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The Staple Singers circa 1951 - 1952.. Left to right: Pervis, Roebuck, Cleotha and Mavis. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

From "Prayer of Death”

by Opal Louis Nations

The globally acclaimed Staple Singers
have sung as an integrated family unit for
close to half a century. They have
become the most successful vocal group ever
to cross from down-home countryfied gospel to
folk to R & B to soul to funk and finally pop.
The aggregation’s two major musical
cornerstones have been “Pops” Roebuck
Staples and his dramatic Delta guitar picking
and occasional church moaning, plus daughter
Mavis's smoky, gut-bucket, sometimes basso,
sometimes contralto, vocal stylings, which
never failed to get the church brethren in a
state of absolute euphoria.

to "Uncloudy Day"

My first introduction to The Staples came in the
early 1960s. | had spent my sunny summer
Sunday evenings sitting with my tiny “tranny”
on Brighton's tar-encrusted pebble beach tuned
into Daniel Fillapachi’s (the spelling is probably
way out of line) revelatory ‘American blues and
gospel program on France One. Fillapachi
played all the important black gospel and blues
releases of the day during the evening hours.
Times were thin for gospel music in England.
Viee Jay recordings (the label to which The
Staples were signed) were given birth in the UK
by EMI Columbia, whose release schedule was
as rapid as a pregnant elephant’s gestation.

The only information we had to go by in those
days were Cedric Hayes' squint-eyed mimeo
discographies published in early Blues
Unlimiteds of foolscap measure, although 1
recall getting albums and EPs from Disques
Vogue in Villelaneuse (France). Disques Vogue
seemed to have had, at one point, an
enterprising Vee Jay gospel reissue schedule. It
was not until the poorly publicized Stateside
EMI reissue program that Vee Jay gospel found
a respectable visual presence in select British
record stores. In today's CD-land, Vee Jay
sides by The Staple Singers are regurgitated in
the US., Britain, and Japan at an almost
consistent in-and-out-of-print rate.
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The Staple Singers began with HRoebuck
Staples, born the seventh of fourteen Staples
children in the tiny rural Delta town of Winona,
Mississippi, one hundred wmiles south of
Memphis on December 28, 1915. Bill Ellis,
journalist for the Memphis Commercial
Appeal, insists that Roebuck was born a vear
earlier, however. Raised by kin in Drew on
Liston Sage’s upper cotton and corn plantation
apportionment between Greenwood and
Clarksdale, the young Roebuck was pulled out
of school at age eight to work in the cotton
fields and potato patches of William O. (Will)
Dockery (1865-1936) in Sunflower County.
Roebuck earned himself the handsome sum of
ten cents a day. Dockery is described in
Stephen Calt and Gavle Wardlow's book on
Charlie Patton (‘King of the Delta Blues’, Rock
Chapel Press, 1988) as being an austere six-
foot abstentionist of Scottish descent. The
‘Dockery’ plantation consisted of nearly ten
thousand acres which Dockery himself cleared
and drained. He had
acquired the parcel for
“something around” five
dollars an acre.

Liston Sage was the
Staples family landlord
from which they rented
living accommodation.
Warren Staples, Roebuck’s
father, owned all the
livestock. While the Staples
were residents of the
Listons’ upper
apportionment, blues
singer/guitarist Charlie
Pation lived in the lower
acres. The Staple Singers'
Rosebud Agency Web site
biography asserts that
Roebuck’s earliest exposure
to music came from a
traditional, inspirational
source. “The first music
that 1 listened to was
acappella singing in the
churches. | was always into
gospel right from a boy on
up. 1 got into blues stuff
after the gospel when 1 got
to be twelve, thirteen,
fifteen years old.”

Dr. David Evans in his
1982 article entitled °‘Big
Road Blues: Tradition and
creativity in the folk blues’
(U. of California at
Berkeley) states that some
of Roebuck's brothers
played guitar around Drew.
Roebuck insists that his
early musical tastes were
influenced by people like
Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith
and Ida Cox. “Those were
the ladies | liked to hear. |
heard some of the finest
blues singers, Barbecue

Bob (Hicks) and Charlie |’—
The Masked Marvel’ Pation The Staple Singers circa 1953 - 1954, Left to right. Rear: Mavis, Pervis & Cleotha,
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and records by people like
Blind Lemon dJefferson, Big
Bill Broonzy, Memphis Slim and Blind Boy
Fuller.”

