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I. ALL GOD’S SONS AND DAUGHTERS


All God’s sons and daughters

Drinking of the healing waters

Are going to live, are going to live,

Live on up in glory

After awhile.




W. HERBERT BREWSTER,

“Move On Up a Little Higher”






THE CHILDREN AND
THEIR SECRET CLOSET

Some years ago PBS ran a special on Dr. Alfred Kinsey and his investigations of homosexuality in American society. One historian was less than persuaded. He admitted that Kinsey had been impressively thorough in his considerations of business or the military or education. But he had ignored certain groups, the scholar argued. “What if he had interviewed the members of a Pentecostal church?”

Having been a close observer of African-American gospel music for almost fifty years, I decided to ask the same question of several singers and musicians, and got the following responses:

“They woulda lied.”

“From the pulpit to the door.”

“Baby, those figures would have gone up the roose-rooftop.”

“Church? That’s the children’s home away from home.”

But most often, the response was simple laughter. They heard the question as rhetorical; everyone knew better than the quizzical professor. They also knew that it is impossible to understand the story of black America without foregrounding the experiences of the gay men of gospel. From music to politics their role has been crucial; their witness, to quote their mother’s Bible, prophetic.

That witness has not always been acknowledged. Occasionally it has been suppressed. One of Glenn Beck’s arch black supporters happens to be Martin Luther King’s niece Alveda. She denies any connection between civil rights and homosexuality. “The civil rights movement was born from the Bible,” she insists, and everyone knows that “God hates homosexuality.” She neglected to mention that two of the movement’s greatest architects were gay men, Bayard Rustin, a former singer, who made his recording debut with a gospel quartet, and Alfred A. Duckett, who was, among many other roles, Mahalia Jackson’s publicity agent.

From the storefront church to the courts of Europe, from the poorhouse to the White House, the gay men of gospel have, as the songs say, opened doors that were closed in their face, and made a way out of no way.

“WE BUILT THIS CHURCH”

Truman Capote once said that a faggot was a homosexual gentleman who had just left the room. In church circles, gay and bisexual men are regularly identified as “sissies” or “punks”—terms sometimes used, and often not more kindly, by the men themselves. Almost as common and much friendlier is the appellation “the children,” a term rich with its allusion to the lifetime quest of a mother’s favorite son. Thus, Evangelist Willie Mae Ford Smith might slyly recognize the members of her congregation, “It’s so good to see the children … and the children.”

For well over a hundred years, these men have been, along with their mothers and sisters, the black church’s rock and shield. They have been among the most faithful members and the most vivid celebrants:

“Nobody shouts like the children,” said an old church mother, alluding to the folkloric term for holy dancing. With eyes shut, gay men have danced steps that would both anticipate and transcend the partiers in any club. They have brought such imaginative and critical resources to the church that for many years—and even now during the homophobic reaction that has swept fundamentalism—they have been the unacknowledged arbiters of the culture.

They have been the master orchestrators of the Spirit. Most preachers could not survive without the young, underpaid keyboard man underlining his words with rhetorical stabs and moanlike runs. Evangelist Ernestine Cleveland grumbled, “You all can’t have church unless you got some punk on the organ.” Along with the women members of the congregation—all of them pledged to their pastor and many, according to legend, romantically attached as well—gay men have helped conduct the Spirit. “When the sissies jump out of their seats, folks know to stand up.” Their worship is gracefully athletic. I’ve seen gay men stand and move rhythmically through most of a pastor’s message, anticipating the communal shout that may be a sermon’s length away, that may never even occur. I’ve seen dancing leaps that can only be compared to broad jumps—while running, Reverend Isaac Douglas is said to have leapt over a small pond.

The children have also brought the cold eyes of a professional to the ritual and ceremony. “If you ain’t moved them,” says DeLois Barrett Campbell, “you ain’t done nothing.” Mahalia Jackson was the world’s gospel queen, but her gay pals could always upset her by saying that her best singing days were over. The critics were nice, and the fortune she earned spoke for itself. But she knew that the children were the real judges.

They have also made the church their special arena. As recently as 2007 I saw a middle-aged man dance around a Harlem church with a fire that no hip-hopper could approach. I asked Brother Charles if he had ever danced in a club. “Sir, they tried to make me a soul singer. They said I had the looks and the voice. But soon as that band started up I got as stiff as a white boy. I lost all my rhythm.” Perhaps because it wasn’t his blues. I long ago concluded that gospel music was the blues of gay men and lesbians. This may explain why so many great singers either didn’t go into pop or failed in their trying. Bishop Carl Bean, a former Motown artist, says, “I just never felt right up there, singing about my girl.” The late Gloria Griffin, who made a stab at club singing, in emulation of her great friend Aretha Franklin, gave it up. “I can sing about the love of God. The love of man, I don’t know too much about that.”

However, the first time I heard the word “soul” as it is currently used, it was in a gay context. In 1957 Sam Cooke confounded the church by moving from gospel to R&B. “He’ll do fine,” a clerk at Harlem’s Record Shack assured me. “He’s got soul.” He then informed me that Sam liked men as well as women. “Sure he’s gay, how else could he have that much soul?” (I next heard the term used by Malcolm X, who asserted that soul was black people’s contribution to America.)

One of gospel’s great appeals to this nonbeliever has been the vast emotional territory it claims for itself. I first learned this at the Apollo Theater in 1958. At that time local disc jockeys would rent the place for a week and present “gospel caravans” featuring the leading stars in “programs” that ran for ninety minutes, three times a day. The last night was always the most memorable, the occasion for the singers to let out all stops, and programs might last for two or three hours—three times as long as a typical blues show. The 1958 Easter caravan had many highlights, among them Marion Williams and Clara Ward’s hair-raising duet of the seasonally appropriate “Old Rugged Cross.” But earlier, Julius Cheeks, a male quartet singer, had “plumb demolished the place” with a tribute to mothers. Nowhere in the lyric was a baldly religious image. The song was all about a mother working herself to death for her children.


Sometimes I get to wonder,

Did I treat my mother right?

She used to moan early in the morning,

She used to groan very late at night.



The weeping and wailing had nothing to do with scripture, and yet would not have been countenanced in any other setting. Several years later, another last night coincided with the attacks on civil rights marchers. Prompted by the moment, Johnny Martin of the Mighty Clouds of Joy rushed to the microphone: “I wanna say this for the folk in Alabama … ‘There’s a Bright Side Somewhere.’ ” The theater erupted; he seemed to leap out of himself, and the other Clouds could barely hold him down. All over the theater, men and women were running up the aisles, hollering their rage and despair.

There might have been a biblical implication to the events down south; Dr. King had certainly insisted on that. But back in 1958, I saw something more surprising. As a novelty attraction, the caravan’s sponsors had hired a professional actor named Gilbert Adkins to recite part of James Weldon Johnson’s God’s Trombones, a faux-naif sermon called “The Creation.” Adkins’s performance would have been old school in the 1920s; the only appealing note came from the organist Herman Stevens, who accompanied the sermon with every noise a Hammond could make. But the Apollo audience was not used to Broadway, and they experienced Adkins’s performance as a treat.

