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This book is lovingly dedicated to my family, whose unwavering support has been the foundation of my life and career. 
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THE JOURNEY OF THE EMBERS, one of North Carolina’s most beloved bands, is a story of passion, perseverance, and the power of music to bring people together. Since 1958, The Embers have been at the heart and soul of Carolina Beach Music, captivating audiences with their infectious rhythms and soulful melodies. Their music has become the soundtrack to countless memories, from sun-soaked days on the beach to lively nights on the dance floor.

At the center of this remarkable journey is Bobby Tomlinson, one of the band’s founding members and their drummer for more than six decades. Bobby’s love for music began at an early age, and it was his unwavering dedication, organizational skills, and talent that helped shape The Embers into the iconic band they are today. Through his and other members’ eyes, we will explore the highs and lows, the triumphs and challenges, and the moments that have defined The Embers’ legacy.

This chronicle is a tribute to The Embers and their enduring impact on the world of music. It delves into their history, from their humble beginnings in the late 1950s to their rise to fame, and the unique sound that has made them a staple of Carolina Beach Music. It is also a personal journey as Bobby Tomlinson shares his memories, insights, and reflections on a lifetime spent in music.

This work journeys through Bobby’s childhood introduction to drumming, the early days of the band, where passion and determination fueled their dreams, to the first notes of what would become their signature sound beginning to take shape. We’ll revisit their rise to fame with unforgettable performances and beloved regional hits that made them legends in the Carolina Beach Music scene. We’ll explore the dynamics within the band, the changing lineup, and the unique contributions of its outstanding members.

Through Bobby’s and other members’, associates’, and historians’ own words, including those collected by Skip Crayton and Bill Benners during the making of their documentary film The Embers – The Heart and Soul of Beach Music, readers are granted an even more intimate backstage pass to life on the road, the excitement of touring, and the unbreakable bond formed with fans over the years. We’ll dive into the creative process behind their recordings, providing an overview of their discography. This work will also shine a light on the community of fans who have supported them through the years, making them more than just a band, but a beloved institution.

The story of The Embers is not just about music, it’s about the people who made it all possible, the friendships forged, the challenges overcome, and the legacy that continues to inspire new generations. As we explore their journey, you’ll gain a deeper appreciation for the music that has brought joy to so many and the man who has been at the heart of it all.

Welcome to the world of The Embers, as seen through the eyes of those who lived it and loved it. Whether you’re a long-time fan or new to their music, there’s something here for everyone.
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THE STORY OF THE EMBERS begins with Bobby Tomlinson, and Bobby Tomlinson’s story begins in Wilson, North Carolina, where he was born in his grandfather’s house in October of 1940. But it wasn’t long before his family moved to Goldsboro where his father worked at Dewey Brothers Foundry manufacturing manhole covers and heavy industrial items. 

Despite battling severe asthma, a condition that caused him to miss a significant amount of school and led to him failing first grade, Bobby’s resilience shone through. He vividly remembers the day he first encountered the captivating sound of a marching band. It was the drummers’ snare drum “street beat” and the steady “boom, boom, boom” of the big bass drum that drew him in.

Living just two blocks from downtown, he ran to find them. He was six or seven years old—just a kid. There was a crowd lined up three or four deep on the street, but Bobby squeezed his way in. The band’s blue and silver uniforms sparkled in the sun, making them stand out from the crowd.

The Goldsboro High School Marching Band, known as The Marching Earthquakes, had stopped in front of the Paramount Theatre to perform an impromptu concert. Bobby nosed through the crowd and came up beside the drum section. That was Bobby’s first encounter with drums and he was hooked. 

“I watched them and I couldn’t believe it. Those drums just fascinated me. I vividly recall the allure of their rhythmic beats echoing through the streets. Music became my passion, my solace, and my purpose.”

Growing up in Goldsboro significantly influenced Bobby’s early musical journey. Around the age of ten, he heard an announcement on the PA system at William Street Elementary School. “If you are interested in playing in the band, report to the gymnasium tomorrow morning.” 

“So, I went home and told my mother I wanted to play in the band. She gave me fifty cents and sent me to get a rudiments book and a pair of drumsticks.”

The next day, Bobby walked into the gymnasium, its polished wooden floors gleaming under the harsh fluorescent lights. The buzz of chatter filled the space, creating a symphony of anticipation. He joined the line that had formed, his heart pounding in his chest. 

