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Prof. Horace Clarence Boyer explains in his book “How Sweet the
Sound” (Elliott & Clark, 1995) that, like Chicago, Philadelphia had a
loose core of prominent female gospel women who not only sang but
composed and played keyboards. Among these, Margaret Wells Allison
of the Angelic Gospel Singers, Ruth Davis of the Davis Sisters, Marian
Williams of the Stars of Faith, Clara Ward of the famous Ward Singers
and Evangelist Rosie Wallace-Brown of the Imperial Gospel Singers
were the most prominent examples. Most fans and collectors of tradi-
tional, post-war gospel music are probably aware of the contributions
made to the genre by all but the last-mentioned aggregation, The Impe-
rials. They certainly deserve a place up there in the pantheon of the
truly worthy.

Why are the praises of the Imperial Gospel Singers not heralded?
Rosie herself explains that all but The Imperials had time to tour behind
both their ministry and current recordings. Because The Imperials’ two
principal members had congregations to attend to, travelling to foreign
parishes on long weekends to perform set the boundaries of popular
demand. On record The Imperials rivalled the Wards, but, unlike the
Ward Singers, The Imperials kept their music out of night clubs. Rev.
Maceo Woods, Pastor of the Christian Tabernacle Church on Chicago’s
South Prairie Avenue, says that Rosie Wallace is not only a fine and
talented musician but a precious and genuine soul, a person without
pretence or guile.

Born in North Philadelphia on June 20, 1935, Rosie was raised by
her mother, Lorraine Wallace-McWilliams, described as a good, strong
Christian soul. In 1940 Rosie and her mother moved to Cleveland where
they attended the Shiloh Metropolitan Baptist Church under the pastor-
ship of Rev. Boone. The young Rosie was soon attracted to Music and
was taking piano lessons from a female tutor whose name she has long
forgotten. While Rosie attended Shiloh, the great Rev. C. L. Franklin
and his amazing protégé, Sammie L. Bryant, concretised at the church.
The renowned Miss Sammie L. Bryant could sing “Amazing Grace”
with more passion and grace than any singer heard at that time. (Listen
to Sacred 6008, the 78 rpm recording she made of it in 1949.) Franklin
himself was so impressed he had his thirty-year-old daughter, Aretha,
record “Amazing Grace™ almost in the same arrangement some twenty-
three years down the road. Rosie was bowled over by Sammie’s singing
and right then wanted to be just like her. Rosie also snuck away to hear
a female gospel group called The Deep River Song Birds who also made
a deep and lasting impression on her. Her ability to pick up the music
played by the musicians in her church quite naturally meant that Rosie
had a special gift. When she returned to Philadelphia with her mother
in 1947, she continued piano lessons under a second female teacher.
Rosie played well and was taught theory. As it turned out, Rosie had
absorbed the music of the church so well that she ended up tutoring her
tutor in return for basics unfamiliar to her.

By 1947 Rosie had progressed to a level where she could teach oth-
ers the basic theory of music on the piano. Lorraine, Rosie’s mother,
took her charge to Anna Smallwood, a noted gospel soloist and director
of the Youth Choir attached to the Christian Hope Baptist Church. Rosie
became pianist for the choir. The Christian Hope Baptist Choir was
called to sing at church concerts, banquets and church anniversaries.
Anna also served as Choir director at the Pentecostal Church across the
street from where she lived. Rosie also sat in as musical accompanist
with them. Later on, Anna and Rosie founded a music school at Anna’s
house. They had twenty-five graduates and called their academy The
Rosie-Ann Music School. Later still, Rosie took her teaching talents
into the local schools.

The day came when Anna and Rosie wanted to start a group. This
was at the time Rosie was graduating from Junior to senior high school.
The couple took on three singers at first - “Connie” Consuello Antrom;
a strong alto singer, Myrtle Ferguson, and a talented lead soprano, Louise
Smoke. Rosie, blessed with a high voice, sang top soprano and Anna
filled in on alto and baritone. Both Anna and Rosie shared in writing
charts and lyrics although Rosie wrote the lion’s share of the songs.
The group was expanded from quartet to sextet for a while a little later.
“Blood-sister” Rudeen Brown came aboard. Anna, a stay-at-home busi-
nesswoman, was strict with the girls on timing and appearance. She
kept a motherly eye over them. The group travelled to out-of-town en-
gagements in Anna’s Cadillac. Although a disciplinarian, Anna was a
kind and giving person. Wednesday was nearly always rehearsal day.
Anna insisted on fixing a full, four-course meal. After all, a singer can-
not sing on an empty stomach. Young people called on Anna at her home
all the time. Her students adored her. While not fulfilling engagements
with The Imperials, Rosie, a kind of journeywoman pianist, filled in
where needed as accompanist at the Christian Tabernacle Church of God
in Christ.

