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"A superweapon of roots-music uplift.." - Hal Horowitz, Rolling Stone


 "Inspired and relevant...borders on the miraculous." - The Washington Post

TEXT ON POSTCARD

The Blind Boys of Alabama have been entertaining for over Seventy years. A few of the faces have changed but their music is just as relevant today as it was in 1937. This gospel music group formed at the Alabama Institute for the Blind. Over the years the group has collaborated with many great artists ranging from Randy Travis, Asleep At The Wheel, Jars of Clay, to Lou Reed and more recently Ben Harper. They appeared on  Broadway in Gospel at Colonus, but gained much more fame during the late ‘90s and early 2000s while recording a series of albums for Peter Gabriel. Since the start the Blind Boys have released or reissued nearly 30 albums of which 5 have garnered Grammy awards. 
###
Seventy years.  That’s right, this year marks the seventh decade the Blind Boys of Alabama have been performing.  Sure, the personnel have undergone some changes in that time, but one of the original members, Clarence Fountain, still tours with them as his health allows.  What’s more, they’ve never been as relevant to the current music scene as they are today.  That point is underscored in their latest album, Duets, which consists of collaborations with some of the biggest names in the music business.

The Blind Boys of Alabama are a gospel music group from Alabama that first formed at the Alabama Institute for the Negro Blind in 1939. Their first hit was "I Can See Everybody's Mother But Mine" in 1949. Over the past seventy years the group has colorabeted with many great artists including Randy Travis, Asleep At The Wheel, Jars of Clay, Lou Reed, Timothy B. Schmit from The Eagles, and Ben Harper. They appeared on Broadway in Gospel at Colonus, but gained much more fame during the late '90s and early 2000s while recording a series of albums for Peter Gabriel’s album Spirit of the Century Spirit of the Century and Up. The group also appeared on Gabriel's 2002 album Up. 

Since then the Blind Boys have released or reissued nearly 30 albums, five of which  – “Down In New Orleans,” “Go Tell It On The Mountain,” “Higher Ground,” “Spirit of the Century,” and “There Will Be A Light” (a collaboration with Ben Harper)  – have garnered Grammy awards.  (What’s more, the Recording Academy also honored the Blind Boys with a Lifetime Achievement Award in 2009.) “Duets” is not comprised of tracks from Blind Boys albums, though, but rather from equally acclaimed projects by other artists.  One of the first such duets was the 1994 pairing of the Blind Boys and Bonnie Raitt on “When The Spell is Broken,” from the Richard Thompson tribute album Beat The Retreat.  The positive response to this great dual performance convinced other artists of substance that there was great cachet in having the Blind Boys make guest appearances. Fellow blues-based artists such as Susan Tedeschi, Charlie Musselwhite and the legendary Solomon Burke– a Blind Boys cohort since the 1950s  – followed suit. Given the structural similarities between blues and gospel, such pairings were logical indeed. So, with just a slight change in rhythmic emphasis, was the multi-cultural meeting with the iconic reggae artist Toots Hibbert, of Toots and the Maytals, on “Perfect Peace.”

The Blind Boys of Alabama are a gospel music group from Alabama that first formed at the Alabama Institute for the Negro Blind in 1939. Their first hit was "I Can See Everybody's Mother But Mine" in 1949. Over the past seventy years the groupSince then they have been invited to sing with many great artists including Randy Travis, Asleep At The Wheel, Jars of Clay, Lou Reed, Timothy B. Schmit from The Eagles, and Ben Harper. They appeared on Broadway in Gospel at Colonus, but gained much more fame during the late '90s and early 2000s while recording a series of albums for Peter Gabriel’s album Spirit of the Century Spirit of the Century and Up. The group also appeared on Gabriel's 2002 album Up. 

Although the Blind Boys of Alabama have been singing gospel music for more than 7 decades, it’s… Led by founding member ---, the rest of the group currently consists of Eric McKinnie, Jimmy Carter, Billy Bowers, Tracy Pierce, Joey Williams, and Ben Moore.

Although the Blind Boys of Alabama have been singing gospel music for more than 7 decades, it’s… Led by founding member ---, the rest of the group currently consists of Eric McKinnie, George Scott, Caleb Butler, Johnny Field, Jimmy Carter, Joey Williams, Donald Dillion and Aubrey Blount.}

Duets recognizes some of the band’s most impressive musical moments of their relatively recent years.

