
On February 1, 1960, students in Greensboro, North Carolina, held a
sit-in at a Woolworth’s lunch counter in a demonstration much heralded in
the annals of civil rights history. This momentous confrontation with racial
segregation invigorated the African American freedom struggle and would
substantially change the lives of blacks and whites throughout the South and
the United States. A week later, on February 8, a seemingly unrelated event
occurred in Washington, D.C. On that day, a committee of the House of Rep-
resentatives convened public hearings on the subject of payola in the broad-
casting industry, a practice that involved illicit payments to get music aired
on radio and television programs.

Contemporary coverage of each made no mention of the other, and on the
surface it was hard to see the connections. Yet the struggle for racial change,
which inspired the sit-ins, also helped shape seemingly nonracial issues such
as business ethics in broadcasting. In this case, rock and roll, a musical form
that traced its origins to African Americans, became a surrogate target for op-
ponents of civil rights in the South and for those who feared increasing black
cultural influence over American youth throughout the country. The in-
creased visibility of the black freedom movement, marked by the Supreme
Court’s 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, the 1955 Montgomery bus
boycott, and the 1957 Little Rock school integration crisis, encouraged sup-
porters and critics alike to find racial dimensions in political arenas not usu-
ally considered under the category of civil rights. Heightened racial agitation
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produced a highly charged atmosphere and the political and cultural fallout
from these explosive issues landed in unexpected places.

The payola scandal of 1959–1960 was also part and parcel of the political
culture of investigation that characterized the 1950s. Congressional commit-
tees served as the main vehicle for inquiry, and the new medium of television
brought the drama of confrontation between scolding lawmakers and defen-
sive witnesses into millions of homes. Though the need for corrective legis-
lation provided the rationale for these inquiries, the impulse toward expo-
sure and demonization drove them forward. Anticommunist inquisitions by
the House Committee on Un-American Activities, Wisconsin Senator Joseph
R. McCarthy, and Senator James Eastland of Mississippi have drawn the
greatest attention from historians, furnishing textbook representations of the
political tensions of the postwar period. Their importance notwithstanding,
they formed only part of a larger structure of popular investigation. These
included inquiries led by Tennessee Senator Estes Kefauver into organized
crime and juvenile delinquency, John McClellan of Arkansas and John F.
Kennedy of Massachusetts into labor racketeering, and Arkansas Representa-
tive Oren Harris into television quiz shows.1

Within the context of this culture of investigation, narrow economic ri-
valries and broad social tensions fueled the payola inquiry. Initially, charges
of fraudulent payments for airplay on radio stations arose out of a power
struggle between two competing agencies inside the business. The internal
conflict between the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publish-
ers (ASCAP) and Broadcast Music International (BMI) over control of pub-
lishing and performance royalties escalated into an attack by the more tradi-
tion-oriented ASCAP on BMI-associated rock and roll music.

What started out as an internecine economic battle, however, soon took on
the trappings of race. Following the landmark Brown decision, southern seg-
regationists embarked on a campaign of massive resistance to racial equality
that included attacks on black-inspired rock and roll. Joining them were
northerners who believed that rock and roll, identified with working-class
black and white youths, eroded middle-class values and standards of sexual
conduct, thereby threatening the morality of their sons and, more important,
their daughters. Congressional probes of payola gave voice to the economic
and aesthetic complaints of music-business professionals as well as to fears
over the erosion of racial and class boundaries by middle-class parents and
their congressional representatives. The fact that the payola investigation did
not continue as a significant component in the struggle over racial equality
was a consequence not of the retreat by white politicians and their constituents,
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but rather of mass mobilization of black youths and their white allies, which
shifted the battle from Congress and radio stations to the streets of America.

The practice of payola did not suddenly spring up with the appearance of
rock and roll; it had a history as long as commercial, popular music. Variety,
the music trade newspaper that first coined the term payola, reported in 1914
that vaudeville singers “tell the publisher what they want to sing, how much
a week they must have for singing the song or songs, and if not receiving a
stipulated weekly salary, think nothing of asking for an advance.”2 Although
the shape of the music business changed over the next several decades, undis-
closed commercial transactions for performances remained a constant. The
growth of radio in the 1920s and 1930s brought live broadcasts and the pos-
sibility of reaching millions of listeners in a single sitting. Given this poten-
tially wider audience, popular bandleaders commanded higher payments
than had their vaudevillian predecessors.3

In the 1950s, the cast of characters changed, but payola persisted. The de-
velopment and widespread appeal of television altered the character of radio.
Live broadcasts of musical concerts virtually disappeared and programs of
recorded music replaced them. Disk jockeys took over from bandleaders as
maestros of musical selections. The decade also witnessed a proliferation of
small, independent record companies that competed with the six majors
(Columbia, Capitol, Decca, RCA, MGM, and Mercury) for airplay. The ad-
vent of 45 rpm single records, whose sale price was much cheaper than 33⅓

long-playing albums, inflated the number of records in circulation, increas-
ing competition even further. Disk jockeys stood as gatekeepers in choosing
songs from the burgeoning supply of records sent to the stations. What Vari-
ety called the “time-dishonored standard operating procedure in the music
business,” payola, now centered on payments from record companies and
their distributors to disk jockeys.4

Throughout its considerable history, payola had spawned campaigns,
largely unsuccessful, against it. For all the criticism it generated, payola was
not a crime. No federal statute outlawed the practice, and the closest it came
to a criminal offense appeared in state commercial bribery laws.5 The main
effort to combat payola came from elements within the music business.
Spearheaded by Variety in 1916, the Music Publishers’ Protective Association
was formed “to promote and foster clean and free competition among music
publishers by eradicating the evil custom of paying tribute or gratuities to
singers or musicians.”6

In the early 1950s, when the issue resurfaced amid the postwar obsession
with moral decline and the growing prospects for racial change, Variety again
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led the campaign. In July 1954 the trade newspaper launched a series of edi-
torials condemning the practice. The editors declared, “the music biz payola
had reached ridiculous and dangerous proportions,” and concluded, “it’s
about time it was curbed.” Speaking for the denizens of “Tin Pan Alley” in
New York City, where established music publishers and songwriters congre-
gated, they raised a concern that would be repeated frequently in the years to
come. “Private side-changing chicanery,” as Variety referred to payola, low-
ered the quality of songs and decreased the likelihood that truly talented stars
would get heard.7

The trade paper left little doubt about its taste in music. In February 1955,
Variety issued a “Warning to the Music Business.” Upset over the growing
popularity of songs with sexually suggestive “leer-ics,” the paper called for the
industry to impose some self-restraint or face unwanted federal regulation.
Their real target was rock and roll, which had burst on the scene during the
previous few years and appealed almost exclusively to young people. Consid-
ering rock and roll a “raw musical idiom . . . [that] smell[ed] up the environ-
ment,” Variety condemned its “hug” and “squeeze” lyrics for “attempting a to-
tal breakdown of all reticences about sex.”8 These comments reflected the
disdain traditional segments of the music business and the adult public held
for rock and roll; opponents assumed that such inferior music could push its
way into the marketplace only through the connivance of payola.

Historians do not dispute the existence of payola, but its significance lies
in its political linkage with rock and roll and race. Rather than simply an ob-
jectionable business practice of interest mainly within the recording and
broadcasting industries, payola became, for a short time, a heated subject of
public debate. It involved more than private morality and individual greed
and moved beyond the pages of trade paper whistle blowing. Following the
Brown decision, the Supreme Court’s clarion call for racial equality, payola
became a topic for public scrutiny because it coincided with growing anxiety
about the nation’s youth and racial minorities. The association of rock and
roll with these two groups turned the music from just another in a long line
of popular, juvenile fads into a subject of intense national inquiry.

