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INTRODUCTION BY PRESTON LAUTERBACH



A PREACHER IN SONG


THE ROOTS OF GOSPEL quartet music run deepest in Birmingham. The Alabama city is to quartets what Florence is to Renaissance art: if not a precise beginning point, certainly the place where the genre flourished.


Driving out of downtown, past the 16th Street Baptist Church where four little girls died in a 1963 bombing, beneath the towering statue of Vulcan, Roman god of forge and fire, the street leads over railroad tracks as the car slows into the neighborhood of Elyton, once the Jefferson County seat, past a junkyard heaping with scrap metal nearly as high as Vulcan’s eye, past a swampy cemetery where city fathers molder in stagnant water, at last stopping outside a white duplex tucked back off the pavement. Here lives a master of a true American art form: Jimmy Lee Carter, leader of the Blind Boys of Alabama.


Jimmy was at the helm, initially as Clarence Fountain’s copilot, as the Blind Boys became American pop culture icons. Between 2002 and 2005 alone, with the core members all in their seventies, they won four Grammy awards, toured the six inhabited continents, and collaborated with a who’s who of pop music, singing a Tom Waits song as the theme for the TV show The Wire, recording an Edgar Allan Poe tribute with Lou Reed, and appearing in a film with Beyoncé. They appeared on every morning and late-night network TV show with every host from Katie Couric to Jay Leno. In February 2005, the Blind Boys performed at the Grammy Awards show, their highest-profile gig. No other gospel quartet has come close to their visibility or approached their number of miles traveled.


Carter walks unassisted down the hallway of his home into the living room. He shakes hands with his guest and sits in a coffee-brown leather recliner. He wears a tame Hawaiian shirt and sharp-creased dark-gray slacks. He has a gold wristwatch on his left arm. Without his sunglasses, you can see the left eye looking straight ahead, but the right eye is nearly closed, a sliver of white peering through the lid. Carter asks his partner to pass his Ray-Bans, and he puts them on. There isn’t a Grammy in sight, but a cap hanging on the wall bears his nickname: Jimster.


Carter’s life parallels the history of quartet gospel. Born in Birmingham in 1932, he grew up in an era of jubilee singers and gospel quartets battling for supremacy in huge programs in front of thousands of fans. Local groups like the Dunham Jazz Jubilee Singers and the Birmingham Jubilee Singers, singing sweet and skillful harmonies, laid a foundation for quartet music in the 1920s and 1930s. Their complex interplay sounds like the vocal version of the intricately designed quilts woven in Gee’s Bend, two hours south.


The hard gospel quartet leader—Jimmy’s role now—added raw, sanctified fire to the jubilee’s rhythmic, melodious backdrop. Though the true innovator of this style is hard to pinpoint, one of the earliest hard leads came up through Birmingham’s scene, his name with a ring of legend to it, Silas Steele. Masters of this local phenomenon, like Steele and his onetime partner Charles Bridges, moved to New Orleans, Houston, Dallas, and Chicago, and trained groups in those cities, weaving the Birmingham sound into the very fabric of the gospel quartet style of the 1940s.


The Carters lived in Ishkooda, a community southwest of the city, toward Bessemer, the cradle of the local quartet scene. “When my mama would take me to church, we had an old preacher there,” Carter said. “He was all right. He could make me feel something. I didn’t know what the Holy Spirit was at that time. I guess I do now.”


Carter’s father mined iron ore in Red Mountain. He worked underground, with thousands of men, some going miles deep, around the clock for three shifts. Others who were there said that the music grew in those dark mines, keeping the men together, spirits intact, giving them a reason to show up every day. When Jimmy was thirteen years old, his father died down in that mine. The songs that lifted the spirits of men underground also soothed Jimmy’s sorrows as they laid his father below the red clay.


The uniqueness of steel work to Birmingham sprang from that soil. No other location in the world contains such large natural deposits of coal, iron ore, and limestone in such close proximity. While the Mississippi Delta soil tied its Black population to farms, Birmingham’s Black laborers toiled in mines, mills, and factories. The music that developed among these people emphasized collaboration, each man doing his job for the collective good. Though the Blind Boys were never totally of the Birmingham scene, the city’s unique history and culture run through the veins of the group’s longtime leader. Now there is a sense of loss and decay around Birmingham steel as the industry shut down and jobs disappeared. Yet the vitality of Jimmy Carter on stage remains.


To see mild, gentle Jimster relaxing at home, one could hardly think he’s the same one on stage growling, chanting, and charging into the audience to share his energy with the people. Every entertainer has to figure out how they can will themselves to get back up on stage night after night and smile their way through a song they’ve done five thousand times with freshness, enthusiasm, and spontaneity. The Blind Boys lead singer has his own way to power up.


“When I step on stage, I’m not Jimmy Carter,” he explains. “I’m the Spirit of God.”
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From where I’ve sat, the most impressive aspect of the Blind Boys’ phenomenal success is how little it fazes them. They are as unpretentious as a bag of McDonald’s at the White House—which happened, by the way.


This authenticity is the core of their success. Longtime leader Clarence Fountain, who died in 2018, once said that Lou Reed could not sing his way out of a paper bag. Clarence meant no harm. Lou and the Blind Boys collaborated on a number of projects over the years. Clarence personally liked Lou and complimented Lou’s guitar playing. Lou Reed sang with style. His fans are not wrong to admire him. When you appreciate where Clarence came from, however, his paper bag statement seems fair.


Clarence had shared the bill with Mahalia Jackson when Lou was in kindergarten. He’d toured with Sam Cooke while Lou was sneaking his first smoke. The average big gospel quartet program during the genre’s heyday featured maybe forty vocalists more gifted than Reed. A half dozen of Fountain’s co-leads in the Blind Boys—men unknown to history—sang with more spiritual ferocity, more sublime talent, greater technique, and greater emotional subtlety than any member of the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame or the current Top 40. Clarence Fountain earned the right to be alpha supreme. He wasn’t about to play nice for PR purposes. I go so far as to say you wouldn’t have wanted him to play nice for PR purposes. The Blind Boys deliver unvarnished truth on record, on stage, and in conversation.


