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Shake A Hand And Say
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The Famous Southern Harp Spiritual Singers of New Orleans, 1946-1947. Back row: Li

ittle Helen Matthews (Linda Hopkins) first tenor, Elestine Williams, second

Oov

baritone. Front row: Alberta F. Johnson, manager and second tenor; Lucille La Beau, first baritone; Marion Trapagneir, piano and bass and Bessie Griffin, contralto/

baritone. Photo courtesy of Lynn Abbott.

The Linda Hopkins Story
by Opal Louis Hations

earch in most compendiums

on 20th Century black

popular, vernacular music
and you probably will not find a
mention of Linda Hopkins, the last
of the great ‘shout’ singers of the
church, concert and theaire
stages. This is due in part to the
fact that Linda defies
categorisation. She is probably
one of the earliest exponenis of
soul rooted rhythm and blues, but
one listen to her voice tells us that
Linda Hopkins is ‘church’. Linda
Hopkins is a gospel contralto in
the finest sense, yel she does not
go out as a gospel singer or
perform regularly with a noted
gospel aggregation. However, she

sings at and supports her church.

The artistic boundaries of Linda Hopkins do not
end here. For the last forty years, she has been
almost constantly involved in television, film and
theatrical work. On wax Linda has given us a

consistently fine body of work on a flurry of record
labels over the course of some thirty odd years,
yet the closest she ever came to enjoying a hit
was on somebody else's record — namely Jackie
Wilson's. In July 1963 she and Jackie hit the
number twenty one spot on the Billboard chart
with their tonsil bending vocal rendering of '‘Shake
A Hand, a song celebrating universal humankind,
first taken to the peak of the rhythm and blues
charts by Faye Adams in August 1953. ‘Shake A

Hand' is today considered the first gospel record

of social conscience to hit the big numbers.

To most, Linda is best known for the titie part in
the theatre workshop presentation of '‘Bessie And
Me', first conceived and showcased at the Mark
Taper Forum in Los Angeles in 1975. After rave
reviews and Drama Critics Awards for both Linda
and the show, went on to open on Broadway to
even greater acclaim later that same year. Linda's
striking similarities to the great Bessie Smith are
uncanny. It is almost as if Linda is the very
reincamation of Bessie in appearance, gifted
talents and, in some ways, personality.

In an interview with Leonard Feather she said,
"Il never forget it as long as | live. | was just a kid
in New Orleans. They had a matinee every
Wednesday at the Palace Theatre, and one day |
sneaked in. It was a typical vaudeville show
starring Stepin’ Fetchit with comedy acts like

Butterbeans and Susie and singers like Ida Cox.
But then here came this big tall woman, stalking
out on that stage in a red-fringed dress, and in a
moment that theatre was a jug and she had the
stopper in her hand. She was past her big years
then, but she could still sing. When | heard ‘Empty
Bed Blues’ (a song Linda soon after added to her
own repertoire) and watched those fringes moving
as she swayed on that stage | sat right up in my
seat and said to myseli, that's it."

But the idea of doing Bessie Smith was put on
the back bumer until 1960 when Linda became a
member (along with Ketty Lester) of the musical
cabaret ‘Jazz Train'. As Bessie Smith in 'Jazz
Train', Linda toured the USA, the Far East and
Canada. Then with a name change to ‘Broadway
Express’ the show appeared at venues
throughout Europe, including Scandinavia. Linda
won plaudits from critics for her portrayal of Bessie
Smith.

Like friends and rivals Bessie Griffin and
Mahalia Jackson, Linda is a gospel-rooted singer
raised in the Crescent City. Born Helen Melinda
Matthews, the fifth of six children, in a mainly poor
section of New Orleans on 9th November, 1925,
she learned how to go without some of the basic
necessities of life. Her mother, Hazel, kept house
while her father, Fred, served as deacon at their
local church.
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At grade school she experienced both abuse
and encouragement at the hands of her teachers.
The head of school was a kindly man, but her
class teacher, Miss Jones, was a tyrant. Linda, a
feisty, outspoken child with a wild streak, suffered
beatings at the hands of the ruthless Miss Jones
who punished Linda for failing to get her lessons
right. Miss Jones quite clearly had it in for her.