The behavior of teenagers had already aroused serious apprehension.
“Never in our 180-year history,” Collier’s remarked in 1957, “has the United
States been so aware of—or confused about—its teenagers.”9 The political re-
sponse to this concern had already appeared in congressional hearings. In
1955, Senator Estes Kefauver, who had earlier investigated adult criminals,
convened a legislative inquiry into the causes of juvenile delinquency. James
Gilbert, the leading historian of this subject, concluded that “the delinquency
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hearings, the attack on youth culture, the crusade to censor culture expressed
a deep malaise at what was emerging during the 1950s: a vastly different or-
der of social, sexual, and cultural practices.”10 The perceived erosion of
parental authority had serious implications for the vitality of the nuclear fam-
ily during the Cold War period when domestic harmony was considered the
first line of defense against Communism.11

The Kefauver Committee underscored the extent to which rock and roll
had become contested ground between parents and their teenage offspring.
Worse than its lack of aesthetics and professionalism, rock, according to its
critics, was spreading antisocial, working-class values among America’s
youth. The words of the songs, even when they were cleaned up for popular
radio consumption, combined with the throbbing sounds and pulsating per-
formers, opened the way for sexual expression deemed unacceptable in po-
lite society. Even if the emergent music did not turn unsuspecting middle-
class youngsters into depraved delinquents, it might lead them down that
path. As Jeff Greenfield, a New York City teenager in the mid-1950s, re-
marked, rock and roll spread the message “that our bodies were our own Joy
Machines.” Afraid that this was indeed the case, parents sought to curtail “the
sounds of pain and joy now flooding the airwaves, infecting the bodies of
their children.”12

Middle-class worries over the unwanted influences of rock and roll were
not confined to whites. Members of the black bourgeoisie also expressed
their distaste. When asked by a seventeen-year-old in 1958 whether it was
sinful to play rock and roll, the civil rights leader and pastor Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. replied that whether it was a sin or not, rock music “often
plunges men’s minds into degrading and immoral depths.” In a similar vein,
a columnist for the New York Amsterdam News had earlier attacked the mu-
sic as “smut” and “tripe” and proclaimed that African Americans themselves
should not listen to lyrics that “projected the idea that all Negro women
longed for was barnyard-type romance.”13

As the commentary in the Amsterdam News suggests, class concerns inter-
sected with those of gender. The heightened sexuality of rock and roll both
lyrically and musically was seen as posing a particular threat to young girls.
According to middle-class social norms, adolescent females were primarily
mothers-in-waiting, preparing themselves for marriage, raising children, and
safeguarding the virtues of the nuclear family. Virginity was next to godli-
ness, and sex was reserved for marriage. As moral caretakers of the home,
wives and daughters were seen as strengthening the nation by combating evil
conspiracies designed to undermine it. During the Cold War, communism
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stood at the top of the list of enemies, but any assault on pubescent, female
chastity was seen as subversive.14

Rock and roll was regarded as posing such a threat. According to Jeff
Greenfield, the “honking tenor sax and the vibrating electric guitar and the
insistent drum beat,” were considered by his parents’ generation as “fearful
engines of immorality, driving daughters to strange dance steps and God
knows what else.”15 Although adults usually found the wild gyrations of the
performers and the raucous quality of the sound distasteful if not unfath-
omable, they were just as alarmed by the slow music, known as doo-wop.
Teenage dance shows on television gave adults a peek at the possible dangers
as they watched young couples clutch each other trying to get as close as pos-
sible on the dance floor. “If you were a parent at home watching your daugh-
ter,” a disk jockey admitted, “watching a guy all over a girl, you figure, ‘Is this
what my daughter does at record hops?’ ”16

Whether young female rock and rollers saw themselves as subverting the
moral order is debatable. Charlotte Grieg contends that the music trans-
formed “all the conventional ideas of love, romance and marriage . . . into
visions of a steamy teenage paradise throbbing with erotic and sexual de-
sire” that undermined adult notions of responsibility and domesticity.17 Yet
throughout the fifties most of the songs that teenage girls listened to had
less to say about consummating sex than about longing for the boy of their
dreams and marrying him. Nor did rock and roll overturn the double stan-
dard that distinguished “good girls” from “bad girls.” Nevertheless, it did al-
low many young women to experience a forbidden sexual energy that their
elders found dangerous. If not exactly revolutionary, the music allowed
teenagers, girls and boys, to express themselves in a language and style re-
moved from their parents’ tight control.18 This mixture of class and gender
fears occasioned powerful anxieties about rock and roll and teen culture,
but the addition of race proved explosive. The term rock and roll had
evolved out of the rhythm and blues lyrical expression for sexual inter-
course. As long as rhythm and blues remained “race music,” separated from
the popular tunes white audiences listened to, it aroused only minimal con-
cern within the nonblack community. But when it began to enter the musi-
cal mainstream as rock and roll, which appealed largely to white youths, it
alarmed the guardians of teenage morality. Variety undertook its crusade
against sexually suggestive lyrics (or, as it called them, “leerics”) with great
urgency because rhythm and blues was no longer “restricted to special
places and out and out barrelhouses.” Transformed into rock and roll, it had
broken out of the segregated confines of black venues and appeared “as
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standard popular music for general consumption, including consumption
by teenagers.”19

Rock and roll gave white teenagers the rare opportunity to come into cul-
tural contact with African Americans in a nation that was still racially segre-
gated. Particularly in the South, Jim Crow maintained a rigid wall to keep
whites and black apart. Dixie’s laws could keep schools and public accom-
modations racially restricted, but not the public airwaves. Radio stations tar-
geted for blacks picked up a sizable white audience, some 20 to 30 percent of
overall listeners.20 In the privacy of their own rooms, young southern whites
turned on their radios to hear the forbidden sounds of rhythm and blues or
they took their portable transistor radios, which had just become available in
the early 1950s, to gathering places for teens, away from their parents’ watch-
ful eyes. One white youth recalled that he loved to listen to the music on
black-oriented stations “whenever and wherever I could. . . . I loved to dance
to it. That got me into trouble with my parents and the schools, because we
were not allowed to listen to this music openly.” Some of the bolder youths
attended live performances with blacks, and in spite of efforts to keep them
apart, the excitement of the music frequently pulled them side by side in the
aisles or on the dance floor.21

Moreover, white teen icons such as Elvis Presley stepped over the racial di-
vide by incorporating the sounds and styles of African American music into
his act. A Mississippian who achieved stardom in Memphis, Presley readily
acknowledged his debt to blacks. “Colored folks have been singing and play-
ing this music for more years’n anybody knows,” the twenty-one-year-old
Presley explained in 1956. “They played it in the shanties all ‘round Tupelo,
Mississippi, where I got it from them, and nobody paid ‘tention till I goose it
up.”22 Nelson George has written that the “young Presley came closer than
any other rock and roll star to capturing the swaggering sexuality projected
by many Rhythm and Blues vocalists.”23

In the North and West, where de facto segregation and more subtly con-
structed patterns of racism kept blacks and whites apart, rock and roll like-
wise exerted the centripetal force that pulled teenagers of both races together.
Colorful white radio disk jockeys such as Alan “Moondog” Freed in Cleve-
land and New York City, George “Hound Dog” Lorenz in Buffalo, and Hunter
Hancock and Johnny Otis in Los Angeles exposed their predominantly white
teenage listeners to black rhythm and blues and rock and roll artists. Not only
did they feature the original records of black performers over versions cov-
ered by white artists, but they also talked in the hip street vernacular of the
singers. As in the South, their live concerts and dances drew an interracial
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crowd, throwing together white and black youths who would otherwise have
remained in their own neighborhoods. More than in any other setting in
America at that time, these gatherings permitted teenagers to step over racial
and class boundaries in defiance of their elders.24

