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The Wyn

ona Carr S_tory

The Gospel Years 1949-1954

As told through Wynona'’s correspondence with Art Rupe
of Specialty Records in Hollywood

ome B&R readers may remember

that back in B&R 103, October 1995,
| authored an article entitled ‘The Story
Behind The Specialty Legends Of Gospel
Series’, in which | discussed Fantasy's
inheritance ofthe Specialty label, with not
only artist photographs and promotional
materials, but a filing cabinet full of Art
Rupe's correspondence to and from
his major artists. Rupe kept all of his
correspondence with his major artists.
Gospel luminaries such as Professor
Alex Bradford and Sister Wynona Carr
kept up a lengthy exchange of letters
lasting a decade or so and told of both
their happy and down times in both
their private and professional lives. The
letters were a revelation in themselves
and were key in constructing the booklet
to the reissue collections Fantasy later
produced.

Sister Wynona Carr circa early 1950s, Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

By Opal Lowuis Nations

Cleveland is a forest city encircled by an
18,000 acre necklace of metro parklands
along the southern shore of Lake Erie and
is the birthplace of r&b sax legend/vocalist
Bullmoose Jackson and the multi-talented —
but grossly underrated gospel and r&b singer,
Wynona Merceris Carr. Wynona was born
in Cleveland on 23rd August, 1924 the year
Congress made all indigenous Indians U.S.
citizens. Encouraged by her mother Beulah
and stepfather Arthur Summers, Wynona
began private piano lessons at age eight. In
1936 she entered the Cleveland Music College
where she studied voice, harmony and musical
arrangements. With the family's blessing she
was soon playing piano for local Baptist church
services.

By 1944 she was travelling to Detroit,
a city she would later make her home, to
direct choirs there. A year later she formed
her own five-member gospel ensemble, the

sadly unrecorded Carr Singers, with whom
she toured occasionally throughout the Mid-
Western and Southern states.

Cleveland during the 1940s was also home
to the Reverend Glynn T. Settle and the
nationally renowned Wings Over Jordan Choir,
conducted by Frank C. Everett. The choir
had been recording throughout the Post-war
decace and was syndicated weekly on all three
national radio networks. Although Carr was
not formally a part of the Wings Over Jordan
Choir, some of its members rehearsed at the
Summers' house according to her sister and
only surviving sibling, Jean Arthur Summers-
Mills. Wynona's parents, Jesse and Beulah,
were deeply religious and took a major role in
the affairs of the local Baptist brethren.

Wynona spent a while singing with a Wings
Over Jordan satellite group, the Wilson
Jubilee Singers. It was with them that she
came to the attention of JW. Alexander,
manager, promoter and tenor singer of the
famous Pilgrim Travelers of Los Angeles.
Alexander also served as gospel talent scout
for Specialty Records. The Pilgrims were the
star quartet of Art Rupe's fledgling Specialty
label, of \enice Boulevard in Hollywood.
Rupe founded Specialty toward the close of
1944 after the demise of Atlas Records. Art
and Bob Scherman had co-partnered the tiny
Atlas label for a little less than a year, Rupe
had served briefly as a junior partner with Atlas
Records before setting up his own Juke Box
label, which evolved into Specialty.

The Wilson Jubilee Singers were billed as
the local opening act for the Pilgrim Travelers,
who were on tour playing dates in Cleveland.
J.W. Alexander stated that Wynona sang and
directed the Wilson Jubilees and that her deep
contralto voice immediately drew his attention.
Her stage presence and dynamic delivery
greatly impressed him, With what little money
he had, Alexander cut a demo of Wynona and
mailed it to Art Rupe.

Rupe, much awed with what he heard, sent
for Wynona to come out west to record. A
contract was drawn up in early February 1949
and a session followed at Universal Recorders
in Hollywood. The date yielded three songs:
‘Each Day’, 'Lord Jesus' and ‘| Want To Go
To Heaven And Rest'. Wynona was backed
by a rhythm quartet fronted by pianist Austin
Lee McCoy, who was paid the grand sum
of $206.25 for his services. McCoy was on
loan from Modern Records, where he served
as pianist, arranger and A&R man. In 1950
McCoy quit Modern Records and defected to
Mercury. 'Each Day', first notably recorded by
Mdm Ernestine Washington, is a perky, mid-
tempo song written by Louisa King, and is
reminiscent of ‘This Train,” a best selling chart
by Sister Rosetta Tharpe, recorded for Decca
in mid-1947.

