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Within the considerable volume of literature devoted to the music scene of the 1960s and 70s, the story of Motown, the most important and influential label of the era by a mile, has been underplayed. Partly this has to do with the significance accorded to various musical genres by scholars well versed in the movements and styles both reflected in and by ‘serious’ artists during this key era. Predominantly focussing on white acts whose music is comparatively easy to interpret as highbrow, the intellectual elite have canonised fairly marginal bands such as Love and The Velvet Underground while paying disproportionately little attention to what is seen as the unsophisticated, happy-go-lucky style of Motown soul. By way of example, NME’s respected Book Of Rock with its potted biography of hundreds of acts well-known and not-so-well-known (and which was used as a standard point of reference for this book) carries a mere 65 lines on Motown, fewer than specific acts such as Credence Clearwater Revival, Rod Stewart or Family, and no individual entry at all for The Supremes, whose dozen US number 1s has been bettered only by Elvis and The Beatles. (The volume’s coverage is, incidentally, entirely typical.) Possibly Motown is not deemed to fall in within the definition of ‘rock’; yet if this is the reason for the omission, then what can account for the inclusion of profiles of Roberta Flack, Gilbert O’Sullivan, Hot Chocolate, Dolly Parton and many others?


In the face of what amounts to arbitrary selectivity, David Morse has argued persuasively against the prevailing values of musical criticism, indicating that its bias results from a view of rock shaped by an elitist product of a narrowly defined culture. Proposing that the distinction between ‘serious’ and ‘non-serious’ music is in the ear of the listener, he contends that the terms themselves remove the critic’s obligation to explain why ‘serious’ is necessarily interchangeable with ‘good’, and the reverse argument is made by implication: “Why shouldn’t we praise a record that is good for dancing not simply as good dance music but as good music?”.1


The fact is Motown’s legacy, with its unparalleled roster of acts, glittering catalogue of hit singles and inestimable knock-on throughout modern music, is every bit as articulate, as artistically influential, and as socially and politically significant as the œuvre of The Beatles or Bob Dylan, with a broadly cohesive body of work which is, to all intents and purposes, a popular style in its own right: It’s just that critics routinely fail to acknowledge the fact. Moreover Motown’s far-reaching innovations such as pioneering pop videos (see [502]) and use of 8-track recording2, which pushed the wider industry forward, have tended to go largely unacknowledged and are seldom commented upon. Few have attempted to fully document all of this, notable exceptions being Nelson George and Sharon Davis, whose respective accounts can both stake some claim to being the definitive narrative on Motown. Others have also pitched in contributions from a number of perspectives, yet none thus far have succeeded in conveying all of the salient points in Motown’s history, or placing it in the context of the music of the day.


Motown’s volume of recorded output, taken in its entirety, is of incalculable importance to the development of post-war popular music. Many of the stylistic developments which Motown gave rise to have seeped so totally into the culture of pop and soul that to imagine the field without their input is impossible. Their influence on the emergent Beatles, Rolling Stones and Who alone has fundamentally altered the soundscape of the 1960s, which in the perspective of modern music is tantamount to affecting everything to have come in its wake. And that is to say nothing of the social and political waves made by the breakthrough of several esteemed black performers into the popular mainstream, standing equally alongside their white contemporaries. As Tom Schultheiss succinctly observed in 1988, Motown’s impact went beyond the boundaries of music itself, “Motown can’t be viewed simply as a record company; it assumes the role of catalyst for social change. It becomes a shaper of race relations, of human relationships, as much as it is a business. The simple fact is you can’t preserve your prejudices for very long when you’re laughing with someone of another skin colour, any more than you can hate and sing along with Smokey at the same time”.3


Nevertheless, some will no doubt question why a study such as this, intent on ‘documenting’ Motown needs to exist at all. When all is said and done, music—especially soul music—is experienced full-body by the listener, something which no amount of words could hope to accurately define. Yet it is within human scope to be moved by any act of artistic creation and to seek further understanding; given the significance of Motown on Western culture and popular art during the last half-century, the label deserves full documentation and readers will no doubt find this book useful in drawing attention to specific areas in which the company’s recorded work is exceptional. In the end, Motown is nothing without the records it released, or, to quote the company’s publicity machine, ‘It’s what’s in the groove that counts’. The central purpose of the work is an examination and evaluation of the music of Motown, the songs which have thrilled generations, and the hits which separately and collectively defined the enigmatic Motown Sound.


The narrative attempts to deconstruct its subject via the UK singles. The Tamla Motown label was international but never existed in America, where the company was based. For the home market, Berry Gordy set up a series of labels of varying stature, but in Britain it fell to existing big companies to retail Motown until March 1965, whereupon Tamla Motown was launched. Everything to come out from then onwards appeared on the new label, excepting a period in the early-1970s when the UK also started issuing certain Motown-sourced singles on Rare Earth and Mo-West respectively (see Appendix 3). (For Berry Gordy, American sales accounted for around half of his total global revenue, most of the rest coming from Europe. Given that US profits were spread across numerous imprints, the international 50% makes Tamla Motown easily his biggest brand name.)


Because of the potentially confusing terminology, the terms Tamla, Motown and Tamla Motown, all too often considered freely interchangeable in Britain, are used advisedly in this volume. ‘Tamla Motown’ refers always to the UK label and its parent UK-based organisation and ‘Tamla’ specifically to the American label of that name. The term ‘Motown’ however has three generally accepted applications which are worth defining: 1. The Motown Corporation itself; 2. The US Motown record label; 3. The blue UK label used from the end of 1976 onwards (which is often identified here for the sake of clarity as Motown-UK or Motown-EMI).


Motown began its operations in America in 1959, and from then until March 1965 a number of recordings which have gone down in legend were released in the UK under license to various British labels including London American, Fontana, Oriole American and Stateside. Because Tamla Motown was in existence only between 1965 and 1976, the scope of this work is very much delimited in time. The early singles are examined briefly in turn due to their importance in the development of the label, but those released on Motown-EMI after 1976 are excluded. The same applies to the Mo-West/Rare Earth singles mentioned above, which although in a general sense Motown product are by definition beyond the bounds of the study.


It could be argued that the cut-off years 1965 and 1976 are arbitrary points of reference, and to some extent this is true. Yet tackling everything Motown ever released would multiply this volume several times and risk meaninglessness, besides becoming too unwieldy a project for this author (the US tally runs towards 2,000 standard singles). In fact, virtually all the key hits to emerge from Motown in America appeared on Tamla Motown at some point, lending some credence to the notion that the label was effectively acting as a filter for less notable releases and specialising in the best the company had to offer. The point is of course contentious, and the UK singles discography includes nothing by Carolyn Crawford, Frances Nero, The Monitors, Linda Griner, Hattie Littles and other artists which the connoisseur may be appalled to see spurned. On the other hand, US readers will recognise many of the entries here as amongst the best-loved and most famous Motown titles, a robust sample of the company’s total output and an engaging catalogue of recordings made during the (variously defined) ‘Golden Era’.


Within the pages which follow, frequent mention is made of musical influences which have contributed to this or that composition or recording. In so doing there is an unstated acknowledgement that no musical creation exists within a vacuum. What I am attempting to convey is the development of music via the way successive ideas become infused into those who hear them. Influences from other artists of the day can often be traced through Motown’s singles, and in drawing a developmental link between, for example, The Rolling Stones’ “Sympathy For The Devil” and David Ruffin’s “My Whole World Ended (The Moment You Left Me)”, no suggestion of plagiarism is made—nor is such implied in the apparent reverse influence from “It’s The Same Old Song” through to “Under My Thumb”. Rather, there is a recognition that, in those days, popular recording artists would as a matter of course listen to one another with keen interest and take on board particularly striking ideas which they would consciously utilise as elements in their subsequent work. Funk Brother Hank Cosby for example observed of Norman Whitfield that, “He would bring me three different records and say, ‘I want four bars of this, four bars of that, followed by these four bars from the other one’. He put his things together from pieces of other people’s songs”.4 Stevie Wonder meantime, and his regular 1960s writing partners Sylvia Moy and Hank Cosby, elevated the method to a craft, scarcely any of their period works failing to announce loudly and clearly where their ingredients were inspired.


Many such hits were derived wilfully from earlier works by the same writers, specific melodic, structural and arrangement techniques openly reworked in an attempt to revive winning formulae, lending to the widely perceived homogeny of the label’s product. Virtually all of the leading writers attempted to deconstruct and re-assemble their own work, a prime example in this respect being the HDH team, David Morse’s analysis of their technique finding that they, “Ruthlessly cannibalise old songs for spare parts; verbal phrases, thematic ideas, musical figures, accompaniments, even saxophone solos are shuffled together and reworked from disc to disc; every song is a collage”.5


This method of writing is itself not unusual. Classical composers for example have frequently written pieces around specific musical phrases, or perhaps deconstructed a figure and re-assembled its components to make something new. However in the light of these observations, it is worth mentioning the tendency of popular music critics to over-intellectualise their subjects. Perhaps the most famous example of this failing is William Mann’s suggestion in late-1963 that Lennon—McCartney incorporated Aeolian cadences into “Not A Second Time” in respect of Mahler’s Das Lied Von Der Erde, when in fact they were either discovered by chance, or more probably, ‘nicked’ from doo-wop records, the primary point of reference most likely Smokey Robinson. (Lennon on the Aeolian cadence: “I have no idea what they are. They sound like exotic birds”.) This incident, which has gone down in popular legend, has served to alert more knowledgeable critics to this essentially self-referential fault and yet did not stop Steve Lodder from remarking in his excellent study that Stevie Wonder’s vision for his 1976 Songs In The Key Of Life was all-encompassing “like a Mahler symphony” (p98) when in truth the grand album’s concept was merely an extension of Wonder’s approach as developed on his previous three albums, this time running to a self-indulgent double set, which was transparent in its calculation to present him as above and beyond the plane of worldly existence.


In the case of Motown writers, musical inspiration would generally come from immediate surroundings—remarks made in conversation, chord changes overheard on the radio, some or other new dance craze—which could readily find a home in a new or developing composition. Despite the fact that several staff writers took an interest in classical music (a shot of Brian Holland reproduced in Nelson George’s Where Did Our Love Go shows him seated with an LP of Bach pieces at his left elbow6) it is a perilous business to suggest the infusion of complex musicological ideas into Motown recordings, in the main constructed by untrained personnel. A notable exception to this would be Motown’s string arrangers, particularly Paul Riser but others too, who clearly worked from an awareness of classical techniques, albeit slaved in practise to the pre-constructed form of each new song-in-progress.


Motown’s philosophy from day one was to generate commercial clout with crowd-pleasing singles and with this in mind, with due acknowledgement of influential historical figures such as Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, Sam Cooke, The Coasters, The Drifters and so on, Motown’s main point of reference was little outside of the recent top 40 and/or what fellow Motown writers were coming up with. While the development of soul and later funk in the 1960s undoubtedly affected what they were doing, one looks more in the direction of The Beatles than, for example, James Brown when contextualising the singles output. (This is clearly illustrated in the listing of non-Motown compositions released as singles by Tamla Motown, as listed in the section ‘Facts & Feats’. Material by Lennon—McCartney, Neil Diamond, Phil Spector, Burt Bacharach etc. appears, but nothing by, for example, Otis Redding. There is one exception: Wilson Pickett’s “Don’t Knock My Love” [953].)


There is a case for arguing that Motown’s most popular tracks were not ‘soul’ singles but pop music which happened to be performed by black personnel. Yet while there are obviously exceptions to this, in the context of the 1960s an outfit such as HDH should be seen as popular writers rather than specifically ‘soul’ writers; when Motown stars normally supplied by HDH performed white-sourced tracks such as The Four Tops’ “If I Were A Carpenter”, the level of objective soul in the recording is no less apparent than in Motown originals such as “Something About You”, and compared to HDH originals such as “You Keep Me Hangin’ On” [585], is arguably higher. The distinctive element of ‘soul’ lies in the qualities of the performance, as much as in the raw material.


On the matter of The Beatles, it should be acknowledged that the format of the book is based on the groundbreaking study Revolution In The Head by the late Ian MacDonald, a work of great influence in modern musical criticism. Following his lead, every entry in this volume is numbered for ease of cross-reference. Rather than introduce a system starting at [001], the decision was made to use the original TMG catalogue numbers as reference points. Thus, the first full entry in this book, TMG 501 is referenced throughout as [501], the last, TMG 1040 as [1040] and use of square brackets specifically indicates song entries in the main text of the book—all TMG numbers used after the Tamla Motown label was effectively wound up in 1976 are written in full. In other cases, the occasional use of the suffix a or b (as in [688b]) denotes, specifically, one or other side of the single in question, and the suffix n directs the reader to a footnote.


In addition to the main sequence, the 72 UK releases prior to the creation of the Tamla Motown label are also numbered. In these cases the prefix E is used to denote ‘early’, the separate numbering system running from [E01] upwards. This is mainly to help cross-referencing later on, and these entries are not fully annotated in the same way that the Tamla Motown singles are. A similar parallel system exists for releases on Tamla Motown in the years after 1976 (there being 119 so far), which are referenced with L signifying ‘late’, running from [L001] upwards.


Besides a discussion of the music itself, the scope of a study such as MacDonald’s does not square with my own. Dealing with the story of a single band is comparatively straight-forward, with a handful of personalities to consider, and a fairly narrow focus of events. Motown by contrast is a huge subject, taking in the lives and activities of dozens of regular musicians, a clutch of world-class songwriters, producers and arrangers, and a wide roster of recording acts (The Miracles alone released almost twice as many recordings as The Beatles). Furthermore, by the time Tamla Motown issued their first 45, the involved personnel had been up and running for years, precluding a complete developmental study, and while this volume has no biographical pretensions the career of a figure such as Marvin Gaye reveals itself via his releases which are used as an opportunity to convey significant events in his current life and development.


For reasons obvious to those familiar with Tamla Motown’s legacy, singles are focussed on exclusively. During the era under examination, Motown’s studio albums were, virtually without exception, patchy affairs containing a smattering of in-house covers and an obligatory single or three, padded out with any amount of ‘filler’ usually including hits popularised by other artists. In truth, Motown was never an album label, the sheer volume of recordings in schedule at any given time effectively prohibiting sustained work on long-players, especially given Motown’s predominant reliance on its one core studio band until 1972. Some are creditable though: The Isley Brothers’ This Old Heart Of Mine, The Four Tops’ Still Waters and The Miracles’ Make It Happen are examples of LPs which, despite adhering to the company formula, are well worth repeated plays. Yet excepting perhaps self-directed and critically acclaimed album projects by Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder and (as producer) Norman Whitfield in the early-1970s, the LP format remained a side issue for Tamla Motown, making the 45, on which effort and creativity was at a peak, the natural focus of study, at least for the first two thirds of the era. Towards the middle of the 1970s Motown slipped into the wider industry convention of embarking on album projects from which singles were subsequently pinpointed and lifted in a turn-around of policy, although the bulk of these continued to be padded to some or other extent with cover material.


Those well-versed in Motown lore will have come across each of the singles under discussion, but few will own copies of them all. For most lay readers, many will be obscure and their documentation may prompt some investment in some of the lesser-known gems in the catalogue. In the main, Tamla Motown singles are not hard to locate, yet the scarcer ones command startlingly high prices on original 45. In part, this has helped fuel the label’s reissue policy whereby a good number of the little-known releases have appeared on CD, and often at reasonable prices. Others are more easily found via second hand copies of their concurrent albums or the substantial number of artist-specific compilations which have been put out on vinyl and CD over the years (the vinyl Anthology sets being largely comprehensive for each artist in this respect). Those seeking to track down a copy of each recording should also check out internet auction houses to locate the more difficult ones.


Because of the book’s inherent nature, UK releases and chart activity take precedence in the discussion. UK releases in the main trailed those in America, many of which might not have appeared in Britain were they to fail the acid commerciality test at home, although from about 1972 the UK schedules attained significant independence. The corresponding US edition of each single is given, although it should not be assumed that both sides of each 45 necessarily always match, and the term ‘equivalent’ is used to indicate a parallel, though not necessarily identical American issue. The UK and US chart data is also given, taken from the most widely accepted listings in each country (Record Retailer and Billboard respectively). The pop chart is taken as standard for the US discussion, but Billboard also published a tandem R & B chart, and for the sake of interest, this data is also provided in each header block.7 In all cases this is limited to a top 40, partly for the sake of relevance, and partly due to the availability of data. Placings outside of the 40 are always given as null, although the singles in question might well have charted lower.


Recording dates have not yet been fully published for all titles. Motown has latterly taken to supplementing retrospective CD releases with good quality sleeve notes which have pinned down the sessions to many tracks, although a substantial number remain unknown at the time of writing. Motown’s standard practise was to record backing tracks in stages, generally dubbing the vocal on towards the end of the process. Because of this most tracks were not recorded on a single date, and I have opted to cite the final session for each A-side where known, rather than list an incomprehensible series of dates. (The discussion following each title will bring out any further points of interest in this respect.) Mention is due here to Keith Hughes whose industrious ongoing research into such matters has been consulted and is available via his Don’t Forget The Motor City website, constructed for the net by Ritchie Hardin, and periodically updated as the work progresses.


Similar issues arise in the collation of release dates for singles. Although the American chronology has been exactly established and published numerous times, the UK one has not until now. Because of these restrictions, US dates have been sourced from available databases, Don Waller’s listings used as standard, but UK release schedules have been taken directly from Tamla Motown demo labels, which state the planned release day in the small print. I should emphasise that these constitute intended dates and in practice do not necessarily reflect the actual day a given single was put into shop racks, a matter which will never be completely ascertained. (Similarly the stated play time of each track is primarily lifted from demo record labels and most of the half thousand or so have not been audio-checked by the author. In many cases, there are multiple edits and mixes of tracks circulating on vinyl and CD, and so these may not marry absolutely with the contents of any individual’s collection, but are given for interest.8)


So far as personnel is concerned, it will be noted that several acts had line-up changes during the period under review. In consequence I have elected to indicate the membership each time a group single was released. The listed individuals were those formally part of the act when the recording was made, not at the point of release, and it is sometimes the case that not all of them feature on the recording itself. The purpose is to guide readers through changes in time rather than state who can be heard on the track, details of which will be given in the discussion. Tamla Motown frequently released recordings out of sequence, and so line-up changes may at first seem inconsistent, until the recording chronology is taken account of. (For example the Temptations’ early seventies sequence [741]; [749]; [773]; [783] appears to show Eddie Kendricks coming and going where in fact he left after [741], but [773] was released belatedly.)


And finally, a note on the names used for Motown’s acts: Numerous groups had more than one official name during their time with Motown, The Miracles, The Supremes and Martha & The Vandellas for example all having their billing amended in 1967 to enhance the profile of their lead singers. In the case of The Spinners, two alternative group names were used to clarify the fact that they were Motown’s band and not a UK folk ensemble who also used ‘Spinners’ and, confusingly to the uninitiated, Rita Wright became known as Syreeta during her time at Motown. Later on, acts such as these, as well as The Jackson 5, had re-issues appear with the act billed differently to that of the original release. Throughout the central section of this book, each single is credited as per the original record label. However in the indices, all group names are regularised and do not necessarily conform to the actual billing on individual releases. This should be self-apparent, and is intended to help delineate the careers and discographies of the acts in question.




1 Morse, p51


2 Motown’s studios were not the first to use 8-track equipment, but were the first in this respect to have success in the pop world.


