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Interviewer:: Interviewer:er 

 

John Fry:: John Fry 

 

[0:00] 

 

Interviewer: The project won't be done, hopefully. I've got another year of school left 

 

John Fry: Where are you going to school? 

 

Interviewer: I go to NYU, but so you know the idea is to maybe come back and do more once I've 

finished or during the year, but its been a long time coming getting this degree and there's no reason to 

stop now 

 

John Fry: A lot of a those of people are needed for comprehensive oral history but Stax are scattered all 

over 

 

Interviewer: i'd like to go find, maybe, Floyd and go down to Atlanta find William Bell and all those 

people and talk to them. So this is just *can't understand*. I'd like to talk to Carol Thomas too, but she's 

hard to get in touch with 

 

John Fry: Yeah, well she's, well it ought to be possible, I mean... 

 

[1:00] 

 



You ought to talk to Brother Marvel, he can usually maybe persuade or do some stuff, but she is kind of 

seems like she stays out of the public eye 

 

Interviewer: Makes sense, so Grandma's sewing room *laughing*, where did you get the idea to build a 

recording studio? 

 

John Fry: Well what you're really talking about is our garage studio. I mena that was how I started 

getting into recording. Really as a teenager, I'm talking about junior high school. I was interested in 

music. I loved electronics and technology, and I was fascinated by broadcasting; both with radio and 

early television. Started building kind of our combination of recording equipment and radio equipment 

 

[2:00] 

 

because me and some other mischievous friends did a little small scale pirate radio, not enough power 

to 

 

Interviewer: So you did braodcast 

 

John Fry: Yeah not enough power to get arrested fortunately, we didn't put in jail as we probably should 

have because we had recorders and the other equipment, we started recording bands as well, and the 

big expansion and then kind of addition built onto the house and there was a second unused room that 

everybody calls "Granny's Sewing Room" because I think it was originally, my grandmother lived with us 

and it was intended to be a room for her use, and she never had any use for it so we took that over and 

then we were really big time because we had the control room and the studio well separated so we 

were professional. of course, at this time, you're talking about the like 50's 

 

[3:00] 

 

All vaccuum tube equipment, we finally worked up to the place in the garage environment that we had 

one monoral amtext recorder, and a stereo, two-track tape recorder which incidentally were very similar 

to the recording mode in the early Stax Records. That was the normal recording mode for most studios. 



You know real multi-track machines were unknown so the over-dubbing was a question of copy back 

and forth from one machine to the other which you could not do very many times without terrible loss 

of quality and build up of noise so often a typical recording might be to record a music track on the 

monoral machine 

 

[4:00] 

 

and if you're lucky enough to have the two-track then you could copy that to one track with the two-

track and you could have a whole track and be able to over-dub vocals and the flexibility to actually mix, 

or in many cases the recorded mode, particularly at Stax, where you had a rather large studio, might be 

to record the whole thing live, mixing in mono as you recorded vocal horns, rhythm, the whole thing. 

Generally speaking, people would try to cut tracks, I think, in river tanks and flexibility to at least have 

some control 

 

Interviewer: So what was it about broadcasting that you really grabbed you? 

 

John Fry: Well we had some great radio stations here. 

 

[5:00] 

 

For one, WDIA, my memories of growing up with WDIA were just indellible. They're just as fresh today 

as they ever were, the people who were on that station were not disc-jockey's, they were not 

announcers, they were personalities, they were entertainers. 

 

Interviewer: Who were they? 

 

John Fry: Nat V. Williams, Martha Jean, and the guy that did the gospel stuff, Brother Theo Wade. He 

would come one early in the morning then again and he would come on late at night  

 

Interviewer: Would he preach along with the music? 



 

John Fry: He would a little bit, he was a high-spirited guy. Mooha.... Rufus Tauss** on WDIA, but they 

had, the station had wonderful production. They did things, of course They did have long sense faded 

out 

 

[6:00] 

 

Their studios wound up being close to where we are sitting now, it's over on, just about directly 

opposite where we are on Madison Avenue, they were on Union Ave, and you would go in there and 

they would still be doing live broadcasts. They would have a time of day when some gospel scene groups 

would come in to the old studio and they would set up and perform live on the air. There are old 

photographs that you see of B.B. King playing live on WDIA. Dewey Phillips was the other kind of 

Memphis phenomenon on radio, he was sort of unlike anything else kind of completely wild man, and 

really the thing that people don't talk about Dewey very often  

 

[7:00] 

 

was that he was the first person that I know of that had a radio program that was simulcast on 

television. He had one program at night that he would come on WHBQ from Nine to Midnight and that 

was called "Red, Hot, and Blue" but in the afternoon, kind of after-school hours, he was on the radio 

with a thing call Pop Shop 

 

Interviewer: That was also the television show 

 

John Fry: And they then started originating that show not from their radio studio but the television 

studio while simulcasting the audio portion on radio which caused it to not make a whole lot of sense on 

radio a lot of time because if you were listening on radio you could not see what they were talking about 

or doing. 

