
Honoring the Grand Central

RED CAPS
While charting out a more inclusive future, it is vital

to face up to this unfortunate milestone in our Society’s past
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Author Matthew Beals began his extensive historical 
research on barbershop and the New York City Parks 
contests years ago, when he was a member of the The Big 
Apple Chorus and Voices of Gotham chorus. A writer and 
filmmaker, this article is excerpted and expanded from his 
broader unpublished piece, “The Harmony They Had.” 
He extends thanks and credit to the New York Public Li-
brary, New York Parks Department, New York Municipal 
Archives, Dr. Jim Henry’s dissertation “The Origins of 
Barbershop Harmony,” and Gage Averill’s book “Four 
Parts, No Waiting.”          – BealsOnWheels@gmail.com

A note on language
This inquiry into our history is presented using 
direct and indirect quotations from contemporane-
ous accounts, correspondence, etc. For historical 
accuracy, we have not altered the language and 
usages of the era, although some terms might today 
be considered outmoded or sometimes insensitive.

On September 10, 1935, in New York City, two giant 
shaving mugs flanked the entrance to Central Park. A 
crowd of 15,000 streamed between the mugs towards 
an incredible sight on the bandshell stage: four men 
donning fake handlebar mustaches and plaid suits as 
they crooned the sweet chords of “Meet Me Tonight in 
Dreamland.” Behind them loomed a set depicting an 
old barber shop from the 1890s. Three barber chairs 
lined the wall beneath oil paintings of boxers. Two 
enormous barber poles flanked the stage with their red 
stripes swirling upwards towards the words that titled 
the scene: “PARKS TONSORIAL PARLOR.” No one 
knew it that night, but in a few short years, another 
quartet would sing on that stage and ignite one of the 
most regrettable moments in our Society’s history.

Robert Moses, Parks Commissioner of New York 
City, known famously (also infamously) as the “mas-
ter builder” of bridges, highways and parks, was the 
organizer of that evening’s first-ever “Amateur Ballads 
Contest for Barber Shop Quartets.” When he first an-
nounced the contest, the New York Times proclaimed it 
a “Clarion Call to Male Quartets to Vie in a Revival of 
Ballads of the 90s.” Men from all walks of life—police-
men, waiters, milkmen—emerged to form quartets and 
compete in borough contests with the hope of making 
it to the Central Park Finals. The event was so suc-
cessful that it became an annual New York tradition.

It was only a few years later, across the Missis-
sippi River, that O.C. Cash and Rupert Hall founded 
SPEBSQSA in Tulsa, Okla. In the summer of 1939, 
Hall sent Moses an honorary certificate in the mail, 
welcoming him as a member to the Society, “in view 
of your successful efforts in entertaining the people 
of New York with your Barber Shop Quartet Shows.” 
The two struck up a pen-pal friendship, and when 
Moses heard they were looking for a city to host the 
second National SPEBSQSA Competition, he offered 

the New York World’s Fair. When Hall and Cash ac-
cepted, they boarded trains for New York, along with 
dozens of quartets from across the country. The contest 
was an enormous success, and it left Moses and Cash 
looking forward to the next year’s contest in St. Louis.

The following summer in Central Park, The Grand 
Central Red Caps were pronounced the 1941 New 
York Champs. The crowd “roared in approval” as the 
quartet stepped forward to accept their prize suitcases. 
As a group of reporters gathered around them, the 
singers expressed their honor at being chosen to repre-
sent New York at the upcoming National SPEBSQSA 
Contest. A Herald Tribune reporter overheard them 
saying, in reference to their profession [at least two 
members] as bellhops at Grand Central Station that 
“it would feel good to go into a railroad station to take 
a train out of it.”

“Such a procedure would be embarrassing”
When the New York Parks Department notified 
SPEBSQSA of their entry to the finals, there was 
a problem the Society had never faced: The Grand 
Central Red Caps were black. O.C. Cash immediately 
sent a telegram to Moses:

RELATIVE COLORED QUARTETS COMPET-
ING ST LOUIS STOP BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
DECIDED SOME TIME AGO SUCH PROCE-
DURE WOULD BE EMBARRASSING AND 
RULED IT OUT NONE HAVE COMPETED IN 
SECTIONAL CONTEST IN SOUTH AND WEST. 
BEST REGARDS, O.C. CASH

The response sent a shockwave through the Parks 
Department. Probably suspecting the discomfort his 
telegram would cause, Cash took to his typewriter to 
explain himself. He mailed his letter the very same day:
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“Last year [1940] the 
Board came to the 

conclusion that to keep 
down any embarrass-
ment we ought not to 

permit Colored people 
to participate ... Many 
of our members and 
chapters are in the 

South, where the race 
question is rather a 

touchy subject.”