On the last night, Fred Barr, the disc jockey–promoter, summoned Adkins back to the stage and handed him a large bouquet of flowers, the contribution of a group of church ladies who had attended every program. The actor was overcome. He started to laugh and cry. “You know,” he said—and you could only reckon the difficulties of being an actor in those days—“my mother told me something that has stayed with me down through the years. She said, ‘Boy, you can go a lot of places. But people don’t have to love you.’ ”

He shook his head and left the stage. But the moment was not complete. Suddenly young people all over the Apollo rose to their feet and started to shout. Some singers onstage got happy as well. The shouting continued for twenty minutes, as ushers dashed around the floor, snatching the bodies of men and women overcome by the spirit. It was black church at its highest, and there had been nary a word spoken about Jesus. The point I derived was that gospel’s emotional borders were almost limitless. Everything that Adkins had intimated—and surely this was a time when each person had a story to tell—could be comprehended in the form. In retrospect the particular appeal of gospel music to gays and lesbians was manifest. Why sing disingenuously about one kind of emotion—sexual love—when all the others were yours to intimate, convey, and command?

The church and its gospel music have offered a second home, and often a friendlier place than the homes where boys might face ridicule or worse. (Though, as many have reported, the physical abusers could also be sexual predators.) Gospel has allowed the worship of a loving male—as we’ll see later, a theme that has inspired numerous white writers. But the children, battered by poverty, racism, and homophobia, may have the richest testimonies. I have seen five-man groups weep and stagger as they sang, “When sorrow has taken my heart by surprise, He never has left me alone,” or “I do not know how long it will be, or what the future holds for me.” They’ll wave glad hands when some old mother exhorts them, “Children, take it to Jesus, you don’t need to tell nobody else. Just step into your secret closet.”

That secret closet is a constant in Protestant worship, most evident in the extremest form of Protestantism—Pentecostalism. (Matthew 6:6: “But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly.”) The scripture also says that God resides where two or three are gathered. But the Pentecostal believer, more commonly known as a “saint” (whereby the Pentecostal-type churches have long been called “sanctified”), can reduce the number to one. The secret closet resembles the gospel highway in that old song, “On the Jericho road, there’s room for just two, / No more and no less, / Just Jesus and you.”

A closet is where you shut yourself off from the world. And just so the church has always loomed as “the arc of safety”—even more a safe harbor when it’s the place most identified with mothers and grandmothers. Bishop Carl Bean says, “It’s always been that way. The straight boys who play around with girls, and make babies, and break their mothers’ hearts, they live in the streets. The well-behaved boys, the sensitive, quiet kids, the ones we now call nerds and sissies, they’ve always landed in church. Church or the street, take your pick.”

He implies the great and constant battle within American fundamentalism between muscular Christianity and a womanly faith. Or, as figured in biblical imagery, between the gentle Shepherd and the Warrior on a battlefield. Obviously, for many hyperbolically butch preachers from Billy Sunday (pitching for Jesus) to Bishop Eddie L. Long (muscle building for the Lord), the religious vocation had to appear a guy’s thing. For such men, even tears can seem virile.

Carl Bean’s flock considers this a false dichotomy. Their faith borders on the androgynous, even as their gospel music has always welcomed male sopranos and female basses. I once heard a young Carl Bean, years before he had founded Unity Fellowship, the first black gay denomination, when he was still a seminarian. Facing a small storefront church, filled inevitably with a pastor, a pianist, a guitarist, older women, and younger men, he declared, “In heaven they tell me there won’t be no day or night. And there won’t be no man or woman. Don’t you want to go? Don’t you wanna go?” He too advised the saints to hold fast before that glorious, postsexual morning. “Look to the hills, children. And stay in your secret closet.”

Those who find consolation in the secret closet find it large enough to include any burden and every trial—“Just take it to the Lord in prayer.” That other closet, the space from which the children move in and out, is also a place of secrets. “If I want a secret kept, I can tell this friend,” sings Marion Williams. “I know that I will never ever hear it again.” Some things needn’t be uttered aloud; save them for your secret closet.

This may partially explain why gospel lyrics are rarely as graphic or poetic as blues lyrics—though without calling names, they certainly expose unpleasant realities. “Your enemies cannot harm you,” wails Inez Andrews. “Keep an eye on your close friend.” Dorothy Love Coates—Dot Love—sings of enemies “inflicting all the hurt they can, / Throwing their rocks and hiding their hands.” It’s up to every mother’s child to fill in the details, imagine the particular betrayals. At choir rehearsals, I’ve seen men step away and cry to themselves. “I’m sorry, children. I was just thinking about some folk who did me so bad.” You could make a blues out of that, or simply abstract it into a gospel metaphor. If the deepest gospel songs tell of oppression, it’s always overcome. Mahalia Jackson liked to say that a blues singer dwelled at the bottom of a pit, and she simply didn’t live there.

But many gospel singers have, including Mahalia herself at times, and many of the church children who followed women like her or Marion Williams, Inez Andrews, and Dorothy Love Coates. For all of them, church was the one place to express your sorrows, and trust in a spiritual catharsis, its sign, “The Lord has brought me out.” For generations, virtually up to the homophobic present, the secret closet has allowed the faithful children the safest place to leave and return.

The role of gay men in the church has long been common knowledge. In the early twentieth century, the great contralto Marian Anderson left Philadelphia’s largest black Baptist church, where she had been performing since her childhood, and, accompanied by the city’s finest church musician, began to tour the country. But her career was momentarily sidetracked when he was arrested for soliciting (as was her next pianist, a white European). Anderson would become famous for her concertized arrangements of spirituals, many of them the products of gay musicians, who flocked around her as later men would adore Mahalia Jackson or Marion Williams. In the stereotype, conducting a gospel choir became a gay specialty—as still seen in the Tyler Perry films with their sissified choir directors.

If you were known by your company, it took a brave man to admit membership in a choir. Reverend Jesse Jackson told the New Yorker’s Marshall Frady that he had been scared to join a choir in college until his mother joked that he must be very uncertain of his masculinity. (The implication may have sailed past Frady—just as it may have when Mahalia Jackson told Nat Hentoff that you didn’t need to be a “sissy” to sing gospel.)

Frequently, gay men raised in the church who retained their love of the ritual and ceremony while despising the fundamentalist ideology have played heroic roles in public. From George Washington Carver (Marian Anderson’s greatest fan) to Bayard Rustin, from Langston Hughes to James Baldwin, it’s impossible to imagine African-American culture without the children’s active participation. These men would be the church’s proudest and most prodigal sons.

And yet by the early twenty-first century, the black church had risen against its very own. The two dominant themes of the megachurches, all of them Pentecostal or charismatic, have been the prosperity gospel and vehement opposition to gay rights, most particularly but hardly limited to gay marriage. The most outspoken warriors have been new-breed sanctified preachers like T. D. Jakes, Creflo Dollar, and Paul Morton.

