The Story of Joyce Bryant

Opal Louis Nations

For practically half a century little or no
mention of torch singer Joyce Bryant's
fascinating life on the concert stage has
survived. But thanks to the recent
documentary film work of Jim Byers we can
now construct a meaningful picture. All we had
before was half a paragraph (page 60) in Etta
James's biography Rage To Survive (Villard
Books, 1995) which runs 'T wanted to look like
Joyce Bryant. Joyce Bryant was this sexy black
singer — a good singer - who poured herself
into fishtail gowns. They called her The Brown
Bombshell and she caught all kinds of hell for
having blond hair. I dug her. I thought Joyce
was gutsy and I copied her style - brazen and
independent.'

Shamelessly seductive

Yet despite this show of brazenness, Joyce
Bryant, a Seventh Day Adventist, spent a
lifelong struggle trying to hold to the strictures
of her church at the same time as conveying a
nightclub image of a singer who was
outrageous, glamorous and shamelessly
seductive. She battled with the same issues
that confounded Little Richard. After becoming

a Bible instructor at Oakwood College in
Huntsville, Alabama, she and Richard
Penniman with the help of evangelist E.E.
Cleveland 'witnessed to the saving power of
God.' This was at a three-month Allegheny
black conference in 1958. Needless to say,
Richard Penniman seems to have flip-flopped
ever since.

Joyce's musical ancestry dates back to the turn
of the Twentieth Century when Louis Mitchell’s
all African-American Jazz Kings were one of
the first such aggregations to tour not only
Western Europe but Eastern Europe and Russia
as well. Frank Douglas Withers, Joyce’s
grandfather, played trombone in the Kings as
he did a little later in a band of his own. The
Kings' first recordings date back to 1922 when
Sidney Bechet played in the Kings but not on
record. They waxed for Pathé in Paris (see
Mark Miller’s article on them in Coda, the July/
August 2003 edition.) Legend has it that Frank
later became a dentist and made a fortune in
hair-care products. The irony in this is that
Frank could have saved Joyce’s problem with
hair loss were he alive at the time. (He died of
throat cancer in 1952.) A family legend tells
that Frank’s old friend Jelly Roll Morton was a
dental patient and that Frank was responsible
for the diamond implant in Morton’s mouth.

Church strictures

The California Birth Index indicates that Joyce
was born Ione Emily Bryant to Dorothy Green
Withers in Alameda County on October 14,
1927. She was the third of eight children.
Dorothy Green was a devout second
generation Seventh Day Adventist and
member of the Philadelphian S.D.A. church
choir (as were others of the family.) Joyce’s
father, Louisiana-born Whitfield Bryant, was a
railroad dinner cook, a job which took him
away from home for long periods of time. As a
consequence of this, as well as Dorothy's
church duties, most of the family raising was
left to the older siblings, Lawrence, Leon and
Ione. They all lived at 927 Chester Street, a
walk-up in West Oakland built in 1885.
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Joyce, whose worldly interests grew, rebelled
against the strictures of the church which not
only promoted liberty and holistic
understanding but held to conservative
principles and lifestyle. Joyce felt a need to
break away to enjoy the good things American
life had to offer during Pre-war reconstruction.
She developed a fondness for clothes,
spending extravagantly. She longed to be out
of school.
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As the family grew in the mid-Thirties, they
moved to a larger place in San Francisco. In
1941 Joyce ran away from home and got
married. She soon realized her mistake and
managed to get a divorce before
consummation. With help from the family she
finished high school and with little money in
her pocket caught a bus to Los Angeles to stay
with cousins. She managed to find a job as a
waitress but soon found out that her salary
could not stretch to cover her habitual
extravagances. Her original plan was to save
to go to college to become a sociologist. Finally
she found she had no money to cover the
planned return trip to San Francisco. Even
worse, she did not even have enough for a
good meal. A friend felt sorry for her and took
her out to L.A.'s Cobra Club for dinner. During
the evening the club manager took the stage
to ask the audience to join in singing with the
club band for a $ 20 wager. As it turned out,
there was only one volunteer, the penniless

Joyce Bryant who had no choice but to
volunteer.

