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Introduction



In his last professional boxing bout in Detroit’s Olympia Stadium on 11 January 1950, 20-year-old featherweight Berry Gordy Jr outpointed another local fighter, Joe Nelson. Gordy, who was about to serve his country in the Korean War, had established a reputation during his 17-match career as a determined boxer who was willing to take risks to get a result. He had lost three of those 17 bouts but had won 12. It was a record that closely matched his later career in the music industry – a career that changed America.


Gordy is a winner, and in the 1960s he showed it by achieving something no one else in American history had managed: he made music that was able consistently to cross the great divide between its African-American birthplace and the mainstream of society. First the USA, then the world clicked fingers, sang along, grooved and danced to the Sound of Young America, as Gordy dubbed his wares. How could they fail to? Motown music’s contagious rhythms and irresistible vocal urgings struck a universal chord and, as the US faced up to its Civil Rights responsibilities, made a nonsense of the country’s history of segregation in the popular music charts and society at large.


Not that Gordy had any idea of the enormous changes America was about to go through when he borrowed $800 from his family and embarked on his Motown adventure on 12 January 1959. Aside from his boxing career he had worked in the auto industry for which his home town was famous, run a record store and written songs. He’d gained the approval of singer Jackie Wilson and recorded some of his compositions, including the renowned Reet Petite in 1957. Then he’d discovered a local group with grand aspirations, the Matadors, and formed a friendship with their leader, William ‘Smokey’ Robinson.


The Matadors became the Miracles; Robinson listened to Gordy’s songwriting tips; the latter built a portfolio of R&B artists with whom he wrote and produced. Then Robinson urged Gordy to scratch an itch that had been bothering him for some time and launch a record label: Motown Records. It took a mere nine days for Marv Johnson’s Come To Me to be issued on the Tamla label, on 21 January 1959. The next release, featuring Wade Jones, was on the Rayber label, and then the Miracles made their Motown label debut with Bad Girl.
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Above: 2648 West Grand Boulevard, Detroit, Michigan – the base from which Motown disseminated the Sound of Young America until 1972
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Above: Berry Gordy – invested $800 borrowed from his family to bring about a musical revolution





Motown’s first taste of national success came when a song Gordy had co-written, Money (That’s What I Want), was recorded by Barrett Strong and released in August 1959. Initially issued on the Tamla label, it was picked up by Anna Records (started by Gordy’s sisters Anna and Gwen) and hit number two on the R&B chart and 23 on the Billboard Hot 100. Motown was getting up a head of steam, but Gordy had to wait until September 1960 for the Miracles’ Shop Around (Tamla) to go all the way to the top of the R&B chart and tantalisingly close to the peak of the pop listings.


By that time Gordy had bought the white-framed house at 2648 West Grand Boulevard that was to be the home of his Motown operation until 1972. Showing typical audacity, he had a sign proclaiming the building as ‘Hitsville USA’ affixed over the front door – a claim whose accuracy was to be proved many times over. The garage was converted into a studio, and it was there that Shop Around and countless other hits were recorded.


The Motown stable was growing as talented young artists from Detroit’s working class joined in the race to be the first to reach number one on the pop chart. That honour went to the Marvelettes, whose 1961 song Please Mr Postman had been co-written by a young Brian Holland. Meanwhile, Gordy was busy building Motown into an independent hit factory that would rival and even exceed the output of the huge corporations.


There were whispers in the 60s that he had modelled Motown’s slick processes on the assembly lines of Detroit’s car manufacturers: having found a good product he turned out similar ones, and did it quickly. All the elements of music factory production were there: the in-house songwriting and production units like Robinson and Holland-Dozier-Holland; the house musicians and support singers; the performing geniuses – Marvin Gaye, ‘Little’ Stevie Wonder, Mary Wells, the male and female vocal groups like the Temptations and the Supremes; the weekly ‘quality control’ meetings.


But however the music was produced, it was fresh and glorious and it was played on millions of transistor radios, making Motown into a phenomenon the like of which the world had never seen and has not seen since. Motown took the rhythms and the call-and-response formats of African-American music forms and transformed them with superb melodies, memorable lyrics, brilliant musicianship, handclaps, wailing singers, blasting horns and driving bass and drums. Where Did Our Love Go, Dancing In The Street, Get Ready, Reach Out … hit succeeded hit as the stars illuminated the 60s.




