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			Foreword by Danny Solazzi of the Characters

			When I was a kid growing up my family had Meet The Beatles, The Monkees self-titled first album and The Chipmunks’ Lets All Sing With The Chipmunks, Around The World With The Chipmunks and The Alvin Show. Pretty good way to start a record collection!

			The Chipmunks records were so much fun to listen to.

			The covers were shiny foil. The vinyl, for the first LP was red and the songs and the skits were extremely well put together. They are still as entertaining and musical as when they first came out many years ago. I loved the three part harmonies of Alvin, Simon and Theodore and the way Dave would get annoyed at Alvin and yell at him. It seemed real to me.

			Ross Bagdasarian was a great songwriter, arranger and producer. The records have a depth and are so well crafted. These are not just children’s records.

			When my band, The Characters, were first getting together back when we were only in our teens, our influences came from the music we grew up on: The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Kinks, The Monkees and so many more. I am sure that the music of Ross Bagdasarian and The Chipmunks were on that list, too!

			Mark Arnold has put together a fantastic book unearthing a world of information about Ross Bagdasarian, Liberty Records, Format Films and The Alvin Show. The interviews and session information on the recordings shed new light on these important records.

			There is a wealth of fantastic photos, behind the scenes background on The Alvin Show and revealing insights into the inner workings of Liberty Records.

			If you love The Chipmunks, you will love this book!

			— Danny

		

	
		
			Introduction

			A few years ago after the publication of my TTV book, I had a conversation with cartoonist Scott Shaw! about what animation studio I should cover next. Scott said that he wanted to know more about Format Films. I flippantly answered, “Format did The Alvin Show, The Lone Ranger and then closed. The End.” I was dismissive because I honestly thought that that is all they did at the time. I had no idea of Format’s connection to UPA and to other studios at the time like Jay Ward, TV Spots, Pantomime Pictures, DePatie-Freleng and Warner Bros.

			With this book, I plan to cover that and more. I was always a fan of Alvin and The Chipmunks as long as I remember. My mother owned and played me the original Chipmunks record, “The Chipmunk Song” and I would watch the cartoons in the early 1970s on Saturday mornings. I honestly thought they were being made at the time and not 10 years earlier and airing in primetime no less! I also didn’t know that the original voice of The Chipmunks, Ross Bagdasarian, Sr., had passed away in 1972 during the time I was watching these shows originally. I also didn’t know that was his name as I thought there really was a man named David Seville.

			I will say it here in this intro and then refrain from speaking about it any further, but there are many who say that the Ross Bagdasarian, Sr. version of The Chipmunks is and always will be the ONLY version of The Chipmunks to pay attention to. I don’t tend to feel that strongly about it as the versions by Ross Bagdasarian, Jr. and Janice Karman have their own merit. For the sake of this book, the latter day versions will be covered in the final chapter. 

			That said, I realized a book solely about the Ross Bagdasarian, Sr. version of The Chipmunks would not be a complete picture without covering the man, the major record label he recorded for - Liberty, and the animation company that Ross hooked up with do to The Alvin Show - Format Films. This book covers it all.

			One small note to the text: Ross Bagdasarian, Sr. will generally be referred to as “Bagdasarian”, while his son, Ross Bagdasarian, Jr. will generally be referred to as “Ross Jr.” unless in context within a quote.

			— Mark Arnold

		

	
		
			“Come On-A My House”

			Ross Bagdasarian, Sr. tells his story in the liner notes of his third and final solo LP called A Summer Day’s Delight, released in 1970, “My name is Ross Bagdasarian. I was born in Fresno, California, on January 27,1919. My home town of Fresno is an average size town, I would say. The population is around 90,000 people, and at least twice that many grapes and raisins. The people are average but the raisins are the finest you can get anywhere in the world.” Although Bagdasarian claims his name is Ross, his real full name was Rostom Sipan Bagdasarian and he was 5’7” according to his son, Ross Jr. He graduated from Fresno High School in 1937.

			Bagdasarian also had two older brothers: Richard Sirak Bagdasarian (1910-1966) and Harry Sisvan Bagdasarian (1915 -1989).

			Lucinda Ann Sanderson and Michael J. Tawney continue the story from Mindrot #12, “Bagdasarian came from the Armenian-American community in Fresno, where the family owned a vineyard and was associated with the Sierra Wine Company. One of Bagdasarian’s first cousins was the famous playwright William Saroyan. Bagdasarian was first generation Armenian-American and could speak Armenian.”

