- THE WINGS

OVER JORDAN

by Opal Lawis Nations

with insights from John Patton, Jr

e begin our illumination

of The Wings Over Jordan

Choir with the folksy saga
of its founder and long-serving
narrator, Rev. Glynn Thomas
Settle, culled from the liner notes
to the aggregation's third album
collection of 1958 (Dial LP 16-
5163.) Settle's original concept for
The Wings Over Jordan Choir was
that it should be a reflection of his
own experiences in life which
were not without trial and
hardship. His grandparents were
indentured slaves - his parents

were sharecroppers.

Born on a tobacco plantation in the Tar Heel
State, the third of nine children, Settle learned
almost from the start what it was like to go
hungry. Cold and raggedy, he often had to
deal with lawless heathen white men who
stormed down from the Southern Appalachian
Mountains to torture and terrorise helpless
black children for the fun of it

Home was a one-room log cabin. The family
huddled at night around the glowing embers
of the fireplace to listen to their mother read
stories from the Bible. Mother was a woman
of some education. Their father, a diligent
worker, was illiterate.

Father was a faithful churchman, being
deacon of his local little wooden church; a
'‘Jones Chapel' set in the woods, a

Discovering that the church had no choir of
any competence, Settle set about the study of
music. Later, after endless hours of diligence,
he served as the new, somewhat better
trained choir's director. In 1937 Settle
befriended Worth H. Kramer who would later
become programme director of WJR in Detroit
and president of Goodwill Stations, Inc.

Apart from WJR, Goodwill owned WJRT in
Flint, Michigan, WSAZ in West Virginia and
WGAR in Cleveland. Kramer, born in
Montpelier, Indiana, and a business graduate
of Ohio Wesleyan, auditioned the choir and
brought them to GWAR. Setlle, who had
named his new group The Wings Over
Jordan, made Kramer, who had begun his
radio career as singer and announcer, the
choir's new director. Kramer took the choir on
their first national tour. Worth H. Kramer, a
staunchly conservative, ethical man, stuck to
traditional musical arrangements and, with
Setile's complete compliance, had the choir
perform each song in the style in which it was
composed. The choir's on-air popularity
became so great that they were picked up by
the CBS radio network for whom, over a
decade's time, they performed regular
Sunday morning presentations. The 'Wings
Over Jordan's programme with Wayne Mack
as announcer was usually the spiritual
listeners' first tuned-in show.

This choral segment was followed by the
syndicated show of the Southernaires Quartet
out of New York. They, in turn, were followed
by the equally widespread broadcast of the

Golden Gate Quartet. Thus the listener could
take in the finest black gospel reliably spread
out over the better part of the Sabbath. Of
course, other gospel groups like the Swan
Silvertones, the C.1.O. Singers, the Deep
River Boys, the Charioteers and the Soul
Stirrers aired at different times in other parts
of the country. As was pointed out by Horace
Clarence Boyer in his book 'How Sweet The
Sound' (Elliott & Clark, 1995), these early
black gospel broadcasts were not only an
innovation in African American musical
culture, but also in the history of American
radio when few stations were black-owned.

R&B STARS IN THE WINGS

The Wings Over Jordan, due to unimaginable
success, ended up on all three major radio
networks. Worth H. Kramer, who died of a
stroke in July 1998, is best remembered today
for his battles to keep cuss-words off the air.
He was replaced as choir director by a Mr.
Elkins. Many notable R&B artists have had
associations with the Wings Over Jordan
Choir down through the years.

Wynona Carr directed the aggregation
during World War |1, then went on to become
a gospel and later R&B success. Both of
Gladys Knight's parents were members of the
choir, and Gladys herself toured with the
W.O.J. - inspired Morris Brown Choir. Bass
singer Herb Reed of Kansas City, Mo., sang
with the choir up until he was taken into the
Platters vocal group in place of Joe Jefferson.
Lyric tenor John Patton Jnr. joined the chorus

for a brief spell in 1948. Patton was

mile from the plantation. The church
was built on soil given by three
landowners to the tenant farmers of
the county. Settle's mother,
president of the Missionary Society,
interpreted the news events to folk
who could not read, out of papers
few and far between. Local
landowners, fearful that the woman
might be sowing the seeds of
discontent among tenant farmers,
had the Settle family driven from
their land. Under the cover of
darkness, the Settle clan fled to the
North.