Some time during the Spring of 1955, Anna approached Chris Forde
at Tuxedo Records on Nassau Street in New York. In all probability,
Prof. (now Bishop) Charles Taylor, who was at that time signed to Chris
Forde, had sung the group’s praises in advance and this may have helped



the group secure a contract. Forde signed The Imperials to a one-year
contract. In May 1955, the group shared a session with Prof. Taylor,
who, as it so happened, cut one of his best remembered recordings.
“God’s Got a Television”. The Imperials recorded 1 Want To Live” and
“This Same Jesus”, a record Rosie says she has totally forgotten about.
She does, however, recall the second session almost a year later which
resulted in the release of “Just As | Am”, backed with I Found Him".
Today, both releases are extremely difficult to find from any source.
Rosie married Edward Brown, a noted pianist in his own right who fre-
quently played for the late Marian Williams and the Stars of Faith.

In an interview given to Glenn D. Hinson in 1989, Rosie said she
received her “call” to preach in 1957 while singing with The Imperial
Gospel Singers. She preached her first message the following year at
Rev. Maceo Woods’ Christian Tabernacle in Chicago. Since then Rosie
and Woods have become the closest of friends. 1958 was also a pivotal -
year for The Imperials. Singer/Preacher Rev. Lawrence Roberts often
came as guest speaker to the Christian Hope Baptist Church where The
Imperials regularly shared gospel programs. Roberts also assisted Fred
Mendelsohn, principal gospel A & R man at Herman Lul:nmsl»:]..r s Savoy
Record Company out o i
Newark, NJ. Roberts,
with commendations
from the Wards, brought
The Imperials to Savoy
where, in March 1958,
they recorded one half of
their first and finest fiery
album with legendary
gospel organist Herman
Stevens entitled “Gospel
Songs” (Savoy 14028).

The New York based
Stevens, a close friend of
The Imperials, often
came to Philadelphia
with The Stevens Sing-
ers, normally composed
of three women, o
concretise al the Hope
Baptist. Six songs were
taped, four of which were -
issued as singles. Rosie played piano on alI of them. The songs in-
cluded a thundering rendition of the rollicking “In My Father’s House”
which Edwin and Walter Hawkins used over a decade later as a staple in
their choir, and the throat-thrashing “My Change Will Come”.

Nothing really ever again came close to the level of power and in-
tensity generated on this first session, although The Imperials contin-
ued to make strong sides that rivalled the commitment produced on both
of the Ward and Davis Sisters’ releases. Even though The Imperials
never toured, they somehow found time to fill odd engagements in De-
troit, Chicago and New York. Their first two Savoy releases made last-
ing impressions on the gospel community, and they did make it onto
gospel package shows at the Apollo in Harlem.

In 1958 a crisis developed with the original Ward Singers. Marian
Williams, Kitty Parham, Esther Ford, Henrietta Waddy and Frances
Steadman were unhappy with the pay they were getting. Gertrude Ward,
Clara’s mother, controlled the group’s finances and always took a lion’s
share for herself. The girls wanted a larger cut. Cabaret engagements
and appearances on TV were flooding in for the group and they felt they
should be earning more money. Shortly before an appearance on the
Today TV Show, Marian called Gertrude to say that the girls had had
enough and that they were quitting to go off on their own. The defectors
founded The Stars of Faith. Meanwhile, Gertrude, out of desperation,
called The Imperials to fill in as Wards on previously arranged engage-
ments in Chicago. “We filled in for the wards in Chicago at a concert
sponsored by Maceo Woods. We wore plain black gowns, as there was
no way either me or the girls would go out regularly as the Wards wear-
ing outrageous sequinned gowns and wigs,” says Rosie. Right after that
Rosie was asked by Albertina Walker to join The Caravans, but Rosie's
place was with her group. Without Rosie there would be no Imperials.
Gertrude found other “Wards™ in singers like Dorothy Holmes and
Mildred Means. Albertina found Shirley Caesar.

In March 1959 The Imperials with Robert Banks at the organ re-
corded enough material to fill out three single releases, all of which
were later culled for the group’s first album release in 1960. Songs
included the smouldering hymn-like “Dark Was The Night” sung as an
ensemble effort, “If You Wait™ sung at times as a duet culminating in a
vigorous Rosie testimonial, a lilting arrangement of “There’'s Not A
Friend"” (otherwise known as Johnson Oatman, Jr.’s “No, Not A One!™),
the convincingly powerful “Guide My Weary Feet” sung by Connie




Antrom in strident Ruth Davis-like style, the ballad-like “Show Me The
Way", with its ever-changing tensions, the story telling “Lazarus™ driven
by Gus Johnson's heavy-handed drums behind Rosie’s shrieks and wails
plus the victorious (I'm So Glad I'm Here) “In Jesus'Name".

