A PORTRAIT IN BRONZE -

THE LIFE OF

BESSIE GRIFFIN
(Part 1)

- by Opal Louis Nations

Benson's primary interest was
in recording blues and doo-wop
but he did venture briefly into gos-
pel with two releases in the newly
created but short-lived 1000 se-
ries, one by The Veteran Singers
and the other by Bessie who he
much admired through her record-
ings with The Caravans. In turn,
Bessie was impressed with
Benson’s talents as a disc jockey.
Benson may have opened doors
for Bessie at WMRY down in the
Pelican state. Bessie recorded one
session for Al Benson which net-
ted “Story Of Job”/"What Jesus
Means To Me” (Parrot 1000,
1954). “What Jesus Means To
Me" was reissued in 1989 on the
Anthony Heilbut-produced Spirit
Feel album “Even Me” (Spirit
Feel 1009).

Bessie's singing, accompa-
nied by Eloise Suddah on
churchy piano, is rendered in per-
fect sanctified fashion. Bessie
proffers her customary howls and

wails but for some reason, one
gets the impression that she pulled
back a little on the extroversion.
The Caravans experience had
taught her to rein in a little, not to
lose herself so much, although in
her live solo performances she still
stretched her songs to a full twenty
minutes. The Parrot release, al-
though aired frequently by Benson
and others over WGES, went no-
where.

[ very much suspect that
Bessie never waxed for Al Benson
and that Benson purchased the
sides from Bob Shad or one of
Shad’s agents to launch his fledg-
ling 1000 gospel series.

Back in New Orleans in 1955,
Bessie connected with Bumps
Blackwell. Blackwell, who hailed
from Seattle, had become Little
Richard’s arranger and guiding
light, besides working as Art
Rupe’s A&R man. Blackwell op-
erated out of Cosimo Matassa’s
famed ] & M studios at 1040
North Rampart Street in New Or-
leans. He had always been an

enormous fan of Bessie’s music
and was glad to become her pro-
ducer. He had great faith in Bessie
and intended to build her into a
major gospel entertainer, by what-
ever means at his disposal.

On September 24, 1955,
Blackwell, who had Bessie signed
with Art Rupe’s Specialty Records
in Hollywood, cut a session with
her at the ] & M studios. Beside
the four-piece in-house rhythm
section and Lee Allen on tenor
sax, Blackwell had enlisted the
services of The Consolaters male
quartet, otherwise known as The
Soul Consolaters. At the session
were Bessie's husband Spencer
Jackson who had sung in The
Zion Harmonizers and Revivors,
Andrew Cosey, Ed Lewis who
had been in The New Orleans
Chosen Five (a.k.a. Soproco
Spiritual Singers), Wilbert Bar-
ber, one of the founding members
of The Soul Comforters, and the
illustrious high tenor warbler
Johnny Adams.

Adams was born to solid God-
fearing parents in 1924 in the
Adlygrove neighborhood of New
Orleans but grew up in the uptown
section where he sang in The
Greater Fifth African Baptist
Church Choir and at Booker T.
Washington High School. His first
gospel group was a bunch of
young kids calling themselves
The Spirit of Kenner (named af-
ter the neighborhood). Adams
sang no more in gospel until he
served in the military during
World War II out in the Pacific.

In an interview conducted by
Lynn Abbott with Bessie's hus-
band Spencer Jackson in Septem-
ber 1985, Jackson said: “I put a
group together in the military to
sing quartet and did a little U.S.0.
work. Coming out of the service
in 1946 [ joined The Revelators.
I joined The Consolaters in the
late 40s, and when Bessie quit The
Southern Harps (Revivalists), |
told her I would travel with her
wherever she decided to go, but
she opted to go to Chicago, so 1
returned to The Consolaters, who
at that time (1952) were Andrew
Cosey, manager, Willis
Toussaint, baritone, Raphael or
“Nine,” bass, and myself, tenor.
Their repertoire was mainly jubi-
lee up to then, and the guys wanted
to start singing gospels, slow
songs, songs with feeling. So we
started a new image which we put
over on our program aired on
WWEZ. Then we went over to
WMRY where Bessie hosted a
show.” We traveled with Bessie as
back-up group. We'd go on tour
every year, lake our vacations at
the same time. We toured through-
out Illinois, Oklahoma, Alabama,
Tennessee, and Mississipp1.”

