Liner Notes to
The Black Church Choir Collection
(circa 1942-1953)

by Opal Louis Nations

Afro-American choral and congregational singing dates back to the advent of slavery
when cries, hollers and shouts were an essential means of emotional expression, a
release that helped provide an avenue for dealing with the pain of man’s inhumanity to
man. From this rose the framework for the spiritual with its lyrics in code deciphered
only by the oppressed. Church service was conducted with the lining-out of psalms
and later hymns or “Watts hymns,” also known as long hymns. This procedure
consisted of the presenter’s or leader’s chanting one line (or two) at a time, ending on a
defined pitch, and the congregation following with the singing of the same line in
personal elaboration which might vary in rhythm and texture. A lively, more energetic
way of singing came about at the First Awakening of the 1730s.

Discrimination forced the freshly converted African American Baptists and
Methodists to found their own place of worship towards the end of the Eighteenth
Century. They had adapted Christianity because it best suited the basic tendencies
and practices of the African homeland. The idea of a living God or Holy Spirit manifest
in the corporeal body and man’s personal relationship with Jesus Christ appealed
immensely. The Second Great Awakening of the 1800s was an outgrowth of the camp
meetings and ring-shouts that started in the 1780s.
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From the street revivals of Ira Sankey and Dwight Moody came the Protestant
City-Revival Movement and the writing of inspirational hymns that, while centering on
the life of Christ, answered black people’s personal needs and aspirations. These
hymns, full of soul and energy, were the basis of a new holiness type of “gospel”
singing, considered liturgical despite secular undertones. One of the music’s seminal
composers was Rev. C.A. Tindley, active in the early Twentieth Century. Tindley was
pastor of The East Calvary Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia.

Thomas A. Dorsey, the “father of gospel music,” brought his experience of
composing and singing jazz and blues to gospel composition in the 1930s. In 1931
Dorsey organized the first gospel chorus and a year later in partnership with Sallie
Martin founded the National Convention of Gospel Choirs and Choruses from which
came the nationwide growth of the mass choir.

From out of the early Azusa Street Revival meetings in California arose black
Pentacostalism, embracing traditional forms of Afro-American spiritual worship like
speaking in tongues and falling under the spell of the Holy Ghost. Two important
denominational offshoots were The Church of God & Saints in Christ and The Church
of God in Christ founded by Charles Harrison Mason, a pivotal figure in the
development of testimonial congregational singing.

In California The African Methodist Episcopal Church was the first denomination
to be organized. They established themselves in Los Angeles in 1872. The rooting of
the Baptist AME Zion and Methodist Episcopal churches followed in the late 1800s.

One of the earliest black African spiritual singing groups was the Fisk Jubilee
Singers who first set out to raise money for the bankrupt Fisk University in 1871 and
ended up with popular acclaim that stretched far into foreign lands. Singing the sacred
songs of their ancestors, the Fisk Jubilees introduced the world to African American
music. Like the founding members of the Fisk Jubilees, Rev. Glen T. Settle, son of a
sharecropper, put together the Wings Over Jordan Choir in 1937. He was ordained in
1936 and was assigned to the Gethsemane Baptist Church in Cleveland. Noting that
the church had no choir of any competence and knowing nothing about choral
arrangements, Settle set about the task of building a choral unit which would reflect not
only the trials and tribulations of former times but would also convey the hopes and
inspirations of his flock.

Settle soon found the incomparable Hattie Easley to begin conducting the choir
and elected his wife Mildred as the group’s secretary. Settle befriended Worth H.
Kramer who became program director for WGAR in Detroit and president of Goodwill
Stations Inc. Kramer auditioned the choir and brought them to WGAR. Settle
christened his group the Wings Over Jordan and made Kramer the outfit’s first director.
The Wings did so well that they were snapped up by the CBS radio network and given
a Sunday morning slot alongside the Southernaires Quartet whose style of singing was
also folksy and down home. Under the CBS contract, the Wings went out over
Nashville’s powerful WLAC 50,000 watt affiliate, a station pulled in by black folk far and
wide.

Some time during the late 1930s the Wings cut a four-record 78 rpm set for
Columbia Records. Songs included “Rock my soul” led by the formidable Eugene
Strider. The Wings toured throughout the U.S. and sang on radio throughout World
War Il. Nearing the end of the conflict, the State Department sent the group, now
fluctuating between fourteen and eighteen members, to tour war-torn Europe to
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entertain the U.S. troops. Leaving from Camp Patrick Henry in Virginia, the Wings
wound up playing the old Opera House in Milan, at the Vatican in Rome and up through
Germany, Belgium and France.

