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Harold Kelley holds "Blue Danube," a 78 record.

Single 78s are visible on the rack below. Behind

him is the store's soundproof listening booth.

Circa 1949.

In 1947, my grandparents converted a room connected to their small home in downtown

Richmond, Indiana, into a record shop. According to my grandmother, my grandfather—perhaps

enamored with the family’s new “Airline” table model automatic phonograph (purchased from

Montgomery Ward the year before)—somehow managed to persuade her, my great aunt Ina, and

my great uncle Henry to embark on the venture. On May 12, 1947, the Monday after Mother’s Day,

the Specialty Record Shop opened its doors. It would become the first black owned and operated

retail establishment in the area to serve both black and white customers. (The store closed in

1980.)

Many years later, so many things strike me about this ambitious undertaking. Mostly, I realize that

their actions were, particularly at that time, a very bold step across a profoundly demarcated color

line in American life and music, even in Richmond, which was, with its Quaker history, somewhat

more tolerant of African Americans. While Richmond’s public schools had been integrated by 1947,

official segregation in the City of Richmond didn’t end until 1965. Long after my mother graduated

from high school (1957), blacks and whites lived mostly separate lives—and listened to different

music.
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The shop's second location on Main Street in

Richmond, Indiana, circa 1955.

This seems especially true in the early days of the shop, although among the nearly 100 78 rpm,

ten-inch breakable shellac records that comprised the store’s first inventory were records by Nat

King Cole, who by 1947 had himself made it across the color line into popular music. For the week

ending January 3, 1947, King Cole’s “I Love You (For Sentimental Reasons)” was among Billboard’s

top ten “Honor Roll of Hits,” a tabulation of the most popular tunes in the nation. Other popular

songs carried by the shop on opening day were Alvino Rey’s “Near You” and Tex Williams’s “Smoke!

Smoke! Smoke! (That Cigarette).”

https://youtu.be/DHm7cBfwfQQ

.

Specialty would come to distinguish itself from its five Richmond competitors by carrying all kinds

of music and special ordering any sound a customer wanted: classical, country and western,

bluegrass, jazz, R&B, spiritual, folk. Music that other stores didn’t stock, Specialty carried, and its

inventory eventually included more than 400 different labels. White customers who listened to

sounds outside of mainstream popular music of the day found a home at Specialty, but on

occasion would still feel the need to discreetly whisper their requests for the latest country and

western or bluegrass hit, as if embarrassed by their own musical tastes. Such was the climate in

those early days.

.In the 1950s, the Specialty Record Shop, which had from its inception boasted the “Greatest

Variety in Recordings,” was in its advertisements not only marketing all genres of music but also

both white and black musicians. A November 24, 1954, advertisement, for example, promotes

Specialty’s wide variety of “albums and single records of popular, children’s, classical, religious,

western, rhythm and blues, and jazz.” And an earlier advertisement from May 19, 1954, for example,

promotes Tommy Dorsey (“Little White Lies”), Artie Shaw (“Special Delivery Stomp”), Fats Waller

(“Honeysuckle Rose”), Duke Ellington (“Solitude”), Jimmie Lunceford (“Jazznocracy”), and Coleman

Hawkins (“Body and Soul”).
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A "Tips on Tops" Specialty advertisement promoting music by Perez Prado, Sarah

Vaughn and Dinah Shore, Johnny Desmond, Les Baxter and Roy Hamilton, and

Sauter-Finegan. This ad also features Specialty's outlet store in Connersville,

Indiana. Richmond Palladium-Item, May 11, 1955.

Still, what’s painfully clear from the majority of advertising during that time is that mainstream

music of the day reflected “popular” (that is, white) tastes. While black teenagers like my mother

listened to “Ain’t That a Shame” by Fats Domino, her white counterparts listened to “Ain’t That a

Shame” by Pat Boone. On and on, two versions of records—black and white—and two audiences:

Among black songs covered by white artists that my mother remembers from her youth (most

certainly carried in my grandparents’ store in both incarnations) are “Fever” by Little Willie John

and “Fever” by Peggy Lee, “Long Tall Sally” by Little Richard and “Long Tall Sally” by Pat Boone,

“Good Night, Irene” by Leadbelly and “Good Night, Irene” by the Weavers, and “Hound Dog” by Big

Mama Thornton and “Hound Dog” by Elvis Presley.

https://youtu.be/X7_k_0dKknA

.
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Marilyn Kelley, fifteen, helping customers with

Henry Bass and Harold Kelley at the Main

Street shop, 1955.

