=WHEELIN’
ON

How WDIA-Memphis Became
the Nation’s First All-Black
Radio Station and Created the
Sound that Changed America

! Goreword buy B.B. King




$19.95 ISBN 0-88687-633-8

In 1948, the owners of an ailing
Memphis radio station had to make a
business decision—either change their
programming to all black, and risk what
could be disastrous results, or close the
station’s doors forever. The owners
decided to take a chance, and WDIA—
the first all-black radio station—was
born.

Wheelin’ on Beale is the fascinating
story of how WDIA-Memphis spear-
headed the social and cultural rev-
olution that rocked the South and the
nation. Attracting talent from all over
the Mid-South, WDIA gave an im-
pressive group of relatively unknown
performers the chance to blossom be-
yond what conventional wisdom at the
time allowed. Local stars like Rufus
Thomas, Dwight “Gatemouth” Moore,
and Maurice “Hot Rod” Hulbert per-
formed and spun records by the likes of
Jimmy Reed, Little Walter, Big Joe
Williams, the Platters, and Muddy
Waters. B.B. King and Bobby Blue Bland
got their starts at the station, appearing
without pay in order to plug their gigs
at local clubs and going on to inter-
national fame. Even Elvis appeared at
their hugely successful benefit “Revues.”
The list goes on and on.

But the WDIA story is more than just
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a roster of stars that appeared on behalf
of the station, it’s also an important
missing chapter in American cultural
and economic history. Black announcers
were suddenly playing music for black
audiences, altering the self-image of the
station’s listeners; advertisers were
reaching a previously untapped market;
the black community was growing in
strength and numbers and needed a
voice; WDIA was that voice.

Wheelin’ on Beale provides a unique
perspective on a pivotal moment in
American cultural, social and musical
history by tracing the humble roots of
blues and r&b radio programming and
showing how this music was a part and
parcel of the changes sweeping society.
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(CThe WDIA story is one that all

men and women, regardless of their

color, should know and remember.»)
B.B. King
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Louis Cantor, the author, pictured here in his days as the control board
operator at WDIA, teaches history at Indiana University,
Purdue University at Fort Wayne.
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Foreword

I'm very happy that Louis Cantor has finally told the story of WDIA
and its enormous contribution to this country. WDIA was a prom-
inent leader in bringing all people—both black and white—closer
together. As the first all-black radio station, WDIA was a light that
shined throughout the Mid-South, helping to truly integrate it and
bringing hope and inspiration to the huge black audience who
listened to the station religiously.

Wheelin’ on Beale captures the feeling of ""family” that was shared
by all—myself included—who were fortunate enough to work at
the station in its early days. WDIA played an important role in the
lives of many blacks, and not just those who lived within reach of
its airwaves. The station ignited a spark that spread from Memphis
and the Mid-South to the entire country and made whites and
blacks everywhere aware of the positive contributions of black peo-
ple. During the late 1940s and throughout the 1950s, this was
especially important because WDIA presented one of the very few
opportunities in the South for African-Americans to showcase their
talent.

The WDIA story is one that all men and women, regardless of
their color, should know and remember.

—B. B. King



Preface

I have concentrated this history of WDIA on the critical early
years—the legendary 1950s—when it first broke the color barrier,
when its uniqueness set it apart from every other radio station in
America. Other stations had tried an occasional program for blacks;
WDIA was the first to program its entire format to the black au-
dience. In those years, it was known in radio circles as the ’sen-
sation station of the nation.”

Researching this project was part scholarly endeavor and part
nostalgia trip. I worked at the station as a white control-board
operator during the fifties while an undergraduate at Memphis
State University. While writing, I placed myself under the same
critical scrutiny to which the station itself was subjected. Since
WDIA was originally a white-owned and -operated station, some
critics charged that the white people who ran it were concerned
only with profits, and thus their attitude toward blacks was, at
best, paternalistic.

The charges against the station I deal with within the book itself.
As for myself, I went to work at WDIA not only because it was
glamorous but also because it was the only game in town for a
young white liberal who was trying to avoid being a product of
the racist society of the 1950s. Working at an all-black radio station
was pretty far-out for a white boy in Memphis, especially a Jewish
one whose father had a grocery store in the black ghetto. For better
or worse, it was my way of trying to deal with the strange reality
of racial segregation. To those folks who are bothered by a white
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viil Preface

guy writing a history of America’s first all-black station I say that
I paid my own racial dues quite early.

I was not only one of the few white people who worked at WDIA
at the time, I was one of only a handful of whites who enjoyed
the privilege of being a “’personality” and running his own radio
shows (complete with the customary nicknames all the black per-
sonalities assumed—"Deacon” Cantor on gospel programs and
“Cannonball” Cantor on the rhythm-and-blues shows.) I have es-
tablished my credibility, and I can only hope that I have earned
the respect of the black community. As a ““token” white person at
an all-black station in those days, I was certainly a unique small
part of its operation, if nothing else.

After leaving the station, I went back to graduate school and
eventually became a college professor. Although I made frequent
trips back to Memphis over the years, most of the contacts with
friends and colleagues who worked with me at the station were
lost until I reactivated them after I decided to write WDIA’s story.
Running down the folks I had not seen in thirty years and renewing
old acquaintances was indeed a delightful experience. In short, |
had fun writing this book. But then I had fun while I worked at
the station back in the fifties. Almost all who worked there did.
You'll see.




Introduction:
Making black waves

WDIA was not the inventor of its own legend. Actually, the station
stumbled onto its fame. It is not an exaggeration to say that it
became the first all-black radio station in the United States almost
accidentally. Its boldest experiment—the first use of a black disc
jockey in the South—began as a desperate act only because it was
going broke with its all-white format, while its switchover to total
black programming was, at best, a kind of piecemeal, one-step-at-
a-time improvisation.

Nonetheless, this radio station unquestionably revolutionized
broadcasting, even if it did so inadvertently. The shock waves from
its experiment were felt not only in Memphis and the Mid-South;
they reverberated throughout the entire country.

Claiming to reach an incredible 10 percent of the total black
population of the United States, WDIA was a celebration of firsts:
the first radio station in the country with a format designed exclu-
sively for a black audience; the first station south of the Mason—
Dixon line to air a publicly recognized black disc jockey; the first
all-black station in the nation to go 50,000 watts; the first Memphis
station to gross a million dollars a year; the first in the country to
present an open forum to discuss black problems; and, most im-
portant, the first to win the hearts and minds of the black com-
munity in Memphis and the Mid-South with its extraordinary
public service. For most blacks living within broadcast range, WDIA
was “their” station.

The Goodwill Station, as it came to be known, was an unprec-
edented pioneer in community affairs involvement, setting new
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2 Introduction: Making black waves

standards of civic responsibility for the electronic media. Its annual
Goodwill and Starlight Revues played to capacity crowds, and all
the money raised was used for charitable activities. By the end of
the 1960s, the station boasted that it had spent a quarter of a million
dollars annually “in cash, time and talent to carry out a program
of personal service to its audience.” Its helping hand reached out
to listeners in ways that no other station had ever done before.
WDIA could honestly say that it “puts it support—financial and
physical—where its mike is.”

But this radio station was more still. It served as a musical launch
pad to blast local talent into the orbit of stardom. Also known as
the Starmaker Station, WDIA is where B. B. King and Rufus
Thomas started out as disc jockeys; recording greats Bobby Blue
Bland, Johnny Ace, Roscoe Gordon, and Earl Forest cut some of
their first records (right in the original studios); Isaac Hayes and
Carla Thomas graduated from the ranks of WDIA’s own Teen-
Town Singers; and regional blues stars like Little Milton, Junior
Parker, and Albert King got their first wide exposure, as did local
gospel groups like the Spirit of Memphis, the Southern Wonders,
and the Songbirds of the South.

Finally, in many ways, the radio station was a metaphor for the
era in which it was born, a time when black people ingeniously
forged a positive life for themselves out of the malevolent circum-
stances of racial segregation. Refusing to suffer the indignities of
a racist society, talented black people (with a little help from their
white friends) instead fashioned from the cloth of segregation a
beautiful garment, an all-black radio station, worn with honor and
pride by the black community of Memphis.

As the first radio station in the country to beam its signal exclu-
sively to a black audience, WDIA began a media revolution that
not only drastically changed radio formats throughout the country,
it inevitably uplifted the dignity of the black people living within
the sound of its huge broadcast voice.

But at no time did it consciously set out to make waves. Little
did it know when it switched to all-black programming in 1949 that
this tiny, unobtrusive, hardly recognizable 250-watt station—
desperately struggling just to keep its head above water—would
ultimately revolutionize radio listening habits across the entire na-




Introduction: Making black waves 3

tion, create strong black role models in the Deep South, help leg-
itimize black music over the air, and even inspire Elvis Presley.

Certainly, the station neither began nor actively pursued the
practice of altering the social and political status of black people.

Initially, it tried black programming only to avoid going broke
as a white station. Even after it achieved prosperity, its primary
goal continued to be commercial success. Nonetheless, in the pur-
suit of profit it unwittingly increased both black pride and recog-
nition.

WDIA felt the goal of racial advancement was best achieved by
demonstrating the progress blacks could make with their own sta-
tion. Nat D. Williams, the South’s first black disc jockey, made the
logical comparison with professional sports: “Joe Louis and Jackie
Robinson just help all of us . . . ‘cause every fight Joe wins or
[every time] Jackie hits that ball, that sends us all higher and higher
in the estimation of other folks and ourselves.”

So it was with WDIA. Bert Ferguson, white co-owner and the
first general manager, was convinced that the station could do its
best work by concentrating less on racial integration (the major
thrust of civil rights groups following the Supreme Court deseg-
regation decision of 1954) and more on showcasing the separate
accomplishments of blacks on the air. “We think that we're doing
enough,” Ferguson said, commenting on the Court decision at the
time, “and we’'d rather move ahead as we’ve been moving in race
relations than get involved in that, where we couldn’t do anything
anyway.” WDIA, like Jackie Robinson and Joe Louis, demonstrated
the positive attributes of black people at a time when America’s
white racist society desperately needed the education.

It wasn’t enough, of course. Not until the civil rights movement
of the late 1950s and 1960s did blacks in this country begin to tear
down the legal walls of segregation and move toward a truly equal
society. But WDIA certainly helped set the stage for the changes
to come. At the very least, they promoted the self-esteem of black
people, and helped raise expectations to a level where the long
struggle against racism could finally begin.

Take, for example, Ferguson’s decision, after his switch to black
programming, to use a much higher rate for commercials than he
had previously charged for his all-white station. The decision was
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based on pure avarice: He knew he could get it. In the process of
charging more, however, he also instilled enormous dignity in the
whole concept of black radio. From the beginning, Ferguson set
an extraordinarily high standard for blacks in a realm white Amer-
ica respected the most—the marketplace.

Thus, no one ever undersold WDIA. Although the station re-
mained benevolently neutral on civil rights and took a “go-slow”
attitude on racial integration at a time when most black self-im-
provement organizations were emphatically advocating it, it none-
theless fostered positive black identity at a time when there was
very little opportunity in the country for blacks to demonstrate it.

Looking back, it is tempting to see WDIA, even with its separatist
arrangement, as a symbol of racial harmony. Of course, there is
no way to return to the lost innocence, real or imagined, of the
early fifties. The sixties laid bare our racial problem and we must
continue to live in its openness.

But this radio station unquestionably made a positive contribu-
tion to the black community of Memphis and the Mid-South in the
midst of both institutional and de facto segregation. Above all,
then, WDIA’s is the story of those black individuals who learned
to cope ingeniously with America’s seemingly never-ending racial
dilemma. The station’s black air personalities not only led signif-
icant and resourceful lives, they provided role models for future
black generations by raising black consciousness and helping to
make black pride a reality instead of a slogan. Most important,
they did all this in spite of the constant pressure of living in a
predominantly racist society.

WDIA therefore tells us much about the stages of segregation in
America and the way blacks reacted to it. The history of the coun-
try’s first all-black station is the history of black response to insti-
tutional racism in the pre-civil rights era. Black people not only
coped with separatism; their inventive and creative ingenuity skill-
fully converted it into a stunning accomplishment for the entire
race. How they were able to transfer the peculiar institution of
racial segregation into a positive contribution to both the black and
white culture of Memphis and the Mid-South is the subject of this
book.




Music: "Memphis Blues’ (recorded). Establish theme, then fade for
NAT: ”[Laughter] Top of the morning to you, my friends. From
the home of colorful ol’ Beale Street, the place where the blues
began, in Memphis, Tennessee—in the heart of the rich Missis-
sippi Delta—WDIA, 50 thousand watts of Goodwill, invites you
to join us in asking the man upstairs to smile on us today, and
help us to satisfy that hankering to offer you the best in radio
entertainment and service to the finest people in the world—
our listeners. [Laughter] Now, whatchubet?”
—Nat D. Williams
WDIA Sign-On

For those black people living in Memphis in the 1950s who had the distinct
misfortune of having to rise every groggy-eyed morning at 4:00 A.M.,
Brother Theo Wade’s *"Delta Melodies’ served as a surrogate alarm clock.
Immediately following Nat D. Williams’ sign-on, radio station WDIA
began every broadcast day with Brother Wade's premier gospel show, from
4:00 until 6:30 in the morning. The powerful, bombastic voice of Ira Tucker
of the Dixie Humingbirds would officially launch the activity by belting
out the electrifying opening theme: "In the Morning, In the Morning,
when the dark clouds roll away. . . .”

Brother Theo Wade—known to his many early-morning followers and
virtually the entire black community of Memphis as "'Bless My Bones’'—
immediately picked up Ira Tucker’s challenge and began trying to outshout
him, whooping and yelling like a hopped-up carnival barker, exhorting his
listeners to begin stirring: "'Get up outa that bed, children, and put them
clothes on. I know you want to go back to sleep, but you can’t do that.
Don’t worry me, now. Don’t aggravate me. Y'all hear me!”



In the beginning there was white

Memphis was a lot of things in 1948, but above all, it was segre-
gated. Although black people made up nearly 40 percent of the
city’s population, you never knew it if you were white because
blacks just were not seen. Like a whole city of Ralph Ellison’s
invisible men and women, they were out of the sight and out of
the minds of most white people.!

Unless, of course, those white people happened accidentally to
flip their radio to 730, the frequency of WDIA, Memphis’ all-black
radio station, the first in the United States and hotter in the 1950s
than the Memphis summers. Here black people were heard—if
not by whites, who listened but refused to admit it, then certainly
by other blacks, who did so as an act of faith.

To grasp what that world was like when the first African-Amer-
ican announcer in the South broke the color barrier, slip on the
"“1948 glasses” as the historians say, and take a look at the Memphis
scene on the eve of this monumental upheaval. To appreciate just
how startling WDIA's success was, it is necessary to understand
the era in which it occurred. Not only must one sense the near-
universal nature of segregation, but more important, the often
ingenious way that segregation percolated down into the day-to-
day activity of both the black and the white community in Mem-

his.
P Race relations in the pre-civil rights era might be easier to un-
derstand if one remembers that this was a time that could both
allow Jackie Robinson to play professional baseball (as long as he
made money for whites) and at the the same time forbid blacks to
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8 Wheelin’ on Beale

go to white schools. Thus, what we find in the late 1940s doesn’t
always jibe with what we expect. Decades of living with segregation
had produced some rather strange accommodations between the
races. Jim’s Barber Shop, for example, located next to Memphis’
famous Malco (Orpheum) Theater on the corner of Beale and Main,
was owned by blacks but catered exclusively to whites. The only
blacks in the shop were the employees—barbers, manicurists,
shampooers.They cut only white hair, and refused to serve black
patrons.

Performers—both pop and gospel—complained frequently that
local ordinances would not allow blacks and whites to be under
the same roof for a black show, but Rufus Thomas, black singer,
premier entertainer, and one of the early WDIA disc jockeys, fre-
quently performed in Memphis nightclubs to white-only audi-
ences. Beale Street’s famous Midnight Rambles featured an all-
black show on Thursday night exclusively for white patrons. Of
all segregation’s peculiar manifestations, this has to be one of the
most bizarre. Taking a cue from New York’s Cotton Club, here
was an all-black show, performed right on Beale Street—in the
very heart of the black community—restricted to an all-white-au-
dience.?

There is no question, then, that when WDIA shattered the
South’s lily-white radio airwaves in 1948, it did so in the midst of
a racially bifurcated world that no longer exists. The DIA story
starts before Martin Luther King, Jr., and Rosa Parks. It begins
before Bull Conners and the police dogs, before sit-ins and voting-
rights drives, civil rights marches and busing bills, before Stokely
Carmichael and H. Rapp Brown, Malcolm X and Elijah Mo-
hammed, black power and white backlash, political assassinations
and riots in the ghetto: 1948 was another world indeed. Actually,
it was not so much another world as it was two separate worlds
—both separate and unequal.

As we observe the Memphis scene in the late forties, what we
find is that Memphis is, in many ways, a tiny microcosm of the
racial situation for the entire South, if not for the entire nation.
Memphis’ leading newspapers, the Commercial Appeal and the Press-
Scimitar, for example, still refused to capitalize the word Negro, or
accord black men and women the titles of Mr., Miss, or Mrs. The
standard policy of both papers was to refer to black people by name
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only—Tom Jones or Susie Smith—no matter what the content of
the story.

WDIA was to be the first news medium in Memphis to designate
blacks with titles, a policy it admirably adopted almost as soon as
it switched to black programming. (It would be nearly a decade
before either Memphis white newspaper would follow the station’s
example. Not until 1957—and only after a boycott organized by
the local NAACP—did the Commercial Appeal capitulate and begin
to use titles; they also started capitalizing the word Negro.)

The local Red Cross chapter, after initially rejecting “‘black
blood,” finally acquiesced but was careful to always keep it sep-
arate. In a supreme irony, the Freedom Train, which toured the
United States in 1948 as a moving symbol of democracy, had to
cancel its scheduled stop in Memphis because local officials insisted
that the viewing of the train be segregated.?

Above all, there was the mood—the emotional climate—that
governed the relationship between the races. Mark Stansbury, who
began working at WDIA on the early-morning shift at 4:00 .M.,
can remember waiting for a cab in front of his apartment one
morning when two police officers pulled up: “Come here, boy,
we're talking to you.” Mark says he told them that he was about
to go to work, but they pointed out that someone had robbed a
store and insisted that Mark “looked just like him.”” Even though
he was finally allowed to go to work, it was not until after he was
thoroughly interrogated. “'In other words,” he says today, ““a black
person being seen on the streets at three in the morning was
enough to cause alarm.”

We all now know that Southern schools were totally segregated,
but how about segregated baseball teams? Although Jackie Rob-
inson had cracked the color barrier the previous year, Memphis in
1948, like most Southern cities, still had a separate, segregated
baseball club. The Memphis Chicks, the white baseball team in the
Southern Association, had as its black counterpart, the Memphis
Blues, which played in the Black Southern Association against
teams like the Atlanta Black Crackers, the Birmingham Black Bar-
ons, and the Chattanooga Choo-Choos. There was also a black
National and an American League, which, like the Black Southern
Association, played all its ball games in Martin Stadium—the black
baseball park.*
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The best example of the two separate worlds in Memphis in
1948, however, can best be gleaned not by looking at segregated
athletics but by observing that most quintessentially Southern so-
cial event that living in the land of magnolias and honeysuckle
ever produced—the Memphis Cotton Carnival. It was an annual
affair and clearly the highlight of the Memphis social season.

By 1948, a completely separate black Cotton Carnival existed in
the form of the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee, complete with a separate
black King and Queen who matched their white counterparts in
regalia as well as ceremony. The black “’Spirit of Cotton” duplicated
the white “Maid of Cotton” with Goodwill Tours to various states
around the country promoting the virtues of cotton. The black
spectacle also featured a coronation ball, a “’Jubilect’” talent show,
and a parade that often eclipsed its white equivalent.>

The Cotton Makers’ Jubilee was founded originally by Dr.
R. Q. Venson, a black Memphis dentist who got the idea while
watching the all-white Memphis Cotton Carnival parade in 1934.
Blacks who participated in the parade were confined to menial tasks
and cast only as negative caricatures. “Black women were hired to
sit on cotton bales on Main Street, bandannas tied around their
heads,” declare Memphis newspaper reporters Margaret McKee
and Fred Chisenhall. “And well-built young blacks, dressed in
scarlet breeches and naked to the waist, acted as attendants to the
white man who was king.”

According to Mrs. Ethel Venson, his wife and co-founder of the
Jubilee, Dr. Venson conceived the notion after seeing several black
WPA employees in the parade, wearing long white gowns, pulling
a float by hand. Already disgusted by the roles assigned to blacks,
Dr. Venson’s moment of inspiration came later, when he asked his
young nephew, Quincy, how he liked the parade and the child
answered that he thought it was awful because “the only black
people in the parade were horses.”

Motivated by a desire to eliminate such a degrading situation,
Dr. Venson began an entirely separate affair for blacks.The over-
whelming success of the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee attests to the ea-
gerness of African-Americans to participate in this annual event.
Thus, even though it was totally segregated, the Jubilee, which
began in 1935, was actually a giant step forward in racial progress.
Before WDIA came on the scene, Mrs. Venson asserts, the Jubilee
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““was the first organization that gave blacks a positive image” in
Memphis at the time. (Mrs. Venson tells the story of once calling
the Mempbhis Press-Scimitar about the possibility of running a wed-
ding picture in the white newspaper and hearing the voice on the
other end ask: “Do black people have weddings?’'¢)

Sad to say, the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee represented the closest
Memphis ever got to genuine integration when, for a brief moment,
there was actually some black and white commingling. Whites
crowded onto Beale Street, an area they normally carefully avoided,
to watch the Jubilee’s all-black parade, a spectacle that grew in
years to be more popular—for blacks and whites—than the white
version.

The story of the origins of the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee is significant
because it reveals a profound truth about race relations in Memphis
just prior to the civil rights revolution: complete separate, segre-
gated facilities frequently represented positive accomplishments for
blacks only because the available substitute at the time was not a
racially integrated facility but no facility at all! In other words, the
alternative to segregation was not integration but exclusion. With-
out a separate black Cotton Makers’ Jubilee, black citizens would
have had no real participation in the Cotton Carnival beyond grov-
eling roles.

More important, without separate, segregated arrangements,
there would have been no black involvement in any public accom-
modations. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, according
to a detailed study of Beale Street by reporters McKee and Chis.
enhall, blacks “’had no parks, no playgrounds, no theaters or other
recreational facilities.” Effectively excluded from all public facilities,
African-Americans as late as 1948 still were not able to visit the
Memphis Zoo or the Memphis Fairgrounds. Radio station WDIA
would later fight for and help obtain a separate, segregated day of
the week set aside just for black people at the Memphis Fair-
grounds.”

Separate arrangements like the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee were but
an early version of a clear pattern that was already emerging in
Memphis just before the racial upheaval of the fifties and sixties.
Ironically, on the eve of the era when blacks and whites would
finally begin integrating, there was a distinct movement in the
opposite direction—toward all-black accommodations—as a coun-
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terpoint to the exclusively all-white ones, in almost every facet of
daily life.

In Memphis, for instance, shortly after World War 11, two major
Main Street establishments—Kress’ 5 & 10 cent store and the Black
and White Department Store—set up separate lunch counters for
black people. Ellis Auditorium, downtown, opened its gallery for
the first time to black people. Significantly enough, in 1948, the
very year that WDIA put the first black man on the radio, Memphis
got its first black postal clerks and its first black policemen.

Black postal clerks in Memphis were big news, making the front
page of the Memphis World, the city’s black newspaper.® The story,
however, paled by comparison to the news concerning the hiring
of the first black policemen in Memphis. That mammoth event,
which came about as a result of a concerted effort on the part of
the World, totally dominated the paper’s headlines the year WDIA
unobtrusively began its groundbreaking radio experiment. In fact,
one week prior to October 25, 1948, the day the station put its first
black announcer on the air, even the nationally circulated Pitts-
burgh Courier was filled with news of the thirteen "Negro” rookie
police who were to report for training at the Memphis police acad-
emy that day.

