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INTRODUCTION


During the nineties, dozens of television talk shows heated up the airwaves, but none seemed to put the sizzle in the steak more than Geraldo. Hosted by award-winning reporter and former attorney Geraldo Rivera, the New York–based weekly syndicated show’s tabloid structure quickly established a reputation for itself as must-see TV. Viewers were constantly left wanting more, because it always hit the bull’s-eye: delivering a hearty daily dose of high drama, jaw-dropping revelations, and controversial guests.


The Friday, October 19, 1990, episode does not disappoint. It’s titled “The Women of Motown,” and on it legendary singers and songwriters who worked at the African American, Detroit-based record label when it first began share their memories about their time at the trailblazing company founded by Berry Gordy Jr. in 1959.1


Filmed in front of a live studio audience, the show features viewers witnessing a panel that includes a plethora of key players, including: Mable John, older sister of singer Little Willie John and the first female artist signed to Gordy’s Tamla record label (which later became Motown); Raynoma “Ray” Gordy Singleton, Gordy’s second wife, who cofounded the label with him and authored the then newly released book The Untold Story: Berry, Me, and Motown; Janie Bradford, one of Motown’s early female songwriters, who cowrote Tamla’s first hit, “Money (That’s What I Want),” with Gordy; Kim Weston, a singer best known for “It Takes Two,” the feel-good duet with Marvin Gaye; Gladys Horton, a member of the Marvelettes, who recorded “Please Mr. Postman,” which was Motown’s first #1 song to top the pop and R&B charts; and Syreeta Wright, a songwriter and singer with a whistle register who was once married to Stevie Wonder.


Martha Reeves, lead singer of the Vandellas and known for the songs “Jimmy Mack” and “Dancing in the Street,” is introduced by Rivera last. She makes a grand entrance to applause by gracefully sauntering out as her group’s classic “Heat Wave” plays in the background. Reeves takes her seat on the far left end of the row, where she is seated next to Sylvia Moy, the lone in-house songwriter and producer featured on the panel. Though she’s best known for her work with Stevie Wonder, Sylvia also wrote the biggest hit of Kim Weston’s career, “It Takes Two,” and penned several songs for Reeves, including “My Baby Loves Me” and “Honey Chile.”


Conservatively dressed in business attire, Sylvia sports a royal blue blazer, black slacks, and two-toned flat shoes. The long hair she had when she first came to Motown in 1964 continues to cascade down her shoulders and back. During this appearance, however, Sylvia’s luxurious locks, featuring feathered bangs, are now colored auburn.


Reeves explains how she got her start at Motown as the secretary of Weston’s ex-husband, William Stevenson, aka “Mickey,” the label’s first A&R head. Reeves goes on to talk about how she was part of a wonderful movement with Gordy as a true visionary leader, one who possessed a one-of-a-kind knack for gathering the most talented people in Detroit. Sylvia looks at Reeves and nods her head in agreement.


When asked about Ray’s book and her take on Gordy, Reeves clarifies to Rivera that she knew Gordy personally but not intimately, so there’s a lot that she can’t really speak about. Rivera, the audience, and the panelists alike clap while laughing at the shrewdness of Reeves’s response. Sylvia, with clasped hands around her left knee, tells Reeves with a slight smile, “Very well put.” Reeves continues going on about how Gordy is one of the most talented geniuses she’s ever met and how much everyone loved him.


Gladys Horton, the Marvelettes’ lead singer, echoes Reeves’s sentiments about Gordy and feels compelled to remind everyone that women are to be recognized, because “behind every great man, there is a lady.” The panelists and audience members clap in agreement before Rivera asks Horton if that statement is intended to acknowledge Ray’s role in building Motown’s history, which Horton confirms. Horton then adds that Gordy had a lot of good energy coming from all the ladies.


Be that as it may, Geraldo didn’t come to be a top-rated talk show by playing it safe. So, Rivera does what he does best—he plays devil’s advocate. Upon spotting a crack in the foundation, he flat-out questions whether it was tough for a female writer or producer and deliberately addresses Sylvia by name to respond. Before she can get a word out, songwriter Janie Bradford interjects, “No! Not at Motown.”


Without hesitation or missing a beat, Sylvia becomes feisty. She quickly snaps back and puts Bradford in her place. “Now wait, Janie,” Sylvia says firmly, all while maintaining eye contact with Bradford. Caught off guard by Sylvia’s spontaneous response, the panelists and audience members erupt into laughter and clap again. Steadfast and intentional, Bradford does not seem to care. She goes on about how everyone was given an equal chance at Motown. Bradford, it should be noted, is a member of “the first five,” a group of musicians and songwriters who were there at Motown since its inception. She also is the only woman—along with Gordy, singer and songwriter Smokey Robinson, songwriter Brian Holland, and singer Robert Bateman—to hold that distinction.


Rivera allows Bradford to finish her thought before saying, “I want to hear Sylvia’s side of the story.” Sylvia obliges. She reveals how, when she arrived at Motown in 1964, “it was hard for women producers at that time” and admits that “there was some sexism there.” She quickly adds, “But it was worse at other companies,” before immediately expressing how much she appreciated Ray’s book, which brought renewed attention to the fact that Motown was a family with Berry Gordy as the father figure. Sylvia also points out that there were others at the company who “helped to make it what it was,” which Ray’s book affirms.


In fact, Sylvia herself was one of those quiet forces who helped drive the machine at Hitsville U.S.A. with her lyrical mastery. As an independent thinker, Sylvia felt that unless a person walked in her shoes, no one had the right to try to derail or detract from her opinions, especially not on a national TV show.


Ever collected and poised, Sylvia stresses how proud and thankful she is for her Motown experience. She continues, “It was great but there were also some other—” before once again being abruptly cut off, this time mid-sentence by Bradford, who talks over Sylvia, shedding light on how the year of Sylvia’s arrival marked a moment of great change at Motown. Super producers like Holland-Dozier-Holland had come into their own along with A&R head Mickey Stevenson, clarifies Bradford. Chuckling and pointing her finger to Stevenson’s ex-wife, singer Kim Weston, Bradford concludes, “You had her husband, who is still a male chauvinist pig.”