This isn’t to say that the Blind Boys don’t value their collaborators. They just don’t feel starstruck after what they’ve been through—what you’re about to go through while reading their story. On the other side, when we return to the pop culture icon phase after the rest of the journey, you’ll understand. The humility and realness that they’ve developed on their path is exactly why the Blind Boys are beloved; it’s exactly why people want to collaborate with them. You can hear it in their voices.


Blindness figures heavily into their unique perspective as it does their music. According to one former member from long ago, since the Blind Boys don’t see their audience, they have to feel them. He said that their sound comes from the heart and not from anything external. As Jimmy Carter says to fire up the audience, “I can’t see you; I need to hear you.” Blindness has been the group’s superpower. As all founding members were born into sharecropping families (other than Carter, from Birmingham) across the state of Alabama and raised during the Depression, blindness provided the boys a way out, as their so-called handicap broke the narrative that hundreds of thousands of people born into the same circumstances have lived.


The Blind Boys’ success has also led to spiritual tension, a theme of their entire story. They chose the Lord’s path as children together in school and vowed to never stray. They resisted offers to sing rock ’n’ roll as many of their quartet-world colleagues, from Sam Cooke to Lou Rawls, crossed over to sing secular music, while artists with audible church roots, like Aretha Franklin, hit it big in pop. The Blind Boys became known in more recent years of glory for their rendition of “Amazing Grace,” sung to the tune of “House of the Rising Sun.” Success has come with a sense of compromise.


“These songs that have made us famous,” said Carter. “I sang those songs but just can’t feel justified. I’ve been trying to. There were some of these things I’m still not satisfied with. The Blind Boys of Alabama are a gospel group. Not anything other than that. We do it, we have to change with the times, but that still don’t make me like it. My message is to tell the world about Jesus—that we need to be born again. I’m a preacher in song.”


But the world of sin holds redemption for the Blind Boys. “We have gone and sang in nightclubs and in bars, and we have touched people in there,” Carter said. “I feel all right about that. If they don’t come to church, we bring church to them. Like Clarence Fountain said, ‘We didn’t come here looking for Jesus—we brought Him along with us.’”
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The Blind Boys are a product of a uniquely American musical institution known as the gospel highway. Though never designed to revolutionize entertainment—or really designed at all, for that matter—the gospel highway was a collective Black enterprise that stretched nationwide at its strongest, much like the fabled Chitlin’ Circuit. Made up of hard-traveling spiritual singers, concert-promoting preachers, AM radio deejays, and, of course, hundreds of thousands of fans, the gospel highway ran from massive urban centers of worship like Washington Temple in Brooklyn, to big-time mainstream venues like the Apollo Theater in Harlem all the way down to little back-road country churches and school auditoriums in the Deep South.


For virtually every person who worked it, in one capacity or another, the gospel highway was a labor of love, staffed not only with name groups but also with local and regional weekend warrior musicians who worked straight jobs all week and loaded up their old vans on Friday afternoon to run the roads and get back Monday morning to do it again. Local freelance musicians picked up band gigs with the bigger groups passing through. Church ladies took out ads in local newspapers for the next big program, leaving their phone numbers for ticket reservations. Families housed and fed traveling performers along the way, and the Blind Boys might be under their roof one weekend and the Staple Singers the next, making the circuit one big family. Without any overarching organization and despite the grind, the blowouts, and the paydays that never happened, the system worked: the music flourished. The gospel highway made history, with artists like Mahalia Jackson, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, the Soul Stirrers, the Dixie Hummingbirds, and, of course, the last survivors of those roads, the Blind Boys of Alabama, all making an indelible impact on American music, influencing the very mainstream that rejected gospel.


The gospel highway did not, however, record much of its own history. Typically, a group’s last record and next show were heard and advertised on AM radio, but artists received little if any other mass media notice. Promoters advertised some concerts in local newspapers, but virtually no information concerning the artists and their lives came out in real time.


This book reflects Blind Boys history in that it is a chorus of many voices. Without much of a paper trail, I’ve needed help from a variety of people to tell what went down. For me compiling the story and for you reading it, we have to be grateful to those who made this history and this book happen. You hold a testament to the power of community and to the Blind Boys’ ability to connect with a vast range of people across time, place, and race. Interviews with Black nonagenarians in the Deep South and dudes in Southern California made this possible. This book does not solely tell the Blind Boys’ story; it also explores the musical worlds they’ve traveled. Long interviews with firsthand participants—not only the Blind Boys but their former bandmates, rivals in the quartet world, ex-girlfriends, and children—have provided the closest contact with this history.


After the Blind Boys’ humility and authenticity, my favorite aspect of this story is the regular occurrence of wild and unpredictable events, things that you wouldn’t ever suspect a group of visually impaired, highly religious men to have to deal with. One member of the Blind Boys rivaled Ray Charles as a visually impaired ladies’ man. They’ve worked with lowdown conmen and brilliant businesswomen, sung for handouts in back-road churches and for Broadway audiences. They’ve gotten dragged into a number of nefarious schemes, through no fault of their own, and always landed on their feet. An LSD-induced musical vision changed their lives and helped bring them to where they are today. A surprise awaits you at virtually every stop along the gospel highway. I was blown away until the last day of writing at the sheer number, high quality, and great diversity of celebrity cameos in the Blind Boys’ story: Prince, President Barack Obama, Lee Ann Womack, Don Imus, Morgan Freeman, John Legend. They toured with Robert Plant, performing in Tasmania—according to Plant, practically the last place on earth he hadn’t played. They sang the gospel classic “Didn’t It Rain” with Tom Jones in Australia. They headlined the Fillmore in San Francisco, the Royal Albert Hall in London, and Lincoln Center in New York. They played the Playboy Jazz Festival at the Hollywood Bowl, with Hugh Hefner and a group of playmates seated up front at a table. After the show, the group’s manager told them, “It’s a good thing you guys can’t see, you could have gotten really distracted,” and they all had a laugh.


