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			Then Creole stepped forward to remind them that what they were playing was the blues. He hit something in all of them, he hit something in me, myself, and the music tightened and deepened, apprehension began to beat the air. Creole began to tell us what the blues were all about. They were not about anything very new. He and his boys up there were keeping it new, at the risk of ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find new ways to make us listen. For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell, it’s the only light we’ve got in all this darkness.

			—JAMES BALDWIN, “Sonny’s Blues,” 1948

			Perhaps in the swift change of American society in which the meanings of one’s origins are so quickly lost, one of the chief values of living with music lies in its power to give us an orientation in time. In doing so, it gives significance to all those indefinable aspects of experience which nevertheless help to make us what we are. In the swift whirl of time music is a constant, reminding us of what we were and of that toward which we aspire.

			—RALPH ELLISON, Shadow & Act, 1964

		

	
		
			To Talia, my girl, 
in the hope that her life is inspired by great music
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			Calling out around the world

			“Are you ready for a brand new beat?”

			Summer’s here and the time is right

			For dancing in the street.

			They’re dancing in Chicago

			(dancing in the streets)

			Down in New Orleans

			(dancing in the streets)

			Up in New York City

			(dancing in the streets)

			All we need is music, sweet music

			There’ll be music everywhere

			There’ll be swinging, swaying, records playing

			Dancing in the street.

			Oh, it doesn’t matter what you wear

			Just as long as you are there

			So come on, every guy, grab a girl

			Everywhere around the world

			They’ll be dancing

			They’re dancing in the street.

			It’s just an invitation across the nation

			A chance for folks to meet

			There’ll be laughing, singing, and music swinging

			Dancing in the street.

			Philadelphia, PA

			(dancing in the streets)

			Baltimore and DC now

			(dancing in the streets)

			Can’t forget the Motor City

			(dancing in the streets)

			All we need is music, sweet music

			There’ll be music everywhere

			There’ll be swinging, swaying, records playing

			Dancing in the street.

			Oh, it doesn’t matter what you wear

			Just as long as you are there

			So come on, every guy, grab a girl

			Everywhere around the world.

			Dancing

			They’re dancing in the street

			(dancing in the streets)

			Way down in LA

			(dancing in the streets)

			Every day

			Dancing in the street.

			(dancing in the streets)

			“Dancing in the Street” 
by William “Mickey” Stevenson, Ivy Jo Hunter, and Marvin Gaye

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			CALLING OUT AROUND THE WORLD

			Detroit, July 1964

			Summer’s here and everything is about to change. Although the United States is not yet in full-scale combat in Vietnam, there are some troops there, and on May 27 President Lyndon Johnson said to his close friend Senator Richard Russell of Georgia, then chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, in a conversation that he secretly recorded, “We’re in the quicksand up to our necks, and I just don’t know what the hell to do about it.”

			Other invasions are in the works. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, a vanguard of the civil rights movement, had begun what they called “the Mississippi Summer Project,” but it became famously known as “the Mississippi Freedom Summer.” SNCC had gathered hundreds of volunteers, mostly college students, black and white, on a college campus in Oxford, Ohio; trained them in the tactics of engaged nonviolence, which included such skills as how to act while someone is beating you; and were now sending them to penetrate the heart of segregation, rural Mississippi, and register black voters. In Mississippi villages, so-called klaverns of the White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan were reviving, and preparing to meet “the nigger-Communist invasion of Mississippi” with raw violence. Three volunteers for the Summer Project are missing, and President Johnson, under intense public pressure, has sent thousands of federal agents to Mississippi to look for their bodies. The grim hunt is occupying the front pages of most newspapers.

			A group of academics, including Clark Kerr, president of the University of California at Berkeley, are off to travel to Russia, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia for a series of discussions on the crumbling Soviet bloc. Kerr is not thinking about things crumbling at home as well, and in fact has said that the current college generation is “easy to handle.” After the summer he would return to student demonstrations on his campus that would alter his assessment.

			This is an election year, and this summer there will be party conventions that will change the American political landscape. Even as the now almost-twenty-year-old nonviolent civil rights movement is having its most dramatic summer, another kind of black voice is emerging: At the same time that Martha Reeves is heading into her recording studio, in June 1964, in another week Malcolm X, a dissident voice with a growing following in Detroit and other cities, will declare, “We want freedom by any means necessary.”