Rock and roll served as a musical backdrop to the black freedom struggle
that was breaking onto the national scene during the 1950s. Some have dis-
cerned a direct connection between the rise of rock and roll and racial
change. A singer for the Platters, Harvey Weinger, looking back on that period
remarked, “Because of our music, white kids ventured into black areas. They
had a sense of fair play long before the civil rights movement.” Herbie Cox of
the Cleftones seconded this view, asserting that rock and roll “disk-jockeys
and record distributors were doing more for integration than Brown versus
the Topeka Board of Education.”25 The journalist Robert Palmer perceived
rock and roll as the cultural component of the black freedom struggle. “It’s
no mere accident of history,” Palmer argues, “that Rosa Parks’s refusal to
move to the back of a segregated Alabama bus . . . occurred during the brief
pop-music ascendancy of performers like Chuck Berry and Little Richard,
black men whose very sound and sign communicated their refusal to re-
spond to the racists’ traditional ‘C’mere, boy.’ ”26

Without doubt rock and roll contributed to changing patterns of racial
and cultural interaction, but its impact should not be exaggerated. Because
white youths listened to black-inspired music or attended concerts with
African Americans did not mean that they shed the racial prejudices of their
families and neighborhoods. The sensuality of the rhythms that attracted
many white teens also served to reinforce stereotypical notions of black male
and female sexuality, views that white society had historically used to demo-
nize African Americans. Besides, most white kids listened to rock and roll
within the confines of racially segregated environments—homes, social
clubs, schools, and cars—without venturing into close proximity to blacks.27

Moreover, although rock and roll energized young people and cast them in
opposition to dominant styles, the teenagers who became the vanguard of
the civil rights movement in places such as Little Rock and Greensboro owed
their inspiration less to avant-garde music and more to their churches, youth
groups, and other community organizations.

Nevertheless, opponents of racial change considered rock and roll as sub-
versive. In the wake of the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown, segregationist
watchdogs saw an increasing need to guard the South’s white youth from all
forms of race mixing. Schools occupied the primary political battleground
because they offered the most likely space for white and black students to in-
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teract. But the war for racial purity did not end at the schoolhouse door. As
the commercial marketplace, including the entertainment industry, directed
more of its efforts toward gaining a share of rising teenage spending, segre-
gationists turned their attention to youth culture. They perceived danger as
coming from many directions—television, radio, motion pictures—and con-
sidered the national media, in the words of the Shreveport Journal, as “one of
the South’s greatest foes in its fight to maintain racial segregation.”28 The
greatest threat came from images and sounds that might lure white and black
youngsters together.

Hostility to rock and roll became part of the agenda for southern white
massive resistance. In addition to other efforts to preserve segregation and
disfranchisement, White Citizens Councils, a slightly more moderate coun-
terpart of the Ku Klux Klan, campaigned against rock and roll. In 1956, Asa
Carter, the head of the North Alabama White Citizens Council, called rock
“the basic, heavy-beat music of Negroes.” Allowed to go unchecked, he feared
nothing less than the collapse of “the entire moral structure . . . the white
man has built through his devotion to God.” He and his followers did not
consider their concern farfetched as they saw that “white girls and boys were
turned to the level of animal” by the sensuous music.29 In a racialized society
rapidly coming under assault from the civil rights movement, music that
promoted social intercourse also aggravated fears of miscegenation.30

Carter and segregationists like him contended that the proliferation of
rock and roll had not occurred naturally; how could it given their view of the
music’s inherent worthlessness? Rather, they saw it as part of a sinister plot
designed by integrationist groups such as the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to contribute to the “moral
degradation of children.”31 The Brown decision and rock and roll were just
two sides of the same integrationist coin and segregationists responded to
both by trying to beat them back.

Racism was not confined to the South, and similar assumptions guided
opponents of rock and roll in the North. The thrust of the attack above the
Mason-Dixon line was not so much to preserve the system of Jim Crow but
to combat anxieties over the spread of juvenile delinquency, which the Ke-
fauver Committee had publicized. In 1957, Senator John F. Kennedy, a Mas-
sachusetts Democrat, read into the Congressional Record an article from
Newsday, a Long Island newspaper, connecting rock and roll with the designs
of broadcasters, record companies, and music publishers to foist decadent
music on an unsuspecting public. Nonetheless, the language used to link
rock with the behavior of antisocial youths was couched in the same racial
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stereotypes. The Music Journal asserted that the “jungle rhythms” of rock in-
cited juvenile offenders into “orgies of sex and violence” just as its forerun-
ners did for the “savages.” The New York Daily News derided the obscene
lyrics set to “primitive jungle-beat rhythms.” A week before Asa Carter traced
rock and roll’s penetration of the South to the NAACP, a New England psy-
chiatrist disparaged the music as “cannibalistic and tribalistic.” Similarly, a
Catholic clergyman from Boston denounced the sexually suggestive lyrics for
inflaming youths “like jungle tom-toms readying warriors for battle.”32

As targets of this criticism, African Americans generally recognized the
racial animus behind attacks on rock and roll. Although they too expressed
dismay at the use of inappropriate lyrics aimed at youngsters and did not al-
ways find the music to their liking, many black adults softened in their reac-
tions to the music as they witnessed the growing campaign against the civil
rights movement.

As massive resistance swung into high gear in 1956, black commentators
perceptively drew the connection between the South’s efforts to defend seg-
regation and to smear black-derived music. A writer for the Amsterdam News
suggested “that the hate rock ‘n’ roll seems to inspire in some of its critics
stems solely from the fact that Negro musicians predominate in the field,
originated it, and are making the loot out of it.” Even more forcefully, the
Pittsburgh Courier editorialized that the war against rock and roll constituted
“an indirect attack against Negroes, of course, because they invented rock ‘n’
roll (as they did all other distinctive U.S. music), and because it has so capti-
vated the younger generation of whites that they are breaking down dance
floors and gutting night clubs here and abroad.”33 A matter of racial pride,
many black adults came to consider the harsh denunciation of rock and roll
as an attempt to demean the contributions made by African Americans to
American popular culture.

Although race and rock and roll set the stage for the congressional inves-
tigation of payola, the immediate stimulus for the probe grew out of an in-
ternal struggle for power in the music business. Until 1940 ASCAP controlled
the licensing of performance rights and the collection of royalties due its
members from any place music was sold or played. Locked in a bitter dispute
with ASCAP over higher fees, in 1941, radio broadcasters transformed BMI,
which they had created two years earlier, into a rival performance licensing
group. For the next two decades, ASCAP sought to destroy BMI as a com-
petitor through lawsuits and congressional action.34

In 1953, ASCAP songwriters filed a $150 million antitrust case charging
BMI with engaging in monopolistic practices. They argued that because
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broadcasters operated BMI, they had a special interest in playing music li-
censed by their own organization to the detriment of songs contained in the
ASCAP catalogue. In fact, radio stations contracted with both ASCAP and
BMI and entered into standard financial arrangements with each. Indeed,
ASCAP had continued to profit since the formation of BMI, its income near-
ly quadrupling to $25 million between 1939 and 1956. By the mid-1950s the
older organization still licensed 85 percent of the music heard on radio and
75 percent of the songs distributed on record albums, which accounted for
the largest proportion of sales in the record business. Nevertheless, BMI
made significant inroads on the older organization’s share of the market. Un-
til 1955, ASCAP-licensed songs dominated the popular music charts and par-
ticularly the tunes ranked in the top ten of the highly regarded Billboard
magazine listing. However, by the late 1950s, BMI-recorded hits appeared
more frequently than those of ASCAP in the coveted top ten rankings.35

Rock and roll became the outlet for much of ASCAP’s discontent. Major
recording studios could adapt to changing tastes by signing up rock and roll
performers. RCA did so in 1956, buying Elvis Presley’s contract from Sun
Records, one of the many independent companies providing unwelcome
competition for the major firms. Tin Pan Alley songwriters, however, found
it much more difficult to pen tunes for the changing youth-oriented market.
Those who had crafted hits in the past for Broadway shows and Hollywood
movies had little inclination to shift their efforts to a musical form that they
despised and considered professionally inferior. In 1959, Billboard wrote that
“many frustrated music men—out of step with current song and recording
trends . . . sigh for the good old days.”36 Believing that payola spawned rock,
songwriters of traditional music attacked the former in hope of curtailing the
latter. The fact that BMI firms published most rock and roll songs stoked the
fires of ASCAP’s fury.