It’s a good thing that we’re getting the Blind Boys’ history at last. Having researched blues, R&B, and soul, I can tell you that the Lord’s music leads to greater longevity than that of the devil—there are far more ninety-year-old veterans of the gospel highway than there are of the Chitlin’ Circuit. Still, nothing lasts forever. Too many stories of the Blind Boys have already gone beneath the ground. Now we have only one man who can tell about the first songs they sang together back in the 1930s, who can bring back to life for a moment the other founding members at their beginning.


“When the Blind Boys started out, we wasn’t thinking about accolades or money,” Carter said. “We just wanted to get out there and sing gospel. I’m not all about accolades—they’re good to have—but I love just being ol’ Jimster.”


In all its humility, authenticity, and triumphant glory, this is the story of a group of blind singers who are planted at the very roots of American music. Yet they did not stay there. However you want to measure their journey—through time, distance, technological developments, or cultural trends—no American band has ever come so far.













PART I.



GENESIS AND REVELATIONS













CHAPTER 1



HAPPY LAND


SEVEN-YEAR-OLD JIMMY LEE CARTER stood outside the Alabama School for the Negro Deaf and Blind in Talladega. He thought the world had come to an end. Blind from birth, he related to the world through sound. At this moment he heard the heart-crushing one of a car driving away on gravel, carrying his mother back home to Birmingham. It was suppertime on a Wednesday in September 1939.


Standing on the curb outside the school, he felt a hand grasp his. A teacher had come to meet him. He followed her inside to the cafeteria. Hearing voices of children growing loud around him, Jimmy sat down to a meal of grits and gravy.


Jimmy had lived with his parents and five older brothers in a house on the grounds of Ishkooda ore-mining camp, where his dad, Major Carter, worked for the Tennessee Coal, Iron, and Railroad Company. The decision to send Jimmy to Talladega had not been easy. His father wanted no part of it, and Jimmy tended to agree. His mother, Cassie, thought it best, though it pained her to let Jimmy go. She never forgot how it felt to leave him in Talladega, the only question being who had cried more, her or Jimmy.


The school, according to a 1931 news article, addressed the “problem of making useful citizens of negro boys and girls handicapped by blindness or deafness.” The deaf learned to be farmers, cobblers, and carpenters, “while the blind boys [went] in for commercial broom and mop manufacturing and music.” The visually impaired youngsters were called “blind boys” long before the brand became iconic. The census taken in 1940, the year after Jimmy’s arrival, lists him and just under seventy other blind boys and girls in residence at the school, with a nearly equal number of deaf children.


His first morning alone, Jimmy brushed his teeth, got himself dressed, and heard a group of boys approach. He felt a punch crash into him. He reached and grabbed ahold of his attacker and, as Jimmy would recall, “beat the dickens out of him.” Much to Jimmy’s surprise, he had made his first friend. He and Paul Lewis would remain close for years to come.


They managed to get themselves down to breakfast, and the routine of the next several years unfolded. They learned to read braille and do math. They received vocational training in broom and mop making. They took music with Miss Elsie McBride, who taught piano and voice and offered choral training.


Though the Negro deaf students farmed the land surrounding the school, and the local newspaper reported a production of six thousand cans of food on campus, the blind students ate meagerly and suspected that the best of the food went to the White deaf and blind, schooled in another facility. At night, students were locked into the Black school building, which the otherwise friendly local paper would describe as a “potential death-trap for children.”


Jimmy learned quickly that a blood feud between the blind and the deaf simmered inside the school walls. As soon as the locks clicked after dark and the teachers left, the Negro blind readied for battle. The deaf attacked, first throwing hot water on the blind. The blind countered by negating the one advantage of the deaf—they turned out the lights. All things being closer to equal, the two sides brawled to exhaustion and crawled back to their bunks.


Fights with the deaf weren’t the only cause of physical pain for the blind. In later years, former students would report that school staff had abused them.


Jimmy found solace in music. He felt like he’d been born singing. He joined the male chorus at school and sang hymns with fifty or so other boys. When dignitaries visited the school, the chorus greeted them with songs. A 1943 news story notes the boys’ rendition of “Rock of Ages” for a school board inspection.


One member of the boys’ choir raised his voice about the rough treatment and bad food given them. The outspoken boy’s name was Velma Traylor. Jimmy heard Velma and the school’s principal have it out. Velma’s nerve impressed Jimmy. Velma was eight years older than Jimmy, and with his age and courage, other students gravitated to him. He could also sing the best of any of them and so became a leader among the young blind boys.


Music wasn’t their only method of escape. Somehow Velma had learned how to get out of the school building and leave campus after classes ended, and he had made friends with a general store owner in the McCannville neighborhood less than a mile from school.


Velma had partial but limited eyesight. Another older boy named J. T. Hutton also had partial eyesight. Jimmy could only perceive bright light. Little as he was, he still wanted to get away as badly as the older boys did. So he walked out with them, Hutton or Traylor in the lead, others behind in single file with their hands placed on the shoulder of the boy in front of them. “We held on to each other as we went,” Jimmy would recall.


As soon as that 3:30 bell rang, they’d be off. Sometimes there would be as many as six going down the road like train cars. Jimmy felt sure they’d been seen, but no one ever chased them down. They had no time to waste. At 4 p.m. Echoes of the South broadcast over Birmingham station WSGN, regularly featuring the most thrilling artists the boys had heard: the Golden Gate Quartet. At the Killough family’s store, the boys could spend their pocket change on peanut butter and crackers and glue themselves to the radio for as long as they liked.