Weston, laughing and interjecting, says, “Now, wait a minute. What everybody else was.” Bradford goes on to say that the fellas were still developing and strengthening their skills when Sylvia came along, “wanting to equal the guys.” Bradford admits that “had some women in the beginning progressed with the guys, it would have been different.” Weston, steady in her defense of her ex-husband, adds, “But this same guy that was a chauvinist pig was the one that brought Sylvia there and gave her the opportunity.”


Most of the panelists continue to laugh and clap at this remark. Martha Reeves isn’t in the camera’s view, but everyone responds favorably to the assessment except for Ray, Horton, and Sylvia. Appearing to simply go with the flow, Sylvia nods her head once again in agreement. Ray, who details in her book some of the problems that plagued Sylvia in her attempts to be a producer, sits at the opposite end of the row but leans forward to glance at Sylvia.


A subtle look of disdain covers Sylvia’s face like a mask. Luckily, she is adept at possessing a type of grace under fire, but she’s never had to carry out this delicate balancing act for all the world to see. As such, Sylvia plays her role patiently and sits stoically as she peers straight ahead into the audience as they clap robustly. Then, Rivera signals for the show to cut to a commercial break.


Just like that, it is over. The curtain closes on Sylvia Moy’s first and last national television appearance where she discusses Motown. Afterward, she goes through her usual routine for calming herself down when nervous. She walks out of the studio and promptly lights up a cigarette.
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At this point in her life, nothing came as a surprise to Sylvia anymore. There had long been gender barrier aspects of the recording industry that echoed societal norms and restricted women from certain parts of the studio. As a result, women were not conditioned to see themselves as songwriters or producers because they were deemed as merely consumers and not creators. Black women did not even factor into the equation in a world that limited and defined their scope of possibilities, solely because of the color of their skin.


Accordingly, writing songs, playing an instrument, or producing records was not deemed acceptable or even imaginable for women, so to do all three—as well as to be a singer and to be a person of color—well, that was unprecedented.


Fortunately, Sylvia wasn’t very concerned about those societal norms.


Sylvia Moy laid the groundwork for the generations of women that followed in her footsteps. Though she intentionally flew under the radar, she was ultimately a unicorn who shaped and intervened through a male-controlled society and music business while challenging stereotypes and prevailing beliefs about a woman’s ability to become a multi-hyphenate success.


Despite her importance as one of the preeminent songwriters at the height of Motown’s golden age and in music history, Sylvia’s contributions and cultural impact have long been diminished by narratives of primarily White men and White women. In the pantheon of great songwriters during the sixties, Sylvia is never mentioned, among other reasons because Black women were severely underrepresented. Due to barriers from racial discrimination, opportunities as songwriters—and producers—were not presented to Black women, because they were not considered intellectually capable or competent enough to excel in these positions.


Her often ignored and overlooked story illustrates how dominant views of race, gender, and genre affected the classically trained vocalist personally and professionally during her life—and the legacy she left behind. Today, White female songwriters noted for shaping rock and roll like Carole King, Cynthia Weil, and Ellie Greenwich (all based in New York, on the East Coast) have been credited in music history—at least, along with their songwriting husbands as partners—as pioneering women who opened doors for others in the sixties. Sylvia, however, made history of her own in Detroit, in the Midwest. And unlike King, Weil, and Greenwich, Sylvia did not cowrite with a spouse or a partner. As such, she was forced to fend for herself in the shark-infested, patriarchal waters of the entertainment industry.


When thinking about a female songwriter and producer at Motown who experienced commercial success, Valerie Simpson is often the first to cross one’s mind. Notably, Sylvia actually arrived at Motown two years before Simpson, the award-winning songwriter and producer who, like King, Weil, and Greenwich, worked alongside her husband, Nickolas Ashford. As a songwriting duo, Ashford and Simpson took home the 1968 Broadcast Music Inc. (BMI) Rhythm and Blues Songwriter of the Year Award during a 1969 ceremony; they also won three additional R&B honors for songs they wrote together, including “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough,” “Ain’t Nothing Like the Real Thing,” and “Your Precious Love.”


That same year, however, it was a three-way tie. Sylvia tied with them for BMI’s Songwriter of the Year Award and won three honors in the R&B category for songs she’d written, including “Honey Chile,” “I Was Made to Love Her,” and “Shoo-Be-Doo-Be-Doo-Da-Day.” Motown producer and songwriter Norman Whitfield also tied that year for BMI’s Songwriter of the Year, and he, too, earned three additional awards in the R&B category for his songs, including “I Heard It Through the Grapevine,” “I Wish It Would Rain,” and “You’re My Everything.” At BMI’s first-ever R&B ceremony, Motown ended up sweeping the event.


Though listeners often associate songs with their singers or the bands behind them, there are many people behind the scenes who help bring those pieces to life, often even before a voice comes into the picture. Songwriters work on music and provide the force behind the pen, the power behind the lyrics, the catchy progression of notes that weave into and out of the melody; their job is to establish the heartbeat, soul, and bloodline of a tune. A producer, on the other hand, pulls it all together and is considered to hold the thinking person’s position akin to the quarterback in football. The producer is the leader, the one who assembles the right musicians and sounds to generate the perfect track while staying on budget. Not only did Sylvia write many of Motown’s greatest hits, but she pulled double duty as a producer, persevering as a courageous army of one alongside seventeen male peers who were also producing. In the face of all this pressure, she held her own and did so with dignity, integrity, and grace, even when her male colleagues refused to recognize her as a producer and denied her credit for her efforts.


Ultimately, this was not just a Motown thing. This was a man thing and a music industry thing at large. Up to this point in the entertainment world, women had been mostly relegated to roles behind the microphone as singers. If a woman was permitted to become a songwriter, she was forced to choose between pursuing a career as a singer or behind the scenes as a writer. Though men were allowed to do both, few women were given the chance to consider this option. What’s more, they were often partnered with men if they were even considered for opportunities as songwriters at all. With men in charge of every aspect of the process, women didn’t have creative control of their careers; therefore, an inkling of thought toward becoming a producer was a formidable notion to most women.


