The story of The Melody Kings,

as well as the Combs Family
Gospel Singers, whose lead soloist,
Dorothy Marie Combs Morrison,
took The Edwin Hawkins Singers
on to international stardom with
thetr Latin-tinged, jazz-infused hit
of 1969, “Oh Happy Day.”

It set the course for contemporary
Afro-American gospel singing
across the nation

By OraL Louis NATIONS
he beginnings of this broadly popular,
commercially acceptable form of contem-
porary gospel music in the San Francisco
Bay Area leads us back to Ola Jean

Andrews, gospel singer, writer, arranger and choir

director from El Dorado, Arkansas who sang and

recorded a newer, more progressive style of gospel

singing with her sisters, The Andrews Gospel

Singers of Berkeley. Ola Jean Andrews provided a

foundation upon which other gospel musicians

developed their talents. In 1958 Andrews became
principal music director at the Ephesian C.0.G.1.C.
in Berkeley, the church which the young Oakland- |
born Edwin Hawkins and his family attended. By |

his eighth birthday, Edwin was up at the piano
bench playing for the choir. Along with his older
brothers and sisters he sang and played in a chil-
dren’s group called The Hawkins Family.

The Hawkins Family appeared around

California at various affiliated C.0.G.1.C. churches |

as special guests and on programs with other
young groups like The Watson Sisters, The
Stewart Family (with Sly Stone), The Combs
Family, The Angelaires and The Andrews Sisters.
Others included the Bay Area’s famous Crouch
twins, Andraé and Sandra. However, information
concerning the growth and development of this
family has been well documented elsewhere and
are not the central focus of this article.

In 1965 Andrews was called to serve as music
director of The Acts Full Gospel C.0.G.1.C. in
Oakland (retired in January 2002), and the young
Edwin Hawkins took her place. Edwin began to
write and arrange songs by building modern
arrangements around traditional melodies.
Although Edwin’s ambition was to become an
interior decorator, he set his sights on composing
music. In 1967 Edwin formed a forty-member
choir called The Northern California State Choir
out of promising singers from Pentecostal church-
es in Berkeley, San Francisco, Oakland, San Jose
and Richmond. His task was to take the cream of
the Bay Area’s singers and choristers to the
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Annual Youth Congress of C.0.G.1.C. held, on this
. particular occasion, in Washington, D.C.

- to cut an album with the choir. This took place

- one day in June 1968, according to Lee

- Hildebrand in his liner notes to Oh Happy Day:

. The Best of Edwin Hawkins Singers, (Buddha CD
1 99727, 2001). LaMont Bench, owner of Century
- Custom Recording Services, an outfit that special-
. ized in low-budget location recordings of high

: school band concerts, church musicals and other
- amateur affairs, brought a simple two-track
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To cover expenses for the trip, Edwin proposed |

- Ampax PR 10 reel-to-reel to Ephesian. There he
- recorded the choir for the album entitled Let Us

Go Into The House of God. One of the soloists on

- the album was Betty Watson, lead singer of her
- family group, The Watson Sisters, who also
- helped out with choir direction.

After taking the album with them to

- Washington, they were a little saddened to come

- in second place in the choir competition, but they
. were pleased to find that six hundred copies of

- their recording were sold. Then, according to

. Hildebrand, one midnight early the next year, dee-
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jay Abe “Voco” Kesh opened his Sunday morning
show on San Francisco’s KSAN FM station with |
the first cut from the second side of the disc, a
number called “Oh Happy Day.” Hildebrand goes
on to say that Kesh had been turned on to the
track by a local record promoter with a private
passion for the music

Soon other stations around the Bay Area
picked up the song, and this spread eastward to
New York where Buddha Records expressed an
interest in the album’s distribution. Buddha
acquired distribution rights and re-issued the col-
lection on its Pavilion subsidiary. The company
signed the choir to a lengthy contract and
changed their name from N.C. State Youth Choir
to The Edwin Hawkins Singers. The Edwin
Hawkins Singers had evolved into Edwin and
Dorothy Morrison and other members of the
Combs family who sang in the State Youth Choir.
“Oh Happy Day” became an international smash, |
reaching number four on the pop charts and num- |
ber two on the Billboard chart, as well as number
two in England and, to quote Hildebrand, “mak-
ing Edwin Hawkins the most widely recognized

: gospel name since Mahalia Jackson.”

The aggregation went professional and found

. themselves caught up in a whirlwind of activity.

