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Traditional Afro American gospel music is still the wellspring from which all other popular musi-
cal expressions of the Black culture draws inspiration, energy, and vigor, be it blues, jazz, soul, rap,
R&B or funk. Some measure of distilled gospel is in there somewhere kicking around in the rhythm
or sweetening the hook to a catchy melody. There seems to be four distinct general types of Post-

war African American gospel, the preached sermon, the mass choir

, the featured soloist, and the

male and female quartet or aggregation. Of the Post-war male quar tLt tradition, six head the list of
long-enduring super groups: The Swan Silvertones, The Five Blind Boys of Alabama, The Har-
monizing Four, The Soul Stirrers, The Dixie Hummingbirds, and The Sensational Nightin-
gales of North Carolina in which Charles Bishop Johnson was a soldier for twenty-four years.

Charles Junior was born the last of five chil-
dren o Charles and Mamie Johnson in 1931, on
the fairly expansive Donel ranch and farm near F’ms,
Texas in Lamar County. Mamie and Charles Sen-
ior were sharecroppers. Times were hard, and the
country was suttering the worst days of The De-
pression. Seeking a better life, Charles Snr. took up
and left shortly after Charles Jnr. was born, leaving
Manie, who already worked in the ranch owners’
house, to raise the five kids and take charge of the
ranch and frm. The family grew corn, sugar cane
and cotton with litdle more than mules to turn the
soil in the fields. Young Charles took a f:u'n:y to the
horses. From the time he could walk, he was out
in the stables tending the animals or ndmg ACTOss
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the plains on the back of his favorite charge. Charles
ran errands and did his share of farm work.

The boy’s early musical impressions were
picked up on a small, cheap battery radio. His
strongest recollections were of listening to The
Grand Old Opry and country music programming,
out of Nashville. But he also caught the weekly
Golden Gate Quartet broadcast. Various uncles
and cousins sang in local gospel quartets, princi-
pally The Harmony Kings of Paris, Texas (not to
be confused with the famous quartet from
Orangeburg, South Carolina). One can envision
the young Charles riding bareback and singing
country songs across the Texas plains, but this was
not often the case. He also attended the family

church which was AME Methodist and sang in
the choir.

At the age of sixteen Charles went to work as a
regular ranch hand riding and mending fences on
the one hundred acre Merc Davis Ram.h of West
Texas between Albany and Abilene in Shackeltord
Country. Charles took to the work like a duck to
water and was soon given the job of breaking in
horses, a task he loved with a passion. A year later,
moving ten miles northwest, he went to work on
the Green family ranch where he was taken in and
treated like an adopred son. It was here that Charles
found his calling and a desire to sing church music
as a profession. Charles occasionally sang in local
gospel singing groups.



In 1950, the Greens died in an automobile accident while on vacation.
Charles was devastated and could not bear the thought of working the ranch
with the Greens gone. Moving to Lubbock, Texas in 1950, Charles played
semi-pro tootball .md kept up his interest in singing by ]ofmng a local quartet
n‘t:nmg,u’! by businessman Robert H. Hood. Hood also sang in the group.

Calling themselves The Loving Five, the outfit was composed of bass singer
Marshall Cooper and brother B.lclmmnd, Early Williams, Augusta
Chisholm, and Charles. The Cooper father played on the L.A. Lakers basket-
ball team. Hood soon moved to Pasadena, California and wanted the group
to follow him out. Not all members of The Loving Five could as easily pull up
stakes and move away from home. Only Charles Johnson and Marshall Cooper
made the trip West, thus breaking up The Loving Five.

[n Pasadena, Hood retormed the quartet and switching names to The
Consolators added Haskell Holmes and Reo Watson. The Gospel
Consolatars plaved local venues at first, but traveled farther afield as their
reputation grew with leaps and bounds. Various singers were in and out of the
group, mL]LMmD Jesse Hill who was thought to have recorded with a second
eroup calling pel Consolators. This group, probably
m:u;i_i up i ;f ILTJE Halnlhl musu.;}Bay Area singers, cut three records for Bob
'LTU..L 111 5 8512 1OWI ADE CLLE O b
East Oakland in late 1955, W S%HNA AN GATY H&
However, upon listening to :
these sides one is struck withan
olderapproach to singing more
akin to Post-war jubilee, unlike
any of the recordings Johnson’s
group made around this period.

In 1955, Robert H. Hood -
and Reo Watson formed a @
record company, H&W

toire of The Gospel
Consolators. It was easier for a

]
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gospel quartet, especially a semi- PR Sk ERATYOS STRERT o OUSTON TIRRY
professional one like The Top to Bottom: Bill Woodruff,
& r

Consolators, to find work if Charles, Jo Jo Wallace &

etchings of their songs were out H Th
- ]
there for the henefit of the orace 1hnompson

record buving public. The

group usually sang on weekends. Johnson drove a delivery truck during the
week. He even tried his hand at boxing and competed in golden glove matches,
but soon realized that singing was a surer way of staying alive.

