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Preface

It’s now been more than half a century since rock and roll’s official birth,
although the music’s roots stretch back much further. In that time, the genre
has produced a rogues’ gallery of memorable performers who’ve made essen-
tial contributions to rock’s development as a major American art form, while
emerging as fascinating, bigger-than-life figures in their own right.

It’s common for historians to point to July 5, 1954—the evening that Elvis
Presley recorded his debut single, “That’s All Right, Mama” at Sun Records’
Memphis studio—as the Night That Rock and Roll Was Born. But rock’s
birth cycle was messier and more complicated. The mongrel synthesis of black
and white musical forms—blues, jazz, gospel, country—was the product of
the convergence of an unruly mass of musical, cultural, and social forces that
had been percolating for longer than anyone could remember. Presley’s
significance lies largely in the fact that in addition to being a brilliant and
riveting performer, he was a charismatic young white man whose music could
be marketed to Caucasian audiences at a time when musical tastes were as
racially segregated as the rest of American society.

Those musical divisions began to break apart in the years following World
War II. Postwar posterity created the first generation of American teenagers
with sufficient disposable income to make them a potent economic force. Not
coincidentally, that generation became the first to forge its own musical tastes;
prior to the rock and roll era, kids more or less listened to the same music as
their parents.

Beginning in the early 1950s, substantial numbers of white kids, who found
little to relate to in the white-bread pop hits of the day, had begun to embrace
the energy and immediacy of black rhythm and blues. While legal, social, and
economic boundaries could prevent the races from mixing in public, they
couldn’t keep white teens from listening to the black R&B discs that could be
heard on the radio in most cities, spun by hipster disc jockeys of both races.
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One of the most prominent was Alan Freed, whose combination of patter and
platters captivated teens in Cleveland and New York, and who’s generally
credited as the man who popularized the term “rock and roll.”

Almost immediately, rock and roll became the subject of outrage and derision
from various moral guardians, authority figures, and bigots, who decried the
music as an inducement to sexual abandon and race mixing. The critics, of
course, were correct, and the music would play an integral, if gradual, role in
breaking down racial barriers. In rock’s early days, though, it was standard
practice for hits by African American artists to be covered, in watered-down
form, by white artists in order to make them palatable to white listeners. Thus,
Little Richard’s raucous, sexually charged “Tutti Frutti” became a jaunty,
nonthreatening nonsense ditty in the hands of clean-cut Pat Boone, while the
Penguins’ passionate doo-wop anthem “Earth Angel” was whitewashed by the
Crew-Cuts’ version. But teenagers were too savvy to be fooled for long; most of
the neutered cover versions, even the popular ones, were soon forgotten, while
the originals were permanently enshrined in listeners’ hearts.

But the view of rock and roll as a matter of whites co-opting and diluting
black music is simplistic and inaccurate. For example, the multitude of rocka-
billy artists who followed in Elvis’s wake, most of them Southerners of hum-
ble means, brought their own personalities and experiences to the mix, as
evidenced by the dynamic work of Elvis’s Sun Records labelmates Jerry Lee
Lewis, Carl Perkins, and Johnny Cash, and that of such lesser-known icono-
clasts as Charlie Feathers, Sonny Burgess, and Billy Lee Riley.

The first flowering of rock and roll in the 1950s produced a rich and diverse
array of black and white performers. Many of the latter—like Bill Haley, the
Everly Brothers, Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran, and Gene Vincent—were
steeped in country and rockabilly yet equally enamored of rhythm and blues.
New Orleans, the city that had given birth to jazz, spawned jazz-rooted hits
by Fats Domino, Huey “Piano” Smith, Lloyd Price, Lee Dorsey, Ernie K-Doe,
and Clarence “Frogman” Henry. In Chicago, the seminal blues label Chess
entered the rock and roll market by introducing two of rock’s preeminent
auteurs, refined wordsmith Chuck Berry and primitive genius Bo Diddley.
Various urban centers spawned a biracial wave of doo-wop vocal groups.
And innovative, forward-thinking African American artists Ray Charles, Sam
Cooke, Jackie Wilson, and James Brown worked to lay the foundations of
modern soul music.

It’s a widely accepted truism that the years between the 1959 plane crash
that killed Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and the Big Bopper and the arrival of
the Beatles in early 1964 were fallow ones for rock and roll. But that notion
is refuted by the sheer volume of magnificent music that was made during that
period—by such one-of-a-kind voices as Roy Orbison and Del Shannon, by a
wave of urban girl groups, by visionary producer Phil Spector, by surf-music
overachievers the Beach Boys, and in the early stirrings of Motown, Stax and
numerous other R&B labels.



Preface xiii

For an America whose idealism had just been shattered by the assassination
of its youthful president John F. Kennedy, the Beatles’ arrival was welcomed
as a desperately needed dose of optimism. The Beatles’ influence was so per-
vasive that their success opened the doors for a massive influx of British acts,
who dominated the American charts until the social and cultural upheavals of
1967’s Summer of Love. Although the idealism of the Woodstock era didn’t
last, that period’s musical changes did, pushing rock in a heavier, more self-
consciously serious direction, and shifting the music industry’s emphasis from
hit singles to long-playing albums.

The 1970s saw rock diversify and fragment into diverse subgenres, which
enriched and deepened the music’s stylistic range, even if it limited its potential
to spawn mass movements as it had in the 1950s and 1960s. As mainstream
rock grew increasingly bloated and impersonal, blowback arrived in the form
of the do-it-yourself rebellion of punk rock. Punk was both a mass movement
and an influential commercial phenomenon in Britain, but it remained a cult
item in America, where it spawned a vibrant independent underground that
would eventually inspire the commercial alternative-rock boom of the 1990s.

In America, mainstream rock grew moribund in the 1980s, with the rise of
style-obsessed MTV seeming to signal the death of the music’s potential for
provocation and transcendence. But the stasis of mainstream rock helped to
fuel an increasingly vibrant underground circuit of left-of-center bands,
scrappy independent labels, and small regional clubs. The built-in limitations
of airplay, distribution, and media exposure conspired to keep American
indie-rock underground for years, until the long-simmering groundswell
exploded in the major-label success of Nirvana in the early 1990s.

As of this writing, the massive influence of the Internet, downloading, and
affordable home recording has democratized music making and redrawn the
parameters of the music industry. The long-term effects of these changes are
still in the process of revealing themselves, but the music itself remains as
integral to American life as ever.

In Icons of Rock, we examine the lives, music, and long-term influence of
two dozen of rock’s most prominent and influential bands and solo artists.
Although each left an indelible mark on rock’s development, we chose this
combination of acts in effort to provide a representative cross-section of rock’s
rich panoply of sounds, styles, and stances. Indeed, rock’s history is so broad
and varied that we could just as easily have chosen twenty-four other acts and
provided an equally representative selection. While history is written by the
winners, it’s worth noting that the rock’s foundation owes as much to obscure
visionaries, forgotten geniuses, and one-hit wonders as it does to superstars.
But the twenty-four artist profiles featured in Icons of Rock—accompanied
here by a variety of related features—offers a useful introduction for new
listeners while providing additional insight for committed fans.

—Scott Schinder
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Elvis Presley

Scott Schinder

THE BOY WHO INVENTED ROCK AND ROLL

Actually, no one person can claim to have invented rock and roll. The funda-
mentally mongrel genre arose from a long-simmering cross-pollination of
black and white musical styles, an evolution that was fueled by the increasing
pervasiveness of music radio broadcasting in America beginning in the 1930s.
The cross-pollination of black and white music had already begun long before
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the term “rock and roll” (originally African American slang for sexual inter-
course) was ever applied to music, with blues and jazz elements turning up
frequently in white country music, and vice versa.

But if one were to narrow down the birth of rock and roll to a specific time
and place, the most logical choice would be the informal recording session
that took place on the evening of July 5, 1954, in the modest studio of Sun
Records on 706 Union Avenue in Memphis, Tennessee. It was there that Elvis
Presley, a poor teenaged country boy from Tupelo, Mississippi, merged dispa-
rate strands of blues, country, and gospel into a fiercely dynamic sound that
ignited a musical and cultural explosion whose reverberations are still being
felt today. The track that Presley cut that night, “That’s All Right, Mama,”
would quickly emerge as the cornerstone of a revolution.

Elvis Presley is the single most significant figure in rock and roll history,
and it’s hard to imagine rock and roll without his contributions. In addition
to revolutionizing the way popular music sounded and looked, he forever
changed the way young people relate to music. Emerging from the racially
segregated South in the mid-1950s, Elvis, consciously or not, struck an
important blow for racial harmony by making African American music
accessible to millions of white teens who wouldn’t have been exposed to it
otherwise. And in popularizing rock and roll for a worldwide audience,
Elvis almost single-handedly altered the parameters of the entertainment
industry. By many estimates, he remains history’s biggest-selling recording
artist.

Elvis certainly wasn’t the first white man to perform black music. But he
was the first to fuse elements of rhythm and blues, country, and gospel into a
distinctive, charismatic package that held consistent appeal for white kids,
without sanitizing the music or sacrificing its essential grit.

Charismatic and cocky yet humble and polite, generous and charitable yet
paranoid and tyrannical, Elvis embodied the contradictions of his country, his
time, and his genre. If his life and career would take a darker turn and end in
tragedy and dissipation, his best music remains as compelling as ever. His
original status as the King of Rock and Roll has never been seriously chal-
lenged, and he’s remained a bottomless source of inspiration for the genera-
tions of rock and rollers who’ve taken up the cause in the decades since that
July night in Mempbhis.

“When I first heard Elvis’s voice, I just knew that I wasn’t going to work for
anybody, and nobody was going to be my boss,” Bob Dylan once said. “Hear-
ing him for the first time was like busting out of jail.”!

“Before Elvis,” commented Keith Richards, “everything was in black and
white. Then came Elvis. Zoom, glorious Technicolor.”?

“Before there was Elvis, there was nothing,” John Lennon declared.?

“It was like he came along and whispered some dream in everybody’s ear,
and somehow we all dreamed it,” rhapsodized Bruce Springsteen.*
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The basic elements of Elvis Presley’s history have been so thoroughly docu-
mented, retold, and mythologized that it can be a challenge to separate fact
from legend. But even the most circumspect reading of his story reveals a
quintessential American saga that’s both a heroic saga and a cautionary tale.

THE BOY KING

Elvis Aaron Presley was born just before dawn on January 8, 19335, in a two-
room house in rural Tupelo, Mississippi, to Vernon and Gladys Presley. Like
many of their home region, Vernon and Gladys struggled amidst the lingering
effects of the Great Depression, with Vernon taking various odd jobs to make
ends meet. Elvis’s twin brother, Jesse Garon, was stillborn, leaving Elvis an
only child. When Elvis was three years old, Vernon began serving a nine-
month sentence at the infamous Parchman Farm prison camp for forging a
check; his father’s extended absence contributed to the closeness that he would
maintain with his mother for the rest of her life.

Although Vernon and Gladys were poor, they were protective and indul-
gent of their son. At age ten, Elvis made his first known public appearance,
singing “Old Shep” (a song he would record after becoming famous) in a
youth talent contest at the Mississippi-Alabama Fair and Dairy Show, which
was broadcast over local radio station WELO. That event prompted his par-
ents to buy him a guitar for his eleventh birthday.

When Elvis was thirteen, the family relocated to Memphis, in search of a
better life. Memphis was a cultural crossroads that, despite institutionalized
racial segregation, played host to a vibrant melting pot of black and white
musical traditions. The Presleys lived in public housing, and in the poor neigh-
borhoods of the city’s north side. Their attendance of a white Pentecostal
church instilled Elvis’s lifelong affinity for gospel music. He also developed a
passion for country, blues, and bluegrass, as well as the work of mainstream
white pop vocalists (he often cited Dean Martin as one his favorite singers).

As a teenager attending all-white L.C. Humes High School, Elvis was shy,
quiet, and something of a misfit. A highlight of those years was his prize-
winning performance at a school talent show. He absorbed black music
through regular trips to Memphis’s bustling Beale Street, where he purchased
slick hipster threads that belied his family’s humble economic circumstances.
He cultivated a nonconformist personal style, with sideburns and a slicked-
back haircut that was scandalous by the standards of the time.

After graduating from high school on June 3, 1953, Elvis took a job work-
ing at Parker Machinists Shop, moving to a better-paying position driving a
delivery truck for the Crown Electric Company in the fall. During the sum-
mer, he had visited the Memphis Recording Service, home of the Sun Records
label, and paid about $4 to record a pair of pop ballads, “My Happiness” and
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“That’s When Your Heartaches Begin,” onto a ten-inch acetate disc as a pres-
ent for his mother.

The Memphis Recording Service had been founded in early 1950 by Sam
Phillips, a former disc jockey from Alabama who paid the bills by hiring out
his services to make tape recordings of local weddings, bar mitzvahs, and
community events. But Phillips’s real passion was music, and he drew from
the region’s rich regional talent pool to record blues, R&B, and hillbilly musi-
cians, licensing the results to such independent labels as Chess in Chicago,
Duke-Peacock in Houston, and Modern and RPM in Los Angeles. Among the
notable African American musicians who recorded for Phillips were Howlin’
Wolf, Rufus Thomas, Rosco Gordon, Little Milton, Bobby Blue Bland, and a
young B.B. King. Eventually, Phillips started his own label, Sun, and began
releasing his recordings himself.

One of Phillips’s early successes was 1951’ “Rocket 88,” credited to Jackie
Brenston and His Delta Cats but actually the work of a young Ike Turner and
his band the Kings of Rhythm. That song is considered by many to be the first
rock and roll record, thanks to its driving backbeat and raw, distorted electric
guitar.

Although Phillips had had considerable success recording and releasing
music by black artists, he realized that the racial divisions that governed the
entertainment industry at the time limited his sales potential. “If only I could
find a white man (with) the Negro feel,” Phillips had been quoted as saying,
“I could make a billion dollars.”’

Phillips wasn’t present when Elvis came to Sun to record the acetate disc for
Gladys. But Marion Keisker, Phillips’s secretary and right-hand woman, was
impressed enough to make a tape copy of the tracks to play for her boss. Phil-
lips wasn’t immediately impressed when he heard the tape the next day. In
January 1954, Elvis showed up at Sun again to cut another two-sided acetate.
This time, Phillips was in attendance, but still wasn’t ready to invite Presley to
make records for his label.

In June 1954, Phillips took a liking to a demo of a ballad titled “Without
You” and decided to record the tune for Sun. After an unsuccessful attempt to
find the vocalist on the original demo, Keisker suggested getting “the kid with
the sideburns” to take a crack at it, and called Elvis to Sun for his first chance
at making a real record. But the inexperienced singer had trouble connecting
with the song, and nothing usable arose from the session. Despite the fruitless
recording attempt, Phillips was intrigued by Presley’s voice and presence, and
tested the newcomer by asking him to run through every song he knew. Elvis
responded to the challenge by regaling Phillips with a broad array of country,
blues, gospel, and pop material.

Phillips was sufficiently impressed with the breadth of Presley’s musical
knowledge to decide to invest some effort into developing the unseasoned young-
ster into a recording artist. Toward that end, Phillips teamed the nineteen-
year-old with a pair of older local musicians, twenty-one-year-old guitarist
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Scotty Moore and twenty-seven-year-old bassist Bill Black. Moore and Black
were members of the local country and western outfit the Starlight Wranglers,
which had done some recording at Sun, but Phillips felt that Elvis might fare
better with spare, stripped-down backing than a full band. For a few weeks,
Presley, Moore, and Black met daily to run through songs and work on devel-
oping a sound.

In an era when most records were made quickly and within tightly con-
trolled session timeframes, Sam Phillips was an early proponent of keeping
the tape rolling and allowing the musicians to experiment. Since Phillips
owned the studio, Sun artists had the luxury of recording in informal, open-
ended sessions, minus the usual deadline pressures. That method would play
a key role in the development of Elvis’s musical persona.

On July 3, Presley, Moore, Black, and Phillips gathered at Sun to cut some
tracks, including a hopped-up version of the Bill Monroe bluegrass standard
“Blue Moon of Kentucky.” After they’d spent several hours running through
various material with unsatisfying results, Elvis spontaneously broke into “That’s
All Right, Mama,” a 1946 number by Mississippi bluesman Arthur “Big Boy”
Crudup. As the legend goes, Moore and Black picked up the accelerated
tempo, Phillips got the tape rolling, and the rest is history.

It’s fair to say that no one had ever heard anything like “That’s All Right,
Mama” before. The combination of Elvis’s playful, forceful vocal, Moore and
Black’s spare, fiery support, and Sun’s trademark slapback echo combined to
create a sound that was completely new.

As spirited as the performances were, the tape-delay echo that Phillips used
on “That’s All Right, Mama” was equally integral to the track’s appeal.
Thereafter, echo would become a key component in the sound of early rock
and roll.

Phillips loved the track’s manic energy, but when Sun released Presley’s
debut single two weeks later, “That’s All Right, Mama” (listed on the label as
“That’s All Right”) was initially relegated to the B-side. The designated A-side
was “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” but it was the flip that would put Elvis—and
rock and roll—on the map.

A couple of nights after “That’s All Right, Mama” session, Sam brought a
test pressing of the single to his friend Dewey Phillips (no relation), a manic
white disc jockey who spun black rhythm and blues platters on his show Red
Hot and Blue on local station WHBQ. The show was broadcast from the sta-
tion’s headquarters at the Chisca Hotel in downtown Memphis, and main-
tained a large biracial audience. The motor-mouthed D] played “That’s All
Right, Mama” several times in a row, and the station’s switchboard was
reportedly flooded with requests to hear it again. Dewey phoned the Presley
home to get Elvis to the station for his first-ever live interview. By the end of
the week, Sun had advance orders of 7,000.

Released on July 19, just two weeks after it was recorded, “That’s All Right,
Mama” became a local hit in Memphis. Presley promoted the release with
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some informal local performances; on some of those, he was backed by Moore
and Black’s band the Starlight Wranglers, whose other members reportedly
resented Scotty and Bill’s moonlighting with Elvis.

In an effort to generate interest outside of their hometown, Elvis, Scotty,
and Bill (sometimes billed as “the Blue Moon Boys”) hit the road as a touring
act. The three musicians and their gear crammed into a Chevrolet Bel Air,
with Black’s doghouse bass strapped to the roof, and worked at a grinding
pace, regularly driving hundreds of miles between shows around the South.
They often worked as a warmup act for such established country stars as Slim
Whitman, Minnie Pearl, and the Louvin Brothers, whose fans had never
before experienced anything like Elvis’s volcanic vocals and hip-swiveling,
leg-shaking stage moves.

“The first time that I appeared on stage, it scared me to death,” Presley later
asserted in the 1972 documentary Elvis on Tour. “I really didn’t know what
all the yelling was about. I didn’t realize that my body was moving. It’s a
natural thing to me. So to the manager backstage I said, “What’d I do? What’d
I do?’ And he said, “Whatever it is, go back and do it again.’ ”¢

It wasn’t long before Elvis’s stage moves were regularly evoking hysterical
responses from female audience members. One such instance was a pair of
Webb Pierce concerts on August 10, 1954, at Overton Park in Memphis, at
which Presley appeared as an unbilled opening act. For the early show, he
played a set of country ballads to a lukewarm response. But for the late per-
formance, he concentrated on up-tempo material, and whipped the crowd
into such a frenzy that headliner Pierce—then one of country’s biggest stars—
refused to perform. Such occurrences generated hostility toward the young
upstart in some quarters of the conservative country music community, but
they also hastened Elvis’s rise to headliner status.

Presley delivered another savage performance on his second Sun single,
“Good Rockin’ Tonight,” a reworking of a 1948 hit by New Orleans rhythm
and blues shouter Roy Brown. The disc was released in September 1954, and
maintained Sam Phillips’s strategy of combining a “black” R&B song with a
“white” country ballad (in this case “I Don’t Care If the Sun Don’t Shine”), in
order to broaden airplay potential. “Good Rockin’ Tonight” became another
regional hit.

The same month, Elvis performed on Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry, the
wildly popular Saturday-night radio show that was a bastion of mainstream
country and western music. As the story goes, he was not well received, with
Opry manager Jim Denny famously telling the singer that he should go back
to driving a truck.

While he may have been too unruly to be embraced by the staid Opry, Pres-
ley was more warmly received by the show’s less hidebound competitor the
Louisiana Hayride, which originated on Shreveport’s KWKH. He made his
first Hayride appearance in October 1954 and soon won a one-year contract,
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becoming popular enough with listeners that his regular slot was expanded to
twenty minutes. His presence on the Louisiana Hayride would play a signifi-
cant role in winning Elvis new fans across the South.

Presley’s own live shows continued to draw larger concentrations of young
female fans, with the performances growing progressively wilder and more
provocative. The more raucous direction was aided by the addition of Louisiana
Hayride house drummer D.]J. Fontana to Presley’s touring band.

Elvis’s rising popularity, and his musical progress, would continue with
four more Sun singles. Most were interpretations of material recorded by other
artists, but to call them cover versions hardly does them justice. By the time
Presley was done with Kokomo Arnold’s “Milkcow Blues Boogie,” Arthur
Gunter’s “Baby, Let’s Play House,” and Junior Parker’s “Mystery Train,” they
were his, and his versions would forever eclipse the originals. “Mystery
Train,” with its foreboding lyrics and general aim of enigmatic dread, is one
of Presley’s finest and most resonant moments.

By mid-19535, it had become obvious that Elvis had superstar potential. But
his popularity was still limited to the South, and it was apparent that a boost
to national fame would require more money and clout than Sam Phillips—or
Bob Neal, the Memphis D] who’d become Presley’s manager—could muster.
His association with the Louisiana Hayride had put Presley in contact with
Colonel Tom Parker, whose résumé included managing country stars Eddy
Arnold and Hank Snow. A savvy huckster who’d picked up the rudiments of
show business while touring with a traveling carnival, Parker recognized
Elvis’s untapped earning potential, and officially took over as his manager in
August.

Parker—who’d received the honorary title of colonel in 1948 from Louisi-
ana governor and country singer Jimmie Davis—claimed to have been born in
Huntington, West Virginia. But in later years, it would emerge that Parker
had constructed an elaborate persona to mask his real history. Apparently
born Andreas Cornelis Van Kuijk in Breda, Holland, on June 26, 1909, he
was actually a native of the Netherlands who’d fled his homeland, under
shadowy circumstances, in May 1929 and later served in the U.S. Army before
being discharged for “psychosis, psychogenic depression (and) emotional
instability.”

The colonel’s relationship with Elvis, and the many questionable decisions
that he would make on his client’s behalf, would become the subject of much
speculation and criticism in the future. But there can be little doubt that Parker
was instrumental in engineering Presley’s initial rise from regional phenomenon
to international sensation.

Parker’s first major move was to secure a new record deal. In November
1955, Elvis signed with RCA Records, in an arrangement that involved a buy-
out of his Sun contract and recordings. Sam Phillips received the then-record
sum of $35,000, plus an additional $5,000 in back royalties owed to Presley.
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Sun Records Beyond Elvis

The seismic impact of Elvis Presley’s success made him the brightest star in the
galaxy of Sun Records. But Sam Phillips’s matchless ear for original talent and
his deceptively casual style of production brought forth several more major
artists in the period 1954-57 including three Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in-
ductees: Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins.

Johnny Cash grew up to become one of the most important artists in Amer-
ican music—one whose popularity and influence extended well beyond the
country field. The 1956 Sun release “I Walk the Line,” was the singer’s first
number one country song. It established the immediately identifiable sound
of Cash’s resonant baritone voice; the sparse but propulsive accompaniment
of his band, the Tennessee Two (later Three), and songs that blended primal
strains of American folk, blues, and gospel music.

Louisiana singer/pianist Jerry Lee Lewis combined a precarious emotional
volatility with effortless musical versatility. He shot to international stardom in
1957 with the landmark Sun hits “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin” On” and “Great
Balls of Fire.”

Carl Perkins, the son of poor Tennessee sharecroppers, was a fine electric
guitarist with a warm, inviting vocal style and a knack for writing catchy, coun-
try-flavored songs set to a rock and roll beat. In early 1956, Perkins’s second
Sun single, “Blue Suede Shoes” (which he wrote), became the label’s first
million-seller when it reached number one on the country charts and number
two on both the pop and R&B lists.

Andy Schwartz

In hindsight, it’s easy to view Phillips’s willingness to relinquish Presley as
folly. But $35,000 was an unprecedented payoff by 1955 standards. Phillips
also pointed out that he didn’t possess the financial wherewithal to promote
Elvis nationally, and that Sun was in need of an influx of cash to expand the
company and promote new artists like Jerry Lee Lewis and Carl Perkins.

Parker, meanwhile, set up music publishing companies to oversee the songs
Elvis would record for RCA. Shrewdly realizing the commercial value of hav-
ing a composition cut by Presley, the colonel was able to demand that song-
writers give up a piece of their publishing royalties in return for the privilege
(which explains non-writer Presley’s name occasionally turning up in the cred-
its of several of the tunes he recorded). While this practice would generate
additional income, it would also limit the range of material that Presley had
access to.

To further maximize his client’s profitability, Parker licensed Presley’s name
and likeness for a dizzying array of products, from toy guitars to phonographs
to wallets to cologne to stuffed hound dogs and teddy bears, unleashing a tor-
rent of Elvis-related trinkets that continues to this day. Such commercial tie-ins
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demonstrated the colonel’s knack for sniffing out profits, but they were also
symptomatic of his tendency to go for the quick buck, with little consideration
of those moves’ long-term affect on Elvis’s image or credibility.

Parker’s schemes would generate considerable income for Presley—and for
Parker, whose hefty 25 percent commission would later rise to an unprece-
dented 50 percent. For better or worse, the colonel would exercise control
over most of Elvis’s business and creative decisions for the remainder of his
career.

ELVISMANIA

Elvis’s first RCA session took place on January 10, 1956—two days after his
twenty-first birthday—at the company’s Nashville studio. Recording was
overseen by Steve Sholes, head of RCA’s country division, who’d signed Pres-
ley to the label. Moore, Black, and Fontana were augmented by legendary
guitarist Chet Atkins and noted session pianist Floyd Cramer, plus the gospel
vocal quartet the Jordanaires, who would continue to play a prominent role
in his recordings.

That date yielded “Heartbreak Hotel,” a stark, seething, sexually charged
manifesto that proved to be the perfect calling card to introduce Elvis to a
national—and international—audience. Released in late January as his RCA
debut, the song justified the company’s investment by becoming Presley’s first
national hit, rising to the number one slot on Billboard’s pop chart and selling
over 300,000 copies in its first three weeks.

Two months later, the label released Presley’s first full-length LP, Elvis Pres-
ley, which combined new RCA recordings with some previously unheard left-
overs from his Sun days. Despite containing none of his hits, the collection
spent ten weeks at the top of Billboard’s pop LP chart, earning Elvis his first
gold album award.

Elvismania briefly simmered down on April 23, 1956, when Presley made
his Las Vegas debut with an extended engagement at the New Frontier Hotel.
But Elvis (billed as “the Atomic Powered Singer”) wasn’t well received by the
gamblers and tourists who comprised most of the New Frontier audience, and
the gig was cut short after two weeks.

Although his first Vegas trip had been a failure, one good thing did come
out of it. During their visit, Elvis and band heard Freddie Bell and the Bellboys
performing a flamboyant version of “Hound Dog,” a song penned by the up-
and-coming duo of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, and originally recorded by
Big Mama Thornton in 1953. Elvis worked up his own raucous reading of the
song, which would become one of his signature hits three months later.

A key factor in Elvis’s rise to household-name status in 1956 was a series
of high-profile prime-time TV appearances which Parker cannily booked.
Between January and March, he performed on six episodes of Tommy and
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Jimmy Dorsey’s CBS variety show, followed by a pair of guest spots on Milton
Berle’s NBC program. His June 5 performance of “Hound Dog” on the Berle
show generated a storm of controversy over the singer’s gyrations—and simul-
taneously established Presley as a top ratings draw.

When Elvis performed “Hound Dog” on Steve Allen’s Sunday night ABC
show three weeks later, Allen had an uncomfortable-looking Elvis trussed up
in a tuxedo and singing to a basset hound. That night also marked the first
time Allen had beaten Ed Sullivan’s wildly popular variety hour in the ratings,
and the shrewd Sullivan—who had initially vowed that he’d never allow Pres-
ley onto his stage—responded by booking Elvis for three appearances in Sep-
tember, October, and January, for which Colonel Tom was able to extract a
hefty $50,000 performance fee.

The Sullivan shows were instrumental in launching Elvis Presley as a
national phenomenon, raising his public profile while amplifying the moralis-
tic furor over his scandalous movements. The controversy was such that, for
the last of his Sullivan spots, the camera operators were instructed to only
shoot Elvis from the waist up, even when he performed the gospel standard
“There’ll Be Peace in the Valley for Me.” The mild-mannered camera work
aside, Sullivan, at the time one of the most powerful men in television, did his
part to defuse the controversy by assuring his audience that Presley was a fine,
decent boy.

While the TV appearances helped to ratchet up the air of fan hysteria that
surrounded Presley, the real evidence of Elvismania was in his riotous live
concerts, which attracted teenage ticket buyers in record numbers. Reports of
his fans literally tearing the clothes off of their idol’s back arose on more than
one occasion. When he performed at the Mississippi-Alabama Fair in 1956,
100 National Guardsmen were recruited to keep fans from storming the stage.

In its May 15, 1956, issue, Time magazine offered an adult perspective on
the live Elvis experience: “Without preamble, the three-piece band cuts loose.
In the spotlight, the lanky singer flails furious rhythms on his guitar, every
now and then breaking a string. In a pivoting stance, his hips swing sensu-
ously from side to side and his entire body takes on a frantic quiver, as if he
had swallowed a jackhammer.””

As his popularity rose, Elvis was increasingly the target of various media
observers and moral guardians who decried him as a corruptor of the nation’s
youth. As the most visible figurehead of the new youth culture, he was an
inviting target for those eager to blame him and his music for a litany of social
ills, from juvenile delinquency to teen promiscuity.

The groundswell of anti-Elvis outrage was such that, when he performed in
Jacksonville, Florida, in August 1956, juvenile court judge Marion Gooding
threatened to arrest the singer if he shook his body while on stage. Presley
remained still for the entire set, wiggling a single finger in protest.

“Rhythm is something you either have or don’t have,” Elvis commented,
“but when you have it, you have it all over.”?
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Although he was still treated with trepidation, condescension, or down-
right derision by many mainstream commentators, the adult world’s skepti-
cism strengthened Elvis’s credibility with teenagers. Thanks to post—World
War II prosperity, those teens now comprised a powerful economic force that
was essential in fueling rock and roll’s birth.

Much of the criticism leveled at Elvis carried a thinly veiled—and some-
times not so thinly veiled—air of racism. While some religious and commu-
nity leaders condemned him for playing the Devil’s Music, others castigated
his style as “nigger music.”

Much as they tried, the critics couldn’t stop Presley, or the legion of rock
and roll stars—both black and white—who followed in his wake. Elvis’s suc-
cess created an eager audience for such African American performers as Chuck
Berry, Little Richard, Fats Domino, and Bo Diddley, as well as white rockers
like Jerry Lee Lewis, the Everly Brothers, and Buddy Holly, who shared his
background in country and western music.

Presley’s example, particularly the homespun, do-it-yourself vibe of his Sun
recordings, also launched an explosion in rockabilly, with countless young
white boys, mostly but not exclusively in the South, picking up guitars and
delivering high-energy variations on Elvis’s sound. Some of them, like Lewis,
Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, and Roy Orbison, would launch their careers at
Sun. Some, like Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent, and Presley’s high school class-
mate Johnny Burnette, would gain major-label deals, while hundreds more
would record for small independent regional labels.

The Rockabilly Explosion

Rockabilly hitched the driving beat of early black rhythm and blues artists like
Fats Domino and Little Richard to the guitar-based instrumentation of “hill-
billy,” as the industry dubbed the country sounds of Hank Williams and Lefty
Frizzell. Although it lasted only from about 1954 to 1958, the sound and style
of rockabilly touched every region of the United States. Its popularity ex-
panded the overall music market through an outpouring of raw talent, the
likes of which would not be repeated until the Beatles-inspired rock explosion
of the mid-1960s.

A great rockabilly record didn’t require much in the way of musical sophistica-
tion or technical ability. The songs were just three or four chords, and the singers
privileged excitement over enunciation. If the recording engineer could apply
enough echo to the tracks, a cardboard box might even substitute for real drums.
Many confirmed country performers attempted to jump on the new trend, often
recording big-beat numbers under pseudonyms: George Jones as “Thumper
Jones,” Buck Owens as “Corky Jones,” Webb Pierce as “Shady Walls.”

By contrast, both the Everly Brothers and Ricky Nelson were more sincere in
their commitment to the new music and more inventive in their approach.

11
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The roots of Don and Phil Everly lay deep in the country and bluegrass styles
of their native Kentucky, but beginning in 1957 they incorporated pop, blues,
and R&B in a dazzling series of discs including the number ones “Wake Up,
Little Susie” and “Cathy’s Clown.” In that same year, Ricky Nelson released his
first single—a cover of Fats Domino’s “I'm Walkin’“—and promptly became
the second most famous rock and roller in the country (after Elvis), thanks to
a featured musical segment on his family’s weekly television series The Adven-
tures of Ozzie & Harriet. In his first five years as a recording artist, Nelson scored
seventeen Top Ten hits, most featuring the peerless lead guitar work of James
Burton.

Gene Vincent placed five songs on the Hot 100 in 1956-57 (including the
masterful “Be-Bop-A-Lu-La”) and never had another hit. But his initial impact
was sufficient to sustain the troubled singer’s performing career until his death
in 1971, especially among the dedicated Vincent cultists of Britain and France.
Two brothers from Memphis, Johnny and Dorsey Burnette, formed the Johnny
Burnette Trio with guitarist Paul Burlison. Their lone album, Rock ‘n’ Roll Trio
(1957), is an all-time rockabilly classic that includes “The Train Kept A-Rollin’,”
a song later recorded by the Yardbirds and Aerosmith. In 1960, Wanda Jack-
son’s “Let’s Have a Party” was a spirited late entry in the rockabilly sweep-
stakes, although she soon returned to a straight country repertoire.

For every hopeful with a record on the national charts, there were a half-
dozen whose songs found only local or regional success. “Everybody’s Got a
Baby but Me” by Warren Miller and “Rockin’ by Myself” by Sammy Gowans
are just two rockabilly classics by artists who were barely acknowledged even
in their own time.

A.S.

Records weren’t the only things that Elvis was helping to sell. Sales of tran-
sistor radios and record players boomed in the wake of his rise to fame, while
the rock and roll explosion that he set off helped to build the fledgling record
business into a major industry. Teenagers around the United States emulated
his dress sense and adopted his “ducktail” haircut.

One example of Elvis’s ubiquitous fame was the publicity that accompanied
the brief, informal jam session on December 4, 1956, by the one-off super group
that came to be known as the Million Dollar Quartet. That event transpired
when Presley dropped in to visit Sun Records while Carl Perkins was recording,
with Jerry Lee Lewis playing piano on the session and Johnny Cash also in atten-
dance. They ran through an improvised array of gospel, country, R&B, and pop
material. One highlight was Elvis’s admiring description of Jackie Wilson, then
lead singer of Billy Ward’s Dominoes, singing his version of the recent Presley
smash “Don’t Be Cruel,” followed by Presley’s imitation of Wilson’s delivery.

Sam Phillips had the presence of mind to keep the tape rolling. The publicity-
savvy Phillips also called the local newspaper the Memphis Press-Scimitar.
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Bob Johnson, the paper’s entertainment editor, came by to document the
event, bringing a photographer who took the famous shot of Presley at the
piano surrounded by Lewis, Perkins, and Cash (Elvis’s girlfriend Marilyn
Evans was cropped out). Bootleg tapes of the sessions circulated for years
before being officially released in 1990.

While some observers quibble that Presley’s early RCA releases lacked some
of the raw edge and primal power of his Sun sessions, it’s hard to argue with
the quality of his early RCA releases. The impassioned “I Want You, I Need
You, I Love You” (backed by another Arthur Crudup cover, “My Baby Left
Me”) was a number one follow-up to “Heartbreak Hotel,” while the subse-
quent “Hound Dog”/“Don’t Be Cruel” was a double-sided smash that became
one of the biggest-selling singles the music industry had ever seen. While less
rootsy and more polished than his Sun work, they’re still first-rate vehicles for
Presley’s talent and charisma.

The holiday LP Elvis’ Christmas Album, was also released in 1957, which
combined bucolic seasonal fare, serene gospel material, and bluesy Yuletide
tunes like “Santa Claus Is Back in Town,” “Santa, Bring My Baby Back (to
Me),” and the hit “Blue Christmas.”

GOING HOLLYWOOD

Despite his massive record sales, Presley’s—and Parker’s—aspirations ex-
tended beyond music. Offers of movie roles began to pour in during the 1956
media assault, and in April Elvis signed a seven-year movie contract with pro-
ducer Hal Wallis and Paramount Pictures. His studio screen test was a scene
from the upcoming A-list Burt Lancaster/Katharine Hepburn production
The Rainmaker. But rather than appearing in that prestigious project, Elvis
made his big-screen debut with a star turn in Love Me Tender, a hokey Civil
War—era drama that allowed him to croon four songs. It was dismissed by
critics, but became a box office smash.

Love Me Tender was followed in 1957 by Presley’s first color feature Lov-
ing You, a slick but stale showbiz romance which riffed on Elvis’s early expe-
riences touring the rural country and western circuit. Jailhouse Rock, released
later that year, offered a slightly darker take on his rise to fame, with Presley
demonstrating genuine acting ability as an ex-con turned arrogant, amoral
rock and roll star. In 1958 with King Creole Elvis rose to the challenge of a
complex role in a serious drama, holding his own alongside such serious thes-
pians as Carolyn Jones, Vic Morrow, and Walter Matthau, under the guidance
of Casablanca director Michael Curtiz.

Indeed, Presley’s early performances demonstrated that he possessed
immense natural screen presence, and his early directors and co-stars consis-
tently described him as hard working and serious about developing his acting
skills. But the colonel’s fondness for the easy payoff—and his client’s apparent
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inability to stand up to intimidating father figure Parker—would ultimately
crush Elvis’s dream of establishing a reputation as a dramatic actor.

By 1957, Elvis Presley was arguably the world’s most famous musical enter-
tainer. Bill Haley (the first American rocker to tour overseas) had been instru-
mental in popularizing rock and roll in Europe, but Elvis triggered a massive
shift in musical tastes around the world. Other countries began to spawn their
own answers to Elvis, like England’s Cliff Richard, France’s Johnny Hallyday,
and Italy’s Adriano Celentano, who offered homegrown (if watered-down)
variations on the Presley style.

Elvis’s popularity even extended behind the Iron Curtain. On February 3,
1957, the New York Times ran a story under the headline “Presley Records a
Craze in Soviet Union.” The paper reported that, although not officially
released in the Soviet Union, bootleg recordings of his music were being
pressed on discarded X-ray plates and sold on the black market in Leningrad
for the equivalent of about $12.

In March 1957, Elvis purchased his soon-to-be-famous mansion Graceland
in Memphis. The following month, he made his first Canadian appearances,
playing concerts in Toronto and Ottawa. A performance in Vancouver that
August would mark the last time he would perform outside of the United
States.

Presley’s music and film careers were still on the upswing when Elvis received
his draft notice in December 1957. By the time he reported to Fort Chaffee for
induction (and his much-publicized GI haircut) three months later, he’d left
enough unreleased tracks in the can that RCA was able to continue releasing
new material to keep him a steady chart presence during his two-year army stint.
The fan furor surrounding his induction would inspire the successful 1960
Broadway musical Bye Bye Birdie, which would also be adapted into a film.

