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TEENAGERS DEMAND
MUSIC WITH A BEAT

“Hello everybody, how y’all tonight? This is Alan Freed,
the ol’ ‘king of the Moondoggers,” and it’s time for some
blues and rhythm records for all the gang in the Moondog
kingdom. We’re gonna be saying hello to a lot of folks
from all over the Moondog kingdom.

“Now we’re gonna send El and Jimmy, Peggy and Reno,
Judy and Rick, Joyce and Teddy, Marlene and Don,
Antoinette and Dominic, and especially to Charlie, who’s
been going steady fifteen months, and Lucy, who says, ‘I
know 1 getcha mad honey, but I don’t mean to. It’s just
love, that’s all!” And good luck to the Phi Zeta Sorority
and all the kids of Andrew Jackson High— Gail, Jackie,
Helena, Dorie, Kenneth, Jerry, Billy, Shadow, Baby, Joan,
Connie, Jose, Slim, Mousie, and Tommy — here’s Varetta
Dillard, Savoy Records, ‘Johnny Has Gone!””

“This is great stuff. For anyone who spent his or her youth poking
through the static at the top of the radio dial in search of the real
sounds of rock & roll, this unflinching story of DJ Alan Freed and
his roller coaster ride astride rhythm ’n’ blues is a wonderful blast
from the past—complete with dedications, cowbell, and tele-
phone book.”

— Bruce Pollock, Editor-in-Chief, Guitar for the Practicing Musician,
and author of When Rock Was Young and The Face of Rock & Roll
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(Continued from front flap)

In New York City, Freed’s rock & roll shows at
the Paramount, which he produced and promot-
ed — scheduling them around school vacations —
featured the top stars of 1950s rock & roll: Fats
Domino, Chuck Berry, Bill Haley, Buddy Holly,
the Everly Brothers, and Jerry Lee Lewis. His
complex relationship with the “Boys” — including
independent record label owners and distributors
Morris Levy, George Goldner, and Ahmet
Ertegun — ultimately led to his pleading guilty of
accepting payola, after long, costly, and very pub-
lic legal maneuvers.

Based on dozens of interviews with Freed fami-
ly members and associates, Big Beat Heat is a fas-
cinating —and fair—look at the “King of Rock &
Roll.”

A teacher in the Farmingdale, Long Island, public
school system, John A. Jackson is a frequent con-
tributor to Goldmine, Record Collector’s Monthly,
and The Rockin’ ‘50s. He lives in Amity Harbor,
New York.
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“Hello everybody. Yours truly, Alan Freed, the ol’
king of rock & roll, all ready for another big night
of rockin’ and rollin’. Let her go! Welcome to
‘Rock & Roll Party Number One!’”

IF, as music critic Al Aronowitz once wrote, rock &
roll became “the greatest story ever told,” Alan
Freed would have to be celebrated as the man who
told it first. As the “Moondog” at Cleveland’s WIW
(a moniker he would soon be forced to surrender),
and the self-proclaimed “King of Rock & Roll” at
WINS in New York City, Freed quickly became
rock & roll’s first prominent spokesman and promot-
er. By the mid 1950s, it was said that only Elvis
Presley was better known. The premier rock & roll
disc jockey in New York City, Freed starred in five
movies — appearing as himself in, among others, the
classic Rock Around the Clock and Mr. Rock and
Roll —and promoted now-legendary stage shows at
the Brooklyn and New York Paramount theaters. His
radio and television appearances made him a nation-
al—even an international — celebrity. Most impor-
tant, he brought the sounds of rhythm and blues to
an increasingly diverse and young audience starved
for the music with the big beat, rock & roll.

But at the very heart of Freed’s greatest successes
was a darker, self-destructive side. Chain-smoked
cigarettes, free-flowing alcohol, and financial irre-
sponsibility culminated in the infamous payola scan-
dal that claimed him as an early victim. At first
flushed with success, at the end virtually broke and
unemployed —all in the space of about a decade —
Freed best symbolizes the triumphs and tragedies of
rock & roll’s early years.

Born Aldon James Freed in 1921, his start as a
disc jockey was a lucky break. Yet there was noth-
ing accidental about the energy he poured into his
job. It was in Cleveland that Freed developed a dis-
tinctive style, ringing a cowbell, slamming his hand
on a telephone book to emphasize the big beat,
screaming into the open mike over the pounding
thythm of the music: “Hey, here we go! Hey, play,
hey, all right! Rock it out!” As the music faded,
Freed continued his frantic pace: “Boy, there’s a real
rockin’ thing to get us off and rollin’. Moondoggers.
Wild Bill Moore, the Moondog show, Savoy
Records, and Rock and Roll!”

(Continued on back flap)
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PREFACE

Q

w HEN Alan Freed appended the phrase “rock & roll” to black
rhythm and blues in the early 1950s, he transformed a music
considered alien to other races into a commodity that would be mar-
keted to America’s white teenagers. As rhythm and blues caught on
with the growing white audience that enjoyed the luxury of money to
burn and time to kill, Freed quickly realized he was positioned to
become rock & roll’s first prominent spokesman-promoter. In New
York City, then the media capital of the world, he took up residency
on WINS radio and proclaimed himself the “King of Rock & Roll.” By
1956, there was no bigger name in rock & roll than Freed, except
Elvis Presley. In addition to becoming the New York area’s premier
rock & roll disc jockey, through his movies, stage shows, national
radio (enhanced by WINS’s fifty thousand watts of broadcasting
power) and television programs, and a European radio program,
Freed also became recognized as the leading worldwide figure in rock
& roll.

I am of the generation that remembers life before rock & roll.
Listening to the radio about the time that Freed moved to New York
I became aware of particularly catchy pop tunes including the Crew-
Cuts’ “Sh-Boom,” Bill Haley’s “Shake, Rattle, and Roll,” and the
Fontane Sisters “Hearts of Stone.” But I was as unaware that those
songs were white copies (covers) of rhythm & blues songs as I was of
the existence of Alan Freed.
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As rhythm & blues’ popularity increased during 1955, some white
copies began to receive competition from the original recordings. Pop
radio introduced me to LaVern Baker’s “Tweedle Dee,” Fats Dom-
ino’s “Ain’t It a Shame,” and Chuck Berry’s “Maybellene,” each of
which appeared alongside its white facsimile on the pop music charts
(in Berry’s case, “Maybellenes’ ” white copies did not even appear on
the charts). It was on a sunny fall day in 1955 that this then-twelve-
year-old suburban adolescent came to know the unbounded exhila-
ration and raw power of rock & roll, courtesy of Little Richard’s
recording of “Tutti-Frutti.” I then realized that nothing in my life
would ever again be as it had been.

Not long after that watershed moment I discovered Freed, who,
on his nightly “Rock ‘n” Roll Party,” not only offered the widest
variety, and the most exciting of musical sounds I had ever heard but
played many of them two and three—sometimes more—times a
night.

But there was a darker side to Freed that I and his other listeners
had no way of realizing existed. The egotistical and hardheaded dee-
jay, downright obnoxious to those with whom he did not see eye to
eye, wielded his considerable power in a whimsical manner. Abetted
by a potent self-destructive streak that manifested itself in chain-
smoked cigarettes and free-flowing alcohol, Freed became his own
worst enemy as he embarked on a career that would include more
than its share of opposition. In his book The Deejays, Arnold Passman
described Freed as a “monumental symbol of the ambivalence of our
times, . . . loved and hated . powerful and frightened . . . unpre-
dlctable and gregarious. There would be no dearth of those eager to
see Freed fall from grace, and fall he did.

Along with almost everyone else who discovered rock & roll by
way of Alan Freed, I lost track of the deejay after he disappeared from
New York radio under a cloud of suspicion created by the growing
broadcasting payola scandal late in 1959. Freed had been accused of
accepting money to tout many of those marvelous rock & roll records
that had become an inseparable part of my life. While those cherished
sounds lost none of their luster, I lost some of my innocence when
Freed and other deejays admitted they accepted money from record
manufacturers and distributors.

It was almost 1961, and I was more concerned with getting out of
high school and into college than with keeping tabs on tainted disc
jolckeys. I knew nothing but that Freed had surfaced “someplace in
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California.” Three years after his heyday, Freed was all but forgotten
by his idolaters and revilers alike, as “Murray the K” Kaufman ruled
New York rock & roll radio from Freed’s old nighttime slot on WINS.

I have but a vague recollection of reading in the newspapers of
Freed’s death before the deejay’s memory could fade even further,
but rock & roll continued to hold my interest, as did the written
analysis of the music’s history that began to appear in the early 1970s.
Sifting through many of those early accounts of rock & roll’s history,
I found that only myth-laden and often inaccurate fragments of
Freed’s legacy existed on paper.

Music critic Al Aronowitz wrote in 1972 that “society’s greatest
fear is not for its heroes, but of them. We put them in jail when
they're alive and build monuments to them when they're dead.”
Freed, said Aronowitz, “lived to be scorned, reviled, and sentenced
to prison, his penalty for inventing the term rock and roll [Freed did
not in fact invent the term] and then infecting America with it.”

History has revealed Freed’s prison to be a restraint far more
sinister than steel bars and concrete: the expunging of the disc jockey
and his accomplishments from their rightful place in the annals of
American musical and social history.

In 1973, Terry Cashman and Tom West composed and sang a tune
called “(He Was) The King of Rock and Roll,” a bittersweet encap-
sulation of Freed’s career that noted the disc jockey’s achievements
and how he has been forgotten while many whose careers Freed
helped get under way went on to “fortune and fame.” One of the
song’s closing lines was “It's a shame the way we decided to say
goodbye.”

I hoped the song would become a hit and that millions of people
would hear it on the radio, but I never again heard it played on the
air.

“It's a shame the way we decided to say goodbye.” With that
impelling thought in mind, I set out to write this book.

JOHN A. JACKSON
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CHAPTER 1
Q
Moondogs Coronation

“If rock had any particular beginning, it was on
March 21, 1952.”

T EMPERATURES dipped into the low forties that cloudy March
evening in Cleveland, Ohio, as show time grew near and the
crowd pressed ominously against the four wooden doors that sepa-
rated the impatient, noisy throng from those already inside the aging
ice hockey arena. Another long week had ended. It was Friday
evening—party time. Many in the crowd had been drinking, all the
better to dance to the rhythm and blues music of the artists—the
Dominoes, Paul Williams, and Varetta Dillard—who were to per-
form.

Some six months earlier, twenty-nine-year-old Alan Freed had
appeared late at night on WJW Radio in Cleveland, Ohio. Calling
himself “Moondog,” Freed began spinning the hottest, nastiest
rhythm and blues records in town. Because of the strong response
from what was perceived by Moondog as a small yet devoted listening
audience, Freed and two others, Lew Platt, a booking agent and
promoter since the big-band era, and Leo Mintz, owner of one of
Cleveland’s largest record stores, who had been instrumental in get-
ting Freed on the air, decided to form a partnership to promote a
dance to be billed as the Moondog Coronation Ball.

If Moondog was not surprised by the race—mostly black—of what
were then called “hepcats” drawn to the Cleveland Arena (three days
earlier Freed had drawn a black crowd to a small dance at Myers Lake
Park outside the city) on Euclid Avenue in the heart of the city, he

1
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was nonetheless astounded by its size. Although Freed had inces-
santly plugged the upcoming dance on his “Moondog House” radio
program, there appeared no printed mention of the event, save for
one brief note in Glenn Pullen’s “Swinging Down the Avenue” col-
umn in the Cleveland Plain Dealer. “1 was worried whether there
would be enough people to pay expenses for a big place like the
arena,” Freed had said earlier.

But something was wrong that Friday evening. As the crowd
outside the arena swelled to frightful proportions, those nearest the
building realized the entrance doors had been closed. Order began to
break down, and at 9:30 p.M. “the lid blew off” as the mob of more
than six thousand frustrated yet determined youths assaulted the
arena in a human wave. They knocked down four panel doors, swept
past the astonished, undermanned police, and noisily swarmed inside
as ticket takers and ushers scattered for their lives.

“I can still see the crowd below us,” recalled Peter Hastings, who
was in the arena that night to photograph the dance. “It was getting
bigger all the time. I took the picture. Then we got out of there as fast
as we could. It was frightening.” The arena was soon filled to its ten
thousand capacity, but still the crowd grew larger. Bill Lemmon,
executive vice-president of WJW Radio, was “flabbergasted” by what
he saw. “People without tickets broke down doors. I saw knives
flashing. We were up in the press box and we couldn’t get out for
three hours. It was madness.”

By 11:30 the fire department and the police gave up trying to
restore order in the overcrowded, supercharged arena. The house
lights were turned up. Police Captain William Zimmerman called off
the dance, and the police stood by as the now-subdued crowd “slowly
and reluctantly filed out.”

The next morning, most of the city’s residents got word of the
events of the previous night at the arena when the Cleveland Plain
Dealer printed the front-page headline MOONDOG BALL IS HALTED AS
6,000 CRASH ARENA GATE. Glancing at the three-deck headline, most
of the Plain Dealer’s readers must have wondered what a Moondog
was. Had they read the five-paragraph story detailing the storming of
the arena and the ensuing “confined mass of humanity” inside the
structure, they would most likely have had more questions than an-
swers.

The city’s afternoon paper, the Cleveland Press, described the
arena crowd as a “crushing mob of 25,000 . . . hepcats, jamming
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every inch of the floor.” Being an afternoon newspaper, perhaps the
Press had more time to count heads. More likely, a larger crowd
made for a bigger story. The size of the arena crowd was not the sole
reason for the commotion generated in the local press either. Al-
though no reference to the fact was made in the early press accounts,
“the Moondog Coronation Ball was almost all black,” according to
Freed’s younger brother, David, who was at the arena that fateful
night.

Moondog offered his own version of what transpired at his aborted
dance when he told his radio listeners, “We were having a real great
time until the crushing pressure of some ten thousand people still
outside smashed open the doors of the arena and converged on the
inside. When that happened and some seven thousand persons with-
out tickets bulged the insides of the arena the whole show went out
of control.”

“It was strictly a breakdown in the ability of those who worked for
the arena and were used to hockey crowds of eight thousand,” thought
Freed’s younger brother. “Nobody’'d ever seen anything like that!”

The attention aimed at Freed following the aborted Moondog Cor-
onation Ball came from three sources, each revealing what it thought
of the near riot at the Cleveland Arena. The city’s white municipal au-
thorities held Freed responsible for amassing the disorderly mob.
They threatened to charge Freed and his two white partners with over-
selling the arena by printing and selling too many tickets. Freed main-
tained that about nine thousand tickets were sold in advance, arguing
that “everybody had such a grand time breaking into the area that they
didn’t ask for their money back.” Bill Lemmon, Freed’s boss at WJW,
backed him up, insisting the show was not oversold, declaring that “it
was those who didn’t have tickets that caused the problem.” The over-
selling charges went unsubstantiated, but they were an indication of
the trepidation experienced by the city authorities when confronted by
Freed’s unruly black Cleveland Arena gathering.

Criticism from the city’s black community came via Valena Minor
Williams, woman’s editor for the black newspaper the Cleveland Call
and Post, who wrote, “The shame of the situation lies not in the
frustrated crowd that rushed to the Arena, but in a community which
allows a program like this to continue and to exploit the Negro teen-
sters!” Call and Post reporter Marty Richardson described Freed’s
selection of black artists and their music as “low-brow, cheap enter-
tainment . . . frequently obscene.”
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Derogatory treatment of rhythm and blues music by the black
press was not unusual during this period. The Call and Post, succes-
sor to the black Cleveland Advocate, began publication in the late
1920s and was much more insistent than its predecessor in protesting
the city’s racial segregation in restaurants, theaters, and other public
accommodations, yet it, as well as other black publications, “did not
make a fetish of integration.” By the 1930s the physical consolidation
of Cleveland’s black ghetto was complete, making the city’s average
black citizen, as one Cleveland historian has written, “more isolated
from the general life of the urban community” than ever before in the
city’s history. This isolation from the white community heightened
the importance of the black press, and between the years 1937 and
1947, national circulation of black newspapers doubled to two million
readers.

The underlying cause of the black press’s criticism of rhythm and
blues music most likely was black upper- and middle-class sensitivity
to being subjected to yet another stereotype by whites. Numerous
rhythm and blues songs, many written by whites, portrayed blacks as
fun-loving, shiftless people who devoted most of their energy to gam-
bling, excessive drinking, and sexual promiscuity. In an attempt to
avoid this stereotype, Cleveland’s small but vocal black upper and
middle classes “sought ways of distinguishing themselves from the
rank and file of the black community,” but they were caught in a
bind. Literally surrounded by white Cleveland, the black upper and
middle classes were painfully and constantly reminded of the “cul-

| tural short-comings” of the ghetto. Thus, the black press became
more vocal in championing cultural, “civilized” functions.

} It was no surprise, then, that the Call and Post, with a black
readership to whom the life-style of the “sidewalk loafer” was incom-
prehensible, criticized both Alan Freed and “lowbrowed” rhythm
and blues music.

But would the Call and Post have reacted as it did had Freed’s
Cleveland Arena mob been predominantly white? Most likely, it
would not have, for in the eye of the black middle-class press, Alan

. Freed’s sin was not so much his championing of “gutbucket” rhythm

*and blues as it was the encouraging of thousands of young blacks to
make a public display of themselves to white society that historically

| attached a negative image to all blacks.

' The national media, which had virtually ignored Freed, was also

forced to take notice of the deejay, his black legions, and the power
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of rhythm and blues music after Billboard, Cashbox, and the broad-
cast media reported Moondog’s aborted dance. Freed was soon being
hailed in the music trade papers as “Cleveland’s well-known R&B
jock.” It was certainly not coincidental, moreover, that on the Mon-
day following Freed’s terminated arena dance and front-page head-
lines WJW Radio increased Moondog’s weekly airtime by six hours.
After less than a year on late-night radio, Freed and his “blues and
rhythm” records could be heard in the Cleveland listening area each
night of the week except Sunday.

Caught off guard by the charges of the white municipal authorities
and by Cleveland’s black press, Freed reacted to the crisis as he
would to similar crises in the future. In an act initiated by his distinct
and energetic conviction of “right and wrong"—behavior that at its
most extreme would exude self-righteous sanctimony—Freed por-
trayed himself to his listeners as an “underdog,” an innocent victim of
circumstances beyond his control. What is more, he believed it.

The night following the arena episode, Freed told his WJW lis-
teners, “If anybody, even in their wildest imagination, had told us
that some twenty-five thousand people would try to get into a dance,
I suppose you would have been just like me. You probably would
have laughed and said they were crazy.” Not surprisingly, in laying
the groundwork of his self-serving theatrics, Freed chose the Cleve-
land Press’s crowd estimate of twenty-five thousand, rather than the
Plain Dealer’'s more modest count, to describe the mob drawn to the
arena. If Freed was going to make headlines (and he was), the bigger
the better.

“I promise you that everything will be righted, that everybody
will be happy!” continued Freed. “I'd like to have you do this for me
tonight when you call in your requests to our ‘Moondog’ show on this
Saturday night. I would like you to tell . . . when you call in, that you
are with the ‘Moondog.’

“And if you're not with the ‘Moondog’ you can tell them that, too,
because if enough of you can show your faith tonight through your
telephone calls, through your telegrams, through your cards and let-
ters over the weekend, we will continue with the show. If not, the
‘Moondog’ program will leave the radio!”

It was the subtlest of setups, but a setup nevertheless. Who was
Moondog asking to judge him if not the very multitude of hepcats
who stormed the Cleveland Arena the previous evening?

* * *
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Cleveland, founded in northeastern Ohio on the shore of Lake Erie
at the mouth of the Cuyahoga River by Moses Cleaveland and a com-
pany of Connecticut settlers in 1796 was, by 1952, the seventh-largest
city in the United States. Until the Great Migration of blacks to north-
ern urban centers began just before World War I, Cleveland’s black
population comprised less than 2 percent of the city’s total population.
This relatively insignificant racial minority enjoyed an integrated tra-
dition in Cleveland’s schools, public facilities, and day-to-day activi-
ties, and the city became known for its “exceptional” race relations.

Accompanying the great influx of blacks between World War I
and the early 1920s, the “flowering of racism” began in the city.
Because Cleveland’s abundance of heavy industry provided for un-
skilled employment opportunities, the city became a principal desti-
nation for blacks leaving the South during the 1940s. But as Cleveland
struggled to assimilate large numbers of rural-bred, uneducated
blacks, white hostility led to a “crystallization” of discriminatory prac-
tices that had begun earlier.

At the time of Freed’s Moondog Coronation Ball Cleveland’s
blacks were outnumbered almost seven to one by whites. The city’s
black community had previously exhibited what was perceived by
local whites and by the black upper and middle classes as acceptable
behavior. On the night of March 21, 1952, Alan Freed and the rhythm
and blues music he promoted changed that in a matter of hours.

“Race music” (defined by whites in the 1920s as music performed
by blacks, specifically to entertain blacks), as it was branded until
Billboard rechristened it “rhythm and blues” in June 1949, was un-
heard of by most whites and shunned by upper-class blacks as “gar-
bage trash, a shocking display of gutbucket blues and lowdown
rhythms” during the early 1950s. The few white jockeys spinning
rhythm and blues on America’s airwaves at that time were unwit-
tingly giving black music a new direction—toward the mainstream
white radio market. Until then, featuring rhythm and blues on white-
dominated radio was thought to be courting financial disaster—who
would listen to such a program and who would sponsor it? But certain
rhythm and blues songs were starting to appear on the nation’s white
pop charts, an indication that some whites must have been listening
to, and perhaps even buying, this music.

It was no accident that the first true rhythm and blues record to
“cross over” from the black charts to the white-dominated national
pop charts was the Dominoes’ sex-laden novelty “Sixty-Minute Man,”
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in the summer of 1951. The song featured bassman Bill Brown’s
deep-throated boasting (as opposed to the tenor lead of the more
sexually threatening dynamism of Clyde McPhatter) of his sexual
prowess, of being able to satisfy his “girls” with fifteen minutes each
of “kissin’,” “teasin’,” and “squeezin’,” before his climactic fifteen
minutes of “blowin” ” his “top.”

“Sixty-Minute Man” met with unprecedented white acceptance
for two reasons. First, it reinforced the white stereotype of a slow-
witted, sexually obsessed black man. Second, and more important,
the song, with Brown’s sexual braggadocio blatantly overstated, was
not taken very seriously by most whites. To them, Brown posed no
more of a threat than did “Amos 'n’ Andy.”

That Moondog Freed was not the first white disc jockey to play
rhythm and blues records on the air is inconsequential. What is sig-
nificant is that he proved to be a deft communicator, one able to move
popular audiences. Using only a microphone, a stack of rhythm and
blues records, and his charisma, Alan Freed was able to rally some
twenty thousand blacks to an innocuous dance staged at a seedy
minor-league ice hockey arena.

The Moondog Coronation Ball was meaningful in the develop-
ment of American popular music, but it was even more significant in
the development of Freed’s own show business career. Few whites
knew of—let alone were avid followers of—rhythm and blues music
when Freed became its standard-bearer in the early 1950s. The
whites who did know of the music and who did take particular notice
of Freed’s huge arena gathering were the record manufacturers who
owned and operated the scores of tiny record labels that recorded and
released rhythm and blues. None of those hustling would-be entre-
preneurs were rich from selling rhythm and blues records to blacks,
and few, if any, expected they ever would be. But they were indus-
trious, and they were intent on making a living in an industry they
knew well. Moondog’s Cleveland Arena audience in part showed
these men that interest in rhythm and blues was far greater than
anyone had imagined it to be. Bill Randle, Cleveland’s most popular
radio disc jockey in the early 1950s, as well as one of the most influ-
ential deejays in the country, said of the Moondog Coronation Ball,
“It was the beginning of the acceptance of black popular music as a
force in radio. It was the first big show of its kind where the industry
saw it as big business.”
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The huge crowd drawn to the arena by Moondog and his “blues
and rhythm” records was also proof of Freed’s uncanny ability to use
his dynamic showmanship to communicate with his audience. It was
said when Freed walked out on a stage, “he generated the same kind
of electricity as Mickey Mantle or Judy Garland.” A figure possessing
Freed’s magnitude of charisma needed only a cause to champion
before he became a force to be reckoned with. Alan Freed, with a
vital push from record-store owner Leo Mintz, chose rhythm and
blues music as his cause. Although his timing seemed impeccable, a
look at his early radio career suggests that the deejay was a most
unlikely choice to have led America’s rock and roll bandwagon. And
although it seemed to strangers to rhythm and blues as if Moondog
burst upon the music scene that March night at the Cleveland Arena,
in reality, the “instant” notoriety gained by Freed’s aborted rhythm
and blues dance was ten years in the making.

Charles Sydney Freed, a Lithuanian-born Jew, came to America
as a five-year-old in 1901. As a teenager working as a company store
clerk in the western Pennsylvania coal town of Boswell, Freed met
sixteen-year-old Maude Palmer, the youngest child of a Baptist coal
miner who had emigrated from Wales to the bleak coalfields of Penn-
sylvania in the early 1900s. The young couple was wed in 1918 and
then settled in nearby Windber, a town of 5,000 located just south of
Johnstown in the Laurel Mountains.

During their first year of marriage a son, whom they named
Charles Sydney, Jr., was born to the Freeds. On December 21, 1921,
a second Freed son was born. He was named Aldon James, his first
name an amalgamation of Al and Don Palmer, two of Maude Freed’s
brothers. The following year a third son, David Palmer, was born.

As boys, Aldon and his brothers lived a nomadic existence. In a
span of five years beginning in the late 1920s, the Freed family moved
three times. After a brief stay in Oklahoma City they returned east,
first to Alliance, Ohio, and then on to nearby Salem, Ohio. Founded
in 1803 some fifty miles southeast of Cleveland, near the Pennsylva-
nia border, the City of Salem had about 15,000 inhabitants when the
Freeds settled there in 1933.

. Charles Sr. was hired as a clerk in Sol Greenberger’s Golden
Eagle Men’s Store (for a time in the late 1950s he was a manager
there), a position he would not relinquish until his retirement more
ithan thirty years later. He and Maude, who at times worked as a
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saleswoman in a local dry goods store, would spend the rest of their
lives in Salem.

The Freed family grew to six when a daughter was born. But the
child, who was named Mitzi, contracted mastoiditis and died when
she was three years old.

The Freeds were a family of nicknames. Charles Jr. was known as
“Dugie” and David was called “Donnie.” Aldon was called “Al J,”
a name bestowed upon him by his mother. Bob Dixon, a classmate
of Al J's, said that Maude was a “very aggressive, very protective
mother.” In contrast, David Freed described his father Charles as
a “quiet and gentle man.” Dixon said Charles Sr. was “mild and
meek-mannered [and] . . . never raised his voice” to anyone. By
all accounts it was the outgoing and talented Maude who dom-
inated the Freed household.

One of Al J's earliest and fondest family memories was of the
traditional Sunday evening songfest, at which the Freeds gathered
around the family piano (“There was never a time when we didn’t
have a piano and that we didn’t sing,” recalled David). Maude played
while everyone else sang. Occasionally her beloved minstrel-
performing brothers Al and Don enlivened the songfests with bits
from their professional stage routine. If nothing else, the intriguing,
fun-loving minstrel men (“Some of their style must have rubbed off
on me,” Freed would say later in life) showed young Al J that there
was an alternative to the drab, uneventful existence his father lived.
Al ] received his fist taste of big city life in 1933 when, as members
of the local Episcopal choir, he, brother David, and cousin Bill Sproat
traveled by train to Chicago to sing at the “Century of Progress”
Exposition.

“Believe it or not,” Freed remarked later in life, “when I was
twelve years old I wanted to be a symphony trombonist” (Al Palmer,
a trombonist himself, had given one of his battered instruments to
Al J for the child’s seventh birthday). But America soon discovered
swing, and Al J became caught up in the exciting, freewheeling mu-
sic. “I got the dance band bug,” he said.

“We always had records,” said David Freed, recalling how the
entire family eagerly awaited new releases by the big bands of the
day. The Freed brothers purchased the records and learned the song’s
arrangements “before the shellac on the records was dry.”

Each week the Freeds tuned their radio to the “Lucky Strike Top
10 Tunes,” a program that featured popular songs of the day. A con-



10 MOONDOG'S CORONATION

test in which listeners tried to pick the week’s most popular songs was
also part of the radio program. Bill Sproat recalled that the Freeds
“always picked ‘em right.”

Although Al J was closer to his younger brother David in both age
and in camaraderie, it was Charles Jr. who had a more profound effect
on him. Charles was an excellent academic student who also partic-
ipated in high school science, debate, and acting clubs. He was as-
sistant editor of the school newspaper, as well as editor-in-chief of the
high school yearbook. Charles’ greatest talents, however, were in the
field of music. He was a member of the Salem High Quaker band (and
elected band president as a senior), orchestra, and vocal ensemble.
He also found the time to lead his own small combo. David Freed
said that Charles, an accomplished pianist who wrote his school’s fight
song while he was still in high school, was “the musician of the
family.”

Charles Jr. and Al ] had what David Freed described as a
mutually-antagonistic relationship highlighted by “some heavy differ-
ences” (David also said that the studied musician Charles “more or
less resented Al’s success”). As the swing-smitten Al ] entered Salem
High in the late summer of 1936 the ubiquitous specter of his mul-
titalented older brother lingered. But Charles Jr.—a tough act for
anyone to follow—had graduated with honors the previous spring and
was then a freshman majoring in music at Ohio State University,
more than one hundred miles away.

Al J, rather than shun his older brother’s considerable reputation
(“Charlie was brilliant in high school,” said Bob Dixon), challenged
Charles Jr.’s legacy head-on.

By that time Al ] had become a proficient musician in his own
right. Chester Brautigam, his high school band instructor who re-
called Al | regularly staying after school to practice the trombone,
said that he did not have to teach his student how to play the instru-
ment. Salem resident Dan Smith said that on many nights Al J and his
trombone could be found at the Salem Country Club, “entertaining
all by himself.”

As Charles had done, Al J joined the Quaker marching band and
the orchestra. Emulating his older brother in another way, Al J helped
organize a band they called the Sultans of Swing (named after a
famous Harlem dance orchestra). Adopting a jazzed-up arrangement
of the popular 1919 “Ja Da (Ja Da, Ja Da, Jing Jing Jing)” as their
theme, the Sultans played at local high school dances. “We got fifty
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cents a man for an evening’s work,” said Freed. “We couldn’t afford
orchestrations so we played the blues and Dixieland, which are the
easiest to jam.”

Freed particularly idolized Benny Goodman (whose brother,
Gene Goodman, Freed would one day team up with in a music
publishing venture) and the trombone-playing Tommy Dorsey. It
was after attending one of Goodman’s concerts that Al J vowed,
“someday I'll have a dance band of my own.”

Al J grew up in Salem with three cousins—Bill Sproat, Billie
Hoffman, and Jane Pfund—each of whom has warm, favorable mem-
ories of him. But some of those outside the Freed clan who knew Al
J had other opinions of Salem’s famous son. Classmate Don Rich said
that while he considered Freed “a good guy,” Al ] “wasn’t the most
popular” boy in high school and appeared as “pretty much a loner.”

According to classmate Betty Bischel Lowry, not only was Freed
an energetic “go-getter,” he was also a “shrewd operator.” Mrs Lowry
recalled the time when, as eighth graders, she received a “long and
mushy” love letter from the apparently amorous Al J. Any romantic
notions on Mrs. Lowry’s part disappeared before as she finished
Freed’s love letter, however. He had concluded the letter by asking
her if she could get a job for him at her father’s dairy.

Bob Dixon, who probably knew Al J better than did anyone else
outside the Freed family (they had been classmates from the fifth
grade through high school), thought Freed was an “opportunist.”
Dixon cited a time he and Al ] double-dated for a movie. As they and
their dates approached the theater box office Freed offhandedly re-
marked, “Get four, Bob.” And Dixon, who said Freed generally acted
“as if the world owed him a living,” was stuck for Al J’s movie tickets.

When Russia invaded Finland in 1940 the Salem movie theater
supported the Finnish War Relief Fund by honoring tickets sold
through the fund. Dixon said that Freed approached classmate Bob
Lyons (“one of those individuals in high school fortunate enough to
have a job”) and said, “I'm in big trouble. I took out ten tickets to the
Finnish War Relief and I lost them. Can you give me ten bucks? I
have to make good.”

Suspicious of Al J's tale of woe, Lyons and Dixon checked with the
local relief fund headquarters and were told, “Freed doesn’t have any
tickets.”

“It was just a scheme, an angle,” exclaimed Dixon. “Al was so
devious in high school that Lyons and I used to call him ‘legal Al
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because he could dream up more ways of getting money out of so-
called friends than anyone I'd ever seen.”

Lou Raymond, who attended Sunday School with Al J, remem-
bered him as fun-loving (“if he couldn’t find it, he’d provide it”) but,
like Dixon, he described Freed as an “opportunist” who was less than
perfect. But, added Raymond, “none of us are.”

David Freed conceded that there was “factual basis” to some of
Dixon’s comments about Al J. He admitted that Al J had “a tremen-
dous amount of faults” but, while Al ] may have been a hustler, “there
are hustlers for good [causes] too.”

Never the academic equal of Charles Jr., Al ] was content to earn
B’s and C’s in high school (“He wasn’t too interested in trying to get
straight A’s, recalled one of his teachers). Nevertheless, he was the
most active member of his senior class. Besides his musical efforts
with the Quaker marching band (led by drum major David Freed)
and the orchestra, as well as with the Sultans, Al J also landed a
leading role in the senior class play. He and 200 classmates received
their diplomas on June 6, 1940, at Salem High’s 76th Annual Com-
mencement Exercises, where Freed and a classmate performed an
instrumental duet of “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” as part of the
program.

David Freed believes that Al J graduated from high school as
“somewhat a person of destiny. He had a feeling that he was going to
have some impact on the entertainment business.”

After graduating from Salem (Ohio) High School in June 1940,
Alan Freed followed his older brother, Charles, Jr., to Ohio State
University in Columbus. The younger Freed’s decision was not a
laborious one. As a land-grant institution “State,” as native Ohioians
refer to the school, was tuition-free to Ohio residents. An education
at Ohio State was the most that Charles Freed, Sr., with his meager
clothing-store clerk’s salary, could hope to provide his sons. At State
the younger Freed brother enrolled in a journalism program. It has
been written that Alan Freed’s course of study was met with disap-
proval by his father. Alan Freed later said, “He had his heart set on
his sons becoming doctors and lawyers. He never thought of a news-
paperman being a professional. Just to please my father I switched to
mechanical engineering [but] I couldn’t make it. I hated every minute
of it!”

David Freed disagreed with his brother’s recollection. “My father
was not ever opposed to journalism. . . . Never would he have been
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discouraged about journalism. Alan had been editor of the Quaker
[the Salem High School yearbook] and he was encouraged in that
respect.”

It is difficult to understand just why Alan Freed insisted on later
concocting his tale of opposing his father on his course of study in
college. It should be remembered, however, that when Freed was at
the height of his popularity in New York, he often “fine-tuned” his
background and image. If nothing else, the story stiffens Freed’s
self-image of an “underdog type” who was forced to overcome adver-
sities before finding success.

Whatever Freed’s course of study, it pales in comparison to an-
other event that took place while he was on the Columbus campus.
Peering through the window of WOSU Radio, the university station,
Freed realized that “that was it. I was gone!” The college freshman
was fascinated by the sense of urgency and excitement he perceived
behind the glass panes. From that moment on, he was hooked on
broadcasting. Young Freed became nearly obsessed with the Ohio
State University studio. He mentioned his plight to a speech profes-
sor, who then gave the smitten student a few books on broadcasting
to read. The professor also suggested Freed hone his diction by read-
ing newspapers aloud. “I hung around, waiting for a chance to an-
nounce or do anything,” recalled Freed, “but nothing happened.”

A disillusioned Alan Freed quickly lost whatever remaining inter-
est he had for his mechanical engineering studies. David Freed said
his brother was at Ohio State “for a brief period, maybe a quarter or
two,” before enlisting in the army. The would-be radio announcer
entered the army early in1941 as a signal corps photographer sta-
tioned at Camp McCoy, near the city of Tomah in west-central Wis-
consin. “Believe it or not, he ended up stationed in upper Michigan
in the ski patrol,” said David, the youngest of the three Freed broth-
ers. “He’'d never engaged in any winter sports at home [but] in those
days you didn’t have a hell of a lot of selection.”

Alan Freed spent little time on the snow-covered slopes of north-
ern Michigan—about seven or eight months, according to brother
David’s recollection—before he was issued a medical discharge from
the army in the fall of 1941, shortly before the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor. It has been written that Freed was medically dis-
charged after contracting double mastoiditis, but both David Freed
and Alan Freed's first wife, Betty Lou Greene, maintain that Alan
Freed was given a medical discharge because of flatfeet. Once again,
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toiditis story could very well have been Freed “rewriting” his
graphy for the media. Double mastoiditis would have been
yet another “adversity” he had overcome. (Interestingly, Freed later
did sustain a partial hearing loss from a bout with double mastoiditis.)
In any event, it sounded more dramatic than did “fatfeet.”

Out of the service, Freed returned to Salem, where he became a
government ordnance inspector’s assistant on a northeastern Ohio
route. Betty Lou Bean (now Betty Lou Greene) lived in Lisbon,
Ohio, some ten miles southeast of Salem. She graduated from Lisbon
High in 1940, the same year Freed graduated from Salem High.
Although Betty Lou, the daughter of a former mayor of Lisbon, had
not met Freed during their high schools days, that is not to say she
was at the time unaffected by Freed’s commanding presence. Be-
cause of both students” musical endeavors in their respective school
bands and orchestras, Alan and Betty Lou occasionally came into
contact. When that happened, Mrs. Greene said she acted “obvious,”
observing Freed whenever he was close by but never speaking to
him. “After graduation I went away to school for a year and he went
to Ohio State.” Mrs. Greene said she soon left school, returning to
Lisbon to work in a government defense plant. The plant happened
to be on Alan Freed’s inspection route.

“I realized I'd seen him before,” she recalled. “We started talking
about high school. He would come down and spend the day and most
of the time we just talked. I liked him right away.”

After becoming acquainted, the couple decided to date, but Freed
had no automobile. Betty Lou Bean did. “It was a black Chevrolet
and it looked like all cars looked back then—like a hearse!” she said.
“I called it “The Job’ because it got the job done.” Betty Lou drove to
Salem to pick up her date. Freed supplied the gas money.

It has been widely (and erroneously) written that upon leaving the
army, Freed returned to Ohio State and earned a degree in mechan-
ical engineering. Once again, this “nonfact” most likely came from
Freed himself, later on in his career, embellishing on his achieve-
ments. “It’s been told over and over that he graduated from Ohio
State, but he didn’t,” attested Mrs. Greene. “He considered Ohio
State his alma mater, but he didn’t graduate. He never went back.

What Alan Freed wanted most at that time was radio. Despite the
ample instances of Freed’s career embellishments, it is highly likely
that his tale concerning the Ohio State University radio station has
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some basis in truth. David Freed maintained that his brother had no
radio ambitions whatsoever when he went off to State in the fall of
1940. Betty Lou Greene was certain that when she met Freed shortly
after he was discharged from the army late in 1941, he wanted to be
a radio newscaster. “That was his life,” she said.

Freed’s dating habits lend credence to his passion for a broadcast-
ing career. Relying on his gas money and Betty Lou’s automobile, the
couple was soon dating steadily. Hearkening to his college speech
professor’s advice to practice his diction by reading aloud, Alan would
be waiting, newspaper in hand, when Betty Lou drove up from Lis-
bon. “We spent a great many evenings with him just reading out
loud, practicing,” she said. Freed was unusually hard on his reading
performance, demanding corrections from Betty Lou as he went
along.

It was not long before Freed’s dating pattern took on a new look.
So passionate was his quest for a job in radio that he decided to attend
a broadcasting school. The nearest class was held at WKBN Radio in
Youngstown, Ohio, fifteen miles from Salem. The class instructor was
Gene Trace, then program director at the radio station. When Betty
Lou picked up Alan after work, she would drive him to Youngstown
and sit in the WKBN lobby while he attended class. After driving
Freed home to Salem, she would return to Lisbon.

After absorbing as much of Gene Trace’s broadcasting acumen
(Freed credited Trace with “doing more to enthuse me and guide me
into the radio business than anyone else”) as possible, Alan Freed
went looking for a job. With America’s civilian manpower reserve
decimated by the frantic war effort initiated by the Pearl Harbor
disaster, the would-be broadcaster was spared the ordeal of endless
auditioning at obscure radio stations. In October 1942 he landed a
night job at WKST Radio in New Castle, Pennsylvania, a town nes-
tled in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains near the confluence
of the Mahoning, Shenango, and Nashannock rivers. WKST, “the
Voice of Lawrence County,” was a one-man operation when Freed
was hired, and it remains so to this day.

One-man station or not, Freed jumped at the chance to get into
broadcasting. His duties at WKST included everything from sweep-
ing up around the studio to announcing on a nightly classical music
program. Mrs. Greene said although Freed wanted to be a news-
caster and a sports announcer by the time he left Gene Trace’s school,
at WKST he did “mainly announcing.” Freed began work for seven-
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teen dollars a week when, most likely, he would have taken the job
for less.

Still carless, Freed made the twenty-five-mile move from Salem
to New Castle. When she visited him, Betty Lou stayed at WKST
engineer Bob Ash’s house, but that arrangement only hastened the
young couple’s wedding bells. After marrying, Mrs. Greene said she
and Freed “moved into a little three-room upstairs apartment” in
New Castle.

At the time, Alan Freed showed an active interest in classical
music, an interest from his Salem High School days and his exposure
to the Cleveland Orchestra. Betty Lou Greene recalled that when she
married Freed, he had such a huge classical record library that it was
obvious Freed had been collecting records for some time. Among
Freed's favorite works were Beethoven’s “Pastorale” and Tchai-
kovsky’s “Pathetique” symphonies, as well as pieces by Bach and
Brahms, among others. Above all, however, Freed displayed a pas-
sion for Richard Wagner’s operatic tetralogy Der Ring des Nibelun-
gen. Despite a lack of interest in any other operatic work, Freed was
nearly obsessed with the Ring cycle and would name a daughter
Sieglinde, after a central character in Wagner’s epic work. “He liked
the big bands, too,” said Mrs. Greene. “Alan’s mother was interested
in music. We’'d go over there on Sunday for dinner and usually some-
body would end up at the piano.”

Early in 1943, seeking a full-time radio position, Alan Freed de-
cided to see what his chances of employment were at Youngstown’s
WKBN, where he had attended Gene Trace’s broadcasting school.
Trace, by then WKBN station manager, “liked Al and pushed for
him,” said Betty Lou.

Bob Dixon, the Salem schoolboy acquaintance of both Alan and
David Freed, saw things differently. Regarding Freed’s job interview
at WKBN, Dixon said, “If he’d swept floors in New Castle [which
Freed apparently had], he would have told WKBN he’d been assis-
tant manager.” He was of the opinion that young Freed “just bluffed
his way” through the interview. Dixon was not far from the truth.

Ruth Cruikshank was a secretary at WKBN the winter day that
Freed walked up three flights of stairs in the massive wood-frame
building on North Champion Street in downtown Youngstown. Mrs.
Cruikshank remembered Freed as “good-looking, tall and slender,”
with a “stage presence, a way about him.”

Freed filled out an employment application card on which he
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called himself Albert James Freed. It seemed Freed used several
names in his younger days. His birth certificate states Freed’s given
name as Aldon James, but both David Freed and Betty Lou Greene
said Freed styled himself Albert J, Albert James (“I think he manu-
factured that one in high school,” said his younger brother, and Al J,
as well as Alan.

Freed also added a year to his age on the employment card—for
“experience,” most likely—giving his year of birth as 1920 instead of
1921. On the application he also said he had acting experience with
stock companies in the New England area and had done “summer
theatre work and directing,” a claim later denied by Betty Lou.

Freed also wrote on the card that he enlisted in the army on
September 30, 1940 (at that time he was on the Ohio State University
campus), and served eight months. Freed wrote that while in the
service he was a trombonist with the Military Concert Band, with the
U.S. Army Band, as well as with civic symphonies (there is no hint of
musical involvement in Freed’s brief military career).

Freed’s WKBN employment card was an exercise in “creative
writing.” Not only had the young radio announcer concocted a new
name and birthday, but he fabricated all sorts of experiences he be-
lieved would enhance his chances for employment. “It took a lot of
guts to bluff his way through, but that’s the type of guy he was,” said
Bob Dixon.

WKBN, founded in 1926 by Warren P. Williamson, proudly dis-
plays its original transmitter today in its modern broadcasting com-
plex lobby. The station hired Freed as a staff announcer on February
8, 1943. Besides announcing, he also did some on-the-spot remote
broadcasts originating from Camp Reynolds, an army post located
near Sharon, Pennsylvania, just across the Ohio state line. Freed and
Betty Lou rented a beautiful country home in Salem. It was available
to them because the man who owned the house had recently been
drafted into the service and his wife was afraid to live outside the city
limits by herself. Her fears were not unfounded. After the Freeds
were robbed, Betty Lou, too, was afraid to stay there any longer.
Freed, who usually did not arrive home from WKBN until one-thirty
in the morning, and Betty Lou then rented an apartment in the city
of Salem itself, where she worked during the day.

Alan Freed was on the move. Not only was he earning forty-two
dollars a week at WKBN, but, more important to Freed, Youngs-
town’s listening market was far greater than New Castle’s. However,
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WKBN'’s newest radio announcer was soon experiencing difficulty in
keeping his unflagging ambition in check.

Don Gardner, the “Dean of Ohio Sportscasters,” began as a sports
announcer on WKBN in 1932. By the time Freed signed on in 1943,
Gardner was the sports director at the station. Gardner recalled that
Freed was soon doing “a little bit of everything” at the station, in-
cluding some spotting—following the field action with binoculars—
for Gardner as the sports director did play-by-play announcing for
football games. Gardner said Freed especially enjoyed working foot-
ball games because he could “rub elbows with the big shots,” partic-
ularly coaches and officials from Canton and Akron.

Gardner thought Freed was a loner. The sports director believed
he was one of a very few able to “get inside” Freed’s skin. He said
Freed appeared in a big hurry to get to the top. Gardner cautioned
the young announcer that very few people ever get to the top, ad-
vising him to “take it slow and make a lot of friends along the way.”

Gardner said Freed persisted in constantly “looking for the big
one,” once imploring the sports director to quit his job and move on
to Pittsburgh or Cleveland. “He wanted the name more than the
money.” But a “very comfortable” Gardner turned the ambitious
young Freed down. He told Freed to take it easy and he would live
longer. “He was a likeable guy,” thought Gardner, “’but his enthu-
siasm was always divided between his work and Alan Freed. If he
thought he could advance himself he’d step on your face.”

Later in his career Freed took on the role of surrogate parent to
his young audience. His listeners, in turn, looked upon the elder
Freed as a person whom they could trust. Early glimpses of this
relationship emerged while Freed worked in Youngstown. It was
while Freed and Betty Lou were residing in Salem that Dan Smith
became acquainted with the budding young radio announcer who was
living in a garage apartment behind a huge house on South Lincoln
Avenue. Dan Smith’s father owned a grocery store and his son made
deliveries, often to the Freeds. Besides delivering groceries and at-
tending high school, young Smith played drums in a local combo.
“We went over to WKBN to visit him and to do some recording at the
WKBN studio,” said Smith. He remembered Freed as being “very
personable and helpful . . . a great guy” who took the time to talk
individually with each of the band members. Freed also escorted the
youngsters on a tour of the studio. “Being connected to radio, Alan
was a person to look up to,” said Smith.
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As a young radio announcer on the move, Alan Freed experienced
his first taste of the awe and reverence that a dynamic radio person-
ality could command. Dan Smith and his youthful buddies may have
been the first teenagers to idolize Freed, but they would not be the
last to do so.



CHAPTER 2

Q
Both of a Dise Gockey

“Alan and I got in some trouble [in Akron] hangin’
out too late and having the milkman bring us
home.”

LTHOUGH Alan Freed was a radio newscaster and a sports

announcer while at WKBN Radio in Youngstown, Ohio, during
1943-1944 he, and many other announcers like him, would someday
play a vital role in the development of America’s disc jockey phenom-
enon.

When the first commercial radio stations began broadcasting in
the United States in the 1920s, live orchestras provided the bulk of
the musical programming. Any talking was done by anonymous staff
announcers who were selected for their ability to speak unobtrusively
and with dignity. Broadcasters went so far as to prohibit their an-
nouncers from using names on the air, lest any sort of listener identity
develop. These faceless radio announcers were forerunners of the
nation’s disc jockeys. They had no idea of the omnipotence their
successors would attain once the magical combination of radio and
records was established. But in commercial radio’s early years that
combination was anything but magical.

The first person to play a phonograph record for transmission over
the air, the first “disc jockey,” was Reginald A. Fessenden, an elec-
trical engineer who at one time worked with inventor Thomas A.
Edison. Years later the “Father of Radio,” Lee De Forest, laid claim

20
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to the title of the “first” disc jockey. Although Fessenden had clearly
beaten De Forest to the task by almost a year, De Forest’s boast of
being the nation’s “number-one disc jockey” was only the first in what
would someday be an endless stream of such accolades.

Because of the inferior sound quality of phonograph records in the
1920s, there was strong opposition to broadcasting them on the na-
tion’s airwaves. The Federal Radio Commission (FRC), formed by
the Radio Act of 1927, “attempted everything this side of public
hangings to curb the practice,” and in 1930 the NBC and CBS net-
works banned phonograph records from their programming. The use
of phonograph records continued, however, even as the FRC decried
the practice as “in effect a fraud upon the listening public” and man-
dated that phonograph records be identified as such before they were
played on the air. While the required announcements made it appear
as if radio stations were apologizing to their listeners for broadcasting
recorded music, the practice continued on independent stations
across the country. As the 1930s began, several Los Angeles radio
stations already provided their listeners with a nearly around-the-
clock sorting of recorded music. As the decade progressed with Amer-
ica struggling through the Great Depression, the disc jockey concept
began in earnest as radio announcers ceased being the faceless non-
entities they had been during commercial radio’s first decade.

The first important record announcer was Al Jarvis, who in 1932
originated the Make-Believe Ballroom concept on KFWB in Los An-
geles. Jarvis's “World’s Largest Make-Believe Ballroom” utilized pho-
nograph records to create the illusion of a live radio broadcast. In
1935 in New York, WNEW announcer Martin Block introduced the
Make-Believe Ballroom concept to the East Coast.

While Al Jarvis and Martin Block were instrumental in introduc-
ing the Make-Believe Ballroom concept to radio, “Red Godfrey, the
Warbling Banjoist,” was busy creating the radio-announcer-as-
personality concept. Arthur Godfrey, ex—door-to-door salesman,
brought his earthy disposition and free spirit to the public’s notice
over WFBR in Baltimore in 1929. Smashing records on the air that
did not appeal to his liking and poking fun at the commercials of his
own sponsors—an unheard of act at the time—Godfrey gingerly toed
the line of respectability. Although his early-morning antics attracted
more listeners than any other morning program in the area, Godfrey
was fired by a shortsighted, uptight NBC executive. Godfrey was
snatched up by rival Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) affiliate
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WJSV, where he honed his irreverent style to perfection. “It was this
style,” wrote music historian Arnold Passman, “popularized by God-
frey when he reached New York during World War II, that was
ultimately to become the staple of American radio.”

By 1939 network-affiliated radio stations filled 10-15 percent of
their programming with prerecorded transcriptions, while some in-
dependent stations used them for as much as 80 percent of their
programming. While still heavily biased against prerecorded music,
broadcasters were beginning to soften their stance against its use.

In 1940 two significant events occurred that not only increased the
playing of phonograph records on the air but also paved the way for
the radio disc jockey explosion in the late 1940s. First, the FCC
requirement for identifying all prerecorded music as such before it
was aired was rescinded. Second, the policy of playing phonograph
records on the air was legally sanctioned. Since most of the top radio
performers of that era had network contracts that called for their stars’
exclusive services, such artists did not want to jeopardize their lucra-
tive “exclusives” by having their talents offered free through the
playing of phonograph records on other radio stations. Many enter-
tainers, such as Bing Crosby and Paul Whiteman, placed NOT LI-
CENSED FOR RADIO BROADCAST warnings on their record labels, but
in a 1940 court case involving Whiteman, the record label warning
was held to have no legal basis. It was ruled that a broadcaster, having
purchased an artist’s record, could broadcast it “without further ob-
ligation” to that artist. When the U.S. Supreme Court declined to
hear the appeal, the nation’s record announcers were on secure legal
footing for the first time in radio’s brief history.

Because the nation’s radio networks still commanded the bulk of
the listening audience, as well as a major portion of sponsor adver-
tising dollars, these independent stations created a new set of rules,
forgoing the long-accepted fare of live studio music for something
more affordable—a disc jockey and a stack of phonograph records.

Despite World War II restrictions on materials, such as shellac,
used in the manufacture of phonograph records, and despite the
“Petrillo ban”"—the response of James C. Petrillo, president of the
American Federation of Musicians, to the issue of compensation for
playing recordings on the radio—which prohibited music recording
in the United States from 1942 until the ban broke down in 1946, live
studio music continued to disappear from the radio. By 1942, the year
Alan Freed entered radio via WKST, 76 percent of radio broadcast
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time was taken up with music, with 55 percent of that music being
prerecorded. With the ending of wartime restrictions on shellac and
the lifting of the Petrillo ban on recording music, the few American
record companies doing business had difficulty meeting the post-
World War II demand for their product.

Postwar radio also saw the development of the “musical clock”
format, which consisted of music, time checks, weather reports, news
on the hour, and of course plenty of commercial announcements—all
tied together by an ad-libbing disc jockey. Wrote Eric Barnouw,
“Such programming seemed to require a minimum of investment.
The ‘talent’ consisted of a disk jockey . .. [who] also helped ‘mer-
chandise’ his program with appearances in department stores and
supermarkets. He might be an ‘entertainer’ but was also a super-
salesman; this became his main economic role.”

