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Only A Man

by Kenneth Gamble & Leon A. Huff

A man

Will do right

And a man

Will do wrong

Help me to be strong

Oh Lord, please forgive me
When I do wrong

Have mercy on me

I'm trying to do

The very best I can

I'm only a man

I'm only a man

I'm only a man

Oh Lord, please stay with me
Every step of the way

I need you to guide

So Idon't go

Don't go astray

I'm only a man

I'm only a man

I'm only a man

I got faith in You

My faith is strong

To please You, that's

What I'm livin’ for

That's why I always

Get down on my knees
And thank You, Lord

For all You've done for me
Oh Lord, bless my family
Keep them safe

Protect them from all harm---
Give them their health and
Strength to carry on

Even when I'm done

‘Cause I'm only a man
I'monly a man
I'monly a man
I'monly a man
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Word

So What's The Scenario?

Georgie Woods: I'm Only A Man-The Life Story of A Mass
Communicator, Civil Rights Activist, and Promoter is a life
history of a major figure. It is the very first full volume devoted
to a Black disc jockey and the social and cultural world he
inhabited. In that sense it contributes to a growing body of
knowledge on Black communicators. What is the relationship
between culture and society? How did Woods' presentation of
African American expressive culture-Rhythm & Blues, Rock &
Roll, and soul music impact the social order? Moreover was there
a relationship between Woods' status as a cultural icon and his
leadership status in society? What did he do to erase the stigma
attached to being a Black disc jockey.

If we see communication as a process through which a
shared culture is created, modified and transformed one would
have to conclude that Georgie Woods is a mass communication
specialist.

InJames W. Carey's Communication As Culture: Essays
On Media And Society (Irwin Hyman Ltd., London) it is stated,
"Communication is at once a structure of human activity-activity,
process, and practice-an ensemble of expressive forms, and a
structures and structuring set of social relations. To describe
communication is not merely to describe a constellation of en-
shrined ideas; it is also to describe a constellation of practices that
enshrine and determine those ideas in a set of technical and social
forms. As Clifford Gertz has argued it should not be necessary,
atleast since Wittgenstein, to insist that such assertion involves no
commitment to idealism, to a subjectivist conception of social
reality, to a belief that people act in circumstances of their own
making and choosing, to a naive faith in the power of ideas, or to
the romantic notion that the creative imagination can willfully
triumphs over all the forces sedimented in nature, in society, in the



economy, of in the unconscious-biological, collective, lived (Gertz,
1981: 134). Reality is not, as Americans are so quick to make it
a form of private property or a matter of taste. Itis not the eternal
given either, merely awaiting accurate representation in the indi-
vidual mind once that mind is emptied of history and tradition, on
the veil of false consciousness is lifted, or a better form of
technology of communication perfected. Reality is a product a
product of work and action, collective and associated work
and action."”

In attempt to locate the basis of George Woods' reality we
have to examine his life in the social environment that shared him.
In order to more fully comprehend Woods' reality today one must
go back to the opening unit called "Origins." It is there that we
locate many of the fundamental societal elements that shaped his
communication style as well as the essence of his everydayness
being. After carefully examining his life over a period of time, it
is evident that Woods' notion of communication reality is consis-
tent with Carey's with regards to collective and associated work
and action. the Georgielogue section of this book bears witness
to the assertion that Woods is a working mass communication
specialist.

Currently, Georgie woods conducts a daily talk show on
WHAT. Interestingly, itreflects only an aspectof his reality. One
may ask how real is real and how important is it to get at his
normative reality? This book moves beyond the radio persona to
a more complete exploration of Woods the social being. On
January 7, 1993, Georgie Woods will have been a radio broad-
caster for 40 continuous years in one city. This is an amazing
record by any standard. As you read these pages you will see ore
clearly the driving forces within and outside this man.

In a public career that spans four decades, it is startling to
find so few articles devoted to an introspective look at this
towering figure in Philadelphia life. Many of the articles written
by or about him could be classified asevent-oriented. Inresearch-
ing the subject we located a number of articles appearing under his
name in the Philadelphia Tribune and at least one first person
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narrative that appeared in the Philadelphia Independent at the
height of the Civil Rights movement. Itisariveting account of his
experiences in Selma, Alabama. Upon further queries we learn
that he went to Selma at the request of a friend, Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. Accompanying George on this trip was Rev. Laurence
Henry, an historical figure (minister, photographer, mass commu-
nicator associated with both Dr. King and Malcolm X) who had
previously accompanied Malcolm X on his trips to Africa and the
Middle East.

In the absence of journals, correspondences, diaries, work
logs, station administration records, official personal documents,
program booklets, or tapes of his radio and television programs,
recording or other pertinent and reliable data, we had to turn to
other types of sources to reconstruct his life. The only single body
of information available was a scrapbook covering parts of his
first few years as a radio broadcaster. In addition there were
scattered business records pertaining to his career as a promoter.
What he had kept intact for a number of years was a fairly sizable
group of photo prints and negatives. When faced with this
challenge how does one go about constructing, deconstructing,
and reconstructing Woods' life? Most of the sources needed by
historians to create the past of an individual, an institution simply
were not there in Woods case.

Beginning with whatever primary documents the subject
has, you next move to research institutions, public libraries, etc.
The Free Library of Philadelphia had a vertical file with only a few
clippings on Woods. The photograph department have only two
photos of him. This is most unusual considering his status as a
well known public figure in Philadelphia Life. Not one single
entry appeared in the card catalogue under his name or under
Blacks disc jockeys. A close search of the Museum of Radio and
Television Broadcasting in New York contained nothing on
Woods. The largest collection of documents on Black people
world wide is housed at the Schomburg Center for Black Research
and History, New York Public Library. It had nothing on Woods.
We next went to the Library of congress, the Moorland-Spingarn
Research Center, and the library of Howard University's School



of Communication (all in Washington, D.C.), nothing on Woods.
What we did find was a cooperative and supportive research staff
at Howard University's Moorland-Spingarn Research Center.

At the end of two days of exhaustive research in Black
communications, Georgie's history, African American Studies,
etc., we decided to go over to the School of Communication to
speak with the Dean, Dr. Orlando Taylor. He was immediately
interested when told that we were doing a book on a black disc
jockey in Philadelphia. Much to my surprise, he shifted to a DJ
character with the expressiveness, nuances, and driving force of
an on air "personality.” it turned out that the Dean of Howard's
School of Communication had been one of those premiere Black
disc jockeys from the 1950's. He had begun this career while still
in high school. While discussing the direction of our research on
Woods, Taylor reemphasized the significance of this pioneering
work. His enthusiasm was only matched by the reaction of the
former DJ and now New York talk show host, Gary "Imhotep"
Byrd.

This brings us to another aspect of the project. It is
impossible to discuss the exploration of sources without mention-
ing the owerwhelming support we received from many scholars,
mass communication specialists, and interested persons. We
often got leads and extended discussions on aspects of Georgie's
career moving through the streets of Philadelphia. Because they
cared about Georgie they were often willing to spend an inordi-
nate amount o time relating observations of and experiences with
Woods.

Alva Stevenson has stated, "At a time when there are
abundant negative, stereotypical media portrayals of African
Americans, oral histories present alternative, truer images not
only for African Americans but for all ethnic and cultural back-
grounds.” Oral history contributes immeasurably to this project.

We must begin with the more than 70 hours of interview
time with Georgie himself. Close detailis paid to these interviews
not only because they are so richly content and context laden bit
also because it is important for the reader to experience George
communicating. Since we see interviews as speech events as well
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as historical sources, it was important for us to preserve the
integrity of this interaction. You will note an occasional diver-
gence in focus and emphasis. This has to do with our notions of
the historical process and how it is to be represented. The
interviews took place over a seven month period and occurred in
avariety of places in Philadelphiaand new York. We explored the
institutions that provided the output, as well as the individuals
who were the participants that generated both input and output.
Additionally, we explore not only the events in which he partici-
pated but also how it felt to be in the mix. We are witnessing both
cultural and social history revealed as Woods speaks.

Cultural history is one of the most complex and demand-
ing branches of historical endeavor. It requires a range of
disciplines to center it. The discourse remains in non-temporal
order from time to time, closer to what is known as SASA time or
UMUM time. Durative usage of the verb to be is both spoken and
retained in accordance with the non-stasis flow of this visual text.

Biography writing in the African American world can be
a collective ordering of the individual's and group's reality. In
Woods' case his worlds are ideally explored through both his own
remembering and that of the other interviewees contained in this
volume.

Repetition in speech ritual is used to represent time con-
cretely, providing a continuous temporal reference. That is what
happens daily on the Woods' show. One could devote an entire
book to Georgie's broadcast career and the role it played in
shaping the society around him. What it suggests is the potential
use of the broadcasting medium as a primary source of social
change.

Finally, Georgie Woods: I Am Only a Man is the life story
of an individual and a group. Woods' life is so closely linked to
the masses of Black people and movements for democratic rights
that to examine one is to examine the other. So what we have here
is a whole body of new information regarding relationships
among man, woman, and movement; music and culture forma-
tion.

In preparing this visual text we are indebted to many



individuals and institutions. Such a massive undertaking obvi-
ously collective activity. We had a good team. In this sense are
indebted: Patricia, Shakir, Brother Joseph Eure, Michael Persaud,
Charles G. Lee, Leandre Jackson, Jean H. Slappy, Dr. Derrick
Mobley, Dr. Karim Diff, William Sweet, James Fladger, Harrison
Ridley, Leroy Daggs, Kevin Brockenbrough, Hamidah Ahmad,
Stefan Duprés, Lenny Singletary, Rodney Archer, Terry Lee
Barrett, Shirley Dennis, Dr. Orlando Taylor, Jocko Henderson,
Kenny Gamble, Georgie Woods, Curtis Blalock, Giles Wright,
Cody Anderson, Linda Timmons, Dave Richardson, Elaine
Jackson, Bonita See, Lawrence Johnson, Chuck D., Minister
Louis Farrakhan, The Most Honorable Elijah Muhammad, Prince,
Spike Lee, Pamm Jackson, Cheikh Mbacke Diop, Betty J. Curtis,
Billy Anderson, The Gotta Cumm Up Squad out of L.A.,
Boogaloo Frazier, Don Comnelius, Percy Sutton, Gary Byrd, Jack
The Rapper, J. H. Warren, III, Omar Karim, Christine Johnson, Al
Sharperson, Danny Peterson, Teddy Diggs, II, Gracie Claude,
Carol Armstrong, Beth Serito, Jimi Hendrix, TheSpady Family,
Patricia Smith, Diane Lachatanere, Akbaar Muhammad, Mary
Mason, Isaac, Elaine, Janiah Armand, Isak, Milford Graves,
Mwatabu Okantah, Chief Fela Sowande, Karen S., The Woods
Family, Woody's Barbershop, Barbera Bullock, Selma Burke,
William Dawson.

Crazy Shout Out to the PC International Press Possé,
University of PA Library, City Archives of Philadelphia, Boston
University Library, Princeton University, Free Library of Phila-
delphia, N.Y. Public Library, Moorland-Spingarn Research cen-
ter, Acel Moore, Troy Albany, Flavor Flav, Cal Rudman, Keisha,
Ed Bradley, Greg Broussard, Henry Reynolds, Sid Booker, Master
Fard Muhammad, Queen LaT, Yusef, The Persaud Brothers
(Mark & Irwin), Muarice "Mo' Better" Coffey, Philly Massive,
Brooklyn Massive, Jersey Massive, Bloods, Crips, P.S.K., Hilltop
Hustlers, Zulu Nation
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Georgie Woods: I'm Only A Man

Introduction
By Kenny Gamble

When I first met Georgie Woods, I was about 13. I had already
heard about him many years before that because I used to listen to
him on the radio. I think everybody was very impressed with
Georgie Woods, he seemed to be like the “Voice of the Black
community.” How I happened to meet him personally was that I
had always desired to sing and make records, so me and a friend
of mine named Pat Gordon (who grew up in the same neighbor-
hood), went up to the penny arcade on 16th and Market. That’s
where we used to make those records. So what happened is that
we walked to WDAS from S. Philly. We tried to get him to play
this record, and when we got out to the station it was hard to get
in. Man, that was a long walk from 15th and Christian Street all
the way up to WDAS (Belmont and Edgely Road). But we found
it. There must have been about eight or nine of us, from around
the neighborhood that walked out there. When we got there, we
couldn’t getin at first and then there was a gentleman named Herb
Staton who was like Georgie’s assistant. It was me, Pat Gordon,
and Billy Clark. This kid named Herb Staton was there. He said,
“Y’all can’t get in there.” We said, “We want to see Georgie
Woods. We got a record, we want him to play our record.” He
said, “You can’t see himright now.” So we stayed out there. We
were playing in the yard and everything, because it was beautiful.

Eventually George came out. He said, ‘“What do y’all want?”
We said, “we want you to play our record.” He said, “I can’t play
this record. This ain’t no record, this is from the penny arcade.”
So we felt good because he came out and talked to us. He told us
that we had to a recording company. So we all walked back to
South Philly. A few years went by and when I got a little older I
started coming out to the station. I met Max Leon, I met Bob
Klein, and all these people. I used to go the store for them. I used
to go the store for George. His favorite sandwich was liverwurst
and onions. Tused to go getit forhimeveryday. ThenI gota little



olderand I got my driver’s license. Jimmy Bishop used to giveme
the keys to his car. 1 was driving their cars. You see I was getting
in. I was learning all the time about the music business, about the
record business just by being around there. I saw promotion
people, I saw how people got their records in, I saw how they
judged the records. I would help George pick records sometimes.
A couple of times I even got on the radio, like an announcer. 1 was
starting to be with Max Leon, I used to shine his shoes. Larry
Daley was out there as a disc jockey, so I knew everybody, I knew
all the disc jockeys and everybody. I was there trying to fit in and
not only that, I was able to get in the shows atthe Uptown Theatre.

The show that I remember most at the Uptown was a show that
had everybody on it. It had the Temptations. It was the first time
I saw the Temptations and the Four Tops and Smokey and the
Miracles and Martha and the Vandellas. It was the “Motor Town
Revue” that was there. Georgie had brought that there. I stayed
all day long. Icouldn’tleave. And they had maybe four or five
shows aday. I got behind stage because I was working back there,
too. Iused to go get chicken sandwiches for them. I was helping
out. They used to give me little tips, like four or five dollars. Tused
to go to Pearl’s (the highly respected Black woman whose kitchen
was right across the street. I’d go get the chicken sandwiches for
them, come back and ask them if anybody needed me to do
anythingelse. So thenIgotacar. I gota station wagon. A Chevy
station wagon. This was like 1961. One day Iremember they were
having a show up there, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles were
late coming into the airport. So Bishop asked me to go pick them
up at the airport. Ihad nevereven been to the airport. Ididn’teven
know where the airport was. So I drove to the airport. Man, I
thought it was like going to New York City. It was so far. Cause
I grew up in the inner-city...I mean, that was such a far off part of
town. Alllknew was downtown and South Philly, and going to
the Uptown. When I picked Smokey Robinson and them up, I had
started then to write songs and Smokey Robinson was real nice to
me. He was very appreciative that I picked him and the Miracles
up. From thatday I developed a relationship and a friendship with
Smokey Robinson. As far as Georgie was concerned, I started to
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get older, George became more powerful. He was involved in the
freedom struggle and everything. The next thing that comes to my
mind is a picture of Georgie Woods at Girard College. I heard him
talking about, “come on down to Girard College,” and this and
that. Isaid, “what’s that man doing!” So I went down to Girard
College and I saw. That’s the first time that I realized that there
was a problem between Black people and white people. Because
see, growing up in South Philly, we never had any fear of white
people. In fact white people would stay away from our neighbor-
hood. So we never had any kind of interaction with white people,
period. The public school system didn’t teach us anything about
our culture or our heritage or anything like that. So the Girard
College demonstrations sort of opened my eyes to discrimination.
When I went up to Girard College I felt bad. I felt bad for us as
a people. ButI felt good that Georgie Woods was there because
this was somebody that Iknew. And he was standing up on a truck.
A flatbed truck, with Cecil Moore and Freedom George. That’s
when [ first met all these guys. Freedom Smitty and Stanley
Branche. Mainly I knew George. 1didn’t know the rest of these
people. And when they were talking about how Girard College
would not admit Black people, and how racist Stephen Girard and
his whole system had been, it really opened my eyes up. From that
day on I started to be more aware. It changed my whole life
because, like I said, I had never thought of a conflict such as that
between Black people and white people. I didn’t really know
about segregation in the South. I mean my mother knew about it,
but she really didn’t tell us anything about it. That was something
Black people basically were trying to forget about. They didn’t
talk about it. So the movies that we went to (I went to the Royal
and the Globe) were all Black movies. When we went to the Royal
and the Globe, there weren’t any white people there. Imean where
we ate, and the church we went to were all Black. At the timeIwas
growing up I went to Kingdom Hall. Basically it was all Black.
Maybe we had like a white overseer every now and then. But I
mean I wasn’t thinking like that. We were brought up to love
everybody. You know, “love your neighbor” and so forth and
whatever. So, that’s when I started to be aware of racial problems .



and civil rights and the whole thing. I started to form my own
opinions of it. Even at that time I started to look atit. And I saw
how happy George and the community were when they were able
to break down that system and break down that law. I’'m telling
you, in our neighborhood, in South Philly (20th and South, 20th
and Kensington, 18th and Carpenter, all around there) you would
never see white people. We did not go down there near 5th and
Mifflin (Crosstown). We didn’t walk around Moore Street, across
the tracks, way down there. We didn’t go there, and people sort
of respected one another. Territories were respected over there.
And so I became more conscious of Black people and the position
that we were in and still are in as a people. And I started watching
Martin Luther King. I saw George when he was with Martin
Luther King, and saw how active he was. Now he wasn’t just a
disc jockey, he wasn’t just Georgie Woods at the Uptown, he was
different from everybody on the radio. I'm talking about in the
whole country, you tell me one other disc jockey in the country
that stuck his neck out like Georgie Woods. And I’ve been in the
music business most of my life. I don’t know nobody else in the
industry that was as active and as vocal and as loyal to Black
people as Georgie Woods. I mean as a disc jockey, I don’t know
anybody else, that was as vocal and out front. He put himself out
there. He put himself in danger many times. He used the
microphone not just for making records or making people feel
good (because he made a lot of people feel good, he made people
happy), he also used that microphone to disseminate a lot of
information, and to help the struggle for Black people. So that to
me was helping build my character as a person. So you’re a
product of your environment. I was in the environment. I looked
at Georgie Woods as a person that I not only admired from a music
point of view, I can’t even say how much he helped me. I mean
he broke all my records. Some of them he didn’t even like, he’d
say,’Iain’t playin thisone.” That was good too, because then you
know that made me work harder, you know what I’m sayin. I said
well I got to get one that George could play, ‘cause when he liked
one, he might play it 15 times in a row. And I'd say, “Oh Lord,
George lovesthe record. I knowIgot asmash.” That was because
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I'knew that he was my mentor. He was my friend. He was Georgie
Woods. He was hard because everybody was after himand he was
a star. He was a superstar. Even today he’s hard, you know what
I mean. But he’s also very soft and he’s a good person. Lots of
times he has been involved in some things where people have tried
to use him, his goodness. And so that makes a person hard and
that’s good for you, because you learn from your mistakes. So he
was not only an inspiration to me and helped me to get into the
music business, he also to helped me once I got in. I know for a
fact that he had talked to disc jockeys. He was one of the most
respected disc jockeys in the whole United States. He used to ask
all the disc jockeys in other parts of the country, “Man, are you
working with Gamble?” He and Jimmy Bishop. They used to go
around saying, “Man you playing Gamble’s record.” They were
like promotion men. They helped establish me on a nationwide
basis. Georgie would say to Rodney Jones (in Chicago), “Oh,
yeah, that’s my man.” Allhe’d have todois tell Rodney Jones that
“I’m his man and you ought to take care of him.” WhenI’d go to
Chicago, they’d say, “Oh, this is Georgie’s man” you see, or “this
is Bishop’s friend.” Ilearned a lot about giving shows. I learned
a lot about record hopping. I first learned of the National
Association of Television and Radio Announcers (NATRA)
through George and Bishop and all them. They are the ones that
helped put it all together. NATRA was fighting for Black people
to have more job opportunities, more respect, and improve in the
music industry. So he helped pave the way, not just for me, but for
everybody. Naturally when I got to be of a certain age, I tried to
emulate many of the things that the people I respected were doing.
And so I was blessed to be able to get hit records. That’s why I
started the Black Music Association (BMA). NATRA was the
forerunner of the BMA. NATRA had a lot of problems with
Rodney Jones and George and all the rest of them. I took over
really where NATRA left off. NATRA was basically for radio
announcers. Soalot of the feedback that came from NATRA was
that the promotion men and artists and the retail stores wouldn’t
even have a voice in it. So in forming the BMA, we opened it up
to retailers, artists, disc jockeys, and performers, everybody. We
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had a division for every group of people that formed a board. And
it worked pretty good. So in doing that we tried to do the same
things and continue the same things that Georgie, Rodney, and
Bishop had established. They tried to get more opportunities for
Black people, you know trying to break down the walls of racism
in the industry, and I think we did a pretty good job. There are new
people now in the industry that wouldn’t be there, I wouldn’t be
there if it hadn’t been for Georgie Woods, and Bishop, and
Rodney Jones, and few other people, Al Perkins, you know that
generation. There’s a lot of them.

I think that there’s a need for a person like Georgie Woods,
because history needs to know about Georgie Woods. African-
American people have not done enough to document their history.
We have a chance now that we are a little more conscious than we
were around twenty to thirty years ago. White people document
everything, in anticipation. They have films, they have audio.
Everything you can think of so that they can document their
history. And that’s why the Black man today does not get credit
for anything that he has really done because he did not document
everything. We’re just finding out in this generation here that it
was a Black man who invented the stoplight. It was a Black man.
Where would the world be without a stoplight? So Georgie
Woods is a man who inspired not only me, but many people like
me and I think that ] would like to even know more about Georgie.
I'd like to have a book on Georgie Woods so that I can give it to
my children and say that this is a man. Read this book about
Georgie Woods, because here’s a man who made it against all the
odds. He was able to come from humble beginnings. He’s been
with Presidents. He’s been with Kings. I mean he’s been with
everybody. I mean he’s risked his life for many. Sohe’salegend.
If we don’tdo the book on him, somebody else will do itand I think
that we will do it correct. I think that it’s time for us as a people
to document our history as it really is and not let somebody else
come and write a book about Georgie Woods and cloud the issues.
You know there are somany books outon Malcolm X. It was great
that Malcolm X did that book with Alex Haley- the Autobiogra-
phy. He was involved in it himself and that’s authentic. But, you
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have books that’s coming out now on Malcolm X, by other people,
especially white people, who are writing, that try to defame the
man. They try to make the man look like he was less than what he
is. There is a need for a book on Georgie Woods. People all over
the United States, especially those in the music industry, want to
know more about Georgie Woods. People in Philadelphia think
Georgie Woods is just known here in Philadelphia.

From the public standpoint here, everybody knows himin the
street. The average person elsewhere might not know him. But if
you asked a disc jockey, if you ask anybody in the music business,
“do you know Georgie Woods?”, everyone of them would tell
you, “yeah I know Georgie Woods”. They may not only know of
him, but they may know of his deeds and his actions. So I think
that this book here will be able to show the strengths and the
weaknesses of Georgie Woods. Young children in the future
generations will be able to read this book, they will be able to get
a good focus on even themselves, and I think it will encourage
people to fight against all odds. 1 think he deserves it. Not
everybody deserves it. Everybody doesn’t deserve a book. But
Georgie Woods deserves to have a book, because I think that it’s
going to be interesting reading. When he goes to all the schools
and everything, I see the response of the children and the adults.
I would say 99% of the people in this city, and that’s both Black
and white (you see people don’t know that the white people know
Georgie Woods also), grew up on Georgie Woods on the radio.
They always lied about white people not listening to Black radio.
Everybody I meet including white people say, “Oh, I know
Georgie Woods, I used to listen to him on the radio.” There’s a
reason why inradio they don’t give the Black stations the numbers
for listeners, because then they can cheat them out of the advertis-
ing dollars. So Georgie Woods is a trailblazer.

In fact we plan to do many things in the future that’s going to
help keep promoting Georgie Woods. And what our intention is,
is to have Georgie Woods, and his good works, and his name live
forever. And the only way you can do that is to write books, and
to have promotions, and to continue to tell people about the good
works of Georgie Woods, because if we don’t do it, nobody else
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will. This book will be able to be used in the colleges and the
communication schools. This book should be required studying
because it will be something to let young people who want to be
in communications know about Black disc jockeys. I mean this
is the premiere African-Americandisc jockey in America. I mean
out of them all. We had it all here in Philadelphia, we had Georgie
Woods and Jocko Henderson, here in Philadelphia. Youcan’t get
no better than Georgie Woods and Jocko. But Jocko was a disc
jockey, whereas Georgie Woods was a Civil Rights activist, hu-
manitarian, and a disc jockey. I mean he was more than just a disc
jockey. This man wasn’t just playin those records. His life had
more meaning. He had a lot of meaning to his life. He has helped
champion many causes. Sometimes he even hurt himself. He
didn’t have to do that. He didn’t have to do anything but play
records, give his shows, and go home, and make a lot of money.
That’s all he had to do. He didn’t have to do what he did. And so
I appreciate Georgie Woods, and that’s why I want to do as much
as I can to help establish him as a role model for our people in the
industry. He is arole model of determination, showing that people
can make itif they have the desire todoso. That’s whatI think this
book means.
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Changing Changes in C Major

Whether behind or

in front of the

7 ball, Georgie knows
these mean streets.

Standing there
Always knowing that
His Destiny is
Linked

to the fallen Trees
The eclipsed moon
the jazz motion

and graffiti

Shadowless
Sun
Face

Two/Too
-copyright,1992 Jaiiies G. Spady
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Return To Harlem

Harlem. Home of the survivors. Deep dark secret of the nether
world. Location of the Apollo. Spirit Lives. The store window
exhibits a bus ride and a forty. Two stops up and you're in
Washington Heights. High above Washington and Jefferson or
was it Washington and Clinton in Brooklyn? No. This is Harlem.
Sun shines brightly over this borough. Deep dark space with a soul
to bear. Not to borrow. Or to barter. Soul people flow in and out
of this city within a city. The mayor says, Gracie Mansion is my
house but my home is Harlem.

Harlem Gallery: From the Inside
(For Melvin Tolson)

The bars on Eighth Avenue in Harlem glow real

yellow, hard against formica tables. They speak of

wandering ghosts and Harlem saints; the worlds lay

slick on greasy floors: rain-wet butt in the junkie's

mouth, damp notebook in the number runner's hand.

No heads turn as the deal goes down- we wait.
---Larry Neal

And we wait. Knowing all the time that there is still much to
see in Harlem. Streets are crowded. Action shot. Back and force.
Movement and memories. Moving away from what Kafka recog-
nized as the ‘authorial being,” into the Harlem Gallery that is
preeminently, ‘Hip Hop being’.

