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REV. WAYNE STOVALL & THE STOVALL '
SISTERS OF OAKLAND, CA. |
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- by Opal Louis Nations

ev. Wayne Stovall divides his spare time
Rb{:[wccn fishing, songwriting and teas-

ing his pet parakeet Joe (who refuses to talk
in the presence of strangers). Now retired after thirty
years’ service at The West Vaco Envelope Company
in Emervville, Stovall suffers from Addison’s dis-
ease, a rare malady that restricts the flow of adrena-
line through the glands and prevents the body from
putting on weight. On a regimen of cortisone, Stovall
swears that the chemicals used in paper processing
brought on his affliction. Doctors have also found
manifestations of tuberculosis. He is currently find-
ing ways of acquiring some measure of financial
compensation.

On the music talent side, Stovall 15 still one of
the strongest tenor lead singers in traditional gospel
quartet living in the San Francisco East Bay area,
with credentials as impressive as the more success-
ful Hawkins Family.

Stovall, a dapper, rather personable man of
mixed Afncan-American, German, Blackfoot and
Cherokee Indian ancestry, was born in Glasgow,
Kentucky on October 8, 1935. Glasgow 1s situated
in Barren County east of Bowling Green. Stovall’s
mother, Della Pearl, was a guitar-strumming gospel
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singer of sizable reputation among church-going
folks all over the state. **She had gypsy blood,” says
Stovall, “*and loved to travel from place to place. In
fact, every time we look up, we was movin'” Della
Pearl was bom in Brownwood, Texas hchafacnw;:‘u:c% ,
and San Angelo. Rumor has it that Della Pearl was™
related to the great Joe Louis, world heavwaIghE ‘
boxing champ between 1937 and 1949.

Stovall's father, James Clay, labored as a main-
tenance man. The family attended Oak Grove Bap- ‘

tist Church in Glasgow, but Wayne never did any
special singing for the church. At home he would
EVEry now ‘and then sit in with his four older SISters, |
Dorothy, Frances, Myrtle, and Georgia Mae who
got together to form The Four Loving Sisters or
Stovall Sisters. Della Pearl coached the girls and
brought them along. Just after the War, the i'mm}y
moved north to Louisville, then a short while later
farther north still to Indianapolis where they setdownt
rools,

In 1946, Stovall’s brother-in-law, who sang ing
group out of Louisville called The Voices of Har*_
mony, invited the young Stovall to come and singin’
his group then composed of Obedia Thompson,
Charles Kirby, Paul Johnson, and Jimmy




Witherspoon (no connection to the
blues shouter.) Eighteen years later,
The Voices of Harmony cut one sin-
gle for Don Robey’s Song Bird label
out of Houston. In the 1940s The
Voices of Harmony kept their con-
certengagements within the confines
of Kentucky state lines, Stovall stuck
with the group for only a short while.
As the family grew in size to eight
girls and two boys, a second Stovall
Sisters group came about. This set
of gals was variously labeled God's
Little Wonders or Valley Wonders of
Indianapolis. Stovall switched to the
younger group where he filled in as
bass singer. Della Pearl trained and
managed both aggregations from the
confines of the front parlor. The Sec-
ond Baptist Church of Indianapolis
pastored by Rev. Johnson became the
family place of worship.

Wayne traveled around the en-
tire country by automobile at least
four times with The Valley Wonders,
a uniquely different, tight-knit fam-
ily aggregation, before reaching his
fourteenth birthday. The Valley Won-
ders consisted of sisters Lilhan, Joyce,
Nettie B. and later on Evelyn Cosby.
James Clay did the driving, but
Wayne commandeered a good part
of the chauffeuring in 1950. “Tt was
during this time” says Stovall, “that
the group got a “Warning vision’ from God. We
were all on the highway in a 1947 Cadillac limou-
sine outside Effingham, about midway between St.
Louis and Indianapolis. Lacey Cosby, Evelyn’s hus-
band, was at the wheel at the time, and we were
eoing faster than we should, anxious to get home.
All of a sudden, Della Pearl umed her head and
said ‘Look, Indians,” and just as sure as night fol-
lows day, a line of mounted Indians sat in silhouette
on the tops of the hills on all sides around us. Lacey
slammed on the brakes, and the front axle shot out
from under like a bolt of lightning and burmed itself
into the highway. We all swore we saw Indians on
horseback., butin reality, there were no Indians at all.
We were driving too fast, and I reckon God made a
sign to slow us down.”