The R & B sounds that my mother, Marilyn Kelley, favored in musical artists in the 1950s were the

familiar sounds of (or “sepia” as it was called early on), gutbucket, and melisma—black musical

sounds and pronunciation not acceptable to the parents of white teenagers (although white youth

were of course becoming familiar with these sounds). Covers changed that sound and made

popular rhythm and dance music acceptable to white parents while satisfying white teens and

keeping them “inside the fold.” White people (and black people) regularly heard and saw Dinah

Shore, Peggy Lee, Pat Boone, Elvis Presley, and other white performers on radio and television, as

the record companies heavily promoted these artists and their versions of popular songs. Black

performers, on the other hand, were much harder for black people (or everybody else, for that

matter) to discover. In the Midwest you had to catch Randy, a white disc jockey out of Nashville,

who played black performers’ records and sold them through mail order (see WLAC—Radio). My

mother listened to Randy’s show from her bedroom nearly every Saturday night.
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https://youtu.be/i93-hlwULUk

.

I had never heard of Little Willie John or his version of “Fever” until my mother mentioned it, but

when I listened to his voice for the first time I immediately understood what compelled my

parents as teenagers to desire this song, even without lots of radio play or the benefit of

television. When I sent my mother a link to Gayle Wald‘s review of a book about the musician

(Fever: Little Willie John: A Fast Life, Mysterious Death and the Birth of Soul), she remarked that as

a young girl in the rural Midwest she knew not a single thing about him except for the sound of

his voice on that one song, which has stuck in her memory all these years. Few people in rural

America knew what budding black artists looked like in those days. For listeners like my mother it

was all about sound because there was practically nothing else. Pure sound drove her to enjoy

these artists and made her want to hear their music again and again.

Into this world jumped two ordinary black couples, moved by their own phonograph player and

records to turn a space they had leased to a succession of black beauty parlor operators into a

small storefront: Harold Kelley, my grandfather, a carpenter by training who tended as carefully to

the foundations of the store as to its customers; my grandmother, Elizabeth, who handled the

register and advertising; my great aunt Ina, who mostly worked behind the scenes as the

bookkeeper; and my great uncle, Henry Bass, known among the family as “the promoter,” likely as

much for his knowledge of music, particularly jazz, as for a habit of walking up and down the

street talking to people (a young African-American man named John would join the four after first

lingering in the shop as a customer, then helping as a volunteer, until finally becoming an

invaluable employee in 1955.)
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Kelleys and Basses: Left to right: Henry Bass, Mary Ina Bass, Elizabeth Kelley, and

Harold Kelley, co-owners of the Specialty Record Shop, circa 1963.

Benefiting first from their proximity to downtown at 611 South A Street, beneath a rose-colored

neon sign, and later in the more spacious Main Street shop—with its “high fidelity” room in the

basement—that I remember, the Kelleys and Basses managed to put several other record stores

out of business, but more significantly they forged a small community—white and black—around

music at the heyday of a vast industry and at one of the peaks of cultural segregation, which even

now, so many decades later, seems like no small accomplishment.

Last year, my mother and I traveled to Richmond to visit both Specialty locations, maybe thinking

that in all their metaphorical glory they would inspire us to write down what we remember. We

went first to the storefront on Main Street, the place that I knew, and then to the small frame

house on South A Street, the early shop and my mother’s childhood home. The drabness of the

place knocked any hint of nostalgia out of both of us: The bushes and flowerbeds were gone, and

the building looked cold and empty, slightly seedy, and a little miserable—these days no doubt

valued more for the land it sits on than for the property itself. Thinking now of how my mother

must have felt to see her childhood home diminished so mercilessly by time and progress still

pains me.
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Main Street, Richmond, Indiana in the 1950s

