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The Southern Sons, circa 1953 at the time they recorded for Trumpet Records. Top row: Left to right: Roscoe Robinson, David C. Smith,

James E. Walker. Front row: Left to right: Cliff Givens, Earl Ratliff, Clarence Hopkins. Photo courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

THE GOSPEL SIDE OF

ROSCOE ROBINSON
by Opal Louis Nations

oscoe Robinson is perhaps the last of the great
long serving 'shout singers’, with the possible
exceptions of Little Joe Ligon of the Mighty
Clouds of Joy and Clarence Fountain of the Five
Blind Boys of Alabama. Articles have been written
and published about Roscoe's crossover secular
recordings, but none have presented a history of

his involvement in gospel music.

Nowadays Roscoe manages fo switch back and forth between the
two types of music with ease, it is his gospel sides that shine more
brightly than any effort he may have made over the years at trying
to put his soul songs out on the street.

Only his secularisation of Archie Brownlee's ‘Leave You In The
Hands Of The Lord, artfully undeitized as 'Leave You In The Arms
Of Your Other Man' (Aflantic 2637, issued in 1970), comes anywhere
close to proving my point. Rescoe loves singing, and singing is his life.
To survive financially in the business you have to go with the kind of
material that brings in the bucks. For this reason only, Roscoe has
cut over twenty blues and soul singles for some half a dozen labels.

As part of the America's Singers Association celebration at East
Oakland's Deliverance Centre Church, I was able to catch Roscoe
in a church setting, backed by the Windy City Spirituals, currently
residing in Chicago. This programme segment lasted a full thirty
minutes during which time he sang a roster of songs most all of
his fans in the throng remembered as being his best work with the
Blind Boys of Mississippi. His voice had not tired over the decades,
and if you were to close your eyes, you could almost imagine hearing
a Blind Boys performance from the early sixties.

At the end of his set, to everyone's amazement, Roscoe embraced
by the spirit, sped up the aisle of the church at such a clip hardly a
true believer saw him exit out through the doors to the foyer.

Roscoe's entrance into this world came about on 22nd May,
1928 in the small town of Dermott, Arkansas, just northwest of
Greenville. His father, Rev. A.W. Robinson, pastored fwo churches,
The First Baptist in Dermott and a tiny Baptist congregation at
Gaines Landing, Arkansas. His mother, Willie Elizabeth Robinson,
sang in the First Baptist choir. Roscoe’s sister, Lillie Mae Robinson,
became a noted gospel soloist in the surrounding community. Lillie
never took up singing as a profession, preferring instead fo teach a
variety of subjects in grade school.
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A nephew, singer and pianist, Rev. Joe Strather, a.k.a. Rev. Jodie
‘Strawthford, sang and played for Mahalia Jackson in Chicago in
the late 1940s. The young Strather and Jackson became close
friends, so close in fact that Jackson treated Strather as if he
were her own child.

Yet another sister, Otherine Robinson, sang as a gospel soloist in
Dermott. Roscoe grew up in a loving environment with many friends.
His father passed when Roscoe was only eight years old. In Dermott
Roscoe attended school with his buddy Joe Jackson. Roscoe's local
church singing caught the ear of the Rev. C.B. Knox who offered the
young eight-year-old lad his first public engagement at St. Paul's
Baptist in Dermott.

At the age of eleven, Roscoe attended school in Monticello,
Arkansas, the closest large tfown northwest on Route 35. Roscoe
also soloed on gospel programmes in Monticello. He attended Drew
County Training School and in 1943 relocated to Chicago for a short
spell. From Chicago Roscoe moved to Gary, Indiana with his second
oldest sister, Otherine. In Gary he took up with singer Walter
Ford whom he met while working at the Musin Fish Market in the
downtown section. Roscoe and Walter sang while at work in the fish
market. Walter introduced Roscoe to James Woodson. Woodson
sang in the unrecorded Royal Quartet of Gary.

In 1946, while singing with the Royal Quartet, Woodson put the
Joiner's 5 Trumpets together. Original members included Roscoe
plus Walter, John and Lonnie B. Ford. Apart from Roscoe, only
Lonnie B. Ford survives to this day. Various singers moved in and out
of the group. Although Woodson trained the singers and brought
them along, it was a Rev. Jonah (?) who acted as manager. Through
the minister, Joiner's 5 Trumpets were able o secure a regular
Sunday radio broadcast out of a tiny station in Hammond, Indiana.
Later on the group broadcast out of Gary on WJOB. It was the
Trumpets who first brought Rev. Julius Cheeks and the Sensational
Nightingales out to Gary from Chicago. Woodson then had Roscoe
sing in his first professional quartet, the Royal Quartet, which at
that time was made up of Roscoe, lead tenor, Rev. Al Dixon, second
lead tener, S.W. Smith, Clifford (?), Rev. James Davis and Rev.
Whitfield. Joseph Dishman was quartet promoter and manager.