			Another invasion, the British Invasion, is already under way. In February, four Liverpudlians rushed through America on a one-week, three-city tour. They appeared on Ed Sullivan’s popular television variety show. It was the biggest coup for the tight-shouldered host in a suit since he had brought on Elvis Presley in September 1956. With songs such as “She Loves You” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand”—songs that seem adolescent when compared to the heart-wrenching rhythm & blues from Detroit—they seem to have won over huge numbers of teenagers. More and more teenage boys are showing up with dark, collarless sport jackets that make them look like waiters, their hair seemingly trimmed with a salad bowl over their head, in a style weirdly reminiscent of Moe from the Three Stooges.

			The four were to return for a far bigger tour that summer, but before they landed in August, another group, the Rolling Stones, arrived for a tour in June. More and more British groups are coming, and a country that only a few years before had so few rock concerts that young people went to American rock ’n’ roll movies instead is now starting to dominate American music.

			Black-owned Motown, in Detroit, would be one of the few companies to withstand the Anglophile encroachment and produce top American hits. But Motown’s success, with a bunch of untried black kids from inner-city Detroit, had been as improbable as that of the Beatles in Liverpool. Since the birth of rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s, popular music has been a field that offers enormous stardom, and it is seemingly and excitingly unpredictable whom the young public will choose. A man in ringlets and mascara calling himself Little Richard; a wild-looking black man named Chuck Berry, who hopped around the stage madly; an even wilder Texas redneck named Jerry Lee Lewis, who could play the piano with his feet—who could say who the next star would be, or the next big hit?

			•   •   •

			America is about to change, but for very different reasons, so is the life of Martha Reeves. Living with her mother and father and ten siblings in the two-story wooden Eastside house that her father had bought with earnings from his job with the city water company, Martha will soon turn twenty-three years old. It has been only three years since she gave up her job with a dry cleaner. She has now had three Top 40 hits with her group, the Vandellas. In fact, she is a famous R&B singer not only in the black world but on the white charts as well, reaching number 4. People who know popular music know who Martha Reeves is. She is one of the top recording stars of the now very hot Motown studios.

			But to her this is still new and strange. Growing up, she knew that she was a good singer and a gifted musician. Her family told her so, and so did her teachers. But being famous was never something she had seen in her future. A few years later, black Detroit high school kids would dream of going to Motown and becoming famous, but when Martha was in high school, such things did not happen.

			Now, despite her fame and her three hit records, she is taking the bus across Woodward Avenue to that warm family-like studio that felt like her second home, the little place that has made her famous.

			As far as she knows, the studio has no new song lined up for her at the moment. She is between records, so she is going there to get instructions that will improve her act. On this particular day Martha is going to the studio to see Maxine Powell, a tiny woman who had a finishing school and advises Martha and other Motown singers on their public demeanor. She always respectfully calls her “Miss Powell.” Sometimes she goes there for music instruction from Maurice King, an old pro from the big band days, whom she always calls “Mr. King.” Even though her twenty-third birthday is in a few weeks, in some ways she is still a kid going to school.

			She takes the westbound bus on Grand Boulevard. She is not thinking about Vietnam or Mississippi. The conflict she thinks about every time she takes the bus past the country houses and busy factories of Detroit is an ongoing gang war between the Eastside and the Westside. An Eastsider like herself could get beaten up just for crossing Woodward Avenue if she wasn’t on the bus.

			She gets off the bus deep in the enemy Westside territory and walks into a house about the size of her own, with a hand-painted blue wooden sign on the front that says Hitsville U.S.A. She is in Motown.

			She hears that Marvin Gaye is in Studio A recording a song called “Dancing in the Street.” She doesn’t think much of the song, or at least the title.