Johnson and The Gospel Consolators cut three records for H&W during
the course ofa vear. The group at this ime was composed by Joseph Dumas
and Charles Johnson who shared lead vocals, Robert H. Hood, Reo Watson,

Haskell Holmes, Spencer Jackson, and Oscar Cook, Sam Cooke’s cousin,
who had sung in The Varieteers, Chosen Gospel Singers, and Swan
Silvertones. Johnson sang lead on “Do You Know Him”, “Sending Up My
Timber™ and “One More River” with emotional depth and conviction.
Johnson, who considered himself primarily a songwriter and message-giver,
always put more weight behind getting his message across in a natural way
th of theatrical devices as a means of re-enforcement.

As the group’s reputation grew, they tound themselves on venues with
The Mighty Clouds of Joy, then just E.;'uinin; rlocal attention, and later (a vear
after the group had turned professional) Rev. Julius Cheeks and The Sensa-
tional Nightingales. Checks was impressed with The Gospel Consolators. In

carlv 1959, he introduced the g oup to Don Robey of Peacock Records in
Houston. [{r:hrcu born in Houston in 1903, was a tn::-uﬂh hard-nosed, selt-
made man who controlled the most important Post-war gnsle label in the
South, having garnered considerable success from the sale of recordings by
The Bells of ]fw Five Blind Bovs of Mississippi, and Dixie IIL1:11111||15:_h1:db,

The Gospel Consolatars enjoved three sessions in the Peacock studios
over a period of as many vears. Material from the tinal session hit the street
some time after Johnson and the group split up and had gone their separate
wavs, Members at this tme included Charles Johnson and bass Nathaniel
Bills, lead vocals, Cook, Hood, and Dumas. Johnson sang his best realized
work dunng this penod. *Hold On ‘To God’s Hand™, “Who Should Re-
member™, *Who Is He™, and “He Won't Let You Down™ are all message
songs of passion, creative insight, and depth of soul.

Rev. Julius Cheeks, who had been with The ‘Gales for nine years, was
thinking of quitting to form his own quartet, The Four Gospel Km;,hts
The Ge mx]':l.l Consolators tound themselves on tour quite !n:t.]m. ntly with The
Sensational Nightingales. Cheeks, during the course of many intimate conver-
sations, had asked Johnson w hether he would take his place in The Sensa-

—




tional Nightingales. Johnson made it clear that he was not a rough and hard
singer like Cheeks and that the group would have to deal with fans in the same
way Sam Cooke dealt with Soul Stirrers followers back in 1950 when Cooke
took the place of Rebert H. Harris.

Johnson would, in stages, make a softer sound print with The ‘Gales than
Cheeks was accustomed to doing. In time, Joseph Wallace and The Sensa-
nonal Nightingales learned to accept this and indeed found that the group’s
gradually evolving new sound was one that appealed just as much if not more
than that which went before. The ‘Gales never had to worry about Johnson’s
voice ever running ragged.

When the Gospel Consolators fell apart in 1961, both Robert H. Hood
and Joseph Dumas wound up living back in Arkansas. In Little Rock, Dumas
married one of The Loving Sisters, a group who also made its mark on
Peacock Records. Oscar Cook retired, and Haskell Holmes joined The Sweet
Singing Cavaliers. Holmes can be heard singing falsetto-like high tenor on
The Cavaliers’ Savoy and Sharp recordings.

The Sensational Nightingales were founded in Philadelphia around 1940,
Charter members included Howard Carroll (baritone) who later made his
mark with The Dixie Hummingbirds, Paul Owens (baritone) who scored
likewise with The Dixie Hummingbirds and The Swan Silvertones, Ben
Joiner (tenor), and William Henry (bass). The group was then billed as The
Nightengale Quartet. This group apparently sang backgrounds behind Marie
Knight in 1951. After wartime recordings with Decca, The Nightengale
Quartet recorded in New York for the Coleman Brothers at their legendary
Coleman Hotel basement recording facility (1949).

Five months and three ten-inch 78s later, the group now going as The
Nightingales, cut five sides at thc BLIrun:: Hrudms for King Rcmrds The
material was good, but the = = =
group’s approach sounded
reserved and inhibited. Back
on Decca in 1951 with the
addition of Rev. Julius Cheeks
from Spartanburg, South
Carolina, The Nightingales
waxed six songs, three with an
unusually controlled Checks
singing lead. According to Dr,
Clarence Boyer in his book,
“How Sweet The Sound” |
(Elliotr & Clark, 1995), |
Cheeks, as a child, was at- §
tracted to the recordings of
The Fairfield Four, Dixie
Hummingbirds, and Soul }
Stirrers with whom he sang | iy i :
fora brief period during 1954, Clockwise from Top: Horace
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He began to sing in the see- — Thompson, Charles, Jo Jo Wallace
ond grade, at which time he & Bill Woodruff

also left school permanentlyto —————————=

work in the cotton fields and

at service stations. Cheeks grew up in rural poverty and being illiterate and
without money to put shoes on his feet str uggled desperately to make some-
thing of himself.

