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Michael Jackson

Singer, Music Producer, Songwriter, Dancer 
(1958–2009)

Singer-songwriter Michael Jackson’s award-winning 
career as the King of Pop transformed the face of pop 
music and popular culture. He released the best-sell-
ing album in history, Thriller, in 1982. He died unex-
pectedly in 2009.

Dubbed the “King of Pop,” singer-songwriter Michael 
Jackson was born in Gary, Indiana, on August 29, 
1958. As a child, he performed as the lead singer of the 
Jackson family’s popular Motown group, the Jackson 
5. Jackson went on to become one of the most interna-
tionally famous award-winning solo pop sensations to 
date.

Michael Joseph Jackson was born on August 29, 1958, 
in Gary, Indiana, to an African-American work-
ing-class family. His father, Joseph Jackson, had been 
a guitarist but had put aside his musical aspirations to 
provide for his family as a crane operator. Believing 
his sons had talent, he molded them into a musical 
group in the early 1960s. At first, the Jackson Family 
performers consisted of Michael’s older brothers, Tito, 

Jermaine and Jackie. Michael joined his siblings when 
he was 5 years old, and emerged as the group’s lead 
vocalist. He showed remarkable range and depth for 
such a young performer, impressing audiences with 
his ability to convey complex emotions. Older brother 
Marlon also became a member of the group, which 
evolved into the Jackson 5.





Whitney Houston

Singer, Film Actor/Film Actress (1963–2012)

Whitney Houston was an American singer and actress 
whose first four albums, released between 1985 and 
1992, and amassed global sales in excess of 86 million 
copies.

Born on August 9, 1963, in Newark, New Jersey, Whit-
ney Houston released her debut album at age 22 and 
scored three number one singles. Whitney (1987) de-
livered four more number ones and earned Houston 
her first Grammy. With her marriage to singer Bobby 
Brown in 1992, Houston’s career got off track. She 
made a comeback with 2009’s I Look to You. Houston 
died on February 11, 2012.

Born August 9, 1963 in Newark, New Jersey, Whit-
ney Houston almost seemed destined from birth to 

become a singer. Her mother Cissy Houston, cousin 
Dionne Warwick and godmother Aretha Franklin 
were all legendary figures in American gospel and 
soul music. Cissy Houston was the choir minister at 
New Hope Baptist Church, and it was there that a 
young Whitney got her start. Even as a child, Whitney 
was able to wow audiences; she later told interview-
er Diane Sawyer that a rapturous response from the 
congregation at New Hope had a powerful effect upon 
her: “I think I knew then that [my singing ability] was 
an infectious thing that God had given me.”





Joe Jackson

Joseph Jackson is best known for being the father of 
international pop superstar Michael Jackson.

Joseph Jackson was born July 26, 1929, in Fountain 
Hill, Arkansas. He married Katherine Scruse in 1949, 
and together they had 10 children. Jackson soon 
noticed their musical talent, and soon was acting as 
manager for The Jackson 5. The group enjoyed success 
but tensions eventually led to them firing Jackson. 
Son Michael later accused him of abuse, which some 
siblings confirmed and others denied.

Music manager. Born Joseph Walter Jackson on July 
26, 1929, in Fountain Hill, Arkansas, as the eldest of 
four children. His father, Samuel Jackson, was a high 
school teacher and his mother, Crystal Lee King, was 
a housewife. The couple split up when Jackson was 
12. He moved with his father to Oakland, California, 
while his mother moved to East Chicago, Indiana. 
Jackson lived a lonely childhood, and had few friends. 
When he turned 18, he moved to Indiana to live near 
his mother.
While in Indiana, he began pursuing his dreams of 

becoming a boxer. He found success with the Golden 
Gloves, and was preparing for a professional athletic 
career when he met 17-year-old Katherine Scruse. He 
was already married at the time, but had his union 
quickly annulled to be with Katherine.
In 1963, however, Joseph noticed his children’s mu-
sical talents after he caught his son Tito playing his 
guitar. That year Jackie, Tito and Jermaine formed The 
Jackson Brothers with Joseph serving as the group’s 
manager. He began entering the trio in local talent 
competitions and by 1965; he had younger brothers 
Marlon and Michael also involved in the band. The 
group renamed themselves The Jackson 5 in 1966, and 
began gaining accolades in the R&B circuit.