Although the Blind Boys of Alabama have been singing gospel music for more than 7 decades, it’s… Led by founding member ---, the rest of the group currently consists of Eric McKinney, George Scott, Caleb Butler, Johnny Field, Jimmy Carter, Joey Williams, Donald Dillion and Aubrey Blount.}

Biography

Evolving out of the Happyland Jubilee Singers, this traditional black gospel quartet was formed in 1937 at the Talladega Institute for the Deaf and Blind in Alabama. By the '40s they became "the Blind Boys" and recorded for Specialty, Vee Jay, Savoy, Elektra, and other labels. Their first hit was "I Can See Everybody's Mother But Mine" in 1949. Recently, their lineup has included Joe Watson, Jimmy Carter, Sam and Bobby Butler, Curtis Foster, Johnny Fields, andClarence Fountain. They appeared on Broadway in Gospel at Colonus, but gained much more fame during the late '90s and early 2000s while recording a series of albums for Peter Gabriel's Real World label, beginning with the collaboration-heavy Spirit of the Century. The group also appeared on Gabriel's 2002 album Up. 

The Blind Boys of Alabama are a gospel music group from Alabama that first formed at the Alabama Institute for the Negro Blind in 1939. 


When the group first started singing in Alabama in 1939, few people would have ever envisioned the Blind Boys performing beyond a small circuit of Southern, black-community churches.  By the 1980s, however, the group’s breakthrough appearance in an Obie award-winning musical – “The Gospel At Colonus”
starring Morgan Freeman  --  led to diverse popularity far beyond the Blind Boys’ original core following.

Randy Travis invited the band to sing on a countrified version of the gospel classic “Up Above My Head,” while western-swing greats Asleep At The Wheel called them in for the bouncy admonition “The Devil Ain’t The Lazy.”  The Blind Boys have long had a penchant for country music, and the country-tinged singing of artists such as The Eagles’ Timothy B. Schmit, and Jars of Clay. 

Since then the Blind Boys have released or reissued nearly 30 albums, five of which  – “Down In New Orleans,” “Go Tell It On The Mountain,” “Higher Ground,” “Spirit of the Century,” and “There Will Be A Light” (a collaboration with Ben Harper)  – have garnered Grammy awards.  (What’s more, the Recording Academy also honored the Blind Boys with a Lifetime Achievement Award in 2009.) “Duets” is not comprised of tracks from Blind Boys albums, though, but rather from equally acclaimed projects by other artists.  One of the first such duets was the 1994 pairing of the Blind Boys and Bonnie Raitt on “When The Spell is Broken,” from the Richard Thompson tribute album Beat The Retreat.  The positive response to this great dual performance convinced other artists of substance that there was great cachet in having the Blind Boys make guest appearances. Fellow blues-based artists such as Susan Tedeschi, Charlie Musselwhite and the legendary Solomon Burke– a Blind Boys cohort since the 1950s  – followed suit. Given the structural similarities between blues and gospel, such pairings were logical indeed. So, with just a slight change in rhythmic emphasis, was the multi-cultural meeting with the iconic reggae artist Toots Hibbert, of Toots and the Maytals, on “Perfect Peace.”

The Blind Boys are sought for their general wisdom, specific input, and intangibly special presence, and it’s important to note that The Blind Boys don’t accept every such invitation.  The lyrical content has to be right  – not necessarily religious, per se, but spiritual nonetheless.  They also have to feel the song and believe that they can put their own stamp on it.  Once those criteria are met, the Blind Boys of Alabama are in with enthusiasm, expertise, and soulful commitment.

This outstanding anthology gathers fourteen such diverse collaborations.  It is called “Duets” because, while many songs find the Blind Boys singing backing harmonies, they do so as revered elders and guest stars rather than studio musicians for hire.  Four of the songs come from Grammy-winning albums, three tracks are from Grammy-nominated releases, and accolades for the three previously unreleased songs are apt to follow.  It is rare indeed that a guest vocal group has added such gravitas to so many important recordings.