Tharpe became friend and companion,
mentor and rival in the upcoming years.
Wynona gave ‘Each Day’ a riveting treatment,
and one can hear Tharpe's influence in the
delivery. Clara Ward, however, had etched
the song as well. This release had preceded
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Wynona's session date by only six days and
probably drew sales away from Wynona's
version. 'Lord Jesus' is a torch-like, self-
penned, gut-felt confession, sung with warmth
and compassion. '| Want To Go To Heaven
And Rest' showed how well Wynona could
swing through a jivy, jazzy number, the pace of
which clearly enlivens the supporting quartet,
thus encouraging them to play at their best.
A publicity photo session was set up with the
Manion Photo Service on West Sixth Street.

After the whirlwind first recording session,
Wynona was anxious to return home as
quickly as possible. She was at this point living
permanently in Detroit on Hendrie Street. Her
sudden flight angered JW. Alexander, who
had planned to spend some time working with
his new protégé. Wynona waited during the
ensuing weeks with anxiety. She had been
promised a late February issue date, but
contractual details on song rights held things
up. Wynona had a big performance date on
25th March, 1949 in Port Huron, Michigan
and needed a record for her fans. Problems
arose with the song 'Lord Jesus'. Wynona had
given publishing rights to Milan G. Brown Jr. at
Brown's Music House in Indianapolis and as
Wynona was now under exclusive song-writing
contract with Rupe's Venice Music Publishing
Company, there arose a conflict of interest.
Wynona and Brown had also co-written 'l
Want To Go To Heaven And Rest’. This further
muddied the waters as Brown's Music House
had put out sheet music on that song.

By mid-March, Wynona's pre-
announcements at concerts and promises
to local disc jockeys had left her in a state of
bewildering embarrassment — still no record
release. Jack ‘The Bellboy' (Ed McKenzie),
legendary white Detroit degjay on both WIBK
and WXYZ, was an avid fan of Wynona's and
wanted to plug her impending record. It was
Jack ‘The Bellboy' who quit his $60,000 a year
deejay job in 1959 to renounce formula radio
with its incessant commercials and bad taste,
its subservience to ratings and pressure to
accept payola. On top of this, Wynona hated
to be labeled 'Sister’ on her records. "After all,"
she said, "Mahalia Jackson isn't labeled one. It
makes me sound like I'm ninety years old."

Rupe insisted that publishing rights on ‘Each
Day’, which in printed form was put out by the
Martin and Morris Music Studio, was holding
up release. He further promised to drop the
'Sister' handle but in reality did not.

By 2nd April, 1949, Wynona was insisting that
'‘Each Day' was a Roberta Martin composition.
She was back in Cleveland nursing a sick
mother and thinking of filing for divorce from
her first husband. ‘Each Day'flLord Jesus'
was finally released shortly thereafter and,
contrary to all previous remarks, signed all
her correspondence ‘Sister Wynona Carr'.
In @ missive to Art Rupe on 19th May, 1949,
Wynona, having moved to Beckly, West
Virginia, told of how she had ‘gospelised'
Roy Brown's 1947 recording for Deluxe of
'‘Good Rockin® Tonight'. Her new version of the
song was retitled ‘| Heard The News (Jesus
Is Coming Again). 'Each Day' was played
often on gospel programmes, but could not
compete against the Ward Singers’ or even
Ethel Davenport's versions. On the upside,
radio station WJLS gave Wynona a fifteen-
minute daily spot from 2:00pm to 2:15pm.
She also hired a bebop jazz pianist as gospel
accompanist on regular appearances in the
Charleston-Roancke areas. Having been told
repeatedly how attractive a woman she had
become, Wynona now took full advantage of
her physical attributes by posing full-figure
behind a mike-stand as opposed to sitting
behind a piano. She patched up, temporarily at
least, her rocky relationship with her hushand.

