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A HISTORY OF THE
ZION TRAVELERS

by Opal Louis Nations

One of the few surviving original members
of The Zion Travelers is L.C. Cohen, the thrill-
aiving high tenor lead who brought recogni-
tion to the outfit with such widely selling songs
as “Two Little Fishes (and Five Loaves of
Bread)” (1956), “The Blood” (1962), “If I
Could Hear My Mother Pray Again” (1954),
“Lord Jesus” (1951) and more recently “Un-
der The Blue Skies”. Cohen was born in Green-
wood, Mississippi in 1927 and lived south off
of Highway 7 in a tiny place called Swiftown.
He attended the family church, the New Pros-
pect Baptist but rejected a place in the choir.
He took up with various quartets attached to
the church but nothing amounted to much
until, upon moving to Greenwood City, he took
up with The B.C. Quartet. Cohen sang in the
unrecorded B.C. Quartet throughout the war
years, then moved out to Los Angeles in 1944.

Cohen worked for a few months with vari-
ous local quartets teeling his way around and
getting to know the scene. In 1945 Cohen
joined The Seven Bells Gospel Singers who
were later, in 1951, fortunate enough to have
two records released under their name on John
Dolphin’s Recorded-In-Hollywood label. In
1945, The Seven Bells consisted of Cohen, tenor
lead, L.D. Edding, Floyd Shepherd, W.W.
(Winnie) Jackson, and Lee Jackson. A singer
by the name of Frank James Minor also sang
in the group according to Tony Harris of The
Traveling Four. During 1947 out of town en-
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gagements took The Seven Bells to San Diego
where Cohen met up with T.C. Cole who was
putting together a fresh set of Zion Travelers.
Cole organized the original Zion Travelers in
Shreveport, La. in 1941, When the group dis-
banded, the singers moved out to the West Coast
around the time Cohen arrived from Green-
wood. The original group consisted of Cole,
Nehemiah Neighbors, J.C. Campbell, C.
Smith, and Lloyd Macklin.

For the Los Angeles reformation of The
Zion Travelers, Cole picked singers who had
migrated from all over the Southland. They in-
cluded first lead Bartha L. Watkins from Little
Rock, Ark., baritone Felton Vernon from Ba-
ton Rouge, La., second tenor Wesley Sherman
from just outside Dallas, Tx., first tenor Gar-
land Fate Mason from Arkansas and now of
course second lead singer L.C. Cohen from
Greenwood, Miss. Macklin from the Shreveport
group sang in the outfit on occasion.

In late 1947 The Zion Travelers signed with
the tiny Atlas label which was then staying sol-
vent through the sales of its Frankie Laine and
Nat Cole records. Atlas was owned by song-
writer Robert Sherman. The group’s first re-
lease was “I Can’t See Mine” backed with
“Good News.” “I Can’t See Mine” sold well
on the West Coast. Its a-cappella chant and an-
guished lead make lasting impressions. “Good
News,” again sung in a-cappella, is reminiscent
of the quartet singing being performed at the

time and, in partcular, of the emerging Soul
Stirrers’ style. A second release, “Praying
Time” /"I'm Gonna Tell You” was put on the
market soon afterwards. “Praying Time” follows
the traditional unaccompanied formula but “I’m
Gonna Tell You” is conveyed with unique, clev-
erly executed background harmonies.

The June 10, 1950 issue of Billboard Maga-
zine announced that The Zion Travelers had
signed to a new record company called Sultan
out of Natchez, Mississippi and that the group
was among the label’s first releases. Cohen as-
serts that this group was a second Zion Travelers
who was a resurrection of the original group
out of Shreveport, Louisiana and that Cohen’s
group played against them in a quartet battle
and “whipped them good”.

Some time during 1949 The Zion Travelers
recorded four sides for the tiny Rex label. Cohen
remembers nothing about the session. Little is
known about the Rex of Hollywood label, an
outfit that used an art deco-like image of a sky-
scraper in shadow as its label logo, except that
Prof. James Earle Hines and his ensemble re-
corded twenty-two sides for them that same year.
Cleveland-born Hines officiated as choir direc-
tor at St. Paul’s Church in L.A. at this time. It is
known that The Zion Travelers often played as
guest artists at St. Paul’s, at which time they
may have been introduced to Rex Records by
Hines himself. The first Rex release coupled the
songs “Jesus” and “Golden Bells™. “Jesus (Pre-
cious King)” is chanted in the usual a-cappella
manner with Cohen wailin® and moanin® out
the verses. “Golden Bells” is perfected in steam-
train tempo, with Watkins and an R.H. Harris-
sounding Cohen alternating lead vocals.

