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Stepping Out

“When the Blind Boys started out, 
we weren’t figuring on any kind 
of  accolades or anything. But 

we’re proud of  the recognition we’ve gotten 
over the years,” says Jimmy Carter, the lead 
singer of  the six-time Grammy Award-win-
ning gospel group the Blind Boys of  Alabama. 
“It made me realize that just because you’re 
blind, it does not limit you from what you want 
to do.”

Speaking on his cell phone between bites 
of  a fish sandwich at a noisy New York deli, 
James “Jimmy” Carter, 86, is the last original 
member of  the acclaimed vocal ensemble. For 
more than 70 years, the Blind Boys of  Ala-
bama (formerly known as the Five Blind Boys 
of  Alabama) has been singing the praises of  
the Lord, issuing forth a mighty message of  
old-time religion in a holy-roller style that is 
known as “hard gospel.”

The group has had plenty of  opportunities 
to cash in on fame and fortune. The closest 
they came to the pop charts was 2002’s “Spirit 
of  the Century,” which explored the connec-
tion between gospel and blues on songs by 
Tom Waits and others. But Clarence Foun-
tain, the now-deceased longtime leader of  the 
group, would have no part of  selling out. 

“I knew there was more money in rock and 

The Last Will 
and Testament 
of Ugly Joe the 
Hermit

A serialized comedic tale for 
the holidays, in which an odd 
gathering of hermits find 
themselves caring for a wild 
little boy at Christmas

(In last week’s installment, the 
isolated gathering of  hermits 
have just read the will of  Ugly 
Joe, requiring them to throw a 
Christmas party for his frozen 
corpse. Just then, a wild little 
boy appears — a resident of  the 
town of  Frozen Corners, which 
is abandoned every winter 
during the worst of  the weather 
— and immediately demands to 
see Santa Claus.) 

PART THREE.
The noisy intruder of  a boy 

— who was named Henry Hay 
but was commonly known as 
“Lucky” — was, the hermits 
soon learned, not lucky enough 
to have avoided pulling the 
short straw back in November, 
just before the annual evac-
uation, when the children of  
Frozen Corners held a secret 
meeting to decide which one of  
them would stay behind.

It was part of  a plan the 
young ones had been hatching 
for months.

By DAVID TEMPLETON
ARGUS-COURIER STAFF

Blind Faith
Acclaimed Alabama gospel band still spreading the joy

BLIND BOYS OF ALABAMA: Jimmy Carter (center) says he still loves bringing music to people who need a boost.

 ■ LIVE MUSIC    ■

See Blind, C6

Last weekend, I visited 
one of  my favorite spots 
in Petaluma: Marisa’s 

Christmas Fantasia, in the 
Lan Mart Building beneath 
Old Chicago Pizza in down-
town Petaluma. To many, the 
glittering emporium is simply a 
good place to pick up Christmas 
ornaments and other holiday 
decorations. It’s definitely that.

But to me and my family, it’s 
also a major emotional land-
mark, the location of  a deeply 
significant moment in our lives.

That moment not only lingers 
in our collective memories, 
coming up every Christmas 
season, in one way or another. 
The moment has even been 
transformed into a scene in 
a holiday play I wrote a few 
years back, one I am currently 
directing a new production of  
at San Rafael’s Belrose Theater.  
The play, titled “Polar Bears,” 
is part of  the reason I was at 
Marisa’s Fantasia last weekend, 
seeking an ornament to give as 
an opening night gift to Chris 
Schloemp, the actor playing 
the character based on me. It 
seemed appropriate, given that 
Marisa’s plays such an import-
ant part in the story Chris tells 
in the play, that I’d find some-
thing perfect there.

See Uglyjoe, C7

By GREG CAHILL
FOR THE ARGUS-COURIER

See Junkie, C6

Culture Junkie
David Templeton

A shop, an 
angel and 
a stranger’s 
kindness

PLANNING TO GO?
What: Blind Boys of Alabama Christmas Show
When: Friday, Dec. 21, at 8 p.m.
Where: Mystic Theatre, 21 N. Petaluma Blvd.
Admission: $38/advance); $43/day of the show; 
$48/reserved balcony
Tickets: (707) 775-6048 or visit MysticTheatre.com.

