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The Ink Spots
By Dan J\[ooger

O n e  OF THE YEAR’S most heralded events in record-coUecting fandom 
w as the d iscovery o f  the legendary first acetate recordings, made in 
1953, by  the very first inductee into the R ock and R oll H all o f  Fame, 
Elvis Presley. T h e songs, “ M y H appiness”  and “ T hat’s W h en  Your 
H eartaches Begin,”  w ere both  popularized earlier by  the Ink Spots. 
T he Presley sides offer p roof o f  the Ink Spots’ profound influence on 
rock 6? roll. T hey are, to  this day, considered the forerunners o f  R6?B- 
group singing style.

In contrast to  their contem poraries, such as the M ills Brothers, w h o 
vocally im itated the instruments o f a jazz band, the Ink Spots’ patterns 
o f  vocal harm ony “ established, i f  not introduced, w hat w as to becom e 
a standard pattern for the m ajority o f  black vocal quartets,”  w rote Bill 
M illar in his book The Drifters. ‘T h e  baritone, bass and second tenor 
w ou ld  harm onize an accom panim ent to the primary vocal line, w hich
relied chiefly upon a tenor lead------ It was but one o f  the elements in
black group singing w h ich  becam e know n as rhythm &  blues in the 
1950s, and, m ore so than any other black group o f the t iW  [the Ink 
Spots] initiated a stream o f  developm ent w hich led in turn to the Raw 
ens, the O rioles, the Dom inoes and the Drifters.”

C lyde M cPhatter, form er lead singer o f  both  the Dom inoes and the 
Drifters, w as no doubt speaking for many o f  his contemporaries w hen 
he to ld  author Charlie G illett in 1969, “W e  patterned ourselves after 
the Ink Spots.”

T he Ink Spots’ story begins in Indianapolis in the late 1920s, w here 
O rville “ H oppy”  Jones, Ivory “Deek”  W atson, Charlie Fuqua and Jer- 
ry D aniels gained early experience w ith  such am ateur and sem ipro 
groups as the Peanut B oys, the P ercolatin g P uppies, the F our R iff 
Brother^ the Swingin’ Gate Brothers and King, Jack and the Jesters. 
D uring this tim e, Bill Kenny -  w h o w as to becom e the most famous 
Ink Spot o f  all -  w as gaining similar experience in his hom e tow n o f 
Baltimore, M aryland. T he m usic o f  these early groups was inspired by 
big-nam e jazz bands and old-tim e vaudeville acts. T he members im pro
vised harm ony vocals, often sim ulating w ind instruments w ith  their 
voices, and played guitars, tipples and string basses (or cellos retuned 
to play as basses).

A fter M idw estern exposure via live radio appearances on W K B F 
(Indianapolis), W H K  (C leveland) and WL^A^ (C incinnati), the origi
nal Ink Spots lineup -  Jones, W atson, Fuqua and Daniels -  came to 
N ew  York in the early Thirties. A  legal conflict w ith  bandleader Paul 
W hitem an, w h o already had a vocal group called the King’s Jesters, 
led to a name change from  King, Jack and the Jesters to  the Ink Spots. 
T he group w on  a regular radio spot on  W J Z  (N ew  York C ity), made 
appearances at the A p ollo , the Savoy Ballroom  and the R oxy and even 
appeared in  a m ovie short (W hat a Business) before signing w ith  R C A  
in 1935.

A t  this tim e, the Ink S pots’ m usic w as still h eavily  based on 29

swing, jazz and jive  styles. W h ile  none o f  the six recordings the group 
made for R C A  sold w ell, they did manage to get the group its first tour 
o f  England and Europe.

In 1936 the Ink Spots signed w ith  D ecca R ecords, and Jerry Daniels 
w as replaced by  B ill Kenny. T h e sw inging styles o f  their early days 
continued, w ith  Deek W atson singing lead, but as Bill Kenny once re
called, “ T his style w asn’t getting the group anyw here.”  Indeed, by 
1939 the Ink Spots w ere on the verge o f disbanding w hen songwriter 
Jack Lawrence brought them a ballad entitled “ I f  I D idn’t Care.”