This second session differed overall from the first in respect to a
lesser mix of fire and brimstone. The group seems a little more relaxed
and not given to so much fervour and abandonment. When The Imperi-
als” initial album was released, Rosie had quit the group and was pre-
paring for her ministry which finally came together in April of 1957.
Future recordings would either include Rosie as a soloist with the choir
of the First Church of Love, Faith and Deliverance, or with her hus-
band, gospel keyboardist Edward Brown with whom she recorded for
Nashboro later on. The Imperials continued to record for Savoy for at
least another seven years, and I suspect Rosie played piano on some of
the output. The First church of Love, Faith and Deliverance was founded
in 1962 by Rosie where she is Pastor even to date.

The second group included Anna, Louise, Connie and others with
Bobby Rochester sitting in on piano where necessary. This second Im-
perials aggregation sounded a little more like Birmingham, Alabama’s
Gospel Harmonettes and their wild extroversions and saved and sancti-
fied approach. Songs like “How Can I Forget” roasted the church.

In 1963 Rosie and her choir, which she assembled in 1962, cut their
first and best remembered album entitled “God Cares™ (Savoy 14081.
Robert Chestnut became the choir’s first arranger and keyboardist. He
was later replaced by Forest Hodge and Edward Brown. Standouts on
the “God Cares” album include the soulfully touching title track with its
universal message and understated accompaniment, the rousingly joy-
ful “The Lord is My Shepherd” drawn directly from the 23" Psalm, the
soaring “Ill Be Alright” and turbulent “Power Of The Holy Ghost” which
describes the day of Pentecost when the power of the Holy Ghost fell
upon one hundred twenty souls.

After the release of Rosie’s second album she was recorded live as a
soloist at a concert given at Hotel Philadelphia in March 1966 for Artic
Records. She continued to record with her choir throughout the 1960s
and into the 1970s. Andre Crouch, Maceo Woods and Billy Preston all
assisted Rosie whenever she ministered in their cities. Edward Brown,
who later played for Tish Campbell, became a strong influence on Ri-
chard Smallwood who is currently considered one of today’s world class
pianist / arranger / composers.

I asked Rosie to recall one of her most memorable appearances.
“Oh, that was in 1969 when I did a concert with the children and Aduli
Choirs of First Church. The concert was held at Philadelphia’s Acad-
emy of Music,” she said. *I had written poetry to be presented in skit
form depicting the amazing grace of God. Archie Dennis (ex-Roberta
Martin alum) narrated as I directed the choir to accompany him. Some
of the selections were taught and directed by the very talented Onelda P.
Verdell who has since become the Minister of Music at the First Church
of Love, Faith and Deliverance.”

Today Rosie spends most of her time attending to her ever-expand-
ing ministry which includes re-development of housing and land given
by a Philadelphia veterinarian to the church. These projects embrace
hosing former prison inmates to help them integrate back into society as
productive citizens. “We attempt to provide affordable housing for those
with low incomes. In the planning process is the building of a multipur-
pose centre for the youth and seniors. We plan to build counselling
offices for our regular ministry endeavours and the Restoration & Be-
yond, a very active Christian Drug/Alcohol Rehab Support Group, as
well as the Compassionate Grief Ministry which ministers to the needs
of the terminally ill and their families before and after death. Many
details are attended to that may be burdensome for the ill or the griev-
ing.” Other ministries under the pastorate of Rosie are The Drama Min-
istry, Food Distribution, Hospitality, Culinary Services, Altar Workers,
Keepers of the Temple — a ministry designed to care for the physical
needs 1o keep us in good health, or bring us to good health through
education, eating, exercise and prayer. There are both Men and Women
Fellowships which sponsor seminars and retreats for the relevant needs
of their attendees. There exists the Music Ministry, the Board of Nurses,
Missionaries, Prison Outreach, the Tape Ministry, Ushers, the Children
and Youth Ministries, the Sunday School, the Solid Foundation Classes
which are mandatory for new members and new believers to teach them
the basic truths of the Christian Faith and the distinctions of First Church,
Computer classes, Meals-on-Wheels and other outreach services to en-
hance the lives of others.

Both Louise Smoke and Rudeen Brown are now passed on. Anna is
paralysed and confined to a wheelchair. Rosie says she enjoys life more
now than ever before and is thinking of setting up her own recording
and publishing company to showcase the many talents of her flock and
others that she can help.

- Opal Louts Nations
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( With invaluable assistance from Rosie Wallace and Mark Carrodus)
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