
P E R F O R M E R S

W
hen thinking o f  the O ’Jays -  
t h e  w h i z  k id s  o f  O h i o  

w h om  w e  honor tonight -  

o n e  u s u a lly  p ic tu r e s  th e  

group in  th e 1970 s. A ft e r  

all, beginning in  1972, the 

O ’Jays had gold and platinum  records every  year o f  
th e  d ecad e, in c lu d in g  th e  h its  “ B ack  S ta b b e rs ,” 

“L o ve Train,” and “I L o ve  M u sic  (Part 1),” as w ell as 
th re e  G ram m y n om in atio n s fo r  B est RfePB V o c a l 
G roup. W h a t  many people don’t  realize, though, is 

th at the group’s roots go back to  1957.
A s  w ith  most o f  the soul groups inducted into the 

R ock and Roll Hall o f  Fame, it all began w ith  gospel. 

A t  St. M ark’s Baptist C hurch, in Canton, O hio, the 
head o f  the congregation w as John W illiam s, w hose 
son W alter, along w ith  Eddie Levert, W illiam  Powell, 

B obb y M assey, and Bill Isles, had form ed a quintet 
called the Triumphs. John W illiam s taught the young 

men the harmonies that w ould  form the foundation o f  
their style. In i960, w hen  the fledgling singers discov- 

ered there w as already a group called the Triumphs, 
they changed their name to the M ascots.

Back in those days, for new  groups and artists, the 
DJ w as the link for local talent to  the record company. 

W h ile  singing at local record hops, the M ascots w ere 
spotted b y  one such disc jockey, Cleveland legend Ed

die O ’Jay from  W A B Q . H e liked w h at he heard and 

saw, so w h en  Bob Skaff from Imperial Records came to 
to w n  on a prom otion trip, O ’Jay told him about the 

M ascots. SkafF, too, liked the group, gave them an au
dition, and signed them to Imperial. Soon after, Eddie 
called me while I w as doing my radio show  on W C A M  

in Camden, N e w  Jersey, and told me about the group’s 

Imperial debut, “Lonely Drifter.” I asked him, ‘W h a t ’s 
the name o f  the group?” H e said, “T he O ’Jays.” T hey 
had changed th eir name to  h o n or Eddie, w h o  had 
opened doors for them. W h ile  the O ’Jays w ere under 

contract to  Imperial, the label’s Afe?R director, H .B. 
Bamum, liked their harmonies so much that he had the 
group m oonlight ing, doing session w o rk  in L A .  for 

Jimmy Norman, N a t King Cole, and even Phil Spector, 

w h o used them on some o f  the early Ronettes sessions.

B ut it w as not until 1968 that the O ’Jays’ luck really 
changed. T h ey  w ere n ow  a quartet, as Billy Isles had 

left the group in 1965. W h ile  appearing at Harlem’s

The original O’Jays : W illiam Powell, Bobby Massey, Eddie Levert, and W alter W illiam s (clockwise from top le ft ), circa 1968 ►





A p ollo  Theater w ith  the Intruders, the O ’Jays met tw o  young 
songwriter/producers, Kenny Gamble and Leon H uff, w h o 
already had a hit record w ith  the Soul Survivors’ “Expressw ay 

(to Your Heart),” released on the independent Crim son label. 

Gamble and H u ff had recently form ed their ow n  labels, in
cluding Gamble (the Intruders’ label) and Neptune, distributed 

b y  th e  C h e ss  b ro th e rs  in  C h ica go .
O nce the O ’Jays’ Imperial contract ex

pired, Gamble and H uff took them into 
th e  stu d io  to  re c o rd  fo r  N e p tu n e .
S o o n , th e y  w e r e  g a rn e rin g  m in o r 
R6?B hits w ith  “O ne Night A ffair” and 

“LookyLooky.”
Even though the O ’Jays began en

joyin g m oderate success on  th e pop 
charts and scorin g b ig  on  the Rfe?B 

surveys, Gam ble and H u ff expected 
e v e n  b ig g e r th in gs: In  19 7 2 , th ey , 
along w ith  some o f  Philadelphia’s finest young musicians and 

so n gw riters, in clu din g Thom m ie B ell, B u n n y Sigler, and 

(Gene) M cFadden and (John) W h iteh ead , along w ith  Lou  

Raw ls, H arold M elvin  and the Blue N o tes, the T h ree  D e
grees, and others, w o u ld  create the legendary Philadelphia 

