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This book is dedicated to my entire family,
my two sons,
and all six of my grandchildren.

—Dionne




The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
—Psalm 23




MY LIFE, AS I SEE IT





CHAPTER 1
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If You Can Think It, You Can Do It

WHEN MY grandfather, the Reverend Elzae Warrick, asked me to sing at his church, the St. Luke’s AME Church in Newark, New Jersey, one Sunday morning, I was truly surprised. As I entered his pulpit, I looked up at him, wondering why he wanted me to sing. He simply said, “Sing for me the song you sing in Sunday school.” I was only six years old, and this would be the first time I would sing in front of a large congregation of people. Grandpa could see that I was a bundle of nerves and leaned down to whisper, “Remember, if you can think it, you can do it.”

He then stacked a few books beside the pulpit for me to stand on, so everybody could see me. I closed my eyes as tight as I could, said a quick prayer, and then started to sing:

Jesus loves me, this I know,

For the Bible tells me so.

Little ones to Him belong,

They are weak, but He is strong.

Yes, Jesus loves me!

The Bible tells me so.

Midway through, I found the courage to open one eye a little bit. The people in the congregation were smiling and urging me on. They were shouting, “Sing that song,” “Take your time,” and “Amen.”
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Me at six years old: No, I did not want to take this photo. (Personal collection of Dionne Warwick)

Their encouragement seemed to wash over me, and I began to feel more confident. I closed my eyes again and really started to let loose. Even I was amazed at what was coming out of my little mouth and the notes I was able to hit. The moment was truly magical.

When I finished, I opened my eyes and was amazed to see the entire congregation on their feet. I had received my first standing ovation.

I DID IT then—and after fifty years in show business, I’m still doing it now.

I was born Marie Dionne Warrick on December 12, 1940, and raised in East Orange, New Jersey, where my mommy, Lee Drinkard Warrick, my daddy, Mancel L. Warrick, my sister, Delia “Dee Dee” Warrick, and my brother, Mancel “Pookie” Warrick Jr., lived comfortably in a two-family home that we owned.

I was named Marie after my mother’s sister. My godmother, Dezbe, chose Dionne as my middle name. The only person ever to call me Marie was my gym teacher, Ms. Perry. That fact helped me to recognize her name when—what seemed like a hundred years later—she sent a note to me backstage at a performance in Florida. It was addressed to Marie. I was not only able to know that she was there, I announced her presence to the audience and told them that she calls me Marie and why. She looked exactly the same as I had remembered: she had the greatest haircut; it’s called an Italian bob, and she still wears her silver-gray hair the exact same way, short and always neat.

I was lucky to have good teachers and two wonderful parents who were brought up in God-fearing families and who raised their children in a similar fashion. I had what was considered a normal childhood at that time, in a neighborhood full of families much like mine, with a mother and father who gave us love and discipline in major proportions.
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My grandfather, the Reverend Elzae Warrick (seated, center), and the St. Luke’s AME Senior Choir. (Personal collection of Dionne Warwick)

My father’s father was a minister—he was also one of the wisest men ever to walk this earth, second only to Jesus, in my mind.

Attending church was an important part of life for my mother’s side of the family as well. That part of my family was full of gospel singers. Spending the entire day in church every Sunday was not exactly what we children ever wanted to do, but that’s what happened. Our folks wouldn’t have it any other way.

My mother was a five-foot-four-inch bundle of energy, stylish, and, although soft-spoken, could put the fear of God in you with just a look. She worked at an electrical plant called Tung-Sol in Newark, New Jersey. She made filaments for lightbulbs, and I don’t think she ever missed a day of work. I believe this taught us the worth of responsibility and the importance of earning your way through life. This was especially significant given there were not many role models for women who aspired to careers and work of their own at that time. The word I most associate with my mother is class. This captures the image of her that Dee Dee and I both kept of her and followed.

Mommy expressed the importance of being a “lady” at all times in the ways we dressed, walked, spoke, and presented ourselves to the world. I sure hope that I have maintained the legacy she gave us.