In 1952, Rev. Barney L. Parks, who had m:umg:.d The Dixie Humming-
birds and Mdm. Edna Gallmon Couke embarked on a project to revamp
and reform a group he would call The Sensational Nightingales. This he ac-
complished with the signing up of Ernest James (tenor), formerly of The
Dixie Hummingbirds, Joseph “Jo Jo” Wallace (tenor and guitar) who had
been with The Silveraires of Wilmington, North Carolina, Bill Woodruff
(baritone /tenor) who had worked previously as a florist, Julius “June” Cheeks
(baritone), and John Jefferson (bass).

According to Edwin Smith in his article on The Sensational Nightingales
in Rejoice Magazine (February/March, 1992), the group moved Imm Phlh—
delphia to Goldsboro, North Carolina where they spent a month rehearsing
and becoming acquainted. The group, through Parks, signed with Don Robey
at Peacock Records in June that year. Jo Jo remembers the early times as lean
days. “When [ first started, we sang to three people as hard as we would to ten
thousand today.” The Hu.itr[m'f outfit sang small church venues. They made
fifty dollars and split that six ways, money they called “quartet chicken”.

The chicken was put between two slices of bread and would be eaten in
the car. In those days as Woodruft put it, “we had fire in our bosoms and sang
hard.” Rev. Julius Cheeks would take control of the mike. He would wear a
scowl on his face and pointing at the sisters in the crowd, slowly creep through
the audience singing, wailing, and screaming. The stunt worked effectively



every time for everywhere that Cheeks stalked like an angered panther, the
sisters fell out. The Sensational Nightingales always performed last. They were
the baddest act on the road and no self respecting quartet singer dared tollow
after them. Cheeks gave all he had to The *Gales. He was the very embodi-
ment of the Holy Spirit.

Ernest James, as second lead, often came close to rivaling Cheeks when
he set to work on the Christian brethren. With spine-tingling readings of
“Another Year” (Peacock 1728, 1953) and “On Judgment Day” (Peacock
1743, 1954}, Cheeks and James battled it out on more than one occasion,

The years 1953 through 1956 was a peak period for The Sensational
Nightingales. Billboard Magazine for December 1953 reported the group as
nwkmw a whirlwind trek of one-nighters through Arkansas, Louisiana, Ken-
tucky, and Indiana. The January 1956 issue rtportcd the group as hawng had
the distinction of appearing on Thurman Ruth’s Gospel Caravan at Harlem’s
Apollo Theater alongside The Pilgrim Travelers, Harmonizing Four, and
Famous Caravans.

Thurman Ruth came up with the idea of a “Gospel Caravan” when sing-
ing in The Selah Jubilee Singers. Ruth approached Apollo patrarch Frank
Schiftman with an idea for running gospel package shows in the same way as

rhythm & bluesin 1955. Ruth’s most difficult task was to persuade the gospel
acts to appear at a popular theater where the devil’s music was played. Would
it be appropriate and morally correct, they wondered? Ruth’s answer to this
was to quote from the Bible: God said, “Go into the hedges and highways to
Lm‘np:.l men to come” (and be saved). But there were purely temporal temp-
tations that finally persuaded most gospel performers to give Ruth’s Apollo
Gospel Caravan a try. (See, Ted Fox’s book, “Showtime at the Apollo”, Rinehart
Winston, 1983 for more details.)

An engagement at New York’s prestigious Lawson’s Auditorium is re-
ported in the December 1956 issue of Billboard. This time the handbills
included The Blind Boys of Alabama and Swan Silvertones as co-headliners.

In 1957, John ]cﬁcrsnn was replaced by Carl Coates from Washington,
DC, who resided in Birmingham, Alabama with his wife Dorothy Love - who
headed up the famous Gospel Harmonettes.

Months before the defection of Julius Cheeks, David Edrington was
taken on as third baritone singer. Then with Cheeks gone, Herbert Robinson
was taken aboard, followed closely with the addition of Charles Johnson and
the departure of David Edrington. The first solid post-Cheeks Nightingales
group (otherwise known as The Four Gentlemen of Song) came together
with the combination of Charles Johnson (baritone lead), new addition ex-
Singing Sons Horace Thompson (second lead /bass guitar), Herbert Robinson
(banitone), Jo Jo Wallace (tenor and guitar), Bill Woodruff (baritone), and

Carl Coates (bass).