After completing six months of basic training in Fort Hood, Texas, Presley
was stationed in Friedberg, Germany, for eighteen months. Although he main-
tained an off-base residence in nearby Bad Nauheim, Elvis was reportedly a
model soldier who requested and received no special treatment from his supe-
riors. On August 12, 1958, Gladys Presley suffered a heart attack; Elvis flew
back to Memphis to be with her, and she died two days later.

While in Germany, Elvis met fourteen-year-old Priscilla Beaulieu, step-
daughter of Army Captain Joseph Beaulieu. She would become Presley’s wife
on May 1, 1967. On February 1, 1968, exactly nine months after the wedding,
Priscilla would give birth to their only child, Lisa Marie Presley.

Although he’d worried that his fans would forget him during his absence,
Elvis Presley returned to civilian life in March 1960 to find his popularity
intact. The following month saw the release of Elvis Is Back!, a solid collec-
tion of rockers, ballads, and blues that seemed to bode well for his musical
future. It was followed by His Hand in Mine, the first of his several gospel
albums; while that disc was mild-mannered rather than impassioned, it offered
credible evidence of Elvis’s sincere and deep-rooted affinity for gospel.



Elvis Presley

The next few years would see Elvis release a handful of memorable singles,
including the catchy novelty “Return to Sender” (written by Otis Blackwell,
author of several Presley hits), the moony ballad “Can’t Help Falling in Love,”
and the tough rockers “Little Sister,” “I Feel So Bad,” and “(Marie’s the
Name) His Latest Flame.” But by 1963, just as rock was preparing to enter a
new era as an agent of social change, Elvis had more or less walked away from
his hard-won status as the King of Rock and Roll.

Elvis had initially been enthusiastic about becoming a serious actor, and his
work in Jailhouse Rock and King Creole demonstrated that his natural screen
presence could, with proper support and the right material, translate into
substantial performances.

But the Colonel had other ideas. Elvis gave sincere performances in the
flawed but heartfelt Don Siegel-directed 1960 western Flaming Star, playing
a pensive half-breed confronting racism, and in the soap-operatic Wild in the
Country, which incongruously cast him as an aspiring novelist. But instead of
following in the footsteps of his heroes Marlon Brando and James Dean, Elvis
would spend much of the 1960s starring in a series of mind-numbingly innoc-
uous b-movies that neutered his dangerous edge into soft-centered cuddliness.

Two or three times a year between 1960 and 1968, Elvis dutifully walked
through such creatively bankrupt exercises as G.I. Blues, Blue Hawaii, Girls!
Girls! Girls!, It Happened at the World’s Fair, Fun in Acapulco, Kissin’ Cous-
ins, Viva Las Vegas, Roustabout, Girl Happy, Tickle Me, Harum Scarum,
Paradise Hawaiian Style, Spinout, Easy Come Easy Go, Double Trouble,
Clambake, Speedway, and Live a Little Love a Little, which demanded little
more of Elvis than that he show up. The formula was so predictable—cast
Elvis as a rakish lifeguard/helicopter pilot/race car driver, place him in an
exotic location, surround him with pretty girls and cartoonish comic compli-
cations, and have him sing enough mediocre songs to fill the accompanying
soundtrack album—that the films were virtually interchangeable. But most of
them were huge money makers, and the colonel saw no point in messing with
a winning formula.

While America was caught up in the political, social, and musical upheavals
of the 1960s, Elvis seemed encased in a show business bubble, out of touch
with his own talent and oblivious to the changes afoot in the outside world.
Although he remained immensely popular with millions of fans, it was hard
to believe that this was the same restless revolutionary who had single-handedly
altered the face of Western culture just a few years before.

When John E. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas in 1963, Elvis was busy
cavorting in Fun in Acapulco. In 1965, while the Beatles and Bob Dylan were
leading rock into provocative new areas of personal discovery and sonic exper-
imentation, Elvis was singing “Do the Clam” amidst carefree spring-break
hijinks in Girl Happy. In 1967, as the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement,
and the summer of love were forcing Americans to reexamine their most deeply
held beliefs, Elvis was starring in Clambake.
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“The only thing worse than watching a bad movie,” Presley reportedly
said, “is being in one.”

Elvis made little effort to disguise his contempt for his 1960s movies, refus-
ing to watch them and deriding them as glorified travelogues. By all accounts,
he was deeply resentful that the colonel had steered him toward such light-
weight fare and away from more credible projects. For instance, he was the
first choice of the producers of West Side Story for that film’s male lead, but
Parker passed. West Side Story became one of the decade’s biggest blockbust-
ers, and Presley apparently held it against Parker for the rest of his life. Elvis
certainly had the clout to put his foot down and demand better scripts and
bigger budgets, but he never did.

The colonel also reportedly kept Elvis from auditioning for roles in such
edgy, culturally important films as Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, The Defiant Ones,
Thunder Road, and Midnight Cowboy. In the mid-1970s, long after his box
office appeal had been decimated by too many lousy movies, Presley was offered
an attractive comeback vehicle in A Star Is Born, but the colonel apparently
wouldn’t hear of his boy sharing star billing with Barbra Streisand.

By the time the Beatles usurped his status as the world’s biggest rock and
roll act in 1964, Elvis’s musical career had become little more than a half-
baked sideline. His film commitments kept him from performing concerts,
and most of his record releases were throwaway soundtrack albums, loaded
with trivial film tunes and often padded with old studio outtakes.

Although his recorded output gave little indication that he’d been keeping
up with musical trends, Elvis actually played host to the Beatles in his Bel Air
home in August 1965, while the Fab Four were on tour. The four-hour visit,
according to John Lennon, included an informal jam session, on which Elvis
played piano and drums.

One of the few bright spots of his largely forgettable soundtrack album
output was a 1966 reading of Bob Dylan’s “Tomorrow Is a Long Time” that
proved that Presley was still capable of delivering sensitive, compelling per-
formances when presented with quality material. But such instances were few
and far between, and the fact that this meeting of generational icons was bur-
ied on the Spinout soundtrack LP is indicative of how far out of touch Elvis
and his handlers were with the seismic changes that were occurring in music
and popular culture at the time.

THE COMEBACK

The generally appalling quality of his movie-era music made Elvis’s subse-
quent musical rejuvenation seem all the more miraculous. By 1968, the King’s
prestige was at an all-time low. Even his most patient fans had stopped turn-
ing out for his films, which by now were often consigned to the lower half
of double features, and which often didn’t receive play dates in major cities
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at all. Whether due to artistic inspiration or career necessity, Presley’s long-
dormant musical instincts stirred back to life in the late 1960s, spawning a
brilliant new body of work that instantly reestablished him as a creative
force.

Presley’s return to rock and roll was signaled by a pair of tough, rootsy
singles, the Jimmy Reed blues classic “Big Boss Man” and the Jerry Reed—penned
“Guitar Man.” Released in September 1967 and January 1968, respectively,
those efforts found him sounding more focused and engaged than he had in
nearly a decade, weaving his blues and country influences into an updated
sound that was effortlessly contemporary without pandering to trends.

They were followed in October by “If I Can Dream,” an idealistic anthem
whose acknowledgment of the era’s social ills marked something of a mile-
stone for Elvis. In other hands, the song might have felt naive or simplistic,
but Presley tore into it with such passionate belief that one couldn’t help but
be uplifted by its hopeful message. “If I Can Dream” reached number twelve
in Billboard, his best chart showing in years.

Those releases could only hint at the full-on resurrection that would occur
with Presley’s upcoming NBC-TV special. Commonly referred to as “the 1968
comeback special” but officially titled Elvis, the show—shot in late June but
not broadcast until December 3—decisively re-embraced Elvis’s rocking roots,
and in the course of one hour managed to reestablish the tarnished icon as a
contemporary artist.

Although the colonel had originally envisioned the show as a bucolic
Christmas-themed trifle, the show’s producer/director Steve Binder had some-
thing more substantial in mind. He saw the special as an opportunity for
Presley to reassert his performing prowess and reclaim his credibility. Elvis,
frustrated after the years of forgettable films and mediocre music, stood up to
his manager for a change. Actually, he and Binder conspired to keep the colo-
nel placated and distracted while they went ahead with their plans to do the
show their way.

Presley and Binder’s instincts proved correct. The NBC special reestablished
Elvis as a vital musical force virtually overnight, showing his talent and mag-
netism intact after nearly a decade of aesthetic neglect. The show opened with
a trim, leather-clad Elvis delivering the King Creole chestnut “Trouble” with
a swagger that immediately announced that he was back with a vengeance.
An informal jam session segment in which Elvis traded songs and stories with
a circle of musical pals including Scotty Moore and D.]. Fontana, showed him
to be loose, confident, and firmly in control.

Another highlight was an extended, athletic production number built
around “Guitar Man.” The piece follows its protagonist through his journey
from struggling musician to successful star, through his eventual realization
that his dream has been achieved at the expense of his original passion. In the
end, he abandons the trappings of stardom to return to his humble musical
roots. It would be hard to miss the reference to Elvis’s own travails.
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Although the colonel had originally insisted that the program end with a
rendition of “Silent Night,” the actual finale of “If I Can Dream” ended the
show on an inspirational note. Standing alone on stage, Elvis delivered the
song’s idealistic lyrical message with an intensity that made it one of the most
galvanizing moments of his career.

Suddenly, the thirty-three-year-old Elvis, long considered an anachronism,
was relevant again. As critic Greil Marcus observed in his 1975 book Mystery
Train, one of the first serious tomes to attempt to unravel Presley’s mythical
appeal, “It was the finest music of his life. If ever there was music that bleeds,
this was it.”1°

The NBC special set the stage for a remarkably productive period during
which a reenergized Elvis returned to music-making in earnest. In January
and February 1969, he entered American Studios in Memphis for his first
hometown sessions since 1955. Working with noted producer Chips Moman
and a crack assortment of Southern session players, Presley took a proactive
role in marathon all-night sessions, and the result was From Elvis in Mem-
phis, considered by many to be the best album of his career.

The American Studios recordings found Presley shaking off the boredom
and complacency that had set in during his movie years, and taking a hands-on
role in leading the band, putting together the arrangements and running the
sessions, just as he had in the old days.

As veteran producer/engineer Bones Howe, who’d served as music pro-
ducer on the NBC special, told author Jerry Hopkins in his 1971 book Elvis,
A Biography, “Elvis produced his own records. He came to the session, picked
the songs, and if something in the arrangement was changed, he was the one
to change it. Everything was worked out spontaneously. Nothing was really
rehearsed. Many of the important decisions normally made previous to a
recording session were made during the session.”!!

From Elvis in Memphis introduced a punchy new sound that imbued Elvis’s
country and blues roots with funky country-soul grooves that were well suited
to the songs’ more mature attitude. There was no mistaking the level of emo-
tional commitment that he brought to the material, which spanned the breadth
of his interests and influences. The songs ranged from contemporary soul hits
like Jerry Butler’s “Only the Strong Survive” and Chuck Jackson’s “Any Day
Now” to such venerable country tunes as Hank Snow’s classic “I'm Movin’
On” and Eddy Arnold’s “I’ll Hold You in My Arms,” as well as the recent
Glen Campbell hit “Gentle on My Mind.”

From Elvis in Memphis spawned a major hit in the Mac Davis composi-
tion “In the Ghetto.” It was the closest Presley would ever come to singing a
protest song, and its socially conscious message carried a particular reso-
nance in an America torn by racial and economic injustice. If the song was
somewhat simplistic and melodramatic, the fact that it was delivered by a
figure of Elvis’s stature carried much weight in the divisive atmosphere of
1969.
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Meanwhile, with box office receipts dwindling, Elvis closed out his acting
career with some relatively offbeat projects that made some token attempts to
break away from the established formula. Charro! was a poorly executed
faux—spaghetti western in which Presley played it straight as a scruffy, non-
singing gunfighter. Change of Habit was a well-intentioned but ill-conceived
stab at social relevancy, with Elvis as a guitar-slinging inner-city doctor who
may or may not be in love with nun Mary Tyler Moore.

With Elvis having finally freed himself of his Hollywood commitments, the
next logical step in his resurrection was a return to live performance. Rather
than bother with the rock audience that had expanded and diversified during
the 1960s, Colonel Parker booked a much-ballyhooed four-week, fifty-seven-
show engagement at the newly constructed International Hotel in Las Vegas
beginning on July 31, 1969 (eleven days after Neil Armstrong became the first
man to walk on the moon). Those performances introduced Presley’s power-
ful new live band, an expanded ensemble that included the peerless rockabilly
guitarist James Burton.

At the center of the lavish presentation was the lean and hungry Elvis, per-
forming with the fire of a man given a second lease on life. The International
Hotel run was an unmistakable triumph, winning rave reviews and breaking
Las Vegas attendance records. It would be followed by a series of massively
successful national tours and Vegas engagements. Presley would give over
1,000 sold-out Vegas performances between 1969 and 1977, and would be
the first act to sell out New York’s Madison Square Garden for four shows in
a row.

The Vegas comeback coincided with Elvis’s biggest hit since 1962, the num-
ber one smash “Suspicious Minds,” recorded during the From Elvis in Mem-
phis sessions but not included on the album. “Suspicious Minds” was a perfect
distillation of his soulful new sound, and would remain one of his most popu-
lar numbers (and its subject matter resonated strongly with rumors of troubles
in the Presley marriage). Two more songs cut during the American Studios
sessions, “Don’t Cry Daddy” and “Kentucky Rain,” also became hits in late
1969 and early 1970, respectively.

Three months after “Suspicious Minds” was released, the song turned up in
a live version on the double album From Memphis to Vegas/From Vegas to
Memphis, which combined an LP of performances from the closing week at
the International with a disc of leftovers from the American Studios sessions.
The live half (the first installment in a steady stream of live Elvis material that
RCA would continue to grind out through the 1970s) offered a persuasive
document of Presley’s return to the stage. The studio half underlined what a
bountiful creative purging the Memphis sessions had been.

When Elvis returned to the silver screen, it was as the focus of a pair of suc-
cessful feature documentaries that documented his return to the live stage,
1970%s Elvis: That’s the Way It Is and 1972’s Elvis On Tour. In January 1973,
he’d score a massive small-screen success with Aloha from Hawaii, the
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first-ever worldwide live satellite broadcast of a musical event, seen by over a
billion viewers worldwide.

As it happened, Hawaii would be the furthest Elvis would ever travel to
perform. Many have speculated that the colonel turned down lucrative offers
of overseas tours because he was an illegal alien whose status would have
been discovered had he attempted to travel abroad. It has also been theorized
that Parker kept Elvis performing in Vegas in order to cover Parker’s massive
gambling debts.

ELVIS: WHAT HAPPENED?

The reestablished superstar of Aloha from Hawaii was a very different animal
from the comeback kid of the NBC special and the 1969 Vegas gigs. By this
point, Elvis concerts had ballooned into overblown extravaganzas that often
felt less like musical performances than opportunities for the faithful to wor-
ship at the Elvis altar. While there was no denying the undiminished energy
of his performances or the ongoing magnificence of his voice, many consid-
ered the spectacle—along with the King’s bejeweled, jumpsuit-clad stage
persona—to be gauche and overly grandiose.

By then, Priscilla had left Elvis (their divorce would become final on Octo-
ber 9, 1973) and troubling rumors of drug use and unpredictable behavior
had begun to swirl around the singer.

On December 21, 1970, a reportedly drug-impaired Presley paid a visit to
President Richard M. Nixon at the White House, after writing Nixon a six-page
letter suggesting that he be made a “Federal Agent-at-Large” in the Bureau of
Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs. The meeting yielded a famous photo of an
uncomfortable-looking Nixon shaking hands with Presley, clad in a dark
cape, open-collared shirt, and garish belt buckle. Elvis brought the soon-to-
be-disgraced president the gift of a World War II commemorative Colt .45
pistol (which the Secret Service seized), and Elvis was eventually sent a “spe-
cially prepared” badge from the Bureau of Narcotic and Dangerous Drugs.

During a 1975 show at the Las Vegas Hilton, Elvis spontaneously addressed
recent rumors in a bizarre onstage outburst in which he denied using drugs
and threatened severe physical harm to those who’d suggest that he did.
Despite such unpredictable behavior, Presley would continue touring success-
fully for the remainder of his life, playing for large, adoring crowds in Vegas
and in arenas around the United States.

In 1972 “Burning Love” became Presley’s final Top 10 hit, and, for all
intents and purposes, his last stand as a rock and roller. Thereafter, he settled into
a comfortably middle-of-the-road country-pop style that yielded some catchy,
well-crafted music, but nothing approaching the intensity of his best work.

But Elvis had bigger issues than musical direction. He had grown increas-
ingly isolated, rising at sunset and rarely venturing outside of Graceland when
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he wasn’t on tour. He’d become increasingly dependent on a number of pre-
scription drugs, and his prodigious consumption took a heavy toll on his
health. His weight fluctuated wildly and his performances could be distracted
and incoherent, further raising concerns among fans and the press.

His fans’ worst suspicions were confirmed with the 1977 publication of Elvis:
What Happened?, a book that drew upon interviews with Red West, Sonny
West, and Dave Hebler, former members of the cadre of Elvis cronies and gofers
commonly known as the Memphis Mafia. The tawdry tome painted a disturb-
ing portrait of the artist as a volatile drug addict obsessed with sex, death, reli-
gion, and firearms, with his most irrational whims (like plotting to have his
estranged wife’s lover killed) indulged by his posse of yes-men. In those days
before twenty-four-hour news channels and Internet gossip, the book shocked
fans who still thought of Elvis as the humble, polite country boy who gave gen-
erously to friends and charities, and purchased Cadillacs for needy strangers.

On the evening of August 16, 1977, mere weeks after the publication of
Elvis: What Happened?, Elvis Presley died at Graceland at the age of forty-
two. He was found lying on the floor of the bathroom adjoining his bedroom
by girlfriend Ginger Alden, who had been asleep in his bed. He was taken to
Memphis’s Baptist Memorial Hospital, where doctors pronounced him dead
at 3:30 p.m. While the official cause of death was heart failure, lab reports
detected fourteen different drugs in his system and strongly suggested that
his drug use played a role in his demise. His remains were initially buried at
Forest Hill Cemetery in Memphis, next to his mother. After an attempted
theft of the body, Elvis’s and Gladys’s graves were moved to Graceland.

Elvis Presley’s death precipitated a massive outpouring of mourning from
fans around the world. It also spawned an industry of posthumous Elvis-related
commerce, from all manner of memorabilia to a variety of musical, literary,
and cinematic tributes.

One measure of the public’s ongoing Elvis obsession is the persistence of
theories that he didn’t actually die in 1977, but faked his demise to escape the
pressures of the spotlight. Another curious manifestation of Presley’s iconic
status—and of the public’s desire to hang on to some vestige of the departed
star—is the proliferation of Elvis impersonators. Acts appropriating the King’s
likeness and performing style began to spring up almost immediately after his
death and have continued to prosper, with several annual Elvis impersonator
festivals hosting multiple tribute artists.

In the decade following his death, Elvis’s recorded legacy was treated by
RCA Records and Colonel Tom Parker with the same capriciousness with
which they handled his catalog while he was alive. The company churned out
a stream of carelessly assembled, blatantly exploitive releases, with little
regard for historical perspective and musical quality. Elvis’s body of work
finally began to receive respectful repackaging in the CD era.

Graceland was opened to the public in 1982 as a monument to Presley’s
memory and continues to be a major tourist destination, attracting over
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600,000 visitors per year. It was designated a National Historic Landmark on
March 27, 2006.

In 1986, Elvis was one of the first group of inductees into the Rock and Roll
Hall of Fame. He was added to the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1998 and
the Gospel Music Hall of Fame in 2001. In 1993, the image of the young Elvis
was featured on a U.S. postage stamp. As of this writing, the Sirius Satellite
Radio service features an all-Elvis channel.

In October 2005, when the entertainment trade journal Variety named the
top 100 entertainment icons of the twentieth century, Elvis was in the top ten,
along with Louis Armstrong, Lucille Ball, the Beatles, Marlon Brando, Hum-
phrey Bogart, Charlie Chaplin, James Dean, Marilyn Monroe, and Mickey
Mouse. A week later, Forbes magazine named Elvis, for the fifth straight year,
the top-earning dead celebrity.

More than a quarter century after his death, Elvis remains the best-selling
solo artist in popular music history, according to the RIAA, with worldwide
sales estimated at one billion as of 2006. His classic recordings continue to
attract new listeners, as evidenced by the 2002 chart success of Junkie XIs
remix of the obscure “A Little Less Conversation” (originally from the 1968
film flop Live a Little Love a Little) and the following year’s Paul Oakenfold
remix of “Rubberneckin’” (from Change of Habit).

Like the country and culture that spawned him, Elvis Presley was a tangled
mass of contradictions. If he was ultimately brought down by his inability to
fully understand his own talent or grasp the larger implications of the changes
that he wrought, his accomplishments speak for themselves.

TIMELINE

January §, 1935

Elvis Aaron Presley is born to Gladys and Vernon Presley in a two-room cabin in East
Tupelo, Mississippi.

July 18, 1953

Elvis Presley goes to the Memphis Recording Service, home of Sun Records, and pays
$3.25 to record two songs, “My Happiness” and “That’s When Your Heartaches
Begin,” as a present for his mother. Office manager Marion Keisker makes a note to
alert her boss Sam Phillips to the eighteen-year-old’s talents as a ballad singer.

June 27,1954

In an effort to help Presley find his style, Sam Phillips teams him with two local musi-
cians, guitarist Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black, and has the trio begin rehearsing
and learning songs together.

July 5, 1954

During a recording session at Sun, Elvis spontaneously breaks into “That’s All Right,
Mama,” a blues number by Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup. The next day, Elvis, Scotty,
and Bill cut a similarly energetic reworking the Bill Monroe bluegrass tune “Blue
Moon of Kentucky.”



Elvis Presley

July 19, 1954

Sun Records releases “That’s All Right, Mama” and “Blue Moon of Kentucky” as
Elvis Presley’s first single, bearing the catalog number Sun 209.

July 20, 1954

Elvis makes his first public appearance, performing on a flatbed truck in Memphis.
October 2, 1954

Elvis appears on Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry for the first and only time. His perfor-
mance of “Blue Moon of Kentucky” receives a polite audience response.

October 16, 1954

Elvis makes the first of many appearances on the Louisiana Hayride radio show,
broadcast from Shreveport, Louisiana.

August 15, 1955

Elvis Presley signs a management contract with Colonel Tom Parker.

November 20, 1955

After Parker fields an offer from RCA Records, Sam Phillips sells Elvis’s recording
contract to RCA for $35,000.

January 27, 1956

Elvis Presley’s RCA debut, “Heartbreak Hotel,” is released. It will be the first of Pres-
ley’s seventeen number one hits, spending eight weeks at the top of the charts and
establishing Elvis as a national sensation.

January 28, 1956

Elvis Presley makes his first network TV appearance on bandleaders Tommy and
Jimmy Dorsey’s Stage Show.

September 9, 1956

Elvis makes the first of three appearances on TV’s Ed Sullivan Show, drawing an esti-
mated 82.5 percent of the viewing audience.

November 15, 1956

Elvis’s first film, Love Me Tender, premieres at the New York Paramount.

December 4, 1956

Elvis and his former Sun label-mates Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, and Johnny Cash
gather at Sun for an informal jam session, performing gospel standards and R&B hits
around the piano. Sam Phillips dubs the one-time aggregation the Million Dollar
Quartet.

December 20, 1957

Elvis Presley is served with his draft notice while home at Graceland for Christmas.
March 24, 1958

Elvis is sworn in as a private in the U.S. Army. The Memphis draft board had granted
him a deferment to allow him to complete filming on King Creole.

October 1, 1958

Elvis begins his army service.

March 2, 1960

Elvis returns to the United States after completing his army service. He is honorably
discharged at the rank of sergeant.

May 12, 1960

Elvis is featured in Welcome Home Elvis, a Frank Sinatra—hosted TV special.
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August 27, 1965

Elvis hosts the Beatles for an evening of music and conversation at his house in Bel Air,
California.

May 1, 1967

Elvis Presley marries Priscilla Beaulieu at the Aladdin Hotel in Las Vegas.

February 1, 1968

Elvis and Priscilla’s only child, Lisa Marie Presley, is born, exactly nine months after
her parents’ wedding.

December 3, 1968

NBC airs Elvis, a prime-time TV special that serves notice of Presley’s resurrection as
a rock and roll performer.

January 13, 1969

Elvis enters American Sound in Memphis for his first hometown recording sessions
since leaving Sun in 1956. The American sessions mark Elvis’s revitalization as a re-
cording artist, and spawn such hits as “Suspicious Minds” and “In the Ghetto.”

July 31, 1969

Elvis ends an eight-year hiatus from live performance, beginning a four-week engage-
ment at the International Hotel in Las Vegas. He will continue to perform regularly in
Vegas, and on tour, for the rest of his life.

October 9, 1973

Elvis and Priscilla Presley divorce.

June 26,1977

Elvis Presley performs his last concert, at Market Square Arena in Indianapolis.

July 16, 1977

“Way Down” enters Billboard’s pop chart, becoming the last of 105 singles by Elvis
Presley to reach the Top Forty during his lifetime.

August 16, 1977

An unconscious Elvis Presley is rushed to Memphis’s Baptist Memorial Hospital and
subsequently pronounced dead.

July 1982

Graceland is opened to the public. It will become a popular tourist destination.
January 8, 1993

The U.S. Post Office’s Elvis Presley postage stamp goes on sale.

June 2002

A remix of the 1968 Presley non-hit “A Little Less Conversation,” by Junkie XL, be-
comes a number one hit in twenty countries.

March 27, 2006

Graceland is officially designated a National Historic Landmark.
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Elvis Presley, 1956
Elvis, 1956
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Ray Charles

Andy Schwartz

SATURDAY NIGHT AND SUNDAY MORNING

The weather in Atlanta, Georgia, is damp and breezy on the night of May 29,
1959. Despite intermittent rainfall, a crowd of 9,000 people has filled the stands
of a minor league ballpark called Herndon Stadium for a long evening of live
rhythm and blues. The Drifters, Ruth Brown, Jimmy Reed, Roy Hamilton,
and B.B. King all have performed to an enthusiastic response; now the crowd
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is enraptured by the show’s headline attraction, whose set has reached a peak
of controlled frenzy.

Wearing dark sunglasses and rocking from side to side in his seat at an
electric piano, the singer stomps his right foot to count off a mid-tempo blues
called “(Night Time Is) The Right Time.” He hits the first chord and one of
his accompanists, saxophonist David “Fathead” Newman, swoops in with
eight bars of searing tenor. The singer bears down hard on the lyrics—exhort-
ing, pleading, commanding—as he rides the relentless rocking-chair rhythm
of bass and drums: “You know the night time . . . is the right time . . . to beeee
... with the one you love.”

On the opposite side of the stage, a harmonizing trio of female backup sing-
ers echoes his secular sermon with wordless syllables (“bah-doo-day”) until
he calls forth one of them with a gruff shout: “Sing the song, Margie!” The
piercing voice of Margie Hendricks emerges from the group for a fiery solo
turn until the leader reenters, soaring into top of his vocal range with a hair-
raising wail. At the end of his last chorus, the band thunders to a close and the
entire audience leaps to its feet for a standing ovation that lasts nearly ten
minutes.

The organizer and MC of the show, a local disc jockey named Zenas Sears,
races onto the stage and grabs the microphone. “The great Ray Charles!” he
shouts deliriously over the roar of the crowd. “The High Priest! The High
Priest! Ray Charles—What a show!”

EARLY YEARS

Ray Charles Robinson was born in Albany, Georgia, in 1930. Because he
never possessed a birth certificate, the exact date of birth can’t be verified.
Most but not all sources state September 23, the date observed by Ray. His
mother Aretha (known as Retha) was a teenage orphan who’d been adopted
by Bailey Robinson and his wife Mary Jane and lived with them in the small
north Florida town of Greenville. When Retha became pregnant, word spread
that Bailey was the father; the girl was sent to stay with relatives in Albany to
have the baby. Shortly after the birth, Ray and Retha returned to Greenville
where they lived in a shack in the impoverished black neighborhood known
as Jellyroll. Bailey Robinson remarried, moved to a nearby small town, and
had little involvement in Ray’s upbringing.

Ray’s brother George was born less than a year later; as toddlers, the two
boys were inseparable. Retha was a strict mother who assigned regular chores
to her sons when they were just five and six years old. Every Sunday, she
brought them with her to the New Shiloh Baptist Church where the reverend
preached fiery sermons, gospel singers wailed and shook tambourines, and
parishioners “fell out” in spasms of devotional ecstasy.
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Outside the church, young Ray’s important musical influence came from Wiley
Pitman, the owner of a local general store and café called the Red Wing. Pitman
was a talented stride and boogie-woogie pianist who sat Ray on his knee for his
first lessons at the piano. The boy also listened avidly to the Red Wing jukebox
with its selection of guitar blues, piano boogies, and swing tunes.

One afternoon in 1935, the Robinson boys were splashing around in a
large washtub outside the café. When George suddenly began to panic in the
water, Ray wasn’t big or strong enough to rescue him. George’s accidental
drowning, before his brother’s own eyes, was the first of two tragedies that
scarred Ray’s early childhood. The second followed later that same year when
mucus began to ooze from his eyelids and his sight began to fail. (Years later,
doctors speculated that the cause was congenital juvenile glaucoma.)

Retha was determined that her nearly sightless son be able to make his own
way in the world. She refused to lighten Ray’s load of chores or allow him to
just hang around the house. Again and again, his mother reminded Ray that
she wasn’t going to live forever: He had to do everything he could to prepare
himself for independent life as an adult.

“The woman never let me get away with anything just ’cause I was blind,”
Charles told co-author David Ritz in his autobiography Brother Ray. “I was
treated like I was normal. I acted like I was normal. And I ended up doing
exactly the same things normal people do.”!

By the fall of 1937, Ray had lost his sight. Over his tearful protestations,
Retha put her son on the train to St. Augustine, Florida, where she had
enrolled him in the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind. For the next eight
years, Ray remained a boarding student at this racially segregated state insti-
tution, where he became known as RC to his friends and fellow students.

Despite facilities and materials inferior to those bestowed upon the school’s
white pupils, the mostly poor black students and underpaid black faculty of
D&B forged a powerful bond. The children learned to read Braille, play
sports, and make handicrafts in addition to their academic subjects. At the
Christmas break and the end of the school year, Ray would return to Retha’s
dilapidated home in Greenville.

RC was an avid radio listener from adolescence. He tuned into the sounds
of country and western music and the big bands of Benny Goodman, Artie
Shaw, and Tommy Dorsey; he was astounded by blind jazz pianist Art Tatum’s
flawless technique and unending flow of musical ideas. The hardcore down-
home blues of the Mississippi Delta and Chicago was almost never heard on
radio in the years before World War II but Ray heard Tampa Red and Lonnie
Johnson on jukeboxes as well as local blues players in cafés or on the street.

By the age of thirteen, Ray had picked up a second instrument, the clarinet.
When not attending D&B, he played piano for a Tallahassee jazz band led by
guitarist Lawyer Smith that worked weddings, proms, dances, juke joints, and
fraternal organization affairs. Ray was still in school in the spring of 1945
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when his mother, still in her early thirties, died suddenly of an undiagnosed
illness. Retha’s death was a crushing blow to her only surviving son. But he
was comforted by Rebecca Bea aka Ma Beck, a healer and midwife widely
admired in the Greenville black community who herself had given birth to at
least nineteen children.

In October 1945, Ray was expelled from D&B—a place he felt he’d out-
grown already—and moved in with some family friends in Jacksonville, Flor-
ida. He scuffled for gigs on the local music scene while honing his piano chops
and learning the pop standards required for all-occasions entertainment. The
singer and alto saxophonist Louis Jordan was approaching the peak of his
national stardom with bouncy hits like “Caldonia” and “Choo Choo Ch’Boogie.”
Ray enjoyed Jordan’s witty R&B style but was more deeply enamored of Nat
King Cole, a virtuoso jazz pianist and vocalist, and of Johnny Moore’s Three
Blazers, whose massive 1946 hit “Drifting Blues” featured the mellow vocal
and piano of Charles Brown.

“By the time I hit the streets of Jacksonville,” Ray later recalled, “I’d been
schooled on all these different sounds way ’fore I ever heard the word school; it
was part of my natural upbringing. And at school, of course, I'd been exposed
to Bach, Beethoven, Mozart, Sibelius, Chopin, and all the other big names.”?

Ray traveled to Orlando with a band led by saxophonist Tiny York; when
work ran out and the group broke up, he stayed on. Blind, broke, and alone
in a city where he knew almost no one, RC literally went hungry on many
occasions while trying to hustle gigs on the competitive local music scene. Yet
he never gave up and seems never to have asked for charity—only for the
chance to play and be paid for his music.

Gradually, RC found work on the bandstands of the black community in
west Orlando. In early 1947 he was hired to play piano with Joe Anderson’s
fifteen-piece big band and later to write original arrangements for the group.
Ray’s confidence rose as he began teaching himself to play alto saxophone.
Soon he’d earned enough to buy his first record player and a treasured hand-
ful of 78 rpm jazz discs by Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and other jazz
innovators.

Later that year, Ray relocated to Tampa and was quickly recruited by two
different groups. The Honeydrippers, led by Charlie Brantley, were an all-
black “jump blues” band in the mode of Louis Jordan’s Tympani Five; the
Florida Playboys were an all-white country band playing the songs of Hank
Williams, Eddie Arnold, and other Grand Ole Opry favorites. In a segregated
city like Tampa, it was surprising that the Playboys would enlist a blind black
pianist. But RC could play country music with as much ability and feeling as
any white musician—he even sang lead on a couple of tunes. Heeding the sug-
gestions of friends, he also began to wear the heavy-rimmed dark sunglasses
that became his trademark.

Life in Tampa was improving for RC. It got better still when he became the
featured vocalist and pianist with a new group called the Manzy Harris Quartet



Ray Charles

that specialized in the sophisticated blues and ballad style of Nat King Cole.
Ray also purchased a wire recorder and made some informal home recordings
on this primitive device. These lo-fidelity tracks (such as “Walking and Talk-
ing” and “I Found My Baby There”) would surface years later on various
cheaply packaged compilation albums. Despite the poor sound quality and
uncertain backing of his accompanists, RC’s piano playing cuts through the
fog with sophisticated chords and explosive single-note runs.

RC’s musician friend Gossie McKee had done some touring around the
United States and returned to Tampa with exciting tales from the road—and
of cities in the North and West that were free of Florida’s segregationist codes.
In the spring of 1948, Ray rode a Trailways bus from Tampa to Seattle, Wash-
ington, where Gossie already had settled into the black entertainment district
centered on Jackson Street. There was plenty of work for a musician as tal-
ented as Ray Charles on a circuit of gigs that extended north to Vancouver
and south to Portland, Oregon. RC formed the McSon Trio with Gossie on
guitar and Milt Garred on bass. For professional purposes, he dropped his
last name in deference to the established fame of welterweight boxing cham-
pion Sugar Ray Robinson.

West Coast Rhythm and Blues

When Ray Charles moved from Florida to Seattle in 1948, he joined a long-
term mass migration that brought large numbers of African American musi-
cians to the West Coast from the Deep South and Southwest. This movement
gained momentum with the outbreak of World War Il and the need for workers
in factories and shipyards revitalized by the war effort. In Los Angeles, Central
Avenue was the city’s African American business district and home to such
flourishing nightspots as Club Alabam, Little Harlem, and the Downbeat.

Many early pioneers of West Coast rhythm and blues had personal roots in
the South and professional ones in the swing era of the 1930s including Rock
and Roll Hall of Fame inductees Aaron “T-Bone” Walker, Nat King Cole, and
Charles Brown.

Born 1910 in rural Texas, T-Bone Walker was the first to popularize the elec-
tric guitar in blues and swing music with the big bands of Les Hite and Freddie
Slack. Walker’s 1948 recording of “Call It Stormy Monday” “drove me crazy,”
B.B. King recalled years later. “I never believed a sound could be that pretty on
an instrument.”

Nat King Cole and Charles Brown (born in Alabama and Texas in 1917 and
1922, respectively) rose to prominence in the 1940s, singing and playing
piano in a smooth small-group format sometimes known as “club blues.” Nat
Cole overcame barriers of institutional racism to become a beloved main-
stream entertainer. He briefly hosted his own television show, headlined in Las
Vegas, and placed twenty-seven songs in the Top Forty from 1954 until
his death from cancer in 1965. Charles Brown recorded such West Coast
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standards as “Trouble Blues” (1949), “Black Night” (1951), and the holiday
perennial “Please Come Home for Christmas” (1960). After many years in
obscurity, this openly gay bluesman made a late 1980s comeback with the
help of Bonnie Raitt (who took him on tour as her opening act) and several
Grammy-nominated albums recorded in his classic style.

Johnny Otis was a key player on the Los Angeles R&B scene for decades, less
important as a vocalist than as a bandleader, multi-instrumentalist, and talent
scout. He was born John Veliotes in 1921—a white man of Greek heritage who
lived his life entirely within the African American community. (Indeed, many
of his fellow musicians believed that Otis was black.) His discoveries included
future soul stars Esther Phillips and Etta James, and the great vocal group Hank
Ballard and the Midnighters. Otis was the bandleader and de facto producer
for two landmark number one R&B hits of the 1950s: “Pledging My Love” by
Johnny Ace and Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton’s original version of “Hound
Dog,” later a number one hit for Elvis Presley. Fifty years later, Johnny Otis was
still active as a record producer, author, lecturer, painter, and radio personality.

Andy Schwartz

As a musician, RC had both growing technical command and deep South-
ern feeling; as a man, he was already supporting himself and his girlfriend,
Louise Mitchell. Ray seemed older than his eighteen years and younger Seattle
musicians like saxophonist Buddy Catlett and trumpeter Quincy Jones held
him in high esteem for his abilities as an arranger. “He showed me how to
voice the first brass section writing I ever did,” Quincy told writer Nat Hent-
off. “He really showed me the function of an arranger, what he was capable
of doing.”3

But in this same eventful year of 1948, Ray Charles discovered drugs. He
became a heroin addict and remained one for the next seventeen years despite
the personal and financial toll extracted by his habit.

“It was more curiosity than anything,” Ray explained to David Ritz in his
characteristically blunt manner. “The way I was around mechanical devices,
the way I was around musical instruments, electronic playthings—well, that’s
how I was around drugs. Once I started, I saw no reason to stop. In those
days, [heroin] didn’t even cost that much.”*

One night during an extended engagement at the Rocking Chair in Seattle,
the members of the McSon Trio were introduced to Jack Lauderdale, the pro-
prietor of a small independent label called Down Beat Records. The next day,
Lauderdale brought the group into a local studio to cut two sides, “I Love
You, I Love You” and “Confession Blues.” In early 1949, Down Beat released
the songs on the debut single by the Maxin Trio; authorship of both tunes was
credited to Ray Charles.

To the surprise of all concerned, this disc made it into the Top Ten of Bill-
board’s Best Selling Retail Race Records chart (the industry term “race
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records” had not yet been supplanted to “rhythm and blues”) and in June Jack
Lauderdale returned to Seattle to record more songs with the trio. He brought
along a recording contract that Gossie McKee quickly signed on behalf of the
group even though its extravagant guarantees were pure fiction—for example,
the promise that Down Beat would record at least 200 songs by the group
during the six-year term of the agreement.

More sessions followed but internal tensions soon broke up the McSon
Trio. RC’s relationship with Louise Mitchell was also crumbling; when at last
she returned to her family in Florida, neither of them even knew that Louise
was pregnant with Ray’s first child, a daughter who they named Evelyn. Jack
Lauderdale was undeterred by these developments. Ray was clearly the star of
the group, was still under contract to Lauderdale’s label (now renamed Swing-
time Records), and was now free to relocate to Los Angeles, where he arrived
alone by train in the spring of 1950.