			But the song was written by Mickey Stevenson, the director of Artists and Repertory, the division responsible for developing talent. Stevenson had brought her into Motown as his secretary, and among his coauthors of the song is Marvin Gaye. Martha had begun her Motown career singing backup for Gaye and developed enormous admiration for him and always wanted to hear his recording sessions. Many people did. In fact, at twenty-two Martha still has what appears to be a teenage crush on Gaye. Gaye was a sexy, enigmatic man who crooned, played several instruments, wrote songs, and wandered the little Hitsville house wearing a hat and sunglasses and smoking a corncob pipe. Almost a half century later, in her seventies, she will still get misty-eyed speaking about him, and drives through Detroit listening to his recordings. “I followed him around,” Martha confessed.

			On this June day, Martha steps down into Studio A—a not very large room with white padded walls and a wooden floor, with a piano resting on one side of the room and four microphones hanging by their cables from the ceiling—and it is empty. The track has already been recorded, and Marvin is at the control console in the glass booth at one end of Studio A, listening to his take and singing over it. Martha immediately changes her view of the song when she hears the bouncy brass introduction. This song has a special sound. And she is hooked from the first line: “Calling out around the world.” This is good. There is a sense of a call going out. Marvin is singing it in his romantic way. “When Marvin sang ‘The Star-Spangled Banner,’ it was romantic,” Martha said many years later.

			Mickey Stevenson, another tall, handsome man, is in the control room with Marvin and their small, quick-witted coauthor, Ivy Jo Hunter. Seated at the controls is Lawrence Horn, the sound engineer. According to Martha, and this is one of her most cherished memories, suddenly Gaye looks down in the studio and then turns to Mickey Stevenson, who is producing the record, and says, “Hey, man, try this on Martha.”

			Martha at this point has decided it is a good song but a song for a male voice, which in fact it never was intended to be. But she doesn’t argue with Marvin Gaye. She puts on the headphones and stands in front of a hanging microphone as a music track unlike anything she has ever heard erupts into her ears. Normally a demo tape was made and taken home and studied for a week or two before the recording session. That was what Gaye was trying to make. But Martha just sings it, as she would later say, the way she felt it. It reminds her of summers in Detroit. Someone would put a record player on the porch and everyone would go out in the street and dance.

			When she is done, Ivy Jo Hunter has bad news for her. The take is great but they have failed to put the recorder on, and she will have to redo it. And so for the second time she sings “Dancing in the Street.” This time it is a bit edgier because she is irritated. She doesn’t like to redo takes. Her mother always said, “Put your best foot forward so you don’t have to do it again.” And that is the way Martha likes to work.

			But when she finishes the second take she looks up at the control booth window and the men are congratulating each other as though something special has just happened. It happened in less than ten minutes. The take, like many recordings in those days of 45 rpm single records, is only two minutes and thirty-six seconds because that is the length that radio stations like to play. There is no talk of revising or altering anything. Rosalind Ashford and Betty Kelly, the two other Vandellas, are called in to sing the backup. Ivy Jo Hunter sings along with them to show them how it should go.

			•   •   •

			In June 1964 the social, political, and cultural upheaval that would be known as “the sixties” was about to explode, and Martha Reeves, knowing little about such things, has just sung its anthem.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			ARE YOU READY?

			For my generation rock was not a controversy, it was a fact.

			My earliest memory of rock ’n’ roll is Elvis Presley. For others it may be Bill Haley or Chuck Berry. For people born soon after World War II, rock ’n’ roll was a part of childhood. The rockers, especially Elvis, are remembered as controversies. But there was no controversy among the kids. They loved the songs, their sense of mischief and especially the driving beat. The controversy came from adults. Only adults attacked Elvis or rock ’n’ roll. The controversy was only in their minds—on their lips. It was the beginning of what came to be known as “the generation gap,” a phrase coined by Columbia University president Grayson Kirk in April 1968, shortly before students seized control of his campus.

			There has never been an American generation that so identified with its music, regarded it as its own, the way the Americans who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s did. The music that started as a subversive movement took over the culture and became a huge, commercially dominant industry. The greatest of the many seismic shifts in the music industry is that young people became the target audience. In no previous generation had the main thrust of popular music been an attempt to appeal to people in their teens.

			Since this music was an expression of the changing times, it is not surprising that it was profoundly about racial integration. When it started, blacks and whites lived in two completely different worlds within America. It was not only that they lived in separate places and sent their children to different schools. They had separate cultures, listened to completely different music on separate radio stations, had different jokes, different professional baseball leagues, different Boy Scout troops, and a totally different perspective of America and the world.