The second Rex release issued at approxi-
mately the same time finds “I Have A Friend”
matched with “God Leads His Children Along™.
“I Have A Friend” is crooned beautifully against
a fine close-harmony background with the bass
singer measuring the tempo. On “God Leads
His Children Along”, Cohen pushes his ago-
nized vocal strains to the linmit.

During the spring of 1950 The Zion
Travelers cut four sides for the Ruby label.
“Ruby”, states Cohen, “was a Black man who
came and heard us sing at St. Paul’s Baptist
Church. He liked what he heard and wanted to
record us on his label.” Ruby 1001, which looks
like the label’s initial release, was The Zion
Travelers’ first successful record, one which
brought them steady work and name recogni-
tion. “Lord Jesus”, the Platters’ topside, was a
slow dirge in the mourners” bench vein. The
song was originally done up by Jet Bledsoe and
The Spirit of Memphis Quartet who were
recorded singing the song live at The Mason’s
Temple in Memphis during October 1952. Al-
though Bledsoe uses every trick in the bag (in-
cluding volcanic bursts of laughter) on the Spirits
version, Cohen gives the song some awesome
mellismartic cadences. “Come Over Here”, the
Hipside, finds Watkins and Cohen trying to out-
sing and out-scream each other as they alter-
nate choruses. By now, The Zion Travelers had
most definitely crossed over into the Archie
Brownlee school of dramatic gospel singing.

The second Ruby release, “God’s Blood™,



backed with “King Jesus Will Roll All Burdens
Away”, finds the group back in a more Jubilee-
like setting, although Cohen lifts the proceed-
ings into a more extrovert mode. On “God’s
Blood™ Cohen squeals and howls in all urgency.
“King Jesus will Roll All Burdens Away™ is a
beautiful, captivating gospel ballad sung with
both fervent conviction and soulful tenderness.
Both “Come Over Here” and “God’s Blood™
were later acquired by J.R. Fullbright out on
East Adams Boulevard who reissued them on
his Elko label in 1956.

In 1952, Cohen took tapes of Zion Travelers
songs to Eddie Mesner at Aladdin Records for
audition and possible release. Mesner listened
to the tapes and liked some of the marterial. He
had the group sign to a three-year contract. On
January 12, 1953, with the addition of first tenor
L.W. Van, The Zion Travelers entered the Ra-
dio Recorder Studios for their first Aladdin ses-
sion. Five songs were committed to tape, four
of which were chosen for the group’s initial re-
leases. Drum and guitar accompaniment was
used on three of the four songs as the group
moved away from a-cappella into a more com-
mercially viable style.

“Charge To Keep I Have” and “Stand By
Me” were made public first. “Charge To Keep
[ Have™ is sung with a sanctified sweetness to a
springy swing beat. Both Van and Cohen weave
in and around the melody with beautiful preci-
sion. “Stand By Me” is rendered with cool and
dramatic passion. Cohen’s cornbread lead burns
through the lyric emotively. A rocking mid-
tempo lope is given “Your Wicked Ways™ which
is characterized by Golden Gate Quartet
colorings tempered with high tenor frills and
lace.

Gloom, doom, and a dragging beat augment
“Last Days”, touchingly conveyed with clever
lead tenor wailing and tight harmonies. These
Aladdin sides garnered quite a bit of local play
on religious radio programs. Gospel jocks like
Milt Nixon, Jake Jacobs, Paul Kidd, Brother Joe
Matthews, and Brother Joe Henderson gave The
Zion Travelers a few spins on KPOL, KGER,
KGFJ, KTXM, and KFOX, respectively. One
disc jockey in particular, Joe White, gave the
guys a special boost when they guested as a regu-
lar feature on his show.

Four months later, The Zion Travelers were
back at the Radio Recorder Studios in Holly-
wood. By now the group had switched from
the Aladdin parent label to that of its Score sub-
sidiary. Score was set up almost exclusively to
handle all of the Mesner brothers’ gospel talent
which included, besides The Zion Travelers,
their best-selling gospel outfit The Trumpeteers
plus The Spiritual Kings, Traveling Four, and
Sons of Calvary. The session yielded six songs.
Four were later released and two were held in
the can. Of the two held back was a closing
theme conceived tor Joe White'’s gospel pro-
gram, a song which might have been used for
White’s show but was not made available for
commercial release.