SOLO ARTIST

Black L.A. was jumping. Its central business district, along a six-mile-long
stretch of Central Avenue, was filled with restaurants, bars, hotels, nightclubs,
and movie theaters. Ray’s new Swingtime release, “Late in the Evening”
backed with “Th’ Ego Song,” gave him the brassy backing of an eight-piece
band and extra pay as the session leader. But just weeks after his arrival in
town, RC was on the road with blues singer and guitarist Lowell Fulson, then
riding high on his career-making Swingtime hit “Every Day I Have the Blues.”
While playing piano for Fulson, Ray also received a featured spot of his own
which earned him his first notices in the black press.

Jack Lauderdale reverted to the drum-less trio format for the next Swing-
time session and came up with a winner in “Baby Let Me Hold Your Hand.”
Ray’s closely miked vocal and delicate keyboard intro—played on a celeste
rather than piano—imbued the track with a distinctive sound that was part
Nat King Cole, part Charles Brown, and part pure RC. The song hit the
stores and airwaves in January 1951 when the Lowell Fulson tour was still
out on the road. Saxophonist Stanley Turrentine was not quite seventeen
when he signed on with the Fulson show. It was the future jazz superstar’s
first national tour: “I got on that raggedy bus . .. we turned south and we
stayed south.”’

During an extended engagement in Cleveland in July, Ray met Eileen Wil-
liams, a beautician from Columbus, Ohio. The two had known each other for
about three weeks when they were wed in Atlanta on July 31; Ray went back
on the road while Eileen returned to Columbus. Within a year, the marriage
was effectively over and the couple later divorced.

Peaking at number five on the Billboard R&B Jukebox chart, “Baby Let
Me Hold Your Hand” was Ray’s first hit under his own name. It became a
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national best-seller and led to his signing by the powerful Shaw Artists book-
ing agency (he remained with the firm for the next fifteen years). But the sound
was still too derivative to establish RC as a viable artist in his own right.

Out on the road, Ray’s superior musicianship made him invaluable to Low-
ell Fulson and earned him multiple salary increases. Between those perfor-
mance earnings and occasional record royalties, RC could afford to buy his
first car and pay someone to drive it while making regular deposits to the sav-
ings account he maintained back in Greenville. But he chafed under the limi-
tations of a supporting role, and the Shaw Agency began to book Ray under
his own name on selected dates.

“Kissa Me Baby,” the next Swingtime release by Ray Charles, fell short of
the R&B Top Five and quickly faded from the chart. Jack Lauderdale found
his cash flow squeezed by tight-fisted distributors who postponed payment as
long as they possibly could. In January 1952, Lauderdale sold RC’s recording
contract for $2,500 to Ahmet Ertegun and Herb Abramson, the founding
partners of New York-based Atlantic Records.

“I heard ‘Baby, Let Me Hold Your Hand’ once and I said this is the most
fabulous singer alive today,” Ertegun recalled in a 2005 interview. “A book-
ing agent named Billy Shaw said to me, “We have Ray Charles but we can’t
book him as a headliner. Do you think you can make hit records with him?’
and I said, ‘T know I can make hit records with him.” . . . I was the only one
who thought so0.”¢

THE ATLANTIC YEARS

In September 1952, Ray Charles arrived in New York City for his first Atlan-
tic recording session. Jesse Stone, the company’s main man in the studio, had
booked some of his regular musicians for the date, which produced four fin-
ished masters in three hours. “Roll with My Baby” evoked Nat King Cole,
just as “Midnight Hour” did Charles Brown. But “The Sun’s Gonna Shine
Again” pointed toward a more distinctively original sound with its somber
mood, plaintive vocal, and Ray’s repeated exclamations of “Lord.”

The first single, “Roll with My Baby” backed with “Midnight Hour,” received
good notices in the trade publications though not much in the way of sales or air-
play. It was the same story with “Jumping in the Morning” backed with “The
Sun’s Gonna Shine Again,” released in early 1953. But Atlantic had scored
several of the biggest Top Ten R&B hits of 1952 with other artists such as
Ruth Brown (“Mama, He Treats Your Daughter Mean”), and these sales
allowed the company to continue recording Ray until he came up with a hit.

When the army suddenly recalled Herb Abramson to active duty in Ger-
many, Ahmet found a new partner in Jerry Wexler. A former song promoter,
Billboard staff writer, and fellow black music buff, Wexler had coined the
phrase “rhythm and blues” in an essay for The Saturday Review of Literature.
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In his 1995 autobiography, Jerry recounted his first meeting with RC at the
old Atlantic offices on West 56th Street in Manhattan.

“I was struck by his physical presence,” he wrote, “strong, broad-shoul-
dered, barrel-chested, his rhythms simultaneously quick and cautious. . . . His
speaking voice, like his singing voice, was deep but ever-changing, sometimes
sounding old beyond his years, sometimes filled with youthful ebullience,
sometimes sullen and withdrawn. His dark glasses were a symbol of his mys-
tery, an emblem of some secret pain.””

Years later, Ray reflected upon his solitary mode of existence: “Loud par-
ties, large crowds, being out with the gang—none of these things interested
me. . . . Of all the people I've met in my life, I'd have to struggle hard to find
five I’d call my friends, people I can really count on. And that’s my doing. 'm
just not the type to have scores of long-lasting, intimate friendships.”*

Wexler was present for Ray’s second Atlantic session, in May 1953. This
time, everyone played it by ear, without a pre-set repertoire. Ahmet called out
song titles and stray lyrics from the history of jazz and blues; at the piano, Ray
blithely ran off boogie-woogie motifs and swing era quotations. Ertegun sang
a twelve-bar blues stomp he’d written called “Mess Around” and Ray cut it
fast, loose, and hard-driving. “Losing Hand” was a ghostly minor-key blues
with atmospheric guitar work by Mickey Baker. “It Should’ve Been Me” was
a sly mid-tempo tale of ghetto street life as told by an envious also-ran watch-
ing “a real sharp cat, with a $300 suit and a $100 hat” and his “real fine
chick, driving that Dynaflow!”

Released as a single, “It Should’ve Been Me” climbed to number five R&B
and hung on the chart for nine weeks—a respectable showing if not a career
breakthrough. But more important, on at least half the tracks from this ses-
sion, Ray had moved away from his skillful emulations of Nat King Cole and
Charles Brown toward his own style of phrasing and delivery. Ahmet Ertegun
sensed the beginning of this transformation and knew it was only a matter of
time and circumstance until he had the Ray Charles hit he craved.

In his travels with Lowell Fulson, RC had been particularly well received in
New Orleans; he settled there temporarily in the summer of 1953. In August,
Ahmet and Jerry flew down for sessions at J&M Recording, working with
J&M owner/producer/engineer Cosimo (Cosmo) Matassa. With time left over
from a date with local singer Tommy Ridgley, they let Ray cut a pair of slow
blues numbers. Atlantic rush-released “Feelin’ Sad” in late September but it
too failed to catch on.

New Orleans Rhythm and Blues

It's not surprising that New Orleans should have been the place where Ray
Charles found his true voice as a recording artist. From the end of World War
Il into the early 1960s, the Crescent City was a leading producer of rhythm
and blues just as it had been the cradle of jazz in earlier decades. The history
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of New Orleans is marked by deep poverty, political corruption, and racial
segregation. But its citizens take great pride in the city’s centuries-old cultural
traditions, showing a special affection for local musicians whether or not they
ever find success beyond the city limits. A New Orleans artist who barely brushed
the national charts with a single song could still be “a star in the ghetto”
decades later in one or another of the city’s close-knit neighborhoods.

Singer/pianist Antoine “Fats” Domino remains the most famous name in
the history of New Orleans rhythm and blues, more than fifty years after mak-
ing his Billboard R&B chart debut in 1950 with the rocking, self-mocking blues
“The Fat Man.” Between 1950 and 1963, Fats placed thirty-seven songs in the
Pop Top Forty including “I'm Walkin’,” “Whole Lotta Loving,” and “I'm in
Love Again.” The tunes were infectiously simple but arranged for maximum
danceability by Domino’s co-writer and bandleader, Dave Bartholomew, and
played by a stellar studio group that included saxophonist Lee Allen and drum-
mer Earl Palmer. When recording activity in New Orleans declined in the mid-
1960s, these and other musicians moved to Los Angeles. But until the floods
of Hurricane Katrina destroyed his home in 2005, Fats Domino continued to
live in the Lower Ninth Ward—the same New Orleans neighborhood where
he was born in 1928. In 1986, Domino was among the first group of artists
inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

Roy Brown (1925-81) sang the blues with gospel fervor and put New Or-
leans on the post-war musical map with his 1947 hit “Good Rockin” Tonight.”
Larry Williams (1935-80) was a favorite of the Beatles, who covered his late
1950s hits “Slow Down” and “Bad Boy.” Eddie Jones aka Guitar Slim (1926-59)
created an all-time blues standard with his only R&B chart hit, “The Things
That | Used to Do.” With his hundred-foot guitar cord and brightly colored
suits, Slim was a flamboyant performer so much in demand that other Cres-
cent City singer/quitarists like Earl King were sometimes booked to perform in
his stead, using his name.

Rock and Roll Hall of Fame honoree Allen Toussaint began his career in 1958
and rose to become the city’s best-known songwriter and producer. Artists
ranging from Lee Dorsey (“Workin” in a Coal Mine”) to the Pointer Sisters
(“Yes We Can-Can”) have reaped major hits from Toussaint’s catalog of com-
positions. In August 2005, Allen Toussaint lost his home in the flooding after
Hurricane Katrina. But in collaboration with English singer-songwriter Elvis
Costello, he released a new album, The River in Reverse, that brought the New
Orleans rock and roll tradition into the twenty-first century.

A.S.

On October 16, 1953, Ray participated in another session at J&M, this one
starring Guitar Slim (Eddie Jones Jr.). The flamboyant blues singer/guitarist
had passion and energy to burn but none of Ray’s technical skill or organizational
ability. RC quickly took command of the session: playing piano, humming
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improvised horn riffs to the band, and reining in the excitable Slim, who
tended to rush the tempo and wander off the microphone. It was nearly dawn
when they cut the master take of the last song of the date, “The Things That
I Used to Do.”

Released on Specialty Records in December, “The Things That I Used To
Do” became the biggest-selling R&B disc of 1954 and topped the Billboard
R&B chart for six straight weeks. The Guitar Slim date showed Ray that he
had what it took to create a smash hit, albeit for another artist.

Jerry and Ahmet returned to New Orleans in December for an all-night ses-
sion at a local radio studio. This time RC brought along several original blues-
based tunes including the infectious “Don’t You Know.” “Now you can hear
the real Ray emerging,” Wexler noted. “It’s Ray’s tune, Ray’s chart, Ray’s
irresistible spirit that sets the sexy agenda. From his opening falsetto scream
.. . to the horn voicings to the super-hip medium-mellow groove, the produc-
tion is brilliant.”® In its very brief R&B chart appearance, “Don’t You Know”
struggled to number ten.

Ray would not return to the studio for nearly a year. But in the interim, he
took a major step forward in his career when he formed his own seven-piece
band. Any horn player auditioning for RC had to be able to read music, to
improvise jazz solos, and to play the blues. One of RC’s key early recruits was
saxophonist David “Fathead” Newman, a Dallas native who would remain
with Ray for the next ten years. As band director or “straw boss,” New Orleans
trumpeter Renald Richard was responsible for overseeing rehearsals and mak-
ing sure the musicians took the stage on time, properly attired, and more or
less sober. In addition to playing piano and singing his featured numbers, Ray
also soloed on alto sax during a portion of the show.

The group was assembled initially to back Ruth Brown for two weeks of
shows, the first of which necessitated a breakneck 750-mile drive from Hous-
ton to El Paso. The second date, the next night in Alexandria, Louisiana,
required driving all the way back to Houston and then 200 miles further east.
Such grueling trips were fairly typical of RC’s early life on the “chitlin’ cir-
cuit” along with shortchanged or non-existent performance fees, segregated
accommodations, and frequent police harassment.

By November 1954, when he was due to appear at the Royal Peacock in
Atlanta, RC had worked up several new originals in anticipation of his next
studio session. One of them was “I Got a Woman,” a fast-paced tune co-written
with Renald Richard and based on the melody of a gospel song Ray had heard
one night on the car radio. The response from live audiences had RC so excited
that he called Ahmet Ertegun and Jerry Wexler to ask if they could fly to Atlanta
for a recording date. A few days later, they sat in the empty club and listened
intently as singer and band ran through “I Got a Woman,” Renald’s humorous
“Greenbacks,” the aching soul-blues ballad “Come Back Baby,” and more.

The two Atlantic executives were overwhelmed by the range, power, and
precision of the music; they hastened to book recording time at a local radio
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station. “I Got a Woman” was the obvious choice of a first single from the
session, and test pressings were sent out to key disc jockeys and distributors
in mid-December. A few days into the New Year of 19535, it was clear that Ray
Charles and Atlantic Records had a smash hit on their hands.

By March, “I Got a Woman” was Billboard’s number one R&B song—and
it hung on the chart for twenty weeks. More than a hit record, “I Got a Woman”
was a defining musical statement that bridged the long-standing divide within
the African American community between blues and gospel.

“The record blended elements like a hybrid flower,” wrote Michael Lydon.
“It had a dancing beat like a jump blues, but it was built on gospel’s ‘rise to
glory’ chords, and the cheerful lyric, infectiously delivered by Ray, gave that
mix a pop music gloss.”!® Although he would never refer to or think of him-
self as a rock and roller, in the public’s eyes Ray Charles now counted as one
of the black rock and roll artists—including Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Little
Richard, and Fats Domino—who were revolutionizing Western popular music.

RC was now based in Dallas, where on April 5, 1955, he married Della Bea
Howard. A former gospel singer, modest and soft-spoken, Della seemed con-
tent to make a comfortable home for her husband to enjoy during his irregu-
lar interludes in residence even as Ray’s inveterate womanizing and continued
heroin use became open secrets between them.

The next recording session, convened in April in Miami, produced more
gems written, arranged, conducted, and sung by Ray Charles. “This Little
Girl of Mine” was Ray’s rewrite of the gospel standard “This Little Light of
Mine” with the addition of a jazzy horn chart and Latin-tinged syncopation.
As for the confessional slow blues “A Fool for You,” Ahmet Ertegun and
Jerry Wexler thought it was simply the best record Atlantic had made to
date—even if they’d done little more than book the studio time and make sure
the engineer didn’t erase the completed takes. By July, “A Fool for You” was
RC’s second Billboard number one record; his next two songs, “Greenbacks”
and “Blackjack,” also made the R&B Top Ten.

Ray’s band now included fellow heroin addicts Fathead Newman, baritone
saxophonist Jay Dennis, and bassist Roosevelt “Whiskey” Sheffield. On
November 17, backstage at a gig in Philadelphia, all four musicians were
arrested and charged with possession of drugs and drug paraphernalia. Road
manager Jeff Brown bailed out RC but the others remained in jail for a week.
Finally Jeff retained a New York attorney who succeeded in having all charges
dropped, reportedly in exchange for payoffs totaling around $6,000.

The arrest didn’t curb Ray’s drug use simply because, as Jerry Wexler
observed, “there wasn’t an instance where his addiction interfered with his
work . ... As a bandleader and producer, he was more than conscientious;
he was meticulous and demanding, ready to reject the least instance of faulty
intonation or rhythm. His own singing and playing were beyond reproach,
his writing a paragon of art and commerce combined. When it came to
Ray’s professionalism, there could be no grounds for complaint. He worked
his ass off.”!!
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Two weeks later, Ray was in Atlantic’s New York studio for another ses-
sion. This date produced “Mary Ann,” a lightly lascivious tune dedicated to
singer Mary Ann Fisher, a recent addition to the Ray Charles show. Two other
highlights were the strutting, jubilant “Hallelujah T Love Her So,” with its
Count Basie-style horn chart, and “Drown in My Own Tears,” a stately slow
blues in the mode of “A Fool for You” that became Ray’s third R&B number
one in early 1956.

The latter song featured the first appearance on any of RC’s records by a
young female trio called the Cookies, who were Atlantic recording artists in
their own right. Ray loved the blend of his rougher voice with their dulcet
harmonies, and he found lead singer Margie Hendricks’s churchy, growling
solos irresistible. But it wasn’t until 1958 that RC felt financially able to add
the women (Hendricks, Ethel McRae, and Pat Lyles) to his touring organiza-
tion. When he did, he gave them a new name: the Raeletts. Although the
personnel would change frequently with the passing years, from this time on
the group would always be a key element of the Ray Charles road show. The
star carried on countless short- and long-term affairs with various female
members of his troupe, in which it was often said that in order to become a
Raelett, you had to “let Ray.”

RISING STAR

In 1956, Elvis Presley’s RCA debut album included a cover of “I Got a
Woman” that earned Ray his first substantial royalty check as songwriter. The
level of RC’s income from live performances was such that he was able to loan
money to the Shaw Agency when the company fell on hard times after founder
Billy Shaw died suddenly from a heart attack. Ahmet Ertegun’s older brother
Nesuhi Ertegun had recently joined Atlantic to oversee its production of jazz
and long-playing albums. In April, Nesuhi cut a few piano trio tracks with
Ray; subsequently, he brought in the full road band to complete a pure jazz
album titled The Great Ray Charles, released the following year. With ar-
rangements by RC or Quincy Jones, the tunes included Tin Pan Alley stan-
dards (“I Surrender Dear,” “My Melancholy Baby”) and Horace Silver’s
hard-bop classic “Doodlin’.”

In terms of record sales, 1957 was a comedown after the stunning success
of the previous two years. Atlantic released several new Ray Charles singles
that were moderate sellers at best. The rigors of the road inevitably precipi-
tated further personnel changes in Ray’s band. Edgar Willis replaced Whiskey
Sheffield and remained RC’s bassist for the next two decades. Baritone saxo-
phonist Leroy “Hog” Cooper initially signed on for just a few months’ road-
work but wound up staying with Ray into the 1970s. Hank Crawford
possessed a singing, soulful tone on alto saxophone that eventually made him
a jazz star in his own right while Don Wilkerson and Fathead Newman played
tenor sax in contrasting but equally compelling styles.
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In June 1957, Atlantic compiled various singles and B-sides to create the
eponymous debut album, Ray Charles. That it failed to chart was not surpris-
ing: The seven-inch single still dominated R&B and Ray’s album (later retitled
Hallelujah 1 Love Her So) was one of Atlantic’s early entries in the burgeon-
ing LP field. Had Ertegun and Wexler waited a few more months, they would
have had a brand-new Ray Charles hit to include on the album.

In November 1957, RC made an unexpected breakthrough with his record-
ing of “Swanee River Rock”—a gospelized, up-tempo transformation of Ste-
phen Foster’s sentimental nineteenth-century ballad “Old Folks at Home,”
with Mongo Santamaria on conga drum and a hot tenor solo by Fathead
Newman. For Michael Lydon, this track revealed “Ray’s emerging grand ambi-
tion: to absorb all American music . ... For pop singers, Stephen Foster
belonged to the square and distant past; jazzmen looking for songs to jam on
seldom reached further back than Irving Berlin and Jerome Kern. In recording
rock ‘n’ roll Foster, Ray declared American music of any era fair game for his
devices.”!? The Atlantic single not only made it to number fourteen R&B but
to number thirty-four on the Billboard Hot 100—Ray Charles’s first entry on
the pop chart.

R&B, pop, jazz—Ray was determined to do it all and do it as well or bet-
ter than anybody. For another 1957 session, Nesuhi Ertegun put him together
with vibraphonist Milt Jackson of the Modern Jazz Quartet, Atlantic’s best-
selling jazz act, for a languid session of extended jazz instrumentals (some
reaching the nine-minute mark) that featured RC on both piano and alto
sax. The resulting tracks were issued on the albums Soul Brothers and Soul
Meeting—titles that incorporated the word “soul” several years before the
term was applied to the music of Sam Cooke, Otis Redding, and Aretha
Franklin.

When Ray bought his first home in Los Angeles in March 1958, it was a
clear sign of his increasing wealth. His rising stature within the music industry
was certified on July 5 by his first appearance at the prestigious Newport Jazz
Festival. On a festival bill that included Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, and
John Coltrane, RC and his fiery band held their own with a set that ranged
from jazz instrumentals to R&B hits, closing with a long, ecstatic version of
“I Got a Woman.” Nesuhi Ertegun edited the tapes to make a live LP, Ray
Charles at Newport, that Atlantic issued in the fall of the year. For many jazz
listeners and others of the American intelligentsia, this album was their first
introduction to RC—one that set him apart from the black rock and rollers
and urban blues singers.

WHAT'D | SAY

One night in December 1958, headlining at a dancehall outside of Pittsburgh,
Ray and the band found they’d played through their entire “book™ of sheet
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music arrangements but still had fifteen minutes left to fill. Ray told the musi-
cians to follow his lead and the Raeletts to simply repeat whatever he sang. As
he bore down on an up-tempo Latin-tinged piano riff, “I could feel the whole
room bouncing and shaking and carrying on something fierce. . . . When I got
through, folk came up and asked where they could buy the record. ‘Ain’t no
record,’ I said, ‘just something I made up to kill a little time.” ”13

The February 1959 session that brought forth the recording of this new
song—now titled “What’d I Say”—was dispatched in Ray’s usual all-for-
business manner. It didn’t feel especially momentous at the time yet the master
take was over six minutes long, the stop-time verses divided by RC’s fluid
solos on electric piano (an instrument rarely heard in late 1950s R&B). The
whole performance built through wave upon wave of barely disguised sexual
tension and release as Ray’s voice rose to a wail and the Raeletts moaned in
unison behind him.

Ahmet Ertegun and Jerry Wexler held back the release of “What’d I Say”
until April, when Atlantic issued the track as a two-part single. This first,
frankly adult version met stiff resistance from radio programmers—which
translated into scant orders from the label’s distributors—so Atlantic’s chief
engineer Tom Dowd re-edited the track to give it a slightly more playful teen-
age atmosphere. In July, “What’d T Say” entered the Billboard Hot 100 at
number eighty-two and then jumped to number forty-three the next week. By
August, Ray Charles had his first Top Ten pop hit (peaking at number six) and
his fourth R&B number one; the disc became the best-selling single in Atlan-
tic’s history and gave the company its first monthly sales gross of more than
$1 million.

“What’d I Say” was the song that “brought Ray Charles to everybody. In
faraway Liverpool, Paul McCartney heard “What’d I Say’ and chills went up
and down his spine: ‘I knew right then and there I wanted to be involved in
that kind of music.”

Not content with having one of the biggest rock and roll/R&B hits of the
year, in 1959 Ray went into the studio to record an album of standards from
the Great American Songbook. On half the tracks, he was backed by a brassy
big band, arranged by Quincy Jones; on the rest, by a full orchestra with
arrangements by Ralph Burns. The rough edge of RC’s voice and the “blue”
quality of his phrasing turned oft-recorded songs like “Just for a Thrill” and
“When Your Lover Has Gone” into modern masterpieces. After the tracks
were issued on a 1960 LP titled The Genius of Ray Charles, the appellation
“genius” stuck to the singer for the rest of his life.

The other side of Ray Charles—the raw rhythm and blues shouter who
could drive his audiences into a frenzy—was captured on a tape made by disc
jockey Zenas Sears during a May 1959 performance at Herndon Stadium in
Atlanta. The sound of this single-microphone recording is startlingly clear
and RC’s performance raises the roof, especially his call-and-response with
Margie Hendrix on “(Night Time Is) The Right Time” and an epic six-minute
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version of “Drown in My Own Tears.” A joyful Jerry Wexler worked with Tom
Dowd to edit the tape into Ray’s second live album, Ray Charles in Person.

Both The Genius of Ray Charles and Ray Charles in Person made the Bill-
board Top Twenty—a rare feat for a black artist in 1959. Along with Bobby
Darin, Ray Charles was one of the two best-selling artists on Atlantic Records.
But his contract was about to expire and Ray would soon be moving on.

THE ABC YEARS

When Ray Charles left Atlantic for ABC-Paramount at the end of 1959,
Ahmet and Jerry were hurt and angry but not really surprised. The backing of
two major entertainment corporations, the American Broadcasting Company
and Paramount Theaters, allowed the label—founded in 1955 and headed by
Sam Clark—to make RC an offer that Atlantic simply couldn’t match.

The new three-year contract gave Ray an advance of $50,000 per year and
75 percent of net sales after the label recouped its manufacturing and promo-
tion costs. Most important, Ray was granted both creative control and 100
percent ownership of his master recordings, which ABC-Paramount would
license for a period of just five years after delivery. This was an unprecedented
achievement for a black artist—one never to be repeated even by future super-
stars like James Brown, Stevie Wonder, or Michael Jackson.

Ray’s first ABC-Paramount album, Genius Hits the Road, released in the
fall of 1960, became his first Top Ten LP. It was also the first in a series of RC
concept albums—this one based on songs about places (“Moonlight in Ver-
mont,” “California, Here I Come,” etc.)—and the singer’s first full-length
collaboration with Sid Feller, his new producer/A&R man. The album’s indis-
putable high point was “Georgia on My Mind.” Ray’s beautifully orches-
trated rendition made this song (written in 1930) into something much more
than just a nostalgic paean to the state of his birth. Coming from one who’d
traveled so far for so long, “Georgia” captured a profound sense of yearning
for home; it also invoked the collective spirit of all the black women who’d
nurtured and cared for the singer. “Georgia on My Mind” became Ray
Charles’s first number one pop single as well as a number three R&B hit and
won two Grammy Awards. He would sing the song almost nightly for the rest
of his life.

By the end of the year, Ray’s performance fee was up to $1,500 per night
thanks to the effort of promoter Hal Zeiger, who was determined to present
RC as a “class act” who could play Carnegie Hall and the Hollywood Palla-
dium as successfully as any ghetto dancehall. Previously, Ray’s original songs
were published by Atlantic’s Progressive Music. But the creation of his own
Tangerine Music allowed RC to keep every dime earned from airplay royal-
ties, cover versions, and licensing fees. His touring band nearly doubled in
size, with every man on a regular weekly salary. RC was earning as much as
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$300,000 per year at a time when the annual per capita income for an African
American male was just $2,260.

Dedicated to You, comprising songs named for women (“Nancy,” “Mar-
gie,” “Ruby,” and the like), reached number eleven on the Billboard chart.
Genius + Soul = Jazz (1961) was a snappy instrumental set with Ray on organ
backed by the Count Basie band; it was followed that same year by Ray
Charles & Betty Carter, a set of intimate duets. In July 1961, Ray and his
road band cut Percy Mayfield’s “Hit the Road Jack,” a minor-key song set to
an up-tempo groove. Mayfield’s clever, down-home lyrics cast Ray as a no-
account lover begging not to be cast out by his girl, a role sung with convinc-
ing fervor by Margie Hendrix. Tough and bluesy as any Atlantic track, “Hit
the Road Jack” epitomized the vocal interplay between RC and the Raeletts.
It shot to number one on the Hot 100 and topped the R&B Singles chart for
five weeks.

In the spring of 1962, Ray released Modern Sounds in Country & Western
Music. This unprecedented collection comprised songs originally made famous
by (among others) Hank Williams, Eddie Arnold, and the Everly Brothers,
arranged either as lush ballads with orchestra and chorus or as bluesy big-
band numbers. Despite the initial misgivings of ABC executives, Modern
Sounds became the label’s first million-selling album—a massive across-
the-board hit that held the number one position for fourteen weeks and
stayed on the chart for two years. RC’s version of Don Gibson’s “I Can’t Stop
Loving You” topped the Hot 100 for five weeks; it became a number
one R&B hit and won the Grammy Award for Best Rhythm & Blues Record-
ing. Country radio programmers, however, simply ignored Ray’s landmark
achievement.

A true pop music event, “I Can’t Stop Loving You” inaugurated a year in
which Ray Charles scored four Top Ten pop singles and four Top Five albums
including the inevitable Modern Sounds in Country & Western Music (Vol-
ume I1) and the number two album Ingredients in a Recipe for Soul. Although
a consistent presence on both the Pop and R&B charts into the early 1970s,
Ray reached the pinnacle of his commercial success as a recording artist in the
period 1960-64. He founded the ABC-distributed Tangerine label to release
the recordings he produced for the Raeletts, the blues singer/songwriter Percy
Mayfield, and the brilliant jazz balladeer Jimmy Scott. To ensure a steady sup-
ply of new material and publishing royalties, he signed talented writers such
as Jimmy Lewis to his own Tangerine Music.

Ray was still a heroin addict—albeit one protected by wealth, prestige, and
a personal retinue headed by his hawk-eyed new manager Joe Adams. He
endured police harassment and several minor busts but always managed to
avoid a jail term. On October 31, 1964, in Boston, Ray Charles was arrested
at Logan Airport. This time, there would be no easy way out.

RC’s private jet had landed before dawn and he’d been driven to his hotel,
where he realized that he’d left his drugs behind. The singer, who never
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entrusted anyone else with his stash, had his chauffeur return him to the air-
field to retrieve some of the marijuana and heroin he’d left on board. When
suspicious U.S. Customs agents stopped the two men on the tarmac, they
found pot and a small amount of white powder in Ray’s overcoat. A subse-
quent search of the aircraft uncovered three ounces of heroin.

RC was released on his own recognizance, but the impact of the bust was
severe and immediate. The story made the front page of the Boston papers and
quickly spread throughout the international media. When Customs impounded
his plane, Ray’s agent was forced to cancel a string of cross-country dates and
the band members were laid off.

Between November 1964 and March 1966, Ray Charles took his longest-
ever hiatus from live performance. In the interim, Ray returned to Los Ange-
les where he focused on moving Della Bea and their three sons (Robert, David,
and Ray Jr.) into a new home and his businesses into a new headquarters. One
of his only public appearances during this period came in December 1964,
when soul singer Sam Cooke was shot and killed by a motel manager in Los
Angeles. When Ray arrived at the funeral and heard the huge crowd call out
to him, he sat down at the piano and sang a heartbreaking impromptu version
of the gospel hymn “The Angels Keep Watching Over Me.”

Facing four narcotics charges handed down by a federal grand jury, RC
made the decision to quit heroin. On July 26, 1965, he entered St. Francis
Hospital in L.A. and endured four days of “cold turkey” withdrawal with its
attendant waves of nausea, chills, and diarrhea. As part of his therapy Ray
met three times per week with a psychiatrist, Dr. Friedrich Hacker, who
taught his patient the basics of chess—a game that RC loved and quickly
mastered. When the singer returned to the recording studio in October, the
result was Crying Time—“one of Ray’s true masterpieces, the self-portrait of
an artist in a season of despair. . . . Every track, every note, bears the scars of
experience.”’ The title song, previously a country hit for Buck Owens,
reached number six Pop and won the Grammy Awards for Best Rhythm &
Blues Solo Vocal Performance and for Best Rhythm & Blues Recording.
Another track, the wry, witty soul-blues “Let’s Go Get Stoned,” became RC’s
tenth R&B number one.

On November 22 in federal court in Boston, Ray Charles pleaded guilty to
all charges. Prosecutors called for two years in prison and a hefty fine, but
Judge George Sweeney listened carefully to Dr. Hacker’s account of RC’s
determination to get off drugs and his thus-far-successful program of treat-
ment and rehabilitation. The judge offered to postpone the verdict for a year
if the defendant would agree to undergo regular examinations by government-
appointed physicians. For Ray, the offer was a no-brainer. He knew he was
done with heroin for good. When the singer returned to court in November
1967, he received a five-year suspended sentence, four years’ probation, and
a fine of $10,000. Ray never spent a day in prison and never touched heroin
again, although he continued to smoke marijuana on occasion. Later he
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favored a mixture of heavily sugared black coffee and Bols gin, which he
would sip throughout the day from a ceramic mug.

Throughout the latter half of the 1960s, Ray Charles maintained a rigorous
international touring schedule booked by the prestigious William Morris
Agency. He appeared on national television and recorded the title theme song
for the Academy Award-winning film In the Heat of the Night. He amassed
a large personal fortune.

But the big hits tapered off after 1967. The interracial and cross-genera-
tional audience Ray had brought together from the time of “I Got a Woman”
and “Swanee River Rock” through “I Can’t Stop Loving You” and “Crying
Time” had begun to fragment. Young black listeners had turned steadily
toward the sounds of Motown, James Brown, and Sly Stone; young whites,
toward the Beatles, Bob Dylan, and a host of new pop and rock performers
from both sides of the Atlantic. At the end of 1969, ABC declined to renew
Ray Charles’s recording contract although the company continued to distrib-
ute his albums on the Tangerine label. (Volcanic Action of My Soul and A
Message from the People, from 1971 and 1972 respectively, were two of RC’s
most successful post-ABC efforts both artistically and commercially.)

Unlike Sam Cooke, James Brown, or Nina Simone, Ray was not perceived
as an ardent supporter or a musical voice of the 1960s civil rights movement.
Although he bitterly condemned American racism in interviews, Ray’s
involvement in the freedom struggle didn’t go much beyond writing the occa-
sional check. As a self-made man, RC believed in the power of his music to
gradually break down society’s walls and to overcome fear and hatred among
people.

LATER YEARS

Over the course of the next decade, this singularly gifted artist came to be
taken largely for granted by American audiences. Ray Charles was like a pres-
ident’s face carved on Mount Rushmore: a revered but remote figure whose
legacy lay in the past. Ray himself was partly to blame. Too often, his live
show was a rote run-through of an over-familiar repertoire. His albums were
of uneven quality; he refused either to accept outside musical direction or to
curry favor with the press and the music industry.

Occasionally a special event or guest appearance would create a small stir
in the media and reintroduce RC to a new subset of listeners. One such
moment was his high-spirited stage jam with Aretha Franklin on “Spirit in the
Dark,” from her 1971 album Live at Fillmore West; another was his brief but
lively screen performance in the 1980 box office hit The Blues Brothers.

Off stage, Ray’s marriage was crumbling under the strain of his mood swings,
career pressures, and numerous affairs; he and Della Bea finally divorced
in 1978. In total, the singer fathered nine children outside his marriage.
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They included Charles Wayne Robinson, Ray’s son by Margie Hendricks (she
died in 1973); and his youngest son, Corey Robinson den Bok, born in 1988.

A new deal with Ahmet Ertegun resulted in four albums on Atlantic Records.
But only the first, True to Life, made the chart, peaking at number seventy-
eight in 1977. The following year, Dial Press published Brother Ray: Ray
Charles’ Own Story, a frank if sketchy autobiography co-written with David
Ritz, and in 1979 Ray’s version of “Georgia on My Mind” was declared the
state’s official song. Another positive note was struck in the spring of 1980
when PBS broadcast Ray Charles in concert with the Boston Pops Orchestra
conducted by John Williams. This well-received program led to many more
orchestral bookings, in which RC’s soul-stirring interpretation of “America
the Beautiful” was always an emotional high point.

Ray Charles was about to enjoy his last sustained run of radio hits—this
time, on the country airwaves. In 1982, he was signed to the Nashville divi-
sion of Columbia Records and released Wish You Were Here Tonight, self-
produced mostly at the singer’s own RPM Studio in L.A. Although musically
bland and formulaic, the set received decent sales and engendered a Top 20
Country single in “Born to Love Me.” In 1984, Ray handed the reins to top
Nashville producer Billy Sherrill for Friendship, a collection of duets with
country stars like George Jones, Merle Haggard, and Ricky Skaggs. The result
was the most fully realized Ray Charles album in years and the number one
Country single “Seven Spanish Angels,” a mythic cowboy ballad sung with
Willie Nelson.

Ray’s country crossover reaffirmed the transcendent appeal of his voice—an
instrument now readily available for hire in exchange for a substantial payday
or some valuable exposure. His fervent delivery stood out among the all-star
cast (including Michael Jackson, Bob Dylan, and Bruce Springsteen) that
recorded the chart-topping charity anthem “We Are the World” in 1985. Ray
performed “America the Beautiful” at Ronald Reagan’s second inauguration
and sang with Billy Joel on “Baby Grand,” an homage to RC included on
Joel’s 1986 Top Ten album The Bridge.

The awards and honors came in a steady stream. In 1986, Ray Charles was
named a Kennedy Center honoree and one of the inaugural inductees into
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. In 1987, he was given a Grammy Lifetime
Achievement Award by the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sci-
ences (NARAS). In 1989, an RC duet with jazz singer Dee Dee Bridgewater
titled “’Til The Next Somewhere” became a number one hit all across
Europe.

These events seemed to set the stage for Ray to take one more shot at
American pop radio, and in late 1989 he got his chance with “I’ll Be Good to
You.” A high-tech, hip-hop flavored duet with Chaka Khan, it was the first
single released from Quincy Jones’s glossy all-star album Back on the Block.
The song topped the Billboard R&B/Hip-Hop Singles chart and reached num-
ber eighteen on the Hot 100. “I’ll Be Good to You” propelled Back on the
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Block to platinum status and later won the Grammy Award for Best R&B
Performance by a Duo or Group with Vocal.

Vast numbers of television viewers came to recognize Ray Charles from his
appearances in an ad campaign for Diet Pepsi that kicked off with the Super
Bowl XXIV telecast on January 28, 1990. The ad proved so popular that Pepsi
extended the campaign for almost two years, with RC starring in every install-
ment. Ray’s key line was “You got the right one, baby—uh-hub!” and in this
case he most certainly did: Pepsi paid the singer in seven figures and the catch
phrase briefly entered the pop culture lexicon. Small children now recognized
Ray in airports, and he had to explain to reporters that a Diet Pepsi commer-
cial was not, in fact, the biggest or most significant event of his long career.

Ray’s renewed visibility attracted the interest of Mo Ostin, the chairman of
Warner Bros. Records, who signed him to the label in 1990. Ostin was soon
disappointed by the two discs that resulted, Would You Believe? and My
World. Despite a costly and concerted media push by Warners and a Grammy
Award for “A Song for You” from My World, the albums received little expo-
sure on radio and only a half-hearted response from record buyers. Old friend
Quincy Jones released Ray’s Strong Love Affair on his own Warner-distributed
Qwest label in 1995, but the album was virtually ignored by audiences and
critics alike.

In 1997, a lavish five-CD box set on Rhino Records titled Ray Charles:
Genius and Soul brought together the best and most popular recordings from
every phase of his career. Ray demanded and received an advance in excess
of $1 million for granting Rhino the right to reissue his post-1959 master
recordings. Two tracks culled from a Japan-only live album, “Till There Was
You” and “Am I Blue,” served to remind listeners that on any given night, RC
was still capable of a masterful and profoundly moving performance. Genius
and Soul earned overwhelmingly favorable media coverage and sold well
considering its high retail price.

In November 2004, Jet magazine published excerpts from an interview
with Reverend Robert Robinson—Ray’s second eldest son, now an ordained
minister. Robinson told the reporter that in December 2002, his father had
organized a luncheon in Los Angeles attended by all twelve of his children
(some had never met each other before) and that, at the conclusion of the
meal, Ray had presented each of his offspring with a check for $1 million.

In the summer of 2003, Ray Charles was diagnosed with hepatocellular
carcinoma, a form of liver cancer, and abruptly canceled all further live per-
formances. The singer underwent chemotherapy while he continued to work
on Genius Loves Company, a new album jointly backed by Concord Records
and HEAR Music, an offshoot of the Starbucks coffee chain. Veteran producers
John Burk and Phil Ramone were at the controls for this duets collection that
paired Ray with longtime admirers like Van Morrison, James Taylor, Johnny
Mathis, Natalie Cole, Elton John, and Bonnie Raitt. The songs were all stan-
dards of one sort or another, including the Lowell Fulson blues classic
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“Sinner’s Prayer” (with B.B. King) and the Frank Sinatra anthem “It Was a
Very Good Year” (with Willie Nelson). RC revisited his own catalog of 1960s
hits to cut new versions of “Here We Go Again” with Norah Jones and “You
Don’t Know Me” with Diana Krall.

Ray’s indefatigable energy and iron constitution had borne him through
countless trials and triumphs, and he’d kept his illness hidden from all but his
inner circle. Thus, many friends and fans were shocked to see him in a wheel-
chair when the singer made his final public appearance on April 30, 2004, for
the dedication of his RPM Studios building at 2107 West Washington Boule-
vard as a Los Angeles historic landmark.