			White people knew very little about, and most gave little thought to, the people they politely referred to as “Negroes.” Negro, a Spanish word, descended, like the people it labeled, from the slave trade. Whites were called “white” because it was good to be white, but to call black people “black,” to remind them of their blackness, was to insult them. In slave times the words nigger and black were used almost interchangeably, often as a label. If Joe was black, he would be called “Black Joe” or “Nigger Joe,” so as not to be confused with a white man named Joe.

			The language reversed itself in the great social shift of the 1960s. The first well-known figure to promote the term black was black nationalist Malcolm X, who almost always used it, and when he used Negroes, he would say “so-called Negroes.” His point was that blackness should be a source of pride. He also attempted to turn the tables by making white a pejorative as in the frequent “white devils.” Martin Luther King, on the other hand, rarely used the term black and almost always said “Negro.” So the shift in language represented not only a shift in white thinking but an important cultural and political schism among blacks, even those who were politically active. By the end of the 1960s, both King and Malcolm had been murdered, and the word black had completely overtaken the word Negro, proving that the more militant Malcolm X’s point of view had a greater impact than is commonly recognized. Negro has become a pejorative for a black who lacked pride. This shift in language showed that there were enormous upheavals and changes in thinking taking place. Music, like languages, also showed these shifts, and only a few songs, such as “Dancing in the Street,” were able to stand solidly on both sides of the social fissures.

			•   •   •

			What became popular music in the 1950s was a fusion of many influences, some of them white and some black, but it all began with a black form known as “the blues.”

			The blues came out of African music by way of slavery, but no one has been able to date its exact origin. Among the many rhythms and traditions of African music that went into the blues and other African American music was the West African tradition of call-and-response, in which a chorus responds, often repeatedly, to the song line of the leader, and the leader reprises the chorus. In the blues, often performed by a single singer, the singer responds to him- or herself. This call-and-response form was central not only to blues but also to its later offshoot, rhythm & blues, and eventually Motown. “Dancing in the Street” would be only one of many examples. Jazz also bears traces of call-and-response. In the West African version, as in jazz, the chorus could improvise, going into long or short riffs as the moment moved them.

			Another African characteristic found among blues singers and black vocalists who followed is a style of vocal distortions that has come to be thought of as “the black style of singing.” It is why most black vocalists of the 1960s or earlier, including Martha Reeves, even unseen on the radio, would never be mistaken for white. These distortions include a variety of raspy shouts, growls, and, in the case of gospel singers such as Reeves, the stretching of one note into several tones.

			Amiri Baraka, born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1934, originally named LeRoi Jones, a leading Beat poet, playwright, and commentator on black culture and especially music, wrote in his 1963 book on jazz, Blues People:

			Melodic diversity in African music came not only in the actual arrangements of notes (in terms of Western transcription) but in the singer’s vocal interpretation. The “tense slightly hoarse-sounding vocal techniques” of the work songs and the blues stem directly from West African musical tradition. (This kind of singing voice is also common to much other non-Western music.) In African languages the meaning of a word can be changed simply by altering the pitch of the word, or changing its stress. . . . Philologists call this “significant tone,” the “combination of pitch and timbre” used to produce changes of meanings in words.

			Highly improvisational jazz is said to have begun around the turn of the twentieth century, although it is difficult to define a beginning, since this music is rooted in blues, which is rooted in earlier forms of music. Big blues bands with blaring brass sections developed in the 1920s, particularly in western towns, most notably Kansas City, which was known for its casinos and nightclubs. These led to a style known as the “shouting blues,” owing to the singers’ efforts to make themselves heard, because the bands were so loud. The influence was not only on singers but on jazz musicians such as Ornette Coleman, Charlie Parker, and John Coltrane, whose instruments flew off into a kind of shout. While blues had been essentially a rural music for an essentially rural population, a growing urban black population developed an urban blues sound from these big bands, and this was the origin of a new black music called rhythm & blues. It was music purely for black people, and this, according to Amiri Baraka, spared it from the “sterility” that might have “resulted from total immersion.”