When | was with the group,
Rev. Lewis Landrum played pi-
ano for us, then Alice McClarity
stepped in,” said Johnny Adams.
(McClarity later became a noted
soloist with Bishop Alvin A.
Child’s flock at The Congrega-
tion of Faith Temple in Harlem
and after that made an album for
United Artists in 1962, recorded
with The Robert Pinkston Or-
chestra on Verve). Adams stated
that he did not participate on the
September 24, 1955 Specialty ses-
sion. By then, he said, he had left
the group to join The Soul Reviv-
ers, with whom he sang for five
years. When Adams joined The
Consolaters (which he insists was
around 1950), the group included
Jackson, Wilbert Barber, Cosey,
Bud Campbell, and Ernest Clay.
(Adams more of less replaced
Clay). It is this author’s conten-
tion that Adams did attend the
Specialty date and that Campbell
and Clay were gone, Adams and
Ed Lewis having taken their
places. A look at the sessions sheet
bears this out.

Five songs came out of the
four-hour session, all of which are
currently available on CD
(“Women of Gospel’s Golden
Age, Vol. 1" - Specialty 7036,
1994, co-produced by Lee
Hildebrand and myself). “Whoso-
ever Will,” first issued fifteen
months after it was recorded, is a
jumping, rocking chart sung with
gusto, although the backing quar-
tet seems a little unsure of them-
selves until suddenly they come
alive on the stop-time bridge
where Bessie sermonizes at her
best.

“More Like Jesus,” the re-
verse of “Whosoever Will,” is an
up-tempo Raymond Rasberry
composition. Bessie piles on the
excitement as the song moves with
ever increasing improvisations.
“Blessed Mother,” issued five
months after being committed to
wax, took ten takes to get right. It
is a soul-inspiring ballad master-
piece sung with tearful, wailing
abandon, “Blessed Mother” is one
of Bessie’s finest moments and
has Lee Allen in a subdued mood
holding the rhythm down. The re-
verse is entitled “Heaven,” a song
which exists on studio tape in
three differing versions and is an-
other ballad of glowing virtue.
Bessie gives the song a deep,
moaning, blues-colored treatment.

“Nobody But You™ never saw
light of day until we found and is-
sued it in 1994 on CD 7056. “No-
body But you,” which survives in
four takes, is a rollicking chart
with Bessie screaming, shouting,
moaning and wailing with great
extroversion. Why no one saw fit
to put it out at the time is beyond
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comprehension. An interesting point about
“Nobody But You™ is that on Take 4, no men-
tion of God or Master is made in the lyrics.
Blackwell might have thought of putting Bessie
over as an R&B artist at this time, an idea
Bessie would have certainly rejected. This
could also explain the hold-back.

Three more Specialty cuts appear on
Anthony Heilbut’s Spirit Feel album (1009,
1980). Heilbut indicates that the songs were
recorded for Specialty in 1958 as part of a re-
hearsal session conducted by the late Prof. Alex
Bradford, then gospel A&R man for Art Rupe
in Hollywood. The Hayes & Laughton Post-
War gospel discography, Gospel Records 1943-
1969 (Record Information Services, 1992)
states that the three songs were recorded a year
earlier, although no written record of a 1957
session has been found by either myself or Lee
Hildebrand in the Specialty sessions files.

The first of the three songs, “God Is So
Good,” a ballad, is a cover of the hit-selling
Doris Akers original, cut for Super Records
some four years earlier. Bessie’s rendition fol-
lows a style in which Mahalia Jackson might
have interpreted it, straight forward, few the-
atrical effects with Prof. Bradford’s simple pi-
ano accompaniment. “[ Just Have To Call His
Name” is a mid-tempo song sung with verve
and gusto, reminiscent of the late Marion
Williams.

“He’ll Work A Wonder™ is rendered with
equal vim and has an unidentified accompa-
nying quartet way in the background. The
voices sound much like Prof. Bradford's own
vocal group The Men of Song. Why none of
the songs were issued is also a mystery. Three
more unissued songs survive from this session:
“Every Now And Then,” “Nothing But A God,”
and “Lead On.”