Finding Our New
Normal. Together.
As our region recovers from the 2017 fires,

Healthcare Foundation Northern Sonoma County,

together with local and national partners, created

the Wildfire Mental Health Collaborative. We want

all local residents have access to evidence-based

strategies to recover and build resiliency post-

wildfire, including:

• Drop-in counseling sessions

• Individual and group counseling

• Download the free app Sonoma Rises

• Online wellness self-assessment
MySonomaStrong.com

• Restorative yoga and meditation sessions

• Mental health professionals available to
work with your group

Please donate to fund these free bilingual services

to support our employees, friends and neighbors in

their healing. Visit healthcarefoundation.net or call
707-473-0583 today.

Free health services brought to you by the Wildfire Mental Health Collaborative—an initiative of the
Healthcare Foundation Northern Sonoma County. Media campaign supported by the Community
Foundation Sonoma County’s Resilience Fund, Constellation Brands and Medtronic. Support also
provided by Tipping Point Community Emergency Relief Fund.
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Here are some of  the 
stories and columns 
we’re working on for 
next week’s Community 
section, Thursday, Dec. 
13, 2018. 

CONGRESSWOM-
AN BARBARA LEE: 
As part of  the Literacy-
works Lecture Series, 
representative Lee will 
appear in conversation 
with Lynn Woolsey. 
We’ll talk with Lee 
about politics, her ca-
reer and her memoir. 

‘LOVE, LINDA’: 
Cinnabar Theater 
presents a special year-
end musical told from 
the POV of  Linda Cole, 
the remarkable wife of  
renowned composer 
Cole Porter. 

UGLY JOE, PART 

FOUR: Our serialized 
holiday tall tale con-
tinues with part four 
of  “The Last Will and 
Testament of  Ugly Joe 
the Hermit.”

PETALUMA’S 
PAST: Skip Som-
mer takes us back to 
1947 with a column 
titled “Petaluma, the 
Taft-Hartley Test 
Tube,” covering the 
violent strike that took 
place at Sunset Line 
and Twine.

YOUR WEEKEND: 
A round-up of  events 
— musical, theatrical 
and otherwise — taking 
place Dec. 13-Dec. 16 in 
and around Petaluma. 

 
(Some or all of  these 

anticipated stories are 
subject to change)

NEXT WEEK IN 
COMMUNITY

Spoiler alert. I didn’t. The specific 
thing I was seeking wasn’t to be found. I 
ended up giving Chris a Christmas sweat-
er with polar bears on it, and a miniature 
Rock ‘em, Sock ‘em Robots game.

But just stepping through the doors 
of  the place was enough to transport 
me back to November of  1994, just a few 
weeks after Gladys, my ex-wife at the 
time, passed away from cancer. My two 
now-grown kids, Jenna and Andy, have 
differing memories of  the day we went 
to the mall to see Santa, then picked up a 
Christmas tree, then headed to Marisa’s 
Christmas Fantasia to buy an angel for 
the top of  our tree. My own memory of  
that time is now indelibly fused with 
the way I wrote it in “Polar Bears,” for a 
scene in which “David,” sorting through 
Christmas decorations in his attic, tells 
the story of  the day his family stepped 
together through the doors of  the store. 

The kids were seven and eight at the 
time. I was 34, a relatively new resident 
of  Petaluma, and the newly-minted, 
full-time caretaker — along with my then 
girlfriend (now wife) Susan — of  two 
grieving kids. As David says in the play, 
“I don’t remember if  it was Andy or Jen-
na who had the idea to find an angel that 
looked like their mother, but it didn’t take 
long to find one that everyone agreed 
was just about perfect.” From a large old 
steamer trunk, David then produces the 
angel — which always gets “oohs” and 
“ahs” from the audience — and then tells 
the rest of  the story.