Georgie Woods is in the midst of it. Like they say, he is in the
mix. Not Sir Mix-A-Lot or O.G. Style. Woods is moving on time,
in time, this tyme, Triple Helix. He may have turned away from
this grounding space but he could never separate entirely from this
strange, mysterious, perhaps dangerous and always alluring space.
There are so many reasons people come to Harlem. Probably even
more reasons why they leave. Like Larry Neal be saying (durative
usage) :
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the signifying monkey

Bud Powell

Trane

Prez

Chano Dozo

Eloise Moore- all

falling faces in the Harlem rain

asphalt memory of blood and pain.

Georgie Woods, too, has his memory of blood, sweat and pain.
Like Melvin Tolson, before him, Georgie Woods had been here
and gone.

Isit that the everyday world we know is also the actual known
and recognized world? Or is it that the inner world we experience
remains the property of a single narrator?

“The Bars on Eighth Avenue in Harlem
glow real yellow, hard against formica tables.”

Flashback. Memories of the very day we asked Georgie
Woods to return to Harlem. He looked shocked. Strange counte-
nance. Way back memories and a typical Woods response. “New
York. If I don't get lost. They have changed things around so
much. I don't think y'all want to go where I came from.”

Origins. Destinies. Discoveries. Home to Harlem on a Wednes-
day morning. Woods returned toreconnect, rediscover, reveal and
restore the whole. It had been forty years since he moved away.
More years since he had stayed in the area we were visiting.

Uptown. The Big Apple. Gustave Flaubert wanted to trans-
form reality through style. Georgie Woods did it. He actually
transformed reality through styles and the history of a people was
changed. De-chained. Memories and the history of a race, the
progeny of a people.

There are many realities in Harlem. Destinies are fluid like so
many things in this gallery. Harlem is a space of contrasts. In and
out. Up and down. Subways and Summertime. It's a place to
reckon with. For Georgie Woods it is a place to reassemble the
scattered past, schools, churches, homes, neighbors, recreation
centers, record shops, pool halls and work places.

Returning to the very streets that he grew up in. This day
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Georgie Woods was determined to find the places that meant
something to him during his formative years. He had spent most
of this (1992) year visiting school after school--from elementary
to high schools. His message was on point wherever he went.
‘Stay in school.” Pursue your dreams and goals. “What was it like
for you when you were growing up Mr. Woods? Were there
favorite teachers that you recall? What about the physical plant
itself? What happens to a dream deferred?

Lenox Avenue is a big street

The sidewalks are extra wide-thru and four times

the size of a regular Fifth Avenue or East 34th

sidewalk- and must be so to contain the

unemployed

vigiling?? Negro males

and police barracades.

---David Henderson
Nothing can barricade vivid memories. Way back history.

Another place and time. Georgie Woods is standing in front of his
old school.
Q: Mahalia Jackson School. Is this the door you would go in
George?

G: This used to be P.S. 5. This was built in 1958. What did they
do? How did you get in there. It's locked up.

Q: It's the same location right?

G: Yeah. It has gotten so bad they had to lock the doors. Let's see
if the other school is around.

Q: So this is now P.S. 123, formerly P.S. 5. /A woman appears in
the window of the school] Is this the old P.S. 57

Harlem Lady: P.S. 5 is where the yard was.

G: They tore my school down? I went there in 1940. I was in school
at P.S. 5 and I was looking for it.
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Harlem Lady: The trees in the back of the yard that's where P.S.
S was.

G: 1 wasn't off by far. Yeah this is it. There was a school here a big
tall school here. Let's see if P.S. 90 is still around.

Q: Is that the first school you went to when you came to New York,
George?

G: Nope, it was the second. It was elementary school. I went to
kindergarten, before elementary.

Q: This is the busy part of town up here.

G: It wasn't like this before. We had an elevated line used to run
up and down this street here. We had the 8th ave. 'El'. They tore
all that down and sent it to Japan. Sent all that steel to Japan. We'll
be on 147th in a minute. 145th street looks messed up.

Q: That used to be a nice thoroughfare didn't it George?

G: Yeah. My street I think is all torn down. The house ain't there.
147th street is right there.

Q: Where would the house have been?

G: 2774 that was the street number! It ain't there. It was where the
lot is.

Q: At least they're doing something there. You can look at it that
way.

G: This is a bad street here. This is where the house was right here.
You see 27747 1 lived on the top floor. The sixth floor.

Q: [Commentary] 2774, the place that Georgie first moved when
he came to the city is no longer there. It's a vacant lot with chip
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bags all overit. The irony of it is that we are standing at 147th and
8th ave. reflecting on something from nearly sixty years ago.

G: Let's go around the corner and see if that one is there. P.S. 90.

That was 2774 8th avenue. No longer there. That's the first
house I lived in when I came to New York.

Q: It took 2 days to get up here?
G: On the train yeah.

Q: You had to change a lot of places?
G: I ain't changed nowhere. We came up on the coach.

Q: This is Adam Clayton Powell Blvd. now.
G: It was 7th ave when I lived here.
Q: Were those apartment buildings here George?

G: No, they weren'tthere. They didn't have no shit like that around.
The school ain't around either. Yep, the school is gone baby. I see
a sign though. It's gotta be around here I see a school sign. It was
around here. Itain'there no more. Right down there. I know where
I'm going. I ain't crazy. There's the school there. No, there ain't no
school there. Look at the building.

Q: Well what are the buses there for George?

G: Yeah this was the school. P.S. fucking 90. They tore that school
down. It was 100 years old, I guess it's time they should have ton
it down.

Q: Only thing still standing is Bobby's Record Shop.

G: There's a lot of things still standing, but they're messed up.
Look at the houses. People lived in all these houses here. Let me
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see if I can go on up the hill here [Uptown].
Q: Moved up in the world when you moved up here, George.
G: That's what they said.

Q: Were there many mom and pop stores that blacks owned during
that time period?

G: Yeah, basically, but there were a lot of Jewish stores.

Q: Weren't no Koreans?

G: What? What you talking about. At that time? Koreans? All we
had were some Chinese. That's all.

[Riding through Sugar Hill, George comments.]

G: This is where all the rich niggers lived. Up here. Up on St.

Nicholas avenue.

Q:Was there much contact between those who had money and
those who didn't have money George?

G: Yeah. They were better than we were. They tried to stay away
from the ‘low-lifes’. That's what they called the people down
there, ‘low-lifes’.

Q: Did you have any part time jobs around this area George?

G: No. Brown Bomber used to be up here somewhere, the
restaurant.

Q: Named after Joe Louis?
G: Yeah.

Q: Joe was well thought of at that time wasn't he?
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G: Yeah, well...he wasn't really well thought of he was just always
a hero. But I thought he was stupid. I thought he was dumb. He
married that girl, then he gave all his money away. He started
fighting for the government and they used to give shows for him.
My sister used to live down the street but she died.

Q: How many of your sisters are still living?

G: Three. Irene is the last one. The rest of them are all here. Irene
is the one up in the Bronx.
Q: Where are we now- the Council Center for the Problems of Liv-

ing.

G: That used to be the bar. The bar that I was telling you about was
right there. I used to live there. The second house I lived in. 510
West 146th street. This stuff wasn't even here. None of this stuff
was there.

Q: 147th and Amsterdam ave.

G:Ifeel like a stranger here. All this new stuff here. These are new
people here. They weren't here then. All blacks lived here then.

Q: George's Liquor store there.

G: I ain't have nothing to do with it.

Q: Must have been a part owner George.

G: What the hell is that they got there? Coconut water ice. These
are Cubans. They ain't even Puerto Ricans. What is that stuff
there? Hurry up. What happened to the movie thatused to be here?

That was our movie there. It used to be the Loews movie.

Q: Woolworth's is still there. The poolroom, over top was that
there then?
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G: Is that there now? Yeah, let's go up there when I come back.
That's where I used to hustle pool. That's where Diahann Caroll
used to live. 545, I'll see in a minute. We used to have an elevator
in there, and everybody who lived in there used to think they were
better than everybody else cause they had a elevator in the
building. That's where Diahann Caroll used to live at. Right there.
And wouldn't speak to nobody.

Q: Had a white friend.

G: Wasn't no white kids around. She had her nose up in the air. She
was a young kid then. She went to school with my niece. 510 that's
the house. Right there.

Q: Get a picture of that. Somebody's in your apartment.

G: They named an elementary school here after Adam Clayton
Powell. There was no school there. 145th street. Let me see if El
Mundial (The World) our restaurant is here. This is where I used
to eat rice and peas. Bickford's restaurant used to be on the corner
where I used to eat all the time.

Q: Were these always stores up here?

G: These were all stores, businesses, shops. The liquor store was
always there. And there restaurant was a restaurant called
Bickford's. You could go in there and eat. They had good food in
there. I used to goin there and eat on Friday nights and get a show,
cause all kinds of things were going on out there! I'd go there and
get entertained. That was my entertainment. You'd get a live
show. That was then. Well they're out here now. Look what's out
here on a Tuesday. In the middle of the day. Idon't know if we can
go in that poolroom or not.

Q: Why not?

G: You can't just go in no pool room in Harlem, you crazy?
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Q: K&J Tobacco wholesalers. They wholesale tobacco there.

G: That ain't all they got. Trust me. You get out here and walk
they're going to try and sell you some dope before you get in the
car.

Q: I wonder what used to be here a discotheque?
G: No that used to be a theatre.

How long has the pool room been closed? Or is it really closed
toeveryone. Nearby someone is watching. Like Kev said, “I sit by
myself because I'm a loner. But I calculate everybody that I see.”
Mike knows that, too. The door to the poolroom is neither open nor
closed.

somehow
all we can remember of American history
is the clatter of gunfire
in the Audobon ballroom
the chest-bared screams
of Malcolm of all of us
over backwards in blood

So much blood in this soil

---David Henderson

And so many spinning heads. Looking for an open poolroom.
AN open bar, a key to some door. Desolate. Mourning. Just a
poolroom and the history of arace. Reminiscence. When asked for
more details on the poolroom George said less. This poolroom
represents something special in his life. It was an active force for
maintaining stability after his mother died. However you see it,
the men who gathered and gambled in this pool spot had less
cynicism than their predecessors and more realism than their
successors. George learned to center his own life in a public place.
All these memories rush him like an angry cop beating a black
man.




RETURN TO HARLEM

We're on the upper end of Broadway. Distanced from the
broadway of Columbia University but not quite in the Funky,
Funky Broadway of yesteryear. The houses George lived in are
gone but the spots, places/venues are still there. So are the
memories.

G: There were many fights in there. If you get somebody that
didn't know what was going on and you beat them, you're a pool
shark and they want their money back. Man get back!

Memories.

G: I remember everything. We used to sit down and played. We
played ball. When I wasn't playing ball I was up there playing
pool. That's the place. That's where 1 did a lot of hustling up there.
Met a lot of people. A lot of people from the Hispanic community
used tocome up there. I'd spend 10-15 hours aday in that place just
playing pool. I didn't have a job or nothing to do so that's where
I spent my time at. I'd play pool in there and win enough money
to go to the corner and eat at Bickford's restaurant. That's where
I'd go. It used to be a nice restaurant but now I don't know what it
is.

Q: What did you use to order when you went in there?

G: Actually what I wanted to get today was some red beans and
rice. Because that's what I remember most about 145th and Broad-
way is the red beans and rice. That's what I like but I can't find the
restaurant. I like red beans and rice and rice and chicken, “arroz
con pollo,” that's what they call it in spanish. That's what I ask for
in a Spanish restaurant. Maybe I'll find a restaurant somewhere
around here. I like that. That's good. Everything has changed.
Everything has changed. This was a beautiful cosmopolitan
avenue. There was no dirt on the street, there were no boarded up
buildings. We had trees and flowers. Everything was pretty
around here. And to live on Broadway was like living in paradise.
And look atit now. It was paradise. To live around the corner there

10
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where Diahann Caroll was raised up at, I doubt if she ever comes
up here to see the house she used to live in. But she was raised in
that house right around there. And she went to school with my
niece. That's how I know she was there. Things change. All gone.
Adam Clayton Powell lived down there with Hazel Scott. Right
down there on Riverside Drive. You used to see them out there
walking every moming, they used to go for walks. When I was a
kid. He was in Congress then raising hell. He was preaching.

Q: His church wasn't too far from here was it?

G: Down 130 something street. I don't know where that church
was, cause I don't mess with them churches too much.

Q: Now the discotheque was that a dance hall at that time?

G: That was a big movie theatre in the neighborhood called
Loews Theatre. All the top pictures used to go in there and play.
A lot of seats in that place. A big theatre. Like everything else, it
changed. And as new people come into the communities I think it
helps destroy a community too because you don't have that ethnic
background. Although it was bad here then, too, even when it was
all black it was bad. So I don't know if having all of these
foreigners over here is helping. They're talking about making it a
utopia for all races, but I don't know if that's possible. You don't
see dogs and cats, and fleas and flies messing with each other. I
think human beings are going to have to have that same kind of
concept because Indians are going to be with Indians, white folks
are going to be with white folks, and black folks are going to be
with black folks. That's the way it's supposed to be. God didn't
create it no other way. But we're trying to change God's creation
with this integration shit. And it can't work. It's not going to work.

Q: Were there many Hispanics who lived here during that time
period?

G: Oh yeah, we had Hispanics.

11
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Q: Were there any frictions between blacks and hispanics at that
time?

G: No. We got along pretty good. They always thought that they
were a little better than we were. Once that was overcome. Once
they found out they were in the same boat as we were then they
were cool. But first they thought, because their hair was straight
and they were a little bit lighter that they were better than we were.
But once the white man started to kick them in their ass then they
said hey we ain't no different than the black guys. Then we started
getting along better.

Q: Where was the pawn shop?

G: They had them all over. The one that I was talking about was
on 145th and 8th ave.

Q: Where did the riot take place at?

G: Down at 125th street. It started at a hotel on 125th and 8th
avenue. When they shot the soldier. This was during WWII, the
beginning of it, and they had a big one that time. It wasn't really
ariot, all people did was break in stores all night. You couldn't get
a glass of milk in Harlem after that riot. All the stores were looted.
It wasn't no riot where black people attacked white people. It
wasn'tlike that. Idon'tknow why they call these things riots, cause
there's not been one where blacks have attacked whites. They
might go in some stores and break into some stores that some
people own. That's not a riot. That's a loot. That ain't a riot. A riot
is when you attack someone from the other race. Then you have
a riot. This is something else here.

Q: Was that the cleaners where you got your clothes cleaned at?
G: That place is new. We're going back S0 years ago, 40 years ago.

I'mtelling you that was here. The only thing that's still here is that
pool room.

12




Georgie points to the building where he once lived.
Memories. Destinies. Returns...
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In Washington Heights
you can still hear

the music of Wilfredo
Vargas, Juan Luis Guerra
and 440,Cuco Valoy,
Fernando Villalona

(El "Marimba")

Sergio Vasques,

Las Chicas del Can,

and of course

El General

-copyright 1992 James G. Spady

Streets Uptown

9 To The Universe

Beyond Yonder

Is where Georgie
Stayed

The Eighth Ave
I'rain moves
crazy past
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New York Disc Jockey and talk show host, Gary Byrd
Raps as Georgie Woods Stands

Woods introduces his potato chips to young ones in Iarlem
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George returns to the record store where he shopped
40 years ago-‘Bobby’s Happy House’, 125th and 8th
Avenue. It is located less than twenty blocks from
where he first lived in Harlem. Bobby Robinson’s
daughter prepares to fulfill an order as Woods looks
on. Robinson pioneered in producing Doo Wop and Hip
Hop on the Enjoy Label.
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ORIGINS

On January 7, 1953 Georgie Woods started his broadcast
career in Philadelphia. He succeeded the pioneer black disc
jockey, Ramon Bruce, who joined the staff of WHAT radio seven
years earlier.

In a perceptive account from that period, Georgie Woods
stated the following: “There is a change taking place in the so-
called rhythm and blues field. Today, as never before, white
teenagers are buying rhythmand blues tunes. Reason, the younger
generation is away from the old idea that rhythm and blues music
is strictly for Negroes. In this writer's opinion, rock and roll music
is the thythm of America and there are many who will agree.
Here’s an example of how the change is taking place. In New
York City a disc jockey by the name of Alan Freed, formerly
known as the “Moon Dog”, plays only rock and roll music and yet
he has more white listeners than Negro listeners. Proof of the
pudding is in the pie. January 14 and 15 he gave an affair at the
St. Nicks Arena and from the report he received first hand, it went
like this. The affair was a complete sellout, no seating for both
shows at $2.00 per; and that night there were more whites in
attendance than Negroes. So you can see why this young man has
so many white listeners playing only rock and roll tunes or rhythm
and blues, whichever you prefer. I prefer rock and roll [aesthetic
independence and self definitional]. A change for the better is
taking place and I hope one can’t see any wrong in the change.”

Back and forth motion. Change. On the move. Enroute. That
is Woods from the very beginning. Origins. Way back history.
Roots. Triple origins.

(Interview with Georgie Woods at home)

SPADY: Let’s begin with 1332 Wallace St. Is that the first place
you lived when you came here?

WOODS: Who told you that? That was my cousin’s place.

Q: What was their name?

A: White.

Q: Why did you come to Philly in the beginning?
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A: Igotajobhere. Thad worked in astationin New York, WWRL,
and I had gotten fired from that job because they didn’t like me to
play certain music.

Q: What were you playing?

A: Arecordcalled, “‘One Mint Julep” by the Clovers, and that was
kind of risque” at that time. Because it had alcohol in it, and they
didn’tlike you to play thatkind of music. So they told me Ineeded
more experience, they told me to go out of town and get some
experience. I was reading Jet magazine and I saw where one of
the dj’s here had quit.

Q: Was that Ramon Bruce?

A: Yeah! Solcalled the station, and told them I was a New York
disc jockey, with experience. I was dynamite. And they said,
“well come on down we’ll give you a job”. That was 1953.

Q: Was January 7, 1953 the first time you went on the air in
Philadelphia?

A: Yeah!

Q: It was an evening show wasn’t it?

First Black Morning Show
In Philadelphia Broadcasting

A: No, it was an afternoon show. I started off in the morning.
I had two shows. I had “Wake Up Philadelphia”, which was
the first black show in the morning. And I had the afternoon
program called, “The SNAP Club”. That’s where we played
the jazz, gospel, and rhythm and blues.

Q: So you were formatted for two hour daily?

A: Yeah in the afternoon it was 2 hours, 3-5 p.m.. And in the
morning I did from 7 to 8 (a.m.).

Was that more gospel oriented?

No, only a little bit of gospel, not that much.

Was Kae Williams playing gospel then?

He wasn’t here then.

So from 7 to 8 you were playing rock’n roll?

Yeah, and then it got so popular they extended it to 7-9.

EZROZRER
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And it went on from there.

Q: When you came in, did Dolly Banks interview you for the
job?

A: Well they gave me the job, and just said what my duties would
be and paid me $25 dollars a week. That’s what I started with. By
the time I got home I had $16 with the taxes and stuff.

Q: Where was WHAT located at that time?

A: 1505 Walnut Street. And I was living at 13th and Wallace, so
I could walk to work most of the time.

Q: Did you actually walk from there?

A: Yeah, sometimes Ididn’thave money to get on the subway. So
I’d walk to Broad Street and 1 block over.

Q: How important was the D.J. Willie Bryant in the development
of your career?

A: Well Willie Bryant, I used to watch him when I was growing
up in New York. He and Ray Caroll. The program was called,
“Willie and Ray.” Then it was Willie Bryant and Jack Walker was
his assistant, Big Fat Jack, a heavy set guy. They used to broadcast
from this club, the Baby Grand on 125th Street. I used to go out
and watch them, and run errands for them and stuff like that, just
to get familiar with being around a radio station. Once in a while
I even got a chance to so something or say something on the air.
But that’s how I got interested in being a disc jockey.

Q: Had you been interested in being a sports reporter before that
time?

A: Yeah I wanted to be a sports announcer. When I was at
Frederick Douglass Junior High, a sportscaster by the name of
Mel Allen*, he’s still around, came by and gave us a speech at the
school. And I used to listen to him on the radio doing the Yankee
broadcast, and that’s what I wanted to be. That’s how I got
interested in that. But they didn’thave any black sportscasters. In
fact they didn’t have hardly any black anything. This was in the
40’s.

Q: Prior to the navy?

A: Yeah. Way before the navy. I was just in junior high school.
Q: What about music. Were any members of your family
musicians?
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A: No, nobody in the family was musically inclined.

Georgie On Georgia Days

Q: What do you recall about Barnett, Georgia?
A: Cows out here remind me of Barnett. A lot of cows. It was a
farm, it wasn’t a city. It wasn’t a little town. It was a farm!
Q: Was it near Decatur Georgia?
A: It was near Washington, Georgia, and near Macon, 70 miles
north of Atlanta.
: What kind of work did people do down there?
Farm. Sharecroppers. That’s what it was.
Your father preached?
He was a preacher.
Did he combine the two?
He was mostly on the road. You know the Southern preacher
is traveling all the time. But my family, my brothers and sisters
were the ones who dealt with it.
So there were older brothers and sisters?
Yeah, all of them except one. I was next to the youngest.
Out of 9?
11
At what age did you leave Georgia?
When I was 9 years old.
Why did you leave?
Well there are a number of reasons why we left. First of all
there were no jobs. No work. And no schools for anybody to
attend. My father wasn’treally around, and my mother was trying
to raise all 11 of us, and the Klan was very active then. All year
we’d work than at the end of the year we never seemed to have
anything because we were alwaysin debt with people who had the
general store. I remember vaguely when they burned a cross once
onour lawn. It wasn’ta lawn cause we used to live in a shack, and
they (Woods' family) were just totally afraid of that.

An earlier chronicle of Georgie’s life put it this way, “The
town is gone It’s just gone, that’s all and now there is no trace of
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it. It was called Barnett, but all it was, was a speck of dust on the
flat broad face of Georgia’s corn and cotton. Maybe a super
highway came along and ran over it or maybe the sun turned itonto
acinder. Maybe one day the ground opened up and Hell had it for
lunch. Anything. All Georgie Woods knows is that his family’s
sharecropper’s shack was near that town, and itis the town he calls
home, and now there’s nothing left of it but what he holds in his
head.

He doesn’t like remembering but when he does remember one
thing, it is all mixed up in his mind. With fire and screaming and
the black night in 1936, but it is there. He is in bed and it is dark
and quiet. Then suddenly everything is exploding. Everywhere
there are men on horseback and they are white and they are dressed
in white. Standing in the dirtin front of the shack is a flaming cross
and by its light he can see the frightened faces of his brother and
sisters and by its light he can see the form of his mother bent over
in a corner, praying. One woman and seven children caught alone
in the great emptiness of a Southern plane and all nine year old
Georgie Woods can think of is the Klan has come and they will all
be dead.

But they did not die. The cross burned out and the Klan rode
off and suddenly, just as it had begun they were left all alone in the
dark. They had been left with their lives and the clothes on their
backs, but every other thing was gone. The cows and hogs and
everything else that would move were run off. What wouldn’t
move, except for the shack was destroyed.”

Death and destruction. Matter and mind. An absolute tyranny
of peace. How ironic, standing in stark contrast to the destroyed
lives was the awesome vegetation and arid land. Older people in
Georgia had a strong attachment to the land, the green was so
reminiscent of life itself. And yet there was the steelness of a white
oligarchy that kept blacks in check. This was the sovereign state
of Georgia.
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The Center Of
Southern Civilization

Nightfall and they are still there. Young Georgie Woods is
locked in this historical place. He had heard the tales, had
witnessed the mob violence that engulfed the life beings. What a
gulf existed between the races even when they shared virtually the
same space. Moving mourning. Georgie’s family had already
experienced that tyranny of peace, a certain stark desolation. Yet
there was hope. All they had was hope and history.

Flashback. We are still on Georgia soil. Palmetto spice. The
very air they breathed carried the scent of dead bodies. And yet
they continued to breath. It was the middle of March, just a few
days before the beginning of spring. “A mob of more than 100
desperate men, armed with Winchesters and shotguns and pistols
and wearing masks rode into Palmetto (Georgia) at 1 o’clock this
morning and shot to death four Negro prisoners, desperately
wounding another and with deliberate aim fired at four others,
wounding two, believing the entire nine had been killed. The
boldness of the mob and the desperateness with which the murder
was contemplated and executed, has torn the little town with ex-
citement and anxiety.”

All business has been suspended, and the town is under
military patrol, and every male inhabitant is armed to the teeth in
anticipation of an outbreak which is expected tonight.

Last night nine Negroes were arrested and placed in the
warchouse near the depot. The Negroes were charged with the
burning of the two business blocks here in February.

At 1 0’clock this morning the mob dashed into town while the
people slept.

They rushed to the warehouse in which the nine Negroes were
guarded by six white men.

The door was burst open and the guards were ordered to hold
up their hands.

Then the mob fired two volleys in the line of trembling,
wretched and pleading prisoners and to make sure of their work,
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placed pistols in the dying men’s faces and emptied the chambers.

Citizens who were aroused by the shooting and ran out to
investigate the cause were driven to their homes at the point of
guns and pistols and then the mob mounted their horses and
dashed out of town, back into the woods and home again.

None of the mob was recognized, as their faces were com-
pletely concealed by masks. The men did their work orderly and
cooly and exhibited adetermination seldom equaled under similar
circumstances.

The nine Negroes were tied with ropes and were helpless.

The guard was held at the muzzle of guns and threatened with
death if a man moved.

Then the firing was deliberately done, volley by volley. The
Negroes now dead are: Tip Hudson, Bud Cotton, Ed Wynn,
Henry Bingham.

1992 - Cypress Hill... “How I Could Just Kill A Man”
1892 - The peak reason for lynching Blacks.

Fatally shot and now dying : John Bigby shot but will
recover: John Jameson.

Arm broken: George Tatum

Escaped without injury: Ison Brown, Clem Watts.

The men who were guarding the Negroes are well known and
prominent citizens of Palmetto, and were sworn in only yesterday
as a special guard for the night.

The commitment trial of the Negroes was set for 9 o’clock this
morning,

Bud Cotton, who was killed, had confessed to the burning of
the stores in Palmetto, and had implicated all the others who had
been arrested.

The military having been sent by Governor Candler arrived at
10:40 o’clock this morning on a special train under command of
Colonel John Candler. The Negro population of Palmetto has fled
town and it is believed the Negroes are now congregating on the
outskirts and will make an assault upon the town tonight.

The place is in the wildest excitement and every citizen is
armed, expecting an outbreak as soon as night shall fall.

The Negroes left town in droves early this moming weeping
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and screaming and dogged and revengeful.