As ASCAP’s lawsuit against BMI dragged on through the courts during the
1950s without success, the organization turned to Congress to press its case.
In 1956, ASCAP received a sympathetic reception from the House Judiciary
Committee, which held extensive hearings on the subject of broadcasting
monopolies. The support provided by Emanuel Celler, the committee chair-
man, shows that outside of the South’s massive resistance campaign, race op-
erated in a more subtle fashion. On one hand, Celler, a liberal representative
from Brooklyn, was a staunch supporter of black advancement and a leader
of the successful effort to pass civil rights legislation in 1957. At the same
time, the congressman did not have much appreciation for rock and roll. The
music had a place in the culture because, as he explained patronizingly, it had
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given “great impetus to talent, especially among the colored people: it’s a nat-
ural expression of their emotions and feelings.”37 This attitude did not keep
Celler from fighting against legal segregation and disfranchisement, but it did
line him up on the same side as those who viewed black-derived rock and roll
as inferior music.38

Despite a lengthy inquiry into the dispute and clear sympathy with AS-
CAP’s position, nothing came out of the Celler Committee deliberations.39

The Senate then took up the issue. George Smathers of Florida embraced
ASCAP’s cause as the South continued to combat school desegregation and
attempts of blacks to register to vote. Shortly before passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1957, Smathers introduced a bill to force broadcast stations to
divest themselves from BMI or lose their licenses from the Federal Commu-
nications Commission (FCC). The Senate Committee on Interstate and
Foreign Commerce held hearings on the Smathers’s measure beginning in
March 1958.40

Chaired by John Pastore of Rhode Island, like Celler a liberal Democrat,
the investigation traveled over familiar terrain. ASCAP supporters argued
that without sponsorship of BMI and the constant plugging of disk jockeys,
rock and roll would have collapsed. Perhaps the most vivid testimony of this
sort was articulated by Vance Packard, who had been hired as an expert wit-
ness by the Songwriters Protective Association, whose membership over-
lapped with that of ASCAP. A popular magazine writer and author of a best-
selling book exposing the practices of advertisers in manipulating the
public’s taste for consumer goods, Packard charged that many of the social
problems that affected Americans stemmed from the techniques of “hidden
persuasion” perfected by Madison Avenue. He warned the committee that
the nation was becoming increasingly “standardized, homogenized, hypno-
tized, and sterilized,” and was losing such core values “as respect for the dig-
nity of the individual, freedom from conformity, and freedom of choice.”41

The notion of hidden persuaders fit in with prevailing perceptions—whether
applied to communist infiltration, juvenile delinquency, labor racketeering,
or civil rights protest—that clandestine forces rigged the country’s institu-
tions and sapped their moral strength.

Packard applied the same analysis to explain the teenage infatuation with
rock and roll. Tracing it to the hidden hand of broadcasting corruption, he ar-
gued that the kind of music BMI mainly handled could not have possibly be-
come successful unless the broadcasters themselves had pushed it upon the
public. Like other critics of rock and roll, Packard disparaged its racial an-
tecedents. “Inspired by what had been called race music modified to stir the
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animal instinct in modern teenagers,” Packard informed Pastore, “its chief
characteristics now are a heavy, unrelenting beat and a raw, savage tone.” Mu-
sic of this inferior sort, he suggested, could not have gained commercial suc-
cess without the manipulation of juvenile tastes by unscrupulous disk jockeys
under the sway of payola.42 This notion of conspiratorial machination had far
reaching implications. For example, it reinforced the thinking of southern
white segregationists who believed that outside civil-rights agitators were con-
niving to upset time-honored Jim Crow practices in their region.

Packard’s views did not go unchallenged. BMI supporters pointed out that
far from engaging in a conspiracy to undermine American standards of de-
cency, the appeal of rock and roll vindicated faith in democracy by demon-
strating that people could choose what they wanted to hear. The testimony of
individuals not associated with rock and roll proved most effective. The dis-
tinguished opera star Robert Merrill doubted that rock tunes harmed “the
spiritual and emotional health of young people,” and seriously questioned
whether the problems attributed to teenagers “would disappear if our young-
sters were exposed exclusively to Puccini and never to Presley.”43 Another
witness took exception with Packard’s characterization of rock and roll as
lowlife music. The wife of Nat King Cole testified on behalf of her husband
who was out on tour. Although her husband sang a different style of music,
Maria Ellington Cole presented a spirited defense of rock and roll as “au-
thentic music . . . [that] must stand or fall on its own merits.” In a blunt re-
joinder to opponents who denigrated rock as race music, she proudly noted
that “just as country music grew up as the folk music of people in the hills of
Tennessee and in the West, so did race music grow as a part of the folk mu-
sic of American Negroes.”44

After listening to the evidence over several months, Pastore and his com-
mittee decided not to intrude legislatively in what was essentially an eco-
nomic battle between ASCAP and BMI. The Rhode Island senator was not
convinced that BMI engaged in a conspiracy to deceive the public into ac-
cepting rock and roll and dismissed the notion that divorcing BMI from
broadcasters would mean “the end of all rock and roll.” Hardly a fan of the
music, he nevertheless tolerated it as part of “a fashion and a fad that appeals
to young people,” including his fourteen-year-old daughter (who, he admit-
ted with chagrin, liked the Coasters’ hit “Yakety Yak”). To join in a battle to
destroy rock and roll and what it stood for culturally, smelled to Pastore like
a form of dreaded censorship and “thought control.”45

As ASCAP continued to scuffle with BMI in the courts and to heap scorn
upon rock and roll, hearings into television quiz show improprieties unex-
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pectedly launched a full-blown congressional inquiry into payola. In 1959,
the House Legislative Oversight Subcommittee, chaired by Representative
Oren Harris, an Arkansas Democrat, conducted a highly publicized investi-
gation into a scandal that had been brewing for several years. In the 1950s,
quiz and other game shows had made the transition from radio to television
and attracted huge audiences. Programs such as The $64,000 Question and
Twenty-One awarded big cash prizes to contestants who competed to furnish
information usually buried in the pages of encyclopedias. Producers of these
shows heightened the level of their authenticity by keeping the participants
in isolation booths and delivering the questions under armed guard. Howev-
er, the facade of honesty collapsed when a few disgruntled contestants ad-
mitted that they had been coached and that the outcome of these televised
matches of brain power were rigged. After a grand jury in New York City,
where most of these programs originated, gathered considerable evidence of
deception, Congress took up the matter.46

The quiz show scandal riveted public attention on Washington. It provid-
ed the Democratic majority in Congress with an opportunity to look ahead
to the presidential campaign in 1960 and build a case that under the Repub-
lican administration of Dwight Eisenhower a climate of moral decay had set
in. Already in 1958, the Legislative Oversight Subcommittee had probed fed-
eral regulatory commissions and uncovered influence peddling between fed-
eral regulatory agencies and Sherman Adams, Eisenhower’s closest advisor,
who was forced to resign. Planning his race for the presidency, Senator John
F. Kennedy exploited the public disillusionment these scandals produced. A
close friend of George Smathers and a moderate on civil rights, Kennedy was
courting key southern Democrats to support his nomination for the presi-
dency. Yet his strategy aimed beyond the South. Richard N. Goodwin, a staff
lawyer on the Oversight Subcommittee during the quiz show probe, ex-
plained that the Massachusetts senator had “an intuitive belief that his fellow
citizens were dissatisfied, that they expected more from their society and
themselves, that they wanted to ‘Get America Moving Again.’ ”47

The quiz show revelations reinforced the notion that the United States had
lost its moral compass, and Charles Van Doren became a symbol of this con-
cern. An English instructor at Columbia University and the son of a promi-
nent professor there, Van Doren had achieved victory on Twenty-One through
a combination of his own intelligence and the backstage manipulation of the
show’s producers. Until he admitted his guilt in testimony before the Legisla-
tive Oversight Subcommittee in 1959, the thirty-three-year-old academic was
viewed as a worthy role model for youth to follow.48 In contrast to rock stars

