We invite gospel
news, CDs for
review, photos and
profiles for this
column. So if
you've anything of
interest, please
send it in to us.
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In Jacqueline L. Tobin and
Raymond G. Dobard’s book,
Hidden In Plain View (Anchor
Books), they state that
spirituals were much more
than soulful lamentations
sung by slaves in bondage but
the audio portion of a
sophisticated system of
communication on the
Underground Railroad.
Spirituals contained hidden
meanings only a trained ear could
detect. The material side of this
oral tradition lay in the stitching
patterns of family quilts. Here,
secrets and stories were passed
down from generation to
generation. Humming and singing
often accompanied the display of
special quilts, stitched with safe-
house codes and other
messages, over clotheslines and
fences along the escape routes
of fleeing slaves. Escapees often
fled North through Kentucky and
the Carolinas into Pennsylvania
and Ohio. Cleveland and in
particular Sandusky and Port
Clinton were departure points for
fleeing slaves headed for Canada
via Detroit or Lake Erie into
Windsor, Ontario.
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Professor Harold Boggs, 1977 Nashboro Records publicity photograph courtesy Opal Louis Nations

The Story of Prot. (Pastor) of Port Glinton, Ohio

by Opal Louis Nations

Our history of Professor Harold G.
Boggs centers around the Port
Clinton area. He was born June 18,
1928 to Willie and Rosa Boggs in
Port Clinton, Ohio, one of five
children. Rosa, a domestic worker,
was a God-fearing, Christian woman.
Born in Junction City, Kentucky on
December 10, 1899, Rosa moved to
Port Clinton in 1920. She was one of
the founders of The Gypsum
Tabernacle Church, a small
refurbished, one-room schoolhouse
on Lockwood Road, in the year of
Harold’s birth. Rosa later became the
church’s Sunday School teacher and
superintendent.

Harold suffered from an
irreversible form of glaucoma. Even
while he was still an infant, people
noticed that he had a special gift for
music. He could pick up songs by ear.
The Boggs household had an old
pump organ around which the family
used to sing church songs in the long,

cold evenings. By age 4 Harold was
able to play the traditional folk tune
‘The Old Biffin Boff," the melody which
Thomas A. Dorsey made into ‘The Old
Ship Of Zion’ in 1950. With his sight
deteriorating rapidly, Harold made his
first public appearance as a stand-up
gospel singer at The Second Baptist
Church in Sandusky in 1939. The
congregation was spellbound. Rosa
then knew that her son had a very
special gift and packed him off to The
Gunnell School of Music where he
studied under the guidance of a Mrs
Decare. Because of his sight problem,
Harold needed special tutoring. Mrs
Decare took care of this by giving
Harold extra tutorials at her home in
the evenings. A Mrs Connie Babcock
also gave him additional music
lessons.

By 1943, Harold was rendered
completely blind. Devastated, Rosa
took him around to all the eye
specialists, but Harold required

expensive surgery, and money could
not be found to cover the treatment.
Harold, an eventempered, unassuming
lad, soon learned to live with his
affliction and resumed his study of
music. Rosa, still working as a
domestic, often took him with her to
help out with the dusting, cleaning,
dishwashing and bed-making. One
weekend Harold officiated at The
Gypsum Baptist as music arranger and
conductor of the choir. The principal
lead singer with the choir was the
great Lula Reed with whom Harold
used to sing duet. Deacon Warner
Buxton remembers Lula leading the
choir on the old jubilee song ‘| Bowed
Down On My Knees And | Cried Holy.'
Lula ended up in Cincinnati where she
was discovered by her husband-to-be,
Sonny Thompson, and taken to King
Records where she began recording
gospel music with Thompson on piano,
in December 1951.

In 1947 Harold formed his first




Harold Boggs Gospel Singers out
of members of his choir. The
Harold Boggs Gospel Singers
traveled by bus through Ohio,
Indiana and Michigan to give
concerts at church venues.
Sometimes the little band of
singers rehearsed on the bus.
This led to joyous singing and
shouting, forcing the driver to pull
off to the side of the road. Having
learned typing skills, Harold
wrote songs for his singers to try
out. When Lula Reed had joined
Sonny Thompson at King, it took
a while to get her accustomed to
singing anything other than
church music. After nine months’
tenure she introduced Harold to
the label. He signed with the

Cincinnati-based company in
August 1952.
Long-time friend Warner

Buxton, who had sung in Harold's
choir, took upon himself the task
of being Harold's constant
companion. Warner took care of
the day-to-day business of
chauffeuring, finding agreeable
places to eat, hotels and
business arrangements. ‘We
traveled around in many different
automobiles,’ says Warner. ‘First
we rode in a Caddy, then a Chevy
van, followed by a Ford van,
Dodge and finally a Buick sedan.’
Many times the gospel singers
followed the way of the
Underground Railroad.