The Settler's relocated to the local
mining area of the Keystone State.
Again the Settle children were
taunted and forced to defend
themselves against racists and
bigots.

Mother taught compassion through
singing spirituals but the children
opted to form a gang into which
similarly fated newcomers were
introduced. In the end, mother's
temperate teachings won out and
young Glynn Thomas became an
ordained minister. In 1936 Settle
was assigned to the Gethsemane

born in Garland City, Arkansas, fifty
miles from Texarkana, in 1930.
Garland City is also close to Cotton
Plant, birthplace of Sister Rosetta
Tharpe. Cotton was Garland's main
industry, and Patton's sharecropper
father, who owned three acres, grew it.
Patton's parents and two uncles ran
the farm. His grandmother sang in
church, but his father wailed the blues.
The Patton family was probably
related in some way to the great
Charlie Patton of Edwards, Ms., as
relatives were scattered all over the
Delta as well as in Little Rock,
Arkansas. Nobody knows for sure.
Young Patton's father owned a Victrola
on which he played the tunes with
sermons of the Rev. J.M. Gates,
remembered for impressive songs like
‘The Black Train Is Coming', ‘You
Mother Heart Breakers' and 'Pay Your
Furniture Man.' [Gates recorded for
Okeh, Columbia, Vocalion and Victor
during the 1920s through to the
1940s.]

Patton's strongest influences as a
child were listening to Marion
Anderson broadcasts on the radio and
going to see movies starring Paul

Baptist Church in Cleveland. Rew Glynn T Settle, Director of the Wings Over Jordan Choir Circa late 19305 Bobeson whom he used as an early
Courtesy of Opal Lowis Nealions.

role model. He also tuned in to The
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Dev. J. M. GATES

You Mother Heart Breakers
B?lﬂ?Why Don't You Live So God
Can Use You Anytime

STRAINING AT A GNAT AND
Eﬂﬂﬂ} SWALLOWING A CAMEL .
SPEED ON. HELL Is WaAmiNG FOR You him, and the young

YOU MIDNIGHT RAMBLERS
DEAD CAT ON THE LINE

longer reach the high
register. They then ran
through the traditional praise-
song 'Plenty Good Room,' a
tune most always listed on
the Wings Over Jordan
concert programme and first
recorded by them in 1946 on
King Records. Patton sang
up a storm. Parker raised the
pitch and had Patton sing it
through again. This way,
Parker was able to measure
Patton's range.

The Wings Over Jordan
needed a strong second
tenor soloist. Parker asked if
Patton would mind
considering a place as
second tenor in the chorus.
Patton was terrified, but
Parker instilled confidence in

seventeen-year-old Patton
joined as tenor/baritone in
April 1948. At this point, the

75C..~75c,

RECORDS

choir was marooned in
Portland, Oregon, due to
heavy, torrential rains.

Patton's initial experience
with the choir was a

sk Plsepnph Corp, 1 Dales Syners Wesmi. See Tort, & ¥

harrowing one. Not unlike the
jubilee quartets of the 1930s

Okeh advertisment [or Rev. M. Gates. September 21st, 1929 courtesy of and 1940s, discipline in the

the Faul (Miver Coflection.

MNegro College Hour, broadcast over both
CBS and NBC. The programme featured a
different choir every week.

All shared the bringing in of the sheaves at
harvest time. He was baptised at The Canaan
Baptist church by Rev. Wilbert whose wife, he
recalls, was in the habit of singing Emma L.
Jackson's 'I'm Going To Die With A Staff In My
Hand.'

The young Patton possessed a sweet
soprano voice through his tender years. He
remembers first seeing the Wings Over
Jordan Choir just before World War Il. "They
came to sing at the Civic Auditorium in
Texarkana. The place was packed. |
remember being moved to tears with their
rendition of A.L. Hatter's 'We Shall Walk
Through The Valley In Peace."