3 Extracted from his foreword to Heat Wave (David Bianco).


4 His comments appear in Mojo August 2001, p58


5 p68


6 The photograph also captures Holland with a copy of Richie Havens’ Something Else Again, with its classical Indian title track. This detail dates the shot to the spring of 1968 at the earliest. Interestingly, Lamont Dozier’s first solo album for ABC was the immodestly titled Black Bach (1974).


7 The R & B chart has changed in scope and identity over the years, and is widely referred to informally as the soul chart. Some refer to it as the ‘black’ chart, giving rise to the inaccurate phrase ‘white’ chart for pop.


8 To further confuse the issue, several demos have the play times intentionally understated, anything pushing above the three minute mark before about 1968 deemed risky in terms of getting DJs to play it. By claiming 2:58 or 2:59 for a disc which spun longer, Tamla Motown not only encouraged radio stations to select their records, but also achieved longer air time (and hence publicity).




















CHAPTER ONE


RATS AND ROACHES, TALENT AND LOVE


The Story to 1965













 





Of America’s great cities, the one nestling on the northern banks of the Detroit River, Michigan, as it flows into Lake St. Clair, was famous for one thing in particular: motor cars. The city’s industrial base was built on manufacturing, Henry Ford having set up shop there in 1903. Ford was of course a pioneer of the production-line ethos, which enabled high turnout of product by ‘scientific’ specialisation within the workforce. By 1915, a million Ford motors were in existence; 12 years later the 15 millionth rolled out; in 1937 the company had notched up 25 million.


Just up the road from Ford, the Olds Motor Works, opened in 1899 on Jefferson Avenue East, was leading the industrialisation of the sector. Cadillacs and Buicks followed, and by 1909, the lot were under the umbrella of General Motors. Dynamic Detroit, once famed mainly for its fur trade, was becoming the industrial centre of the western world, its round-the-clock mass-production facilities attracting migrant workers from far and wide—but especially from the South—and especially black Americans from the farming communities.


By the time America became involved in World War II, Detroit’s burgeoning black population was pressing towards a quarter of a million. Feeding the factories day and night, this sizable influx of people necessitated a rapid growth in the city’s infrastructure and housing. The solution was the quick development of early ghettos such as the area to Detroit’s eastern side which became known in ironic terms as Paradise Valley. Depressingly bleak, these areas were filled with black workers’ families who crowded together under the suspicious scrutiny of the older white population, as if thieves who arrived in the night to ‘steal’ opportunity. In truth, life for the migrants was fairly miserable, impoverished industrialised workers living amidst the American dream against a backdrop of segregation in which they were fundamentally and unavoidably marginalised from the rest of the city.


Whenever the poor are brought together under difficult circumstances, there is always a human spirit which arises from somewhere deep within, most often expressed through song. Here, black Detroiters had brought with them a knowledge of the blues, picked up on the southern reservations and carried north, leading to the establishment in the 1930s of urbanised black music, a new and unpredictable development. Rhythmic and primitive, Detroit’s jazz-blues became the central focus of recreational life for many, clubs and bars springing up and of offering escape from the hard realities of the working day. And into the mix was thrown one Berry Gordy Jr., born in 1929 into an ambitious migrant family from Georgia.


Gordy’s formative years taught him many lessons which would shape his future success. First and foremost, he learned to be a fighter—literally so, since from his early teens he harboured ambitions to become a professional boxer and showed some talent in the sport. But his schooling was effectively abandoned and he ended up conscripted into the army, at one point serving in Korea. By his mid-20s he was yet to find his station in life, married to Thelma Coleman but working for his father’s construction firm. Uninterested in the physical toil which the authoritarian Pops forced upon him, Gordy developed a passion for jazz, frequenting Detroit’s night clubs where an electrifying set of local musicians were gaining formidable reputations.


Sufficiently hooked, Gordy quit his day job, emptied out his savings, borrowed heavily from his father, and set up his first business retailing jazz discs from his 3-D Record Mart. Alas, the venture suffered as so many do, from the skewed perspective of its proprietor who made the cardinal mistake of thinking everyone else shared his interests and tastes. The truth was, much of the local black population cared comparatively little for jazz, preferring instead the directly unsophisticated strains of bluesmen such as John Lee Hooker. After two years’ struggle, Gordy was forced to shut up shop, penniless to the point that in the spring of 1955, he found himself working on Ford’s production line.


For someone with an active mind, life offers lessons wherever one looks. For Gordy, he observed the practical, reductionist approach to manufacturing with which Ford was synonymous. The production line system, while stultifying for the component worker, was an object lesson in efficiency. Through division of labour, turnover is maximised, and individual specialisation at each stage adds up to reliable, high-quality production. Unaware at the time of the value of this notion, Gordy took his place on the conveyor belt, spending his time fixing chrome trim to automobile panels, morning through to evening, hundreds of times over, the task so unstimulating that his mind would roam back to his first love in life: music.


During his long hours at Ford, Gordy took to writing songs in his head. With no instrumentation to hand, he would compose lyrics and melody together, devising hooks and romantic phrases which he could cobble into something resembling a composition. Via his sisters Gwen and Anna, Gordy had come to meet several local musicians whom he would seek to impress with claims of being a professional songwriter. From this, the seed was planted which led to his responding to an appeal by local manager Al Green for new material for his client Jackie Wilson, an old sparring partner of Gordy’s. After a while Gordy was in possession of a tape recorder and had his own demos available.


The subsequent union between Gordy and Jackie Wilson led to some significant early success, his co-compositions “To Be Loved” (after which Gordy named his 1994 autobiography), “Lonely Teardrops”, “Reet Petite”, “That’s Why (I Love You So)”, “I’ll Be Satisfied” and other hits ensuing. As a writer, Gordy had arrived, his vocation for the first time becoming defined.


During one audition with Wilson’s manager Nat Tarnopol in 1957, an unknown 17-year-old turned up with his backing group, hawking his own compositions. Rejected, the teenager was surprised to be accosted by Gordy outside the office and promptly given a lesson in how to hone a song into viable shape. Thus, Gordy had made friends with, and commenced an embryonic working relationship with one Smokey Robinson. One of Robinson’s early tracks, the monstrous eight minute “Got A Job” was accordingly trimmed down and became his first proper recording, with backing group The Miracles, leased by Gordy to New York’s End Records in 1958.


For Gordy, the aim of his involvement remained the establishment of himself as a professional songwriter. Harbouring no ambition to run a record label, it was with mild interest that in 1959, he observed sister Gwen set up her own Anna imprint with then lover Billy Davis. (Distributed by Chicago’s Chess Records, Anna would prove to be a fertile recruiting ground for Motown, attracting figures such as Lamont Dozier, David Ruffin, The Spinners, Barrett Strong and others.) Following her initiative, and aware of several talented and unsigned individuals on the Detroit circuit, Gordy organised rehearsals at Claudette Robinson’s house late in the year, further sessions soon ensuing which among other things brought Marv Johnson into the fold.


Still with no fixed plans in place, Berry Gordy began tentatively putting what became Motown together, one of his first moves setting up Jobete, a music publishing house merging the names of his three children. The Rayber Service soon followed, making freelance demo recordings for local acts, and attracting several new faces including Brian Holland, with Berry Gordy by now establishing himself at the nucleus of a small musical empire. Financially though, Gordy was doing less well than he felt his work deserved, and it was from these experiences that it dawned on Gordy where the real money lay: not merely with writing, but with selling music; and not retail, for pennies, but wholesale, as the owner of the recordings themselves.


Accordingly, Gordy took the plunge and followed his sister in setting up his own label, borrowing $800 from his family to cover the costs of his first planned release, Marv Johnson’s “Come To Me” [E01], a gamble which might have broken the label before it had started. As luck would have it, the track sold healthily and Gordy, and the new Tamla label which hosted the recording, was modestly off the ground.


Tamla issued a half-dozen 45s in the first half of 1959, the key release being Barrett Strong’s “Money (That’s What I Want)” [E02]. Unflagging in self-belief, Gordy simultaneously began searching for a business premises, finding a white-painted house on West Grand Boulevard in the summer of 1959, which would soon become the focal point of his operations, christened hopefully, if somewhat prematurely as, ‘Hitsville’.


Hitsville was a residential building not best suited to housing a record company. It benefited from a photographic studio at the rear, which would be converted into a recording facility, and the upstairs bedrooms were earmarked for offices, but there was work to be done. Thus, several members of the Gordy clan, musical colleagues and hangers on rolled up their sleeves and in the spirit of mucking in, made 2648 West Grand Boulevard their collective head quarters. Motown though would outgrow its somewhat makeshift residence in no time, ongoing success necessitating expansion outwards, which Gordy managed by buying up several neighbouring houses. In 1961, Jobete moved into 2646 while 2650 to 2654 were bought in January 1962 for ordinary clerical offices, including Gordy’s own (which was destroyed by fire in 1971).


By 1964 the ‘Snakepit’ recording studio, working day and night, was also buckling under, and when Gordy purchased rival Golden World studios on Davison Avenue, a few miles away, Motown had a second facility, giving rise to the ‘Studio A’ tag for the original and Studio B for Davison Avenue.


Throughout the 1960s, Motown continued to colonise further properties on West Grand Boulevard, 2656 for Motown Finance in 1965, followed by 2657 (opposite) for Artist Development, 2670 to 2672 for International Talent Management (ITM) Limited and 2662 to 2668 for Sales and Marketing, all in 1966. By the end of that year, Motown was in possession of 11 buildings on the street, with Hitsville at the approximate geographical centre. Yet even this piecemeal expansion proved inadequate and in 1967 Gordy inevitably merged all the administrative and peripheral operations into one building, situated on the Fisher Freeway, leaving just Hitsville on the street where it had all begun.


The Snakepit recording studio (so named because of the dozens of cables laying about the floor) was the heart of Motown, operating almost continuously for some years. The facility was shut down only for routine maintenance for a couple of hours each morning, otherwise being alive with recording sessions continuously throughout the 1960s. In the early part of the decade, technology was primitive by modern standards and the company’s engineers were a crucial element in Hitsville’s recording sessions. Head of Technical Engineering was Mike McLean, who ran the engineering shop in the building’s basement, and oversaw the development of a number of pieces of equipment, which Motown engineers would design specifically to meet certain needs as they arose.


The industry standard at that stage was two- or three-track recording, which necessitated an essentially live ensemble performance requiring all performers to get their parts right simultaneously. Each track would be used to record a certain group of instruments or voices at once, the three channels then blended together to create a finished master. Hitsville was home to an antiquated 1939 Western Electric console, which had two tracks but was adapted to accommodate a third. Motown opted to have the rhythm section (drums, bass, guitar and keyboards) laid down on one of the available tracks first, the rest of the arrangement coming in subsequently on tracks two and three.


Scope for ‘dropping in’ and ‘punching in’ (techniques whereby repairs can be made to original recorded tracks) was minimal. Because all the instruments were recorded together, none could be individually repeated, so any mistakes would require the whole group to start over, considerably delaying the process were the band not on form. Needless to say, many minor technical errors were let through (for example an accidentally extended bar in [571]), although the inherent lack of clarity in the very early recordings often manages to mask this, even on today’s digitised reproductions. Furthermore, none of the individual instruments could be mixed independently—for example the guitar could not be made louder in relation to the drums (although equalisation was possible on the track as a whole, so that boosting the treble would help bring guitars out). During early recordings, the guitarists would play through the studio’s 200 watt McIntosh amplifier, which was adapted in-house to feature five volume controls and VU meters, so that each musician could set his own level in readiness before recording commenced.


After the rhythm track, Motown would record brass and strings on track two, together with any other instruments required to fill out and ‘sweeten’ the sound. Together with track one, the ‘backing track’ was thus complete, and it fell finally to the vocalists to record their parts, often completely independently of the session musicians (whose track they would be listening to through headphones). The three tracks would then be mixed together, generating the master—usually in mono during the first part of the decade. Here, a degree of balancing could be done, with vocals for instance increased in prominence as required although it was common for mixes to be rejected over and over, subtle adjustments being required until Gordy was satisfied.


In contrast to genearal mixing practice, Motown sought to bring the music ‘up’, with the vocals submerged in the arrangement. Gordy’s view was that it was the backing rhythms which gave popular music its true excitement and appeal, and so the musical forces were the most vital elements. In reducing the prominence of the vocals, it was necessary to emphasise their clarity so that the words being sang would not be lost, and so Motown began playing with reverb on the backing music and using compression on the vocals, further refining the company’s studio sound.


Since everything had do be done in the tiny Snakepit, there was little opportunity for producers to develop sound textures until much later on. The rapid turnover meant that there was no time to dwell, the studio operating at what today appears break-neck speed, turning out recording after recording for years. Even major singles were produced against a relentlessly ticking clock, “It’s The Same Old Song” [528] for example made from scratch in a day; “Baby Love” [E56] done in two takes. It is little wonder given the conditions that Motown focussed so heavily on singles over albums; this was more than just business ideology, as scope for recording full original sets by act after act was all but impossible.


To help ease the workload, Gordy began to look elsewhere for facilities to make technical adjustments to recordings, since all such work done at Hitsville would completely tie up the studio. He initially had some usable facilities installed in his office, but when Studio B was acquired this became the main site for mixing and overdubbing. Studio B was designed to be used almost entirely with direct injection of instruments to mixing desk (i.e. not via microphones), which was in keeping with the company’s technical trends generally.


Technical considerations apart, the Snakepit was, by all accounts, a ramshackle place in the early-1960s. For one thing, there was no proper ventilation, which not only made the assembled musicians uncomfortable, but actually affected the performance of their instruments—Earl Van Dyke singling out Marvin Gaye’s “Try It Baby” [E50] as a release racked with tuning problems caused by temperature and humidity. Because of the essentially live nature of 1960s recording, the ambience of the room was an important factor in determining a studio’s individual sound, and indeed, Motown’s recognisable recording style has been attributed by some to the physical features of the Snakepit. Diana Ross has talked of the ‘magical’ quality of the place, believing that the unique effects to come out of the studio were the result of the way the sound bounced around the walls and stairwell. Opening or closing windows was said to change the ‘mood’, and a hole in the wall was even used to reflect the vocals back to the microphones in an unusual way. (Ross claims that she was occasionally recorded in the bathroom to create an echo effect.)


The continual demands on Studio A meant that the facility remained under constant strain for some years, the occasional fire breaking out because of the relentless over-use of heat-generating valve equipment, thus paralysing Motown’s production line entirely. Breakdowns were not infrequent, and with modifications and additions to the rigs being made all the time, days could be unexpectedly lost tinkering with technical faults. Motown benefited as much as any studio of the day by the ingenuity of its staff, chief recording engineer Lawrence T. Horn able to further Motown’s recording techniques by developing a novel system in which he used multiple tapes. He was thereby able to start separating out the initial rhythm track instruments by recording them in parts onto all three blank tracks. The key was devising a system for subsequently blending them together and putting them back onto track one of a new tape, leaving two tracks available for the other overdubs. The same process would go into the recording of strings, horns, etc. which eventually arrived on tracks two and three. In this way, all components could be better manipulated before the entire thing was placed on another new tape, vocals added, and the whole copied again.


This helped Motown greatly improve the separation and equalisation in their recordings, marked by a distinct advance in clarity by the introduction, in 1964, of a fore-runner to 8-track facilities. For one thing it enabled the vocal to be processed better as it could now be split at the first stage onto two separate duplicated channels, allowing for compression and reverb to be added separately, the two vocals being recombined to make for an exciting and clearly audible new track with an advanced quality of sound. But inevitably, Gordy opted to scrap Hitsville’s antiquated recording equipment completely by the end of 1964, and replace it with a more modern studio set-up. Mike McLean was charged with re-wiring the studio in readiness for a state-of-the-art 8-track console, something he managed within a single week. At the time, 8-track machines weren’t available commercially, so McLean and his staff were forced to design and construct one themselves, together with a suitable 8-track mixer, which was hooked to a single pair of stereo speakers. Each channel had an innovative ‘pan pot’, which enabled it to be positioned in the stereo spectrum, which gave rise to new possibilities for stereo recording and instrument positioning in an era when mono recording was standard. Once mastered, a confident producer could incorporate such techniques in the final mix, for example to impressive effect on “You Keep Me Hanging On” [585] (although singles throughout the 1960s consisted of alternative mono mixes).


Motown, in contrast to other studios dealing in soul music, was keenly interested in production standards. Multi-tracking was cutting edge not just for the idiom, but for popular music generally. Although 8-track dates back to 1958 it was not fully exploited until The Beach Boys created Pet Sounds in 1966. Motown was two years ahead of the game: The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, widely seen as the single greatest breakthrough in studio technique, was done entirely on 4-track equipment as late as 1967.


Instruments could be recorded in true isolation from one another, which crucially permitted the bass to be recorded on its own via a direct feed into the mixing desk. Part of the appeal of bassist James Jamerson’s unique style, it assisted his graduation from upright to electric bass in the early part of the decade, an innovation of his own which initially met with scepticism from producers. Equally importantly, it enabled saxophones, violins, tambourines and so on to be mixed independently, vastly opening the scope for Motown producers such as the Holland—Dozier—Holland team for their ground-breaking work with The Four Tops and The Supremes in 1966-67. By then of course, the sound scope for Hitsville had improved beyond all recognition, technical staff fully up to speed with the new technology. Of all the period producers, it is perhaps Ashford & Simpson’s work which best exemplifies the range of better facilities, tending to be beautifully EQ-ed and especially cleanly presented. (Towards the end of the 1960s, Motown upgraded again, opting for an unheard of 16-track console. The 16-track machine was commercially available from Ampex—the MM1000 model.)


Innovation was the word of the day, and Motown’s recordings to 1967 show liberal use of new engineering and production ideas. The cross-the-floor stomping which commences “Where Did Our Love Go” [E51] is a clear example, the incorporation of sounds spooled backwards on “Motoring” [502b] another. The recording studio would use every and any trick to generate interesting effects, from slapping plywood together to shaking metal chains. One notable production touch was obtained by slapping open hands onto a wooden seat [579], which not only impressed Motown’s contemporary studios but also set a minor standard for HDH’s ever-developing sound.


Given the often chancy circumstances surrounding recording dates and the unremitting urgency with which tracks would have to be made, Berry Gordy began from the outset to absorb the efficient production-line theory into the organisation’s operations. Compartmentalising the elements was the trick, Motown employing writers on its books to come up with material, a studio band to lay down the backing tracks, and vocalists to add the finishing touches. Often the staff in these essentially independent roles would not cross paths, although in a large number of cases the songwriter would co-ordinate the others from the production chair.


However Gordy clearly viewed the creative process as a business process, treating arrangers for example as if they were back at Ford, sticking chrome onto vehicle shells. Advised by businessman Ralph Seltzer, Gordy was in danger of taking the production-line approach to absurd lengths: Brian Holland and Lamont Dozier, so central to Motown’s early growth, were issued with clocking-in cards and instructed to attend Hitsville daily from 9:00 until 5:00. Eddie Holland defied Gordy by refusing to collude in such schemes, and by the time the Holland—Dozier—Holland (HDH) team were collaborating regularly it was normal for them to work into the night, Gordy conceding the point only on condition that they scored a first number 1 hit. Nonetheless, the conveyor belt rumbled on, an increasing flow of product coming out of Hitsville year on year.