My daddy stood a full foot taller than my mom did. He was six foot four, lean, and gorgeous. He worked for the railroad as a Pullman porter, one of the best jobs available to African American men in his time. His legacy for us included an entrepreneurial spirit and vocal ability as well. He had a wonderful voice. When he retired from the railroad, he decided to become a certified public accountant. He took a correspondence course that earned him certification. As a consequence, he became my personal accountant. He also had a career after retirement as a butcher, a candy store owner, and, finally, a gospel record promoter for Hob Records. He also wrote a book, The Progress of Gospel Music, published by Vantage Press in 1977, and was on the road with me for a while as my road manager. So my daddy gave me that “get up and go” spirit. I was also a real daddy’s girl.

[image: Image]

That’s my dad. (Personal collection of Dionne Warwick)

We lived at 46 Sterling Street in a large two-family house. We rented the first floor of our house to the Stewards, who were much like an extended part of our family. Frank and Henrine were parents like mine, who lovingly raised George, Frank Jr., Gwendolyn, and Bobby. We did practically everything together: went to the same schools, shared birthday celebrations and arguments. Gwen and I took piano lessons together every Wednesday after school from Mrs. Giggetts, the organist at my grandfather’s church, and we became quite good. Gwen and I even performed at piano recitals that made Mrs. Giggetts, our parents, and our neighbors proud. Gwen was older than I was; however, she was my best friend.

After my brother, Pookie, was born, we moved right next door, to 44 Sterling. Our new home was a bit larger, with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a living room, a dining room, and a bigger kitchen. Dee Dee and I had our own bedrooms, so we had privacy—as if we needed it. The only other differences were that we now had a large porch area and a large lawn in front of the house. We also had a German shepherd named Sonny Boy. Our lives there were full of happy, fun-filled times.

Because I could hit a baseball, catch a football, play basketball, shoot marbles, and play street hockey as well as most of the boys on Sterling Street, I was considered a tomboy, but I was also very prissy. I loved wearing frilly dresses, jumping rope, having my hair curled, and playing with makeup like any other little girl. I had the best of both worlds rolled into one little body.

Our neighborhood resembled the United Nations. Every race, color, creed, and religion lived on our block. Every parent knew one another, and the friendships I made then are still a very important part of my life. We walked to school together and had sleepovers at each other’s homes. We played all kinds of games, including jacks and double Dutch jump rope. Some were games of skill and others were educational, such as Scrabble, spelling bees, and our version of what is now known as Jeopardy! We all went to a park called “the Oval,” where baseball, tennis, track meets, and other sporting events were held and taught by caring adults.

One of the most important things our family did was to sit down together for dinner. We had wonderful conversations at the dinner table about a variety of topics, including show business.

As I look back, I had a wonderful family life that got even better when my aunt Cissy came to live with us after my grandfather (my mother’s father) passed. Though Cissy, whose real first name is Emily, is my mother’s younger sister, she is only seven years older than I am. So while she was technically our aunt, she became like our big sister and lived with us until she got married. Aunt Cissy would later give birth to a little girl who would become one of the great voices of our time, my cousin Whitney Houston.

My mom and her sisters, Cissy, Marie (“Rebie”), and Annie, and her brothers, Nick and Larry, all had great voices and at the time performed as the Drinkard Jubilairs. They would later become the Drinkard Singers. They held rehearsals in our living room, and since they could be heard up and down Sterling Street, the entire neighborhood got to share these wonderful times—and their singing.
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The young Drinkard Jubilairs, with (left to right) Nick, Annie, Rebie, Larry, and Cissy. (Personal collection of Dionne Warwick)

The Drinkard Singers were a fabulous family gospel group, and Mommy was one of its founding members. They made quite a name for themselves and were part of the cavalcade of gospel groups that regularly toured the country. My maternal grandfather, Nitch Drinkard, was one of the keys to the group’s success. He considered gospel singing a ministry and the Drinkard Singers a way to spread the message of Jesus Christ to the masses.

They had begun singing down in Savannah, Georgia, where they lived in the late 1930s. The family, like so many other African Americans, eventually moved north. Cissy joined them when she was just a young thing, probably around five or six years old. Mommy became the group’s manager, in addition to her work at Tung-Sol. Every now and then, I would sing with them.