She said then and I write with certainty now that it was more than it looked, which brings me back

to what Specialty was, which must be something larger than what stands in our memories or I

would not be writing this. It is difficult to attach particular significance to the place in a simple

essay about music except to say that as with sound with Specialty meaning was everywhere, and

as with music, Specialty reached everyone, at least in Richmond. Its soundproof booth, five-by-five

feet square, drew high-fidelity enthusiasts to listen longer than perhaps should have been

allowed. A single door connecting the store to my grandparents’ home, sometimes left open by

chance, invited curiosity and even boldness from some customers who, stumbling upon the

family’s dining room table with its treasure trove of uncataloged records may well have lingered

too long in a private space but were never scolded or turned away. The record company

representatives who, swept up in the excitement of Specialty’s open house in 1955, began helping

customers buy any record, regardless of its label. Taken together, these shared experiences

become a narrative of human experience as intricate and complicated as music itself, not so

unlike the tapestry of sound that compelled my mother to listen to the magnetic voice of Little

Willie John.

In the musical amalgam of today, it is at times difficult to imagine an America so rural, isolated,

and segregated, at least in these particular ways. These days “black” music—that is, music by

African-American performers—is likely more accepted by and certainly more fully integrated into

mainstream America than is the black population itself. Virtual musical communities like 

turntable, Spotify, Grooveshark, and Pandora are as much growing purveyors of music as are

iTunes and Amazon, the new corner record stores, and as such hold much promise for

unprecedented global musical cross-pollination and exchange.
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As we may rightly celebrate the cultural integration

of more sounds into a larger and perhaps more democratic musical landscape, it is also

appropriate to mourn the passing of brick and mortar record stores (and bookstores and libraries,

too, I might add) like Specialty, as much for their fidelity as for the ephemeral things these spaces

once contained: qualities that bring kinship and serendipity to human experience—sound, yes, but

also light, smell, touch, and color, with all its complications.

—

Jacqueline Dowdell received a B.A. from the University of Michigan and an M.F.A. from Cornell

University. She is a communications coordinator at Cornell Law School. Thanks to her mother’s

memories, her grandmother’s meticulous archive of Specialty history, and a newfound enthusiasm

for sound, she is working on a memoir about the Specialty Record Shop.

.

Sounding Out! • The Specialty Record Shop

https://doi.org/10.59350/rd45h-hnr75 Page 9

https://soundstudiesblog.com/2012/01/16/the-specialty-record-shop/business_card/
https://soundstudiesblog.com/jacqueline-dowdell/
https://doi.org/10.59350/rd45h-hnr75



		
 		
			
								
					Sounding Out!
				
				pushing sound studies into the red since 2009
			


			
						About

			About Us


			Editorial Collective
	
				Jennifer Lynn Stoever


				Liana M. Silva


				Aaron Trammell


	





			Editorial Statement


			Contact


			People
	
				Writers
		
					Writers A-N
			
						A-B
				
							Kemi Adeyemi


							Kaj Ahlsved


							Wanda Alarcon


							Andrew Albin


							Kevin Allred


							Eddy Francisco Alvarez Jr.


							Tim Anderson


							Kevin Archer


							Michael Austin


							Gina Arnold


							Shauna Bahssin


							Kathleen Battles


							Benjamin Bean


							Airek Beauchamp


							Tara Betts


							Colin Black


							Thomas Blake


							China Blue


							Trevor Boffone


							Yvon Bonenfant


							Marcus Boon


							Esther Bourdages


							Bill Bahng Boyer


							Regina N. Bradley


							Mark Brantner


							Alejandra Bronfman


							Cassie J. Brownell


							Justin D Burton


				





						C
				
							C.L. Cardinale


							Leonardo Cardoso


							andré carrington


							Aaron Carter-Ényì


							Dolores Inés Casillas


							Daniel Cavicchi


							Steph Ceraso


							Rui Chaves


							Maria P. Chaves Daza


							Norma Coates


							Debra Rae Cohen


							Maile Costa Colbert


							James Cook


							Claire Cooley


							Gabrielle Cornish


							Ian Coss


							Rui Costa


							Adam Craig


							Ashon Crawley


				





						D-E
				
							Mark Davidson


							Marcia Dawkins


							Monica De La Torre


							Mike D’Errico


							Peter DiCola


							Jacqueline Dowdell


							George Drake Jr.