The paradox is that both white and black Pentecostalism have been the stomping grounds of gay men since at least 1900, the year when a white Kansan pastor, Charles Fox Parham, ushered in the practice of glossolalia, speaking in tongues. Among certain Christians, this would prove to be the long-anticipated sign of Jesus’ imminent return. Parham was a somewhat unsavory vehicle; he was violently racist, and shared the hoary belief that the twelve tribes of Israel had landed in Great Britain. All the same, his most notable disciple was a black preacher named William Joseph Seymour, who would show up a few years later in Los Angeles, where he conducted a revival at the Azusa Street Baptist Church. Parham had initially elicited the Holy Spirit in one person, a woman named Agnes Ozman. But in Seymour’s two-year revival, thousands of people were led to the mountain heights of religious ecstasy, contorting in their seats, spasming on the floor, and speaking in unknown tongues, most of them unique to the speaker.

The Azusa Street revival is generally considered ground zero in Pentecostal history—though members of some small black congregations had been speaking in tongues for years, while the term “holy rolling” had been extant since at least the 1840s. The church drew worshippers from all over America and even Europe (Ukrainian Pentecostals would spring up in the years before the 1917 revolution). As bemused reporters noted, black and white saints were joined in one accord; class and race were dissolved in the spirit. Veterans of Azusa Street would start various Pentecostal denominations, such as the Assemblies of God. Charles Parham heard the news, traveled to Los Angeles, and decried the nightly revivals as nothing but sensation. He condemned the events as “holy rolling,” specifically in the time-honored style of black churches. He considered the variety of tongues a travesty, since in his view there was but one heavenly language: one English, one Unknown Tongue as discrete as English or, better yet, Hebrew, which it often sounded like. Seymour paid him no mind.

But within a few years their careers would anticipate the history of many gospel children. Seymour, granting himself messianic powers, had a throne installed on the altar. His church was not prepared for such displays, and banished him to an early death. (In a few years, the African-American Father Divine, Daddy Grace, His Grace King Louis H. Narcisse, and Pope William O’ Neal would make him appear modest, while the Korean ex-Pentecostal Reverend Sun Myung Moon would pronounce himself Christ’s more highly favored brother.) Charles Parham would be accused of sodomy with young boys: a charge for which he was never tried. There were also rumors that he had solicited a policeman in a public restroom. In later years many of the children would undergo similar trials. Well into the 1980s, a major choir director would be arrested for soliciting a white cop in a Memphis urinal.

When I told the story of Parham and Seymour to some older gospel singers, they all jumped to the conclusion that the two must have been lovers. It was just too unlikely that a white man, particularly a racist, and a black man would have drawn so close in early-twentieth-century Kansas. What leaps out for me is Parham’s dismissal of the noisy revivals. “It’s not real, it’s not of God”: this would become a standard line among highly competitive gospel singers. They alone are “real”; all the others, show-boating clowns. When the people shout off their song, “the Lord has blessed.” If a rival singer, preacher, or choir tears up, it’s “just a circus,” “they brought their families,” “the women shout so those quartets will see them,” or “you know the sissies will shout for each other.” I detect the cry of a wounded artist, seeing his public abandon him.

The next major name in Pentecostalism was Aimee Semple McPherson, the famous pastor of the Church of the Foursquare Gospel. Her Los Angeles–based Angelus Temple drew thousands of poor whites, many of them recently arrived from the Bible Belt, but also some blacks and Mexicans. Her church fed the hungry and sheltered the homeless. (This largesse should not be confused with liberal politics. She was fiercely anti-union, and Irving Berlin would introduce his “God Bless America” at her Temple during an event honoring a congressional investigation of left-wing Hollywood.)

But she was cursed with notoriety. During the 1920s, her famous kidnapping turned out to be a bogus event; she had been on a spree with her lover. After that she became a figure of scorn to the world. But the saints did not abandon her, and she lived on until 1944, by which time she had broken relations with both her mother and her daughter.

This is a story that would be repeated many times, from Jimmy Swaggart to Jim Bakker to Ted Haggard, the Pentecostal icons exposed as rank hypocrites. Except that none of them were simple charlatans, and, invariably, some saints welcomed them home, figuring that the Lord will forgive anyone four hundred and ninety times a day. Sister Aimee was the first of the flamboyant female evangelists. She was also the first to introduce frilly uniforms for her Angels, the women in her choirs. This sanctified lingerie would later be adopted by Gertrude Ward, the founder and manager of the greatest of all gospel groups, the Famous Ward Singers. And just as the Ward Singers drew many gay fans, gay men flocked to the Angelus Temple. Some were preachers, who were occasionally photographed grinning deliriously while “slain in the Spirit” on the altar. As early as the late 1920s, gay members of her church would be interviewed by academic sociologists. But just as many came to admire the handsome young preachers, the homespun fashion, and Sister Aimee’s brand of sacred camp. She was the farthest thing from a feminist, but she made preaching a womanly vocation.

She helped introduce the Pentecostal convention of laying hands on women and men alike, causing them to fall back in convulsions, “slain in the Spirit.” This was a whole new womanly power. “This tiny woman leaves men rolling in the aisles!” After Aimee, a saint didn’t have to remain a cheerleader. She could become captain of the team.

Within the black church, new-breed pastors far surpassed Sister Aimee’s flamboyance. The Baptist Church continued to attract gay men. Eugene Smith, an original member of the Roberta Martin Singers, modern gospel’s premier group, observed the children’s role for most of his eighty-eight years. Toward the end, I asked Gene why there seemed to be so many gays in the church. He replied reasonably, “Well, in most of our neighborhoods, there are more churches than anything else. Except for bars.” He paused. “And then again, some jump from one to the other.”

Because well until the late twentieth century the Baptist Church dominated African-American religion, it probably attracted the most gay worshippers. Some of them acquired a shamanic authority. J. Robert Bradley, a native of Memphis, was raised in extremest poverty, “born in an alley, raised in an alley … My mama dressed me in the worn-out drawers of boys who had been blessed with a living father.” He was also the victim of childhood bullies; when he was eight, another boy hurled a stone at him, blinding him in one eye. His mother withdrew him from school. Yet he was a child prodigy, and both black and white Baptists saw that he had a thorough musical education. By his late teens, he had a huge, robust bass-baritone, capable of singing lieder and gospel songs with equal aplomb.

He was Paul Robeson with soul. Except instead of the football-playing Othello, Bradley was a short, effeminate Mr. Five-by-Five. It didn’t matter; it may have contributed to his power with the people. (The male star of the Roberta Martin Singers was a short, thin, and very homely man named Norsalus McKissick. But as the critic John Hammond noted, his gorgeous vocals made women respond as if he were Billy Eckstine.) Every year Bradley would perform a concert at the annual meeting of the National Baptist Convention. He would begin with Schubert and Schumann, and the audience would applaud respectfully. Then he’d sing some concert spirituals, and they would applaud louder. Then he’d start talking about his widowed mother and sing a hymn or gospel song. He would rear back, stroke his lapel, make the expressive “ugly face” of a mourning-bench moaner. And with a world-class voice, he would become a pure gospel singer, phrasing with such power that women threw hats and pocketbooks, and men would run around the aisles and jump over balconies.

