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“Freedom Highway” in sequined flats

I’m tired and I’m feeble,” declares Mavis Staples, with a high-beam smile that says exactly the opposite.

Mavis pretends to shuffle into the room as though a step away from collapse while paraphrasing Thomas Dorsey’s “Take My Hand, Precious Lord,” a song that has been with her since she started to stir church congregations as an eight-year-old vocalist. Her sister Yvonne rolls her eyes in mock exasperation. A small flock of onlookers starts to laugh, breaks away from their backstage hospitality beers, and surges toward the sisters to clasp hands and offer hugs in a kind of group anointing.

Mavis and Yvonne—cofounders of the Staple Singers with their father, Roebuck “Pops” Staples, and siblings Pervis and Cleotha—have arrived at the Hideout, an unassuming Chicago bar tucked amid West Side warehouses. In a few minutes they will be on a big stage outdoors in front of a hometown festival crowd of eight thousand just as the sun is disappearing on a mid-September day in 2011. Mavis and Yvonne, both in their seventies, have been up since 5 a.m. after playing a show the night before in Michigan. Mavis has been pumping vitamin C to fight off a cold and a scratchy voice. “This is loosening me up, though,” she says as laughter and conversation fill the Hideout’s back room.

Donny Gerrard, one of her backing vocalists, does not by any stretch consider himself a gospel singer, or even a believer. But Mavis has a way of pulling even skeptics along in her wake. She is an artist who grew up in church and on the civil rights battlefront, but she doesn’t finger-point, preach, or prod. She leads with her enthusiasm for the day ahead.

“When I was asked to join her group, I was worried about the God stuff, frankly,” says Gerrard, adjusting his tortoiseshell glasses as he watches Mavis banter with her well-wishers. “Don’t believe in it, myself. But damn, if she doesn’t make you feel something else is at work when she’s around.”

The tall, curly-haired singer takes off the glasses, and his eyes gleam. He’s ridden the music industry roller coaster in a career that has had failures, hits (he sang Skylark’s huge ’70s single “Wildflower”), and a few health problems.

“It doesn’t matter how low you feel,” he says. “Sometimes I carry it on the stage with me, and then I see Mavis and it’s like you can’t feel down anymore. She’s always up no matter what happened that day.”

Mavis looks into her carrying bag and with the drama of a magician makes an announcement: “I know what the stage needs!” She digs out the prize. “It needs glitter! Every singer needs her stage flats, sequined flats!”

A dozen onlookers scramble for their cell phones to take photos of the diva wear. “Y’all are some slow paparazzis.” Mavis laughs as the amateur photographers click away and begin texting, tweeting, and Instagramming their friends.

Mavis, her glitter flats and matching sequined black scarf ascend the five steps onto the stage to cheers that stretch across a vast lot. Fans perched in windows and on rooftops of the buildings beyond wave their greetings. Yvonne, just off her sister’s right shoulder, is clapping just as boisterously. Nonbeliever Gerrard joins Mavis, Yvonne, and their band in an a cappella version of “Wonderful Savior”: “I am His, and He is mine.” Within seconds, the audience turns into Mavis’s moonlight choir with their rhythmic clapping.

Violin-playing indie-rocker Andrew Bird joins for The Band’s “The Weight,” which the Staple Singers had performed as part of The Last Waltz concert in 1976. Bird and Gerrard each take a verse, and then Mavis “takes it to church,” as her old friend Levon Helm used to say, a tambourine accenting every beat. Mavis twirls her hands above her head, and Yvonne is loving it, applauding her sister’s feistiness. Bring it on, Mavis roars, as she slaps her chest. “Put the load, put the load, put the load right on me.”

When the Staple Singers’ civil rights anthem “Freedom Highway” arrives, the band rolls into a marching beat and the call-and-response vocals between Mavis and her backing singers pick up the pace, more urgent with each turn. “March!” “Up freedom’s highway!” It is an echo of ’60s freedom marches, the sound of citizen soldiers girding for a beatdown, in the name of a cause that they believe is worth their blood and tears, and quite possibly their lives.

“My father, Pop Staples, wrote that song in 1965,” Mavis says as the anthem winds down. “Yes, he did, he wrote it for the big march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. We marched, we marched, and we marched, and it ain’t over yet!”

The band rumbles, voices from the audience shout encouragement. Most of the fans weren’t even born when activists, ministers, and everyday citizens locked arms and marched into a gauntlet of police clubs, snarling dogs, and water cannons in the name of racial equality.

“I’m still on that highway,” Mavis says. “And I will be there until Dr. Martin Luther King’s dream has been realized.”

At the side of the stage, the teenage Chicago musician Liam Cunningham is watching with a few members of his band, Kids These Days, who had played earlier in the day. They’ve read about the freedom marches in school, seen the news footage of the shaking fists and swinging police batons. Now they’re standing a few feet from one of the leading messengers of that era. Cunningham is mesmerized. “Her existence brings tears to my eyes,” he says softly.

The show doesn’t so much conclude as get passed on, one voice to the next. Mavis hands the closing duties to the audience, which embraces a twelve-minute version of the Staple Singers’ “I’ll Take You There” and sings it back to her. Mavis waves and exits alongside Yvonne, then hugs her brother, Pervis, who is standing in the wings applauding. She and her sister slide into a waiting black limousine behind the stage, roll down a tinted window, and wave to a small group of fans.

“Time to remove the sequined flats,” Mavis says with a laugh. “They got more work to do.”
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Voices in the Mississippi night

One gray, cold Mississippi Delta day in 1920, five-year-old Roebuck Staples peered out his window and saw a mule-driven wagon slowly approach his family home to take his mother away. After giving birth to, cooking for, and looking after fourteen children, all the while toiling in the cotton fields, Florence Staples’s heart had finally given out.

Rain began to pummel the funeral procession as it marched the Staples family matriarch several miles to her grave in the nearby town of Drew. Young Roebuck was in a daze, miserable in the rain and still trying to come to grips with the tragedy that had suddenly landed on his family. What happened next astonished him. As the procession trudged along the muddy, rain-splattered road, a white man hurried out the front door of his home toward the wagon with a blanket in his arms. He gently draped it over the coffin and ran back.

In Roebuck’s world, blacks and whites lived and worked in close proximity but rarely interacted, and then only in matters of business. If a white person ever approached, it was usually from a position of strength, condescension, or hostility. Roebuck had already been warned by his father to keep his distance from their white neighbors on the Dockery Plantation.

