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Foreword: Roddy Doyle


Some time in 1970, when I was eleven or twelve, I heard Freda Payne sing ‘Band of Gold’. It was the best, the sexiest thing I’d ever heard. The woman doing the singing was miserable – But that night – on our honeymoon – we stayed in separate rooms – but the music was joyful, and Freda Payne’s anger and upset were somehow beautiful. The song was beyond catchy, and seemed utterly sincere. Jesus, I loved it. (Even today, I often wonder how Freda is getting on.) I was listening to Radio Luxemburg when I heard the song – it was how Irish kids got to hear new pop music in those strange days – and I remember noticing the word ‘soul’ for, I think, the first time. Not the immortal soul inside me, the little thing cowering behind one of my kidneys, the soul that was stained every time I told a lie or looked sideways at a girl. Freda Payne, I was told, was singing soul.


A year later, I was again listening to Radio Luxemburg and Al Green sang ‘Tired of Being Alone’. I remember this clearly too. I was listening to the Monday night chart show, with my sisters, in their bedroom. I’d just started secondary school, and we were chatting about the madness of the nuns and the Christian Brothers. Al Green started to sing and the talking stopped. Great songs are full of moments, and ‘Tired of Being Alone’ has more great moments than any other song I can think of, all of them – the wails, the screams, the whispers – delivered by Al Green. He was showing off but – again, in those three minutes – he was being utterly sincere. I knew nothing about Al Green. I didn’t know where he came from. I didn’t know what colour he was. But I knew I listening to soul.


I’d never seen a black man or a black woman, except on TV and, occasionally, on a cinema screen. But I was hearing more and more music that I began to know was black. I wasn’t sure which songs came from Motown and which from Memphis and I didn’t care that much; I just loved them. Black America was very far from home but the yearnings, the aches, the humour, the lust, the anger, the emotions I heard in soul – I heard them very clearly.


In the years that followed I fell in love with rock – a land of album covers and hair – but I always retained a grá for soul. There was nothing like the joy that could be captured in a three-minute song, and nothing quite like the joy in three minutes of soul. And I noticed something: by the time I was twenty, much of the rock music I’d been listening to when I was fourteen now embarrassed me – but soul was still soul. Those Al Green moments and Freda Payne moments – and Otis Redding and Aretha Franklin and Marvin Gaye and Percy Sledge, all the soul moments – stayed perfect, all my life.


I started teaching in 1979. I was working in a large community school in a working class area on the northside of Dublin. In the fourteen years I worked there I taught two black kids. (It would be very different today.) Yet, seven years into my teaching life – the halfway point, although I didn’t know it at the time – I started to write a novel about a bunch of kids who form a band and the music they’d be playing, I decided very quickly, would be soul. Stax and Motown were my soundtrack and ‘Sweet Soul Music’, the book you have in your hands, became my bible – or, one of them.


Gerri Hirshey’s great book, ‘Nowhere to Run’, brought me closer to Motown, and Peter Guralnick’s ‘Sweet Soul Music’ got me closer to Stax and Muscle Shoals and Atlantic Records, to the music and to the people, the characters who made the music. I think I was working on the second draft of the novel that I was calling ‘The Commitments’ when I read ‘Sweet Soul Music’. I bought it in London and brought it home to Dublin, which I’d started thinking of as Memphis-on-the-Liffey.


Almost immediately, a few pages in, I felt more confident that I was on the right track. I read the chapter on Solomon Burke – now, there’s a character – and I began to think of my fictional character, the veteran trumpet player, Joey ‘The Lips’ Fagan, as someone like Solomon Burke. Not the girth or the voice, but the style, the charm, the closeness to religion – the language of it – and the line he talked between fact and a good story. I’d already written the big lines and moments, and ‘Sweet Soul Music’ gave me a word here, a phrase or song title there – small but vital additions that would make my fiction, I hoped, seem real.


The egos I was now reading about – James Brown’s and Wilson Pickett’s, to name just two hundred – confirmed for me that the Commitments’ singer, Deco Cuffe, wasn’t pure fabrication. He was, but he wasn’t. He was a Dublin lad singing ‘Sex Machine’ in front of a Dublin audience, people he knew – people who knew him – in 1986. He couldn’t do that without some of James Brown’s self belief.


But Commiments or no Commitments, I’d still have been loving the book. The story of soul music, Peter Gurlanick writes, ‘is the story of the complicated intertwinings of dirt-poor roots and middle-class dreams, aesthetic ambitions and social strivings, the anarchic impulse and the business ethic. It is a story in which, indisputably, there are heroes and villains, even if, as in real life, sometimes it’s difficult to tell them apart.’ That reads like a pitch for a TV series. Actually, it reads like a plan for a novel. A big one – a great one.


It’s what’s great about ‘Sweet Soul Music’: it delivers all that we love to see in the best TV drama, all that we love to read in a great, spawling novel, and still manages to be richly informative, historically and musically precise; it’s a work of high scholarship written by a born storyteller.


‘This is a story first and foremost.’


This is the opening sentence of ‘Sweet Soul Music’ and it is what makes ‘Sweet Soul Music’ such a wonderful book: the story – or, the stories. It’s the story of a type of music, music that felt timeless when I first read the book in 1986, and still does – even more timeless, if that can make sense. And it is the stories of the people who created the music, sang it, wrote it, recorded it, produced it, sold it, made fortunes and blew fortunes, died because of it, or disappeared and came back years later, because of it – because of a great song, a phrase, a feeling.


Take Solomon Burke, who was clearly one of Guralnick’s favourite people. It should have been enough that he was a great singer and that he recorded some glorious music – and it is. But he was also a preacher by the age of nine; he sold the popcorn at his own gigs; he was a funeral director, ran a limousine service, a chain of drugstores and ‘an unsuccessful restaurant or two.’ He was the father of twenty-one children. “I got lost on one of the Bible verses that said, ‘Be fruitful and multiply.’ I didn’t read no further.” He was the King of Rock ‘n’ Soul. He’s just one of the Kings, Dukes and Queens – all of whom lived up to their titles – in this book.


I remember reading George V. Higgins’ crime masterpiece, ‘The Friends of Eddie Coyle’, and being impressed – and thrilled – that, a good way into the novel, I still didn’t know who were the good guys and who exactly were the bad guys. ‘Sweet Soul Music’ has a touch of that, because Guralnick never lets us forget that those huge names – Aretha, Ray, Sam, Otis, James, and the legendary musicians and movers behind them – were human. They were brilliant and stupid, disciplined and wild, supremely self-confident and as anxious as hell. They were human; they were only human. But sometimes, when the tape was running, they were a bit more than merely human.


I was also strongly reminded of Studs Terkel when I re-read ‘Sweet Soul Music’ recently, especially Terkel’s great oral history, ‘Working’, which, on the cover of the edition I own, has the subtitle, ‘People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do’. ‘Sweet Soul Music’ is a book about work – labour. It’s about how men and women worked together, and about how black and white men and women managed to work together. It’s about composing, recording, producing, promoting, touring. All of this was work, and brilliantly described by those who did the work. Guralnick understood that the best person to tell us about the life and career of Solomon Burke was Solomon Burke himself, and that the best way to capture the work that went on in the studios in Memphis and Muscle Shoals and elsewhere was to talk to the people who were in the studios, sweating, laughing, fighting, clued-in, clueless, inspired, frustrated, tired, surprised and elated, when ‘In the Midnight Hour’, ‘Do Right Woman, Do Right Man’, and so many other soul classics were recorded. These are the people, the characters, the workers, that fill ‘Sweet Soul Music’.


‘Feeling dictated the rhythm, feeling dictated the pace,’ Guralnick writes as he tries – successfully – to distinguish soul from other popular music forms. I saw Solomon Burke perform in Vicar Street, Dublin, in 2003. He wore a crown and sat on a throne throughout the gig; he was, after all, the King of Rock ‘n’ Soul. He put on a great show – it was fantastic entertainment – yet he believed every word he sang. ‘There’s song that I sing and I believe if everybody was to sing this song it would save the whole world,’ he recited at the start of ‘Everybody Needs Somebody to Love,’ and had recited, word for word, thousands of times, night after night after night. And I believed. I believed in his sincerity. I believed in his God for as long as he was singing – and I laughed. He was bringing the truth and making a few quid, he was preaching and entertaining, singing hymns to the dirty and the divine; the devil’s music fought it out with God’s. His voice was that fight.


So was Sam Cooke’s. So was Ray Charles’s. So was Aretha Franklin’s. And James Brown’s. And Joe Tex’s. And Otis Redding’s.


It’s a big part of this book, the battle – musical, psychological, cultural, racial – between the body and the soul, the music of the church going head-to-head with the music of the dancefloor and the bedroom. Ray Charles’s ‘What’d I Say’, recorded in 1959, is, as Guralnick puts it, ‘an altogether secular evocation of an actual church service, complete with moaning, groaning, and speaking in tongues, a joyous celebration of an utterly profane love.’ And I agree with him, wholeheartedly, although I’d heard neither moaning nor groaning in a Catholic church, and the only speaking in tongues I ever heard came from a demented Christian Brother at the top of the classroom as he – God love him – tried to teach the native tongue, Irish, to Dublin boys who were more than happy speaking English, the language of the oppressor and the Monkees.


That fight between the holy and the secular, church and state, piety and a good laugh, had been going on in Ireland all of my life, in school, on the airwaves, in my head. I was up for the fight but there wasn’t a decent soundtrack. There was no Irish ‘What’d I Say’ or ‘What’s Goin’ On’. Rebel songs wouldn’t do it; not even Ray Charles could have located the sex in ‘The West’s Awake’ and ‘The Bold Fenian Men’. That’s why ‘Band of Gold’ resonated, and ‘Tired of Being Alone’ resonated, and ‘Papa Was a Rollin’ Stone’ and ‘Respect’ and ‘When a Man Loves a Woman’ and ‘Please Please Please’ and all the other classics, and why, when I started to write ‘The Commitments’ in 1986, I made the Dublin kids play soul, and why I read and loved ‘Sweet Soul Music’.


‘Soul music was a brief flowering, really,’ Guralnick writes. He might be right – he is right – but, sixty years on, the flowers still smell fresh. And, almost forty years after I first read it, ‘Sweet Soul Music’ remains as fresh as the music it so brilliantly celebrates.