In one of his last conversations with David Ritz, Ray spoke admiringly of
some of the great musicians he’d worked with over the years—not only Fat-
head Newman and Hank Crawford but lesser-known and equally gifted play-
ers like the saxophonists James Clay and Don Wilkerson and the trumpeters
Marcus Belgrave and Johnny Coles.

With the locomotive rush of his career and the intensity of his demands, RC
admitted that “I feel like I hurt people. I know I hurt people. Well, tell them
I’m not an asshole. Tell them I have feelings too. I can feel their feelings, man.
Tell them I appreciate them. Tell them ... just tell them Brother Ray loves
them.”'® Then he began to cry.

Ray Charles died at his home in Beverly Hills, California, on June 10, 2004,
at the age of seventy-three. The Reverend Robert Robinson presided over the
funeral on June 18 at the First African Methodist Episcopal Church. The more
than 1,200 mourners in attendance included actor/director Clint Eastwood,
singer Glen Campbell, and the Reverend Jesse Jackson; there were musical
tributes from Stevie Wonder, Willie Nelson, and B.B. King. Later, Ray’s body
lay in state at the Los Angeles Convention Center, where thousands of fans
slowly filed past to pay their last respects.

Genius Loves Company was released on August 31 and entered the Bill-
board chart at number two—the first Ray Charles album to reach the Top Ten
since Sweet and Sour Tears in 1964. On February 13, 2005, Genius Loves
Company swept the Forty-Seventh Annual Grammy Awards, winning eight
categories including Album of the Year and Best Gospel Performance (for
“Heaven Help Us All,” featuring Gladys Knight) as well as Record of the Year
and Best Pop Collaboration with Vocals (both for “Here We Go Again”). The
album sold over three million copies in the United States alone.

On October 29, the biographical motion picture Ray was released in U.S.
theaters. Director Taylor Hackford and screenwriter James L. White didn’t
shy away from depicting RC’s womanizing and drug addiction, but the film
emphasized Ray’s monumental artistic achievements and the struggle to
overcome his physical and social handicaps. Jamie Foxx won the Academy
Award for Best Actor for his uncanny performance in the title role; a talented
singer and pianist, Foxx mostly lip-synched to RC’s original recordings on
the soundtrack.
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As Ray was filling the theaters, rap star Kanye West’s “Gold Digger” (from
his album Late Registration) was en route to becoming the nation’s best-selling
single. The song was built upon a vocal sample from “I Got a Woman,” RC’s
breakthrough hit of 1955, along with an a cappella introduction by Jamie
Foxx. “Gold Digger” was the second-longest-running number one of 20085,
spending ten weeks at the top, and won the Grammy Award for Best Rap Solo
Performance.

LEGACY

Ray Charles changed the sound of popular music by combining the melodies
and emotional fervor of African American gospel music with the secular lyr-
ics and earthy sensibility of the blues. He added elements of traditional pop,
jazz, and country music in the course of becoming the single most important
figure in the transition from the rhythm and blues of the 1950s to the soul
music of the 1960s. Charles was a gifted singer, pianist, arranger, and band-
leader who truly deserved his oft-bestowed appellation of “The Genius.”
He became an international star who put his unmistakable vocal imprint on
everything he sang, from low-down blues to Broadway show tunes to coun-
try ballads.

Beyond his skills as a live performer and recording artist, Ray Charles
was a canny entrepreneur. He presided over a large touring organization;
produced and engineered recordings for himself and others in a custom-
built studio; and founded his own recording, publishing, and management
companies. Between 1957 and 1989, Ray placed more than thirty songs in
the Top Forty of the Billboard Hot 100 and more than seventy on the
R&B singles chart. He earned a career total of seventeen Grammy
Awards.

Elton John, Billy Joel, Van Morrison, Michael McDonald (Doobie Broth-
ers), Richard Manuel (The Band), and Stevie Wonder all have acknowledged
Ray’s influence, either through their public statements or their recording of
songs long associated with him. (Wonder’s second album, issued in 1962, was
titled A Tribute to Uncle Ray.) Joe Cocker, Michael Bolton, and Gregg All-
man are among the many post-Beatles rock and pop vocalists who owe a clear
stylistic debt to RC’ sound and style. Singer Taylor Hicks’s victory in the
2006 season of “American Idol” was due in part to his convincing take on
Ray’s eternal “Georgia on My Mind.”

“The variety and vitality” of Ray Charles’s lifetime output “have been stag-
gering and [have]| permanently affected the course of popular music,” wrote
author and musicologist Lee Hildebrand. “While he charted little new musi-
cal territory after the mid-1960s, he had clearly demonstrated that the diverse
strains of American music, though divided by ethnic, regional, and class dis-
tinctions, were all parts of a common cultural heritage.”!”
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TIMELINE

September 23, 1930

Ray Charles Robinson is born in Albany, Georgia.

October 23, 1937

He enrolls at the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind in St. Augustine, Florida.
Schoolmates give him the nickname RC.

October 1945

Ray Charles Robinson moves Jacksonville, Florida, to find work as a professional
musician.

March 1948

RC moves to Seattle, Washington, to join guitarist Gossie McKee in the McSon Trio.
April 9, 1949

Released on Down Beat Records of Los Angeles, “Confession Blues” by the Maxin Trio
enters the Billboard R&B Singles chart, featuring Ray Charles Robinson on lead vocal
and piano. The song peaks at number two and remains on the chart for eleven weeks.

May 1950
RC relocates to Los Angeles. For professional purposes, he drops his last name and is
known hereafter as Ray Charles.

February 10, 1951

“Baby Let Me Hold Your Hand” on Swingtime Records is the first song credited to
Ray Charles to enter the Billboard R&B Singles chart. It reaches number five and re-
mains on the chart for six weeks.

June 1952
Ahmet Ertegun of Atlantic Records buys out RC’s contract from Swingtime for
$2,500.

September 8, 1952

Ray Charles’s first Atlantic recording session in New York.

April 3, 1954

“It Should’ve Been Me” is the first Ray Charles single on Atlantic to enter the R&B
chart. It reaches number five and remains on the chart for nine weeks.

January 22, 1955

“I’ve Got a Woman” enters the chart and soon becomes RC’s first number one R&B
single. The song combines gospel with rhythm and blues and is a prototype of a new
style called “soul music.”

April 5, 1955

Ray Charles marries Della Bea Howard in Dallas, Texas. She is the mother of his sons
Robert, David, and Ray Jr.

November 11, 1957

“Swanee River Rock (Talkin’ Bout That River)” enters the R&B chart and later be-
comes the first Ray Charles single to enter the Billboard Hot 100 (Pop chart), reaching
number thirty-four.

July 5, 1958

RC makes his first appearance at the Newport Jazz Festival in Newport, Rhode Island.
The show is recorded and later issued as the Atlantic LP Ray Charles at Newport.
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February 18, 1959

RC records “What’d I Say” in New York. Released in July, it becomes his first million-
seller and the biggest-selling single in the twelve-year history of Atlantic Records,
reaching number one R&B and number six Pop.

November 1, 1959

Ray Charles signs a new long-term recording contract with ABC-Paramount that,
among other favorable terms, grants him ultimate ownership of his master record-
ings.

February 1960

The Genius of Ray Charles (Atlantic) is the artist’s first LP to enter the Billboard
chart. It peaks at number seventeen and remains on the chart for eighty-two weeks.

November 14, 1960

“Georgia on My Mind” becomes RC’s second million-seller and the first of three Ray
Charles singles to reach number one on the Hot 100. The song spends eighteen weeks
on the chart including five weeks at number one.

December 3, 1960
RC’s first album for ABC, The Genius Hits the Road, reaches number nine on the
Billboard chart. His first Top Ten LP, it stays on the chart for fifty weeks.

April 12, 1961

At the third annual Grammy Awards, “Georgia on My Mind” by Ray Charles wins
Best Vocal Performance, Single Record or Track—Male and Best Performance by a
Pop Single Artist. The Genius Hits the Road wins for Best Vocal Performance, Male,
and RC’s recording of “Let the Good Times Roll” wins for Best R&B Performance.

May 1961
Ray Charles headlines at Carnegie Hall in New York for the first time in his career.

October 9, 1961

“Hit the Road Jack,” written by Percy Mayfield, becomes the second Ray Charles
single to top the Hot 100 (for two weeks) and the number one R&B song for five
weeks.

April 21, 1962

Modern Sounds in Country and Western Music by Ray Charles enters the Billboard
chart. By July, it is the number one album in the country and remains on the chart for
101 weeks including 14 weeks at Number One.

June 2, 1962

“I Can’t Stop Loving You,” the first single from Modern Sounds in Country and West-
ern Music, becomes RC’s third number one Pop hit. It tops the Hot 100 for five weeks
and the R&B chart for ten weeks.

November 17, 1962

Ray Charles’s recording of “You Are My Sunshine” enters the Hot 100, where it
reaches number seven and also tops the R&B chart for three weeks.

October 31, 1964

RC is arrested at Logan Airport in Boston, and later indicted by a federal grand jury
on four charges related to possession of heroin and marijuana.

July 26, 1965

The singer enters a heroin withdrawal program at St. Francis Hospital in Los Angeles.
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November 1967
Having pleaded guilty to all charges, RC receives a five-year suspended sentence, four
years on probation, and a $10,000 fine.

March 2, 1967

In the ninth annual Grammy Awards, Ray Charles’s hit single “Crying Time” (number
six Pop/number five R&B) is named Best R&B Recording and Best R&B Solo Vocal
Performance, Male.

December 1972
RCs final album through ABC Records, Through The Eyes of Love, peaks at number
186 on the Billboard chart.

April 24,1979
Ray Charles’s version of “Georgia on My Mind” is declared “the official song of the
State of Georgia.”

June 20, 1980
The Blues Brothers, directed by Jon Landis, opens in U.S. theaters. Ray Charles plays
“Ray,” a streetwise storeowner, and performs “Shake a Tail Feather.”

January 21, 1985
RC performs during festivities for the second inauguration of President Ronald
Reagan.

April 23, 1985
“Seven Spanish Angels,” a duet by Ray Charles and Willie Nelson, reaches number
one on the Billboard Hot Country Singles chart.

January 23, 1986
Quincy Jones inducts Ray Charles into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame at the organi-
zation’s first induction dinner, held in New York City.

March 2, 1988
The National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences (NARAS) presents RC with a
Lifetime Achievement Award at the Thirtieth Annual Grammy Awards.

January 27, 1990

“I’ll Be Good to You,” a Quincy Jones—produced duet by Ray Charles and Chaka
Khan, reaches number eighteen on the Hot 100—RC’s first Top 30 Pop hit since
1967.

February 21, 1991

The Rhythm and Blues Foundation presents RC with its Legend Award at a ceremony
in New York.

March 1, 1994

Ray Charles wins his twelfth career Grammy Award, for “A Song for You” as Best
Male R&B Performance, in the Thirty-Sixth Annual Grammy Awards.

March 2, 1995
Ray Charles is given the Lifetime Achievement Award at the Rhythm and Blues Foun-
dation’s annual Pioneer Awards.

April 30, 2004
Ray Charles makes his final public appearance when his RPM Studios building at
2107 West Washington Boulevard is declared a Los Angeles historic landmark.

”»
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June 10, 2004
At the age of seventy-three, Ray Charles dies of hepatocellular carcinoma, a form of
liver cancer, at his home in Beverly Hills, California.

August 31, 2004

Genius Loves Company enters the Billboard Top 200 at number two—the first Ray
Charles album to reach the Top 10 since Sweet and Sour Tears in 1964. The twelve
tracks feature Ray in duet performances with Natalie Cole, Elton John, Norah Jones,
Gladys Knight, B.B. King, Johnny Mathis, Van Morrison, Bonnie Raitt, and James
Taylor, among others.

February 13, 2005

In the Forty-Seventh Annual Grammy Awards, Genius Loves Company wins in eight
categories including Album of the Year and Best Gospel Performance (for “Heaven
Help Us All,” featuring Gladys Knight) as well as Record of the Year and Best Pop
Collaboration with Vocals (both for “Here We Go Again,” featuring Norah Jones).
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Chuck Berry

Scott Schinder

BROWN-EYED HANDSOME GENIUS

Attempting to credit one person with the invention of rock and roll is a mis-
guided and pointless pursuit. But no early rocker played a bigger role in creat-
ing the basic template for guitar-driven electric rock and roll than Chuck
Berry, and no artist of his era did a more effective job of merging an original
musical vision with a cohesive and distinctive songwriting persona.
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The St. Louis-bred singer/guitarist was rock’s first great songwriter/per-
former. In his first decade as a recording artist, Berry released a remarkable
run of singles that became so deeply woven into rock and roll’s foundation
that it’s difficult to imagine the genre existing without them. Long before Bob
Dylan and the Beatles officially established it as a legitimate art form in the
1960s, Chuck Berry emerged as rock’s first great poet.

Berry made his name writing infectious, exuberant songs that used evo-
cative wordplay and whimsical humor to document 1950s American teenage
life. His compositions played a crucial role in chronicling and defining the
youth culture that spawned rock and roll, and in introducing much of the
cars-and-girls iconography of early rock and roll. Berry’s uncanny ability to
tap into teen psychology and youthful slang was doubly impressive, given
the fact that he didn’t begin his recording career until he was nearly thirty
years old.

On such enduring anthems as “Roll Over Beethoven,” “Rock and Roll
Music” and “Johnny B. Goode,” Berry celebrated the music’s liberating spirit.
On “School Day,” “Sweet Little Sixteen,” and “Reelin’ and Rockin’,” he viv-
idly documented teen social, recreational, and romantic rituals. His skill for
shaggy-dog storytelling on “Nadine,” “You Can’t Catch Me,” and “No Par-
ticular Place to Go” was balanced by his knack for spinning such poignant
vignettes as “Memphis” and “Havana Moon.” And with such numbers as
“Brown-Eyed Handsome Man,” “Promised Land,” and “Back in the U.S.A.,”
he conjured a colorful American landscape fraught with pitfalls but brimming
with hope and promise.

Berry’s 1955 debut single “Maybellene” is considered by some to be the
first fully realized rock and roll record, the first to fully synthesize the music’s
blues and country influences into a cohesive and compelling style. Berry was
also the first prominent rocker to write most of his own material, and the first
to double on vocals and electric guitar.

While much of rock and roll’s foundation was laid by white musicians emu-
lating and adapting African American musical forms, Berry demonstrated that
the music’s influence was a two-way street. He forged his style by mixing coun-
try guitar licks and country-inspired narrative songwriting with a rhythm and
blues beat and the rudiments of Chicago-style electric blues. He enunciated
his lyrics with clear, careful phrasing that contrasted the raw conventions of
blues singing. Berry’s synthesis of black and white influences, and his energetic
performing style, made him the first black rocker to cross over from the R&B
charts to achieve consistent success with white teenagers, without alienating
his black audience.

Berry’s distinctive guitar style—drawn from elements of blues, country, and
jazz—is generally considered to be the wellspring for modern rock and roll
guitar. His playing was an essential cornerstone of rock and roll, and was
emulated, to one degree or another, by virtually every significant guitar band
of the 1960s. Most of those bands included Berry material in their repertoire.
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Indeed, Berry remains one of the most-covered composers in pop history; his
songs have remained essential staples of jukeboxes, oldies radio stations, and
garage band set lists ever since.

But Berry’s playful musical persona, and his energetic performing style,
belie a complex, thorny personality embittered by years of racism, rip-offs,
and government harassment. Obstinate, obsessively private, distrustful of
outsiders, and mercenary to a fault, Berry has long squandered his legendary
status and severely tested his fans’ goodwill. Once renowned as one rock’s
most electrifying stage performers, for decades he’s been notorious for deliv-
ering spotty, sloppy live shows. Berry’s inelegant approach to live gigs long
ago attained mythic status, with the artist typically turning up at the venue
minutes before set time, receiving payment in cash prior to taking the stage,
and playing with under-rehearsed (or unrehearsed) local pickup bands.

ST. LOUIS BLUES

Charles Edward Anderson Berry was born on October 18, 1926, in St. Louis,
Missouri, the fourth of Martha and Henry Berry’s six children. He grew up
in the Ville, a six-by-nine-block neighborhood north of downtown St. Louis
that was one of the few sections of the heavily segregated city where blacks
were allowed to own property. Because the city’s white institutions were so
inhospitable, the Ville became a self-contained community within the racially
divided city, an oasis of African American—owned businesses and cultural
institutions.

Martha and Henry Berry were the grandchildren of Southern slaves, and
were among the many rural blacks that had migrated to St. Louis in search of
employment. Unlike most African American women of the era, Martha pos-
sessed a college education. Henry was a contractor and carpenter, as well as a
deacon of the local Antioch Baptist Church. The middle-class Berry family
maintained a strong grounding in the church, and stressed discipline, enter-
prise, and educational achievement as a means to prosper within the societal
barriers of the time.

In his youth, Chuck did carpentry work for his father, and developed an
interest in photography through his uncle Harry Davis (who would later shoot
many enduring images of his nephew). Unlike his siblings, though, Chuck
gravitated toward trouble in his teen years. He attended the prestigious Sum-
ner High School, the first black high school west of the Mississippi, but bristled
against its stringent educational and disciplinary standards.

Although he’d begun singing in his church’s choir at the age of six, Chuck
didn’t take up the electric guitar until his teens. He was inspired to learn to
play after singing Jay McShann’s “Confessin’ the Blues” (a song he would later
record on his 1960 LP Rockin’ at the Hops) at a school talent show, accom-
panied by a guitar-playing friend. While some faculty members strongly
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disapproved of such down-and-dirty material, the positive crowd response
drove Berry to pick up the instrument, developing his skills with some help
from local jazz player Ira Harris.

In the fall of 1944, Berry dropped out of high school, and decided to head
for California with two friends. They only got as far as Kansas City, where
they were arrested and convicted for armed robbery. All three were sentenced
to ten years in the Intermediate Reformatory for Young Men at Algoa, near
Jefferson, Missouri.

Berry was released from the reformatory after three years, on his twenty-
first birthday on October 18, 1947. A year and ten days later, he married
Themetta “Toddy” Suggs, with whom he would eventually have four children.
In addition to doing work for his father’s construction business, he worked as
a photographer and as a janitor in an auto assembly plant, and trained to be
a hairdresser and cosmetologist. He also continued to hone his guitar skills,
drawing upon such influences as electric-blues pioneer T-Bone Walker, jazz
innovator Charlie Christian and Carl Hogan of Louis Jordan’s Tympani Five.
One of Berry’s favorite vocalists was Nat “King” Cole, whose combination of
jazz/blues grit and cultured sophistication would influence Berry’s own musical
sensibility, as well as his careful vocal enunciation.

By 1951, Berry had become a skillful enough guitarist that his high school
classmate Tommy Stevens invited him to join his trio. The Tommy Stevens
Combo worked the rough, sometimes violent clubs of East St. Louis, Illinois,
just across the Mississippi River, and specialized in black blues and pop stan-
dards. Berry’s addition to the group brought out his natural sense of show-
manship, and he expanded the group’s repertoire by adding country and
novelty tunes.

At around this time, Charles Berry began adding an “n” to his last name
and billing himself as Chuck Berryn, apparently in deference to the church ties
of his father, who couldn’t have looked kindly on his son’s decision to play the
devil’s music.

At the end of 1952, Johnnie Johnson (1924-2005), a local jazz/boogie-
woogie piano player who’d recently arrived from Chicago, hired Berry to play
a New Year’s Eve gig with his group, Sir John’s Trio, at the Cosmopolitan
Club in East St. Louis, where they were a frequent attraction. He’d initially
been hired to substitute for an unavailable musician, but Johnson was
impressed enough with Berry’s abilities that he invited the guitarist to become
a permanent member of the act. Before long, the newcomer would come to
dominate the group.

As he had with his previous band, Berry energized Johnson’s sets, augment-
ing the pianist’s repertoire of 1930s and 1940s pop standards with his own
up-tempo country-style numbers. Berry’s urban hillbilly act enhanced the group’s
local reputation, drawing white patrons to the black club and establishing
Chuck as a competitor to such local guitarists as Ike Turner, Albert King, and
Little Milton. Although Berry’s humorous narrative songs had little precedent
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in the blues at the time, black jump-blues bandleader Louis Jordan—an early
Berry hero—had been doing something comparable, with considerable com-
mercial success, since the early 1940s.

PLAYING CHESS

In the spring of 1955, Berry began making trips to the black musical mecca of
Chicago, looking for contacts and recording possibilities. He met legendary
electric bluesman Muddy Waters, who suggested that Berry contact Leonard
Chess, who ran Chess Records, the influential independent label for which
Waters recorded.

Chess Records, run by Polish-born immigrant brothers Leonard and Phil
Chess, was already one of America’s most successful specialists in recording
and selling black music. The company’s artist roster included such popular
bluesmen as Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker, Little Walter, and Sonny
Boy Williamson, as well as the influential vocal groups the Flamingos and the
Moonglows.

Doo-Wop at the Dawn of Rock and Roll

The vocal group harmony style, with roots in black gospel quartet singing,
was an important part of the original rock and roll explosion of the 1950s.
Years later, this sound became known as doo-wop, so called because the back-
ground singers often intoned such nonsense syllables to accompany the lyrics
sung by the lead vocalist.

In some respects, the vocal groups were at a disadvantage in the intensely
competitive and exploitive music industry of the period. Most did not write
their own material or play instruments on their own recordings, so they were
dependent on others for their material and backing. The reinforcement of the
group image tended to obscure the individual members’ identities, and often
the group’s name was owned by a manager or record company entrepreneur.

The person holding legal title to the name could hire and fire the group
members almost at will. An entire group such as the Drifters could be recon-
stituted and then sent into the recording studio or out on tour. Meanwhile,
former members continued to appear as (for example) Charlie Thomas of
the Drifters. These practices created confusion and resentment among per-
formers and fans alike—along with a tide of lawsuits, some extending to the
present day.

Two of the most important black vocal groups at the birth of rhythm &
blues were the Ravens and the Orioles. The Ravens’ recordings of “Ol’ Man
River” and “Send for Me If You Need Me” (both 1948) contrasted the soaring
tenor of Maithe Marshall (sometimes singing in falsetto) with the deep bass
of Jimmy Ricks. It was a combination that other groups would emulate for
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decades to come. The Orioles’ overall vocal tone was less polished and slightly
more soulful than that of the Ravens. On their number one R&B hit of 1949,
“Tell Me So,” a wordless falsetto entwined around Sonny Til’s angelic tenor
lead—another device that later would be appropriated on countless vocal
group recordings.

The Orioles’ success with R&B renditions of Tin Pan Alley standards ( “What
Are You Doing New Year’s Eve?”) gave rise to a host of so-called bird groups:
the Penguins (“Earth Angel”), the Flamingos (“I Only Have Eyes for You”), and
so on. In 1954, the Crows created one of rock and roll’s greatest one-shot hits
with “Gee.” This song, wrote vocal group authority Philip Groia, “became the
first recording of black street-corner singing to transcend the realm of R&B
into the white pop market. It was a million-seller and the first doo-wop record
to be recognized by the white media. In hindsight, it has often been referred
to as the first rock and roll group record.”

Andy Schwartz

“You could tell right away,” Phil Chess recalled in Peter Guralnick’s book
Feel Like Going Home. “He had that something special, that—I don’t know
what you’d call it. But he had it.”!

Chess told the young hopeful to bring him a demo tape, so Berry went
home and cut some songs on a borrowed wire recorder with Johnson’s band.
The resulting demo included the slow blues original “Wee Wee Hours” and an
up-tempo reworking of a much-recorded country standard titled “Ida Red,”
which Berry knew from a popular 1938 version by western swing pioneers
Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys.

Berry felt that “Wee Wee Hours” would be a natural for the blues-oriented
Chess Records. But Leonard Chess, eager to tap into the emerging rock and
roll market that had begun to eat into the sales of his label’s blues releases,
saw more potential in “Ida Red.” Chess’s preference was understandable. At
the time, a successful blues single was unlikely to sell more than 10,000 cop-
ies, while a rhythm and blues hit could sell hundreds of thousands, and a rock
and roll crossover might shift as many as a million.

“The big beat, cars, and young love,” said Leonard Chess. “It was a trend
and we jumped on it.”?

At Chess’s suggestion, “Ida Red” was renamed “Maybellene.” The new
title was inspired by the Maybelline cosmetics company, although Chess was
careful to change the spelling to avoid potential legal problems. The retitled
number was recorded at the Chess studio on May 21, with Johnnie Johnson
on piano and Johnson’s drummer Ebby Hardy, plus legendary Chess musician/
songwriter Willie Dixon on bass.

Most of the elements of Berry’s signature sound were already in place on
“Maybellene,” including his inventive blues/country picking style, his sly sing-
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ing and the rhythm section’s propulsive backbeat. Meanwhile, Johnson’s roll-
ing boogie rhythms and distinctive right-hand technique were already firmly
in place, underlining the importance of the pianist’s contribution to Berry’s
sound.

Beyond its snappy sound, “Maybellene” showcase Berry’s already impres-
sive lyrical gifts. He invests the song’s simple story—an auto chase in pursuit
of a wayward lover—with such a wealth of crafty wordplay and evocative
detail that the narrative takes on the quality of an epic quest.

“Maybellene,” with the more pedestrian “Wee Wee Hours” as its B-side,
was released by Chess as Chuck Berry’s first single in July 1955. By then,
“Maybellene” had mysteriously acquired a pair of co-authors. The first was
influential rock and roll disc jockey Alan Freed, with whom Chess Records
had a close working relationship, and whose airplay could make a song a hit.
The other was Russ Fratto, the landlord of the building where Chess’s head-
quarters were located as well as the Chess brothers’ partner in the pressing
plant that manufactured the company’s product. Credited as co-writers along-
side Berry, Freed and Fratto were entitled to equal shares of the song’s pub-
lishing royalties. Such exploitive arrangements were common in rock and
roll’s early days, and Berry was unaware of the chicanery until the song was
released.

Great Groups and Solo Stars of the 1950s

Billy Ward was a Juilliard-trained musician and entrepreneur with an ear for
talent. In 1950, he formed the Dominoes and recruited a series of exceptional
singers to front the group. The first was Clyde McPhatter (1932-72), who in-
jected the Dominoes’ 1952 smash “Have Mercy Baby” with a blend of youthful
abandon and adult sensuality, then later wept convincingly on their sentimental
ballad “The Bells” (1953).

McPhatter left the group shortly thereafter to make an even bigger impact
as lead singer for the Drifters on their number one R&B hits “Honey Love” and
“Adorable.” His successor in the Dominoes was a former Golden Gloves boxer
from Detroit named Jackie Wilson (1934-84), who announced his arrival on
the group’s version of “St. Therese of the Roses” in 1956. It was not a chart
hit, but Wilson’s bravura performance attracted enough attention to propel
him into a solo career soon after the record was released.

Frankie Lymon was a preternaturally gifted singer who became the first
black teenage pop star at age thirteen when his group, the Teenagers, shot to
number one R&B and number six Pop in 1956 with their first single, “Why Do
Fools Fall In Love.” Lymon’s rich vibrato and jazz-tinged phrasing would exert
a profound influence on artists ranging from Ronnie Spector to Michael Jackson,
and great things were expected from his solo career when he left the group
after just eighteen months. But neither he nor the other Teenagers ever re-
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peated (or even came close to) their first astounding success, and Frankie
Lymon was only twenty-six when he died from a drug overdose in 1968.

Amid the turbulent atmosphere of 1950s rhythm and blues, the Platters
were one of the few black vocal groups to establish a stable career in the main-
stream of show business. Under the careful guidance of manager and song-
writer Buck Ram, the group scored twelve Top Ten R&B hits from 1955 to
1959, four of which reached number one on the Pop chart. The Platters’ clas-
sic ballads “Only You,” “The Great Pretender,” and “Twilight Time” all fea-
tured the polished lead of Tony Williams within sumptuous male/female vocal
blends and lush orchestrations.

Another black vocal group to enjoy great popularity with young white audi-
ences was the Coasters, whose raucous, comedic musical mini-dramas were
the virtual opposite of the Platters’ staid elegance. In 1953, the L.A.-based
quartet then known as the Robins joined forces with two young white song-
writer/producers, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, in 1953 to create the ground-
breaking R&B protest number, “Riot in Cell Block #9.”

When the Robins split up, lead singer Carl Gardner and bass man Bobby
Nunn formed the Coasters, who continued to work with Leiber and Stoller. In
1957, the team struck gold with the two-sided hit single, “Searchin’” backed
with “Young Blood,” the former title topping the R&B chart for twelve straight
weeks and reaching number three Pop. The following year, the Coasters
scored a number one Pop hit with “Yakety Yak,” then extended their hot
streak with “Charlie Brown,” “Along Came Jones,” and “Poison lvy.” These
songs, as carefully and imaginatively produced as any Madison Avenue televi-
sion commercial, represented the final flowering of the original black vocal
group sound.

A.S.

Not surprisingly, Freed played “Maybellene” enthusiastically on his popu-
lar show on New York’s WINS. The exposure helped “Maybellene” to become
one of the first national rock and roll hits, rising to the number one slot on
Billboard’s R&B chart and number five on the pop chart.

The crossover success of “Maybellene” demonstrated Berry’s ability to tran-
scend the racial barriers that ruled the music industry in the 1950s. At a time
when it was common for discs by black performers to be outsold by watered-
down cover versions by white acts, it was Berry’s original that white teenagers
bought, beating out cover attempts by Jim Lowe and Johnny Long, as well as
one by future country star Marty Robbins.

Beyond the issue of writing credits, Berry would maintain an ongoing asso-
ciation with Alan Freed. After making his New York stage debut at Freed’s
all-star show at the Brooklyn Paramount theater during Labor Day weekend
1955, he would perform on several of Freed’s multi-artist tours and appear
with him in the quickie movie musicals Rock Rock Rock, Mister Rock and
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Roll, and Go Johnny Go. Berry had a substantial speaking role in the latter
film.

Thanks to the stage chops he’d honed in the clubs of East St. Louis, Berry
quickly established himself as a magnetic, high-energy live performer, with
such memorable trademark stage moves as his famed duckwalk. On some
occasions, Berry would claim to have introduced the duckwalk during his
Brooklyn Paramount debut. But he would also claim to have originated it as
a child to entertain his mother and her friends.

Berry initially had trouble following up the crossover success of “Maybel-
lene.” “Roll Over Beethoven,” a highly original ode to rock and roll’s appeal
invoking the names of classical composers, reached number twenty-nine on
Billboard’s pop chart in May 1956. But otherwise, the string of singles that
Berry released in 1955 and 1956—songs like “Too Much Monkey Busi-
ness,” “You Can’t Catch Me,” “Thirty Days,” and “No Money Down,” all
now acknowledged as classic examples of Berry’s genius—performed well
on the R&B charts, but failed to catch on in the more lucrative rock and roll
market.

If those songs were less commercially successful than their predecessors,
they were every bit as inventive and compelling, demonstrating Berry’s eye for
detail and knack for singular turns of phrase. “Too Much Monkey Business,”
for instance, cataloged an array of everyday irritations and injustices. If it
wasn’t exactly a protest song, it was certainly a masterful example of Berry’s
ability to use of humor to transcend life’s indignities.

The B-side of “Too Much Monkey Busines,” “Brown Eyed Handsome Man,”
was equally noteworthy. The song is often cited as rock’s first black-pride
anthem, subtly acknowledging institutionalized racism while maintaining a
sunny sense of optimism.

In the fall of 1956, Berry split with his original touring band of Johnnie
Johnson and Ebby Hardy. Johnson and Hardy returned to the East St. Louis
club scene, although both would work with Berry in the studio and on stage
at various points in the future. Johnson’s piano work would remain promi-
nent on many of Berry’s future Chess releases, although pianists Lafayette
Leake and Otis Spann would also play on some Berry sessions. For rest of his
career, Berry would usually travel alone and use local pickup bands as back-
up—an approach that would frustrate fans and critics to no end.

Berry’s chart fortunes turned around decisively in early 1957, when “School
Day”—an irresistible evocation of adolescent frustration and the transcen-
dent uplift of rock and roll—reached number five on the Billboard pop chart.
The song’s success established Berry as a top draw on the live circuit, leading
to him playing no fewer than 240 one-nighters that year.

Over the next two and a half years, Chuck Berry scored an impressive run
of Top Ten hits—“Rock and Roll Music,” “Sweet Little Sixteen,” “Carol,” and
the seemingly autobiographical “Johnny B. Goode”—that neatly encapsulated
the teenage experience and rock and roll’s mythic pull. His minor hits during
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this period—for example, “Sweet Little Rock and Roller,” “Almost Grown,”
and “Back in the U.S.A.”—were no less memorable.

“Back in the U.S.A.” was one of Berry’s most impressive achievements. A
vibrant ode to the artist’s homeland, written upon his return from his first
tour of Australia, the song painted America as a day-glo wonderland of blar-
ing jukeboxes, flashing neon signs and twenty-four-hour burger joints. Its
original B-side, the slyly sentimental “Memphis,” was one of Berry’s most
poignant efforts, and became a Top Ten hit after disc jockeys began flipping
the single.

Berry also revealed an inclination for playful experimentalism that mani-
fested itself both in offbeat lyrical subject matter, such as the Italian American
themes of “Anthony Boy,” and the exotic musical elements heard in the Latin
excursions “Havana Moon” and “La Juanda.” But he wasn’t above padding
such early LPs as One Dozen Berrys (1958), After School Session (1958),
and Chuck Berry Is on Top (1959) with silly novelties and throwaway blues
numbers.

Berry toured extensively through the late 1950s, often performing on multi-
act road shows alongside such fellow rock and roll pioneers as Buddy Holly,
the Everly Brothers, Bill Haley and the Comets, Little Richard, and Carl Per-
kins. On one such package tour, a seventy-five-day trek hosted by Alan Freed,
Berry was drawn into a rivalry with volatile piano pounder Jerry Lee Lewis,
which gave rise to some memorable but largely apocryphal anecdotes. On a
Boston date during that tour, fights broke out in the audience during Berry’s
set. When the police turned on the theater’s house lights, Freed made some
unflattering comments about the cops, which led to him being arrested for
inciting a riot.

Berry’s 1958 appearance at the prestigious Newport Jazz Festival—an early
example of rock and roll being accorded respect from the high-brow jazz
world—was much calmer. The set, on which Berry was backed, somewhat
awkwardly, by Jack Teagarden’s ten-piece jazz band, was captured for poster-
ity in the acclaimed documentary film Jazz on a Summer’s Day.

With nearly twenty chart hits between 1957 and 1960, Berry became Chess
Records’ best-selling artist, and the first Chess act to cross over to sell large
quantities of records to white teenagers. Despite his success, Berry was still
subject to the financial ripoffs and personal humiliations that routinely con-
fronted rock and roll performers at the time.

When Berry discovered that his first road manager, Teddy Reig, was skim-
ming money from his live appearances, he immediately fired Reig along with
manager Jack Hooke, and took control of his own business affairs. Such
experiences made a permanent imprint on Berry’s personality, making him
suspicious of outsiders and causing him to maintain an obsessive level of con-
trol in financial matters.

“Let me say that any man who can’t take care of his own money deserves
what he gets,” Berry later declared in a Rolling Stone interview.?
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Berry’s frugal on-the-road habits—sometimes sleeping in his car rather than
hotels, and cooking meals on his own hotplate rather than dining in restau-
rants—would soon become legendary. But they likely had as much to do with
a desire to avoid the indignities that faced an African American man traveling
alone in 1950s America as they did with saving money.

HAVE MERCY, JUDGE

Berry’s success allowed him the financial independence that his parents had
always aspired to. In April 1957, he purchased thirty acres of land in rural
Wentzville, Missouri, about thirty miles west of St. Louis. There, he built
Berry Park, an amusement park complex that would open to the public in the
summer of 1961, encompassing a hotel, a nightclub, a golf course, an outdoor
bandstand, a recording studio, a guitar-shaped swimming pool, and Berry’s
fleet of Cadillacs.

In 1958, Berry opened Club Bandstand in a largely white business district
of St. Louis. Not surprisingly, the presence of a racially integrated nightclub
owned by a successful black entertainer in a city with St. Louis’s troubled
racial history didn’t sit well with the local power brokers, and it didn’t take
long for Berry to come under the scrutiny of the authorities.

On December 1, 1959, following an engagement in El Paso, Texas, Berry
visited nearby Juarez, Mexico. There, he met Janice Escalanti, a fourteen-
year-old Native American waitress and sometime prostitute from Yuma, Ari-
zona, and hired her to work as a hat-check girl at Club Bandstand. Berry
brought her back to St. Louis, but fired her after two weeks. On December 21,
Escalanti was arrested on a prostitution charge at a St. Louis hotel, leading to
charges being filed against Berry for violating the Mann Act, which forbade
interstate transport of women for “immoral purposes.”

When the case first came to trial, Berry was found guilty, but some overtly
racist courtroom remarks by the judge led to the verdict being overturned.
A second trial in October 1961 arrived at the same verdict, and Berry was
sentenced to three years in prison and a $10,000 fine.

Berry began serving his sentence on February 19, 1962. While in prison, he
took courses to earn his high school degree and continued to write songs. In
his absence, his influence continued to be felt in the rock and roll world. In early
1963, for instance, the Beach Boys scored a hit with “Surfin’ U.S.A.,” a fairly
blatant rewrite of “Sweet Little Sixteen.” When Chess Records threatened
legal action, Berry was granted writing credit for the song.

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, a new generation of British guitar bands
was making the most of Berry’s influence, as well as covering his compositions
on a regular basis. In June 1963, for example, the Rolling Stones released
their first single, an earnest cover of Berry’s “Come On,” which they would
follow with versions of nearly a dozen more Berry tunes. The Beatles also cut
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popular versions of “Rock and Roll Music” and “Roll Over Beethoven,”
while the Animals would dip into the Berry songbook more than half a dozen
times. Indeed, of the countless U.K. rock and roll combos who sprang to life
in the first half of the 1960s—not to mention the legion of American garage
bands who would emulate them—it would be hard to find many whose set list
didn’t include at least one Berry number.

After serving twenty months of his sentence at the Indiana Federal Prison,
Leavenworth Federal Prison in Kansas, and the Federal Medical Center in
Springfield, Missouri, Berry was released on his thirty-seventh birthday, October
18, 1963.

Although he would successfully resume his musical career following his
release, most observers agreed that Chuck Berry’s experiences with the law
left him bitter, distrustful, and suspicious of all but his closest friends. He felt,
with some justification, that he had been unfairly targeted and persecuted by
a bigoted legal system, and hounded by the press.

“Never saw a man so changed,” observed rockabilly pioneer Carl Perkins,
who’d shared bills with Berry in the past and worked with him again on his
British comeback tour in 1964. “He had been an easygoing guy before, the
kinda guy who’d jam in dressing rooms, sit and swap licks and jokes. In Eng-
land he was cold, real distant and bitter. It wasn’t just jail, it was those years
of one nighters, grinding it out like that can kill a man, but I figure it was
mostly jail.”*

However much his experiences had affected his personality, they didn’t
diminish the quality of Berry’s songwriting. Between February 1964 and
March 1965, he placed six singles in the Billboard Top 100, including the
shaggy-dog tour de force “Nadine,” the rollicking “No Particular Place To
Go,” the witty, French-themed “You Never Can Tell,” and the poignantly
autobiographical “Promised Land,” which chronicles a cross-country journey
from Norfolk, Virginia, to California.

The latter song was one of Berry’s most impressive achievements, a richly
detailed, partially autobiographical account of a rock and roll pilgrim’s prog-
ress. The song’s sense of aspiration and optimism was all the more impressive
in light of its author’s harsh experiences with his homeland’s darker side.

For a while, Berry was one of a small handful of American rock and rollers
to maintain chart success during the British Invasion. But 1965’s “Dear Dad”
would be his last chart entry for seven years.