Art Rupe cut a deal with Lillian Cumber at the
Herald Attractions Booking Agency on Sunset
Boulevard, as much then as in recent times a
major Southern California, African American
booking organisation. Cumber's connections
were widespread. She wrote a regular
column in the L. A. Tribune entitled ‘Hollywood
Scratchpad'. She published showbiz gossip
and upcoming events to do with the popular
black music scene. Rupe tried to have all
his gospel artists booked through Herald
Attractions, which often sent Specialty gospel
acts out on package tours. Rupe wanted to
hold off recording Wynona again because of
poor sales, but tentative plans were made to
record her in the Mid-West on one of Rupe’s
regular trips there.

In July 1849 Wynona moved again
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temporarily to Roanoke,
Virginia and was staying
with the Rev. C.H. Butler,
Curing a gospel concert
shared with Caleb Ginyard
and the Dixieaires, Ginyard
tried to persuade Wynona to
terminate her contract with
Specialty and sign with Leon
Rene of the Hollywood-based
Exclusive Records. Rene,
who had the Dixieaires signed
up, was seeking out good
gospel singers. Wynona was
unhappy with the fact that she
was not receiving royalties
from Specialty. Forty-two
consecutive  engagements
in Roanoke and surrounding
areas set her back two
hundred dollars in travelling
expenses. She did not have a
car and with pianist/secretary
Donald Thomas, was forced
to use private limousines,
She wanted to buy a vehicle
and meet the down payment
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News clipping from The Hollywood Tribune, March &th, 1950, Courtesy
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personal manager. By the
end of July 1949 Carr had
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moved to Philadelphia and was staying in the
care of the Rev. W.E. Branch.

On 1st August, 1949, Rupe and Wynona
met at the Statler Hotel in Philadelphia and
then headed for the W.|.P. Recording Studios
where four songs were cut, none of which
were issued until 1992 when they were
released on a Fantasy CD entitled '‘Dragnet
For Jesus' (Specialty 7016), produced by Lee
Hildebrand and myself. Session musicians
included Donald Thomas, Wynona's personal
accompanist, on piano, Harry W. Paolk, guitar,
plus Gordon Ashford and J.B. Summers on
bass and drums. The songs included 'I'm
A Pilgrim Traveler’, which was a dramatic
blues-like dirge written by Wynona, sung in a
torchy way, and ‘'l Heard The News (Jesus Is
Coming Again)’; of course a gospel parody of
the aforementioned Roy Brown song, ‘Good
Rockin’ Tonight'.

Wynona's version stomps, howls and wails
in the fashion of a true blues belter. The
band swings and Polk’s guitar chordings are
reminiscent of Tharpe's playing from the Lucky
Millinder period. 'Our Father', again written by
Wynona, was recorded some sixteen months
later by Archie Brownlee and the Five Blind
Boys of Mississippi. His version was arranged
in a beautiful, slow tempo and retitled 'The
Lord's Prayer. He of course added a few
personal sentiments. The record sold very well
for them.

‘Our Father' was one of Wynona's finest
compositions and should have seen the light
of day at the time it was recorded, when it
certainly would have chalked up heavy sales.
The fourth and last song, 'He Said He Would',
was a mid-tempo call and response vehicle
that jumped along in the swing idiom and
bore some musical resemblance to Mahalia
Jackson's reading of ‘Said He Would', one of
the diva's finest efforts, backed by the Southemn
Harmoneers and waxed in 1952. Wynona
always sang her unreleased songs in concert
and Mahalia had probably heard her sing it. It
was assumed that the reason why Rupe chose
not to issue any of the four aforementioned
tittes was that they sounded too secular.

Around this time, Rupe moved Specialty
Records to 8505 Sunset Boulevard. In mid-
August 1949 Specialty issued two more songs
from Wynona's initial February session. These
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Just before her farewell concert,
Wynona solicited Rupe for more
money to buy gas to getherto Oakland,
California for a big programme. Rupe
refused to give out more advances
on the strength of royalty payments.
Earlier, Wynona had sent Specialty a
test recording by a Rev. Ward. Rupe
had expressed interest in finding
strong male gospel soloists to record.
The Rev. Ward's demo was eclipsed
by a matter of days by the signing of
Brother Joe May, ‘The Thunderbolt
of the Middle West'. J W, Alexander,
Rupe's gospel scout, had found May
at Thomas A. Dorsey's annual gospel
choirs convention, where May was
featured as special guest.