F or the first tim e, the ten or o f  B ill K enny w as paired o f f  w ith  
H oppy Jones’s “ talking”  bass. A  m illion seller, “ I f I D idn’t Care”  inau
gurated a stream o f  h it ballads in a similar vein, including “ M y Prayer”  
(successfully revived by the Platters in 1956), “M aybe,”  “W e  Three,” 
“W hispering Grass,”  ‘T h e  Gypsy,”  ‘T o  Each His O w n”  and “ I D on ’t 
W a n t to  Set the ^V orld on Fire.”  ’W orldw ide touring, appearances 
w ith  artists ranging from  Lucky M illinder to G lenn M iller and roles in 
such m ovies as The G reat Am erican Broadcast kept the Ink Spots on 
top w ith  both black and w hite audiences right up through the postw ar 
years and the daw n o f  the 1950s.

D uring the Forties, the group pioneered the breaking dow n o f  racial 
barriers by  appearing in previously all-w hite Southern venues. W hen  
the Ink Spots appeared in 1948 at M iam i’s M onte C arlo club, headlin
ing over several w hite acts, Billboard reported: “Format is a radical de
parture for this territory, for even i f  Jim C row  laws are largely unw rit
ten and there is no law  prohibiting N egro entertainers from  w orking in 
w hite places or w ith  w hite acts, no operator in the Deep South has 
ever had the nerve to try it.”

By the late 1940s, how ever, the Ink Spots w ere beset by both musi
cal and personal problems. T he style that had once seemed so fresh had 
hardened into a rigid form ula. N ew er groups such as the Ravens and 
the O rioles had taken their inspiration from  the Ink Spots and w ere 
now  m oving the m usic forward. Even Billboard, w h ile still recognizing 
the quartet’s success, had begun to  call its style “ old-fashioned.’^ ;?

The Ink Spots’ lineup had begun to change due to illness (beginning
w ith  the sudden death o f H oppy Jones in O ctober 1944) and internal 
conflicts until it seemed that, except for Bill Kenny, the group changed 
personnel as often as it changed shirts.

There began a series o f  legal proceedings in w hich Charlie Fuqua 
w on  the right to  establish his ow n rival Ink Spots group. (Charlie Fu
qua’s cousin H arvey Fuqua fronted the M oonglow s during the 1950s; 
he later becam e a top executive and producer at M otow n R ecords.) By 
1953 these upheavals had caused the original Ink Spots to  disband, al
though scores o f groups have continued to perform  and record under 
the name. But the Ink Spots’ tradition o f  rom antic, bluesy ballads sung 

in perfect harm ony continues to exert its tim eless appeal, 
right up to the present day.
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ROCKIN’ IN RHYTHM
1 9 4 2 ^ 1 9 5 4

By J^ ic \ Tosches

T h e  STUFF OF HISTORY is not as neat and orderly as historians w ould 
have us believe. T he big and the small o f it lie in darkness, beginnings and 
ends interwoven in shadows. W e  seek to discover exactly the moment 
and manner o f the w orld’s origin, but at the same time w e do not even 
know  for sure w hen or where, for example, the first baseball game was 
played. A s it is w ith baseball and that older game o f creation, so it is w ith 
rock 6? roll. Studying the various elements that comprise this century’s 
music, it is no easier to discern d ie moment where rock 6? roll begins than 
it  is to  d iscern  w h ere b lu e b e ' 
comes indigo in the spectrum.

T he term itself, roc\ &  roll, is 
little help in solving the mystery.
T he phrase, as an erotic metaphor, 
was augured in J. Bem i Barbour’s 
song “ M y M an Rocks M e (w ith  
O n e S teady R o ll),”  w h ich  the 
blues singer Trixie Smith recorded 
in  the fall o f  1922. But roc\  w as 
a lso  u sed  in  a lik e  fa sh ion  b?p 
Shakespeare, in Venus and Adan' 
is, back in  the days before V ari
ety. In the fall o f  1934 -  G ladys 
P resley o f  T u p elo, M ississipp i, 
w as pregnant that autumn — the 
B osw ell Sisters, a pop act, had a 
hit w ith  “R ock and R oll.”  But it 
didn ’t rock  and it didn ’t  roll. A  
few  years before that, how ever,
Duke Ellington, recording as the 
Jungle Band, cut an instrumental 
called “Rackin’ in  Rhythm.”  The 
record  d idn ’t sell very  w e ll bu t 
nevertheless becam e on e o f  the 
w indblow n seeds o f that soon-to- 
be m usic. B y early 1942, w h en  
Cab Calloway proclaimed in song,
‘*®sWant to  R ock ,”  that seed in  
the w ind, and countless others, had taken hold; and there was something 
growing, w ild and lush.