June 1953 saw the emergence of “Lord, I'll
Go” reversed with “Tell Them That You Saw
Me”. “Lord, I'll Go™ is a heartfelt gospel
whereon Cohen wails sweetly while a solid

drumbeat sets the mood. A formal, traditional
approach is given “Tell Them That You Saw
Me”, although Cohen bursts out in glorious
enthusiasm midway when a second lead is added
to build strength and power. The remaining two
songs, “Come Over Here” and “I Want To Go
Home”, were held back for April 1955 release.

The Zion Travelers’ third and final Aladdin
session, utilizing new recording techniques, as
Mesner put it, took place in March 1954 and
the release of “Where Is My Wandering Child”,
“Movin’ Up The King’s Highway”, “I May
Never Pass This Way Again”, and “If I Could
Hear My Mother Pray Again™ came about four
months later. “Where [s My Wandering Child”
is a Zion Travelers masterpiece. Although the
group was often asked to sing the song, the sale
of the recording never quite matched the same
demand. The tune’s touching melody fits
Cohen’s lilting tenor like a glove. One can im-
agine The Zion Travelers cutting up audiences
on church programs with this one.

“Movin’ Up (The King’s Highway)” fol-
lows the general formula and differs little from
The Gospelaires’ 1959 Peacock version except
for bass singer Felton Vernon’s prominence on
some of the verses. You could swear you were
listening to The Five Blind Boys of Missis-
sippi when you catch The Zion Travelers sing-
ing “If I Could Hear My Mother Pray”. Never-
theless, the tune is both fresh and exciting. “I
May Never Pass This Way Again” sounds simi-
lar to “God’s Word Will Never Pass Away”, a
song cut by The Sensational Nightingales for
Peacock some six months before, in October
1953. “Pass This Way” is a fine example of how
exhibitionist and extrovert gospel quartet sing-
ing had become by this date. The dominance
of such awesome lead singers as Rev. Julius
Cheeks and Archie Brownlee had obviously
made a deep and lasting impression on L.C.
Cohen and The Zion Travelers.

On the strength of the Aladdin recordings
The Zion Travelers toured up and down the
West Coast and throughout the Southland ap-
pearing at school auditoriums in Atlanta, the
Pacific Center in Houston, and The Ellis Audi-
torium where they played on a bill with The
Spirit of Memphis. At home they performed at
St. Paul’s Baptist Church alongside Sam Cooke
and The Soul Strrers. Sadly, The Zion Travelers’
recordings were not selling as well, and as a last
ditch effort, the Mesners issued the remaining
two songs from the May 1953 session in April
1955. These were a remake of “Come Over
Here”, a tervent chant magnificently delivered
with fire and brimstone and “I Want To Go
Home™, a chart which starts as a mellow ballad
and builds with each chorus into an overwhelm-
ing, joyous musical experience.

1956 was a big year for The Zion Travelers.
After signing with Dootie Williams™ Dootone
Records on South Central Avenue in early Feb-
ruary, they played the Apollo in Harlem, pacted
with Lillian Cumber’s Herald Attractions Book-
ing Agency in July and by August were playing
on thirty concerts in Texas. A recording session
was scheduled only days after the group had
signed with Dootone. From this emerged the
major selling “Twao Little Fishes” backed by the

awesome “Death Ot Jesus”, The firm issued two
more titles from this session shortly thereafter.
The remaining two titles appeared on a various
artists gospel collection, The Best Gospel Sing-
ers (Dooto 225) some two or three years later.
The notes on the sleeve mention that the group
appeared in two short feature movies, “God Of
The Mountain™ and “Miracle Through Songs™.

The success of “T'wo Little Fishes™ kept the
quartet working all over the U.S. and Canada.
In August 1957, Tony Harris of The Traveling
Four, who was a close friend of Cohen’s, intro-
duced The Zion Travelers to Ebb Records,
owned by Leona Rupe (Art Rupe’s ex-wife).
Rupe signed the group to a one-shot record deal.
But after the Ebb release things started to go
wrong. Having just enjoyed considerable suc-
cess with “Two Little Fishes”, the group was
showing signs of breaking up.

