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The Lyrics - left to right: Kirk Kirkwood (bass); William Glenn {baritone); La Edwards, (second tenor);
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Fonnie Harley (first tenor). Kneeling: Percy Milem, Taken at the New Daisey Studio, Memphis 1959. Courtesy

Opal Louis Nations.

he Memphis-based Lyrics

(not to be confused with

Ilke Perry’s Cleveland
group, the Vee Jay set, or the
Harlem label outfit) was a short
lived aggregation who put out
four extremely impressive deep
south soul vocal harmony
singles during the six-year span
of their existence between
1958-64.

Changes were taking place during the late
1950s. The golden age of soft, cool harmony,
later labelled doo-wop, was making way for a
tougher, more hard-edged gospel-based form
of secular quartet singing. Gospel's direct tug
at the emotions coupled with its wild, extrovert
stage routines influenced many an aspiring

vocalist as it did Cornethers 'Kirk'
Kirkwood.

Kirkwood was born in Memphis on October
27th, 1938. As a child he attended his
Godmother's  church, The Memphis
Providence Methodist. "This didn't last for too
long", asserts Kirkwood, "as all the big name
gospel quartets like the Swans (Silvertones)
and The Pilgrim Travelers appeared at Baptist
churches, so naturally | spent a lot of time
going to local neighbourhood Baptist
programs.” It was during this time that
Kirkwood hitched up with Frank Perkins and
The Gospel Trumpets, a local neighbourhood
quartet (not to be confused with Oakland's
Gospel Trumpets who recorded on Bob
Geddins' Jaxyson label.) "l sang bass with the
group for a while but still had time for hanging
out with guys in the neighbourhood to sing
street harmony in hallways, as all of us did
back then."

Kirkwood had hitherto joined his high
school band and played trumpet and bass
tuba under the tutelage of Richard 'Tuff
Greene. “Tuff Greene had a regular gig in
West Memphis, Arkansas”, states Kirkwood,
"at a white club called The Top Hat." Tuff's
outfit, The Greene Combo, used to back up
Don Bryant And The 4 Kings. One day in
1958 Tuff invited the newly formed Lyrics to
sing at the club as a warm-up act on the
same bill with The 4 Kings. The Lyrics were
all buddies from the Orange Mound
neighbourhood: La Vern Edwards, second
tenor, Fonnie Harley, first tenor, the late
William Glenn, baritone, Cornethers 'Kirk'
Kirkwood, bass, and Percy Milem sang lead.

Percy Milem was born in Memphis on
January 18th, 1940 and was singing in local
churches by the age of twelve. At fifteen he
formed his first group known as The Night
Hawks. Kirkwood, who organised, managed
and wrote much of The Lyrics' material,
invited Milem into the group. "After we'd been
together for a bit, we thought we'd enter a
local talent contest." Every Wednesday, the
W.C. Handy Theatre sponsored a sing-off.
The Lyrics won first prize ($50) first time out.
When the group discovered they had
something going for them they found
themselves a manager, WLOK jock Rubin
Washington (Tall 'T' from Tennessee).
Washington found the group work at The
Johnny Curry Supper Club where they
played on the same bill with Ollie (Hoskins)
and The Nightingales. Kirkwood had been a
close friend of Ollie since Hoskins sang lead
with The Dixie Nightingales spiritual quartet
who had recorded for Pepper, Chalice and
Nashboro. "We played all the white clubs
back then, including The Cotton Club”, states
Kirkwood.

The Lyrics were close friends with Louis
Williams and The Ovations, a group with
whom they later became stable mates on the
Goldwax label. "Each borrowed personnel
from the other when guys were sick and
engagements needed to be met, although
Louis himself could not always be relied upon
to show up", says Kirkwood.

Even though Booker T. Jones was a distant
cousin of Kirkwood's, it was Kirkwood's own
initiative that brought The Lyrics to the
altention of Stax Records. Under Chips
Moman's supervision the group attended at
least one taping session at Stax. "We
recorded a lot of songs, but nothing ever
came out. We waited and waited and finally |
got so frustrated that | marched into the Stax
offices and demanded custody of our tape",
says Kirkwood. "| took the tape straight to
Ronald 'Slim' Wallace at Fernwood Records,
a garage studio on Fernwood Drive", he
added. Fernwood, a predominantly white pop
label, had never dealt with a black vocal
group before and, as it turned out, The Lyrics
were the first and last to be so honoured.
Fernwood's major claim to success was the
release of Thomas Wayne's ‘Tragedy', a song
produced by Scotty Moore and issued in the
spring of 1959,

Fernwood chose to issue two songs from
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the Stax tape, 'Let's Bee Sweethearts
Again' backed by '"You And Your Fellow' -
Fernwood 129, put out with very little
fanfare in early 1960. As with all of The
Lyrics' ballad sides, 'Let's Bee [sic]
Sweethearts' was a hauntingly beautiful
weeper sung in anguished fashion, a record
which should have gained wider
acceptance than it did. "Besides the local
stations, Rufus Thomas at WDIA, and
Rubin Washington and Dick Cale at WLOK
played The Lyrics' records on a regular
basis", states Kirk.

Only months before, a person Kirk only
remembers as Richard, who was a singer
friend of his, had offered the group a part in
Elvis Presley's film, 'G.l. Blues'. "l thought
he was kidding us around, but when we
saw the film with him singing in it, we knew
we had blown our only chance at making it
big", Kirkwood asserts.

