


The Bel-Aire Community

(Birth Place of Nat King Cole)
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Pre Bel-Aire

One of the City’s Oldest Black Neighborhoods

As one of the city’s oldest neighborhoods, Bel-Aire was a planned Black community from its inception in the 1880s. With the introduction of the street railway

system in 1886, Montgomery saw the establishment of Highland Park, the city’s first suburb accessible by streetcar. Land purchased by the Highland Park

Investment Company to capitalize on the new transportation system was made available to prospective Black homebuyers. The Bel-Aire community took shape

with Hall Street as the neighborhood’s central thoroughfare. In 2012, the portion Hall Street where the Nat King Cole house is now located was renamed Harris
/ay, in honor of Dr. William H. Harris, thirteenth president of Alabama State University.
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Black Homeowners Build a Vibrant Black Community

Black people organized their resources to build homes in the burgeoning community of Bel-Aire. The first residents of Bel-Aire were laborers and domestic workers.
Over time, more Black skilled and unskilled workers began building homes in the district. Houses in the area represent Victorian, Craftsman, and Tudor Revival
architecture. Other homes in the neighborhood were vernacular types of shotgun, side gable, cross gable, and hip roof cottages. The district also featured a number
of Gothic and Mission Revival churches. These included Hall Street Baptist Church, Yougene Zion Baptist Church, as well as St. Paul A.M.E. church (which Rosa Parks
would later attend). In 1890, Hale's Infirmary, named after prominent Black businessman James Hale, opened on Lake Street. Bel-Aire was also situated near Alabama
Colored People’s University (now Alabama State University), which moved to Montgomery from Marion, Alabama in 1887.

SR TN

45 i Neighborhood Decline
S @ In the years before the turn of the twentieth century, Black people responded to
P & TRl widespread White racism by establishing or relocating business into Black
AT D neighborhoods such as Bel-Aire. By 1920, Forrest Ellis and Henry Landcaster ran
e T e o Cook Shops on South Hall Street in the Bel-Aire community. B. A. Ball and H. B.
‘. v by i LT Butcher were two of four grocers also on South Hall Street. Over time business
IZAC ;;é BT S became more diversified. Bel-Aire’s Black commercial activities peaked in the 1930s
piromsawaluR i < I o I e and declined in the 1960s. The general decline of the community can be linked to
, e PNE. B i dl several different developments. Black business owners had different options with
B i ST RS e the growth of two federal military bases in Montgomery. Black residents in the post
[ B < ;4 O W | == civil rights era began to take advantage of residential opportunities opening in
R = 2 et skl previously all-White neighborhoods. Interstate highway construction displaced
e e s i significant sections of the community while urban renewal projects negatively
AERE D6 v B8 8RB B S R e impacted the neighborhood.
P -‘l SR B i *

Interstate Highway



Nat King Cole

(March 17, 1919 - February 15, 1965)
Legendary Pianist, Composer, Vocalist, Movie Actor

Cole’s Montgomery Years (1919-1923)

During the second decade of the twentieth century, Edward Coles, a working class preacher at
Beulah Baptist Church and his wife Perlina Adams Coles, purchased a house on St. John Street
in the Montgomery, Alabama community of Bel-Aire. Perlina gave birth to Nathaniel Adams
Coles on March 17, 1919. In 1923, when Nathaniel was about four years old, the Coles family,
including Nat and his two siblings, Eddie M. and Edward B., moved to Chicago, lllinois. There
the family would grow to include additional siblings

Beulah Baptist Church

Cole’s Formative Period as a Musician (1923-1937)

Cole’s inclination for music began early as he learned to play piano and organ from his mother, who played the
piano and directed the choir at her husband’'s church. Cole himself began playing the piano and organ at his
father's Chicago church when he was about five years old. The young virtuoso began formal training as a pianist
and achieved notoriety as a musician in city. Ayoung Cole played in the high school band when he was only nine
years old. During this period, against his father's wishes Nat became interested in jazz music. In Chicago, Cole
was exposed to well-known jazz musicians, including Louis Armstrong.