Although black policemen were not permitted to arrest white
lawbreakers (they could hold them until white policemen arrived),
they did receive the same salary paid to white officers, and,
according to both local and national black newspapers, were unan-
imously greeted by the black community as a tremendous ad-
vancement for black people living in Memphis at the time.?

Actually, the introduction of black police was a conspicuous pre-
cursor to the story of the nation’s first all-black radio station. Like
WDIA itself, black postal clerks, black police, and an all-black Cot-
ton Makers’ Jubilee, were not only welcome signs in the African-
American community, they were looked upon at the time as racial
advancement by both the black and white communities simply
because each—though racially segregated—represented a marked
improvement over the void that had existed previously.

Just as there had never been a black policeman in Memphis prior
to 1948, so too there had never been a publicly promoted black
man on the air as a disc jockey in the entire South before Nat D.
Williams spoke into a WDIA microphone on October 25, 1948. The
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fact is that if WDIA had not created a racially segregated all-black
radio station, black people would have been totally excluded from
the Memphis airwaves during the 1950s. More specifically, they
would have lost the opportunity to make the positive contribution
they were to make to both the black and the white culture of
Memphis and the Mid-South during that time.

That they made that unique contribution cannot be denied. That
its uniqueness was born out of a culture which comforted and
nurtured white supremacy also cannot be denied. Although Amer-
ica’s old racist world was crumbling in 1948, it still provided the
philosophical foundation upon which the nation’s first all-black
radio station was built. That is best evidenced by the fact that WDIA
was controlled right from the start entirely by white people.

In the beginning, the station was white-owned, white-managed,
and white-supervised. With only one minor exception, all people
in positions of authority and power were white. A. C. Williams, a
black man, held the title of promotion consultant, but there was
not a single black serving in any important managerial or executive
position, nor were there any blacks in the sales, copy, or traffic
departments. Of over forty employees who worked there during
the 1950s, only one-third—the on-air personalites—were black. In
short, WDIA was a white-run operation. As a matter of fact, it
actually began its life not as a black radio station, but as an all-
white one.

It all started in 1947, when John R. Pepper and Bert Ferguson,
two white men, tried black programming for the first time after
their Memphis radio station failed to make money with a traditional
white format. The men were old friends and radio veterans. The
conventional wisdom suggested that Pepper had the money and
Ferguson the managerial skills.

John R. Pepper, whose gentlemanly countenance and soft-spo-
ken manner still exude that noblesse oblige of Southern gentility,
did indeed come from old Mississippi money. He was born to a
prominent Memphis family, but after graduating from Duke Uni-
versity, went to Greenville, Mississippi, where his family, with
their investments throughout the state, already had an interest in
a wholesale business distributing groceries and farm products,
mostly to plantations in the Greenville area. John spread his own
financial empire out from Greenville, when he acquired a firm
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called Valley Towing Company, which transported oil and other
lubrication products up and down the Mississippi River for the
Lion Oil Company. Oil was only part of Pepper’s money, however.
He also owned a wholesale merchandise outlet named Goyer, dab-
bled with a coffee company, and had a particular fascination with
radio stations.®

Pepper set up WJPR in Greenville in October 1939. He remembers
it well, he says, because it went on the air one day and I got
married the next day and went on a honeymoon. [Laughter]’’ Bert
Ferguson was brought down from Memphis to manage the station
for Pepper. Ferguson had graduated from college in 1937 and
worked for two years at WHBQ in Memphis. It was at the Green-
ville station that the men got together for the first time. s

WJPR in Greenville played a combination of popular music with
news, but on weekends the station brought in black singers, both
popular and gospel. “We never had any set programs,”’ Pepper
says today—""what you’d call ‘across the board’ Monday through
Friday, programs using blacks.” The station nonetheless experi-
mented with black programming enough to see its effect, even
though at the time it meant little more than allowing blacks from
local nightclubs or churches to sing on the air occasionally, while
the sponsor pitched a product designed for a black audience. For
the magical twosome of Pepper and Ferguson, it was the beginning
of a practice that would ultimately bring fame and fortune to them-
selves, and, in the process, revolutionize commercial radio through-
out the entire South.

During World War Il Pepper sold the station and joined the navy.
Ferguson, who was “let off once or twice”” by his local draft board
“got to feeling sensitive about it,” as he puts it today, and decided
to sign up for the navy also. He served on the aircraft carrier USS
Bougainville, earning the rank of lieutenant. The two men stayed
in touch during the war and actually met several times in Hawaii
while they were on duty. More important, when the conflict ended,
both found they still had a love for radio.

In the summer of 1946, Ferguson and five others started radio
station WDSG, in Dyersburg, Tennessee, but he had barely gotten
it going when he received a call from his former boss, John Pepper,
who had gone back to Mempbhis after the war. “Let’s build a radio
station in Memphis,” he said. ""There are only five there now.”’1
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(In fact, a sixth station, KWEM, was clearly heard in Memphis,
although its studios and transmitter were across the river, in West
Memphis, Arkansas.) Ferguson immediately responded and asked
his friend Frank Armstrong, who would later join WDIA as a con-
trol-board operator and salesman, to come to WDSG in Dyersburg
to run the station for him so he could go to Memphis. By 1947,
Ferguson and Pepper had reunited to set up radio station WDIA,
named for Pepper’s daughter, Diane.

Actually, WDIA were not the call letters originally requested; the
Federal Communication Commission requires that radio stations
submit a list of options from which the commission then chooses
on the basis of availability. Of the original nine call letters Ferguson
and Pepper suggested, the FCC rejected all but WABP. The two
men then made another request, this time for WDIA, which the
FCC approved.”

Officially, WDIA was a partnership, but in fact Pepper put up
most of the initial money. He magnanimously agreed that Ferguson
still own 50 percent of the station, even though his new partner
did not match the original investment. At the start, Pepper ad-
vanced almost the entire amount—$%$24,000 each—with the under-
standing that Ferguson could pay his share whenever he could
afford it.”® I felt like Bert was going to spend almost all of his time
running the station,”” is the way Pepper modestly explains his
action today, “and I would only spend part of mine doing so.”

Ferguson is as appreciative of Pepper’s benevolence today as he was
then: “I didn’t have any $24,000, I'll guarantee you that,” he says. “I
had about five or six thousand, at the most maybe, but I just borrowed
the rest from him. He generously insisted we do it that way.”

At the time WDIA began broadcasting on June 7, 1947, there
was no FM yet, and the city’s first television station was over a
year away. On the morning of WDIA's first black broadcast, Oct.
25, 1948, the Commercial Appeal ran a front-page story announcing
that WMC’s new TV tower, which would be the nation’s highest,
was about to be put in place and promised that the first telecasts
would be in Memphis homes by the following Christmas. (It would
be years, however, before TV stole radio’s mantle. Of the over half-
million TV sets in the United States in 1948, more than half be-
longed to New Yorkers). In the late forties, radio, not TV, was still
America’s home entertainment medium.
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The initial thinking was that DIA would be a country-and-west-
ern station, but when that failed to capture an audience, they
switched to “good music,” playing mostly classical but retaining
some of the old format. There was no Top 40 then. Although single
“theme” stations were beginning to appear in the 1940s, FM radio,
with its specialized narrow market programming, had not yet oc-
curred, so most stations tried a little bit of everything. “We were
a mishmash,” Ferguson recalls. ““Stations in those days had thirty
minutes of this, one hour of that, fifteen minutes of the other.”

In the beginning, Ferguson was a traditionalist who stuck to a
standard fare of programming, doing what John Pepper later called
“block programming,”’ meaning that one block of time was set aside
for a variety of things, including classical. “We tried a live country-
and-western band for a while. They played every day,” Ferguson
says, “but it was a failure because they cost too much to keep it
going.” Actually, almost every type of program the station tried
in the early days was a failure. It didn’t matter what the combi-
nation, WDIA seemed unable to make a dent in the ratings and
establish itself as a viable competitor in the potentially lucrative
Memphis radio market.

After about fifteen months the radio station’s future looked quite
bleak, so much so that both men started giving serious consider-
ation to selling out. Ferguson recalls that the near-fatal turning
point came when WDIA got hit with a double whammy—a si-
multaneous cancellation of two major advertisers. He remembers
that there were two big sponsors—one of them was the Weona
Food Store chain—who had paid for an hour a day, five days a
week, and both decided to stop advertising. Those events took on
the characteristic of a fatal blow to a station already struggling just
to break even. “The ox was in the ditch,” Ferguson says.

Hearing the death knell, he and Pepper decided to put WDIA
on the block by turning it over to radio-station brokers to sell.
Robert Alburty, general manager of WHBQ, remembers that it was
offered to him for $70,000, but he was not interested. After that,
apparently the price came down quickly. ““Somebody was nibbling
in buying the station with very little more money than we had put
into it,” Ferguson remembers, and John Pepper was ready to sell.

With all signs signaling doom and gloom, it appeared that WDIA
would experience an early demise. Certainly logic seemed to dictate
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that both men now throw in the towel. Had they done so, of course,
the story of black radio in America would surely have been altered
dramatically. But they didn’t, and the rest, as they say, is history.

The main reason they didn’t was because Bert Ferguson simply
wasn’t ready to give up just yet. “"Pepper was doing whatever I
wanted him to do at that time,” Ferguson recalls today, main-
taining that it was he and not Pepper who insisted that they hang
on. Badly bitten by the radio bug, Ferguson was determined to
salvage it somehow. His greatest fear was that if the radio station
failed, his sentence might be a lifetime confinement to Nankipoo,
the very small town he was born in seven miles from Halls,
Tennessee.

’You literally could not drive a car to my house,” he says today,
still shuddering at the thought of selling the station and returning
to Nankipoo. Determined to get WDIA out of the ratings doldrums
and himself out of Nankipoo forever, Ferguson now reached for
the long shot. In what can only be described as a desperate move,
he made the monumental decision to experiment with what was
then called Negro programming.

Actually, he had had the idea for some time. Back in the 1930s,
while working for WHBQ in Memphis, Ferguson recalled that that
station had been successful with an occasional show pitched ex-
clusively at a black audience. Some Memphis radio stations, like
WHBQ, had made intermittent efforts to appeal to the black market
well over a decade before WDIA went on the air. They did so,
however, with music, not with announcers. "If a sponsor had a
particular product,” Ferguson says, “that he wanted to reach a
large black audience with—say a hair pomade or something like
that—he would buy maybe fifteen minutes or an hour of a local
program.”

Then, in an effort to sell a “’skin lightener or a hair straightener”
designed specifically for black people, the station would do little
more than play what they considered to be black music during that
show which featured the sponsor’s product. Since not a single black
disc jockey had ever been publicly promoted on the air anywhere
in the South before WDIA, apparently no one had ever given se-
rious consideration to using a professional black voice to try to sell
the sponsor’s product to black people.

Black-owned businesses were already not uncommon in Mem-
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phis; nor was it extraordinarily unusual to hear black entertainers
on the air. But catering to the unfulfilled desires of black people
—their needs and wishes—by using black voices and thoughts was
still a radical concept, one not yet even recognized by the white
community.

Ferguson says he can remember talking a lot about black pro-
gramming before he actually tried it. Long conversations were held
with John Pepper. According to WDIA'’s first production manager,
Don Kern, Pepper was more apprehensive than Ferguson initially.
”I think Bert wanted to go all-black earlier, but John didn’t want
to do it,” says Kern, who was very close to both men in the be-
ginning. “’John said, ‘We’ll rock along, you know, we’ll make it,’
and Bert said, "We're beating a dead horse [with traditional pro-
gramming], we’re not doing it,” then finally John came around and
said, 'OK, we’ll give it a try.” ”

Ferguson also talked at length with Chris Spindel who, as the
first woman program director of WDIA, was herself something of
a novelty. I remember one day Bert said: ‘I want to walk around
the block with you,” ” Spindel recalls. “We were going broke. Bert
told me he was thinking about resigning and taking another job
somewhere else.” The turning point, as Spindel remembers it, was
a convention of Tennessee broadcasters she attended with Fer-
guson in Nashville. One of the speakers emphasized that the secret
in radio was finding the right audience. “Whether it’s teenagers,
fourteen to sixteen, or older folks thirty-nine to ninety-five,” Spin-
del says. “The man was saying that you need to gear your program
for one group.” She vividly recalls that she and Ferguson looked
at each other several times while the man spoke. Neither said
anything at the time: "We just made subliminal motions.”

Later that night, driving back to Memphis, she remembers that
Ferguson suggested for the first time: “Chris, what would you
think of going for the black people—just have black programming,
only blacks?”* Spindel, who was already bored silly by what she
described as "playing dull symphonies over and over,” immedi-
ately leaped at the prospect. “I'd go for it,”” she shouted, trying to

* Spindel is quoted here verbatim. However, since the word black was
always carefully avoided as a designation for black people in the late 1940s,
it is safe to assume that the word negro was used in the conversation.
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reinforce the idea as strongly as possible. Apparently it worked.
A very short time after that conversation, Bert Ferguson contacted
Nat D. Williams, and the experiment was on.

Ferguson remembers the Nashville meeting, but he is quite em-
phatic about what planted the idea permanently in his mind.
Though he had considered black programming for some time, it
didn’t seem to click, he says, until the day he just happened to
pick up a copy of Ebony magazine: “It had a story in there about
some station in Oklahoma, maybe Oklahoma City or Tulsa, and it
had some black programming. I don’t remember what it was ex-
actly.” In 1951 Ferguson told the black newspaper the Pittsburg
Courier that the story was ““about the success of a Negro news
commentator and analyst who angled his comments to Negro lis-
teners.” Although unable to recall the details of the article today,
Ferguson does remember quite clearly thinking that maybe “‘the
time was finally right to try some all-black programming.”

To say that the time was finally right was one of the great un-
derstatements in the history of American capitalism. Had Ferguson
explored beyond that Ebony article, he would have found out that
programming exclusively for a black audience was a gold mine
waiting to be tapped, especially in the heavily black-populated
Memphis listening area.

Since the Civil War, blacks had always made up approximately
10 percent of the total population of the United States, and even
after the Great Migration to the North during the 1920s and 1930s
the overwhelming percentage of those black people were still con-
centrated in the area south of the Mason-Dixon line.!s

Memphis, located right at the top of the rich Mississippi delta,
had long been a mecca for black sharecroppers and tenant farmers.
Starting at the lobby of the Peabody Hotel and stretching all the
way down to the Gulf Coast was some of the richest farm-
land on earth outside the Nile River valley; cotton was king and
Memphis was the seat of the throne.

Once it recovered from the devastating yellow fever epidemic of
the 1870s, it became one of the South’s fastest-growing cities—its
large black population, which had survived the epidemic, increas-
ing at an even faster rate than the white. The 1950 U.S. Census
listed 147,141 blacks living in the city itself. Just that figure alone
—giving blacks 37.3 percent of the total city population—would
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have been impressive enough, but if you added the larger periph-
ery of the WDIA listening area—which included twenty-seven ru-
ral counties where the black population was even bigger—blacks
numbered close to half a million people, and represented a stag-
gering 46.9 percent of the total listening audience.'®

More important than just numbers was the potential buying
power of these black people. Sponsor magazine, which was to keep
a close pulse on the black consumer market, estimated that as early
as 1946, the black population in the United States—what it termed
"the forgotten 15 million”—represented a potential ten- to twelve-
billion-dollar market. WDIA’s share of that market was to become
gargantuan. In 1954, for example, after the station boosted its out-
put to 50,000 watts, tremendously increasing its listening audience,
it estimated that it then reached a mind- boggling one-tenth of the
total black population of the entire United States. By then, how-
ever, DIA had done its homework carefully, and was calculating
that its audience alone had an annual take-home pay of one billion,
eighteen million dollars."”

Impressive statistics. Why then had Ferguson and Pepper here-
tofore failed to see the gold lying at the end of that rainbow? Why,
for that matter, did almost every other radio station in the entire
South allow this magic electronic vein to go unmined for so long?
Clearly, no one took advantage of its potential. KFFA in Helena,
Arkansas, and WJPR in Greenville, Mississippi, had dabbled in
black programming, but no radio station in the South had ever
used a black disc jockey and none in Memphis had even bothered
to sell time to a black business. Only very rarely had they even
pushed a product designed for black consumers.

Why did advertisers, who otherwise spend most of their waking
hours trying to find new markets for their products, act as if blacks
were hardly worthy of calculated concern? A constantly expanding
black economy, after all, was becoming more affluent every day.
African-Americans, already a population larger than Canada’s, was
an untapped market waiting to be exploited.

The only plausible explanation has to be the dominant mindset
of the South prior to 1948, which locked both radio stations and
their potential advertisers into a kind of racist tunnel vision, and
made certain assumptions about black people as potential consum-
ers that virtually destroyed any incentive sponsors might otherwise
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have had to capture the black radio market. "The conclusion we
can draw here,” notes Mark Newman, who has written a pioneer
study of black radio in America, is that advertisers were convinced
that the mass of southern blacks possessed neither the money
nor the opportunity to exercise their consumer initiative.”!®

Specifically, the mindset rested on a number of presuppositions
made by the white owners of the means of communication: (1) that
black people had very little money; (2) that even if they had money,
they didn’t own radios and wouldn’t listen to them anyway; (3)
that blacks would be insufficiently motivated to respond to and
seek out sponsors’ products specifically aimed at them; and (4) that
white sponsors feared that if their product got identified as one
that appealed primarily to a black audience it might alienate their
white consumers.

The latter point had a great deal of validity and was a cause of
considerable concern to WDIA in the very early days. In fact, Fer-
guson considered sponsors’ fear of product identification with the
black market one of the major obstacles he had to overcome.

Realizing that he would almost certainly stir up a hornet’s nest
of racial opposition just by putting a black announcer on the air,
Ferguson, with justifiable apprehension, anticipated that he would
have to mollify advertisers. “Remember, this is 1947,” he says now,
’and you just didn’t do black things in Memphis unless you were
on South Main Street or Beale Street.”

But Ferguson and Pepper had the courage to go ahead and try
black programming despite the criticism. “Bert and John . . . could
have been dynamited off of Union Avenue,” salesman Frank Arm-
strong says today, “but they tried it.”” Ferguson had no illusions,
however, about what was out there. He recalls: “The atmosphere
was such—with [political boss E. H.] Crump running everything—
and we could see him saying: ‘Look, we don’t want any nigger
radio station in town.” ”

Ferguson knew that in order for WDIA to be successful, public
disapproval was not nearly as big a barrier to break through as the
advertisers’ fear of product identification. Too often advertisers had
a knee-jerk reaction to any close connection of a product with a
black audience. The assumption always was that such a connection
would immediately kill any hope of selling the same product to
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whites. A black person endorsing a commercial, according to Chris
Spindel, “would have been the kiss of death to that product.”

Radio historian J. Fred MacDonald quotes black actor Frank Sil-
vera saying in 1950 that “if Pillsbury were to sponsor a show with
a black actor outside the acceptable stereotype . . . the next thing
you know it would be branded as ‘nigger flour’ and it would never
move.”!* At best, most sponsors felt that any money spent on black
advertising would be offset by the amount they would lose among
white buyers of their product. On this point, however, Ferguson
felt he might be slightly ahead of the game.

He was convinced, for instance, that since WDIA was already
on the air, sponsors might be less apprehensive than if the station
had come on originally as an exclusively black-programmed outlet.
Had they begun that way, WDIA just might have “alienated the
advertisers before we got started. We either didn’t have the cour-
age, or we were too smart, one or the other, to just start out all
black,” Ferguson now says with a laugh. In fact, he is confident
that the station caught much less flack both from sponsors and
from the general public because it began as an all-white station.

“We didn’t come on with any ballyhoo saying, ‘Now look, we
are an all-black radio station,” ” he says. “We were already on the
air for a year or so, and nobody paid any attention to us. Nobody
was listening particularly, and so, we just kinda slipped in.”” Even
so, despite the lack of fanfare, even after they made the switch,
for a short time at least, many sponsors still took a lot of persuading
before they were sure it was safe to advertise their product on an
all-black station.

But that is a later story. Whatever potential grief lay ahead Fer-
guson felt was now well worth the risk. Down and out, and flat
on his back in ratings and revenue, he felt the time was now right
to throw caution to the wind. With little to lose and only one
direction to go, he now tried what most other radio stations in
Memphis and the South never even allowed themselves to think
about. WDIA got its first African-American radio announcer, and,
in the process, wrote its personal page in the history of the black
adventure in the United States.

And what an announcer they got! Once the decision was actually
made, Ferguson’s immediate thought—fortunately, as it turned
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out for him, for the station, and for posterity in general—was Nat
D. Williams, a black high school history teacher, newspaper col-
umnist and popular vaudeville man, who was then emceeing Am-
ateur Night, live from the Palace Theater on Beale Street every
Tuesday night.

The show, which was broadcast for a number of years in Mem-
phis over WNBR (later WMPS), had already made Nat’s name a
household word in the black community.? No white man in 1947
appreciated that fact more than Bert Ferguson, who had little dif-
ficulty remembering Williams because of the popularity of the show
and especially because of Nat’s ability as an entertainer. Nat also
handled the Midnight Rambles, an all-black show put on each
Thursday night for an all-white audience. WHBQ used to carry the
latter show, also live from the stage of the Palace Theater, and Bert
Ferguson, who was then a young announcer working at WHBQ,
made Nat’s acquaintance while helping him with the broadcast.

“It was sponsored by some hair-coloring outfit in St. Louis,”
Ferguson says, remembering clearly how he had witnessed first-
hand the magnetic attraction of this extraordinary showman. What
he remembered most was that Nat was a professional and the show
was a winner. “I was familiar with Nat, and had already seen some
of the appeal black people brought into the station.”

That appreciation and admiration left little doubt then in Fer-
guson’s mind as to the person he should choose to meet the critical
test. It is hard to imagine a better choice.



Nat D. Williams:
The Beale Street genius

When Bert Ferguson chose Nat Williams to be the South’s first
black disc jockey, he knew he had a bonus package. Ferguson had
read enough radio commercials to know a bargain when he saw
one.

Rufus Thomas says that if Nat D. was the Jackie Robinson of
radio, then Bert Ferguson ““was the Branch Rickey.” By bringing
him to WDIA, Ferguson not only utilized Nat’s promethean talent
on the air, he also obtained Nat’s stockpile of connections with the
prime black performers in Memphis and the surrounding Mid-
South.

Nat’s name, of course, was already embedded in the conscious-
ness of the black community when Ferguson found him. I think
he was one of the most popular black people in this entire city,”
his daughter, Mrs. Naomi Williams Moody, rightly observes. Peo-
ple would just come up to him on the street, and ask him to sing
the “’Beale Street Blues.” He always accommodated them, accord-
ing to his other daughter, Mrs. Natolyn Williams Herron, even in
his last years, when his mind had failed almost completely. It
doesn’t make sense, he has had four strokes,”” Natolyn says of her
father at the end. “The doctor says he should not be living atall . . .
[and] the only thing he really remembers is the ‘Beale Street
Blues.” !

If Nat’s frequent appearance on Beale Street or his weekly news-
paper columns failed to keep his name before the public, his civic
activity allowed him constant community exposure. There was not
a single significant event in the Memphis black community—from

25
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the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee to the Tri-State Fair—that did not have
Nat Williams’ name attached to it. But his public involvement, his
proliferation in newsprint, and his stature as an educator all paled
by comparison to his larger reputation as entertainer, showman,
and emcee. One needs no better example of that reputation than
Nat’s role in the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee festivities.

Like Beale Street, Nat D. had become synonymous with the
Jubilee—in fact, he had given it its name. The festivities included
dances, a midway, and the crowning of the King and Queen
(WDIA’s Robert Thomas and Rufus Thomas both served as kings).
But the highlight was unquestionably its spectacular Grand Jubilee
Parade. Here Nat best personified his talent as emcee extraordinaire
by serving as its plenipotentiary head.

