The Gospel Side of

Nappy
Brown

BY OpaAL Louis NATIONS
o active soul singer on the road

today is as steeped in the ways of the

gospel tunesmith as Nappy Brown

who has been wailing for joy and for

Jesus these past sixty-two years. If
you were to ask which he prefers to sing, sacred
or secular, he would undoubtedly reply “gospel.”
“1 was born into it, but the blues, that’s what you
sing when you want to make a living,” he says.
Nappy is equally comfortable on either side of the
fence.

Born Napoleon Brown Goodson Culp on
October 12, 1929 in Charlotte, North Carolina,
Nappy grew up “country poor.” His father,
Deacon Fred Culp, officiated at the Mount Zion
Baptist Church while his mother, Maggie, helped
out by taking care of the business of the church.
It was not until recent years that Nappy found out
that he had four half brothers and six half sisters
(three still living). For many years, he had been
out of touch with his mother who had remarried
and started another family. One brother sang in a
blues group for awhile. Nappy moved away from
home early. “There are four Napoleons in my
family,” says Nappy proudly. “Me, a brother, and
two nephews.” But Nappy was the first.

Long-serving bop jazz bassist Ray Brown
asserts that Fred Culp had a considerable bootleg
liquor business going on the side. This did not
stop Fred from showing his disapproval when
Nappy, as a boy, started going out to catch the
jazz or blues cavalcade passing through town.
When Nappy was a tot he developed a reputation
for recitation. Thought to have an exceptional
talking voice, he was often asked by friends and
family to recite passages from the Bible for which
he was paid the handsome sum of a nickel. But

Switching to vocals, he started singing in the Zion
Baptist Choir. This was a bit of a disappointment
to his parents who expected Nappy to take up the
ministry and become a preacher.

It should be noted that the Zion Baptist Choir
started out as a “note” singing aggregation which
meant that instead of lyrics, the choristers sang an
ascending or descending series of musical tones,
similar to those adopted by singers in the shape-
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i formed The Gold

- Crown Trio along

: with two cousins.

- The Gold Crowns

. played at the Orme
- Auditorium in

- competition with other local quartets. “Every

. time we sang, we won first place,” brags Nappy.
. Prize money alternated from fifty to one hundred
Nappy thought of himselfl as a singer, not a reader.

- note tradition.

Apart from sneaking out to catch Louis Jordan

- or Lucky Millinder at a local venue, Nappy hung

. out at juke joints where he would sing to the

- records on the juke box for loose change. The

: Carolinas were alive with dozens of Afro-

| American gospel quartets, especially nationally

. known aggregations such as The Swan

. Silvertones, Selah Jubilees and Heavenly Gospel

- Singers. Nappy, who later on was able to sing

: basso as well as baritone, was drawn to bass

- singers like Jimmy Jones of The Harmonizing

: Four, Isaac Freeman of The Fairfield Four and in

: particular Willie Bobo who sang in The Heavenlys
: before switching to The Dixie Hummingbirds.

. Inspired by the tal-
- ents of the touring
i quarters, Nappy

: decided to form

- his own unit.

In 1942 he

Sifk‘.“ ol

dollars a pop. When the group split up Nappy

- went on to sing in a second amateur quartet

- called The Traveling Sons of Harmony who for

. one reason or another never recorded. When he
. was fifteen, Nappy was asked to join the famous
. Dixie Hummingbirds, but much to Nappy's disap-
- pointment, his mother would not let him go out

- on the road at such a young age.

Some time in 1945 Nappy was noticed by a

professional outfit called The Golden Bell Quintet.

The Legendary
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- All were older, more seasoned singers who

. enjoved a weekly CBS coast-to-coast broadcast.

- The closest local competition came from The

: Southland Jubilee Singers lead by Eugene Alford

- and John Wallace. The Southlands changed

: names to The Four Knights when they recorded

- both sacred and secular material for Decca

- Records in 1946. Both The Golden Bells and

- Southlands competed for air-time, but The Golden
- Bells had the distinct advantage by winning a con-
- tract to record for Victor Records.

