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The Tiny Powell Story

by Opal Lou:s Nations

iny Powell is perhaps the

I most significant hard-
singing gospel (and later,
soul) singer ever to come out
of the Post-War quartet scene
in the San Francisco Bay Area.
At his peak, around 1950,
Powell could match the best of
them, including the great
Mississippi shout-singer
Archie Brownlee, with whom
he shared lead singing. Powell
also had a softer, soulful,
‘worrying’ side to his style,
best likened to Memphis-born
copyist Little Johnny Taylor. In
fact, during Powell’s secular
period. it was easy to mistake
one for the other. Powell’s

Tiny Powell. Cut from a photo of the Pilgreim
Travellers. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations

gospel legacy on record,
although sparse, is awesome.
He always put 101% into his
work and would not quit until
the singing sounded right. His
way of working was to arrange
his songs from scratch by
singing them a-cappella to the
members of his group. Songs
would thus be built around
Powell and the way he wanted
them expressed. His bent for
arranging his material dates

back to his teens.

Born Vance ‘Tiny' Powell May 17th, 1922
in Warren, Bradley County, Arkansas,
Powell was the second of three sons and
one younger daughter born to Kattie Watts,
a half-white, and Rev. George Powell,
pastor of the Double Rock Baptist Church in
Warren. His older brother George died early
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in life from a heart attack, his younger
brother Clarence and sister Roberta made
their home in St. Louis, the city the entire
Powell family moved to in 1935, In St. Louis,
Vance and older brother George hitched up
with the Evening Melody Boys, a local
gospel quartel. Armed with the skills he had
picked up from his father, young Vance
sang, coached and arranged charts for the
Evening Melody Boys.

Powell later found a job driving a cab and
singing in local quartets like the Kansas City
Gospel Singers (where he first met Jesse
Whitaker and Tommy Jenkins) and Christian
Travelers, He may have filled in
occasionally with touring outfits like the
Flying Clouds of Detroit and Friendly
Brothers out of Cleveland on their way
through the Mid Western states. It was while
driving his cab in 1943 that he met his wife-
to-be, Edna Knight. Edna, who had been
through an abusive relationship with a
former husband (the father of her two
daughters) found love and compassion in
Vance Powell. He was inducted into the
Army on September 9, 1944 and honorably
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Tiny and Edna Powell Courtesy Opal Louis
Nations
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Steel Mill workers during the war. Tiny Powell is on the front row, 6th from the left.

discharged due to special tamily
circumstances two months later.

As legend has it, Powell was encouraged
to move to the San Francisco Bay Area by
Chicago-born gospel singer J.C. Coney.
Coney, who had heard Powell perform in St.
Louis, sang bass in the Swanee River
Singers, a group that had originated in New
Orleans. Coney was forming his own
quartet, the Skylarks, and wanted Powell to
come out and lead the group. This Powell
did. Edna and Vance Powell moved first to a
tiny place in the projects in Alameda, then
into a house on Prince Street in Berkeley.
Many of the local gospel singers met at the
California Club in Berkeley on Sacramento
Streel. This was a place not only to
fraternize but to find out which quartets
were performing where and who needed
whomever to fill in and play dates locally or
out of town. This explains why many of the
local gospel groups interchanged
personnel, making membership difficult to
straighten out when writing their history.

STEEL MILL ROLLING MAN

The Skylarks, partially made up of ex-
members of the Swanee Rivers, was short-

lived, mainly because James Wilkes,
manager for the famous Rising Stars,
almost instantly snatched Powell away to
sing in his own group. Powell only lasted a
few weeks in The Rising Stars due to a
clash of performing styles. The Rising Stars
sang in a fiercely traditional jubilee style, but
Powell was accustomed to singing in noisy
'sanctified’ groups. However, as locals
remember it, whenever Powell sang, he
filled the churches. It is believed that Powell
sang on at least one of the Rising Stars’

Tiny Powell in the Army. Courtesy Opal Louis
Nations

early recording sessions with lead Tommy
Jenkins in 1946.

After singing off and on with JW.
Alexander and the Pilgrim Travelers, then
based in Oakland, Powell, who was working
a day job in a steel mill to support his farnily,
joined the Golden Harp (Jubilee) Singers of
Oakland. Original members included
George 'Oopee’ McCurn, bass, Jesse
Whitaker, baritone, E.D. Lacy, first tenaor
O.C. Williams, second tenor, Paul Foster
Snr., second tenor, Vance ‘Tiny' Powell,
lead and instructor, plus Columbia Banks,

1.1
? 1
{

The Faramount Gospel Singers. Back row; Left to right: Morris Kelly, Tiny Powell, Ben Williams. Front row:

L

Joe Dean, Archie Reynolds and Gino Terrell, Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.
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secretary. Managed and promoted by Rev.
Holley, the Golden Harps broadcast over
KWBR from many church locations
scattered over the Greater Bay Area. Every
Sunday night between 11:30 and midnight,
the Golden Harps sang and took requests.