The Royal Quartet shared programs with Della Reese and the
Meditations in both Gary, Indiana and in Chicago. The outfit traveled
and opened for the Flying Clouds of Detroit, Pilgrim Travelers,
both sets of Blind Boys (Mississippi and Alabama), Soul Stirrers,
Sensational Nightingales and others.

THE SOUTHERN SONS
In 1948 Roscoe left Gary and returned to Chicago. While splitting
his time between living at his apartment in Chicago and back at his
sister’s place in Gary, Roscoe temporarily sang in three significant
gospel quartets. The first of these was the Highway QC's with whom
he sang on three or four concerts (J.L. Itson managed the group
then). Then Roscoe sang with Ofree Reece and the Kelly Brothers,
then managed by William Adell, and finally with George Croffett and
the Norfolk Singers. Both the Norfolks and Roscoe's old group, the
Royal Quartet, often took part in 'quartet battles’ to see who could
out-sing the other. As it turned out, Lou Rawls took Roscoe's place
in the Norfolks.

When the Southern Sons of Jackson, Mississippi came to Chicago,
they were looking for Sam Cocke fo jm’n the group. But when Sam
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The Five Blind Boys Of MISSISSppi circa 1951 Back row, left to right: Bobby
Johnson, guitar; Lioyd Woodward, Lawrence Abrams. Front row: Wilber 'Little
Ax' Broadnax, Jay T. Clinkscales and Roscoe Robinson. Photo courtesy Opal
Louis Nations.

Roscoe Robinson wilh (he Five Blind Boys Of Mfssfssfpf' at The Apollo, Harlem
circa 1963. Photo: Opal Louis Nations.

had to turn the Sons down due to prior commitments with the QC's,
he recommended Roscoe who was at that time back with the Royal
Quartet. By this time, Sam and Roscoe had become firm friends.
Roscoe remembers teaching Sam how to drive a car. Sam had even
become Roscoe's 'God Brother. The Southern Sons heard Roscoe
sing and immediately took him on.

The Southern Sons and Highway QC's shared programmes
together in Little Rock, Chicago and Gary, Indiana. The Southern
Sons were at this time composed of James Walker, lead tenor,
Roscoe Robinson, lead tenor, David C. Smith and Earl Ratcliff,
baritenes, plus Clarence Hopkins and Cliff Givens, basses. In early
1950 the Southern Sons signed a contract in Jackson, Mississippi
with Lillian McMurry's Trumpet label. In June the group recorded
four songs for the label at the WRBC studios. In January 1951
Trumpet released the jubilatory acappella 'New Born Again' with
Walker on lead and an intense reading of 'Search Me Lord' with
Smith and Walker sharing leads.

Slated for the group's second release were one of the earliest
known Afro-American versions of Thomas A. Dorsey’s haunting
'Peace In The valley' and Lowell Mason's beautiful 'Nearer My God To
Thee', both lead by Roscoe. As fate would have it, the master along
with the record’s first press run perished in a Chicago warehouse
fire. Only a few test pressings survived. Roscoe states that he and
other members in the group were given copies (if anyone out there
has a copy of this recording - Trumpet 119 - please contact the
editor).

By the end of 1950 Roscoe was called to serve in the army. Sammy
Downs was enlisted to take Roscoe's place in the Southern Sons.
Roscoe had joined the 505 Airborne Group based in Columbus,
Georgia. At the base, Roscoe put a gospel group together which
ended up winning first place in competition. He married, finished his
army stint and sang with the Gospel Writers of Gary, Indiana for a
while. Then he and his wife, Dorothy Hardaway, and son, Roscoe Jnr,
moved out to Northern California. He settled in the San Francisco
Bay Area and got with a small, insignificant gospel quartet with little
recoghition and no reputation.,

Archie Reynolds and the Paramount Gospel Singers were enjoying
a weekly Sunday morning gospel radio program over KRE in Berkeley.
The Paramounts were one of California's finest and best known
quartets at this time, having recorded for Ollie Hunt's Olliet and
Rene La Marre's Trilon labels out of Oakland. Roscoe and Reynolds
became friends. Soon Roscoe was singing in the Paramounts on
engagements around the Bay Area, but Roscoe grew homesick and
returned to Gary, Indiana once again. In Gary he rejoined his old
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Roscoe Robinson promotional pholo circa 1967. Photo courtesy Opal Louis Nalions.
friends, the Royal Quartet, and together they placed dates in the
Gary area.

Roscoe then moved to Philadelphia and spent some time singing
in the Silver Quintette alongside Albert Sunbury from the Gospel
Writers and Earnest James before James moved on to the Dixie
Hummingbirds.