Norm N. Nite

Radio Personality/ Disc Jockey / Author

Norm N. Nite (born Norman Durma, January 25, 
1942), is the author of the Rock On: The Illustrated 
Encyclopedia of Rock N’ Roll book series. Nite began 
his career as a DJ at WGAR (AM) in Cleveland and 
later at WMJI there. Later he would host a shows at 
WCBS-FM and WNBC in New York City. His histor-
ical interest in Rock & Roll led him to compile, as the 
first volume of “Rock On” describes it, “an exhaustive 
array of data on more than 1,000 of the most pop-
ular artists of the fifties and early sixties. Any singer 
who had a top 100 single during the golden days of 
rock n’ roll can be found in (the) book.” Subsequently, 
due to the popularity of this volume, first released in 
1974, he authored a second volume in 1978, covering, 
as described on the dust jacket, “The Modern Years: 
1964-Present” with an introduction by Wolfman Jack. 
In 1985 Rock On Volume 3 was released and billed 
“Rock On Volume 3 – The Video Revolution: 1978 – 
Present”. During 1988 he narrated the radio program, 
Solid Gold Scrapbook.

In July 2005 Nite began broadcasting live from the 
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland on SIRIUS 
Satellite Radio Channel 5 (SIRIUS Gold, now known 
as Sirius XM 50s on 5), which is also available on 
channel 9905 on the Dish Network. His show had 
originally aired Wednesdays through Sundays, but in 
August 2006, he cut back his on-air schedule to every 
Friday through Sunday afternoons from 3-6 p.m. US 
Eastern time (12-3 p.m. Pacific time).

From 2005 to 2014, he broadcast on Saturdays and 
Sundays at the same time, when he presents “Re-
member Then”, an hour dedicated exclusively to the 
music that was on the charts on the corresponding 
date during a designated year, mainly between 1956 
and 1963. The “Remember Then” hour aired between 
4-5 p.m. Eastern (1-2 p.m. Pacific) on Saturdays and 
Sundays. Nite was an enthusiastic cheerleader of the 
music and its artists, and also did much to promote 
the 50s on 5 channel and its other on-air talent. In 
February 2014, SiriusXM made a sudden management 
move to drop live deejays from virtually all of its 50s 
on 5 programming, ending Nite’s broadcasts accord-
ingly without the chance to have a farewell broadcast.
[2] (Some other deejays from the 50s on 5 New York 
studio were reassigned to weekday shifts on Siri-
usXM’s more-favored 60s on 6 channel, including Pat 
St. John.)

Although he once split his time between New York 
City, New York and Cleveland,Ohio- he now lives in 
Cleveland full-time.



Chubby Checker

Singer (1941–)

Chubby Checker was an early rock ‘n’ roller who had a 
hit with the song and dance sensation, “The Twist.”

American singer Chubby Checker was born as Ernest 
Evans on October 3, 1941, in Spring Gulley, South 
Carolina. Checker performed on the Philadelphia 
streets before signing with Cameo-Parkway Records 
in 1959 and recording his version of Hank Ballard’s 
“The Twist.” An appearance on “American Bandstand” 
made the song a No. 1 hit and dance sensation. Check-
er still performs today and was featured in a popular 
ad for Nabisco’s Oreo cookies.

Born as Ernest Evans on October 3, 1941 in Spring 
Gulley, South Carolina, Chubby Checker (as he lat-
er became known) was the son of a tobacco farmer. 

Checker’s family moved to Philadelphia, and as a 
young boy, he worked various jobs shining shoes, sell-
ing ice and assisting in a butcher’s shop. Because of his 
heavy build, he got his nickname, Chubby, while work-
ing as a teen at Tony Anastazi’s Produce Store. With a 
natural gift for imitation, he enjoyed impersonating 
the styles of his musical heroes Fats Domino, Jerry 
Lee Lewis, and Elvis Presley. He began performing in 
churches and on the streets with his singing group, 
The Quantrells, and soon attracted the attention of 
music executives in Philadelphia.