A little later on, shortly before making their
one and only recording, the Golden Harps
scaled down. Rev. Holley, who could no
longer support the unemployed Lacey,
Banks and Williams, dropped all three and
took on Archie Reynolds, formerly with the
aforementioned Skylarks. The Golden
Harps cut  many National radio
transcriptions to aid in finding work. Songs
like ‘Oh Noah’, ‘When They Ring Them
Golden Bells’, 'Just A Closer Walk’, '‘Old
Blind Barnabas', ‘There's A Leak In This Old
Building’, I'll Let Nothing Separate Me From
His Love' and ‘| Got A Home In That Rock'
were cut on reverse-playing metal masters.

ONE RELEASE ON HARTONE

"Wance Powell," says Archie Reynolds,
"could sing rhythm and spirituals real fast
and sing gospels—he liked the strong
backgrounds." The Golden Harps’ one
release on Har-Tone (an imprint derived
from the name of the group, on a pressing
probably financed by Rev. Holley) give us a
touching dual-tempo version of Sister
Rosetla Tharpe's major seller (Up Above
My Head) 'l Hear Music In The Air,
sandwiched with a Golden Gates - inspired
rendition (done in rapid time) of ‘My Record
Will Be There.

The Golden Harps broke up in 1947, and
both Reynolds and Powell joined the almost
always a-cappella Paramount Singers of
San Francisco, who had moved out from
Austin, Texas in 1944. Soul Stirrers' James
Medlock had sung in the original Texas
group as did Paul Foster Snr in the West
Coast recreation. The San Francisco
aggregation (on record) was made up of
Vance ‘Tiny’ Powell, lead tenor, Joe Dean,
Archie Reynolds, and Gino Terrell, tenors,
E. Morris Kelly, baritone, and Ben Williams,
bass. Dean, Powell and Kelly replaced
original members Kermet Terrell, baritone
Rev. Victor Mederos (who quit to devote
more time to his ministry at The Double
Rock Baptist Church on Shafter Avenue in
San Francisco) and Sam Reece, tenors.

The Paramounts rehearsed at the
Powells" on Prince Street, recording
themselves on reel-to-reel and listening
back. Their first recordings were supervised
by Ollie Hunt using portable equipment at
group manager Gino Terrell's house on

Underwood Street in San Francisco. Hunt
recorded and issued on his own Olliet label
five known songs with the group. As with
other early Shout quartets, the Paramounts
featured swing-lead Joe Dean, who sang
cool and would act as warm-up soloist,
followed by Powell, who would fire up the
song with gradual sanctification thus driving
it to glorious elevations at the close. ‘In That
Awful Hour', Parts 1 and 2, the group’s first
outing on shellac, demonstrates this
technique admirably.

STANDING IN THE SAFETY
ZONE

The Paramounts immediately gained
immense popularity, beating out the best of
the Bay Area in quartet battles. The great
tenor lead

broadcasts were over KWEBER (1948 - 1955).
They then switched to KRE (1955 - 1957)
out of Berkeley. By 1951, the Paramount
Gospel Singers were signed to the Coral
record company where they re-recorded
their original African American version of
Red Foley's ‘Peace In The Valley! (The
group’s original version was waxed even
before Foley's.)

According to Archie Reynolds, the Coral
deal came about when the group was on a
spring tour in Los Angeles. The
Paramounts' performance was caught by a
Decca (Coral's parent company) talent
scout. Hence the group recorded ‘Peace In
The Valley' before and after Foley had had
an enormous success with it.

"They wanted to capture the race market
with the song," says Reynolds. However, it
was not until the

R oscoe
Robinson  also
sang in the
Paramounts at
times, alongside
Powell.

By 1948 the
Paramount
Gospel Singers
were recording

for René
Lamarre’'s Trilon
label, seven

blocks north of
Olliet's h.qg. on
San Pablo
Avenue. Both
Lamarre and
Hunt used
Robert Geddins
Snr to press up
their product at
the Big Town
studio at 1523
Eight Street in
Oakland.
Geddins also
helped sell and
promote said
praduct. There
are three known
78 rpm Trilon
releases plus
‘Breath On Me',
‘Each Day', ‘My Time Done Come’ and an
alternate version of ‘Let The Healing Waters
Move' in transcription. On Trilon, the
Paramounts recorded their original
unbeatable version of ‘Standing In The
Safety Zone.