The core component of Motown’s corporate sound was the sole ever-present element, the studio band. So far as recording session went, Motown opted to maintain a select inner circle referred to loosely as The Funk Brothers, most of whom came from jazz backgrounds and had been pulled from Detroit’s performing musical community. Aware of the band’s crucial contribution, Motown would actively scout for talented musicians. Mickey Stevenson would trawl the club circuit talent spotting, and was largely responsible for bringing the Funk Brothers together.


Working in close proximity, The Funks were forced to focus their playing tightly, generating a functional rapport despite a fairly basic approach to recording and performance. The earliest grouping to work with Berry Gordy was essentially The Joe Hunter Band, who were known through Detroit’s club scene. The line-up included Hunter himself on piano, plus bassist James Jamerson, a virtuoso musician with a dazzling fluidity to his playing, executed entirely by the plucking of his right index finger (hence one of his many nicknames, The Hook). Jamerson made the Fender Precision his regular bass around 1962, refusing to change his strings for the rest of the decade unless they physically broke (which was rare), in the belief that their accumulated grime lent some intangible ‘soul’ to his recordings, but ignoring that fact that on several sessions he had wandered out of tune with the band. As the decade wore on Jamerson’s reputation would grow to the point where he was seriously touted as the best in the business.


Close to Jamerson was drummer Benny Benjamin, an Alabama native with a CV including work with musical giants such as Charlie Parker, Ray Charles, Muddy Waters and Chuck Berry. Benjamin started out playing a Rogers kit, Hank Cosby purchasing a superior Gretsch set-up for the Snakepit, the drummer frequently stealing component parts to pawn for pocket money! Guitarists Eddie Willis on Fender Stratocaster/Gibson Firebird, Robert White with his Gibson L5 and Joe Messina on Fender Telecaster consolidated the core group and The Funks were essentially in place by the end of 1960.


According to Martha Reeves (p106), there were in excess of 100 musicians on Motown’s books by around 1963. Most of the extra personnel were employed for touring bands, Motown’s exclusively vocal stars by-and-large not having individual groups behind them. Inevitably, as Motown’s workload increased several new faces were absorbed into the studio set-up, drummers Richard ‘Pistol’ Allen and Uriel Jones joining the fold as deputies to Benjamin, percussionists Eddie ‘Bongo’ Brown and Jack Ashford also becoming integral parts of the team. Pianists Johnny Griffith and Earl Van Dyke were also recruited, the latter assuming the role of band leader from the departing Choker Campbell. By 1967 Motown’s continuing expansion saw the studio group swell yet further with significant figures such as Dennis Coffey and Golden World refugee Bob Babbitt arriving on the scene—but few others were able to penetrate the Snakepit during the 1960s.


Wary of the group’s collective clout, Berry Gordy forestalled any thoughts of superstardom which any of The Funks might have harboured by keeping them more or less continuously out of sight in Hitsville’s studio, uncredited on their recordings, their names generally unknown. They did get an album out in 1963 in the guise of The Twistin’ Kings, and, behind Earl Van Dyke, they received billing as The Soul Brothers, but in the main they remained firmly hidden from the public eye, reliant on Motown’s modest fees—perhaps $5 for a day’s work. Although under exclusive contract to Motown, many moonlighted, defying Gordy’s attempts to keep them under wraps. While he may have secretly approved their extra curricular appearance on old pal Jackie Wilson’s “(Your Love Keeps Lifting Me) Higher And Higher”, there was no excusing their excursions to arch-rivals Golden World to cut tracks such as Edwin Starr’s “Stop Her On Sight (SOS)”. (Conforming so closely to the Motown formula, this and other period tracks were quietly re-issued as Motown originals once Gordy had acquired the label’s back-catalogue later in the decade [905].) Such was Gordy’s concern, he sought to employ Johnny Griffith as his mole, to report on any nefarious activities, the cheeky keyboard man demanding a stack of cash and a new car for the job—which he had no intention of actually doing.1


Given the relentless workload, The Funk Brothers would often assemble down in the Snakepit with no idea of what the coming day had in store. Typically, writers and producers would turn up with loose ideas, and The Funks would develop their sketches into defined riffs and chord runs, crafting the key musical elements of countless hit songs off-the-cuff. Lamont Dozier’s method was to write out a basic chord sheet which included important lines of instrumentation but left space for the band to jam them into shape. In practise, writing became to some extent a partnership between composers and musicians, neither of whom could have created the songs entirely independently. An incisive bass run or guitar lick for example would be picked up by the producer and embraced as the core of a developing song. As technology progressed, skilled arrangers such as Paul Riser began to come to the fore, scoring classical instrumentation against the group’s backing, string sections added in where early raw brass arrangements would have been relied on for colouration.


Certainly there is a case for calling The Funk Brothers the key to the Motown Sound. The group appeared on just about every hit single until well into the 1970s, prompting Uriel Jones to comment some years after the event, “People always say it was everything but the musicians. They’d say it was the artists, the producers, the way the building was constructed, the wood on the floor, or maybe even the food. But I’d like to see them take some barbecue ribs or hamburgers and throw them down in the studio and shut the door and count off ‘one, two, three, four’ and get a hit out of it. The formula was the musicians”.2 Despite this, Gordy resolutely refused them the recognition their work warranted. According to accepted accounts, when Hitsville eventually shut up shop, the regular band were not even forewarned, turning up for work as usual to find a sign on the door informing them that the studio was henceforth closed, the love of the ‘family’ apparently unrequited.


A key collaborator with the band on whatever material happened to be in progress was the producer. For Motown, the jobs of songwriter and producer generally went hand-in-hand, most hit singles created with at least one of the song’s composers also behind the desk. Thus, key writers such as HDH, Smokey Robinson, Frank Wilson, Norman Whitfield, Ashford & Simpson and so on would bring a basic track into the studio, tighten up the backing track in tandem with the group before supervising the addition of all subsequent processes including overdubs, the addition of vocals and eventually mixing and EQ-ing to the point where a master could be cut. Freedom to see this process through stage-by-stage gave the writer-producers the facility to create their individual sounds, each realising their initial conceptions without undue interference.


Largely untutored as producers, methods were idiosyncratic and some Motowners such as Norman Whitfield adopted an intensive hands-on approach in which he would have each miniscule step pre-planned so he could see his songs were developed just so. Others had a more remote technique, avoiding the studio floor and working from behind the mixing desk, which allowed The Funk Brothers greater individual input to their respective parts. The key task for a producer is to translate concepts into actual arrangements and develop abstract ideas into finished takes. Motown’s principal writers usually worked in twos and threes within established, long-term partnerships, although most would cross-collaborate from time to time. Although The Funk Brothers were omnipresent, so far as the writers were concerned, they tended to be assigned specific acts by Gordy, for whom they would have particular responsibility, usually only until the hits dried up. Thus, they became very much a part of the act in question, Ashford & Simpson for example being virtual partners with Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell during the duo’s time together.


Coincident with the rise of Motown, events in popular music generally were running apace, the emergence first of Bob Dylan, and almost immediately afterwards The Beatles giving rise to performers able for the first time to self-compose whole albums of original material. Motown’s compartmentalised structure precluded this from their performing roster, the only notable exception being Smokey Robinson, who penned a substantial amount of material for The Miracles. Other capable writers such as Marvin Gaye and Stevie Wonder were regarded suspiciously by Gordy, and it was not until the early-1970s that they were able to fully explore the art of self-composing. In this respect, Gordy can be seen as old-school, hailing from an era when professional personnel wrote remotely for performers with whom they often had little personal connection. While Motown’s close-knit structure determined that most staff were operating on similar wavelengths, the system nonetheless kept writers and performers largely segregated, except where record production necessitated direct collaboration.


In general terms, Motown’s writers would compose in a straight-forward manner, usually in the first person. Frequently lyrics would be constructed hypothetically (such as “How Sweet It Is To Be Loved By You” [571], built on an imaginary scenario) but equally drawing on immediate surroundings. Smokey Robinson and Lamont Dozier in particular would repeatedly commence songs from phrases overheard on the radio or in conversation, [631] for example prompted by a slip of the tongue while out shopping, [510] from a spontaneous remark, [501] from a exclamation to an angry girlfriend and so on; inspiration was drawn from all around, including earlier song titles and riffs, not to mention the work of Motown’s external peers.


The mechanics of song writing are always peculiar to the writer in question, Motown’s leaders until 1967 being HDH and Robinson. HDH would approach the task methodically, their composite creations consisting of successive component parts locked together in infinite combinations. Characteristic of their greatest work is the incorporation of snappy phrasing in discrete sections, a result of their writing method in which Dozier and Eddie Holland would work in direct collaboration, taking turns at throwing in riffs and lines of text. Usually driven by pre-conceived melody or chord structure, the process was essentially additive, lyrics sequenced in pieces until the requisite number of bars were meaningfully filled. Thus their work displays a stop-start quality, frequently cadencing and hypnotically circulating, for example in [E51], “Baby, baby [break] Baby don’t leave me [break] Please don’t leave me [break] All by myself [break]” and so on. HDH’s classic output was effectively a microcosm of the assembly line, a ‘factory within a factory’


Robinson on the other hand was essentially a solo writer who would make a point of collaborating with one of more of his group to avoid falling into routine. Robinson’s effusive writing and performing were, in truth, extensions of his optimistic character, reflected in the playful way in which he pulls and pushes rhythms, phrasing and metre, and the joyful nature of his lyrics, with their intricate games and verbal contradictions, and their general talkativeness. “Tears Of A Clown” [745] for example contains essentially a single protracted sentence throughout its first verse and chorus, with scarcely a gap for breath, its grief-stricken theme overwhelmed by Robinson’s sheer enthusiasm. In contrast to HDH, Robinson was a narrator, several of his major hits containing elegantly constructed chronicles of love’s many faces, conceived on a grand scale and viewed as whole melodic and conceptual dramas. (Those who have seen his live performances will concur that Robinson the performer can scarcely stop smiling through his sets, his natural love of his craft seeping from every pore.)


Such observations are of course only part of the picture. Motown had many composers on its books, all of whom had different ideas about writing, Norman Whitfield in particular taking Motown into previously unexplored territory from 1968 onwards [707]. Seen as a whole, it is interesting to observe that as the 1960s gave way to the 1970s, Motown’s songs generally expanded in length while simultaneously slowing down. (Tamla Motown singles, studiously kept within the 3:00 timeframe until 1968 broke that particular barrier for the first time with [650], pushing beyond 4:00 the following year. By 1973 more than half of releases were beyond 3:00, Tamla Motown by then having smashed even the 6:00 mark.) Partly there was an element of self-indulgence on the part of established writers, who in common with many non-Motown artists of the day, developed worrying tendencies towards self-mythologisation, attempting grandiose contemporary ‘works’ exemplified by Whitfield’s own tellingly titled Masterpiece, The Temptations’ 1973 album on which the producer was pictured larger than the group members. Indeed it was Whitfield and Strong above all others who expanded the scale of the 45, their creations accounting for most of Tamla Motown’s longest singles.


But for much of the 60s, Gordy, through a combination of enforced anonymity and a public policy that no-one was indispensable, was able to keep control over his back-room staff. Autocratic to the point of paranoia, Gordy sought direct control over all operations within his empire, all personnel on his payroll, working from premises he owned, their music published and controlled by his companies. Every significant decision made was Gordy’s own and, where the job was simply too large for one man to manage, he employed family members, various brothers and sisters responsible for personnel, management, public promotions and so on.3 While this meant that Gordy could claim almost unqualified credit for the company’s business success, his control of recording artists, most of whom regarded themselves as stars on their own terms, caused chronic tension within Motown’s ranks.


Gordy had his star turns ‘groomed’ by Maxine Powell, taught how to behave and tutored in the rules of good etiquette. Motown booked gigs, looked after finances and generally ran groups and singers as any other corporation would administer its departments. Particularly in terms of remuneration, Gordy’s monolithic stance in which not even sales figures were declared caused a festering resentment which became more pressing as time went on. Many notable acts left on bad terms, lawsuits coming in routinely from former Motown darlings such as Brenda Holloway, Gladys Knight, Martha Reeves, Mary Wilson and others. David Ruffin was legally blocked from departing in 1969, while HDH sued and were counter-sued with astronomical figures of unknown reliability floated.


Of course Gordy’s system of total management determined that whenever one of his stars upped and left, they took with them nothing—no management structure, no backing band and no material to record. Consequently, the only acts to fly the nest successfully were those who were established before coming to Motown—most notably The Isley Brothers and Gladys Knight & The Pips. The only exception in this respect was The Jackson 5, who managed to resume their career to great effect, albeit without their group’s name and less one member. (The career of Michael Jackson thereafter needs no recounting here.)


The prevalent picture of Motown as exploitative is, however not fully representative. The fact was, many of their stars had inflated expectations of how much money they were due and how much of their success was due to personal eminence. The other side of the coin is that Motown shielded many of its artists from exploitation by external agents and unscrupulous management, which could be every bit as monopolistic. A case in point is Florence Ballard, who left Motown with a £75,000 golden handshake in 1967, only to be bankrupted within a year via the ruthless business in which she was working. To Motown’s credit it should be remembered that the company would frequently come to the rescue of errant employees in financial difficulties or in need of assistance. In the case of Stevie Wonder, Gordy set up a trust fund to handle the youngster’s finances which was released once he turned 21, setting him up financially for the rest of his life. Moreover Motown can be seen as providing innumerable new opportunities not just for those involved directly, by breaking down social barriers and leading the emancipation of black musicians and performers across the board.


Much of the rumbling discontent doubtless stemmed from the highly competitive internal structure in which rival singers, writers and producers would not only fight for material and studio time, but frequently find themselves deprived of credit for their labours. Songwriters were in continual dispute with Motown over the apportioning of names to copyrights, on supposedly inaccurate documentation for tracks such as [E01], [E61b], [623], [638], [682] and numerous others. In an incendiary 2001 interview in which she claimed credit for several Motown bass lines (see [515]), Carol Kaye implied that established Motown writers, aiming to secure ongoing work with given acts, would even resort to buying up promising material in order to see their names in the brackets.


Gordy of course would claim a royalty on anything attributed to his contracted bank of writers. Via his Jobete/Stein & Van Stock publishing concerns (and in the UK Belinda/Carlin), Gordy owned almost every original Motown number, with the added power of personal veto on what was released and by whom. His only regular concession in this respect was to Quality Control, the final stage of any production line, and the process by which Motown filtered wheat from chaff. Nominally run by Billy-Jean Brown, a former journalist and tape librarian, the process would involve the gathering of several writers, producers and performers to listen to and vote on current tracks in the frame for release. With competition keen, arguments could sometimes be fierce, the regular Friday morning meetings make-or-break for producers and artists alike.


Gordy ran the Quality Control system tightly. Tracks would be graded and scored according to the appeal of the title, lyrical content, arrangement touches and so on, Gordy sometimes commissioning new mixes or takes with different studio staff for comparison before passing final judgement. Songwriters and producers sometimes only learned after the event that Gordy had requested an edit or re-working of their material, to frequent and not unreasonable chagrin. So crucial did Gordy view the process that he would make audio recordings of the meetings and take notes on who voted which way. Those seen to be consistently getting it wrong would cease to be invited back. But no matter how minutely Gordy analysed recordings, he never forgot the valuable lesson learned in his ill-fated 3-D Record Mart, which taught him that the only opinion which truly mattered was that of the public. Accordingly, he made it a policy to invite groups of local black teenagers into Hitsville to ask them what they thought of this or that recording before it was approved.


Under the circumstances, Quality Control did a superb job, but nonetheless made some howling errors of judgement: Massive UK hits such as “I Heard It Through The Grapevine” [686], “The Tears Of A Clown” [745] and “I’m Still Waiting” [781] were all rejected or overlooked. At other times, Quality Control decisions gave rise to major disputes with figures such as Norman Whitfield, and were eventually proved wrong. Gordy also resisted Marvin Gaye’s enormous What’s Going On album, perhaps the biggest singular misjudgement of his career.


Ultimately, Quality Control’s purpose was to second-guess the mood of the public, a notoriously difficult task hampered by rapid changes in tastes during the 1960s. Motown was developing a new brand of black music, popular in style and aimed to appeal equally to white audiences. This was something distinct from what had come in the 1940s and 50s, where formative figures such as Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, Sam Cooke and The Drifters had remained a largely ‘alternative’ strand in the pop charts, where their successes bucked a trend. Motown by contrast had the clear policy of pursuing commercial success in terms of singles, to the point where Berry Gordy instructed Quality Control that they were only to release tracks good enough to become top 10 hits—and for his biggest attraction The Supremes, only potential number 1s. His successes piled up as time went on: Motown topped the Billboard singles listing for the first time in 1961 [E05], repeating the feat in 1963 [E26] before scoring four number 1s in 1964, the year the British supposedly invaded the US charts ([E42]; [E51]; [E56]; [E65]). In the same period Motown claimed 12 R & B chart-toppers, proof that their records were being favourably received by listeners from all walks.


Motown’s early publicity strategy was somewhat labour-intensive, gruelling tours such as the 1962 Motown Revue taking in town after town, week after week until artists and crew alike were on the point of exhaustion. Living and eating in the tour bus there was little chance for real rest as the entourage moved from state to state, perpetually running against the clock. Clearly this was not the way forward, Motown’s goal in terms of marketing lying with radio and the desired public exposure for new releases.


Radio stations would be naturally reluctant to play numerous cuts from the same label, wanting not only to steer clear of charges of Payola (backhanders given by certain companies) but also avoid perceived sameness in their play lists. Gordy again learned the hard way, experiencing resistance to some very early releases on his inaugural Tamla label, and consequently created a range of other imprints, beginning in 1960 with the soon-to-be-flagship Motown label. Gordy arrived the following year, and VIP and Soul in 1964. Others came too, but most were comparatively peripheral with the exceptions of Rare Earth and Mo-West, both of which arrived around the start of the 1970s.4


Each of these American labels had a closed roster of acts, loosely sounding like each other. Motown was at the commercial cutting edge, home to The Supremes and Four Tops and later The Jackson 5. Tamla stuck with early names Smokey Robinson, Marvin Gaye and Stevie Wonder, while Gordy handled groups such as The Contours, Martha & The Vandellas and The Temptations. When the Soul label arrived it was aimed squarely at the black market and attracted some of Motown’s less poppy acts including Junior Walker & The All Stars, Gladys Knight & The Pips and Jimmy Ruffin. Between them, Gordy’s ‘big four’ labels continued pumping out product until late-1981 when Motown finally elected, UK-style, to consolidate acts on a single ‘Motown’ imprint.


With the Soul label as the exception to the rule, Motown’s white-black ‘crossover’ policy was not accepted warmly in all quarters. The issue for many black listeners was not merely a matter of sound emanating from loudspeakers; it was a question of Motown’s fundamentally black basis assimilating with white tastes on the perceived assumption that the latter had more legitimacy. In truth, Gordy’s strategy in this respect was founded on a purely financial pursuit, the need to appeal to whites (the majority market) a necessary step on his way to personal wealth. To these ends, acts such as The Supremes and The Temptations were put into evening gowns and tuxedos and booked onto the cabaret circuit. Material was carefully selected including Rodgers & Hart numbers, Disney covers and country & western songs traditionally associated with white vocalists.


The name of the game was acceptance, a major part of which centred on personal etiquette and grooming, to facilitate his black artists’ appeal to (supposedly better mannered) whites. Central to the strategy was the charm school which tutored Motown’s working-class artists on how to conduct themselves, which mannerisms to use and how and when to speak. Maxine Powell, head of a modelling school for blacks, was responsible for socially ‘refining’ Motown’s stars.