June, 2023: Memphis-on-the-Liffey
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Introduction: Soul Serenade


This is a story first and foremost. It is the story of a particular kind of music, but I hope it is more than that. I started out more than four years ago with the idea of writing a book on Southern soul music in the ’60s, a companion volume to my two earlier books, Feel Like Going Home and Lost Highway, and the last installment in a trilogy covering my three great musical loves—blues, rockabilly/country, and soul. I wanted to write a different kind of book this time, though, tending more toward narrative than toward profile, and while I recognized the impossibility of telling the whole story (Who can ever do that—who would ever want to do that? As Mark Twain once wrote, a real biography is impossible because “every day would make a whole book—365 books a year.”), I wanted to present as convincing a portrait of a musical movement and a social milieu as could be deduced in retrospect. In the course of researching the book I interviewed well over a hundred people and traveled from Los Angeles to Mississippi, from Georgia to New York, Alabama, Philadelphia, and Tennessee. The weight of the subtext, I hope, reinforces the narrative, because however comprehensive this book may seem, however tangled its chronology and extended its text, it represents only a minuscule portion of the time that I spent with label owners, producers, booking agents, record store operators, disc jockeys, and managers, as well as the artists themselves. And I hope it reflects my disinclination to understand things too quickly, because there is no question in my mind of the education that I got, an education in an aspect of Americana and a facet of American business that, despite my longtime exposure to the music industry, I had never really scrutinized before. I met some of the greatest characters and made some of the closest friends (often one and the same thing) that I have ever known. And I had most of the preconceptions with which I came to the writing of this book turned almost totally upside down.


WHAT IS SOUL MUSIC?


Southern soul music developed out of a time and a set of social circumstances that are unlikely to be repeated. I suppose I should make it clear from the outset that when I speak of soul music, I am not referring to Motown, a phenomenon almost exactly contemporaneous but appealing far more to a pop, white, and industry-slanted kind of audience. (Motown’s achievement, said Jerry Wexler, vice-president of Atlantic Records and chief spokesman for the rival faction, was “something that you would have to say on paper was impossible. They took black music and beamed it directly to the white American teenager.”) What I am referring to is the far less controlled, gospel-based, emotion-baring kind of music that grew up in the wake of the success of Ray Charles from about 1954 on and came to its full flowering, along with Motown, in the early 1960s. It was for a considerable length of time limited almost exclusively to a black audience which had grown up on the uninhibited emotionalism of the church and to a secret but growing legion of young white admirers who picked up on rhythm and blues on the radio and took it as the key to a mystery they were pledged never to reveal. In the beginning, like rock ’n’ roll, it was an expression of rebellion, or at least of discontent, and Ray Charles’s transformation of dignified gospel standards into cries of secular ecstasy came in for a good deal of criticism at first, mostly from the pulpit. Once it emerged from the underground, it accompanied the Civil Rights Movement almost step by step, its success directly reflecting the giant strides that integration was making, its popularity almost a mirror image of the social changes that were taking place. When Percy Sledge’s “When a Man Loves a Woman,” a pure example of Southern soul emotiveness if ever there was one, made the top of the pop charts in 1966, it seemed almost as if the mountain had been scaled. Here was a song uncompromised, I thought at the time (many thought at the time), by concessions to the marketplace, unbleached and unblemished by the endearing palliatives which Motown always brought to bear, an expression of romantic generosity and black solidarity (I thought again). I didn’t even like the song all that much, but I took it as a harbinger of a new day, when a mass audience could respond to black popular culture on its own terms.
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Black Wall of Pride, Atlanta, 1973. (Val Wilmer)


Similarly it seemed no coincidence that when the height of the Movement was past, when the certainty of forward motion and the instinctive commonality of purpose that marked that brief period were called into question by the death of Martin Luther King, the soul movement, too, should have fragmented, the good feeling clearly engendered by the music should have fled, and the charts should have been virtually resegregated, with funk and disco and then rap music rendering themselves as inaccessible, and ultimately as co-optable in turn, as rhythm and blues once had been. Soul music, then, was the product of a particular time and place that one would not want to see repeated, the bitter fruit of segregation, transformed (as so much else has been by the encompassing generosity of Afro-American culture) into a statement of warmth and affirmation. This was the backdrop for the evolution of soul, an exciting time, a dangerous time, a time of exhilarating self-discovery. That is the historical context.


Here is what I thought soul music was when I first started writing this book. “Soul music,” in British writer Clive Anderson’s orthodox and not imperceptive formulation, “is made by black Americans and elevates ‘feeling’ above all else. It began in the late fifties, secularized gospel embracing blues profanity, and dealt exclusively with that most important subject, the vagaries of love. The sound remains in church. More often than not soul is in ballad form and employs certain gospel and blues techniques—call and response patterns, hip argot and inflection, melismatic delivery. It is a completely vocal art. … Soul assumes a shared experience, a relationship with the listener, as in blues, where the singer confirms and works out the feelings of the audience. In this sense it remains sacramental.”


I think that would serve as a pretty fair summary of my own more basic assumptions. Not that I was entirely without exposure to nonacademic reality. With my friend Bob Smith I saw every blues act that came to town, and when we were both sixteen, we saw Ray Charles for the first time singing his new hit “What’d I Say” at Boston’s Jordan Hall. From early 1964 on, under the prodding of another friend, John Grahm, I must have gone to every major soul revue, every Summer and Winter Shower of Stars that Boston’s soul station WILD put on. John and I saw Solomon Burke and Joe Tex and Garnet Mimms and James Brown and Otis Redding—we saw most of the people I am writing about in this book, in fact, many of them several times and often close up in the little clubs that John introduced me to when we were both around twenty. The first story that I wrote for Rolling Stone in 1968 was an appreciation of Solomon Burke, and one of the earliest pieces I wrote for the fledgling Boston Phoenix was a description of the spectacular nature of James Brown’s stage show in January of 1967.


I mention all this not merely to cite my credentials but also to downplay my pretensions to scholarly objectivity. I went to the shows, it is true, along with the requisite handful of white spectators, and like Mick Jagger in England, Mitch Ryder in Detroit, Peter Wolf in New York, or writer Joe McEwen in Philadelphia, I was enthralled. I would not want to say that I immediately grasped the reality. Certainly I wasn’t seeing any more of the behind-the-scenes action than any other fan. But more to the point I took the shows as an opportunity for romance in which the impossible grace of the dancers was outweighed only by the exotic allure of the setting. To me soul music was black power. To me soul music was a kind of revolutionary statement of purpose, a bold departure from the rhythm and blues which had preceded it, and (here is where I think I got it most wrong) a kind of separatist, almost Garveyite statement of black pride, a championing of “roots” long before the formal concept became popular, whose adoption by whites only symbolized the goodwill and innocent expectations that the Movement engendered. My thinking along these lines was further reinforced by such statements of social purpose as “We’re a Winner” (the Impressions), “I’m Black and I’m Proud” (James Brown), “I Wish I Knew (How It Would Feel to Be Free)” (Solomon Burke), and “A Change Is Gonna Come” (Sam Cooke), and to this day I have no doubt that the rising tide of expectations and the emergence of new opportunities were a major part of the story. But it was not the whole story, any more than the whole story of rock ’n’ roll was freedom and a rejection of the mood of white middle-class Eisenhower America.


I came face to face with the disparity between theory and reality almost as soon as I started my interviews for the book. Soul music, declared Jerry Wexler, who in his position as vice-president of Atlantic Records had recorded most of the great soul singers of the ’60s and many of the outstanding r&b singers and groups of the ’50s, was no more than “a rubric … a semantic fabrication. It was just a stage of the music, and it evolved to a certain point. It was rhythm and blues.”


It was rhythm and blues. Right away my whole theory was blown out of the water. To me there had existed a sacred distinction between soul and rhythm and blues. Soul was honesty and truth and anguish and, as I say, soul-baring. Rhythm and blues, a genre with which I was also entranced (but for different reasons), was more of a contrivance—honking saxes and double entendres and screaming singers and pounding rhythms. Well, that’s how much I knew. When I went to Macon for the first time and Otis Redding’s brother, Rodgers, introduced me to Otis’s widow, Zelma, he recommended me by saying, “He’s a real r&b fan.” Over and over again I came up against the fact that no distinction was made: all the singers that I was writing about had their roots in the ’50s; the designations were in a sense the invention of critics and anthologists.


Well, all right, I could accept that. But soul was at least a clear expression of black solidarity; it expressed the “inchoate hopes of a noble people” (I might very nearly have written that), didn’t it? When I earnestly sought out Julian Bond, the former SNCC leader who had written poems inspired by Ray Charles and Charlie Parker, he didn’t exactly dismiss my ideological thesis, but he didn’t really confirm it, either. Music may well have been important to his emerging sense of racial identity, he said, but like any other teenager, he “romanticized singers, especially Ray Charles. Rhythm and blues was looked down on. It was low-class music, it was wild music, it was sexual music, it was ‘dirty’ music. So far as we were concerned, it was the most glamorous life in the world. Now I know different, of course, but this was heaven to me back then.” From the time that I myself first went to Memphis in the fall of 1980, the picture that I got of the Stax Record Company, and then of the recording scene in Muscle Shoals, as well as the emergence of Otis Redding from the provincial reaches of Macon, Georgia, showed not so much the white man in the woodpile, or even the white businessman capitalizing on social placement and cultural advantage to plunder the resources of a captive people, as the white partner contributing as significantly as his more prominent—more visible certainly—black associate. I don’t mean to make too much of this, because partnership is a self-evident concept, it is the whole point of integration, after all; I was simply not prepared to see it happening here. Perhaps because a working union of this sort is so rare, perhaps because of my own cultural and political preconditioning, it took me a while to come to grips with the nonideological complexion of reality.