Here’s how I remember it.
The place was packed with people, and 

we stood in line with the Gladys Angel. 
This was nearly 25 years ago, of  course, 
and the store was not then where it is 
now. At the time, it was upstairs, tucked 
further in toward the center of  the Lan 
Mart building. As we moved closer to the 
counter, we could see the cashier, who was 

wearing a long flowing dress and a scarf  
around her head. She looked like a tarot 
reader at the Renaissance Faire. When we 
finally arrived at the counter, she took the 
angel and, as she rang up the purchase, 
told us that it was one of  her favorites.

“It’s our mom,” Jenna told the cashier. 
“She just died of  cancer, and she’s an 
angel in heaven now. So this for our tree, 
‘cause it looks like her.”

She stopped counting our money. After 
a few seconds, the cashier moved out 
from the counter, dropped to her knees in 

front of  Jenna and Andy, and gave them 
an enormous embrace. It was a little awk-
ward, but it was … nice. Not quite certain 
what was happening, they hugged her 
back. Then she reached up and pulled 
off her scarf. After months of  watching 
Gladys lose her hair from chemo treat-
ments, it was obvious that the cashier 
was also going through chemotherapy at 
the moment, too.

With a bright, warm smile, she told the 
kids, “Who knows? I might be an angel 
myself  someday. But I think if  I were 

lucky enough to be the mother of  chil-
dren as loving and thoughtful as you two, 
I’d be proud to be angel like this, watch-
ing over you from my place on the tree.”

That may not be exactly what she said, 
but it’s how it stands in my memory. So 
that’s what I wrote when I sat down to 
capture the scene in the play. 

In real life, we took the angel home, 
where it did go up on our tree every year 
for a decade. In fact, in “Polar Bears,” 
when “David” pulls the angel from the 
trunk, we use the very same one, since no 
substitute seemed quite right. 

I honestly don’t know what ever hap-
pened to the cashier in the scarf, the one 
who, with her extraordinary compassion 
and kindness, turned a few minutes of  
holiday shopping into a transformational 
moment no one could have expected. We 
think of  her every year, when we go to 
Marisa’s for ornaments or holiday gifts. 
It was so long ago, I can’t even say I re-
member what she looked like. But I often 
wish I could meet her again, just to say, 
“Thank you.” 

Not just for her part in what’s be-
come one of  my play’s most memorable 
moments. But for being so generous with 
her own story. She recognized that in 
sharing her own battle with cancer, she 
might actually give two overwhelmed 
children a sense that their loss was not 
just something happening to them alone. 

And I think, in a way, she succeeded.
In that real-life moment of  Christmas 

kindness, Jenna and Andy understood, 
at least a little, that their mom was one of  
many moms and dads and other people 
who sometimes leave us. And that even 
though it hurts to lose someone we love, 
there are always people around us who 
are willing to step forward and try to 
share the pain, even a little awkwardly, 
even just for a few seconds in a busy store. 

It’s not enough to make the pain less. 
But it’s still nice. 
(Contact David at david.templeton@

argus-courier.com)

Junkie Continued from C3

CHRISTMAS MEMORIES: This downtown shop is where the writer’s family experienced an unexpected 
act of holiday magic and compassion.

roll than there was in 
gospel, I knew that,” he 
told me in 2002. “But me 
and the Lord made a pact, 
and I promised that if  he 
did certain things for me, I 
would never ever turn my 
back. I meant that.”

Fountain, a titan in the 
gospel world, died in June 
of  this year. He had retired 
from touring in 2007. 

“I’m the only one left,” 
Carter now says of  the 
original lineup.

Carter had teamed up 
with Fountain and fellow 
student George Scott in 
1939 while attending the 
Alabama Institute for the 
Negro Blind at Talladega. 
The trio, who had been 
taught to read music in 
Braille, were standouts in 
a school glee club.

Fountain’s 2007 retire-
ment didn’t slow down the 
gospel group as Carter 
stepped into the role of  
lead singer, nor did Foun-
tain’s recent death cause 
the group to veer from 
their gospel path. 