In truth there was an unavoidable contradiction inherent in what Motown were doing. Gordy was essentially the musical equivalent of Henry Ford, a model capitalist pursuing personal wealth—but at a juncture when the anti-materialist youth who were buying the records were rejecting the social values of their forefathers. Throughout the 1960s, youngsters, and in Detroit black youngsters especially, were confronting the establishment with increasing resolve, the wider civil rights movement calling the model of American society to account. Gordy, a working class black man was by instinct conservative, his loyalties torn between his own class, and the competitive market system, criticism of mainstream American values generally causing him a certain unease.


However In the face of racial confrontations, which in 1967 came right to their door (see [614]), several Motown artists were by then beginning to consider their political positions more carefully. Artistically Motown tended to play safe, but by 1965, social tensions were permeating much of American and British popular music and as time went on, Motown began to let through more pointed material: Stevie Wonder’s reading of “Blowing In The Wind” [570] was viewed as comparatively ambiguous in the hands of a schoolboy in 1966, although by the time “Does Your Mama Know About Me” [654] was released two years later Gordy was beginning to recognise that the times were a-changing, and that it was now widely acceptable, even necessary, to express political comment through the medium of records. By the turn of the 1970s both Marvin Gaye and Stevie Wonder were becoming outspoken on the race issue while Gordy himself launched Black Forum in 1970 specifically to do what he had previously avoided: taking sides. Barrett Strong’s lyrics for The Temptations and others going into the new decade further radicalised Motown to the point where they were seriously engaging the counterculture’s anti-war, anti-materialistic, pro-integrationist element and in some instances offering a lead—for example providing an impetus to mass demonstrators with Edwin Starr’s anti-Vietnam chant “War” [754]. In truth though, Motown remained non-committal at heart and often hedged its bets; in the UK, Tamla Motown released “War” within weeks of Martha Reeves’ “Forget Me Not” [762], the latter widely perceived as a veiled romanticism of American militarism.


Racism predictably reared its head more frequently in America’s southern states. Most Motown artists from the early 1960s can recall incidents where they encountered open prejudice while on the road. From time to time the Revue tour bus would pull into a restaurant for something to eat, only to be met with a curt refusal from white proprietors. Mary Wells has recounted an incident in New Orleans where she was drinking from a water fountain only to become aware that she was being watched by a number of people. Initially assuming she had been recognised by fans, she was dismayed to spot a ‘whites only’ sign hanging next to the font.


On several occasions events were considerably more alarming. On the 1962 Revue, Miracle Bobby Rogers made the mistake of attempting to use a gas station bathroom in Mississippi, resulting in Motown’s entire entourage being chased out of town by maniacs wielding shotguns. Martha Reeves and Otis Williams have also spoken of shooting incidents, one of which occurred in Kentucky, following the racist beating of the Four Tops’ valet who required hospital treatment. The next night the tour bus was fired at while being loaded up, several singers and musicians diving for their very lives.5


Volatile though the situation was, Gordy initially toed the line and exercised a degree of self-censorship by consenting to keep black faces off the covers of several Motown long-players in the knowledge that some record stores would otherwise refuse outright to handle them. A good number had quirky cartoons substituted, although matters reached absurd levels in 1966 when The Isley Brothers’ This Old Heart Of Mine, made entirely by black artists, carried a cover shot of two white lovers sitting on the beach.


It was well-known that black artists were hampered in the commercial arena by the difficulties they had in obtaining wide exposure. Historically, artists such as Elvis and Pat Boone had kept black originals out of public view by absorbing their styles and repackaging them as ‘safe’ white music. In Britain in the first half of the 1960s the trend was similar, several of the emergent beat groups scoring hits with songs originally recorded by black Americans, including from the outset, Motown acts. Probably the first were Faron’s Flamingos whose cover of “Do You Love Me” [E10] was released on Motown’s UK licensee Oriole in 1963, and followed up with a version of another Contours track, “Shake Sherry” [E15]. Meantime The Beatles were arriving on the scene hawking renditions of early Motown numbers such as “Money” [E02], their love of black American music well documented.


Once Motown was in business on its own terms, Gordy sourced a European outlet with a London-based company, the most suitable of the day being Decca-controlled London American which carried numerous US artists and was at its peak around the turn of the 1960s. Created for this very purpose, the label (and its associated London imprint) handled acts of the calibre of The Everly Brothers, Little Richard, Duane Eddy, Del Shannon, Bobby Darin and—shortly—releases from Phil Spector’s family of groups including The Crystals and The Ronettes. Approached by Gordy in early 1959, London American wasted no time in issuing Motown’s first US single “Come To Me”, although their failure to follow up for almost a year reveals how little they rated Motown’s output at the time. The truth was, London American were too big, and Motown too small, for the partnership to bear fruit, their two-year arrangement resulting in precious little by way of releases. Running through the initial batch of UK singles, only three acts would see material issued during the ensuing period, a modest beginning which would require more than one shift in labels to put right.




 





The following documentation deals in brief with each of the 72 Motown releases issued in the UK prior to the creation of the Tamla Motown label itself in 1965.


London American


[E01] Marv Johnson: Come To Me / Whisper


London American HLT 8856 (May 1959)


Widely recognised as the first authentic release under the auspices of Berry Gordy’s fledgling company, “Come To Me” was co-written by Gordy and Marv Johnson and recorded at United Sound Studios on Detroit’s Second Avenue. Released locally as Tamla 101 in January 1959, the single drew attention from United Artists, who purchased the recording and gave it a national distribution, watching it enter the top 40 pop and climb to 6 on Billboard’s R & B charts. Quick to recognise potential, United Artists set about acquiring Johnson’s contract from Gordy and with continuing input from his former boss, the vocalist enjoyed numerous commercial hits over the succeeding two years including the transatlantic top-tenner, “You Got What It Takes”. (Covered by Showaddywaddy in 1977, the mid-tempo R & B stomp stopped one place short of the UK number 1 spot.)


Usually regarded as part of Motown’s early discography, Johnson had six further UK singles put out on London American, although none should rightly be seen as authentic Motown releases.6 “Come To Me” stands as his only such single, until Berry Gordy re-signed an out-of-contract Johnson in 1965 (see [525]). The UK edition has the distinction of being the only Motown recording also to be released on 78 in Britain.


[E02] Barrett Strong: Money (That’s What I Want) / Oh I Apologise


London American HLU 9088 (Mar 1960)


Under the London American licence, Motown had released nothing in 1959 bar Marv Johnson’s first single, with Paul Gayten’s New York recording of “The Hunch”, which appeared in December, having originated only on the Anna label in America and not therefore qualifying as a Motown track. However six months after making the Billboard top 30 via an Anna label re-pressing, Barrett Strong’s second Motown single, “Money (That’s What I Want)”, was issued in Britain.


“Money” may have gone unnoticed in 1960 in terms of sales, but the recording galvanised a small section of UK American music fans, including a 19-year-old John Lennon. The Beatles, hailing from Liverpool, were knowledgeable on certain strands of American music some years before they permeated British consciousness, pre-Motown discs brought into the docks by merchant seamen to a large extent determining The Beatles’ formative style while they were still flogging sets in Liverpool and Hamburg dive bars. (Liverpool’s Mardi Gras Club on Mount Pleasant opened in 1957, spinning imported R & B singles in an embryonic form of the later influential Northern Soul venues.)


Absorbed into The Beatles’ repertoire, “Money” became one of the group’s most raucous live hits, and was included in their unsuccessful audition set for Decca in 1962 before being recorded formally the following year. Opinion is sharply divided as to which version is better, Ian MacDonald for example championing The Beatles7, Spencer Leigh tipping the nod to Strong’s original.8 Whatever the case, The Beatles’ recording made the song famous, and arch rivals The Rolling Stones also picked up on it, “Money” becoming the only Motown song to be covered by both acts.9


“Money (That’s What I Want)” was eventually released on Tamla Motown in 1988 [L077]: See Chapter 6. See also [586].


[E03] The Miracles: Shop Around / Who’s Loving You


London American HLU 9276 (Feb 1961)


The best part of another year went by before Motown’s third UK release saw light of day, which like its two predecessors was part-penned by Berry Gordy, this time with co-writer Smokey Robinson. “Shop Around” was originally conceived for Barrett Strong as a follow-up to “Money” [E02], Gordy persuading Robinson that his group was better suited to the task. First released in September 1960, the Miracles’ fourth US single was withdrawn shortly after going on sale, Gordy fancying a tighter and more rounded production of the track. In the end, “Shop Around” went to number 2 in the States, and topped the R & B charts for two months in early 1961, under the designation ‘The Miracles featuring Bill “Smokey” Robinson’.


[E04] The Miracles: Ain’t It Baby / The Only One I Love


London American HLU 9366 (Jun 1961)


An up-tempo follow-up to “Shop Around” [E03] from the same Gordy—Robinson set-up, “Ain’t It Baby” was released in America with its predecessor still riding high. Making relatively little impression, the single has been overlooked down the years despite earning UK release as the last of Motown’s quartet under contract to London American. (By comparison, Motown had released more than two dozen American singles by now, all on the Tamla imprint.)


Powerful though London Records were, they clearly viewed the product of Detroit as a minor concern and opted to push only four releases in two years before the plug was pulled. During this period Motown had begun to establish solid sales in America, and there was no reason why the UK scene—still at that point dominated by American records—should not reflect this. Bowing out of their agreement with London, Motown instead drew up contracts with rival company Philips whose Fontana label, formerly a French independent, had been acquired in 1958. Utilised like London American specifically to push US recordings, Fontana had boasted on its roster acts such as Johnny Mathis, Dave Brubeck and Marty Robbins and had sufficient clout to be able to promote Motown’s records to greater effect, although the union was to be extremely short-lived.


Fontana


[E05] The Marvelettes: Please Mr. Postman / So Long Baby


Fontana H 355 (Nov 1961)


Motown’s first American chart-topper, “Please Mr. Postman” was recorded by The Marvelettes, a local teen quartet loosely fronted by Gladys Horton. Offered as a potential hit by William Garrett, the bluesy first draft was worked on by Marvelette Georgia Dobbins before being further refined by Robert Bateman and Brian Holland (and possibly also Freddie Gorman). Taped in summer 1961, the track was probably the first to be recorded on Mike McLean’s newly built three-track console.


Carrying an infectious vocal from Horton, “Please Mr. Postman” has become one of Motown’s defining ventures in the high-school style, enlivened with chirpy teenage innocence, and featuring a young Marvin Gaye at the drummer’s stool. Considered by Dave Godin (founder of the British Tamla Motown Appreciation Society) to be Motown’s greatest single recording, “Please Mr. Postman” holds an affectionate place in the Motown story, and has been famously covered by The Beatles and The Carpenters. “Please Mr. Postman” was released on Tamla Motown in 1988 [L083] and again in 2004 [L112]: See Chapter 6.


[E06] The Miracles: What’s So Good About Goodbye / I’ve Been Good To You


Fontana H 384 (Feb 1962)


Penned alone by Smokey Robinson, “What’s So Good About Goodbye” was a recent American single, Motown’s UK agencies having passed up two of The Miracles’ prior releases. Lyrically inspired by a gag overheard on a TV show, the track was supposedly recorded in Chicago and was only a modest hit at home, going largely unnoticed in the UK despite its inventive narrative showing evidence of ‘Robinson’s blossoming songwriting genius’.10


[E07] The Marvelettes: Twistin’ Postman / I Want A Guy


Fontana H 387 (Mar 1962)


With “Please Mr. Postman” [E05] having landed atop the American charts in December, Motown were keen to cash in, resulting in this embarrassingly unsubtle effort by Bateman and Holland together with Mickey Stevenson. Duly recorded by The Marvelettes and released at the tail-end of 1961, the track limped to 34 in America before being released in the UK in March.


[E08] Eddie Holland: Jamie / Take A Chance On Me


Fontana H 387 (Mar 1962)


Berry Gordy’s American operation had so far seen all recordings of note appear on his Tamla label. However with significant revenue having been earned from “Money (That’s What I Want)” [E02] he was able in 1960 to reinvest and properly launch the American Motown imprint, having toyed with the name for some time. (Early Miracles demos appeared on an embryonic version of the label as early as September 1959.)


“Jamie” was written by Barrett Strong who intended to record the vocal himself. Holland though got hold of the tapes first and cut his version with the Detroit Symphony Strings wedged into the studio for the first time, the experimental score slightly out of kilter. The track became the first notable release on the Motown label (as Motown 1021) making number 30 pop and number 6 R & B, and although the single failed in a British market still largely unaware of the Motown stable, Holland would, within a couple of years, be a leading figure in developing the company’s distinctive sound as a world-class writer-producer. 


Oriole American


Despite backing from the powerful Philips organisation, Fontana failed to establish Motown in the UK market and were quickly dropped. Instead, Motown approached London-based Oriole, a small independent label administered by CBS. (Oriole were well-known for their joint venture with the Woolworth retailer, who issued material on their Embassy imprint.) Oriole, with their quintessentially British flavour and comparatively small operation seemed a promising option for Motown, an American company who needed the backing of an organisation willing to devote time and effort to pushing its product in Britain. Although small, Oriole American knew the UK market, and supplied with suitably commercial stream of recordings, stood a chance of breaking some of Gordy’s key acts. Accordingly, after a seven month break, Oriole American launched its first trio of Motown singles in September 1962.


[E09] Mary Wells: You Beat Me To The Punch / Old Love (Let’s Try It Again)


Oriole American CBA 1762 (Sep 1962)


“You Beat Me To The Punch” was another Smokey Robinson number, this time recorded by Mary Wells, a talented singer-songwriter with one American top 10 hit already to her credit (“The One Who Really Loves You”, number 8 in summer 1962). This new single emulated its predecessor by going top 10, but excelled it in becoming number 1 R & B. As usual, British record-buyers remained indifferent.


[E10] The Contours: Do You Love Me / Move Mr. Man


Oriole American CBA 1763 (Sep 1962)


Now enjoying success with his Motown label [E08], Berry Gordy was ready to further expand his horizons with the launch of Gordy, the eponymous imprint which began life in early-1962. Gordy’s fourth American single was The Contours’ third, the Berry Gordy-composed “Do You Love Me” (supposedly intended for The Temptations) released at the end of June, 26 days after it was recorded.


Regarded as a minor novelty act, The Contours would probably not have been signed to Motown were it not for the enthusiasm of Gordy’s old friend Jackie Wilson. Rebellious and boisterous, The Contours’ stage act drew hysterics from audiences, the quirky style of Berry Gordy’s “Do You Love Me” suiting their group persona (‘Watch me, now’), and putting the act firmly on the map with a number 3 showing nationally, and the coveted number 1 spot on the R & B charts. Although not a hit in the UK, the number was covered by Faron’s Flamingos, as probably the first Motown song released by a British group, and then by Brian Poole And The Tremeloes, who placed the number atop the UK charts, displacing “She Loves You”, in October 1963.


The Contours’ original reached a new audience in the late 1980s when featured in the film Dirty Dancing, when it also climbed back up the US charts. “Do You Love Me” was released on Tamla Motown in 1974 [899] and again (twice) in 1988 [L077] (see Chapter 6 for details of the two editions). 


[E11] The Marvelettes: Beechwood 4-5789 / Someday, Some Way


Oriole American CBA 1764 (Sep 1962)


Having passed up the group’s “Playboy”, Oriole American released this May recording which by now had gone top 20 pop at home. Sung by Gladys Horton, the track maintains the group’s up-beat style but switches subject matter little, being a sideways step from postal communication to telephone calls.


[E12] Mike & The Modifiers: I Found Myself A Brand New Baby / It’s Too Bad


Oriole American CBA 1775 (Oct 1962)


Detroit local Mike Valvano joined Motown as a teenager, his group’s only release seeing light of day in August 1962 on the new Gordy label. Little is known for certain about the short-lived white act, despite the fact that Valvano remained with Motown until the late-1970s, working in various capacities and occasionally lending his hand to songwriting and recording (although none of his own studio efforts were released). The group were apparently renowned during their 15 minutes of fame, for ad libbing songs in response to audience calls. The UK edition of “I Found Myself A Brand New Baby” is one of the scarcest UK Motown releases, and at the time of writing commands a catalogue value of several hundred pounds. The track was co-written by Valvano and Clarence Paul, who also produced.


[E13] The Miracles: You Really Got A Hold On Me / Happy Landing


Oriole American CBA 1795 (Jan 1963)


Smokey Robinson’s “You Really Got A Hold On Me” was not a hit in the UK, but at home went top 10 pop and reached the summit of the R & B chart in February, knocking’ “Two Lovers” [E14] from pole position. An early example of its author’s romantic balladeering style, the song was penned in New York, Robinson—Motown’s vice president—there on business. Retiring to his hotel room at a loose end, Robinson was attempting something in the style of Sam Cooke’s “Bring It On Home To Me”, coming up with a standard doo-wop cycle and thoughtfully emotive lyrics including a trademark contradictory couplet for its opening. Made shortly after his return, Robinson produced the recording himself, a move which further consolidated his standing with the luxury of a uniquely autonomous position within the company.


Double-tracked by Bobby Rogers, the harmony vocal appealed to Lennon and McCartney, and became the first Motown number covered by The Beatles (their 18 July recording preceding that of “Money” [E02], made on the same day). Courtesy of this reading, the song has achieved a global fame where it may otherwise have slipped into obscurity, most of The Miracles’ period pieces being generally unknown today except by those with specialist interest.


[E14] Mary Wells: Two Lovers / Operator


Oriole American CBA 1796 (Jan 1963)


A second successive Robinson composition, “Two Lovers” was a chart-topping R & B hit for Mary Wells, the singer’s second in three months. Then viewed as one of Motown’s key assets, Wells was at this early juncture on a career peak, the album The One Who Really Loves You Motown’s best-selling long-player at the time, and her singles regularly scoring with record-buyers. UK audiences were still largely unaware of her, and the Oriole American pressing of “Two Lovers” did not appear on the Record Retailer chart. Tamla Motown, though, remembered it in 1972 and exhumed the track for the B-side to [820]. Taken literally the song title is misleading, Robinson’s characteristically intelligent text instead portraying two conflicting sides of the same man whose personality is troublingly split.


[E15] The Contours: Shake Sherry / You Better Get In Line


Oriole American CBA 1799 (Feb 1963)


The follow-up to “Do You Love Me” [E10], The Contours’ new single was an abject flop compared to its predecessor. Written and produced by Berry Gordy, “Shake Sherry” was a ‘hellfire rocker’11 but failed to engage the public and is now forgotten.


[E16] Marvin Gaye: Stubborn Kind Of Fellow / It Hurt Me Too


Oriole American CBA 1803 (Feb 1963)


Motown’s maverick superstar Marvin Gaye was born Marvin Pentz Gay Jr, and brought up by a disciplinarian Christian minister who reportedly beat him daily. Made to sing in church, Gay developed his musical instincts by also taking up various instruments before fleeing home in his teens to join the US Air Force. Following his discharge, Gay joined The Moonglows as a vocalist behind Harvey Fuqua, travelling to Detroit for an engagement during which he was ‘discovered’ by Berry Gordy. Thus recruited, the multi-instrumentalist made himself useful at Hitsville as an all-round session man and after a few false starts, scored a first solo hit with “Stubborn Kind of Fellow” which went top 10 R & B.