Patton moved out to Richmond, California in
1944 where he attended and graduated from
El Cerrito High School. He was recognised for
his vocal talents even in high school and fell in
with tenor Fred Parker who taught the young
lad a few pointers. In 1947 the Wings Over
Jordan Choir gave a concert in Berkeley, and
of course Patton was overjoyed and bought
tickets to see them. "They sang all kinds of
indigenous, folk-based music," says Patton,
"including more serious music." The choir, as
was the custom at the time, ended out their
performances with an a-cappella choral
arrangement of Handel's 'Hallelujah Chorus'
from 'The Messiah'.

KING RECORDS DEBUT

To Patton's astonishment, he recognised his
coach Fred Parker in the choir. The two old
friends re-established contact, and Patton was
asked to sing a few bars while Parker
accompanied on piano. By now, Patton's voice
had broken. He thought he sounded like a
raspy tenor and did not want to embarrass
himself. However, after persuasion, Patton ran
through a few bars of Otto Rasbach's 'Trees’;
a song set to Joyce Kilmer's poem, written in
the early 1920s and recorded by Patton's
hero, Paul Robeson. Patton found he could no

ranks was such that the

singers had to put their free-
flowing emotional feelings to the back of their
minds and concentrate solely on the strict
interpretation of the music which had to be
stripped of personal nuance and displays of
dramatic flair or embellishment. Even so, they
were encouraged to seek authenticity in
spiritual singing, to find their natural rhythm
and apply it. Patton, a person who was used to
allowing his emotions enter into his art, found
this task incredibly difficult. "They put me down
front with the bass singers. The bass section
was awesome and contained two of my three
most influential soloists, Emery Barnes from
Michigan who doubled when required as
baritone, and the great basso profundo from
Sands, North Carolina, Marvin Hayes. Charles
King was the choir's director at this juncture.
When the bass section started into the
traditional 'Deep River,' | lost grip on myself
completely. Tears welled into my eyes, and |
could not hold back the crying. King
admonished me and told me to grab a hold of
myself.,

The bass-section ran through the song once
more, and again | lost control of my
composure. In disgrace, | was shown to the
back of the choir and told to sing baritone. |
was able to compose myself by the third try."
Apart from Barnes and Hayes, the choir was
composed of some two dozen fully competent
singers who were all capable of taking solos.
These included Cecil Danby who soloed on
'‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot' (see King LP
560), Esther Overstreet who sang lead on 'l
Cried And Cried' (see King LP 519), soprano
Hazel Morris, a Mrs. Robinson, Emelda
Herring, James Petty, Clarence Smalls,
Mildred Pollard, principal soloist, who lead on
'He's All And All To Me' (see King LP 519),
and Tommy Roberts. Patton ardently admired
Ezekiel Samuel Dearon, tenor extraordinaire.
Hattie Easley was the choir's enormously
skilled director, and of course Rev. Settle's
fine, soothing speaking voice drew the
respect of everyone. "Settle carefully
paraphrased the bible and put its passages
into the common vernacular," states Patton.

Marvin Hayes later went off to study voice in
Paris, and Hazel Morris became one of
Patton's closest friends. The legendary
Dearon, from Beaumont, Texas sang lead on
'Rock-a Ma-soul' recorded by King Records
(LP 519) in 1953 when Frank C. Everett
conducted the choir. "The choir usually
rehearsed in sections," says Patton. "All the
bassos, all the tenors and so on usually
worked on their parts over two - hour
rehearsal periods. Then we would all come
together and sing. Sometimes the choir
appeared on the new TV medium. When our
'Wings Over Jordan' tour hit Cleveland things
fell apart," adds Patton.

Members had felt for a long time that they
were being underpaid, so many of them quit
and formed 'The Ambassadors Of Good Will'
under Charles King's directorship. Of course,
replacements were found, and the choir lived
on, but John Patton went with Hazel Morris
and sang at The Cornerstone Baptist Church.
"I'll always remember it," says Patton. "l was
penniless. | sang Roberta Martin's 'Ride On
King Jesus' wearing Dearon's best suit." After
registering for National Service (Patton never
had to enlist), he moved to his cousin's place
in Chicago. Once there, he met Florence
Price, author of the song 'My Soul's Been
Anchored In Jesus.' After Price heard Patton
sing his rendition of the song, Florence
introduced him to Inez Matthews. Matthews
made a business of setting Price's songs to
Langston Hughes' poems. Matthews
encouraged Patton to return to college to
learn music theory.