Finally, I entered into the writing of this book with what I think was the common misperception that soul music was a phenomenon that existed outside of what we generally view as “the music business.” Southern soul, after all, like blues and rhythm and blues and rockabilly before it and rap and beat music after it, was a product of the independents, men and women who had circumvented the stranglehold that the major labels like Columbia, Decca, RCA, and Capitol had on the marketplace by discovering not a new music but a new market. Rhythm and blues was dismissed disparagingly in the ’40s as “race music,” country and western as “hillbilly,” and while each music had its legitimate audience, the majors were in most instances reluctant to service it. Success in these fields was wide open, then, to the independent operator and entrepreneur, and the independent was in most cases someone who loved music, an old radio hand like Sam Phillips (the man whose Sun label gave birth to Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, and rock ’n’ roll), a collector like Ahmet Ertegun or Herb Abramson (who started Atlantic Records in partnership), a musician like Jim Stewart (founder of Stax), a certified hipster like Jerry Wexler. Whatever their backgrounds, though—and the biographies of some of the other independents include such diverse occupations as shellac manufacturer, nightclub operator, mambo instructor, gumball machine distributor, and small-time gangster—whatever their passion for the Life and the music, their primary motive was to make money. Elementary as this lesson may sound, it took me a while to put into perspective what must have been obvious to someone like Jerry Wexler from the first: that soul music, far from taking place in a vacuum or developing an aesthetic in splendid isolation from other more corrupt and hybridized strains, was in fact developing in tandem with rock ’n’ roll and country music, was competing, really, for the same dollar, could never give up the hope of transcending its parochial origins and breaking into the pop marketplace. Categories, it is said, are made for critics, and I have always believed this, but it took me almost two years of traveling around the country and interviewing industry figures as well as soul artists before I came to the realization that the story I was telling was as much the story of a business as it was the story of a music. Indeed, in many ways the story of soul music represents both the triumph and the tragedy of the free-enterprise system; the process of cross-fertilization by which soul music came to exist and influence in its turn the entire spectrum of American music was no more an accident than the invention of the Model T. As Jerry Wexler said in 1979 in a moment of somewhat glib self-doubt, “Just as it is with literature, where Faulkner remains on the library shelves while Jacqueline Susann hits the charts, it’s the same with records. Each company must do its best to fill the pulsating needs of mediocrity in order to maximize its potential for success. We might as well be selling hubcaps.”


WHAT IS SOUL MUSIC? II


This is what I mean today when I am talking about soul music. Soul music is Southern by definition if not by actual geography. Like the blues, jazz, and rock ’n’ roll, both its birth and inspiration stem from the South, so that while Solomon Burke, one of the very greatest of soul singers, is a native of Philadelphia, and Garnet Mimms, a little appreciated but nearly equally talented vocalist, made many of his recordings there, the clear inspiration for the styles of both is the Southern revivalism that fueled such diverse figures as Elvis Presley and Hank Williams on the one hand, Little Richard and Ray Charles on the other. I do believe there’s a regional philosophy involved here, too, whether it’s the agrarian spirit cited by Jerry Wexler (“There was always this attitude, ‘Oh, man, we’re gonna lose our soul if we do that. We’re not gonna let machinery kill our natural Southern thing.’”), or simply the idea that Dan Penn, the renegade white hero of this book, has frequently expressed: “People down here don’t let nobody tell them what to do.” Unquestionably the racial turmoil of the South was a factor, and the rapid social upheaval which it foreshadowed; in fact, the whole tangled racial history of the region, the intimate terms on which it lived with its passions and contradictions, played a decisive role in the forging of a new culture, one which the North’s polite lip service to liberalism could never have achieved. Ultimately soul music derives, I believe, from the Southern dream of freedom.
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Garnet Mimms, 1967. (Cliff White/Courtesy of Bill Millar)


It is not, however (contrary to most received opinion), a music of uninhibited emotional release—though at times it comes close. What it offers, rather, is something akin to the “knowledgeable apprehension,” in Alfred Hitchcock’s famous definition of suspense, that precedes the actual climax, that everyone knows is coming—it’s just nobody is quite sure when. Soul music is a music that keeps hinting at a conclusion, keeps straining at the boundaries—of melody and convention—that it has imposed upon itself. That is where it is to be differentiated from the let-it-all-hang-out rock ’n’ roll of a cheerful charismatic like Little Richard, who for all the brilliance of his singing and the subtleties of which he is capable, basically hits the ground running and accelerates from there. It is to be differentiated, too, from the cultural refinements of Motown, which, with equal claim to inspiration from the church, rarely uncorks a full-blooded scream, generally establishes the tension without ever really letting go, and only occasionally will reveal a flash of raw emotion. This is not because Motown singers were not equally talented or equally capable of revealing their true feelings; it is simply that Motown was an industry aimed specifically at reaching the white market, and every aspect of that industry was controlled, from the grooming and diction of its stars to the subtlest interpolations on its records. Southern soul music, on the other hand, was a haven for free-lancers and individualists. It was a musical mode in which the band might be out of tune, the drummer out of time, the singer off-key, and yet the message could still come across—since underlying feeling was all. Feeling dictated the rhythm, feeling dictated the pace; that is why soul music remains to this day so idiosyncratic a domain. One of the most common fallacies of a post-apocalyptic age such as ours is that there is no room for anything but the dramatic gesture; modulation is something as unheard-of as self-restraint. Soul music, which might in one sense be considered a herald of the new age, knew differently in the 1960s, and among the most surprising aspects of going back and listening to the music today—among its most enduring qualities—are the quiet moments at the center, the moments of stillness where action stops and “knowledgeable” anticipation takes over. Think of the great screams you’ve heard from everyone from James Brown to Wilson Pickett; think of the fervor of Solomon Burke’s or Joe Tex’s preaching on subjects as far removed in substance and seriousness as “skinny legs and all” or the price that love can exact. In gospel music, the progenitor of the style, a singer is often described as “worrying” the audience, teasing it, working the crowd until it is on the verge of exploding, until strong men faint and women start speaking in tongues. This is commonly referred to as “house wrecking.” In soul music, perhaps the last of the great vocal arts, there is this same sense of dramatic structure, even if the message does not always provide the same unambiguous release. “I feel like I want to scream,” James Brown announces over and over again, borrowing an age-old gospel technique. “I feel so good I want to scream,” he declares, testing the limits to which the tension can be extended and in one famous recorded passage going past them as a voice from the crowd yells back, “James, you’re an asshole.” Over and over again the soul singer, like his gospel counterpart, begs for complicity. “Let me hear you say yeah,” he implores, taking directly from the church. “There’s just one more thing I want to say,” he declares, just waiting to be invited to say it. “Can I get a witness?” becomes the rhetorical question—secular and ecclesiastical—of the age.


All this is merely testimony to the indisputable bond between technique and feeling, Southern soul music and the church. What is not so readily appreciated, perhaps, is the extent to which soul, once its gospel origins are gotten past, is a self-invented music—not so much in its form (which, like that of every great American folk music, is an amalgam, a hybridization of various strains that have gone before) as in its evolution on record. For soul was to a large extent a tale of three cities—Memphis, Macon, and Muscle Shoals—each of which grew up as an isolated regional outpost as far from the studio system of the majors in spirit as it was in geography and almost equally removed from any real awareness of the achievements of its fellow satellites. Southern soul music, as it evolved in the studio, was very much a homemade art (this was perhaps its one clear distinction from rhythm and blues), little dependent on direct models because direct models were not close at hand, little aware of history because history had not yet been written. The singers, it is true, had their parts down pat; they simply modeled themselves on the gospel stars. But the musicians, the writers, the producers, the managers, the engineers—the whole apparatus of the so-called recording industry—were forced to define themselves and their roles as they went along, were thrown back on their own resources. Perhaps this was to some extent a function of provincial xenophobia; if the United States was isolationist by inclination, the South remains the last bastion of true populism and regionalism triumphant.
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Jerry Wexler and Wilson Pickett. (Courtesy of Jerry Wexler)


But it was not simply the South. The recording industry itself was still in the process of self-definition, and soul music—black music in general—remained the Wild West of the music territory. “We didn’t know how to make records,” Jerry Wexler has said of his own celebrated start in the record business with Atlantic in 1953. “What the hell did we know then?” Jim Stewart and his sister, Estelle Axton, had scarcely listened to black music when they started recording it at Stax; the closest that Rick Hall, founder of the Fame Recording studio and label in Muscle Shoals, had come to the music industry was a little studio lined with empty egg cartons over the City Drugstore in Florence, Alabama. Phil Walden, a recent graduate of the Sidney Lanier High School in Macon, Georgia, plotted with Otis Redding, a dropout from Lanier’s black counterpart, how they were going to crack the great world of entertainment without knowing any more about it than you could pick up from agents’ handbills. Dan Penn, a brash young white kid from Vernon, Alabama (population: 1500), had never seen any of his heroes (Ray Charles, Sam Cooke, Bobby “Blue” Bland) sing when he started traversing the Alabama-Mississippi countryside in a made-over hearse, putting on an act in which he imagined himself to be “Bobby ‘Blue’ Penn.” Each region, each studio, developed its own distinctive approach, piecing together the hard-won lessons until a recording philosophy was evolved, improvising a system of on-the-spot, “head” arrangements (necessary in the absence of reading musicians) that, whatever its simplicity, impressed Jerry Wexler so strongly that he would say in retrospect, “We didn’t really learn how to put a record together until we worked with the Stax and Muscle Shoals people.” And this from the man on whom “the Stax and Muscle Shoals people” modeled their whole operation once he had sought them out, whom they revered for his track record and producing expertise!


The one other irreducible component of Southern soul music was its racial mix, and here, too, opinion remains divided about its precise significance. To some it is just one more variation on the old racist story: black workers, white owners. I have spoken earlier of my own confusion and my ultimate conviction that here was a partnership. But it was a partnership with a difference: the principals brought to it such divergent outlooks and experiences that even if they had grown up in the same little town, they were as widely separated as if there had been an ocean between them. And when they came together, it may well have been their strangeness to each other, as well as their familiarity, that caused the cultural explosion.


There are other, more prosaic ways of looking at this affiliation. Idealistically, of course, it did bear out the promise of integration, and one participant after another—black and white—has credited the partnership as evidence that the American dream can work, has laid the success of soul music to “blacks and whites working as a team.” On a slyer level black DJ Hamp Swain (the original discoverer of Otis Redding and a prominent Macon bandleader in the mid-’50s) has cited his “secret audience”: “In my early days in radio I would think that fifty percent of my audience was white—high school kids who were crazy about r&b music. At the shows they could sit upstairs and watch the black kids downstairs having a good time dancing. They just had to sit up there and watch.” Soul music, Swain implies, was born when the white kids finally came down and participated. Even more circuitously Jim Dickinson, a white Memphis musician with a singularly iconoclastic point of view, saw white musicians as a necessary ingredient in the mix simply because they would take more abuse in the studio than their black counterparts. Perhaps because there was less at stake in the way of pride or place, “the white musicians would just sit there and not say anything.”