Rhythm 6? blues, the golden dawn o f rock fer* roll, blossomed in the 
middle o f a war. A s the hot summer o f 1942 began, the recording indus
try’s outlook was bleak. Records w ere made from shellac, and the Asian 
countries that w ere Am erica’s main source o f shellac w ere blockaded. A t 
the same tim e, the shipping and distribution o f records was becom ing 
more and more problematic as the O ffice o f Defense Transportation com 
mandeered every means o f transport. O n June 25th, James Caesar Pe- 
trillo, the president o f the Am erican Federation o f Musicians and a proud 
enemy o f “the menace o f mechanical music,” announced that all record
ing licenses w ould becom e null and void on August 1st Furthermore, the 
licenses w ould not be renewed until certain excessive demands were 
met. T he industry felt as if  it had received the kiss o f death. Since this

meant that no union musicians w ould be able to make records after July, 
companies rushed to lay in enough to last them through the strike.

T he ban w ent on for more than a year, but it didn’t affect the industry 
the w ay most feared it w ould. N ineteen forty-three turned out to be the 
industry’s most prosperous year in more than a decade. T he problems o f 
the shellac shortage, erratic distribution and the A F .M . ban were more 
than offset by a record-buying public that wanted dearly to be distracted 
from the grim reality o f w ar and had the money to pay for that distrac

tion. The style and spirit o f  popu
lar music w ere changing too; and 
change creates excitem ent. Big- 
ban d  sw in g  w as s till th e rage. 
Benny G oodm an, G lenn M iller, 
the Dorseys, Harry James -  these 
w ere the m en w hom  m usic be
lon g ed  to  in  th e early  1940s. 
Goodman and James recorded for 
C olu m bia ; M ille f  and T om m y 
D orsey for V ictor; Jimmy D orsey 
for Decca. These three labels dom
inated the industry at the time o f 
th eA F .M . ban.

In 1938, D ecca, the least con 
servative o f the three major com 
panies, had signed a thirty-year- 
old  singer and sax player named 
Louis Jordan. Originally from A -  
kansas, Jordan had come to N ew  
York and jo in ed  C h ick  W e b b ’s 
band in 1936. T w o years later, he 
had formed his ow n Harlem-based 
group. Jazz; bands in N ew  York at 
that time were being rent apart.

T h ose  m usicians w h o  w ere  
n o t b e n d in g  th e ir  sh ark sk in  
knees in  fe a lty  to  th e  strange 
new  strains that w ou ld later be

com e be-bop w ere becom ing involved w ith  that other strange new  mu- 
si© that w ou ld eventually be know n as rhythm &  blues. By the time he 
signed w ith  D ecca, Louis Jordan, w hose m usic w as grow ing w ilder, 
louder and m ore audacious w ith  every note, had all but been disowned 
by the jazz establishment. “ It’s a shame that crap like this is played by a 
jum p band o f this caliber,”  com plained Down Beat in a 1941 review. 
But as usual the critics w ere less attuned than the public. Jordan’s rec
ords began rising high on Billboard’s “ Harlem H it Parade” — the first to 
hit, “ I’m G onna M ove to the Outskirts o f Tow n,”  came in the fall o f  
1942 -  and in 1944, w ith  “ R ation Blues”  and “ G .I. Jive,”  they began 
crossing over to the pop charts.
Throughout the Forties, as he developed and defined the course o f 

rhythm &  blues and helped deliver rock &  roll, Louis Jordan pro
duced some o f the biggest and the best hits o f the era: “ Caledonia”
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(1945); “Beware” (1946); “ Chao C hoo C h ’ Boogie” (1946), from w hich 
Chuck Berry later lifted the guitar riff for “Johnny B. G oode” ; “Let the 
G ood Times R oll” (1946); “ Saturday N ight Fish Fry”  (1949); and scores 
o f others through 1951. H e was the best-selling black artist o f the Forties, 
and to  this day on ly  fou r other rhythm  6? blues aets -  James B row n, 
Aretha Franklin, Ray Charles and tfre Temptations -  have had more hits 
or sold more records than Louis Jordan did w ay back when. A nd w hile 
recording technology since then has advanced immeasurably, the bril
liance captured in those old shellac grooves left little room  for advance
ment and has rarely been equaled.