			Bagdasarian continues, “I went to school in Fresno. The usual thing, grammar school, junior high school and high school. Finally, one miserable year in college and boredom really set in. I wanted to be an actor and the man in charge, they called him “Prof”, said I should start by painting some walls a deep green. I told him I wanted to be an actor and then I quit. Before I forget, I want to say that in 1927, I became famous with my family. I skipped the third grade.

			“The name Bagdasarian is, needless to say, Armenian and my father, also needless to say, was a grape grower. I worked in the grapes, if I worked at all, and at the age of 16, while driving a truckload of grapes from the vineyard to the packing house, I wrote my first song. It was called “Nuts To You.” Some smart alec I knew claimed that it wasn’t what you would call a “ballad.” Now that I look back I guess he was right. It was a song thought. It had words and it had music and when I sang it, it had spirit, but I guess it wasn’t a ballad.

			“After I quit college, I decided that if I was going to be an actor the thing to do was to go to a place where they did some acting. They didn’t do much acting in Fresno. It was a good place to stay and learn to pick grapes but I wanted to act so I went to New York. This was in 1939 and I was 20 years old. I went straight to the Theatre Guild and after three days I got in to see Theresa Helburn. She was one of the directors of the guild. She asked me some pretty important questions about my background in the theatre and I gave her some pretty important answers, the most important of which was that I was the best natural born actor she had ever seen. I got the part of the singing Greek newsboy in The Time Of Your Life and every night I came out and sang “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” in addition to the six or seven lines that I had with Eddie Dowling. I didn’t exactly steal the show with my performance, but two weeks later I was given the part of the pinball way and on the road. During that summer, I was the assistant stage manager for a show called Love’s Old Sweet Song. The show closed in three weeks, just in time for me to go on the road with The Time Of Your Life.”

			Bagdasarian doesn’t mention that his mother Verna “Verkin” Saroyan passed away on April 21, 1941, at the age of 50. She was born in Turkey in 1891. Nor does Bagdasarian mention that he got married to his wife, Armen, in 1946.

			Bagdasarian continues, “It was during this period that I drove back to Fresno with Bill Saroyan and while we were in New Mexico I started singing a song that I had been thinking about. It was called “Come On-a My House.” Saroyan liked it and helped me finished it.” The song was first performed in an off-Broadway production of The Son, and cousin William Saroyan (1908-1981) and Bagdasarian recorded their own version with lengthy spoken-word passages. They released the single on Coral Records as “Come On-a My House” / “Oh, Beauty”. Their version didn’t chart.

			It was then covered by fellow Armenian singer Kay Armen (real name Armenuhi Manoogian) (1915-2011) in 1951 with the Ray Charles Singers and the John Gart Orchestra for Federal Records. There are some sources that say Armen was related to Bagdasarian and Saroyan as another cousin, but other than an Armenian background, a blood relation is not confirmed. Armen (last name) certainly was not the same Armen (first name) who was Bagdasarian’s wife as some sources have stated, nor was the song necessarily written for Armen.

			It wasn’t until Rosemary Clooney (1982-2002) recorded it later on in 1951 for Columbia Records that it became a major hit. Clooney recorded it upon the recommendation of Mitch Miller (1911-2010).

			Son Ross Jr. appeared on episode #82-34 of the long-running Dr. Demento Show starring Barry Hansen (1941-    ) on August 22, 1982. It was one of the first times he publicly talked at length about his father and his creations, “Back in 1950, he came to Los Angeles with a song called “Come On-a My House” and everyone in the town told him that he’d never be able to make it in the business, but one day Mitch Miller insisted that Rosemary Clooney sing the song and that was my dad’s first song and his first success, and after that he figured, “This is a snap!” 

			“His cousin was Bill Saroyan. They went way back when Bill had written one of his biggest plays The Time of Your Life, my dad was actually in that play in New York at the age of 19, so they went way back. Then there were some other hits. There was ‘Hey Brother, Pour the Wine’ for Dean Martin (1917-1995). Then there were some really dry times for him. He did a song that was an instrumental that you would probably not remember the title to. It’s titled “Armen’s Theme”, but you hear it in every elevator that has musak.”

			Lawrence Lee and Barry Gifford elaborate this early success for Bagdasarian in their book, Saroyan: A Biography, “Ross sent a copy of the song to Mitch Miller, then a powerful artist-and-repertory executive with Columbia Records. 

			Rosemary Clooney comments, “Mitch had a demonstration record of it, and he heard it one day and wanted to record it the next, and he was absolutely sure that it was going to be a huge success for me.

