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SISTER LUCILE BARBEE
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by Opal Louis Nations

Sister Lucile Barbee is one of Nashville’s gospel treas-
ures whose fine but small recorded legacy is sadly little
known and rarely recalled outside her native aty. Born
in Athens or Decatur in North-Central Alabama (Lucile
is not positively sure which of the two) to LeRoy and
Betty Buford, she moved north up Highway 65 to Nash-
ville with her mother after the sudden death of her fa-
ther in the late Thirties. Lucile was just a few months
old at the time. Betty and Lucile became members of
The Tabernacle Baptist Church on South Street at
Twelfth Avenue South. Lucile sang in the church choir.
“That's where I learned to sing and find great inspira-
tion,” savs Barbee. As a child she teamed up with The
Golden Echoes women’s acappella quartet out of
Evansville, Indiana. Being a preadolescent, Lucile always
traveled with her mother as chaperone.

The Golden Echoes journeyed to play engagements
in Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Louisville. Lucile always
stuck to singing and never leamned to play an instru-
ment. In June 1952, her friend Rev. Doctor Morgan
Babb introduced Lucile to Bill Beasley at Tennessee
Records. Morgan and The Radio Four, a group formed
of the Babb brothers, were signed to the label at the
time. Barbee cut one record accompanied only by
Morgan on piano, “Rock Me In His Bosom,” backed
with “Gonna Wait Right Here.” Beasley’s efforts at dis-
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tribution were poor at best and the record went unno-
ticed.

A second session was held in April 1953 and by
now Beasley had switched Barbee from the Tennessee
label to his main Republic imprint. This time Barbee’s
vocals were backgrounded by Morgan, Gorge, James,
Claude, and Ray Babb of The Radio Four. The re-
lease of “Just Can’t Keep It To Myself” sandwiched with
“Where Could I Go” drew alitde more attention. Barbee
plus accompanying quartet seemed to indicate a win-
ning formula, or so many thought, including Ernie
Young at Nashboro/Excello Records. :

Tn March 1954, Barbee recorded four more sides
for Beasley. Two were issued in May 1954 and the re-
maining in April 1955. The May 1954 release paired
“Beautiful Tomorrow” or “Beautitul Garden Of Tomor-
row” (as Barbee liked to refer to 1t) with “Call Him By
His Name.” Barbee is certain that Robert (Bob) Jones
and The Royal Gospel Singers of Nashville
backgrounded on “Beautiful Tomorrow,” and it is quite
evident by the timber of the voices that Morgan and
The Radio Four supported Barbee on the reverse - “Call
Him By His Name.”

Barbee considers “Beautiful Tomorrow™ one of her
finest recordings and wants strongly to do a Nincties
remake of the song. Robert Jones got his start on Gaspel
Train, a show Barbee has hosted on Nashville’s WVOL
from 1955 through 1990. Gaspel Train was a weekly,

thirty-minute Sunday morning gospel program that aired
at 10 a.m. *T played all kinds of gospel music,” says
Barbee, “traditional and contemporary, and sometimes
[ got to sing myselt.” Robert Jones became Bob Jones
and switched over nto television. Until a recent move
to Atlanta, he hosted the extremely popular Gaspel Ex-
plosion over WLAC in Nashville.

After the release and moderate sale of “A Little More
Faith And Grace™ matched with “My Loved Ones Are
Waiting,” again supported by The Radio Four on Re-
public Records in March 1955, Lucile began to devote
more time to her second talent. “1 had always liked cut-
ting hair and I sort of took to it. I never had any formal
training or went to school to learn the business. I just
rented a storefront and picked it up as I went along.”
The walls of Lucile’s Barbershop on Jefterson Street, were
plastered with photographs of celebrated gospel quar-
tets and soloists. Barbee styled both men and women’s
hair. Gospel artists frequently dropped by Lucile’s Bar-
bershop whenever they came to town and needed their
hair fixed. Barbee bullied and badgered and finally man-
aged to get her hair stylist’s license in 1950.