Checker signed with Cameo-Parkway Records in 
1959. His first two singles, “The Class” and “Dancing 
Dinosaur” were minor hits. Cameo encouraged him to 
make his own version of “The Twist,” a song originally 
written and performed by Hank Ballard, which was al-
ready having modest success on the charts. But it was 
Checker’s version and his accompanying dance rou-
tine that gave the song new life. He was dubbed “The 
King of the Twist.” In fact, it was Dick Clark’s wife who 
came up with the name Checker, a reference to the 
similarity between the portly singer and Fats Domino.

Although Checker recorded many more songs in the 
following years, none ever matched the success of 
“The Twist.” He continued to capitalize on the twist 
theme with similarly titled songs, such as “Twistin’ 
U.S.A.” and “Twist it Up” in the early 1960s, and even 
“Let’s Twist Again” in 1999. He also starred in two 
films featuring the twist sensation, Twist Around the 
Clock (1961) and Don’t Knock the Twist (1962).



Gene Chandler

Singer

Gene Chandler is remembered by the rock & roll 
audience almost solely for the classic novelty and doo 
wop-tinged soul ballad “Duke of Earl”; the unforget-
table opening chant of the title leading the way, the 
song was a number one hit in 1962. He’s esteemed by 
soul fans as one of the leading exponents of the ‘60s 
Chicago soul scene, along with Curtis Mayfield and 
Jerry Butler. Born Eugene Dixon, he was a member 
of the doo wop group the Dukays and “Duke of Earl” 

was actually a Dukays recording; Dixon was renamed 
Gene Chandler and the single bore his credit as a solo 
singer. Chandler never approached the massive pop 
success of that chart-topper (although he occasional-
ly entered the Top 20), but he was a big star with the 
R&B audience with straightforward mid-tempo and 
ballad soul numbers in the mid-’60s, many of which 
were written by Curtis Mayfield and produced by Carl 
Davis. Chandler’s success became more fitful after 
Mayfield stopped penning material for him, although 
he enjoyed some late-’60s hits and had a monster pop 
and soul smash in 1970 with “Groovy Situation.” His 
last successes were the far less distinguished disco- 
and dance-influenced R&B hits “Get Down” (1978) 
and “Does She Have a Friend?” (1980).





The Funk Brothers

Band

The Funk Brothers were the brilliant but anonymous 
studio band responsible for the instrumental backing 
on countless Motown records from 1959 up to the 
company’s move to Los Angeles in 1972. Woefully 
underappreciated as architects of the fabled “Motown 
sound,” the individual musicians were rarely credited 
on the records that relied upon their performanc-
es, which downplayed their importance to the label. 
Motown’s sophisticated, urbane brand of R&B cer-
tainly would have been difficult to achieve without the 
extensive jazz training that many of The Funk Broth-
ers brought to the table. In order to keep that sound a 
distinctive brand name, Motown signed most of the 
group to exclusive, highly restrictive contracts during 
their tenure, although a few peripheral members were 
able to moonlight on sessions for other companies 
from time to time. In more recent years, The Funk 
Brothers’ legacy has begun to receive proper attention, 
most notably in Allen Slutsky’s 1989 book Standing 
in the Shadows of Motown, which focused on bass 
genius James Jamerson, and the 2002 documentary 
film of the same name, which covered the group as a 
whole.

Motown head Berry Gordy Jr. first assembled a stu-

dio band in 1959, culling its members from Detroit’s 
fertile club scene. Most of the players came from a jazz 
background, although some had more experience with 
blues or R&B, and there was a great deal of crossover 
among working musicians of the time. Among the 
early members were pianist/bandleader Joe Hunter 
(not to be confused with blues balladeer Ivory Joe 
Hunter) and the rhythm section of bassist James 
Jamerson and drummer William “Benny” Benjamin, 
who would go on to become the backbone of the 
Motown beat. Other regulars who came onboard prior 
to 1962 were guitarists Robert White, Eddie Willis, 
and Joe Messina; alternate drummer Richard “Pistol” 
Allen; percussionists Jack Ashford (who handled the 
tambourine work) and Eddie “Bongo” Brown; and the 
aggressive pianist Earl Van Dyke, as well as numerous 
horn players. Eventually nicknamed The Funk Broth-
ers, this aggregation would soon become an integral 
part of Motown’s rise to prominence and its commer-
cial dominance during the glory years of 1963-1967. 
By 1964, Hunter had quit as bandleader, paving the 
way for classically trained keyboardist Johnny Griffith 
to join and for Van Dyke to become the group leader; 
drummer Uriel Jones also became an active member 
around the same time. In addition to the numerous hit 
singles they played on, The Funk Brothers also played 
quite often around the Detroit club scene.