Hadio-wise, the Paramounts’ first weekly
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TINY POWELL

Label shots courtesy Chris Bentley
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Tiny Powell - Soul Soldier courtesy Opal Louis Nations

Paramounts
had returned to
San Francisco
that Decca was
out looking for
them to sign up.

"They had a
heck of a time
trying to find
us," says

Reynolds, "and
would end up at

Big Dave's
Record Store
on Fillmare
Street.” (Big

Dave was David
Rosenbaum of
Rhythm
Records.) "Big
Dave tried to
answer the
agent's
questions but
did not know
whether the
Paramounts
had a contract
or recent record
release. The
store was out of
every one of our
recordings at
this time," adds Reynolds.

The Decca agent finally got with the group
and had them drive to L.A. to record. The
Paramounts came away with seven songs
cut at two sessions. As with Trilon and
Olliet, the Paramounts saw no royalties.
Standouts include the spine-tingling “You've
Got To Bow Down Before God' and the
incendiary 'Let The Healing Waters Move’, a
song that also survives in unmarked test
pressing form.

In 1950, Powell, feeling he ought to leave
the steel mill and make a go of singing
professionally, seized the opportunity of
singing with Archie Brownlee and the Blind
Boys of Mississippi, a fully professional
‘name’ quartet. Powell stayed with the Blind
Boys for only a few months but was able to
make one recording session with them in
September 1950. The Blind Boys line-up
included Brownlee and Powell, lead tenors,
Lawrence Abrams, tenor, Lloyd Woodard,
baritone and Jay T. Clinkscales, bass.
Three Brownlee-Powell lead songs were
released. All were mid tempo, church-
stompin' winners: ‘Move In The Room With
The Lord’, on which each tries to out-
scream the other, 'He's My Rock' and the
hypnotic ‘(I'l be) In The Wilderness.

6 == B&R > 148



/

=

4 1. DAL

Ea BC S m RS- .

y ARG A

/ :

L MALENE |

Ray Shanklin at Faniasy Records early 1970's.

Billboard Magazine awarded four stars to
‘He's My Rock’ in their late March 1951
issue, but none of the Powell-shared songs
did as well as ‘Our Father', released before,
or '‘Old Ship Of Zion', released afterwards,
in mid May 1951.

Both Brownlee and Powell had strong
personalities which ended in frustration and
disillusionment for Powell. Difference of
opinion and the fact that the group was
earning surprisingly very little at the time led
to a split. Powell's problems were
compounded by the fact that he had a
drinking problem which started with an
addiction to elderberry wine and graduated
to stronger fifths of spirits. Powell never
hung out in bars or made a public
performance of his drinking — he simply
found any excuse to fetch the groceries and
stop off at the liquor store on the way home.
He was always torn between providing for
his family by working a regular job and
going out on the road. His wife Edna was
always supportive of his musical endeavors.

Aside from his alcohol problem, Powell
was a loving, devoted family man who cared
for his children and regularly attended the
Star Bethel Missionary Baptist Church in
Oakland. Powell's three major influences
were all gospel soloists - Sam Cooke, Rev.
Claude Jeter of the Swan Silvertones, and
James Walker of the Dixie Hummingbirds.

Powell befriended many in the
entertainment business, including Bobby
Bland and Lou Rawls. Legend has it that
Rawls tried to get Powell to switch from
alcohol to marijuana so as to prolong his
inevitable demise, but he would not listen.
He loved fishing and often drove to Lake
Berryessa with the family on fishing picnics.
He caught catfish and perch and amused
his kids with impromptu impersonations of
Sam Cooke and Johnnie Taylor.

GOSPEL STAR PACKAGE

When Powell returned to the Paramounts in
1951, he continued to work and record with
the group off and on for nine years. In 1955
the Paramounts got a shot at recording
down in Houston for Don Robey’s Duke
label, an alffiliate of Robey's Peacock
company. "This all came about," Reynolds
explains, "when the Paramounts went into

sponsoring and promoting special gospel
star package shows at the Oakland
Auditorium." The Paramounts not only
promoted themselves as an ‘opening act'
but helped major acts find a venue in the
San Francisco Bay Area. The Paramounts
opened at the Auditorium for the Soul
Stirrers, Five Blind Boys of Mississippi,
Pilgrim Travelers, Brother Joe May, Ethel
Davenport, Gospel Harmonettes and
others.