Harold cut four records for
King over two sessions in 1952
and 1953. Accompaniment
usually meant Harold on piano
and Warner at the organ. The first
and bestremembered song
recorded was ‘The Half Has
Never Been Told,” a self-penned
tune he most often sang in
concert. According to Warner,
many of the charts Harold waxed
for King he had first tried out in
church with Lula Reed. The

signing of Harold Boggs to King
Records might have been a ploy
to push Lula over into secular
music exclusively.

Lula replaced vocalist Royal
Brent in Sonny Thompson's
combo. Her first session was
held on December 14, 1951
wherein, together with three
other songs, she waxed the
superior-sounding, original version
of Henry Glover's ‘Drown In My
Own Tears,' the tune Ray Charles
covered in 1956 as some kind of
payback. Ray had Lula record for
him in the mid-'60s for his short-
lived Tangerine label, after which
Lula faded from public view for
36 years. After two more King

sessions in 1952, Lula cut one
haunting gospel single with the
Harmonaires, the same illus-
trious quartet who recorded
behind Clara Belle Gholston (The
Georgia Peach) in 1946.

After five more sessions, on
February 8, 1954, Lula recorded
four awe-inspiring gospel
numbers. These are thought to
have been accompanied by the
Swallows, usually a secular group,
but this fact has not been sub-
stantiated. Sadly, six months after
King had dropped Harold from their
gospel roster, Lula quit recording
gospel for them, concentrating
solely on building her enormous

Crossover success.

In 1955 Harold formed the
first Boggs Specials. Members
included Warner Buxton, Adolf
Sterling, David Smith and Evelyn
Smith. The group signed with
Nashboro Records in Nashville
and recorded three moderate-
selling singles over a period of
10 months. A November 1956
Billboard magazine announced a
Fifteenth Anniversary Home-
coming weekend celebration at
The Gypsum Tabernacle. Along
with the Boggs Specials, the
Gospelaires of Dayton and
Madam L. Raibon of Toledo
would offer their singing talents
at the festivities.

‘The Half Has
Never Been
Told’

In early 1957 Harold entered
into an 18-month singing spree
with Charlie Duncan, described in
flyers as ‘a little guy with a big
voice." Harold and Charlie
traveled everywhere singing the
gospel and causing quite a
sensation among spiritual folk. In
April 1958 Harold formed a
second set of Boggs Specials. All
members were hand-picked and
had exceptional voices. He both
trained and wrote material for his
new group. Principal members in
and out of this group were Willie
Horton, Bobby Hardin, Rew.
Johnny Brown, Freddie Buhl,
Charles Spencer, Billy Bennett,
Ralph Clay
Darnell

Harold Boggs left, and Warner Buxton photo courtesy Opal Louis Nations

Woods,
Michael Smith
and Warner
Buxton.
Harold had
changed his
ensemble
sound  from
that of a mixed
blend to a
predominantly
strident, mus-
cular singing
outfit similar
to the Brad-
ford Specials,
The Boggs
Specials held
together for
over two
decades.
Legend has it
that the Boggs
Specials sang
so much ‘with
the anointing’
that the church

s ladies fell out
and threw their

hats and purses. Those who were
taken by the spirt had to be
carried out on stretchers by
attendants. The group always
had to protect Harold from the
ladies.

The Boggs Specials traveled
extensively nine months out of
each year singing in churches,
schools and auditoriums from
Ohio down to Florida. As young
men left the group to raise
families, they were swiftly
replaced by new recruits. The
Boggs Specials had nine singles
released over a period of six
years for Nashboro Records.
Their recordings were given radio
exposure by Gene Nobles, John R
and ‘Hoss' Allen at Nashville's
megawatt WLAC (sponsored by
Ernie's Record Mart in Nashville,
and Randy's Record Shop in
Gallatin, Texas) who pushed their
releases.

Shannon Williams, who
produced Harold's recordings at
Nashboro, says that Harold
impressed him as being reserved
and not given to conversation. He
was always personable, friendly
and easy to work with, however.
Harold toured with Prof. 1. Earle
Hines and enjoyed extensive
broadcasting on radio and TV,
guesting on 1470 Sandusky and
WGGN, Castalia. He also worked
with Rev. Shelby Gilliam and Bro.
Rusty York at the CBM TV
studios. Harold was also one of
the first black gospel artists to
appear on The Mary Holt Show
(‘The angel of the airwaves’) on
Channel 5 out of Cleveland and
the first African-American to host
his own radio program over
WRWR in Port Clinton. Always
afraid of flying, Harold turned
down an opportunity to appear in
London.

Apart from speaking at prayer
breakfasts, Harold sponsored
church programs (such as giving
out food baskets to the poor)
alongside Rev. Sammie Yar-
brough. He also helped establish
the Port Clinton chapter of the
NAACP, raised funds for charities
and was rewarded by being
presented with the Keys to the
City and honored by having a day
named  after him. Legend has it
that while Harold was still in his
teens, he was asked to open for
Mahalia Jackson at a concert in
Toledo. One of Mahalia's booking
agents, Lillian Cumber of Herald
Attractions in Hollywood, caught
Harold's act and was so im-
pressed that she wanted to send
him to Herman Lubinsky of Savoy
Records in Newark to record,
with glowing promises of making
Harold a star in the Los Angeles
area. Lillian tried in vain to tear
him away from his community of
friends. Harold chose not to turn
his back on the people who
needed him the most.

