All Platinum Gold & Undiscovered Gems

This is the story of the Soul Family Robinson. Huh? Well, the couple known as Sylvia and Joe. Throughout the researching of these notes what became apparent was the love and respect that the artists working for this extraordinary couple had for their bosses. How Joe, in his paternal role as father of the company frowned down on anyone who drank or took drugs and how the mother figure of Sylvia would bring old friends in and offer new ones the chance to make something of themselves. When we look back at the glory days of Soul the places that spring to mind are Detroit, Chicago, Memphis and Philadelphia. Of those four the newer one was Philly. The Philly sound was also the one that survived the turbulent seventies when Disco pushed the studios towards a new direction that arguably led to the destruction of identity amongst the Soul establishment. Geographically there was a shift in emphasis with the New York Disco scene leading this new phenomenon. All the noise came from New York and Philadelphia but Ninety miles from Philly and just across the River from the Big Apple lay New Jersey: perhaps not as significant to the casual collector and yet indirectly responsible for another shift in emphasis by the end of the seventies when Sugarhill Records re-wrote Black Music with its ground-breaking Rap assault. Refreshingly, this phenomenon has been attributed to a woman, one of the few female soul artists who has made a successful career as both a performer and as a producer/writer/record label owner. The woman in question is Mrs Robinson, so here’s to you! Again, a casual listener who remembers her “Pillow Talk” from 1973 could be forgiven for thinking this was a one hit wonder trying to push the limits and get success through running the risks of having a record banned. They would be wrong, why? Read on.

On the 13th day of July, 1950 one Sylvia Vanderpool went into a New York recording studio and cut “Chocolate Candy Blues” with the Nelson Clark Orchestra. Five years on and the still youthful Sylvia met one Mickey Baker her guitar teacher who persuaded her Mother that they should record as Mickey and Sylvia. Mom agreed and the Mickey and Sylvia partnership continued for eight years. It was in 1963 that the recording duo split up; Baker moving to France after becoming disillusioned with the New York scene . This left his recording partner, the newly married Sylvia Robinson to take a step in another creative direction by opening up the Blue Morocco night club with her husband Joe. Despite this move Sylvia still cut the occasional side with Joe’s blessing until in 1967 Joe Robinson decided to build a studio in Englewood, New Jersey. A year later Platinum was launched only to be changed to All Platinum so as to avoid confusion with a Miami based company. Joe decided that he wanted to add something beginning with “A” because,

“distributors pay in alphabetical order!”

At first the label was run from a basement on West Palisades Avenue before success afforded a move to the more salubrious trappings of West Street.

All Platinum, quite rightly, started with Sylvia and “I Can’t Help It” although Sylvia had decided already that the other side of the recording industry was for her . Still there did appear the occasional Mickey and Sylvia release; one such track from 1969 “Because You Do It To Me” has been included in this collection. There had to be more to the New Jersey sound than just one label and one artist though and so the sounds collected here range from such labels as Turbo, Stang (named after Joe Robinson’s Mustang), Horoscope (later Astroscope) through to the All Platinum imprint. During the fledgling days of any company anomalies would appear like “The Coward’s Way Out” by Lezli Valentine while groups who were responsible for the more longer lasting releases weren’t all they appeared to be. For example, The Moments who cut “Not On The Outside” in 1968 were not the same as the group who hit big time in 1974 with “Dolly My Love” and as we will learn this new set of Moments would prove vital to the company’s growth.

George Kerr, renowned producer from Motown through to Philly hit the New Jersey scene not only as a producer but as an artist cutting the deep soul opus, “3 Minutes 2 - Hey Girl” A big ballad complete with rap that lead into the Gerry Goffin/Carole King “Hey Girl” song. Also featured here is the previously unreleased “Do We Have A Love”. Kerr also brought Linda Jones to the company after earlier liaisons with her going back to 1967 when they put out “Hypnotised” on Loma. After a very brief period with Contique records Kerr managed to get her a deal with Gamble and Huff’s Neptune label, distributed through Chess. The collapse of Neptune cut her career short until she signed to Stang/All Platinum where she was reunited with Kerr. Sadly her health was already poor, something she tried to deny right to the end.

Singer/guitarist Joe ‘Groundhog’ Richardson, aka Tender Joe or Tender Slim, played the dirty Blues as well as playing guitar behind Don Covay and The Shirelles. Despite losing out to Roy C’s version of “Got To Get Enough” he did enough as Groundhog on Turbo to warrant his own album. Here Groundhog gets his day singing “Going Back Home”. As well as his supporting work with the aforementioned artists Richardson also stayed with the ever increasing All Platinum empire as a session guitarist with the original Rimshots. 