Once she mistook some black marks on the
back of Linda's legs for dirt and falsely accused
Linda of not washing herself. Fetching a bucket of
water, Miss Jones, in front of the entire class,
proceeded to vigorously scrub her charge. Linda,
having reached the end of her rope and feeling
utterly humiliated, threw the dirty water into the
teacher's face. The teacher tried to grab at Linda
lo beat her, but Linda, quick off the mark, grabbed
the bucket and brought it down on Miss Jones'
head. Miss Jones fell to the floor, and Linda fled.

She thought of the beating she would get from
her mother if she went home. Remembering the
1:30 train, which always passed on time, would
arrive soon, she decided to end her life and lie
between the rails to wait for the train's arrival. She
waited and waited, hungry and cold, but the train
did not come. Soon a neighbour passed by.
Seeing Linda on the tracks, he lifted the child up
and took her home. She knew there and then that
she was spared for a reason, that she was
someone special, a person chosen to do great
things. Linda's parents and teachers awaited
Linda's retumn, and upon arrival the headmaster
scolded Miss Jones and told her never to beat
Linda again.

QUEEN OF GOSPEL

From 1931 to 1935 Linda lived with her family in
the Richmond, California area and she sang in the
choir at the family church. After moving back to the
Gayoso and Thalia Street section of New Orleans
with her mother, Linda joined the church and
started singing gospel songs inspired by those
she had heard sung by Mahalia Jackson whose
family lived in the neighbourhood. One day Linda,
who had set herself up as a booking agent and
had managed to bring top touring gospel artists to
her church, booked the famous diva to sing at her
Sunday school for a children's performance.

She had sold every ticket. Jackson, thinking she
had come to sing before an adult audience, was
initially shocked to find that a mere slip of a girl
had booked her to appear before a roomful of
children. But when Linda told her she would be
paid $100, her attitude swiftly changed.

Booking herself a spol on the Queen Of
Gospel's programme, Linda sang Mahalia's
arrangement of ‘God Shall Wipe All Tears Away',
the same song that spiritually inspired gospel soul
mate Bessie Griffin. Dressed as a preacher in a
mock Tom Thumb wedding, the young Linda took

the opportunity to show off, and a
number of people were duly
impressed, including the slightly
embarrassed Mahalia, and
Alberta French Johnson,
manager of The Famous
Southem Harp Spiritual Singers.
After promising commendations
from Mahalia Jackson to Linda's
choir director and persuasive
tactics plied on her mother, Linda
joined the all-female Harps where
she was affectionately referred to
as ‘'Baby Helen'. Johnson
rigorously trained Linda in the
basics of singing, diction and
group harmonies from her home
on Melpomene Street.

The Harps competed in ‘Battles
Of Song' with Rev. Percy
Simpson and The Robinson
Humming Four and broadcast
regularly over WJBW and WWEZ
alongside The Soproco
(Company) Singers, formerly The
New Orleans Chosen Five. After
months of travelling from one
hamlet to another, often staying in
one hotel room and in the same
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bed, the group was booked by ,.p 4, right: Oakland talent agent Harold Oxley, Linda Matthews and

promoter August Jackson on
lengthy revival services which

Slim Jenkins at the Slim Jenkins Supper Club on 7th Street in Oakland,

took them to Nashville and C¢irca 19489-1950. Photo courtesy of Tony Collins.

Detroit. Johnson kept a tight ship
and forbade anyone from going off alone on a
date with a man.

The Harps' radio broadcasts were usually of
fifteen minutes duration, for which time the group
was expected to pay a small, modest fee. The
Harps figured that radio exposure was good
advertising and that they would recoup their
losses later with the money raised for the price of
admission. A short while later the girls switched to
WWL where they became the proud sponsors of
sunway Vitamins as well as a well-known flour
company. The Harps' theme was ‘My Jesus Will
Bring Things Out In Time."

Later still the aggregation cut transcriptions
which were sent for broadcast over the megawatt
WLAC radio station in Nashville. The 50,000-watt
WLAC played Harps songs, but the group was
never paid for programming. The girls changed
their theme to ‘My Trouble Is Hard', However, like
station mates The Fairfield Four, Johnson and her
troupe found places to ply their skills in a number
of locations.

