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Don dancing in Episode 396 on June 26, 1982.







[image: Image]
A classic scene featuring dancers Pat Davis and Damita Jo Freeman.
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By Episode 97 in May 1974, Gladys Knight & the Pips had left Motown for Buddha Records, where they would continue making top-rated albums.







Foreword BY GLADYS KNIGHT





From my very first performance on Soul Train in 1971, I remember thinking that this innovative show was such an amazing platform to showcase so many artists’ talents. I had been performing with the Pips for several years at that point, but there was nothing like performing on Soul Train. And the Pips and I were dreaming big dreams at that time. We wanted to be the best group in the world, and we wanted to entertain above everything else. Soul Train was a great stage for us.

Soul Train was such a welcoming venue for our craft, and that wouldn’t have been possible without the ingenuity of Don Cornelius. God bless him for fighting against the social ills, such as racial prejudice, and for succeeding in getting so many talented black voices on national television. I feel truly honored to have known Don. He just had a way about him and he never ceased to amaze me.

I remember back when the Pips and I won our first Grammy. Of course, I knew I would be overwhelmed if we actually won, so I made sure to record the show at home to enjoy the moment later on. Soon after the show, I gathered everyone around in our living room to watch the tape, and, of course, the TV hadn’t recorded anything from that night. I was so disappointed. I told Don this story and, what do you know, at our next appearance on Soul Train, he had our Grammy-winning moment on the big screen for us to watch. He was just so thoughtful like that.

Don succeeded with his vision for Soul Train, and he wanted to see everyone around him succeed as well. I’m happy to have walked that journey with him. He was a truly amazing man who encouraged all of us on the show to just be ourselves, which is why we danced the way we danced and talked the way we talked. He knew what he was doing, and he did it with ease and confidence. He was also always sure to let us know how proud of us he was. I’m so fortunate to have been a part of Don’s Soul Train world.






Preface BY NICK CANNON





My earliest memories of Soul Train are of dancing in front of the TV as a toddler. My mom loves to tell those stories. When given the chance, I would choose Soul Train over cartoons. As I got older, I would see different dance moves take off after being showcased on Soul Train. It was an amazing vehicle for dance culture from its very early days. And it was a huge deal for me watching a lot of the dancers start on Soul Train and then, from there, begin to dance for a lot of the major artists of the day.
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The women dancers of the ’80s.



Soul Train acted as the music curator for the community, as all the new songs and new acts were introduced through the show. Dancing came first for me, but once I started getting into the music, I remember New Edition’s memorable performance. It stood out in a big way for me, and they really set the tone for how Soul Train could evolve. And when the hip-hop acts started, that was big. Artists that I was hearing on my friends’ boom boxes on the basketball courts and on the playground were brought to life through Soul Train. I remember seeing LL Cool J on TV and having a “wow” moment. I thought to myself, so that’s what he looks like. He was a superstar to me.

As an avid fan, I experienced a dream come true with my first national TV appearance: dancing on Soul Train as a fifteen-year-old. I didn’t meet the age requirement, but I managed to sneak in with a few ladies. (And I’d like to take this moment to thank all of those ladies who let me roll with them inside the Soul Train set.) Many times after that first performance, I made the two-hour drive to Hollywood to wait outside the Soul Train studio on the corner of Gower and Melrose. I was hooked from the beginning. I would always make sure to have on my best outfit, get a fresh haircut, and practice all of my dance moves so that I would be chosen. Not only did I love to dance, but I knew that appearing on Soul Train had the potential to be my entry into the Hollywood industry in a very real way. It was the only way that I had the opportunity to meet artists and people that were in Hollywood. As a young, aspiring entertainer, I knew Soul Train was a definite foot in the door.

