THE KANSAS CITY SOUL REVIVERS

SALESMEN FOR

THE LORD

The Kansas City Gospel
Singers (Soul Revivers)

by Opal Louis Nations

The Kansas City Gospel Singers were one of a handful of important “Show me” state
quartets to switch successfully from jubilee singing to sanctified gospel. Like many others,
they lacked what it took to put their music over commercially on a nationwide basis. Only a
syndicated, regular radio program on a major network would have done that, although man-
ager and mentor Rev. Billups, a successful African-American business man and member of
the secret fraternity of Freemasons, was able to open many doors, doors which would other-
wise have been closed to touring Black singers. With Billups, The Kansas City Gospel Sing-
ers worked regularly throughout most of the 1940s and '50s, a period widely regarded as
gospel’s golden age.
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Of the original group, Stacy Gaston is
thought to be the only survivor. Gaston was
born in Haines, Oklahoma on July 17, 1916.
Gaston’s mother, Carrie Raney, was raised
in South Carolina and met and married Ollie
Gaston, Stacy’s father, in Oklahoma. Offi-
cially, Ollie Gaston passed away when Stacy
was an infant child. The truth of the matter
is that Ollie killed a White man in Dallas,
Texas and had to become invisible overnight.
Ollie fled in secret. Even today his wherea-
bouts are unknown. Stacy Gaston was raised
by his stepfather, Rev. H.O. Johnson, elder
of the Gaston family church, The African
American Episcopal of Haines, formerly
known as The Old Grove A.M.E. Methodist.
Stacy was the fourth of five children. One
brother, a twin, died in childbirth.

As kids growing up in the 1920s, the
Gastons formed a family quartet, The
Gaston Brothers. Stacy always possessed a
deeply toned voice and took up bass singing
right from the start. Beside Stacy, other group
members included brothers Tommy and
Willie plus Ernest Udley, a family friend.
The Gaston Brothers sung at Sunday school,
B.Y.P.U., church socials and school closings.
The Gaston Brothers were sharp and always
looked immaculate in the white ties and
neatly pressed tails. Formal evening dress
was the norm for gospel quartet in those days.

The group entered into “quartet battles™
against other aspiring singers their own age.
One opposing outfit was The Shoemaker
Brothers of Muskogee. Stacy remembers
playing against other Muskogee quartets, bul
names have slipped his memory. “Quartet
battles” had very strict rules. Each group was
required to stand flat footed without padding.
When you sang, which was entirely without
instrumental accompaniment, the physical
body had to remain rigid, motionless. If you
flinched, the group lost points. The reason-
ing behind this was that the human voice had
to be heard without drama or artifice. A cer-
tain spiritual concentration had to be reached.
Feelings were to be held in check.

Stacy Gaston grew very close to his
mother, Carrie Raney, who worked hard and
long on the family chicken farm in Okla-
homa. She once told him that she foresaw a
great world war, that the United States would
be drawn into it in December, 1941. Carrie,
who had no desire to see her country at war,
knew she would die before the first bombs
dropped on Pearl Harbor.

In the late 1920s-early 1930s, Gaston
sang in The Wright Bros. Jubilee Singers
out of Dallas, Texas but based in Tulsa,
alongside William, Jesse and Walter
Wright plus William J. Walker. Gaston
sang in bass-singer Jimmie Wright’s place.
The Wright Brothers, like so many groups
from the South, moved to California during
the 1940s and recorded for the Oakland-
based Trilon label.

The Wrights had an original stage act.
Walking the aisle of the church, first the lead,
then the others in twos followed behind. A
wine glass of water was balanced on the fore-
head of the soloist who sang and crept cau-
tiously without spilling a drop. All this took
place during a rendition of “Wade In The
Water.” Gaston and The Wright Bros. never
performed out of state. Gaston's tenure with
The Wright Brothers Jubilee Singers was



short-lived. It seems that the brothers tried
to stiff Gaston out of an equitable share of
the quartet’s proceeds.

In 1934, Gaston moved to Wyberk, five
miles North of Muskogee. A year later
Gaston went into the Army Conservation
Corps. He was stationed at The Little Harlem
Army Camp #1817 in Wecombee, Oklahoma.
It was not long before he organized a sing-
ing group, The Little Harlem Singers. The
Little Harlem Singers sung spirituals and folk
songs wearing uniform and sometimes civil-
ian clothes at gigs off-base. Camp shows
were the venue for the most part.