On November 12, 1945, The Golden Bell

'~ Quintet, composed of Lewis Samuels (first lead),
. Leroy Mackay (second lead), Boyce Clinton
- (tenor], James Maxwell (baritone), James

MacLilly (basso)
plus Nappy
Brown (bari-
tone?) recorded
at least five
songs for Victor.
7 Only two were
ol chosen for
release in
August 1940.
Nappy
asserts that he
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. sang on two of the remaining unissued three
 titles, “Noah” and “I'll fly away to Jesus” which

- was in all likelihood the case. Too bad Nappy's

- first studio sides remain in the can at BMG.

: Nappy remembers appearing on Grady Cole’s

- show with The Golden Bells at WBT in Charlotte.

As members fell sick, The Golden Bells drifted

© apart. Nappy and his cousin Clyde Wright then

. went with the unrecorded Southern Brothers,

. composed of Clyde, William Maxwell, Nappy and
. Nathaniel Johnson. Surprisingly, all the group’s

. members are alive and well to this day. (Clyde

. Wright moved on to The Golden Gate Quartet in
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1951.) When Clyde was called to join the Army,
other members followed, so that was the end of
the original Southern Brothers.

Nappy sang off and on with the continuous
resurrection of The Southern Brothers for fifteen
years and remembers singing with them in front
of 35,000 people in Rockville, South Carolina.
“We sang all kinds of stuff besides Jubilee and
hard gospel,” says Nappy. The group traveled up
and down the East Coast. Closer to home, at a
later time, they broadcast over WEBT in Raleigh
and WAYS singing pop, Mills Brothers material
and ballads made popular by the likes of Perry
Como. “We sang songs like "On the sunny side of
the street,” Nappy recalls.

It was while working at WBT that he was
asked by tenor/manager Thurman Ruth to join
The Selah Singers. The Selahs were also broad-
casting out of WBT at that time. The group line-

up at this point
included Eugene
Mumford, Alden
“Allen” Bunn
(leads), Thurman
Ruth (tenor and
manager), Hadie
Rowe Jr., Raymond
“Pee Wee” Barnes
(baritones) and
David McNeil
(bass). Thurman
took Nappy and the
group to Mastertone
Studios in New York
where the outfit
recorded at least
twelve songs for
Jubilee Records
billed both as The
Jubilators and Selah

script on tape boxes,
Only four songs
were ever issued
back in January
1951. These were
“Why not today”
and “Down here I've done my
best” on which Nappy is dis-
tinctly identified plus two other
songs. Of the eight known
remaining titles, Nappy's unmis-
takable pipes can be heard on
“Tree of level” and “All right
now.” He may well have bheen
present on some of the others,
Ten of the twelve numbers

?,.

-

R - - .
o

- “Heaven Belongs To You - The
Best of Jubilee Gospel” in 1999
and is now sadly out of print.
Nappy remembers Clvde Wright
playing guitar and singing sec-
ond lead at these sessions
although Wright receives no
mention in the Hayes/Laughton
Post-War Gospel Records discog-
raphy.

In Colin Escott’s excellent
liner notes to Savoy Blues
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Legends’ Nappy Brown - “Night |
- musical impropriety. This did not perturb

: Time Is The Right Time,” Savoy Entertainment

- Group CD 92908 (2000), he states that The Selahs
- lived a hard life (spots on small radio stations, no
money, 300 mile hops on unpaved highways, and
. going without food). One of the outfit’'s secular

. songs, which the group sang on occasion, was a

- double-entendre ditty entitled “Lemon Squeezer.”

: The Four Barons for Regent Records (a six-man
- outfit, according to Ruth.)