As he inched closer to the front, the imposing figure of John B. Thompson came into view. The band director’s stern expression softened slightly as he addressed each hopeful student.

When it was Bobby’s turn, Mr. Thompson’s eyes met his with a curious glint. “Young man, what would you like to play?” he asked. 

“Drums,” Bobby said emphatically. 

But the director’s response was a blow. “Well, I only take fourteen and I already have fourteen.”

Disappointment washed over Bobby, his eyes welling up with unbidden tears. “If I can’t play drums, I don’t want to play nothing!” he declared, his voice trembling with emotion. 

Mr. Thompson’s gaze softened, and he handed over a drumstick. “Tap on the desk,” he instructed. The rhythmic tapping echoed in the silent gymnasium. After a moment, Mr. Thompson nodded, “You’ve got pretty good meter. I’m going to make you number fifteen.”

[image: image]

Under John Thompson’s tutelage, Bobby quickly picked up the drums and, although still in junior high school, it wasn’t long before Thompson called Bobby up to march with the varsity band. Bobby and several other William Street schoolmates would ride their bicycles to the high school to join the senior high Marching Earthquakes Band, blurring the lines between junior and senior high school experiences. 

This early exposure to advanced musical settings further fueled his lust for drumming and cemented his commitment to music.

“The most exciting day of my life was the day I strapped on a snare drum at age fourteen, two years younger than anybody in the Goldsboro High School Band, and marched down South Center Street. That’s the day I fell in love with the drums.” 

Thompson’s mentorship extended beyond musical instruction. He imparted invaluable life lessons and became a close friend. Bobby credits Thompson and his high school experiences with ingraining in him the importance of logistics, teamwork, and discipline—traits that accompanied him on his journey in professional music. Their bond endured even after he moved away. 

Later, when Bobby co-founded The Embers, they would return to play in Goldsboro and Thompson would always come out to see him, fondly referring to him as “number fifteen.”

In Goldsboro, one of Bobby’s eighth-grade teachers introduced his class to a dance called “the bop,” a hipper version of the swing dances from the 30s and 40s. They had lessons in the school gym, following a little book with diagrams showing how to move their feet and dance. Despite the common aversion to dancing among boys his age, Bobby enjoyed it.

Woodland Lake, later renamed Gold Park Lake, was a popular hangout spot on the outskirts of Dudley. It was a one-story wooden building with windows all around with shutters open to let the breeze flow through—much like one would see at the beach. It was there that the dancers would meet up and practice their moves. 

There was always sand on the floor tracked in from outside. Every time you took a step or made a move, it sounded like sandpaper. “Music to my ears,” said Tomlinson.

“The first song I heard on that jukebox when I walked in was ‘Wine Spo-De-O-Dee.’ All the music on the juke was what my buddies and I heard at night on John R’s or Bill “Hossman” Allen’s show on WLAC, a radio station based in Nashville, Tennessee.”

At that time, mainstream radio was dominated by country music, but Bobby and his friends, like Roger Wise and Philip Littleton, were really into Black music. Gathering at Philip’s house, they listened to 45 rpm records.

“They had all these great records,” Bobby recalled. “Especially the Atco and Atlantic labels with songs by The Coasters and The Drifters. One of the songs that sticks out is a song called ‘Ling Ting Tong’ by The Five Keys.”

Despite the racial segregation of radio at the time, they were drawn to the “rhythm and blues” music played on WLAC. 

“We would listen to those songs and we’d order them. They’d have a James Brown special and they’d sell you three James Brown records with an 8x10 suitable for framing. But we were kids and we just stayed glued to that radio station.”

Life took a significant turn when Bobby was fifteen. His family relocated to Raleigh where his father was offered a managerial position at the Foundry. Initially disappointed to leave his mentor, the move to Raleigh ultimately became the catalyst for his musical roots to grow deep.
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THE MOVE TO RALEIGH turned Bobby’s world upside down. On one hand, he was glad his father got the new job at the Foundry. But for Bobby, big changes were ahead for him. He would not only have to adjust to a new school and make new friends this year, but because of the way the school system was set up, he would need to switch to yet another new school the following year.

In the fall of 1955, Bobby Tomlinson enrolled in the ninth grade at Hugh Morson Junior High School. But due to the configuration of Raleigh’s middle schools and high schools, he was not be able to “play up” with the senior high band as he had done in Goldsboro.

Hugh Morson was a large, three-story building built in the 1920s in Gothic architectural style complete with gargoyles. It housed over twelve hundred students in grades seven through nine. 

