A PORTRAIT IN BRONZE - THE LIFE OF
BESSIE GRIFFIN - (Part I)

- by Opal Louis Nations

They called Mahalia Jackson the “Queen of
Gospel,” Brother Joe May was known as “The
Thunderbolt of the Mid-west.” “Queen of the
South” was bestowed on Queen C. Anderson,
and to Mdm. Ernestine Washington went the
sobriquet “Songbird of the East.” But like Eliza-
beth the First of England, Bessie Griffin was
known far and wide as “Good Queen Bess.”

Contralto gospel diva Bessie Griffin has often
been referred to as both Mahalia Jackson’s rival
and competitor. For many years she suffered from
this undeserved underdog status. Griffin resented
these labels and avoided singing songs strongly
identified with Jackson. To my mind, Griffin and
Jackson were identical in only one respect: they
were both blessed with strong and remarkably
powerful voices which they could project with lit-
tle amplification. Their lives differed in every other
way.

Jackson stood before her audiences in a statu-
esque manner, hands clasped over her abdomen,
head held heavenward. Her singing for the most
part remained within the boundaries of what might
best be described as operatic aria, although some-
times it was enlivened when the spirit took it.
Jackson sang her heart out and cast spells with the
sheer power and magic of her natural instrument.
Griffin, on the other hand, was far more animated.
Sweceping physical gestures coupled with visceral
moans and guttural nuances which ultimately led
to screaming ecstasy, convulsions, fainting, and,
according to some accounts, seizures, were often
the norm.

Both singers were of corpulent stature, both
had weight problems, and both hailed from New
Orleans. Jackson was born in 1912 in a poor
neighborhood (sometimes referred to as
“Niggertown”) in a shotgun shack between Wa-
ter and Audubon Streets, the third of six children.
Griffin, born Arlette B. Broil, entered this world
on Second and Derbigny Streets in 1927. Anthony
Heilbut contends that 1922 was her date of birth.
The daughter of Enoch Broil, a sanitation worker
and Victoria Walker Broil, a Creole who spoke
broken French, Bessie got her name from her
mother’s close companion, a White girl by the
name of Arlette Cox. Bessie’s father was a drinker,
but her mother, a staunchly religious woman, be-
longed to a small Baptist church.

“My mother was a great moaner,” said Bessie.
She would constantly anger the preacher, who
would often wind up his sermon long before Vic-
toria would quit her moaning. Victoria died when
Bessie was five years old. Without adequate sup-
port from her father, Bessic was given over to the
care of Lucy Narcisse, her mother’s cousin on
Robinson and Terpishore Streets who raised her
much as would a grandmother, “I used to attend
church five times on Sundays,” she once said,
“morning praycr, Sunday school, B.Y.P.U., Sun-
shine Band, and regular service.”

One of Lucy’s relatives was the late Louis H.
Narcisse, a New Orleans Baptist Creole spiritual-
ist who moved out to the West Coast and rose to
fame and fortune bedecked in resplendent robes
at The Mount Zion Spiritual Temple, 1488 Four-
teenth Street in Oakland, Ca. Bessic remembers
pony rides with Latin neighbors and being teased
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by the Black and White kids in the area for having
an odd name. “They kept misusing my name until
I named myself Bessie. The ‘B’ was just there do-
ing nothing, so I turned it around to Bessie A.
Broil.”

Lucy Narcisse was a stern, authoritarian fig-
ure who would whip her charge at the blink of an
eye. Lucy worked hard and long in a pecan fac-
tory and expected Bessie to wash her own as well
as the family’s laundry. She was also required to
scrub the red brick steps. Lucy admonished Bessie
by telling her to buckle down or clse she would
cnd up a scamstress. But Bessie had, even by then,
decided to become a singer. She consoled herself
over the wash tubs and steps by singing “Soon [
will be done with the troubles of the world.” This
was taken by Lucy as defiance, and as a conse-
quence, Bessie got a whipping.