Roebuck told Bill Ellis that Dockery had a
big general store to service the needs of both
the upper and lower Liston Sage plantations.
“We'd all meet at the general store about the
first of the month,” says Roebuck. “That's the
way we had to livee We'd get a month's
supplies on credit. That's where | met Patton.
We sat out in front of the store on a big porch,
and | watched him play. that's when | swore I'd
play guitar someday.”

In an interview with Pete Welding conducted
by Leonard Watkins, Welding says he knew
Roebuck well and wanted to record him

singing blues but he would never consent to the
making of blues recordings. “He would sit
around and do Charlie Patton songs.” He goes
on to say that Roebuck learned to play guitar
from Charlie Patton. Dr. David Evans believes
that Roebuck, although impressed with
Patton’s work, was probably influenced directly
by Willie Lee Brown, one of Patton's many
disciples. To be fair on Patton, Roebuck
admired Patton's many Paramount gospel
recordings cut almost as early as his blues
output. Under the pseudonym Elder J. J.
Hadley, Patton recorded the amazing ‘Praver
for death’ (Paris 1 and 2). On ‘Prayer for
death,” Patton gets his guitar to talk by making
the instrument preach the minister's prayer.
This early masterpiece must have had some
impact on the young Roebuck, as some of his
later Vee Jay recordings do at times evoke a
similar atmosphere.

Even so, Patton plaved spirituals with a
knife. Roebuck did not. Willie Lee Brown,

Front: Roebuck. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

born August 6, 1900 in Clarksdale, worked on
the Jim Yeager Plantation near Drew. Brown
frequently playved guitar with Patton on the
Dockery plantation. According to Paul Oliver
in his book ‘The Story of the Blues’ (Chilton,
1969}, “Brown possessed a rasping, abrasive
voice and had developed a dramatic guitar
technigue.” It is likely that the knee-high
Roebuck saw Brown perform and might have
memorized a few pointers. Brown's use of
colorful, dramatic effects on the guitar
certainly must have stayed in Roebuck’s mind.

Roebuck definitely encountered Chester
Arthur Burnett, a.k.a. Howlin' Wolf, who
worked as a child on the Young and Mvers

Plantation in Ruleville, just south of Drew.
Burnett played at hops, suppers and fish frys in
the Drew area and must have impressed
Roebuck considerably. Roebuck says “Howlin'
Wolf used to come through and stand out on
the street and play right at the farm depot.
Folks would pitch nickels and dimes. Out of all
the blues singers, he was my idol.” After both
had moved North to Chicago, they would wind
up living two blocks fram each other.

As for Muddy Waters’ influence on Roebuck
Staple’s music, the former stuck pretty close to
home, the Stovall-Clarksdale area, during the
1920s and “30s. Roebuck might have made
the trip to Clarksdale to see Waters perform in
a juke joint, but apart from the occasional gig
with Scott Bohanna, Waters spent most of his
time plowing fields and planting crops. |
suspect the Waters influence came later, after
Roebuck had moved to Chicago.

Roebuck, a devoutly religious man, put
the church before chitlin (supper clubs) and
opted to join a gospel quartet
formed out of members and
friends of his local Methodist
church. The sixteen-year-old
Roebuck possessed a high tenor
voice at this time. Roebuck
learned much about vocal group
dynamics. Always staving in the
background, he rarely assumed
lead. The unrecorded Golden
Trumpets of Mississippi toured
churches on weekends in both
Carroll and Montgomery
Counties. Roebuck also sang in
his local church choir and even
became assistant choir director
for a spell. His church would
hold outdoor singing
conventions on adjoining
plantations whereat the joyous
swell of choral voices inspired
the impressionable lad.
Although considered sinful by
the church, he dabbled at
plaving the guitar but never took
the instrument seriously enough
to learn how to play it to any
degree of proficiency. The
spartan Staples home lacked the
luxury of a piano and radio set.

Before joining The Golden
Trumpets, Roebuck sang
alongside his brothers and sisters
who had formed a gospel
ensemble taken to rehearsing out
in the back yard. Hoebuck grew
up surrounded by his thirteen
siblings. At age eighteen, the
resourceful Roebuck  had
improved his lot by earning five
dollars a night singing and
dancing for gamblers and farm
folk at a local juke joint. “My
peers,” recounts Roebuck,
“would only make three dollars a

J night and that’s if they were able
_[l to find work.” Planning for a

= petter life some day, Roebuck
saved whatever extra cash came
his way. It was during his studies
at grammar school in Drew that
Roebuck met, fell in love with, and eventually
married Oceola Ware, an attractive gal from a
family of seven voungsters. Cleotha, the
couple's first daughter, was born April 11,
1935.