The band and music rooms were on the third floor—places Bobby would get to know well.

As luck would have it, there was another newcomer at Hugh Morson that year. Jackie Gore, a musically gifted seventh-grader, had also enrolled that fall. Although Bobby was eighteen months older, their paths were destined to cross soon. They shared a common love of contemporary music.

Bobby Tomlinson was a young man with a soul steeped in rhythm and a heart that beat in perfect time. He had been nurtured by a proud school band director in Goldsboro. His nimble fingers, trained through countless hours on the drums, could coax melodies from the simplest of beats, transforming ordinary moments into stirring experiences. Goldsboro had been his playground and now Raleigh beckoned with the promise of new adventures.

[image: image]

Jackie Gore, on the other hand, was a vocalist with perfect pitch whose voice could melt the coldest of hearts and elevate the spirits of anyone who had the privilege of listening. Raised on the soulful strains of gospel and the infectious grooves of rhythm and blues, Jackie had honed his craft in church but loved getting on the stage in front of his fellow students where every note was a testament to his unwavering passion for music.

“Hugh Morson was different from any other school I was familiar with,” recalled Bobby. “They had a gymnasium near the lunchroom and students would congregate in the gym after lunch. It had a jukebox full of rhythm and blues music. I mean, they had Little Richard on that jukebox. It also had an auditorium with a set of drums backstage and a piano. 

“The first day of school I went to the gymnasium and I’m standing back watching everybody. The music’s playing, but nobody’s dancing. And these two girls started talking to me. 

[image: image]

“One of them asked, ‘you dance?’ I said, ‘Yeah, I dance a little bit.’ I got out there and, all of a sudden, I had everybody circling around me watching.” Bobby’s fashion was different. “I wore pink pants with peg legs—straight out of American Graffiti. And right off, everybody’s talking about this strange-looking guy who can dance. So, every day at lunchtime, I was like the center of attraction for a long time.”

At the same time, Jackie Gore was making a name for himself in seventh grade. “I’ve been singing since I was a little kid in Sunday school,” Jackie said. “Back when I was five and six years old, that’s when I started singing. And my mother and daddy were very good singers and I guess that’s where I got my talent.

“And when I was in the fourth grade in Durham, I started playing cornet, which is a smaller version of a trumpet. When I was in the sixth grade, I entered a talent contest which I won singing a song called ‘The Dark Town Strutters Ball’ and playing my cornet. And to have all of those kids standing at the end of the stage screaming for me when I won the talent show, I knew at twelve years old what I was going to be doing for the rest of my life.”

At Morson, Jackie, Bobby, and a few others began jamming daily in the gymnasium at lunchtime. Bobby recalled. “We put together a little band. We had a washtub bass instead of a regular bass. We weren’t very good, but we had a good time.”
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BY THE TIME Bobby was ready for tenth grade, he transitioned to Needham Broughton High School. Situated in the northwestern part of town, this tenth through twelfth grade institution housed two thousand students, creating a bustling environment ripe with opportunities for young musicians.

Bobby Tomlinson was thrilled to finally be able to try out for the senior high school band. However, this move involved the merging graduates of two distinct junior high schools—Hugh Morson and Josephus Daniels—into the high school sophomore year. And the new band director had called for full-scale tryouts to sort things out.

Undeterred by the challenge, Bobby approached the tryouts with determination and confidence, drawing on his strong musical background from the William Street and Goldsboro High School bands. The competitive atmosphere was palpable as students showcased their skills, each hoping to impress the new director and secure their place in the band. Despite the stiff competition, Bobby’s talent and hard work paid off. His exceptional drumming skills shone through, earning him the prestigious “first chair” in 1957. 

Bobby was in the Broughton High School “Marching 100,” as it was called, the symphonic band, and a smaller band called the “Circus Band” that played at sporting events. 

He would be named Band Captain in his 1958-59 senior year. He would be referred to in his senior yearbook as “Red man, drummer, and dancing champ.” These achievements were not only a testament to his dedication but also a significant milestone in his musical journey, marking him as a standout talent even among his peers.

Bobby’s burgeoning reputation as a “hotshot drummer” reverberated through the local music scene. Word of his talent spread like flame on gasoline, reaching the ears of musicians and enthusiasts alike. This recognition led to a pivotal moment in Bobby’s young career—his first professional drumming experience. 