While he was in St. Louis 
enjoying the 1941 con-
vention, O.C. Cash was 
being savaged in U.S. 
newspapers.

The question of allowing Colored singers to compete 
with others in the contests, has been discussed a number 
of times at our meeting and last year the Board came 

to the conclusion that to keep 
down any embarrassment we 
ought not to permit Colored 
people to participate ... I hope 
this rule will not seriously em-
barrass you, as any other sort 
of arrangement would seriously 
embarrass us. Many of our 
members and chapters are in 
the South, where the race ques-
tion is rather a touchy subject.

Neither Dr. Rathert nor I 
are narrow about such matters, 
but I know from discussing the 
matter with Doc and the St. 
Louis brothers, that they do 
not want to get involved in a 
question of this kind.

When Robert Moses saw Cash’s letter, he grew 
furious. Moses took to his typewriter and crafted a 
response to Cash. It began “Dear Mr. Cash.” Gone 
were the days of addressing each other “Brother.”

When Moses mailed his letter, it arrived to an empty 
office in Tulsa. Cash was already in St. Louis, preparing 
for the big contest. With no immediate response from 
Cash, Moses grew impatient and did something very 
bold. It was, in fact, a classic Moses move he reserved 
only for those he disliked. He went to the press.

On July 3, the opening day of the St. Louis Contest, 
the The New York Times ran an article whose headline 
blared “NEGRO SINGERS OUT, SMITH, MOSES 
QUIT.” Countless other publications large and small 
carried similar stories. Moses had distributed copies 
of Cash’s telegram and letter to all the reporters. They 
published every word. The bit about Cash wanting to 
“keep down any embarrassment” (so much for that), 
and the part about the Society’s “rule” of not permit-
ting colored quartets. It was all there in black and 
white for all to read.

Moses had also given reporters copies of his letter 
to Cash—the letter that was still sitting in a sealed 
envelope in Tulsa. The New York Times published 
Moses’ letter, which was responding to the “rule” of 
Cash’s Society:

If we had known this before we should immediately have 
dropped out of the national organization, a step which 
we are now compelled to take.

It is difficult for me to see any difference between 



Who were The Grand Central Red Caps?

Two members of the Grand Central Red 
Caps belonged to the Four Southern 
Singers professional quartet (above); 
a third Red Cap was their nephew, and 
son of the other two Southern Singers. 

Hear the Red Caps at www.barbershop.org/harmonizer

Earlier in 2017, when the decision was made to 
publicly acknowledge the wrongs suffered by The 
Grand Central Red Caps in 1941, experienced 
genealogist Terri Bevan was contacted to locate 
descendants of the quartet members. The hope 
was to present the quartet’s belated memberships 
to their children or grandchildren at the Saturday 
Night Spectacular in Las Vegas. While the men 
did have children, no obituaries were uncovered 
and their descendants could not be identified; 
however, some information about the quartet was 
uncovered. The below is based on an interview 
with Terri and additional materials she provided. 

The Grand Central Red Caps were New York City’s 
best barbershop quartet in 1941, with the winning 
configuration consisting of brothers Owen and Rob-
ert Ward; their nephew, Jack Ward; and William 
Bostick. While most of the quartet members appear 
to have worked day jobs as railroad porters, the 
Red Caps were a well-established quartet with an 
accompanist and prominent performances noted in 
New York City newspapers. The three Wards came 
from a tight-knit, college-educated family that 
had been professional singers in Cincinnati before 
moving to New York City to sing for NBC Radio. The 
Red Caps likely would have fared extremely well 
at the 1941 SPEBSQSA Convention had they been 
allowed to compete.

Owen and Robert had been half of The Four 
Southern Singers along with their brother, James, 
and his wife, Annie Laurie. The quartet had been 
one of the most successful acts in the Midwest, 
performing up to 19 times a week on WLW radio 
in Cincinnati.