“Every Now And Then,” a ballad, exists in
two takes. Take 2 is recorded with a vocal quar-
tet, again of unknown identity although the en-
semble could possibly be The Men of Song.
“Nothing But A God,” which survives in two
takes as well, also has mystery quartet support.
“Nothing But A God™ is yet another slow tempo
tune sung with tightly controlled power and
grace. “Lead On” is a strident mid-tempo gos-
pel-shout sung as if Bessie's life depended on
it. Unlike Bessie's ballad songs that often
needed a live setting to put them strongly
across, her uptempo efforts always seemed to
elicit more feeling in the studio.

Bessie, at this point, did not sell appreci-
able numbers of records. She was most defi-
nitely a singer’s singer who excelled in public
performance. Bessie’s December 16 and 18,
1958 Radio Recorders of Hollywood Specialty
sessions, supervised and supported by Prof.
Alex Bradford and The Bradford Singers,
netted six songs. “All Of My Burdens,” re-
leased in April 1959, is a Dorsey song given
the Griffin treatment. Bradford accompanies
on piano and celeste while Willie James
McPhatter sits in on organ.

The awesome “Move Upstairs™ finds
Bessie in rambunctious form. Bradford and
McPhatter play the music and add their voices
to singers Charles Campbell, Jonathon
Jackson, and Princess Stewart, fellow cohorts
of The Bradford Singers. The long lost “Move
Upstairs” can be found on Spirit Feel 1009,
along with “All Of My Burdens,” but the pre-
viously unreleased “Great Consolation,” the
third song, is only currently available on
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Specialty CD 7015, “Prof. Alex Bradford &
The Bradford Singers.” “Great Consolation”
15 in the same mold as above and is marked by
Bessie’s unflagging fervor. Her growling,
screaming pipes lift the song into the firma-
ment.

A fourth tune, featuring Bradford and his
group with Bessie, but not generally ascribed
to her in discographies, can also be found on
CD 7015. The number, “What Makes A Man
Turn His Back On God” (the reverse of
Specialty 915) is a Bradford/Griffin duet.
Bessie sings strongly and clearly and excels
when left to carry the tune. The remaining two
songs, “It's Real” and “Lord, Look Down On
Me,” remain unissued to this day. Bessie was
paid $25.00 for each number. Musicians were
paid $80.00 a piece.

Prof. Alex Bradford was not only a long-
time friend but an inspiring influence on
Bessie’s musical development. Prof. Bradford,
singer, pianist, composer, arranger, group and
choral director, like the late Rev. James Cleve-
land, aided the careers of many, many aspir-
ing gospel stand-outs. Born near Bessemer,
Alabama, Bradford mastered jazz piano and
vaudeville technique, qualities he found use-
ful during World War Il when he sang and
played in Army camps and during the 1960s
when producing and starring in theatrical gos-
pel productions.

Bradford accompanied Mahalia Jackson
on the ivories in the late 1940s before joining
The Willie Webb Singers in 1950. He re-
corded with the group for Gotham that same
year. A year later he had formed his own out-
fit, The Bradford Singers, and was waxing
for Apollo. He pacted with Specialty in 1953
and became their A&R and gospel talent scout
shortly thereafter.

Bradford also encouraged Bessie to turn
her musical ability in a theatrical direction. Ac-
cording to Leonard Feather in his article pub-
lished in the L.A. Times, April 1972, Bumps
Blackwell was producing and co-arranging the
music to “Portraits In Bronze” with Jerry
Long, beginning in 1957. “Portraits In Bronze”
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was to be Bessie’s debut in gospel cabaret, a
theatrical medium rarely used for Black church
music. (Gospel’s debut on Broadway came in
1930 with the production of Marc Connelly’s
“Green Pastures™).

“Portraits In Bronze” was adapted from
Langston Hughes’ literary work entitled “Sweer
Flypaper Of Life.” The musical play was a
melding of jazz, blues, and gospel and pitched
the pulpit against the den of inequity, in this
case, the rowdy nightclub where gambling went
down in the back room. Bessie arranged to be
paid a percentage of the gate. Many talented
artists appeared in the musical which played
coffee houses, clubs, and casinos throughout
the Western states. Among the luminaries were
Billy Preston who held forth on piano and or-
gan.