A nother D ecca artist w ho, like Jordan, first hit the charts in the early 
Forties was Nathaniel Adam s Coles, w h o w ent by the name N at King 
Cole. Bom  in M ontgomery, Alabama, and raised on the South Side o f 
Chicago, where his father was a Baptist pastor, C ole had been making 
records since 1936; but it was not until late 1940 that he began to sing as 
w ell as play piano on record. (A ccording to one story, C ole reluctantly 
became a singer at the Swanee Inn in Los Angeles, at the drunken insis
tence o f a group o f hecklers.) Though C ole is remembered mainly for the 
sophisticated rom antic ballads and immense pop hits that brought him 
fame and fortune -  “Nature Boy,” “M ona Lisa,” “T oo Young” -  he was 
in his way, like Jordan in his, one o f the seminal forces in rhythm 6? blues.

Johnny M ercer’s new  Capitol label had barely gotten o ff the ground 
when Petrillo’s warning came. Yet Capitol not only survived, it thrived. 
Part o f  the reason w as N at K ing C ole, w h o soon  after “ T hat A in ’t 
Right,”  his only D ecca hit, became Capitol’s first black singer. W ith  O s
car M oore on guitar and W esley Prince on bass (M oore w ou ld leave in 
1947 to  jo in  his brother’s band, Johnny M oore’s Three Blazers; Prince 
w ou ld be replaced by Johnny M iller), the King C ole T rio, w ith  such 
hits as “ Straighten U p and Fly Right,”  “ Gee, Baby, A in ’t I G ood to 
You?”  and “ (G et Your Kicks on) R oute 66,”  created a sound that 
popular m usic, black and w hite, has built on ever since.

C ole did not merely electrify the blues (though M oore played an am
plified guitar); he transform ed them . Draw ing from  jazz, he remade the 
blues into a-thing o f  his ow n  tim e and place. W h ile  aglow  w ith  all the 
ineffable forlorn w isdom  o f  the old blues, C ole’s m usic em bodied the 
sophistication and street-sm art savoir-faire that w as burgeoning on 
both  sides o f the tracks in N ew  York, Los Angeles and Chicago as the 
w ar ended.

Understated and subtle, but never simple or coy, his small-group sound 
became the standard o f  cool. H e was the A pollo to Louis Jordan’s rau
cous Dionysus. A nd  plainly he was the major influence on those younger 
and w ilder singing piano players w h o led the first great w ave o f  W est 
Coast rhythm, 6? blues: C ecil Gant, w hose wartime lost-love lament; “I 
W onder,” was one o f  the biggest RfePB hits o f 1944- 45; Charles Brown, 
w hose “Drifting Blues,” recorded w ith  Johnny M oore’s Three Blazers in 
early 1946, brought success in one cool gust to himself, M oore’s band and 
Leo M esner’s new  Philo Records; Ivory Joe Hunter, w h o also had his 
first hit, “Blues at Sunrise”^ 1945), w ith the Three Blazers; Am os M il- 
bum , w ho revolutionized both dance and drinking music w ith such hits 
as “ Chicken Shack B oogie”  (1948) and “ Bad, Bad W hiskey”  (1950); 
Floyd D ixon, yet another displaced Texan like Brown, Hunter and M il- 
bum , w h o made his mark on the Coast; and Ray Charles, w hose trio 
broke in the spring o f 1949 w ith “ Confession Blues.”  Though their names 
w ould forever be more closely associated w ith the history o f rock roll
than N at King C ole’s, the fret remains that his music fathered theirs.

O ut o f the M idw est came three o f the greatest figures o f early rock fe? 
roll. W ynonie Harris, bom  in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1915, had been sing
ing and dancing for more than a decade when, in 1944, “Hurry, Hurry” 
his first record, became a minor hit. H e had recorded it as a vocalist w ith 
Lucky M illinder and His Orchestra, but the follow ing year he w ent out 

on  his ow n. A fter making records on Leo M esner’s Philo and A lad 
din labels in Los A ngeles, Jim Bulleit’s Bullet in Nashville,; Ike and
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Bess Berman’s A p ollo  and Lionel H am pton’s short-lived Hamp-Tone 
in N ew  York, he signed, in Decem ber 1947, w ith  Syd N athan’s King 
Records in C incinnati. H is second King release w as one o f  the record
ings w ithout w h ich  the story o f rock 6? roll w ouldn ’t have been quite 
the same.