 

Interviewer: And what kind of things were they doing that really wouldn't...? 

 



John Fry: Well it started off and you just saw Dewey flanked by a couple of turntables and a little radio 

console, and he was kind of sitting there and you would see him playing the records then he would 

announce and say something in between. 

 

[8:00] 

 

 Really that was pretty boring, so they had to come up with some visual elements to put in. He would 

occasionally have artists come in and lip-sync their records, or even occasionally play live. I remember 

seeing Jerry Lee Lewis play on that program. Many times, they had some old, beat-up, up-right piano 

that he would come in and pound and maul, but they would also make the technical operations very 

appearant, which of course you're not supposed to do on televison, but they started resorting to just 

panning the camera around the studio and you would see the cameras and the crew and all the people 

that were in there. there was one guy that worked kind of as a floor director, a fellow named Harry 

Fritcias*** and he developed this character where he used a sort of gorilla mask and an overcoat and so 

forth and he just did all kinds of stunts... 

 

[9:00] 

 

For one thing, he started this big thing where people were invited to mail in gifts to them, and he would 

take the gifts and while the records were playing, he would open them on the air, hold them up to the 

camera and show them to them, occasionally he would take the package or whatever and smash it 

before opening it up, and finally one day he opened up this thing that looked like oatmeal carton. He 

held it up to the camera lense as he was opening it up so that he couldn't even see what was inside of it. 

Well somebody had sent them a wasps nest or bees nest complete with bees and when he opened up 

this things, bees just kind of swarmed out of this thing, and they fled the studio. The cameras are still 

sitting there on; there's a record playing. The record runs out. 

 

Interviewer: What was the song? 

 

John Fry: I don't remember what the song was, but there was this door, and you would see the door pop 

open... 

 

[10:00] 



 

Suddenly they would run in, stick on a new record, run back out *laughing* and shut the door. So the 

rest of the show, what you were watching was this empty studio, bees and things flying around, and 

occasionally a door popping open... 

 

Interviewer: And you were watching this on television as it was happening? 

 

John Fry: I'm sitting there watching this 

 

Interviewer: What did you think about it? 

 

John Fry: I thought it was pretty funny. The other thing that they would do, is at this time American 

Bandstand was already on the ABC network and that's what they were affiliated with, but they weren't 

carrying American Bandstand here, they put Dewey Phillips on instead, and didn't carry, but the 

directors, while records were playing, of course it would be completely out of sync, it wouldn't be the 

same music, but the directors would occasionally punch up the network feed from American Bandstand 

so you'd see all these kids in Philadelphia, you didn't know where they were coming or what they were, 

but you'd see all these kids dancing out of time to the record, of course, that was currently playing, 

 

[11:00] 

 

 and we were all puzzled about that. We said, "What is that? Where is that coming from?" and finally 

when they started rearranging the schedule so that they carried American Bandstand, it was obvious 

where it was coming from, and what they had been doing the whole time. We were really mystified 

where those kids dancing were coming and where that set that we were seeing. All of that stuff was 

tremendous. I guess the other thing about broadcasting was, briefly, there was this connection to what 

was going on in other parts of the country. We were really enthusiastic about listening to stations that 

you could pick up from other places. WULS in Chicago which you could pick up easily and clearly here. 

WABC in New York which was harde but... 

 

Interviewer: So New York and Chicago stations came through down here? 



 

 John Fry: Yeah 

 

[12:00] 

 

Interviewer: And what would they play on those stations that couldn't get here? 

 

John Fry: Well, there was a somewhat different approach, you'd occasionally, particularly, hear some 

regional music a little sooner. It was amazing to listen to them, particularly WABC during the Beatle 

Invasion in 64 because it was just... and generally speaking those stations had, I don't know that they 

were... they certainly weren't playing better music than WDIA or than Dewey Phillips was because we 

would usually get that kind of authentic music that was coming out of this part of the country more 

quickly on our local stations, but WULS's and WABC's were the other side of it, just absolutely slick 

production, fast-paced; the first ones to have really sophistocated jingles, and formatting, and all that 

sort of thing. It was a contrast, it was fun. 

 

[13:00] 

 

Interviewer: Now, after you graduated high school and the first two years of Arden**, you went and 

worked at a radio station in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, is that right? 

 

John Fry: Yeah I actually think we were still going to high school. There was a friend of mine, Jerry 

Scanlon, who actually I had met, he had helped us with some of the installation of some of the later 

equipment that we had in the garage studio, and he had actually been a radio and television engineer 

with WHBQ, the station that Dewey Phillips was on. He was a technical guy, not a... He went in to being 

a radio consultant, putting in applications, building stations, and finally he got a license and he was going 

to put a station in himself in Pine Bluff which proved to be kind of an unfortunate selection of markets. 