Bessie started school at third grade and almost
at once exhibited signs of being bright. She started
stashing extra sheets under the house and making
surreptitious, disparaging remarks in church dur-
ing the times Lucy led the congregational sing-
ing. During the Depression, Bessie fetched but-
ter, eggs and powdered milk from the Welfare de-
partment, even faked faints to jump the queue.
She began singing from infancy. At first she mim-
icked the old Dr. Watts hymns Lucy sang around
the house.

In a May 1982 interview with Lynn Abbott,
Bessie described her early musical experiences as
follows. “My first church was The Pilgrim Grove
Baptist pastored by Rev. Richard Royal located on
Thalia Street between Roman and Prier on the
streets downtown side. [ first started church sing-
ing at age five. I was the junior choir mascot.
sometimes led the choir with a hymn book held
upside down in my hands. I'd go to rehearsals with
Lucy because she and her husband were in the
Senior Choir. When [ became a member of the
Senior Choir, I began to sing solos. That’s when
Lucy made up a special cap and gown.”

Bessie caught the blues in the streets, joined
in the singing with other kids on the block, and

took in song-sermons by traveling revivalist preach-
ers like Blind Frank. She listened to sermon
records, especially those made on popular, every-
day issues by the captivating Rev. Gates on Victor
and Vocalion Records. After school, Bessic and her
friends played Mahalia Jackson discs on the juke-
box. Bessie had developed a richly colored con-
tralto voice and could accompany it on piano.

Bessie’s feelings for Mahalia Jackson at this
point were a mixture of admiration and half-con-
ccaled resentment. She had heard on record
Jackson sing “God Shall Wipe All Tears Away” in
a style that reminded the listener of the great Bessie
Smith, and she had sung it in school. Years later,
when Jackson heard Bessie sing her song at a con-
cert in Bessie’s church, Jackson told her she was
too good a singer to stay down in New Orleans.
She would be better off up in Chicago where she
lived. But Bessie was different from Jackson. It
seems that Bessie always had to scrape to get by.
Jackson, on the other hand, went for the top dol-
lar concert performances, invested her money in
real estate, and grew wealthy.

Abbott relates an early incident concern-
ing Bessic’s desire to be on radio. Lucy washed
clothes for the downtown Roosevelt Hotel. It was
Bessic’s job to deliver them by hand. On her way,
she would pass radio station WJBW on Howard
Avenue. “I would sit and sing in front of the radio
station for [ don’t know how long until somebody
would hear me and put me on the air.” But this
never came about.

Together with friends, Bessic sang in an
acappella quartet known as The Brent-Quillin
Singers. Walter Green, tenor and manager of The
Swanee River Quartet, then based in the Cres-
cent City, remembers the Brent-Quillins. “They
lived downtown about six or seven blocks from
my house. I used to take them around to play on
Church programs with others of their age and ex-
perience. I remember once taking them to sing in
Slidell across the Pontchartrain. I even coached
the lead singer for awhile.”

Abbott gives us a clear and accurate picture of
the Brent-Quillins in his May 1982 interview with
Bessie. The Brent-Quillins started as a trio. The
founder was the Quillins® father, the pastor of a
church at Erato and Galvez. Rev. Quillin’s daugh-
ters Lorena and Pearl first sang with their father’s
choir. Bessie, Lorena and Pearl sang together as
The Quillin girls until Rev. Quillin moved with his
family to a larger church in Pailet Land where they
befriended and later enlisted the Brents, Mildred
and Carrie (otherwise known as “Snook™). Pearl
Quillin dropped out after getting pregnant, and
the group became a foursome whose repertoire
was modeled on the male quartet counterpart,

The Brent-Quillin Four sang songs like “Pre-
cious Lord” and “Sleep On Mother,” tunes with
the “boom chanka-lanka lanka-lanka” rhythm nff,
“I Don’t Care Where You Bury My Body” was
the outfit’s “crip” number (a strong song a group
used to challenge another and move the church),
“Snook” and Mildred took care of most of the
group’s arrangements, and Mr. Brent handled the
management.

