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The Sok - Hop Wars
May 18, 1998

Nick Clooney

Among those in my corner of this venerable hall,
there is an infallible measure of the success of a
paper.
It is the length of time required for one member
to snort in disagreement, another to offer a sotto voce
correction and a third to fall into a deep sleep.
With that in mind, I have decided to set forth a
challenge. A person should always do something every
two years that will cause his palms to sweat.
So I
cast about for a topic that would be least likely to
engage for a full thirty minutes the interest of a
group of men dedicated to the principle of erudition.
I pride myself that I have made a supremely appropriate
choice.
The challenge is issued.
The clock is
ticking.
The game, gentlemen, is afoot.
The sok-hop wars.
Over the years, from this podium, words have
thundered through our room describing the great
conflicts of this century. We have heard of brave
deeds, chilling miscalculations, of the searing moment
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My active military service was spent, for the moot
part, in a radio studio built in a 600 - year-old castle
in a suburb of an entirely peaceful Frankfurt-am-main,
Germany.
Hardly the stuff of an epic poem.
Still, some months ago, under the looming threat
of this paper, a glimmer of an idea emerged.
Perhaps I
had been part of - at least - a cultural phenomenon,
after all.
What brought it to mind was a quotation in one of
myoId reporters' notebooks.
Ten years ago, I asked
the late Helen O'Connell, the memorable vocalist with
Jimmy Dorsey's Orchestra, how she remembered the "Big
Band Era".
"Hell", she replied, "if I'd known it was an era,
I 'd have paid closer attention."
Which set me to thinking.
I may not have been
intimately involved with any of my lifetime's world shaking events, but at least I can claim a chunk of a
footnote.
I was in the trenches, gentlemen, for the
rock and roll revolution.
Well might you raise your eyebrows.
For eight long years you would find me at the
barricades.
The problem was, I could not always be
sure which side of the barricade I was defending from
one day to the next.
Revolutions can be very
confusing.
Like many in this room, I was raised in the world
according to Glenn Miller and Tommy Dorsey. The great
bands and the great vocalists were what I knew and what
I loved. As a ten-year-old I could recite the names of
the band vocalists for most of the major orchestras.
Their names resonate even yet. Ginny Simms, Ray Eberl e
and his brother Bob, Martha Tilton, Peggy Lee, the
incomparable Helen Forrest.
I could usually identify
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In an odd way, those of us stationed overseas in
the mid-1950s were insulated from what was really going
on back here.
I certainly was. My 18 months in
Germany could just as well have been served on the dark
side of the moon for all I knew about developments in
what we used to call II CON-US II , the Continental United
States.
We returned at the very end of 1956 to an entirely
different cultural landscape. There had, in fact, been
a sea change. Nothing on the radio was recognizable.
Strange names assailed us. Elvis Presley. What kind
of name was Elvis? Pat Boone. The Everly Brothers.
Sam Cooke. Sonny James. Paul Anka. Buddy Holly and
the Crickets. Fats Domino. The Diamonds. Chuck
Berry. Not one had been heard from a mere 18 months
before. Not OIle. And, incidentally, t.here was not a
woman among them. Later, we would learn why. The
post-war affluence produced a phenomenon. A youth
culture with economic clout. Teen and subteen girls
and boys had money in their purses and pockets and
wanted to spend it. Boys bought gadgets and sports
equipment. Girls bought records. Lots of them.
Soon,
they began to control the singles record business. The
stars they created would be young men, preferably goodlooking young men.
But much of the music sounded as 1f it had been
recorded in a garage. Some of it had.
Still, if one was to work in radio in the late
1950s, one came to terms with the new reality. Many of
us did what we could at those barricades. We would
sneak in Nat Cole and Perry Como records as "extras" in
the hopes the kids might broaden their range a bit.
It
was largely a forlorn hope.
In 1959, I was offered a job hosting a television
dance party in Lexington.
It would be the beginning of