Out of Norfolk, Virginia, the Golden Gates were an all-vocal group singing in the jubilee style with intricate harmonies and bright, shining leads. The Gates conjured magic not so much from the material as from their arrangements. Jubilee singing emphasized expertly executed harmonics, bouncy rhythm, and clean, sharp delivery. Their repertoire jumped the sacred-secular boundary, with ancient spirituals like “Wade in the Water” alongside hot pop hits like Nat King Cole’s “Straighten Up and Fly Right” and the Andrews Sisters’ “Shoo Shoo Baby.” As quartet scholar Jerry Zolten has pointed out, by the 1940s, the Gates were singing novelty secular numbers, performing with instrumental backing, and collaborating with Bing Crosby.


Back at school, Velma Traylor and his gang of followers formed a singing group patterned after the Golden Gates. The core membership included J. T. Hutton, Olice Thomas, George Scott, Clarence Fountain, and Johnny Fields. Little Jimmy Carter joined, with Fields’s encouragement, though he had to stand on a chair to measure up to the older boys. Jimmy’s status as an original member of the Blind Boys of Alabama comes from his participation in these early sessions.


The boys worked out quartet arrangements for as many voices as they had singers. To this day, many quartets have more than four members, but the arrangement style of four-part harmony—lead, second tenor, baritone, and bass—defines a quartet regardless of how many members it contains.


Like the Golden Gates, the youngsters emphasized harmony. Unlike the Gates, they stuck to spirituals like “Didn’t It Rain,” leaving pop music alone. They worked out their parts as they went, singing until they found who could hit the right note in a given place. They had learned from Miss McBride how to tune up their voices with the piano. She had them sing scales in choir. They had fun on their own, discussing arrangements, teaching each other the parts, and putting the pieces together to build a song. Johnny Fields sang bass even if he wasn’t exactly Ol’ Man River. Velma had a high range and a powerful voice. He could deliver sweet or rough sounds and sing any part, but in keeping with his seniority and personality, he mostly took the lead. Clarence Fountain sang baritone. To Jimmy’s ear, George Scott sang the swooping jubilee-style tenor as well as anyone in the Golden Gates. Olice Thomas and J. T. Hutton rounded out the group’s backing vocals.


All were from different corners of Alabama, all but Jimmy hailing from rural areas and tenant-farming families, growing cash crops on rented land. They bonded around a shared sense of spirituality. When they sang, they felt the presence of God within them. The Spirit strengthened as they brought their voices together. All of the young singers came from strong church backgrounds. Even without sight they could still see the differences between spiritual and worldly. Jimmy would recall, “When the group started out we pledged to the Lord to do gospel and not deviate.”


Not only did they harmonize vocally and spiritually, but the boys shared the same perspective on where they were going and how the Alabama School for the Negro Deaf and Blind figured into their future. None of them had the least bit of interest in broom and mop making. They hated the abuse, and they hated the food. The quartet became a family, protecting and nourishing those in it.


As his early years at the school wore on, Jimmy got to know Clarence Fountain well. Clarence came from Tyler, southeast of Selma in Dallas County, where Jimmy’s grandparents lived. When Jimmy visited his grandparents in the summer, he’d get together with Clarence too. Like Jimmy, Clarence was the baby of the family, with five older siblings. Clarence’s parents, Will and Ida Fountain, had been born in the 1890s. The family lived on rented soil in the Oldtown community. Clarence had been born a twin in 1929, but the other was a stillbirth. A deaf child who lived nearby had told them about the school in Talladega, and Clarence went there in 1936 or 1937.


At school, Jimmy grew fond of Johnny Fields. Born in Lowndes County near Montgomery in 1927, Johnny was the protector and organizer of the group. Jimmy still recalls how Johnny took care of him during fights with the deaf boys and saved him from abuse at the hands of school staff. Johnny gathered the troops for quartet rehearsals and as bass singer became the backbone of the boys’ sound. When a teacher at the school picked up on the quartet’s activity, he told the boys he’d give $5 to the one who came up with the best name for the group. Johnny Fields almost immediately blurted out, “The Happy Land Jubilee Singers!”


Their true destiny still lay ahead.


The process of coming together in chorus, meeting in spare time to sing quartet for fun, assembling a lineup, developing a sound, and making a first name for themselves took the Happy Land Singers several years. Sometime, somehow, word about the quartet spread outside campus. Jimmy recalls that during the World War II years a local man named Ves Lawson got the school’s permission to take the group out on Sundays after church. They’d sing “house-to-house” as Jimmy put it, entertaining on the fly for whoever wanted to listen for whatever money they wanted to give.


Lawson took the boys to perform at a military installation that group members recalled only as a “soldier camp,” possibly Anniston Air Force Base ten miles from Talladega. Here they entertained the troops and learned the first hard lesson of showbiz. As Clarence Fountain reflected, “We didn’t know nothing from nothing. The guy took us over there and beat us out of our money.” Estimates run from $3 to $4 earned and lost through these first hardscrabble performances.


Nevertheless, the soldiers loved the boys, and with their applause grew confidence and ambition. With this taste of the world outside school, the boys grew more dissatisfied with life at the institute. Velma Traylor’s arguments with the principal soon boiled over, and the school expelled Traylor. He relocated up the road from Talladega to Gadsden, where he stayed with an aunt and remained in touch with his friends at school. He booked little jobs for them on weekends.


They continued to sing and slip away as much as possible. Listening to Birmingham quartets on the radio in the afternoon, the boys thought they could sing just as well. When the spring 1944 term ended, they left campus for the summer holiday, hoping they’d never come back.


So far the plucky, resilient inmates starving in a cruel, abusive institution seem like Charles Dickens characters. Unlike the heroes of Great Expectations and Oliver Twist, though, the blind boys had no secret noble heritage to spare them from the grinding jaws of obscurity. Greatness would have to be of their own making.