Although the Blind Boys of Alabama have been singing gospel music for more than five decades, it’s only recently that the group has had the benefit of a major record company behind them. {Led by founding member Clarence Fountain, the rest of the group currently consists of Eric McKinney, George Scott, Caleb Butler, Johnny Field, Jimmy Carter, Joey Williams, Donald Dillion and Aubrey Blount.}

As The Blind Boys of Alabama celebrate their many years of continuous harmonizing, it’s a fitting time to ponder their amazing resilience. What has kept them going for so long, and still sounding so great?  Rock-solid religious faith certainly helps account for their vibrant longevity. So does their unshakeable conviction that they were put here for the express purpose of singing.  But an equally important factor, not always shared by their peers, is the Blind Boys’ open-mindedness.  Old-time Gospel music circles are often marked by rigid conservatism and the dismissal of popular music as a worldly temptation of the Devil.  The Blind Boys, by contrast, shun worldliness yet eagerly embrace the world, bringing spiritual music to secular audiences in order to spread their message.

As a result, the group has formed fast friendships with an impressive array of musicians  --  venerable colleagues and youthful protégés alike— who span several generations and a wealth of genres.  Many of these major artists have asked the Blind Boys to guest on their projects, and “Duets” documents the twenty-year history of this rich, eclectic and cohesive interaction.  The Blind Boys are sought for their general wisdom, specific input, and intangibly special presence, and it’s important to note that The Blind Boys don’t accept every such invitation.  The lyrical content has to be right  – not necessarily religious, per se, but spiritual nonetheless.  They also have to feel the song and believe that they can put their own stamp on it.  Once those criteria are met, the Blind Boys of Alabama are in with enthusiasm, expertise, and soulful commitment. 

This outstanding anthology gathers fourteen such diverse collaborations.  It is called “Duets” because, while many songs find the Blind Boys singing backing harmonies, they do so as revered elders and guest stars rather than studio musicians for hire.  Four of the songs come from Grammy-winning albums, three tracks are from Grammy-nominated releases, and accolades for the three previously unreleased songs are apt to follow.  It is rare indeed that a guest vocal group has added such gravitas to so many important recordings. 

It’s also rare for such an elderly, historic group to have come so far and still straddle modern music’s cutting edge.   When the group first started singing in Alabama in 1939, few people would have ever envisioned the Blind Boys performing beyond a small circuit of Southern, black-community churches.  By the 1980s, however, the group’s breakthrough appearance in an Obie award-winning musical – “The Gospel At Colonus”
starring Morgan Freeman  --  led to diverse popularity far beyond the Blind Boys’ original core following. 

Since then the Blind Boys have released or reissued nearly 30 albums, five of which  – “Down In New Orleans,” “Go Tell It On The Mountain,” “Higher Ground,” “Spirit of the Century,” and “There Will Be A Light” (a collaboration with Ben Harper)  – have garnered Grammy awards.  (What’s more, the Recording Academy also honored the Blind Boys with a Lifetime Achievement Award in 2009.) “Duets” is not comprised of tracks from Blind Boys albums, though, but rather from equally acclaimed projects by other artists.  One of the first such duets was the 1994 pairing of the Blind Boys and Bonnie Raitt on “When The Spell is Broken,” from the Richard Thompson tribute album Beat The Retreat.  The positive response to this great dual performance convinced other artists of substance that there was great cachet in having the Blind Boys make guest appearances. Fellow blues-based artists such as Susan Tedeschi, Charlie Musselwhite and the legendary Solomon Burke– a Blind Boys cohort since the 1950s  – followed suit. Given the structural similarities between blues and gospel, such pairings were logical indeed. So, with just a slight change in rhythmic emphasis, was the multi-cultural meeting with the iconic reggae artist Toots Hibbert, of Toots and the Maytals, on “Perfect Peace.”

But the appeal of the Blind Boys among artists and producers was hardly limited to music that’s closely linked to the group’s own distinctive style.  Randy Travis invited the band to sing on a countrified version of the gospel classic “Up Above My Head,” while western-swing greats Asleep At The Wheel called them in for the bouncy admonition “The Devil Ain’t The Lazy.”  The Blind Boys have long had a penchant for country music, and the country-tinged singing of artists such as The Eagles’ Timothy B. Schmit, and Jars of Clay.  What’s more, many traditional gospel songs flourish in black and white churches alike.  