Carric sang lead, Mildred bass, Lorena tenor
and Bessie was taught to sing baritone, much to



her chagrin. Just as the male quartets, The Brent-
Quillins followed the same little routines like walk
the aisles of the church. Bessie dated Leroy Lee of
The Chosen Four. Lee taught Bessic how to sing
baritone and how to sustain certain notes and
phrases. Sometimes rehearsals would be held with
a teenage male quartet known as The Nelson
Brothers.

As some of The Brent-Quillins had eyes on
some of The Nelson boys, rehearsals got them-
sclves arranged in the evenings. In the summer
they would rehearse out on the porch, and moth-
ers would fix cookies and refreshments. Both
groups were booked on local programs together,
touted as “Battles of Songs.” The boys doubled as
chaperones for these events. The girls posted fly-
ers and sent out invitations. As they had no radio
exposure, program information spread by word
of mouth. The situation improved as soon as The
Brent-Quillins were guesting on WMRY along-
side Walter Green and The Swanee River Quar-
tet. Bessic sang in the outfit through junior and
senior high school. The group often rehearsed
Saturdays, sped off to engagements in Bogalusa
or Mobile on Sundays, then back for school by
Mondays.

Bessie’s reputation grew by leaps and bounds
around New Orleans. Lucy had encouraged her
to shout. “Shouting’s alright as long as you mean
it, otherwise you might break your neck,” she ad-
monished. While singing at a friend’s funcral, Bessic
was touched by the holy spirit who caused her to
jump out of a balcony, but she claims the same
spirit that urged her to jump also protected her
from bodily harm. Anthony Heilbut relates in his
book The Gospel Sound (Limelight Editions, 1985,
page 135) that Bessie’s singing literally killed peo-
ple, a feat not even Mahalia Jackson could brag
about. Once, in new Orleans, she wailed “I Want
To Rest” and laid one lady to rest. Another time,
in Texas, she sang “Just Over The Hill,” and the
lady went over. In the second case, cold water was
used to calm the lady, and this brought on the
selzure.

Bessic was extremely alarmed by all this. Other
traumatic experiences included the death of one
of Bessie’s pianists. Mlasmg for weeks, {Jhlcago
police found the woman’s corpse in an oven situ-
ated in a deserted tenement building in Califor-
nia.

The 1930s saw the increasing development of
female acappella quartets modeled after male coun-
terparts. Groups like The Golden Gate Quartet
and The CBS Trumpeteers whose music was
widely syndicated on radio were being reinvented
on the distaff side by aspiring females like The
Southern Harps of Harmony Street founded
by Alberta French Johnson in 1934. Bessie Grif-
fin joined The Famous Southern Spiritual
Singers (the name they put themselves out as) in
1941.

The events leading up to this point are clearly
outlined in Abbott’s May 1982 interviews. “Mrs.
Johnson saw me in The Brent-Quillins, and [
moved back to her neighborhood which was Zion
City.” Actress, singer, pianist Alberta F. Johnson
had once attended the J.W. Hoffman School (for-
merly known as Willow High), as did Bessie later
on. Johnson was affectionately known as “The
Willow Nightingale” (after the school, of course).

Bessie married Willie Griffin. Living only one
block from Johnson’s house, Bessie went to visit
her every day. Bessie sat and sang at the Johnson
house all day until it was time for her to head home
to fix her husband’s meal. Johnson wanted Bessic
to sing in her group. After getting Willie’s permis-
sion, Bessie consented. Members at this juncture
were Johnson, her sister, and her niece Minola

Kelley, who sang bass, a half sister, Kit, sang ban-
tone, Ruth Jackson sang tenor. Minola and Kit
soon moved to La Place, and fresh replacements
needed to be found.

By 1942, The Southern Harps included Al-
berta F. Johnson, second tenor, instructor, and
manager, Bessie Griffin, baritone and pianist,
Lucille La Beau, first baritone, Ruth Jackson,
third tenor, and “Baby Helen” Melinda
Matthews, first tenor and chaplain. On the road,
The Harps suffered hard times and often had to
go without food. By 1950, “Baby Helen” with a
name change to Linda Hopkins had switched to
rhythm and blues music through the support and
encouragement of Johnny Otis.