Marvin Gaye

Singer (1939–1984)

Marvin Gaye was a soul singer-songwriter with Mo-
town in the 1960s and 1970s. He produced his own 
records and often addressed controversial themes.

Born in 1939, in Washington, D.C., Marvin Gaye sang 
in his father’s church and in the Moonglows before 
signing with Motown. He recorded songs by Smokey 
Robinson before becoming his own producer on the 
protest album What’s Going On (1971). Gaye’s later 
records developed his production style and yielded 
several hits, including “Let’s Get It On,” “Sexual Heal-
ing” and “I Heard it Through the Grapevine.” Gaye 
was killed in 1984 during a domestic dispute with his 
father.

Singer Marvin Pentz Gaye, Jr., also known as the 

“Prince of Soul,” was born in Washington, D.C., on 
April 2, 1939. Gaye was raised under the strict control 
of his father, Reverend Marvin Gay Sr.—Marvin Gaye 
Jr. added the “e” on the end of his name later in life—
the minister at a local church, against a bleak back-
drop of widespread violence in his neighborhood.

Throughout his childhood, Gaye often found peace in 
music, mastering the piano and drums at a young age. 
Until high school, his singing experience was limited 
to church revivals, but soon he developed a love for 
R&B and doo-wop that would set the foundation for 
his career. In the late 1950s, Gaye joined a vocal group 
called The New Moonglows.

The talented singer had a phenomenal range that 
spanned three vocal styles and he soon impressed the 
group’s founder, Harvey Fuqua. It wasn’t long before 
Gaye and Fuqua both came to the attention of Detroit 
music impresario Berry Gordy and were signed to 
Gordy’s legendary Motown Records.

In 1970, inspired by escalating violence and political 
unrest over the Vietnam War, Gaye wrote the land-
mark song “What’s Going On.” Despite clashes with 
Motown over the song’s creative direction, the single 
was released in 1971 and became an instant smash. Its 
success prompted Gaye to take even more risks, both 
musically and politically. When it was released in the 
spring of 1971, the What’s Going On album served to 
open Gaye up to new audiences while maintaining his 
Motown following.



The Andantes

Singing Group

Like any new business, cash flow problems plagued 
Motown; Raynoma Liles, aka Miss Ray developed the 
Rayber Music Writing Company as a remedy. Rayber, 
a combination of Ray and Berry Gordy’s first name, 
charged anybody who wanted to make a record. They 
advertised on a local radio station and caught the ear 
of their first client, Louvain Demps. Raynoma Liles 
and Berry married. Louvain, along with Jackie Hicks 
and Marlene Barrow, formed the Andantes, who his-
torians say appeared on more than 20,000 recording 
sessions. At first they took a back seat to the Rayber 
Singers, who consisted of Raynoma, Berry, Robert 
Bateman, Brian Holland, and anyone else hanging 
around. When running Motown escalated, Louvain 
took Miss Ray’s place in the Rayber Singers, who 
disbanded around 1962 when the Temptations and 
the Supremes started doing sessions. the Supremes, 
as the Primettes, had worked for Lupine Records; at 

Motown, they’re 
featured on Mary 
Wells, Kim Weston, 
Sammy Ward, and 
Bob Kayli record-
ings, among others. 
Kayli was Robert 
Gordy, Berry’s broth-
er; the Supremes 
sing on Kayli’s “Small 
Sad Sam,” a take-off 
on Jimmy Dean’s 
“Big Bad John.” the 
Temptations added 
excitement to Stevie 
Wonder’s “Contract 
of Love” and Mary 
Wells’ “Everybody 
Needs Love,” and 
both sing on Wells’ 
“You Lost The 
Sweetest Boy.”