It may seem like a leap, however, for the Blind Boys to perform with Lou “Take A Walk On The Wild Side” Reed.  This recording came about after Reed and the Blind Boys sang together at the General Assembly of the United Nations, in New York.  Their rendition of The Velvet Underground’s “Jesus” worked so well in concert that a session was immediately scheduled – and the partnership worked wonderfully.  Ditto, turning one-hundred and eighty degrees, for The Blind Boys’ pairing with the roots-oriented children’s’ artist, Dan Zanes.  Yet another surprising facet of the Blind Boys’ versatility is the collaboration with Ben Harper on “Take My Hand.” This song was recorded with the premise that Harper would simply produce a few Blind Boys’ tracks.  But inspiration filled the studio, and instead Harper partnered with the band on the co-billed (and aptly entitled) album “There Will Be A Light.”

Such artistic successes speaks both to the talent of all these assembled musicians, and the Blind Boys’ consummate, empathic knack for adapting their distinctive sound to enhance any situation.  As the Blind Boys’ career marches incredibly on, Duets recognizes some of the band’s most impressive musical moments of their relatively recent years.     With a sum far greater than its parts, this collection of tracks stands as both an organic, fully realized project and an important historical marker.

Thus it shall be written.

Formed some six and a half decades ago, The Blind Boys of Alabama are the Iron Men of the music industry. They predate Elvis, Little Richard and Al Green yet even in their 70s they are still at the top of the gospel charts and have earned impressive "three-peat" honors by winning consecutive Grammy Awards for the past three years.

In recent years, The Blind Boys have proven themselves masters of bringing out the most spiritual aspects of mainstream music, while at the same time bringing the music of the church straight to the roadhouse. In the past five years, they've recorded moving renditions of songs by everyone from Tom Waits to Prince side by side with their traditional material, and appeared as guests on record and on stage with an equally diverse array of artists, from Peter Gabriel to Ben Harper. During this amazing run, the cover tunes and collaborations have been consistently tasty and organic, seasoned with a time-tested understanding of the sounds that move Man's soul.

On the follow-up to their Grammy-winning album Spirit of the Century, the three gospel-singing septuagenarians celebrate the holy side of secular songs in hopes of connecting with "the generations that are behind us," as founding member Clarence Fountain put it. Always alert to the potent message of God's mightiness, they exuberantly spiritualize the Stevie Wonder title track and Curtis Mayfield's "People Get Ready," as well as choice picks from the songbooks of Prince ("The Cross"), George Clinton ("You and Your Folks," grafted onto the 23rd Psalm!), Ben Harper ("I Shall Not Walk Alone"), and others (Harper guests on three tracks). A few uplifting traditional gospel numbers turn up, too. Throughout the program, Blind Boy Jimmy Carter's stirring tenor voice is a minor miracle. And "sacred steel" guitarist Robert Randolph and his Family Band are important to the success of the album, supplying genuine fervor to grooves that complement the elders' heaven-bound vocals. --Frank-John Hadley
The Blind Boys of Alabama formed in 1939 (
The Blind Boys of Alabama are a gospel group from Alabama that first formed at the Alabama Institute for the Negro Blind at 

 Alabama" 
Talladega, Alabama
 in 1939. The three main vocalists of the group and their drummer/percussionist are all blind.

As of 2010, The Blind Boys of Alabama continue to tour nationally and internationally, with Jimmy Carter singing lead vocals. In 2006, Clarence Fountain, the group's former long-time lead vocalist and founding member limited his touring for health reasons. Founding member George Scott died on March 9, 2005 at the age of 75. Another founding member, Johnny Fields, died on November 12, 2009.

Releases by the group in recent years have been favorites at the Grammy Awards—they won the Grammy Award for Best Traditional Soul Gospel Album every year between 2002 to 2005. The Blind Boys of Alabama were inducted into the Gospel Music Hall of Fame in 2007. In 2009, they were awarded the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award. [1]
In the early 1980s, the Blind Boys of Alabama performed in the Obie Award-winning musical 

Gospel at Colonus" 
The Gospel at Colonus
; their involvement in the production has continued into the twenty-first century, most recently with a 2008 performance in Athens, (Greece, near the original performance location of Sophocles's play Oedipus at Colonus), where Jimmy Carter took over the role of Oedipus originally created by Clarence Fountain.[2]
Their rendition of Tom Waits' "Way Down in the Hole" was used as the theme song of the HBO series 

Wire (TV series)" 
The Wire
 in its first season.