 

[14:00] 

 



I think it's one of the few cities in the United States whose population in the last 30 has declined some, 

but he built a radio station over there and my buddy John King and I helped him build that thing, helped 

him with the initial programming, and so forth. 

 

Interviewer: And you weren't actually a disc jockey on this radio station? 

 

John Fry: Not really, I mean John King would do air time sometimes, and I would occasionally do news, 

or fill in, or something like that, but we lived in Memphis, so we would kind of commute. We would tend 

more to pick their music, organize it, send them the records, do the production because we had a studio 

here, and we did a lot of their production, you know their intro's and outro's, the news, and edit the 

jingles, produce commercials and things. 

 

[15:00] 

 

We didn't really go and live in Pine Bluff for prolonged periods of time. 

 

Interviewer: What sort of records would you send over there? 

 

John Fry: Well it was a black-format station. The way we formatted it intended to be pretty, you're 

talking now Sixty-Two/Sixty-Three, so there were some day-parting where they would have some gospel 

even parts of the weekends where they would have a guy do a jazz program, but most of the time it 

was... we kind of formatted it, programmed it a lot like a Top 40 station except the music obviously was 

skewed to the predominantly black audience. It was really kind of a cool station in many ways for a small 

market. 

 

[16:00] 

 

Interviewer: What kinds of artists were sort of being catered to, you know, the then-gospel? What sort 

of pop artists were being catered to the black audiences in Sixty-Two/Sixty-Three? 

 



John Fry: Well, I don't know. I probably misspoke to say "Pop Artist", but I guess we were playing... We 

were not playing a lot of blues records, for example. We would be playing the slicker production 

records, a lot of the VJ stuff. We played Stax and Atlantic, but it was not... You know, a lot of times at 

that period of time, if you heard a rural black radio, it could be almost considered a blues rather than a 

sort of R&B, pop-leaning sort of format, motown-heavy. Lots of motown content. 

 

[17:00] 

 

But that was just our little bent because we liked doing fast-paced sort of Top 40-like production, so we 

tried to adapt that to the music content. 

 

Interviewer: So were you still recording bands this whole time? 

 

John Fry: Oh yeah, yeah 

 

Interviewer: So what sort of bands were you recording in Memphis at that time? 

 

John Fry: Well we had a small record company. Some of the bands we would record, we would actually 

issue 45's. We would have the recordings masterd and issue them really locally and regionally and try to 

sell them. We recorded usually just whoever would turn up that was some guy who knew one of our 

neighbors, a guy Freddie Cadelle. We recorded a couple of records on him and his band. There was kind 

of a horn band that play a lot of frat things and all that kind of thing, It was very popular in the area from 

Ole Miss at Oxford, called the Downbeats. 

 

[18:00] 

 

 We recorded a couple records on them that did very well locally. There was like a high school rock band 

that was made up of some of our high school friends called the Shades. We did several records with 

those guys, and we would also do some rental recorded that we didn't intend to issue but people would 

come in, of course they wouldn't pay you very much, but they would come in and just have us make a 

recording for them and off they'd go with the tape. 



 

Interviewer: So you were actually making money with this record company at this point. 

 

John Fry: Not much. We were a bunch of kids trying to be entreprenours. 

 

Interviewer: Right, and it worked out 

 

John Fry: Well it worked out, there was enough combination of kind of fun, interest, and excitement to 

make you want to continue with it. 

 

[19:00] 

 

Over the process of doing this over some period of time, we were developing some skill at it. You started 

out completely blundering around, and as a junior in high school kid. You know really by the time I got 

out of high school and put in a little time with the radio station, I about half way knew what I was doing. 

 

Interviewer:And when you moved over to National Street, how did that happen? 

 

John Fry: Well I'll tell you the way that happened is, it happened because My parents decided to sell the 

house where the studio was, and they were gonna sell that and they were moving and they didn't want 

another studio in the house *laughing*. 

 

[20:00] 

 

 They had been very gracious about that, but can you imagine... they're good folks because particularly 

back at that time the idea of having bands coming and going, and music, and all that kind of thing like 

that, and artists coming in and out; It's not something a lot of people would have tolerated gladly, but it 

came time for them to sell house. It was kind of a question at that point either fold up all this kid 



nonsense and go get a real job, or is this whats gonna be my career? and I came down on the side of 

well we'll get an actual commercial building and we'll put in a real studio. 

 

[21:00] 

 

We found a building at 1457 National Street. It was a store building. It had just been completed. The guy 

that built it had a retail business and he was going to occupy half of it, and the other half, which was 

about 2000 square feet, was up for rent, and it was just empty space which was ideal becuaseyou could 

go in and partition it anyway you wanted to, and we rented building from him and started walling it off, 

and setting it up to be a studio. We have a control room, a fairly large studio area, it was close to 40x40, 

and we have offices, we had a little workshop, storage, all the usual stuff fit into about 2000 square feet 

 

Interviewer: When did you start recording Stax artists? 