							Meghan Drury


							Ian Dunham


							Justin Eckstein


							Christine Ehrick


							Samantha Ege


							Nina Sun Eidsheim


							Lawrence English


							Marcella Ernest


							Everything Sounds


				





						F-G
				
							Ziad Fahmy


							David Font-Navarrete


							Rob Ford


							Juan Sebastian Ferrada


							Nicole Furlonge


							Milton Garcés


							Luis-Manuel Garcia


							Jennifer Garcon


							Josh Garrett-Davis


							Erik Granly Jensen


							Christina Giacona


							Denise Gill


							Mike Glennon


							Benjamin Gold


							Kaleb Goldschmitt


							Travis Gosa


							Carolina Guerrero


							Norie Guthrie and Scott Carlson


				





						H
				
							Michelle Habell-Pallán


							David Hadbawnik


							Mack Hagood


							Magz Hall


							Fabiola Hanna


							Brían Hanrahan


							Steven Hammer


							Melissa Helquist


							David Hendy


							Yessica Garcia Hernandez


							Bridget Hoida


							Shakira Holt


							Seth S. Horowitz


							Joshua Hudelson


							John Hyland


				





						J-K
				
							Katharine Jager


							Priya Jaikumar


							Robin James


							Gabriela Jimenez


							Imani Kai Johnson


							Randolph Jordan


							Jeanette S. Jouili


							Loren Kajikawa


							Damien Keane


							Amanda Keeler


							Elizabeth Keenan


							Sarah Kessler


							Roshanak Kheshti


							Dorothy Kim


							Bill Kirkpatrick


							Nicholas Knouf


							Melle Jan Kromhout


							Danijela Kulezic-Wilson


				





						L-Mi
				
							Caleb Lázaro Moreno


							Rebecca Lentjes


							Nati Linares


							Mary Caton Lingold


							Jay Loomis


							Eric Lott


							Bronwen Low


							Enongo Lumumba-Kasongo


							Ashley Luthers


							Marit J. MacArthur


							Alexis Deighton MacIntyre


							Owen Marshall


							Carter Mathes


							Tom McEnaney


							Marci McMahon


							Leslie McMurtry


							John Melillo


							Asa Mendelsohn


							Aurelio Meza


							Jeb Middlebrook


							Bonnie Millar


							April Miller


							Lee M. Miller


							Gabriel Salomon Mindel


				





						Mo-N
				
							Dave Molk


							David Mollin


							Madison Moore


							Nancy Morales


							Kristin Moriah


							Roger Moseley


							Seth Mulliken


							Timothy Murray


							Jordan Musser


							Sionne Neely


							Elizabeth Newton


							Tavia Nyong’o


				





			





					Writers O-Z
			
						O-R
				
							Michael O’Brien


							Julia Grella O’Connell


							Mandie O’Connell


							Linda O’Keeffe


							Josh Ottum


							Priscilla Peña Ovalle


							Osvaldo Oyola


							Marla Pagán-Mattos


							Andreas Pape


							James Parker 


							Leonard J. Paul


							Caroline Pinkston


							Samantha Pinto


							Murray Pomerance


							Scott Poulson-Bryant


							Primus Luta


							Lucreccia Quintanilla


							Iván Ramos


							Anthony W. Rasmussen


							Ian Rawes


							Lilian Radovac


							Marlen Ríos-Hernández


							AO Roberts


							Tara Rodgers


							Christopher Roman


							Pablo Roman-Alcala


							Alexander Russo


				





						S
				
							reina alejandra prado saldivar


							Andrew J. Salvati


							Ted Sammons


							Luz María Sánchez


							Michelle Sauer


							Jentery Sayers


							Meg Schedel


							Holger Schulze


							A. Brad Schwartz


							Cam Scott


							Sarah Mayberry Scott


							D. Travers Scott


							Susana Sepulveda


							Christina Sharpe


							Rebecca Shores


							Shayna Silverstein


							Aram Sinnreich


							Phillip Sinitiere


							Jonathan Skinner


							Jacob Smith


							Suzanne E. Smith


							Emmanuelle Sonntag


							Gustavus Stadler


							Justyna Stasiowska


							Jonathan Sterne


							Andy Kelleher Stuhl


							Pavitra Sundar


							Rajna Swaminathan


							Karl Swinehart


				