The boys had grown up in Northern Kentucky 

as sons of a traveling minister, and had been 
performing  almost as long as they had been 
talking. Little is known about Bostick, although 
it can be assumed that he was also a railroad 
porter. In the 1940 census, Owen was listed as a 
radio singer and Robert was listed as a porter, 
having once managed the Southern Singers. Both 
brothers were college educated. Two newspaper 
clippings stated that Robert had once been a 
dentist, but other evidence does not confirm this.

A regular quartet member apparently fell ill, 
and his replacement for the Central Park contest 
was Jack Ward, the 15-year-old 
nephew of Owen and Robert, and 
son of fellow Southern Singers 
James and Annie Laurie. Jack 
likely knew his part from watching 
the quartet practice in his parents’ 
home. He was also an accom-
plished singer in his own right, 
having performed on the silver 
screen at age 12 as “Jackie Ward,” 
in addition to other performances 
around the city.

Shortly after being told they 
had been barred from competing 
in St. Louis, quartet members told 
reporters that they were disap-
pointed but not discouraged. They 
planned to continue as singers in 
the New York City area, but it is not 
clear how long the Red Caps continued. The U.S. 
entered World War II in December of that year, 
and Owen soon after enlisted in the military. Very 
little is known about the men after this point.

The professional singers of the Grand Central 

Red Caps likely had the talent to reach the upper 
echelons of the 1941 competition, if not win it 
outright. They included men of education and 
professional achievement who were well con-
nected in New York City. That was all set aside 
simply because they were not white. One can 
only speculate how their lives could have been 
changed–and the trajectory of the BHS could 
have been enriched–had we opened our doors 
in 1941 to The Grand Central Red Caps and other 
men of color.

– Lorin May

your National Ballad Contest and a National Track 
Meet in which colored men run in relays or compete 
individually. This is not a social event, but a competi-
tion which should be open to everybody.

Let me add that if American ballads of negro origin 
are to be ruled out of barber shop singing, most of the 
best songs we have will be black-listed. There was a 
man named Stephen Foster who never hesitated to 
acknowledge his debt to the negroes for the best of his 
songs. Along with many others who found pleasure in 
the harmless amusement of American ballad contests, 
I am very sorry that this sour note has marred our 
pleasant harmonies.

The article went on to also include the resignation 
of Al Smith, the former Governor of New York. Soon 
enough, Cash would hear of the resignation of New 
York City Mayor LaGuardia as well.

Letters began to stream into Moses’ office, prais-
ing him for the stand he had taken, calling him “an 
inspiration.” The Paterson Interracial Commission 
sent him a note to “express our appreciation of the 
withdrawal by New York City from the National So-
ciety of Quartet Singing.”

O.C. Cash responds
Meanwhile, Cash was enjoying himself at the St. 
Louis Contest, immersed in the sounds of four-part 
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Commentary: How race relations in 1941 might provide (unflattering) context for the Red Caps’ exclusion

In a era in which there were few 
forums in whichminorities competed 
against whites, Jesse Owens shat-
tered not only world records but no-
tions of white superiority. Five years 
later, the Red Caps were barred 
from competing against white BHS 
quartets in order to “avoid embar-

The argument be-
tween Cash and 

Moses was bigger 
than the both of 
them. It spoke to 
their differing in-

terpretations of the 
old America they 

were each reviving 
and “preserving” 
in their contests. 

harmony. When he got word of 
what was being printed about him 
in the papers, he was dumbfounded. 
When he arrived back in Tulsa, he 
found the letter Moses had sent 
him—the one he could have read 
by picking up a copy of The New 
York Times.

Cash went on to pick apart each 
paragraph of Moses’ letter, boiling it 
down to a lack of understanding on 
Moses’ part of the rules and nature 
of his Society. Cash disagreed with the analogy of his 
contest being compared to a National track meet, 
open to all. Cash flatly told him “our convention 
and contest is a social event. Our Society is a fraternal 

organization, incorporated as such. You 
know, of course, that other fraternal 
organizations—Shriners, Masons, Elks 
and Eagles—have colored auxiliaries 
or similar organizations and that their 
conventions, ritual and drill team com-
petitions are kept entirely separate … I 
have heard no objections to any of these 
arrangements.”