Whatever the true story—if there is a true story—one fact is clear: blacks and whites brought very different backgrounds and offered very different contributions to the music itself. Blacks, of course, were the stars. There were no white soul singers, with the marginal exceptions of the Righteous Brothers or Wayne Cochran or a one-shot success like the Magnificent Men, and if a singer-songwriter like Dan Penn played a role similar to Fletcher Henderson’s in the Benny Goodman sound, like Henderson he remained for the most part entirely in the background. The quality that other white musicians like Steve Cropper and Jimmy Johnson—primarily rhythm guitarists, interestingly enough—brought to the music included a country and western background, a middle-class work ethic, and a rock ’n’ roll heart. By that I don’t mean a musical quality so much as a sense of dissatisfaction with where they were and who they were, and a (very likely unarticulated) sense of social injustice, the kind of instinctive “white niggerism” that Norman Mailer was groping toward when he wrote of “the juvenile delinquent [coming] face to face with the Negro” and from this “wedding” arising the birth of the hipster. To the white protagonists of this book virtually without exception Ray Charles was a god for almost the very reasons that the White Citizens’ Councils had warned about: sex, barbarism, and jungle rhythms. “It is to my surprise,” I wrote of actually meeting Charles some twenty-five years later, “his sense of organization, his dedication to humdrum reality, that stands out, not the flash of inspiration, the wicked gleam of orgiastic pleasure that I first glimpsed when I was fifteen or sixteen years old and took not only for all of Ray Charles but for the essence of r&b, 1960 style.”


The other side of such intense romanticization, of course, is patronization, and that is the Animal House side of the story. It was the fraternity audiences North and South—but particularly South—that nurtured the music, that held up a drunken Jimmy Reed as the prototypical “crazy nigger,” that took the music and the musicians for their own as a kind of substitute for real experience, and to this day keep r&b alive in a form of institutionalized revivalism known as “beach music.” To Rufus Thomas, Percy Sledge, and countless others the Southern fraternity circuit provided the best kind of gig: high-paying, dignified (you got to wear a tuxedo, and the young men and ladies were dressed to the teeth), and full of the most appreciative audiences that you could hope to encounter. For the white “cover” bands like Jimmy Johnson’s Del Rays or Dan Penn’s Pallbearers, the fraternities were the life’s blood of the business: there was no club scene, and without records an act couldn’t really travel, but with a little bit of luck (and a good reputation behind you) you could always come back to Phi Kappa Alpha year after year, sometimes several times in the same year, and find a warm welcome.


I must admit, none of this would ever have occurred to me before writing this book—and not just the fraternity side of it, either. No one knew who was actually playing on the records. “Quaint to observe white man Wayne Jackson step up to the microphone,” wrote Bill Millar of the English Stax-Volt Revue in 1967. And the idea that Dan Penn and Spooner Oldham, authors of so many of the soul classics, were both white would have seemed heretical to me at the time. Far more shocking, though, was the idea that such classist and racist institutions as fraternities, such clear agents of wealth and privilege, could have genuinely been fostering the music that I loved. Well, that was the case, whether I liked it or not.


At the same time, in the midst of all this historical revisionism, I don’t want to suggest that soul music was not socially progressive on some conscious level, or that there was not a firm substratum of idealism in its dedication to an alternative culture—for there was. Soul music was a statement of possibilities that could be taken as far as you liked, and no white participant that I know of was unaware of the implications. I think songwriter Donnie Fritts put it best when he spoke of his friendship with soul singer Arthur Alexander (like Donnie a native of the Muscle Shoals area) in those dangerous times. “How could I be prejudiced?” he said, referring to the bitter divisiveness of the era. “I’m the most prejudiced-against person there is. I’m the biggest nigger you ever met.”


For the black participant, whether singer, songwriter, or record executive, the social dynamic was somewhat more straightforward. On the one hand, as Norman Mailer melodramatically pointed out in “The White Negro,” there was no choice as to how you might represent yourself if you were black; race was an inescapable fact of American life, and “any Negro who wishes to live must live with danger from his first day … no experience can ever be casual to him. …” Conversely soul music represented another opportunity for upward mobility, much as sports and entertainment in general had for the previous fifty or sixty years. One of the things that surprised me most, I think, when I came to meet my heroes of soul was how middle-class they were: men and women who might have been doctors or lawyers or teachers in many instances, whose private speaking voices, articulation, and erudition were often far different, far removed from the “soul brother” bonhomie that their onstage manner would suggest. I had constructed for myself a mythology of instinctual soul, in which the Ray Charles fantasy figure would have been the archetype. This construction fit right in with my own knowledge of the blues world, or even the world of white country music, where social—if not economic—aspiration was often limited, and, particularly in country music, the rural world from which the star arose was often simply transplanted to suburban surroundings. This did not turn out to be the case in the world of soul, and perhaps that accounts for some of the problems of adaptation and identity which several of the singers I interviewed have encountered. Musically nearly everyone that I spoke to saw soul music as a step up from the blues, a clear departure from primitive chants and cotton-patch hollers executed on a more elevated thematic and harmonic level. “We had our type of blues gospel melody,” songwriter Roosevelt Jamison explained, “but we wanted to put some poetic message and philosophy in it. The gutbucket stuff we figured wasn’t really good music. We wanted to put some flavor of God in it.”
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Sam Cooke and Dinah Washington.
(Gordon “Doc” Anderson)


Not surprisingly nearly every Southern soul singer, almost without exception, took Sam Cooke, the urbane former gospel Soul Stirrer, for a model. With his matinee-idol good looks, liltingly graceful voice, sophisticated manner, and effortless delivery (all with a subtle suggestion, or inescapable undercurrent, of gospel passion), Cooke was not only the logical stylistic choice; he provided the clear social model as well. With “You Send Me” in 1957, a #1 pop hit, he was the first “soul singer” to achieve widespread crossover success; with the creation of his own label and publishing company he became one of the few black stars to take charge of his own career; with his Ferrari, his Jaguar XKE, his appearance on the Tonight show, and his triumphant conquest of the Copacabana Club in New York, he entered a world previously reserved For Whites Only. As urbane as Duke Ellington in the world of jazz, and no less dignified, he was revered not just for his music but for his success, a notion that took a while to penetrate my preconceived ideas about racial solidarity and the purity of art. Sam Cooke was looking for white acceptance, because he was looking for wider sales and a broader market. That is why he crossed over from gospel in the first place. As Ray Charles said, speaking of his own departure from the chitlin circuit, “My people made me what I am, because you have to become big in your own community first, but as far as leaving that black audience exclusively, I never even thought twice about it.”
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The Soul Brothers Six. (From the collection of Fred Lewis)


Not everyone was Ray Charles, though. Not everyone was Sam Cooke. For almost all the soul singers the chitlin circuit remained an inescapable way of life, at least to a considerable degree. What should never be lost sight of is that Southern soul music is at least as much the story of the never-weres and might-have-beens, of the one-hit artists, and the impact of their one hit, as it is a chronicle of the stars. Soul music is a message from the heart, and through the story of soul music, as I finally came to see it, runs a spiritual thread that links the Soul Brothers 6 with Sam and Dave, James Carr with Otis Redding, William Bell with Sam Cooke. Within this framework, who is to say that Oscar Toney, Jr., is not as “important” as Wilson Pickett, that George Perkins or Phil Flowers or Freddie Scott did not contribute as much to the body of the music in their own way as the more familiar names, with their instantly familiar hits?


I’ve tried to keep this idea in mind even as the book has settled into a more predictable pattern of social context and historical associations. I’ve tried to express the pulse of the music, not just its formal definition, the idea that here was a truly democratic arena open to anyone as much on the basis of desire as technique, as much on the basis of gut instinct as careful calculation. This held true for singer and businessman, songwriter and musician, from a great synthesizer like Ray Charles, who, recognizing the technical deficiencies of his voice (he had a very limited natural range), explored every nook and cranny of its emotional resources, to a compulsive performer like James Brown, who built revolutions on riffs and trusted to faith, righteousness, and determination to make a way. It is feeling in the end that we are hearing when we listen to soul music, it is feeling that gets the music rocking with that steady beat, it is feeling with which I started out the book and feeling which is the one home truth that I think will survive any tendency toward revisionism or retrospective irony.


THE STORY OF MY BOOK


I started this book in the fall of 1980. One of the first things I did was to try to get in touch with Solomon Burke. I tried his lawyer in California, called his booking agent, song publisher, manager—all without success. Then one day just as I was going out the phone rang, and my wife, Alexandra, answered it. I was already in the car when she came running out. It was someone calling on behalf of Solomon Burke, she said, or someone who said he was Solomon Burke. When I got on the phone, the voice at the other end was chipper, mild, the voice of an insurance salesman. Maybe, I thought, it was another Solomon Burke. Finally, still fearful that I was being toyed with, I explained the purpose of my earlier calls. I was writing a book; it was about soul music, Southern soul music—I didn’t have to go any further. Of course, of course, interrupted the voice at the other end of the line, suddenly warming to the conversation and abandoning all pretense of polite neutrality. “And how could you do a book without speaking to the king?”


That set me off on my ride. I met Solomon shortly thereafter, and he was right: I couldn’t have done the book without speaking to the king. He was everything I had ever imagined him to be through his music, and more—bigger, warmer, funnier, larger than life in every respect. Within a short time, through Solomon and others, I had made a whole raft of contacts. One person led to another, and everywhere I went news of my quest preceded me. Everyone wanted to know how old friends were doing; Carla Thomas, a warm, gracious woman as articulate as she is talented, announced, “Next time I’m going to interview you and find out what all these people are saying,” as soon as I closed the notebook on our interview. Some people were more interested in what others had to say about them than they were in talking about themselves; many of the insights I gained were off the record, and much of the knowledge I acquired lies buried beneath the surface of the text; some of the star interviews that I sought assiduously over a period of years never came off; but gradually I came to feel as if I were gaining entree to, and knowledge of, a world whose dimensions I had scarcely even suspected.


I was surprised sometimes at how freely so many of the people I interviewed were willing to speak. But then I don’t know if I should have been. What they were seeking, most of them, was the same directness and emotional truth that existed in their music. They were looking for their place in history. In the past I have occasionally written things that I thought might offend those I was writing about, material that involved both revelations on their part and insights that I had gained. In almost every instance I found that if the story was honest, it was accepted, no matter how painful acceptance might be, that the highest compliment that the musicians I was writing about could pay was “It’s honest. It’s the truth.”


