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 Brian LePeter/Savannah Morning News
Runner-up Shirley Tripp, right, embraces Robert Sims Saturday night after he won the American Traditions competition at Savannah Onstage International Arts Festival held at the First African Baptist Church. 
Chicago man wins Onstage vocal contest 
By Gene Downs 
Savannah Morning News 

With soul-stirring renditions of traditional spirituals, Chicago baritone Robert Sims won the sixth annual Enmark American Traditions Competition over five other hopefuls Saturday night at First African Baptist Church. 

"It's overwhelming, and I am honored," Sims said moments after accepting the $10,000 first-place check and the winner's gold medal. 

"It's not over until you win. This is my fourth (American Traditions) competition." 

Big voices beat out flashy showmanship in the sanctuary of First African Baptist, with the five judges seeming to be less moved by a clever stage show than by vocal fireworks.  Sims met with more success by limiting the dramatics to his vocals. 

Shunning the microphone, he began with a moving a cappella version of the gospel song "This Little Light of Mine." His other numbers included "The Olive Tree" from the musical "Kismet," "You May Run on for a Long Time" and "Is There Anybody Here Who Loves My Jesus?" 

Between songs, Sims acknowledged applause from the near-capacity crowd with a slight nod of the head, his humble demeanor a sharp contrast to his expressive and confident performance. 

Saturday's six finalists were chosen from a field of more than 150 applicants that was narrowed to 50 quarterfinalists and then to 25 semifinalists. 

Judges for the competition were opera singer George Shirley, actress Jane Powell, singer Marni Nixon, "Annie" composer Charles Strouse, and Ysaye M. Barnwell, of the vocal group Sweet Honey in the Rock. 