Soon thereafter, Roebuck turned his back
on country life and headed north for Chicago,
then considered the Promised Land. If lucky
enough to find a job, he would wire for his
family whom he had left in the care of relatives.
Finding stockyard employment, Roebuck made
arrangements to bring his loved ones up to
Chicago. His family had by now grown by one,
with the addition of a son they called Purvis.
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Left to right: Mavis, Cleotha, Pervis and Roebuck Staples, circa 1955. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

“The stockyard job paid fifty cents an hour,”
states Roebuck, “which amounted to earning
about five cents an hour if compared to pay
back home.” By the close of 1936, the Staples
family was temporarily ensconced at the house
of Roebuck's brother, The Rev. Chester A.
Staples. Roebuck joined the Baptist church
and began to sing with a quartet called The
Trumpet Jubilees (not to be confused with the
recorded group by the same name out of
Nashville) in the evenings while working a
variety of day jobs in the stockyards, on
construction sites, and finally in a steel mill.
Roebuck sang high tenor third lead in The
Trumpet dJubilees. The Staples family
multiplied with the addition of three daughters,
Yvonne, born October 23, 1938, Mavis, June
10, 1939, and the late Cynthia Marie born
1941. Just to expand a little on family member
history, we start with Oceola Ware Staples.
Oceola never served as singing partner in The
Staple Singers group. She likes to refer to
herself as “The production partner.” *I
encouraged my family to go out on the
highways and byways and spread the word of
the gospel,” said Oceola to Lacy J. Banks,
author of the article ‘The Staple Singers-The
Message is the Music’ (Black Stars magazine,
June 17, 1972.) “We're just taking gospel
music to people wherever they are now, rather
than telling them to come to us,” she added.
First daughter Cleotha Staples managed
over the vyears, to intertwine two careers.
Cleotha had just been graduated from Doolittle
Grammar School in Chicago when the family
decided to organize itself into a singing group.
After completing studies at Dunbar Trade
School where she specialized in dressmaking,
Cleotha went to work at Hart Schaffner &
Marx clothiers, where she ended up sewing
shoulder pads into coats. She supplemented
her income with occasional work for the Post
Office. Cleotha later enrolled at Wilson Junior

College where she graduated with secretarial
skills. With the phenomenal success of
‘Uncloudy Day’ in 1956, she took on a second
career. In July 1959, Cleotha married Edgar
M. Harris.

First and only son Purvis had had quite a bit
of singing experience behind him before joining
the family group. He had sung on various
school programmes and music festivals,
performing both folk ballads and spirituals,
and even continued outside vocal
engagements all through grammar school and
Dunbar High (all the Staples kids attended
Dunbar High). Purvis's army enlistment came
about in 1958. he served first at Ft. Leonard
Wood, Missouri and later Fort Lee in Virginia.
Purvis's commanding officer had heard the
young recruit sing and encouraged him to join
the Army Choral Group where he continued to
flex his pipes until his honorable discharge in
September 1960.

The Staples’ second daughter Yvonne took
Purvis’s place in the family group while he was
away. Yvonne pursued a secretarial track in
preparation for a career in the business world.
Ending up with a major Chicago company,
Yvonne found satisfving and promising
rewards. Her full-time commitment to The
Staple Singers during the early 1960s brought
a strong and vibrant "high-end"” to the group.

Mavis Staples, one of the strongest and
ablest gospel leads in post-war gospel, was
born at Cook County Hospital in Chicago. A
near death experience touched Mavis twice
during childhood. At eight, Mavis swallowed a
tack which lodged in her throat. The danger
was acute, and hope for survival seemed bleak.
After two days of anxious observation, doctors
successfully removed the tack and Mavis
recovered. At age eleven, Mavis complained of
a pain in her side. Her complaint did not seem
serious enough to warrant further investigation
until a sudden spasm of pain lead to a hasty

examination. Her appendix had burst.
Immediate surgery saved her life. Happily all
went smoothly after this, and Mavis came back
stronger than ever.