International label. W ith  the departure o f  B ob b y  M assey, 

w h o decided to  become a producer, the O ’Jays had becom e a 
trio, comprising Levert, Powell, and W illiam s. Into the studio 

they w en t w ith  Gamble and H u ff for the new ly formed Philly 

International label. A n d  bam!
T he O ’Jays’ first release on Philly International w as “Back

Stabbers,” the title track o f  their first album on the new  label. 
W ritten b y  Huff, McFadden, and W hitehead and arranged by 
Thommie Bell, the song featured Levert’s powerful lead along 
w ith  Powell’s smooth, harmonic counterpoint. Electrifying and 
unforgettable, the sound w as reminiscent o f  the give-and-take 

dynamics o f  the great groups w ho’d come before them -  Rudy 
W est and M aryland Pierce o f  the Five 
Keys, M arvin Junior and Johnny Garter 

o f  the Dells, and Levi Stubbs and the 

F o u r T op s. “W h e n  W il l  I S ee  Y ou  

Again,” the O  Jays’ remake o f  the Three 

D e g re e s h it; “ D a r lin ’ D a r lin ’ B a b y  

(Sweet, Tender Love)”; “U sed Ta Be M y 
G irl”: T hese songs and others w ou ld  
gain international fame, not only for the 

O ’Jays bu t for the Philly International 
la b e l  a n d  T S O P  -  th e  S o u n d  o f  

Philadelphia. It w as a perfect marriage. 

T he Gamble and H uff machine and the OJays w en t on to pro

duce some o f  the greatest hits in R & B  history and, in the seven
ties, helped do for Philly International w hat Berry G ordy did for 

M otow n  in the sixties. N o one can dispute the pow er and the 

message in songs like “Love Train,” “Livin’ for the W eekend,” 
‘T o r  the Love o f  M oney,” and “I Love M usic (Part 1),” w hich still 

get continuous airplay on major radio stations around the w orld 
(‘T o r the Love o f  M oney” recently had a resurgence as the theme 

song o f  the hit T V  show  The Apprentice).
Sadly, in 1977, W illiam  Pow ell passed away. H e w as re

placed b y  Sammy Strain, an original member o f  Little A n thon y

The O ’Jays' longevity 
as vocal artists and 
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countless others
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▼  The O’Jays -  W alter W illiam s, W illiam  Powell, and Eddie Levert (from le ft) -  are renowned for the ir spectacular choreographed stage show.
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and the Imperials, one of the early groups that the O ’Jays idol
ised. Strain would eventually rejoin the Imperials and his place 
in the O ’Jays would be taken by Nathaniel Best and then Eric 
G rant, w ho has been w ith  the group since 1995. Today, 
Williams and Levert, who have been friends since early child
hood, along with Grant, continue to create the unmistakable 
sound o f the O ’Jays.

Through years o f sacrifice and dedication, the O ’Jays carry 
on in the great tradition o f  groups like the Moonglows, the 
Dells, the Spaniels, and the Flamingos, who led the w ay for 
other artists o f their generation and beyond, as do the O ’Jays 
today. From the beginning, the O ’Jays have never forgotten 
where they came from: gospel, soul, rhythm &  blues, and pop.

Their longevity as vocal artists and performers inspires 
countless others. Just watch them onstage -  not only their 
sound but their steps and their moves, taught to them years 
ago by the legendary choreographer Cholly A tkins — and 
you’ll see what showmanship is all about. They’re at the top 
o f their game, whether recording or touring, not just because 
o f their talent but because o f their love o f the music and their 
respect for the audience that has supported them through a 
career that has seen six decades. Eddie Levert has passed that 
love and respect on to his son Gerald, who continues the tra
dition w ith his band Levert, and, yes, Eddie will occasionally 
join him onstage or in a recording session.

W e happily welcome into the Rock and Roll Hall o f Fame 
the O ’Jays. It’s a joy for me and my colleagues to play this great 
group’s music and to be a part o f this wonderful industry. 
The message truly is in their music. •

▲  Eddie Levert, Sammy Strain, and Walter Williams (from left), circa 1978

▲  Walter W illiam s, William Powell, and Eddie Levert (from le ft), 1975

A  The O’Jays , known for the h it “ Back Stabbers”  -  and back bends

A  The O’Jays during one of the ir many ’Soul Tra in ’ appearances