A January 2024 report on inclusion in the recording studio found that even today, only 19.5 percent of songwriters are women, and the numbers were significantly lower for women producers, at just 6.5 percent.2 Factor in race for both instances, and those figures are even lower. As a matter of fact, the report found that out of 1,972 producing credits, only nineteen went to women of color.3 Imagine how dismally deficient rates were in the sixties—virtually nonexistent. Sylvia not only dared and dreamed to do both, but she turned these ambitions into a reality, and she effectively made her mark on Motown during the height of its notoriety as one of the country’s greatest recording companies.


Sylvia’s challenges weren’t just limited to competition at Motown, however—or even the industry at large. Sylvia also fought tooth and nail for public recognition because her name was never listed on records as a producer. Though Motown greatly profited from her contributions, the company failed to accurately and truthfully document her accomplishments; consequently, she has long been overlooked within the annals of music history. History is only as accurate as the historical record; if information is inaccurate or incomplete, fallacies prevail, which is one of the main reasons why so few listeners today know Sylvia’s name, even if they know all the words to the songs she wrote.


Ultimately, Sylvia’s contribution to music was bigger than the songs she wrote, the singers she worked with, or even the company that employed her and then assumed credit for her work. Sylvia’s prolific catalog represented a historical achievement for women and African Americans at a time when both groups were fighting painstaking battles for basic rights, autonomy, and respect. The women’s liberation movement of the late 1960s sounded the alarm about issues such as equal pay, acceptance of women in the workplace (especially in gender nonconforming roles), and sexual harassment. Simultaneously, the civil rights movement was marked by a period of segregation and discrimination in which Black people faced significant danger in their quest for justice and equality alongside their White peers. Considering that Sylvia and many of the people in her life risked their lives in pursuit of these basic human rights, her accomplishments—in retrospect—are all the more extraordinary.


At the end of the day, Sylvia’s story serves to remind us all of the power we hold in our own lives to be agents of change—no matter what obstacles lie before us. In learning how to maneuver through oppressive systems and find her own way, Sylvia proved that adaptation—and achievement—were possible, even in the face of adversity. With unwavering faith and courage, Sylvia sacrificed for her craft and paid the price so that perhaps the next generation of women songwriters and producers to follow, such as Mariah Carey, Missy Elliott, Beyoncé, Alicia Keys, Rihanna, Kandi Burruss, H.E.R., Ester Dean, Nettie Wood, WondaGurl, Starrah, Victoria Monét, Muni Long, Nija Charles, Tayla Parx, Nova Wav, Makeba Riddick-Woods, and Tiffany Red, would not have to shoulder those same burdens.


Had Sylvia not been so determined to sound the alarm by standing up for herself and the credit she was due, over the years her existence and legacy might have been not only diminished but completely erased. Thankfully, for as much as some tried to disregard and minimize the truth surrounding her contributions, she tried even harder, determined to make them hear her and never forget that she was here. Forever patient, she waited for the time when she would be allowed to bask in the glow of the spotlight on her efforts; my hope is that this book will serve as that spotlight now.


You’ve heard the history, but this is her story.
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CHAPTER 1


“I Was Made to Love Her”


Sylvia Rose Moy was born into a life of music on September 15, 1938, in Detroit, Michigan. It was the third Thursday of the month, which would hold a special meaning for her later in life. But for now, this time held another significance, because it was around this same period when jazz jumped to the forefront of modern music as a bona fide national sensation.


Just three months earlier, Chick Webb and His Orchestra had featured singer Ella Fitzgerald on their rendition of “A-Tisket, A-Tasket.” Fitzgerald’s new twist on the old nursery rhyme gave way to a truly innovative sound, and the song quickly became the breakthrough tune of her career, one that launched the powerhouse vocalist into superstardom. Appropriately so, this moment would align with Sylvia’s arrival in the world. She entered a realm where Lady Ella would go on to become the gold standard for vocal excellence, earning the titles “Queen of Jazz” and the “First Lady of Song.” Fitzgerald’s growing catalog of hits would end up having a huge impact on Sylvia throughout her childhood, inspiring her to venture into music herself as she got older.


Sylvia was the second-oldest of nine children born into a musical family headed by a gospel-loving mom, Hazel Vernice Moy (née Ridgell), and a jazz-loving dad, Melvin Bell Moy. Hazel was born in Monticello, one of the largest towns in southeast Arkansas, though she’d often claim Little Rock as her hometown. Hazel’s mother, Rosalie Ridgell (née Goodwin), was a tailor and an outstanding seamstress, and she was well known throughout Arkansas for her work. Hazel’s parents were from two different Native American tribes, Choctaw and Chickasaw. Rosalie herself was considered an “Indian” with no African American blood, and there was much mystery surrounding the background of Hazel’s half Irish and Choctaw father, Alfred Ridgell, an acclaimed businessman who owned a cleaners and a farm in Arkansas. When Rosalie and Alfred divorced, Hazel and her daughter left Monticello and went to stay with Rosalie’s sister in Monroe. That’s how Hazel eventually landed in Louisiana, where Sylvia’s parents first met in 1933.


Sylvia’s father, Melvin, came from a large family, one of seven boys and a girl born to Elberton Moy and the former Sylvia Wade. The origins of the surname Moy are usually assumed to be Chinese, and Sylvia said that the name was inherited from her Chinese grandfather.1 However, the name has also been said to have originated among the French and Native Americans. And Louisiana is well known for its population of Creoles, people of mixed European and Black descent.


The Moys resided in Wall Lake, a rural neighborhood and city in Ouachita Parish, located in West Monroe, Louisiana. Most of the Black people who lived around Wall Lake were related. Described as feisty, Melvin was only about five foot seven in height but very strong. In the departments of personality and inner strength, Melvin was a titan. “Our father was almost like a philosopher,” said one of Sylvia’s sisters, Ronnie. “He’s the one we would go to with problems and issues.”