In 1963 Harold and Warner
recorded 'That's Where It's At,’
put out on Don Robey's Songbird
gospel subsidiary out of Houston,
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Texas. In all likelihood, Robey
purchased two sides from
Nashboro to issue as a single.
With its dramatic blues-shaded
guitar and solid, loping rhythm,
one could, at first listen, almost
surmise that Sam Cooke lifted
the melody, altered the lyrics and
tempo and turned it into his own
chart-busting secular hit of the
same name in October 1964.
Harold again recorded
the song in 1971, when
he included it along with
‘(I'm Living On) God's
LSD" (which must have
proved quite a wondrous
journey) on Nashboro LP
7090.

By 1964 the Boggs
Specials had become a
trio of Harold, Warner
and Billy Bennett. As was
the custom, Harold and
Warner doubled on piano
and organ. This trio
stayed in place through-
out the '60s. ‘We always
tried to make the Florida
trip via Kentucky,’ says
Warner, ‘often ending up
at Winter Park for the
Boyer Brothers." The
Boggs Specials and the
Boyer Brothers often
exchanged programs,
according to Prof. James Boyer.
The Boggs Specials also toured
the South, ending up in New
Orleans.

In 1968 Harold was called to
the ministry. In 1972 he was
officially ordained by Bishop
Quander Wilson. By 1973 he had
become pastor of the modest
Gypsum Tabernacle, and with a

little fixing up he made it into a
place where one would want to
come and worship. In April 1974
Eric Clapton recorded his
monster-selling charter, ‘| Shot
The Sheriff' at the Criteria
Studios in Miami. For the flip of
the original single release, a
song entitled ‘Give Me Strength’
was chosen. Song credit on the
label was ascribed to Eric
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Lord vae Me Strength
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Clapton. When Prof. Harold
Boggs found this out he was
furious. Harold claimed to have
written the exact song back in
1958 when he first recorded it
with the Boggs Specials as a
single that summer. In all
likelihood, Eric Clapton probably
had lifted his cover from Harold's
early '70s remake. Clapton had

removed the ‘Lord’ from the front
of the title, and keeping pretty
much to the original lyrics, re-
wove it into a beautifully haunting,
sweet-sounding ballad, one of his
finest efforts. Oddly enough,
aurally speaking, the Boggs
second version, with its heavy
brass background and strident
approach, sounds bluesier than
Claptnn S which conveys a
lighter, more commercial
feel. After much research
on Shannon Williams’
part (Harold's producer
at Nashboro), it was
found that ‘(Lord) Give
Me Strength’ long pre-
dated the original Boggs
Specials version. The
chart had been penned
years before by a female
songwriter whose name
has since escaped
memory.

In 1995 Harold and his
flock moved to a new and
more striking edifice on
State Street. Harold quit
the road in the mid-'70s,
but in recent years
traveled with the B & J
Singers and sang with
the January Sisters.

On record, Harold cut
10 albums for Nashboro
and two for AVl in Los Angeles
before moving on to The Champs
Recording Company of Nashville
and The Sound of Gospel
Recording Company in Detroit. In
the mid-"90s, he recorded for S
of GR with the Gypsum
Tabernacle Choir.

Harold’'s style of singing and
delivery grew more urgent and

sanctified over the years. The
tough and gruff sensational
approach replaced the calmer,
more sedate recordings of the
1950s. Even Harold had to keep
up with the times. My personal
favorite album is ‘God Is Soul
Food' (Nashboro 7106, 1972).
Here, we have the Boggs Singers
in their roughest, feistiest
predilection.

Harold was an unassuming
man of great musical ability who
could have achieved in his
lifetime all the praises and
accolades bestowed upon such
rival talents as the flamboyantly
outrageous Prof. Alex Bradford or
the eagerly ambitious Rev. James
Cleveland. Harold, who never
married nor fathered any
children, preferred to linger with
his faithful and do his part for the
local Christian community. He
passed away, following a brief
illness, on Sunday November 12,
2000 at Magruder Hospital in
Port Clinton, nine months after
the passing of his mother. His
homecoming celebration was
held on 17 November at the
Gypsum, attended by family and
old friends (including Lula Reed,
who currently buses tables at a
restaurant in Detroit), officiated
over by the man who ordained
him, Bishop Quander L. Wilson.
He was buried on the
Underground Railroad at The
Christy Chapel Cemetery. B

With research assistance from Deacon
Warner Buxton, Elder Paula Curiey,
Shannon Williams, Eric LeBlanc, Mark
Carrodus, Chris Strachwitz and Annie
Johnston.
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