Well, I hope that’s the case here. The truth, as I say, is not a simple thing—or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that there are many truths. And when one is piecing together a retrospective account such as this, assembled from a series of interviews with more than a hundred different (and strong) personalities, it’s necessary to make one’s own judgments sometimes, one is forced often to create a best-case scenario. What I have tried to do is to make a coherent presentation without sacrificing individual perspectives, to sift through the sometimes bewildering maze of claims and counterclaims and arrive at a version that makes the most sense, taking into account the intended veracity of most of the parties. I am aware that some of what I have written challenges the accepted version of history, but here, too, one must remember that history has been largely written—as is the case with so much of popular culture—in promotional literature and publicity releases which, by their very nature (and whatever enthusiastic glimpse of the truth they may afford), are not always the most objective guide. At times, I must admit, I felt as if I were sinking into a bog; occasionally I lost faith and wondered what in the hell I was doing out there in a miasma of memory and allusion (or was that illusion?), set adrift in a sea of oral history without bearings or compass. But then things would start to fall into place once again; the interviews began to seem like pieces of a giant puzzle, which, even if it might never be completely assembled, was at least beginning to take shape; gradually the work suggested a narrative of its own.
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Solomon Burke and me. (Scott Billington)


My one caveat is that it should not be forgotten that this is a retrospective account, and while there are flashes of present-day description interspersed throughout the narrative, for the most part it is an attempt to recreate by documentation, first-person testimony, and portraiture what really happened (that is to say, the core of what really happened, whether represented by personal reminiscence with a sometimes metaphorical perspective or assembled as a third-person narrative with a presumed overview). Not to put too fine a point on it, this book lies somewhere between history and personal chronicle: I was there to interview the principals, but as to the events that we are talking about I simply was not there to be a witness, and the written documentation that exists is spotty at best. It would have been easy to introduce a lot of present-day detail, and I have done so on occasion—but only where I felt it substantiated a point that was being made about the past. The book created its own story and imposed its own limitations, limitations to which I could accede only after I had traveled back and forth from Macon to Memphis and Atlanta and Muscle Shoals a number of times interviewing and reinterviewing the principals and cast of supporting players. If I didn’t accept the limitations, I realized, I would never get out of this book alive. Or I would never find a readership that could. Sometimes, my mother has always told me, you’ve got to be practical.


THE LEGACY OF SOUL


Soul music was a brief flowering, really. It first peered out in the mid-1950s, like rock ’n’ roll, as a kind of alternative to assimilation. It came into its own no earlier than 1960, crossed over by 1965 or 1966, and, despite lingering traces of its influence throughout the culture, was spent as a controlling force by the early ’70s. Certainly it can be seen as paralleling the Civil Rights Movement stylistically as well as chronologically, emerging with stealth at first, slowly gathering strength, then learning to assert itself without apology or fear, until forced to retrench in the face of a series of traumatic events and jarring disappointments. Musically, I believe, soul remains the story of how a universal sound emerged from the black church. Historically it represents another chapter in the development of black consciousness, similar to the Harlem Renaissance, say, in its championing of negritude, but more widespread in its immediate impact. At the same time it is a whole other story, too. It is the story of blacks and whites together. It is the story of the complicated intertwinings of dirt-poor roots and middle-class dreams, aesthetic ambitions and social strivings, the anarchic impulse and the business ethic. It is a story in which, indisputably, there are heroes and villains, even if, as in real life, sometimes it’s difficult to tell them apart. At one point soul music appeared to represent the vanguard of the revolution, and if the revolution never arrived, I don’t know that that makes soul matter any less.


Is all this too much for the music to bear? I don’t think so. At the same time one doesn’t want to forget that one is talking about popular culture. For Jerry Wexler it is all a little bit rhetorical anyway. “We didn’t know we were at some cosmic threshold,” he declares. “You never know that. I think, that’s all literary, all this business about decades. I think it’s part of the bullshit rhetoric of rock. The only thing about it was, it’s like certain movements in art, it’s like that place outside of Paris where the light was so good, the Barbizon school, you know, the confluence of certain things, the myth period, the golden period, when the music was fresh, the musicians were fresh—you can’t replicate it because there’s something in the ambience, something in the atmosphere. Not that I consider rhythm and blues to be art necessarily.”


[image: image]


James Brown. (Courtesy of Gregg Geller)


What he did consider rhythm and blues to be—and the context in which Atlantic Records had to view the music in order to survive—was commerce. I’ve tried to view it a little bit that way, too, as a combination, at any rate, of art and commerce in which the music attained its highest level when the marriage was closest and in the absence of which the form cannot be revived today. And remember: as much as was going on within this self-contained world of Southern soul, there was that much more creating an inescapable influence (and demanding entree somehow) from the outside. This was the age of the Beatles, a time when Motown had twelve #1 pop hits while Southern soul music was waiting to have its first. The music itself, however, needs no apologies. To me it almost goes without saying that soul was an incomparably greater form (because it was incomparably more passionate, emotionally expressive, and individualistic) than its more celebrated contemporaries. I once quoted Murray Kempton’s assertion that “one moment of Joe Turner singing that ‘it’s your dollar now, but it’s gonna be mine some sweet day’ is worth more than all [the Beatles] have ever said,” and an editor took it out to save me embarrassment. “Sometimes I feel as if I grew up in a cultural vacuum,” wrote Joe McEwen of his own Philadelphia origins. “The Beatles never registered with me; the hysteria and the sense of community that marked their ascendance were so foreign that when I read Greil Marcus’s essay on the group in The Rolling Stone Illustrated History of Rock & Roll, I could only shake my head in wonder. I didn’t feel left out necessarily … [but] when I read Greil Marcus on the Beatles (‘Enormous energy—the energy of frustration, desire, repression, adolescence, sex, ambition—finds an object in pop explosion. …’), I [thought] of James Brown. … I knew exactly what he meant when he sang, achingly and somewhat bewilderingly, ‘A million to one/ Ten thousand people/ Under my Father’s sun/ Who need someone,’ and I had an even better understanding of a song called ‘Let Yourself Go.’”


That was how it was with me, perhaps not the same song but the same feeling, the sense of being clued in to something significant, of being on the edge of a Movement that was so much more than just another pop phenomenon. It was there for the audience; it was there for the protagonists. Over and over again in my talks with the people who made the music there was reference to this same kind of spiritual association, a sense of being part of a larger whole. No one has characterized it more eloquently, though, than Curtis Mayfield, lead singer of the Chicago-based Impressions (“People Get Ready,” “Keep on Pushing,” “We’re a Winner”) and later most notably composer for such film sound tracks as “Superfly.” Speaking to writer Russell Gersten about the achievements of the larger world of soul, he declared, “You know, to talk about the ’60s almost brings tears to my eyes. What we did. What we all did. We changed the world—me, us, Smokey Robinson, Jerry Butler, the Temptations, Aretha, Otis, Gladys Knight, James Brown. We really did. Barriers broke down for us. And for all black musicians afterwards. I mean, to have lived through that, and to have been part of that, is more than anyone can ask.”
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Prologue to Soul: Sam Cooke, Ray Charles, and the Business of Music


I, too, hear America singing
But from where I stand
I can only hear Little Richard
and Fats Domino
But sometimes,
I hear Ray Charles
Drowning in his own tears
or Bird
Relaxin’ at Camarillo
or Horace Silver, Doodling
Then I don’t mind standing a little longer.


—Julian Bond


SOUL STEW: A THUMBNAIL HISTORY


The story of soul music can be seen largely as the story of the introduction of the gospel strain into the secular world of rhythm and blues. To gospel devotees like Tony Heilbut the newcomers had no special claim on the territory and in some cases were rank imitators. “In all the great modern soul singers,” writes Heilbut in his definitive work, The Gospel Sound, “one hears echoes of the pioneer gospel shouters. The influences are usually direct and specific. …” Be that as it may, soul music was never the exact equivalent of gospel music (there were simply too many outside influences) and through cross-pollination necessarily gave something back as well. Historically the change began taking place in the early ’50s, long before anyone but the record buyer had picked up on it (“Beware of too much categorizing,” wrote Atlantic heads Jerry Wexler and Ahmet Ertegun in a 1954 Cashbox article. “Record buyers don’t read the charts; if a record knocks them out, they buy it and play it”); like most historic developments it may well seem more dramatic in retrospect than it did at the time. Still, it did not altogether escape notice even by contemporary observers.
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The Orioles in the alley, with unidentified woman. (Gordon “Doc” Anderson)


Rhythm and blues up until this point had been pretty much what the term suggests: an uptempo, or at least rhythmically modernized (the introduction of the heavy backbeat was a direct precursor of rock ’n’ roll), variation on the bedrock of the blues. Its performance was confined, of course, to black artists and reached an almost exclusively black audience. Hence its official designation as “race music,” a label which was not changed until Jerry Wexler came up with the more dignified—and descriptive—term in 1949, while still a Billboard reporter. Just to give some idea of the breadth of the changes that took place around this time: the r&b charts between 1948 and 1950 were pretty much dominated by what we think of today as the blues and its near-relations. John Lee Hooker made his debut in 1949, with the electrifying “Boogie Chillen.” Sophisticated bluesman Lonnie Johnson, who had been recording since 1925, had the #1 hit of 1948 with “Tomorrow Night.” Blues shouter Wynonie Harris, one of Elvis Presley’s chief models (and the source of his epochal “Good Rockin’ Tonight”), had half a dozen top hits, while novelty artist Louis Jordan continued his reign as clown prince of the blues. Familiar names like Charles Brown, Amos Milburn, and Muddy Waters crop up for the first time on the charts during these years, while Sonny Thompson, Bullmoose Jackson, and Ivory Joe Hunter all contributed classic variations on blues themes. Meanwhile, the forces of modernism were grouping under a most unlikely banner: what amounted to quartet singing in a new guise. Quartet singing, of course, had a long tradition in gospel music and in pop. In fact it was one of the few areas in which crossover sales had long been open to black artists, with groups like the Mills Brothers and the Ink Spots adopting a polite supper-club stance to achieve widespread accolades and influence. In 1947 the first of the “bird groups,” the Ravens, had a smash hit with a fairly conventional arrangement of the Kern-Hammerstein standard, “Old Man River.” What made the song different, and what gave the Ravens their distinctive neo-r&b flavor, was the playful emotion in bass singer Jimmy Ricks’s voice, but even their most ardent supporters will concede that the Ravens never altogether crossed over into the brave new world of rhythm and blues. This was left to the second of the bird groups, the Orioles, to accomplish, along with rawer-sounding country cousins, groups like the Dominoes and the Clovers, that sprang up in their wake.
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Billy Ward and His Dominoes: Jackie Wilson far right. (Courtesy of Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture; the New York Public Library; Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations)