 

[22:00] 

 

John Fry: Well not long after that... Let me back up on the chronology too because one thing that I 

forgot to mention. You're saying 'What's the first connection with Stax?" Well the very first connection 

with Stax is my friend John King and I, he was one of the partners in crime in the radio stuff, going down 

to the Satelite Record Shop to buy records. That was my first contact with Stax, and I can't tell you the 

exact year, but it seemed to me like I would probably have been about 15/16, and we would go down 

there sa often we could because freqeuntly they would have new releases of stuff that we were looking 

for of stuff sooner 

 

[23:00] 

 

 than some of the shops that would've been in the downtown or East Memphis didn't much exist then 

but it was starting to be some retail area, and you know my first experience with Stax was with Estelle 

Axton selling us 45's over the counter, and of course she was knowledgable. She knew what was coming 

out, and you would go in there and she would say... She didn't just want to sell you what you asked for, 

she would get everything in there out and play it and say, "Well what do you think of this? Have you 

heard this yet?", and particularly she would do that with the Stax or Satelite release because that label, I 

guess, at that time was still going. What she was doing was Market Research. 



 

[24:00] 

 

We could maybe talk about that in another context if you'll remind me before we end to talk about the 

Stax business model. To me, that record shop was a key thing in the Stax business model because she 

was... As soon as they had a record pressed, she was collecting feedback off the streets. 

 

Interviewer: Right, she would play it right in the record shop. 

 

John Fry: Yeah, she was not... she ws proactive in doing that. She would certainly play things from other 

labels saying "This is new, you'll like this", but the Stax things it was always "Listen to this. What do you 

think of this? Tell me what you think's gonna happen." 

 

Interviewer: Do you remember any of those records, and really feeling like certain records really stood 

out? 

 

John Fry: You know, my memory is not good enough to remember all of them. I know there were a lot, 

but to return to original question, 

 

[25:00] 

 

"How did we start recording Stax artists in the studio?" because we never developed any contact with 

the people at the record company when we were buying records as kids in the record store. I'm not sure 

I even understood that the studio was back behind the record store. I just knew 

 

Interviewer: That's where you get the new stuff 

 

John Fry: Yeah, here was this good record store, so we never really got to know any of the artists or any 

of the people who were working in the record company other than Mrs. A because she was, you know, 



inhabited that counter. I mean that was, if you went down there she would usually be in there. While we 

were building the recording studio, we had originally kind of decided on one kind of console and we 

were also about to have an experience much like going to heaven by getting a four-track machine. You 

know one of the first 4-track Skulling machines. 

 

[26:00] 

 

 A guy walked in one day and this fellow's name was Welton Jettine***, and he, I guess, had heard that 

we were building a studio, and at that time he worked as the head technical engineer for a company 

called Pepper Sound Studios which was a general company owned by John Pepper who also 

coincidentally owned WDIA, and he had earlier been a radio engineer with WDIA, but then he had built 

there recording studio and ran that. He had also gone on a side into the business of building equipment, 

building recording consoles, or components for recording consoles. He came in and showed me a 

channel strip, a module and said "Take a look at this, I'm building these consoles, and I'm building this 

one right now for Stax." and he was using these, 

 

[27:00]  

 

Up to that time, most of the equipment had been vaccuum tube, and I like equipment, you know, if you 

go in these studios back here, I still have some vaccuum tube equipment that I bought in the 60's, and 

had sense enough to hold onto, but Jettine was using some very high quality, so the first transistorized 

amplifiers made by a guy who had been with NASA, a company called SpectroSonics. We took a look at 

what he was doing with the SpectroSonics amplifiers and components and the console construction that 

he was doing, so we decided that we were going to buy the components for our console from him. The 

result being that the console that we put in was not identical, but extremely similar, 

 

[28:00] 

 

 the equalizers, all the controls, everything would have been famililar to the console that Stax was 

getting. This console, incidentally, was the very first console, you know, real sophistocated console, that 

they would've had. Up to the time that they got this, they were using, you know, what I subsequently 

found out, pretty primitive equipment. Again, Amtech's modum machines and Amtech's 4-pot mixers, 

put a couple of those together. 



 

Interviewer: They still have the Amtech modum machine at the museum, the first one. 

 

John Fry: And so, as it worked out because of the circumstance, Stax studio A and Ardent Studios 

wounded up having almost identical equipment. We had the same type four-track recorder, same 

console, so that somebody that was working at Stax, once they got used to that stuff, they could make 

the transition back and forth very easily, 

 

[29:00] 

 

and almost immediately, we started, once we got our studio up and once they had sort of re-done 

studio A at Stax, well that was the only studio. This was before B was even built at Stax, but as soon as 

both studios got up and running, we would start to get calls from some of the Stax producers and they 

would say, "Well, yeah, we're busy over here, we can't get in. Can we come down and do something? 