The Harps' strongest competition came from the
Memphis based Junior Writer Girls with the
youthful soloist Cassietta George. Other serious
contenders included Ozella Grant and The

Southern Echoes and Jeanette Harris and The
Golden Harp Gospel Singers out of Chicago.

Founded in the Zion City community, The Harps
were {utored by Johnson in the same way male
quartets were brought along. Voice parts, primarily
designed for males, were carried over into The
Harps, complete with pumping bass lines.
Johnson sang second tenor, while ‘Baby Helen'
took first tenor chores. Others included Bessie
Griffin, piano and second baritone, Lucille La
Beau, first baritone, and tenor Ruth Jackson.

In 1947, after a tour through the Southern states
and California, The Harps hit New York,
accompanied by Julius Caleb Ginyard and The
(CBS) Jubalaires. Lead tenor Ginyard was also
singing with The Dixieaires at the time, and both
The Harps and Jubalaires shared equal billing on
programmes. Ginyard, who had secured a
contract for The Jubalaires at King Records in
February 1947, most likely introduced Johnson
and the girls to King's New York representative
when the two groups arrived in the Big Apple.
Both outfits waxed on King sessions that month.

At this point, Ruth Jackson had opted to stay
home, and bass singer Marian Trapagnier had
been taken on to fill out their sound. The girls cut
six songs, four of which found 78rpm release in
August 1947 and May 1948. One of the four,
‘What Could | Do', a mid-tempo gospel given fire
and brimstone treatment, finds Johnson and
Bessie Griffin trading vocals as the spirit of the
chant builds by leaps and bounds. Another, Sallie
Jones's ‘Standing In The Safety Zone', is marked
by Bessie Griffin's striking vibrato. ‘Depending On

The Lord" affords Griffin the opportunity to stretch
out a little with her delivery. Chas C. Converse's
up-tempo rendition of ‘What A Friend We Have In
Jesug’ is the clearest example of how Bessie
Griffin had to hold back her vocal skills and give
Johnson, the boss, the upper hand, although she
did break the rules and showed signs of how
fiercely she could compete and become a threat
at times; devices young '‘Baby Helen' put to use
later on when given the chance to show her
mettle.

The two releases made little noise, and The
Harps retumned to New Orleans, regrouped as The
Southemn Revivalists and returned to New York to
record again just over a year later. By then ‘Baby
Helen' had quit and moved to California. Anthony
Heilbut describes in detail a rare visit made by
fellow trouper Bessie Griffin to Linda's luxury
apariment in Harlem's Lenox Terrace complex in
the early 1970s (see Gospel Sound, Limelight
Editions, page 141.) "We sure had a rough time in
courtesy Victor the Harps’, recalled Bessie of the hungry days.
Pearfin and Billy . o e NEOTIS ORCH. "You remember the time we stopped off in
e & Bogalusa — the promoter had promised to feed us

L - and didn't have nothin', but she had a yardful of
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Monte Easter.

chickens. So as she left the house, | told you all if
you kill me a chicken, Il cook it. Child, that no
good chicken made us so sick... " "But you got to
give one thing to Alberta" (Johnson), said Linda.
"She kept us all together." Every time Linda took a
trip back home Johnson always told her how
proud she was of her and Bessie.

When Linda moved back to the East Bay Area
to be near her folks, she started directing a youth
choir. The Bay Area at this time was beginning to
open up to popular black music on commercial
radio. First came John Sharpe Willams and
Caucasians ‘Bouncin”" Bill Doubleday and
‘Jumpin” George Oxford on KWBR, then jazz
musician Vernon Alley and basketball star Don
Barksdale enjoyed regular shows on KROW.
Finally things really started to jump when Fatso
Berry laid down the wax on KSAN.

