Lloyd passed away
3 months ago), and future boxer Buster Mathis at the door
as bouncer. Throughout the ‘60s and early ‘70s Mel worked
with Doug’s groups, the Count Fisher band and others
throughout Michigan. All the white-owned clubs wanted

' 7' ' nds at that time. Meanwhile, Mel
ked the “graveyard” shift at Guards-
1an Chemical (midnight to 8 a.m,,

sometimes paying a sub to cover the
first two hours of his shift before
dashing from a gig to the “regu-
lar” job!
The ‘70s brought the advent of
the Beatles and white R & B groups
to the forefront. Integration killed
a lot of black clubs; the gigs for Lloyd
Brown’s big band at resorts like
. Idlewild dried up; but there were al-
ways weekend gigs with “Popeye” at
the Foxhead Inn in Ada or a big
band headed by Al Mondaro at the

— === Morton House. The Biermeister,
next door to the now reopened Wealthy Theater, served up
jazz five nights with local and regional combos, becoming a
showcase for another tenorman, Jimmy Forrest, when he was
in town. Mondaro’s band—16 pieces including Mel—played
for all the conventions at the Amway Ambassador Ballroom,

Below: Claude Black on piano, Mel, Dan Heines, Carter Hatfield
trumpet, Randy Marsh, drums, Jeff Halsey, bass.




and with Doug Cook’s group he
was featured soloist at the Inner
Circle Lounge off the lobby. The
beat went on—always!

Mel and Jean had bought a
home in St. Croix after a vaca-
tion visit in 1975, using the du-
plex as income property until
they both took early retirement
and moved there in 1985. Lead
clarinetist Jimmy Hamilton from
the Duke Ellington Orchestra
had also “retired” there and Mel
joined his group playing at the
exclusive Carambola Resort.
Daughter Barbara, working for
the Customs Department, shared
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the duplex. St. Croix was a para-
dise; friends from Michigan visited and left envying the
Dalton’s their new life style—which blew away in the hurri-
cane of 1989!

The storm that ravaged the island for an endless 12 hours
swept away a houseful of possessions while Jean and Mel

were plentiful; Mother’s Lounge on Plainfield Ave.; the Im-
perial House; a new group aptly named “New Connections”
headed by Dr. John Hair on trombone was much in demand,
especially at Dr. J’s Coffee House. The ‘90s groups found
audiences enjoying a return to the standards that always had

huddled in their daughter’s lower
level apartment. President Bush
had to send in the 82nd Airborne
to protect U.S. citizens from na-
tive gangs using the turmoil as an
opportunity to ravage and murder.
Daughters Fran and Martine char-
tered a plane in Miami to rescue
their parents. Mel boarded with
his sax and a suitcase; most
momentos of his already 40-year
career were literally “gone with
the wind.”

Returning to Grand Rapids, it
was as if his five year absence
never happened. Lloyd Brown’s
band welcomed him back. Gigs

a dynamic swing in the hands of
this veteran sideman. An added en-
joyment came in working with pia-
nist Dick Reynolds in classrooms
throughout the area, bringing the
West Michigan Jazz Society’s “Jazz
in the Schools” program to middle
school students. Mel’s advice to
them: “Go to college; learn to read
[the music]; and get a degree.”

Meanwhile, whether at private
parties, club gigs, or blowing into
the wind at our annual “Celebra-
tion on the Grand” festivals....there
is no such thing as “retirement” for
this extraordinary sideman!

Reservation form — Must be received by Thurs., May 30th

Buifet

Name
Men“ Address
Focacciov crusted chicken = Phone
Roasted vegetalble B
y lasagna eservations x $25 = Mail to:

Grilled vegetable and
orzo-salad
Garlic bread sticks

aeck payable to: West Michigan Jazz Society

Tables of 10.
~ $58-0125 for special seating arrangements.

304 Paris S.E.
Grand Rapids, MI 49503







