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“Heaven In My View — The Tiny Powell Gospel Collection”

by Opal Louis Nations

“Heaven In My View —
The Vance “Tiny’” Powell Gospel Collection™

Tiny Powell is perhaps the 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 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 17, 1922 in Warren,
Bradley County, Arkansas, Powell was the second of three sons
and one younger daughter born to Kattie Watts, a mulatto, and
Rev. George Powell, pastor of the Double Rock Baptist Church
in Warren. His older brother George died at forty five from a
heart attack, his younger brother, Clarence, and sister-in law
Roberta, made their home 1n 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 quartet. Armed with the skills he had picked up from his
father, young Vance sang, coached and arranged charts for The
Evening Melody Boys.

As a young man Powell later found work driving a cab and
singing in local quartets like The Kansas City Gospel Singers and
Christian Travelers. He sang 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 survived an abusive relationship with a former
husband (the father of her two daughters) found true love and
compassion in Vance Powell. They were married in 1in 1943. He
was inducted into the Army on September 9, 1944 and honorably
discharged two months later.

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. “Tiny’’
and Edna along with their two boy’s Ronnie and Vance Jr
moved first to an apartment 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
Street. 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 w‘h‘cn
writing their history. '

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 ir his own group. Powell only stayed a few
weeks in The Rising Stars due to a clash of performance styles.
The Rising Stars sang in a fiercely traditional jubilee style, but
Powell was accustomed to singing in “sanctified” groups.
However, as locals remember it, whenever Tiny sang he filled the
churches. It is believed that Powell sang on at least one of The
Rising Stars’ early recording sessions.

After singing off and on with J.W. Alexander and The
Pilgrim Travelers, then based in Oakland, Powell, who was
working a day job in a steel mill to support his family, joined The
Golden Harp (Jubilee) Singers of Oakland. Original members
included George “Oopee” McCurn, bass, Jesse Whitaker,
baritone, E.D. Lacy, first tenor, O.C. Williams, second tenor,
Paul Foster Snr., second tenor, Vance “Tiny” Powell, lead and
instructor, plus Columbia Banks, 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” and “I got a home in that rock™ were cut on
reverse-playing metal masters.

“Vance Powell,” says Archie Reynolds, “could sing rhythm
and spirituals real fast and sing gospels—he liked the strong
backgrounds.” The Golden Harps broke up in 1947, and both
Reynolds and Powell joined The Paramount Singers of San
Francisco who had moved out from Austin, Texas in 1944. Soul
Stirrer James Medlock had sung in the original Texas group. 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 and Kelly replaced original members Kermet Terrell,
baritone and Rev. Victor Mederos and Sam Reece, tenors.

The Paramounts rehearsed at the Powells’ on Prince
Street,in the early 1960’s 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. The
Paramounts gained immense popularity almost at once, beating
out the best of the Bay Area in quartet battles. The great tenor
lead Roscoe Robinson also sang in The Paramounts at times
alongside Powell.

Radio-wise, The Paramounts’ first weekly broadcasts were
over KWBR (1948-1955). They then switched to KRE (1955-
1957) out of Berkeley. By 1951, The Paramount Gospel Singers
were signed to a major record company where they re-recorded
their original African American version of Red Foley’s “Peace 1n
the valley.” (The group’s original version was waxed even before
Foley’s.) A year before the signing with a major label, Powell,
thinking 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 sang and toured with The Blind Boys for only a few
months and was able to record with them in September 1950.
Both Brownlee and Powell had strong voices and 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
occasional nip (which started with elderberry wine and graduated
to stronger spirits) after a hard days work became a problem over
the years. Powell never hung out in bars or made a public
performance of his drinking . He was for awhile torn between
providing for his family by working a regular job or going out on
the road. His wife Edna, tho supportive of his music frowned
upon the latter. After all, his little boy’s were now teenagers and
needed a father in the house not on the road! Aside from this,
Powell was a loving, devoted family man who cared for his
children and regularly attended The Star Bethel Missionary
Baptist Church in Oakland.

Powell befriended many in the entertainment business,

including Bobby Bland and Lou Rawls. It was, legend has it one
of these entertainers who tried to get Powell to switch from
alcohol to marijuana, so as to lessen his demise.
But Tiny was from the old school, marijuana was after all devil’s
weed and illegal! He loved fishing and often drove the family to
Lake Berryessa to fish and picnic. He caught catfish and perch
and amused his kids and friends with impersonations of Sam
Cooke and Johnnie Taylor.

When Powell returned to The Paramounts in 1951, he
continued to work and record with the group off and on up until
1960 when, having been persuaded by Bob Geddins Snr to join
the more lucrative ranks of the soul-soldiers, he recorded for Wax
Records proprietored by Geddins and Ron Badger. Powell was
temporarily replaced in The Paramounts by Robert Hartfield who
went on to sing in The Golden West Quartet.

The Powell family moved from their house in Berkley to an
apartment on Ashby Street in Berkeley where they saved money
to buy their first home, a house on Virginia Street, in the then
predominately white area of East Oakland.

Powell got a sky-cap job out at Oakland International Airport
where he did very well earning close to one hundred dollars a day
even becoming manager. Keeping his hand in the music, 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 “I done made it over” which in remastered 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 1n 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 “I should
have known” and “I need someone” (to love me all the time), two
up-to-now unreleased 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 was starting 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 stool) instrumental ditty entitled “On the
blues side.” Although Powell held forth on the reverse backed by
Johnny Talber’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
“It’s Xmas time again,” fondly remembered by long-standing
Bay Area fans. The trio ventured into retailing and opened the
T.B.C. Record Store in East Oakland managed by sky cap
drinking buddy Tom Thompson, 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 5, 1984.

At the funeral service, The Paramount Gospel Singers
served as official pallbearers. 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 time is now and the release of this CD is the honest to
goodness proof of that.

— Opal Louis Nations, October 1999

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

The Tiny Powell Gospel Collection,
© 1999 Victoria Powell Horwitz
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