218 race, rock and roll, and the rigged society



whose performances aroused teenagers into an emotional frenzy, Van Doren
offered his cool intellect as an attractive alternative. Adults embraced him as
the counter-Elvis, “a new kind of T.V. idol of all things, an egghead . . . whom
many a grateful parent regards as T.V.’s own health-restoring antidote to Pres-
ley.”49 His fall from grace before the House Committee removed Van Doren as
a useful weapon in the generational culture wars. Deeply disturbed over the
moral implications of Van Doren’s fall from grace, in 1959, the writer John
Steinbeck rued: “on all levels [society] is rigged. A creeping all-pervading
nerve gas of immorality . . .starts in the nursery and does not stop before it
reaches the highest offices, both corporate and governmental.”50

The quiz show scandal also prompted lawmakers to mount another in-
vestigation into manipulation and deception in broadcasting and the music
business. The Harris Committee thus turned its attention to payola as an-
other example of the dangers lurking in the “rigged society.” Indeed, ASCAP
and its allies regarded the quiz show hearings as benefiting their continuing
efforts to hamstring BMI. At the end of that investigation, in November
1959, Burton Lane, the president of the American Guild of Authors and
Composers and a longstanding antagonist of BMI, informed the Legislative
Oversight Subcommittee that the evidence it had uncovered with respect to
quiz show fraud had “a counterpart in the promotion of music.” He told law-
makers that commercial bribery in the form of payola “has become a prime
factor in determining what music is played on many broadcast programs and
what musical records the public is surreptitiously induced to buy.”51 Lane
had leveled these charges without success many times before to Congress, the
Federal Communications Commission, and the Federal Trade Commission.
This time, however, he received a more favorable response. By the end of the
year, the Oversight Subcommittee’s preliminary inquiry revealed that payola
was “rampant” and both the FCC and the FTC initiated their own probes.52

In the wake of the widespread attention garnered by the quiz show hearings
and in anticipation of the 1960 elections, lawmakers found the time right to
tackle the century-old practice of payola.

Racial motives influenced some key congressmen. Representative Harris
lined up with his southern colleagues in opposition to civil rights legislation.
In 1950 he had served on the steering group that helped defeat passage of a
bill establishing a Fair Employment Practice Committee (FEPC), a measure
designed to check racial bias. Harris did not see it that way. According to the
Arkansas congressman, “just as discrimination should not be practiced as af-
fecting minorities, neither should the minorities arbitrarily control our polit-
ical institutions against the best interest and real desires of the majority.”53

race, rock and roll, and the rigged society 219



Harris and his colleagues painted a dire if distorted picture of the FEPC ac-
quiring “unlimited authority, the most far reaching powers [over] the business
and economic life of this country ever given throughout our entire history.”54

Throughout the rest of the decade, Harris’s anxieties about federal in-
volvement to promote civil rights only increased. In 1956, he signed his name
to a manifesto of 101 southern congressional lawmakers challenging the le-
gitimacy of the Supreme Court’s desegregation decree in Brown. The follow-
ing year, President Eisenhower vividly displayed Washington’s commitment
to the enforcement of federal court orders by sending troops into Little Rock.
During the confrontation, Harris staunchly defended the segregationist
stand taken by Governor Orval Faubus and distanced himself from any at-
tempt to hammer out a peaceful compromise. “Stunned beyond expression”
by Eisenhower’s action, the congressman “deeply resented it, [and] thought
it was unnecessary and unwarranted.”55

To Harris and other proponents of massive resistance, the payola investi-
gation offered an opportunity to check integrationist advances not only po-
litically but also culturally. Harris endorsed the views of the American Na-
tionalist, an extreme right-wing publication originating in southern
California, which claimed that “Negroes have been raised to stardom and
adulation as a result of the fictitious popularity of rock-and-roll music—
popularly purchased through ‘payola.’ ” Raising the specter of miscegenation,
this prosegregationist and antirock tract recoiled over “teenage daughters . . .
squealing and drooling over Negroidal crooners.”56 Harris fully agreed with
these sentiments, and he replied to his hometown constituent who sent him
the material: “I have the same views as you do on such distasteful propagan-
da to integrate the races.” Vowing to make “every effort in opposition, either
by legislation or Executive action,” Harris assured his correspondent that his
committee “would not shirk in any way or overlook” the subject of payola,
and he did not consider its racial angle “too hot to handle.”57

Actually, the white southern counteroffensive of massive resistance had al-
ready slowed down the civil rights momentum building after Brown and the
Montgomery Bus Boycott, especially at the grassroots level. Throughout
most of the Deep South, school desegregation made almost no progress, and
bus boycotts expanded to very few southern cities. Although Martin Luther
King Jr. established the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in 1957,
an organization designed to mobilize nonviolent, direct-action protests, the
group made little headway in promoting mass demonstrations or placing
blacks on the voter rolls. In fact, the pace of black voter registration, which
had grown steadily since World War II, leveled off far short of enfranchising
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a majority of black adults by the end of the 1950s.58 Nevertheless, the per-
sistent gap between actual civil rights breakthroughs and continued white
domination only slightly moderated southern fears of losing control over
fundamental racial matters.

Whatever the realities of the civil rights situation, Harris felt much more
strongly about containing racial equality than he did about stamping out
corruption in broadcasting. In the mid-1950s the Arkansas congressman had
received a 25 percent interest in KRBB, a television station in his hometown
of El Dorado. He paid a token amount of $500 for the investment and signed
a promissory note for the much larger figure of $4,500, which the station
never asked him to repay. In 1958 the FCC granted KRBB permission to ex-
pand its power output to a level the commission had denied before Harris
became part owner. When the chief investigator for Harris’s own Legislative
Oversight Committee leaked the details of this story to the press, the con-
gressman sold his interest in the station and at the same time fired the whis-
tle-blower.59 His own questionable behavior did not stop Harris from chair-
ing investigations of unethical conduct relating to the FCC and FTC as well
as television quiz shows; nor would it keep him from probing payola. In light
of the enormous public drama surrounding the downfall of Charles Van
Doren, it made good political sense for the committee to carry its probe in
the related direction of the rigging of records for broadcast.

Most if not all of the nine legislators who sat on Harris’s Legislative Over-
sight Committee had a dim view of the quality of rock and roll; however, this
did not mean that race was foremost in all their minds.60 No one paid greater
attention to the proceedings than did John Moss, a California Democrat.
Born a Mormon, Moss had ceased practicing the religion because of the
church’s “strong pattern of racial discrimination.” Before entering politics, he
owned a small appliance store, and his business outlook shaped his attitude
toward payola. It did not matter that payola was frequently used by small, in-
dependent record companies to outmaneuver the giant firms. To Moss, pay-
ola constituted commercial bribery, which he identified with the kind of ac-
tivity big business used to undermine competition. A believer in free
enterprise in the populist and Progressive tradition, he favored governmen-
tal regulation to oversee “powerful interests that thwart opportunity and
competition.” His commitment to openness also emerged in Moss’s sponsor-
ship of freedom of information legislation to minimize government secre-
tiveness.61 As for rock and roll, Moss did not exhibit much of an open mind
and expressed the typical reaction of his colleagues: hearing it played on the
radio his response was “to snap the thing off, as quickly as possible.” He com-
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plained that his own teenage children listened to this “trash” because disk
jockeys pushed it on them.62

Some legislative action to curb payola appeared certain. The Eisenhower
administration joined the chorus condemning the practice. Already stung by
the scandal involving one of his closest aides, Sherman Adams, the Republi-
can president sought to recapture higher moral ground. Following the pub-
lic brouhaha over television quiz show deception, Eisenhower instructed At-
torney General William Rogers to investigate the problem of fraud in
broadcasting and report back to him.63 Rogers issued his findings at the close
of 1959, declaring there was “evidence of widespread corruption and lack of
the personal integrity which is so essential to the fabric of American life.” He
proposed legislation to make the receipt of payola by station personnel a fed-
eral criminal offense.64