Radio disc jockeys were now embraced by a booming record in-
dustry that had suffered through the Great Depression and the dor-
mant period of World War I1. These deejays were becoming essential
promotional channels between the record manufacturers and the lis-
tening public. They began to be wooed, at almost any cost, to get
phonograph records heard on the radio.

Alan Freed left WKBN in Youngstown on November 4, 1944,
transferring, according to his later recollections, to WIBE Radio in
Philadelphia. These few months present a mysterious gap in Freed's
professional career. Betty Lou Greene, Freed’s wife at the time, had
no recollection of WIBE or of her and/or her husband ever being in
Philadelphia. There is no evidence that WIBE existed as a radio
station.

Phyllis Simms, who began working at WAKR Radio in Akron,
Ohio, in 1949 and was a vice-president at the station in the 1980s, said
that S. Bernard Berk, who founded WAKR in 1940, met Freed by
chance, “in some sort of retail establishment . . . somewhere in Penn-
sylvania.” Berk was impressed with Freed’s voice and thought with
“some development” the announcer would be right for WAKR. Any
doubts Freed had about making the move most likely disappeared
when Berk offered the announcer $62.50 a week.

With its studios located in, and its transmitting tower atop, the
lofty downtown First National Tower on Main and Mill streets in the
heart of Akron, WAKR was an affiliate of the American Broadcasting
Company (ABC) when Freed arrived in 1945. At the time, the Akron
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listening area was blanketed by Cleveland radio twenty-five miles to
the north. The “publicity-conscious” Berk was in the process of trying
to convince local listeners that they needed their own radio station.

At first Freed was responsible for a nightly sports wrap-up that
followed the 11:00 P.M. news. He also called the play-by-play for the
University of Akron athletic teams, an assignment that resulted in
Freed’s first brush with notoriety. It was hardly the kind of attention
the publicity-conscious Bernard Berk sought.

On an evening Freed was preparing to do play-by-play of a bas-
ketball game, there was a brief period of silence on the air as WAKR
switched its broadcasting lines from the studio to the Akron gymna-
sium. The broadcasting booth toilets were closed that night, and
Freed, under pressure, realized there was no way he could get down-
stairs and back to the broadcast booth in time for the start of the
game. Suddenly people all over Akron tuning in the game heard
Freed exclaim,Jesus, I have to take a piss!” Freed’s wife said that
unbeknownst to her husband, the WAKR engineers in the control
booth had turned on the sound about two minutes too soon.

Freed and Betty Lou were residing in a tiny Akron apartment
when Alana Freed was born on August 8, 1945. The couple and their
newborn daughter soon moved into a larger apartment, with new
furniture compliments of S. Bernard Berk, at Westgate Manor. Not
long after Alana’s birth, Freed, much to his own surprise, became a
full-fledged disc jockey.

Freed was finishing up his sports report one evening at 11:10
when he received a call saying the regular disc jockey for the 11:15
program had not yet showed up. As the only announcer in the studio,
Freed was told to fill in for the missing deejay. It happened so quickly
that Freed said he did not have time to get excited. He grabbed a
nearby pile of records and station engineer Danny Silverman told him
which ones to play. The following morning, one of the program’s
sponsors called Bernard Berk to say they liked the manner in which
Freed handled the on-the-spot assignment. Berk evidently agreed.
“He fired the other guy and gave me the job,” said Freed.

At the age of twenty-four, Freed became a regularly programmed
disc jockey in the respectably sized radio market of Akron. The pro-
gram he took over was a listener call-in show that featured jazz and
popular recordings of the day. It was called “Request Revue.”

If Freed’s WKST position served as the announcer’s foot in the
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broadcasting door and his WKBN position proved to be his initial
brush with professionalism, hosting “Request Revue” provided Freed
with his first experience as a radio “personality.” S Bernard Berk
proceeded to give his newest disc jockey “extensive” training, spend-
ing “thousands” of dollars in promotional money on Freed. The sta-
tion owner saw to it that Freed appeared at various school functions
and “became a well-known figure in the area.” And spinning “the
wildest things he could get ahold of "—records by the likes of Ella
Fitzgerald, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, and Woody Herman—
Freed gradually built “Request Revue” into the station’s top money-
maker.

While at WAKR Alan Freed offered the first glimpse of the dis-
dainful behavior he would display toward management and authority
throughout his career. WAKR had a “music committee,” which sanc-
tioned records for airplay on the station. Not only did the committee
decide if a particular record would be heard, but it also determined
what time—morning, noon, or night—the record would be heard. If
a record was deemed “too wild,” the music committee would reject it
altogether. Because Freed was on the air until 12:30 A.M., he was
permitted to play “more up-tempo” recordings than were allowed to
be aired on morning and daytime programs geared mainly to house-
wives. Despite the fact that Freed enjoyed this leeway in his music
programming, “from time to time” he skirted the music committee
completely, playing unsanctioned records of his own choice.

On the air Freed played it straight, acceding to WAKR’s wishes to
keep “Request Revue” on an “adult level.” Phyllis Simms said Freed
did not use, “and wouldn’t have been permitted to use,” some of the
expressions and style he employed after going to Cleveland. Freed
pretty much followed the format he inherited, providing “precious
little patter between records.”

A frequent visitor to WAKR’s studios was Alan Freed’s younger
brother, David, who, after graduating from Salem High School in
1941, served in the Army Air corps for the duration of World War II.
In 1946 the younger Freed enrolled as a radio and speech major at
Kent State University, located some twenty miles from Akron. When
WKSU, the campus radio station, went on the air, David Freed
served as its first program director. “Deejays were just really begin-
ning to get going at the time,” said Freed. “I'd say Alan was one of the
first to get the feel of the public. He'd go out to schools and meet with
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the kids. He’d bring kids down to the studio. He turned radio into
more of an individual performance rather than just a voice on the
airwaves.

Alan Freed was soon working twelve and thirteen hours a day for
WAKR, promoting an assortment of recording stars and music that
included everything “from pop to the cool jazz bit, to Spike Jones.”
The “Request Revue” host was then so well known around Akron that
whenever he and Betty Lou went out for dinner people approached
him for autographs at their table. Although Freed was merely “a big
fish in a little pool” at that point in his career, it was the first time that
“the public would not leave him alone.” Freed could no longer walk
the streets on Akron without being recognized.

Freed's arduous broadcasting chores also brought about a lifelong
friendship with Hermie Dressel, who was a drummer with the Lyle
Davis Orchestra when the two met. One of Freed’s broadcasting
responsibilities was to emcee WAKR’s remote broadcasts of big bands
that performed at the ballroom in the Mayflower Hotel in downtown
Akron. Bored stiff from the Mayflower’s staid “hotel” bands, Freed
took an instant interest in Davis’s jazz-oriented ensemble. “Jesus
Christ,” Freed exclaimed to Dressel, “every goddmaned band that
comes in here is ‘Mickey Mouse’! How come you're here playing
some real music?”

It was the beginning of a professional, as well as a personal, re-
lationship for the pair. When Dressel played the Akron area, he
would stay with the Freeds. Freed and Dressel nurtured their friend-
ship by “lifting a few glasses” and sharing a few beers at Akron after-
hours jazz clubs. Dressel recalled he and the “flamboyant” Freed
raising their share of hell, “carrying on” there in the late 1940s. He
also said Freed, who became a notorious drinker later on in his life,
had his penchant for alcohol under control in Akron. Some of the
deejay’s biggest kicks came when Dressel brought recording stars
such as Woody Herman and Count Basie to the WAKR studios,
where the ““wigged out” Freed interviewed them on the air.

By 1947 “Request Revue” was Akron’s most popular radio pro-
gram. As Freed continued to hobnob with show business personali-
ties and as the autograph seekers increased, so did Freed’s regard for
his own celebrity status swell. The popular disc jockey’s career was on
the upswing, but there were soon repercussions in his personal life.
Devoting himself totally to his professional endeavors, the busy dee-
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jay’s grueling schedule allowed scant time to devote to his wife and
infant daughter. As Freed’s popularity continued to grow, so did the
strain on his neglected marriage. “At that time my career had to come
first, even before my family,” he said. “We tried to make a go of it
because of the children, but we became complete strangers.”

His sponsorship activities at WAKR eventually led Freed to the
local Arthur Murray Dance Studio, where, by chance, he met dance
instructor Marjorie McCoy Hess, a statuesque, “really attractive”
blonde divorcée. “Her name was Marjorie,” said David Freed, “but
everybody called her Jackie.”

Freed’s wife was “completely shocked” when she found out her
husband was seeing another woman. “We discussed it and Alan de-
nied there was anything to it,” she said. Freed maintained Jackie was
simply “somebody he’d met.” Freed’s wife was pregnant again when
she discovered Freed was still seeing Jackie. She told her husband
she was going to leave him, only to find Freed—who wanted “to have
his children with her—would not listen.

Freed insisted that a visit by his troubled wife to her mother and
sister, who resided in Coral Gables, Florida, just south of Miami,
would do her good. Willing to try almost anything to save her foun-
dering marriage, Betty Lou went south. After a month in Florida,
Freed contacted his wife and told her the affair with Jackie was over,
that he would never see her again. But when Freed’s wife returned
to Akron, she discovered the affair was still going strong. Betty Lou,
although still “very much in love” with Freed, knew their marriage
was over, because “things would have remained that way for the rest
of our lives, had I stayed with him.”

But Freed, still adamantly opposed to a divorce, told his wife he
would fight it. “One night when he came by to see the kids,” Betty
Lou remembered, “he told me I wouldn’t get my divorce, because he
knew the judge.” When the court divorce hearing date arrived, the
judge called Freed and his wife to his chambers and asked Betty Lou
if she still loved her husband. She answered that she still loved him.
Then the judge asked Freed if he still loved Betty Lou. He replied,
“Very definitely!” and added that he did not want the divorce to be
granted. Apparently it was no idle boast that Freed made to his wife
about “knowing the judge,” because the divorce was not granted.
“My lawyer was furious,” said Betty Lou.

Another court date was set up. This time Mrs. Freed and her
attorney came prepared with “a lot of evidence I didn’t enjoy gath-
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ering.” Threatened with having the affair brought out in the open,
Freed, most likely after considering the disastrous effect the disclo-
sure of his unfaithfulness would have on his career, agreed to the
divorce.

With her divorce granted, Betty Lou took Alana and Lance (who
was born in September 1947) to Florida, where they moved in with
her mother. Freed never visited his children while they were in
Florida, but the deejay’s ex-wife never lost contact with his career.
Anytime something about Freed appeared in a newspaper, Betty
Lou’s friends in Akron or her own family in Canton, Ohio, would cut
it out and send it to her.

A Coral Gables neighbor of Betty Lou’s mother had a cousin
named Tom Greene, who was a U.S. Marine. Sometimes when he
was on leave, Greene would visit Florida. Before long, he and the
divorced Betty Lou were introduced. In time, they began to date and
in 1952 they were married.

By 1949 Alan Freed was earning more than $10,000 a year as host
of WAKR'’s top-rated “Request Revue.” He may have stumbled upon
the position by chance three years earlier, but since then Freed had
come on like a house afire. His contract was set to expire at the end
of the year, and Freed realized he was largely responsible for his
show’s popularity, as well as for much of the hefty advertising reve-
nue Bernard Berk collected from satisfied sponsors. Freed wanted
some of that revenue, but in attempting to lay claim to it, he clearly
underestimated Berk’s resolve. It is questionable which incensed
Freed more: Berk’s rejection of Freed’s request for a salary increase
or the patronizing manner in which Berk rebuked his star celebrity.
The station owner dismissed Freed’s request as he would an impu-
dent child’s, and the resentful Freed threatened to go elsewhere
instead of renewing his WAKR contract. Berk reminded the deejay of
the restrictive covenant that was written into his contract. That clause
prohibited Freed from broadcasting on any radio station within a
seventy-five-mile radius of Akron for a period of one year, should he
leave WAKR.

Disdainfully disregarding his WAKR contract, Freed signed with
promoter Lew Platt to do a disc jockey program opposite WAKR's
“Request Revue.” Platt intended to buy airtime from WADC, a rival
station located across Main Street from WAKR, and then pay Freed
to do a disc jockey program. No doubt WADC was thrilled to be a
part of this broadcasting coup. Freed and WADC surely expected the
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deejay’s loyal listeners to follow him over to WADC, enabling Freed
to continue to rule nighttime Akron radio.

He had just turned twenty-eight years old. He was a hot item in
Akron radio and he knew it, but the brash deejay’s aborted stint at
WAKR would prove to be the longest period he would ever be em-
ployed by another broadcaster. And this would not be the last time
that Alan Freed miscalculated his future.

While Freed actually did a couple of radio programs for WADC,
Bernard Berk received a temporary court injunction prohibiting the
wayward deejay from continuing on the rival station. In a letter dated
January 1950, Freed notified Berk of the deejay’s intention to form,
along with Lew Platt, a company through which Freed would be free
to sell his radio program to whichever radio station was interested,
Alan Freed and Associates.

The “bitterly fought” dispute escalated when Berk sought to make
the court injunction permanent. Freed maintained Berk’s restrictive
clause was “oppressive” and “against public policy.” WAKR attorneys
countered, telling Common Pleas Judge Bernard Roetzel that a radio
station “depends on its radio audience for its appeal to advertisers”
and that Freed was trying to take the “Request Revue” audience to
another station. The concept of who a listening audience “belonged
to” had never been legally questioned. Obviously, Freed’s listeners
could not be made to listen to WAKR, but possibly they could be
denied the option of listening to Freed broadcast on another radio
station. During the hearing, a self-righteous Freed grew outraged,
realizing at last that he might be barred from Akron-area radio by a
piece of paper held by a station he no longer worked for.

Freed's attorney had summoned executives from other Akron ra-
dio stations to the court hearing to testify. The deejay, wishing to
establish that he was being singled out for unfair treatment by WAKR,
wanted his attorney to ask the witnesses if other local radio employees
had restrictive clauses in their contracts. Freed’s attorney refused,
knowing his client’s contract was the only one in question. After
asking Judge Roetzel for his “right to be heard,” Freed grew so
incensed that he attempted to take over the questioning himself. To
mollify Freed, his attorney asked the disputed question after assuring
the court he was aware it was improper.

As expected, Judge Roetzel disallowed the question, ruling that
Freed’s WAKR contract “was the only one at issue.” He then urged
Freed and Berk to “settle amicably” out of court, but after a brief
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meeting between the two headstrong parties, Freed said WAKR had
not “offered me anything it hadn’t before.”

On February 11, 1950, Judge Roetzel granted WAKR a perma-
nent injunction upholding S. Bernard Berk’s controversial restrictive
broadcasting clause, in effect barring Freed from broadcasting on
WADC or on any other Akron-area station.

What was going on in Freed’s mind when he walked out at
WAKR? David Freed said his brother was a “bit of a troublemaker

. stirring things up” at WAKR. He suggested that his brother,
“seeing the advantages of publicity,” may well have calculated the
move. “Alan was not . . . made to be a disc jockey in a small town . . .
like Akron all his life.”

But if, indeed, Alan Freed had given his walkout from WAKR any
thought, he had not counted on the court case going against him.
With the decision in WAKR’s favor, any publicity the deejay reaped
was hardly of any use. Virtually unknown outside the seventy-five-
mile radius he was barred from broadcasting in, Freed would have to
relocate in an area where he was a complete unknown in order to
continue his radio career.

A stunned Freed decided he and his brother David would open
up the Alan Freed School of Radio and Television. David Freed, still
attending Kent State University as a radio and speech major, became
the school’s dean. David said he and his brother conducted one class,
which lasted “about six months,” before the Alan Freed School of
Radio and Television “died a natural death.”

Whether it was Alan Freed’s, promoter Lew Platt’s, or someone
else’s idea, by doing what most longtime radio stars were doing as the
1950s began, the deejay was able to remain in the Akron area and
continue his broadcasting career. Freed simply abandoned radio for
the limitless potential of America’s newest medium, television.

The first postwar television sets appeared in the nation’s retail
stores in September 1946 at a time when there were only six com-
mercial television stations broadcasting in the entire country. Even
Bernard Berk, a foresighted individual with broadcasting acumen,
was not savvy enough to envision the newest medium’s booming
future when he slipped his restrictive broadcasting clause into his star
disc jockey’s contract. Freed’s WAKR contract made no mention
whatsoever of television.

In 1950 Cleveland was a city on the move. Already boasting the
seventh-largest metropolitan population in the country, that year the
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city’s already extensive heavy industry expanded “at a rate never
before equalled in the city’s history.” Television viewing in 1950
matched radio listening in New York and other major cities across the
country for the first time. By the end of the year, there were 107
stations, “practically all . . . operating profitably,” on a regular sched-
ule in fifty-eight cities from coast to coast. But broadcasting facilities
were primitive. Cleveland’s first television station, WEWS-TV,
opened in 1947 and the city became linked to Pittsburgh and Phila-
delphia via television. In 1949, the year WXEL-TV went on the air,
Cleveland was connected to the midwestern television market, but
by 1950 only one-quarter of the nation’s population had access to live
network programming. The East Coast and West Coast would not be
linked by live television until September 1951.

It may not have been his now-familiar radio, but by switching to
television Alan Freed had within his grasp the largest audience of his
career, one that dwarfed even Akron’s. The ex-radio deejay was to-
tally focused on television when he landed a job hosting WXEL-TV’s
extremely popular afternoon movie early in 1950. Freed was also
responsible for a less-popular show on which he “did some records on
late-night TV,” when not bantering with his cohost, a locally well-
kncwn pianist named Grant Wilson.

Bob Dixon recalled watching Freed late at night during the early
era of Cleveland television. He thought Freed’s show was “one of the
worst things I've ever seen.” Utilizing a shoestring-budget “surreal-

istic” studio set complete with “clouds and stuff . . . he got on there
and just played records.” When a record ended, Freed and Wilson
went at each other in a mock “put-down session . . . doing everything

but hitting each other over the head with balloons.” Dixon said the
show was “really bad,” and David Freed agreed that his brother’s
“television records . . . didn’t last long.” In short order, Freed was
yanked from his late-night television spot.

Alan Freed had tantalizingly tasted stardom in Akron, and it had
agreed totally with his very egocentric personality. His relegation to
hosting a local afternoon television movie, no matter how popular it
was, was the ultimate degradation in Freed’s eyes. He could not have
felt any better in December 1950 when Ohio’s Ninth District Court
of Appeals upheld Judge Roetzel’s earlier ruling that WAKR could
contractually prohibit the deejay from appearing on Akron-area radio.

Convinced more than ever that he had been “wronged” by
WAKR, in his frustration, Freed began leaning increasingly on alco-
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hol, not only to pass his idle hours but to dull the pain of his failure.
Although he did not realize it at the time, this “failure” would soon
lead to a significant breakthrough in Freed’s temporarily derailed
career. It would be as great, if not greater, than the one he had
received five years earlier when an errant Akron disc jockey failed to
show for his “Request Revue” program. Not only would Alan Freed’s
year of banishment from local radio end in February 1951, but he was
about to cross paths with Leo Mintz, a man with a vision.



CHAPTER 3

Q
The Dog +ouwle

“I had a program on WJW, a Cleveland station.
The program music, believe it or not, was classi-
cal. A friend who owned a record shop suggested
that I visit the store. He said I might see some-
thing unusual.”

B Y chance Alan Freed and Leo Mintz, “a very heavy drinker,”
happened to be drinking in a Euclid Avenue watering hole
called Mullins. Mintz owned the Record Rendezvous, a large pho-
nograph record shop at 300 Prospect Avenue, near Cleveland’s black
inner-city ghetto. A few beers led to idle conversation, and several
more drinks led the two to discover a common interest other than
alcohol—radio, music, and phonograph records. When Mintz, a long-
time sponsor on local radio station WJW (850 on the AM dial), learned
of Freed’s “exile” to the WXEL-TV afternoon movie, he helped his
newfound drinking buddy land a job playing classical music on WjW.

Thanks to Cleveland’s almost 130,000 blacks, Mintz’s “Record
Rendezvous” boasted a steady sale of “race” records, or rhythm and
blues records, as they were commonly called by 1951. The myth
enshrouding Freed’s introduction to rhythm and blues holds that in
April 1951 Leo Mintz noticed a growing number of white teenagers
frequenting his store, browsing through the rhythm and blues record
section, and listening to such black stars as Charles Brown, Fats
Domino, Amos Milburn, and Ruth Brown. Taken aback by the “un-
usual” sight of white youths perusing the heretofore all-black section
of his record store, Mintz allegedly summoned his disc jockey friend,
Alan Freed, to see the sight himself.

The myth took shape with Freed saying he was “amazed” at the
sight before his eyes, a sight the deejay described as “a picture of

33
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excitement,” with (presumably white) teenagers “enthusiastically lis-
tening to a type of music I presumed alien to their culture.” As a
result of this observation, concludes the myth, Freed went on the air
playing rhythm and blues records for white teenagers, and rock & roll
was born. This romanticized version of Freed’s discovery of young
white America’s affinity for rhythm and blues music has become gos-
pel over the years, embellished upon by Freed himself, but the facts
simply do not support the myth.

In an early account of this historic discovery Freed said he “ac-
cepted” Mintz’s invitation and saw “dozens of kids . . . listening to
the records of some of the people who were destined to become the
very top performers in the idiom.” There was no mention of race or
of the music being “alien” to anyone’s culture. Furthermore, existing
photographs of Freed’s 1952-1953 Ohio dances all depict overwhelm-
ingly black audiences. And despite crossover records such as the
Dominoes” “Sixty-Minute Man,” the white pop charts remained oth-
erwise untouched by rhythm and blues.

Jack Hooke, co-owner of New York’s Royal Roost Records, who
originally met Freed on a Midwest record promotion trip in 1952, had
been in the music business about four years by then. Hooke said the
records in Mintz’s store were “played on black radio stations” and
were “bought . . . and played by black people only. No white people”
knew of them or played them in 1951.

If there was a noticeable number of white teenagers haunting
Mintz’s Record Rendezvous in 1951, what became of them after that?
Freed’s aborted Moondog Coronation Ball at the Cleveland Arena
eight months later drew a virtually all-black audience. Freed himself,
before he consciously set out during his heyday in the late 1950s to
“revise” his past, admitted in a more candid moment that during his
first years as Moondog his radio program “at first attracted an audi-
ence that was nearly all Negro.” Only “as time went on” did “more
and more whites listen.” Freed later said that only after a rock & roll
dance in New York City in January 1955 at which it was estimated up
to 70 percent of the audience was white did he have the “first inkling
. . . that white people enjoyed rhythm and blues.” Freed also said his
Cleveland dances “appealed most to colored people,” so much so that
during those years he received “batches of poison-pen letters calling
me a ‘nigger-lover.” ”

The whites in Mintz’s Record Rendezvous rhythm and blues sec-
tion that April day were, most likely, precious few and were not the
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primary reason Mintz summoned Freed to the store. Mintz noticed
his rhythm and blues platters growing more and more popular. If he
could persuade Freed to forget about classical music on WJW and

replace it with selections of Mintz’s rhythm and blues records . . . As
Mintz thought about it he could already hear his cash register jin-
gling.

Mintz wasted no time explaining his vision to Freed, telling the
deejay, “I'll buy you a radio show if you'll play nothing but rhythm
and blues.”

“Are you crazy?” replied Freed, who thought that not enough
people would listen because “those are race records.”

“Not anymore,” Mintz allegedly replied.

Freed said he listened to LaVern Baker and Della Reese, “two

girls with real contralto voices who know how to tell a story,” as well
as to the “blues-singing, piano-playing” Ivory Joe Hunter. He also
heard the tenor saxophones of Red Prysock and Big Al Sears. More
than anything else, Freed was attracted by the honking and wailing
horns. “The hoarse, husky tenor sax was . . . a carry-over from swing
[Al Sears’ career, which began in the 1920s, included stints with
Chick Webb, Lionel Hampton, and Duke Ellington, among others],”
wrote music historian Arnold Shaw. “In person the tenor man heated
up the joint with his eyes shut and the veins bulging in his forehead,
he grimaced and bobbed up and down like a rooster, the sweat bead-
ing his face in an unabating pour.” Freed was instantly hooked by the
wild rave-ups of Gil Bernal, Joe Houston, Big Jay McNeely, as well
as Prysock and Sears, among others.
" Freed agreed the raw, exciting sound of rhythm and blues was
appealing to teenagers, apparently even to some white ones, but he
was far from convinced to host an entire program of the music. The
four heavy beats to the bar, the relatively crude renditions (in com-
parison to “pop” arrangements), and the blatantly sexual lyrics all
seemed to make Mintz's notion seem too crazy—even to the publicity-
conscious Freed. He turned Mintz down, telling the record-store
owner that “radio is dead.” As far as Freed was concerned, Leo
Mintz’s crazy scheme was also dead.

Mintz, envisioning Freed’s entire WJW radio program as one
giant commercial for his Record Rendezvous merchandise, remained
undaunted. He again approached Freed, reminding the deejay that
he did not have to know anything about rhythm and blues. Mintz
would tell him what to play. All Freed would have to do would be to
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introduce the records. Freed told Mintz things were happening too
fast and he needed more time to think them through.

Most likely softened by a few beers at Mullins’ bar, Freed’s re-
solve began to waver. Still, he wondered how widespread was the
appeal of rhythm and blues. “I wondered for about a week,” he said,
before Mintz once again reassured Freed that sax-dominated black
combos would be as popular over the radio as they were at his Record
Rendezvous. Hearing Mintz speak of the music’s beat, so driving that
almost anybody could dance at it, Freed acquiesced, agreeing to go
with what the deejay described as a format of Negro blues, gospel-
oriented tunes and lots of saxes.

Jack Hooke, who became fast friends, as well as a business asso-
ciate and right-hand man to Freed, most likely knew more of the
deejay’s career than anyone else. Hooke explained that Leo Mintz
“was interested in selling” his records, bought the time on WJW, and
put Freed on the program himself. “He hired Alan, paid him, . . .
and gave Alan some idea of what he wanted played.” Hooke said
although Freed was “pushed” into rock & roll and worked for Mintz,
not for WJW, at first, “he got to like the music very much.”

Exactly what Alan Freed knew of rhythm and blues music at this
point in his career is questionable, although Freed said he was a
“confirmed rhythm and blues fan” by the time he got to Cleveland.
Freed’s indignation toward racial prejudice stems at least from his
high school days when he had a black friend named Joe Cooper.
David Freed said Cooper was “as close as anybody to Al in hlgh
school.” A black face in Salem, Ohio, in the 1930s was a rare sight,
and a black person socializing with whites, eating meals at a white
person’s house, was ever rarer. There must have been disapproving
comments from neighboring residents when young Freed invited Joe
Cooper to dinner. Indeed, there were disapproving voices from
Freed’s own grandparents. More than likely, the negative comments
Freed received regarding his unusual black-white friendship
strengthened his conviction of righteousness and solidified his iden-
tification with blacks.

Freed also said he gained awareness of black records during his
early radio tenures, when race records were sent to the stations where
he was working. Freed recalled listening with “fascination,” as he
remembered songs he had heard during his childhood. He “particu-
larly liked the old Bessie Smith records,” which prompted him to do



THE DOG HOWLS 37

“some jazz research.” David Freed said his brother had a “knowledge
of spirituals . . . and some interest” in gospel music while Alan was in
high school. Alan also retained childhood visions of his minstrel un-
cles, Al and Don Palmer, in blackface, performing white stereotypes
of blacks. What Freed felt about that experience remains unknown.

Whatever Freed’s knowledge of rhythm and blues, it is unlikely
that he had much, if any, at all before entering radio. David Freed,
who was close to Alan during their high school days, said Leo Mintz’s
Record Rendezvous was “the first place I ever saw a rhythm and blues
record.” It is unlikely, as close as the brothers were, that David
Freed would not have seen a rhythm and blues record until 1951 if his
brother had showed an earlier interest in them.

Hermie Dressel, however, lends credence to Alan Freed’s claim
of being familiar with rhythm and blues by the time Freed got to
Cleveland. The musician recalled “prowling” Akron record shops with
Freed in the late 1940s and seeing his friend “get really teed off” at
the blatant segregation of the “race” records from the “popular”
records. It was Dressel’s belief that Freed may have “learned a hell
of a lot more” about rhythm and blues in Cleveland, but that his disc
jockey friend “knew what rhythm and blues was all about” before
then.

If indeed Freed “knew what rhythm and blues was all about”
before he took to the WJW airwaves with it, he later went into great
detail describing the crucial decision to do so. Freed maintained that
he had asked some of Mintz's Record Rendezvous patrons what it was
that drew them to the “blaring mixture of stepped-up folk songs heard
mostly in small Negro night spots.” They allegedly told him “it was
the beat, the rich excitement the singers and instruments provided.”
Freed conceded that the “hot, freewheeling platters with plenty of
punch complimented, rather than sublimated” youthful teenage en-
ergy.

What Freed, as well as rhythm and blues, had in their favor was
the state of popular music as the 1950s began. The most popular song
of 1950 (with over two million copies sold) was the Weavers’ version
of “Goodnight, Irene,” described as a “naive piece of ‘pure corn’”
that proved to be “the most embarrassing index to the public taste.”
Most of the “commercially successful but aesthetically insignificant”
pop songs of the year “either echoed some older music or represented
a deliberate revival of material already established in the past.” Freed
said that America’s teenagers at the dawn of the 1950s were “starved
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for entertainment” and had no music to identify with or to dance to.
He believed that with the pop charts dominated by “soupy and lan-
guid” songs, “ballads and cool, progressive jazz with absolutely no
beat,” white teenagers were drawn to rhythm and blues by the mu-
sic’s “infectious beat . . . [which was] great for dancing.” The deejay
said the younger generation’s encounter with the “powerful, affirma-
tive jazz beat” of rhythm and blues was “an exciting discovery.” As for
the few major record companies that dominated the popular music
business, the nation’s youth could take or leave their product. And by
1951 it looked as if many of them were leaving it.

Exactly how much thought did Alan Freed give to Leo Mintz’s
suggestion that the disc jockey host a rhythm and blues program in
19517 Several years later, when the rock & roll craze was in full swing
with Freed as the new music’s greatest promoter, the deejay carefully
“filled in the gaps” of that historic encounter in the Record Rendez-
vous. But everything Freed recalled was filtered through at least five
years’ hindsight. In the aftermath of Freed’s “televised records” de-
bacle on WXEL-TV, most likely any thought given to Mintz’s urgings
involved the looming possibility of Freed courting yet another disas-
ter. Rather than analyzing why rhythm and blues apparently ap-
pealed to Cleveland’s teenagers or considering whether indeed it was
the music for the coming generation, Freed was most likely wonder-
ing if he could survive such a show.

Whatever Freed thought, it was unquestionably Leo Mintz who
influenced the deejay to become associated with rhythm and blues.
Yet, over the years, most likely with the notion that a businessman
out to increase his retail sales was a far less romantic image than
someone introducing a “new” music to America’s “entertainment-
starved” younger generation, Freed gradually shoved Leo Mintz out
of the picture.

In perhaps the earliest printed account of Freed's discovery
of rhythm and blues, he said, “It found me . . . it was more Leo’s
idea than mine . . . [he] predicted it would be a national rage in a
short time.” Not long after that, Freed modified his stance, saying
his WJW program “was as much his [Mintz’s] idea as mine.” By
1957 though, Freed took complete credit for the decision to play
rhythm and blues on his program. One account of Freed’s begin-
nings mentioned that while the deejay hosted the WXEL-TV after-
noon movie, “this left his evenings open [so] he started a nightly
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‘Rock 'n” Roll’ radio show over WJW, Cleveland.” In another story
written in 1957, Freed was quoted as saying, “As soon as I got com-
mand of those big turntables in Cleveland, I knew I wanted to re-
capture the lost beat so a new generation could know the fun of
dancing. . . . When I couldn’t find what I wanted in the studio
record library I started exploring the shelves of Cleveland’s biggest
record store.”

It has been said that as Freed reaped the mounting rewards from
popularizing rhythm and blues, Leo Mintz grew bitter about his own
lack of recognition. Freed himself told of Mintz calling the deejay to
complain that although the record-store owner “had the foresight” to
program rhythm and blues records on WJW, Freed was “making all
the money.” David Freed, who knew Mintz personally, saw the
record-store owner and Alan Freed as “two of a kind.” David Freed
said he never heard Mintz complain of his anonymity. He thought
“things just jelled with them” on the decision to go with rhythm and
blues on the radio.

Of course, playing rhythm and blues records on the air, even by
a white man, was not a novel idea. The practice, begun in earnest
following World War II, was the result of several postwar develop-
ments. Among them were the emergence of a large black consumer
market in the northern urban areas of the United States; a relative
breakdown of some racial barriers; the expansion of radio broadcast-
ing in general; the growing popularity of rhythm and blues music;
and, perhaps most important, yet least considered, the soaring suc-
cess of the nation’s newest mass medium—television.

Before World War II most of America’s blacks were concentrated
in the rural South, with only isolated pockets of significant numbers
of blacks in eastern and midwestern cities. This absence of a sizable
consumer market offered radio executives and program sponsors out-
side the South no reason to offer programs of interest to blacks. It was
the South, then, that preceded the North in opening up broadcasting
aimed at blacks. In the 1930s and early 1940s black-oriented pro-
gramming, which included both live and recorded music, was wide-
spread in the South. Numerous small southern radio stations
presented black artists who talked, sang, and played blues records on
the air. One historian has written that during World War II the role
of blacks in American broadcasting underwent “serious appraisal,”
with the conflict precipitating “a general liberalization within soci-
ety that would be felt in all forms of the popular arts.” Indeed, as
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the wartime migration of blacks to the northern industrial centers
commenced, radio programming was about to be “substantially and
irreversibly” altered, especially among local stations, where man-
agement recognized a “growing importance of appealing to black lis-
teners.” This population shift not only set the stage for the
development and popularization of rhythm and blues music but also
precipitated the wooing by broadcasters of those relocated blacks as
a viable consumer force.

Between 1945 and 1952 there was “intense” pressure within
American broadcasting for the development of new radio stations.
Early in 1946 this pressure was relieved somewhat when a technical
change was made by the FCC, allowing more stations to occupy the
same or adjacent frequencies in a given area, which resulted in an
outburst of new broadcasting outlets. As a result of new competition,
there was generally a greater diversity in programming. Although
most of the new stations adopted standard middle-of-the-road pro-
gramming, a trend of specialization did develop in certain cities.
Stations in markets with large black populations soon began to pro-
gram rhythm and blues to this specialized market. In fact, the pop-
ularity of rhythm and blues music and the growing number of black
consumers was such that in 1948 full-time radio broadcasting aimed at
blacks came into being.

Ultimately, it was the success of two southern radio stations that
showed the broadcasting industry the commercial viability of pro-
gramming rhythm and blues music. “Daddy” Gene Nobles, a white
man, played “jump band jazz and well-known black artists such as
Count Basie” on Nashville’s fifty-thousand-watt station, WLAC, in
the early 1940s. Another white deejay, “John R” Richbourg, joined
WLAC shortly after World War II. About that time, Nobles and
Richbourg noticed that the station began to receive requests for cer-
tain blues records made and sold in the South, and they tried to
satisfy the requests as best they could. By the late 1940s Nobles and
Richbourg played rhythm and blues every weeknight for audiences
“from the Eastern Shore of Virginia to the wilds of West Texas and as
far north as Canada.” Because of the enormous range of its transmit-
ting power, WLAC became a key station for developing rhythm and
blues hits in the early 1950s.

While Daddy Gene and John R built up their following of rhythm
and blues listeners, two hundred miles to the southwest, in Mem-
phis, radio station WDIA went on the air programming toward whites
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in 1947. But after one year WDIA lost so much money that its white
owners, considering the area’s one and a half million blacks, revamped
its programming with an all-black format, including its disc jockeys.
Almost overnight, WDIA became a commercial success, starting a
trend toward all-black programming.

As separate as the white and black radio markets were, almost
from the start white men were on the radio entertaining blacks with
rhythm and blues music. Bill Gordon, who eventually went on to
become a successful morning man in Cleveland, claimed to be the
first white to program rhythm and blues records on the air. From
1946 to 1950 Gordon could be heard on WMPS in Memphis, playing
rhythm and blues records for the area’s large black population. Before
long, said Gordon, “many jocks were doing it in the South.” When
Gordon left Memphis in 1950, Dewey Phillips of WHBQ became the
city’s principal white rhythm and blues platter spinner.

In 1948 Hunter Hancock began hosting a daily rhythm and blues
program over KFVD in Los Angeles. Hancock had been a jazz deejay
at the station who, in 1943, began entertaining an audience he de-
scribed as “average black listeners.” Hancock said he was “the first
announcer, black or white, to specialize in what later became known
as rhythm and blues.”

Like Alan Freed, nineteen-year-old Dick (“Huggie Boy”) Hugg
began playing rhythm and blues music on the air in 1951. Huggie
Boy, who called himself “the West Coast Alan Freed,” worked out of
a storefront window of a record shop in the heart of the Los Angeles
black neighborhood. That same year, in the San Francisco-Oakland
Bay area, “Jumpin’ " George Oxford broadcast forty-nine hours of
rhythm and blues a week over KWBR radio.

Other white disc jockeys of the early 1950s who played rhythm
and blues music, each with a colorful nickname and personalized
style, included Zena (“Daddy”) Sears in Atlanta; Clarence (“Poppa
Stoppa”) Hayman in New Orleans; Danny (“Cat Man”) Stiles in New-
ark, New Jersey; Ken (“Jack the Cat”) Elliott in New Orleans; George
(“Hound Dog”) Lorenz in Buffalo, New York; Phil McKernan in
Berkeley, California; and Tom (“Big Daddy”) Donahue, who began
his career in Washington, D.C., in 1949.

The years between 1948 and 1952 saw a large number of black
radio stations program rhythm and blues records to reach what Spon-
sor magazine referred to in 1949 as the “forgotten 15 million black
consumers in America.” By 1951 most large southern cities had black-
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oriented radio stations and “the potential rhythm and blues explosion
could no longer be halted.”
During the first few years of the 1950s the increase in black pro-
gramming was impressive, “but still represented segregated radio
. . and the exclusion of blacks from the mainstream of popular cul-
ture.” Because it was regarded by whites as the music of blacks,
rhythm and blues ultimately needed a white as its champion in order
to gain mass acceptance in American society. Moondog Freed, al-
though not the first white rhythm and blues disc jockey, was never-
theless unique. Historian Arnold Shaw has persuasively argued that
“although other white disc jockeys may have devoted full shows to
r&b discs, Freed performed the feat of building a large white audi-
ence for records that had previously been of interest only to blacks.”
Freed was to become the leading proponent of the style that came to
characterize the northern urbanized disc jockey, and no disc jockey,
black or white, would do more than he to promote both rhythm and
blues and the music’s talented black artists to white people around
the world.

Alan Freed apparently had not yet slipped into his Moondog per-
sona on the night of July 11, 1951, when the disc jockey’s new rhythm
and blues radio program made its debut in the Cleveland area.
According to Cleveland News TV and radio editor Maurice Van Metre,
one night Freed was playing “Moondog Symphony,” “a weird number
in which a dog sets up a mournful howl,” when, on the air, “he at-
tempted to quiet the imaginary cur.”

“Come on now, Moondog, please stop howling or you'll wake up
the neighbors.”

Almost immediately the WJW telephones began to ring as Freed’s
confused listeners “wanted to know the score.” Freed, quick to sense
the audience appeal of the freakish “Moondog” recording, adopted
the name himself. Once again, Freed had seized the opportunity and
was determined to make the most of it. The next evening, with a stack
of Leo Mintz's R&B platters and an open microphone, Moondog took
to the airwaves, baying like a moonstruck hound. He relentlessly
referred to the slow blues instrumental he used for a theme, Todd
Rhodes’s “Blues for the Red Boy,” as “Blues for the Moondog,” as if
the deejay’s incessant repetition alone would change the song title to
his liking.

As “Moondog Symphony” played, accompanied by the sound of
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bones shaking and rattling in the background, Freed rambled into the
open mike, “All right, Moondog, get in there kid! Howl it out
buddy!”—as the dog bayed loudly.

“Hello everybody, how y’all tonight? This is Alan Freed, the ol’
‘king of the Moondoggers,” and it’s time for some blues and rhythm
records for all the gang in the Moondog kingdom. We’re gonna be
saying hello to a lot of folks from all over the Moondog kingdom.”

As the music faded, Freed began anew: “Hello everybody and
welcome to the ‘Moondog House.” And away we go with Wild Bill
Moore pickin’ up that tenor horn to blow it strong, on the Savoy label,
and ‘Rock and Roll!” ” Freed immediately began to shout into the
open mike over the rave-up sax instrumental, “Hey, here we go!
Hey, play, hey, all right! Rock it out, Bill. Hey, go, ho, ho!” By then
Freed was maniacally screaming over the pounding rhythm of the
music. “Hey, hey, hey, hey! Go, go, go, go, go, go! Wow!” As the
music faded, Freed continued his frantic pace: “Boy, there’s a real
rockin’ thing to get us off and rollin,” Moondoggers. Wild Bill Moore,
the Moondog show, Savoy Records, and Rock and Roll!”

Hermie Dressel recalled that Freed “used to carry on like a mad-
man’ in the studio, using “animation, excitement, and forcefulness.”
Part of Moondog’s act included a cowbell and a telephone book.
Besides shouting into the open mike as records played, Freed would
ring the cowbell or emphasize the heavy beat by slamming his hand
on the telephone book. WJW would receive calls from listeners de-
manding to know what was going on in the studio. After hearing a
particular record complete with cowbell and accentuated beat, they
went out and purchased the disc, only to discover to their dismay that
half the sounds they heard listening to Moondog were not on the
record. And Moondog was only warming to the task. His incessant
jive patter and sound-augmented recordings compelled attention, and
his radio identity began to soar. Hermie Dressel said Freed “tore”
the town apart.

“All right, the o’ Moondogger’s beatin’ it out, folks. One hour
fifteen minutes of your favorite blues and rhythm records for all the
gang in the Moondog kingdom, from the Midwest to the East Coast.”

By January 1952, after a scant five months on the air, Freed was
creating waves on nighttime radio in Cleveland. The Plain Dealer
described February as a “period of adjustment” in local radio. That
month Danny Landau, whose nightly “Rhythm Records” had de-
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buted in January on WSRS, abruptly left the station, an apparent
casualty of Moondog’s popularity. WHK revamped its late-night
schedule, putting a new program, “Tom the Piper’s Son,” up against
Freed. WJW countered by again increasing Freed’s airtime.

Despite the commotion Freed caused during his first months on
W]JW as Moondog his relationship to Cleveland’s overall radio market
should be noted. While Freed may have been making a lot of noise
among young rhythm and blues fans, within the total picture of the
city’s broadcasting activities Moondog was as yet relatively unno-
ticed.

Traditionally, Cleveland had been central to the pop music busi-
ness because it served as a “breakout” city, one of several areas of the
country in which pop records were “tested” to see if they warranted
national distribution. When Moondog began his program in 1951,
Cleveland’s most popular disc jockeys were Bill Randle and Bill Gor-
don, both of whom commanded massive white listening audiences. At
the start, Freed and his black legions of late-night listeners were
unassociated with the white, breakout masses, but as time went on
and whites increasingly discovered rhythm and blues, the white au-
diences of jocks like Randle and Gordon would begin to dwindle.
Only then would the pop music industry take notice of rhythm and
blues.

At first, even on Freed’s own radio station, rhythm and blues
music had distinct boundaries. It may have been accepted for late-
night programming, traditionally slow in sponsorship revenues any-
way, but prime, daytime sponsors were not to be jeopardized by
airing those lowdown and nasty black rhythms. WJW’s morning dee-
jay, Soupy Heinz (who would later gain fame as comedian Soupy
Sales), said if he ever tried to play a record by Dinah Washington or
Amos Milburn on his program, he “got called down for that.”

Although the boundaries that isolated rhythm and blues to spe-
cific radio stations and to certain broadcast times would continue, the
boundaries that kept whites from listening to rhythm and blues began
to fall. David Freed said that although his brother’s “Moondog
House” was “never directed . . . to either black or white,” in perhaps
six months’ time Moondog received call-ins and written requests from
the white suburbs of Shaker Heights, Cleveland Heights, Brooklyn,
and Lakeside.

The nation’s record sales charts from early 1952 indicated that the
strict racial lines dividing pop and rhythm and blues were about to
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blur. Johnnie Ray, a twenty-four-year-old white singer discovered by
disc jockey Bill Randle, enjoyed unprecedented success on the pop
charts and the rhythm and blues charts with an impassioned ballad
entitle “Cry.” The song reached number one on both charts, report-
edly selling more than two million copies as Ray became the first
white male vocalist to appear on the rhythm and blues charts. In
February, white singer Sunny Gale appeared on the pop and the
rhythm and blues charts with her version of “Wheel of Fortune.”
Ray’s and Gale’s efforts were significant in that they forewarned of the
breaking-down of pop music’s racial barriers. Just as important, the
sales success of “Cry” and “Wheel of Fortune” in the black commu-
nity influenced popular-song publishers to be “more willing to submit
tunes to independent record companies.” Black artists, in particular,
would now have a wider variety of songs available to them to record.

Besides making records, the pop music life necessitated touring
and performing in public. Every singer coveted a hit record, not only
for possible financial reward but, more important, to put them in
public demand for personal appearances. The bookings, in turn, could
lead to even greater record sales. It was a circular practice that fed off
of itself. In the case of blacks, personal appearances were even more
vital than they were to whites because the record sales royalties paid
to rhythm and blues performers were “virtually nonexistent.”

In the late 1940s almost every major northeastern city had at least
one theater that catered exclusively to the black audience. Talent
packages to appear at these theaters usually consisted of an instru-
mental combo or orchestra, a comedian, tap dancers, and a couple of
singers or vocal groups who would then make the “circuit” of black
theaters, usually spending a week in each city. Outside the urbanized
Northeast, rhythm and blues entertainment was confined to a “loose-
knit trail of night clubs, saloons, and ballrooms” known as the Chitlin’
Circuit.

By early 1952 the number of black theaters in the Northeast had
dwindled from a high of about forty to about a dozen. Only the
Howard Theatre in Washington, D.C., and the famed Apollo Theatre
in New York offered entertainment on a regular basis. Cleveland,
never a major stop on the rhythm and blues circuit, in early 1952
more resembled the southern Chitlin’ Circuit. Occasionally black acts
appeared at the Circle Theatre on Euclid Avenue, but it was the city’s
relatively small night clubs—Cleason’s Casino, the Ebony Lounge,
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the Sky Bar, and the Savoy Club—that kept the local rhythm and
blues performance scene in business.

In effect, Cleveland and its large black population was a “wide-
open” town in search of an enterprising rhythm and blues promoter
when Alan Freed, Leo Mintz, and Lew Platt decided to stage their
Moondog Coronation Ball at the Cleveland Arena in March 1952.
Following that disaster Freed, as part of his defense, maintained he
was not the promoter of the aborted dance, but “only an employee.”
To prevent a recurrence of the overcrowding that had led to the
cancellation of the Moondog Coronation Ball, Freed promised a
Moondog Maytime Ball with reserved seats. Nonetheless, there was
strong opposition from wary city officials. Deciding instead to begin
on a much smaller scale, Freed planned a series of dances for eastern
Ohio; in May he flew to New York City to arrange the talent for the
dances.

Featuring “thrush” Edna McGriff and her hit song “Heavenly
Father,” Freed opened at the Crystal Beach Ballroom in Lorraine on
June 19. Also appearing at the dance was a rhythm and blues vocal
group, the Swallows. Music was provided by Buddy Lucas” band. The
following evening, Freed moved from the shores of Lake Erie to the
Summitt Beach Ballroom in Akron, the city where he had first expe-
rienced celebrity status as host of WAKR’s “Request Revue.” Freed
wrapped up this initial series of rhythm and blues dances the follow-
ing night at the Avon QOaks Ballroom in Youngstown. As was done
with the first two dances, this one was broadcast live over WJW.
Freed again drew a predominantly black capacity crowd, and most
likely none of those fans realized Moondog had been a sportscaster
eight years earlier in that very same city. The three dances were a
resounding success, drawing a total of over five thousand patrons.
Freed returned to the Summitt Beach Ballroom in August with the
Clovers and Charles Brown. This time three thousand teenagers
crammed into the ballroom and several thousand more were turned
away, but there was no trace of the chaos that had prevailed at the
Cleveland Arena the previous March.

Jack Hooke and Teddy Reig were co-owners of Royal Roost
Records, a tiny “strictly jazz” label out of New York that recorded the
likes of Stan Getz, Erroll Garner, and Kai Winding. Like the other
owners of record labels run on a shoestring, Hooke and Reig did it all
themselves, including traveling around the country to plug Roost’s
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new releases. Hooke would see the jazz disc jockeys, and Juggy Gay-
les, a friend who was also a record promotion man, would visit the pop
deejays. Hooke and Gayles happened to be heading for Cleveland
sometime in 1952 when Gayles said, “Why don’t you come with me to
see Alan Freed. He's making a lot of noise on the local airwaves.”

Hooke had no idea who Freed was, but since he did have a record
with him that he thought might suit Freed’s program, he went. Hooke
recalled walking into the tiny downstairs WJW studio and seeing
Freed for the first time, “in a little cubbyhole with just a table, chair,
microphone, telephone book, and a bottle of beer!”

Freed was in the midst of a commercial for Erin Brew, a local
beer, as well as Moondog’s major sponsor at the time. It may have
been a commercial, but to Freed this was as much show business as
his rhythm and blues records were. “So, folks, you take a tip from the
ol’ king and give it a try and your very fist sip will tell you that there
is a true beer flavor that just can’t be beat. Enjoy the finest! Save
money! Always ask for Erin Brew, Ten-oh-two.

“How about it, folks? Pop the cap off a bottle and live it up as we
enjoy your favorite blues and rhythm records. Wherever you are in
the oI’ Moondog kingdom, you’ll hear ’em all!”

Freed had a knack of creating a popping sound that simulated a
bottle top being removed from a beer bottle. He would stick a finger
in the bottle, crook it slightly to offer some resistance before jerking
it from the bottle, creating a loud “pop.” To his listeners, Freed had
just opened up another beer. Hooke described the hardworking dee-
jay as a “revelation to watch. I'd been around radio since 1949 and I'd
seen radio personalities, disc jockeys, but I'd never seen anything like
him! It was wild. It was good show business,” said Hooke. “It was one
of the first things that impressed me about him.”

“Hey, ¢’'mon in!” commanded Freed. Hooke and Gayles cau-
tiously entered the studio, and Freed invited them to sit down. After
asking the two record promoters where they were from, he quizzed
Hooke about Roost Records. When Hooke showed Freed the record
he thought might interest the deejay, Freed took it and played in on
a spare turntable. Suddenly, Freed shouted into the microphone,
“Here’s a new record that just came out!” and he played Hooke’s
record on the air. When the song ended, Freed played it a second
time. Immediately Hooke became concerned that Freed’s action was
going to cost the record promoter some money.

“We knew guys were taking money [to play certain records]. I had
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just enough [money] to go on the road!” But Freed never said a word.
When he finished his “Moondog House” that night, the deejay asked
Hooke and Gayles if they were interested in having a beer.

“He took us to a place on Euclid Avenue called Mullins’,” said
Hooke. “We had a beer or two or three or four.” Hooke remembered
Freed as acting “very sociable” that evening. “Four beers and you
become friendly.” Freed asked where the pair was headed next.

“Pittsburgh,” replied Hooke, still warily waiting for Freed to
name his price for having aired the record man’s disc.

Apparently Freed enjoyed Hooke’s company, as he asked him to
stay over in Cleveland another day. Hooke, who was still fear-
ful, declined the offer, but Freed persisted. He wanted Hooke and
Gayles to meet his wife Jackie, whom he had married three years
earlier.

Still looking to escape, Hooke uneasily glanced over at Gayles,
but Gayles was thrilled that a hot deejay such as Freed took an
interest in the two East Coast record promoters. Gayles suggested to
Hooke that they stay over, and arrangements were made for the two
to meet Freed and his wife for breakfast. “Alan was there bright and
early, accompanied by Jackie,” recalled Hooke. After breakfast Freed
told Hooke to meet him at the studio that night. Hooke would sit in
on Freed’s “Moondog House” and then the two would have a few
drinks.

Over a few beers at Mullins’ that night, Hooke discovered that
Freed was an avid Cleveland Indians baseball fan. He told Hooke he
had tickets to the next day’s game and invited the record promo man
to stay yet another day. “I stayed four days,” said Hooke. “Alan never
asked me for a penny. I think we just struck some kind of spark. If we
went to dinner, he'd fight me to get that bill. I could never pick up
a tab. I had dinner at his house and he took me to the baseball game.
That was the beginning, and Alan became one of my closest friends.”

By 1953 Moondog’s popularity scaled new heights. Not only did
WJW bill itself as “Cleveland’s chief station,” but it loudly touted
Freed’s program as the “hottest new show in town . . . the nation’s
number-one rhythm and blues show.” As a white host of the nation’s
top rhythm and blues program, Freed was in a unique position. De-
spite the handful of other white disc jockeys programming chiefly to
black listeners, rhythm and blues music was still considered in the mu-
sic business as primarily a black enterprise. In February 1953 the show
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business tabloid Variety, noting the “strong upsurge” in the rhythm
and blues market in recent years, maintained that the decision of the
260 radio stations programming rhythm and blues music (and attract-
ing both national and local sponsors) “stems from the music’s wide-
spread and almost unique acceptance by Negro audiences.”

The growing affinity of whites for rhythm and blues was still in-
significant to the music business early in 1953. The thrust of Variety’s
story was the recent elevation to “key positions” in the music business
of the more than five hundred black disc jockeys located “in every city
where there is a sizeable colored population.”

Apparently Variety was not yet ready to abandon the traditional
black-white pop music boundaries. Unaware of the growing affinity
for rhythm and blues among persons outside the “sizeable colored
population” or perhaps unwilling to acknowledge the change, Variety
instead looked “paradoxically” at the white Gene Nobles, who by
then was “one of the most potent” of the rhythm and blues disc
jockeys.