Whenever the group hit Detroit, Stovall made a
point of visiting his cousins who were an unsavory
bunch. Some of them made their living robbing
banks. One cousin, a certain J.T. Woods, was in the
habit of drinking and carrying on. His disreputable
behavior got so bad that his son was driven to the
point of killing him.

The Stovalls also got to know the Rev. Charles
Franklin and his daughters, in particular the great
Aretha Franklin, “Charles Franklin,” says Stovall,
“was in the habit of carrying an attaché case for the
sole purpose of transporting hard liquor. He took
this attaché case wherever he preached. He'd take a
slug from that bottle in the back room of the church
and he’d be all fired up. If he didn’t take that dnnk.,
he couldn’t preach the way he did. He treated his
kids with a harsh firmness.” Stovall met up
with Sam Cooke in Indiana in the early 1950s, and
the pair became firm friends. “We'd often get to-
gether just to sing,” says Stovall. They teamed up
again in Oakland in 1963 and sang “Everybody likes
to cha-cha-cha™ during one of Cooke’s live appear-
ances. Stovall claims to have helped Cooke write
the song. He maintains that his strongest influence
came from Claude Jeter of The Swan Silvertones.
After an important engagement at Harlem’s Apollo
Theatre, the Stovall family moved to Califormia for
the first time in 1955. “I sang a few dates with the
sisters locally, but T really wanted to get with a male
quartet,” says Stovall. He put out a few teelers, but
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no one would have him. Then one day he got a call
from Melvin Shepard, lead singer with the Rich-
mond-based Golden West Singers who were con-
tracted to Ray Dobard’s Music City label on Alcatraz
Avenue in Berkeley.

For a brief period, Stovall joined The Golden
West Singers with whom he recorded “Testify™
(Music City 885, 1956), one of the quartet’s finest
efforts. Stovall submits that he brought the soft, soul-
ful, Mid-Western style of singing 10 Bay Area quar-
tet. However, Stovall never really quit the family
group, and it is with them that he made his most
lasting impressions. In 1956, Stovall and The
Stovalls, now composed of Dorothy, Myrtle, Frances,
Georgia-Mae, and cousin Evelyn Cosby, the outfit’s
awesome high tenor, played Chicago’s Du Sable
High School. a gig they were asked to repeat in 1957
and 1958. That same year, billed as The Valley
Wonders, the family recorded for RBM Records.
On RBM (200), they cut the onginal version of *“Time
1s winding up,” coupled with a song called “Today.”
The RBM label was owned by The Indianapolis
Record Distributing Company, but nothing much else
is known to this writer. The Valley Wonders were a
tough group at this time, according to Stovall. “*We
were the best group in Indiana and beat out all the
competition.”

Back home in the San Francisco East Bay. the
group was invited to play St. Mark’s Church, pastored
by the legendary Rev. George W. Killens of “Father,
I stretch my hands to Thee” fame. In the late 1950s,
Stovall and The Stovalls did some work for Gary
Thompson's Hush label. Under the supervision of
Thompson's wife, The Stovalls, composed of
Wayne, Lillian, Nettie B.. and Joyce, rehearsed many
songs with Joe Simon, then under contract with the
Thompsons. Sessions were conducted over at Bob
Geddin’s studio on Twenty-fourth and San Pablo
Avenue in Oakland. Dubbed as The Differentials,
The Stovalls cut a demo of a song Stovall had writ-
ten entitled “( You got me) Crying over you™ for Mrs.
Thompson, but nothing came of it.