CHAPTER 2



BIRMINGHAM


THEY ASKED ME TO come along, but my mama wouldn’t let me go,” said Jimmy Carter.


Five years after Jimmy’s mother left him on the curb outside the school in Talladega, he had found friends and figured out his purpose in life. But in late spring 1944, he headed home to Birmingham, while the Happy Land Singers lived out his dream.


Jimmy’s mother thought that at the age of twelve, Jimmy could not survive independently. The boys were young; Clarence Fountain was still several months shy of his fifteenth birthday. Velma Traylor, though, was twenty and had made plans for the group since his expulsion from school.


Jimmy spent that summer in Birmingham by the radio, where he heard the city’s finest vocal groups: the White Rose Singers, the Ensley Jubilee Singers, and the Blue Jay Singers with local celebrity Silas Steele. At his home church Jimmy even got to hear a professional in person, Queen C. Anderson from Memphis. Her power and vocal glory overwhelmed him. And, of course, Jimmy seldom if ever missed his 4 p.m. appointment with Echoes of the South.


Jimmy had to make the most of his life without sight. He heard his brothers having fun, running in and out of the house. One of them would come and scrap with him a little and let him win. But he mostly lived his life in his own world. He was a healthy, energetic boy who had to take things slower than he would have liked. He questioned God about why he’d been blinded while his brothers all could see, but Jimmy never lost faith.


Meanwhile, the Happy Land Singers congregated with Velma Traylor in Gadsden, forty-five miles north of Talladega, and booked their earliest gigs on the fly. Traylor rehearsed and disciplined the group with a stick in his hand to whack anyone who lost the harmony. They sang at a little church for an offering and caught the attention of someone in the audience who invited the group to perform at another little church. Fame could not have been more remote as the source of each day’s food was a total mystery. In these circumstances, the ultimate longevity and glory of this journey was beyond their wildest hopes. And the journey would become so painful, horrifying, and uncertain that its outcome in history would have seemed absurdly impossible at its outset.


After working the Gadsden area to the ground, the boys were drawn into the center of the state and the soul of the gospel quartet world. The Birmingham quartet scene in 1944 was enough to devour a group of visually impaired teenagers. Though the lasting impact of Birmingham quartets doesn’t match the legacy of the Mississippi Delta blues scene of the 1920s and 1930s, the depth of musical talent and baseline excellence of the Birmingham quartets rival the achievements of other great American music cities. The quartets’ names flash poetic flare and neighborhood pride: Five Silver Kings, Big Four of Bessemer, Voices of Heaven, Golden Bell Quartet, Four Mourning Doves of Ensley, Moments of Meditation, and the Faithful Few, among many. Though the groups featured mostly all-male lineups, the mixed family group called the Ravizee Singers featured female lead vocals, and the almost all-girl Southland Memories won the big Birmingham quartet contest in 1943, taking with it a $100 prize.


Just as you can hear the isolation of the Delta in its blues and the multicultural worldliness of New Orleans in its jazz, the teamwork and cumulative achievement of a great quartet has its grounding in the mines of the Birmingham steel industry, where the lives and livelihoods of all men required the full effort of each, and the cooperation of the labor movement united individuals for the betterment of many.


Scholar Doug Seroff traced the genealogy of Birmingham quartet music to a singer named R. C. Foster. Foster had learned the academic jubilee style favored by the choral groups at Fisk University, Hampton Institute, and Tuskegee Institute. Foster organized his own much smaller outfit among his coworkers in a mine. Another early Birmingham quartet went by the name Rolling Mill Four in honor of their work in a factory that produced steel plate. As Seroff has reported, an early group of renown known as the Dolomite Jubilee Singers disbanded when one member died in a mine explosion.


Bob Friedman, founder of the Birmingham Black Radio Museum, interviewed many local quartet singers, including Norman Wooding, a singer and broadcaster who had worked for Tennessee Coal and Iron at Red Mountain, like Jimmy Carter’s father. Wooding told Friedman that the MacMillan Jubilee Singers, another of the city’s oldest groups, organized among coworkers in the mine. Wooding’s father, meanwhile, trained with quartet leader and steelworker Charles Bridges and later joined the MacMillans. Wooding heard groups of guys harmonizing in the bathhouse as they got cleaned up after a shift. He said, “I sung in the mine for all my lunch period. I worked on a song there, when I got out I brought it to the group… We didn’t have nothing else to look forward to but that.”


The beauty of Birmingham quartet music, captured in a collection of recordings Seroff produced as the Birmingham Quartet Anthology, springs from a nurturing embrace of sound. The lyrics are fine. The complexity of rhythm and harmony, however, are as experimental as in any American genre south of bebop. Singers found room to improvise not in the wide-open spaces of a song but in technique. The best of them, like Dunham’s Jubilee Singers, who had recorded long before the Golden Gates became popular, stayed in smooth harmony, four or five voices singing as one, until one or more peeled off from the rest, breaking time or shifting texture only to return beautifully to the fold like the feathers of a wing.


In the book To Do This You Must Know How, Seroff and Lynn Abbott have shown that, like New Orleans jazz or Mississippi blues, the Birmingham quartet style disseminated as singers and groups moved to other locales and trained singers in the style, making the city hallowed ground for one of America’s foundational sounds.


Birmingham’s excellent local quartet tradition fed off of a rich national culture of Black vocal groups. The rising tide that lifted all boats in this sea was the Fisk Jubilee Singers. Organized out of a historically Black university in Nashville, the Fisks had traveled the world, performing for European royalty the so-called Negro spiritual repertoire that had evolved largely in the religious practices of enslaved people. The name jubilee, however, harkens to the biblical celebration of God’s gift of freedom to the Israelites, expressed musically in a note blown from a ram’s horn trumpet. In America, jubilee came to refer to Black liberation from slavery. The Fisks celebrated freedom and preserved a history that had not otherwise flourished in print. And so, vocal music evoked and honored the memory of unknown, long-silent singers. The more recent popularity of groups like the Mills Brothers and the Ink Spots certainly had a hand in underwriting the 1930s and 1940s Birmingham quartet renaissance as well.