Their cover of Ben Harper's "I Shall Not Walk Alone" was featured in the first season of ABC's 

 series)" 
Lost
, in the episode "Confidence Man".

The Blind Boys were featured on the 

the Morning" 
Imus in the Morning
 radio and TV show on November 30, 2006 and October 26, 2009; on 

Show" 
The Tonight Show
 with Jay Leno on December 20, 2006, and March 11 2008; on Late Night With Conan O'Brien on February 1, 2008; and on The Late Show with David Letterman on January 21, 2010. They have collaborated with numerous artists, including Ben Harper, Aaron Neville and Mavis Staples. They have joined Tom Petty, John Fogerty, and Peter Gabriel on tour, and they toured with 

Mahal (musician)" 
Taj Mahal
 in 2008. In a surprise to both the band and the audience, the Blind Boys were joined by 

(musician)" 
Prince
 on stage in a March 7, 2008 show at the 

Factory" 
Knitting Factory
 in Hollywood, California.

In February of 2010, The Blind Boys performed at the White House for President and First Lady along with Bob Dylan, Natalie Cole, 

Mellencamp" 
John Mellencamp
, 

Robinson" 
Smokey Robinson
 and 

(musician)" 
Seal
.[3]
s THE BLIND BOY OF ALABAMA celebrate their many years of continuous harmonizing, it's a fitting time to ponder their amazing resilience. What has kept them going for so long, and still sounding so great?  Rock-solid religious faith certainly helps account for their vibrant longevity. So does their unshakeable conviction that they were put here for the express purpose of singing.  But an equally important factor, not always shared by their peers, is the Blind Boys' open-mindedness.  Old-time Gospel music circles are often marked by rigid conservatism and the dismissal of popular music as a worldly temptation of the Devil.  The Blind Boys, by contrast, shun worldliness yet eagerly embrace the world, bringing spiritual music to secular audiences in order to spread their message.

As a result, the group has formed fast friendships with an impressive array of musicians - venerable colleagues and youthful protégés alike - who span several generations and a wealth of genres.  Many of these major artists have asked the Blind Boys to guest on their projects, and "Duets" documents the twenty-year history of this rich, eclectic and cohesive interaction.  The Blind Boys are sought for their general wisdom, specific input, and intangibly special presence, and it's important to note that The Blind Boys don't accept every such invitation.  The lyrical content has to be right  – not necessarily religious, per se, but spiritual nonetheless.  They also have to feel the song and believe that they can put their own stamp on it.  Once those criteria are met, the Blind Boys of Alabama are in with enthusiasm, expertise, and soulful commitment. 

This outstanding anthology gathers fourteen such diverse collaborations.  It is called Duets because, while many songs find the Blind Boys singing backing harmonies, they do so as revered elders and guest stars rather than studio musicians for hire.  Four of the songs come from Grammy-winning albums, three tracks are from Grammy-nominated releases, and accolades for the three previously unreleased songs are apt to follow.  It is rare indeed that a guest vocal group has added such gravitas to so many important recordings. 

It's also rare for such an elderly, historic group to have come so far and still straddle modern music's cutting edge.   When the group first started singing in Alabama in 1939, few people would have ever envisioned the Blind Boys performing beyond a small circuit of Southern, black-community churches.  By the 1980s, however, the group's breakthrough appearance in an Obie award-winning musical - The Gospel At Colonus starring Morgan Freeman - - led to diverse popularity far beyond the Blind Boys' original core following. 