In 1951 Nappy and Ruth re-recorded the song

. for Jubilee with a vocal group billed as The

Sultans along with an early version of “Don’t be

. angry,” thus placing Nappy's first secular sides

. back before going with the gospel-singing

. Heavenly Lights. The Sultans’ reading of “Lemon
- Squeezer” sounds a little more “alive” than The

. Four Barons’ outing, and “Don’t be angry” is ren-

Singers, according to
¢ Jersey. Pulling Nappy out of the doldrums, he

- invited him to relocate to Newark and join the

. (uartet which was composed of Ernest Cleary,

- lead, Frank Morris, baritone, and Bill Morton,

- bass. When Nappy joined as first lead, a short-

- lived singer referred to as “T.W.” sang swing lead.
. This was the first chance Nappy had to sing lead

- in his own professional gospel group and to leave
. his own stamp upon it. The outfit was managed

- by Clayborn Adams who had the group audition

. for Fred Mendelsohn, A & R man for Herman

. Lubinsky’s Savoy Records in Newark.

- dered as a smooth ballad more in The Orioles’

- vein with touches of Ink Spot crooning here and

- there, than the later release which had a lot more

- vim. Both songs plus two others were reissued by
- Sequel Records - Jubilee and Josie R & B Vocal

. Groups, Vol. 1 (Sequel NEM CD 736, 1995), again
. a collection sadly now out of print.

When [ pointed out to Nappy the photo of The

. Sultans in the Sequel CD booklet and his likeness
' to a member standing in back, he said the dapper
: figure was someone else, Aurally speaking, it is

- impaossible to pick out his voice from among the

: harmonies. Members on the session supposedly

- included Thurman Ruth, Alden “Allen” Bunn,

. Clyde Wright, Nappy Brown and Jimmy Gorham.

After the Jubilee sessions, Nappy and Clyde

- returned home to Charlotte where Nappy took up
- with The Golden Bell Quintet once again. When
. Clyde was called into the Army, Nappy felt that

. the last of his closest friends had gone. Luckily, a
- local promoter, Alonzo Mackie, had a group, The

Heavenly Lights, on his roster in Newark, New

Lubinsky was impressed, not only by the abili-

-ty of Adams’ gospel group but with the power and
- range of Nappy's extraordinary voice. Taking

. Nappy aside, Lubinsky tried to coax him into
were issued on Westside CD 588
. singing R & B music. Nappy, who was not averse
. to singing secular music, jumped at the idea of

. being able to make a living out of his art and not
. having to live like a pauper on the perilous gospel
: highway. Mendelsohn entered Nappy in a talent

- scout show in Newark alongside Roy Hamilton

- who won the most votes for his heartfelt rendition
- of Oscar Hammerstein's “You’ll never walk

+ alone.”

crossing over into the more lucrative realms of

Nappy came in a close second singing the

song he often backgrounded with The Selahs and
. allegedly recorded with The Sultans, “Lemon

Squeezing Daddy.” Alas, nostalgia won out over

Lubinsky, however, who saw the dollar sign
. potential in Nappy's pipes.

On March 31, 1954 The Heavenly Lights

¢ entered Savoy's Market Street studios and record-
. ed the church-rocking “Freedom after awhile”
- with Nappy and “T.W,” furiously trading licks,
. "Lemon Squeezer” was recorded later on, in 1950, :
- by Thurman Ruth with one of his groups called

and the equally fueled “Jesus said it,” a reinter-

- pretation of “Come over here” whose basso part
- was lifted from Jimmy Jones who sang with

- Richmond, Va’s Harmonizing Four who recorded
. the original for Gotham Records.