If Moses’ Chapter was in good stand-
ing with the Society, having paid all its 
dues, Cash told him the Manhattan 

Chapter Secretary would have received notice that 
“Contestants must be bona fide members of the or-
ganization, and must sing barber shop harmony (not 
Negro spirituals). The two colored quartet winners in 

How did a master of public relations like O.C. Cash 
come to oversee the Society’s biggest PR disaster? 
Anyone’s opinion–including the opinions that 
follow–should be grounded in the context of race 
relations in 1941, months before the U.S. was 
compelled to enter World War II. (Canadians were 
already fighting the war and were not yet affiliated 
with SPEBSQSA.) This was a 
period in which the U.S. con-
sensus to defend white allies 
in Europe was still weak–and 
the mood to defend racial 
minorities within U.S. borders 
was even weaker.

In 1941, racial attitudes 
among individual whites could 
be varied and fluid, but the 
U.S. was still effectively under 
a race-based caste system in 
all but name. Its enforcement 
ranged from passive denial of 
opportunities, to segregation, 
to Jim Crow laws, to lynchings. 
Few whites strenuously questioned the racial status 
quo, and few blacks could safely do so openly. Not un-
til after black soldiers returned from fighting tyranny 
abroad did a critical mass of blacks feel emboldened 
to fight racial tyranny at home.

At the same time, long-standing dogmas about 
race were increasingly in conflict with casual observa-
tion. Even if few whites had meaningful relationships 
outside their race, anybody with a radio or a theater 
ticket could find minority musicians, dancers, and 
others who equaled or exceeded their white coun-

terparts in talent and in class. Only five years earlier, 
black U.S. track Olympian Jesse Owens had famously 
embarrassed Adolf Hitler and all who believed in 
white superiority. Many whites may have sensed that 
the assumptions behind their racial privileges were 
eroding. To whatever segment of Barbershoppers 
who shared that fear, the notion of an excellent black 

quartet mingling among them as equals, not to men-
tion contending for a championship, was unthinkable.

In his private life, O.C. Cash sometimes spoke 
and acted like a racial progressive, at least by 
contemporary standards. Why did he then defend 
the Board decision to exclude the Red Caps and all 
non-white singers? It would appear that the growth 
of their fledgling Society took top priority, and 
any question that could court internal controversy 
would be set aside. Unfortunately, it was typical of 
the era for powerful people to place the sensitivities 

of the white majority ahead of extending basic 
dignities to members of racial minorities. Jesse 
Owens often said he received less respect from 
the U.S. President than from the German dictator.

As O.C. Cash defended the still-fresh Board policies 
of exclusion, he wrote and reasoned like the public 
relations natural that he was. His highly-visible PR 

role may have biased his think-
ing toward supporting whatever 
path he believed would cause 
the least uproar. But if his motive 
was to avoid a PR disaster in 
St. Louis, in hindsight it is clear 
that O.C. Cash did not have his 
eye on the right city or on the 
right disaster.

It’s also clear in hindsight 
that the biggest disaster was 
that the Society founder helped 
kick the can down the road 
when it came to addressing the 
morality of racial exclusion in the 
BHS. The Society Board did not 

officially resolve this question for another 20 years, 
and then only after racial attitudes had tipped in the 
direction of the civil rights movement. By then, black 
singers had moved on from barbershop harmony, 
and the only people visibly singing the art form were 
white. A minority man or woman might love the 
music, but how could they conceive that barbershop 
was for them when nobody who looked like them was 
singing it? The damage had already been done, and 
that legacy continues to this day.

– Lorin May
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The Southernaires and O.C. Cash were 
mutual admirers. Before the group was 
more famous, Cash had helped book 
them and had used his influence to help 
them perform in a whites-only venue. 
He continued to promote the group, 
and his Tulsa Chapter had made them 
honorary members of SPEBSQSA. When 
called upon to resign that honorary 
membership in the wake of the Red 
Caps decision, the now-famous group 
instead sent Cash a letter of support.

– continued on page 25

your contest would have been barred from competition 
on these two grounds anyway.”

While Cash was always clear that the Red Caps’ race 
was the central issue, his two non race-related grounds 
for disqualification were also unsatisfying. Contrary 
to news reports, the Red Caps did not sing spirituals 
in the contest but instead performed two straight-up 
barbershop pieces: a “Railroad Medley” and “Mandy 
Lee.” Additionally, on the brochures mailed by the 
World’s Fair for the previous year’s finals, it said af-
filiation with the Society was only “recommended” 
to compete, not required. Apparently the rules had 
been changed.