In 2005, a couple of years before his death, Bradley returned to the convention, a stout but frail old man, no more virile than before. “They said, ‘J. Robert Bradley is in the house,’ ” he recalled, “and eight hundred Baptists started waving their handkerchief.” He sang an old gospel song, “He’ll Understand and Say Well Done,” and people began to fall out. Reverend Clay Evans, Jesse Jackson’s former pastor, leapt from his seat. “You ain’t getting out of here before you sing that verse about ‘But if you try and fail in your trying.’ ” And rolling his two eyes, the real one and the artificial, Bradley sang until “all those high and mighty were running about like little babies just received salvation.” Some years earlier, Clay Evans had recorded a sermon lamenting “Homosexuality in the Church.” But for the moment, his musical witness was Bradley, the great singer who’d lost an eye for being a sissy boy.

Yet for all the famous Baptist gays, the myth has always placed the children in the newer and smaller churches. Fifty years ago, a Baptist singer joked, “There are more sissies and bull daggers in the sanctified church, and they all think they the only ones going to heaven.” He was just speaking a received truth. But when I quoted his words in my first book, The Gospel Sound: Good News and Bad Times, many pastors were enraged. I was informed that some had preached sermons against that nasty little jewboy from New York. On the other hand, I was also told that the book was among the most stolen in the Chicago library system.

It’s easy to see why the small churches would welcome a talented gay musician. The church didn’t judge him, and in turn he gave it his all and all. “Onliest thing, those preachers would never pay,” Alex Bradford remembered. “They’d always say the same thing—the Lord will bless you, and Payday’s coming after a while.”

The biggest Pentecostal denomination, the Church of God in Christ (COGIC), adhered to a stern, unforgiving theology. Homosexuality was another sin that COGIC saints were expected to overcome. “I put off the old man and put on the new,” a saint told me. “They say they was born a sissy. I tell ’em, you need to born again.” Yet the church was raised on the loving arms of gay men. Dr. Wilbert Jordan, a member of the huge West Angeles Church of God in Christ, says, “When did you know a Church of God in Christ without the children?” An eighty-two-year-old musician, who spent years at one of New York’s biggest churches, says that the pastor (a bishop within the Church of God in Christ) would “preach against the homosexuals every Sunday, and twice a week he’d have some young kid show him a good time.”

The most flamboyant ministers were in smaller denominations, particularly the Spiritual Church (services of which often invoke the spirits of dead saints and involve rituals that resemble Santeria, African cults, and Roman Catholicism). Chicago’s most famous preacher was Clarence Cobbs, pastor of the First Church of Deliverance. His radio choir was the first to perform the newer gospel songs, composed by writers like Thomas A. Dorsey, in the early 1930s. Just as it embraced new musical forms, it opened its doors to outlaws and strays. It became the home church of policy queens and numbers runners. Cobbs was quietly gay, and his church became the place where talented lesbians and gay men could worship without being ’buked and scorned. First Church reflected its city, both in its cosmopolitanism and in its undercurrent of vice.

In Oakland, California, a spiritual pastor began healing the sick and causing the poor to prosper. Too driven for modesty, he dubbed himself His Grace King Louis H. Narcisse (love that “H”). Narcisse, a native of New Orleans and distant cousin of the singer Bessie Griffin, was a notable singer himself. His style was drawn almost completely from New Orleans’s greatest gospel woman, Mahalia Jackson. Paraphrasing the question “What would Jesus do?” he’d think, “What would Mahalia do?” and echo her, albeit in a strong baritone voice.

When he was growing up in Alabama, Alex Bradford was inspired by a local spiritual church leader. “Prophet Jones started in Bessemer. He was the first man I saw to play piano with his feet. He started with the spirituals, and wore those fabulous robes. Aimee Semple couldn’t touch him. He inspired all the young folk.” Prophet Jones later switched to the Church of God in Christ and then founded Triumph the King of Christ Universal Dominion Kingdom of God and Temple of Christ, International Fellowship. For a while, he owned Detroit. “I saw women throw their minks down for Prophet Jones to walk across.” Such gestures expressed their gratitude, since apparently Jones’s words and advice, his anointed oil, and his spirit-filled services had caused “heaven’s doors to open and pour down a blessing you won’t have room to receive.” But their garments mimicked his; “nobody could wear minks and furs and diamond rings like Prophet. He bought ’em up and wore ’em up.” It was his habit to interrupt a sermon, speak in tongues, and then interpret the message—standard sanctified behavior, except that it would be specifically addressed. Listeners heard his words not as holy generalities but as practical directions. (New York’s Reverend Ike would carry on in the same tradition.)

This was an early, purer version of the prosperity gospel. In Jones’s churches, some members might shout, but others promenaded as if they were at Buckingham Palace. The members of Jesse Jackson’s Operation Push declared, “I Am Somebody.” Prophet Jones’s flock weren’t just somebodies; they sang, “I’m a royal child.” The promenade made explicit the deliverance from bondage to freedom, “out of darkness and into the marvelous light.” It was a message that spoke to his own heart. Singers who visited his home would comment on the world’s largest toy railroad, a track as wide as a room. “You know, babies,” he told them. “When I was coming up, I never had a thing, no toy, no choo-choo train, no nothing.” He left implicit that as an effeminate kid, he wouldn’t have had many friends. So now he had more of a train—a gospel train—than any boy in the land.

Prophet Jones would be arrested in an adult-movie theater, although the only activity he performed appeared to be voyeurism. Still, it was damaging. He died in 1971, aged sixty-three, leaving no biological children but many descendants. They would gentrify his rituals, but they’d stick with his message “God wants his children to have life more abundantly,” and no, that abundance was not simply the peace that surpasseth understanding. It was the stuff promised a royal child, singing in full voice, “My father is rich in houses and lands.”

[image: ]

Gospel music has always been divided into a minimum of two genres, two kinds of practitioner—very simply, into two aesthetics. The oldest style is represented by male quartets, which may include as many as seven or eight members but adhere to the rules of four-part harmony. These men wear “uniforms,” suits and ties. At first quartets sang a cappella, somewhat in the style of barbershop quartets, though with much greater fervor and individuality. To these ears the quartet lost much of its charm when instrumental accompaniment was introduced. This is particularly the case because the preferred quartet instrument is guitar, and as Mahalia Jackson once said, “Singing by the gee-tar just hems you in.” Music, at least in the form of guitars, foreclosed the harmony. The bass voice, for one, was virtually obviated by the bass guitar.

There have been many famous quartets. Most of the members were not only great singers but stupendous showmen. Ira Tucker of the Dixie Hummingbirds once said, “If you ain’t run down the aisles and caused some folks to shout, you ain’t done nothing.” And famously, quartet singers would induce a pandemonium that bordered on the erotic. Since the lead singers were often very handsome, the ecstatic response of their female fans invited a worldly interpretation. “They shouting for their boyfriends” became a very familiar complaint.

Like vagabond blues singers, quartet leads were professional heart-breakers. In one famous story, a celebrated quartet singer attended a church program only to discover five of his girlfriends in the front row, accompanied by his unacknowledged children.