a long road, studded with mines, potholes and
switchbacks through the popular music world of the
19609.
In the course of events, I would conduct more
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than 600 lisak-hops" in three states for young people
from ten through college age.
Incidentally, when I sent in the title of my
paper, I spelled "sok-hop", ~ - O-K dash H-O-P. The,
clerk, a vigilant editor, qUletly corrected my ObV10US
error.
However, I blush to tell him - and you - that
S-O-K was how we spelled it.
Spelling was ?nly one
more of the verities under assault at the tlme.
In fact, it is only clear to me now what a deep
Gociological change was ~aking place in the
communities, large and small, I would visit in those
years.
None of that was apparent to me then.
I was
just a young man trying to make a living-and not doing
a very good job of it.
Business acumen was my achilles heel, no doubt
about it.
For instance, I would make an arrangement
with a school or organization to corne to their town,
bring the amplifier, speakers, records, prizes for
dance contests and an assistant to judge the events.
WP- would split the gate, 50-50. The concessions would
be theirs.
Off to Frankfort High School we went. One hundred
sixty teenagers trooped in, had a wonderful time
dancing for three hours, shook hands and trooped out.
When the moment came to settle up, I recognized my
first mistake . We had not agreed on a minimum
admission charge, so this Pep Club had changed the kids
a dime each.
I was handed eight dollars.
I paid my
assistant five of it.
The three r emaining dollars was
not clear profit.
I still had to pay for the gas.
Lesson learned.
, In 1959, in the wider world, Fidel Castro was
,Pope John was calling for an Ecumenical
Councll, Hawall was becoming the 50th state and Charles
V~n Doren was admitting his TV quiz show role was
flxed.
I, on the other hand, was on the road, girding
takln~ Havana~
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for a sok-hop skirmish in the community of Crab
Orchard, Kentucky.
We were armed with the latest ammunition.
"Stagger Lee" by Lloyd Price, "Put Your Head on my
Shoulder" by Paul Anka and the never-to - be-forgotten
"Charlie Brown" by the Coasters.
The location was a school gym, as it so often was.
We had been told this would be the first dance ever
held in Crab Orchard, a staunchly Baptist community.
There had in fact been quite a controversy about
inviting me at all.
The school board vote had been
tour Lo three.
Promptly at seven o'clock, people began to show
up.
I was startled by what we would later call the
demographic make-up of the crowd.
It appeared everyone
in town had decided to come.
Grandmas, grandpas, moms
and dads, aunts and uncles and little kids, too.
They
nearly filled up the stands, just short of 400 of them,
all told.
No more than 150 were the teenagers we had
come to entertain.
A young man named Hugh Ward was my assistant.
He
would earn his five dollars before that evening was
over.
One of his regular jobs was to overcome the
initial shyness of teenagers at these events and get
several couples on the dance floor to get things
started.
I would cooperate by playing a few slow
records, because young boys in small towns were more
likely to dance to slow songs than fast.
Hugh went into his act.
I played the appropriate
records.
No one danced.
In fact, no one moved.
The
entire scene looked like a Norman Rockwell painting.
Ten minutes went by.
Twenty.
Half an hour.
By this
time I was up in the stands talking to each individual.
I tried flattery, argument, bribery.
Not one person
walked onto that floor.
I began to perspire heavily.
What they used to
call back in Vaudeville days "flop sweat".
Every
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teenage we asked to dance would look over his or her
shoulder, see an adult relative and decline, with
thanks.
I didn't blame them.
It was like having two
chaperones for each kid. Eventually, people loosened
up to the extent of talking to one another.
Some even
ventured down to my table to say hello.
But each was careful not to touch one toe to that
dance floor.
Three interminable hours went by. Hugh was a
wreck and I was worse. No one ever danced. We were
packing to leave when the principal came up with a big
smile.
"Well, that sure was fun.
Nothing like I
thought it would be.
I had never been to a dance
before. II
"Sir",
dance. "