Cynthia Marie, the youngest daughter, could
also sing, but choosing to avoid the limelight,
served as quartet secretary for as long as she
could.

1941 was a tough vear for the Staples
family. Roebuck was laid off work and had to
turn to Social Security. He tried a host of
different jobs after this, including one at a
fertilizer plant, which he hated because the
chemicals used to make him sick. In an August
1996 article written by Bill Carpenter in
Goldmine Magazine ('Staple Singers—God's
Greatest Hitmakers'), Mavis Staples tells of an
early musical event. "l was about seven when
I first saw my father play guitar,” she said. “He
had gone to a pawn shop and had paid $30 to
$35 for it.” In the liner notes to ‘Uncloudy
Day’ (Vee Jay 5000, 1959), The Staples” first
entire album, the writer (H.R.R.?) states that
Roebuck’s first guitar cost him $60.00

Mavis goes on to say, “It had only three
strings on it and he had to save enough money
to buy three more. He played the three string
instrument as best he could, then called us kids
into the room, sat us down on the floor and
gave us parts to sing along with him as he
plaved.” This must have been difficult to do, as
the instrument was unable to make chords to
fix harmonies. Roebuck must have hummed
the parts to his kids.

The earliest publicity shot shows Roebuck
with a Kay gquitar, and it is quite likely that this
might have been the instrument purchased at
the pawn shop. As time progressed and the
Staples had a little more cash, the Kay was set
aside in favor of an Orpheum. In all likelihood,
the Orpheum, not a familiar manufacturer's
model, was a generic signature for a guitar
made by a reputable company and sold by a
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department store chain, such as Sears
Roebuck (no pun intended.) Later on,
Roebuck sprang for an expensive Gibson Les
Paul, an instrument he plaved throughout most
of his Vee Jay contract. The Kay came on the
market in the late 1940s and survived into the
early fifties. The Orpheum was probably
offered to the public around 1953 or 1954.
The Gibson was of mid fifties vintage.

Oceola worked nights in downtown Chicago
at The Morrison Hotel. She had a weakness
for gambling. Whenever Rev. C.L. Franklin
(Aretha's father) came to town, the two would
get together and sit around plaving cards.
Roebuck must have whispered many a sad
sinner's praver on those long, cold winter
evenings. Roebuck kept his kids occupied
every night with the family singalongs. “We'd
sit on the floor in a circle,” Mavis recalls. “After
six or seven at night, we had to come in the
house and to make the hours pass quickly sing
songs ‘til it was time to go to bed. He taught
us in the style that his brothers and sisters
would sing. We never thought then that it
would lead to a career.” Mavis insists that if
homework had to be done, they would always
start singing right after.

At the beginning Mavis sang background
tenor and Pervis bass. The overall effect
sounded awkward, so Roebuck switched the
two of them. After Mavis's near-fatal accident,
her voice seemed to have deepened. Roebuck
listened to the new arrangement and thought it
perfect. Trouble arose when Roebuck insisted
after the switch that Mavis assume second lead
after himself, as Purvis had done. Mavis cried
and threw tantrums, but threats of whippings
soon brought Mavis around.

The Staple Singers never appeared in public
until at least five years later. Roebuck had little
idea then of how well his children could sing or
how far he could develop his music, with or
without the help of his family. Mavis often
listened to her
friend's radio, and
developing an
affection for
rhythm and blues,
she mimicked all
the singers of the
day. Even as a
v o u n g
kindergartner,
Mavis was
reprimanded for
singing “The turkey
is a funny bird’
around the house,
a song her teacher
had taught her.
While at school in | = FEEEE
late 1945, Mavis, | e
staying in B o
Mississippi at her
grandmother’s with
her sister Yvonne,
caught the spell of
Ella Johnson's
voice wailing ‘Since |
fell for you." The tune’s refrain came wafting
through windows from neighborhood radios as
Mavis walked to school accompanied by her
sister.

Mavis liked the song so well she sang it at a
school variety show. “My uncle, my mother's
brother who was sixteen, was there. All of a
sudden, | see him coming around the side of
the auditorium, coming up towards the stage.”
Mavis thought her uncle was rushing forward to
praise her for her singing but instead was
snatched off the stage into the shadows. Not a
word was spoken until the pair reached home.
Mavis was ordered outside to cut switches for a
whipping to be administered by her
grandmother. “You don't sing blues in this
family, vou sing church songs,” hollered
Granny between strokes, Mavis reported the
event to her mother up in Chicago and begged
to come home. Mom acquiesced.