Reclaiming all of their past. The above description is relayed
to us by a 19th and early 20th century black journalist, Ida B Wells
Barnett, in her powerful book, Lynch Law in Georgia: A Six
Weeks Record in the Center of Southern Civilization as Faithfully
Chronicled by the Atlanta Journal and the Atlanta Constitution.

Palmetto spice and the power of historical memory more ex-
ample of Southern civilization in the pre Martin Luther King, Jr.
Georgia of the late 19th century. People in and around Palmetto
still remembers hearing of one of their great men of the cloth
suspended in mid air. Was he asked to sing a song in this strange
land.

A Persimmon Tree Holds Negro Preacher

Church services are over. They had been witnesses. Spring
has finally arrived and we are closing out an Easter service. In
black churches, Jesus hanging on the cross with blood running
from his side has special meaning. What a friend we have in
Jesus? Pass me not oh gentle savior. Please don’t pass me by.
Dinner was served in the church yard.

“‘Sunday night, April 24th, amobseized a wellknown preacher,
Elijah Strickland, and after savage torture, slowly strangled him
to death. The following account of the lynching is taken from the
Atlanta Constitution. Dateline: Palmetto, Georgia. April 24th
(Special).

“The body of Lige Strickland, the Negro who was implicated in
the Cranford murder of Sam Hose was found this morning
swinging to the limb of a persimmon tree within a mile and a
quarter of this place, as told in the Constitution extra yesterday.
Before death was allowed to end the sufferings of the Negro, his
ears were cut off and the small finger of his left hand was severed
at the second joint. One of these trophies was in Palmetto today.
On the chest of the Negro was a scrap of blood stained paper
attached with an ordinary pin...” Lige Strickland (The Rev. Elijah
Strickland) was halted directly opposite the telegraph office. The
noose was adjusted around his neck and the end of the rope was
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thrown over a tree. Strickland was told he had a chance before
dying to confess his complicity in the crime. He replied:
“I'have told you allT know, gentlemen. You can kill me if you

want, but I know nothing more to tell.”
This was the state of affairs in Georgia when Georgie Woods'
father, The Rev. Clinton Woods, was born. He too was a witness.
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Destinies

Memories. Destinies and Decisions. That has been Georgie
Woods’ life from the moment when his mother decided to leave
Georgia. His young mind knew the travails of life. But he had
confidence in his mother’s vision and trusted, implicitly, her
decision to come North. Destinies and decisions.

Decision, Says the Source
Decision Says the Source
links precision
Choose the one to strike
and strike hard.
The nail becomes
Desire.The anvil rings fire
Decision, Says the Source
cleans the inner chambers
of the mind.
Light enters and reveals
confusion
Decision, Says the Source
has two wings of light
one fusion, the other precision
---Henry Dumas

Precision, Destinies and Decisions. And all along there were
memories. Specific memories are scarce. Washed along the
Hudson River. What is most essential is that segment of the
Woods clan escaped.

Georgie and his younger brother, Randolph, reunite. Again it
is destiny that brings them face to face. Face to face with their past
decisions. Face to face with their own lives. Face to face with their
own special sense of history, their own memories. We posed the
questions and their respective responses are indicated as follows:
G=Georgie, M=Mo [the name Randolph which he has been
known by for so many years, speaks in the present. Q=Question.
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Q: What do you remember most about your mother?

M: She’s a sweet woman. She’s a spiritual woman. Very spiritual.
Home raiser.

G: Brought us all up here. Got us all out of there.

M: That’s right she brought us all up here.

G: All by herself.

M: She had stairsteppers.

Q: Do you remember the train ride up here?

M: You better believe it. It was a smokey train.

Q: Where were you sitting, under the heater?

M: I don’t know where I was at, but I knew I was dusty as hell.
G: It was a coach. I told you.

M: Back in them days, the coal, the coal...

G: They had to put coal in the engine to move the damn train.

M: It was me, George, Clarence, Billy (he was in a c.c. camp),
Irene.

Q: C.C. Camp, is a conservation camp?
M: He (Billy) used to be in conservation camp, fny oldest brother.
Clinton, named after my daddy. And my baby sister Irene.

Clarence was there and George, and me. Then there was Selma,
and Velma. That’s Irene’s two kids.
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Q: Did you go back there often?

M: I went there a couple of times afterward. It was still rough when
I went back the first couple of times. Prejudiced and all that kind
of stuff. Then after the late 50’s it started changing.

Q: Have you ever thought about moving back down there,
Randolph?

M:1don’tknow. I’ve been here solong [Harlem. Uptown. Mo Big
Manhattan]. I could manage down there. It wouldn’t bother me a
bit now. South Carolina, places like that are nice places to go.

Memories. Decisions and Destinies. Places to go and people
to see. I could manage down there. That is how Mo sees it. On the
other hand, George has no inclination or desire to go back to a
place where memories still burn in his mind like the hot sands of
North Africa.

Our Destiny

The night will not reply

In its pre-occupation with tomorrow
Living the centuries

not knowing the years.

And we sang our memory

Ritual rags lacquered with blood

In the passion of naked night

Obeying an incarnate instinct

To link the real with the unknown

Multiform in the universe
---Mbella Sonne Dipoko
(Cameroon, West Africa)

And we sang our memory...Obeying an incarnate instinct.
What else did Georgie Wood’s mother have but an incarnate
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instinct? Trusting in the lord. Believing always that she could,
with God’s help, make a way out of no way. That is the history of
Black people in the land. And yet their souls are anchored. No
matter how dusty the train ride, how bleak the future appeared,
Georgie’s mother knew that she would have to take that journey.
She had to do it all alone. Just her children. George, rightly said,
“Brought us all here. Got us all out of there.” In order to under-
stand the full implications of Georgie’s terse statement you have
to travel back in time, to another place, another sense of being in
the world. It was the 1930’s Georgia. A tough state for black
people. Oppresion was an everyday occurence, a spiraling destiny
for so many of those who stayed there.

A decade before Georgie Woods was born another black man
left the state of Georgia. Just as the Woods’ family went to New
York, the other Georgian, Thomas W. Harvey, went to Philadel-
phia. He is the generation of Woods’ parents, therefore vested
with a special memory. “Oh brother. In the South, particularly in
the rural sections, all Negro men worked under a contract. Many
a man never knew what was in the contract because they couldn’t
read it. He signed it by making a cross mark. He could break it but
the white man couldn’t break it. If he kicked all your teeth out and
you walked away, you broke the contract. No matter what he did
to you, you had to stay there because of the contract. Now, I can
remember when you were around May, June, July and especially
these big white farmers. If they needed labor there was nowhere
to get it from because all the Negroes were under contracts. See?
What he used to do, he’d go to the prison and buy them out so they
could be his laborers. Those days, when you walk into a little town
and you there the first two or three days or so, they won’t bother
you. But you stay around there a week and you’re locked up for
vagrancy. If some of those white farmers didn’t pay you out, you
went to prison...And in so many cases it was hard for the Negro to
pay the white man back. You always owed a little bit more. You
stayed, a little longer, you know. You always owed a little bit
more. I’ve known many Negroes just walked away. When I first
came to Philadelphia in 1918 I met a fellow on South street that I
knew at home.. And the time I saw him I knew who he was. I was
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so glad to see him and I walked up to him and said, ‘Hello,” his
name was Pickney. He looked at me and said, ‘I’'m afraid you got
the wrong fellow.” So I apologized and I looked at him. I said,
“You sure can pass for his twin brother.” And I walked away. He
called me, said, ‘Hey wait a minute (laughter). He knew I knew
him. He started to ask me about his mother.’

Women like Georgie’s mother had to encounter a lot to keep
their families together. The system of neo-slavocracy, farm ten-
ancy and oppression circumscribed the life chances/options of
black men. The disintegration of the black family has its roots in
the white oligarchy and peonage of the South. It is amazing to see
black families as intact as they are given the multifaceted system
of oppression they experienced.

To more fully comprehend what women like Mrs. Woods had
to go through we return to Thomas W. Harvey (who became
Marcus Garvey’s successor as President General of the Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)). Memories. ‘I remem-
ber, too, that those crackers in the South, were so determined in
getting black women. It was so bad in this particular town that I’ve
known occasions where if they met a Negro man and woman on
the street, they would run him away and they would take the
woman and use her. One particular place called Wallacoochee.
It’s between Douglas and Valdosta on the Georgia and Florida
Railroad. The Seaboard and Southern. It’s a junction there.
Wallacoochee was a hard place. If the Negro man was traveling
with a woman companion, especially if she was kind of attractive,
you know. If he had to stop and change trains there, especially at
night, he’d never make it through. If he survived, the nextday he’d
be in Lackahaw River swamp. They’d grab that woman and use
her all night. Wallacoochee was good for that. Everybody who
would travel up and down that line knew about Wallacoochee and
the things they would do in Wallacoochee. Yeah. And the Negro
neighborhood, there crawled around black snakes at night, you
know, and they’d catch a woman and force her, you know, have
their way with her. I recall my mother was very sick. Practically
bed ridden. I had to go into the center of town, at a drugstore, to
get a certain kind of medicine for her. On my way back, this
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undertaker shop was right on the corner. I had to goright by it. And
at the very back of it there was a kind of a vacant lot like. When
I got to the end of the building this white cracker stepped out in
front and he said to me, ‘Hey nigger. Where you going?’ Itold him
I was going home. ‘What you got?’ I said, ‘I only have medicine
for my mother.” He said, ‘Look nigger. You go on home and you
give your mammy that medicine. And you come back and find me
anigger gal. If you don’t, don’t you ever let me see you again.’ I
kept on walking. I went home and I didn’t come back. I just went
on about my business. I mentioned this to show you how bad
things was in the South where a Negro was concerned. You could
be sitting down in your home and all of a sudden the door fly open
and the town marshals or the police would walk in and start
looking in things and patting the women on the backside. You
know, just as though you wasn’t there. When they got good and
ready, they’d walk out. Usually they’d come and see what you're
doing. What you’re saying or what’s going on inside. So there was
no regard whatsoever for Negro privacy, his rights as a human
being or citizen. That was the last word, citizen. It seem to me, in
my mind, if you was a citizen you were entitled to some kind of
protection and so on. Just like everybody else. But that wasn’t the
case in the South. Not for the Negro. No. There was any number
of white people who were notorious for killing Negroes. Some of
them carried a gun and kept notches cut in the handle of the gun
to keep count of the Negroes they killed. You tell some people
they will think its a lie but that’s the truth. A white man arrested
and tried for killing a negro? Oh no! Only one case I remember.
Professor Ellis who ran the Negro school in Douglas, he arranged
for a fair in the fair ground and ordered all these shows and
everything. Of course, the white people came too. Everybody
went to it. Country-like, carnival-like things. There was a cracker
who lived in that town. He was a notorious rascal but he never had
any trouble with Negroes but he used to beat up white folks. When
he’d get on one of the drunks. I think what kept him up, he was a
professional painter. All of this fine painting and interior decora-
tion. That was his type of work. So one night he got on a spree and
he was rolling up cracker lips uptown and beating themup. So they
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said that he. . . .Stopped suddenly, he said, ‘God. I believe I'll go
out to the fair grounds and the first Negro he met he downed him
with a 45. Was standing over him with a gun in his hand. I was as
close to him as from here across the street.’

We have provided lengthy testimony from one black man who
lived to tell the story. There were many who did not. Some stood
up to protect their wives and daughters. Their remains are still
floating in some river. That is the background to the history of
Georgie Woods. It also helps to illuminate the circumstances that
gave rise to his mother’s hegira (flight). Nearly sixty years later
George and his brother look upon their mother’s ability to rescue
them from the ravages of southern oppression as a victory.

Harlem. New York City. The Big Apple. Ludella Woods and
her children arrived in Harlem. 1936. His father, the Rev. Clinton
Woods, stayed behind. One Chicago Defender headline read,
‘“There are as many leaving here that Waycross will be desolate
soon.’

Emptiness and now full. The tenements of Harlem were jam
packed. Migrants came from the deep South and the even deeper
Caribbean. It is the Harlem of the 1930’s and 1940’s. James
Baldwin rightly asserted, ‘If ever, indeed, the violence which fills
Harlem’s churches, pool halls and bars erupts outward in a more
direct fashion. Harlem and its citizens are likely to vanish in an
apocalyptic flood.’

In towns where all the shadows

are in different places and the seasons

of our thoughts have changed, killing

whatever blamed?? before in freedom and love,

men hug blighted night;

night covers their own damage

They dream with torn blankets over their heads.
-Owen Dodson

A train ride and the history of a race. What a difference a train

ride meant in the middle of the 1930’s. It is 1935. A Baltimore
Afro-American newspaper carried the following article in March
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of 1935. ‘An inherent hatred born of the white man’s chagrin at
finding male ex-slaves finally in a position to partially protect the
women of their race against the habitual ravishment to which
masters and overseers have subjected them, forms the basis of the
sex perversion responsible for Southern lynchings. . .In the case
of Claude Neal, a mob of Florida sadists tortured him for twenty-
four hours, just as cats torture mice before killing them, castrating
their victim, dismembering his genitals and stuffing them into his
mouth to compel him to eat his own flesh.’

Black men have experienced hell and beyond in these United
States. They move from place to place, hoping to find a place of
refuge, a place they can exercise the free rights of a person.
Ironically, the very year Georgie’s mother moved from Georgia
to New York. Terror struck the black community once again. This
time it was Royston, Georgia. Dateline, April 28, 1936, “Lint
Shaw, burly Negro farmer once saved from lynching through the
pleadings of an aged judge was shot to death by a mob of forty men
eight hours before he was to have gone to trial on a charge of
attempted criminal assault today. His body was found at dawn,
tied to a pine tree in a creek bottom near Colbert, Georgia, his
home. . .Plow lines, cut? on ropes used for guiding work animals
in the fields, were cut up to tie the Negro to the tree.” And the story
ends as follows, “Several hours after the lynching Shaw was
bound to the tree as throngs assembled on the nearby highway.
Terrified members of the Negro’s family refused to claim the
body.”

Bucked and scormned and scorned. Tragedy and triumph. It
wasn’t too long before Ludella Woods and her children were to
arrive in Harlem. The long journey North, and the even longer
pass South, had ended.

From the bottomless pit of hell, they trekked. As the sunshine
reached the sleepy face of young George this particular morning
he was in a new space, another place and time. From what George
has described as ‘a shack’ in Barnett, Georgia, this family had
relocated to the 6th floor of a housing establishment. They were
fulfilling their destinies.
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Still the Guy With the Goods
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Flash forward. Itis 1992, not 1936. George only recently returned
to the place where his childhood was spent. We had spoken with
him about returning to the very site, to reconnect, reinvent and
resuscitate. Over a month passed before this actually happened.
Woods actually returned to his old neighborhood. A week later he
was standing in front of a full auditorium of young people at
Barrett Junior High School in South Philly. Leaning forward with
the microphone in place, Georgie Woods asked, “How many of
you in this auditorium feel good about yourself? How many of you
in here feel bad about yourself? A young man put a hand up here.
Why do you feel bad about yourself? I want to find out. You don’t
know? He feels bad about himself. Let me tell you something.
When you feel good about yourself, everybody else will feel good
about you. Youmay be small. But you are as special, asimportant,
as everyone in this building. So don’t you ever feel bad about
yourself. You know I don’t feel bad about me. I feel good about
myself! I’'m so proud of me, I don’t know what to do sometime!
I want you to feel that way. Feel proud of yourself, and whatever
itis you wantto do, you can do it. The other thing I want to tell you
aboutis a dream and a goal. And don’t let anyone tell you that you
can’t accomplish whatever it is that you want to accomplish.
Okay?

Last week I was in New York. I was home in New York. I’'m
from Harlem. And we 're writing a book. I wanted to go back tomy
childhood, when I was a student like you. I went to every school
that I attended in New York, last week. Last Wednesday to be
exact. And guess what? Every school that I attended is no longer
there. The neighborhood has deteriorated. Every school. One
school, Frederick Douglass Junior High School is now a senior
citizen’s home. My elementary school, they tore it down and they
have a tree there. A tree. A small tree, too. My kindergarten is
boarded up like these houses I see in the black community.
Boarded up. There are boards all around there. We took pictures
of that because all of this will be in our book that is coming out
soon. The point I’m trying to make is that my childhood memories
flashed back to the schools that I attended. You know the only
thing that was standing from the period I was in New York is the
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poolroom. That’s the only thing that was still operating there...But
your childhood memories are memories that I hope you’ll carry
with you. Because I still have all of mine and that was a long time
ago. They are still with me. They will be until the day Ileave this
earth. And here, in this school, in this auditorium, I hope I can say
something to you this morning that will make you feel good about
yourself, make you feel proud of who you are.”

Feeling good about who he is has sustained Georgie Woods
over the years. No matter what the challenge, his self-respect and
self-confidence enabled him to emerge triumphantly. In addition
there were social, spiritual and ethical values passed on to him by
a loving and caring mother. He remembers, “the only music we
would listen to was gospel. There was no rock and roll around.
There was a little bit of jazz we would listen to, but we just came
from the South so we listened to gospel. My mother would listen
and I would hear it because she listened to it. She was very
spiritual. She believed in the hereafter and all of that.”

When asked what specific values his mother passed on to him,
that remain with him today, George responded, “you have to
work. She gave me working values. She taught me basic stuff like
that. We never went on welfare. That’s one thing. She didn’t want
that. She worked. She was a house cleaning lady, and my sisters
were working and my brothers were working. So we didn’t geton
welfare. We needed it but she didn’t want that.” She was a mother
of pride. He said his mother was ashamed to go on welfare. When
asked how he felt about it, George replied, “Well I would not want
it. Id try to avoid it, but I don’t think I’d be ashamed if I was in
that position.” Adding, a wry note to conclude the discussion.
George states, “ain’t nobody gave me nothing yet. I’'m waiting.”

Working and waiting!
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“Behold this maimed and broken thing, dear God; it was an
humble black man, who toiled and sweat to save a bit from the
pittance paid him. They told him: work and rise. He worked. Did
this man sin? Nay, but someone said another did- one whom he
had never seen nor known. Yet for this man’s crime this man lieth
maimed and murdered, his wife naked to shame, his children to
poverty and evil.”

---W.E.B. Dubois

Poverty and evil. Memories. Destinies and decisions. As-
signed to a life of poverty and miseducation, black families like
Georgie Wood’s, reverse the given order. They survive physical
and psychological abuse. They find refuge in the midst of a storm.
Bridge over troubled waters. Never entirely alone. “My sisters
were all older than the boys, and they had already gone to New
York. They were working as domestics. They were able to get
enough money to send us some money to get train fare to
N.Y....We had to travel to get a train, cause the train really didn’t
stop there [Barnett, Georgia]. They would slow down or some-
thing, they’d drop the mail off, but it didn’t really stop. You
couldn’t get on. You had to go to, I don’t recall where we got on
the train. I think it was Augusta.” George and his four brothers
(Randolph, Clinton, Billy and Clarence), joined their mother,
Mrs. Ludella Woods. “The girls had already gone to New York.”
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Going to school in New York

The sun hung high over Harlem. And Woods remembers;
Q: Where did you settle once you got to New York.

Woods: We were living at 2774 8th Avenue- 147th and 8th
Avenue. And the school that I attended first was around from

there- P.S. 90 that’s what they call it now.

Q: Were there any teachers there that you think were really
helpful?

Woods: Yeah, one of them used to have gray hair. I used to take
an apple to her. I used to go back and see her. She was very old,
but she died.

Q: What was her name?

Woods: Mrs. Sullivan.

Q: Were all your teachers white at that time?

Woods: Yeah! There were no black teachers!

Q: No black teachers at all?

Woods: Not that I ever saw. Back then? No!

Q: What do you remember about Mrs. Sullivan?

Woods: Well she would just keep us after school. Especially me,
I was like her pet. And she’d try to show me little things. I just
remember her. This was before elementary. Then in elementary

school there was Mr. Vitman. I remember him from P.S. 5.

Q: Did he encourage you as well?
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Woods: Yeah. He was kind of good. I remember him. I don’t
remember exactly what he did but I just remember the name. He
made an impression on me. I know that.

An earlier chronicler described Georgie’s life in the early New
York days, “The Woods’ arrived in Harlem, Ludella and the
children. Father stayed behind. Ludella and the kids stood in front
of a tenement house on 147th street and Eighth Avenue, which
was to be their new home. The tenement house was in a large street
and the Woods lived on the top floor of the tenement, six flights
up.

There was always something going onin the neighborhood. In
the basement of the tenement house was a speakeasy where
beautiful people would tip down the steps and knock on the door
and it would open and the people disappear inside. George would
look out of the window at night and watch the El go roaring and
clattering, with its flickering lights, down to the next station.

In the morning the El would rumble by and awaken young
George for another day of concrete and steel. Far from the
sunflowers, the com, the cotton and the warm Georgia sun.
Recalls where “I thought coming to the North would be better, but
it wasn’t because you have to buy everything. We grew every-
thing we ate back home.”

Memories, Origins and Destinies long way from home. He
began to learn anew. “I remember a bald headed teacher named
Hoffman. He was very nice to me and spent a lot of time helping
me. Being from the South I was so far behind. After I graduated
(P.S. 8) I would always go to him when I had a problem.”

As a young child George sought to find out who he was and
what he was going to do. As he became a young man in the streets
of Harlem, he grew toward an acceptance of his role as an
individual in this Rebublic. Somewhere between his home and
school, and the streets of New York, Georgie Woods learned to
care not only about himself but others around him. How did his
lengthy conversations with his partners, Ronald and Emnest,
impact George? What did it mean to have four brothers and four
sisters? Did they contribute toward the shaping of his growing
consciousness?
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Changes. “When I was in the South they used to play baseball
believe it or not. ButI got hit with the bat. I was the catcher, and
I was too close to the guy swinging and he hit me in the ear and
damaged my ear a little bit. So thats when I gave it up.”

When asked if he ran ball when he came North, George
replied, “No, cause we didn’t have any where to play. We didn’t
have any playgrounds or anything like that.”

Home for Georgie was a four bedroom apartment on the 6th
floor. He remembers three bedrooms “but we all slept together.”
Summertime in Harlem “We’d go to the park and go swimming.
We had a park there. McComb Park. On 14th street. They had
a swimming pool there, a city run pool. We’d go in there and
swim. We’d go in the park and play.”

His younger brother, Randolph (Mo) describes those days like
this, “We couldn’t come no further than St. Nicholas back in them
days. From down in the valley you got as far as St. Nicholas. To
come past that you had to fight those whities! You had a fight
everyday. Day and night. The white men and them Jews would
kick your ass if they caught you out there. Man, we had many
battles with them Irishmen. They were tough and some of them
Spanish boys.” George interrupts. “They’d fight you but then they
fought you with their fists. They didn’t take no weapons. It’s a
hell of a beating to get beat with your fist.” Mo restarts “But we’d
fight with fists. We fought like hell. You had to learn how to fight
or you would get your ass kicked. You just got your ass kicked
until you learned how to hold them up. That’s all.”

When Mo was asked what happened when they first came up
here, George replied, *“ They used to kick his ass everyday.” Mo,
“T aint get my ass kicked too tough everyday. I got into a lot of
fights. But I’d win most of mine. But I’d run like hell too. Til I
could get back at them. Then I’d come back. You bet your life,
shit. I’d come back. Stayed in trouble.” George echos, “He’d
shoot up a whole neighborhood.” Mo, “Shoot the covers off them
motherfuckers. They had trouble on their hands if they messed
with me. Fight to win. Ididn’t fool around that way.” Mo has a
hell of a story.

Turning again to Mo, we asked what he remembered most
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about George. He responded, “Greatest person in the world.”
Replied, “you just saying that because he’s your brother.” Mo,
“No, I'mtelling you like itis.” How about as a young kid though.
“He minded his business but he wasn’t no one to fool around with.
Very intelligent. Did you know he was going to go into show
businesslife? “Yeah, he used to be studying his style. I’d be trying
to play with the saxaphone. Right there at 510 W. 146th Street.”
At a time when George was thinking about being a sports an-
nouncer, like Mel Allen and later a disc jockey, his brother Mo,
wanted to play the Jazz saxaphone like Illinois Jacquet Arnett
Cobb and later Sonny Stilt and John Coltrane. He began boxing
around 129th & 7th Avenue. He still remembers the fight he lost
at Ridgewood Groove. Not only was he good with his hands, he
did woodwork and carpentry. Talking about big Mo, George's
brother.

What is it in George Wood's constitutive will that propels him
forward? How has he learned to cope with the hardships of life?
What has it meant for him to internalize the difficulties that have
shaped his life?

In reconstructing Georgie Wood's life story, one is struck by
his genuine interest in conveying to young people the importance
of getting an eduacation, of going to school. At the same point one
detects a sense of personal longing on his behalf. Seldom is it
stated as explicitly as it was in a speech he gave to parents from
diverse backgrounds assembled at the General David B. Birney
School, 9th and Lindley Avenue in Philadelphia, PA. This was
Family Night, June 9, 1992. His talk was preceded by Hmong and
Cambodian dancers, kindergarten singers (many of them African-
Americans), a community church choir, Mrs. Geraldine Gary of
the Mayor's Commission on Literacy next and then a recitation
(about the Say No To Drugs Club led by Ms. Gail Bullock.)

The auditorium of this school was crowded and it was hot this
night. A wide range of ethnics-at-large were there. After all it was
Family Night. The choice of Georgie Woods was a good one.
Many of the children assembled were familiar with Georgie
Woods through the potato chips line that bears his name.

On this particular day we had had an exhaustive interview or
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dialogue. Clearly, memories were encircling over subjects like a
vévi. Inside that circle of memory were elements of his past kept
locked within.

This was a receptive audience comprised of Blacks, Thais,
Hmongs, Vietnamese, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Columbians and
others. So many of them had come to Philly seeking a better life
for themselves and their children as well as their children's
children. George recalled his own mother's vision, her search for
abetterlife. He considered hisown destiny, his childhood thoughts
and still-present memories. Following a great introduction by one
of the teachers, Woods moved to the podium to share: “Let me say,
first of all, thank you for that great, great introduction. To Ms.
Bullock, thank you for those kind words. To the parents, the
teachers and all of the students here this evening...this, tome, is an
honor. Itis an honor not so much for what I'm going to say but what
I see here this evening. Itis a privilege and an honor to be among
you, to be able to say a few words to you, and to witness what I
consider to be the best in America right here tonight. This is what
America ought to be about...people working together. All differ-
ent kinds of people working together. I think that is what America
ought to be about. I hope you agree.

Since this is family night I guess it would be fitting for me to
speak a few words about my family and my life. But first to each
parent here tonight and those who are not even here- all this year,
every day- I have been visiting school after school giving a
message. You know what it is? (To the young people of our city-
believe me it has been an honor.) One of the most enjoyable
periods of my life has been this year. Talking with young people.