Can we come mix this thing?", or "We need to come record a track," or "We need to come do an over-

dub", and it just worked out, I think largely, because of that happenstance of having this commonality of 

equipment and facilities that we quickly got to know most of the artists and most of the producers, and, 

for lack of a better word, we were sort of adopted. 

 

[30:00] 

 

We sort of became Stax studio number 2. I mean we were their go-to vendor if they were busy and 

needed to do some work outside, Ardent where was they sent it all. 

 

Interviewer: And what year was this, now? 

 

John Fry: We opened up in Sixty-Six, I think we rented the building over there in Sixty-five, and got it 

finished and opened up in Sixty-six, and we were doing for them probably some in Sixty-Six, but certainly 

by early Sixty-Seven. 

 

Interviewer: And so, what were some of the sessions that were recorded at Ardent you remember? 



 

John Fry: Well again, I'm not gonna remember them all. 

 

Interviewer: Well the ones that really stand out for you. 

 

John Fry: Because some I would engineer, some Terry Manning would engineer, who was basically a guy 

in one of these bands that we recorded who learned how to engineer by being around the studio, and 

then sometimes their engineers would come and run the equipment themselves. 

 

[31:00] 

 

Sometime Steven Cropwell would come, and he would, unless he was playing, he would ordinarily 

record or mix himself rather than have one of us, whereas other times a producer who was not en 

engineer would come down, and he would want me, or Terry, or one of the other guys to do the session. 

I think that probably over time, from '66 until the end of Stax, I think one time or another we did some 

recording probably for every major Stax artists with the exception of Otis Redding. We never, at least 

during his lifetime, we never did anything for him because his career was tragically short with Stax too. It 

ended hardly, it started before it end, but just about everybody else at one time or another we did 

something. 

 

[32:00] 

 

Some of the highlights that I remember standing out may not necessarily be the biggest hits. 

 

Interviewer: I probably know them. 

 

John Fry: I remeber Steve Cropper mixing on "Soulmate." I think what he was doing, I don't know if he 

was doing the manoral, the original manoral version, or whether he was going back and doing a stereo 

version. I honestly don't remember which was which, but I, yeah, I remember walking in and hearing 

him do that, and I think it was probably the first mix because the interesting thing about was to, there's 

a whole let more on that. The horn parts and things, the guitar parts that are on the tap are more 



complicated than what you hear on the mix, and what he was doing when he was doing the mix is he 

was leaving out parts of the horn parts and guitar parts to get it to that answer back thing. 

 

[33:00] 

 

 It didn't do it on its own. There was like all this stuff in the over-dubs that if you had left it all up, the 

record wouldn't have been anything like what it was, but he got onto this thing of saying "Well, I'm 

gonna leave that phrase out, and I'm going to take it out and the guitar is gonna answer" and so on, so it 

was like, you know, kind of watching saying "That brilliant." 

 

Interviewer: That's wild 

 

John Fry: And, yeah I remember seeing that out to another Sam Davis record. I remember it was winter 

time, and he was down there mixing this song, and I just kind of, you know, walked in the door and he 

was mixing "I thank you" and clarinet**** were relatively new, you know, the instrument that's on there 

that Booker T. Jones is playing, and they were cantankerous things who were hard to keep in tune and 

bust the strings and all that. 

 

[34:00] 

 

 They would make you curse probably more often than anything, but Booker T. Jones had just done this 

amazing clabinep on this thing and that, I remember, that right there just floored me as being innovative 

when I heard, and it didn't do all that well for Sam Davis, not really in terms of sales one of their bigger 

hits, but ironically that record had been not recorded, but mixed in our studio, and it wasn't very many 

years later after we had moved to this present studio that ZZ Top was re-recording that song which was 

a huge hit for them, and I don't know, well I know they never would have gotten onto the song if Terry 

Manning hadn't called their attention to it. 

 

Interviewer: It's funny because that's one of my favorite Sam Davis songs 

 



John Fry: It is, it's one of my favorites too, but if you kind of look back at the charts and all that sort of 

thing, 

 

[35:00] 

 

 it certainly, it did okay, but it did not, at least in this country, I bet if you look at the international charts, 

I bet that's is one of those records that did better in Europe than it did here. 

 

Interviewer: Now at lot of these hits for Stax and the ones that you had been recording early on that 

were doing well locally, you know, there was still sort of an idea that a hit could be "local hit" in the 

'60's, is that right? 

 

John Fry: Yeah, something just occured to me, I'll go back, but there's a couple of other sessions that I 

want to tell you about, but we got off on a tangent, but let's get the answer to this, and yeah there was 

an idea that a hit could be local or regional, and certainly an idea that many, and, you know, I'm not sure 

that I wouldn't be going, I don't think I'd be going too far, at least in talking about independent labels,  

 

[36:00] 

 

most independent hits started on a local or regional basis 

 

Interviewer: And how did this idea sort of reaching a specific demographic affect the music? 