Since then the Blind Boys have released or reissued nearly 30 albums, five of which - Down In New Orleans, Go Tell It On The Mountain, Higher Ground, Spirit of the Century, and There Will Be A Light (a collaboration with Ben Harper) - have garnered Grammy awards.  (What's more, the Recording Academy also honored the Blind Boys with a Lifetime Achievement Award in 2009.) "Duets" is not comprised of tracks from Blind Boys albums, though, but rather from equally acclaimed projects by other artists.  One of the first such duets was the 1994 pairing of the Blind Boys and Bonnie Raitt on "When The Spell is Broken," from the Richard Thompson tribute album Beat The Retreat.  The positive response to this great dual performance convinced other artists of substance that there was great cachet in having the Blind Boys make guest appearances. Fellow blues-based artists such as Susan Tedeschi, Charlie Musselwhite and the legendary Solomon Burke - a Blind Boys cohort since the 1950s - followed suit. Given the structural similarities between blues and gospel, such pairings were logical indeed. So, with just a slight change in rhythmic emphasis, was the multi-cultural meeting with the iconic reggae artist Toots Hibbert, of Toots and the Maytals, on "Perfect Peace."

But the appeal of the Blind Boys among artists and producers was hardly limited to music that's closely linked to the group's own distinctive style.  Randy Travis invited the band to sing on a countrified version of the gospel classic "Up Above My Head," while western-swing greats Asleep At The Wheel called them in for the bouncy admonition "The Devil Ain't The Lazy."  The Blind Boys have long had a penchant for country music, and the country-tinged singing of artists such as The Eagles' Timothy B. Schmit, and Jars of Clay.  What's more, many traditional gospel songs flourish in black and white churches alike.  

It may seem like a leap, however, for the Blind Boys to perform with Lou "Take A Walk On The Wild Side" Reed.  This recording came about after Reed and the Blind Boys sang together at the General Assembly of the United Nations, in New York.  Their rendition of The Velvet Underground's "Jesus" worked so well in concert that a session was immediately scheduled - and the partnership worked wonderfully.  Ditto, turning one-hundred and eighty degrees, for The Blind Boys' pairing with the roots-oriented children's' artist, Dan Zanes.  Yet another surprising facet of the Blind Boys' versatility is the collaboration with Ben Harper on "Take My Hand." This song was recorded with the premise that Harper would simply produce a few Blind Boys' tracks.  But inspiration filled the studio, and instead Harper partnered with the band on the co-billed (and aptly entitled) album There Will Be A Light.

Such artistic successes speaks both to the talent of all these assembled musicians, and the Blind Boys' consummate, empathic knack for adapting their distinctive sound to enhance any situation.  As the Blind Boys' career marches incredibly on, Duets recognizes some of the band's most impressive musical moments of their relatively recent years. With a sum far greater than its parts, this collection of tracks stands as both an organic, fully realized project and an important historical marker.

________________________________________________________________________ The Blind Boys of Alabama have been pilgrims on the Gospel highway for nearly 60 years now. The seeds of the group took root among friends singing informally in 1937. The road from Talledega, Alabama's Institute for the Deaf and Blind, to Hollywood's House of Blues is a long one, and the journey was often a test of faith. There were the legal inequities and social insults that marred road life in the group's early days as well as bilking by record company sharks. 

There were temptations to cross over to secular rhythm and blues and painful losses of colleagues and friendly rivals, among them founding Blind Boy Vel Bozman Traylor, Archie Brownlee of the rival Blind Boys of Mississippi, and one-time soul stirrer Sam Cooke. 

But future group leader Clarence Fountain remained undaunted. "I just kept waiting for the big thing," he said. "I knew we would hit the jackpot one day." 

Few singers of Fountain's age possess his assured perseverance. Few groups formed in the Depression are still going, and none, Blind Boys excepted, can look back on the past decade as its most successful. Beating the odds, however, is only one of The Blind Boys' feats. What they do best is evident on the group's first ever "Live" recording. Clarence Fountain and The Blind Boys of Alabama held church at Hollywood's House of Blues January 14-16, 1995. The 14 performances on the album are culled from those three zealous nights, the first of which became the first full length concert broadcast on the Internet in the medium's history. If that seems ironic for a group which released its debut 78 in 1948, it may be a result of The Blind Boys' timeless energy finding yet another medium for their message. 