			“Now, the fact that it was an Armenian folk song, he wanted an accent. I don’t know how to do an Armenian accent, so I used what I laughingly called an Italian accent because that was the band I sang with, an Italian band, Tony Pastor.

			“It is a strange piece of material, but it took off like a house afire. It was one whole summer. That was the one that Mitch Miller called the sales department and said, ‘Ship 300,000 on consignment,’ and if he does that, everybody listens. And they did it.

			“I went to Florida for a week and came back, and at that time on Broadway, there were four big record stores, and they had loudspeakers on the outside and they’d be playing the top records they were selling. I came back from Florida and drove down from La Guardia, down Broadway, with my head stuck out of the cab, and listened to myself for the first time on Broadway, just out of these record stores.”

			The book continues, “The record sold 900,000 copies almost instantaneously, and it was the inescapable soundtrack to the summer of 1951.

			“Ross and I have made about $15,000 apiece out of the song so far,” Saroyan said that summer. He and Ross had a small office in Beverly Hills where they dealt with the business aspects of their sudden success and tried to extend it by converting other Armenian material in the same vein. “What we do with these songs is, we just grab them. If they ain’t in the public domain, why, we sort of ease them over into the public domain,” and all the material was based on Near Eastern themes. “Oh, Beauty” had been “Akh, Yavroos” in the original Armenian, and like the others and despite its merit, failed to replicate the success of “Come On-a My House”, with its recitation of delights, including the most Armenian of produce items, the pomegranate.”

			Enid Fife comments in her article “David Seville: Brings Alvin to TV“ from the October 1961 TV Radio Mirror, “Two things saved him for show business: The first, of course, is talent. The second, being the cousin of playwright William Saroyan. “Through Bill, I got to play the pinball maniac (type casting, if there ever was any) in his Time of Your Life hit on Broadway. Then came the war.”

			Mindrot adds, “In 1956, Bagdasarian adopted the pseudonym of David Seville, probably because he wanted the public to know him by a more American-sounding name and because he wanted to be known by a surname which was shorter and easier to remember.”

			Ross Jr. on Dr. Demento adds, “Ross Bagdasarian is not only a very difficult name to pronounce, but it also goes on longer than most labels did. So the record company at that time said, ‘Ross, please, this is too difficult for anyone to pronounce, could you shorten it up?’ And when he was in the army, he had been in Spain and loved the city of Seville and they were thinking that if they ever had another child and it was a boy, they would name it David. He put the two together and the next day he was known as David Seville.”

			Marty Winters in  “Ross Bagdasarian: The Man Who Would Be Chipmunk King” from Cool and Strange Music #18, August-November 2000 continues, “In the meantime, Uncle Sam had other plans. Bagdasarian was drafted and spent four years as an Air Force control tower operator, during which time he was sanctioned in Europe spending some memorable time near Seville, Spain. By the time he was discharged from the service he had decided to get back to his roots and try his hand at grape growing. According to Bagdasarian, he “was looking for a good clean kind of existence,” so in 1945, he headed back to central California and the vineyards.”

			Bagdasarian continues, “Right after the show closed I was called into the Army and spent the next four years in the Air Force as a control tower operator. I visited nearly all the European capitals while with the Air Force and I did my job well, although I did nothing heroic except the time I kept Sam Williams from going into an off-limits joint and thereby saved him a painful trip to the medics.”

			TV Radio Mirror elaborates, “After four years in the Air Corps, Ross returned to Fresno, met a local lovely named Armen, and settled down to raising a family and grapes—with the customary by-products of wine and raisins. He had three lean years, then, in 1949, produced a real bumper crop. Alas, it was then he discovered the bottom had fallen out of the grape market. ‘That’s when I decided grapes were for the birds. I took my wife, two children, $200 and an unpublished song, “Come On-a My House”, and headed for Hollywood.’

			“Ross had composed this song almost ten years before, with the help of cousin Saroyan, when they were driving from New York to Fresno after the closing of Bill’s play. Both had forgotten about it until Ross came across the manuscript while packing.”

			Bagdasarian agrees, “I got out of the Army I went right back to Fresno. A man gets confused after spending four years in the Army. I went back to the grapes because I was looking for a good clean kind of existence and I figured that the vineyards were the answer. I met and married a wonderful girl and just by way of showing off to her I branched out for myself and leased sixty acres of land, all grapes, in order to make a small fortune and prove to her that her choice had been a wise one. I worked hard with the grapes and when harvest time rolled around I had the prettiest sixty acres of grapes anyone had ever seen. The market dropped before we started and we had to give the grapes away. I guess she thought I was all right though because we’re still married.