 

John Fry: I may not fully understand your question, but, you know, I don't think that in that era that 

most of the production was being in done in a sort of self-conscious, deliberate way where somebody 

actually sat down, targetted a demographic, and tried to tailor the production to that. To me, I recall a 

much more spontaneous process where, you know, you just had an artist and some players and they did 

what they did, and  

 

[37:00] 



 

that worked out. Now, I will say that I think it related more regionally to the artist, and the players, and 

the producers having been shaped in their taste and their abilities by the culture that they were living 

with, and back then regional culture was really strong. It wasn't this sort of homogenized thing that 

we've gotten with modern media where, you know, lots of Memphis, or, Memphis is in many 

indistinguishable from Dallas or Denver or Seattle. The regional influences and differences were much 

stronger. They were shaping our lives, and certainly the musicians' experiences, the producers' 

experiences, their skills, the people that they emulated and looked up to, 

 

[38:00] 

 

 and that in turn was creating a music that reached out to a particular audience, but that I don't think 

you had the modern sort of very deliberate, well I know you didn't, the very deliberate sort of a 

production where somebody manufactures an artist. 

 

Interviewer: Right, and I guess what I'm saying is that maybe it's not even that they were trying to reach 

a local demographic as much as now there's so much of trying to reach this huge national, worldly, you 

know, what does everybody want to hear versus then, you know, if it was a regional hit or it was about 

the culture, reflected something more specific, and that's why I think it's so universal, the Stax music 

that I'm thinking of those early, the reason that maybe they have held up so much is the specificity of 

the culture. 

 

John Fry: Sure, and those things would reach out. I think a lot of times people were surprised when they 

would break out nationally, 

 

[39:00] 

 

 but it was, and internationally, but it was because they did have a character, and it would probably be 

more familiar to people in this region who were sort of used to it growing up with it, and then when 

somebody in the Northeast or out West heard it, it was this radical new thing like nothing they had ever 

heard, or somebody in Europe heard it, it was this, you know, this amazing thing that all of a sudden. 

that clearly was entertaining that transcended any kind of boundaries of taste, and people wanted to 

know more about that, and they wanted to hear more of it. 



 

Interviewer: And so what were the other session that you were... 

 

John Fry: Oh the sessions that I was thinking about. Well we could sit here and you could run out a tape, 

but "Hot, buttered soul" album was one I remember well. I actually did a lot of engineering of tracks on 

that, 

 

[40:00] 

 

 and Isaac was here in the studio just within the last month, and I was joking with him about the way 

they would do some of that stuff. We were recording, by that time we were recording an 8-track and a 

1-inch tape at 30 inches per second. Tennis** reel tape would only last 15 minutes, and Isaac had the 

habit of sort of getting out there and getting the band started and recording some rather long tracks 

which then maybe he would edit, or only use a portion of, and we kind of developed this thing where 

there were a number of times I would see the end of tape approaching and I couldn't very well use the 

tarp back or anything. We didn't have tarp back that only went into the headphones, so I would simply 

get up, walk from the control room out into the studio, walk over by the organ or piano, whichever one 

he was playing, and sort of motion... 

 

[41:00] 

 

Interviewer: This is when the song wraps up 

 

John Fry: And he would then kind of figure out how they were gonna end, but that was a fun thing to do. 

I'll tell you another one that involves Steve Cropper, and illustration of spontaneity. It involves Steve 

Cropper and Terry Manning, and an unusual circumstance. Steve called up one day and said "I've got to 

mix the new Booker T. and the MG's single", and he came in with a song that I don't even remember 

what it was now, that was supposed to be A-side, and he dealt with that and then he said "Well, I've got 

this B-side, and I haven't the over-dubs, and, you know, I've got all these big gaps in here that I've to fill", 

and we were doing a lot of jingle sessions then, big orchestra-like session which I actually love to do. I 

love people who say "Ew, jingle. Nasty." 

 



[42:00] 

 

 I learned more out of doing that than I did out of anything else because I got to record all of these 

ensemble instruments and things in combination with other instruments that a guy in Memphis 

otherwise never would have gotten a chance to do, and it's interesting when you look at the Stax history 

that Rank Paulman*** is mentioned one of the principal engineers. He came out of that background, he 

was a graduate of the general company that I had talked about before, so, you know, that experience 

appearantly served him well too, but because of the fact we were doing a lot of those session, there was 

a marimba sitting in the studio, and Terry Manning was a keyboard player. He could play the piano. 