Early in 1953 Alan Freed and Jackie resided in a duplex apart-
ment in the exclusive Shaker Heights suburb on the eastern outskirts
of Cleveland. Each night the deejay drove five miles to his home. In
the early hours of an April morning, Freed fell asleep at the wheel of
his automobile and it careened headlong into a tree somewhere along
Kinsman Road. Because the accident occurred near a police station,
the local police heard the crash. They found Freed unconscious and
battered in the twisted wreckage. An adrenaline injection was fran-
tically administered when his heartbeat ceased. Freed was seriously
injured, with a punctured lung and damage to both his spleen and
liver. The skin on his face had been peeled away. Jack Hooke said the
doctors had to replace it and sew it back across the top of Freed’s
forehead. In all, it took some 260 stitches and extensive plastic sur-
gery to get Freed'’s face back to a semblance of humanity. “He was not
expected to live,” said Freed's daughter, Alana. The deejay’s doctors
told him he was lucky to survive.

As he lay in a hospital bed fighting for his life, Freed said he felt
“small and meaningless,” like an “infinitesimal speck” on the face of
the earth. For weeks he lay critically ill. Once off the critical list, the
bettered deejay’s doctors gave Freed some grim news: considering
the extent and severity of his injuries, they did not expect him to live
more than ten years. For the dazed Freed there was news that may
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have shocked him even more than his doctors’ prognosis: “He was
told that he could never in his life take another drink,” said Alana
Freed.

While evidence suggests Freed had no discernible drinking prob-
lem until he reached Cleveland, his heightened alcohol consumption
was not part of a sudden change in behavior; rather, it was the next
stage in an apparently progressive alcohol dependence. Betty Lou
Greene said that when she first began dating Freed in 1942, “he
didn’t drink anything.” Don Gardner, sports director at Youngstown'’s
WKBN when Freed worked there in 1943, adamantly maintained the
deejay never touched alcohol while working there. Greene said she
and Freed occasionally socialized with Gene Trace and his wife and
“might have had a glass of wine” while doing so, but that the Freeds
kept no alcohol in their house.

Apparently Freed began to use alcohol to an obvious extent in
Akron while simultaneously experiencing the growth of his celebrity
status and the unraveling of his marriage. David Freed said that his
brother was “almost a teetotaler” in high school, but that he began to
drink “a little bit more than moderately in Akron.” Upon arriving in
Akron, Greene said she and Freed began keeping alcohol in their
apartment in case guests visited, but that Freed “never came home
and fixed a drink.” If the couple went out, Freed would have no more
than “a social drink now and then.” It was also around then that Freed
kindled his friendship with musician Hermie Dressel as the pair
“lifted a few glasses” in various Akron watering holes. Dressel said
Freed “drank pretty heavily . . . [but never] severe enough for him
to ever miss a show or to ever goof up on a show.” WAKR’s Phyllis
Simms said while Freed “was not a teetotaler,” she was certain his
drinking did not affect the deejay’s on-the-air performance at the sta-
tion. “Up to the time he left [WAKR], I never heard that he had
a drinking problem.”

Jack Hooke said when he met Freed in Cleveland, the deejay was
“a ten-cent beer drinker” who eventually “learned differently” and
switched to hard liquor before becoming “a very big drinker . . . later
on.” Hooke “presumed” that Freed’s drinking was a contributory
factor to the deejay’s automobile crash, because “he’d get off his show
at two o'clock in the morning and he’d go to that goddamned [Mul-
lins’s] saloon.” But Freed was alone that night, and in what condition
he was, only he knew.

By that time, doctors’ warnings notwithstanding, Freed was too
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dependent on alcohol to do anything but further indulge his habit. As
his career progressed, so would his penchant for alcohol.

Despite his automobile accident, Freed’s “Moondog House”
never missed a beat. David Freed and several WJW disc jockeys saw
to it that the show continued, as they took turns sitting in for the
injured Moondog. It has been erroneously reported that five weeks
after his auto accident Freed resumed broadcasting from his hospital
bed, flat on his back, but David Freed maintains his brother did not
broadcast from the hospital.

As the days wore on and summer approached, Freed began to
regain some of his strength. By then the high-energy disc jockey was
stir-crazy, a virtual prisoner to the very hospital care that had saved
his life. In June 1953 Billboard noted, “Moon Dog, aka Alan Freed,
one of Cleveland’s top r&b dj’s, is back at work and just about recov-
ered from a serious automobile accident nearly two months ago.”

After a long hospital convalescence and $11,000 worth of surgery,
Freed went home to Shaker Heights, where, seated on a bedside
chair with a telephone book and cowbell at hand, Moondog returned
to the airwaves with his rhythm and blues platters and jive patter:
“Well, here’s a letter from Korea: ‘Hello, Moondog. My sister lives in
Cleveland and listens to your program every night. I'm in Korea now,
but I'd like to have you play a song for me and dedicate it to Mrs.
Bernice Taylor and all her friends.’

“Be sure to write to the men and women in the armed forces as
often as you can, folks. You know there’s nothing worse than answer-
ing mail call and not having your own name called.

“Now, Faye Adams on Herald and ‘T'll Be True.’ Yeah, baby! You
talk, baby!” shouted Freed into the open mike as the song began,
Moondog’s cowbell clanging steadily in the background. As the song
ended Freed sang the last chorus with Miss Adams.

When Freed returned to WJW he did so looking over his shoul-
der. On June 5 WERE'’s Bill Randle, Cleveland’s top-rated pop dee-
jay, promoted a local rhythm and blues dance starring Billy Ward and
his Dominoes (with new lead singer Jackie Wilson), ex-heavyweight
boxing champion Joe Louis and his band, and Bill Haley and His
Comets. Further evidence that the racial lines of rhythm and blues
were beginning to blur, Haley was white and as yet relatively un-
known to blacks. His hit recording of “Crazy, Man, Crazy” (a black
expression of the era) had appeared on the national pop charts but did
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not make the rhythm and blues charts, although the heavy beat of
“Crazy, Man Crazy” was more akin to rhythm and blues than pop.
Randle’s encroachment upon Freed’s rhythm and blues territory was
a challenge to Freed, but one that Freed believed he would put down
quite easily with his own upcoming blockbuster rhythm and blues
promotion.

Toward the end of February 1953 an ambitious and aptly named
“Biggest Show of 53" began a six-week journey of one-nighters
throughout the South and Southwest. The tour package, starring Ruth
Brown, Billy Eckstine, and Count Basie, was a resounding success,
with disappointed customers turned away from full houses in certain
cities.

Because of the popularity of the “Biggest Show of '53,” a more-
ambitious package tour, one that Billboard would, in retrospect, call
a “daring project,” was organized. “The Biggest Rhythm and Blues
Show,” starring Ruth Brown, Wynonie Harris, the Clovers, Joe Louis
and his band, the Lester Young Combo, and Buddy Johnson’s Orches-
tra, was the largest in rhythm and blues touring history. It would open
in Revere, Massachusetts, on July 9, 1953, and conclude a month later
in New Orleans. In between, there would be shows almost every
night, including a date in Cleveland on July 20. That show would be
promoted by Freed, Lew Platt, and Leo Mintz. This time, however,
they would not make the disastrous mistake they committed a year
earlier at the aborted Moondog Coronation Ball. The Cleveland Arena
would again be the sight of the show, but this time seats would be sold
on a reserved basis, and no tickets would be sold at the gate.

ALL SEATS RESERVED! stated local newspaper advertisements.
M.C.—ALAN FREED, “KING OF THE MOON DOGGERS.” Tickets were
scaled from $1.50 to $3.00 and clip-out mail-order coupons were
included in the ads. GOOD SEATS AVAILABLE! BUT HURRY! warned the
final advertisement the day before the show.

“Now it’s Joe Louis, the ‘dancing comedian,” formerly known as a
prizefighting champion, who flings his sombrero into the show busi-
ness ring,” reported the Plain Dealer the day before what it termed
Freed’s “sepia musical show.”

The reserved-seat policy solved the crowd problem, even though
“almost 20,000” turned out at the Arena. “Joe Louis Packs in 10,000
Trained Squeals for Show,” said the Plain Dealer’s following-day ac-
count. Significantly, the white media, still not fully comprehending
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the growing popularity of rhythm and blues music, instead heralded
Joe Louis’ presence as the reason for the capacity crowd at the arena.
The Plain Dealer failed to understand that Louis and his band were
merely incidental to the musical festivities. Still, the Plain Dealer
described Freed’s show as a “phenomenon” because of the impres-
sive turnout by the “race music” and “skat singing” devotees, despite
limited publicity. “There was a hot time in the ice house last night
when one of the largest crowds ever gathered in the Arena jammed
the hall for a Rhythm & Blues Show.”

Jack Hooke was astonished. He said the percentage of whites at
the “Biggest Rhythm and Blues Show” was “very, very small,” leav-
ing a vivid memory of Freed and his wife Jackie walking out onto the
stage “amidst a sea of black faces” and raising their hands over their
heads in a triumphant gesture to the delight of the uproarious crowd.

The record-breaking “Biggest Rhythm and Blues Show” package
tour became the largest-grossing rhythm and blues tour at that time,
with turn-away crowds in many cities. The largest crowd was the
nearly twenty thousand Moondog drew to the Cleveland Arena.
Clearly, there was money to be made in the promotion of a music and
its singers, who until recently had been confined to the traditional
Chitlin” Circuit.

Moondog followed the “Biggest Rhythm and Blues Show” with
two smaller dances, both dubbed the Second Annual Moondog Birth-
day Parties, in commemoration of Freed’s WJW program. At the
Akron Armory on August 14 and at Youngstown’s Stambaugh Audi-
torium the following evening, with both dances broadcast over WJW,
Freed showcased Billy Ward and His Dominoes, featuring the group’s
new lead vocalist, Jackie Wilson. Wilson, who had recently taken
over for the departed Clyde McPhatter, and Freed would develop a
warm friendship as both of their careers soared in the 1950s.

Several newspaper ads and extensive radio publicity on Freed’s
“Moondog House” program were sufficient to pack the Cleveland
Arena, and the deejay’s newly instituted reserved-seating policy
- erased any fear of future crowd control. Yet Freed and WJW had no
idea of the extent of Moondog’s drawing power. The deejay easily
drew almost twenty thousand fans to the arena, but just how big a
building he could fill was purely conjecture. Although Cleveland had
no indoor facility larger than the arena, a plan was hatched to give
Freed and WJW a more accurate indication of the deejay’s drawing
power. A Cleveland Arena show was booked for Saturday evening,
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August 29, but unlike the previous arena show, Feed would rely
exclusively on his WJW radio program to publicize the dance. Moon-
dog conducted an on-the-air contest for his listeners, inviting them to
submit the names of their favorite rhythm and blues artists. Over 300
winners were drawn at random from the 3,424 responses. Each win-
ner received coupons worth a dollar off the price of the show. There
were no newspaper advertisements—no printed publicity whatso-
ever—for the upcoming bash.

Could Moondog again pack the Cleveland Arena, this time solely
by talking about the upcoming dance on his “Moondog House™ pro-
gram? Alan Freed had no doubts. Just give him the microphone and
those ten thousand seats would be occupied.



CHAPTER 4

Q

The Moondog
Mesmenizes Momkattan

“[Freed] was a character, a little wacky. 1 made
out his income tax and know that he got . . . big
money in the early '50s. But I had to lend him
$200 when he left for New York.”

N Saturday evening, August 22, 1953, Moondog Freed em-

ceed his “Big Rhythm and Blues Show,” which starred Fats
Domino and Joe Turner. With that show, the magnitude of the power
Moondog held over his fanatical listening audience was no longer in
doubt. Publicity for the show, confined solely to announcements on
the deejay’s “Moondog House” radio program, resulted in a packed
Cleveland Arena. Billboard reported that “over 10,000 admissions
were racked up.”

One of the acts that appeared at Freed’s “Big Rhythm and Blues
Show” that August was an unheralded vocal quartet called the Moon-
glows. Sometime in 1952 local singer Al (“Fats”) Thomas had noticed
a young rhythm and blues group called the Crazy Sounds—Bobby
Lester and Harvey Fuqua, who began singing together in Louisville,
Kentucky, in 1948, and local singers Prentiss Barnes and Alex
Graves—in a Cleveland nightclub. So impressed was Thomas that he
told Lester, “I'm gonna take you guys downtown and introduce you
to a disc jockey named Alan Freed.” Hoping that the influential
rhythm and blues deejay would become their manager, the Crazy
Sounds accompanied Thomas to the WJW studios, where the group

55
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auditioned in front of Freed with a rough version of “I Just Can’t Tell
No Lie,” one of their popular stage numbers.

At the time, Freed and WJW were aggressively promoting the
deejay’s Moondog music and his Moondogger audience. Although the
crude harmonies of the Crazy Sounds failed to distinguish the group
from countless others who searched for an opportunity to record,
most likely Fred sensed another promotional opportunity at hand and
agreed to manage the unknown group, telling them they were now
the Moonglows.

Bobby Lester offered a different version of how the Crazy Sounds
became the Moonglows. He said that whenever the group rehearsed
at the WJW studios, Freed referred to them as his “Moon puppies.”
After one such rehearsal Lester replied, “No, ‘Moonglows’ sounds
better because we glow in the dark.”

However the Moonglows acquired their name, after much re-
hearsing and “scores of suggestions” from Freed, he and Lew Platt
formed Champagne Records and recorded the group in the WjW
studios. Freed supplied the music’s beat with his telephone book,
which, to Lester, “was a pretty funny thing to see.”

With heavy airplay from Moondog, the Moonglows’ “I Just Can’t
Tell No Lie,” a smoother version of their audition number, sold well
locally. Bobby Lester said Freed helped the group considerably.
Freed also helped himself. Using the pseudonym “Al Lance,” the
deejay took songwriting credit for both songs.

The Moonglows subsequently appeared at several of Freed’s local
dances, but not making much money, they soon lapsed into a part-
time act. During the week Lester drove a truck, Fuqua worked at a
service station, and Barnes and Graves returned to the band they
were in before they joined the Crazy Sounds. '

When the Moonglows performed at Freed’s “Biggest Rhythm and
Blues show,” they were spotted by record executive Art Sheridan,
who, with Ewart Abner, owned the Chicago-based Chance Records.
Chance had had its greatest success with the Flamingos, a rhythm
and blues group formed in Chicago in 1952, and Sheridan hoped to do
as well with the Moonglows. He signed them to a recording contract
in October 1953.

It was also about that time that Alan Freed entered the record
distributing business. Distributors acted as wholesalers, as well as
promoters (since it was to the distributor’s advantage to have a hit
record to market), for independent record companies who did not
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have their own distributing systems. Since the majority of rhythm
and blues records were on independent labels, record distributors
wielded great power. A distributor could, in effect, hold a small label
hostage by reporting lower-than-actual retail sales of a certain record.
The label, which had little cash with which to take legal action, also
feared its next record might not be shipped at all. As a result, it took
what the record distributor gave.

Ohio Record Sales, owned by Record Rendezvous proprietor Leo
Mintz and run by his brother-in-law, was one of the leading rhythm
and blues distributors in Cleveland. In 1953 Alan Freed’s brother
David worked for Ohio Record Sales as a record promoter. Now
Freed decided to enter the record distributing business himself. He
teamed up with Chance Records owner Art Sheridan, who also owned
Sheridan Distributors of Chicago. Sheridan saw the venture as a way
of gaining a foothold in Cleveland, and who better to have as a partner
than the most famous rhythm and blues disc jockey in the area?
Sheridan became president of Lance Distribution, Inc. (named after
Freed’s son). David Freed quit Ohio Sales to become vice-president
of Lance. It was he who would do most of the promotional legwork for
the new company. Lance, with few record labels signed (Ohio Sales
had most of them committed to deals), set up shop in a tiny storefront
on Prospect Avenue, not far from Leo Mintz’s Record Rendezvous.

Not long after the Moonglows began their association with Freed,
another rhythm and blues vocal group came under his managerial
tutelage. The Coronets had recently cut a demonstration record, “Na-
dine,” which was written by one of the group’s members about his
girlfriend. Instead of “sittin’ around waitin’ on somebody to discover
us,” recalled another group member, Sam Griggs, who decided to
start at the top and sought out Alan Freed at the WJW studios. What
happened next illustrates the power that Freed’s wife Jackie could
wield in dealing with her famous husband.

At WJW, Griggs was met by Lew Platt, who told the singer that
Freed would not see him. Suddenly, Jackie appeared and, after lis-
tening to Griggs’s story, entered the control room to speak with
Freed. As a result, Freed gave Griggs “a quick minute” and told him
to leave the demo of “Nadine” at the station. Several weeks later the
Coronets were contacted by Chess Records of Chicago and signed to
a recording contract. Their first release for Chess was a reworked
version of their demo, “Nadine.” On the label, the writer of “Nadine”
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was listed as Alan Freed. Released in September 1953, “Nadine”
scored heavily with the black listening market in the Midwest, en-
abling the Coronets to headline shows at Cleveland’s Circle Theatre
and various local nightclubs. With a hit record and with Alan Freed
as their manager, the Coronets thought they were on their way to a
successful recording career.

A month after the release of “Nadine” the Moonglows recorded
six sides for Art Sheridan. The group’s first two Chance releases, on
which Freed and Harvey Fuqua were listed as cowriters, sold poorly,
however. As the Coronets celebrated what Sam Griggs called “our
little hit,” the Moonglows were “lying around, starvin’ to death.” Art
Sheridan must have wondered whether he signed the wrong group to
his record label.

On Friday, November 13, Alan Freed returned to the Akron
Armory to stage a “Harvest Moon Ball.” Twenty-five hundred fans
paid $2 each and crammed into the building to see and dance to
Clyde McPhatter and the Drifters and the Bull Moose Jackson Or-
chestra. Friday the thirteenth or not, Moondog knew this dance
would not prove unlucky. A week earlier, the same package had done
well in Steubenville and Youngstown.

! The Drifters and Clyde McPhatter could not forsee it, but their
careers—and the carers of rhythm and blues veterans Fats Domino,
Joe Turner, and Ruth Brown, among others—were about to soar as

| each crossed over to the white pop charts. In 1953 rhythm and blues
recordings became pop hits, notably Ruth Brown’s “(Mama) He
Treats Your Daughter Mean,” Fats Domino’s “Goin’ to the River,”

| the Orioles” “Crying in the Chapel,” Faye Adams’ ““Shake a Hand,”
and the Four Tunes’ “Marie.”

Perhaps the most significant song of the group was “Crying in the
Chapel,” released in the summer of 1953. The song was originally a
country and western ballad, sung by the songwriter’s sixteen-year-old
son. “Crying in the Chapel” was “covered,” or copied, by a least six
artists, with June Valli’s pop version (fourth on Billboard’s best-seller
list) the biggest-seller of all. Darrell Glenn (with the original version)

‘ and Rex Allen both had big country hits with the song, and the
Orioles’ rhythm and blues version did well on both the rhythm and

' blues charts (first place) and the pop charts (eleventh). Of course,
Freed played the Orioles’ version of “Crying in the Chapel.” The
song reportedly sold over thirty thousand copies in the Cleveland
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area the day after Freed first played it. “Crying in the Chapel” pro-
vided further evidence of the blurring of pop music’s racial, as well as
stylistic, barriers. Rhythm and blues, and country and western, ver-
sions of the song not only appeared on their own respective sales
charts, but on the pop charts as well.

By the end of 1953, Alan Freed had reached another significant
level in the development of his career. He was now heard on met-
ropolitan New York area radio. That September WN]JR, a tiny, five-
thousand watt radio station located in Newark, New Jersey, across the
Hudson River from Manhattan, was sold by the Newark Evening
News to the Rollings Broadcasting Company. Rollings, who paid
$140,000 for WNJR, instituted a format of jazz, gospel, and rhythm
and blues on the station. WNJR hired rhythm and blues disc jockeys
Hal Jackson, Ramon Bruce, Charlie Green, and Hal Jackson and,
with an assist from Herman Lubinsky and Fred Mendelsohn of the
locally based Savoy Records, station manager Al Lanphear convinced
WNJR’s new owners to supplement their programming with prere-
corded tapes of prominent rhythm and blues jocks from around the
country.

On a late-night drive through the Cleveland area the previous
summer Lanphear had become intrigued by a rhythm and blues char-
acter on the radio who shouted along with the records while a cowbell
clanged in the background. Lanphear did not forget Freed, and when
the station manager convinced WNJR to add tapes of other rhythm
and blues deejays (including Los Angeles’s Hunter Hancock and At-
lanta’s Zena Sears) to their programming, Freed was one of the new
out-of-town additions.

By December 1953, WNJR had become the metropolitan area’s
first full-time black radio station, daily airing eighteen hours of jazz,
gospel, and rhythm and blues. Freed's “Moondog House” was taped
and mailed to Newark, where WNJR rebroadcast the program from
10:00 p.M. until midnight six nights a week and until 1:00 A.M. on
Saturdays. WNJR edited out Freed’s Cleveland commercials and re-
placed them with its own local spots, but the primitive editing tech-
niques provided awful results. “It was the worst thing you ever
heard,” said Jack Hooke, who also recalled WNJR paid very little for
use of Freed's tapes. The fee was of little concern to Freed, however.
His attitude, shaped by the deejay’s “very aggressive . . . very large
ego,” was “The hell with the money . . . I'm being heard in the New
York area!”
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As WNJR provided New York-area listeners with their first taste
of “Moondog madness,” Freed was busy as ever on the northern Ohio
rhythm and blues dance circuit, where his annual Akron Armory
Holiday Ball drew more than three thousand fans on Christmas night,
1953. While over twenty-five hundred disappointed fans were turned
away, those lucky enough gladly paid $2 each to see and to dance to
Billy Ward and His Dominoes, Little Walter and His Jukes, and the
Ralph Williams Orchestra at what Billboard termed a “dilly” of a ball.

The year 1953 saw the traditional ratio of black-to-white record
buyers change. Until then, a rhythm and blues hit meant maximum
sales of perhaps 250,000 copies. But that year Fats Domino’s “Goin’ to
the River” and the Orioles’ “Crying in the Chapel” both reportedly
sold over a million copies each. The rhythm and blues vocal group
sound, as shown by the Dominoes and the Drifters, was on the rise as
15 million rhythm and blues singles were sold in 1953. Despite these
significant breakthroughs in the pop market, rhythm and blues had not
yet gained mass acceptance. Rhythm and blues sales for the year ac-
counted for less than 5 percent of the total record sales, and the
biggest-selling rhythm and blues record of 1953, Willie Mae Thorn-
ton’s “Hound Dog,” never came close to appearing on the pop charts.

As 1954 began, Freed’s evolution as chief spokesman for rhythm
and blues continued. He was unquestionably the most influential
rhythm and blues deejay in the Midwest, but try as he might, he was
unable to stimulate record sales for the Moonglows. With disappoint-
ing sales of the group’s first two Chance releases, Art Sheridan held
back the two remaining sides recorded the previous October. Sher-
idan had the Moonglows record six new songs in January 1954, in-
cluding a cover version of Doris Day’s top-selling pop hit “Secret
Love.” Rush-released to capitalize on the popularity of Day’s giant
hit, the Moonglows’ rhythm and blues version of “Secret Love”
caught on and topped the 100,000 mark in sales. Suddenly in de-
mand, the Moonglows played the Circle Theatre in Cleveland and
Akron’s Esquire Club. They also appeared at another of Freed’s
Moondog Memory Balls at the Akron Armory. Bobby Lester recalled
that Freed had no trouble booking such dances, saying the deejay
“got all the acts he wanted, and if he said you were going to sing
so-and-so, that’s what you sang!”

Meanwhile, Freed’s other group, the Coronets, were now not
faring as well as the Moonglows. Their second Chess release, issued
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late in 1953, sold dismally. The Coronets” Sam Griggs said with bit-
terness that there was some misunderstanding between the group
and their manager. Freed expected “great sacrifices” (such as touring
with the disc jockey without being paid) from the group. Griggs
charged Freed with neglecting the Coronets in favor of his many
other professional activities. “We needed management, which we
were not getting,” he said. The singer described the situation
whereby the Coronets were contracturally bound to Freed, despite
the deejay’s apparent neglect, as “ruthless. No matter how much
money he made from us, it could have been more [with conscientious
promotion and management of the Coronets].”

Whatever Freed’s efforts on behalf of the Coronets, Chess Records
declined to issue any further recordings by the group, and despite
several subsequent releases on another label, the Coronets never
came close to having another hit record.

Some of Sam Griggs’s bitterness toward Freed no doubt stemmed
from Freed being credited as cowriter of “Nadine.” The singer said
Freed was listed as such because the deejay “happened to be in a
position of . . . power [that] also gave him the necessary influence
with any recording company that was hustling records.”

Considering Freed’s WJW disc jockey duties, his dance promo-
tions, his involvement with the resurgent fortunes of the Moonglows,
his interest in Lance Distributing, and his reported interest in be-
coming a network radio disc jockey, Freed was certainly guilty of not
devoting maximum time and effort to the struggling Coronets.

Another milestone in the mass acceptance of rhythm and blues
occurred early in 1954 with the unprecedented pop success of a
“jump” (up-tempo) tune, “Gee,” sung by a New York group called
the Crows. The Crows were a black group, but “Gee” was closer in
style to pop than to traditional rhythm and blues. Released during the
summer of 1953, the song did not become a big rhythm and blues hit,
but when sales in Southern California eventually surpassed the 50,000
mark, Los Angeles deejays began to plug the song and “Gee” caught
on with white listeners. In February 1954 the music press reported
that “Gee” was “making a strong bid for pop market acceptance.” The
following month, “Gee” appeared on the national best-selling pop
charts. Not until April did “Gee” make the rhythm and blues charts,
thus becoming the first “reverse crossover” rhythm and blues hit. As
a bigger hit among white listeners than among black, “Gee” shattered
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yet another barrier that had stood between rhythm and blues and the
music’s acceptance by the general pop audience.

The unprecedented breakthrough of “Gee” made it clear to even
the most shortsighted of independent rhythm and blues record-
company owners that their product had pop market potential. But for
rhythm and blues to transcend the music’s traditional pockets or
regional strength and develop into a national phenomenon, the music
required a strong voice in New York City, the entertainment capital
of the world; as one rhythm and blues writer said, “what happened
there soon happened elsewhere.” '

Shortly after the release of “Gee,” a seemingly innocuous broad-
casting transaction took place in New York. In August 1953 the Cros-
ley Broadcasting Corporation sold WINS (1010 AM), a nondescript
money-losing pop radio station purchased in 1946 for $1,700,000 from
the William Randolph Hearst radio organization, to a group of West-
ern investors headed by Seattle broadcasting entrepreneur J. Elroy
McCaw. Crosley’s chairman of the board said the sale of WINS (for
the bargain-basement price of $450,000) was “regretfully deemed
advisable” in order for the corporation to concentrate on its expand-
ing broadcasting properties in the Midwest and the South.

Pending FCC approval of the sale, J. Elroy McCaw publicly stated
that it was his intention to continue with WINS’s present personnel
and operating policies under the Gotham Broadcasting Corporation.
Privately, McCaw had other ideas. WINS may have been a money-
loser, but the station commanded fifty-thousand watts of broadcasting
power in the largest radio market in the world. McCaw’s plan was to
build the struggling WINS into a moneymaker and then sell it for a
hefty profit. But barely able to scrape together the down payment for
WINS, McCaw lacked the cash flow necessary to improve the lot of
the money-losing station.

WINS employees soon discovered that their new boss was a
penny-pincher. To slash operating costs at the station, McCaw or-
dered, among other things, WINS’s teletype to be operated on a
single roll of paper instead of the more expensive double roll; decreed
that the station’s program logs be typed single-spaced instead of dou-
ble; and had the electric light bulbs in the WINS offices switched
from 150 watts to 60 watts. Staff announcers Lew Fisher and Jack
Lacey were given on-the-job crash courses on how to become disc
jockeys. The only WINS programs with encouraging ratings were
Bob and Ray’s highly popular morning comedy show and the Sunday-
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only “Battle of the Baritones,” hosted by staff announcer Brad Phil-
lips.

The station’s greatest asset was its New York Yankee baseball
broadcasts, but that asset was potentially jeopardized by J. Elroy
McCaw’s cost-cutting schemes. In the spring of 1954 as the Yankees
readied for their try at a sixth straight World Series victory (they
currently held the record with five successive world championships),
picket lines from Local 802 of the American Federation of Musicians
appeared around Yankee Stadium on opening day.

When WINS’s contract (stipulating that the station employ a min-
imum of eight studio musicians) with the AFM expired at the end of
March, McCaw had refused to renew it. His attempts to mollify the
AFM by offering to hire a single musician fell on deaf ears. The union
struck WINS and threw up picket lines not only at the station’s Fifty-
fourth Street studios, but around Yankee Stadium as well.

New York Mayor Robert Wagner refused to cross the stadium
picket line to make the traditional opening-day gesture of throwing
out the first ball. Wagner’s relief pitcher, the Bronx borough presi-
dent, proceeded to fire a wild pitch into the stomach of a nearby
photographer.

The following day The New York Times, noting that “all other
union members at WINS and the various unions at the Stadium are
apparently passing the picket lines, working as usual,” asked why the
Mayor (“not an employee of WINS, and not, so far as we know, a
musician”) had not done likewise. “Some picket lines,” opined The
Times, “deserve to be crossed.”

The AFM was soon enjoined from picketing at Yankee Stadium.
Although picket lines continued at the WINS station, J. Elroy Mc-
Caw refused to hire any studio musicians. The station owner had
time, as well as current radio trends, on his side. Despite the efforts
of the AFM to preserve it, live studio music as radio entertainment
was becoming extinct.

With no live studio music, no recognizable disc jockeys, and no
broadcast ratings (save those of Yankee baseball) for his station, Mc-
Caw’s financial situation grew more tenuous each day. Clearly, a
drastic move was necessary for WINS to emerge from the ratings
doldrums and become attractive to potential advertisers. McCaw met
with WINS station manager Bob Leder and program director Bob
Smith to discuss the station’s disc jockey situation.

About that time, Alan Freed called Jack Hooke in New York and
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told his friend he wanted to put on a rhythm and blues dance at the
National Guard armory in Newark, New Jersey. Stirred as much by
his boundless ambition as by the raw energy of rhythm and blues,
Freed set his sights higher than packing the Akron Armory to turn-
away crowds. He was “being heard on New York radio,” and it was
time to show his face there too. Freed intended to make his first
Moondog promotion east of Ohio a smashing success and leave no
doubt in the minds of his new listeners as to why he was the top-rated
rhythm and blues deejay in the Midwest.

Following their established procedure, Freed, Leo Mintz, and
Lew Platt promoted the dance, booked by Platt into Newark’s Sussex
Avenue Armory for the first weekend in May. Freed shrewdly signed
the New York-based Harptones, a tremendously popular group in
the area, to perform in Newark. Also on the bill were Washington,
D.C.’s Clovers, one of the hottest rhythm and blues groups in the
country; blues singer Muddy Waters; crooner Charles Brown; Nolan
Lewis; Arnet Cobb; Sam Butera; and Buddy Johnson’s Orchestra,
featuring Johnson’s sister-vocalist, Ella.

Most of the advertising for the dance was done by Freed via spots
on his WNJR taped program. Jack Hooke, who helped Freed run the
show, called it “a sight to see.” He remembered standing at one of the
armory doors and “grabbing money” from the patrons as they en-
tered. “We had boxes full of money. God knows who stole what!”
Freed twice packed the armory with “11,000 screaming teens,” and
thousands more were turned away. Trade-paper accounts noted that
the production produced a box-office gross of $20,000.

Although accustomed to huge crowds on Freed’s familiar Ohio
turf, both the disc jockey and Jack Hooke were as surprised as ev-
eryone else was by the huge metropolitan-area turnout. The East
Coast pop music moguls certainly had not expected it either. Not
since the days of the swing bands had a single dance generated such
an uproar. Tin Pan Alley buzzed with excitement at the midwestern
deejay who was then regarded as the reviver of frenzied dance music.
Billboard reporter Bob Rolontz wrote, “The kids want that music
with a beat to dance to . . . Alan Freed has found out what they
want.” Ironically, the dance was so crowded that dancing proved
impossible.

Impressed with Freed’s drawing power—"beyond even his own
expectations”—Billboard examined the demographics of Moondog’s
audience. The crowd was comprised predominantly of youngsters
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fifteen to twenty years old. Of greater significance, about 20 percent
of the rhythm and blues audience was white.

As Alan Freed returned to Ohio, his status, not only in rhythm
and blues circles but in the entire pop music business, was consid-
erably enhanced. Neither Moondog’s enthusiastic Newark audience
nor his faithful Cleveland radio listeners knew that Freed was about
to return to New York on a permanent basis.

When New York record promotion man George Furness (a friend
of both WINS program director Bob Smith and Freed) learned of
WINS'’s plight, he told Smith, “Put this guy [Freed] on [WINS], Bob.
You guys are crazy if you don’t.” But after listening to several tapes of
Moondog, Bob Leder pronounced the deejay a crazy man. The WINS
station manager wanted no part of Freed, but Smith, convinced that
Moondog was precisely the deejay WINS needed, eventually per-
suaded Leder to hire Freed. They had little difficulty convincing the
desperate J. Elroy McCaw to sign the midwestern rhythm and blues
disc jockey. On May 23, less than a month after his astounding New-
ark rhythm and blues dance, Freed flew to New York to meet with
WINS officials.

To Freed’s Cleveland audience, it appeared to be “business as
usual” for Moondog as the deejay hosted a Moondog Birthday Ball at
the Akron Armory on June 25. On the bill with Joe Turner, Faye
Adams, and Five Keys, Al Savage, and Joe Morris’s Orchestra was
local musician Joe Cooper, a friend of Freed’s from the pair’s high
school days in the late 1930s. The capacity crowd of thirty-one hun-
dred was reported to be more than one-third white, a significantly
larger portion than was Freed’s Newark audience less than two
months earlier. A week later, on July 3, 1954, the broadcasting in-
dustry took notice when it was announced that Freed, “one of the
country’s strongest rhythm and blues disc jockeys,” would soon move
to New York radio station WINS for a yearly salary of “about $75,000.”

The music trade papers jumped on the story. MOONDOG TO WINS;
FREED OF W]JW TO START IN N.Y. IN FALL, read Billboard’s head-
line. Until then, a disc jockey’s move from one city to another had
been nothing unusual, but Moondog’s reported switch was newswor-
thy in that it involved the largest sum of money ever paid to a rhythm
and blues disc jockey by an independent radio station. Lew Platt
attempted to play down Freed’s deal. He claimed the WINS proposal
was still “in negotiation” when, in fact, only the formal contract sign-
ing was yet to take place.
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Freed held his final Cleveland production where it had all begun
two years earlier—the Cleveland Arena. On August 6, Freed drew
ninety-six hundred for what was the kickoff of the month-long “Sec-
ond Annual Biggest Rhythm and Blues Show,” starring the Drifters,
the Spaniels, LaVern Baker, Faye Adams, Roy Hamilton, King Plea-
sure, Rusty Bryant, the Counts, and Erskine Hawkins. The tour drew
more than fifty thousand rhythm and blues enthusiasts the first eight
days on the road. When it was over, Freed's Cleveland crowd had
been topped only by an audience of ten thousand in Chicago.

On August 21, as the “Second Annual Biggest Rhythm and Blues
Show” played San Antonio, Texas, it was announced in New York that
although Alan Freed was not scheduled to begin his new program
until September 7, WINS had syndicated his show to five markets
and had hopes of selling it in at least sixty markets. It was also noted
that an out-of-town record distributor, Art Freeman, had “kicked up
a fuss” among certain New York record manufacturers and distribu-
tors after he called a press conference at which he “exposed some of
Freed’s activities.”

Art Freeman was a Cleveland record distributor (Benart Distrib-
uting) with an apparent score to settle with Alan Freed. In the pres-
ence of local record manufacturers and distributors, as well as
reporters from Billboard, Variety, and a representative from WINS,
Freeman displayed a letter he claimed to have received from Freed,
in which the disc jockey allegedly told Freeman the distributor would
have to pay to have any of the records Benart handled played on
Freed’s WJW program. But after making the allegation, Freeman
asked the press to sit on the story “until further action, if any,” was
taken.

David Freed said Freeman and Leo Mintz were in the Cleveland
record distributing industry and that Alan periodically befriended
Freeman “whenever he [Freed] was fighting with Leo Mintz.”

Freeman’s unsubstantiated allegations more than likely fell on
deaf ears. David Freed believes the rhythm and blues record man-
ufacturers and distributors had a great deal to do with his brother’s
move to New York and they eagerly awaited his arrival. David said
Freed’s friends in the business—Leonard and Phil Chess of Chicago
and Art Rupe of the California-based Specialty label, among others—
watched as he almost single-handedly widened the midwestern
rhythm and blues market. They “wanted [the R&B market] . . . ex-
panded everywhere they could get it [expanded]” and subsequently
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“engineered” Alan Freed's move to New York. Indeed, many in the
music business maintained that “New York got up and took notice”
when rhythm and blues became a big moneymaker in Cleveland.

As Freed wrapped up his business in Cleveland he continued to
manage the Moonglows, but the group’s up-and-down career had
taken another downward turn. Their summer release of “219 Train”
sold poorly. Bobby Lester said the Moonglows were “kind of messin’
up” and, as a result, their association with Art Sheridan became
strained. Sheridan had recently lost Chance Records™ biggest mon-
eymakers, the Flamingos, to Parrot Records. That loss, coupled with
the Moonglows’ erratic record sales, induced Sheridan to close the
doors of Chance at about the time that Alan Freed closed the doors on
Cleveland.

With Freed’s imminent departure to New York, David Freed had
a decision to make. Alan “wanted me to go with him,” David recalled,
but his own wife was opposed to the move and told her husband that
their marriage hung in the balance. In the end, David Freed decided
it was time to seek an identity of his own, something he had been
unable to accomplish working in close proximity to his famous and
egotistical brother: “There was no identity with him. . . . It was Al,
and everybody else was just incidental.” David remained in Ohio and
attended law school. He continued to work part-time for Lance Dis-
tributing, which was sold to New York bandleader-turned-record
distributor Jerry Blaine.

In New York, WINS was busy preparing a mammoth promotional
campaign to capitalize on Freed’s arrival. Station manager Bob Leder
verified Freed’s record-setting rhythm and blues disc jockey salary
and cryptically added that a “special incentive plan” might push the
$25,000 figure much higher. Although the press, encouraged by
WINS for publicity value, bandied about figures ranging from $25,000
to $75,000 when discussing Freed’s salary-to-be, the deejay’s new
contract guaranteed him just $15,000 against 25 percent of the net
income, less “applicable discounts and agency commissions,” derived
by WINS from Freed’s radio broadcasts. In addition, WINS agreed to
“afford its facilities” to Freed for the promotion of his dances in return
for an unspecified percentage (later determined to be 10 percent) of
the net income received by Freed from such dances.

Freed’'s new employer began tossing verbal barbs at its competi-
tion. As his September7 debut approached, the rival WNEW nightly



68 THE MOONDOG MESMERIZES MANHATTAN

time slot that Freed was slated to fill on WINS became WINS’s
primary target. Publicly, WNEW ignored Freed’s imminent arrival,
but Art Ford was inexplicably moved to the daytime (and his show
retitled “Milkman’s Matinee”), thus precluding a Moondog-Milkman
confrontation. But WINS would not let up. For a week the station ran
hourly spots that informed its listeners of the “Milkman’s” time shift.
WINS taunted the displaced WNEW jock with exhortations of “Long
live the new king—Alan Freed, King of Moondoggers!”

Freed, true to his flamboyant, live-for-today life-style, arrived in
New York on $200 borrowed from WJW station manager Bill Lem-
mon in Cleveland. By the time he got to New York, he had no money.
Besides helping find its new employee a Manhattan apartment, WINS
also paid for the deejay’s move.

Freed was well aware of the situation he was stepping into. As
Arnold Shaw has noted, New York City was “definitely not a R&B
town.” Radio station ratings belonged mainly to what were described
as “good music” stations. Despite an increasing black population and
what one local black station in 1952 claimed was a listening market
with “billion dollar plus” potential, the New York rhythm and blues
market remained as fragmented as ever. In February 1953, Variety
had reported the New York metropolitan area with having “one of the
largest concentrations of Negro jocks [at least twelve] in the country.”
Despite the fact that a majority of those deejays were heard on low-
wattage foreign-language stations, they managed a strong enough hold
to get their listeners to tune in during the specific hours they were on
the air.

The longest-tenured rhythm and blues deejay in New York and
the “accepted white voice” of the city’s black listeners was an uptown
trumpet player named “Symphony Sid” Torin. Torin, known by
rhythm and blues and jazz aficionados as the “hippest guy in the
business,” began playing jazz-oriented “’sepia” and “race” records in
New York in the early 1940s. But Torin, with his “gravelly voice, as
deep as a cello tinged with a southern accent,” was not a pure rhythm
and blues disc jockey in that he favored a laid-back jazz format.

One result of Symphony Sid’s sustained local success in what was
called the “after-dark Negro market” was the introduction of the
“After-Hours Swing Session” on WHOM in 1949. The program was
broadcast from the storefront window of the Baby Grand, a Harlem
nightspot not far from the legendary Apollo Theatre. It was hosted by
black show business veteran Willie (“The Mayor of Harlem”) Bryant
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and Ray Carroll, a white man who had previously worked on the radio
with Sid Torin. By 1952 Bryant and Carroll were popular enough to
also host an afternoon program of rhythm and blues on station WOV.

The most prominent rhythm and blues disc jockey in New York
when Freed hit town was WWRL’s Tommy (“Dr. Jive”’) Smalls. Blues
singer Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, a Manhattan resident at the time, said
Bryant and Carroll “did not command the respect” that Tommy
Smalls commanded. Rhythm and blues songwriter-arranger William
Miller said that until Freed arrived, “WWRL [with Tommy Smalls]
was where you got your plays.” But, said Jim McGowan, lead singer
with the Four Fellows vocal group and a Brooklyn teenager in 1954,
Tommy Smalls was accessible only to those “few whites [who] went
all the way up the dial [to 1600 where WWRL was located].” On the
eve of Alan Freed’s fifty-thousand-watt debut, New York was a wide-
open rhythm and blues town lacking a strong, unifying figure.

On September 7, 1954, the day of Freed’s New York broadcasting
debut, WINS threw a gala cocktail party at the Belmont Plaza Hotel
for fellow disc jockeys, record executives, and other music business
figures. That evening Freed, with his rhythm and blues records, his
telephone book, and his cowbell, was heard live in the city for the
first time.

“Hi everybody,” began Freed. “This is your ol' Moondog here,
with rhythm and blues records with the big beat in popular music in
America today, for everyone out there in the Moondog kingdom.
Here it is, the number-one rhythm and blues song in New York right
now—Ruth Brown, Atlantic Records, “‘What a Dream’!”

Ray Reneri, who, as a teenager, first worked for Freed as a “gofer”
before becoming one of the deejay’s backstage assistants, said that
instead of Freed and an engineer isolating themselves in the broad-
casting booth, as was the usual procedure, “Freed had ten people in
there all the time. They smoked, they drank, and had a party!”

One music business well-wisher who stopped by the WINS studio
that first night to offer Freed congratulations was local record pro-
ducer and manufacturer Bobby Robinson. Lucky Millinder, former
swing bandleader and by then a popular Harlem deejay who hosted
his own rhythm and blues program on WNEW, also paid Freed a
visit. Robinson and Millinder took telephone calls as Freed drank,
spun his rhythm and blues records, beat on his telephone book, and,
with a breathtaking slur, squeezed in as many on-the-air dedications
to his listeners as was humanly possible: “Now were gonna send El
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and Jimmy, Peggy and Reno, Judy and Rick, Joyce and Teddy, Mar-
lene and Don, Yvonne and Buddy, Elaine and Vinnie and Bootsie,
and Carol and Johnny Accosella; Mary and Jerry and little Junior
Lucadamo, Antoinette and Dominic, Carmine Mangarelli and Ralph
Reya, and especially to Charlie Accosella, who's been going steady
fifteen months, and Lucy, who says, ‘I know I getcha mad honey, but
I don’t mean to. It’s just love, that’s alll’

“And good luck to the Phi Zeta Sorority on your dance, from Lucy
Mangarelli of Mount Vernon, New York, Kenneth Cook of St. Al-
bans, from Joan Harding, who still loves him, and Frankie Johnson of
Flushing, from Olga in Springfield Gardens, Long Island. All the kids
of Andrew Jackson high—Gail, Jackie, Helena, Dorie, Kenneth,
Jerry, Billy, Shadow, Baby, Joan, Olga, Clifford, Connie, Jose,
Slim, Mousie, and Tommy—here’s Varetta Dillard, Savoy Records,
‘Johnny Has Gone’!”

John McCarthy, Freed’s WINS engineer, said much of Freed’s
jive patter was unintelligible. McCarthy also recalled a time he tried
to put on Freed’s studio headphones but was unable to get them near
his head. Freed had the volume up to “double ten,” twice the normal
volume. Although it has been said that Freed tolerated such high
sound levels because he was left hearing-impaired from a bout with
mastoiditis, Alana Freed characterized her father’s hearing loss as
“very slight” and “always very exaggerated.” She maintained that
Freed always listened to music at high volumes simply because he
preferred to.

During Freed’s early days in New York, McCarthy said he re-
ceived calls from confused listeners trying to settle arguments as to
whether Freed was black or white. Often a caller, certain that Freed
was black, would pause in stunned silence after learning that he was
white.

Not everyone accepted Freed immediately. Paul Sherman, a
WINS staff announcer the night Freed made his radio debut there,
observed Freed’s antics and heard the type of music the deejay
played. Sherman described Freed’s show as “crap . . . loud, phony,
unpleasant and artificial.” Fellow announcer Lew Fisher happened to
be on the night shift with Sherman. They looked at each other and
Fisher exclaimed, “Oh my God, I give him three months.”

“You're crazy,” replied Sherman. “I give him one week.”

Jim -McGowan said he and his Brooklyn neighborhood friends
originally regarded Freed’s WINS program as an “intrusion” upon
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the familiar rhythm and blues scene. Many of McGowan’s young
black friends were turned off by Freed, not because the new deejay
was white, but because of his “ostentatious style.” They felt more
comfortable with Tommy Smalls (or Hal Jackson or Joe Bostic), who
spoke the “jive-language” in a soft-spoken manner. “I think Freed
shocked the sensibilities of black teenagers when he came on banging
and shouting.”

If many black teenagers were initially offended by Freed’s showy
style, his white audience, most of them unfamiliar with the local black
disc jockey style, “automatically assumed that’s the way [black radio]
was,” said McGowan. The singer likened to a tidal wave the surge of
white teenagers discovering rhythm and blues in 1954 via Alan Freed.
McGowan also conceded that most black teenagers who originally
opposed Freed eventually got caught up in his excitement and bound-
less energy and finally accepted him “because he played the records
they wanted to hear.” McGowan believes Freed was able to over-
come objections to him because the deejay came across with a force
that was just too powerful. “He just swept everything else aside.”

Jack Hooke said Freed “took this town over before you could turn
around,” and Ray Reneri recalled walking down any street in New
York City at night and hearing “the same station [WINS] everywhere
you went.” Freed’s magnetism was not confined to the New York
area. The political activist Abbie Hoffman, who, as a youngster, lived
near Boston, “had to rig up a roof antenna to hear ol’ Alan Freed bang
a telephone book on the table while he spun the Sound.”

Freed was initially on the air at WINS six nights a week (except
Sundays) from 11 p.M. until 2:00 A.M. In October the deejay was also
given the 7:00-8:00 p.M. time slot. He had quickly become the dom-
inant nighttime personality on New York radio. Yet, despite Freed’s
immediate success, or perhaps because of it, Moondog was about to
be embroiled in controversy more serious than he had ever faced in
Akron or Cleveland.



CHAPTER S5
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“Teenagers Demand Music with a Beat, Spur
Rhythm & Blues.”

S significant a force in rhythm and blues music as Alan Freed

was by 1954, there were other forces at work in America that
the influential and controversial disc jockey could neither predict nor
alter. So long as rhythm and blues music remained within the tradi-
tional boundaries defined by the pop music business, the opposition
from white America was inconsequential. However, as the popularity
of the black music—and the number of whites exposed to it—
increased, rhythm and blues began to evoke open derision and out-
right hatred from certain segments of society.

The first significant opposition to rhythm and blues centered
around the music’s allegedly “smutty” lyrics—specifically the sexual
double entendres that were extremely popular in the genre. Many
white listeners familiar with such early 1950s pop hits as “Oh, My
Papa,” “That Doggie in the Window,” and “Come on-a my House”
(each of which reached number one on the nation’s pop sales charts)
were shocked to hear rhythm and blues songs such as “It Ain’t the
Meat (It’s the Motion),” “Sixty-Minute Man,” “I Got Loaded,” “Rock
Me All Night Long,” and “Roll with My Baby.” Those whites were
joined in their criticism of rhythm and blues by upper- and middle-
class blacks who were ashamed and embarrassed by the music’s vul-
garity and primitiveness.

By 1954 the rhythm and blues lyrics controversy was grave. When
the Drifters released “Such a Night,” a song in which lead singer
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Clyde McPhatter recalled a previous night’s lovemaking, a group of
East Coast disc jockeys came out against playing records that advo-
cated sex or drinking or that ridiculed blacks. “Such a Night” was
quickly banned by various radio stations across the country.

In March 1954, a group known as the Royals (soon to become the
Midnighters to avoid confusion with another R&B group) released a
song called “Work with Me, Annie.” Despite being resoundingly crit-
icized for its overt sexual connotations (specifically, for the use of the
word work, which critics maintained was a black euphemism for sexual
intercourse), “Annie” quickly became an overwhelming R&B hit,
which only compounded the problem. Midnighters producer Ralph
Bass later claimed that work was an old jazz expression that could mean
“anything,” but later that year, when the Midnighters released a se-
quel called “Annie Had a Baby (She Can’t Work No More),” there was
little doubt as to what type of work Annie was fond of.

As Alan Freed made preparations to move to New York City in
the summer of 1954, the rhythm and blues lyrics controversy inten-
sified. That July the Robins’ “Riot in Cell Block #9” was banned by
the CBS Network, and Clyde McPhatter was at it again, this time
singing of needing his “honey love” not only in the middle of the
night but in the “morning light” as well. The nation’s most powerful
black radio station, Memphis’s WDIA, banned all records with “sug-
gestive” lyrics and double entendres. As Freed took control of night-
time radio in New York City, “Work with Me, Annie” appeared on
the best-selling pop charts and the heat on Moondog—who had al-
ready been referred to by some Cleveland detractors as a “nigger
lover”—intensified.

The Pittsburgh Courier, the nation’s leading black newspaper,
issued a blast against “smutty” R&B records, and Harry Mills of the
venerable Mills Brothers singing group charged Freed with playing
off-color records on the deejay’s WINS program. In defense, Freed
cited the fact that two years earlier he had been the recipient of the
Courier’s Brotherhood Award for his “showcasing Negro talent.” The
deejay also denied he ever played smutty records on his radio pro-
gram.

Much of the opposition to the lyrics of many rhythm and blues
records originated from within the music industry—members of the
American Society of Composers, Artists, and Publishers (ASCAP)—
who, until R&B’s surging popularity, enjoyed a virtual monopoly on
the writing and publishing of America’s popular music.
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ASCAP was formed in 1914 by a group of composers, lyricists, and
attorneys as “a voluntary association to protect their property rights”
because their musical compositions were being performed in public
without payment of performance fees to the writers and publishers.
From the start there were hard feelings between America’s broad-
casters, who used copyrighted material without permission, and AS-
CAP. When commercial radio stations refused to pay performance
royalties for the music they played on the air, ASCAP took the broad-
casters to court. In 1923 it was decided that the broadcasters were
legally bound to pay performance fees to ASCAP for any guild-
licensed music played on the air. For the time being, ASCAP’s mo-
nopoly was preserved.

During the 1930s, ASCAP, with its elite songwriter membership—
the Gershwins, Kerns, Porters, and Berlins—controlled nearly all the
“good music” publishing rights and the guild collected performance
royalties for use of that music by the broadcasters. But in 1937 ASCAP
began talk of a proposed 100 percent increase in the royalties paid by
the broadcasters.

The radio broadcasters, however, were not about to submit to
ASCAP’s excessive demands, nor were they about to refrain from
broadcasting the guild’s music. When their performance-licensing
agreement with ASCAP expired on January 1, 1941, the broadcasters
had already formed a song-performance licensing society of their own,
called Broadcast Music International (BMI).

ASCAP regarded its fledgling rival disdainfully, but BMI, taking
advantage of ASCAP’s stringent membership requirements—as well
as its royalty-payment scale, which favored established songwriters
over new ones—managed to lure some ASCAP writers and publishers
into the BMI fold. Most important, however, BMI capitalized on
ASCAP’s relative indifference to the popular music being produced
outside of New York and Hollywood. BMI sought out and acquired
membership from “have-not” writers and publishers in the country
and western and the rhythm and blues fields. Music business insid-
ers, who believed there was no money to be made with black and
hillbilly music, had a good laugh at BMI's expense, but eventually
they were proved wrong. With the rise in popularity of the grassroots
rhythm and blues and country and western music after World War I1,
BMI controlled the licensing rights to more and more of the popular
music heard on the air. Now it was BMI’s turn to prosper. By 1950,
ASCAP members were “panic-stricken” because BMI-licensed songs
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comprised up to 80 percent of the music heard on the air in many
markets.

David Freed says that because of ASCAP’s de facto song-licensing
monopoly before BMI's existence, it was nearly impossible for a non-
member of ASCAP to get a song recorded. His brother’s impact in
popularizing BMI-licensed rhythm and blues “was probably the most
vital factor in the bust-up of ASCAP domination. . . . That alone may
be the most important thing Alan ever did.”