The "information superhighway" of Clarence Fountain's youth was radio. It brought him the sounds of The Heavenly Gospel Singers ("the first group I heard," he recalls), the Soul Stirrers and, most influentially, the Golden Gate Quartet. In 1937, NBC began regular broadcasts of that group on its "Magic Key Hour." Fountain, not yet in his teens, was singing in the Glee Club of the Talledega Institute for the Deaf and Blind and enlisted his friends Johnny Fields, J.T. Hutton, Ollice Thomas, George Scott, and Vel Bozman Traylor into a group called the Happy Land Jubilee Singers. "We were just a bunch of happy guys," Fountain recalls. Except for Hutton, all of them were blind. 

Fountain fondly recalls the group's first performances. "The school was not happy for us to go off campus, but we would sneak out," he told "Folk Roots" interviewer Dave Peabody. "We would go out and make some money. There was a big soldier camp up there, had about ten or twelve thousand soldiers. We'd perform for that soldier camp and we'd do all right." 

The troops loved hearing them sing such topical songs as the Golden Gate Quartet's 1942 celebration of the Soviet rebuff of Hitler, "Stalin Wasn't Stallin'." It was one of many songs they learned from the Golden Gate Quartet. "Those were the people that we really patterned ourselves after. They made the current chords and we made 'em, too. They didn't sing hard, they just sang jubilee. They sang alot of music." The legacy of the Gates' jubilee style can be heard on at least three of the Blind Boys' most stirring performances. The rollicking "Didn't It Rain," the dark "Hush, Somebody's Callin' My Name," and the gorgeous a cappella "Listen to the Lambs," were all homages to the Golden Gate Quartet. 

The Happy Land Jubilee Singers' success entertaining troops inspired them to drop out of school and hit the Gospel highway in 1945. Tragedy followed in 1947 when lead singer Vel Bozman Taylor died as a result of an accidental gunshot ("he always liked to play with guns," Fountain recalled). 

The loss of Taylor was deep. "He really was the one who got the thing together," said Fountain. They continued playing however, with Rev. Paul Exkano sharing lead vocals with Fountain for a few years. As the Happy Land Gospel Singers, the group made its record debut with "See Everybody's Mother But Mine," for the Newark-based Coleman label in 1948. 

By the time of their 1950 recordings, the group had become The Five Blind Boys of Alabama. "Let me tell you how this came about," Fountain said to Seamus McGarvey in a "Blues & Rhythm" interview. "This came about when we really got to movin' ahead, then the Blind Boys came into existence..." 

There already was a Gospel vocal group called the Five Blind Boys, from Mississippi's Piney Woods School for the Deaf and Blind. "We changed our name when the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi came along and were doing really well," Fountain explained to McGarvey. "The only distinction was that one group was from Mississippi and one was from Alabama. You could go to which one you liked the best. We were tryin' to kill each other for real," he laughed. 

The competing Blind Boys squared off in epic battles of hard Gospel shouting which provoked pandemonium. The climax was Fountain vs. his Mississippi counterpart, Archie Brownlee. "Every night I had to battle it out with him," Fountain told McGarvey. "Who would the people like best? And may the best man win! At the end of the show we would come down the aisle, shake hands and collaborate together. That was really exciting. Archie, he could sing you to death." Huge crowds weren't uncommon, nor were ambulances whisking away 'saints' overcome by the fervor of "The Battle of the Blind Boys." "We racked up," Fountain recalled to "Rejoice!" reporter Pepper Smith. "I must have had $5,000 in my pocket by December. In 1955 that was mighty good." 

Between 1953 and 1957, The Five Blind Boys of Alabama recorded for Art Rupee's Specialty label. It was an era of both intense activity on the Gospel highway and of mass defection to secular R&B by many great voices who nurtured the Church. Fountain told Peabody about one such temptation. "Sam Cooke was in the studio to finish some tunes up and we were there to do a session. I was singing something like 'Baby you been good to me." The man who was running the session, his wife was in there and she just mellowed down. And he came in there, took his check book out, and told me 'Name your price' (to become the secular singer). I said 'Can't go, buddy." 