The Stovalls were introduced to Bumps
Blackwell during a visit Bumps made to relatives
living on Sixteenth Avenue in Oakland. Bumps lis-
tened to The Differentials’ demo, then invited the

......
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family down to Keen Records in
Los Angeles where he served as
A & R man. Keen Records was
owned by John Simas and associ-
ates but run by ex-jazzband leader
Bob Keane. *[ remember taping
ten songs for Blackwell and Keane
at the Keen studios,” says Stovall.
“We did them initially for Mrs.
Thompson at Hush, but Hush
wouldn’t buy the masters because
Keen wanted an absurdly vast sum
of money for them, $90,000.” One
of the songs Stovall remembers
taping was the onginal version of
“I'm going on with Jesus just the
same.” “l wrote another song
called “All of my life, | say yes
Lord,” but it got stolen by a group
in L.A. called The Templeaires.”
(This was in the 1960s when
Stovall and The Oakland All Stars
first introduced it at The National
Gospel Convention.)

The Differentials sing back-
grounds on the rambunctious
“*Shame on you Miss Lindy™ and
“Terry Lou" by Bay Area rocker
Benn Joe Zeppa & The Four Gen-
tlemen on the Metrol label.

In 1961, Stovall returned to
Indiana. Soon after this he enlisted
as a paratrooper and went out to
serve in Viet Nam. T was as-
signed toamixed unit, The 102 Squadron — ‘Scream-
ing Eagles.”" Afterthree years in the service, Wayne
returned to The Stovall Singers. Their next record-
ing venture was for Jimmie and Dora Avant of Avant
Records in Dallas, Texas. In 1963, Avant issued a
remake of ““Time is winding up,” coupled with “I'm
going on with Jesus.” “Time is winding up” is a
hard-sung stomper with “Alphonso’s”™ stinging,
blues-like guitar accompaniment. Alphonso was re-
placed by Leroy Leonard who had played for record
store owner 1. Emerson’s Golden Key Singers. “T'm
going on with Jesus™ is a loping, soul-infused burner
that gives out with fire and brimstone.

The Stovalls had relocated to Stuart Street in
Berkeley, California by the time of the record’s re-
lease. Four more Avant-recorded songs were leased
to Don Robey of Peacock Records in Houston.
Robey was a business friend of the Avants. Under
The Valley Wonders” moniker, Robey issued the fol-
lowing on his Song Bird subsidiary: “The 23rd
Psalm™ / “The Lord's Prayer” - Song Bird 1011
(1964) and “Troubled heart” / “God’s gonna move
his hands” - Song Bird 1034 (1965). “Troubled
heart” is a pretty doo-wop-like ballad with sugary,
cooing harmony and crooning lead in the style of
Roy Hamilton. “God’s gonna move his hands™ 1s a
hard-sung burner rendered in Caravans’ fashion with
tamborine-bashing and strong rhythmic piano ac-
companiment. Wayne, Lillian, Nettie B., Joyce, and
Evelyn Cosby made up the group with Joyce dou-
bling as musical arranger. How well the two singles
sold is difficult to tell. The gospel airwaves were
filled with dozens of emerging aggregations all com-
peting for a slice of a small market.

Wayne Stovall asserts that The Stovalls backed
Stoney Robertson on King around this juncture, but
this writer has failed to find any written or aural evi-
dence to support this claim. In 1965, Stovall joined
Larry “Stickhorse™ Stickman and The Oakland All
Stars where he remains to this day. Stovall with
The All Stars recorded “Please move these things,”
backed with “I got a robe™ for GK Records whereon
The Golden Keys also recorded.