Because many broadcasters also held stock in BMI, and because
some disc jockeys also became BMI song publishers, in effect play-
ing their own BMI-licensed music on the air, in November 1953 a
group of thirty-three ASCAP members filed a $150 million antitrust
suit against BMI, the three major broadcasting networks, and two
affiliated record companies (Columbia and RCA Victor). The lawsuit
charged that BMI controlled the nation’s radio stations and effec-
tively blocked ASCAP from getting its songs aired. The plaintiff in
the case was an organization called Songwriters of America, whose
seven hundred members all happened to be members of ASCAP.

Ironically, as musicologist Arnold Shaw pointed out, in charging
BMI with monopolistic practices, ASCAP members were trying
to prevent the “impending breakdown of their own monopolistic
hold on pop.” Because of his promotion of BMI-licensed music,
Freed may have become a target for ASCAP’s good-music mem-
bership.

Hoping to stem the increased airplay of BMI-licensed songs,
ASCAP members spearheaded the attack on questionable rhythm
and blues lyrics. (The ASCAP-favoring newspaper Variety began re-
ferring to them as “leer-ics”.) Lyricist and ASCAP board member
Billy Rose typified the attack, calling most BMI songs “obscene . . .
junk,” in many cases “on a level with dirty comic magazines.”

“The most astonishing thing about the current craze for rhythm
and blues records and their accompanying leer-ics,” wrote Variety’s
Jimmy Kennedy, “is that it was ever permitted to happen.” Kennedy
pointed his journalistic finger at the record companies that allowed
their business to be “fouled by marketing filth” and at the disc
jockeys—the listening public’s link to those record companies. Noted
Los Angeles pop deejay and host of TV's musical “Juke Box Jury,”
Peter Potter, said that “all rhythm and blues records are dirty and as
bad for kids as dope.” Under the mounting pressure from parents,
schools, and religious and civic groups, BMI announced the forma-
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tion of a screening committee to eliminate “fagrantly pornographic”
songs from being licensed for airplay.

ASCAP members’ opposition to rhythm and blues—and to BMI—
persisted. The guild announced that it would not credit “any perfor-
mance whatsoever” written by its members in collaboration with BMI
writers after January 1, 1955. Although ASCAP’s members were not
legally enjoined from collaborating with rival BMI members, the
guild did bar them from entering into “any sort of deal” with either
BMI or The Society of European Stage Authors and Composers
(SESAC), a third performance-royalty organization. The antitrust suit
brought against BMI by members of ASCAP dragged on, but Alan
Freed faced a more pressing problem—opposition to him from por-
tions of the local black community that believed the deejay to be
capitalizing on rhythm and blues and jeopardizing the jobs of black
rhythm and blues disc jockeys already on the air.

At an uptown rally held in a Harlem YMCA, angry blacks char-
acterized Freed as an outsider who imitated blacks. They wanted
Moondog’s WINS radio program to be hosted by a black. WINS
program director Bob Smith told the hostile gathering that his radio
station had not thought black or white, but had aimed at the entire
listening market, when it selected Freed. “We just wanted the best
talent.”

Ex-bandleader Lucky Millinder, then a Harlem-based R&B dee-
jay, defended Freed: “ 'Tis said he [Freed] apes Negroes in a jive talk
manner that belittles them,” said Millinder. “He has the fire and
excitement of a Reverend Billy Graham, . . . but in no way does he
burlesque Negroes.”

Then, Smith said, “things got very heated.” The loudest Harlem
complainer was Willie Bryant, a local R&B disc jockey who “felt he
could do it [Freed’s WINS program] better than Alan Freed could.”
Since Bryant, more than anyone else, directly felt Freed’s impact on
New York nighttime radio, his criticism of Freed was understandable.

Born black, but with straight hair and a complexion light enough
to enable him to pass for white, Bryant was nevertheless denied by
those aware of his heritage the opportunity to work the downtown
Manhattan nightclubs. He eventually became a radio disc jockey and
in 1946 became the first black deejay to host a network radio music
program. On local radio, Bryant teamed up with Ray Carroll, a white
man, and the pair hosted their “After-Hours Session,” broadcast on
New York’'s WHOM from 11:00 p.M. until 2:00 .M. After featuring
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R&B on the air since the 1940s, however, Bryant and Carroll
“couldn’t get arrested,” while the minute Freed hit town his WINS
program took off. To Willie Bryant, Freed’s eclipse of the black dee-
jay was simply another example of the racial discrimination he had
experienced throughout his long career.

“I have nothing against Freed,” said Bryant, “and I am not car-
rying on a campaign against him.” But Bryant did express alarm that
the anticipated widespread syndication of Freed’s WINS program
(the station had hopes of syndicating Freed in up to sixty radio mar-
kets) would “shove aside” black disc jockeys in favor of whites, like
Freed, who specialized in rhythm and blues.

Bryant’s protest, however, never amounted to anything. “Alan
just got bigger and bigger,” said Jack Hooke.

As Alan Freed survived the charge that he was putting black
deejays out of work, and as he continued to defuse the controversy
over R&B’s objectional lyrics, his own popularity continued to soar.
In October 1954 Freed engineered the signing of the Moonglows to
Chess Records, a significant rhythm and blues label. Bobby Lester
said Freed gave the group a letter of introduction to present to the
Chess brothers, but when the group arrived at Chess’s Chicago office,
they did not need the letter after all. “Alan had already touted us to
them.”

Freed and Harvey Fuqua were listed as cowriters of the Moon-
glow’s initial Chess release, a ballad called “Sincerely.” The song’s
commercial appeal was demonstrated when the McGuire Sisters, a
white pop-oriented trio, copied the song note-for-note and enjoyed a
million-selling number-one hit with it early in 1955. The Moonglows’
original version of “Sincerely” was confined to the rhythm and blues
charts, where it showed sales of about 300,000 copies, an impressive
figure for a rhythm and blues record, yet disappointing when com-
pared to the McGuire Sisters’ pop numbers.

Freed maintained the practice of recording white copies of rhythm
and blues songs was “anti-Negro,” and in the sense that it was those
black singers of the original R&B songs who suffered most from the
practice, covering was detrimental to blacks. But the practice of cov-
ering, although popularly viewed as an attempt by the major labels to
capitalize on the expanding rhythm and blues market, was as old as
the record business itself and was not limited to pop covers of R&B
material.
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During the early 1950s there was no such thing as an artist’s
exclusive rights to a particular pop song. Columbia Records Artist and
Repertoire (A&R) head, Mitch Miller, one of the most influential
forces of the era in pop music, said that to reap greater profits from a
particular song, a publisher would line up as many artists as it could
to record the song. It was the song, not the artist, that was considered
the key to financial success in the pop market, and it was not unusual
for the major record labels to cover each other with five or more
versions of a particular song. As far as songwriters and publishers
were concerned, the more versions of their songs that were released,
the greater were their financial opportunities.

The vision of tiny, undercapitalized R&B record labels being
ripped off by major record companies issuing white pop versions of
R&B originals has been greatly exaggerated. During the 1950s, in-
dependent R&B record companies often initiated deals between
themselves and the major pop labels, ensuring that cover records of
their songs were issued.

There were four ways that an individual could gain financial re-
ward from being listed on a pop record label: by being the record
label owner, the song’s publisher, the song’s writer, or the song’s
performer. The R&B label owner stood to profit from pop cover
versions of his song, as it was generally accepted that competition
between the original and the cover stimulated sales of the original.
Most R&B label owners also had their own publishing companies and
generally owned the copyrights to the songs that were covered by the
major labels. What the R&B label owners lost in sales of their own
records was usually made up (and sometimes exceeded) by royalties
received from sales of the cover versions. Many R&B label owners
also had their names attached to songs as writers or cowriters, which
ensured them songwriting royalties from cover version sales.

As musicologist Arnold Shaw noted, “Only the artists suffered,
because the copyright law afforded them little protection.” Often the
only benefit derived by a black artist from a pop cover of his or her
song was wider exposure of the song and increased personal popu-
larity, both of which created a greater demand for personal appear-
ances.

As the popularity of rhythm and blues increased, the most noto-
rious instances of covering a song involved white copies of black
originals, but there were instances of black artists covering other
black artists, as well as blacks covering whites. By 1954, when the
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music business saw that a pop cover of an R&B song could develop
into a substantial hit, the covering practice was stepped up and black
releases believed to have pop potential were considered fair game.
Often five or six versions of a particular song were released.

Ironically, Alan Freed, who had overseen the Moonglows’ cover
of Doris Day’s “Secret Love” early in 1954, became personally em-
broiled in the cover controversy later that year when the Moonglows’
“Sincerely” was covered by the McGuire Sisters. Listed as cowriter of
the song, Freed had everything to gain by the pop success of the
McGuire Sisters” version of “Sincerely,” yet he loudly decried the
covering practice. In Cleveland, as well as during his early years in
New York, Freed played only the original R&B recordings because
he believed rhythm and blues music was “honest.”

As the Moonglows were covered by the McGuire Sisters, LaVern
Baker was victimized by two pop copies of her latest release, “Twee-
dle Dee.” Covered by Vicki Young and Georgia Gibbs, “Tweedle
Dee” became a huge hit for Gibbs, who had sung with several big
bands, including Artie Shaw’s. Overshadowed on the charts and in-
censed at “note for note” copies of “Tweedle Dee” that cost her an
estimated $15,000 in royalties, Baker wrote to her Congressman,
Charles Diggs Jr. of Michigan, suggesting he consider a revision of
U.S. copyright law so that singers such as she would be protected
from “modern-day pirates.” Baker told Diggs she was not opposed to
other artists recording her songs, but “I bitterly resent their arro-
gance in thefting my music note for note.” Freed, too, was beside
himself with anger. “Oh, they can always excuse it [pop cover ver-
sions of R&B songs] on the ground that the covers are better-quality
recordings,” he said, “but I defy anyone to show me that the quality
of the original ‘Tweedle Dee’ . . . or any of those others is poor.”

But with the major record companies—as well as many R&B label
owners and song publishers—making unprecedented amounts of
money from black material, the practice of covering continued to
spread. No legislative copyright action was taken, and by the close of
1954 the practice had turned into an industry of its own. Like it or
not, there was little that Alan Freed could do about pop covers except
to publicize the black originals as best he could.

Freed was vindicated somewhat in August 1955 when WINS
announced that in the “interest of fairness to the original artist
and label,” the station would no longer play “copies” of original re-
cordings. Station manager Bob Smith differentiated between copy
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records—“note-for-note arrangements and stylistic phrasing of the
singer’—and legitimate cover records, which Smith said were an
“integral part” of the record industry and “completely ethical.” To
implement the policy, WINS supplied its disc jockeys with a list of
original recordings to be played instead of the copy versions.

Despite the WINS copy-record ban, Dot Records emerged in
1955 to challenge Mercury as the most prolific rhythm and blues
cover label. That year Dot, with considerable assistance from a
twenty-one-year-old singer from Nashville named Pat Boone, charted
no less than eleven of its rhythm and blues covers on the nation’s
best-selling pop lists. Boone’s whitewashed versions of songs by the
Charms (“Two Hearts”), the El Dorados (“At My Front Door”), Fats
Domino (“Ain’t That a Shame,” which Boone, a college English and
speech major, actually tried to sing as “Isn’t That a Shame” before
conceding it “didn’t work”), Little Richard (“Tutti Frutti”), and the
Five Keys (“Gee Whittakers”) outsold the originals.

Boone—who now describes his cover records as “antiseptic,
sterile-sounding [lacking the] raw, natural quality” of the R&B
originals—nevertheless defends them and justifies his own role as a
“catalyst, unwittingly and unintentionally,” for the acceptance of rock
& roll. Had his records not sounded as they did, they would not have
been played, said Boone, “and the likelihood of the music being
accepted by mainstream America might have been nonexistent.” He
maintains that Little Richard and other artists were “thrilled” to be
covered. “It was their hope that someone would cover their records.”

In November 1954, as “Sincerely” moved up the charts, Freed
was about to be stripped of his famous Moondog moniker. When the
deejay arrived in New York two months earlier he had no idea that he
was not the first “Moondog” to curry favor with Manhattan’s public.
Thirty-eight-year-old street musician, composer, and beggar Thomas
Louis Hardin, blind since age sixteen, had arrived in New York City
from the Midwest in 1943 and set up shop on the sidewalk outside the
stage entrance of Carnegie Hall. Wanting to do his “own thing,” the
bearded Hardin began wearing Viking garb, complete with a horned
helmet. In 1947 he adopted the name Moondog and introduced a set
of triangular drums he called trimbas. Hardin also put in a stint as a
disc jockey on local WNEW radio “for a fast few days,” said Jack
Hooke, “before they realized they’d made a terrible mistake and let
him go.”
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When Freed came on New York radio as Moondog, he was soon
informed by Hardin’s attorney that the deejay had “infringed” on
Hardin’s name. Now Freed needed an attorney of his own and ob-
tained the services of music business attorney M. Warren Troob.

On November 23, 1954, swathed in a garment resembling a
monk’s habit (“He looked like Jesus Christ,” said Hooke) and seeking
$100,000 in damages from Freed, Hardin appeared in the courtroom
of Justice Carroll G. Walter. The sightless street musician contended
that Freed stole his Moondog nickname after hearing one of Hardin’s
recordings (a plausible contention, considering that Freed had played
one of Hardin’s records on the air). Hardin also accused Freed of
playing the street musician’s other compositions, including one called
“Snake-Time Music.” The robed Viking poet also asserted that
Freed’s rise to fame was a direct result of the deejay’s exploitation of
the blind beggar’s pseudonym. Hardin was prepared to offer samples
of his musical compositions as evidence. Justice Walter, characterized
by Warren Troob as a nearly incapacitated “sick old man,” reluctantly
agreed to listen.

A portable phonograph was brought into the courtroom and when
“Howl of the Timberwolf” and “Moondog Symphony,” two Hardin
recordings, were played, one reporter described the noise emanating
from the phonograph as a mixture of “jungle sounds and Chinese
harmonies, complete with clattering chopsticks in the background.”
As the din echoed through the courtroom, Justice Walter “buried his
face in a handkerchief.”

On cross-examination, Warren Troob succeeded in getting Har-
din (whom the attorney called a “very bright guy, a musicologist”) to
admit to little more than that he was a street beggar. By that time,
Justice Walter had heard enough. “You boys go out and settle it,” he
told both parties. But when no agreement could be reached, the
judge handed down his decision the following morning.

Judge Walter issued Hardin an injunction restraining Freed from
using Hardin’s recording of “Moondog Symphony” on the deejay’s
radio program. The judge also said that since Hardin had been calling
himself Moondog since 1947, while Freed had not used the name
until 1951, Freed’s continued use of Moondog might give his listeners
the impression that the deejay was actually Hardin or that the two
were in some way connected. “Not only did he [Hardin] win about
seven or eight thousand bucks [the settlement was actually $5,700],”
said Hooke, “but Alan was forbidden to use the name [Moondog]

»
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Hooke said Freed was both “very angry” and “shocked” that he was
legally barred from using the name he used in Cleveland “all those
years.”

Warren Troob called Judge Walter’s decision a “bad one.” The
“outraged” attorney said he was “more than reasonably sure” it would
have been overturned on appeal, but WINS, which had invested a lot
in Freed’s future, intervened. “They didn’t care about the name,”
explained Troob. “They wanted to get on with the show.” Freed
agreed with the radio station’s position and overruled Troob’s recom-
mendation to appeal Judge Walter’s decision.

Freed then huddled at WINS with his producer, Johnny Brant-
ley, and Jack Hooke, uncertain of what to call his now-Moondogless
radio program. “I think I'm just going to call it the ‘Rock 'n” Roll
Party,” ” said the deejay. Hooke cautioned Freed that the phrase
“rock & roll” was widely considered a black euphemism for sexual
intercourse. “I don’t give a shit,” exclaimed the deejay. “That’s what
I'm going to call the show!”

Alan Freed is generally credited with having coined the phrase
“rock & roll” to describe rhythm and blues music. Although the
deejay began to refer to his radio program as a “Moondog Rock 'n’
Roll Party” while still in Cleveland he referred to the name of his
program, not to the type of music he played. As late as March, 1954
Freed described his WJW program as “a rock & roll session with
blues and rhythm records.”

Freed maintained that he originally thought of the phrase “rock &
roll” after he and Leo Mintz agreed that the racial stigma of rhythm
and blues would have to be eliminated “in order to cultivate a broader
audience” for the music. As the two listened to rhythm and blues
recordings, Mintz predicted that the music would be a “national
rage” in short order. “I agreed,” said Freed, “"and named the pro-
gram, not the music, ‘Rock 'n’ Roll Party.” ”

What is certain is that sometime before 1954 Freed began refer-
ring to his radio program as a “Rock 'n” Roll Party,” while describing
the music he played as “blues and rhythm.” At some later point
Freed transposed the phrase “rock & roll” from a description of his
radio program to a description of the rhythm and blues music he
played. Freed eventually claimed he gave rock & roll its name, and
by 1960 the deejay incorrectly maintained he had named the music
rock & roll in 1951.
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The phrase “rock & roll” appears repeatedly as a euphemism for
sexual intercourse in the bluntly sexual lyrics of race, or rhythm and
blues, records. If the celebrated phrase is not quite as old as “race”
records themselves, the separate use of either rock or roll to denote
sexual intercourse certainly is. Both words, although not paired to-
gether, appeared on various race records of the 1920s. The earliest
instance of both rock and roll (although not yet linked) appearing on
a phonograph record label occurred in 1922 when blues singer Trixie
Smith recorded “My Daddy Rocks Me (With One Steady Roll).” The
record inspired other blues songs about “rocking,” including “Rock
That Thing” and “Rock Me, Mama,” but few race records of the 1920s
contained both the words rock and roll in their lyrics.

With the rise of jazz and swing in the 1930s, lyrical references
to “rock” and to “roll” strayed from sex and, instead, “connoted a
new sensuality of rhythm” and musical beat, as in Duke Ellington’s
“Rockin’ in Rhythm.” In the 1934 motion picture Transatlantic
Merry-Go-Round the Boswell Sisters, a white vocal trio, sang a
song called “Rock and Roll,” which referred to a type of swing danc-
ing. In 1937 a song titled “Rock It for Me” included the lyric “Won't
you satisfy my soul with the rock and roll.” Like the Boswell Sisters,
the singers of “Rock It for Me” did not sing of sex, but of hot,
danceable music.

During the 1940s as race music became more popular the number
of songs employing the words rock and roll in their titles steadily
rose. In 1945 Luther Johnson sang of “rocking with Aunt Anna” and
“rolling with Aunt Alice.” That same year, Wilma Harris promised on
record to“rock and roll the house down.”

Some record companies began to employ the words rock and roll
in their advertising. By 1944 Capitol Records touted Nat (“King”)
Cole’s West Coast R&B as “Royal Rockin’ Rhythm.” In 1947 National
Records said Joe Turner’s rhythm “really rocks,” and in 1948 Savoy
Records said of a Brownie McGhee record, “It Rocks, It Rolls.”

“Rock’s” big musical boost occurred late in 1947 when blues
shouter Wynonie Harris covered Roy Brown’s “Good Rockin’ To-
night” and made a number-one R&B hit of it in 1948. After that, as
one noted rhythm and blues writer said, “if it rocked, it sold.” By
1950 at least a dozen rhythm and blues songs a year mentioned “rock”
or “rockin’ ” in their titles and some, like Little Son Jackson’s “Rockin’
and Rollin’,” came right out and said it all.

At about that time, Alan Freed began frequenting Leo Mintz’s
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Record Rendezvous. Had Freed no prior exposure to the phrase
“rock & roll” he most certainly came across it while listening to
Mintz’s rhythm and blues platters. Although the deejay maintained
that the phrase “rock & roll” came to him in an “inspirational flash”
as a “colorful and dynamic” description of the “rolling, surging beat of
the music,” in all likelihood Freed appropriated the phrase from the
rhythm and blues music he listened to.

The night of Justice Walter’s decision that barred Alan Freed from
continuing as Moondog, the disc jockey and a companion drank at
P. J. Moriarty’s, a local Manhattan saloon on Fifty-first street. The
two spoke of Freed’s (and WINS’s) intent to emphasize “rock & roll”
in the wake of the deejay’s lost nickname. Sometime between drinks
they decided to copyright the phrase “rock & roll.” Such a copyright
would protect Freed from further courtroom shenanigans concerning
his radio program’s new name—"“The Rock 'n’ Roll Party”—but there
was another motive involved in the copyright decision. Rhythm and
blues, the music Alan Freed now called “rock & roll,” was entering a
new era. Whoever held the copytight on the phrase “rock & roll”
would stand to collect royalties each time the phrase was used.

If Alan Freed was most interested in spreading the rock & roll
sound around the northeast listening area, Morris Levy had other
ideas. Levy, born in Manhattan in 1927, grew up near Crotona and
Claremont parks in one of the poorest sections of the Bronx. He
landed his first job, shining shoes, when he was nine. After assault-
ing his sixth-grade teacher (Levy said he “took her wig off her head,
poured an inkwell on her bald head and put her wig back on”),
Levy walked out of school. He was sentenced by children’s court to
eight years in reform school and, after an early release, found work,
first as a dishwasher, then as a short-order cook. In 1941 Levy got
his first taste of the entertainment business while working as a
hatcheck boy at the Greenwich Village Inn in lower Manhattan. At
sixteen he developed photographs taken of patrons at Manhattan’s
Ubangi Club.

“Morris was a very aggressive young kid,” said Jack Hooke. “He
had visions of being an entrepreneur, of owning a nightclub.” Levy,
burly and gruff-voiced, was a man on the move. He and some part-
ners opened a bebop and jazz nightspot called the Royal Roost. In
1949, when his associates jumped ship to form their own club, Bop
City, Levy and his brother, Irving, acquired a controlling interest in
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Birdland, the legendary jazz and R&B nightspot located on Broadway
at Fifty-second Street. By 1952 Levy also controlled the Downbeat,
another local jazz club.

One day Levy was informed that he had to pay royalties to the
appropriate song publishers for any copyrighted music played at his
clubs. Levy, after checking with his attorney, who gave the nightclub
owner a lesson in U.S. copyright law, said, “Everybody in the world’s
gotta pay? I'm gonna open up a publishing company!” In1953 Levy
became the major partner, in association with Phil Kahl, in Patricia
Music, a BMI-affiliated song publishing firm.

Levy was introduced to Alan Freed by Jack Hooke, and the night-
club entrepreneur and the disc jockey—whom Levy thought “had a
lot of talent, but he was also a little nuts"—discovered they had a
common interest in rhythm and blues.

Not long after the Moondog decision a copyright on the phrase
“rock & roll” was filed on behalf of Seig Music, a corporation con-
sisting of Freed, Levy, Lew Platt, and WINS. Then the popular disc
jockey set out to promote the concept of rock & roll as a specific
musical form. Billboard's first mention of rock & roll came as the
trade newspaper reported Thomas Hardin’s courtroom victory over
Freed and said, “Freed is now calling his program the ‘Rock and Roll
Show.” ”

The next logical step was to move Freed’s lucrative live rhythm
and blues promotions into the rock & roll camp. Morris Levy pro-
posed bringing a show to New York. “I'll take the risk,” he told
Freed. “You just hit it [publicize the show] on the air and you’ve got
half the action.”

Freed’s first live New York show was called “The Rock 'n’ Roll
Jubilee Ball.” Because no larger facility was available, Levy booked
the St. Nicholas Arena, a renowned boxing establishment. Realizing
that the six-thousand-capacity arena was not large enough to accom-
modate the anticipated crowd, two shows were planned, one on Fri-
day, January 14, 1955, and another the following night.

Although it was reported that Freed’s “Rock 'n” Roll Jubilee Ball”
would be promoted by “Birdland executive” Morris Levy, there were
other parties involved. A key provision of the promotional arrange-
ment was that WINS, for 10 percent of the live show’s profit, would
allow Freed unlimited radio plugs on the deejay’s “Rock 'n’ Roll
Party” to hype the St. Nicholas Arena show. As part of his on-the-air
advertising, Freed encouraged his listeners to submit their choices of
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favorite artists, from which the deejay would select the most-
requested to appear at his “Rock 'n” Roll Ball.”

As part of the show’s promotion, Freed mailed to members of his
rock & roll fan clubs—of which there were hundreds—a printed ad-
vertisement and mail-order ticket coupon for the upcoming show.
Addressed to “Dear Fellow ‘Rock 'n” Roller,” the letter referred to
the rhythm and blues talent scheduled to perform as “sensational
‘Rock 'n’ Roll’ artists.” Altogether, the phrase “rock & roll” was men-
tioned ten times in the one-page letter. Rhythm and blues was not
mentioned at all.

As Freed’s St. Nicholas show neared, both the show business
weekly Variety and the music business weekly Billboard touted the
deejay’s “ ‘Rock 'n’ Roll’ Ball” and, although both publications ac-
cepted Freed’s description of the dance, neither sanctioned rock &
roll as a particular musical genre. Variety referred to the dance as a
“rhythm and blues bash,” while Billboard continued to describe
Freed as a “key r&b deejay.”

There was “pandemonium from 8 p.M. to 2 A.M.” as seventy-five
hundred fans, each of whom paid $2 advance admission (both shows
sold out one week in advance), enjoyed the performances of Clyde
McPhatter and the Drifters; Fats Domino; Joe Turner; the Clovers;
the Harptones; Charles Brown; Ruth Brown; Varetta Dillard; Dakota
Staton; Danny Overbea; Red Prysock; Mickey (“Guitar”) Baker; the
Buddy Johnson Orchestra, featuring Johnson’s sister, Ella; and Nolan
Lewis. The Freed-managed Moonglows also performed, and Bobby
Lester and Harvey Fuqua did a separate set as the Moonlighters.

The size of the crowds and the box-office gross in excess of $24,000
were no surprises to Freed. What made the deejay’s St. Nicholas
dance a milestone in the acceptance of rock & roll was the racial
composition of the audience, which was estimated to have been half
white—the first such documented ratio. And although Freed may not
have been impressed with the turnout, Morris Levy was shocked,
saying “Oh my God, this is crazy.”

But despite Freed’s predance buildup of his “Jubilee Ball” as a
rock & roll affair and despite the fact that following the historic pro-
motion WINS began touting its star property as “America’s #1 ‘Rock
‘n’ Roll’ Disc Jockey,” the printed voices of the pop music business
held doggedly to their long-standing “rhythm and blues” categoriza-
tion of the music Freed now called “rock & roll.” But a breach of the
practice of referring to Freed as a rhythm and blues disc jockey
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occurred when Variety’s Herm Schoenfeld wrote, “The big beat in
the pop music business these days is rhythm and blues and the top
name in the rhythm and blues field today is Allen [sic] Freed, the
rock and roll disc jockey.” But when Billboard continued to classify
Freed as a rhythm and blues deejay who had featured “only rhythm
and blues talent” at his St. Nicholas dance, Freed stepped up his
on-the-air hype of what he called “rock & roll records with the big
beat in popular music today.”

“Hello, everybody. Yours truly, Alan Freed, the ol king of the
rock 'n’ rollers, all ready for another big night of rockin’ 'n’ rollin’. Let
her go! Welcome to ‘Rock 'n” Roll Party Number One’!”

As Freed’s theme began, he continued, speaking over the music.
“Yeah, top twenty-five rock 'n’ roll favorites everybody, according to
your mail requests, your telegrams, and your purchases all over the
rock 'n’ roll kingdom. And we’re gonna get off and runnin’, warp up
with Red Prysock, on Mercury—Rock 'n’ Roll"” The deejay pro-
ceeded to shout incessantly into his open mike during Prysock’s
breathless sax rocker, “Ho-ho-hey-hey-hey-hey!”

“Oh boy, that’s a great one, and a wonderful guy—Red Prysock on
Mercury and ‘Rock n’ Roll.” And that’s exactly what we’re gonna do!”

In a span of less than four minutes—with half that time taken up
by Prysock’s record—Freed managed to utter his pet phrase, in one
form or another, nine times. WINS? Often the rock & roll deejay
would not even bother to identify his station for thirty-minute
stretches or longer. Freed was now selling rock & roll and WINS
simply happened to be the deejay’s outlet for doing so at the moment.
Perhaps the pop music industry was not yet buying rock & roll but,
as 1955 began, unprecedented numbers of American teenagers were.



CHAPTER 6

Q
The Big Beat

“The Big Beat has arrived. . . . Rock 'n’ Roll has
finally burst loose on the popular music horizon.”

Y 1955 there was no stopping the rise of rhythm and blues

music. Although industry insiders promulgated the idea that
the current popularity of the music was simply a fad, the face of
America’s heretofore segregated popular music business was rapidly
changing. In the first two months of the year the Penguins’ “Earth
Angel,” LaVern Baker’s “Tweedle Dee,” the Five Keys' and the
Charms’ “Ling Ting Tong,” and Johnny Ace’s “Pledging My Love”
each became a big hit among white listeners.

WINS owner J. Elroy McCaw could not have been happier.
Thanks to Alan Freed and rhythm and blues, his radio station showed
a 42 percent rise in advertising sales, compared to the same period
the previous year. Overall, WINS showed a substantial profit for the
first time in its history.

As Freed’s audience—and WINS’s ratings—soared, his pet
phrase began to take on new meaning. Billboard and Variety sud-
denly began to refer to Freed as a “rock and roll” disc jockey, and
several record companies—majors and independents alike—began
describing rhythm and blues as “rock & roll” in their trade adver-
tising, eager to capitalize on the music’s growing popularity. Iron-
ically, one of the first record companies to do so was Chicago’s
Mercury Records, at the time the most prolific rhythm and blues
cover company in business. In March, Mercury advertised that the
record company “Rocks 'n’ Rolls with 2 Smash Hits.” The songs re-
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ferred to were Red Prysock’s saxophone instrumental, “Rock 'n’
Roll,” and Dinah Washington’s “That’s All I Want from You.” Both
were touted in the March 12 edition of Billboard, and not coinci-
dentally, both songs were played by Freed on his “Rock 'n’ Roll
Party.”

The major record companies rushed to make the most of the new
music, promoting as much of their music as possible as rock & roll. In
a matter of months, the pop music business had turned Alan Freed’s
pet description of rhythm and blues into a generic classification of the
music now aimed specifically at America’s youth, but the deejay’s
success in popularizing rock & roll ironically rendered his and Morris
Levy’s copyright on the phrase unenforceable. “It would have meant
filing a thousand lawsuits,” said Morris Levy.

Freed demonstrated that rock & roll was too big an enterprise for
seedy, smoke-filled buildings such as the St. Nicholas Arena. It was
time to bring rock & roll to a more respectable setting. Morris Levy,
with strong connections within the American Broadcasting Company’s
entertainment complex (which included the Paramount Theatre
chain), wanted to book Freed’s next rock & roll show into Manhat-
tan’s famed Paramount Theatre on Broadway near Times Square. But
there were problems. Paramount, concerned with the lingering racial
stigma of the music, was cool to Levy’s proposal. “Who the hell
wanted rock & roll on Broadway?” asked Jack Hooke. A “sell job” by
Levy produced a compromise with Paramount. Instead of Manhattan,
the sight of Freed’s first theater engagement would be Brooklyn, at
the Paramount Theatre located at the corner of Flatbush and Dekalb
Avenues. Not only would this arrangement enable Paramount to keep
the integrated crowds away from Times Square, but it would also take
some financial pressure off promoter Levy. The Brooklyn Paramount
was secured for a much lower fee than would have been required to
book Manhattan’s Paramount.

For the first time, there would be no dancing at an Alan Freed
show—at least ro more dancing than could be accommodated by the
Paramount’s aisles and seat cushions (there were forty-four hundred
of them in Brooklyn). The week-long engagement would also iriclude
a movie, the purpose of which was twofold: it would give the per-
formers a break between live shows (there were four to seven shows
scheduled each day) and it would help clear the theater so that a new
audience could be seated (there were no reserved seats, so patrons
could stay as long a they wanted to). Ray Reneri said that as a theater-
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emptier, the movie was a flop. Instead of leaving, many young pa-
trons sat and booed throughout the film.

At 9:30 A.M. on April 12, 1955, the Brooklyn Paramount’s doors
opened for Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Easter Jubilee.” Following a screen-
ing of The Americano (the first arrivals saw both the movie and the
stage show for 90 cents), the live entertainment got under way at
11:30, heralded by a hard-charging, saxophone-dominated number
played by the Alan Freed Band. Fronted by Freed in name only, the
deejay’s rock & roll band was centered around three veteran big-band
swing musicians—Sam Taylor, Al Sears, and Panama Francis. The
trio had musical profiles similar to most of the other musicians em-
ployed by Freed—artists self-taught and steeped in jazz and big-band
swing who by then had turned to rhythm and blues session work in
order to make a living.

Samuel L. (“Sam the Man”) Taylor, born in Kentucky to a family
of musicians, was already thirty-eight years old by the time he joined
Freed. Described by one noted critic as “a superior tenor man with
a fine grounding in genuine jazz,” Taylor also served as Freed’s mu-
sical director for the deejay’s live shows. He joined Sherman (“Scat-
man”’) Crothers’ Orchestra in 1938, and during the 1940s played in
several big bands, including those of Cootie Williams, Lucky
Millinder, and Cab Calloway. He was a sought-after New York ses-
sion musician by 1955.

Albert Omega (“Big Al”) Sears, born in Illinois in 1910, began
playing the saxophone in 1927. He arrived in New York City three
years later and briefly played in a combo that included Fats Waller
and Chick Webb. During the 1930s Sears was a member of Zach
Whyte’s Beau Brummels. In the 1940s he played with the Lionel
Hampton and Duke Ellington orchestras, among others. Sears be-
came a rhythm and blues session man in 1952.

David Albert (“Panama”) Francis, born in Florida in 1918, began
playing drums when he was six. It was while playing gospel music at
Miami’s Holiness Church that Francis said he learned “much about
what later went into rhythm and blues and rock and roll.” Francis went
to New York in 1938. The following year, he received his nickname
from bandleader Roy Eldridge, who, unable to remember the name of
his new drummer, got his attention by calling him “Panama,” after the
type of hat that Francis wore constantly. Francis drummed for Lucky
Millinder and Cab Calloway (playing behind Sam Taylor in both
bands), as well as Willie Bryant, before turning to session work in 1953.
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Others who from time to time played in Freed’s band included
Haywood Henry, a veteran of the Erskine Hawkins Band; Curtis
(“King Curtis”) Ousley, originator of the “yakety sax” style popular-
ized on many Coasters recordings; Freddie Mitchell, New York ses-
sion veteran who briefly led his own combo; Leon Merrian, who
played with Lucky Millinder and Gene Krupa, among others; Count
Basie Orchestra veteran Ernie Wilkins; and Jimmy Wright, one of the
most prolific session men of the early rock & roll era and the man
responsible for the spirited saxophone breaks on Frankie Lymon and
the Teenagers’ first recordings.

Despite a lukewarm reception at the Brooklyn Paramount, the
Freed Band—a swing orchestra with a high-energy rhythm section
powered by two drummers—became a staple of the disc jockey’s
stage shows and was responsible for producing Freed’s “big beat.”

Sometimes the drummer opposite Panama Francis was Freed’s
longtime friend Hermie Dressel. Dressel said that while other mu-
sicians in Freed’s band could “lay out” (take a short break) and be
covered by the other instruments, the band’s drummers enjoyed no
such luxury. He recalled developing open blisters on his hands from
drumming six or seven shows a day: “It was like digging ditches or
pounding nails.” There was such excitement inside the theater that
the musicians could not hear themselves play, while the sound em-
anating from the young audience was so intense that the band mem-
bers could feel the air move. As the band played (“We had eighteen
guys on stage, blowin” our butts off”), Freed once came up the steps
to the bandstand, walked among the musicians, and shouted at
Dressel, “For Christ’s sake, what are you doing with the fucking
brushes? I can’t hear you!” Laying down the big beat was a most
serious matter to the disc jockey.

On stage at the Paramount were the Penguins (“one of the best
visual acts on the bill”), the Moonglows/Moonlighters, LaVern Baker,
the Clovers, B. B. King, Danny Overbea, Red Prysock, Mickey
Baker, and Count Basie’s Orchestra. For the first time, Freed also
included white performers on his show, and given the deejay’s stated
dislike of rhythm and blues cover records, it at first seems curious
that one of the white singers on the bill was Eddie Fontaine. Fon-
taine, a Queens, New York, lounge singer, had just covered the
rhythm and blues song “Rock Love” for X Records, a subsidiary of
RCA Victor. Nevertheless, Freed hyped Fontaine’s “Rock Love” on
the deejay’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party.” Fontaine, who described his sing-
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ing manner as “coon-style, really raucous Frankie Laine school,” said
Freed “took me under his wing” and “Rock Love” “took off like a
shot” in the Northeast.

The Chuckles (with Teddy Randazzo), a pop group that, like Fon-
taine, recorded for X, had a big hit late in 1954 with the ballad
“Runaround.” Both “Runaround” and “Rock Love” were published
by Regent Music, a firm owned by Gene Goodman, with whom
Freed was involved in a publishing partnership. In addition, Morris
Levy, Freed’s manager and promoter, did production work for RCA
and was about to enter into a “unique deal” with RCA whereby Levy
would “nurture new talent” for the label. It therefore made good
sense to all parties involved that Fontaine and the Chuckles (at the
time, touring together) not only appeared on stage with Freed but
also received heavy airplay on the deejay’s radio program.

Billboard unwittingly showed the pop music industry’s racial bar-
riers had not yet completely fallen when the trade newspaper noted
that Freed’s white acts “pleased the kids . . . [but] seemed out of
place in the predominantly r&b line-up.” The voice of the pop music
industry also underestimated rock and roll’s appeal, suggesting Freed
include some dance or comedy acts in future line-ups in order to
“break up the steady stream of record talent.”

Despite Billboard's clamor for comic relief, New York-area teen-
agers could not get enough of Freed’s rock & roll. His week-long
Brooklyn Paramount run drew ninety-seven thousand people and
produced a box-office gross of $107,000 that shattered the theater’s
all-time house record set in 1932 by crooner Russ Colombo. Variety
said Freed’s opening-night audience was “dancing in the aisles, clap-
ping in time with the music and letting out shrieks at a lively riff or
just the announcement of an upcoming performer,” although Brook-
lyn Paramount manager Gene Pleshette, who had also worked at
Manhattan’s Paramount during the big-band era, said Benny Good-
man’s and Frank Sinatra’s swing audiences were “wilder” than
Freed’s. Freed described the Brooklyn crowds as “amazing” and said
that as they stood on the theater seats Pleshette “was getting ner-
vous.” He said Pleshette yelled, “Cut the last number. Finish it up!”
“If we hadn’t,” said Freed, “there’d be no theater left, just a crater!”
Pleshette conceded that Freed’s audience bounced up and down
“pretty hard” on the theater’s seats. “Some seats would have to be
repaired,” he said, but Pleshette considered such damage “only nor-
mal wear and tear.”
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Although Freed’s Brooklyn audiences were generally described as
“well-behaved and appreciative,” and the deejay’s show as “clean,
and frequently exciting,” at one point several teens jumped onto the
stage. Variety reported that as they were quickly ushered off, one
youngster “began shoving a fireman who was aiding in clearing the
stage, but he was coaxed into the wings and there was no further
trouble.” Pleshette estimated that during the week perhaps twenty
patrons who made nuisances of themselves were given their money
back and told to leave the theater.

Although there had been some reluctance on the theater’s part to
host Freed’s rock & roll show, the attitude changed drastically fol-
lowing the deejay’s box-office smash. “Money rules,” said Jack Hooke.
“That changed their minds about rock & roll.” Freed was solicited by
other local theaters that wished to host the deejay’s next live produc-
tion, but Freed and Morris Levy chose to remain with the people
who had given them a stage when nobody else was interested. The
deejay’s first Brooklyn Paramount show became a model for the dee-
jay’s future productions. Hip New York teenagers would no longer
need calendars to keep track of the seasons. Freed’s stage shows
would appear like clockwork on Easter, Labor Day, and Christmas.

Unfortunately, following one of Freed’s Paramount shows that
April, a rowdy group of teenagers created a disturbance in a Brooklyn
subway car. Despite the fact that it was never proven that the youths
involved in the widely publicized incident even attended Freed’s
show, many outraged New Yorkers pointed to the deejay and to rock
& roll as the cause of the disturbance. The accusations that Freed
promoted teenage violence would intensify as his own stature as rock
& roll’s leading proponent steadily increased. Freed would be un-
successful in overcoming the stigma his critics imposed upon him,
and this negative image would facilitate his ruin.

In the 1953 movie The Wild One, based on a true story of a
motorcycle gang that terrorized a small California town, a leather-clad
biker played by Marlon Brando is asked what he is rebelling against.
“Whaddaya got?” Brando replies. That scene pretty much summed
up the attitude of a small yet highly visible portion of America’s
teenagers in the mid-1950s. What to rebel against was less important
than the act of rebellion itself, and the nation’s teenagers, more or
less sheltered from the real world of nine-to-five jobs and the pres-
sures of supporting families, were afforded the luxury of rebellious-
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ness at no personal cost. This attitude was seized upon by the pop
music business, which realized that rock & roll, which teenagers were
adopting as their own music, could be marketed as a form of escapism
and rebeéllion for them. The music business thus sought to exploit
teenage tastes in order to broaden its own range of listeners.

Society’s reaction to rock & roll was generally one of disapproval,
which only served to reinforce the rebellious adolescent attitude and
behavior. Even Alan Freed—perhaps the greatest defender of rock &
roll—acknowledged that one of the reasons the music was so popular
was that it represented “a safe form of rebellion against authority.”

Along with the pop music industry, Hollywood played a vital role
in linking teenage violence and deviant social behavior to rock & roll.
Perhaps the most influential Hollywood production to do so was The
Blackboard Jungle, which starred Glen Ford and Sidney Poitier and
portrayed a New York schoolteacher’s harrowing experiences in the
city’s public school system. The Blackboard Jungle offered a terrifying
portrait of hoodlumism and violence toward parents and other au-
thority figures. The film also provided most of the adults in the au-
dience with their first taste of the literal power of rock & roll. The
only rock & roll song in the film—"“Rock Around the Clock,” sung by
Bill Haley and His Comets—had nothing to do with it, but it did help
set the movie’s shocking, defiant tone. When The Blackboard Jungle
was first shown, audiences were jolted by the sound that emanated
from the giant speaker systems: “One, two, three o’clock, four o’clock,
rock! Five, six, seven o’clock, eight o’clock, rock! . . . We're gonna
rock around the clock tonight!” The Comets’ powerfully amplified,
driving beat produced an energy never before experienced in movie
theaters. A hair-raising rush of excitement swept through young au-
diences as America’s teenagers rejoiced, buoyed by the omnipotence
felt from embracing as their own something that adults both feared
and despised. Although adults may have exited theaters in a state of
shock after viewing The Blackboard Jungle during the spring of 1955,
their teenage offspring left with Haley’s music still pounding in their
heads and a powerful urge to pursue the exciting new big beat. Rock
& roll’s already tarnished image was further damaged when instances
of teenage street disturbances following showings of the film were
widely reported by the media.

“Rock Around the Clock” was not a new song. Haley’s cover
version of an obscure rhythm and blues song originally recorded by
Sammy Doe on the Arcade label had flopped when released a year
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earlier. With a vital, if somewhat belated push by its inclusion in The
Blackboard Jungle, however, the song became a number-one hit for
Haley and His Comets. In doing so, “Rock Around the Clock™ solid-
ified the association between rock & roll and juvenile delinquency.
To many adults, The Blackboard Jungle was proof enough that rock &
roll and teenage violence went hand in hand. Freed saw rock & roll’s
image being dragged down by the film industry. “Hollywood is to
blame [for the violence],” he said. The hoodlum element—in Freed’s
estimation, perhaps 5 percent of all teenagers—were merely “aping”
Brando (and James Dean, who starred in the 1955 movie Rebel With-
out a Cause) in their behavior. “Why malign all teenagers?” asked the
deejay.

Freed disliked The Blackboard Jungle. “It was unfortunate,” he
said, that rock & roll had been used in “that hoodlum-infested movie

. [which] seemed to associate rock 'n’ rollers with delinquents.”
But the music had been exploited, and its connection to violence
strengthened, providing “proof” of the evils of rock & roll to another
group of critics who feared and loathed it for a deeper and more
passionate reason.

The socially oriented attack on rock & roll originated in America’s
southern regions where, by the time of The Blackboard Jungle’s re-
lease, teenage-dance promoter Howard Lewis reported that rhythm
and blues had become “a potent force in breaking down racial barri-
ers.” Most overt in the South, racially oriented protests against rock
& roll were equally strong in many northern regions and were felt by
Alan Freed and other proponents of the music.

Segregated musical performances had long been the rule in the
South, but as the popularity of rhythm and blues increased among
whites, semi-integrated shows, in which blacks and whites were per-
mitted into the same building with the two races separated by a rope
or other restraint, became commonplace. What followed not only
unnerved the local authorities but proved symbolic of what was hap-
pening throughout a portion of American society. As the blacks
danced on their designated side and many whites, confined to their
own side, tried to copy them, the rope would come down and blacks
and whites would dance together. Rhythm and blues producer Ralph
Bass thought early rock & roll did as much to break down America’s
racial barriers as the civil rights acts and marches did. But those
citizens who viewed such racial developments as dangerous were well
aware of the integrated crowds flocking to Alan Freed’s dances and
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stage shows. Freed’s image as a lover of things black was strength-
ened when, in May 1955, the Pittsburgh Courier invited him to
emcee its “Command Perforinance” benefit concert for blacks, held
at Detroit’s Olympia Arena.

Freed had no desire to become embroiled in social conflict and he
bristled at any suggestion that he was a racial do-gooder. His only
interest in blacks, said Freed, was in rhythm and blues and in height-
ening the popularity of black artists who had historically been “pushed
aside and ignored.” But the deejay’s distinction between racially mo-
tivated actions and his own musically motivated deeds fell on deaf
ears. Freed’s young audience was unconcerned with the color of rock
& roll’s performers, while his detractors already had their minds set
that the rock & roll disc jockey was partial to blacks.

Many whites who disliked Freed found their negative feelings
toward him exacerbated by the deejay’s social habits, particularly
Freed’s propensity for physical contact with blacks. It was not un-
common for Freed to kiss black female singers or embrace black
males as they walked off a stage. Nor was it unusual to see the disc
jockey in a public place, drinking from the same glass as a black
companion or sharing a cigarette. Ray Reneri said when Freed, “this
so-called ‘madman,” walked onto the stage with 99 percent of his show
black . . . a lot of people hated him.”

It was purely coincidental that rhythm and blues music began to
appear on America’s popular music charts at the time the South was
stunned by the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision outlawing segregation
in public schools, but the white backlash to the decision affected the
region’s attitude to rhythm and blues and to rock & roll. White Cit-
izens Councils (segregationist committees of whites) began to appear
throughout the South, railing against the obscenity and vulgarity of
rock & roll, calling it “obviously Negro music” and “a means by which
the white man and his children can be driven to the level with the
Negro.” It was not unusual to hear council leaders talk of doing away
with the “vulgar, animalistic, Nigger rock and roll bop.” This racially
motivated attack on rock & roll was echoed in the North, but usually
in a more subtle manner than in the South.

When blacks were considered rhythm and blues performers, they
were kept at a safe distance from most white audiences. It was not
difficult, if one chose, to simply ignore the existence of black artists.
But rock & roll permitted—even encouraged—black artists to over-
step music’s traditional racial barriers. This sudden intrusion of blacks
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into the white entertainment field, and the integrated audiences that
promoters such as Alan Freed now drew to their shows, aroused great
passion among many adults.

Of all the cities outside the South, perhaps the metropolis most
perilous for a traveling all-black rock & roll show in 1955 was Boston,
a bastion of deeply rooted Roman Catholic conservatism. Boston’s
Roman Catholic hierarchy, typified by the Very Reverend John Car-
roll, who warned the Teacher’s Institute of the Archdiocese of Boston
that rock & roll inflamed and excited youth “like jungle tom-toms
readying warriors for battle,” looked askance at any activity or idea
that threatened the status quo. Throughout the city, thousands of
Roman Catholics stood in church to pledge to the Legion of Decency
not to support purportedly indecent cultural by-products, including
motion pictures and rock & roll music.

It was hardly a surprise, then, that when Alan Freed’s all-black
eleven-act “Diddley Daddy” package show (featuring Bo Diddley) hit
downtown Boston on May 20 for a week-long run at the local Loew’s
State Theatre, the deejay was not given the key to the city by civic
fathers. Freed, having astounded onlookers with the magnitude of his
success at the Brooklyn Paramount, was determined to take his rock
& roll show on the road. After Boston, where Freed was no stranger
to those with an AM antenna able to capture WINS’s fifty thousand
watts of power, the disc jockey had booked three days in nearby
Providence for May 27-29. Onstage with Diddley would be the
Moonglows/Moonlighters, the Five Keys, Nappy Brown, Dinah
Washington, Al Hibbler, Little Walter, Dakota Staton, and the
Buddy Johnson Orchestra, with Ella Johnson.

Jack Hooke said Freed met “strong opposition” to the deejay’s
first Boston visit, led by the Boston Diocese newspaper, which ran a
series of articles condemning the “immoral” rock & roll and urged
parishioners not to attend rock & roll productions. Hermie Dressel
said Freed was told not to put his show on, which only guaranteed
that the controversial rock & roll promoter would be there.

One account of Freed’s Boston engagement said the “joint was
jumping,” but that regular patrons stayed away. Although there was
an increase in attendance over the disappointing opening-day audi-
ence of five hundred patrons, the deejay’s week-long production
grossed a disappointing $27,000, a far cry from his heady week at the
Brooklyn Paramount.

This was Freed’s first serious encounter with anti-rock & roll
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sentiment. Paranoia over the music spread as quickly as the music’s
popularity as civic authorities from coast to coast, citing press ac-
counts of violence attributed to rock & roll shows, lashed out at rock
& roll’s proponents. A disturbance at a rock & roll show at the New
Haven Arena caused neighboring Bridgeport police to issue a ban on
rock & roll dances, wiping out a dance scheduled for May 22 at the
Ritz Ballroom, for which Fats Domino had been booked. The Bridge-
port cancellation set off a wave of anti-rock & roll reaction. In Boston,
having had a taste of Freed’s “Diddley Daddy” show, Roman Catholic
leaders urged that the offensive music be boycotted. Hartford, Con-
necticut, authorities threatened to revoke the license of the State
Theatre (a site of future Freed productions) after audiences became
rowdy during a musical stage show. In Washington, D.C., the police
chief urged a ban on rock & roll shows at the National Guard Armory.

Freed, who, said Bo Diddley, “’'was gettin’ bricks throwed at his
house,” began to receive hate mail, some of which the deejay took to
reading on his WINS “Rock 'n’ Roll Party.” Freed recalled one of the
worst riots he ever witnessed, which occurred in 1944 when a Youngs-
town audience mobbed the bandstand as Guy Lombardo and His
Royal Canadians played. Music does not have to result in violence,
said the deejay. “If a stage show is well-policed and well-presented
they won’t have riots.”

The early Boston rumblings against Freed were portentous. As
rock & roll’s leading proponent, the contentious disc jockey was now
on a collision course with America’s anti-rock & roll forces. Not that
Freed was one to shrink from controversy, but Boston—a city Freed
was determined to bring his rock & roll show to again—would ulti-
mately play a vital part in events precipitating his downfall.

Eager to return to the stage ever since his disappointing Boston
“Diddley Daddy” show in May, Freed chafed all that summer as he
watched his competitors, rhythm and blues disc jockeys Dr. Jive and
Hal Jackson, cash in on the newfound rock & roll. Shows by both disc
jockeys featured all-black talent (attended nevertheless by integrated
audiences) that was now billed as rhythm and blues in Harlem and as
rock & roll elsewhere.

The Brooklyn Paramount, scene of Freed’s Labor Day “First An-
niversary Show,” again served as mecca for New York’s first genera-
tion of rock & rollers. With charges of the evil influences of the music
ringing in Freed’s ears, it was becoming apparent that most of the
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rock & roll deejay’s support came from his listeners and from WINS
radio. Freed’s post-Boston anxiety was understandable, for a repeat of
his light Boston turnout would only lend credence to the theory being
bandied about by rock & roll’s assailants—that the music was simply
a passing fad.

When Freed booked pop singer Tony Bennett to headline the
week-long engagement at the Paramount, the deejay’s hard-core fans
were shocked. How could the premier rock & roll spokesman give
Anthony Dominick Debenedetto, a twenty-nine-year-old singer from
Queens, New York, top billing at an Alan Freed rock & roll show?
Eddie Fontaine and his Frankie Laine “coon-style” proved adaptable
to Freed’s setting, but Tony Bennett?

Freed and Bennett were friends, having known each other since
1951 when the singer was unknown and trying “everything from
being a race singer to doing Mario Lanza” in a Cleveland nightclub.
After several large pop hits, by 1954 his recording career was at an
ebb. As the other major record companies did with their pop singers
early in 1955 when rock & roll emerged, Columbia (with the bless-
ings of A&R chief and Freed nemesis, Mitch Miller, who also hap-
pened to own his own ASCAP publishing firm, Miller Music
Corporation) had Bennett record the Orioles’ 1948 R&B hit “It’s Too
Soon to Know” and promoted it as “’an outstanding rhythm and blues
rendition.” With Columbia trying to pass Bennett off as a rhythm and
blues singer, his appearance on Freed’s stage makes sense from Co-
lumbia Records’ standpoint. But what about Freed’s motives?

Although Jack Hooke insisted that the deejay had no ulterior
motives in booking Bennett and that Freed had done so “on a whim,
one night after three or four beers,” Billboard’s June Bundy, shortly
after Bennett’s Paramount appearance, wrote that Freed had hired
the singer as “box-office insurance” (for a fee of $10,000, plus a per-
centage of the gate). However Bennett came to be the top-billed star
at Freed’s rock & roll show, his appearance highlighted Freed’s grow-
ing propensity to feature white artists on his previously all-black
shows, and was consistent with the disk jockey’s (and Morris Levy’s)
desire to popularize rhythm and blues as rock & roll to the widest
extent possible. Just how much of an impetus for Freed to move in
such a direction was provided by Morris Levy is uncertain, but Lew
Platt, still Freed’s manager (on paper, anyway), was vehemently op-
posed to the shift from strict rhythm and blues.