In 1966, Berry left Chess to sign with Mercury Records. Although the deal
was a lucrative one for Berry, the move proved disastrous in nearly every
other respect. Where the small, family-owned Chess could accommodate the
artist’s idiosyncratic personality and contrary streak, Mercury’s more formal
corporate structure was a much less comfortable fit. And without the sympa-
thetic studio treatment he received from the Chess brothers, Berry foundered
musically.
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Berry’s four-year stint with Mercury began unpromisingly with Chuck Ber-
ry’s Golden Hits, a pointless collection of lackluster remakes of his Chess
classics, and continued with such underwhelming LPs as Chuck Berry in
Memphis, From St. Louie to Frisco, and the bloated, jam-dominated Con-
certo in B. Goode. Far better was 1967’s Live at the Fillmore, on which Berry
received backup from the Steve Miller Band and demonstrated that he was
still capable of turning in solid performances in the right circumstances. Oth-
erwise, his Mercury output mainly served to make Berry sound like a disen-
gaged relic of a bygone era.

It’s unfortunate that Berry’s recordings during this period were so shoddy,
since his series of well-received appearances at San Francisco’s Fillmore—a
revered bastion of the new hippie musical culture—demonstrated that he could
still appeal to the new underground rock audience. But Berry, still making
good money performing one-nighters, seemed largely unconcerned with rein-
venting himself creatively or maintaining momentum as a contemporary artist.

Berry re-signed with Chess Records in 1970, and the change made for an
upswing in the quality of his output. The three studio LPs he released after his
return—Back Home, San Francisco Dues, and Bio—were something of a return
to form, adapting Berry’s sound somewhat to fit changing times without
sacrificing his personality or songwriting style.

Berry’s reignited inspiration was evident on Back Home’s hippie-themed
“Tulane,” whose tale of a pot-dealing couple adapted his storytelling approach
to the Woodstock era. Tulane’s boyfriend Johnny is busted, and finds himself
in court on the song’s sequel, “Have Mercy Judge.” That song, also included
on Back Home, was one of Berry’s more successful attempts to write in a
blues vein.

But Chess Records was no longer the small family operation that Berry had
originally known. The company had recently been sold to tape-manufacturing
giant GRT, and Chuck’s main mentor Leonard Chess had died of a heart
attack a few months prior to his return. Leonard’s brother Phil and son Mar-
shall would leave the company by 1972, and Berry would soon follow.

By then, a widespread resurgence of interest in 1950s rock and roll had
revitalized the careers of many vintage performers, and Berry found himself in
increased demand as a live act. The revival actually had actually begun to
gather steam in late 1969, when New York promoter Richard Nader staged a
pair of all-star concerts at Madison Square Garden, with a bill that included
Berry, Bill Haley, the Coasters, the Platters, and the Shirelles. Although Berry’s
sets were marred by business disputes with Nader, the shows were a smash,
and Nader continued to stage similar events around the country, often with
Berry on the bill.

Although Chess Records was on its last legs, Berry would score the big-
gest hit of his career in 1972. That year, he released The London Chuck
Berry Sessions, which combined tracks recorded at a concert in Coventry,
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England, with studio recordings made with British players including Faces
members Ian McLagan and Kenney Jones. Although the album was patchy
and unmemorable, it spawned an unlikely smash single in an edited version of
the live “My Ding-A-Ling,” a sophomoric, double entendre-laden ode to
masturbation.

While “My Ding-A-Ling” (which Berry had first recorded as “My Tambou-
rine” on his 1968 Mercury LP From: St. Louie to Frisco) credited Berry as writer,
the song was actually written and recorded by noted New Orleans R&B
bandleader Dave Bartholomew in 1952 and covered by the Bees as “Toy Bell”
the following year.

Whatever its pedigree, the lightweight novelty tune became the best-selling
single of Berry’s career in the summer of 1972, topping the pop charts on both
sides of the Atlantic. Adding to the irony was the fact that it kept “Burning
Love” by fellow 1950s icon Elvis Presley—who was then also in the midst of a
chart resurgence—out of the number one slot in the United States. In England,
the song’s risqué lyrics made it the first number one song not to be performed
on the venerable TV pop institution Top of the Pops.

Veteran rock critic Robert Christgau noted the discomfort that the left-field
hit had caused to many longtime Berry fans. “A lot of his raving fanatics are
mortified,” Christgau wrote at the time. “We’ve always dreamed of another
big single for our hero—his last was “You Never Can Tell’ in the Beatle sum-
mer of 1964—but ‘My Ding-a-Ling’ has been embarrassing us at concerts for
years, and not because we wouldn’t sing along. It was just dumb, inappropri-
ate to the sophistication of his new, collegiate audience. Anyway, that’s how
the rationalization went.”

“QObviously,” Christgau reasoned,

what we meant was that it wasn’t sophisticated enough for us—his other stuff
was so much better. But popularity has changed the song. I feel sure that it’s
delighting all the twelve-year-olds who get to figure out that they’ve snuck some-
thing dirty onto the AM radio—a rock ‘n’ roll tradition that has been neglected
since the concept of dirty became so passé—because I'm fairly delighted myself.
Believe me, twenty-one thousand rock ‘n’ roll revivalists filling Madison Square
Garden to shout along with a fourth-grade wee-wee joke constitutes a cultural
event as impressive as it is odd, a magnificent and entirely apposite triumph in
Chuck Berry’s very own tradition. . . . Unless we somehow recycle the concept
of the great artist so that it supports Chuck Berry as well as it does Marcel
Proust, we might as well trash it altogether.’

The London Chuck Berry Sessions produced another minor hit, a live ver-
sion of “Reelin’ and Rockin’” that reached the U.S. Top Thirty. But it and
“My Ding-A-Ling” marked Berry’s farewell to the charts. Thereafter, he
would focus the bulk of his musical energies on live performing. Through the
1970s, he was a regular presence on the rock and roll revival circuit, playing
numerous multi-act nostalgia concerts, including the Richard Nader concerts
that were filmed for the popular 1973 theatrical documentary Let the Good
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Times Roll. He also appeared as himself in American Hot Wax, a fictionalized
1978 Alan Freed biopic whose narrative climaxed with the Brooklyn Para-
mount shows that had helped to make Berry a star.

ALL ALONE

By now, Berry had developed a reputation for delivering sloppy, indifferent
live performances, usually backed by local pickup bands whom he’d rarely
met (let alone rehearsed with) before taking the stage. His standard touring
method involved traveling alone with his guitar to gigs, where his standard
performance contract called for promoters to provide two Fender Dual Show-
man amplifiers, a backup band, and payment in cash prior to the show. Promot-
ers who violated the terms of the contract, even inadvertently, found themselves
forced to pay additional fines before Berry would agree to perform.

Berry’s cut-rate touring methods provided amusing and harrowing anec-
dotes for multiple generations of musicians who’d found themselves playing
behind the prickly legend. One of those was Bruce Springsteen, who in the
1986 Berry documentary Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll related his early experi-
ence of being hired to play guitar behind Berry, who showed up alone five
minutes before show time, collected his cash, unpacked his guitar on stage,
and barely acknowledged the musicians, who, in lieu of a set list, were left to
pick up their cues from Berry’s inscrutable onstage signals.

While some artists might find that story unflattering, Berry was proud
enough to quote Springsteen’s anecdote as the introduction to his autobiogra-
phy. Springsteen, by the way, would back Berry once more, at a 1995 concert
inaugurating the new Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

Chuck Berry would release only more album of new material in the twenti-
eth century. 1979’s Rockit was recorded in two days in Berry Park’s in-house
studio with several longtime cohorts including Johnnie Johnson. Berry deliv-
ered the finished album to Atco Records, accepting no A&R input from the
label. Rockit was solid and workmanlike if not particularly inspired, and fea-
tured some scattered flashes of Berry’s original wit and energy, including, the
sly “Oh What a Thrill.”

Not long after Rockit’s release, Berry pleaded guilty to charges of tax eva-
sion and filing false tax returns. The charges stemmed from his habit of taking
undocumented cash payments for his live performances. The judge suspended
his original three-year sentence, and instead sentenced Berry to serve four
months in prison and perform 1,000 hours of community service. Berry would
end up spending just over three months at Lompoc Prison Camp in Califor-
nia. Just three days before his sentencing, Berry had performed at the White
House, as part of an event staged by the Black Music Association.

While serving his sentence at Lompoc, Berry began writing his version of
his life story, which would be published in 1987 as Chuck Berry: The Autobi-
ography. The book presented a colorful account of the author’s musical, legal,
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and sexual exploits, but glossed over many of his life’s more troublesome
issues, and ultimately did little to reveal what really made him tick.

In 1986—the same year that he became one of the new Rock and Roll Hall
of Fame’s first set of inductees—Berry was honored with a pair of star-studded
sixtieth-birthday concerts that became the jumping-off point for Hail! Hail!
Rock ‘n’ Roll, a high-profile feature film documentary that chronicled the
shows and delineated Berry’s musical legacy. The shows took place at St. Lou-
is’s Fox Theater, a venue that had once refused entrance to a young Berry and
his father due to their skin color.

Rolling Stone Keith Richards, perhaps the most prominent acolyte of Ber-
ry’s guitar style, signed on as the event’s musical director. Richards assembled
a first-rate band, with Johnnie Johnson on piano, determined to present his
idol’s songs with the respect they deserved.

But Berry, uncomfortable ceding control to others, had other ideas. He
clashed constantly with Richards, with whom he’d tangled in the past (he’d
punched Richards in the face at a New York show in 1981). Further tensions
erupted between Berry and the film crew that director Taylor Hackford had
assembled to document the shows.

“I signed on to this as a celebration of somebody who had had a major impact
on our lives,” Hackford said twenty years later, on the occasion of the film’s
DVD release. “So we went there to celebrate him, and we had every expectation
to expect a lot of cooperation. . . . We found quite a different situation.”®

Berry reportedly ate up a substantial percentage of the film’s $3 million
budget by demanding daily cash payments just to show up for filming, despite
being one of the film’s producers. When the filmmakers and Berry visited a
prison where he’d served time on his armed robbery conviction, the presence
of Berry’s provocatively attired girlfriend nearly drove the prisoners to riot,
until Berry calmed the captives by playing for them. Although Hackford cap-
tured the dramatic incident on film, Berry refused to allow the director to use
the footage in the film.

When it came time for the concerts, Berry—who’d lost much of his voice
arguing with Richards during rehearsals—played out of tune, as well as chang-
ing arrangements and keys in mid-song, throwing the carefully rehearsed all-
star backup band into chaos.

Most who witnessed the shows described them as disasters. But some sub-
stantial post-production retooling—including Berry rerecording his vocals in
the studio, for which he charged the producers once again—made the perfor-
mances presentable enough for the film and its soundtrack album.

Despite being put through the wringer by his subject, Hackford couldn’t
bring himself to speak ill of Berry. The director also suggested that no film
could ever really do justice to Berry’s essence.

“Nobody is ever gonna know what really goes on inside that head,” Hack-
ford stated. “No one’s ever gonna do the entire picture of Chuck Berry because
it’s just too deep and dark.””
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In the film, Richards expressed a similar mixture of irritation and fond-
ness. Despite his frustrations working with Berry, Richards was thrilled to
have the opportunity to work with Johnson, who had retired from music and
was driving a van for the elderly at the time.

“I knew Johnnie and Chuck hadn’t been together for years and years, and I
didn’t honestly know if Johnnie was still playing,” Richards recalled. “The most
surprising thing was Chuck said, ‘Yeah, he’s in town, I’ll give him a call.””#

“Johnnie had amazing simpatico. He had a way of slipping into a song, an
innate feel for complementing the guitar,” Richards said. “I was fascinated by
those huge hands, doing such incredibly precise, delicate work. I always com-
pared (his fingers) to a bunch of overripe bananas. But he could do amazing
things with those bananas.”

Beyond its troubled production process and flawed concert performances,
Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll!’s blend of live footage, interviews, and candid foot-
age of Berry’s contentious interactions with Richards proved to be both a
heartfelt tribute to, and a revealing portrait of, its prickly subject. Its high-
lights included some new performances filmed at the long-shuttered Cosmo-
politan Club, interview footage shot at the now-crumbling Berry Park and
enthusiastic testimonials from the likes of Little Richard, Bo Diddley, Bruce
Springsteen, and even old rival Jerry Lee Lewis, who revealed that his own
mother preferred Berry’s music to her son’s.

The Diva and the Dynamos: Little Richard, Ruth Brown, and
Bo Diddley

Rhythm and blues and rock and roll brought forth a host of singular talents
throughout the 1950s. Some, like Little Richard and Bo Diddley, were daring
iconoclasts who broke or bent musical conventions to shape their own unique
styles. Others, like Ruth Brown, were more conservative but still significant
transitional figures bridging the gap between pre-rock popular music and the
new big-beat sound.

Little Richard was born Richard Wayne Penniman in Macon, Georgia, in
1932. His early recordings (1951-54) were unexceptional blues numbers, but
in 1955 Little Richard made an unexpected leap into flat-out rock and roll with
“Tutti Frutti.” Much influenced by female gospel shouters like Sister Rosetta
Tharpe, Richard seemed to be singing himself hoarse on this raving, almost
nonsensical rocker that not only reached number two R&B but crashed into
the Pop Top Twenty.

“Tutti Frutti” spawned a series of similar-sounding but no less potent follow-
ups: “Long Tall Sally,” “Rip It Up,” and “Lucille” were all number one R&B hits.

A cross-over sensation, Little Richard performed the title song in the 1956
film The Girl Can’t Help It and thrilled audiences with his campy, high-energy
stage shows. Suddenly, in late 1957, he left the music business to enter an
Alabama Bible college; his subsequent gospel recordings passed unnoticed.
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But in 1962 he returned to rock and roll for a rapturously received U.K. tour,
and two years later the Beatles’ cover of “Long Tall Sally” reintroduced his
classic sound to a new generation. Although he never had another major hit
record, his original seismic impact was enough to earn Little Richard a place
among the first group of artists inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame
in 1986.

There was nothing especially wild or unpredictable in the blues and ballad
singing of Ruth Brown. But she projected a sassy, proto-feminist energy on
infectiously danceable songs like her number one R&B classic “Mama, He
Treats Your Daughter Mean.” In the decade from 1949 to 1959, Brown accu-
mulated twenty Top Ten R&B hits including the chart-toppers “Teardrops
from My Eyes,” “5-10-15 Hours,” and “Oh What a Dream.” Her label, Atlantic
Records, became known in the music industry as “The House That Ruth Built.”

None of these Ruth Brown recordings reached the Pop Top Forty, however,
due in part to the release of competing cover versions on bigger labels. In her
autobiography, Brown recalled that throughout her hit-making period she
was forced to stand by as white singers copied her note for note and were
featured on top television shows from which she was excluded.

Brown'’s career declined after 1960, and eventually one of the leading fe-
male stars of 1950s R&B was forced to seek work as a home health care aide.
But beginning in the late 1970s Ruth Brown embarked on a new career in
musical theater, including roles in the Broadway revue Black and Blue (for
which she won a Tony Award) and in the John Waters film Hairspray. This ex-
posure led to a new recording contract with Fantasy Records and in 1989 her
album Blues on Broadway won the Grammy Award for Best Female Jazz Vocal
Performance. The singer also waged a protracted struggle on behalf of royalty
rights for veteran rhythm and blues artists, embodied by her own personal
legal battle with Atlantic Records. Ruth’s determined efforts led to the creation
of the Rhythm and Blues Foundation, with funding from Atlantic and other
major labels. She was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1993.
Following surgery in October 2006, Ruth Brown suffered a heart attack and a
stroke; she died a few weeks later, on November 17, at age seventy-eight.

On Bo Diddley’s first self-titled hit “Bo Diddley” (which reached number
two R&B in 1955), the singer/qguitarist popularized an African-based rhythm
pattern soon known as “the Bo Diddley beat.” This beat became the basis for
rock and roll classics ranging from “Not Fade Away” by Buddy Holly and “Wil-
lie and the Hand Jive” by Johnny Otis to the Who's “Magic Bus” and Bruce
Springsteen’s “She’s the One.” On “Say Man” and “Who Do You Love,” Bo
Diddley combined rock and roll music with a type of African American street
slang known as “the dozens.” His ritualized bragging and playful insults on
these songs made him an early progenitor of rap.

He also designed and built his own rectangular-shaped guitars, constructed
his own home recording studio, and was an early experimenter with futuristic
guitar effects like sustain and feedback. In an essay written a few years after
the artist’s 1987 induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, Robert Palmer
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called Bo Diddley “a singularly important catalyst in one of the most far-reaching
transformations of post-World War Il American music” and “one of the most
versatile, innovative, and complete musical talents of our time.”*
A.S.
* Robert Palmer, liner notes for the box set Bo Diddley (Chess/MCA CHD2-19502,
MCA Records, 1990).

Some of the film’s most compelling moments were provided by Berry’s
onscreen refusal to address such topics as his prison terms and his extramari-
tal affairs. At one point, he angrily cuts his wife off in mid-interview.

In one memorable scene shot during the concert rehearsals, Berry and Rich-
ards clash over the chords for “Carol,” which the Rolling Stones covered
early in their career. In another segment, Richards accompanies Berry on a
casual rendition of the pop standard “I’'m Through with Love,” and Berry
graciously compliments Richards on his guitar work. That brief, unguarded
moment provides a rare glimpse into a more gentle, generous side that’s some-
times been described by Berry’s close friends but rarely displayed in public.

Berry was in more legal jeopardy in 1990, when several women alleged that
he had videotaped them in the bathrooms at Berry Park and the Berry-owned
Southern Air restaurant in Wentzville. When a former employee alleged that
Berry had been trafficking in cocaine, Berry’s estate was raided by DEA agents
who confiscated marijuana, hashish, and various pornographic films and video-
tapes. But Berry denied the cocaine charge, and no evidence was ever presented
to suggest that it had any merit.

In November 2000, just a few days before Berry was awarded a prestigious
Kennedy Center Honor in Washington, D.C., Johnnie Johnson sued Berry,
claiming co-authorship of fifty-seven vintage Berry songs. According to many
reports, the lawsuit was initially inspired by observations that Keith Richards
had made in Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll, regarding Johnson’s neglected contri-
butions to Berry’s music. But a judge ruled that too much time had passed
since the songs were written, and the matter never came to trial.

While Johnson wasn’t able to collect on his claims of co-writing Berry’s
songs, his appearance in Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll helped to spark a late-
blooming career resurgence for the veteran musician. The resulting attention
led to him releasing a series of solo albums—including 1992’s Johnnie B. Bad,
on which Richards produced two tracks—and performing as a sideman on
high-profile projects with a variety of artists.

In addition to playing on Richards’s 1988 solo debut Talk Is Cheap, John-
son was featured on subsequent albums by Eric Clapton, Aerosmith, Bo Did-
dley, Buddy Guy, John Lee Hooker, Al Kooper, Styx, Susan Tedeschi, and
George Thorogood. Johnson also played live shows fronting his own band,
up until his death on April 13, 2005. One of his last live appearances was sit-
ting in with the Rolling Stones to play “Honky Tonk Women” on a Houston
gig during their 2003 tour.
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Regardless of the controversies that continue to surround him, Berry’s musi-
cal contributions continued to be widely honored, and his classic work con-
tinued to inspire new generations of listeners. MCA’s acquisition of the Chess
catalog in the 1980s allowed Berry’s greatest recordings to gain new exposure
in the CD format, thanks to a lengthy series of digital reissues, including an
acclaimed 1989 box set.

But Berry’s ongoing prestige as one of rock and roll’s living legends and elder
statesmen didn’t alter his approach to his musical career. He’s maintained his
working routine, continuing to play an endless stream of half-hearted one-
nighters with an equally endless series of subpar pickup bands. Other than the
Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll soundtrack album, he released no new music in the
quarter-century that followed Rockit; sporadic talk of new material has
yielded no tangible results as of this writing, although new songs have occa-
sionally found their way into Berry’s live sets.

St. Louis residents have had regular opportunities to see Berry perform low-
key club gigs in his hometown, where he still plays regularly at a club called
Blueberry Hill, performing in the club’s Duck Room (named after his famous
stage walk) backed by a regular group of musicians familiar with his material
as well as his moods.

Otherwise, Berry, in his sixth decade in music and his eighth decade of life,
continues to operate, for better or worse, on his own terms, continuing to
exasperate club owners and sidemen as well as his own fans, who continue to
hold out hope of catching him on a good night. Considering the magnitude of
his influence and the life-affirming brilliance of his greatest music, one can
hardly fault them for keeping the faith.

Regardless of what Chuck Berry does in the rest of his time on Earth, his
music has already transcended the bounds of his home planet. When NASA
scientists assembled a record of music to travel on its Voyager I spacecraft to
deliver the sounds of the human race to alien civilizations, the space agency
chose Berry’s original Chess version “Johnny B. Goode” to represent rock and
roll alongside pieces by Bach, Mozart, and Stravinsky and ethnic recordings
from around the world. As if his earthly achievements weren’t impressive
enough, Berry is now also the first rocker in outer space.

TIMELINE

December 31, 1952

Pianist Johnnie Johnson hires Chuck Berry to fill in with his band, Sir John’s Trio, for
a New Year’s Eve gig at the Cosmopolitan Club in East St. Louis.

May 1, 1955

Chuck Berry signs with Chess Records.

May 21, 1955

Chuck Berry records “Maybellene” as his first Chess single.
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August 1, 1955

“Maybellene” reaches number five on Billboard’s pop chart.

September 1955

Berry makes his New York stage debut at disc jockey Alan Freed’s all-star show at the
Brooklyn Paramount theater.

May 1, 1957

Chuck Berry’s first album, After School Session, is released.

June 14, 1958

“Johnny B. Goode” enters the Top Ten.

May 31, 1961
Chuck Berry’s entertainment complex Berry Park opens in the St. Louis suburb of
Wentzville, Missouri.

February 19, 1962
Berry begins serving a prison sentence for violating the Mann Act.

October 18, 1963
Berry is released from prison.

May 25, 1963
The Beach Boys score their first Top Ten hit with “Surfin’ USA,” Brian Wilson’s re-
working of Chuck Berry’s “Sweet Little Sixteen.”

June 1, 1966
Chuck Berry leaves Chess to sign with Mercury Records.

October 21, 1972

Chuck Berry achieves the biggest-selling single of Berry’s career with the risqué nov-
elty song “My Ding-A-Ling.”

March 1, 1978

American Hot Wax, a film biography of seminal rock and roll disc jockey Alan Freed,
with Berry playing himself, premiers.

June 1, 1979

Chuck Berry performs at the White House at the request of President Jimmy Carter, a
month before he begins serving a four-month sentence for income tax evasion. While
in prison, Berry begins writing his autobiography.

February 26, 1985

Chuck Berry receives a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Twenty-Seventh Annual
Grammy Awards. He is cited as “one of the most influential and creative innovators
in the history of American popular music.”

January 23, 1986

Chuck Berry becomes one of the new Rock and Roll Hall of Fame’s first set of induct-
ees. He’s inducted by Keith Richards, who in his induction speech confesses to bor-
rowing every guitar lick Berry’s ever played.

October 8, 1987

Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll, director Taylor Hackford’s documentary tribute to Berry,
with Keith Richards as musical director, makes its theatrical debut.

November 2000

Chuck Berry receives a prestigious Kennedy Center Honor in Washington, DC.

75



76 Icons of Rock
SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY

The Great Twenty-Eight, 1982
His Best, Vol. 1, 1997

His Best, Vol. 2, 1997
Anthology, 2000

Gold, 2002

The Definitive Collection, 2006

NOTES

1. Peter Guralnick, Feel Like Going Home: Portraits in Blues and Rock ‘n’
Roll (New York: Vintage, 1981), p. 234.

2. Ibid.

3. The Editors of Rolling Stone, The Rolling Stone Interviews 1967-1980
(New York: St. Martin’s Press/Rolling Stone Press, 1989), p. 229.

4. Bruce Pegg, Brown Eyed Handsome Man: The Life and Hard Times of
Chuck Berry (New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 171.

5. www.robertchristgau.com/xg/bk-aow/berry.php.

6. “The Dark Side of Chuck Berry.” Available online at www.cnn.com/2006/
SHOWBIZ/Movies/06/22/leisure.berry.reut/index.html.

7. Ibid.

8. “Keith Remembers Johnnie.” Available online at www.rollingstone.com/
news/story/7250961/keith_remembers_johnnie.

FURTHER READING

Berry, Chuck. The Autobiography. New York: Fireside, 1988.

The Editors of Rolling Stone, The Rolling Stone Interviews 1967-1980. New York:
St. Martin’s Press/Rolling Stone Press, 1989.

Groia, Philip. They All Sang on the Corner: A Second Look at New York City’s
Rbythm and Blues Vocal Groups. West Hempstead, NY: Philly Dee Enterprises,
1983.

Guralnick, Peter. Feel Like Going Home: Portraits in Blues and Rock ‘n’ Roll. New
York: Vintage, 1981.

Pegg, Bruce. Brown Eyed Handsome Man: The Life and Hard Times of Chuck Berry.
New York: Routledge, 2002.



Courtesy of Photofest.

Buddy Holly

Scott Schinder

THE ROCK AND ROLL STAR NEXT DOOR

Buddy Holly was one of the key innovators of rock and roll’s early years, and a
crucial link between the music’s 1950s roots and the more electric direction
that it would take in the Beatles era. In his brief but incredibly productive career,
the Texas-bred singer/songwriter/guitarist/producer created a remarkable body of
work that permanently altered the face of contemporary music, leaving behind
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the tantalizing potential of what else he might have achieved if he had not
died in at the age of twenty-two.

Although he attained international stardom and scored a string of memo-
rable hits, Holly’s impact far outweighs his record sales. What makes his
achievements all the more remarkable is that they took place during a mere
eighteen months, between his first hit “That’ll Be the Day” in the summer of
1957 and his death in a plane crash on February 3, 1959.

A distinctive songwriter, compelling performer, inventive stylist, and inno-
vative sonic architect, Holly was instrumental in elevating rock and roll into
an art form and a vehicle for personal expression, broadening rock’s stylistic
range and compositional sophistication without diluting its raw energy. A
versatile craftsman who was equally adept at raucous rockers and gentle
ballads, Holly’s output balanced youthful exuberance, yearning romanticism,
and playful humor. His sound provided a bridge between the raw rockabilly
of Elvis’s Sun Records sides and the more sophisticated styles that would
follow.

Holly was also a strong-willed self-starter who possessed a clear musical
vision, as well as the technical skills to create his music on his own terms. In
his short life, he conquered the recording medium and achieved a remarkably
swift musical evolution. He was also the first rocker to use his commercial
clout to gain artistic control over his musical output—and the first with the
talent to take advantage of that freedom.

If Elvis Presley personified rock and roll’s sexuality, Little Richard embod-
ied the music’s unpredictable edge, and Chuck Berry was the bard who chron-
icled the rituals of teen culture, Holly’s innovations were more musical in
nature. With his band the Crickets, he pioneered the self-contained electric
guitar/bass/drums format that was adopted by avowed Holly acolytes the
Beatles and continued by the countless British and American combos who
followed in their wake, and which remains rock’s standard instrumental
lineup to this day. Holly’s guitar style, meanwhile, would provide the blue-
print for the guitarists of the British Invasion and subsequent generations of
pop rockers.

While Berry beat him to the honor of being the first major rock artist to
write most of his own material and double as his own lead guitarist, Holly
was the first to take charge of every stage of the creative process. In addition
to his singing, songwriting, and guitar work, Holly’s trailblazing experiments
with such innovations as echo, overdubbing, and vocal double-tracking intro-
duced enticing new sounds to the genre’s limited early palette. He was also the
first major rock and roll performer to move behind the scenes to produce and
promote other artists, activities that he was actively pursuing prior to his
death.

Where Elvis and most of his acolytes carried an enticing aura of danger, the
lanky, bespectacled Holly wasn’t a delinquent, an outlaw, or a sex symbol. His
persona was as earthy and accessible as Elvis’s was exotic and untouchable,
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giving Holly an unpretentious everyman quality that was rare among 1950s
rockers.

Those who knew Buddy describe him as polite, unassuming, and down-to-
earth, yet incredibly focused and driven to succeed, motivated to embrace
new musical challenges and pursue his abiding fascination with the recording
process.

Holly’s rise to prominence coincided with several of rock’s original stars
temporarily exiting the spotlight. In late 1957, Little Richard abandoned pop-
ular music for the ministry, and the early months of 1958 saw Elvis enter the
army and Jerry Lee Lewis all but blacklisted after marrying his thirteen-year-
old second cousin. The resulting void offered opportunities for new artists,
and Holly was in the vanguard of a second wave of rock and rollers that kept
the music vital in the late 1950s.

Buddy was born Charles Hardin Holley (he would drop the “e” after it was
misspelled that way on an early contract) on September 7, 1936, in Lubbock,
Texas, the youngest of Ella and Lawrence Odell Holley’s four children. L.O.,
as Buddy’s dad was known, had worked as a carpenter, cook, tailor, and
boxing-ring timekeeper to support his family amid the privations of the Great
Depression, and had moved with Ella to Lubbock from Vernon, Texas, in
1925, in search of the work which the town’s cotton economy and its new
Texas Technological College might provide.

Lubbock was a conservative city in the vast expanses of west Texas flat-
lands, whose preponderance of devout Christian sects had earned the town its
nickname of the “City of Churches.” At the time, it was illegal to serve liquor
in Lubbock’s public places (it would remain so until 1972), although a string
of liquor stores and honky-tonks awaited just outside of town. When Buddy
was born, Lubbock had only been a city for forty-five years. Its population
numbered just 21,000, but was rapidly growing with the influx of new addi-
tions who, like Buddy’s parents, had migrated from smaller towns and farm-
ing communities.

By all accounts, Buddy (who received his nickname from his parents during
early childhood) was raised in a stable, loving household, and a musical one.
Even when times were hard, Ella and L.O. managed to pay for music lessons
for their children. Buddy’s big brothers Larry and Travis each played multiple
instruments, and often teamed up to play country-and-western songs at social
functions and talent contests. Sister Pat often sang duets with her mother at
the living room piano. And the entire Holley family sang hymns when attend-
ing Sunday services at the local Baptist church.

At the age of five, Buddy, and his brothers, had won a $5 prize singing
“Down the River of Memories,” a song his mother had taught him, at a local
talent show. Although he wouldn’t take an active interest in music until his teens,
he began taking piano lessons, at his mother’s urging, at the age of eleven. He
quickly showed a natural musical aptitude, but quit after nine months. He
then took a few lessons in steel guitar before switching to acoustic guitar.
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He learned his first guitar chords from his brother Travis, and took to the
instrument immediately. He quickly mastered the guitar and was soon the
best musician in the Holley family.

BUDDY AND BOB

By the time Buddy entered J.T. Hutchinson Junior High School in 1949, he
was already proficient on guitar, banjo, and mandolin. He soon found a kin-
dred spirit in fellow seventh-grader Bob Montgomery, an avid country-and-
western music fan who sang and played guitar. The two became fast friends
and musical partners, absorbing the repertoires of such country stars as Hank
Williams, Bill Monroe, and Flatt and Scruggs, and studying the live perfor-
mances they would hear on such regional radio broadcasts as Nashville’s
Grand Ole Opry, Shreveport’s Louisiana Hayride, and Dallas’s Big D Jam-
boree.

Montgomery would be a strong influence on Buddy’s musical development,
and his budding songwriting efforts would encourage Holly to develop his own
writing skills. The pair’s tastes would soon expand to encompass blues and
R&B, thanks to the sounds they heard on the faraway radio stations whose
powerful signals would drift in at night. Lubbock, like most of the South, was
racially segregated, but Buddy, like many other white teenagers of the era, was
drawn to the energy and passion of black music, and soon began to integrate
it into his own work.

In addition to Montgomery, Holly played informally with various friends
during junior high and high school, including guitarist Sonny Curtis, drum-
mer Jerry “J.I.” Allison, and bassists Larry Welborn and Don Guess. While
many parents disapproved of the strange new music that their kids were lis-
tening to, Ella and L.O. appreciated black music and recognized its connec-
tion to their own favorite styles. They enthusiastically encouraged Buddy’s
musical pursuits, allowing him and his pals to conduct informal jam sessions
at their home.

Billed as Buddy and Bob and advertising themselves as a “western and
bop” combo, Holly and Montgomery initially patterned their act after such
country duos as the Louvin Brothers and Flatt and Scruggs. They became a
popular local attraction, playing country and bluegrass material at school and
church events, teen parties, and local business events. They became a trio with
the addition of Larry Welborn on standup bass, although they continued to be
billed as Buddy and Bob. In September 1953, they won a half-hour weekly
Sunday-afternoon slot on Lubbock’s KDAV, which had just become the
nation’s first radio station to adopt a full-time country music format.

With KDAV disc jockey Hipockets Duncan serving as their manager, Buddy
and Bob eventually graduated to more formal gigs at such venues as Lubbock’s
Cotton Club, as well as playing live remote broadcasts for KDAV advertisers.
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Initially, Montgomery handled most of the lead vocals, with Buddy singing
harmony, but the act’s sound and repertoire expanded as Buddy began singing
lead on more blues, R&B, and rockabilly numbers.

After graduating from high school in 1954, Holly and Montgomery took
steps to pursue their musical careers more seriously. They undertook their first
formal studio sessions, cutting a series of demo recordings of their composi-
tions, and using their contacts with fellow musicians to try and get their demos
into the hands of anyone who might be able to steer them toward a record
deal.

The gradual cross-pollination of black and white musical styles that would
form rock and roll’s foundation was about to explode full-blown in the per-
son of Elvis Presley, who would serve as a key inspiration in Holly’s evolution
from aspiring country musician to pioneering rocker. In early 1955, Buddy
witnessed the young Presley’s first Lubbock performance at a KDAV-spo
nsored show at the Cotton Club. The following day, Elvis played at the grand
opening of a local Pontiac dealership, an event at which Buddy and Bob also
appeared.

By all accounts, the experience of seeing Elvis on stage had a profound
effect on Holly. “Presley just blew Buddy away,” Sonny Curtis later recalled.
“None of us had ever seen anything like Elvis, the way he could get the girls
jumping up and down, and that definitely impressed Holly. But it was the
music that really turned Buddy around. He loved Presley’s rhythm. It wasn’t
country and it wasn’t blues; it was somewhere in the middle and it suited just
fine. After seeing Elvis, Buddy had only one way to go.”!

At one point, Presley offered to get Buddy and Bob a spot on the popular
Louisiana Hayride radio show, on which he was a regular. Holly, Montgom-
ery, and Welborn impulsively drove all the way to Shreveport to take Elvis up
on his offer, but Presley was out on tour that week and the young hopefuls
were shown the door.

Buddy and Bob often served as opening act on local KDAV-sponsored
shows by touring country acts, and they had the opportunity to appear on the
bill the next time when Elvis performed in Lubbock in October 1955. By then,
the group had expanded to a quartet with the addition of Jerry Allison on
drums (Buddy had decided to add a drummer when Elvis did), and had begun
moving toward the rocking style that Holly would later perfect.

The day before they opened for Elvis, the Holly/Montgomery combo per-
formed at Lubbock’s Fair Park Coliseum on a KDAV bill that included early
rock and roll pioneers Bill Haley and the Comets. That night, Holly impressed
Nashville agent Eddie Crandall, who also managed country star Marty Robbins.
When Buddy and Bob opened a show for Robbins two weeks later, Crandall
offered to shop their demos around Nashville for a recording contract.

In early 1956, Crandall secured a deal with the Nashville division of the
prestigious Decca Records. But the company was interested in Holly as a solo
act, rather than Buddy and Bob as a team. Despite Holly’s initial misgivings,
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Montgomery (who would subsequently have a long and successful career as a
Nashville songwriter and record producer) urged his friend to take advantage
of the opportunity. The contract for Buddy’s concurrent publishing arrange-
ment with Cedarwood Publishing mistakenly omitted the “e” from his sur-
name, and the artist adopted that spelling thereafter.

Buddy would make a smooth transition to his new solo status, but his stint
with Decca would be a frustrating one. Rock and roll had already exploded
as a commercial and social force, and Paul Cohen, A&R director of Decca’s
Nashville division, had signed Holly with the hope that he could appeal to
traditional country audiences as well as rock and roll-loving teens. But Cohen,
and Decca’s Nashville arm, had no practical experience with the new music,
and little experience making rock and roll records.

The conflicting agendas of artist and label became apparent at Holly’s first
Decca session on January 26, 1956. While producer Owen Bradley was one
of Nashville’s foremost hit-makers, Buddy clashed with the respected studio
veteran, who wouldn’t him play guitar on the sessions and insisted on aug-
menting his new band—Sonny Curtis, Don Guess, and Jerry Allison, who was
replaced by a session drummer—with country-oriented studio players.

The January Nashville session produced four songs. Two of those—“Blue
Days, Black Nights,” written for the occasion by KDAV announcer Ben Hall,
and the Holly original “Love Me”—appeared as Buddy’s first Decca single,
released in April. The disc was an engaging enough effort, offering a promis-
ing glimpse of the artist’s rockabilly-inflected style as well as his trademark
vocal hiccup. But the collision between Holly’s rock and roll vision and Brad-
ley’s relatively staid approach kept the tracks from realizing the transcendent
exuberance that Buddy would subsequently achieve.

“Buddy couldn’t fit into our formula any more than we could fit into his—he
was unique, and he wasn’t in a pattern. It was like two people speaking dif-
ferent languages,” Bradley later reflected. “I think we gave him the best shot
we knew how to give him, but it just wasn’t the right combination, the chem-
istry wasn’t right. It just wasn’t meant to be. We didn’t understand, and he
didn’t know how to tell us.”?

Buddy’s new status as a major-label recording artist was big news in his
hometown, as an October 23 story in the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal noted.
But the local hero would not achieve national prominence during his short
stint with Decca. A second Nashville visit in July spawned another under-
whelming single, “Modern Don Juan” and “You Are My One Desire,” which
Decca didn’t issue until December. Like its predecessor, it didn’t find much of
an audience.

Although his recording career seemed stalled for much of 1956, Holly and
his sidekicks spent a large part of the year gaining valuable stage experience,
with touring slots on a couple of country package tours that traveled the
Southwest, playing their own set as well as backing up such country stars as
George Jones, Sonny James, Hank Thompson, and Faron Young.
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In addition to polishing and sharpening his live act during this period, Holly
also wrestled with the question of whether to wear his eyeglasses on stage.
He’d briefly tried contact lenses, but gave up on that idea after losing a lens in
mid-set. An attempt to perform sans eyewear proved impractical when he
dropped a guitar pick and couldn’t see well enough to find it. He also had his
teeth capped, to disguise the hard-water stains that were common to those
who’d grown up in the Southwest at the time.

No one was particularly surprised when Decca dropped Buddy Holly from
its artist roster in January 1957. By then, Sonny Curtis and Don Guess had
moved on to other pursuits, and Buddy and Jerry Allison spent a period play-
ing locally as a drums-and-guitar duo. The two-man lineup allowed the pair
to refine their rhythmic chemistry, as well as giving Buddy a chance to develop
a distinctive, powerful lead/rhythm guitar style that would remain a touch-

stone for rock guitarists for generations to come.

ROCKIN’ IN CLOVIS

Although his Decca tenure had been a disappointment, Holly’s drive and de-
termination were undiminished, and he soon devised a new route to revive his
profile as a recording artist. The key to his future would be his discovery of
independent producer Norman Petty’s studio in Clovis, New Mexico. The
studio was close to the Texas border, but light years away from the conserva-
tism of the Nashville establishment.

Although he was only eight years older than Buddy, Norman Petty pos-
sessed a wealth of recording experience that would, for a while anyway, make
him a useful mentor and father figure to the fledgling artist. Petty was no rock
and roller, but he was an adept technician with an ear for what sounded good
on the radio. His own musical tastes were reflected in the middle-of-the-road
cocktail jazz that he and his wife Vi played as members of the Norman Petty Trio.
The group had scored a minor 1954 hit with a version of Duke Ellington’s “Mood
Indigo,” and Norman had used the proceeds to finance his studio.