Hopkins’ involvement in New Orleans gospel
15 an interesting one. Born November 9, 1925 in
New Orleaps, the fifth of six children, she spent
her first seven years in the care of her parents Fred
(a church deacon) and Hazel Matthews. From
1931 to 1935, Hopkins lived in the Berkeley, Ca.
arca. After moving back to New Orleans (Gayoso
and Thalia Streets) with her mother, Hopkins
joined the church and started singing gospel in-
spired by songs she had heard sung by Mahalia
Jackson. She once booked the famous diva to sing
at her Sunday school for a children’s performance.
Jackson was initially shocked that a mere eleven-
year-old booked her to appear, but when she was
told that she would be paid, her attutude swiftly
changed.

Booking herself on the same program Hopkins
sang “God Shall Wipe All Tears Away,” the same
song that spiritually inspired Bessie. The young

Hopkins wanted to show off] and a number of

people were impressed, among them Alberta
French Johnson, manager of The Famous
Southern Harp Spiritual Singers. After gaining
permission from Hazel Matthews, the young
Hopkins joined The Harps, where, in Melpomene
Street, she was trained rigorously by Johnson in
tenor singing. The Southern Harps competed in
“Battles of Song” with Rev. Percy Simpson and
The Robinson Humming Four and broadcast
regularly over WJBW and WWEZ alongside The
Soproco (Company) Singers, formerly The New
Orleans Chosen Five. After months of traveling
from one hamlet to another, often staying in one
hotel room in the same bed, the group was booked
by promoter August Jackson on lengthy revival
services which took them to Nashville and De-
troit. Johnson kept a tight ship and forbade any-
one of them from going off on a date with a man.

Abbott tells that The Southern Harp broad-

casts were of fifteen minutes’ duration, acquired
with a small modest fee paid by the group which
was usually recouped later in the form of work.
Not long after this, the gals switched to WWL
where they found sponsors such as Sunway Vita-
mins as well as a flour company. The Southern
Harps® theme was “My Jesus Will Bring Things
Out In Time.” Later still the aggregation cut tran-
scriptions which they sent for broadcast to the
mighty 50,000 watt WLAC in Nashville.

WLAC aired The Southern Harp recordings
for which the group received no payment. The
gals’ theme was “My Trouble Is Hard” which cer-
tainly summed up their situation. However, like
station-mates The Fairfield Four, Johnson and
her group found places to ply their skills far and
wide. Their strongest competition came from a
group based in Memphis called The Junior Writer
Girls. Casietta George sang in The Junior Writ-
crs, then left to join The Caravans in 1954. Other
contenders were Ozella Grant and The South-
ern Echoes and Jeanette Harris (Rebert H.
Harns’ wife) and The Golden Harp Gospel Sing-
ers out of Chicago.

In 1947 after a tour which took in the South-
ern states plus California, The Southern Harps
ventured North to New York accompanied by The
Jubalaires, a.k.a. CBS Jubalaires, headed up by
Julius Caleb Ginyard. Ginyard had a long and
illustrious career in quartet gospel. He formed his
first group, The Royal Harmony Singers of
Jacksonville, in 1936. In 1944, Ginyard joined
and served as lead tenor singer in The Jubalaires
of New York who recorded for Decca with and
without The Andy Kirk Orchestra.

By 1947, Ginyard was assuming lead chores
in both The ]ubafam:s and Dixieaires. The latter
recorded for Continental in Newark. Ginyard had
also secured a contract for The Jubalaires at King
Records and in February 1947 recorded with
them. It seems likely that Ginyard took The South-
ern Harps under his wing and introduced the
group to King’s New York representative as the
girls were offered a contract and studio session right
around the same date.

The Southern Harps at this point consisted of
Alberta French Johnson and Bessic Griffin, lead
vocals, “Baby Helen,” first tenor, Lucille La Beau,
first baritone, and Marian Trapagnier, bass. The
outfit cut six songs, four of which found 78 issue
in August 1947 and May 1948. One of the four
tunes was “What Could I Do,” a mid-tempo chart
given the fire and brimstone treatment with, as
was the usual formula, Johnson and Griffin trad-
ing vocals on an alternating basis.