Steve Cropper asked him whether he played the marimba, and he didn't know anything about how to 

play the marimba, but he says "Yes, oh yeah", and figured he could fake, and probably because he 

couldn't play it really like somebody ordinarily would 

 

[43:00] 

 

He went out there, and they started to do this over-dub, and Terry started playing a marimba part that 

was very reminiscent of a steel drum part. Well that song was "Soul Limbo", and after they had done, 

that was going to be the throw-away B-side, after they had done the marimba over-dub, it was like a 

completely different thing, and Steve was like hugely excited, that became the A-side and sold well over 

a million records as I remember 

 

Interviewer: That's great, I love that 

 

John Fry: And there are a million stories like that, not just in the Ardent experience, but in the Stax 

experience and all that, and it kind of ties in really to the what you were asking about I think, and that is 

the difference between people being allowed to have spontaneity, and to not to have these fixed 

boundaries and limits on creativitiy 

 

[44:00] 

 

 or what you've got to be making to please everybody, and the kind of music that results from that sort 

of atmosphere as opposed to the sort of music that results from what I call the corporate, record 

company way of doing things, which Don Knicks, a Stax artist and producer, he once likened it to he said, 



"It's like they've got a big piece cheese, and every time they want another record they just cut off 

another slice." and you're talking about how these records, Stax records and Stax music and other 

Memphis records and Memphis music, how they hold up over time, and how they have this universal 

appeal, and I think it has a lot to do with the fact that those really great records were made  

 

[45:00] 

 

in that environment of spontaneity, and also in the environment of putting unlikely people together 

because... I mean you think about just the Stax-Ardent relationship, that's a pretty unlikely sort of 

background to have, you know, I mean Stax is pretty unlikely. It was revolutionary in being a racially 

integrated business at that time. I didn't think it was unusual for some reason. I didn't realize until later 

how unusual it was, it all seemed natural enough to me, but, you know, you've got all this interaction of 

folks from different backgrounds, and I think thats always been a characteristic of Memphis music is that 

it's, you know, they call this area a crossroads or a melting pot, 
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 and those are all very valid terms because it usually is a place where two or three things that you think 

couldn't connect or mix, that you think would be just as compatible as oil and water will come together 

and make some stunning, startling new thing, and that's a story of a lot of the Stax experience. 

 

Interviewer: That's where the best music in the world comes from I think. 

 

John Fry: It absolutely is, and, you know, and just parenthetically if we don't get back to doing I think... 

There's a good reason that... you know the music industry has had 30% of the gross revenue sucked out 

of it in the last 4 or 5 years, and certainly piracy, CD duplication, and all that have had something to do 

with it, but I think absolutely abject boredom has something to do with it too, it's like, I think if we 

would, and, you know, I certainly don't want to go back to the good ol' days and hand in all of our 

modern technology, but if we would start doing real artist development, and allowing people to record 

with spontaneity and creativity I think we would see consumer interest come back. As an industry, I 

think in modern times we have frequently been a boring consumer to death. 

 



Interviewer: Kids aren't lining up outside the record anymore with a real passion and excitement for 

what's gonna come out next, you know, their waiting for it to be fed to them in a very boring 

 

John Fry: Yeah, well look, I mean, examples of that, look at the films from the 60's of Beatles fans. Look 

at the films from the 60's of the Stax, look at the audience reaction to the Stax review in Europe. Do you 

see audiences today showing that kind of interest in entertainers, and having that kind of reaction? 

Rarely. 

 

Interviewer: Well you do, but it's about something else. When you watch "Total Request Live" on MTV, 

you know, you have these kids outside in Time's Square because maybe Justin Timberlake is in there, 

but it's a lot more about being star-struck than it is about being moved I thnk. 

 

John Fry: I think they would scream just as much if they thought a non-musical celebrity were inside. 

They aren't screaming because the music has captured their heart, they're screaming because the 

celebrity or the personality has. The closest I've seen lately to a crowd that had that look of excitement 

about it was on A&E Paul Mccartney appearing at Red Square in Moscow. They had been hungry for it 

for so long, and had waited for it for so many years, and here is this terrific show with this, I don't know 

if saw that tape, but the band that he had for that absolutely just smokes, I mean, 

 

[49:00] 

 

 it reminded me of what we were talking about. You gotta get a hold of a copy of that and watch it, and 

that Russian audience responding to that looked very much like that look of excitement and enthusiasm 

that you see in 60's audiences. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, it's funny about this idea of the unlikely combination, it really makes me think of so 

many things, but one of the things it really makes me think of is that band Big Star. People ask me a lot 

of the time, "How is there an intersection between sort of Avant Garde Rock and Roll, and Sixties R&B." 

and I always think about Big Star as sort of like where that first really happened. 

 

John Fry: Yeah, I'll tell you somebody whose not in town today, but somebody you might want to just 

mention. Jody Stephens, the original Big Star drummer, works here, and actually he's on a trip to New 

York visiting with some record company this week, 



 

[50:00] 

 

 but he'll be here the first four days of next week, and then he's going on vacation, so if you want to try 

to catch him. Yeah, I guess, there's two things.... well there' s way more than two things, but one thing I 

don't want to forget to say, you were talking about how did we start out and get a chance to work on 

these Stax records. One thing that you've remember is that I was still a kid then. In 1966, I would've 

been just barely, well depending on whether my birthday had passed I would have been 21 or 22 years 

old, and looked younger than that, and to me looking back on it, it is always amazing to me that these 

already, you know, well-established and successful professionals at Stax would have accepted and 

trusted a bunch of kids like us. 