. The choir, with twenty-two chaperones, was

i whisked off to New York for their {irst major con-
i certs at Madison Square Garden and the Yankee

- Stadium. Too much too soon led to emotional

- stress and, by the end of the decade, the choir

: had shrunk down to twenty-two determined sol-
- diers. Pressure from record company moguls

. drew the choir’s principal soloist, Dorothy

: Morrison, away into greener pastures of promise,
- namely those of singing and recording soul and

- jazz. One moment she had sung the praises of |
+ God for love from lyrics hurriedly scribbled on her |
. palm, then sparked by arguments over financial

. control of The Edwin Hawkins Singers’ future,

. Dorothy and Edwin chose to go separate ways.

. Dorothy signed a solo deal with Buddha Records.

While at Buddha, Dorothy etched the jubilant
Get High on Jesus on which she sang alternately

. sweet and tough. The chart, reminiscent of a
- Mavis Staples vehicle, should perhaps have gone
- on for a full two-sided single. It seems that two

minutes and forty-five seconds were barely
enough time for Dorothy to roll up her sleeves.
Although success beamed down on fellow Bay

~ Area musician Sly Stone (“Thank You™ was a hit

on Billboard's pop charts), Dorothy’s career as

- soul balladeer faltered. This was a shame because
- she cut many fine sides. These included just

- about the best cover version of Jackie De

. Shannon’s 1969 opus “Put a Little Love in Your

- Heart,” where with Leon Russell’s help, she really
- takes the song down the aisles of the church.

Dorothy’s entire family were steeped in

- “church.” Born May 8, 1944 in Long View near

. Dallas, Texas, Dorothy grew up with a family tree
. of church ministers. Her mother, Irene Williams

- from Long View, and her father, Frank Combs

- from Dallas, sang along with brothers and sisters
- in their own community gospel group. In

: November 1944 the Combs family, with promises
- of a better life, moved out to Richmond,

- California. Frank got a job as a ship’s welder at

. the Point Richmond Canal Shipyards. Dorothy was
. the seventh of ten children (the last three were

- born in California.) The family attended the

. McGlothen Temple in North Richmond.

Irene, who later became a missionary for the

. C.0.G.I.C., was a strong and powerful influence in
. Dorothy's life. “She used to gather all of us

. around on the living room floor and told us Bible
. stories from memory while she braided our hair,”
- recalls Morrison. “She would teach us songs and
: organized us into a singing group. That’s how we
t became The Combs Family Gospel Singers.

+ William was appointed leader because he had

learned to play guitar and could keep us in har-
mony. The folk at church knew all about us, and
during the service a note would be passed to one
of us to get up and sing for the congregation. My
first singing experience came when [ was thirteen
or fourteen and got up to sing Claude Jeter’s

. arrangement of “Jesus Remembers” in falsetto. |

. was also a big fan of Mavis Staples and admired

. the way she used to sing down to reach the low

- notes. So 1 impressed the church folk by trying to
- reach down as Mavis did to those low notes and |
: guess they must have liked that, I remember Jerry,
. who was born after me, was set on a table top to
: sing at church.”

The oldest child was Billy Jean Combs who

: served in the Navy Airforce. He returned to

i become a minister at Ephesian. Then came the

i late Roy Lee Combs who moved to Los Angeles,

i rose to bishop of an independent church denomi-
. nation, and ran an on-going TV show which pro-
. moted the work of ministers, thus enabling them
¢ to preach to a mass viewing audience. Roy Lee

. administered over at least four ministries. Third-
: born was Shirley Hearn Combs who stayed in the
: Bay Area, conducted missionary work, and sang

- lead and alto in The Combs Singers group. Veller
: Heard Combs was next. She also sang in The

- Combs singers group, taking a soprano part.

- Guitar-strumming William followed (more on him
i later.)