O.C. Cash, Robert Moses, and race: the
more that you know, the blurrier the lines

The argument between Cash and Moses was bigger than 
the both of them. It spoke to their differing interpreta-
tions of the old America they were each reviving and 
“preserving” in their contests. It seemed as though, 
until that day in July of 1941, no one had asked the 
most basic question of all: What exactly is barbershop 
harmony? The answer for everyone involved a wistful, 
utopian vision of old America. But the interpretations 
branched apart when that utopia had to be described 
in crisp detail. To the New Yorkers, 
with their streets a melting pot of 
ethnicities, it had a much closer 
association of blacks with barber-
shop singing. In Cash’s mind, 
however, as a boy from the wheat 
fields of Oklahoma, his image of 
a barbershop quartet was a white 
experience. Somewhere along the 
way, the term “barbershop quartet” 
had been passed around, adapted 
and made to fit in with different 
ideals.

On the surface of this incident, 
it would seem easy to call O.C. 
Cash a racist and end the argu-
ment at that. However, it isn’t 
that simple. For one, at the very 
contest they were arguing over, on 
the same evening that The Grand 
Central Red Caps performed, a 
popular black group called The 
Southernaires appeared as guest performers. As they 
took to the stage, they were introduced as members of 
the Society for the Preservation and Encouragement 
of Barber Shop Quartet Singing in America. And it 
was true.

Back in 1939, before The Southernaires had become 
famous, O.C. Cash’s chapter hosted them in Tulsa. 
Cash and his buddies were such fans of the group 
that they inducted them as “honorary” members of 
SPEBSQSA, even though the Society was limited to 
white men. Cash even went so far as to book them at 
a local music hall in town. To make the show happen, 
he had to make a special appeal to the hall, as it didn’t 
normally allow “colored” acts. In a Detroit Tribune 
article of the same year, it listed as fans of The South-
ernaires, “every loyal member and sympathizer of the 
Barbershop Quartet Singing Society of America [sic], 
who could no more resist the soft, close harmony of 
the four Negro singers than a swing addict could close 
his ears to Benny Goodman’s clarinet.”

Cash’s disallowance of The Grand Central Red Caps 
had nothing to do with racism, he argued. It had every-
thing to do with his desire to keep the fraternal spirit 
and camaraderie of SPEBSQSA alive. “If we should 
permit colored quartets to compete in the contests, 
it would be extremely difficult and embarrassing to 
separate them, their wives and families, in the social 
affairs and functions ... [With] the fact that wives and 
daughters of the members participate in these gather-
ings, I know you will agree that the colored race itself 

would feel out of place at these 
meetings.”

While the above could be 
fairly interpreted as a diplomatic 
excuse, a charitable reading would 
grant that Cash was also express-
ing a sincere personal concern. 
He had seen The Southernaires 
treated poorly because of their 
race, and in that case had used 
his influence to intervene on 
their behalf. In the case of the Red 
Caps, the Society founder wrote 
as if he were entirely powerless to 
affect policy. While he may have 
had genuine concern for the way 
the quartet would be treated, his 
actions suggest that he was more 
concerned with keeping the peace 
among his all-white patrons.

While Moses was receiving his 
letters of praise, there were at least 

two supportive letters that black writers sent to Cash. One 
letter from a black lawyer in Boston read, “The Negro 
race does not want to be patronized or defended by any 
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The BHS Strategic Vision—Everyone in Harmony—received a lot of buzz when 
first announced in June of 2017, almost all positive. Leaders recognize that we 
are only in the very beginning stages of determining how to realize this vision, 
but following are a few guiding principles as they are presently understood. Learn 
more at www.barbershop.org/everyoneinharmony, including the online FAQ.

Inclusion is about realizing our goal to “Keep the Whole World Singing.” Everyone 
in Harmony is about no other agenda than finally, intentionally living up to the 
BHS motto we have professed almost since the beginning. From 1938 until the 
early 1960s, only white men were welcome. Decades after opening our doors to 
men of all races, today’s BHS is only slightly less homogenous. Today, we declare 
the vision that all people, regardless of generation, gender, race, ethnicity, religion, 
sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, ability, or cultural identity should have the 
same access to the life-changing power 
of singing found in the BHS. This marks 
the beginning of a long-term, active 
effort to draw from all segments of our 
respective communities.