Johnsen’s first waxing with The ‘Gales was “Don’t Put Off Today™ backed
with “All Be Over”. On “Don’t Put Off Today”, Johnson tried his best to
sing in the Cheeks tradition. Not yet wanting to stray too far from the previ-
nuqh* successtul formula, Johnson closely mimicked every one of Cheeks’ vo-
cal inflections. The upbeat “All Be Over” is a title less Cheeks-like, but it is still
tough to tell the two apart on the throat-thrashing passages

Johnson’s next appearance on Wax came abut in 1963 with the release of
the “Glory Glory” album (Peacock PLP 112) recorded in Chicago. One
interesting fact is that during this ime Otis Clay sang with the group at live
appearances, even took upon himself the Cheeks mantle by performing an
almast carbon copy of the Reverend’s “Burying Ground” (Peacock 1765, ¢
1956).

By this point, Johnson was already writing his own material. Both “Won-
derful Time Up There” and “Time To Go To The Altar” are Johnson com-
positions and appeared on the “Glory Glory™ album. One can detect a spir-
itual softness in Johnson's voice, a kind of earnest prayerfulness. Songs like
“Behold God’s Face™, I'm On My Way”, “End Of My Journey” plus the two
aforementioned compositions are delivered with urgency, soul, and grace.

The group’s second album with Johnson at the helm was entitled “Travel
On” (Peacock PLP 118). By thistime in late 1964, the rough singing Rudolph
Leamon had been taken on as second tenor. Leamon shared lead with Johnson
on two tunes, “My Soul Is Fixed” and “I'll Be Listening”. Seven of the twelve
songs were penned by Johnson. Arthur Crume of The Crume Brothers
(who would later go out as one of the three active Soul Stirrers groups), was
added to the mix. Crume played bass guitar and shared baritone chores.

More soulful singing and Johnson heartache was achieved on beautiful
renditions of the titde track, “His Great Love”, “Hardworking Soldier”,
“Wicked World”, and “When Jesus Comes”. “When Jesus Comes” was a
masterpicee, full of torment and anguish, reminiscent of earlier work with The
Gospel Consolators. Vocally, Johnson had arrived at his own style, a style one
would always come to associate with The Sensational Nightingales

1966 saw the release of two top-notch singles, “New Jerusalem” / “Go-




ing On Just The Same” (Peacock 3070) and “Prayed Too Late” / “I’'m So
Happy” (Peacock 3088). “New Jerusalem™, a mid-tempo song once again
written by Johnson, finds the author in a soulful and bluesy mood. More
about the reverse later.

“Prayed Too Late™ is another soulful anthem emblazoned with the Johnson
trademark and a song used as the title cut tor the group’s next album release in
early 1967. The 1967 group was composed of Johnson, Wallace, Thompson,
and Woodruft, the occasional Carl Coates on bass with Wallace as usual add-
ing guitar accompaniment. Keeping thins simple, only drums, bass, organ or
piano were used in support of the mostly five-part harmony. An excellent job
was etched on songs like “In The End”, “The Love Of Jesus”, “Wooden
Church”, “Son Of God”, and of course the title track. With “In The End”, a
slow, winding dirge, the organ was used to full effect. On the long drawn out
“Love Of Jesus”, Johnson delivered his message from p::rsuna] experience.
Pleading and moaning punctuate “Wooden Church”, done up in revival fash-
ion. “Soul Of God” stirs the soul in waltz time.

No less than half the album featured songs written or co-written by Johnson
and published by Don Robey’s Lion Publishing empire, which leads me to
suspect that Johnson received very little reward for his tune-shaping ability.
This 1s probably why, some seventeen years later, Johnson opted to quit The
‘Gales, form his own group, and assume greater control over his artistic ability.

The “Heart And Soul” album appeared in 1968 (Peacock PLP 164). The
four most striking compositions were “Another River”, “Christians, We Are
The Ones” (areprise of “Who Should Remember”, the old Gospel Consolators®
chart), “A Better Home”, and the inclusion of the 45 rpm version of “Going
On With Jesus”. Halt the songs on this collection were written by Johnson,
the remainder was reworked material by Johnson and Wallace of so-called
traditional spiritual origin. On the beautiful “Another River”, Horace
Thompson made his up-to-the-center mike debur as second lead vocalist. “A
Better Home”, a message song, is clegantly harmonized by the group whose
swooping and swelling b .1Lk'rmunds add pathos to the song.

“Going On Wirh ]n:sus“ is a fine, almost idenucal version of “I’m Going
On With Jesus™, originally waxed in 1954, when Checks and James fought
for emotional intensity. Nothing much h.1ppc11ui record-wise to The Sensa-
tional Nightingales in 1969. Minds dwelt instead on massive anti-war demon-
strations in response to reports of the My Lai Massacre, the Woodstock rock
festival, and Neil A. Armstrong’s slo-mo walk on the moon. 1970 saw the
release of one single, “One Faith, One God, One Baptism” / “Blessed Quict-
ness”. The record passed almost unnoticed. Then in 1971, Peacock issued the
“I’s Gonna Rain Again” single which took oft almost immediately and re-
established The Sensational Nightingales as being one of the country’s finest
traditional quartets.