This lead to a long and distinguished career
for Patton in acting, performing, teaching and
research into the codification of African-
American music and composers.

THE COLOR PURPLE

In 1985 Patton appeared as the preacher in
Steven Spielberg's movie adaptation of Alice
Walker's 'The Color Purple' centring around a
young, black girl's life and hard times growing
up in the South. In one respect, this brings our
text around to where we started, but we have
yet to talk about the recordings. In 1939,
Chicago composer and publisher Kenneth
Morris wrote his first gospel song entitled 'I'll
Be A Servant For The Lord.

In a conversation with Smithsonian cultural
historian Bernice Johnson Reagon, Maorris
indicated that 'l'll Be A Servant For The Lord'
became a national hit, and that The Wings
Over Jordan sang it. | have so far not traced a
recording of the song by the choir. It could
mean that the choir sang it often and that
wherever and whenever they toured people
asked to have it interpreted. The song's
nation-wide popularity could have begun with
the choir's syndicated radio program.

The choir's first post-war recordings were
cut for Syd Nathan's subsidiary Queen label
at his Cincinnati studio in June 1946.
Although the twelve-recorded songs first
appeared on the short-lived Queen label, they
soon were re-released on the parent King
imprint. The work first appeared on 78 rpm
records. They were then culled for two Queen
78 rpm album sets before ending up as King
LP 560 in 1958. Gusto Special Products, one
of the many inheritors of King Records, kept
the album in reissue into the 1980s.

It has so far escaped CD reissue. Standouts
include the uplifting 'Plenty Good Room,' and
the achingly beautiful 'l Will Trust In The Lord'
with its amazingly accurate timing and
perfectly controlled stanzas. Mildred Pollard
certainly won many a soul fronting this one.
One of the choir's best remembered
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[ to R (Front: Glynn T Settle, Founder, Annotuncer Wayne Mack and Director Hattie Easley and the Wings Over Jordan Cholr in Cleveland,

circa 1930, Courtesy of Opal Louwis Nations,

ensemble efforts, Trampin", is included here,
as is Pollard's gracefully rendered "You Got To
Stand The Test In Judgement,' 'Old Ship Of
Zion' and 'Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.' Settle's
introductory narratives are few on this
collection and are less lengthy than on later
ones.

In 1948, after most of the group's 1946 line-
up had quit to go with 'The Ambassadors of
Good Will,'! RCA issued three 78s by a
supposedly reconstituted 'Wings Over Jordan'
choir. Soloists included contralto Helen
Hallums, basso Tony Donan plus Gerald L.
Hutton, Pattie Jean Moore and Olive
Thompson. New choir director Gilbert F. Allen
conducted. It is not known for sure whether this
outfit might possibly be 'The Ambassadors of
Good Will' and that they masqueraded as ‘The
Wings Over Jordan Choir' before the larger
replacement group was set up in California
during the mid-Fifties. Cedric J. Hayes and
Robert Laughton indicate in their Gospel
Records (1943-1969) Black Music
Discography (Record Information Services,
1993) that the Wings Over Jordan Choir
recorded a second time for King Records on
April 30th, 1953 fronting the exact same
soloists as had recorded on the June 1946
session. | suspect that Syd Nathan simply
dusted off some of his old 1946 masters,
cleaned them up and reissued them on ten and
twelve inch LP and the smaller Extended Play
format. Four songs were also chosen by
Nathan for 78 rpm release.

SECOND KING ALBUM

The group's second King album entitled 'Amen’
(King 519) was released around the same time
as the choir's first King collection in 1958 and
like the former has been subjected to the same
reissue policy down through the years.
Impressive cuts here include an interesting
multi-rhythmic rendition of 'I'm Going To Sit At
The Welcome Table,' a robust belting of the
aforementioned 'l Cried And | Cried' by Esther
Overstreet, James Petty's touching lead on
'When |'ve Done The Best | Can,' and the fine
ensemble reading of 'Over My Head.' Once
more Mildred Pollard steals our souls on
heartfelt renditions of 'Alone' and 'Where Shall
| Be When The First Trumpet Sounds.