A real team effort, the track has its genesis in a Marvin Gaye/Mickey Stevenson piano jam, with Berry Gordy pitching in to help round the number off and an early incarnation of Martha & The Vandellas present on backing duties. Although not a hit in the UK, this first transatlantic release for Gaye marks his arrival in impressively assured style. From here on his stature would grow with each successive release. (Gaye consolidated his place in the Motown family, by marrying Gordy’s sister Anna later in the year.)


[E17] Eddie Holland: If It’s Love (It’s Alright) / It’s Not Too Late


Oriole American CBA 1808 (Mar 1963)


Part-written and co-produced by his brother and future partner Brian, Eddie Holland’s second UK single was the fifth of 11 issued by him in America. Lifted from his self-titled debut LP, the track was not intended as a single and sold few copies on either side of the Atlantic. Holland was by now beginning to think in terms of his writing career, no further albums ensuing.


[E18] The Valadiers: I Found A Girl / You’ll Be Sorry Someday


Oriole American CBA 1809 (Mar 1963)


Like Mike & The Modifiers, The Valadiers were an obscure white group, formed in Detroit and signed to Motown’s Miracle subsidiary which existed for most of 1961. Only 12 singles ever appeared on Miracle, one of them, The Valadiers’ “Greetings (This Is Uncle Sam)” appearing in October of that year. By the time of their third American release “I Found A Girl”, written by Clarence Paul and group member Marty Coleman, they had been transferred to Gordy. As with their previous two releases the single made no impression and the act was forgotten about, latter-day UK aficionados seeing to it that CBA 1809 is the top-priced UK Motown single on the collectors’ circuit.


[E19] Martha & The Vandellas: I’ll Have To Let Him Go / My Baby Won’t Come Back


Oriole American CBA 1814 (Mar 1963)


One of Motown’s major discoveries, Martha & The Vandellas arrived in Gordy’s lap almost by accident, their lead singer one of a number of teenagers taken to hanging around Hitsville in the hopes of picking up the odd titbit. Taking up singing under the name Martha LaVaille, Reeves was noticed by William Stevenson and invited to audition. Turning up unexpectedly at nine the next morning, she found a distracted Stevenson rushed off his feet and ended up answering the phones in his office. Thus she was given a job as a secretary, enabling her to develop contacts within Motown, Hitsville’s producers often turning to office staff as stand-in backing singers and musicians.


Making regular appearances behind Marvin Gaye, Reeves was eventually spotted and The Vandellas, Rosalind Holmes (Ashford) and Annette ‘Betty’ Kelly, came together as her group, initially under the name The Vells, as whom they released their first recordings. (The three had previously recorded a few songs together for Chess.) The group’s new name was supposedly derived from Van Dyke Street and the singer Della Reese, although the fact that another Motown singer had used the name for an earlier group throws this explanation into doubt.


“I’ll Have To Let Him Go” was their first release as Martha & The Vandellas, put out on Gordy in the States. Penned by Mickey Stevenson and recorded on 1 August 1962, the single made little impression at the time but marks another key arrival on Motown’s roster which was becoming steadily stronger as the months progressed.


[E20] The Marvelettes: Locking Up My Heart / Forever


Oriole American CBA 1817 (Apr 1963)


“Locking Up My Heart” was a modest R & B hit in America and failed to chart in the UK, but has a place in UK popular musical history courtesy of the credited composing team: Holland—Dozier—Holland. Detroit locals all, HDH had come to Motown independently from one another, all fancying their chances as singers before gradually settling into back-room duties. (Eddie Holland even had two UK singles released, [E08] and [E17], the second just a month previously.) Teaming up as a trio for the first time in late 1962, this January recording was one of the first fruits of their collective labours. Wanda Young and Gladys Horton trade lead vocals on the track which ousted the popular ballad “Forever” and stands as a prototype of the soon to be famous HDH sound. 


[E21] Martha & The Vandellas: Come And Get These Memories / Jealous Lover


Oriole American CBA 1819 (Apr 1963)


A second UK release for Martha & The Vandellas within a month, “Come And Get These Memories” had been released in America in February and dented the top 30 pop chart. Hastily prepared for the UK, this new track, also from HDH, reputedly prompted Berry Gordy to declare ‘That’s the Motown sound’12 and certainly the track’s laid back melody and stomping 4/4 rhythm point the way ahead. At this stage, before the emergence of The Supremes, Martha & The Vandellas were set to become the company’s most important female act, the partnership with HDH promising an exciting future.


[E22] Mary Wells: Laughing Boy / Two Wrongs Don’t Make A Right


Oriole American CBA 1829 (May 1963)


Wells’ third UK single was her seventh in the US, again supplied by Smokey Robinson and recorded the previous autumn. Not as successful as her recent releases the single was overlooked and slipped into obscurity despite making the R & B top 10. The UK remained indifferent, The Beatles (who topped the UK charts for the first time on May 2) stealing most of the public’s attention.


[E23] The Contours: Don’t Let Her Be Your Baby / It Must Be Love


Oriole American CBA 1831 (May 1963)


After the success of “Do You Love Me” [E10], Gordy continued to personally supply The Contours with new material. The failure of this latest effort caused him to lose much of his interest, the group already looking like a spent force.


[E24] Marvin Gaye: Pride And Joy / One Of These Days


Oriole American CBA 1846 (Jul 1963)


Recorded in the spring of 1963, “Pride And Joy” was Gaye’s second UK single, penned by the singer with Norman Whitfield and Mickey Stevenson, the lyric of which concerns Gaye’s new wife Anna Gordy. Primitive in form, with a walking bass from James Jamerson and backing vocals from Martha & The Vandellas, the track has a definite groove and hoisted Gaye into the national top 10 for the first time, and number 2 R & B. As ever, the recording was overlooked in the UK, where “Hitch Hike”, his first American top 30 hit early in the year, had failed to appear at all.


[E25] Mary Wells: Your Old Standby / What Love Has Joined Together


Oriole American CBA 1847 (Jul 1963)


Regarded as a minor recording for Wells, “Your Old Standby” followed “Laughing Boy” in leaving her fans widely unimpressed (although it cracked the top 10 R & B). Somewhat up-tempo and from the normally reliable pen of Smokey Robinson, with input from Janie Bradford, the single’s lukewarm reception marked a distinct decline in fortunes for the singer, who had recently headlined Motown’s American Revue tours.


[E26] Little Stevie Wonder: Fingertips (II) / Fingertips (I)


Oriole American CBA 1853 (Aug 1963)


Supposedly brought to Motown by Miracle Ronnie White, Steveland Morris was presented to Berry Gordy as an impoverished child genius, the 11-year-old having been rendered blind by an oxygen overdose just after his birth. A dubious Gordy took Wonder into the Snakepit to ‘audition’ and was dazzled by his multi-instrumental talents, Wonder shifting effortlessly about keyboards, brass and even drums. Taking on such a protégé was a tantalising move, his tender age and visual handicap no barrier for Berry Gordy who saw the marketing potential in the youthful performer from the outset. Playful of character and inclined to the odd impression or practical joke, Wonder was welcomed into Motown’s circle and was taken under the wing of The Funk Brothers and his fellow recording artists.


Re-christened ‘Little Stevie Wonder’, he was sent out on the road, “Fingertips” a stage recording made at the Regal Theatre in Chicago, a feral R & B stomp onto which his pre-pubescent ad libbed vocals play second-fiddle to his wildly excited harmonica soloing. (At one point he playfully breaks into a section of “Merrily We Roll Along.”) Roughly performed, with confusion amongst the band members at one point causing a breakdown, the recording was too lengthy for straight release on 45, Gordy opting to split it across two sides and gamble on Motown’s most speculative single to date. His faith in Wonder was rewarded: “Fingertips” became Motown’s second American number 1 (after [E05]) on August 10. (Preferring the second part of the track, American tastes determined that the UK release unusually carried Part 2 on the A-side.) Cashing in, Gordy packaged up some more recordings from the same gig, and released Recorded Live!—The 12 Year Old Genius to enthusiastic effect, the album lodging itself at the top of the Billboard charts for a week, Motown’s first such success. At one point Wonder sat proudly at the summit of the LP, pop and R & B charts simultaneously, a remarkable success for a blind 13-year-old—and the stuff of which legends are born.


The Oriole pressing by contrast sold few copies in 1963, although it was clear that a major new talent had turned up. “Fingertips (II)” was exhumed for release on Tamla Motown 17 years later, as TMG 966 [L031b], and again in 1988 [L093] (see Chapter 6).


[E27] The Miracles: Mickey’s Monkey / Whatever Makes You Happy


Oriole American CBA 1863 (Sep 1963)


Supplied by HDH, “Mickey’s Monkey” was claimed by Smokey Robinson before it was finished, the singer overhearing Dozier and Brian Holland working on the song in one of Motown’s ‘writing rooms’. The curious ‘mock-live’ recording, likened in style to Bo Diddley13, lies out of character for both the group and its composers, rough-and-ready and inspiring a number of stage moves for The Miracles. Surprisingly successful, “Mickey’s Monkey” was the group’s biggest pop hit since “Shop Around” [E03], leading to further collaborations with HDH over the ensuing months [E35]. The track was one of a number remade sans vocals under the guise of Choker Campbell’s Big Band in 1965 [517]. 


TIMELINE – 1959 to September 1963






1959








	Jan

	Motown’s first single, on Tamla label, Marv Johnson: “Come To Me” / “Whisper” (US)






	Jan

	Wade Jones: “I Can’t Concentrate” / “Insane”, on Rayber. Only release on label






	Mar

	Primettes: “Tears Of Sorrow” / “Pretty Baby” on Lu-Pine. Group will develop into Supremes






	May

	Marv Johnson: “Come To Me” / “Whisper” (UK) on London American label






	Aug 2   

	Gordy family acquire 2648 West Grand Boulevard, subsequently fitted out for offices and recording studio and named ‘Hitsville USA’



















1960








	-

	Most of Funk Brothers are in place by year-end






	Jan

	Hitsville opens for business






	Jun

	Barrett Strong: “Money (That’s What I Want)” / “Oh I Apologise” (UK)






	Dec 31   

	Miracles: “Shop Around” enters US top 40 (peak 2; Motown’s first million-seller)



















1961








	Jan 15

	Supremes officially sign with Motown (as Primettes)






	Feb 15

	Jackie Wilson shot and seriously wounded by lover Juanita Jones






	Mar 9

	Supremes’ first single: “I Want A Guy” / “Never Again” (US)






	Apr 18

	Jobete Publishing move into 2644-2646 West Grand Boulevard, next door to Hitsville






	May 25   

	Marvin Gaye’s first single: “Let Your Conscience Be Your Guide” / “Never Let You Go” (US)






	Jul 24

	Temptations’ first single (on Miracle label): “Oh, Mother Of Mine” / “Romance Without Finance” (US)






	Sep 7

	First release on Motown label, Satintones: “My Beloved” / “Sugar Daddy” (US)






	Nov

	Fontana take over UK issues from London American (only four will ever appear)






	Nov

	Marvelettes: “Please Mr. Postman” / “So Long Baby” (UK)






	Dec 11

	Marvelettes: “Please Mr. Postman” number 1 in US (one week)



















1962








	Jan 23

	Gordy buys 2650 West Grand Boulevard, used for his personal office. Also buys 2652-2654 for admin office






	Mar 16

	US Gordy label launched






	July

	Smokey Robinson appointed Vice President






	Autumn  

	Holland—Dozier—Holland team come together for first time






	Sep

	Oriole take over distribution of UK releases from Fontana






	Sep

	Contours: “Do You Love Me” / “Move Mr. Man” (UK)






	Oct 1

	Martha & The Vandellas’ first single (under name The Vells), “You’ll Never Cherish A Love So True” / “There He Is (At My Door)” (US)






	Nov-Dec

	First Motown Revue tour travels US east coast from Boston to Florida, with dozens of performers and band of musicians






	Dec

	Motown takes Christmas residency at Apollo Theater



















1963








	-

	Choker Campbell quits Funk Brothers after failing to secure own releases.






	Jan

	Miracles: “You Really Got A Hold On Me” / “Happy Landing” (UK)






	Feb 15

	Marvelettes: “Locking Up My Heart” released (US), first release from HDH






	Summer  

	Gordy acquires Harvey and Tri-Phi labels, part-owned by sister Gwen. Gains control of several artists’ contracts including Junior Walker & The All Stars






	Summer

	Motown opens New York office, run by Raynoma Gordy and her brother Mike Ossman






	Jul

	First UK album, Do You Love Me by Contours, on Oriole






	Aug 10

	Little Stevie Wonder: “Fingertips Part 2” number 1 in US (three weeks)






	Aug 24

	Little Stevie Wonder: Recorded Live—The 12 Year Old Genius number 1 album in US (one week)






	Aug 28

	Martin Luther King delivers ‘Dream’ speech before 200,000 in Washington DC. The text is later released on vinyl by Motown
















Stateside


Despite having released 19 singles on Motown’s behalf, Oriole American’s distribution arrangement was terminated in late 1963, the label having put nothing into the UK charts. Once again, Berry Gordy was in search of a suitable UK imprint having shed three different licensees already. By contrast, progress in America had been steady since 1959. Motown had managed to get 24 records into the US top 40, half of which had gone top 10. By September 1963 the company’s growing portfolio included The Miracles, Mary Wells, Marvin Gaye, Martha & The Vandellas and Stevie Wonder, with several other promising acts on the periphery. Smokey Robinson and the HDH team were in business as writers, and the signs were that Motown, given the right backing, was capable of making parallel breakthroughs in Britain.


What might have happened next, had The Beatles not appeared and turned the UK market on its head can only be speculated on. “She Loves You” entered the UK charts at the end of August 1963, and was still number one come December. Group manager Brian Epstein also controlled several other acts including Gerry & The Pacemakers, Cilla Black and Billy J Kramer & The Dakotas, who during 1963-64 dominated the UK scene. Between April 1963 and July 1964, Epstein’s acts scored an overwhelming 14 number 1s in the UK, leading to the inevitable export of the phenomenon to America. During the same period, the term Beatlemania was coined, and for the time being it seemed, Motown’s discovery in Britain would have to wait.


Meanwhile there was the issue of a change in distributor, Motown sending Barney Ales and Gordy’s sister Esther over for a series of meetings in several countries, including the UK. The outcome of their negotiations was a promising deal with EMI, the company behind Epstein and The Beatles’ releases. EMI’s choice imprint, Stateside, was only recently established with releases from several acts including future Motowners Chuck Jackson, The Isley Brothers and Jerry Butler, as well as certain star names from the Sceptre/Wand group including The Shirelles and Dionne Warwick. For Motown the move was portentous, Britain’s hottest record company now handling affairs for America’s most up-and-coming stable of young artists. In Stateside, Motown had found the key—the final distribution licence required to establish the company before Tamla Motown could stand on its own.


[E28] Martha & The Vandellas: Heat Wave / A Love Like Yours (Don’t Come Knocking Every Day)


Stateside SS 228 (Oct 1963)


One of Martha Reeves’ best-loved tracks, and possibly the earliest masterpiece from HDH (Professor Brian Ward: “An impossibly joyous rush of sound”), for many “Heat Wave” signals the start of Motown’s rise to pre-eminence. Inspired by a television weather forecast during a sweltering Detroit summer, the track was recorded on June 20 and released 20 days later, making number 4 pop and number 1 R & B (knocking “Fingertips” [E26] from its perch). In Britain it missed the sunny spell and was not a hit, although it has retained a consistent popularity which saw it issued on Tamla Motown in 1980 (TMG 1176 [L015]—see Chapter 6). The initial title of the track was “Heat Wave”, which on the 1980 re-issue became “Heatwave” (all one word). It has also appeared elsewhere as both “(Love Is Like A) Heat Wave”, and, short of the brackets, “Love Is Like A Heat Wave”, as which it appeared on the US Yesteryear label in the 1970s. It seems possible that such fumbled amendments were made in an attempt to avoid confusion with the Irving Berlin number “Heat Wave”.


[E29] Little Stevie Wonder: Workout Stevie, Workout / Monkey Talk


Stateside SS 238 (Nov 1963)


The follow-up to Wonder’s first successful single was fast coming, recorded and released while its predecessor was still high in the charts. Yet while it did moderate business in America riding the coat-tails of [E26], this rather inconsequential ‘freight train blues’ written by Clarence Paul and Hank Cosby failed to engage Britain. Wonder’s basic harmonica solos, set against gospel backing vocals were likened by Bill Dahl to ‘a mouse on speed’14, an apt description of the adolescent’s ineffectual if frantic improvisation.


[E30] Mary Wells: You Lost The Sweetest Boy / What’s Easy For Two (Is So Hard For One)


Stateside SS 242 (Nov 1963)


Bobbing its way up to number 22 pop and number 10 R & B, “You Lost The Sweetest Boy” was challenged in America by its B-side, “What’s Easy For Two (Is So Hard For One)”, which landed seven places short in the pop listings but bettered it R & B. With little to choose between the titles in terms of sales, Stateside UK opted for the former, written by HDH and recorded around the time of “Heat Wave” [E28].


“You Lost The Sweetest Boy” carries the team’s trademark crotchet pulse, Wells taking to the task with enthusiasm and recovering from a run of relatively uninspired releases provided by Smokey Robinson. The track is regarded fondly by Wells’ admirers, earning a welcome re-run as the flip to [820] in 1972.


[E31] Marvin Gaye: Can I Get A Witness / I’m Crazy ’Bout My Baby


Stateside SS 243 (Nov 1963)


Penned by HDH, Marvin Gaye’s new single was another product of the team’s prolific summer of 1963, where their talents were suddenly in high demand. Built from blues chords with a rolling piano providing rhythmic anchoring, the track was recorded with various backing vocalists in attendance, supposedly including members of both The Supremes and The Miracles. Ostensibly about affairs of the heart, the ‘witness’ theme suggests a religious subtext, lines such as ‘I believe’ and the generally gospel-tinged arrangement hinting at something pious until the re-appearance of the line “The way love’s supposed to be”, re-cycled from “Heat Wave” [E28], breaks the spell. (Reeves’ “Heat Wave” was recorded on 20 Jun 1963, the current track 27 days later.)


[E32] Martha & The Vandellas: Quicksand / Darling, I Hum Our Song


Stateside SS 250 (Jan 1964)


Borrowing extravagantly from “Heat Wave” [E28] in form and mood, the rhythmically parallel “Quicksand” is softer in execution if colder in sentiment, and represents a hat trick of successive 45s from the HDH camp. Admired by its lead vocalist (who considered the release too hurried), “Quicksand” cracked the US top 10, backed with “Darling, I Hum Our Song”, one of the team’s earliest copyrights, first recorded by Eddie Holland in October 1962. This UK release sank without trace but was resurrected for the benefit of ‘Northern’ fans in 1969, as an appealing B-side to [684], Tamla Motown’s full release of “Dancing In The Street” [E54].


[E33] The Marvelettes: As Long As I Know He’s Mine / Little Girl Blue


Stateside SS 251 (Jan 1964)


After the disappointing returns from “Locking Up My Heart” [E20], The Marvelettes had spent much of 1963 searching for direction. At one point entering the studio to record HDH’s Phil Spector-esque “Too Hurt To Cry, Too Much In Love To Say Goodbye”, diverted from their regular discography with the adoption of the pseudonym The Darnells15, they bounced back in the autumn with the Smokey Robinson-penned “As Long As I Know He’s Mine”, returning to the upper reaches of Billboard’s R & B listing. Double-tracked by Gladys Horton, this poppy number was released in the UK the following January and began a professional association with Robinson which would span much of the remainder of the 1960s (up to and including [659]).