Preston, whose mother (Robbie Preston-
Williams) played piano and was recorded with
L.A.'s famous Voices of Yictory Choir on the
Choir label in 1954, starred alongside Mahalia
Jackson and Nat King Cole as the young W.C.
Handy in the movie “St. Louis Blues” when a
mere slip of a lad of ten years. After “Portraits
In Bronze,” Preston joined gospel revivalist
Rev. A.A. Allen in his Miracle Valley gospel
tent. This was followed by a brief stint as or-
ganist for Rev. James Cleveland.

Tony Harris, who sang in The Traveling
Four on Score during the mid-fifties, played
the sinner in the musical who found the light.
Harris sang two songs in the show, one sacred,
the other secular. Both were excluded from the
album to the show released on Liberty Records
in 1960 (Liberty LSS-14002). Bessie, of
course, played her magnificent self and was
supported by her group, The Gospel Pearls.

The Gospel Pearls dated back to 1948-'49,
The original Gospel Pearls included Tony
Harris, Jerry Moss, Ruth Sharp, Melvin
Brown, Marion Lewis, Mary Yarborough,
and Ella V. Cleveland, the group’s founder.
Mel Carter took Harris’ place when he left the
group in the early 1950s. Carter was named
top gospel tenor in 1957 and scored big in 1963
with his chart-topper on Derby, “When A Boy
Falls In Love.” The “Portraits” Gospel Pearls
consisted of Moss, Delores Addison, first lead
(after Bessie Griffin), Patricia Bryant, Felma
Johnson, Thelma Lewis, Eddie Lee Kendrix,
piano, Joe Clayton, congos, plus Marlene
Gwynn, featured soloist. Gwynn’s solos, like
those of Harris, were excluded from the album.
The full orchestra and chorus featured on the
album did not appear in the live stage show.

“Bessie moved into Bumps' place on
Normandie after Sam Cooke left in 1957,” says
Harris. “That’s when rehearsals began for “Por-
traits in Bronze.” Bumps was trying to make
another Mahalia out of Bessie. 1 got to know
her only slightly as so much was going on at
the time. She had a very warm and pleasant
personality and like to cook. Bessie cooked
really good soul food and enjoyed cooking for
everyone.”

Bessie's soloing on the “Portraits In
Bronze™ Liberty album leaves the listener
breathless. The sheer power of her gargantuan
voice leading the singers on “Lord, In The New
Jerusalem™ and “Bye And Bye” make defini-
tive versions of these two songs without ques-
tion. Other standouts include Bessie's spine-
chilling rendition of “Children Don’t You Get
Weary™ and the alternating leads on “Swing
Low" and “Jericho Walls™ which are just price-



less. Delores Addison, first lead on both num-
bers, was described in the liner notes as the
driving “little dynamo.” “Portraits In Bronze™
became a huge success and in some states
played to mostly White audiences. All of this
led to guest spots on “Operation Entertain-
ment,” Shindig, The Danny Kaye Show,
Hootenanny, Pat Boone, Ed Sullivan, plus a
whirlwind appearance on The Dinah Shore
Show for $350.00 (scale). Bessie even played
a one-niter at Disneyland.

Mahalia Jackson again criticized Bessie
for taking gospel out of the church and into
the nightclubs. In rebuttal she was quick to re-
mind Mahalia that she too took gospel out of a
Christian setting when she appeared and re-
corded with Duke Ellington at The Newport
Jazz Festival in February 1958. “I feel like the
gospel should be spread like the Bible says -
go into the highways and byways and compel
men to come to Christ,” she later commented
to Lynn Abbott. The Dixie Hummingbirds
were probably the first singing quartet to per-
form before café society in the early 1940s.