Jo Jo Wallace states that the disc jockeys liked the tune because “it was a
down to earth, good message song”. In 1972, Robey issued the “It's Gonna
Rain Again” album (Peacock PLP 175) which is surely Johnson’s best etching,
with the group. “At The Meeting”, *“A Heart Like Mine”, “At Calvary”, “It’s
Gonna Rain Again”, and “Love Led Him To Calvary” are all songs of the
finest caliber. Produced by The Dixie Hummingbirds’ own Ira B, Tucker
and issued in celebraton of the label’s twentieth anniversary, the album sold in
large quantities. This was in spite of corner-stone bass singer Carl Coates
absence from the album session. The group was down from a quintet to a
quartet, and this seemed a winning combination. Charles Johnson’s “It’s Gonna
Rain Again” retells the story of Noah and starts at the chorus:

CHORUS

Lord, it’s gonna rain
It’s gonna rain

You better get ready
And bear this mind
God showed Noah
A rainbow sign

It won’t be water
But fire next ame

1. Way back in the bible days
Noah told the people
It’s gonna rain
Bur when he rold them
They paid him no mind
And when it happened
They were left behind

continued on page 64



Charles Johnson continued from page 34

CHORUS

2. They told me when the water
Began to pour
"They knocked on the window
They knocked on the door
They didn’t know exactly what to do
Now you don’t want this
To happen to you

CHORUS

3. Noah said, I'm sorry my friend
God’s got the key
You can’t get in
If something don’t happen
To the hearts of man
The same thing’s gonna happen again

FINAL CHORUS

“At’The Meenng” is tastetully augmented wath
Jo Jo’sstinging, l'-Iua:w guitar fills, .md joviully con-
tinues on a full four-and-a-halt minutes. Sound
quality on this album far exceeds all previous col-
lections and is a joy to listen to thmubhnur We
begin to notice for the first ime the group’s shift
mto a simpler, more hymn-inspired mode with
humble mterpretations from the Southern White
songbook, notably the inclusion of “Where Could
[ Go™ and “The Last Mile™ from the Stamps-
Baxter repertoire.

The Sensational Nighting;
momzing, Four in a ditferent way, w:thd to RHLI(
to basics and not get carried away with complex
choral parts and ’Lmlﬂ.J arrangements, “Love Led
Him To Calvary™ is sung so annphf and smoothly
one wonders why one needs to vamp it up with
strings and fancy keyboards like so many would
have doie just to hold with prevailing trends. The
album cover teatures one of René Williams® last
1:1*1mi|1"hih!imliminﬁn“x Like Herman Lubinsky’s
Savoy Records in New Jersey, Peacock saw fit to
occasionally use surreal-looking oil paintings of the
Maost l['I'-;],'!]]Ld yer "s'l]'l'l.l'll'l"sﬂi, nature.

The Sensational Nightingales not only traveled
the length and breadth of the naton but ventured
abroad, appearing on festivals and at concert halls
in France, Germany, Switzerland, and throughout
Europe where the group often appeared on pro-
grams with African-American pop and R&HB acts.
During this ume, Johnson met Annie, his wife,
and they adopted two children.

Closc on the coattails of the highly successtul
“It’s Gonna Rain Again™ album, Peacock issued a
collection entitled “You And I And Everyone”
(Peacock PLP 177). Four songs of particular merit
make the album a winner. The title track, a stand-
ing-at-the-judgment song is done up with good
tight-knot harmony. “Face To Face” is a personal
testimony. “I Once Was A Stranger” is rendered in
sacred, country-gospel fashion and is reminiscent
ufThe Blackwood Brothers or Statesmen Quar-

t. “lake Your Burdens To The Lord™, a ten-
{uh rendered ballad, is perfected in the same hum-
ble way.

On May 21, 1973, a short while betore the
release of *You And [ And Everyone”, Don Robey
of Peacock and ABC Records, Inc. of New York
drew up an agreement tor the transter of Robey's




assets to the major corporation,
Robey’s desire to sell our stemmed
inn part from his advancing age (70),
as well as a costly lawsuit involving
The Five Blind Boys of Mississippi,
the late Rev. Robert Ballinger, and
Chess Records who had spirited the
artists away while they were pacted
with Peacock. Robey was placed un-
der contract with ABC in an advi-
sory capacity, however, his retirement
was short-lived when on Monday,
June 16, 1975 he succumbed to 3
fatal heart attack.

In 1974, Johnson, Thompson,
Wallace, and Woodrutt came to-
gether fora new album release called
“I Know Not The Hour” (ABC Pea-
cock PLP 197) containing the beau-
tiful biblical masterpicce “Mother
Mary And Joseph”, the gloriously
exuberant “Love Lifted Me” plus
Horace Thompson’s soulful reading
of “Nothing Between™, the Rev.
Charles A, Tindley’s excellent com-
position. Thompson’s rendition of
“Nothing Between” should have
drawn more notice to the album than
it did, but somehow the unpredict-
able record buying public did not
rush out in droves to buy it.