Stovall’s second recording venture with The All
Stars came shortly thereafter with the release of “1
believe" coupled with “Always on time™ for All Star
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Records, a vanity production. Stovall leads on “Al-
ways on time,” a crying song in the gospel ballad
tradition, and Stickman bellows on the mid-tempo
wailer 1 believe.”

Feeling homesick, Stovall retumed 1o Indiana
1n 1967 where he hitched up with brother-in-law Bill
Seagal, a Jewish businessman. Seagal persuaded
Stovall to cut a pop record called “Blowing bub-
bles’ (as a solo entity), but the record in demo form
went nowhere. He also met and mamed his first
wife, Joan, at this time. During a trip to Mississippi
in 1968, Bill Seagal called Stovall to tell him he
needed him on a recording session. As there were
no direct flights to New York, Stovall took a Grey-
hound back to Indianapolis, met up with Seagal and
flew to New York with him where he hooked up
with The Travelling Inner Lights, otherwise known
as The Inner Lights. Seagal managed the guartet.

The Traveling Inner Lights first recorded on
Sensational Sound, for B J Productions on New
York’s Twenty-Second Street.  Sensational Sound
put out one single (3007). The topside featured
“Won't that be a wonderful,” a rapid bass-driven
screamer lead by J.C. Rachell with howls and wails
and jangling guitar support. The flip, “Help me lift
him™ is a mid-tempo foot-stomper given a hard-ren-
dered treatment with fervent, wild singing and solid
guitar building to a final fiery climax. Henry Farrell
(Farmer), 1.C. Rachell, and Robert Millions all vie
for top-dog as they try to out-sing each other.

The Inner Lights at this time were contracted to
record an album for Jerry Blaine's Jubilee label (Ju-
bilee 6(002) and needed a strong lead singer to add
erit 1o the quartet. The album was cut at The Blue
Bird Studios in 1968 with the group now composed
of Wayne (second lead), J.C. Rachell (now deceased.,
first lead), Sonny Williams, Mayfield Walker (vo-
cal/guitar), Harold (?) (vocal/drums), Henry Farrell
or Farmer, James Hooten, and a fellow remembered
only as “Gray Patch” Robert Dorsey played organ
for the session. The quartet recorded “Won't it be
wonderful” (a remake of “Won't that be a wonder-
ful time” on Sensational Sound), “I'm satisfied.” and
“Beyond the hill top™ with Rachell on lead. “You
can't hurry God™ and *“The blood,” both with Wayne
Stovall at the helm, plus “Come and go™ lead by
Henry Farrell, in addition to a handful of other charts.

“We had a 45-minute practice session on the
front steps of the building and that was the only time
we went over the arrangements. Most of the songs
were put out on the first take,” Stovall recalls. The
album passed almost unnoticed (except for modest
sales around the South) and slipped through the
cracks. Stovall retumed to California. Four of The
Inner Lights have since become ministers. The group
currently performs as The Mighty Quotations.

In the early 1970s, The Stovall Sisters (without
Wayne) were able through their female manager to
negotiate a residency with Redd Foxx at his night
clubon LaCienega Boulevard in Los Angeles. Foxx.,
born John E. Sanford, hailed from St. Lows. He
owned a restaurant in the 1940s with his manager
Bardu Ali. The restaurant specialized in*“pig snoots.”
Through Ali, Foxx got a contract with Dootsie
Williams at Dootone Records. Dootone issued a
slew of off-color comedy party records on Foxx
which reportedly sold in the millions. He also starred
on NBC TV's “Sanford & Son™ which made him a
household name.

Inthe late 19505, Foxx got himself involved with
The Harris Sisters by marrying Betty, the most glam-
orous looking of the threesome. The Harris Sisters
could do everything: dance, sing harmony. and wow
audiences with their clever and sometimes unique
comedy routines. The Harrises all married, and the
group eventually split up. Foxx wanted three gals in
the mold of Beverly, Betty, and Dimples Harris and
found what he liked in The Stovalls who probably
came along after many replacements and try-outs.