Sex appeal became a quartet lead’s ticket. Some of the greatest singers in rock and roll—men like Sam Cooke, Wilson Pickett, and Al Green—grew up as quartet singers, and they brought all the emotional and erotic power of their former metier into pop. It almost writes itself that quartet singers were universally identified as “good country mens,” even though Sam Cooke, for example, was raised in Chicago. It became a point of pride that such fellows were adamantly straight. “They ain’t sissies. They men.”

Gospel’s other branch is called simply, and not very clearly, gospel. It has evolved into at least two styles, traditional and contemporary. The distinctions between gospel and quartet are so great that they qualify as separate genres, which may share a certain repertory and church setting but not much else. To begin with, gospel’s greatest practitioners have been women and the men who sing like them. From the start in the early 1930s, gospel was always accompanied by a keyboard instrument. (So it was that for one of her gospel sessions, Aretha Franklin recruited Joe Ligon, the quartet lead of the Mighty Clouds of Joy. Ligon found himself in musically unfamiliar territory. He apologized to the church for not being “a piano singer.” Aretha hastened to console him: “You don’t need no piano to sing.”)

Even though gospel’s first star, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, was a remarkable guitarist—who would influence rockers from Chuck Berry to Johnny Cash, not to mention Ira Tucker, who she contended sang just like her—she was an equally gifted pianist. And as I learned working with her, Rosetta’s great ear heard far more music than her guitar could provide. Paradoxically, her harmonies and singing were freer in her early days, when she accompanied herself exclusively on guitar, than when she was accompanied by the boogie-woogie pianist Sammy Price. Their records were commercial hits but he didn’t always complement the orchestration she carried within.

Gospel’s greatest divas—Mahalia Jackson, Marion Williams, Clara Ward, Dorothy Love Coates—all depended on the keyboard. One of Mahalia’s first hits, “Even Me,” featured only her voice and the organ of Professor James Herbert Francis (also known as Blind Francis). The record swept the church, not merely because of her inspired song, but because his accompaniment was so well attuned to her spirit. As in jazz, the instrumentalist answered the singer—only, because of the church’s tradition of call-and-response, gospel’s musicians were far more rhetorically explicit. To say of some gifted musician “That boy can make an organ talk” was to say the obvious.

When the women first hit what I’ve dubbed the Gospel Highway—a network of churches and small arenas scattered all over the country—the men gave them a hard time. Wilson Pickett’s inspiration, Reverend Julius Cheeks, once said, “I used to think a woman couldn’t sing. Then I saw how Ruth Davis and Dot Love and Marion Williams could get into a church. Those girls changed my mind.” R. H. Harris, the Soul Stirrers’ first and finest lead, was just as dismissive. In the mid-forties, his group toured with the Georgia Peach, a New York contralto, and her female group: “Just hard, mannish-looking women. They ran around the church, acted like they were men.” Whenever I’ve told that story, gospel singers have given the same reply: “He’s mad because them girls took the house.”

For many reasons the gospel women exhibited an individual excellence that surpassed any of their quartet foes. (An objective factor may be that each quartet member is a team player, whose first loyalty is to the ensemble. A gospel soloist answers only to herself … and perhaps her instrumentalists. This may resemble the difference between Alex Rodriguez and Roger Federer.)

And yet they had modeled themselves on their male rivals. Mahalia Jackson spent most of the thirties singing with the Johnson Singers, a quartet with male and female members. For her first recordings, in 1937, she chose some of their songs, simply singing the background chorus along with the lead vocal. “God’s Gonna Separate the Wheat from the Tares” and “O My Lord (Sing On, My Singer)” were quartet standbys; in fact, the second record begins with her command:


Now you sing on, sing on, my tenor,

You sing on, sing on, my baritone,

You sing on, sing on, my basso,

I know the Lord will hear you sing,

Now you sing on, sing on, my tenor,

And don’t you worry about your leader!



It is no small irony that a woman who later inspired so many gay men had learned much of her craft from male quartet singers, the children’s archenemies.

Because they were singing to people who worshipped God with both soul and body, gospel women allowed themselves physical liberties that might appear shocking. Indeed, the young Mahalia Jackson was considered too physical. Eugene Smith remembered, “My pastor wouldn’t let Halie nowhere near his church. You know why, it’s the way she shook that butt.” At her glorious peak, she would perform her biggest hit, Reverend W. Herbert Brewster’s “Move On Up a Little Higher,” in which each line imagines an upward climb through the New Jerusalem:


Move on up a little higher, meet my loving mother,

Move on up a little higher, meet the lily of the valley.



The lyric called for eight post-mortem encounters. But on nights when she’d meet the Hebrew children or the Twelve Tribes of Israel, the bluesy riff on “move” could be reiterated twenty or thirty times. And with each move her hips would rotate, as though she were stepping in place. Similarly, when Marion Williams sang “Surely God Is Able,” another Brewster composition, she would run down aisles roaring “surely,” on some nights fifty or a hundred times. Because she had a big-hipped strut, likened by one fan to Mae West’s, she managed to swivel as she ran. The physical freedom that led Mahalia and Marion down the church aisles provided a model for their ecstatic fans. One singer remarked, “I’d have gotten into some houses myself if I’d had a booty like those girls.”

These two had been preceded on the highway by Sallie Martin, Thomas A. Dorsey’s first vocalist, and Willie Mae Ford Smith. Mother Smith had the most powerful contralto of early gospel. Dorsey felt that she could have surpassed Bessie Smith, whom he knew from his blues-singing days as Georgia Tom. Her volume was so great that an engineer said she required the mike setup of a five-piece chamber group. But she was even more known for her showmanly gestures. When in doubt she resorted to agile semaphor: sing “fly,” and she’d flap her arms; sing “bow on my knees,” and she’d descend to the floor.

Such women became the models of gay men. Mother Smith would out one of her greatest disciples in a circuitous fashion. “Sallie Martin says Brother a carbon copy of Willie Mae—ain’t that just like a sissy!” As many men emulated her as women.

Gospel is one of the rare forms where women have provided the role models for men. Yet the borrowing had begun earlier. Louis Armstrong was much noted for his wide and generous smile. Compare his photo with one of Ma Rainey and the resemblance is startling. He claimed her smile, if not her persona. So it was not unprecedented that Mahalia’s disciples tended to be men. Very few women singers resemble her closely, while Brother John Sellers, Singing Sammy Lewis, Reverend Jodie Strawther, Cleophus Robinson, and King Louis H. Narcisse all resembled her in male drag. To a man, they mocked her. The word is used in the old English sense of imitation (as in mock apple pie), but I’ve always heard an ambivalent note in its usage. John Sellers, whom she had helped raise, could hold his shoulders, neck, and even cheekbones exactly like her. In 1945, a good year before she cut her first postwar records, he waxed covers of her debut performances of “God’s Gonna Separate the Wheat from the Tares” and “Oh My Lord,” thereby demonstrating that she had become a church-sanctioned model—and more specifically, a model for men rather than women.