Unlike jazz and blues in other parts of the South, quartets operated not at the cheap, gaudy fringe of the community but in the mainstream of Black Birmingham, enjoying grassroots support from churches and local radio, with venues of all sizes hosting events seemingly every weekend for decades. The music received a massive boost from big business in the titanic figure of A. G. Gaston. Born in 1892, Gaston had built an empire beginning with a burial insurance firm that branched into funeral homes before diversifying into a Black business school. Gaston would later create a financial institution and open the famous A. G. Gaston Motel in downtown Birmingham, a focal point of the city’s civil rights movement during the 1950s and 1960s.


In 1942, Gaston sponsored the first of many massive Birmingham quartet contests at Legion Field, where the University of Alabama played its home football games. A reported twenty-five thousand fans attended. Photographs in the Weekly Register, Birmingham’s Black paper, showed packed bleachers and fans huddled on the sidelines wearing crisp Sunday attire. One fan remembered paying a quarter to get in, though you’d get in free if you could show that your account with Gaston’s Booker T. Washington Insurance Company was up to date.


Clarence Fountain recalled that he and other members of the Happy Land Singers regularly attended huge programs featuring numerous quartets and hosting thousands of fans, either at the stadium or indoors at the city auditorium. Having listened to gospel sponsored by the Smith and Gaston funeral home over radio station WSGN, the boys knew of the establishment’s influence on quartet music. Velma Traylor must have hustled them up a meeting there because a man named J. U. Goodman left his job at the mortuary to take over the group’s management. Clarence Fountain recalled that Goodman smoothed out the difficulties of life on the road, while Johnny Fields said that Goodman and his wife, Christine, looked after the blind boys like parents and kept the group at their three-bedroom bungalow, still standing in Birmingham’s South Woodlawn neighborhood.


“We got lucky,” said Fountain. “Brother Goodman showed us the way of life. Showed us how to survive. He kept us clean. I was worried about eating, nothing else. If I got my stomach full, I was alright.”


Goodman booked them into churches and schools, and he drove the singers from gig to gig in his 1939 Buick. Fountain felt that the boys’ blindness shielded them from some of the pain of segregation on the road. “We were kind of lucky,” he said. “Usually people would come out and see a carload of blind guys and bring us our food and we’d eat in the car and head on to the next town.”


Goodman had worked closely with a wide range of churches while with Smith and Gaston, and to book the Happy Lands he tapped into networks of ministers within all of the prevalent denominations. All of the Baptist preachers associated, as did all of the African Methodist Episcopal preachers and the Pentecostal-Holiness churches. Each denomination functioned like its own circuit, with branches in the communities around Birmingham and small Alabama towns farther afield. Win one, you might win them all as word of mouth darted from church to church. “Preachers liked him,” Fountain said of Brother Goodman. “He had an easy time.”


Goodman served a purpose for the group for years to come: he was their eyes. Young musicians are always ripe to be taken advantage of, and in those days visually impaired ones were even more easily deceived as they could not take a head count of an audience to estimate ticket sales or accurately gauge a payout beyond doubt. The group typically kept the lion’s share of a sixty/forty split of the ticket sales or offering with the sponsoring minister. On the road, the boys stayed in people’s homes, usually sleeping like sardines on a living room floor. Goodman took care of their money. Clarence kept a pretty full stomach. Nothing really troubled them. Their voices started getting out there.


One day in June 1944, Jimmy Carter tuned in his radio as he religiously did to catch Echoes of the South. This time, he didn’t hear the Golden Gate Quartet. To his surprise and delight, the Happy Land Jubilee Singers filled the airwaves with their youthful arrangements of classic spirituals like “Blind Barnabas.” Jimmy wanted more than ever to be with the group and prayed he’d join them. In a mere four decades, the prayer would be affirmatively answered.


Being newcomers in an established, competitive market, the Happy Lands found both opportunity and frustration in Birmingham. Clarence Fountain remembered battling at one of the big quartet contests and losing in the finals to the Ensley Jubilee Singers. One of Birmingham’s semipro groups, the Ensleys performed for fifty years on radio, at live programs, and later on local TV. Fountain attributed the loss to the Ensleys’ superior popularity rather than any real difference in talent. The Happy Lands, despite making headway in the capital of quartet gospel, felt restless and began ranging out of town.


With Goodman’s management, the group got some bookings with a far-reaching Birmingham promoter named William Pope. A brief notice for an early out-of-town appearance indicates a growing popularity for the young group. “The Happy Land Jubilee Singers will appear at the Mt. Calvary auditorium this afternoon at 3 o’clock,” the Anniston Star reported. “The public is invited and a large attendance is anticipated.”


Likely through Pope’s powers, the Happy Lands landed a big program out of state in Atlanta in the summer of 1945, supporting the best gospel quartet of them all, the Blue Jay Singers.


Innovative in sound and pioneering in business, the Blue Jays had started in Birmingham, and by 1930 they were singing over radio station WBRC every weekend in the 8:30 Saturday night slot. Rev. W. D. Hargrove, the city’s first radio preacher, promoted the Jays in and out of town on the same line of country churches in Prattville and Tuscaloosa that the Happy Lands would trace. The Blue Jays featured two lead singers, Charles Bridges and Silas Steele, both of whom had worked in the mines or furnaces of Birmingham.