In March, 1938, Gaston returned home
to Wyberk in the Old Grove region to help
his mother and stepfather on the chicken
farm. Tragedy struck when his mother died
only a few days after his return. A short while
later, Gaston had a vision. Late one night out
among the hen houses he caught a glimpse
of his mother going about her chores as if
nothing had happened, as if life was just tak-
ing its course. Shortly after President
Roosevelt’s declaration of neutrality in the
European War (World War II), Gaston caught
a freight for Kansas City to join his baby
brother Booker T.

In Kansas City, Gaston tuned into Rev.
Billups and The Kansas City Singers on
KNC. The group enjoyed a regular thirty
minute Sunday morning broadcast. Gaston
immediately wanted to sing in the group and
called Billups at the station during the pro-
gram. “Billups invited me to one of his Sat-
urday evening rehearsals at 1817 Camel
Street,” says Gaston. “The song I sang at my
audition was “Tell Heaven (I'm Coming On
Home).” The guys were all very impressed.
I signed on with them after only one re-
hearsal,” he states.

Gaston’s first engagement with the group
was for Rev. Stamps, an extremely popular
and widely respected minister at the time.
The group played all over Kansas and Mis-
souri, “We’d be up there on stage Sunday
mornings, afternoons and evenings,” asserts
Gaston. “Besides five-day revivals during the
week.” In 1940, the group took to the road
and through Billups’ ability to cross over into
all denominations, the guys were booked into
every conceivable church, school and con-
cert hall.

In 1941, Gaston received his induction
papers, but through Billups’ intervention,
Gaston was spared regular service. Instead,
through Billups, The Kansas City Singers
sang at military camps and psychiatric hos-
pitals. One particular duty which often be-
fell them was to assist at penitentiaries on
death row. When the convicted walked the
“dead-man” walk, The Kansas City Gospel
Singers short-stepped a little away behind.
The slow procession led from the prisoner’s
cell to the death chamber. The group’s close
harmonies could be heard throughout the cell
block. Tears streamed from many an eye as
faces pressed against the bars tried to catch
a glimpse of the entourage.

The group toured extensively throughout
Oklahoma, California, Texas and Arizona.
When Gaston joined, the group was made up
of Rev. Richard Foster, lead, Alvin Owens,
tenor, another Owens brother on background
high tenor, Alvin Glover, baritone and Stacy
Gaston, bass. When Glover and the Owens

brothers quit, Gaston and Foster took on
Courtney Mason and Cecil McDaniels.
Charles “Buster” Thompson came in a lit-
tle later on.

By the time Gaston moved out to Cali-
fornia in 1941, the group had grown to in-
clude Tommy Jenkins and Jesse Whitaker.
According to Gaston, all of the above Kan-
sas City Gospel Singers moved out to Cali-
fornia with him. Tony Harris, who sang in
The Kansas City Gospel Singers in 1951,
asserts otherwise. When Gaston and Rev.
Robert Foster moved to California, only
McDaniels, Jenkins and Whitaker went with
them. Mason and Thompson stayed behind
and became part of a second reconstructed
Billups K.C. group, a group in which Tony
Harris sang for a brief period. This could also
mean that Mason and Thompson returned to
work for Billups’ younger outfit in the late
1940s, having quit the older group. My sense
is that Mason and Thompson joined the Cali-
fornia group after Harris had quit.

Gaston met Jesse Whitaker in
Blytheville, Arkansas when The Kansas City
Gospel Singers were sharing a concert pro-
gram with The Smith Jubilee Singers.
Whitaker heard the K.C.G. Singers perform
and wanted to join up. “Whitaker wanted to
sing lead,” says Gaston, “but we needed a
baritone because I had to double on both the
baritone and bass parts.” Whitaker sat on the
bench a full six months before getting up to
sing and then only to fill as switch-baritone
with Gaston. When Whitaker became a full
baritone in The K.C.G. Singers, the outfit
was slated to play in Los Angeles on a pro-
gram with The Paramount Gospel Singers
of San Francisco.