Bessie sang at the funeral of Dorothy
Robinson, one of The Ward Singers. It is said
that Bessie sang so hard Robinson peered out
of her coffin to see what was happening. The
early 1960s saw the evolution of “pop gospel,”
mainly a clever publicity ploy invented by sales
folk at Columbia/Epic Records, the company
Bessie signed a minimal but optional contract
with in 1962. By 1963, Epic was issuing live
“pop gospel” recordings from The Sweet
Chariot Gospel Night Club on New York’s West
46th Street, featuring Helen Bryant and The
Herman Stevens Singers, whose fine record-
ing date back to 1954 (never mind that The

Bessie testifyin' for the Lord

Stevens Singers were a solidly sanctified, tra-
ditional unit).

Columbia countered with a release by The
Golden Chords, Nathaniel Lewis Singers,
and The Sweet Chariot Singers from the same
locale. They even boasted that celebrities like
George Maharis and Rex Harrison dropped
by to “git some soul.” The tiny Dyna-Disc la-
bel got in on the action with an album release
by The Jackson Ward Singers entitled “Pop
Gospel Hits.” Bessie’s part in all this was the
opportunity to cut two albums with The Gos-
pel Pearls in Chicago at “The Bear™ nightery
in 1963. “The Bear” was best remembered as
the venue for a stunning performance given by
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The Muddy Waters Blues Band that same
year.

Bessie’s first Epic LPrelease, entitled “The
Fabulous Bessie Griffin & The Gospel Pearls™
(LN 24065), was issued with a fair amount of
publicity in early 1963. Aurally speaking,
Bessie did not really take to the live club at-
mosphere with the same wild abandon she
would demonstrate in the studio or in a church
environment. However, she, the group (tam-
bourines, piano, and drums) excel on fine ar-
rangements of “Sweet Home,” “Same Train,”
“By The River” and the moving “Gospel
Lullaby.” Album sales must have impressed
someone in a sales office as a Liberty album
(LRP 3310) was hurriedly released on the heels
of the Epic one.

This second collection did rather better than
the former because of two reasons: a return 1o
a former, chunkier accompaniment - bongos,
organ, and guitar added to the mix - plus the
retooling of old church-moving standards like
“Swing Down Sweet Chariot,” “Bye And Bye,”
and “Swing Low” made the music more palat-
able and readily identifiable.

On the night of December 11, 1964, at the
sleazy Hacienda Motel in Los Angeles, Sam
Cooke was fatally beaten and shot by Bertha
Franklin, the motel’s proprietor “in protection
of life and property,” according to Franklin.
After the inquest, Cooke’s body was flown to
Chicago where the first funeral rites took place
at The Tabernacle Baptist Church which was
packed solidly with three thousand mourners.
Another seven thousand waited outside in the
near-zero degree cold. Some reports indicate
that 25,000 people tried to attend the ceremony.
Fifty policemen contended with hysterical fans.



Bessie, who had been a friend of
the Cooke family, stepped forward
to sing in honor of the man who
had spent his earlier singing ca-
reer in gospel with the famous
Soul Stirrers. Ray Charles came
forward and took Bessie’s place.

A year later, Bessie in solo
mode cut the beautiful “That’s
What God Is For” for Sublime
Records with Isaiah Jones Jr., her
finest pianist, plus Charles
Kennard on organ. Jones, a Los
Angeles gospel songwriter, played
for ex-Caravan Cassietta George
on Madelon Baker’s Audio Arts
label. “That’s What God Is For™
(reissued on Spirit Feel LP 1009)
is a bright, mid-tempo refrain that
Bessie sings with great joy and ex-
ultation. “Holy Manna,” the single’s
reverse, is a more reverent chart
sung in prayerful adornment. Bessie
adds her famous signature moan but
holds back on wild abandon.

Bessie wrote “That’s What
God Is For,” but the irony is that
rock stars Delaney & Bonnie took
the song and changed the lyrics to
“That’s What My Man Is For.” Lo
and behold, Bessie made more
money in royalties from that
record than from any one of her
own waxings. The incident,
though profitable, irritated Bessie,
especially when she heard up-and-
coming pop singers sing gospel
and pretend to believe in God. In
1966, Carl Davis, top-flight R&B
A&R man and producer for Okeh
and Brunswick as well as Epic/
Columbia, took control of Bessie’s
musical future as she was now
back with Columbia.