[image: Images]


Above: Berry Gordy Boulevard – Detroit thoroughfare named after Motown’s founding father





Britons took to the Motown sound like ducks to water, getting their fixes on the Tamla-Motown label from 1965 and sometimes making stars of artists who struggled in the States. That label was just one of many that Gordy introduced over the years to spread and diversify his message: Gordy, Miracle, Soul, VIP, Mel-o-dy and Rare Earth were just a few.


Motown changed; of course it did. Artists and backroom teams came and went, and in 1972 the company aided its expansion into the wider entertainment industry by moving to Los Angeles. The company evolved with the changing times in the 70s and 80s and then, in 1988, Gordy sold his holding in Motown to MCA Records. The label kept producing world-class music, though, even when ownership passed to Polydor in 1994. Nowadays the light is kept burning under the Universal Motown banner.
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Above: Please Mr Postman by the Marvelettes – the first record from the Motown stable to make it to the top of the US pop chart





Motown celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2009, marking the occasion with a huge reissue exercise that saw much of its stupendous back catalogue introduced to new generations. So the records that got feet moving in the 60s continue to do so.










702



Stand-up comedian Sinbad discovered sisters LeMisha, Orish and Irish Grinstead singing in the lobby of the Caesars Palace casino in Las Vegas. He sent them to a talent show in Atlanta, Georgia, where Michael Bivins of R&B group New Edition liked what he saw. After their recorded debut, with cousin Amelia Childs, on Subway’s hit single This Lil’ Game We Play, Kameelah Williams replaced Amelia. Orish came and went from the group – she was to die aged 27 in 2008 – but, with the help of Missy ‘Misdemeanour’ Elliott, work started on the group’s first album, No Doubt (1996). The album yielded three hit singles, earned the group a Soul Train Lady of Soul Award and sold more than half a million copies worldwide. Missy Elliott produced 702’s biggest hit, Where My Girls At?, which stayed on the Billboard Hot 100 chart for more than 30 weeks. The album from which it came, 702, has been certified platinum and the group’s third, Star (2003), also earned heavy sales. Further exposure came when they recorded the lead single, Pootie Tangin’, for the Chris Rock film Pootie Tang. The group’s biggest UK hit came from their performance on Beep Me 911, taken from Missy Elliott’s 1997 album Supa Dupa Fly. In 2010, Kameelah confirmed that she would continue her solo career.
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Above: 702 – Las Vegas sisters with the platinum touch







Founded: 1994


Origin: Las Vegas, Nevada


Type: R&B, soul, hip hop


Members: Amelia Childs, Irish Grinstead, LeMisha Grinstead, Orish Grinstead, Cree Lamore, Kameelah Williams


Highest chart positions: 4 US (Where My Girls At, 1999); 14 UK (Beep Me 911, 1998)








 



98 Degrees



Four Ohio boys got together on the West Coast to form the sweet soul quartet 98 Degrees (stylised as 98°), and were given the chance to sing on a local radio station after trying to crash the backstage area of a Boyz II Men show. Before long the group had signed to Motown and hit the charts with their debut single, Invisible Man (1997). The first, self-titled album was followed by three others, with the singles Because of You and The Hardest Thing surging higher up the charts. But they were surpassed by Thank God I Found You, the Mariah Carey song on which the group guested with singer Joe, and Give Me Just One Night (Una Noche), which hit the number two spot on the Hot 100. In 2002 the band announced that they were in hiatus – they were still a band but would work on solo projects. Nick Lachey was married, briefly, to fellow pop star Jessica Simpson and became a TV star; others also wound up in television work. It was a long break, but the band eventually got together again in 2012 and released an album, 98° 2.0, in May 2013. It was their first album since Revelation, which reached number two in the US chart in 2000.
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Above: 98 Degrees – made the most of a chance to sing on local radio







Founded: 1996


Origin: Los Angeles, California


Type: R&B, soul, pop


Members: Drew Lachey, Nick Lachey, Justin Jeffre, Jeff Timmons


Highest chart positions: 1 US (Thank God I Found You, 2000); 10 UK (Thank God I Found You)













