The Story of The Victory Five

0f Sacramento, Galifornia
By Opal Lowis Nations

The Victory Five. circa late 1950s: left to right: Levell Calloway - lead ten
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or; Jesse Calloway - baritone - leads; Tillery Ella - bass;

Theotis Swift - first tenor; James (Wrevis) Swift - second tenor. Photo fake from the Swift album 'Gospel Gold Records - The Victory

Five Singers'. Courtesy Opal Louis Nations

The Victory Five of Sacramento, California are
distinguished by the fact that the boys cut one
of the most collectable doo-wop records (and it
was not a doo-wop but a doo-wop-sounding gospel side)
during the 1950s, fetching upwards of a couple of
grand. The record is the tenderly beautiful ballad, 'I
Never Knew', coupled with the traditional 'Swing Down
Chariot’ on the Terp label (Terp 101, 1958). Adding
to its value was the enchanting image of a dancing lady

that graced the label.

Out of all the jubilee based vocal groups from around the
Sacramento County area, only the Victory Five realised any measure
of lasting success. This was despite the few opportunities to record
and the breaks that would take them on fo national prominence. The
quartet originally hailed from Ruston, Louisiana some seventy miles
east of Shreveport, off Interstate 20. The group was made up of
the Calloway brothers Jesse, lead tenor, Oliver, tenor, plus Henry
and Hampton McHenry who both later became ministers. Other
prominent soldiers who sang for a while in the outfit were Leslie Day
and a seven-foot basso profundo by the name of 'Tall' Tommy Ross,
who could shake the rafters of the buildings across the street when
he hollered.

The Calloway patriarch, Hampton Calloway, a principled dirt farmer
who taught choir at the community's Liberty Hill Church, brought
the group along. There were eleven Calloway siblings in all. Jesse
L. Calloway, the sole surviving member of the original clan, was said
to have a 'heavenly voice and a hellfire arm’. This meant that Jesse
could pitch ball as well as he could throw his voice. He was often
tugged between playing baseball and singing with his brothers.

In Ruston he met Earl Turner, a white ex-pitcher for the Boston
Red Sox. Turner drove the school bus and was impressed with how
well Jesse could throw, out on Ruston’s ballpark. Turner taught Jesse
all kinds of throws like 'sailors’ and 'droppers’. On the school team

Jesse learned to play so well he could throw eight or ten strikeouts
in a single game. Jesse had dreams of playing for the big leagues and
almost made his dreams a reality. "I came out to California in 1946 to
try out for the Oakland Acorns, a professional team in an old Pacific
Coast League,” says Jesse, "but four of my brothers had moved to
Sacramento and had plans on starting up a group they wanted me fo
sing in. So T went with them." All the guys had already found jobs,
when Jesse arrived he was surprised to find the same kind of racial
discrimination he had been subjected to back home in Ruston. Some
parts of town were off limits to blacks. He moved into a house at
Fifth and L Streets and three years later bought a home at Tenth
Avenue and Oak Park. He got a job at the Southern Pacific Railread
repair shop and after three and a half years moved on to a position
at the Signal Army Depot.

The Victory Five rehearsed and perfected a tight jubilee style.
The group played churches and social halls up and down the Central
Valley. They performed at 'Frog Jumps' in
Stockton and at places of worship
in  Woodbridge, Lodi and
Modesto. They even took
extended weekend trips
to Phoenix and Seattle
and to San Francisco
where they played at
the Double Rock, St.
John's and new Bethel
Baptist  churches,
as well as on venues
with the Paramount
Singers and Southern
Travelers.

Rev. Bennie McClain of
the Pearly Gates Gospel
Singers of Sacramento
recalls that the Victory Five
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Jesse Calloway, Victory Five baritone lead. Photo taken 2003.

appeared on programmes with his group as well as with the Spiritual
Five and Sensational Harmonizers, all of whom competed for top
billing.

Soon the Victory Five were on radio. Over the years they enjoyed
regular programming on all of the Sacramente stations, starting
with Phil Ablonski at KFBK, and KXDA. "Preachers used to get mad
at me," says Jesse, "cause their members would be listening to our
programmes instead of going to church." At KPOP in Roseville they
cut a series of transcriptions for future broadcasts. During this time
the group was pursued by Charles M. Brandt, a recording engineer.
Brandt was the first sound engineer to open a major state-of-the-
art facility in Sacramento. He started out in Stockton in the 1930s
and moved to Sacramento during World War IT to work at the Air
Force base there.