In 1951 they were one of the first groups to accompany the great Mahalia Jackson at a groundbreaking concert at Carnegie Hall, and in 1957 they, along with Mahalia and a few other gospel groups, including Clara Ward and the Ward Singers, performed at George Wein’s Newport Jazz Festival. That was the first time the festival featured gospel music. The performance was recorded and became a live album, The Drinkard Singers and the Back Home Choir at Newport. The Drinkard Singers were so successful at Newport that RCA Records signed them, making them the first gospel group signed by the label. A Joyful Noise was their first studio album, released in 1958.

Our family practically expected that Dee Dee, Pookie, and I would follow in their footsteps. And that almost became a reality. Both Dee Dee and I enjoyed professional singing careers, but my brother, as it is said, “couldn’t hold a tune in a paper bag.” No, Pookie could not sing, nor did he want to. He had other things on his mind. He became an excellent baseball player, scouted by former Brooklyn Dodger Big Don “Newk” Newcombe, one of the first African American pitchers in the major leagues and a friend of my father. Pookie pleased my parents otherwise by becoming the first to marry and present them with their first grandchild, Barrance D. Warrick. Barry grew up to be quite a sound engineer. He started doing my sound in live performances and then on the road with Burt Bacharach, subsequently doing sound for various TV shows including American Idol, Jimmy Kimmel Live!, the Grammy Awards, and Late Night with Conan O’Brien. I know that his dad, who made his transition following an automobile accident in 1968, would be busting buttons with pride just as his mother, fortunately, continues to do.
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My brother, Mancel “Pookie” Warrick, and his son, Barrance. (Personal collection of Dionne Warwick)

The encouragement my parents, grandparents, and all in our church gave me that first time I sang before an audience gave me the formula that I have used to support and push my own family. I have raised them to believe that their dreams can become a reality. I say to them what my grandfather said to me: “If you can think it, you can do it.” I try to practice it in my daily life even today.

When I was growing up in the late 1940s and early 1950s, African American youngsters didn’t have a whole lot of options when it came to jobs and formal education. In those days, it was a huge achievement for any family, especially an African American family, to send a son or daughter off to college.

Back in East Orange, we learned that if you worked hard in school, you could achieve your goals and make your dreams come true. Our intelligence and ambition were encouraged by our family and community. Consequently, many of us went on to college. And when we graduated, we were doctors, lawyers, teachers, scientists, government employees, professors, actors and actresses, and entertainers.

My education started at the Lincoln Grammar School, now renamed the Dionne Warwick Institute of Economics and Entrepre-neurship; continued at the Vernon L. Davey Junior High School, now the Cecily Tyson Performing Arts School; and at the East Orange High School, all in East Orange. I went on to the Hartt College of Music in West Hartford, Connecticut, where I earned my bachelor’s degree in music education and later returned for my master’s degree in music.

During my early school years, I was inspired by many of my teachers. One who remains vividly in my mind is my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Daniels, because she made me understand the meaning of the word can.

In class one day, I repeatedly said, “I can’t do this.” As a consequence, she asked me to come to the front of the class and had me write a word on the blackboard. She asked me to write the word American in this manner: “AMER—I—CAN.” She asked me what the word was, and I answered, and then she asked me to pronounce the word as it was written. I did. And then she asked if I saw an apostrophe or a t anywhere in what I had written. Of course I answered no, and it became clear to me the I-CAN part of the word was what she wanted me to understand. The word can’t to this very day does not exist in any part of my vocabulary, and I have passed this on to my children and grandchildren. And they all understand that “I can” is the phrase they should live by. And now I am passing that on to you.

A multitude of friends and family made growing up pretty easy for me. In fact, the first rough spot I recall hitting was when I developed a crush on a guy named Virgil.

First of all, Virgil was considered an older young man—all of eighteen. I was fourteen at the time. The reaction of my friends and my parents meant that I had to be content to “moon” over Virgil from afar. He never knew any different.

I was seventeen when I had my first real boyfriend, Jackie Martin, with whom I became engaged while he was in the service. I just knew he was my true love; that is, until I met Bill Elliott.

During my high school years, I was a candy striper, a member of the gospel chorus and the glee club, and had the distinguished pleasure of being chosen to sing in the prestigious New Jersey All-State Choir, a group that anyone who thought they could hold a tune wanted to join.