Mid-November found ‘Wynona
at the Brown's Hotel in Nashville.
She was sharing a concert with
the Fairfield Four before driving on
to Memphis. In Nashville Wynona
appeared on radio repairman, record
store owner and disc jockey Randy
Wood's programme on WLAC. After
Memphis, Wynona headed for a tour
of Mississippi with the Fairfield Four
and CBS Trumpeteers. She had put
off the invitation to drive to Hollywood
to re-record the four rejected songs.

Eilly Danlela in doing alfl right for himaell. He has been n
by Columbia to do & minglng role in “Whan You're Smiling,™
which ke will return to the cast for a serfes of night club sppears

A MG

pt your present tour figures. ;

then bachk to the coast to do a musleal which Joe Pastor in making

The near fatal auto accident suffered
et by the Pilgrim Travelers, coupled

nees; with Wynona's own reckless driving
and constant lack of ready cash,

News clipping from the Los Angeles Senlinal, 30th November

1850, Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.

were 'l Know What He Knows' and 'l Want To
Go To Heaven And Rest'. Meanwhile, Irving
Katz at Apollo Records in New York sent
a letter to Wynona's family home address
conveying the label's interest in recording her
alongside Mahalia Jackson, who was under
contract with the label. Kalz's concept was to
duplicate the success of the pairing of Sister
Rosetta Tharpe and Marie Knight, who had
sold tens of thousands of records for Decca.
Of course, Wynona was under contract to
Specialty and Rupe was reluctant to release
her from it. Rupe had similar thoughts to Katz
concerning gospel duets but it took him seven
months to decide to have Wynona record with
Brother Joe May.

Of the two songs on the second release, 'l
Want To Go To Heaven And Rest' was by far
the strongest, with its Tharpe-like swing and
vocal and guitar embellishments. As usual
with Wynona's compositions (she co-wrote this
one), the lyrics were finely written and lacked
repetition. In early September, Wynona slapped
a down payment on a Kaiser automaobile with
an eight hundred dollar check from Rupe. This
was given on the understanding that Wynona
would meet the monthly payments (Wynona
could not meet the payments and had misled
Rupe).

Having filed for divorce, Wynona was back
at 83rd Street in Cleveland and planning a
farewell concert on the 25th September before
heading south on a tour of the Southern states.
Her health was failing. She was suffering from
some sort of lung infection.

Rupe announced his intention to start a
management department for the sole purpose
of tightening his control over his recording
artists. He also wanted Wynona to drive out
to Hollywood to re-record the four songs he
had rejected from the Philadelphia session.
He confessed not to be happy with the session
musicians (an excuse for not wanting to
put out material which might possibly prove
unacceptable to the African American gospel-
buying public).

had put a damper on the idea. She
looked forward to the battle of gospel
soloists, a concert which pitched her
against the merits of Marie Knight at
the Florida Auditorium the following
March. Wynona was confident that she would
win.

As fate would have it, Wynona's car gave
out near Knoxville during a Mississippi tour
with the Fairfield Four, Meanwhile, Rupe was
unhappy over how Wynona was managing
her own engagements and was anxious to
take control in an effort to help his booking
agency get off the ground. Wynona, seemingly
prone to misfortune, was stranded in Memphis
over the Christmas-New Year's holidays. She
fell in with a bunch of rowdy r&b musicians,
partied with Andrew Tibbs, the blues warbler
on Aristocrat Records, and the San Francisco-
based Ivory Joe Hunter. She dated jive deejay
Maurice 'Hot Rod" Hulbert, host of the Sepia
Swing Club on WDIA, a show aimed at lonely
housewives. 'Hot Rod' also started each of his
workdays on WDIA as a sombre, bible-packing
gospel record spinner of spiritual records
interspersed with readings from the Good
Book. He was a prime example of burning the
candle at both ends.

Wynona always had a soft spot for those
who lived somewhat reckless lives. She made
an hour-long appearance on ‘Hot Rod's’ gospel
programme and gave a mesmerising rendition
of ‘Move Up A Little Higher', a glorious gospel
number made profitable by Mahalia Jackson.
Wynona had thoughts of hosting a gospel
radio show in Cleveland that would include
poetry, small talk and household hints. She
had started writing love poems to read on
WDIA. Wynona planned a late January 1950
tour through Little Rock, Arkansas, Hot Spring,
Tulsa and Oklahoma City, winding up in LA,
by 1st February.