In the early 1960s, the 'hard Gospel' drive pioneered by groups like The Five Blind Boys of Alabama was effectively co-opted by R&B. The Five Blind Boys never strayed from the path, recording extensively for Vee Jay from 1963-65. In 1969, however, Fountain left the group to pursue a solo career. "Do Lord, Remember Me," a rousing spiritual heard with guest blues shouter Koko Taylor, was one of the final songs Fountain recorded with The Blind Boys in 1969 before a hiatus of nearly a decade 

Paul Simon's 1973 hit, "Loves Me Like a Rock," integrated Gospel and contemporary pop with the help of the Dixie Hummingbirds. Even more ambitious was the 1983 Lee Breuer-Bob Telson Gospel adaptation of Sophocles' "Oedipus at Colonus," which made a Pentecostal Oedipus of Clarence Fountain and The Five Blind Boys of Alabama. "The Gospel at Colonus" was a stunning production which won an Obie Award and debuted on Broadway in 1988. It opened new venues to a group which had always remained faithful to its mission while readily adapting to new mediums, be they theaters, clubs, or the Internet. The Blind Boys of Alabama can be as topical as "Amazing Grace" without missing a beat. Their "If I Had a Hammer," scarcely a gospel standard, has become a call and response tour de force. Joined by the majestic Solomon Burke, they make a reflective masterwork of "Looking Back." For Clarence Fountain, looking back over the long road from Talledega's Institute for the Deaf and Blind to Hollywood's House of Blues, is deeply satisfying. "It panned out for me," he says simply. "I think that if you serve Him, He'll serve you. 

Evolving out of the Happyland Jubilee Singers, this traditional black gospel quartet was formed in 1937 at the Talladega Institute for the Deaf and Blind in Alabama. By the '40s they became "the Blind Boys" and recorded for Specialty, Vee Jay, Savoy, Elektra, and other labels. Their first hit was "I Can See Everybody's Mother But Mine" in 1949. Recently, their lineup has included Joe Watson, Jimmy Carter, Sam and Bobby Butler, Curtis Foster, Johnny Fields, andClarence Fountain. They appeared on Broadway in Gospel at Colonus, but gained much more fame during the late '90s and early 2000s while recording a series of albums for Peter Gabriel's Real World label, beginning with the collaboration-heavy Spirit of the Century. The group also appeared on Gabriel's 2002 album Up.

Seventy years.  That’s right, this year marks the seventh decade the Blind Boys of Alabama have been performing.  Sure, the personnel have undergone some changes in that time, but one of the original members, Clarence Fountain, still tours with them as his health allows.  What’s more, they’ve never been as relevant to the current music scene as they are today.  That point is underscored in their latest album, Duets, which consists of collaborations with some of the biggest names in the music business.
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Most albums that consist primarily of collaborative efforts tend to sound mostly like the group putting out the album, with the collaborator adding their particular spice to a song.  In that sense, Duets is a little different since several of the songs come across as purely a reflection of the guest’s style.  Perhaps the best example of that is Secular Praise, with Timothy Schmidt.  It sounds like the Eagles, and what little you can hear of the BBoA could be any group of background singers the studio found.

A number of songs though, while clearly belonging to the featured guest, do a good job of adding the influence you expect from a joint effort with a band steeped in gospel and soul traditions.  Perfect Peace, featuring Toots Hibbert, is an example of that.  Great reggae, but with a gospel influence that sets it apart from anything I’ve heard from Toots and the Maytals.  Similarly, Jesus, with Lou Reed, is unabashedly a Lou Reed kind of tune, but the Boys add a tasty rhythm section and background harmony that’s as at home in Memphis as in NYC.

The best songs on the album clearly are the ones where the effort of the guest and the Boys has resulted in a style that’s neither Blind Boys of Alabama nor that of the guest.  In a couple of instances, they’ve nearly created a new genre.  Up Above My Head, with Randy Travis, is a mashup of pure country and gospel, with a call-and-response vocal that could change a lot of people’s minds about church music.  How I Got Over, featuring Marva Wright, is pure New Orleans; sin and salvation all at the same time.  And One Kind Favor, with John Hammond, is an apocalyptic blues rock-like number sort of like Aphrodite’s Child meets Robert Lee Johnson.
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Blind Boys of Alabama with Ben Harper (photo courtesy Michael Weintraub)

If you’ve heard of the Blind Boys of Alabama before, but never went out and added them to your collection, Duets is the release to have.  And if you’ve never heard of them, go download at least a couple of the cuts from this album.  Then next Sunday afternoon you can tell Mama you’ve started listening to religious music.