Queenie Caesar Combs followed William.,

. Queenie also conducted missionary work and

sang in the Combs family group. Dorothy was

- next. In addition to the many pursuits about

. which we have spoken, she became a licensed

. cosmetology instructor. Child number eight, Jerry,
. grew into a dynamic vocalist. His career lead to a
. starring role in the LA production of Galt

: MacDermot’s hit musical play “Hair,” which cele-
. brated the flower-power segment of the 1960s as

. The Age of Aquarius. Jerry played Hud and later
¢ went on to choreograph this show, which sought
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to celebrate the counter culture with its hippy trib- |

al love theme and casual nudity, but only wound

up trivializing it. Jerry also sang and played guitar

in the Combs family group now and again.
Number nine was Tréeisineu Webster Combs,
soprano with The Combs Singers. Last but not
least was the dynamic Diana Combs, alto singer ,
lead and background in the family group. A
nephew, Levi Caesar, served as Prince’s band
leader up until recently. Another, Ishmail, is
pianist at the North Richmond Baptist Church.
After the War, Frank found a job working for

the Peterson Fallon Company in Oakland. His hard |
work in the church brought its rewards. He even-

tually became minister of The Green Pastures
C.0.G.L.C. in North Richmond at 217 Chesley
Street. When Frank died, his son William took

his place for awhile. At the beginning, in the early

1960s, the Combs family gospel group played

funerals, birthdays and socials throughout the Bay |
Area and in Los Angeles, and still do on occasion

to this day. They also spent every fourth Sunday
at the C.0.G.1.C. Convocation. The Combs repre-
sented the Ephesian church at these meetings.
Dorothy had joined the choir at Ephesian in 1961,

One day, a Mrs. Taylor of the Christian Funeral |

Home, on MacArthur Avenue in downtown
Oakland, caught a Combs program and asked if
she could record them at her spacious funeral
chapel. It was the Christmas holiday season.
During that time the family got together, and
songs were written at an inspiration’s notice.
Then came the day to record in the makeshift
chapel studio. Two mikes were set up, one for the
lead, one for the group which included Shirley,
Veller, Queenie, Tréeisineu and Diana with
Dorothy on lead mike. Noel Burton played piano,
William Combs strummed guitar and a fellow
named Pete sat in on drums. The Combs had
come up with three songs, “I am free,” a mid-
tempo belter in The Staple Singers’ vein with
Dorothy wailing and moaning out the low notes, a
sanctified, rapid-fire “Milky White Way” in the
style of The Holy Rollers Church, lead by William
(it was quite a different song from that of The
Trumpeteers), and a comical opus entitled “John
the Rabbit” which was rejected by Mrs. Taylor
because of its secular nature.

“I Am Free” / “Milky White Way” was issued
on the Dove label and vanished almost immedi-
ately because it garnered little or no airplay. Mrs.
Taylor probably thought of the recording in differ-
ent terms—-not so much a record to further the
group’s career, but spiritual solace in the form of
vinyl she could sell to friends and patrons of the
funeral home. The Combs Family gospel group
continued to play churches and perform at folk
festivals in Seaside until William split to move to
LA. In Los Angeles William hooked up with The
Melody Kings who had recorded one record, “I've
Lived in Sin” / “I'm Saved” for Fats Washington'’s

and Mel Alexander’s Movin label. The record met
. sanctified style of the day.

with little success, and the quartet regrouped

around Rev. Lee Wallace (Richard Wallace’s broth- |
- and most widely acclaimed recording for Don

- Robey's Song Bird record label in Houston, Texas.
- This was “I'm Gonna Walk (Through the Streets
- of the City),” Parts 1 and 2 (Song Bird 1031) on

- which Rev. Willie Combs tells the story of his life
- in a beautiful two-part saga of misery and hard-

- ship augmented by howls, wails and pretty, high
. tenor harmonies.

. The record sold well, and the group toured the :
- South opening for The Mighty Clouds of Joy, with :
. Clarence Devereaux and Lee Hildebrand also con-
- tributed to this story.

er]. When William enlisted the quartet was com-
posed of the late Rev. Lee Wallace, composer, gui-
tarist and singer of all parts, William as lead
tenor, John D. Williams, soprano and high tenor,
Clarence Devereaux, lead tenor, Marvin Morris,
balance lead, Johnny Williams, bass guitar, and
Glenn Kingsby, baritone. Roosevelt White, bass
singer and record producer, sat in on occasion.
Most of the group members had had experi-
ence in other groups. Glenn Kingsby, who organ-

ized the original Melody Kings in 1960, came from
- camaraderie. Rehearsals usually took place at

The Wings of Faith of Santa Monica. He went
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- around to various programs picking up members
- for The Melody Kings wherever he went. He

- picked up Clarence Devereaux from The

. Sensational Wonders who had recorded for Fable
. on Sunset Boulevard. The Sensational Wonders,

. with the addition of guitarist/tenor Richard

- Wallace from The Stars of Bethlehem, later

. became The Mighty Clouds of Joy on Peacock :
- Records. He then took aboard Johnny Williams of !
: The Philadelphians of Santa Monica and Marvin

- “Pete” Morris of the Sons of Jordan who recorded
- for Fred Marshall’s Orbit Record label in Florida.