The Eisenhower administration had hoped to get out in front of the
Democrat-controlled Legislative Oversight subcommittee, but Harris did
not intend to relinquish the spotlight in a presidential election year. Harris
did not need much additional incentive to turn up the political heat on the
Eisenhower regime. The military intervention in Little Rock and the Repub-
lican administration’s successful sponsorship of civil rights legislation in
1957 had irked the Arkansas congressman. Opening on February 8, 1960, the
hearings confirmed what the trade press and industry insiders had known
about for years—the widespread existence of payola. The Harris Committee
paraded a lineup of witnesses consisting mainly of disk jockeys and record
company executives and distributors. Most witnesses did not deny their part
in the acceptance of gifts, but they adamantly rejected the notion that these
payments affected their play selection.65 According to this defense, at the very
most disk jockeys took payments not to dictate what they played but to ad-
vise record companies on what kind of tunes would appeal to their listeners.
Actually, the under-the-table gratuities did not ensure that a disk jockey
could turn a particular record into a hit, but they did guarantee that of the
hundreds of free records the radio station received each week, those fur-
nished by companies dispensing payola would make it to the top of the pile
for the disk jockey’s review and increase the potential for airplay.66

Congressional inquisitors remained unconvinced by the denials. Influ-
enced by Vance Packard’s warnings of “hidden persuaders,” they believed that
consumers did not have a free choice and were more likely to have their de-
sires shaped by advertisers and product merchandisers. In particular, they
considered a teenage audience even more vulnerable to manipulation than
adults. Harris asserted from the outset that “the quality of broadcast pro-
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grams declines when the choice of program materials is made, not in the
public interest, but in the interest of those who are willing to pay to obtain
exposure of their records.” Without payola, he declared, “we probably would
not have a lot of stuff that the American people have had to listen to.”67

The bad “stuff,” undoubtedly, referred to rock and roll. Record spinners
who accepted gifts but who did not play rock and roll escaped committee
censure. A Boston disk jockey admitted receiving Christmas gifts from record
distributors, but he continued to play “the type of music that an adult audi-
ence would enjoy . . . not . . . the raucous kind of sound that I had always as-
sociated payola with.” Another disk jockey in the same city, Stan Richards,
passed muster from the lawmakers by denouncing rock and roll as “junk mu-
sic” that he refused to play. According to Billboard reporter Mildred Hall, who
observed the hearing closely, such condemnations “won approving congres-
sional smiles in each instance.”68

Indeed, in condemning rock and roll and underscoring its connection to
payola, disk jockeys who came clean received praise from the committee. This
public process of denunciation resembled the role that ex-Communists
played in the McCarthy era in providing justification for controversial inves-
tigations into unpopular political beliefs. The culture of investigation con-
tained a ritual of forgiveness and redemption for those who cooperated, al-
lowing them to receive the blessing of the committee. For example, Chairman
Harris applauded Richards at the conclusion of his testimony, noting that
while he had once engaged in “pathetic” conduct as a disk jockey, his presen-
tation had proven him to be a “good fellow” entitled to continue his career.69

Rock and roll remained a focus of the deliberations, as it had in the Pastore
hearings two years earlier, but this time the ASCAP-BMI war had shifted to
another battleground. After its supporters had helped initiate the investiga-
tion with their complaints to the legislative committee, ASCAP turned its at-
tention to the executive branch. Following the fallout from the quiz show
scandal and Attorney General Rogers’s recommendation for more vigorous
federal regulation, ASCAP officials took their case against payola and BMI to
the FCC and FTC.70 Without the congressional spotlight on the ASCAP-BMI
conflict, much of the discussion shifted away from private rivalries in the mu-
sic business and centered on the decline in standards of public morality.71

In contrast with the often stated ties between rock and roll and the decline
of public morality, race had a muted presence during the congressional
probe. Unlike the situation in previous hearings, witnesses did not publicly
refer to rock and roll in racially coded terms, for example, as “jungle” music
arousing “savage” passions. The disappearance of such rhetoric, however, did
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not mean that racial fears had subsided. Rather it reflected two changes in the
cultural and political environment. First, rock and roll music had become
considerably whiter. The hard, raunchy edge of the original music turned
softer as record companies, always sensitive to bad publicity, responded to
the concerted attacks on suggestive lyrics. Black pioneers such as Chuck
Berry and Little Richard passed from the scene, as had the white rocker Jer-
ry Lee Lewis, who lost public favor after marrying his thirteen-year-old
cousin. Moreover, the most popular of them all, Elvis Presley, had gone into
the Army and returned as a toned-down balladeer and Hollywood movie
star. From an alleged fomenter of juvenile delinquency, the black-inspired
Presley had assumed the identity of a patriotic ex-GI and all-American boy.72

In their places the rock scene attracted less threatening white crooners who
seemed more cuddly than menacing.

Second, while rock and roll had functioned as a convenient symbol of
racial anxieties in the 1950s, by 1960 the civil rights movement offered a
more tangible target for racist attacks. White supremacists in the South had
more direct problems facing them than “race music.” Beginning in late 1959
and erupting in February 1960, they had to face a resurgent freedom strug-
gle invigorated by African American high-school and college students who
challenged racial inequality through sit-ins, freedom rides, and other forms
of direct-action protest. Whatever notion segregationists may have had that
in destroying rock and roll they could frustrate racial reform paled beside the
visible threat posed by young black protesters and their white allies. In the
heightened atmosphere of racial agitation that accompanied this new phase
of the civil rights struggle, antirock and antipayola crusades lost much of
their significance compared with the bruising battles that took place in cities
and towns throughout America.

Besides, in the latter part of the 1950s, southern state governments direct-
ly launched their own investigations into subversive influence within the civ-
il rights movement. Primarily targeting the NAACP in Florida and Louisiana,
state legislative investigation committees attempted to link the civil rights
group with Communist infiltration. For a time, Alabama managed to ban the
NAACP from operating within its borders. In the wake of Brown, Mississippi
created the State Sovereignty Commission, which monitored civil rights ac-
tivists, planted informers within their ranks, and collaborated with local law
enforcement agencies to harass them. Thus, on the state level, committees
such as these mirrored the legislative culture of investigation in Washington,
D.C., that in the 1950s sustained an array of inquisitorial forays into the
“rigged society.”73
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Though race moved to the background of the payola hearings at the same
time as it moved into the foreground of politics and social change, it still cast
a shadow over the congressional investigation. The racial connotation of rock
and roll, and hence their association with the black freedom struggle, played
themselves out in the opposing fates of the two most prominent disk jockeys
in the business: Dick Clark and Alan Freed. The “whitening” of rock and its
movement into the musical mainstream, which had lessened somewhat the
hysterical opposition to it, helps explain how Clark emerged relatively un-
scathed from the hearings. In contrast, Freed, who represented the early and
less acceptable black-oriented version of the music, fared much worse.