						T-Z
				
							Dustin Tahmahkera


							Ariel Taub


							Toniesha L. Taylor


							Karen Tongson


							Alexander J. Ullman


							Vanessa K. Valdés


							Shawn VanCour


							Neil Verma


							J. Martin Vest


							Salomé Voegelin


							Laura Wagner


							Gayle Wald


							Daniel A. Walzer


							Yun Emily Wang


							Jon M. Wargo


							Eric Weisbard


							Alex Werth


							Kimberly Williams


							Ben Wright


							Nabeel Zuberi


							Christie Zwahlen


				





			





		





				Guest Editors
		
					Airek Beauchamp


					Justin D Burton


					Luis-Manuel Garcia


					Magz Hall


					Dorothy Kim


					Tom McEnaney


					Christopher Roman


					Katherine Spring


					Neil Verma


		





				Podcasters
		
					Frank Bridges


					Leonardo Cardoso


					Brooke Carlson


					Maile Colbert


					David B. Greenberg


					K. A. Laity


					Eric Leonardson


					Sonia Li


					Monteith McCollum


					Andrea Medrado


					Nick Mizer


					Leonard J. Paul


					Craig Shank


					Jennifer Lynn Stoever


					H. Cecilia Suhr


					James Tlsty


					Salomé Voegelin


					Naomi Waltham-Smith


					Daniel A. Walzer


					Cynthia Wang


					Anne Zeitz


		





				Advisory Board


				Associate Book Review Editor


				Interns
		
					Spring 2025 Interns
			
						Sean Broder


						Alex Calovi


			





					Former Interns
			
						Shauna Bahssin


						Kaitlyn Liu


						Mikal McKay


						Jenna Perez


						Daniel Santos


						Dhruv Sehgal


						Hannah Srulevich


						Michele Quiles


						Kamryn Scott


						Ariel Taub


						James Tlsty


						Allison Young


			





		





	











		Resources

			Sounding Out Index


			Cite SO!


			SO! QR Code


			Teaching SO!


			SO! Reads: Book Review Index


			Click for Series and Forums Index








		Podcast

			Podcast Editorial Statement


			Podcast Episode Guide


			Regular Podcasters
	
				Marcella Ernest


	











		Submit

			To Blog (PAUSED AS OF 12/16)


			To Podcast


			CFP Archive
	
				Call For Pitches for SO!’s Print Volume + Blog: Sonic Presents Due 30 JAN 2023


				EXTENDED!! CFP: Hate and NonHuman Listening, Due 14 July 2025


				EXTENDED through 11/30 CFP: “Racial Bias in Speech AI,” Due 15 Nov 2022


				CFP: The Grain of the Audiobook, Due 7 OCT 2019


				CFP: Mingus Ah Um at 60, Due 5/20/19


				CFP: Soundwalking While POC, Due 12/3/18


				CFP: No Pare, Sigue Sigue: Spanish Rap & Sound Studies, Due 10/1/2018


				CFP: Amplifying Du Bois at 150, Due 5/1/18


				CFP: Gendered Sounds of South Asia, Due 7/15/17


				CFP: Sound in the K-12 School, Due 4/15/2017


				CFP: Sound, Ability, and Emergence, Due 1/15/17


				CFP: Punk Sound, Due 9/15/16


				CFP: Digital Humanities and Listening, Due 4/10/16


				CFP: Medieval Sound, Due 11/15/15


				CFP: Sound and Affect, Due 8/15/15


				CFP: Gendered Voices, 12/15/2014


				2014-2015 Call for Guest Editors!