Back in the 1930s, when John Sellers was still a schoolboy, he used to battle the fans of Roberta and Sallie Martin. Robert Anderson, later one of Mahalia’s dearest friends, was then wholly enthralled by Roberta, his mentor. Roberta was subdued but incisive—“she’ll make you hurt yourself,” remembered Madame Ernestine Washington, “if you don’t watch out.” But Mahalia was loud and bold, Bessie Smith to Roberta’s Ella Fitzgerald. So Roberta’s boys delighted in aggravating Brother John: “You know Halie’s diction ain’t right … You know Halie fuck up the time.” He’d reply, “But she’ll take the program from any of ’em.” All of this was true; she could outsing her competition, and she would mispronounce her words and mess up the time throughout her career.

Mahalia knew how to play the children. In her great biography, Just Mahalia, Baby, Laurraine Goreau describes a church program when Mahalia sang “I Bowed on My Knees and Cried Holy.” Exhibiting some Mother Smith showmanship, she descended to her knees, but found herself unable to rise again. Robert was in the Spirit and didn’t hear her requests for aid. Finally she burst out, loud enough for all the church to hear, “Help me up, you bubble-eyed nigger! ”

He could hold his own. One time they traveled to Brooklyn’s Washington Temple, where Mahalia recruited the church pianist, Blind Francis, to accompany her. But the pastor’s wife, Ernestine Washington, got up first and shouted the house, and did it with Robert’s composition “Prayer Changes Things,” a song Mahalia had recently recorded herself. The queen was outdone. “Robert, I’m gonna show them. This is Chicago’s night!” But everyone shoutable had cut a step already, and none of her songs got over. Finally she sashayed over to the piano and addressed the musician. “Francis, you sound like a Mississippi mule clomping up a country road. You ain’t playing worth a damn.” “Madame,” the blind man replied, “I’m playing the way you’re singing.” Robert burst out laughing—his laugh notes soared into the seventh octave—so dramatically that he had to mime getting happy, and let himself be laid out as if slain in the Spirit. “Beloveds, isn’t that beautiful?” said Madame Washington, going along with the program. “Brother Anderson was so Spirit-filled we just had to pray over him.”

They traveled together for years, often sleeping in the same bed. She also recorded six of his compositions, and informed Hollie West of the Washington Post that Robert was her “idol.” With her actions she demonstrated that she preferred the company of gay men. The other kind only brought her grief. Or, as Marion Williams once said, “there’s two kinds of men. A good man won’t understand your career. And the kind that understand ain’t always all that good.” Ironically, her last years would be ruined by a nasty divorce trial, in which her second husband’s lawyer would ask her organist about his sexuality, as if to damage her credibility as a holy woman.

She could be very hospitable: J. Robert Bradley remembered staying at her house and being awakened so she could bake him a cake. When Dr. Martin Luther King, who had called Bradley his favorite singer, died, Bradley didn’t have enough money to attend the funeral, “and Halie bought me a ticket.” She protected some of her friends, bailing out a few when they were arrested on morals charges. Bradley remembered her telling a judge about one of her clones: “Your Honor, have mercy, please. I know he’s a po’ sissy, but he love the Lord.” But she could also be curt and dismissive; you could be either her walking cane or her footstool. There’s a famous tale, long told in gospel circles, that was finally printed in a recent history. Since the story is out, I thought it worth being told completely.

Mahalia was driving to a concert in Chicago. The other passengers were some of her closest friends—Robert Anderson, Alex Bradford, James Lee (the accompanist on “Move On Up a Little Higher”), and two others. She was driving too quickly, and a cop stopped her. Immediately she tried to charm him. “Officer darlin’, you please let Halie go to her program.”

“Your what? You’re who?”

“Officer darlin’, I’m Mahalia Jackson, the world’s greatest gospel singer, and I’m going to my … concert.”

“But ma’am, if you’re such a great gospel singer, why are you riding in a car filled with men?”

“Officer darlin’, these ain’t men. These sissies!”

The published tale goes something like that. But two of the passengers completed the story for me. Once they drove off, a properly offended Robert Anderson said, “After all, Halie, couldn’t you do no better than that?” And her regal reply was, “What the fuck, you want me to say you’re cocksuckers?” On an equally unsympathetic note, she advised Carl Hall, a singer with the range of a lyric soprano and the lungs of a male, “Baby, you need to stay clear of those funny people. They’ll steal your substance.”

Mahalia’s men took it all, the hospitality and the rude taunts. At her funeral, Robert Anderson sang “Move On Up”; his reading of the lines “It will be always howdy, howdy / And never goodbye” can freeze my bones forty years after. But the highest moment occurred when J. Robert Bradley was called upon to sing. He turned “I’ll Fly Away” into a slow, emotionally devastating funeral dirge. By the time he had reached the verse “When the shadows of this life have grown, I’ll fly away, / Like a bird from prison bars has flown, I’ll fly away,” there was no stopping the people. Reverend Cleophus Robinson, seated directly in front of Mayor Richard Daley, spun around in his mink coat. James Lee wound up collapsed on the floor.

During her tenure with the Ward Singers, the only group to match Mahalia’s popularity during the early 1950s, Marion Williams acquired a slew of male fans. Just as her voice ranged from near-operatic soprano to the heavy growls of a storefront preacher, she combined the flair of both gospel and quartet. “I liked the way she’d drop from that light voice to that heavy quartet bottom,” said Alex Bradford. The radio host Leonard Lopate has quipped that Marion was the greatest of all male quartet singers.

So the many men, from Bradford to Little Richard, who “mocked” her growls and notes were answering one kind of musical androgyny with yet another. This became clearer to me long after Marion had left the Ward Singers. In 1976 she appeared at New York’s Town Hall for a Thanksgiving concert. Trying to induce the audience to sing along with her, she chose the hymn “Come, Ye Thankful People, Come,” but they called out, “Too high!” “Too high?” she pondered, and dropped the song an octave. Now, obviously nobody would care to sing along with that kind of virtuoso—until a voice called from the balcony, “I’ll help you, honey.” A regal church lady stepped down and proceeded to take the mike from her hand. She sang like a taller Marion, rearing back, hitting notes with a hand on her left hip. Then, demurely, she returned the mike: “Here she is, the world’s greatest.” Only as she returned to her seat, grandly acknowledging the applause from every side, did I realize she was a man.

She was a well-known drag queen nicknamed Ruth Brown, whom I next saw a few years later when Marion sang at the New York club Sounds of Brazil. I had produced an album by Marion, I’ve Come So Far, and had invited some critics. There were several white fans, a scattering of modestly attired COGIC saints, and another group notable for its maternal elegance. “Look at those distinguished-looking church ladies,” observed the writer Vivian Gornick. “They’re not church ladies,” I replied.
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Alex Bradford and Marion Williams, 1961. The great gospel men loved and learned from the great gospel women.

But they acted like them. During the first set, Marion turned I’ve Come So Far into an impassioned testimony. I scanned the room to see how the church saints were responding. As so often when the Spirit moves, it moves with speed. Two women stood, their eyes stabbed shut, their arms held erect above them. But standing between them, miming the same gesture, was Ruth Brown. Whether or not he was faking it, he had caught the Spirit as quickly as the saints … or understood that it was there for the capture.