The 1974 release of “My Sisters
And Brothers” (ABC Peacock
59209) was a different story.
Johnson’s prayerful way with the d-
tle cut sent the gospel record collec-
tors back to the stores. Other
standouts on the collection beside the
title track include Wallace’s soulful
testimonial, “If You Strayed Away™,
Horace Thompson’s heart aching
pleas on “He’ll Make A Way”, and
Johnson’s whispered sugary vocals on
“Lift Every Voice And Sing” sup-
ported expertly with throat-grunting
harmony and Wallace’s delicately
“ringing” guitar. Almost all of the
group’s ABC-Peacock album record-
ings were produced by Ira Tucker of
The Dixie Hummingbirds,

The Sensational Nightingales
had reached fresh peaks of perfection
when the “Almighty Hand” (ABC
Peacock 59219) collection came out
in 1975. By now, the quartet had
mastered a closeness in harmony very
few tradidonal quartets could mas-
ter. The group’s deep-country har-
mony on “It’s My Desire™ make the
Thomas A. Dorsey anthem their
very own, “Standing On The Prom-
ises” 1s led with depth and warmth
offeeling by Johnson while the group
sings like a band of angels. Thompson
and Johnson heap on the anguish,
while rudimentary accompaniment
orchestrates a lilting arrangement of
“He Hideth My Soul”. A remake of
the old Rev. Julius Cheeks chestnut
*What Would You Give” (Peacock
1829 - 1959) is given a peerless, plain-
five treatment,

ABC stuck to the ABC-Peacock
logo on their gospel album releases

for three years after Robey’s demise
in 1975, However, The Sensational
Nightingales only enjoyed two album
releases during this time, the first of
which was “See You In The Raprure”
(ABC-Peacock 59227). More sim-
ply rendered country hynn style sing-
ing continued with the title track
which featured Johnson and
Thompson trading verses against
Wallace’s narrative and a broad-
sounding harmonic foundation.
“Blessed Calvary” followed the same
formula without Thompson’s inter-
cession. Thompson bares his soul on
“Thank God I’ve Been Sealed” and
“Oh How I Love Jesus™, both set in
waltz tempo.

Released in 1978 with longer and
less track selection, the group’s final
ABC album, “Jesus Is Coming”
(ABC-Peacock 59232) is as firmly
rooted in straight ahead four-part
singing and bible study as previous
output. Johnson wails and moans on
“Saved By Grace”, colored with Jo
Jo’s bluesy guitar accompaniment,
“Hard Fighting Soldier” finds the
group in strident harmony. A fine
remake of the 1964 original, “Learn-
ing To Lean” righteously lead by
Horace Thompson, takes us back to
the traditional four-part configuration
and a reminder that the group rarely
sweetened its songs with sweeping
overlays of strings and complex cho-
ral embellishments. “Bad Storm A
Raging” with its soulful melody and
countrified accompaniment brings us
The Sensational Nightingales at their
best. Jo Jo sermonizes on “How To
Be Born Again”, and a strong blues
nft and just plain fine singing aug-
ment “Another River To Cross”,

With the demise of Peacock
Records shortly after Don Robey’s
death, its impressive roster of major
traditional gospel artists was scattered
to the winds. The Dixie Humming-
birds ended up on Atlanta Interna-
tional, Rev. Cleophus Robinson
with Belmark, The Mighty Clouds
of Joy with Intersound Entertain-
ment, The Blind Boys of Missis-
sippi with Soul-Potion, and The
Jackson Southernaires, Pilgrim Ju-
bilees and Sensational Nightingales
went over to Tommy Couch and
Jerry Mannery at Savoy/Malaco
Records on Northside Drive in
Jackson, Mississippi. The Malaco la-
bel was founded in 1968, but its pro-
motion and booking agency was set
up in 1965. The label’s first record-
ings were made at the well-known
Fame studios in Muscle Shoals just
cast along Highway 72 from
Tuscambia where Couch was born
and raised. Their first big-selling pro-
ductions were King Floyd’s “Groove
Me™ on Couch’s own Chimneyville
label in 1970 and “Mr. Big Stuft” by
Jean Knight leased to Stax in 1971.
Couch’s first venture into gospel




music came about with the signing of The Jackson
Southernaires in 1975.

Alter The Sensational Nightingales” ABC-Pea-
cock contract expired in 1979, they signed with
Couch through Dave Clark. Clark had been Don
Robey’s National Promotions Manager who had
tounded Robey’s Song Bird gospel subsidiary in
1964. Cluk had also worked as producer with stellar

gospel talent on Peacock and Nashboro out of

Nashville. Although Malaco dealsin blues and R&B
as well as gospel, Couch asserts that it is his work
with traditional gospel artists that most satisfies his
personal tastes (see Robert Sacré’s interview with
Tommy Couchin Belgiun’s Blues Gazette #4., Fall
1996).