				CFP: Round Circle of Resonance: José Esteban Muñoz, 9/15/14


				CFP: Sound and Surveillance, 7/15/14


				CFP: Sound and Pleasure, 4/15/14


				ASA/SCMS Call for SO! Guest Editors Due 11/21


				CFP: Sound and Cities, 11/15/13


				CFP: Sound and Play 7/15


				CFP: Sound and Sports, 4/15/13


				CFP: Sound and Creative Processes, 1/1/13
		
					CFP: Aural Tricks and Sonic Treats, 9/1/11


		





				CFP: Sound and Pedagogy, 7/1/12


	











		Creative Commons License


		Home




							

		

	

		
		[image: ]
	

	
	
		
			
			
				Business_Card


				
				Published  January 11, 2012 at 1054 × 606 in The Specialty Record Shop				 | Leave a comment
				

				
					
											
							« Previous

							

							

						

																[image: ]

											

					Share this:

		
				Share on Reddit (Opens in new window)
				Reddit
			

		


		
				Share on Bluesky (Opens in new window)
				Bluesky
			

		
				Share on Threads (Opens in new window)
				Threads
			

		[image: ]


		


		Share on Tumblr

		
				Email a link to a friend (Opens in new window)
				Email
			

		
				Print (Opens in new window)
				Print
			

		






Like Loading...


									

			


				
	
	
		
		Leave a comment Cancel reply








			
			


Δ



	

	This site uses Akismet to reduce spam. Learn how your comment data is processed.




					

	



	
	
		
			




		

		
					

		
					

		
					

		

	



	
		
			
				Sounding Out!


			

			
				Website Powered by WordPress.com. 


			

			

		

	









	

		
	

		
		
										
						
														Comment						
						
					


											
								
			
			Subscribe
		
		
			
			Subscribed
		
							
							

							
															
													
			
				[image: ]				Sounding Out!			
		


										

									
																						Join 9,528 other subscribers

																					
										
										

										
										
										
										
																				
											
												Sign me up											
										

									

											
										
											Already have a WordPress.com account? Log in now.										

									


								


															

						

					


											
						
														Privacy						
						
					


									
								
					

					
						
										
			
				[image: ]				Sounding Out!			
		


										
										
			
			Subscribe
		
		
			
			Subscribed
		
								


																Sign up


									Log in


																		
										
											Copy shortlink
											
										
									


																		
									
										Report this content									
								


																	
									
										View post in Reader									
								


																	
									Manage subscriptions
								


																		Collapse this bar


														


					

				

			


		


	

	


	
	
							

			
			
								
					
						
			
	














	
	%d




	 
[image: ]


		 	




	The Specialty Record Shop
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Recommended citation
	Copyright




[image: ]Harold Kelley holds "Blue Danube," a 78 record. Single 78s are visible on the rack below. Behind him is the store's soundproof listening booth. Circa 1949.



In 1947, my grandparents converted a room connected to their small home in downtown Richmond, Indiana, into a record shop. According to my grandmother, my grandfather—perhaps enamored with the family’s new “Airline” table model automatic phonograph (purchased from Montgomery Ward the year before)—somehow managed to persuade her, my great aunt Ina, and my great uncle Henry to embark on the venture. On May 12, 1947, the Monday after Mother’s Day, the Specialty Record Shop opened its doors. It would become the first black owned and operated retail establishment in the area to serve both black and white customers. (The store closed in 1980.)


Many years later, so many things strike me about this ambitious undertaking. Mostly, I realize that their actions were, particularly at that time, a very bold step across a profoundly demarcated color line in American life and music, even in Richmond, which was, with its Quaker history, somewhat more tolerant of African Americans. While Richmond’s public schools had been integrated by 1947, official segregation in the City of Richmond didn’t end until 1965. Long after my mother graduated from high school (1957), blacks and whites lived mostly separate lives—and listened to different music.


[image: ]The shop's second location on Main Street in Richmond, Indiana, circa 1955.



This seems especially true in the early days of the shop, although among the nearly 100 78 rpm, ten-inch breakable shellac records that comprised the store’s first inventory were records by Nat King Cole, who by 1947 had himself made it across the color line into popular music. For the week ending January 3, 1947, King Cole’s “I Love You (For Sentimental Reasons)” was among Billboard’s top ten “Honor Roll of Hits,” a tabulation of the most popular tunes in the nation. Other popular songs carried by the shop on opening day were Alvino Rey’s “Near You” and Tex Williams’s “Smoke! Smoke! Smoke! (That Cigarette).”