Linda's Youth Choir direction lead eventually to
her promotion to Regional Youth Choir Director
which meant that Linda directed a number of
choirs all over the Bay Area. She befriended
George Oxford who chauffeured her around to
various churches to raise money to buy time for
her choirs on KWBR. Things came to a head
when the pastor of her Richmond church started
making passes at her. Linda, who wanted him to
stop, threatened to tell his wife. That very next
Sunday, the pastor announced to the entire
congregation that Linda had been seen in a
nightclub dancing and cavorting with a white man

EASTER

| Blues vs. Siveet Singing |

| Wou egan't afford to  mizsh
! this 4 Star .B.‘I‘TRAGTIGH ;

qu_dlake country Club)

who was ‘all over her'. The pastor then
added that Linda was unfit to be choir
director and role model for young people.
He urged her to resign.

Linda was devastated. With tears in her
eyes and overwhelmed by emotion, she
walked out of the church. The choir and
most of the congregation followed her out
to show their support. She was too upset
to tell the truth to the congregation,
namely that the pastor was lying about
her to prevent his wife from finding out
about his advances towards Linda. She
had been at a club, and George Oxford
was the man the pastor had been talking
about, but that was as far as things went,
as Oxford's wife was present the entire
time.

It was George Oxford who called Linda
one day to tell her of an upcoming talent
contest to be held at Slim Jenkins' Club at
1748 Seventh Street in Oakland. The
celebrated Slim Jenkins supper club was
founded by Harold Jenkins, an Afro-
American from Monroe, Louisiana after
World War |. Slim Jenkins was a first class
musical showcase where all celebrated
touring musicians sat in alongside local
musicians.

HIRED ON THE SPOT

The talent contest's first prize was a two-
week residency at the club, opening for
headliner Helen Humes. This audition
was a big step for Linda who had only
guested on secular occasions once or
twice and had no rehearsed reperioire.
When she auditionad for Slim that Sunday
afternoon her knowledge of popular music
barely extended beyond The Dominoes'
off-colour hit ‘Sixty Minute Man'. It took
only sixty seconds for Slim to make up his

: mind. Linda was hired on the spot without
“Doggin’ the Blues,” andZl having to try for the contest. Linda soon
. ®*Yow Can I Go On''$

hitched up with talent agent Harold Oxley,
a regular drop-in at the club.

During the 1950 Christmas season Little
Esther Phillips stopped by the Slim
Jenkins Club and was duly impressed
with Linda's vocal range and delivery. By
now Linda had had a chance to build up a
repertoire of songs she had wanted to
sing since childhood, some of which
naturally were Bessie Smith standards.
Esther, who thought Linda an excellent
replacement for her in the Johnny Otis
Band (as she had just embarked on a solo
career with Federal Records), introduced
Linda to the bandleader himseli. Otis took
one listen and, wasting no time, took Linda
to Los Angeles to place her with his all-star
vocal trio, The Vocaleers,
composed of Linda,
Mel Walker and
Redd Lyte. The
Vocaleers replaced
the Barreleers
(Otis, Lyte and
Don Johnson.)

Linda cut four
songs as soloist
on two Johnny
Otis Savoy
sessions  during
January of 1951.
The first waxed was | \
‘Doggin' Blues', a . (Winfiaid Scott)
low-down, dragged- ‘ LINDA HOPEINS
out depressor with ~24T1c axconsing
Linda moaning in
Little Esther fashion,
supported by fine
vibe fills from Johnny
Otis himself. ‘Wamin'
Blues', a jungle-
stomping, back alley
doomer, finds Linda
again trying not to
stray from the
winning Little Esther
high sales formula by

iy
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label shots: Victor
Pearlin and Billy Vera

inserting a frill or two from Esthers trick bag.
Another song, ‘Living And Loving You', is a tender
ballad in the Johnny Ace vein with Linda making
a stylized effort and Otis filling in on the bridge
with a few jazzy vibe riffs. Lastly, ‘I'l Ask My
Heart' is a torch ballad sung tenderly with a nod
towards one of Linda's principal idols, Dinah
Washington. One wonders why Otis did not use
the remaining Vocaleers on these sides as their
background vocals would have helped broaden
the overall sound.