As a musician, Petty had long been frustrated by the hourly rates routinely
charged by studios. So when he opened his own facility, he adopted the artist-
friendly policy of charging by the song rather than by the hour, an approach
that was far more conducive to creativity and experimentation than the time
constraints imposed on conventional sessions.

On February 25, 1957, Holly went to Petty’s studio to record a pair of
tracks, the new original “I’'m Looking for Someone to Love” and an energetic
reworking of “That’ll Be the Day,” an unreleased Holly/Allison collaboration
that had been cut during the Nashville sessions. Buddy had borrowed the title
from a catchphrase used by John Wayne in the Western classic The Searchers.

For the occasion, Holly assembled a new lineup of Lubbock chums, with
old cohorts Larry Welborn and Jerry Allison returning on bass and drums.
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Sonny Curtis had moved on to gigs backing Slim Whitman and playing with
the Philip Morris tobacco company’s touring country show, so Buddy brought
in rhythm guitarist Niki Sullivan. Sullivan’s lanky, bespectacled looks would
have allowed him to pass for Buddy’s brother; in fact, the two subsequently
learned that they were distant cousins. Joe B. Mauldin, at the time still attend-
ing high school in Lubbock, would soon replace Welborn on standup bass,
and the new lineup would come to be known as the Crickets.

Petty signed on as the group’s manager and took control of the publishing
rights to Holly’s songs. Buddy would soon come to regret surrendering con-
trol of his business affairs, and Petty’s questionable business practices would
become a source of considerable consternation for him. But at the time, Petty’s
involvement was a godsend. The producer’s open-ended studio policy and
willingness to let Holly make music on his own terms offered an invaluable
opportunity for him to develop his sound and master the mechanics of the
recording process. And Petty’s New York music industry connections enabled
him to find his client a new record deal.

Petty used his relationship with Murray Deutch, executive vice president of
the powerful music publisher Peer-Southern, to bring “That’ll Be the Day”
and “I’'m Looking for Someone to Love” to the attention of Bob Thiele, head
of Coral Records. Ironically, Coral was a subsidiary of Decca, the company
that had recently given Holly the boot. Thiele, whose varied background
encompassed jazz, R&B, and big-band pop, recognized Holly’s commercial
potential, and persuaded his skeptical superiors at Decca to release the tracks
as a single on the company’s R&B/jazz imprint Brunswick.

Recognizing Holly’s capacity for delivering hits in multiple styles, Thiele
cannily signed him to two contracts, enabling him to record under his own
name for Coral and under the Crickets banner for Brunswick. Although the
Crickets would back Holly on both group and solo releases, ballads were
more likely to be credited to Holly while songs released under the Crickets’
name tended toward harder-edged rock and roll material.

The Crickets’ group moniker may also have initially been an attempt to
disguise Holly’s involvement in the new version of “That’ll Be the Day,” since
his old Decca deal prohibited him from rerecording songs he’d already cut for
the label. But the dual identities would prove useful in multiple ways. For one
thing, the situation allowed the prolific Holly to release a wealth of varied
material in a short period of time. It also allowed him to advance his musical
evolution at an accelerated pace, while giving him more stylistic leeway than
he might be granted otherwise.

The “That’ll Be the Day”/“I’m Looking for Someone to Love” single, cred-
ited to the Crickets, initially stirred up little attention when it was released in
June 1957. But a D] in Buffalo, New York picked up on “That’ll Be the Day”
and began playing it with unusual frequency (although he didn’t lock himself
in his studio and play the track nonstop, as the spirited but highly inaccurate
1978 biopic The Buddy Holly Story would claim). The song continued to
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break out in various regional markets, including Boston, Cleveland, and Phil-
adelphia, even winning substantial airplay on several black R&B stations.
By the end of September, it had hit number one on the Billboard sales chart.
It also reached the Top Ten on the rhythm and blues charts, demonstrat-
ing how effectively Buddy had absorbed the influence of African American
music.

“That’ll Be the Day” had yet to take off in June, when Coral released
“Words of Love” under Buddy’s name. With a buoyant melody, swoony
romantic lyrics, and Holly’s distinctive double-tracked guitar and vocals, the
song demonstrated that Buddy’s skills were evolving at a rapid pace. It marked
Holly’s first use of overdubbing which, in the days before multi-track record-
ing, was still an uncommon practice that had to be achieved through pains-
taking trial and error. Despite the sonic uniqueness of “Words of Love,” a cover
version by vocal quartet the Diamonds beat the Holly disc to the marketplace,
stealing its chart thunder in the process.

One important factor in Holly’s musical development was the fact that
Thiele allowed him to continue to record at Petty’s studio, far from the prying
eyes and undue influence of record company personnel. This was highly
unusual at a time when it was standard practice for artists to cut their records
in their label’s own studios, overseen by the company’s A&R men, who usu-
ally chose the songs and musicians. Those formal sessions typically operated
within the strict time restrictions imposed by record company policy and
musicians union rules. The looser atmosphere in Clovis gave Holly the free-
dom to try new sounds and arrangement ideas, resulting in records that
sounded like no one else’s.

As he continued to experiment in the studio, Holly’s songwriting gained in
confidence and variety. Where in the past he had often relied on friends and
bandmates to provide material, by now he was writing most of his own. That
issue was blurred somewhat by Petty’s tendency to add his name to the writ-
ing credits of Buddy’s songs—including several that Holly is known to have
recorded and/or performed before he’d even met Petty.

While Holly’s dual recording deals allowed him to release a prodigious
quantity of material within a short period, his chart successes made he and his
band—billed for live dates as Buddy Holly and the Crickets—an in-demand
live act. For most of its existence, the group maintained a punishing touring
regimen that allowed them to hone an exciting live show that maintained the
raw energy of their recordings.

The quartet’s mettle was tested in August 1957, when they were booked for
a package tour of East Coast theaters in African American neighborhoods,
alongside such prominent R&B acts as Clyde McPhatter, the Cadillacs, and
Lee Andrews and the Hearts. According to popular legend, they’d been hired
by an unsuspecting agent who’d assumed “That’ll Be the Day” to be the work
of a black act. The tour culminated in a well-received week-long run at New
York’s Apollo Theater.
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“That’ll Be the Day” was still a hit in September when Coral released a
second Buddy Holly “solo” effort, “Peggy Sue.” The song was an exuberant
embodiment of Holly’s rock and roll vision, driven by his hiccupy vocal and
infectious guitar line, Allison’s rolling, echo-laden drumbeat, and a minimalist
lyric that was as insistent as the music. It had originally been titled “Cindy
Lou” after a former girlfriend, until Allison prevailed upon Buddy to retitle it
in honor of his fiancée, Peggy Sue Gerron. The irresistible rocker became
Holly’s second smash single, climbing to the number three slot on the Bill-
board chart. Meanwhile, “Peggy Sue”’s B-side, “Everyday,” revealed a knack
for gentle, heart-tugging balladry that Holly would continue to refine.

Following their run at the Apollo, Buddy and the Crickets appeared on
Dick Clark’s American Bandstand in Philadelphia and spent a week and a half
performing in Alan Freed’s all-star show at New York’s Paramount Theater,
alongside Little Richard, the Del-Vikings, the Diamonds, Mickey and Sylvia,
the Moonglows and Larry Williams. They then hit the road as part of the Big-
gest Show of Stars for 1957, spending much of the next three months touring
the United States and Canada with a racially mixed all-star bill that included
Paul Anka, Lavern Baker, Chuck Berry, Fats Domino, the Drifters, the Everly
Brothers, and Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers.

The package tour allowed Buddy and the Crickets to interact with many of
their musical heroes, but it also forced them to confront the viciousness of
racism once the tour hit the deep South. Although they’d grown up in segre-
gated Lubbock, they were unprepared for such indignities as the tour’s black
and white acts being prohibited from staying in the same hotels or eating in
the same restaurants. At shows in Memphis, New Orleans, Birmingham,
Chattanooga, and Columbus, Georgia, the Crickets and the tour’s other white
acts did not perform because local laws forbade black and white entertainers
from appearing on the same stage.

One positive aspect of the Biggest Show of Stars tour was that it gave
Holly the chance to bond with the Everly Brothers, who shared his country-
and-western roots but were considerably more worldly. The impeccably
groomed duo had a significant impact on Buddy’s sense of style, instilling a
taste for tailored suits. Phil Everly is also often credited for suggesting that he
trade his half-frame glasses for the black horn-rim frames that would soon
become his trademark. Holly and Bob Montgomery would later write and
demo a pair of songs, “Wishing” and “Love’s Made a Fool of You,” for the
Everlys, but the siblings’ commitment to only record songs controlled by the
powerful publisher Acuff-Rose prevented them from cutting those tailor-
made tunes.

A second Crickets single on Brunswick appeared in October 1957, the play-
ful, urgent “Oh Boy,” by Petty-associated Texas rockabilly singer Sonny West
and his songwriting partner Bill Tilghman. The B-side was the equally impres-
sive Holly original “Not Fade Away,” which infused a blunt Bo Diddley-style
beat with an unmistakable Texas twang. “Oh Boy” occupied the Top Ten
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simultaneously with “Peggy Sue,” giving Buddy and company their third Top
Ten hit in January 1958.

CHIRPING UP THE CHARTS

November 1957 saw the release of the Crickets’ first LP, The “Chirping”
Crickets, consisting of the four Brunswick singles sides plus eight new tracks.
At a time when rock and roll LPs routinely comprised one or two hits padded
with inferior filler, it was a consistently dynamic set that ranks as one of rock’s
most compelling debut albums.

The “Chirping” Crickets is divided between Holly compositions and Petty-
controlled outside material. Not surprisingly, the originals—including “Maybe
Baby,” which Brunswick would release as a single the following February—
are the strongest, but Holly’s performances and the Crickets’ solid, subtly
inventive rhythmic support assured that even the least impressive material
was delivered with bracing conviction.

Buddy and the Crickets closed out 1957 with an appearance on Ed Sulli-
van’s hugely influential TV variety show, at the time one of the few national
prime-time outlets for rock and roll acts. The quartet played two songs, and
Sullivan gave his official thumbs-up by informing his mom-and-pop audience
that the visiting Texans were “nice boys.”

Show Biz Kids: Rock in the Mainstream

By the time Buddy Holly died, rock and roll had been integrated into the main-
stream of American show business. The changes that had occurred during the
previous five years are evident from a look at the Top Five on the Billboard Pop
chart for a single week in February 1959—the month of Holly’s fatal plane
crash.

The number one song was “Stagger Lee” by the black rhythm and blues
singer Lloyd Price. He had recorded steadily since 1952, but this was his first
release to reach the Pop chart. Price’s early hits, beginning with the R&B num-
ber one “Lawdy Miss Clawdy,” appeared on the independent Specialty label.
Now he was signed to ABC-Paramount, the first major label created after the
start of the rock and roll era.

Other songs and artists in the Top Five during this particular week included
“Sixteen Candles” (number two) by a white doo-wop group, the Crests, and
“Donna” (number three), by the Chicano rock and roller Ritchie Valens, who
died in the same crash that killed Buddy Holly. “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”
(number four) was a new version of an old standard (written in 1933) by the
Platters, the top-selling black vocal group of the 1950s. “All American Boy” by
Bill Parsons (number five) was a drawling, guitar-driven story-song that paro-
died Elvis Presley’s rise to stardom and subsequent induction into the army.
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None of these songs had the raw excitement and untamed energy of “Lu-
cille” by Little Richard or “Blue Suede Shoes” by Carl Perkins. But for teenage
music fans, this Top Five was a marked improvement over that of February
1956. During that year, three out of five slots were held by non-rock artists:
Italian American crooner Dean Martin (“Memories Are Made of This”), pop
singer Kay Starr (“Rock and Roll Waltz,” which didn’t “rock” at all), and com-
poser/arranger Nelson Riddle (“Lisbon Antigua”).

Chart positions and record sales were not the only indicators of rock and
roll’s increasing (if often begrudging) acceptance by American show business
and society at large. In addition to American Bandstand, the music was repre-
sented on television by various regional “dance party” shows hosted by local
disc jockeys. Ed Sullivan’s hugely popular CBS network variety show featured
rock and roll artists as early as 1955, beginning with an appearance that year
by Bo Diddley.

Andy Schwartz

Four days after the Ed Sullivan appearance, Niki Sullivan left the Crickets.
Although the official reason was exhaustion from the intense pace of the
band’s roadwork, many believe that the guitarist’s departure was precipitated
by Sullivan’s contentious relationship with Jerry Allison. The two musicians’
animosity had reportedly erupted into fisticuffs while they were in New York
during the Apollo Theater engagement, resulting in Allison getting a black eye
that had to be airbrushed from the cover photo of The “Chirping” Crickets.
The fact that the group was able to continue as a trio—a format that was
unprecedented in rock and roll at the time—was a testament to Buddy’s guitar
skills.

Early 1958 saw Holly, Allison, and Mauldin embark on their first overseas
excursion. In January, following a pair of shows in Honolulu, they under-
took a week-long tour of Australia, on a bill that also included Jerry Lee
Lewis and Paul Anka, along with Australian acts Johnny O’Keefe and Jodie
Sands.

Buddy and the Crickets then spent most of March touring in England,
where they played fifty shows in twenty-five days. Since the British touring
circuit was not yet geared toward rock acts, the band found itself touring with
a bill comprised of clean-cut mainstream pop performers.

Despite the inappropriate bill, the Crickets’ visit was greeted as a major
event by English fans. Buddy was even more popular in Britain than in the
United States; indeed, his impact there rivaled that of Elvis Presley, who never
performed in Britain. Additionally, Buddy and the Crickets were only the sec-
ond major American rock act (after Bill Haley and the Comets) to tour Brit-
ain. The shows were greeted by unprecedented fan pandemonium, and would
continue to resonate in the consciousness of the young fans that would soon
mount the next decade’s British Invasion. That impressionable audience
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included the future Beatles, who would choose their combo’s entomological
moniker in honor of the Crickets.

It was easy for U.K. listeners to relate the Crickets’ country-rooted sound to
that of skiffle, the do-it-yourself folk-country style that had seized the imagi-
nation of young Brits who’d yet to gain access to electric instruments. Unlike
such bigger-than-life figures as Elvis, Eddie Cochran, and Gene Vincent, Buddy
struck young British teens as a regular guy who’d succeeded on the strength
of his musical abilities rather than looks or mystique. His relatively low-key
image resonated strongly with British kids, who saw in Holly an idol whom
they could actually emulate. His U.K. tour was also the first chance that Brit-
ish audiences had to see an electric guitar—specifically Fender Stratocaster,
reputedly the first Strat to arrive in England—in action.

Pioneers of Rock and Roll Guitar

The electric guitar was not the predominant solo instrument of 1950s rock
and roll. The tenor saxophone held that position into the early 1960s, with
guitar and piano vying for second place. But with the decline of the big bands
and their multiple soloists, the role of the guitar expanded within the new
small group format.

T-Bone Walker, B.B. King, and Muddy Waters all used a call-and-response
pattern between voice and electric guitar that became a cornerstone of urban
blues. In country music, skilled Nashville pickers like Hank Garland and Grady
Martin enlivened countless sessions with their fluid, jazzy fills and solos. The
guitar work of Scotty Moore was crucial to the sound and success of Elvis Pres-
ley’s early hits: “Mystery Train,” “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Jailhouse Rock,” and
many more.

Only a few of the lead 1950s rock and roll singers were accomplished instru-
mentalists. Buddy Holly and Eddie Cochran were two notable exceptions,
while Link Wray, and Roy Buchanan were known for their singular six-string
skills.

On “C’'mon Everybody” and “Summertime Blues” (both 1958), Eddie Co-
chran (1938-60) overdubbed multiple acoustic and electric guitar parts to
create a primitive but powerful “wall of sound” that was highly advanced for
its time. He unleashed some intense guitar choruses on the instrumental
“Eddie’s Blues,” and played inventive Chuck Berry-style solos on up-tempo
rockers like “Pink Pegged Slacks.” Singer, songwriter, producer, engineer, and
guitarist: Eddie Cochran seemed to have it all together when he was killed in
a one-car accident while on tour in England. Nearly twenty years later, former
Sex Pistols bassist Sid Vicious paid tribute to his legend with a punk rock
version of the Cochran classic “Somethin’ Else.”

Link Wray (1929-2005) couldn’t match Eddie Cochran for versatility, popu-
larity, or good looks. But his signature 1958 instrumental hit “Rumble” was
a seminal influence on successive generations of rock and roll guitarists.
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The North Carolina native (who was part Shawnee Indian) created the power
chord—the essential building block of hard rock and heavy metal. He ex-
panded rock’s sonic palette with his pioneering use of fuzz, feedback, and
distortion, achieving some of these effects simply by puncturing the speaker
cone of his amplifier. Link Wray’s raw, rocking style was exposed to a new
generation of fans when his 1950s songs were used in such films as Pulp Fiction
(“Ace of Spades”) and Twelve Monkeys (“Comanche”). Wray was seventy-four
years old, still touring, and still capable of igniting a firestorm of high-volume
rock and roll when he was named one of the 100 Greatest Guitarists of All
Time by Rolling Stone magazine in 2003.

Roy Buchanan (1939-88) was a “musician’s musician.” Long before the in-
vention of the wah-wah pedal and the distortion booster, he was coaxing such
effects from his Fender Telecaster with nothing more than six strings, ten fin-
gers, and a medium-sized amplifier turned up to maximum volume. Buch-
anan could make his instrument sustain like a pedal steel guitar, or sound like
two instruments (quitar and bass) played simultaneously. Throughout the
1960s, this dazzling innovator toiled for workman’s wages in a series of anon-
ymous, unrecorded groups on the bar circuit of suburban Washington, DC. In
1971, “The Best Unknown Guitarist in the World” (as he was billed) starred in
a public television special that included scenes of Roy expertly playing both
country music with Merle Haggard and rhythm and blues with Johnny Otis.
This national exposure led to the release of Buchanan’s self-titled major label
debut album in the following year and launched a solo career that continued
until his untimely death.

A.S.

Buddy Holly, the artist’s first official solo LP, was released in the United
States in February 1958. Beyond its dreamy cover photo (atypically depicting
Buddy without his glasses), the disc featured such soon-to-be-classic rockers
as “Peggy Sue,” “Rave On,” and “I’m Gonna Love You Too” along with an
assortment of ballads, most notably the lilting “Listen to Me.” The album
also found Holly paying tribute to Elvis and Little Richard, respectively, with
high-energy covers of “(You’re So Square) Baby I Don’t Care” and “Ready
Teddy.”

Upon their return from Britain, Holly and the Crickets continued their gru-
eling tour schedule with a forty-four-day run on Alan Freed’s Big Beat Show,
kicking off with a show at the Brooklyn Paramount. Other artists on the tour
included Chuck Berry, Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Frankie
Lymon and the Teenagers, the Shirelles, and Larry Williams.

The fact that Coral and Brunswick were subsidiaries of Decca didn’t keep
the parent company from competing with Holly’s new releases, exploiting its
cache of Holly recordings cut the previous year. In April, the company released
That’ll Be the Day, an LP comprising the tracks Buddy had cut in Nashville
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with Owen Bradley. The collection’s title confused purchasers, who expected
to hear the familiar hit but got the inferior original instead.

On their way home from the Alan Freed tour, Buddy, J.I., and Joe B. stopped
off in Dallas and purchased a trio of new motorcycles, riding them home to
make a splashy return to Lubbock. The fact that they now felt comfortable
making such an impulsive purchase hinted that their commercial successes
and overseas adventures had enhanced their sense of independence—and that
they might be outgrowing the paternalistic influence of Norman Petty, who
still tightly controlled the group’s finances.

For the band’s session in Clovis in May, Buddy relinquished lead guitar
duties to Tommy Allsup, a talented twenty-six-year-old from Oklahoma with
a background in western swing. Allsup contributed a distinctive lead on the
fluid rocker “It’s So Easy” and added a Latin flourish to the sweet ballad
“Heartbeat,” impressing Holly enough to invite Allsup to join up and make
the Crickets a quartet once again.

In June, Holly visited Manhattan and—without Norman Petty or the Crick-
ets—recorded a pair of Bobby Darin numbers, the splashy, gospel-flavored
“Early in the Morning” and the upbeat pop tune “Now We’re One.” The ses-
sion, on which Holly was backed by an assortment of New York jazz/R&B
players, was done at the behest of Coral Records, which wanted the tracks
out as a single after Darin’s version had to be withdrawn from release for
contractual reasons. Although “Early in the Morning” rose no higher than
number thirty-one on the Billboard singles chart, the session provided Holly
with valuable experience working in a different musical mode—and confir-
mation that he could make compelling music outside of the creative comfort
zone provided by his usual producer and band.

While visiting Peer-Southern’s Manhattan office, Holly met Maria Elena
Santiago, Murray Deutch’s receptionist. He fell in love with the Puerto Rico—
born beauty immediately, asking her out within thirty seconds of their first
meeting and proposing marriage on their first date. Buddy and Maria (whose
aunt, Provi Garcia, ran Peer’s Latin division) were married on August 15,
1958, less than two months after their first meeting. Following a quiet wed-
ding ceremony at Buddy’s parents’ house, they honeymooned in Acapulco
with fellow newlyweds Jerry and Peggy Sue Allison.

A disapproving Norman Petty reportedly advised that the nuptials be kept
quiet, to keep Buddy’s female fans from being alienated by his new status—
and, perhaps, to keep less enlightened observers from taking offense at his
“mixed” marriage. It has also been theorized that Petty may have been threat-
ened by Maria’s knowledge of the music business, or by her access to Peer-
Southern files that might reveal irregularities in Petty’s handling of her
husband’s affairs.

Whatever his reasons, Petty’s attitude toward Buddy’s marriage—and his
condescending attitude toward the new bride—couldn’t have done much to
bolster Holly’s diminishing regard for his mentor. The father figure who’d
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once seemed so knowledgeable and well connected had begun to seem unimag-
inative and provincial, and his vague accounting practices caused Holly to
question the trust he’d placed in Petty when he’d handed over control of his
career. Holly, Allison, and Mauldin also resented the fact that, despite their
status as international rock and roll stars, they still had to go to Petty any time
they needed cash.

Despite his growing reservations, Holly continued to record at Petty’s stu-
dio. In September, he brought renowned R&B saxophonist King Curtis in
from New York to play on a pair of tracks, “Reminiscing” and “Come Back
Baby.” At the same session, Buddy produced a debut single, the classic Cajun
tune “Jole Blon,” for his old Lubbock friend Waylon Jennings. Jennings, a
promising singer and sometime DJ on Lubbock’s KLLL, would emerge more
than a decade later as one of country music’s most influential stars.

While he continued to make first-rate music, Holly’s record sales had begun
to slip somewhat. “It’s So Easy” is now considered a classic, but it failed to
make Billboard’s Top 100 when it was released in September 1958. The
breathy ballad “Heartbeat,” co-written with old pal Bob Montgomery, stalled
at number eighty-two when it was released under Buddy’s name two months
later.

In October 1958, Buddy and the Crickets embarked on another edition of
the Biggest Show of Stars, this time sharing the bill with the Coasters, Bobby
Darin, Dion and the Belmonts, and Clyde McPhatter.

If Holly was demoralized by his recent disappointing sales, he didn’t show
it, continuing to forge ahead with new challenges. He relocated to Manhat-
tan, where he and Maria bought an apartment in Greenwich Village. Buddy
enthusiastically embraced life in New York, enjoying being at the center of the
entertainment business and the creative community—and relishing the oppor-
tunity to absorb new styles of music. He went to coffeehouses and enjoyed
jazz gigs at the Village Vanguard, and developed an affinity for Latin music
and flamenco guitar. He formulated plans to establish his own record label
and build a recording studio in Lubbock, discussed the possibility of cutting
gospel and Latin-style albums, and took steps to pursue his interest in writing
and producing for other artists.

Rock and Roll in the Movies

Rock and roll also found a place in Hollywood movies. Most were of the “teen
exploitation” variety, with flimsy plots, awkward acting, and low-budget pro-
duction values. One of the first and best of the genre, The Girl Can’t Help It
(1956), was a funny, fast-paced film with memorable appearances by Fats
Domino, Little Richard, Gene Vincent, and Eddie Cochran. Dont Knock the
Rock (1957), on the other hand, was an excruciating hour of ersatz rock and
roll according to a review in Hollywood Rock: A Guide to Rock ‘n’ Roll in the
Movies.
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Let’s Rock! (1958) also may have been simply another rock movie with a
non-rock lead and formulaic plot—an attempt to appeal to all ages. But a few
choice lines of dialogue show just how far the new sound had come in a few
short years. “When are you gonna come to the party?” manager Charlie (Con-
rad Janis) lectures recalcitrant singer Tommy Adano (Julius LaRosa). “Rock and
roll’s been around a long time. It's gonna be around a lot longer.”

A.S.

In New York, Holly recorded a quartet of ballads—“True Love Ways,”
“Raining in My Heart,” the Norman Petty composition “Moondreams,” and
the Paul Anka-penned “It Doesn’t Matter Anymore”—featuring lush string
arrangements. The direction of those songs—his last formal recordings—have
led some fans to speculate that Buddy was abandoning rock and roll in favor
of a sophisticated adult pop style. But it seems more reasonable to assume
that this was a one-off experiment by an adventurous artist exploring his
options.

In early November, Holly informed Norman Petty that he was severing
their business and creative relationship. He had initially convinced Allison
and Mauldin to join him in breaking away from Petty and joining him in New
York. But Petty managed to persuade the drummer and bassist that their pros-
pects would be brighter if they’d stay with him and continue to record as the
Crickets.

Although he was hurt and disappointed by his bandmates’ decision to stick
with Petty, he gave them his blessing, granting them the rights to the Crickets
name. More troubling was Petty’s announcement that he would be with-
holding Buddy’s record and publishing royalties until their disputes were
resolved.

COLD WINTER

Although Holly was exhilarated by his new prospects and relieved to be free
of the grind of touring, Petty’s refusal to pay his royalties put him in a finan-
cial bind. With Maria pregnant, his immediate priority in late 1958 was pro-
viding support for his growing family. So when he was offered the chance
to headline the Winter Dance Party, a three-week tour of Midwestern one-
nighters, he reluctantly accepted.

With Allison and Mauldin back in Texas attempting to relaunch the Crick-
ets, Holly assembled a new set of musicians to accompany him and double as
backup for the Winter Dance Party’s other acts. In addition to tapping latter-
day Cricket Tommy Allsup to play guitar, he hired his protégé Waylon Jen-
nings to play bass, despite Jennings’s unfamiliarity with the instrument; Buddy
bought his friend an electric bass and gave him two weeks to learn to play it.

93



94

Icons of Rock

The lineup was completed by another Texan, drummer Carl Bunch. Despite
his agreement to allow Allison and Mauldin to keep the Crickets name, Buddy’s
new touring band was billed as the Crickets.

Unlike some of the epic, star-studded package tours he’d done previously,
the Winter Dance Party was a rather modest affair. Aside from Buddy, the bill
featured three up-and-coming acts. Along with soulful Bronx doo-wop four-
some Dion and the Belmonts, the show featured Ritchie Valens (née Valenzu-
ela), a seventeen-year-old singer/guitarist from Pacoima, California, who’d
become the first Hispanic rocker to hit the charts with his then-current Top
Ten single “Donna,” and the Big Bopper, aka J.P. Richardson, a garrulous
songwriter and disc jockey from Beaumont, Texas, who’d recently scored a
million-selling novelty smash with “Chantilly Lace.” Rounding out the bill
was now-forgotten crooner Frankie Sardo, who opened the shows with rendi-
tions of other artists’ hits.

Even by the primitive standards of late 1950s touring, conditions on the
Winter Dance Party were spartan. Rather than the big-city theaters that were
the destinations of larger tours, most of the shows were booked into ball-
rooms in smaller, out-of-the-way markets, where the crowds consisted of
music-starved teens—who rarely got the chance to see big-name rockers on
stage. The performers traversed the frozen expanses of the upper Midwest in
a series of cramped, worn-down, poorly heated school buses, which regularly
broke down and had to be replaced by equally rickety vehicles.

To make matters worse, that winter was one of the most brutal in recent
memory, with bitterly cold temperatures that sometimes dipped to -30°F
causing dangerously icy road conditions. It didn’t help that the itinerary’s
convoluted routing forced the tour party to travel as far as 500 miles between
shows. The schedule was so tight that the performers usually had to sleep on
the bus as it traveled to the next night’s venue, with little time for such niceties
as laundry or showers.

By February 2, when the bedraggled troupe arrived at the Surf Ballroom in
Clear Lake, Iowa, to perform their eleventh show in as many days, the tour
had already been through six different buses. By then, drummer Carl Bunch
had had to leave the tour after being hospitalized for frostbite, forcing Holly
and Belmonts member Carlo Mastrangelo to take over drumming duties.

Following the Surf Ballroom performance, Buddy sought a respite from the
miserable traveling conditions by chartering a private plane to carry himself
and his sidemen to Fargo, North Dakota, the closest airport to the next tour
date in Moorhead, Minnesota. The post-show flight would give them enough
time to do their laundry and get a decent night’s sleep in actual hotel room
beds. At the last minute, the Big Bopper, who’d been suffering from the flu,
talked Jennings into giving up his seat, while Allsup surrendered his seat to
Valens after losing a coin toss.

In the snowy early morning hours of February 3, 1959, shortly after taking
off from the airport in nearby Mason City, the four-seat Beechcraft Bonanza
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aircraft carrying Holly, Valens, and Richardson crashed into a soybean field.
All three passengers were killed instantly, as was twenty-one-year-old pilot
Roger Peterson.

In the day’s news coverage, the event was overshadowed by another, dead-
lier plane crash, which took sixty-five lives at New York’s LaGuardia Airport.
But the emotional impact of the Clear Lake crash registered immediately with
young people on both sides of the Atlantic. Not only was it many teenagers’
first exposure to fatal tragedy, it was also the first time that the young rock
and roll genre had been forced to confront the specter of mortality. No major
rocker had ever died before, so for three of them to perish in such an abrupt
and random manner was particularly shocking. In the ensuing decades, the
crash would retain a potent mythological resonance, symbolizing the music’s
loss of innocence and offering a premonition of the turbulence and loss that
would dominate the next decade.

Buddy Holly’s funeral took place in Lubbock on the following Saturday.
His pallbearers were six of his closest musical associates: Jerry Allison, Joe B.
Mauldin, Niki Sullivan, Sonny Curtis, Bob Montgomery, and Phil Everly. An
estimated 1,800 mourners packed the Tabernacle Baptist Church for the
memorial service, which was performed by the same pastor who’d presided
over Buddy and Maria Elena’s wedding ceremony just five months earlier.
Although the pregnant widow flew in for the funeral, she couldn’t bring her-
self to attend the service or visit her late husband’s grave; she had a miscar-
riage soon after.

The deaths of Holly, Valens, and Richardson cast a veil of darkness over the
rock and roll world, and the pall wouldn’t completely lift until the Beatles’
arrival on the scene a few years later. The three fallen heroes were widely
eulogized in song; perhaps the most poignant tribute was “Three Stars,” writ-
ten by Bakersfield, California, disc jockey Tommy Dee and recorded by Eddie
Cochran, among others.

Two years after the crash, eccentric but innovative English producer Joe
Meek and singer Mike Berry delivered one of the better tribute discs with
“Tribute to Buddy Holly” which borrowed its subject’s musical style to offer
a melancholy musical epitaph. Meek would later claim to be in contact with
Buddy, and that the deceased icon was giving him songwriting help from the
spirit world; in 1967, Meek committed a violent murder/suicide on the anni-
versary of Holly’s death. Somewhat less obsessive were Manchester-based admir-
ers Allan Clarke, Tony Hicks, and Graham Nash, who were so affected by Buddy’s
work that they named their popular British Invasion combo the Hollies.

Meanwhile, Holly’s record company, with Norman Petty’s help, would
continue exploiting the departed star’s recorded legacy for years to come.
Petty cobbled together a motley series of “new” Holly LPs from an assort-
ment of outtakes, demos, and early tapes of varying quality, often with awkward
new instrumental overdubs provided by New Mexico combo the Fireballs,
who made several notable Petty-produced records of their own.
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Many of the posthumous Holly releases were top sellers in Britain, where
Buddy’s profile remained high. It was a different story in America, though. By
the end of the 1960s, Holly had been largely forgotten in his home country,
where none of his essential releases remained in print. But his Stateside repu-
tation would undergo a major resurgence in the 1970s. By the end of that
decade, Holly had become the first rock and roll artist to be honored with a
major U.S. box set retrospective.

One early factor in the revival of interest in Holly was Don McLean’s 1971
hit “American Pie,” which used “the day the music died” as the departure
point for a metaphorical journey through the musical, social, and political
changes of the 1960s.

In 1975, longtime Holly fanatic Paul McCartney’s company MPL Commu-
nications purchased Buddy’s publishing catalog from a nearly bankrupt Nor-
man Petty. The deal initially did little to benefit Holly’s survivors and
collaborators, who had long ago accepted meager cash settlements from Petty
rather than attempt to sort out his tangled financial records. But McCartney’s
patronage proved to be a boon, for Buddy’s posthumous prestige as well as
the income of his heirs, bandmates, and co-writers, since McCartney’s savvy
exploitation of the Holly songbook (including an annual week of Holly trib-
utes in London) did much to restore the artist and his songs to prominence.

Also helping to make Holly a household name in America again was 1978’
The Buddy Holly Story. The film was wildly inaccurate, romanticizing and
simplifying Holly’s life to the point where Buddy’s ultra-supportive parents
were reduced to disapproving caricatures, as well as replacing the real Crick-
ets with fictional characters, and leaving Norman Petty out entirely. Despite
the movie’s blatant disregard for historical accuracy, Gary Busey’s impas-
sioned, Academy Award-nominated performance captured Holly’s vibrant
essence, establishing the movie’s subject as a living, breathing, rocking pres-
ence rather than an arcane oldies act.

The city fathers of Lubbock eventually awakened to the commercial bene-
fits of promoting its status as Holly’s hometown. In the 1980s, Lubbock
unveiled a bronze statue of Buddy, followed by a park bearing his name,
a memorial concert celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of his birth, and a
Walk of Fame honoring notable Lubbock-born musicians. Lubbock’s Texas
Tech University now houses one of the world’s largest collections of Holly
memorabilia.

When the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame was established in 1986, Buddy
Holly was among the first group of inductees. A 1990 auction of Holly mem-
orabilia in New York raised over $703,000, with Gary Busey paying $242,000
for one of his guitars and the Hard Rock Café purchasing a pair of his eye-
glasses for $45,100. The 1990s saw the debut of Buddy, a successful stage
musical documenting his career; the show ran for seven years in London’s
West End. And alt rockers Weezer invoked Holly’s name as the title of their
1994 debut hit.
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In Buddy’s absence, the Crickets, in various configurations, have maintained
a remarkably durable recording and performing career. As of 2007, the band
continues to keep the Holly songbook alive on stage, with Allison, Mauldin,
and Sonny Curtis still anchoring the lineup.

The crash in Clear Lake ended the life and career of an artist whose musical
potential, perhaps more than any other rock and roll performer of his era,
seemed limitless. There’s no telling what Buddy Holly might have achieved if
he’d lived. Whatever direction he would have taken, it’s hard to imagine that
the clear-eyed, level-headed Holly wouldn’t have had a long and productive
career.

Buddy Holly’s musical legacy retains the same youthful freshness and
unpretentious energy that first engaged listeners in the late 1950s. His songs
continue to be covered by a wide variety of artists, while his musical and tech-
nical innovations have become deeply woven into the fabric of contemporary
music.

TIMELINE

September 1, 1953

Buddy Holly and Bob Montgomery audition for Lubbock radio station KDAV, and
are given a half-hour Sunday afternoon show, on which they perform country and
bluegrass material.

October 14, 1955

Buddy and Bob, with Larry Welborn on bass, open for Bill Haley and the Comets in
Lubbock and are seen by Nashville agent Eddie Crandall.

October 15, 1955

Buddy, Bob, and Larry open for Elvis Presley in Lubbock.

January 26, 1956

Buddy Holly’s first official recording session, with veteran country producer Owen
Bradley at Decca Records’ Nashville studios. The session yields four tracks, includ-
ing “Blue Days, Black Nights” and “Love Me,” which will be released by Decca as
Holly’s Decca debut single.

February 25, 1957

Buddy Holly and the Crickets record “That’ll Be the Day” at Norman Petty’s studio
in Clovis, New Mexico. The single, credited to the Crickets, will become the Holly’s
first single on the Brunswick label.

September 1, 1957

The band begins its first major tour with a four-night run at the Brooklyn Paramount
Theater, launching the three-month Biggest Show of Stars tour.

September 23, 1957

“That’ll Be the Day” becomes the number one single on Billboard’s pop chart.
November 27, 1957

The Crickets’ first LP, The “Chirping” Crickets, is released by Brunswick Records.
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January 25, 1958

“Oh Boy!” becomes Buddy Holly’s third Top Ten hit.

January 30, 1958

Buddy Holly and the Crickets begin a seven-date tour of Australia.

February 20, 1958

Buddy’s first official solo album, Buddy Holly, is released by Coral Records.

March 1, 1958

Buddy Holly and the Crickets begin a month-long tour of England.

August 15, 1958

Buddy Holly marries Maria Elena Santiago in a quiet ceremony at Buddy’s parents’
house in Lubbock.

January 23, 1959

The Winter Dance Party, headlined by Buddy minus the Crickets, kicks off with a
performance at the Million Dollar Ballroom in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

February 3, 1959

After performing at the Surf Ballroom in Clear Lake, Iowa, Holly charters a small
private plane to get him to the tour’s next show in Fargo, North Dakota. The plane
crashes shortly after takeoff, killing Holly and tourmates Ritchie Valens and the Big
Bopper, as well as pilot Roger Peterson.

March 9, 1959

“It Doesn’t Matter Anymore,” recorded at Holly’s last studio session, becomes a post-
humous hit.

July 1, 1976

Paul McCartney purchases Buddy’s entire publishing catalog from Norman Petty.
Two months later, McCartney will stage the first annual Buddy Holly Week in
London, celebrating the artist’s music.

May 18, 1978

The Buddy Holly Story, a fictionalized film biography starring Gary Busey as Holly, is
released. The film will become a hit, with Busey’s performance getting an Academy
Award nomination.

SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY

The “Chirping” Crickets, 1957
Buddy Holly, 1958
Buddy Holly: Gold, 2006
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guin, 1986, p. 36.
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The Beach Boys

Scott Schinder

AN AMERICAN FAMILY

The Beach Boys’ long and turbulent saga is a uniquely American epic, encom-
passing triumph and tragedy, innovation and excess, massive success and
crushing disappointment, the highest highs of artistic transcendence and the
lowest lows of showbiz mediocrity—as well as family dysfunction, financial
chicanery, mental illness, drug abuse, unfulfilled potential, and unexpected
redemption.

The Beach Boys’ story also involves some of the most innovative and origi-
nal pop music ever created, thanks largely to the prodigious talents of the
band’s troubled but brilliant leader Brian Wilson. Regarded by many as the
greatest American composer of the rock era, Wilson was the Beach Boys’
sonic architect and main creative force, using the group as the vibrant vehicle
for his innovative songwriting and arrangements, as well as his intricate,
groundbreaking approach to vocal harmony.
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To the generation that came of age in the first half of the 1960s, the Beach
Boys will forever be identified with a bucolic vision of an innocent, carefree
pre-Beatles America. The quintet’s lengthy string of early hits mythologized
middle-class teenage life and the mythical ideal of California, extolling the
virtues of hot rods, surfing, and youthful romance, with an undercurrent of
melancholy romanticism that would assert itself more strongly in the group’s
later work.