Memories of Soul Train wouldn’t be complete without remembering Don Cornelius. He was the epitome of showbiz. Don really represented the business aspect of it all. Not only was he in front of the camera, but he was behind the scenes in all aspects as executive producer. Watching him on camera handling the artists made me think, “I want to do that.” He definitely became a blueprint for a lot of the things I’m doing today. He showed the world what a music industry guy was and he opened the door for so many entertainers. We got closer as the years went on, and I would always remind him of back in the day when I was a nagging little kid trying to get a record deal from him. I wanted to seize the moment even though I didn’t really know how things worked. I didn’t know there were actually heads of record labels. To me, Don could do everything.
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Soul Train is everlasting. It’s done so much for our culture, and I believe in keeping the brand alive. It acts as a history book telling us how artists performed back then. We will always remember how Al Green, Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, and the Jackson 5 did it, to name just a few. They paved the way for artists to take a chance and come into their own. As the necessary leaders, they laid the foundation for greatness. Their ideas and performances on the show allowed new artists to pick up the torch. Soul Train will continue to educate and inspire for many generations to come.






Introduction LAYING DOWN THE TRACKS





What is Soul Train? It’s a television show, but it’s not only a television show. It’s a transformative cultural moment, but it’s not only a transformative cultural moment. To me, at least, Soul Train was a sibling, a parent, a babysitter, a friend, a textbook, a newscast, a business school, and a church. Growing up in my house in Philadelphia in the ’70s, we weren’t allowed to watch anything on television except Sesame Street and Soul Train. It was already a house filled with music—my father had been a doo-wop star and was still performing in an act with my mother—but thanks to Soul Train, we also had the music of many other performers filling the house.

I was born in 1971, in January, and by 1973 I was already hearing the Soul Train theme, and seeing the Soul Train title moving across the screen. Music came from records, that much I knew, and I was obsessed with record labels, the actual circular labels. I used to spin them around in my hands, imagining what sounds they would make on the turntable—but music also came from the television. To this day, some of my formative memories are fused to certain performances, the way that certain scenes in movie history have their soundtrack irreversibly and permanently attached to them. An example: when I was about two, I came running out of the bathroom, fresh from a bath, still wet. I went straight to the living room, where I promptly slipped and skidded into a radiator. It sizzled against the water on my skin, but also against the skin itself. Until my teens, I had a burn there. It’s not the kind of event you would forget even without a scar, but just as vivid as the sound of the radiator is what was playing on the TV: the Chicago soul legend Curtis Mayfield, wearing a long-sleeve shirt open at the collar, singing “Freddie’s Dead.” Let me focus in a little more, when I got burned, it was the section of the song about a minute and a half in where the horns enter. To me, that’s one of the scariest moments in soul music, not because there’s anything objectively frightening about it—though the horns are crying a bit—but because I associate it with the radiator.
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It’s always a pleasure to find something that matters.

—Don Cornelius
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It wasn’t just memorable moments of Curtis, of course. It was everyone. My parents loved Bill Withers, but the appeal was abstract to me until I saw him, concretely, on the screen. I have mentioned how I was obsessed with record labels, but that was only the tip of my obsessive iceberg. When I heard a song, I tried to imagine everything about the artist: what they wore, how they held the microphone; whether they looked out into the audience or at other band members; whether they mostly stood in place (like Aretha Franklin) or moved in choreographed perfection (like the Jackson 5), or even sat down (like Sly Stone). Long before YouTube, long before MTV, it was much harder to complete the pictures of music in your mind. Soul Train made it all come clear. Week after week, hour after hour, you could see artists playing their own music, and not just playing it, but using it to make a real connection with their audience. Soul Train had early Al Green performances (in shorts, boots, and a hat, no less) and late Marvin Gaye ones (a tribute episode from 1983, just before his murder, that included a charming interview with Marvin’s daughter Nona in which she identified her father as her favorite singer). Soul Train crammed Barry White’s Love Unlimited Orchestra onto a cramped studio set. Soul Train showed Chaka Khan emerging as the new queen of soul. Soul Train passed the torch to New Edition, came out in (equivocal) support of rap pioneers like Run-D.M.C. and LL Cool J, and even extended an invitation to a funky little band called the Roots. Under the stable leadership and solid presence of Don Cornelius, the quintessential professional always donning shirts with firmly pressed lapels, Soul Train was the master of teaching you lessons that you didn’t know you were being taught.