The September 8, 1958 Billboard an-
nounced rhat Billy Watkins and Billy Jr.,
Bartha’s son and grandson, had signed with P.
Joe Lubin’s Arwin label to cut a Christmas al-
bum. The Zion Travelers cut three singles for
the Excello label (about which this writer knows
little). By late 1959, Watkins Sr., Cohen,
Sherman, and Vernon with the addition of
Lloyd Macklin and William Robinson were
back with Dootone Records and recording as
The Zion Travelers. Eighteen sides were cut over
a period of three years including quartet mas-
terpieces “The Blood™ and “I Dreamed Of A
City”, both of which appeared on their first and
only Dootone collection entitled “Down By The
River” (Dooto DTL 807).

After Bartha’s retirement, son Billy headed
up The Zion Travelers, and the aggregation re-
corded for a variety of vanity labels starting out
with ZTS Enterprises.

Billy Watkins, unlike his father, never chose
gospel singing as his primary focus. In between
appearing with The Zion Travelers, Watkins cut
a handful ot interesting soul-ballads starting with
a song called “The Sandman Of Love™ on the
Combo label followed by “You’re Unforgetta-
ble” on Challenge Records rendered very much
in the Ed Townsend /Jesse Belvin vein. Both
Townsend and Belvin were extremely popular
at the time tfor their sugar-coated ballads.
Watkins states that the song was promoted as
an answer record to Dinah Washington’s hit
“Unforgertable”,

Watkins® second Challenge release, “Go,
Billy Go”, placed him in a Roy Hamilton bag
with perky temale choruses and cheerful punchy
arrangements. He asserts that he recorded a
bunch of other tunes for Challenge, but they
never put them out. “Baby For You (Stone
Fox)” was vet a further switch to the hard-edged
gospel-soul department. Echoes of Johnny
Morrisette were evoked. The song was etched
on the tiny Chartmaker label. In 1962, Watkins
was lucky enough to cut one session for Chess
Records of Chicago out of which sprang the
beautitul ballad *“There Must Be A Reason™, his
finest secular recording,

Two years later, Watkins cut for Kent and
produced “Just For You (Stone Fox)”, a rework-
ing ot the earlier “Baby For You™, soulfully con-
ceived at a slower pace with vocal group and
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sound bites of righteous sermonizing. During
this time Watkins toured Australia, China, and
Japan. In 1972, Watkins wrote a song called
“You Need To Be Governed By McGovern™, a
songwriting project sponsored by the McGovern
for PltSIdL"nt Committee. Watkins sang the ditty
on a nationally syndicated T.V. show in support
of the Arthritis Foundation hosted by Jane
Wyman.

Twao Zion Travelers albums appeared in the
1970s. The second entitled A Family Gather-
ing For God (Tumps FGO, 1978) features an
unidentified choir, a female chorus, a Jimmy
Hendrix guitar sound alike, Watkins Jr. and The
Zion Travelers plus Watkins’ daughter
Stephanie who sang a convincing run-through
of “Come To The Lord”.

In 1990, the original Los Angeles Zion
Travelers cut a comeback album entitled “God
[s Alive” (Co-Op 107) on which fine close har-
mony renderings are given to old spiritual chest-
nuts like “Walk Around Heaven”, “Christmas
Once A Year”, “God Is Alive”, “The Truth”,
and a retread of “The Blood”. Membership in-
cluded L.C. Cohen and R. Warren, lead ten-
ors, J. Washington and R. Johnson, first ten-
ors, Myles Funn, second tenor, John E. Jacobs,
baritone, plus almost fifty-year veteran Felton
Vernon on bass. L.C. kept the guys together
and with Argusa Tidmore’s booking expertise,
the group continued to play engagements
around Southern California. Billy Watkins,
aside from the occasional appearance with The
Zion Travelers, heads up a group called Free
Spirit which he describes as a rock & country
gospel quartet.

BILLY WATKINS
DISCOGRAPHY

1958 Arwin with son Billy Watkins Jr.
Christmas Album Sandman Of Love /
Rendezvous (Details unknown)

1959 Challenge 59056 You're Unforgettable |
(After You've Been Kissed) w/Carl Cotner |
Orch. Rendezvous (with mark Anthony
Orch.)

1960 Challenge 59078 The Good Times /
Go Billy Go

1962 Chartmaker 405 Baby For You (Stone
Fox) / I'm Tired

1962 Chess 1810 There Must Be A Reason /
Crackin® Up

1962 Chess (uniss.) Where Is My Love / |
Wanna Know

1964 Kent 411 Just For You (Stone Fox) /
Beverly (with group)
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