After WDIA switched to all-black programming, the annual event
was carried by remote on the station at 8:00 p.M., featuring a half-
hour warm-up before the parade. Nat, with his trusty sidekick
Rufus Thomas, clowned for the crowd while the other DIA disc
jockeys would introduce the entertainment. Both gospel and pop
stars appeared on the reviewing stand, pleasing both DIA's listen-
ing audience and the huge crowd assembled awaiting the appear-
ance of the first floats in the parade on the Friday night before the
white Cotton Carnival Parade that Saturday. Both parades often
used the same floats.

Nat handled the emcee job from the “royal reviewing stand” in
Handy Park, a few short blocks from Main Street, at the corner of
Beale and Third, where all the dignitaries sat to view the festivities.
For this specific event—once a year—the reviewing stand was
temporarily integrated. “White people who had never mingled
with black people” came out, according to Mrs. Venson. “Every-
body from the mayor on down would come down and [sit side by
side] for that parade.” Accompanying Nat and the other WDIA
stars would be the black King and Queen of the Cotton Makers’
Jubilee, along with the white King and Queen of the Cotton Car-
nival. They ceremoniously joined hands at Handy Park in an elab-
orate ritual befitting royalty, albeit mythological.

According to estimates in the Tri-State Defender, as many as
100,000 people turned out for the parade: “There were high school
bands, marching units, and crepe-covered convertible cars filled
with beautifully gowned girls.”” Although WDIA always had an
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elaborate float featuring DJs and both gospel and pop music, its
appearance drew little more than loud applause in front of the
grandstand.?

The reason was that the radio station’s float—and everything
else for that matter that appeared before the reviewing stand—ran
a miserably poor second to what was unquestionably the climactic
moment of the parade—the arrival of the band from Booker T.
Washington, the high school where Nat D. taught history and
social studies. It was always kept until the very last of the parade
because it was indeed what Nat's daughter Natolyn, who wit-
nessed many parades as a child and later participated as a member
of the BTW band, jokingly called the “piece de resistance.”

As they turned the corner of Main onto Beale, you could feel the
tension in the crowd, as Nat slowly started into his act. “Everybody
would go: ‘Booker T. Washington is coming,’ "’ says Natolyn, be-
cause there wasn’t a soul in the crowd who didn’t know that BTW
is where Nat taught school.

“Nat Daddy would then go: ‘I hear something coming down the
street! I think it's Booker T.! And, oh, boy, when he said that,
everybody would start screaming and clapping.” Here Nat dis-
played his magical mastery of the crowd best. Naomi says her father
was at his finest at generating audience excitement before the main
act arrived. And what an audience it was! [f 100,000 people turned
out for the parade, it seemed that at least 75,000 of them were right
there on Beale Street in front of the reviewing stand waiting for
the BTW band. ” ‘What is that I see?” he'd say. ‘I think I see some
green and gold [BTW’s colors].” * Naomi says people would begin
hanging out of windows now as the crowd on the street started
rocking and swaying to the music. Once the band turned the corner
on Main Street, making it visible to the crowd, “’Lord have mercy,”’
Naomi says, “it was outrageous!”

The band, of course, got right into the act. Just before starting
down the street, they would “just stall for a minute to regroup
and get ready to go down Beale Street,” because, according to
Natolyn, “it was time for serious business.” It got serious on the
grandstand as well. Nat and Rufus would stop their clowning now,
and Nat would take over completely. He would milk the suspense
as long as he could, sometimes breaking out into his own rendition
of the ““Beale Street Blues" as the crowd waited:
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You'll see pretty browns, in beautiful gowns,

You’ll see tailor-mades, and hand-me-downs,

You’ll meet honest men, and pickpockets skilled.

You'll find that business never closes til somebody gets killed.
If Beale Street could walk, if Beale Street could talk,

Married men would pick up their beds and walk.

Except one or two, who never drink booze,

And the blind man on the corner singing the Beale Street Blues.

By the time the band approached the grandstand itself, most
parade viewers had worked themselves up into a complete frenzy.
According to Natolyn, “the police couldn’t handle the crowd,”
which would often pour out into the street to march with them. It
was a wild moment for Beale Streeters and band members. Natolyn
says the excitement was indescribable—little wonder that the band
started practicing in December for the parade in May.*

Whether emcee of the Jubilee Parade or the annual Blues Bowl
Football Game, Nat was constantly in the limelight. While at BTW,
where he would appear frequently with a derby hat, spats, and a
walking stick, students jockeyed for position to get Nat as a teacher,
knowing it would relieve the boredom of regular schoolwork. Mrs.
Dora Todd, who taught with Nat at BTW for over forty years,
remembers: “Children strove to get into his classroom.” Not only
would they “get something that would carry them through life,”
she says, ““they wanted to get in because they knew they would
be entertained.”

Entertaining folks had always been second nature to Nathaniel
Dowd Williams, who was born October 19, 1907, in Memphis. As
befits the man who would carry the unofficial mantle of ““The Voice
of Beale Street,” Nat was born right on the thoroughfare that “gave
birth to the blues.” Although there is some disagreement as to
whether he was born on the corner of Beale and Orleans or Beale
and Turley, there is no question that he arrived on this earth some-

*The precise wording of the original song is “If Beale Street could talk,
if Beale Street could talk,/Married men would have to take their beds and
walk. . . . And the blind man on the corner who sings the Beale Street
Blues.” Lyrics copyright © W. C. Handy, published by Handy Brothers
Music Co., Inc. N.Y., N.Y.
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where along that famous street in Memphis that W. C. Handy gave
to the world. Nor is there any question about his lifelong love for
Beale Street. As he put it so often: “I'm a Beale Streeter by birth,
rearing, and inclination.’”’s

Though he sometimes left different impressions with different
folks, all those who knew Nat Williams well agreed that he was a
near-genius with an encyclopedic memory and an almost super-
human energy level required for the many roles he played in his
extraordinary lifetime. Nat was both profound and hilarious. ""He
could be a clown and put on a show,” recalls Robert Morris, who
taught in a room adjoining Nat’s at BTW for overa quarter-century.
"“But then, all of a sudden, he would turn serious. His mind was
so good, he could be typing and talking to you at the same time.”’

Perceptive, trenchant, dazzling, irrepressible, but always feisty
and funny, Nat “Dee,” as he was most often called, was truly a
Renaissance man. He was a scholar, teacher, writer, philosopher,
lecturer, entertainer, disc jockey, impresario, emcee, pundit, sage,
workaholic, and bon vivant all at the same time.

Nat’s typical work day went like this: he arose at 5:00 a.M. in
order to be ready to go on the air at 6:30. His morning show lasted
until eight o’clock, at which time he drove to Booker T. Washington
High School, where he taught until 3:15. While there, he helped
edit the school newspaper, The Washingtonian, organized the annual
fund-raising event—the Ballet—trained the pep squad, assisted
students with senior speeches, taught social studies (history, so-
ciology, and economics), “’bootlegged” African-American history,
and helped inspire several generations of black Americans who
would leave their mark on Memphis and the nation. Nat taught,
among others, NAACP head Benjamen Hooks; at one time he had
more of his students in various state legislatures across the country
than any other black teacher.

When school ended, Nat would then head back to WDIA for his
afternoon show, from 4:00 until 5:30 p.M. All the while this was
going on, he also wrote regular weekly columns for either the Tri-
State Defender, the Memphis World, the Chicago Defender, or the
Pittsburgh Courier, assisted friends and colleagues by ghost-writing
MA theses and Ph.D. dissertations, taughta regular Sunday-school
class and sang in the church choir (which he never missed in over
forty years), led the Boy Scout troop for the church, served as a
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guiding spirit behind the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee, helped coordinate
the Tri-State Fair, and still found time for his wife and children at
home!

But let’s go back to the beginning. If Beale Street is where Nat
wanted to be, that’s exactly where he was, mostly—especially in
the early days of his life. However, as a child, he had been explicitly
forbidden to go near there. "It was considered . . . well, not sinful,
but more or less wrong for people to be associated with Beale
Street,” Nat recalled during an interview late in his life, “especially
from the standpoint of the church people.”®

Like so many extraordinarily successful African-Americans of his
generation, Nat D. Williams was the grandson of former slaves.
His mother and father, Albert and Hattie Williams, were working-
class people who were seldom around. They separated when Nat
was still a child and, though he continued to see them both, he
was never very close to either. His father drove a cotton dray,
while his mother was a cook for a man named John Gaston, who
later had a hospital in Memphis named for him. Nat’s full name
was actually Nathaniel Dowd Gaston Williams, but he later
dropped the Gaston. Much later in life, Nat fondly remembered
his mother as "a popularly known young lady because she loved
to sing and dance” on Beale Street.”

According to Dora Todd, who knew him about as well as anyone,
Nat was actually raised by his grandmother, Mrs. Louisa Williams,
whom everyone affectionately called Miss Lou. “Sometimes these
grandparents take these children,” Mrs. Todd recalls today, em-
phasizing that the grandmother was a firm disciplinarian.

Beale Street, with its honkytonk saloons, beer parlors, and gam-
bling establishments, was, to Miss Lou’s way of thinking, a modern
Sodom and Gomorrah, and thus officially off limits to her grandson
while he was growing up. The ancestral ban, however, only served
to make the forbidden fruit even more alluring for a man like Nat
Williams, whose insatiable mind and curious spirit led him to the
magic charm of Memphis’ most acclaimed avenue. “Anything
could happen on Beale Street,”” Nat later wrote, and ““respectable
people didn’t go down there.”

Beale Street’s music, its night life, and, of course, its people
proved an irresistible attraction far beyond any arbitrary prohibition



Nat D. Williams: The Beale Street genius 3

imposed on a young man by a stern matriarch. Beale Street became
Nat D.’s natural domicile; in no time at all he acquired what was
to become an obsessive infatuation with it. Beale, the place where
both Nat and the blues first saw the light of day, became his second
home.®

Before WDIA began its black-appeal broadcasting, Beale Street
was almost the only thing in Memphis blacks had to call their own,
and they congregated naturally to it as a temporary refuge from
the daily degradations of the white world. “'To [W. C.] Handy and
untold other blacks,” newspaper reporters and Beale Street ob-
servers Margaret McKee and Fred Chisenhall, wrote, ‘‘Beale be-
came as much a symbol of escape from despair as had Harriet
Tubman’s underground railroad.’"?

Beale seemed to be one of the few places in Memphis where
blacks could mingle comfortably. Black Hall of Fame photographer
Ernest Withers recalls that it was the only place where you never
had to worry about white harassment. B. B. King, who began
his career at WDIA, also recalled feeling uneasy on other streets
downtown, like Main or Gayoso. “We believed Beale Street was
ours. . . . You could get justice on Beale Street, you get whatever
was available for people on Beale Street.”” Above all, B. B. con-
cluded, Beale Street ‘’really meant pride.”

Rufus Thomas, one of WDIA’s superstars, later recalled that
Beale Street was where black folks went “’to forget about whatever
problems they had during the week.” Nat’s daughter Natolyn re-
members feeling awkward and uncomfortable going in and trying
on clothes in white stores on Main Street, but on Beale Street she
could go shopping and not be afraid. I could buy clothes, I could
see a doctor,” and most important of all, the people who waited
on her “were all black people.”1°

Nat carried on a lifelong love affair with the thoroughfare. He
composed homages to it and soon became its guardian and guru.
He could be philosophical about it (“It gave you a laugh, it gave
you a cry, or it gave you a funeral”). Or he could be downright
poetic (“There will always be a Beale Street, because Beale Street
is a spirit,” he wrote. “Beale Street is a symbol . . . Beale Street is
a way of life . . . Beale Street is hope”). Perhaps his most famous
refrain, repeated in print, spoken softly across the airwaves, and
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articulated in front of many live audiences, was the tag line from
the ““Beale Street Blues” itself: “’I'd rather be there than any place
I know!”1!

Beale Street’s high-profile reputation as a natural training ground
for the country’s finest black musicians has obscured the fact that
it also served as a fertile womb for other entertainers—comedians,
singers, and dancers—some of whom were later brought to work
at WDIA by Nat Williams. Serving as Beale’s unofficial impresario,
and later, as emcee of its famous Amateur Night, very little local
talent of any kind escaped Nat D.’s ubiquitous eye.

WDIA would later become known as the “’starmaker” station
because many of the country’s luminaries like B. B. King, Bobby
Blue Bland, and Rufus Thomas began there. But before those stars
ever graduated from WDIA, they had all previously spent years in
the school of hard knocks, working the honkytonks and juke joints
of Beale Street.

Certainly, Nat himself got an indispensable kind of education
on Beale Street, but not the formal kind. The latter he received in
the segregated school system of Memphis. He joked later in life
about how all of his instruction in school came from black teachers.
“I suspect if the white teachers had come in there,” he laughed,
“we would have been so shocked, we never would have learned
a thing.”? He finished elementary grades at Clay Street School in
Memphis, one of the first public schools for blacks, and then went
on to graduate valedictorian at Kortrecht, at the time the only black
high school in the entire city.

Kortrecht was only a three-year institution, however, which
meant that Nat, like everyone who attended, graduated in the
eleventh rather than the twelth grade. It also meant that when he
arrived at Tennessee Agriculture and Industrial School in Nashville
(today Tennessee State), he didn’t have the sixteen units necessary,
so he had to take extra courses to qualify as a freshman. Doing
extra college work came naturally, though, to Nat D. Williams,
who loved learning and who attended a number of other colleges
and universities during his lifetime.

Since his only degrees—both bachelor and master’s—came from
Tenn. A. & I, it is clear that his motivation in taking frequent
summer classes at various prestigious schools, such as the Uni-
versity of Chicago, Columbia, and Northwestern was not to see
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how many sheepskins he could acquire, but to indulge his seem-
ingly insatiable quest for knowledge."

Nat was a lifelong learner who, despite the many colleges and
universities he attended, was mostly self-educated. The particular
college awarding the degree was relatively unimportant to a man
whose voracious desire for understanding left him curious about
everything. His daughter recalls that he read one or two books and
the Bible every night. Dora Todd, who shared her house with
Nat—as a friend—confirms this. Nat sublet Dora Todd’s house at
385 South Cynthia St. while she continued to live there; Nat actually
married his second wife, Lucille, right in Dora’s kitchen. "He never
went to bed at night unless he had a book, and he was so near-
sighted [putting her hand only inches from her face] he’d hold it
right here.”

Nat, and practically everybody he knew, liked to joke about his
terrible eyesight—they used to call him "“3-D”—but in fact he took
it seriously enough to teach his children to turn out the lights and
walk in the dark at home for fear that they might someday lose
their eyesight. His own poor vision did not deter his appetite for
the printed word. Mrs. Rosa Robinson, who also taught with Nat
at BTW, says he even read in the halls at school if he was on duty.
Nat undoubtedly would have accumulated enormous knowledge
even if he had never had a higher education.

Even attending the one college that awarded him his two degrees
was, according to Nat, somewhat serendipitous. After graduating
from Kortrecht, he had gone to Nashville originally not to go to
Tennessee A. & I., but to attend the more prestigious institution,
located in the same town, Fisk University. However, at the time
he arrived, W. E. B. DuBois, the preeminent black educator, was
leading a protest at the all-black Fisk because the university pres-
ident was white. With Fisk out of session, Nat just sauntered over
to Tennessee A. & I. and began his college education there. “When
I went up there,” Nat later recalled, “they had no place for me
because the students were out [on strike].” With no school in
session and "'no train fare back home,’’ he laughingly recollected,
Tennessee A. & 1. “’decided to let me stay, since I didn’t have any
other place to go."

After finishing college in 1928, Nat headed off immediately to
New York City. While he was there he took a job briefly as news
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editor for the New York State Contender at the same time that he
freelanced for several other papers, including the Pittsburgh Cou-
rier. He also took a few courses at Columbia University."

Information about Nat’s very brief stay in the big city is sketchy,
but it is known that during this time he lived with Ted Posten,
another newspaperman and an old fraternity brother of Nat’s from
Tennessee State. Posten, who would later become famous as a
writer for the New York Post, went to New York first, and Nat
later joined him. The two men became livelong friends and stayed
in touch for many years, though they seldom saw each other except
on special occasions, such as the time they covered the story of
the assassination of Martin Luther King together. Natolyn Williams
remembers “Uncle Ted” and her father staying up all night at the
Lorraine Hotel on that fateful night in Memphis when King was
murdered.

The New York newspapers were the first of a number of pub-
lications for which Nat would write during the course of his life-
time. And write he did! His messages offered meaning to high-
and lowbrow alike. Though his thoughts were profound and eru-
dite, he was always careful to speak in the colloquial, a practice
that would also characterize his style on the air at WDIA. Nat’s
daughter Naomi still remembers how his folksy words of wisdom
have stuck with her over the years: “When I was talking too much,
he’d say to me: I the fish hadn’t opened his mouth, Naomi, he
wouldn’t be in the frying pan right now!" ”

Nat wrote thousands of articles over the years, most of which
. appeared under his regular bylines. Beginning in 1931, he started
writing for the semiweekly Memphis World, becoming an associate
editor and developing a weekly column. That continued until 1952,
when he switched to the newly established Memphis Tri-State De-
fender, though for a short while he continued to write for both
papers.' He soon became city editor of the Defender and began
composing a "Dark Shadows” column that ran continuously until
poor health stopped him in the early 1970s. His bylines from both
papers were often carried nationally in the Pittsburgh Courier and
the Chicago Defender."

Nat’s literary style ignited in his weekly newspaper columns. In
keeping with his comic/serious personality, Nat liked to write about
important or solemn subjects in a deliberately humorous vein.
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Couching his articles constantly in down-home conversational lan-
guage, he was fond of quoting homilies ostensibly from the lips of
such unimpeachable sources as “Swilly” (Silly Willy) or “"Swampy”’
or “Swimph.” He waxed eloquent and philosophical on subjects
as serious as black self-hatred or as flippant as the feeling Beale
Streeters had standing in front of the famous One-Minute Cafe
inhaling “the mixed aromas of fried catfish, chitlings, spaghetti
and meatballs, and fat, sizzling hot dogs covered with slaw, which
some of the boys call ‘Beale Street club sandwiches.’ "8

Whether writing for the paper or speaking into a WDIA micro-
phone, Nat could be entertaining and interesting without being
incomprehensible. He could champion formidable causes like civil
rights as well as lampoon his black brothers and sisters for their
frailties and shortcomings. In the words of one author, “’Nat prod-
ded, criticized, satirized, and scrutinized every aspect of life.”’19 His
good friend and lifelong colleague, Mrs. Dora Todd, says that Nat
could write on any subject and make it a good read. “If you told
him to write a story about a pin,” she says, “he could make in-
teresting subject matter of the pin.” Always he wrote and spoke
with a passion and flair which made his delivery as unique as his
distinctive closing signature, “Now Whatchutbet?”*

If writing was Nat’s first calling, however, it was almost im-
mediately subordinated to the larger obsession in his life, public
teaching. By 1930 he had left the New York newspaper and re-
turned to Memphis to take a teaching position at the brand-new
four-year Booker T. Washington High School. Nat was still twenty
years away from the fame that would surround him at WDIA, but
already his outside interests were legion. Besides all the extracur-
ricular activity he took on with his new teaching assignments, he
continued to write for various black newspapers.

He was to remain at BTW continuously until his retirement in
1972 after forty-three years because he was able to channel all that
astonishing energy into other projects at the same time that he
taught.” For more than thirty years he wrote his weekly column
under the heading “Down on Beale.” It was an appropriate title,
for no one was more in touch with the pulse and spirit of the street
than Nat D. Williams. "I remember he would take me down on
Beale Street,” Natolyn Williams recalls today, “and everybody
knew Nat-Daddy” (still her affectionate way of referring to her
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father). “When we were kids and people called him Nat D., we
just assumed that the D. must be for daddy, so we just called him
Nat-Daddy.”*

His short, thick stature made Nat impish and lovable, while his
infectious grin, and, above all, the Coke-bottle eye-glasses, made
his presence on Beale Street unmistakable to all, especially after
1933, when he began emceeing Amateur Night from one of the
boulevard’s most famous landmarks, the Palace Theater.? Estab-
lished by an Italian, Antonio Barraso, as a showplace for fledgling
black entertainers in the early part of the twentieth century, Am-
ateur Night at the Palace was the Memphis counterpart to the New
York Apollo Theater’s talent show.

Nat Williams inspired local blacks to come forth and display their
ability on stage and also served as the show’s emcee. Nat was an
exemplary choice as the South’s first designated black disc jockey
because he was not only a natural-born entertainer himself, he also
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had intimate contact with the best of the Mid-South’s black talent
pool, whom he would later draw upon to work at the radio station.

Prior to WDIA, there were really only three vehicles for the
expression of black performers in the city of Memphis and, sig-
nificantly enough, Nat Williams was in charge of all three: Amateur
Night on Beale Street; the Jubilect, which was the talent portion of
the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee; and Booker Washington’s Ballet. Am-
ateur night was for many years the sole vehicle.?

A number of Beale Street theaters, like the Palace, the Daisy, the
New Daisy, and the Handy, had movies during the week, then
switched to live entertainment on weekends, but when a stage
show came through, it might stay for a full week. Although big-
name entertainers like W. C. Handy, Louis Armstrong, Duke El-
lington, Count Basie, Bessie Smith, Big Mamma Thornton, and Ella
Fitzgerald would occasionally appear at the Palace (Nat developed
close personal friendships with all of them), many were lured to
the theater by the famous Brownskin Models, the most beautiful
black (or, perhaps more accurately, delicately brown) chorus girls
around. Carefully selected for their light tan hue, the Models were
Beale Street’s version of the famous Rockettes, no doubt a major
reason why the show was always a sellout.*

But the Palace’s most rewarding service was not treating fans to
an evening of raucous entertainment: It served as a kind of midwife
for the birth of promising young black talent in Memphis and the
Mid-South. Every Tuesday night at eight each potential new black
star was given the opportunity to exhibit his or her skills before
what was considered to be one of the world’s most demanding
audiences. At New York’s Apollo Theater, the audience was so
tough, “they would boo their mama off the stage,” according to
Rufus Thomas, who took over as emcee for Nat at the Palace in
1940. “But they weren’t as tough as Memphis,” Rufus adds
proudly.?

The Palace complement to the Apollo’s famous backstage hook
man (who literally pulled you off the stage if the audience didn't
like the performance) was known as the Lord High Executioner of
Beale Street. Carrying a pearl-handled revolver that fired blanks as
soon as the boos and catcalls got loud enough, the Executioner’s
fatal round killed the dreams of instant stardom which had given
the intrepid novices the courage to challenge the demanding Palace
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audience in the first place. Morosely nicknamed the Graveyard of
Champions, the Palace Theater on any given Amateur Night usu-
ally featured dancers, jugglers, comics, “jug bands, glass eaters,
and snake charmers,” all desperately trying to avoid the dreaded
Executioner’s blast.?

Nat would usually warm up the audience with a song, dance,
or comic routine and then introduce the various aspirants, who
waited in the wings for their momentary chance at fame and for-
tune. Nat's introductory quips were as famous as the performers
themselves. “We've got the fastest tap dancer [to] ever hit Beale
Street,”” Nat would announce. “He goes so fast, he’s through before
he commences.”

Amateurs competed fiercely every Tuesday night for the bonus
prize money—five dollars for first, three for second, and two for
third.” One of the local aspirants who frequently competed for that
money was a young skinny blues singer from Mississippi named
Riley King. One needs no better example of the Amateur Night-
WDIA connection than B. B. King himself, who actually started
performing on Amateur Night in 1946, and was later lured to
WDIA.

Most of DIA’s artist pool was not drawn from the talent of Beale
Street’s Amateur Night, however. The immediate predecessor
which connected the radio station with the immense reservoir of
local black entertainers in Memphis was Booker T. Washington’s
famous Ballet, also supervised and overseen by Nat D. Williams.

The Ballet started out as a fund-raiser at BTW to purchase items
needed for the school. “It was supposed to be separate but equal,”
Dora Todd acutely observes, “but it never was.” Since the Board
of Education never provided equal funds for the black schools
in Memphis, some of the BTW faculty decided to do something
about it.