When Freed moved from Cleveland to New York, Platt, in an-
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ticipation of expanded activities as the deejay’s booker and manager,
set up an office there. But the one thing Platt failed to anticipate was
the presence of Levy. When the Birdland impresario booked Freed'’s
St. Nicholas Arena dance in January, however, it was obvious to Platt
that given Levy’s local influence and ambitiousness, he was no longer
necessary—indeed, no longer desired—in Freed and Levy’s scheme
of things. While Platt remained a promotional partner in Freed’s first
Brooklyn Paramount show in April, shortly thereafer he temporarily
withdrew from all his professional activities because of mounting fam-
ily problems and personal illness. When the promoter returned to
New York in October 1955, to his chagrin he found that “other asso-
ciations [had] convinced Freed to play whites as well as blacks” on the
disc jockey’s radio program, as well as on the stage. The “other as-
sociations” Platt referred to could have been none other than Morris
Levy and WINS radio. Platt, described by Jack Hooke as a “very nice
man [but] a very square guy, not the New York type,” said he
“deemed it advisable, . . . because of my need for cash to protect
myself,” to sell his interest in Freed and “our varied businesses.”
Noting that “Alan has dropped playing records by people such as
Eddie Bo, Muddy Waters, and similar Deep South artists,” Platt felt
the separation from Freed “advisable, inasmuch as during my ab-
sence that several of our associates had started to persuade Alan to
gradually drop Rhythm and Blues and to start building pop artists on
his show, and a white artists version of ‘Rock 'n’ Roll.” ” With the
assistance of WINS, Platt proceeded to make a deal to take over the
management of another white rhythm and blues disc jockey, George
(“Hound Dog”) Lorenz (“he is not as dynamic as Alan,” said Platt,
“but he is doing a wonderful job. . . he is white, but both the colored
folks and white people love him”), then presiding over the Northeast
from Buffalo’s fifty-thousand-watt radio station, WKBW.

When Freed’s stage show opened on Friday, September 2, early
arrivals were greeted by life-size cardboard likenesses of Tony Ben-
nett in the Brooklyn Paramount’s lobby. Many were destroyed on the
spot by angry young fans who had come to see rock & roll’s newest
attraction, Chuck Berry (in only his third professional booking), white
truck driver-turned-singer Lillian Briggs, and rhythm and blues vet-
erans now billed as rock & roll stars, including the Flamingos, the
Harptones, the Cardinals, the Nutmegs, Nappy Brown, the Moon-
glows, and, making his first theater appearance (as well as his New
York debut) of his month-old professional career, Chuck Berry. On
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the Paramount’s move screen was Foxfire, starring Jane Russell and
Jeff Chandler.

After his opening-day performance, Tony Bennett withdrew from
Freed’s show because of an alleged throat ailment. Leroy Kirkland,
Freed’s musical director, said the audience screamed, “Who wants
him! Get off there!” when Bennett appeared on stage. “I know he’s
good,” said the musician-arranger, “but he just didn'’t fit the show.”
Kirkland said Bennett was replaced by Al Hibbler “and the shows
picked up because at least he could sing something the people liked.”

Berry was Freed’s opening act, and the nervous singer broke into
a sweat as Jack Hooke shoved him into the wings as Freed made the
introduction. As Berry’s three-piece combo hit the stage it was wel-
comed with a cheer that “’wiped the doubt clear of any fear of being
there.” Berry was onstage for all of seven minutes, singing “Maybel-
lene” and then “Wee Wee Hours.” He said he received an enthusi-
astic response from the seemingly “solid white” audience, which
applauded “without apparent regard for racial difference” (because of
similar enthusiastic responses he drew at subsequent performances,
Berry thought the same people returned for each show). Berry’s
Brooklyn Paramount appearance left the singer thinking, “I might be
able . . . to carry on for a while in the big business.”

Ray Reneri, a fourteen-year-old rock & roll fan, was in Freed’s
Brooklyn Paramount audience. Like so many of his peers, young
Reneri attempted to get backstage between shows to obtain auto-
graphs of the performers. As Reneri slowly followed the flow of the
crowd, he was suddenly caught in a surge and pushed through the
stage door. In the confusion, he was knocked to the floor and his face
was scratched, drawing blood. The injured teenager was quickly spir-
ited into Freed’s dressing room and was astounded to be greeted by
Freed himself. After being reassured that his young fan’s facial cut
was not serious (“the cut looked worse than it was,” said Reneri),
Freed asked Reneri what he had thought of the show. Reneri replied
that he thought it was great. Freed invited him to “stick around
[backstage] and see the next show” and, by the end of the day, Reneri
had become a gofer for the deejay’s backstage entourage. For renu-
meration, Reneri kept whatever spare change was left over. He re-
turned after school the next afternoon and worked until twelve that
night. “It was a long day,” he recalled, “but they’d drink alot, . . . so
I made about $200 for the week.”

With or without Tony Bennett, Freed’s week-long Labor Day
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stand in Brooklyn shattered his own box-office record set the previous
April. Freed split his percentage of the gross with Morris Levy, now
his only partner and major influence on the deejay’s career. The most
significant development to come out of this show was Freed’s real-
ization that box-office “insurance” such as Tony Bennett was unnec-
essary. In the future the deejay would book all his talent at flat fees,
“with some artists working the week (and happy to do it) for $200.”

Rock & roll’s continued growth in popularity was punctuated by
Freed’s Labor Day success, but no sooner had the deejay silenced
those critics who insisted that the music was just a fad than Freed
came under attack from opponents who charged him with keeping
local high schoolers who listened to his “Rock 'n’ Roll Party” up too
late on school nights. This latest flak was not only a new avenue of
attack against Freed but an attestation to the changing demographics
of rock & roll’s audience. As the music became more popular (and
whiter), the average age of its audience decreased, but any visions of
Freed’s 1955 rock & roll audiences as pimply-faced adolescents pack-
ing tubes of Clearasil in their pockets are not accurate.

In Cleveland, Freed’s audience consisted mostly of blacks who
were nearly out of their teens or already in their early twenties. As
young whites became familiar with rhythm and blues and rock & roll,
the average age of Freed’s listeners did decrease, but a look at the
deejay’s early 1955 radio sponsors—a clothing store, an appliance
chain, an automobile dealership, an arthritis remedy, and a debt-
refinancing company—indicates the targeting of a consumer group
older than high school age.

Between rock & roll records Freed hawked a “free ten-day home
trial of the thrilling new Kelvinator automatic washer,” followed by a
pitch to get his listeners into a brand-new Mercury from Lucky Low-
ell, who, said Freed, would offer each listener a trade-in value for his
present car that was “more than you ever dreamed it was worth.” If
Freed’s listeners were threatened with legal action or wage garnish-
ees and repossessions (by Lucky Lowell perhaps?), the deejay told
them not to despair, that “no matter how much you owe, how many

people you owe, . . . your troubles can soon be over” if listeners
would just make a telephone call to the Silver Shield debt-refinancing
agency.

Whatever the age of Freed’s audience, in deference to the grow-
ing number of high schoolers tuning in, WINS bowed to the oppo-
sition and scrapped their star deejay’s late-weeknight portion of his
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“Rock 'n” Roll Party.” In its place, Freed took over Jack Lacey’s
6:30-7:00 p.M. slot, which increased his “Rock 'n’ Roll Party Number
One” from 6:30 to 9:00. Freed retained his 11:00 P.M.—1:00 A.M. show
on Friday and Saturday nights. He also kept his Saturday morning
program from 10:00 to noon, giving WINS’s star property a weekly
total of twenty-one hours on the air.

In October a flurry of live rock and roll shows in New York,
including Freed’s one-night “Rock 'n’ Roll Halloween Party” at the
Brooklyn Paramount; and Carnegie Hall’s first all-rhythm-and-blues
show, indicated that if indeed rock & roll was a fad, it was a fad still
on the rise. Ironically, as more than twenty black artists performed in
New York to promote a positive image of rock and roll, their efforts
were negated by a white pop trio from Los Angeles and its recording
of “Black Denim Trousers.” As far removed from rock & roll as could
be imagined, “Black Denim Trousers” glorified the stereotype of an
irresponsible, antisocial hoodlum biker and so served as much as did
The Blackboard Jungle to brand rock & roll as an outlaw music to the
general public.

As “Black Denim Trousers” reinforced rock & roll’s negative im-
age, the music reached yet another milestone in its acceptance. While
declaring 1955 the “year R&B took over the pop field,” Billboard
instituted a new record-popularity chart—the “Top 100"—an amal-
gamation of pop, rock & roll, rhythm and blues, and country and
western songs; the best indication to date that America’s pop music
tastes could no longer adequately be categorized along racial or sty-
listic lines.

Rock & roll also made a major television breakthrough when
Tommy (“Dr. Jive”) Smalls hosted a rhythm and blues music segment
on Ed Sullivan’s “Toast of the Town” variety show on the CBS-TV
network on November 20, 1955. While much of Sullivan’s large,
faithful, and conservative audience no doubt was shocked by the likes
of the Five Keys, LaVern Baker, and Bo Diddley rocking and rolling
in their Middle American living rooms, some viewers’ lives would
forever be changed after having heard the exciting new sound. A
week later, apparently realizing the folly in promoting pop artists
such as Perry Como and Eddie Fisher as rock & roll singers, RCA
Victor signed Elvis Presley, a singer with limited record sales and
little recognition outside the South, after paying the Memphis-based
Sun Records an unprecedented $35,000 for exclusive rights to the
“Hillbilly Cat.” RCA had no idea of what it had acquired in Presley,
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but thanks to television, Presley’s gyrating antics would soon compli-
cate matters in Freed’s quest to make rock & roll respectable.

Freed’s local popularity was validated in December when an in-
dependent music survey showed the deejay to be “most listened to”
by New York-area high school students. The survey also showed rock
& roll's rumored decline in popularity to be so small as to be insig-
nificant. WINS was in the midst of a ratings battle to maintain the top
spot Freed had helped the station recently obtain. In an attempt to
cash in on WINS’s success, a rival station, WMGM (at 1050 kilocycles
on the dial, a slight twist away from WINS), lured deejay Peter Tripp,
who referred to himself as “the curly-headed kid in the third row,”
away from WHB in Kansas City, Missouri. Tripp’s “Your Hits of the
Week” program utilized a chart survey countdown (a format Freed
already used on his Saturday morning “Top 25”) each night from five
to eight. Freed and Tripp would go head-to-head for ninety minutes,
with an advantage to Tripp for his early-evening start. It was the only
advantage Tripp could claim as top-dog WINS gleefully anticipated
the confrontation.

Also that December, Freed attended BMI’s annual awards din-
ner, at which “Sincerely” and “Maybellene” were named to the BMI
song honor roll for 1955. Thanks largely to those two songs, Freed, a
bona fide musician who could read and write music, was “fast gaining
stature as one of the most prolific cleffers around.” Not coincidentally,
“Sincerely” and “Maybellene” were both issued by Chess Records,
with which Freed had a close working relationship.

Because of the highly competitive structure of the pop music
business, whereby perhaps ten new records out of the several hun-
dred released each week could be added to a station’s playlist, the
quality of a particular song was not in itself a sufficient guarantee for
radio airplay. Not surprisingly, within this cutthroat environment,
record manufacturers and distributors resorted to special arrange-
ments and deals ranging from relatively mundane cash payments to
more creative devices in order to obtain radio airplay for certain new
releases. Although Leonard Chess’s son, Marshall, said that in the
days before payola was illegal, it “helped us independent record com-
panies get established,” Chess, as an alternative to outright cash
payments, sometimes invited key disc jockeys and record distributors
to select certain songs on which they would be given cowriting credit
in return for guaranteed radio airplay for those songs.

Although Freed and Harvey Fuqua were credited as the writers of
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“Sincerely” and Freed noted that one of his “proudest memories” was
of writing the song, Jack Hooke and Bobby Lester both disagree.
Hooke said that “Alan used to sit around and tell people how he wrote
[“Sincerely”],” but that the song had actually been written by Harvey
Fuqua and Bobby Lester. Leonard Chess, explained Hooke, put
Freed’s name on “Sincerely” “to help get it played.” Lester main-
tained he and Fuqua wrote “Sincerely” “a long time before we met
Alan,” but that he and Fuqua had no idea of the song’s potential.
Lester said the songwriting gift to Freed was done “out of pure cour-
tesy” because the disc jockey was their manager and the Moonglows
realized certain opportunities made available to the group never
would have occurred if Freed had not been listed as one of the song’s
writers. Freed said he sat in with the Moonglows and other artists,
giving advice during the creation of certain songs.

Although Bobby Lester remembered Freed as “a beautiful man

. we had a lot of fun with,” the Coronets’ Sam Griggs was not as
kind to his onetime manager. Griggs called Freed a “businessman out
for a buck,” who had “no real creativity.” He maintained that “Na-
dine” was actually written by group member Chuck Carruthers about
his girlfriend, but that the Coronets were told that unless Freed was
given the writing credit, “nothing else would happen [with the song].”

By far, the most popular song for which Freed received cowriting
credit was “Maybellene.” In May 1955, part-time cosmetologist and
would-be recording artist Chuck Berry was directed by blues singer
Muddy Waters (himself a Chess artist) to the Chess offices at 4720
Cottage Grove on Chicago’s South Side. Berry carried with him a
homemade tape recording containing four songs he had recently re-
corded. Berry had high hopes for a slow blues he had written called
“Wee Wee Hours,” but Leonard and Phil Chess had enough tradi-
tional blues artists on their roster. They were searching for more
“current” material, something that would lend itself to the rock & roll
mold and would appeal to young white record buyers. Chess was
more interested in a lively number on Berry’s tape called “Ida Red,”
a song Berry called “a joke,” put on the tape as “filler.” When the
singer, recently rejected by Vee Jay and Mercury Records, was told
to come up with a new title, Berry obliged. The final version of
“Maybellene” was recorded on May 21, 1955, on the thirty-sixth take.
What happened after that is uncertain.

One unlikely account of the incident says that Freed was present
during the recording of “Maybellene.” Almost as unlikely is the no-
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tion that after listening to hundreds of Chess releases, Freed selected
“Maybellene” on which to have his name attached as cowriter. The
most plausible account of how Freed’s name came to dppear on “May-
bellene” was offered by Berry’s biographer Howard A. DeWitt. De-
Witt maintains that Russ Fratto, a Chicago record distributor and the
Chess Brothers’ landlord, as well as a friend of Freed’s, was present
at the “Maybellene” recording session and was so impressed with the
song’s final version that he called Freed and the two “discussed
Chuck’s talents,” before Leonard Chess flew to New York to talk with
Freed. Chess said he gave Freed a dub of “Maybellene” that did not
even contain Berry’s name, and told the disc jockey, “Play this.” By
the time the record manufacturer returned to Chicago, Freed had
called a dozen times, “saying it was his biggest record ever.” In any
event, when “Maybellene” was released, Fratto, Freed, and Berry
were listed as cowriters of the song.

Berry maintained that because of his “rookiness” in the music
business he was “totally ignorant” of the intricacies of songwriting and
publishing royalties. It was not until the singer received his first
royalty statement for “Maybellene” that Berry discovered Fratto and
Freed “had written the song with me.” Confronted by Berry, Leon-
ard Chess told the singer that the song “would get more attention”
bearing Fratto’s and Freed’s names.

Indeed, “Maybellene” did receive a great deal of attention during
the summer of 1955, including a two-hour airing one night on Freed’s
“Rock n” Roll Party.” The song reached fifth place on Billboard’s pop
best-seller list, selling over a million copies at a time when a good
blues record was one that sold in the neighborhood of ten thousand
copies and a hit rock & roll record frequently sold hundreds of thou-
sands. “Maybellene” was also the first rock & roll record to totally
overshadow the pop cover versions that appeared, another sign of
rock & roll’s growing popularity.

To say that Freed pushed “Maybellene” simply because he had a
piece of it is incorrect. In Berry, Freed saw a talented, dynamic
showman, which was exactly what rock & roll needed to once and for
all overcome the lingering rhythm and blues stigma that dogged other
rock & roll stars such as Joe Turner, Ruth Brown, and Fats Domino.
Unlike them, Chuck Berry carried no rhythm and blues baggage with
him. Inducements by the Chess brothers aside, although Freed’s
name never again appeared on another Chuck Berry record, the
deejay pushed Berry’s subsequent recordings as hard as he did “May-
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bellene.” Furthermore, Freed’s exceptional promotion of Berry
helped the crafty showman to establish a firm grip on rock & roll’s
young white audience.

The scene for Freed’s twelve-day “Rock 'n” Roll Holiday Jubilee,”
which began on December 22, was the New York Academy of Music,
on East-Fourteenth Street in downtown Manhattan. On stage at the
Academy were the Cadillacs, LaVern Baker, Boyd Bennett, Gloria
Mann, the Wrens, the Valentines, the Three Chuckles, and Count
Basie’s Orchestra, with vocalist Joe Williams. Also on the bill, making
their stage debut and singing their recording of ‘Crazy for You,” were
the Heartbeats, a local group led by James Sheppard. The Heartbeats
were managed by William Miller, a songwriter, producer, promo
man, and part owner of Hull Records, for which “Crazy for You” was
recorded.

Miller had met Freed while visiting WINS on a promotional tour
for “Crazy for You.” After listening to the record, Freed told Miller
the song’s beat was not strong enough. “The beat, man,” exclaimed
Freed, “give me the beat!” But Freed did play “Crazy for You” on his
“Rock 'n’ Roll Party.” “He took that telephone book,” said Miller, and
by slamming his hand on it into the open microphone, “He empha-
sized the beat.”

Freed had been displaced from the familiar Brooklyn Paramount
(Jack Hooke said the theater would not give Freed the deal he
wanted) by Dr. Jive, who, featuring white artists for the first time—
including Pat Boone—made a bid to chip away at Freed’s rock & roll
kingdom. Dr. Jive’s “Rock 'n” Rhythm and Blues Show” began its
week-long run a day after Freed’s show opened and, Pat Boone or
not, the Doctor’s Brooklyn Paramount lineup equaled, if not sur-
passed, Freed’s. On stage with Boone was Bo Diddley, Ruth Brown,
Clyde McPhatter, the Flamingos, the Four Fellows, the Five Keys,
the Turbans, the Cheers, and Willis (“Gator Tail”) Jackson’s sixteen-
piece band, featuring Mickey Baker.

Freed’s “Holiday Jubilee,” which began on a Thursday, “opened
slowly but picked up tremendously over the weekend.” On Monday,
December 26, Freed shattered the single-day box-office record. With
the doors open each day at nine in the morning, continuous shows all
day, and late performances nightly, the “Holiday Jubilee’ racked up
a gross of $150,000.

At the same time, Dr. Jive took in $85,000 for his week-long run
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at the Paramount, “a healthy box-office take in view of the fact that
Freed was at the Academy,” according to theater manger Gene
Pleshette.

In its 1955 year-end issue, Billboard featured a story about the
expanding outside interests in the music business of radio disc jock-
eys. The industry, said Billboard, “has its share of jockeys who in-
dulge in doubtful extracurricular activities—those with secret slices of
publishing companies, hush-hush management contracts with record-
ing artists, etc.” The story also suggested that some broadcasters were
in partnership with disc jockeys in various outside deals, while stating
that Freed was “one of the most active and successful deejays in this
outside business category.” There was also music-trade speculation
concerning under-the-table arrangements between certain disc jock-
eys and various record companies and distributors. Such talk had long
bubbled under the surface of the pop music business, but with no end
to rock & roll’s growing popularity in sight the hushed conversations,
particularly among those with a financial interest in the “good” music
being displaced on the radio by rock & roll, grew louder. If Alan
Freed had not been the chief suspect in those hushed conversations,
he certainly was after receiving acclaim from local record manufac-
turers and distributors at BMI's December awards dinner for the
influential deejay’s “help” in getting their songs played on the air.
True to form, Freed arrogantly stated that—side arrangements or
not—he was proud to be thought of as one of radio’s most successful
disc jockeys.



CHAPTER 7
Q
The Boys

“The first time I handed him [Freed] a record he
sat down and talked to me. He listened to the
record, but after that, when I'd go up [to WINS]
. . . I didn’t have to worry. I'd go home and some-
times before I'd get there I'd hear my record be-
ing played.”

AS 1956 began, America’s popular music could no longer be
defined by traditional styles and racial barriers. In large part
because of Alan Freed and a bevy of independent record companies,
rhythm and blues continued to infiltrate previously white best-seller
charts and New York City became a cocoon for the final stages of the
metamorphosis of rhythm and blues into rock & roll.

Located in storefronts on the west side of Manhattan, from Forty-
second to Fifty-sixth streets and from Tenth Avenue to Broadway,
were dozens of small independent record labels and distributors ek-
ing out an unsteady existence in the burgeoning rhythm and blues
field of the early 1950s. Because of the occasional pop hit (such as
1952’s “Wheel of Fortune,” which appeared on Larry Newton’s
Derby label) produced by those independent labels, Tenth Avenue—
with the highest concentration of independents—came to be called in
the business as “the Street of Hope.” Each “indie” label owner har-
bored aspirations that he might become the next to produce the
surprise pop hit to intrude on a field dominated by the few major
companies. The area’s aura of shirtsleeve-style entrepreneurship con-
trasted starkly to the more formal midtown zone just a few blocks to
the east, which housed RCA Victor, Columbia, Mercury, and Decca.
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Billboard's Bob Rolontz wrote that there were “no plush restaurants,
no uniformed elevator operators, and few Cadillacs” on the Street of
Hope. What there was was a group of innovative and energetic hus-
tling optimists who hoped the combination of long work hours, a lot
of luck, and whatever else it might take would somehow be enough to
overcome the long odds of becoming the “street’s” next surprise hit
maker.

Among the independent rhythm-and-blues—oriented record com-
panies operating on or near the Street of Hope when Alan Freed hit
town in 1954 were Apollo, Atlantic, Baton, Bruce, Derby, Herald/
Ember, Jay-Dee, Jubilee/Josie, Old Town/Paradise, Rainbow, and
Rama. Rhythm and blues record distributors included Alpha, run by
Harry Aposteleris and Johnny Halonka, Jerry Blaine’s Cosnat Dis-
tributing, and Portem Distributors. Most of the entrepreneurs on the
Street of Hope either knew Freed, or knew of him, from the deejay’s
early days in Cleveland. As Jack Hooke (who regularly made promo-
tional trips for his jazz-oriented Royal Roost label in the early 1950s)
explained, other promo men returned from their midwestern swings
saying, “There’s a guy making noise in Cleveland named ‘Moondog,’
and what he plays hits the charts.” When Moondog arrived in their
town, the “boys,” as Hooke referred to the New York independent
label owners and distributors, could not have been happier.

Far and away the largest and most significant player in the early
1950s rhythm and blues derby was Atlantic Records, founded in 1947
in a tiny office of the Jefferson Hotel on Broadway and Fifty-sixth
Street by Ahmet Ertegun, the “playboy” son of a Turkish diplomat,
and Herb Abramson, a dentist by profession but also a veteran of the
Street of Hope who had worked as a part-time A&R man for National
Records in the early 1940s and who in 1956 owned the short-lived
Washington, D.C.-based Quality label. Ertegun and Abramson were
not only sharp businessmen but also record collectors and true fans of
jazz and blues who, according to noted Atlantic Records authority
Peter Grendysa, “had an ear for the black sound that others who
owned their own labels . . . could not duplicate.” When Abramson
entered military service in the spring of 1953, ex-Billboard staffer
Jerry Wexler (the man responsible for Billboard’s dropping its “race
music” classification in favor of “rhythm and blues”) was invited by
Ertegun to join Atlantic. With a formidable roster of artists headed by
Ruth Brown, the Clovers, and Joe Turner (with the last two featured
by Freed at his Cleveland dances as early as 1953), and offering a
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slicker, cleaner sound than its competitors, Atlantic became the dom-
inant rhythm and blues label, “innovating and forcing” the evolution
of rock & roll.

Although geographically separated from Manhattan by the Hud-
son River, “hard-headed, hard-working, and highly opinionated”
Herman Lubinsky was the senior member of the “boys.” Lubinsky
formed Savoy Records in 1942 in the heart of Newark’s already sprawl-
ing black area, but unlike Ahmet Ertegun and Herb Abramson, Lu-
binsky knew nothing about rhythm and blues except that the black
customers at his electrical parts retail store bought the music. With
his sole objective being to “sell records to colored people,” Lubinsky
hired knowledgeable producers, including Fred Mendelsohn, Lee
Magid, Ralph Bass, and Teddy Reig (who became partners with Jack
Hooke in Royal Roost Records), who, when the Petrillo recording ban
broke down in 1944, “plunged into recording with a vengeance.” As
the 1950s began, Savoy was a significant factor, not only in rhythm
and blues but in jazz and gospel music. Lubinsky’s ties to Freed
began in 1952 when the Cleveland deejay lined up two of Savoy’s
artists, Varetta Dillard and the Paul Williams Orchestra, to appear at
the aborted Moondog Coronation Ball.

The next-senior member of the “boys” was ex-bandleader Jerry
Blaine, who had worked with Herb Abramson at National Records
and who, along with another ex-National employee, Sid DeMay,
owned Cosnat Inc., a major rhythm and blues label distributor. In
1947 Blaine bought out Abramson as major partner in the newly
formed Jubilee Records. The label name was shelved for a year until
Blaine reactivated it in 1948 to replace his “It’s a Natural” label
moniker (said to be too close in sound to the National label). Like
Herman Lubinsky, Jerry Blaine’s association with Freed dated back
to 1952 when Moondog featured Jubilee artists Edna McGriff, the
Swallows, and Buddy Lucas at several of the deejay’s Ohio dances.
In 1954 Blaine added a subsidiary label called JOZ (“Josie”) to his
holdings.

In 1947 Al Silver purchased a small record pressing plant and
developed an appreciation for rhythm and blues from his work done
for several small R&B labels. He entered the recording phase of the
industry in 1952 when Fred Mendelsohn asked him to become a
partner in Mendelsohn’s Herald label, which was started around
1950, but after no commercial success with Herald, Mendelsohn soon
sold his interest in the label to Silver. Silver’s brother-in-law, Jack
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Angel, along with Duke Ellington’s son, Mercer, owned Ember
Records, but like Herald, Ember was no commercial success and
Ellington soon sold his share to Angel. Silver and Angel then joined
forces by merging Herald and Ember.

Silver was on his way out of a Joe Morris audition early in 1953
when he was approached by a young woman who began to sing for
him. The singer’s name was Fay Scruggs (Adams), the song was
“Shake a Hand,” and Silver’s reaction was that “I knew I had to sign
her.” Freed, who according to Silver broke quite a few of his records
in Cleveland, did so with “Shake a Hand” and the record went on to
become a number-one R&B seller, while also reaching the pop charts.
Silver also said Freed “induced” the label owner to switch the Mid-
west distribution of Herald Records to Lance Distributing and, later
that year, Freed helped make Fay Adams’ “I'll Be True” into another
number-one R&B hit for Silver.

In 1952 Hy Weiss and his brother, Sam, formed the Old Town
label, which they initially operated out of Harlem’s Triboro Theatre
before moving their operation to a Broadway location in midtown. Hy
Weiss, who became a close family friend of the Freeds, credited the
deejay with breaking many of Old Town’s biggest-selling records.

Apollo Records, overseen by Bess Berman, wife of one of the label
owners, was formed in Harlem in the early 1940s before relocating on
West Forty-fifth Street, near the Street of Hope. Apollo releases by
the Larks and the “5” Royales were among Moondog’s most popular
hits during his early years on WJW in Cleveland. Also in Harlem,
Bobby Robinson, who said he “worked closely” with Freed, formed
his Robin label in 1951 (soon changed to Red Robin because of a legal
challenge) and became one of the first of the “boys” to capitalize on
the New York streetcorner R&B scene by recording local talent.

Joe Davis, former bandleader and a New York indie label veteran
dating back to the early 1940s when he formed the Beacon label,
started Jay-Dee Records in the early 1950s and enjoyed success with
Otis Blackwell, Dean Barlowe and the Crickets, and Lillian Leach
and the Mellows. Davis and Freed were particularly tight, and the
label owner frequently guested on Freed's radio programs.

In 1953 Sol Rabinowitz scraped together $500 and formed Baton
Records, located on West Forty-fourth Street. Freed regularly played
Rabinowitz’s records, particularly those of the Rivileers, and he
helped make the Hearts recording of “Lonely Nights” on Baton (with
the Al Sears Orchestra) a huge hit early in 1955. Also in 1953 Monte



“Al J” Freed during his senior year at Salem (Ohio) High
SChO()l, 1939—1940 Courtesy of Alana Freed.



Alan and David (“Donnie™) Freed, Salem, Ohio,
1943. Courtrsy of Alara Freed.



Alan and Betty Lou on their
wedding day, August 1943.

Courtesy of Alana Freed.

Alan and Alana in Akron, 1946, shortly
after he had become the regular host of

WAKR’s “Request Review.”
Courtesy of Alana Freed.




Freed and Jackie, with his
parents, Charles Freed, Sr.,
and Maude Palmer Freed,
backstage at the Brooklyn
Paramount, Labor Day 1956.

Alan and Jackie with their
daughter Sieglinde at their
Stamford home in October

1956 Courtesy of John Cavello, National
Television Archives.




The Freed family at the deejay’s Stamford home, summer
1957. Left to right, Alana (12 years old); Alan, Jr. (2);
Jackie; Lance (10); Alan; and Sieglinde (3).  couwtess of John

Cavello, National Televiston Archives.



Publicity shot taken c. 1949-1950, when Freed left
WAKR and joined WXEL-TV in Cleveland.  Courtesy of join

Cavello, National Television Archives



WXEL-TV publicity still of Freed with one of the props

he used on his ill-fated television show, c. 1950-1951.
Courtesy of John Cavello, National Television Archives.




“I can still see the crowd below us . .. getting bigger all the
time,” said photographer Peter Hastings. “It was {rightening. |
took the picture. Then we got out of there as fast as we could.”
I'he Moondog Coronation Ball, Cleveland Arena. March 21,
1952, Courtesy of John Cavello, National Television Archives.



WJW publicity photo taken before Freed's automobile
accident in Aprll 1953,  courtesy of John Cavello, National Television Archives



Freed in the WINS
studio, September 15,
1955. The previous week
he had set a box-office
record at the Brooklyn
Paramount, taking in
more than $150,000 from
his Labor Day show

there. Courtesy of John Cavello,
National Television Archives.

A 1956 WINS advertise-
ment. Note that while Freed
loudly decried cover versions
of R&B songs, WINS touted
Pat Boone, one of the most
successful R&B coverers, as
an artist played by Freed.

Courtesy of John Cavello, National Television
Archives.
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Freed with “Big Al” Sears, October 5, 1956, rehearsing for the deejay’s

CBS radio “Camel Rock 'n’ Roll Party” the following evening. Courtesy of john
Cavello, National Television Archives.

Count Basie, Jackie, and Alan rehearsing on October 5, 1956 for Freed’s
CBS radio “Camel Rock 'n’ Roll Party” the following night. The show was

heard on Saturday evenings from 9:00 to 9:30. Courtesy of John Cavello, National
Television Archives.




Freed with his props—cowbell, telephone book, and a stack of
telegrams from his listeners—on the air, October 9. 1956.

Cowrtey of John Cavello, Nutional Television Archives.



The career of the Freed-managed
Moonglows, frequent performers on
the deejav’s stage shows, received a
big boost when the group appeared
in Freed’s movie Rock, Rock. Rock in
1956. Clockwise from bottom left,
Bobby Lester, Harvev Fuqua. guitar
accompanist Billv Johnson, Prentiss
Barnes, and Alexander (“Pete”)
Graves. Lester and Fuqua also
performed alone as the
Moonlighters.

Freed’s Washington's Birthday
show at the New York Paramount
in 1957, at which the deejay’s
third movie, Don't Knock the Rock,

premiere(l. Courtesy of fohn Cavello, National
Telrviston Archives
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Freed’s “Easter Jubilee of Stars” show at the Brooklyn
Paramount. (Note the misspelling of “Bo Diddlev” on
marquee.) Courtesy of John Cuvello, National Televisian Arcluyes
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Bruce, along with arranger Morty Craft and promoter Leo Rogers,
started Bruce Records (two years later sold to Rogers, who would go
on to form many small labels, including Lido, Tip Top, and Power),
on which the Harlem-based Harptones would have great local record-
ing success.

Not long after Freed arrived in New York, Blanche (“Bea”) Kas-
lin, a vookkeeper at Herald Records, decided to try her own hand at
the recording business. A good businesswoman but lacking the street
savvy and promotional experience necessary to run a successful record
company, Kaslin convinced fellow employee William Miller and Billy
Dawn Smith (ex-lead singer of the Heralds), who was the manager of
several singing groups, to join her. Hull Records, started with $500,
became a modest success in 1955, largely because of Miller, who was
instrumental in signing a local singing group called the Heartbeats to
Hull. Miller and Freed developed a close working relationship, not
only because of the writer-arranger’s knack of coming up with solid
material but also because of Miller’s deep ties to the New York-area
talent scene (“I was up there on Broadway and Forty-eighth Street for
forty years,” said Miller). Miller became Freed’s “troubleshooter,”
and if an act scheduled to appear at one of the deejay’s stage shows
suddenly became unavailable, Freed would get on the telephone and
say, ‘Miller, who can you bring to the Paramount?”

There were many other small independent record labels, includ-
ing Eddie Heller’s Rainbow Records and Larry Newton’s Derby la-
bel, that never managed to penetrate the periphery of the New York
recording scene, but one of the boys who managed to do so in a big
way was George Goldner. Of all the boys, it was Goldner who became
most closely associated with Alan Freed.

In post-World War 11 America, Latin music experienced wide-
spread popularity and New York City nightclubs became centers
where people of all races came to enjoy the sensuous and exciting
rhythms of the samba, the rhumba, and particularly the mambo.
George Goldner operated a group of Latin-oriented dance halls in the
metropolitan area and after observing the enthusiasm of his patrons
(and his Latin wife) he decided to try his luck at recording some
popular Latin rhythms. In 1948 Goldner and his cousin, Sam, formed
a record company and named it Tico, after a popular Latin song of the
day. They set up shop on the Street of Hope, and before long, Tico
was the most successful label in the field of Latin music. In 1953 the
Goldners moved their operation from Tenth Avenue to a West Forty-
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first Street location above the local Police Athletic League headquar-
ters. When growing numbers of blacks who patronized his dance halls
began requesting rhythm and blues songs, George Goldner, having
had great success recording Latin music, decided to try his hand with
the popular black dance music.

Rama Records was formed early in 1953, but with no rhythm and
blues contacts Goldner could not get his records played in that highly
competitive market. To make matters worse, one of Goldner’s best-
selling Tico artists, Tito Puente, fresh from an extended booking at
Birdland, had been persuaded by Morris Levy to sign with RCA
Victor Records. The situation looked grim for Goldner, an inveterate
horseplayer who was more successful at producing records than he
was at picking winners as the racetrack. Running low on cash, Gold-
ner approached Levy and said, “You really hurt my label. . . . You
took away my number-one act.” When Levy apologized, saying he
had meant Goldner no harm, the cash-poor label owner seized what
he saw as an opportunity to increase the chance of success for his next
Rama release. Aware that Levy’s active promotion of jazz tours pro-
vided the Birdland owner and music publishing impresario with con-
tacts to black disc jockeys across the country, many of whom could
plug Goldner’s records, the label owner said, “Well, maybe you can
help me . . . get my record on the air.” Levy, constantly on the
lookout for ways to increase his music business holdings, saw a chance
to enter the record manufacturing business and become a partner
with George Goldner. At the time, Goldner was delighted. His plan
had worked perfectly, albeit belatedly, when Rama’s next release, the
Crows’ “Gee” (which was published by Levy’s Patricia Music) began
to appear on the pop charts early in 1954. As “Gee” continued to
gather momentum and sold in unprecedented numbers, Goldner be-
came the envy of the Street of Hope. By the summer, however, as the
Crows celebrated their unexpected good fortune by motoring trium-
phantly down the streets of their Harlem neighborhood in a spanking
new pink Cadillac convertible, try as he might, Goldner could not
duplicate the success of “Gee.” He had gone so far as to form another
label, named Gee, after the Crows’s monster hit, but the new label
failed to boost record sales and was discontinued after only twelve
releases.

It appeared that like many other would-be entrepreneurs on the
Street of Hope, Goldner had had his one shot at the big time. Nev-
ertheless, he struggled with Rama for a year, managing to produce a
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modest hit during the summer of 1955 with the Valentines’ “Lilly
Maebelle,” all the while surviving on the steady sales from Tico. By
that time the rhythm and blue/rock & roll scene was in dramatic
change, with unknown and relatively inexperienced young vocal
groups (such as the teenaged Valentines) beginning to record. To
capitalize on this phenomenon, Goldner sought to parlay his record-
ing expertise, Morris Levy’s capital, and the defunct Gee logo (but
with red and black colors replacing the original green and yellow, and
a new numbering system) into a successful rock & roll label.

For the new Gee label’s first release, Goldner recorded a local
high school group called the Cleftones, whom he had had under
contract since that summer. Lead singer Herb Cox described Gold-
ner’s oganization as a “one-man operation” in which the record man-
ufacturer “signed the groups, arranged the sessions, promoted the
records, and everything else you can think of.” Goldner had no re-
cording studio. Most of his sessions were done at Manhattan’s Bell
Studios. After the Cleftones recorded the up-tempo “You Baby You”
and the ballad “I Was Dreaming,” Goldner told the surprised group,
“Okay, fellas, this is going to be on the Alan Freed show tomorrow
night.”

The next evening, Cox, sixteen years old at the time, and about
forty of his classmates, gathered around a radio and anxiously listened
to Freed’s “Rock 'n” Roll Party,” and “sure enough,” said the young
singer, “Alan Freed played our record.” But after touting the Clef-
tones as “a group coming out of Jamaica High School” and naming the
members individually, Freed played the slow “I Was Dreaming”
instead of “You Baby You,” which was the side the group expected to
be pushed. Cox and the rest of the group did not care. The singer said
to hear their record played on Freed’s show “was enough; who needed
the money!”

Eventually “You Baby You” became the hit side of the Cleftones’
first record, but it was not Freed who turned the record over. “You
Baby You” was being played heavily in Detroit, and Cox thought
Freed “may have taken the lead from what was happening there” in
switching to the up-tempo side. The Cleftones had several major rock
& roll hits for the Gee label, but it was the group that sang on Gee’s
third release that thrust George Goldner and Morris Levy into the
upper echelons of the rock & roll business.

Calling themselves the Premiers, this group came out of the
Harlem neighborhood known as Sugar Hill. After recording session
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combo leader Jimmy Wright suggested a name change to the Teen-
agers (although the youngest member of the group, Frankie Ly-
mon, would not turn thirteen until November 1955), the group
recorded “Why Do Fools Fall in Love.” Goldner released the song
the week after Christmas 1955, and the spirited, catchy number
outperformed even the label owner’s wildest dreams. “Why Do
Fools Fall in Love” became a nationwide hit that shot to number six
on Billboard’s “Top 100" in the spring of 1956. The song was cov-
ered by several pop artists, including Gale Storm, but as evidence
that rock & roll audiences more and more were demanding “the
real thing,” none stood a chance against the Teenagers’ unique-
sounding original. (Many listeners at first could not tell if Lymon’s
spirited lead-tenor voice emanated from a girl or a boy.) With a
national hit record—his biggest recording success up to that time—
and Morris Levy’s direct link to Alan Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party,”
George Goldner was on his way to becoming the biggest of New
York City’s “boys.”

Of course, the boys had no monopoly on Freed. Hustling indie
R&B label owners across the country coveted a New York-area hit or
at least some solid Northeast radio airplay, and they possessed the
necessary wherewithall to get many of their records onto Freed’s
“Rock 'n” Roll Party.” Marshall Chess, son of label owner Leonard
Chess, recalled that at the time “white stations wouldn’t play our
records.” His father had to resort to what Marshall termed “guerrilla
tactics” against the major record companies, which included giving
“money to the disc jockeys . . . all over the country.” Leonard and
Phil Chess maintained a virtual pipeline to Freed, whose promotion
of Chess/Checker artists began with Little Walter’s appearance at the
deejay’s Moondog Holiday Ball in Akron in December 1953 and con-
tinued with the Moonglows, Danny Overbea, Bo Diddley, and Chuck
Berry, among others. According to Jack Hooke, when Freed first
accepted money from various record manufacturers, he did so in
return for having helped create a hit record for them. Hooke said
Leonard Chess would tell Freed, “You made me a millionaire. . . .
Don’t tell me I can’t give you something. I have to give you some-
thing.”

Freed’s other major midwestern tie was the “myopic, anemic,
. . . high school dropout” Sydney Nathan, who began manufacturing
his King records (he later added Federal and DeLuxe) in Cincinnati
in 1944. In 1952 Freed began featuring Nathan’s R&B artists, includ-
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ing the Dominoes, Wynonie Harris, and Bullmoose Jackson at his
dances. It was “wily old Syd” who in 1953 released the first of the
tunes ascribed to Freed—"Tongue-Tied Blues,” recorded by blues
singer Champion Jack Dupree.

Freed was also close to tough-talking Houston nightclub owner
Don Robey, who ran the Duke and the Peacock labels. Hooke said
that one time Robey came to New York from Texas carrying with him
a huge diamond ring. “Hey, man,” Robey told Freed, “you just made
me 400,000 bucks. Don'’t tell me you can’t take this gift from me!”

Although their companies were located in California, neither Lew
Chudd of Imperial nor Art Rupe of Specialty had difficulty getting
their records played by Freed. Other California-based label owners,
including the Bihari brothers (Jules, Saul, Lester, and Joe) of Crown,
Modern, RPM, and Flair; the Messner brothers of Aladdin; and
Dootsie Williams, who operated DooTone, saw some of their records
make the eastward trek to Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party.”

While large recording companies such as Atlantic and Savoy were
less dependent upon individual disc jockeys like Freed, for some of
the boys airplay on Freed’s “Rock 'n” Roll Party” was a matter of life
and death, not only for a particular record but, in some cases, for the
record company itself. Often after Freed played a particular record “it
sold ten thousand copies the next day,” said Ray Reneri. “It was that
fast.” He estimated that from 1954 to 1956 the boys sold “a hundred
thousand records that weren’t even heard outside the tristate area [of
New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut].” Perhaps the most striking
instance of this provincial success involved a Harlem vocal group
called the Harptones. After the group recorded “A Sunday Kind of
Love” for Monte Bruce in 1953, the first thing Bruce did was take the
Harptones to meet Freed, whom group member Willie Winfield
described as a “beautiful person.” Raoul Cita, the group’s arranger
and accompanist, credited the deejay’s heavy airplay of “A Sunday
Kind of Love” (heard in New York over WNJR before Freed moved
to WINS in 1954) with turning the song into an East Coast hit. Freed
also gave the group’s follow-up record “My Memories of You,” the
same treatment early in 1954, with similar results. “My Memories of
You” was a hit in New York but hardly noticed elsewhere around the
country. Freed “also made ‘Life Is But a Dream’ a hit for us in the
metropolitan area,” said Winfield. While Monte Bruce sold thou-
sands of Harptones records in New York, “you couldn’t find the
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[Bruce] label in Chicago or Cincinnati,” said Ray Reneri. “It wasn’t
even being distributed across the country.”

The goal of the “boys” was to overcome the self-created and over-
whelming odds against having one of their records selected for airplay
from the several hundred new releases Freed received each week.
Consequently, Freed and the boys worked closely, as exemplified by
a sequestered gathering hosted by the deejay in March 1955 that
included Saul Bihari, Jack Angel, Bob Rolontz (then with RCA Vic-
tor’'s R&B subsidiary label Groove), and Ahmet Ertegun. What de-
veloped from such meetings was an intricate maze of business deals
and associations that often took on Machiavellian overtones. About
the time Freed began hosting what were to become semiannual
“thank you” parties for the boys at Al and Dick’s Restaurant on Fifty-
fourth Street, the deejay publicly laid to rest the on-again, off-again
rumors of his impending association with Coral Records. Freed said
his decision not to sign with Coral in an A&R and talent-procurement
capacity was made because his relations with other artists and labels
“would be restricted if he aligned himself with any one company
exclusively.”

One of Freed’s guests at Al and Dick’s in March 1955 was Al
Silver, to whom Freed owed a substantial amount of money after
Lance Distributing was taken over by Cosnat Distributing. “Alan
promised to make it up to me” by playing those Herald records the
deejay “felt had a chance to be hits,” said Silver. Indeed, Freed made
good on his promise, helping Faye Adams’ “Hurts Me to My Heart”
become a number-one R&B song about the time he arrived in New
York. Three weeks after the party at Al and Dick’s, Freed broke
another Silver record, “Story Untold,” sung by a Connecticut group
called the Nutmegs. But whether Freed “owed” Silver or not, the
record manufacturer soon discovered how whimsical the volatile dee-
jay could be. Not long after a June appearance of the Nutmegs at a
Dr. Jive “Rhythm and Blues Show” at the Apollo, Freed received a
letter suggesting that because of some allegedly obscene dancing by
the Nutmegs on Dr. Jive's stage, the group was unfit to perform in
front of young people. Sensitive to the antirock roll criticism swirling
around him, Freed verified the incident before pulling “Story Un-
told” from his “Rock 'n” Roll Party.” The Nutmegs, alarmed at being
banned by such a potent force as Alan Freed, personally apologized
to him for the Dr. Jive incident. Not only did Freed begin to play
“Story Untold” again (by July it was the top-selling R&B song in New
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York), he also booked the Nutmegs for his upcoming “First anniver-
sary” show at the Brooklyn Paramount.

Phil Rose, who at one time was A&R man for Larry Newton’s
Derby label before forming his own Glory Records, also discovered
how unpredictable Freed could be. Jim McGowan, a member of the
Four Fellows, a singing group managed and recorded by Rose, said
that because Rose refused to offer Freed any inducements, the label
owner initially had difficulty “getting him to play our records.” Nev-
ertheless, when the Four Fellows released “Soldier Boy” in the sum-
mer of 1955, Freed recognized the song’s commercial potential and
told Rose he would play it just one time. If “Soldier Boy” drew any
requests, said Freed, he would then continue to play it. “He played
it,” said McGowan (the song became a hit, as well as the Four Fel-
lows” biggest record), “and he began to listen to our music.” Conse-
quently, inducements by Rose or not, Freed played the group’s
records. “I found out that underneath it all he was a hell of a lot more
honest in his dealing with people [than were some other disc jock-
eys],” said McGowan. “He gave you the professional respect and
courtesy you deserved.”

The boys each discovered that dealing with the egotistical and
impulsive Freed was a double-edged sword. While they respected
Freed for his ability to generate record sales and help create hits,
they resented the disc jockey because of the subservient position they
were forced to adopt, to capitalize on his power to give radio airplay
to their records. Even those as close to Freed as Jack Hooke, known
to industry insiders as the deejay’s right-hand man, never knew what
to expect. Describing Freed as a “very bad sonofabitch to a lot of
people,” Hooke said his friend often went against his own word.
Freed once promised Hooke the publishing rights to a particular
song, but before he made good on the offer, the deejay was reminded
by another acquaintance that Freed had promised him the rights to
the same song. “Alright,” said Freed, “fuck Jack! I'm giving the rights
to you.”

Of course, the boys could obtain radio airplay from other disc
jockeys—most notably, Dr. Jive, called the “black Alan Freed” by
some—but by 1956 the fact was that if Freed refused to play one of
their records, it was not going anywhere, and the extent to which
some of the record manufacturers went to kowtow to Freed bordered
on ludicrousness. Sol Rabinowitz named a song recorded by former
Count Basie saxophonist Buddy Tate “Jackie,” after Freed's wife.
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Monte Bruce, after having the Neons record “Angel Face” (and after
having the group sign over their songwriting rights to Bruce and
agree to pay for their own recording sessions out of future royalties),
then added a female vocalist to the group before they recorded “Kiss
Me Quickly” for the flip side. The female singer was Mrs. Toni Bruce,
the label owner’s wife, as well as Jackie Freed’s daughter by her first
husband. Freed’s office and the WINS studios were visited nightly by
dozens of music publishers, record distributors, and promotion men,
of whom Bob Rolontz wrote, “His [Freed’s] thumbs-up or thumbs-
down on a record could affect their job or their future. He was wined
and dined like an ancient doyen, courted and conned and looked to
for a nod, a smile, or a hello.”

The Blackboard Jungle's startling success during the spring of
1955 affirmed film’s power to create a national hit record (of a song
which had already flopped with the public its first time around, no
less). In October, on the heels of The Blackboard Jungle’s release, a
low-budget film with the title Rock and Roll Revue appeared in the-
aters. But while aptly titled to exploit the current rock & roll craze,
Rock and Roll Revue, a recombined re-release of two films, was noth-
ing more than a series of filmed stage performances by such rhythm
and blues stalwarts as Joe Turner, Faye Adams, Ruth Brown, and the
Larks. In addition, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, the Delta Rhythm
Boys, Paul Williams, and Sarah Vaughan—hardly rock & rollers by
any stretch of the imagination—were also featured in the film. The
proceedings were emceed by Harlem disc jockey Willie Bryant. The
genesis of Rock and Roll Revue aptly condenses the changes that
rapidly took place in rhythm and blues circles in 1954-1955.

During the summer of 1954, Studio Films, a small Los Angeles
production company, filmed a series of twenty-six musical perfor-
mances of “top Negro entertainers during their singing and dancing
specialties” at Harlem’s Apollo Theatre, with the intention of mar-
keting them as a television series to be titled “Apollo Varieties.”
Studio was unsuccessful in marketing the package to television, a
medium that did not regard rhythm and blues as a serious musical
form before 1956. Studio then opted to repackage their filmed per-
formances into twelve thirty-six-minute musical shorts and distribute
them to movie theaters early in 1955. Ultimately, that package was
reedited into two full-length films with the first, Rock and Roll Revue,
released on a limited basis in April, at the height of The Blackboard
Jungle’s popularity. The second, Harlem Variety Revue, was released
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nationally in May, and in August Rock and Roll Revue was released
nationally. Both films were poorly distributed and quickly disap-
peared from the few theaters in which they appeared, but as rock &
roll continued its relentless growth in popularity, Studio combined its
two releases into one, retained the now-current Rock and Roll Revue
title, and rereleased it. Not many more viewers saw the film this time
than had seen it months earlier, but Rock and Roll Revue’s limited
success helped bring the music to levels of popularity never thought
possible by its early artists.

The popularity of The Blackboard Jungle and the rerelease of
Rock and Roll Revue did not escape the eyes and ears of Hollywood
film producer Sam Katzman, a “B-movie” specialist who during his
lengthy career had not turned out anything less than a box-office
moneymaker. Katzman decided to go The Blackboard Jungle one
better and make a film that not only featured rock & roll music but
actually showed the performers in action. He would improve on
Rock and Roll Revue’s format by adding a story line. To begin with,
Katzman signed Bill Haley himself to perform “Rock Around the
Clock” (which became the film’s title), the song that had developed
into a youthful anthem of sorts after its inclusion in The Blackboard
Jungle.

With a wary eye on promotional outlets for his production, Katz-
man sought Alan Freed to appear in Rock Around the Clock. But
when booking agent Jolly Joyce approached the deejay and offered
him what WINS announcer and disc jockey Paul Sherman called “a
small part” in Katzman’s film, Freed turned it down. If he was not
slated to be one of Rock Around the Clock’s stars, Freed would pass
on the offer. Katzman did not want to forgo the famous disc jockey’s
peerless value as rock & roll's publicist and deigned to increase
Freed’s role in the film. Although the deejay still would not appear on
screen until two-thirds of the way into Rock Around the Clock, his
expanded role was significantly more than a cameo appearance. But
Katzman still did not have Freed in the fold. No sooner had the
producer accommodated Freed’s call for a bigger part than Freed
demanded an “up-front” cash guarantee instead of the percentage of
the film’s gross offered by Columbia Pictures. Freed told Columbia
that without the “front money” he would not appear in Rock Around
the Clock. But the move was simply a bluff on Freed’s part. He
“would have done the picture for 2 cents,” said Jack Hooke. When
Jolly Joyce told Freed, “Dummy, take a piece!” a compromise was
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reached and the deejay “yessed the deal in a second” for $20,000 up
front and 10 percent of the movie’s profits.

As the Teenagers’ “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” shot up the
best-selling record charts in January 1956, Freed took a leave of
absence from WINS to fly to Hollywood and film Rock Around the
Clock. Filmed in two weeks, the movie was no Academy Award
winner; but then, it was never intended to be. The movie’s minimal-
istic story centered around the question of whether the “new”
music—rock & roll as sung by Bill Haley and the Comets, the Plat-
ters, and Freddy Bell and the Bellboys—could overcome the tradi-
tional sounds represented by the Latin rhythms of Tony Martinez
and, in the process, win the minds of adults as well as the hearts of
their children. Of course, the answer was an unequivocal yes. With
an assist from rock & roll disc jockey Alan Freed (who handily por-
trayed himself on screen), even bandleader Martinez was eventually
won over by the joys of the “big beat.” Besides providing teenage
entertainment, Rock Around the Clock was a pro-rock & roll edito-
rial, aimed at the adult segment of society that opposed both Freed
and the music, but Freed was not to achieve in real life the prosely-
tization of his foes. As for the teenage audience, Rock Around the
Clock’s music was what they craved, and Katzman’s production pro-
vided plenty of it. The rock & roll stars were on screen for almost half
of the film’s brief seventy minutes.