			“Upon her insistence - her name is Armen by the way - we came to Los Angeles with two children and an unpublished song called “Come On-a My House”. I spent the next year and half whistling, singing and stomping out the words and music of the song to anyone who would listen. Dave Barbour and Peggy Lee said it was the wrong time of year for a song like that. Frankie Laine said there was no use in trying to get a song like that recorded because dialect stuff just wouldn’t get it. It went with many others until somehow Rosemary Clooney made a record of it and things finally popped loose.”

			Cool and Strange Music elaborates, “Bagdasarian’s songwriting career spanned decades and his most famous contribution to American pop culture - The Chipmunks - have been enjoyed by three generations of children the world over. His first million seller “Come On-a My House” is a classic pop tune that still sounds fresh today. Over 40 years after it was recorded, Bagdasarian’s rise from grape-grower to million-selling songwriter and television mogul is nothing short of miraculous and a perfect example of the American Dream come true.”

			Bagdasarian followed up his first Coral Records single with “The Girl with the Tambourine” / “He Says Mm-Hmm”, this time released under his own name at the end of 1951 to no success.

			By November 1953, Bagdasarian switched labels to Mercury and released “Let’s Have a Merry, Merry Christmas” / “Hey Brother, Pour the Wine”. The A-side is a silly novelty record with  whiny vocals and sound effects, but is significant as it is Bagdasarian’s first released Christmas song. A portent of things to come. The B-side did nothing for Bagdasarian with its ethnic sounding ditty, but found success with another cover version.

			Ross Jr. explains on Demento, “By 1954, he had scored another minor hit with his vineyard inspired “Hey, Brother, Pour the Wine”, as recorded by Dean Martin. He had previously recorded his own version of the same song as the B-side of a Christmas single he made for Mercury Records in 1953, as well as a couple of singles for Coral Records including his version of “Come On-a My House” in 1951.

			“While working at Mercury, Bagdasarian also appeared on an EP that featured himself and fellow Mercury recording artists Vic Damone and Georgia Gibbs doing their interpretations of songs from the 1953 hit Broadway musical Kismet. Bagdasarian sang “Not Since Nineveh” and “Zubbediya”, two tunes that easily lent themselves to his humorous approach. He wouldn’t find real success in the music industry until he joined Liberty Records in 1956.”

			David Edwards and Mike Callahan, in their “Liberty Records Story” from 2001 discusses when Bagdasarian joined the label, “It was around this same time that Ross Bagdasarian, Sr. joined the label, “Bagdasarian had been a songwriter of some success when Liberty signed him in 1955. He first recorded under the name “Alfi and Harry”. His follow-up single was under his own name, but it disappeared without a trace. A quick reverting to Alfi and Harry didn’t do much either. Seeking a simpler pseudonym, Bagdasarian then recorded the instrumental “Armen’s Theme” under the name David Seville.

			“He soon shifted to novelty records, with a few chart successes within the next few years such as “Gotta Get to Your House”, “The Bird On My Head”, “Little Brass Band”, and “Judy”. 

			Cool and Strange Music continues, “Bagdasarian was friends with pianist Mark McIntyre, father of Liberty recording artists Patience and Prudence, and had been instrumental in bringing their talents to the attention of label executives. As a result, he soon found himself recording under the name of Alfi and Harry (with Mark McIntyre as the woeful pianist, Harry) and a series of novelty singles were issued which featured Bagdasarian adding monologue over what were essentially instrumentals. 

			“The Trouble With Harry” / “A Little Beauty” came out in December 1955 and is probably the most successful of the bunch, rising to #44 on the US charts. It features Bagdasarian’s Alfi (short for Alfred, as in Hitchcock?) berating the heavy-handed pianist Harry, eventually firing him by song’s end. Probably not so coincidentally, the song title is the same as the Hitchcock film released earlier in the year.”

			The B-side “A Little Beauty” is a silly song written by Bagdasarian where he literally asks on the record if it is a hit or a miss.

			Cool and Strange Music continues, “Other Alfi and Harry singles included “Persian On Excursion” / ”Word Game Song” from April 1956 and “Safari” / ”Closing Time” from April 1957 - all penned by Bagdasarian. After a follow-up single in 1956 under his own name “The Bold and the Brave” / ”See a Teardrop Fall”, which didn’t crack the charts, Bagdasarian issued a series of singles under what would become his most famous pseudonym - David Seville. The instrumental “Armen’s Theme”, named for his wife, was released by Bagdasarian under the David Seville name and became a #42 hit in November 1956. Interestingly, it would make the charts
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