Shortly after BTW was established in 1926, several local teachers
—first A. W. Murrell, then Crystal Tulli—began the Ballet and
turned the profits over to BTW's first principal, G. P. Hamilton,
who used the money to purchase badly needed typewriters. When
Crystal Tulli was dismissed after she wed the famous musician
Jimmy Lunceford (female teachers then were not allowed to marry),
Nat D. took over.

Under Nat's tutelage, and with the help of another future WDIA




Nat D. Williams: The Beale Street genius 39

star, Maurice Hulbert, Jr., the Ballet moved from a modest fund-
raiser to a major star-studded production. Nat also popularized the
spectacle; instead of appealing to ““well-to-do families,” with very
formal dance numbers like ballet, Nat incorporated more popular
acts like song and comedy routines as well as tap dance. One of
his students at BTW, Rufus Thomas, helped change the style of
the Ballet by performing both comedy and tap dance. The old Ballet
was “‘sophisticated and pretty,” says Rufus, whom Nat would later
bring to WDIA to become one of its superstars. “We had no so-
phistication and we were ugly,” he recalls, ’but we had some kinda
show!”

Nat also encouraged other talented students to come out just as
he encouraged reluctant entertainers to get on the stage at the
Palace Theater for Amateur Night. Held originally at BTW High
School, the Ballet grew so big they soon had to take it to downtown
Ellis Auditorium. Robert Morris, Nat’s close friend and colleague
who assisted Williams and Hulbert at BTW for many years, re-
members that the crowd got so large, even after moving to the
auditorium, they had to hold it on two or three consecutive nights.?

The Ballet was little more than Amateur Night on Beale Street
transformed to Booker T. Washington High School. In essence it
was a variety show, showcasing local talent only. Costumes were
made in the home economics department, and even though only
BTW students were used, the Ballet soon became the major black
talent show in the city. Those students who participated were the
envy of every other student. Stories circulated at the time about
students changing schools just to be in the Ballet.

Though most of the credit for the extraordinary success of the
Ballet clearly belongs to Maurice Hulbert Jr., its gifted producer,
Nat, as emcee, was responsible for coordinating the talent and
bringing it all together. His magnetic personality seemed to attract
entertainers of all kinds.

But it was not just his reputation as an entertainer or impresario
that drew Bert Ferguson to Nat Williams. He was also impressed
with his proficiency as an informer. Nat’s ability to communicate
—whether informing students at BTW or the readers of his news-
paper columns—was an asset Ferguson knew to be indispensable
for the South’s first black radio personality. Therefore, when he
began to actively pursue Nat’s assistance for the brave new radio
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world he was about to inaugurate, he looked for both the enter-
tainer and the writer. In seeking him out, racial custom dictated
that he go not where Williams entertained but where he informed.
WDIA'’s general manager did not head off to Beale Street or BTW
High School to find his first black DJ, but to the austere offices of
the Memphis World, where Nat spent what little free time he had
working on his column.

When he arrived, Ferguson found him in the midst of a scene
which would become as emblematic of Nat D. Williams at work as
his Coke-bottle glasses and his ear-to-ear grin were to his presence
on the street. What Ferguson discovered when he arrived at the
World office was Nat, as always, riveted to his desk, ubiquitous
pipe in his mouth, assiduously toiling away. He could sit for hours,
hunched rigidly over his typewriter, eyes straining fiercely only
inches from the paper he labored so desperately to see.

From the moment Ferguson broached the subject of WDIA, Nat
was receptive. According to Tan Magazine, Nat had already been
around to some of the other Memphis radio stations, “attempting
to sell himself as a disc jockey [but] was made the object of derisive
laughter.”? So, understandably, he grabbed Ferguson’s offer, cot-
toning quickly to the idea of adding the title of radio announcer
to his already long list of varied credentials. “He was tickled about
it right away,” Ferguson recalls. “You know, Nat loved to talk, so
he jumped at the chance.”

It was a decision neither Nat nor WDIA would ever regret. Before
it was all over, the two men would turn Memphis radio upside
down and accelerate a media transformation that would spread
across the entire nation.



D>

Breaking the color barrier

At 4:00 r.M. on October 25, 1948, when Nat D. Williams finally
scaled Southern radio’s color hurdle, no one—not Nat or Bert Fer-
guson or John Pepper—knew exactly what was going to happen
the instant a professional-sounding black voice began slowly to
permeate the all-white airwaves right in the heart of Dixie.

There was good reason to feel fear and trepidation. The emo-
tional climate in the South in the pre-civil rights era made any new
experiment that threatened to drastically change the racial order
potentially explosive. In 1948, Memphis itself was still a big country
town—the unofficial capital of the Mid-South—composed mostly
of white folk who had journeyed from the small farms and towns
of Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee, bringing with them the
customs, habits, and prejudices they had grown up with. Thus the
accepted wisdom of many Memphians at the time was that even
though black people might know very little else, they were always
supposed to know their place.

Perhaps David James best summarized the Southern racial mood
when he responded to a question about the possibility—albeit
remote—of any black announcers being on the air at the Forest
City, Arkansas, radio station where he had worked before he joined
DIA: “There was such a huge chasm between blacks and whites
in the South in the late forties that if any black had been put on
the air before Nat, all hell would have broken loose.” Many feared
that all hell still might just break loose when an African-American
first began conducting his own radio show as a full-fledged disc
jockey in 1948!

41
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When the station’s big moment finally arrived, Nat D. Williams
carefully took his position inside the smallest of WDIA's three
broadcast studios. The largest of these was reserved mostly for live
entertainment and contained a piano and an auxilary room for
recording. The two smaller studios were separated by a large glass,
which allowed Nat—sitting alone in his studio with only a mike
and a program log—to look directly into the adjacent studio con-
taining the elaborate control-board console. This is where the white
staff announcer sat as he operated that console and cued Nat
through the glass.

Finishing the 3:55 newscast at four o’clock sharp, the announcer
gently touched the console turntable’s on switch, setting in motion
the theme song for the “Tan Town Jamboree,” the name given to
Nat’s groundbreaking show. The haunting strains of the indigo-
tinted notes of the Memphis Blues lifted out over the airwaves,
and Nat D. Williams was introduced to Memphis and the Mid-
South.

The staff announcer slowly opened Nat’s mike, gave him the on-
air cue, then sat back and waited anxiously (along with all the other
WDIA personnel) for the first words of the Mid-South’s first black
disc jockey. Let Nat pick up the story here:

And when I got on the air that first day . . . when they stuck the
microphone out there for me to start talking, I forgot everything
I was supposed to say. So I broke out in a raucous laugh because
I was laughing myself out of the picture. And of all things, every-
body else in the place started laughing too, and that brought back
to me what I was supposed to say.'

The laugh had served as a convenient crutch for Nat D.’s first
moment on the air. It not only helped break the initial tension, it
provided a transitional instant needed to gain composure—just
long enough to allow Nat to fall back on his natural gift for gab.
“A laugh is a pretty good foil for fending off a lot of unpleasant-
ness,” he admitted later, “if it's used at the right time with the
right sound effects.”

In other words, it started out as an accident, even though most
probably thought it had been rehearsed, but it didn’t matter. Nat
D.’s big baritone laugh quickly became his trademark. And why
not? It was a wonderfully natural way to begin a show! A good
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guttural belly laugh right up front was (if nothing else) highly
infectious, instantly putting his audience at ease. He would come
to open almost all his shows with it over the next two decades as
he quickly grew from WDIA’s curious nervous laugher to one of
the most influential disc jockeys in the United States.

The laugh became as much a part of his logo as the station’s call
letters; fans came to expect it whether he appeared on the air or
in person. He never disappointed them, as if he were still giving
thanks for the assistance that first chortle provided. He later ex-
plained to an interviewer that the laugh was sometimes deceptive.
“When you see me laughin’, I'm laughin’ just to keep from cryin’,”
he confessed. "I ain’t always tickled to death when you see me
laying out for dead.”?

Chris Spindel, WDIA's first continuity chief, program director,
and Bert Ferguson’s close personal friend, remembers Nat's first
day distinctly. “We were all very nervous. You could feel the ten-
sion in the air.” A minor conspiracy of silence coupled with the
pretense that it was just another ordinary working day at the radio
station was all part of the anxious morning prologue to what would
be WDIA’s moment to record itself in the history books.

Even though no one openly discussed it, however, it is cer-
tainly safe to assume that the name of Nat D. Williams was
never very far from the collective consciousness of WDIA’s white
employees. "It was a big deal, and I knew it was,” Spindel says.
“But I had been telling myself: ‘Stay calm and steady. This may
work, and it may not.” ”* Salesmen Sam Willis, Hull Withers, and
Dan Poag had difficulty staying calm because they had the most
at stake in this uncharted experiment. All realized that if it failed,
WDIA itself would probably go down the tube—and they along
with it.

Upstairs, Ruth Hale’s traffic department appeared to have the
least invested in the test. Traffic had done nothing special with the
copy that Nat would read during his first show; most commercial
spots on this momentous day were not markedly different from
those that had been running previously. Downstairs other person-
nel, like Mattie Lee Russell, Bert Ferguson’s secretary, and Agnes
Pirotti, who answered the phone on the front desk, just waited
patiently. They could do little else. Since zero hour for the Tan
Town Jamboree was not until four in the afternoon, most of the
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station’s employees were already thinking about going home by
the time the star attraction arrived.

Ferguson made the decision to put Nat on at four in the afternoon
for two reasons. First of all, he says, “somebody had had a program
for a black hair-pomade-type thing” on another station at four
o’clock. Secondly and more practically, Nat did not get out of school
until then. This day, like all others in Mr. Williams’ already busy
life, had been totally preoccupied until 3:15, not with matters of
radio but with his chores at BTW High School.

And, of course, this day at WDIA had been concerned with its
regular program schedule, which started at 6:30 in the morning,
and did not deviate from the norm until Nat’s arrival. In short,
until four in the afternoon on October 25, 1948, it had been just
another tediously regular broadcast day.

To appreciate the complete contrast of Nat Williams with WDIA’s
regular format, it is helpful to see just exactly what preceded Mem-
phis’ first black announcer his first day on the air. Until the Tan
Town Jamboree disturbed the airwaves, WDIA’s weekly program
schedule—designed, like those of all Memphis stations, for the
white-folks-only audience—looked like this:

6:30: the Country Boys 11:00: Rex Torian

7:00: Rev. B. R. Lewis 11:30: Hillbilly Party

7:15: Baptist Period 11:45: Music, News

7:30: Canyon Cowboys 12:00 noon: Rex Torian
7:45: Music, News 12:15: Sons of the Pioneers
8:00: Wake Up Memphis 12:30: Mel Allen

8:30: Frank Parker 12:45: Music, News

8:45: Music, News 1:00: Hillbilly Party

9:00: Dick and Jeanna 1:30: Lombardo Discs
9:15: Moondreams 1:45: Music, News

9:30: Adventure 2:00: Sentimental Journey
9:45: Music, News 2:30: Markets Journey
10:00: Kiddy Korner 2:45: Music, News

10:30: Betty Miller 3:00: Swing the Blues
10:45: Music, News 3:45: Music, News?

At four o’clock, Nat’s Jamboree took the place of something called
"“Deems Taylor,” which was the name of the man who, according
to production manager Don Kern, was then considered “the H. B.
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Kaltenborn of the classics.” The contrast could not have been more
striking. According to Chris Spindel, going from Taylor, a com-
mentator for a classical music program—"every foreign word cor-
rectly pronounced”—to Nat D., who always spoke a down-home
street language, was “like going from night to day.”

Taylor’s show had lasted for thirty minutes, and was followed
at 4:30 with “Say It with Music.” Then at five o’clock a fifteen-
minute show called The 730 Express preceded the Rosary Hour
and sign-off at 6:15.

Although most DIA personnel had no idea what Nat D. was
thinking on this fateful day, Nat himself talked eloquently of the
adventure in his regular column in the Memphis World about a
month after it was all over. “’I had the idea that the whole town
should get excited over the fact that a new and revolutionary radio
program had been launched,” Nat observed, tongue placed firmly
in cheek, ““that drums should be beaten . . . that some kind of
medals should be awarded . . . that folk should fall over backward
to acclaim the project.” Alas, Nat noted, he had had a hard time
even finding any reference to this momentous event anywhere in
print. “Of course, I can see why the white journals haven’t come
out with headlines about it,”” he chided, ‘but for the life of me, I
can’t help feeling that the local sepia sheet should have added a
line or so.”

In fact, Memphis’ only black newspaper, the World, had failed
to mention that one of their very own black writers had had the
honor of becoming the first black disc jockey in the South. Instead,
most of the paper’s attention during this time had been taken up
with its crusade to hire Memphis’ first black policeman. Nat de-
voted his entire column to the World’s failure to cover the event
and took the occasion to jokingly scold the press in general for not
saying more about it.

On a more serious note, Nat reflected on the importance of the
historic moment. Although he comprehended better than anyone
its meaning, he did not delude himself about why the decision was
made to try him on the air. In his column he praised Ferguson and
Pepper as “’progressive young men . . . who have seen a vision,”
but he also noted that “they are businessmen. They don’t neces-
sarily love Negroes. They make that clear.””* Nat did not debunk
Ferguson and Pepper’s intention, however. He believed, like
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Booker T. Washington, that the potential economic power blacks
held could be the key to their political destiny.

He later told an interviewer that he had “a sneaking suspicion
that soon somebody hereabout was going to wake up to the amount
of money floating around in Negro jeans, just crying out loud as
a ready market.”* Like Washington, Nat fervently believed that
that market represented the best, and perhaps only, hope for a
new future for black Americans. He said it with the usual pith in
another one of the rhyming phrases that headed his weekly col-
umn, this time quoting the mythical Swimph as the author.

‘Monst all this talk

About integration,

As collud folk balk

‘Gainst segregation,

Looms one bodacious tho't:
It's called ‘dollar-gration’!

Later, while speculating about why he was picked to be the
South’s first black DJ, Nat even mockingly joked that Ferguson
had selected him in particular no doubt because white folks thought
all blacks looked alike: I was the first Negro he saw that he would
work with . . . and he figured that I ought to be representative of
all of ‘em since I looked so much like ‘em.”””

Nat was well aware that the primary motivation behind the sta-
tion’s bold adventure was the potential money that might be made
in black radio: “One of the most neglected markets in the Mid-
South is the Negro market. And that’s true because so many white
businessmen take the Negro for granted.” He then went on to
praise WDIA’s white management for recognizing that there was
“‘a new Negro’ in the United States today. He’s a Negro who
believes he is a man. . . .”Nat finished in his usual upbeat way,
proudly proclaiming that the day had finally arrived when this
“new Negro” was “willing to take his chances and pay the price
of responsible citizenship and responsible performance.’’*

Nat Williams was clearly relishing the opportunity WDIA had
given him to demonstrate to Memphis and the world that black
people were ready to meet any challenge that came along. Ap-
pearing completely confident that he could perform whatever task
was assigned, Nat was not overly concerned that he was about to
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take on a job with which he had no familiarity or training. That
radio for him was a brand-new, untried medium seemed to cause
little anxiety. After all, he was a veteran entertainer, so why worry?
He had appeared before live audiences all his life; could this job
be much different?

Despite the cool surface appearance, Nat had in fact worried a
great deal. He later recalled that he had been given several weeks
to practice for this crucial first program—which was, by his own
admission, “a very, very serious situation.’’? Nat, whose entire life
was devoted to hard work and conscientiousness, had carefully
primed himself to be confidently prepared for what he would say
’when the man pointed his finger at me to start talking.”” Even
with that careful preparation, of course, he still had to fall back on
the big belly-laugh to get him over the initial shock.

With that first moment behind them, WDIA’s nervous staff now
primed themselves for what was the real true test: not Nat’s in-
troduction on the air, but the audience reaction to Nat's introduction
on the air. /I remember the great relief that the sky hadn’t fallen,”
Chris Spindel says, “‘and that things were still working; the station
was still perking on.”” Later on that same eventful day, Spindel
took the time to carefully record her thoughts on what happened:
When Nat Williams’ deep Southern accent cut the thick October
air, there was a pause I'm sure while Memphis recovered. We
breathed, too, after the first record went on.”’1

While that first record played, sure enough, as if on cue, the red,
green, and yellow phone lights on the front desk began lighting
up. Actually, the phone started as soon as Nat's voice hit the air.
As expected, there were a few bomb threats, the usual indignation,
and, sad to say, the most frequently heard cry: “Get that nigger
off the air.”” Most callers made it clear that they felt that black people
should not be on the radio at all.

Chris Spindel carefully made notes of the phone calls. The one
she remembers best was the woman who said: “If John Pepper’s
grandfather could see what’s going on here now, he would turn
over in his grave.” Reflecting on it all now, Spindel is careful to
empbhasize that the calls were not nearly as nasty nor as plentiful
as some expected: “People exaggerate and say we had forty or fifty
[that first day but] we had maybe fifteen to twenty. Salesman Frank
Armstrong remembers that someone suggested that when com-
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plaints came in, callers be told simply that other stations “offer
radio for the white folks, and we’re offering some radio for the
colored folks, and that seemed to work.”

Whether that did the trick or not, the indignant phone calls lasted
only a day or two. Most of it was over that afternoon. More im-
portant now was the reaction that came from the other end of the
spectrum. Spindel points out that right from the beginning she
sensed that WDIA had made the correct decision: "I just knew that
this was the right thing to do because the black people were lis-
tening in.” Spindel, of course, was stating an obvious but no less
important truth. Positive responses overwhelmingly outweighed
the negative ones. For every irate white who complained, hundreds
of blacks immediately expressed delight.

According to the promotion literature the station later released,
Nat’s first show drew 5,000 letters.! Even Bert Ferguson, however,
recognizes that that figure was a bit of sales department hype
conjured up to impress future sponsors. “We got a number of
letters, but I guarantee you it wasn’t any five thousand a day,”
Ferguson says with a laugh. “But there is no question that enough
mail started pouring in immediately to know that we were on to
something big.”

”’On to something big. . . .”” Again Ferguson understates. To say
that WDIA was on to something big was like saying McDonald’s
had a fairly good idea about hamburgers. A more accurate assess-
ment would be to say that nearly every black person in the listening
range of the WDIA signal went after Nat D.’s Jamboree like a junkie
needing a fix! Judging from the original response, most blacks in
Memphis and the Mid-South instantly identified with a radio pro-
gram they could call their own.

Nat Williams and WDIA, with one forty-five-minute afternoon
show, had dealt a devastating first-round knockout blow to all
preconceived doubts about the power of black programming. The
Tan Town Jamboree was a smashing success in a population that
had long coveted a radio station that appealed straightforwardly
to them, without pretense or illusion. The huge African-American
community in Memphis and the Mid-South embraced WDIA com-
pletely from the first moment Nat went on the air.

Blacks were ecstatic about the show and wanted more of the
same. Indeed, one of Bert Ferguson’s immediate problems—a pre-
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dicament every station manager loves to have—was how to expand
the programming his audience so conspicuously craved.

That problem, however, like every other effort that involved the
transition to all-black programming, would have to be put tem-
porarily on the back burner. The more immediate crisis for WDIA’s
managerial personnel was one most radio stations never have to
face. Unimaginable as it might seem—since music is the lifeblood
for all stations—WDIA had almost no records in its studios to play
for its new audience!

Nat had opened his show with “’Stomping at the Savoy,” one
of the few records on hand that seemed appropriate for either a
black or a white audience. In its first fifteen months of white op-
eration, DIA had run a few shows that featured black artists, but
they were all people who had won white acceptability. Thus, there
were lots of records around by Duke Ellington, Nat King Cole, and
Count Basie, which was fine. In fact, the station already carried
fifteen-minute segments on Saturday by Ellington, Basie, Ella Fitz-
gerald, and Billy Eckstein.'> Mostly it was what blues expert David
Evans calls sophisticated urban jazz: “very hip rhythm stuff.”

The dilemma was that the station had next to nothing down-
home and funky. “We didn’t have any Negro blues,” Nat later
recalled. Amazingly enough, at the soon-to-be first all-black radio
station in the country, there was a complete dearth of the world’s
only uniquely African-American music. The blues would soon be-
come the standard fodder of WDIA'’s broadcast day once it realized
that this music spoke a special message to the huge numbers of
rural and urban black Americans in its listening audience.

But, at the time Nat Williams first went on the air, not a single
Memphis radio station was consistently playing the music that, as
Nat described it, would “get down to you in your bed when you
felt down low.” Though it occasionally sneaked through, the sad
fact is that it was still not acceptable to play what was then pop-
ularly called “race” music on the air in Memphis and the Mid-
South.

This was 1948, and although Sun Records would soon convert
Memphis into a metropolitan musical capital, that was nearly a
decade away; 1948 was still B.E. (Before Elvis). It would be some
years yet before Elvis revolutionized America’s listening habits.
The conventional music marketplace was still governed by the old
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order in 1948. The steady diet at most Memphis radio stations was
Perry Como and Patti Page, not Elvis Presley and Chuck Berry, let
alone Lightning Hopkins, Elmore James, and Howlin’ Wolf. The
airwaves were filled with “I'm Looking Over a Four Leaf Clover,”
not “’I Believe I'll Dust My Blues.”!?

Music performed by black artists on the air was tolerable in 1948
only as long as it was kept reasonably straight and operated com-
fortably within the parameters of what white people expected black
music to be—music that was careful never to violate socially ac-
ceptable patterns of behavior. This meant it was fine as long it
didn’t get too down-to-earth, contained no socially relevant mes-
sages, and confined sexual expression to harmless innuendo. Nat
later claimed that he had tried to sell the station on the idea of
starting off by bringing the music home to the folks in the street,
but got nowhere. “When I told them that I’d rather have some
blues, they played some and listened. They said: ‘We can’t put this
on the air.” ”

Actually, WDIA's managerial personnel didn’t know exactly what
to put on the air. Part of the record problem was not knowing if
this radio experiment was going to work. If there was anxiety about
alienating the Southern white audience, what to play was a par-
adigm for the whole WDIA test. If the station failed that test and
did not acquire a black audience, they certainly didn’t want to
offend the sensibilities of the few white listeners they already had.
“We didn’t know if people were going to listen to us those first
few weeks,” Don Kern, WDIA production manager, recalls.

Uncertain just what would happen when Nat came on the air,
the station hedged initially by offering music that would not be
offensive to either black or white. “Stomping at the Savoy’”’ was
appropriately innocuous to all listeners. Nat, with his usual razor-
sharp perception, recognized the stratagem for what it was, and
succinctly summed it up: “[WDIA] had to appeal to black audiences
and at the same time not offend white audiences.”"

Once it became obvious that the station had in fact captured the
black audience, it then made a frantic search for the so-called race
music. Don Kern was assigned the difficult task of procuring it.
“The only place around,” he recalls, “was what you call a one-
stop. That's where the juke-box operators come and they can buy
everything they want at one stop.”
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Kern remembers that there were a few records already around
WDIA like Big Boy Crudup, Fats Waller, and Ivory Joe Hunter,
but the one-stop distributor was the real lifesaver because “‘they
had the off-brand stuff and they started feeding to me.” The off-
brands Kern got were the increasing number of new record labels
that were starting to appear in the postwar era and were already
beginning to challenge the domination of the big companies.

WDIA'’s all-black programming appeared at a propitious moment
in the entertainment world—a time when independent record com-
panies were gaining a bigger share of the market. Prior to World
War II, a handful of giant companies totally dominated the record
industry. In the late forties—according to ethnomusicologist David
Pichaske’s reckoning—of the million sellers on the Billboard charts,
nearly 90 percent were produced by one of six major record com-
panies. By the end of the fifties, however, the top four—Columbia,
RCA, Capitol, and Decca—had watched their share of the best-
seller market shrink by more than 50 percent.'