Cole began playing with one of the many small jazz bands in Chicago. At the age of fifteen he formed his own
band called the “Rogues of Rhythm.” Afterwards Cole dropped out of high school to pursue a career as a full time
jazz musician. In the “Windy City” the piano player became known as a teenage jazz prodigy. In 1937, when Cole
was only sixteen-years-old, he left Chicago and toured as a piano player with Eubie Blake's play Shuffle Along. At
this point, the eighteen-year-old dropped the “s” from his last name and became known as Nat Cole.

Eubie Blake

Cole’s Major Period as a Musical Entertainer (1937-1965)

By the late 1930s, Cole’s career as a jazz musician centered in Los Angeles, California where he became known as Nat
“King” Cole. In 1938, the up-and-coming entertainer formed the King Cole Trio. This band emerged as an overnight
sensation, and in 1943 the group’s fame earned them a music contract with Capitol Records. The King Cole Trio
produced a series of record hits, including his first mainstream vocal hit “Straighten Up and Fly Right.”

In addition to jazz music, in the 1940s, Cole began to attract considerable attention for his ballads, some of which
became national best sellers. They included “(I Love You) For Sentimental Reasons,” “The Christmas Song (Merry
Christmas to You),” “Nature Boy,” and Sweet Lorraine.” By the 1950s, Cole achieved renown as a singer with his number
one hit “Mona Lisa,” and “Unforgettable,” a song his daughter Natalie Cole would rerelease as a duet twenty-five years
after her father’s death.

The 1950s and the 1960s, witnessed Cole’s further transformation from jazz to mainstream music. The now
accomplished musician recorded with leading orchestrators, including American arranger and composer Nelson
Riddle. Cole’s hits during this period included his rendition of the country tune “Rambling Rose,” and “Those
Lazy-Hazy-Crazy Days of Summer.” Nat King Cole’s last highly popular releases, “I Don’t Want to Hurt Anymore” and “I
Don’t Want to See Tomorrow” came in 1964, the year before his death.

Cole’s Career as a Television Star
(1950s-1960s)

Nat King Cole became the first
African-American to host a nationwide
television variety show in 1956. The show
featured both black and white guests and
lasted from 1956-1957. Although ratings
for the show demonstrated wide popularity,
corporate sponsors were afraid that
running ads on the show would hurt their
sales to American Whites.

Cole’s Career as a Film Star (1950s-1960s)

The Nat King Cole Show, 1956 - 1957

Nat King Cole played leading roles as an
actor in several movies in the 1950s and
1960s. The most popular of these roles was
his 1958 portrayal of W.C. Handy in the film
St. Louis Blues.

Film Star



Nat King Cole Home, Hancock Park, Los Angeles, California

Modem Civil Rig

Nat Kin
h

Coleand the

s

Movement

Nat King Cole believed he could fight racial discrimination as an entertainer who
interacted with persons of all races on the basis of equality. Therefore, he
maintained a distance from the civil rights movement. Yet he consistently faced
racism. Hecklers called him “Nigger” and taunted him during performances; his
house was vandalized and his life was threatened. At the same time few
advertisers were willing to purchase commercials on his variety show. Cole,
whose music also appealed to White audiences, initially took a behind-the-scene
stance against racial discrimination. He donated monies to the Montgomery Bus
Boycott and sued northern hotels that hired but would not serve him. After
1956, when White sponsors refused to buy advertisement on his television show,
and Black audiences began to complain that the popular entertainer was not
sufficiently committed to the struggle for first class citizenship, Cole paid $500
for an NAACP life membership, and thereafter emerged as a bold supporter of

the civil rights movement.

Nat King Cole Integrates All-White Neighborhood

Thye New York Times.

T ——— In August of 1948, Cole purchased a house in the previously all-White Los Angeles neighborhood

of Hancock Park. Members of the Hancock Park property-owners association told Cole they did
e not want any undesirables moving in. Cole retorted, "Neither do I. And if | see anybody

devmemnirdbiond by NEfrafi di fhEmsnbiag

e e ek el sl undesirable coming in here, I'll be the first to complain!' The Ku Klux Klan unsuccessfully

Lt Comgrenr beed Horle rialfag vidiva,

$ o el attempted to scare Cole out of the neighborhood by burning a cross of the lawn of his of his home
Heed | heir

Sk, M . 0 in 1948.