Most of the crowd and all of the critics left after the first set. The audience for the second set included me, white fans like Leonard Lopate, and the drag queens. And for them, the same audience who had always been her most loyal and acute fans, Marion sang better than I’d heard her do in years. Lopate requested “The Day Is Past and Gone,” an English hymn that Thomas A. Dorsey had turned into a brooding, bluesy vision of death. As she reached the song’s most indelible line, “Death may soon disrobe us all of what we now possess,” her neck began twitching. Leonard observed, “I don’t know how anything can be so vulgar and so sublime.”

She next sang “Farther On Up the Road,” a Brewster composition from the Ward Singers days. The song climaxes with a run up the scale, “Farther on, farther on, farther on, whoo.” As she neared the money note, all the church queens began clearing their throats. “No, babies,” she commanded. “This one’s for Mother. ‘Farther on, farther on, farther on, farther on, WHOOOOO,” and then, just to exert the power of ownership, she added her patented “WHOOO-HOOO.” After that, all the children, led by Ruth Brown, got up and did the holy dance.

Ruth began to call me. She spoke of a troubled career, divided among the Gospel Highway, drag bars, and jail. She also recounted her adventures and run-ins with performers like Johnny Cash, who she said had spoken fondly of his episodes with men while in prison. She recalled being at Stonewall: “You know, some of those colored girls had come up in the church.” I began to wonder if some of those brave queens proudly strutting up Christopher Street hadn’t been summoning the image of their earliest models, the great gospel women. It seemed reasonable.

All the time Ruth kept saying, “I can sing, Mr. Tony. You need to hear me.” Finally I accepted an invitation to a set she would perform at a pub called Sally’s. This turned out to be a drag bar on Forty-third Street, diagonally across from the New York Times. I found the place forbidding. The drag queens were astonishingly pretty black and Puerto Rican youths. The bouncers, white and Puerto Rican, looked like murderers. Sally turned out to be Sal, a Louis Prima look-alike, and I began to think that I was not on holy ground, but mafia soil. I sat by myself and must have looked uncomfortable. But Ruth was gracious. She grandly offered a church welcome: “I want to introduce to some and present to others Mr. Tony. He work with Inez Andrews and Shirley Caesar and my heart, Marion Will’am’. Say hello, Mr. Tony.” I stood, knees trembling, and waved to the children.

Fortunately, Ruth began to sing. She was indeed a powerhouse, a combination of Wilson Pickett and Little Richard, but better than either. She sang a typical soul repertory, including songs that predated her young audience. Her housewrecker was Sam Cooke’s “Ain’t That News” (adapted from an old spiritual with the same name). She called on Sal to join her, and while he gave it his Atlantic City all, she hit some gospel whoop notes—not quite Marion, but very superior Little Richard. During the instrumental break, Sal began to dance, an avuncular twist. Ruth did the only thing she knew how to do, the holy dance, executed with delicacy and finesse. After that she descended to her seat, from which she sang a brilliant if anomalous version of Otis Redding’s “Try a Little Tenderness.” The young ones began to surround her, smile modestly, and drop bills down her bodice. “Thank you, baby,” she replied, very much the church’s first lady.

After the set, I walked up to her. A middle-aged friend had gotten there first and was speaking church talk. “Child, you … sang, you sang for Jesus.” “Ain’t nobody mad but the devil,” Ruth replied with a shrug. I bid her farewell: “You’re terrific. You’re better than most of the guys out there. You could bury Richard and Wilson and Al Green and …” Not for the first time, my responses, while heartfelt, may have been a tad hyperbolic. She simply shrugged. “Yeah, I know, I know, baby. I’d have been a star if I hadn’t put on this dress.”
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During what I’ve defined as gospel’s golden age (1945 to 1960), most of the male gospel stars were gay. Because their voices were as immense and virile as any quartet lead’s, the quartets were not pleased by their arrival. Homophobic comments were rampant. Even if somebody stole the show, the quartets would mutter, “He ain’t nothing but a sissy.” Yet because quartet singers and gospel singers traveled together, their relations were usually amicable. A gospel keyboard man might sometimes accompany a quartet; a quartet guitarist might help a female group. When the various groups and quartets appeared together, they provided a cheering section for each other, ignoring genre divisions.

Despite the quartets’ reputation as uninflectedly straight, the gospel singers insisted otherwise. As in culture after culture, the queens make fun of the butch guys’ disdain. A prominent East Coast musician says, “The quartets always made themselves available.” In some instances the men of both genres would engage in a sexual rivalry. One time in 1958 Sam Cooke began flirting with a teenage boy. Alex Bradford told him to watch out. “Sam, he may have his mother’s features, but he have his father’s fixtures.”

Though gay men and lesbians had always been among gospel’s greatest stars, Alex Bradford was the most flamboyant performer the church had yet seen, a Prophet Jones who could sing, play piano, compose hit songs, and direct choirs. He had a huge, gruff voice and the irrepressible urge to hit top notes like Marion Williams. He could also strut, Suzy-Q, and wiggle like her—a tape of the two performing in the gospel musical Black Nativity shows the two big-bottomed stars strutting in unison, as if they shared twin rear ends. Bradford’s Alabama pal Dot Love said, “Junior always been the same. Always had showmanship, always mocked Marion.”

Bradford was raised in Bessemer, Alabama, and was something of a wunderkind. He discovered certain things while very young. He was a local star before his voice changed. He had also been spotted and outed even earlier. When he was three an uncle raped him. Though he would be married twice, the second time to Marion’s accompanist Alberta Carter, Bradford was the most famous gay man in gospel. “Junior could fool you,” remembers one of his co-workers. “He could outsing any man, and then turn around and be such a girl. He could just be so pure.” He had the huge neck of a stevedore and the exquisite manners of, as the idiom goes, “a great white lady.” When he joined the army, an officer asked his post-service ambition. “Well,” Bradford liked to recall himself saying, “I told him, ‘I’d really like to be an … actress.’ ” He wasn’t being cute; he simply didn’t know the other word.

After years of directing choirs for churches that underpaid, and composing songs for Roberta Martin, who bought them for twenty-five dollars apiece, Bradford finally struck gold. He signed with Specialty Records, perhaps the finest gospel label of the day (its R&B talent included Little Richard and Roy Milton). His first record was his own composition, “Too Close to Heaven,” a gospel blues that swept the nation; everyone sang it, quartet, choir, group, soloist. It remains a standard, and it was enough to push him onto the Gospel Highway.

Specialty’s biggest artists were male quartets like the Soul Stirrers and the Pilgrim Travelers. Bradford had previously recorded with female groups, but he now assembled a male group, the Bradford Specials (“Specials” connoting their distinction from the all-female Bradford Singers). The members included Jonathan “Joe” Jackson, a former high-school athlete with a ringing, almost operatic tenor and a short but very powerful build; Louis Gibson, a dapper, light-skinned man with limited vocal abilities but physical charisma; and Charles Campbell, a large man, also light-skinned, who sang a steady and piercing alto. To say the least, they didn’t look like good country mens. Putting them on the road with the Stirrers and the Travelers was a calculated risk.