.


Specialty would come to distinguish itself from its five Richmond competitors by carrying all kinds of music and special ordering any sound a customer wanted: classical, country and western, bluegrass, jazz, R&B, spiritual, folk. Music that other stores didn’t stock, Specialty carried, and its inventory eventually included more than 400 different labels. White customers who listened to sounds outside of mainstream popular music of the day found a home at Specialty, but on occasion would still feel the need to discreetly whisper their requests for the latest country and western or bluegrass hit, as if embarrassed by their own musical tastes. Such was the climate in those early days.


.In the 1950s, the Specialty Record Shop, which had from its inception boasted the “Greatest Variety in Recordings,” was in its advertisements not only marketing all genres of music but also both white and black musicians. A November 24, 1954, advertisement, for example, promotes Specialty’s wide variety of “albums and single records of popular, children’s, classical, religious, western, rhythm and blues, and jazz.” And an earlier advertisement from May 19, 1954, for example, promotes Tommy Dorsey (“Little White Lies”), Artie Shaw (“Special Delivery Stomp”), Fats Waller (“Honeysuckle Rose”), Duke Ellington (“Solitude”), Jimmie Lunceford (“Jazznocracy”), and Coleman Hawkins (“Body and Soul”).


[image: ]A "Tips on Tops" Specialty advertisement promoting music by Perez Prado, Sarah Vaughn and Dinah Shore, Johnny Desmond, Les Baxter and Roy Hamilton, and Sauter-Finegan. This ad also features Specialty's outlet store in Connersville, Indiana. Richmond Palladium-Item, May 11, 1955.



Still, what’s painfully clear from the majority of advertising during that time is that mainstream music of the day reflected “popular” (that is, white) tastes. While black teenagers like my mother listened to “Ain’t That a Shame” by Fats Domino, her white counterparts listened to “Ain’t That a Shame” by Pat Boone. On and on, two versions of records—black and white—and two audiences: Among black songs covered by white artists that my mother remembers from her youth (most certainly carried in my grandparents’ store in both incarnations) are “Fever” by Little Willie John and “Fever” by Peggy Lee, “Long Tall Sally” by Little Richard and “Long Tall Sally” by Pat Boone, “Good Night, Irene” by Leadbelly and “Good Night, Irene” by the Weavers, and “Hound Dog” by Big Mama Thornton and “Hound Dog” by Elvis Presley.



.


[image: ]Marilyn Kelley, fifteen, helping customers with Henry Bass and Harold Kelley at the Main Street shop, 1955.



The R & B sounds that my mother, Marilyn Kelley, favored in musical artists in the 1950s were the familiar sounds of (or “sepia” as it was called early on), gutbucket, and melisma—black musical sounds and pronunciation not acceptable to the parents of white teenagers (although white youth were of course becoming familiar with these sounds). Covers changed that sound and made popular rhythm and dance music acceptable to white parents while satisfying white teens and keeping them “inside the fold.” White people (and black people) regularly heard and saw Dinah Shore, Peggy Lee, Pat Boone, Elvis Presley, and other white performers on radio and television, as the record companies heavily promoted these artists and their versions of popular songs. Black performers, on the other hand, were much harder for black people (or everybody else, for that matter) to discover. In the Midwest you had to catch Randy, a white disc jockey out of Nashville, who played black performers’ records and sold them through mail order (see WLAC—Radio). My mother listened to Randy’s show from her bedroom nearly every Saturday night.



.


I had never heard of Little Willie John or his version of “Fever” until my mother mentioned it, but when I listened to his voice for the first time I immediately understood what compelled my parents as teenagers to desire this song, even without lots of radio play or the benefit of television. When I sent my mother a link to Gayle Wald‘s review of a book about the musician (Fever: Little Willie John: A Fast Life, Mysterious Death and the Birth of Soul), she remarked that as a young girl in the rural Midwest she knew not a single thing about him except for the sound of his voice on that one song, which has stuck in her memory all these years. Few people in rural America knew what budding black artists looked like in those days. For listeners like my mother it was all about sound because there was practically nothing else. Pure sound drove her to enjoy these artists and made her want to hear their music again and again.