The Sensational Nightingales presented them-
selves in concert as being extremely professional
and well organized. Johnson sang first lead and
rarely played guitar during this time. Wallace took
care of the sermonizing, played simple chording
on guitar, and kept the guys in key. Thompson
took on second lead chores and accompanied on
bass guitar. Woodruft'stuck to singing harmonics.
A drummer was employed on occasion to fatten
and strengthen the rhythm section.

The group always dressed immaculately and
sometmes wore cummerbunds. Their harmonies
were always as close as a zipper, and dignified cho-
reography captivated the audience at every con-
cert. With Malaco’s first album release, “All About
Jesus™ (4368, 1980), Haran Griffin and Brian
Williams were brought in to widen the harmonics
at the request of Dave Clark and Frank Williams,
the producers. The late Frank(lin) Williams shared
lead in The Jackson Southernaires and honed his
skills as producer on many Malaco projects. Two
of the album’s compositions, “Crossroads Of Con-
fusion™ and “Hallelujah To The King”, were per-
formed by The Sensational Nightingales in the
White Line Pictograph Production of the movie
“Music Box”, not the Costa-Gavras 1989 fiasco,
but a celluloid parable centering around a factory
worker, five gospel singing angels (played by The
Sensational Nightingales) and a music box.

*Crossroads OF Contusion™ is a pretty ballad
song calling all sinners to come home to God. “Be-
cause He Lives”, “Remind Me, Dear Lord”, and
“Straved Away™ (Part 2) take us down the same
road of sin and redemption. The group’s magic
touches hearts and strs souls. The “Saints Hold
On” album (Malaco 4373, 1981), again pro-
duced by Frank Williams aided by Rev. Haran
Griffin’s arrangements and keyboards, is another
song-fest filled with heart songs and joyous bal-
lads done up in country gospel fashion. Drum-
mer Brian Williams was added into the mix.
“The Straight Way Is Narrow”, “Oh Lord, I
Am Depending On You”, “He Just Hung
There”, “*My House Is Full” and a remake of
“Savior, Don’t Pass Me By™ are all rendered with
soul and grace. As always, Wallace and Johnson
share in the song writing.

“He Is Real” (Malaco 4380, 1982) was
Johnson’s third and final Malaco collection with
The Sensational Nightingales. By this point, an
unmistakable retinement was reached. The pleas-
ant addition of piano makes this album a joy to
listen to. Wallace and Johnson’s songs, as usual,
are both delicate and soulfully inspired, Standouts
mclude “His Hand In Mine”. “Sweet Forever
Land”, “Do You Know The Man”, “When We
Walk With The Lord™, and “Throw Out The Life
line™.

In late 1983, Johnson broke away from The
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Sensational Nightingales and was replaced by
Calvert McNair Jr., a similar-sounding vocal styl-
ist. “Johnson is a unique writer and arranger who
believesin the word of the Bible”, says Jo Jo Wallace.
“He left The Sensational Nightingales to spread
the ministry in different areas”, he added. With no
bus, bookings or equipment, Johnson formed The
Revivers in January 1984. With the tail end of a
Malaco contract to go, The Revivers recorded their
first and only Malaco album entitled “No Man Can
Stand Up Alone” (Malaco 4394, 1984). Johnson’s
idea of building a group around himself was to
stick to his Southern gospel roots.

The original Revivers were Rick Luster, lead
guitarand second lead vocals, Darrell Luster, bass
guitar, and of course Charles Johnson, lead vocal
and rhythm guitar. Pick-up musicians were used
to fill out on drums and keyboards, The trio’s ini-
tial release, “One Night Revival”, on Better-Way
Records out of Hollister, North Carolina, was re-
corded and video taped live at The Dayton Me-
morial Hall in Dayton, Ohio. The threesome play-
ing to a mixed, packed house moved the people
with genuine heartfelt soul and good old down-
home Black country gospel music. Johnson states
that the reason Dayton was picked for their first
live concert video recording was that they had made
legions of fans in that part of the Buckeye state.

By 1994, the first set of Revivers was gone and
replaced by three young fellows by the names of
Gary Miles, Melvin Wilson, and Greg Logins.
Material was now being produced by Johnson and
Terry Exley of Centurgy Records. The Revivers’
style had entered the mainstream with the addi-
tion of two electronic keyboard plavers and a slew
of updated arrangements that appealed more to a
younger listener.

One year later, in 1995, Miles, Wilson, and
Logins were gone and replaced by Michael Watts
and Tracy Pierce from Florida. On the Canaan
release of “I Believe”, Theresa Burton, Kay
Ferguson, and Jack Russell were added to fill out
vocal backgrounds. “T Believe” with its heavy per-
cussive overlays and female choral embellishments
is more a showcase for Charles Johnson’s solo
endeavors than to augment a set of three or four
voices in harmony. In fact, choral treatments have
now replaced any recognizable harmonic quartet
support.