The blanket bearer’s gesture lingered in Roebuck’s mind for decades. “Some human conditions, like death, override adversity or hostility between the races,” he mused a few years before his own death in 2000. “Sometimes kindness slips through the cracks of bigotry and racial hatred.”

Born December 28, 1914, in Winona, Mississippi, Roebuck was the seventh son of Warren and Florence Staples. When he arrived, his mother broke out in a fever and was bedridden, postponing the wedding of one of Roebuck’s older sisters, Rosie. His thirteenth sibling, Flora, was born two years later. As soon as the baby learned to walk, she and Roebuck became playmates, commanding a huge front yard on which they’d make mud pies. Their bubble of not-a-care-in-the-world security burst when Florence died.

A few years after his mother’s funeral, Roebuck stood still long enough to have his portrait taken. The boy in the straw hat and overalls looks as if he’s sizing up the photographer from behind almond-shaped eyes as much as posing for him. His smooth, unblemished skin makes the hardness all the more unsettling: the determined jaw, an unsmiling mouth, the chest thrust back with hands resting confidently on hips.

Soon after the photo was taken, Roebuck lost his beloved Flora, too. As the youngest, his sister was assigned indoor work such as starting the stove. One day, as she was dousing the wood with kerosene from a five-gallon can, it exploded in her hands. She died from the extensive burns.

By then, Roebuck was already a working man. He carried wood, milked the cows, and eventually joined his older siblings in the cotton fields at Dockery Farms. His days began and ended in darkness, defined from sunup to sundown by an exhausting routine of plowing, planting, chopping, and picking balls of cotton. Thorns split the skin on his hands and tore up his fingernails. The soles of his feet became hard and calloused as he worked barefoot from April to October.

The Southern economy had been built for centuries on the backs of black men and women much like Warren and Florence Staples. Warren’s father, William, had been a slave who defied bullets and bullwhips to live to be 103 years old and to see his emancipation—if not true “freedom” in the Jim Crow South.

“Legend has it that [William Staples] was a very good worker . . . but he was a ‘crazy Negro’ so [the white slave owners] stopped bothering him,” Roebuck said. “One day Grandpa got to tangling with the white man. He struck his master and the mistress got to hollering to bring the bullwhip.” William ran and was shot by one of the plantation security guards, but he somehow managed to stagger off into the woods and escape.

“Grandpa just flew away. He stayed away until he got so hungry that he had to go back to the old master. They took him back, fixed his wound, fed him, and nursed him back to health until he was well. But Grandpa said that the old master gave his wife hell for having him shot because he was a good worker and was not supposed to be shot up. People always said that if a ‘nigger’ hit a white man, he was crazy. . . . But Grandpa was respected because he had a good reputation. In those days, a man’s reputation was his passport out of trouble.”

The tale was passed down the Staples family line as a personal code for coping with racism, a guide for surviving in the world of the white man without groveling. A man or woman’s reputation did matter in the divided South. The boss man could insult you, beat you, even try to kill you, but dignity and pride were held sacred in the home of Warren Staples. As a member of his family, you did not buckle.

“My father never did allow a white man to ride over us,” Roebuck said. Warren Staples would gather the family and illustrate stories and parables from the Bible. Once, he grabbed a bundle of twigs from the field and tried unsuccessfully to crack them over his knee. Then he took the twigs one at a time and broke each in half. “This,” he said, “is what can happen to a family if it doesn’t stick together.”

Mavis Staples nods when the story is recounted to her years later. “Whenever we’d go into town down South to buy something, Pops would always say don’t start nothin’ . . . but don’t take nothin’ either. And he never did take nothin’ from anybody as long as he was alive.”

Warren Staples tried to make a go of it as a farmer and landowner in the forested hill country near Winona at the turn of the twentieth century. Roebuck was born in Winona, but by the time he was two, Warren had sold the farm and moved the family to the more fertile Mississippi Delta region southwest of Drew. He rented about 150 acres on the northern edge of Dockery Plantation and grew corn, cotton, white potatoes, peaches, peanuts, tomatoes, watermelon, and raised cattle.

The Delta is a 250-mile leaf-shaped plain that stretches from just outside Memphis to Vicksburg, bounded by the Mississippi River on the west and the hill country on the east. The plantations and towns within that region became the center of the cotton industry; at one time Drew was reputed to have more cotton gins than any other town in America.

Will Dockery had established his farm on forty square miles not far from the Sunflower River in 1895, using a $1,000 inheritance from his grandmother as seed money. The swampy land was cleared of trees and a town established with an elementary school, churches, a gin mill, a blacksmith, a doctor’s office, and picnic grounds. The Peavine railroad ran through the plantation connecting Cleveland and Rosedale, the largest town on the Mississippi between Memphis and Greenville. The plantation owners hired cheap labor to help them farm the property; they provided seed, tools, livestock, and shelter, and paid a wage of about 50 cents a day per worker. Dockery had a reputation for fairness, but many working-class whites stayed away because the land was infested with malaria-carrying mosquitoes, so blacks tended to make up the vast majority of the four hundred tenant families employed at the farm’s peak. When the cotton was sold after harvest, each family of sharecroppers received a share of the proceeds—minus the landowner’s costs, which often exceeded the sharecroppers’ earnings from the crop.

Little wonder that despite working his family and a team of mules nearly year-round in the fields, Warren Staples could never climb out of debt to his boss, Liston Sage. As far as young Roebuck was concerned, Warren Staples’s sharecropping life sure looked like just another version of William Staples’s slavery.

“It was just pitiful,” Roebuck recalled. “I would be feeling so bad, and after all that work the man would tell us, ‘You almost made it, maybe next year you’ll do it.’ He would give you a rebate and let you borrow on your next crop. We stayed in the cycle of debt.”

Whereas on the farm Warren Staples went to great lengths to keep his family out of harm’s way—which meant as little contact as possible with white people—the same was not true when his teenage sons ventured into Drew, a town of about eight hundred in which blacks were barely tolerated by the white population. A black man had to scurry to the other side of the street whenever he encountered any whites heading toward him. One time, Roebuck didn’t change course as a group of white boys approached and got a lit cigarette shoved down his shirt for his impudence. In another instance, Roebuck’s older brother Sears got in an argument with a grocer, and he and Roebuck were chased out of the store by the gun-wielding proprietor. Their father feared they’d be lynched and so stowed his two sons at his married sister’s plantation about twenty miles away. After three days, Warren was able to make peace with the store’s owner, and the two chastened brothers returned home.