 

[51:00] 

 

Now I'm not saying they made a mistake because I'm not into false modesty. By that time, I was 

compotent as all-get-out at what I was doing, I mean I had worked and studied hard, not only to be able 

to do it, but to understand how every bit of that stuff worked and what was going on inside of it, so it 

wasn't like, "give it to the dumn kid" and he actually is dumb, but there's no justification for it. I mean 

we were kids with no appearent experience starting out, and it was the kind of environment where, 

"Okay, you can have a chance. You can have a shot at it, and if you can do it and get the job done, we 

don't care who you are. We don't care how young you are. We don't care what your background is. Can 

you do the job?" 

 

[52:00] 

 

and so I'm like hugely grateful for that. I don't know if I should be grateful for having a lifetime career in 

music business, that remains to be seen, whether congratulations or condolences are in order for that, 

but, you know, I would never have had the success and the opportunities that I have subsequently had if 

it had not been for the existence of Stax Records in Memphis, TN, and the fact that they were willing to 

accept me and my other staff at a time when we were just starting out, and hadn't proved them 

anything yet. Not only did they accept us to record their records, but ultimately this whole Big Star thing 

is, you know, after a few years went by Stax decided that they wanted to have a prescense in Rock music 

and in Pop music. 

 



[53:00] 

 

While we were continuing with the studio, we also, most every guy that learned how to engineer there 

come out of a band, it was a keyboard player or a drummer or a guitar player or somebody that would 

by watching and by me teaching them, learn how to engineer. So all of us were always coming up with 

ideas, recording their own bands, and so on and so forth. We were still trying to be not so much a record 

label, but to be a production company. We would still find artists or bands and do artist development 

and record them. particularly Al Bell had an interest in wanting to branch out into the Rock area, and we 

had been doing artist development with several artists, 
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 and he was hearing some of that and liking it, and he said, "Well, why don't you start the Ardent record 

label up again?" He'll do the recording, A&R, and production, and all that, and we'll do the sales and 

promotion and marketting and distribution. That was, at the time that we had been working with a band 

originally from Oklahoma, who had moved to Memphis, called Cargo, and Big Star, who were composed 

of all people from Memphis, so that's really how that connection between Stax and rock music which I 

guess in the end, turned out to be somewhat a hit of its time. there's an old joke that goes, 
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 'You can always tell the pioneers, they're those guys with all the arrows in their backs", and to some 

extent that Big Star music had to wait a long time for recognition, but it finally is coming around. I never 

thought that 33 years later that those records would be more popular than they've ever been, and 

indeed there's a guy in England right now who's finishing a book about Big Star, being a 350-page 

 

Interviewer: Probably one of the most influential bands, and important bands to everybody my age 

making cutting edge rock music, they've all listened to those records a thousands times. They know 

them better than any ZZ Top record, 

 

[56:00] 

 



 it's a funny thing how that happens. 

 

John Fry: Well it was a wonderful experience. I think this book, I'm in the process of reading a draft of it, 

and I've read the first 8 pages, and the guy who's doing the book is really doing a lot of research, and I'm 

amazed at the depths that he's gone into. I think he's done two previous music books, both artist-

authorized, one on REM and one on Beck. I had seen both of the previous books, and they are both high 

quality publications. In reading this thing, I mean it certainly wasn't all good times back then, and there 

was a lot of heartache associated with that. Any time that you do music that you really believe in, and 

then you get people like rock critics and avant garde people telling you it's good, 
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 but you can't figure out how to sell it. That hurts, but I can tell you that was the best experience that I 

have ever been involved in, particularly the first two albums. The third one was kind of done under hard 

conditions, but the first two albums I wouldn't trade it for anything, and to me that's, if anybody wants 

to look at the high point of anything in my career, they can look there, at least that's where I would say. 

Somebody observing outside-in might have a different opinion, but me, looking from the inside-out, I'd 

say that's it. Early 70's. All down hill from there *laughing*. 

 

[58:00] 

 

Interviewer: Well I think we're gonna be out of tape here in a minute. 

 

John Fry: Okay 

 

Interviewer: What time is it? We could maybe put in another if you want to keep going 

 

John Fry: I mean I can if you've got other questions that you want answered. I can try to do that, try to 

speed it up a little 

 



Interviewer: No, no, this is great. Well, let's, I mean I've got a few more things I'd like to talk about. 

We're here we may as well 

 

John Fry: Yeah if you wanna change tape, I'm gonna stand up for a minute 

 