I

said,

"You still have never been to a

As we loaded up the car, a young boy came up to
me, obviously much the worse for beer. But he was in
coat and tie and doing his best to retain his dignity.
"Mister Clooney", he said, "I would like to apologize
to you for being drunk at your sok-hop. But, you see,
when you live in Crab Orchard, there is really nothing
else to do. II
I didn't have the moral courage to ask him where
he stashed the beer.
In the year 1960, when 70,000 blacks and whites
across America, mostly in the South, were holding sitins at segregated facilities, we were conducting a more
humble exercise in civil rights on television in
Lexington.
The dance program of which I was host had been
from the beginning a relaxed affair.
Forty or fifty
regulars who had been attending the program even before
I took over hosting duties continued to show up every
Saturday.
In the summer, we telecast outside in the
parking lot.
In the winter, inside in much more
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cramped quarters. Of course, all the dancers became
expert and fairly well - known in the community. All
were white.
It is with some chagrin that I report to
you that this did not seem remarkable to me at the
time.
One July afternoon, just after the telecast began
out in the parking lot, a car drove up.
It disgorged
six young African - Americans. At first they simply
stood on the sidelines, arms folded, faces apprehensive
but defiant.
Soon, one brave couple began dancing at
the fringes of our regulars.
It was a tense moment.
But it was also a moment of revelation for me.
I
had been so busy holding down a couple of jobs that I
had failed to give any but the most superficial thought
to what I was doing.
It seemed enough that I was
competent at my craft and supporting my family.
It had
never really occurred to me that television was the
public's business and that I had a responsibility, not
just to my employer, but to the people who turned on
the set.
It took some scared, but courageous,
teenagers to teach me that.
~wo of our regulars headed for the newcomers,
steam coming out of their ears.
I headed them off,
then told everyone during the playing of a record that
I was instituting a new policy.

During that moment of clarity, I thought of what
it must be like to be a teenager, to be black, and to
be siting at home watching this television show. At
least a third of the music I was playing was the work
of African-Americans. But the only faces those kids
saw on TV were white.
Well, we could at least fix that.
I explained to
my regulars that I'd be adding a few couples and if
there was anyone uncomfortable with that, they could
dance elsewhere. Some left immediately. Most stayed.
Unfortunately, our sponsor, a soft drink company,
did not stay. Alarmed at the possibility of adverse
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publicity, they cancelled their advertising. Without a
sponsor, the TV station also cancelled. The next week,
July 18th, 1960, the show went off the air.
This seemed to me an unsatisfactory conclusion.
There wasn't much money involved, but having the issue
of race choke off a television program, albeit a
relatively mindless dance show, just didn't sit well.
I thought about it during the remaining summer
months and came up with an idea. By this time,
Kentucky schools has been dealing with integration for
four years or more. What if I invited one high school
each week to be on television? What if I sent them 50
tickets, but I specified I wanted the class officers,
the debate team, the cheerleaders and the basketball
team? If they accepted, each contingent, without
doubt, would be integrated, but with kids who already
knew each other.
The TV station, owned by Taft Broadcasting, said
they would give the idea a try, but we would have to
find a sponsor. The old soft drink company showed its
continuing timidity and refused. But another one said
yes.
It was Dr. Pepper. Only now will I admit
publicly that I never like the taste of Dr. Pepper, but
to this day, 38 years later, I buy a carton every
month.
They are in my hall of fame.
The school salute was a huge success. By the time
I left Lexington, it was the highest-rated daytime
program all week long. ~1d youngsters sitting at home
were able to see on their TV screens kids who looked
like they did.
1961 brought my first venture into network
television and it was because of the success of the
school salute program.
It had become so popular that
notice was taken at the mecca of rock and roll,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where the perennially baby faced pope of pop, Dick Clark, held sway.
It was the
heyday of American Bandstand, then broadcast coast-tocoast every afternoon at four on ABC.
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One day there came a call to our station from
Philadelphia.
It is important to get the complete
picture. Our TV station was in a concrete block
building behind the Circle 25 Drive-In Theater. When I
first went to work there, the offices were in a
trailer.
We had one camera. We had one person to run that
camera. We had one other person to direct as well as
switch both audio and video. That was it.
The prospect of a trip to the network operation at
Philadelphia took on the proportions of a visit to Oz.
And the wizard himself was calling to see if I would
like to be among the hosts who would replace Dick Clark
when he took a week's vacation. Ours was the smallest
city so honored, we were told.
I would be paid the
standard network fee for hosts. There was no nonsense
about arranging transportation or providing
accommodations. This was a bare bones offer.
But it certainly impressed me.
This is probably as good a moment as any to point
out a truth that all of us who prepare papers for this
club learn sooner or later. Verified facts are not
nearly so interesting as memory.
If this group was not
so august, I would rely on memory rather than dig
through notebooks, cancelled checks, newspaper files
and the like.
For instance, my memory is clear.
I went to
Philadelphia.
I did the American Bandstand program and
was so well received that I was asked to stay another
day, was paid $500 for each day and returned to
Lexington with enough cash to triple our savings
account.
With great confidence, during the course of
preparing this paper, I pulled out my notebooks from
1961 and everything else I could find, including my tax
return. What a disappointment.
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According to the notebook, I started driving at
A.M. on the morning of August 29th, 1961. After
negotiating the Pennsylvania Turnpike, I arrived at the
TV station just before 2:00 P.M., changed clothes, was
briefed by Dick's announcer, started the local section
of the program at 3:30. We went network at 4:00, I
interviewed a couple of guests and a dozen or so kids,
introduced the records and got the program off on time
at 5:00 P.M.
4:00