[image: Image]
When I watched Soul Train as a little kid, I could’ve sworn the Kids were looking directly at me, as if to say, “Welcome to the party.”



The Soul Train Effect

In 1971, when Soul Train was first syndicated, in just six cities, it was the first time that many people had ever seen black Americans at the center of an entertainment television show. The sixties brought tremendous changes to the American landscape, but television was still a largely white affair; trailblazers like Bill Cosby in I Spy and Diahann Carroll in Julia were conspicuous exceptions. When Don Cornelius blew the whistle and started the train, much of his motive came from a desire to counter the notion that black Americans were “buffoons or negative-looking people or people who are antisocial in any way.” He did that, and more, for years on end. The Soul Train Kids revolutionized dance. His interviews were witty and intimate, and filled with mutual respect between him and the artists. And the show worked a kind of unifying magic at one of the most tense and uncertain times in African American history, with the murders of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy still painfully fresh and the fabric of American cities beginning to unravel.

The sense of affirmation was everywhere. In some ways, in fact, the music was only part of the Soul Train experience; just as important were the commercials, which were run by Johnson Products, the maker of Ultra Sheen and Afro Sheen hair products. The history of African American hair could fill another book, and probably has—black people believed they should be ashamed of their natural hair texture—but Soul Train ran ads that turned that mind-set on its head, urging that Afros were something that should be worn proudly. It’s one thing to preach a message of self-love, of “black is beautiful,” during the editorial part of a show. It’s another thing entirely to make good on that during the bill-paying portion of the same broadcast. Don’s genius was that he was selling Afrocentricity in a bottle and we were buying it up by the ton. I still use Afro Sheen, and I think that is why I am one of the few members of my high school graduating class who doesn’t have a receding hairline. It’s impossible to underestimate the importance of the Soul Train commercials, which represented some of the first opportunities to buy television advertising and create ads targeting the African American audience. These kinds of things didn’t exist before Soul Train, and the show’s partnership with Johnson Products created openings for black writers, black actors, black directors, black producers, and black ad agencies. Even some of the dancers on the show were cast in the Johnson Products commercials. What was at work was good business sense, but also community cohesion. George E. Johnson Sr., owner of the Chicago-based Johnson Products, believed in the show’s concept so much that he signed on for the long haul when Soul Train was still a local favorite, and Don credited this early support with the show’s ability to become syndicated in the first place.


ROLL CALL: SEASON 1

In just one season, Don transformed Soul Train from a six-city startup to a seventeen-city syndicate. It had everything to do with the lineup.

HEADLINERS:

Gladys Knight & the Pips

Charles Wright & the Watts

Chairman of the Board

The Staple Singers

Bill Withers

Lou Rawls

Martha and the Vandellas

Friends of Distinction

The Chambers Brothers

Junior Walker & the All Stars

Jean Knight

Chi-Lites

Gene Chandler

BB King

Dennis Coffey

Little Richard

Undisputed Truth

Curtis Mayfield

The Impressions

The Dells

Jerry Butler and Brenda Lee

Al Green

The Four Tops

Rufus Thomas

Wilson Pickett

Joe Tex
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I had a burning desire to see black people presented on television in a positive light.

—Don Cornelius
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In the early ’70s, Soul Train broadcasted the face of African American culture to the world, and it was one of sweetness, beauty, innocence, and pride.