Rupe, although disgruntled by the fact that
Wynona would not let herself be managed
properly, renewed her contract for another
year. Wynona, behind schedule, had made it
as far west as Dallas, Texas by 2nd February.
In Dallas, Wynona lined up a string of church
engagements. She appeared around Dallas

for a week and prepared fourteen songs to
record for Specialty in Hollywood. Just midway
through a divorce from her current husband,
Wynona fell in love with the young minister
she had met in Little Rock, Arkansas. On the
recording front, Rupe suggested that Wynona
and Brother Joe May cut a few duets together
as both would be in Hollywood at the same
time.

Rupe's fresh business arrangement with
Herald Attractions and Lillian Cumber had
gotten off to a good start, due in part to the
signing of the Soul Stirrers. As far as booking
control was concerned, however, Wynona
still thought of holding out until May when
she planned to be in New York and could visit
with Lineski, a booker Mahalia Jackson used.
Having made it all the way to Hollywood in an
ailing automobile, Wynona met up with Brother
Joe May, with whom she cut two sessions at
Universal Studios on 18th and 24th March.
Wynona played piano on the sessions which
yielded ten songs. On five of these Brother Joe
May sang solo. The remaining five are May
and Wynona duets. These were '| See Jesus’,
'What Do You Know About Jesus', 'I'll Serve
You Lord Until My Dying Day’, ‘It's All Right' and
‘Our Father In Heaven'. All five songs were
penned by Wynona. 'l See Jesus', in gospel-
march time, was sung more as a vehicle for
May than as something shared. Nevertheless,
the duet worked hard and the tune came off.

‘What Do You Know About Jesus', a chart in
a similar vein to the last, was sung convincingly
with each trying to outperform the other, but
the song never seemed to go anywhere. 'I'll
Serve You Lord Until My Dying Day' was a
soul-stirring song on which both excelled. ‘It's
All Right' found the couple swinging to the max
with May comfortably complementing Wynona's
wailing excursions. 'Our Father In Heaven', an
interpretation of ‘The Lord's Prayer', was sung
first by May on the opening verses, then by
Wynona who bellowed, cried and gave it her
all. "What Do You Know About Jesus', backed
with "I'll Serve You Lord Until My Dying Day',
were issued almost immediately. By the end of
March 1950 Wynona was again broke and in
need of cash. Rupe agreed to a $900 loan in
return for all royalties accrued from four of the
five songs recorded with Brother Joe May in
March,
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(00 00 CAN GASH IN
ON SPECIALTY RECORDS!

—The demand for Rhythm and Blues and Negro
Religious Records is consfanily rising!

—0Our releases have proved the best sellers in
this field for the pasl 5 years!

—Releases plugged regularly by nafion-wide
Disk Jockey promotion!

—We mainlain 34 distributors in all major
cilies fo serve you!

—0ur arlis!l rosier includes many fomous
names in Rhythm, Blues and Meqro Religious
Music—

* PERCY MAYHELD

* ROY MILTON

* JOE LIGGINS

* CAMILLE HOWARD

* JIMMIE LIGGINS

* KING PERRY- * SALLIE MARTIN

* PILGRIM TRAVELERS  SINGERS

Send For Latest SPECIALTY Cotaloguea!

reco rdﬁq

HOLLYWOOD 46, CALIF '

* SOUL STIRRERS

* BROTHER JOE MAY

* SISTER WYNONA
(ARR

* PROF. J. EARL HINES

Is'sus SUNSET BLVD.

From Billboard, August 1951, Courtesy Galen
Gart's First Pressings.

On 10th and 13th April Wynona, together
with organist Prof. Donald E. Thomas, cut at
least fourteen songs at Universal Recorders in
Hollywood, Eight of these songs were issued on
four singles spanning almost a two-year period,
taking us into April 1952, It was quite clear that
Rupe's faith in Wynona as a breadwinner was
not exactly a solid commitment. Rupe received
another sob-story missive from Wynona
around 8th July stating that she was without
money. She had driven 1,500 miles back to
her family in Cleveland with 'less than 2 cents’,
according to her correspondence. She still
owed Rupe $900 and asked if she could pay
it off in twelve monthly installments. She also
complained about poor distribution and jocks
not getting promos. Because sheet music was
not issued on one promising release, ‘What Do
You Know' with Brother Joe May, sales on her
version were being lost. She also thought that
she was able to work more often when finding
gigs for herself.