[E34] The Supremes: When The Lovelight Starts Shining Thru His Eyes / Standing At The Crossroads Of Love


Stateside SS 257 (Jan 1964)


Viewed with scorn by several stable-mates, The Supremes had released six flops in America during 1961-6316, rival recording stars referring to them mockingly as the ‘no-hit Supremes’. The group had arrived at Motown as The Primettes, a quartet featuring their soon-to-be-famous Ross/Wilson/Ballard line-up plus Betty McGlown. Rejected by Gordy primarily on the grounds that they were too young, The Primettes took to hanging around Hitsville, occasionally participating in recording sessions [E31] until in January 1961 they were finally signed. By then the group had lost McGlown, finding a temporary replacement in Barbara Martin before settling into their familiar three-piece set up, re-christened The Supremes by Flo Ballard.


From 1961 through to the end of 1963, The Supremes released half a dozen singles on the US Tamla and Motown labels respectively, the most successful of which, “A Breath Taking Guy”, had reached a modest number 75. The follow-up, “When The Lovelight Starts Shining Thru His Eyes”, quietly marked the arrival of the group, denting the US top 30 and peaking at number 2 R & B. Another product of the HDH team, the single is an energetic stomp with a sing-along chorus (supposedly aided by the presence of The Four Tops), unspectacular in articulation but sufficiently buoyant to catch the ear of the American public. Along with the US-only “Run, Run, Run” (Motown 1054), the group’s milestone UK debut precedes their spectacular impact which began in earnest with “Where Did Our Love Go” [E51] later in the year, an air of hungry anticipation palpable in this bristling October 1963 recording. 


[E35] The Miracles: I Gotta Dance To Keep From Crying / Such Is Love, Such Is Life


Stateside SS 263 (Feb 1964)


Recorded on September 18, the follow up to “Mickey’s Monkey” [E27] was aimed uncompromisingly at dance-floor audiences. Penned like its predecessor by HDH, the single poses the question of why Robinson, provider of a significant quantity of contemporary material for his colleagues ([E22]; [E25]; [E33]; [E37]; [E38] etc.) was unable to come up with a viable track of his own. Ultimately something of a disappointment, this variation of “You Lost The Sweetest Boy” [E30] failed to sell and Robinson accordingly took the initiative for the group’s next release [E39].


[E36] Martha & The Vandellas: Live Wire / Old Love (Let’s Try It Again)


Stateside SS 272 (Mar 1964)


A pleasing stomp from HDH, possibly over-accelerated, “Live Wire” has the same snappy twin syllables in its title as the group’s previous two singles [E28] and [E32], suggesting formulaic writing. It also bears a substantial likeness to “Heat Wave”, particularly in the ascending piano figures, giving it a sense of re-hash, which detracts from an otherwise exciting and excited recording, The Funk Brothers’ break-neck performance salvaging the recording. Made a week before Christmas, the track’s appeal quickly fizzled out and it unexpectedly flopped. Tamla Motown utilised the number as the flip to “Nowhere To Run” when it was reissued in 1969 [694].


[E37] The Marvelettes: He’s A Good Guy, Yes He Is / Goddess Of Love


Stateside SS 273 (Mar 1964)


The Marvelettes’ second single of 1964 came from the reliable pen of Smokey Robinson, following up “As Long As I Know He’s Mine” [E33] with a mid-tempo ‘high-school’ whimsy, curiously arranged in the style of HDH. Sung by Gladys Horton, the number made little impression and has been forgotten over the years.


[E38] The Temptations: The Way You Do The Things You Do / Just Let Me Know


Stateside SS 278 (Apr 1964)


Formed in 1961, The Temptations evolved from earlier groups The Distants, whose members included Otis Williams and Melvin Franklin, and The Primes, a Birmingham outfit which boasted Eddie Kendricks and Paul Williams. The familiar Temptations line-up was complete in 1963 when David Ruffin joined to replace early fifth member Al Bryant, booted out after a violent backstage incident with Paul Williams, the new quintet together for “The Way You Do The Things You Do”, their first UK single but seventh in America.


Recorded with Kendricks on lead, the track has a seductive lilt beneath its playfully silly lyric, which carried it to the top of the R & B charts, sealing a working relationship with composer Smokey Robinson which would endure for a further two years and establish The Temptations as one of Motown’s prime male groups. Generally recognised as their breakthrough release, the single’s impact after several years’ hard work represented such a triumph for the group that David Ruffin broke down and sobbed when he saw it listed at number 11 in the US pop charts.17 


[E39] The Miracles: (You Can’t Let The Boy Overpower) The Man In You / Heartbreak Road


Stateside SS 282 (Apr 1964)


A curious text from Robinson, “(You Can’t Let The Boy Overpower) The Man In You” portrays the singer’s father as moral guardian, reminding him of his responsibilities in love and life. Rather ungainly in form and title, the track plods through its verbose verses, Robinson’s lead snappily rhythmic if melodically ambiguous. Robinson revived it for Chuck Jackson in 1968 [651].


[E40] Marvin Gaye: You’re A Wonderful One / When I’m Alone I Cry


Stateside SS 284 (Apr 1964)


Marvin Gaye’s fourth British release sustained his collaboration with HDH [E31], who along with Smokey Robinson, had accounted for 11 consecutive UK A-sides stretching over the five months since [E30]. Seemingly impenetrable, the dominance of Robinson and HDH would persist for several years, these early foundation singles establishing Motown’s emergent back-room aristocracy and working arrangements which to a large extent would come to define the company’s style and sound.


Unusually commencing with an electric guitar riff, “You’re A Wonderful One” is a straightforward piece of R & B, not venturing beyond the standard design. More ‘authentic’ than “Can I Get A Witness” [E31], usually referred to as its direct model, it out-performed its forerunner on the US pop charts by breaking into the top 20. Backing vocals are again from The Supremes.


[E41] Little Stevie Wonder: Castles In The Sand / Thank You (For Loving Me All The Way)


Stateside SS 285 (Apr 1964)


Wonder’s most melodic single to date, “Castles In The Sand” was the product of early West Coast excursions for the filming of Muscle Beach Party and Bikini Beach, a couple of William Asher movie vehicles for Frankie Avalon in which Wonder played himself. A spin-off from Wonder’s involvement was the current track, vaguely tapping into the surf music style then popular, and notable for the inclusion of ocean and seagull sound effects, a production detail advanced for its day. The recording shows Wonder maturing, his voice fuller and deeper than on previous releases and although not a hit, kept his profile high enough that, around now, The Rolling Stones were booked to support him on tour.


[E42] Mary Wells: My Guy / Oh Little Boy (What Did you Do To Me—)


Stateside SS 288 (May 1964) (UK charts: 5)


After 41 failed attempts, Motown finally landed a single in the UK top 40 with what became Mary Wells’ final release. Recorded on March 3, “My Guy” was issued just ten days later in America and promptly topped Billboard’s pop charts, interrupting four months during which The Beatles monopolised pole position. Crashing into the UK listings on May 21, the single edged its way into the top 10, eventually peaking at 5 and causing ripples of excitement back in Detroit.


Supplied by Smokey Robinson, the song is an uncomplicated statement of loyalty in love, supposedly taped at Hitsville but, according to Carol Kaye, recorded West Coast (see [515]). Lightly rendered, with a carefree rise-and-fall melodicism, the track’s popularity was considerable, for the moment making Wells Motown’s biggest act. Convinced that she could cut it alone, the 21-year-old walked out and accepted a half-million dollar contract with Twentieth Century Fox in September. Her career rapidly slumped and she would only score a few modest hits before several further unsuccessful label changes proved that it was the Motown machine which was making the major hits—not the star vocalists.


Wells’ signature tune, “My Guy” was issued by Tamla Motown in 1972 [820], and again as TMG 1100 in the 1980s [L019] (see Chapter 6).


[E43] The Contours: Can You Do It / I’ll Stand By You


Stateside SS 299 (May 1964)


Built from the same three chords as “Do You Love Me” [E10] (raised by one semitone), and ushered in with a similar spoken passage, “Can You Do It” is a lame re-write of the former hit, almost two years too late to cash in, despite Billy Gordon’s optimistic opening “1964, and we gonna dance some more”. Recorded on January 24, the track was supposedly co-written by Berry Gordy’s former wife Thelma, although post-compositional donation of copyright seems more likely, presumably for family financial reasons. (Current Monitor and future Temptation Richard Street share the credit and produce.) The track peaked at a modest 16 R & B.


[E44] Martha & The Vandellas: In My Lonely Room / A Tear For The Girl


Stateside SS 305 (Jun 1964)


Ending the sequence of double-barrelled titles, Martha Reeves’ latest single was recorded after the resignation of pregnant group member Annette Sterling and the recruitment of Velvelette Betty Kelly—although none of the Vandellas are present, backing duties falling to Motown session group The Andantes (see [507n]). Supplied by HDH, and out-of-step with the group’s previous releases, “In My Lonely Room” is a melodically buoyant tune, the poignancy of which led Reeves to break into tears during the recording. Atypically light despite its baritone sax break, the track failed to sell, causing a temporary disassociation with HDH.


[E45] Brenda Holloway: Every Little Bit Hurts / Land Of A Thousand Boys


Stateside SS 307 (Jun 1964)


An admirer of Mary Wells, Holloway was, according to her own accounts, spotted by Gordy performing “My Guy” [E42]. However the fact that the hit single was released just 13 days prior to Holloway’s debut in the US throws this sequence of events into question, Holloway possibly confusing [E42] with one of Wells’ earlier hits. Since Gordy initially refused to employ her as she had yet to graduate suggests that the singer, born in June 1946 and by now approaching 18, was likely approached before [E42] was recorded (Mar 3).


“Every Little Bit Hurts” was written by The Four Preps’ Ed Cobb, who notably also penned “Tainted Love” (see [910]), and was recorded in Hollywood at Armin Steiner’s. Sceptical over the song’s 3/4 time signature, Berry Gordy was reluctant to see it released, the sheer perfection of the recording winning him over. The US edition scaled the R & B charts, settling at 3, and made top 20 pop, leading to its summer UK release. The track remains popular amongst those in the know, for example featuring in 2004 on the UK soundtrack to No Angels, a Channel 4 drama which aired several vintage Motown recordings to a mass audience, to most of whom it was new.


[E46] Mary Wells & Marvin Gaye: Once Upon A Time / What’s The Matter With You Baby?


Stateside SS 316 (Jul 1964)


Marvin Gaye’s first notable duet was recorded in April 1963 with Clarence Paul in the producer’s chair. Copyrighted to Clarence Paul—Dave Hamilton—William ‘Mickey’ Stevenson—Barney Ales, this ‘old time’ ballad drifts casually through its three brief verses with a hint of cha-cha, Gaye and Wells harmonising rather than taking turns at the mike. Rather inconsequential, and weakened by a light-weight xylophone instrumental passage, the track had a moderately warm reception going high on the R & B listing but being out-performed by its flip-side in the US pop charts. The UK edition crept into the top 50, a second success after the recent “My Guy” [E42], and notably bills Wells ahead of Gaye, her profile much the higher at this point.


The union promised much but delivered little, the two recording an album’s worth of material in dribs and drabs through 1963, hastily completed with sessions on October 19 and 20. Issued as Together, Wells had ironically signed contracts with Twentieth Century Fox by the time the UK pressing appeared and was touring with The Beatles, believing she could prosper outside of Motown’s family. Wells’ parting left Berry Gordy aggrieved but resolute, seeing to it that Gaye’s embryonic career as half of a duo would continue uninterrupted, his first works with Kim Weston following almost immediately [E62].


[E47] The Temptations: I’ll Be In Trouble / The Girl’s Alright With Me


Stateside SS 319 (Jul 1964)


The Temptations’ second British single was supplied like its predecessor [E38] by the prolific Smokey Robinson. Recorded on March 25, the track was rush-released in America but waited until July for its Stateside debut. Neither territory showed much interest, the track slipping by discreetly during the nine month lull between [E38] and the landmark “My Girl” [E67].


[E48] Stevie Wonder: Hey Harmonica Man / This Little Girl


Stateside SS 323 (Aug 1964)


Sourced from outside of Motown’s main bank of writers, “Hey Harmonica Man” was composed by Marty Cooper and Lou Josie, the latter known for his country-style guitar playing (often categorised as rockabilly). Having recorded a number of sides in the late 1950s, Josie was by now concentrating more on writing than performing, teaming up with Cooper around 1963 and coming up with the current title in early 1964. A perfect vehicle for Wonder stylistically, the track was requisitioned by Motown and published by Jobete, Wonder’s recording produced by Hal Davis and Marc Gordon and released in America on May Day. With Wonder’s feverish harmonica pushed high in the mix, the vocals are almost incidental, carried mainly by backing voices, and set against a sparse but kicking rhythm track.


Wonder reached the age of 14 on May 13, and reflecting his increasing maturity, Motown dropped the tag ‘Little’ on his record labels in time for the would-be incongruously titled “Hey Harmonica Man”. The single was a notable R & B hit in the States but predictably failed in the UK.


[E49] The Miracles: I Like It Like That / You’re So Fine And Sweet


Stateside SS 324 (Aug 1964)


Co-written by Robinson and Marv Tarplin, “I Like It Like That” commences with the latter’s guitar phrasing before slipping into a lilting slow dance, boosted through its central sections by some unusually brassy trumpet breaks. Recorded in-studio with The Miracles providing their own audience effects, the track was made on the last day of April before being re-done on May 12 and released in the weeks which followed.


[E50] Marvin Gaye: Try It Baby / If My Heart Could Sing


Stateside SS 326 (Aug 1964)


Fresh from his ill-fated union with Mary Wells [E46], Marvin Gaye kept his place in Stateside’s release schedules with “Try It Baby”. Written by Berry Gordy, the track was recorded in January with The Temptations on backing vocals, and given its stellar cast ought to have packed more of a punch than it did. Somewhat insipid, if prettily done, hindsight shows the release to be an interim project at a time when Motown were about to step up their general standards, Gaye like numerous Motown stars on the verge of a significant breakthrough [E60]. (According to Gerald Posner (p139), Gordy wrote the song for Diana Ross [501].)


[E51] The Supremes: Where Did Our Love Go / He Means The World To Me


Stateside SS 327 (Aug 1964) (UK charts: 3)


With half a century of UK singles under its belt, Motown finally burst on the scene in September as The Supremes’ second release flew into the top 3. Curiously the song was offered around and rejected by more than one act before being dumped on a less-than-enthusiastic Diana Ross for an April session, at which the full lyric had yet to be finalised. (The group were too distrustful of the track to muster enough enthusiasm for the intended backing vocal sections, Lamont Dozier instead throwing in the casual but now famous “Baby, baby” refrain on the spur of the moment.)


The end result was a hypnotically rhythmic pop song with a circulating pattern in which verses and chorus are as one, its commercial viability self-apparent. Yet despite this it sat in the can for a further two months before the American release of June 17, after which it eased its way up the charts to become Motown’s fourth US number 1. The UK release almost emulated it, but despite not quite making number 1, the single’s success marked a turning point on three fronts. Firstly, it put the patent HDH crotchet sound firmly on the map, the most significant recording in their canon to date largely defining how they would approach writing and production for the rest of their careers. Secondly, it put The Supremes at the top of Motown’s agenda, the group emerging from nowhere to dominate Berry Gordy’s future plans, with Diana Ross his principal obsession throughout the remainder of their professional union. And lastly, it marked the true arrival of Motown in the UK, threatening to open the floodgates on a musical style which was already becoming massive at home.


In the years since its original Stateside release, “Where Did Our Love Go” has become recognised as a Motown classic and remains one of the company’s most famous recordings. Tamla Motown issued a full edition in 1974 [925] and another 30 years later [L104] (see Chapter 6).


[E52] The Marvelettes: You’re My Remedy / A Little Bit Of Sympathy, A Little Bit Of Love


Stateside SS 334 (Sep 1964)


In the shade of [E51], Smokey Robinson’s new composition for The Marvelettes made no impact, the group watching on as The Supremes hit with a song they had previously turned down. Sung by Wanda Young, this preferred track was made in March and released in the States in June without breaking into the top 40. (Its peak position R & B was a modest 16.) Yet despite its unspectacular returns, it was duly offered to British audiences who largely ignored it.


[E53] Four Tops18: Baby I Need Your Loving / Call On Me


Stateside SS 336 (Sep 1964)


Released with [E51] high in the UK charts, Motown-UK marked another major development in September with a first release for The Four Tops. The group had already been performing together for some ten years, having recorded for Chess in 1956, before being brought to Motown by Berry Gordy’s old writing partner Roquel Davis who happened to be group-member Lawrence Payton’s cousin. Initially unsure what to do with them, Motown diverted the group onto the minor Workshop Jazz label for a brief while before their historic pairing with HDH.


In fact, HDH had been drawn towards the group from the moment they arrived, although Berry Gordy appears to have personally paved the way for their first collaboration. Duly sanctioned, Brian Holland initiated the professional partnership, calling the group into Hitsville straight after a night gig on May 7 to record vocals for a track which had been sitting on the shelf for about a month. According to legend the group arrived at around 2:00am, with “Baby I Need Your Loving” ready and waiting for their vocal overdubs. The resultant take glows with the intimacy of the moment, Studio A’s valve equipment giving the group’s close harmonies a warm swell which makes the track’s gentle sway as compelling today as when it was first recorded in the still of a Detroit night.


Issued in America in July, the single missed the national top 10 by a place, and crept up to 4 in the R & B listing. Providing the group with an inaugural British outing, the track fared less well in 1964, but is fondly remembered as one of The Four Tops’ definitive pieces. “Baby I Need Your Loving” was eventually released on Tamla Motown as a B-side in 1970 (see [732b]) and as an A-side as late as 1982 [L044] (see Chapter 6).


[E54] Martha & The Vandellas: Dancing In The Street / There He Is (At My Door)


Stateside SS 345 (Sep 1964) (UK charts: 28)


Martha Reeves’ signature song, “Dancing In The Street” was written in 1964 and was probably intended for Marvin Gaye, who was involved to some uncertain extent in its composition. Thanks to its pounding drive, accentuated by the fact that the song is carried largely on a single chord, the song won instant approval from all quarters of the audience. Recorded by Reeves on 29 June, it rapidly rose to number 2 in the US, and on release in Britain became Motown’s fourth top 40 chart entry, peaking at 28.


The composition has since topped the UK charts in the hands of Mick Jagger & David Bowie, and in the course of four decades the original has come to be regarded as one of Motown’s classic recordings. Tamla Motown have pressed it on 7-inch four times: See [684] (1969); [L011] (1976); [L015b] (1980) and [L101] (2004). Full details of the recording can be found in Chapter 3, under [684].


[E55] The Temptations: Why You Wanna Make Me Blue / Baby, Baby I Need You


Stateside SS 348 (Oct 1964)


This new Temptations 45 made little splash in 1964, but in an era when Motown were making substantial breakthroughs on several fronts, is notable for the names in the brackets. A very early collaboration by Eddie Holland and Norman Whitfield, the track marks the start of a run of successful compositions for the pair over the ensuing three years which came into full bloom with The Temptations’ own [565] two years later. (Meantime, Whitfield’s itching enthusiasm to write for The Temptations had to wait until Smokey Robinson’s hits for the group dried up—see [557].) The Eddie Kendricks-led “Why You Wanna Make Me Blue” was recorded on 6 July and released in the US as “Girl (Why You Wanna Make Me Blue)”.