			Most historians credit a singer and sax player named Louis Jordan as the critical early step in the development of rhythm & blues and by extension one of the early roots of rock ’n’ roll. He was in fact one of the first to use the word rock in his music, and recorded a number of pieces in the 1940s that may be considered among the first experiments in rap. He performed with six- to eight-player bands and took the important step of including the guitar. His music was aimed at newly urbanized blacks so that seemingly rural songs such as “Beans and Cornbread” turned out to be about actual urban life. He had several recordings in the 1940s that sold more than a million copies, including “Is You Is or Is You Ain’t (Ma’ Baby)” and “Caldonia.” His appeal was partly musical innovation and partly humor, in both his songs and his constant asides.

			R&B music was always regarded as an exclusively black form—in the music business, the definition of rhythm & blues was often simply “music for black people”—but Jordan also found popularity with whites. So this phenomenon known in music as “crossover”—blacks that could appeal to whites—was at the very beginning of rhythm & blues.

			After World War II black bands occasionally became popular with white listeners, with the help of such musicians as vibes master Lionel Hampton and trumpeter Erskine Hawkins. Hampton, raised in Alabama and then in Chicago, was a natural for crossover. A percussionist, he took up and became the master of the vibraphone, which was thought of as a white instrument, developed in the 1920s for vaudeville orchestras. It was Hampton who brought it to jazz. Trumpeter Erskine Hawkins seemed destined for crossover as well. He was named after Erskine Ramsay, a wealthy Alabama-based Scottish industrialist who gave a bank account to any child named after him. As a musician, composer, and band leader, Hawkins became associated with many famous big bands of the World War II era. White bands such as the Glenn Miller Orchestra played his music. Nat King Cole, a gifted jazz pianist, abandoned his superb trio to croon songs such as Irving Gordon’s “Unforgettable” in 1951 and Victor Young and Edward Heyman’s “When I Fall in Love” in 1957. Although Cole sang white songs in a white style for white audiences, he still held on to black fans.

			A few of the R&B bands, especially Jordan’s, were able to record for big national record companies such as Capitol, Decca, and Victor. One of the reasons for this crossover phenomena was swing, big band dance music with an up tempo and strong rhythm that became extremely popular during World War II. Many historians believe it began as black music in Harlem in the 1920s but never took off in the black community because the huge nightclubs and big payrolls required for the enormous size of the bands made it too expensive. It became associated with white musicians such as Benny Goodman. Benny Goodman even had a handful of black musicians. That was how Lionel Hampton became crossover. But swing’s audience was white. Amiri Baraka wrote, “Swing music was the result of arranged big band jazz, as it developed to a music that had almost nothing to do with blues, had very little to do with black America, though that is certainly where it had come from.” When jazz trumpeter Louis Armstrong was asked about swing he said, “Ah, swing, well, we used to call it syncopation—then they called it ragtime, then blues—then jazz. Now it’s swing. White folks, yo’all sho is a mess.”

			Whites and blacks had taken black music in two different directions. Blacks had R&B and whites had swing. But after the war, swing was found too expensive even for white people, and though it fostered individual artists who were enormous stars, such as Frank Sinatra, and a legacy of enduring songs, swing itself began to falter and white audiences were looking for something new. Ironically, once they got something new, the new singers frequently sang swing songs. Rock ’n’ rollers Fats Domino, Elvis Presley, and Jerry Lee Lewis all sang a few swing songs, such as Presley’s 1960 “Are You Lonesome Tonight?,” which was written in 1927 by vaudeville greats Lou Handman and Roy Turk.

			In the early 1950s the white music industry seemed to be struggling to find a name for the new black music. All black music was called “race music.” The pejorative attitude was unmistakable. Race at the time was a word like black, implying a second-rate status. Though there was a Caucasian race, race music would not mean white music because race almost never meant “white.” Only blacks were race. “Race music” was immediately understood. Bruce Morrow, the popular white 1960s rhythm & blues disc jockey known to most of New York City as Cousin Brucie, said in a recent interview, “It is still upsetting to me that in my life I lived through something being called race music.”