The Orioles made their first impression in 1948 with the lush ballad “It’s Too Soon to Know.” What made them different—and it doesn’t always come through, for me anyway, on the records—is the tortured emotionalism in lead singer Sonny Til’s voice. Here is what Jack Schiffman, whose father Frank owned the Apollo Theatre, had to say about Til in his book, Uptown: The Story of Harlem’s Apollo Theatre. “Sonny affected the girls like an aphrodisiac. When he bent over the mike and leaned to one side, sensuously gyrating his shoulders and caressing the air with his hands, the girls would shriek, ‘Ride my alley, Sonny! Ride my alley!’ However, it was the aural as well as the visual aspects of the routine that had captured the teenagers’ fancy. The Orioles had produced what we now think of as the ‘group’ sound—a combination of gospel and jazz, the vocals punctuated with glottal stops. …”


More striking still were the contributions of the Dominoes, a group founded in 1950 by singing coach and arranger Billy Ward, who built his sound around the soaring, gospel-driven vocals first of Clyde McPhatter, then of McPhatter’s replacement, Jackie Wilson. Here there is little question as to the source of musical inspiration, and such songs as “Do Something for Me,” “Have Mercy Baby,” and “That’s What You’re Doing to Me” struck an undeniable blow for rhythm ’n’ gospel freedom—but all these songs remained confined to the r&b charts and reached a black listening audience exclusively. There were not even any successful cover versions. To show how pervasive this back-to-the-roots movement really was (Jack Schiffman surmised that the Orioles gave a new generation “its own symbols of identification,” while the success of Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and the whole school of downhome Chicago blues in urban markets could only indicate a nostalgia for familiar sounds), at the same time that rhythm and blues was undergoing this sea change, modern jazz—which had just come to terms with the bebop revolution—was putting forth its own roots sound. Hard bop, or “soul” jazz (this was probably the first time the term gained widespread currency), came into vogue in the mid-’50s and was seen by cultural critics like LeRoi Jones as the agency that “‘rescued’ the music from the icebox. … Gospel music was the strongest and healthiest influence on jazz, and r&b, too.”


It remained for two r&b songs, though, each in its own way atypical of the new genre, to establish once and for all the legitimacy of the whole process. In 1953, as if by prearrangement, both these songs shot to the top of the rhythm and blues charts and announced by their very presence that the new era had arrived.


“Shake a Hand,” by Faye Adams, vocalist with the Joe Morris Orchestra (Morris had had a #1 hit with Atlantic in 1950 and tried to sell the label on his new song without success), was unlike anything that had gone before, not so much for its arrangement (conventional big-band r&b) or its goodhearted sentiment (its one-world message had been foreshadowed by Percy Mayfield’s “Please Send Me Someone to Love” in 1950) as for the impassioned undercurrent of feeling that lay just beneath the surface. “Shake a Hand” might just as well have been recorded in church, so fervent was its emotional approach, so open-ended were its lyrics. Covered by country singer Red Foley at the time and constantly revived over the years, the song has come by now to seem almost an emblem of the new secular humanism, and though it never actually entered into the pop charts, its dramatic symbolism and sound could be seen equally well as a representation of pop or of gospel. The other record that served to legitimize the new genre was “Crying in the Chapel,” yet another offering from the Orioles, an “inspirational” country and western number this time which had already made the Top 10 on the country charts in two different versions. In lead singer Sonny Til’s stately treatment the Orioles’ interpretation of the song took on an altogether different hue and for the first time assumed explicitly many of the trappings of the church which previous Orioles’ recordings had only hinted at. What linked “Shake a Hand” and “Crying in the Chapel” in particular—success apart—was their casual disdain for the commonly accepted conventions. Apparently without a great deal of prior thought, and certainly without any collusion, they muddied the distinctions—stylistic, harmonic, and lyrical—between gospel and r&b. In the past wherever a rhythm and blues number had showed a clear gospel influence, it was presented at least in an unambiguously secular setting. Here for the first time you were not sure exactly what ground you were on. Were these love songs or devotionals? Was the second person singular you or You? It was an intentional ambivalence that was to persist.
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Faye Adams. (Courtesy of Martin Brown and Jonas Bernholm)


“It was just evolution,” according to longtime observer Zenas “Daddy” Sears, a white New Englander who was first exposed to black gospel music while serving in the Army with Negro troops on the Burma Road and then went on to become Atlanta’s top r&b DJ. Over the years he saw the changes that took place and was even in the studio when Ray Charles recorded his first big crossover hit, but, he says, he doesn’t think “there was ever a period when it was considered a breakthrough. Jerry Wexler considered it a breakthrough, but I don’t think it was by most people.”
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Little Willie John. (Charles Stewart)


Maybe not, but the commercial possibilities were clear. Church-influenced rhythm and blues might only have appeared to be a fad in some quarters, but it was a fad that was quickly jumped on by gospel groups all over the South. The Royal Sons in 1952 abandoned their church affiliation to become the “5” Royales; the Gospel Starlighters at virtually the same time became (James Brown and) the Famous Flames. Even as white evangelicals were denouncing rock ’n’ roll (the vehicle that would finally enable rhythm and blues to cross over to a white audience under a new guise and with a new imprint), black preachers and old blues singers were condemning the mixing of the two modes—ecclesiastical and secular—in equally vitriolic terms. “He’s crying sanctified,” reacted bluesman Big Bill Broonzy to Ray Charles’s new syntheses. “He’s mixing the blues with the spirituals. He should be singing in a church.” Zenas Sears recalls a background singer on one of Charles’s earliest soul sessions refusing to sing her part and walking out of the studio “because she was religious and she just felt it was wrong.” All over the country, on all sides of the fence, firm lines were being drawn.


Once the new trend caught on, though, there was virtually no stopping it. In 1954, the same year that Elvis Presley made his first recordings, the Midnighters’ “Work With Me Annie” topped the r&b charts while at the same time—without even registering in the pop Top 100—achieving the distinction of becoming the first black underground smash, as much for its salacious invitation as for its musical spark. That same year Roy Hamilton, late of the Jersey City Searchlight Gospel Singers, had his debut hit with “You’ll Never Walk Alone,” a soaring big-voiced inspirational number complete with woodwinds and strings, which similarly did not show up on the pop charts and similarly exerted an incalculable effect. Teen-aged Solomon Burke recorded for the first time in late 1954, modeling himself directly on the Roy Hamilton prototype. Jackie Wilson, on his own from 1957, let loose his gospel wail on near-operatic material which, with its combination of kitsch and naked passion, derived from the same grandiloquent school, while Bobby “Blue” Bland took his patented gargle from the preaching of the Reverend C. L. Franklin, Aretha’s father. Little Willie John, still in his teens, was described by Jack Schiffman’s brother, Bobby, who managed the Apollo for his father, as “the best male singer I ever heard. I never met a singer who had that kind of emotion and feeling in his songs.” Meanwhile the hipsters over at Atlantic Records were among the first to catch on to the new trend, nudging their two most successful groups, the Clovers and the Drifters, in the direction of funkier sounds, while reinforcing the natural inclinations of Ray Charles, who had come to them in 1952 as a genteel Charles Brown—Nat King Cole imitator. When he finally broke out of the pack with “I Got a Woman” in late 1954, the new genre was established once and for all.


After that things took their natural commercial course. By 1955 or 1956 “race music” would have been a misnomer as well as a form of patronization: the pop charts had been busted wide open by the astonishing impact first of Bill Haley, then of Elvis Presley, then of a host of others who took the basic sound of rhythm and blues, in the words of Big Joe Turner “pepped it up,” and in the process opened the door for black recording artists (like Big Joe Turner) to come pouring in. Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Fats Domino, the Coasters, the Platters, and a cast of thousands all took up the invitation without so much as a second thought, opening up the r&b field to every form of cultural cross-pollination and dangling the tantalizing promise of stardom in front of every gospel singer who had ever dreamt of worldly success.


MR. SOUL


He started out in church
Singing in the gospel choir
Every Sunday he sang a solo
That made the sisters shout and cry
The children danced the Holy Ghost
When he sang and played his tambourine
After church he’d tell the preacher
All about his plans and dreams. …
It hurt the congregation when they found out the news
That he stopped singing for the Lord
And started singing that rhythm and blues. …
Now he gained the world, but he lost his soul. …


—Angelo Bond, “He Gained the World (But Lost His Soul)”


Sam Cooke was the first of the big gospel stars to cross over. He didn’t do it until 1957, and then only after much hesitation, but to appreciate the magnitude of the event, it is necessary to imagine Elvis Presley abdicating his throne or the Beatles finding Jesus at the height of their popularity. For if the world of gospel was considerably smaller than that of either pop or rhythm and blues, its loyalties were all the fiercer, and the spectacle of the idolized lead singer of one of gospel’s most popular groups converting, however tentatively and innocously, to “the devil’s music” was enough to send shock waves through the worlds of both gospel and pop.


Sam Cook was born (without the e) on January 2, 1931, in Clarksdale, Mississippi, but grew up in Chicago, where his father, Charles, became a minister in the Church of Christ Holiness Church. At nine he joined two sisters and a brother in a gospel group called the Singing Children, and a few years later he became a member of the Highway QC’s, a teenaged group that had been formed in emulation of the renowned Soul Stirrers and was coached by R. B. Robinson, baritone singer for the Stirrers. The Highway QC’s (so named because their home base was the Highway Baptist Church) sang on programs with all the leading gospel groups of the day when they passed through Chicago. That was where J. W. (James Woody) Alexander, tenor singer and manager of the Pilgrim Travelers, first laid eyes on Sam Cooke. “It was in 1945 or 1946,” says Alexander, a well-spoken, dignified man with a shock of white hair even then (he was thirty at the time) and a diverse background, which included working for the CCC (Civilian Conservation Corps), singing popular music of the day with the Silver Moon Quartet in his native Independence, Kansas, and playing professional baseball for the Ethiopian Clowns in the barnstorming league that traveled all through the West and Midwest. “We were doing a show at 3838 South State Street, the Young Men’s Christian Club, and Sam was with the QC’s. He didn’t really have the delivery, but he had a particular charisma. People just liked the guy; they could relate to him. I thought to myself, This guy’s a jewel.”
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J. W. Alexander. (Courtesy of J. W. Alexander)