Another, “Standing In The Safety Zone,” is
marked by Bessie’s striking vibrato. “Depending
On The Lord™ attords Bessic the opportunity to
stretch out a little, but Johnson, quite clearly the
head of the group, ended up with the opportunity
to excerpt the most emotional muscle. The up
tempo “What A Friend We Have In Jesus” is the
clearest example of how Bessie had to hold back
and give Johnson the upper hand, although she
did break out and show signs of how fiercely she
could compete at times.

The two releases made little noise, and The
Southern Harps returned to New Orleans. The
group’s second pilgrimage to the Big Apple came
about in October 1948. Billed as The Southern
Revivalists of New Orleans, the group cut seven
titles for Bob Shad’s Sittin-In-With label at 774
Tenth Avenue. A Billboard notice for December
1948 mentioned that the group cut sixteen sides,
as opposed to seven. As Bessie herselfcut a number
of sides for Shad under her own moniker during
the same sessions date, it is likely that the reporter
added all the numbers together.
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Jazz guitarist Bob Shad produced jazz and
R&B records for indie labels like Black & White
after the War. While producing for National as well as
work with Savoy, Shad conducted sessions with gos-
pel artists Ernestine Washington and The Coleman
Brothers for Manor Records in 1947. A year later,
he created his own label, Sittin-In-With plus two gos-
pel subsidiaries, Castle and Spirituals. Although bet-
ter known for his tnin’ Hopkins and Smokey
Hogg Texas field-tnp recordings, Shad produced
numerous gospel waxings by The Ever-Ready Gos-
pel Singers, Dixieaires, and Southern Revivalists.
It was through a Mr. Foster, who saw Bessie and her
outfit perform live, that The Southern Revivalists
wound up with a recording contract on Sittin-In-With
Records.

Of all the known Southern Revivalists Sittin-In-
With sides, this writer is familiar with only two. Both
appear on the New Orleans Gospel Quartet’s CD
1947-1956 (Gospel Heritage [ England] CD 12,
1993). According to Lynn Abbott, the personnel runs
as follows on the first of these sides, “My Time Has
Come,”: Ruth Jackson, tenor, Delores Idell, tenor,
Alberta Johnson, lead, Clarabelle West, baritone,
and Marian Trapagnier, bass. On “I Sing Because
I’'m Free,” a swing-lead eftect is created with Johnson
and Griffin, The switch to an carlier mode is created,
which suggests that Bessie’s promotion to full first
soloist was probably held in check by Johnson who
resented the competition in her group, although Bessie
was free to record with Wilbert Ellis on piano, Gene
Raney on bass, and Brownie McGhee on guitar for
Bob Shad on her solo Sittin-In-With sides.

On “My Time Has Come,” with its pronounced
string bass, the feel of a much older vintage - that of
the King sides of a year before, 1s evident. Johnson
tells assorted Bible stories by the versein good jubilee
fashion against a humming and chanting background.
“I Sing Because I'm Free” (or His Eye Is On The
Little Sparrow™) is sung in the same style. Bessic wails,
howls, and sings up a storm while the choral support
hums, chants, and claps in unison.

In 1989, gospel collectors were treated to a trove
of Bessie Griffin material on an Anthony Heilbut-
produced album released on Spirit Feel entitled “Even
Me.” The collection drew from stock recorded for
Specialty, King, and Parrot, and spanned the years
1948 through 1987. Included was a previously unis-
sued cut from the Sittin-In-With vaults of Bessie with
Brownie McGhee and his Trio recorded in 1948 with
Wilbert Ellis on piano and Gene Rancy on bass plus
unidentified drums. Bessie hollers a wailing version
of Thomas A. Dorsey’s chestnut, “Someday, Some-
where.”