Although the four songs failed to hit big time,
Herman Lubinsky at Savoy Records in Newark
still had faith enough in Linda to bill her as Little
Esther's Savoy replacement. He then put her with
the Ray Preasley Band with Freasley on
trombone, Happy Johnson, tenor sax, Fletcher
Smith, piano, Addison Farmer, bass, and Booker
T. Hart, drums. Now an artist in her own right,
Linda waxed four songs for Savoy in San
Francisco during May, 1951.

The four Savoy songs included ‘Walkin' And
Talkin' Blues', an Esther sounding, deep-soul
blues sung in a vigorous fashion. By now, Linda
was starting to come into her own and was feeling
confident enough to pull out all the stops. ‘Sad
And Lonely’ is a Dixieland-sounding dirty blues
ballad that finds Linda floating up and down the
scales with the usual aplomb. ‘Me And Dirty
Blues’ is, as the title suggests, a raw, back alley
mess sung in the grand style of Linda's mentor,
Bessie Smith.

‘Baby Please Come Home', an after hours
blues, evokes a dimly lit, smoky little club at the
end of a dark street in the red-light district with its
lazy-sounding piano and trombane
accompaniment. When Linda's debut disc,
‘Doggin' Blues', started to sell, Lubinsky put her
with the Monte Easter Orchestra, and together
with Mary Wallace, Jimmy Delaney and ex Jimmy
Lunceford vocalist Dan Grisson the package
toured up and down the West Coast. On her
return to the San Francisco Bay Area, Linda
resumed night spot work on the supper club
circuit. During a regular appearance at The
Champagne Supper Club Linda was noticed by
the young Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller who had
previously written songs for Johnny Otis alumni
such as Mel Walker and the Robins. Impressed
by Linda's vocal timbres, Leiber and Stoller wrote
a couple of tailor made tunes and had Linda
come to Los Angeles to record them. The session
resulted in two singles releases, all four sides
supported by the Red Callender Orchestra which
included Callender on upright bass, Maxwell
Davis, tenor sax, Eddie Beal, piano, Chuck

Norris, guitar, and Chico Hamilton, drums.
Laboured numbers (usually six or seven takes)
included the bloodstained Three Time Loser’, a
ballad sung dirty to Norris's tough guitar licks.
Tears Of Joy’, a heart tugging ballad sung in
pretty, La Vern Baker-like measures, ‘ls This

SHIVER AND SHAKE
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Goodbye', a lung busting easy blues with sweet,
melodic nuances, and the jumping ‘Get Off My
Wagon’, distilled with fine Maxwell Davis fills and
Chuck MNorris frettings. ‘Three Time Loser' and
Tears Of Joy' were issued on Carl F. Burns' Long
Beach based Crystalette label in early 1954. The
second single, ‘Is This Goodbye' backed with
‘Get Off My Wagon' was issued a short while
later on the Hollywood domiciled Forecast label.
All four songs later emerged on a budget album
on the Grand Prix label.

RECORDING FOR KING RECORDS

The two releases gave Linda the type of
exposure she needed to keep working. The year
before she started appearing on package shows.
One West Coast stellar event took place at The
Shrine Auditorium on 15th August, 1953. Billed
as ‘Gene Norman's Fourth Annual R&B Jubilee’,
luminaries included (apart from Linda's segment)
Johnny Ace, Big Mama Thornton, Helen Humes,
The Flairs, The Robins, Chuck Higgins, plus a
show-float of others. Dick ‘Huggy Boy' Hugg
hosted the proceedings.

On one of her tours, Linda wound up in Kansas
City where Ralph Bass recorded her for King
Records of Cincinnati. Four songs were cut for
King's Federal subsidiary utilizing the Joe
Thomas Orchestra. Joe, who had headed up one
of rhythm and blues’ most influential bands, was
all but forgotten by the early 1950s. After moving
to Kansas City, he quit playing music on a full-
time basis to become an undertaker. Now and
again he would work the odd session for
producers like Ralph Bass. Backed by Joe's tight
eight piece orchestra, Linda recorded ‘Come
Back Baby', a sorrowful ballad in the solid blues
idiom but with a novel twist. Near the close of the
song, Joe solicited Linda to sing one more
chorus. ‘Mama Needs Your Loving Baby', a
Latin tinged ditty about a woman in need, ‘I'm
Going To Cry You Right Out Of My Mind’, a
smooth, smoky blues ballad with Dinah
Washington overtones and pretty tenor sax
ormaments, plus a touchingly restrained yet
strong version of Frederick Edward Weatherly's
1913 adaptation of The Londonderry Air' —
‘Danny Boy'.