Some time during the 1960s Brandt closed out his own Brandt label
and moved from his corrugated, industrial property to a new building
at 2607 J Street. He started Camelia Records on which he recorded
much country and hillbilly bop, with the exception of a fine gospel
quartet called the Travelers Of Faith. His studio was ransacked in
1980, a blow which hit him hard. Ruined financially, he was forced to
close his premises.

It is hard to determine exactly how many recordings Brandt
made on the Victory Five. His records were poorly distributed and
rarely made it out of the county, except when the group sold some
out on the road. We do know that the smooth-talking Brandt put
out a handful of 78 rpm recordings on his own Brandt imprint and
may have leased various sides to small concerns like Larry Nelson's
Nite Owl label of Seaftle in 1959, and Sacramento's own Terp
label in 1958. Recordings were also made at Bill Race Enterprises,
which complicates the leasing issue. No doubt other, more obscure
diskeries came into play along the way.

Jesse talks about using Richard Black's studio in Sacramento on
occasion. James Wrevis Swift, the outfit's second tenor, states that
all of the early Brandt acappella recordings were made with just
a ‘core’ quartet of four singers -- Levell Calloway, Theotis Swift,
James Swift and Tillery Elle. "Tall' Tommy
Ross sang on 'Dry Bones' and 'Down By
The Riverside', the one Nite
Owl release, and Jessie
Calloway warbled on
'Blind Barnabus'.
However, I doubt the
accuracy of Swift's
statement,

Soon the Victory
Five was opening
for touring groups
like the Blind
Boys of Mississippi
and ‘he  Sunshine
Jubilees from Florida.
Sometimes the oroup
would have two guitarists,

and singer L.C. Lewis joined for
a while. They added narrative
drama to their act on such
numbers as ‘Little David. The
stabilised core group had evelved
into Levell Calloway, lead tenor,
Jessie Calloway, baritone and lead,
Tillery Elle, bass, Theotis Swift,
first tenor, James Wrevis Swift,
second tenor, and on occasion
guitarist James 'Spooney’ Lee.

Only Jesse Calloway, James
Swift and James 'Spooney’ Lee
survive to this day. 'Spooney' is
currently a Sacramento gospel
promoter. Jesse takes great pride
in telling people that he and the
group toured the Greater Bay
Area for a week with the great
Paul Robeson.

In 1952 Jesse participated in
organising the American Singers
Alliance, a gospel singers’ union
that ensured all singers be paid
the same rate for the same
work, the union was founded by
Abraham Battle of the Southern
Travelers of San Francisco. Jesse
went on to become president of
the Sacramento chapter of the
Alliance and took charge of booking touring groups and singers
like the Golden Gate Quartet at the Sacramento Auditorium, the
CBS Trumpeteers, Pilgrim Travelers, Soul Stirrers, Sister Rosetta
Tharpe and Brother Joe May, most of whom had first appeared in
the Bay Area and with Jesse's help would find additional work in
Sacramento and Stockton.

Through Art Sheridan, the Victory Five did of course play on
Singers Conventions in Stockton along with a multitude of other
groups. With the aid of Bill Ratcliff, the Victory Five found work
in the South. The Victory Five also played on many TV stations,
including the 'Hayride’ on Channel 13 from 1956 to 1957. From 1957
to 1958 they worked on Channel 3, and they also appeared on Channel
10 for a year. When Levell died, he was replaced briefly by Ulysses
L. Dunmore.

The Victory Five also served as backup singers for at least one
Ozzie Nelson studio session. Ozzie, the jazz band leader and father
of Ricky, is remembered for recording a song with one of the longest
titles in publishing history -- 'I'm Looking For A Guy Who Plays Alto
And Baritone And Doubles On A Clarinet And Wears A Size 37
Suit’,

When the Russians launched the Sputnik satellite in October 1957,
the Victory Five recorded the secular 'Space Monkey’ behind tenor
soloist James Jones, one-time member of the group.