One needs no better example of the popularization of a formerly
elite music culture than the way the industry was decentralized by
the small local record labels that now began to capture grass-roots
control. Both white rock ‘n’ roll and black rhythm-and-blues came
to dominate the popular hits in the fifties, largely on the new
independent labels, which began to spread like wildfire: Sun in
Memphis, Atlantic and Apollo out of New York, Modern and Spe-
ciality of Los Angeles, Chess of Chicago, Vee-Jay (one of the few
black-owned companies), also out of Chicago, Duke out of Mem-
phis, and King of Cincinnati.

Sun, of course, produced the King, Elvis Presley; Atlantic intro-
duced Ray Charles, Laverne Baker, and Ruth Brown; Apollo was
the outlet for the Five Royales; Modern picked up B. B. King;
Speciality had Little Richard and Lloyd Price; Chess featured
Muddy Waters and DIA stars Roscoe Gordon and Rufus Thomas;
Vee-Jay (a combination of Vee for Vivian, a disc jockey in Gary,
Indiana, and her husband Jay) was the vehicle for the Eldorados,
the Spaniels, and Priscilla Bowman; WDIA’s own Duke label turned
out Johnny Ace, Bobby Blue Bland, and Junior Parker; and King
had the great James Brown.

Perhaps of greater importance as an impetus for the outlet of
more popular forms of music was the famous shift from ASCAP
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(American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers) to BMI
(Broadcast Music Incorporated) as the legal agent for control of
licensing recorded music for radio play. Up until World War 11,
ASCAP had dominated all facets of the music industry; after 1945,
BMI began to concentrate on radio music exclusively by giving
much greater independence to nontraditional artists, small radio
stations, and the newly emerging independent record labels.
ASCAP ignored these popular outlets, concentrating instead on
the sale of sheet music. Some of the best of the black music was
at last electronically mainstreaming. A host of new performers,
with stronger, earthier music than anything from New York,” one
author has noted, “were suddenly finding outlets and recording
contracts.”’

Blues historian and record collector David Evans says that major
record labels like RCA actually recorded nontraditional music ear-
lier, but they got no mass play. The principal companies, according
to Evans, “recorded Big Bill Broonzy, Bukka White, real hard-core
Southern blues. They were out there, but the stations were not
playing those records.” The problem was that the record companies
and the radio stations were both “marketing for what they thought
was a sophisticated urban black audience that liked jazz and pop
stuff, not funky low-down blues.”

WDIA helped change all that, but it took a while. Nat D. later
observed that Ferguson and the other whites who were making
the decisions at the station “didn’t know that there was a chasm
between what they had been hearing and what appealed to Ne-
groes.” The station itself continued playing fifteen-minute seg-
ments of Ellington and Basie for almost a year after the switchover,
but gradually dropped them as it became obvious that the audience
wanted something funkier.

Radio stations throughout the South would soon learn just how
popular the blues were, not only with blacks but with whites as
well. Before Elvis, whites were starved for something fresh. Long-
time Memphis DJ George Klein sums up the feeling of a generation
of teenagers when he laments: "“We were so tired of playing Doris
Day, Eddie Fisher, and Perry Como.”"

After the initial slow start, the station came to realize the im-
portance of the blues and gradually saturated the airwaves with
it. With time, WDIA would make a key contribution to this im-
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portant transition by playing all types of black music in its broadcast
schedule; it was one of the first major stations in the South to do
so. It and the new independent record companies symbiotically
reinforced each other. Don Kern got fed the records he needed,
and WDIA began to spread the new black sound.

Having weathered the record crisis, Ferguson now began the
less pressing problem of determining names for new shows. Once
the commitment was made to the black format, title designations
had to indicate clearly that WDIA’s programs were unmistakably
being pitched to a black audience. In keeping with the custom of
the time, the word black was always carefully avoided in program
titles.

In 1948, to refer to a black person as black was considered im-
polite. Rather than use the word in public, national black news-
papers like the Pittsburgh Courier and the Chicago Defender resorted
to various alternative descriptions. African-American was as unpop-
ular as black. The word Negro was the favorite designation, but
other ingenious, if not demeaning, terms were employed. A sam-
pling of Nat D.’s daily columns, for instance, reveals: colored folk,
beige brethren, sepia, tan-towned, multi-colored, technicolor, rain-
bow-hued, ebony, indigo-tinted, and amber-colored. The only
mention of black came when Nat referred to ’black, brown, or
beige” brothers and sisters.

Therefore ingenious titles for WDIA’s new black programs were
invented to avoid using the word black. Names that carried more
mellifluous connotations were created by the station staff in order
to conjure up in the audience’s mind the black image without once
ever having to use the word specifically. Nat’s original show was
labeled the Tan Town Jamboree. Later would come the Tan Town
Coffee Club, Brown America Speaks, and the Sepia Swing Club.
If it all sounds awkward and a bit silly today, bear in mind that
black-oriented programming was still a relatively new business in
1948, especially in the Mid-South. WDIA’s managerial staff was
still moving cautiously, improvising each new show it created.

Although the spectacular success of the Tan Town Jamboree
seemed to dictate the path of the station’s future clearly, WDIA's
owners did not make the leap into all-black programming imme-
diately. The switchover took nearly a year and proceeded on a one-
new-show-at-a-time basis. It was literally ad hoc. Neither Ferguson
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nor Pepper had an overall plan. Certainly neither had anything
like a preconceived formula, let alone a systematic schedule. In
short, no one moment decided that WDIA would alter its all-white
program schedule and make the shift over to the black-appeal
market. WDIA’s management just kept doing what was natural—
giving its audience what it wanted, adding new shows as fast as
they could—until they looked around one day and suddenly re-
alized that they were the first all-black radio station in the United
States.



<
The switch to all-black programming

The slowness with which WDIA switched to all-black programming
was dictated by a number of factors, not the least of which was
the desire to retain the station’s white audience. During the months
immediately following the premiere of Nat’s show in October 1948,
Ferguson and Pepper seem to have clung to the possibility of hav-
ing the best of both black and white listening worlds. Clearly the
decision to keep the traditional broadcast format of five-minute
news summaries before the hour—’"News Live at 55 —was an
effort at biracial appeal.! Later on, the station would incorporate
into its news broadcasts much more about local blacks, but that
was not the plan initially.

Other reasons preventing an immediate switchover were mostly
logistic. Ferguson and Pepper knew that they had a hot commodity
and had no doubt about what they should do in terms of program
content: immediately accelerate—full throttle if possible—the sta-
tion’s black-oriented offerings. The only challenge was how to do
it. One very practical problem was available personnel. Nat’s show
was clearly a ringtail winner, but there could be no certainty that
all others would be.

Getting black people who had absolutely no experience in radio
solidly established with their own show would take time. Since
African-Americans had been systematically excluded from the air-
waves, no black person in the entire Mid-South was qualified
to be a disc jockey. New personnel had to be contacted, brought
to the station, given an audition, and ideally—since they had no
experience—a trial period on the air.

56
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Moreover, new personnel would also take additional revenue,
and at this point sponsors were still leery of black programming,
so money was very tight. One quick solution was to expand Nat's
time on the air. Even though his all-day teaching job at BTW af-
forded him precious few free hours, it was easy to bracket his
teaching schedule by extending his on-air time in the late afternoon
or early morning, before and after school. The Jamboree was orig-
inally on the air from four in the afternoon until 4:45.

Since WDIA was a dawn-to-dusk station, sign-on and sign-off
were determined by the hours of sunrise and sunset, which
changed seasonally. Just ten days after Nat’s initial appearance,
November 3, his show was prolonged until the 5:30 sign-off.2 After
that its time was expanded directly proportional to the longer day.
With the coming of spring, as days got longer and the dusk later,
Nat was kept on the air right up until sign-off time at 7:00 p.M.—
the last hour called Nat D’s Supper Club.

The longer day also meant an earlier sign-on, so Nat was given
an additional slot in the morning before school began. The Tan Town
Coffee Club, created to utilize more preschool time, came on the
air originally at 7:15 A.M. but lasted only until eight, at which time
he had to race across town to BTW. The show was then extended
to begin even earlier, at 6:30. With that additional adjustment,
however, Nat’s potential on-air time, at least during the school
weekday, had finally been exhausted.

Nonetheless, even though Williams himself could no longer be
used as an announcer, Bert Ferguson continued to exploit his con-
tacts with the black community early and often. Nat was the major
conduit between the station and the vast array of black talent WDIA
would need to run the new shows. Ferguson knew next to nothing
about the availability of black musicians and entertainers, and it
was here that Nat proved an indispensable aid.

Ultimately responsible, either directly or tangentially, for almost
every outstanding personality who came to the station in the early
years—"'Hot Rod’”’ Hulbert, “Gatemouth” Moore, A. C. “Moohah”
Williams, Willa Monroe, Rufus Thomas, farm editor Ernest Brazzle
as well as a few others who did not work out—’'Nat was,’’ John
Pepper noted, “really the basis of our black staff and he drew the
others into it.”

Later on, once the all-black format was in place, Ferguson re-
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peatedly consulted his new constituency to find out the type of
shows listeners desired. He would hold frequent meetings with
leading black citizens from throughout the Mid-South to solicit
ideas about programs most acceptable to them. But that would also
take time. Getting feedback from the black community was a grand
idea and worked out well in the long run. The problem was that
the station had to function in the short run. More black-oriented
programming was needed immediately.

Ferguson soon found the quick-fix solution to his dilemma, a
clever and resourceful way of expanding the station’s black offer-
ings. He turned to another untapped entertainment source: black-
gospel music. It was a fast remedy for the immediate future and
had long-term potential; ultimately it would become one of the two
mainstay staples of WDIA’s program format (the other was rhythm-
and-blues shows) filling close to half the hours of its daily output.

Gospel music was a perfect recourse. Although still not yet a
widespread entertainment medium, black-gospel singing was al-
ready being heard on the airwaves throughout the Mid-South by
the time WDIA began to switch to black programming. A few
gospel groups had even been aired in and around Memphis on a
regular basis. “’Quartet performances on local radio can be docu-
mented as early as 1929,” notes Memphis black-gospel historian
Kip Lornell, but “they did not assume a prominent role until the
late 1940s when KWEM and WDIA featured regularly scheduled
‘live’ broadcasts.”

Nationally, black groups had not been on the air quite as long,
but they antedated WDIA by over a decade. As early as the mid-
thirties groups like the Wings over Jordan Choir and the South-
ernaires appeared on the radio networks, while the country’s best-
known gospel group, the Golden Gate Quartet, was first aired on
NBC in the early forties. Closer to home, the Fairfield Four of
Nashville, Tennessee, had started on that city’s big 50,000-watt
outlet, WLAC, in 1942. On the local scene, KWEM, just across the
river in West Memphis, began featuring live gospel singing as part
of its regular program schedule in the late forties. In addition to
“Cousin Eugene” Walton, who won a large following there with
a daily gospel show, KWEM gradually came to devote the entire
Sunday just to gospel music.

By the time DIA switched, several local all-white stations allowed
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small segments (fifteen or thirty minutes, mostly on Sunday) for
live black-gospel singing. Willie Gordon, the manager of the gospel
group the Pattersonaires, recalls singing on a number of Memphis
radio stations before WDIA, although he is quick to acknowledge
that his group did not achieve wide recognition until it began to
appear on the Goodwill Station.

Moreover, those same white stations were also starting to play
what was becoming an increasing amount of recorded gospel mu-
sic. Just as smaller, independent record labels were critical to the
newly emerging post-World War II r-&-b field, the proliferation of
small-time gospel record companies, which were willing to exper-
iment with untried local talent, helped launch the gospel-music
business in the late 1940s.

Although many of these early gospel labels were short-lived
(Lornell says that most were “‘one-person operations that released
a handful of records before going out of business”), their presence
was already being felt, and a few like Don Robey’s Peacock out of
Houston and King of Cincinnati were becoming ““major labels."?

With black-gospel records getting more air play and live groups
already appearing on all-white stations, Ferguson'’s decision to pro-
gram the popularly acceptable gospel music was a natural. He had
the one sure-fire winner with which he knew he could quickly but
cautiously begin an almost ad hoc shift to all-black programming.

Businesswise, the choice could not have been more ideal. Gospel
music satisfied the station’s needs in a number of ways: both re-
ligious programs and gospel singers were cheap and plentiful (orig-
inally, groups paid the station for air time just to promote their
live appearances in the listening area); their vast amount of time
and talent could be easily accessed; and, best of all, gospel music
gave the station much needed identity with its new black audience.

The neighborhood church, long a solid bastion of the black com-
munity, was the hub of African-American life and culture and a
dynamic force in the daily lives of many black people. Making a
“joyful noise unto the Lord” every Sunday morning was as much
a part of the black culture of Memphis and the Mid-South as was
singing the blues. Before radio ever came into existence, gospel
quartet singing was already integrated into the ritual of the Sunday-
morning service—as important as the preacher’s sermon and the
passing of the plate. In one of the first “psychological testings”
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WDIA employed to determine listening preferences, the over-
whelming majority of the black audience preferred gospel and re-
ligious songs over all other types of music.*

There was an additional bonus in putting local gospel singers
on the air. By allowing what was often unprofessional, amateur
talent a regular spot on the air, DIA also shed any pretense of
glamorous elitism often associated with radio stations and vastly
broadened its populist appeal.

The relationship was reciprocal. If the radio station got to fill its
many broadcast hours with new and inexpensive groups, those
same groups benefited considerably by the "professionalization”
of quartet singing which came as a direct result of radio appear-
ances. Simply by getting a regular segment on the red-hot, all-new
WDIA a relatively inexperienced group could become a highly
sought-after organization overnight.

Originally, fifteen minutes of air time on most stations could be
purchased for just a few dollars, so any amateur group could try
it. ”As the popularity of black gospel quartet music grew in Mem-
phis,” Kip Lornell notes, “the relationship among local groups,
radio stations, and record companies became stronger.” Nowhere
was this symbiosis of groups, records and stations more apparent
than at WDIA in the early fifties, where Lornell estimates that it
"reached its zenith.”’>

Not all gospel performers were inexperienced. Some, like the
Spirit of Memphis and the Southern Wonders, two of the most
popular groups in the city, were already stars in their own right
before WDIA ever came on the scene. It was not unusual for a
gospel program consisting of just the Spirit and the Southern Won-
ders to pack the Clayborn Temple or the Mt. Olive Baptist Church.
If out-of-town quartets were featured also, they might occasionally
fill the 7,000-seat Mason Temple on Walker Avenue off Crump
Boulevard, the pinnacle arena for gospel performances in the Mid-
South and the site of many a famous songfest. “The show would
be at three o’clock,” says Robert Reed, one of the original members
of the Spirit of Memphis quartet. “’If you didn’t get there at three,
you didn’t get a seat. The place would always be filled up.”

By the time WDIA came on the air these local groups had much
greater listener identification among churchgoers than pop stars
did. “Long before black popular singers such as Little Richard,
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Wilson Pickett, and James Brown gained the limelight,”” writes Kip
Lornell, “professional quartet singers like Silas Steele and ‘Jet’ Bled-
soe of the Spirit of Memphis were highly respected for their ability
to ‘work’ an audience.”’®

The Spirit of Memphis had started singing together way back in
1933. Having taken their designation from the Spirit of St. Louis,
Charles Lindbergh’s plane used in 1927 to cross the Atlantic, their
name was familiar in most black homes by the time they began
appearing on WDIA early in 1949. The city’s most famous quartet
was known then not only to churchgoers, but to listening audiences
as well. They had cut several records and had already sung on
Memphis” WMC and WMPS, sponsored by the Littlejohn Taxi
Company. The Spirit was also the first local gospel group to turn
professional—at least by definition—since, by the forties, they had
all quit their outside jobs and had begun to earn their livelihood
entirely from singing.”

Bert Ferguson quickly signed both the Spirit of Memphis and
the Southern Wonders, who were given regular live fifteen-minute
segments on DIA on Sunday morning as part of the station’s hasty
effort to offer more black programming. Also, early in 1949, an all-
women'’s group, the Songbirds of the South, were apportioned the
same amount of time for their own show, which likewise came on
Sunday morning.

In addition to the groups, DIA began to access live church ser-
vices on Sunday by remote control. Early in 1949 the station ran
telephone lines connecting the studios to the major black churches
around town. The best-known church service was the Gospel Trea-
sure Hour at 7:15 every Sunday morning, which came from the
East Trigg Missionary Baptist Church of Dr. W. Herbert Brewster
—the most famous nationally recognized minister on WDIA.

Dr. Brewster, who has been honored by the Smithsonian Insti-
tution, wrote songs for Clara Ward and Mahalia Jackson as well
as poetry and elaborate sermons for other ministers. He had a
strong influence on Elvis Presley, who often visited his church in
the early days.®

Ferguson hired Cornell Wells, a high school principal, to do the
Sunday Morning Jubilee, a two-and-one-half-hour gospel program
from 8:30 until 11:00 A.M. consisting of live groups and quiet spir-
itual music. Wells, whose smooth, almost melodic voice would
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begin ““Good morning, Christian Friends,” was a real sophisticate
who shunned “hip-slapping” gospel music in favor of the softer
and more traditional performers like the Roberta Martin Singers.

WDIA even conducted its own Sunday-school class. At first,
A. C. Williams gave the lesson at eight o’clock, but then later it was
taped from Jackson, Mississippi. This, along with live gospel
groups and church remotes, meant that by early 1949 almost the
entire day Sunday was given over to black religious programming.

Even the few shows on Sunday that were not religion-oriented
were soon pitched for the black audience. The most important of
these was a thirty-minute Sunday-afternoon forum called Brown
America Speaks, a panel discussion show, presided over by Nat
D. Williams. Concerned with various timely issues, it first went
on the air September 11, 1949, and it proved one of the most
successful and worthwhile of WDIA'’s all-out community service
efforts.

Topics were selected by Nat D. with the advice of a panel of
seven outstanding black and white citizens and the WDIA staff.
The panel suggested subjects for discussion, while questions were
usually prepared by Nat in conjunction with A. C. Williams. Brown
America was the first radio show in the United States to provide
an open forum to candidly discuss black problems. In its first full
year on the air, it won an honorable mention from the Institute for
Education by Radio and Television. The award, sponsored by Ohio
State University, was just one of several the station would garner
over the years for its pioneering work in broadcasting.?

Brown America Speaks was the closest DIA ever came to being
controversial. The radio station never consciously made political
waves, but this particular forum did occasionally discuss a hot issue
like civil rights or police brutality. “Should the Negro Ease up in
His Push for Integration?” was discussed shortly after the famous
Supreme Court school decision in 1954. A frequently heard guest
on the show was L. Alex Wilson, the editor of the Tri-State Defender,
who made national news during the Little Rock High School in-
tegration fight in 1954 when a sequence of Ernest Withers’ pho-
tographs of him being jostled by a white mob appeared on
newspaper front pages around the country.

“Brown America was the most controversial piece we had,” says
A. C. Williams, DIA’s black promotion consultant. “People would
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The "“Brown America Speaks” panel in the WDIA studios, sometime
during the early 1950s. From left to right, Alex Wilson, editor of the
Tri-State Defender, |. D. Williams, Memphis park commission,
Dora Todd, a teacher at BTW High School, Reverend |. L. McDaniel,
Memphis urban league, WDIA’s Nat D. Williams, and promotion
consultant A. C. Williams. Frank Armstrong Collection.

complain, but Bert caught all that.”” It was indeed Ferguson who
often caught the flack, especially from the conservative white com-
munity. In this regard, WDIA’s general manager actually played
the Branch Rickey role in fending off Nat D.’s critics. For that
A. C. Williams gives Ferguson high praise. “Bert, | must say to his
everlasting credit, just told them: ‘If you don’t like it, all you have
to do is turn your dial.”

Ferguson didn’t get all the criticism, however. Some came di-
rectly to Nat. His daughter Natolyn remembers that every week
Nat got a regular letter from a white man complaining about what
was said on Brown America, regardless of the topic. “By Tuesday,
the letter would always arrive—every week,”” she says. They were
written in red ink, and were often filled with vitriolic venom about
“burning crosses in the yard, and killing niggers.” It didn’t matter
about the content of the show, Natolyn says. “’Just anything. [The
writer] was just mad. ‘And you, as a nigger, ought to know, that
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you ain’t got no business saying this or that. . . . All of you ought
to be lynched.” ”

Nat, like Ferguson, was not intimidated. Quite the contrary; both
were very proud of Brown America. Put on the air at 4:30 on Sunday
afternoon, a time station ratings were near their peak, Ferguson
sought as wide an audience as possible for the show. When ap-
plying for license renewal, the station could boast that its acclaimed
public forum made a “worthwhile contribution to the understand-
ing and solution of problems confronting” the Southern black com-
munity.10

For Brown America Nat D. switched hats, as he often did, chang-
ing his role from ebullient entertainer and dynamic showman to
professional historian and respected educator. Nat could switch
those roles with an ease and grace he had polished to perfection
in his long, versatile career. As moderator for Brown America, Nat
was equally comfortable discussing either controversial issues such
as race or politics or innocuous topics like proper hygiene. Always
confident and relaxed, he seemed to relish the intellectual game,
raising thought-provoking questions and challenging his invited
black and white guests, among them the most prestigious members
of the Memphis community.

Also on Sundays, Nat slipped into yet another role as emcee of
Good Neighbors, a thirty-minute show in which he focused on
various activities in the black community, the first of many pro-
grams the station presented that went far beyond the realm of pure
entertainment or commercial offerings.

It was while Nat was wearing another of his many hats that he
made contact with the first of the numerous superstars he would
be responsible for bringing to the station. While putting together
the famous money-raising BTW Ballet talent show Nat had solicited
the help of one of the city’s leading dancers and producers of talent
shows—Maurice Hulbert, Jr., better known by the sobriquet he
picked up while at WDIA, “Hot Rod”” Hulbert. His father, Maurice
Hulbert, Sr. (popularly known as “Fess” Hulbert) had established
the first black dancing school in Memphis back in the 1920s and
was himself a well-known Beale Street entrepreneur and person-
ality. Both men had reputations for their dancing skills and general
showmanship.

Early in 1949 Hot Rod had just returned to Memphis from Okla-
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homa City, where he had been touring as band conductor with
Tuff Green’s orchestra. Nat asked him to come to the station for
an interview so they could talk about the upcoming Ballet at BTW,
on which he and Nat collaborated. Hot Rod welcomed the oppor-
tunity to appear on the air because he had already been trying to
get into radio in Memphis but was afraid to apply at WDIA because
it might appear that he was attempting to get Nat’s job. "’Nat was
a friend of mine, and it looked like they were just going to have
one black there,” he says, assuming Nat would be the only black
DJ the station would ever employ. “It wasn’t even thought about
as a black station then. I didn’t want Nat to think that I was trying
to edge him out, so I went to every [other] station in town.”

During the interview Nat asked Hulbert if he would like to do
a guest slot on his regular program. When Hot Rod accepted, he
was brought back to the station and put on the Tan Town Jamboree
for a fifteen-minute segment. Afterward, Williams suggested to
Bert Ferguson that he check out Hulbert while he was emceeing a
Cotton Makers’ Jubilee program, which he did. “I must have done
all right during [Nat’s] guest shot,” Hulbert recalls, because “’Fer-
guson asked me after the Jubilee program if I wanted to [be per-
manently] on the air.”

Once employed, it didn’t take him long at all to demonstrate his
inventive versatility; he also came to wear several hats himself. In
fact, Hulbert was the first DIA disc jockey to follow a practice later
adopted by almost all the station’s personalities, that of running
both gospel and pop shows. During one part of the broadcast day,
using their regular names, they hosted a gospel show. Later on,
at a different hour of the same day, with little more than the switch
of a first name or the substitution of a nickname, they conducted
a pop show.

For Hulbert’s big show, the Sepia Swing Club, broadcast every
afternoon from three until 3:55, he invented a mythical rocket ship.
This was his most popular program. and the one which earned
him his alias as its “high octane pilot, 'Hot Rod.” * Using ""Harlem
Nocturne” for his opening theme, he began by calling off all the
black neighborhoods in the city—Binghampton, Orange Mound,
New Chicago, Sutherfield—as the rocket blasted out of the station.
Hot Rod brought to the Sepia Swing Club the same flair and flam-
boyance he had demonstrated onstage and in nightclubs. Playing



66 Wheelin' on Beale

everything from blues to bebop, he piloted this fantasy rocket ship
right to the top of the ratings.

