
The original 
Flamingos: 
Johnny C arter, 
Paul Wilson, Jake 
Carey, Sollie 
McElroy, Zeke 
Carey (L to  R)

he  f if t ie s : a time of musical change. The place: Chicago, home of the blues, gospel, jazz. Pulsating with rhythm and nightlife. No other city except perhaps New Orleans has that rhythm. The sounds from the independent labels -  Chess, Checker, Chance, Parrot, United, Vee-Jay -  are setting the pace. The groups -  the Dells, the Spaniels, the El Dorados, the Moonglows -  are creating the Chicago sound.





e
N T E R  IN T O  T H I S  M I X  a  g r o u pcalled the Swallows, who must change their name because of an existing group. They call them­selves El Flamingos and then the Flamingos. That year: 1952. The group is the brainchild of Zeke and Jake Carey, two cousins related through marriage to an­other set of cousins, Paul Wilson and Johnny Carter. These four form the core of the lineup.

They are b lack  Jew s. A nd th e  harm ony 
they are about to  create is b o m  of their back­
ground: Hebraic singing, along w ith  gospel, 
b ecom es th e  fo u n d a tio n  of th e ir  u n iq u e  
Sound. Clubs on the South Side of Chicago 
are hot, affording the new  group opportuni­
ties to  be seen and  heard. But first they need 
a lead  singer, and  th a t is Sollie McElroy. They 
don’t  re ly  on h im  to  carry  lead , how ever. 
Each m em ber can sing and  harm onize flaw­
lessly. A nd M artin ’s C orner, on  th e  South 
Side, gives the group their first shot.

They w in  a ta len t contest and  continue to

appear a t M artin’s C om er, and  also a t Club 
D eL isa, w h e re  LaV ern B aker a n d  D in ah  
W ashington m ade their marks. In the aud i­
ence one night: R alph Leon, h ead  of Kings 
Booking. He likes w h a t he hears an d  sees, 
takes them  to  U nited  Records for their first 
re co rd  au d itio n . N o t in te re s te d . H e th en  
takes  th em  tf t  C hance R ecords, o w ned  by 
d is tr ib u to r  A rt Sheridan. They reco rd  th e  
legendary  “G olden T eardrops,” along w ith  
classics from the Thirties and  Forties, such as 
“That’s My Desire” and  “Septem ber Song,” 
w hich begins the group’s long rom ance w ith

pop standards. These early recordings set the 
stage for th e  so u n d  th a t  is to  becom e th e  
Flamingos’ signature.

H earing th a t sound: Chicago’s popular DJ 
A1 Benson, w ho  has his ow n label, Parrot. Al 
convinces th e  group to  move from Chance to 
Parrot, w here they reco rd  “Dream of a Life­
t im e .” U n fo r tu n a te ly , B enson , th o u g h  a 
g reat producer, does n o t have the coverage 
needed  to  deliver a m ajor h it, and  th e  record  
is only  m o derately  successful in  Chicago. 
Realizing th is, th e  group begins to  negotiate 
w ith  the. C hess b ro th ers , w ho  have a n e t-



Opposite: The Flamingos bake bhe sbage p  
bhe 1959 Alan Freed vehicle, ‘Go, Johnny, 
Go!’; Above: The Flamingos, ca. 1960

t io n s , th e  F ou r Tops an d  th e  S up rem es, 
am ong o thers -  to  do th e  same.

After G oldner sold  his labels to  Roulette 
in  1962, Tommy H un t left th e  Flamingos to  
re co rd  as a so lo  a r t is t  w ith  W an d , T erry  
Johnson also departed , recording for Harold 
Logan and  Lloyd Price, and  N ate jo ined  the 
Platters. Carrying on as the Flamingos w ere 
founders Zeke and  Jake Carey, w hose family 
m em bers con tinue to  perform  today  in  the 
Flamingos tradition .

T h a t  t r a d i t i o n  s t i l l  h o ld s  u p .  T h e  
Flam ingos’ magic began w ith  th e ir ability  to  
experim ent w ith  and  perfect th e  ex trao rd i­
nary  harm onies an d  rhy thm s of th e ir re li­
gious influences. T heir sound  w as gospel -  
Jew ish  gospel -  an d  th a t innovative sound, 
co m bined  w ith  th e ir  love fo r th e  classics 
an d  th e ir dynam ic stage presence (inc lud ­
ing  th e  choreographed moves an d  splits  p i­
oneered by th e  Treniers), m ade them  excep­
tional and  unforgettable. Tonight w e honor 
them  for paving the w ay for so m any of th e  
groups w hom  they  now  jo in  as inductees in  
the Rock an d  Roll Hall of Fame. ®

Chance, signs the Flamingos to  h is h o t label, 
End. G oldner’s b ril lia n t p lan  beg ins w ith  
th e  g ro u p ’s re co rd in g  “Lovers N ever Say 
Goodbye,” featuring Paul and  Terry on lead. 
Then, in stead  of recording m ore 45s to  es­
tablish  a h it p a tte rn , as m ost labels w ould  
do, G oldner takes  th e  Flam ingos in to  th e  
s tud io  and  records an album  of tw elve stan ­
d a rd s  -  m a te r ia l b y JC ^ lf P o rte r , G eorge 
Gershw in, R ichard Rodgers. The songs: “But 
N ot for M e,” “Yours,” “W h ere  o r W h en ,” 
“As lim e  Goes By” and, of course, th e  leg­
endary  “I p n ly  Have Eyes for You,” w ritten  
by H arry W arren and  Al Dubin and  original­
ly recorded  by  Dick Powell and  Ruby Keeler 
for the 1934 Busby Berkley movie Dames.