R oy Brown (1925-81), w h o w rote “ G ood Rockin’ Tonight,”  had him
self recorded the song, for DeLuxe, in 1947. But that record, unlike many 
o f  his later recordings -  hits such as “ Long A bou t M idnight”  (1948), 
“Rockin’ at M idnight” (1949) and “Hard Luck Blues” (1950) -  w ent all 
but unnoticed. Harris cut a version o f “ G ood Rockin’ Tonight”  for King 
three days after Christmas 1947, and he breathed fire into it, and it shook 
like nothing the w orld had ever heard. It 
hit the R6?B charts in M ay o f 1948 — El
vis w as thirteen — and it stayed on  the 
charts for alm ost six m onths, rising to  
Num ber One.

Shouting and how ling and swooning, 
drawing from the horns and saxophones 
and drums and guitars behind him  the 
m ost salacious and audacious licks and 
cries and chords to ride, W ynonie Harris 
was the first great pure rock fe? roll styl
ist. W ith  su ch  son gs as “ L o lly  P op  
M am a”  (1 948 ), “ G randm a Plays the 
N um bers”  (1949), “ A ll She W ants to  
D o Is Rock”  (1949), “Sittiri on It A ll the 
Tim e”  (1950), “ I Like M y Baby’s Pud
ding”  (1950), “ G ood  M orn ing Judge”
(1950), “Bloodshot Eyes”  (1951), Harris 
was the sum o f  all that came before and 
the infusing spirit o f all that came after.

T he only singer w h o Harris thought 
w as better than he w as Big Joe Turner 
(1911-85 ), from  Kansas C ity . B ig Joe 
su rely predated the classic rhythm  &  
blues era. H e had performed professional
ly  sin ce 1929, the year he team ed up 
w ith  pianist Pete Johnson, and he had 
been making records since 1938; but by 
the end o f the w ar his was one o f the pa
triarchal voices o f the new  sound. By 
1950, w hen he signed w ith A tlantic R ec
ords in N ew  York, he had released more 
than fifty records on  a variety o f labels.
H is first A tla n tic  single, “ C hains o f 
Love,”  hitvthe charts in 1951, and after 
that the hits ju st kept com ing: “ Sw eet 
Sixteen” (1952), “H oney Hush’l^p.953),
“ Shake, R attle, and R o ll”  (1954) and 
others just as fine.

T he third o f  the M idw estern trium virate w as Jesse Stone, bom  in 
Atchison, Kansas, in 1901, and raised musically in Kansas City. Though 
Stone, w ho had been making records since 1927, was an accomplished 
musician, it was through his songwriting that he changed the course o f 
A m erican  m usic. H e w as, w ith  fou nder A hm et E rtegun and H erb 
Abram son, one o f the creative forces behind Atlantic Records, w hich be
gan as a small independent label in 1947 , developed into the premier 
R5?B label o f the Fifties and into one o f the major companies o f today. It 
was Stone w h o, under his ow n  name and the pen name Charles C al
houn, w rote many o f A tlantic’s biggest hits: “M oney Honey,” recorded 
by the Drifters in 1953, ‘Y our Cash A in ’t N othin’ but Trash,” recorded 
by the Clovers in 1954, “Shake, Rattle, and R oll”  (1954), “Flip, Flop and 
Fly” (1955) and “Lipstick, Pow der and Paint”  (1956), by Big Joe Turner. 
A s Ahm et Ertegun once said, “Jesse Stone did more to develop the basic 
rock 6? roll sound than anybody else.”

A nd  from the street comers o f the East came doo-wop. The young

black vocal groups that ascended in N ew  York, Detroit and W ashington, 
D .C ., w ere descended m usically from  the M ills Brothers and the Ink 
Spots -  groups that had been recording since the early 1930s -  and from 
urban gospel groups that flourished during the w ar years, like the Swan 
Silvertone Singers (“Jesus Hits Like the A tom  Bomb”). They delivered 
the final defining tone to Rfe?B. A fter them, the mongrel o f rhythm fe? 
blues w ould be ready to sire the bastard o f rock fe? roll.