I then got back in the car and started home. No
second day or network. About midnight I stopped and
slept for a couple of hours.
In the car. No overnight
stay in Philadelphia.
I was back at work in Lexington
on the 30th.
Moreover, I also have the check stub from the
Triangle Publications, Incorporated, the company that
then owned American Bandstand.
It was not for $1000,
for two programs.
It was for $265, for one program.
The part about it tripling our savings account,
however, was true.
1962 brought the "Missiles of October".
When
Soviet vessels carrying what were thought to be nuclear
warheads to Cuba turned back, Secretary of State Dean
Rusk said, lIWe're eyeball to eyeball and I think the
other fellow just blinked."

That same month, my personal sok-hop war reached a
fever pitch and I am not ashamed to admit that it was I
who blinked.
This time, the event was held at Lee Junior
College, in Jackson, Breathitt County, Kentucky.
dance was well-attended. The young people were
prepared to have a good time and dancing was
enthusiastic from the beginning.

The

Hugh and I did not know, however, about a subtext
to the evening.
Indeed, it was dark subtext to most
public events at that time in Breathitt County.
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About an hour and a half into the dance, I heard
some popping sounds from outside. They were vaguely
familiar, but not particularly intrusive, so I
continued.
Shortly, there was a small knot of people
forming at the main exit. They did not seem agitated,
but something in their body language suggested I had
best check to see what was going on.
I approached the President of the College.
I
didn't ask anything, but had a quizzical expression on
my face.
His response is as clear to me tonight as it
was 36 years ago.
nOh, there's been a shooting out in the parking
lot. One boy should make it all right but we don't
know about the other.
I t ' s touch and go, d~pend i ng on
how quickly we can get him to Lexington."
Stunned, I went back to my location, turned off
the music and motioned to Hugh to start packing up.
The school president hurried toward us at a trot.
"What are you doing?", he asked.
I

told him

I

was closing down the dance.

"Why, there's no need to do that over a little
shooting. You know, there's been bad blood between
those two for years.
It's a family thing.
No use to
shut all this down when everybody was having such a
good time."
I explained to the gentleman that a potential
double murder was quite enough motivation for me to be
on my way and that he could give my share of the
proceeds to somp. local charity.
Perhaps "Hatfields and
McCoys, Anonymous."
To finish the story, one boy did, indeed, die in
the hospital.
Hard as it is to believe, that incident would seem
like small potatoes later.
This time the villain would

1
589
be a frenetic red-head who was as hard on pianos as he
was on his vocal chords. A man named Jerry Lee Lewis.
I had been asked to do what was called a city-wide
sok-hop, sponsored by the Lexington Recreation
Commission. These had been regular events held at a
local park and were quite successful. This one would
be bigger and better. As an end of summer special, the
Commission would go all out and hire Jerry Lee Lewis to
appear with his band in person. Though his big songs
had been on the hit parade back in 1957 and 1958, his
popularity in live performance was even greater than it
had be e n five years before. TV appearances let
everyone know how wild he became when performing his
signature tunes "Great Balls of Fire" and "Whole Lot of
Shakin' Going On". And, to tell the truth, his
reputation as a bad boy didn't hurt, either. There had
been notorious bouts with drugs and alcohol and stories
of a romance with an underage cousin. All of it tawdry
to the general public, but a sort of delicious
contraband to some teenagers in the 1960s.
So the crowd on the appointed evening was
e normous.
It soon overwhelmed our facility.
Youngsters poured in from all points of the compass.
We never,had an official estimate, but the number was
clearly ln the thousands.
, I was to start the evening with some records.
ThlS would be followed by a local band, which I could
emcee.
Then I would introduce our star who would take