There are some things I want to say this evening that I don't
normally get a chance to say. Do you see these people with me this
evening? They are writing a book about me, my autobiography
[sic] and there will be some things in this book that most people
in the city of Philadelphia don't know about. Some will be
complimentary. Some will not be so complimentary. As aman, we
do some things that we are not proud of. And to write an
autobiography I kind of think you have to be truthful. That is all
that we can deal with- the truth.
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As I said before there are some things in the book that might
be embarrassing to me and I'm sure you'll be surprised when it
comes out. But I want you to remember one thing, I'M ONLY A
MAN. I'm not God. I'm not a saint. I'm not a preacher. I'm not a
teacher. I'm only a man. And that's the way the book will read so
don't get mad with me when it comes out. It will be interesting.

I would like to take a few minutes to tell you I came to
Philadelphia in 1953.1didn't have the chance that you have to get
the education that you can get from this school and other schools.
Many of you may not have known this but I did not have the
opportunity to graduate from high school. I only went to elemen-
tary school in New York City. I would have liked to have been
more educated because I don't know where I'd be. Maybe I would
be more than just on the radio. Maybe they would have something
else named after me other than a bag of potato chips. I don't know.

It wasn't easy because my mother died and left me motherless
and fatherless when I was 14 years old. I had to quit school to get
a job. Had to go to work. And every since then, except for the time
I spent in the Navy during World War II, I have been working. I
don't know how much money I have paid in social security. But
I've been paying a whole lot. Since I was 14 years old...(Pauses for
a moment). My mother died as I said. (Woods resumes the
powerful narrative.) When we came from Georgia I was 9 years
old or when we gotran out of Georgia, because the oppression that
was there was more than my family could bear. We got chased out
of Georgia and we went to New York looking for a better life. If
any of you in this room are looking for a better life I, can respect
you for that. When we got to New York after leaving the farm in
Georgia I was 9 years old. A few years later my mother died and
I had to go to work.

One of the things that I remember most of all about the death
of my mother is that I couldn't go to the funeral. See, I didn't have
any clothes to wear to the funeral so I had to watch the hearse take
her away. And I couldn't pay her the last respect because I just
didn't have anything to wear.”

Memories. Destinies and Decisions.
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Discoveries
1943

Witness I - Eartha Kitt
“On my way to school one morning all the windows of the stores
were shattered. Glass was sprangling the sidewalks, things were
scattered helter - skelter from pillar to post. A storm must have hit
during the night, I thought, or maybe this is what they told me
down South was going to happen: The buildings falldown on top
of people and kill them. In wonderment I sat in the class as Mrs.
Bishop explained. A white policeman had walked into a bar -
Small's Paradise - in Harlem and shot a black man in the stomach,
for no apparent reason. The people took to violence. Every store
from east side to the west side, from 110th street to 155th street
was ransacked. Only those - who had been fair in trade were
untouched. Mrs. Bishop had brought a radio from home for us to
hear President Roosevelt say ‘I understand the anger, but not the

"”

-Confessions of A Sex Kitten
Witness II - James Baldwin

“On the 29th of July in 1943, my father died. On the same day,
a few hours later, his last child was born. Over a month before
this, while all our energies were concentrated in waiting for these
events, there had been in Detroit, one of the bloodiest race riots
of the century. A few hours after my father’s funeral, while he lay
in state in the undertakers chapel, a race riot broke out in Harlem.
On the morming of the 3rd of August, we drove my father to the
graveyard through a wilderness of smashed plate glass.”

. ... Notes of a Native Son
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Witness III - Georgie Woods
“Iwas there. I was somewhere on 145th street. It started at the
Braddock Hotel. I was going to the Apollo to see somebody. I
didn't know who it was. I was very young and a man named Wilt,
who was head of the NAACP, was speaking to the people. A
soldier got shot. I was there then, but Ididn't get involved with it
because I lost all my clothes. I had my suit in the pawn shop....
They broke into the pawn shop and took all the clothes out. Yeah.
Zoot Suit. Man, I lost my best shit in the riot.... The stores were all
empty the next day and for the next 2 to 3 days we counldn't get
any food.”
....Page from I'm Only A Man

Eartha Kitt, James Baldwin and Georgie Woods all witnessed
the Harlem Riot of 1943. Eartha and George were still in school,
still searching for their origins and destinies. Baldwin was discov-
ering his, out of school and in the mean streets of Harlem and The
Village. Eartha Kitt's mother had sent her to Harlem to live with
an aunt. Georgie's mother had brought him to this sacred site and
Baldwin was a Native son whose now dead father had been born
in New Orleans, Lousiana. They were there as witnesses. Bald-
win continues:

“After the funeral, while I was downtown desperately cele-
brating my birthday, a Negro soldier, in the lobby of Hotel Brad-
dock, got into a fight with a white policeman over a Negro girl.
Negro girls and white policemen, in and out of uniform - were part
of the furniture of the lobby of the Hotel Braddock and this was
certainly not the first time such an incident had occured. It was,
destined, however, to receive an unprecedented publicity, for the
fight between the policemen with the shooting of the soldier.
Rumor, flowing immediately to the streets, outside, stated that the
soldier had been shot in the back, an instantaneous and revealing
invention, and that the soldier had died protecting a Negro
woman. The facts were somewhat different - for example, the
soldier had not neen shot in the back, and was notdead, and the girl
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seems to have been as dubious a symbol of womanhood as her
white counterpart in Georgia usually is, but no one was interested
in the facts. They preferred the invention because this invention
expressed and corroborated their hates and fears so perfectly. It
is just as well to remember that people are always doing this.
Perhaps many of these legends, including Christianity, to which
the world clings, began their conquest of the world with just such
concerted surrender to distortion. The effect, in Harlem of this
particular legend was like the effect of a lit match in a tin of
gasoline. The mob gathered before the doors of the Hotel Brad-
dock simply began to swell and to spread in every direction, and
Harlem exploded...

“It wasn't really a race riot... This was a looting riot. It wasn't
blacks against whites. So you can'tcall it a race riotreally. It was
justariot.” That is George's recent memory of the 1943 Harlem
uprising.

Ironically, Georgie Woods first Harlem is enclosed in race
riots. In less than a year after the 1935 Harlem race riot George
came to live in that city. Seven years after his arrival and less than
a year after the 1943, George had enrolled in the U.S. Navy.

Flashback. Some look back. ItisMarch 19, 1935. Around the
same time as the Baltimore Afro-American story read, “Lynching
Termed A Type of Daire Sex Perversion,” and just a few months
before the Oxford, Mississippi News: “Ellwood Higginbotham
Negro on trial here for the murder of a white man, was taken from
the Lafayette county jail last night and lynched by a mob. He was
seized while a jury was out deliberating his case.” The Scottsboro
“Boys” case not far away, lights flashing all around, illuminating
the very space they occupied. The great migration carried many
to Harlem, and the walls came tumbling down. Spring time is
imminent. This is Harlem. Let us survey the landscape or should
we say cityscope. Destiny. Origins. Stages. Slow down. Some-
times Irhyme slow. 1935.

Harlem has 21 elementary schools, five junior high schools,
one senior high and the very last school built in this sprauling com-
munity was erected at 135th street and Edgecombe Avenue in
1925, A full decade prior. Classrooms dark and stuffy, black-
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boards old and defective, wooden floors of this school dirty.

The report on Harlem schools issued by Mayor La Guardia's
Commission on the Harlem Race Riot noted: “Let us take a look
at, perhaps, the worst of these schools, P.S. 89, at the corner of
135th street and Lenox Avenue, which was built in 1889 and had
an addition made toitin 1895. This school contains, in an extreme
degree, all the bad features of the schools of Harlem. First of all,
within a radius of two blocks of the school, there are 18 beer
gardens, 6 liquor stores, 4 movie picture houses and 2 hotels
alleged to be disreputable, besides one solid block of rooming
houses known to be the center of vice and the hideouts of narcotics
and other criminals.”

Because the schools in Harlem generally did not have ade-
quate recreation facilities, children were forced to play in the
streets. It was the only section of the city without a nursery. No
program to deal with young children's health problems. The lack
of nourishment was responsible for low vitality and made the
children susceptible to disease. Malnutrition and tuberculosis
threatened the lives of so many Harlem children.

When you consider the values of well being existing for black
families of Harlem during the period George's family moved
there, it is easy to conclude that the odds were more disposed
toward his failure than his success. One of the unique features of
so many black families is the absolute fanatical resolve to make it,
to be sure that the children go to school, to create life options when
there really appears none.

In listening to Georgie Woods recount his personal encoun-
ters and the many hardships facing his own family, it is nothing
short of astonishing that he surmounted all the challenges and won
out. That is a testament to his resolve to make it.

He entered a Harlem torn by a recent rebellion.
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Witness IV

Death hiccups like water under the keys

Death is a hurt bird

Death wanes

Death vacillates

Death is an easily - offended patyura

Death expires in a white swamp

of silence.

Swelling of night to the four corners

of the dawn

Somersaults of immobile death

tenacious fate

cries erect on this mute earth

shall not the splendour of this

blood burst forth?
....Aimé Césaire
Return to My Native Land

Periscoping those city scenes. Landmarks of destiny. The
bright sun shines in their back doortoday. Moonlight and the soul
surrenders await their own rendezvous with destiny, just as Geor-
gie Woods awaited his own tenacious fate.

When you consider that George's mother, like many black
heads of households spent 50%-60% of her income on rent, the
scenario becomes even clearer. The black population of Harlem
reached 204,630 by 1934. George's brother Randolph said, “When
I got to this town here, I thought this was the greatest thing I ever
saw in my life. Ijustdidn't want to believe this. I was 5 years old
when I got here.” Maybe it is only a matter of perspective. Given
where the Woods' family came from, Harlem was a way out. For
others it was bleak. They had already seen death expire in a white
swamp of silence. Whatelse was there tosee? These observations
and experiences developed in Georgie Woods a resolve of steel
that exists to this very day. Man reaches a point in his life where
he knows absolutely nothing about the back up.

A7



Discoveries

Decision, says the source
has two wings of light
one fusion, the other precision.

It was during Georgie Woods first seven years in New York,
one might observe, that he learned basic fundamentals of how to
survive in an urban metropolis. By the time he became a teenager,
he had spent sufficient time in the street to be conversant with
‘living just enough for the city!’

Those first seven years (1936-1943) were pivatal in his devel-
opment. Coming to New York in a post depression to depression
period and remaining there through World War II, enabled George
to witness the very origin of modern urban blight that now engulfs
city after city in the U.S.A.. What many who came North like
Woods’ family did notrealize was that many of the conditions that
prevailed in the South were also evident in N.Y. Is it not reason-
able to assume that part of the baggage they brought North was
their special memory? The following incidents during the 1935
race riots help illuminate things: “Atabout 2:30 in the afternoon
of March 19, 1938, Limo Rivera, a 16 year old colored boy, stole
a knife from a counter in the rear of E.H. Kress & Company on
125th street. He was seen by the manager of the store, Jackson
Smith, and an assistant, Charles Hurley, who were on the balcony
at the time. Mr. Hurley and another employee overtook the boy
before he was able to make his escape through the front door.
When the two men took the knife from Rivera's pocket and
threatened him with punishment, the boy in his fright tried to cling
to a pillar and bit the hands of his captors.” This led to back and
forth motion. The presence of an ambulance and later a hearse
only contributed to the spread of a rumor that a young black boy
had been killed by a white officer. According to the Riot Commis-
sionreport: “A hearse which was usually kept in a garage opposite
the store on 124th street was parked in front of the store entrance
while the driver entered the store to see his brother-in-law. The
rumor of the death of the boy, which became now to the aroused
Negro shoppers an established fact, awakened the deep-seated
sense of wrongs and denials and even memories of injustices in
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the South. One woman was heard to cry out that the treatment was
"just like down South where they lynched us! The deep sense of
wrong expressed in this remark was echoed in the rising resent-
ment which turned the hundred or more shoppersinto an indignant
crowd.”

A study of this urban racial rebellion of 1938 and subsequent
ones reveal a strikingly similar pattern. The report continues,
“From its inception, as we have pointed out, the out break was a
spontaneous and unprecedented action on the part, first of women
shoppers in Kress Store and later of the crowds on 125th street that
had been formed as the result of the rumor of a boy's death in the
store, as the fever of excitement based upon this rumor spread to
other sections of the community, other crowds formed by many
unemployed standing about the streets and other onlookers sprang
up spontaneously. Atno time does it seem that these crowds were
under the desertion of any single individual or that they acted as
part of aconspiracy against law and order. The very susceptibility
which the people in the showed towards the rumor, which was
more or less vague, depending upon the circumstances under
which it was communicated....was due to the feeling of insecurity
provided by years of unemployment and deep seated resentment
against the many forms of discrimination which they had suffered
as a racial minority.”

Although Georgie Woods had not yet arrived in Harlem at the
time of the March 19, 1935, racial upheaval, he arrived in time to
experience the hardships that led to the so-called Harlem Race
Riot of 1943. The latter uprising did far more damage and because
of when it occured (World War II) had far greater implications.

It was August 8, 1943, a black soldier, his mother and his lady
were leaving the lobby of the Braddock Hotel at the corner of
125th Street and Eights Ave, (a block away from the Apollo
Theatre and across the street from the Amsterdam News). Diffi-
culty occurred between the hotel clerk and a Black woman. A
white policeman's behaviorin taking charge of the woman brought
this comment from the soldier-still in uniform-*“You wouldn't do
that to one of your group.” An altercation took place between the
soldier and the police resulting in the soldier getting hold of the
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officer's night stick. He struck the police officer whodrew his gun
and shot the soldier in the shoulder.

Street Rumor: “A colored soldier has been killed by a white
cop in the Braddock Hotel. He was shot in the back while his
mother looked on.”

It wasn't long before crowds gathered in front of the Braddock
Hotel, the 123rd street police station between 7th and 8th Avenue
and the Sydenham Hospital at 123rd street and St. Nicholas
Avenue. By 1:17 A.M. on August 2, 1943, the first bottles were
thrown. Plate glass window smashed. Night found the Harlem
streets full from 112th street to 145th and the geographical over
from Lenox to Eigth Avenue. The very site where Georgie Woods
first moved in Harlem, was located along the rebellious crowds'
thoroughfare.

The Braddock Hotel in Harlem was the site of an absolute
tyranny of place. It had been the lodging place for so many black
entertainers in bygone years, one of the few decent places for a
black man to lay his head. Only a few years earlier the agricultural
scientist, George Washington Carver had been refused service at
a downtown New York hotel.

Destinies. Discoveries. Decisions. Consider the source.

Bloods moved through the streets of Harlem like the A train
conducted by Sun Ra. Space bloods exercising new options. One
woman bragged, “I've got enough fur coats to last me the rest of
my life.” Slowly they moved. Treasure seeking in the dark of night
and amidst the wreckage. Summertime and the living is hard. Not
Gershwin. Concrete disorder. A white shop keeper remarked,
“They have pent-up hatred and the first thing you know, anything
happens. I don't think the Braddock Hotel was important. Any
incident would have set if off.”

White policeman commented, “Looting is just a national
instinct. They don't know better. They're just like savages. Don't
belong in a civilized country in my estimation...belong back in a
tree...only thing missing is a tail.”

Black taxi driver explains: “The colored people are just mad.
My daughter, she's been tocollege and can't get a job butat $1200.
My son-in-law, discriminated and mistreated.”
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What is the emotional ‘precondition’ for such an urban racist
rebellion?

World War II and the burden of democracy in a white
oligarchic space.

What led to this war within a war zone?

*The mistreatment of black soldiers.

*Landlord exploitation.

*Poor housing.

*Lack of adequate recreational facilities

*Merchant exploitation

*Mistreated from the Isles of the Pacific to Camp Stewart,

Georgia

*Riotsrocked the cities of Beaumont, Texas, Detroit, Michgan,

Chester, PA, Mobile, Alabama and soon to be Philadelphia,

PA.

Seven to one. That was the stakes. But blacks were still in the
game, at land and at sea.

A black business man in Harlem argued that the policemen
were more interested in graft than in enforcing the law. He felt that
the only people protected in the streets of Harlem were criminals
and hoodlums.

Insecurity. Fear. Frustration and resentment engulfed this
community. Some began to realize that it was more important to
drain the swamp than it was to treat each case of malaria as it
appears.

Going In The Navy

These were the conditions that prevailed in Harlem at the time
George decided to go into the Navy. George explains just what
was happening in his life at the time he decided to seek new op-
portunities in a racially circumscribed place.

Q: Why did you decide to go into the Navy?

Woods: All my brothers had gone in. It wasn't easy to get a job. It
was a thing where you had the war type mentality, and I wanted
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to be a man like everybody else.

Q: Where you gung ho about fighting?

George: No, I wasn't really into that. It was a way to eat. It was a
job. You could say you travelled. See the world. They put the signs
up, the girls and all that stuff. I said I can go in the Navy and see
the world. That's what I did. At my age my sister signed for me.
Q: Was your sister like your guardian?

Woods: Yeah.

Q: Your mother had died by this time?

Woods: My mother had died.

Q: Where did you live after that?

Woods: I moved in with one of my sisters.

Q: What was her name?

Woods: Peola. We were all split up. My oldest sister had my
youngest brother. So we were living in different places. When the
sister I was living with got married, I had to move on my own.

Q: Where did you move then?

Woods: Imoved to 123rd and 7th Avenue. 1 had a room there with
some ladies.

Q: Was it difficult to get that place?
Woods: No it was only $2 dollars a week rent.

Q: Was this the West Indian lady?
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Woods: No, this was before that.

Q: So you just walked through Harlem to find a room?

Woods: No. You'd go somewhere where somebody knew the
people. My sister knew them so she recommended me. So they
would charge $2 dollars a week which wasn't bad. You could
shine shoes and try to get $2 dollars to pay the rent.

Q: Did you shine shoes up near the Apollo Theatre?

Woods: No, I never shined shoes there. I delivered papers. The
Sunday Daily News. You could get 3 cents per paper then. So I
used to do that. Most of the time I got robbed.

Q: What do you mean you got robbed?

Woods: Well the big guys would justrob you when you sold news-
papers. Then I would shine shoes on Sunday in front of the church.
I think it was a nickel to shine shoes. I used to hustle pretty good.

Q: Do you remember your first show you saw at the Apollo?

Woods: Ireally didn't go to the Apollo that much. Downtown is
where we went.

Q: Where downtown did you go?

Woods: The Paramount.

Q: What shows were down there?

Woods: Frank Sinatra used to play down_there.
Q: Were you a Sinatra fan?

Woods: No, but I went there. I liked Sonny Stitt and people like
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that. But they didn't have shows like we have now, or like we used
tohave. They started in the late 50's. They had variety shows, with
dancers and comedians and that type thing. I didn't go for that.

Q: Who did you see doing a show the way you later began doing
it?

Woods: No one was doing it then. We started it. It wasn't really a
disc jockey thing. Willie Bryant used to do a show called the
‘Children's Hour’ or something like that, and he had a show at the
Apollo, but it wasn't anything where he had popular artists
appearing on it. They would dance and sing and tap dancers and
that kind of stuff. I went to see Sinatra at the Paramount.

Q: Did you hear Count Basie?

Woods: Yeah, cause once in a while he'd play downtown, and he'd
play at the Apollo. I'd seen him down at the Capitol Theatre along
time ago.

Q: How about Louis Jordan?

Woods: No, I never saw him. He was good then. He played the

Apollo and places like that. It was a different kind of show. They
had comedians and tap dancers and all kinds of stuff.

Q: Did they have matinees at that time period?

Woods: They had matinees. They were shows that appealed basi-
cally to the older people. Once in a while they'd do jazz. We were
mostly into jazz at that time.

Q: That was the Bebop period?

Woods: Dizzy Gillespie, Sonny Stitt, Charlie Parker, that's who

we were listening to.
It was the 1940's. The Age of Bopping. Charlie Parker, Dizzy
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Gillespie, Nelson Boyd, Kenny Clarke and others created the
maximum music for the outsiders, those who knew the value of
walking on the wild side. What is important to understand it that
Georgie Woods came to maturity the same period as Malcolm X
did in the streets of Harlem. It was an era when BeBop music
represented the aesthetic choice of so many in his generation.
Cold. Cold. Heart. He remembers hearing Dinah Washington
even when she was a vocalist with the Lionel Hampton Band
(1943-1945). Woods recalled, “Dinah Washington had a big
influence on me. I liked her.” This is long before she sang “This
Bitter Earth,” ‘A Rocking Good Way,” and ‘What A Difference A
Day Makes.’

Witness V: Justice Thurgood Marshall

One day George was walking around Harlem, hanging out at
the poolroom. The next day he was in the U.S. Navy. We are
talking about a different era in American History. In order to gain
a greater sense of the climate at that time let us turn to a recent
speech by Former Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall.
Racial memory and the history of a people. Justice Marshall made
these comments on July 4, 1992, at Independence Square in
Philadelphia upon receiving the coveted gold Liberty Medal. “I
would bear in mind that as late as through World War II the
Southern influence in government insisted on maintaining rigid
segregation in the armed forces even if it meant losing the war.
They considered segregation more important. I think it is high
time that the Negro and other people in this country who believe
inright, Say, “You either pass civil rights or all right, let's slow the
country down!” Voice of an octogenarian witness.

Navy Black
Prior to Georgie Woods going into the Navy, black civilians

led the fight to break down the walls of segregation that prohib-
ited blacks from becoming full participants in the war effort. What
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was the basis for the outcry relative to the mistreatment of blacks
in the U.S. Navy? Six reasons were offered:

» The navy was making little use of Negro seamen, except as
stewards on sea-going ships.

o Men trained at the naval schools were assigned to menial
laboring jobs in shore depots, and in some cases under civilian
direction.

« There were no commissioned officers; petty officer ratings were
being withheld from Negroes. There were no Negro chaplains,
and only two Negroes had been accepted for training as commis-
sioned medical officers in the Naval Reserve.

» No Negroes were in attendance at the Naval Academy.

+ No Negroes had been admitted to the Naval Aviation branch
except as ground service men and mess attendants at aviation
shore establishments.

« Negro trained seamen and service school graduates were not
permitted to work at their specialties, but were assigned for the
most part to ammunition and supply depots as stevedores.

Georgie Woods and other black Navy men were beneficiaries
of the protracted struggle to convince the U.S. Armed Forces to
practice democracy in their fight for four freedoms. Lt. Dennis D.
Nelson U.S.N. illuminates conditions in his highly informative
work, “The Integration of The Negro Into The U.S. Navy”. Nelson
states, “Early in 1942, the Navy began to accept qualified Negroes
for general service ratings. In September 1942, Negro service
schools were opened at Great Lakes and Hampton Institute. In
February 1943, volunteering was terminated and the navy began
to receive its personnel from selective service. It was at this point
that a tremendous increase in Negro personnel started to place a
strain on the navy's facilities and on the navy's policy of segrega-
tion.”

Since white navy personnel did not know how to administer
blacks in responsible positions the U.S. Navy issued the following
directive: ALNAV 7 AUGUST 1944

ADMINISTRATION OF NEGRO PERSONNEL

“To obtain the best results in the utilization of Negro person-

nel, intellegent leadership, including active interest in the welfare
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of subordinates and realistically sympathetic understanding of the
problems of Negro sailers must be stressed.

In recognition of widespread uncertainties and misconcep-
tions concerning the supervision of Negro personnel the Bureau
had set up indoctrinal training programs to better prepare officers
for this type of duty. The shore establishments have had the oppor-
tunity to send officers to this specialized training, and in addition
the Bureau has endeavored to assign officers with the desired
background and training to activities having large numbers of
Negroes. Indoctrinal training will be continued and is available to
officers nominated by all interested commands.

Nevertheless, incidents have come to the attention of the
Bureau which indicate that in some cases officers assign duties in
connection with the supervision of Negro personnel because of
poor leadership ability, lack of understanding of the problem, or
for other reasons, are not suited to this type of work.Continued
wider participation of Negroes in naval activities, both ashore and
afloat, makes it increasingly necessary that close attention be
given to the type of supervision they have.

It is expected of each officer assigned to to the command of
Negro personell that personal attitudeds inimical to the best
interest of the Naval service be completely suppressed. However,
itis recognized that certain officers will be temperamentally better
suited for each command than others. Accordingly it is directed,
that all commands give close attention to the proper selection of
such officers and to the constant review of their qualifications for
this program.”

By the time Georgie Woods went into the U.S. Navy, things
were relatively better for blacks. The year following his mother's
death had left him virtually without familial support. It was a
challange just to keep food, clothing and shelter together. But he
managed. “Well you know, all my brothers were in the Army. The
Navy appealed to me because they saidif you joined the Navy you
could travel and see the world, meet a girl with a grass skirt. You
know bullshit like that. Plus it was a way of getting out of the
ghetto. That was my escape. It was nothing in the streets of New
York. I couldn't get a job in New York. The Navy was a way of
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surviving.”

In order to survive, in or out of the Navy you had to have
certain skills, at that time there were two schools for blacks
seeking specialized training: Camp Robert Smalls (Great Lakes,
Illinois - The Chicago Area/and Hampton Institute Virginia). In
Woods' case he did his basic training at Camp Robert Smalls. It
was a school for gunners, radiomen, quartermasters, signalmen,
yeoman, storekeepers, cooks, and bakers. By September 1943,
blacks could participate in shore patrol training and by February
1944, they opened seperate facilities to train blacks as aviation
metalsmiths and gunner's mates. The main area of the Service
School Command at Great Lakes was close to “Negro service
schools” at Camp Smalls.

Dennis Nelson in The Integration of The Negro Into The U S.
Navy,informs us, “The Navy's monthly quota of Negros mounted
quickly from 2,700 to 5,000, then to 7,350 and finally to 12,000.
As the influx of Negro selecties increased, the Navy soon discov-
ered that it could not find employment for all of them in shore
installations. It also discovered that this complete cross section of
the Negro community included a large number of men possessing
technical skills lost to the Navy “and therefore to the war effort”
under a policy that prevented the assignment of Negros to the
fleet. In the meantime, segregation continued to be in effect.”

Full effect. Sometime they rhyme slow. Who's the Black
Sheep? Who's the Black Sheep. Puppets of chaos. But this was the
Navy Black in the 1940's.

The Crisis Magazine (Official organ of the NAACP) of 1940
offered the following critique of the Navy's partisan attitude
toward blacks: “Our taxes help keep up the Naval Academy
Annapolis where our boys may not attend. They helped to main-
tain the numerous naval bases, navy yards, and naval air bases
from which we are excluded. Of the great sums that go for wages
and salaries we get but a few pennies. The training in numerous
trades and skills which thousands of whites received and used in
civilian life is not for us! The health care, the character building,
the training in efficiency, the travel and education - all at the
expense of the tax payers - are for white only!
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This is the price we pay for being classified as a race, as mess
attendance only! At the same time we are supposed to be able to
appreciate what our white fellow citizens declare to be the vast
difference between American democracy and Hilterism.”

A false churl and a false justice?

Memories. Destinies. Origins. For such a day as this.

Let my children
rise

in the path

of the morning
up and go forth
on the road

of the morning
run through the fields
in the sun

of the morning
see the rainbow
of Heaven:
God's curved
mourning
calling.