During the spring of 1955 Linda, now based in
New York, appeared in Arthur Rosenblum's 66
minute, poorly produced movie ‘Rockin' The
Blues' based around an all black r&b review
m.c.'d by WLIB's Hal Jackson. Hal hosted the
extremely popular afternoon show, ‘House That
Jack Built', on WLIB in New York. Co-stars
included the Harptones, Hurricanes, Miller
Sisters, Wanderers and others. Linda's two song
selections included the all too short jumping

‘Baby Please Come Home Fast' and a rocked
out rendering of They Raided The Joint’ (first
given exposure by Annie Laurie with Dallas
Bartley's band on Cosmo Records in 1946). The
dynamic Teacho Wilshire All-Star Band ably
supported both songs.

In March 1956 Linda, now signed to Universal
Altractions, was chosen to appear on the now
extended 'Hock And Roll Cavalcade' which
translated into 25 one nighters in auditoriums,
ballparks and armouries in Alabama, Georgia,
Virginia, South Carolina, Tennessee, Maryland,
Fennsylvania, Indiana, Missouri, lowa,
Wisconsin, Michigan and Ohio. It was quite a
gruelling schedule for any artist out on the road.
Fellow headliners included Roy Brown, Little
Willie John, The 5 Royales and others. The
Jimmy Coe Orchestra served as house band.

Upon her return to New York, Linda was asked
to cut a second, last minute Federal date, this
time accompanied by a group of top-notch Big
Apple session musicians headed by guitarist
Mickey Baker. This resulted in the release of one
recording, 'My Loving Baby' sliced with ‘| Can't,
‘My Loving Baby' is a fine rocking, hand-patting
opus with musical effects, a hard rhythm track
and stinging guitar.

Despite a seemingly erratic recording career,
Linda kept working. She toured the nationwide
club and lounge circuit but went unnoticed
because of poor publicity and unimpressive
record sales. Linda proved over and over again
that because her talents were indeed multi-
faceted, her career always appeared to go in
mare than one musical direction. It looked as if
she could never make up her mind as to which
path to take. This fact is proven by the following
reviews of her sparse, late 1950s recorded output
starting with her first New York Atco (Atlantic)
sessions set up in June 1957 following an
appearance at Harlem's Baby Grand when she
sang a set of novel rock and roll songs in
Japanese.

It was Aflantic Records' idea to showcase
Linda's talents in a jazz setting. To do this they
hired some of New York's finest luminaries,
including Taft Jordan on trumpet, Jesse Powell on
tenor sax and Emie Hayes on piano, among
others.

Four songs were taped on 12th June, 1957.
One of these ended up rejected, another was
held back, leaving ‘Shiver And Shake’
sandwiched with ‘Rock And Roll Blues'. ‘Shiver
And Shake’ was a nonsense rock and roll vehicle
with jungle overtones and trivial lyrics. ‘Rock And
Roll Blues’ or ‘Rock Me Little Baby' is another
dance tune with booting tenor sax and rippling
piano. Neither chart did Linda justice.

Promo picture of Linda Hopkins, circa mid 1950s.

AN ACTOR'’S LIFE

She continued to tour extensively. A string of 118
one nighters with Arnett Cobb and Little Willie
John for Jimmy Evans and Universal Attractions
took her to many smaller metropolitan markets. A
bunch of these were on the West Coast. By the
time the package show hit New York's Apollo
Theatre in September ‘Shiver And Shake' was
beginning to show signs of taking off. But
somehow, in the end, a breakthrough did not
happen. Unperturbed, Linda continued to tour with
Buddy and Ella Johnson, Arthur Prysock, B.B.
King, Annie Laurie, Amett Cobb and Joe Tex.
Dates included radio appearances on Clifton
Smith's King Bee Royal Court of Rock Saturday
afternoon record hop over KCOH in Houston.