Barbee’s record sales suffered by the fact that her
business detracted from the need to travel and promote
herself. Barbee had to rely solely on the record com-
pany being able to get radio air play, and in Beasley’s
case, the grease was spread very thinly. Name recogm-
tion barely stretched beyond the state. In October 1956,
siv months after the demise of Republic Records, Rev.
Doctor Morgan Babb took Barbee to Ernie Young of
Nashboro Records. Young expressed interest in record-
ing Barbee but did not consider her a strong enough
soloistin her own right. Young would only record Barbee
with a vocal group background as Beasley had done
betore him.

An agreement was reached and Barbee signed with
Nashboro. On her first Nashboro session in November
1956, she was supported by a loose bunch oflocal Nash-
ville singers who labeled themselves The Israelite
Travelers just for the occasion. Barbee remembers the
singers as being John Phillips, (2) Redman, Tommy
Hutchins who later took up the cloth, and Clarence
Mills who served as the group’s leader. All but Hutchins
have since passed away.

“Yes, Call Him By His Name” paired with
“Straighten “Em Lord” hit the record racks over the
1956 Christmas season. “Yes Call Him By His Name,”
a reprise of her 1954 Republic recording, finds Barbee
in a mellow mood. Her solicitations and pleas are an-
chored by Mills and the group’s solid and continuous
incantations. “Straighten ‘Em Lord” rakes our minds
directly to the holiness church where angels are called
down and demons cast out. Barbee’s second and most
impressive release, “Let The Church Roll On™ twinned
with “Faith And Grace,” is perhaps her best remem-
bered platter. The single made the record racks in the spring
of 1960. Vocal backing on “Let The Church Roll On™ is
maost definitely The Radio Four - their unmistakable ca-
dences can be heard loudly and clearly on this exciting rock
& roll sermon. “Faith And Grace,” also aided by the wail-
ing and weaving Radio Four, was a stoutly sung belter set
to marching tempo.

On an alternate, unreleased version of “Fath And
Grace,” Barbee steps back a little and The Radio Four 1s
drawn a step closer to the mike.

Rarbee’s third and final outing came seven years later
when “Let’s Praise The Lord,” sandwiched with yet a sec-
ond release of “Yes Call Him By His Name,” made its de-
but. Barbee caught rumors that “Let’s Praise The Lord”
sold close to a million copies, although in reality a million
copies is a gross exaggeraton. “Let's Praise The Lord” did,
however, turn out to be a widely successful record. *Let’s
Praise The Lord™ is a joyous church-wrecker on which
Rarbee ventures into vocal experimentation to the sound of
thundering drums and overindulgent crashing cymbals. The
unidentified backing group could well be The Israclite
Travelers and the song from an carlier session as Barbee
had quit making records at this late date.

“All Over,” an unreleased song from the May 1960
session, catches Barbee in a deep, bluesy mood and is per-
haps her finest vocal performance. George Babb shares in
the lead work with The Radio Four’s enthusiastic support.

After Barbee’s last Nashboro release, she took up
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with The Spiritual Four of Nashville, _ e Radlo Four .
but the group never recorded. In the S e S
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Devil Ride™ and “Ship Without A Sail”
with Rev. Baxter and The Starlight Ju-
bilees. The record was never released. “I
liked the songs,” says Barbee, “but I was
none too happy with the background
singing.” Barbee closed Lucile’s Barber-
shop and went to work at the A.C. Kelly’s
hair salon in 1987, In 1994, she was
showered with many accolades. She was
made honorary citizen of Huntsville and
most beloved gospel radio M.C. at the
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She retired from barbering in April,
1996 and was presented with a Vision
Award on Bobby Jones’ now nationally
syndicated Gospel Explosion TV show.
Sister Lucile Barbee continues to host her
own radio program over WVOL and now
and again rides out to a local church to
sing pretty for the people.
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Before AVI was gobbled up by
MCA, Shannon Williams had intended
to conduct further sessions by Sister
Barbee so that a sufficient amount of
material could be used on a CD release,
However, because the buy-out occurred
so- quickly, he was unable to carry the
project through. Sadly, no L'nmplﬂtt col-
lection of Barbee’s work exists anywhere
at the present time.
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