Luther Allison



Luther Allison was the first blues musician to sign to Motown, and he remains one of very few. The 14th of 15 children born to Arkansas cotton farmers, he developed his skills after the family moved to Chicago, playing bass in guitarist Jimmy Dawkins’ band and listening to blues greats like Freddie King, Otis Rush and Buddy Guy. Soon he was sitting in with the likes of the legendary Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf and Elmore James. Allison’s first album, Love Me Mama, was released in 1969 and his live shows to promote the record, showcasing the soul-filled vocals and lengthy guitar solos that were likened in some quarters to those of Jimi Hendrix, became legendary. He managed to take Chicago blues and transform them with inventive touches of jazz, rock, funk, soul, even reggae, into something original. He signed to Motown in 1972 and released two albums – Bad News Is Coming (1972) and Luther’s Blues (1974) – that have been hailed as masterpieces and another, Night Life (1976), that was not so well received. Allison was never going to trouble the record charts, but by the end of his stint with Motown he was touring worldwide and had become a great favourite of festival-goers, especially in Europe. In 1992 he even played 18 dates with French legend Johnny Hallyday, having lived in France since the 70s. In 1996 Motown reissued the material Allison had recorded for the label, but the following year he succumbed to lung cancer at the age of 57.
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Above: Luther Allison – transformed Chicago blues







Born: 17 August 1939, Widener, Arkansas


Died: 12 August 1997, Madison, Wisconsin


Type: Blues








 



Gerald Alston



As did so many Motown artists, Gerald Alston learned his trade in church, and he has an impeccable pedigree: he is a nephew of Johnny Fields (founding member of the Five Blind Boys of Alabama) and of Shirley Alston Reeves, lead singer of the Shirelles. He formed the New Imperials, performing both religious and secular music, while in his teens and at one show the Manhattans arranged to borrow some equipment from the band. They heard the 17-year-old Alston singing when they arrived to pick it up and asked him to join. Before he took over the lead vocal role in 1971, the Manhattans had had several minor hits; with Alston up front they were transformed into bigger stars, marking up regular top 50 appearances, hitting new highs with Kiss And Say Goodbye and earning a Grammy in 1980 for Shining Star. Alston signed for Motown and went solo in 1988, and continued to make a mark. His self-titled debut album (1988) and Always In The Mood (1992) earned praise and Take Me Where You Want To (1988) and Slow Motion (1990) took him to number three in the R&B charts. By 1995 he was back in familiar territory with the Manhattans, and the band continues to tour and record.
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Above: Gerald Alston – rejoined the Manhattans after a solo career







Born: 8 November 1951, North Carolina


Type: R&B, soul


Highest chart positions: 1 US with the Manhattans (Kiss And Say Goodbye, 1976); 4 UK with the Manhattans (Hurt, 1975 and Kiss And Say Goodbye)








 



The Andantes



Think of a Motown hit in the 1960s; there’s a pretty good chance the Andantes sang on it. Marlene Barrow, Louvain Demps and Jackie Hicks were the background vocals trio that the producers went to when they were planning their sessions and wanted top quality. They say they appeared on more than 20,000 sessions; it’s just a tragedy that Motown saw fit to release just one of their own records, 1964’s (Like A) Nightmare. Otherwise, from 1962 onwards they graced classics by the likes of the Temptations, Martha Reeves & the Vandellas, the Supremes, the Four Tops, Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, Jimmy Ruffin, Edwin Starr and the Marvelettes. When the Motown A-team of Holland-Dozier-Holland was in charge of a session, especially for the Four Tops, the Andantes wouldn’t be far away. And the bosses weren’t averse to using the group as studio substitutes for stars like Mary Wilson and Cindy Birdsong of the Supremes, the whole of the Vandellas and most of the Marvelettes. Fame in the shape of Motown’s biggest performers was never far away, but it wasn’t to touch the Andantes directly.
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Above: The Andantes – sang in more than 20,000 sessions but had only one release under their name







Founded: 1960


Origin: Detroit, Michigan


Type: R&B, soul, pop, disco


Members: Marlene Barrow, Louvain Demps, Jackie Hicks, Pat Lewis


Highest chart positions: 1 US with Mary Wells (My Guy, 1964), with the Four Tops (I Can’t Help Myself (Sugar Pie, Honey Bunch), 1965, Reach Out I’ll Be There, 1966), with Diana Ross & the Supremes (Love Child, 1968), with Marvin Gaye (I Heard It Through The Grapevine, 1968); 1 UK with the Supremes (Baby Love, 1964), Reach Out I’ll Be There, I Heard It Through The Grapevine








 