While at Fernwood The Lyrics were used
as backup group along with Bill Black's
Combo who played on their second
release, ‘Down In The Alley’, a speeded up
cover of The Clovers' song on Atlantic,
recorded in 1953 and issued in 1957. "We
even did background vocals on Bobby Lee
Trammell's successful 1962 Alley release,
'‘Arkansas Twist™, says Kirkwood.

Meanwhile over at the fledgling Stax
Records, Jim Stewart had enjoyed no small
measure of success with The Vel-Tones, a
group who first recorded for Sun in 1958
and who would also later cut for Goldwax.
The Vel-Tones had recorded a song called
'Fool In Love’, co-written and produced by
Chips Moman. |ssued as Satellite 100 in
1959, the record was picked up by Mercury
for release the very same year, |t could be
speculated that as Stewart's first release,
and a vocal group one at that, had proved
profitable, maybe, with Chips' persuasion, a
single by The Lyrics (yet another group
produced by Moman) might possibly
produce the same results.

Stax chose to create the Mid South
subsidiary and put out The Lyrics' stunning
and certainly most successful single,
'Crying Over You' / 'Down In The Alley' (Mid
South 1500). Kirk asserts that the two
numbers were originally recorded at
Fernwood, although it seems likely that the
tunes dated from an early Stax session.

'Crying Over You' (penned by Kirkwood in

the bathroom of The Coca Cola
Bottling Company) again
demonstrates through Milem's
emotionally charged lead vocals
the dynamics of this
exceptionally gifted vocalist.
The song drips both anguish
and compassion maiched only
by the sounds of the major
gospel quartets of the time. For
some unfathomable reason the
record never broke nationally
and, much like the extremely
rare Fernwood single, remains a
\| collectors' treasure to this day.

A Kirk remembers that 'Crying
= Over You' remained on the
“Memphis charts for 42 weeks.
“According to Derek J. Canney in
his article on Goldwax
Y (Goldmine August 21, 1992),
| Goldwax began in 1964 when
Rudolph ‘Doc’ Russell got in
touch with Quinton Claunch to
help him get into the record
business. Russell gave Claunch
$600 and soon Goldwax was up and
running. Claunch states that a songwriter
friend of his, Earl Cage, had recorded The
Lyrics and later told Russell that the song
'Darlin" was ready for release. Claunch (a
co-founder of Hi Records) was then
approached by London Records, which was
also Hi's distributor. When 'Darlin" was
released on Russell's Goldwax imprint, it
flopped almost immediately. Claunch found
out later that Joe Cuoghi, one of the
remaining partners at Hi, had the record
stopped because he did not want the
competition.

After a brief deal with Vee Jay Records,
Claunch settled on Larry Uttal's Bell
Records as its distributor. This was
certainly a disappointment for The Lyrics
whose recording of 'Darlin” was one of the
finest early examples of soul-anguish with
its tearfully sermonised lead and sweet
mournful harmonic background. Goldwax
certainly had faith in it and issued it twice.
The flip, 'How A Waoman Does Her Man’, is
a touchingly beautiful ballad that evokes
comparison with similar efforts by Dee
Clark.

Kirkwood insists that both songs came
originally from the same Stax master tape,
as had the Fernwood release. Goldwax 105
(and also ABC 10560) - 'The Side Wind' /
'So Hard To Get Along' - was the group's
second released outing in 1964. The Side
Wind' surfaced at a time when the "Let's-
see-who-can-invent-the-silliest-dance-
craze" fad seemed to be in full swing. It
generated some interest by sparking in a
few areas but never caught afire. 'So Hard
To Get Along' with its heavy gospel

Fernwood 129

Mid South 1500
Crying Over You / Down In The Alley

Goldwax 105/ABC 10560

Russell’'s Goldwax 101/Goldwax 910
Darlin' / How A Woman Does Her Man
NB: This could possibly have been recorded four years earlier.

The Side Wind / So Hard To Get Along

chordings sounds strikingly similar to its
gospel counterpart -'Hard To Get Along'
(written by soul-stylist Laura Lee when with
her family's gospel outfit, The Meditations)
that it is difficult to believe Kirkwood's claim
of not reinventing the song.

Not long after the demise of 'Darlin” the
Lyrics broke up. Percy Milem took off to
pursue a solo career with Goldwax,
recording such gems as 'Call On Me' and 'l
Slipped A Little'. Fonnie Harley was called
by Uncle Sam, but after leaving the service
he formed a trio with his two sisters. Billed
as 'The Ladies and The Gent' they cut one
record, 'Died Inside’, for the tiny Gentry
label. La Vern Edwards quit the music
business and stayed in Memphis, Kirk
Kirkwood moved to Rockford, lllinois, and
William Glenn was run down by a ftrain.
Some say he had indulged in a little too
much alcohol, others suspect foul play.

During the 1970s and 1980s Kirkwood,
now working as a country singing soloist
performed locally and at the same time
fronted his own blues band, The Blues
Ministers. In 1981 he took part in a talent
contest at The Plantation Inn in Rockford,
backed by The Flukes Of Dixie and won a
trip to Las Vegas.

Kirkwood moved to West Oakland in 1987
where he is currently employed as a semi-
skilled labourer at The Port of Oakland's
marina. He also has plans to get the group
going again. "After all”, he assures me, "it
only takes a few phone calls."

From an interview with Cornethers 'Kirk'
Kirkwood

Percy Milem. Photo courtesy Cpal Louwis Nations

Complete Lyrics Singles Discography:

Let's Bee [sic] Sweethearts Again / You And Your Fellow 1959

1959

1963

1963
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