Auditions were competitive and the elimination process grueling. All this made receiving that letter of acceptance all the more joyous for my family and me. The choir performed a concert in Atlantic City. We were seniors in high school staying in a hotel on our own for the first time. We shared rooms, of course, and were supervised—but we felt like adults. The experience, including the concert, was glorious and will always be one of the highlights of my life.

SINGING WASN’T the only vision I had for my future. Remembering what Grandpa had said to me, I wanted to be many things. I aspired to be a ballerina. I loved their dignity and grace, some of which I try to convey in my stage show. I thought of being a court stenographer—I was always curious and perhaps a little nosy as a child. The thought of being a teacher became the most interesting to me, and I still feel I can share with others some of what I have learned. But it was the pursuit of a music career that propelled my sister, Dee Dee, and me to start our own gospel group, the Gospelaires, in 1957. And that’s when things started to take off.

We were still in high school, but we could sing our little hearts out. Besides Dee Dee and me, there were Myrna Utley, her brother John, Carol Slade, and Sylvia Shemwell. We were all members of the New Hope Baptist Church and the C. H. Walters Choir. Reverend C. H. Walters was pastor of New Hope. Myrna and Sylvia became members of the Sweet Inspirations along with Estelle Brown and my aunt Cissy, who founded the group. They went on to be very successful.

Singing at church functions and gospel caravans, we began to make a name for ourselves throughout the state of New Jersey and other parts of the eastern seaboard. Our efforts were promoted by our church members, friends, and, of course, the Drinkard Singers. We Gospelaires felt that we were carrying on the legacy given to us by the Drinkard Singers to spread the word of our Heavenly Father through song.

We ultimately felt strong enough to compete at the world-renowned Apollo Theater in Harlem, New York, during one of its gospel shows, in which the Drinkards were appearing with other renowned gospel singers. The amateur talent contests at the theater have always been legend. The audiences have long enjoyed a reputation for being tough, smart, and unafraid to let you know how they really feel about your performance. The amateur night is a Wednesday-night tradition that started way back in 1934, and Ella Fitzgerald, who happens to be the godmother of my youngest son, Damon, was among the first winners.

One group appearing on that night’s show was the Imperials. A wonderful group out of Philadelphia, the Imperials had a recording called “To Those That Wait,” which had become a favorite of our group. So we decided we would perform that song. We had the nerve to sing it while the Imperials stood in the wings listening to us. And guess what? We won the amateur hour. The Imperials were happy for us and told us we did a wonderful job.

The Apollo Theater stage became and remains the barometer by which many performers determine whether they’ll succeed in this business. The saying goes, “If you can make it at the Apollo, you can make it anywhere.”

That Wednesday evening was also the start of the Gospelaires’ entry into the world of background singing in the recording studios of New York. A young man approached all the groups performing on this particular show and asked if they could do a background session at Savoy Records in Newark. So I spoke up and told the man that my group would do it. He said okay and asked us to meet him at the Savoy Records studios, where we did a session with Sam “the Man” Taylor, a big-toned saxophone player, and Nappy Brown, a popular R&B and blues singer.

As a result of that first date, the Gospelaires fast became the female voices of choice for background work in New York. We worked behind some of the biggest recording artists of that time: the Shirelles, Ray Charles, Dinah Washington, Ben E. King, Chuck Jackson, the Exciters, Tommy Hunt, Solomon Burke, and the Drifters, just to name a few.

So at age seventeen, while in my senior year preparing to graduate from East Orange High School, my career had begun. But all the studio work had to be scheduled for the weekends. Our parents were not going to allow anything to interfere with our schoolwork. On weekends, we hopped on the 118 bus that took us from Newark to the Port Authority Bus Terminal near Times Square in New York City. From there, we’d catch the subway to where the recording studios were located. We worked quickly and diligently to get our parts down on the first take, if possible, so we could rush back home to East Orange.

Eventually, graduation day came, and my entire summer was spent doing more studio work. I could certainly use the money, since I was entering the Hartt College of Music that September. I had a partial scholarship from my church, but the money I earned doing background sessions during the summer was a huge help in paying for tuition, books, rent, and food. I arranged my classes so that I could do studio work in New York Thursdays through Saturdays, and then be back in Hartford by Sunday to resume classes on Monday.