it from there.
The evening went as planned through the first
phase. The young people were having a fine time.
After an hour of records, I brought on the local band
which was well received.
It was clear from the
'
increasing noise that anticipation was mounting for our
rock and roll bombshell.
There was a bombshell all right, but not the kind
any of uS,were looking for.
Jerry Lee Lewis, who had
been conflrmed, re - confirmed and re-re-confirmed as
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late as 5:00 that evening, did not show up. All of us
called frantically to every known contact, to the hotel
where he had been staying, to bars in the vicinity.
No
luck.
This was not child's play because these teens were
not children and there were thousands of them.
Some
one could get killed.
It was, of course, my duty to
give them the bad news. The few steps up to the stage
looked a lot like the last mile to me.
The announcement got precisely the reception we
expected.
There was a roar of anger. Within a few
seconds, something was thrown onto an evergreen tree at
the edge of the crowd and it was set afire.
More
screams and a bigger roar.
Then, a group of about 50
boys headed toward the stage like Pickett's
Confederates on the third day at Gettysburg.
But I had
neither stone wall nor artillery between me and them.
Just two overage security guards who had no more idea
wha t to do than I did.
On an impulse, I jumped down off the stage and
walked toward the advancing boys.
In those days,
virtually everyone over the age of 16 smoked,
especially in Kentucky.
I worked my way through the
crowd and went up to the boy who had been loudest in
exhorting the crowd to take over the stage.
I pulled
out my pack of Pall Malls and took out a cigarette.
I
hoped the kids couldn't see my hands shaking.
I asked
the red - faced boy for a light.
To my surprise and
relief, he took out a lighter and obliged me.
I took a
long draw and said, "Look, the guy's not going to show
up.
If I knew where he was, I'd supply the tar and
feathers.
But I don't.
If we don't figure something
out, somebody's going to get hurt. What do you think
we ought to do?"
We talked for a minute while most of the crowd
watched us.
Then about ten of us walked up onto the
stage and told them the dance would go on if they
cooled down.
There was still tension, but the danger
had passed.
The local band came back on, one kid did a
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Jerry Lee Lewis imitation to a lot of catcalls. There
was some damage to a couple of park benches, a water
fountain was ripped out and there was, of course, the
tree.
But no one was hurt.
Later we were told that Jerry Lee Lewis had taken
his entourage to a motel in Richmond, 30 miles away.
He hadn't felt like performing. Had several thousand
Kentucky teenagers known where to find him that night,
they might have made his hit "Great Balls of Fire"
entirely too literal for Mr. Lewis' comfort.
At the beginning of this paper, I told you that
sometimes I was not sure which side of the barricades
should man in this revolution. Let me explain that.