During The Paramounts’ segment, E.
Morris Kelly, the baritone singer, got up to
sing “God Shall Wipe Away All Tears™ and
blew away the competition. Whitaker swore
revenge and rehearsed the song until he had
it the way he wanted it. During a return en-
gagement with The Paramounts, Whitaker
got up and sang “God Shall Wipe Away All
Tears” and brought the house down. “Quar-
tet battles,” although friendly for the most
part, were fiercely competitive in those days.

Gaston and Billups shared all the driv-
ing at that time, and the mileage was consid-
erable. Gaston met Tommy Jenkins in Okla-
homa. Courtney Mason supposedly brought
him into the group. “Jenkins was a rough
young man” recalls Gaston, “drinking and
womanizing - we had to keep riding him so
he’d stay in line. When he was sober, he was
the nicest fella you'd ever want to meet and
sang as pretty as a nightingale. But he
couldn’t put the bottle down. Then one night,
he went missing. Later on, we found he’'d
moved to Fresno.”

In Fresno, Jenkins met Paul Foster Snr.,
Rev. Richard Foster’s cousin. Paul Foster
Snr. was singing in The Rising Star Gospel
Singers of Oakland at the time. Tommy
Jenkins joined forces with Foster and The
Rising Stars at about the same time as Jimmy
Wilson, in 1946. Jenkins, one of gospel’s fin-
est high tenors, sang with The Rising Stars
throughout the 1940s, after which the booze
took its toll.

Gaston remembers standing on
Oakland’s bustling Seventh Street on V.E.
day. Seventh Street was jumping with night

clubs and cocktail lounges back in those
days, the African American equivalent of
L..A.’s Central Avenue. During the war’s
closing months, Gaston and his new group
of Kansas City Gospel Singers were enter-
taining alongside Bette Davis at army bases.
Davis appeared in the fictionalized movie
version of “Hollywood Canteen™ in 1944,
The Kansas City Gospel Singers may have
played on the programs but were excluded
from the movie. However, Davis and The
K.C. Gospel Singers did join forces at the
Capitol Studios on Eighteenth and Vine to
cut music and variety, but this writer does
not know what became of the end result.

The Kansas City Singers played Pente-
costal churches at first, then branched out.
At one point they broadcast live and in per-
son for half an hour over two Texas radio
stations, one in Port Arthur, the other in
Denison. Just how long the group sojourned
in Texas is not known. Later on, when the
boys had sequestered for a time on Billups’
home turf, they broadcast over one radio sta-
tion in Seattle, Washington and another in
Eugene, Oregon. At one point, Jesse
Whitaker, who was tired of constant
traveling, quit the group to join The Golden
Harp Quartet in Oakland. The Golden
Harps were composed of The Paramount
Gospel Singers’ first and third tenors, Vance
“Tiny” Powell and Archie Reynolds, bass
singer George McCurn (who later joined
The Fairfield Four), and Jesse Whitaker,
baritone. Whitaker fetched Gaston up from
Los Angeles to help coach him for the group.
“l spent two weeks of my vacation teaching
Whitaker how to sing walking bass rhythm,”
says Gaston.

In 1947, after only one record with the
short-lived Golden Harp Quartet on Har-
Tone (a vanity label), Whitaker joined The
Pilgrim Travelers back in Los Angeles. |
shall deal with the group’s known recordings
separately later on but will discuss the
Dootone sides as follows. In 1955, the group
now billed as The Kansas City Soul Reviv-
ers came Lo the attention of Dootsie Williams
and his associates at a concert they attended
given by the group in Los Angeles. Only one
Dootone recording session ever transpired,
that of early January, 1956. The group went
in fully rehearsed. The session lasted ninety
minutes.

Of the six songs released, only “Jesus
Came At Midnight,” issued in May, 1956,
made any impression on Dootone’s sales fig-
ures. “When “Jesus Came At Midnight”
started making waves in the South, Dootsie
Williams promised us he would find book-
ings in all the sales hot spots,” says Gaston,
“Dootsie found us engagements in Arkansas
and parts of Texas but he stopped short and
ran out of interest. We wound up stranded in
Houston. Dallas was where we found the
most work, though. The Deep South Boys
of New York were the first to bring us out to
Dallas back in the late "40s. Then we'd do a
seven day revival at The Pilgrim of Rest
Church. We also worked for T.M. Chamber-
lain (then president of The National Baptist
Convention) at The Zion Hill Church. With-
out Dootsie Williams' continued support,
interest in “Jesus Came At Midnight” gradu-
ally fizzled out.”