I became known as the “demo queen,” and a young man named Jimmy Breedlove was known as the “demo king.” Songwriters used demos, or demonstration recordings, to showcase their song for record executives. Back then, a demo was the key to whether a writer’s song was chosen for release. I did demos for many songwriters and music publishers, particularly those who were in the Brill Building in Manhattan. I also remember spending hours at another building, on Seventh Avenue and Forty-seventh Street, where a recording studio called Associated was located. I would record one demo after another after another. This was an exciting time in my life.

DIONNE’S LESSONS LEARNED

• Remove “can’t” from your vocabulary. As Grandpa told me, “If you can think it, you can do it!”

• Establish a strong spiritual foundation. This will help sustain you through life’s peaks and valleys.

• It’s never too late to pursue a passion. Do what makes you happy.

• Encourage children to follow their dreams. Let them reach for the stars, and let them know you’ll be there no matter what.

• Create a support mechanism. Family is extremely important.



CHAPTER 2
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Don’t Make Me Over

DURING THE late 1950s and early 1960s, the Brill Building on Broadway was full of songwriters such as Carole King and Gerry Goffin, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, Phil Spector, and Burt Bacharach and Hal David. In this fascinating place, these writers created the music that has become the sound track of all our lives. When you walked into the building, it felt like you’d just stepped onto hallowed ground. Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller were recording the Drifters in the Atlantic Records studio when they called us, the Gospelaires, to do a session with them in July 1961. The song we were singing background for was “Mexican Divorce.” Also in the Atlantic Records studio with us that day was Burt Bacharach, the session’s arranger and conductor. He had cowritten “Mexican Divorce” with Bob Hilliard.

Burt approached me after the session and asked if I would be interested in singing on a few demos for him and a new writing partner of his, Hal David. I said, “Cool!” and soon I was in the studio recording demos for them.

The connection to Leiber and Stoller led to work with some of the brightest R&B acts of that time, such as the Exciters, Garnet Mimms, and Scepter Records recording artists Chuck Jackson, Tommy Hunt, Maxine Brown, and the Shirelles.

I was making enough money to buy my first car. My new used yellow sports car actually saved me money because I could now drive down to New York from Connecticut for less than it cost to take the train.

I was always conscious of money management, even early in my career. I guess that’s something I picked up from my father. I worked hard for the money and was mindful not to waste it, even in the days when I didn’t make much; and that has served me well throughout my career.

Back then, the Gospelaires’ recording sessions pay rate was different from that of most background singers. The union scale for each background singer at that time was $22.50 for each side of the record she sang on or per hour, whichever was the greater. But since we were not in the union, I could charge whatever I wanted to, and I did. I charged $45.00 per side per singer or per hour, whichever was the greater. Also, being the contractor of the group, I was paid double.

One of the demos I recorded for Burt and Hal was “It’s Love That Really Counts.” Burt took the demo to Florence Greenberg, owner of Scepter Records, with the hope that she would use it for the Shirelles to record. Florence, as it turned out, was not interested in the song but rather in my voice. “Forget the song,” she said. “Get the girl singer.”

Florence was the only female at this time that I was aware of to own and operate a recording company. She used to say she was “a white woman in a black business who couldn’t carry a tune.” Florence came to the music business as a housewife and mom from Passaic, New Jersey. She had two children, Mary Jane and Stanley. But her roster of artists at Scepter also became her children and would include the Isley Brothers, the Shirelles, Chuck Jackson, Maxine Brown, Tommy Hunt, B. J. Thomas, Ronnie Milsap, Nick Ashford and Valerie Simpson, and eventually me. Against all odds, Florence was very successful and remained so until the large conglomerates such as Columbia Records and the WEA (Warner Elektra Atlantic) Corporation began to buy out the smaller labels such as Scepter.

Florence enjoyed music. Before she founded Scepter Records, Florence spent a lot of her free time at Hill and Range, a well-known music publishing company in New York. She placed songs for songwriters, mingled with performers and others in the music industry, and got to know about the business.

In 1958, with two associates, she started the Tiara label. Thanks to her teenage daughter, Mary Jane, who went to school with the Shirelles, Florence had heard about four girls at Passaic High School who sang like angels. Shirley Owens, Beverly Lee, Addie “Micki” Harris, and Doris Coley called themselves the Poquellos. Florence was eager to sign them. Remember, this was also around the time that “girl groups” like the Chantels were popular. The bad news was that the girls weren’t interested. Florence pursued them for two years before they agreed to record. They had just written a song titled “I Met Him on a Sunday” that was just right for the label, too. The group got a record deal with Tiara and changed its name to the Shirelles. And sure enough, the single took off.