Reynolds worked with deejay Paul Reid of
Reid's Records to acquire free radio
promotion. Word got back to Houston via
the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi (who
recorded there for Don Robey's Peacock
label) that the Paramounts were a hot
group. As a result, Robey invited them out
for a session, after fronting an advance
payment of six thousand dollars. Luckily the
group’s Decca/Coral contract had elapsed,
and they were able to cut one session in
June. The results were two magnificent,
simultaneous releases. Standout songs
were the achingly beautiful ‘My Jesus Is All
The World To Me' and the unforgettable
‘Mother.! Both singles sold well in the
Southern market.

A SOUL SOLDIER

In 1964, after much inner conflict, Powell
was persuaded by Bob Geddins Snr to join
the more lucrative ranks of the soul-soldiers
and record for Wax Records, proprietored
by Geddins and Ron Badger. Incidentally,
Powell was temporarily replaced in the
Paramounts in 1960 by Robert Hartfield,
who went on to sing in the Golden West
Quartet.

The Powell family had first moved to
temporary accommodations on Ashbury
Avenue in Berkeley, then into their first
home, a house on Virginia Avenue in East
Oakland. To pay off the mortgage, Powell
got a sky-cap job out at Oakland
International Airport where he did very well,
earning close to one hundred dollars a day
at one point, even ending up a manager. For
Bob Geddins and others he sang
backgrounds for Jesse James and Jimmy
McCracklin. Keeping his hand in, he sang
for a while with the Soul Stirrers out of
Chicago, but he was determined to make a

go at singing soul music. His first deep-soul
release, 'My Time After Awhile’ on Wax,
sold very well in Texas and California, but
Buddy Guy's better promoted Chess version
(Geddins had leased the song) eclipsed
Powell’s during the summer months of
1964,

Powell worked club dates with the Johnny
Talbot Band and toured with Jimmy
McCracklin's outfit. In 1965 he cut a two-
part demo of ‘| Done Made It Over' which in
re-mastered form ended up as a one-part
tear-stained soul opus on the Ocampo label
backed by the Eddie Foster Band. The
single impressed Fantasy Records producer
Ray Shanklin who invited Powell down to
the studios to record ‘That Was Yesterday’
The song was originally conceived as a two-
part deep-souler in its Sierra Sound demo
version but remade as a single sider
release, surfacing on Fantasy's Early Bird
label in 1968.

At the same session, Powell taped Cool
Papa's ‘| Should Have Known' and ‘I Need
Someone (To Love Me All The Time)',
goodies that ended up on Little Johnny
Taylor's music stand. Powell was also an
active member of the Oakland branch of the
NAACP. :

In the late 1970s Powell's drinking
problem started to become a major health
issue. In 1978, Powell, Bob Geddins Jnr
plus one of Powell's sky cap buddies by the
name of Colquist founded T.B.C. Records
(formed from their initials) with the
publishing going to Geddins Snr. The first
release was a funky organ-based (Geddins
Jnr on the stoal) instrumental ditty entitled
‘On The Blues Side. Although Powell held
forth on the reverse, backed by Johnny
Tolbert’s Band, the record proved little more
than a vehicle to promote Geddins Jnr's
talents.

Powell's most memorable side on T.B.C.
was the seasonal 'Xmas Time Again’, fondly
remembered by long-standing Bay Area
fans for its wild, extrovert vocals, funky beat
and Johnny Tolbert’s solid gquitar support.
The trio ventured into retailing and opened
the T.B.C. Record Store in East Oakland
managed by sky cap drinking buddy Tommy
Thompsen, but this only lasted two years.
Powell's last two live engagements were at
the 1977 San Francisco Blues Festival and
the Sacramento Blues Festival the following
year. He died from cirrhosis of the liver
compounded by a combination of other
long-term complications in Oakland on
February 5th, 1984.

At the funeral service, the Paramount
Gospel Singers served as official
pallbearers while the Oakland Sky Caps
played a secondary role. The service was
held at Powell’s church, the Star Bethel.
Paul Foster Snr of the Soul Stirrers and
Odessa Perkins of the Ward Singers sang
solos in his memory and the coffin was laid
to rest at Rolling Hills Memorial Park in El
Sobrante. It was fitting that Powell sang ‘My
Time After Awhile’ at his last public
performance because Vance Tiny' Powell's
music lives on.

With assistance from Victoria
Powell, Lee Hildebrand, Larry
Stickman, Archie Reynolds and
Bob Laughton
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