A false justice and a false churl?

During, before and after the period Georgie Woods served in
the U.S. Navy, that branch of the combined armed forces, like
others, considered blacks to be less than human. This was mani-
fested in somany ways. George Woods tells a story about one such
experience. Itreveals George in a pre-nation conscious state. Like
the Hip Hop contingent - ‘The Geto Boys’ - He may have thought
that his mind was playing tricks on him. Remember he was only
16 years when he went into the Navy.

Q: What did that two year period in the Navy do to heighten your
consciousness?

Woods: Well, we were coming out of Virginia and the bus stopped

to eat. But they wouldn't serve the black guys. And we had to go
around the back part toeat. We were all in the Navy together. They
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tore the place up.

Q: Who did?

Woods: All of us. We were sailers together black and white.

Q: Both blacks and whites fought the restaurant.

Woods: Yeah. They said if they [blacks] cant eatin here, nobody's
gonna eat here. Thats what happen. Somewhere over in Virginia

just before we got into Washington.

Q: In other words you were leaving the Williamsburg - Hampton
- Norfolk are going into DC.

Woods: All the guys stationed there from N.Y. had to go the same
way.

Q: And you were on your way...

Woods: We were on our way home.

Q: And you stopped in the restaurant...

Woods: Yeah. We stopped to get a hamburger or hot dog. Some
shit like that. And that's the first time that I realized...Ididn't really
realize anything. I was young then. I didn't realize anything. It
didn't mean anything to me. It was just an incident that happened.

Later it became signifigant, as I got older.

Q: So by the time that the sit-ins began a decade or more later did
you think of it?

Woods: I thought about it but it didn't occur to me that it was
discrimination. I didn't think about it.

Q: When did it occur to you that it might be discrimination? How
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long after the time it happen?

Woods: Well, it took a while. It was just an incident that made me
start reading about different denials that were being perpetrated
against blacks.

Q: Did people talk about discrimination much while in the
Navy?

Woods: No. They didn't.
Q: Why?

Woods: It just never came up. During the war it didn't come
up, cause they were all together. Like in World War I, if you were
in the service you knew you were in the service. And that's the way
that was. We knew that all the blacks got all the worst assignments
and all of the shit jobs. But we just didn't care. That was the way
it was.

Mutiny and Riots

There were some black men in the Navy who just wouldn't
stand for things being the way they were. A hunger strike was
staged by nineteen seamen who actively fought against discrimi-
natory practices. Throughout the whole war period, disorders
occured. Every effort was made to keep the lid on. Dispite these
efforts Dennis D. Nelson, Lt. U.S.N., writes: “These disorders,
tantamount to mutiny and riot, were disturbances in which negro
naval personell on the Island of Guam claim they suffered fre-
quent unprovoked annoyances and assults by white marines bases
on the island, beginning the summer of 1944 and reaching a
climax with an unsuccessful venture at retaliation by a group of
negro sailers on christmas night on the same year. [This is before
Charlie Broom's christmas songs]. Negro personnel considered
work conditions untenable, for although this was an active theater
of war only whites were armed during work hours in danger zones.
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They also complained of lack of reasonable promotions and the
failure to place class ‘A’ school graduates in fields for which they
were trained. Added to these conditions were the numerous
instances of violence suffered at the hands of white marines, who
objected to the attention shown native girls in the village of
Agama and about the island by negro personel of the base.”

Brothers working their usual magic.

Nelson continues, “Forty five negro navy men had been
convicted by court marshall and given stiff sentences ranging
from four months to four years for participating in the uprising.”
Similar to the Georgia justice Woods' progenitors knew so many
moons ago. How many seasons asked Ayo Kuré Armah?

Again Nelson informs us of the Navy black experiences,
“Rumor had it that a negro sailor had been killed and another shot
by a white marine on Christmas day. That brought matters to a
head, and Christmas night after forty Negro Navy men left the
depot without permission in three commandeered military ve-
hicles, presumably to wreak vengeance upon the Marine Corps
Military police who found arms and ammunition in the unauthor-
ized vehicles.”

Perhaps three of the most noted incidents involvong Blacks
and the U.S. Navy were:

*The Seabee's Discharge Case of the 80th Battalion in October,
1943,

+The Port Chicago Mutiny at San Francisco, July 7, 1944.

*The Guam Disorders, December 25, 1944.

*The Seabee Hunger Strike at Camp Rousseau, Port Hueneme,
California, March 1945, It was staged by Black Seaman in mass
protest against discriminatory practices and the lack of promo-
tions.

The Post Chicago Mutiny

The incident that has received the most sustained and detailed
scholarly attention has been the Port Chicago Mutiny. The recent
publication of Robert L. Allen's book, The Port Chicago Mutiny.
His graphic description takes us to the scene. “The fateful,

62







Georgie presenting a check to NAACP executive officer Gertrude Barnes
and Hopson Reynolds, Grand Exalted ruler of the Elks



Georgie Woods: I'm Only A Man

moonless night of Monday, July 17, 1944, was clear and cool. A
slight breeze was blowing from the Southwest. Two cargo ships
were tied up at the Port Chicago pier, and under floodlights work
was preceeding at full speed.

Tied to the inboard, landward side of the pier facing down-
stream was the E.A. Bryan. Taking on explosives night and day,
the Bryan had been moved to Port Chicago for four days. Ninety-
eight men of Division Three were hard at work loading the ship,
and by ten o'clock that night the ship was loaded with some 4,600
tons of ammunition and high explosives. Disaster struck about
10:17 p.m.

Witness VI- Cyril Sheppard

“I was sitting on the toilet- I was reading a letter from home:
Suddenly there were two explosions. The first one knocked me
clean off...I found myself toward the wall...Men were screaming,
the lights went out and glass was flying all over the place. I gotout
to the door...That thing bad...the whole building was turned
around, caving in. We were a mile and a half away from the ships.
And so the first that came to my mind, I said, ‘Jesus Christ’, the
Japs have hit.”

Witness VII- Joe Small (Lying In His Bunk)

“I didn't know what the first one was- and the second one just
disintegrated the barrocks. It picked me up off the bunk- I was
holding on to my- mattress- and flipped me over. I hit the floor
with the mattress on top of me. That's why I escaped injury. The
glass and debris that fell hit the mattress rather than me. I got one
minor cut.

Other fellows were cutand bleeding all over the place. I helped
some of the men that were injured. One fellow's feet were bleeding
and I gave him my shoes. Another fellow had a cut all the way
down his arm, and I put a touriquet on it to try to stop the bleeding.
There were no medics around; it was chaos.”
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Fast fly the faces through our blood years

faces fly by the widows of the moon

and pass the sons of the slave's kneeling

in the shores of home.

time in their faces, stops, and the dancer

is stilled by the chained seat whose sounds

bring in memories out of our private and collective past
---Larry Neal

Behold Your Hour Has Come!

Flying glass and debris. Anarchy and Christianity.

“I was with you every day in the temple, youdid not lifta hand
against me. But now you have come out with swords as against a
brigand! Behold Your Hour Has Come, and the power of dark-
ness.” (Luke 22:52-53) Black seamen had to reconcile two posi-
tions: the interests of the state and their own interest as blacks.

Witness V- Thurgood Marshall

Following the Treasury Island Mutiny trial, Thurgood Marshall,
lead counsel on behalf of the NAACP investigation said, “The
men actually don't know what happened. Had they been given a
direct and specific order to load ammunition and they had refused
to obey that order then the charge would be legitimate. But they
say no direct order to load was issued them.” Further he stated, “I
want to know why the Navy disregarded official warnings by the
San Francisco waterfront unions- before the Port Chicago disas-
ter- that an explosion was inevitable if they persisted in using un-
trained seamen in the load of ammunition. I want to know why the
Navy disregarded an offer by these same unions to send experi-
enced men to train Navy personnel in the safe handling of
explosives...I want to know why the commissioned officers at
Port Chicago were allowed to race their men. I want to know why
bets ranging from $5 up were made between division officers as
to whose crew would load more ammunition.”
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Atty. Thurgood Marshall and the NAACP of that period did a
yeoman service to the Navy Black. And yet we are faced with the
awesome historical fact that the Port Chicago Mutiny claimed a
considerable percentage of the overall black naval casualties in
WWIL

Robert Allen provides the following startling summary, “The
E A. Bryan was literally blown to bits- very little of its wreckage
was ever found that could be identified. The Quinalt Victory was
lifted clear out of the water by the blast, turned around and broken
into pieces. The stern of the ship smashed back into the water
upside down some five hundred feet from where it had originally
been moored. The Coast Guard fire hanger was blown two
hundred yards upriver and sunk. The locomotive and boxcars
disintegrated into hot fragments flying through the air. The 1,200
foot long wooden pier simply disappeared.

Everyone on the pier and aboard the two ships and the fire
barge was killed instantly- 320 men, 202 of whom were black
enlisted men. (Only 51 bodies sufficiently intact to be identified
were ever recorded.) Another 390 military personnel and civilians
were injured, including 233 black enlisted men. This single
stunning disaster accounted for more than 15 percent of all black
naval casualties during the war.”

Faced with a war of uncertain length requiring prolonged
service, Georgie Woods and his peers did contribute much.
Beginning at Camp Robert Smalls in the Chicago, Illinois area
Woods saw action at Eniwetok, Guam, Saipan, Iwo Jima, Oki-
nawa and the Phillipines.

Woods and James Brown's Father
in Okinawa

Woods relates an incident that sheds light on some of his ex-
periences in the U.S. Navy. “We were in the war. We were in
Okinawa having an airraid. It was very light because of the moon.
It looked almost like it was day time and we didn't have no real
bathroom. You had to dig a hole and shit in the hole. That was the
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bathroom all troops had to use. When you'd get ready to cover it
up you had to take the top off and let it air out otherwise the stink
would come up out the ground. So that particular night they were
going to cover it up because it was full, and we had this air raid,
and the thing about it was you couldn't tell the difference between
the shit and the fox hole. So the siren goes off and everybody's
scrambling trying to get to a fox hole. Everybody is jumping in
these holes and James Brown's father went in the wrong hole. Yes,
he did. And at about 4 o'clock that morning we heard way in the
distance, ‘Help’. So we thought it was aJap, cause they used to use
that ploy to get you out in the open, and finally we got to this shit
hole, and we threw him a rope and he was way down in there. And
man we didn't have no water. He couldn't take a bath, and he slept
in the same bunk with me. And his hair was all full with shit and
his eyebrows. They put him on a jeep and took him down to
Browns Beach and took him down to the ocean and threw him in
the ocean ‘cause he stunk. To get that stuff off. It gets hot, and all
that salt water and shit dried up on him. You're talking about
smelling bad, and we just laughed about that. Ten years later, I had
James Brown at the Uptown. He said, “Mr. Woods I want you to
meet my father.” Joe Brown walks in. He looked at me, I looked
at him. And he started laughing. We both just broke out laughing.
I mean, I laughed. James didn't know what was going on. So Joe
explained to him what happened in the shit hole instead of the fox
hole, and everytime I see him (he's been sick recently), he starts
laughing. James turned out to be flaky, too. IboughtJames Brown
his first suit. He had overalls on. He had them little winter/
summertime clothes, and it was winter time so I took him to
Leighton's in New York and bought him his first suit. If you ever
talk to him he'll say I bought him his first suit.”

Thus we see the origins of James Brown's funk is inextricably
tied to a familial line. Ain't it Funky now?

Reflecting on his naval experiences many years later, Georgie
Woods provides the following insight.

Q: What did the Navy teach you about leadership?
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Woods: You have to follow. Everybody can't be the leader.
Everybody can't be the captain of the ship.

Q: What were your responsibilities in the Navy?

Woods: I was a gunner. I was a gunner's mate second class. We

had the big 16 inch guns. I had a couple of guys under me. I was

shore patrol.

Q: You were a young guy doing that?

Woods: Yeah, but I was good. I could break down the guns.

Q: So the Navy experience was a bridge for you?

Woods: It was a wa yof surviving. Icouldn't geta jobin New York.
On The Battlefront

Q: Did you have much contact with the Japanese?

Woods: Well, I didn't have too much contact. But when I was in

Okinawa...that was the closest contact we had. But it wasn't one

onone. You never knew...because you never knew who you were

shooting.

Q: So you would shoot everything that was in front of you,
whatever moved?

Woods: We were like logistics. We handled equipment. We had
a lot of materials. That's what our role was.”

The supply of combatant forces is a major problem of vital
importance at sea, as it is at land. There were two crucial require-
ments: the moving of supplies into advanced share bases and the
supply of ships while at sea. Working in naval logistics enabled
George to develop a clarity of vision regarding the opponent. He
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also learned the value of teamwork, an asset that has served him
remarkably well over the last 50 years. “We would take these little
boats in, and they'd jump off and run into whatever island they
were going...You didn't work, no hours, it was 24 hours. You
didn't have a shift, you slept when you could.

Destinies. Memories. Origins. Distance. Even though Geor-
gie Woods' naval experiences took place many years ago, they
remain as large as the base at Leyte-Samar. From Treasure Island
to Iwo Jima in the Volcano Islands, 750 miles from Tokyo. There
are memories. Palace landings, General McArthur's commands,
ship wrecked at Mindano, isolation of Japanese forces on Hal-
mahera. Pre D-Day and the history of a race at sea. Seafaring
people from West Africa to Pelshin Island. So much history.
“Some people got injured. I don't know. That's a part that I don't
like to think about. That's one part of my life I really just push
aside.”

And what about Dorie Miller, George?

“Well, he was like a hero. Everybody remembers him. He was
the one who shot down the planes.
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Negro Hero
(to suggest Dorie Miller)

I had to kick their law into their teeth in order

to save them.

However, I have heard that sometimes you have to deal
Devilishly with drowning men in order to swim

them to shore

or they will haul themselves and you to the trash

and the fish beneath

(When I think of this, I do not worry about a few chipped teeth).

¥k

(In a Southern city a white man said
Indeed, I'd rather be dead)
Indeed, I'd rather be shot in the head
or ridden to waste on the back of a flood
Then saved by the drop of a black man's blood.
Naturally, the important thing is, I helped to save them,
them and a part of their democracy.
Even if I had to kick their law into their teeth in order
to do that for them.
And I am feeling well and settled in myself because I
believe it was a good job.
Despite this possible horror: that they might prefer the
preservation of their law in all its sick dignity and
their knives
To the continuation of their creed
and their lives
..Gwendolyn Brooks
(Pulitzer Prize Winner for Poetry, 1950)
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Stages

“Itused to be called boogie-woogie, it used to be called blues, used
to be called rhythm and blues...It's called rock now.”
---Chuck Berry

Stages. Changes. Destinies. Origins. Discoveries. Stages.
Back and forth through time. When Georgie Woods returned to
Harlem after a little over 2 years in the U.S. Navy he entered
another stage of his development. In fact the stages began to come
and go like the A train moving from stop to stop. Changes. Stages.
Things began to move faster for George.

Q: When you first came out of the Navy what kind of work did you
do?

Woods: I was shooting pool and hustling to make some money.
Writing a few numbers. That's all we could do. I got my *52-20’-
$20 dollars a week for 52 weeks out of the year. That's what they
gave us when we got out. The 52-20 club. That's what we got for
52 weeks. Then I went to school. After I exhausted my 52 weeks,
I couldn't get a job; so they paid you to go to school. That was just
another hustle I had.

Q: Did you have to get a GED before you could get into the school?
Woods: No, all they wanted you to do is sign on the dotted line.
Q: Did you go to some refrigerator school around that same time?
Woods: Where did you get that from? That was just to get the
money that they paid you for doing it. I know I wasn't going to fix

no refrigerators. Then I went to a neon sign school with the neon
lights. They paid you for it.
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Q: Were you trying to get a job in New York?

Woods: There were no jobs for black people there. Except if you
wanted to get a job as a dishwasher. That's all you could get.
Maybe in a factory delivering clothes up and down 8th Avenue.

Q: You weren't trying to do that?
Woods: Well, I did it for a while. I worked in factories.
Q: Not for long?

Woods: As long as I could. I worked in the factory. Delivering
clothes from place to place. 8th Avenue. 7th Avenue. 6th Avenue.
5th Avenue, the garment district. We worked from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Delivered clothes. You would have a little cart and push it down
the street. I didn't do it long. It was too cold.”

Woods and Harry Belafonte
Work In Garment District

Life was coldin the big city. Too cold. But George had already
established his tenacity. He had gained numerous survival skills.
It was in the streets of Harlem that he had learned the ground rules
of making it. Instinct. Integrity. Intelligence. He had learned to
keep what he was doing very much inside of himself. There was
no way he could just sit down and tell you his whole life. This was
a man who was in it for the long haul. He had visions of another
day, another space and place.

Working alongside Georgie Woods in New York's garment
district was another young man whose name destined to encircle
the globe. He too had dropped out of school to enlist in the U.S.
Navy. They were born a mere two months and ten (10) days apart,
one in New York City, the other in Georgia. There were many
parallels in their lives. Prior to working side by side in the garmet
district pushing a dress cart, Woods' new associate had been a
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maintenance worker in an apartment house. He did such a good
job that one of the tenants gave him two tickets, as a tip, for Home
is the Hunter, an American Negro Theatre production. Who
would have know that within a few years the young man of
Caribbean parentage (mother - Jamacian and father - Martinique
in what was called the French West Indies ( F.W.1. )). Pushing
those carts daily alongside Georgie Woods was Harry Belafonte,
who after seeing Home is the Hunter, decided to enroll under the
G.IL Bill at Erwin Piscator's Dramatic Workshop. Unable to getan
acting job, Belafonte like Woods, ended up in the garmet workers'
district.

In discussing Belefonte recently, Woods stated, “Me and
Harry Belefonte used to deliver clothers together in the garmet
district... we used to push them trucks up 7th Avenue. That was a
long time ago. Long time ago. He started singing down at the
Royal Roast, a night club here in New York. That's where he
started singing...down in the Village. Singing Day-O. He was a
young handsome guy. He was almost as pretty as me. That was in
the 1940's. It must have been 1946-1947. Somewhere around
there. That was when we worked in the garmet district...A lot of
people didn't want to do it because they thought it was below their
dignity. Wasn't nothing below my dignity to earn a dollar.”

Georgie Woods and Harry Belafonte working side by side in
the garmet district. Woods reflects, “I never remind him of that.
Idon'tknow. It seems like he doesn't want to...A lot of people don't
like to be reminded.”

Longshoreman

Afterleaving the job in the garment district George weathered
yetanother work experience. As we rolled past Weehawken, New
Jersey, George begins discussing his work experience on the
Jersey side. “I took the bus. I was working nights. Sometimes I
worked days. But night work paid 10% more. Longshoreman, but
I'was a bad mother fucker. That was a good job; good money.” He
glances over at the place where he used to work the ships, “They
made town houses where I used to work.” Like many things in the
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past, the space has been totally transformed. Now there are luxury,
‘Riverfront Townhouses’, replacing the old Weehawken docking
area.

New York's a pretty city and the lights
do shine so bright
New York's a pretty city and the lights
do shine so bright.
But I'd rather be in New Orleans
Walkin' by candle light.
---Genevieve Davis

Well, that may have been how Genevieve Davis felt but there
is no indication that Woods shared her sentiments. It was the late
1940's, he was in New York and he was not trying to return to
Georgia to walk by no candle light. Working night or day, Woods
was in the Big Apple. Thing were happening in New York. In
Post-World War II America, we begin to see the decline of the big
bands and the emergence of black disc jockeys sitting behind the
turn table spinning the day away. During his brief stay at Frederick
Douglass High School, George had been inspired by sports an-
nouncer Mel Allen, to consider a career in this area. George
reportedly attended a 13 week course atthe Cambridge Broadcast-
ing School, toward that end. It was not easy for blacks to get a job
in the broadcasting industry but that was what George was deter-
mined to do. There were black disc jockeys in New York City and
he was listening to them eagerly.

William Barlow, author of the chapter, “Commercial and Non
Commercial Radio”, (see Split Image: African-Americans in the
Mass Media, edited by Jannette L. Dates and William Barlow,
Howard University Press 1990), provides some historical back-
ground.

“Postwar radio was characterized by both white and black
dejays capturing the attention and imagination of a youthful urban
audience with the introduction of rythm and blues formats. As had
been the case in similar cross-cultural exchanges in the past, the
black innovators set the new styles, in this case pertaining to the
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performance of the disc jockey, while their white imitators and
benefactors reaped the financial benefits. As late as 1947, an
Ebony article noted that only sixteen black disc jockeys were at
that time on the air ways. Throughout the country, the total
number of ‘wax spinners’ on the air was at least three thousand.
Disc Jockeys: Sixteen Spielers Ride Kilocycle Range on Twenty
one Stations. [Ebony November, 1947] These lopsided figures
had begun to change dramatically by the next decade. Moreover,
African Americans who took to the airways in the 1950's tended
to be more knowledgable and effective communicators, on the
one hand, and rebellious and even extravagant radio broadcasters,
on the other hand - especially if judged by the established decorum
ofradio announcers. They threw themselves into the medium with
an abundance of enthusiasm and lack of professional pretensions.
They talked a stream of street ‘jive’, using strange-sounding
words, some of which were their own making. They clapped their
hands, danced, shouted encouragement and sang along with the
records they played on the air. They assumed zany radio personae
like ‘Doctor Bop’, ‘Daddy Rabbit’, ‘Professor Jive’, ‘Doctor
Daddy-O’, ‘Poppa Stoppa’, ‘Nighthawk’, ‘Moohah’, ‘Sugar
Daddy’, ‘Charlie Hattie’ and ‘Hot Rod’. In short, the first wave
of black disc jockeys were audio tricksters, the more unique and
outrageous their characters and stories, the longer their listening
audiences.”

This new breed of media rebels included:

* Joe Bostic (WBNX)

* Willie Bryant and Ray Carroll (WHOM)

* Phil ‘Doctor Jive’ Gordon and Nipsy Russell (WLIB)
* Tommy Smalls (WWRL)

* Jack Walter ‘The Pear Shaped Talker’ (WOV)

These were all in New York and most were heard by Georgie
Woods.

WORD Them Up! WERD! W-E-R-D were the call letters for
the first known black owned radio station in the United States. The
owner was J.B. Blayton. A black certified public accountant and
Atlanta businessman. His son, J.B. Jr, was brought in as a partner
and general manager of the newly purchased 900-watt A.M. radio
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station, thus returning from Chicago and bringing the first black
program director in Atlanta, Jack Gibson (known as Jack The
Rapper). This was in 1949.

Jack The Rapper

Jack Gibson carries us back to those days. In speaking of the
black disc jockeys of the period he notes, ‘“We were the commu-
nity. We were so involved with our black community. You have
tounderstand in the early days when we started WERD, there were
no black heroes. There were no Jesse Jacksons or Whitney
Youngs or Dr. Kings. The only hero Black America had in those
days was Joe Louis, the Heavyweight Champion of the world.
Then the disc jockey became the local Joe Louis because he was
able to talk to them daily and to get together with their problems.
So anything that happened in the black community we were able
to talk about it. One particular case with me in Atlanta...I became
like the mouthpiece of the police department. And the chief
himself would call me if he had any problems in the black
community. He would call me and ask me if I would please tell my
people to stop the ruckus they were having, maybe in ‘Buttermilk
Bottom’ or something. I would go on the air and say ‘Look, we
can'thave that, cause if you do, you're going to spend this weekend
over on Decatur Street- that was the jail. As soon as I got off the
air I would come into where they were having the trouble, and 1
would help solve it. In fact, they gave me the name, Dr. Ralph
Bunche because I was a mediator for many a fight in Atlanta.”

Black Disc Jockey as mediator. Ironically he is talking about
a period when Ralph Bunche was reputed to be one of the world's
greatest mediators. Had he not forged an Israeli- Arab agreement
that led to the establishment of the State of Israel? As a result he
became the first black to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. Soif ‘Jack
The Rapper’ was being called Ralph Bunche, it is an indication of
his far reaching influence. Had he been called Bunche 15 years
later it could have been different.

Meanwhile in New York City, Georgie Woods was contem-
plating leaving the city to embark upon a career as a broadcaster,
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a professional communicator. Hadn't there been an all black radio
station already established in Atlanta? Wasn't there a Ken Knight
playing spirituals, a ‘Jockey Jack’ Gibson doing bop, pop and
rhythmand blues, and blues. A Johnny Martin with the bop, blues
and spirituals. What about Bobby Brisendine (pop, bop and
blues), Alice Washington (rhythm and blues), Ray Mclver (clas-
sical and religious- pruto gospel) and James Patricito, Blues Mas-
ter. Surely there must be an opportunity somewhere in these
United States.”

Chicago Stage

A series of events happened in Georgie Woods' life during the
late 1940's. Stages- One of a series of particular phases in one's
historical development; a period or step in a process, activity or
development - Stages. All stages in him becoming what he now
is. It is during this period that he married Hortense Devigner and
began to assume the responsibilities of a family man. He became
even more determined to make it in his chosen career of broad-
casting.

The Chicago period is one of the least explored aspects of
Georgie Wood's life. He has enumerated reasons why he went to
the Windy City. It was 1950 and Georgie was ready for a change
in life. It was time to enter another stage on his long journey. At
the time he was unloading shrimp in what must have been a
grueling work evironment. To supplement his income he hustled
pool and did other things to supplement his income. By now he
had learned the urban way of surviving. Hadn't he been on his own
since 13 or 14 years old? Who else could he depend upon but
himself? Having come of age at the height of segregation. Woods
knew what was required to make it out there.

Like many young black men in American society, Woods
understood the burden of restrictive housing, earnings and life
options. Yet, he was not the kind of person who would just give
in and blame it on the system. He felt that he was smart enough,
resourceful enough to rise to a higher ground despite the vicissi-
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tudes of life. He also appreciated the importance of black respecta-
bility. Knowing how to carry yourself in a dignified manner no
matter what station you may occupy in life at a given time. How
do black men master this strange dilemma? How do they go to
work daily, knowing that mobility on this or any job is greatly
curtailed because of the color of their skin? What is it in the
cultural world that sustains them in the time of need?

Flashback. The pages of John A. Williams' novel, Captain
Blackman takes us back in time. Chosen Place. Another time.

“Basie's ‘One O'Clock Jump’ throbbed in his head; Al Hib-
bler's hip voice echoed over talk of rib cages, G. S.W's and
morphine syrettes. Erskine Hawkins and Dash and Bascomb.
Blackman thought he smelled perfume at various times of the day,
and at evening colors, when he stood looking toward the flag, he
thought of their faces and bodies. There was so much of it out there
and from time to time, with the WAC:sS, in here.

Just past the midway point, Benjy and Blackman, on leave
together drifted into a USO dance in Waukegan, having failed
everywhere else. The record playing was a Lucky Millinder side,
Sister Rosetta Tharpe Singing”.