THE FIVE BLIND BOYS

In September 1956 the Silver Quartette, composed of Huey Brown,
David Aron, Rescoe Robinson, Joe Henderson, Willis Williams and
Albert Sunbury, recorded the sanctified 'Father Don't Leave Me'
and 'Sinners Crossroads’ for Vee Jay Records in Chicago. Sunbury
leads on 'Sinners Crossroads.’ The record was confused with a Swan
Silvertones recording when it was included on a Vee Jay various
artists collection two decades later. It was from members of this
group that the 1960 configuration of the resurrected Fairfield Four
(who recorded for Old Town) were chosen.

Some time towards the close of 1959 Roscoe was asked by Archie
Brownlee to join the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi. The group was
on tour and had stopped over in Philadelphia. Archie was sick and
needed someone other than Little Ax to share led chores. The group
at this time was composed of Archie Brownlee, Wilbur Broadnax
(Little Ax’) and Lawrence 'Shorty’ Abrams, tenors, Lloyd Woodard,
baritone, and Jay T. Clinkscales, bass. Roscoe shared lead with the
legendary Brownlee at the Apollo Theatre in Harlem. With bookings
from promoter Rev, Brown, he went on tour with the Five Blind Boys
into Florida, Texas and Louisiana.

At this time the Blind Boys had not recorded for Peacock for almost
a year and were in need of record releases to help secure work.
The group might have thought they were free from Don Robey's
somewhat dubious contractual arrangements. Robey's reluctance to
record the Blind Boys might have been due in part to Brownlee's bad
health. Perhaps Robey thought that Brownlee only had a little while
to live. Why continue with a group whose dynamic, and at the same
time moneymaking, helmsman, was about to depart this life? Archie
Brownlee died of a perforated ulcer at the charity hospital in New
Orleans on 8th February, 1960.

When Archie was in hospital, the Blind Boys with 'Little Ax' and
Roscoe sharing lead and with Bobby Jackson added on gquitar,
recorded an album for the Chess brothers’ Checker label. Sessions
were conducted in Chicago. Roscoe tells a conflicting story in regard
to the group’s ‘'severance’ with Peacock Records. He remembers that
the parting came about over a song he insisted on singing. (This
could possibly have been 'Jesus Is A Rock In A Weary Land') Robey
would not let Roscoe sing the song as it was Archie's tune, Archie
had originally recorded the number for Peacock back in December
1953.

However, Archie was still singing in the Blind Boys when 'Shorty,
acting as manager, got the group recorded by Marathon in October
1959. Marathon was a short-lived Chess subsidiary. This meant that
the Blind Boys were already signed fo Chess before Roscoe recorded
with the group. Robey must have had some hold over the Blind Boys
as they were back recording for him almost immediately after the
Chess album sessions. The simple answer to all this is that the Blind
Boys' contractual arrangements with Robey had not run out and that
obligations had been breeched.

Roscoe's debut with the Blind Boys on Chess was a stunning one. His
readings of "Jesus Is A Rock In A Weary Land’, 'The World Is Full
Of Sin', 'Been A Listening’, 'One Talk With Jesus' and 'Soon I Will Be
Done With The Troubles Of The World' are beautifully conceived
with the same whoops and shouts Brownlee might have rendered in
full throttle. All in all, the Checker album (entitled 'T'll Go’) certainly
generated the kind of excitement one would expect from this widely
admired outfit. Robey must have seethed with resentment when the
album hit the record stores in 1961.

Although no one could match the awesome, ear-splitting abilities of
Brownlee, Roscoe had a pleasing, slightly softer, more soulful voice.
This is not to say that Roscoe could not shout or moan as well as
the best of them, like Charles Johnson who replaced the legendary
Julius Cheeks in the Sensational Nightingales. Roscoe found a way to
retain some of Brownlee's signatures yet at the same time blend a
little of his own way around a song.

When the Blind Boys returned to Peacock in 1960 Roscoe brought
Jimmy Carter and Rev. Willie Mincy into the group. The new and
improved seven-member squad, unlike the old quintet, certainly
added a broader dimension to the overall impact of the group.
Roscoe cut six singles with the Blind Boys over a peried of three-
and-a-half years. All were magnificent examples of soul-infused,
sanctified gospel.

QUITTING THE BLIND BOYS FOR R&B

Moonlighting over to Ewart Abner's Constellation label on Chicago's
Record Row, and billed as Roscoe Robinson and The Blind Boys
of Ohio, the group kicked off the label’s gospel series with fiery
renderings of 'Sell Out To The Master’ and the achingly heartfelt
'I'm A Child Of The King', Disappointed with the lack of notice and
shortness of funds, Roscoe quit the Blind Boys and found Big Henry
Johnson to take his place. Johnson had just quit singing gospel with
the Sims Twins.