In 1971 Bobby Massey, of The O’Jays,  discovered for All Platinum their version of the new fresh sound of Motown’s Jackson Five in the form of five youngsters that consisted of two sets of twins, the Pelhams and Gardners plus an extra body, Ricky Spicer in Cleveland, Ohio who became The Ponderosa Twins Plus One. Eventually dropping The One from the title they debuted on another new label, Horoscope, with a re-working of the Sam Cooke Classic “You Send Me”. Despite their initial Top Twenty hit the Ponderosa’s never hit the big time again and two members, Alvin Pelham and Ricky Spicer failed as Alvin and Ricky. 

The label’s singles were all top draw items, sadly the same could not be said of the albums and for all the quality and good done in the singles market the label was guilty of poor pressings and even poorer material on their long players. Despite these suicidal tendencies Linda Jones was able to save the standards with such powerful renditions of classics as “For Your Precious Love” on Turbo, deeper than any ocean, and “Not On The Outside”, posthumously released after her untimely death from diabetes at 27 on March 14th, 1972. Another artist who had led a chequered history in soul music was Donnie Elbert who’s greatest moment had come with the Northern Soul classic “A Little Piece Of Leather released on the Gateway label in 1964. After moving over to England to appear on “Ready Steady Go” he stayed, cutting new material with no real success and so returned to America in 1970 taking with him the ’69 version of “Where Did Our Love Go”, The Supremes classic that he had cut in London. When All Platinum released it in September 1971 it sold 300,000 in the first 10 days and eventually Two Million world wide.

By 1972 the company had gone through several personnel changes most significantly the departure of George Kerr while the rhythm section developed into an outstanding unit that included Yogi Horton on drums who would eventually find his way to work with Luther Vandross before committing suicide. The original House band, Willie & The Mighty Magnificents had recorded the first single by another new group of instrumentalists “Save That Thing” by The Rimshots previously known as The Ramrods before leaving the label and making way for a new set of Rimshots who released Soul Train on the strength of the Don Cornelius TV vehicle. Three years later, in 1975 The Rimshots scored a basket with “7654321 Blow Your Whistle” previously released by Blue Mink and later The Gary Toms Empire and written by two of the British Pop scene’s top songwriters Tony Cooke and Roger Greenaway.  Critics could argue that The Rimshots were nothing but a cover version band with an earlier effort “Dance Girl” being issued after Fatback Band’s version faltered as their label went under but there was more to the group than this. They became the new house band while two of the group, Walter Morris and Tommy Keith were signed  as company producers and writers and were partly  responsible for “Girls” by The Moments and The Whatnauts the number that broke the company in England in 1975 as well as the previous years effort by The Moments on their own, “Dolly My Love”. Tommy Keith, incidentally, had recorded in Philadelphia as a solo artist cutting “I Need You More Than Ever” for the Branding Iron label.

The company grew stronger and in 1973 Sylvia herself returned with one of the early seventies anthems “Pillow Talk” released on the new Vibration label.  It was this Golden release,  originally intended for Al Green, that made All Platinum and the Sound Of New Jersey an internationally recognised sound. Old friends came into the scene, not always with the same level of success. David “Baby” Cortez had performed way back at the Blue Morocco club in New York as well as having been an ever present name through every conceivable R&B to Soul change from the fifties to the seventies. His 1973 self-penned song, “Unaddressed Letter” is featured within. The company continued to release strange little albums such as the Stang issued “The O’Jays Meet The Moments” a collection of Moments recent tracks with 1971 H.B.Barnum produced O’Jays tracks added in. The O’Jays “Peace” track, released in Britain on Power Exchange had also appeared on the Astroscope label, Astroscope being the renamed Horoscope label. “Don’t You Know A True Love” appears here.

In 1974 Turbo powered on with Brother To Brother’s handling of Gil Scott-Heron’s classic “The Bottle”. Brother To Brother comprised Michael Burton who had been a long standing writer/producer for the company, Billy Jones on guitar, Frankie Prescott, bass and Yogi Horton again on drums.