Above all else, eighteen-year-old Melvin was a man who went after what he wanted—and he had his eyes set on Hazel from day one. He wooed her with his conversation and charisma. Melvin’s tenor vocals were the cherry on top. He serenaded her with love songs he made up off the top of his head. Music colored their world, and it would be a vital foundation upon which the Moy partnership—and their future family—was built.


Just as Sylvia would later take an instant liking to music as a kid, so did her father, who found ways to immerse himself in the business of music from a young age. After leaving high school early, Melvin figured out new and innovative ways to make ends meet and support himself financially. Since music had always been a passion, he decided to do something with the arts. His high-pitched singing voice, which was mostly tenor but could easily hit second bass, replicated that of a classic crooner. As a teenager, he also took some piano lessons. “He could do a couple jazz or blues runs,” said Sylvia’s youngest brother, Christopher. “He was a very sociable person and he loved music. He loved jazz and the blues.”


Whenever the beat dropped on the radio or on a record, Melvin, who could tap-dance, whipped out one of his fancy moves. Sylvia’s uncles on her dad’s side played the trumpet and others in the family played the guitar and banjo. As with everything else, her dad had his own way of standing out from the rest when the music played and when it stopped. In an effort to provide entertainment in West Monroe, a teenage Melvin teamed up with two older friends to start a new venture. “My daddy and some other guys in Louisiana formed a social club and started booking big band acts in Monroe,” recalled Sylvia’s sister Ronnie. “Daddy started being a booking agent down there in the 1930s. They dealt with folks like Cab Calloway.”


The singer and bandleader, nicknamed Mr. Hi-de-ho and known for his hit 1931 song “Minnie the Moocher,” was among one of the top performers Melvin managed to book, along with other jazz greats like Duke Ellington and Count Basie. The social club was modeled after Harlem nightclubs during the thirties with a vibrant community of well-dressed, elegant Black people socializing, dancing, and enjoying the latest big band tunes. Though Melvin did not finish high school, he deeply valued education. He made certain that a portion of the proceeds raised were used to benefit the underprivileged with scholarships so they could attend HBCUs (historically Black colleges and universities) such as Xavier University, Dillard University, or Southern University.
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After a few years of courtship, Melvin and Hazel tied the knot in December 1935 and welcomed their oldest daughter, Lazoe, a year later. Though Sylvia’s father had found his niche as a music promoter in Louisiana as a young man, he longed for steadier work that could help support his growing family. He was looking to the future and earned certifications to repair appliances. This skill would come in handy when he relocated to Detroit.


Though Melvin was the first of his brothers to leave Louisiana, money wasn’t the only reason he left. Growing up in Louisiana, he had been forced to bear witness to racial segregation and be subjected to the Jim Crow laws that institutionalized White supremacy and Black inferiority throughout the South. Like his daughter Sylvia, Melvin resented others telling him what he could do and what he could not do. The more he was told to stay in his place and accept the terms of marginalization and inferiority, the more desperate he was to find a way to go against the system—even though he faced the threat of danger, violence, or even death.


Ultimately, as racial tensions bubbled around him, the decision to move north was made in a moment of necessity—a pure survival instinct. “Daddy’s life was threatened. Many of the racist white men in Louisiana felt that Mother should not be with a Black man,” explained Angel, one of Sylvia’s sisters. “Pretty women like Mother belonged to them and so they turned on Daddy. They wanted to eliminate her from being with him, so Daddy had to get out of town in the middle of the night and leave. He left Mother and my sister Lazoe in Louisiana until he could get work and get settled wherever he was going.”


And so, Melvin left Louisiana with only $5 and a pair of baseball shoes. “Dad’s goal was to go as far north as possible, away from the Jim Crow South,” explained Celeste, one of Sylvia’s sisters. He made it to Toledo, Ohio, but Melvin didn’t stay there long; there was much more going on in Detroit. Sylvia once recounted how her dad “hobo’ed. He rode the trains. He made his way north. My dad, in his efforts to look for a better way for his family… had practiced going without food and water, so that he could come in here and find work. And that’s how my family got here.”2 Sylvia’s father finally settled down in Detroit in 1937.


Melvin’s departure turned out to be a blessing in disguise, and he and his wife joined the more than six million African American people who left the South and moved to the North in order to enjoy economic opportunities and social advancement during the Great Migration, a mass movement that took place between 1916 and 1970. While racism was still prevalent in the North, segregation was not enforced like it was in the South with Jim Crow laws. Consequently, the Black population in places such as New York, Chicago, and Detroit—the largest and most populous city in Michigan—increased by more than 60 percent.


Melvin chose to take up residence in Detroit because he knew he’d be able to provide a better standard of living for his family. After completing trade school to become a boiler, he settled into a career as an appliance repairman and secured employment at Crowley’s Department Store. It was one of Detroit’s Big Three downtown retailers and Hudson’s fiercest rival in the department store business. In addition to later having his own business, Melvin also did service repair for appliances at the Good Housekeeping stores in Detroit. He had friends of all nationalities and professions, many of whom were clients. They were Italian, Polish, and Greek. The fruits of his labor allowed his family to reside in the Conant Gardens Historic District, located on the northeast side of Detroit. “It was a nice neighborhood of Black people,” recalled Sylvia’s sister Ronnie. “There were doctors and lawyers in our neighborhood.”


During the 1930s, this was also one of the few areas where African American people could live because there were no deed restrictions for Black people who wanted to purchase property. The land on which the district was located once belonged to abolitionist Shubael Conant, who worked throughout his life to end slavery. In fact, he was the first president of the Detroit Anti-Slavery Society, organized in 1837. Prior to his death, he left instructions in his will to allow Black people to purchase or build new homes on his property.


Detroit was originally nicknamed the Motor City because of its booming auto industry, which dated back to 1908 when Henry Ford made his first Model T. In fact, the Moys’ neighborhood had initially been developed to house White autoworkers, and though the section was segregated, federally backed loans were approved in the area in 1934 by the Federal Housing Administration. However, by the 1940s and 1950s, its residents were largely well-educated Black people. It was later considered one of Detroit’s most prosperous Black neighborhoods, with the highest median income of all of Detroit’s Black neighborhoods. This place would have a profound impact on Sylvia’s childhood and the importance of musicality in her upbringing, as she later explained: “Blacks began to migrate [to Detroit] and formed, at the bottom of the city, Black Bottom… They brought with them their music, which was gospel, jazz—our music. Because of the factories, our music got a little louder.”3


Transitioning from the South to the Midwest was an adjustment, but the Moy family welcomed the change—and their new community.