Bridges, born in 1901, had led the Birmingham Jubilee Singers, who recorded dozens of songs between 1927 and 1930. Steele, born in 1911, had joined the Blue Jays in his teens. Bridges’s Birmingham Jubilees competed with Steele’s Blue Jays, per a 1930 news story that gives a rare, brief glimpse of the musical fertility and creative energy of this underappreciated, scarcely documented renaissance: “Don’t forget the state championship quartet contest, Sunday evening, April 27… The winner will be given a championship belt and arm bands, along with a five night’s engagement, two in Georgia, three in Tennessee. The Bessemer Harmony Four, Red Rose, White Rose, Blue Jay, L. and N., [and] Birmingham Jubilee quartets are expected to participate.”


Though the winner seems lost to time, the Blue Jays were reported within the next year to have played to diverse enthused audiences. “The Blue Jay Singers sang at Jones Chapel Sunday night. The church was unable to hold the crowd,” read one report, while an ad in the Birmingham News had the Blue Jays on the Easter service at a large, new, and relatively progressive White church, the Birmingham Gospel Tabernacle, pastored by Rev. Glenn Tingley.


Bridges joined forces with Steele in the Blue Jays around 1940. By the time their paths crossed with the Happy Lands in August 1945, the Blue Jays had recorded, broadcast on radio, and relocated from Birmingham to Dallas to Chicago, spreading their unique style of quartet singing.


As the Happy Lands were developing their own style, they happened to encounter an influential artist of what would be called hard gospel, the defining sound of the next several decades of quartet singing, a style of attack that would influence mainstream pop and endures to this day.


The Blue Jays’ Silas Steele brought the intensity of fire-and-brimstone preaching to the rhythmic, harmonious backdrop of jubilee quartet style. Rev. Isaac Ravizee, member of a brilliant family quartet, described Steele on stage to Doug Seroff, saying, “Silas was a small man and thin, about 5’10”… And when Silas would sing he’d lick out his tongue… Silas would walk from one end of the stand to the other and brother, whew, people’d be there shoutin’ all on top of one another.” So it was that the cool, sweet, slick jubilee harmonies of the Golden Gate Quartet began giving way to the raw emotion of a preacher possessed by the power of God.


This meeting of the up-and-coming Happy Lands with the trendsetting Jays was more than another night on the road. This was the biggest show the Happy Lands had played, facing a crowd of thousands at the Atlanta City Auditorium. This type of big-ticket program with multiple groups would be the way of the gospel business during its burgeoning golden age.


This night in Atlanta held even greater musical importance. The Jays had yet to record their two masterpieces—“Standing on the Highway” and “I’m Bound for Canaan Land”—but already featured both songs in their set.


Current music fans who aren’t particularly drawn to overtly Christian lyrics should understand that one of the more prevalent and beautifully explored themes in gospel is the afterlife. If pop music exists in some part to help avoid such meditation, gospel revels in it, as did ancient Egypt. The fears with which we anticipate our journey beyond are allayed, and our arrival, in “I’m Bound for Canaan Land” and songs like it, delivers joy like nothing this world can hold. Gospel music performs this human duty as seemingly every other facet of pop culture ignores it.


“Standing on the Highway” is allegorical, evoking life, in deep American cultural code, as “that lonesome highway.” The recording features tour de force backing vocals with stunning textures and heart-skipping rhythmic shifts so brilliant that the support overshadows the dual lead shared among maybe the two best leads ever combined. The delicacy and perfection of the accompaniment on this and other Blue Jays recordings are fine enough to make one fantasize about being a backup singer.


“I’m Bound for Canaan Land” is as good as humans can sound. Even the dependably flawless intricacy of the backing vocals in their excellence doesn’t surpass a breathtaking Bridges-Steele dual lead, the two best at their best. Bridges and Steele harken back to the past and foreshadow the future of quartet style. Bridges delivers the opening verses, his clean, sharp, strong sustain carrying the tune in jubilee fashion until he relays the lead to Steele halfway through, as if passing the torch to a new era.


Even in a culture that treats its treasure like trash, the obscurity of the Blue Jays, in particular these two transcendent recordings, is a grave injustice, as heartbreaking as a thunderous Silas Steele lead. Blessed with supernatural talent and massive spiritual power, the Blue Jays poured more magic into three minutes of shellac than virtually anyone else in the long history of American music. For the Happy Lands, working with the best at this crucial moment of their development hit them like something heaven-sent.


The shift in gospel from sweet to hard came through artists needing to bring more to live audiences in a competitive environment. “You had to listen to whatever trend was going that day,” Clarence Fountain said. “You better be able to follow it up. In the gospel field, we heard what everybody else was doing, and tried to do better.” Fountain described the key to emulating the innovative Steele: “We tried to holler louder than everybody else. We learned how to put jubilee singing and gospel singing together. You better learn how to do that. In order to stay out there, you better know how to do what other groups can’t do.”


The boys were becoming more than singers. They realized that they had to perform. Jubilee singing depended on tight harmonies, which required specific physical location: members of a group had to each stand on a dime around the microphone in order to get their sound right. That style didn’t lend itself to the most dynamic stage routines. As competition between quartets increased in big-package programs that featured numerous groups, the quartet style evolved, with choreography as well as fiery leads as singers moved with a mixture of rhythm and Holy Spirit, swinging hips and shaking legs like latter-day rock stars.


That night in Atlanta in 1945 proved momentous for yet another reason. A preview of the Blue Jays–Happy Lands doubleheader published in the Atlanta World contains the earliest use of the Happy Lands’ future name, or something like it: “The Jays will be assisted by… Four Blind Boys and a Guitar of Birmingham.”


This not only indicates an early use of the Blind Boys name but highlights how the group had begun to distinguish its sound: the guitar. That belonged to founding member George Scott. Clarence Fountain would recall, “All the other groups were singing a cappella. That guitar gave us a different sound.”


On the guitar, there was only one inspiration: Sister Rosetta Tharpe. Like other sacred stars, she had a hard time staying completely committed to the Lord. Nevertheless, her guitar had a profound effect on listeners. Jojo Wallace, guitarist of the Sensational Nightingales quartet, a professional since 1946, said, “I’ve never seen anyone play guitar like her in my life. And sing. Never seen no one before her or after her could play like that. She was some guitar player. Tremendous.”