The company continued to bring in a mixture of old and new acts and also began to create top Disco sounds for the dancers. In 1975 Shirley Goodman’s career would have appeared over after an early start way back in 1952 culminating in the Rock and Roll anthem of 1956, “Let The Good Times Roll” as Shirley and Lee followed by a career as backing singer for acts as diverse as Dr John and The Rolling Stones. Once again it was the Sylvia connection that revived her career., Sylvia brought Shirley Goodman, another friend from the old days, o the studio. After Shirley tried the song as a duet with Hank Ballard and Jesus Alvarez did the same with Sylvia the combination of Goodman and Alvarez finally worked and “Shame, Shame, Shame” by Shirley and Company became another monster for the Vibration label.

More old names appeared with Chuck Jackson signing up after fantastic success way back to 1961 with Wand/Sceptre, less success from 1968 with Motown and disaster at ABC. Considered to be one of Soul’s lost masters Jackson had been hovering near the top for years and it was hoped that the family atmosphere of All Platinum would get him to where he belonged. Once again it was his friendship with Joe and Sylvia Robinson that made him decide to join after some nine months stagnation after his ABC contract expired. First release, “City Lights”  failed to do it but “I’m Needing You, Wanting You” hit bigger. Incidentally the backing track to “I’m Needing You, Wanting You” had been cut in London when the label toured. “Sweet Stuff” by Sylvia carried the Vibration label forward in 1974 while Retta Young, Al Goodman from The Moments wife,  was successfully “Sending Out An S.O.S” in 1975.

By the end of August, 1975 All Platinum expanded  into major league activities with the purchasing of the Chess back catalogue from GRT and the following February announced new packages on Ramsey Lewis, Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Minnie Ripperton as well as new signings The Ovations. Even Chuck Berry was due a new release having cut tracks in St Louis as well as the Englewood home of All Platinum. Another Chess legend, Etta James, had frequented the studio too and the parent company prepared new sets on Chuck Jackson, The Moments, The Rimshots, Brother To Brother, Sylvia and  Brook Benton another well established, albeit more MOR, singer ready to join forces with the Robinsons. Prior to his signing to the label he had experienced some lows, signing to Stax after Atlantic finished his contract only to find his new label locked in lawsuits with CBS: but at least when he joined All Platinum he found a recording home just down the road from his own home, at least for a little while. Benton’s “Hey Mr Bartender” has a confusing history as in its original form it wasn’t really an All Platinum production having been cut in New York by producer Sammy Lowe. Just as had happened with Donnie Elbert’s “Where Did Our Love Go” the track was licensed to the label. However, on release it was credited as a Sylvia Robinson Production with the ensuing album having two arrangers credits going to Sammy Lowe. Brook Benton’s more familiar territory is trod here with his 1976 uptempo rendition of the standard “My Funny Valentine”.

Bobby Patterson was another long established artist who had courted success through his affiliation with such labels as Paula where he released perhaps his most popular song “How Do You Spell Love (“M-o-n-e-y)” and had produced Chuck Jackson earlier in both singers careers. Here his All Platinum days are remembered by the self-penned track “I Got A Suspicion” , 1977.

February, 1978 saw the final Moments single, “ I Could Have Loved You” before the three members Ray, Goodman and Brown moved to Polydor to record under their collective surnames; the reason being that The Moments group name belonged to All Platinum and it would have cost too much time and effort contesting the fact.The group and the Robinsons remained friends and as Ray, Goodman and Brown commented they couldn’t take their surnames away from them. That said, The Jackson Five had to become The Jacksons on leaving Motown! It seems significant that when The Moments left the heart of All Platinum seemed to stop beating ; for the three members had given so much to the company as performers, writers or producers that their departure was bound to be felt by everybody. So tight were the people who made All Paltinum a force to be reckoned with in the dizzy disco days of  twenty years ago.

A year later changes were about to see All Platinum slowly wind down as the enormity of Rap began to be understood with Sylvia pioneering the new musical movement with her Sugarhill Record label and the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rappers Delight”. 

The new decade brought with it fresh changes; but Sylvia Robinson’s support for innovation laid the foundations for even more new, young exciting talents to put their own mark on the next generation and in 1997 that phenomenon shares front stage; as the retro-revolution packs the floors again and Rap remains as relevant. If proof of that statement is necessary let’s leave it to The Rimshots Tommy Keith talking before the advent of Sugarhill to close things….

“…it could only happen at All Platinum because it takes people like Joe and Sylvia (Robinson) to effect breakthroughs like this and I’m only pleased that it is now paying off for them because they deserve the credits as much as any of the acts.”

Howard Priestley, April 1998