Not all was sweat and grind and worry. Whenever Roebuck got the chance, he joined the other black kids on the plantation for a game of baseball at the park diamond on the north side of Drew. They had to wait till the white kids were through before taking the field, but the games were fiercely contested and Roebuck excelled as a fastball-chucking pitcher. He learned to race his father’s horses; twenty-five-pound sacks of pecans helped bolster his weight and kept young Roebuck securely aboard his favorite ride, a blue-blond stallion named Dan. By the time Roebuck grew into a 140-pound teenager, he was fighting barefoot in local competitions at a plantation south of Drew in Ruleville. If nothing else, it brought out the entrepreneur in the young pugilist, who won five fights and went home with his pockets stuffed with cash thrown into the ring by approving gamblers, far more than he could make in the cotton fields.

True solace was found in music—in the churches, where black people could be themselves outside the glare of white scrutiny; in the fields, where songs of faith and fortitude sustained the field hands against the sun’s relentless glare; and in the home, as parents and children unwound after supper.

Each night, the Staples family gathered on the long front gallery of their home to sing the hymns that were part of Methodist Sunday service at their rickety wooden church: “Amazing Grace,” “Everybody Will Be Happy Over There,” “Steal Away Home to Jesus,” “Will the Circle Be Unbroken.”

The dusk was filled with voices that carried across the fields, calling out to the other black families on the plantation. Couples and their children would stroll onto the Stapleses’ wide front yard and join in the four-part harmonies they had honed in church. Shouting and syncopated handclapping would break out, as the singers slipped into a particularly beloved melody and stretched it out, as if to draw out the song’s spirit and beckon it to linger awhile longer in the moonlit Mississippi night. The songs often mingled sadness and hope, expressed as yearning: “Is a better home awaiting / In the sky, in the sky?”

“I was kind of ashamed to be black,” Roebuck said decades later. “I didn’t want to be black. It was because we lived near white people. My little friend next door was having everything so good. I wished I had what he had. The bus would come and take him to school in town. We had our school in a church, two or three grades in one room, all trying to recite at the same time. But like we sing, ‘I like the things about me that I once despised.’ I woke up one morning to see we had found our natural self and I thought, ‘Here it is, we’re coming to ourself.’ ”

For African Americans on the plantation, music spoke to their better selves and comforted them with the possibility of a better life—if not in this world, then in the next one. The music in the Staples home was strictly spiritual. Blues was the music of sinners, boozers, and women chasers, and Roebuck was expressly forbidden to partake. That only served to pique his curiosity, however. His brother David had acquired a guitar and learned to play it proficiently. By age twelve, Roebuck was hooked. A few years later, he spotted two $5 Stellar guitars at a hardware store on the north end of Main Street in Drew and paid the owner 50 cents a week until he acquired one of them. He would run home each day from the fields to be reunited with his new companion, even taking it to bed with him, strumming it quietly beneath the covers until his father would run out of patience and tell him to knock it off.

With fourteen children, Warren Staples couldn’t be the gatekeeper for all of them twenty-four hours a day. Roebuck was a hard worker, but as the youngest son he developed a fierce sense not only of competitiveness, never wanting to be outdone by his older siblings, but also of adventure, a desire to see if there was another life available to him beyond the one he and his family already knew. He ventured out whenever possible to explore all the pleasures his corner of Mississippi had to offer. There was music everywhere—not just gospel in the churches and at home, but also the illicit blues in the streets of Dockery Farms and Drew. Dockery and other nearby plantations would become the cradle of much of the blues music that would permeate the twentieth century, and to Roebuck Staples the center of that world was a brick hardware store by the train tracks.

There he encountered Charley Patton, who lived on the lower plantation. He would set up outside the store on Saturday afternoons after most of the workers retired from the fields for the weekend. Patton, born around 1890, was in his prime when young Roebuck first saw him in the late 1920s. The singer was a mere five foot five, but he played with such ferocity and passion that he seemed much larger. Patton was a charismatic entertainer who pounded his feet, rapped on his guitar, and flipped it in the air while performing. He sang with a gravelly howl that made another young Dockery Farms blues upstart, Chester Burnett, later known as Howlin’ Wolf, take notice. In the next instance, Patton could deliver a deep blues of harrowing intensity such as “High Water Everywhere” or sing about plantation life with knowing veracity in “Pea Vine Blues” and “34 Blues.” Besides the allure of his music, there was the symbolism of what he represented: a free man who didn’t have to sharecrop to eat, who could come and go as he pleased, making records and playing for people in far-off towns.

After seeing that, even with his hands raw and bleeding beneath the cotton-picking sun, Roebuck could envision those same hands playing the guitar and making records. The notion of getting off the farm that had been bubbling inside Roebuck’s head since he was nine now took human dimension. Patton, Wolf, Willie Brown, Henry Sloan, Tommy Johnson, and other guitar-playing bluesmen who entertained the plantation workers shouted that there was a better life out there—anywhere but here.

Roebuck studied the guitar players, how their hands moved up and down the frets. “They mostly played in the key of E, which is a blues key, and they’d jump off something fast every once in a while, too,” Roebuck recounted in a 1964 interview. “That sold me on guitar. My greatest ambition was then to play and record.”

By the time he was sixteen, Roebuck had grown proficient enough on guitar to entertain workers high on booze and eager to grind on the dance floor with their ladies on the local chitlin circuit. Separate rooms would be set up at the designated plantation house of the night for dancing, eating, and gambling. Backroom stills would crank out home brew and white lightning.

“We would sing the blues and gamble while the ladies would be in the kitchen cooking chitlins and greens,” Roebuck said. “Folks would dance: the slow drag, the black bottom, the Charleston.”

And best of all, a blues guitar player could make money—good money. The house-party landlord would collect cash at the door and then pay the musicians who helped draw the crowd. Roebuck could make as much as $5 a night—an extraordinary haul by the lowly wage standards of a sharecropper.

But Roebuck didn’t entirely rebel against the music so dear to his family and especially his father. He also sang with the choir at church and then later with a gospel quartet, the Golden Trumpets.

“I was one of the directors and in the country we’d go to different churches,” he said in ’64. “We’d have huge crowds, and some beautiful singing, beautiful gospel singing, and I was inspired when I was a little boy from my older sisters and brothers who used to rehearse in our house, and from there I tried to catch on a little bit.”