Yvonne Staples

The Staples family joined The Mt. Eagle
Baptist Church in 1946. A conflict of
information surrounds the occurrence of the
Staples family's singing debut. One source
indicates that the event came about in 1946, at
The Mount Zion Church in Chicago, pastored
by Roebuck'’s brother, Rev. Chester A. Staples.
A local minister by the name of Lathrop heard
the performance and was impressed enough to
invite the family to sing at his church the
following Sunday. Soon invitations multiplied
as word spread throughout the churchgoing
community. Bill Carpenter asserts in his
Goldmine article that Katie, Roebuck’s sister,
had rented a room at the family house, and
that when she caught them rehearsing in the
living room, she invited them to sing at her
church. “We caught the streetcar,” says Mavis,
“and Pops had his guitar. Aunt Katie bought us
our first little suits, for Cleotha and 1. Yvonne
was not a part of the group at this time.”
(Yvonne and Purvis started switching places
beginning in 1959).

In Lacy J. Banks' interview with The Staple
Singers, Roebuck recalls yet another beginning
engagement. “One rainy winter’s night in
1951, we were called to substitute in a local
gospel program. The group’s entire repertoire
at this point amounted to the handsome sum of
two songs—'l know | got religion' and ‘Sit
down servant.” “We headed for The Holy
Trinity Baptist Church to sing. The church was
packed with two hundred people,” remembers
Roebuck, “and we were really nervous. We
said a prayer and ventured out and sang our
two numbers. The congregation gave us a
thunderous ovation and asked us to sing each
of our A and ‘B’ selections three times. An
attending minister asked us to sing at his
church the following Sunday. We sang there
and got our first pay, a free-will offering of
$34.00 split 50/50 with the church.” In all
likelihood, Roebuck confuses the Holy Trinity
memory with the event Mavis recalls in
conjunction with Aunt Katie's church.

Roebuck decided to increase their fortunes
by teaching the kids a program of songs. The
Staples toured

the local church
circuit pushing
into Gary and
Milwaukee on
some weekends.
Soon the Staples
.were given
regqular Sunday
radio spots on the
AM. frequency.
From WTAQ at
the Wedgewood

Tower, the
Staples enjoyed
two fifteen

minute spots, one
at three, the other
at eight p.m. the
program usually
featured two
5 0 . gsE

“We went to Aunt Katie's church and sang “If |
could hear my mother pray again,” adds
Mavis. The song is traditional, but Roebuck's
arrangement gave it an earthier feeling. It was
one of the few songs rehearsed by the kids from
start to finish. The church called for three
encores. An offering was taken, and the group
received the grand sum of seven dollars (or
$17.50, according to a statement made by
Roebuck to Bill Ellis of The Commercial
Appeal.) The family was desperately in need of
income, and every little bit helped. All this
took place in 1948, according to Mavis.
“Every now and then I'd have to borrow ten
dollars from one of my eldest sisters just to
keep going, to see that my kids got plenty to
eat,” recalls Roebuck. “After singing at Katie's
church, 1 said I'd borrow no more, and we
haven't since.”

Hoebuck and Oceola Staples

sandwiched with
p u b1l I e
announcements. Rudy Roach was program
director.

The Staple Singers began singing on gospel
caravans alongside other aspiring
aggregations. Lacy J. Banks asserts that the
Staples’ straight forward, down-home, simple
melodic approach coupled with their technique
of bending notes in hand with Mavis's
swinging, sensuously rasping and always built-
in rhythmic voice which often seemed to play
against Roebuck's bluesy vibrato chords,
became a source of ridicule. To some singers
out on the gospel highway, The Staples
sounded too ‘country’. Others called them the
laughing stock of the gospel circuit. Some
gospel artists refused to have them on their
program and would remark, “Why don't that
old man take those kids home?” But many of
the reproofs proved to be little more than
jealousy.

In the spring of 1953, Roebuck, Purvis,
Cleotha and Mavis gathered around a small
mike and two-track Ampex tape machine to
record “These are they,” the old Thomas R.
Frye composition made popular by Dorothy
Love Coates and The Gospel Harmonettes two
years earlier on Specialty Records and I.J.
Johnson's ‘Faith and grace’ cut by Rebert
Harris and The Soul Stirrers in 1950. The
songs were issued back to back as Royal 105.
Being a vanity recording, Roebuck invested his
own savings in the venture. The idea was to
promote The Staple Singers at programs as
well as garner air-play on gospel programs
within a few hours driving distance. Only 500
copies were pressed up, which explains why
the 78 is so difficult to find today.