[image: ]








After settling down in Detroit, the Moys welcomed their second child, Sylvia, to the family, and seven more children followed her: sister Merril Baronica (aka Ronnie); brother Melvin Pernell; sisters Angelica (aka Angel) and Celeste; brother Christopher; and sisters Francetta and Anita. Though Sylvia was born Sylvia Rose Moy, it took some of Sylvia’s younger siblings a while to figure out the truth about her birth name. For years, they assumed it was “Baby Sis,” not realizing this was simply a nickname given to her after her parents brought her home from the hospital and introduced her to big sister Lazoe as “your baby sis.” As the family grew in size, the catchy moniker stuck—and even Sylvia’s younger siblings kept calling her “Baby Sis.”


Sylvia was actually named after her paternal grandmother, Sylvia Wade, and her maternal grandmother, Rosalie Ridgell. In addition to her name, Sylvia’s paternal grandmother gave her another special trait: an extrasensory ability that some called “the gift,” where she could read a person’s energy and thoughts. It was also said that Wade could see into the future, which wasn’t unusual for those coming from Louisiana. And this “second sight,” which supposedly provided Wade with perception beyond ordinary vision, didn’t just come from Sylvia’s father’s side of the family. Hazel, Sylvia’s mother, was also said to be gifted, but because she grew up in a household where privacy and secrecy were a way of life, she never discussed it much. As children, Sylvia and some of her other siblings discovered that they, too, had inherited this ability, with the power to “see into the future,” as Ronnie, one of Sylvia’s sisters, later reflected, before adding that “people knew we were different.” Despite their gifts, the children followed their mother’s example and did not talk about it. As Celeste, another one of Sylvia’s sisters, explained, their mother had always been “very reluctant to talk about what she knew about her family. A lot of people from the South have a lot of secrets, and my mother was no exception.”


Though the Moys were now firmly established in their new home on Fleming Street, they never forgot about the rest of their family. After Melvin was settled, he eventually sent for his mother, father, and all of his brothers to come to Motor City and stay with him until they got set up, too.


Despite the migration, the family’s ties to their Southern heritage remained strong, even after years spent adjusting to the Detroit cold. Sylvia grew up loving the Cajun and Creole cuisine her dad prepared, as he was an excellent cook. Melvin was particularly known for his barbecuing; his low and slow method of cooking ribs helped tenderize the meat and enhance the flavor. When he barbecued, it was usually the talk of the town.


As a small child, Sylvia noticed how her family stood out from others in the neighborhood—and it wasn’t just their approach to cooking. There were often many people living in the Moy house and money was tight, though Sylvia later remembered their resourcefulness with pride. Toys were made for her and her siblings. The family also grew their own food, including peanuts, in a field next to their house. Everything they ate was either grown in that field or kept in the basement, like their chickens, ducks, and geese.


The family was willing to do whatever they could to survive, and though they weren’t rich, there was always a wealth of love in the Moy home. “My grandfather used to tell my grandmother, ‘I was made to love you.’ That’s where I remember hearing that all the time,” said Jackie, Sylvia’s firstborn nephew, from her oldest sister, Lazoe.


Sylvia’s parents made sure to share their love through consistent actions and terms of endearment, so that even if money and other resources were tight, Sylvia never felt without.
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CHAPTER 2


Banging on Pots and Pans


In addition to love and affection, the Moy house was always filled with music. Everybody sang at home, in church, and on holidays, just like the generations before them had. Most everyone in Sylvia’s immediate household eventually learned how to play an instrument or was musically inclined, and they’d showcase these skills during impromptu jam sessions around the house.


During the early days, when there were only three Moy kids, young Sylvia quickly learned to be resourceful, converting makeshift items around the house into instruments. The family didn’t have the money to buy a piano until years later, so any instruments she had access to as a small child were ones that she made herself. Thanks to her vivid imagination, it was rather easy for her to build her own musical toys and gizmos. Anything and everything she could get her hands on that was around the house was fair game. She’d fill empty oatmeal boxes with rice or beans. Dishes also became percussion instruments, along with sticks, pots, and pans. Not much was off-limits to the crafty creator. Even the radiator served a major role in Sylvia’s make-do band.


“She made drums and even a guitar. She found some wires and rubber bands. She took cigar boxes and made a guitar. She used to sing with her guitar. And she’d say, ‘Ronnie, you get over there on the piano.’ I’d go to the heat register and pretend to play,” recalled Sylvia’s sister Ronnie later on.


Mostly self-taught as an instrumentalist who played by ear, Sylvia soon learned how to play the piano and bongos. “She taught herself at church and at school, because she was always in the choirs and in the choir rooms. Anywhere she could find and use a piano or any other instrument, she spent time on it,” said Ronnie. Sylvia also had a basic knowledge of drums and bass, though her formal training was focused on the guitar. After recognizing Sylvia’s vocal talent, her parents signed her up for classical voice lessons. Rosalie Ridgell, her maternal grandmother, had been a singer, too. She’d earned herself a reputation as “the little singing lady” at church, said Ronnie, who remembered how enamored her granny was with Sylvia’s abilities. “She was amazed over Sylvia being so young and being into music. She would teach her different songs.”


Like a mother who can distinguish her child’s cry from others in a nursery, Sylvia’s ear was naturally attuned to the elements of sound and tone. She even differentiated her siblings’ voices based on how they spoke in certain keys. There was something mystical, magical, and special about music for her, and even as a child, she knew she was different.