Released in April 1956, Rock Around the Clock achieved instant
notoriety, thanks to incidents of violence such as occurred after a
group of youngsters left a theater in Minneapolis and snake-danced
about town, smashing windows, causing the theater manager to can-
cel subsequent screenings of the film. Abroad, the situation was even
more volatile. First overseas reports of rioting in the wake of Rock
Around the Clock’s showing emanated from Dublin, Ireland, which
prompted several West German theaters to attempt (unsuccessfully)
to obtain antiriot insurance before showing the film in their country.
Egyptian authorities thought of Rock Around the Clock as an
“Eisenhower-led plot” to encourage Middle East turmoil by under-
mining the country’s morale. In Copenhagen a teenage motorcycle
gang, the Leather Jackets, viewed Rock Around the Clock and then
proceeded to terrorize the city’s streets. In Iran the Shah banned the
film as a threat to Iranian civilization. In Great Britain the movie was
shown in more than three hundred theaters without incident until a
group of teens exited a South London movie house dancing and chant-
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ing Bill Haley’s “Mambo Rock” (heard briefly in the film) and stalled
traffic on the city’s famed Tower Bridge. When the English tabloids
blew the incident into a full-scale riot, one theater chain banned
Sunday viewings of Rock Around the Clock. Somewhere in Liverpool
a fifteen-year-old would-be rocker came away from a local theater
disappointed. There had been no riot at the screening of Rock Around
the Clock that John Lennon had attended. The country’s music news-
paper, The New Musical Express, editorialized with a large degree of
lucidity that “hooligans were hooligans before Rock Around the Clock
was ever exhibited” and “they have not suddenly become undisci-
plined and irresponsible because they have heard Bill Haley and his
rocking tempo.” Despite, or perhaps because of, the hubbub over the
controversial film, Queen Elizabeth scrapped a scheduled Bucking-
ham Palace showing of The Caine Mutiny in favor of a showing of
Rock Around the Clock.

Ironically, although many of rock & rolls stateside critics branded
the music as part of a Communist plot, real Russians in Moscow
condemned the “fake folk music” of Rock Around the Clock. Back in
the United States the Communist plot was given some credence by
the Party’s newspaper, The Daily Worker, which, while decrying the
film’s “relentless commercialism,” nevertheless praised Rock Around
the Clock as a “direct, refreshing film,” and rock & roll as “nothing
obscene.” In pre-Castro Cuba the film was enjoyed by packed houses,
and Havana became the scene for live rock & roll revues hosted by
Freed’s Latin alterego, deejay Rafael Zomavilla.

Given a boost by its unexpected controversiality, Rock Around
the Clock grossed almost five times the $500,000 it cost to produce.
Paul Sherman wryly reflected that Columbia “could have bought
Freed for $15,000, and instead he made a fortune [from the percent-
age of the profits Columbia insisted Freed sign for].” Overall, Freed
was “rather pleased” with his film debut, but he reacted to his own
on-screen image and manner much the way people react when they
first hear their own recorded voices. “He was sure he didn’t look [in
real life] the way he did on screen,” said Warren Troob.

Rock Around the Clock became the prototype for subsequent rock
& roll films. Although the performers fortunate enough to be in-
cluded in them benefited from a rare opportunity to have their music
seen and heard by mass audiences otherwise unaccessible to them
(television still largely ignored rock & roll as entertainment), they
were treated as second-class citizens on the screen. Few rock &
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rollers received speaking parts, and their appearances had little, if
any, relevance to the films’ stories.

Observing the volatile yet mixed reactions generated around the
globe by the release of Rock Around the Clock, WINS program di-
rector Bob Smith and deejay Jack Lacey embarked on a three-week
hiatus across the European continent in March. Along the way they
sampled the musical climate before returning home to report that
Freed was now a worldwide personality and that Europe was “ripe for
rock and roll.”

Rock Around the Clock, the movie that “riotously introduced rock
and roll to England” as well as to the Continent, in a matter of weeks
established Freed as a worldwide celebrity. Radio station WINS,
seeking to capitalize on the fortuitous situation, arranged for a taped
segment of Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party” to be aired Saturday eve-
nings on Radio Luxembourg, the most powerful of Radio Free Eu-
rope stations. Despite the bad press the music received at home, rock
& roll “became a propaganda weapon” overseas, and Freed, with an
established European beachhead, made preliminary plans for the
“first full-scale invasion of England by rock and roll.” With the hope
that his Radio Lux “Rock 'n’” Roll Party” would create a ready-made
audience for him, Freed announced a tentative October concert at
London’s sedate Albert Hall.

As Freed filmed Rock Around the Clock, rock & roll continued to
spread from coast to coast. One indication of the music’s widening
acceptance was an announcement by the CBS Radio Network that
Freed was set to host a nationally syndicated weekly rock & roll
program for it. A network spokesman acknowledged Freed as the
“most popular of the men in rock and roll,” and said CBS sought
“someone of that caliber” to emcee its new program, which was to be
broadcast on Saturday nights from 9:00 to 9:30. The announcement
came as somewhat of a surprise because of the fact that both the CBS
and NBC networks had made overtures almost a year earlier to sev-
eral influential disc jockeys, including Freed, to host network music
programs. At the time, the networks were rebuked by the local sta-
tions that employed the jocks in question because the broadcasting
outlets did not wish to compete with their own star personalities. But
Freed’s CBS program was to be sponsored by Camel Cigarettes, a
heavy network advertiser since the 1930s, and by granting permission
for Freed to host the CBS program, station owner J. Elroy McCaw
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had placed WINS “in the advantageous position of doing a favor for a
national sponsor.”

Although Freed’s new radio program was nationally syndicated, it
was not broadcast live outside of the New York area because of the
financial impracticality in 1956 of establishing a live network hookup
for a once-a-week thirty-minute show. Instead, the “Camel Rock and
Roll Party” was transcribed onto sixteen-inch discs and the transcrip-
tions shipped to those CBS affiliates across the country (and to U.S.
overseas military bases) that agreed to broadcast the program.

Billboard noted that the CBS-Freed arrangement was “of partic-
ular interest” to the broadcasting trade in that it was “unusual” for a
cigarette company to sponsor a program or a personality so closely
associated with teenagers, who were legally nonsmokers. Almost im-
mediately Freed and Camel Cigarettes became embroiled in contro-
versy over whether tobacco companies should be allowed to advertise
to such a young audience. Freed (himself an inveterate chain-smoker)
was accused of encouraging cigarette sales to teenagers. WINS station
manager Bob Smith said a recent PULSE survey showed that “con-
trary to general belief,” more than half of Freed’s listening audience
was over twenty years of age. Smith and Freed both recalled the
deejay’s Cleveland beer sponsorship, when Freed enthusiastically
drank his sponsor’s product in front of an open WJW microphone
with no complaints that he promoted underage drinking. Despite the
public brouhaha, Freed’s new program made its network debut in
February 1956, in front of an audience of about one hundred at CBS’s
Fifty-second Street Studio in Manhattan. To the wonder of many
listeners, Freed’s house band—which provided musical accompani-
ment for the Platters, the Four Fellows, and the Cleftones, among
others—was that of Count Basie.

William (“Count”) Basie, born in Red Bank, New Jersey, in 1904,
enjoyed a long and illustrious career during the big-band era. But
with the demise of big-band popularity almost complete by the mid-
1950s, Basie, like other big-band maestros, had to “acknowledge . . .
pop conventions” in order to survive. In 1954 the Count employed
blues vocalist Joe Williams and put two hit records onto the pop
charts (Basie’s first chart success since 1948). By 1955 Basie, a close
friend of Birdland owner Morris Levy (whom Basie said was “one of
our biggest fans”), could count on being booked into the famed jazz
showplace four times a year for three or four week stands at a time.

To commemorate Birdland’s fifth anniversary Levy organized his
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six-week “Birdland Stars of 1955 tour, for which Basie opened for
Sarah Vaughan, Stan Getz, George Shearing, Erroll Garner, and
Lester Young. Following the tour, Basie made his first appearance
with Freed, at the deejay’s initial Brooklyn Paramount engagement,
promoted by Levy that April. Basie again appeared with Freed at the
Academy of Music show, also promoted by Levy, in December. How
much, if any, input Freed had regarding the decision to put Basie on
the “Camel Rock and Roll Party” is uncertain. The same could be said
of Basie, who knew rock & roll “wasn’t our thing.” The proof of
Basie’s incompatibility with Freed’s audience, as if the noted band-
leader needed proof, came at the Count’s Academy of Music appear-
ance when he noticed the packed house “would get up and go outside
to get their popcorn and ice cream” whenever he came on, not to
return until the Count’s set concluded. Basie said the deejay’s young
rock & roll audience “didn’t care anything about jazz” and regarded
the renowned Basie Orchestra as “just an intermission act.” It is an
attestation to the behind-the-scenes influence wielded by Levy that
Basie, after playing to “an almost empty house” at the Academy two
months earlier, ended up as Freed’s resident rock & roll band. Nev-
ertheless, Basie said he knew after the first week with Freed’s radio
program that his band did not “fit in any kind of way.” By the summer
of 1956 Basie (who, ironically, was to receive Cashbox’s “Best Rock 'n’
Roll Band” award for that year) was replaced by Sam (“The Man”)
Taylor and a group of musicians that regularly appeared at Freed’s
live shows. “Basie is a good friend of mine, and musically he has the
greatest band in the country,” said Freed, “but it isn’t a dance band.”

“People were dancing long before there was rock and roll,” re-
plied the deposed Count. Basie would never again appear on one of
Freed’s shows.

About the time that Freed signed to host CBS’s “Camel Rock and
Roll Party,” he entered into an exclusive recording agreement with
Coral Records that marked the label’s “first full-scale venture into the
straight r&b recording field.” Freed had been involved in on-again,
off-again talks almost a year earlier, to join Coral in some sort of A&R
and talent-procurement capacity, but the deejay had nixed the deal
out of fear of aligning himself too closely with one label. Freed’s
contract with Coral was a straight recording deal, however, in which
label A&R chief Bob Thiele said Freed would be employed “only as
an artist” and would record “dance sets for teenagers to play at par-
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ties.” Thiele also said the “Alan Freed Band” logo would appear on
recordings of other artists whenever “additional r&b flavor” was
deemed appropriate.

Finalization of Freed’s recording deal came about after Thiele
approached the deejay and said, “Why don’t we go into the studio and
record the Alan Freed Orchestra?” but although Freed subsequently
signed with Coral, he never saw the inside of a recording studio.
“Leroy Kirkland wrote the arrangements,” said Jack Hooke, “and I
used to go into the studio and do it all.”

Kirkland was born in Jacksonville, Florida, and learned to play the
guitar at an early age. He played in several southern bands, including
Belton’s Society Syncopators, before going in the late 1930s to New
York City, where he joined the Sunset Royals, a band that included
Sam Taylor. By then, Kirkland was doing as much writing and ar-
ranging as guitar playing. After a short stay with the Erskine Hawkins
Orchestra, Kirkland began to write, at the request of Sy Oliver, for
Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey. During the 1940s, Kirkland recorded
with Jimmy Dorsey and received a degree from the Hartnett School
of Music. Kirkland was soon hired by Herman Lubinsky to arrange
and conduct sessions for Little Sylvia (Sylvia Vanderpool, a future
member of the Mickey and Sylvia duo), Big Maybelle, and others.
But the polished and professional Kirkland found it “very difficult” to
work with rock & roll artists. When he attempted to improve upon
the primitive sound of one Savoy artist, Kirkland was stopped by
Lubinsky, who said, “I don’t want no white music.”

Said Kirkland, “That’s what the company wanted. They were pay-
ing for it, so that’s what they got.” The arranger said he would often
“go to sleep at night and dream of how not to write so good.” He also
began free-lancing for Columbia’s rhythm and blues subsidiary label,
Okeh (where he did many of Chuck Willis" sessions), and for the
Rainbow label, where he worked with the Bonnie Sisters and Mickey
Baker (the other half of the Mickey and Sylvia duo). Kirkland also
arranged many of Mercury’s Dinah Washington sessions for A&R
chief Bob Shad. It was at the request of Shad, who was doing some
production work at Royal Roost, that Kirkland arranged and con-
ducted Roost sessions for the Duponts and for Eddie Cooley. “I was
doing a lot of work for Roost,” said Kirkland, “and Jack Hooke got me
to set up the [Freed] band.” Thus did Kirkland become Freed's
musical director, who “hired all the musicians and everything [else]”
for the deejay’s stage shows and Coral recording sessions.



128 THE BOYS

Jack Hooke said Freed’s Coral recording arrangeinent was “no big
deal” financially. It was also no big deal in a musical sense. The
deejay’s first album, Rock 'n’ Roll Dance Party—Vol. 1, released in
April 1956 to benefit from the publicity then being reaped from the
deejay’s appearance in Rock Around the Clock, included eight big-
band instrumentals featuring Al Sears, Sam Taylor, and Freddy
Mitchell, and four pop vocal numbers sung by the Modernaires, a
group that achieved great popularity singing with Glenn Miller dur-
ing the big-band era but by 1956 was struggling to survive the rock &
roll onslaught. To create what Coral termed a live “party” effect,
Freed narrated the record, introducing each song much as he would
do on his radio programs. Although the liner notes touted the Freed
band’s “hard-driving uninhibited performance,” which packed “a
stronger kick than six Moscow mules,” Coral’s collection of big-band
instrumentals and pop renditions of “The Great Pretender,” “See You
Later, Alligator,” and “Rock Around the Clock” was of no greater
interest to Freed’s young rock & roll lovers than were the notorious
cover records that Freed himself loudly decried. To make matters
worse, sales of rock & roll albums of any sort were almost nonexistent
in 1956, the 45-rpm single being the means of conveying rock & roll
to its audience. Yet even Coral’s release of four Freed singles that
year did not stimulate the deejay’s dismal record sales. Sadly, Freed’s
Rock 'n” Roll Party—Vol. 1 was indicative of the deejay’s subsequent
recordings, none of which were a factor in Freed’s career or in Coral’s
record sales. Considering the attacks to which Freed and rock & roll
were being subjected at the time, the question remains whether the
deejay’s shilling for the Modernaires and his presentation of instru-
mental recordings that were more big band than big beat constituted
an attempt on Freed’s behalf to “legitimize” rock & roll to adults or
simply another case of “business as usual,” with Freed having lent his
tacit approval for Coral to do as it saw fit under his name.

In the spring of 1956 Billboard reported that rock & roll had
surmounted the “propaganda of pressure groups, the ill-will of
Broadway-based music publishers and some pop artist and repertoire
directors,” yet the nation’s media continued to focus on incidences of
rock-related violence. In February, riots in Cleveland prompted its
city fathers to unearth an ancient city ordinance that barred anyone
under eighteen from dancing in a public place. Thereafter, disc jock-
eys in that city were required to obtain from the police special per-
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mission to hold teen dances. In Cambridge, Massachusetts, the city
council approved an order that barred disc jockeys from appearing at
local record hops, a move that came about after disc jockey Bill Mar-
lowe of WCOP was nearly mobbed at one such function at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology. In nearby Boston, several deejays
claimed they had been threatened by gangs at record hops who de-
manded the jocks play rock & roll. In Birmingham, Alabama, fists and
bottles flew and four youths were arrested after a “wild” rock & roll
concert in that city’s baseball stadium. All across the United States
“roughhouse riots” at disc jockey record hops prompted city officials
to take action to stop such functions. Meanwhile, the national media
did its best to promote rock & roll hysteria. Look magazine said
attending a rock & roll show was like “attending the rites of some
obscure tribe whose means of communication are incomprehensible”
and could be frightening to an adult. Time said rock & roll does for
music “what a motorcycle club at full throttle does for a quiet Sunday
afternoon.” Disc jockeys themselves were split as to the so-called
evils of the music. Fred Robbins blamed some of his colleagues for
the wave of violence, saying that by promoting the “musical junk”
known as rock & roll, which was “a mere perversion of rhythm and
blues, . . . too many [disc jockeys] . . . were failing to live up to the
importance of their jobs.” The underlying hope of a great many music
business insiders was that rock & roll was just a passing fad. Billboard
reported that a group of rhythm and blues disc jockeys would soon
meet “while the r.&b. craze is still at its peak,” to discuss ways of
combating industry abuses such as payola and offensive lyrics.

With the country warily eying rock & roll, Freed booked his
traveling stage show into the Hartford (Connecticut) State Theatre for
appearances on March 23, 24, and 25, as a warm-up for his Brooklyn
Paramount Easter show. Freed was aware of his disappointing ven-
ture into Boston a year earlier and of more recent events—most
notably, the youthful disturbances that had followed screenings of
Rock Around the Clock—that had Hartford city officials up in arms
over what they termed the “corrupting influences of rock and roll.”

The Hartford State Theatre had been a battleground over the
future of rock & roll in Connecticut long before Freed arrived.
Twenty-six arrests had been made there since the State began staging
rock and roll shows in the fall of 1955. As Freed’s rock & roll entou-
rage approached, local police claimed that “public safety was endan-
gered” and tried to revoke the theater’s license. Although one local
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psychiatrist characterized rock & roll as “cannibalistic” and “tribalistic
. . [a] communicable disease” that appealed to “adolescent rebellion
and insecurity” and drove teenagers to do “outlandish things,” the
State Theatre succeeded in remaining open. Freed’s shows went on,
but the Hartford police subsequently cited the arrest of eleven teens
who allegedly had attended one of Freed’s shows as proof that the
controversial deejay’s productions were indeed cause for rioting.

Amid such charges of rock & roll “cannibalism” and “tribalism,” it
was no surprise that rumors began to circulate throughout the New
York-area schools that Freed was a mulatto (or, in teenage lexicon,
“part nigger”). No doubt the deejay’s physical appearance (including
his wide nose, a result of his auto accident, and his kinky hair), along
with his friendliness to blacks and his avid promotion of black music,
lent credence to the rumor.

The racial slurs aimed at Freed were the national culmination of
the raw southern racist response by white adults who saw integration
(particularly after the 1954 court-ordered public school desegrega-
tion) as being fostered by rhythm and blues and rock & roll. As the
Rock Around the Clock film spread inflammatory images of Freed
across the South, Asa Carter, a representative of the Birmingham
chapter of the Alabama White Citizens Council (with over sixty-five
thousand members statewide), a leader of the anti-rock & roll forces,
said the music “appeals to the base in man, brings out animalism and
vulgarity” and is nothing more than the “basic, heavy beat . . . of the
Negroes, . . . a plot to mongrelize America.” Not long after Carter’s
remarks, members of the Birmingham White Citizens Council, en-
raged at the sight of their daughters crowding a concert stage in
adulation of Nat “King” Cole, jumped onstage and beat the singer.
Such violence was an ever-present danger for black performers in the
South. Bo Diddley, a Freed favorite, told of South Carolina bomb
scares and other forms of intimidation “where the KKK didn’t want us
performing.” Count Basie (at the time, leader of Freed’s house band
on the deejay’s CBS network program) said the attacks on rock & roll
reminded him of the racist slurs that were aimed at his music in the
1930s when it was said that “jam sessions, jitterbugs, and cannibalistic
rhythm orgies” wooed the nation’s youth “along the primrose path to
hell.” Freed reacted by saying the campaign against rock & roll
“smells of discrimination of the worst kind.”

Jazz critic and ABC Radio quiz show host Leonard Feather said
the music “appeals to morons of all ages, but particularly to young
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morons,” and when the New York Daily News ran a fierce anti—rock
& roll series that coincided with Freed’s Easter stage show, the disc
jockey labeled it “completely biased” and said the nationwide anti-
rock & roll hysteria was a “conspiracy.” While not naming names,
Freed hinted that there were certain people out to get him.

While most of the nation’s elders “fumed, fretted, legislated, and
pontificated” against the monster rock & roll, barely perceptible
voices of reason struggled to be heard. The pro-rock & roll argument
was not that the music had artistic merit or even that it sounded good,
but rather that the controversial big beat had teenagers dancing again.
Paul Whiteman, the 1920s “King of Jazz,” who was celebrating his
fiftieth year in show business, thought the youth of his day were
“crazier” than the teenagers of the 1950s. Noting that the “steam”
that teens were full of could either “run an engine or bust a boiler,”
Whiteman said it was “good to see them dancing again.” Kathryn
Murray, one-half of the noted Arthur Murray dance team, said she
and her husband were so enthused about rock & roll that they de-
voted an entire television program to demonstrating its “playful”
dance steps. Willie Bryant, host of ABC radio’s “Rhythm on Parade,”
defended rock & roll by pointing out that “you don’t hear music
playing on the corners where the fighting starts.” Noted songwriter
Irving Berlin, after recently celebrating his sixty-eighth birthday, said
matter-of-factly, “I wish I had thought of the ‘Rock and Roll Waltz’ [a
number-one pop song recorded by Kay Starr early in 1956].”

Freed’s ten-day “Easter Jubilee of Stars” at the Brooklyn Para-
mount turned out block-long lines of teenagers (who were described
by Billboard as restless “natives”) that at times caused the police to
suspend traffic around the theater. The impact of the media’s ongoing
hysteria over rock-related violence manifested itself locally as a hun-
dred special police, many in plain clothes, patrolled both in and
outside the theater. Special flashlight-equipped patrols roved the Par-
amount’s aisles, providing an “intriguing, Alcatraz-like aura” that con-
trasted starkly to the lighthearted activities on stage.

Freed, infamous for running behind time with his stage shows,
did his best to keep this one moving by limiting his own appearances
to brief introductions of the acts. The talent—"heavy on groups™—
included Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, the Platters, the Clef-
tones, the Valentines, the Willows, the Jodimars, the Flamingos, the
Royaltones, the Rover Boys, Ruth McFadden, Cindy and Lindy, and
Dori Anne Gray. Sam Taylor, Al Sears, and Freed’s rock & roll stage
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band provided the music. On the Paramount’s screen was the movie
Battle Stations, starring John Lund, William Bendix, and Richard
Boone.

Hermie Dressel said Freed booked too many acts for the amount
of time allotted for his shows, and when the emcee let somebody like
Bo Diddley come out for three encores, “the show would just stretch
out.” Freed was also “getting heat from the record companies to give
their acts stage exposure.” Indeed, Freed faced the delicate task of
presenting a show that was current and would prove popular with his
audience while, at the same time, satisfying the boys.

Not surprisingly, George Goldner’s and Morris Levy’s interests
were represented by three acts—the headlining Frankie Lymon and
the Teenagers, the Cleftones, and the Valentines (who had been told
by Freed that he “couldn’t put them on the show unless they had a
new record out” and that lead singer Richard Barrett should write one
“immediately”). Hy Weiss arranged for two of his Old Town artists,
the Royaltones and Ruth McFadden, to appear with Freed, a feat no
doubt facilitated by Freed receiving writing credit for McFadden’s hit
“Darling, Listen to the Words of This Song.” The Royaltones, signed
to Old Town the previous November, thought they were “on our
way” when they were booked to sing “Crazy Love” on Freed's show.
Group member James Ifill said the Royaltones were “really on cloud
nine” performing there because of the “unbelievable” crowd. But the
Royaltones soon discovered the harsh reality of life with the boys.
When they inquired about royalties for “Crazy Love” (which reached
number four on Freed’s own countdown list), Ifill said they were told
by Old Town that “we owed them money.” Because of the dispute,
Old Town refused to issue any further recordings by the group. (Any
artist who asked Morris Levy about royalties was told, “You want
royalty? Go to England!”) Street of Hope arranger Morty Craft’s new
Melba label was represented by a local group called the Willows, who
had a big hit with “Church Bells May Ring.” The new ABC-
Paramount label, child of the American Broadcasting-Paramount The-
atre Corporation, to which Levy had “a strong connection,” was
represented by the Rover Boys and by Cindy and Lindy.

Freed’s overextended shows were not looked upon favorably by
the Paramount Theatre because management wanted to turn over as
many audiences as possible to increase the box-office take. Freed's
attitude was different. If the deejay felt like doing so, said Dressel,
Freed would not hesitate to bring an act back for an encore. Herb



THE BOYS 133

Cox, lead singer for the Cleftones, said Freed constantly juggled the
show’s lineup so the Cleftones would not know from show to show
“whether we were on third or eighth, or whether we were doing
three or six songs.” Although Freed had a great rapport with his
young audience, “he had no concept of time,” said Ray Reneri.

The Platters, one of the hottest vocal groups in the country, with
three successive chart smashes in a matter of months, and the Teen-
agers, whose first two releases were currently on Billboard’s “Top
100” chart, were most popular with Freed’s audiences, who did not
seem to care what the other acts sang “as long as the rock and roll beat
was there.” A particularly loud roar went up at each show when
Freed’s wife Jackie was introduced and took a bow.

Freed’s Easter show was the Cleftones’ biggest stage appearance
of their short career, a career that came perilously close to ending
right then and there. George Goldner, taking care of business, had
released the group’s second record, “Little Girl of Mine,” to coincide
with the Cleftones” appearance on Freed’s show. Herb Cox, the Clef-
tones’ lead singer, said Freed was playing the record “regularly” as it
moved up the national charts. The group, which had yet to meet
Freed face-to-face, heard he was demanding and that they had better
be ready when they were supposed to be. But the Cleftones, high
school teenagers with two hits in two attempts, “were getting a little
cocky,” thinking they “must be pretty good.” Carefree, the group
appeared late for their scheduled 8:30 A.M. rehearsal time the day
before the show opened. An irate Freed gave the Cleftones a thor-
ough dressing-down before turning angrily to the group’s manager
and demanding, “Who the hell do these guys think they are!” Cox,
who surreptitiously listened to Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party” each
night at low volume so his parents would not find out, was “shattered”
by the tongue-lashing received from the person he regarded as a
hero. Cox’s reaction quickly changed to one of apprehension for hav-
ing offended the single greatest promoter of the Cleftones’ records.
“Man, what does this mean?” he wondered.

The Cleftones, outfitted in green tuxedos, wearing red shoes and
sporting matching bow-ties, were nervous the day Freed’s show
opened. Cox said that although Freed “wasn’t too friendly at all,” he
made a point of telling them they “really look sharp.” Because of their
nervousness, coupled with their lack of stage experience, the Clef-
tones did not give a good opening-day performance, but they got
themselves together on the second day and drew a warm response
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from the audience. Freed picked up on the audience’s enthusiasm
and exclaimed, ‘C’mon, let’s bring ‘em back to do one more!” Having
already performed the four songs they had recorded for Gee, the
Cleftones did not have “one more” rehearsed, so they capped their
Paramount performance with a reprise of their set-opening “You Baby
You.” After the show, Freed visited the group’s dressing room to say,
“Good show, fellas, good show!” Instead of a disaster, the Cleftones’
appearance with Freed proved to be their baptism under fire. Sub-
sequently traveling around the country, the group became “fairly
seasoned,” said Cox. “But it was always a thrill to do his [Freed’s]
show.”

Freed’s ten-day “frantic rock 'n’ roll rumpus™ at the Paramount
grossed $240,000, which broke Freed’s own house record there. In
his three successive Brooklyn engagements during the past year,
Freed first grossed $125,000, then $155,000, and now $240,000, but
he did not foresee breaking any more records there because “that’s all
you can get into the place with a shoe horn.”

While Freed was at the Paramount, Dr. Jive Smalls packed the
Apollo Theatre for his own Easter “Rhythm and Blues Revue,” held
from March 30 to April 5. If anything, the ongoing Freed-Smalls
rivalry seemed to help both deejays. Obviously there was no shortage
of paying customers to go around, and the shows themselves were of
a higher caliber as each deejay sought to outdo the other. In this
particular case, Dr. Jive, with an assist from Leonard Chess, may
have got the best of Freed in the talent department. Chess was
represented on the Apollo’s stage by the Moonglows, Bo Diddley,
and Buddy and Claudia. Several of the local boys were also taken care
of with the appearances of Charlie and Ray (Al Silver and Jack Angel),
the Solitaires (Hy Weiss), and Dean Barlowe (Joe Davis). Also ap-
pearing with Dr. Jive were Brook Benton, a gospel-turned-pop
singer, the local Fi-Tones, the West Coast Teen Queens, and Har-
lem’s own Schoolboys, a streetcorner group hoping to emulate the
success of the neighboring Teenagers. Clad in sweaters, beanies, and
white bucks, the Schoolboys brought down the Apollo house as they
sang both sides of their latest record, “Please Say You Want Me To”
and “Shirley.” Dr. Jive’s week at the Apollo was so successful that his
show was extended an additional week and the Heartbeats were
added to his line-up.

Herb Cox said Dr. Jive, who catered primarily to a black audi-
ence, was “pretty much” in direct competition with Freed, “and it
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wasn 't always friendly.” When the Four Fellows scored with “Soldier
Boy” in 1955 and appeared that June with Dr. Jive to promote the
song, Freed, who also drew a significant number of blacks to his
shows, refused to play the record until Dr. Jive’s show had ended its
run. By playing “Soldier Boy,” Freed felt he would be promoting his
competition, which he refused to do. Since Freed’s and Smalls’s pro-
ductions were often staged simultaneously, the rivalry sometimes led
to problems for the acts, particularly the black acts, which could only
appear on one show or the other. “We [the Cleftones] were person-
ally in a tight spot, an awkward position,” explained Cox, who said
Freed’s shows were always of the “highest standard” and, from the
standpoint of money and public recognition, were preferred over
Smalls’s Apollo productions. “But,” said Cox, “we were under a lot of
pressure, primarily because we were black,” to appear with Smalls.
“Some people questioned whether we were betraying the black dee-
jays. They felt we owed them something.”

By the spring of 1956, Freed had to his credit not only his local
WINS “Rock 'n’ Roll Party” and his nationally syndicated “Camel
Rock and Roll Party” but also a new international audience via Radio
Luxembourg, a staring role in a worldwide-distributed rock & roll
movie, and successive record-breaking grosses at his live stage shows.
What is more, the deejay presided over more than two thousand fan
clubs and he regularly received over fifteen thousand supportive let-
ters, cards, and other messages each week. Still, the personal attacks
aimed at the controversial personality grew uglier. Buoyed by a del-
uge of mail protesting the Daily News anti-rock & roll series, as well
as by the record-breaking crowds at his Easter show, on April 15
Freed made an appearance on Eric Sevareid’s CBS-TV Sunday news
program, where, as a “primary target” of rock & roll criticism, he was
“allowed” to state his case.

Filmed segments of a Camden, New Jersey, rock & roll show
were shown, and several pro-rock & roll teens in Sevareid’s live
audience were interviewed. Sevareid also had on hand psychiatrists
who, when questioned, said the violence attributed to rock & roll was
“symptomatic of something wrong with the kids’ home environment
rather than with the music they listened to.” In a special appeal to
“Mom and Pop,” Freed asked them to remember their own teenage
years (and his) when Benny Goodman and Glenn Miller were to them
“what the current rock and roll artists are to the youngsters today.”
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The deejay also claimed that current press accounts of teenage rioting
were “grossly exaggerated.” Appearing as a “surprise guest” on Sev-
areid’s program was Columbia Records’ A&R head and ASCAP-
affiliated music publisher Mitch Miller. Miller, who would soon
become one of rock & roll’s staunchest foes, said that although no
music can be called “immoral,” the chief fault of rock & roll is that it
“makes a virtue out of monotony.”

With the opposition ominously circling him, Freed evidently re-
alized he had few allies besides the boys, WINS, and his own legions
of fanatically loyal listeners, with the continued support of the first
totally subject to the fickle nature of the latter. With his parting
words, Freed revealed the assumption—a fatally flawed one—of a
bond between himself and his followers that ran deeper than rock &
roll: “As long as there are radio stations like WINS in America, and as
long as there are people who like [having] me around,” said the
deejay, “we’re going to rock and roll until you don’t want to rock and
roll anymore, and then when you don’t want to rock and roll any-
more, I'll give you what you want.”

Meanwhile, J. Elroy McCaw continued to transform WINS into a
high-income low-budget radio station. Tired of leasing space in Man-
hattan’s high-rent Fifth Avenue area, McCaw initiated a search for a
suitable site that he could purchase. The station owner discovered a
vacant second-floor in a grimy two-story building at 7 Central Park
West that fronted on Columbus Circle and extended north up Broad-
way and Central Park West to Sixty-first Street. The building’s most
conspicuous characteristic was a four-story-high Coca-Cola thermom-
eter. There were no broadcasting studios in the building, so McCaw
had some walls knocked out and windows installed, and in a flash, he
had his new studio. It may not have been soundproof, but it was
cheap.

A new address was not the only change for WINS. Bob Leder had
had enough of McCaw’s cost-cutting schemes and had moved over to
rival station WOR. In May, WINS program director Bob Smith left to
join his ex-boss. McCaw hired H. G. (“Jock”) Fearnhead to run
WINS, and one of the new station manager’s first acts was to drop the
high-salaried “Bob and Ray” show from WINS’s schedule and replace
it with a new morning talk program called “Contact,” which was
hosted by resident sports announcer Bill Stern. Stern happened to
employ as his “girl Friday” an attractive blonde Scandinavian named
Inga Boling, whose life would soon change drastically once she
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crossed paths with Alan Freed. In the meantime, the WINS budget
had once again been trimmed, and J. Elroy McCaw was pleased.

About the time that McCaw found a new home for his radio
station, Freed found a new home for himself on the Connecticut
shore some thirty miles from Manhattan in the thriving industrial city
of Stamford, whose onetime residents included Joshua Logan, Vivian
Vance, and Freed’s boyhood idol, Benny Goodman. Freed purchased
a half-century-old sixteen-room stucco mansion called Grey Cliffe,
located on the exclusive Wallach’s Point, not far from the residence of
William F. Buckley, Jr. Jack Hooke said the place was “falling apart”
and that Freed “had to rebuild the house.” Also standing on the two
grassy acres, bordered by 150 yards of private beach on Long Island
Sound was a small guesthouse in which Freed planned to install
remote broadcasting facilities from which he could broadcast his
“Rock 'n” Roll Party,” thereby eliminating the nightly commute to
and from Manhattan. It was a prospect that J. Elroy McCaw and Jock
Fearnhead were less than thrilled with.

Hermie Dressel, a Freed family friend since the deejay’s days in
Akron, was a frequent guest at Grey Cliffe. He recalled his first visit
there, by which time the renovated house “looked like a stately man-
sion right out of England.” The centerpiece of Grey Cliffe was a
balconied, cathedral-ceilinged living room, of which Jackie was most
proud. Naturally, she chose to begin Dressel’s tour of the house
there, but Freed suddenly burst in and exclaimed, “Bullshit! Wait’ll
you see this,” as he collared Dressel and ushered his friend through
the mansion, pointing out all eight of its bathrooms, “each a different
color and motif.”

During his first summer at Grey Cliffe, Freed told one reporter
that he had put down $35,000 in cash for the property he purchased
for $75,000 and that he carried the balance in mortgages. “That’s what
we got to show for last year’s work—a house with two mortgages,”
said the deejay. What Freed neglected to add was that one of those
mortgages was held by Jerry Blaine and the other by Morris Levy.



CHAPTER 8

O

Don't Knock
the Kook

“I think Elvis Presley is a fine, well-mannered
young guy, a wonderful performer with lots of abil-
ity. But I wish he'd shave off his sideburns.”

IN May 1956, while noting the “striking parallel” between retail
best-seller lists in the pop and the rhythm and blues markets,
Billboard wrote of influential new rock & roll material that was mak-
ing “tremendous headway” within the pop music business. The new
material was supplied by what the trade newspaper called “rock and
roll country-style artists”; who sang uptempo songs with a heavy beat.
Billboard called the music of these artists the “back shack” sound.
The particular style of music was not new, as it had long been a
common practice for country artists to include dance-oriented up-
tempo numbers on the flip sides of their more traditional ballads in
order to satisfy the jukebox demand in roadhouses and honky-tonks.
This up-tempo country style, called “hillbilly boogie, when it was
called anything at all,” paralleled the post-World War 11 develop-
ment of rhythm and blues and drew heavily from the latter genre.
Ironically, before 1956, “hillbilly boogie” singers faced stronger dis-
crimination than did black rhythm and blues singers. While the latter
received an increased amount of radio airplay as “rock & roll” artists,
the former were avoided by pop and R&B stations as “country” and
were shunned by country stations in favor of the more traditional
ballad-style singers. These finely defined racial and stylistic music
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barriers were made obsolete early in 1956 when Elvis Presley’s
“Heartbreak Hotel” and Carl Perkins’s “Blue Suede Shoes” both
made unprecedented appearances on Billboard’s three best-selling
charts—the pop “Top 100,” rhythm and blues best-seller, and coun-
try and western best-seller lists. With the multicrossover success of
Presley and Perkins, up-tempo records by other white country-
influenced artists began appearing on some country radio programs,
not necessarily out of a personal like of the disc jockeys for such
music, but because some of the country jocks “felt it necessary to go
with listeners’ preferences.” To satisfy the new musical demand,
record companies began a widespread effort to discover and nurture
white rock & roll singers. That May, Billboard noted that “every-
where the search is on for another Elvis Presley.”

By that time, the twenty-one-year-old Presley was the singing
rage of America. Whether people loved him or loathed him, almost
everybody had heard of the controversial Presley, thanks to a series
of national television appearances by the singer that began in January
1956. Contrary to popular belief, Presley’s initial television appear-
ances were not widely viewed. They took place on a second-rate
CBS-TV variety show called “Stage Show,” which was hosted by
aging bandleaders Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey and produced by noted
comedian Jackie Gleason. When Gleason signed the relatively un-
known Presley (who had been rejected by both Ted Mack and Arthur
Godfrey for their amateur-competition television shows) for six ap-
pearances at $1,250 each, it was a desperate move to boost the anemic
“Stage Show” ratings. Few people watched “Stage Show” on January
28, 1956, as Presley was introduced to America by Cleveland disc
jockey Bill Randle as a “young hillbilly singer.” The “hillbilly cat”
then hurtled headlong into a Joe Turner medley of “Shake, Rattle,
and Roll” and “Flip, Flop, and Fly,” before concluding, hips swivel-
ing, pelvis gyrating, and arms flailing wildly, with Ray Charles’s “I
Got a Woman.” The studio audience sat stunned, not certain whether
to applaud, laugh, or boo. To the staid, sedate middle-aged fans of the
Dorsey Brothers, Presley may as well have come from the moon as
from Memphis.

On Presley’s third “Stage Show” appearance (on February 11) the
singer introduced “Heartbreak Hotel,” his first release for RCA Vic-
tor, featuring a bizarre arrangement of the song in which Presley was
accompanied by the Dorsey’s screeching orchestra. Following Pres-
ley’s final “Stage Show” appearance (March 24), on which he
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reprised—without the Dorsey Brothers—the rapidly rising “Heart-
break Hotel,” Gleason declined to exercise the option he held for
additional Presley appearances, citing “too much unfavorable mail”
received from his viewers as the reason. “People were not only re-
volted by him,” explained Gleason, “but they went out of their way
to tell us.”

After Presley’s “Stage Show” appearances, each more widely
viewed than its predecessor, the music industry noted that the radio
and television networks were “finally beginning to have programming
‘eyes’ for rock and roll and rhythm and blues.” Taking note of Alan
Freed’s CBS Radio “Rock and Roll Party,” Billboard reported that
CBS was negotiating for Freed to host a rock & roll show on “Stage
Show,” and that if Freed’s one-shot appearance “clicked,” the deejay
stood a chance of a permanent rock & roll television show the follow-
ing year.

While “Stage Show” viewers may have been vociferous, they were
relatively few in number and caused no great clamor over Presley.
Milton Berle, another famous comedian suffering audience problems,
decided he would take a chance with Presley and signed the young
singer for two appearances on his comedy-variety show at $5,000 for
each show. On April 3, 1956, Presley was introduced as “America’s
new singing sensation,” and (from the flight deck of the USS Han-
cock, docked in San Diego) performed “Heartbreak Hotel” and “Blue
Suede Shoes.” It was not until this television appearance, seen by an
estimated forty million viewers and coinciding with Freed’s Brooklyn
Paramount Easter show as well as the scathing Daily News anti—rock
& roll series, that Presley began to generate a nationwide storm of
controversy. Such controversy resulted in a polarized response to
Presley. While the “phenom from Mississippi” watched “Heartbreak
Hotel” reach the top position on six of Billboard’s sales charts—retail
sales, jukebox play, and disc jockey play in both pop and in country
and western—making Presley the first “double Triple Crown” winner
in the music newspaper’s history, he was canceled after one week of
an extended Las Vegas booking because of poor attendance there.

Presley received his two triple crown awards on Berle’s June 5
television show. The singer, described as a “rock and roll sensation,”
introduced “Hound Dog,” his upcoming RCA Victor release. Follow-
ing this television appearance by Presley, the press began bashing the
singer in earnest. Jack Gould of the New York Times described Pres-
ley’s act as a “rock and roll variation of one of the most standard acts
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in show business, [the] hootchy-kootchy.” Jack O’Brien of the New
York Journal-American said that while Presley could not “sing a lick,”
he made up for his vocal shortcomings with “plainly planned, sug-
gestive animation short of an aborigine’s mating dance.” Such “ab-
dominal gyrations,” O'Brien suggested, deserved equal time from
burlesque star Georgia Sothern. WNEW disc jockey Jerry Marshall
told his “Make Believe Ballroom” audience that Presley’s handlers
should be more concerned with seeing that the singer becomes more
than merely a “present-day craze,” ending up as “Pelvis Presley in
circus side shows.” New York critic Ben Gross wrote of Presley’s
“grunt and groin” antics, and syndicated TV critic John Crosby posed
the question “Where do you go from Elvis Presley, short of obscen-
ity?” Lost in the hubbub over Presley was the fact that the singer’s
latest TV appearance enabled Milton Berle to top the rival CBS-TV
Phil Silvers show (“You'll Never Get Rich”) for the first time in
months.

While the critics panned Presley, the controversial singer sold
records for RCA Victor at an unprecedented rate. In his first three
months with the company, Presley sold 75,000 records a day, over
half of RCA’s total record sales. By May 4 “Heartbreak Hotel” had
reached 1,350,000 in sales. Presley’s first album was RCA Victor’s
first album ever to top sales of 300,000 copies, and the record com-
pany had over 300,000 advance orders for Presley’s next release (“My
Baby Left Me”/“I Want You, I Need You, I Love You”) the day before
it was shipped. With RCA having gambled with Presley having
“emerged a winner,” every record company mildly interested in
rock & roll (and in increasing sales) began a search for the “next”
Presley. Some companies, including Columbia (with Marty Rob-
bins) and Decca (with Roy Hall), sought to make rock & roll stars
out of country-oriented singers who had previously recorded hill-
billy boogie and up-tempo country and western for them. Others
eagerly signed any young white country singers who were willing to
perform rock & roll; among them twenty-year-old Roy Orbison
(“Ooby Dooby” recorded on Sun Records), seventeen-year-old Mac
Curtis (“If I Had Me a Woman” on King), seventeen-year-old Ed-
die Cochran (“Skinny Jim” on Crest), Johnny and Dorsey Burnette
and their Rock 'n’ Roll Trio (“Tear It Up” on Coral), and nineteen-
year-old Buddy Holly (“Love Me” on Decca). When the winner of
Capitol Records’ Presley soundalike contest, twenty-one-year-old
Gene Vincent, pushed his debut record, “Be-Bop-a-Lula,” to num-
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ber nine on Billboard’s “Top 100" during the summer of 1956,
record companies intensified their search for white rock & roll sing-
ers with country roots. Their musical genre came to be known as
“rockabilly” (a combination of the terms “rock & roll” and “hill-
billy”), a word that first appeared in Billboard in August 1956. Be-
cause of the hillbilly connotations that emerged in urban radio
markets toward rockabilly, as well as the music’s raw, uninhibited
sound, rockabilly had a difficult time making inroads into those cit-
ified markets.

Elvis Presley next surfaced on Steve Allen’s NBC-TV variety show
(a consistent also-ran to Ed Sullivan’s top-rated CBS-TV “Toast of the
Town”) on July 1. The “painfully subdued” singer appeared in a
tuxedo and tails and sang his latest hit, “Hound Dog,” to a sad-faced
basset hound. Although it was said that Presley “rolled not—nor did
he rock,” when the television ratings were in, the singer’s appearance
enabled Steve Allen to best Sullivan in the ratings for the first time.
Sullivan, who previously had vowed never to allow Presley onto his
program, was forced to eat crow and signed the singer for three
appearances at the then-astronomical figure of $50,000. Presley’s first
Sullivan appearance took place on September 9 and fifty-four million
viewers tuned in, an estimated 84 percent of the total viewing audi-
ence. Presley introduced his upcoming RCA release, “Love Me Ten-
der,” and RCA promptly received nearly one million advance orders
for the record.

In April, Freed had crowed victoriously, as well as prematurely,
to his young fans that “the big fight [over rock & roll] is over and you
and I have won,” but Freed had not taken into consideration the flack
that would be caused by Presley. It had been repulsive enough for
some whites to observe blacks jump around and wiggle as they sang
rhythm and blues and rock & roll while Freed encouraged them to do
so. But those artists and their music, however threatening, could still
be easily categorized and segregated as black entertainment, even if
there were whites in the audience. And although there had long been
outcries concerning overtly sexual rhythm and blues lyrics, there
existed only a tenuous sexual link between black performers and their
newfound white audience. But, as rhythm and blues historian and
author Lawrence Redd has written, with Presley’s emergence young
white Americans had for the first time “a real live sex idol, all to
themselves.” Presley also led the way in the separation of the musical
terms “rhythm and blues” and “rock & roll,” which until 1956 had
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been used interchangeably. By the end of the year, white America
would be claiming rock & roll as its own.

Ironically, Freed originally did not even consider Presley to be a
rock & roll singer, explaining that he “really sings hill-billy, or
country-and-western style.”

As Freed prepared for his ten-day “Second Anniversary” Labor
Day show, to begin on August 28 at the Brooklyn Paramount, a
segment of the music industry “greeted with distaste” the fact that
rock & roll was “by no means on the skids as yet.” Freed’s headline
act, making his first New York theater appearance, was Fats Domino,
who introduced his latest release, a remake of the standard “Blue-
berry Hill.” As usual, Freed did not overlook the “boys.” George
Goldner’s and Morris Levy’s Gee/Rama interests were represented
by Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers (“1 Promise to Remember”),
the Cleftones, and the Harptones. Jack Hooke’s Royal Roost artists,
Cirino and the Bow Ties, also performed at the Paramount, as did the
Shepherd Sisters, whose just-released “Alone” appeared on the
Freed-affiliated Lance label (named after the deejay’s son). Jimmy
Cavello and His House Rockers and the DeMilo Sisters, two acts
Freed had been instrumental in signing to Coral Records, also sang
on the deejay’s Labor Day show. Atlantic Records was represented by
Joe Turner, then a rock & roll star at forty-five years of age. Rounding
out the bill were the Freed-managed Moonglows, the Penguins (man-
aged by Buck Ram, a good friend of Freed’s), blues singer Mabel
King, and Jean (“the female Elvis Presley”) Chappel.

In the Paramount audience for one of Freed’s Labor Day shows
were the deejay’s parents, Charles and Maude Freed, who, while
continuing to spurn their famous son’s offer to finance their move to
the New York area, had boarded a Greyhound bus and made the
four-hundred-mile trip from their beloved Salem to view one of
Freed’s rock & roll shows. In his son’s dressing room between shows,
the soft-spoken Charles said that his son had given his young audi-
ence “a most important release for the frustrations brought on by my
generation.” As for his son’s attackers, the elder Freed said he wished
“those who spend their time attacking our country’s teenagers would
spend that energy in righting their wrongs” instead of passing them
along to the young generation of rock & roll fans. Freed’s mother sat
with her eyes toward the floor and said nothing.

Meanwhile, a group of teenagers climbed onto a rooftop adjacent
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to the Paramount, and when their shouts into the dressing room
windows went ignored, one of the teens tossed a rubber ball through
Freed’s window. One account said the teens were apprehended and
that the Paramount audience, informed of the incident, “roundly
scolded the unruly youngsters.”

Freed called such teenagers “bunnies” (“my word for delin-
quents”) and said it was “just outrageous” that all American teenagers
should be indicted because of a few like them. For the most part,
Freed’s record Paramount crowd was well behaved, and the mounted
police on hand to keep order were not needed. Freed said his young
audiences “know in order to get into the theatre they need only to
exercise patience.”

The deejay’s summer-ending rock & roll show drew over 140,000
patrons to Brooklyn and produced a box-office gross of nearly
$221,000. That figure topped the $204,000 mark Freed had foreseen
as impossible to break.

Dr. Jive Smalls continued to go head-to-head with Freed, but as
rock & roll continued to become whitened, the difference between
Freed’s Paramount shows and Smalls’s Apollo shows became more
apparent. While Freed’s talent lineups were generally racially bal-
anced, Dr. Jive’s remained predominantly (and, in this instance, to-
tally) black.

On July 9, 1956, WINS extended Freed’s nightly “Rock 'n” Roll
Party” by two hours each evening, putting the deejay on the air from
6:30 to 11:00 each night, except Sunday. The increased airtime meant
Freed would be in competition with himself on Saturday evenings
when his CBS “Rock and Roll Party” was broadcast opposite his local
WINS program.

It was also about that time that a rift began to develop between
Freed and WINS management. With the completion of the remote
broadcasting facilities at the deejay’s Stamford home, which were
linked to a master control room in New York, Freed began to do
many of his nightly broadcasts there. “The station didn’t want it,” said
Ray Reneri. WINS thought its star personality should be in the studio
slamming his telephone book and doing all the things there he had
previously done. But, said Reneri, Freed became so popular that “he
thought he didn’t have to go into the station every day.” Freed grudg-
ingly continued to appear at WINS, but there were times when he
would show up very late. “He used to come in a half hour, sometimes
fifteen minutes, before the show,” said Reneri. “He was always going
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through some sort of crisis, whether it was with the press or with
something else.” As WINS began to send down memos telling Freed
“don’t do this, don’t do that,” the deejay began to feel the pressure.
But he would not abandon his remote broadcasts. The deejay’s pro-
ducer, Johnny Brantley, boarded a Stamford-bound train from Grand
Central Station each afternoon to bring Freed his commercials, newly
released records, and his daily mail—usually more than a thousand
letters and telegrams requesting certain records.

Amid the commotion caused by the emergence of Elvis Presley,
some music business insiders did not realize that almost three years
had passed since the November 1953 filing of the $150 million anti-
trust lawsuit by the Songwriters of America, charging BMI, the three
major broadcasting networks, and RCA Victor and Columbia Records
with conspiring “to dominate and control the market for the use and
exploitation of musical compositions.” As the controversy over Pres-
ley raged, the lawsuit remained stalled in the offices of high-powered
Washington attorneys. Meanwhile, “Colonel” Tom Parker, Presley’s
crafty manager, had set up two publishing firms to protect his star—
one affiliated with each rival song-licensing agency—no matter what
the outcome of the ongoing ASCAP-BMI dispute.

With rock & roll continuing to become even more popular with
the emergence of white stars, the Songwriters of America and their
supporters mounted a “massive and expensive propaganda campaign”
to convince an uninterested public that it had a vital stake in the
outcome of the BMI antitrust lawsuit. The media was filled with
anti-rock & roll statements and charges of subterfuge against BMI for
the methods of promotion of its music on the air. Celebrities includ-
ing Bing Crosby, Billy Rose, and Oscar Hammerstein sounded off
against BMI and rock & roll, but one of the most stalwart of critics
proved to be singer Frank Sinatra, who wrote of the “unrelenting
insistence” of record companies and movie companies on purveying
“the most brutal, ugly, degenerate, vicious form of expression it has
been my misfortune to hear.” Rock & roll, said Sinatra, was a “rancid
aphrodisiac [of] every sideburned delinquent on the face of the earth,”
sung by “cretinous goons.”

Amid this ASCAP-instigated propaganda campaign against BMI
and rock & roll (no criticism was ever levied against “Rock Around the
Clock,” an ASCAP-licensed song), the Antitrust Subcommittee of the
House Judiciary Committee, chaired by Emanuel Celler of New
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York, which was conducting hearings concerning problems in regu-
lated industries, such as aviation and transportation, on September
27, 1956, turned to a new set of hearings concerning network televi-
sion. At this point the subcommittee put into evidence an NBC net-
work interoffice memo relating to “ “Payola” and the Product ‘Plug’ ”
on television. Noting the growing media attention to instances of
alleged payola in television, the memo posed the question of wnether
there was “a danger that an exposé [in print] of the growing payola
enterprise in our industry . . . will spark a government investigation
of our industry?” The memo was primarily concerned with “plugs” for
merchandise offered on TV giveaway shows, and it did not mention
radio or disc jockeys. Still, the memo offered proof that broadcasting
executives certainly were aware that payola practices existed within
their industry. Not long after the television hearings began, they
were suddenly halted so the subcommittee could begin an investiga-
tion into the practices of BMI.

Celler, an outspoken critic of BMI and rock & roll, proceeded to
speak his mind on the music he despised, conceding it “has its place”
and has given “great impetus to talent, particularly among the colored
people. It’s a natural expression of their emotions and feelings.” Cel-
ler also expressed his opinion that Elvis Presley (“If I may call him
Elvis the Pelvis”) and his “animal gyrations . . . are violative of all
that I know to be in good taste.” The subcommittee chairman also
read a list of anti-BMI and anti-rock & roll statements into the record
before saying that he was “quite convinced” that should BMI prevail,
“we’ll never hear serious and good music.” Songwriter Billy Rose
testified that most BMI-licensed songs were “on a level with dirty
comic magazines” and decried the climate on radio and television
“which makes Elvis Presley and his animal posturings possible.” Rose
described rock & roll performers as “untalented twitchers and twist-
ers whose appeal is largely to the zootsuiter and the juvenile delin-
quent.”

After much “name-calling and rock-knocking,” the Celler hear-
ings, referring to the alleged BMI “conspiracy,” reached the less than
earth-shattering conclusion that “the greatest song in the world can-
not gain popularity unless the public is given a chance to hear it.”
More significantly, it was also concluded that the Department of
Justice should undertake an investigation into “all phases of the music
field,” but since BMI had successfully weathered Justice Department
scrutiny in 1949 and again in the early 1950s, the House subcommit-
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tee’s recommendation left the song-licensing agency unfazed. The
ASCAP-backed Songwriters of America did not concede defeat, how-
ever. They doggedly continued their search for some way to bring
BMI to its knees.

As the summer of 1956 drew to a close, Freed’s broadcasting
horizons continued to expand. Because of what was described as a
“strong mail response,” especially from England, to the deejay’s over-
seas Radio Luxembourg radio program, Freed began talking about
producing a rock & roll stage show in the fall at London’s Albert Hall.
Warren Troob flew to London to discuss the details. It was also said
that Freed had “blue-printed” an extensive European rock & roll tour
for the summer of 1957. Ultimately Freed’s hectic domestic schedule,
combined with WINS’s objections to an extended absence by the
deejay, precluded any such English hiatus in the immediate future.