We must learn from those who don’t 
currently sing with us. Inclusion means 
giving a serious voice to those who are 
not currently under the barbershop 
umbrella. While BHS members who 
belong to various minority communi-
ties may have particular insights, no 
one person can speak for an entire 
community. The under-represented 
segments of various constituencies may 
have a lot to say about why they aren’t 
currently singing among us, and what 
might change that. Future prescriptions 
that come of our inclusion efforts may 
come from or be vetted by the very 
constituencies that do not currently feel 
included among us.

“Inclusion” does not equal “diversity.” Inclusion is about how you act. It’s about 
recognizing and respecting the differences and similarities of all individuals 
and valuing all as part of the BHS community. We can choose to engage in fully 
inclusive behaviors, but we can only hope that those actions will lead to diversity.

It’s about us walking through others’ doors. Most chapters already welcome 
nearly anyone who walks through their doors, and most also wish their 
numbers included a more representative cross-section of their communities. 
Inclusiveness means we don’t wait for people to walk in–it’s about actively 
going out among constituencies within our communities that are not currently 
well-represented among us.

No demographic can assume that its viewpoint is the default. While the men 
singing next to you might be far more diverse than assumed once you get to 
know them, it’s fair to say that a significant percentage of past and present BHS 
members have self-identified as straight/white/Christian/male. Today, only 22% 
of U.S. adults and about 27% of Canadians include themselves in all four of those 
demographic categories. (The worldwide percentage is closer to 3%!) This means 
that a large majority of our current and potential audiences, allies, and singers 

likely have perspectives that differ–sometimes strongly differ–from what could 
mistakenly be assumed as “default” perspectives regarding song choices or other 
elements of BHS culture. To be truly welcoming, we must actively seek out feedback 
from community members with perspectives that may differ from the majority 
composition of our chapters. Then we must adjust to ensure our gatherings and 
our performances are places where all can feel included. 

This is not a program or a campaign. Programs and campaigns have a shelf life. 
“Everyone in Harmony” is a serious long-term commitment to inclusiveness in 
all we do, and a commitment to apply the considerable necessary resources. This 
is far from the first time BHS committees and leaders have addressed issues of 
inclusion; however, unlike many past efforts, we’re putting far more resources into 
ensuring that our efforts at inclusion continue to grow until they become part of 

our cultural DNA.

Some of our current strengths will 
make inclusion easier. BHS members 
have long stated that all differences 
seem to fade away when we blow 
the pitch pipe and start to sing–the 
“Ice Cream” scene from The Music 
Man is almost spot on. Our younger 
members are also already leading 
the way in diversity and inclusion. 
Working together, we can begin to 
ensure that a truly representative 
cross-section of our communities 
has the chance to experience that 
same harmony.

We will continue to enjoy what we love 
about our barbershop experience. 
As elements of the Strategic Vision 
evolve into formal plans, the intent 
is to maintain all the elements that 
current members love about the BHS 
experience. Future efforts will add to 

rather than subtract from available options. The object is to ensure that everyone 
who wants to harmonize or to support our mission will have desirable options for 
engaging with us and the barbershop art form.

In football terms, we’re currently at our own 10-yard line. Words are easy. Ef-
fective action takes time. This is an ambitious endeavor that will take significant 
effort over many years. Plans must be grounded in understanding the challenges 
and opportunities we face. Many goals will likely take decades to realize.

You can begin in your community right now. The path forward is being forged 
by the Society Board of Directors and headquarters staff, advised by an Inclusion 
Operational Project Team (see sidebar, page 24) and others. You need not await 
their direction. With thoughtful effort and effective listening skills, you can identify 
segments of your community that may not have meaningful connections with our 
communities of Barbershoppers. Don’t wait to begin building relationships with 
diverse members of your community and to collaborate on shows, outreach, and 
service within your community. Share both your successes and your lessons learned 
to help all of us move forward in our respective communities.

– Lorin May

LORIN MAY

Inclusion: A view from our 10-yard line
Some principles underlying “Everyone in Harmony”
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The Inclusion Operational Project Team: What is the end goal of inclusivity?

The Norman 
Rockwell image 
was the preva-

lent assumption. 
Few knew that 

all the early bar-
bershop singers 

were black.