Voices move in and out of the semi-conscoius states. People
are moving in and out of cities. Had not the great migration
following, World War I and World War II doubled Chicago's
black population to a massive soul station? Now it was time to
move on. Had to move to another city. George had been to
Chicago as a young sixteen year old navy black. He knew some-
thing of this city. New York was getting too crowded in the streets
and hustling/hanging stations of Harlem.

Memories. Stages. Memories. “Well, in the cities they were
segregated. But on the farms they were all right there. You lived
next door to somebody white. In rural areas there was no such
thing as seperation of housing. We lived in shacks. We didn't have
no houses. Some people had houses. But most of us lived in
shacks.”

Q: How was the housing condition in Chicago when you went out
there? Was it hard for a black to find a place to live?
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Woods: Well, you could find places if you had money.
Q: Did you know somebody there already?
Woods: No, I didn't know anybody in Chicago at all.

Q: You mean you just took off and flew from New York to
Chicago?

Woods: Well, the reason I went to Chicago is that I had found this
money. West Indian Jimmy had dropped $100 on the floor.

Q: Is that a real story George?

Woods: West Indian Jimmy was known to hurt somebody. And I
saw him drop a $100, cause he was gambling. And I picked this
$100 and kept it. I always thought that he would find out so that's
when I left New York.

Q: And you went to Chicago. You went a long ways from West
Indian Jimmy?

Woods: I got as far as I could away from West Indian Jimmy
because West Indian Jimmy was known to fuck you up. And he
was looking for that $100. Back then it was like $1000. To go to
Chicago it only cost about $35 of less.

Q: So you had money left over?

Woods: I had money left over to get me a room.

Q: You had enough for a whole week.

Woods: Almost a month.

Q: Did you know West Indian Jimmy before?
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Woods: Yeah. I knew him. We used to gamble together. But he
was older than me. I was a kid. Young.

Aside from getting as far away from West Indian Jimmy as
possible, George also had hopes of breaking into the broadcast
industry in that city. “I went out there looking for a job. Trying to
be on radio. But I couldn't get on. I asked Al Benson and Jack
Cooper to help me. But they wouldn't help me...”

In order to get a sense of Al Benson's status as Disc Jockey in
Chicago, let us turn to the account found in Nelson George's book,
The Death of Rhythm And Blues. In referring to a black publica-
tions commentary on Afro-deejaying Nelson George opines,
“One man Ebony mentioned, but only in passing, would become
one of the most influential black deejays of all times. But it
shouldn't be surprising that Ebony made little note of Al Benson's
style, since he was just the sort of character any self respecting
upwardly mobile black would view as a discredit to his race. ‘His
distressing grappling with words over two syllables once brought
laughs of derision from many, but they could not laugh away his
ability to reach out across the air and win vast audiences of
listening Negro women and teenage girls! Wrote one black
publication in the fifties, ‘Even today one of the big questions in
Chicagoradio circles is, How does that Al Benson continue to get
away with it?’

At his peak Benson, aka the Midnight Gambler, hosted five
shows and twenty hours of programming a week, earning as much
as $100,000 a year in the process. Eddie O'Jay, a young deejay in
the early fifties in Milwaukee recalls, ‘Benson killed the king's
english and I don't know if he did it on purpose or not. Everybody
had to see Al if they wanted to see the black market in Chicago,
whether it was beer or rugs or Nu Nile hair cream...He wasn't
pretending to be white. He sounded black. They knew he was and
most of us were proud of the fact. ‘Here's a black voice coming out
of my little radio and we know it's him!” The lessons Benson
taught about the appeal and profitability of his ‘black everyman’
style were adopted all over the country, ushering in the era of ‘per-
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sonality’ deejays?

In the case of Jack Cooper the other disc jockey, George
asked for help; he had the distinction of being the pioneer black
D.J. Inasmuch as these two men were the ones Georgie singled
out to assist him get into broadcasting while in Chicago, it is
essential that one knows more about them. William Barlow
provides useful background on Cooper. He states, “In 1926 Jack
L. Cooper left Washington D.C., for Chicago where he worked
in advertising and sales for the Chicago Defender [a weekly
newspaper] until launching his first radio venture on WGBC in
1927. WGBC was a low-power ‘ethnic radio station’ that sold
airtime slots to German, Polish, Lithuanian, Greek, Italian and
now African-American entrepreneurs, who in turn produced
ethnic-language radio shows as a vehicle for soliciting advertis-
ing dollars from small businesses in their respective communi-
ties. Cooper's show, initially called, ‘The Negro Hour’ was a pio-
neering achievement in black radio history, it was a breakthrough
program that set important precedents for what would follow. For
example, Cooper featured first and foremost, the latest record-
ings of the leading black dance bands of the era, such as those by
Duke Ellington, Earl Hines, Fletcher Henderson, Andy Kirk,
Count Basie, Jimmy Luneford, and Chick Webb, as well as
famous vocalists like Bessie Smith, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis
Armstrong and Fats Waller. This enabled him to build up a loyal
black audience, as he was the only person on the air in Chicago
playing the popular black music recorded on the race labels. In
addition, he developed the first regular black newscast, utilizing
material gathered from the Chicago Defender, and other black
publicatons. Later, he created the Missing Persons Program to
help itinerant black migrants locate their kin folks in the city.”

By the time Georgie Woods appealed to Jack Cooper he was
reputedly “a millionaire who owned his own broadcast studio
and advertising agency, the latter employed as many as ten staff
writers and a team of satellite DJs to program the forty hours of
airtime on four different radio stations under contract. Jack
Cooper's mastery of the urban brokerage system in ethnic radio
paved the way for other African- Americans hoping to break into
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commercial radio...”

Unfortunately, Jack Cooper did not respond positively to
Wood's sincere effort to enter the broadcast industry. Despite
these temporary setbacks George remained determined. He stayed
in Chicago from 1950-51 hoping to break the sound barrier. In the
interim, life had to go on. Woods said, “I stayed out there a year.
My first daughter was born in Chicago - Janet. She's now married
and living if Fayetteville, North Carolina.”

Continuing to describe the Chicago period, Woods notes, “I
gotajob as adishwasher and I worked in a factory.” When he first
moved there he got a room at the black owned Roberts Motor Inn
on South Wabash Avenue. And later the YMCAwhere he later
paid $7.00 a week. He later moved in with a family on Vernon
Street, not very far from where The Honorable Elijah Muhammad
had an apartment. As fate would have it George lived right in back
of the Regal Theatre where all the black performers would gather.
It was the equivelent of the Apollo in New York. George had a
variety of jobs during his year in Chicago. “I went out there to get
a jobon the radio, but it never came through. So then I had to get
other jobs and work on other kinds of things... I worked way out
on Belmont Avenue, way out in South Chicago. And they made
plastics. I worked in a factory there. Then I got a job on the Erie
Railroad. I worked on the railroad... I had worked on the railroad
before I went to Chicago, but I quit. Remember, I showed you the
place in Weehawken, New Jersey, where I unloaded the docks.”

The Chicago experience strengthened George's resolve. He
left that city even more determined to do for self. Self reliance has
been one of the common features of Georgie Woods' life. At each
stage of development he has had to increase his tenacity. Is it any
wonder when he speaks now, you realize this man has established
his tenacity. He has proven to be a long distance runner.

I've got so much, so much trouble
Sometimes I sit and cry
I'm gonna find my mother's grave
Fall on the tombstone and die.

--- Roy Brown
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The Blues

Chicago was a big Blues town. That is where Disc Jockey E.
Rodney Jones became King of the Blues Waves. Deep dark mystic
of the Chicago Blues mode. Blacks had come from Mississippi,
New Orleans and other parts south destined to make new lives for
themselves. But they brought with them the folkways of their past.
Blues Station. A place to reside.

At this stage of George's life, he was like the great blues
master, Robert Jackson, Standing at the Crossroads. His history
swirled around his head like a West African harmattan. Did he
look to the blues to get through this period in his life? “It didn't
even appeal to me. Some of it was good. Some of Ray Charles old
Blues songs and B.B. King's. That's about the extent of that... It
was not the best feeling. It was too sad. It brought back too many
bad memories. So I tried to forget the sounds of all the hard times
we had. The Blues only reminded me. I tried to get it out of my
mind. And that's why the Blues never got to be big with Black
people because it reminded them of what they had gone through.
And the whites think it's some kind of phenomena. But then, again
they always catch things later, after we have had it... Like soul
food. They've even gotten into soulfood...”

The smell of lunch boxes and dinner platters could be experi-
enced on that train ride back to New York. George and his family
were returning back East, back to the Big Apple. Black man
always on the go, always trying to find the best place to make
things work. Back in Harlem where mass based black culture
remained fluid. The great Philly Poet, playwright, music, film and
theater critic Larry Neal brings us closer to that core culture that
impacted George. “We believe that within black culture there is
black life, folk culture, myth and values that can be assumed by
the writer [disc jockey] and given back to the people to broaden
their consciousness because we need them as much as they need
us. We don't see ourselves seperated from them. There is no
alienation between me and the people in Harlem. I see myself
involved in that particular life style. My work is about that. I try
to make it about that... This distinction between art and life should
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not be clear - cut. That'show it was in African life anyway, life and
art were totally integrated.” Neal has crystallized what young
George was formulating in the return to Harlem. “It used to be
called boogie woogie, it used to be called blues, used to be called
rhythm and blues. It's called rock now.

----- Chuck Berry

Stages: Back To New York

The flashing of a sign and the Apollo is within view again.
George, is again on familiar turf, his own stomping ground.
Enough time and distance has separated Woods and West Indian
Jimmy:

Sometimes I Rhyme Slow!

Back into the Harlem nights but not the Harlem Rage. He had
already gone too far in the inner zone to lose faith, to declare rage
as his state of being. He had to return to the streets. They were
always hardcore and hellifying. George kept on moving. You
don't just stand there wondering what to do. “Hustling was the
favorite past time. You have to hustle to try and make some
money. You know, you live by your wits: didn't have no job. So,
you'd shoot pool, play some numbers, shoot some craps. We did
all of that... We always got money. It wasn't that much. You
talking about a couple dollars a week. You could always get a
couple dollars. Food didn't cost nothing in Harlem. Food was
cheap. A meal cost $25¢. Go to Father Divine and they'd give it to
you for a nickle. Divines. Nickle for a hair cut.” Bless you father
and mother. Peace Out!

Sometimes I Rhyme Quick!
Memories. “We went to Crawfordville to getice... My mother

could make the best ice cream. Homemade ice cream... I ate
anything... Anything I could get my hands on. My father, we never
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really got to know himtoo much. My mother was the one who kept
the family going... I remember vaguely my grandmother on my
mother's side. But I don't recall too much about her... They were
all born in Georgia.

Memories. “Before I went to Chicago. I unloaded shrimps.
Well we had what they called a shakeup. The guy who did the
hiring could call off a certain number of people to do the work.
And senority usually took care of all that. But they shaked up
everyday. If you got shaked up, youdidn't have no job. That's what
they called it - a shakeup... Well, you go there and if a lot of people
don't show...you're next in line...if you're a good worker... yeah,
you step right in...”

WORK. Got to get some work. Can't make it other wise.
Man, gotta have some work.

It's like a one for the treble and two

for the bass

Theodore - let's dog the place

You don't stop, you don't stop, that

body rock

Just clap your hands, it's the

sure shot sound

Brace yourself - for the one

that goes down.

---- Grand Wizard Theodore

And you don't stop. Work it. Don't stop. You are rocking it
uptown, moving through the Grand Funk Railroad. New York.
New York. So nice they had to name it twice. Return the Flex. Can
I Kick It. Tribe Called Quest. And you know the rest.

Georgie Woods is back in New York for a short time. It's
Show Time on the Radio. It's like Radio Raheem declared “Can't
Live Without The Radio.”

George: Hal Jackson was one of the guys who highly inspired
me. He used to have ‘The House That Jack Built’ down in
Washington, D.C., years ago. And it was Nationwide. It was
broadcasted on a network. It was on ABC. Sponsored by Coca-
Cola.

Prior to picking up the MIC, Woods had heard a range of disc
jockeys. “I heard a lot of guys. Tommy Smalls, Willie Bryant and
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Ray Caroll used to play jazz as disc jockeys in New York...
Freddie Robbins. Bill Williams. These are the people I used to
listen to. Before that there was Doctor Jive- Phil Gordon. I used
to listen to them when I came home from school. WWRL. They
had a program called ‘Doctor Jive’, that was the name of the
program. Then ‘Doctor’ Tommy Smalls got the job and he became
Doctor Jive.

Doc Wheeler Names Him
The Guy With The Goods

Bulletin: Nationwide this announcement appeared.

“WWRL radio in New York initiates an hour-long R & B
(Rhythm & Blues) show in anafter-midnight slot. Georgie Woods,
formerly from Chicago is the deejay. WOV radio, also in New
York, counters by announcing that it will air an hour of R & B
every afternoon featuring two of their most popular personalities,
Willie Bryant and Ray Carroll.”

The historic moment occured on April 21, 1952. That is when
George finally got his own show. A newspaper account one year
later states, “Woods decided he wanted to enter radio after
winning an amateur disc jockey show at his alma mater, Benjamin
Franklin High School, in New York City. George then decided to
take a step further and after a 13 weeks course in a radio school,
‘pestered’ other disc jockeys in the area for pointers. He gives his
greatest credit to the help of Willie Bryant, former band great, now
a disc jockey in New York.”

The above account, like many biographical accounts of the

subject contains inaccuracies. The historical record is at variance
with the assertions found in the early newspaper account. In an
attempt to clarify the circumstances surrounding his early depar-
ture from WWRL in Woodside, New York, the following dia-
logue occured.
Woods: Returning to New York “around 1952, [sic] I was able to
do a little hustling... shooting pool, writing some numbers and
stuff like that. I survivied for a year. ThenI got on WWRL in New
York, my first job [in broadcasting].
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Q: That would be in 19527
Woods: Yeah, 1952,

Q: Thereislegend and there is the truth. You say that you got fired
from that job?

Woods: Yeah!
Q: What really happened, George?

Woods: Well, Dr. Jive wouldn't help me either. I asked him about
what records I should play and he told me the wrong records to
play. The ones that the station didn't want me to play. He felt
threatened because I was young and ambitious. He thought I
would take his place. They always tried tokeep you out by having
that mentality. So he told me the wrong records and I didn't know
what to play. The only one that helped me was Doc Wheeler. He
was a spiritual [music] disc jockey. He was a big time disc jockey.
He gave me the name, “The Guy With The Goods.”

Q: So it was Doc Wheeler, huh...?

Woods: Doc Wheeler, he lined it up, “The Man With The Goods.’
He gave me that nickname.

Q: He did? So that's where that started?

Woods: Yeah, in New York. “The Guy With The Goods” is what
he called me. He would always say that when I was coming on.
Because he came on before 1did. When he left, he'd say, “y‘all stay
tuned for the guy with the goods, Georgie Woods.”

Q: And you were there for four or five months?

Woods: I stayed there for three months...I would never get the
right music to play.
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Q: Why wouldn't you get the right music?

Woods: Well, I like to play music thatIlike. And I justliked, ‘One
Mint Julip’. That was a big song by the Clovers. The station owner
didn't want me to play it. Because he feltit was promoting alcohol.
And one night I played it and he fired me. He said, “get out of here,
go get some experience and come back.”
George never went back to WWRL.

Stages!

Stages!

Stages!

The Philly Stage # 11, y - z
Rhythm Is A Groove #2

Sun against best

the best against black motion

to flame and dance

while packed into the best
ALL CLAP HANDS AND SING

do the foot shuffle/the colors

shuffle the best/and the slave speak

Sun come black, juju wonder song.
Sun come black, juju wonder song.
Drum sing/speak black/black Skin Skin
Shuffle the best/shuffle the color/the best speaks
Color the shuffle/black brother brother
brother/brother/hurl dream into sky
make Sun come, hot pulse flaming
Yeah!!!
----Larry Neal

Stage is set. Woods is about to arrive in Philly. New Day
Coming. World. Whirl. Rhythm and Blues about to become Rock
and Roll. Reel Time. Philly Time. It is the early 1950's in this Hip
City. “Is that my Junie Boy running with that fast crowd?” Flame
and Dance. Rock and Roll. Rhythm and Blues. Can I tell you this
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Georgie Woods: I'm Only A Man

story or are you gonna send me through all these changes.

Retrospect and Prospect

“I have known Georgie Woods ever since he's been in Phila-
delphia. I have known him professionally. I have known him as a
close friend. I have watched him work, I have watched him play.
He was - and still is good at work; he was and still is - good at play.

The man has a kind heart. There is much of the philanthropist
in him. He's a ‘soft touch’for the man, woman or child in need, he's
a good guy to the kids on the street. He's one of the most talented
disc jockeys to ever push a record to the Hit Parade, he's a ‘big
brother’ to musical groups and combos just starting out after the
‘pot of gold’ so hard to find in the entertainment world.

Tothisday, nearly 18 years later, I can remember the first time
George Woods came to Philadelphia to get his first job as a disc
jockey. The radio station was WHAT, the owner Billy Banks, the
manager, Miss Dolly Banks. The big star at WHAT at that time
was the fabulous ‘Jocko’ Henderson. Kae Williams, was there
too, doing a morning show.

Georgie Woods was a lean, lank, hardcore youngster who
spoke softly. Some seeing him for the first time may have thought
that he would never make it big in radio, or as a civil rights leader,
or a musical impressario. But, Georgie Woods greatly impressed
me that day. I might not have envisioned him as developing into
the solid star that he did, but I was certain that I was gazing at a
young man who had enough God-given talents to make it big in
the field of his choice.”

Those are the words veteran Philadelphia Tribune Journalist,
Jack Saunders, who has to be counted among the first group of
journalists to devote considerable space to Woods' activities. It
was long before the whole city began to take notice. Woods was
the brother brother at of that time.

An early newspaper account from 1953 reads, “Phillies most
recent addition to the ranks of its disc jockeys is handsome George
Woods who has been ‘talkingto the girls’ over the airwaves twice-
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a-day at WHAT. George lives with his attractive wife and family
at 1232 Wallace Street. He came to Philly he said after reading an
ad ‘disc jockey wanted’. George started his duties on January 7.
Station management said the handsome jockey is on a six-months
tryout basis...George bashfully mentions that his likes are nice
girls, then laughingly beams serious and points out his hobbies as
movies, dancing and reading.”

George Speaks: Living in North Philly

I saw an article in Jer magazine that they needed a disc jockey
at WHAT. I told them I was a big time disc jockey in New York and
they gave me the job. And they paid me $25 a week to come in.
Dolly Banks, that witch.

Q: You had a place to stay?

Woods: Well, I had some relatives here. So I didn't have a
problem. But I stayed with my cousins on Wallace Street. Then I
moved with the Cranes on 39th street.

Q: Crane, jeweler, from South street? How did you come to stay
with them?

Woods: Well, traveling around the city you get to meet a lot of
people. And I found out they had a spare room, so that's where I
went to live. I only lived in two places in North Philadelphia;

Wallace street and Girard Court. Then I moved to West Philly
around 39th and Union streets.

Billie Holiday at Emerson's

It was in South Philly, however, that George remembers
seeing the immortal jazz stylist- Billie Holiday.

Q: Where did you see Billie Holiday?
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Woods: At the Emerson Club.

Q: Is that the time they arrested her?

Woods: Yeah, and Joe Louis was the m.c. That was at 15th and
Bainbridge. Interviewed Joe Louis one time...Joe Louis, the
fighter, on WHAT at 1515 Walnut.

Q: What was he like as an interviewer?

Woods: He couldn't talk. I liked him though. I admired what he
had done. The accomplishments. I went to see him down at the
club...Emerson. It was a package.

Q: What happened to Billie at Emerson's?

Woods: I think the Ferguson Squad raided and they arrested her.
I don't know what kind of drugs she was using.

Q: Was she performing on stage when it happened?

Woods: Yeah. I wasn't there that night, but I know the story.
Q: Was this before you had done your first stage show?
Woods: Yeah. This is 1953 I'm talking about.

Q: So your first big show wasn't until '56-'57?

Woods: Somewhere around there. We did some one nighters. We
used to do mostly dances.

Q: What were the big dances at that time?

Woods: Well, slow dragging.
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Q: They weren't doing any fast dances?

Woods: Not until the twist came out. Before the twist came out
everybody used to dance real close.

Q: Things were a little different than when you went out, it was a
night out, right?

Woods: Well, I never went to that many dances ‘cause I could
never dance.

Q: So where did you go for entertainment when you first came to
Philly?

Woods: Well, there were a lot of things to do. Ididn't go to dances,
but I'd go out on appearances and I'd go out and talk to people.
You'd go to a dance and say hello, how you feel. Listen to the
show. So there was always something to do.

Q: Now two years after you got here you started writing a column
for the Philadelphia Tribune. How did that come about?

Woods: I figured it was a way to get exposure. I didn't actually
write it. Jack Saunders, who edited the Tribune at the time did.

Q: You would tell Jack and Jack would write it?
Woods: Then Masco Young would help me with it.

At the time both Georgie Woods and Kae Williams had
columns in the Philadelphia Tribune. This proved beneficial to all
concerned parties. The print media coverage only reinforced the
daily electronic media pounding that the Philly audience was
already receiving. Name recognition was a big factor. Addition-
ally, the columns are useful in helping to make clear the topics that
concerned him at that time (1955).
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Q: So, essentially you would tell them different things and they
would write it out for you?

Woods: I would first tell them how I was feeling about the music,
the songs, the artists that I met and stuff like that. It was mostly
entertainment features.

Q: In one of your earlier columns you talked about ‘adult delin-
quency’?

Woods: That was the big thing then. Now, its like drugs are the big
thing. But then it was teenage delinquency. Kids just going out
fighting.

Q: And you were trying to address both the parents and the kids.
The same way you are doing now?

Woods: Yeah.

Q: Hasn't changed much. You're talking about 35 years ago.
Woods: Well, it has just gotten more dangerous now.

Q: Is your message still the same?

Woods: Yes. The message is still the same. But it's a lot harder

now. Because you are dealing with a hardcore. Life was meaning-
ful then. Now it doesn't mean that much to a lot of people.

Exploitative

George describes the working conditions at WHAT during his
earlier tenure as deploreable. WHAT like most “Negro radio
stations” were owned by whites. Woods notes, “Well they always
exploited black people. Well not exploited. They used black
people. And black disc jockeys because there was a market there.
It wasn't about them loving us or anything like that. Or even liking
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us, for that matter. It was economics that played the role. They
gave us a job because they wanted to make some money with us.
Later on they tried to project the reason they did it was because
they loved black people! Somany of us got fooled and sucked into
that.

Q: Were the disc jockeys themselves aware of it? What were they
doing about it?

Woods: What could you do, there was no Black ownership within
the stations. We didn't have any Black owned stations. And you
know sometimes we wanted to be on the air. You'd do it for
nothing. Like I started $25 a week, because I wanted to be on the
air. And a lot of disc jockeys didn't get much more than that.

Q: Did you take a parttime job? How did you support your family?

Woods: Well it was a promise. I guess expectation. You expected
it to get better.

Q: Were you able to take a share of the advertising revenue that
came in?

Woods: Well no, I had that $25 base salary, then we'd do dances.
That's why we had to do shows...

Q: Did they allow you to keep the revenue from the dances?
Woods: Yeah.
Q: Oh, you could keep everything from the dances?

Woods: We had to do shows and record hops to augment the lack
of salary.

Q: Is that why disc jockeys were doing so many things in one
night?
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Woods: Yeah, because we weren't getting paid.
Q: I thought is was promotional?

Woods: No. No. We only did it because that was the only way of
making money.

Q: So if they were paying you a decent salary at the station, you
wouldn't have done it?

Woods: We wouldn't have done it.
Q: You had to make arrangements yourself?

Woods: The station was too busy getting rich, and you know,
sending their kids off to college.

Q: Essentially part of the reason why you started doing all those
shows was because you had to make money?

Woods: That was the reason.

It started initially as an effort to supplement his meager
income of only $25 a week, but it wasn't long before Georgie
Woods became fully immersed in those record hops, talent shows.
This is when he became a cultural hero. In cities like Philadelphia,
black music was inextricably tied to the raising of consciousness,
cultural, love, social.

Following World War II, young teenagers became even
greater participants in the economy. They took on even more
responsibility as both producers and consumers. So they went out
and bought the records of their day. These were records that
Georgie Woods was playing on the air.

In William Graebner's Coming of Age in Buffalo considerable
discussion is given to the rise of youth culture in the 1950's.

“The musical culture of post-war youth was extraordinarily

95



STAGES

diverse. It's major components included the disc jockey, dancing,
records, live performances, and intense consumer and fan loyalty.
Several major changes occurred in this musical culture in the
fifteen years after 1945, including:

1) The rise of rock and roll.

2) The emergence of 45 rpm records as the industry's standard.
3) The gradual development of the recorded, rather than the live,
performance on the quintessential musical experience.”

“The 45 rpm war both a representation of the desire of
capitalists to penetrate and profit from the youth market and an
artifact of the new youth culture. In 1945, recorded music was
available only on the large and brittle ‘78 rpm format. The rpm
record was introduced in 1949 and became the industry standard
in the mid 1950's, so that it was soon possible to purchase a record
player that would play only at the 45 rpm speed. Four speed
machines belonged to an earlier shake-up-period, before the in-
dustry settled on 45 and 33 1/3 as its two base recording speeds,
unlike the 78's, the new 45's were strong, portable (especially in
the cases designed just for them), and ideally suited to mobile
youth.”

Woods reflected the mobility of urban youth. He was always
on the go making several appearances in one day while manning
radio programs whose popularity encircled the city of Philadel-
phia.

To get some sense of just how popular he was at that time let
us turn to two creditable sources: The informed commentary of
one who was in terms of service the dean of black disc jockeys at
the time- Randy Dixon, and a nationwide survey of black disc
jockeys.

Color Magazine Names Georgie Woods Among
Nation' Top Disc Jockeys For 1953

“George Woods: Philadelphia's Man With the Goods keeps

the Quaker city rocking with his daily show, ‘house of jive’ on
WHAT.” George learned the radio biz in the Army as a G.I.
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announcer [sic].

Following is a nation wide line of top ranking black DJ's;
-EVELYN ROBINSON (sister of Sugar Ray Robinson whom
Walter Winchell called the ‘prettiest disc jockey on the air’)
WOV, New York, NY.

-‘HOT ROD’ HULBERT, WITH, Baltimore, MD.
-TOMMY “DR. JIVE” SMALLS, WWRL, New York.
-BRISTOE BRYANT, WILB, Detroit, Michigan.
-LARRY WILLIAMS, WAAA, Winston Salem, NC.
-BABE BAKER, WSAI, Cincinnati, OH.

-DON BARKSDALE, KROW, Oakland, California.
-NAT D. WILLIAMS, WDIA, Memphis, TN.
-CHARLES ‘HOPPY’ ADAMS, Annapolis, MD.
-RAY MCIVER, WGBE, Atlanta, Georgia.