The way Soul Train reinvested regional word of mouth was another part of its genius. The show had taken off like a rocket when it first aired on WCIU-TV in Chicago, but Don was well aware that the only way for it to grow the way he wanted was to convince the audience and network executives that the program was the hippest trip in America. He had gotten a big act for his first episode, Gladys Knight & the Pips. That was an impressive first shot to fire, but Don needed to have artists of the same caliber in other episodes for the show to truly succeed. He called in favors from fellow Chicagoans and solicited the support of luminaries in the black music community. Charles Wright & the Watts 103rd Street Rhythm Band were on the second episode, along with Carla Thomas, and other big names followed: the Chambers Brothers, Friends of Distinction, Bobby Womack, the Dells, the Four Tops. After just one season, Soul Train was a runaway train.


[image: Image]
The dance contest, Episode 150 on September 20, 1975.
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There were individuals at the time who were on the proverbial wish list, and before we had to wait too long, they decided to come in. Among the first were the Jackson 5. But we had to go after major people who were coming out of Chicago like the Chi-Lites and Curtis Mayfield. Jerry Butler helped me a lot in the early days to procure talent. Then Motown started to take notice and send people our way.

—Don Cornelius
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The Flavor of Soul Train

We all had soul radio stations in our hometowns. Philly had some great ones. But Soul Train was more powerful than any local radio station. It was national, and it went deep. I know for certain that there are many songs I never heard on the radio, and would have never known existed, had it not been for the artists performing those songs on the show. Though centered on the music, the show was formatted using five unique segments:


	1. Show Opener

	2. Headliner/Interview

	3. Dance Segment/Soul Train Scramble Board

	4. Support Act/Interview

	5. The Soul Train Dance Line



Everyone had a favorite part of the program. The Soul Train Dance Line became such a fan favorite that Don decided to move the segment toward the end of the show to keep viewers glued to their set for the entire running time. These segments were individually distinct, yet seamlessly fused music, style, and dance.

To write this book I combed through twenty-two years of Soul Train performances, from the inaugural 1971 season to Don’s last season as host in 1993. I don’t know which is more unfathomable—that Soul Train aired more than 1,100 episodes and showcased almost every genre of music imaginable, or that I could comb through the whole archive and narrow it down to three hundred of the show’s most historic, hilarious, odd, sentimental, and personally influential moments. I also had to make room for my favorite special features that highlight the dancers, interviews, cameos, support acts, and off-the-cuff crazy behind-the-scenes stories of the Soul Train Line.

I am a Soul Snob. I’ll cop to that. I was born the same year the show went national, and I watched it from the minute I could sit up on my own. Over the course of my life, I have repeatedly returned to episodes I already know by heart to interpret the dialogue, locate little grace notes and accidents, spot background events that escaped me the first time, or the fifth or the tenth. I am stunned by the dancing, astonished by the fashions, and fascinated by the commercials. I have broken codes and solved mysteries, analyzed set changes, debated over theme songs, and stolen some tricks to use in my own live performances with the Roots and as a DJ. Even in writing this book, there were moments when the light bulb went off and I jumped out of my seat. Some people learned everything they really need to know in kindergarten. Good for them. I learned everything I really need to know from Soul Train, long before kindergarten. I boarded the train and never got off, and that’s why I continue to go to the ends of the earth to find rare footage and lost episodes. And it’s not just episodes that are lost: the Scramble Board, the lighted train stage, the first Soul Train sign, all those things that would be worthy of a spot in the Smithsonian next to Fonzie’s jacket and Archie Bunker’s chair, well, they’re gone. Don ordered that they be destroyed, not in a fit of pique, but because he felt that it was too expensive to store them. It saddens me a bit that he didn’t preserve those artifacts. Still, it also firms my resolve to do my part to keep those things alive. You can bet your last money that I’ll do my level best to make sure that Soul Train stays on the rails, in America’s hearts and minds, and that it brings the past into the future for as long as there’s a present. I hope this book brings to you what Don and Soul Train brought to me: love, peace, and soul.
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The Temptations in Episode 166 on January 10, 1976.
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The Jackson 5 singing “Dancing Machine” in Episode 11 on November 3, 1973.
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Don Cornelius in Episode 207 on January 22, 1977, where he hosts Lou Rawls and L.T.D.
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