Joyce wowed the crowd, won the money and
was asked to return the next night. She
repeated the former successful performance,
only this time she was reported to have been
paid $ 100. Members of the much-impressed
Flennoy Trio were present in the crowd. They
were booked to appear at the Cobra the
following week and were looking for a female
soloist. The Flennoy Trio was composed of
manager / composer / pianist Lorenzo Flennoy,
Gene Phillips, guitar, and Winston Williams,
bass. At that point the Flennoys were between
recording contracts with Excelsior and needed
to update a little fashionably by taking on a
female, The group took Joyce to black union
Local 767 to get a union card and start
rehearsals.

Remarkable notoriety

Joyce appeared off and on club dates with the
Flennoys for a little while before moving on to
the Sepianaires, a group set up to showcase
Joyce’s vocal talents. Personnel included
Jimmy Edwards, guitar, Hilton '88' Owens,
piano, and Robert Lewis, bass. With the
Sepianaires Joyce gained remarkable notoriety.
Following in Ethel Waters’ footsteps, Joyce
began singing off-color songs in sheath-like
costumes, utilizing all the dramatic vocal and
visual effects once pioneered in the 1920s and
1930s by Waters herself.

During this time Joyce was reported to have
played herself, supported by the Flennoy Trio,
in the 1946 George Raft movie Mr. Ace. If this
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is true, she would have been just nineteen
years old.

Joyce's almost instant success rubbed off onto
most of the other siblings in her family. It
seemed that many were blessed with a strong
set of pipes. First son Lawrence L. Bryant, born
in February 1924, was the first. Lawrence sang
in an Adventist quartet on KRE in 1939-1940,
then taking to conga drums joined Merl
Saunders and young Johnny Mathis in the
Fillmore District Band. Then came second son
Leon Owen Bryant, born in February 1926.
Leon took to R&B and appeared at The Club
Rhumboogie with Ernie Andrews. He later
recorded for Ray Dobard’s Ray Presents label
out of the Bar None Club on Oakland’s Thirty-
Fourth Street.

Jopee Bryant's 2700 posweag are io Hoht she
tekes six-fnch steps, camnol #f doncnm.

Son number three, Whitfield Whalen Bryant,
born in October 1929, enjoyed a long and
successful career in the music business. He
was said to have had the most exquisite voice
in the family. Whitfield started out in the
Philadelphian S.D.A. Choir. He hitched up with
Oakland’s Olden Greenwell Big Band before

joining the Roy Hawkins Band for a year. After
going with The Fred Thompson Trio, Whitfield
joined with The Hi-Tone Gospel Singers who
later backed Big Mama Thornton on Bob
Geddins’ Irma imprint in 1961. In addition, the
original line-up of The Hi-Tones sang with Ruth
Doll on Ray Dobard’s Delcro label in 1953.
They were the first black vocal quartet to play
San Francisco's famous Curran Theatre. Whit
ended up in Bill Kenny's 1960 line-up of The
Ink Spots.

The best known Bryant son was number four,
Randolph Edward, born May 1934. Randolph
sang along with sons numbers five and six in
the original Jivers / Centaurs. Son number five
was Peter Armand Bryant, born September
1936 and sibling six was Douglas Bryant, born
August 1940. (Note: This was not the Jivers
who recorded Little One or Ray Pearl).
Randolph joined Vernon Green & the
Medallions in 1954. Signed to Dootsie
Williams's Dootone label, Randolph sang lead
on Edna / Speedin’ (Dootone 364-1955) with
Donald Woods, then a member of the group.
When Woods quit to form the Vel-aires on Flip,
Randolph went with him and sang lead on Stay
With Me Always (Flip 309-1955.) Priscilla
Dorothy Bryant, the second daughter and
eighth child, born August 1940, opted to
become a professional dancer.

Sex goddess

By the tail end of the 1940s Joyce had
acquired all the makings of a national icon:
stunning beauty with a voluptuous figure,
blessed with a four and a half octave voice plus
provocative means to draw attention,
especially from the press by wearing exotic

$ 700 skin-tight, body-squeezing gowns
designed by Zelda Wynn Valdes. It was said
that at her peak in 1953-1954, she was
earning $ 150,000 a year (a third of which
unfortunately belonged to the IRS.) She was
featured in Life, Sepia, Jet, Ebony and Negro
Review magazines. Some of her fishtail gowns
were so tight she had to be lifted on and off
stage. She could not sit down and moved
forward six inches at a time. A gown, one
designed for one of her many photo-shoots,
was hand-made with 17K gold thread.