Alexander ran into Sam off and on over the next few years, and in the meantime he made a connection for the Pilgrim Travelers that would have reverberations throughout the world of gospel. In 1948 the Travelers began recording for the Specialty label in Los Angeles, an independent which until then had specialized in postwar boogie woogie and jump-band rhythm and blues and would go on to even greater success and notoriety with Little Richard’s rock ’n’ roll. The Pilgrim Travelers were the second gospel group to be recorded by Specialty, and before long J. W. Alexander was the label’s chief gospel scout and sometime a&r man. In 1949 he brought in the Soul Stirrers with their electrifying lead singer R. H. (Rebert) Harris and over the next few years would recommend to label owner Art Rupe the Happyland Singers (soon to become the Five Blind Boys of Alabama), the Original Gospel Harmonettes featuring Dorothy Love Coates, and many more of gospel’s most prominent names. On the road it was the Pilgrim Travelers, the Soul Stirrers, and the Peacock label’s Five Blind Boys of Mississippi who toured together and made up what Alexander calls the Big Three of Gospel. Then in December 1950 Rebert Harris quit the Stirrers for reasons of conscience (“The moral aspects of the thing just fell out of the water,” he told Tony Heilbut), and one of gospel’s most prominent groups was left without a lead singer. R. B. Robinson spoke up for the young lead singer of the Highway QC’s, whom he was working with back in Chicago. Sam Cooke, just barely twenty, joined the group in Pine Bluff, Arkansas.
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The Soul Stirrers, early ‘40s: E. A. Rundless, J. J. Farley, T. L. Brewster, S. R. Crain, R. H. Harris. (Courtesy of Ray Funk)


A word should be said here about the origin of the Soul Stirrers. Founded in 1934 in Trinity, Texas, the Stirrers from the beginning made their mark in the a capella world of pure harmonies. A quartet that chose to sing the newer “gospel” songs (contemporary compositions on age-old themes, rather than the traditional spirituals or jubilees), they pioneered in the use of a strong lead singer alternating with a second lead. Many of their songs have entered into the common language of contemporary gospel, but their strongest suit without question was the lead singing of Rebert Harris. “In every way,” writes Tony Heilbut in The Gospel Sound, “Harris reformed quartet. Lyrically, he introduced the technique of ad-libbing. … Melodically, he introduced the chanting background repetition of key words. As for rhythm, ‘I was the first to sing delayed time. I’d be singing half the time the group sang, not quite out of meter,’ but enough askew to create irresistible syncopations.” He was, in short, says Heilbut, a giant whose voice came through “with all the timeless urgency of a Robert Johnson or a Billie Holiday,” a singer who never resorted to cheap tricks or melodramatics but relied on the thrilling interpretive powers of his voice. At the same time, Harris told Heilbut, “I never did appeal to the real young folk, because I was always a very conservative type.” That must have been in part the image that Sam Cooke was meant to offset.
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The Pilgrim Travelers. Clockwise from top: George McCurn, Jesse Whittaker, Ernest Booker, Louis Rawls, with J. W. Alexander center. (Courtesy of Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture; the New York Public Library; Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations)


Cooke’s first appearance with the Soul Stirrers was predictably unsettling. To begin with, the young singer was understandably shaken to be appearing in the company of his idols and in place of his chief inspiration (according to bass singer and original member Jesse Farley, “Sam started as a bad imitation of Harris”). There was a certain amount of resentment, too, says J. W. Alexander, of “a young fellow who has come in to push the old guy out.” But mostly it was a matter of finding his own voice. “The very first night that we were together, you see, my group had a screamer, Keith Barber, and the Five Blind Boys they had a guy named Reverend Purcell Perkins, and he was a screamer, and of course Archie Brownlee was for them, too. So after the show Purcell said to Sam, ‘Boy, don’t you try to holler with us.’ And Crain [Stirrers’ second tenor and manager S. Roy Crain] says to me, ‘Alex, what do you think about the kid?’ And I said, ‘Crain, I like the kid. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to him.’ I said to Sam, ‘Don’t you try to holler with these guys. You don’t have to. You just be sure you’re singing loud enough for people to understand what you’re saying. You just be sure they understand you. And if you do that, you can come up behind the screamers and always get the house.’ And, you know, that holds true to this day.”


Despite the fact that they were now in rival groups, J. W. Alexander soon took on Sam Cooke as a kind of protege; from the beginning they enjoyed a special kind of relationship, and Sam, J.W. says, soaked up instruction like a sponge—from him, from Crain, from anyone who had something to offer. The Soul Stirrers recorded with Sam Cooke for the first time in early 1951. Art Rupe, owner of the Specialty label, had his misgivings, according to Alexander. “He didn’t believe in Sam. He said, ‘Well, he’s a kid.’ I liked the kid, though, so I went to bat for him. I said ‘Art, you haven’t even heard him.’ He told me, ‘All right, Alex. Because I’ve always had faith in your judgment. But this is going to turn out to be your first mistake.’”


From the first session came the story song “Jesus Gave Me Water.” Like nearly all of Sam Cooke’s notable later recordings, this one suggested the effect of swinging without effort, passion without strain, an indefinable depth of feeling overlaid with a veneer of sophistication that could convey all by a flick of the eyebrow, the tiniest modulation of tone. Although “Jesus Gave Me Water” betrays the youth and inexperience of its twenty-year-old interpreter, it stands as testimony to the potential that J. W. Alexander and Soul Stirrer S. R. Crain saw in him and the gospel audience seized on immediately. Like R. H. Harris’s, Cooke’s voice in a sense defied analysis, it appeared to flow so naturally, fit so effortlessly into a groove. When he employed melisma (the stretching of a single syllable over the course of several notes or measures), unlike many singers he never appeared merely to be showing off technique. When he wanted to suggest heightened feeling, he simply intensified his vocal tone and bore down a little harder, without resorting to shouting or false histrionics.
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The Soul Stirrers: Sam Cooke, R. B. Robinson, Paul Foster, S. R. Crain, J. J. Farley. (Michael Ochs Archives)


Even more striking was the unmistakable sense of individuation coming from a singer who had spent scarcely two months in the big time. You know virtually from the first notes of his first song that this is Sam Cooke. His warm velvety tone is just as distinctive as Harris’s more bitingly astringent one, a hint of his characteristically lilting yodel (“Whoaa-oho-oh-oh-oh”) is already present the first time out, and the emphasis on clarity and articulation, what Harris called the focus on the “e-ssential word or phrase in the song,” is clearly in place.


Sam Cooke’s gospel career proceeded as J. W. Alexander had predicted it would; his recordings quickly took on the confidence and the poise that “Jesus Gave Me Water” lacked, and he soon began writing numbers that had the same accessibility, the same clarity of narrative structure and simplicity of approach that would later give his pop songs such currency. Disarmingly handsome, almost breathtakingly at ease with himself and his charm, he projected an image that could perhaps best be compared to the golden-boy attraction of a William Holden or a Robert Redford, in which boy-next-door insouciance combined with dazzling good looks to appeal to men and women equally, young and old alike. Cooke’s audience worshiped him, J.W. says, “not for any sexual connotation, they just liked the guy, they could warm to him.” On the other hand, according to Jesse Farley, “in the old days young people took seats six rows from the back, the old folks stayed up front. When Sam came on the scene, it reversed itself. The young people took over.”


He and J. W. Alexander stayed close over the years as their recording and performing careers continued to intersect, and J.W. was in a position to observe that something heretofore unimaginable in the realm of gospel was happening: the world was beginning to beat a path to Sam Cooke’s door. Certainly it had occurred that gospel singers had forsaken the church before (Dinah Washington is a good case in point), and certainly the glittering rewards of the material world had always beckoned. But there were two reasons why the gospel stars were generally impervious to temptation. One was, of course, faith; man, it was generally believed, could not serve two masters, and forsaking the church represented the gravest profanation of trust. Reinforcing faith was the popularity of gospel music itself. In the late ’40s and early ’50s, gospel, if not quite as popular as rhythm and blues, could certainly invite comparison and in fact played many of the same arenas, filled most of the same halls that jazz and r&b stars of the day were playing. With the coming of rock ’n’ roll all of this changed. The r&b explosion of 1953 and 1954 proved that black artists could reach a white audience; the success of groups like the Dominoes and the Orioles in taking a strictly gospel approach, and then of Ray Charles, who actually translated church standards into secular hits, created a new reality in which it was clear that while white teenagers might very well buy “I Got a Woman” in great numbers, they would never buy the spiritual on which “I Got a Woman” was based.


In 1956, as J. W. Alexander tells it, Sam Cooke wanted a new car, and “some girl was trying to turn him, you know, trying to make a pimp out of him.” Meanwhile Roy Hamilton’s manager, Bill Cook, was hot on his trail, and Atlantic Records was trying to sign him to a pop contract. A less cosmopolitan individual than J. W. Alexander might have been affronted (and indeed many were), but to J.W. this was the break he had been looking for all along. “Well, you see, I had sung pop myself. And to me it seemed like there was a void that existed at that particular time. There was one boy, Sonny Til with the Orioles, that had been very big with the young black girls. In Sam Cooke, though, I saw even more of a potential, because he had a certain thing going that Sonny didn’t have, you know, he was more handsome, I thought, and even in the churches the young girls would scream, the old women would scream as if he was singing about love. So I went to Art [Rupe] and I said, ‘Art, this kid wants to sing pop. He’s ready, and I’ve been working with him, and he’s damn good.’ Well, Art didn’t seem too interested, and I said, ‘If you don’t do it, someone else will.’ Art says, ‘But I’m selling records on the Soul Stirrers.’ Then Bumps Blackwell [an r&b veteran from Seattle who had recently taken over a&r duties at Specialty] chimes in and says, ‘Well, I’ll record him.’ So that’s how it happened.”
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Rick Hall, Bumps Blackwell, Little Richard, early ’70s. (Courtesy of Rick Hall)


Rupe remained dubious, but Bumps went ahead and recorded him anyway. The first record, “Lovable,” came out under the name of Dale Cook in 1957 and was an almost literal transcription of one of Sam’s latest Soul Stirrers recordings, a low-key revision of the gospel number (it might almost have been the same instrumental track) with lightweight pop lyrics substituted. It sold about 25,000 copies, enough for Rupe to let the experiment continue. The next session, though, was the one that finished Sam’s career at Specialty.


Art Rupe, according to J.W., was having personal problems at the time and wasn’t thinking too clearly. “It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in Sam. It was just that he thought Sam should have been screaming like Little Richard. That was all he knew about rock ’n’ roll.”


“Art would never let us make that crossover from gospel to pop. [He] was always worried about the reaction from the religious people,” Bumps Blackwell explained to writer Charlie Gillett. “I wanted to record Sam Cooke doing pop. I was sure he could be as big as the Platters, [so] I arranged a [second] session. … Art came into the studio in the middle of the session, saw the white girl backup group I had in there, and he wanted to break it up.” “He just exploded,” says arranger Rene Hall. “Bumps and myself were running an arrangement through on ‘Summertime.’ [He said], ‘Who the hell is going to buy Gershwin and opera and all that stuff?!”