“I Met Him on a Sunday” reached number 49 on the Billboard chart in the spring of 1958. But the Shirelles’ success turned out to be more than the tiny label could manage. Florence, a persistent promoter, was exhausted. She sold Tiara and the Shirelles’ contract to the larger and better-established Decca label. Decca released two Shirelles singles, but when neither did well, Decca gave the group back to Florence, who decided to start yet another record label. This time she was better prepared; she had more experience, savvy, knowledge, and better connections. She called the new incarnation of her label Scepter.

Meanwhile, my demo-recording career with Burt and Hal was going well. One song that I thought was particularly wonderful was “Make It Easy on Yourself.” I instantly fell in love with this song. As our work relationship continued, they started asking me if I would consider recording as a solo artist. It sounded exciting, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen because my mother would not agree. She was adamant that her children’s education should come first and be completed before any of us even thought about doing anything else.

Nonetheless, I told Burt and Hal that I would ask my family and get back to them, even though I already knew what Mommy’s answer would be. But I asked anyway, and she answered no as expected. I then went to my dad. He, of course, asked if I had asked my mom, and when I answered that she had said no, he said, “I guess the answer then is no.” I respected my parents and would never defy them, but I thought about it and came up with a plan. I asked Mommy if I could do it on the condition that I arranged to record on weekends only. She considered it and relented. I presented the conditions to Burt and Hal, and they both agreed. I also told them that “Make It Easy on Yourself,” the song I had fallen in love with, had to be one of my first recordings. They agreed to this, too. So I signed a production agreement with Burt and Hal, and a recording contract with Florence. This began a long relationship with Scepter Records and with Bacharach and David. They were elated. And I went back to Hartt very happy and excited.

Then one day soon after, I was driving home from Hartt when I heard the great Jerry Butler on the radio singing “Make It Easy on Yourself.” I was truly upset with Burt and Hal and went to have a little talk with them. I reminded them of the promise they made to me. “We have a problem here. You want me to record with you? I am who I am. Don’t make me over, man!” In other words, don’t lie to me or tell me one thing and do something else.

I guess fate has a way of righting wrongs. The language I used to deploy my burst of anger and frustration gave Burt and Hal the inspiration to write what became my first recording with Scepter, “Don’t Make Me Over,” released in 1962.

But “Don’t Make Me Over” almost didn’t happen. In my first session, we had recorded only three songs: “Don’t Make Me Over,” “I Smiled Yesterday,” and a third song; two of them would form the A and the B sides of my first release. Florence, being the emotional woman that she was, was in anguish because she hated both sides of the record, but with only three recordings to choose from, there was nothing else to do for the first release. “I Smiled Yesterday” was designated as the A side of the recording. But thanks to a radio disc jockey in Detroit named Ernie Durham, who flipped the recording and started playing the B side, “Don’t Make Me Over” began to pick up in popularity. Although “I Smiled Yesterday” charted, “Don’t Make Me Over” was the side people really wanted to hear, and in early 1963, it became my first Top 40 hit. As it is said, “All’s well that ends well.”

Another wrong that ultimately worked out had to do with a label misprint on “Don’t Make Me Over.” My surname Warrick was misspelled Warwick before anyone caught the mistake. By then the recording was well on its way up the record charts. I wanted to pull the record to have the spelling corrected but was promised that the correction would be made on the second pressing. Apparently, that never happened. I remained a wick instead of a rick. The Warwick name has served me well, and it did not seem to bother my parents or my grandparents very much, since they looked on it as a “professional” name. This made me feel a lot better about the mistake. Dee Dee, when she started recording, was lucky enough not to have had that mistake made on the labels of her records and maintained the name Warrick.