Rising Voices
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Your Help Is Urgently Needed . . . NOW !!

ol [ ES=Y P Pertag g Codia L s P, (P Pl Lioary
L Faos Bogmmidad [ Wrelew Lame Bl v W% s Foberd Lo hmin
R e ] Hish, Ky Sl v e 1 by I'h-r-"ad'- E.t:u :.‘.' :_nH.
L Dagad Crpuignil bre amald Pasepied s fFes o b s
[ T - o Fasie® el e e For e e
Gl epfled B B e b R e o o Falip Wailelphe o
(A r—" S Bt M & iy Hisasa e Ay e ke B bom Gk &
EF AL LR |,.,|,'_\5_, & Taa Failla L gy Fies Few =fad
o ol iy hmeptar Haghm Fae migang e et Eomm = b rh—--
e r— L orns et Bpua Wy e Pk Hamrts P
‘e Friaet Bl el AL Wt o Pamt Dpmes (i Wi
Rl s B, iy o} R et [T, Moy’ Mo
[T P B ':1""""" P Pty Tl [y — R
O, g g Sl g [ SR, SRR Wasur St
. , F .p
WWe i dhe sanrh wba wre sirmppling daly for dinity and foocdom warmiy endonw tily appeal Flogse mall this cowpon TONAY !
r- L N & N N _§ __3 X __§N__J ‘
5 | PR B, W L Flandliea B m L Baa
'dr‘.#l#ﬁ T e '|-'-r"'-"'-""l'-' e E ] i Comniiie Te Priatl FefPs Luhar By I
s o e Prangwhary L) B L ey e L l el
Brrian, o) . W l,f::?.-.-..:...p i oy, 2] Tou Bireggle For Frondom s The Sees |
!
B, By e e """h [rF==y =) e W WL i I 5 v s S, e Pk AP,
) iy R Hamy £ Besies (. i 1 sy #TM
[ . Far. Buuglen Sees R, L
[ T v— i, W iT '1!- '|-'|-1-|||.-:\.-."!:'\.-l e ' i s pesdag oy sl of | —
Bie. 0 Biawls Han, Wywd Pas Wallas [PV TR g — Pax, T, I fummem e g s of i { macu
Palabissa, e} ey, 4] [T ==y s e Rl |

I —— s R
COMMITTEE T0 DEFEXD MARTIN LUTHER KING AND THE STRUGELL FOR FREEDOM IX THE SOUTH | ——
I Wear 12500 Soreed, MNew York 3. MY, Uivorsity ded 0 i

N [TV [T

Elmn i &, Pilip Racdclph, D, Gasdonr €, Tigho; Elavmes of Culivral Piviaba Harey Bilalare, Safury

2 R
e

Prter] Frewwers: X Kiag Cotey Ereosiler Bibvnaver: Buyurd Kl ) Slrdemre iyl Chaoil Do Koty Geanp 1 Floms gl aherils eyl e

:.r;.,.;_ Fps. Hirey Emirios H.;.!_:. Wev. Thosmui Kdgeee, [4, Rabhs Edwand B Kein 1 Chplevan of Fabas Pk e | ot o Pplial Mucin. aiins Bang

s Morea Desbereinn, Clrrried Reliss o o o o — - ] 4
The Committee To Defend Martin Luther King Jr., With Nat King Cole Provides

Nat King Cole As Treasurer, Solicits Funds To Defend
Team Against Tax Evasion Charges

Nat King Cole Attacked by the Ku Klux Klan

On April 10, 1956, during a performance before 4,000 all-White fans at
the old City Auditorium in Birmingham, Alabama, Cole was attacked by
members of the North Alabama Ku Klux Klan. The leader of this Klan
group, Asa “Forrest” Carter, would go on to become the principal
speechwriter for Governor George Wallace in the 1960s. Cole’s assailants,
who were angry that he made several appearances with White female
singer June Christy, and who were opposed to Rock & Roll music,
assaulted Cole on stage and knocked him to the floor in a botched
attempt to kidnap the popular crooner. Local police thwarted the
scheme, quickly apprehended the attackers, and several accomplices
outside of the venue. Cole returned to the stage where he received a
ten-minute standing ovation but he did not finish the concert. After
seeing a physician, Cole decided to perform a scheduled Blacks-only
show later that same night.