Joyce Bryant had the makings of a sex
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goddess. Some called her the 'Black Marilyn
Monroe' which was true up to a point. Both
fought the demons of pills and alcohol. Both
sought to be recognized for what they were,
not the bimbo-like glitter-girls the press held
them up to be.

With the Sepianaires Joyce had worked up a
swan-song entitled Drunk With Love. She
performed this song with all the provocative
aplomb one might ascribe to the great
vaudevillian, Mae Barnes. She clawed at her
skin-tight sheath in a wild fury with an energy
that was said to have resulted in a loss of four
pounds per performance. Her audiences were
driven wild by her outrageousness.

Joyce was more than ready to be recorded but
her manager took time getting her signed. The
break came when Berle Adams, A&R man for
London Records and a fan of Joyce’s work,
took her to London to audition. Adams was
cautious but after she cut a demo with the Phil
Moore Orchestra, he sent it to Don Otis at
KLAC in Hollywood in the hope that his radio
listeners would respond favorably. Otis was
known to ban records from his show if he
thought they were in bad taste. There was an
earlier fracas with Kay Starr when he banned
her recording of Good For Nothing Joe because
of the mention of wife abuse. But Don Otis’s
listeners overwhelmingly returned a favorable
response.

Hollywood darling

Joyce sighed a management contract with
Adams and London issued Drunk With Love in
December 1949. With its sneering jibes,
breathless, comic asides, Monroe-like
posturing and celebration of inebriation, Drunk
With Love transformed Joyce into a Hollywood
darling. She rose to become Hollywood'’s
second most popular singer after astounding
packed nightclub audiences with her act. But
the trade papers later reported a backlash
(caused mostly by the press itself who felt that
Joyce’s sexual mannerisms were inappropriate
in the mass media.) In some parts of the
country her records were banned. Even her



cameo parts in movies were said to have been
snipped out.

Her second London release of July 1950, A
Little Too Much Champagne, tried to capitalize
on the first but did not sell so well. As too
much controversy surrounded the issue of
Joyce's career, she was dropped by London.
But she did not have to wait long for her
second most successful recording, Love For
Sale to hit the streets. Her sold-out New York
appearances led to a meeting with Danny
Kessler and a signing to OKeh Records during
the fall of 1952. OKeh issued Cole Porter’'s
Love For Sale in November 1952, It was
heralded by OKeh with much publicity plus
news of her appearance on Martin & Lewis’s
Colgate Hour and her upcoming engagement
at the Algiers Hotel in Miami. Joyce’s rendition
of Love For Sale is colored with back alley
anguish, jungle-like vocal group backgrounds
and growling musical stanzas. But it is not a
sex kitten feeling that comes through but a
fabulous display of her vocal range which
surpassed most of her other waxings. Yet
because of Joyce’s vixen-like reputation and
the fact that Cole Porter had broadcast
problems over the celebration of the oldest
profession, Joyce was again made the target of
indecency accusations by the press.

Ultra-erotic

Joyce’s real problems started back in L.A. in
1951. Having agreed to appear at an Easter
benefit, she found herself without money
having spent the last penny on a new Easter
hat. She was to appear on the bill with the
ultra-glamorous dancer Josephine Baker. Not
wanting to be upstaged, she was determined
to distinguish herself in the legend’s presence.
Joyce chose to wear a floor-length mink coat
over a skin-tight gown. She spray-painted her
nails and hair with silver radiator paint (her
only choice under current circumstances)
hence the invention of her signature image.
Joyce created a sensation with her ultra-erotic
performance of Drunk With Love but later
suffered hair-loss when removing the paint
from her hair with paint thinner. The worst was
yet to come. Her winter season appearance at
the segregated Aladdin Room at the ritzy
Algiers Hotel in Miami Beach not only offended

the well-heeled but the Ku Klux Klan as well.
Joyce was the first black celebrity with the guts
to play the Hotel. In fact she was not allowed
to book a room and had to stay at the less
plush Lord Colvert. She was forbidden to
mingle with guests at the hotel or conduct
photo-shoots anywhere except her dressing
room.