In Germany they shared billing with the all-female swing orchestra International
Sweethearts of Rhythm. In 1946 the Wings cut for King Records in Cincinnati where
they re-recorded some of their popular Columbia sides. A short while after the King
recordings the Wings Over Jordan split up. At least ten ex-members teamed up with a
Caucasian minister by the name of Dr. Anderson. Anderson and the group toured
California and eventually settled there.

In June 1948 this group recorded for RCA Victor in New York. It was here that
original versions of what were to become the Wings Over Jordan’s best beloved songs
were waxed, “Amen,” “He’ll understand and say well done” and “Jut a closer walk with
Thee.” In 1952 Rev. Settle organized a second Wings group. Many noted soloists
from the first group were taken back on board. In April 1955 the new Wings recorded
their second King album. The group stuck with their old formula, a moaning chorus
opening over which Settle narrates his folksy poetry, followed by the traditionally
arranged choir lead by outstanding soloists such as Esther Overstreet, Mildred Pollard
(who leads on “Swing low, sweet chariot” and “When you come out of the wilderness”)
and James Petty.

The Wings Over Jordan inspired many wannabe choral groups, among these the
Keeting Chorus of San Francisco and the Luvenia Nash Singers of Los Angeles. This
fourteen-member choir, made up of seven men and seven women from the local
community, were based out of Rev. Pearl C. Wood’s Triangular Church of Truth on
Twenty-fifth and Wadsworth Streets. The group regularly appeared over KALI radio in
Pasadena and on KTLA TV. Engagements included churches and schools in the
Hollywood and Beverly Hills areas. The Nash Singers under composer / director
Luvenia’s guidance worked with William Grant Still. Their repertoire included spirituals,
opera, gospel songs and classics. Unfortunately, the Luvenia Nash Singers cut few
records. Only four releases of traditional spiritual songs were put out in 1945 on Otis
René’s Excelsior label. Elise Boone leads on the ethereal “Steal away” featured here.

A number of committed ministers and choral directors set the groundwork for
what was to become a creative nurturing of black gospel music and song in Los
Angeles. Significant aggregations included the Grace Memorial COGIC Choir under the
direction of Rev. W.J. Taylor and Albert Goodson, the St. Paul’s Baptist Church Choir
under the stewardship of Rev. John Branham featuring such groundbreaking luminaries
as Prof. J.E. Hines, Cora and Sallie Martin and her Echoes of Eden Choir, Rev. Chas
Trammel and Ruth Black.

Other aggregations included the Opportunity Baptist Church choir under the
leadership of Rev. A. A. Peters with choral direction from ex-Wings Over Jordan
alumnus Thurston Gilbert Frazier who also worked with the Voices of Victory Church
Choir under the musical supervision of Billy Preston’s mother, “Roddie” Rodesa
Preston, who in turn took her kudos from the late, great Gwendolyn Lightner, also ex-
Hall Johnson Choir director Jester Hairston who officiated for the Metropolitan Church
Choir featuring Florence Cadrez and, last but not least, the charismatic Dr. Albert J.
McNeil who created the Albert McNeil (Jubilee) Singers.

Our CD collection includes four of the above mentioned assemblies. Rev. Peters
began his Victory Baptist ministry at a small storefront building on Wadsworth Street in
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1943. The choir was built out of members in the congregation which, at first, numbered
thirteen untrained souls. Membership soon increased and the ministry was forced to
relocate to a larger edifice at 4802 McKinley Avenue. Membership continued to swell.
Peters, who came from a gospel singing background, soon formed his own quartet he
called the Gospel Four who he presented on local programs.

One of the group’s most requested songs was “Little wooden church on the hill.”
Peters, born in Louisiana, was fortunate enough in his youth to have heard some of the
great blues divas of the day, such as Bessie Smith and Ethel Waters. By 1953, the
year of the choir’s first recordings, the group had increased to more than eighty voices.
The church had taken on two junior ministers, Rev. Allen and Rev. Cobb, who sang
along with the choir on “I'm so glad Jesus lifted me” which became widely popular when
it was released on Decca in early 1954. Despite this, Decca did not opt to issue a
follow-up release from the remaining two songs from the session. “I'm so glad Jesus
lifted me” was recorded again in 1954 for inclusion on their choir label album.

Peters and the choir never got a chance to record again until 1959. By then they
had chosen to exclude the wonderful players and benedictions from their presentations.
In 1957 Frazier was asked to organize a choir to give a charity program in support of
the March of Dimes. With pianist Gwen Cooper Lightner and Albert Goodson or young
Billy Preston on organ, they assembled the Voices of Hope Choir under the presidency
of Orange J. Dobson.

