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THE GAY SISTERS

by Opal Louis Nations

We are prond to add a specialist of gospel music like Opal Lowis Nations 1o the Blues

Gazette contritmtors. Most coffectors know the pivetal role he plaved in the reissue of

the gospel gems Iving in the vanlts of the SPECIALTY RECORDS {available on
FANTASY CDs in the US and on ACE Records in Ewrope); morve recently he did the
senme work with the NASHBORO collections, But he has quite a biography.

Opal Nations was born in Brighton, England, in August 1941 During the mid-siviies,
he warked as lead vocalist in London clubs with the late Alexis KORNER's Band and
fater, his own group, The Frays. He helped popularize American soul-based R&B and
gospel music in Great Britain. It was through his efforts thar black American gospel

artists visited the country to perform in varions major ciiies. He also became part of

ane af England’s first integrated gospel groups, The Ram John Holder Group, With The

Frays and later as a seloist. e recorded for Decea Records e London. After brief

Periods with varions London R&EB bands he turned his back on singing and bevan a
career as an experimemtal fiction weiter. His textual work, sometimes stranee,
sommetimes humorons in nature, appeared in over 200 small press magazines aromwnd the
world, Texts have been translated and published in French, German and Norwegian.
He is the author of over 30 books of fiction, drawings and collage. As an editor of his
own press, Strange Faeces, he brought 1o the public’s attemion fresh young poets and

Smith's place of worship, The Church of God in Christ on West Thirteenth Street
pastored by the late Rev. Favers. Fanny's sister Ella Barnes sang the bass part in a
Chicago group known as The Holy Ghost Four. Fanny was a major influence on her
children, namely the three girls. Evelyn, the oldest, who took afier her mother, Mildred
or “Millie™ and Geraldine, the youngest. Both Evelyn and Geraldine studied piano at an
early age. and Geraldine, for all her talent, became known later as the Erroll Garner of
gospel. Evelyn suffered a near-fatal accident as a child when crossing a busy street. She
was crushed between a car and a truck and never fully recovered.

The Gay family also included two extremely gifted sons, Robert Edward, otherwise
known as "Little Diz," who took up trumpet and played in a jazz combo with Dizzie
Gillespie for a spell, and Gregory Donald. the wonder boy preacher who conducted his
first sermon at age three and later went an 1o become a black Quiz kid and pastor of The
Prayer Center Church of God in Christ.

Shortly alier World War Two. Fanny organized her three daughters into a singing
aroup, had them schooled in harmony and brought them up untl they were ready 1o
perform in public. Geraldine sang tenor, Evelyn took the alto/contralto parts, and Mildred
also sung tenor. One of the trio's early engagements was in New York's Prospect Park. It
was around this time that the girls befriended the great Prof. James Earl Hines from
Cleveland, chorister and baritone singer with The Goodwill Singers, a group he
organized when he later relocated to Southern California. Hines was directing a choir out
of The Trinity Baptist Church in Brooklyn when the Gay family met up with him.

Profl. Hines encouraged the Gay Sisters to seek their fortunes out on the West Coast.
Hines himself had already established a reputation out in California and had made a
number of useful contacts. In 1948, after having saved wp the fare and with Fanny

writers bath in the publication of books ==
and through his literary magazine <
periodical, Strange Faeces. He was §
awarded The Perpetua and Pusheart '
Prizes for his fiction. Some of his sound-
poems have heen included in the TV
series "Man and his music”, a globally
synelicated program hosted by Yehodi
Menuhin, fn the late 700, he became
interested in radio and, with the Radio
Lrx Plavers of Vancouver, helfped scrip
and perform nomany independently
produced radio plavs. After moving ro
Oalland CA_, in [958, he joined KPFA
in Berkeley where for ten years, he
hosted R&BIGospel Shows - "Doo Wap
Defighis”  and  larer  "Rockin' at
Midnite", ay well ax a world music
program, "Harmonfa Mundi™,
The rest is better known: he produced
the Legendary Gospel Specialry reissue
series for Famasy Records in Berkeley
cind the Nashboro Gospel reissire series
for AVI in Lox Angeles. He currenidy
spends his time interviewing pospel
performers,  writing  articles  and
conducting  music  rexearch and’ he
agreed 1o offer Blues Gazette's reader
the fruit of his work. We appreciare,
Robert Sacreé - Gaospel Editor
Fans and collectors ol African
American gospel old enough 1w have
lived through the music's golden era, the
wild and turbulent Fifties, will remember
The Gay Sisters of Chicago. The Gay
Sisters enjoved enormous coast-1o-coust
success when in March 951 they
recorded "God will 1ake care of you" on |
Herman  Lubinsky’s  then struggling
Savoy record label. "God will take care
of you" a hymn written by W, Stillman

. b

serving both as manager and chaperone,
Frimhe S ' the voung teenage Gay Sisters traveled
out 1o Los Angeles by train, There the
Grays attended both The Baptist Alliance
and Ministerial Alliance meetings. The
gatherings served as a platform for up-
and-coming performers in the Baptist
faith. Singers would sing and ministers
would choose which artists 1o feature on
their regular church music programs.