-ERNIE WAITS, WNOP, Newport, Kentucky.
-HAL WADE, WNIJR, Newark, NJ.

-SLIM GAILLIARD, WNIJR, Newark, NJ.

-JACK SURRELL, WXYZ, Detroit, Michigan.

-JOE ADAMS, KOWL, Los Angeles, CA.
-HUNTER HANCOCK, Los Angeles, CA.

-EDDIE TEAMER, WHIT, Memphis, TN.

-AL WILSON, WIVK, Knoxville, TN.

-MARY DEE, WHOD, Pittsburgh, PA.

-ACE ANDERSON, WMRA, Montgomery, Alabama.
-LEROY WHITE, WILB, Detroit, Michigan.
-TONY DAVIS, KWBC, Dallas, Texas.

-CHUCK COFIELD, WHKK, Akron, OH.
-GEORGIE WOODS, WHAT, Philadelphia, PA.
-‘Bucky’ JOHNSON, WSRK, West Palm Beach, FL.
-Sarah Lou and Buddy Bowser, WLIB, N.Y.

The commentary preceding the list of top dee jays '53 read as
follows.

“Once again the editors of COLOR Magazine are pleased to
pay tribute to the men and women of America's radio industry.
The personalities you see on these pages, represent of cross-
section of the hard-working platter spinners who bring good
music, friendliness and daily sales messages into your homes.”
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The other earlier account by one of Georgie's peers, Randy
Dixon is quite informed. And is an indication of the esteem in
which he was held by at least one veteran member of the profes-
sion - “Of all dee jays Georgie Woods is one of the most
successful... just turned 29, Georgie has endeared himself to
Delaware Valley teenagers to such a degree that no one ap-
proached his popularity... His youth appearance and the zest he
displays around his teenage worshippers, while sincere and a part
of him, is not the whole Georgie Woods. In fact, he's a king and
thorough business man, a promoter and showman who pays
attention to painstaking details that reaps dividends. Georgie's
shows pack them in. He draws capacity and he's the only dee jay
in this area whose show hits the sell out jackpot. And it is not
accidental. Last time out Georgie drew 60,000 cash customers on
a ten-day stand..., his clients are like the United Nations... he calls
his radio program an all American stint and his listeners transcend
racial lines to embrace all and everybody.”

Attracts Large White listenership

The point is well taken, Georgie's shows were attended by a
cross segement of ethnics in the early days. It was he who brought
the sound of rock and roll to the air waves. The shows were not
only immesely popular but they functioned as cultural determi-
nates for so many people. Woods said of that period, “There was
a time I had more white listeners than Black listeners in the city.
In fact I had so many white listeners they [mgm't] said I must be
playing the wrong music and I'm not attracting the blacks.” What
management did not understand is that racial segmentation in the
market place did not apply to Georgie Woods the way it may have
for others. He was playing black musicians who literally trans-
formed the cultural tastes of white listeners. It is quite similar to
Rap Music, another African American Cultural formation.

We are talking about the period between 1953-1956. That is
the period Georgie Woods became the ‘King of Rock and Roll’,
Emperor of Rhythm and Blues and Master of what was to be called
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Soul Music, in honor of the soul people who created it.

Where ever you travel in this city there are people who went
to his shows. It was Georgie Woods who brought them their first
highly energetic live stage performances.

It's like Johnny Shines said of that earlier musical form, “The
Blues come from right here in America. That is your American
music and if you don't appreciate it, it's like a child being born,
don't appreciate his mother.” Many whites who appreciated the
music and musicians brought to them are currently like the child
who has forgotten his mother. This cultural severance causes
malady. But at that time they came out Blacks, Whites, and others
who preferred modemity in mass bases culture. The writer - dee
jays provides additional insight as to Woods' business acumen
when he says, “Busy Georgie Woods, handsome and energetic,
was putting the finishing touches on another stage show by taking
out a $100,000 insurance policy on his performance.”

Continuing Dixon states, “Georgie is referred to as the King
of Rock and Roll... Long before other dee jays hopped on the band
wagon, Georgie had anticipated the coming musical fad and he got
way out front... He's been there ever since in the Rock and Roll
firmament...”

The first national fearure length article on Georgie Woods
appeared in OUR WORLD, November 1955. It includes not only
a graphic account of his activities at that time but also excellent
photographs further illuminating the text.

Black Origins of Rock and Roll

When asked to explain what Rock and Roll is, Woods ex-
claimed, “It's a bomb exploding inside of you. It's not new. I got
theidea froma 1936 recording called, ‘Rock and Roll’ by HotLips
Page.” Interestingly, the years of that recording coincides with the
Woods family's move to Harlem.

Our World says, “ Around this bit of rock and roll controversy
is the basic issue of rock n' roll itself. Distraught white mothers,
watching their teenage daughters writhe to ‘Rock Around the
Clock’ and titillate over a score of undulating Negro Quartets ask,
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‘What is rock and roll?’

Many black music lovers asked the same question because
before Alan Freed and others began to popularize an old Hot Lips
Page term, they knew this much as Rhythm and Blues and Jazz.
In fact all one has to do is look at an Alan Freed line up of talent,
forhis first Rock and Roll Show in New York to see how decidedly
Black these musicians were. This is before Elvis Presley or Bill
Haley were held as Rock &Robbers. An objective analysis of the
emerging new musical craze reveals that all it is, is African
Americanexpressive music atits fullest. Although Georgie Woods
and Jocko had had shows prior to Freeds New York Stage debut,
white courters and some blacks as well, continue to propagate the
myth that it is a white musical form with some black influences.
What evolved over time is something else. Let us look at what
Alan Freed presented to a New York audience as his first Rock &
Roll Show.

Alan Freed's 1st Rock & Roll Show - All Black

The following account is most revealing:

“Deejay Alan Freed's first ‘Rock n' Roll Ball’ in this city was
a complete sell out for both nights at the St. Nicholas Arena, with
a gross of over $24,000 in the till two days before the first dance
(January 14th, 1955), no tickets were sold at the door.

This affair, like Freed's record-breaking dances in such cities
as Cleveland and Akron, Ohio, as well as Newark, New Jersey
featured only rhythm and blues talent. Freed, now with radio
station WINS in this city, threw the ‘Rock n' Roll’ dance two
nights at the St. Nicholas Arena because the place only holds
6,000 people, and he could not obtain a larger auditorium.

All tickets were sold either by mail order or over the counters
of 16 record stores in the metropolitan area. All advertising was
done by Freed on his early and late shows over WINS, except for
about 250 window posters placed in record shops. There was also
a mailing mode to members of Freed's ‘Rock n' Roll Club.’

About 70 percent of the tickets were sold through the record
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shops, and the other 30 percent via mail. In addition to the $24,000
general admission collected in advance - at $2 per ticket, another
$3,500 was collected for reserved seats, making a total gross of
about $27,500 before taxes.

Singers, groups and others that were on the program of the two
dances included: Joe Turner, Fats Domino, The Clovers, Clyde
McPhatter and the Drifters, Danny Overbea, the Moon glows, the
Harplones, the Buddy Johnson Orchestra, Ella Johnson, Nolan
Lewis and the Red Prysode Orchestra.”

Ironically, Freed had only been in New York a short time
before he gave this Rock n' Roll show at a time when Georgie
Woods was making a mere $25.00 per week at WHAT radio. Alan
Freed reportedly received $75,000 annually. According to an
account from that time, “Although the deal involves perhaps the
largest sum of money ever paid to a rhythm and blues jockey by
an independent radio station, it does not presage any change in
WINS programming policy. However, it will give the local outlet
one of the country's strongest R & B wax spinners.”

So it was the rythm and blues music that gave Freed a point of
entry into the lucrative New York market. Moreover, by syndicat-
ing the program he was able to garnish additional revenue.

Inreading newspaper accounts of the time, one might note that
the same kind of media hysteria created around rap concerts
prevailed during the 1950's rock period.

Woods recognized that the Rock Revolution had the potential
of reaching a substantial youth market across gender, racial and
geographical lines. One account notes, “George's gimmick on his
two year old WHAT record show is too short, weep and moan
while a record plays.” Woods said at the time Rock n' Roll has
something for everybody. “More whites than colored listen to my
radio show.” Although no listnership's study of WHAT'S audi-
ence has been located, Woods statement appears plausible with-
outa doubt he had a large listenership. He was receiving 400 calls
a night. Woods popularity grew so rapidly he became an authentic
folk hero, a mere two years after having arrived in this city. News
accounts read, “Storm signals are up in deejay land. The high
priests of the platters are on the alert to the new and furious
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tempest, brewing out Philly way, named George Woods. Glib,
pretty boy George first showed that he was out to cop the deejay
crown by packing 4500 screaming teenagers into Philly's Met last
spring. Other deejays really sat up and took notice when he
repeated the same thing last June and packed Philly's Arena with
6300, not letting up the pressure Georgie will break loud and
strong this fall with another rock n' roll blowout. Is he a threat to
New York's entrenched rock n'roller, Alan Freed? Does a Dr. Jive
have to look to his laurels? Is Georgie slated to bestride deejay
world like a colossus”

All around the country people were beginning to see Georgie
as the King of Rock and Roll promoters. Everybody began to pay
attention. His audiences went from 3-4,000 to nearly 7,000 and in
a few years after he began he was able to attract an audience of
60,000 over a ten day period.

1955 was a very active year for Woods. He had notonly settled
in Philly but this community had claimed him as one of their own.
By May, 1955 Ann Logan and Joseph J. Cronin- Co. Leaders of
the North Philadelphia Area, NAACP Membership Campaign
were enlisting Georgie's support. “We are asking you to ‘adopt’
the North Philadelphia Area during our ‘Membership Drive
Caravan: We will begin this Caravan on Saturday May 7, with a
door to door solicitation of the 11th & Norris Street and it is our
hope that you might be able to announce our arrival in each area.”

This request came a few days after Woods' successful ‘Rock
and Roll Show of 55, featuring: Varetta Dillard (whose tribute to
the late great Johnny Ace, ‘Johnny Has Gone’ was hot), Gene and
Eunice (You And Me - Savoy Label), Little Walter (Roller
Coaster) and the famous Buddy Johnny Orchestra. (April 29,
1955)

Jocko provides 1st Promotion Experience

George recalls his very first promotion of a show. “It was 1953
up at the Town Hall. We had a group on there called the Velvel-
ettes and the Johnny Sparrows Band. We charged them $1.50 to
getin. That was the first experience I had with promotion. Me and
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Jocko did that. I didn't make any money. Jocko took all the money
but he gave me $90 for it, we had a packed house. ButI didn'tknow
the difference. Two days later he had a new car. I could never
forget that. It was a good experience for me. He and Georgia were
counting the money and I was on the stage.” This was during the
period when they both worked at WHAT.

George describes this period in the following manner, “You
couldn't hardly get in the Academy. The first show may have been
1953 or 1954. I remember the date April 19th. First we developed
the record hops and that developed into one night of dancing. We
did dances basically. And from the dances we developed into
doing a show... We did that show at the Nixon. We did shows at
the Met. Broad and Poplar. At the Arena. Wherever we could get
a building. But it wasn't something that you did right away like
that. You had to grow into it.”

When asked how he was able to attract such noted talent as a
promoter with only a few stage shows under his belt. George
explained, “If you broke the record, it was an unwritten rule that
if you broke the record in Philadelphia the entertainer would come
and work for you. That's the way it worked. It wasn't blackmail or
anything like that. It was just one hand washes the other. We got
them very reasonable because we made them popular so to speak.
No one would have ever heard of these people if we had not put
them on the radio. They would still be in obscurity. So that's the
way that worked.”

Day by day, concert by concert, the name Georgie Woods was
becoming LARGE. Apparently, his success as a disc jockey and
promoter did nothing to enhance his position at the radio station.
At the very height of his popularity as a WHAT Disc Jockey, the
relatinship was severed. One Newspaper headline read, “Idol of
Bobby Sox Fired from Station; He Claims He Quits.” Let us turn
to the story from October, 1955. It read, in part, “Hamdsome,
debonair George Woods, celebrated disc jockey and idol of the
Bobby Sox brigade, is the second popular record spinner to leave
Station WHAT under a cloud of mystery. The first was Douglas
‘Jocko’ Henderson, who is currently connected with Station
WDAS. Miss Dolly Banks, manager of Station WHAT, said
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Woods was fired, but Woods said, “This is America and a man
does not have to sign anything if he doesn't want to.”

The story continues, “Miss Banks said Woods' spot from 9pm
to lam each night had been filled ny a new find, Charlie Jeter, of
Trenton, New Jersey, whom she says is very sweet and very
cooperative!

Woods had been with the station for two years. His salary was
not released by the manager who said they would rather not give
it out! During the two year period, Woods had one break, when
differences occured between him and another disc jockey, who
has since gone to a Rival Station. Shortly after that dj changed
stations, Woods was brought back to WHAT.

Woods well known ‘Rock and Roll’ shows, both on the air and
in auditoriums throughout the city, have been big drawing cards,
with hundreds of teenagers. Storming the doors to participate in
the ‘jam’ gathering held at each concert.

The disc jockey with whom Woods had the difference of
opinion was ‘Jocko’ Henderson. Some say that Henderson lost
popularity as a result of leaving WHAT, others say he gained
added stature by associating with Station WDAS. A long -
standing feud had existed between the two handsome disc jockeys
who had also been rivals for the handsomest and best dressed man
honors in the airwaves fiels.

The Rock N'Roll shows which bacame so popular throughout
the country again became a ‘bone of contention’ between the two
dj's. Jocko insists that he was the first to start playing rythm and
blues recordings which hit the air lanes with a loud noise and
finally hit the jack pot for recording companies.

Miss Banks talked about Woods' indiscriminate use of the
STATION to advertise his personal Rock N' Roll shows at the
expense of the Station. Workers at the Station refuse to talk about
the change when questioned by reporters. However, Miss Banks
pointed out that Woods had arguments with most of the station's
personnel. In connection with the personal shows of Woods, Miss
Banks flayed him declaring that “People thought WHAT was
giving their inventory away.”

George's explanation at the time, differed markedly from
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Dolly Bank's rather lengthy comments. Woods' argued that he had
severed his relationship with the Station because the new contract
prefered by Banks was neither fan of human. Three weeks of
negotiations resulted in an compass and a decision not to sign. At
the time Woods stated, “As far as my being fired by Miss Banks
is concerned, it's not true. She did not fire me. She begged me to
sign the new contract. I have a contract to show that I was not fired
and I am willing to show it to anyone, if necessary, to prove what
I say was true.”

Woods continued, “She refused to give out my salary proba-
bly because she was ashamed to let the public know how little she
pays disc jockeys.” He added, “There is a rumor that Miss Banks
is planning to sue me. Well, let her go right ahead when she gets
ready. She can't get anything...  Worked for her for five years.”

Recently, Woods elaborated on this event of some thirty five
years prior . He said, “She didn't want to pay me anything. She was
typical. People like her don't like to pay. They were doing a lot of
exploiting at that time. Most of those people had gotten filthy rich
off the backs of black people. She was one of those who did just
that. And they used our talent and our ability to send their kids to
school and college. They lived on the mainline in big houses. We
didn't have hardly anything to eat. I could hardly pay to get to
work. She was only paying me $50 a week. The other stations gave
me $75, so I went to work for them.”

Continuing to describe his experiences with the Station man-
ager at WHAT, Woods says, “Dolly Banks was a bitch, period. I
chased her down Walnut Street one day. She called Police Com-
missioner Gibbons. She told him I was a shell shocked veteran
who lost my mind. That's what she told the cops. The cops came
after me on Walnut....I'm chasing this woman up Walnut Street
because it's 5' o'clock in the afternoon. She was going crazy.
People thought I was trying torape this woman or something. She
had said something that had insulted me, and her nephew, Lenny
Stevens, wouldn't even defend his own Aunt. So the police
commissioner came....“I said, 'ma World War Il Veteran how are
you going to put me in jail?”’ At that time everybody was coming
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back from Korea. He said you can't do this to a Veteran, you
should be glad to have a Veteran...So they didn't do nothing. To
put a Veteran in jail who came back home shell shocked so to
speak? You had to respect them a little bit. So he said go ahead...
Ileft the station and went to New York. That's when 1 left... Well,
it was a long time ago and I think it was a ball game of something
in New York. I still liked the Yankees. That was '54 or '55 [Oct.
1955]. It was just a lot of conflicts. A lot of confusion there... And
don'task foraraise. You'd have to wait two weeks to see her before
you could ask for a raise.”

George felt that the conditions at the station were beyond
reproach. Like many other black disc jockeys before and after
him, he excercised the limited options available to him. The
station contract had a three month stipulation that forbade him
from taking a job in Philadelphia within a 90 day period.

Off to New York George went. But these were not idol days
there. It was during this period that he put together a major show.
He was not going out like that. For nearly three years Woods had
spent countless hours building up a massive-following. He felt it
beneath his dignity to beg for a job at WHAT, when it was
advertising revenue generated from his show that helped to keep
the station afloat. What is most interesting about the Georgie
Woods of that time is that he had already developed a tremendous
degree of tenacity. This man had crazy stamina. Determined.
Stubborn like a bull. Taurus born black man like Stevie Wonder,
Louis Farrakhan and Malcolm X. Nothing about the back up.
Straight ahead movement: Stepping. Climbing. Fighting. He was
not to be outdone. This man realized the value of his name in the
market place. Why else would he risk promoting a show without
a daily radio program to reach his listeners?

Big Shows at the Mastbaum Theater

At that time it cost about $5,000 to rent the Mastbaum Theater
for one week's rent. He was going to bring an exciting show to
Philly town. Soon after he arrived back in the city, ‘Screaming Jay
Hawkins had a startling and highly successful engagement at New
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York's Apollo Theatre’: George decided to bring ‘Screaming Jay’
to Philly. He was coming back to Philly for a 6-day monster Rock
and Roll show. Check out the line-up: Lavern Baker, the El
Dorados, the Valentines, Red Prysock, Bubler Johnson and oth-
ers.

His choice of venues was unique. This time Georgie Woods
was bringing his Rock and Roll Show to the old Mastbaum
Theatre at 20th and Market Street. Ithad been built ata costof $5.5
million between 1927 and 1929. A memorial to Jules Mastbaum,
the theatrical magnate who died before its completion. With 5,000
seats it was one of the world's largest at the time it was built. Grain
matched Boltichini and Obreachetta marble, imported from Italy,
and twenty two carat gold leaf decorated the lobby and ceilings.
Johnson had made an appearance there prior tothe Depression and
asubsequent dispute with the musicians union led to its temporary
closing. It never quite fulfilled the dream of Mastbaum or any of
the many managers who tried to make it work. The dome-shapped
hall seemed to have doomed. But not before the Rock and Roll
Impression, Georgie Woods, graced the stage.

The day after Woods opened, the press reported, “At the first
show yesterday, A small audience gave the performers a cool
reception, due primarily to the whistling microphone system
which made everyone sound like a scratchy record. However the
entertainers enthusiasmdid not appear to be dampered by the poor
response.”

Screaming Jay Hawkins And Laverne Baker

The journalist, Barbara Wilson, goes on to say, “Starting off
the show are the Eldorados, featuring a soloist and four choirsters
who offered, “Knock, Knock, Knockin,” and their latest record-
ing, “I'll Be Forever Loving You.” Philadelphia vocalist, Gloria
Mann follows with those numbers including versions of our
popular discs, ‘Earth Angel’ and ‘Teenage Prayer.” Other per-
formers are Bubler Johnson, the Valentines and Screaming Jay
Hawkins appeared in a striking green suit. Hawkins finally livens
the proceedings with his screeching arrangement of ‘Ko-Ko-Mo.”
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Following him is Laverne Baker offering ‘Play It Fair’, ‘Tweedle
Dee’ and ‘All Of Me’, the latter bearing little resemblance to the
rendition part Helen O'Connell used to give with the Jimmy
Dorsey band when they were welcome items on local stages...
Rounding out the show is the popular group, the Four Lads singing
‘Moments to Remember’, ‘Pledging My Love’, ‘Jubilee’ and
‘Melancholy Baby’. One reporter observed, “The theatre jumped
like mad and would be imitators only made big ardent and devoted
fans to bide their time until his return.”

With the Mastbaum show behind him and the three month
period of gestation just about over, Woods prepared to return to
the Philly Airwaves. Relaxed. Rejuvenated. Re-Staging. Redi-
recting. Memories. Destinies. Discoveries. All had taken place
within a 90 day period. Was his 90 days off as hard for George as
it was later to be for Malcolm X? Did he doubt whether he could
recapture the thrones of young people waiting to hear his every
word? Would the Sycamores, ‘I'll Be Waiting’ be more appropri-
ate than The Diablos, ‘The Way You Dog Me Around’.

To WDAS

Ceremonial Improvisatory: The reenactment of a ritual. Back
In Stride Again. George, recalls receiving a call from Bob Klein,
General Manager of WDAS while still in New York City. “I think
I was at the World Series and something happened at 'DAS and
they called me and made an announcement over the speakers to
come and talk with them. Something like that happened.” Had
George already demonstrated his strength in the market place? Do
yourecall the time he decided to play an almost forgotten Johnny
Otis tune, ‘Mambo Boogie’? Did not Nelson Verbit of Martnell
Distributors call Savoy Records for a new release to meet the
demands of hundreds of calls. WDAS' management realized that
Georgie Woods had a tremendously loyal listnership which trans-
lates to revenue=mo' money.

One headline read “Georgie Woods, Rock and Roll King back
on Air.” The body after this article contained several acute obser-
vations, “A likable champ whose record spinning success has
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reaped his clubs among racial groups, it's Woods, gimmicks with
the cowbells, whistles, singing as the records play, an occasional
yell, moan or groan and his pleasant voice that scored with his
listeners young and old”... more than 15,000 youngsters of every
race, color and creed have rubbed shoulders, dances, rocked and
rolled at a Woods promotion. Top recording artists in the field
have expressed their gratefulness to Woods in popularizing the
present musical fad and pushing them up the ladder of success.
Finally, it is noted, ‘Woods’ popularity is evidenced by the
number of invitations he received to appear at the mike. Now
Woods could be found at the mike - WDAS in Philly town.

There the traveller nests Aghast

Sheeted memories of the past

Shrouded forms that start and sigh

as they pass the wanderer by -

white-robed forms of friends long given

In agony, to the Earth and Heaven.

Like the poet, Edgar Allan Poe, Woods was to encounter
‘Sheeted memories of the past’ as well as ‘Shrouded forms that
start and sigh.” By 1956, WDAS was well on its way toward
building full pledged black formatted programming. And George
was to do much to help it achieve its goal.

Ironically, the candy manufacturer and semi-professional
musician, Max Leon purchased WDAS AM & FM for $500,000
from William Goldman Theatres, Inc., in 1950, the same year
George went to Chicago pursuing an opportunity in Radio. I
wonder if Woods had tasted one of Leon's Products - the marsh-
mellow syrup used in chocolate marshmellow ice cream. Had he
seen him conduct one of his Saturday morning concerts? Did he
realize that Leon had founded the Philadelphia Pops Orchesta?
Was there a clue in the name of his candy manufacturing form -
‘Whole-Sum’? Born in Cholm, Poland, Max came to the U.S.A.
at age 16, George to the U.S. Navy at ??. Beyond that there may
have not been very much the WDAS Station owner shared with his
young, popular employee. Immigrant. Poland to Philly. Migrant.
Georgia to New York.

Desolate yet all undaunted
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Determined to kick it alive at WDAS, Georgie Woods came
ready to work. By the time he arrived there in 1956, WDAS was
significantly different from what it had been at the beginning of
the 1950's. Bob Klein, the sonin-law of Max Leon and the Stations
general manager at that time, sheds considerable light on manage-
ment's thinking in 1950.

Q: What was the format like when you came aboard?

Klein: Well, it was a real mix.

Q: Did you have black dj's at that time?

Klein: There was one at the time. It was Randy Dixon. Randy
was there at the beginning. The rest of the Station was a real
hodgepodge. There was pop music from whatever was going on
at that time. There was foreign language programs. Randy was on
at night.

Q: So there wasn't an all black format at the beginning?

Klein: No, I think I did that. I did that meaning, I changed it.
I changed it over to a black format.

Q: Why?

Klein: Because when I went into the market, it was a time
when T.V. was supposed to have a terrific impact on radio and so
forth... There were a couple of reasons I did it. I looked at the
demographics, the numbers and I saw that blacks were increasing
at a terrific rate. And they didn't have the representation. I always
had a feeling about trying to do something in that area anyway.

Q: In what area?

Klein: In black/white relationships.

Q: Why?

Klein: Well, When I was a kid I went to a school with a lot of
black guys. So I had a kind of feeling for it. So I gradually
transformed that station and put together new guys like [Jim]
Clark. I brought all of them in. I mean every one of them. I started
with Randy and everybody after that. Because I said once the Civil
Rights thing got rolling we really had a thing to go for. And people
like Georgie Woods were very active in that.

When asked if there were any black marketing firms, black
professional consultants - who assisted at the time, Klein re-
sponded, “There was one firm that I got early on. I think his name
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was Fitz Simmons. He helped me a great deal in doing work on the
census and demographics and trying to understand that. He was a
black guy out of New York. Fitz Simmons was his name and he
was very sharp. I got a sense of the technical demographics from
him. I translated it into, these are the people, here they are and here
we are. I can't overemphasize to you the importance of the whole
thrust of the black community coming together and going for what
should have been theirs a long time ago. There was a very strong
engine that drove the Station... to get what they should have had
without question and my estimation what I thought was key in the
Civil Rights Movement with people like King. What I tried to do
was to say, in effect, this is what you say you're about. And the
black people have said that that's what we want you to be about.
We want you to see your reflection as you are but [also] as you
should be, with the best ideas and the best spirit of what the
country is capable of being. So, in effect, they held a mirror up. I
always thought they were holding a mirror up to the white
community, saying, “Be your best, do your best. We're running up
and down and we're trying to tell you something. We believe in it
too. Now the only way you're going to show us and the world, and
most important yourself that you believe in it is when you do
something about it. Do something! Fundamentally, I would say
that was one of my guiding concepts.”

Bob Kilein has spoken forcefully on what his philosophy of
black radio programming became over time. Clearly, a part of his
evolved state of consciousness is due to the interaction with man
communicators like Georgie Woods. That is what made WDAS
stand out in the Civil Rights era. We must be cognizant that
Georgie Woods joined WDAS' staff less than two months from
the day Rosa Parks refused to move back on a crowded city bus so
that a white passenger could take her place.

This event resurrected in Woods, a memory of the conditions
that prevailed for him and his people while he grew up in rural
Georgia. The Emmit Till murder case had happened less than a
year. The 1950's was a decade that gave rise to the military of the
1960's. Black oriented radio's assisted in this process as Klein
rightly asserted. They also profited from the ‘social’ and (in
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reality) broadcast function. They were legally mandated to serv-
ice the population for whom their manager was being developed.

