“Just a Closer Walk with Thee”


The precise author of "A Closer Walk" is technically unknown. Circumstantial evidence strongly suggested it dated back to southern African-American churches of the nineteenth century, possibly even prior to the Civil War, as some personal African American histories recall "slaves singing as they worked in the fields a song about walking by the Lord's side." Horace Boyer cites a story that repudiates this claim of anonymity, stating:

“On a train trip from Kansas City to Chicago, Kenneth Morris exited the train on one of its stops to get some fresh air and heard one of the station porters singing a song. He paid little attention at first, but after he reboarded the train the song remained with him and became so prominent in his mind that at the next stop, he left the train, took another train back to the earlier station, and asked the porter to sing the song again. Morris wrote down the words and music and published the song “Just a Closer Walk with Thee” that year, 1940, adding a few lyrics of his own to provide more breadth. Within two years the song became a standard in gospel music, eventually becoming a standard in Jazz, and then moving into the realm of American folk music, known and sung by many.”

Kenneth Morris, an African American composer and publisher, was born in New York in 1917 and performed in church as a youth before becoming a professional jazz musician. He studied at the Manhattan Conservatory of Music. 

Songs with similar chorus lyrics were published in the 1800s, including "Closer Walk with Thee" with lyrics by Martha J. Lankton (a pseudonym for Fanny Crosby, author of “Blessed Assurance”) and music by William Kirkpatrick, which was published in 1885. Some references in Atchison, Kansas, credit an African-American foundry worker and vocalist, Rev. Elijah Cluke, for the current rendition of the song. "Just a Closer Walk with Thee" became better known nationally in the 1930s when African-American churches held huge musical conventions. 

The first known recording was by the Selah Jubilee Singers on October 8, 1941, in New York City; with Thurman Ruth and John Ford lead vocal; Fred Baker, lead baritone; Monroe Clark, baritone; J. B. Nelson, bass vocal; and Fred Baker on guitar. 

Since then it has had an almost unparalleled success with many church musicians and secular artists recording their own renditions of the hymn. 

In 1958, an unreleased home recording was recorded by Elvis Presley, made in Waco, Texas, on May 27. Tennessee Ernie Ford made the charts with it in the late 1950s. By the end of the 1970s, more than a hundred artists had recorded the song, including names such as Willie Nelson, Bob Dylan, Johnny Cash, Van Morrison, The Gatlin Brothers, Randy Travis, Eric Clapton, and Louis Armstrong. 
*taken largely from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Just_a_Closer_Walk_with_Thee 