Some time during the late 1960s, Stacy
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Gaston and Mose Linsley
changed the group name from
The Kansas City Soul Revivers
to The Los Angeles Soul Reviv-
ers and cut one record for
Brother Duke Henderson and
Milton Rose’s Pacoima, Calilor-
nia-based Proverb label. The
topside, Bill Spivery’s “Opera-
tor,” made a bit of noise locally
but the group never recorded
again. “When Rev. Richard Fos-
ter died, we all called it quits,”
says Gaston. The Kansas City
Gospel Singers of the carly
1950s always excited crowds
during the Christmas season with
a personalized rendition of Bing
Crosby’s 1943 Decca hu, “I'll
Be Home For Christmas.” “We'd
sing it real close and cool and |
would come on and do a narra-
tive part in the middle in my
profoundest bass voice, and the
crowd would fall out. People
came running up to the platform
with offers to cook us Christmas
dinner,” says Gaston,

The Recordings:

A good deal of mystery sur-
rounds The Kansas City Gospel
Singers / Soul Revivers' record-
ings. Gaston remembers attend-
ing numerous sessions al studios
and radio stations, but the actual
outcome, or how, where, when,
and with whom the sides were
released he cannot recall accu-
rately. The first known Rev.
Billups & The Kansas City
Singers recordings were issucd
by the Bihari brothers at Mod-
ern Records in Culver City n
late 1946, Three 78 rpm platiers
were put out more or less at once.
Gaston asserts that Rev, Rich-
ard Foster sang lcad and
Courtney Mason, Charles
“Buster” Thompson, Cecil
McDaniels and himsell sang at
the session. Bear in mind that
Rev. Billups created new groups
utilizing the same name W re-
place those opting 1o relocate.
Tony Harris tells me that Billups
managed three guartets at the
same time which only adds to the
confusion as all the groups prob-
ably switched personnel on an
as-nceded or as-required basis.

“Hide Me In Thy Bosom™ i1s
the only Modern Records side
known to this writer. “Hide Me”
catures a preacherly type lead
and is colored beautifully with
the prominent use ol a strong
high tenor second voice in the
chorus. The song drives along in
jubilee fashion. The second
documented Kansas City Gospel
Singers session took place in
Hollywood for Bebe Daniels’
Hollywood and Venice-based
Castle label which flourished in

1949-"50. Bebe (Virginia)
Daniels was a leading lady of the
silent screen who played oppo-
site Harold Lloyd. She later
moved to Great Britain where
she became a celebrity on radio
and T.V. Two 78 rpm recordings
emerged.

On November 20, 1950, The
Kansas City Gospel Singers cul
eight songs without accompani-
ment for Jack Lauderdale’s
Swing Time Records at Univer-
sal Recorders in Hollywood.
Only two lunes were ever re-
leased, during the Christmas sea-
son of 1950: “Trouble All About
My Soul” and “Where Shall |
Go.” “Trouble All About My
Soul™ is sung in the style of the
carlier Modern sides, excepl the
overall group seems to be more
animated. A second, screaming
lead replaces the pretty high
tenor, an indication ol an emerg-
ing, harder gospel quartet sound,
one of added drama and sancli-
lication.

In 1995, Night Train Interna-
tional (Tulf City) released a CD
of acappella Swing Time gospel
group recordings entitled
“Swing Time Gospel™ (Night
Train 7015). The collection in-
cludes four songs from The Kan-
sas City Gospel Singers’
acappella session ol November,
1950. Their  previously
unreleased songs - 1 Know The
Lord,” *“My Soul Is A Witness™
and “I'm On My Way” show us
that the group’s professional
abilities put them lirmly in the
upper ranks ol quartet accom-
plishment.

“1 Know The Lord™ ix a
jumping, jubilatory chart war-
bled with harmonic perfection.
The lead weaves in and out ol the
supporting vocals with case and
abandon. "My Soul Is A Wit-
ness” follows the standard rou-
tine with the lead drawing nar-
rative from select passages in the
Bible. The group’s grasp of the
acappella gospel singing arl
form is both amazing and evoca-
tive. “I'm On My Way" is ren-
dered in a similar manner, utiliz-
ing the same exacting harmo-
nics. Jubilee has never sounded
better.