That was just one character. At eight o’clock every weekday
morning he abruptly switched personalities and conducted a gospel
program—Delta Melodies—wherein he became reverentially se-
rious and played only devotional, spiritual music. He also ran a
morning show from eleven until 11:55 daily called Moods by Maur-
ice, for which he slipped into yet another persona. No longer Hot
Rod, he was now the “Sweet Talking Man.” Designed for the
women in the audience, it consisted of smooth talk, soft music,
and lots of romantic sentiment.

His ability to change hats and adapt himself to a new show
rivaled the master role-switcher, Nat D., who later wrote admir-
ingly of Hot Rod’s skill in his column: “Maurice is one of the best
‘quickchange’ artists in the land, when it comes down to making
his personality fit the spirit of the occasion.” Hulbert could be
solemn and restrained on Delta Melodies, loose on Sepia Swing,
or sexy on Moods with Maurice.

The marvel of Hulbert’s work was his ability to slide into one
role or another and split his personality without breaking the il-
lusion of reality needed to make radio characters believable to their
audience. ““"He’s so effective with his style and delivery during his
hour of spiritual and gospel song interpretation,” Nat observed,
““until people completely dissociate him from the radio personality
they hear a couple of hours later on the same station.”"!

With Hulbert running three full shows a day, Nat’s longer day-
light hours, and the additional religious shows, the switch to black-
oriented programming was proceeding rapidly. Ferguson says to-
day that he did not initially begin with the idea of shifting com-
pletely to all-black programming, but the overwhelming success of
his early experience just pushed him in that direction. Often, new
personnel created new shows; but just as often, the addition of a
new show brought new personnel. Such was the case with
A. C. Williams and his Teen-Town Singers.

The hiring of Williams was another Nat D. connection. Nat gave
him his first shot by persuading Ferguson to air Williams’ effort as
emcee of the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee right on his show. Ferguson
liked what he heard and brought him to the station. “If it hadn’t
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been for Nat,” A. C. acknowledges gratefully, “I wouldn’t be here.
In full measure, Nat is pretty much responsible for all of us.”

Williams began on WDIA as the organizer and impresario of the
Teen-Town Singers, a group he had started while he was still a
biology teacher at Manassas High School. A public service program
that would rival Brown America in popularity and success, Teen-
Town Singers, featuring the best talent from the local high schools,
first appeared on WDIA in June 1949. But once Williams joined the
station, it wasn’t long before he also had his own show, Moohah’s
Matinee, on Sundays. Later, after acquiring other shows and ex-
panding his on-air time considerably, he joined the station as a
full-time announcer.

A man of enormous stature, A. C. was the first black personality
to acquire an official title: promotional consultant. In the midst of
a radio station full of multifaceted stars playing many roles, Wil-
liams came to wear more hats than anyone. He was responsible
for the bulk of the public relations for the station, and he also
alternated running gospel and pop shows. As A. C. Williams, he
directed his famous Teen-Town Singers and also served as the host
of a number of gospel programs. As Moohah, a name he picked
up in college (it's Indian, he says, and means “The Mighty”), he
was the crackerjack conductor of two of the hottest rhythm-and-
blues shows to appear on the station, Pay Day Today and The
Saturday Night Fish Fry.

Like most of the station’s DJs, Williams was an example of what
might be called the Jackie Robinson syndrome. When Robinson
originally made the historic break into big league baseball in 1947,
it was necessary for him—as the game’s first black man—to be
better than the other white players in order to make it. Having to
prove himself in a racist society meant that he could never be
second-best. So it was with DIA. Every announcer was an explosive
talent of superior ability who had to be better than all other an-
nouncers just to be acceptable.

A. C. Williams best exemplified that. Like Nat D., he had been
a popular teacher before joining the station, and he also wrote a
regular column for a while in the Tri-State Defender, reporting on
the ““happenings’” around town in the clubs and theaters. Also like
Nat, in addition to having an enormous amount of talent, he was
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an important link between the station and the black community.
While at DIA, besides the gospel and pop shows, he was “"Mr.
Blues”” on Wheelin’ on Beale, and ““The Big Rube’” on The Big Top.
For each of these characters, he developed a persona whose history
and identity were as familiar to the listeners of his generation as
the Tin Man, Scarecrow, and Cowardly Lion were to a later one.

Most of A. C.’s early work on the station, however, was devoted
to what was his first love, the Teen-Town Singers. Just as gospel
music had given the station identification in the churches, so the
Teen-Towners won WDIA instant approval and following in the
local schools. Auditions were held often, and though the standards
were rigorous—rehearsals were two hours twice a week—students
competed fiercely for the honor of being selected as a Teen-Town
singer. Over the years its graduates would include Isaac Hayes,
Carla Thomas, and a host of other local and national stars. The
group was also responsible for establishing a college scholarship
fund, awarded annually to three of its own deserving members
from proceeds derived from a yearly Jamboree songfest.

The show, which was put on Saturday mornings at 10:30, was
one of the few station programs that tastefully mixed popular se-
lections with standard spirituals. Singing everything from Bach to
perennial favorites like “’Blue Moon” and “Summertime,” from
r-&-b to golden oldies, the Teen-Towners drew a broad audience,
both young and old."

The assortment of tunes heard on this show was the exception
to the rule at WDIA. All other music played on the station gradually
was divided, almost equally, into two broad categories—gospel
and r-&-b. The latter covered both rock music and the traditional
black blues. Elvis had not yet shaken up the music world, and so
it was still unthinkable to violate the strictest of all black taboos—
the mixing of gospel and blues—a notion as horrific to most blacks
as merging the City of God with Sodom and Gommorah.

The conventional wisdom in the trade was that WDIA’s audience
also logically divided itself into two general categories, each fre-
quently to the exclusion of the other. Many gospel fans listened to
their favorite shows and then quickly turned off the radio (no one
ever suggested the possibility that they might turn to another sta-
tion) when the rhythm-and-blues programs began. This wisdom
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was never tested so stories abounded about the loyalty of each fan
to his or her own favorite form of music.

This theory was put to a test of sorts when Dwight ““Gatemouth”’
Moore arrived at WDIA. One of Nat D.’s former high school stu-
dents from BTW and a frequent winner of Amateur Night on Beale
Street (he won every time he entered, he says, except the night he
lost to the blind singer Al Hibbler), Moore had already acquired a
national reputation as a highly successful blues performer out of
Chicago when he joined WDIA in 1949 as a religious personality.
Not only was he a veteran performer with a number of hit records,
Gatemouth had by then sung the blues in such prestigious insti-
tutions as Carnegie Hall and the Civic Opera House in Chicago.
He later told the Memphis World he was making fifteen hundred
dollars a week at the time, playing the nightclub circuit and earning
income from his recorded hits.

Then, early in 1949, just before joining the station, he had a
religious conversion and gave it all up. It happened one night while
he was the featured attraction at the Club DeLisa in Chicago, one
of the city’s biggest nightclubs. He stepped on stage to sing but,
according to his own account, “nothing came out. . . . [ tried it
again, nothing came out.” The next time he made the effort, he
says, "'l started singing ‘Shine on Me,’ "’ a religious number, and
most of the audience “thought I had lost my mind.”

This religious conversion, no doubt one of few ever experienced
by a nightclub star in front of a live audience, sent Gatemouth
directly into the ministry. Nat later had a good time writing about
the event in his regular column. “He experienced an impact of
realization something like the one that struck Paul the Apostle,”
Nat noted. Whereas “Paul fell to the ground and asked God a
question, ‘Gate’ got up and started singing . . . bare-headed and
excited . . . [anxious to get] to the nearest church.”

The religious edifice he got to was not a church but the Chicago
Institution, founded by the Rev. Clarence Cobb, a former Mem-
phian, who was then a famous radio personality in Chicago. Moore
also attended the Moody Institute in Chicago, after which he joined
Cobb as a regular preacher. He then made frequent trips back from
Chicago to his old hometown to see his first wife and children,
who were still living in Memphis.

It was while he was back to preach, at the invitation of Memphis’
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most famous minister, Rev. W. Hubert Brewster, that Nat asked
him if he’d like to be a disc jockey on WDIA. Still adjusting to his
new ministerial indigence, Gatemouth jumped at the chance to
make a little money, although the thirty-five dollars a week the
station offered him hardly matched his former income as a blues
star.

Gatemouth fell into his new role as a gospel radio host effort-
lessly. Perhaps because being on the air was quite familiar to him;
he had sung on the radio way back in the 1930s over WIBW, in
his hometown of Topeka, Kansas. More important, Gatemouth
Moore was a natural entertainer, and his early-afternoon gospel
show soon became one of the most popular on WDIA. “Jesus Is
the Light of the World”” became his radio signature; that and his
“I'm grateful, children, I'm grateful” were soon oft-quoted expres-
sions, heard not only among the devout but also, according to Nat
D. (always with an ear to Beale Street) among the frequenters of
the avenue as well.

Gatemouth’s sudden and perhaps convenient switch from pop
to gospel highlights an obvious truth about many radio person-
alities. The ease with which this talented entertainer went from
blues star to religious star strongly suggests that his real ability
was as a showman and performer, no matter what the calling.
Many others who would switch back and forth on the Goodwill
Station, male or female, were showpeople who were natural-born
artists capable of pleasing an audience, whether followers of reli-
gious music or of blues. The exchange did not mean the performer
was any less sincere. Indeed, Gatemouth’s monetary sacrifice sug-
gests just the opposite. The more common practice—the reverse
of Moore’s flip-flop—was the gospel star who would go pop in
order to make more money.

The temptation to swap was powerful for the few top gospel
performers. Singers like Ira Tucker of the Dixie Hummingbirds or
Claude Jeter of the Swan Silvertone Singers had followings in
churches and temples around the country that would have been
the envy of most popular entertainers. Certainly the most famous
to switch was Sam Cooke, who sang with the gospel group, the
Soul Stirrers, before becoming a pop superstar. Others, like the
Staple Singers, were able to stay in both camps after going pop.

The switch was an easy one; there were many similarities in the
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two styles of singing. Indeed, it was often difficult to tell the dif-
ference between gospel and pop. Gospel historian Kip Lornell ob-
serves that as gospel continued to expand into the commercial
music market, many stars fell into the role naturally or it was thrust
upon them by their supporters. They were “treated like popular
music stars, riding in large, expensive automobiles, wearing fine
clothes, and making generous salaries.”

As might be expected, such practices did not always go down
well with every member of the congregation. Many of the more
conservative religious folk were greatly disturbed by what they
saw, afraid that “’some quartets had moved too far from the spirit
and ideals of the Lord’s teachings,” Lornell observes, "“causing
them to look with disfavor upon the more commercial, ostentatious
groups.”’14

Nat D. realized that there might be some doubting Thomases in
the WDIA listening audience concerning Gatemouth’s newfound
religion. To allay the fears of the skeptical, he devoted one of his
“Down on Beale” columns to Moore’s conversion. “Some of the
guys looked at his long black Cadillac . . . sized up his ultra-mod-
ernly-cut suits, and listened to his very hepped manner of expres-
sion,” Nat noted cautiously, and "“couldn’t help but remember the
old days when he ‘rocked the rafters.” ” These people no doubt
"felt a small tinge of doubt relative to their reformed idol’s venture
into the realm of spiritual tradition.”

Nat, of course, went on to assure his readers that Gatemouth
was indeed sincere, and that under the careful guidance of Rev-
verend Cobb he had “’found the way to abdicate his mantle as the
King of America’s male blues singers’ and taken up his cross as a
minister.”

Moore himself was least of all bothered by the jeers of the doubt-
ers. He saw no problem with his love for blues and his love for
the Lord, and detested the absolute division the devout drew be-
tween religious and popular music. As a former blues singer, he
knew the multitude of gospel melodies that had blues origins, and
of course, he identified with even the most casual observer who
saw the obvious connection between rock music and the house-
shaking, hip-slapping variety of gospel.’ When asked once during
an interview to explain "the differences between gospel and blues,”
Gatemouth was pithy, profound, and to the point. Whenever that
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question was put to him, he said: “I say one word and smile.
‘Lyrics.” No other difference.”

Always a showman, some of Gatemouth Moore’s antics became
notorious as he walked the often fine line between religious divine
and charlatan conjurer. His most famous prank was inspired by a
woman he observed one day in church who kept shouting: "I
died,” meaning she had gotten free from her sins. Sufficiently
aroused, Gatemouth decided he was “going to die and come up
like Jesus did.” He knew he could pull it off. Relating the story
later during an interview, he said confidently: “I'm an actor, you
know, I'm a performer.”

Gate then proceeded to purchase a casket and began to publicize
the event over the air. For five dollars, anyone who wanted to
could come watch him die in his coffin. Inside the casket with him
he had dice, cards, whiskey bottles, beer cans, “everything,” he
said, “concerning sin.”” Before he leaped out of the coffin and
preached “on the subject: “You Must Be Born Again,” "’ he lay inside
it as still as a dead man for many hours. He had already sold a
thousand dollars in advance tickets, and by the time it was over,
he had a great deal more than that. This event received national
publicity in both Ebony and Jet and vividly demonstrated the po-
tential manipulative power Moore had over his followers.

Even more dramatic, if less exploitative, since no money was
requested, was his pronouncement over the air one day that he
was going to walk on the waters. “’I want you to come down to
the foot of Beale Street, where it joins the Mississippi River,” he
told his audience on his Light of the World show, pointing out the
specific time he would arrive. At the announced hour, a huge
throng gathered at the foot of Beale, right at the riverside, to watch
Reverend Moore walk the water. But when he failed to show up
at the appointed time, the crowd began to grow restless. After an
even longer wait, some talked of leaving, convinced it was all a
hoax. With a true thespian’s sense of timing, Moore appeared just
at the moment when most of the crowd seemed ready to give up
on him.

Always a snazzy dresser, on this particular day Gate was stun-
ning, decked out in immaculate white Palm Beach suit, complete
with white wide brim hat and white shoes. As he approached the
river’s edge, the crowd closed in quickly, jockeying for the best
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position from which to observe the expected miracle. Moore bent
down, and with painstaking deliberation, reached out and touched
the water with the palm of his hand. He stood up ever so slowly,
took off his hat, and announced to his quietly patient crowd: *“Chil-
dren, the water is troubled today. Reverend Moore cannot walk
on troubled waters!”

Moore’s escapades tested WDIA’s resolve. From the moment the
decision was made to go to black programming, station personnel
had been deeply concerned about the possibility that cheap im-
posters might try to take advantage of their listening audience.
When David James became program director in 1951, he was par-
ticularly sensitive to keeping tight control on ministers who used
the airwaves primarily to promote themselves. He enforced this
policy by keeping a close eye on Gatemouth, just as he rode herd
on all gospel groups who spent too much time plugging their own
appearances.

It was James who persuaded the station to abandon the com-
monly accepted practice of charging gospel singers for allotted time.
By refusing to allow just any group that had enough money to buy
time to go on the air and also not permitting those who did to do
their own commercials, the station ensured that the caliber of the
groups who did appear would be kept high. Gospel D] Ford Nelson
says this “made it more professional’” and prevented the cheap
plugs that had frequently characterized early gospel singers. "It
always gave the station a lot of class,” he adds.*

Most groups who appeared regularly on the station were allowed
to plug their shows, but even then those plugs were carefully
regulated. David James’ hard-and-fast rule was that each group
was allowed to mention where they would be the following week
one time only during their usual fifteen-minute segment. This pol-
icy, like the tight control on ministers, sought to eliminate the worst
kinds of religious exploitation, and ensured that the station would
not fall victim to the same kind of unprofessional practices that
had all too often infiltrated black churches. Unfortunately blacks,
like whites, over the years had had their share of fakers and frauds.
DIA was determined not to have the station fall prey to Father
Divines, “conjure men,” and “voodoo worshipers.”

Both of Gatemouth Moore’s events are thus excellent yardsticks
by which to measure the parameters of this professed policy. Both
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acts tried the limits the station was willing to tolerate and thus give
strong clues about its regular guidelines. First of all, both incidents,
significantly enough, were isolated occurrences, neither a frequent
station practice nor even standard operating procedure.

Second, although Gate made money in the one instance, he did
not deceive his audience about his intent. A very few may have
been in attendance to watch him actually rise from the dead, but
most station personnel argue convincingly that the majority of his
audience paid five dollars just to observe the spectacle and hear the
always-dazzling sermon.

Finally, both of Moore’s pranks were carried out half-jokingly,
with tongue in cheek. Gate was, at best, only half-serious most of
the time. It is significant that he himself always laughed along with
his followers. There was no vicious exploitation, and no hardened,
insensitive effort to milk his audience for all it was worth. Above
all, Gatemouth had convinced no one in either event that he was
in possession of magic power.

Moore’s antics are perhaps best understood by appreciating the
flamboyant personality of this remarkable man. The entire time he
was at WDIA, the redoubtable Elder Moore—former blues sen-
sation, now inspired otherworldly preacher—had most folks
guessing as to what he was all about. “Whether Gatemouth was
sincere or not,”” Chris Spindel recorded in a note to herself at the
time, ’no one knows.”’'”

Production manager Don Kern remembers how Gate used to
play the religious theme to the hilt on commercials. One of his
sponsors was Bluff City Busy Bee Cab Company, and he’d warn
his listeners to be careful about accidentally leaving their purses in
the cab. ” ‘Now, I ask you Christian friends,” ”* is the way Kern
recalls it, “ “if someone left their purse in the cab when you got
in, would you turn it in?” Then he’d say, ‘Don’t answer that, I
want you to tell the truth all day today.” ”” [Laughter]. Don also
recollects the commercial for Sam Qualls Funeral Home, whose
ambulances were always well heated: "He’d say: “You know your
last ride, you want to be nice and warm.’

If WDIA tolerated—even encouraged—Gatemouth, it drew the
line on the genuine huckster, be he or she minister or otherwise.
Indeed, the station’s efforts to keep religious frauds off the air was
part of its broader commitment to quality control in personnel and
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advertising standards. Chris Spindel recalls an early staff meeting
with Ferguson and Pepper after the station was approached by a
salesman who wanted “to do some snake-oil-type advertising.”
Spindel remembers that everyone present had five minutes to
speak, and she used her time to adamantly oppose the proposal.
] know how much money we can make with snake oil, voodoo
and witchcraft,’” she said, “’but if you get into that, you're dead.”
Pepper and Ferguson backed her on this occasion (much to the
chagrin of the sales staff), and for the most part tried over the years
to keep the shoddy religious trinkets and magic potions off the air.

They were not, however, always successful at turning down
money. Critics charged that the worst violators were the owners
of the station themselves. Besides overseeing WDIA, Bert Ferguson
and John Pepper wereé also partners in a drug-distributing firm
called Berjohn.' Since WDIA was the major advertising outlet for
all of Berjohn's patent medicines, the most popular of which were
Peptikon and Acton, critics could charge that the station had not
only lowered its standards, but that its whole reason for existence
was to serve as a vehicle for the sale of Berjohn’s products.

Peptikon advertisements did abound on WDIA’s shows, but the
claims made by its commercials were usually low-key, which kept
their tone far removed from the other run-of-the-mill “snake-oil”
remedies. The language of the assertions was always a cut above
the “‘cure-all’’ medicines that saturated radio stations at this time.
(DIA did also accept a few borderline products like “Jesus Christ
tablecloths,”” but it usually put this category of merchandise on the
air during the off-hours when listener level was minimal.)

The tone of the patent-medicine commercials is significant, for
it reflects the station determination never to “‘talk down” to blacks,
a practice Sponsor magazine emphatically warned against. “The
Negro listener resents it,” it cautioned, and suggested that they
will show dislike at the cash register.”” Always sensitive to prac-
tices that made good business sense, WDIA no doubt learned to
say no early on to weird mail-order sponsors. “What sells a white
person will sell the Negro listener in almost every instance,” WDIA
told Sponsor. *’Our commercial policy is never to be high-pressure
to the Negro listener. They have been high-pressured too long."!®

When one considers the requests that flooded the station from
potential oddball sponsors—like prayer clothes that glow in the
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dark—one is driven to the conclusion that DIA used a reasonable
amount of discretion in screening out the more offensive products.

If the frequent Peptikon commercials upset the sensibilities of
some, even that criticism was curbed when the product’s name got
suddenly legitimized almost overnight by the man who would
become WDIA’s most famous graduate. When Riley ““B. B.” King
first arrived at the station as a scrawny blues singer out of Indianola,
Mississippi, his name immediately came to be associated with a
jingle he did for the product that sponsored his show—Peptikon.
B. B.’s recording of the commercial shortly after he went on the
air became a trademark for his appearances on the station and in
person. Even infrequent DIA listeners could sing along with ease:

Peptikon, it sure is good,
Peptikon, it sure is good,
Peptikon, it sure is good,
You can get it anywhere in your neighborhood.



L five
The “Beale Street Blues” boy

B. B. King was an early arrival at WDIA, coming on the scene late
in 1948. His initial entrance into the radio station’s studios is now
part of the fabulous folklore that makes legends out of ordinary
mortals. The story is now a carefully memorized liturgy, recited
by ardent followers the way Elvis Presley’s first appearance at Sun
Records can be recounted in vivid detail by most of his fans.

Certainly both Elvis and B. B. had come to their respective sites
for the same reason—they wanted to become famous singers. Al-
though there are many variations on the theme of B. B.’s first
appearance, there is a general kernel of agreement by those closest
to the scene that he actually did come in out of the rain one day
with his guitar wrapped in an old newspaper to protect it. He was
soaked to the bone, having walked from the Greyhound bus station
downtown, all the way to the WDIA studios at 2074 Union Avenue,
a distance of several miles.

There, according to his own account, he stood, dripping wet, in
his army fatigue jacket—""That was about all I had in my wardrobe
at that time”—staring quietly through the huge front studio glass.
1 could see Nat on the air,” he says, through the big “picture
window.” B. B. waited patiently until his mike switch was off and
then knocked on the studio door. He remembers that ““Nat’s very
first words were: ‘What can I do for you, young fellow?’ * to which
B. B. replied that he’d “like to make a record and go on the air.”

Nat called Bert Ferguson and Don Kern and asked them to come
down and check out this rambunctious young man. ““Mr. Ferguson
came up and took a good look at me,” he recalls. “You know how
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he looked through those glasses.” Ferguson’s first words were:
“We don’t make records, but it is possible that we might be able
to use you.”

B. B. was taken into the big studio and auditioned on the spot.
He just sat down, he says, “and blasted away.” The magic was
already there. Ferguson and Kern were so impressed that they
decided to put him on the air that same afternoon for ten minutes.
After that, he was given a live ten-minute segment of Nat's Jam-
boree, singing his songs and the Peptikon jingle. From there on,
it was onward and upward to fame and fortune.

B. B.s trip to Memphis was not his first. He had originally come
up to Memphis from Indianola, Mississippi, in 1946. Fresh out .of
the army, he hitchhiked to the house of his cousin, Bukka White,
the blues singer, who was living at the time in the Orange Mound
section of Memphis. He got a job at an equipment company and
listened to the radio at every opportunity. He returned to Missis-
sippi after a couple of years, but on his second trip back up in 1948,
he decided to go see the great blues man Sonny Boy Williamson,
who was then on the West Memphis station, KWEM.

B. B. had remembered listening to Sonny Boy back in Mississippi
coming over the air at 12:15 from KFFA in Helena, Arkansas. He
felt a strong connection with Sonny Boy, he recalls, laughing at
the personal way he identified with his airwaves idol, much as his
millions of fans have no doubt come to identify with him. “I can’t
explain it, but . . . it seems like I had heard Sonny Boy on the radio
so much that I felt like I already knew him.”

B. B. managed to persuade Williamson to let him be a guest on
the show. Then, as “fate would have it,” according to King, the
very day he appeared on the air, Sonny Boy had a conflict; he had
somehow managed to acquire two jobs on the same day. One was
his regular gig in West Memphis, at a place called “Miss Annie’s”’
or the ““16th Street Grill.”” Another job that same night ““was paying
maybe triple the money that he was making.”