They distinguished themselves from the street-garbed quartets with their gospel choir robes. One of their first gigs was in New Orleans at a concert promoted by Bessie Griffin. The mikes were set up on an islet surrounded by a few feet of shallow water. When the Specials walked on, the response was unfriendly. “Those country womens died laughing,” Bradford recalled. “They saw our robes and thought they were dresses.” He could feel the audience rejecting him and his group, a failure they couldn’t afford so early in their career. He also knew that up close, he would have no problem. Facing a church, he would veer from glowing smile to Spirit-filled ugly face. He had dreamed up a form of choreography for his group, usually miming the gestures they might be describing in song (“running” they’d sing, and running they’d do). It seems banal and obvious today, but it was regarded as innovative in 1954. So there was only one solution. Charles Campbell loved to tell the story. “ ‘All right, you bitches,’ Miss Bradford said, ‘a dollar a holler,’ and we waded through de mud.”

After that Bradford would hold his own with the quartets. One night when the church was his, Albertina Walker of the Caravans walked up to the Pilgrim Travelers’ manager: “How ’bout that, Alexander? Sissies on fire tonight.”

Bradford remained an elusive, chameleonic figure. He was a man of many faces and many names, referred to as Alec (usually pronounced “Elec”), Alex, Bradford, Junior, and quite often as Pearl or Pearlie Mae, in homage to Pearl Bailey, who had introduced the sharp, cutting tongue of a sanctified matron, Mahalia talk, to the world. He might speak proudly about opening doors for his brothers: “I think a lot of boys took heart after they saw me.” But then he would try to behave conventionally, join a Masonic lodge and boast about his stepchildren. In 1963, he released a single titled “Am I Wrong.” He enumerated his faults: “I like good liquor, am I wrong?” and “I like pretty women, Lord, am I wrong?” He had sailed too far into the vanguard. Disc jockeys broke the record into little pieces. Forty years later, that kind of self-examination would be all over the gospel charts. Kirk Franklin would confess his love of pornography, Donnie McClurkin would recount his childhood rape by an uncle, Bradford’s testimony.

Yet the division between quartet and gospel remained intense. Quartets and their fans tended not to like the women singers—Dorothy Love Coates, Ruth Davis, and Marion Williams might pass muster, but grudgingly—and actively disliked the males, excepting Brother Joe May, a former quartet singer himself with enough volume for Willie Mae Ford Smith to dub him “the Thunderbolt of the Middle West.” Generally, they were dismissed as “singing like women.”

The women recognized the gay men as their colleagues and allies, their mentors and musicians—but also their rivals. Bradford once informed Inez Andrews, “You girls have to hate me. I can scream like you or Marion and still got me what you all will never have … Ain’t the Lord good!” A young Chicago tenor committed himself to imitating Inez, a tall, stately woman with the noble bones of her Indian ancestors and a four-octave range. Spotting him at a program, she’d send notes: “Which one of my records are you gonna sing tonight? Just so I can prepare my musician.” Bessie Griffin put one wannabe in his place: “Baby, don’t you forget that I’m real. You may be for real. But I’m real.” Yet more often, the women recognized their need for gay fans. “Those quartets had the programs sewn up with all their girlfriends screaming as soon as somebody hollered ‘Jesus.’ If it wasn’t for the children, we might not have gotten any shouts at all.”

Particularly rich alliances were forged between gay men and lesbians. The church had always attracted forceful women. During the late 1920s, sanctified women like Sister Jessie May Hill and Reverend Mary Nelson growled and squalled like backwoods preachers. By the 1920s, such women had begun outsinging all the men. Madame Emily Bram, a sanctified contralto who lived into her nineties, began her travels team-preaching with her first husband. She’d begin the message; he’d continue. But she outdid him, and the sermon always ended with her.

Gospel’s most famous lesbian was Ruth “Baby Sis” Davis. Where Bradford basked in his campy overkill, Baby Sis assumed a butch guise. She sported a short-cropped hairdo, whether processed or natural, indistinguishable from a man’s. Beneath her choir robe, she might wear jeans and men’s shoes (when Mahalia or Clara Ward were sporting rhinestone gowns and high heels). People said she sang as hard as a man. But with matchless charm she dared them to love her. Quartet women cheered her whenever she hit a stage, recognizing her as a female emissary from the guys’ side. (She told me that her idol had been Dinah Washington, but her style resembled more that of Ira Tucker, lead singer of the Dixie Hummingbirds.)

There were also female quartets, who cultivated the same kind of a cappella or guitar-based harmonies as the men, and many of their performing traits. R. H. Harris’s second wife, Jeanette, was the lead singer of a female quartet, the Golden Harps. To my mind, no quartet singer has ever outsung the young Harris. But he cut a clumsy figure onstage, and rarely moved from the microphone. “Jet” would romp around a church, working very much harder than her husband. Perhaps that’s why many Chicagoans said that she was the better quartet singer.

This intramural battle had its sexual connotations. Hard-singing women were dismissed as “bull daggers.” A woman couldn’t win; she was either a “ho” or a “bull dagger,” when all she wanted to do was sing gospel. By no means were female quartet singers invariably lesbian; many of them married preachers and/or quartet singers. But there was one who surpassed even Baby Sis when it came to taking on the men.

Willmer Broadnax was a very short, high tenor, nicknamed “Little Ax,” in part because of his size, in part because his older brother, “Big Ax,” was a popular baritone. Little Ax sang with many quartets. Initially his voice was as sweet, clear, and poignant as that of his model R. H. Harris. Then, as quartet singers grew louder and blunter, he became a heroic screamer, holding his own with some of the strongest leads, Archie Brownlee or Silas Steele.

I never saw Little Ax in person, though I admired his records, largely because there was something nonquartet about his delivery. It was impassioned in a way that I associated with women singers of his generation (he was born in 1915). Publicity photos showed a very petite fellow, inches shorter than his quartet colleagues, with the smoothest of complexions. In standing shots it was clear that his bottom could give Mahalia’s or Marion’s a run for the money.

Therefore I was not surprised that when, after Ax was killed by his girlfriend at the age of seventy-seven, the autopsy revealed he was not an anatomical male. A few quartet singers tried to say he hadn’t fooled them. JoJo Wallace of the Sensational Nightingales said, “I always wondered about Ax.” Claude Jeter of the Swan Silvertones remembered touring with Ax’s various quartets when segregation meant that singers often couldn’t use public bathrooms. (Marion Williams once said, “I’ve used many a leaf in my day.”) But when the fellows stopped to urinate, Jeter says, “Ax’d always go off by himself.” This is not wholly dispositive evidence; I might have been as gun-shy as Ax.

But the reality was that he had fooled almost everyone. The gospel children had imitated women for years, sang like them, performed like them. But even in fiercest drag, nobody hearing Ruth Brown would think her a woman. Many a fellow could sing as high as a lyric coloratura, but none of them could pass as women, or even try. Ax, then, was exemplary. She sang as powerfully as any man; and if she didn’t have a guy’s volume, listeners could blame it on her lyric tenor and the reduced volume associated with light-voiced singers. If Ax had been a runner and a jumper, her big hips might have given her away. But she chose to be
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AIMEE’S SONS









































WRITING IT OUT
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WAR ON THE CHILDREN
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