“To lose him was a 
shock,” Carter says. “But 
we’re gonna keep going on. 
That’s what he would have 
wanted.”

This summer, for the 
first time since 2004, 
the group performed 
the African-Amer-
ican musical “Gos-
pel at Colonus” in 
Central Park. The 
hit show had a brief  
run on Broadway in 
1988 and aired as a 
PBS-TV special. Also 
this year, the group 
headlined the Jazz & 
Heritage Festival in 
New Orleans, played 
to a hipster-friendly 
crowd at the Pickathon 
festival in Happy Valley, 
Oregon, released a new al-
bum, “Almost Home,” and 
contributed a cover of  the 
Staple Singers’ “Respect 
Yourself” to “Small Town, 
Big Sound,” a tribute to 
the legendary Muscle 
Shoals recording studio in 
Alabama.

The Blind Boys are 

currently in the midst of  
an extensive national tour 
that brings them to the 
Mystic Theatre on Dec. 21, 
where they will perform a 
Christmas show composed 
of  traditional gospel songs 

and holiday favorites.
It has, Carter admits, 

been a long road. As a 
child, Carter started 
singing “around the house, 
or at least they say I was 
doing that,” he recalls 
with a hearty laugh. At 
seven, Carter’s family 
enrolled him in the school 
for the blind. Two years 
later, he teamed up with 

his classmates. The group, 
then known as Happyland 
Jubilee Singers, won a 
local Battle of  the Blind 
Boys, and first performed 
professionally in 1944 for 
African-American ser-

vicemen at an Army 
training camp. 

“At that time, 
the South was very 
segregated,” Carter 
says. “You have to 
remember that, so we 
were allowed to sing 
only to black people. 
We were not allowed 
to sing for white 
audiences. Now, of  
course, we can go 
anywhere. People 
love us. But it took us 

years before we were able 
to give it to them, that’s 
all.”

Over the years, the 
group became well estab-
lished within the gospel 
community. “Gospel at 
Colonus,” in which the 
members collectively 
portrayed Oedipus, was 
their mainstream break-
through.

“We took that show to 
Broadway (with actor 

Morgan Freeman as the 
narrator) and that took 
us into the mainstream,” 
Carter says. “That’s when 
everyone really got to 
know us.”

These days, the Blind 
Boys are renowned for 
emotionally powerful 
performances that often 
conclude with the mem-
bers strolling through the 
audience and leading fans 
in jubilant song.

“My greatest joy is going 
out on that stage and 
talking to a crowd of  peo-
ple and letting them know 
we’re glad to be there and 
that we’re grateful to them 
for coming out,” Carter 
says of  his long career as a 
performer. “I love to play 
with the crowd. When I 
say ‘play,’ I have to feel 
them out until I know I 
have them in my hands. 

 “We’ve had people come 
up to us and say that our 
music has been a great 
inspiration,” he adds. 
“That makes us want to do 
even more. So, we’ve been 
around a while. I hope we 
have a little more time left, 
but we’ll see.”

Blind  
Continued from C3

THE GOSPEL AT COLONUS: The Blind Boys starred in the Gospel-themed adaptation of “Oedepus,” on Broadway and beyond.

ALMOST HOME: The Blind Boys’ new album is earning critical raves.

 
“My greatest joy is going out 
on that stage and talking to 

a  crowd of people and letting 
them know we’re glad to be 

there and that we’re grateful 
to them for coming out.”

—Jimmy Carter, Blind Boys of Alabama
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Celebrating 85 Years of Service

We Take You Seriously!
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KITCHEN
CABINETS & MORE

QUALITY ALL WOOD CABINETRY

11790 MAIN ST. SUITE C. PENNGROVE CA 94951

(707) 753-4261
NOW OPEN MON-SAT 10AM-4PM

AND BY APPOINTMENT

50% LESS THAN THE BIG BOX STORES
QUARTZ AND GRANITE COUNTER TOPS

DISCOUNT FOR FIRE VICTIMS