[E56] The Supremes: Baby Love / Ask Any Girl


Stateside SS 350 (Oct 1964) (UK charts: 1)


Slow to latch on to what Motown were doing Stateside, the UK public couldn’t miss The Supremes’ explosive new single, and on the heels of “Where Did Our Love Go” [E51], it became a commercial monster. From the opening foot stomps from Mike Valvano [E12], “Baby Love” is a captivating recording, made on 13 August unashamedly in the vein of the group’s last single, but like “Where Did Our Love Go” found The Supremes reluctant to record it. Yet come autumn, it was atop the charts on both sides of the Atlantic and whatever artistic reservations The Supremes expressed at the time, set the style for the rest of their professional lives.


“Baby Love” captures the thrill of its time like no other Motown recording, bursting forth with a classic HDH bounce and defining where the company was at in 1964. This major UK breakthrough made The Supremes famous, and in confirming that Motown was commercially viable in Europe, was instrumental in the creation of Tamla Motown itself. “Baby Love”, like the recent [E53] and [E54] is a defining moment for the group in question, as Motown’s gathering momentum made the company look as if it was about to take the world by storm. By fortunate timing the single appeared just as The Supremes were embarking on their first UK engagements, met on arrival by an entourage of fans and courting the British media over a two-week stay.


The recording was belatedly released on Tamla Motown in 1974 where it came back into the top 20: See [915]. Subsequently it has re-appeared as [L004] (1976) and [L104] (2004): see Chapter 6.


[E57] The Miracles: That’s What Love Is Made Of / Would I Love You


Stateside SS 353 (Nov 1964)


Copyrighted to Robinson—Rogers—Moore, “That’s What Love Is Made Of” relies heavily on guitarist Marv Tarplin’s see-sawing foundation for its musical substance. Built on much the same template as the earlier “The Way You Do The Things You Do” [E38], the track is, by Robinson’s standards lightweight, and features a child-like lyric, a variation on the nursery rhyme What Are Little Girls Made Of? Despite its superfluity the track still cracked the R & B top 10 in America following its summer release there.


[E58] Earl Van Dyke: Soul Stomp / Hot ‘n’ Tot


Stateside SS 357 (Nov 1964)


Motown’s house-band The Funk Brothers were led by keyboard-man Earl Van Dyke, who had joined the fold in 1962. Already in his thirties and with a jazz background, Van Dyke fancied he could become a star act in his own right, the first hint at which was the release of this instrumental, supposedly co-written by an unlikely alliance of Berry Gordy’s ex-wife Thelma, Richard Street and Billy Gordon (see also [E43]). The stomping band was recorded at Hitsville on July 6, and the resultant track released in America on the new Soul label, created by Gordy as an outlet for raw-edged material aiming purely at black audiences. Soul began life in March 1964 and within two years was Gordy’s most important label outside of the ‘big three’ (see [509]).


[E59] Kim Weston: A Little More Love / Go Ahead And Laugh


Stateside SS 359 (Nov 1964)


Brought to Motown as part of a gospel outfit, Weston’s group The Wright Specials were signed to Berry Gordy’s tiny Divinity label, where they released two low-key singles in 1962-63. Standing out as a potential star, she was quickly extracted from the group and signed as a solo artist, her debut single for Tamla the first recording of “It Should Have Been Me” [660], unreleased in the UK. Her British debut was in fact her fifth American solo release, “A Little More Love” a beautifully classy ‘old-time’ ballad which heralded not only her arrival but also that of lyricist Sylvia Moy, who co-wrote the song with Mickey Stevenson. The writers’ professional relationship would last several years and spawn numerous hits, including Weston’s follow-up [511]. The US edition was withdrawn after going on sale, making the contemporary UK pressing of this non-album track of particular worth to Motown collectors. 


[E60] Marvin Gaye: How Sweet It Is (To Be Loved By You) / Forever


Stateside SS 360 (Nov 1964)


Marvin Gaye’s third release of 1964, “How Sweet It Is” was created by Holland—Dozier—Holland after Eddie Holland had picked up on a phrase heard on television and formulated the chorus ready for recording on 24 July. (The track was taped hurriedly, Gaye reading from lyric sheets on the studio floor.) The paring of Gaye and HDH was a curious one, but had some potential, as evinced by one or two later hits such as “Your Unchanging Love” [618]. In truth though, the writers’ unabashed commitment to commercial pop was irreconcilable with Gaye’s ‘serious’ artistic aspirations, “How Sweet It Is” the singular moment at which the two world-views came into harmonious balance.


Greatly admired by Gaye, the track was a significant hit in America, taking him into the top 10 pop for only the second time [E24]. In the UK the recording just broke into the top 50, Gaye’s second and Motown’s sixth single to make the listings, although it would fall to Junior Walker to take the number further, with a much rockier rendition almost two years later [571]. Gaye’s own version resurfaced on Tamla Motown in 1985 [L071] (see Chapter 6).


[E61] The Velvelettes: Needle In A Haystack / Should I Tell Them?


Stateside SS 361 (Nov 1964)


By the start of 1964, Berry Gordy had established three major US labels in Tamla, Motown and Gordy, and during the course of the year added two more notable imprints in Soul [E58] and, of relevance here, VIP. This latest addition to the roster got off to a slow start but in September released its first classic in the shape of “Needle In A Haystack”, recorded by debutantes The Velvelettes. The group arrived at Motown in 1963 and were initially rejected before Mickey Stevenson gave them his support, and they were eventually signed to the fledgling label. “Needle In A Haystack” was recorded in July and became a modest R & B hit on release in September. The corresponding UK edition emerged late in 1964 to no effect, although down the years it has earned a following. The track was re-issued by Tamla Motown twice in the main run ([595b] and [806]) and twice more since ([L052] and [L107]: see Chapter 6).


[E62] Marvin Gaye & Kim Weston: What Good Am I Without You / I Want You ‘Round


Stateside SS 363 (Dec 1964)


Marvin Gaye’s first duet since his short-lived union with Mary Wells [E46] paired two singers both of whom had solo singles released a month earlier ([E59] and [E60]). This particular combination was, according to most accounts, engineered by Weston’s long-term partner Mickey Stevenson in an effort to up her standing. Well-suited personalities, Gaye and Weston had a professional ‘spark’ but this failed to show in their recording of “What Good Am I Without You”, a steadily plodding run-down of rhetorical questions at which each singer takes turns.


The track is copyrighted to Stevenson and the little-noted Alphonso Higdon, and was recorded on September 11 1964 to dip into the lower end of the R & B top 40. The session was followed by further recordings for a scheduled LP which never emerged, the duet not resurfacing for over two years [590].


[E63] The Marvelettes: Too Many Fish In The Sea / A Need For Love


Stateside SS 369 (Jan 1965)


“Too Many Fish In The Sea” was another product of the new Whitfield—Holland team [E55], providing The Marvelettes with an eighth UK single. Recorded in September with Gladys Horton on lead and released in America the following month, this up-tempo rocker predictably fared well on the R & B charts and also made 25 nationally. (It is interesting with hindsight to hear each group-member take a momentary lead vocal for the rotating line ‘short ones, tall ones, fine ones, kind ones’, a precursor of Whitfield’s later strategy for The Temptations, starting with [707].) The UK edition faltered as had the group’s previous seven, although once Tamla Motown was up and running the group continued to see a high quantity of UK releases, one of which [609] charted.


[E64] Four Tops: Without The One You Love / Love Has Gone


Stateside SS 371 (Jan 1965)


An effort by HDH to recapture the magic of “Baby I Need Your Loving” [E53], “Without The One You Love” has a similar musical progression but is sped up, masking the family relationship of the two numbers. Nonetheless, the opening line virtually reprises the famous chorus of its predecessor, introducing the track as a continuation of themes. Edging here towards the group sound which would make The Four Tops famous in the UK in 1965-66, the single is an easy-going recording completed on 2 October 1964. Given its poppy credentials, it achieved disappointing sales, but was noted by Motown nonetheless and resurrected for an extremely belated duet with The Supremes in 1972 [815].


[E65] The Supremes: Come See About Me / Always In My Heart


Stateside SS 376 (Jan 1965) (UK charts: 27)


This HDH original, regarded as a classic in America, was poorly received in the UK despite having reached number 1 at home over Christmas, the middle in a run of five such successes for The Supremes with consecutive releases. Given that the group’s earlier UK hits [E51] and [E56] had been such notable triumphs, the lowly number 27 placing came as an anti-climax, partly explained by the song’s recent appearance on the group’s inaugural UK album Meet The Supremes.19 Buried on the LP, “Come See About Me” was only selected for 45 as a result of a competing cover version from Nella Dodds for the Wand label, which had been produced as a virtual copy of the original, and spurred Berry Gordy to strike a pre-emptive counter-blow.


Noted for its pioneering drum fade-in, a minor studio experiment which resonated with Motown’s spirit of adventure at the time, the track predicted several similarly futuristic intros in the succeeding few years (not least that of its follow-up [501]). The release was unfortunately dwarfed by the group’s other period singles but has nonetheless re-appeared on Tamla Motown a couple of times: as [L062b] (1985) and [L074b] (1986). 


[E66] The Miracles: Come On Do The Jerk / Baby Don’t You Go


Stateside SS 377 (Jan 1965)


The Miracles’ new single (their tenth in the UK) was written off the back of Chicago hit ‘The Jerk’, which in turn homaged a flourishing dance craze. According to Bobby Rogers, the song was composed on the road and custom-made for stage performances, the group currently in California on touring duty.20 It was properly recorded in LA on 4 November 1964, one of Motown’s earliest West Coast products, with locally based Brenda Holloway [E45] present on backing vocals.


Smokey Robinson has put its failure to break through down to its being overshadowed by the enduring “Mickey’s Monkey” [E27], which ‘just would not die’, describing “Come On Do The Jerk” as the ‘follow-up’ release.21 Robinson though is confusing the chronology, there being several Miracles singles (not to mention a year and a half) separating the recordings. While his view might say something of its reception by live audiences, it fails to fully explain why national audiences were not sufficiently impressed to put the track into the top 40. A Tamla Motown pressing has since emerged: [696b].


[E67] The Temptations: My Girl / Talkin’ ‘Bout Nobody But My Baby


Stateside SS 378 (Jan 1965)


With The Miracles’ disappointing “Come On Do The Jerk” [E66] in the air at the time, it is curious to say the least that Smokey Robinson, ambitious as he was for his own group, passed this major hit across to The Temptations, also tutoring them through the vocal parts and producing the session on which they claimed it as their own. Robinson has stated that the song was custom made for vocalist David Ruffin, which is surprising given that at that stage, he was not considered lead singer in the group. (Ruffin himself has gone on record as saying the song was written for his daughter, while Robinson’s wife Claudette has said it was for her.22)


Whatever was going through Robinson’s mind when “My Girl” was being constructed, this cleverly conceived update of “My Guy” [E42] proves him at his most fertile, able to toss off an enduring soul classic with no pressing inspiration besides his own sense of fun in playing with song titles. (The two tracks, male and female counterparts of each other both topped the US charts, separated by only ten months.) Tamla Motown have issued the track as a B-side: See [688] for further details.


[E68] The Contours: Can You Jerk Like Me / That Day When She Needed Me


Stateside SS 381 (Jan 1965)


Celebrating the same dance step as had given rise to “Come On Do The Jerk” [E66], released just four days earlier in America, this new single by the raucous Contours almost did not appear. Following a dispute with Berry Gordy, the group effectively resigned from Motown, Billy Gordon agreeing behind the backs of the others to stay, and Gordy recruiting a new set of Contours to back him, much to the annoyance of his absent colleagues. Original member Sylvester Potts was brought back in nine months later and, thus re-formed, the group stayed on the books for several more years, with further line-up changes occurring from time to time.


 


“Can You Jerk Like Me” steamrollers along in the group’s patent style, their fifth UK single so far. Recorded on 21 October 1964, the track went into the R & B top 20 and was re-pressed on Tamla Motown in 1974 [886b].


[E69] Martha & The Vandellas: Wild One / Dancing Slow


Stateside SS 383 (Jan 1965)


Coincidentally recorded just as The Shangri Las’ “Leader Of The Pack” was being released23, Martha & The Vandellas’ new single was inspired by the classic 1953 biker movie The Wild One, directed by László Benedek and starring Marlon Brando as gang-leader Johnny Stabler. Johnny’s leather attire and generally lawless behaviour created an iconic 1950s screen image, paving the way for figures such as James Dean and Elvis Presley in the following years, and to be honest, was an odd point of reference for Motown.


Nonetheless inspired, Mickey Stevenson and Ivy Jo Hunter came up with this mid-tempo stomper, carrying an appropriate lyric about defiant love for a misunderstood ‘rebel’. “Wild One” though appeals not for its words but for the uncompromising slam of its percussion, anticipating “Nowhere To Run” [502] and thrilling dance audiences. It peaked highest on Billboard’s R & B listings, going to number 11 over Christmas.


[E70] Carolyn Crawford: When Someone’s Good To You / My Heart


Stateside SS 384 (Feb 1965)


Fondly remembered, Carolyn Crawford was brought to Motown as a 14-year-old, having won a Detroit talent contest on which Berry Gordy happened to be one of the judges. Recognising him, Crawford elected to sing Mary Wells’ “Laughing Boy” [E22], Gordy’s ears pricking up when she threw in an extra, ad libbed verse, suggesting she might be a songwriter-in-the-making. As it transpired, Crawford did not do a great deal at Motown, releasing just three US singles, “My Smile Is Just A Frown Turned Upside Down” the second, and best-known. Its follow-up, “When Someone’s Good To You” was her only UK release although she did get another track on Tamla Motown’s first EP in March (see Appendix 1). This debut UK single was written and produced by Berry Gordy, recorded on 22 July 1964 and released at home in November. A slowly pounding tale of woe, the track was not a hit, but its obscurity has added to the mystique surrounding Crawford’s Motown recordings, copies of this Stateside pressing changing hands today for hundreds of pounds. Several years on the singer would join Motown’s latter-day rivals Philadelphia International.


[E71] The Velvelettes: He Was Really Sayin’ Somethin’ / Throw A Farewell Kiss


Stateside SS 387 (Feb 1965)


The Velvelettes’ second single has, like its predecessor [E61], come to be seen as something of a classic, “He Was Really Sayin’ Somethin’” supplied by the same writing team (with additional input from Eddie Holland). High-school fun, this playful number was the first of the pre-Tamla Motown catalogue to be re-issued on the new label (as [595]), paired up with the group’s earlier release. In fact, history has tied [E61] and [E71] together so intimately that they are considered almost a bipartite work, Tamla Motown’s re-issue policy from the late 1970s onwards resulting in their being issued together several more times, including [L052] (1983) and [L107] (2004), as well as the blue label Motown-UK pressing TMG 1124 (1978).


This first-ever UK pressing didn’t chart, but the American equivalent on VIP made a creditable 21 in the R & B listings.


[E72] Tony Martin: Talking To Your Picture / Our Rhapsody


Stateside SS 394 (Mar 1965)


Bringing the curtain down on the Stateside-Motown arrangement, this final single was one of the most unlikely, Tony Martin (christened Alvin Morris) a 42-year-old actor-turned-singer based in LA. Recruited for no obvious reason, Martin recorded this single under direction of producers Hal Davis and Marc Gordon, both sides written by Billy Page. Not surprisingly a flop, the single was nonetheless followed up in October, Tamla Motown also taking a punt on the ageing vocalist to no avail [537].


Developing The Brand


After 45 outings, Stateside abdicated its Motown licence, going out unspectacularly. However Tony Martin’s final release was atypical, the rest of the company’s talent coming up with the goods consistently by the start of 1965, and despite wallowing in the shadows of the beat-group explosion which had come to characterise most of the music stacking up in the UK charts, Motown was managing to gain some ground. Still viewed with an element of suspicion, this American brand had established a hardcore, almost underground following in Britain. In 1963, Dave Godin had started up the Tamla-Motown Appreciation Society (TMAS) with the very real ambition of promoting the music to such an extent that it was bound to be accepted. Within a year or so, TMAS counted its membership in the couple of hundreds, issuing a regular magazine and organising welcoming committees for visiting Motown acts.


During the Stateside era, Motown had finally made some commercial inroads in the UK, Mary Wells the first to go top 10 during 1964 [E42], quickly followed by The Supremes [E51] and then Martha & The Vandellas [E54]. Come November, The Supremes sat for the first time at the summit of the UK listings with “Baby Love” [E56], the first American group to get there in two-and-a-half years.


Partly the success was down to the absorption of Motown by certain elements of the new mod scene. Played in tightly packed clubs to revellers hyped on amphetamine, Motown’s driving rhythms held their own against some of the more energetic beat music, drawing British acts towards the Motown sound, which many would happily name-drop in interviews. The Rolling Stones openly borrowed from Motown and black American music generally (see note [9] below), but the key factor in terms of getting Motown into the minds of British youth came through liberal endorsement from The Beatles.


Lennon and McCartney knew of Motown long before visiting America for the first time in 1964, and had absorbed black styles into their live repertoire several years earlier (eg the pre-Motown Isley Brothers’ “Twist And Shout”, picked up during 1962). During the group’s first year under contract to EMI, manager Brian Epstein had approached Berry Gordy to negotiate a rate for three Motown covers scheduled for inclusion on the Beatles’ second LP. Approved and duly recorded, Lennon sang lead on all of the tracks, [E02], [E05] and [E13], songs hitherto largely unknown in Britain but consequently bought and listened to by the million. In terms of influence on the group’s style, Motown’s was one of the most pervasive, and yet one of the least documented, and in turn The Beatles channelled it through to their own unsuspecting public and, significantly, to their British peers.24


In terms of Lennon and McCartney’s songwriting craft, Smokey Robinson in particular was a formative figure in some of their best early work, Lennon’s absorption of his American counterpart expressed through numbers such as “No Reply”, “Not A Second Time”, “All I’ve Gotta Do” etc. with their doleful, winding melodicism and climactic middle-8s. That said, the less prolific George Harrison was Robinson’s biggest fan in the group, claiming the harmony on their recording of “You Really Got A Hold On Me” [E13] above McCartney, while his partner’s later melody to (Lennon’s) “In My Life” was ‘Miracles inspired’. A bassist with an exceptionally sharp ear for melody, McCartney has not surprisingly singled out James Jamerson as a prime influence, despite the fact that the latter’s anonymity meant that McCartney (supposedly) did not even know Jamerson’s name throughout the 1960s. McCartney’s writing too showed evidence of Motown influence for several years, bouncing off the label’s period sound in 1965 with “Eight Days A Week”, soon followed by the Four Tops-esque “You Won’t See Me” and the HDH-style “Got To Get You Into My Life”.


More generally, Motown’s cutting edge recording practises and studio technique, in which multi-track recording was developed, seeped into The Beatles’ minds, the sheer volume obtained in Detroit dwarfing UK studios of the day and prompting Lennon to question why EMI couldn’t achieve the same results. (Discussing the issue with The Four Tops’ Lawrence Payton, he enquired whether Motown’s drummers beat their kits with “a bloody tree”.) The problem boiled down to technological advance, the signal-volume of a given record limited by the size of the groove, but in pushing EMI and their producer George Martin for development in this respect, The Beatles dragged much of the UK record industry up by its bootlaces.