The Gays played a number of
church-sponsored programs and were
noticed by someone who introduced
them to John Dolphin of Recorded-in-
Hollywood Records at 223 West Second
Street. The extent of Dolphin's early
gospel catalog has never been fully
researched, but we know that  he
recorded local quartets and leased from
other record companies on the East
Coasl.

The Gay Sisters recorded Herber
Brewster's "Old rugged cross" backed
with "Have a little talk with Jesus” for
Daolphins of Hollywood, and the record
hit the streets in late 1949, Dolphin
plugged the record but his effors did no
generale  too much action. By the
summer of 1950 the girls were back in
Chicago and seeking a label to record
them in the Big Apple.

An announcement in a November
1950 assue of Billboard Magazine
asserted that "Apollo Records has
signed a pair of spiritual eroups (o
waxing pacts. The Rhythm Kings (who
were in fact a blues & rhythm act) and
The Gay Sisters.” But this was not quite
what happened. Mildred recollects in
her own words just exactly what did
come about, "We walked and walked all
up and down West 45th. Street in New

and Civilia D. Martin. not only won

nationwide celebrity for The Gay Sisters | The Gav Sisters (1951)
but put the Newark, New Jersey-based '

York trying to find Apollo Records, We
kept passing by the place and not finding

Phoro: Courtesy Opal L. Nations! Robert Sacré | it 1 had walked so much T had erown a
L g

Savoy label squarely on the map. The
song became the company's first major-
selling gospel release.

But few realize that The Gay Sisters are still alive and well and making recordings
today. Even gospel singers, once thought to be friends, put out that The Gay Sisters are
long passed and gone. Nothing is farther from the truth. Geraldine has just completed an
album and recently served as piano accompanist on a slew of gospel recordings made
with some of the commonwealth’s surviving major soloists, for Tony Heilbut, Bath
Gieraldine and Mildred, now Geraldine Gay Wambric and Mildred Gay Chison, continue
to be active in local church alfairs around Chicaga.

The Gay family did not always reside in the Windy City, Parents Fanny Parthenia
Barnes-Lewis and Jerry "Buster” Gay (the latter born in 1897) hailed from Atlanma and
Washington, Georgia respectively, The Gays moved o Chicago's South Side just after
Waorld War One but soon relocated to the more prosperous West Side. Jerry spoke fluent
Yiddish, His father was Jewish and had passed down the language. This made it casier
lor the Gay family to find affordable accommodations in a predominantly Jewish and
upscale neighborhood. Jerry Gay ran two secondhand furniture stores, one on the South,
one on the West side of town. Fanny directed a one hundred voice choir ai Elder Lucy

callus on each foot-1 called the left one
New and the right one York, and pointing to both exclaimed loudly and frustratedly New
York! We found Apollo Records at 457 West 45th and introduced ourselves to Bess
Berman, the proprietor, and her niece, She took us and recorded a demo on us. She said.
before making any decision, she'd play it to Mahalia Jackson and ask for her opinion.
Bess Berman played our audition of "God will take care of vou” to Mahalia. and Mahalia
sald The Gay Sisters sounded too light. Consequently Apollo turned us down. We then
decided to try Irv Ballen at Gotham Records down in Philadelphia as our friends The
Davis Sisters had signed with them and had been quite successful. So we went over to
Giotham and auditioned the same song over again, We were told that Clara Ward (who
wias currently signed to the label) would listen to our audition and report her comments
to the company. However, Clara listened to our singing and leveled the same eriticism
that The Gay Sisters sounded too light,

The Gay Sisters waited almost another three months before their luck changed. The
gals were playing in Brooklyn at the Jesus Christ Triumphant Church and had befriended
Mr. Dan Michaels, a one-handed pianist and armanger with the church choir, Michaels
was able to play the better part of a song with one hand. He would thump out the bass
part with his stump when called for, Michaels introduced the Gays 10 Kirk Kirkwood
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who in turn introduced them 1o Herman Lubinsky.