When the Supremes 
ignited, the Andantes became the number-one stu-
dio rats. Like the Funk Brothers -- Motown’s rhythm 
session -- they moonlighted on other labels in Detroit 
and other cities. They were in Chi-town when Mick-
ey Stevenson needed girls to back Marvin Gaye on 
“Stubborn Kinda Fellow.” Martha Reeves, Stevenson’s 
secretary, called the group, who added magic to Gaye’s 
first hit, and soon broke out on their own. Good 
background singers are expected to create, which 
the Andantes did on Mary Wells’ “My Guy,” Stevie 
Wonder’s “For Once \iIn My Life,” and other sessions. 
They backed Diana Ross on “Love Child,” and Martha 
Reeves on every Martha & the Vandellas’ recording 
after Annette Beard left. Holland-Dozier-Holland used 
the Andantes to smooth the Marvelettes’ infectious 
but shaky harmony; they also used them on the Four 
Tops for high end, a technique Thom Bell employed 
with the Spinners and others in the ‘70s. 





The Whispers

Singing Group

The Whispers are a veteran R&B quintet with an 
impressive 23-year legacy of R&B hits. Formed in Los 
Angeles by twins Walter and Wallace Scott, Nicholas 
Caldwell, Marcus Hutson, and Gordy Harmon (who 
left in 1973), The Whispers turned up on the Dore 
label in 1964 with “I Was Born When You Kissed Me.” 
In 1969, the quintet climbed the soul charts for the 
first time with “The Time Has Come” on Soul Clock, 
and they cracked the R&B Top Ten the next year with 
“Seems Like I Gotta Do Wrong.” They’ve remained hit-
makers ever since for the labels Janus, Soul Train, and 
Solar, with smashes like the solid gold chart-topper 
“And the Beat Goes On” in 1980 and another number 
one urban contemporary hit, “Rock Steady,” in 1987. 
After being their backbone and selling point since 
the group’s inception, twin lead vocalists Walter and 
Wallace Scott took time out for solo careers in 1993, 
but remain with the Whispers.
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The Sweet Inspirations

Singing Group

If one was cutting a soul, R&B, pop, rock, or girl group 
record in New York in the ‘60s and needed female 
backup vocals, chances are they’d try to get the Sweet 
Inspirations first. The group found their way onto nu-
merous recordings, including hits by the Drifters, Van 
Morrison, Wilson Pickett, Solomon Burke, Garnett 
Mimms, and most famously, Aretha Franklin (with 
whom they sometimes toured).

The group evolved from the ‘50s gospel group the 
Drinkard Singers. At various points soul singers Doris 
Troy, Judy Clay, Dionne Warwick, and sister Dee Dee 
Warwick were members. By the time they began to 
record on their own in 1967, their leader was Cissy 
Houston (mother of Whitney), and the women were 
renamed the Sweet Inspirations.

As an Atlantic recording act, the group cut some fine 
sides that rank among the clearest illustrations of the 

close links between soul music and gospel harmony. 
Usually sticking to material by famed soul and pop 
songwriters, they had about a half-dozen moderate 
R&B hits in the late ‘60s; the biggest, “Sweet Inspira-
tion,” was a Top 20 pop single. Houston left the group 
at the end of the ‘60s and the Inspirations left Atlantic 
in the early ‘70s, sometimes working with Elvis Presley 
and recording the album Estelle, Myrna and Sylvia for 
Stax in 1973.



The Delfonics

Singing Group

The Delfonics were one of the first groups to sing 
in the sleek, soulful style that became popularized 
(thanks to producer Thom Bell) as the “Philadelphia 
sound.” A vocal trio made up of brothers William and 
Wilbert Hart and high school friend Randy Cain, The 
Delfonics roots go back to doo wop singing at school 
dances in the early ‘60s. They were well-known in the 
Philly area for their supple, airtight harmonic talent, 
which brought them to the attention of record pro-
ducers, eventually landing them a contract with Cam-
eo-Parkway. While their early records brought them 
little if any notice, it did bring them to the attention 
of producer/arranger Thom Bell, who signed the band 
to his soon-to-be influential soul label Philly Groove. 
Right from the start this was a perfect match as the 
band released the classic “La La Means I Love You” in 
1968, a song that began a string of hits lasting into the 
mid-’70s.