Rupe replied saying he was making a
nationwide sheet music publishing deal with
Martin and Morris and asked Wynona to come
up with material for the upcoming Soul Stirrers
sessions. Soon thereafter, Art Rupe's wife Lee,
in Art's absence, wrote to Wynona telling her
she needed material for the Pilgrim Travelers,
and blamed the Eastern pressing plants for
their delay supplying East Coast distributors.
A further letter from Rupe told Wynona that
Martin and Morris would be publishing all
her songs. After receiving a statement from
Specialty in August, she wrote to tell Rupe that
she was currently making more money out
of the sale of sheet music than recording the
actual songs.

On the downside she mentioned that her
motor was burmnt out. She needed a down
payment of $736 to purchase a new 1951
model. Her parents came up with the cash
which facilitated her trip to St. Louis to sing.
She signed herself 'Your Problem Child'.
In September Wynona wrote to Rupe from
Cleveland (Rupe had been sick and had not

written in weeks) that she could improve the
rejected songs she sent if they were returned.

By November it was clear that Rupe did not
intend to record Wynona again with Brother Joe
May, but he did not tell her. Rupe repeatedly
asked for material for Brother Joe May to
record and even sent money to cover the cost
of making demos, He made excuses to her
about not thinking it wise for her to come out
to Hollywood to record. The expense of travel
and unexpected heavy snowfalls were used
as reasons. He then wrote more infrequently
when she failed to show up in Baltimore for
a gig. As a consequence, Herald Attractions,
with whom Wynona had begrudgingly signed,
cancelled all of her engagements. She again
complained to Rupe that because she had to
travel long distances to fill gigs, she made no
money and that as a conseguence of this, she
had lost two pianists she could not afford to
pay. She wanted out of Herald if things did not
improve by February 1951.

Penniless, Wynona offered Rupe songs to
pay for food. Bess Berman at Apollo Records
in New York had asked twice to have Wynona
on her label, but Wynona turned her down.
To add to her many problems, Wynona did
not make it to the Elks Auditorium in Los
Angeles to appear as slated on a package
with Brother Joe May and the Sallie Martin
Singers. Rupe would have had her back in the
studio, but he was annoyed at her failure to
meet commitments. He ignored her letters and
kept her in limbo. He even stalled writing to let
her know if he approved of her latest charts.
Wynona then demanded the return of her
‘broadcast’ records. Seeing as Wynona was
still submitting excellent songs, Rupe decided
to extend her contract option in January 1951,
but she refused to send him more songs as
she did not want anyone except herself and
Brother Joe May to record them. She was
jealous of Rupe's ready acceptance of Sallie
and Cora Martin's compositions.

Rupe continued to ignore Wynona's
disgruntled letters and used constant travel as
an excuse. Wynona thought that if she made
it from Cleveland by road to Hollywood, he
would be happy and ready to record her. In
October 1951 she wrote to say that she was on
her way to California and had stops

The Brewster Singers had covered her April
1852 release of 'Conversations With Jesus' on
Gotham and the Spirit Of Memphis had cut her
April 1948 release of ‘Lord Jesus' on King. She
worried that ‘The Ball Game' would be covered
and released before her own version came
out. Wynona did not make it easier for herself
- she insisted on singing the song on concert
programmes, At gospel programmes ‘The
Ball Game' met with overwhelmingly positive
response but Wynona felt she needed to tell
people that her record company was coming
up with its release very soon. It pained her not
to know the release date.

When ‘The Ball Game' was finally released
and started making noise all over the country,
Herald Attractions hurriedly fixed up November
tour dates around Kansas and Arkansas. As
usual, Wynona was broke and needed $300 to
fix up her car. She was working on a song she
called "The Trial', which evolved into ‘Dragnet
For Jesus’, after Johnny Moore's August 1953
release on Modern of 'Dragnet Blues'. She also
worked on ‘15 Rounds With Jesus', a follow-up
in style to ‘'The Ball Game'.