The Inclusion Operational Project Team is a 
diverse group of Society members who have 
a passion for infusing true inclusion into the 
Society. They were key advocates for the Society’s 
posthumous recognition of the Red Caps. Other 
team members are Charles Carothers, John Fuller, 
Kevin Mendez, and Will Rodriguez.

Brian O’Dell: Have you ever had 
an interest in something, but 
felt like you were on the outside 
looking in? If only it looked a little 
more inviting, you might walk 

through that door ... And then sometimes, being on 
the inside, you might wonder “this is so great,  why 
isn’t anyone walking through the door?”

Perception. The way things look and the way 
things are can be two greatly different things, but 
with some focus on methods of inclusion, we can 
bring the two closer together, effectively taking 
the door off its hinges. It’s exciting to embark 
upon a journey of INCLUSION and uniting our 
communities, one voice at a time. Being in the 
Inclusion OPT has been very rewarding thus far, 
and only promises to be that much more in the 
future. Gold medal moments to be sure. Let all 
of us be inviting, so that everyone feels welcome, 
in harmony.

Matthew Swann: As a start, a 
common definition of “diver-
sity” and “inclusion” is needed. 
Diversity means all the ways we 
differ. Some of these differences 

we are born with and cannot change. Anything that 
makes us unique is part of this definition of diversity. 
Inclusion involves bringing together and harnessing 
these diverse forces and resources, in a way that is 
beneficial. Inclusion puts the concept and practice 
of diversity into action by creating an environment 
of involvement, respect, and connection, where the 
richness of ideas, backgrounds, and perspectives are 
harnessed to create tangible value. Organizations 
need both diversity and inclusion to be successful.

Mike Neff: To be inclusive means 
to provide a space that is open 
and welcoming to all, regardless 
of age, religion, race, sexual 
orientation, or ability. As Barber-

shoppers, do we provide an inclusive environment in 
chapter meetings, chorus rehearsals, contests, shows 
and events? What does that look like, and how can we 
do it? Do we understand what actions or behaviors 
might be perceived as exclusive? And if we don’t, why 
is it important that we should?  Those are just a few 
examples of topics the Inclusion OPT will continue to 

explore and clarify.  Since the Society’s founding in 
1938, we’ve seen great change–in our economies, 
families, communities, technology, communication 
and of course, music.  The one constant in our lives 
is change.  As the Barbershop Harmony Society 
continues to grow and evolve, I’m very excited to be 
part of the road ahead and look forward to singing 
with “Everyone in Harmony.”

Kendall Williams: The end game 
is to have this not be a concern, 
that is to say, that when a potential 
member walks into a chapter 
meeting, our first thought is about 

what section they need to stand in to get the best 
experience from this art. Because in the end, that is 
what bonds us, the ringing of chords, the performing 
of the uptune dance number using all your energy or 
ending that ballad in a pool of tears because to you 
it was all too real.

Until then, we all judge each other based upon 
our first impressions, and this includes race, sexual 
orientation, height, weight, etc. We need to educate 
ourselves on how to be inclusive and welcoming, 
understand how our words and actions can affect 
others so that you understand why a potential 
member reacts to you the way they do. This is a 
start to the process.

group who by their pretended interest, 
continually remind us that there is even 
a question of our inferiority … We want 
our separate lodges, churches, and orga-
nizations so that our advancement will be 
ours alone.” The Southernaires, who had 
been inundated with letters demanding 
they resign their “honorary” membership, sent a letter 
of support and loyalty to Cash.

Black barbershop origins erased
It seems possible that neither Cash nor The South-
ernaires grasped the irony of excluding blacks from a 
barbershop quartet society. In 1941, the Norman Rock-
well image of four white men singing in a barbershop 
was the prevalent assumption. Few knew that all the 
early barbershop singers were black or that their con-
nection to barbershops was tenuous. Unfortunately, 
some influential early BHS leaders knew these facts 
but did not share their knowledge with the masses, ef-
fectively helping to “white-wash” barbershop’s origins.

In a written 1946 exchange, two of 
the Society’s most respected historians 
(today, both are members of the BHS 
Hall of Fame) privately acknowledged 
that barbershop music originated with 
African-American singers. Celebrated 
musicologist Deac Martin publicly at-

tributed barbershop’s origins to European singers but 
privately wrote, “In my opinion, the American Negro is 
the very fountain head of barbershop harmony singing.” 
Joe Stern agreed, and contrary to his published positions 
wrote, “There is considerable evidence that Barbershop 
harmony in America sprang from Negro groups sing-
ing during slavery days ... [they sang] the old original 
Barbershop harmony. ... As far as the seventh chord is 
concerned, I believe the Negroes must have invented it ...”