In these settings, his guitar was forbidden, even though in his own head the blues and gospel were like concurrent, even complementary streams. His father looked at the blues with contempt: The “devil’s music,” he called it. Many of the churchgoing adults “looked down on it, they didn’t want you to touch it,” Roebuck recalled. But in his own mind, he saw more similarities than differences between the two styles: “A Christian should sing God’s praises, but there are some things that some people call a sin that I don’t see as such. Singing the blues is telling a story, and it’s telling a true story. You take all those [blues] guys, they’re talking about a woman. They’re talking about experience—that’s all it is.”

It was a trait Roebuck would demonstrate throughout his life, a balance of practicality and faith. The blues could pay the bills; gospel spoke to his heart. He didn’t see any disconnect as long as each was performed with sincerity. At the plantation store, Roebuck heard music that connected blues and spirituality in a way that his strict family upbringing denied. The 78 rpm recordings of Blind Willie Johnson combined deep blues feeling with lyrics steeped in visions of the afterlife. Johnson “was the most moving of all country religious performers,” Roebuck said, and “exerted a profound and lasting influence on me.” He would stand transfixed by these recordings, goose bumps pimpling his arms, as Johnson moaned over a shivering slide guitar about the crucifixion of Jesus on “Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the Ground.” On “Keep Your Light Trimmed and Burning,” Johnson’s vocals are answered by a female singer, likely Willie B. Harris. The blues man’s voice evoked some of the singing Roebuck heard at revival meetings in churches on the farm.

“The old people’d be singing the familiar hymns . . . and some old sister way over in the ‘Amen Corner’ would begin to moan,” Pops recalled. “I didn’t understand that language. And I asked my father when I got home. I said, ‘What does she mean by moaning?’ Old man says, ‘Son, when you moan, even the devil don’t know what you talking about.’ ”

Music was Roebuck’s greatest passion—with one exception. When he was eleven, he met a nine-year-old beauty named Oceola Ware in his grade school, and the two courted as teenagers. Born in Greenville, Mississippi, Oceola moved as a child with her parents and four siblings nearer to Drew to work the cotton fields. Over both families’ objections, she and Pops were married in 1933; she was only sixteen, Roebuck eighteen. A daughter, Cleotha, was born to the young couple in April 1934 and a son, Pervis, followed in November 1935.

By this point, Roebuck had his compass pointed north. To him, the South offered no future, no viable means of supporting his family. As with his marriage to Oceola, Roebuck’s family was less than enthused about his plans. “You ain’t never been nowhere,” his father declared, incredulous that his son would want to leave the only world he had ever known.

“His brothers were all older than him and they were all giving him advice, too,” Pervis Staples says. “One time Uncle John told Pops, ‘You’re a hell of a man, Roebuck, but you’ll never be the man I am.’ They trained the behavior pattern, you stayed in line and worked for the old man until he died, and then you died.”

But Roebuck was listening to a different set of advisers, and they could not be denied. One in particular struck a chord because he laid out a possible future so succinctly: “I’m going to Detroit, get myself a good job.”

In 1995 at the Cultural Center in Chicago, Roebuck Staples sat and finger-picked a talking blues on his guitar that invoked the moment when he first heard Blind Blake’s “Detroit Bound Blues.”

“I said, ‘What did that man say?’ ” Pops gently sang. “The blues man always says what’s on his mind twice. He said it again: ‘I’m going to Detroit, get myself a good job . . .’ I said, ‘That’s it, that’s what I’m gonna do.’ I started right then and there saving my money. . . . Down there, I could hardly make it. My clothes had holes in ’em. I was so close to being naked, they called me ‘Few Clothes.’ I’d be comin’ by and they’d say, ‘Here comes Few Clothes.’ But that’s all right, the Lord took care of me.”

Except Roebuck had a different destination in mind than Blind Blake, a place where his brother John and Oceola’s uncle already had moved. After a year of saving, Roebuck had scrounged together the $12 bus fare to Chicago.
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Hard time killing floor

When Roebuck Staples stepped off the bus in Chicago in the first weeks of 1936, he immediately felt out of place. His summer clothes and thin jacket were no match for the shock of winter in the shadow of the downtown skyscrapers and the Great Depression. Men stood shivering in breadlines and walked the streets looking for work, food, an extra blanket. Roebuck wondered if he’d be joining them in a couple of months.

But Roebuck was never going back to the cotton fields if he could help it, no matter how out of place he felt in this cold, dirty city. He had left his guitar and his musical aspirations back home in the Delta. Everything was about finding a job, an apartment, and a new start for his family. After three months, he sent for Oceola, who showed up at the 12th Street train station with Pervis bundled in her arms and Cleotha gripping her hand. Roebuck had landed a job in a place called the House of Blood.

In 1931, one of the blues musicians working around the Delta, Skip James, had recorded a song about Roebuck’s new place of employment: “Hard Time Killing Floor Blues.” “Lord, I’ll never get down this low no mo’,” he wailed.

The Union Stock Yard & Transit Company was a 475-acre market that had been a central industry for Chicago since the year the Civil War ended. Stretching from Pershing Avenue to 47th Street on the West Side, it was indeed a killing floor, a House of Blood, a place where tens of thousands of workers butchered and shipped millions of hogs and cattle annually.

Roebuck found himself working alongside not only fellow blacks newly arrived from the South but also immigrants from Eastern Europe and Mexico, many of whom could barely speak English. Little skill was involved. Endurance and muscle mattered more. Side by side they worked on blood-soaked floors in the slaughterhouses, where the stench of raw meat, blood, and excrement mingled with the shrieks of the hogs as they were hoisted to the ceiling and dangled by a hind leg to have their throats slit. In summer, temperatures could rise to 100° or more inside the stockyards. But the pay was good, about $25 a week, at a time when streetcar fare was 7 cents.

Oceola also worked, first at a rubber factory on 31st Street and later at the Morrison Hotel downtown, where she served as a maid and laundry supervisor. She also gave birth to two more children: Yvonne in October 1937 and Mavis in July 1939. Pops and Oceola worked different shifts to ensure one of them would always be home with the kids.

After World War II broke out, Roebuck quit the stockyards because shoveling fertilizer for ten to twelve hours a day was making him nauseous. He moved from job to job: building airplane parts, working in a soft-drink factory, laying bricks for a construction company, toiling in the steel mills in nearby Gary, just outside Chicago in northwestern Indiana. Each year, he was able to move the family into a bigger apartment on the South Side. By then his sister Katie had moved in with the family and was helping pay the bills and mind the children. Roebuck, who had dropped out of school in Mississippi in the eighth grade to work the cotton fields, enrolled at Wendell Phillips High School and took enough night classes to eventually earn his diploma.