For many years Jesse was the proprietor of ‘The Happy Kitchen'
café, specialising in takeout barbeque. He then purchased and
managed several service stations. Jesse remembers the group
working with two notable bands, the Billie Jack Wills outfit (Bob
Wills' brother) on TV and the Jimmy Rivers R and B Band. Rivers,
says Jesse, played guitar with his teeth.

In 1971 Jesse partnered with the late Lamerle Larry, the soprano
with the Golden Echoes, and opened C & L Records. Along with bins
of gospel albums (of which the store specialises), the couple built a
tiny recording studio where the Victory Five and guests broadcast
remotely every Sunday from one to two p.m. over KJTAY, a station
owned by Jack Power.

Big Moose Walton, who sang in the Pearly Gates, helped Jesse with
deejay chores. The Victory Five had in fact broadcast over KJAY
before 1971, but that was from the KTAY studios. Jesse also hosted
a show called 'Gospel On Parade’ at 1430 on the A.M. dial. During
this time the Victory Five, now composed of James Jones, tenor
lead, J.D. Walker, Rev. R.L. Sampson, Ulysses L. Dunmore, Levell and
Jesse Calloway, recorded for Bro. Henderson's Gospel Corner label
out of Los Angeles. Two or three singles were released. According to
Jesse, Henderson also issued one album.

Before his recent illness, Jesse regularly sang solos at his church,
the Christ Temple Missionary Baptist, but now he leaves his singing to
his two daughters, one of whom, La Vonne Queen, is a local pastor.

With assistance from Jesse Calloway, Abraham Battle, Bob
Sylva, Dick Bass, Bobby Batton, James Swift, Michael C. Swift,
Marcel Smith, Rev. Bennie McClain, Alec Palao and La Vonne
Queen. Label shots: Opal Louis Nations.
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VICTORY FIVE DISCOGRAPHY

The Brandt label was principally a limited issue, custom pressing
service. As a consequence, a complete listing of Victory Five
product is very difficult to complete and therefore this Victory
Five discography is only a partial one. Collectors are invited fo add
releases by writing to Blues & Rhythm.

Swing Low Sweet Chariot 1 Brandt 100-7-CD (1955-56)
Children, Go Where I Send Thee Brandt 100-8-CD (also 211)
Just A Closer Walk With Thee Brandt 100-9-CD (1955-56)
Dry Bones Brandt 100-10-CD

NB: Other Brandt singles are known to exist in 78 RPM and 45
RPM format

Space Monkey - James Jones & The Victory Five (1957)
NB: This is a novelty recording, no known details

I Never Knew Terp 101 (1958)

Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 2 -

NB: The above single in 45 RPM is considered by vocal group
collectors to be one of the rarest records and although 'I Never
Knew' is quite clearly a gospel song, its arrangement borrows
from réb.

I Know Itf's Spring Terp $1009/5148

Autumn Has Come And Gone (Rick Martel) -

NB: Billing on the 'T Know It's Spring' side ascribes the artists
as being Rick Martel And The Victory Five (Riffs). This is a pop
record.

Dry Bones Nite Owl 1/2 (1959)
Down By The Riverside .
NB: Reissue of Brandt sides

Johns Part 1and 2 Gospel Corner 134 (1971-72)
NB: Details concerning two other Gospel Corner singles releases,
plus an album, are unknown.

Have You Been To The Pool Bounty 7406 (1974)
Prayer Is The Key -
(Thanks to Guido van Rijn for the above)

Gospel Gold Records - The Victory Five Singers - LP 200-71/72 CB
(1975)

Rolling On, Down By The Riverside, John Said, Just A Closer Walk
With Thee, T Never Knew, Dry Bones, Swing Down Chariot, Children
Go Where I Send Thee, Blind Barnabus, Religion And Glory, Twelve
Disciples, Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.

NB: From 1950s Brandt, Terp and Nite Owl releases

There was also a release on Fortune Records in the early 1950s
by The Victory Five (Please Lord/ Evening Sun, Fortune 1346),
but it is not known if this is the same group. (thanks to Guido van
Rijn and Bob Laughton)

The Victory Five - 1960s: courtesy Opal Louis Nations
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