			While the name persisted for more than a decade longer, in the late 1940s Decca started talking about “sepia music” while MGM used the term “ebony.” Billboard, the magazine whose weekly sales charts define hits, in 1949 stopped calling its chart of black music “race” and it became the “rhythm & blues chart.” It was not difficult for Billboard to distinguish between sales to black people and sales to white people, since each had their own radio stations and their own record stores.

			R&B, like all black music, came from the blues. It had influences of gospel, which came from traditional spirituals and in the 1930s became the music of the black church. But it was also influenced by big bands and, most important, had a driving rhythm. It was distinctly urban, with the electric throb of the city characterized by the use of electric rather than acoustic guitars and the thump of a new instrument, the electric bass.

			Jerry Wexler, the future record producer who is often credited with inventing the term “rhythm & blues,” when writing for Billboard, said that he later regretted not calling it “rhythm & gospel.” In fact, much of it was gospel singers such as Martha Reeves singing to a beat hardened by the throb of electric guitars and electric bass. Wexler, the son of a Czech-Galician Talmudic scholar turned New York window washer, would become one of the leading producers of R&B at Atlantic Records.

			Amiri Baraka was interviewed at his home in a modest middle-class neighborhood of Newark. Given his résumé, it was reasonable to wonder who would come to the door. Would it be LeRoi Jones, the beatnik poet who displayed his verse in Greenwich Village with illustrations of erect penises, the innovative writer whose plays and poetry have earned him a place in the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the brilliant critic of black popular music, the wild radical renaming himself Amiri Baraka who was arrested with a gun in the 1967 Newark riots, the poet laureate of New Jersey whom the state tried to remove because of a verse in his poem that implicated Israel in the World Trade Center bombing? Governor James E. McGreevey demanded his resignation, and when Baraka refused to resign, McGreevey discovered that he did not have the right to fire him, whereupon the state legislature eliminated the post, which was how most people discovered that New Jersey had a poet laureate. Who would this man be, who has alternately been accused of sexism, homophobia, racism, and anti-Semitism, that angry voice who at times appeared to advocate violence and even rape?

			The answer was none of the above. The small, slightly built man in a cardigan sweater with glasses and a white beard looked like a professor, a scholar, and teacher. And he was those things, too. A warm and gracious man, he ushered me past a room of African art, framed drawings, and mementos of a life in African American art into the kitchen, where we could sit at a table, sip orange juice, and talk music, a subject for which he has endless knowledge and enthusiasm. He defined R&B as “a blues deviation with a more modern rhythmic base—an emphatic rhythm.” He dates it to Jordan and other bands of the 1930s and 1940s who mixed it with jazz. “The old big bands could do everything—switch back and forth. That was the delight of them. It was the more commercial division such as on radio stations that need to put things into categories.” He said that bands led by Cab Calloway, Count Basie, and Duke Ellington occasionally did R&B. He remembered when he was growing up in Newark huge clubs where big bands performed to spacious but crowded dance floors. “They played jazz with a stronger rhythm for dancing,” he recalled. “That’s what made it popular.” He had particularly fond memories of Lucky Millinder. Born in Alabama, Lucius Millinder earned his reputation in Chicago as a dancer and a master of ceremonies. Although he could not read music or play an instrument and rarely even sang, he became a popular African American bandleader and was featured at the Savoy Ballroom in Manhattan. His biggest World War II hit was “When the Lights Go On Again (All Over the World),” which, like much of his music at the time, was swing. After the war, he toured a great deal, and Baraka as a young man heard him playing R&B in Newark dance halls. His band’s style went increasingly toward R&B and was one of the forerunners of 1950s rock ’n’ roll.

			Most African American music, including church music, true to its African roots, was about dance or at least movement. Body movement was often considered essential, even to singing gospel. The great gospel singer Mahalia Jackson used to say her hands and feet were essential and that she wanted “my whole body to say all that is in me.”

			Most of the new music of the 1940s and early 1950s was recorded by small independent record labels specializing in R&B destined for black audiences and popularized through black radio stations. These independent black record companies sprang up throughout the country from the early 1940s to the early 1950s in many of the black urban centers such as New York, Newark, Chicago, and especially Los Angeles, where many blacks had migrated during and after World War II. At the same time, black radio stations with black disc jockeys playing R&B for black listeners proliferated wherever there were concentrations of the black population. It is significant for the purposes of this story to note that by the 1940s Detroit was the rare important black urban center where there was no independent black label.