On weekends, Roebuck treated the children to his homemade peanut brittle and a Saturday matinee. Saturday nights, Roebuck and Oceola pulled out a tin tub and bathed the kids. Relatives would gather later in the evening for drinking, cardplaying, and dancing. Cleotha in particular was right in the middle of it, dancing with her father to the records on the family phonograph.

“The ‘sand,’ the jitterbug—I loved to dance,” Cleedi said. “Pops would throw me up to the ceiling, whirl me around, and I’d end up the next day with lots of money. The adults would give me nickels, dimes, quarters, and half-dollars for putting on a show.”

Sunday was for churchgoing, followed by a 2:30 p.m. feast from Mom: red beans and rice, black-eyed peas, hot-water cornbread, biscuits and pigs’ feet, a coveted treat from back home that Oceola fried and smothered in gravy. Watermelon, fruit, and vegetable wagons canvassed the streets where the Staples family lived, the South Side’s “Dirty Thirties,” a blue-collar neighborhood that by the early ’50s was almost completely populated by African Americans. Milk shakes drew the kids to the drugstore at 35th and Wentworth; when one of the youngsters got sick, Pops ordered a “castor oil fizz,” a mix of soda pop and castor oil.

Pervis made a name for himself in the summers as the “snowball king” by dragging a wagon with a snowball-making ice machine. At 5 cents per fruit-flavored snowball, he cleaned up in the junior police parade of 1949, hauling in $190. He also became adept at pool, running games with his pal (and future jazz saxophonist) Eddie Harris. The young hustler in the Staples family also became personal caretaker of Pops’s father, Warren, who came to live in Chicago after cataracts blinded him and prevented him from sharecropping. Warren and Pervis shared a room, and every Sunday the boy dutifully walked his grandfather to church. Pervis also served as bodyguard for his sisters at school. “His job was to make sure no one laid a hand on my daughters,” Pops said. Pervis also instructed his sisters in self-defense, and Mavis—the smallest yet toughest of all her female siblings—took his lessons to heart.

“Yvonne was always such a good girl, I had to fight for Yvonne,” Mavis says. “I was about eleven when Yvonne got bit in the back by the neighbor downstairs at 506 East 33rd, Mary Jones. Yvonne came home screaming. I jumped in my jeans and my sneakers and I hit the door. I went looking for Mary Jones. And by the time I found her—What do you call that little guy? The Pied Piper?—there were so many people following me: ‘Oh, Mavis gonna get Mary Jones.’ And when I finally found her—you know, girls talk a lot, they like to talk smack before they swing—so she started talking, ‘I didn’t do no . . .’ She was tall, she was mouthy, but I got her real quick [laughs]. Pervis taught me how to fight the tall girls. He said, ‘Mavis, while they talking, go get ’em. Those tall ones, jump up, pull ’em down, and put ’em in a headlock.’ This girl screamed, and when I let go I saw my arm was all bloody. I had pulled her earring right through her ear. I ran home, jumped in the laundry bag, and pulled the strings. That was my hiding spot, ‘cause Mom would always tell us, ‘Wait till your father gets home.’ If he couldn’t find me, then I got away.”

Even though Mavis was small enough to hide in a laundry sack, no one wanted to mess with her. She carried herself with a certain confidence, speaking (or shouting, as necessary) in a rich, low voice that she inherited from her mother and her mother’s mother, Mary Ware, a stern, Bible-quoting matriarch who was even stricter than Warren Staples when it came to toeing the line between blues and gospel.

During the school year, Pops and Oceola would send one or two of their children to live with Grandma Ware in Mound Bayou, Mississippi, because they couldn’t afford winter shoes for all the kids. Mound Bayou was a largely black community and an early center of the civil rights movement in the ’50s. Yvonne thrived in the slower pace of the South: “It was the love of my life living with Grandma Ware. She could cook, and she knew the Bible inside and out. Preachers would come to her for advice and interpretation of the Bible passages, and it was good for my ears to hear them talk. Mavis was well liked down there, too, because she was comical, liked to hang out and talk a lot of trash. That’s Mavis. I’m the quiet one. All business. I stayed, but Mavis got out as fast as she could.”

Grandma Ware’s house had an outhouse in the backyard, and on one visit little Mavis crashed through the rotten wood into the muck below. Unable to free herself, Mavis yelled until her grandmother came running and took her straight to the bathtub.

Grandma Ware frequently had a chew stick—a twig or matchstick—between her teeth, dipped in the snuffbox she carried with her everywhere she went. One time, as Mavis was walking through a nearby cotton field, she was stung by a wasp. “I ran crying to Grandma. She just took out her chewing tobacco and popped some of it on there, and the pain went away. Then she made my uncle Albert give over his cotton bag so I could lay on it. He was rolling his eyes—he was mad. He had to pull me all over the field while he was picking cotton.”

For eight-year-old Mavis it was sweet payback. A few weeks earlier, Albert had turned her first public singing performance into a catastrophe.

“I’m walking down this gravel road every morning to school, and this record would be playing from a jukebox in town,” Mavis says. “It was [the swanky Ella and Buddy Johnson blues lament] ‘Since I Fell for You,’ and I started singing it outside school. We had a variety show, and the other kids pushed me out there because they knew I could sing. I started in on ‘Since I Fell for You,’ and it felt good. People applauded. I saw my uncle Ham [Albert] there, and I’m thinking he’s coming over to tell me I’m singing good. Well, he snatched me off the stage without saying a word. He marched me all the way to my grandma’s house, threw me through the door, and told her I was singing the blues.

“And Grandma says, ‘Oh, you singin’ the blues, huh? You go out there and get me some switches.’ I didn’t understand. Nobody told me what I could and could not sing. I came back with a handful of these switches, and she whipped me pretty good. Tore my legs up. Each time she whipped me she said, ‘You . . . don’t . . . sing . . . no . . . blues! In this family you sing church songs.’ Grandma Ware sent me back to school with a short dress on that showed my legs. My legs were all torn up and I was ashamed.”

After that day, Mavis’s stay in the South was short-lived. Yvonne came back to Mississippi every year until she graduated from high school, but Mavis wrote her mother begging to come home. Like Mary Jones, Grandma Ware was on the hook until Mavis could get some payback.

