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THE BEL AIRS

One of the hardest-working bands in the Midwest, the Bel Airs don’t play blues for purists. Their repertoire is an eclectic mix of rockin’ blues and classic soul (some original, others borrowed but radically rearranged) that has kept dancers on their feet in clubs from Austin to Boston — and from the Virgin Islands to Paris — since bassist Dick Pruitt and his guitar-playing brother David formed the trio in 1981 in their native Columbia, Missouri. 

Got Love is the Bel Airs’ fourth album and first for HighTone Records. Dick Pruitt’s raspy voice, which reaches a Howlin’ Wolf-like level of ferociousness on the song “The Blues Is Walkin’,” handles most of the leads, though Dave joins in vocally on such numbers as “What Kind of Fool (Do You Think I Am),” “Wild About You Baby” and “Those Lonely, Lonely Nights. The brothers’ two-part harmonies bring to mind those of Los Angeles R&B legends Don and Dewey and help set the Bel Airs apart from other contemporary blues bands. David Pruitt is in incendiary form throughout, his searing lines suggesting the influence of such guitar heroes as Freddie King, Hubert Sumlin, and Johnny “Guitar” Watson, or, when he switches to slide, Elmore James. Drummer Michael Cherry, who played with the Paladins and the James Harman Band before signing on with the Bel Airs a decade back, keeps the grooves jumping as he locks firmly with Dick Pruitt’s electric bass. 

The Bel Airs co-produced Got Love with Lou Whitney, who worked with them on their second album, 1991’s Dangerous Curves. “Lou listens to an arrangement and just makes small adjustments to make it sound better,” David Pruitt says of the Springfield, Missouri producer. “He really listens to each instrument, and more often than not, he’ll take things away to make it sound cooler. He’ll have the drums play a little bit less, or he’ll have the bass leave out a note, or he’ll have the guitar player lay out on a section. He likes to simplify things and make them shine a little bit more.” 

The Bel Airs dedicate Got Love in part to the memory of Johnnie Johnson. The pioneering rock ‘n’ roll pianist, who died April 18, 2005, had languished in the shadow of onetime employer Chuck Berry until finally stepping out on his own with the 1987 album Blue Hand Johnny. The Bel Airs played an important part in Johnson’s belated coming out by serving as the rhythm section on that recording and in performances around St. Louis. 
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