-y g
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Some time during 1955 Settle switched
bases and moved from the East Coast to Los
Angeles and recruited a larger choir.
Membership included souls gathered from
out of Jester Hairston's legendary
Metropolitan Choir, The Albert McNeil
Jubilee Singers, The Hall Johnson Choir and
Prof. Earl Hines' famous Si. Paul's Baptist
Church Choir. From out of this melting pot
came The Lillian Randolph Singers who
recorded one album entitled 'Spiritual
Moments' for Dootsie Williams' Dootone
label on South Central Avenue in 1956.
Randolph went on to appear in soap-opera
on network radio and television. In late
1958, Settle's larger Angelino version of the
Wings Over Jordan Choir cut one album for
Dial Records on Scouth Normandie Avenue.
Little is known of the label except that its
existence was momentary. The album was
issued both in the twelve inch 33 '/» format
and in the seven inch 16 “/: speed.

The session proved extremely rewarding
as apart from retaining the old a-cappella
sound and balance of wvocal timbres,
uncredited soloists of Mildred Pollard and
James Petty's mettle were given a chance to
front the choir. Outstanding cuts include
retreads of 'Where Shall | Be', 'Amen’' and
'Swing Low.! There are two fresh
characteristics here, the first is that the
choir's earlier favourites are put into mediley,
the second is that Rev. Settle is given a
chance to stretch out on the introductory
narratives. The account that forms a lasting
impression on my mind is read during
Settle's lengthy introductory monologue to
'Plenty Good Room' and starts:

Reconstruction days, though just begun

Already wrought changes in plantation life

Once the scene of fouled and submissive

slaves

A developing glow of a freedom of a type

Changed conditions and even have

created

Slaves into different looking individuals

They were now making many plans

And especially attempting to establish

Their church program......

The narrative then focuses on a little
wooden church, perhaps like the one of
Settle's own childhood. After an outline of its

idyllic setting, he
goes on to describe
in a simple manner
the humble ways of
its parish and the
coming to the
service of a Sunday
morning.  Settle's
quaint, idyllic
realism grabs the
listener with an
almost  whimsical
enchantment.

FINAL CHANCE

TO RECORD
The Wings Over
Jordan Choir got a
final chance to
record in 1960 for
Sam H. Clark's
Broadway-based
ABC Paramount
label.

Eight of the twelve
sides were reissued
over a decade later
on Don Robey's
Song Bird Peacock
subsidiary out of
Houston, Texas.
Recorded in Mineral
Wells, Texas with
Clarence H. Brooks conducting, the choir
had a tough time finding a suitable place to
record, as the liner notes tell. While on
location in Mineral Wells they happened
upon an old, abandoned USO building
crammed with junk. The structure was falling
apart but had an auditorium with perfect
acoustics for capturing the plaintive wails,
heart- warming pathos and arresting,
determined tones of the traditional American
Megro Spiritual. So anxious were they to
complete their recordings in the old,
dilapidated building (which offered such an
inviting atmosphere) that members of the
choir climbed trees outside the building to
cut away limbs which had grown against the
windows and, with the swaying, sent weird,
confusing sounds into the mikes. Then a
lady next door, who was having repairs done
on her house, was brought into the fray. She
was given a bribe to dismiss the carpenter
and give over the large, cavernous house for
the recording. As there were |loose boards,
Settle had to remove his shoes and spread
his coat over the planks to eliminate squeaks
during his narration. He had everyone stand
stock still at all times. The session proved
long and arduous. Choice cuts, which
incidentally at their release marked the
choir's twenty fifth anniversary, include
another beautifully rendered version of
‘Alone,' a disciplined but soul-lifting reading
of 'We Shall Walk Through The Valley In
Peace' and yet another rousing run-through
of 'Amen.' The collection suffers from having
too much echo and not enough soul. As with
the early King releases, each song title is
followed by a short descriptive text on the
sleeve.

The Wings Over Jordan Choir is still fondly
remembered today by legions of African
American senior citizens. In the words of the
Rev. Glynn Thomas Settle's window, Mildred,
"The Wings Over Jordan radio broadcasts
gave black people pride in an age when we
were a primary source in breaking down
segregation as we travelled throughout the
nation.”

Opal Louis Nations, December 2000 with
invaluable assistance from John Patton Jr.
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