It wasn’t until the 1990s that the African-American 
origins of barbershop were conclusively established, 
largely thanks to the exhaustive research of jazz histo-
rian Lynn Abbott. [See Dr. Jim Henry’s “The Historical 
Roots of Barbershop Harmony,” The Harmonizer, July/
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August 2001, pages 13-17. See also David Wright’s 
“The African-American Roots of Barbershop Harmony 
(and why it matters),” Jan./Feb. 2015 issue, pages 10-
15.] In gratitude for his impact on barbershop history, 
Mr. Abbott was made an honorary member of the 
Barbershop Harmony Society in 2015.

Moving forward from 1941’s “embarrassment”
It is true irony that the desire to avoid embarrassment led to 
what remains the Society’s most shameful episode. Ironic 
that the man fondly remembered for bringing so many men 
together was the point man for an unfortunate milestone 
that underscored the exclusion of so many others. The 
damage inflicted by this decision continues to this day.

As we look at the Barbershop Harmony Society today, 
we can hope that a story like that of The Grand Central 
Red Caps could never happen again. At this past Inter-
national Convention in Las Vegas, the Society honored 
the Red Caps with posthumous memberships, and as of 
Dec. 14, 2017, plaques devoted to each quartet member 
will reside in Harmony Hall. When Marty Monson 
spoke of making our Society “radically inclusive,” the 
crowd of thousands thundered in applause, causing him 
to halt his speech and take in the moment.

The symbolism of that moment was an important break 
from the past. It is the hope of the Society that those waves 
of applause will continue to ring loud and clear to all races 
of men, encouraging them to join us in harmony.  n

During the Saturday Night Spectacular on July 8, 
2017, the delivery of the carefully-scripted words 
was straightforward. But the Vegas audience’s 
reaction exceeded high hopes–and it left our 
CEO and Society President speechless.

A video presentation on The Grand Central 
Red Caps being denied entry into the 1941 
International Contest had just completed. Society 
CEO Marty Monson and President Skipp Kropp 
entered the stage to discuss the need to address 
this injustice that for 76 years had stood uncor-
rected. The incident “does not reflect who were 
are today,” said Marty, “and certainly not who 
we wish to become.” 

“If today we proclaim our vision is to become 
Everyone in Harmony,” he continued, “one more 
big step must occur. And it needs to be a step of 
action and not words.”

Then Marty delivered the words that inspired 
49 seconds of spontaneous applause: “First and 
foremost, we must unequivocally turn away 

from any cultural vestiges of exclusion. We must 
become radically inclusive and diverse across cul-
tural, ethnic, racial, gender, sexual-orientation, 
socioeconomic, and generational lines. We hereby 
declare our commitment to this transformation.”

The applause began 
before the last sentence 
was finished, and built 
loudly until it included 
the on-stage performers 
as well. It was clearly an 
even more enthusiastic 
reception than Skipp and 
Marty had hoped, and they 
were visibly moved.

This ovation was years in coming. Early on in 
the development of the Strategic Vision, it became 
clear that the BHS could no longer behave nor 
appear as an “exclusive” organization. We had 
to become actively–even radically–inclusive of 
everyone. Logic dictated it, and extensive member 

polling and feedback confirmed a strong need 
and appetite for this direction.

It was Skipp and Marty’s responsibility to be-
gin this transformation, and an early but critical 
step was to lay out this Vision to the membership. 

The Grand Central Red Caps 
presentation was chosen 
to help provide context. 
Barbershoppers had to be 
thoroughly onboard with 
the “why” of inclusion if we 
were to ever overcome the 
inertia of past habits. Count 
the crowd reaction in Vegas 
as a great beginning.

That 49 seconds of applause was hopefully a 
good omen–and a good beginning. And we’ll 
need that enthusiasm to sustain us all in the years 
and even decades of work required to turn great 
words into great actions.

– Lorin May

The 49 seconds that said it all
An extended ovation spoke volumes about the Society’s mood for a “radically inclusive” transformation

LORIN MAY