LA

Financial Support To Underwrite The Carpool System During The

Motgomery Bus Boycott

SINCER TELLS WHY NE PLAYS SOUTH

NAT COLE ATTACKED IN ALABAMA ;

On the stage of the
Birmingham, Ala.,
Munlelpal Audltorium
last week, three white
men attacked slnper
Nat (King) Cole In an
abortive attempt o
carryoutaboldly-laid,
but cowardly exe-
cuted plan by an antl.
Negro mob of 150 o
abduct the crooner.
Although the mob
had planned it, In the
showdown only six
men and a car loaded
with rifles, brass

knuckles and black-
Under police guard after altack, Cole l:lr:;:'; l‘-ﬁem ot

falkz o choeerl fiife licRee,
e e scene as Cole sang to

an all-white audience of 3,500 In the first mixed show ever
to play Birmingham,

As the nation, North and South, sputlered its Indigna-
tlon over the barbarie attempt to harm an Innecent man,
a solemn questlon rose up io ride with the tide. The
question: Why would a singer of Cole’s stature perform
for a segregated audlence In the frst place? From Nal
Cole himsell came the best answer. Sald he: “Those
people, segregated or not, are still record fans. They can'l
overpower the law of the South, and I can't come in on
a one-night stand and overpower the law,

“The whites come to applaud a Negro performer lke
the colored do. When vou've got the respect of white and
colored, you ¢an ¢ase o lot of things. I can't settle,the
lggue—If I waz that good I should be President of the

KIDNAP PLOT IS UNCOVYERED
United States—but I can help

to ease the tenslon by galning

the respect of both races all

over the country.”

Although the singer's Blr-
mingham contract had called
for two scgregated shows, one
for an all.white audience
with one for an all-Negro
audience to follow, Cole
pointed oul that dolng sepa-
rate shows for white and col-
ored audiences had not been
the rule on hizs Southern tour,
which had grossed $110,000
the first week for the show,
owned by Nat and his man-
ager, Carlos ﬁnsgi “IrIHS:m
Antonlo,” sa e, “there s
was no segregation at all. In SR Vircon tackiad Cole.
Ft. Worth, the auditorium was
split right down the middle, half for whites, hall for
Negroes, It was the same way in Houston, bul there 1
saw 2 few Negroes spotted among the white seclion, In
wWinston-Salem, N. €., the audlence was mixed, and there
was no trouble at all.”

The unstable scating pattern Mscll represents a slow
change In the South, Cole sald, and added: “The Impor-
tant thing ls for Negroes and whites to communicate.
Even If they sit on separate sldes of the room, maybe at
intermisslon a white fellow will ask a Negro for a match
or something, and maybe one will ask the other how he
lkes the show. That way, you have started them to cont-
municating, and that's the answer to the whole problem.”

The Birmingham attack came as Cole, closing out the
show, swung Into the concluding lyrics of his third tune,

Jet Magazine, May 1, 1956



The Consummate Entertainer

Nat King Cole’s Formative Period as a Musician (1923-1937)

1oved to Los Angeles.

Nat King Cole Becomes a
Television Star

In October of 1956 Nat King
Cole’s show made its debut
on NBC, making it the first
network television program
to be hosted by a Black
performer. Although ratings
for the show demonstrated
wide popularity, corporate
sponsors were afraid that
running ads on the show
would hurt their sales to
American Whites. The show
featured both black and
white guests and aired from
1956 to 1957.

The Silky Voice of Nat King Cole

In the 1940s Cole began to attract considerable attention for his ballads, some of which became
national best sellers. They included, “(I Love You) For Sentimental Reasons”“The Christmas Song
(Merry Christmas to you),"“Nature Boy,"and Sweet Lorraine.” By the 1950s Cole achieved renown
as a singer with his number one hit “Mona Lisa,’ and “Unforgettable,”a song his daughter Natalie

Cole would rerelease as a duet twenty-five years after her father’s death.