In August 1957, when Dick Clark became host of American Bandstand, the
nationally televised teenage dance show on the ABC network, the twenty-
seven-year-old Syracuse University graduate with a degree in advertising was
not yet a decade past his own teenage years. Clark considered himself more
a businessman than a rock and roll enthusiast, and his own musical tastes ran
along the lines of Glenn Miller. Convinced that if he could successfully mar-
ket rock and roll to a broad teenage audience, Clark looked forward to mak-
ing “a good deal of money.”74

Clark packaged himself as an understanding mediator between adult so-
ciety and the mysterious world of teenagers. Publishing an advice manual for
teenagers, Clark pressed them on the need to understand their parents, who
“have a strange way of being right most of the time.”75 Moreover, he sought
to tone down the controversial aspects of rock and roll. He insisted that the
kids on his program conform to a dress code, because “it made the show ac-
ceptable to adults.” He came across as a “friend, adviser, older brother or
young parent,” the kind of man a teenage boy aspired to become and a
teenage girl looked for in a husband. He domesticated the wilder features of
rock and roll and consciously posed no threat to traditional family values.
The music did not have to turn girls wild, it could also tame them. He en-
couraged young housewives, many of them not too far removed from their
teenage years, “to roll up the ironing board and join us when you can.”76 He
largely achieved his goal. Describing the participants on American Band-
stand as an “attractive group of youngsters,” the stately New York Times ap-
provingly noted the absence of any “motorcycle jackets and hardly a side-
burn in the crowd.”77

Furthermore, Clark built his popularity on whiteness. Although he fea-
tured black performers on Bandstand, he strictly adhered to the network
broadcasting policy of not stirring the racial brew. The dance party impresa-
rio did make an overture to bring black youths into his studio audience when
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he went on the air throughout the nation in 1957, but their presence was ex-
ceedingly thin and hardly visible in front of the cameras. As with rock and
roll, he approached racial matters in a careful and practical manner. Ac-
knowledging that he was not an “integrationist or pioneer,” Clark broke the
color barrier, however modestly, not out of any moral conviction but because
he could “see it was going to happen, and there was no sense not doing it.”78

Nevertheless, African Americans remained largely invisible on his show. A
black teenager from Philadelphia, where the show originated, complained:
“When we have attempted to attend [Bandstand] . . . we’ve been given the
run-around by officials of the show. And if a few of us manage to get inside,
we’re discouraged from dancing on the floor.”79

However, it is too simple to dismiss Dick Clark as a racist. An impressive
number of black performers first appeared on national television on Ameri-
can Bandstand, including Chuck Berry, Sam Cooke, Little Anthony and the
Imperials, the Chantels, the Coasters, and Jackie Wilson. Clark also took
many of them along with a group of white stars on integrated bus caravans
touring the South.80 Nevertheless, what Clark did best was not to promote
African American culture or foster social integration but to help absorb black
music into a popular format dominated by whites. He certainly did not dis-
criminate against black performers and even helped some in their careers,
but he was much more closely associated both in public perception and in re-
ality with young white heartthrobs such as Frankie Avalon, Fabian, Bobby
Rydell, and Bobbie Vinton. Clark acknowledged that he owed a great deal to
the African American community for supplying the source of the music, but
given his enormous popularity, he was more responsible than anyone else for
refashioning that legacy into a whiter product.81 At a time when African
Americans were beginning to win battles in the courts, in Congress, in the
schools of Little Rock, and on the streets of a few cities such as Montgomery,
Alabama, Clark’s orchestration of rock and roll lessened some of its per-
ceived threat to white racial and cultural hegemony.

Clark’s efforts stand in sharp contrast to those of Alan Freed, who by con-
trast appeared to challenge the racial status quo already under assault from
the incipient civil rights movement. Whereas Clark appeared to represent
“middle America, nice, a white-bread face,” as one record company executive
put it, “Freed was gruff, a street man, New York rock and roll, tough.”82 Eight
years older than Clark, Freed first made his reputation in Cleveland before he
moved on to New York City in 1954. Though he did not coin the label “rock
and roll,” he popularized it in concerts and on his frenetically paced radio
shows, complete with sound effects, jive talk, and shouts of joy. If Clark ap-
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peared cool, calm, and collected if somewhat stiff and detached from the
teenagers and their music, Freed acted just the opposite and got caught up in
the energy and excitement of the programs he produced.83

At the heart of Freed’s unique style was his association with the black
roots of rock and roll. Freed’s “Big Beat” concerts, starting in Cleveland in
March 1952, showcased black performers and attracted largely African
American audiences. Even as he increasingly attracted white fans, he insisted
on playing the original recordings of rock songs by black artists. He consid-
ered the cover versions record companies put out by white artists as “anti-
Negro.” He served as a transmission belt for black-oriented rock seeping into
the lives of white teenagers, and this made him dangerous to many. He re-
ported receiving “batches of poison-pen letters calling me a ‘nigger-lover.’”84

His association with blacks got him in trouble. When violence erupted out-
side one of his Big Beat concerts in Boston in 1958, his detractors blamed the
attacks on black hoodlums, a charge that could not be substantiated. Never-
theless, local authorities indicted Freed for inciting a riot and his New York City
radio station cut him loose.85 The self-proclaimed “King of Rock ‘n’ Roll” also
had his own dance party television program canceled by WABC in New York
City the year before because of an incident with racial overtones. While Amer-
ican Bandstand managed to keep a low profile when it came to blacks, Freed’s
show spotlighted one of his vocal guests, Frankie Lymon of the Teenagers,
dancing with a white girl in the audience. Distributed throughout the country,
the show caused a furor in the South, and in 1957 the network dropped it.86

Freed was far from perfect. He was brash and arrogant, employed an agent
with connections to organized crime, drank alcohol too heavily, and lived a
lavish lifestyle that he supported in part with elaborate gifts from record
companies that he explained away as consulting fees. His affinity for black
talent did not prevent Freed from cutting himself in on the songwriting cred-
its of Chuck Berry’s “Maybelline” and the Moonglows’ “Sincerely” and re-
ceiving royalties from their successes.87

However, as Freed steadfastly maintained his commitment to black per-
formers and became a target of those who attacked rock and roll with racist
smears, he gained even greater admiration among African Americans. The
singer Jackie Wilson explained Freed’s esteem among black entertainers:
“Looking at it from an economic standpoint, I can say that because of him,
hundreds of Negro musicians, singers, and arrangers got work.” When Freed
became a prime focus of the payola probe, the Pittsburgh Courier wondered
if the investigations were “being used as a means of destroying the music that
millions of teenagers have come to regard as their own.”88
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The payola scandal destroyed what was left of Freed’s downwardly spi-
raling career. Even before the hearings commenced, Freed had lost jobs on
both radio and television. Having moved from WINS to WABC after the
Boston incident, Freed was asked by the latter station to sign an affidavit
swearing that he had never taken payola. He refused, calling the demand “an
insult to my reputation.” Nevertheless, the flamboyant disk jockey hurt his
case by issuing characteristically flippant remarks. “A man said to me,” Freed
commented, “ ‘if somebody sent you a Cadillac, would you send it back’? I
said, ‘It depends on the color.’ ” By way of clarification, Freed told reporters
that he never accepted money in advance to play a record, “but if anybody
wanted to thank him for playing a tune, he saw nothing wrong in accepting
a gift.”89

In contrast, Dick Clark held onto his lucrative job hosting American
Bandstand. Employed by ABC, the parent company that owned Freed’s New
York City station, Clark did not have to sign the same kind of affidavit as did
his fellow disk jockey. Instead, network executives permitted the Philadelphia
broadcaster to fashion his own document that allowed him greater flexibili-
ty in denying that he had engaged in improper activities. Defining payola
narrowly—the receipt of payments in exchange for playing a particular
record—Clark asserted that he had never engaged in it. Yet Clark had to pay
a price to keep his position. Heavily involved in an extensive array of enter-
prises including music publishing, marketing, manufacturing, and artist rep-
resentation, Clark had to divest himself of these holdings to satisfy ABC’s de-
mand that he avoid any conflict of interest. This arrangement infuriated
Freed, who howled that given the chance he could have truthfully signed the
same statement as did Clark.90

Typically, Freed did not exit quietly. Griping that if he were “going to be a
scapegoat” then Clark should “be one too,” Freed got his wish. He even co-
operated with the Harris Committee by appearing in executive session. Un-
der the rules of the House this would keep him from incriminating himself
with respect to other judicial action, but it also allowed him to help the com-
mittee build a case against Clark. On April 25, 1960, Freed testified in closed
session that although he had been on the payroll of several record compa-
nies, he had never taken “a dime to play a record. I’d be a fool to. I’d be giv-
ing up control of my program.”91 He also criticized ABC officials for favor-
ing Clark, a conclusion that the committee had also reached.