Davis produced Bessie's “Oh
Glory Hallelujah - The Sensa-
tional Gospel Singer Bessie Grif-
fin” album which featured nuggets
like James Cleveland’s “My God
Can Do Anything,” “He’s Every-
thing,” and “Take Them And
Leave Them.” Self-penned
standouts like “Lord, Look Down™
and “Eternity” and both “Oh
Glory Hallelujah™ and “He’s Just
That Way” are given adequale
sanctification.

Fortunately, Bessie recorded
almost on a continuous basis dur-
ing the 1960s. This was due in part
to her willingness to have herself
marketed as a viable commercial
entity. Like Sister Rosetta
Tharpe and Clara Ward, Bessic
was touted as an all-round enter-
tainer, equally happy warming
spirits in a night club as lifting the
souls of the blessed in church.

In 1967 Bumps Blackwell
arranged and produced an album
for Bessie on Decca, with Bessie
writing some of the strongest ma-
terial for it. What came to light
was “It Takes A Lot Of Love”
(Decca 74947), a mixture of deep
soul convictions, a throw-away

show tune (“Born Free”), and a
prayer-like supplication entitled
“The Day Has Passed And Gone™
penned in its original by Dr. Isaac
Watts. Isaiah Jones Jr. again ac-
companied Bessie on piano, and
husband Spencer Jackson joined
his wife in duet on the wonderful
“Be Still And Wait.”

On “Cabin In The Corner,”
Bessie literally tears up the place.
Blackwell really knew how to
handle Bessie’s material and was
familiar with its parameters. It is
evident that “It Takes A Lot Of
Love™ was Bessie's strongest al-
bum since “Portraits [n Bronze.”
She ad-libs with insistent fervor,
and the explosive climaxes of her
“l Know It's Reals” combine to
make one of the classic gospel
performances, according (o
Anthony Heilbut in his liner notes.
The album is slightly tainted with
the occasional few bars of orches-
tral string section, but overall,
Bessie's performances outshine all
the slights of imperfection.

Decca advertised a second
collection, but no evidence of it
has been seen by this author or of
the Savoy album issued in 1968
(Savoy MG 14233) that also fea-
tured her husband in duet on one
item.

As the 1960s drew to a close,
Bessie turned her energies to help-
ing alcoholics and dope addicts.
Together with The Mighty
Clouds of Harmony (who re-
corded for Atlantic and King
Records), Bessie concertized at
clinics and rehab centers. The era
of the youth and community gos-
pel choir was beginning. Ministers
like Rev. James Cleveland saw
the need to take kids off the streets.
One of the ways of doing this was
to strengthen the good of the com-
munities and gel young people
interested in group activity such
as joining local church choirs.
This was in part how the choir
phenomenon got off the ground to
become the vital force it is today
in African-American gospel mu-
sic.

Bessie often wrestled with
bouts of physical affliction,
mainly heart trouble. This was fur-
ther complicated by obesity. In the
early 1970s, she was admitted to
hospital and lost thirty-three
pounds in as many days. Upon
completion of treatment, she
formed a large gospel revival
troupe, she created “The Festival
of Black Music, Song & Dance
Company of 70.” This played in
L.A. at The Ahmanson Theatre, a
part of the Music Center. The pro-
gram incorporated a tribute to
Mahalia Jackson who had just
passed weeks before. Bessie had
returned home to New Orleans to
attend Jackson’s funeral service.



The sixty-year-old Jackson died of a heart
attack on January 27, 1972 in Chicago. After a
laying-in-state at The Greater Salem Baptist on
the South Side, a funeral service was held at The
Arie Crown Theatre on McCormick Place at
which Aretha Franklin sang “Precious Lord.”
The coffin was then driven to O"Hare and flown
to New Orleans where it was taken to the giant
Rivergate Convention Hall. “[ was going to do a
song [ like, “Too close To Heaven™,” said Bessie,
“but the program (which was printed up in Chi-
cago) said “Move On Up A Little Higher,” and
of course everyone associated this with Mahalia.
So [ went to the minister and talked with my fam-
ily and asked what should I do,” she told jazz
critic Leonard Feather. The minister advised
Bessie to let the spirit move her, so she borrowed
the book with the lyrics and tried to learn the song
overnight.