The opportunity came unexpectedly with a call that would change the trajectory of his musical journey. A local band, intrigued by the buzz surrounding this young prodigy, invited Bobby to join them for a performance. At just sixteen years old, Bobby was thrilled at the prospect of playing with seasoned musicians, seeing it as a chance to hone his skills and gain invaluable experience.

Equipped with his own drum set, Bobby eagerly joined the group of country musicians. He didn’t anticipate that this experience would be more than just another chance to play. It was to be his first paid gig. As he was whisked away to the venue, a mix of excitement and nerves coursed through him. The night was filled with the lively twang of country melodies and Bobby’s drumming added a vibrant rhythm that elevated the performance.

The culmination of the evening came not just from the applause of the audience, but from a tangible reward. As the night drew to a close and Bobby began to pack up his drum set, the band members approached him with a humble, yet, significant token of appreciation—a five-dollar bill. 

It was a moment of both surprise and pride for Bobby. He had expected nothing more than the joy of playing, but this unexpected payment marked his transition from an amateur enthusiast to a professional musician.

Filled with a sense of accomplishment, Bobby excitedly shared the news with his father. Holding up the crisp five-dollar bill, he recounted the evening’s events with a glow of pride. The money, though modest, symbolized a milestone in his musical journey, a recognition of his talent, and the beginning of a new chapter in his career. 

His father, sharing in his excitement, acknowledged this significant step with heartfelt congratulations. This moment not only bolstered Bobby’s confidence but also fueled his determination to pursue his passion for drumming with even greater fervor.

Tomlinson soon found himself amid a significant business milestone, both for his career and for the history of a well-known American brand. He had been invited to play drums backing up a country music legend for the grand opening of the first Lowe’s hardware store in North Wilkesboro, North Carolina. 

The event was set to be a grand affair, and to add to its allure, Bobby would drum for country music royalty—Homer Briarhopper and Clyde Moody.

“When I first started listening to music in the early to mid-50s, Homer Briarhopper was all over the radio,” Bobby reflected. “And Clyde Moody, who played guitar and bass, was also a good singer. He had played at the Grand Ole Opry with Bill Monroe and was a member of The Blue Grass Boys for several years. Moody played on Bill Monroe’s ‘Tennessee Waltz’ back in the 1950s, which sold over two million records.”

As Bobby recalled, the scene at Lowe’s was nothing short of spectacular. The store, which had started as Lowe’s North Wilkesboro Hardware in the 1920s, was now unveiling its first official branch, which has now become one of the largest building supply chains in America. The event was bustling with excitement. Homer Briarhopper and Clyde Moody—dressed in their vibrant Porter Wagoner suits and large cowboy hats—were the stars of the show. Their presence was a nod to the rich heritage of country music and its deep roots in the American South. 

These men were more than musicians, they were icons whose careers spanned decades and whose music had defined an era. Briarhopper’s charm and Moody’s guitar picking created an electric atmosphere, drawing crowds from all over to witness this unique blend of commerce and culture.

For Bobby, playing alongside these legends was a surreal experience. He described the scene vividly, recalling how the crowd cheered and the music flowed seamlessly. The grand opening was more than just a commercial event, it was a celebration of community, music, and the entrepreneurial spirit that Lowe’s represented.

This experience, rich with the sounds of guitars, steel strings, and rhythmic drumming, was a defining moment in Bobby’s burgeoning career, one that he would remember fondly for years to come.
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BY 1957, ROCK ‘N’ ROLL, that new sound that burst on the scene in the mid-1950s, was in full swing. Artists like Elvis Presley, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, and Buddy Holly were at the forefront of this musical revolution. Rebellious lyrics and energetic performances regularly made the news and captivated the youth, challenging the conservative norms of the time. 

Rhythm and blues (R&B) emerged as a major force on the Southern music scene. Artists like Ray Charles, Fats Domino, and Sam Cooke were crucial in shaping this genre. 

Country music and bluegrass continued to thrive with artists like Hank Williams, Bill Monroe, and Johnny Cash achieving widespread acclaim. New sounds were coming out of Memphis and New Orleans—the blues. Artists like B.B. King and Muddy Waters emerged. And, of course, the South loved jazz. Louis Armstrong, Count Basie, and Duke Ellington toured religiously. 

It was an era in which, despite the segregation policies, there was a degree of cultural integration underway. Music was a unifying force that brought together people from different backgrounds and broke down racial barriers. Integrated performances and radio shows were emerging. 