On other occasions during the 1970s, The

Stovalls, now living at 7415 Arthur Street in Qakland,
appeared on The Ted Mack Amateur Hour on the
Bay Area’s Channel 13 alongside local gospel diva
Odessa Perkins and fulfilled engagements generated
by a Wamer Reprise gospel album issued in 1971
(Repnse LP 6446.) Recorded in San Francisco, the
collection was made up of the following titles ren-
dered in the funky gospel, dance-soul style of the
period: Hang on in there / Yes to the Lord / Sweep-
ing through the city / The World is in a change /
Rapture / Spirit in the sky / So good / The Love of
God /I came to praise Him / I'm ready to serve the
Lord.

“In the late "70s,” says Stovall, “The Oakland
All Stars and myself recorded a whole bunch of songs
for Brother Henderson down in Los Angeles. Most
of them are still unissued. We recorded “You can't
hurry God™ for him, but I don’t think it ever came
out.” Henderson, in league with Milton Rose at this
tme, ran the Proverb label out of a series of addresses
around Los Angeles. He also had a hand in the run-
ning of the excellent Gospel Comer label which spe-
clalized in traditional gospel singing of all kinds.
Henderson, a one-time blues & rhythm singer, en-
Joyed a long and illustrious history in popular Afri-
can-American music.

In 1984, Wayne Stovall got his calling, started
preaching, and became a man of the cloth. Stovall
was a member of The Second Mt. Nebo Baptist
Church at 7635 Arthur Street, right next door to the
family household. He worked a lot and traveled quite
a bit with The Oukland All Stars over the next ten
years. In 1994, The Omega Aires, a group formed
out of surviving Oakland All Star Singers, including
bass Lamry Stickman and Wayne Stovall, recorded
an extended play cassette produced by Kenneth
Vanzandt. The songs were: Soul / Main line / Just
tell Jesus / Keep on believing. [This cassette has no
label name or number.] The cassette was made for
promotional purposes and is extremely popular right
now among quartet lovers around the state. “*People
ask me to sing “Keep on believing” everywhere we
20.” says Stovall who brags he can still hit registers
extending from tenor to bass. “Keep on believing”
is a deep gospel soul ballad. Stovall sings the song
with the utmost conviction.

On the downside, 1996 marked the year Joan
Stovall passed away. Afterselling his home, Stovall
moved into the same apartment building as his sis-
ters on Fruitvale Avenue in Oakland’s Dimond dis-
inct. The youngest of Stovall's two sons is a baskel-
ball coach. Stovall’s new partner. Ruth Spagner, has
a long and interesting history all her own. Spagner,
who is related to 1950s pop keyboardist Earl Grant,
1sacousinof Sam Cooke’s. Her uncle, Willie Wash-
ington, sang in Cooke’s gospel group, The Soul Stir-
rers, when the quartet stayed briefly in Oklahoma.
Spagner has been a friend of Stovall’s for many years
and has always admired his ant. Other of Spagner’s
uncles sang in Sacramento’s legendary W.D. Gos-
pel Singers who continue to perform to this day. In
1972. Spagner herself sang in the Sparkling Chris-
tian Singers, also still performing. A year later she
switched to The Compellers of Christ, composed of
her ex-husband and children. Spagner told me an
interesting story concerning her father and Sam
Cooke which took place when Cooke was living in
Fresno towards the end of his life. “*My father had
written some songs which Cooke pirated. He took
out copynght on them. My family hauled Cooke
into court, but we lost the case because my sister
Lucille spoke out against my father during the hear-
ing.” A case of Sam Cooke’s overwhelming chann.

Ruth and Wayne tied the knot recently. The
Stovalls are currently looking for a larger place to
live. Ruth complains that the Kitchen is too small to
whip up a mess of her special breakfast pancakes
and believe me, she sure can make them laste real
good.
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