			But few of the recording studios or radio stations were black owned. Black radio was largely white staffed, including not only producers and directors but also some of the leading deejays who adapted a black radio style.

			•   •   •

			World War II created social changes. Black GIs were unwilling to return quietly to the repression they had left. Some of those who returned to the Deep South began local grassroots organizing. At the same time war resisters who had protested against World War II turned their organizing skills to the issue of civil rights.

			In the study of history, beginnings and endings are usually artificial, but if you had to find a beginning for the civil rights movement, it might be the draft resister of World War II. Of course they had been influenced by a pacifist movement that had begun with Mohandas Gandhi’s celebrated nonviolent struggle against the British. These American war resisters included James Farmer, a large man with an even larger voice who had recently studied Gandhi at Howard University, where he had earned his doctorate, and Bayard Rustin, a black Quaker. Rustin, a tall, handsome man, had such a good voice that he had recorded a song with blues great Josh White. The song “Chain Gang” was on a subject about which he would learn much more in 1947, when he served thirty days on a North Carolina chain gang for organizing a so-called Freedom Ride. It was his second. In 1942 Rustin, acting on his own, carried out the first of what would become known as Freedom Rides. By himself he rode a bus from Louisville to Nashville and refused to sit in the “colored section.” He was removed from the bus and taken to a local police station, where he was severely beaten. Rustin gave no physical resistance but kept trying to reason with the men who were beating him until the police chief ordered them to stop, saying, “I believe the nigger’s crazy.”

			These men were brought together in the late 1930s by a radical organizer named A. J. Muste, whom Time magazine had labeled “America’s number one pacifist.” In 1942 they formed their own organization, Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), which also involved white war resisters such as George Houser.

			CORE had as an adviser an Indian disciple of Gandhi, Krishnalal Shridharani. In 1943 they used sit-ins to force the integration of an all-white cafeteria in Detroit and movie theaters in Denver. Many of these men were sent to prison for refusing to serve in the war, including Farmer, Rustin, Houser, and David Dellinger, who later became a key organizer in the resistance to the Vietnam War. Rustin could have been exempt from the draft as a Quaker but refused to apply, believing that going to prison made a stronger statement. The draft resisters were sent to two minimum-security prisons, one in Danbury, Connecticut, and one in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania. There they organized hunger strikes to force the integration of the prisons. Once released from prison, they continued their work, which included recruiting Martin Luther King Jr.

			The war had another huge impact, because it pushed the rapid expansion of technology. Both the technology and the early civil rights movement had a profound influence on music. There probably would have been no Motown or at least it would have been something very different and less memorable, without these changes, and popular music would have taken some very different turns. The greatest technological change in music was the development of tiny transistors to replace large tubes. The transistor was the beginning of the semiconductor revolution that has led to the microchip computer world. It was a way of making communications devices smaller and began with the needs of radar technology in World War II.

			Until the transistor, conduction of electronic impulses had been accomplished with gaseous materials contained in tubes. These large tubes, essential to radios, among other devices, did not work well for the military purposes of radar, and so solid conduction was developed. Numerous suitable materials, most notably silicon, were found to transmit electronic impulses. Such conductors, including the transistor used in radios, were far smaller than tubes. The radio transistor was less than a half inch long and turned the radio from a piece of living room furniture into something that could be carried in a pocket. It also made radios far less expensive. Small and portable became highly commercial ideas in the 1950s, and led to the shrinking of other products that didn’t use transistors, such as record players. Up until then, young people had never had their own music, because they could listen to records and radio only when seated with the family in the living room. But now they could take their music with them.

			Records themselves changed. In 1948 Columbia records introduced the long-playing record. Up until then music had been recorded in shellac with wide grooves. It was played at 78 revolutions per minute. During the war there was a shortage of shellac, because it was needed for military purposes and record producers were forced to look for a new material. Vinyl allowed a much smaller groove and a slower playing time, 33⅓ rpm, and therefore allowed far more music on a record. The record album, a compilation of songs, was invented. Vinyl also led to the replacement of the 78 rpm shellac single with the 45 rpm vinyl single, although this did not become entrenched until ten years later, at about the time Motown was created.