The album , Flamingos Serenade, is a m aster­
piece, an d  G oldner releases 45 after 45, “I 
Only: H av e  E yes fo r  You” b e c o m e s  th e  
F lam ingos’ signature, creating  th e  im m or­
ta l doo'bop'she-bop th a t to d ay  is co n sidered  
doo-w op’s tradem ark  sound. Keep in  m ind, 
th is  is th e  firs t com plete album  d urin g  th e  
rock  &  roll era by  a b lack  group featuring  
only s tan d ard s. I t leads th e  w ay for Bobby 
Darin, a year la te r, to  reco rd  h is legendary  
s t a n d a r d s  a lb u m , That’s A ll ( i n c lu d in g  
“M ack  th e  K nife”), an d  o p en s  d o o rs  fo r 
o th e r a r tis ts  in  th e  S ix ties -  th e  Tem pta-

w ork  of d is trib u to rs  th roughou t 
the country. Benson, aw are of his 
lim ita tions, releases the Flam in­
gos w ith  no h ard  feelings. Sollie, 
m eanw hile , leaves th e  g roup  to  
form  one of his own, th e  M oroc­
cos, w ho  record  for U nited.

The Chess sessions begin w ith  
a n ew  le a d , N a te  N elso n , w ho  
once appeared w ith  th e  group a t 
M artin ’s C orner. At Chess, they  
record  “I’ll Be Home,” w hich  has 
th e  m em o rab le  co m b in a tio n  of 
N e lso n ’s le a d  v o c a ls  ( “ I ’l l  b e  
hom e, my darling  . . .”) an d  Paul 
W ilson’s h ea rtfe lt an d  d ram atic  
spo ken  d e liv e ry  ( “Yes, m y d a r­
ling, I’ll b e  hom e, p lease w ait for 
m e . . . ”). The record , in troduced  
by none o ther than  Al Benson, is 
an in stan t Chicago h it.

W ith in  th ree w eeks of its  re ­
lease, th e  Flam ingos are booked  
on Alan Freed’s rock &  ro ll show  
in  N ew  York, on  a b ill w ith  Pat 
Boone. Lo an d  behold , tw o  w eeks 
l a t e r  B o o n e  c o v e r s  “ I ’l l  Be 
Hom e,” w hich  clim bs to  N um ber 
F o u r on  th e  p o p  c h a r t . M e an ­
w h ile , th e  F la m in g o s ’ v e rs io n  
h i ts  N u m b e r T en o n  th e  R&B 
chart, becom ing th e  group’s first 
national h it.

A fter th e  u n tim e ly  d e a th  of 
R alph  L eon, a n d  w ith  a h i t  on  
th e ir h an ds , th e  Flam ingos sign 
w ith  legendary  Chicago m anager 
and  agent Joe Glaser. W ith  Asso­
ciated  Booking, Glaser also m an­
ages Louis Arm strong. Because of 
h is  a s so c ia t io n  w ith  S atch m o,
G laser b oo ks th e  F lam ingos to  
to u r w ith  Duke Ellington, Lionel 
H am p to n  a n d  W o od y  H erm an , 
w ith  w hom  they play the top  nightclubs in  
th e  country : th e  Black O rchid  in  Chicago, 
th e  M oulin Rouge and  the Flamingo in  Las 
Vegas, th e  F lam e in  M inneapo lis  an d  th e  
R iv ie ra  C lu b  in  S t. L o u is . By n o w , th e  
Flamingos n o t only sing b u t also play their 
ow n  in s tru m en ts : Zeke on  b ass, N ate  on 
drum s, Paul W ilson on percussion.

Suddenly, w hile touring in  the sum m er of 
1956, Z eke C a tey  a n d  J o h n n y  C a r te r  are  
d rafted . Eventually re tu rn in g  from  service, 
C arter jo ins the Dells (w here he rem ains an 
in tegral p a rt of their sound), w hile Zeke re­
tu rns to  the Flamingos and  brings in  Tommy 
H unt, a form er m em ber of the Five Echoes 
w ho plays piano. Also join ing is g u itaris t Ter­
ry  Johnson, another black Jew  w ho’d  w orked 
w ith  th e  Flamingos in  Baltimore. N ow  self- 
contained, th e  Flamingos are on th e ir way, 
scoring successes a t clubs up  and  dow n the 
East C oast and  in  Canada.

Deciding the group needs a stronger la­
be l, Zeke looks for one w ith  n a tion al pop  
reco gn itio n . T he g roup  signs w ith  Decca, 
though Zeke quickly becom es d isenchan ted  
w hen  they are lo st in  the shuffle. During the 
sum m er of. 1958, w hile  perform ing in  N ew  
York, Zeke m eets George Goldner, w ho, re ­
m em bering th e  group’s early pop classics a t