The next morning, she swore to sing iteven
if she had not learned all of the words yet. Jules
Scheverin in his book on Mahalia Jackson en-
titled “Got To Tell Ir " (Oxford University Press,
1992) described Bessie’s performance this way.
“New Orleans citizenry chanted and clapped
in time to a five hundred member city-wide
choir. With the Jackson family sitting down
front, close to the rose-covered mahogany cof-
fin, they led the immense crowd in thunderous
hand-clapping and foot-stomping, as Bessie
Griffin sang “Move On Up A Little Higher™.”

Bessie cut three albums for Shannon
Williams at Nashboro in Nashville. “I Have A
Friend” (Nashboro 7081, 1971), “Travelin”
{AVI50013), and “Live At The Montreux Blues
Festival” (Nashboro 7115, 1972). The latter
event was in fact The Montreux Jazz Festival.
Sadly, all three albums are out of print.

The release of “Precious Lord, New Record-
ings of The Great Gospel Songs of Thomas A.
Dorsey” (Columbia gatefold LP 32151) came
about in 1973. Eight major soloists and
aggregations paid tribute to gospel’s greatest and
most enduring songwriter. Bessie contributed
three songs. Anthony Heilbut, the album’s pro-
ducer gathered some of gospel’s finest artists and
musicians for the memorial album.

Accompanying Bessie were the great Chi-
cago diva Delois Barrett Campbell of the fa-
mous Barrett Sisters who recorded for
Herman Lubinsky’s Savoy Records during the
1960s, singer/songwriter Charles Barnett, and
singer/organist Jessy Dixon who had sung with
The Gospel Chimes on Hob, Savoy, Battle,
and Atlantic, then went on to front The Dixon
Singers as well as direct The Chicago Com-
munity Choir.

Bessie's three offerings were “I Don’t
Know Why,” a steamrolling tune packed with
excitement, “Old Ship Of Zion,” given a deli-
ciously soulful, traditional rendering and
“Search Me Lord” worked over in church-rock-
ing style with Dixon’s wild organ supercharg-
ing the already overheated atmosphere. Bessie
was recovering from physical problems at the
time, and weakness can be detected in her
voice. This did not seem, however, to quell the
enthusiasm and excitement she always seemed
to generate on her recordings.

The awesome “Moan Bessie,” recorded in
1975, surfaced twenty years later, on Anthony
Heilbut's “Great Gospel Women, Vol. 2 com-
pilation. “Moan Bessie™ is a wordless humming
of the traditional “Amazing Grace” which takes
the listener back to the front steps of Lucy
Narcisse’s house in New Orleans. Bessie

moans it like Lucy must have moaned it all
those years ago. In 1986, Anthony Heilbut pro-
duced an album collection of notable gospel
soloists containing two songs by Bessie of then
current vintage. The collection was entitled
“Gospel Warriors” (Spirit Feel 1003).

Bessie toured Europe and Africa and had
to contend with several life-threatening ill-
nesses. She died on April 10, 1989. Anthony
Heilbut produced his “Even Me,” Bessie Grif-
fin’s retrospective album collection right
around the time of her demise. As well as the
cuts already mentioned are six songs recorded
between 1982 and 1987, backed by
keyboardists Samuel Berfect and (J) Gennelle
Hawkins plus Jonathan Dubose on guitar.
One of these songs was Bessie’s magnificent
*0Old Time Moan” on which she stops the ac-
companiment with singing and narration and
takes the listener back to her childhood in The
Crescent City where she again takes up the
Baptist moans of “grandmother” Lucy stand-
ing over in the Amen corner.

In closing | quote from a statement Bessie
made to Leonard Feather of The L.A. Times in
April, 1972. *People are talking a lot about the
so-called Jesus freaks. Well, 1 don’t like to use
that expression. You could say that I'm one,
too, I guess, because I've been in this right
along. Just recently these young folks have
become acquainted with the movement back
to Jesus, and if they stay with it, it can mean as
much to their lives as it has to mine.”

- © 1997 Opal Louis Nations

[With invaluable assistance
from Lynn Abbott]
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