The matriarch maintained her distaste for the blues, but when Mavis matured as a singer and woman, she no longer had to fear her grandmother’s wrath or her switches. “When I was thirty, I recorded ‘Since I Fell for You’ for Stax while my grandma was living with us in Chicago,” Mavis says with a laugh. “I came in one day and said, ‘Grandma, come here, I want you to hear something.’ I played it for her and she smiled. ‘You didn’t forget that?’ I said, ‘I sure didn’t. I won’t forget that the rest of my life.’ ”
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“If I Could Hear My Mother Pray Again”

The Dirty Thirties teemed with music. The Staples kids were among a generation of future musical prodigies from the neighborhood that included Lou Rawls, Sam Cooke, John Carter (who would join doo-wop giants the Flamingos and Dells) and, later, Johnnie Taylor.

Leroy Crume, who would go on to sing and play guitar with Cooke and others, was particularly close to Pervis and Cleotha Staples at Doolittle Elementary School on 35th Street. “I was just a kid playing in the yard when I first heard Sam’s name during recess,” Crume says. “I didn’t know he was just three blocks down the street from me. Everywhere you looked there was someone who could sing or play an instrument.”

“Eddie Harris was the horn, he lived on 69th Street,” Pervis Staples says. “Mahalia Jackson lived in Chatham around 83rd. It seemed like everybody lived right around the corner from us. We were in a neighborhood where you couldn’t do too much wrong because your daddy would beat your ass if you did. We would walk everywhere, but you stayed away from the streets where the kids had their caps on backwards. We’d go around those streets. You couldn’t walk around the Midway because the white boys would run your ass back down to 39th Street. There were some places you just didn’t visit, because your parents let you know. They had a way of keeping you out without making you a hateful individual. The gangbanging stuff, we just couldn’t be a part of that.

“The neighborhood was full of older sisters and aunts—my mom’s big sister Billie, Pops’s older sisters Katie, Rosie, Maddie—and they wouldn’t mind speaking their minds. My mother was nice and polite, but not her sister Billie. She’d walk up to those little tough guys and say, ‘That’s my nephew, and your ass don’t need to talk to him.’ The broads were tougher than the dudes. And the little gangbangers respected them. All these families were looking out for each other, and for their kids to do something besides hanging out in the street. So some of us learned an instrument and the rest of us sang. We saw it as our way of getting out of there, otherwise you’d be folding laundry at the Morrison Hotel the rest of your life.”

The music seeped across genre lines: gospel, R&B, blues, bebop. Neighborhood kids soaked up the sounds pouring from the blues joints on or near 12th Street (now known as Roosevelt Road), the churches that arched heavenward every few blocks, and venerated theaters such as the Regal on 47th Street that regularly brought national talent to the South Side: Nat “King” Cole, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan, Redd Foxx, Duke Ellington, Moms Mabley, Dinah Washington, Lionel Hampton.

Future blues giants Muddy Waters, Otis Rush, Little Walter, Magic Sam, and Pop Staples’s, old Dockery Farms neighbor Howlin’ Wolf all migrated from the South to Chicago in the ’40s and early ’50s, electrifying the music that they had learned in the Delta. Gospel, too, was in its golden era. Gospel was first recorded at the start of the twentieth century and soon spread into various streams and styles, but it hit a new level of sophistication in the 1940s with songs that combined swinging rhythms, blues inflections, and sacred lyrics. Electric guitars and organs were commonplace in gospel, giving the music a drive and toughness lacking in the more subdued orchestrated arrangements of white pop.

Songwriters such as Georgia-born Chicago preacher Thomas A. Dorsey, Lucie Campbell, R. H. Harris, Roberta Martin, and W. H. Brewster fed a rising tide of quartets (usually four male singers with guitar) and gospel groups (mostly female vocalists accompanied by piano and organ). A national circuit of churches and auditoriums evolved where gospel singers could perform, and records such as Mahalia Jackson’s “Move on Up a Little Higher” and the Five Blind Boys’ “Our Father” were known and embraced in virtually every black community in America.

For young black men and women growing up on the increasingly segregated streets of Chicago, gospel music was as much a sound track of their lives as the blues and R&B hits of the day.

“Lou Rawls, Sam Cooke, his brother L.C. . . . all of us went to Doolittle, the same grammar school,” Pervis Staples says. “After school, we’d go to Sam’s house and sing under the streetlights. But a big, old fat lady by the name of Mrs. Sherrod would come out and be all annoyed with us after a while: ‘Take your asses outta here.’ And we’d be gone. So we found a place in Sam Cooke’s basement to practice. Lou Rawls would be there in his flannel shirt with the pin, and he’d tell Sam to sing the high parts because he couldn’t go that high. Sam and Johnny Carter—they had voices that were so sweet, they could make the mice come down the pole and watch. Sam would sing, ‘Come down,’ and out they’d come, then Johnny would say, ‘Go back up,’ and there they’d go. That’s true stuff.”

For Pervis Staples, master of tall tales, the curious mice might’ve been a metaphor for the females he and his barely teenage pals aimed to attract. Pervis always made sure to have his nose in a book when he had a free moment, in hope of picking up a 25-cent word that he could drop to impress a prospective girlfriend. But it was the weekend afternoon church performances by the fledgling groups, such as the Highway Q.C.’s—whose members included Cooke, Rawls, and Johnnie Taylor at various times—that put the neighborhood’s teen hormones in overdrive. They would gather at Hopewell Missionary Baptist Church, across the street from Doolittle.

“That’s where we’d always go, because they had a piano there,” Pervis says. “All the singers would come, and where the singers went, all the girls would follow. We sang gospel songs. But if Sam Cooke’s father wasn’t there, if Pops wasn’t there, we sang anything. We sang everything. Sam could sing anybody. Lou couldn’t—he had that raunchy, growly voice. Sam was more genuine. He could sing and lift burdens.”