Williamson decided to use B. B. to help get him out of his two-
jobs-in-one-night dilemma. ““Sonny Boy called Miss Annie that
day,” B. B. says, and said "’ ‘Did you hear the boy on the radio?’
He said ‘I'm going to send him down in my place tonight’—he
hadn’t even asked me.” B.B. now modestly says that that night at
Miss Annie’s “‘my job was to keep the people that didn’t gamble
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happy while the rest of them go into the back and gamble. I must
have done a pretty good job of it.”” In fact, Annie liked B. B.’s
performance so much that first evening that she promised that if
I could get on the radio like Sonny Boy, she would let me play
every week, and pay me [room and board] and 12 dollars a week.”

B. B. says today that that was the kind of money a “country
boy” from Mississippi had never heard of before, and so he decided
his top priority was to get himself a regular gig on a radio station.
His first thought was WDIA because he already knew about the
station, and of course, B.B. remembered Nat and Rufus Thomas
from his first trip to Memphis and Beale Street. B.B. had been a
regular contestant on Amateur Night, often competing for the prize
money.

When Nat brought B.B. into the studios for an audition, Bert
Ferguson was already thinking about putting a segment on the air
to advertise Peptikon next to Sonny Boy Williamson, whose spon-
sor on KWEM was the competitor patent medicine, Hadacol. “'I've
never been much of a music expert,” says Bert today, “’but it was
obvious when he started singing that he had an unusual voice—
a good voice.” Chris Spindel still recalls the day B.B. came to the
station for the first time. "He was skinny then. He looked so sad.
He lqoked so forlorn . . . but when he began to play, we all knew
he had it. Just the minute he played, we knew it.”

Spindel remembers King as a very quiet, self-effacing man. When
you'd try to talk to him ““He’d be polite, but he’d bow his head,
and he’d be so shy all the time.” Often people would tease B.B.
about how timid he was, but he always took it well. That shyness
never came through during performances. Once he got on the air,
the magic fingers and high-pitched voice took over, and he soon
developed a devoted following.

Although B.B. would ultimately become a DIA disc jockey, with
his own very popular show, he started off only singing live during
a fifteen-minute segment on Saturday from five until 5:15. By mid-
April 1949 he was given a regular daily fifteen-minute show, but
it was still only as part of Nat’s Jamboree, from 5:30 until 5:45.!
During the fifteen-minute segment, B.B. had time for only two or
three songs; Nat would introduce him the same way Sonny Payne
had introduced Sonny Boy Williamson over KFFA, in Helena, Ar-
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A much younger—
and thinner—B. B.
King, in the WDIA
studios, 1949. Ernest
C. Withers
Collection.

kansas. He would usually open and close with his famous Peptikon
jingle.

Also, like Sonny Boy, in the very beginning, King was not paid;
instead, in exchange for his performance, he got to plug his gigs.
Later on, the station tightened up on the policy of unlimited plugs,
but not before B.B. was able to take full advantage of it. He was
so popular right from the beginning that he soon got his own show
on WDIA and was the first black personality to acquire a syndicated
segment with a national sponsor: Lucky Strike cigarettes.

John Pepper was proud of the Lucky Strike account because
initially the national advertisers were the most reluctant sponsors.
“"When we tried to go through the New York agencies, we had a
lot of resistance,” he says today. “I remember [when] they bought
B.B. King fifteen minutes a day across the board, that was their
first adventure into this kind of advertising . . . the first time they
put their foot in the water.” That national account would soon
bring others as B.B. King'’s renown spread. In fact, by the mid-



82 Wheelin’ on Beale

fifties, WDIA carried more national advertising than any other
independent (non-network) radio station in the nation.?

King acquired his famous name by degrees as fans began to
shorten and abbreviate his descriptive title. He was originally billed
on the air as “"The Beale Street Blues”” Boy. “The boy from Beale
Street, they would say. People started to write me quite a bit,”” and
the name just kept evolving. “First they would say B.B.—the blues
boy; sometimes they would say, B.B.—the Beale Street Blues Boy;
and then they stopped doing that and would just say Blues Boy."”
After a while, just B.B.

When Hot Rod Hulbert left to take a job in Baltimore in 1950,
B.B. became the DJ on the Sepia Swing Club at three in the after-
noon, and he stayed in that slot until 1953. By then, he had recorded
“Three O’Clock Blues,” and his popularity as a singer had grown
so much he had to leave the station to travel around the country.
B.B. always kept a soft spot in his heart for WDIA. The “country
boy from Mississippi,” as he liked to refer to himself, never forgot
what it was like when he was first employed there.

“’Mr. Ferguson was a gem,” he recalls. ’He was one of the nicest
people that I've ever known in my life.” Best of all, B.B. says, when
he arrived at WDIA, for the first time ever, he was given respect
and treated like a man. “Mr. Ferguson said to all of the person-
nel—’You are Mr., if you are Mr. You are Mrs,, if you are Mrs.,” ”
he remembered. “‘But other than that you are people and employ-
ees of the station—and that’s the first time I ever heard that before
in my life in the South.”

To B.B., WDIA was a little world unto itself, isolated from the
harsh realities of a mostly segregated city. “Everybody who worked
for WDIA,” King later recollected, “when we got into the radio
station, we thought ‘freedom.” * Viewing the station as a haven
for blacks in the fifties, B.B. becomes quite eloquent in expressing
his feelings about it today: “I used to think of it kinda like an
embassy in a foreign land. When you were in there, you were
secure!”

B.B. recorded his first record right in the WDIA studios. He was
just one of many for whom the starmaker station would serve as
the necessary vehicle to acquire the exposure needed to bring na-
tional prominence. Bobby Blue Bland, Johnny Ace, Junior Parker,
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and Roscoe Gordon, just to name the more famous ones, also
recorded first in the WDIA studios.

Don Kern, DIA’s first production manager, cut B.B.’s first record
at the station shortly after he arrived, early in 1949. Before the
station acquired sophisticated tape equipment, Kern recorded four
sides on an old acetate machine set up in a tiny recording room
next to the larger main singing studio, where B.B. assembled his
group.

King remembers clearly the composition of the seven-piece band
he put together for this historic first session. “We had . . . Tuff
Green’s band, with Ben Branch and the youthful Phineas Newborn,
Jr. (I had to get his union card,” says B.B. “’He was too young at
that time to have [one].)”” B.B. cut ““Miss Martha King,” “Got the
Blues,” “Take a Swing with Me,” and “How Do you Feel When
Your Baby Packs up to Go.” I sent them to a guy named Jim
Bulleit in Nashville,”” Kern recalls. “He had a yellow label called
‘Bullet’s Records.’ . . . It was kind of the beginning of the music
industry in Nashville.”

Bulleit produced the record, which was a big hit locally, even
though B.B. never even signed a contract. Don Kern quickly realized
that this explosive talent needed to expand, so he sent the next ac-
etate to Les Bihari, who had the RPM label in Chicago before Les
took it to Los Angeles. Bihari liked it so much that he brought King
up to Chicago and recorded him there. From that point on, B.B.’s
records were distributed nationwide and his star continued to rise.>

King stayed on the station for several years, even after his pop-
ularity began to skyrocket. At first he would sneak away on week-
ends, traveling mostly in the South, within a couple-of-hundred-
miles radius, but soon he began to fly to Washington and the West
Coast, leaving on a Friday night and getting back for Monday’s
show. It was not long, however, before he had to leave the station
to do the kind of touring for which he later became famous.

Appearing in as many as 300 different cities in a single year, the
term “chitlin’ circuit’ was never more appropriate than when ap-
plied to his endless one-night stands. Almost all who are closest
to B.B. agree that his universally recognized humility—in spite of
his current status as superstar—is in part the result of his many
years of scuffling on that circuit.
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WDIA hung on to King as long as it could. The arrangement,
whereby he continued to do his gigs while working at the station,
though beneficial to both B.B. and WDIA, did occasionally present
some problems. Program director David James remembers a par-
ticularly embarrassing moment on a Lucky Strike “air check.”
These were done periodically on national products—usually about
every three months—so the sponsor could hear how the com-
mercial sounded. A “’check” or tape was made of a small segment
of the show and then mailed to the sponsor.

Because B.B. was on the road so much, Dave often found it
convenient to just “recreate” his live show. This he did by making
acetate recordings of about thirty or forty of his songs and taping
his commercial announcements. When B.B. took off on one of his
gigs, Dave just faked his presence at the station, and listeners never
knew the difference. "We had the intro, his commercials and his
other things and we’d just work it all together and it was supposed
to be live,” Dave recalled in an interview. “We even sent air checks
off.”

Finally, however, the chickens came home to roost, this time in
the form of a man from Lucky Strike who dropped in unannounced
one day to talk about the air check, and “there’s nobody in the
studio,” Dave says, “and the B.B. King show is blaring away. We
were ashamed.” Lucky Strike dropped its sponsorship of B.B.’s
show, but according to James did come back later and advertise
on other programs.

The radio station itself at first tried to act as a booking agent for
King until that also got clearly out of control. “We set ourselves
up as B.B.’s agent for a while, and booked him into various night
spots in and around Memphis,” Ferguson recalls, "’but it didn’t
take long for him to outgrow the territory”.

Both Ferguson and Don Kern, who recorded B.B.’s first record,
might be faulted for failure to realize how much money could be
made in handling a hot commodity like B.B. King, much in the
same way that Sam Phillips was faulted for selling Elvis Presley’s
Sun contract to RCA. However, WDIA released King for the same
reason that Sam Phillips sold Elvis. Neither had sufficient resources
to deal with the sizeable task of handling a superstar. Sam Phillips
has argued that he took Elvis as far as he could take him, given
his limited resources. To have done more would have meant ig-
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noring all his other stars, like Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash, and
Carl Perkins, on the Sun label. For WDIA, it would have meant
putting the station itself on the back burner, which at this point
was the last thing on Bert Ferguson’s mind. “We weren’t about to
get into the nationwide booking business,” Ferguson says, “’so he
went on to get somebody else to handle him.”

Ferguson had little time for B.B. King (or anything else, for that
matter) because he had a much bigger fish to fry. Continuing the
enormous success of DIA’s switch to all-black programming con-
sumed all his energy even though the shiftover was still not certain
at this point, dramatically evidenced by the tenacity with which
the station still hung on to some of the old programs from its
previous format.

Pepper says today that if he had to pinpoint a specific time when
a decision was made to finally switch to all-black programming, it
would have to be the time he first learned of the ratings the station
chalked up from Nat's original show. This was probably already
after B.B. had arrived at the station, though Pepper cannot recall
with certainty the exact moment. He thinks he made his surprise
discovery sometime in early 1949. He remembers only that it was
““after Nat had been on a while.” He just happened to be in New
York and decided on a whim to go visit what was then the only
rating service—the Hooper survey. “The big push came,” he says,
“when we found, quite by accident, what was happening.” As
fate would have it, Mr. Hooper himself was in his office at the time
Pepper dropped in. “We were not subscribers at the time. We
thought it was pretty expensive—about a hundred dollars a
month,”” Pepper says laughingly.

Then came the big revelation. Mr. Hopper “very carefully went
to our files and pulled all the recent surveys on Memphis, and to
our amazement, we found that we were number two in the mar-
ket.” WREC, the Memphis CBS affiliate, was still the dominant
station with a little over 20 percent, but WDIA had an incredible
17 percent of the audience. “We immediately subscribed to the
service,” Pepper chuckles. He also simultaneously raised the sta-
tion’s rates. According to Pepper, “from that point on, we decided
to convert the rest of the station to black programming.”

The ratings quickly reflected the wisdom of that decision. By the
time the next Hooper survey came out—the following Septem-
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ber—October (1949)—WDIA had left all rivals, with a 28.1 per-
centage of the eight-to-noon slot; WREC, its nearest rival, captured
only 21.6.* By then, of course, WDIA was already an all-black
station.

Actually, DIA had reached critical mass the previous summer;
virtually its entire broadcast schedule was given over to black-
oriented programming. Though only Nat, Hot Rod, and Gate-
mouth were publicly promoted as full-time announcers, the in-
creasingly regular appearances of not only B.B. King, the
ubiquitous A. C. Williams, farm editor Ernest Brazzle, Cornell
Wells, and a host of other live gospel and r-&-b entertainers had
already converted, with only a few minor exceptions, all shows to
black orientation.

Though not yet designated as full-time, A. C. Williams was al-
ready putting in just about as many hours per week as the so-
called full-timers. Williams, who was quickly emerging as a key
figure in the operation, says today that “within six months” after
Nat’s debut in October 1948 the station had all black on-air per-
sonalities.> Actually, about eight or nine months would be more
precise, but even then it still carried an occasional prerecorded
show from its previously all-white format right into 1950. None-
theless, though there were a few incongruous residual hangovers
—Reverend B. R. Lewis, a white Baptist minister, stayed on at
seven o’clock in the morning for a while, as did weekend pre-
recorded shows like Sammy Kaye and Guy Lombardo—these pro-
grams would die off early in 1950.

Though technically not all programs were yet geared exclusively
to the black audience, it is safe to say that by the end of the summer
of 1949, without any premeditated or conscious planning, WDIA
was the nation’s first all-black station. WEDR in Birmingham went
on the air in September 1949 with an all-black staff, and WERD,
in Atlanta, the country’s first black-owned station, took to the air
the next month—QOctober 1949. Nonetheless, WDIA is still the first,
since the main thrust of its broadcasting—dawn-to-dusk—was, by
the end of the summer of 1949, clearly being pitched to a black
audience with nothing but black on-air personalities.®

By the summer, the whites who had been on the air with their
own shows simply became control-board operators who read the
news. Don Kern says there were four-full-time announcers and
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two of them quit when the switch occurred, but not “because they
found the programming offensive or anything.”” Don says they lost
their “talent”—in radio, that’s the money sponsors pay to specif-
ically designated announcers to do their commercials—and so
“they quit because their shows were cut out.”

Those who stayed, like Bill Anderson, Ed Daniels, and Bill Gil-
lian, enjoyed the unique distinction of being the first white control-
board operators for the black personalities. B. B. King, along with
A.C. Williams and Rufus Thomas, recalls working with these an-
nouncers in what they describe as a smooth transition. Bill Gillian’s
experience at WDIA must have helped him also. He later went on
to greater fame as a CBS announcer.

Though white voices were occasionally heard on news broad-
casts, these were the exceptions. Just as other all-white stations
now allowed an occasional black voice, WDIA still permitted an
isolated white voice.

Interestingly, no one thought of claiming the title of being the
first all-black radio station in the country. Certainly Bert Ferguson
did not. He still sounded cautious as late as the summer of 1949,
when he applied to the FCC for license renewal. “By necessity we
are proceeding slowly and carefully along this uncharted course,”’
he gingerly wrote in his application. The station, he added, had
“surveyed listener preferences . . . with the object of providing
programs heretofore unavailable on any station in this section of
the United States.””

Nothing better defines WDIA’s purpose in making the switch to
all-black programming than the almost happenstance manner by
which it occurred. If the switch seemed unplanned, it meant only
that WDIA was neither leading a social-uplift campaign for black
people nor even starting out to revolutionize radio, even though
it did indeed have both those effects. At this point in its history,
this radio station was doing only one thing, and doing it extraor-
dinarily well—following black dollar signs all the way to the bank.
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The most obvious tangible evidence of the station’s commitment
to all-black programming came at the beginning of the summer of
1949, when Bert Ferguson decided to print a public relations pro-
motion pamphlet and circulate it in the black community. “Now
bear in mind that this really wasn’t the best way to reach black
people with a message,” Ferguson now admits. Without fully un-
derstanding the station’s own power to communicate with its new
black audience, he decided to use printed media for promotion.
“After we got the audience,” he says, “then we could self-pro-
mote.” Until then, without TV, “‘there was no way to reach them
unless you went out and knocked on the doors.”

The station printed 40,000 copies of a slick four-page foldout
promotional brochure with pictures of Nat D., Hot Rod, and B. B.
on one side and, on the other, several local gospel groups—the
Spirit of Memphis, the Southern Wonders, and the Songbirds of
the South. It also listed the schedule of times for shows, adding
that “all these programs feature prominent Negro musicians, sing-
ers, artists of every kind.”! There were large gaps in the time
schedule because, at this point, WDIA was still doing some white
programming, and apparently thought it best just to leave those
show times off the brochure completely.

Anxious to begin a two-way communication with its new black
audience, the pamphlet pleaded: “Write and tell us what you like
about WDIA programs.” The response was overwhelming. Lis-
teners not only wrote, they spread the news of the station’s pres-
ence.

88
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The word got around fast, and the station heard it, loud and
clear. In August 1949 WDIA hired its first black woman announcer,
Willa Monroe, who became the hostess of the Tan Town Home-
maker’s Show every weekday morning at nine o’clock. Willa was
billed as the first black woman DJ in the country, even though Jack
L. Cooper in Chicago had employed black women announcers
earlier. Nonetheless, Willa, like Nat, was the first publicly pro-
moted in the South, and almost immediately just about as popular.
Her 9:00-t0-9:55 slot in the morning often pulled in 40 percent of
the Hooper survey, even outranking the perennially popular Ar-
thur Godfrey.

Willa’s hour was set aside for what the station labeled the ““home-
makers,” perhaps in an effort to offset a show from the West
Memphis station, KWEM, called Listen Ladies, a fifteen-minute
segment at 9:30.2 The thinking, according to Chris Spindel, was
that by that hour of the morning most men were at work, and “it
was time to have a program just for the ‘housewives.” * This line
of reasoning contrasted sharply with just about all previous radio
wisdom concerning Southern black female listeners. Stations below
the Mason-Dixon line had long assumed that black women living
in their broadcast range—employed mostly as domestic servants
in white people’s homes—would themselves also be at work and
thus unable to afford the leisure time to listen to the radio.

Clearly Willa’s show was not only a refutation of that notion but
also a further dramatic example of the station’s recognition of the
rising black middle class, which was becoming much more per-
vasive in the post-World War Il era. A class of affluent blacks seems
to have always been present in Memphis, as evidenced by the
existence of social organizations like the Cotton Makers’ Jubilee.
Though they represented only a very small minority of the total
population, any casual reader of the society section of the local
black newspaper could have told you that this class certainly did
exist.

Mrs. Jewell Gentry Hulbert Hurt, society editor of the Memphis
World for many years, recalls that a large number of readers of that
newspaper anxiously followed social events in the city. “I'd report
on the activities of various clubs and festivities around town in the
black community,” she says. “You’d be surprised at how many
black women read my column.”
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Memphis’ small black aristocracy followed many of the same
practices as their white counterparts, right down to employing
maids in their homes. “Willa had a woman working for her named
Doll,”” notes Chris Spindel. “This was Willa’s maid. When 1 was
at the station, Willa used to send me out food that Doll had pre-
pared all the time.” Spindel recalls being invited into many wealthy
black homes during this time for various functions connected with
the station. “It was like the black elite,” she says. “Some homes
were just beautiful.”

Willa herself enjoyed a life of leisure since she was (to use the
1950s terminology) a kept woman. It was public knowledge that
Willa was the mistress of Robert Wright, a local musician, suc-
cessful black entrepreneur, and one of the leading black golfers in
the city of Memphis. When DIA’s Gatemouth Moore was still a
blues singer, he used to perform at Rob Wright's Brown Derby,
one of Memphis’ most popular black nightclubs in the Orange
Mound section of town. Rob Wright's orchestra had also been
carried on Saturday afternoons over WHBQ way back in the 1930s
when Bert Ferguson was a young announcer there.

“Rob Wright kept this big two-story [twenty-room] house on
Vance. I pass it right now,” Spindel says. “It was Willa’s house.
This was all well-known at the time. Nat’s daughter Natolyn fondly
recalls her memory as a child of Willa Monroe: “Willa was a diva!”
she says. “There weren’t any divas in 1950—especially black
ones—but Willa Monroe, honey, was a diva. I didn’t figure that
out until I was twenty-five years old.”” Natolyn remembers going
over to Willa’s house “when I was a little kid, and she would be
laid out on a chaise lounge, like Marilyn Monroe or Mae West or
something. I'd think to myself, ‘I want to be just like Aunt Willa.” ”

Willa was a very large woman, weighing more than 200 pounds.
Often mistaken for Hattie MacDaniel, the “‘Beulah,” of network
radio fame, her sweet, almost childlike face made her look like a
black Kate Smith. At one time she had wanted to be a professional
singer and had actually taken voice lessons at the Morningside
Conservatory of music in Sioux City, lowa. Bert Ferguson was
impressed enough to hire Willa when she ad-libbed her way
through a dropped script while appearing as a guest on Nat's
program.?

The enormous success of Willa Monroe’s Tan Town Homemak-
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er's Show emphasized the need for more programming aimed at
the women in the audience. The station’s solution, however, was
not to expand the “homemaker” concept; instead, it tried to attract
more women simply by using more female voices on the air.

WDIA employed a second woman at the station as early as 1950,
but she was not immediately featured on the air as a disc jockey.
Star McKinney, a former Cotton Makers’ Jubilee Queen, was of-
ficially the “’society editor,” but for several years she did little more
than read “’society news” during a fifteen-minute segment on Sat-
urday morning and appear at public events like the Goodwill Re-
vues. When Robert Thomas came in 1954, she began to team up
with him (as “Honeyboy”) for a Saturday-morning fifty-five-min-
ute show called Boy Meets Girl. It was mostly loose chatter, with
lots of music designed for lovers. McKinney never caught fire,
however, and left the station soon afterward.

Once she was gone, program director David James decided to
hold a contest to get the station a second full-time woman an-
nouncer. Gerry Brown, a schoolteacher, won and was rewarded
with the 9:00 p.M. Nite Spot job. It didn’t end there, though. James
felt that Martha Jean Steinberg, who ran Gerry a close second,
“’was a natural for radio,” and so he figured out a way to keep her
on at the station by giving her weekend work. It made good sense.
Willa Monroe’s health was poor and, besides, WDIA needed more
female voices.

After a short while, Gerry Brown got married, and her husband
decided he did not want her teaching school and working at the
station, so she quit. Martha Jean then took over the Nite Spot at
nine. It was Martha Jean who was to make the real indelible mark
at the radio station and claim fame to stardom in her own right.
She proved that overnight sensations were not unique to the men
at WDIA.

“’Martha Jean the Queen,” a name conjured up by "Honeymoon”
Garner, soon justified David James’ early confidence in her; he
later proudly referred to her as his “top disc jockey at WDIA.”4 A
very statuesque, attractive woman, Martha Jean was as popular in
person at Goodwill and Starlight Revues as she was on the air. She
got so hot so fast on the Nite Spot that David James created a new
show for her called Premium Stuff, which introduced all the new
records of the week on Saturday at noon.
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Although the station’s original intention in adding another
woman announcer after Willa Monroe may have been to appeal to
more females, both the Nite Spot and Premium Stuff—with Martha
Jean as the host—could hardly be described as programs pitched
to the women in the audience. No way! Her sultry voice and sexual
double entendres sent out unambiguous messages, leaving little
doubt about which gender she was attempting to attract. In case
the males missed the more subtle aural signals on the evening Nite
Spot, the very title of Martha Jean’s Saturday noon show, Premium
Stuff, drove the point home.

When Willa Monroe’s health began to fail, Martha Jean also took
over the morning Homemaker slot, and stayed there until she left
the station in 1963 to go to WCHB in Inkster, Michigan. After a
three-year stint there, she joined WJLB in Detroit, where she re-
mained for a number of years. Today, she is vice president and
program director of Detroit’s WQBH—the call letters, she says,
stand for "’bring the Queen Back Home”’—and gratefully attributes
most of her success to the training received at WDIA, especially
the help of David James and Nat D. Williams.

Nat Williams not only provided endless inspiration for the sta-
tion’s air personalities, he continued to help feed WDIA's appetite
for new black talent. Early in 1950 he scored the biggest coup of
all when he brought to the station the man who would become
Nat's alter ego on the air as well as constant sidekick at almost all
his public appearances.