In March 1951 The Gay Sisters signed a contract with Lubinsky's Savoy Records in
Newark. Four songs were taped on the first of three sessions with a lineup composed of
Evelyn, Mildred. and Geraldine Gay (Geraldine doubling on piano), Herman Stevens on
argan plus two male singers, Willis Joiner and Richard filling in the background vocals,
The session was produced by Lee Magid, A single was released, "God will take care of
yvou"/ "I'm goin’ to walk out on his name." By May it had broken into the charts. Savoy
was promoting the record as a sensational smash hit, and The Gay Sisters started to appear
at major venues like the Atlanta Auditorium where they headed up a gospel caravan.

Tony Heilbut states in his book "The Gospel Sound" (Simon & Schuster 1971) that The
Gay Sisters had built a repertoire that included Baptist hymns and sanctified shouts out of
the 1920s. When it came to composing for the group, Evelyn wrote most of the scores.
The Gays played it straight and refused to let gimmicks and fancy showmanship get in the
way of their act. They would perform on the worldly stage in the same way as they would
on a Sunday morning in church. They did, however, take to wearing colorful robes and,
not unlike The Ward Singers, often sported fancy hair-dos.

"God will take care of you" is sung in a soft, lilting manner and is reminiscent of early
efforts by The Clara Ward Singers. [ts beauty lies inits simplicity, an approach little used
in the gospel music of today. "I'm goin’ to walk out on his name” is played contrary (o the
aforementioned with its sanctified whoops and shouts, wild singing and tambourine
rhythm accompaniment.

The second Gay Sisters Savoy release came about in August and azain sold well but
not quite as well as the first. "God is on our side” was matched with Willie Joiner singing
lead on "I'm a soldier..." Again the simple approach is backed with a song of high spirited
Jubilation. An interesting story surrounds the evolution of "God is on our side” involving
gospel producer, promoter, and sports columnist Joe Bostic, Bostic played R & B and
gospel over WBNX and wrote a column for the Amsterdam News. During June 1951
Bostic was promoting a concert Mahalia Jackson was to headline at Carnegie Hall,
Knowing The Gay Sisters through their recordings, Bostic took the gals to Pompton Lakes
where Joe Lewis, the former heavyweight boxing champion, was in training. Lewis had to
win his fight against Joe
Walcott to regain his title.
Joe Lewis is reported to )
have said, "Yes, we golla
win, cause Crod s on our
side.” Bostic, overhearing
the remark, suggesied that
The Gay Sisters be
encouraged write a1
gospel song around this
slogan, and the gals
complied.

"Giod is on ouwr side” s a
mid-tempo  dirge  which
solemnly plods along to
simple organ and piano
accompaniment. As usual
and quite at random, a
voice will break from the
loose harmony  and  get
carried away by the spirit.
It 15 this aspect that sets
The Gays apart from other
female units of the period.
The old Watts hymn "I'm a
soldier” places The Gays in
g Clara Ward tambourine-
bashing mode, except for §
the addition of male lead
and background support.

o

Staple Singers to Vivian Carter and Jimmy Bracken at Vee Jay Records on East 47th
Street and repeated the deed with The Caravans in 1962,

The Gay Sisters' fifth single hit the jobbing racks in April 1953 with the release of "Ii's
real” sandwiched with "Only believe.” On "It's real,” a song oniginally penned by H.L. Cox
in 1907, Evelyn testifies as Mildred wails, hums, and moans in the foreground. Paul
Rader’s "Only believe” is given a sharp, steady tempo. The harmonies are sung tightly and
evenly throughout. The trio's sixth and final Savoy release caught the public ear in
November 1953, A song listed variously as "The little church on the hill," or "The little old
church.” is coupled with "That's what 1 like about Jesus,"” & composition not heard by this
writer. "The little old church” is my favorite Gay Sisters recording. Tempered organ and
prino support Evelyn as she wails and hollers with urgency through this plaintive chart.
These last four Gay Sisters singles met with disappointing sales: African American gospel
music was going in a more frantic and extrovent direction away from a staid approach and
sometimes more subtle and respectful arrangements of songs borrowed from the National
Baptist Hymnal.

A final Gay Sisters Savoy recording, "If 1 could hear my mother pray again” led by
Mildred,” was released on a Regent various artists collection in 1958, Then followed a
series of less than fulfilling business deals.