Roscoe thought he would try his hand over in the more handsomely
rewarded, but dog-eat-dog pastures of popular music. His first step
was to call on his old friend Abner Spector who ran Tuff Records
out of New York City, Roscoe cut one impressive soul opus for Tuff
entitled 'What Makes A Man Do Wrong', a recording Roscoe considers
one of his strongest waxings. The record failed to catch notice.

Roscoe had fo wait two years before his luck changed. In June
1966 he signed with Florence Greenberg's Wand label on New
York's Broadway. His first release, ‘That's Enough’ slowly climbed
Billboard's R&B charts, reaching the number 7 spot after 13 weeks
over the summer of 1966. 'That's Enough’ was issued in the UK on
Pye International in the same year and saw reissue on Wand in the
UK in 1972. His second fall release of 'How Much Pressure’ (Do You
Think I Can Stand) raced up the Billboard charts, but stalled at
number thirty-nine. Amazingly enough, the reverse of 'How Much’,
the catchy opus 'Do It Right Now', also charted, at number 40.

Roscoe cut another two less successful Wand singles before
refurning to gospel music in 1967. Back in 1962, James Phelps,
who had served in Chicago's famous Soul Stirrers, formed his own
quartet called the Clefs of Calvary. The Clefs capitalised on the Soul
Stirrers’ warm and winning sound. Phelps, whose epiglottal technique
directly reflected the vocal acrobatics of Sam Cooke, had a soulfully
pleasing and softly caressing way around a lyric.

After twe albums and three singles for Robert Weinstock's Tru
Sound outlet plus one release in the Checker gospel series, the Clefs
signed with Carmen Murphy's House Of Beauty, otherwise known
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as Hob Records, in Detroit. The group’s two principal soloists were
James Phelps and Calvin April. When Roscoe joined in 1967 he states
that the two leads were still in place. They sang alongside founding
member Ezell Wilkins. Roscoe also says he trained the group earlier
on. In 1967 Hob released a delightful 'Clefs of Calvary' album
containing seven cuts lead by Roscoe.

Unlike the former two album releases by the Clefs, the Hob
collection has never seen re-release and remains a much sought
after item among gospel collectors. With the sudden death of
the Clefs' album, Roscoe once more returned to soul and R&B. In
late 1967 he signed with Fred Foster's Sound Stage 7 label in
Nashville and cut five singles, two of which were later reissued on
John Richbourg's Nashville-based Sound Plus imprint. A third and
last Sound Plus release, 'Leave You In The Arms' (Of Your Other
Man), was later leased to Atlantic, who re-released the song in 1969.
Although the stronger and more heartfelt of the two issued tunes,
it was overshadowed by the reverse, 'Oo Wee Baby I Love You' which
saw chart action, peaking at number 42 in July 1969. After quitting
Sound Plus around 1970, Roscoe went to Stan Lewis's Paula Records
in Shreveport where he enjoyed six singles releases over a four-and-
a-half year period. Although well produced and widely distributed,
Roscoe's Paula output failed to dent the charts, although Contempo
in the UK leased two sides from Lewis in 1973,

Since the early 1980s Roscoe has served off and on in the Blind
Boys of Alabama alongside James L. Watts, Clarence Fountain or Sam
Butler Jnr, close buddy Johnny Fields and George Scott. In 1982
Roscoe and the group recorded the funky 'I'm A Soldier In The Army
Of The Lord" album for Peace International Records in Philadelphia
under the supervision of the reputable Gamble and Huff team. The
most outstanding track on the collection is Roscoe's tearstained and
tough co-lead tfreatment of 'Tears For Water' whereon bath Roscoe
and Fountain try to out shout each other.

A year later Roscoe hitched up with old friend Jimmy Jones. Jones
(not the 'Handy Man' chap) is the legendary sub basement basso
renowned for his & below G antics on recordings made for Gotham
and Vee Jay as long serving member of the Harmonizing Four.
Roscoe and Jones cut an album for Savoy on which Roscoe leaves
his testimony on Archie Brownlee's old chestnut, 'T Love The Lord'.
Roscoe's devil defying performance is worth the price of the album
should you be fortunate enough to find it in good shape anywhere.

Other good work appears on the Five Blind Boys of Alabama’s 1987
Messiah collection entitled "Thank You For Caring For Me', produced
by Tony Beck in Philadelphia. Although Roscoe did not get a chance to
lead on this set, which is short on effective harmanies, he shared in
the hip rhythm arrangements. As a solo entity, Roscoe tried getting
with Tommy Couch at Malaco Records in Jackson, Mississippi but
Malaco could not find a suitable producer for him.

Roscoe has never turned his back on singing and recording gospel
music and has a CD collection ready fo go should some enterprising
record company somewhere want to invest in an artist whose calibre
you will not easily find among the few surviving, legendary soldiers
along the Gospel Highway.
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