Of quartets at the time, George Scott and the Happy Lands were among the first to feature guitar. At this point, Scott likely fretted an acoustic to open a song and quietly chorded behind the singers. He would, however, continue to develop his style, plugging in the electric by the early 1950s.
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The Black gospel world as a whole was a relatively new thing compared to the ancient inspiration of its soundtrack. Hymns and spirituals had been the earliest truly African American forms of music. But the big business of gospel had taken off in the early 1930s, largely thanks to a reformed bluesman. Thomas Dorsey had straddled the fence, attempting to balance his love of spiritual music with the necessity of eating. As a secular performer, he achieved success nearly unmatched in pre–World War II blues, recording the massive hit “Tight like That” with Tampa Red and touring with the “Mother of the Blues,” the great Ma Rainey. Personal catastrophe soon outstripped his professional achievement—Dorsey’s wife and baby died in childbirth around the time “Tight like That” was released. The trauma inspired Dorsey’s composition of perhaps the most recorded and performed sacred song in American history, “Precious Lord, Take My Hand.” A near rival in ubiquity would be another Dorsey number, “Peace in the Valley.” Dorsey proved important to the careers of other artists and influential to the business as a whole. He helped to organize a national body dedicated to training and performing gospel, and he more or less pioneered the gospel highway, uniting country churches and big-city congregations on a circuit he traveled, selling his music and training singers in its performance.


Though gospel draws on classic spiritual energy and tradition, modern lyrics, as Dorsey most successfully wrote, differed from their biblical forebears. Unlike in so-called Negro spirituals, you’ll hear few if any references to Moses, Noah, Samson, or Delilah in modern gospel, because the perspective derives from the Evangelical Christian personal relationship with Jesus.


The first gospel stars, including Mahalia Jackson and Sallie Martin, came out of Dorsey’s lead and chorus style. By the time the Happy Lands hit the road, Mahalia had risen above the genre on her way to American phenomenon status. She would play a few programs with quartets, but Jackson had her own show and presentation style, and as an attraction, she didn’t need the quartets to fill the hall in the way that quartets needed each other. Nevertheless, her existence lent credibility and importance to the Black gospel scene at large. Her appearance as a single act in Macon, Georgia, on November 30, 1946, garnered a photo and full headline above the fold in the local paper, while a concert featuring the Pilgrim Travelers, among the favorite male quartets of all time, was advertised like a want ad under the heading “Notice” further down the same page.


Considering that the group had no record and only spotty local radio support, the Happy Land Singers expanded their territory almost unbelievably between 1945 and 1947, as far south as St. Petersburg, Florida, and north to Dayton, Ohio, and Chicago. “They have had a great success on the present tour which included many of the larger cities in the East,” read a preview for a Pittsburgh show in that city’s nationally read Courier, while the Tampa Bay Times offhandedly referred to them as “nationally known.”


During this time, the group had its first big lineup change. They would survive many. Donald Ray Hutton, son of charter member J. T. Hutton, said, “My daddy stuck with them until June 9, 1946. That’s when him and my mama got married. My dad was supposed to go to Chicago with them after that. My mama all of a sudden laid a strict law down to my dad and just put it before him. ‘You got to make up in your mind who you want, me or the group,’ she said. He didn’t get to go to Chicago. My mama didn’t want no man just staying gone all the time.”


J. T. Hutton made a home in Birmingham, where he became a minister, raised a big family, and hosted his old colleagues when they passed through.


After Hutton retired to Birmingham, the Happy Lands kept a high profile there. The local African American Weekly Review published congratulations for the Happy Land Jubilee Singers in May 1947, though for reasons too obvious at the time to specify. They performed at a large White church, the Gospel Tabernacle, in August 1947 as part of an integrated program that featured Rev. Glenn Tingley, who had showcased the Blue Jay Singers at the same venue fifteen years before. Tingley’s sermon that day with the Happy Lands was titled “Science Just Discovers That the Bible Is Absolute Truth!”


Integrated gospel music programming like this has been, is, and likely always will be a rarity. Though there were Black and White mirror worlds—vocal quartets, Holiness churches, and charismatic preachers praising the same Jesus on each side—Sunday church has been referred to as “the most segregated hour of the week” with ample reason.


Birmingham had integrated airwaves thanks to the many pioneer broadcasters and entrepreneurs who embraced the medium. The growth of Black radio in Birmingham seems to have branched off of the city’s vital gospel scene. WSGN and WJLD were early supporters, where A. G. Gaston and Bill Blevins spotlighted spiritual music. A White radio announcer named Trumon Puckett began the popular and long-running Old Ship of Zion show in 1944. A dry cleaner and moonlighting Birmingham gospel quartet manager named Leroy Garrett hand-built a radio station in Talladega, one of the first Black-owned broadcasting ventures in the state. It’s little wonder that numerous high-profile gospel artists, including Alex Bradford and Dorothy Love Coates, were coming of age in Birmingham in those days.


But the Happy Lands hoped to gain broader exposure and left Birmingham. Clarence Fountain said that they needed more radio support, and judging by the quartet-crowded radio logs published at that time in the Birmingham papers, the decision made sense. “If you didn’t get heard on radio, you didn’t get heard at all,” he said. “Everywhere you went, you had to broadcast that you were in town and say that if [people] wanted to hear some good singing, they had to come to the show.”


After three years of improvement and development in the bastion of quartet gospel, the Happy Lands relocated to Chattanooga, Tennessee. “You keep inching up,” Fountain recalled. “You go here, you go there. You find something good that you’re able to stand on to let people know that you’re trying to make it. You’re scuffling, and people will help you along the way. That’s the way it was back in those days.”
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