Shortly after his Labor Day festivities at the Brooklyn Paramount,
Freed took a leave of absence from WINS and returned to Hollywood
on September 17 to film his second motion picture. Convinced by the
deejay’s performance in Rock Around the Clock that Freed could
carry such a film on his name, Columbia Pictures announced that he
would have a leading roll in its rock & roll sequel. The film was
originally to be called Hi-Fi, but after signing Bill Haley and His
Comets to sing six numbers in the production, Katzman wanted to
change the movie title to Rhythm and Blues, a curious move, con-
sidering the widening gap between rock & roll and rhythm and blues.
In the end, however, Columbia opted for Don’t Knock the Rock—
what Freed had been saying all along—as the title for its second rock
& roll movie. Bill Haley would again receive top billing among artists
that included Little Richard, the Treniers, and Dave Appell and His
Applejacks.

Picking up where Rock Around the Clock left off, Don’t Knock
the Rock centered around a group of hostile adults who banded to-
gether to prevent a local rock & roll show from taking place. Freed,
again playing himself onscreen, along with singer Arnie Haines
(played by actor and Coral recording artist Alan Dale), attempt to
convince the adults that rock & roll is no more harmful that the
Charleston or the black-bottom dance crazes they had experienced
themselves. The height of Don’t Knock the Rock’s dialogue takes
place when the mayor of the town rages at Haines that rock & roll
“is for morons, it's depraved!” As the teenagers gathered in the
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background begin to chant Haines’s name, the mayor admonishes
them that “children should be seen and not heard,” to which Freed
replies, “Boy, there’s a quote from the Middle Ages!” Ultimately
the celluloid anti-rock & roll movement turned out to be simply a
“misunderstanding,” and as in Rock Around the Clock the music
was accepted by adults. If only such acceptance could have been
gained by Freed in real life.

Musically speaking, Don’t Knock the Rock was a notch below Rock
Around the Clock. The film featured Dale’s pop-oriented version of
the title song (released on Coral) instead of Haley’s more popular
rendition. By the time of Don’t Knock the Rock’s release, Haley
himself was a has-been in the United States, thanks to Elvis Presley.
The performances by the Treniers and the Applejacks were pedes-
trian at best. Only Little Richard and his driving seven-piece combo
saved the film with high-powered performances of “Long Tall Sally”
and “Tutti Frutti.” Despite the fact that Columbia had expanded
Freed’s role in Don’t Knock the Rock over his part in Rock Around
the Clock, the former failed to equal either the quality or the popu-
larity of the latter.

Meanwhile, the surprising success of Rock Around the Clock
caused other film studios to jump aboard the rock & roll bandwagon.
Freed had no sooner completed filming Don’t Knock the Rock than he
signed a deal with the independent Distributor Corporation of Amer-
ica to star in another rock & roll movie, to be called Rock, Rock,
Rock. Produced by Milton Subotsky and Max J. Rosenburg for Van-
guard Productions, Rock, Rock, Rock was intended to hit the nation’s
theaters before Don’t Knock the Rock’s scheduled February 1957
premier. Completed in less than two weeks, Rock, Rock, Rock had all
the markings of the rush job that it was. The movie also starred Teddy
Randazzo and the sixteen-year old Tuesday Weld in her screen de-
but. As nonsensical as Rock, Rock, Rock’s plot was (it involved the
purchase of a high school prom dress), the acting was worse. Since
Weld’s singing ability ranked below her acting talent, an unknown
singer named Connie Francis sang the soundtrack vocals, which were
then ineptly dubbed into the film.

It was Rock, Rock, Rock’s musical sequences that made the film a
must-see for rock & roll fans everywhere. By granting Freed control
over which artists appeared in the film (a power that Freed did not
have for his two Columbia films), Distributor Corporation offered the
deejay a deal he could not refuse, and as with his stage shows, Freed
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did his best to accommodate the “boys.” Frankie Lymon and the
Teenagers, who gave stellar performances of “Baby Baby” and “I'm
Not a Juvenile Delinquent,” remained George Goldner and Morris
Levy’s hottest recording act. Cirino and the Bow Ties recorded for
Jack Hooke and Teddy Reig’s Royal Roost label. LaVern Baker re-
corded for Ahmet Ertegun’s Atlantic Records, and the Johnny Bur-
nette Trio (in their only filmed appearance) and Jimmy Cavello and
the House Rockers recorded for Coral, the label that Freed also
recorded for. Teddy Randazzo and the Chuckles had song-publishing
ties to Freed and to Levy. The Moonglows and the Flamingos re-
corded for Leonard and Phil Chess, as did the show-stealing Chuck
Berry, who duckwalked his way through a spirited version of “You
Can’t Catch Me,” a performance that in itself was worth the price of
admission to the movie. The musical sequences were filmed in a huge
warehouse-type studio in New York (“Just a couple of cameras and
you,” recalled the Flamingos’ Nate Nelson, who appeared in Rock,
Rock, Rock), and then they were rushed to California where they
were spliced into the film.

Besides the filmed singing performances, the highlight of Rock,
Rock, Rock was Randazzo’s self-buttoning sports jacket. When sev-
eral takes of one of the singer’s livelier numbers—including at least
one in which Randazzo performed with his jacket unbuttoned and
another in which it was buttoned—were filmed, the best parts of each
were then spliced together to form one cohesive sequence. No con-
cern for the state of Randazzo’s jacket was given in the editing, and in
the resulting scene the singer’s sports jacket appeared to continually
button and unbutton by itself.

Released on December 5, 1956, as a top-feature attraction in over
four hundred theaters across the country, Rock, Rock, Rock did man-
age to beat Don’t Knock the Rock into distribution. The film played
simultaneously in seventy-seven New York-area theaters, “amidst
considerable hoopla.” Billboard predicted that thanks to Rock, Rock,
Rock, Freed “should be rolling in the long-green.” Freed, Chuck
Berry, and Connie Francis made an opening-night appearance at
Manhattan’s Loews’ Victoria Theatre uptown, while the Apollo The-
atre tried to match the competition by conducting a “Rhythm and
Blues Week,” beginning on December 7, during which the theater
would revive Studio Films’ Rhythm and Blues Review. In conjunction
with the film, Big Maybelle, the Clovers, Etta James, and James
Moody performed at the Baby Grand club. At the same time, Clyde
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McPhatter, the Heartbeats, Della Reese, and Jimmy Cavello and the
House Rockers were at Neopolitan City.

Freed’s Brooklyn Paramount “Christmas Jubilee,” which ran on
December 23-30, simultaneously satisfied both the deejay’s rock &
roll audience and several of the boys. Featured on Freed’s bill were
some of the hottest recording acts in America, including the Chicago-
based Dells, singing “Oh What a Nite” (Vee Jay Records); the New
Orleans duo Shirley and Lee, singing “I Feel Good” (Aladdin); Los
Angeles’s Jessie Belvin, singing “Goodnight, My Love” (Modern);
and Syd Nathan’s “next Elvis,” the young Texan Mac Curtis, per-
forming “If I Had Me a Woman” (King), a song that received unusu-
ally heavy airplay on Freed’s radio show, considering that Curtis was
a true rockabilly proponent. The country-oriented George Hamil-
ton IV performed “A Rose and a Baby Ruth” (ABC-Paramount),
Screamin’ Jay Hawkins performed what was to become his most fa-
mous number, the alcohol-inspired “I Put a Spell on You” (Okeh),
and the Moonglows sang their late-summer hit “See Saw” (Chess).
Also appearing on the Brooklyn Paramount’s stage were the Freed-
discovered truck driver—turned-singer Lillian Briggs and a host of
local talent, including Eddie Cooley and the Dimples, singing
“Priscilla” (Royal Roost); fourteen-year-old Barbie Gaye, singing “My
Boy Lollipop” (Darl); the G-Clefs, singing “Ka Ding Dong” (Pilgrim);
the Heartbeats, performing “A Thousand Miles Away” (Rama); and
the Three Friends, singing their local hit “Blanche” (Lido).

The Lido label was owned by Leo Rogers, and “Blanche” was
published by A.D.T. Enterprises, a firm fronted by Warren Troob for
Freed. “Somehow, some way,” said group member Joey Villa (né
Francavilla), “I knew that he [Freed] was going to push it and he was
going to make it a hit.” Indeed, Freed did plug “Blanche” heavily,
but despite the song becoming a sizable hit in the Northeast, it failed
to catch on nationally. Rogers was not equipped to handle a large-
scale hit, and complicating matters, the suggestive lyrics of
“Blanche” (“I took a walk with Blanche, along the avenue of love and
romance’) caused numerous radio stations to ban the song.

The Three Friends, not used to performing with a sixteen-piece
orchestra, had difficulty during their Paramount appearance. As an-
other group member sang his part off key, Villa anxiously glanced into
the wings to his right, where Freed stood, “tapping his feet, smoking
about fifteen cigarettes a minute.” Not wishing to incur Freed’s wrath,
Villa headed off to stage left as they finished “Blanche.” But the move
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proved fruitless, said Villa, as Freed sought out the Three Friends
and “gave us a balling out.”

The success of the Heartbeats” “A Thousand Miles Away” showed
that although the practice whereby white pop artists covered songs by
black artists continued, because of the increased exposure black art-
ists received on radio, in rock & roll films, in live stage shows, and
even on television, much of the record-buying public would no longer
settle for such white copies. In the latter half of 1956, no pop cover
version was able to dominate the black recording it imitated, while
huge rock & roll hits by black artists—including the Heartbeats (their
version of “A Thousand Miles Away” reached number fifty-three on
Billboard's “Top 100” early in 1957, while the Diamonds’ pop cover
version failed to chart) and Ivory Joe Hunter (“Since I Met You
Baby”)—totally overshadowed their pale pop imitations.

Although the $180,000 taken in during Freed’s “Christmas Jubi-
lee” ended the deejay’s string of record-breaking box-office grosses, it
did not put a damper on his 1956 success. Freed’s personal gross for
the year doubled the $100,000 “neighborhood” figure it was reported
the deejay garnered in 1955. The year 1956 was also a good one for
the boys. While RCA Victor had Elvis Presley, they had Freed’s
airplay and his other promotional resources to rely on. Ahmet Erte-
gun’s Atlantic label—which had experienced unparalleled eminence
during the rhythm and blues era—produced two of the boys’ top ten
best-selling records for 1956 (Ivory Joe Hunter’s “Since I Met You,
Baby” and Clyde McPhatter’s “Treasure of Love”), as did George
Goldner and Morris Levy’s Gee label (Frankie Lymon and the Teen-
agers’ “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” and “I Want You to Be My Girl”).
Others in the boys’ top ten included Al Silver (the Five Satins” “In the
Still of the Night” on Ember), Jerry Blaine (The Cadillacs’ “Speedoo”
on JOZ), Eddie Heller (the Bonnie Sisters’ “Cry Baby” on Rainbow),
and Jack Hooke and Teddy Reig (Eddie Cooley and the Dimples’
“Priscilla”).

Freed and Goldner also had a hand in the second-best-selling
record produced by the boys. Local songwriters Bill Buchanan and
Dickie Goodman came up with the concept of a disc jockey being
interrupted by reports of flying saucer landings, and with Goldner’s
assistance, the duo put together their “Flying Saucer” novelty “break-
in” record. Buchanan and Goodman’s next stop was with Alan Freed,
whom they convinced to listen to their record. Freed thought the
“Flying Saucer” record was funny and that it could not miss becoming
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a hit. He told them he was going to play in on his show. The next day,
WINS was inundated by requests for the “Flying Saucer,” which
precipitated a quick release of the novelty on the Goldner-owned
Luniverse label. Buchanan and Goodman’s “Flying Saucer” became a
national hit in the summer of 1956.

When Freed entered into the agreement to star in Rock, Rock,
Rock, he received 10 percent of the film's profits. As part of the deal,
Freed formed Snapper Music, a publishing firm that secured the
rights to fifteen of Rock, Rock, Rock’s twenty-one songs. Morris
Levy’s associate Phil Kahl held the publishing rights to the remaining
songs. Before Rock, Rock, Rock’s release however, Freed sold Snap-
per Music to Kahl and Levy. No reason for the sale was offered, but
most likely the transaction was in some way linked to the formation of
a new record label by Freed, Levy, Goldner, and Kahl.

The idea behind the formation of Roulette Records was to capi-
talize on the influx of young white singers having success as rock &
roll artists. Levy maintained that Roulette was formed largely be-
cause Goldner kept telling him he “didn’t know nothing about the
record business and it aggravated me.” Goldner and Levy had re-
cently received a master recording that had been issued on the tiny
Texas-based Triple-D label. The two sides—"Party Doll” and “I'm
Stickin’ with You"—were performed by a West Texas rockabilly-
influenced combo called the Rhythm Orchids. Since both sides
showed strong commercial possibilities and each was sung by a dif-
ferent member of the group, it was decided to split the songs and
issue two separate records with new flip sides. “I'm Stickin’ with You”
by Jimmy Bowen and “Party Doll” by Buddy Knox were rerecorded
and issued simultaneously in January 1957 as Roulette’s first two re-
leases.

When Roulette was still in the formative stages, Goldner, who
despite his steady gambling losses remained the senior partner of
Tico/Rama/Gee Records, expected to function in the same capacity
with the new label. Freed allegedly expected to receive up to a 50
percent share of Roulette. But Morris Levy, whose business practices
involved acquiring and consolidating assets and power rather than
parting with them, had other plans for Roulette Records.
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The King
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“As soon as the name ‘rock 'n’ roll’ begins to sound

like an archeological label to the crop of kids just
turned thirteen, they’ll find something new to call
it. But I can’t find anything in sight to challenge
the big beat itself.”

T HE formation of Roulette Records temporarily diverted Morris
Levy’s lingering intention of acquiring Jack Hooke’s and Teddy
Reig’s Royal Roost record label. As early as August 1955, and again in
early 1956, Levy had made public his desire to gain control of Roost
for use as his own jazz label.

Formed in the early 1950s, Royal Roost had specialized in record-
ing jazz musicians. “That was my thing,” said Hooke. “It didn't sell
twenty copies, but I loved it.” But Hooke’s access to Alan Freed
inevitably caused the label owner to try his hand at rock & roll.
Starting late in 1955, Roost periodically recorded and released songs
by local groups, but despite radio airplay from Freed, the records did
not sell in any significant quantity. “I went into bankruptcy twice,”
said Hooke, “and I was struggling.” Then, in the summer of 1956,
Roost released a song called “Priscilla,” sung by Brooklyn-born song-
writer Eddie Cooley (who had recently written “Fever” for Little
Willie John) and three women who called themselves the Dimples.
By the fall “Priscilla” had risen to number twenty-six on Billboard’s
national “Top 100" chart. Jack Hooke finally had his rock & roll hit
and “paid off all [of his] bills.”

153
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Another vocal group whose Roost recordings had gone unnoticed
was Cirino and the Bow Ties. Freed cast the group in Rock, Rock,
Rock, in which they sang “Ever Since I Can Remember.” Ivy Schul-
man, the six-year-old niece of a Hollywood film executive, also ap-
peared in the film and, backed by the Coney Island Kids, sang “Rock,
Pretty Baby.” Hooke released both songs on one record, but despite
the publicity from Rock, Rock, Rock, few copies were sold. An Eddie
Cooley and the Dimples’ follow-up to “Priscilla,” released late in
1956, netted the same dismal results as had the Bow Ties’ record, but
Jack Hooke was not deterred from his quest for another hit record.

The Duponts were a high school vocal group discovered in 1954
by songwriter-producer Paul Winley at Brooklyn’s Boys’ High School.
Winley was sufficiently impressed by the Duponts to write a song
called “You” and have the group record it. Winley then released the
song on his own Winley label, but, according to Duponts member
Anthony Gourdine (who would eventually become Little Anthony),
the record producer lacked the “power” to get his records played on
the radio. In those days, power translated to cash in many instances.
“It was the days of payola,” explained Gourdine. “If you had the
money, your record was played.” Winley did arrange for his friend,
Dr. Jive Smalls to play “You” on the deejay’s WWRL program for a
couple of weeks and, said Anthony, “it probably sold about twelve
copies.”

Disillusioned with Winley’s meager promotional efforts, late in
1955 the Duponts were introduced to Jack Hooke by another local
songwriter-singer named Otis Blackwell. The group auditioned with
“Prove It Tonight,” a song written by Anthony. Hooke liked the tune
and had the Duponts record it. Then he took “Prove It Tonight” to
Freed, who thought the song was “great.”

“Are you going to play it? asked Hooke.

“Yeah,” replied Freed, “and on top of that they’re going to open
my next show at the Paramount.”

The Duponts, accustomed to playing amateur affairs and local $5
competitions, were awestruck by the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity
that suddenly lay ahead of them. The unknown group would soon
open one of Alan Freed’s famed rock & roll shows, not in Brooklyn
but in the heart of Manhattan’s entertainment district, at the re-
nowned Paramount.

After a year of becoming “whitened” (and after a string of record-
breaking box-office grosses by Freed at the Brooklyn Paramount), by
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1957 rock & roll was ready for the big time—Manhattan’s Broadway,
the “Great White Way,” which ran through what was then the en-
tertainment capital of the world. Morris Levy had achieved for rock
& roll what he originally envisioned after Freed’s astounding St.
Nicholas Arena success in January 1955.

Freed’s first Washington’s Birthday stage show was scheduled for
the Paramount on Broadway, the scene of a previous generation’s
displays of pop music mania, exemplified by a 1943 concert at which
the audience became so aroused by a skinny crooner named Frank
Sinatra that more than four hundred riot police were summoned to
the theater.

Although Freed temporarily commandeered the famed show-
place, this was but one of three rock & roll stage shows in town that
February. Broadway was also the scene of a show hosted by the
Philadelphia-based disc jockey Douglas (“Jocko”) Henderson, who
commuted to Manhattan for his WOV “1280 Rocket” show, which
originated from the Palm Cafe in Harlem. Jocko’s “Rock 'n’ Roll
Revue” at the nearby Loews™ State boasted a formidable array of
talent and, except for the headlining Diamonds (with their hit “Little
Darlin’ ”) and the unheralded Jo Ann Campbell, the show comprised
black talent. Enjoying current national hit records were Mickey and
Sylvia (“Love Is Strange”), the Jive Bombers (“Bad Boy”), and the
Heartbeats (“A Thousand Miles Away”). Lewis Lymon and the Teen
Chords (“I'm So Happy”) and the Paragons (“Florence”) performed
their huge New York-area hits, and Jocko’s bill was rounded out by
the Clovers and the Buddy Johnson Orchestra, with Ella Johnson.

On February 22, the day on which Freed’s show opened, Dr. Jive’s
“Rhythm and Blues Revue” began at the Apollo Theatre. Headliner
Chuck Willis (“C. C. Rider”), the Love Notes (“United”), and the
Drifters (“Fools Fall in Love”) each had a national hit record, while the
Channels, the G-Clefs, King Curtis, and Little Joe and the Thrillers
were each well known in the New York area. Also appearing at the
Apollo—at the time without a record label—were the Flamingos.

As if three rock & roll shows did not offer sufficient entertainment,
three rock & roll movies also played in Manhattan. The Girl Can’t
Help It, the first big-budget rock & roll movie (it was filmed in color
and featured top Hollywood names), starring Jayne Mansfield, Tom
Ewell, and Edmund O’Brien premiered at the Roxy Theatre. In-
cluded in the landmark film were performances by Fats Domino,
Little Richard, Gene Vincent, and Eddie Cochran, of whom New
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York Times critic Bosley Crowther said, “The vigor with which they
grab the spotlight and beat out their organized tunes reminds one of
the way alert bullfighters rush into the ring when a companion is
being gored.” Freed’s second Columbia picture, Don’t Knock the
Rock, accompanied the deejay’s Paramount stage show, while Rock,
Rock, Rock could still be seen at selected theaters in the metropolitan
area. Three stage shows and three movies combined for a rock & roll
feast of unprecedented proportions. If nothing else, it was a sure sign
that rock & roll was now a significant moneymaker.

Freed boasted that although Jocko and Dr. Jive were also in town,
his own rock & roll show was still tops. If the scene outside the
Paramount was any indication, Freed was on the mark with his as-
sessment. Although the chilly February winds that whipped through
Manhattan’s shaded man-made canyons made it no night to be out-
doors, some of the deejay’s fans—equipped with blankets and playing
cards—began to queue up on Forty-third and Forty-fourth streets at
1:00 A.Mm.

As Freed prowled the Paramount lobby before the doors opened,
he was told by the police that “he should keep his ass inside the
theater” for his own protection. “Bullshit!” replied Freed, who
wanted to mingle with the gathering crowd. “I'm going to go out
there!” Protected by a cordon of police (“We almost got killed,” said
Hermie Dressel, who accompanied Freed), Freed proceeded to me-
ander about the Times Square area and purchase all the coffee and
donuts he could find. He then took the food back to the Paramount
and distributed it to some of the chilled teens waiting outside.

When the theater doors finally opened, the eight-to-ten-deep
block-long lines, extending west from Broadway, almost to Eighth
Avenue, slowly began to move as thousands of teens (the Paramount
contained 3,650 seats, compared to the Brooklyn Paramount’s 4,400)
jostled their way into the famed showplace. Just as many remained on
the sidewalks, resigned to an additional wait for a couple of hours
until the next show began. At one point, a segment of the line erupted
in commotion. A spirited roar arose as one young male, sporting a
prevalent well-oiled, pompadoured “duck’s ass” (“DA” to the squares)
hairstyle, with sideburns a la Presley, inadvertently crashed through
the plate-glass door of a Broadway restaurant. The incident had a
sobering effect on the teens, who “fell back from the barriers they had
been trying to overturn.” By midafternoon 175 police surrounded the
theater to maintain order.
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Inside, the Freed band appeared on the Paramount’s rising plat-
form stage to a tumultuous roar. After the band ran through its ren-
dition of “Night Train,” the deejay made his first appearance of what
was to be a long day. Freed likened the “scrubbed faces” looking up
at him from the orchestra to his own children, saying, “If they want
to jump and clap hands, that’s all right. If the theater gets a few
broken seats, that’s their problem.” Many of the lively audience wore
buttons that proclaimed their love for Elvis Presley as well as for
Freed. Some of the teens explained that they “used to belong to
Elvis,” but they needed a new idol “now that Elvis is about to be
drafted.” It was difficult to tell who enjoyed the moment more, the
emcee or his audience. (“I love being mobbed by kids,” Freed once
remarked. “I wouldn’t want it to stop.”) Clad in his garish red-plaid,
gold-buttoned “lucky” sport jacket, Freed could not suppress his grin
as he introduced himself to his audience as “the ol king of rock n’
roll.” But Freed’s bask in the limelight was brief. With six nonstop
stage shows scheduled for the day, he knew he had to get things
rolling quickly.

Morris Levy, rebuked in his 1955 rock & roll bid for Broadway
enjoyed the last laugh, not once, but twice that February. Not only
did he and Freed succeed in booking the Paramount for the deejay’s
show, but almost half of Freed’s lineup—Frankie Lymon and the
Teenagers, the Cleftones, Buddy Knox, and Jimmy Bowen—recorded
for Levy and George Goldner’s Gee and Roulette labels. In fact,
except for the headlining Platters, Freed’s February show was dom-
inated by artists who recorded for the boys, including the Cadillacs
(Jerry Blaine), Nappy Brown (Herman Lubinsky), Bobby Charles
(Leonard and Phil Chess), and Ruth Brown (Ahmet Ertegun). And,
as promised to Jack Hooke, Anthony Gourdine and the Duponts
opened the show, singing their Royal Roost song “Prove It Tonight.”

Ruth Brown recalled Freed’s “seven-shows-a-day bit” and said
that the deejay’s heavy airplay of the artists who were scheduled to
appear in his stage shows was so intense that “all you had to do was
go up on stage and the band hit the introduction and the audience
would sing [the song] for you.”

Cleftones’ lead singer Herb Cox recalled Freed’s grueling sched-
ule of six and seven shows a day and said the deejay “quite often
worked you to death.” But Cox also was quick to cite Freed’s unique
ability to encourage his audience to make each singing group feel at
ease “as soon as they hit the stage.” Cox, who maintained that the
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Cleftones “gave it all that we could” and performed some of their
“most inspired” shows for Freed, credited the deejay for the occur-
rence. At one particular show that February, the Teenagers’ bass
singer, Sherman Garnes, overslept and was nowhere to be found
when the group was called on to perform. Predictably, Freed was
furious, but he solved the problem by convincing the Cleftones to
“loan” their own bassman, Warren Corbin, to the Teenagers until the
late-sleeping Garnes appeared.

As with many vintage movie theaters, the Paramount (built in
1926) contained a huge balcony. Disc jockey Don K. Reed, then a
teenager, was seated in the Paramount’s balcony when he suddenly
realized that “the ceiling, the walls, the floors [were moving] . . . it
was an incredible feeling. You had to be there to really experience
that.” Hermie Dressel, playing drums, said he and some of the other
musicians, as well as Freed, also noticed the balcony began to shake.
At 5:00 .M. the theater management cleared three-quarters of the
balcony’s sixteen hundred spectators as a “precautionary measure.”
Three hours later, following an emergency inspection by the city fire
marshall, the area was declared safe and was refilled to capacity.

At 10:30 Friday night, almost twenty-four hours after the first rock
& roll fans had gathered on Broadway, the last patrons entered the
Paramount. By one in the morning the show was over—at least for
eight hours, until the next day’s performances began. Opening day
records were set by the more than fifteen thousand patrons who
attended Freed’s six shows, as well as by the $29,000 box-office take.
Theater manager Robert Shapiro called it “the largest opening show
we ever had,” adding that he had expected a crowd, “but not such a
large one.”

The marathon performance took its toll on Freed, who became
“hoarser with each appearance” on Saturday. In his dressing room
Freed pointed to a large cup of hot tea and honey as he told one
reporter, “I'm pinning my hopes on this throat spray and on Grand-
ma’s remedy.” When asked to explain rock & roll’s success, the dee-
jay said the music was simply “swing with a modern name,” and he
once again emphasized the captivating aspect of rock & roll’s rhythm,
reviving his theory that the nation’s teens were “starving for music
they can dance to, after all those years of crooners.”

Despite the record-breaking crowds, Freed said he had viewed
his Washington’s Birthday run as “somewhat of a gamble” because
unlike the deejay’s previous shows, which were held during holiday
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weeks when schools were closed, this was his first New York engage-
ment during four school days. When the ten-day run was concluded,
however, a total of sixty-five thousand spectators had visited the Par-
amount.

Freed’s Washington’s Birthday stage show drew unprecedented
press coverage. On his opening day the New York Times carried a
front-page story with the headline ROCK ‘N’ ROLL TEEN-AGERS TIE UP
THE TIMES SQUARE AREA. Also on the front page was a large photo-
graph of the lines of people on West Forty-third Street waiting to
enter the Paramount. The article was continued inside the newspa-
per, alongside photographs of teenagers standing on the theater’s
seats (“Blue-Jean and Leather-Jacket Set Find Rock 'n’ Roll at Para-
mount Theatre the Most”), and dancing in the aisles, and of Freed
himself. Several rock-related articles about morals and dress codes for
teenagers, about proposed studies by psychological “experts” of the
rock & roll “craze,” and about the lucrative rock & roll merchandising
industry that was developing also appeared in the Times.

Although Freed’s Times Square multitudes forced the press to
acknowledge rock & roll’s presence, reports showed that the media
did not understand the music any better than it previously had. While
such newspaper coverage was unprecedented (only rock & roll “riots”
made the newspapers in the 1950s), the media’s demeaning attitude
toward rock & roll mirrored that of society’s in general. New York
Times movie reviewer Howard H. Thompson called Don’t Knock the
Rock a “terrible little film” and said that Freed’s stage show “took up
exactly where the [movie] . . . left off.” Thompson also warned that
anybody over thirty who chose to brave Freed’s show may have found
himself “amid a composite of a teenage revival meeting and the Battle
of the Bulge. And O-Daddy-O, with a slight case of St. Vitus Dance,
compliments of the house—if it is still standing.”

As part of its disparaging attitude toward rock & roll, the media
continued to regard interest in the music as a fad, albeit a fad that was
now “increasing sales for many segments of American business,” in-
cluding phonograph records, movies, television commercials, cloth-
ing, and emblems. And, not surprisingly, there was no shortage of
“experts” ready to explain the rock & roll craze to the adult popula-
tion. Educational psychologists equated rock & roll to a “medieval
type of spontaneous lunacy” when one individual’s odd behavior was
copied by others. One psychiatrist said the rock & roll craze “dem-
onstrated the violent mayhem long repressed everywhere on earth”
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and concluded that the music “is a sign of depersonalization of the
individual, of ecstdtic veneration of mental decline and passivity.”
Teenagers’ fanatical reaction to rock & roll (“a contagious epidemic of
dance fury”) was likened to the Children’s Crusade and to the Pied
Piper of Hamelin. Freed labeled such talk “nonsense” and said that
rather than making them delinquents, rock & roll “keeps them from
delinquency.”

Meanwhile, reports of the rock & roll frenzy from around the
world caused many readers to believe the “experts” were on target in
their assessment of the music. Theater seats were torn up in London,
and a theater balcony in Jakarta, Indonesia, was caused to “sway
precariously.” In Vancouver, British Columbia, a rock & roll singer
had to be rescued by police after his audience of two thousand teens
went wild. Showiiigs of Rock Around the Clock continued to touch off
riots in Japan, as well as on “just about every continent.”

In March 1957 it was suddenly made public that Freed and Morris
Levy had terminated their business association. “Freed, Levy Come
to Parting of the Ways,” reported Billboard. The music trade paper
wrote that the pair’s “multi-faceted business ties” liad been “abruptly
but not amicably” severed the previous week. Freed’s impending
Easter show at the Brooklyn Paramount was to be the duo’s final joint
venture. Freed denied any blowup between him and Levy, and said
their split would be a “quiet one” in which the two would “naturally
dissolve and silently steal away into the night.”
Whether anyone had ever silently stolen away from Morris Levy
. is doubtful, but in any event, the formation of Roulette Records was
apparently at the root of Freed’s alleged attempt to do so. It was said
that while Freed originally expected to own 50 percent of the new
label, “the contract actually called for a much smaller percentage.”
All Freed would say was that he was “not in accord with some of the
policies of the [Roulette] company.” According to the Billboard story,
| Freed intended to form his own record company and, having sold his
share of Jackie Music publishing to Levy and Phil Kahl as part of the
spilt-up, also form a new music publishing company. The deejay also
said he would now promote his own stage shows. “I can no longer
limit myself to one field,” said Freed. “As long as I had so much to do
with exposure of this type of music, why shouldn’t I get as much as I
can out of it.”
Whatever the personal dynamics of Freed and Levy’s relation-
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ship, at least one source has stated that Levy (who “never trusted
anyone or anything he couldn’t buy”) was never certain of the deci-
sions the maverick-minded Freed would arrive at and exploited the
deejay’s propensity for alcohol to control his unconventional business
associate. Chuck Berry, who spent a great deal of time with Freed
during the deejay’s stage shows and movie productions, said Freed’s
heavy drinking was “a condition he was increasingly in.” It has been
alleged that Levy saw to it that Freed was well plied with liquor
before the deejay entered into any business negotiations, “presum-
ably to make him easier to manipulate.” Whether Levy had a hand in
encouraging Freed’s drinking or not, Berry said that the deejay’s
semi-inebriated state sometimes left him with an “inability to carry
out his [business] obligations.”

George Goldner also was not “in accord” with Morris Levy’s busi-
ness intentions. Singer Lewis Lymon (Frankie Lymon’s younger
brother, who recorded with the Teen Chords) pointed out Levy’s
“junior partner” status in Tico, Rama, and Gee records. “You know
how junior partners are,” he said. “They like to become seniors.”
Which is just what Levy had in mind for the Roulette label. Not
willing to accept those conditions, Goldner sold his share of Tico,
Rama, and Gee records, as well as Tico Distributing Company, to
Levy and Kahl for a reported $250,000.

One of Freed’s new business ventures was the formation, in as-
sociation with Jack Hooke, of Figure Music Publishing. Hooke, who
said he “wasn’t doing well” businesswise, was still striving for a follow-
up hit to Eddie Cooley’s “Priscilla.” But early in 1957 Royal Roost
Records entered into yet another bankruptcy.

“What the hell are you killing yourself for?” asked Freed. “I'm
making all this money, and you’re breaking your back with that shit.
Give it up and come with me.” What Freed had in mind was a
publishing company from which Hooke would draw “whatever he
needed” as a salary. The deejay told Hooke that whenever there
was a profit, “we’ll split it, fifty-fifty.” Thus was Figure Music cre-
ated, with Hooke owning a 55 percent controlling interest.

As he had done in the two previous years, prior to his Easter stage
show Freed made a short road trip to Boston. Since his first disap-
pointing rock & roll show there in 1955, Freed had faced adversity in
that city. His 1957 show provided more of the same. Following
Freed’s April 13 stage show, blacks and whites reportedly clashed at
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a local subway station. Two youths were thrown onto the tracks and
one of them was stabbed. Only the arrival of a subway train prevented
further hostilities, and as a result of the melee, rock & roll shows were
banned in Boston until tensions cooled down.

Three days later, Freed’s ten-day “Easter Jubilee of Stars” opened
at the Brooklyn Paramount. As with the deejay’s previous stage show,
nearly half of the performing artists recorded for Morris Levy, now in
complete control of Tico, Rama, Gee, and Roulette records. Those
artists included Buddy Knox, Jimmy Bowen, the Cleftones, the Harp-
tones, Billy Mason and the Rhythm Jesters, and a local female group
called the Rosebuds. All but the Cleftones and the Harptones were
white, an indication of Levy’s intention to blend rock & roll and pop
to gain the widest audience possible. Also on Freed’s bill were three
acts with nationwide hit records: the Dell Vikings (“Come Go with
Me”), Charlie Gracie (“Butterfly”), and the Cellos (“Rang Tang Ding
Dong [I Am the Japanese Sandman]”). Other performers included
Anita Ellis, the Pearls, the G-Clefs, the Solitaires, Bobby Marchan,
and the perennial showstopper Bo Diddley. On the Paramount’s
screen was the theater-clearing movie The Big Boodle, a “tame caper
of gangsters and counterfeit money, set in Havana,” and starring
Errol Flynn.

In the works for Freed at the time were two half-hour ABC-TV
rock & roll shows to be televised on May 4 and 11. It was Freed’s
intention to bring rock & roll “into the living room” and thereby
“show everyone in the family that this is a healthy, normal music.”
Reportedly, if the trial telecasts were successful Freed would be
given a regular weekly television series that fall.

Freed’s first TV “special,” televised on March 4 from 7:30 to 8:00
P.M., featured live performances by the Dell Vikings, the Clovers,
Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, and Sal Mineo. The rest of the show included
pop artists Guy Mitchell, Martha Carson, and June Valli. Freed’s
May 11 show also blended rock & roll and pop. Appearing were rock
& rollers Jimmy Bowen, Charlie Gracie, LaVern Baker, and Ivory Joe
Hunter, as well as pop singers Andy Williams and Edie Adams. The
two shows were a far cry from Freed’s notoriously boisterous stage
productions, but the toned-down format was the price Freed had to
pay to seek a viewing audience wide enough to justify network air-
time (as well as sponsorship).

As Freed received network television exposure, the ASCAP-
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backed songwriting and music publishing forces kept up their attack
on rock & roll and on BMI. Although they received little satisfaction
from the Celler congressional hearings the previous fall, ASCAP
members did manage in 1957 to bring before the U.S. Senate a bill to
prevent ownership of BMI stock by individuals engaged in broadcast-
ing or recording. The bill eventually died in committee, but the
discussion over its merit once again raised the broadcasting payola
issue. As a result, public awareness was heightened somewhat as the
nation’s newspapers and magazines discussed rumors of disc jockey
payoffs to guarantee airplay for certain records. WNEW New York
disc jockey Art Ford appeared locally on Mike Wallace’s WABD-TV
“Night Beat” show and denied rumors that many New York disc
jockey’s were on the take. Ford reasoned that the city’s jocks were
“paid so well” that they had no need to succumb to payola’s “temp-
tation.”

As suddenly as it had been announced that Alan Freed and Morris
Levy had severed their business ties, Billboard reported in May 1957
that the two had reassociated. According to the story, Freed said that
Levy would once again operate as the disc jockey’s personal manager
for his live performances and television and movie deals. What took
place to precipitate the reassociation is uncertain, but Freed, who
once remarked that show business careers such as his were “so short
you got to get it from all angles,” most likely had learned recently a
cold, hard fact concerning the New York rock & roll scene: there were
more angles at one’s disposal working with Morris Levy than without
him.

One such angle was television. During the Freed-Levy “split”
(Levy maintains he merely “stopped talking to Freed” because the
two had an “argument for a few months”), Levy had negotiated with
General Artists Corporation for an extended Alan Freed television
series to be broadcast over the ABC network. Levy was to be
the executive producer and Phil Kahl the associate producer of the
series.

Another factor in the Freed-Levy “reassociation” most likely was
the $11,000 mortgage held by Jerry Blaine on Freed’s Stamford home.
It was around that time that Blaine returned to Freed all of the
interest money the deejay had paid to Blaine over the past year and
“assigned” the original mortgage to Roulette Records, giving Levy
control of both mortgages on Freed's Grey Cliffe estate.
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Freed stressed the fact that he would not “actively engage” in
Levy’s other interests (which by then included Tico, Rama, Gee, and
Roulette records; Tico Distributors; Kahl, Planetary, and Patricia Mu-
sic; Variety Artists Management; and Birdland Star Tours, as well as
the Birdland and the Embers nightclubs).

It was soon announced by ABC-TV that Freed’s April television
specials had proved so successful that the deejay would star in a
thirteen-week series called “Alan Freed’s Big Beat.” Freed’s series
was scheduled to premier on July 12 in the network’s 10:30-11:00
P.M. Friday time slot.

George Goldner, who denied any mutual business interests with
Freed, maintaining that he and the disc jockey were just “friendly,”
said he was “surprised” and “shocked” by Freed’s reassociation with
Morris Levy. Since his sale of Tico, Rama, and Gee records to Levy
in April, Goldner had not missed a beat in his recording activities.
Almost immediately he formed two new labels, Gone and End, as
well as a new music publishing firm called Realgone Music. To kick
off his new enterprises, Goldner purchased a master recording of
“Don’t Ask Me (to Be Lonely),” sung by a vocal quintet called the
Dubs and originally released on the tiny Johnson label. Goldner re-
released the song on his Gone label in May 1957 and “Don’t Ask Me”
quickly became a national hit, reaching number seventy-two on Bill-
board’s “Top 100” that summer.

Off to an auspicious start, Goldner went on to record such acts as
the Chantels, the Flamingos, and Little Anthony and the Imperials
on his new labels, all the while “improving production techniques
without destroying the quality of the group sound.” Besides employ-
ing his noted production techniques (his record labels bore the mes-
sage “Recorded under the personal supervision of George Goldner”),
Goldner also put to use several of what were regarded as standard
practices in the rock & roll business. The record manufacturer as-
signed several of Gone/End’s song copyrights to prominent disc jock-
eys “in hopes” that the songs would receive airplay from those
influential jocks. He also reimbursed television and stage-show pro-
moters for payments made by them to Gone/End artists for their
appearances on certain shows. Goldner also said he paid disc jockeys
and “other station personnel’—including Philadelphia’s Joe Niagara
(8500 a month for “three or four months”), Detroit’s Tom Clay (“ap-
proximately” $100 a month for twelve to sixteen months), and New
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York’s Dr. Jive (“approximately” $1,000 a year)}—to play Gone and
End records.

Soon after rejoining Morris Levy, Freed sought to bring his scat-
tered family closer together. He now had four children: Alana, twelve,
and Lance, ten, from his marriage to Betty Lou Greene, and Sieg-
linde (“Siggy”), three, and Alan, Jr., two, with Jackie.

In 1956, while Alana and Lance lived in California with their
mother and Tom Greene, the two youngest children spent the summer
in Connecticut. Alana said she and Lance were treated “beautifully”
while they were there. Freed’s two older children “just rambled”
throughout Grey Cliffe, swam in the pool, and thought, “Gee whiz,
this is super!” Then, in 1957, Tom Greene was transferred from the
Camp Pendleton marine base to Florida. Freed visited Alana and
Lance there several times. He also confided to Jack Hooke that he
missed his children more and more. “I want to bring the kids here,”
he said. “We have to put Tommy Greene on the payroll.”

After nine years in the marines, said Betty Lou Greene, her hus-
band “wanted out.” She was opposed to the family’s move to New
York, but ultimately Freed had his way. The disc jockey arranged for
Greene to work for Roulette Records and to work backstage during
Freed’s live rock & roll shows. The Greenes rented a house in the
posh Westchester County suburb of Scarsdale, just north of New
York City, before eventually moving to New Canaan, Connecticut, a
short distance from Freed’s Stamford home. Betty Lou said that after
moving to New Canaan she was invited to Grey Cliffe at least one
Sunday every month and that she and Jackie “became very good
friends.”

Alana said she began to see a lot more of her famous father (in-
cluding attendance at his stage shows), but although Freed’s four
children now spent time together, “there was such an age difference,
I didn’t really feel that I got to know either [Sieglinde or Alan, Jr.].”
She and Lance each had their own bedroom at Grey Cliffe, and
Freed’s older daughter said she felt “very good about [the visitation
arrangements], . . . very lucky we had the time that we had with [her
father].”

Freed and Jack Hooke did not feel very good about Tom Greene,
who did not share Freed’s “true love” for kids. Backstage at Freed’s
shows, whenever Hooke turned his back, Greene would shout nastily
at the teenagers gathered nearby, “Get outta here! Don't let me catch
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your face here anymore!” “He was the worst,” said Hooke, “but we
stood for it. As long as Alan was here [New York], Tommy Greene
had a job.”

One of the first of Freed’s shows at which Greene worked back-
stage was the deejay’s seven-day “Summer Festival,” which began on
July 3 at the Paramount. Freed put together one of his better lineups
for this show, including Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers (“Goody
Goody”), Chuck Berry (“School Day” and “You Can’t Catch Me”),
Johnnie and Joe (“Over the Mountain, Across the Sea”), the Everly
Brothers (“Bye Bye Love”), the Dubs (“Don’t Ask Me”), Jodie Sands
(“With All My Heart”), the Moonglows (“Please Send Me Someone
to Love”), LaVern Baker (“Jim Dandy Got Married”), Clyde McPhat-
ter (“Just to Hold My Hand”), and fifteen-year-old Canadian-born
Paul Anka (“Diana”), the first of rock & roll’s teen idols. Lewis Lymon
and the Teen Chords, Joe Turner, Teddy Randazzo, and Screamin’
Jay Hawkins, local favorites whose records sold well in the New York
area, also performed.

Perhaps the most memorable performance at Freed's summer
Paramount show was given by Hawkins, whose drunken, diabolical
rendition of “I Put a Spell on You” became a big New York hit the
previous year, establishing the singer in R&B circles as the “black
Vincent Price.” Freed thought it would be a great promotional gim-
mick for Hawkins to emerge onstage from a closed coffin, and the
deejay arranged to have one brought backstage. But people who saw
the coffin cautioned Freed against following through with his idea.
“Don’t tell me what to do!” replied the deejay.

Freed confronted Hawkins in a backstage elevator and told the
singer, “I have just the thing for you.” But when Hawkins saw the
coffin and learned of Freed’s scheme, he refused to go along with it.
“Go on and do it,” urged Freed as he reached into his pocket, pro-
duced a roll of cash, and peeled off a hundred-dollar bill. Still, Hawk-
ins refused to get into the coffin. “Are you sure?” asked Freed.

“Yes,” replied Hawkins.

Freed produced another hundred-dollar bill, but the singer still
refused to get into the coffin. But when Freed had $1,000 in his hand,
Hawkins “was in the coffin and loving it.” His Paramount perfor-
mance that summer thus solidified Hawkins’ ghoulish stage image, an
impression that would dog Hawkins throughout his career.

The surging, overflowing teenage crowds drawn to the Paramount
the previous February were nowhere to be seen at Freed’s opening
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day in July. To the press, that in itself was newsworthy. Perhaps the
rock & roll craze was indeed coming to an end. ROCK 'N° ROLLERS
COLLECT CALMLY, trumpeted the headline in the New York Times.
In the story, much was made of how New York’s rock & roll “enthu-
siasts” had “fooled” the police by “behaving quietly.” Photographs
bore testimony to the empty sidewalks and needlessly erected police
barricades surrounding the Paramount. Although about a thousand
teens had gathered on Broadway for Freed’s 8:00 A.M. opening, once
they were inside the theater, no lines appeared.

Inside the Paramount, Freed’s fans “were as enthusiastic as last
February.” Between shows Freed patiently explained to reporters
eager to herald the demise of rock & roll that the music was as
popular as ever. He reminded the press that last February the much-
heralded opening-day rush occurred on Washington’s Birthday, a
school holiday. With schools now closed for summer vacation, ex-
plained Freed, the crowds would be spread evenly throughout the
week. His assessment proved correct. At the conclusion of Freed’s
summer run, talent booker Tim Gale wryly stated, “Rock and roll
may be dead, but Alan Freed just racked up some of the biggest
grosses of his career at the Paramount.”

Indeed, a Teen Age Survey, Inc. poll showed that rock & roll disc
jockeys in New York were “stronger than ever,” although there was
a trend toward “ballads and sweet music.” Freed and WINS radio
headed the poll as New York’s most popular disc jockey and radio
station.

Buoyed by his impressive local ratings, Freed and his prime-time
ABC network “Big Beat” television show debuted on Friday, July 12.
TV Guide noted that Freed would serve as “host and conductor for a
new series of half-hour sessions of popular music, featuring recording
stars.” Freed’s debut show—a restrained venture into America’s liv-
ing rooms, where some of the deejay’s most caustic critics lurked
about—was understandably tame in comparison to his stage shows
and leaned heavily on white pop music. The Everly Brothers (“Bye
Bye Love”), Ferlin Husky (“Gone”), Don Rondo (“White Silver
Sands”), the Billy Williams Quartet (“I'm Gonna Sit Right Down and
Write Myself a Letter”), Nancy Whiskey and the Charles McDevitt
Skifle Group (“Freight Train”), and Johnnie and Joe (“Over the
Mountain, Across the Sea”) each lip-synced their huge chart hits,
while a still-unknown local singer named Connie Francis—a half year
away from her first hit record—also performed.
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The show pulled such impressive ratings that Billboard noted
some of Freed’s “more ambitious plans . . . may have to be delayed”
if ABC exercised its option, extending the deejay’s television obliga-
tions to the end of 1957.

While Freed’s “Big Beat” television success was said to be a
“healthy sign for the music with a beat,” in truth, the “big beat” was
being toned down for wider public acceptance. On July 19 true rock
& rollers Chuck Berry and Frankie Lymon appeared on Freed’s “Big
Beat,” but so did pop singers Andy Williams, Betty Johnson, Martha
Carson, and the Fontane Sisters (who mouthed their cover version of
the Jimmy Bowen hit “I'm Stickin’ with You”). As with Freed’s first
“Big Beat” telecast, he again turned the show business spotlight on an
unknown singer. This time it was a television-commercial jingle
writer who wrote rock & roll records on the side. Twenty-one-year-
old Bobby Darin was unhappy that none of his songs had proven
successful. Thinking that he could perform his songs better than any-
one else, Darin signed a recording contract with Decca Records in
1956, but five single releases of his own flopped and the singer was
dropped by Decca. In 1957 Darin was signed to Ahmet Ertegun’s
Atco label and mouthed his first Atco release, “Talk to Me Some-
thing,” on Freed’s “Big Beat.” It would be a full year (and two more
unheralded Atco releases), however, before Darin broke big on the
rock & roll scene with “Splish Splash.”

Amid the accolades for Freed’s “Big Beat” television show, the
host unwittingly presided over an incident that would allegedly lead
to the show’s cancellation. “Alan’s show closed with the kids in the
audience coming out and dancing,” explained Jack Hooke. As Freed’s
second “Big Beat” ended, Frankie Lymon “grabbed a little white girl
and started to dance with her.” Most likely the event went unnoticed
by Freed, but such was not the case with ABC’s affiliated stations
throughout the South, where, said Hooke, “the flack was unbeliev-
able.” Leroy Kirkland, musical director for Freed's “Big Beat,” said
that after the Lymon incident the show’s sponsors said it could con-
tinue, “but only if they had all ofay [white] acts. Alan refused, and the
show was discontinued.”

While Freed’s “Big Beat” faced cancellation, there was no public
knowledge of the crisis (talent booker Jolly Joyce said the show “con-
tinues rating kudos from the rock and roll public”). To his viewers, it
seemed like business as usual on July 26 when Freed featured Fats
Domino, Clyde McPhatter, and Dale Hawkins on an otherwise
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country-oriented show with Marvin Rainwater, Jimmy Newman, and
Patsy Cline.

Freed’s fourth “Big Beat” telecast, on August 2, featured Mickey
and Sylvia, the Four Coins, Gogi Grant, and an unknown Mercury
Records’ recording group called the Tyrones. This would have been
Freed's tamest talent lineup ever, but for the appearance of Jerry Lee
Lewis, the twenty-one-year-old rockabilly singer from Ferriday, Lou-
isiana, fresh from his national television debut on Steve Allen’s Sun-
day evening NBC variety hour the previous week. The “killer”
performed “Whole Lot of Shakin’ Going On,” a performance that
culminated with Lewis perched atop his piano. Unbeknownst to his
viewers, this was Freed’s final “Big Beat” telecast.

Perhaps the ABC network had bowed to southern pressure when
they canceled Freed, but there had been an undercurrent of uneas-
iness concerning his show since its inception. At the time, the broad-
casting networks and their national sponsors were cognizant not only
of rock & roll’s somewhat limited adult appeal but also of the outright
hatred of the music still expressed by society. As Harry Castleman
and Walter J. Podrazik noted in their book Watching TV: Four De-
cades of American Television, Freed’s “rough, unpolished manner—
while perfect for his live stage shows—was unsuited to the demands
of network television.” Although the deejay did present a toned-
down, pop-oriented show, he often seemed “preoccupied in creating
the frenzied movement” his live rock & roll shows were noted for.
Thus, to those viewers unfamiliar with Freed, the deejay’s “Big Beat”
telecasts “appeared visually confusing and Freed’s own supercharged
demeanor somewhat threatening.”

Perhaps it was merely coincidence that ABC planned to debut a
daily afternoon rock & roll show called “American Bandstand” on
August 5, 1957, three days after Freed’s final “Big Beat” telecast.
“Bandstand” had begun as a local telecast in Philadelphia in 1952,
shown on the ABC-affiliated WFIL-TV. It was originally hosted by
WFIL radio nighttime deejay Bob Horn and announcer-pitchman
Lee Stewart. The show’s intent was mostly to fill time in the deadly
late-afternoon hours when viewing audiences were at their lowest.
Horn and Stewart showed old filmed song clips, made calls to viewers
at home, and interviewed guests in the studio at Forty-sixth and
Market streets. Horn and Stewart requested a live studio audience,
and since a Catholic high school was located nearby, the audience
turned out to be predominantly high school girls. Some of the girls
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began to dance to the musical clips and when a cameraman focused on
them, the director put the shot on the television screen. Almost
immediately WFIL-TV was inundated by callers who said they en-
joyed watching the teens dance and wanted more. Gradually the old
film clips were replaced by artists who appeared to lip-sync their
records, and “Bandstand” soon drew as much as 60 percent of Phil-
adelphia’s viewing audience.

Lee Stewart left “Bandstand,” and Bob Horn had the show all to
himself. But in 1956, during a time when WFIL'’s owner, the Phila-
delphia Enquirer, was conducting a campaign against drunken driv-
ing, Horn was arrested for driving while intoxicated. Compounding
Horn’s misfortune, he was accused of statutory rape of a fourteen-
year-old girl who allegedly was a member of a local teenage vice ring.
Although Horn was eventually acquitted of the rape charge, he was
finished in Philadelphia.

To weather the scandal, WFIL needed a personality with a clean-
cut image, somebody who appeared beyond reproach. With his
freshly scrubbed look and neatly groomed hair, twenty-six-year-old
Richard Wagstaff Clark radiated an aura of respectability. As rock
critic Richard Goldstein wrote of Clark, “there were no skeletons in
his split-level closet, just a lot of two-button jackets and ties.” Orig-
inally hired by WFIL radio in 1952 as a summer replacement, Clark
was kept on. Eventually he and Bob Horn shared an afternoon radio
program, but since the hours conflicted with Horn’s televised “Band-
stand” show, he did only fifteen minutes on radio before Clark took
over each afternoon.

Clark replaced Horn as WFIL-TV’s “Bandstand” host in July 1956.
Neatly dressed, warm, and articulate, Clark proceeded to provide the
“necessary stabilizing control and guidance” for a televised rock & roll
program. (Capitol Records’ Joe Smith said that while Freed came
across on television as “gruff, a street man, New York rock and roll,
tough,” Dick Clark was “Middle America, nice, a white-bread face.”)

By 1957 Clark and “Bandstand” were so popular that the ABC
network decided to broadcast the show nationally. In the middle of a
local television engineering strike that left the show (now called
“American Bandstand”) a “technical shambles,” Dick Clark made his
network debut at 3:00 p.M. on August 5. After one week, Billboard
described the show as a “mild success.”

Jack Hooke said Freed at first regarded Clark as nothing more
than an “imitator,” but the truth was that with the loss of his “Big
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Beat” network show, Freed would find it impossible to compete on an
equal basis with Clark’s impressive national figures.

Following the cancellation of Freed’s television series, he re-
newed talk of a rock & roll tour of England in September or October.
The deejay reportedly would receive $25,000 a week for emceeing
the tour and bringing with him his own band and “a couple of U.S.
acts.” There was also talk of Freed hosting an eight-week stage show
at the Paramount, during which the deejay would present a new show
each week from November until Christmas. Those plans were
shelved, however, when it was announced that Freed would return to
Hollywood in October to begin filming his fourth rock & roll movie,
the semiautobiographical Mr. Rock and Roll, which purported to
show Freed’s involvement with the birth of rock & roll.