“I’ve always heard things, seen things other people didn’t,” Sylvia later noted. “When I was a little girl, I’d say to Mama, ‘Do you see what I see?’ ‘No, honey, I don’t see anything,’ she’d say. But I still do. I see colors, pictures. I’m caught up in time and rhythm. I sense movement. I hear rhythms when people talk. I hear sounds in the street—horns, strings. I feel the rhythm of the seasons. I love nature. Even tulip bulbs say something to me.”1
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Considered shy and usually quiet in most social settings, once Sylvia finally felt comfortable in a given environment, she would say whatever was on her mind and call things as she saw them. Ronnie, a couple years her sister’s junior, described her big sister as “a tattletale as a child.” She recalled an incident when a family friend visited the Moy residence. The gentleman asked their father for a drink, to which Mr. Moy responded that he didn’t have any alcohol. “Sylvia said, ‘Yes you do. Right over there. You put it in there.’ My parents were so outdone,” Ronnie said with a laugh.


Her bold, unflinching honesty was a trait that only intensified as time went on. However, as she got older, she also learned that not everyone was ready to be confronted with the truth or wanted to hear anything other than what they already believed. As Sylvia would later discern through tough lessons, some things were better left unsaid. Still, being highly intuitive, it was hard. She could always feel negative energy or when something was off.


Fortunately, music remained a consistent positive for her. Singing and playing music were as natural as breathing to Sylvia—and performing in church made her feel right at home. “She’d have ears ringing,” said Sylvia’s youngest brother, Christopher. “You could tell she was a little tight and then she would eventually break through. She’d have everybody into her singing. She commanded the stage once she got into the song. She used her hands and arms to express the emotion… she could sing the mess out of [the Mahalia Jackson gospel classic ‘If I Can Help Somebody’].” According to Christopher, by the end of the song, she would have the entire church clapping and crying.


And Sylvia wasn’t the only Moy child who sang at church; her sister Ronnie joined in, too. The congregation came to expect the duo to bring down the house. Known by everyone as “the sweet little Moy sisters,” they were often requested throughout their childhoods to perform in various church programs because of their amazing two-part harmony. And while their vocal abilities were attention-worthy, so were some of their public antics. An incident on Easter at First Community Baptist Church was one neither could easily forget.


On this particular bright, sunny Sunday morning, the church was adorned with lilies and filled with people in their best attire. Sylvia, about six at the time, and Ronnie were prepared to perform a duet of the gospel classic “In the Garden.” Sylvia wanted everything just right, and so she directed Ronnie closely. Dressed beautifully with ribbons in their long, flowing hair styled into pigtails, the adorable pair delighted the congregation when they were introduced. “Sylvia was kind of the lead singer between us,” explained Ronnie. “When the piano player came in with the accompaniment for us to start singing, she figured I wasn’t going to know when to come in so she nudged me. I thought to myself, ‘How dare you!’”


Ronnie immediately nudged Sylvia back with her tiny elbow. The Moy sisters kept singing and nudging each other back and forth while maintaining their vocal harmony, never missing a beat. However, by the time the song ended, it was an all-out mini brawl between the sisters. Needless to say, their mother was fairly embarrassed by the little girls’ behavior on full display in front of the congregation on such a special day.


When they weren’t performing at home or in church, the kids were providing entertainment for the neighborhood children. Sylvia, Ronnie, and Lazoe frequently put on talent shows in their basement. Each sister played her position well. As chief instrument maker, Sylvia was in charge of music. Since Lazoe was into drama and liked acting, she handled that arena. But Lazoe also loved money, according to Ronnie, so Lazoe decided the audience should be charged a nickel for each performance, and she waited at the door eagerly for everyone to pay up. Younger brother Melvin was also permitted to help his sisters build a stage.


All the neighborhood kids were invited to these shows and many of them—at least twenty—attended. “We got some old sheets and made curtains in front of the stage. Mama was looking for her sheets. She hollered down the stairs, ‘Have y’all seen my flower sheets?’ We did not respond. Sylvia had her music ready and we wrote some scenes. We had old couches and chairs in the basement. The kids were in awe,” said Ronnie.


Melodies and harmonies were constantly swarming in Sylvia’s mind even in her earliest memories. As a preschooler, the only way she learned the alphabet was when her mother taught the letters to her as a song. Without a rhythm and beat, she had little interest. As a small child, she loved learning and always knew she wanted to pursue a career in music. Teaching seemed like a natural fit, so at first, she thought that perhaps the classroom would be her calling. She said she never realized back then that music would provide another path for her later on.
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Sylvia’s innate talent was further nurtured at Courville Elementary School, located on the northeast side of the city. Widely recognized for its music program, the school’s concert choir was a highly regarded performance ensemble with a repertoire that included everything from eighteenth-century classics to gospel and urban pop. At that level, Sylvia didn’t have any Black teachers, but she did have ones who were Jewish, English, and Polish, so she heard and was introduced to a lot of other types of music.


Around the same time, she also brought her love of music outside the classroom and taught her own songs to four friends who liked to sing. It was as if she was already producing music at a young age without even realizing it. When the singing group she put together was ready, Sylvia christened them the Calypso Ettes. After hosting a few small gatherings and parties to raise money, they could finally afford matching attire: sweaters with the group name stitched in white right across the front. And since blue was Sylvia’s favorite color, she made certain the pullovers were some variation of this hue before settling on royal blue.


Upon graduating from Courville, Sylvia continued pursuing music at Pershing High School, where she studied under the guidance of legendary choral music director and conductor Kenneth Jewell. An accomplished composer of organ music, Jewell’s chorale performances were acclaimed locally and nationally. He was a member of the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP) as well as the American Guild of Organists. To get his stamp of approval was major—and Sylvia stood out enough to do just that. He quickly noticed her talent as a singer and her ability to play drums, keyboard, and guitar mostly by ear. Even as a high schooler, Sylvia was so impressive that she was accepted into Wayne State University’s college music group, along with other community groups. She was also invited to perform guest solo performances with the Detroit Symphony Orchestra.