Somewhere around this time, the late Evelyn
Gay, singer, pianist and arranger with The Gay
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Sisters (who had enjoved a hit gospel recording
entitled ‘God will take care of you’ on Savoy in
May 1951) befriended the Staples after hearing
them at a local Chicago church engagement.
Evelyn, who was notorious for doing good
deeds for the church community (she would
pay her fans carfare to get home if they lacked
the money) took the group under her wing.
(See my article on The Gay Sisters published in
The Blues Gazette of Belgium, Issue #3,
Summer 1996 for further details.) “Best of
all,” says her sister Mildred, “Evelyn
encouraged the Staples to bring out their
country and western habit of coloring a song.”
The Staples had a white hillbilly way of
stretching a phrase, a style of singing adopted
by spiritual singing bluegrass groups like The
Blue Ridge Mountain Boys. Evelyn thought the
group ready to record and took them doun to
United Records.

United Records, situated at 5052 South
Cottage Grove, on '‘Record Row,” was started
by Lewis ‘Lou’ Simpkins and Leonard Allen in
August 1951. Leonard Allen was born March
21, 1900 in Montgomery, Alabama of a highly
religious mother and Methodist minister father.
The company was set up primarily to capitalize
on blues and R & B with the likes of Robert
MNighthawk, The Four Blazes and Jimmy
Forrest. United’'s initial forays into gospel
came about in February 1952, with the first in
a series of releases by the great smooth vocal
stylist Robert Anderson, who was trained by
the legendary Roberta Martin. Allen went on
to wax the Southern Tornadoes on United
before signing The Staple Singers in August
1953. Simpkins and Allen also ran a sister
company called States Records for which they
also recorded gospel material.

In a basement on ‘Record Row' on
September 7, 1953, The Staple Singers
attended their first significant Chicago
recording session for an independent label.
Roebuck (lead tenor/guitar), Mavis (contralto
and bass), Cleotha (alto) and Purvis (tenor) cut
five songs. Allen, being unaware of Roebuck’s
emerging Delta guitar picking talent, relegated
his accompaniment to the background, placing
instead Evelyn Gay's piano to the fore. this, of
course, was a big mistake and probably
explains why the group’s initial United release
was not as successful as it should have been.
Gay's piano style, although rooted in the
sanctified Baptist tradition, did not fit with the
close knit family cadences the Staples had for
so long nurtured.

Allen chose "Won't you sit down’, backed
with ‘It rained children’ for the group's first
single release (United 1965). ‘Won't you sit
down,’ a rudimentary precursor to the remake

cut for Vee Jay in 1961, sounds hollow in
comparison but follows the same path with less
feeling and confidence. ‘It rained children’ (It's
gonna rain), more than ‘Sit down,’ gives one a
glimpse into the direction the group was to go.
The song jumps along, with Mavis's breathless
lead and Evelyn's tireless pumping piano
background. The release went nowhere. Allen
wanted the group to cross over and record R &
B, but of course Roebuck refused to go along.

Of the three remaining songs from the
September 7th session, ‘Revive us again’ was a
jumpy jubilee-type chart with a lot of rhythmic
verve but shortage of lyrical imagination. ‘Tell
heaven' contains all the elements later used on
the polished up version retitled ‘I'm coming
home," issued on Vee Jay in 1957. The choral
arrangement seems to be the same as that
salvaged for the later version but Mavis's lead
vocals definitely sound contrived and
uncertain.

'l just can't keep it to myself’ is the best of all
five songs, with its beautiful melodic harmonies
juxtaposing Roebuck’s tearful cries and Mavis’s
soulfully anguished refrains, a shortsightedly
overlooked gem which surely should have been
issued as the topside of a single as it had a lot
going for it.