In early 1955, Evelyn was approached by Leonard Toy who introduced the threesome
te Decca Records. It was Joy's underlying intention to have Evelyn write songs for major
selling Decca gospel artists, most notably Sister Rosetta Tharpe and Marie Knight, These
artists were constantly seeking fresh materials and often pilfered scores from other gospel
singers 1o meet demunding release schedules. However, Gay Sisters Mildred, Evelyn,
along with their mother Fanny Parthenia and brother Gregory Donald were afforded the
opportunity of recording one session for Decea in March of 1955, No doubt a long roster
of songs was committed to tape. but only one single found release almost seven months
later. The session was notable for the involvement of two classically trained, highly skilled
musicians. Evelyn, who had taken courses in classical piano and organ (and would play
both instruments on the session), wanted o try a4 more conservative approach to gospel
music and brought along Professor Peter Eagle, a Native American from Minnesota, who
plucked the Celtic harp,
and  Professor  William
Petty, a local college music
teacher who played vialin.

The two issued songs
from the recording date
4 were "Oh, Lord won't you
have mercy” and "Take the
Lord along with you." It is
likely that Decca lacking
d the marketing skills 1o
promoie fresh gospel talent
let the record fall through
the cracks.

Throughout the mid-
Filties period
often tried 1o lure Evelyn
away from her sisters,
because of leadership,
talent. and ability 1o hold
Wl an audience on her own.
y She was encouraged to go
out with a group under her
own name. She tried this
{ but ofien found that the
singers stole from behind
her back.

Evelyn and The Gay
Sisters then tried their hand
al making vanity

SPOnsonrs

Geraldine rocks the piano
through o the end. On the
strength of these widely
popular records, The Gay

L. to r.: Geraldine & Mildred Gay (1995)

recordings. They first gave
birth to a single on Evelyn's
own P.E.A. label. The song
titles were "l shall not be

Photo: Robert Sacré

Sisters played Cuarnegie

Hall. Touring took the group to The Houston Auditorium where they starred in a concert
with The Blind Boys of Mississippi sponsored by Don Robey of Peacock Records, then
on as far as the West Coast and a performance at The Oakland Auditorium. Meanwhile,
Savoy continued 1o issue singles from the three 1951 New York sessions. A third release,
Antonio L. Haskell's "God shall wipe all tears away” backed with "We're gonna have a
sood time, was put out in February, 19352,

Evelyn and Mildred give "Gaod shall wipe all tears away" a solid twin vocal treatment
and "We're gonna have a good time” a joyous bounce and finds the return of male support,
Geraldine's jumping piano borders on boogie woogie at times. "He knows how much we
can bear” and "Oh Lord, somebody touched me" were issued five months later, Mildred's
pretty frills and Evelyn's earnest narration punctuate Roberta Martin's "He knows how
much we can bear.” A revival meeting atmosphere is evoked on a fervent reading of "Oh
Lord, somebody touched me" which might have garnered more excitement had the song
been recorded in a live church setting,

Peter Guralnick mentions in his book "Last Train to Memphis: The Rise of Elvis
Presley” that in 1952 the King of Rock & Roll often attended what was termed "the
all-night singings"” at the Ellis Auditorium on Main and Poplar in Memphis. The Gay
Sisters played Ellis and can remember being introduced to the young impressionable Elvis
Presley, only seventeen years old at the time. Presley liked and absorbed all kinds of
music, but gospel music, both black and white, was of special interest to him. Evelyn did
her share of introductions over the years, too. She took the young Cleophus Robinson
around to most all the church folk in Chicago during the late Forties, introduced The

moved” ("Now let me tell
you"y and "Lord, my faith looks up to Thee." Evelyn also became a regular on programs at
the McGhee Temple Church in Christ. The Gays toured occasionally but without records
in the public ear, out of town engagements were sparse al best,

In the early Sixties Evelyn and the gals cut a record for an undertaker by the nume of
Davis. Evelyn sang lead on "Heavenly home” but the reverse, "Coming home," was
presented as an instrumental. The Gay Sisters sang at the Kiel Auditorium in St. Louis on
a concert sponsored by The United Rock of Charity, At this point, Evelyn formed a group
culled The Pilgrim Outlets and recorded one single for the tiny Faith label, "God promised
to provide” coupled with "Oh. you don't know like 1 know."

In 1966, Geraldine and Gregory Donald, labeled as The Gay Singers, cut a deal with
Chess Records and appeared at two sessions, one in May, the other in October. Nine
songs in all were recorded but only one single ever surfaced, "Let me alone” backed with
"He's calling me.” The Gay Sisters’ last major gig was an appearance at the 1976
Bicentennial celebration at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, DC.

In recent years, Mildred has fronted a Dixieland jazz band and has worked as a
hatcheck person. Mildred guested on Tony Heilbut's "Soul of Chicago” gospel collection
on the Spirit Feel label in 1993, She sang "mother” songs with the same fervor and
enthusiasm displayed on the best of her earlier sides.

Evelyn Gay died in September 1984 from complications related to blood clots
associated with her near-fatal childhood auto accident.
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