By December 1953 Wynona had moved
to Detroit. She had failed to meet her Herald
Attractions engagements again and was
dropped by the booking agency; Lillian Cumber
had had enough of Wynona's shenanigans.
Rupe did not renew Wynona's recording
contract at the close of 1953, but continued to
ask her for songs he could try with his other
gospel artists. Wynona's debts to Herald for
cancelled appearances were subtracted from
her royalties for ‘The Ball Game'.

January 1954 saw Wynona employed as
choir arranger and director for the New Bethel
Baptist Church at 4210 Hastings Street and
Willis in Detroit. She was to work under Rev.
J.P. Furcron and Rev, C.L. Franklin, Aretha
Franklin's father. Her main focus was to prepare
the radio choir for WJLB. The 150-voice choir
broadcast remotely every Sunday from the
church. This 30-minute programme was a
slick, professional production showcasing C.L.
Franklin's usual sermon plus the blind Little
Sammy Bryant, Lucy Branch and Willie Todd

to make along the way in El Paso,
Fhoenix and Tucson, but Wynona did
not make it to Hollywood until April of
1952, She travelled by train this time.
Wynona's 8th April, 1952 Universal
Recorders session turned out to be
her most profitable date. She had to
wait two years during which time Rupe
insisted that she come to Hollywood
lo record, although Wynona was more
than willing to show at session dates
in Detroit or Cleveland, she said.

A good deal of professional
animosity existed between Wynona
and Sallie Martin, who quite possibly
poisoned Rupe's ear. Wynona had
to struggle with looking after a sick
mother, keeping up her car payments
and finding choir-directing work
around Cleveland. The waxing and
release of ‘The Ball Game' during the
1953 fall season brought recognition
to Wynona and recompense to Rupe.
Healthy sales spurred cover versions,
but this never fully pleased the upright
church folk. Using metaphors from
real life to describe the adventures of
Jesus did not sit very well with them,
though Rupe saw the potential and
exploited it.

Back during the wait period for the
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release of ‘The Ball Game’, other
artists were covering Wynona's songs. | ouis Nations.

Venice Music sheet music for 'The Ball Game'. Courtesy Opal
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It was at this time that Joe Von Battle of JVE
Records approached Wynona with the idea of
signing her and the choir to his company, just
seven blocks up the street, but she was not
in a position to speak on behalf of Franklin's
choir, Consequently, Battle later met and made
arrangements with Franklin to have many of his
services recorded at the church. With a regular
job, Wynona struggled to pull her life together,
fill engagements made on the East coast and
buy a decent piano, for $540. The occasional
mishaps continued to occur however, such as
a head-on collision just outside Cleveland with
a driver she said was asleep. It turned out the
driver had no insurance. She got out of it with
a few minor injuries, but she was dragged to
court and ended up having Rupe pay lawyer’s
fees. Wynona was without wheels again; train
fares and paying for an accompanying pianist
took up most of her ready cash. In reply to
Wynona's latest submission of songs, Rupe
explained that using the Dragnet theme on
'Dragnet For Jesus' would not fly, but he agreed
to pay her lawyer's bill with an advance. The
court case had dragged on for three months.

In February she got a call from Sister Rosetta
Tharpe, who wanted her to join her and
Marie Knight to form a gospel trio. Wynona
declined although she did appear in public
performances with them on several occasions.
Sister Rosetta Tharpe and Marie Knight were
well-established gospel singers with years
of recording experience and hit records,
whereas the young Wynona, although a great
songwriter, had only had one successful
release. Her reputation for being unreliable

and irresponsible was probably known to
Tharpe and Knight. We must assume that they
wanted to use Wynona for her songwriting
skills and considered the fact that other gospel
singers had more success with her songs than
she herself did.

Wynona asked Rupe for $1,200 to purchase
a new car. She had come to expect to always
be in debt to him. Instead of going with Sister
Tharpe, Wynona worked up a rhythm section
to form a group she called the Carr Trio. She
made three appearances over three months
on a TV show centering around nationally
renowned songwriters. Wynona found her own
apartment in Detroit on Hancock Street and
then toured the East Coast for three weeks.
Rupe finally arranged to have Wynona record
again, this time under some of her terms. Rupe
sent A&R man Johnny Vincent up to Detroit
to supervise Wynona's session at the United
Sound studio on 14th May. She was backed
by the Carr Trio; Austin Upshaw on organ,
George Washington, bass and Zarel Malik on
drums. Five songs were taped but none were
issued. Rupe, not willing to offend in any way
the commonly conservative church community
which, after all, bought his products, balked at
titles like ‘Operator, Operator’ (Calling Ged long
distance); 'Dragnet For Jesus' (the trawling of
God's only son) and '15 Rounds For Jesus’
(God and the devil in a title fight), which ended
up 38 years later on a CD both Lee Hildebrand
and | co-praduced for Fantasy Records.