The upshot was that he let both Bumps and Sam go. Just two weeks after he had signed Sam to a solo contract, in June of 1957, Art Rupe assigned the contract and the entire session (eight songs) to Bumps in exchange for back royalties. Bumps took the session down the street to Keen, a little label just starting up that would go on to record Ritchie Valens on its Del Fi affiliate. In an unusual package deal Bumps became a&r director for the new label and manager of its only star, while J. W. Alexander, too, left Specialty, briefly recast his group as the Travelers, and went pop himself (though without much success) on Keen’s Andex subsidiary.


Meanwhile Sam himself was still agonizing over what direction to take. The release of “Lovable” under a transparent pseudonym had fooled no one, and the reaction of the gospel audience had reached a crescendo of bitterness and outrage. He continued to sing with the Soul Stirrers into the summer of ’57, but “he was being ostracized, really,” says J.W. “I remember one night we met in Tuscaloosa, and the whispering campaign was really going on, and I told him, ‘Hold your goddam head up and go out there and sing.’” Another time, just after the initial appearance of the Dale Cook single, J.W. had emphatically declared, “‘Sam, I don’t see how you can miss. But you can’t stick your head in the sand like an ostrich. You’ve just got to be Sam Cooke as you are.’ I went on to tell him about the little white girls, who had their heroes, and the little black girls, who really didn’t have anyone they could relate to. I told him it was important for him to make a decision to be Sam Cooke and not worry about whether he would be able to rejoin the Soul Stirrers.”


In the end the decision was made for him. After his first release on Keen there could no longer be any question of Sam Cooke’s direction. The first release (from that fateful Specialty session) was “You Send Me.”


It came out in the fall of 1957 and quickly went to #1—not just on the rhythm and blues charts but on the pop charts, too. This was an achievement that Ray Charles, for example, would not even come close to matching for another three years (with “Georgia on My Mind”), and it established Sam Cooke both as a commercial artist and as an original pop stylist as well. Credited to Sam’s brother, L.C. (Sam was still contracted as a writer to Specialty’s publishing company), “You Send Me” showcased the qualities of an undeniably great singer, albeit a great singer holding himself in check. The phrasing was distinctively Sam’s own, the ululating “Whoa-oh-oh” established an immediate identity, there was the same ethereal beauty (if more of the crooner’s romantic impersonality) that showed up on all the gospel sides. The lyric was focused on the simple but believable colloquialism of the title (“A song should have a lilting melody,” said Sam several years later in a rare interview with journalist-photographer Don Paulsen, “and be easily remembered. I use phrases people say every day. A repetitious phrase helps put the story across.”). What really put the story across, though, was the singer’s delivery, the same lilting, swinging, soulful (if restrained) manner that had imparted such a unique quality to the gospel sides. It was this “sweet approach,” says Jerry Wexler, who had sought in vain to sign Cooke to the Atlantic label, that made Sam “the best singer who ever lived, no contest. When I listen to him, I still can’t believe the things that he did. It’s always fresh and amazing to me; he has control, he could play with his voice like an instrument, his melisma, which was his personal brand—I mean, nobody else could do it—everything about him was perfection. A perfect case.”


J.W. had sensed it all along. From the time that “You Send Me” hit the charts there was no looking back for Sam Cooke. In the wake of its success Art Rupe released “I’ll Come Running Back to You,” one of the pop sides still owned by Specialty from an earlier session, and it went to #7 r&b, Top 30 pop. Keen quickly put out two more singles, and they made the charts. Over the next couple of years Sam put out in succession such lightweight but durable pop material as “Everybody Likes to Cha Cha Cha,” “Only Sixteen,” and “Wonderful World,” all written or cowritten by Sam Cooke, the last two of which continue to be recorded with some regularity to this day. The story of Sam Cooke might very well have continued in this fashion, a show business success story typical in its way, had it not been for two factors: the magnitude of the talent involved, which simply could not be contained by such material, and the business acumen, or ambition, of J. W. Alexander.


J.W. had seen the future. Sam’s success, and that of Ray Charles and all the others, indicated that a new day was not just coming, it was already here. What better way to take part in it than to participate in the profits? Just around the time that “You Send Me” hit, J.W. made a move in this direction by setting up his own publishing company, Kags Music, named after the stepfather of the Pilgrim Travelers’ new lead singer Lou Rawls. Just how radical a step this was (it amounted to taking the first step toward seizing the means of production) is evidenced by the response of Fats Domino and Little Willie John, two of the biggest stars of the day, when J.W. tried to explain to them what he was up to. “I’ll never forget their reaction. I was in the barbershop of the Watkins Hotel on Adams near Western, and I was trying to tell Fats about publishing, and he looked at me like, ‘Who is this stupid nigger?,’ like I was something with a tail on it. They were laughing at me. They were doing all right without knowing anything about publishing. They didn’t want to know anything about it—so naturally I clammed up. But Sam, he always had a lot of confidence in me. He knew I had this publishing company, and one day he says to me, ‘Alex, let’s have breakfast.’ He said, ‘Tell me about this publishing, you know.’ I said, ‘Man, I ain’t got nothing going, but I got this company.’ He said, ‘Who’s in your company?’ ‘Nobody. Just me.’ He said, ‘What about us being partners?’ We shook hands, and I said, ‘I’ll build us the biggest fucking publishing company in the world.’ Just like that. On a handshake.”
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Sam Cooke at work. (Courtesy of Bill Millar)


That was the final forging of the Sam Cooke-J. W. Alexander relationship (“I wasn’t his manager, I was his partner”), and it carried with it additional reverberations. J.W. was now not only Sam’s champion and friend (“For a long time I was just trying to help him because I liked the guy”); he was pitching Sam’s songs and his own at every available opportunity, pulling Jackie Wilson into the nearest men’s room to try out a new song on him, making contacts and gaining a knowledge of the industry that he had never had before. In 1959, when Sam had been on Keen for not quite two years, he and J.W. became concerned that he was not being given an accurate royalty accounting, a suspicion which, if it had turned out to be untrue, would have put Keen in a class by itself among record companies. On behalf of Kags, J.W. challenged the statement and demanded an audit. When all parties involved met at the lawyer’s office (there was only one lawyer, because the same man was handling not only the business of both Kags and Keen but J.W.’s divorce as well), J.W. turned back the check which was offered, folded the statement, put it in his pocket, and declared that it was evidence. “I told the lawyer, ‘You keep the fucking check.’ He must have tried for an hour to get me to take it.”


The upshot was that Sam split with his manager, Bumps Blackwell, Keen was actually put out of business (the various lawsuits brought about a judgment that eventually forced a sheriff’s sale), and Sam Cooke ended up on RCA through his new manager, Jess Rand.


The new label was an odd choice in one respect. In 1960 the company had virtually no black artists and little credibility in the r&b market, but there was no question in J. W. Alexander’s mind that Sam should hook up with a major label (“The majors were so strong, so predominant in the business; the independents could have a hit, but they couldn’t sustain an artist’s career”), and Sam and J.W., it should be obvious by now, were not taking the short view. From the outset Sam was assigned to staff producers Hugo Peretti and Luigi Creatore. Their first record, “Teenage Sonata,” was as insipid as its title would suggest, and their first album, Cooke’s Tour, a collection of “travel songs,” was just as grave a misreading of their artist’s talents. They cut Hits of the ‘50s next, then an album that included “Twilight on the Trail,” but after that their role seemed to diminish to something like an advisory capacity with a permanent homegrown production team in place: Rene Hall (the arranger for “You Send Me,” who had been bandleader for Billy Ward and the Dominoes for years) did all the arranging and contracted the musicians; Mills Brothers alumnus Cliff White played guitar on virtually every side that Sam Cooke ever cut; Sam and J.W. contributed songs and ideas, collaborating on a number of efforts, drawing on the Kags roster for others; RCA engineers Al Schmitt and Dave Hassinger more often than not were at the controls. The material was not really all that different from the Keen sides—the same mix of sentimental standards and teenage soul, catchy originals and light classics. This was what was perceived as the market, this was the strategy of diversification that everyone around Sam Cooke, from Hugo and Luigi to J. W. Alexander, embraced, and if it did not necessarily create great art (“I’m not even interested in his pop records,” declares Jerry Wexler today), it created a climate in which Sam Cooke could become not only the black teenaged girl’s idol but quite possibly the white teenager’s as well. With his third RCA single release, the graceful soft-focus social commentary of “Chain Gang,” Sam finally clicked, both artistically and commercially, reaching the #2 spot on the pop charts in August 1960.


J.W. meanwhile was pursuing his own strategy of diversification. In 1959 Art Rupe, who had lost much of his interest in the record business with Little Richard’s first retirement from the world to study for the ministry, gave the Soul Stirrers their release, and J.W. suggested that he and Sam should record them independently. “So Sam and I went over and talked to the Soul Stirrers at the Dunbar Hotel. And I said, ‘Look, fellows, we don’t have any money—we got just enough money to record you and get your record played.’ Then Sam and I sat down and wrote ‘Stand By Me Father’ for them—you know the Ben E. King song? This was the original—and we made a demo and took a plane to Chicago, did it at Universal, the top studio, got the best musicians, really topflight musicians, and did it with Johnnie Taylor singing lead. Only thing was, Johnnie kept saying ‘Jesus,’ and I kept trying to get him not to (because I was thinking about having some kind of crossover record, you know), and finally I got kind of vexed, and Sam said, “Oh, let him go,’ and we put the record out, and it did pretty good.”
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J. W. Alexander, Lou Adler, Sam Cooke, Zelda Samuels, 1963. (Courtesy of J. W. Alexander)


To a lot of people’s astonishment the label continued to thrive, or at least to put out strong, good-quality releases. Not everyone was prepared to see a black entrepreneur and a popular singing idol show some expertise in the business, and the fact that Alexander was able to get credit from hard-boiled distributors on the strength of his word alone shocked not a few. But this success only whetted J.W.’s appetite for expansion. In addition to the record label (dubbed SAR for Sam and Alex Records), Kags Music, and a production company, J.W. now set up an ASCAP publisher named Malloy (“It sounded like an establishment name”), plus a second label, Derby, an artists’ management concern, and—just to be ready for all eventualities—SAR Pictures, too. This was still a “hole-in-the-wall” operation; it was still pretty much a one-man show, and more of a dream in many ways than a reality. But it was a dream, like Motown, a virtual contemporary, ahead of its time, and one that fueled a vision. J.W. was just hitting his stride.
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