No matter how heavy his business schedule, Freed found time to
party. He periodically hosted gala music industry bashes at Grey
Cliffe that were attended by the boys, as well as other friends, per-
formers, and music-related individuals. “He did entertain a lot,” re-
membered daughter Alana, who recalled a liquor truck from a local
store arriving to restock her father’s basement bar prior to a sched-
uled party. It was not necessary that a party be thrown for Freed’s
friends and acquaintances to appear at Grey Cliffe. Freed’s younger
brother, David, called Alan’s Connecticut estate “sort of a home for
the down-and-out” and said that whenever he visited Grey Cliffe, he
found several record people or musicians down on their luck there,
“drinking Scotch, eating a steak, and listening to music.”

Freed’s annual summer-ending party came to be a Grey Cliffe
tradition. Billboard noted that “many top r&b tradesters” attended
Freed’s party of August 26, 1957. Among the guests were Bob Rolontz
(RCA/Vik Records); Bob Thiele (Coral Records); Sam Clark (presi-
dent of ABC-Paramount Records); Bob Leder and Bob Smith (ex-
WINS station executives, then working for WOR radio); Ahmet
Ertegun, Jerry Wexler, and Herb Abramson (Atlantic Records);
Johnny Halonka and Harry Aposteleris (Alpha Record Distributors);
Morris Levy and Joe Kolsky (Roulette Records); and attorney Warren
Troob, in addition to other “radio, TV and film personalities.” En-
tertainment was provided by Leroy Kirkland, Al Sears, Panama Fran-
cis, Leon Merian, and Teddy Randazzo (who then recorded for Vik
Records). Whenever Freed threw a party, he would call Kirkland, his
musical director, and ask what the pay scale for musicians was. When
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Kirkland told the deejay it was $16 a night, Freed replied, “Well, pay
them thirty-two, we're gonna have a party.”

This particular party ended with some guests receiving an “invol-
untary dunking” in Freed’s huge, flagstone-surrounded pool, a gift
from Ahmet Ertegun that was touted by Freed as being the most
expensive feature of Grey Cliffe. On one occasion, Morris Levy al-
legedly told Freed that Ertegun was upset because the deejay “wasn’t
playing enough Atlantic records.” Freed said that as soon as Atlantic
released something the deejay considered “good enough,” he would
play it. Levy expressed his displeasure with Freed’s response and
reminded him who had paid for the deejay’s swimming pool. Freed
responded that if Ertegun “didn’t like it, he could fill [the pool] in.”

Jack Hooke recalled the time when Freed (“who had never been
on a boat in his life”) decided that since there was a private dock on
his property, he would buy a speedboat. One day Hooke, an avid
fisherman, received a call from Freed. “Come on up,” said the dee-
jay. “I bought a Chris-Craft.” Hooke and the boat, a mahogany-
finished nineteen-footer with dual inboard engines, arrived about the
same time. As one of the deliverymen handed Freed the keys, the
landlubber deejay sheepishly said, “Well, I never ran a boat.” The
deliveryman told Freed to get on board and he would show the new
owner how to operate the craft. Hooke and Freed climbed aboard,
and as the deliveryman untied the boat, he instructed Freed to turn
the ignition key. Then, pointing to the throttle, he said to Freed,
“Alright, push this lever down.” Freed gingerly did so, but the boat
hardly moved. “Push it down a little more,” he was told. Freed
jammed the throttle down, and as the boat lurched forward with a
powerful jerk, the deejay was thrown back in his seat. Hooke roared
with laughter as the deliveryman casually remarked to Freed, “Fast
boat, isn’t it?

“I don’t want to drive it,” said the shaken Freed. “Take me back
to the dock!” When they returned to shore, Freed grabbed the keys,
thrust them at his friend, and said, “Hooke, the boat is yours!”

Despite the partying and carousing at Grey Cliffe’s pastoral wa-
terside setting, Alan and Jackie began to experience marital problems
and ultimately spent their final years together there living a double
life. The harmoniousness of the couple grew to be merely a stage act
for the deejay’s audience. Betty Lou Greene said that when she and
Freed were first married, he told her he thought every man should
have three wives—one to be “a wife and a mother, one for a business
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partner, and one for a social life.” Jackie, said Betty Lou, had become
Freed’s “business partner,” and she was not happy with her role.

Alana Freed said although Jackie “did a beautiful job” as Freed’s
secretary, “it was not what she wanted.” The deejay’s daughter main-
tained that Jackie was very much like Alana’s mother, in that she
“wanted to be a very typical down-to-earth homebody.” But her fa-
mous husband’s life-style and ego did not allow her to live that way.
Freed demanded the illusion of a devoted, loving wife and mother
who actively supported his career in every way possible. Judging
from the mail received by the couple from Freed’s listeners, the
illusion was successful. Besides dedicating songs to boyfriends, girl-
friends, and friends, the deejay’s audience would also regularly ded-
icate songs to “Alan, Jackie, and all the little Freeds.” And Freed did
his utmost to foster the image (a family portrait of Freed, Jackie, and
their four children appeared in his 1957 Labor Day show program
book), with on-the-air messages that “Jackie and I” wanted to convey
to his listeners and the introduction of his wife to his stage-show
audiences. But Jay Hawkins, who likened Freed, Jackie, and Jack
Hooke to “the Three Musketeers,” also recalled overhearing the dee-
jay and his wife argue backstage about his being away from home so
often. “You're married to me and you’re married to rock & roll,” said
Jackie. “One of them has to go!”

Jackie “wanted to be a mother and a wife and to have a home and
a husband,” said Alana. The life-style she shared with Freed “was not
for her.”

Shortly after his summer-ending party at Grey Cliffe, Freed re-
turned to the Brooklyn Paramount, where he hosted his eight-day
“Third Anniversary Show.” The current state of rock & roll was re-
flected by two acts on Freed’s bill who recorded for Morris Levy. The
Gee label’s Cleftones represented the music’s lingering rhythm and
blues past, while its future was seen in a twenty-three-year-old white
pop singer from Camas, Washington, named Jimmie Rodgers. Rodg-
ers’s first Roulette recording, a song called “Honeycomb,” which Levy
and Phil Kahl's Santly-Joy publishing company owned since 1954, was
then on its way to becoming the number-one song in America. “Hon-
eycomb” would also become the first in a string of huge pop hits Rodg-
ers would turn out for Roulette Records and for Levy’s publishing
firms. Another Roulette artist who appeared at Freed’s show was
Shaye Cogan, who was married to Phil Kahl at the time.
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Jo Ann Campbell, who credits Freed as the “main reason” for her
rock & roll career, also represented the new look of the music. Camp-
bell, just turned nineteen, had grown up in Jacksonville, Florida,
where she was a high school drum majorette. But before she could
graduate, against Campbell’s wishes, her parents moved the family to
Queens, New York, so Jo Ann could pursue a career in dance. Camp-
bell said she “really hated everything” about the drastic change in her
life-style. She dropped out of high school to attend dancing school,
and by the time she turned eighteen, Campbell was a professional
dancer who, when she was not dancing, was “in my bedroom with the
door shut, listening to Alan Freed.” She attended Freed’s Brooklyn
Paramount show in September 1955 and was transfixed by Lillian
Briggs, a woman truck driver clad in clinging gold lame who played
the trombone and sang. At the time, the good-looking and ambitious
Campbell was discouraged by her unsuccessful Broadway dancing
career (only four feet, eight inches tall, she was regularly rejected for
chorus lines), and upon seeing Briggs she thought, “This is it, I've got
to . . . sing rock & roll, and I've got to be on an Alan Freed show.”

Ironically, Campbell’s first New York rock & roll appearance was
not with Freed but with Douglas (“Jocko”) Henderson on his other-
wise all-black April 1957 stage show at Loews’ State. But soon after,
recalled Campbell, “Alan Freed beckoned,” and the singer, with her
sassy stage demeanor and her skintight outfits, became a staple of
Freed’s stage shows. He dubbed her the “blonde bombshell,” a title
Campbell says she has “always hated,” yet tolerated because it was
given to her by Freed, “and I loved him very much.” Shortly after her
appearance on Freed's 1957 Labor Day show (she subsequently ap-
peared on each of Freed’s stage shows until he left New York), George
Goldner signed Campbell to a Gone Records’ recording contract, and
with heavy airplay and other promotion by Freed, she sold a lot of
records in the New York area for Goldner over the next two years.

Billboard said that Campbell and Little Richard (featuring his
latest smash, “Keep a Knockin’ ”) were the “hottest acts on the bill,”
while Freed’s other acts, including Buddy Holly and the Crickets, the
Moonglows, the Dell Vikings, the Diamonds, Larry Williams, the
Five Keys, and Ocie Smith were also “breaking it up” at the Brooklyn
Paramount. On the Paramount’s screen was Gunsight Ridge, a west-
ern starring Joel McCrea and Mark Stevens, the ex-WAKR deejay
who lost his “Request Review” radio program to Freed ten years
earlier in Akron.
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* * *

Following his Labor Day stage show, it was announced that Freed
was “90 percent sure” of taking the Moonglows, Little Richard, Teddy
Randazzo, and Jo Ann Campbell on tour in England from October 20
to November 14. That news caused the music industry to buzz over
the “new, important international phase” that rock & roll was about
to enter, and Billboard noted that Freed’s proposed tour “under-
scores the high interest of American artists in England and also the
continuing strength of rock and roll itself.”

In September 1957, WINS listeners noticed a radical format
change. Previously, except for Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party,” the
station’s programming hodgepodge had failed to hold much listener
interest. Station owner J. Elroy McCaw had recently noticed a music
trade paper story concerning a chain of midwestern radio stations
owned by broadcasting czar Todd Storz that were doing well in the
ratings war by playing nothing but the currently popular top forty
songs over and over. McCaw wasted no time in hiring one of Storz’s
ex-employees, the “diminutive and wiry” Mel Leeds, to institute a
top-forty format at WINS for $175 a week. The impulsive Leeds, who
carried with him a “show-biz flair” (as well as a loaded pistol), had
been asked to leave Storz’'s WHB station in Kansas City, Missouri,
after an ongoing personality clash with a superior there. Leeds was no
stranger to New York, having been an assistant record librarian at
WNEW radio before moving west to Kansas City.

Leeds was not dumb either. The new WINS program director
returned to New York with tapes of WHB’s highly successful radio
jingles, and just like that, WINS had new jingles of its own: “For
music, news, time, and the weather; Keep your dial where the tens
come together [WINS was located at 1010 on the AM dial}! Ten-ten
WINS, New York!” Or: “For the news and the music where the
records spin, when the tens come together it's W-I-N-S, WINS wins!”

Leeds cleaned out the station’s entire library of record albums
(rock & roll lived and died with the 45 rpm record in the 1950s) and
also restaffed the station. He installed former Storz deejay Irv Smith
(“a Smith named Irv”) as the WINS morning man. Jack Lacey, one of
the few WINS holdovers (“Listen to Lacy”), was assigned a double
shift—from 9:00 A.M. to noon and from 4:00 to 7:00 p.M. Staff an-
nouncer Stan Z. Burns filled the station’s noon-to-four slot. Now it
did not matter which WINS deejay was on the air. Adhering strictly
to the top-forty format, the station would broadcast the same records,
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morning to night. Only Freed remained unaffected by Leeds’s pro-
gramming. The program director, wrote Rick Sklar, Leeds’s newly
appointed assistant, had enough savvy not to tangle with Freed, who
“had too big a name and too much power with the record companies.”

Leeds and his top forty were an instant success. By October,
WINS was the New York radio audience share leader between seven
in the morning and eleven at night, and J. Elroy McCaw had not
spent a penny on advertising the station. Meanwhile, Freed contin-
ued to play whatever he chose, whenever he felt like doing so.

In October 1957, Freed’s fourth movie, Mr. Rock and Roll, pre-
miered at Manhattan’s Loews’ State. Made by Paramount Studios and
starring, along with Freed, Rocky Graziano, Lois O’'Brien, and Teddy
Randazzo, Mr. Rock and Roll was the loosely autobiographical ac-
count of Freed’s involvement in rhythm and blues’ transformation
into rock & roll, complete with a Cleveland record store proprietor
calling Freed to his store to witness young white teens grooving to
race records. Freed again played himself, this time out to prove to a
sniping news editor that rock & roll was not a bad influence on
youngsters.

Freed said that teens “will find this a wonderful picture to take
Mom and Pop to . . . for they'll find that it explains all about the new
and exciting rhythms of Rock 'n” Roll . . . and will enjoy it as much as
you do.” He then used the eighty-six-minute film to present the
talents of Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Frankie Lymon and the Teen-
agers, LaVern Baker, Clyde McPhatter, the Moonglows, Ferlin
Husky, Brook Benton, Teddy Randazzo, Shaye Cogan, and Lionel
Hampton.

The New York Times called Mr. Rock and Roll the “latest quickie
film to capitalize on the metronomic musical craze,” saying it con-
tained “more songs and less plot” than any of its predecessors. The
Times concluded by pondering the question “With the rock and roll
trend apparently wobbling toward the end of the line, where do we
go from here?” Where Hollywood’s filmmakers went was back to
their studios to produce a glut of low-budget rock & roll films, which
attested as much to the movie industry’s habit of overexploiting as it
did to the continuing popularity of rock & roll.

Freed “had a knack for bringing together a tremendous amount of
talent in his movies,” wrote music critic John Blair. Giving Freed
credit for the deejay’s emphasis on black talent in his productions,



THE KING IS CROWNED 177

Blair added that although Freed appeared only in a “small percentage
of the total output of the genre . . . he was, in the minds of the youth,
and especially in the profit-oriented eyes of the filmmakers, the
spokesman and ombudsman for rock and roll.”

Movie success or not, Freed was having difficulty turning his
much pallyhooed English rock & roll tour from a press agent’s dream
to reality. The dynamic deejay thrived on his grueling schedule of
radio responsibilities, stage and television shows, and Hollywood
films. But WINS, which looked upon Freed’s “Rock 'n’ Roll Party” as
the deejay’s primary responsibility, was not happy with their star
property’s increasing off-station activities. Another Alan Freed rock &
roll movie premiering in Hong Kong or another Freed stage show in
Boston or Hartford would not help WINS’s ratings one bit. Freed,
meanwhile, went about his business. He placed a full-page ad in
Billboard, under the heading “Atomic Alan Freed.” A close-up photo
of the deejay’s head was superimposed over a mushroom cloud. At
the bottom were listed Freed’s activities: “Radio, TV, Records, Mo-
tion Pictures, and Personal Appearances,” which were followed by a
special “thanks” to WINS “for making it all possible—Alan.”

Freed’s contract with WINS stated that the deejay was responsi-
ble for hiring, and paying for, a substitute whenever other commit-
ments took him away from WINS. As his stand-in, Freed selected
Paul Sherman, the staff announcer who had predicted that Freed
would not last one week on the station. Born in 1917, Sherman joined
WINS as a staff announcer in 1943, after working for a Newark, New
Jersey, radio station. Jack Hooke said that because Freed called him-
self the “King” of rock & roll he dubbed Sherman the “Crown Prince.”
And when the Prince stood in for the King he was paid twice—once
by WINS, for his announcing duties, and again by Freed, for subbing
for the deejay. Sherman said Freed paid him “very, very well” and
that most weeks he “made more from him in direct fees than I did
from WINS.”

Sherman described himself as a “square” who “knew from noth-
ing” about popular music (he enjoyed the big bands, particularly
Artie Shaw’s), but he learned quickly from Freed, who, the an-
nouncer said, was “a very bright guy who really knew music.” At first,
Sherman’s program was a “carbon copy” of Freed’s. “It was his show,”
explained the announcer. “I never, either on the air or in my heart,
tried to usurp any part of it.” Although Sherman said he “liked”
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Freed, the two were never particularly close. The Prince said only
once had he gone to dinner with the King. Sherman was simply
“working for money” and nothing else. While Freed had complete
control over the music he played, Sherman had no control. “The
music was picked for me by Freed or his producer,” said Sherman,
who arrived at the studio shortly before airtime “and played what
they wanted me to play.”

Shortly before Freed rocked Broadway with his Christmas stage
show at the Paramount, it was announced that the deejay would head
a six-week cross-country rock & roll tour beginning in late March,
1958. Freed’s “90 percent sure” English tour was suddenly placed on
hold.

Fats Domino, singing his latest hit, “The Big Beat,” headlined
Freed’s Christmas show, which opened on Christmas Day and ran
through January 5, but it was the appearance of Jerry Lee Lewis, now
twenty-two years old, that caused the greatest stir. There was “ten-
sion in the air” as Lewis demanded to close Freed’s show. Freed
informed Lewis that such a move was not possible because Domino’s
contract stated that he close the show. Lewis’ very presence on the
Paramount stage could have meant disaster to Freed if word had
slipped out that, unbeknownst to the deejay, as well as to most ev-
eryone else, the “killer” had secretly wed his thirteen-year-old cousin
Myra Brown three days earlier.

After Lee Andrews and the Hearts (“Tear Drops”), Paul Anka (“I
Love You, Baby”), Danny and the Juniors (“At the Hop”), the Rays
(“Silhouettes”), the Shepherd Sisters (“Alone”), Little Joe and the
Thrillers (“Peanuts”), Thurston Harris (“Little Bitty Pretty One”),
the Dubs (“Could This Be Magic”), Jo Ann Campbell, Frankie Ly-
mon and the Teenagers, the Twintones, and Terry Nolan had all
performed, Buddy Holly and the Crickets took the stage for a twenty-
minute set. Holly, with two records high on the charts (“Peggy Sue”
and “Oh Boy!” with the latter credited to the Crickets), thought he
deserved to close Freed’s show, a contention supported by the encore
ovation the group from Lubbock, Texas, received from the Para-
mount audience. The Everly Brothers followed Holly and the Crick-
ets with a softer set, and then it was on to Lewis and Domino.

The “killer,” miffed at Freed, hit the stage with a vengeance. Like
a raging madman, Lewis kicked away his piano stool and pounded the
keys as if they were afire and he was trying to extinguish the flames.
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Lewis’ platinum-dyed blond locks dangled halfway to the keyboard as
the singer hunched over his piano and careened through twenty min-
utes of rock & roll, including his recent million-seller, “Whole Lot of
Shakin’ Goin’ On.” Just when Freed’s audience thought it had wit-
nessed everything that Lewis was capable of doing onstage, he
charged into his latest release, “Great Balls of Fire” and, before the
song was over, leapt atop his piano to boogie as the house went
beserk.

What Fats Domino thought as he watched in the wings, waiting to
perform, is unknown. When the Paramount audience finally settled
down, Domino closed the show as scheduled, but he told Freed he
never again wanted to follow Jerry Lee Lewis onstage.

In a scene reminiscent of Freed’s Washington’s Birthday show
the previous February, by 5:30 A.M. crowds began to gather on
Forty-third Street outside the Paramount’s main entrance in the
bone-chilling fifteen-degree temperature. Several hours later a line
at least five deep extended west on Forty-third Street to Eighth
Avenue, and then south to Forty-second Street, as police strained
to maintain order as the “shrieking, pushing, stamping teens” be-
sieged the Paramount. “20,000 Rock 'n’” Rollers Queue for Block in
Midtown to Crowd Into Holiday Show,” reported the New York
Times. The crowds proved so large that one-third of the way
through the twelve-day run Freed scrapped the traditional grade-B
movie (this time it was the British-made It's Great to Be Young)
and added six additional live performances. Immediately after the
final show Freed’s cast took part in what Jack Hooke called a “tra-
ditional occurrence.” As soon as the final curtain closed, “we’d all
get buckets of water and have the worst water fight you ever saw in
your life. Everybody got drenched!”

With shows running until two in the morning, Freed’s rejuve-
nated big beat grossed more than $300,000. Theater manager Robert
Shapiro said the deejay’s Christmas crowds exceeded those drawn to
Freed’s February and July Paramount runs. Freed also set the the-
ater’s single-day box-office mark of $32,000, as well as a weekly gross
record of $193,000, dating back to the days of Frank Sinatra and
Tommy Dorsey.

Freed’s spectacular record-breaking Paramount holiday show
marked the high point of the vaunted disc jockey’s stormy career. He
was a world-renowned entertainment personality with four rock &
roll movies to his credit. He had established in his name more than
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four thousand fan clubs, each containing from ten to three hundred
members. His 1957 take-home earnings exceeded $123,000.

The year 1957 was also a memorable one for the boys, particularly
for Morris Levy. Of the year’s top ten best-selling New York-
produced popular records, Ahmet Ertegun’s mighty Atlantic/Atco
complex had three, and Morris Levy had five.

Because of Freed’s notable celebrity status, neither he nor anyone
else anticipated the disc jockey’s stunning fall from this pinnacle of

success, an inevitable descent that would begin in just five months—
in Boston, Massachusetts.



CHAPTER 10

O
Banned in Boston

“When kids stand on seats or dance in the aisles,
I hold up my hands and ask them nicely to please
sit down and we’ll continue the show. That’s all I
have to do.”

Y presenting veteran black rhythm and blues performers to a

young white audience, Alan Freed pieced together his musical
kingdom as he assisted that generation, just beginning to sense its
separate identity, discover a type of music it could call its own. With
the exception of the music of Bill Haley, urbanized rock & roll radio
remained virtually all black until the coming of Elvis Presley early in
1956. In Presley, explained Freed, an idol (“all any musical trend
needs”) was born, and “the cycle was complete.” Now “there was no
stopping” rock & roll.

Freed was proved correct in his assessment of the development of
the music, and in 1957 a wave of country-influenced white rock &
rollers—including Buddy Holly, Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy Knox,
Jimmy Bowen, Jimmie Rodgers, and the Everly Brothers—made
their initial appearances on America’s national best-selling pop record
charts. With Holly and the Everly Brothers in mind, Freed spoke of
the “youth revolution” then taking place in popular music in which
the new singers (some “no older than their audiences”), most of
whom wrote and recorded their own material, helped cause Tin Pan
Alley (as well as ASCAP) to “lose its monopoly in the music business.”
The trend of young white singer-songwriters, thought Freed, “should
continue to produce interesting popular music.”

White rock & roll vocal groups lagged a step behind their solo
counterparts. While no white rock & roll vocal groups appeared on
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Billboard’s national “Top 100” in 1956, some of them did make local
inroads, and by the end of 1957, the appearance on the national charts
of the Mello Kings, the Techniques, the Playmates, and Danny and
the Juniors signaled a change in the wind for rock & roll.

The year 1958 was the one in which white rock & rollers gained
national sales chart parity with their black counterparts. Discussing
the music’s future that February, Freed said he thought that rock &
roll would be around “for a long time to come, although there will be
trends set within the field which nobody can predict.” One such
trend was the practice whereby producers overdubbed a chorus and/
or violin strings onto rock & roll recordings in an attempt to make
them more acceptable to large urban radio markets.

The rock & roll producer was also to play a far more significant
role than mere overdubbing in toning down rock & roll’s harsh sound.
The next step in the process was the development of white “teen idol”
singers, of which Paul Anka (sixteen years old as 1958 began) was the
forerunner. A performer since his days in grade school in Ottowa,
Canada, Anka had cut one record (financed by his father) in 1956,
which had flopped. But Anka scored big in 1957 with the self-penned
“Diana” (number two on Billboard’s “Top 100”), and he subsequently
appeared on two of Freed's stage shows that year. Freed’s audience,
however, raised on a hefty dose of rhythm and blues, showed little
appreciation for the slightly overweight teenager who was younger
than many of them. Leroy Kirkland, Freed’s musical director, said he
“felt sorry” for the young Anka. “The people didn’t like him at all.”
But Anka was a cut above those teen idols who would follow him. Not
only was he a decent singer, but he was also a talented songwriter. Of
singers such as Frankie Avalon, Bobby Rydell, Freddy Cannon,
Jimmy Clanton, Annette Funicello, and the archetypical teen idol,
Fabian (Forte), few, if any, wrote their own songs, and discounting
Avalon’s trumpeting skills, few could play a musical instrument. Some
teen idols could not even sing, which had little bearing upon their
success. They were all darlings in the eyes of the largely white “Amer-
ican Bandstand” audience, collectively growing younger each day,
thanks to Dick Clark’s nationally televised daily after-school dose of
rock & roll.

The teen idols provided a collection of cute, “safe” faces and
wholesome images. The songs they sang were crafted on Tin Pan
Alley by a stable of pop songwriters, many of whom worked in teams,
who ground out two-and-a-half-minute songs on a nine-to-five basis.
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Studio producers, utilizing teen idols and highly polished arrange-
ments, began to dominate the rock & roll music business.

Freed “knew the times were changing,” said Ray Reneri, “so he
made sure he had a good-looking girl on his show. Jo Ann Campbell
didn’t sell any records [nationally] to speak of, but we’d take her on
the road and . . . she was a fabulous act!” Although Freed made a
valiant attempt in adapting to what Reneri referred to as the “teenage
thing,” it was no coincidence that as the teen idols began to dominate
rock & roll, Freed’s career began to take a downward turn.

While black rhythm and blues served as a theme for the early
1950s youth culture, that situation existed only until that culture
began to develop its own heroes. While the emergence of Elvis Pres-
ley meant there was no stopping rock & roll, it also meant trouble
down the road for Freed, for the deejay’s strong identification with
black performers precluded his acceptance by a young white audi-
ence that collectively was not capable of relating on more than a
limited basis to those black artists.

As 1958 began, Freed did not need to be reminded by Chuck
Berry singing about his “ ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’ rocking on ‘Band-
stand’ ” that Clark’s “American Bandstand,” less than a year after
going national, not only represented the vanguard of rock & roll but
was also the hottest show on daytime television. The underlying fac-
tor in the phenomenal success of “Bandstand” was Dick Clark him-
self, who, it was said, treated rock & roll “first and foremost as a
special business enterprise that had to be adjusted to meet the unique
demands of television.” Clark also recognized the need to showcase
rock & roll in “safer, more accessible surroundings” in order to appeal
to America’s massive afternoon viewing audience, and almost single-
handedly he created the “teen idol” phenomenon. Not only did Clark
possess a keener business acumen than Freed but he also had the
resources of the ABC network to back it up. In 1958 “American
Bandstand” appeared on 105 ABC-affiliated stations across the coun-
try and was seen by forty million viewers—half of them adults—each
day. With a single spin of a record, Clark was able to give it instan-
taneous national exposure. No previous disc jockey ever commanded
so large an audience. It became an axiom in the pop music business
that what did well in Philadelphia would also do well elsewhere, and
pop music trendsetting shifted away from New York to that city as the
teen idols and their “south Philly” sound came to dominate America’s
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pop music charts. As Jerry Hopkins observed in The Story of Rock,
“Good singers and good songs may have sold records, but the ‘Band-
stand” gang sold more.”

Freed was well aware of the challenge originating from the “City
of Brotherly Love,” just ninety miles south of New York, but openly
the deejay remained apathetic to the show’s meteoric rise. “I don'’t
want to limit myself to only music,” said Freed in February 1958,
predicting he would do additional movies and eventually take a rock
& roll show to England, perhaps in September. “I just haven’t had
the time to do everything I want to.”

Behind the scenes there developed what Jack Hooke described as
a “very strong rivalry” between Freed and Clark. At one point Hooke
was dispatched to Philadelphia, where he said to “Bandstand” pro-
ducer Tony Mammarella, “We could have a great thing here if the
two of us could get together in some way.”

There was at least one occasion when the Freed and Clark forces
did “get together” in hopes of a great thing. It involved a New Jersey
quartet called the Royal Teens and their recording of “Short Shorts.”
When Leo Rogers originally released the song late in 1957 on his own
Power label, Freed played the song nightly and it began to take off.
“Short Shorts” had all the makings of a national hit, but Rogers could
not provide the massive distribution required for it to become one.
He subsequently sold the record to ABC-Paramount for $15,000, at
the time one of the largest cash advances ever paid for a record. Royal
Teens member Bob Gaudio, who maintained that the group “saw
nothing from Power once they sold the master,” earned approxi-
mately $1,600 in songwriting and performance royalties from “Short
Shorts.” Gaudio, who would go on to greater success with the Four
Seasons in the 1960s, said he received “a real quick taste of the record
business at a very early age” from his “Short Shorts” experience.

Meanwhile, with Power’s sale of “Short Shorts” to ABC-
Paramount Records, Jack Hooke managed to obtain 50 percent of the
song’s publishing rights for Figure Music. Hooke’s acquisition alleg-
edly left even Freed nonplussed. “Why the people gave him half” of
the song’s publishing rights, Freed could not understand, “because
the record was already a hit.” Nevertheless, Freed said Hooke then
“took the record to Philadelphia for Mr. Clark to play,” in hopes of
giving “Short Shorts” national exposure on “American Bandstand.”
Sure enough, Clark did play the record regularly, and “Short Shorts”
reached number three on Billboard’s “Top 100~ early in 1958.
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For the most part, there was little contact between the Freed and
Clark camps. Although it was to Freed’s advantage to have records in
which he held an interest played on “American Bandstand,” Freed
could do little for Clark, who “represented the future of rock and
roll,” while Freed “remained tethered to its inglorious past.”

As busy as Dick Clark was on the air, he proved even more
industrious behind the scenes. He had discovered, even before
“Bandstand” acquired a national audience, that certain individuals in
the music businiess insisted on doing favors for him. As 1956 ended,
the Philadelphia-based Cameo Records, owned by Bernard Lowe,
issued a song written by Lowe and Kal Mann called “Butterfly.” Sung
by twenty-year-old Philadelphian Charlie Gracie, who had recorded
for several years without commercial success, “Butterfly” took off
locally. In January 1957, Lowe said he called Clark, with whom the
record manufacturer was friends, and offered to give Clark 25 percent
of the song’s publishing rights if Clark would call deejays around the
country and promote the song to them. Lowe said Clark agreed to do
so for nothing, because the record manufacturer was a “friend.”

Nevertheless, when “Butterfly” became a national hit in the
spring of 1957, Lowe insisted on giving Clark a check for $7,000,
“because things worked out pretty good.” Clark maintained that he
and Lowe had no “arrangement” concerning “Butterfly” and that he
told the record manufacturer that giving him the $7,000 “was unnec-
essary.” When Lowe “insisted” that Clark take the money, the “Band-
stand” host “again said it was unnecessary.” Clark did eventually take
the money, but Lowe said that when the disc jockey found out Lowe
was going to give him a check, Clark asked for the check to be made
payable to Margaret Mallory (at the time, Clark’s mother-in-law),
before changing his mind and asking that Lowe make it payable to the
Click Corporation.

Clark had formed the Click Corporation in March to handle song-
publishing royalties and artist-appearances reimbursements made to
the deejay for performing fees Clark had paid singers who had ap-
peared on “Bandstand.” When “American Bandstand” went national
in August, Click Corporation became the show’s producer.

In May 1957, Clark paid $125 for 25 percent of Jamie Records, a
company then $450 in the red. The revitalized label’s first release, a
guitar instrumental called “Movin’ 'n” Groovin’ ” by nineteen-year-
old Duane Eddy, received heavy airplay on “American Bandstand,”
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and Eddy made several promotional appearances on the afternoon
show. “Movin’ 'n” Groovin’ ” reached the national sales charts in the
spring of 1958.

In July 1957, Clark formed Sea-Lark (a wordplay on the spelling
of his last name) Enterprises, a BMI-affiliated song-publishing firm. It
was to Sea-Lark that George Goldner testified he assigned four song
copyrights, in hopes that those assignments would result in Clark’s
playing of the records on “American Bandstand.”

Also in July, Clark and Bernie Binnick formed the Binlark Com-
pany for the purpose of investing in the rock & roll movie Jamboree,
in which Clark and other disc jockeys made cameo appearances.

It was around the time of Binlark’s formation that Bernie Lowe
bestowed yet another gift on Dick Clark. In August the record man-
ufacturer released a timely, if depressing, song for “Bandstand” view-
ers called “Back to School Again.” Lowe assigned 50 percent of the
song’s performance rights to Clark. “Bandstand” airplay and guest
appearances by the song’s singer, forty-two-year-old vaudeville co-
median Timmie (“Oh Yeah”) Rogers, helped “Back to School Again”
rise to number thirty-six on Billboard’s “Top 100” by the fall.

With good reason, music writers and publishers appeared eager to
bestow gifts upon Clark. Late in 1957 the songwriters of Danny and
the Juniors® “At the Hop” assigned to Clark half of the song’s copy-
right. They maintained that the gift stemmed from Clark’s writing
contribution (when brought to Clark, the song had originally been
called “Dance the Bop,” but Clark changed some lyrics and suggested
the new title), as well as their realization that the song “wouldn’t be
a hit” without him.

In December 1957, Clark and Harry Chipetz each put up $10,000
and formed a record distributorship called Chips Distribution. Also in
December, Clark (50 percent interest), Binnick (25 percent), and
“Bandstand” producer Tony Mammarella (25 percent) formed Swan
Records. Clark wasted no time in hyping Swan’s first two releases,
Dicky Doo and the Don’ts” “Click Clack” and Billy and Lillie’s “La De
Dah” on “American Bandstand,” and both songs became national hits
early in 1958.

Harry Chipetz said it was the practice of record manufacturers,
himself included, “to try to get as many artists as we possibly could on
‘American Bandstand.” ” To accomplish that feat, Chipetz said he
“made out checks to Click Corporation, who in turn paid the artists
for their appearance” on Clark’s television show.
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* * *

As if “American Bandstand” did not present enough of a chal-
lenge to Freed, he was also faced with new local competition from
the Philadelphia-based “Jocko”™ Henderson. Jocko had been com-
muting to Manhattan in order to do his WOV radio “1280 Rocket”
program from Harlem when, in January 1958, Henderson left WOV
to try his hand at television. Jock’s TV “Rocket Ship,” a kind of
black “Bandstand,” made its New York-area debut on a Monday
afternoon, broadcast over WATV (channel thirteen) in New York. A
crowd of predominantly black teenagers overflowed WATV’s tiny,
sixty-seat Newark, New Jersey, studio. On Tuesday five hundred
youngsters attempted to board Jocko’s televised rocket ship, while
on Wednesday fifteen hundred disappointed ride-seekers had to be
turned away.

Jocko’s records always moved “higher and higher” as rocket en-
gines roared in the background and the host deejay served up a
constant spate of jive patter: “From way up here in the stratosphere,
you got to holler loud and clear! . . . Ee-tiddly-oh and a ho, I'm back
on the scene with the record machine, saying Ooh-pop-a-doo and
how are you?”

Jocko’s jive patter was not original—he appropriated much of it
from a veteran of twenty years on Baltimore radio, Maurice (“Hot
Rod”) Hulbert—but to Henderson’s metropolitan-area audience,
many of them white, it was new and exciting.

By February 1958, artists who appeared on “American Bandstand”
to plug records or songs the publishing rights of which Clark in part
owned included Charlie Gracie (“Butterfly”), Dicky Doo and the
Don’ts (“Click Clack”), Timmie Rogers (“Back to School Again”),
Paul Anka (“Diana”), the Dubs (“Could This Be Magic”), the Chan-
tels (“Every Night”), Danny and the Juniors (“At the Hop”), the
Diamonds (“High Sign”), and Huey Smith and the Clowns (“Don’t
You Just Know It”). By that time Clark had a stake in a song-
publishing company (Sea-Lark), two record companies (Jamie and
Swan), a talent-free reimbursement company (Click), as well as a
record distribution company. It was possible—and perfectly legal—
for Clark to acquire the publishing rights to a particular song, to have
one of the teen idols record the song for Clark’s own record label, to
have the record distribution by his own company, to play the record
as often as he chose on “American Bandstand,” and to have that artist
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appear on “Bandstand” to plug the record before being reimbursed
for the singer’s television appearance for which Clark had paid.

That same month, as the “Bandstand” ratings continued to soar,
Clark was given a new television program on the ABC network.
“Saturday Night,” sponsored by Beech-Nut chewing gum, was a half-
hour program on which recording artists either sang or lip-synced
their latest hits, a program that television historians Castleman and
Podzarik said “closely resembled Freed’s ‘The Big Beat,” only with
more polish.” The show premiered on February 15, 1958, at about
the time that Freed’s bid to secure a daily Mutual Radio network
program—a deal said to have been “sizzling for months”—was de-
clared dead. Adding insult to Freed’s latest injury, Clark’s new show
originated not from Philadelphia but from the ABC network’s Little
Theatre on Freed’s Manhattan turf.

Freed was not the only disc jockey to face heightened competi-
tion, however. Billboard ran a cover story that described the all-time-
high competition among “key jocks,” competition that caused the
broadcasting personalities to be “alert for new ideas to offset the
ratings threats.”

Despite the ascendance of “American Bandstand” and the “south
Philly” sound, Freed’s prospects were anything but bleak. His WINS
“Rock 'n’ Roll Party” was still highly rated in the New York area, and
Figure Music held the publishing rights to several “hot tunes,” among
them “Jo Ann” by the Playmates (released on Levy’s Roulette label),
“Maybe” by the Chantels (on George Goldner’s End label), and
“Short Shorts” by the Royal Teens. Jack Hooke said he “started taking
songs [to record] to George Goldner, among others.” Goldner, in
turn, said he assigned the publishing rights to “three or four” of his
songs to Figure Music in anticipation of radio airplay by Freed.

Freed, almost certainly referring to Dick Clark, said he did not
think any disc jockey should be associated with any record company
or record distributor “or any phase of the record business,” except
music publishing, which “was a different story.” Freed reasoned that
“if top stars like [Perry] Como or [Patti] Page can have their own
publishing firms, why shouldn’t I?” The deejay pointed out that it was
“perfectly legal” for him to pick out certain songs and to publish
them, “as long as someone else makes the records.” As for Clark,
Freed admitted that his daughter Alana “watches him every day.” He
wished the “Bandstand” host “a lot of luck” and said Clark “has done
a great job for the business.”
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Because of what Morris Levy termed certain “financial difficul-
ties,” Freed had encountered a cash-flow problem. On February 28,
1958, the deejay “requested and accepted” from Roulette Records a
$10,000 bank check. Levy said the money was given to Freed with
“the tacit understanding and agreement” that Freed “would continue
to favor and expose records manufactured by Roulette” and that Freed
“could forget about repayment” of the $10,000.

Mitch Miller was at it again, firing another broadside of criticism
at the music he despised. As rock & roll continued to become more
popular, the Columbia Records’ A&R chief grew more vociferous in
its criticism, and his uneasy truce with Freed fell apart. By then the
two no longer even bothered to feign any air of civility between them.
In March, Miller addressed a convention of top-forty disc jockeys and
lamented the demise of “creative programming,” while accusing the
jocks of playing to an audience of “eight-to-fourteen-year-olds.”

Freed took Miller’s attack personally, saying, “It sounded like
sour grapes.” The deejay also charged Miller with knowing “little
about rhythm and blues and native American music. He’s always
been classical-minded and my feeling is that he’s a musical snob.”
When Mike Wallace invited Freed to discuss the merits of rock & roll
on the commentator’s television program, weary of hearing the same
tired arguments against the music, Freed declined. “Let’s face it,” he
told Wallace, “rock and roll is bigger than all of us.”

Again Freed scoffed at those critics who persisted in describing
rock & roll as a “craze.” The deejay said that teenagers would not
outgrow rock & roll “just because they reach eighteen, nineteen, or
twenty.” He granted that although their musical tastes may change,
“that doesn’t mean they stop liking rock and roll.” Consequently, said
Freed, youngsters exposed to rock & roll a few years earlier “are now
carrying their tastes right into college, and it looks to me like the
colleges will be saturated with rock and roll.”

Elvis Presley, the antithesis of rock & roll’s emerging teen idols,
was inducted into the U.S. Army on March 24, 1958, as Freed and
Mitch Miller battled publicly. Presley was not about to drop from
sight completely—RCA Victor had enough of the singer’s music al-
ready recorded for several releases, and Presley’s latest film, King
Creole, had yet to be released—but the singer’s accessibility to a
fickle public would be considerably constrained. At Colonel Parker’s
insistence and much to the chagrin of Uncle Sam, Presley shunned a
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cushy assignment with the army’s entertainment division in favor of
the regular tour of duty faced by the everyday GI. The move was part
of Parker’s plan to soften the rebel image that Presley still projected
to much of America’s adult population, and it was to prove successful.
When a humble, “mature” Presley was honorably discharged from
the service in 1960, his appearance and his music—as well as rock &
roll in general—had been toned down considerably.

As Presley was being inducted, Dick Clark was adding to his
already substantial musical empire. In March he formed Globe
Record Corporation and a publishing subsidiary, Kincord Music,
which would issue records on the Hunt label. In April, Clark began
heavy airplay of a record called “Pickin’ on the Wrong Chicken” by
the Five Stars and released on Hunt. Although Clark’s efforts failed to
get the record onto the national charts, the undaunted “American
Bandstand” host continued his quest to create a hit for his new label.
In July another Hunt release, “Down the Aisle of Love” by the Quin-
Tones, began to be heard on “American Bandstand,” and the group
made several promotional appearances on Clark’s show to promote
the song. By the end of the summer, “Down the Aisle of Love” had
become a national hit.

It had been announced in February that Alan Freed was planning
a six-week rock & roll tour for the spring. Although the deejay had
previously made several brief road trips to various locations along the
eastern seaboard from Massachusetts to Washington, D.C., this tour
was to be the most extensive of Freed’s career. In addition, he would
face competition from Irving Feld’s “Biggest Show of Stars for 1958.”
Feld, who had promoted similar extended rock & roll road attractions
for several years, had closed out the previous year with his “Biggest
Show of Stars for 1957, an eighty-day fall tour of the United States
and Canada that starred Fats Domino, Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly
and the Crickets, the Everly Brothers, and numerous other top re-
cording artists. Feld's promotion proved to be rock & roll’s first suc-
cessful large touring show. It not only helped popularize the music
but also established the rock & roll concert tour business as a signif-
icant part of the music industry.

An epic battle between Freed and Feld was in the works, but both
promoters faced not only the usual unforeseen pitfalls of touring but
also a sagging domestic economy and, in March 1958, the highest
U.S. unemployment rate in seventeen years. Billboard reported that
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Freed and Feld each planned to spend $35,000 a week for talent, and
the music trade newspaper estimated that the rivalry would drive
usual talent prices up at least 20 percent. Veteran bookers expressed
alarm at the inflated fees both promoters would be forced to pay to
secure rock & roll’s hottest acts.

On that ominous note, Freed kicked off his road show with a
two-day warm-up at the Brooklyn Paramount. On March 20 the
deejay played the Hartford State Theatre in Connecticut before re-
turning to New York the following day for a getaway date at Loews’
Paradise in the Bronx. Then, said Jack Hooke, they “put our acts
on the bus,” and off they went to do sixty-eight shows in thirty-
eight cities, covering a route that would crisscross the northern and
midwestern United States and venture into Canada before coming
to an end on May 10 in Newark, New Jersey, forty-five days after
it began.

Freed boasted a formidable trio of headliners in Jerry Lee Lewis
(“Breathless”), Chuck Berry (“Johnny B. Goode™), and Buddy Holly
and the Crickets (“Maybe Baby”), while the Chantels, the Diamonds,
Danny and the Juniors, Billy and Lillie, the Pastels, Ed Townsend,
Larry Williams, Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, and Jo Ann Campbell
rounded out the disc jockey’s impressive lineup.

Feld, whose tour began on April 5, countered with the Everly
Brothers (“All I Have to Do Is Dream”), the Silhouettes (“Get a
Job”), the Royal Teens (“‘Short Shorts”), Sam Cooke, Paul Anka,
LaVern Baker, Clyde McPhatter, and Jimmy Reed.

During the first week of Freed’s tour, Jerry Lee Lewis destroyed
several pianos as part of his frenzied performances and, on one occa-
sion, had pushed what remained of the battered eighty-eights off the
stage, into the audience. When Freed arrived in Cleveland for two
performances at Public Hall on Sunday, April 6, he discovered that
the show’s local promoter in that city had two pianos waiting for Jerry
Lee. But when the unpredictable “killer” turned in what was for him
a rather perfunctory performance, the chagrined promoter pleaded
with Lewis to destroy one of the pianos during the second show. It
was reported that one of Freed’s Cleveland shows grossed a “smash-
ing $17,000,” while the next day in Canton, Ohio, the show took in
$12,000 more. Similarly successful dates followed in the Columbus
War Veterans’ Memorial, and as Freed’s entourage prepared to head
north into Canada, Billboard reported that the disc jockey’s touring
“Big Beat” had taken in $150,000 during the first ten days on the
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road. But after a month on the road, as April drew to a close, gate
attendance for both Freed and Feld sagged. To make matters worse,
a third traveling show, “The Rhythm and Blues Cavalcade of 1958,”
was on the road, but it barely managed to stagger through the Mid-
west before being “pulled from the road” on April 27. Driven by his
boundless energy and able to capitalize at the box office with a supe-
rior talent lineup and on his own name, Freed’s “Big Beat” rolled on
across the country. After his inflated talent expenses were met, how-
ever, Freed’s impressive box-office grosses allowed for little profit.
Meanwhile, Irving Feld stated he would be content simply to break
even with his own tour.

As May began, the end of Freed’s grueling road show was finally
in sight. However, if the deejay, described by author Bruce Pollack
as an “open and vulnerable target as he roved the countryside,”
hoped to complete his ambitious tour without incident, he should not
have included on his itinerary a Saturday-night (May 3) performance
in Boston, a city whose civic authorities did not welcome the deejay
and where Freed had repeatedly experienced difficulties with the
authorities in the past.

Freed “hated” Boston, said Ray Reneri. It was an attitude the rock
& roll deejay harbored since his visit to that city in 1956 when some
of Freed’s audience left their seats and surged toward the stage.
Reneri said many in the audience were hurt when the police “began
pushing the kids back.” In the ensuing melee, theater seats “were
torn up and there was a lot of other damage.” When Freed was told
to report to the police station house after his show concluded, many
in the deejay’s entourage expressed concern about the police getting
Freed alone and inflicting physical abuse on him. “Make sure some-
body stays with me all the time,” Freed told Reneri. “If they're going
to hit me, I want a witness.” Freed was released unharmed about an
hour later, and as he emerged from the station house, he told a crowd
of reporters gathered there that he thought the Boston police “were
a bunch of rednecked old men.”

Not long before Freed hit town in 1958, Boston Mayor John B.
Hynes lifted a ban on rock & roll shows that had been instituted after
Freed’s 1957 show which allegedly resulted in some subway station
violence. Tensions were heightened, however, when on April 13 a
fight broke out in the audience at Irving Feld’s show at the New
Haven Arena as Paul Anka performed onstage. Although the brawlers
were quickly “hustled” out of the arena, it was said that Anka’s per-
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formance “suffered” from the disturbance. The New England press
once again bashed rock & roll, and those Boston citizens previously
unaware of Alan Freed’s impending visit were warned of what they,
too, might expect.

Rhythm and blues musician, historian, and writer George
Moonoogian, a seventeen-year-old high school senior in the spring of
1958, had already attended two Boston rhythm and blues stage shows
when he and four friends—Bill McGirr, Sal Gucciardi, Mike Chase,
and John Coppolla—piled into Coppolla’s 1952 red Chevrolet sedan
and drove from suburban Haverhill to join thousands of other rock &
roll fans inside the seventy-two-hundred-seat Boston Arena on the
night of May 3.

Time magazine noted that “5,000 hip kids” were at the Boston
Arena, which was located in a downtown section of the city which
Jack Hooke described as “the worst section in Boston . . . [where] the
dregs of society lived.” Since Moonoogian, Coppolla, and Chase had
purchased their tickets earlier than McGirr and Gucciardi, the three
were seated in the arena’s first-level boxes, about twenty yards to the
left of the stage and about ten feet from the arena floor, where tem-
porary folding chairs were set up facing the stage. McGirr and Guc-
ciardi were seated one level up, also on the left side of the arena, but
further toward the rear.

Moonoogian estimated the Boston audience as “perhaps 60 per-
cent white,” although the section he, Coppolla, and Chase occupied
was predominantly black. As Freed’s show began, Moonoogian said
it was “all one could expect it to be.” Larry Williams wowed the
audience by playing his latest hit, “Dizzy Miss Lizzie,” “lying prone
on top of a grand piano and playing it that way—backwards.” One
of the funniest incidents of the show involved Jo Ann Campbell and
Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, who utilized as a stage prop a human skull
attached to the end of a stick. “As Jo Ann rocked off stage, wiggling
her rather attractive backside,” recalled Moonoogian, Hawkins pur-
sued her wiggle with the skull. “The skull kept nipping away at Jo
Ann, she screamed, and the crowd roared approval.”

During intermission, McGirr jostled his way to a nearby men’s
room, where through the smoke-filled air he noticed a group of teens
shooting craps with dice as several of the participants swigged wine
from a bottle concealed in a paper bag.

Moonoogian and McGirr agreed that as the second half of Freed’s
show began, “a noticeable feeling of tension began to mount.” Jo Ann
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Campbell said the show had to be stopped “several times” because of
roughhousing in the audience, and each time, “Alan came out and
tried to quiet everybody down.” Onstage there was electricity in the
air. Hooke said the Boston police “were all around us,” on the stage
and in the wings. “We didn’t pay 'em any mind,” said Freed’s asso-
ciate. “We were going to do the show like we'd done in every other
city.”

For a month Freed’s entourage bore witness to a smoldering ri-
valry between Jerry Lee Lewis and Chuck Berry. The “killer” was
miffed because even though he received top billing in Freed’s printed
program booklet, it was Berry who closed each show. Forced to
accept performing before Berry, Lewis sought to make Berry’s task of
following him onstage an unenviable one. After being introduced by
Freed, Jerry Lee charged wildly into his set, flailing madly at the
keyboard and gyrating suggestively in front—as well as on top—of his
piano. As Lewis began a medley of “Whole Lot of Shakin” Goin’ On”
and “Great Balls of Fire,” all hell broke loose. Many in the crowd of
five thousand left their arena seats and began to dance in the aisles
and converge on the stage area.

Hooke, who had been observing the performance from his usual
vantage point off in a far corner of the stage, said such exhibitions by
Freed’s audiences “happened in every other place” and so were not
unusual. But this time a police sergeant appeared onstage and told
Hooke that “the kids are out of line” and that he would stop the show
if they did not return to their seats.

Hooke pleaded with the officer to “be cool” and promised he and
Freed would “take care of it.” After locating Freed, Hooke grabbed
the deejay and told him, “Alan, you'd better get ’em back in their
seats or we're going to have trouble. You know how they [the police]
are in this town!”

The way Freed viewed the proceedings from on the stage, his
audience’s behavior was simply another case of enthusiastic teen-
agers dancing in the aisles, standing on seats, and crowding the
stage for a better view. But George Moonoogian, seated in the au-
dience, was aware of a mounting undercurrent of tension around
him. As Freed commandeered the stage microphone, two rival
gangs seated near the teenager began to don head bandanas—their
identifying battle colors.

“Alright, listen, hold it!” Freed told his young audience. “I have
to stop the show for a minute, kids. You have to sit down. I want
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everybody back in their seats. The show won’t go on unless you all get
back in your seats!” Meanwhile, Jerry Lee Lewis sat sullenly at his
piano.

The audience reluctantly complied with Freed’s demand and man-
aged to remain seated as Lewis resumed his goal of upstaging Chuck
Berry. But, shortly after Berry took the stage for his show-closing
performance, Hooke said the audience came out of their seats again,
“strong as ever.”

And the police sergeant was yelling in Hooke’s face, “I told you
I'm going to put on the houselights!”

Hooke knew that such a move “would make Alan crazy,” and he
pleaded with the police officer not to do so. “I'll tell Alan to get the
kids seated again,” said Hooke, but it was too late.

The police sergeant snapped his fingers and called for the house-
lights to be turned up. Onstage, the animated Berry fell silent and
motionless as Freed once again stormed to the microphone. “Hold it!’
he screamed, throwing an annoyed glance in Hooke’s direction.

Freed was interrupted as the sergeant shouted from across the
stage, “This show is not going on until everybody’s in their seats!”
Freed, not accustomed to being upstaged, least of all by a hostile
Boston police officer, did his utmost to remain calm. The audience, as
if sensing an impending confrontation, grew eerily quiet.

“Alright, kids,” implored Freed, “I told you before, this is the way
it has to be. You have to go back to your seats for the show to go on.
Please go back.” Once again the audience returned to their seats, and
Freed gave Berry the signal to continue and called for the houselights
to be dimmed.

“I'm not putting the houselights out!” snapped the sergeant.

By now, Freed was livid. “You can’t do that!” he said. “These kids
paid $3 a ticket and they didn’t come here to see a show with bright
lights on!” But the police sergeant would not yield.

When another officer brushed past the harassed deejay and said to
him, “We don’t like your kind of music here,” Freed could no longer
contain himself. Boston Arena manager Paul Brown said the “serious-
faced” Freed grabbed a microphone and uttered what Hooke char-
acterized as “the big statement.”

There are conflicting accounts of what Freed actually told his
audience that night. Hooke recalled the deejay saying, “Kids, the
police in Boston won’t put out the lights. I guess the police in Boston
don’t want you to have a good time.” It was also Paul Brown’s con-
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tention that Freed said, “It looks like the Boston police don’t want
you to have a good time!”

But Freed later maintained that he never specifically mentioned
the police, that he had simply said, “We’d like to get the lights out.
We're here to enjoy ourselves and they're not letting us.” George
Moonoogian and Bill McGirr also maintain that Freed never men-
tioned the police, that he said, “They won’t put out the lights, kids.
I guess they really don’t want you to have any fun.”

Whether Freed did or did not specifically mention the Boston
police (Freed said his disputed statement was made “off the cuff. . .
[an] unfortunate chance remark”), Moonoogian said the statement
“certainly wasn’t made to incite anyone.”

But, as Freed spoke to his audience, a teenager who, along with
his friends, had been drinking near Moonoogian during the second
half of the show suddenly climbed on top of his seat. Affected by his
alcohol consump