Everything Wynona tried to do for herself met
with Rupe's displeasure. Rupe had instructed
her beforehand to use musical producer
Herbert Carson of The Wings of Grace group
to arrange songs like ‘Jesus, What Do You
Want Me To Do’, which was also rejected.
‘Walk Don't Run Through The Valley' was
rejected in rehearsal along with "That Morning
Prayer.' Rupe also told Vincent to pitch songs
he thought best suited the company, but it is
thought Vincent rejected that idea. Nothing
had that rocking beat that moved the church
and best suited Rupe's vision of whal he was
looking for.

Knight walked that fine line between God and
the devil and to a degree had got away with it.

On her return by train from Richmond to
Cleveland she had her purse stolen, Luckily
Tharpe was able to lend her sufficient funds.
Some time before the close of 1954 Wynona
recorded the song 'Our Father' (The Lord's
Prayer) at Rev. C.L. Franklin’s church in
Detroit. The demo ended up at Specialty
and was not released until Lee Hildebrand
and myself included it on our CD release —
'Dragnet For Jesus' (Specialty 7016.) We also
included two songs recorded at her family
home in Cleveland on reel-to-reel tape from
Christmas 1954.

By January 1955 Wynona had made the
decision to leave the church and go with Sister
Rosetta Tharpe, who had lined up a two-
month engagement at The Club Vanguard in
Greenwich Village. She wrote and told Rupe
not to release any gospel material on her. Her
family had given their blessing for her to sing
secular music, but she adamantly refused
to sing the blues as she considered it ‘lower
class'.

Her vision while working with a combo in
Miami was to play the nightclubs singing love
songs written by composers like Sammy Cahn,
Russ Morgan and Jenny Lou Carson. Wynona
left Sister Rosetta Tharpein Richmond at the
end of January 1955. Her conscience would
not let her switch from gospel to pop and back
again. It was one or the other. She decided on
glamour and bought a few gowns. She wrote
to Art Rupe with her decision to earn a living
playing nightclubs. Rupe replied instantly and
by special delivery saying he supported her
move and encouraged her to continue writing
songs so that he might hear them and decide
whether they were strong enough to bring her
to Hollywood to advance her career. And, oh
yes, don’t forget to send any gospel songs you
may have written, he added.

With thanks to Lee Hildebrand and Billy
Vera
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The Carr Trio was pad a
sessions fee of $41.25 per person.
Wynana received a check for 3150
on 26th May and that was the end
of that. Wynona went back to live
engagements in Philadelphia and
Baltimore. Rupe reminded her that
he was not at liberty to pay her
royalties because her recording
contract had not been renewed
after December 1953. However,
he added, out of the goodness of
his own heart, he would pay them.
In other words, Wynona was still
worth stringing along.

By December 1954 Wynona,
who had changed her mind,
was out performing with Sister
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Rosetta Tharpe and Marie Knight | “g%wL
in Richmond, Virginia. Tharpe and | <

Knight were at that point signed | &L 7 o
with Decca, but Wynona never |=«é, zd,

recorded with them. Instead she

was made aware of what she | _z i L eh LY e o sl -
could do to advance her prospects 4 7 67‘-‘&-;#446_.._ z
when Tharpe took her into the 7 ‘?/'“"'"'H el

white nightclubs with her. She saw
the kind of money she could be
earning in the swank nighteries. At
the same time, she realised that
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she might have to lose some of
the solid fan base she had built up
in the Baptist Church. Tharpe and

Rupe not to
she had the

Letter from Sister Wynona to Art Rupe, 27th January, 1955 asking

release anymore of her 'spiritual’ recordings and that
consent of her parents to sing rhythm and blues.

Courtesy Opal Louis Nations.
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