Another Bad Creation



Sometimes abbreviated to ABC, the preteen quintet Another Bad Creation were discovered by Michael Bivins, founder of the Boston R&B group New Edition and hip hop outfit Bell Biv Devoe. The young group struck platinum with their first album release on Motown, 1991’s Coolin’ at the Playground Ya’ Know, which peaked at number seven on the Billboard 200 and, according to at least one observer, helped to reaffirm Motown’s status as the dominant force in R&B. The album yielded no fewer than five singles, and two of them, Iesha and Playground, broke into the top 10. It was no surprise that Bivins had a hand in the writing of both of the hits, or that Another Bad Creation should cover the New Edition song Jealous Girl, which reached 25 on the R&B chart. The group’s Mark and Dave capitalised on their celebrity by appearing in Michael Jackson’s Black Or White video and all five of them featured in the movie The Meteor Man, dyeing their hair blonde for the occasion. The second album, It Ain’t What U Wear, It’s How U Play It, followed in 1993 but failed to follow up on the million-selling success of the first, and the group broke up soon afterwards. Despite the hype, they had not become the next Jackson 5.
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Above: Another Bad Creation – it wasn’t what they wore, it was how they played it







Founded: 1988


Origin: Atlanta, Georgia


Type: R&B, rap, hip hop, new jack swing


Members: Romell ‘RoRo’ Chapman, Demetrius ‘Red’ Pugh, Marliss ‘Mark’ Pugh, Chris Sellers, David Shelton, Adrian ‘GA’ Witcher


Highest chart positions: 9 US (Iesha, 1990); 4 US R&B (Playground, 1991)








 



Ashford & Simpson



Whether as songwriters and producers or as performers, the husband-and-wife team of Ashford & Simpson served Motown royally from the 1960s onwards, serving up hit after hit and being rewarded by their induction into the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2002. After writing for artists like Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin and the 5th Dimension, the couple were lured on to the Motown staff by Berry Gordy and were paired with Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell. The hits that followed included Ain’t No Mountain High Enough and You’re All I Need To Get By. Work with Diana Ross, Gladys Knight & the Pips, Smokey Robinson & the Miracles, the Marvelettes and the Dynamic Superiors yielded many another hit, including Ross’s Reach Out And Touch (Somebody’s Hand). Ashford, working with Frank Wilson this time, produced the 1968 smash I’m Going To Make You Love Me for Diana Ross & the Supremes and the Temptations. As performers, Ashford & Simpson’s career had begun in the early 1960s in the gospel group the Followers and developed with work with Quincy Jones and others. Simpson recorded two albums for Motown in 1971 and 1972 – Exposed and Valerie Simpson – but it wasn’t until the couple had left Motown for Warner Bros and then Capitol that they found the recording success as a duo that they deserved. Their marriage, celebrated in 1974, was cut short by Ashford’s death from throat cancer complications in 2011.
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Above: Ashford & Simpson – as songwriters and performers, they were as solid as a rock







Founded: 1964


Origin: New York City


Type: R&B, soul, disco, gospel


Members: Nickolas Ashford, Valerie Simpson


Highest chart positions: 12 US, 1 US R&B (Solid (As A Rock), 1984); 3 UK (Solid (As A Rock))













Erykah Badu



Erica Wright, better known as Erykah Badu or the Queen of Neo-Soul, has done it all, pretty much. She’s a singer-songwriter, an actress, a community activist, a teacher, a record producer, an innovator and, among all that, the mother of three children. She’s known for the video of Window Seat, shot in Dealey Plaza in Dallas, the site of John F Kennedy’s assassination, in which she shed clothes as she walked until she was naked. But she’s famed primarily for her distinctive singing, which has drawn comparisons with jazz legend Billie Holiday but is decidedly of today. Her first album for Motown, Mama’s Gun (2000) followed initial success on the R&B and album charts, especially with the ground-breaking Baduizm (1997), for which she wrote all but one of the songs. Mama’s Gun contained the big hit Bag Lady. Three further albums have followed, all of them critically acclaimed: Worldwide Underground (2003), New Amerykah Part One (4th World War) (2008) and, in 2010, New Amerykah Part Two (Return Of The Ankh). The first of the ‘New Amerykah’ releases was a concept album that covered the themes of poverty, urban violence, cultural identity and complacency, while the second focused on the more usual subjects of romance and relationships and provided the controversial Window Seat. The next offering is eagerly awaited.
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