One of Sylvia’s high school classmates was a student named Louvain Demps, who also attended Courville Elementary School with her, where they’d sung in the choir and shared the same teacher, Stephanie Reisner. Demps would later become one of the three Motown in-house background singers collectively known as the Andantes. In some instances, the Andantes even replaced band members who theoretically should’ve been present on the track, like doing background vocals on “My Baby Loves Me” with Martha Reeves instead of the Vandellas. Andantes member Marlene Barrow, a second soprano, recalled the day that “Holland-Dozier-Holland took me aside quietly and asked me to come into the studio… That is me and Mary [Wilson] on [the Supremes’] ‘You Can’t Hurry Love.’”2


Demps was a first soprano and recognized that Sylvia had an expansive range, even though it didn’t reach quite as high as her own. “She could get up there. When we auditioned for choir A, the best choir at Pershing, Sylvia auditioned for second soprano,” recalled Demps. The two friends would sit together in music class and dote on the regular about their musical inspirations. For Sylvia, jazz greats were always her favorites; Sarah Vaughan and Ella Fitzgerald topped the list, hands down.


At home, Sylvia and Ronnie would have it out when it came to listening to their preferred kinds of music. Sylvia usually wanted to unwind with the smooth sounds of jazz because her personality was similarly mellow. Little sister Ronnie, on the other hand, loved dancing and preferred R&B music, such as Little Willie John’s “Fever” or Little Richard’s “Long Tall Sally.” Whenever Sylvia tried to play her calmer music, Ronnie would boldly turn down or turn off whatever Sylvia was playing in favor of her own up-tempo tunes—often disrupting the peace of the household.


Though everyone in the family loved and appreciated music, no one else expressed their thoughts about music quite like Sylvia did, and she carried this passion with her everywhere she went. As a child, Sylvia adopted the belief that to be the best, a person must learn from the best. Her music idol Sarah Vaughan was well regarded as one of the greatest jazz singers of all time with her distinctly unique three-octave contralto range. The things that she could do with her voice intrigued Sylvia.


The “Divine One,” or “Sassy,” as Vaughan came to be known, was also sometimes called the “Queen of Bebop,” because she could do bop phrases while singing. “Tenderly,” a song that came out in 1947 when Sylvia was just nine years old, was among her favorites, because the lovely jazz standard showed off the singer’s wide range. Vaughan was an audacious vocalist and Sylvia challenged herself by learning to imitate her. “It’s Magic,” another 1947 song that was originally written for singer and actress Doris Day, became another favorite only when Vaughan’s rendition gave the standard pop classic ballad a jazz feel that touched Sylvia’s soul. Vaughan’s influence on her wasn’t limited to music, however. Smoking was encouraged and considered “cool” and “stylish” during the fifties, and with her singing idol constantly puffing on cigarettes, it wasn’t long before Sylvia picked up the habit herself in high school.


Another jazz master that heavily influenced Sylvia’s musicality was Ella Fitzgerald. Known as the “First Lady of Song” and the “Queen of Jazz,” Fitzgerald had a voice that could imitate actual instruments with her scats, which captivated Sylvia. Like Vaughan, Fitzgerald did things vocally that Sylvia never could’ve imagined or anticipated. Sylvia recognized Fitzgerald’s pure timing and flawless pitch as a mezzo-soprano jazz singer, with a vocal range that could hit both the highest high notes and the lowest low notes. “A-Tisket, A-Tasket” might have started out as a nursery rhyme, but when Fitzgerald’s rendition was released, the song took on new meaning, empowered by her broad range and sweet voice. Like Sylvia, Fitzgerald was always fairly shy and reserved, though no one would ever guess that was so once she hit the stage.


Sylvia’s idolization carried over to her musical performance, as well. Demps said that one time, she and Sylvia were having “girl talk” in class when Sylvia announced, “‘Guess what? I bet you can’t guess who I can imitate. I can imitate Sarah Vaughan. You want to hear?’ She sounded just like Sarah Vaughan. She hit it right on the mark.”


A fan of Gregorian chants, Demps would often take the long route to choir practice at the church, along with her sister, just so they could walk through Sylvia’s neighborhood to visit, meet up, and talk. In high school, Sylvia was always poised and took the business of learning seriously, Demps observed. But attending school in the fifties wasn’t always easy, especially as a young Black woman.


Despite a large and thriving Black population, racism was everywhere, with prevalent residue from blatant and cruel discrimination at every corner. The first great race riot in Detroit took place in June 1943; White citizens were resisting attempts at desegregation as Black people moved into neighboring communities and worked alongside them in factories. When the whole episode was finally over, thirty-four people had died; twenty-five of those were Black people, of whom seventeen were killed at the hands of police. More than four hundred others were injured and eighteen hundred were arrested following three days of unrest that ended when federal troops in armored cars came wielding automatic weapons.3


Over a decade later, fair treatment remained an issue for African Americans in the Motor City. Sylvia’s sister Ronnie recalled Pershing High School being “rather racist,” with the vice principal being widely regarded as a “redneck.” She added that some teachers were not so nice to Black kids, either. “They encouraged the White kids to do well. They did not push us. They were harder on Black children.”


One particular White female music teacher, whom Demps described as a “spinster,” made life particularly hard for Sylvia. This woman had earned a reputation for punching music students in the stomach to drive home the point that singing must come from the diaphragm. Demps said Sylvia was a great singer and already properly trained. She already knew that power came from the diaphragm, so Sylvia was not fond of this teacher’s training technique, especially since the teacher took special delight in performing it on Black students.


Apparently, as Demps put it, word spread like a raging fire one day in the school’s hallway that this same teacher did not punch Sylvia, but she supposedly took it a step further and actually slapped her. Demps said that Sylvia must have had “a knee-jerk reaction” and supposedly slapped the teacher back so hard that the woman fell to the floor. “Everyone at Pershing talked about that day,” remembered Demps. “People knew not to underestimate Sylvia, and the running joke was that she beat the teacher to the punch.”


As Sylvia’s family members later explained the same incident, the choir director had asked Sylvia to come in early before classes started. There was a program taking place, and he apparently wanted her to rehearse with him. Another teacher, presumably this same person mentioned by Demps, saw Sylvia in the hallway before classes, which wasn’t allowed per school policies. A confrontation ensued when the teacher insisted that she leave. Sylvia refused. She said that she was not going anywhere, because she needed to attend her rehearsal as requested. The teacher put hands on Sylvia first by grabbing her beautiful sweater before Sylvia abruptly pulled away.