. LA bass singer Willie Allen became the original

- fifth member rounding out the group.

In 1963 basso Roosevelt White founded the

- Rosegart Publishing Company and set up High

. Tone Records. The Melody Kings waxed two sin-
. gles for High Tone, “If You Have the Faith” / i
. “Take Your Burdens to the Lord,” and “Walk Close |
- to Thee” / “Two wings.” Both were put out in

: limited quantity and are extremely hard to find.

- Like The Sensational Wonders’ record, they man-
. aged to elude inclusion in the Hayes / Laughton
. Post-War Gospel Records discographies (Record

- Information Services, 1993).

During the latter part of 1963 the group was

. asked to cut for Specialty Records under the guid-
: ance of Soul Stirrers” alumni Dillard Crume. The
- result was the unsuccessful release of “How Sweet
. gospel with her family. She refuses to sing straight
. countrified blues in any shape or form. She thinks
. roots-blues is too undignified, preferring material

¢ from the Gladys Knight, Marvin Gaye and Chaka

- Khan songbooks. With her group “Hot Cider”

- plays venues like Charlie Brown’s. Dorothy has

- recently traveled to perform in Oregon and

. Hawaii, and is planning another album. Her

| voice, as always, remains soulful and provocative,
. and her range still comfortably masters three

i octaves.

It Is to be Loved” / “He’s Alright, sung in the

In 1964 The Melody Kings recorded their finest

whom they were close both in harmony and

Marvin “Pete” Morris’s place. They also toured
- with The Pilgrim Jubilees and filled engagements
: with The Caravans.

The Melody Kings originated the song “I Find

. No Fault in God,” which they performed at a slow
: measure. Then Caravans’ soloist Shirley Caesar

: took Williams lead part to the song and sang the

. lyrics to a doubled tempo. Unfortunately for The

i Melody Kings, the Caesar version hit pay-dirt and
i their’s did not. In LA The Melody Kings sang

: with The Five Blind Boys of Alabama and contin-
: ued to sing on concerts with The Mighty Clouds

. of Joy organized by Brother Joe Henderson,

In 1965 The Melody Kings recorded their won-
derful Believe In Me album for Song Bird (SBLP
203). The collection is marked by five outstanding

. cuts, the title song shared on lead by Rev. Combs
- and John D, Williams, "One Step Inside,” “From a
- Long Way,” Rev. Combs’ fine rendition of “Sweet

. Bye and Bye” and “I Have Someone.” It is a

- tough album to find in today’s world but worth

the trouble to acquire,
In 1967 the group waxed “If | Had a Hammer”

i / “This Train” for Song Bird (1137). A vear later

: they waxed “He Knows How Much We Can Bear”
- / “I've Been Changed” (Song Bird 1177). They cut
- their last Song Bird session in 1969, but it was

: never issued. This is a shame since the group felt
- that this last session was their finest work. By

. now they had worked up harmonies closer than

. Toni Twins. The group broke up for a while after
- the Song Bird sessions.

Clarence Devereaux became pastor of the Solid

- Rock Baptist Church at 74th and Broadway. He

. currently hosts a gospel radio show on Friday

. nights. Through Jerry, Rev. William Combs got a
- crack at playing Hud in the stage production of

' “Hair.” William signed up in Hollywood and was
. shipped down to Mexico City for four weeks of

- intensive rehearsals. The show debuted in

Acapulco and lasted only for opening night.

- Nudity closed the show, and the cast was thrown
- out of the country. This was how the newspaper
.~ headlines ran. In reality, the cast was whisked off
. to a mountain hideout and was put under presi-

- dential protection until a compromise could be

- worked out by local and government authorities.
- All hopes of a settlement faded, and the cast

- returned to Los Angeles. A short while after this

. William got a call from Bertrano Castelli. Castelli

wanted William to play Hud in “Hair” in the

: French production in Paris. William stayed with
- the cast for ten years at the Theatre de la Porte
. Martin, after which he and the show went on the
. toad.

In the late 1970s, The Melody Kings set up

their own vanity label, Mel Kay, on which they
. cut a number of sides including a full-length
: album entitled Alive in LA.

Dorothy still performs as soloist around the
Bay Area. Singing soul and jazz and sometimes

Dorothy Combs Morrison, Rev. William Combs,
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