[tis clear from the Sittin-In-With recordings that
Bessie’s uninhibited, sanctfied singing style grew
stronger as she gained confidence in herselfas a solo-
ist. Nevertheless, these sides sold in small numbers.
After the Shad session, Bessic and The Southern
Revivalists returned to The Crescent City. In New
Orleans, Bessie sang with The Jackson Singers fora
short spell, having switched with Dorothy Squire
who took Bessic’s place in The Revivalists. Bessie,
now more confident as a soloist, wrecked churches
with her wailing, growling, moaning, and carrying
on everywhere she ap :

Bessie’s first marriage, to Willie Griffin, did not
last. It fell apart after only two years. She then sang in
The Revelators where she met and eventually mar-
ried Spencer Jackson. In 1951, Mahalia Jackson
sent for Bessic to come to Chicago to appear on a
gospel extravaganza at The Coliseum alongside her-
self, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, and The Dixie Hum-
mingbirds. Before an ecstatic crowd 0f40,000, Bessie
sang Thomas Moore’s “Come, Ye Disconsolate™ and
Rev. C.H. Cobb’s “How [ Got Over.” Bessic up-
staged everyone, including Mahalia herself. Mahalia,
at this point, had become Bessie’s sponsor, but in her
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heart she resented anyone more than her match. To
get back at Bessie, Mahalia criticized her for singing
in a group. “You’re not an oh yeah singer. You can
make it on your own,” she said.

Bessie always felt more self-assured with a group
of singers around her. Outwardly, Mahalia seemed
delighted with her protégé’s success and dubbed her
“The Black Patti.” In private, Mahalia put Bessie down
by telling her she lacked the grit to be as widely ac-
claimed as herself. Bessic was no Black capitalist and
lacked luck and financial acumen.

It is believed by some, but this author cannot
confirm this, that Bessic recorded with The Willie
Webb Singers in Chicago in 1951. The Webb Sing-
ers were founded around 1950 when Prof. Alex
Bradford sang in the group. Whether Bradford and
Bessie sang in the group together at this time is specu-
lation, Clifton Medley and Imogene Greene were
in the outfit during this period. (Greene sang in The
Caravans in the mid-Fifiies, after Bessie quit the
group). The Willic Webb Singers cut one single for
Al Benson’s Parrot label in 1951 (Parrot 105),
“Climbing High Mountains”/"God Is Good To
Me.” Itis possible that Bessic sang lead on both tunes
as she later recorded the titles or variations thereof for
other labels. She most certainly included them on her
concert pro

In November 1953 Bessic recorded “Too Close™
(Parts 1 and 2) live at The Mason’s Temple in Mem-
phis for the Starmaker label. This was just eleven
months after the pew-burning live recording of “Lord
Jesus™ (Parts 1 and 2) by The Spirit of Memphis at
The Mason’s Temple for King Records. One won-
ders whether the same people and equipment were
used for both sessions.

“Too Close” (Part 1) finds Bessic in a low-down
blues-wailing mode. Her spine-chilling wails and
howls encouraged by an enthralled audience indicate
just how strong a threat Bessic must have been to
Mahalia Jackson’s lofty throne. On Part 2, Bessic,
now with the congregation clasped tightly in the pralm
of her hand, blows the roof off. The only sad part
about the rccardjng is the fade-out in the end when
Bessie lifts the song through the pearly gates. “Too
Close™ (Parts 1 and 2) are currently available on
“Golden Age of Gospel Singing” (various artists, Folk
Lyric LP 9046, 1988) from Arhoolie Records in El
Cerrito.

In the fall of 1953, Bessie Griffin joined The
Caravans. The Caravans were formed by Albertina
Walker in 1952 after having sung with Robert
Anderson and his Gospel Caravan for a year. (See
the recent Delmark release [ 702 ] entitled “Working
The Road - The Golden Age of Chicago Gospel” for
ten of these priceless sides.) It is possible that Walker
brought others over from Anderson’s group to start
her own. By the end 0f 1953, The Caravans had served
two years of a five-year contract with United /States
Records and had rarely performed outside of Chi-
cago, except for Gary, Indiana. The States subsidiary
was founded during the spring of 1952 at 5052 South
Cottage Grove on “Record Row” by Leonard Allen,
a tailor by trade, and Lew Simpkins who had previ-
ous A&R experience at Miracle and Premium
Records.