First came the Ravens, the quartet organized by Jimmy Ricks in the 
spring o f  1946. T hey made their debut at the C lub Baron, in Harlem, 
and their first records, for H ub, that same spring. N ext came the O ri
oles, w h o cut their first record in the summer o f 1948, for It’s a N atu

ral (w h ich after this release becam e Ju
b ilee  R ecord s). T h ese earliest o f  the 
RfePB vocal groups w ere conservative 
in both their style o f singing and their 
ch o ice  o f  m aterial. (T h e first R avens 
record , fo r  exam ple, w as a version  o f  
the ersatz Yiddish ditty “ M ahzel.” )

Then came the Clovers. In the begin
ning the C lovers w ere not m uch m ore 
daring than the Ravens or the O rioles, 
w h ose m aterial, along w ith  that o f  the 
older Charioteers, formed a large part o f 
the group’s early repertoire. By the end o f 
the decade, however, the Clovers had be
gun to rasp the glossy polish from  their 
music’s edge and to perform in a less re
fined, more vulgar manner. They became 
the first o f  the tradition -born e voca l 
groups to make the leap across the Jordan 
to the chicken shack that transcends all 
know ing. C om ing to  N ew  Y ork from  
W ashington , D.C.,<$he C lovers -  lead 
singer John “ Buddy”  Bailey, tenor M at
thew  M cQ uarter, baritone H arold Lu
cas, bass Harold W in ley and guitarist Bill 
H arris -  signed w ith  A tla n tic  during 
Ghristmastide 1950. O n February 22nd, 
1951, they w ent into the A pex studio in 
m idtown Manhattan, and they came out 
w ith one o f the biggest Rfe?B hits o f the 
year: “ D on ’t Y ou K n ow  I L ove Y ou .”  
T h e rest is history: “ F ool, F ool, F ool”  
(1951), “ O ne M int Julep” (1952), “ G ood 
Lovin’ ”  ((1953), “Lovey D ovey”  (1954), 
“ Y our Cash A in ’t N oth in ’ but Trash”  
(1954),”  straight on through to “ L ove 
Potion N o. 9” in postdiluvial 1959.

T he M idnighters began in D etroit as 
the R oyals. Signed to K ing R ecords by 

talent scout Johnny O tis, the Royals began recording for King’s sister 
R & B  label, Federal, in January 1952. Success did not come. Then, in the 
summer o f 1953, another D etroit boy, sixteen-year-old Hank Ballard, took 
over Charles Sutton’s role as lead singer. His style was much less tamed, 
his voice more powerful. “ Get It,” the first record the group cut w ith Bal
lard, hit the charts that July. During the 1953-54 holiday season, Ballard 
w rote a song he called “ Sock It to M e, Mary.” In the studio that January, 
producer R alph Bass told  Ballard the title w as “ too  strong.”  W h ile  
Ballard w as trying to  amend the song, K ing engineer Eddie Sm ith’s 
pregnant w ife , A n n ie, strolled in to the control room . W ith in  a few  
minutes, “W ork  w ith  M e, A nn ie” came into being. Though it was de
nounced as “smut”  by Variety, Doom  Beat and others, it hit the RfePB 
charts in A pril, rose to Num ber O ne and emerged as one o f the biggest 
hits o f the year. A t that point, to avoid confusion w ith  the “ 5”  R oy- 

ales, the successful A p ollo  group that had been signed by King, the 
Royals becam e the M idnighters.
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“W ork  w ith  M e, A nn ie”  w as the N um ber O ne Rfe?B hit w hen, in 
M ay, Federal released the M idnighters’ “ Sexy W ays.”  O pening w ith  
A lon zo Tucker’s rough-blaring electric chords, w h ich  w ou ld becom e 
the m ost com m only copied r iff in rock fe? roll, “ Sexy W ays”  -  w hich 
made “W ork  w ith  M e, A nn ie”  sound like a nursery lullaby — entered 
the charts w h ile  “ W ork  w ith  M e, A n n ie”  w as still riding high. A s 
that summer neared its end, the M idnighters had three o f the T op Ten 
R6?B  hits, w ith  their latest, “A nn ie Had a Baby”  in the N um ber O ne 
position. T hey had taken the vocal-group sound as far from  its roots as 
their hearts allow ed.