Nappy gives Jones' basement tones a waltz

: timing and a more fearsome interpretation. A

- third song, “Vacation in heaven,” is a mid tempo
. furnace stoker. The session ended out with an

. equally fervent “Lord, I'm in your hands.” Both
¢ “Jesus said it” and “Lord, I'm in your hands”

. were released on Savoy in May 1954. “Lord, I'm
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Nappy Brown with
The Southern Sisters

in your hands” along with
“Come over here” and
“Vacation in heaven” were
issued on a Regent various
artists collection four years
down the line. It is interest-
ing to note that this same var-
ious artists LP (Regent 6070)
also featured two songs by
The Selah Jubilees with
Nappy in the role of back-
ground harmonist on “Royal
telephone” and “Feel like a
fight,” a.k.a. “I feel like fight-
ing.” The aforementioned
“Freedom after awhile”
remains unissued to this day.
On the same day, right
after The Heavenly Lights ses-
sion, Fred Mendelsohn had
Nappy record four R & B
numbers supported by some
of New York’s finest sessions
men including Sam “The Man" Taylor and Al
Sears on tenors, Howard Biggs on Piano and

Mickey Baker on guitar. “That man” (Savoy 1129) |

from Nappy’s initial R & B session was released at
the same time as “Jesus said it” by Nappy & The
Heavenly Lights on Savoy 4052 in May 1954,
While “Jesus said it” drew a three out of four star
rating in Billboard, “That man” was described in
Cash Box as being “a piece of potent material
Brown belts with anguish and anger.” “Jesus said
it” drew little notice, while “That man” made
Nappy a strong R & B contender. Nappy cut a
dozen secular sides for Savoy. Then in August
1955 he rejoined Thurman Ruth and The Selah
Jubilees for one final studio session. Apart from
Nappy and Thurman Ruth, the group was com-
posed of old stalwarts Junious Parker, Nappy’s
cousin, Clyde Wright (just before joining The
Golden Gates), and Jimmy Gorham.

An August 1955 session date was set up on
which the group cut four numbers. Nappy shared
leads on the fire-branding “Who so ever will,”
The Hayes/Laughton Gospel Records discography
has Nappy sharing lead on The Golden Gates’
arrangement of “Gospel train,” but to my ears,
Clyde Wright seems the only soloist. There is

some suspicion over the August 1955 session date.

It is believed by some that Nappy and Clyde cut
these sides back during the late 1950s, around the
time of the Jubilee session. Aurally speaking, this
could have been so.

Secondly, Nappy was riding the crest of a
wave in late 1955, a recognized and successful
secular item appearing on various R & B package
shows and constantly touring, making it very diffi-
cult indeed to spend time rehearsing, much less
recording less financially rewarding gospel charts
with The Selahs.

The remaining two songs, “Rovyal telephone”
and “Feel like a fight” a.k.a. “I feel like fighting,”
appeared only on the aforementioned Regent LP
6070.

The winter 1955 release of “Gospel train” coin-
cided with Thurman Ruth'’s initial production of
The Thurman Ruth Gospel Caravan at the Apollo

The Original Five Blind Boys of Mississippi,
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- Sensational Nightingales, Pilgrim Travelers,
. Brother Joe May and The Harmonizing Four.

i Some time before Nappy cut “The right time”
. for Savoy he was asked to fill in for Rev. Percell

- Perkins of The Five Blind Boys of Mississippi for a |

- week which included engagements at the Apollo

- Theatre. The lead at that time was the legendary
. Archie Brownlee for whom Nappy had the utmost
- respect and admiration. “"Archie had the highest

_ screaming tenor ever heard in gospel,” says

- Nappy. “He will never be matched."

Nappy stayed with Savoy until the close of

- 1962. In 1961 Nappy recorded the gospel-chorded
. "Didn’t you know,” a chart written for him by

. gospel diva, the late Ruth Davis of The Famous

. Davis Sisters. It is likely that Curtis Dublin, the

- group’s pianist, played on this session as his style
- is distinctly evident.