Nat King Cole the Musician

The 1950s and the 1960s witnessed Cole’s further transformation from jazz to mainstream music.
The now accomplished musician recorded with leading orchestrators, including American
arranger and composer Nelson Riddle. Cole recorded twenty-nine top forty pop hits during his
career. In the last two decades of his life Cole recorded a rendition of the country tune “Rambling
Rose,”and “Those Lazy-Hazy-Crazy Days of Summer.” Nat King Cole’s last highly popular releases,
"I Don't wasn't to Hurt Anymore” and “lI Don't Want to See Tomorrow” came in 1964, the year

before his death.

Nat King Cole Shines on the
Silver Screen

Played leading roles as an actor
in several movies in the 1950s
and 1960s. The most popular of
these roles was his 1958
portrayal of W.C, Handy in the
film St. Louis Blues.

Cole’s inclination for music began early when he learned to play piano and organ from his mother.
Perlina played the piano and directed the choir at Nathaniel father’s church. Cole himself began
playing the piano and organ at his father’s Chicago church when he was about five years old. The
young virtuoso gained formal training as a pianist and achieved notoriety as a musician in city. A
young Cole played in the high school band when he was only nine years old, and then he became
interested in jazz music. In Chicago Cole was exposed to well-known jazz musicians including, Louis
Armstrong. An eighteen-year-old Nat dropped the “s” from his name, married Nadine Robinson, and
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Nat King Cole and Eartha Kitt




The Nat King Cole Society

Amos Harris, a native of Chicago, lllinois, moved to Montgomery in
1983. Asalife-long admirer of Nat King Cole, Harris wondered why
more had not been done to preserve the famous entertainer’s
Montgomery birth home. In 1994, he founded the Nat King Cole
Society and served as its first Chief Operating Officer. The society
set out to focus attention on Cole’s music, preserve the birth house,
and establish a park and statue in Coles honor. The society
provides scholarships to outstanding high school seniors, as well
as to Alabama State University students interested in pursing a
career in the fine arts. The scholarships are awarded at the Nat
King Cole annual “Birthday Bash” held in honor of Cole’s
Montgomery birthday in March of 1919.

(o 4 The Nat King Cole Society, Inc.

presents

Fhe 10 Annual

Nat King Cole Birthday Bash
& Scholarship Program

Saturday, March 15, 2004
6:00 pm. until 10:00 pm.

RSA Activity Center o
(eEe 201 Dexter Avenue sz
MO“I’Q{)ME:W‘, AL 36104 =

Nat King Cole Birthday Bash

Amos Harris, a native of Chicago, lllinois founded the Nat King Cole

Society in 1994,

Amos Harris

Nat King Cole Society Gives Scholarship Money to
Alabama State University




Nat King Cole: A Legacy

The life and legacy of Nat King Cole has been recognized by people and institutions in Alabama, throughout the United States, as well as in several foreign countries. Cole rose to
national prominence during a period of the near-exclusion of Black people from television and films, and from major contracts with leading White record companies. During his
lifetime, Cole recorded twenty-nine top forty pop hits and appeared in twenty-nine films and was featured in eighteen television shows. Mostimportantly, he became the first African
American to host a nationally televised variety show.

In recognition of Cole’s stellar career in the world of entertainment, he was included in several induction organizations. In 1985, Cole was inducted into the Alabama Music Hall of Fame.
The Alabama Jazz Hall of Fame inducted Cole in 1993, as did the Down Beat Jazz Hall of Fame in 1997. An additional honor came to Cole with his induction into the Rock and Roll Hall
Fame in 2000 and to“Hit Parade” Hall of Fame in 2007.

Cole also won a number of awards, including a posthumous Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 1990. In 1994, the United States Post Office honored Cole by issuing an official
United States postage stamp featuring his likeness. In 2013, Cole experienced international recognition when he was inducted into the Latin Songwriters Hall of Fame for his
contributions to Latin music. A statue of Nat King Cole has also been erected in the Hotel National Vedado in Cuba.

In keeping with the vision of Amos Harris, the former president of the Nat King Cole Society, and Alabama State University made plans to erect a statue of Nat King Cole and place itin
an amphitheater to be constructed behind the Nat King Cole home.

Vision for Historic Houses And Amphitheater

POPULAR SINGER, 191T7-1965

Nat King Cole Postage Stamp Issued In 1994
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