Almost two-and-a-half years after Linda's first
Atco session she was called again to record for
the company. This time, as opposed to a jazz
combo playing rock and roll, she was asked to
take a stab at lounge music supported by a full
orchestra with syrupy strings. Three songs were
taped. Two of these, 'Love Is A Many Splendored
Thing”/ ‘Sentimental Fool', were issued on a single
around the Christmas season of 1959. Although
these sides were produced by Leiber and Stoller,
the pair was enjoying far greater success with the
chart busting Drifters and Coasters than with
Linda whose single soon sank without trace due to
lack of promotional push.

Disappointed with the way things were going
with the music industry, Linda turned to the acting
profession where she eventually sought out and
began studying under Stella Adler, the stage
actress who first starred in movies in 1938. Stella
helped Linda realise her lifelong dream of playing
the great Bessie Smith on stage. All the parts
came together in 1960 when Linda went out as
Bessie in the musical cabaret 'Jazz Train'. While in
Basel, Switzerland with the show she recorded
eight songs, some of which she played drums.

Four of these traditional blues songs were
released on an Ex-Libris extended play as Linda

F«, f‘ﬂe._% / 4

Atlantic promotional photo circa 1959. Courtesy
Linda Hopkins.
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Dahle Scolt McDuff.

Hopkins and Her Blue Boys. The Blue Boys were
a mixed quartet of European jazz musicians.
Songs included a bright, crisp version of ‘It Took A
Long Time Baby', a fine, uncluttered rendering of
Bessie's 1928 opus ‘Empty Bed Blues', a moody
reading of Bertha '‘Chippie’ Hill's swan song
Trouble In Mind’ with delightful clarinet solo from
Peter Wyss plus a soulfully restrained run through
of Irene Taylor's famous standard ‘Willow Weep
For Me'.

When Linda returned to the States she began
playing Manhattan's Baby Grand where she met
Jackie Wilson who, with the help of his manager
Mat Tarnopol, brought Linda to Brunswick
Records. The dynamic duo began touring
together and as one can imagine, like dry tinder
they generated enormous excitement on the
concert stage. Linda states she toured with Wilson
for about six years. A flurry of Brunswick sessions
with and without Jackie Wilson kept Linda busy
throughout 1962 and 1963. One of Linda's first
impressive sides (her third single release) was her
stunning tear stained reading of ‘My Mother's
Eyes'. This was followed by a powerhouse stream
of solos and Jackie shared duets like the righteous
lick trading ‘There's Mothing Like Love' and the
wailing ‘| Found Love” which scraped the bottom
of the charts during the spring of 1962.

The couple paired up for a gospel album entitled
‘Shake A Hand' and recorded traditional spiritual

Linda Hopkins with Ms. Dahle Scott McDuff (wife of the late Brother Jack McDuff), 1998. Courtesy Ms.

standards. As is often the case with recordings
made by successful, popular black artists who
choose to return to their roots, ‘Shake A Hand'
was marred by the angelic sounding choral
background vocals, in this case Evelyn Freeman's
Exciting Vioices which tumed out to squeak like the
astral equivalent of Alan Lorder's usual Brunswick
session's chorus on a bad day.

Linda's ensuing singles ignited more fire, for
example her excellent seventh Brunswick release,
‘Memories And A Broken Heart', a kind of tribute
to Solomon Burke with its ‘Cry To Me'-like melody
culminating in three or four phrasings of the most
incredible falsetto singing this writer has ever
heard. 'l Can't Stand Another Hurt {In My Heart)’
filled with the sort of sorrow and anguish one only
hears on the finest deep soul treasure and Linda
and Jackie's fiery ‘Say | Do' caught on the flip of
the original ‘Shake A Hand' 45rpm release. A
complete reissue of Linda's fourteen Brunswick
singles is surely long overdue.

Linda's final Brunswick release, ‘Great
Pretender,’ hit the streets in February 1966,
exactly five years, almost to the day, of her first
release, ‘All In My Mind,’ a excellent cover of
Maxine Brown's monster hit of a month earlier.