As far as Nappy's personal life was concerned,
- elements of it started falling apart as far back as

- 1958. Colin Escott in his liner notes to Savoy

- Blues Legends (Savoy Entertainment Group CD
- 92908-2, 2002) points out that in 1959 a warrant

- whom he had abandoned along with his four chil-
. dren. The child welfare department back in

- Charlotte insisted that Nappy was actively trying

- Lo avoid detection and passed this information
along to Savoy Records who had not seen Nappy
[or quite some time. Savoy contacted Nappy's
manager to tell him that black churches and deal-

: ers were boycotling Nappy's recordings. Nappy's
- record of spousal abuse and aleohol problems

dated back to 1953. It was a continuing problem.

By 1959 things had come to a head. His world
: came crashing down around him. He remained
: without a recording contract from 1963 up to the
- best part of 1969. He was convicted twice for
- domestic assault in 1966, and by the end of the
- decade most of his friends assumed he was dead

- or locked away in prison indefinitely. In fact,

- records show he served a lengthy sentence in a
- Texas prison.

: Turning from music, Nappy took a job for a

while in maintenance at John Smith University. It
Theatre in Harlem which highlighted the talents of

- seemed he was making some sort of effort to
- straighten himself out. After an R & B comeback
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album, “Thanks for Nothing”
(Elephant VLP 101) in
September 1969, Nappy
rejoined his old gospel pals
who were now going out as
The Bell Jubilee Singers com-
posed of James McLilly, Cecil
Sturdivent, William Kirkpatrick
and James Maxwell.

In 1972 The Bell Jubilee
Singers recorded their “Do You
Know The Man From Galilee”
album for Stan Lewis in
Shreveport (Jewel LP 0062.)
The collection really took off in
Southern markets, and Nappy
for a moment enjoyed some
measure of success. On the
strength of promising sales,
Jewel put out a selection of the
songs on singles, then after a
solo release a second collection
_ entitled “Yes I Know The Man”
- (Jewel LP 0098) backgrounded by The Southern
- Sisters. “Yes I Know The Man” failed to spark
- interest and was soon deleted from the Jewel cata-
. log.

: Switching back to Savoy Records in 1977,

. Nappy and The Southern Sisters recorded the

' “When I Get Inside” collection (Savoy MG 14427.)
- Principal players in The Southern Sisters over the
. three-year recording period included Nappy’s

. cousin, the late Willie Fair Maxwell, the late

. Charlie Mae Shipp, Louise Davis, Sylvia _?, Tom

. Steele, Sonny Hyde and the late James Maxwell,

- Willie Fair’s spouse.

When The Southern Sisters parted ways,

- Nappy quit gospel and slipped back into a forgot-
. ten netherworld for awhile. Some time in 1979,

. while playing at the Tramps Club in New York he
- was approached by Screamin’ Jay Hawkins acting
- as courier for Jonas Bernholm who had inadver-

- tently put Nappy back in the limelight by releas-

. ing an album-full of secular Savoy releases to kick
. off his Mr. R & B label. Hawkins handed Nappy

_ : his first royalty payment in many years.
. was put out for his arrest by his common law wife :

. Aresurgence of interest lead to a string of
. album releases at home and abroad plus steady,
. ongoing work with appearances in clubs both in

i the U.S. and in Europe. Nappy's magnificent,
¢ fiery, rolling-thunder baritone pipes have damp-

- ened a little over the years but his nifty stage rou-
- tines (garnered during his tenure with The Selah
- Jubilees) never fail to excite when at home. He
- often turns out to sing for his church when asked
. 10 do so. Nappy's on the right track now. Let us
- hope he keeps moving on down the rails for many
years to come.,

With thanks to Nappy Broun.
. For information concerning Nappy's life in sec-
. ular music, I recommend reading:
. 1. “That Man” - Nappy Brown - Seamus

McGarvey and Stuart Colman - Juke Blues #9,

- Summer 1987
i 2. "“The night time is the right time” - Nappy
| Brown - Savoy Blues Legends Series — Liner notes

! to Savoy Entertainment Group CDE 92980-2 (2000)
- by Colin Escott

3. "A natter with Nappy” by Les Quinn — Blues
- & Rhythm 27, March 1987.
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