In the summer of 1957, Bobby Tomlinson and Jackie Gore joined a band—Gene Fowler and The Falcons. Gene, a charismatic singer, led the group with a natural flair. Richard Dupree played the guitar and Mel Strickland played a steel guitar. Jackie joined with guitar in hand while Bobby provided the rhythmic backbone on drums. The Falcons primarily played country music, performing at local venues like the VFW, where smoky air and clinking glasses created a lively atmosphere. 

“Mel told me one night that we had the only rock and roll steel guitar in the Carolinas,” Tomlinson recalled. “I thought that was hilarious.” 

Recalling one of their early performances, Bobby chuckled, “We had to play one night and Gene picked us up,” Bobby reminisced. “We went on stage and Gene came out wearing a white sport coat with a pink carnation. He sang Marty Robbins’ ‘A White Sport Coat (and a Pink Carnation)’ song probably three or four times that night.” The image of Gene in his striking outfit, passionately belting out the lyrics, remained etched in Bobby’s memory. 

Yet, Bobby and Jackie yearned for more. Their musical tastes were evolving, influenced by the electric sounds of the era. 

In the fall of 1957, as Bobby entered his junior year, he and Jackie formed their own band. 

Jackie’s older brother, Randy Gore, was recruited on washtub bass, Jimmy Florence played the trumpet, and Jack Sullivan added his piano skills. They christened themselves “The Satellites,” a very timely name at the start of the Space Age. 

Their early performances were a blend of youthful exuberance and raw talent. They played at school dances, local gatherings, and any event that would have them. Their repertoire included covers of popular hits and instrumentals of the day, all delivered with a contagious enthusiasm. 

One memorable day at Jack Sullivan’s house, they stumbled upon a piece of family stationery titled “5 J’s,” listing the names of the five family members, all of whom had a “J” in their name. Inspired by this coincidence, they rebranded themselves as “The Five Jays.” The new name soon featured a new lineup. Randy Gore, Jimmy Florence, and Jack Sullivan left the band, making way for Ken Barnes on bass, Gene Jones on saxophone, and Blair Ellis on piano. 

[image: image]

Ken Barnes brought an actual bass fiddle to the band. It was one of those tall, floor-standing models. Gene Jones was a very talented individual who would soon be heading to the Cincinnati Conservatory of Music. He composed an instrumental song the band included in its set lists in early 1958. 

Blair was a year older than the others and had come from a local quartet named The Escorts, bringing with him a Wurlitzer piano, a wealth of experience, and a refined touch on the keys. Blair stood up when he played. The Five Jays, as they were now known, would soon make a name for themselves in the local music scene. 

They became a fixture at local sock hops, debutante parties, and high school proms. One of Bobby’s favorite memories was The Five Jays playing an event at Village Theatre. “It was a Pepsi-Cola-sponsored concert,” Tomlinson said. “Admission was ten Pepsi bottle caps.” 

The Five Jays performed everywhere they could, their youthful faces and infectious music leaving an indelible mark on the local scene. Amidst their hectic schedule, they even found time to record two records, a significant achievement for a group of high school students. 

Around this time, The Five Jays were approached by a local songwriter and a friend from an earlier band with a proposition. George Bailey, along with Mel Strickland—the steel guitar player they had played with while in Gene Fowler and the Falcons—had penned several original songs and wanted four of them to be recorded by a vocal quartet, The Juniors, comprised of Donald King, Bill Duncan, Ken Pierce, and Simon Dixon. But Bailey wanted them backed with a band. Donald’s quartet provided the vocals and The Five Jays provided the musical accompaniment. 

They all gathered at the WRAL radio studios in downtown Raleigh—a place steeped in history and the scent of old vinyl records. There, they recorded four songs under the Rose-Beth label, named after the songwriter’s two daughters. The labels on the two 45s, “I Love My Baby/A Touch of Gentleness“ and “Money, Money, Money/Once In a Blue Moon, credited singer Donald King with The Four Juniors and The Five Jays. 

[image: image]

“We were just a bunch of high school students, but we had already produced two records,” Bobby said, a proud glimmer in his eyes. “It felt like a significant accomplishment back then. Yeah, that was a big deal.” 

Although those recordings did not catapult them to instant stardom, they got them attention. They were on a pair of records. Recording in a professional studio was invaluable, providing them with a glimpse into the world of professional music. It was a stepping stone, a promise of greater things to come. 
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