By 1965 Linda was back working a cabaret act
at a nightclub in San Francisco. Her agent got her
bookings in Honolulu to where she often returned.
This was followed by engagements in Japan and

Australia. After one more season in Hawaii Linda
moved to New York and played the nightclub
circuit there, She then landed a lucrative gig on
the Playboy Club circuit. From there she went on
to do her first Broadway show, ‘Purlie’ in 1970. A
musical comedy adaptation of Ossie Davis's play
about a black preacher who returns to his
Southern hometown. Linda played a minor role as
a gospel singer on the opening song of the
soundtrack. The show co-starred Melba Moore as
Lutiebelle.

ON BROADWAY

In 1972 Linda headlined in ‘Purlie’ at New York's
Radio City Music Hall. From there she created her
own musical show called 'Inner City’ produced by
Galt MacDermot. ‘Inner City’ was Linda's first
major theatrical breakthrough. She was awarded
a Toni for her performance. Doors now started to
open for her. She became a frequent guest on TV
talk shows before she signed with RCA Records.
The ‘'Linda Hopkins' album was produced by Phil
Ramone. The eight-song collection contains a
mediocre reprise of ‘Shake A Hand' and ‘Deep In
The Night' from her ‘Inner City' Broadway show.
Standout cuts include a fine cover of Percy
Mayfield's ‘Please Send Me Someone To Love’
(which ended up on a single) plus a fabulous
seven minute and 37 second blues-soul opus
entitled ‘Listen Woman' — a woman's advice, soul
sermon with tell-it-like-it-is lyrics and tough organ
and quitar accompaniment. Linda preaches with
grit and conviction and lays on the occasional
thrill-giving falsetto wail.

After the collection failed on the commercial
market Linda worked up her theatre workshop
presentation of ‘Me And Bessie" with writer Will
Holt. Two years before the album release of ‘Me
And Bessie' Linda starred as Lil Boy's mother in
Michael Campus's movie, The Education Of
Sonny Carson’, a true story of a Brooklyn boy's
struggle with drugs and gang violence and his
eventual born again involvement in New York
politics. The movie met with little more than a
lukewarm reception.

In 1976 Columbia issued an album of songs
from ‘Me And Bessie' including an explosive
reading of Lil Green's 1940 showstopper,
‘Romance In The Dark’ and Alberta Hunter's "A
Good Man Is Hard To Find'.

By 1977, the ‘Me And Bessie’ stage show was
still going strong on the international theatre
circuit. In an attempt to bring Linda into line with
current trends, Columbia issued a blues flavoured
disco single entitled 'I'm A Happy Child’. On 29th
January, 1978 Linda performed at The White
House for President Carter, an honour she will
never forget. She moved to a luxury penthouse in
North Hollywood and went out headlining her own
show filled with songs from a variety of musical
disciplines. The show was called 'An Evening With
Linda Hopkins'. Never taking a break for too long,
Linda was out under the lights again with a
musical she shared with Tiger Haynes entitled
The Last Minstrel Show', which played on
Broadway.

In June 1982 she recorded a mixed bag of
mainly blues songs penned by Leonard Feather at
the Mad Hatter Studios in Los Angeles for Palo
Alto Records on the collection entitled ‘How Blue
Can You Get'. Red Holloway played tenor and alto
sax, Gerald Wiggins sat on the piano stool, Calvin
Mewborn strummed guitar, and from among
others, the noted female trumpet wizard Clora
Bryant added class to the line up.

Sony has thankfully chosen to make the entire
album currently available on CD. Linda took a
cameo movie role as a blues singer for Clint
Eastwood in his feature 'Honky Tonk Man'.

In 1983 she appearad in the documentary movie
‘Blues 1’ alongside B.B. King, Pee Wee Crayton
and Eddie Vinson. Then, after playing Sister
McCandless in James Baldwin's 96-minute movie
adaptation of his novel ‘Go Tell It On The
Mountain' directed by Stan Lathan, Linda joined
Johnny Otis for a live reunion concert of the
Johnny Otis Show at the Monterey Jazz Festival.
Linda's performance stunned everyone, including
Otis who remarked that "Linda Hopkins could sing
Bessie Smith better than Bessie herself!”
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