All five songs were sold to Herman Lubinsky
at Savoy Records in Newark in early 1955 and
reissued as the underside of ‘A Gospel
Program’ (Gospel LP 3001) with James
Cleveland and the Caravans on the top side. A
second session, this time bringing Roebuck and
his guitar to the front, was held at the United
Studios in October 1954. Four songs were
committed to tape, the mournfully beautiful
‘Low is the way" (again remade at Vee Jay in
January 1958), ‘This same Jesus,” ‘Since He
lightened my heavy load,” and the eerily
dramatic ‘This may be my last time,” a song
redone at Vee Jay during the same January
1958 session.

It is amazing how one is reminded of certain
techniques invented by Les Paul on “This may
be my last time'. Roebuck certainly pays
homage to the great guitar maestro, Lester
Polfus from Waukesha. it seems that Allen had
little or no knowledge of the burgeoning gospel
market and lacked the cash to hire persons
proficient in that area, Reluctant to issue any
of the Staple product, he opted instead to sell
all the Staple tapes (nine songs in all) to
Herman Lubinsky at Savoy/Gospel Records.

Lubinsky also lacked faith in the family outfit
as he issued all four sides from the United
session after almost four years had elapsed,
two on Gospel, ‘Low is the way’ / *Since He
lightened my heavy load’ (Gospel 1011) and
two on his Sharp subsidiary, ‘This same Jesus’

Opal Louis Nations fondling one of his prize possessions down in the album room of his house.
Notice how the goiden light cascades through his thinning locks. Photo courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

/ “This may be my last time’ (Sharp 603).
Releasing two early, musically immature
singles by a group who had by now evolved
into an international sensation was an insane
decision. Neither single sold very well.

The Staples continued to give stunning live
performances. Lacy J. Banks states that
Roebuck always leads his family in prayer
befare launching into the music program. By
the fall of 1955, The Staple Singers were fast
becoming celebrities among Chicago church
folk. After glowing recommendations by
singer/arranger/organist Maceo Woods, the
group was courted by Ewart Abner at Vee Jay
Records. Both Vivian and Jimmy Bracken
(owners of Vee Jay) took to the Staples’ release
of ‘Won't you sit down' and consequently a
contract was offered to the group.

Roebuck was smart and had negotiated a
financial advance for the family,. When
Roebuck moved to Chicago in the mid thirties,
he had only an eighth grade education.
Determined to complete high school, he
attended classes at night. At school, he
learned how to manage his family’s musical
interests. In short, he learned how to take care
of business.

The first Vee Jay session took place in
Chicago on November 1, 1955. The session
vielded six songs, four of which saw subsequent
release. The melancholic ‘If | could hear my
mother pray’ and the soul-drenched ‘God's
wonderful love’, filled with Mavis's aching
mellismas and soaring throat-scorching
phrasings, were chosen as the group’s first Vee
Jay outing. The single failed to gain notice in
Billboard, and as Roebuck was adamant about
not having his family tour to promote the
platter until after Mavis had finished high
school, the release passed unnoticed.

Having learned how to appreciate the power
of knowledge, Roebuck put the kids’ education
first which explains why the family did not
record again until September 11, 1956. The
session marked the beginning of the group's
climb to success and world-wide acclaim.
Roebuck had written a beautiful, touching
gospel-hymn entitled ‘Uncloudy day." This is
how Mavis explained the recording of it. "l had
been real sick and had to sit down to sing. |
was kinda weak that day and as it turned out,
we recorded four songs. On the session,
everyvone worked in one studio. The next
session followed after the last. Maceo Woods
first, then The Spaniels did their recording after
him. I guess Vee Jay were saving money by not
having everybody do albums, just singles,” she
added.

‘Uncloudy Day' became one of the best-
selling gospel singles of 1956. Billboard
Magazine for December that vear declared
‘Uncloudy Day' the hottest spiritual the (Vee
Jay) diskerv had had to date. “Orders are
coming in for the wax like it was a blues
number” gushed Ab (Ewart Abner). This
mournfully slow, movingly beautiful song has
been described as a choral crescendo of rising
harmonies which surely lift the spirit into
realms of infinite rapture.

‘Uncloudy Day' enjoyed major airplay,
particularly in Southern states. The song
remained popular throughout the traditional
gospel community and has been covered by
folks like Candi Staton, Myrna Summers and
B.J. Thomas.

In 1957, Mavis finished high school,
Roebuck quit the steel mill, and the group hit
the road full time. They have been spreading
their brand of jovful music the world over, ever
since.

Thanks also to Bill Carpenter, Dr.
David Evans, Robert Pruter, Mark
Carrodus, and Bill Ellis.
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