One of the first Motown stars to cross the Atlantic was Mary Wells, prestigiously booked in 1964 to tour with The Beatles, who promoted her enthusiastically. Following the group’s triumphant return from America later that year, The Beatles deliberately began plugging Motown, for whom their respect and professional interest was flourishing. McCartney, who had heard “Baby I Need Your Loving” [E53], made a point of recommending it repeatedly to the UK press, while Harrison, quizzed on his musical tastes informed DJ Tony Hall that he was listening specifically to “Mary Wells, The Miracles and Marvin Gaye”. The following year, The Beatles were again vocal in support of the 1965 UK Motown Revue, and sought out Brenda Holloway to join them for their summer tour of America before including an off-hand sketch of “It’s The Same Old Song” [528] on their Christmas fan-club record. Appreciated back at Hitsville, The Beatles’ advocacy drew warm tribute from Berry Gordy who was prompted to state, “We are very honoured The Beatles should have said what they did. They’re creating the same kind of music as we are and we’re part of the same stream”, a quote pulled by the Sunday Times under the telling headline ‘Nod From Beatles Puts Detroit Sound On Map’.25


In truth, by the turn of 1965, all the elements were in place for Motown’s assault on the UK. Major acts to have broken through over the previous 18 months included the company’s primary groups The Supremes, The Temptations and The Four Tops, and essentially the label’s biggest names were now all in place. The problem as Berry Gordy saw it was merely one of marketing strategy, and appreciative of the loyalty of his UK fan-base, Gordy invited Dave Godin to Detroit to mull over the issue. Gordy was looking for Godin to pinpoint which artists and recordings should be especially promoted in Britain, The Supremes an obvious first choice. Godin though was thinking on a grander scale and saw that Motown could fire on all fronts if the public could be taught to recognise a new release simply by the company brand, and would therefore know what to expect from each upcoming act. The upshot of Godin’s analysis was that Motown needed its own UK label. In contrast to the US where several imprints were in use, Britain required just one, readily identifiable and separate from the rest of the field. Previous releases on Stateside had included the phrase ‘A Tamla-Motown Production’ in the small print (from where TMAS derived their name), and this ‘badge’ was the one selected for the UK.


Gordy proposed the idea to current distributors EMI, who unusually consented to give Tamla Motown its own individual outlet. (This landmark decision represents the first time Motown had its own label outside of the USA, and was mirrored by the simultaneous creation of Tamla Motown globally.) The UK label was created using EMI’s standard black design template, featuring the large ‘45’ insignia, as used on the Stateside releases (and on other EMI labels such as Parlophone, His Master’s Voice and (later) Columbia). The only amendment was the inclusion of the new Tamla Motown emblem, neatly inscribed and boxed, at the top. Avoiding the stigma of releasing a record numbered 001, the Tamla Motown numbers were to commence at 50126, the prefix TMG derived from the initials of Gordy’s three largest US labels.27 Sleeves were designed and printed up in bright orange, Tamla Motown ready to go by March. EMI staff were assigned responsibility for the new project, Rex Oldfield and Colin Hadley joining A & R man Derek Everett in a largely self-contained London office whose job it was to accept viable cuts sent over from Detroit and present them to the British public. (Motown even recorded a special greetings record for UK fan-club members to which virtually all of the label’s biggest stars contributed.28)


March 1965: ‘A Triumph of Communication’


Launch date for Tamla Motown UK was set for Friday March 19, 1965. On that day, some 18 records were issued, six each of singles, EPs and LPs.29 Meantime, Motown had sent six acts to Europe for a Revue tour, arriving in the UK on March 18. The entourage was greeted at Heathrow by a crowd of enthusiastic TMAS members before being whisked to the BBC television studios to tape a Ready Steady Go! special hosted by Dusty Springfield. (Aired on April 21 as The Sound Of Motown, this recording, since made available commercially, offers a fascinating insight into where Motown were at in the spring of 1965, stage choreography often primitive but engaging and involved personnel who were clean cut, tutored and immaculately attired.)


Thereafter it was off on a hectic 24 day UK tour, including 21 live dates. Commencing on March 20 at the Astoria in Finsbury Park, the Revue snaked across Britain taking in the major towns and cities. Bristol, Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, up to Glasgow on April 1 followed by Newcastle and Liverpool before ending up in Portsmouth on April 12.30 Dave Godin had fore-warned Gordy that it might be too soon for such an ambitious stunt, and it is true that the shows themselves met with varying levels of enthusiasm, and press coverage was mixed. Many of the venues were not filled, and the March 26 engagement in Kingston Upon Thames was so poorly subscribed that the promoter ended up giving a reported 1000 tickets away in a vain effort to fill seats. Featured on the tour were The Earl Van Dyke Sextet, acting as the Revue’s backing band.31 While glad of the rare chance of public exposure, some of the musicians became thoroughly fed-up with the schedule and miserable English weather, and caused a near catastrophic split with Gordy over remuneration for their Ready Steady Go! performance for which they had not received their dues for what turned out to be a live show. (They had expected to be miming.) Having eventually wrung a $52.50 fee from Gordy, they were then asked to give the payment back, and so two hours before the Liverpool gig on April 4 was due to commence, the band announced that they were on strike, forcing Gordy to pledge additional payments or deal with the prospect of the Revue closing down.


Despite the air of despondency in the camp, the tour pressed on and saw the gruelling program through before heading off to mainland Europe for further dates. The full line-up, besides Van Dyke’s band, included Stevie Wonder, The Supremes, The Miracles, The Temptations and Martha & The Vandellas. Launching Tamla Motown, the inaugural singles [501] to [506] included one by each of these acts, the famous TMG series commencing with the pre-eminent Supremes, whose “Stop! In The Name Of Love” [501] was already climbing the American top 40 on its way to becoming their fourth straight number 1 there.


Motown and EMI had done all they could. The stars were on the road, the BBC put them into people’s living rooms and the record company even printed a special feature in Record Mail (EMI’s self-published paper) promoting the launch. Berry Gordy was quoted as saying, “The fact that our Tamla Motown label will be introduced in England by EMI this month is truly a milestone for us here. It represents a triumph of communication”.32 All he could do now was sit back and see how Tamla Motown would fare, 4,000 miles across the ocean. 


TIMELINE October 1963 to March 1965






1963








	Oct

	UK releases licensed to Stateside, EMI imprint founded July






	Oct

	Martha & Vandellas: “Heat Wave” / “A Love Like Yours” (UK)






	Oct 12

	Brian Poole & The Tremeloes’ cover of “Do You Love Me” tops the UK charts for 3 weeks—first Motown composition to achieve the feat






	Autumn  

	Soul music further popularised in US by Sam Cooke, Impressions, Rufus Thomas etc.



















1964








	Jan 23

	First release on VIP label, Serenaders: “If Your Heart Says Yes” / “I’ll Cry Tomorrow” (US)






	Early

	Marv Johnson and Kim Weston visit UK for live dates






	Feb 1

	Beatles top US singles chart for first time, marking start of so-called British Invasion.






	Mar 23  

	First release on Soul label, Shorty Long: “Devil With The Blue Dress” / “Wind It Up” (US)






	May 16

	Mary Wells: “My Guy” number 1 in US (two weeks)






	May 21

	Mary Wells: “My Guy” enters UK top 50 (peak 5); Motown’s first UK top 10 hit






	Jul 10

	Four Tops’ first single: “Baby I Need Your Loving” / “Call On Me” (US)






	Jul 30

	Mary Wells & Marvin Gaye: “Once Upon A Time” enters UK top 50 (peak 50)






	August

	Existing recording console at Hitsville replaced with custom-built 8-track machine






	Aug 22

	Supremes: “Where Did Our Love Go” number 1 in US (two weeks)






	Sep 3

	Supremes: “Where Did Our Love Go” enters UK top 50 (peak 3)






	Sep 12

	Nine days of performances at Fox Theater, New York commence, by Supremes, Temptations, Contours, Martha & Vandellas, Marvin Gaye, Miracles and others






	Sep

	Four Tops: “Baby I Need Your Loving” / “Call On Me” (UK)






	Sep

	Mary Wells leaves Motown






	Oct 7

	Supremes leave America for first UK tour. Meet Beatles on Oct 15






	Oct 29

	Martha & Vandellas: “Dancing In The Street” enters UK top 50 (peak 28)






	Oct 31

	Supremes: “Baby Love” number 1 in US (four weeks)






	Nov

	Velvelettes: “Needle In A Haystack” / “Should I Tell Them?” (UK)






	Nov 19

	Supremes: “Baby Love” UK number 1 (two weeks); Motown’s first UK chart-topper; Motown tops UK and US singles charts simultaneously for nine days






	Nov 20

	Marvin Gaye appears on UK TV Ready, Steady, Go!







	Dec

	Miracles on UK TV Ready, Steady, Go!







	Dec 10

	Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Martin Luther King






	Dec 10

	Sam Cooke shot and killed by owners of motel where he was staying






	Dec 10

	Marvin Gaye: “How Sweet It Is (To Be Loved By You)” enters UK top 50 (peak 49)






	Dec 19

	Supremes: “Come See About Me” number 1 in US (two weeks)






	Dec 25

	Marvin Gaye, Marvelettes, Miracles, Supremes, Stevie Wonder perform in Motown Revue at Fox Theater, New York






	Dec 27

	Supremes perform “Come See About Me” (currently US number 1) on Ed Sullivan Show




















1965








	Jan 21  

	Supremes: “Come See About Me” enters UK top 50 (peak 27)






	Feb

	Velvelettes: “He Was Really Sayin’ Somethin’” / “Throw A Farewell Kiss” (UK)






	Feb 21

	Malcolm X shot and killed in New York. (By unfortunate coincidence, Junior Walker’s “Shotgun” was hitting in America at the time)






	Mar 4

	Motown Acquire 2656 West Grand Boulevard for finance dept.






	Mar 6

	Temptations: “My Girl” number 1 in US (one week)






	Mar 12

	Motown Revue comes to Europe for series of dates through to mid-April






	Mar 18

	Temptations: “My Girl” enters UK top 50 (peak 43)






	Mar 18

	
Sounds Of Motown recorded London, televised special hosted by Dusty Springfield. Acts appearing include Supremes, Miracles, Stevie Wonder, Temptations, Martha & Vandellas






	Mar 19

	Tamla Motown launched in UK


















1 The camaraderie amongst The Funk Brothers was undisputed, and often expressed itself in humorous ways. Following an incident when he fell asleep at his kit mid-gig, Benny Benjamin earned himself a nickname when, waking with a start, he cried out ‘Papa Zita, Papa Zita’. His drumming associates Pistol Allen and Uriel Jones would jokingly greet each other, “Hi Piss”, “Hi Urine”, and when white guitarist Joe Messina joined the fold, taking his place between Robert White and Eddie Willis, the three were dubbed The Oreo Cookie Section, a reference to the black biscuit with white centre filling.


2 His words appear in The Funks’ 2002 documentary Standing In The Shadows Of Motown.


3 Berry was the second-youngest of eight siblings, all of whom had influence. In terms of formal company positions, sister Esther was appointed Senior Vice President, and Loucye (d.1965) was Vice President and director of Jobete. Robert Gordy also held senior status with Jobete, while Fuller became a company executive and Gwen a Motown producer. George contributed his songwriting skills, and Anna also worked in the business, her own early label instrumental in the creation of Motown. (Anna and Gwen married Marvin Gaye and Harvey Fuqua respectively.)


4 There were 19 in total prior to the close of 1976, and several others in which Motown had an interest without directly controlling. The Motown-owned ones, and their first releases are as follows: Tamla (Jan 1959); Motown (Sep 1960); Miracle (Jan 1961); Gordy (Mar 1962); Workshop Jazz (May 1962); Mel-o-dy (Jun 1962); Divinity (Jul 1962); VIP (Jan 1964); Soul (Mar 1964); Rare Earth (Jun 1969); Weed (Nov 1969); Black Forum (Oct 1970); Mo-West (Jun 1971); Ecology (Mar 1971); Natural Resources (May 1972); Yesteryear (Nov 1972); Melodyland (Oct 1974); Prodigal (Oct 1975); Hitsville (May 1976). Fewer than half of these fed material to Tamla Motown.


5 Accounts of such incidents can be found in Williams p103, Abbott p170, Dahl p22-3, Taraborrelli (1989) p202-3, and across the literature generally.


6 These are nevertheless included in the discographies of Davis (1988) and Abbott. Although in the loosest sense Motown product, the recordings were not issued by Motown in America, and the UK London American editions make no mention of the company. The discs in question are “You Got What It Takes” / “Don’t Leave Me” (Dec 1959); “I Love The Way You Love” / “Let Me Love You” (Apr 1960); “All The Love I’ve Got” / “Ain’t Gonna Be That Way” (Jul 1960); “You’ve Got To Move Two Mountains” / “I Need You” (Sep 1960); “Happy Days” / “Baby Baby” (Jan 1961); and “Merry-Go-Round” / “Tell Me That You Love Me” (Mar 1961). Of similar status is Paul Gayten’s “The Hunch” / “Hot Cross Buns” (Nov 1959). See [E02].


7 MacDonald 1994: “The Beatles’ version… comprehensively demolishes Barrett Strong’s 1959 recording”.


8 Quoted in Abbott, p139: “Taken up by [The Beatles], Barrett Strong’s original remains the best”.


9 The Beatles recorded two other early Motown numbers in 1963 (“Please Mr. Postman” and “You Really Got A Hold On Me”), The Rolling Stones another three in 1964-65 (“Hitch Hike”, “Can I Get A Witness” and “My Girl”), after touring with Stevie Wonder [E41]. Much later The Stones would also release renditions of [547], [565], [690a] and [773], and widely bootlegged versions of [E28], [545], [722] and [846]. (They also recorded the non-Motown compositions [532] and [600].)


10 Bill Dahl, in Abbott, p73.


11 Dahl p225


12 According to Esther Gordy, cited in Abbott, p169.


13 Dahl p131


14 p198


15 The track reached the UK market on the Stateside EP Chartmakers No. 3. See Appendix 1.


16 “I Want A Guy” / “Never Again” (Tamla 54038); “Buttered Popcorn” / “Who’s Lovin’ You” (Tamla 54045); “Your Heart Belongs To Me” / “He’s Seventeen” (Motown 1027); “Let Me Go The Right Way” / “Time Changes Things” (Motown 1034); “My Heart Can’t Take It No More” / “You Bring Back Memories” (Motown 1040); “A Breath Taking Guy” / “The Man With The Rock And Roll Banjo Band” (Motown 1044). Another release under the group name Primettes pre-dates these, “Tears Of Sorrow” / “Pretty Baby”, released on the unrelated LuPine label in 1960.


17 According to Otis Williams, p74.


18 The group were billed as ‘Four Tops’ on their records, although they are universally spoken of as ‘The Four Tops’. There are one or two exceptions to this convention on the Tamla Motown output, such as [710] and [752].


19 Recorded as far back as July 13, the track was issued on Where Did Our Love Go in America, a different album called Meet The Supremes having been released there in 1962. The UK edition of the latter title cannibalised both sets for its contents.


20 As quoted in Abbott, p77.


21 ibid


22 The Ruffin claim is noted in Taraborrelli (1986) p33. Claudette Robinson’s comments can be found in the notes to The Complete Motown Singles Vol. 4.


23 In her autobiography (p119), Reeves implies that the song was written in the aftermath of “Leader Of The Pack”, as if by direct influence. However “Leader” entered the US top 40 on October 24, almost two months after “Wild One” was begun and five days after it was completed.


24 Stories have circulated that while The Beatles were seeking an American label they approached Motown who turned them down. It is hard to see how such an arrangement might have worked, the group self-reliant and based in London.


25 See Hirshey p185. The semi-serious ‘Stamp Out The Beatles” campaign, organised by some of the smaller Detroit promoters in the 1960s had nothing to do with Motown. However McCartney would have won few friends when, asked by a reporter what he thought about it, retorted that The Beatles had a campaign of their own, “To stamp out Detroit”. A bizarre sequel to this occurred in 1969 when rumours emanated from Detroit that McCartney had died three years earlier, evidence of which could be found in a series of ‘clues’ embedded in The Beatles’ record sleeves and lyrics.


26 Demo copies of TMG 499 which have circulated (The Isley Brothers: “Why When Love Is Gone” / “My Love Is Your Love”) are fakes, there being no such catalogue number (and indeed the group were not signed to Motown when the TMG series commenced).


27 An alternative theory holds that TMG means ‘Tamla Motown Great Britain’. This is supported by Tamla Motown singles released in certain parts of the world such as Nigeria where the prefix is TMN, and South Africa where TMS is used. However it does not account for the use of TMG in other European countries such as Denmark, Portugal and the Republic of Ireland. (Interestingly, Greece has GTM.) In each case the scheme is presumably devised by the local distributor rather than Motown itself, but does not always appear logical, Australian singles for example prefixed TMO, Swedish releases TMK, and Argentina’s TMS. (When Motown merged its cataloguing systems for American releases in December 1981, the only three active labels remaining were Tamla, Motown and Gordy, the new single and album sequences becoming known, somewhat confusingly, as the ‘TMG Consolidated’ Series.)


28 The contents of this legendary and scarce disc were eventually transferred to CD and issued as an extra on A Cellarful Of Motown! Volume 2.


29 The EPs are detailed in Appendix 1. The LPs were: A Collection of 16 Big Tamla Motown Hits (Various Artists); With Love (From Us To You) (The Supremes); I Like It Like That (The Miracles); How Sweet It Is (Marvin Gaye); Heatwave (Martha & The Vandellas); My Baby Just Cares For Me (Mary Wells).


30 The full itinerary is as follows: March 20: Astoria, Finsbury Park; March 21: Hammersmith Odeon; March 23: Colston Hall, Bristol; March 24: Capitol Theatre, Cardiff; March 25: Birmingham Odeon; March 26: ABC, Kingston; March 27: Winter Gardens, Bournemouth; March 28: Leicester Odeon; March 30: Manchester Odeon; March 31: Leeds Odeon; April 1: Glasgow Odeon; April 2: ABC, Stockton; April 3: Newcastle City Hall; April 4: Liverpool Empire; April 6: ABC, Luton; April 7: ABC, Chester; April 8: City Hall, Sheffield; April 9: ABC, Wigan; April 10: Wolverhampton Gaumont; April 11: Ipswich Gaumont; April 12: Guild Hall, Portsmouth. The Revue proceeded to also visit France, Holland and Germany.


31 The sextet comprised pianist Van Dyke, plus Robert White (guitar), Tony Newton (bass), Jack Ashford (vibes), Eli Fontaine (sax) and Bob Cousar (drums). Uriel Jones joined the band for the European dates, Cousar switching to trombone to accommodate him. Motown’s drive to keep its central musicians in the studio from 1964 onwards accounts for the absence of most of the other key Funk Brothers. Recordings from the tour survive—see [532].


32 Quoted in Record Mail March 1965 (Vol. 8 no.3), p 8. Gordy accompanied the Revue tour, bringing his parents and three of his four children (one-year-old Kennedy, who recorded for Motown in the mid 1980s under the name Rockwell, staying in Detroit). They met The Beatles during their time in London, a photographic memento of which can be found in Gordy, after p240.










OEBPS/logo_01_online.png
CHERRY

RED BOOKS





OEBPS/9781909454446_cover_epub.jpg
I ¥hp stotiss Demnd e
UK singles

Téwq Wilson






