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The Story Behind The

‘,afaf’fl/ Legends of

Gospel Series
by Opal Louis Nations
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t all began in the
summer of 1991 when
Ralph Kaffel, the
President of Fantasy
Records, having acquired
the Spccialty catalogue
from Beverly Rupe, chose
toreissuethelabel’s deep
treasure trove of gospel,

much of which had been
recorded during the
music’s golden era, in a
Specialty Legends of
Gospel Series separate
from that allocated to
producer Billy Vera, who
handled the rebirth of
Specialty’s R&B material.

Lee Hildebrand, writer for the San
Francisco Chronicle and associate editor
for The East Bay Express of Oakland,
California, was asked to expand his duties
as soul music liner note writer for Fantasy
totake onthe awesome task of this project.
It was at his request that | was brought
aboard as co-producer. Both Hildebrand
and myself had started out by writing
articles for Blues Unlimited way back in
the 1960's and had ended up similarly
interested in traditional gospel music.

After the acceptance of our initial first
batch proposal, we were relegated to tiny
bedroom-sized office space called “the
tape copy room”, where multiples of
cassette tapes were generated from other
source material for the purpose of making
working prototypes forimpending projects.
All pre-1950 Specialty material was
recorded on metal masters and had to be
translated to DAT for audition. All post
1950's recordings had been committed to
seven-inch Scotch tape which was of
excellent quality and had held up well
over the years for the most part.

Our problems lay in the splices, most of
which had completely deteriorated.
Hildebrand and | spent endless hours
lovingly re-splicing tapes before the
making of subjective appraisal could be
made. “Tails-out” tapes came in three
categories: rehearsal, studio and master.
Only The Soul Stirrers tapes had been
thoughtfully duplicated onto master quality
safety copies, but | have a nagging
suspicion that many of the original out-
takes and alternates were left discarded
on the cutting room floor.

Along with an impressive tape library,
the Specialty purchase included a photo

‘archive and paste-up sheets and

notations, along with artists’
correspondence with the company. The
latter provedinvaluable as Sister Wynona
Carr's letters alone told the story of an oft-
times scatter-brained yet bright, incredibly
talented woman whose successes never
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seemed to outshine her misfortunes.

The colourful Professor A

Bradford's letters to the company
were both literary and amusing.
Bradford, Art Rupe's gospel A&R
man, both botched other artists’
sessions and swindled Rupe out

of considerable sums of money,

according to Rupe's side of the

correspondence.

Our function as producers
included the transfer of

acceptable material from reel-to

reel to cassette for audition and
mock-CD configurations. We

spent endless hours hounding
down artists still alive for
interview material to possibly
be used in future liner notes.
Ourtask alsoincluded segue of
material of suitable quality and
tempo and researching session
details and photographic
materials.

Working on The Soul Stirrers

confronted us on the
Brother Joe May
| tapes, and The Blind
Boys Of Alabama
always knocked us for
a loop. The amazing
Clarence Fountain has
an indelible memaory
and can remember
almost every detail from
every session. His
assistance was
invaluable.

For someone as
seminally importantin the
development of post
war gospel as Sallie
Martin and The Sallie
Martin Singers, we
enlisted the help of Dr.
Jacqueline Cogdell

lex

i DjeDje, Professor of
x Ethno-musicology at the
e g~ University of California,

Los Angeles, who
conducted most of the

R.H. Harris collection was ]
pure joy and the one

research. The Rev.

Johnnie Taylor and two
Sam Cooke Stirrers
collections made us feel we

Cleophus Robinson re-
1 corded for avariety of labels
over a period of forty-five

!

were making history. Harris years, but nothing comes

rarely had to do multiple : CHEEKS close to the Battle label sides

takes and discovery of AUL FOSTER AND JULIUS waxed in the early 1960s
P

unissued material was a high

point. The Chosen Gospel

Singers Collection gave us
endless problems. Surviving
ex-members gave conflicting
historical and discographical
accounts, the on-the-road
personnel alwaysdiffered from
the in studio aggregations. We
found we were depending too
much time agonising over who
was on what and because of
looming deadlines hadto throw

o SAM COOKE,

with Jessy Dixon and The
JESUS GAVE ME WATES !

Gospel Chimes, most of
which see light of day for
the first time on our
“Someone Who Cares”
collection. Fantasy also
owns the rights to the
Battle label as well as the
John Dolphin collection of
labels.

The Swan Silvertones,
_| of course, spent their
most glorious moments

FEATURIN

in the towel. But the music was
worth it all.

It seemed like an ever-never
ending flow of Professor Alex
Bradfordtapes. Bradford used
his position of A&R executive
to record himself whenever

on Specialty, and our two
collections, and in
particular the live
recordings, attest to it.
The 1955 Shrine
Concert Collection has
turned out to be one of the

possible which resulted in a
vast body of usable material.
Dorothy Love Coates and
The Gospel Harmonettes
were another group who did
not often produce reels of
outtakes. Her finest hours
were with Specialty, thus
making it difficult for us to
reject material we could
not find time to include.
The Pilgrim Travellers
presented the same set
of problems.

Our main concern with
The Meditation Singers

77777??1'77'77* . best sellers in the entire
series. For the “Women Of
THE PiLcrim THAVE:::E..EQLLiE Mq?i-:—:; E;’;NGFREH SD[TS%{;IOSHEE?;;E ?Mne hgg ?E;
: AY ,
use material from the
collections of other gospel
aficionados because of the
extreme rarity of the sides
which did not exist in the
vaults.
& B More reissues are planned for
o the future - a second delve
into John Dolphin’s collection
oflabels, some Prestige gospel
compilations, plus the long-

- : w
SISTER WYNONA CA

was that the group did
not record frequently

awaited “Men of Gospel's
Golden Age, Volume One" from
a variety of different labels.

enough forthe label. An
endless wealth of first- e

rate recordings

CD Covers courtesy of
Keith Briggs.

B&H == No 103 = 11




	Specialty Gospel Legends-1
	Specialty Gospel Legends-2
	Specialty Gospel Legends-3