The more well known I became, the more people attempted to describe my vocal style. Some would say it was classical or pop. But gospel has been and always will be first and foremost in my world of music. The same is true of many others among the greatest voices. Many of us have come out of the church, like my dear friend Aretha Franklin. The comfort and joy associated with singing the songs that inspire and tell the lessons of the Bible cannot be beat. But I chose not to confine myself to singing religious music. There were whispers of criticism from within church circles about my decision to make recordings of popular music my profession. And that came as a surprise to me. I was a bit anxious about it, but my grandfather had my back. He stood in his pulpit one Sunday morning and acknowledged hearing some of the negative comments regarding me and my choice to sing “secular” music. He let all of those who had something to say know that his baby “Little D” was a child of God who had been given a special gift and was using this gift to inspire and lift people in the way God meant for her to do. He let all know that I was making an honest living and doing so with dignity. He then did something totally unexpected: he had the congregation stand and give me my second congregational standing ovation.

Criticism in general doesn’t hurt me, particularly if it’s constructive. But sometimes criticism can be delivered in a way intended to destroy people, not help them become better. Fortunately, purely destructive criticism has never gained the upper hand in my career.

Knowing and believing in the words and worth of prayer have given me the strength to endure this. As my grandfather also said to me: “Baby, you just let them run their mouths, and you run your business.” He reminded me that people spurned Jesus Christ, and to say to myself in this situation Who am I? I am still living by those words.

So I continued to “run my business,” and good things continued to happen for me. With my first royalty check from “Don’t Make Me Over,” I did what most children would love to be able to do for their parents: I asked my mommy and daddy to start house hunting, and they did. They found a dream house in Orange, New Jersey, and I got the pleasure of putting a smile on my parents’ faces. As my touring increased, so did my funds, allowing me to continue to shower gifts on my parents and siblings.

This was a very exciting time for me. I also heard myself on the radio for the first time. I was driving home from the airport and heard “Don’t Make Me Over” on Murray the K’s radio show out of New York. Murray “the K” Kaufman was one of the most popular and powerful radio disc jockeys in the country.

I pulled over to the side of the road, turned the radio up as loud as I could, and grinned until my cheeks hurt. It still excites me to hear my recordings on radio, though it doesn’t occur as often as it did “back in the day.”

BEING WITH Scepter gave me a solid foundation and knowledge of the record industry. Burt, Hal, and I became known throughout the industry as “the triangle marriage that worked.” Hal David was, and still is, one of the most prolific poets I have had the pleasure to work with. He is thoughtful, gentle, sincere, and a wonderful human being—a reflection of the kind of lyrics he writes. He was the levelheaded one of the trio.

Burt was the handsome one, and extremely talented. I referred to him as “society’s child” because his dad, Bert, was a recognized writer and columnist, and his mother, Irma, a wonderful woman, was very much a socialite. Burt’s star was on the rise from having become music director for some of our well-known singers such as Merv Griffin, Vic Damone, and the legendary Marlene Dietrich. He set the bar high musically with his arrangements of lush strings and unusual time signature changes. His complex and powerful arrangements have put many musicians to the test.

My recording sessions at Scepter over seven years were always wonderful. I was always in the A studio, the largest one they had, with a full orchestra: horns, strings, rhythm section, percussion, sometimes a harp, and background chorus. Phil Ramone was the engineer behind the glass. Hal David would be in the studio, and once in a while my mom and, of course, Florence. The studio would be booked for a three-hour session, with a built-in half hour overtime, if needed.

The Gospelaires did the background vocals on all of my recordings and continued to do this when I left the group to go solo. Dee Dee took over my position as the contractor for the sessions, and Cissy became a member of the group. Working with family in my case was easy and loads of fun, and artistically it benefited us to have the blend of voices to create a “family” sound.

It’s no wonder that I’m spoiled when it comes to recording. These days the recording process involves putting together tracks already done mostly by computers. Rarely are live musicians used, and all of the vocal parts are sung with the singer and the engineer the only ones in the studio. It’s rather lonely and very different from how I used to record.

Another difference between then and now is the length of time it takes to record an “album.” Then, we were able to do a complete album in a week’s time, take another couple of weeks for mixing and mastering, and within a three- to four-week period, our product was in the marketplace. To block out a studio for an entire year was unheard of. But that seems to be common today. There is a tale of an artist, who will remain unnamed, going into the studio to do a project. All she would do is listen to tracks already recorded, sing maybe two or three notes, leave, and not go back into the studio for a couple of weeks, then return to put another two or three notes on what she had sung before. This would’ve driven me crazy.