John L. Branham, who became pastor of St. Paul Baptist Church in 1946, was
among the most important innovators who introduced and implemented bygone
traditions that altered the performance and development of black choral music in
Southern California. Branham brought his unique style of gospel from Chicago. He
hired two significant musicians, choir director, singer and pastor James Earle Hines,
who had pastored two Baptist churches at once in Cleveland, Ohio, and Gwendolyn
Cooper Lightner, the Queen of Gospel Piano. Lightner became the driving force
behind the Echoes of Eden Choir, a group organized by the pair in 1946.

The choir grew to one hundred voices and made their radio debut in 1947 on
KFWB, a Warner Bros. affiliate. Joe Adams, L.A.’s first black d.j. to play popular music
on radio both produced and announced for the choir. Adams later became Ray
Charles’ manager. The program, which was broadcast Sunday evening from 10:30 to
11:30 p.m., grew in popularity and was heard in seventeen states with a listenership of
one million, the largest on the West Coast. The show drew in celebrities like the stars
of black TV situation comedy Hattie McDaniel and Louise Beavers (“Beulah”), Nat King
Cole and heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis.

The St. Paul’s Church Choir grew to 250 voices featuring five to seven soloists.
Hines, who had considerable National Baptist Convention experience, took the choir
from plain, stoic hymn singing to openly joyous interpretations of praise. Located at
Twenty-first and Naomi Streets, the church seated about 450 souls. In 1951 the
ministry moved to Forty-ninth and Main Streets where they had choir seats and stage
curtains. The pulpit was built on floor level. Such a lowered place was never seen in a
church before. This drew visitors from far and wide.

St. Paul’s inspired ministries elsewhere in the state to establish choirs, radio and
TV shows. Visiting performers included the Gospel Harmonettes and Pilgrim Travelers
who were recorded at the church by Mrs. Greenwood of Greenwood Records on
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Central Avenue. Echoes of Eden Choir favorites like “God be with you,” “Yield not to
temptation” and “I'm so glad Jesus lifted me” became signature pieces others emulated.

Dr. Albert J. McNeil was born in Los Angeles. During his youth he was drawn to
the black popular jazz and blues music scene of Central Avenue. He also frequented
the Lincoln Theatre which not only brought to its stage the best of local and
international entertainment but regularly presented an endless stream of black radio,
record and TV personalities. The Lincoln was later purchased by Rev. Samuel Crouch
who made it into a branch of the Church of God in Christ Assemblies church. McNeil
studied music at U.S.C. and U.C.L.A. He admired the artistry of the spiritual and how it
was rendered in traditional acappella form. Inspired by choirs like the Wings Over
Jordan, McNeil founded the Albert McNeil Singers and later the Albert McNeil Jubilee
Singers modeled on the Fisk Jubilee Singers of the late 1800s. He later conducted the
Combined Choirs of the People’s Independent Church of Christ. McNeil also directed
the Cathedral and People’s Independent Choir at the same ministry.

By 1962 he was serving as director of the Sanctuary Choir of the Congregational
Church of Christian Fellowship. In every case, he enlisted the services of legendary
organist Fannie E. Benjamin to help with musical arrangements.

The Trinity Baptist Church Choir was directed by Ineze Caston, a choir leader of
considerable note. Caston thought it important to include a mix of anthems, hymns,
spirituals and gospel songs in all her worship services, just as one of their role models—
—the Tuskegee Institute Choir had done before them. The Trinity Baptist Choir began
recording for Modern Records in March 1953 at which time they backgrounded with
blues shouter Jimmy Witherspoon who leads on “Let Jesus fix it for you,” the beautiful
“Each step of the way,” the soul-engaging “Oh mother dear mother” and “I'll be right on
down.” Witherspoon adds both sensitivity and pathos to his gospel singing.

Witherspoon’s first public appearances came about when he was a youth
attending the First Baptist Church of Gurdon, Arkansas. The family singing trio included
his father and his mother who doubled on piano. As a child, Witherspoon always
maintained a deep love and respect for church music but never really got the chance to
record a full album until 1959 when he cut an excellent set with the Randy Van Horn
Singers for Stereo Sounds called “Golden Gospel” (SA-13.)

Very little is known by thus author on the Camp Meeting Choir of Winston,
Salem, except that Obediah Carter of the 5 Royales sang in the group and that from
Willa Ward, the Ward Singers once battled with them in competition at a teachers
college. Singers were judged on their vocal range. Altos were pitched against altos,
sopranos against sopranos. The highest overall score went to the Wards.

— Opal Louis Nations
December 2003
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