Mavis Staples and her girlfriends from the Thirties would gather at Hopewell, mostly to swoon over the suave, fourteen-year-old Sam Cooke. “They would have a battle of the singers,” she says. “Hopewell was down from the school, so all week ahead of time everybody let it be known there was going to be a battle. Pervis and Sam had these long bangs and they wouldn’t keep ’em back. Pops would say, ‘If y’all don’t keep those bangs back, I’ll cut them off.’ And he meant it, too. That’s when Pervis and Sam started using Murray’s [hair gel] and wearing a stocking cap, to hide the bangs from the adults. They would sing, and there’d be no one in the church but us children, so they’d let their hair down [laughs]. The pastor would let us use the church, because it kept us off the street. We’d be sitting there in the pews eating potato chips, french fries, and peppermint sticks. Cleedi always had her butter-pecan ice cream. Sam could sing. Pervis could sing, too. I don’t remember how the battles turned out, who won or what. But I do remember Sam Cooke—he had the most beautiful voice, and when he would do that ‘Whoah-oh-whoah-oh,’ the girls would lose their minds.”

The girls weren’t screaming about salvation in the afterlife—unless it was the kind of salvation that only Sam Cooke’s embrace could bring. Long before soul music had a name, Cooke, Rawls, Pervis Staples, and the other young crooners from the Dirty Thirties were jumbling the sacred with the secular—so long as the grown-ups weren’t listening. When the adults were in charge at Sunday service and the more formal gospel programs, the hymns and spirituals invariably turned heavenward, but with little loss of feeling. The goal was always to “shout” the congregation, to get people out of their seats as the spirit came over them, with the singer serving as a heavenly transmitter.

Pop Staples never left that world, even though he put down his guitar for twelve years after he came to Chicago while juggling a succession of jobs, high school classes, and child rearing. On the side, he managed to squeeze in some gospel singing at the Progressive Baptist Church on 37th Street, and played local programs with a six-member male gospel group calling themselves the Trumpet Jubilees. Pops was third lead, singing mostly in a falsetto voice, and managed the group, booking their appearances and scheduling the rehearsals. He was a stickler for punctuality and precision, for looking and sounding sharp, for taking the job seriously. But not everyone in the group shared his commitment; his exasperation mounted until one day he quit. Pops decided to devote his time to a singing group that he could run from top to bottom, that would show up on time at every rehearsal, no questions asked. Mostly, he wanted to sing because it was a crucial part of his identity; since boyhood all he could remember was the pleasure singing brought him and his older brothers and sisters. When singing in the Trumpet Jubilees became a chore, he turned to his family.

“One night he came home early because the guys in the Trumpet Jubilees didn’t show up for rehearsal,” Mavis says. “He was disgusted. He went into the closet in the living room and got a little guitar he had brought home from the pawnshop. It didn’t have more than three or four strings on it, but it was enough to get us started.”

Mavis, Pervis, Cleotha, and Yvonne sat in a semicircle in front of their father on the beige carpet in their living room at 506 East 33rd Street. Pops hunched over his $7 guitar and plucked a series of notes, assigning one to each of his children.

“People always ask, ‘How do we get the sound we have?’ And that came from my father—the sound he had with his family in Mississippi when they sang on the gallery after dinner. He gave us [an E chord] and the parts his brothers and sisters would sing. He would hit a note on his guitar and would say, ‘Now, Mavis go here,’ a baritone part, because even then I had the deepest voice. Pervis was second lead behind Pops because he had the most experience, and he could hit those high notes like Michael Jackson later could. Cleedi had the high harmony. The first song he taught us was ‘Will the Circle Be Unbroken.’ Every now and then he’d have to stop and get us back in line. Pervis would be all the way up there—‘By and by, Lord, by and by.’ We sang that over and over until we got it good. Aunt Katie was living with us and was listening each night as we got better and better. She came over to Pops and said, ‘Shucks, you sound good. I want y’all to sing at my church.’ We had no idea what we were being asked to do; we were just so glad to sing somewhere else other than the living room floor.”

Mavis was all of eight years old in early 1948. Other than her ill-fated public debut in Mississippi, which won her only the strong disapproval of Grandma Ware, her singing had been limited to children’s songs at school.

“Mavis was headstrong and stubborn,” Pops recalled. “What a time I had getting her to learn her part. When she was seven, Mavis could not hold a tune. It took her almost two years before she could catch on to her part. Finally, the little skinny girl with the heavy voice learned a song from her Aunt Katie, ‘If I Could Hear My Mother Pray Again.’ ”

Yvonne detested having to sing at all; she was a quiet kid who hated to be the center of attention. Pervis would’ve much rather been out carousing and chasing girls with Sam Cooke and Lou Rawls, but singing came naturally to him. Cleotha, the oldest, approached her assignment with dutiful sincerity—her fondest wish was to make her father happy. With the call to sing in church, their rehearsals took on a new urgency. All that fuss Pop always made about the family sticking together and the power of the group versus the relative weakness of the individual started to ring true. Together they had something; they were young city folk, yet they somehow sounded at least twice their age, throwbacks to sharecropper country.

Aunt Katie bought Mavis, Cleotha, and Yvonne outfits for their debut: off-white quilted skirts and blue nylon blouses. Pops and Pervis wore their Sunday best dark suits and ties. Pops tried to shield his secondhand guitar from the rain as he and the children hopped a red streetcar to Holy Trinity Baptist Church on 33rd Street, where Pops’s brother the Reverend Chester Staples was pastor. The church was only about half full, but nerves nearly got the better of Mavis when the family was called up to sing. She couldn’t even look at the congregation. A chair boosted her tiny frame closer to the microphone, and she cast her eyes on the ceiling, a picture of sanctified innocence that belied the mischief maker she would’ve been in most any other circumstance. The family looked handsome, pristine, impossibly young—charming, to be sure, but likely a novelty at best to a congregation of seasoned gospel appreciators. The group had prepared only two songs, assuming their stay in front of the congregation would be a brief one. But they sailed through “If I Could Hear My Mother Pray Again” with such feeling, the unpolished mix of voices so redolent of the South with its Mississippi twang and bluesy undercurrent, that the congregation clapped uproariously, insisting on multiple encores. With each pass through its tiny repertoire, the group shook off its anxiety and sang with greater confidence.

An offering brought the family the princely sum of $7. What’s more, the congregation included a minister from Mt. Zion Baptist Church on 46th Street. “I never will forget,” Pops said years later, “there was an old minister there named Lathrop, and he said, ‘I want you children at my church next Sunday.’ ” When the family got home, Pops turned to his protégés and smiled. What had started out as a way to pass the time in their apartment had taken a turn.

“Children,” he declared, “we gon’ learn some more songs.”



4

“This May Be the Last Time”

Mavis Staples was a pocket-size dynamo; she wasn’t just the tiniest of gospel singers, she also was dwarfed by most of her schoolmates. Worshipers were astonished to see this skinny little girl climb atop a chair in the middle of church service to reach the microphone and then sing the Lord’s praises with a grown woman’s voice.