Indeed, Clark and not Freed became the primary target of the Harris
Committee’s inquiry. To Washington lawmakers, even those as racially sensi-
tive as the Arkansas chairman, rock and roll was harmful whether the records
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were spun by Freed or Clark. The Philadelphian, however, provided the leg-
islators with the opportunity to make headlines by exposing a star as bright
as Charles Van Doren.92 For those who believed in the continuing danger of
a rigged society, Clark offered a shining example. He might appear clean cut
and virtuous on the outside, but the committee intended to show him as cor-
rupt and deceitful on the inside.

Harris’s staff had not uncovered much evidence that Clark had accepted
payola, narrowly defined as “play for pay.” Rather committee investigators
discovered that Clark profited from holdings in a network of enterprises re-
lated to the music he aired on his program. The popular image of a shadowy
individual greasing the palm of a greedy disk jockey with payments did not
fit Clark’s operation. Through various companies in which he had invested,
the proprietor of American Bandstand “played records he had an interest in
more frequently than those with no interest.” A statistical breakdown of his
program selections revealed that he played the records he had a stake in ear-
lier and longer.93 Thus, Billboard concluded, the nation’s premier disk jockey
derived royalties from “every possible source of revenue in the music indus-
try, from copyright to distribution.”94 Congressman Moss coined the word
“Clarkola” to describe the Philadelphian’s unique variation on the subject
under investigation.95 On this basis, the New York Post entertainment colum-
nist Earl Wilson asserted that “Dick’s on the edge of a precipice—and could
easily be pushed off.”96

These dire predictions notwithstanding, Clark turned in a virtuoso per-
formance, one that saved his career, setting him apart from both Freed and
Van Doren. Unlike Freed who presented his story behind closed doors in ex-
ecutive session, giving the appearance that he had something to hide, Clark
faced the committee in open session on April 29 and May 2, with reporters
and cameras recording his testimony. He proved that serving as a pitchman
for rock and roll hardly made him an anti-establishment figure. Although he
defended the music he played as a wholesome, recreational outlet for
teenagers, he came across more as a shrewd businessman than a diehard fan
of rock and roll. Pressed about his financial interests in thirty-three different
companies that stood to gain from the popularity of American Bandstand, he
explained his motive as trying to ensure his economic future by diversifying
investments in “the recording, publishing, manufacturing [and] distribution
fields.” At most, he pleaded guilty with an explanation: “I would note that un-
til the committee’s activities, no one had really pointed out the inconsisten-
cy of performing records and owning an interest in record and music com-
panies,” a standard practice in the music industry. Besides, having sold off his
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outside musical holdings in agreement with ABC, Clark argued that the issue
of improper influence had become moot.97

Despite the damaging evidence against him and his obvious tiptoeing
around the meaning of the practice of payola, incredibly Clark walked away
from the hearings with his reputation intact. The skepticism many commit-
tee members voiced about the disk jockey’s questionable business arrange-
ments proved not to have much depth. He proved neither a serious threat to
traditional American values nor to the civil rights concerns of southern
white lawmakers. Chairman Harris spoke for most of his colleagues before
dismissing Clark when he said, “You have given us a different light on the
use of the broadcast media than has been presented to us by the admitted
payola people. . . . You have been very helpful to the committee in the con-
sideration of its responsibility. And I want to compliment you for that.” Lat-
er when Clark wrote Harris privately to thank him for his “kind considera-
tion,” the Arkansas representative replied: “I was pleased to have the
privilege of knowing you. I thought you gave a very good account of your-
self.”98 Rather than coming off as the “Baby Face Nelson of the music busi-
ness,” Clark performed before the committee in a polished, courteous man-
ner that distinguished him from the popular image of the sordid disk jockey
on the take. A fellow of great charm who continued to receive the firm back-
ing of his network employer ABC, Clark was never in as much danger as he
had anticipated. How could he have been? As he later recalled, the chief
counsel for the committee, Robert Lishman, during a lunch break brought
up his teenage son to Clark to get his autograph and have a picture snapped
with him.99

Alan Freed did not fare as well. He was the anti-Clark, fostering an image
of the untamed, rebellious, and dark (racially and socially) sides of rock and
roll. No parents would want him to marry their daughter. If adults could
consider Clark the likeable boy next door, they had no room for Freed in
their neighborhood. Freed’s cooperation with the Harris committee did not
spare him from an indictment for commercial bribery by a grand jury in
New York City. Whereas Clark’s subsequent career has thrived for nearly four
decades, after the hearings Freed accepted a plea bargain of a $500 fine and a
suspended six-month jail sentence. He bounced around from job to job for
a few years until his death from kidney failure in 1965.100

The final outcome of the Harris investigation produced mixed results. Af-
ter Congress passed an antipayola bill, President Eisenhower signed it into
law on September 13, 1960. The legislation required any station employee
who accepted a payment for broadcasting material or the person making the
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payment to report it first to the station management. Failure to comply con-
stituted a crime with a penalty of a year in jail and a $10,000 fine.101

Passage of the law may have given lawmakers an election-year victory to
bring home to their constituents, but it did not kill payola. Endemic to the
music business, the practice continued in even more clandestine form. At the
end of the year, Billboard reported that the law had merely driven payola fur-
ther underground. According to a survey conducted by the trade journal, the
majority of disk jockeys believed that the payola investigation “was more of
a political football than a practical cleanup.” Music journalist Ralph Gleason
observed that payola was “still alive and well” and that untraceable cash pay-
ments had replaced checks as the standard fare of conducting surreptitious
business dealings.102 Nevertheless, with the Justice Department, FCC, and In-
ternal Revenue Service as an increased threat to those who dispensed or ac-
cepted illegal payments, payola no longer flourished as it had in the 1950s.103

After building throughout the 1950s, the antipayola campaign reached its
peak in 1960. The timing mirrored a number of features of the decade’s po-
litical culture. Consistent with the myriad investigations into communism,
organized crime, juvenile delinquency, and television quiz show fraud, the
payola probe sought to expose the dangers to an unsuspecting public, espe-
cially among American youth, that came from the manipulation of their mu-
sical choices. Genuine payola and real deception certainly existed in the mu-
sic business, as it had for most of the century, but during the 1950s the
subject became a serious political issue because it conformed to the popular
view that conspiratorial elements were operating to produce a rigged socie-
ty. In this context, payola became the “hidden persuader” that produced an
inferior and decadent brand of music undermining the nation’s cultural
strength and vitality. The drive against payola—“musical McCarthyism” as
one contemporary disparagingly called it104—smeared rock and roll with
sinister influences and conveyed multiple fears related to youth, discipline,
economic competition, race, and the Cold War. Some involved concerns over
the decline of public morality and national purpose in an era of hostile rela-
tions with the Soviet Union; others grew out of a power struggle between
professional associations in the music field. Moreover, rock and roll and pay-
ola mirrored the growing presence of the civil rights movement and racial
confrontation on the American political landscape.

In the years after Brown v. Board of Education, rock and roll served as a
symbolic target for those worried about the wrenching racial changes loom-
ing on the horizon. These fears accelerated with tangible examples of black
protest such as the Montgomery bus boycott and the desegregation of Cen-
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tral High School in Little Rock. Yet for most of the half decade following
Brown, civil rights efforts were scattered, nonconfrontational, and confined
largely to Congress and the courts. This changed dramatically in 1960 with
the rise of student activism and the sit-ins. The pace of black protest height-
ened as did awareness of direct attacks on the racial status quo. Those upset
by the changes that the black freedom struggle promised to bring had more
palpable areas for concern than rock and roll now furnished. Thus, by 1960,
the chief threat to white supremacy came not from the musical transmission
of black popular culture but from the mobilization of a mass movement of
blacks and their white allies. Although rock and roll continued to provide the
soundtrack for young activists in the struggle, it drifted away from the cen-
ter of the contest for black advancement in the South and the nation. During
the 1960s, payola persisted in the music industry and rock and roll trans-
formed itself into a more powerful product even as their value as political
and cultural signifiers of racial tensions diminished.105
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