The intended release of these
line acappella sides was prob-
ably put on hold, then later for-
gotten. Lauderdale’s incredible
success with Charles Brown's
“Merry Christmas, Baby™ and
Lowell Fulson's “Lonesome
Christmas” overshadowed cve-
rything else. Turning his back on
gospel product (which probably
needed special promotion), Jack
Lauderdale concentrated all his
cltorts on filling advance orders
for runaway Christmas rhythm



and blues hits. The Hayes &
LLaughton Post War Gospel
Records discographies mention
a dub entitled “Radio Television
In My Heart,” a song recorded
during this period about which
little is known. A mystery-
shrouded session held in Seattle
for the Linden label is also out-
lined.

In January, 1956, The Kan-
sas City Soul Revivers, com-
posed of Willie Gilmore (first
tenor), Rev. Mose Linsley (sec-
ond tenor), Rev. Richard Fos-
ter (tenor), A.L. Brown (bari-
tone and manager) and Stacy
Gaston (bass), recorded for
Dootsie Williams’ Dootone
discery at 9512 South Central
Avenue in Los Angeles. A sign-
ing announcement in Billboard
stated “The Kansas City Soul
Revivers have been prominent in
the gospel field for seven years.”
This seems to indicate that the
group who recorded in 1946 for
Modern Records might have
been an entirely different outfit.

Of the three singles issued by
Dootone in 1956, all but one
song - “In The Garden” - are fea-
tured on Dooto LP 225, The Best
Gospel Singers, alongside cuts
by The Friendly Five and The
Zion Travelers. Dootsie
Williams did not quite know how
to stick with one name and vari-
ously labeled the group Soul
Revivers and A.L. Brown’s
Kansas City Soul Revivors.

“Jesus Came At Midnight,”
the group’s best selling opus,
was also issued as “Just About
Midnight™ as it was thought the
former title sounded a little too
colorful. Of the five songs in-
cluded on the album, “Salesman
For The Lord,” done up
acappella, is finely crafted.
When Linsley takes control of
the tenor lead part, the voices
sail into glory. “It’s All Right
(Just A Little Talk With Jesus),”
again without accompaniment, is
given the hand clapping, sancti-
fied treatment guaranteed to get
the church sisters falling out in
the aisles.

“1 Shall Not Be Moved,”
with Gaston on lead bass, fol-
lows the Jimmy Jones and The

Harmonizing Four’s 1954
Gotham imprint down to the last
note. “I Don’t Need No One
Else” is a beautiful wailing song
with sweeping Sensational
Nightingale-like refrains and
tough sounding lead vocals. “Je-
sus Came At (Or Just About)
Midnight” is the group’s most
powerful waxing with its urgent
sounding harmonies and lilting
tenor lead. Gaston’s bass work
comes to the fore at times be-
tween Willie Gilmore’s flights
from chorus to chorus. Sadly, the
group, now at the peak of its
form, never waxed again until
1964 under the new name of The
Los Angeles Soul Revivors. By
now, the guys had signed with
Brother Duke Henderson and
Milton Rose’s Proverb label, a
company that cut many impor-
tant 1960s “pioneer” sides by the
likes of The Rev. Lonnie
Farris, Prince Dixon and The
Mighty Clouds of Joy.

The Los Angeles Soul
Revivors waxed one record,
“Never Alone” backed by “Op-
erator (Give Me Long Distance,
Get Me Jesus On The Line).”
“Operator,” a mid-tempo, catchy
foot tapper, had clever lyrics and
an irresistible chant. The tune
was first made widely popular by
William “Bill” Spivery Jnr.
(the song’s author) & The
Friendly Brothers of Cleveland
when it surfaced on Chicago’s
Vee Jay label in 1959. The
Friendly Brothers later evolved
into The Womack Brothers
from whom sprang Bobby
Womack.

The Los Angeles Soul
Revivors probably recorded
one-off deals for other smaller
labels, but by the time Manhat-
tan Transfer had enjoyed an
ever greater success with its ver-
sion of “Operator,” it was all
over. The L.A. Soul Revivors
came from the jubilee singing
tradition, one which did not al-
low for unnecessary rhythm in-
struments. The music was chang-
ing, and only those harmonists
who changed with it survived.
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