			The cheaper 45 rpm single records became the disc of the more marginal, while the album was for the more established, the Frank Sinatras. Black music from independent studios and most R&B was recorded on 45s. The singles charts generally featured artists very different from those on the album charts. So now black people and soon young people had their own radios, their own record players, and their own record. In 1952, for the first time, records outsold sheet music in America.

			New technology, of course, not only creates new ideas but undoes old ones. Live performances disappeared from radio, and radio became entirely focused on records. Jazz was one of the great victims. Long improvisation fit only on LP albums. Because it did not fit on 45s, it was seldom heard on radio. Without radio and 45s it lost its traditional black market. It became music for white people, and an elite form at that.

			The technology also changed other black music. It stifled the time-honored tradition of improvisation because that made songs too long. R&B became the first musical genre to exist principally through getting radio stations to play their records, and so an R&B song had to be short and hard-hitting.

			Cousin Brucie recalled the challenge of his times. “So there was a new technology. Now we needed some new music.”

			•   •   •

			The postwar establishment, General Dwight D. Eisenhower as president, upholding the official order with a famous smile and conventional steadiness, the Cold War dividing the world between only two countries, each prepared to annihilate the planet with nuclear weapons, the persecution and silencing of anyone who deviated from the norm on the grounds that they might be “Communist,” expanding middle-class affluence and dull middle-class values reflected in the growth of uniform suburbs, the literal and metaphoric spread of new plastics—all of these things that were 1950s America made it a repressed nation ripe for rebellion. Because of that rebellion, the 1950s were much more interesting than they were supposed to be.

			In art and literature there were the Beats, with poets such as Allen Ginsberg, Kenneth Rexroth, and LeRoi Jones redefining poetry and Jack Kerouac and William Burroughs redefining fiction. Abstract Expressionist painting splashed colors and forms that refused to be shaped by anything in the physical world. Hollywood churned out great mountains of pablum while the baby food industry literally did. Packaged baby food was needed for the new largest generation in history and an increasingly industrial food industry produced equally bland products for adults. But amid all the films promoting establishment, praising war and law enforcement and sexless romance, the image of the rebel emerged especially in the performances of Marlon Brando and James Dean. In Stanley Kramer’s 1953 film The Wild One, directed by Laslo Benedek, Marlon Brando in the role of Johnny, the leader of a motorcycle gang that attempts to take over a small dull California town, established the image of the 1950s rebel. When a town girl asks him, “Hey, Johnny, what are you rebelling against?” he answers, “What do you got?”

			In Nicholas Ray’s 1955 Rebel Without a Cause, parents, police, the established community are perplexed by James Dean, a troubled young man named Jim Stark, who says, “I don’t know what to do anymore. Except maybe die.”

			Viewed today, these films are somewhat unsatisfying. They seem to be struggling to understand a social phenomenon that they never completely grasp. According to historical orthodoxy, the 1950s is the decade of conformism and the 1960s is the decade of rebellion. But the rebelliousness began in the 1950s, even the late 1940s. The restlessness of southern black soldiers who returned to Jim Crow racism are only one particularly poignant example. Many soldiers coming home from the war could not adjust to repressed American life.

			Nineteen fifties rebels, like Johnny the wild one, expressed an aimless rejection of what the established order expected from them. Often, especially in the South, this rebellion was expressed by embracing the culture of the most marginalized people—black people. Working-class white youths could go to the wrong side of town and listen to R&B music on jukeboxes or they could just tune in to black radio stations. For a black to cross the racial divide was literally to invite death, but whites could cross over to the black part of town—perhaps the origin of the music term crossover—with complete impunity while at the same time feeling the pleasure of breaking the rules. It is often suggested that what made Elvis Presley unusual was his love of black music but in fact this was not at all unusual for a Southerner of his age and economic class. Soon white people all over the country and from all economic classes were taking an interest in black music.

			By 1954 black R&B recordings were garnering enough sales to occasionally slip onto the white pop charts, and
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