“People would come up crying and put money in my hand, and I didn’t understand. I thought I was hurting them,” Mavis says. “So I asked Mama, ‘Why are people crying?’ She said, ‘Mavis, they’re happy. Your singing makes them cry happy tears.’ When I sang, I looked straight up at the ceiling. I couldn’t look at the people because I was so shy. Sometimes I would close my eyes, and I’d feel someone tugging my hand. They would get out of their seats and come up to where we were singing to give me money, and I’d put it on the piano. And I’d look back later and it would be gone. Stealing in church! Thieves in the temple! [laughs] That’s when my mama started sewing pockets in my dresses so I’d have somewhere to put the money.”

The Staples family’s second weekend appearance, at Mt. Zion Baptist Church, went even better than the first. The collection brought $35, and Pops and the family went home with $17.50. Soon they were making double that amount as word spread on the South Side and congregations swelled to glimpse the family that harmonized with such old-school fervor.

Pops bought fifteen minutes of airtime Sunday mornings on WTAQ, an AM radio station that broadcast out of Wedgewood Towers, a flat-iron high-rise hotel on 64th Street that was a center of African-American life in Chicago. The Staples sang two gospel tunes and Cleotha would announce where the family would be singing next, usually performing two programs every Sunday at 3 and 8 p.m. They began getting invitations from churches in Milwaukee; suburban Evanston; Joliet, Illinois; and Gary, Indiana.

Pops bought his first electric guitar in 1950 with a tremolo unit that gave him a dark, reverberating tone that sounded as swampy and humid as a Delta summer night. When Pervis’s voice dropped an octave once he reached puberty, Pop shifted Mavis to lead vocals. As with many family decisions imposed on her, Mavis did not comply quietly.

“I thought my voice belonged in the background, I didn’t want to be out front, even though I had the range to cover the highs and the lows,” Mavis says. “I was stubborn. ‘Nah, Daddy, nah, Daddy.’ I was a little you-know-what [laughs]. Daddy had a little leather strap and he’d get my legs with it if I got out of line. He reached for that strap, and suddenly the idea of singing lead didn’t seem so bad, after all.”

It was around this time that Pops experienced not so much a religious conversion—because he was already a churchgoing believer—as a deepening of his commitment to a Christian way of life. “I guess the best way to describe it is that he was ‘born again,’ ” Mavis recalls.

Pops grew up in a strict Christian household in Mississippi under Warren Staples. But he was also a regular at house parties in and around the plantation where nobody was playing gospel music or strictly adhering to Christian values. Blues was the sound track, white lightning was swilled, guys and gals went grinding on the dance floor, and cards and cash flew in the back room. These house parties are where all the local teens took their girls, and it was where young Roebuck Staples courted Oceola Ware, who was pregnant by the time she was sixteen.

But after coming to Chicago, Pops “changed over,” Mavis says. “He was playing in those juke joints as a kid, but he never told us much about that. We knew they used to gamble and drink the moonshine and play the blues. But I never saw my father drunk—he’d have a hot toddy with Old Grand Dad and tea when he had a cold, but that was about it. I think they would have money on the table on Saturday nights at our house. They would set up a card table and play. But once Pops got born again, he wouldn’t let us have cards in the house. We couldn’t listen to anything but gospel music in the house. I would listen to R&B at school, play the jukebox, but never at home.”

Her father’s shift in attitude began after the family joined Mt. Eagle Baptist Church at 45th and Lawrence, where C. J. Rodgers was the minister. “Reverend Rodgers was such a powerful minister, and he got to Pops,” Mavis says. “He had to be baptized. From that, he turned his life over to God. He started to play strictly Christian music. I never knew he even played blues on his guitar, even though later on I learned that’s what it was. My granddaddy, Pops’s dad, was staying with us by then. He was blind, and he’d sit in a chair in the living room and sing, ‘You must be born, you must be born, you must be born again.’ ”

Pops was a music man, and gospel songs filled the apartment. Local favorites the Soul Stirrers, especially the incarnation led by the great R. H. Harris, and the Highway Q.C.’s, the Dixie Hummingbirds, the Five Blind Boys, the Pilgrim Travelers—Pops was an avid and studious listener, and his music was a sound track to family activities whenever he wasn’t leading the kids in another rehearsal. One singer in particular stood out for Mavis just when she started to perform with her family.

“I was playing with my dolls in the play area when I was about eight years old, and I could hear a lady’s voice,” she says. “That was the first time I remember hearing a lady singer, because my dad played a lot of male gospel quartets. I moved to the living room and sat on the floor in front of the record player and watched that big 78 record. Pops later told me I was just sitting there rocking back and forth listening to Sister Mahalia.”

Mahalia Jackson arrived in Chicago from New Orleans in the 1920s and became a protégé of Thomas Dorsey’s—a power couple if there ever was one in gospel music. She was known nearly as much for her towering beehives and gowns as her staggering voice. Mavis absorbed the influence of other gospel greats, especially Dorothy Love Coates of the Gospel Harmonettes and Ruth Davis of the Davis Sisters. But she credits Jackson as the woman who “taught me my voice.” Beyond that, she had a personal connection with Mahalia that blurred the lines between the artistic and the familial.

When Mavis was eleven, Pops came home on a Friday night and informed the family that they had been offered an opening slot for Jackson the next Monday at Tabernacle Baptist Church.

“I walked around all that weekend singing her songs, thinking about what I was going to say to her—my heart felt like it was going to burst right out of my chest, I was so excited,” she says. “Then Monday night finally came, and we were in the same dressing room. My sisters were watching me, because they didn’t want me to get on Sister Mahalia’s nerves. But I was watching the door, and when she came in I made a beeline for her. No way they were stopping me.”

Jackson “looked like a giant princess to me,” Mavis says. “She had on this brocade, cream-colored gown. I walked up to her and introduced myself, told her that I sing and that I sing loud, that she’d be sure to hear me.”

After her family’s performance, Mavis and her friends grabbed their jump ropes and started to sneak out during the minister’s sermon. Jackson “saw us starting to leave and said, ‘You take that coat back off and sit your little butt down and let me tell you somethin’. Do you want to be like me and sing a long time? Don’t you know all your pores are open and you’ll catch cold? You need to put on some dry clothes. Take that wet bra off and put on one of your brother’s T-shirts.’ Then she called my mother the next day to make sure I got the message.”
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