While the accounts from that fateful day differ, one thing is for certain: Sylvia’s life was never the same. After that day, Demps said she never saw her dear friend Sylvia at Pershing High School again. One of Sylvia’s younger sisters, Angelica, known by the nickname Angel, remembered with great disappointment how “that teacher caused her to be expelled in her senior year. She was graduating with honors.”


The unexpected setback forced Sylvia to alter her course and rethink her direction. In her final year of school, she ended up transferring to Northern High School, located on the east side of Detroit. There, she studied and performed jazz and classical music at the high school along with her friend and fellow singer Erma Franklin, the older sister of soul singer Aretha Franklin, who also attended but left to pursue music. And that wasn’t all. Singers Obie Benson and Lawrence Payton, who later became members of the Motown soul group the Four Tops, attended Northern, too, along with singer Smokey Robinson, who led the Motown group the Miracles, and his bass singer, Warren “Pete” Moore.


After such an unexpected change, Sylvia was keeping good company.
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After graduating from high school, Sylvia initially decided to pursue a career as a music teacher, and by singing in public, she gained not just exposure but also earned money to help her pay for college. She cast a wide net when seeking opportunities to sing, especially after leaving Pershing, since Northern did not offer the same caliber of music program. Eventually, Sylvia became a member of Michigan congressman Charles Diggs Jr.’s choir and performed on a regular basis with the group on his Saturday night radio show broadcast. “Sylvia was asked to join as a teenager,” said her sister Angel. “Our father would gather all of us around the radio at home to listen. He had us convinced we could pick out her voice from that huge choir. ‘There she is! I hear Sylvia,’ we would say.”


When it came to musical genre and even language, even though she liked jazz best, Sylvia was fluid. It wasn’t unusual for family members to hear her singing opera; she could even sing in French. When cleaning around the house, though, she’d mostly play jazz records, especially while vacuuming the floor or doing the dishes. Sylvia’s youngest brother, Christopher, loved hearing her sing and wasn’t afraid to let her know it. “There was a fourteen-year age difference between us. I watched what she did. She sang gospel and opera. Whenever she played jazz music, I would come in the room with her. She noticed this.”


In addition to music, Sylvia was creative in other ways, too; she made things out of wood and clay, and she also wrote poetry, drew, and painted. She’d been a multifaceted creative since she was young. Around the age of seven, she’d decided to test out her artistry by painting on the walls at her home. When she saw the expression on Grandmother Rosalie’s face, Sylvia knew she was in big trouble. She immediately denied being the culprit until her grandmother turned the tables and used reverse psychology on the little charmer. “‘This sure is a beautiful picture. I sure would like to hug and kiss the person who did this,’” recalled Ronnie, chuckling at the memory of her grandmother’s setup. “So Sylvia said, ‘Oh, that was me! I did the beautiful painting!’ Then she found out she was in trouble.”


Teachers recognized Sylvia’s drawing abilities as clearly as they recognized her vocal abilities. Display windows at school showcased her paintings, and whenever different holidays came up, she would create special artwork for the school.


Another reason that Sylvia aspired to become a teacher after high school was because a teacher had been so pivotal in her own life. Her visual artistry was elevated because of her friendship with Dr. Elma Barbara Wilson, whom everyone called Barbara. Ten years Sylvia’s senior, Wilson was a graduate of Wayne State University, where she’d majored in art education and minored in social studies and science as an undergrad. Barbara went on to earn a master’s degree in art education from Wayne State and also became a member of Pi Lambda Theta, one of the nation’s most prestigious education honor societies. Later, Sylvia encouraged her to return to school and earn a doctorate, where her research was conducted in general supervision and administration with a focus on radio, television, and film.


The whole family grew to love Barbara as one of their own. As Sylvia’s sister Angel recalled, “Barbara was a sweetheart. She lost her mother and father. My parents stepped up to the plate and became surrogate parents to her. We called her ‘Sister Barbara.’”


“I loved her just like a sister,” added another of Sylvia’s younger sisters, Celeste, who went to see her first play, The Little Match Girl, thanks to an opportunity presented by Barbara. “She was an art teacher in the Detroit Public School system. She was also a vocalist herself. Barbara really encouraged, inspired, and trained Sylvia to expand her artistic side. There’s one abstract painting Sylvia did. It’s of a singer in motion. It’s just moving. You can’t look at it and not be captivated by it.”


Sylvia’s love of art also rubbed off on her little brother. She observed youngest brother Christopher’s talents for drawing and painting. He had long been enamored with his big sister’s abilities, and she’d inspired his own interest in drawing. She often drew with pencils or charcoal, and he recalled her drawing with what he called “a very loose hand. She liked drawing horses, sometimes plants, but mostly animals and sometimes the bust of a person.”


It was always family first in the Moy household. Sylvia doted on her little brother, who, in addition to artistic sensibilities, had an immense fascination with taking things apart and putting them together again—just to see how they worked. Christopher loved anything mechanical or engineering-related, and he used to save up his money to buy model car kits and model airplane kits. He was also just as invested in reading and learning as she was. He went to the library a lot so that he could learn how to design airplanes and make them fly better. “She saw I was different from my siblings. She noticed things and would take me to museums. She always found time to spend with her younger siblings,” said Christopher, who pointed out that his sister’s early nurturing was a big reason that he grew up to become a design engineer at Chrysler.


The younger siblings were all inspired by their big sister Sylvia. But for Sylvia, the family’s oldest sister, Lazoe, was the true role model. Lazoe didn’t have much of an interest in music vocally, but she was quite a writer. She had a real way with words and could listen to a song and interpret lyrics with ease. Academically gifted though she might have been, Lazoe was fairly disinterested in school; fortunately, she managed to graduate from high school by the age of seventeen, even receiving a double—where she was promoted a class ahead—in elementary school.




OEBPS/images/9780306833656.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
NA CAPO





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ITSNO
WONDER

The Life and Times of Motown's

Legendary Songwriter

Sylvia Moy

MARGENA A. CHRISTIAN

X

DA CAPO
NEW YORK BOSTON