For much of the early 1960s, the Beach Boys were America’s best-selling
rock and roll act. When the British Invasion took hold of the American teen
consciousness in 1964, they posed the only serious threat to the Fab Four’s
chart supremacy. As the decade progressed and rock’s creative vistas
expanded, Brian Wilson’s musical achievements advanced rapidly, sealing
his position as one of the period’s preeminent musical visionaries. His knack
for creating unique sounds and his mastery of the recording studio yielded
such groundbreaking classics as the 1966 album Pet Sounds and the epic
single “Good Vibrations,” which were as advanced—sonically, composi-
tionally, and harmonically—as anything being made in popular music at the
time.

But those musical highs soon gave way to darker times, as Wilson’s refusal
to stick with the group’s tried-and-true formula led to his ambitious magnum
opus, Smile, being shelved. While Smile became rock’s most famous unre-
leased album, Brian Wilson became rock’s best-known casualty. His descent
into mental illness and substance abuse led him to withdraw from his band
and from the world—a retreat from which many assumed he would never
return.

The Beach Boys spent much of the 1970s and 1980s torn between its dual
identities as contemporary recording group and pandering oldies act. Their
story belatedly gained closure of a sort, when a resurgent Brian Wilson
returned from decades in the shadows to launch an unprecedented return to
live performance, and to revive his lost masterpiece Smile on record and on
stage.

By that point, the music of Brian Wilson and the Beach Boys had been
embraced by a new generation of listeners raised on alternative rock, for
whom the music’s originality and emotional resonance transcended mere
nostalgia.

CATCH A WAVE

The Beach Boys’ story began in the Los Angeles suburb of Hawthorne, Cali-
fornia, in the home of Murry and Audree Wilson. Murry worked in the heavy
machinery industry, but was also a part-time songwriter who’d had a brief brush
with success when his novelty tune “Two-Step Side-Step” was performed by
bandleader Lawrence Welk on his national radio show.
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Murry could be stern, demanding, and, by most accounts, emotionally and
physically abusive. But he also passed his musical interests on to his sons
Brian, Dennis, and Carl, indulging them with lessons and instruments, and
gathering the family to harmonize around the living-room piano.

The Wilson siblings were often joined in song by their cousin Mike Love, the
son of Murry’s sister Glee. The Love family was also musically inclined, and
often joined the Wilsons for parties that included family musical performances.

Despite being deaf in his right ear (a disability that he would later attribute
to a childhood beating by Murry), eldest brother Brian demonstrated a prodi-
gious musical ability early on. He became proficient on multiple instruments,
while revealing a beautiful, remarkably flexible singing voice and an uncanny
ear for vocal harmony. He was particularly fascinated by the evocative orches-
tral pop of George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue,” and by the close harmo-
nies of the Four Freshmen, who would provide the blueprint for the Beach
Boys’ intricate vocal blend.

Baby brother Carl also emerged as both a skillful guitarist and an excellent
singer, with a beautiful tenor voice that would become an essential element of
the Beach Boys’ sound. He also developed a knack for acting as a peacemaker
when Murry lashed out at his sons. These abilities would prove invaluable in
the Beach Boys’ more turbulent periods.

Although he would eventually develop into a musical talent in his own
right, Dennis Wilson’s teenage years were defined mainly by his rebellious
behavior and his contentious relationship with his father. Although Dennis
was too occupied with other pursuits to focus much on music, he was, largely
at Audree’s urging, included in his brothers’ musical pursuits, channeling his
natural aggression into his role as the group’s drummer.

Although his rudimentary saxophone skills left something to be desired,
Mike Love’s cocky, extroverted personality made him a natural frontman.
The group became a quintet with the addition of Brian’s high-school football
teammate Al Jardine, who was a capable rhythm guitarist and harmony
singer.

Although the five teenagers had grown up near the ocean, the only actual
surfer in the bunch was Dennis, who had embraced the popular sport and the
culture that had sprung up around it in southern California. The surfing life-
style had already inspired the beginnings of a musical genre, personified by
guitarist Dick Dale, an avid surfer whose live performances at the Balboa
Ballroom were popular among surfers. Dale’s propulsive instrumental num-
bers replicated the physical sensations of the surfing experience, combing
staccato picking with a reverb-heavy “wet” guitar sound.

It was Dennis who suggested that Brian try writing a song about surfing.
With Dennis offering some helpful examples of surfer jargon, Brian and Mike
came up with “Surfin’,” a catchy, if primitive, ode to the sport.

Murry had put Brian in contact with Hite and Dorinda Morgan, who oper-
ated a small music publishing company that had handled some of Murry’s
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compositions. The Morgans also ran a small studio in Hollywood, and Brian
approached them about doing some recording there.

On Labor Day weekend 1961, Murry and Audree took a short vacation to
Mexico City, leaving their sons with $200 in emergency cash. They used most
of the fund to rent musical equipment from Wallichs’ Music City in Holly-
wood, to allow the quintet to polish their performance of “Surfin’” for a
prospective audition for the Morgans. Murry was furious when he found out,
but softened after he heard the song.

On September 15, 1961—just a week after Life magazine had run a seven-
page photo feature on the California surfing craze—the band cut an early take
of “Surfin’” with the Morgans. On October 3, they recorded a more profes-
sional version at World Pacific Studios in Hollywood.

By then, the fledgling combo was calling itself the Pendletones, in honor of
the plaid woolen Pendleton shirts that were popular among surfers. It wasn’t
until “Surfin’” was released as a single in December 1961, on the tiny local
label Candix, that the group learned that Hite Morgan had rechristened them
the Beach Boys. Another alteration was Murry’s decision to speed up the mas-
ter tape slightly, on the assumption that that would give the performance a
more youthful sound. It wouldn’t be the last time he’d use that gimmick—
much to Brian’s annoyance.

After making their public performing debut playing three songs at a Ritchie
Valens tribute concert at the Long Beach Municipal Auditorium on December
31, the Beach Boys—with Mike as frontman, Brian on bass, Carl and Al on
guitars, and Dennis on drums—embarked on a series of live appearances to
promote “Surfin’.” Authority figure Murry Wilson was often in tow, the bet-
ter to put the kibosh on the sort of activities toward which five young men
away from home might naturally gravitate.

Although it was primitive in comparison with the records that the group
would soon be making, “Surfin’” became a regional hit on the West Coast,
and sold well enough to reach number seventy-five on Billboard’s national
singles chart. The single was such a success that it soon bankrupted Candix
Records, which had shipped so many still-unpaid orders that they couldn’t
afford to meet the demand for more copies.

Murry Wilson immediately appointed himself the Beach Boys’ manager.
Although his abrasive personality would eventually alienate outsiders as well
as his own clients, at this stage Murry was largely a positive influence, instill-
ing focus and discipline in the inexperienced combo.

Murry’s biggest early achievement was winning the band a deal with Capi-
tol Records, home of Brian’s beloved Four Freshmen. Capitol A&R executive
Nik Venet wasn’t charmed by Murry’s blustery sales pitch. But he was excited
by the band’s demos of a pair of new tunes: Brian and Mike’s “Surfin’ Safari,”
the surfer slang—filled sequel to their first hit; and “409,” an insistent hot-rod
anthem which Brian had written with Gary Usher, the nephew of a neighbor
of the Wilson family.
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Usher was Brian’s first collaborator outside of the Beach Boys family, but he
would soon run afoul of Murry’s jealous nature and find himself frozen out of
the band’s inner circle. Following his exile, Usher would become a key figure
in the surf music scene. One of his early successes was as leader and producer
of the studio group the Hondells, which scored a Top Ten hit in 1964 with
Brian’s “Little Honda.”

“409” was the first in a long series of car-themed Beach Boys songs that
reflected the prominence of automobiles in the identity of American male
teenagers of the era. Usher would be one of many songwriting collaborators
for Brian, who had already mastered composing and arranging but generally
preferred to brainstorm lyrics with a co-writer.

By then, the Beach Boys had experienced their first personnel change. Al
Jardine, who had been instrumental in the band’s formation, exited in Febru-
ary, in order to study dentistry in Michigan. To take his place, the band drafted
David Marks, a fifteen-year-old neighborhood pal who lived across the street
from the Wilsons. Marks was a competent rhythm guitarist, but would not be
permitted to sing on the band’s recording dates.

“Surfin’ Safari” and “409” were paired as the Beach Boys’ first Capitol
single in June 1962, and showed the band to be far more accomplished than
the neophytes who’d cut “Surfin’” a few months earlier. Capitol initially
focused on promoting “409,” figuring that surf-themed material would have
limited appeal outside of California. But “Surfin’ Safari” broke out on radio
stations in such unlikely locations as New York and landlocked Phoenix,
launching the song’s rise to number fourteen on the national charts, while its
flipside stalled at seventy-six.

“Surfin’,” “Surfin’ Safari,” and “409” all appeared on the first Beach Boys
LP, Surfin’ Safari, released by Capitol in October. Although still primitive in
comparison to what the group would soon achieve on a regular basis, the
album was spirited and energetic, and an impressive effort at a time when
rock and roll LPs routinely consisted of one or two hits plus ten tracks of
throwaway filler.

While Surfin’ Safari contained little evidence of the compositional genius
that Brian Wilson would soon reveal, the fact that it was comprised largely of
originals (written by Brian with Gary Usher and/or Mike Love) instantly dis-
tinguished it from most rock albums of the period. Although Nik Venet was
credited as producer, Brian was already largely calling the shots on the Beach
Boys’ recording sessions, and in charge of coaching his inexperienced band-
mates through their performances. Although he lacked studio experience, Brian
gained an able collaborator in recording engineer Chuck Britz, a seasoned
studio pro whom he’d met while the band was cutting demos at Western
Recorders in Hollywood.

Britz became the Beach Boys’ in-house engineer, a position that he would
hold through 1967. His technical expertise would be a major influence in Brian
learning to translate the sounds that he heard in his head onto tape. In the
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1960s, when record companies still routinely released albums in both stereo
and mono versions, Britz would also be in charge of mixing the stereo ver-
sions of the band’s recordings, while Brian—whose partial deafness contrib-
uted to his natural affinity for mono—handled the mono mixes.

Britz also served as a useful buffer between Brian and his father, who was
often an overbearing, bullying presence in the studio. Later, the band would
attempt to placate Murry by giving him a fake studio console that wasn’t
actually connected to anything, allowing him to turn the dials to his heart’s
content while Brian and Britz got on with the actual business of making Beach
Boys records.

Brian and the Beach Boys made a remarkable amount of musical and com-
mercial progress between 1963 and 19635. In addition to their prolific record-
ing output—nine studio albums and one live LP in just three years—the band
maintained a punishing touring schedule. They also cultivated a clean-cut
image that was consistent with the innocent fun portrayed in Brian’s songs,
and the quintet’s wholesome vibe was accentuated by their trademark outfit
of striped button-down shirts and white pants, which would remain the band’s
stage uniform through 1966.

Although it was recorded just a few months after Surfin’ Safari, the Beach
Boys’ second album Surfin’ USA was a considerable progression from its pre-
decessor. Although it followed the established pattern of surrounding a couple
of hit singles with surf and drag novelties and cover versions, the quality of
Brian’s songwriting and the band’s performances had taken a noticeable
leap.

Surfin’ USA’s title track included a checklist of surfing hot spots provided
by Jimmy Bowles, brother of Brian’s girlfriend Judy. But it shamelessly bor-
rowed its melody from Chuck Berry’s “Sweet Little Sixteen,” and the result-
ing legal threats led to the song’s authorship being credited to Berry on
subsequent pressings.

Although its success played a significant role in launching a nationwide
surfing fad, Surfin’ USA also showed Brian to be a truly accomplished melo-
dist and arranger. Beyond its surf and car material—and no fewer than five
forgettable instrumentals—the album included a pair of breakthrough bal-
lads, the lilting “Farmer’s Daughter” and the stark, melancholy “The Lonely
Sea.” Both featured evocative minor-key melodies and sensitive lead vocals by
Brian, conjuring a haunting sense of yearning that offered a preview of the
emotional depth that he would soon achieve on a regular basis.

Surfin’ USA became the Beach Boys’ first gold album, spending eighteen
months on the U.S. album chart, where it just missed making the top slot. It
was also their first to make the charts in Britain, where the group would
remain reliably popular for decades to come.

Despite the continuing presence of the sort of filler that was probably
unavoidable in light of Capitol’s constant demand for new product, the Sep-
tember 1963 release Surfer Girl charted Brian’s continuing growth as a
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composer and producer. The yearning title ballad carried a spiritual compo-
nent that transcended its ostensible surf context, with the titular beach bunny
a powerful metaphor for desire of a deeper nature. Surfer Girl also included
Brian’s most ambitious surf number to date in the majestic “Catch a Wave,”
on which Brian, Dennis, and Mike traded lead vocals. But the album’s most
arresting moment may have been “In My Room,” a fragile evocation of soli-
tude and vulnerability that was a startling demonstration of Brian’s willing-
ness to confront his fears in song.

Surfer Girl is also generally regarded as the first Beach Boys album to inte-
grate substantial contributions from outside musicians, a practice that would
become more prevalent in the band’s recordings in the near future.

Del Shannon and Gene Pitney: Turning Heartaches into Hits

Tormented love stories and haunting minor-chord progressions set Del Shan-
non (1934-90) apart beginning with his 1961 number one hit, “Runaway.”
The Michigan-born singer/songwriter/qguitarist remained a persistent chart
presence for the next four years, thanks to such compelling originals as “Little
Town Flirt,” “Stranger in Town,” and the Top Ten hit “Keep Searchin’ (We'll
Follow the Sun).” In 1963, Del released “From Me to You”—the first American
cover of a John Lennon/Paul McCartney song to make the U.S. charts—and in
1965 the British duo of Peter and Gordon scored a Top Ten hit with Shannon’s
composition “l Go to Pieces.” In 1982, Del Shannon reached the U.S. Top
Forty for the last time with “Sea of Love,” produced by Tom Petty. He commit-
ted suicide in 1990, after a long battle with depression.

Gene Pitney (1940-2006) began his career as a successful songwriter (“Hello
Mary Lou” by Ricky Nelson). As a recording artist, the versatile Connecticut
native specialized in dramatic orchestrated ballads like “I'm Gonna Be Strong,”
in which muffled drumbeats and swelling strings surged beneath his piercing,
reedy voice. Pitney was only twenty-one when his first U.S. Top Twenty hit
“Town Without Pity” was nominated for an Academy Award and he became
the first rock and roller to perform on an Oscars telecast. His recording of
“That Girl Belongs to Yesterday” was the first Mick Jagger/Keith Richards song
to reach the American charts, and he played on the Rolling Stones’ debut
album. Along with Roy Orbison, Gene Pitney was one of the only American
solo artists of the pre-Beatles era who continued to score major hits—*“It Hurts
to Be in Love” (1964), “Backstage” (1966), and more—on both sides of the
Atlantic after the British Invasion. He remained a popular international concert
attraction for decades until his death during a 2006 tour of Great Britain.

Andy Schwartz

The Beach Boys’ punishing touring schedule took a particularly heavy toll
on Brian, who had begun missing shows in 1963. That summer, the band
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brought in Al Jardine, who’d had second thoughts about his earlier decision
to quit, to sub for Brian on bass on some live dates. The original intention had
been to keep the band a sextet in order to ease Brian’s workload. But that plan
fell by the wayside when Murry fired David Marks a few weeks later, and
Jardine returned to his original rhythm guitar slot.

Although Marks was pictured on the cover of the band’s next album Liztle
Deuce Coupe, released in October 1963, Jardine was actually back in the
lineup in time to play on the album. Little Deuce Coupe was something of a
concept album, comprising the car songs that had become a popular element
of the Beach Boys’ repertoire. It was also somewhat redundant, with four
tracks recycled from previous LPs, along with several new tunes co-written by
Brian with Roger Christian. Christian was a disc jockey on local Top Forty
station KFWB, as well as an avid hot-rod enthusiast whose familiarity with
the subculture’s lingo added authority to Brian’s auto-inspired tunes.

The only Little Deuce Coupe song not to mention cars is the student-spirit
anthem “Be True to Your School.” It would subsequently become a Top Ten
single in a rerecorded version that added cheerleader-style backup vocals by
the Honeys, a female vocal trio that included Brian’s girlfriend Marilyn Rovell
and her sister Diane.

The Honeys were one of several acts for which Brian wrote songs and pro-
duced records during the Beach Boys’ rise. Also benefiting from Brian’s extra-
curricular pursuits was the popular surf duo Jan and Dean, to whom he gave
“Surf City.” It became a number one single for the pair in the summer of
1963. Murry Wilson was furious that his son had given away a smash hit,
particularly since the Beach Boys had yet to top the charts themselves.

The next Beach Boys album Shut Down Volume 2—titled in recognition of
a popular recent various-artists Capitol LP that reused “Shut Down” and
“409”—contained such shameless throwaways as the contrived rank-out-fest
“Cassius Love vs. Sonny Wilson” and the self-explanatory “Denny’s Drums.”
But it also featured one of the band’s best early rockers in the Chuck Berry-
inspired Brian Wilson/Mike Love tune “Fun, Fun, Fun.”

In later years, Love would, with considerable justification, be widely vilified
by Wilson fans for his philistine tastes and his stubborn resistance to Brian’s
more experimental projects. But in the Beach Boys’ early days, Love’s contri-
bution to the band was invaluable. As both a singer and lyricist, his assertive
persona served as the self-assured counterpart to Brian’s romanticism and
sensitivity, embodying the youthful swagger of the band’s car and surf songs.

Shut Down Volume 2 also introduced a pair of classic Wilson ballads,
“Don’t Worry Baby” and “The Warmth of the Sun.” The former, co-written
by Roger Christian, used a drag race as a vehicle to explore male insecurity,
and featured production as advanced as anything being done in popular music
at the time. Brian had initially offered “Don’t Worry Baby” to the Ronettes,
whose Phil Spector—produced “Be My Baby” was one of Brian’s favorites. But
the prickly Spector rejected it.
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Princesses of Pop: The “Girl Group” Sound of the Shirelles,
the Crystals, and the Ronettes

Women's voices have been part of rock and roll from the music’s earliest days.
In the 1950s, Ruth Brown, Lavern Baker, Etta James, and Esther Phillips repre-
sented the distaff side of rhythm and blues just as Wanda Jackson and Brenda
Lee did for rockabilly and rock and roll.

But the “girl group” sound that flourished from 1960 to 1964 represented
the fullest flowering of female rock and roll talent up to that time. Female
groups and solo artists populated the charts in greater numbers than ever
before, with songs and production that advanced the art of pop music. Be-
hind the scenes, women achieved new heights of success as songwriters, pro-
ducers, and record label entrepreneurs.

The Shirelles were the most successful black female group until the break-
through of the Supremes. Beverly Lee, Doris Coley, Addie “Micki” Harris, and
Shirley Owens were New Jersey high school students at the time of their first
mid-chart hit, “I Met Him on a Sunday” (1958). Producer/songwriter Luther
Dixon brought out the soulful innocence of their voices on “Mama Said” and
“Baby, It's You”—one of two Shirelles songs, along with “Boys,” later recorded
by the Beatles.

In 1960, the Shirelles” “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow” became the first
girl group record to top the chart, and the first number one record written
and produced by the team of Gerry Goffin and Carole King. Over the next
three years, the Shirelles placed twelve songs in the Billboard Top Forty, in-
cluding six in the Top Ten. All were released on Scepter Records, the indepen-
dent label founded by Florence Greenberg, a New Jersey housewife.

As temperamental and controlling as he was passionate and talented, Phil
Spector was the greatest and most influential producer of girl group record-
ings. The Crystals and the Ronettes were the most prolific groups to record for
Spector’s upstart Philles label, founded in 1961.

The Crystals gave the twenty-one-year-old producer his first Philles hit with
“There’s No Other Like My Baby” (number twenty). But like many of their
black vocal group predecessors, the Crystals (Barbara Alston, Mary Thomas,
Delores “Dee Dee” Kennibrew, and Dolores “LaLa” Brooks) had no control
over their recording career. When the Brooklyn-based quintet couldn’t make
it to Los Angeles for one hastily scheduled session, Spector simply recorded
“He’s a Rebel” with the Blossoms—a trio of female session singers led by the
great Darlene Love—and released it under the Crystals’ name. In the fall of
1962, this socially conscious and infectiously danceable disc went all the way
to number one.

The Ronettes’ “Be My Baby” may be the archetypal girl group record. The
song was written by Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry—one of the genre’s top
songwriting teams, along with Goffin and King—but the spotlight is on
Ronettes lead singer Veronica “Ronnie” Bennett, who became Ronnie Spector
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after she and Phil were wed in 1968 (the couple divorced in 1974). Her vul-
nerable, soulful vibrato is framed by Spector’s trademark “wall of sound,” a
dense instrumental mélange propelled by thunderous drumming and Jack
Nitzsche’s sweeping string arrangement. “Be My Baby” peaked at number
two in the fall of 1963; it has since been heard in numerous films, television
shows, and commercials. In 1986, Ronnie Spector made an unexpected re-
turn to the Top Five when she sang the “Be My Baby” refrain on Eddie Mon-
ey’s song “Take Me Home Tonight.” In 2006, this ultimate girl group survivor
released The Last of the Rock Stars, a solid album of contemporary rock and roll
featuring such longtime admirers as Patti Smith and the Rolling Stones’ Keith
Richards.

A.S.

“The Warmth of the Sun,” which Brian co-wrote with Love, is a haunting
meditation on loss and acceptance, inverting the imagery of the band’s beach-
based hits to achieve a spiritual depth at which “Surfer Girl” had hinted. The
song’s narrator loses the love of his life, but takes solace in his memories
of her. The lyrics are all the more poignant in light of Brian’s revelation
that he and Love wrote them as an expression of their grief in the wake of
President John F. Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963. Both “Don’t
Worry Baby” and “The Warmth of the Sun” were graced by lead vocals that
demonstrated the technical and emotional range of Brian’s soaring falsetto.

In contrast to the scattershot Shut Down Volume 2, 1964’s All Summer
Long was the most consistent and satisfying Beach Boys album to date. The
title track utilized such exotic instrumental textures as piccolo and xylophone,
and balanced an irresistibly uplifting melody with a wistful, nostalgic lyric.
The song’s bittersweet sense of parting would inspire filmmaker George Lucas
to use it as the closing theme of his era-defining American Graffiti a decade
later. “Wendy” similarly combined an upbeat tune with regretful lyrics, while
the surf-themed “Don’t Back Down” mixed a surging arrangement with an
undercurrent of lyrical anxiety that contrasted the self-assurance of the Beach
Boys’ earlier surf numbers. All Summer Long’s strongest rocker was the infec-
tious “I Get Around,” which became the band’s first number one single.

The demand for new Beach Boys product was reflected in the popularity of
the band’s other two 1964 LPs, the live Beach Boys Concert and the holiday
release The Beach Boys’ Christmas Album, which were released virtually
simultaneously in October. The former demonstrated how tight a performing
unit the band had become. The latter combined seasonally themed originals
(including the hit “Little Saint Nick”) with slickly orchestrated standards
and harmony-heavy carols that allowed Brian to indulge his Four Freshmen
fixation.

The stress of touring, combined with the pressure of carrying the Beach
Boys’ creative load, finally pushed Brian over the edge on December 23, 1964.
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On that day, the bandleader, who had married Honeys member Marilyn Rov-
ell just two weeks earlier, suffered an anxiety attack on a flight to Houston,
where the Beach Boys were scheduled to begin a series of shows. Returning
home immediately upon his arrival in Texas, Brian announced that he would
no longer be a touring member of the band, instead staying at home to focus
on writing and recording (he would, however, continue to make television
appearances with the band).

Brian’s first replacement in the touring Beach Boys, playing bass and sing-
ing high harmonies while Carl Wilson assumed the lion’s share of his brother’s
lead vocals, was Glen Campbell. Already a busy L.A. studio guitarist and a
participant in many Beach Boys recording sessions, Campbell toured with the
band for three months, but declined an offer to join permanently. Instead, he
opted to return to session work (he would continue to play on numerous
Beach Boys recordings) and pursue his budding solo career.

Brian repaid Campbell’s service by writing and producing a single, “Guess
I’m Dumb,” for him. Although the song wasn’t a hit, it was one of Wilson’s
most memorable outside productions. Within two years, Campbell had settled
into a smooth country-pop style that would make him one of Capitol Records’
biggest-selling artists.

A long-term replacement arrived in April 1965 in the form of Bruce John-
ston. Already a key figure in the West Coast surf music scene, Johnston was a
multi-talented singer, instrumentalist, and producer who began playing ses-
sions while still in high school. Johnston had worked extensively with Terry
Melcher, his fellow staff producer at Columbia Records. Johnston and Melcher
had had a fair amount of success recording surf and drag material under
various guises, scoring hits as Bruce and Terry as well as the Rip Chords,
whose Beach Boys sound-alike “Hey Little Cobra” had been a hit in 1964.

Brian’s decision to quit the road proved to be a major jolt to his creative
evolution. Freed from the demands of touring, he flourished musically, creating
multi-layered backing tracks using the cadre of top-flight L.A. session musi-
cians known as the Wrecking Crew, many of whom had already worked on
prior Beach Boys sessions. The Wrecking Crew included such noted players as
Glen Campbell and fellow guitarists Barney Kessel, Billy Strange, and Tommy
Tedesco; bassists Carol Kaye, Ray Pohlman, and Lyle Ritz; keyboardists Larry
Knechtel, Don Randi, and Leon Russell; saxophonists Steve Douglas and Jay
Migliori; and drummer Hal Blaine, who’d supplanted Dennis Wilson on many
Beach Boys tracks since 1964. These were many of the same musicians that
Brian’s idol Phil Spector used on his legendary “Wall of Sound” productions.

The first fruit of Brian’s new status as full-time studio artist was the March
1965 release The Beach Boys Today!, on which Brian’s production and song-
writing took a substantial leap forward. Today!’s suite-like structure, with the
album divided into a side of fast songs and a side of ballads, presented an
early manifestation of the rock album format being used to make a cohesive
artistic statement—an idea that Brian would soon explore more fully.
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Beyond its absence of surf or car songs, The Beach Boys Today! largely
abandoned teenage concerns in favor of a slightly more mature view of love.
Such up-tempo numbers as “Good to My Baby,” “Dance, Dance, Dance,” and
“When I Grow Up (To Be a Man)” featured Brian’s most adventurous arrange-
ments to date. On the ballad side, such introspective numbers as “Please Let
Me Wonder,” “Kiss Me Baby,” She Knows Me Too Well” and the Dennis-sung
“In the Back of My Mind” were startling, both in their lyrical vulnerability
and their distinctive arrangements.

Indeed, The Beach Boys Today! would have been the first Beach Boys LP to
be sublime from beginning to end, were it not for the closing track “Bull Ses-
sion with ‘Big Daddys,’” a silly bit of faux-spontaneous spoken-word tomfool-
ery whose status as obvious filler was all the more obvious in this context.

By comparison, the Beach Boys’ next LP Summer Days (And Summer
Nights!!) was something of a step backward, with such energetic but light-
weight fare as “The Girl from New York City” and “Amusement Parks
U.S.A.” recalling the group’s carefree early days. But Summer Days also fea-
tured the musically and emotionally complex “Let Him Run Wild,” as well as
the band’s most sonically sophisticated single yet in “California Girls,” which
marked Bruce Johnston’s recording debut as a Beach Boy. Summer Days also
contained the band’s second number one single, the Jardine-sung “Help Me,
Rhonda,” an upgraded remake of a song that they’d first tackled on Today!

Another milestone on Summer Days (And Summer Nights!!) was the Beatles-
esque pop tune “Girl Don’t Tell Me.” The fact that it marked Carl Wilson’s
first lead vocal on a Beach Boys studio album is remarkable, considering the
prominent role he had already began to assume within the band.

One of the most revealing tracks on Summer Days (And Summer Nights!!)
was one that must have seemed frivolous at the time. The seemingly light-
weight “I’'m Bugged at My O’ Man” found Brian bemoaning his unjust treat-
ment at the hands of his cruel dad. Although it’s delivered with tongue in
cheek, the track takes on added gravity in light of the fact that Brian had recently
fired Murry as the Beach Boys’ manager, following a bitter confrontation during
a recording session.

(Although Murry would retain a hand in the Beach Boys’ business affairs
due to his control of Brian’s publishing catalog, he and Brian would maintain
a strained relationship. In 1969, against Brian’s will, Murry sold Brian’s pub-
lishing company Sea of Tunes, a blunder that ultimately cost millions. When
Murry died in 1973, neither Brian nor Dennis attended his funeral.)

The Beach Boys released a third album in 19685, the informal studio jam
Beach Boys Party!, as well as the non-LP single “The Little Girl Once Knew.”
The latter boasted Brian’s most idiosyncratic production yet, which may have
explained why it was only the fourth Capitol Beach Boys single not to reach
the Top Ten.

Recorded in a mere four days, Beach Boys Party! was a stripped-down, no-
frills respite from Brian’s increasingly elaborate studio work, as well as an
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early precursor of the “unplugged” trend, with the instrumentation limited to
the band’s own acoustic guitars, bass, and bongos, augmented by party sound
effects taped later at Mike Love’s house. Beyond a pair of reworked Beach
Boys hits, the album comprised covers of some of the band members’ favorite
tunes, including R&B hits by the Olympics and the Rivingtons, an Everly
Brothers ballad, a trio of Beatles numbers, and even Bob Dylan’s protest
anthem “The Times They Are A-Changin’.” Beach Boys Party! produced a
surprise smash single in a spirited reading of the Regents’ 1961 doo-wop hit
“Barbara Ann,” on which Brian shared lead vocals with studio visitor Dean
Torrance of Jan and Dean. It became the band’s fourteenth Top Twenty single,
climbing to number two in December 19635.

Dion: Blues from Belmont Avenue

Dion was born Dion DiMucci in 1939 in the Bronx, New York. His musical in-
fluences included country music legend Hank Williams and Mississippi Delta
blues singer Robert Johnson: “I don't sing black, | don’t sing white, | sing
Bronx,” he told the New York Times in 2006. In the late 1950s, as lead singer
for the Belmonts, Dion scored with “A Teenager in Love” and a doo-wop ar-
rangement of the Rodgers and Hart standard “Where or When.” After going
solo in 1960, he brought a street-smart swagger to such hits as “Runaround
Sue” and “The Wanderer.” Heroin addiction derailed Dion’s career for a time,
but in 1968 he quit drugs and earned (at number four) the highest-charting
single of his career with the inspired folk-rock ballad “Abraham, Martin and
John,” commemorating the lives of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and U.S. presi-
dents Lincoln and Kennedy. The singer/songwriter went on to release many
more albums, including several sets of Christian material and (in 2005) the
country-blues collection Bronx in Blue.

A.S.

But Party!’s real purpose was to give Capitol some new Beach Boys product
to sell during 1965°s Christmas season, buying Brian time to work on the new
album that he was planning, which was to be his bravest and most cohesive
musical statement yet.

PET VIBRATIONS

The Beach Boys’ 1966 album 1966’s Pet Sounds is regarded by many as Brian
Wilson’s creative apex. Although it divided opinion within the band and was
considered a commercial disappointment at the time of its release, it’s now
embraced as one of rock’s most beloved and influential albums, cited as a
touchstone by multiple generations of fans, critics, and musicians.
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Pet Sounds had its genesis when Brian heard the Beatles’ Rubber Soul.
Impressed by the album’s cohesiveness, Wilson, who had always regarded his
British labelmates with a combination of admiration and competitiveness, felt
challenged to come up with something equally good.

Wanting to break away from the Beach Boys’ history and his own estab-
lished methods, Brian decided not to work with any of his prior co-writers.
Instead, he chose Tony Asher, a recent acquaintance who’d been working
writing advertising jingles, to help craft his thoughts into finished lyrics. The
two began writing together in early 1966, and came up with an emotion-
charged song cycle that surveyed the emotional challenges accompanying the
transition from youth to young adulthood.

Pet Sounds’ lyrics were matched by music that marked a quantum leap in
Brian’s achievements as a composer, arranger, and producer. He cut the instru-
mental tracks for Pet Sounds during a four-month period in late 1965 and
early 1966, working at his favorite Hollywood studios: Gold Star, Western
Recorders, and Sunset Sound.

While the Beach Boys were out on tour, Brian toiled in the studio, putting
the Wrecking Crew through their paces to produce the sounds that he envi-
sioned. Although the self-taught perfectionist couldn’t write or read musical
notation, he often had the complex, elaborate arrangements worked out in his
head, and found other ways to communicate his ideas to the musicians. The
veteran players came to enjoy the creative interaction of Beach Boys tracking
sessions, and to appreciate Brian’s openness to the players’ own suggestions,
as well as his willingness to incorporate accidents and apparent mistakes into
the final product.

Brian achieved Pet Sounds’ richly textured, almost symphonic arrange-
ments by employing unconventional combinations of instruments to produce
new and exotic sounds. In addition to having multiple musicians playing gui-
tar, bass, and keyboard parts simultaneously (a technique he’d borrowed from
Phil Spector), he mixed conventional rock instrumentation with various exotic
stringed instruments, theremin, flutes, harpsichord, bicycle bells, beverage
bottles, and even the barking of his dogs Banana and Louie.

When the other Beach Boys returned from touring to record their meticu-
lously layered vocal tracks, some of Brian’s bandmates expressed reservations
about Pet Sounds’ radical shift in direction. Most vocal in his objections was
Mike Love, who couldn’t have been pleased at having been turfed out of his
position as lyricist by Brian’s decision to write with Tony Asher. Love was
particularly critical of the lyrics of “Hang On to Your Ego,” which he insisted
upon rewriting as “I Know There’s an Answer.”

Lyrically, Pet Sounds encompassed the loss of innocent idealism (“Caroline
No”), the transient nature of love (“Here Today”), faith in the face of heart-
break (“I’'m Waiting for the Day”), the demands and disappointments of inde-
pendence (“That’s Not Me”), the feeling of being out of step with the modern
world (“I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times”), and the longing for a happy,
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loving future (“Wouldn’t It Be Nice”). The album also featured a series of
intimate, hymnlike love songs, “You Still Believe in Me,” “Don’t Talk (Put
Your Head on My Shoulder),” and “God Only Knows.” The latter, with a
gentle yet passionate lead vocal by Carl Wilson, would become one of Brian’s
best loved—and most covered—songs.

Also on Pet Sounds was “Sloop John B.,” a rousing adaptation of a tradi-
tional Caribbean folk song that had been suggested by Al Jardine. It had been
cut a few months before the main album sessions and had been a Top Five hit
when released as a single in March 1966.

Pet Sounds also included a pair of richly atmospheric instrumentals, “Let’s
Go Away for Awhile” and “Pet Sounds.” Both had been recorded with the
intention of adding lyrics, but Brian decided that he preferred the tracks with-
out them. “Pet Sounds” had originally been titled “Run, James, Run,” reflecting
Wilson’s original intention of submitting it for use in a James Bond movie.

Beyond its alterations to the Beach Boys’ established sound, Pet Sounds felt
more like a Brian Wilson solo effort than any prior album. Although Carl did
standout work on “God Only Knows,” Love sang lead or co-lead on three songs
and Jardine stepped up front for a few a lines on “I Know There’s an Answer,”
Brian sang the remainder of the album’s leads himself, driving home the songs’
melancholy beauty with some of the most expressive vocals of his career.

Whatever problems they may have had with the album’s divergence from
the band’s hitmaking formula, the other Beach Boys graced Pet Sounds with
some of the finest harmonies of their career (although Brian overdubbed all of
the vocal parts himself on a few songs).

Upon its release in May 1966, Pet Sounds’ sales failed to match its artistic
stature. Although it reached the Top Ten and produced an Top Ten single in
“Wouldn’t It Be Nice,” sales were disappointing in comparison with the
band’s prior LPs. It didn’t help that Pet Sounds received half-hearted promo-
tion from Capitol, which signaled its lack of confidence in the album’s poten-
tial by issuing a slapdash greatest-hits set, The Best of the Beach Boys, two
months after its release.

Pet Sounds fared considerably better in Britain, where it was widely recog-
nized as a major work and celebrated by many of the music scene’s movers and
shakers. It reached number two in England, where the Beach Boys beat out
the Beatles as Group of the Year in New Musical Express’s influential year-
end poll. Paul McCartney, who has long cited Pet Sounds as his all-time favor-
ite album, acknowledged its influence on the Beatles’ psychedelic landmark
Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

In the years since its release, Pet Sounds has steadily gained in reputation
and prestige. In 1995, a panel of top musicians, songwriters, and producers
assembled by Mojo magazine voted it the Greatest Album Ever Made. In
2004, it was one of fifty recordings chosen by the Library of Congress to be
added to the National Recording Registry. In 2006, the German magazine
Spex voted it the best album of the twentieth century. It also placed in the
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number two slot on Rolling Stone’s list of the 500 greatest albums of all time,
right behind Sgz. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

Pet Sounds’ enduring appeal was confirmed by the 1997 release of The Pet
Sounds Sessions, a four-CD box set encompassing a new stereo mix of the
album (which was originally only mixed in mono), plus three discs” worth of
outtakes, rehearsals, and instrumental tracks. Five years later, after Brian’s
return to touring, he staged a well-received tour performing Pet Sounds as a
complete work, backed by a full orchestra.

Brian was not used to having his creative autonomy challenged, and was
accustomed to seeing his experiments achieve commercial success. He was
hurt by his bandmates’ resistance to Pet Sounds, and disappointed by the
album’s failure to gain a wider audience. But the lack of support didn’t stop
him from forging ahead with his plans for the next Beach Boys single, “Good
Vibrations.”

Originally intended for Pet Sounds but pulled from the album so he could
devote more time to its production, “Good Vibrations”—with Tony Asher’s
original lyrics rewritten by Mike Love—introduced Brian’s new technique of
modular recording. Rather than record a complete performance, he broke the
song into sections, recording and rerecording each portion and assembling a
collage of his favorite takes into a backing track. At a time when singles were
routinely cut in an hour or two, “Good Vibrations” was the most elaborate
and expensive track pop music had ever seen, recorded in seventeen sessions
in four studios over the course of six months, using over ninety hours of tape
and racking up a then-unheard-of cost of $50,000.

Although the rest of the band was skeptical about his unconventional
recording approach, Brian’s painstaking efforts proved worthwhile. “Good
Vibrations”—which Brian described as a “pocket symphony”—was unlike any
pop single that had come before it, covering a dizzying amount of musical
ground in just over three and a half minutes. As on Pet Sounds, Brian made
extensive use of instruments rarely heard in pop, with cello and electro-theremin
prominent in the song’s surging, insistent chorus.

Upon its release in October 1966, “Good Vibrations” became the Beach
Boys’ biggest hit yet; it went to number one on both sides of the Atlantic, and
became the group’s first million-selling single. With the song’s success demon-
strating that the general public could embrace his bravest musical adventures,
Brian Wilson moved forward with his most ambitious project yet.

TRYING TO SMILE

The artistic and commercial triumph of “Good Vibrations” set the stage for
Brian’s plans for the next Beach Boys album, an extended suite of musically
and thematically linked pieces that would be recorded using his modular tech-
nique. The project—initially titled Dumb Angel but eventually renamed
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Smile—would incorporate a wide array of new sounds, textures, and arrange-
ment ideas, as well as lyrical imagery and themes drawn from American his-
tory, with humor as a key element in the material. The idea of assembling an
entire album from short musical fragments was a bold undertaking, and
Smile—which Brian characterized as “a teenage symphony to God”—prom-
ised to be as much of a leap forward from Pet Sounds as Pet Sounds had been
from The Beach Boys Today!

To provide lyrics for Smile’s musical vision, Brian tapped Van Dyke Parks,
a young musical wunderkind (and former child actor) who’d already estab-
lished himself as an up-and-coming figure on the L.A. scene. His new co-
writer had come to Wilson’s attention via producer Terry Melcher, who’d
hired Parks to play on some Byrds sessions. But it was Parks’s talent for evoc-
ative poetic wordplay, and his abiding interest in Americana, that made him
an ideal Smile collaborator.