Not only did the Klan burn an effigy of Joyce, a
thwarted, ardent admirer broke into her
dressing room and badly beat her. Joyce now
and then made a stand for equal rights and
was not afraid to do so. Worse still, at the
height of Love For Sale's success her taxi cab
was sideswiped and she suffered lacerations to
her face. Adverse publicity dampened the sale
of her follow-up OKeh releases Go Where You
Go (March 1953) and After You've Gone
(August 1953.) Joyce dropped the silver-hair
look and continued to go out on reduced-fee
engagements with personal pianist George
Rhodes. The triumph at the Copacabana in
Manhattan was her one big appearance that
year.

By March 1954 Joyce found herself switched to
OKeh's Epic subsidiary and recorded her third
most impressive chart, Joe Grey & Leo Wood's
Running Wild, sung at a gruff, manic pace, full
of excitement, passion and pathos. But the
record, although popular, failed to please OKeh
and Joyce was dropped. As of late, Joyce's
main income came from cut-rate
performances. It was her failure to hang onto
her reduced income that put Joyce in a
constant state of flux. Epic’s last move was to
release a 10" album (Epic LG 1016) which
included five singles sides plus 3 unreleased
songs. 1955 brought a return engagement at
Hollywood’s Cocoanut Grove, packed houses at
The Chicago Theatre and appearances at the
Apollo Theatre.

Disillusionment

Otto Preminger was reported to have chosen
her for the lead role in Carmen Jones, but the
part went to Dorothy Dandridge who enjoyed a
wider realm of fame. Joyce's article in Jet
Magazine of March 31st, 1955 gave one a
glance at what was to come. Disillusionment
had definitely taken a hold. She said that
although she earned more money as a
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performer, sociology teachers probably
wound up taking home more pay. Once,
after accepting an engagement at New
York's Martinique at $ 400 a week, she
found after she had to pay out 10% to her
agent, $ 250 for her pianist and $ 100 for a
wardrobe dresser, she was left with $ 10.
She wound up walking the forty blocks to
work and spending her off-hours in bed
because she could not afford to get up and
buy food. Half-priced services and slick
agents only made matters worse. She also
had a weakness for making loans to friends
and got mixed up in all sorts of fly-by-night
schemes. Joyce quit show business in late
1955 to devote time to church work. She
was just twenty-eight years old.

She entered religious colleges and ventured

E:z Joyee Bryant In The
ulplt' Makmg her first

_e quit show business
for the life of a mission-
ary, ex-night club singer
Joyce Bryant speaks
-1; -:Harlam‘s Ephesus

_urch in New York.
After telling why she
',‘i:e up career, Joyce
Sang I'd Rather

The re.’rgruus side of Joyce Bryant

into evangelist concert tours to raise money
for the S.D.A. Church. A decade later she
reinvented herself as a trained classical
vocalist. She spent time at Howard University
and went on to win a contract with the New
York City Opera. She toured internationally in
lead roles with artists like Ricardo Montalban.
Joyce later became a vocal coach and tutored

artists like Phyllis Hyman and Jennifer Holiday.

In 2010 Joyce, now referred to as 'the lost
diva' was honored during Black History Month
at Arlington County Library. She is currently

seen in stills in three musical clips on YouTube.

With help from Eric LeBlanc, Robyn LaBeaud,
Whitfield Bryant and Jim Byers

Joyce Bryant Discography (1949-1954)
1. Drunk With Love [ Indiscreet - (Discovery)
London 600 - 12/49 (With Phil Moore Orch.)

2. A Little Too Much Champagne [ You Don't
Know - (Discovery) London 687 - 7/50

With Phil Moore Orchestra

3. A Shoulder To Weep On / *Love For Sale -
OKeh 6927 - 11/52 With orch. Under the
direction of George Rhodes & Joe Reisman

4. *Farewell To Arms / Go Where You Go -
OKeh 6943 - 3/53 (With orchestra as above
5. *It's Only Human | *After You're Gone -
OKeh 6988 - 8/53 (With orchestra as above)
6. Momele / *Running Wild - Epic 9026 - 3/54
(With orchestra as above)

You Made Me Love You [/ Lonely Girl / Love
Was Made For Me - Epic LP LG 1016 (1955)

* Also available on Epic LP LG 1016 (1955)
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