The sound that Bell created for The Delfonics was the 
antithesis of the soul sound that came from Stax in 
Memphis and Muscle Shoals in Alabama. He sand-
papered away the grit, lightened up on the backbeat, 
brought in string sections, and created a smooth, airy 
sound. Critics enamored of the soul singing of Wil-
son Pickett and Otis Redding accused Bell and his 
groups of creating aural wallpaper, but the reality was 
that Bell and The Delfonics were setting the stage for 
a different kind of groove where subtlety and nuance 
reigned.

The hits slowed for The Delfonics in the mid-’70s, and 
in 1971 Randy Cain quit the band and was replaced 
by Major Harris. A few more minor hits followed but 
Harris left the band for a solo career in 1975, effec-
tively finishing The Delfonics. Multiple versions of the 
group toured, and one even released an album, Return, 
in 1981.





B.B. King

Singer, Guitarist, Songwriter (1925–)

“King of the Blues” B.B. King began as a disc jockey 
in Memphis before finding fame as a blues and R&B 
guitarist, with hits like “The Thrill Is Gone.”

After serving in World War II, Riley B. King, better 
known as B.B. King, became a disc jockey in Memphis, 
Tennessee, where he was dubbed “the Beale Street 
Blues Boy.” That nickname was shortened to “B.B.,” 
and the guitarist cut his first record in 1949. He spent 
the next decades recording and touring, playing more 
than 300 shows a year. King has worked with artists 
from rock, pop and country backgrounds. He won his 
14th Grammy Award in 2006.

A singer and guitarist born into a sharecropping 
family on September 16, 1925, in Itta Bena, Mississip-
pi, B.B. King—born Riley B. King—became one of the 
best-known blues performers, an important consol-

idator of blues styles, and a primary model for rock 
guitarists. Following his service in the U.S. Army, he 
began his career as a disc jockey in Memphis, Tennes-
see, where he was dubbed “the Beale Street Blues Boy.” 
That nickname was soon shortened to “B.B.”

King made his first recording in 1949, and the next 
year began a 12-year-long association with Kent/
RPM/Modern, for which he recorded a string of 
rhythm and blues hits, including “You Know I Love 
You,” “Woke Up This Morning” and “Three O’Clock 
Blues,” his first national hit. He also toured the night-
club circuit continuously, averaging more than 300 
shows annually for over 30 years. His style of music 
earned him the title “King of the Blues.”
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finished high school at a local public school before at-
tending the University of California, where she started 
singing.

Gray released her debut album, On How Life Is, in 
1999 to great success. In 2001 she won a Grammy 
for the Best Female Pop Vocal Performance for her 
second single, “I Try,” which was also nominated for 
Song of the Year. Her second and third studio albums, 
The Id and The Trouble with Being Myself, didn’t 
perform well in the United States but fared better in 
Great Britain. She then released a greatest hits album, 
Very Best of Macy Gray, in 2004, and a live album in 
2005. Justin Timberlake, Fergie and Natalie Cole all 
collaborated with Gray on her sixth album, Big, which 
was heralded as a comeback album, receiving much 
critical praise.

Macy Gray

Singer (1969–)

Singer-songwriter Macy Gray is widely known for 
her 1999 hit single, “I Try.” She is also an actress and 
philanthropist.

Macy Gray was born and raised in Ohio, and moved 
to California for college. She began singing in her 20s 
and released her first album, On How Life Is, in 1999, 
winning a Grammy for her single, “I Try.” Later al-
bums have been less successful. In addition to singing, 
Gray launched an acting career, and appeared in the 
2012 movie The Paperboy alongside Matthew McCo-
naughey, Zac Efron and Nicole Kidman.

Macy Gray was born Natalie Renee McIntyre in 
Canton, Ohio, on September 6, 1969. At age 14, it was 
“suggested” that she leave the private college prepa-
ratory high school she attended on a scholarship. She 
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