Wilson and Parks quickly formed a productive partnership; between April
and September 1966, they wrote a series of songs that formed the foundation
of the new album. Many of those tunes were written in the giant sandbox that
Brian had had installed in the living room of his Bel Air home, in order to
replicate the inspirational feel of the beach. Their pair’s first collaboration was
“Heroes and Villains,” followed by such key Smile tracks as “Wonderful,”
“Cabinessence,” and “Wind Chimes.” This period also produced “Surf’s Up,”
which would become Smiile’s spiritual centerpiece; Wilson and Parks reportedly
wrote it in a single night.

At a time when rock had come to be dominated by British sensibilities,
Brian was determined to create a fundamentally American work. At one point,
he described Smile as a musical journey across America, beginning at Plym-
outh Rock and ending in Hawaii, and touching upon key points of history
along the way, including the rise of the railroad and automobiles, and the
settlement of the West and its effect on Native American civilization.

Brian began cutting tracks for Smile in August 1966, using many of the
Wrecking Crew regulars and working at Gold Star Studios as well as Sunset
Sound, Western Recorders, and Capitol Records’ in-house studio. He worked
intensively on the album for the next few months. But by the end of the year,
his initial exhilaration had taken a darker turn.

Brian encountered resistance from Capitol, as well as the other Beach Boys,
who worried that the new music was too radical a stylistic shift and that it
would be impossible to reproduce on stage. The group also expressed con-
cerns that Brian’s artistic judgment may have been clouded by his growing use
of marijuana and psychedelic drugs. Particularly fierce in his opposition was
Mike Love, who complained about having to sing such poetic Parks lyrics as
“Qver and over the crow cries uncover the cornfield” on “Cabinessence”; the
growing tensions would eventually cause Parks to leave the project.

The pressures of creating such challenging music in the face of heavy oppo-
sition, combined with his increasingly fragile mental state, took a heavy toll
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on Brian’s previously unshakable creative confidence. In late November,
while working on “Mrs. O’Leary’s Cow”—the “Fire” section of a planned
suite encompassing the elements of earth, air, water, and fire—he reportedly
became convinced that the music he was creating had been responsible for a
series of blazes in the area. For years afterward, it was rumored that Brian
(who had built atmosphere during the session by having the musicians wear
firemen’s helmets) had become so distressed that he burned the tapes; although
he did not actually destroy the recordings, he did abandon work on the track.

Brian continued working on Smile through the early months of 1967, tin-
kering with various combinations of takes and mixes. Despite his prior repu-
tation for working efficiently in the studio, he failed to complete the album,
missing a series of deadlines for its delivery to Capitol. By then, he’d recorded
countless hours of music for the album, although some tracks were still wait-
ing for the Beach Boys to add their vocals. As a series of proposed release
dates came and went, Capitol sent out promotional materials to distributors
and retailers, and placed ads for Smile in Billboard and various teen maga-
zines. Meanwhile, 466,000 copies of the gatefold album cover, designed by
artist Frank Holmes, sat in a warehouse in Pennsylvania, where they would
remain for the next two decades.

In early May 1967—just a few weeks before the release of the Beatles’
groundbreaking, Pet Sounds—influenced Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club
Band—it was officially announced that Smile’s release had been canceled.

In the decades following its non-release, Smile became a source of endless
speculation and mystique. Its reputation as a lost masterpiece cast a powerful
spell over fans, and was further enhanced by the tantalizing evidence provided
by the handful of Smile tracks that emerged over the years on various Beach
Boys LPs.

While he remained reluctant to discuss the traumatic project, Brian insisted
in several interviews that Smile was unfinished and did not exist in releasable
form. When bootleg releases collecting large amounts of unreleased Smile
material began to appear in the early 1990s, they strongly suggested that the
album had been much closer to completion than Wilson had admitted. It also
became clear that, even in incomplete form, Smile was a profoundly original and
deeply moving work. That was confirmed in 1993, when the career-spanning
box set Good Vibrations: 30 Years of the Beach Boys debuted a treasure trove
of rare Smile material.

In 1967, though, the Smile debacle became the catalyst in Brian Wilson’s
abrupt and tragic descent into mental illness and drug abuse. When he had
begun work on the album, Wilson was at the top of his game and the height
of his influence, with seemingly unlimited creative horizons. After the aban-
donment of Smile, he would retreat from the spotlight and abdicate his lead-
ership of the band that he had previously dominated. It would take decades of
short-lived comebacks and false starts before Brian would resume a full-time
musical career.
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While Smile’s non-release set its creator on a precipitous decline, its effect
upon the Beach Boys’ career was almost as damaging. Mike Love had derided
Brian’s insistence upon subverting the band’s winning formula. But it seems
likely that, had Smile been released at the time, it would have established the
Beach Boys in the vanguard of the seismic changes that were about to perma-
nently alter the direction of rock—changes that would render the group’s
original sound commercially unfashionable. As the Beatles continued to open
up new creative vistas, the Beach Boys, who had been making equally adven-
turous music, would come to be viewed as a relic of a more conservative age.
Although they still had a fair amount of worthwhile music in their future, the
Beach Boys would spend the rest of their career struggling to regain their lost
momentum as a recording act.

The Beach Boys’ hip credibility took a further hit when the group withdrew
from a commitment to perform at the historic Monterey International Pop
Festival in the summer of 1967. That event, on which they would have per-
formed alongside the leading lights of the emerging rock counterculture, may
well have given the group a high-profile shot of relevance amidst the social
and cultural upheavals of the Summer of Love.

In August 1967, the public got a tantalizing taste of the abandoned Smile
with the single release of one of the album’s key tracks, the Wild West fantasy
“Heroes and Villains.” Although the truncated single omitted some of the sec-
tions recorded for the album version, its multi-part structure still exemplified
Brian’s Smile approach, overlaying a relatively simple song with complicated
vocal and instrumental arrangements. “Heroes and Villains” peaked at number
twelve on the U.S. pop chart, and made the Top Ten in England.

A month later, fans who’d been primed for the groundbreaking brilliance of
Smile instead got Smiley Smile, a perplexing hodgepodge that included “Good
Vibrations” and “Heroes and Villains” along with drastically scaled-down
rerecordings of several Smile numbers, recorded by the band in Brian’s new
home studio. Although its newly recorded tracks possessed a certain ram-
shackle charm, and the album has gained admirers over the years, Smiley
Smile was released to general incomprehension. While Smile might have
divided the Beach Boys’ fans had it been released, Smiley Smile merely baffled
them. Although it made the Top Ten in Britain, Smiley Smile peaked at an
ignominious number forty-one in the United States.

Whatever its musical merits, Smiley Smile—the first album to bear the credit
“Produced by the Beach Boys”—was significant in that it marked the begin-
ning of the other Beach Boys taking up the creative slack in the face of Brian’s
diminishing participation. Hereafter, all of the band members would share
songwriting duties, with Carl Wilson becoming the band’s driving force in the
studio, just as he’d stepped up as leader of the live band when Brian quit the
road.

Although they were distributed by Capitol, Smiley Smile and the “Heroes
and Villains” single were the first releases to bear the logo of the Beach Boys’
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new, band-owned imprint, Brother Records. Brother’s formation had origi-
nally been motivated by a desire to maintain creative control in the face of
Capitol’s resistance to Brian’s more daring projects, and by a series of financial
disputes between the group and Capitol.

Wild Honey, released in December 1967, was considerably more cohesive
than Smiley Smile. With Brian once again co-writing with Mike Love, the
album—again recorded at Brian’s house—consisted largely of upbeat, stripped-
down rock and roll, whose unpretentious exuberance contrasted Smile’s wide-
screen grandeur and Smiley Smile’s druggy haze. Much of its energy arose
from the sound of the Beach Boys playing as a band; indeed, Wild Honey
marked the first album in several years on which the Beach Boys played the
majority of the instruments. Equally notable was Carl’s emergence as a per-
suasive lead vocalist on such tunes as the wailing title track and the catchy
“Darlin’,” which became a Top Twenty single. Wild Honey’s minute-long
coda, “Mama Says,” was originally recorded as a section of Smile’s “Vegeta-
bles,” making it the first of several Smile numbers to appear as the closing
track of subsequent Beach Boys albums.

Just as Pet Sounds and Smile had reflected Brian’s preoccupations at the
time, Wild Honey’s unpretentious simplicity embodied the simpler lifestyle
he’d adopted in the wake of Smile’s grand failure. The low-key vibe continued
with 1968’s Friends, on which such Brian-led tunes as “Busy Doin’ Nothin’,”
“Wake the World,” and the playful title track offered warmly intimate portraits
of the artist as gentle homebody.

Notably absent from much of Friends was Mike Love, who had recently
become a devotee of transcendental meditation, and was away in India study-
ing with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (along with the Beatles, Donovan, and
actress Mia Farrow) during most of the recording. A more surprising develop-
ment on Friends was the revelation of Dennis Wilson, the Beach Boys’ trouble-
prone but charismatic dark horse, as a broodingly soulful songwriter and
singer on two tracks, “Little Bird” and “Be Still.”

Despite the quality of Friends, 1968 saw the Beach Boys’ popularity dip to
perilous new lows. While they remained in demand in England, Friends
peaked at number 126 in the United States—a humbling comedown for the
band that had topped the charts with “Good Vibrations” just two years ear-
lier. An ill-conceived tour pairing the Beach Boys with the Maharishi was a
financial disaster, with several dates canceled after the New York show drew
a paltry 200 fans.

Coincidentally or not, Friends would be the last Beach Boys album to com-
prise mostly songs written by Brian Wilson, whose participation in the group
would grow more limited in the years to come.

Nineteen sixty-eight also saw the release of Stack-O-Tracks, which collected
the instrumental tracks of fifteen previously released Beach Boys numbers.
Although such archival projects would become commonplace in the CD era,
Stack-O-Tracks was unprecedented at the time, underlining the esteem in which
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Brian Wilson’s artistry was still held by his peers. Unfortunately, the album’s
release coincided with the band’s decline in popularity, and it became the first
Beach Boys LP to fail to reach the charts on either side of the Atlantic.

In contrast to Friends’ focused intimacy, 1969’ 20/20—assembled mainly
to complete the band’s contractual obligation to Capitol—was a patchwork
of singles, leftovers from other projects (including Smile), and solo efforts by
various members. The album benefited from the inclusion of “Do It Again,” a
nostalgic throwback to the band’s early fun-in-the-sun style that had had been
a Top Twenty single the previous summer. 20/20 spawned another minor hit in
Carl’s reworking of the Ronettes’ girl group classic “I Can Hear Music,” whose
layered production demonstrated how much he’d learned from observing his
big brother’s studio methods.

Brian’s limited involvement in 20/20 finally gave Bruce Johnston—his
replacement in the touring Beach Boys but also an experienced writer and
producer—a chance to get his own material onto a Beach Boys LP. Fittingly,
Johnston’s moody instrumental “The Nearest Faraway Place” was largely
inspired by Brian’s work on Pet Sounds.

20/20 also featured a trio of contributions from Dennis, including the
haunting “Be with Me” and the sweet “All T Want to Do,” the latter sung by
Dennis’s frequent nemesis Mike Love. The third song credited to Dennis,
“Never Learn Not to Love,” was actually a reworking of “Cease to Exist,”
written by a then-unknown criminal, cult leader, and aspiring songwriter
named Charles Manson, whom Dennis had befriended shortly before work
on the album began. According to some reports, Manson was incensed when
the song was released without his writing credit, and threatened to murder
Dennis. Dennis’s involvement with Manson caused considerable concern
within the Beach Boys camp, and became more frightening after Manson
directed a group of his followers to murder seven people, including actress
Sharon Tate, on August 9, 1969. It was later theorized that Manson’s original
target had been the previous tenant of Tate’s rented house, record producer
(and Bruce Johnston’s former recording partner) Terry Melcher, who had
apparently rebuffed Manson’s earlier attempts to win a record deal.

The Beach Boys followed 20/20 with the non-LP single “Break Away,” on
which Brian’s credited co-writer, Reggie Dunbar, was a pseudonym for none
other than Murry Wilson. Although it was one of the band’s strongest releases
of the period, “Break Away” stalled at number sixty-three (it made the Top
Ten in England). The song’s commercial failure reportedly had a demoralizing
effect on Brian, hastening his retreat from active musical duty.

SAIL ON

With their Capitol commitments complete, the Beach Boys moved to Reprise/
Warner Bros., probably the hippest and most artist-friendly major label of
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the time. The new deal seemed to offer the prospect of reestablishing the
Beach Boys as a relevant musical entity, and the group rose to the occasion
with their Brother/Reprise debut, 1970’s Sunflower, which many fans rate as
their best post—Pet Sounds album. Brian was only prominent on a handful of
Sunflower tracks, most notably the magnificent “This Whole World,” sung by
Carl. But his influence loomed large over the sunny, harmony-driven album,
with the other band members coming up with material that merged the group’s
classic 1960s sound with a more adult sensibility. Despite critical acclaim,
Sunflower was a commercial disappointment.

During the Sunflower sessions, Dennis Wilson recorded his first solo single,
the Brian-influenced “Sound of Free,” credited to “Dennis Wilson and
Rumbo” and released overseas but not in the United States.

As part of the Beach Boys’ Reprise deal, the company had expected the
band to deliver a releasable version of the already-legendary Smile. But Brian,
the only person who could reasonably be expected to assemble the mountains
of tape into a cohesive work, remained unwilling and/or unable to complete
the album.

“Surf’s Up,” one of Smile’s most powerful songs, became the title track of
Sunflower’s 1971 follow-up. Brian had publicly unveiled the richly poetic epic
four years earlier, performing a solo piano rendition on Inside Pop: The Rock
Revolution, a CBS TV special hosted by conductor Leonard Bernstein, but the
track had never been completed for Smile. “Surf’s Up”—whose 1971 version
was completed by Carl—was a major addition to the Beach Boys canon, as
was Brian’s new “’Til I Die,” whose heart-tugging sonic tapestry recalled
Pet Sounds. Surf’s Up also included a pair of impressive songwriting contri-
butions from Carl, but lacked the solid group dynamic that had elevated
Sunflower.

During the Surf’s Up sessions, Dennis put his hand through a plate glass
window, leaving him temporarily unable to play the drums. Early in 1972, the
Beach Boys’ lineup got some new blood with the additions of guitarist Blondie
Chaplin and drummer Ricky Fataar—both former members of the South
African band the Flame, for whom Carl Wilson had recently produced an
album. The two new members would help to push the band’s live shows
toward a tougher sound, and would lend a more prominent R&B feel to the
next Beach Boys album, the spotty Carl and the Passions—“So Tough,” made
with minimal participation from the increasingly reclusive Brian. Reprise
hinted at its lack of faith in the album by releasing it as half of a two-LP set
with a reissued Pet Sounds, making the underwhelming new disc sound even
weaker in comparison.

Carl and the Passions—“So Tough” marked the departure of Bruce John-
ston, who had become so disenchanted with the band’s new manager Jack
Rieley that he quit the group. Former D] Rieley won the position with a strat-
egy to reestablish the Beach Boys’ hip credibility, but his efforts further divided
the already fractious band. Rieley somehow managed to get Reprise to foot
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the bill to send the Beach Boys, along with family, staff, and a massive amount
of recording equipment, to Holland to record their next album. The change
of scene was an effort to shake the group out of its creative doldrums and
snap Brian out of his unproductiveness. The trip quickly turned rocky, but the
resulting album, titled Holland, was a modest improvement upon its prede-
cessor, winning the band some FM airplay and spawning a minor hit in “Sail
On, Sailor,” whose lead vocal was provided by Blondie Chaplin and whose
five credited co-writers included Brian and Van Dyke Parks.

Holland was followed by the double album The Beach Boys in Concert,
which reflected the band’s growing emphasis on touring. The live album also
marked the final recorded appearances of Chaplin and Fataar, who would
depart in late 1973 and late 1974, respectively. By then, the combination of
flagging record sales and Brian’s growing reclusiveness didn’t seem to bode
well for the band’s future.

But in June 1974, amidst a resurgence of nostalgic interest in vintage rock
and roll, Capitol Records released Endless Summer, a two-LP compilation of the
Beach Boys’ surf and car hits. The collection became a surprise pop-culture
phenomenon, spending much of that summer at the top of the American
album charts and remaining a top seller for the next two years, making it the
Beach Boys’ longest-charting release.

The success of Endless Summer instantly revitalized the Beach Boys’ for-
tunes as a live act, and the group increasingly tailored their concerts to focus
on their crowd-pleasing early hits. While some complained that they’d become
a pandering human jukebox, their new status as America’s highest-grossing
concert act spoke more loudly than any criticism.

While the Beach Boys were on the road reaping the benefits of Endless Sum-
mer’s success, Brian Wilson had fallen deeply into mental illness, spending
much of his time in bed and indulging heavily in alcohol, drugs, and binge
eating. A series of psychologists were unable to treat him successfully, until
Brian began seeing the unconventional therapist Eugene Landy in the fall of
1975. Despite the controversy surrounding Landy’s radical twenty-four-hour
treatment, Brian seemingly improved substantially under his care.

Although the Beach Boys had more or less retired from recording after Hol-
land, the momentum created by Endless Summer built demand for a new
studio album. Brian’s modest upswing was enough to inspire the band and its
label to launch a high-profile “Brian’s Back” campaign, trumpeting the tragic
hero’s return to the producer’s chair for a new studio LP featuring the Beach
Boys’ classic lineup. Brian even rejoined the band on stage for several con-
certs, looking nervous and awkward. He seemed equally uncomfortable in
several high-profile TV appearances, including a prime-time NBC-TV special
honoring the Beach Boys and a solo performance on Saturday Night Live.

The ballyhoo surrounding Brian’s return to active duty proved premature
when 15 Big Ones was released in June 1976. Despite the hype, the album
was largely a letdown, comprised largely of lackluster remakes of rock and
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roll oldies, along with a handful of lightweight but charming new songs by
Brian. While 15 Big Ones possessed surprisingly little of the Beach Boys’ clas-
sic sound, it nonetheless produced a Top Five single in a remake of Chuck
Berry’s “Rock and Roll Music.”

A more rewarding comeback project was 15 Big Omnes’ follow-up, The
Beach Boys Love You. The album was entirely written and played by Brian,
whose extensive use of Moog synthesizer gave it a loopy funhouse ambience.
The playfully primitive album sharply divided fans and critics, some of whom
proclaimed it a work of eccentric genius while others dismissed it as childish
and trivial. Like 15 Big Ones, Love You incorporated outtakes originally
recorded for prior albums, which resulted in Brian’s coarse 1977 voice, rav-
aged by years of cigarette smoking and other abuse, appearing alongside his
sweeter tone on the Sunflower-era “Good Time.”

Also in 1977, Dennis Wilson became the first Beach Boy to release a solo
album with Pacific Ocean Blue. Despite the fact that years of hard living had
reduced his voice to a throaty croak, the album was an impressive achieve-
ment, with lush, imaginative production and a distinctive lyrical vision that
surveyed both the California landscape and the artist’s own tortured psyche.
Dennis began work on a second album, to be titled Bamboo, but the distrac-
tions of his turbulent personal life, his escalating substance abuse, and his
increasingly strained relations with the other Beach Boys would help to keep
that project from being completed.

Meanwhile, Brian Wilson once again regressed into drug use and mental
illness. He was credited as executive producer of 1978’s M.I.U. Album, but
the album—a lightweight grab-bag of oldies remakes and Brian compositions
rejected from earlier projects—was overseen by Al Jardine, with the sessions
taking place at Maharishi University in Towa. Although Brian was present for
much of the recording, his participation was minimal. Carl and Dennis were
largely absent as well, hinting at the band’s internal instability at the time.
One of M.I.U.’s cover tunes, an energetic Jardine-led revival of the Del-Vikings’
doo-wop classic “Come Go with Me,” later became a Top Ten hit 1981, when
it was included on the compilation Ten Years of Harmony.

Despite Brian’s perilous condition and the band’s general disarray, the Beach
Boys signed a new recording deal with Caribou/Epic, a deal that stipulated
Brian Wilson’s creative involvement in each album. When Brian proved not
to be up to the task, Bruce Johnston—who in his years as an ex-Beach Boy
had written the MOR smash “I Write the Songs” for pop superstar Barry
Manilow—was called in as producer of 1979’s L.A. (Light Album).

Despite the fact that relations within the group were severely strained, L.A.
featured solid work from all five Beach Boys. Contractual commitments aside,
Brian’s contributions amounted to a pair of older outtakes completed by Carl:
the heavenly “Good Timin’” and a tongue-in-cheek reworking of the standard
“Shortenin’ Bread.” The album also found the Beach Boys attempting to jump
on the disco bandwagon with a dance-oriented update of the Wild Honey tune
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“Here Comes the Night”; although the song got as high as number forty-four,
it proved so controversial with fans that it was removed from the band’s set
list after a handful of shows.

Another attempt to coax Brian back as producer for 1980’s undistinguished
Keepin® the Summer Alive proved unproductive, leading to Johnston again
taking the reins in the studio. An increasingly volatile Dennis Wilson exited
early in the recording; he would never record with the group again.

Keepin’ the Summer Alive’s lack of success was one indication of the mal-
aise that hung over the splintered Beach Boys in the early 1980s. Although
Johnston returned to the performing lineup, Carl Wilson, frustrated with the
band’s reliance on the oldies, temporarily quit to record a pair of solo albums,
and Dennis’s unpredictability got him ejected from the band for a while.
Meanwhile, Brian Wilson’s condition had gone so far downhill that Dr. Eugene
Landy was brought back to treat him in 1983. The existence of a touring
Beach Boys lineup with no Wilson brothers seemed to suggest that the band’s
days were numbered.

Although their recording career had grown moribund, the Beach Boys
maintained their status as an iconic American institution. That status was
demonstrated in 1983, when James Watt, President Ronald Reagan’s Secre-
tary of the Interior, canceled the band’ annual July 4 concert on Washington,
DC’s Mall, replacing them with the more ostensibly wholesome Wayne Newton.
When Watt’s ban caused a media uproar, the image-savvy Reagan proclaimed
himself a Beach Boys fan and welcomed the group to the White House for a
face-saving visit. The Watt situation proved to be a publicity bonanza for the
group, which would be back playing on the Mall on the following July 4.

When the Beach Boys next won national media attention a few months
after the James Watt flap, the news was much sadder. On December 28, 1983,
Dennis Wilson drowned while diving from a friend’s boat, attempting to recover
items that he had angrily thrown overboard.

The five surviving band members regrouped and returned to recording with
1985’s The Beach Boys, recorded with English producer Steve Levine, fresh
from his hit work with Culture Club. While longtime admirers bemoaned the
album’s trendy, synthetic production and noted its paucity of memorable
songs, The Beach Boys got the band back into the Top Forty—and even onto
MTV—with the catchy Mike Love/Terry Melcher song “Getcha Back,” whose
choruses featured a prominent falsetto part by Brian Wilson. In an omen of
things to come, two of Brian’s four new compositions credited Dr. Eugene
Landy as co-writer.

Despite the relative success of The Beach Boys, the band did not record a
follow-up album. Instead, they continued working as a lucrative touring act
while recording individual songs for a series of film soundtracks and various-
artists albums. The most successful of these was the Love/Melcher tune
“Kokomo,” which appeared in the Tom Cruise vehicle Cocktail. Although
undeniably catchy, “Kokomo” was derided by purists as evidence of Mike Love
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pushing the band toward shallowness and irrelevance. But in the summer of
1988, “Kokomo” became the Beach Boys’ first number one single since “Good
Vibrations” twenty-two years earlier.

The fact that Brian Wilson’s voice did not appear on “Kokomo” was report-
edly the result of Dr. Landy forbidding him to attend the session. Many ques-
tioned the ethics of Landy’s unorthodox and expensive treatment, in which
his patient was monitored twenty-four hours a day by the doctor’s staff, who
apparently controlled nearly every aspect of Brian’s life. But Landy did man-
age to curb Brian’s drug use and get him into physical shape, making it pos-
sible for him to sign a new record deal with Sire/Warner Bros. and release his
first-ever solo album, Brian Wilson, in the summer of 1988.

Although a somewhat tentative return—thanks in large part to stiff 1980s
production that contrasted the organic sound of his vintage work—Brian
Wilson contained enough moments of emotional and musical truth, such as
the open-hearted ballads “Love and Mercy” and “Melt Away,” to offer hope
to fans.

Indeed, Brian’s return seemed almost miraculous, and it seemed likely that
Landy had saved his life. But Landy’s methods, and the fact that he was now
Wilson’s personal manager and songwriting partner as well as his doctor, was
troubling to many observers. The appearance of impropriety was reinforced
by the voluble Landy’s tendency to make self-aggrandizing media appearances
alongside Brian, who often seemed disengaged.

The situation was apparently a source of concern to Brian’s new label,
which declined to release a second Landy-influenced Wilson album, Sweet
Insanity. The apparent conflicts of interest inherent in Landy’s medical, musi-
cal, and business relationships with his patient/client, soon came under legal
and media scrutiny. Brian’s family took legal action, leading to Landy being
forced in 1991 to sever his relationship with Brian, and to surrender his license
to practice psychology in California. By then, Landy had already reportedly
received one third of the $250,000 advance for Brian’s ghostwritten autobiog-
raphy Wouldn’t It Be Nice, which portrayed Landy in glowing terms—and
which Brian later claimed not to have even read.

Free of Landy’s influence, Brian Wilson turned to more conventional psy-
chiatric treatment, and tentatively resumed his solo career in the 1990s. He
participated in I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times, a 1995 film documentary
tribute directed by musician/producer Don Was. The same year, Brian rekin-
dled his collaboration with his Smile-era collaborator Van Dyke Parks on
Orange Crate Art, a collection of California-themed Parks compositions with
Wilson providing lead vocals.

Two years later, Brian teamed with his daughters Carnie and Wendy—
who had already tasted pop stardom as members of Wilson Phillips, a slick
vocal trio that also included Chynna Phillips, daughter John and Michelle
Phillips of 1960s stars the Mamas and the Papas—on the one-off album
The Wilsons.
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Roy Orbison: Pop Vocal Pyrotechnics

Roy Orbison (1936-88) recorded for five years with only modest success until
hitting his artistic and commercial stride in 1960 with “Only the Lonely.” This
number two hit was the Texas-born singer’s first in a series of beautifully pro-
duced pop classics (many of which he co-wrote) that set his towering tenor
within a seamless backdrop of rhythm, strings, and voices. Inducting Roy into
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1987, Bruce Springsteen invoked the near-
operatic emotional power of songs like the 1961 number one “Running
Scared” and 1964's Top Ten hit “It's Over.” While in planning for his own land-
mark album Born to Run, Springsteen admitted, “most of all, | wanted to sing
like Roy Orbison.”

The hits dried up after 1964, although Orbison was still a charismatic live
performer. In early 1988, Roy formed the Traveling Wilburys with such long-
time admirers as George Harrison and Tom Petty; he was in the midst of a
major comeback when he suffered a fatal heart attack in December. Roy Orbi-
son’s posthumous honors included the highest-charting album of his career
(Mystery Girl, at number five), the Top Ten single “You Got It,” and a 1990
Grammy Award for Best Pop Vocal Performance, Male.

A.S.

Meanwhile, the Beach Boys remained a highly profitable touring machine.
1992 saw the band, without Brian, release the oppressively electronic Summer
in Paradise, which served mainly to confirm fans’ darkest fears of what the
Beach Boys would sound like with Mike Love in charge.

Brian participated in 1996’ equally ill-advised Stars and Stripes, Vol. 1, a
collection of country artists covering Beach Boys songs, with the band provid-
ing backup harmonies. Brian and the Beach Boys also discussed the possibility
of reuniting for an album of new Wilson songs, but that plan faded when Carl
Wilson died in February 1998, following a long battle with lung cancer.

Brian’s next solo release was 1998’s Imagination, which featured a few
bright spots but suffered from soupy overproduction. More notable than the
album was the fact that, more than three decades after he’d sworn off touring,
Wilson conquered his fears to reinvent himself as a live performer. Fronting a
sympathetic live band that included former Beach Boys sideman Jeffrey Fos-
kett and the members of the Wilson-influenced L.A. alt-pop quartet the Won-
dermints, Brian undertook a series of well-received tours, including full
performances of Pet Sounds.

By 1999, no fewer than three Beach Boys-related acts were on the road,
with Brian competing for ticket sales with Mike Love and Bruce Johnston,
who continued to tour under the Beach Boys name, and Al Jardine, performing
with his own group.

In 2004, Brian Wilson shocked even his most optimistic fans by reviving
Smile. Although he’d long declined to discuss his mythic lost album, other
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than to insist that it would never be released, Brian and band debuted Swzile
in concert at London’s Royal Festival Hall on February 20. He released Smile
in a rerecorded studio version recorded with his touring group and incorpo-
rating some newly penned Van Dyke Parks lyrics.

The reappearance of Smile on record and on stage—and the rapturous
response of fans and critics—vindicated Brian Wilson’s expansive musical
vision. Released thirty-eight years after its creator had begun working on it,
Smile still sounded ahead of its time while maintaining a timeless emotional
resonance. The same can be said of all of Brian Wilson and the Beach Boys’
best work.

TIMELINE

October 3, 1961

The Beach Boys record their first single, “Surfin’,” at World Pacific Studios in Holly-
wood.

December 31, 1961

The Beach Boys make their first major public appearance, performing at a Ritchie
Valens Memorial Concert at the Long Beach Civic Auditorium.

May 25, 1963

The Beach Boys score their first Top Ten hit with “Surfin’> USA,” Brian Wilson’s
reworking of Chuck Berry’s “Sweet Little Sixteen.”

December 23, 1964

Brian Wilson suffers an anxiety attack on a flight to Houston. He will soon announce
that he will no longer tour with the Beach Boys and will concentrate on writing and
recording.

May 16, 1966

Pet Sounds is released.

August 1966

Brian Wilson begins recording tracks for the projected next Beach Boys album,
Smile.

December 10, 1966

“Good Vibrations” tops the U.S. pop charts.

May 1967

It is officially announced that the release of Smile has been canceled.

September 18, 1967

Smiley Smile is released in place of Smile.

August 31, 1970

Sunflower, the first album under the Beach Boys’ new deal with Reprise/Warner Bros.,
is released.

June 24,1974

Capitol Records releases Endless Summer, a compilation of vintage Beach Boys hits
that will spend the next two years on the charts.
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June 28, 1976
15 Big Ones, the first Beach Boys album in a decade to be completely produced by
Brian Wilson, is released.

July 12, 1988
Brian Wilson releases his first-ever solo album, simply titled Brian Wilson.

February 20, 2004
Brian Wilson debuts the resurrected Smile in concert at the Royal Festival Hall in
London.

September 28, 2004
Brian Wilson’s newly recorded edition of Smiile is released.

SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY

The Beach Boys

Surfin’ USA, 1963

Surfer Girl, 1963

All Summer Long, 1964

The Beach Boys Today!, 1965

Pet Sounds, 1966

Wild Honey, 1967

Friends, 1968

Sunflower, 1970

Surf’s Up, 1971

The Beach Boys Love You, 1977

Good Vibrations: Thirty Years of The Beach Boys (box set), 1993
The Pet Sounds Sessions (box set), 1997
Brian Wilson

Brian Wilson Presents Smile, 2004
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James Brown

Andy Schwartz

THE LAST SHOW

On the morning of December 28, 2006, dawn in Harlem broke cold and
damp under cloudy skies. But the bleak weather had not kept hundreds of
people from lining up, beginning shortly after midnight, at the entrance to the
historic Apollo Theater on West 125th Street.
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They were mostly black, mostly between the ages of thirty and sixty. They
waited patiently and good-naturedly to bid a final farewell to the man whose
body would soon rest in an open casket on the Apollo stage. That stage had
been the site of some of his greatest career triumphs—the same stage where he
had ruled, with fiery music and matchless showmanship, on so many nights
down through the decades.

Hours later, the lines from the Apollo extended both east and west, down
both ends of the long block, and then around the corners of Adam Clayton
Powell and Frederick Douglass Boulevards. All along the route, the dead
man’s recordings poured forth from makeshift sound systems attached to stores
and restaurants: “Try Me,” “I Feel Good,” “I’ll Go Crazy,” “Papa’s Got a
Brand New Bag,” “Sex Machine,” “Living in America.” The police had closed
125th Street to traffic, and the crowds strained against the temporary metal
barriers erected at the edge of the sidewalk.

At a few minutes past 1 P.M., a white carriage turned onto the thorough-
fare. It was drawn by a pair of plumed white horses, driven by two men wear-
ing formal dress and top hats, and bore a gold-painted coffin built of
sixteen-gauge steel. It held the body of a man known by many appellations:
“Soul Brother Number One,” “The Hardest-Working Man in Show Business,”
“The Godfather of Soul.” But as the carriage moved slowly and solemnly
down the street toward the doors of the Apollo, a chant rose up from the
throng and his real name rang out:

“James Brown! James Brown! James Brown!”

Born into abject poverty in the segregated South, possessed of both immense
talent and indomitable will, James Brown is one of a handful of twentieth-
century artists of whom it can truthfully be said that they changed music—not
just black music, not just American music, but the sound of popular music
around the world.

In the 1920s another African American genius, Louis Armstrong, defined
the role of the instrumental soloist and forever changed the sound of jazz. In
the 1960s, James Brown transformed rhythm and blues into funk and thereby
laid the sonic groundwork for virtually all subsequent rhythm-based pop
music forms. The critic Robert Palmer wrote: “The chattering choke-rhythm
guitars, broken bass patterns, explosive horn bursts, one-chord drones, and
evangelical vocal discourses he introduced in the mid-sixties became the lin-
gua franca of contemporary Black pop, the heartbeat of the discotheques and
a primary ingredient in such far-flung musical syntheses as Jamaican reggae
and Nigerian Afro-beat.”!

In Brown’s best and most influential recordings, the song was virtually
inseparable from his sound. That sound was raw, intense, and indisputably
black in its diction and delivery, and it could not be easily emulated or copied
by white performers.
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Much more than a singer, James Brown conceived and commanded a com-
plete stage show involving crucial elements of timing and sequence. It encom-
passed a large instrumental group, backing vocalists, and dancers, all of whose
roles were endlessly rehearsed and revised. The James Brown Show functioned
as a quasi-religious revival meeting, a variety show, and a communal tribute
to both Brown’s innate talent and his relentless striving for success. Along
with his recordings, album covers, publicity photos, and television appear-
ances, the James Brown Show served as a forum through which he introduced
new dances, slogans, and hair and clothing styles. All of these changes were
closely followed, especially in the 1960s and early 1970s, by an international
fan base that stretched from Manhattan to Mali.

The James Brown story is a classic American saga of upward mobility from
impoverished origins to the pinnacle of pop stardom. At the peak of his influ-
ence, Brown was a figure of profound social significance in black America
whose actions and statements inspired admiration, controversy, and derision.
He freed himself from record company interference to gain creative control
over his music and established a diversified business enterprise that included
record labels, publishing companies, and radio stations.

The story also reveals the limits of the singer’s real power within the music
industry; it is marred by personal tragedy, professional decline, and numerous
acts of willful egomania. None of these things have diminished the global
impact of James Brown’s greatest music, or the pleasure and inspiration that
generations of listeners have taken from it.

COMING UP HARD

Although varying dates and locales have been reported over the years, today
it is generally accepted that James Joseph Brown Jr. was born on May 3,
1933, in rural Barnwell, South Carolina, the only child of Joe and Susie
Brown. Four years later, James’s mother abandoned the family; he would not
see her again for twenty years. Joe Brown, with only a second-grade educa-
tion, toiled for meager wages on farms and plantations, in turpentine camps,
and later as a gas station attendant. Driving a vegetable delivery truck, he
earned $4 per week.

Father and son, along with a succession of Joe’s female companions,
“lived about as poor as you could be,” James later recalled. Their unpainted
wooden shack in the woods outside of town “didn’t have windows except
for shutters that you could pull together; and there was no electricity or
indoor plumbing. . . . We ate black-eyed peas and lima beans, fatback [dried
and salt-cured pork fat] and syrup, polk salad that we picked in the woods,
and cornbread.”?
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Joe Brown was overwhelmed by the responsibilities of single fatherhood
and at age five, James was sent to live with his aunt Handsome “Honey” Wash-
ington in the black section of Augusta, Georgia, known as “The Terry” (for
“territory”). Her two-story dwelling at 944 Twiggs Street was in fact a working
brothel presided over by Honey and her bootlegger brother, Jack Scott. Often
as not, James was forced to fend for himself in this house full of adult strangers
coming and going at all hours, which was raided regularly by the local police.

Trombonist and arranger Fred Wesley Jr., who served two lengthy stints
with the James Brown Show, later explained to writer Cynthia Rose: “We’re
talking about a three, four-year-old child who actually didn’t live anywhere.
Nobody fed him, nobody bathed him. He didn’t have a place to live. He sur-
vived on sheer guts.”? When beds were scarce in the overcrowded house,
James slept on a wooden pallet on the floor. He did not own a pair of store-
bought underwear until he started school at age seven; at times he was sent
home from class, humiliated, for having “insufficient clothes.”

Much later in life, Brown cited music as “one of the things that helped me
to survive . . . It was just there in the community and I fell into it, the way you
will.”* He heard the country and pop tunes played on local radio stations and
tried his hand at any instrument within reach, including harmonica, piano,
and guitar. (James also claimed to have taken a few lessons from Hudson
Whittaker, the legendary blues singer and guitarist known as Tampa Red.)

But what most impressed the eager adolescent were the shouting, ecstatic
crowds and blaring brass bands that, every Sunday, filled the “sanctified”
churches like Bishop “Daddy” Grace’s House of Prayer in Augusta. Back at
Aunt Honey’s house, James and his cousin Willie “Junior” Glenn, along with
other friends, would try to imitate the singing of such popular male gospel
groups as the Five Trumpets and the Golden Gate Quartet.

In his eponymous 1986 autobiography, James recalled attending revival
services where the preacher “was just screaming and yelling and stomping his
foot, and then he dropped to his knees. The people got into it with him, answer-
ing him and shouting and clapping time. After that. . . I watched the preachers
real close. Then I’d go home and imitate them, because I wanted to preach.”

Brown continued: “Audience participation in church is something the
darker race of people has going [sic] because of a lot of trials and tribulations,
because of things that we understand about human nature. It’s something I
can’t explain, but I can bring it out of people. I’'m not the only person who has
the ability, but I work at it, and I’'m sure a lot of my stage show came out of
the church.”

Before he reached the age of twelve, James had dropped out of school and
into the world of low-wage, unskilled labor. He picked cotton, cut sugarcane,
and washed cars. After his day’s work was done, he’d set up a shoeshine stand
outside radio station WRDW;; to attract customers, James would dance on the
sidewalk, sometimes singing to accompany himself. That part of his earnings
not contributed to his extended family was often spent at the local colored
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movie theater. James was thrilled by the performances of 1940s rhythm and
blues star Louis Jordan, in such all-black-cast screen musicals as Reet Petite ¢&
Gomne and Look Out, Sister.

The odd jobs mixed with small-time crimes and street hustles: “The reality
of black existence at this time, when Georgia vied with Mississippi for the
national lynching championship, was that in any attempt to be something
besides a subservient menial worker, one could hardly avoid breaking the law,
and even that didn’t make life easy.”® In 1949, sixteen-year-old James Brown
was convicted on four counts of breaking and entering (into cars), and given
eight to sixteen years in a state penitentiary. When this draconian sentence was
reduced, James was transferred to the Alto Reform School in Toccoa, Georgia.
He became popular among the inmates for his gospel singing in chapel and
trained as a boxer although he was only five feet, six inches tall and weighed
137 pounds. James also played baseball and showed impressive pitching skills
until injuries put an end to his dream of a career in the Negro Leagues.

When a young gospel singer-pianist named Bobby Byrd came to perform at
Alto, the two teenagers struck up an acquaintance. On June 14, 1952, James
was paroled after serving three years and went to live with the Byrd family
temporarily while he looked for a place to s