T he Clovers and the M idnighters ruled the alley. But the Dominoes 
w ere perhaps the classiest and most brilliant o f the vocal groups. Their 
mastery o f  rhythm and meter, their subtle interweaving o f the coarse and 
the sublim e, their lyrics, w h ich  seemed never to  rhyme for the sake o f 
rhym e alone -  these w ere the rare qualities that set them  apart. T he 
founder and leader o f the Dom inoes was Billy W ard. Bom  in Los A nge
les in 1921, W ard was a classically trained child soprano. H e studied pi
ano, organ and harmony and began composing as a teenager, not long be
fore becom ing a Golden Gloves champion (and a soldier, a journalist and 
a Carnegie Hall voice coach).

It was in N ew  York, in 1950, that W ard  form ed the Dom inoes, re
cruiting tenor Charlie W hite, baritone Joe Lamont, bass Billy Brown and 
a high-placed gospel tenor from N orth Carolina, eighteen-year-old Clyde 
M cPhatter. M aking w orldly music w ith sanctified fervency, the Dom i
noes began recording for Federal in late 1950, and the best o f those rec
ords -  “ Sixty-M inute M an’* (1951), “ H ave M ercy, Baby” (1952) and 
others -  represent a sort o f visceral poetic sensibility that rock roll since
has rarely surpassed. O f equal historic importance is the feet that “ Sixty- 
M inute M an” crossed over to the mainstream pop charts a little less than 
three months after it hit the R & B  charts, becom ing the first record by a
hardcore R5?B group to do so. It set the precedent for things to come. _____

O ver the next few  years other black groups w ould cross over -  in 4 2

1953 the Orioles, w ith “ Crying in the Chapel” ; in 1954 the Crow s, w ith 
“ G ee,”  the C hords, w ith  “ Sh-Boom ,”  the Charm s, w ith  “ Hearts o f  
Stone” and the Five Keys, w ith  “Ling, T in g  Tong” — but none o f these 
ensuing crossover hits had either the potency or the excitement o f the one 
that broke open the floodgate. C lyde M cPhatter left the Dom inoes in 
June 1953, to form  the Drifters, w hose records on A tlantic -  “M oney 
H oney” (1953), “H oney Love” (1954) and the rest -  did as much to fur
ther R6?B as the Dom inoes’ had just a few  short years before.

N ineteen fifty-four. There w as thunder in the air. Rhythm  6? blues 
was everywhere, like heat, like fire. Louis Jordan, W ynonie Harris, Am os 
M ilbum  and the other R & B  warhorses w ere m ostly forgotten now , it 
was true; and N at King C ole had long ago m oved on. But those w ho had 
com e in their,wake w ere making the thunder. Fats Dom ino in N ew  O r
leans, R uth  B row n in  N ew  Y ork, L ittle  R ichard  d ow n  in  M acon . 
T here w as thunder everyw here. T hat summer, “ Shake, R attle, and 
R oll”  and "Sexy W ays”  blared from  w herever neon glow ed, thunder 
upon thunder. It w as the beginning o f  som ething, and it w as the end o f 
som ething, too . O n  Ju ly 5th , an un know n nineteen -year-old  boy  
named Elvis Presley w ent into the Sun studio in M em phis, took that 
thunder and shook it dow n.

Beginning and end, end and beginning.
O nly one more thing remains to be said here, in the w ay o f truth and 

tribute. A s Jesse Stone observed and the Drifters sang, it’s “M oney, H on
ey”  that moves this w orld. It’s w hat every business, and certainly the mu
sic business, is all about. But that thing called respect is not w ithout its 
w orth, either. Louis Jordan, w ho was the biggest black star o f the 1940s 
and w ho did m uch to create rock fe? roll, got barely a mention w hen he 
passed away in 1975. W ynonie Harris got less when he w ent, in June o f 
1969. A m os M ilbum  died forgotten in a Houston housing project nine 
years ago this month. I f the R ock and R oll Hall o f Fame serves any real 

purpose, it is to supply that more elusive commodity, respect, 
w hich so often gets lost or trampled in the marketplace.