Into this world jumped two ordinary black couples, moved by their own phonograph player and records to turn a space they had leased to a succession of black beauty parlor operators into a small storefront: Harold Kelley, my grandfather, a carpenter by training who tended as carefully to the foundations of the store as to its customers; my grandmother, Elizabeth, who handled the register and advertising; my great aunt Ina, who mostly worked behind the scenes as the bookkeeper; and my great uncle, Henry Bass, known among the family as “the promoter,” likely as much for his knowledge of music, particularly jazz, as for a habit of walking up and down the street talking to people (a young African-American man named John would join the four after first lingering in the shop as a customer, then helping as a volunteer, until finally becoming an invaluable employee in 1955.)


[image: ]Kelleys and Basses: Left to right: Henry Bass, Mary Ina Bass, Elizabeth Kelley, and Harold Kelley, co-owners of the Specialty Record Shop, circa 1963.



Benefiting first from their proximity to downtown at 611 South A Street, beneath a rose-colored neon sign, and later in the more spacious Main Street shop—with its “high fidelity” room in the basement—that I remember, the Kelleys and Basses managed to put several other record stores out of business, but more significantly they forged a small community—white and black—around music at the heyday of a vast industry and at one of the peaks of cultural segregation, which even now, so many decades later, seems like no small accomplishment.


Last year, my mother and I traveled to Richmond to visit both Specialty locations, maybe thinking that in all their metaphorical glory they would inspire us to write down what we remember. We went first to the storefront on Main Street, the place that I knew, and then to the small frame house on South A Street, the early shop and my mother’s childhood home. The drabness of the place knocked any hint of nostalgia out of both of us: The bushes and flowerbeds were gone, and the building looked cold and empty, slightly seedy, and a little miserable—these days no doubt valued more for the land it sits on than for the property itself. Thinking now of how my mother must have felt to see her childhood home diminished so mercilessly by time and progress still pains me.


[image: ]Main Street, Richmond, Indiana in the 1950s



She said then and I write with certainty now that it was more than it looked, which brings me back to what Specialty was, which must be something larger than what stands in our memories or I would not be writing this. It is difficult to attach particular significance to the place in a simple essay about music except to say that as with sound with Specialty meaning was everywhere, and as with music, Specialty reached everyone, at least in Richmond. Its soundproof booth, five-by-five feet square, drew high-fidelity enthusiasts to listen longer than perhaps should have been allowed. A single door connecting the store to my grandparents’ home, sometimes left open by chance, invited curiosity and even boldness from some customers who, stumbling upon the family’s dining room table with its treasure trove of uncataloged records may well have lingered too long in a private space but were never scolded or turned away. The record company representatives who, swept up in the excitement of Specialty’s open house in 1955, began helping customers buy any record, regardless of its label. Taken together, these shared experiences become a narrative of human experience as intricate and complicated as music itself, not so unlike the tapestry of sound that compelled my mother to listen to the magnetic voice of Little Willie John.


In the musical amalgam of today, it is at times difficult to imagine an America so rural, isolated, and segregated, at least in these particular ways. These days “black” music—that is, music by African-American performers—is likely more accepted by and certainly more fully integrated into mainstream America than is the black population itself. Virtual musical communities like turntable, Spotify, Grooveshark, and Pandora are as much growing purveyors of music as are iTunes and Amazon, the new corner record stores, and as such hold much promise for unprecedented global musical cross-pollination and exchange.


[image: ]As we may rightly celebrate the cultural integration of more sounds into a larger and perhaps more democratic musical landscape, it is also appropriate to mourn the passing of brick and mortar record stores (and bookstores and libraries, too, I might add) like Specialty, as much for their fidelity as for the ephemeral things these spaces once contained: qualities that bring kinship and serendipity to human experience—sound, yes, but also light, smell, touch, and color, with all its complications.


—


Jacqueline Dowdell received a B.A. from the University of Michigan and an M.F.A. from Cornell University. She is a communications coordinator at Cornell Law School. Thanks to her mother’s memories, her grandmother’s meticulous archive of Specialty history, and a newfound enthusiasm for sound, she is working on a memoir about the Specialty Record Shop.
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