“Don’t Make Me Over” was a hit and turned out to be just the beginning of a wonderful relationship between Burt, Hal, and me. It was also the first indication that my style would appeal to a wide and diverse audience. I enjoyed enormous initial success with that song, which also started a four-year run of consecutive Hot 100 pop hit singles on the Billboard chart. I became the first African American female artist to achieve such an accomplishment. I had a total of thirty-two Hot 100 hits over the next seven years, fifteen of which were Top 30 and eight of which were Top 10.

IN 1963 I became one of Scepter’s star acts and started touring.

Like most African American artists during that time, I experienced my very first solo performance on the road in the South—Atlanta, Georgia, to be exact. It was at the Royal Peacock, owned by Henry Wynn, an African American manager and promoter. The Royal Peacock was a legendary nightclub and “hot spot” of Atlanta. The space held around three hundred people and had a nice dance floor where folks could let loose. For me, it was big deal to perform there because many of the biggest names in show business had done so, including James Brown, Little Richard, Otis Redding, Ike and Tina Turner, Jackie Wilson, and Sam Cooke.

My sister, Dee Dee, and Estelle Brown went along with me and sang background. But I gotta say that we were in no way prepared for the audience. This was a down-home blues and R&B club. It was the real Southern deal. And it was all new to me. The folks who frequented the Royal Peacock were not only used to amazing R&B entertainers, but also to great blues artists such as B.B. King, Bobby “Blue” Bland, and “Little” Esther Phillips. At this time, the early ’60s, I was considered a pure pop artist. So I was breaking new ground, a rarity among African American singers.

The first night was by no means a great success. I was clearly in over my head. The folks were kind enough not to boo me. I received maybe one or two handclaps, if that. It was certainly not the Brooklyn Fox Theater in New York, where I had early on experienced a successful performance with audience participation. In Atlanta, it was almost as if they didn’t know who I was, and it seemed that they really didn’t care. Refusing to fail, I decided to try something on the second night that I had done at rehearsal with Dee Dee and Estelle. I did my records, all three of them—“Don’t Make Me Over,” “Walk On By,” and “Anyone Who Had a Heart”—and then I told the band, such as it was, to start the vamp of a Ray Charles song, “What’d I Say.”

Well, you would have thought “Ms. Pop Singer” walked off the stage and another artist had magically appeared, because the audience woke up and began singing with me. Some even got up and started dancing. This was also a new and exciting experience for me.

I was a hit. Mr. Wynn, the Royal Peacock owner, also operated a company called Super Sonic Attractions. He could pull together a tour of some of the best R&B talent in the country in those days. He asked me if I would like to do one of his tours, and, of course, I said yes. Soon after that, I was booked on my first tour, the Sam Cooke tour.

This performance at the Royal Peacock stands out because it was where I first bridged my live pop style with blues and R&B. For me as an artist, it was a rewarding experience. And as my recording career grew, I became known as the “artist who bridged the gap,” meaning that my recordings never found resistance on pop radio stations, and R&B radio stations continued to play my records. So I kinda opened doors for other African American artists to “cross over.”

This tour starred Sam Cooke, along with the Drifters, Johnny Thunder, the Crystals, Betty Wright, “Little” Esther Phillips, Solomon Burke, and me. The flashy “Gorgeous George,” whose name is Theophilus Odell George, was the emcee, and the Upsetters were the band. And believe me, that is just what they were: upsetting. Reading music was not their strong suit—especially my music. I never once heard them play the time signature changes and melodic notes of my material during the entire tour. It was frustrating for me, but somehow I survived.

The Upsetters band was not the only group who struggled with Burt’s arrangements. I remember when I made my third appearance at the Apollo Theater and was to perform “Anyone Who Had a Heart.” Burt decided he was going to rehearse the Apollo band for me, and although the musicians were good, they were not the quality of session players he was accustomed to having. Their sight-reading skills were not as swift, and they had trouble, putting a few more gray hairs on Burt’s head in the process. He finally gave up. So Charles “Honi” Coles, the famed tap dancer who had become the Apollo’s stage manager, and I continued to rehearse the band many hours after Burt left. Finally, we got them where they needed to be to perform the song properly.
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