Prof. William Barlow of Howard University's School of
Communicators writes the following in, Split Image: African
Americans in the Mass Media: “The first radio stations to devote
their entire formats to black oriented programming were also
owned and managed by white entrepreneurs. They directed spe-
cially tailored radio shows and advertising messages toward the
African Americans located within the range of their broadcasting
signal. By the late 1940's that audience of fifteen million people
was being heraldic in trade magazines like Sponsor (October,
1949) as a lucrative ‘New Negro market’. There were three
principal factors involved in the sudden emergence of this market.
(1) The Urban migration of African-Americans was relocating
them in the major metropolitan radio markets. (2) Education and
income levels among African-Americans were on therise, as were
the numbers of African Americans who ownedradioreceivers. (3)
At the same time, commercial radio was facing black economic
prospects due to the arrrival of television. Given this situation a
number of radio station owners began to cultivate the new black
urban market in order to avoid going out of business.”

These considerations were not unknown by George. He real-
ized that with a large listenership he could address a number of
inequities. This he did without haste. It was for him, an evolved
and involved process, “My work experience has been one of, 1
guess you call it, in between... you know, you work, you earn a
living. But then you start thinking about trying to make something
right. So you forget all about trying tomake a living. In theend you
are out there trying to just change things and make it right.”

Wood's Social Character

In examining Georgie Woods' social character, one finds
fundamental agreement with Erich Fromm's notions on the sub-
ject, It is not something one possesses, it is something one is.
Fromm argued as early as 1929, “These people do not have an
individual psyche that functions when the person acts as an
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individual...and an adjacent but separate collective psyche en-
dowed with vague attributes such as community feeling, solidar-
ity, or man instincted, which springs into action when the
individual acts as part of the collective...There are not two souls
in the human breast, but one, in which the same mechanisms and
laws obtain.” Woods not only recognized that the society he lived
in during the 1950's and 60's was in need of changes, he also
realized that he could not fulfill his genuine personhood, without
those changes. George realized this at a time when many of his
colleagues and friends did not. Often it was the young who took
his message to heart.

One of the many individuals who grew up listening to George
is John Braxton, now a judge. “I was born and raised in Philadel-
phia. I'm now 47 years of age. George was on the radio when I was
a teenager. I listened to him as I went to Sayre Junior High and
Overbrook High School. He was my man...One of my real heroes
or warriors. He was out there trying to make sure that Blacks got
an opportunity. I learned that if you want your rights, you've got
to go out and fight for them...because no one is going to give them
to you without a struggle. Georgie is on of the people who made
a contribution to the city and we ought to document it... What he
did was to demonstrate that no matter where you are, you can do
something for your community and at the same time you could do
something for yourself...George's audience is a committed audi-
ence. They love the man. That's part of what happens when they
see your personality, people can identify with your good qualities.
That is what happenes when you take yourself out into the
community and come from behind your mic and let people see that
you're real, you're not some superstar from afar, you're a man that
was born and raised in the black community and sensitized to the
problems that face it.”

Early on Georgie's audience detected that he was real and that
he was genuinely concerned about the problems facing ‘Their’
respective communities. Additionally he had the audacity to stand
up and defend rock and roll music. Now Judge Braxton recalls, “I
remember the days when George had to defend Rock and Roll.
Because there were some people in this town that said Rock and
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Roll had to go. Some of them were holy rollers saying something
was wrong with it. I think they're the same people who are saying
there is something wrong with rap...I'm proud to say that I
modeled myself and did the things that he said we coulddo andI'm
going to keep striving to do those things in the future...He stood
up with Cecil Moore to make sure that you and I would have out
fair place in this town.”

Conditions at That Time

Toward the end of the 1950's, many blacks in Philadelphia
became impatient with the wait to receive their rights. The
Executive Secretary of the NAACP at that time was Charles A.
Shorter. He said, “Today, the possibility of obtaining a Negro
representative on the U.S. Congress and a judge in the Common
Pleas Court is greater than ever before...It is my observation that
the Negro has reached a point in Philadelphia's history where he
must demonstrate unity, as a group. He has reached a point where
he must be more vocal in demanding those things which are
rightfully his.”

Daily the black air waves were hearing with Woods' Rock n'
Roll show on WDAS and Reggie Lavong's ‘Snap Club’ announc-
ing itself as Philadelphia's top rated afternoon Rock n' Roll show
on WHAT. Soon to be replaced by Bill Curtis. By this time Jocko
Henderson had launched his mighty Rocket Ship Show on New
York's radio station WOL and negotiating a daily TV show on
WATV. A young attorney by the name of Cecil B. Moore was
busy prepairing to defend Billie Holliday and her husband Louis
McKay ‘on charges of possession of narcotics and a pistol’. It
wasn't long before Elder Richard, Bluesman Kae Williams, a
WDAS disc jockey was doing shows with Little Junior Parker
(‘That's All Right’) and Bobby Blue Bland (‘Further Up The
Lane’) over at the Tipper Inn Cafe in Berlin, New Jersey. Kae
Williams had shephered the Silhouettes to the no 1 slot with their
recording of ‘Get A Job’.

It wasn't long before the ‘Silhouettes’ would have a job on the
stage of Woods' show, but for the moment Woods was busying
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himself with a national craze called the rocord Hop. One account
from the late 1950's noted that he would sign up to 500 autographs
per appearance at the weekly parties. An accunt from that time
notes, Roller skating hops have become the newest fad with a big
segment of teenagers, thanks to the personal magnetism and
untiring efforts of disc-jockey Georgie Woods (WDAS) idol of
the area's adolescents.

The wholesome outlet for the young ones, has won for Woods
the commendations of parents, groups, ministers and even school
and city juvenile authorities. When asked his expression, why he
succeded with young people where others failed? Woods ex-
claimed, “Give them what they want and a chance to let off pent
up emotions of steam in a wholesome manner”. At that time the
champs at the Elmwood Skating Rink were Norman Ricks, Betty
Richburg, Alice Lewis and Robert Perry.

It was Woods who could reach the young, and the restless. He
played the music that shaped the cultural contours. In order to
more fully understand the decade of the 1950's in relationship to
the black community of Philadelphia and other similarly situated
urban residential centers inhabited by blacks, why not listen to the
urban planner, Peter LaBrie's assessment “The black world has
changed dramatically since before World WarIl, That it would be
impossible for a youth coming up today to have the same view of
the world and himself, which his father had. In the turbulent
lawless cities of America, the rythm of life is quicker and more
varied and complex for the masses. Life becomes a game in which
one has to learn at an early age to be flexible, to scheme and hustle
if he is to surviv. Use or be used. Stay one up on people or they'll
take advantage of you .” It took considerable skills for black
people to master their living environment in the post-Korean era.
Part of what kept them going was the music.

The writer, Larry Neal described how the Blues ethos helped
to sustain blacks during a strenuous period, “The Singer is aware
that his audience has been through the same changes as he has. His
task is to express through his craft their suffering and his. Every-
thing and everyone who he encounters on his journey of the soul
is movement in his art. He is appreciated as a meaningful member
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of the community to the degree to which he expresses the con-
scious and unconscious spirit of that community” Defiance.
Resurrection. Cultural Ambience. Core resolution that is what
Blues and Rhythm and Blues music meant to Blacks in the hood
Woods played the music of his period 1950's and 1960's. Stages.
Stages and more Stages.
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Uptown

Itis 6:60 p.m., just about 7:00. The crowd winds around the
Avenue like the prayer band at Mother Dabney's Garden of
Prayer. They are here this evening to be resuscitated. Old and
young, short and tall, wide and round, man, woman and child.
Standing in line. They are all gathered at this sacred place, this
special moment in time.

Summertime and the streets are hot. It must have been that
August show just before Labor Day. Labov knows nothing of this
language/lore, nordoes Abe. Holidays at the Uptown. Where else
could you take your lady without spending an arm and a leg?
Shake alegif youcan. Faye Adams or was it Laverne Baker? Way
back history. All around thistheater are people. Sunkissed people
linked to a yesterfuture. Uptown. And Downtown, too when they
got an opportunity. The 20th and Federal crew, 19th and Bainbr-
idge folk all came uptown. There is something madly magic about
these streets of North Philly. Iridescent suits. Black cadillacs
before the B.M.W. (black man's wheels) became popular. Like
the Coasters and the Isley Brothers there was a real thing for those
cool aid colors...What makes the niggah sing like that?

The stage. Empowering. Staging the world famous show at
the Uptown. Not talking about the Nixon, Mastbaum, State,
Howard or the Pearl. Uptown. Up. Town. The slickest part of
this town, North Philly is the heart and soul of this city. Before
Bilaaly B. Before Cash Money there was the bell ringing, shout
and holler, screaming and screening possee jumping off in the
north. Subways and summertime. All the dances and dancers.
Armand. Who was the old white kid who used to dance alone on
the stage? What row did Brick sitin? And there were the Tucker
sisters from Sydenham Street. Bernice and her sister Shirley were
staying up on Fifth Street. And who was the bb girl who used to
stand near the stage waiting for Smokey?

The city was all geared up for the Motown or did they call it
Motortown Revue that Georgie brought to the Uptown? No it
wasn't the Susquehanna Avenue stop, it was the Clinton and
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Washington stop in Brooklyn. But one night when Stevie Wonder
was playing the Uptown. Naw, it wasn't the Uptown. It was the
Spectrum? Man, you gonna let me tell the story or do you want
to ride the smoke? I was saying, one time when the lines were all
the way around 25th and Diamond, I heard the Guy With The
Goods say. ‘Hey, y'all. How's everybody? This is the Guy with
the Goods, Georgie Woods.” Naw man that was the time he had
Sammy Davis giving a benefit for the Moroccans. The Moroc-
cans? No. The Moroccos or was it the Demarcos? The Valley?
No, if it had been the Valley you would have known it. Curt's
father used to be active in the Forty Thieves even before Georgie
came to town, and years before Brock came through.

Even before there was Kenny Gamble and the Romeos and
even before there was a Philadelphia International Records there
was a Georgie Woods and an Uptown. Gamble recently reflected
on those days in his moving introduction to Georgie Woods'
forthcoming biography - I'm Only A Man (scheduled for release
before the end of the summer '92). “The show that I remember
most at the Uptown was a show that had everybody on it. It had
the Temptations. It was the first time I saw the Temptations and
The Four Tops and Smokey and the Miracles and Martha and the
Vandells. It was the Motortown Revue that was there. Georgie
had brought that there. I stayed all day long. I couldn'tleave. And
they had maybe four or five shows a day. I got behind the stage
because I was working back there, too. I used to get chicken
sandwiches for them, you know; I was helping out. They used to
give me little tips, $4 or $5. 1 used to go to Pearl's right across the
street. I'd go get the chicken sandwiches for them. “Come back,
I'd ask them, if anybody need me to do anything else.”

Back and forth. From Miss Pearl's to the backstage of the
Uptown. Up the street from Miss Pearl's is another neighbor who
remembers. She recalls Herb Staton coming over to borrow the
iron so that he could be sure that Georgie's suites were always
pressed fresh. Herb was Georgie Woods' assistant at that time. It
is important to remember that the Uptown Theatre was situated
right on Broad Street in the middle of North Philly neighborhood
that peopled all the hip, hilarious and heavy deep thinkers.
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Up the street was Muhammad's Mosque #12. It was located
at Broad Street and Susquehanna Avenue over top the state store.
How ironic. In this place was the strength of this community. You
could say here was the backbone and the forebone. The heart and
soul of a people lies in the cultural and religious centers. That is
what made this community so strong, so safe in the early days.
Sure there were gang wars but there was a strong sense of ethics
in the gang banging community. You were challenged to a fair
one. Rite of passage. These were the days when there was really
a sense of community in and around the Uptown. Like I said the
Mosque was on the comner and for some entertainers and show
goers it was their first exposure to Muhammad Speaks newspa-
per and the powerful teaching of the Honorable Elijah Muham-
mad. It wasn't long before you would see Otis Redding being
interviewed for The Speaks and considering joining on to his lost-
found nation. The same Joe Tex who used to appear on the stage
of this theatre under the great maestro, Georgie Woods, was later
to become a Minister named Yusef Hazziz. William, and Wilbert
from the Delfonics would sport that gray Bentley with their star
and cresent, Islamic gear, too. The manager, Stan Watson, would
drive up inthered jag. These were some colddays and cold nights.
Philly in the 60's and the 70's. Everybody went to the Uptown.
That was the play. Do you remember another soul music/jazz
group that fell under the influence of the Nation at that time? Kool
and The Gang. Brother Ronald X Bell out of Jersey City, New
Jersey. Now he would have been under the Son Of Thunder. That
is the history coming out of just the evocation of a name, a place,
a people and those the sun had blessed.

The block captain of the Blackhawker lived on Garnet Street.
It was between 19th and 20th Streets, not far from the school. One
time I remember those jitterbugs tried to snatch Mrs. Williams'
pocketbook. But the block stood up. Wasn't nobody sitting on the
porch. Mrs. Williams was the clean block captain of this city. Do
youremember the pride people took in having those clean blocks.
I'm talking about North Philly, partner.

At a time when young people of the era were ‘discovering’
themselves, Georgie Woods had already gone through the proc-
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ess. Oris it more accurate to say he was going to process through
it? These were the days when Cecil B. Moore, Esq. was President
of the NAACP and for all practical purposes, the G.D. Boss.
Hadn't he already made that declaration in Time magazine. This
was before the Time Band and the Prince Revolution. In fact the
period we are talking about is when Jimi Hendrix was playing
back-up guitar for the lead group among the Uptown performers.

Talking about Patti LaBelle and the Bluebelles even when
they didn't have thatname. Back in the days when Montague was
still managing them. How thingschanged. Itain't funny how time
justslipped away. What about the night when Ike and Tina Turner
first hit the Uptown stage and Tina was showing it? Brothers went
wild as she echoed the Mockingbirds. The closest recent similar-
ity was the reaction in the quarter section when the new Peaches
came out with Herb the other night. Memories and more
memories....These were the days when the Uptown was the
Uptown not an old tech or a petro tech. That's when they had the
old school young manager named Sid Booker. He recalls, “If we
had fights, Georgie and them never knew about it because you
know why? We had the men on the floor and we ushered them out
the side door so fast and once we took them to school and let them
go, if they ever came back in there again you wouldn't even know
they were there.” And Sid was the manager, in charge, in effect.

Woods provides deep insight into the whole period when he
was the King of Rock and Roll, Impressario of Rythm and Blues
and Promoter of Soul Music. He discusses in candid terms his
experiences as a pioneer concert promoter, his first co-promotion
with Jocko, his involvement in the Philadelphia Civil Rights
Movement with Cecil B. Moore, his days as talk radio host, his
first plane ride - a gesture of appreciation from Nat King Cole, his
support of Dr. Martin Luther King and the role he played in
helping to get out the Malcolm X recording, the years of commu-
nity activities, When asked if he felt that he had given too much
time to the struggle for human dignity and respect for black
people, George replied, “Idon't think I gave too much time. 1think
it was necessary to do. What I was trying to do was two things:
Number One, let people know that you could use the microphone

120




Uptown

Midsixties at the Uptown It’s like a Heatwave
Life In the Heart of North Philly moving concentrically like a
And the music protects them Harmattan before the rainy season...

Courtesy George Woods Collection

These are styling people waiting to see on stage
In Person Tammi Terrell and Little Stevie Wonder
Wandering into another space and Time

No Bar tonight. These are all Star People.
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to help straighten out a situation that's wrong or a condition that's
bad, and also to the black disc jockey - disrespected totally - to give
him something. To give them some dignity. Because we're not
clowns and all of us didn't talk jive talk on the radio, and that's what
they thought about the black disc jockey. So I tried to change all
that by involving myself in the Civil Rights Movement and also
politics.”

In an essay on ‘The Black Disc Jockey as a Cultural Hero’,
One scholar noted, “Georgie Woods is to black radio in Philadel-
phiaas the Liberty Bellis to Independence Hall: Both are symbols
of freedom. Woods is a cultural hero in Philadelphia. He is
recognized in this manner not only for his ability as a disc jockey,
but for his commitment to the black community.”

Uptown/Downtown

In the city of Philadelphia, thousands of people remember
Woods from his long tenure at the Uptown. There are others who
recall attending shows he produced at the Arena, the Met, Town
Hall and the Academy of Music. In later years, they remember his
promotional activities with joy, although not always precise on
the details.

Sid Booker and The Front Office

One of the best informed people on George's experiences at
the Uptown is Sid Booker, who served as the Theatre's manager
nearly the whole period of it's glory days. What follows is an
unusual dialogue that goes far in reconstructing and deconstruct-
ing the Uptown days. S=Sid Booker. G= Georgie Woods.

Sid: I didn't take over until 1960, the last part of the year..

Q: When you came in did you have to make some changes? How
was it being done when you got in there?
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S:Ijusttightened up the ship. I tightened up. Gotrid of all the dead
heads. Got rid of all the free loaders. Ran it like it should be ran.
Not having 2100 seats with only 1500 in there paying admission
and 600 friends and whoever they could let in and get a dollar
from. All that shit was gone. When I took over all that shit went
out the door.

Q: How did you stop it?

S: Just like anything. You come in, you walk around, you watch
and see and then you weed out the bad ones. That's what you gotta
do, and that's what I did. They called the owners and wanted to
have a meeting with him, because they said I was too hard. I came
in, I cut their overtime...No more fucking overtime. You can do
this job in eight hours. Let's be fair about it. Now if you need an
extra2 hourstodoit, o.k. take it. It's like this, you have to be a boss
or win a popularity contest. I wasn't trying to win a popularity
contest. I went there to do a job and that was it. All the passes they
were giving out...

Q: What kind of passes were they giving out?

S: George would have passes he would give out to people, and 1
had so many passes and you never knew how many passes were
given out. So we put them on a system. You had 50 passes and we
got 50 passes, that's it. That's the total for the whole show.

Q: So you never went over 200 passes?

S: No, because you didn't need it. Because the simple reason was
the shows were cheap to get in- $2.50 ashow,a $1.50a show, then
you had a kiddie matinee, a 50 cent matinee on Friday's at three
o'clock in the afternoon. We filled the place up with 2100 kids. 3

o'clock matinee, nobody could move in the place.

Q: How did you do it, Sid?
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S: We used to run those little talent shows at the Park Theatre, and
the winner from the talent show George would put on the show.
They'd make an appearance on the show. It was just a neighbor-
hood talent show. He would let them know that he would put them
on the show at the Uptown, and that was big, ‘cause they were on
with big names. Butduring those days the shows were cheap to get
in. He had 50 cent kiddie matinees. You had $1.50 early shows.
You even had midnight shows for $2.50 at one time. $2.00 dollars
and then $2.50. Then we had ten groups on the show. Ten groups
on the show. The biggest show I can remember was the battle
between the Temptations and the Vibrations, and the Four Tops if
I'm not mistaken. Remember we had Broad Street so tied up, and
Rizzo came on the scene that night. That show was so big it was
unreal. We even thought about holding the show over. It was so
big. I don't think there was no show bigger than that one.

Georgie: The battle of the groups.

S: At that time he put the Temptations against the Vibrations. The
Vibrations were hot at one time. They were the hottest thing in this
city at one time.

G: Oh God!

S: What we used to do, we used to try and run a tight ship.

Q: How did you limit people to a certain number of passes when
they were used to getting more passes?

G: It wasn't that many passes.

S: Yes we did George.

G: Yeah, but it wasn't that many.

S: Yes it was. When I got to the Uptown, the passes were just

flowing, andI cut them out. Remember whenIwasa ‘no good son-
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of-a-bitch’.
G: You've always been a ‘no good son-of-a-bitch’.

S: How many times did they come to you and complain, 'he won't
let us in, he won't let us in'?. You know what I mean. Listen,
everyone that I didn't let in that was another dollar in his pocket.

Q: But how did you control the back door?

S: That was hard, that was hard. George and them wanted me to
be the bad guy. He'd call up front and say, “Sid, Idon't know who
those people are backstage but you need to get them to clear out
back there.” He had to stay the good guy. But I'd go back there and
take two of my men with me and clear it. They'd say, “Well
George,” I'd say, “No, no, no, no.” George would see me and get
away because George didn't want to be the bad guy. He had me for
the hatchet man. I'd say, “I don't care what George say, you gotta
g0.” George would be walking away when they try to call him.

Q: How many people did you have on your staff?

S: Iran the operation from front door to back door...I don't know
how much of that he wants to go into.

Q: But he walked away with some money though?

S: He made money, that's for sure. He made money. George made
money.

Q: Was he an easy hit for people to come in and borrow money
from him?

S: He was an easy touch. He's always been an easy touch.
Q: Why was that?

S: Idon't know, that's his nature. People come and borrow off of
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him.
Q: How about entertainers, did they have to borrow off of him?

S: Yeah, they borrowed off of him, shit yeah. See when they came
in town they could get a draw, but they couldn't get no more draw
than what they already earned. Say if they're getting $2500 for the
10 days, that's $250 a day, and believe it or not that's the way it
would run. Say they worked, they'd come in the first day then
they'd need adraw and they'd get a couple of hundred dollars at the
end of the night. Cause they didn't have nothing, you know what
I mean?

Q: Were there any times when entertainers wanted to go over that
amount?

S: No, no, we would never let them overdraw what they already
earned. Whatever their salary was, we prorated that for the 10
days. At$2500 dollars for 10 days at the end of that first night they
could draw a couple of hundred dollars, but that's about the best.

Q: Who paid for their hotel bills?

S: We used to stand for their hotel bills when they came here.
When they got in town and they didn't have nowhere to stay, we
used to have to pay their hotel bills. We used to have to pay the cab
fare to get to the Uptown. Once they got there we would put them
in the Chesterfield hotel at Broad and Oxford. Later we used to use
the hotel on the Parkway down there, the Franklin Motor Inn, and
we used to take the responsibility of their bill being paid.

Q: Suppose they went there and ran up a big drinking bill there.
Who would take care of that?

S: The only thing we would guarantee was the room. Any food and
stuff like that they had to pay out of their own pocket.
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Q: So when you called the hotel as the manager of the theatre, you
put a limit on how much they could charge, didn't you?

S: No, the only thing we would do was guarantee them for the
room. No eating or nothing, just for sleeping. How many enter-
" tainers threatened to walk off the show, and you told them to go
ahead walk, walk? Cause see I'm a tell you the whole thing. The
whole thing boiled down to this...and tell me if I'm right or wrong
George, back in the days, ‘DAS was the hottest thing around, and
George was the hottest thing in the city. Couldn't nobody touch
George. [Sid tumns to George] Was it Higginbotham [Atty. J.
Leon] whodrew up the contract you had with the Uptown? George
was very smart. The contract was in George's name, never the
station's. When George left and went to WHAT he took the
Uptown with him. Right? Then when he went to WHAT, WDAS
went to 52nd Street trying to freeze him out, the Nixon and the
State Theatre to try and freeze him out. But he just kept rolling,
kept rolling, and we sat down and talked and said, “they're not
going to...we're going to be here when they're gone.” And that's
exactly what happened. When they saw they couldn't do it. Then
they worked out the deal with George to come back to DAS.
George went back on his own terms.

Q: He had a better chance that time?

S: No, he had a better chance at first, because the way he had it
hooked up, the contract was always his contract. We didn't have
to talk to nobody at the station. We didn't have to talk to Bob Klein

or nobody. Shit no. The contract was in George's name.

Q: So Higginbotham was your main attorney at that time, right
George?

G: He was my lawyer at that time, yeah.

Q: He was rough, huh?
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S: He protected him. He protected him.

Q: Did you have anytime when a road manager of a group would
give you any trouble or anything?

G: Hell no. Most of them didn't have no road manager.

S: For one thing, they didn't have no road manager; they took care
of the business themselves. Patti Labelle and people like that, they
had road managers.

Q: How about Motown acts? Didn't they have a road manager?
G: They had a tour manager.

S: About 3 or 4 groups. He'd be with them.

Q: Jackie Wilson?

G: Nope. They didn't have it. You can't make them have it if they
didn't have it.

Q: So essentially the only people dealing with a project would be
you, Sid, and the group?

S:Right, we had the last say... I'll show you another thing. George

would run those freedom shows. How many people did the
Convention Hall hold?

G: 13,000.

S: And they would be full. They would be full and that's no joke.
The shows would be full. George never had shows that you could
say flopped. Now I know other people George let come in and had
shows that flopped.

Q: Did Bishop's shows flop?
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S: Bishop had some successful shows, but his shows never kicked
the way George's shows did. His shows did okay. He did okay.
Q: What was different about George's shows?

S: I don't know. I think George just had a hang on the people.
They'd see his name and...you tell me anywhere in the country...now
you listen to what I'm saying, anywhere in the country you travel
that you see big named groups come in, James Brown, this and that
come in, and see the dj's name at the top. You don't see it. The dj's
name is at the bottom. Okay you check the pictures of the marquee
down there and see whose name was in big letters at the top on
every one of those shows. Now that was unusual. If Philadelphia
was one of the only cities you saw this at. One guy made a
statement about that. You know who that was? James Brown.

Q: What did James Brown say?

G: I don't remember that.

S: He didn't make it to you. He made a statement that his name
should be at the top. And he was told that that's not the way we do
ithere. Youcome here and you had todo itour way. One thing they
could never do is come here and take over. This is one city they

could never do this in. They couldn't get in this city without
coming through George. That was the whole thing.

Advertising

Q: How were the shows advertised? Were the advertising budgets
set aside by the theatres or by George?

S: By George. George set the budget aside for the advertising.

Q: George what kind of advertising did you do outside of the
station?
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G: Didn't need nothing else. Posters.

S: We took care of the posters, and the pictures, and the newspa-
pers.

Q: Does anybody have any of the old posters or flyers from that
period?

G: Nope.

S: George, you geton the radio tomorrow and find somebody who
has some posters from the shows at the Uptown back in the years,
and they'll bring them in and we'll give them so much for it if they
got it. Or let us take a picture of the posters. There got to be
somebody out there...you know how some people save a poster
from year to year. There's got to be somebody out there with a
poster.

Q: At the time you were doing it, you didn't look at it as something
people would look at 30 years down the line, did you? You didn't
see it as an historical thing, did you?

G: Nope.

S: I1didn't. I don't know about George. Another thing too, back in
the days with those groups, George was the number one man in the
city. When the black groups cut a record, the white stations
wouldn't even let them in the front door. Who helped break the
record? George. They depended on George. They travelled from
California everywhere, just to be on George's show, to talk about
their record or something, and for George to break their record.
The white stations wouldn't play the black records. They had to
play the records, get in the number 1 slot for 6 to 8 weeks before
the white stations would play them. Then they may start playing
them.

Q: They said here you had to do a second show within a month's
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time, that was kind of unusal. Who was on that show before?

S: That was right before me.

G: That was on the holidays.

Q: The first one was when you had people you had to turn away.
S: When was that?

Q: May, 1960. Then you went over to Camden, then came back
and did the same people plus James Brown.

S: You went over to Camden and did a show in Camden?
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