United, the States’ parent company, was
founded a year earlier. Both labels issued doo-wop,
R&B and gospel music. It is likely that Bessie was
introduced to The Caravans by prominent bari-
tone Robert Anderson, Mahalia Jackson’s close
friend and male vocal counterpart. Other gospel
artists on the States label roster were The Veteran
Singers, The Genesa Smith and Lucy Smith
Singers.

Bessie was with The Caravans just long enough
to be part of one States studio date. Proceedings took
place on Cottage Grove December 4, 1953. The line-
up included Albertina Walker, Elyse Yancey, Bessie

Griffin and Iris Humble who all shared lead on the
nine songs etched on that day. Charlotte Nelson
accompanied on piano. Nelson was brought to the
group by Bessic with whom she had served during
Bessic’s soloing periods. Bessie excelled with some of
her finest lead work on “Since T Met Jesus” issued in
April 1954 (a song Bessie accused Nancy Wilson of
not knowing the words to when she sang it on TV
some fifteen years later). “Blessed And Brought Up
By The Lord” and “Jesus Is A Rock™ emerged a
month later. “Let It Run™ and “Ain’t That Good
News” appeared in December 1954 and 1959, the
latter showing up on Herman Lubinsky’s Gospel la-
bel not long after The Caravans’ contract was sold to
the Newark discery.

The Caravans’ recording of “Since [ Met Jesus”
(States 136) with Bessie anchored firmly at the helm
sold well and brought the group rave notices. Bessie
took The Caravans to all the cities she had sung in as
a soloist. they even played on The Davis Sisters’ an-
niversary program in Philadelphia. The February is-
suc of Billboard praised States 136 in its R&B Taitler
column. “One of the finest female spiritual groups
today is The Caravans. Their new release will be a hit.
The top side, “Since I Met Jesus™ has Bessie Griffin
doing the solo. [ The song is available on “The Great
Gospel Women™ CD, Vol. 2 (Shanachic 6017,
1995)]. The backside is “Angels Keep Watching” with
Albertina Walker soloing. You won’t find a better
gospel record on the market than this one.”

Although the single sold well for The Caravans,
their economic predicament remained the same - they
continued to travel in automobiles with balding tires
and staying at cheap hotels. After serving a year with
The Caravans, Bessie left and joined Rev. W. Herbert
Brewster Jr.’s touring revivalist packages. Brewster
was a firebrand preacher and son of the celebrated
gospel songwriter. Bessie then repaired, once more,
to New Orleans.

Bessie’s return was prompted by her need to seck
treatment for nodules on her vocal chords. A visit to
The Eyes, Ears, Nose and Throat Hospital confirmed
her deepest worries. Unable to sing effectively, Bessie
got a job as a deejay spinning gospel sideson WMRY.
One night, she told Lynn Abbott, she went to alittle
spiritual church on Felicity Street across from The
New Hope Baptist where'she stood in the “healing
line,” Bessie claimed she was touched by the spirit
and made whole. Moved by the miracle, Bessie an-
nounced on her program the idea of forming The
New Orleans Gospel Singers’ Sons and Daugh-
ters Union and urged gospel singers everywhere to
rally around. Members were going to meet every first
Sunday to sing as one great heavenly body. The plan
included an effort to raise money for a building simi-
lar to that of The Harriett Tubman Retirement
and Community Center in Berkeley, California,
where local elderly and infirm church people and sing-
ers can come to sce and hear star gospel acts when
they hit town.

During this period, Bessie got acquainted with
the notorious Al Benson. Benson achieved near leg-
endary status around Chicago as deejay, concert pro-
moter and record company entrepreneur. Benson,
an inarticulate, rough sort who spoke with a thick,
almost indecipherable dialect, set out in the music
business as A&R man for Egmont Sonderling’s Old
Swingmaster Records. In 1953, Benson started up
the Parrot/Blue Lake Record Company at 4307 S.
Parkway. The company later moved to “Record
Row.”
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(Part 2 of Bessie Griffin will be featured in
Real Blues Issue No. 12)
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