Today’s North Carolina-based Revivers group
is stabled with the Harper and Associates Booking
Agency in Goodletville, Tennessee. Their tour bus
usually takes offon three-day engagements Thurs-
days through Saturdays or Fridays through Sun-
days depending on schedule. The group plays both
church and concert hall venues on a year round
basis, leaving little time to relax with their re-
spective families. Current members, aside from
Johnson (lead vocals and rhythm guitar) are Joe
Yancey from New England who doubles on
drums, Steve Boyd from Missouri who splits
talents between singing harmonies and playing
keyboards, Maurice Morgan Snr. from North
Carolina who likewise sings and plays lead gui-
tar, and Tracy Pierce who divides berween har-
monies and bass guirar.

"The outtit’s current schedule takes them on a
whistle-stop tour of bookings starting out in
larboro, North Carolina on through Barnsdale,
Oklahoma, Poplar Bluff, Missouri, Central City,
Kentucky and on through six states, winding up ar
The Memonal Auditorium in Chattanooga, Ten-
nessee on August 3, 1997,

CHARLES JOHNSON DISCOGRAPHY

45 rpm - 1955-1991 with The Gospel Consolatars
Mermnaries | Do You Know Him - H&W 400 (1955)
Sendng Up My Timber / Heaven In My View
HEW 401 (1955)
Cne More River / How Do Earthly Men Know
HE&W 404 (1954)
Fcid On o God's Hand / I'm A Weary Traveler
Peacock 1795 (1959)
Look i Jesus | His Precious Biood - Peacock 1800 (1960)
Geing On With Jesus | Delver Me - Peacack 1813 (1950)
Shovat Al Over God's Heaven | Who Should Remember?
Peacock 1825 (15960)
letimonici Service | He Won't Let You Down
Peocock 183 (1951)
Why Do Men Treat The Lord Like They Do?/The Last Mie
Peccock 1845 (1961)
Wi s He (My Fiend Jesus) / Lord Bie My Guide
Peacock 1850 (1662)

with The Sensational Nightingales
Don't Put Off Today / All Be Qver - Peacock 1870 (1542
behold Ged's Facs | More Power - Peacock 1851 (1563)
Travel Cn | Never Said A Word - Peacock 3026 (1944)
hs Great Love [ Cleanse My Soul - Peaicock 3053 (1965)
New Jerusaiem [ Going Cn Just The Same
Peacock 3070 (1946)
Prayec Too Late [ 'm So Hapoy - Peacock 3068 (1966)
His Truth / Wods Of Jerusalem - Peacock 3124 (1987)
Saints Held On / The Geidan Streets - Peacock 3147 (1968)
Cr Fath, Cne God, One Baptism | Biessed Quisiness
Peccock 3177 (1969)
s Gonna Rain Again / A Heart Like Thine
Peacock 3180 (1970)
At The Mesling / At The Meefing - Peaicock 3196 (1971)

Albums - 1963-1982 with The Sensational Nightingales
Glory, Siory - Peacock PLP 112 (1963)

fiavel On- Paocock PLP 118 (1964)

frayed Too Late - Peocock PLP 131 (18467)

The Best Of - Peacock PLP 137 (1967)

Heart & Soul- Peacock PLP 154 (1948)

I's Gonna Hain - Peacock PLP 175 (1979)

¥ou And | And Everyone - Peacock PLP 177 (1973)

| Krow Not The Hour - Peacack PLP 167 (1974)

My Sster And Brothars - ABC-Peacock PLP 59209 (1974)
ArTIgnty Hond - ABC-Peacock PLP 59219 (1975)

52 You In The Rapture - ABC-Peocock PLP 55227 (1976)
Jesus s Coming - ABC-Peacock PLR 55232 (1978)

All About Jesus - Maloco 4368 (1980)

Saints Hold On - Malaco 4373 (1981)

e ks tedl - Mokaco 4380 (1982)

&

with The Revivers - 1984-1996

Mo Man Can Stand - Malaco 4394 (1984)

Cne Night Revival’ - Better Way 2850 (1988)

SecledTil The Doy Of Redemption® - Better\Way 2694 (1969)

Mansion Cver The Hitop' - BefterWay 2911 (1989)

rie Hdeth My Soul" - Befter-Woy 3287 (1990)

Uniil Then" - Better-Way 4074 (0711) (1950)

The Time s Drawing Nigh" - Bstter-Way 5122 (1991)

Let's Have Church - Canoan 701952353 (R445) (166%)

We Cannot Stand Alone - Canaan 7019532535 and
Canaan 7019532632 (CD) (1994)

 Beieve - Canaan 7019538533 and Canaan 7019538830(C0)

Hymns - Cantergy (27) (1996)

" Cassetie only

with The Revivers - Video Tapes - 1986-1992

Cnie Night Revival (same songs as cossette)
BetterWay (7) (1988)

rie Hioeth My Soul (some songs as cossetie)
Better-Way (7) (1990)

L&7's Have Church (some songs as cossette)
Canagn 8015187699 (1992)

& Opal louis Nations, 1998
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