Rufus Thomas was another former student of Nat D.’s and, like
his mentor, already a veteran entertainer and a stock name in the
black community when he was hired in September 1950 to do two
one-hour Saturday afternoon shows called House of Happiness,
and Special Delivery. “Most folks in the fifties may not have been
able to tell you who the mayor or governor was,” Mrs. Dora Todd
says, ‘but they sure knew the names of Nat D. and Rufus Thomas.”’
Rufus inherited the Sepia Swing Club from B. B. King in 1951 when
King hit the road.

Rufus also acquired Nat D.’s mantle after his death in 1982, and
today carries the official designation Ambassador to Beale Street.
““They say that I'm the spokesman for Beale Street. I'm supposed
to have a duty,” Thomas observes, “but I don’t really do anything.”
The label, Rufus recognizes, is honorary and thus little more than
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a name. The title might not pay the bills, but it is nonetheless a
deserving designation for a man who is a living symbol of the old
order, a remnant from the days when Beale Street was synonymous
with the best in black entertainment.

Rufus Thomas was a character right out of central casting. He
may not have been born in a trunk, but he began entertaining
almost as soon as he could function on his own. It began on March
26, 1917, about thirty-five miles from Memphis, where he was born,
in Cayce, Mississippi, “a little town about as wide as my hand,”
he says. “If you bat your eyes, you lost it!"” He came to Memphis
when he was only a year old, however, and, like his close friend,
Nat D. Williams, attended Kortrecht school until the eighth grade
before going to Booker T. Washington High School, where Nat not
only taught him American history but also inspired him to start
performing on stage. Rufus had been tap-dancing since he was
eleven or twelve years old, but not professionally. “Nat and I
connected immediately,” he says today. "I wasn’t doing tap or
anything on stage until I got into the musicals at BTW—in the
Ballet.”

Once he found his audience, though, Rufus never looked back.
Shortly after his first Ballet as a fifteen-year-old tenth-grader, he
started his career performing on Amateur Night at the Palace Thea-
ter. Rufus began as a dancer with a man named Johnny Doughty.
“It was different from what they do today, all down on the floor
and stuff,”” Rufus laughs. In his day, he had the reputation of being
one of the finer tap dancers around, but “if I try it today, I can’t
last no [sic] more than about eight bars.” Like the great Bill “’Bo-
jangles” Robinson, Rufus and Doughty had a routine “dancing up
and down steps. We were doing wings, and all that fancy stuff,
but it was mostly flash.”

Rufus also sang and did comedy, making the familiar entertain-
ment trek from the Ballet to Amateur Night on Beale Street and
finally to night spots and juke joints around town. Before he hit
the club circuit, however, he hit the road. Immediately after grad-
uating from BTW in 1936, Rufus, like Gatemouth Moore, one of
his idols, traveled with F. S. Wolcott’s Rabbit Foot Minstrels. He
also spent a year with the Royal American Shows, which featured
mostly white variety entertainment, but one segment, called *’Har-
lem in Havana,” put together by Leon Claxton, highlighted black




94 Wheelin' on Beale

dancers and singers. ‘It was a carnival, but we had the whole nine
yards,” Rufus recalls. I was tap dancing, but they had comedians,
music, everything.”s

The show, which traveled by train mostly in the South—winter-
quartering in Tampa, Florida—was, of course, completely segre-
gated. Since all hotels were closed to African-Americans, a small
underground accommodation network flourished for the black per-
formers who moved from town to town. This little-known aspect
of America’s underside represents yet another extraordinary ex-
ample of the coping mechanism African-Americans developed in
order to live with the daily dilemma of segregation. “No matter
where we were—didn’t make any difference what city it was,”
Rufus proudly recalls—"there would be somebody there who
would take us in. They’d give us a place to stay and usually feed
us a meal or two.”

Rufus’ first big hit record was for Sam Phillips on the Sun label
in 1953. His version of ““Bearcat’ (the response to Big Mama Thorn-
ton’s original version of “"Hound Dog”) hit No. 3 on the national
charts and put Sun on the recording map a year before Phillips
discovered Elvis Presley. Rufus achieved much greater fame in 1959
when his record “The Dog’ set off a dance craze that caught on
internationally. Both the record and the dance had spinoffs of
”Walking the Dog” and the "Dirty Dog” and was “covered” by
just about everybody—black and white—including The Rolling
Stones. “When I was in France getting a citation,” Rufus remem-
bers, “’a fellow told me during an interview that he personally knew
of forty-eight different versions of ‘Walking the Dog.”

Although it was Rufus’ singing ability that brought him world-
wide fame, he was best known in Memphis in the early days as a
comedian. He worked originally with a man named Robert Couch,
identifiable to Memphis audiences as Bones. For years, Rufus and
Bones delighted followers doing various comedy routines, includ-
ing a variation of the old blackface minstrel show, complete with
straight man, interlocutor, and burnt cork on the face. “White folks
would put on white lips—we would put on red lips to protest,”
Rufus says today, “or at least I like to think it was protest.” The
minstrel routine was soon dropped, but Rufus and Bones remained
a fixture of black entertainment for over a decade on Amateur Night
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at the Palace Theater on Beale Street or just about anywhere there
was a crowd waiting to be amused.

All air personalities were at their best in front of a live audience,
but Rufus Thomas was the quintessential master at ‘““working a
house.” He loved nothing better than performing in front of a live
crowd. Almost as soon as he opened his mouth, he had you on
his side. Dressed to the nines, his signatory opening line—"Ain’t
ah’'m clean?’—usually brought a roar of approval from his rapt
audience and started him on his roll. “Oh, I feel so unnecessary!"’

Program director David James says once you put a comic line in
Rufus’ mouth, “you could guarantee he’d tear the house to pieces.
Give the line to four or five other guys to say, and nothing.” Years
on the road in minstrel shows and juke joints had made Rufus’ act
a mixture of raucous humor and down-home entertainment. He
was not above playing on racial stereotypes. He could joke about
black people eating *’fish sandwiches and red sodas,” and he loved
to throw out the line “I always tell white folks: ‘If you could be
black for one Saturday night, you never would want to be white
any more.” "¢

When Rufus joined WDIA in 1950, he was still riding the pop-
ularity of ““Bear Cat,” and thus, at night and on weekends, he
performed in and around the Memphis area with a little group
called Rufus Thomas and the Bearcats. Many of his gigs were on
Friday night, which made it particularly difficult for him on his
early-Saturday-morning show, called Boogie For Breakfast, which
started at 7:00 A.M. It was not unusual for Rufus to come to the
station on Saturday morning directly from an all-night gig.

As if all that weren’t enough, Rufus also worked full-time during
the weekdays at American Finishing Company, a textile mill. All
the while he was at WDIA, therefore, he held down three full-time
jobs—at the mill, the station, and his outside gigs. Thus, by the
time Rufus arrived at the radio station at three o’clock in the af-
ternoon for the Sepia Swing Club show, just like his tutor, Nat D.,
he also had already put in a full workday.

That work schedule started at the mill at 6:30 A.M. The job was
hard labor, working over a boiling vat until 2:30 in the afternoon.
The totally segregated arrangement at the mill made WDIA seem
like a divinely integrated institution. */I never sat down and talked
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to my boss the entire twenty-two years I was at American Finishing
Company,” Rufus remembers. Things were so segregated, in fact,
his original shift—seven to three—was changed to 6:30 to 2:30
because “white folks had the same shift, and during those days,
whites not only got the front of the streetcar, they got the front of
the line waiting for it.”” According to Rufus, the shift was changed
just to “avoid a confrontation between blacks and whites when
they lined up for the streetcar.”

Rufus became one of WDIA's super-DJs, but not without some
hard work. Because his reputation as a live performer preceded
him, his popularity on the air skyrocketed quickly; and, of course,
his ability as an entertainer was never in question. Selling the
sponsors’ product, however, was a different matter. “’I was a good
jock, but I wasn’t getting the job done at first,” Rufus remembers.
“In fact, I found out later that David James was getting ready to
let me go. Selling was the bottom line and I just wasn’t selling.”

Rufus’ problem was overcompensation. He simply tried too
hard. Radio historian J. Fred MacDonald has pointed out that some
African-Americans in early radio who sounded white ’had to work
at fake accents” in order to sound black; they “had to learn to talk
as white people believed Negroes talked.””” Rufus’ problem was
not exactly the opposite, but close to it.

He was not speaking to a white audience, of course, and thus
had neither the need nor the desire to sound white. But he did
have a dilemma, caused by trying to mix the natural black sound
of his voice, which he certainly had no trouble maintaining, with
a smooth, graceful, articulate tone—the way Rufus believed radio
announcers should sound.

Black speech was still uncommon on the air, so “Rufus had some
idea about what an announcer was supposed to sound like,” Chris
Spindel says. ‘"He felt he had to talk much straighter than he should
have. There was the wrong way to speak, and the right way.”
Rufus himself later acknowledged as much: “When I first got into
radio,” he confessed to Peter Guralnik, “we used to listen to
WREC,” the CBS affiliate in Memphis. “They would have this big
booming voice, you know—'This is WREC broadcasting from the
South’s finest hotel, the Hotel Peabody’—and I thought you had
to be like that, too.”

Unfortunately, his natural voice was anything but smooth and
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articulate. Growling and gruff, it had a harsh, raspy quality that
made him sound like a combination of Louis Armstrong (one of
his idols) and Scat-Man Cruthers. Rufus ran into real difficulty
when he tried to achieve an “announcer” delivery, especially when
reading commercials.

Though many might consider the blend of Armstrong and Cruth-
ers a super combination, it was still not that authoritative, profes-
sional-sounding voice Rufus felt he had to have to sell the product.
So, in his effort to compensate, he tried to speak too high-toned
and proper, and what came out often sounded artificial and con-
trived.

David James spent hours trying to get him to develop a more
natural manner of speaking, and Rufus himself, sensing his prob-
lem, worked equally hard. James recalled how upset he would get
because Rufus was “stubborn, hang the lip out, pout, and he
couldn’t sell. He did the lousiest commercials in the world and he
thought he did the best.” David James, however, was not about
to give up on the man he later described as ““absolutely sensational”
as a performer.

Both Dave and Rufus managed to persevere, and slowly it began
to pay off. Rufus finally started doing what Dave knew he did
best—entertain on the air like he did on stage. With Dave’s coaxing,
Rufus soon learned that “it was all right just to be myself.” Once
Rufus became “just Rufus”’—gravel-voice and all—he was home
free. “Hey, man, I started getting sharp and everything,” Rufus
says today, “my delivery stepped up and there I was, a personality!
[Laughter]”

Rufus was able to hold his own as a radio salesperson, which
was all that was needed, because as a performer he was without
equal. David James still calls him “’the best black entertainer I ever
saw in my life.”® James refuses to put any qualification on that
statement, which is quite a mouthful, considering Rufus’ compe-
tition just at the station alone. In fact, the two men who followed
Rufus’ afternoon Sepia Swing Club at three, Nat D. and A.C. “"Moo-
hah” Williams, were themselves monumental talents, whom some
would argue would seriously challenge James’ nomination for that
position.

Rufus’ addition to the staff was timely, because in 1951 WDIA'’s
first major personnel shake-up occurred with the sudden resig-
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nations of two of its early stalwart performers—Hot Rod Hulbert
and Gatemouth Moore. Hot Rod left at the end of April to go to
WITH in Baltimore, one of the largest independent stations in the
country, and Gatemouth soon followed in October to become an
announcer at the new all-black WEDR in Birmingham. Both men
left amicably, each seeing the shift as a good career move.

The sudden departure of two of the station’s original black stars,
however, meant replacements had to be found and programs had
to be restructured. The initial crisis was met by simply giving ad-
ditional hours to its existing staff. B. B. King filled Gatemouth’s
one-hour Light of the World show at one o’clock with something
called Bee Bee’s Jeebies, in which he played the role of “’Dr. King,
musical chaser of the blues and the heebie jeebies.”

Also, for a short while, B.B. ran Hot Rod’s Sepia Swing Club
show at three, until Rufus Thomas picked it up. This took up the
slack until additional personnel could be found. Badly needed be-
cause they were more difficult to come by than the pop stars were
disc jockeys for the religious programs to help fill the ever-ex-
panding hours the station was devoting to gospel music. It was
Ford Nelson and Theo Wade who took up the slack by becoming
the major gospel personalities at DIA during the fifties.

Ford was hired first, and like Gatemouth Moore, whom he re-
placed, started his career not as a gospel personality but as a pop
performer. Before joining the station, Ford was a hot piano player
who backed up none other than B.B. King. B.B. was already doing
his broadcasts over WDIA before Ford began to play with him in
1950.°

After a short spell of just playing gigs in and around the Memphis
area, Ford started backing B.B.’s vocals on the piano during his
12:15-t0-12:30 segment on WDIA. The work load got pretty intense
because of King's frequent gigs. B.B. was not only playing the local
scene—places like Currie’s Club Tropicana, Mitchell’s Flamingo
Lounge, and the Del Morocco—but he was also already doing the
famous one-nighters on the so-called chittlin’ circuit, hitting places
like the Be Bop Hall in West Memphis and Slackbritches in Birdeye,
Arkansas. “We would go out sometime five, six or seven nights a
week,” Ford says today, “playing Tennessee, Arkansas, Missouri,
Mississippi . . . B.B. would always get more than we did, maybe
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twenty-five dollars, but between ten and twenty was average for
us.”

If the pay was not outstanding, the camaraderie of the musicians
was. Ford remembers working ““a stretch of 105 one-nighters with-
out being off,” but he didn’t mind what seemed then like more
fun than work. “We’d meet every evening at a little restaurant on
Beale called Hamburger Heaven,’’ Ford recalls nostalgically. After
digesting their fair share of hamburgers, the group would “all get
in a car, go to this gig, play all night and then go on the air the
next day.”

After about six months of this pattern, production manager Don
Kern decided to give Ford an audition. Having already witnessed
his mastery of the keyboard, Kern hoped to capitalize on the big
rich professional-sounding voice, which lent authority to Ford's
smooth delivery. Kern also knew that Nelson’s musical talent could
be easily incorporated into the context of his own show. ““I thought
he was kidding,”” Ford says, laughing, because he had never en-
visioned himself as a radio announcer.

Nonetheless, Ford’s first show, Let’'s Have Some Fun, a fifteen-
minute rhythm-and-blues segment at 12:30 daily, proved how right
Kern’s hunch was. With years of experience as a professional mu-
sician, Ford was comfortable either playing a blues run on the piano
as a way of introducing a Muddy Waters number or banging out
a quick riff as a lead-in to the more standard r-&-b groups like the
Coasters or the Drifters.

Ford continued to play piano for B.B. until 1953, when King hit
the road—finally departing WDIA permanently. Though Ford kept
on doing Let’s Have Some Fun, for many years on the station with
the same initial sponsor, Folger’s Coffee—it was as a gospel DJ
where he found his radio niche. His “other self,” as he puts it,
was actuated when the station realized that his personality "‘was
more suited for gospel.” It began very gradually—starting with
one fifteen-minute gospel program—but when Gatemouth and Hot
Rod left the station, “that left a little vacuum there for some more
gospel shows,” he recalls. “So, at that point . . . I became full-
time, doing gospel.” Like others at the station, Ford always wore
several hats, but his major thrust was now gospel. He quickly
adapted to his new format, displaying the same effortless ease



100 Wheelin’ on Beale

selling Pet Evaporated Milk—his sponsor when he hosted the gos-
pel singing of the Southern Wonders every morning at 10:15—as
he had extolling the virtue of Folger’s.

Ford'’s style and general deportment contrasted nicely with Theo
"’Bless My Bones’ Wade, who became the other major gospel per-
sonality at the station. Before Brother Wade joined DIA, he had
spent nearly two decades traveling around the country as the man-
ager, booking agent, inspirational organizer, and plenipotentiary
head of the Spirit of Memphis quartet, the leading gospel group
in the city and one of the outstanding gospel groups in the nation.
By 1953, when he began his career at WDIA, after years on the
road, he was more than ready to finally settle down and become
a radio announcer, although for a long time after he joined the
station he continued to handle the Spirit of Memphis, mostly book-
ing their national engagements.

According to Jet Bledsoe, who sang for years with the Spirit of
Memphis, Theo acquired the nickname “’Bless My Bones” after
accidentally spilling a cup of coffee one morning on the air. ““He
said: ‘Doggone, Bless My Bones, I knocked over my coffee!’ ” Jet
says that Silas Steele, another member of the Spirit of Memphis,
picked up on it and began calling Brother Wade ‘’Bless My Bones.”
The name stuck, and soon became the label by which Brother Wade
was known throughout the black community of Memphis.

Theo started out on WDIA doing only thirty minutes in the
morning while he worked full time as a cotton spotter at Federal
Compress Company in West Memphis, Arkansas. When the sta-
tion shifted to 50,000 watts in 1954—expanding its hours from four
until midnight—he was assigned the 4:00-t0-6:30 A.M. slot, and
quickly became an early morning sensation.

At first, Brother Wade had to walk several miles across town to
the WDIA studios because, at the time, he was temporarily without
a car. That was a long walk for anyone at that hour, but for a guy
with a terrible set of feet like Theo Wade, it was almost disastrous.
Theo suffered from problems with his feet most all his life. He
finally had to get them operated on, but back then he just cut out
huge slits in the sides of his shoes, which offered him enough
temporary relief to get through the day.

He soon managed to purchase a car, which he always affection-
ately referred to as his ’stalk cutter.” It wasn’t much to look at,
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but it got him to work on time. Theo had owned a number of ““stalk
cutters” in the days when he traveled with the Spirit of Memphis.
He used to joke on the air that he really couldn’t sing, but the
group kept him around because he was the only one who had a
car.

Brother Wade enjoyed the reputation of being the best sales-
person on the station. That was a quite a distinction not only
because he was in with such heavy company, but WDIA had built
its reputation in part on its ability to sell. Salesman Frank Arm-
strong sees no reason to limit Theo’s reputation just to the station:
“Theo Wade was the best salesman in the history of radio,” he
declares without batting an eye. If he doesn’t have the proof to
back up that statement, Armstrong does have his own personal
experience, born out of living with the daily task of selling station
advertisements for well over a decade. In that time he came to
develop a healthy respect for Theo’s ability to move the sponsor’s
product.

Local sponsors also swore by Theo’s ability. Memphis merchant
Murray Spindel used to specifically request the early morning hours
of Theo's show. “Nobody wanted those 5:30 A.M. spots,” he says,
but "1 took them, and it paid off. They used to come in [my store]
and say they heard me on Bless my Bones.” Theo soon developed
a coterie of early-morning sponsors, who began to realize that
whatever reduction in audience those hours produced was more
than compensated for by Wade’s ability to sell. Whether local spon-
sors like Murray’s Department Store or national advertisers like
Tide and Cheer, Theo moved the product. “Wade could sell an
Eskimo a refrigerator,” DIA veteran A.C. Williams notes, “and
then sell him the ice to go with it.”"

Perhaps Theo sold better because he tried harder. Always a bit
self-conscious about his lack of education, especially in the presence
of the other station DJs, Brother Wade no doubt needed to prove
to himself that formal schooling wasn’t necessary to make it. Theo
had to work daily with a black staff whose education made his pale
by comparison: Nat D. Williams could intimidate anyone—he had
a master’s degree, plus graduate work at the University of Chicago,
Columbia, and Northwestern; A.C. Williams taught biology before
coming to the station; and Cornell Wells, who ran a Sunday-morn-
ing gospel show, was a high school principal. In fact, most DIA
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personalities had either college degrees or at least some higher
educational training before joining the station. Robert Thomas had
attended Howard University in Washington, D.C.—a school often
referred to as the “black Harvard.”

Thus, excluding Theo Wade, DIA employed mostly what black
educator W.E.B. DubBois called the Talented Tenth-—the black
intellectual elite who were far ahead of most other blacks in formal
education. It’s easy to see then why Brother Wade, who was hardly
able to read and write, could quickly develop feelings of inferiority
in such august company.

Theo's father, who was a peripatetic preacher, was always on
the move, and that left little time for study. “Theo used to say that
they would take him out of school when it was time to do work
in the fields,” says his widow, Mrs. Essie Wade, “and then he
would stay with another family. So, it was hard to say how long
he really stayed in school.”

Brother Wade was probably a borderline functional illiterate—
hardly an outstanding prospect for a radio announcer whose bread-
and-butter trade was reading commercials. No matter! Theo turned
it all into a colossal asset. “He’d start reading a commercial, and
he’d hit those names he couldn’t pronounce, and folks thought he
was just clowning,” says Roy Neal, one of the original members
of the Gospel Writer’s Junior Boys, who sang on the station and
worked very closely with Theo for years. “You didn’t care whether
he broke a verb, or just let it all hang out right in front of you,”
says Neal. “People didn’t care about the educational part of it,
because folks would just fall out laughing. He could put it in the
words [they] understood.” Neal does a great impression of Brother
Wade acting like he’s lost in the middle of reading a commercial:
“Now, uh, I don’t know what this word here is . . . uh uh..well

. . who writes these commercials? . . . oh, anyway, what differ-
ence does it make, children, y‘all just go buy some Martha White
Flour, you hear! [Laughter]”

Ford Nelson and Theo Wade were a textbook study in contrast.
While Theo was wild, raucous, and unpredictable, Ford was cer-
ebral, subdued and sophisticated. Theo, a veteran of the church
circuit, was often called the GOP, or the “grand ol’ poppa” of
gospel music. During his twenty years on the road as the manager
of the Spirit of Memphis Quartet he had logged close to a million
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miles traveling in the Mid-South before ever joining the station.
He had already been to every tiny rural back-road church that was
big enough to hold a box supper and pass the hat after the singing.
(Quartet appearances were usually part of a money-raiser for the
church; the financial arrangement was almost always a fifty-fifty
split between the church and the singers.) There was very little
about the business that Theo had not mastered.

Ford, by contrast, came into gospel music through the rear door,
having started as a pop musician. Thus there was no question as
to who the gospel “‘expert’” was. Ford’s masterful voice might al-
ways be profound and authoritative, but folks knew that Brother
Wade spoke with wisdom from years of experience. Even Ford
himself, who was often billed as the “dean of gospel music,” de-
ferred to Brother Wade. "I always looked up to him,”” he said later
in an interview with gospel historian Kip Lornell, “even though I
was initially on the air just a few months ahead of him. But because
of his background with the Spirit of Memphis and everything . . .
I would look to him for expertise.”’'2

On Saturday mornings, when Theo did the Jubilee Roll Call,
featuring the top ten gospel songs of the week, his judgment alone
determined which records made the list. ““There was no scientific
way of doing it,” says Mark Stansbury, who worked the board on
Brother Wade’s show. ’He would just do whatever Brother Wade
thought was hot.”

Both Theo Wade and Ford Nelson had ardent fans, making their
daily shows as popular as any of the r-&-b programs presented on
the station during the fifties. No doubt some of the reason for the
popularity was because gospel music came into its own in the
fifties, finally becoming a major commercial success. Live appear-
ances of superstars like Mahalia Jackson, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, or
Marie Knight could bring 25,000 fans into a big-city ball park, and
a red-hot gospel record might sell a half million copies.”* Even
lesser-known luminaries such as the Soul Stirrers, the Pilgrim Trav-
elers, the Dixie Hummingbirds, the Mighty Clouds of Joy, or the
Roberta Martin Singers could guarantee a huge turnout for DIA’s
annual Goodwill Revue, the spectacular charity fund-raiser that
featured national recording stars from both the gospel and the pop
fields.

Big-name gospel stars became commonplace once Theo Wade
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joined the station and began to assemble the gospel portion of the
Goodwill Revue. There was no one in America better qualified to
connect with the big gospel names than Brother Wade. He had
been booking groups like the Soul Stirrers and the Pilgrim Travelers
into Memphis since the early forties. “Most of the gospel people
wouldn’t deal with [anybody] but Wade,” says his widow, Essie.
“They had be