I

Half the time, I found myself on the adult side of
the battle, standing with those who were my senior by
half a decade or more. Though I met and liked
thousands of young people who came to the dances and
watched the TV show, I never pretended to enjoy the
music.
It was true that rock and roll had an energy
that was viscerally attractive.
It was also true that
some of it was much better than the rest.
But, as I explained to my young acquaintances, in
my opinion, the entire genre was disconnected, mired in
raw emotion to the detriment of the music.
There was
virtually no call to any part of the intellect. There
was little poetry. There was seldom a melodic flow.
There was only a heavy bar line and a group of
repetitive, often child-like phrases.
The young people, not being stupid, were quick to
point out that not all songs of the 1930s and 1940s
were gems, either. Would I care to defend, "Your
Father's Mus~ache", "Three Iddy Fishes in an Iddy Biddy
Pool" or "Malrzy Doats"?
No, I wouldn't.
But I explained that, for the
most part, those were nonsense songs written by smart
people who deliberately chose to write a silly song,
usually for a particular purpose.
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On the other hand, I had a terrible feeling that,
in the defining years of rock and roll, "Short Fat
Fannie", "Yakety Yak" and "Splish Splash" was about the
best the rock and roll songwriters could do.
Certainly there was a maturing of the form.
There
still is.
But its initial impulse to cut the anchor
rope to everything that went before seemed childish to
me then and seems a fatal flaw to me now, leading to a
pop music fragmentation which is as bewildering as it
is isolating.
Still, I must admit that the other half of the
time, I found myself jumping over that barricade and
standing shoulder to shoulder with those rock and roll
teenagers.
Often, it would come when some of my
contemporaries would attempt to make the point that the
music was the root cause of juvenile delinquency and
most of the ills of our society. That seemed illogical
and, at the level of the trenches where I spent much of
my time, was simply not true.
These were good kids at least as good as we had been, to damn them with
faint praise. They just liked to have a good time and,
unlike us, had money enough to create something all
their own, something their parents were sure to hate.
What could be more normal than that?
I recall that, many years later, when I was
anchoring TV news, a local politician said in an
interview that rock and roll songwriters set the
environmental for the depredations of that well-known
Cincinnatian Charles Mason.
As I told him at the time, if we're going to blame
rock und roll for Mason, then we'll have to indict
Stephen Foster for Jesse James, Paul Whiteman for
Leopold and Loeb and Bing Crosby for John Dillinger.
It seems a bit of stretch to me, but I'll listen
to the argument.
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I got off the rock and roll train in 1967, when I
hosted my last sok - hop.
Since then, while I learned to
put the "C" back in "sock", the form went over many
bridges and through many tunnels. There was disco and
metal and grunge and many more.
And, in a long downward curve, rock and roll has
lost a substantial percentage of its audience. Many of
its defectors have gone to country music.
My friend Mike Re j d, once an all-pro lineman with
the Cincinnati Bengals and an extraordinary person and
musician has, as some of you know, joined the country
ranks.
Coming from a background of classical piano, he
for some years flirted with rock and roll.
I asked him
why he chose country. His response was instructive.
"Country music, whether it is good or bad, is
almost always life-affirming.
They sing of love lost
and love found, of family, of loneliness, of tassin'
him out of gettin' him back, of memories and of home.
Rock these days often sings of anger and violence and
disillusion.
I can respect the work without choosing
to be part of it."
So that's what has happened to rock and roll and
its revolution.
From the amateurish, but fun - loving
beginnings with the childish, but often joyful, words
and gyrations, to disillusion and disappointment.
It
has been a long road.
Does rock and roll have importance? Of course it
does.
It is the soundtrack for nearly two post-war
generations now, just as the big bands were the
soundtrack for the depression and World War II.
Wal ter Cronkite, several years after he retired
was asked what his greatest error had been as a
'
newsman. He said, "I missed the rock and roll
revolution.
I never caught its significance.
It was a
grievous error."
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Well, Walter, I didn't miss it.
I couldn't.
I
was up to my elbows in it.
But a case could be made
that I didn't get it. And now, in my twilight years,
have to admit to my baby-boomer friends that rock and
roll, which I thought would fade like the mambo craze,
has instead lasted longer than my beloved big bands.

I

So, to Helen O'Connell, wherever you are, I wish I
had paid closer attention.
It turned out to be an era.
Thank you for your attention and good evening.

MY LIFE IN GENEALOGY
June 1, 1998

Fr~derick

J. McGavran

Genealogy, like taxes, has a marriage penalty.1
The last few months before her accident, Dorothy was
almost inseparable from her computer, tracing obscure
family lines, praising or damning counties that had or
had not digitalized their probate records and vital
statistics. Harmless enough, I thought, until I got
into her hard drive while she was at a DAR meeting.
To
my horror she was not researching her family, but my
relationships with my previous six wives.
The next
morning her jacuzzi was interrupted by one of those
unpleasant incidents that occur when one attempts to
recharge a lap top on wet enamel.
The search for human origins has always been a
search for meaning.
Both Genesis and Gospel contain
genealogies, which trace their principals back to the
moment of creation. By knowing who begat whom, we
In a serious essay, we need not dwell on the consequences of a man suggestir
to his wife that there may be more distinguished bloodlines than her family/~

